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Chapter 1

“Targets acquired, ten o’clock.”

My best friend’s voice was as cool as the wind as it blew off the Thames. Her resolve was as solid as the Tower of London’s ancient stone walls that stood twenty feet away. I could see the night getting darker – the lights grow brighter – and my best friend’s confidence was almost contagious. Almost. But staring at the crowd in the distance, I couldn’t help but think, I am not prepared for this.

I mean, don’t get me wrong, I am prepared for a lot of scary situations. After all, in the last year and a half I’d been fake kidnapped once, almost truly kidnapped twice, targeted by one international criminal organization and two incredibly cute boys. So, scary? Yeah, scary and I go way back.

But at that moment Rebecca Baxter and I were standing on ice skates on a rink that used to be the moat around the Tower of London. We were outnumbered and outsized. So something about that moment was…terrifying.

Even though my best friend was beside me. Even though our school had trained us well.

Even though we go to a school for spies.

“Ooh, Cam. They’re looking this way.”

Part of me hoped Bex was talking about her father, who stood by the skating rink’s concession stand, or her mother, who was by the rink’s east exit. I totally wished that Bex was talking about the agents in the crowd, whose job it was to protect me – like the woman with the backpack who had been trailing us all afternoon, or the man who was posted at the top of Tower Bridge, as it spanned the Thames and offered a birds’-eye view of all transportation routes for a half mile in any direction. But I knew Rebecca Baxter well enough to know that she wasn’t talking about the spies. She was talking about…the boys.

When Bex spun effortlessly and skated backward past the crowd of guys that stood laughing and showing off at the edge of the rink, every single one of them turned to stare at her. Her red scarf waved in the wind as she smiled. “So which one do you want?”

“No thanks.” I shrugged. “Trying to give them up.”

I mean, sure, they looked nice, cute, and completely harmless, but if there’s one thing we Gallagher Girls know, it’s that looks can totally be deceiving.

“Come on, Cam,” Bex pleaded. “How about the tall one?”

“Nope.”

“The short one?”

“No thank you,” I said with a shake of my head.

“The one with…” Bex didn’t finish. Her eyes went wide and she stared past me, but my mind was thinking back to a chilly November night in Washington, D.C. and a steamy summer afternoon on a rooftop in Boston, as the two scariest moments of my life flashed before my eyes.

I felt my heart begin to pound. “What is it?” I scanned the crowd, trying to catch a glimpse of what Bex had seen.

“Cam…” Bex started.

I spun around on the ice, waiting for Bex’s mother, for her father, for some of my guards to register the same shock I saw in my best friend’s eyes, but their faces were blank.

“Bex,” I snapped, “what is it?”

“It’s nothing. It’s just… Tell me this, Cam…” Her smile was pure evil, and she spoke so slowly that I sort of wanted to hurt her. “Just tell me…are you sure you’ve given up all boys?”

“Bex, what are you saying?” I asked.

But my best friend just pouted, raised her hand to her mouth, and said, “Oops.”

And then Rebecca Baxter, the most highly coordinated girl at the Gallagher Academy for Exceptional Young Women (which, believe me, includes some really coordinated girls), tumbled onto the ice.

Well, it turns out that pretending to fall down is an excellent way to make boys stop staring and start moving. Of course, our other roommate, Liz, would no doubt require a lot more evidence before citing that as a scientific certainty, but considering the fact that eight boys had been staring and seven boys rushed to Bex’s rescue, I’d say our results were pretty statistically sound.

But, honestly, at that moment statistics were the last thing on my mind, because fluffy white snowflakes were floating through the night sky that stood between me and the one boy who didn’t move, the boy who didn’t swoon, the boy who just stood by the rails with his hands in his pockets, staring at me, saying, “Happy New Year, Gallagher Girl.”

There is a pretty wide range of emotions that any girl – much less a Gallagher Girl – is bound to encounter on any given day, from joy to sadness, frustration to excitement.

At that moment it’s pretty safe to say that I was feeling all of them.

And I was trying to show none of them.

