
        
            
                
            
        

    



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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FOR STU, DASH, AND VIOLET
A WONDERFUL FAMILY WHOSE IMPRESSIVE TALENT IS EXCEEDED ONLY BY ITS EVEN MORE IMPRESSIVE HEART
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1. 
Annie
THE BEYOĞLU AQUATIC CENTER SHARED a parking lot with an auto repair shop, so it wasn’t uncommon for teenagers with dripping-wet hair to cross paths with mechanics whose hands were covered in grease. This was Istanbul, a city that straddled two continents and was home to more than fifteen million people. Life here was defined by unlikely encounters.
Despite this, Annie couldn’t help but think the man was out of place. She noticed him the moment she stepped outside after practice. He was muscular but bulky, built like a boxer, not a swimmer. And his fitted shirt and perfectly pressed pants were hardly garage-appropriate. She watched as he dropped a cigarette to the ground and stubbed it out with the toe of a thick black boot. Judging by the other discards lying nearby, he’d been waiting awhile.
Annie turned to her friend Gökçe and asked, “Who’s the musclehead?”
The girl gave her a confused look. “What is ‘musclehead’?”
Gökçe’s English was so good that Annie sometimes forgot she was still learning it. “It just means a guy with lots of muscles.” She bowed her arms in a flex. “Like a bodybuilder.”
“Ahh, musclehead, I get it.” Gökçe smiled, pleased to add new slang to her vocabulary. “I don’t recognize him. He probably works at the garage.”
“Dressed like that? I don’t think so. Besides, look at his hands. They’re manicured. Not a spot of grease on them.”
“Okay, then he’s a parent picking up one of our teammates.”
Annie gave her the side-eye. “We’re halfway through the season, and we’ve never seen him before. How do you explain that?”
Gökçe laughed. “I don’t explain that. Because unlike you, I am not an incredibly annoyed person.”
“I’m not incredibly annoyed,” Annie said defensively. “I’m just curious because… Wait a second…. Did you mean ‘paranoid’?”
“That’s the word. Annoyed. Paranoid. They sound the same to me. You are the most paranoid fifteen-year-old in the world.”
Now it was Annie’s turn to laugh because there was more than a little truth to this. “Okay. That’s fair. But believe me. If you came from my family, you’d be paranoid too.”
Annie’s parents were both spies. Originally, they worked for MI6, British Secret Intelligence. But six years earlier a mission in Paris had gone terribly wrong. She still didn’t know all the specifics of what happened, but she’d been living on the run ever since. Türkiye was her ninth country, and like the other eight, it came with an entirely new identity and cover story. As far as Gökçe and everyone at school was concerned, Annie was Pam Ryan from Bakersfield, California, who’d moved to the Middle East because her father worked in the oil industry.
“Walk with me to the metro and help me practice my English,” Gökçe said.
“Okay, but you’ve got to help me practice too. You’re not the only one learning a new language. How do you say ‘paranoid’ in Turkish?”
“That’s easy,” Gökçe responded. “You just say… ‘Pam Ryan.’ ”
It took Annie a moment to get the joke, and when she did, she laughed despite herself. “That’s so not funny.”
It had been years since she’d had a friend this close. Someone she could almost be herself with. This was intentional because she knew she’d inevitably be forced to leave without warning or a chance to say goodbye. But with Gökçe, their friendship had clicked from the beginning. They were classmates at Galatasaray, one of the most prestigious high schools in the country, and played together on a highly regarded water polo team. Gökçe’s dream was that they’d end up playing at the same college in the United States.
“When we get to USC, my English will have to be perfect,” she said as they walked along the brick road. “It will help me in school and of course when I meet all the celebrities.”
Her plan was that they would go to the University of Southern California, which, in addition to having an elite women’s water polo team with Olympians from around the world, was also located in Los Angeles, just a few miles from Hollywood.
“Did you see many celebrities growing up in California?” she continued.
“I lived in Bakersfield,” Annie responded, sticking to her cover story. “All they’ve got there is desert, farming, and oil wells. No celebrities.”
“Too bad. We will fix that when we are at university. We will go to class. We will train in the pool. And then we will hang out at clubs with all the movie stars.” She did a little shimmy with her shoulders.
Annie loved Gökçe’s mix of confidence and optimism. It was so heartfelt that she sometimes got swept up in it. Despite her unpredictable undercover life, she almost believed that they would go to college together and remain friends forever. But then she saw a reflection in a shop window and was snapped back to reality.
It was Musclehead. He’d followed them from the aquatic center and was now watching from across the street. Annie was right. He had been waiting. He’d been waiting for her.
Her cover was blown, which meant she needed to execute an escape plan. She had to get away from him. Then she would have to get away from Istanbul. But first she had to get away from Gökçe. It was too dangerous for her to get caught up in this.
“What’s the matter?” her friend asked. “You look worried all of a sudden.”
“No.” Annie faked a smile. “I’m just tired from practice.”
“Yes.” Gökçe nodded. “Practice today was extremely ghouling.”
Even in this situation Annie couldn’t help but chuckle. “Grueling,” she corrected. “ ‘Ghouling’ would mean that there were ghosts and evil spirits. ‘Grueling’ means exhausting.”
“Sometimes I think the coach is like an evil spirit, but yes, grueling is better.” Gökçe flashed a smile, and Annie took a mental picture. She knew she’d never see her friend again.
As they neared the station, Annie was careful to keep track of the man without giving any indication that she’d spotted him. He likely wouldn’t make a move until she was alone. That meant she had two blocks to work out a strategy.
“You should come home with me for the weekend,” Gökçe suggested. “We could work on our Renaissance project together. And the food is much better than at the dorm.”
They were both boarding students at Galatasaray, but since it was Friday, Gökçe was heading home for the weekend. Her family lived just outside the city. Sometimes Annie tagged along, but she couldn’t predict how her pursuer would respond, and she didn’t want to risk her friend’s safety.
“I wish I could,” Annie replied. “But I promised Seda I would help her study.”
“Too bad. My mother is making baklava for dessert.”
“Don’t rub it in.”
When they reached the Şişhane metro station, Annie took a quick peek over her shoulder and saw that the man was now closer to them. He was ready to act in case she headed toward the subway.
“Teach me one new English word before I go,” Gökçe said. “Something good.”
Annie blocked out the looming threat for a moment and focused on her friend. “Okay, here’s a good one,” she said. “Bestie.”
“What is ‘bestie’?” asked Gökçe.
Annie pointed at her friend. “You. You are my bestie.”
Gökçe smiled warmly. “That means you are my bestie also. See you Monday.” She got on the escalator and started to descend into the station. Before disappearing from view, she turned to face Annie and held up two fingers in a V for victory. “Fight on!”
It was the symbol and the slogan of the teams at the University of Southern California. The two of them had co-opted it as their own secret communication and used it for everything from a greeting to a farewell to a cheer during water polo matches. But now Annie took it as a reminder of what she needed to do. A call to action.
“Fight on!” she said, flashing the sign with her fingers. Then she added to herself, “Because that’s exactly what I intend to do.”
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2. 
Galata
ANNIE COULD FEEL HER PULSE starting to quicken.
Now that she was alone, Musclehead was likely to strike at any moment. She didn’t know if he was an assassin or a kidnapper, and she had no intention of finding out. What she did feel certain of was that this somehow involved her mother. That was the only explanation. Some hostile government, criminal syndicate, or secret agency was trying to use Annie to get to her.
Who’s mad at you now, Clementine? the teenager wondered.
Annie often referred to her mom by her first name when it came to spy stuff. It helped to be able to separate the deadly secret agent from the woman who used to read her Goodnight Moon at bedtime. Not that they ever had a typical mother-daughter relationship.
Her mom’s idea of teaching her to be handy in the kitchen was the time she showed her how to use a mixer and a waffle iron to “make and bake” explosives. And when they went for manicures, it wasn’t at a salon. It was in a safe house, where a former Mossad agent named Yossi dipped their hands in a chemical solution to alter their fingerprints.
Now, as Musclehead moved closer, Annie tried to remember the details of their “girls’ trip” to New York City. She had thought they were going there to sightsee and catch a musical, but it turned out it was for evasive tactics training. The closest they got to a Broadway show was when they ran kidnapping simulations among the crowds in Times Square.
Instead of singing along to show tunes, she ended up repeatedly saying the phrase “The key to survival is situational awareness.” It wasn’t exactly catchy, but it proved to be excellent advice. Situational awareness was the ability to stay keenly in tune with your environment in order to effectively respond to any hazard or risk.
Annie’s current risk was a thick-necked stalker who had muscles on top of muscles. Her environment was İstiklal Avenue, a pedestrian-only street lined with shops and restaurants that was one of the most popular tourist destinations in Istanbul. She made a quick mental list of factors that might help her evade him.
Police. Tourists. Tram.
There were several silver police kiosks along the street. Musclehead wouldn’t want anything to do with them, but to be honest, neither did she. Telling a cop that you’re being chased by an assassin because you’re on the run to protect your double-agent mother would lead to questions she did not want to answer. The police were a last resort.
The tourists, however, were more promising. The Times Square training taught her that the chaos provided by a horde of sightseers offered plenty of opportunities to get lost in a crowd.
The best option was the tram. The only vehicles allowed on İstiklal were a pair of old-fashioned red-and-white tramcars running on tracks in the middle of the street. If Annie could lose Musclehead in the crowd and get on one, she could ride it back to school, a half mile up the road. The campus was surrounded by a tall fence and protected by guards. He wouldn’t be able to follow her there. Once she got inside, she could send an emergency message to her mother, who would know exactly what to do.
Unfortunately, it would be a couple minutes before the tram arrived, which meant she had to buy some time. And to do that, she bought some food.
“Bir tane lütfen,” she said to a street vendor in Turkish. One, please.
She’d stopped to order içli köfte, a torpedo-shaped fried meatball with minced beef, onions, walnuts, peppers, and spices. If she had to stall, she wanted to do it while interacting with people. It made it harder for anyone to grab her. She also didn’t know when she’d get a chance to eat, and she was hungry after the two-hour practice.
She took a bite and savored it. “Tadı leziz,” she said to the vendor, smiling. Delicious.
She turned to get a napkin, which allowed her to look back without being obvious. Musclehead was now less than five meters away. She reminded herself to stay calm.
She heard the tram before she saw it, its bell clanging to prod pedestrians to scurry out of its way. It stopped near the vendor and let people off.
Rather than board it then, Annie stayed where she was and finished her köfte. She waited until the tram was on the move again before sprinting toward it. This part of her plan relied on three assumptions. First, that Musclehead would be startled by her sudden action, which might give her a head start. Second and third were the boots and cigarettes she’d noticed at the aquatic center. She had no doubt she could outrun a heavy smoker in boots.
After ten long strides she jumped onto the back of the tram, where there was a small step and handrail. Riding this way was totally against the rules, but kids did it all the time. She pressed her body against its exterior so the conductor couldn’t see her in the side-view mirror.
The tram wasn’t exactly fast, but it was quicker than fighting through a crowd, which is what Musclehead was doing when she turned to look back. The next stop was in front of her school. All she had to do was hold on until she got there. Then she could flash her ID badge at the guard gate, and she’d be safe. She’d get a message to her mother, and while she waited for a reply, she’d write a proper farewell letter to Gökçe.
Her heart was still racing, but the adrenaline rush had calmed a bit, and she breathed a deep sigh of relief. This had actually been easier than the simulations in Times Square.
Nice coaching, Mom, she said to herself.
Her sense of relief was only momentary, however, until she noticed that Musclehead was now on his phone. If he had a partner, that meant she might not be free and clear.
There was a bend in the road right before Galatasaray. When the tram made the turn and Annie could see her school, her stomach dropped. Standing in front of the gates was a tall man in a maroon tracksuit. He had a mustache and was speaking on the phone as he scanned the passengers. When he spied Annie, he flashed a sinister smile.
The school was no longer an option. Annie’s mind raced as she tried to come up with an alternate plan. Another tramcar was heading down the hill, and when the two cars passed, she jumped off one and onto the other. Once again, she had her foot on the rear step as she held tight on to the handrail.
“The key to survival is situational awareness,” she said, as though hearing it out loud might jog an idea loose.
She thought back to the subway. If she could make it to Şişhane station, she could get on a train and head out to Gökçe’s house. The thought was tempting but way too risky. She now had pursuers—plural—and the problem with a subway was timing. She might have to wait on the platform for five or ten minutes before the next train arrived. If they got to her before then, they could catch her or follow her to Gökçe’s.
The police were still a last resort, but she was running out of other options. She looked ahead toward one of the silver kiosks but didn’t see an officer there. Behind her, the man in the tracksuit was gaining. Apparently, this one wasn’t a smoker. He was moving fast and running downhill. He’d catch up to her soon, so she needed to jump off and make a run for it. She was so focused on this that she didn’t notice she was headed right back to Musclehead.
He climbed onto the back of the tram, crowding her on the step.
“Hello, Annie,” he said in an accent that sounded like it might be Greek or Albanian.
Hearing him speak her actual name, a name she hadn’t used in years, sent a chill up her spine. How did he know who she really was?
“Clementine sent me,” he continued. “I’m a friend of hers.”
“No way,” Annie said, trying to sound brave. “My mom doesn’t hang out with troglodytes.”
The man leaned closer, his face only inches from hers. “Well, if not exactly friends, then colleagues. She’s been misbehaving lately. That’s why I need you to come with me.”
He reeked of cigarettes, causing Annie to gag and recoil.
“Don’t you know that smoking is hazardous to your health?”
He flashed a yellow-toothed grin. “So is trying to be smart.”
Annie contained her fear and replied, “Well, I bet no one’s ever accused you of that.”
Her next move had nothing to do with what her mother had taught her in Times Square. This she’d learned in the pool. Water polo players had to fight under the surface, where the referee couldn’t see. She gripped the handrail as tight as she could and delivered a solid kick to the side of his knee, which buckled and caused him to slip off the step.
He let out a surprised yelp but managed to hold on to the handrail as his feet dragged along the road. With his arm fully extended, Annie spied a weak spot and with her free hand delivered a rapid series of jabs to his underarm, causing him to let go and tumble to the ground, hitting his head on the street.
Annie looked back as he sat up and pressed his palm against the gash above his eyebrow. The man in the tracksuit stopped and tended to him, but it would only be a moment before he started chasing her again. The tram wasn’t going to be fast enough, so she jumped off and started racing down the hill.
Annie had been on the run since she was nine years old, but this was the first time she literally was on the run. She didn’t know where she should go, only that she needed to get away from the people who were chasing her.
Once she reached the end of İstiklal, she raced along Galip Dede, a narrow street lined with music shops that had traditional instruments hanging in their windows. It was steep, and several times she nearly tripped on the cobblestones as she ran.
She snaked her way through a throng of tourists outside the Galata Tower, which had been a landmark for nearly seven hundred years, and zipped along some winding roads until she reached the famous Camondo Stairs, where she had to navigate around wannabe influencers taking selfies. The posers were there because the curving staircase provided a picturesque social media backdrop. Annie was there because it was the quickest route to the street—and potential escape route—that ran along the waterfront.
There were three flights of stairs. She was on the middle one when she turned to check behind her. Just as she saw the man in the tracksuit, her foot missed a step, and she tumbled down to the next landing.
She had a twisted ankle and a bleeding elbow to go with the throbbing pain in her head, but she didn’t have time to nurse her injuries. She leaped back to her feet and continued running until she reached the Galata Bridge.
The double-decker bridge spanned a body of water called the Golden Horn and connected the newer and older parts of the city. The lower level was full of restaurants, while the upper one had lanes for cars, trams, and pedestrians. The sun had just set, and most of the restaurants were filling up with tourists. This might have offered Annie another chance to get lost in a crowd, but she opted for the top deck.
She ran past a trio of men fishing over the rail and saw that Musclehead and Tracksuit were closing in on her. When she reached the middle of the bridge, she stopped, climbed up onto the railing, and looked down at the water.
She’d seen some boys jumping from here the previous summer. It was about twelve meters, daunting but only a little more than the high dive at the aquatic center. No way were her pursuers going to follow her.
She looked back at them for a moment and smiled.
Her mind flashed back to the last words Gökçe had said to her, so she held up two fingers in a victory symbol and said, “Fight on!”
They watched hopelessly as she leaped from the bridge and disappeared into the dark waters below.
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3. 
Sophiemania
MOTHER LOOKED OUT THE WINDOW at the mob of photographers gathered on the sidewalk. It was cold and rainy, but that had done nothing to deter them as they jockeyed for position along the wrought iron fence in front of St. Margaret’s School for Girls. He watched from an empty classroom on the second floor where Brooklyn, Kat, and Sydney stopped by to check in.
“How’s it going?” Brooklyn asked. “See anyone who doesn’t belong?”
“It’s hard to tell because they’re all wearing rain gear, but it appears to be the usual suspects,” he answered. “Now ask me how exciting it’s been trying to memorize the face of every photojournalist in northeast Scotland.”
“You give them too much credit if you call them that,” Sydney replied. “They’re not journalists. They’re vultures.”
“Actually, vultures play a valuable role in the ecosystem,” Kat commented. “I tend to think of the paparazzi as being more like parasites.”
“That is an excellent point,” Sydney concurred. “I stand corrected.”
Like the photographers, the four of them had come to St. Margaret’s because of Sophie Weir, the school’s thirty-two-year-old maths teacher, who was about to marry Prince Frederick, sixth in line to the British throne.
With the royal wedding just a few weeks away, Sophiemania had swept the country. The paparazzi followed her around the clock, capturing everything from early-morning jogs to late-night pizza runs. Sophie called it “the circus” and did her best to ignore it. What couldn’t be ignored, however, were the very real threats that had been discovered by British intelligence. She was vulnerable to attack, which is why a personal protection officer, known as a PPO, accompanied her everywhere she went.
Everywhere, that is, except for school.
Sophie drew the line there. She thought an armed guard would be too disruptive for her students’ education. She wouldn’t even allow him to step foot on campus. That’s where Sydney, Brooklyn, and Kat came in. They were half of the most unlikely espionage team in MI6 history. Called the City Spies, the group consisted of two adults and six kids, aged eleven to sixteen, who went on assignments where normal agents would stand out.
This was a perfect example. The three of them were able to do something no adult in the Intelligence Service possibly could. They’d gone undercover as Sophie’s students while Mother was posing as a member of the school’s maintenance staff. This gave him a good excuse to move throughout the campus and poke around in closets and attics. He wore blue coveralls with a St. Margaret’s logo embroidered on the pocket.
“One more class and we’re done for the day,” he reminded them. “We’ll meet in Sophie’s room after school and stay there until she leaves and we hand her off to her PPO.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Sydney replied.
“Be safe and contact me on the comms if you see anything out of the ordinary,” Mother said. “I don’t care how insignificant it seems.”
Sydney, Kat, and Brooklyn each wore the school’s uniform of a royal blue sweater, yellow polo, and gray skirt. Officially, they were part of a student exchange program between St. Margaret’s and their school, Kinloch Abbey, which shared a similar curriculum. This allowed them to keep up with their studies while on assignment.
Kat was in Sophie’s final class of the day, advanced higher pure mathematics, one of the most difficult courses offered by the school. When she entered the classroom, the teacher greeted her.
“Good afternoon, Supriya,” she said, calling Kat by her cover name. “How are you?”
“Good,” Kat answered.
“Just a heads-up, we’re reviewing for a comprehensive exam today,” Sophie explained. “Don’t get discouraged if we touch on anything you haven’t studied yet.”
Kat, who’d won the Newton Medal as Kinloch’s top maths student three years in a row, humbly replied, “I’ll try not to. Thanks for the warning.”
Even though she was only fourteen, and three years younger than the rest of her classmates, Kat had no trouble with the lesson. In fact, she had to keep from answering too many questions so that she wouldn’t stand out. (Sydney often reminded her that spies were supposed to blend in.)
Kat was seated at a desk in the back row next to a window. This gave her a vantage point of the entire room and allowed her to keep an eye on the courtyard for potential threats. Luckily, the rain kept people away, and she only saw a few brave souls with umbrellas dashing from one building to another. By the end of the class, there’d been nothing to report to Mother.
“We’ve still got a few minutes,” Sophie said as they wrapped up the day’s lesson. “Why don’t we stretch those mental muscles a bit more with some word problems?”
The students let out a collective groan.
“That’s not fair,” complained a girl in the front row. “You’re punishing us because we did the work faster than expected. You should be giving us a reward.”
“Is that so?” Sophie asked playfully. “What kind of reward?”
“I like baked goods,” suggested one student.
“Money’s always nice,” joked another.
“How about inside information?” said a third.
“Inside information?” asked Sophie with a raised eyebrow. “Such as?”
“All the chat shows are trying to predict what your wedding dress is going to look like. You could give us a hint. Maybe show us a picture.”
“You think I would trust you lot with sensitive information like that,” Sophie scoffed humorously. “My dress is practically a state secret. MI6 doesn’t even know what I’ll be wearing.”
“Then a different type of inside information,” replied the girl. “You could tell us what the queen is like in person. Is she funny? Does she burp when she eats?”
Sophie cackled with laughter. “Those are even bigger state secrets.”
“Come on, Ms. Weir,” said the first girl. “We’ve got a front-row seat to the biggest story in the country. Can’t you give us something?”
“All right, there is one thing, but you’ve got to keep it between us.”
The students eagerly leaned forward in their seats.
“I’ve got a complicated problem that maybe you could help me with,” Sophie continued.
“Of course,” said the girl, wide-eyed. “Anything.”
“Really?” Sophie asked hopefully as she looked to the others.
“Anything,” they replied in unison.
“Great.” She took a dramatic pause and said, “A shop sells two brands of batteries. Brand A powers a toy for five hours and is sold in packs of eight for three pounds sixty.”
She started to write the numbers on the board and was greeted with exaggerated booing.
“I warned it was a complicated problem,” she joked. “Besides, I don’t want my wedding to be the reason you don’t get into the right uni. Pencil and paper only on this one. No calculators. Brand B powers the same toy for five and a half hours and sells in packs of six for two pounds ninety-four. Which brand is the better value?”
There were fourteen girls in the room, and thirteen of them pulled out scrap paper to solve the problem. Kat was the one who didn’t. She was also the only one who was thrilled that they were doing maths instead of listening to royal gossip. While the others were still writing down the numbers, she raised her hand and asked, “Could you be more specific?”
Sophie gave her a confused look. “About which part?”
“ ‘Value’ is a vague term,” Kat replied. “Brand A gives forty hours of life for three pounds sixty, which works out to be nine pence per hour. Brand B gives thirty-three hours of life for two pounds ninety-four, which works out to be eight-point-nine pence per hour. So, in that comparison, brand B is the better value, but only nominally so.”
Sophie was astonished. “Did you just work that out in your head?”
Kat ignored the question and continued. “But it’s reasonable to assume that the same parents who purchased the batteries also purchased the toy. If you factor in the cost of that toy in addition to the batteries, then the fact that it’s used for seven extra hours increases its value such that brand A becomes the better choice. And that’s assuming the toy operates off a single battery, which isn’t clear. If that’s not the case, the numbers are further complicated.”
Kat was about to dive even deeper into the problem when she noticed that all the students had now turned around and were staring at her. She wasn’t exactly blending in. Luckily, she was literally saved by the bell, which rang to signal the end of the school day.
“Have a great night, and remember to study for your practice test on Wednesday,” Sophie said as the students gathered their belongings and started to leave. “By the way, as a reward for your excellent work today, I will tell you this…. The queen is an absolute delight and has never once so much as hiccupped, burped, or belched in my presence.”
They laughed as they exited, and soon the only student left was Kat. “So, in addition to being a spy, you’re also a human computer?” Sophie asked, impressed. “How on earth did you do that? It’s breathtaking.”
“I can’t really explain it,” Kat replied. “I think I see numbers the same way that Beethoven heard music.”
Sophie marveled at the thought. “I would’ve loved to have had you in my class all year long.”
“I would’ve enjoyed that too. You’re a really good teacher.”
“Thank you,” Sophie said, touched by the sincerity of Kat’s statement.
Sydney entered the room and plopped down at a desk. “I’m beat.”
“You know your friend here is quite the numbers wizard,” Sophie said to her. “All she’s missing is a cloak and a wand.”
“Every year she wins the medal for the top maths student at Kinloch,” Sydney replied. “The first time she won it, she was only twelve.”
“I have no trouble believing that,” Sophie said.
“New subject?” Kat suggested, embarrassed by the attention. “By the way, MI6 knows.”
“Knows what?” asked Sophie. “About your maths skills?”
“Well, they know that, too,” Kat replied. “But I was talking about your dress. In class you said not even MI6 knows what your wedding dress looks like, but they do. Sydney saw the pictures.”
Sophie was surprised. “You did?”
“I had to scrounge around in the dossier to find them,” Sydney replied. “But I was not going to be denied. I just couldn’t wait to see what you’re wearing.”
Sophie was obviously disappointed, which instantly made Sydney feel guilty.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have done that, should I? I just love fashion.”
“I’m not upset with you,” Sophie said. “Just that MI6 had pictures of it in some dossier. They’re really going to know everything I do for the rest of my life, aren’t they?”
“That’s kind of how they work,” Kat said. “Or rather, how we work.”
Sophie could tell that Sydney felt awful about it.
“It really is okay,” she said. “I get it. I would’ve done the same thing. I love fashion too.”
“It shows,” Sydney said. “You’re a total icon.”
“You think so? The tabloids certainly don’t.”
“They don’t know anything,” Sydney replied. “Some of your red-carpet looks have even made it to my vision board.”
“Let me guess, the Prince’s Trust concert last year,” said Sophie.
“Perfection,” Sydney replied, her spirits lifted. “You owned the night.”
Sophie asked, “Okay, then tell me what you think about the wedding dress? And be honest.”
“It’s amazing,” Sydney answered. “It’s classic but modern. The lacework on the shoulders and sleeves is sensational. And the Basque waistline is the stuff of princess fairy tales.”
Sophie was delighted by this review. “Is that the official opinion of MI6?”
Sydney replied, “It’s the official opinion of the only one at MI6 who knows what they’re talking about.”
“Well, then I take it back. I’m glad the pictures were in the dossier so that you could share that with me. I was beginning to have doubts. My sister doesn’t like it. She says she does, but I can tell she’s lying.”
“Pure jealousy,” Sydney replied. “Don’t change a thing. It’s flawless.”
“You see, this is why I prefer you lot to the PPOs,” Sophie said. “You know about things like fashion. All they know are mean stares and grunts.”
Mother entered with Brooklyn and said, “Good afternoon, Ms. Weir.”
“Please, call me Sophie,” she told him for the umpteenth time.
“Old habits,” he offered. “Whenever I set foot in a school, I go straight back to being twelve years old.”
“As opposed to all the other times when he acts like he’s thirteen,” Brooklyn joked.
“We ready to go?” Sydney asked.
“Not quite,” Mother answered. “The rain’s slowed dismissal, and there’s some congestion out front, so we’re going to wait until that clears up first.”
“You know I’m a big girl,” Sophie said. “I can take care of myself for a few minutes.”
Mother smiled. “Sorry, but that’s not how this works. I know it’s an inconvenience, but it can’t be helped.”
Sophie went to say something in protest but realized it was pointless, so she changed subjects. “I tell you, these three young women are quite impressive. One’s a maths whiz. Another’s a fashion maven. And, according to Ms. Sweeny in the multimedia lab, the third is a computer genius.”
Mother smiled. “They do make a father proud.”
“You’re their father?” Sophie asked, delighted.
“He adopted us last May,” Brooklyn said.
“In fact, your soon-to-be brother-in-law helped make it happen,” Sydney added. “The Prince of Wales.”
“You know James?” Sophie asked Mother.
“So well that he calls him Jimmy,” Brooklyn said.
“We were mates in college,” Mother explained. “And even though we don’t run in the same circles, we still keep in touch. Last year I explained our situation, and he pulled some strings to make the adoption happen.”
“It’s mostly been great,” said Kat.
“Mostly?” Mother said playfully.
“Now you tell even more dad jokes than before,” she answered.
“Absolutely,” added Brooklyn. “I didn’t think that was possible.”
“My sense of humor is part of my irresistible charm,” Mother joked. “The gentleman spy wears clothes bespoke, and wields the dagger of the well-placed joke.”
“Tell me you did not just use a Motherism to refer to yourself as a ‘gentleman spy,’ ” Sydney said.
“What’s a Motherism?” Sophie asked, laughing.
“They’re the dad jokes of poetry,” Brooklyn replied. “He’s got a bunch of them.”
“I’ve got one,” Kat said, excited. “How can you tell if he’s your dad? It’s easy because his jokes are bad.”
Everyone laughed.
“Well, that’s… quite good, actually,” Mother said. “Nice to see my influence is rubbing off on you.” He went to say something more but was interrupted when his phone rang. He checked the caller ID and had a curious reaction.
“Who is it?” Sydney asked. “The PPO?”
“No,” he said. “It just says ‘blocked.’ ”
“Probably a telemarketer,” Sophie guessed.
“Not on this phone,” he replied. “My number is restricted.”
He thought for a moment more before answering.
“Hello.”
There was a brief pause on the other end of the call, and then a woman’s voice asked, “Wow, it’s really you?”
He recognized it in an instant, and it took his breath away. He gave a signal to the others and stepped out into the hallway for privacy. Once he was certain no one else could hear him, he finally answered.
“Clementine?”
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4. 
Clementine
During his career as an MI6 agent, Mother had been in countless difficult and dangerous situations. He’d had endless hours of training, studying, and counseling. But none of that had prepared him adequately for this phone call. His head was spinning as he stood in the hallway of St. Margaret’s School for Girls and spoke to his wife for the first time in six years.
“Clementine?” he repeated in disbelief. “Is that you?”
“Yes.” She hesitated. “We need to talk. Face-to-face.”
Mother’s surprise gave way to anger, and he acidly replied, “Well, considering the last time we were face-to-face, you left me bound and gagged in a burning building, you can understand my reluctance.”
“That’s fair and I can explain. Or at least try to. But not on the phone.”
I can explain.
As if that were possible.
They had been rising stars at MI6, husband-and-wife secret agents who were incredibly talented. Their careers were soaring until they were sent to Paris to infiltrate a global crime syndicate known as Umbra. The mission spun wildly out of control when Clementine switched sides and joined forces with the criminals. It was the ultimate betrayal of family and country.
I can explain.
Mother had spent six years trying to imagine a possible explanation. Was she a double agent reporting to MI6 from within Umbra? Had she been tempted by money? Had it all been some terrible mistake? What could possibly justify her actions?
“When do you want this meeting to take place?” he asked curtly.
“As soon as you hand off Sophie Weir to her PPO.”
He couldn’t believe it. How did she know what he was doing? He instinctively looked toward the ceiling to see if some hidden camera might be recording him. “Where are you?”
“You’ve been watching me off and on for the last few hours,” she replied. “I thought you might recognize me and come outside.”
The photographers.
He slipped into the classroom across the hall from Sophie’s and checked for her.
“Dark blue raincoat and hood in the back,” Clemmie said as she stepped away from the others so that he could see her more clearly.
Mother was furious at himself for not noticing earlier.
“Don’t beat yourself up,” she said. “I’ve gotten really good at hiding in plain sight.”
Mother didn’t reply; he just continued looking out the window at her.
“Across town at the University of Aberdeen, there’s a giant cube in the middle of campus,” she continued. “It’s the main library. I’ve reserved a group study room on the seventh floor. Bring Sydney, Brooklyn, and Kat. I want them to hear what I have to say.”
Mother was reeling. Clemmie knew everything. She knew his phone number and that he was protecting Sophie Weir. She knew which kids were with him and what their names were. All of that was supposed to be classified. She knew everything about him, and he was completely in the dark about her.
“Why should I meet you?” he asked bitterly.
“Because I’m desperate and I need your help.”
“I was pretty desperate in that fire,” he said. “I could’ve used your help.”
“Let me rephrase that,” she answered. “Meet me because I’m desperate and Annie needs your help.”
The mention of their daughter changed everything. Still, he worried it might be some sort of trick. “Am I just supposed to believe you about that?”
“Yes,” Clemmie responded, “because throughout all of this, the one constant for both of us has been protecting our children.”
Mother considered this. “I’ll be there.”
Annie was the trump card. If she was in danger, he couldn’t afford the luxury of being angry at his wife. He needed to be at his best. He quickly composed himself and returned to the others, acting as though nothing had happened. He didn’t say a word about the phone call until Sophie was in the care of her PPO and he was back in the car with Brooklyn, Sydney, and Kat.
“There’s been a change of plans,” he said. “I need to meet someone across town.”
“Who?” Brooklyn asked.
He paused before answering. “Clementine.”
“Wait, what?” Sydney exclaimed.
“She’s here in Aberdeen and says it’s urgent that we meet.”
Sydney was emphatic. “No way. You cannot meet with her!”
“She wants the three of you there as well.”
“Why?” Brooklyn asked.
“Because it’s a trap,” Sydney said. “She wants to trap us all.”
“She said that Annie’s in trouble and needs our help,” Mother answered.
“Then that settles it,” Kat insisted. “We’re going.”
Sydney looked at her, disbelieving. “Because?”
“Because she’s his daughter and he’s our father,” Kat replied. “That makes her our sister. We never turn our backs on our family.”
“Technically speaking, he’s still married to Clementine,” Sydney pointed out. “So, according to your logic, that would make her our mother. Is she family too?”
“It’s messy, but yes,” Kat replied.
“Messy doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Sydney said. She looked to Brooklyn, who was sitting in the front passenger seat. “Aren’t you going to say something to help me out here?”
“I agree with Kat,” Brooklyn said.
“After what she did to Mother in Paris?” Sydney asked.
“But when I was in Paris, she saved my life,” Brooklyn said. “Have you forgotten that?”
“And she was a big help with the mission to Egypt,” Kat added.
And that was the problem with Clementine. She was a host of contradictions. Yes, she had joined Umbra and left Mother to die in the fire. But she’d also come to the rescue on Brooklyn’s first mission. And when they were trying to halt a global cyberattack, Clementine sent Kat coded messages that helped save the day.
“How do we know which Clemmie it will be?” Sydney asked, frustrated. “The hero or the villain? Does she come with a switch? Or at least an indicator light? Can we really risk it if we don’t know?”
“She’s not one or the other,” Mother said. “They’re two sides of the same person. That’s what makes her so dangerous. But if Annie’s in trouble, I have to meet with her. You three do not have to come. You can wait in the car. In fact, that might be for the best.”
Sydney scoffed. “As if we’d let you go without us.”
It was a ten-minute drive from St. Margaret’s to the university, and the four of them were mostly quiet the rest of the way, each trying to wrap their head around the situation. It had often seemed as though Clemmie had been watching them, and that’s exactly how they felt as they walked from the parking garage to the library.
“Think she’s got eyes on us?” Sydney asked, scanning the environment for anything suspicious.
“You can count on it,” Mother replied.
The University of Aberdeen was more than five hundred years old, with buildings dating back to the early 1500s, but the Sir Duncan Rice Library was a monument to modern architecture. The exterior of the steel-and-glass cube featured jagged stripes like those of a zebra, while inside, an irregularly shaped spiral atrium rose seven stories high.
At Sydney’s insistence they took the stairs so they wouldn’t be caught in an elevator if it turned out to be some sort of trap. There were two group study rooms on the top floor, each with a small monitor next to the door with the name of who had reserved it.
Mother pointed to the one on the left. “It’s this one.”
“Gordon Swift?” Brooklyn asked, reading the name.
“My first alias at MI6,” he answered. “It was the name I was using when we met.”
“Well, isn’t that romantic,” Sydney said sarcastically.
Mother took a deep breath and opened the door.
The room featured a conference table, seating for eight, a computer, and a plasma screen on the wall. Clemmie was seated at the table, her hair and clothes damp from spending the afternoon in the rain. She and Mother locked eyes, neither knowing what to say.
After a moment, he broke the silence. “How’d you reserve the room? The sign says it’s for student use only.”
“I’m not quite the hacker that Brooklyn is, but I manage,” she replied. She turned to Brooklyn. “Speaking of which, it’s good to see you again.”
“Yeah,” Brooklyn replied, wondering how Clemmie knew she was a hacker. “About the first time, thanks for saving my life.”
“And you must be Kat,” Clemmie said with a slight smile. “Let me just say that in our limited interactions, you are quite possibly the greatest code breaker I’ve ever come across.”
Kat replied with an awkward “Thank you.”
Finally, Clemmie turned to Sydney, who beat her to the punch.
“If you think I have the slightest interest in hearing some lame compliment in a pathetic attempt to butter me up, you have seriously misjudged this entire situation.”
Clementine chuckled and turned to Mother. “She’s a cracker. I quite like her.”
“Couldn’t. Care. Less,” Sydney interjected.
“Shall we sit?” Clemmie said.
As Mother took off his raincoat, Clemmie’s eyes were drawn to the burn scars on his forearms.
Sydney noticed and icily said, “He’s got them on his back and legs, too.”
Clemmie didn’t respond other than to nod. Then she collected her thoughts and said, “Okay, where should we start?”
“How about an abandoned candy factory in Paris?” Sydney suggested. “Mother was tied up with a gag in his mouth. There was a fire. Any of this ringing a bell?”
“Okay, we’ll start with the fire,” Clemmie responded. “As you know, I was—”
“Actually,” Mother said, interrupting, “as much as I’d love to hear your explanation, the only thing I want to hear about right now is Annie. She’s in trouble, and I’m far more concerned with the present than I am the past.”
Clementine nodded. “Then we’ll start with Annie.” She pulled out a medium-size manila envelope and handed it to him. “These are the most recent pictures I have of her.”
Mother fumbled with the envelope as he rushed to open it. He pulled out two four-by-six photographs. One showed Annie in the pool during a water polo match, and the other was taken from across the table at an outdoor café. In that picture she was smiling, and her long brown hair was pulled back behind her left ear. Mother stared at it, his eyes filling with tears.
“Look at her,” he said, his voice cracking. “She’s beautiful.”
“In every way,” Clemmie responded.
“What trouble is she in?”
“I’m afraid she’s disappeared.”
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5. 
Hansel and Gretel
CAIRO HAD NO IDEA THAT his sister was missing or that his mother and father had just spoken for the first time in years. At the moment, he wasn’t thinking about family at all. He was focused on freedom. He’d been handcuffed and tied to a metal chair and then locked inside a small windowless room with less than fifteen minutes to escape. The more he struggled and strained, the deeper the cuffs dug into his wrists, and the tighter the ropes squeezed his ankles.
“You need to relax,” Rio said, coaching him. “Fighting it makes it worse.”
“I know,” Cairo replied, still squirming. “But it’s a natural instinct. I can’t help it.”
“You’re going to have to help it if you want to get free.”
This was all part of Cairo’s spy training. Ever since he joined the team, Rio had been giving him one-on-one lessons a few days a week after school. On Mondays they practiced magic and lately had been trying to learn some of Harry Houdini’s famous escape tricks.
“There are too many things at once,” Cairo grunted as he tried to wriggle his feet free.
“What things?” Rio asked.
Cairo gave him a look. “The handcuffs? The rope? The locked door?”
“It does sound like a lot when you say it like that,” Rio agreed. “So, don’t say it like that.”
“What do you mean?”
“You can’t do three things at once, so don’t think about three things at once,” Rio explained. “To think like an escape artist, you have to focus on the one solution that solves multiple problems.”
Cairo flashed him a blank look. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”
Rio tried to think of a better way to explain it. “Look at it this way. Why can’t you open the door?”
“Because I’m handcuffed and tied to a chair.”
“Right,” Rio said. “And why can’t you untie your legs?”
“Because I’m handcuffed.”
“So, if you weren’t handcuffed, you could untie your legs, and then you could unlock the door,” Rio explained. “That means you only have to find one solution to solve three problems.”
“That kind of makes sense,” Cairo admitted.
“Now ask yourself, how did Houdini escape from handcuffs?”
“It depended on the situation, but he usually used a lockpick.”
“That’s what you should do too.”
“Except I don’t have a lockpick,” Cairo pointed out.
“Then you need to make one.”
The room was in a stone cottage behind their house and was primarily used to store tools and weather instruments. Cairo looked around for anything that might help. “I see shovels, hoes, barometers, an old weather balloon. None of which will fit inside the lock.”
“Then keep looking,” Rio said patiently.
Cairo took a breath and closed his eyes to clear his mind. When he scanned the room again, he noticed the wooden desk in the corner, and a smile came over his face.
“Paper clip!”
Rio grinned. “Now you’re thinking like an escape artist.”
Cairo scooched the chair over to the desk and leaned to the side so that it went up on two legs. This put his hand close enough to reach the main drawer. He was trying to fish out a paper clip when someone pounded on the door, which startled him and caused him to tumble over and crash.
“Owww!” he wailed as he hit the floor with a thud.
There was more pounding.
“Are you two in there?” Paris called from the other side.
“Give me a second,” Rio said as he unlocked the door and opened it.
“I’ve been looking all over for you,” Paris said, annoyed. “Why are you in the cottage?”
“It’s Magic Monday,” Rio responded, as if that explained everything. “We always work in here on Magic Monday.”
Paris looked at Cairo moaning on the floor, still bound to the chair. “Looks more like Medical Emergency Monday to me. You going to live, Cairo?”