Bex’s seven suitors kneeled beside her on the ice, while my skates pulled me closer to the one boy who lingered by the rail.

“You look cold,” I somehow managed to say.

“I used to have a warmer jacket, but then I gave it to some girl.”

“That wasn’t very smart.”

“No.” He smirked and shook his head. “It probably wasn’t.”

Despite having known him for almost a year, there were a lot of things I still didn’t know about Zachary Goode. Like how soap and shampoo could smell so much better on him than anyone else. Like where he went when he wasn’t mysteriously showing up at random (and frequently dangerous) points in my life. And, most of all, I didn’t know how, when he mentioned the jacket, he made me think about the sweet, romantic part of the night last November when he’d given it to me, and not the terrible, bloody, dangerous-criminals-are-trying-to-kidnap-me part that came right after.

From the corner of my eye, I could see that the boys had “helped” Bex to a bench not far away, but Zach didn’t seem to notice. He just inched closer to me and smiled.

“Besides, it looked better on you.”

There are a lot of things that the Gallagher Academy teaches us to remember, but right then I was wishing my exceptional education had also taught me how to forget.

I mean, it was a chilly night in a foreign city, and an incredibly hot boy was smiling at me through the soft glow of sparkly lights! The absolute last thing I wanted to remember was the last time I’d seen Zach – the screeching tyres or the masked men. Seriously, forgetting would have come in so incredibly handy at that particular moment. But I’m a Gallagher Girl. We don’t forget anything.

“Why do I get the feeling you aren’t here on vacation?” I asked.

I heard Bex laughing. I sensed Zach’s hand inching down the rail, closer and closer to mine. For just one second, I thought he might say me – that he was here to see me.

“I’m looking for Joe Solomon.” He glanced around the Tower grounds. “Thought maybe he was with you?”

And just that quickly the pounding of my heart took on an entirely different meaning. Sure, it sounded like an easy question, but nothing about my Covert Operations instructor has ever been easy. Ever.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, my mind reeling with at least a dozen reasons why Mr Solomon might follow me to London – and not one of them was good.

“Nothing, Gallagher Girl. It’s probably noth—”

“Tell me or I’ll yell for Mr and Mrs Baxter, and you can find out how Bex became Bex.”

He kicked at the hard-packed snow gathered at the edge of the rink.

“We were supposed to meet up a few days ago, but he didn’t show.” Zach stared at me. “And he didn’t call.”

OK, I know when most teenagers talk about someone not calling, they’re usually complaining. Or whining. But Zach isn’t exactly the whining type.

I felt cold for the first time on the ice.

“He’s not on my protection detail.”

“Your mom’s off looking for leads on the Circle, right?” Zach asked. “Could he be with her?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess so, but…I don’t know.”

“Has he checked in with the Baxters?”

“I don’t know.”

“Has he—”

“No one ever tells me anything, remember?” I searched his face, and despite everything, I couldn’t help but savour the fact that there was finally something Zach didn’t know. “Being out of the loop isn’t fun, is it?”

“Rebecca!” Bex’s mother’s voice echoed through the cold air.

“You’ve got to go,” Zach said with a nod in the Baxters’ direction.

“If Mr Solomon is missing call-ins, then we have to look for him. We’ve got to tell Bex’s parents… We’ve got to call my mom so she can—”

“No,” Zach snapped, then shook his head and forced a smile. “It’s probably nothing, Gallagher Girl. Go on. Have fun,” he said, as if that were possible.

“Cameron,” Bex’s father called. “Say goodbye to the young man now.”

“We’ve got to tell them, Zach. If Mr Solomon is missing…”

“They’d know,” Zach reminded me. His voice softened. “Whatever is going on, I promise you they know a lot more than we do.”

Zach eased away from the rail while, behind us, Mr Baxter’s voice grew louder. “Let’s go, Cammie!”

I looked over my shoulder at my best friend’s father, her mother, and the guards that had surrounded me for weeks. “I’ll be right there!”

When I turned back to the rail, Zach was already gone.
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Chapter 2

Bex’s dad is one of England’s top spies (not to mention the man who taught his daughter how to use Barbie as a weapon when she was seven), so I didn’t run after Zach. I didn’t yell. I just kept pace beside Abe Baxter, skating slowly across the ice.

“The Tower of London is the oldest royal building still in official use today, Cammie.”

“She knows, Dad,” Bex said, even though a) I actually didn’t know, and b) at that point, I had far more covert facts on my mind.

“Mr Baxter—” I started, but Bex’s father was already pointing at the Tower’s tall stone walls and saying, “The Jewel House alone is a Grade AA target—”

“She knows, Dad,” Bex said again, rolling her eyes. But she didn’t really seem annoyed when she stared up at her father, listening for him to go on.

“It has reinforced titanium security gates and a nine-hundred-and-eighty-point self-modifying laser grid.” Then he stopped. “I’m sorry, Cammie, you were saying?”

But something in the way he looked at me made me forget about Zach and Mr Solomon and even the Circle of Cavan. Something reminded me that dads tell corny jokes. Dads drone on and on about history and facts that don’t really matter to ninety-nine per cent of the world’s population. Dads sometimes look at daughters like they’re more precious than all the diamonds in England. I remembered that – once upon a time – someone had looked like that at me.

“I…I just wanted to thank you again for letting me spend winter break with you,” I managed to mutter.

He squeezed my shoulder. “It’s our pleasure, Cameron.”

And just like that, I told myself that Zach was right – it was probably nothing. Everything was probably fine. After all, Mr Solomon was careful. Mr Solomon was good.

Still, as I glided to one of the benches and started loosening the laces on my skates, my fingers didn’t want to work. It was like I’d forgotten how to breathe.

“Ooh…ravens!” Mr Baxter said, easing onto the bench beside me. He pointed to a black bird that was scavenging for crumbs near the base of the tall stone wall. “Now, there’s an interesting piece of history, Cammie. According to legend, England will fall if the ravens ever leave the Tower of London.”

I looked at the bird but didn’t say anything. It was so black against the white ice.

Mr Baxter sighed. “They clip their wings so they can’t fly away.”

And then, despite the icy wind, my face felt hot. My hands were sweating inside my gloves while I pulled at the scarf around my neck, suddenly dizzy as I stood in my socks on the frozen ground, while the skaters kept circling around and around.

Mr Baxter stood. “What is it, Cammie? What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. “It’s…nothing.”

But something was coming over me – like déjà vu, only stronger. There was something in the crowd that I should know, something I should see. I shook my head, and for a split second I thought I saw a tall, graceful woman across the ice; my breath caught as I remembered the woman from the rooftop in Boston.

“No,” I muttered.

I looked at Mrs Baxter and her colleague with the backpack who had been following us all day. They each held cups of coffee in their right hands – the sign that our tail was clear, that things were fine. But things weren’t fine. There was a ghost in that crowd – something I should see. Something I should know.

“Cammie?” Mr Baxter’s hand was on my shoulder. “What is it?”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “It’s just—”

Before I could finish, I heard a burst of static from the comms unit in Mr Baxter’s ear – a distant, muffled cry. Across the ice, the woman with the backpack spun, as if looking for something – someone. The cup fell from her hand and tumbled towards the ice. And in that moment, my mind flashed back to Washington D.C., and then further back, to Boston.

Get her. The words echoed in my mind.

Get me.

And then the lights went out.
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Chapter 3

Even in the pitch blackness, I knew that commands were ringing in the ears of the agents at the rink. In an instant, Mr Baxter grabbed me, pulling me away from the ice and closer to the shelter of the Tower’s stone walls.

The ground was hard and cold against my feet, but there was no time to grab my boots – not a second to do anything but run and listen to the cries that floated through the dark. I kept one hand against the rough stone wall and the other tightly in Mr Baxter’s grasp as we moved deeper into the crowd of panicking tourists – pushing through the chaos – until, suddenly, Mr Baxter’s hand pulled free of mine.