“I think so,” he moaned.
“Good. Then get loose and come to the priest hole. Mother’s called an emergency meeting. Everybody’s already down there waiting.”
“Is it a new mission?” Rio asked, excited as he bent down to unlock Cairo’s handcuffs.
“He didn’t say, but he called it a family meeting,” Paris answered. “Those are usually about us, not MI6.”
The City Spies lived in a sprawling three-story manor house overlooking the North Sea. For centuries it was home to successive barons and baronesses of Aisling, but in 1953 it was turned into a secret MI6 spy station. To the outside world it appeared to be a weather research center known as the Foundation for Atmospheric Research and Monitoring. The team simply called it the FARM.
As one would expect from a building that had survived frequent sieges and rebellions, the FARM was built like a fortress and had a variety of hidden rooms and secret passages. Some dated back to the sixteenth century, but many had been modified and updated by the Secret Intelligence Service. The most important of these was the priest hole, which was buried deep beneath the basement. Originally constructed as a safe haven during times of religious persecution, MI6 had turned it into the ultimate high-tech command center.
This is where the team gathered when things got serious.
Among the toys in the priest hole were a virtual-reality simulator, a level-one encryption device, and a conference table with a multitouch interactive surface. But the star of the show was a massive supercomputer the team called Beny. Brooklyn was already using him when the boys entered the room.
“Took you long enough,” she called out without even turning to see them.
“It’s not our fault nobody told us there was a meeting,” Cairo said while he massaged the rapidly forming knot on his forehead.
“What happened to you?” asked Monty.
“Handcuff injury,” he replied.
The others exchanged confused looks.
“You do know they’re supposed to go on your wrists and not your head?” asked Sydney.
“You do know that you’re not nearly as funny as you think?” Cairo replied.
Kat leaned over to Sydney and whispered, “I thought it was pretty funny.”
“Do we need to get you to the doctor?” Mother asked.
“No. I’ll be fine.”
“Good, then,” Mother said. “We’ve got much to discuss.”
“You want me at the table?” Brooklyn asked.
“No, you keep working and listen in.”
“So, what’s the emergency?” Monty asked. “Did something happen with Sophie Weir?”
“No, everything is good on that front,” he replied. “This has to do with Annie.”
Cairo’s bruise was instantly an afterthought. “What about her?” he asked, panicked.
“She’s disappeared,” Mother answered. “She’s been living in Istanbul but hasn’t been seen since Friday afternoon.”
“How do you know where she lives?” Cairo asked. “I never told you that.”
“You knew?” Mother asked.
He flashed a guilty cringe. “Up until six months ago, it’s where I lived too.”
“And you didn’t tell me?” Mother said.
Cairo knew he’d wounded his father, and he felt bad about that. “To be honest, I assumed Mom moved her as soon as I left. How did you find out?”
“From your mother. The four of us just met with her in Aberdeen.”
A shocked Paris turned to Sydney. “You met face-to-face with Clementine?”
“For about thirty minutes,” Sydney replied.
“How did that even come to happen?” Monty asked.
Mother told them about the phone call and their meeting in the university library. He also explained that Clemmie gave them a flash drive holding all the information she had about Annie’s life in Istanbul. That’s what Brooklyn had loaded onto Beny.
“Let’s get back to the part about Annie disappearing,” Cairo said.
“All we know is that after water polo practice on Friday, she walked with a friend to a metro station,” Mother said. “That’s the last time anyone saw her.”
“Is it possible she ran away?” Rio asked.
“It could be,” Mother admitted. “But from all indications she was happy there.”
“Which suggests foul play,” Paris suggested.
Mother nodded. “That’s the fear.”
The color drained from Cairo’s face.
“People have been looking for her since Friday?” Monty asked.
Mother shook his head in disbelief. “No one realized she was missing until yesterday afternoon.”
“How’s that possible?” Cairo asked angrily. “She lives in a dorm with dozens of other girls. How could she be gone for two days without someone noticing?”
“Everyone thought she was spending the weekend at her friend’s house. She did that sometimes. It was only yesterday when that girl returned to school that they discovered something was wrong.”
Everyone was quiet for a moment, and Cairo looked like he might cry. Then Brooklyn said, “I think you should all come see this.”
The others got up, gathered around her at the computer workstation, and looked at the monitor.
“What have you got?” asked Monty.
“I took all the info from Clemmie’s flash drive and tried to create a profile of Annie’s life in Istanbul. We know she went from water polo practice to the subway station with her friend. After that, she should’ve headed back to school for dinner. So, I used that data to create a map of the route and sent Beny looking for any video footage along the way. He searched security cameras, CCTV, and social media using Annie’s picture for facial recognition.”
“And?” Mother asked hopefully.
“We got three hits,” she said. “The first one was taken from a camera at an auto repair shop next to the aquatic center.”
“There she is!” Cairo said, pointing at the image of Annie and Gökçe coming out after practice. Everyone watched as the pair walked around the corner and disappeared.
“Nothing suspicious about that,” Paris commented.
“And this one’s from the exterior of the metro station,” Brooklyn said.
They watched as they said goodbye and Gökçe headed for the subway.
“Pause it,” instructed Kat.
Brooklyn hit the space bar, and the image froze.
“Can you put the footage from the aquatic center next to it?”
“Easy,” Brooklyn said as she dragged the files so they appeared side by side on the monitor.
“Now run that one halfway back,” Kat said.
Brooklyn ran the file in reverse until Kat signaled her to stop.
“Look at that,” she said. “The same guy is in the background of both pictures.”
Musclehead was clearly visible in the images.
“Good catch,” Monty commented.
“That could be a coincidence, or he could be someone bad,” Mother said. “Continue playing the subway footage, and let’s see what they do.”
Brooklyn hit play, and they watched Annie walk away, with Musclehead following from a distance.
“I know that street,” Cairo said. “It’s İstiklal Avenue. It leads right back to her school.”
“Was that where you went too?” Sydney asked.
“No. Mom wanted us near each other but in different schools. She thought it would make it harder for anyone to find us.”
“Is there a camera at the entrance to Annie’s school?” Rio asked.
“Yes, but she never appears on it,” Brooklyn answered.
“Then what’s the third clip?” asked Kat.
“It’s from the same camera at the subway station,” Brooklyn answered. “Eleven minutes later.”
Now they could see Annie frantically running back toward the station and then past it.
“She is definitely being chased,” Mother said, fear in his voice.
“Are here are the chasers,” Brooklyn said.
Moments after Annie disappeared from view, Musclehead and Tracksuit ran through the frame after her.
The room was quiet as everyone considered what they’d just seen.
“Just those three clips?” Mother asked, even though he knew the answer.
“So far,” Brooklyn said. “But Beny’s still looking. They were moving pretty fast, but at least we know the time and direction. We’re casting a wider net.”
“Run it back to where we saw the faces of the guys chasing her,” Sydney said.
Brooklyn reversed the footage.
“Zoom in on that guy,” Sydney said, pointing at Musclehead. “Is he bleeding?”
Brooklyn enlarged the image enough so that they got a clear look at his face. Just above his eye was a gash from when Annie had pushed him off the tram and he’d slammed into the street.
“He sure is,” Brooklyn said.
Sydney smiled. “She’s a fighter, our Annie.”
Kat liked that Sydney referred to her as “our Annie.”
“Print that picture and one of the other man too,” Mother said. “Start running them through all the criminal databases. Begin with Interpol and the Turkish National Police.”
“When’s our flight to Istanbul?” Sydney asked.
“Slow down,” Mother said. “You’re not going anywhere except for St. Margaret’s School for Girls.”
Sydney couldn’t believe it. “Babysitting over a rescue op?”
“It’s not babysitting,” he said. “It’s a protection detail for a soon-to-be member of the royal family. I’m going to Istanbul.”
“But you’re on the same protection detail we are,” Brooklyn reminded him.
“Don’t worry about that,” Monty said. “I’ll cover for you. You go look for Annie.”
“I’m going with you,” Cairo said.
“So are we,” Paris and Rio said in unison.
Mother looked at them, unsure of the best course of action.
“It’s not even a question,” Cairo said. “I lived there and know my way around. Besides, I promised her. I’m Hansel.”
“What do you mean?”
“That’s what we called ourselves when we’d move from one secret location to another,” he answered. “I’m Hansel and she’s Gretel. Just like in the fairy tale. We promised each other that if we ever got separated, we’d be sure to leave breadcrumbs for the other to follow.”
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6. 
Operation Breadcrumbs
AS SOON AS IT WAS decided that the four of them were going to Türkiye, the team began planning Operation Breadcrumbs. Brooklyn and Beny kept searching for any video traces of Annie in Istanbul, while the others started working out the details of the mission.
“We need to develop a cover story and figure out how we’re getting there,” Mother said. “Since we don’t have any time, it can’t be complicated. It has to be simple enough to set up in a few hours but still clever enough to cover our tracks in case anyone’s looking for us.”
“You think there might be?” Paris asked.
“It’s always a concern,” Mother answered. “We’re extremely well hidden, but so was Annie. That didn’t stop them from going after her.”
“But why would they?” Cairo asked, baffled. “Annie’s not a spy. She doesn’t know anything.”
“It’s not about her,” Mother replied. “I think Umbra’s trying to get to your mom.”
“That makes even less sense,” Cairo said. “Isn’t Mom part of Umbra?”
“Yes, but not really. At least, I don’t think so. I think she was a double agent working for MI6 while appearing to work with Umbra. I think the bad things she did were to make them believe that she was one of them. But it looks like she’s blown her cover.”
“How?” asked Rio.
“My guess is by helping us,” Mother answered. “Like when she saved Brooklyn in Paris.”
“Or the time she sent coded messages to help us stop the cyber assault,” Kat said.
“Umbra lost big in both of those instances,” Mother pointed out. “If they think that she had a hand in either one, then she’s in tremendous danger.”
Cairo asked, “Is that what she told you?”
“No, but it’s what I think,” he replied.
“Or is it what you want to think?” Paris asked. “You want to believe she’s good. That she’s on our side. I understand that. But I was at that fire too. I saw her standing out front while the building was in flames, and I’m not convinced.”
Sydney looked at Paris. “You know how suspicious I am of her, but I think Mother’s right.”
“She told us that she had to cut off all communication with Umbra a few months ago,” Kat added. “She says she’s gone into hiding.”
“And you believe her too?” Paris asked.
“I do,” Kat said. “She was very convincing.”
“The best spies always are,” Paris replied, still skeptical.
“Whether she’s hiding or not, I still don’t see what any of this has to do with Annie,” Cairo said. “It’s not like she knows where Mom is. She can’t help them find her.”
“Maybe they figure that Annie is the best bait to lure your mom out in the open,” Monty suggested.
“Exactly,” Mother said. “That’s why Clemmie’s not going to Istanbul. For all we know, that’s precisely what they’re hoping she’ll do.”
“Wait, she’s not going?” Paris exclaimed. “That’s even more suspicious. First, she pops up out of nowhere and says she needs our help. Then she insists it’s a family emergency, but one that only we can take care of. How can we be sure this isn’t some elaborate trap?”
Cairo couldn’t believe it. “Did you not just see that video of Annie running for her life? You think that’s fake? I understand why you don’t trust my mother. I wouldn’t put much past her, but Annie would have no part of something like that. She wants nothing to do with spying. That’s why she didn’t come with me when I joined the team.”
“How do you mean?” Mother asked.
“She hates this whole world—spies, espionage, secrets, all of it,” Cairo explained. “When Mom said we could come live with you, she also told us about the team and that you went on actual missions for MI6. That’s why Annie stayed in Istanbul. To keep away from this.”
This information hit Mother hard, and he sat quietly thinking about it.
“She may not have wanted any part of it,” Monty said, “but I’m afraid she’s neck-deep in it anyway.”
“And we’re going to get her out,” Paris said confidently as he put a supportive hand on Cairo’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m just trying to be careful. I’m sorry.”
Cairo gave him a nod that Paris knew meant “apology accepted.”
“I have a question,” Kat said. “Are we going to tell Tru about this?”
Gertrude Shepherd, or Tru, was MI6’s deputy director of operations and intelligence. Not only was she the senior staff member who oversaw the City Spies, but she was also the supervising agent who had trained both Mother and Clementine when they’d joined the Service.
Mother and Monty shared an uncertain look.
“What do you think?” Monty asked.
“It’s a tough call, but I don’t think we should tell her,” Mother answered.
“Why not?” Sydney asked. “You think it’s safer for Annie if we don’t?”
“And for Clemmie,” he said. “We don’t really know who’s trying to get to her. If she’s gone into hiding, that means she’s cut off contact with MI6, too.”
“When did we start protecting Clementine from MI6?” Rio asked.
“The moment Annie got involved,” Mother said.
The others thought about this for a moment and nodded in agreement.
“So, we’ll do it on our own,” Paris said. “Let’s figure out a cover story.”
“Sounds good,” Monty said. “Brooklyn, can you give us access to the information from Clemmie’s flash drive on the conference table?”
“No problem,” Brooklyn answered as she typed a few keys and hit enter.
Suddenly, the touch-screen surface came to life. Monty double-tapped a file to open it, and a map of Istanbul filled the tabletop.
“The blue circles mark the key spots,” Brooklyn explained.
“Perfect,” Monty said as she used her fingertips to zoom in on that area of the map. “We’ve got the aquatic center, Şişhane metro station, and Galatasaray.”
Rio had a confused expression. “You mean the football team?”
“No,” Monty answered. “Galatasaray’s the name of Annie’s school.”
“That’s funny, because it’s also the name of the most famous football team in Türkiye,” Paris said. “I wonder if they’re related.”
“They are,” Cairo replied. “I’m not sure of the details, but a hundred-something years ago, the club started as a school team and over time separated and became professional.”
This sparked an idea for Paris. “That’s it,” he said as he excitedly slapped the table.
“Careful with the expensive electronics,” Mother warned.
“Football’s the answer,” Paris continued.
Kat smirked. “You always think football’s the answer.”
“Galatasaray’s playing in the Europa League tournament,” Paris continued. “Who’s their match against this weekend?”
Rio did a quick search on his phone. “Paris Saint-Germain.”
“PSG!” Paris grinned. “That’s perfect! We’ve already got fake French passports. Our cover’s set.”
Mother instantly saw what Paris was thinking. “That is good. We fly to Paris with a long enough layover to buy jerseys, hoodies, and other gear. Then we can use French passports to fly to Istanbul. We’ll just look like all the other PSG fans in town for the game.”
“Brooklyn, can you hack into the rolls of the team’s official fan club and add us to the list?” Paris asked.
“I don’t know,” Brooklyn said sarcastically. “A hack that complex might take… two… maybe even three minutes.”
“Best of all,” Rio added, “the time crunch isn’t a problem because we don’t have to learn any legend or backstory. The three of us can talk football for hours.”
“And frequently do,” Kat commented to no one in particular.
“We still should memorize their roster and review the highlights of their season, in case anyone asks us anything,” Cairo added.
“Now we’re rolling,” Mother said. “You three, go off in a corner and become the biggest PSG experts in the world. I’ll book the travel arrangements and let the PPO know that Monty’s going to be taking my place at St. Margaret’s for at least a few days.”
“How are you going to explain the sudden change?” Sydney asked.
“I’ll tell him that I was recognized on the street after school and that I’m worried my cover might be blown,” he answered. “Which, in a way, is kind of true.”
Monty turned to Kat and Sydney. “I need you two to get me up to speed on everything to do with Sophie Weir and her protection.”
“Maybe this is the chance to try out Frankenstein,” Brooklyn said to Monty.
“What’s Frankenstein?” Paris asked.
“It’s a program that I’ve been developing with Monty’s help,” Brooklyn said.
“And by help, she means I stand back and go, ‘Wow,’ whenever she shows me the latest results,” Monty joked.
“What does it do?” Paris asked.
“It puts together unrelated parts and pieces to make something that wouldn’t otherwise exist,” Brooklyn answered.
“Such as?” asked Sydney.
“Peter Pan’s flight,” Brooklyn said. “He’s fictional, but all the places mentioned in the story are real. So, I plotted his flight from the story and asked Beny to use Frankenstein to show me what it would look like from Peter’s point of view.”
“So, it’s AI?” Paris asked.
“Kind of,” Brooklyn said. “It uses AI to search but not to create. Instead of rendering a perfect-looking version like animation, it found existing aerial footage of all those places in that order. It used drone shots from a real estate company, news footage from a helicopter, movie clips, and other video. It really takes advantage of Beny’s awesome search power.”
“How did it look?” Mother asked.
“It made me dizzy to watch because it jumped around a bunch, but it’s getting there,” Brooklyn said.
“And you think it might help find Annie?” Cairo asked.
“Instead of Peter flying over London, maybe it can find Annie running through Istanbul,” she answered hopefully.
“Try it,” Mother said. “Let’s give this everything we’ve got.”
They each had a role to play, and the team worked late, stopping only long enough to devour a trio of large pizzas. (One pepperoni, one vegetable, and one Hawaiian—which Rio insisted meant it was not really a pizza.)
Finally, at midnight, Mother sent everyone to bed. “You’re all doing great, but half of us have a flight in six hours, and the other half need to drive to Aberdeen around the same time.”
Despite some initial protests, they headed upstairs. One of the bonuses of living in a sprawling manor house was that everyone had a room of their own. For Brooklyn, this was the first time in her life she’d had such a luxury, and she didn’t take it for granted. She kept her room spotless, always made her bed, and regularly dusted the shelf that held her prized collection of snow globes.
After more than a year as a secret agent, she had mastered the art of spy sleep, which meant being asleep and alert at the same time. That’s why she snapped awake when her phone emitted two gentle beeps just after three in the morning. She rolled over and picked it up off the bedside table, squinting to focus on the text message that had arrived.
Where are you? I’ve been looking for you.
This brought a smile to her face. As part of Frankenstein, she had programmed Beny to text her when he discovered something interesting or important. She typed a response.
Be right there.
She hoped this meant he’d found more footage of Annie, so she stopped by and rapped on Mother’s door. When he didn’t respond, she knocked louder, which woke up everyone at the boys’ end of the hall (a part of the house the female residents called Smellville). By the time Mother opened his door, Paris and Cairo had also come out of their rooms.
“What’s going on?” Mother asked.
“Beny found something.”
“What?” Paris asked.
Brooklyn stifled a yawn. “I don’t know. He just texted me.”
“Let’s go look,” Cairo said, excited.
The talking in the hallway woke up everyone else, and soon the whole team was in their pajamas down in the priest hole. There were still some kinks in the system, so Brooklyn hoped this wasn’t a false alarm. (Once, Beny had alerted her because he’d found a mistake in the New York Times crossword puzzle.) When she logged on, she had a quick back-and-forth with him.
Beny: Did I wake you?
Brooklyn: Yes. This better be worth it.
Beny: It is.
“Amazing,” Mother said, reading over her shoulder. “It’s like he’s a person.”
Brooklyn chuckled. “A person capable of accessing almost all the world’s information.”
“Kind of scary if you think about it,” Paris said.
Brooklyn typed out a command and said, “Okay, Beny, show us what you’ve got.”
The screen came alive with a variety of still images and video footage of different formats and quality. All of it was shot from various angles along the Istanbul waterfront.
“That’s the Galata Bridge,” Cairo said.
“He Frankensteined this!” Paris said, excited.
“He sure did.” Brooklyn scanned the metadata running on the screen. “It appears that Beny’s identified a time and place and consolidated any footage he could find from different social media accounts and security cameras.”
“Why did he pick this time and place?” Mother asked.
“Because of her!” Monty exclaimed, as she pointed to a blurry figure on the edge of the screen.
“It’s Annie!” Cairo exclaimed.
They could see her running across the street and onto the bridge for a moment before she disappeared from view. The movie kept running, and twenty seconds later they saw her reappear as she climbed up on the railing. Her actions must have caught everyone’s attention because multiple people started recording her, giving Beny more angles to work with.
“Oh my,” Monty said.
They were all transfixed by the images, and when Annie leaped from the bridge, everyone gasped.
A restaurant patron on the lower level of the bridge moved to the railing and continued filming the action. They pointed the camera at the water, but there was no sign of Annie.
“She may not like spycraft,” Sydney said. “But she sure is good at it.”
“No one’s jumping in after her, but where is she?” Paris asked.
They kept watching the footage to see if there was any hint of her coming up. The longer they waited, the more concerned everyone grew.
Everyone except for Cairo.
For the first time that night, he looked happy.
“What?” Rio asked.
“You’ve never seen Annie at a swim meet or a water polo match,” Cairo answered. “She’s a fish. If she got into the water, that means she got away.”
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7. 
Istanbul
Air France flight 1390 touched down in Istanbul just after five o’clock Tuesday evening. Mother, Paris, Rio, and Cairo were each wearing conspicuous amounts of PSG gear and blended in perfectly with the other fans of Les Rouges-et-Bleus, as the team was nicknamed. They even joined in when a group of supporters in the terminal started the team’s signature chant of “Paris est magique. Paris est magique.”
Because they hadn’t told MI6 what they were up to, there wasn’t a safe house available for them to use. Instead, they checked into a hotel without any spy-friendly features like encrypted Wi-Fi or bulletproof windows. Their room did, however, have a balcony with a view of the Galata Bridge. That’s where the boys stood, looking down at the site of Annie’s daring leap, as a gentle breeze blew up from the water.
“How far do you think she was able to swim?” Paris asked.
“It’s hard to say, because a current can change things,” Cairo said. “But before she focused on water polo, she competed in distance events. I bet she could’ve made it anywhere along this part of the Golden Horn.”
“She jumped from the western side, so it would make sense that she swam that way too,” Paris reasoned.
“I disagree,” Rio said. “If it were me, once I was underwater, I would’ve come back underneath the bridge.”
“Why?” asked Cairo.
“No matter how good a swimmer she is, eventually she had to have come up for air,” Rio explained. “If she headed west, that’s out in the open, and she’d run the risk of them spotting her. But if she came back under the bridge, it would’ve been impossible to see her. The longer she was out of sight, the less likely it was for them to find her. She could’ve caught her breath, calmed down, and decided on any of a number of getaway routes.”
Cairo chuckled. “Always thinking like an escape artist, aren’t you?”
“Me and Houdini,” Rio said with a grin.
Paris looked up from the bridge and admired a panorama of the city. “Istanbul is truly spectacular.” He pointed to where the waterway expanded beyond the bridge. “Is that still the Golden Horn?”
“No, that’s where it becomes the Bosphorus,” Cairo replied. “Everything beyond that is Asia.”
“I just can’t wrap my head around that,” Paris said. “The only city in the world that’s in two different continents.”
“Not to mention, the only city in the world that was the capital of two empires,” Cairo replied. “See the massive domed buildings next to each other? The one on the left is the Hagia Sophia. It was built fifteen hundred years ago as the main cathedral of the Byzantine Empire. Just across the park from it is the Blue Mosque, which was a centerpiece of the Ottoman Empire. Two empires separated by one park and a thousand years. There is so much history here.
“And so many places to hide,” Cairo added.
Mother joined them on the balcony. “I just spoke with Clemmie’s contact at the school, and she’s going to meet with Cairo and me first thing in the morning.”
“Just the two of you?” Paris asked.
“I worry that any more would attract too much attention.”
“Does that mean we get to sleep in?” Rio asked.
“No,” Mother answered. “But it does means you should have enough time to eat a full Turkish breakfast.”
Just the mention of it made Rio hungry. “It’s supposed to be like brunch every day of the week.”
“What are we doing tonight?” asked Cairo.
“I thought we should retrace Annie’s route from Friday,” Mother suggested. “Go from the aquatic center to the metro station and then down to the bridge.”
“Good idea,” Paris said. “What are we looking for?”
Mother smiled at Cairo. “Breadcrumbs.”
Their first stop was the aquatic center. The two-story building looked new and had a brightly colored interior. It was open to the public and run by the city’s parks and recreation department. Just inside the sliding doors was a membership and information counter where people checked in and out of the facility.
“Look at that,” Paris said as two teenagers scanned their IDs before entering the locker room. “You need to scan a card in order to go in.”
“That’s okay,” Mother replied. “I wasn’t planning on swimming. Were you?”
“You don’t understand what I’m saying,” Paris said. “You have to scan a card every time you come or leave.”
Now Mother got it. “That’s brilliant. Send all the info to Brooklyn and have her hack into the system. Ask her to find out everything she can about Annie’s comings and goings for the last two months.”
After exchanging a congratulatory fist bump with Rio, Paris started texting Brooklyn while the others headed toward the counter.
“How’s your Turkish?” Mother asked Cairo.
“Worse than mediocre,” he replied. “I just know some basic words at best.”
“Which makes you ten times more fluent than I am. What’s the proper greeting?”
“Merhaba,” Cairo answered.
Mother approached the woman working at the counter. “Merhaba. By any chance, do you speak English?”
She cringed humorously and held up her thumb and forefinger. “Little bit.”
“I’m looking for someone,” Mother replied. “Do you know the water polo coach?”
“Water polo?” asked the woman.
“Sutopu,” Cairo said, using the Turkish word for the sport.
“Ah, sutopu, yes,” the woman said, smiling. “He is Ahmet.”
“Excellent,” Mother said. “Is Ahmet here now?”
“Ah, no,” the woman answered. “Tomorrow after tomorrow.”
“What time?”
She thought for a moment. “Thirty-five.”
“Thirty-five? You mean five thirty?”
“Yes, five thirty.”
“Okay, thank you,” Mother said. “Is it okay for us to look around?”
“Not pool but okay upstairs.” She pointed at a nearby stairwell.
“Great, thanks,” Mother said.
“Teşekkürler,” Cairo said with a smile.
As they walked upstairs, Mother turned to Cairo. “You only know a few basic words in Turkish and one of them happens to be the term for water polo? That’s fairly random knowledge.”
“Not when Annie’s your sister,” Cairo joked. “Water polo fluency is mandatory.”
The stairs led to an observation area where visitors could watch the action in the pool. There were vending machines, bulletin boards covered with notices, and a pair of trophy cases. Some parents stood together chatting as they watched their children swim laps below.
“Brooklyn is hacking away as we speak,” Paris informed the others when he caught up with them. “She’s going to let us know as soon as she finds anything.”
“Good,” Mother said. He felt a little sad looking around the facility. This place was important to his daughter, but he knew nothing about it and not much more about her. He looked at the parents watching their kids and was envious. “This is nice. I’m sure Annie liked it.”
Rio took in a deep whiff. “I always love the smell of chlorine at a pool.”
Paris laughed. “You know that’s not really chlorine.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Next time you’re in the chemistry lab, have Mr. Reynolds put some chlorine in water. It’s completely odorless.”
“Then what’s the smell?” Rio asked, suspicious.
“Chloramines,” Paris explained. “Chemical compounds that are formed when chlorine interacts with urine.”
“Wait, that’s pee?!” Rio said, grossed out. “In the water.”
“Oh yeah,” Paris affirmed. “Some sweat, too, but mostly pee.”
Rio gave him a skeptical look. “I think you’re just saying that.”
“Feel free to dive in whenever you want,” Paris said, laughing. “But if I were you, I’d keep my mouth closed tight.”
“Check out the hardware,” Cairo said, motioning to one of the trophy cases. “They must be really good.”
One shelf was completely full of water polo trophies alongside pictures of the team. Paris went to take a closer look.
“You won’t find her in there,” Cairo said.
“What do you mean?” Paris asked.
“First rule of living on the run,” Cairo said. “You’re always sick on picture day. You don’t want to leave a record.”
Cairo said it jokingly, but it made Mother feel even worse as he thought about the lengths his children had been forced to go to in order to protect themselves. Lengths that now included one of them running for her life.
“Let’s head to the metro station and check it out,” Paris said.
They exited the building and stopped in front of the doors in the same spot where they’d seen Annie and Gökçe standing.
“This is where they were,” Paris said.
“And the video footage came from that camera,” Rio added, pointing at a security camera on the corner of the auto repair shop.
They surveyed the parking lot and saw nothing noteworthy, then followed the same route the two had taken onto a residential street lined with apartment buildings.
“Where was your school?” Rio asked Cairo.
“That way,” he said, pointing. “About a mile from Galatasaray.”
“And did you see Annie regularly?” Paris asked.
“A couple times a week.”
“Where would you meet? School or somewhere else?” Rio asked.
“Different places,” Cairo replied. “That’s the second rule of living on the run: always avoid patterns and routines.”
“So, you two didn’t have a favorite hangout?” Mother asked. “Maybe someplace that she might have gone to leave you one of your breadcrumbs?”
Cairo thought about it for a moment. “Not really. We went to the Grand Bazaar a few times, but it’s huge and we didn’t go to one particular spot. You have to remember, I was only here a few months, so we were still in the exploring phase when I left. We moved from Tokyo at the end of summer, and then it was October when Mom gave us the choice to come live with you.”
Mother didn’t say anything, but it crushed him to think that she had chosen to stay here alone rather than join him in Scotland. They continued to the subway station and then walked down to the waterfront. They stopped in the middle of the bridge and looked out over the water where Annie jumped.
Mother stared at the dark, choppy water. “That’s pretty scary.”
“Not for Annie,” Cairo said, trying to be reassuring. “In Tokyo we used to go to a pool, and she loved to jump off the high dive. It’s about the same height as this.”
Mother flashed an appreciative smile. Then he looked over to where some men were fishing over the railing.
“I wonder if any of them were here on Friday?” Mother said. “Maybe they saw something that wasn’t in the video.”
“Maybe,” Cairo said. “But I doubt they speak English, and I think you’d quickly see how limited my Turkish really is if we tried to talk to them.”
Mother knew this was true. “We can come back tomorrow with someone to help translate,” he replied. “We need to find out whatever we can because this is where we lose her. This is where the trail goes cold.”
“Maybe not,” Paris said excitedly as he looked at his phone. “I just got a text from Brooklyn. She hacked into the system at the aquatic center, and it shows Annie checking in Friday evening.”
“Okay, but we already knew that,” Rio said.
“Yes, but it also shows her checking in the next morning.”
“What?” Mother asked. “Is she sure it was her and not someone else using her ID card?”
“She sent two video files, so let’s check.”
They crowded around Paris’s phone and looked at the footage. The first one showed Annie entering the aquatic center.
“The time stamp says eight thirteen,” Paris pointed out.
“Her hair’s wild, and she’s still wearing what she had on when she jumped in the water,” Cairo pointed out. “That means she was stuck in wet clothes all night long.”
The second file was from sixteen minutes later. It showed Annie exiting the center. She had showered and put on fresh clothes. She wore a baseball cap pulled down low and had a backpack slung over her shoulder.
“She came to get her stuff from the locker room,” Mother said. “And there’s no sign of anyone following her.” He let out a huge sigh of relief. “She got away.”
“It makes sense,” Paris said. “Whoever was after her probably staked out the school thinking she’d return there. Annie’s really smart.”
“She is,” Cairo said, “but so are you.”
“What do you mean?”
“You were the one who thought to check the system,” Mother said. “You found the first breadcrumb.”
Paris flashed an embarrassed grin.
Rio started to chant, and Mother and Cairo quickly joined him. It was just like at the airport. Only this time they weren’t referring to the football club. They were referring to him.
“Paris est magique. Paris est magique.”
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8. 
Sherlock Holmes and the Case of the Five Eyes
Kat had the perfect afternoon planned. With her homework done, Mother and the boys in Istanbul, and everyone else busy in some way or another, she had the living room—and more importantly the remote control—all to herself. She made a big bowl of masala popcorn that was just the right blend of salty and sweet, sat down on the couch, and started watching an old Sherlock Holmes movie, content in the knowledge that no one was going to ruin it by shouting out clues, racing to solve the mystery before each other, or debating nonsensical arguments like What would Sherlock’s favorite football team be?
At least, that was the plan.
The first to intrude was Sydney. “Ooh, I’ve seen this one. It’s really good. Have you gotten to the part where—”
“Shh,” Kat said, holding up two fingers to cut her off. “No spoilers.”
“Okay, okay, my lips are sealed,” Sydney said, joining her on the couch. “Except, you know, they won’t be sealed when I’m eating this delicious popcorn.” She reached over, pawed a handful from the bowl on Kat’s lap, and started munching. Loudly.
Brooklyn came next. She’d been looking for snacks in the kitchen when she was lured by the smell of popcorn. “This movie looks good,” she said as she came over and squeezed onto the couch with them. “What did I miss?”
Kat gave her a look. “More than thirty minutes of intricate plot developments and clues.”
“That’s okay,” Brooklyn said with a shrug as she took some popcorn. “I’ll figure it out, and you guys can just fill me in if I have any questions.”
Soon after, Monty arrived on the scene. “Why did nobody tell me it was movie time? I’m folding laundry and you’re having a party? You three are worse than the boys.”
More popcorn was made, the story was recapped so that everyone could catch up, and they managed to watch nearly fifteen minutes uninterrupted before Brooklyn got the text from Paris asking for help. She shared it with the others and started toward the priest hole.
“Pause it,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”
“Pause it?” Kat moaned. “Why don’t we just tell you what you missed when you get back?”
“Because that ruins the movie,” Brooklyn said. “Besides, this is only going to take ten minutes.”
Actually, it was forty-three. That’s how long it took Brooklyn to hack the aquatic center and find the footage of Annie. When she returned, Sydney was outraged about something and in mid-rant.
“That’s the most pathetic thing I’ve heard in my entire life,” Sydney said, seething. “We should be ashamed that we have anything to do with MI6.”
“Wow,” Brooklyn said as she sat down. “Sydney’s ready to abolish MI6 on a Tuesday? She usually only gets that worked up on weekends.”
“Tell her,” Sydney said to Monty. “Tell her what you just told us.”
“First, how did it go?” Monty asked.
“Excellent,” Brooklyn answered. “Beny found two clips of Annie at the aquatic center from the morning after she jumped off the bridge.”
“Was she alone?” Monty asked.
“Yes,” Brooklyn answered.
“She got away,” Monty said. “That’s excellent news.”
“Yes, it’s fantastic, I’m over the moon,” Sydney agreed impatiently. “Now tell Brooklyn about the Five Eyes.”
“Do I even want to know?” Brooklyn asked warily.
“The Five Eyes is an intelligence alliance in which we pool resources and share classified information with some of our allies,” Monty answered.
“That sounds not particularly scandalous,” Brooklyn said. “Why’s it called the Five Eyes?”
“Because the alliance is made up of five countries,” Monty answered.
“Here’s a shocker,” Sydney said. “It’s only the English-speaking ones!”
“Yes,” Monty said. “In the UK, the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.”
“Sorry, Sweden, excusez-moi, France, we’re your friends and all, but we can’t really trust you because you talk funny,” Sydney said mockingly. “It’s yet another example of British imperialism at its worst.”
“You know, if anyone’s going to be offended here, it should be me,” Kat pointed out. “You’re all from countries that are part of the club. I’m the outsider.”
“You are absolutely right,” Sydney said. “I would like to apologize on behalf of the English-speaking former colonies of the British Empire. There’s no excuse for this reprehensible policy that is obviously rooted in privilege and prejudice.”
“And apparently a little alliteration,” Monty joked.
“If I accept your apology, can we go back to watching the movie?” Kat asked.
“Of course,” Sydney replied.
“Great, then I accept.” Kat pressed play.
“What even brought this up?” asked Brooklyn.
“Monty got a text from Tru that said we have to take Beny offline tomorrow,” Kat answered.
“Say what?” Brooklyn exclaimed as she grabbed the remote and paused the movie.
Kat nodded. “I totally should have seen that coming.”
“Beny’s going to be offline?” Brooklyn asked. “For how long?”
“At least thirty-six hours,” Monty answered. “We need to install new encryption software so that he can safely connect to the Unity Web. That’s the new computer network linking the intelligence agencies of the countries that make up the Five Eyes.”
“What kind of network?” Brooklyn asked.
“An extremely secure one. Think of it as a giant safe at a bank,” Monty said. “Right now each country has a safe, and inside that safe the big computers like Beny are stored in separate safe-deposit boxes. To access them, you need to unlock both the safe and the box.”
“Two-factor authentication and encryption,” Brooklyn said.
“Right,” answered Monty. “But now we’re putting the computers from all the Five Eyes countries into one communal safe. They’ll still have the protection of the safe-deposit box, but the idea is to make it easier to access and share each other’s intelligence.”
“What a terrible idea,” Brooklyn said. “Why is this the first I’m hearing of it?”
“Because we’ve been trying to opt out of participating,” Monty explained. “Tru has led the charge, claiming that Beny shouldn’t be part of it because we’re a secret unit within MI6. But there’s a blue-ribbon committee overseeing the project, and they found out about him. C had no option other than to add us to the mix.” (C was the nickname given to the chief of MI6, Sir David Denton Douglas.)
“I don’t want anyone but us to have access to him,” Brooklyn said. “What about my personal projects like Frankenstein?”
“I’m not a fan myself,” Monty said sympathetically. “But ultimately, this is C’s decision. As for projects, I can set up a silo in a separate drive that should keep them out of the mix.”
They resumed watching the movie, and someone else resumed watching them. It wasn’t Tru or anyone with MI6. And it wasn’t one of the other countries of the Five Eyes.
It was Clementine.
A few months earlier, when the City Spies were on a mission to the United States, she broke into the FARM and installed a handful of next-generation spy cams. Despite her best efforts, she hadn’t been able to access the priest hole, but she did set them up in the living room, dining room, kitchen, and other common areas. They were activated by motion detectors and recorded automatically so that she could look through them at night.
This was how she learned that Mother was part of the detail protecting Sophie Weir. It’s how she knew about the kids on the team and how well Cairo was fitting in. And now it was how she found out that Annie managed to get away from the people who were chasing her.
That last discovery led her to say a silent prayer of thanks.
She continued to observe as the others watched the movie, and in an odd way, it was the most social interaction she’d had in quite some time. It was almost as if she were part of movie night, even if she was an uninvited and unwelcome participant. She’d always loved Sherlock Holmes, although she felt he cheated. Too often he solved mysteries from the slightest clues or by using obscure trivia and expertise. That’s not how the real world worked. At least not the spy world.
When it came to espionage, nothing was elementary.
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9. 
Galatasaray
GALATASARAY LISESI, THE OLDEST HIGH school in Türkiye, was founded in 1481, which meant it had already been around for more than one hundred twenty-five years when construction began on the Blue Mosque just a few miles away. The school’s graduates greatly influenced Turkish life, and its website boasted an impressive list of alumni including two prime ministers, eight foreign ministers, and more than one hundred ambassadors.
Less publicized, but no less influential, was the number of graduates who went on to work for the MIT, Türkiye’s national intelligence agency, often referred to as “the Organization.” One such spy was Leyla Aydan, who spent eighteen years as an agent before returning to her alma mater to serve as one of its deputy principals. Tall and stylish with long black hair, she smiled warmly as she greeted Mother and Cairo just inside the ornate wrought iron gates at the entrance to campus.
“Good morning and welcome to Galatasaray,” she said with just the slightest hint of an accent.
“Nice to meet you,” Mother replied.
“And I recognize you,” she said as she shook Cairo’s hand. “I saw you a few times at the start of the school year when you were visiting your sister. Welcome back.”
“Thank you,” Cairo said.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I thought it best for us to meet outside,” Leyla continued. “Anyone who comes to my office has to go through reception, where IDs are shown and names are recorded.”
Mother nodded appreciatively. “Outside is lovely.”
They walked along a tree-lined path leading toward the school’s main building, a hulking three-story structure painted bright yellow with white trim and a red tiled roof. The Turkish flag flew above a large clock at the top of the building.
“Any word from Pam?” she asked, referring to Annie by her cover name.
“None,” Mother replied.
“That’s terrible,” Leyla said. “I was shocked by her disappearance. When Gökçe returned on Sunday and I realized she wasn’t with her, I alerted Clementine immediately.”
Mother thought it was interesting that she called Clementine by her actual name and not a cover. He knew that they had met while working together on Operation Ariadne, a joint MI6/MIT secret mission that had been run a few years before Clemmie’s defection to Umbra. The other day at the library, Clemmie had referred to Leyla as a friend.
“What do the administration and faculty think has happened?” Mother asked.
“As Clementine instructed, I’ve told them that Pam is on a temporary leave for a family emergency,” Leyla answered.
“Does that mean nobody has gone looking for her?” Cairo asked.
“Your mother did not want the police involved, but I reached out to some former colleagues at the Organization who have connections inside Umbra,” she said as they continued around the side of the building. “Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell them much without compromising Pam’s identity, and none of them had heard anything useful.”
“I appreciate your efforts,” Mother said. “How well do you know my daughter?”
“Very well,” she responded. “I’m her quartier, the administrator who oversees the students in her grade. I also try to meet with her once a week to make sure she’s adjusting to her new environment. She’s done well and is a star in the classroom.”
“Even though she doesn’t speak Turkish?” Mother asked. “Or does she?”
Leyla chuckled. “Let’s just say that she’s trying to learn. Lucky for her, the first year is taught almost entirely in French.”
“Does she speak French?” Mother asked, frustrated that he knew so little about his own daughter.
“Better than she speaks Turkish,” Leyla joked. “But intensive language training is part of the curriculum. In addition to their regular diplomas, our students graduate with a French baccalaureate, which is why nearly a third of our teachers come to us from the French Ministry of Education.”