“Cammie!” he yelled, and I reached for him through the dark, but there were too many people.

“Cammie!” he called again, but before I could answer, a pair of strong arms locked around my waist, and someone pinned me against the stone wall. I started to strike out, but the man countered as if he’d known exactly what I’d been trained to do. He squeezed my arms to my sides so tightly that I only had one choice: I pulled my head back and struck with all my might. I felt the blow land – heard the man wince. Then something else – a familiar voice in my ear, saying, “Cammie, calm down.”

For a second I thought I must be wearing a comms unit – that my teacher’s voice was coming back to me, telling me how to save my own life.

“Cammie, stop fighting,” the voice whispered as, one by one, the Tower’s backup security lights began to flicker to life. And through the soft glow that spread over the grounds, I saw Joe Solomon staring into my eyes. I felt him grab my hand.

And I heard him whisper, “Run.”

“They’re coming, aren’t they?” My breath fogged in the cold air, and yet my arms kept pumping, my feet kept moving, and my teacher kept a solid grip on my hand, pulling me across the Tower’s dim grounds towards a busy London street while I said the words I’d been dreading for weeks: “The Circle…they’re here.”

“Ms Morgan, we only have a minute until they find us, so you have to listen to me very carefully,” my teacher said, tightening his hold on my hand, urging me through the steady stream of traffic and onto Tower Bridge.

“Are you on comms? You have to tell the Baxters you have me. We have to call in an extraction team and—”

“Cammie, listen!” His order seemed to echo in the dark, and something about it made me stop there in the middle of the bridge. He sounded angry and frantic and scared.

Joe Solomon was scared.

He grabbed me by both shoulders. “Cammie, we only have a minute until they find us, and then they’ll take you away—”

“No!” I shouted.

“Listen! Any day now they’re going to take you back to school, and when you get there, you have to—”

“Hello, Joe.”

When Bex’s father appeared on the dark bank of the river, his voice was even and calm, but he wore the same expression that Bex does when she’s focused and angry and when there’s no force on earth that can stop her.

And yet Mr Solomon didn’t turn to look at him. He was still gripping my shoulders as if no assignment in my entire life had ever been more important than the one he was about to give. “Cammie, listen to me!”

“Come on, Joe,” Mr Baxter called across the bridge, easing forward like a man bracing for a fight. “Turn yourself in. Let the girl go.”

I shook my head. Nothing made sense in that moment – not what Mr Solomon was saying or the way Mr Baxter was looking at us. Neither of them seemed to know that they were both on the same side – my side.

“It’s OK, Mr Baxter,” I said, turning to Bex’s father, thinking maybe he didn’t recognize my teacher. “This is Mr Solomon. Joe Solomon. He’s—”

“I know who he is, Cammie.” Bex’s father inched closer. “And he’s going to come with me now – fly to Langley and get this mess straightened out.”

“Cammie!” Mr Solomon shook me slightly. “Don’t listen to him. Listen to me!”

But Bex’s father kept talking. “Joe, you’ve got to let her go.”

Bex’s mother walked out of the shadows behind her husband. “Cammie, sweetheart, I want you to walk over to me now.”

The bridge was cold and rough beneath my feet, but I didn’t move. I scanned the shadowy banks of the river, looking for Bex, needing her to help me explain to her parents that they were making a terrible mistake. But all I saw were guards and operatives who were closing ranks around us, and in that moment I realized that no one was searching the crowd. Not a soul was looking for the Circle. Instead, the people who had sworn to protect me were staring as if that bridge were the most dangerous place in the world that I could be.

When the operative from the observation tower appeared on the opposite end of the bridge, I knew we were surrounded.

“Cammie, now!” Mrs Baxter ordered, but I stayed frozen in place.

“Her father was my best friend!” my teacher shouted, the words echoing off the river and out into the night.

Bex’s father nodded and eased closer. “I know.”

“This is crazy, Abe.” Mr Solomon shook his head.

“Sure it is,” Mr Baxter said calmly. “But protocols exist for a reason, Joe. We know—”

“We know how this ends!” my teacher shouted.