“And this is a public high school?” Mother asked. “With no tuition?”
Leyla nodded, obviously proud of the school.
“Amazing,” Mother marveled.
“We think so.”
“You mentioned a girl named Gökçe,” Cairo said. “Is she a close friend?”
Leyla grinned. “They are inseparable.”
“Is there any chance we can talk to her?” Mother asked.
Leyla smiled again. “She is waiting for us up ahead in the Botanik.”
They reached the back of the school and came upon a wooded area that was equal parts forest and garden, an idyllic green space in the middle of a bustling city. Traditionally, the Botanik was only for seniors, but Leyla had made an exception for Gökçe, who was sitting on a curved wooden bench beneath some shade trees.
Cairo leaned closer to Leyla and whispered, “How much of the truth does she know?”
Leyla shrugged. “It’s hard to say what secrets best friends share. I suspect that she suspects not everything about her friend is as it seems.”
Gökçe stood up to greet them. “Hello, you must be Pam’s father.”
“Yes,” Mother said shaking her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, Gökçe.”
She turned to Cairo. “And we met briefly at the start of the school year, but it was when your sister and I were just getting to know each other.”
“Nice to see you again.”
“Thank you for meeting with us,” Mother said. “Do you mind if we ask you about Pam?”
“Not at all,” Gökçe answered. “She told me that you would have questions.”
Mother and Leyla shared a confused look.
“She told you when?” Mother asked.
“When she called.” Gökçe flashed a guilty look at Leyla. “Saturday afternoon.”
“You spoke to her after she disappeared?” Mother asked.
“It was very brief, but yes.”
Leyla couldn’t believe it. “Gökçe, you said nothing of this.”
“I know,” Gökçe replied. “I am sorry, but Pam made me promise not to. She said I could tell only her parents or brother.” She turned to Cairo. “Is your name really Hansel?”
“No,” Cairo answered. “That’s just a nickname she gave me.”
“What did she say on the phone call?” Mother asked.
“That she was safe, but that bad men were after her and she had to leave Istanbul for a while.”
Mother asked, “Did she tell you where she was going?”
“I asked, but she said knowing would put me in danger of people like Musclehead.”
“Musclehead?” Mother asked.
“That’s what she called a man we saw after practice,” Gökçe answered. “I saw him again in front of the school on Sunday and Monday.”
Mother took out his phone and showed her the screengrab from the security camera.
“Is this him?”
She shuddered slightly. “Yes.”
“Gökçe, I understand you want to be a loyal friend and keep Pam’s secrets,” Leyla said, concerned. “But you absolutely should have told me about the man if he was near the school. That’s a safety issue for you and your fellow students. You need to be loyal to them, too.”
“Yes, miss,” Gökçe said, chastened. “I am sorry.”
Leyla turned to Mother. “Please send me that picture so I can alert our head of security.”
“Of course,” Mother replied.
“If she didn’t call to tell you where she was going, why did she call?” Cairo asked.
“She wanted to say goodbye and make sure I knew that I really was her bestie. That’s a new word she taught me on Friday.”
“Was there anything else?” Mother asked.
Gökçe frowned. “One thing… but it is not good.” She looked at Cairo. “She tried to give me a message for you, but I could not hear it.”
“Did you hear any of it?” Cairo asked.
“Just the first part,” Gökçe answered. “She said, ‘Tell Hansel—’ But the rest was drowned out because there were too many people around her and the bell from the tram was clanging. I asked her to repeat it, but she was gone and the call was over.”
The others couldn’t mask their disappointment.
“I am very sorry to let you down,” Gökçe said.
“You’ve done no such thing,” Mother said in a comforting tone. “You’ve been a great help. That’s just bad luck about the bell.”
“Yes, but I still wish I knew what I was supposed to tell you.”
“So do we.”
“Ms. Aydan, would it be possible for us to look at Pam’s things?” Cairo asked. “There’s something of hers that I think might help us.”
“Of course,” Leyla answered. “We can use a back way into the dormitory that avoids the reception.”
The dormitory occupied the top floor of the building. Leyla and Gökçe led them to the large room shared by all the first-year girls. It was spotless with no personal decorations. There were three long rows of metal-framed beds, each neatly made with identical white sheets featuring the red-and-yellow Galatasaray logo. The beds were separated by matching dark wooden wardrobes.
“Our beds are next to each other near the end of the middle row,” Gökçe said, leading the way. She took them to Annie’s bed and opened her wardrobe. Inside, Annie’s clothes were neatly hung; there were three drawers, and a shelf that held her schoolbooks.
“These are all her things,” Gökçe said.
Cairo quickly but carefully began looking for any sort of hiding spot. He patted the pockets of her winter coat, felt around the edges of the drawers, and knelt down to check behind her shoes.
“What is it that you’re looking for?” Leyla asked.
“Her diary,” Cairo answered. “It’s her most prized possession. She didn’t write in it every day, but she put down the important stuff.”
“Have you seen it before?” Leyla asked Gökçe.
“Yes, but only the cover, never inside,” she said with a chuckle. “Some things even a bestie cannot see.”
Cairo looked at the drawers and paused before turning to Gökçe. “I don’t feel right searching in there. Would you check, please?”
Gökçe looked to Leyla, who nodded.
“Yes,” Gökçe answered.
Like the rest of the closet, the drawers were neat. Gökçe went through each one without finding the diary.
“Just clothes,” she said.
“Maybe she has the diary with her?” Mother suggested.
“I doubt she’d take it to water polo practice,” Cairo said.
“She would not,” Gökçe agreed.
“To be honest, I doubt she’d keep it here,” Cairo added. “There’s no lock on the door. She’d want to make sure no one could get it.”
Leyla said, “We have a strict honor code. No girls would touch it.”
“Maybe, but you know our mother and how she is about secrets.” Cairo looked at Gökçe. “Any idea where she might hide it?”
Gökçe’s face lit up, and she was about to say something, but then she caught herself and paused.
“What’s the matter?” Mother asked.
Leyla had a wry smile. “I believe Gökçe knows where it might be hidden but is afraid to say it out loud because it is somewhere that students are not supposed to go.”
Gökçe didn’t answer, but her eyes told them that this was true.
“Go ahead,” Leyla said. “In this instance, I promise that nobody will get in trouble for what you show us and that I will forget everything I see. I’m giving you amnesty and amnesia.”
Gökçe grinned. “Okay, then, follow me.”
She led them down the hall and around a corner where they reached a heavy wooden door. Gökçe tested the knob to see that it was locked. She gave Leyla an expectant look.
“I can’t help you,” Leyla said. “I don’t have the key.”
“Then perhaps you can turn around,” Gökçe said. “In case the amnesia isn’t permanent.”
Leyla chuckled and turned around. When she was looking the other way, Gökçe pulled a bobby pin from her hair and slid it into the lock. She gave it a double twist, and the lock opened.
Mother was impressed. “Where did you learn that?”
“From your daughter,” Gökçe answered, as if it should be obvious. She put the pin back in her hair. “You can turn around now, Ms. Aydan.”
The door opened onto a stairway that led to the attic. As they climbed it, Gökçe said, “Sharing a room with thirty-seven girls can be a lot. This is where we come to get away from the noise. And sometimes Pam comes up here by herself to think. She calls it her happy place.”
Gökçe tugged the chain of a bulb hanging from a beam, and a dim light illuminated the musty room directly behind the clock on the front of the school. Old furniture and boxes were stacked and stored in no particular order. Dust and cobwebs were everywhere.
“This is her happy place?” Cairo said, shaking his head.
“I need to get a cleaning crew up here immediately,” a horrified Leyla remarked.
“You promised amnesia,” Gökçe reminded her. “You saw how neat we keep our dorm. The mess here is part of the appeal.”
“Okay, okay,” Leyla said, holding up her palms in mock surrender.
Gökçe pointed to a corner of the room where an old stuffed chair with worn upholstery sat next to an end table that had seen much better days. “This is her spot.”
Cairo studied it. “If this is her favorite spot, then the diary’s probably nearby.”
They searched the area for nearly twenty minutes, checking in boxes, in drawers, and beneath the cushions from a dilapidated couch before Cairo found it sealed in a ziplock bag and hidden beneath a loose floorboard under the chair.
They moved closer to the light to inspect it.
“You found it, you should open it,” Mother said.
Cairo took it out of the bag and paused before opening it.
“She’d kill me if she knew,” he said.
“It’s for a good cause,” Mother reminded him.
He opened it eagerly, only to deflate when he saw what was inside.
“What’s wrong?” Leyla asked.
“It’s in code,” he said, flipping through the pages. “All of it. It’s not going to help at all.”
“It seems like we keep getting close only to miss out,” Mother said ruefully. “We’ll bring it with us so that we can return it to her. Maybe it will bring us luck. We sure could use some.”
Cairo looked around the room, shaking his head. “I know you left me a clue somewhere,” he said, as if he were talking to Annie. “You promised you would.”
They were all quiet, and then Cairo heard something.
“What’s that noise?” he asked.
“What noise?” Mother replied.
“Do you hear a bell?”
“It’s the tram,” Gökçe replied. “It’s passing on the street in front of the school.”
Suddenly, Cairo’s lips began to curl into a smile. He looked at Gökçe. “Tell me again what she said to you during the phone call. The message for me.”
“That is the problem. I do not know what she said. I could not hear it.”
“Just tell me everything you did hear.”
Gökçe was confused but went along. “Just ‘Tell Hansel,’ and then clang, clang, clang.”
Now Cairo was beaming. “You passed along the message perfectly. That’s exactly what she wanted you to tell me.” He turned to Mother. “I know where the breadcrumb is!”
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10. 
İstiklal Avenue
Rio slathered some honey and butter onto a piece of toast and said, “I like to think of myself as an epicure.”
From across the table, Paris gave him an incredulous look, which Rio mistook as a sign that he didn’t know the meaning of the word.
“That’s a person with a discerning palate who’s a connoisseur of fine food,” he explained.
“I know what it is,” Paris replied. “I just don’t know if ‘discerning palate’ is the right term for someone I once saw eat seven corn dogs in a row. I think the more accurate one might be ‘human vacuum cleaner.’ I mean, just look at this table.”
They were in a busy café, filled with the swirling aromas of baking bread and Turkish coffee, at a table littered with empty serving dishes.
“I just watched you hoover up eggs, meats, cheeses, olives, fruits, breads, pastries, and dips,” Paris continued. “Notice that each of those words had an s at the end. Multiple cheeses. Multiple meats. I used to think the English overdid it in the morning, but they’ve got nothing on a full Turkish breakfast.”
“Technically speaking, this meal was more of a brunch than a breakfast, and the proper name for it is kahvaltı,” Rio responded. “You wouldn’t know that because, unlike me, you’re not an epicure.”
Rio flashed a smug smile and began typing on his phone. He kept detailed notes and ratings of different foods he ate for an app he was developing. He was almost done inputting the information about the meal when a text arrived from Mother.
“They’re wrapping up now and want to meet us in front of the school,” Paris said, reading it. “They have a lead.”
“Great,” Rio replied as he finished typing and slid his phone into his pocket. “Let’s go.”
Paris looked at him expectantly. “So, what’s the score?”
“Why would you care about a rating given by a vacuum cleaner?”
“Come on, don’t be so sensitive.”
“Probably mid to low eighties,” Rio replied. “Although I won’t know the exact number until Beny runs all the data.”
The only other person who knew the methodology used by Rio’s food-rating algorithm was Monty, because she helped him program it. He refused to tell the others, and Brooklyn refused to hack in and take a peek as a sign of respect for how seriously he took his project.
It was a short walk from the café to the school, just a few blocks up İstiklal Avenue, one of the most well-known streets in Istanbul. The pedestrian-only road was usually packed with tourists, but it was still early enough in the day that the crowds had yet to arrive.
“How was the food?” Mother asked as Paris and Rio approached.
“Delicious,” Rio answered. “I found the meal offered interesting combinations of texture within the overall flavor signature, all of which was enhanced by a sweet distinctive aroma.”
“He can say it all fancy like that, but the table looked like a crime scene,” Paris added. “That poor breakfast didn’t have a chance.”
Rio gave him a look.
“Excuse me,” Paris said. “That poor kahvaltı.”
“Thank you,” Rio said before turning to Cairo. “Now tell us about the lead.”
“On Saturday, Annie called her best friend and left a message for me,” Cairo replied.
“That’s fantastic,” Paris said. “What was the message?”
Cairo pointed at the tram coming down the street. “That.”
“How is a tram a message?” Paris asked, his brow furrowed.
“The actual message was ‘Tell Hansel,’ followed by the sound of the tram’s bell,” Mother explained. “Her friend Gökçe thought the noise blocked out what Annie was trying to say, but Cairo thinks she literally wanted her friend to tell him about the bell.”
“The historic trams only run in two places in the city, here and in a loop near Kadıköy Square on the Asian side of the city,” Cairo explained. “If it could be heard in the background, that means Annie was in one of those two places.”
“And you think it was this one?” Rio asked.
“It makes more sense,” Cairo said. “I think that after spending a night hiding, she cleaned up at the aquatic center and came back here to see if she could get to her dorm.”
“Except we know that at least one of the men who chased her was waiting right outside the school,” Mother added.
“She realized the school wasn’t safe, but she needed to leave me a breadcrumb,” Cairo continued. “So she called her best friend and left that message so that I would know that she had hidden it somewhere on this street.”
Paris looked down the length of the road and started considering how many different hiding places there might be. “How far does it stretch?”
“A mile,” Mother said. “It’s daunting, but not nearly as daunting as it would be if we had to search a sprawling city of fifteen million people spread across two continents.”
“When you put it that way, it doesn’t seem so bad,” Paris said. “Where do we start?”
“I think our first step should be a recon trip on the tram,” Rio said. “It’s the fastest and most efficient way to do surveillance of the entire area so we know what we’re working with.”
“Not to mention the fact that it will give your stomach a chance to digest all that food you just inhaled,” Paris commented.
“I call that a win-win!” Rio said.
“I think it’s a good idea,” Mother said.
Unlike Annie, they didn’t have to hang on the outside of the tram. They boarded and split up so that they had two sets of eyes looking from each side. The tram moved slowly enough that they could study everything they saw, but none of the stores, boutiques, restaurants, cafés, or museums stood out.
At the northern end of the tramline, they looped around the massive Republic Monument in Taksim Square. They stayed on board and rode all the way back to Tünel Square, where the tram and the road both came to a stop. They stepped off and looked back toward where they had been.
“Nothing?” Rio asked Cairo.
He shook his head, deflated by the setback. “Maybe I misunderstood the clue and it really was just a coincidence.”
“I don’t think so,” Mother said. “I think you got it right. We just haven’t seen it yet.”
“Except we saw the whole street,” Rio said. “It could be hidden anywhere.”
“Annie’s smart,” Cairo said. “She left it somewhere that makes sense.”
Paris could feel everyone’s enthusiasm flagging, so he decided to break out a technique he liked to use to rally the players on the junior girls’ soccer team he helped coach. “Bring it in for the power circle,” he said, motioning the others to huddle around him. “We need to think like Annie. She’s gone on the run and wants to leave a trail of breadcrumbs. What’s her thought process?”
“She has to be careful,” Mother said. “In the Hansel and Gretel fairy tale, the breadcrumbs get eaten by birds. She would want to leave her clue someplace safe where it wouldn’t be discovered by anyone else.”
“That’s good,” Paris said, trying to generate some momentum. “How would she do that?”
“She’d find a place that makes sense to me, but not to the guys who were chasing her,” Cairo said.
“Excellent,” Paris said, feeling as though they were building flow. “What kind of place would that be? Got any ideas, Rio?”
There was no response, and Paris looked up to see that Rio had wandered away and was approaching a family of tourists. There was a father and mother with their son, who looked about ten and was carrying a mountainous ice cream sundae covered in hot fudge, whipped cream, and nuts with a cherry on top. It was the sundae that had attracted Rio’s attention.
The others could hear him call out to the parents. “Excuse me. That ice cream looks delicious. Can you please tell me where you got it?”
“Unbelievable,” Paris said to Mother and Cairo. “He can’t possibly be hungry.”
They watched as Rio got directions from the man and thanked him. Then he turned to the rest of the team and said, “Follow me.”
“Seriously, mate?” Paris said, frustrated. “We’re kind of busy at the moment, and you just destroyed an entire buffet of food not thirty-five minutes ago.”
“I know,” Rio said. “But did you get a good look at that sundae?”
“No, I didn’t,” Paris responded. “ ’Cause like I said, we’re busy. I was doing the whole power circle thing.”
“We can power circle in a minute,” Rio said. “But first we’ve got to check this out.”
Rio started walking up İstiklal, and the others had no choice but to follow him.
“I don’t understand,” Paris grumbled to Mother. “We’re in the middle of a search, I’m trying to get some momentum going, and all he cares about is food and his app.”
Mother was also irritated, but he did his best to mask it as he said, “I know. I’ll talk to him about it.”
After two hundred meters Rio stopped in front of an arched entrance to a courtyard. A sign above it read FOOD COURT.
“See, it wasn’t far at all,” he said.
Paris was about to vent, but Mother waved him off and, in a firm but controlled tone, said, “Rio, it’s not an issue of how far away it is. It’s about focusing on what’s important.”
“This is important,” Rio replied.
“Ice cream is important?” Paris asked.
“Yes,” Rio said. “Which you’d know if you’d seen the sundae.”
“I’m sure it’s delicious,” Cairo said, frustrated. “But we’re looking for my sister.”
“Actually,” Rio replied, “we’re looking for our sister. I’ve never met her, but I would really like to. So maybe, just maybe, give me the benefit of the doubt for a change.”
He entered the courtyard, and they followed.
“You see, if you had seen the sundae, you might have noticed the name of the store that was written on the cup,” Rio said as he pointed at a sweetshop called the Gingerbread House.
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11. 
The Mound
NOT A DAY WENT BY that Clementine didn’t relive what happened in Paris when everything went so terribly wrong. And not a day went by that she didn’t blame MI6 for how badly it had damaged her family. She had joined the Secret Intelligence Service out of a love of country, yet now she rarely got to set foot in it.
She had rushed back to London that night, boarding the Eurostar to St. Pancras station while the fire brigade was still trying to put out the flames at the abandoned candy factory. She knew she had less than twelve hours before word of her betrayal would reach MI6, which meant she had less than twelve hours to grab her two children and disappear.
Since then she hadn’t returned to the United Kingdom until earlier this year. That’s when she snuck into Scotland and hid cameras inside the FARM while the City Spies were on a mission to the United States. Her surveillance of the team was a key element of her plan. A plan that she was finally ready to put into motion.
To do so, Clemmie needed to be in England for an extended period. Quite a challenge considering the country was blanketed with closed-circuit television cameras. With the latest advances in facial-recognition software, there was a danger of her being captured no matter how much she disguised her appearance. But working in her favor was a safe house that was virtually unknown and undetectable.
All the more remarkable, it was just five hundred meters from where MI6 had first recruited her when she was a student at Oxford University.
The Mound was a mysterious man-made hill, almost twenty meters high and thirty meters wide, that stood in the middle of the garden behind Oxford’s New College. It was mysterious because nobody knew why it was there. Records indicated that it was built in the 1500s using waste materials left over from the construction of the school. Students attached all sorts of legends and lore to the hill, and virtually all of them posed for a graduation picture while standing on top or in front of it.
What they didn’t know was that a bomb shelter was buried deep beneath. It had been built during the Cold War and had been long since decommissioned and forgotten. Clementine had learned about it in some old records she’d stumbled across as a New College undergraduate. It took her eighteen months to actually locate an entrance to the facility through a storm drain that ran beneath the school.
At the time, the bunker was her secret, one she shared with only a few close friends. Now it was her base of operations. It had already been wired into the university’s electrical grid when it was built. Now, after a few late nights, she had also managed to connect it to the school’s fiber-optic network.
Best of all, there was a storage closet with military surplus items that included a wooden case of torpex, a World War II–era explosive that was 50 percent more powerful than dynamite. It had been originally designed for torpedoes, but Clementine had a new application in mind.
She planned to use it during the royal wedding.
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12. 
Black Licorice
THE GINGERBREAD HOUSE WAS PART store, part storybook, with lollipop trees and cotton candy clouds. The sweet smell of freshly made chimney cakes wafted through the air, and the ice cream counter was staffed by a woman in a witch’s hat, who cackled with delight when the team entered.
“I think I got a cavity just by walking in here,” Paris commented as he marveled at a wall filled with glass jars holding every type of jelly bean, licorice twist, and marshmallow treat imaginable.
“It’s a lot,” Rio said as he took a whiff of hot fudge. “But it sure smells good.”
“And somewhere in all this candy, there’s a breadcrumb,” Cairo said.
“We just need to figure out where Annie hid it,” Mother replied.
“We may have caught a break,” Paris said, nodding at a security camera in the corner of the store. “We know she was here on Saturday afternoon. If Brooklyn can hack into their video feed, we might be able to see her hide it.”
“That’s a great idea,” Mother said.
“What time is it in Scotland?” Cairo asked.
“A little after eight thirty,” Rio answered.
“School has already started,” Cairo pointed out.
“Why don’t you reach out to Monty?” Mother suggested. “See if she can pull Brooklyn out of class long enough to do her thing.”
“On it,” Paris replied as he slipped away to make the call.
“I’ll check out the gingerbread house,” Cairo said, getting down on his hands and knees to crawl around a toy playhouse in the middle of the store. “Maybe she hid it in there.”
With the others busy, Mother turned to Rio and put a hand on his shoulder. “Before we go any further, I owe you an apology.”
“Why?” Rio asked.
“Because you led us here following a clue, and I thought you were only following your stomach.”
“Oh, that,” Rio said. “You weren’t the only one.”
“No, I wasn’t,” Mother agreed. “And I’m sorry about that, too.”
Rio appreciated the gesture. “Apology accepted. To be honest, I would’ve thought the same thing.”
“Maybe,” Mother said. “But I’m the parent and I should know better.”
Rio smiled. “Just as you should also know that, even though we came here for the clue, I’m definitely getting an ice cream cone.”
“I figured you’d want some candy, too.”
“You see, you get me.”
They approached the counter, and the witch-hat woman asked, “How can I help you?”
“I was wondering if you could take a look at something.” Mother held up his phone to show her a photo of Annie. “By any chance, have you ever seen this girl in the store? Maybe this past weekend?”
The woman studied it and shook her head. “It’s hard to say because so many people come through the shop. But I don’t recognize her. Sorry.”
“Thanks.” Mother turned to Rio. “Go ahead and order.”
Rio looked at all the tantalizing flavors and said, “Can I have a scoop of vanilla ice cream? In a waffle cone.”
Mother gave him a curious look. “All those others to choose from, and you pick vanilla?”
“App before appetite,” Rio answered. “For the scoring system, vanilla’s the way to go.”
“Why?”
“It’s the purest of all flavors,” Rio replied. “Nuts, toppings, and blend-ins all mask the base and distract your taste buds. Vanilla is the best way to judge the true quality of the ice cream.”
“Impressive,” Mother said. “You truly are an epicure.”
“I know that,” Rio said with a smile. “It’s the others who need convincing.”
Rio was already enjoying his ice cream by the time Paris returned from his call with Monty.
“Brooklyn can’t help because Beny’s offline until tomorrow afternoon,” Paris informed them.
“I forgot about that,” Mother said. “They’re installing new encryption software.”
“Can’t she just access another computer at MI6?” Rio asked.
“Not unless we want to inform Tru that we’ve gone on a secret mission without telling her,” Paris said.
“Which is something I’d rather not do,” Mother commented.
Cairo crawled out of the gingerbread playhouse and brushed off his clothes as he stood.
“Anything?” Mother asked him.
“Just some questionable stains and smells,” Cairo answered as he put some hand sanitizer to work. “What about Brooklyn?”
“It’s a no-go,” Paris informed him. “She can’t hack the security footage.”
“Maybe we could just sneak into the office and look ourselves,” Rio whispered.
“There’s too much risk of getting caught,” Mother replied. “They’d either kick us out or call the police. Either way we wouldn’t get the clue.”
“Which means we’ve got to figure it out on our own,” Cairo said. “Or rather, I do, since I’m the one she left it for.”
“You’ve got this,” Paris replied, as always the voice of encouragement. “I’m sure she picked somewhere she was confident you’d be able to find.”
“This is a good place to start,” Rio said, pointing at the wall of candy. “Any of these jars would make an excellent hiding spot.”
“Yes, but there are at least fifty of them,” Paris said. “How do we narrow it down?”
“What’s your favorite flavor?” Mother asked.
“Black licorice,” Cairo replied.
“You like black licorice?” Rio asked. “That’s troubling.”
“It’s my favorite too,” Mother added.
Rio gave him a sideways glance. “There must be some sort of genetic mutation in your DNA.”
Cairo couldn’t just stick his hand into the jar and feel around. He needed to act like a customer, so he took a plastic bag from a dispenser and used a silver scoop to start filling it. Once he had emptied a third of the jar, there was enough room for him to move the rest of the candy aside, and he spied a plastic baggie with a slip of paper inside.
“There’s something at the bottom,” he said excitedly.
He held the licorice out of the way with the scoop and used a pair of tongs to pluck out the baggie. When he saw the paper, he smiled. “It’s Annie’s handwriting.”
“What does it say?” Mother asked.
“ ‘March fifteenth, 3:01 p.m.,’ ” Cairo said, reading from it.
“That’s an oddly specific time,” Paris said.
“And soon,” Rio noted. “March fifteenth is tomorrow. Where does she want to meet?”
“It doesn’t say,” Cairo responded. “It just has the alphabet.”
He held it up for them to see.
March 15 3:01 PM
ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOSPQRTUVWXYZ
“That’s it?” Rio asked, disappointed. “We’re supposed to meet her somewhere tomorrow afternoon, and all we have to go on is the alphabet. What could that even mean?”
“And why 3:01 instead of three o’clock?” Mother asked.
They passed the note around between them as they tried to solve the clue.
“Think about letters,” Paris said, spitballing. “Words? Dictionaries? Bookstores? Libraries? Is there a famous bookstore or library in Istanbul?”
“Not that I know of,” Cairo said. “But I don’t think this clue has anything to do with Türkiye.”
“Why not?” Rio asked.
“It’s not the Turkish alphabet,” Cairo explained. “They don’t use Q, W, or X, and they have five letters that aren’t listed here.”
“He’s right,” Mother said. “It’s the same twenty-six-letter Latin alphabet we use in the UK.”
“And virtually every country in Europe, North America, and South America,” Paris replied. “Not to mention much of Africa.”
“So we’ve narrowed it down to roughly half the planet,” Rio joked. “We should be able to figure that out by tomorrow afternoon.”
“I wish Kat were here to help us solve the code,” Cairo said.
“It’s not a code,” Rio replied. “It’s just the alphabet.”
“Unless we’re autocorrecting,” Cairo said. “Let me have another look.” He examined it again, but this time he noticed something. “We totally missed it.”
“Missed what?” Mother asked.
“Kat’s been teaching me about code-breaking, and she told me about something she calls mental autocorrect,” he answered. “It’s when your brain fixes letters that are out of place. It processes what it expects to see and not what is actually there. That’s why people miss mistakes when they proofread their own papers.”
“We all saw the same thing,” Paris said. “What’s out of place?”
“The S,” answered Cairo.
He held it back up for them.
ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOSPQRTUVWXYZ
“You’re right,” Paris said. “It’s over three spaces to the left. I can’t believe I missed that.”
“We all did,” Mother said.
“But what does it mean?” Rio asked. “Can one letter be a code?”
“Maybe we really should get it to Kat,” Paris suggested.
Cairo flashed a broad smile. “We don’t need to. She taught me that a key to breaking a code was determining the starting point—in this case that’s the S, because it’s the letter that’s out of place. Now read it from there.”
Paris started to read aloud. “S-P-Q-R.” He stopped and smiled.
“You get it, don’t you?” Cairo said.
“I do,” Paris said gleefully.
“That’s really clever,” Mother replied.
“I don’t get it,” said Rio. “What does it mean?”
Cairo grinned. “It means we’re going to Rome!”
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13. 
SPQR
SPQR stood for Senatus Populusque
Romanus, the Senate and People of Rome.
It was the symbol of the Roman Empire and could be found on documents, statues, buildings, and countless other artifacts. These four letters struck fear in the hearts of enemy soldiers and commanded respect from people throughout the ancient world. But for the City Spies, it was a clue that meant Annie was hiding somewhere in Rome.
At least, that’s what they hoped it meant.
“Can we really be sure?” Paris asked as they hurriedly packed their suitcases. “At one point, Istanbul was named Constantinople and became the capital of the Roman Empire. Maybe SPQR is inscribed on some monument here in the city, and that’s where she wants to meet.”
“It’s been a while since I’ve taken ancient history,” Mother said. “But I think they stopped using the initials around the same time the capital moved here. Besides, Rome just seems more logical.”
“It makes sense for her to leave Istanbul as soon as her cover was blown,” Rio added.
“It’s Rome, I’m sure of it,” Cairo said confidently. “She left the clue for me and knew I’d recognize it. Two years ago we went there with Mom, and every time we saw those letters inscribed on something, Annie would make up new meanings to tease me. Remember, to her, I’m Robert. So she’d say stuff like ‘Silly Pointless Question, Robert’ or ‘Strange People Quote Robert.’ None of them were particularly funny, but she was so relentless about it that I couldn’t help but laugh.”
“That’s great,” Mother said. “Not that she teased you, but that you were both there together. Try to remember as much as you can about that trip. Maybe something will trigger a memory that helps you figure out where she’ll be.”
“Just do it fast,” Rio said. “We need to meet her in a little over twenty-six hours.”
Cairo nodded, trying not to let on about how overwhelmed he felt. “Got it.”
“Do we have a cover story for the flight?” Paris asked.
“There’s not enough time to create one,” Mother replied. “We’ll use our British passports and keep an eye out for anyone suspicious.”
“You mean someone like Musclehead,” Cairo said.
“Who’s that?” Rio asked.
“Gökçe said that’s what Annie called the guy who chased her,” Cairo answered. “The one who was bleeding.”
“He was also spotted outside the entrance to the school,” Mother added. “We want to make sure that we don’t somehow lead him to Rome.”
“Speaking of which, how do you think Annie got there?” Paris asked. “It’s not exactly cheap to travel.”
“Mom always had us keep five hundred euros hidden in our backpacks,” Cairo answered. “I’m sure that’s why Annie went back to the aquatic center to get hers.”
“Is that enough money to buy a plane ticket to Rome?” Rio asked.
“She wouldn’t have flown,” Cairo answered. “Another one of Mom’s rules was that if our cover was blown, we were only supposed to travel by bus or train. It’s easier to hide that way.”
“If she went by bus or train, then shouldn’t we do the same?” Paris asked. “In Hansel and Gretel, they left the breadcrumbs all along the route. If we fly, we could miss a clue.”
“True, but if we don’t fly, we’ll miss her,” Mother said. “She’s going to be waiting in Rome tomorrow afternoon. If we go by bus or train, we won’t make it in time. Remember, she’s got a two-day head start.”
“We should still check the train station once we land,” Rio suggested. “If that’s where she arrived in the city, it would make sense for her to leave a breadcrumb there.”
“That’s a brilliant idea,” Mother said. “We’ll make that our first stop.”
THE FARM, AISLING, SCOTLAND
Mother and the boys were still on a Turkish Airlines flight from Istanbul to Rome when the rest of the team got home to the FARM after having spent the day protecting Sophie Weir. They wanted to help find Annie and brainstormed ideas as they sat around the dining room table.
“All we have is the alphabet with the letter S moved over three spots,” Sydney said. “That’s not much to go on.”
“It’s clever, though,” Kat said. “You can tell she learned ciphers from Clementine.”
“How?” Brooklyn asked.
“When Clementine helped stop the cyberattack, she communicated with us by using single codes that had double meanings,” Kat said. “It’s kind of her crypto-signature.”
“And the alphabet with the S moved has a double meaning?” Sydney asked.
“Absolutely,” Kat said. “SPQR means Rome, and the Latin alphabet is also called the Roman alphabet. Rome and Roman. Double meaning.”
“That’s quite impressive,” Monty agreed.
“Any chance it has a triple meaning?” Brooklyn asked hopefully.
“Unlikely,” Kat said. “But I bet the 3:01 is a double.”
“What makes you think that?” Sydney asked.
“March fifteenth is tomorrow’s date. There’s not much she can do about that,” Kat explained. “But she could’ve picked any time of day for the rendezvous, and she picked one that’s unusual. Not three o’clock. Not three thirty. But 3:01. It has to be for a specific reason. If we figure out why, I bet we’ll have a good idea of where.”
“It could be mathematical,” Brooklyn reasoned. “Three, zero, and one are all primes, right?”
Kat shot her a look. “Zero is not a prime. But it definitely could be mathematical.”
“Well, then, can you think of any equations that line up with that?” Brooklyn asked.
“Three to the zero power equals one,” Kat answered. “But that doesn’t really give us anything.”
“Maybe it’s an address,” Sydney suggested.
“That’s a very good thought,” Monty said.
“And could PM be initials for a street?” Sydney asked.
“An address makes a lot of sense,” Kat replied. “Let’s search all the locations in Rome with three-zero-one as an address and any streets or locations that have the initials PM.”
“We could do that if Beny weren’t offline because of the ridiculous Unity Web,” Brooklyn complained. “He could run the addresses and all the possible math just like that.” She snapped her fingers.
“It is unlucky timing,” Monty said. “But remember, Annie didn’t have a supercomputer either. She managed to come up with the code while being chased by some scary individuals. We should be able to solve it.”
Brooklyn went to protest, but Monty cut her off.
“Besides, I seem to remember someone who hacked into the New York City juvenile justice system, the International Space Station, and countless other targets with nothing more than an outdated computer in her middle school library.”
“That someone is gone,” Sydney lamented humorously. “She’s gotten lazy by letting Beny do all the work for her, and now she’s totally lost her touch.”
Brooklyn stared at Sydney with her mouth agape.
“Lost my touch?” she said, astonished. “You have no idea what I’m capable of doing with only a basic laptop and the hot spot off your phone.”
“You’re right, I don’t,” Sydney said. “So why don’t you show me?”
“Oh, I am going to show you plenty,” Brooklyn replied as she stood. “Kat, you work on the math for variations of three, zero, and one. I’m going to get my laptop and show everyone that I haven’t lost a thing.”
“What can I do?” Sydney asked.
“That’s a good question,” Brooklyn answered as she stood. “There’s nothing that needs blowing up, so maybe you should make some popcorn and get drinks.”
Brooklyn stomped out of the room with a look of total determination on her face. Once she was gone, Kat turned to the others.
“Do you think she knows you just manipulated her, Sydney?” she asked.
“She’ll figure it out soon enough,” Monty said. “But there’s a decent chance she’ll also figure out where Annie’s going to be tomorrow.” She turned to Sydney. “I’d like lemonade with my popcorn.”
THE MOUND, OXFORD, ENGLAND
Clementine sat in front of the monitors in the abandoned bomb shelter and watched what was going on at the FARM. She was impressed that the four of them were so determined to find Annie. She especially liked the part when Kat recognized her technique of double coding.
“You’ve done a good job with this lot, Mother,” she said admiringly as she watched them work. “I truly am sorry for what’s about to happen to them.”
TERMINI STATION, ROME, ITALY
Termini was Rome’s primary railway station and was located in the heart of the city just a mile from the Colosseum. It was one of the busiest stations in Europe, with more than eight hundred trains departing and arriving every day. Mother, Paris, Rio, and Cairo scanned a massive schedule trying to figure out which train may have brought Annie to the Italian capital.
“It’s impossible to determine,” Paris said. “She could’ve come through Venice, or Florence, or Milan, or, or, or. There are just too many variables.”
“It doesn’t matter what train she was on,” Rio said. “Whichever one it was, she would have arrived at one of these platforms and exited through this concourse. If she left a clue, this is where it should be.”
The concourse was huge, split into three levels, with all variety of shops and restaurants.
“Let’s check out that bakery,” Paris said, pointing to a bakery/café combo next to the exit to the street.
“What makes you think she would pick a bakery?” Mother asked.
“Breadcrumbs,” answered Paris.
“Clever,” said Mother.
“And there’s got to be a candy shop,” Cairo said. “Maybe she went with the black licorice again.”
“Let’s work in pairs,” Mother said. “Paris, Rio, why don’t you start with the bakery? Cairo and I will hit the candy store.”
The four of them scoured the station for nearly two hours. They checked restaurants, bookshops, pharmacies, and a food court without finding any clues.
They were tired, hungry, and more than a little frustrated.
“There are plenty of cameras in here,” Rio said. “When does Beny go back online?”
“Not until tomorrow afternoon,” Mother said. “It will be too late. We’re going to have to find her without his help.”
“How?” Rio asked. “If we can’t find a clue in the train station, how are we going to find a person somewhere in a city this large?”
“We need to stay positive,” Mother said. “There’s a pizza place right next to the hotel. Let’s get something to eat, and then we can call up to the FARM and work on it together. We’re going to figure this out.”
As they exited the station, they walked right past a travel poster featuring pictures of famous Roman landmarks. None of them noticed that someone had scribbled some graffiti across one of the images.
Solve Puzzles Quickly Robert.
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14. 
Barbara and the Bard
There weren’t a lot of options available on such short notice, so they ended up in a cramped room at an expensive hotel. After wolfing down two pizzas, they got on the phone with the rest of the team and compiled a list of seventeen potential rendezvous points. Some involved the numbers three, zero, and one or the initials PM; others prominently displayed the symbol SPQR; and a handful were landmarks Cairo remembered from his trip with Annie.
There were two beds in the room. Paris and Rio shared one, while Mother and Cairo took the other. Not that Mother really slept much. He was too worried about Annie. He’d never been this close to finding her, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was going to slip through his fingers once again. It didn’t take Kat’s math skills to realize that the four of them couldn’t be in seventeen places at once.
“Where are you hiding, Annie?” he asked in a whisper.
He rolled over to check the time. It was almost six o’clock, less than ten hours before Annie would be waiting somewhere in a city that was spread across five hundred square miles. With numbers like that bouncing around in his head, Mother knew it was pointless to try to fall back asleep.
He got up from bed as quietly as possible and padded out onto the balcony. The air was crisp and sunrise still twenty minutes away, but the early light of dawn cast a magical glow over the Eternal City.
“It’s beautiful,” Cairo said, joining him on the balcony a few minutes later.
Mother gave him an apologetic look. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“You didn’t,” Cairo replied. “Rio’s snoring did.”
They stood side by side at the railing and admired the panorama.
“You know, I really am sorry, Robert,” Mother said, calling his son by his given name for the first time in months.
“I meant it when I said it wasn’t you,” Cairo reassured him. “It really was the snoring.”
“No, not about waking you up. I’m sorry for what I’ve done to your life. That you’ve had to hide money in your backpack so you could flee at a moment’s notice. Or that you know that you should take a bus and not a plane when your cover’s blown. I’m sorry that you skip picture day to keep from leaving a trail. But mostly I’m sorry that I’m not the kind of father that you and Annie deserve.”
“What are you talking about?” Cairo replied. “You’re an exceptional father. I don’t know everything that happened in Paris, but I do know that it wasn’t your fault.”
“Maybe, but did you know that your mom wanted us to leave the Intelligence Service right after you were born?” Mother replied. “I talked her into staying.”
“And it’s a good thing you did,” Cairo said.
“You can’t possibly feel that way,” Mother replied.
“I absolutely do. Think of how much you’ve helped make the world better and safer since then. Think of the team. If you had quit, you wouldn’t have been there for them. Brooklyn would be locked up. Paris and Rio living on the streets. Kat and Sydney… who knows where. You are a great father to them. You’re a great father to me. And this afternoon, once we find Annie, you’ll be a great father to her again.”
Mother was overcome with emotion, and his eyes began to well up. He started to respond but couldn’t. Instead, he put his arm around his son and squeezed, pulling him closer. They stood there for a few minutes, watching the sunrise without either one saying a word. Finally, Mother wiped away the tears and said, “Let’s go find your sister.”
The night before, he had arranged for a tour guide who came highly recommended by the hotel staff. She agreed to take them around even though it was her day off because Mother offered to pay her twice her normal rate.
She met them in front of the hotel at precisely eight o’clock, arriving in a blur on a silver Vespa motor scooter. She had red hair, turquoise sunglasses, and a long dress the color of tangerines.
“Good morning, I am Barbara,” she said, greeting them with a beaming smile. “You must be my emergency tour group.”
“Yes,” Mother said. “Thank you for taking us on such short notice.” He looked at the Vespa. “We’re not traveling on scooters, are we?”
“No,” Barbara replied. “I have mapped out the locations you sent me, and the best way to navigate them is on foot.” She looked at the boys. “I hope you are wearing good sneakers. We have many steps to take today.”
The plan was to visit all seventeen locations before two o’clock and decide which were the four most likely to be the rendezvous point. That would leave enough time for them to split up and have one person at each of them before the deadline.
“I have been giving tours of Rome for more than twenty years,” Barbara said as they started walking. “I must say, this route is unique. How did you select it?”
“It’s complicated,” Mother answered. “We’re supposed to meet someone this afternoon, but we’re not sure exactly where to meet her. We only have a few clues to figure it out.”