“Not this time,” Mr Baxter said. “Not necessarily. Not if you let Cammie go, and come with me.”

“Mr Solomon…” I didn’t recognize my own voice. It sounded far off and frail. I saw the way I stayed in the shadows, not fighting against my teacher’s grasp. Weak. I felt weak. And so I pulled away.

“Cammie, come here,” Bex’s mom ordered again. I could see Bex behind her, not moving. Dazed. “Cammie!” Bex’s mom snapped, but I looked at my teacher.

“Mr Solomon, what is going on? Why are you here? Why didn’t you meet Zach? Why do they keep looking at you like… Why are they talking like you’re the enemy?”

“The CIA has some questions for him, Cammie,” Mr Baxter answered. “That’s all. He just needs to answer some questions.”

“You’re gonna try to turn me in, Abe?” Mr Solomon laughed, then turned to Bex’s mom. “Grace? Are you going to handcuff me in front of Bex and Cammie?”

Bex cried, “No!” but her mother’s voice was even as she said, “You know we have to.”

“Mom!” Bex cried.

“Rebecca, stay out of this,” Bex’s father warned. Then he looked at the man we all knew – the man only Bex and I still trusted. “You should have known better than to come here, Joe.”

“I had to talk to Cammie.”

“Cammie was safe with us,” Bex’s mother told him.

My teacher just shook his head. “Cammie isn’t safe anywhere.”

I didn’t want to cry then, but I couldn’t pretend anymore either. I wasn’t on vacation. I was hiding. I was like the ravens, a prisoner of a destiny I didn’t know and couldn’t control. So I looked at the grown-up I knew best – the only man I’d truly trusted in a very long time.

“Mr Solomon, please, what’s going on?”

And then his hands were back on my shoulders. “Cammie, you have to follow the pigeons.”

“I…I don’t understand.”

“Promise me, Cammie! No matter what, promise me you will follow the pigeons.”

It didn’t make any sense – not the words or the look in his eyes or the way my best friend’s parents stood staring as if the moment they’d been dreading for days was finally here.

A siren sounded, and I felt suddenly unsteady on my feet, as if the earth were moving.

“Mr Solomon,” I spoke slowly, calmly. “Maybe you should come with us… We’ll call my mom and she’ll explain that you’re a teacher and that there’s been some kind of mistake and…”

But then I couldn’t finish because the earth was moving. The siren was growing louder; spectators were beginning to call out from the riverbanks. In a terrible flash, I remembered that Tower Bridge is a drawbridge, and Mr Solomon and I were standing in the centre.

The bridge lurched and Bex yelled, “Cammie!” but her mother held her back.

I grabbed at the rail as the bridge rose higher and steeper, and Mr Solomon reached for my shoulders, holding me, steadying me.

“Cammie, you have to promise me!”

“OK, Mr Solomon. Of course. I promise.”

“Thank you, Cammie.” He relaxed his grip and lowered his head. For the first time, he seemed to breathe as he sighed, “Thank you.”

“OK, Joe.” Mr Baxter inched closer. “You talked to Cammie. You got your promise. Now, come on. Let’s go get this settled.”

But Mr Solomon was backing away, his gaze still locked on me.

“The pigeons, Cammie.”

“The pigeons,” I said.

And then one of the greatest spies I’ve ever known ran towards the rising edge of the bridge and propelled himself over the top, flying, falling. Bex’s parents rushed after him, but I was already there, staring into the Thames.

And Joe Solomon was already gone.
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Chapter 4

During winter break of our seventh-grade year, Bex helped her parents expose a double agent who had been working inside MI6. The summer she turned fourteen she swears she disabled a bomb beneath the royal family’s box at Wimbledon. But as Bex and I sat in the back of an MI6 van with the words “Handy Helpers House Painting Service” painted on the side, I knew no Gallagher Girl had ever brought a story quite like this one home from school vacation.