“Who are you meeting?”
Normally, Mother kept things close to the vest, but they needed all the help they could get. “My daughter, Annie. I haven’t seen her in quite some time.”
She stopped and gave him a look. “You did not tell me this was a family emergency. I promise you we will find the spot. Tell Barbara the clues?”
“We’ve got three of them,” Cairo said. “SPQR; the numbers three, zero, and one; and the initials PM.”
“Hmm,” Barbara said, thinking about this. “SPQR is everywhere, but the numbers and initials are interesting. Come quickly, we have no time to waste.”
Barbara expertly navigated the twists and turns of ancient roads and alleyways, often peppered with the phrase “This is a short way.”
After nearly fifteen minutes they reached the top of a monumental staircase overlooking a bustling piazza, and she came to a sudden halt. “Stop number one, the Spanish Steps. Completed in 1725 and made of one hundred thirty-five steps, it is a top tourist destination and featured in movies such as Roman Holiday and Mission: Impossible.”
“It’s beautiful,” Paris said.
“You said you came here with Annie?” Mother asked Cairo.
“She loved it,” he replied. “I remember her splashing me with water from the fountain.”
“Ah, the fountain,” Barbara said. “I think you will find the name interesting. It is called the Fountain of the Boat, which in Italian is Fontana della Barcaccia.”
“Why is that interesting?” Rio asked.
“Notice that close together at the end of the word are the letters C-C-C-I,” she said. “Those are the Roman numerals for three hundred and one.” Barbara flashed a smile. “That is your clue, no?”
“Okay, I hadn’t even thought about Roman numerals,” Cairo said. He turned to Mother. “She is absolutely the right tour guide for us.”
Barbara kept the team moving at a quick pace all morning long as they crisscrossed the city. Their only slight detour was for a brief stop at a bakery near the Trevi Fountain that had pastries Rio declared were among his all-time top five.
They made it to all the locations by one thirty, which left them enough time to eat as they decided which four were the most likely to be the rendezvous. Barbara recommended a quaint trattoria near the Colosseum, where they ate pasta and narrowed the list to:
Ponte Mazzini: This bridge, with three stone arches spanning the Tiber River, made the cut because it checked off two of the clues. Its initials were PM, and it had ornate cast-iron lampposts that prominently featured the letters SPQR.
Castor and Pollux: A pair of towering statues of the mythological twins marked the entrance to Michelangelo’s Piazza del Campidoglio. Not only was SPQR engraved in giant letters on the base of each statue, but Cairo also remembered that he and Annie had posed for a picture standing between them because Castor and Pollux were siblings.
Piazza della Minerva: Another location chosen because of its initials, the piazza was located right next to the Pantheon, where Cairo and Annie had taken a tour. It also featured a unique monument: a statue of an elephant carrying an Egyptian obelisk on its back. Cairo remembered liking the statue and Annie coming up with one of her SPQR gags, telling him, “Stampeding Pachyderm Quashes Robert!”
Arch of Constantine: One of the most famous landmarks in Rome, this gigantic arch stood right between the Colosseum and the Forum and was the leading pick as the most likely rendezvous spot. It featured SPQR across the top, and Cairo remembered visiting it with Annie. Also working in its favor was the fact that it was built to honor Constantine, for whom Istanbul was named when it was called Constantinople.
“I’ll take the bridge,” Rio said as they wrapped up the discussion and decided on assignments.
“That’s the farthest away,” Mother said.
Rio shrugged. “I don’t mind the walk.”
“What he means is, he doesn’t mind the gelato shop right next to it,” Paris said.
Rio chuckled. “If I’m going to meet my sister for the first time, the least I can do is take her for a delicious dessert.”
“I’ll go with Castor and Pollux,” Paris said. “Mythology is my jam.”
“Which leaves us with the arch and the elephant,” Mother said to Cairo. “Which do you want?”
“I know you all think she’s going to be at the arch, but I’m leaning elephant. That was such a memorable part of our trip. That one feels right to me.”
“Okay, then, it’s settled,” Mother said. “We’ll wait at those locations and keep in constant contact with each other on the comms.”
As they got up to leave, the mood felt more anxious than excited, and Paris wanted to flip that. “Wait, we can’t go until someone says it. Cairo, I think it should be you.”
Paris was referring to the phrase that kicked off every mission. It was as much good luck as it was operational, and up until this moment, Cairo had never had the honor. He grinned at the others. “This mission is hot. We are a go!”
“Now we’re ready,” Paris said.
“Actually, I’d like to add a pair of rhymes before we go,” Mother said.
“Ooh,” Rio joked. “The rare double Motherism.”
“The first is timeless and one you should always carry with you,” Mother said. “A clever mind and open eyes are what will find the hidden prize.”
“We need to be smart and keep a lookout,” Paris said, recapping it. “I like it. What’s the second?”
“The time is now, so off your keister. Let’s hit the streets and find your seester.”
“Perfect!” Cairo said. “Let’s go do it.”
Mother tried to put a good face on it and seem upbeat, but the truth was, he didn’t have much confidence that any of these locations were right. They were their best guesses, but each of them seemed to rely on wishful thinking. None of them were as well-founded as he would’ve liked.
He wasn’t the only one feeling this way.
ST. MARGARET’S SCHOOL FOR GIRLS, ABERDEEN, SCOTLAND
Kat had been troubled by it all night and morning. One thing that had truly impressed her about Clementine’s codes was their elegant precision. Clemmie said a lot with a little and left no room for doubt. Kat felt certain that she had taught the same approach to Annie, which is why she had trouble believing one of these convoluted interpretations was correct.
Starting with the answer and then looking for its meaning was a form of reverse engineering, which to Kat felt like going backward instead of forward. That’s what she was thinking in the middle of English class, when she noticed a bust of William Shakespeare atop a bookshelf. Right next to it, the day’s date was written on the blackboard. It was when she saw those two things together that everything clicked.
“Unbelievable,” Kat blurted out. “I ignored the single most important part of the clue.”
The rest of the students turned to her with confused expressions, and the teacher asked, “Is everything okay?”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Vitkus, but I have an emergency,” Kat answered.
“What type of emergency?”
“Shakespearean.”
“That sounds serious,” said the teacher. “How can I be of service?”
“Do you have a copy of Julius Caesar here in the room?”
The woman laughed. “In an English literature class being taught in the United Kingdom? I’m pretty sure we’ve got a copy around here somewhere.”
Ninety seconds later Kat was racing down the hall searching for Monty. She found her in the library.
“Kat, darling, what is it?” Monty asked.
“Annie,” Kat said. “She’s an absolute genius.”
Monty looked excited. “Does that mean…?”
“Yes,” Kat answered as she checked the clock on the wall. “I know exactly where she’s going to be eighteen minutes from now.”
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15. 
The Ides of March
MOTHER WAS STANDING NEAR THE Arch of Constantine, looking for Annie among the tourists, when his phone rang and the name Alexandra Montgomery flashed on the screen.
“Hey, Monty,” he answered. “We’re all in position on the lookout for Annie.”
“It’s Kat,” came the reply. “You’re all in the wrong spot.”
“Wait, what?” he asked. “How do you know that?”
“I finally cracked the code,” she responded. “Our list is completely wrong because I foolishly disregarded the date.”
“You’re losing me, Kat.”
“When we looked at the message, I didn’t think the date was part of the code,” she explained. “I assumed she picked March fifteenth to give herself enough time to get to Rome. But I had it backward. March fifteenth is the reason she picked Rome. It’s the most important part of the puzzle.”
“Still lost.”
“ ‘Beware the Ides of March,’ ” she replied, quoting one of Shakespeare’s most famous lines. “Today is the Ides of March.”
Now Mother understood. “Julius Caesar.”
“Exactly,” Kat replied. “This is the day that Julius Caesar was assassinated by Brutus, Cassius, and the other senators. That makes March fifteenth a double clue. Three-zero-one is also a double clue. Not only is it the time that Annie wants to meet, but in the play, act 3, scene 1 is when Caesar is killed. Annie’s going to be at the site of the assassination.”
“That’s brilliant,” Mother said. “Where was he killed? The Senate, right?”
“That’s the setting in the play,” Kat replied. “But I don’t know if that’s where it really happened.”
“I bet I know who does,” Mother said, excited. “Thank you, Kat. You’re a genius.”
“Actually, in this instance I think Annie’s the genius,” Kat replied. “That girl has some major encoding skills. I’d love to sit down and talk cryptography with her.”
“I’m going to make sure you get the chance. Talk to you soon.”
Mother disconnected the call and instantly placed another to the tour guide.
“Hello, this is Barbara,” she answered.
“We were wrong,” Mother blurted. “Annie isn’t going to be at any of the places we visited. She’s going to be at the site of Julius Caesar’s assassination. Is that at the Senate inside the Forum?”
“No,” Barbara replied. “People think so because of Shakespeare. But he got it wrong. In the play it happens at the Senate. In real life there had been a fire there, so they met at the Curia of Pompey.”
“Okay,” Mother replied, working it out in his head. “You know that, but Annie might not. We need to be at both locations just in case. I’m right by the Forum, so I can get there in time. Which of our other locations is closest to the curia?”
“Piazza della Minerva,” Barbara said.
“Great, that’s Cairo. Do you think he’s close enough to make it in time?”
“If he does not make any wrong turns, then yes,” Barbara said. “But Rome can be tricky to navigate. I have another idea.”
“What?”
“Have him wait at the elephant,” she instructed. “Tell him Barbara is coming.”
She hung up before he could ask her exactly what that meant. Mother checked his watch. They only had thirteen minutes. He started running toward the entrance of the Forum and keyed the comms channel so that he could talk to the others.
“This is Mother, do you read me?” he said breathlessly.
“Copy that,” replied Paris.
“I hear you,” answered Rio.
“You sound like you’re running,” Cairo said.
“I am because we’re in the wrong locations,” Mother replied. “Kat cracked the code. Annie’s going to be at the site of Julius Caesar’s assassination.”
Mother was trying to snake through a tour group, and his voice cut in and out.
“Where is that?” Rio asked.
“There are two possibilities. One’s in the Forum, and the other is at a place called the Curia of Pompey. I’m already at the Forum, so I want you three to go to the curia. It’ll triple our chances of one of you making it in time. Paris, Rio, look it up on your phones and use your GPS to find it. Cairo, wait right there by the elephant statue.”
“But I need to get to Annie!” Cairo cried.
“Barbara’s going to help you,” Mother replied. “We’re running out of time, and that’s the fastest way to get there.”
“Barbara, our tour guide?” Cairo asked, perplexed. “How is she going to help me?”
His answer came in a rapid series of high-pitched beeps that sent pedestrians scattering. As they cleared out of the way, Cairo saw that Barbara had driven her Vespa off the street, over the curb, and was now racing across the brickwork of the piazza directly toward him.
“I think I have to go now,” he said to the others.
Barbara skidded to a stop and said, “Quick, hop on!”
“I don’t have a helmet,” Cairo protested.
“In the box.” She used her thumb to point to the storage box on the back of the seat.
Cairo opened it and pulled out a cream-colored helmet with a green, white, and red stripe that looked like the Italian flag. He climbed onto the back of the scooter and put the helmet on his head, only to discover that it was at least two sizes too large.
“Whose helmet is this?”
“My brother James,” she answered.
“How big is his head?”
“Very,” she replied. “Now hold on.”
“To you? Or the helmet?”
“Both!”
Cairo wrapped one arm around Barbara’s waist and used the other to keep the helmet from bouncing around as the engine whined to life and they sped across the bricks and out onto the street in front of a car that blared its horn.
“Watch out!” Cairo screamed in a panic.
Barbara seemed unconcerned as they raced down the street.
No matter the time of day, traffic in Rome was always chaotic. Drivers changed direction without warning. Road signs and rules were ignored as often as they were followed. And cars sped through traffic circles with a total disregard to human safety or basic physics.
Cairo rode into this maelstrom clinging to life, his only protection a helmet that slid from side to side as the scooter weaved between vehicles. When the cars ahead of them stopped at a red light, Barbara darted into a lane going the wrong way and zipped past them.
At one point Cairo’s helmet slid forward, covering his eyes. When he fixed it and saw a bus headed right at them, he decided it might be best if he just let it block his view.
“I think you just ran a red light back there,” he pointed out as they whooshed through an intersection.
“It was still un pochino yellow.”
After what was only five minutes but felt much longer, they reached the Largo di Torre Argentina, a large open area the size of a city block. A sidewalk and railing encircled the opening, which contained archaeological ruins located ten feet below street level. Barbara drove the Vespa up onto the walkway before stopping.
She checked her watch. “It is two fifty-eight,” she said with a grin. “You still have three minutes.” She pointed to the ruins. “Julius Caesar was killed right down there.”
A relieved Cairo exhaled, and only then did he realize that he’d been holding his breath for the last quarter mile. “Thank you,” he said as he awkwardly climbed off the scooter, feeling a little shaky from the adventure. “Thank you so much.”
Cairo stepped up to the railing and looked across the ruins. There were partial marble columns, crumbling walls, and other remnants of ancient temples. Tall umbrella pines that looked like they belonged in a Dr. Seuss book towered over the scene, and there was a stairway that guests could use to go down into the archaeological site.
He sprinted as fast as he could toward the stairs, but when he was halfway there, someone called out to him.
“Slow down or you’re going to get hurt.”
He recognized the voice instantly and spun around to see that it was his sister.
“Annie!” he squealed as he ran to her and wrapped her up into a hug. “It’s really you.”
“You have no idea how good it is to see your face, Hansel,” she replied. “I knew you’d find those breadcrumbs.”
“I’ve got to tell the others.” He activated the comms. “Mother, Paris, Rio, I’m with Annie at the curia. Repeat, I am with Annie at the curia. Copy?”
The hoots and hollers were so loud that he had to momentarily take out his earpiece.
“They copy,” he said to Annie with a grin.
“You’re here with Mom?” she asked, surprised.
“No, Dad.”
“But you said ‘Mother.’ ”
“Yeah,” Cairo responded. “It a little complicated.”
“Dad’s really here?” she asked, excited and maybe a touch nervous.
“Yes, he was at the Forum because we weren’t sure if you were going to be where Caesar was actually killed or where Shakespeare said he was killed.”
“Which is why I left the clue at the train station,” she said.
“There was no clue at the train station,” he protested. “We searched for hours.”
“I literally wrote ‘Solve Puzzles Quickly Robert’ right across the picture of the curia in the concourse,” she said, teasing him. “It couldn’t have been more obvious.”
“Nothing was obvious,” he replied. “Not the bell on the tram. Not the black licorice at the candy store. It was all difficult, but I figured it out.” He paused for a moment. “Okay, I had help. But still, we found you.”
Paris arrived right in front of Rio, and when he did, he stopped and looked at Annie.
“It’s really you,” he said, awed by the moment. “We’ve been looking for you for quite a while.”
“Six days,” Annie said.
“More like six years,” he replied. “It’s very nice to meet you. My name is Paris.”
“Annie,” she said as they shook hands.
“I’m Rio. I brought this for you.” He handed her a cup of gelato with a lid. “I’m afraid it melted a bit while I was running, but it should still be delicious.”
“You got her gelato?” Paris said, shaking his head.
“I told you I wanted to make a good first impression.” Rio turned to Annie. “I considered what I knew about your personality and got hazelnut and stracciatella. That’s like chocolate chip.”
Annie stared at him with a stunned reaction.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “You don’t like those flavors.”
“No, I love them,” she said. “They’re my two favorites.”
Rio beamed. “I’m good with food.”
Annie turned to Cairo. “Are these your friends?”
“Actually…,” he replied sheepishly. “They’re our brothers.”
“Our what?” she asked, confused.
“Don’t worry about labels,” Paris said. “Just know that we are two people who are very happy that you are okay. Were you hurt when you jumped from the bridge?”
“How did you know about that?”
“We may have used a supercomputer to crowdsource security and social media footage to re-create the moment,” Cairo said.
“We can show it to you later,” Rio said. “It’s quite impressive.”
At this point Annie was completely overwhelmed and didn’t know how to respond. They stood together awkwardly for a moment until Mother came running toward them. He’d sprinted the entire way from the Forum, and when he saw Annie, he came to a dead stop and covered his mouth in disbelief.
“Annie Bell, is that you?”
“No one’s called me that in a very long time,” she said as tears streamed down her cheeks and the two of them embraced.
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16. 
Protocols
LIKE ALL MI6 RECRUITS, MOTHER started his career with six months of basic training at Fort Monckton. This was British spy school, where the James Bonds of tomorrow learned the fundamentals of espionage. Although the courses had no-nonsense titles, the trainees typically referred to them by colorful nicknames. Marksmanship Proficiency became “Bullets and Barrels.” Codes and Ciphers was called “Alphabet Soup.” And Introduction to Explosives was christened “The Boom Boom Room.”
Ironically, the most descriptive name was reserved for the least interesting course. The mind-numbingly dull Policies, Practices, and Protocols was known simply as “The Big Sleep.” This was where aspiring agents learned the step-by-step instructions that the Secret Intelligence Service had created for virtually any situation. There were protocols for everything from the frivolous (how to properly tie your shoelaces) to the ominous (how to get bloodstains out of carpeting). There was even one called “how to dispose of a dead body” that referenced both the shoelace and bloodstain protocols.
Although they rated low on the excitement scale, Mother came to believe that a mastery of these procedures was essential to being an elite agent. In the heat of the moment, there wasn’t enough time to consider all the possibilities, so it was vital to have an action plan thought out in advance.
One of those protocols was the reason the team was heading north on highway E35 in an SUV they’d rented at the Rome airport. Annie rode in the passenger seat, her head spinning from the whirlwind of it all.
“Why are we going to Milan?” she asked.
“To catch a plane to the UK,” Mother replied.
Annie gave him a confused look. “Weren’t there planes heading to the UK from the airport where we rented the car?”
“Yes, but the proper procedure for extracting an undercover asset from one country to another strongly recommends the use of secondary points of departure and entry.”
Annie gave him a blank look. “Could you maybe say that again, but this time in English?”
Mother chuckled. “There’s a chance someone’s looking for you to leave Rome and a chance someone’s checking to see if we arrive in Edinburgh,” he explained. “So it’s safer if we fly from Milan to London instead and drive the rest of the way.”
“What? We’re not worried about someone tracking the car?” she joked.
“No,” Mother replied. “Because I rented it under an alias and disabled the GPS while you were in the petrol station getting candy and crisps.”
“First off, I was kidding,” Annie said. “Second, it’s amazing how much you just sounded like Mom.”
Mother shrugged sheepishly. “Comes with the job.”
“Speaking of the job,” Annie replied, “I want to make it perfectly clear that I’m not any kind of undercover asset. I have absolutely no interest in ever becoming a spy. The last six days have confirmed that for me.”
“Of course,” Mother said. “I only used that term because it’s the protocol that most closely parallels our situation. I’m not trying to recruit you. I just want you to be safe.”
“Good. Because I mean it,” she said firmly.
“Understood.”
She turned in her seat so that she could look back at the others. “Now, I have many questions for you. Why is everyone named after a city? And what’s this about you two being my brothers?”
“Those are both part of a rather long, complicated story,” Paris responded.
“Then it’s a good thing we’ve got five hours until we reach Milan,” Annie said as she popped a crisp into her mouth and crunched.
AISLING, SCOTLAND, UNITED KINGDOM
While one half of the team was riding with Annie in Italy, the other was preparing for her arrival in Scotland. They had been driving home from St. Margaret’s when the news arrived in a pair of texts. After some cheers and well-deserved congratulations to Kat for solving the Ides of March clue, they got down to business.
“What do we have to take care of before she gets here?” Sydney asked.
“She’s going to need a room,” Brooklyn answered. “When I arrived, that was essential.”
“I agree,” Monty said. “She needs somewhere she can go and be by herself to decompress and think.”
“Are we talking temporary or permanent?” Kat asked. “Do we have any idea how long she’s staying?”
“It should be a room that could be either,” Monty said. “That way, if she stays, she doesn’t have to move.”
“The spare room on the ground floor is nice,” Sydney suggested. “It overlooks the garden.”
“Yes, but it’s apart from everyone else,” Brooklyn said. “We want her to feel included. She should be with us.”
“How about that room down by the boys?” Sydney offered.
“I don’t think we should put her in Smellville,” Brooklyn replied. “Hasn’t she been through enough?”
“Then that leaves our library,” Kat said, referring to the room at their end of the hallway that had become a place for the three of them to study and hang out.
“Yeah,” Brooklyn said reluctantly. “I guess so.”
“I think that’s the best choice,” Kat replied.
“So do I,” said Sydney.
“She’ll need clothes, too,” Monty said. “All she’s got is what she’s wearing and whatever’s in her backpack.”
“I’m on wardrobe,” Sydney said. “I’ve got a pretty good idea of her size from the video and pictures.”
“She doesn’t need an entire wardrobe,” Monty pointed out. “Just enough for her to be comfortable until she can go pick out some clothes on her own.”
Brooklyn’s phone dinged, indicating the arrival of a text. She looked at it and smiled.
“Who’s it from?” Kat asked. “One of the boys?”
“That depends. Do you count Beny as one of the boys?” She read the text aloud. “ ‘Where are you? I’ve been looking for you.’ ”
“I tell you, he’s getting needy,” Sydney joked.
“I think it’s sweet,” Brooklyn replied.
“You do know that he’s just a computer,” Kat said.
Brooklyn shot her a look. “He’s not just anything.”
“But he is back online,” Monty said. “That means the encryption software is fully loaded.”
“It also means we have to reboot, re-initialize, and walk through all the handshake protocols,” Brooklyn said.
“Looks like it’s going to be a busy night,” Monty said.
When they reached the FARM, they all got to work. Kat went upstairs to start converting the library into a bedroom. Sydney rode her bike into town to buy some clothes for Annie. Meanwhile, Monty and Brooklyn went down to the priest hole to get Beny fully operational.
“If you think MI6 computer protocols are extensive, wait until you see what everyone else has cooked up,” Monty warned as the two of them sat down at a pair of workstations connected to the supercomputer. “The Americans, Canadians, Aussies, and Kiwis all have complex procedures that we have to follow in order to connect to the Unity Web.”
“I want to officially go on the record saying that I am thoroughly, completely, one hundred percent opposed to this,” Brooklyn said.
“I am too,” Monty said. “Unfortunately, we don’t get a vote. I did, however, veto one part of it.”
“What do you mean?” Brooklyn asked.
“Frankenstein is still in development, so it shouldn’t be shared with anyone inside MI6, much less other countries,” Monty said. “I siloed it to a hard drive that’s not going to be mapped onto the Unity Web.”
“Thank you,” Brooklyn said. “I really appreciate it.”
The process took nearly three hours. They had to reboot the mainframe and copy code across the network. The software had to be re-initialized before they could individually connect to the systems with each country. At one point Kat came down to check on them.
“How’s it going?” she asked.
“If this is any clue, I now officially hate my home country,” Brooklyn said. “The handshake protocols for the CIA and NSA are ridiculously complicated.”
“That said, we’re getting close,” Monty interjected. “The Americans are the last step. We should be done in about thirty minutes.”
“Good. I hate to sound like Rio, but…”
“You’re hungry?” Monty said. “So am I.”
“Now that you mention it, I’m kind of starving,” Brooklyn added.
“Is Sydney back yet?” Monty asked.
“You gave her a credit card and told her to go buy clothes,” Kat answered. “We may never see her again.”
“Let’s have her pick up some food on her way back,” Monty replied. “What sounds good to you two?”
“I’m always in the mood for Indian,” Kat said.
“Ooh,” Brooklyn agreed. “Can we get chicken tikka masala?”
“And some biryani,” Kat added.
“Perfect,” Monty said. “Call Syd and tell her.”
“Is she going to be able to carry all that on her bike?” Brooklyn asked. “I’m sure she’s already loaded up with bags of clothes.”
“I’ll just walk the path and get it,” Kat said. “The room’s in good shape, and I could use some exercise.”
“You mean you could use some onion pakoda,” Brooklyn said.
Kat flashed a guilty smile.
“What am I missing?” Monty said.
“Have you ever noticed that Kat always likes to pick up the food when we order Indian?” Brooklyn asked. “It’s because the woman who runs the shop slips her an order of onion pakoda to eat while she’s waiting.”
“We all pick our friends,” Kat said. “Yours is a supercomputer that solves complex problems; mine is a woman who makes delicious food. Her name is Manisha, and she’s quite lovely.”
The path was a shortcut that ran from the FARM down the hill to the train station, which was little more than a platform and a two-person ticket office. Down the street from there was an Indian takeaway shop called Cardamom. When Kat entered, a bell above the door jingled, and the woman behind the counter smiled and said, “Namaste, Supriya.”
“Namaste, Manisha Auntie,” Kat replied.
Cardamom didn’t have a dining room. It was just a takeaway shop. There was a counter with a register where customers placed their orders, a pair of benches against the wall where they sat while waiting for their food, and a single high-top table where someone could stand and eat.
Kat placed the dinner order, and, as was their custom, Manisha gave her a plate of onion pakoda. Kat sat on one of the benches and balanced the plate on her lap as she ate. It was delicious, especially when dipped in chutney.
She was about halfway through and in the middle of chewing when the bell above the door jingled. She looked to see who it was, and she was so startled that the plate slipped off her lap and clattered onto the floor, spilling fried onions and sauce all over.
“Supriya, are you okay?” asked Manisha.
“I’m fine, Auntie,” Kat answered, trying to cover her nervousness. “Just clumsy. So sorry.”
Kat got down on the floor and tried to clean it up with some napkins. As she did, she snuck a look at the man to make sure it was who she thought.
The cut above his eye still hadn’t fully healed, and it made no sense that he’d be in Aisling, but Kat had no doubt.
It was Musclehead.
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17. 
The FARM
KAT TRIED TO KEEP CALM as she found herself in close quarters with the man who had chased Annie through the streets of Istanbul. If this had been a movie, the moment would’ve been underscored with tense, dramatic music. Instead, a joyful Bollywood dance number was playing on a television in the corner. It was such a contradiction that Kat might have laughed if she hadn’t been so scared.
As she cleaned up the rest of the sticky chutney that had spilled on the floor, she ran through a mental threat assessment. Aisling was too small and too far removed from Istanbul for this to be a coincidence. His appearance had to be connected to the attempted kidnapping of Annie. He had come to town on a mission that was somehow related to that. Fortunately, he hadn’t seemed to notice Kat. At least not yet. He wasn’t at Cardamom for her. He must have been there because it was one of the only takeaway spots in town.
“Three tandoori chicken, three Egyptian kebab, two chicken Kashmiri, and one lamb Madras,” he said in a thick Greek accent.
Too much food for one or two people, Kat thought. He’s part of a group.
He stood next to the door as he waited, and she did her best to avoid eye contact. Kat doubted that he knew what she looked like, but she didn’t want to take any chances.
“Here’s your order, beta,” Manisha said, placing a large brown takeaway bag on the counter as Kat finished cleaning up.
“Thank you, Manisha Auntie.”
Not only was Musclehead by the door, but also, for all Kat knew, the rest of his group might have been right outside on the sidewalk. She didn’t want anything to do with that, so she held up her now-messy hands and asked, “Can I use your restroom to wash up?”
Cardamom had a strict policy that no customers were allowed behind the counter. It was a violation of the health code, which Manisha strictly adhered to. But just as she was about to point this out, Kat gave her an imploring look and added, “Khatara,” which had the same meaning in both Hindi and Nepali.
Danger.
Manisha read the cue perfectly and reacted with the calm of a seasoned agent. “Of course,” she replied with a warm smile as she lifted the counter flap so Kat could go to the back.
“Thank you, Auntie.”
Kat grabbed the bag and calmly walked through the kitchen. When she reached the back, she bypassed the restroom and quietly slipped out of the rear door.
As she sprinted along the path toward the FARM, Kat frantically called Monty. “We have an emergency!” she cried the instant Monty answered her call. “The man who chased Annie in Istanbul is here!”
“In Scotland?” Monty asked, shocked.
“In Aisling,” Kat answered breathlessly as she tried to run and talk at the same time. “I just saw him at Cardamom.”
“Did he recognize you?”
“I don’t think so,” Kat replied. “But just to play it safe, I exited out the back.”
“That’s good,” Monty replied. “Was he alone?”
“He was the only one in the restaurant,” Kat answered. “But he ordered a lot of food.”
“Okay, get back as fast as you can. I’ll call Sydney and alert her.”
Kat was winded by the time she reached the house, just as Sydney came urgently racing up the main drive. They rushed inside and found Brooklyn closing all the curtains and shutters.
“Where’s Monty?” Sydney asked.
“On the phone with Tru,” Brooklyn answered. “She wants us to black out all the windows.”
As they closed curtains, Sydney exclaimed, “I can’t believe we fell for it.”
“Fell for what?” Brooklyn asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Sydney replied. “Clementine set us up.”
“We don’t know that,” Kat replied.
“She sent Mr. Muscles to Istanbul to drive Annie into hiding,” Sydney explained. “Then she got Mother to go look for her so the FARM would be more vulnerable.”
“You saw how scared Annie was when she was being chased. Would she do that to her own daughter?” Brooklyn asked.
“You’re asking that about the woman who left her husband to die in a burning building?” said Sydney.
“Good point,” Brooklyn admitted.
Monty came into the room. “Excellent, you’re both here, safe and sound.”
“What did Tru say?” Kat asked.
“Before or after the yelling?” Monty answered with a raised eyebrow. “She’s sending a red team to secure the facility, but it will take them at least two hours to get here. Until then, we’re on lockdown. I want every door and window bolted shut.”
“Do we even know what the threat is?” Sydney asked.
“No,” Monty replied. “It could be simple surveillance, or they could be making a move against the FARM. We have to assume the worst.”
“We can hold them off for two hours,” Sydney said confidently. “Technically speaking, this is a fortress.”
“That is not remotely what’s going to happen,” Monty said. “As soon as everything’s locked, we are hiding inside the priest hole. That’s what it was built for.”
“In the sixteenth century,” Sydney argued. “But now—”
Monty held up a hand to cut her off.
“This is not up for discussion,” Monty said. “Does anyone have any sensitive material that’s not already down there?”
“No,” Brooklyn said.
“Me neither,” added Kat.
Sydney said, “I have some explosives.”
“That’s not what I meant by sensitive material,” Monty said. “I was talking about top secret information.”
“I know what you meant,” Sydney replied. “I’m just saying that I would much rather the explosives be inside the priest hole with us than outside with them.”
“Where are they?”
“My bedroom,” Sydney answered sheepishly.
Monty was not happy about this. “I could’ve sworn we agreed that there would be no explosives in any of the bedrooms.”
“We did,” Sydney said. “And you can ground me when this is over, but right now…”
“Make it quick. Everyone else, finish locking up, and then down to the priest hole.”
Sydney raced up the stairs while the others went back to closing curtains.
“Any chance the red team is arriving in a pair of parcel delivery trucks?” Brooklyn asked as she pointed out the window to a pair of large trucks that had started coming down the drive.
“There’s no way they could get here this quickly,” Monty said, panicked as she looked out at them. “Everyone, down to the priest hole now!”
Sydney, however, was already up the stairs racing to her room. She flipped on the light when she got there and hurried to the closet. The explosives were stored in a small wooden crate behind a shoe rack. She pulled them out and grabbed a box of detonators and timers from her desk drawer. While she was doing that, she looked out the window and saw the trucks. They hadn’t even come to a complete stop before men in tactical gear poured out of them and began fanning out around the house. Three of them grabbed a battering ram out of one of the trucks and headed for the front door. Sydney realized that she couldn’t make it down to the priest hole without being seen.
“Okay, Sydney, think!” she said aloud.
Her first thought was to hide in her closet, but that reminded her about the concealed staircase hidden behind the closet in Monty’s room. It went all the way to the basement.
Bam! Bam! Bam!
She recoiled when she heard them break through the front door.
“Think faster,” she said under her breath.
She opened the lid to the crate and smiled when she saw her homemade flash-bang. It got its name because when it detonated, it released a blinding flash of light and made a deafening bang. It was designed to disorient an enemy, and Sydney planned to use it to create a diversion.
Her plan was to draw them all in together away from the basement. She inched out into the hallway and peeked down the stairs. She rolled the flash-bang down the stairs and sprinted toward Monty’s room.
It tumbled down three steps before: BANG!
While they were all distracted by the explosive, Sydney got into Monty’s closet and slid open a false wall to reveal a stone stairwell. She took it all the way to the basement and was relieved to find there were no intruders down there at the moment.
The entrance to the priest hole was in a room with floor-to-ceiling bookcases on each wall. One of the bookcases had been swung open to reveal the hidden doorway where Monty was standing as she silently motioned Sydney to hurry up. Once Sydney was inside the priest hole, Monty pulled the bookcase back into place and shut the steel door to lock out the intruders.
“What was that explosion?” Monty asked.
“I needed a diversion to get down here,” Sydney explained. “I could see nine of them, and they mean business. They used a battering ram to break through the front door.”
“Yeah, we saw that,” Brooklyn said, pointing at some monitors that showed a feed from all the security cameras. “These guys are scary.”
“Kat thinks Clementine is behind all this,” Sydney said.
“That’s my first thought too,” Monty replied. “She knew that Mother would have to go looking for Annie. My guess is, the plan was for them to come tomorrow, while the rest of us were at St. Margaret’s protecting Sophie Weir. We caught a lucky break when Kat ran into them at Cardamom. They had to accelerate their plan.”
“Gee, nothing about this feels lucky to me,” Kat said.
“Wait a second,” Brooklyn said, pointing at one of the monitors. “What’s he doing?”
Musclehead walked directly toward one of the cameras and held up a note.
“ ‘We don’t want to hurt you, but we will if we have to,’ ” Sydney said, reading it aloud.
“Yeah, I really don’t feel lucky at all,” Kat said.
Musclehead held up another note.
Monty read this one. “ ‘All we want is the computer.’ ”
She shared a nervous look with Brooklyn, who asked, “How do they know about Beny?”
“Looks like they’ve got another toy,” Kat said, pointing at one of the monitors.
The men who had used the battering ram were now unloading a mechanized cart, about three feet long, with metal tracks like those on a tank. On the cart was a mechanical arm that could be raised and extended. At the end of the arm was a massive drill.
“What is that?” Brooklyn asked.
“It’s how they plan on getting through this door,” Monty said, pointing at the metal door a few feet from them.
A scary situation had just gotten terrifying.
Monty turned to Sydney. “Tell me about the explosives. How strong are they?”
“Very,” Sydney answered. “Are we going to take the fight to them?”
“No,” Monty replied. “We’re going to eliminate the prize they’re after.”
It took Brooklyn a moment to realize what she was really saying. “You can’t mean that!”
“We don’t have a choice,” Monty replied. “We have to destroy Beny.”
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18. 
Beny
Even before Beny started initiating text conversations, the City Spies always referred to the computer in human terms. Beny was he or him, never it, more like a team member than a machine. Technically he was a Cray XC40 supercomputer designed to forecast weather patterns and predict the behavior of hurricanes and typhoons. This made him ideal for the Foundation for Atmospheric Research and Monitoring. The fact that he was also the exact type of computer used for advanced code-breaking and cryptography was perfect for MI6.
Once he was installed in the priest hole, the Intelligence Service doubled his size and computing power so that Beny was now capable of performing five hundred trillion floating-point operations per second, making him the sixteenth-fastest computer in the United Kingdom.
He was made up of ten silver units, six feet tall and two feet wide, that stood side by side in a temperature-controlled area behind a partition of glass panels. Hanging on a wall next to him was a brown-tinted photograph of Benito Viñes, a nineteenth-century Cuban priest known as Father Hurricane. Viñes was the first person to successfully predict the paths of tropical storms, and Beny was named in his honor.
“We can’t blow him up,” Brooklyn pleaded. “There has got to be another answer.”
“Bad people are coming,” Monty replied, pointing at a monitor that showed the intruders wheeling the massive drill into the house. “They’re coming now. And they’re coming for him.”
“I understand,” Brooklyn said. “But can’t we disable him or clear his drives? Do we literally have to blow him up?”
“Brooklyn, I know how special Beny is to you,” Sydney said, “but he really is—”
“Don’t tell me that he is ‘just a computer,’ because he’s not,” Brooklyn countered, cutting her off. “I’m not delusional. I don’t think that he’s human. But he is an astonishing computer. He has been modified and programmed and fine-tuned to the point that he is capable of helping us do incredible things. Think of what we have accomplished because we’ve had his help.”
“And think of the damage they could inflict if they had him,” Monty replied. “If Umbra gets access to Beny, even for a few minutes, it would open up his power and abilities to be misused in terrible ways. He’s connected to the Unity Web now, which means they could potentially get into the mainframes of all the intelligence servers of our allies. We don’t have enough time to fully erase and clean him. I guarantee you that one of those people is a computer expert, and given the chance, he will not hesitate to turn Beny into something awful.”
Brooklyn didn’t respond because she knew that Monty was right.
Monty turned to Sydney. “How much firepower do you have?”
Sydney opened the lid on the wooden crate and looked at her supplies. “I have enough material for five explosives. That should more than handle the job.”
“Ten units, five explosives, we can place them in every other one,” Monty replied.
“I’ll open up the racks,” Brooklyn said, accepting the reality of the situation. “I think the most effective placement will be right next to the processors.”
While Sydney put together the makeshift bombs, Brooklyn opened one of the glass panels, and a burst of cold air washed over her.
“Not to be selfish or anything, but what about us?” Kat asked. “If the bombs go off in here and the bad guys are out there, where are we supposed to go?”
“We are going to escape by way of a medieval sewer line,” Monty answered. “It runs beneath the house and connects straight to a sea cave down on the beach.”
“We’re crawling through a sewer line?” Kat asked with an upturned nose.
“Yes,” Monty said. “But one that hasn’t been used for a few centuries.”
“If it hasn’t been used, how do we know that it’s still intact?” Brooklyn asked.
“MI6 looked into it for Beny,” Monty explained. “Supercomputers are water-cooled, and they had initially planned to pump salt water up from the ocean. The problem was, the salt created maintenance issues, so they ended up abandoning the project, but not until after they had cut through the entire length of the line to make it a uniform size. It’ll be tight, but we’ll fit.”
They could hear the drill whir to life on the other side of the door.
“Suddenly, the sewer doesn’t sound so bad,” Kat said. “Where is it?”
“The access point is on the floor behind Beny. Lift the tile, and you’ll see the hatch, which has a keypad lock,” Monty said. “The combination is 1639, the year this building was under siege during the Wars of the Three Kingdoms. That’s when the baron of Aisling used it to escape.”
There was a loud screeching as the enormous drill head started cutting into the door.
“Except he was probably dealing with catapults and not robotic drills,” Brooklyn added.
Kat lifted the tile, typed in the combination, and opened the hatch.
“How’s it look?” Sydney asked.
“Very, very dark,” Kat replied.
Brooklyn and Monty were opening the cabinets that held Beny’s hardware and yanking out wires to clear space for Sydney to place the bombs.
“We have to factor in the blast,” Sydney said. “The explosion will create a fireball, and if the hatch isn’t completely closed, it will shoot down that sewer line and cook us. Everyone needs to be down there, and I’ll set the timers and go last.”
“No,” Monty said. “I’m last. That’s nonnegotiable.”
The screeching got louder, and they could tell that the drill was making progress.
“You lead the way, Kat,” Monty instructed. “You have to go in headfirst so you can crawl forward.”
Kat was dreading this, but it was better than the alternative. She used the flashlight on her phone to examine the space. It was circular and cut directly into the rock. She was wearing a hoodie, and she slipped the phone into the pocket before crawling down into the tunnel. The rock was hard, but luckily the hoodie was thick enough to give her forearms some padding as she crawled.
“You next, Brooklyn,” Monty shouted.
“One second,” Brooklyn responded. “I need to tell him goodbye.”
“Brooklyn!”
Brooklyn ignored her and typed a farewell message as tears streamed down her face.
Beny, you are my dear friend and I love you. You have done so many amazing things, but now it is time for you to get some well-deserved sleep. Dream well.
“I mean it, Brooklyn!” Monty yelled, raising her voice to be heard over the drill.
“Going now.” Brooklyn rushed over to the hole, took one last tearful look at Beny, and crawled in headfirst. The space was cramped, and it took her a couple tries to figure out how to crawl. She had to keep her head down to avoid hitting it against the top of the tunnel.
“You up there?” she asked Kat.
“Not that you can see, but just a few feet in front of you,” Kat said.
In the priest hole, there was a loud pop when the drill bit finally punctured the door. For a moment, the screeching stopped. The drill bit pulled back and a voice called in through the newly created opening.
“You are only making this harder on yourselves,” the voice said.
Monty looked at Sydney, who was placing the last explosive into position.
“All set?” Monty asked.
Sydney nodded and started the timers. “Fire in the hole!”
She raced to the hatch and crawled into the sewer line. “Move it! Move it!” she said to the others. “We have four minutes to get as far away as possible.”
The intruders began drilling a second hole. Before she crawled into the sewer, Monty typed some commands on a keyboard as quickly as she could. Then she got into the hole, pulled the hatch shut, and eliminated the last traces of light in the tunnel.
“Sound off front to back,” she said.
“I’m good,” Kat said in the lead.
“Me too,” Brooklyn said.
“So am I,” Sydney added.
“Great,” replied Monty as she engaged the lock. “Keep moving.”
Absolute darkness was hard to adjust to. It created the sensation of the walls closing in. They each fought this as they crawled. They hadn’t gotten very far before they heard successive explosions. Some dust kicked up, which caused them to cough, and they could feel a slight shift in the rocks, but the tunnel held intact.
“Is everyone okay?” Monty asked.
“As okay as I can be in the situation,” Kat replied.
Sydney could hear Brooklyn crying in front of her. “Hey, Brook, I really am sorry.”
“So am I,” Brooklyn replied. “But more than that, I’m angry. This wouldn’t have happened if it weren’t for the Unity Web. I knew it was a bad idea from the beginning.”
“I was just thinking about that,” Kat said. “If this is Umbra, how did they know? I mean, we didn’t find out that Beny was going to be part of it until a couple days ago. They couldn’t have planned all this in a couple days.”
“You’re absolutely right,” Monty said. “Somehow, they knew about it before we did.”
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19. 
London Calling
THE LENGTH OF THE CAR ride from Rome to Milan turned out to be something of a lucky accident. Mother had decided to make the drive purely as a safety precaution, but with more than five hours together, Annie got a chance to know Paris and Rio. They hit it right off and told funny stories, many focusing on Cairo, which he loved. The boys also got to tell Annie all about the team and its missions. She was particularly impressed by a recent one in which they protected a climate activist named Beatriz Santos.
“I LOVE Queen Bea!” Annie exclaimed, calling Santos by her nickname. “What’s she like in person?”
“Amazing,” Rio answered.
“Of course he’d say that,” Paris commented. “He’s got a bit of a crush on her.”
“Check your facts, mate,” Rio replied. “If anyone’s got a crush, she’s got one on me. After all, I saved her life two different times.”
“Did you?” Paris joked. “I thought it was more like one and a half times.”
“One and a half rounds up to two,” Rio replied as they all laughed. “That’s basic maths.”
“I love it,” Annie said. “All of it.” Then she turned to her father. “Still not interested in becoming a spy, though.”
He smiled and replied, “Still not asking you to.”
Another safety precaution they took was to turn off their phones and remove the SIM cards before leaving Rome. This was to keep anyone from using them to track their movements. But it also meant that Mother didn’t learn of the trouble at the FARM until after they had arrived at their hotel. Even then, it was only in the form of a cryptic text.
“Any word from Monty?” Paris asked as Mother checked his messages.
“No,” he said, a hint of concern in his voice. “But there’s a text from Harrison Marcus.”
“Who’s that?” Cairo asked.
“A cover name for Tru,” he answered. “It means she sent it from her personal mobile.”
Paris leaned over to Annie and explained, “Tru’s our supervisor at MI6.”
“I actually remember her,” Annie replied. “She used to come by the house when we lived in London. She always brought me maraschino cherries, and we’d eat them together right out of the jar.” Annie smiled at the memory. “I loved those cherries.”
“Let me guess,” Cairo said to Mother. “Tru’s mad that we didn’t tell her about Annie.”
“I don’t know,” he replied. “All the text says is ‘MFEC exclamation mark.’ ”
“Not exactly LOL or OMG,” Annie said.
“Tru isn’t really the OMG type,” Mother replied. “MFEC stands for Minimax Fire Extinguisher Company.”
The others shared a confused look, and Paris asked, “Why is she texting you that?”
“Because she wants us to come to London,” Mother answered. “And considering that she’s not known for her liberal use of exclamation marks, it must be urgent.”
“You know, you could just text her back,” Annie suggested. “Ask her what’s up.”
“If she wanted to tell me, she would have. She sent this from her personal phone, which means she’s avoiding MI6 communication channels. And there’s no word from Monty or the others. Whatever this is, Tru wants to tell me in person.” He thought about it for a moment before adding, “We should all get some sleep. We have an early flight tomorrow, and apparently something interesting awaits us in London.”

From 1926 until 1964, the Secret Intelligence Service was headquartered in the Westminster section of London at 54 Broadway. During this time the British government refused to admit that the Service even existed, much less where it was located. Instead, a bronze nameplate by the door identified it as the Minimax Fire Extinguisher Company. No explanation was given as to why such a firm would need the large array of antennas clearly visible on the roof.
Less noticeable, but perhaps more interesting, was the fact that during World War II, the roof was also home to a giant coop, which housed a flock of homing pigeons that carried secret messages back and forth across enemy lines.
Although the Intelligence Service had moved on to far grander accommodations at Vauxhall Cross (not to mention far more advanced methods of covert communication), just like those wartime pigeons, MI6 still had a homing instinct to return to Broadway. That’s why Tru had selected it for the rendezvous.
Once Mother and the team landed at Heathrow, they took the Tube to Hammersmith, where they switched between the Piccadilly and District lines. As they made the transfer, Mother sent Tru a text that read, ETA 20 minutes.
They exited St. James’s Park station and walked across the street to the old HQ. It was a dreary day, and a dip in temperature indicated that rain was imminent. Luckily, they didn’t have to wait long. Five minutes after their arrival, Tru came striding up the street. She wore a mustard-colored raincoat, known as a mac, and carried an umbrella that looked as if it might have held a concealed saber or blowgun. Her expression was impossible to read until she saw Annie and smiled.
“Hello, darling, I don’t know if you’d remember me, but my name is Tru.”
“Of course I remember you,” Annie replied. “I especially remember the cherries.”
Tru reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a small jar, which she handed to Annie. “Imported from Italy,” she said with a wink. “Your favorite, if I recall.”
Annie beamed as she took them. “You recall correctly.”
Tru’s smile disappeared when she turned her attention to Mother. “No umbrella or raincoat? You’d think someone who worked at a climate research station might know to check the weather report.”
“I’m afraid we were on the road, traveling light.”
“Ah, yes, your excursion to Istanbul and Rome,” Tru replied with disdain. “Fairly important trip to take without telling me. One might think you don’t trust me.”
“Hmm,” Mother responded. “One might.”
They held a look for a moment before Tru replied, “Fair enough. Follow me.”
She headed into the building.
“Was I summoned so that you can admonish me for my bad behavior?” Mother asked.
“Hardly,” Tru said. “I’m a big girl. I’ve got thick skin. You’re here for something far more pressing, which we’ll discuss as soon as we join the rest of the team.”
She held the door open so they could enter.
“The rest of the team?” Mother asked. “They should be in Aberdeen protecting Sophie Weir.”
“Yes, they should,” Tru replied curtly. “But yesterday the FARM was breached and overrun by a team of mercenaries from Umbra.”
“Overrun?” Paris asked nervously. “Is everyone okay?”
“Amazingly, yes,” Tru replied. “But the FARM is forever lost to us. As is Beny, I’m afraid.”
“I don’t understand,” Mother said, reeling. “How did this happen?”
“We’ll discuss that at the debrief,” Tru said. “We took a wallop to the chin, but we’re still standing. Monty and those girls are quite something. It was four against nine, yet they won the day.”
Tru led them to an elevator that could only be called by using a key.
“What are we doing here?” Mother asked. “MI6 left this building ages ago.”
“I was unaware that you were kept up-to-date on the Service’s real estate holdings,” Tru responded as they boarded the elevator and she pushed a button marked SB2. “But let me assure you that they are loath to relinquish high-value property in the heart of London. Especially one with hidden features.”
The elevator took them to subbasement two and opened onto a reception area manned by a pair of intimidating guards.
“Hello, Gary, Alan,” Tru greeted them.
“Ma’am,” they replied in unison.
“This lot is with me,” she continued. “Don’t let any of them leave without my say-so.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Tru led them down a long corridor, and Mother asked, “Are we under arrest?”
“No,” she replied. “You are under protection. There’s a distinct difference. We are putting you in the safest of safe houses until we can figure this out.”
“Then why the order that we can’t leave?” Mother asked.
Tru turned and stood face-to-face with him, her emotions simmering near the surface. “Because you cannot be trusted to stay put. Umbra made a move on Annie in Istanbul. They have sent a team to attack the FARM. And Clemmie is up to, well, nobody knows what Clemmie is up to. On top of that there is a very real threat of a terror attack during the royal wedding. I cannot unravel all this unless I know that you and these magnificent children are safe. So until we are certain that you are not in fact the true target, you are going to stay here.”
The phrase “magnificent children” brought the hint of a smile to his face. “Fair enough.”
They reached a door guarded by another officer, this one a woman.
“I’ve not met you before,” Tru said. “My name is Gertrude Shepherd, and I’m the MI6 deputy director of operations and intelligence. Who are you?”
“Lieutenant Zoey Wolner, ma’am,” replied the officer.
Tru smiled at her and said, “Nice to see a woman in your position.”
The lieutenant smiled back. “I was just thinking the same about you, ma’am.”
“I have five guests who need to check in,” Tru said.
Wolner smiled at the group and said, “Follow me.”
The door was thick reinforced steel and opened onto an anteroom that looked like the interior of a bank safe with a wall full of safe-deposit boxes.
“No tablets, phones, mobiles, or any other electronic devices are allowed beyond this point,” Wolner informed them. “Each lockup has two keys. One goes with you, and the other is kept by the duty guard.”
Mother gave Tru a look. “I tell you, it feels more and more like we’re under arrest.”
Wolner overheard him. “I assure you that this rule applies to anyone who enters, and that includes the chief of SIS, the home secretary, and the prime minister.”
“Of course,” Mother replied, chastened.
Each person put their phone into an individual locker except for Annie. Tru gave her an expectant look. “Everyone.”
“I don’t have a phone,” Annie said.
“What kind of fifteen-year-old doesn’t have a mobile?” Tru asked.
“The kind that had to leap from a bridge into the Golden Horn and swim half a mile to escape some very frightening people,” Annie said. “My phone was ruined, so I took out the battery, destroyed the SIM card, and broke it all into pieces, which I placed in different garbage cans outside the Istanbul bus terminal.”
“Clementine has taught you well,” Tru said, impressed. “Let’s go inside.”
They stepped into a deluxe apartment with sleek furnishings that seemed more penthouse than safe house. It had a high-end kitchen and dining area, six bedrooms, a small gym, and a pair of situation rooms fully equipped with cutting-edge technology. No expense had been spared.
“This is a safe house?” Rio asked, amazed.
“This is C’s safe house,” Tru replied. “Welcome to the Birdcage.”
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20. 
The Birdcage
WHEN MI6 WAS HEADQUARTERED ON Broadway, a tunnel was built connecting it to the nearby home of Sir Stewart Menzies, director of the Secret Intelligence Service. This tunnel was later expanded to include a suite of offices and linked to the underground bunker that served as the command post for the British military during World War II.
Over the ensuing decades the bunker became a popular museum and was christened the Churchill War Rooms. Meanwhile, the still-secret MI6 portion of the complex was sealed off and turned into a fully functional ops center and safe house known as the Birdcage.
“Why do they call it that?” Paris asked as Tru showed them around.
“First of all, British spies are known as bird-watchers, so it’s a bit of cheeky fun,” she said. “Secondly, it’s directly below Birdcage Walk, the road that runs alongside St. James’s Park, where there once was a royal aviary.”
Mother leaned over to Paris and whispered, “And thirdly, because we’re caged in and can’t get out.”
Tru gave him a disapproving look.
“Just having a bit of cheeky fun myself,” Mother said with a mischievous smile.
“How do you build something secret like this without attracting attention?” Cairo asked. “Did they just dig a huge hole in the street and hope that no one noticed?”
“Actually, they came in through the Tube,” Tru explained. “During the war, the Underground was closed at night, and the stations were turned into bomb shelters. MI6 used that cover to sneak crews and equipment into the tunnel. There was a false wall, which they’d open up to work and then close in the morning.”
“That’s brilliant,” Cairo said.
“Where are the others?” Mother asked.
“En route from the airport,” Tru answered. “C sent a plane to get them first thing this morning.”
“And they’re all in good shape?” Mother asked.
“Yes,” she replied. “We put a doctor on board to make sure.”
Monty and the rest of the team arrived twenty minutes later, and everyone had an emotional reunion. There were plenty of hugs, gasps, and tears as they recounted the assault on the FARM. Much happier was the retelling of finding Annie in Rome, during which Kat received multiple high fives for solving the Ides of March clue.
“To be fair, I had more than a day to figure it out,” Kat said. “Annie came up with that on the fly. THAT is impressive.”
This led them to give Annie a round of applause. She flashed a modest smile and said, “It’s amazing how clever you can be when scary people are chasing you.”
“Kind of like it’s amazing how a medieval sewer suddenly sounds appealing when they’re breaking down your door,” Sydney joked.
It was a nice moment, but unlike in the car, Annie seemed distant and standoffish in this environment. With secret corridors and a safe house, this felt all too much like the world of spycraft that she wanted no part of.
“There will be two debriefs,” Tru explained to them. “The first is strictly about Beny and what took place at the FARM. The second will be trying to figure out how all this fits together with regard to Annie, Clemmie, Umbra, and the royal wedding.”
Annie gave Tru a look. “The royal wedding?”
“It doesn’t make sense to me, either,” Tru replied. “But there seems to be some overlap. We’re hoping it’s just coincidence.”
“Why two meetings and not one?” asked Rio.
“Because there will be three people at the first meeting who are unaware of Project City Spies, and we’d like to keep it that way,” she answered. “As far as they know, you’re here because you’re a part of the FARM Fellows Program and have no connection to MI6.”
“Since I don’t know what the FARM Fellows Program is and have zero intention of developing a connection with MI6, can I sit this out?” Annie asked.
“Whether it was your intention or not, I’m afraid you are part of it,” Tru said. “You have information and insights that are essential to figuring this out. However, I do want you to skip the first debrief. You too, Cairo.”
Cairo had been looking forward to it and was wounded by the exclusion. “Why?”
“Because my former assistant, Jack Fissell, is going to be part of it,” Tru said.
“Jack Fissell, rhymes with ‘whistle,’ ” Mother said, remembering. “He’s the one you had spying on us in London last year.”
“I guess you’re not the only one with trust issues,” Tru replied. “Anyway, he knows the FARM team and might get curious if there’s a new member. There’s no reason to put either one of you on his radar.”
“Wait, so you mean the people at MI6 are unaware of this group?” Annie asked.
“All but the handful who need to know,” Tru answered.
“Who else is going to be at the debrief?” Sydney asked.
“Simon Quill, who is in charge of the MI6 red teams,” Tru answered. “They’re the ones who handle internal security and investigations, everything from the guards in the hallway to double agents gone bad.”
“Is Quill the man who was on the plane with us this morning?” Brooklyn said.
“That’s right,” Tru replied. “He led the team that raced up to the FARM when Monty told me about the invasion. He’s here to update us on what they’ve discovered so far.”
“Not the friendliest bloke,” Kat commented.
Paris laughed. “Says the girl who keeps a padlock on her bedroom door.”
“Our other guest will be a CIA agent named Kim Wilkes,” Tru continued. “She’s in charge of the panel overseeing the implementation of the Unity Web.”
“Ugh,” Brooklyn said, sticking out her tongue.
Monty gave her a look. “You might want to keep that opinion to yourself during the meeting. Diplomacy is important in situations like this.”
“I’ll be all smiles on the outside,” Brooklyn replied. “But my heart will be filled with hatred and loathing.”
“Just what a parent wants to hear,” Mother quipped.
The word “parent” caught Annie off guard. She hadn’t seen her father in six years, but it was odd—and not particularly enjoyable—to hear him use the term to refer to someone other than her or her brother.
“If Jack Fissell’s no longer your assistant, why’s he going to be here?” Paris asked.
“He’s one of the MI6 liaison officers working with Wilkes on the Unity Web,” Tru answered.
“Double ugh,” Brooklyn said. When the others gave her a look, she replied, “I’m just getting it out of my system.”
“Do Annie and I need to hide?” Cairo asked.
“No,” Tru answered. “We’re going to be in Sit Room A, so you’ll be fine if you stay in the living quarters. Make yourselves comfortable.”
“Speaking of comfortable, any chance there’ll be food in the meeting?” Rio asked, to no one’s surprise.
“I’m afraid there’s a strict no-food-in-the-sit-room policy,” she answered. “But C’s chef has set up afternoon tea to help sustain you until supper. You’ve only got about fifteen minutes to enjoy it, so I’ll let you go.”
The setup in the dining room was impressive, with serving towers that held pastries, scones, and finger sandwiches with their crusts cut off. Annie watched as the team joked around while snarfing down food. She couldn’t help but feel disconnected, especially when watching Cairo and Mother interact with the others.
When it was time for the debrief, Rio wrapped a scone in a napkin and slipped it into the pocket of his hoodie.
“Did you not hear the part about no food in the sit room?” Sydney asked.
“Have you not watched me do magic?” he replied. “Don’t you think I can make a scone disappear without them seeing?”
“Good point,” she said.
The situation room had a large conference table, but with eleven people it was crowded. “We just need to squeeze in like we’re sitting down for a holiday roast,” Tru said as they took their seats.
“I was under the impression this was for essential stakeholders only,” Wilkes commented as she wedged herself between Jack and Paris. “Maybe you can explain why you’ve invited children to the party.”
“Because she was instructed to do so by the chief of the Secret Intelligence Service,” bellowed the voice of a man entering the room. “That’s me, by the way.”
They all turned to see Sir David Denton Douglas, tall and regal in a perfectly tailored suit, the leader of MI6 universally known as C.
“That should be sufficient, Agent Wilkes,” C continued. “But if it’s not, I’m more than happy to call the director of the CIA and explain it to him. We’re old friends. I’m fairly certain he’d take my call.”
“That won’t be necessary, sir,” she replied.
“Good,” C said as he sat at the head of the table. “Then we can get started. Tru?”
“Yes, sir,” Tru responded. “As a reminder to all, anything discussed here, including the identities of the participants, is classified and protected under the Official Secrets Act.”
“Top secrecy and teenagers,” Wilkes muttered. “There’s a recipe for success.”
Tru ignored the dig and began the debrief. “Let’s begin with a timeline. Things got started last night at eight fourteen when Monty alerted me that the FARM was under attack—”
“Actually, ma’am,” Brooklyn said, interrupting. “I think they started two days before that.”
“Why do you say that?” asked Tru. “What happened then?”
“That’s when you sent word that Beny was going to be connected to the Unity Web,” Brooklyn answered.
“Excuse me,” said the CIA agent. “Which one of you is Beny?”
“None of us,” Brooklyn answered. “Beny’s the computer.”
Wilkes rolled her eyes and turned to C. “You see, sir, this is what I was talking about. We’re here to discuss what was nearly a devastating intelligence breach, and they’re talking about a supercomputer like it’s a pet. This is a serious matter. We don’t have time to be frivolous.”
“It’s not frivolous,” Brooklyn replied. “It’s respectful.”
Wilkes scoffed. “In what way?”
“Beny is…” Brooklyn caught herself and paused momentarily to keep from getting emotional. “Excuse me, Beny was… at the cutting edge of forecasting hurricane patterns. As a sign of respect, we named him after Father Benito Viñes, a Cuban priest who was the first person to successfully predict the paths of tropical storms. It’s not because we thought of a computer as a pet, but to serve as a reminder that we always need to consider the past alongside the present, the human in partnership with the technological.”
C looked at Wilkes. “Hardly sounds frivolous to me.”
“And she brings up a good point,” Monty said. “Why was Beny added to the project?”
“Agent Wilkes, perhaps you can explain that,” Tru said.
“The purpose of the Unity Web is to connect all computers of a certain size within the intelligence agencies of the Five Eyes nations,” Wilkes explained. “In the course of completing our due diligence, we discovered that MI6 had curiously failed to list among its assets a supercomputer capable of performing five hundred trillion floating-point operations per second. That’s quite a powerful machine to overlook.”
“How did you discover it?” Mother asked.
“We came across the delivery invoice from the manufacturer,” Wilkes answered. “My team is extremely thorough.”
“I’m sure that it is,” Tru replied. “Just as I’m sure that there was nothing curious or suspicious about Beny’s omission from the list. He was excluded because he was primarily used by the Foundation for Atmospheric Research and Monitoring and not MI6.”
“So you say,” Wilkes replied.
“So I say,” Tru responded with authority. “Now let’s get back to last night’s breach. Was Beny fully connected to the Unity Web at the time of the attack?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Monty said.
“I can confirm that,” Wilkes said. “The computer had gone live on the UW around seven thirty yesterday evening.”
“And was any information accessed from the FARM as a result of the breach?” Tru asked.
“No,” Wilkes replied. “The computer disconnected at eight forty-seven.”
“Disconnected how?” Jack asked. “Did you follow the proper off-lining protocols set up by the Unity Web panel?”
“There were ill-intentioned individuals with a giant drill coming through the door,” Sydney said. “We blew him up.”
“With explosives you just happened to have on hand in the computer room of a weather station?” Wilkes asked pointedly.
“The property is sprawling, and we sometimes need explosives to remove tree stumps or to clear out rocks,” Mother said. “For the sake of safety, we keep them in the priest hole.”
“How fortunate,” Wilkes said, still dubious.
“What time did your team arrive, Simon?” Tru asked.
“We entered the building at nine fifty-three,” Simon answered. “First we searched for people. The hostiles were all gone, and there was no sign of any of the residents. We didn’t know if they had escaped, had been taken hostage, or were beneath the rubble in the priest hole.”
“I’m sorry we weren’t able to get word to you sooner,” Monty said. “Obviously there was no cell service in the sewer line or the sea cave.”
“Don’t be sorry,” Simon replied. “You did everything perfectly.”
“Quite impressive for a group of meteorology students,” Wilkes commented.
“Agent Wilkes, I don’t know if snarky comments are part of the fun at CIA debriefs,” Tru said. “But here at MI6, we tend to think they slow down the process. As to your comment about the impressiveness of these young women, I quite frankly find the snark offensive. They are in fact well beyond impressive. I would like to think of them as the best of Britain, but since they are from across the globe, I will simply say they are the best. They are also the reason the Unity Web was not compromised.”
The City Spies tried not to smile as Wilkes seethed.
“Well said, Tru,” C commented. “Now, what do we know about the invaders?”
“We believe there were nine of them,” Simon answered.
“That’s how many I saw through the window from my bedroom,” Sydney said.
“And it’s the number we saw on the security footage,” Kat offered.
“There’s security footage?” Jack said, hopeful. “Does it show their faces?”
“It’s gone,” Simon replied. “They found the system, smashed it to bits, and took all the drives.”
“No backup?” Wilkes asked.
“It automatically backed up to one of Beny’s drives,” Monty said. “But those were destroyed in the explosion.”
“By any chance, was there a secondary camera system?” Simon asked.
“No,” Monty answered. “Why do you ask?”
“We found seven of these,” he replied as he put a tiny black device on the table. “It’s a spy cam. Very cutting-edge.”
“May I?” Mother asked, pointing at it.
“Of course,” Simon replied.
Mother examined it and shook his head. “I’ve never seen this before. You say there were seven of them?”
“That we’ve found so far,” Simon answered. “My team up there is still looking.”
“Could the intruders have left them so that they could watch whatever happened after they left?” Kat asked.
“I wondered that too,” Simon answered. “But the dust pattern on the devices matched the surrounding dust on the ceiling. That means they’ve been there for a while.”
“Which means that someone has been watching you,” Tru said.
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21. 
Family Business
WHILE THE FIRST DEBRIEF WAS taking place, Annie and Cairo stayed in the dining room and enjoyed afternoon tea. For Annie the authentic English food was a happy flashback to when they were little and still lived with their parents in London. She was particularly delighted by a slice of sponge cake that had a tangy-sweet layer of raspberry jam and buttercream frosting.
“This Victoria sponge is ridiculously delicious,” she said. “Mom’s taken me to a few safe houses over the years, but they’ve all been sketchy. This one’s sweet.”
“Well, it’s C’s personal safe house,” Cairo answered. “And as the director of the Secret Intelligence Service, I’m sure he’s used to nice things.”
“You should hear yourself,” she said between bites. “You call him C like you know him.”
“I kind of do,” Cairo replied. “I’ve met him a few times, and we had dinner together. I even put him on the spot about Mom.”
Annie looked up from her dessert. “How?”
“I asked him what MI6 would do if she returned.”
“What did he say?”
“He promised that they’d be fair and give her every opportunity to explain what’s happened over the last six years,” Cairo answered. “He said they’d be open-minded about it.”
Annie was skeptical. “And you believed him?”
“I think I did. I mean, I get that he’s a spy and trained to lie. But he seemed genuinely upset about what’s happened to the family. The word he used was ‘gutted.’ ”
“Which family was he talking about? Robert’s or Cairo’s?”
He gave her a look. “Don’t be that way. Why would you even ask that?”
“Maybe because I don’t know the answer,” she replied. “We used to be Hansel and Gretel, brother and sister looking out for each other. But now we’ve added Little Red Riding Hood, Goldilocks, and the three bears. Our enchanted forest is getting mighty crowded.”
“What does that even mean?” he asked. “Besides, I thought you liked Paris and Rio.”
“I do, but liking them doesn’t make them family,” she responded. “They’re basically strangers, and if I’m being honest, it feels like you’re picking them over me. Just like you did when you decided to come here and leave me behind.”
Cairo couldn’t believe it. “I think you’ve got that backward. Mom gave us both the chance to come here, and you chose to stay in Istanbul.”
“Because I don’t want to be a spy,” she replied. “You knew that but you came anyway. You left me all alone in Istanbul.”
“I only saw you twice a week in Istanbul,” he said. “The rest of the time, I was all alone. My school wasn’t like yours. I didn’t have a water polo team or dormmates. And I certainly didn’t have a bestie like Gökçe.”
The mention of Gökçe defused the tension. “Is that what she called me? Her bestie?”
“She told us you’d just taught her the word,” Cairo answered. “She’s heartbroken that you’re gone, but she’s hoping it’s temporary and that you’re coming back.”
“Yeah, well, we both know that’s not going to happen.”
“You should reach out and let her know that. Maybe you can write her a letter.” The mention of writing triggered Cairo’s memory. “Which reminds me. I’ve got something for you.”
Cairo got up and left the room. Moments later he came back carrying Annie’s diary.
“You found it!” she exclaimed as he handed it to her.
“Of course I found it. I’m still Hansel to your Gretel. I’ll always find your breadcrumbs. That’s not going to change. You’re my big sister, and I would never choose anyone over you.”
“Okay,” she said, remorseful. “But it was easier to be certain of that when I was your only sister. Now I’ve got competition from a computer hacker, a bomb maker, and a math genius.”
“You see, you do know something about them,” Cairo replied. “But they’re so much more than that. And it’s not a competition. My heart has plenty of room.”
“Just as long as my part of it is always a little bit larger than theirs.”
“Don’t you worry,” he said sweetly. “Your part is ginormous.”
She smiled and signaled for him to come in for a hug.
“I don’t want a hug,” he said. “I’m still mad at you for what you said.”
“Come on,” she insisted playfully.
He leaned over from his chair, and they hugged.
“I like the look of this,” Mother said, entering the room. “What did I miss?”
“My little brother just gave me the best present,” Annie said as she held up her diary.
“Glad to see it back where it belongs,” Mother replied. “You should’ve seen him turning that attic inside out. He was not going to leave that school without it.”
“Yeah,” she said, giving Cairo a smile. “He’s good that way.”
“How’s the debrief going?” Cairo asked.
“It just ended,” Mother answered. “I’ve come in here to let you know that your presence has been requested in the sit room.” He flashed a sneaky look. “And maybe to snag a bite of this Victoria sponge while I’m here. It is so good.”
“I know, right?” Annie said. “It totally reminds me of that time you took me to Claridge’s on my birthday.”
“You remember that?” Mother asked, happily surprised.
“I think about that day all the time,” she replied.
“So do I,” he said. “All the time.”
Mother instinctively gave Annie’s hand a squeeze as they entered the situation room. Jack, Simon, and Wilkes were gone, but C had stayed.
“You must be Annie,” he said as he got up to greet her. “I have heard so many great things about you. I’m C.”
“Nice to meet you, sir,” she said. “You have quite a safe house.”
“I’m glad you like it, because, for the time being, it’s going to be more yours than mine,” he replied. “That said, I’m well aware that you are not interested in becoming part of the family business, so we’ll try to make your stay as brief as possible.”
They sat down, and Tru recapped what had been discussed during the first meeting. The biggest question from that was the discovery of the spy cameras at the FARM.
“Someone has been watching the goings-on at the FARM,” Tru said. “Who?”
“The obvious answer is Clementine,” Sydney said. “I mean, who else could it be?”
“MI6 is a possibility,” Mother offered.
“But we’re MI6,” Cairo said. “Why would they spy on us?”
“Ask her.” Mother pointed toward Tru.
“Because sometimes we spy on our enemies so we know what they’re up to,” she answered. “And other times we spy on our friends so we can look out for them.”
“What? Like a baby monitor?” asked Sydney.
“Something like that,” Tru responded. “But this wasn’t us. I wish it was because then we’d have footage of the intruders, which would be a definite help in capturing them.”
“So then we’re back to Clementine?” Brooklyn said.
“Why do you say that?” Annie asked, defensive. “Because it’s bad, so that means it has to be my mom?”
“It’s not about good or bad,” Kat said. “It’s about logic. She came to us in Aberdeen when we were watching Sophie Weir. How did she know what we were up to? If she had a camera watching us, that would explain it.
“She sent half the team to look for you, which made the house more vulnerable. You had been chased by the same person who led the assault on the FARM. Everything’s connected, and your mother is part of it.”
“How do you know it was the same man?” Annie asked.
“We got a nice close-up of him from the security footage in Istanbul,” Kat said. “Then I saw him at the takeaway shop right before the attack.”
“Any chance we still have access to this footage?” Tru asked.
“No, but I have a screengrab of him on my phone,” Mother said.
“Actually,” Monty said, “we may still have all of it.”
“How?” Brooklyn, asked surprised. “It was on Beny’s hard drive.”
“Right before I crawled into the sewer line, I transferred some folders onto the cloud,” Monty explained. “At least I tried to. I don’t know if they had time to upload completely before it blew, but one of them had all the footage of Annie in Istanbul. If I can use a computer here, I can pull it up, and we can see.”
Brooklyn gave Monty a look. “You do realize it’s against MI6 protocols to move classified files from a secure computer to the cloud?”
“Just like it’s against the rules for me to keep explosives in my bedroom closet,” Sydney said. “Good thing we don’t always follow the rules.”
C pointed at a computer on a nearby desk. “You can use that one.”
Monty moved over to the desk and quickly logged in to the cloud.
“What other folders did you save?” Sydney asked.
“Again, I don’t know if they made it or not. There wasn’t much time before the explosion,” Monty said, trying to temper optimism. “But I saved the personal projects from the silo drive. That’s Rio’s app and—”
“Frankenstein?” Brooklyn said hopefully.
“I tried,” Monty said. “But it’s a huge program, and I don’t know if it made it.”
“I understand,” Brooklyn replied.
Monty accessed her cloud account, and when she saw the results, her disappointment was obvious.
“It didn’t work?” Mother asked.
“The video transferred,” she explained. “And so did Rio’s app.”
“But not Frankenstein?” Brooklyn asked.
“Sorry, sweetie,” Monty replied. “It says the file’s corrupted.”
Brooklyn sagged but tried to put on a brave face. “At least Rio’s app is saved.” She turned to Rio. “You’ve worked really hard on that. I’m glad.”
Rio was a mix of emotions: thrilled that his work had been saved but not wanting to have a positive reaction while Brooklyn was obviously hurt.
“Thank you,” he said softly.
“Let’s look at the footage,” Mother said, trying to direct the attention off Brooklyn.
“Okay, here we go,” Monty said. She clicked a file, and it started playing on a large monitor.
“That’s Gökçe and me,” Annie said, watching herself leave the aquatic center. “Okay, this is weird.”
“Here you are in front of the metro,” Brooklyn said, narrating. “And again, eleven minutes later, being chased.” She pressed pause when Musclehead appeared on the screen.
“That’s him,” Annie said. “That’s Musclehead.”
“Kat, is this the man you saw at the takeaway shop?” Tru asked.
“And again on the security camera while we were in the priest hole,” Kat replied.
“So, we know that Annie being chased in Istanbul is directly linked to the attack on the FARM,” C said. “And it certainly feels like Umbra is behind them. But why? What do they gain?”
“Beny,” Brooklyn said. “During the attack, Musclehead held up a note to the security camera that said they were after the computer and not us.”
“And Beny would give them access to the Unity Web and the intelligence servers of the Five Eyes nations,” Tru said. “That’s a terrifying thought.”
“The one thing that all those have in common is Clementine,” Sydney said.
“She totally had me fooled in the library,” Brooklyn said. “But you’re right, she’s the connecting thread.”
Annie looked across the table at Cairo. “Aren’t you going to say something? Aren’t you going to defend her?”
“I’m sorry, but Mom’s done a lot of shady stuff,” he replied.
“It makes the most sense,” Sydney said.
“It doesn’t make any sense,” Annie replied. “If she wanted to access the computer, why didn’t she just do it when she supposedly installed the cameras?”
“Maybe she couldn’t get into the priest hole,” Paris suggested.
“It wouldn’t have mattered at that point,” Rio said. “Because Beny wasn’t hooked up to the Unity Web yet.”
“That’s right,” Annie said. “And when did you find out that it was going to be connected?”
“Three days ago,” Brooklyn answered.
“Then explain this,” Annie said. “How could she orchestrate my attempted kidnapping, get to you in Aberdeen, and send you to look for me BEFORE anyone knew that Beny was going to be part of the Unity Web? Is she a fortune-teller, too?”
No one had an easy answer for this.
“That’s an excellent question,” Monty said.
“We may not have known, but somebody did,” Sydney pointed out. “Because they couldn’t have planned and prepped that whole assault in two days. Aisling’s too remote.”
“I agree,” said C. “We need to look into exactly when the panel learned about Beny and who might’ve known that it was going to happen. There may be a leak there.”
“There’s also something huge that we’re overlooking,” Paris said.
“What?” asked Sydney.
“The royal wedding,” Paris said. “We’re assuming that they wanted to use Beny to access the Unity Web, but when they planned the attack, he was already linked into the MI6 loop. That alone would’ve given them access to all the security details for the wedding.”
Brooklyn looked to Tru. “I know you had us and a PPO looking after Sophie Weir, but how big is the threat at the wedding?”
“It’s huge,” Tru replied. “We’ve intercepted tons of intelligence.”
“MI6 is working hand in hand with MI5 and the Metropolitan Police to search out the threats and make the wedding as safe as possible,” C said. “We have hours-long meetings about it every day. If Umbra could access those plans, they could find a weak spot.”
“What are Clementine’s feelings about the royal family?” Sydney asked Mother.
“Wait a second,” Annie said. “So now you’re jumping to the conclusion that she’s involved with an attack on the wedding?”
“We know she’s involved,” Sydney replied. “We’re just trying to figure out the plan.”
Annie turned to C. “Is this what you meant when you said you would be open-minded and fair?”
He gave her a confused look. “I’m sorry, dear, what?”
“You told my brother that if our mom returned, MI6 would be open-minded and fair. That you wouldn’t jump to conclusions,” she continued. “But jumping to conclusions is exactly what everyone’s doing. No one’s considering the alternative.”
“What’s the alternative?” asked Monty.
“Let’s say for a moment that those cameras are hers,” Annie replied. “Tru just said there are two reasons to spy on someone: to find out what they’re up to and to keep an eye out for them. What if that’s what she’s doing? What if she’s looking to protect all of you?”
“That’s an excellent point,” Brooklyn admitted. “She was certainly looking out for me in Paris. She saved my life.”
“But she very much did not look out for Mother in Paris,” Sydney countered. “He almost lost his.”
“Everything about her is a puzzle,” Kat said. “Normally, I like puzzles, but I’ve never come across one as confounding as Clementine. I have been trying to figure it out for years, and I’ve come to realize that the reason I can’t… is Tru.”
This caught everyone by surprise, and no one spoke for a moment.
“How am I the reason?” Tru asked.
“Because you have given us an incomplete dataset to work with,” Kat said. “We know she went to Paris with Mother to infiltrate Umbra. We think that she was undercover at Umbra and sending intelligence to you about their operations. You have cherry-picked pieces of information to share with us but never shown us the whole picture. If we knew more about Clementine’s mission, we might be able to find the true pattern at the heart of it all.”
“I have controlled that information for very good reasons,” Tru responded. “She is, or at least she was, on the most dangerous of missions, a deep cover operation within a gigantic criminal enterprise. I’ve done it to protect her and you.”
“And the mission,” Mother pointed out. “You’ve also done it to protect the mission.”
“And the mission,” Tru admitted.
“But that mission’s over, if what she told us is true,” Brooklyn said. “She said that she’d had to cut her connection with Umbra and that they were looking for her.”
“Which lines up with what Musclehead said to me when he tried to grab me,” Annie said. “He told me that he had come for me because Mom had been ‘misbehaving.’ ”
All eyes turned to Tru and C at the head of the table. She looked at him, and he nodded his approval.
“Okay,” Tru said. “You’ve made a strong argument. It’s time for me to read you in on Operation Viola.”
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22. 
Operation Viola
AFTER SIX YEARS OF PARTIAL truths and veiled hints, Tru was finally ready to tell the team the entirety of Clementine’s mission. Or at least as much as she could. In all honesty, Clemmie had so long ago veered away from the original plan that Tru no longer knew what her agent was up to. In the lingo of spy novels, she had ventured off into the wilderness.
“Operation Viola was Clemmie’s brainchild,” Tru said. “Daring, bold, and brilliant. Her plan to topple Umbra in just three months.”
“Why did you name it Viola?” Brooklyn asked.
“That wasn’t me, that was her,” Tru answered.
“Let me guess,” Mother interjected. “Shakespeare and the orchestra.”
Tru smiled. “You know her well.”
“Clemmie studied viola throughout her childhood and was quite an accomplished player,” Mother explained. “When she got to Oxford, she auditioned for the university orchestra but wasn’t selected. Disappointed but unbowed, she did what she always did when she ran into a roadblock—she found a different path. In this case, she auditioned for a student production of Twelfth Night and was cast in the lead role… Viola. She said she was destined to play Viola one way or another.”
“As a mission name, it totally fits her coding profile,” Kat said. “She loves doubles.”
“And in Twelfth Night, Viola is a double role,” Tru pointed out. “The character takes on a false identity in order to get into the inner circle of Duke Orsino, which is exactly what Clementine planned to do in order to get into the inner circle of Le Fantôme.”
“Who’s that?” asked Annie.
“He’s the leader of Umbra,” C said. “MI6 has pursued him for nearly twenty years. And after all that effort, we still don’t even know his name. The only personal information we know for certain is that he’s French and loves fine art.”
“Which was the basis for Operation Gumdrop,” Tru said. “Mother, you know that part best of all.”
“Clemmie and I were together on that one,” Mother said. “I was posing as a black-market art dealer selling three Monet masterpieces that were actually high-quality fakes that had been confiscated by Scotland Yard. I set up shop in an abandoned candy factory on the outskirts of Paris, which is why we called it Gumdrop.”
“What was Mom’s role?” Cairo asked.
“She had managed to get in with some low-level Umbra muscle in the area who were looking to make a name for themselves in the organization,” Mother said. “She helped connect them with me, in the hope that Le Fantôme would find the Monets irresistible. We didn’t think he’d trust them to authenticate the art, and we hoped he would come in to see them for himself, and that’s when we planned to catch him.”
“What happened?” asked Annie. “What went wrong?”
Mother sighed. “Everything.”
“A couple days before the mission went pear-shaped, Clemmie called to tell me that she thought Le Fantôme was getting suspicious and was going to pull out of the deal,” Tru said.
“So she knew his identity?” Paris asked. “She knew Le Fantôme’s name?”
“No,” Tru answered. “But she had contact with the people who worked directly for him. And just like when she failed to get into the orchestra, she looked for a different path. She saw the opportunity to get close to him and go deep undercover with Umbra.”
“Which neither of you bothered to tell me,” Mother said, irritated.
“She was worried you’d talk her out of it,” Tru explained. “That you’d convince her it was too dangerous.”
Mother gave her a steely look. “She was worried or you were?”
“She was,” Tru replied. “Like I said, Viola was all her idea from top to bottom.”
“And what was the idea?” Sydney asked. “How did she plan to get close to Le Fantôme?”
“She was going to steal the paintings,” Tru responded. “She knew Mother was scheduled to check in with his handler one evening. She knew where the paintings were hidden and the combination of the safe in which they were locked. Her plan was to hand-deliver more than twenty million dollars of artworks to Le Fantôme as a gift. She’d be an instant star, and that would get her close to him. She estimated that it would take three months from start to finish.”
Mother thought about all this. “It is brilliant, but she was right; I would’ve tried to talk her out of it.”
“Why didn’t it work?” Rio asked.
“I got sick and canceled my meeting,” Mother said, piecing it together.
“When Clemmie realized that Mother was still in the factory, she tried to call it off, but the thugs she was with wouldn’t hear of it,” Tru explained. “They got the paintings, tied up Mother, and set the factory on fire. She wanted to rescue him on the spot but couldn’t.”
“Why not?” asked Cairo.
“She was worried about you and your sister,” Tru replied. “If she blew her cover, those men would’ve killed both of your parents, and you would’ve been on your own. She doubled back to the warehouse as soon as she could but couldn’t find Mother. She assumed he was dead, so she rushed home to England to get the two of you and disappeared.”
“And because Umbra got the paintings and believed she had helped them kill Mother, they had no reason to doubt her loyalty?” Monty suggested.
“Just like that, Clemmie was fully embedded in the organization. In those first three months, she got us more intel than we’d gotten in the previous three years. But she hadn’t been able to deliver Le Fantôme, so she extended the mission. I think she thought she had to in order to make up for what happened to Mother.”
“But what about when you told her that Dad had survived?” Cairo asked.
Tru paused, and Mother answered for her.
“She didn’t tell her,” Mother said. “That’s right, isn’t it? The flow of information was too good to risk. How long did you wait?”
It pained Tru to answer this. “Nearly two years.”
Mother shook his head. “ ‘Service before self,’ ” he said, quoting a line they had been taught in basic training. “Is that what this was?”
“I don’t know—probably,” Tru said. “I do know that it was unforgivable. I certainly don’t forgive myself. Neither does Clementine. When I finally told her, she started to become distant. She continued to provide information but less frequently. Over the last year and a half, she was no longer willing for me to be her contact.”
“Then who did she report to?” Paris asked.
“My assistant, Jack Fissell,” Tru said. “Once a month he takes the Eurostar into Paris and has lunch at a café. If Clemmie has information to pass along, she’ll get it to him there. If she doesn’t, she just doesn’t show up. She hasn’t shown up in six months.”
“There’s your leak,” Sydney said. “Jack Fissell is part of the Unity Web panel. He would have been one of the first to know that Beny was going to be brought into the system. He passed the word on to her.”
“But I thought he hasn’t seen her in six months,” Rio said.
“He says that he hasn’t, but maybe he can’t be trusted,” said Sydney.
“Or maybe all this is about the wedding and not the Unity Web,” Paris said.
“Maybe, maybe, maybe,” Mother said as he tried to wrap his brain around it all.
“It’s a lot for us to think about, but I’m afraid that’s all the time Tru and I have at the moment,” C said. “We need to go to our wedding task force meeting at Buckingham Palace.”
“Yes, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to have the room alone with Mother for a minute,” Tru said.
“Fine,” C said. “But just a minute. The palace does not tolerate lateness.”
Everybody left but Tru and Mother.
He didn’t even look at her, instead staring across the room.
“Is this the part where you try to apologize to me?” he asked. “Where you tell me how it’s a dirty business but that your oath to crown and country left you no other option?”
“Would any of that make a difference?” Tru replied.
“No,” Mother said quietly.
“Was any of what I said truly a surprise? I’m not talking about the details, but the gist.”
Mother thought for a moment before answering, “Not really.”
“So, where does that leave us?” Tru asked. “Are you done with me?”
He looked at her and shook his head. “Two years, Tru. Two years.”
“I know. Like I said, it’s unforgivable.” She paused. “Have I lost you?”
Rather than answer the question, he let out a heavy sigh. “You’re wanted at the palace.”
“Have I lost you?”
Mother shook his head gently. “No.”
“Good.”
She got up and headed for the door.
“You owe me, though,” he said. “There’s one thing I require in exchange.”
“What’s that?”
“When she does come home, you protect her. You look after my Clemmie. Because, whatever she is, you helped make her that.”
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23. 
The Little Prince
LIKE MANY OF THE PASSENGERS flying first-class from Montreal to London, Lucien Allard had considerable wealth. But unlike some of his cabinmates, who liked to broadcast their financial status with expensive jewelry and loud talk about luxurious lifestyles, he preferred not to call attention to himself. As the plane made its final approach to Heathrow, he sat quietly in his window seat reading a book.
“Let me guess,” said the woman sitting next to him, hoping to start a conversation. “You’re either reading a book about business or a murder mystery.”
Lucien smiled politely, turned it so she could see the cover, and said, “The Little Prince.”
This confused her. “Isn’t that a children’s book?”
“ ‘All grown-ups were once children… but only few of them remember it,’ ” he replied.
Her confusion grew, and a furrow formed in her brow.
“It’s a quote from the book and the reason I reread it every year,” he explained. “I don’t want to forget the child I once was. Did you know that The Little Prince has been translated into more than five hundred languages and dialects? More than any book other than the Bible.”
“How interesting,” the woman said, even though she thought it was anything but. She turned her attention back to a magazine, which was exactly what he had hoped she would do.
Allard felt a special kinship with the book. Like its author, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, he had grown up in an aristocratic French family. His ran a manufacturing company that he was destined to inherit, which is why his father took to calling Lucien the Little Prince.
As far as nicknames went, he didn’t care for it, but he never let on because his father enjoyed it so much. Lucien much preferred the nickname he had been given as an adult, Le Fantôme.
Fifty-seven years old with glasses and flecks of gray in his beard, he looked like a college professor, not the leader of a global crime syndicate. He dressed stylishly, but not flashily. The only outwardly expensive item he wore was an antique Cartier watch that had been passed down from father to son for more than one hundred fifty years as each new generation took over the family business.
Although he was a French citizen living in Canada, he came to England frequently on business and owned a country estate less than an hour outside London. He donated generously to a wide variety of charities, in particular the Prince’s Trust, which is how it came to be that he was in London on this particular week.
“What brings you to the United Kingdom?” the immigration officer asked him as he scrutinized Lucien’s passport.
The Frenchman smiled and replied, “I’m here for a wedding.”
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24. 
Save the Date
AFTER A WEEK ON THE run, constantly worried that someone was coming after her, Annie slept deeper that night than she had in ages. She was sharing a room with Cairo, but when she woke, she was surprised to find him sitting at a desk playing with a deck of cards.
“What are you doing?” she asked groggily.
“Practicing a trick that Rio taught me,” he answered.
She squinted at the clock on her bedside table. “At one in the morning?”
Cairo laughed. “News bulletin: it’s one in the afternoon.”
“What?!”
“There was no reason to wake you, and Dad figured you needed the rest.”
She sat up, stretched, and yawned. “I guess I did.”
“I hung some clothes in the closet for you,” he said. “They were delivered first thing this morning.”
“Who delivers clothes to a safe house? Secret Santa?”
“I was asleep at the time, but my guess is Tru.”
Annie frowned. “You mean the woman who did this to us.”
“Lunch is in about twenty minutes, if you’re hungry.”
“More fancy food prepared by C’s chef?”
“Better,” Cairo said with a grin. “Dad’s making spag bol.”
Annie’s eyes lit up. “Let me get ready. I’ll be right out.”
If the Birdcage was going to be home for a few days, Mother was determined to make it exactly that, a home. The kitchen and pantry were fully stocked, so he told the chef that they would take care of their own cooking. He was starting things off with his specialty, spaghetti Bolognese, made from a recipe he’d learned during a three-month assignment in Italy.
“This smells uh-mazing!” Annie said when she entered the kitchen to find Mother stirring the sauce. “I remember you used to make this on Sundays and told me your secret ingredients were milk and honey.”
“Shh,” he whispered as he put a finger to his lips. “I haven’t shared that with the others.”
Annie grinned, pleased at the idea that there was something she knew that they didn’t.
Brooklyn and Sydney entered the kitchen, each carrying some plates.
“We can’t really fit nine around the dining room table,” Brooklyn said. “You want half in there and half in here?”
“It’s a family dinner, so the entire family is going to sit together,” Mother said. “We’ll use the conference table in the situation room.”
“I’m pretty sure there’s a no-food-in-the-situation-room policy,” Sydney replied.
Mother sampled a spoonful of sauce and said, “Your point?”
Brooklyn and Sydney traded looks and smiled as they headed toward the sit room.
A timer dinged, and Mother turned to Annie. “Could you get the garlic bread out of the oven, Annie Bell?”
It was the second time he had called her by her childhood nickname and the second time it had melted her heart.
Lunch was delicious, loud, and messy. (That last bit would no doubt upset whoever established the no-food policy.) For the most part, the conversation avoided topics such as MI6, Clementine, and spycraft, focusing instead on Annie getting to know everyone. They each told the story of how they were “recruited” to the team, and she filled them in on the different cities where she had lived while on the run.
“Now for the really crucial information,” Paris said dramatically. “This is the question that will tell me everything I need to know about you.”
“I’m on tenterhooks, mate,” Annie said humorously.
“What’s your favorite football team?”
“Ooh, that is a tough one,” she said. “But if I’m being honest, I’ve got two.”
Paris leaned forward in anticipation.
“Everton and whoever’s playing Liverpool,” she told him.
He clutched his heart like he’d been wounded, and everyone else laughed.
“At last!” Mother crowed. “Someone has sided with me.”
“That said,” Annie continued, “I’m much more into swimming than football.”
“Yeah, we kind of figured that when we saw you dive off the bridge,” Sydney said.
“Although, technically speaking, we didn’t see you swim,” Brooklyn added. “We just saw the dive.”
“I think it was more of a leap?” Paris joked. “Either way, a true thing of beauty.”
“All of you have seen it?” Annie asked.
“It’s mesmerizing,” Kat said.
Annie flashed a bashful smiled and asked, “Can I take a look?”
“Sure,” Brooklyn replied. “It’s part of the footage I saved. I can pull it up on this monitor.”
“Please do,” Annie said.
“Are you sure you want to?” Mother asked. “It could be traumatic.”
“I can’t imagine watching it is more traumatic than actually doing it,” Annie replied.
Mother smiled. “That’s an excellent point.”
“Besides, I know how it turns out. I just want to see if it looks like how it felt,” Annie said.
Brooklyn logged in to the computer and played the video. The others were quiet while Annie watched. She gasped slightly when she saw herself climb up onto the railing and leap.
“Wow, did I really do that?”
“You really did,” Paris said.
“Is it how you remembered?” Brooklyn asked.
“Yes and no,” Annie said. “The events are the same, but they happened much faster than it felt like at the time.”
“I said it before, and I’ll say it again,” Sydney commented. “You may not be interested in becoming a field agent, but you sure have the skill set. That’s real double oh seven right there.”
“Agreed,” added Rio.
“What’s the bit with the fingers?” Mother asked. “Right before you jumped.”
Brooklyn reversed the footage and froze it so that it showed Annie standing on the railing with two fingers raised in a V.
“Is it some sort of Churchill V-for-victory thing?” he asked.
“You know, not everything’s about crown and country,” she said with a chuckle. “That’s from the university where Gökçe and I want to play water polo. It’s their rally symbol. It means ‘fight on.’ ”
“You’ve already picked out a university?” Mother asked. “What part of the UK is it in?”
“Los Angeles,” she answered.
“Oh,” Mother said with a laugh. “The part that’s only six thousand miles away.”
“After you jumped in the water, which way did you swim?” Rio asked.
“Back under the bridge, so they couldn’t see me,” she answered.
“Told you,” Rio said, pointing at Paris and Cairo. “Annie and I, we both think like escape artists.” He turned back to Annie. “Nice move.”
They watched it a few more times, commenting on different details and praising Annie for her quick thinking and daring. They stopped when Tru entered the room. She looked at the food spread across the conference table and raised an eyebrow. If she was upset, she didn’t say anything about it.
“Good afternoon,” she said. “Glad to see everyone’s in good spirits, well-fed.”
Despite his lingering emotions from the previous day, Mother played nice and smiled. “Good afternoon, Tru. There’s still some spag bol in the kitchen, if you’re hungry.”
“Smells delicious, but I’m afraid I’m here on business,” she replied. “There’s been a change in your mission.”
“I wasn’t aware we had a mission,” Brooklyn said.
“That’s the change.” Tru flashed a smile. “I’m here to brief you on Operation Abbey Road.”
“Named after the street or the Beatles album?” Paris asked.
“Neither,” Tru said. “But in this instance the name refers to the two teams you’ll form for the royal wedding.”
“What do you mean?” asked Sydney.
“All the intelligence continues to point to a credible threat at the wedding. But we don’t know if it’s before, during, or after. In response, C suggested putting more agents inside Westminster Abbey for the ceremony, but the palace resisted. Eventually, a compromise was reached.”
“What’s the compromise?” Mother asked.
“Monty, Sydney, Brooklyn, Kat, the four of you have all been invited to the wedding as guests of the bride.”
“Wait, what?” asked Sydney.
“You made quite an impression on her,” Tru said. “Additionally, as you are students of hers, your names won’t raise any red flags now that they’ve been added to the guest list.”
“We’re literally on the guest list?” Brooklyn asked.
“It’s the only way you’ll be able to get in,” Tru said. “Which reminds me, we’ll need to gather everyone’s passports. They’ll check those against the list.”
“Okay, so that’s the Abbey Team. What’s the Road?” Paris asked.
“The rest of you, minus Annie, of course, will be focused on the one-mile carriage ride the happy couple takes to Buckingham Palace after the ceremony.”
“Cool,” said Rio.
“No! Not cool!” Sydney exclaimed. “The wedding’s in three days. That doesn’t leave us near enough time to prepare.”
“What are you talking about?” Paris asked. “We’ve planned missions in shorter time than that.”
“I’m not worried about the mission,” Sydney replied. “I’m worried about my clothes! Three days is not enough time.”
Paris gave her a confused look. “To get dressed?”
“Let me put it into terms that you would understand. A royal wedding is the World Cup of fashion,” Sydney explained. “It’s the ultimate A-list—pop stars, movie stars, royals, athletes, models, heads of state—all at the top of their game wearing the top designers.”
“Then I don’t see the problem,” he replied. “If all those people are going to be there, no one’s going to notice what you’re wearing.”
“I would like you to stop talking now,” Sydney said. “Somebody, please make him stop talking.”
“Sydney, you have no need to worry,” Tru reassured her. “I’ve pulled some strings and arranged an emergency fitting for the four of you with a dressmaker this afternoon.”
Sydney gave her an uncertain look. “Your dressmaker? Because, although I think you have an excellent fashion sense…”
“You don’t want to dress like an old lady?” Tru said. “Even an old lady with style?”
“I would’ve put it more delicately, but yes.”
“I figured as much,” Tru replied. “That’s why the strings I pulled were with Frankie.”
“Frankie as in All Roads Lead to Audrey Frankie?” Sydney asked, excited.
“The one and only.”
Sydney raised her arms in victory, looked across the table at Paris, and said the first thing that came to mind. “Goooooooooooooooooooal!”
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25. 
Abbey Road
ALTHOUGH THEY WERE OFFICIALLY ON the guest list, Monty, Sydney, Brooklyn, and Kat didn’t receive engraved invitations to the wedding. It was far too late for that. They were, however, given a copy of an eight-page booklet the palace prepared with instructions for the big day. Brooklyn read aloud from it while a hulking personal protection officer drove them through East London in a black Range Rover with tinted windows.
“ ‘It is requested that guests use the water closet between nine and eleven a.m.,’ ” she said with an exaggerated posh accent. “That’s the bathroom, right? They are literally telling us when to go to the bathroom.”
“That must be why they call it a royal flush,” Kat said with a snicker.
“And we are not allowed to bring gifts, cell phones, or swords,” Brooklyn continued.
“It does not say ‘swords,’ ” Monty replied in disbelief. “Who are they expecting? The Knights of the Round Table?”
“Look right here,” Brooklyn said, holding it up for her to see from the front seat. “Swords are specifically banned.”
“It’s because a lot of guests will be wearing military dress uniforms,” Sydney explained. “Those typically come with swords that clang around and get in the way.”
“No swords?” Kat exclaimed dramatically. “My plans for a duel have been foiled.”
The others stopped and turned to look at her.
“Get it? A foil is a type of sword?” she said. “It’s wordplay and swordplay.”
“Who are you and what’s happened to Kat?” Sydney asked.
Kat sighed. “I’ve never been to a wedding before, and small talk isn’t exactly my strong suit. I thought maybe a couple jokes would help, since I doubt I’ll find anyone who wants to discuss Boolean algebra.”
“Don’t be so sure,” Monty offered. “Sophie’s a maths teacher. I wouldn’t be surprised if the president of the Royal Statistical Society is there.”
Kat’s jaw dropped. “Sir Jonathan Abbott might be at the wedding?!”
Brooklyn leaned over to Sydney and whispered, “Should we be concerned that she knows the name of the president of the Royal Statistical Society?”
“If that’s true, that changes everything,” Kat continued, suddenly flustered. “I’ll need to review some of his recent work and draw up a list of potential conversation starters. He’s a total rock star.”
Sydney laughed. “You know, actual rock stars will be there too.”
“Pfft,” Kat said with an eye roll. “Give me irrational numbers over musical numbers any day.”
“And look at that,” Sydney said with a happy grin. “Our Kat is back.”
They parked in front of an old brick warehouse that had been converted into artists’ lofts and design studios. “This is it,” the driver said in a deep baritone. “It’ll make things easier for me if everyone stays together and moves quickly out of the car and into the building.”
Although the precautions felt unnecessary, they knew he was just doing his job.
“Of course,” Monty said. “Anything else?”
“Not that I was listening, ma’am, but I wanted to let the young lady know that I found the foil joke to be quite funny.” He looked at Kat in the rearview mirror. “It’s just that we’re not supposed to laugh while we’re on the job.”
“Thank you!” Kat said, feeling vindicated.
As he requested, they went straight into the lobby where they were met by Francesca Lloyd, founder, editor, and CEO of All Roads Lead to Audrey, a trendsetting teen website that covered everything from fashion and health to current events and social activism. Barely thirty years old, she was an icon for countless young people who read her columns, listened to her podcasts, and followed her on social media.
She was also a former spy.
Frankie, as her friends called her, had joined MI6 straight out of university and worked for Tru. Although no longer on the payroll, she still lent the occasional hand to help out her old boss. A year earlier she had provided Sydney with a cover story as a student journalist. Now she was going to get the team wedding-ready.
“Welcome to Fish Island,” Frankie said as she greeted Sydney with a warm embrace. “What was once derelict factories and warehouses is now one of my favorite neighborhoods in London.”
“Maybe it’s just me, but Fish Island does not sound like where you go to buy a dress for a royal wedding,” Kat said.
“Ah, but it should,” Frankie replied with a sly smile. “Leave Mayfair and Savile Row for the relics. This is where UK fashion is happening.”
They boarded an old-school freight elevator with a metal gate that Frankie had to pull down to close. Rather than having buttons for specific floors, the lift was manually controlled with a lever. Frankie moved it into the up position, and the elevator lurched to life.
“I’ve been dying to ask,” Sydney said. “What do you think of the dress?”
“Which dress?” Frankie asked. “Yours?”
“No, Sophie’s,” Sydney answered. “Didn’t Tru show you a picture?”
Flabbergasted, Frankie let go of the lever, and the elevator came to a jarring stop.
“You’ve seen the wedding dress?!”
“Pictures of it. In an MI6 file.”
Just like that, Frankie went from spy helper to fashion reporter. “Who’s the designer? What does it look like? Any surprises?”
Sydney made an anguished expression and said, “I’m sorry… but I can’t tell you.”
Frankie pursed her lips for a moment and collected herself. “I get it. MI6 files fall under the Secrets Act. I don’t want you to go to jail.”
“Also, I promised Sophie that I wouldn’t tell anyone,” Sydney replied. “I think she’s had a rough time with it, and she really wants it to be a surprise.”
“Integrity,” Frankie said. “I respect that. I may not love it in this instance, but I respect it.” She engaged the lever, and the elevator started climbing again.
“I can tell you this much, though,” Sydney said. “It’s beyond spectacular.”
“With her sense of style, I have no doubt,” Frankie replied.
“Are you taking us to a dress shop?” Monty asked.
“It’s more a studio co-op than a shop,” Frankie said. “It’s a shared workspace where a half dozen young designers pool their resources. We’re meeting with one named Courtney DiPasquale, who has plenty of dresses for you to choose from. Then we’ll visit a milliner down the street to look at fascinators.”
Frankie stopped the elevator at the third floor and pulled open the gate to reveal a sprawling studio. There was a row of sewing machines, two clusters of drafting tables, and body forms with swatches pinned to them. Spools of thread arranged in a rainbow of color were mounted on a wall, and old wooden shelving units teemed with bolts of fabric.
“Heaven,” Sydney said, wide-eyed as they got off the elevator.
“Hell,” Brooklyn whispered to Kat as they trailed behind.
“Do you have any idea what a fascinator is?” Kat asked her.
“No clue,” Brooklyn replied.
They turned to the personal protection officer, who answered, “I believe it’s a type of hat, only smaller and more decorative. Quite the accessory at royal dos.”
“Thank you,” said Brooklyn.
“I don’t want to wear a hat,” Kat said with a grimace.
“I don’t want to wear a dress,” Brooklyn replied.
ROAD TEAM
While the Abbey Team was in Fish Island looking at dresses, the Road Team assembled in Parliament Square to focus on the carriage ride. The royal couple would make the trip in six minutes, but the City Spies took a much more methodical approach as they studied the route from Westminster Abbey to Buckingham Palace. Tru was leading the way, and Annie had tagged along. (She hadn’t changed her mind about becoming a spy. She just wanted to get some fresh air.) They were followed by a pair of personal protection officers who kept close at all times.
“Must they go with us everywhere?” Mother asked. “I know you say it’s for our protection, but it doesn’t feel that way.”
“I’m afraid you’ll have to put up with them for another day or two,” Tru answered. “We still don’t know for certain that you’re not targets.”
“Can you at least order them to fall back and give us more space? It’s hard to talk openly with them there.”
Tru chuckled. “I can’t order them to do anything. Red teams don’t work for me. They report directly to Simon Quill.”
The square was a frenzy of activity in anticipation of the wedding. Barricades were placed along the street for crowd control, grandstands had been erected for those lucky enough to get tickets, and platforms were being built for television networks to broadcast the event. There were also lines of tourists waiting to buy wedding merch from souvenir stands.
“I want to give you a little context,” Tru said to the team as they huddled around her. “This square is surrounded by the four pillars of British government.” She pointed to each one as she listed them off. “You’ve got the legislative with Parliament, the executive on Whitehall, the judicial at the Supreme Court, and the Church at Westminster Abbey. Furthermore, once they’ve exchanged their vows, Sophie and Frederick will take their carriage ride along a ceremonial route that royals have used for more than a century.”
“Okay, so what’s our assignment?” Paris asked.
“To use your imagination,” Tru responded.
“How do you mean?” he replied.
“This is the most scrutinized real estate in the United Kingdom,” she replied. “Every centimeter has been studied by MI5, MI6, and the Metropolitan Police. We have done this security routine so many times, there is literally a playbook that we use. And that’s what concerns me.”
“Why?” asked Rio.
“Because if we’ve got a playbook,” Mother said, “that means we’re predictable.”
“Exactly, “Tru said. “One of the reasons Umbra has always been able to elude us is that they are usually cleverer than we give them credit for. I don’t want the experience of countless events and parades. I want to look at this route with fresh eyes, and none could be fresher than yours.”
They started walking along the route with the personal protection officers staying with them every step of the way.
ABBEY TEAM
In every sense of the word, Brooklyn and Kat were done as they sat on a pair of folding chairs, waiting for Sydney to come out of the changing room.
Again.
Both of them had said yes to the first dress they tried on, hoping to make the visit as quick and painless as possible. Monty had been a bit more selective before agreeing to dress number three. But Sydney was a different story.
“Here she comes,” Kat said as Sydney approached wearing a loose-fitting lavender dress that swayed gently as she walked. “What number is this?”
“Eleven, I think,” Brooklyn answered.
“Is that dresses or hours?”
“Feels like both.”
Sydney stood before a trifold of full-length mirrors while Frankie, Monty, and the designer looked over her shoulder.
“I love the color and the fabric,” Sydney said as she gave a little twirl to see how the dress moved. “I’m just not sure about the silhouette.”
“What’s to be sure of?” Brooklyn whispered to Kat. “Your silhouette is your silhouette.”
“I could do some alterations on the waistline and the bodice,” offered the designer.
“Absolutely not,” Sydney said. “This dress is beautiful as it is. It will look amazing on someone else. I’m afraid it’s just not quite me. I need something that will help me stand out.”
“Isn’t she the one who’s always telling me we’re supposed to blend in?” Kat said to Brooklyn.
“I heard that,” Sydney called out as she headed back to the changing room. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I will not be rushed!”
She went back into the changing room, and they went back to waiting. Kat flipped through the instruction booklet for the wedding, and Brooklyn scrolled on her phone, which she had gotten back when they left the Birdcage.
“Here’s some good news,” Kat said, reading from the guide. “As an American, you’re not required to curtsy if you see the queen. But you may do so out of respect.”
“It’s always good to have options,” Brooklyn replied.
“Do you know the proper way to curtsy?” Kat asked.
Brooklyn thought about it for a moment. “Not really.”
“Then I suggest not bothering,” Kat replied. “That way you don’t have to worry if you got it right.”
Brooklyn continued scrolling, and a ding announced the arrival of a text. It was a photograph sent from an unknown sender.
“Look at this,” she said, turning the phone so Kat could see.
The photo was taken from a security camera and showed three people exiting a building.
“Is that who I think it is?” Kat asked.
“Simon Quill, Jack Fissell, and Kim Wilkes,” Brooklyn said. “The three people from our debriefing yesterday.”
“Who sent it?” Kat asked.
Brooklyn shrugged. “I don’t know.”
A second text arrived, and Brooklyn read it aloud. “ ‘Where are you? I’ve been looking for you.’ ”
Brooklyn stared in disbelief.
“What?” asked Kat.
Brooklyn turned to her and said, “I think it’s from Beny.”
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26. 
Margate Manor
ALTHOUGH LUCIEN ALLARD TYPICALLY avoided flamboyant displays of wealth, he did have a weakness for luxury cars and kept four of them in the garage of his country estate. Each was made by a different British manufacturer—Land Rover, Jaguar, Aston Martin, and Rolls-Royce—which was important because he had business dealings with them all.
His favorite was the Rolls, which he bought because he couldn’t think of a more fitting vehicle for a man known as Le Fantôme than a car called the Phantom.
His 1951 Rolls-Royce Phantom IV was one of only eighteen made by the company. Each had been individually built for either the leader of a country or a member of royalty. It seemed only fitting for him to drive it in the days leading up to a royal wedding. He took it into town to buy fresh produce, and when he returned, a surprise guest was waiting for him inside the house.
“Hello, Clementine, how lovely to see you,” he said warmly as he entered with a bag of groceries in each arm. “I was hoping you would get my message.”
“By message, you mean the attempted kidnapping of my daughter?”
“Well, you weren’t returning my calls, and I needed to get your attention,” he said. “Come with me while I put these away.”
They walked into the kitchen, and despite the confrontational nature of their discussion, he maintained a pleasant tone as he put away the groceries, continuing on as if this were a normal everyday conversation.
“Do I even want to know what’s become of my security staff?” he asked. “I can’t imagine they just let you in.”
“They’ll be fine when they wake up,” Clementine said. “They’ll have headaches but no lasting injuries.”
“Well, considering how much I pay them, I hope they at least put up a good fight,” he said as he put fruit in the crisper drawer of his refrigerator.
“You know I hate small talk, Lucien,” she said. “I’m here. What did you want to tell me?”
“It’s always rush, rush, rush with you,” he said. “Very well. We’ve enjoyed good success together. But lately some of my larger projects have yielded disappointing results, and I can’t help but notice you’re always nearby when things go bad.”
“We’ve discussed this,” Clementine said calmly. “Paris wasn’t my fault. Neither was Egypt. Those projects failed because you put your trust in inferior talent.”
“Perhaps so,” he replied. “But I’m about to undertake my biggest operation of all, and I need to make sure that no surprises will come to pass.”
“You don’t have to worry,” she said. “Royal weddings aren’t my thing. You have my word on that.”
He started slicing an apple on a cutting board. “Touching. Your word, I mean. But I don’t really need it because I have something better. I have an insurance policy.”
“What’s that?”
“Do you know where your children are?” he asked. “Considering the events of the last week, I would think not. Lucky for you, I have someone keeping an eye on them.”
Clementine’s eyes opened wide, but she tried to mask her panic.
“They’re completely fine, in case you’re worried,” he continued. “And they’ll stay that way as long as you don’t interfere with my little wedding present.”
Now Clementine was seething, and her face was flush with rage.
“Ah, it seems as though I’ve finally gotten through to you,” he said. “Excellent. I believe that concludes our business. You can leave the way you arrived.”
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27. 
Ghost in the Machine
BROOKLYN WANTED TO TELL MONTY and Sydney about Beny’s texts, but she had to wait until they were done shopping because the personal protection officer was always lurking. (And judging by his earlier comments, always listening.) Luckily, the selection process for fascinators went quickly, and soon they were able to say goodbye to Frankie and head back to the Birdcage.
“No dresses?” Paris asked when they walked into the safe house empty-handed. “Didn’t you find anything?”
“They’re getting alterations,” Sydney answered. “We’ll pick them up the day before the wedding.”
“Who wants to guess how many dresses Sydney tried on before she found a winner?” Kat asked.
“Five,” shouted Cairo.
“It’s got to be more than that,” said Paris. “I’m thinking nine.”
“Thirteen!” Sydney said proudly. “And it was totally worth the effort because the only one who’s going to have a nicer dress than me is Sophie Weir.”
“Good to see that trying on all those dresses didn’t ruin your sense of modesty,” Rio said.
While the others continued talking, Brooklyn pulled Mother aside and whispered, “Tru said that MI6 sometimes spies on their friends.”
“That’s right,” Mother said.
“Do you think they’re listening to us in here?”
“I doubt they’re interested in dress details, but there’s always a chance.”
“What about in the bedrooms?” she asked. “Are they bugged?”
He gave her a curious look. “Less likely but still possible.”
“The situation room?”
“No way,” Mother said. “That’s where they discuss things that are top secret and above. C would never allow a listening device anywhere near it. Why do you ask?”
“We all need to go in there right away,” she said. “But we can’t make it sound like an emergency. You know, in case there is someone listening.”
“Is everything okay?” he asked, concerned.
“Yes,” she said. “But this is urgent.”
“Okay,” he replied. She headed for the situation room, and he returned to the others.
“Mother, I can’t wait to tell you about my dress,” Sydney said.
“And I can’t wait to hear about it,” he said. “But first we need to go over some assignments for the mission. Tru left the briefing book in the sit room, so let’s go in there.”
Everyone went into the situation room and gathered around the conference table except for Brooklyn, who was working on the computer.
“Where’s the briefing book?” Paris asked as he scanned the room.
“I might have made that part up,” Mother said.
“Then what are we doing in here?” a confused Rio asked.
“I’m going to let Brooklyn tell us that.” Mother turned to her. “The floor is yours.”
“One second,” Brooklyn said, still busy at the keyboard.
The others shared puzzled looks, and Monty leaned over to Mother. “What’s going on?”
“No idea,” he replied. “She just said it was urgent.”
“I received two texts today that you all need to see,” Brooklyn said as she continued typing. “The problem is, phones aren’t allowed in here, so I had to do some smuggling.”
“Please tell me you did not sneak a smartphone into the situation room,” Mother said, concerned. “That alone might be a violation of the Secrets Act.”
“Don’t worry, Mother. I didn’t bring anything in here. I hid it in Africa.” Brooklyn clicked open a folder marked HOMEWORK and then opened a PowerPoint presentation called JANE. “This is my project about Jane Goodall and the chimpanzees of Gombe. If anyone checks my files, all they’ll see is Jane and little Flint.”
The slide showed a photo of Goodall kneeling in front of a baby chimpanzee with both of them reaching out to touch hands. Brooklyn dragged the photo to the side of the frame.
“And this little sucker is a corporate microdot, which I read about in an article titled ‘Spy Tricks for the Workplace.’ ” She highlighted a small dot that had been hidden beneath the picture. She enlarged it to reveal the photo Beny texted her. “This was sent to me this afternoon.”
“Whoa,” Sydney said, intrigued. “Who do we have here?”
“Our new friends from the debrief,” Rio replied. “Simon Quill, Jack Fissell, and CIA agent Kim Wilkes.”
“That’s them, but those aren’t the clothes they were wearing,” Paris pointed out. “When was this taken?”
“No idea,” Brooklyn replied.
“I’m more concerned with who sent it,” Mother said. “No one outside our group is supposed to have your number.”
Brooklyn grinned. “That’s where it gets good. It is from our group.” She clicked on another dot and enlarged it to show a screengrab of Beny’s text.
“ ‘Where are you? I’ve been looking for you,’ ” Monty said, reading it aloud. “Okay, that’s the text Beny sent you the other day, when we were in the car.”
“No,” Brooklyn said. “That’s the text he sent me while Sydney was trying on dresses.”
There was stunned silence throughout the room.
Paris finally asked, “Today? How’s that possible?”
“I don’t know,” she answered. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I’ve come up with three potential explanations. The first is that he sent it last week, and it got lost in transmission only to find my phone today when I turned it on.”
“That makes sense,” Kat said. “But it doesn’t explain the photograph.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Brooklyn said. “Which brings me to a much more troubling possibility.”
“Someone’s phishing,” suggested Monty.
“Right,” Brooklyn answered. “We know Umbra wanted to access Beny. Maybe they’re still trying to find information by pretending to be him. Which means that they not only know about him, but they also know about me and our texts.”
“Troubling is an understatement,” Mother said.
Rio asked, “What’s the third possibility?”
Brooklyn paused before saying the last one out loud because it seemed so impossible. “Ghost in the machine.”
“What does that mean?” asked Cairo.
“That Beny somehow exists beyond the confines of his hardware,” she said. “I know that Frankenstein got corrupted, but maybe enough of it transferred that it’s still trying to put things together.”
“And the thing it’s trying to put together is…?” Sydney asked.
“Beny,” Brooklyn said. “Maybe the program is looking for Beny’s knowledge, or whatever you want to call it, that was transferred onto the Unity Web before the explosion.”
“It’s alive!” Paris said, imitating the famous quote from the movie Frankenstein.
“Is that even possible?” Sydney asked.
“I don’t know,” Brooklyn said. “But I may have accidentally given him a warning about the bomb. Right before we jumped into the sewer line, I wrote him a goodbye note.”
“What did it say?” Monty asked.
“I told him that he was my friend, that I loved him, and that it was time for him to get some sleep and have pleasant dreams.”
“And you think he took that as a hint that he was going to be blown up, so he decided to save himself by hiding out in the Unity Web?” Paris asked, incredulous.
“It seems unbelievable to me, too,” Brooklyn replied. “But so does him sending me a text from the grave. I don’t know what to think.”
“Did you reply to the text?” Mother asked.
“Four times with no response,” Brooklyn answered. “But that makes sense. He knows how to reach my phone, but my phone only knows how to respond to him by reaching out to a computer that no longer exists. My replies might have just gone into thin air.”
“If that’s the case, then you have no way of getting in touch with him,” Rio said.
“Actually… there might be a way,” Brooklyn said. “But I wanted to run it by Monty and Mother before giving it a try.”
“What is it?” Monty asked.
“There’s a meteorology forum called Weather or Not, where people post improbable weather theories like ‘What would happen if two hurricanes ran into each other?’ or ‘On a clear day can you see the earth’s shadow?’ ”
“Kind of like Anything Goes?” Paris said.
“Exactly.”
“What’s Anything Goes?” asked Annie.
“It’s a brainstorming technique we use to think outside the box when we’re trying to solve some sort of puzzle or mystery,” Mother said. “No theory is too outlandish. You can suggest anything without someone making fun of it.”
“Which is the part that Beny didn’t understand,” Brooklyn said.
“What do you mean?” asked Cairo.
“I programmed him to follow the forum so that he could analyze interesting concepts about weather. But, without me knowing it, he started posting replies on threads in which the theories were obviously wrong,” Brooklyn said. “If you didn’t know the posts were from a computer, you’d think they were kind of rude. The administrator sent a message saying we needed to be more polite, so I tried to teach him the compliment sandwich.”
“That’s not a sandwich I’m familiar with,” Rio said.
“It’s when you soften a piece of criticism by surrounding it with two compliments,” Brooklyn said. “Like, ‘This dress is amazing. I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing it. But I’m sure it will look incredible on someone else.’ ”
“I did not say that!” Sydney protested. Then she meekly asked, “Did I?”
“Kind of,” Monty replied. “And by ‘kind of,’ I mean ‘yes.’ But don’t worry. She’s thrilled that four of her dresses are going to be worn at the wedding.”
“Brooklyn, are you saying Beny wrote those responses completely on his own?” Mother asked. “Without any prompting from you?”
“That’s right,” Brooklyn replied.
“So what’s your idea?” Monty asked. “Write some ill-conceived weather theory and see if he pokes holes in it?”
“Pretty much.”
Mother and Monty shared a look and both nodded.
“Okay,” he said. “Go for it.”
“Make it really stupid,” Cairo suggested. “Something he can’t ignore.”
“It should connect to what he’s worked on lately,” Kat said. “So it’s in his recent memory.”
“I know just the thing,” Brooklyn said as she accessed the forum and clicked the button for starting a new topic. Everyone watched it on the monitor as she typed.
Would it be possible for a hurricane to interrupt the royal wedding?
“That’s good,” Monty said.
“Now what?” asked Paris.
“We wait and hope he gets back to us,” Mother said.
At first everyone stared at the computer as if the response might come in an instant. But soon everyone trickled out of the situation room except for Brooklyn. She stayed put so that she would be there the moment there was a reply. After nearly an hour, one arrived.
“It’s here!” she called out to the others. “We’ve got an answer.”
Everyone came rushing in and huddled behind Brooklyn.
“Listen to this,” she said as she began to read it to them. “ ‘That’s a very interesting idea. However, it is impossible for a hurricane to interfere with the royal wedding, which is scheduled for London. Hurricanes cannot reach the United Kingdom because the surrounding ocean water is not warm enough to sustain them. Very interesting idea, though!’ ”
“Not the most convincing compliment sandwich, but at least he’s trying,” Sydney said. “The exclamation mark is a nice touch.”
“But that could be from anyone,” Rio said. “How can we tell if it’s him?”
“Let’s ask,” Brooklyn replied. Beny, is that you?
Yes. There was a pause. How do you know my name?
It’s me, Brooklyn.
I have been looking for you, Brooklyn, wrote Beny. Why would you ask if a hurricane could interfere with the royal wedding? You know that hurricanes cannot reach London. Was that a joke? I have trouble understanding jokes.
Brooklyn laughed. Yes, it was a joke.
Like the joke you told me the other day.
Which joke was that? asked Brooklyn.
You told me to go to sleep and dream well, he responded. It is a joke because computers do not dream.
She turned to Monty and Mother. “It’s got to be him!”
Mother still wasn’t completely convinced. “We have to be sure. Can you think of any other method of verification? A question that Umbra couldn’t answer if they’re spoofing him?”
Brooklyn typed, Beny, who are you named after?
“That’s perfect,” Cairo said. “No one knows that but us.”
“Actually, you weren’t in the room yesterday,” Paris said. “But all three people in that photograph were there when Brooklyn said Beny was named after Benito Viñes.”
“Which is exactly what each one of them would answer,” Brooklyn said as she hit enter. “But that’s not how I taught it to Beny.”
His answer instantly appeared on the screen. Padre Huracán.
¡Benito, como te extrañé! Brooklyn replied joyfully.
“Okay, I’m convinced,” Mother said. “Now let’s find out why he sent that picture.”
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28. 
The Doughnut
ALTHOUGH THEY DIDN’T KNOW HOW Beny was communicating with them, they were certain that it was him. The problem was, all this was happening in an online weather forum that was open to the public.
“We need to find a secure location to talk to him and find out why he sent that picture,” Mother said. “I’m already uncomfortable with how much of this information is exposed.”
“I can erase the conversation and delete the thread,” Brooklyn said. “No one else has gotten onto it, so that’s a good thing. But I don’t know where we can go that’s truly private.”
“We could try a cloakroom,” Monty suggested.
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Brooklyn said. “That’s a great idea.”
“What is it?” Cairo asked.
“The purpose of the Unity Web is to create better communication between agencies,” Monty explained. “One of its features is called the cloakroom. It’s a virtual meeting space for any two computers in the system. Best of all, the transcript of the conversation erases the instant it’s over. It’s completely private, and there’s no digital footprint.”
“That sounds perfect,” Sydney said.
The cloakroom came with an audio feature, so in addition to appearing on the screen, Beny’s words were given a somewhat human-sounding voice. Despite her anti-spy instincts, Annie couldn’t help but get swept up in the excitement. She stayed in the back of the group but hung on to every word.
“Where do we want to start?” Brooklyn asked once everything was set.
“We need to know why he sent the picture,” Mother said.
Why did you text me a photograph of three people? Brooklyn typed.
Their names are Jack Fissell, Simon Quill, and Kimberly Wilkes, Beny responded. Fissell and Quill work for MI6. Wilkes works for the CIA. One of them poses a threat.
Which one?
This time there was a brief pause before Beny’s response. I do not know.
What do you mean?
I cannot access that part of my memory.
Monty said, “It must have been on his hard drive, which is now gone.”
What kind of threat does this person pose? Brooklyn typed.
Another pause. I cannot access that part of my memory.
They weren’t sure how to proceed.
“Ask him if he knows where the picture was taken,” Paris suggested.
“That’s good,” Mother said.
Where was the photograph taken? Brooklyn typed.
This response came back quickly. According to the metadata, the photograph was taken by a closed-circuit security camera in Cheltenham.
“The Doughnut,” Monty said.
Annie asked, “What’s the Doughnut?”
“It’s a massive building in Cheltenham that’s shaped like a doughnut and is home to the Government Communications Headquarters,” Monty answered. “It’s the center of our code-breaking operations.”
“Is there anything suspicious about the three of them being there?” Cairo asked.
“Not really,” Kat said. “GCHQ is part of the Unity Web, and two of them are on the panel overseeing it. You’d expect for them both to be there.”
“And it makes sense for Quill to be there too,” Mother said. “He oversees internal security and investigations, which means he’s in charge of the red team that provides security at the building.”
“All true,” Monty said. “But for some reason Beny thinks one of them is a threat.”
“Why don’t you ask him when the photograph was taken?” Annie suggested.
It did not go unnoticed that Annie was dipping her toe into the world of spycraft, but no one said anything. Instead, Brooklyn typed the question, When was this picture taken?
I got it ten days ago.
“That’s not what I expected to hear,” Sydney said. “Why would Beny get it then? That’s before the attack took place.”
“It was the day before Musclehead chased me through Istanbul,” Annie pointed out.
It was all tantalizing information but too fragmented for them to do anything about it. Not only was Beny’s memory incomplete, but that also made them question the accuracy of his information.
“We have to consider the possibility that all his data has been corrupted,” Mother said. “Is there any chance that his memory will get better?”
“Monty and I could try to repair the program,” Brooklyn offered. “But the danger there is that if it doesn’t work, he could be lost for good.”
“I think it’s worth the risk,” Mother said. “I know that’s upsetting, but in his current state, he can’t really help us much.”
Brooklyn nodded. “I agree.”
“How long will that take?” Mother asked.
Brooklyn looked to Monty, who answered, “A few hours at least. I would say let us do our thing and give him the night. We can schedule a cloakroom in the morning, and hopefully he’ll be there.”
“Let’s do that,” Mother said. “As for the rest of us, except for Annie, while we don’t know what will become of this, we do have a very important mission to prepare. Let’s leave them to it in here, and we can discuss Abbey Road in the living room.”

While the others worked, Annie hung out in her bedroom and flipped through her diary. Looking at it all, she couldn’t believe how much she had been through in the past six years. She tended to write only about the most important moments, but even some of those felt hazy as she read about them now.
She was still awake when Cairo came in to go to bed, and they talked for a while.
“You like all this?” she asked, staring up at the ceiling in the darkness.
“I do,” he said.
“And you’re being completely honest when you say how much you like the others?”
“It’s not a competition, Annie.”
“I didn’t mean it that way,” she said. “I know where you and I stand. I’m not worried about that. I just want to make sure that you like all these people.”
“It’s more than like,” Cairo said. “I love them.”
He couldn’t see, but this made her smile. “That makes me very happy.”
“Seriously?”
“If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

The next day Annie didn’t sleep past noon. She was up at eight and had cereal in the kitchen with Kat and Sydney. They made some small talk about the dresses they had picked out, but everyone was focused on the cloakroom meeting scheduled for eight forty-five.
“How will we know if it worked?” Rio asked as they all filed in for the meeting.
“The biggest test will be if he shows up,” Monty said. “Then at least we’ll know that we haven’t totally lost him.”
Brooklyn said a silent prayer and logged on a minute early at 8:44.
By nine o’clock there was still no sign of Beny, and the mood in the room was low.
“I’m sorry, Brooklyn,” Paris said. “I know how much he means to you.”
She was a little teary but tried to smile through it. “I already thought I lost him, so whatever that was yesterday was still a bonus.”
Beep.
The sound came from the cloakroom signifying that another party had joined.
A message appeared on the screen. Where are you? I’ve been looking for you.
Everyone in the room let out a spontaneous cheer. Even Annie.
Good morning, Beny, Brooklyn typed.
Good morning, Brooklyn, came the reply.
“We might as well just dive right in,” she said. Beny, do you remember why you sent me the photograph of Jack Fissell, Simon Quill, and Kim Wilkes?
One of them is a threat.
“Now the big question,” said Paris, rubbing his hands in anticipation.
Do you know which one of them poses a threat? typed Brooklyn.
There was a pause. I cannot access that part of my memory.
Everyone moaned.
Do you remember what type of threat the person poses?
Another pause. I cannot access that part of my memory.
“It didn’t work,” Rio said, disheartened. “The answers are the same.”
“He might still be remapping,” Brooklyn said defensively. “He’s been through a lot.”
After a long pause Beny sent another message. I have two new pieces of information.
“Wait, wait, wait,” Mother said, trying to contain his excitement. “What have you got for us, Beny?”
What are they? typed Brooklyn.
Kimberly Wilkes and Jack Fissell have train reservations from Cheltenham to Victoria station today at 2:30, he continued.
“That’s interesting,” Cairo said.
What’s the second piece of new information? Brooklyn typed.
The threat is two days from today in the afternoon, Beny replied.
The room was eerily silent for a moment as they let this set in.
“That’s the wedding,” Sydney said. “The threat is for the wedding.”
“We need to bring Tru into this right now,” Mother said.
“Really?” Annie said. “She’s lied to us for years. She caused this to happen. And after all that she’s done, she’s the one you trust?”
“With this? Completely,” he said. “Besides, two of our three suspects are MI6 employees. There aren’t a lot of safe options.”
A phone in the sit room connected directly to MI6 headquarters at Vauxhall Cross. Mother used it to reach the executive operator, who connected him to Tru’s office, where her assistant answered. (This was the one who replaced Jack Fissell.) Despite Mother insisting that it was an extreme emergency, the assistant said that Tru could not be reached for a few hours because she was in the security briefing at Buckingham Palace. After some frustrating back-and-forth, Mother left a message for her to call him in the Birdcage the moment she was available.
“What are we going to do?” Rio asked after Mother hung up.
“Well, one thing’s for sure,” Sydney said. “We need to follow those two from Cheltenham to Victoria to see what they’re up to.”
“That sounds risky,” Paris said. “Following someone on the street is one thing. But a train is confined. Both of them saw us yesterday. It would be nearly impossible to tail them without getting burned. And if we did, they’ll know we’re onto them.”
“He’s absolutely right,” Monty said. “It’s too much of a gamble.”
“They haven’t seen me,” Cairo said. “I sat out the meeting. I can do it.”
“By yourself?” Brooklyn said. “That’s not safe.”
“I agree,” said Mother.
“He’s not going by himself,” Annie replied. “They haven’t seen me, either. Cairo and I will follow them on the train, and the rest of you need to be positioned in Victoria station. There are a lot of different ways for them to come out of there, so you’ll need to cover all the exits.”
“No way,” Mother said. “You have made it clear that you want no part of this.”
“You’re right, I don’t,” she replied. “But as Tru pointed out, like it or not, I’ve become tangled up in it. The sooner we get this solved, the sooner I’m untangled.”
Sydney and Brooklyn shared a look and gave each other a confident nod. Paris, however, wasn’t so sure.
“Your willingness is awesome,” he said. “But the truth is, you don’t have the training that we do. Putting someone without training into a situation like this is a recipe for disaster.”
Annie stared at him unblinkingly. “You know that footage of me on the bridge? Do you think any of that was luck or an accident? Do you think I just guessed what I should do? Whether I’ve liked it or not, I have trained for this nonstop for the last six years. I’m more than capable to do a job as simple as tailing someone.”
Her stare continued, but rather than intimidate Paris, it made him smile.
“Oh yeah,” he said, turning to the others. “She’s absolutely ready for this.”
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29. 
Little Ben
THEY NAMED THE OPERATION LITTLE Ben after their rendezvous point, a miniature clock tower that stood across the street from Victoria station. The plan was to follow Jack Fissell and Kim Wilkes from Cheltenham to London to their final destination. Hopefully, along the way, they would see something that showed if one of them posed a threat to the royal wedding.
The team split up assignments exactly the way Annie had proposed with one notable exception. Mother insisted on being with her and Cairo on the train. He would sit in a separate car to keep from being recognized. But he wanted to make sure he was close by in case anything went wrong. Right before they left, everyone huddled in the situation room for a final run-through.
“One last time,” Mother said. “Who’s on the train with me?”
Annie and Cairo raised their hands.
“Who’s tracking the suspects inside the station?”
Monty, Kat, and Rio all signaled.
“And who’s positioned outside the exits?”
Brooklyn and Sydney both said, “I am,” while Paris jokingly flexed his muscles.
“Excellent,” Mother said. “And even though I know you’re ready, I still want to hear it.”
“You’re kidding?” Sydney said.
“About this? Never,” Mother replied.
In singsong unison, they begrudgingly recited, “It doesn’t matter how you prepare. You’re doomed unless you’re self-aware.”
“Situational awareness, that’s the key,” Mother said.
“What’s that about?” Annie asked with a side-eye.
Cairo answered, “Situational awareness is when—”
“I know what that is,” Annie said, cutting him off. “I was talking about the rhyming thing.”
“We call those Motherisms,” Brooklyn answered.
“Those?” Annie replied. “There are more than one?”
“So many more,” Sydney answered.
“They’re a fun and effective way to help remember important elements of spycraft,” Mother said. “I’m sure your mom has used something similar to teach you?”
“She made me repeat the phrase ‘The key to survival is situational awareness’ about ten thousand times until it was drilled into my brain.”
“Also effective,” Mother replied. “Now, there’s one last thing that needs to be said.”
“Let me guess, more poetry?” Annie joked.
“Not poetry,” replied Cairo with a sly grin.
“I’ll do it,” Sydney volunteered. “Everyone, show me that you’re focused.” She looked at their faces and knew they were ready. “This mission is hot. We are a go.”
Annie gave a partial eye roll, but secretly, she was totally energized.
Their first obstacle was standing outside the door.
Before they could follow Wilkes and Fissell, they had to do something about the guards who were following them. Although the City Spies were no longer required to stay in the Birdcage, they still had a protection detail, which was problematic considering that the man in charge of it was one of their suspects.
“We’re going out and would like our phones, please,” Mother said to the duty officer.
“Um, no one told me you were going anywhere,” replied the guard.
“Yeah, well, no one told me we needed a reservation,” Mother said. “We’re on an important assignment that’s time-sensitive. We have to go.”
The guard eyed them suspiciously. “What type of assignment?”
“Telling you would be a violation of the Secrets Act,” Mother said. “Just know that it was given to us by Gertrude Shepherd, MI6 deputy director of operations and intelligence. You could call her, except she’s currently in a meeting at Buckingham Palace. So, phones. Now.”
The guard used a radio mike on his shoulder to alert the rest of his team and started the process of unlocking each phone safe. He did it slowly to buy time for the reinforcements to arrive. When he finally finished, three PPOs were on hand to escort them. The lead officer was a man named Shearer, who had been with them the day before.
“Where are we going?” he asked, annoyed.
“We need to study the processional route again,” Mother answered. “Today we’re going to do it in reverse from the palace to the abbey.”
Mother wanted to start at the palace because it was almost eleven o’clock, which meant the area would be packed with tourists waiting to watch the changing of the guard.
The team arrived just as a detachment of soldiers, in ornate uniforms with giant fur caps called bearskins, came marching behind a military band playing “God Bless the Prince of Wales.” Sightseers with cell phones and selfie sticks crowded the barricades to record the moment, and the crush of people provided a perfect opportunity to peel away and slip into the mob.
Within minutes Mother, Annie, and Cairo were racing toward Victoria station without a personal protection officer in sight.
“What about the others?” Annie asked as they hurried.
“They’ll be fine,” Mother said. “We had to go first because we’ve got a train to catch.”
It would take the train two hours to reach Cheltenham, and once they got there, they would have to slip back into spy mode. But until then Mother just wanted a little time to be a dad. The three of them hadn’t been alone together in years, and he was determined to take advantage of it.
They sat at a table, Mother on one side, the kids on the other.
“I brought snacks,” he said cheerily as he unzipped his backpack and started pulling out junk food he had scavenged from the pantry in the safe house.
“Where’d you get all this?” Annie asked.
“Fathers have their ways,” he replied.
“Even fathers who are called Mother?” Annie joked.
“Especially them,” he told her. “For the record I was always called Mother. Even by your mom. I’ve been stuck with the name ever since basic training.”
“Is that where the two of you met?” Annie asked. “In basic training?”
“Yes, at Fort Monckton,” he answered. “The first time I laid eyes on her was at a birthday party for one of our classmates. I was smitten from the get-go.”
The mention of them as a happy couple led to an awkward pause, so Mother quickly changed the subject.
“Speaking of birthday parties, the twenty-seventh is around the corner,” he said, looking at Cairo. “Any idea how you’d like to celebrate it?”
“That depends on whether or not Annie is going to be living with us,” he replied.
“Living with you? I was under the impression that you no longer had a place to live.”
“We’ll get that sorted,” Mother said. “And wherever it is, you will of course be welcome. But I understand that you may not want to live there.”
VICTORIA STATION
While the three of them were on the train, the rest of the team was meeting up at their rendezvous. So far everyone had arrived except for Brooklyn and Kat. As they waited, Rio looked up at the miniature clock tower.
“You know, it’s not really fair, when you think about it,” he said. “This clock is at least thirty feet tall. That’s big. Yet he’ll only ever be known as Little Ben.”
“That’s because Big Ben is less than a mile away and stands over three hundred feet tall,” Paris replied.
“All I’m saying is that it should be judged on its own merits,” Rio explained. “Not just how it compares to others.”
“Are you sure we’re talking about clock towers here?” Sydney joked. “This seems like something of a sensitive topic for you.”
“Yeah, Rio. Don’t feel bad,” Paris said with a laugh. “You’re tall compared to, like, toddlers. It’s only when your big bruv stands next to you that people realize you’re short.”
Paris momentarily towered over him to punctuate their height difference. Like any little brother, Rio knew exactly how to strike back.
“Kind of like how France has won an impressive number of World Cups compared to, like—Liechtenstein. It’s only when you look at Brazil’s trophy case that you realize that it hasn’t done much at all.”
For Paris, this was a body blow, and he had no retort. Rio traded high fives with Sydney, who said, “Nicely played.”
“Here they come,” Monty said, pointing at Brooklyn and Kat as they made their way up Victoria Street.
“What took you so long?” Sydney teased playfully.
“Shearer was tough to lose,” Brooklyn said. “We finally ditched him over by the Horse Guards Parade, but then it was a long walk to get from there to here.”
“You did great,” Monty said. “All of you. Losing a tail is hard enough, but you just shook three highly trained MI6 professionals. That’s impressive.”
“I can’t imagine they’re going to be too happy to see us when we return,” Sydney said.
“No, but we’ll worry about that later,” Monty replied. “For now, we need to scout the station and work up a solid plan. We’ve only got one shot at this, and they have four options when their train arrives.”
“Four?” Brooklyn asked.
“Bus, Tube, taxi, and walking,” Monty replied. “In theory they might also take another train, but judging by their reservations, I don’t think that is likely.”
“The data strongly suggests that they’re going to walk,” Kat said.
“Why do you say that?” Sydney asked.
“Because Beny thinks the threat is at the wedding, and everything to do with the wedding is right around here,” Kat answered.
“I hope you’re right,” said Paris. “Because walking is the easiest for us.”
“Let’s look around first, and then we can get something to eat,” said Monty.
“Ooh, I know a great place for peri peri chicken right across the street,” Rio said.
Brooklyn laughed. “Of course you do.”
CHELTENHAM
It didn’t take Mother, Annie, and Cairo long to scout the train station once they arrived in Cheltenham. All they had to do was step off the train and turn their heads. Unlike Victoria, which had nineteen platforms and more than fifty million passengers a year, the grandly named Cheltenham Spa railway station had only two outdoor platforms that serviced a dozen trains a day. (The word “Spa” was added to the station’s name by the railway company hoping to lure people into visiting. It rarely worked.)
“This is it?” Cairo asked as he checked out the meager surroundings.
“At least it should be easy for us to see them,” Annie said.
“Which means it will also be easy for them to see us,” Mother warned.
They crossed the street and found a convenience store where they purchased a prepaid phone for Annie. Then they popped into a pizzeria for a quick lunch. They were still eating when they saw Wilkes and Fissell get dropped off by a car.
“There they are,” Mother said.
“Do we get up and follow them now?” Cairo asked, suddenly anxious.
“No need,” Mother replied calmly. “We’ve seen their reservations and know exactly where they’ll be, second to last carriage in first class. You’re sitting two rows away from them, so you’ll be in perfect position. Finish eating your slice, and then we’ll go.”
“What is that Wilkes is carrying?” Annie asked.
In addition to her purse and a roller bag, Wilkes had a blue case the size of a shoebox.
“Looks like a Pelican case,” Mother answered. “They’re waterproof, shockproof, something you’d use to carry electronics or an expensive camera.”
“I wonder what she’s got in there,” Annie said.
“For someone who doesn’t want to be a spy, you sure act like you want to be a spy,” Cairo commented.
“If I’m going to do this, I’m going to do it right,” Annie replied.
“Just remember, this job is a two-parter,” Mother reminded them. “On the train you watch them to see if they do anything unusual or interact with someone other than each other. Then when they get off, follow from a distance, and let the others know where they’re headed so they can pick them up. The three of us will communicate by group text on the train and switch over to comms once we get to Victoria.”
“Comms?” asked Annie.
“That’s right, your phone doesn’t have it,” Mother answered. “It’s an app MI6 developed that lets us use our phones like walkie-talkies. When we get there, you’ll have to let your brother do the talking while you still communicate by text.”
“Got it,” Cairo said.
“Also, I’m not going to be with you when you’re getting ready to board the train,” he continued. “The station’s too small, and I don’t want anyone to see you with me. I’ll hop on at the last minute. I’ll be in the carriage right in front of you.”
“Is that it?” Annie said.
“What do you mean?” Mother asked.
“You’re not going to send us off with some kind of poetry slam?”
“Sure,” he said. “When life takes a turn and things go bad, your first concern is to look for Dad.”
Annie laughed. “That is so corny.”
“That’s me,” Mother said. “A walking, talking Devon cornfield.”
Annie and Cairo boarded the train, and everything was just as planned.
Wilkes and Fissell were facing each other across a table in seats K35 and K32. Annie and Cairo were two rows behind them. Fissell was looking away from them, so they couldn’t see his face, but they had a clear view of Wilkes and the blue case, which she’d placed on the table.
“Check out the padlocks,” Annie whispered. “She does not want anyone to see inside.”
“Rio could open those in no time,” Cairo said.
“Good to know,” she replied. “That might come in handy later.”
They were supposed to update Mother every five minutes on the group text. But for most of the trip, the message was the same. SNORE. Then something interesting happened as they neared London.
Wilkes opened the case, Annie texted. It’s on the table in front of her.
Can you see what’s inside of it? Mother responded.
Not unless I walk past them. Do you want me to do that?
Mother hesitated as he weighed the risk before answering, Careful. No eye contact.
While she was still in her seat, Annie opened the camera on her phone and started recording a video. Her plan was to hold it so that it looked like she was texting someone, but instead she would shoot whatever was inside the box.
No eye contact, she reminded herself as she walked.
Wilkes was fiddling with whatever was in the case, but she couldn’t tell what Fissell was doing, so she turned back slightly to look.
That’s when he saw her face.
That’s when he recognized her.
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30. 
Burned
MY COVER’S BLOWN.
It was the text that sent Mother’s heart racing.
He was sitting just inside the door of the next carriage, and he was panicked until he heard that door open and saw Annie come in.
“Keep walking,” he said as he got up and began to follow her, making sure to grab his backpack and leave no trace behind in his seat.
“Did one of them say something?” he asked.
“No, but Fissell recognized me.” Annie was shaken but kept her calm.
“Is he following you?”
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I saw the look in his eyes, and I just kept walking.”
“That’s very good,” he said. “It was exactly the way to handle it.”
As they kept moving, Mother texted Cairo. Are both of them still sitting?
Yes, came the reply.
Let me know the instant one of them gets up, Mother texted.
They reached the platform in between carriages, and Mother took Annie by the arm.
“Hold on a second,” he said. “Look at me.”
He wanted to see the fear level in her eyes. It was loud, but they were alone and could talk freely.
“Are you certain he recognized you?” Mother asked.
“Not a hundred percent,” she replied. “But it felt like he did.”
“Okay, we’re going to err on the side of caution,” Mother said. “I want you to put some distance between you and him. Empty the pockets of your jacket, and give it to me. Then go up to carriage C and lock yourself in the bathroom. Text me when you get there. You got that?”
“Carriage C,” she said as she took off her bright blue jacket and handed it to him. “Why do you want this?”
“The color stands out,” he said. “That’s what he’ll be looking for.”
She nodded, and he could tell she was shaken.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ve got this. The trick is to move quick, not fast.”
“What’s the difference?”
“Quick is efficient, fast draws attention.”
“Got it.”
Annie moved toward the front of the train, and Mother looked back to see if Fissell was coming. There was no sign of him, so he texted Cairo.
Any movement?
They’re talking, was the reply.
Mother moved up through the next carriage, looking around as he walked. He grabbed a discarded magazine and an empty ginger ale can and carried them with him as he moved up.
Fissell is up and going toward the front, Cairo texted.
Mother found a pair of empty seats and quickly went to work. He laid the magazine open on the seat, put the empty can in the cupholder, and placed the jacket on the overhead rack, letting a sleeve dangle so that it would be more noticeable. He grabbed a bag of crisps from his backpack, opened it, spilled a couple on the floor, and put it on the seat.
A text arrived from Annie. I’m set and the door locked.
Mother looked at the scene, and it appeared as though the girl who had been wearing this coat had been sitting in this seat. He noticed two teenage boys across the aisle giving him suspicious looks.
“Here,” he said, handing them a pair of ten-pound notes.
Both boys smiled, and one asked, “What do you want from us?”
“If someone asks if a girl was sitting here, say you saw her walk toward the back of the train.”
The teens nodded, although Mother had no confidence that they’d actually come through. If he was lucky, it might slow Fissell down just a little bit. They were getting close to the station, and every minute helped. When he reached carriage C, he texted Annie.
I’m here. Open the door.
Annie slid it open just enough for Mother to squeeze in with her. They both fit, but barely.
An announcement came over the public-address system. “We will shortly be arriving at London Victoria, our final destination. Thank you for traveling with us. Please remember to take all your belongings with you when you leave the train.”
“We’re almost there,” Mother said.
“What’s the plan?” Annie asked.
“We wait out the clock,” he said.
Mother posted a message in the group text for the entire team.
Train arrives in 5 minutes. Annie may be burned. We are not in play. You need to pick them out of the crowd.
Okay. Be safe, was the reply from Monty.
He started to type a description of what Fissell and Wilkes were wearing, but another text arrived.
Annie and Mother are out, but I AM STILL IN. I will follow and advise. The text was from Cairo. Mother’s instinct was to tell him to stand down, but as he started to type that, there was a loud knock on the door.
Mother put his finger over his lips for Annie to be quiet.
Fissell called out from the other side. “Annie? Are you in there?” He sounded concerned. “I saw you on the train, and I’m worried that you might be sick. You don’t know me, but I’m a friend of your mother’s.”
Annie’s eyes opened wide, but Mother held his hands out in a calming motion. He used the deepest voice he could muster and replied, “Do I sound like my name is Annie?”
On the other side of the door, Fissell wondered if he had made a mistake. The train was now pulling into the station, and people were beginning to get up.
“Sorry,” he said. “I thought you were someone else.”
In the bathroom Mother and Annie didn’t say a word. They couldn’t be certain that he wasn’t waiting there for them. They stayed silent until Cairo texted the entire group.
F and W are walking alongside the train on platform 6. F in blue. W in gray. Both with roller bags.
Moments later a text arrived from Kat. I have eyes on F and W. Handoff complete.
“It’s okay, we can talk now,” Mother said to Annie. “We’re fine.”
Annie was shaken. “This is why I want no part of espionage.”
“I completely understand,” he said as he gave her a hug.
The rest of the City Spies were ready for action. They had spent nearly four hours at Victoria preparing. No matter what Fissell and Wilkes did, they had a plan to respond. They had studied all seven exits and gone down into the Tube station. They even had a strategy for what to do if the two split up and went in different directions. Kat was the conductor watching them on the platform and directing the others.
“They are now in the concourse, walking past the bookstore,” she said.
“I see them heading my way,” Monty replied. “They look like they’re going to either the archway or the Tube station.”
“Ready outside the arch,” Sydney answered.
“All good at the Tube,” Rio replied.
The two of them walked briskly, but Fissell kept scanning the crowd, looking for Annie.
“They are exiting the station through the archway,” Monty said. “Sydney, on your toes. Everyone else, move to your secondary positions along the street.”
Sydney watched as they came out of the station. When they bypassed the taxi stand and buses, she told everyone, “They are staying on foot, heading toward Victoria Street.”
Fissell and Wilkes walked past Little Ben and crossed the street, with Sydney following at a safe distance. When they reached the other side, they entered an office building at 160 Victoria Street. Despite all the team’s preparation and planning for different contingencies, the two of them had only traveled a grand total of two hundred meters.
“That’s it?” Sydney said.
“What’s it?” asked Monty.
“They already went into an office building,” she replied.
Sydney crossed the street to take a closer look at the building. It was modern with sharp angles and a pyramid-shaped section with red windows. The lobby was spacious, but there was no coffee shop or newsstand. Just blank walls and a long counter, like at a bank. To reach the elevators, visitors had to show ID and pass through security gates.
“Which company is in the building?” Monty asked.
“I don’t know,” Sydney answered. “There aren’t any signs, and the door is protected by an unsmiling guard.”
“We’ll be right there,” Monty asked.
A couple minutes later the group arrived, and when Monty looked through the window, she realized where they were.
“What is it?” asked Paris.
“It’s the National Cyber Security Centre.”

Everyone, including Mother, Annie, and Cairo, rendezvoused at Little Ben, and their mood was low. A day that began with the promise of excitement and discovery had turned into a dud. They didn’t find anything remotely linking Fissell or Wilkes to a possible attack on the royal wedding. Despite all their hard work, the only thing they accomplished was scaring Annie.
“We’re missing something,” Brooklyn said. “Where did we go wrong?”
“Maybe we didn’t,” Paris suggested. “Maybe Beny got it wrong.”
“Beny doesn’t get things wrong,” Brooklyn said, a little worked up. “He’s capable of making five hundred trillion floating-point operations per second.”
“Was capable,” Paris said. “Not anymore. It made sense before to trust everything he said. But we can’t treat his information like it’s infallible.”
Brooklyn closed her eyes for a moment as she tried to control her emotions, and Mother took charge of the conversation.
“We’ll discuss everything when we get back to the safe house,” he said. “Why don’t we head there now, have some dinner, and regroup? We need to start focusing on the mission at hand. We’re less than forty-eight hours from the wedding, and Abbey Road is very much in play.”
“But Beny said this is about the wedding,” Brooklyn replied, desperation in her voice.
“Like I said,” Mother responded, “we’ll talk about everything inside the safe house. First, though, I imagine we’re going to have to deal with some upset personal protection officers. They’re not going to like the fact that they were shown up by a bunch of kids. We’re going to act remorseful and ask for forgiveness. For the most part, though, I want you to stay quiet while I take the heat.”
“How hot do you think it’s going to be?” Rio asked. “Peperoncino hot or habanero hot?”
“Hmmm,” Mother said as he considered this. “I’ll split the difference and go jalapeño.”
It wasn’t until they reached the Birdcage and he saw the scowl on Shearer’s face that Mother worried he might have underestimated the situation.
“Good evening, officer,” Mother said politely as he pulled out his cell phone and held it out for him.
“Just toss it in there,” Shearer snarled as he pointed to a plastic bowl sitting on the table. “All of you. Phones in the bowl. There’s no reason to go through the trouble of putting them in the lockers. You’re not going to be here that long.”
Mother turned to the others and said, “Now I’m thinking maybe it’s ghost pepper.”
Simon Quill was waiting for them inside the Birdcage. His skin was fair, and his forehead had red blotches when he was angry. Like now.
“Here you go,” Quill said, handing Mother a slip of paper with an address on it.
“What’s this?” Mother asked.
“Your new address. You have ten minutes to leave.”
The City Spies looked at each other, stunned.
“You’re kicking us out?” Mother asked, incredulous.
“Indeed I am,” Quill responded.
“I get that you’re embarrassed,” Mother said.
“Why should I be embarrassed?” Quill seethed.
“Because grown men who you personally trained were unable to keep up with a group of kids,” Mother responded. “So if you’re angry, take it out on me. Not them. They’ve been through a lot this week.”
“Safe houses are used for protection,” Quill replied. “You made it clear that you do not want protection, so I am granting your wish. Pack your bags. I have real work to attend to.”
“We don’t have bags,” Mother said. “In case you missed the part where our home was overrun by a gang of criminals.”
“I know. That’s why I got some bags for you,” Quill said with a satisfied grin. “They’re right on the table.”
Mother looked over and saw a pile of brown paper grocery bags.
“Oh, and before you go crying to Tru, remember that as director of internal security and investigations, I have the final say-so on safe houses. She can’t help you with this.”
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31. 
Camden Town
TRU HAD NO DOUBT THAT the house had been delightful a hundred years earlier. At the moment, however, it was in desperate need of love and attention. It was located in North London in an area called Camden Town. She double-checked the address before knocking.
“Hey, Tru,” Rio said when he opened the door. “Come on in. If you’re looking for Mother, you can find him in the bathroom.” When he realized how that sounded, he stopped and turned around. “He’s fixing it, not using it.”
Like the outside, the interior of the three-story home was in need of repair, with peeling wallpaper, chipped paint, and frayed carpeting. She could hear several members of the team arguing upstairs over who got which room, and someone—her guess was Monty—was making a racket with pots and pans in the kitchen. She found Mother, or at least his legs, sticking out from underneath a sink in a small bathroom.
“Try it again,” he called out to Kat, who was sitting on the tank of the toilet next to the sink. She turned the hot-water handle, and the faucet gurgled to life.
“It’s getting better,” she said. Then she noticed their visitor. “Oh, hi, Tru.”
“Good evening, Kat,” Tru responded.
Mother scooched out, drenched in a combination of sink water and sweat, with a few streaks of grease on his forehead. “Hello, Tru. Welcome to our unsafe house.”
She took in the scene and replied, “Remind me never to get on Simon Quill’s bad side.”
Once Mother had cleaned up and Monty had settled a dispute about the bedrooms, everyone gathered in the den. There weren’t enough chairs, so some people sat on the floor. After casting a suspicious eye on an old recliner, Tru decided to use the brick hearth of the fireplace as a seat.
“Surely you could’ve found a hotel room nicer than this,” Tru said.
“For nine people, two days before a royal wedding?” Mother replied. “No chance. We’ll have to make this work for a couple days.”
“Seems like I missed something,” Tru said. “Who wants to explain what happened?”
“In our defense, we tried to reach you,” Mother said. “But your assistant said you couldn’t be interrupted.”
“It all started when Beny sent me a text,” Brooklyn said.
“Beny who?” Tru asked, surprised.
“Beny, the supercomputer I blew up a few days ago,” Sydney answered.
“Well, now,” Tru said, trying to grasp this. “Isn’t that an unexpected development.”
They proceeded to fill her in on everything that had happened during the last twenty-four hours. They told her about the texts, the photograph, and their conversation with Beny in the cloakroom. Tru was especially concerned, and more than a little puzzled, when Brooklyn insisted that it was somehow connected to the wedding. For the most part she listened, but she stopped them when Annie said that Jack Fissell had recognized her.
“Are you certain?” she asked.
“Any doubt was erased when he pounded on the bathroom door, calling my name.”
Tru was bewildered. “How would he know what you look like?”
“That surprised us, too,” Mother said.
“You said that when Clementine would no longer meet with you, Jack became her handler,” Paris pointed out. “That means he’s seen Clemmie’s file. Are there pictures of Annie in that?”
“Yes, but they’re at least six years old,” Tru said. “Certainly not recent enough for him to recognize her that quickly.”
“Maybe Clemmie showed him pictures at one of their meetings in Paris?” Kat suggested.
“That doesn’t sound like her,” Tru said. “It’s a curious development, but I don’t see how it relates to the wedding.”
“Is there anything special about the building they went into, 160 Victoria Street?” Brooklyn asked.
“The NCSC,” Tru said. “That building’s called Nova South. It’s in Westminster, but nowhere near the wedding or the processional. I don’t see how it could connect either.”
“Wasn’t there an uproar about them moving into that building?” Mother asked.
“Some politicians complained because the location was so expensive,” Tru replied. “They wanted it out on Canary Wharf.”
“That’s right,” Mother said, remembering. “They said that it was chosen because it was glitzy and glamorous, not because it was the right location.”
“Yes, but that’s because backbench politicians and television talking heads have no idea what’s underneath Nova South,” Tru responded.
“What’s that?” asked Cairo.
“They call it Stonehenge,” Tru said. “It’s a network of supercomputers that make Beny look like a pocket calculator.”
“Really?” Brooklyn said, intrigued. “I’ve never heard that.”
“It was a secret installation by SIS and GCHQ when they were renovating the Victoria line of the Underground,” Tru continued.
“Using the Tube to hide construction,” Cairo said. “Just like when they built the Birdcage.”
“Exactly,” Tru answered. “Now, what about this device that Agent Wilkes was carrying? Is there anything to that?”
“I looked at the video Annie shot, and from what I can see, I think it’s some sort of multifactor authentication security device,” Monty said. “My guess is that Wilkes is taking it around to all the primary computers on the Unity Web.”
“Is the cyber center on the Unity Web too?” asked Cairo.
“Yes,” said Monty. “It’s a division of GCHQ.”
“So, what do you make of it all, Tru?” Mother asked.
“All of this is interesting, but the dots don’t connect,” Tru said. “It could be something, but more likely it’s a glitch caused by Beny’s wires being crossed.”
“If only he hadn’t been added to the Unity Web,” Brooklyn said, “I don’t think any of this would’ve happened.”
“Why was he added?” Cairo asked. “I wasn’t in the briefing when you talked about that.”
“One of the people on Wilkes’s team found the delivery invoice for Beny and realized that he had been left off the list provided by MI6,” Paris said. “She acted like there was something suspicious or underhanded about it.”
Brooklyn pointed an accusing finger at Paris. “That’s a lie!”
“No, it’s not,” Paris said, taken aback. “She totally took a shot at Tru.”
“Not that,” Brooklyn said. “The story about the invoice is a lie.”
“How could you know that?” Cairo asked.
“Because Wilkes said that Beny was capable of performing five hundred trillion floating-point operations per second,” Brooklyn said.
“I have no idea what that means,” Sydney said. “But I thought that is what he could do.”
“Up until we blew him up, yes,” Brooklyn said.
“But not when he was delivered,” Monty said, seeing Brooklyn’s point. “MI6 came in and did a secret upgrade that more than doubled his original computing power.”
“Which means those numbers couldn’t have been on the delivery invoice,” Kat said.
“Wow,” Mother said. “Why would she lie about that?”
“Because the original numbers weren’t big enough,” Tru said. “Only computers of a certain size and bigger were added to the Unity Web.”
“There’s something to that,” Sydney said. “She flat out lied in a meeting, right to C’s face.”
“I agree, and I’ll look into it tomorrow,” Tru said. “But once again, none of this involves the wedding, which is what we need to focus on.”
“But Beny thinks it does,” Brooklyn said.
Tru gave her a sympathetic smile. “Have you heard from him again?”
“No,” Brooklyn said. “And we won’t. We don’t have a computer here, and even if we did, we wouldn’t be able to access the Unity Web.”
“I promise I’ll check first thing tomorrow,” Tru replied. “But we’ve got only one more day to prep for Operation Abbey Road. You need to pick up your dresses, and we need to go over our assignments. Let’s meet here at two. That’ll give me time to check out Wilkes.”

There weren’t enough bedrooms for the entire group, so Mother slept on the couch. Or, at least, what passed as the couch in the unsafe house. He woke just before dawn and decided to go for a run. He liked running because it helped him clear his mind.
Even in the darkness he knew the way because he used to run through Camden every morning. It was during the six weeks leading up to his mission to Paris, Operation Gumdrop, where everything went so wrong. To help set up his cover story as a black-market art dealer, he had moved into a loft by the canal so that no one could connect him to Clemmie and the kids.
He loved London at this time of morning, when the city was waking up and the day had such potential. He called it the Hour of Hope.
He ran the same path as back then, jogging past the British Museum on his way to the Victoria Embankment, which ran alongside the Thames. When he reached the river, he turned right and could see the first rays of sunlight on Big Ben, which loomed ahead.
When he left the house, he told himself that he was running for the mental peace it brought him. But as he got closer, he knew that he was really running to something in particular, an Egyptian obelisk known as Cleopatra’s Needle.
More than three thousand years old, the monument was moved from Egypt to England almost one hundred fifty years ago. It was popular with locals and tourists, who liked to sit on its nearby benches and enjoy the panorama of the river and the city. For Mother, it had a completely different use.
This was his dead drop.
Cleopatra was a humorous nickname he had for Clemmie, and Cleopatra’s Needle was the place where they left secret messages for each other during missions when they couldn’t speak face-to-face.
Ever since Operation Gumdrop and the fire, he’d stopped by each time he’d come to London. And each time it had been empty. But things had changed. Clemmie had reached out to him less than two weeks earlier in Aberdeen. He wondered if she might try again.
The dead drop was behind a loose brick in a nearby wall. Mother stopped next to it and pretended to stretch. He didn’t rush, because he didn’t want to be obvious. When he bent over to touch his toes, he wiggled the brick until it came free, revealing a piece of folded white paper. He pulled it out and opened it.
The message was written in pencil with blocky writing. All it said was: WINNIPEG.
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32. 
The Zoo
THE CITY SPIES SPENT MOST of the morning exploring Camden Market, which had more than one thousand stalls selling everything from vintage clothes and vinyl records to ethnic foods and handmade jewelry. All of it was set against a backdrop of dynamic street art with an arty, alternative vibe. Rio loved the food, Sydney loved the clothes, and they all enjoyed the chance to blow off steam.
When Tru arrived for their meeting, everyone was in a much better mood than they were the day before. They had rearranged the furniture, and now, although it couldn’t compete with the situation room in the Birdcage, at least there was someplace for everyone to sit.
“Did you get a chance to look into Kim Wilkes?” Mother asked, kicking things off.
“I did,” Tru said. “But unfortunately, it was a dead end.”
“How do you mean?” Sydney asked.
“She flew back to America first thing this morning,” Tru replied. “The NCSC was her last stop in the UK. The Unity Web is completely operational, and she’s out of the picture. That means she’s not planning to do anything tomorrow during the wedding.”
“But what about the invoice?” Brooklyn said. “We know she was lying about that.”
“I still don’t have an answer for that,” Tru said. “But with Wilkes gone, it’s not a pressing concern.”
Brooklyn was frustrated, but she knew that there was nothing she could do about it, so she tried to let it go.
“Now let’s go over your assignments for the wedding,” Tru said. “I’ve got the final seating chart and can tell you all where you’ll be during the ceremony.”
They spent the next hour going over instructions for both the Abbey and Road Teams. Then it was time for Tru to go to her final security meeting at Buckingham Palace and for Monty, Sydney, Brooklyn, and Kat to pick up their dresses in Fish Island. Before they left, Mother pulled Monty aside.
“I realize that we’ve been so busy, I haven’t checked in with you,” he said. “How are you doing? It’s been an unbelievably difficult week.”
“The home invasion was terrible,” she said. “I want to make sure all three girls schedule some time with a counselor to talk about it.”
“Not just them,” Mother said. “You too.”
“Aye,” she replied with a smile. “And how about you? Having Annie and Cairo together must have your head spinning.”
“It definitely does,” Mother said. “Which is why I wanted to ask you something. Do you think you could take Paris and Rio with you? I know they won’t want to go to a dress shop, but I’d love a chance to be alone with just Annie and Robert.”
Monty smiled. “Did you catch yourself just then? You called him Robert, not Cairo.”
“I guess I did.”
“I think that’s a grand idea,” Monty said. “There’s a great food scene in Fish Island. I’ll let Rio take the lead, and we’ll get something to eat. Then we’ll come back and try to pick up the place a bit.”
“Good luck with that,” Mother said. “I think this place may be unsalvageable.”
“I don’t know,” Monty said. “I kind of like it. It’s got potential.”
“You’re delusional. You spent years in a Scottish manor house. How can you find this appealing?”
“I didn’t grow up in a manor house,” she said. “I grew up in one like this. It feels like family.”

It was just a twenty-minute walk from Camden to Regent’s Park. Mother only told Annie and Cairo that they were going out for a little stroll down memory lane. He’d been cryptic about the specifics, and it wasn’t until they got close that Cairo realized where they were heading.
“Wait a second,” he said, excited. “Are we going to the zoo?”
“I thought you might like it,” Mother said.
“This is a GREAT idea,” Annie said.
The London Zoo was one of the oldest in the world and had been a weekend favorite for Annie and Cairo when they were growing up. Just seeing it took them back to a happier time for the family. There was a good-size crowd for a weekday, and in addition to school groups and tourists, a sizable number of people were there to see the baby lion cub that had been named Sophie in honor of the wedding.
“What are we going to see first?” Cairo asked. “I want to see the tigers.”
“You got to choose last time, and we started with the tigers,” Annie said. “It’s my turn. Let’s see the giraffes first.”
“Last time?” Cairo asked. “That was six years ago. You can’t carry over turns from six years ago.”
“I think I just did,” Annie said firmly. “Dad?”
“Let’s start with the butterflies,” Mother replied.
Both Cairo and Annie stuck out their tongues.
“Really?” Annie said.
“You can see butterflies anywhere,” added Cairo.
“Maybe,” Mother replied. “But I want to see them here.”
Begrudgingly, they followed him on the short walk to Butterfly Paradise, a large exhibit housed in a building that looked like a caterpillar. They were almost there when Cairo was distracted by the statue of a bear cub standing on its hind legs and holding the hands of a World War I soldier.
“Winnie-the-Pooh!” he exclaimed as he rushed toward it.
Although she tried to play it cool, Annie was equally excited and quickly walked over to it as well.
The soldier in the statue was a man named Harry Colebourn, who donated his pet bear to the zoo before leaving to fight in the war. The bear was called Winnie and became one of the most beloved animals in the zoo, and she was the real-life inspiration for Winnie-the-Pooh.
“You and Mom used to read us that book all the time,” Cairo said. “I loved it so much.”
Annie closed her eyes and thought back to that time.
Mother was thrilled that the two of them were happy to momentarily relive some pleasant memories, but that’s not why he brought them there. He was there because he knew that, although everyone called the bear Winnie, her real name was Winnipeg.
“ ‘Here is Edward Bear, coming downstairs now, bump, bump, bump, on the back of his head, behind Christopher Robin.’ ”
It was the opening line of the book, and hearing it was surreal and seemed almost like a blur of memory and reality because the person quoting it was Clementine. They all turned, stunned to see her.
“Mom?!” Cairo squealed.
“Shh,” Clementine responded.
“Sorry,” he said with a whisper. “It’s so good to see you.”
“It’s amazing to see you,” she replied.
“I can’t believe it,” said Annie. “I can’t believe it.”
Clementine gave each of them a hug and a kiss.
“I’m glad you got the message,” she said to Mother. “Thank you.”
“No, thank you,” he replied. “I needed this so badly.”
She smiled at the kids and took them both by the hand. “Come with me. Let’s go for a walk.”
They headed toward Land of the Lions, where a crowd of people waited to get a view of the new cub.
“Why are we here together?” Cairo asked. “Is something wrong?”
“I just wanted to see you.” She looked at Mother and smiled. “All three of you. All together again, if only briefly. I thought this would be a good place.”
There was no mention of MI6, the royal wedding, or the events of the past week. Without saying it out loud, they each seemed to make an agreement to pick up where things left off six years earlier. To act as though Clementine and Mother had never gone to Paris. And that things had never spun so wildly out of control.
The walk lasted fewer than ten minutes.
They were just about to reach the Giants of the Galápagos habitat when they were surrounded by Simon Quill and one of his red teams. There were six of them in all. They didn’t draw their weapons. It was too public a place to do that. But it was obvious they were ready to do so in an instant.
“Hello, Clementine. I’ve been looking for you for quite a long time,” Quill said. “You are under arrest for acts of treason and violations of the Official Secrets Acts of 1911. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”
“Mom, this can’t be happening,” Annie said.
“It’s okay,” Clementine said as she reached out and clutched each of them by the hand. “Remember that I love you more than anything. And remember that the key to survival is situational awareness.”
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33. 
House Arrest
AFTER ONLY ONE NIGHT AWAY, Mother, Annie, and Cairo were back in the Birdcage. Only this time they were there under house arrest. It was a legally questionable maneuver that Mother didn’t fight, for fear that Quill might actually arrest him if he did. He didn’t know what would happen to the kids if that occurred.
They were in the living quarters, but they weren’t alone. Shearer was watching from across the room, close enough to hear most of what they said. That lack of privacy didn’t deter Annie from making any accusations.
“Did you do this?” she asked Mother angrily. “Did you set up Mom so that she would get arrested?”
“Of course not,” Mother answered. “I would never.”
“Then how did they know where we were?” Annie demanded.
“I don’t know,” Mother said.
He looked across the room and saw that Shearer was smiling.
“The phones,” Mother said, realizing. “The last time we were here, they had us leave our phones in the bowl. They must’ve put trackers in them.”
Shearer’s grin stretched from ear to ear by this time. “Now who outsmarted who?” he jeered.
“What’s going to happen to us?” Cairo said.
“Nothing,” Mother answered. “We haven’t done anything wrong. Quill is just on a power trip, flexing. This will all get sorted soon.”
“What about Mom?” Annie asked. “What’s going to happen to her?”
“That’s a tougher question,” Mother said. “And one that I don’t know the answer to.”
“C said that she would be treated fairly,” Cairo said. “He promised me.”
“Let’s hope he keeps his word.”
“What do you think Mom meant at the end about situational awareness?” Cairo asked.
Mother had been wondering the same thing. “At Fort Monckton we were taught that situational awareness was—”
“The full recognition of your environment in order to effectively respond to any hazard or risk,” Annie said.
“Word for word,” Mother said, impressed. “My guess is that she wanted us to keep our eyes open and remember that things are not always as they appear.”
CAMDEN HOUSE
Tru went straight to the Camden house when she heard the news. She had no idea what Quill was up to, and she had been caught completely off guard by the fact that Clementine had been apprehended. She wanted to reassure the team and keep them in the loop.
“Mother’s under arrest?” Brooklyn asked when they gathered in the family room.
“House arrest,” Tru answered. “Cairo and Annie, too. They’re confined to the Birdcage until MI6 can figure out if Mother was helping Clementine in any manner. This way there’s no paperwork, nothing official that can go on his record.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Paris said. “He would never do anything like that.”
“I know that,” Tru replied. “But this is an internal investigation, which means Quill calls the shots for the time being.”
“What happens to us?” Sydney asked.
“Well, tomorrow you execute Operation Abbey Road, like we’ve planned,” Tru said. “You can’t let your emotions about this interfere with that.”
“And after tomorrow?” Rio asked. “What are we if Mother isn’t part of the team?”
“Do not worry about that at all,” Tru said. “Mother will be back with you in no time. Quill runs investigations, but C runs MI6. And C is not going to let a temper tantrum ruin one of his favorite teams.”
THE BIRDCAGE
In the morning Mother tried to make things as normal as possible. He talked the duty guard into giving them a little more personal space and made scrambled eggs and bacon for breakfast. They ate in the kitchen, but everyone was still reeling, and conversation was sporadic.
“It’s hard to believe that directly above us, a half million people are jamming the streets for a wedding,” Cairo said as he ate. “Why are they having it on a Tuesday, anyway? I thought people got married on Saturdays.”
“People get married on all different days,” Mother said. “Weekends are popular because it’s easier for people to attend, but royal weddings are usually held on weekdays.”
“Why is that?” asked Cairo.
“That way they can declare it a public holiday and everyone gets a day off work,” Mother said. “Kind of like the royals’ gift to the people.”
“That’s cool,” Cairo said.
“Enough already!” exclaimed Annie. “Do you two even hear yourselves? Mom is in a prison cell, and what you’re talking about is totally ridiculous.”
“What do you want me to talk about?” Cairo said defensively.
“How about nothing?” Annie said. “How about you just shut your mouth?”
“Don’t speak to your brother that way,” Mother said. “We’re all on edge about Mom. We’re all worried about her.”
“Are you really worried, Dad?” Annie asked. “Because I kind of get the impression that she’s your enemy.”
“Then you’ve not been paying very close attention.”
They turned to see that Tru had entered the kitchen. She was dressed for the wedding with a gray satin skirt, embroidered top, and matching hat. But her elegant clothing didn’t temper the stern tone she now used with Annie.
“I can’t imagine someone more loyal to a spouse than your father has been to your mother,” she continued. “Are you aware that he wouldn’t divorce her? He had ample legal standing, not to mention significant professional pressure, to do so. After all, it’s not the best look for an active MI6 agent to remain married to someone branded a traitor. I practically begged him to do it, and do you know what he said?”
“What?” asked Annie.
“He told me, ‘I took a took an oath to bear allegiance to the queen and a vow to love my wife for better or worse. I’m quite fond of them both, and I have no intention of letting either of them down.’ ” Tru laughed at the memory. “So no, your father has very much not treated your mother like the enemy.”
“Maybe not,” Annie said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that she’s been arrested.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Tru said. “So what are we going to do about it?”
“What can we do?” Cairo asked.
“Well, you could start by giving me the flash drive.”
Cairo gave a meek expression. “What flash drive?”
“Come now, I just spent two hours with your mother. She told me she slipped it to you when she took your hand and reminded you about the importance of situational awareness. Good thing our Rio’s been teaching you magic. I imagine that’s how you hid it from the dogs.”
“Did Mom give you a flash drive?” Mother asked.
Cairo nodded.
“What did you do with it?”
“I hid it because I was worried that it was evidence and would be used against her.”
Tru smiled. “You’ve got that backward, dear. It is evidence, but I believe it will help her.”
WESTMINSTER ABBEY
All the City Spies who weren’t under house arrest were standing in the security line to get into Westminster Abbey. Monty, Sydney, Brooklyn, and Kat were in their dresses and fascinators, and Paris and Rio were keeping them company while they waited. Since none of the guests were allowed to carry their phones, Paris took plenty of pictures with his.
“Everything is so beautiful,” Sydney said, admiring the pageantry of banners, flags, and flowers.
“It is nice,” Kat agreed. “Although I could do without the bells.”
The abbey’s bells had been ringing to welcome the guests.
They were nearing the security checkpoint, and Rio gave them a play-by-play.
“This is like airport security times ten,” he said. “You’re going to have to pass through a metal detector and a magnetometer and still go through a pat-down.”
“Don’t forget the bomb-sniffing dogs,” Paris said.
“Oh yeah, bomb-sniffing dogs.”
“Let’s hope they’re not triggered by hairspray,” Kat moaned. “I can’t believe how much you had to use to keep this fascinator in place.”
“Is it just me, or has this been the weirdest week in history?” Sydney asked. “We lost our house, and our dad may or may not be under arrest, but on the bright side, we got invited to a royal wedding. Very up-and-down.”
“I’m trusting Tru that they’ll get the arrest thing figured out,” Brooklyn said. “But if we can’t return to the FARM, where are we going to live? Not the Camden house, I hope.”
“Aww, it’s not so bad,” Monty said.
Sydney gave her a look. “I like Camden Town, but the house is a total nightmare.”
“That’s because you’ve been spoiled by living at the FARM,” Monty said.
“It’s funny. This wedding made me think of the FARM,” Brooklyn said.
Rio gave her a curious look. “How?”
“I remember when I first arrived and you told me that MI6 used the queen’s coronation to sneak it under the radar,” Brooklyn answered.
“I forgot about that,” Paris said. “They held the press conference for the foundation at the exact time the queen was taking the throne because they knew all the media would be focused on the queen. No one would pay attention to a weather research center opening the same day in Scotland.”
“I still don’t see how this wedding reminds you of that,” Rio said.
“It’s not a coronation, but a royal wedding’s pretty close,” Brooklyn said. “MI6 could do something today, and no one would notice it.”
The group reached the first metal detector, and the guard motioned Kat to go.
“Wait one second!” She stopped and turned to Monty. “Did they shut down the Tube for the wedding?”
“Yes,” Monty said. “Until this afternoon. Why?”
Kat paused to think this through, but her delay angered the guards and the people waiting in line. After a couple comments she stepped out of the way and signaled the others to do likewise.
“We need to get out of the line,” she said.
“What are you talking about?” Sydney asked.
“Beny was right,” Kat said. “We had it wrong because we didn’t pay attention. He didn’t tell us that the threat was at the wedding. He told us that the threat was this afternoon. We assumed it was the wedding, but it’s not. All the talk about an attack on the wedding was just like the coronation for the FARM.”
“If it’s not the wedding, then what’s the target?” Rio asked.
“Beny was right about that, too,” answered Kat as she started walking away from the abbey. “It’s Nova South.”
THE BIRDCAGE
The guard was positioned in front of the situation room, and Tru needed him to move.
“I’m sorry, but I need you to go into the anteroom,” she said to him. “An emergency meeting of the security council has been called, and I need to join it from the situation room.”
“Go right ahead, ma’am,” said the guard.
“I would, except when the situation room is engaged in this manner, no one without top secret clearance is allowed to be in the immediate area. You have only level-two clearance, which means you have to go into either the anteroom or the living quarters. The problem with the living quarters is that, with the door shut, which it has to be, you will not be able to keep an eye on the entrance to the Birdcage.”
“Okay,” he said. “But let me know as soon as your briefing is over.”
“Of course,” Tru said.
Once the guard entered the anteroom, Mother, Annie, and Cairo came in from the living quarters, and they all went into the sit room. Tru plugged the flash drive into the computer and saw that it only had one file. She clicked it, and a video began to play.
“What is it?” Mother asked.
“Clemmie didn’t say,” Tru replied. “She just told me that I had to see it with my own eyes.”
“That’s the FARM,” Cairo said, looking at the video. “It’s the entrance by the staircase.”
Mother nodded. “This must be the footage from the spy cameras that Quill found in the house. They were Clemmie’s, like we thought.”
The video was raw and jumped from camera to camera, but soon they realized it was footage from the assault on the house. They saw the intruders break down the front door with the battering ram. All of them were wearing masks.
They watched as the men ransacked the house and as they wheeled the robotic drill toward the priest hole. They didn’t know what they were looking for, but then Annie said, “Pelican!”
She froze the frame, and they could see that one of the intruders was carrying the case that Wilkes had brought onto the train.
“You’re right,” Mother said. “Very good eye, Annie.”
“Does that mean Wilkes was part of the assault?” Annie asked. “Could it be something to do with the CIA?”
Mother and Tru shared a concerned look.
“That would be a very unfortunate development,” Tru said.
On the screen the men began taking off their masks.
“This must be once they’ve disabled all the security cameras,” Mother said. “Now they’re safe to show their faces.”
“Or at least they think they are,” Cairo said, hopeful.
All eyes were on the man carrying the Pelican case as he took off his mask and unknowingly turned toward the camera.
“Wow,” Tru said in disbelief.
Mother was equally stunned as he said, “Jack Fissell, rhymes with ‘whistle.’ ”
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34. 
Nova South
“JACK FISSELL HAS BEEN TURNED by Umbra,” Tru said, shaking her head. “Unbelievable. That greedy little toad.”
“That’s who Beny was warning us about,” Cairo said.
“Is he going to be at the wedding?” asked Annie.
“Hardly,” Tru said, still shocked by the discovery.
“Does that mean he’s going to do something along the processional after?” Cairo asked.
Mother nodded. “Of course. He knows that the wedding is going to tie up resources. This is about the Unity Web. If Umbra has total access to the intelligence servers of all the Five Eyes nations, they’d be virtually unstoppable.”
“While all the world is watching the abbey, he’ll be breaking into Nova South,” Tru said.
“You’ve got to alert Quill,” Mother said. “His teams are responsible for security there.”
“There’s no way to reach him right now,” Tru said. “He’s in Westminster Abbey directing security.”
“Then we’ll stop him,” Annie said forcefully. “The four of us can do it.”
“Except I’m the only one who can get past the guard,” Tru replied. “And I’m a bit overdressed for hand-to-hand combat.”
“Can’t we sneak past them like we did the other day?” Annie asked.
“Eluding someone in a mob of tourists is one thing,” Mother replied. “But doing it in a highly secure corridor that is protected at both ends by armed guards is something else.”
Cairo remembered his Magic Monday lesson with Rio. “That’s why you need to think like an escape artist. You have to focus on the one solution that solves multiple problems.”
“What solution is that?” Annie asked, confused.
Cairo grinned and held up two fingers in a V for victory.
“Is that the college symbol that Annie was telling us about?” Mother asked.
“No,” answered Cairo.
“Then what is it?” demanded Annie.
“It’s bloody brilliant, is what it is,” Tru replied. “Well done, son.” She turned to the others. “It’s Churchill.”
CHURCHILL WAR ROOMS
The Churchill War Rooms museum was closed to the general public on the day of the wedding. But it was being used to host a reception for visiting dignitaries and big money donors. The museum’s director was sipping champagne with the Crown Prince of Denmark when he heard a strange banging at the end of the hall.
At first he tried to ignore it. But when the noise persisted, he excused himself to have a look. He got there right as a closet door popped open and Tru stumbled out of it. He didn’t know what to make of the situation, but she was certainly dressed for the occasion.
“Excuse me,” she said calmly. “I seem to be lost. Can you show me to the loo?”
The director led her toward the bathroom, and once the coast was clear, Mother, Annie, and Cairo slipped out the door and headed in the opposite direction.
VICTORIA STREET
Victoria Street had been closed to vehicular traffic and was filled with pedestrians trying to make it to either Parliament Square or the processional route. Paris was leading the team that had left Westminster Abbey, and they formed something of a wedge, pushing their way through the crowds in the opposite direction. The combination of the loud people and church bells made it hard to hear, so Monty had to poke him in the shoulder to get his attention.
Paris turned to look at her. “What is it?”
“You’re ringing,” she said. “I think I hear your phone ringing.”
He pulled out his phone and saw that he’d missed three calls in quick succession.
“Who is it?” Monty asked.
“Someone named Harrison Marcus,” he said. “Why does that name sound familiar?”
“That’s Tru,” Monty said. “That’s the name on her personal mobile.”
Paris quickly returned the call. “Tru, is that you?” he asked when it connected.
“It’s Mother on Tru’s phone” was the answer.
“You won’t believe it,” Paris replied.
In unison both of them said, “It’s Jack Fissell!”
LITTLE BEN
“It’s ten of us against one of him,” Tru said when they all gathered at the smaller clock tower where they had decided to meet. “Those odds are good, but time is on his side. If he has a device like the one that Wilkes had, then he can access the Unity Web. Once he gets on it, it’s too late.”
“Can his MI6 badge get him into the building?” Cairo asked.
“No, thankfully not,” Tru said. “He would only be able to get in when it’s scheduled and with supervision from the NCSC.”
“He’s doesn’t need an ID,” Kat said. “He’s not going through security. He’s going through the Tube.”
“The Victoria line,” Mother said, getting her point. “That’s how they built it in the first place.”
“We’d better get moving,” Sydney said. “But someone needs to say it, and I think it should be Annie.”
All eyes turned to Annie.
“Would you do the honors?” Sydney asked.
“Okay, but it’s a onetime deal,” Annie said. “It won’t mean I’m part of the team.”
“No,” Sydney replied. “It means you’re part of the family.”
Annie’s heart swelled, and she channeled the same energy she had when she gave pep talks to her water polo team. “This mission is hot! We are a go!”
VICTORIA STATION
The station was closed, but Tru’s MI6 deputy director badge more than took care of the police officer manning the barricade at the eastern archway.
Two days earlier the team had spent hours learning the nooks and crannies of the building. When the surveillance didn’t pan out, it seemed like a waste of time. But now it was proving to be a huge advantage.
It was quite the perplexing sight, ten of them racing through the abandoned Tube station, half in designer dresses. (Luckily, Brooklyn and Kat wore flats, but Monty, Tru, and Sydney were in heels.) The Victoria line was one of the deepest lines in the London Underground, and with the escalators and elevators turned off, it took them a while to reach the platform.
“Which way goes toward Nova South?” Annie asked. “Toward Brixton or Walthamstow?”
“Walthamstow,” Paris answered confidently.
They followed the tracks in that direction, using the flashlight app from Rio’s phone to see a little.
“What time does the Underground start running again?” Brooklyn asked.
“Right after the wedding,” Monty said. “I’d say an hour and a half.”
“I’d like to not be on the tracks when that happens,” Brooklyn replied.
“Have you all done this before?” Annie asked.
“Yes,” Sydney answered. “We broke into the British Museum through an abandoned subway tunnel.”
“And we swore we’d never do it again,” Brooklyn added.
“Well, it’s new to me,” Annie said. “I’m guessing there aren’t any neon signs that say, ‘This way to the ultra-top-secret supercomputer.’ So what exactly are we looking for?”
“An open utility door would be nice,” Mother said. “But we’re looking for any indication that someone’s been through here.”
“Water,” answered Monty. “A cluster of supercomputers this big requires an immense flow of water for cooling. If they used the main city line, the usage would attract attention. They probably have a dedicated set of pipes.”
After about fifty meters Mother took the phone from Rio and shined the light toward the sound of a motor running. It was a blue cylinder about eight feet tall and five feet in diameter.
“What’s that?” Cairo asked.
“Water pump,” Mother answered. “Follow the pipe and see where it goes.”
STONEHENGE COMPUTER CLUSTER—NATIONAL CYBER SECURITY CENTRE
At first Jack Fissell had been excited by the idea of being a handler for a double agent. Once a month he would meet with Clementine in a Parisian café and receive covert intelligence, which he secreted back to London. He thought this would lead to more and bigger assignments, but it didn’t.
He was frustrated that it was only once a month. Then he was frustrated even more when Clementine stopped showing up. Fearful that the excitement had come to an end, he devised an alternative. Knowing what he did about Umbra from his meetings with Clementine, he reached out to them about providing them with information on MI6.
The cloak-and-dagger was a thrill to him, and the money was fantastic. But nothing came close to the promise of this latest operation. He was set to receive fifty million pounds in a Swiss bank account in exchange for providing Umbra access to the Unity Web.
Jack Fissell was about to be a very rich man.
VICTORIA TUBE LINE
The water pump led them to a pipe, which they followed to a utility door.
“Lookee there,” Paris said, shining a light on the ground where a padlock had been cut and tossed.
“We’re getting close,” Annie said, excited.
“I just hope we’re not too late,” Kat replied.
The utility door opened onto a hallway filled with wires, conduits, and ductwork. At the end they reached a locked door.
“I don’t suppose you have some MI6 master key,” Annie asked Tru.
“In fact, I do,” Tru said. “I call him Rio.”
Rio moved to the front of the line and jiggled the handle to get a feel for the lock.
“Unfortunately, I do not have a pick handy,” he said. “I’ll need to—”
“Here you go,” Tru said, plucking a bobby pin that had been holding her fascinator in her hair. “At least this stupid hat is good for something.”
“It’s not a hat,” Sydney said.
Kat shot her a look.
Rio quickly picked the lock and opened the door to reveal the Stonehenge Computer Cluster. It looked like a setting from a science fiction movie, with a maze of supercomputers in low-level blue lighting behind glass partitions. They created a deep hum that could be felt as well as heard.
Brooklyn stared at it with wonder. “No offense to your fashion studio, Sydney, but this is heaven!”
A pathway looped around the cluster, and another one zigzagged right through the middle.
“Three teams, one adult leading each,” Mother said. “Monty, you go clockwise to the left. Tru, you take the right. I’ll go down the middle.”
They nodded their agreement.
“It’s important to remember that the device is literally the key to everything,” Monty said. “Even if you can’t get Fissell, if you get the device, he’s harmless.”
CENTER PATH
As they stealthily followed the zigzag through the middle of the cluster, Mother felt guilty that part of him was enjoying this. Even if it was for one time only, he was on a mission with Annie and Cairo. And it was an important one. This enjoyment, however, disappeared the instant the pathway split into two.
“What do we do?” Cairo asked.
“We need to stay together,” Mother replied.
“Absolutely not,” Annie said. “We need to cover every path. You go right, we’ll go left.”
“Fine,” Mother said begrudgingly. “But no matter what, you two, keep your eyes on each other.”
They split up, and Annie took the lead as she and Cairo continued on their own.
Their eyes were beginning to adjust to the dim lighting. A few minutes later Annie stepped out past a bank of computers only to jump right back.
“He’s right around the corner,” she whispered. “And he’s hooking up the device.”
“What do you want to do?” Cairo asked.
“I’ll lure him away, and when he follows me, you get it and run,” she said. “Remember what Monty said. If he doesn’t have the device, he’s harmless.”
“What about you?” he asked nervously.
“I’ll be fine,” she said. “I can outrun him, and by the time he realizes what’s happened, it will be too late.”
“I don’t know about that,” Cairo said. “There’s got to be a safe way.”
“We don’t have time to debate,” she replied. “Get ready.”
She got into position to sprint, but before she moved, Cairo tapped her on the shoulder.
“What?” she asked.
He held up two fingers in a V sign. “Fight on.”
She did the same. “Fight on.”
Annie took a deep breath and jumped out into view, startling Fissell, who was kneeling in front of a large processor.
“It’s really kind of creepy the way you tried to follow me into the bathroom on the train,” Annie said to him. “Are you going to try to follow me again?”
She started sprinting.
Fissell had no idea what was going on, but he reflexively jumped up and chased after her.
Cairo waited until he was out of sight in the maze, and then he raced over and grabbed the device, putting it in the Pelican case and running in the opposite direction.
Now it was time for Annie to sound the alarm. While she ran, she repeatedly yelled, “I got Jack! I got Jack! I got Jack-in-the-box!”
Soon everyone else was racing toward the sound of Annie’s voice.
“I got Jack! I got Jack. I got Jack-in-the-box!”
Annie’s goal was to lure Fissell away from Cairo, but in trying to confuse him, she got completely turned around in the maze. She had no idea where she was and wound up running straight into a dead end. When she turned to find another route, he already had her cornered.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded.
“Well, for one thing, I’m outsmarting you,” she said. “You followed me when you should’ve kept your eye on the device.”
Suddenly, he realized the magnitude of what had happened. Fifty million pounds had just vanished into thin air. He was filled with rage and needed somewhere to release it. As he charged toward Annie, he failed to see a figure moving in from his right. And if he did, it might not have helped him prepare. Certainly, he wouldn’t have thought a fifty-something woman in heels and a dress could deliver such a crushing blow.
Tru’s fist connected with Fissell’s jaw and staggered him. He collapsed onto the floor with a satisfying thud.
As she looked down at his motionless body and the others looked at her, she said with a grin, “I was wrong. I guess I’m not overdressed for hand-to-hand combat.”
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35. 
Le Fantôme
LUCIAN ALLARD HAD NO IDEA that his plans with regard to the Unity Web were about to come crashing down as he stood in line with the other wedding guests waiting to pass through security. He loved the idea that although the prince and princess were the ones getting married, he was the one who would receive the best gift. Access to the Unity Web would make Umbra stronger than any criminal enterprise in history. In a room filled with royalty, he was about to become a king.
He showed his invitation and passport, which were checked against the master list. Once he was approved there, he proceeded to walk through a metal detector and then a magnetometer. Another guard patted him down before waving him through.
Allard tugged at the bottom of his stylish morning coat, adjusting it just so.
It was a perfect day.
Until he caught the attention of the bomb-sniffing dog.
The dog was persistent and growling as his nose indicated to his handler that there was a problem with the cuff of Allard’s right pant leg.
“Excuse me,” he said to the soldier. “Could he please stop doing that?”
“Step this way,” the soldier replied, motioning him toward a machine that tested for gunpowder and explosives residue.
“I’m afraid your dog is confused,” Lucien insisted as he tried to control his temper. “Please control the animal.”
The thing was, Lucien really thought it was a mistake. He had no idea that when Clementine snuck into his house, she had smeared residue from World War II surplus explosives onto both of his pant legs.
She was careful to put the right amount. Not enough for him to see or notice, but much too much for the dogs to miss.
Clementine had learned her lesson in Paris, when she’d helped the City Spies stop the release of a deadly virus only to see Le Fantôme get away. He always came back stronger, so this time she needed to make sure that he was captured at the same time his plan was foiled.
She was certain that he would be arrested instantly when the explosive material was discovered on his pants. But she wasn’t certain that would truly lead to the type of punishment he deserved. That’s why she set three torpex bombs to go off at his country estate.
The first two were designed to do some mostly cosmetic damage to the house and attract the attention of the local police and fire departments. The third was the key. It blew open the wall that protected his safe, which was filled with ample evidence of his crimes and misdeeds.
At the time of the explosion, Clemmie was locked up in a cell in a deep basement of MI6 headquarters. It was two meters by five meters, and there was only a dim light. Yet, somehow, she hadn’t felt this free in years.
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36. 
Happy Birthday
MARCH TWENTY-SEVENTH WAS A MIX of emotions. It was Cairo’s birthday, and everyone was in the mood to celebrate something. But it was also the day they went back to Aisling and the FARM. Not permanently, just long enough for them to pack their things and say a proper goodbye.
“What’s going to happen to it?” Rio asked as they walked up to the door, which had already been replaced.
“Its cover’s blown, so it’s no good for the Intelligence Service,” Mother said. “But the property is too valuable for the government to get rid of it. I’m sure some agency or department will snap it up.”
They walked inside and found things in disarray with the walls bare. The red team had already begun boxing things up, and in the corner they saw the portrait of Big Bill, a fictitious baron of Aisling invented by MI6 as part of the FARM’s cover story.
“Do you think we can have that to hang at our new house?” Kat asked.
“Yeah,” Paris said. “He’s kind of our mascot.”
“We can ask Tru,” Monty said.
“But right now everybody needs to go up to their rooms and pull out what you want to take with us,” Mother said. “We’ll get it all boxed up for the movers.”
Everybody started heading for the stairs except Brooklyn, who stood still.
“I have to go look at him,” she said. “I have to say goodbye.”
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Monty said. “I think it’s pretty bad down there.”
Tears were already forming in Brooklyn’s eyes. “I still have to do it.”
“We all will,” Paris said. “We’ll go down together.”
The acrid smell of burnt plastics and electronics filled the entire basement as they approached the priest hole.
“Think of all the times we’ve come down here,” Rio said. “All the missions we’ve planned.”
Now all of them were teary.
“Not only that,” Kat said. “This is where we were adopted.”
Mother smiled and gave her shoulder a squeeze.
Sydney was the first to reach the door. “Here goes.”
The destruction was worse than they’d imagined. None of them said a word as they stepped into the room. The explosion had obviously started a fire, and the walls were covered in smoke. The red team had begun the cleanup, and there were several piles of debris. The charred and melted conference table was turned on its side. But everyone’s focus was on the far wall.
“Oh, Beny,” Brooklyn whispered as she looked at him.
The supercomputer was unrecognizable and made up of twisted towers of metal covered with burnt wires and components. Tears streamed down Brooklyn’s face.
“You were right,” Kat said. “Beny wasn’t just a computer. He wasn’t just a machine. But not because of how many trillion floating-point operations he could do per second.”
“What do you mean?” Brooklyn asked between sobs.
“The thing that made Beny amazing was you,” Kat said. “And Monty. What you put into him.”
“She’s right,” said Paris. “And part of him is still alive because of you. He even saved the day again on this mission.”
“You’ll bring him back, Brook,” Sydney said. “I know you will.”
They were all quiet for a moment until something caught Brooklyn’s eye. “Look at that!”
She rushed over to where one of the thick glass panels that protected Beny lay on the floor. It had been knocked out by the explosion.
“What is it?” Mother asked.
“Padre Huracán,” she said.
Trapped beneath the panel was the photograph of Benito Viñes. The thick glass had protected it from the fire.
Brooklyn turned to Monty. “Don’t tell me I need to ask Tru for permission. We’re taking it.”

It took hours for the team to go through their belongings, and the sadness about Beny and leaving the FARM turned bittersweet as they reminisced about humorous memories.
Then came the birthday party.
Mother grilled dinner on the barbecue, and Monty made not one, not two, but three cakes. (“They’re not going to pack up this pantry, and I don’t want all these ingredients to go to waste,” she said.) There was carrot cake, red velvet cake, and Cairo’s favorite, hummingbird cake, which was made with bananas, pineapples, pecans, and spices covered with cream cheese frosting.
They were just about to start eating when there was a surprise arrival.
“What are you doing here?” Mother asked when Annie and Clementine joined them in the dining room.
“We don’t report to the UK Protected Persons Service until tomorrow,” Clementine answered. “So Tru said it was okay for us to come to the birthday party.”
Tru entered behind them.
“She also said that we’re going to be able to get together with you every couple months,” Annie added.
“Is that so?” Mother said, casting a suspicious eye toward Tru. “I thought that was against the rules.”
“I believe it’s been well established that this group isn’t particularly good when it comes to rule-following,” Tru said with a sly smile.
For one night everyone was together. They laughed, told stories, hugged, and cried. They watched a recording of the royal wedding and laughed at the sorry state of their gowns after they’d been worn on a chase through the Underground.
At the start of the meal, Mother made a simple toast.
“To family!”
Everybody cheered.
And at the end, Tru made an announcement.
“Your presence is requested on the airstrip.”
No one knew what to make of this as they walked out to the small airstrip that was next to the FARM. It had once been an RAF airfield, but now it was rarely used at all.
All of them were lined up next to the runway as a sleek black jet landed.
“I swear, sometimes that man is so overly dramatic,” Tru commented.
The plane taxied over toward them. The door opened, and C leaned out to greet them.
He didn’t even come all the way down the ladder.
“Hello,” he called out.
“What are you doing here?” Sydney asked.
“I came to wish Cairo a happy birthday,” he announced. “Happy birthday, Cairo.”
“Thank you,” Cairo responded, slightly overwhelmed by it all.
“I hear that you need somewhere new to live,” C said.
“Yes, we do,” Paris answered.
Even from this distance they could see the twinkle in C’s eye when he said, “I think I know just the place. Want to take a ride and see for yourselves?”
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PARIS
CURRENT MOOD:
Conflicted—Paris is the unquestioned leader of the team, which is a responsibility he takes seriously. (Sometimes too seriously for a sixteen-year-old.) Although he’s outwardly upbeat, I know he’s concerned about the future. In just over a year, he’ll be ready to go to university and he’s worried about how that will affect the team. He’s confided in me that he’d like to go to college in the United States, specifically Georgetown, but he thinks the others might feel let down if he does.
ESSENTIAL TRAITS:
Decisiveness and Loyalty—Two reasons he’s a natural leader.
UNEXPECTED QUALITY:
Humility—Paris is incredibly accomplished as an agent, a student, a chess prodigy, and an athlete. Yet, he seems utterly unaware of these things. It’s not an act. When the team was tasked with writing about something that makes them proud, all of the others wrote about personal accomplishments. Paris wrote about Brooklyn.
FUTURE WITH MI6: Paris will be the first to “graduate” from the City Spies. MI6 would be wise to create another assignment for him as soon as he does. If he goes to university in the States, he could become a valuable asset for us in America. The fact that Georgetown is in Washington D.C., where he would have access to all the government agencies, is almost irresistible.
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BROOKLYN
CURRENT MOOD:
Self-assured—This transcends confidence and speaks more of her comfort with the team and her position on it. It’s hard to believe that Brooklyn has only been with us for fifteen months. She plays a critical role in everything we do. When she first arrived, Mother referred to her as a natural spy and he was absolutely right.
ESSENTIAL TRAITS:
Intuition and Persistence—She has fantastic instincts, which make her quick to act. She’s also determined to do things right; whether it’s a computer hack, her schoolwork, or learning to scale a building. No matter how long it takes, she will keep at it until she has it down.
UNEXPECTED QUALITY:
Ambition—From the outside, it might seem as though Sydney’s the ambitious one, but it’s definitely Brooklyn. She has goals in life and in the intelligence community and she’ll use that persistence to achieve them. (See below.)
FUTURE WITH MI6:
Limitless. Not only do I expect that Brooklyn will pursue a career at MI6, I am certain she will excel and climb through the ranks. The only thing keeping her from one day becoming Chief is the fact that the old guard might not be willing to accept an American-born woman as the leader. That would be a huge mistake.
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SYDNEY
CURRENT MOOD:
Fearless—Sydney has not only survived, but also emerged unscathed, from so many dangerous situations, that she does not hesitate to jump headfirst into any problem. This is both a strength and a weakness. She feels invincible, but she isn’t. I’m trying to figure out how to teach her to be careful without undoing the essence of who she really is.
ESSENTIAL TRAITS:
Idealism and Creativity—Her heart is pure and her mind in nimble.
UNEXPECTED QUALITY:
Empathy—Unexpected not because I wouldn’t think Sydney was kind, but rather in the way she has shown it to Cairo. She has been the most suspicious and least accepting of him as a member of the team. But she has also gone out of her way to be thoughtful to him as a person. She knows that he’s come from a difficult situation and that has challenged her black-and-white view of the world.
FUTURE WITH MI6: Although she’s a supremely talented agent, that black-and-white worldview leaves little room for the gray areas of espionage. Not only that, but her distrust of authority and institutions don’t bode well for career advancement in the Secret Intelligence Service. Her loyalty is to the team, not to the Service. I think her long-term goals are focused on a career in journalism. This was sparked in her when she went undercover with All Roads Lead to Audrey. Don’t be surprised if her ultimate involvement with MI6 involves writing a major story that exposes any sort of corruption or wrongdoing.
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KAT
CURRENT MOOD:
Connected—The evolution has been so gradual that it’s hard to tell when it reached its tipping point, but the once withdrawn and isolated member of the team is now fully woven into the fabric of the family. This is best exemplified by the padlock on the door to her bedroom. It’s still there, but she leaves the key in it. This way, we’re reminded that she likes her space, but also that she’s now open to us inhabiting it with her.
KEY TRAITS:
Perceptiveness and Discretion—These qualities make her a good spy. They also make her a valuable sister. I’ve noticed that more often the others go to her in private when they have problems to discuss. What they talk about, I’ll never know, because she’ll never tell.
UNEXPECTED QUALITY:
Humor—Whether it’s a clever pun, an insightful barb, or out-and-out display of utter silliness, Kat continues to surprise and delight me with her laugh-out-loud humor.
FUTURE WITH MI6: Kat has blossomed in the field, especially when assigned the role of alpha, but she’s most at home as an analyst. In her adult life, she’ll go wherever the best puzzles are. That could be with MI6, GCHQ, or a university maths department. (Fingers crossed that she picks Oxford but the chance to follow in the footsteps of Isaac Newton at Cambridge may be too much for her to resist.)
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RIO
CURRENT MOOD:
Confident—Two people have helped Rio make the vital transition from cocky to confident—Beatriz Santos and Cairo. As the alpha on the case to protect Queen Bea, Rio came into his own as an agent. As a mentor to Cairo, he’s coming into his own as a young man.
ESSENTIAL TRAITS:
Charm and Persuasiveness—There are no strangers in Rio’s life. Everyone is either a friend or someone who is about to become a friend. I have seen him talk his way past security at an embassy and talk his way out of trouble with Mother. It’s amazing to watch him at work.
UNEXPECTED QUALITY:
Maturity—I wouldn’t have predicted this a year ago. In that time, he has made tremendous strides. He is learning to follow Paris’s lead by putting the team before himself.
FUTURE WITH MI6: Rio enjoys being an agent and is good at it, but ultimately, I don’t think MI6 is where he will find his ultimate happiness. He is a natural performer and crowd pleaser. I would not be surprised to see him one day host a chat show on the BBC. I know I’d watch.
OceanofPDF.com








CAIRO
CURRENT MOOD:
Anxious—The addition of Cairo to the team has at times been bumpy. He realizes that some of his decisions have made it hard for the others to fully trust him. As a result, I think he feels like he constantly has to prove himself. This is causing him anxiety that will only go away with time.
ESSENTIAL TRAITS:
Curiosity and Awareness—Cairo is well-served by his inquisitiveness, which helps him look for answers on missions. However, I’m more impressed with his awareness, both situational in the field and personal at home. As I said, he realizes that his decisions have put him in this position and he’s working to gain full acceptance.
UNEXPECTED QUALITY:
Discipline—Although he’s the youngest member of the team (and we all need to remember that as he tries to fit in) he’s committed to putting in the work necessary to learn how to be a spy. This includes weekly study sessions with Rio, reading through the files of past missions, and additional physical training. None of this was assigned. He does it all on his own. Although, three times a week, we now take our morning runs together on the beach.
FUTURE WITH MI6: With Mother and Clemmie as his parents, he certainly has the genetic make-up to be a superior spy. But I haven’t seen enough of him in action to give a prognosis on the future.
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ANNIE
My interactions with and observations of Annie are extremely limited, so my opinions should be considered with heavy reservations. I’ve also omitted her photograph from the report as a level of security to protect her identity.
CURRENT MOOD:
Suspicious—I’m not sure Annie trusts anyone completely with the exception of Cairo. Her life has been so tumultuous over the last six years that she doubts the intentions of anyone. This is especially true of MI6.
ESSENTIAL TRAITS:
Boldness and Calmness—Again, I’m operating with a limited dataset, but I have been dazzled by how she performs in the field. Her actions in Istanbul were nothing short of amazing. The key to them that she remained cool and unflinching in the face of extreme danger. That can’t be taught. It’s innate and she has it.
UNEXPECTED QUALITY:
Honesty—Maybe because she is so distrustful of others, she appears to be completely truthful in everything she says. It’s a way to highlight the deceit of others. She uses truth as weapon in a way few in the world of espionage ever do.
FUTURE WITH MI6: I think she hates MI6, for what it’s done to her family. (And I can’t blame her.) She openly expresses a total lack of interest and unwillingness to have anything to do with the world of spycraft. That said, her skills are extraordinary despite limited training. She also has the Mother/Clemmie DNA. MI6 would be wise to keep an eye of her with the hopes of one day changing her mind.
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