I tried recounting the facts for myself – how the first agent to reach us was left-handed and had green eyes, how the phone number on the side of the van had a Surrey exchange. I remembered all the details – every single one. After all, Mr Solomon had trained me well. And that was the problem, really.

Mr Solomon had trained me.

Mr Solomon had taught me.

And then Mr Solomon had dragged me onto that bridge and jumped into the cold, dark waters of the Thames. So I sat quietly with Mr Baxter on one side of me, and Mrs Baxter on the other, waiting for the world to stop spinning in the wrong direction.

But, of course, for all of Rebecca Baxter’s talents, waiting totally isn’t one of them.

“What was that?” Bex exclaimed as soon as the van doors slammed.

“Quiet, Rebecca,” her mother ordered.

“Because it looked like the two of you just tried to arrest Joe Solomon,” Bex said. “Is that what it looked like to you, Cam?”

“Not now, Rebecca,” her father said.

“So what was that, then?” Bex asked. “Training op?”

“Bex,” her mother hissed.

“Perimeter security test?” Bex tried.

“Rebecca, I will have that agent pull this van over,” her father warned, but Bex just ploughed on.

“Because, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t Joe Solomon one of the good guys?”

I wish her parents had cut her off, scolded her, said something – anything – because nothing could have been scarier than the look that passed between Mr and Mrs Baxter just then. Even Bex went quiet at the sight.

A minute later I felt the van veer and slow and, all around us, the world got dark. Through the van’s interior light, Bex looked at me. “Tunnel?” I guessed.

She stared at me and whispered back, “Zach?”

Before I could answer, the tunnel lights flickered, and we were lost in total darkness as the driver yanked the wheel. Tyres screeched. I grabbed onto the seat, felt the swerve of the Baxters on either side of me, and yet no one screamed or braced for a crash as we careened fast – too fast – towards the tunnel wall. In the darkness I felt my best friend’s hand reach out and grasp my own, as suddenly, the wall in front of us parted, and the painter’s van was swallowed up whole.

I spun in my seat, and through the van’s dusty rear windows I saw the hidden door close.

“Cool,” Bex whispered.

Then there was a light at the end of the tunnel (literally). Everything grew brighter while the van slowed and the passage grew wider until the space we were in was anything but a tunnel anymore.

“Welcome to Baring Cross Station,” a high voice said as the van door slid open.

Instantly, Bex’s mother’s arm was around my waist; her father’s hand was gripping mine, and the best and brightest of Her Majesty’s Secret Service were staring, watching me climb out of the van as if I were the most interesting thing in that cavernous space.

The ceiling must have been five storey high. Catwalks sprawled above, and more vans sat to my right, parked at strange angles. All around us, people ran, shouting orders. There were stainless-steel staircases, polished chrome pipes and frosted-glass partitions everywhere. I couldn’t help but think that it had been almost exactly a year since I’d been escorted into another super-cool, super-secret underground facility in a major world capital.

But my trip to the secret facility beneath Washington D.C. had been because of a boy. (Or…more specifically… a boyfriend.)

In London, it was because of a man. (Or…more specifically…a teacher.) The year before, I’d known the trip was coming. This time nothing about the day was in any way routine. Last winter, my mother had taken me to that facility to answer questions. But this time I stood beside the Baxters, consumed by the things I didn’t know.

“Are you OK?” a woman asked.

“Did he hurt you?” a man with surgical gloves and a white coat wanted to know.

“How the bloody hell did he get so close?” another man snapped.

“Traitor’s Gate,” one of the women answered. “He came in through Traitor’s Gate.”

“Of course he did,” the man mumbled, and I tried to shake the words from my head. They were gibberish. Nonsense. Because “he” was Mr Solomon.

“He” was one of the best spies I’ve ever known.

“He” was my father’s best friend.

As we walked past a massive wall of screens, images of the city flashed by so quickly it was a miracle anyone could see a thing.

“Satellite is up!” a young man in horn-rimmed glasses yelled.

“Get me eyes on every tube entrance, every intersection, every airport. We’re close, people!” an older woman cried. “Let’s not let him get away.”

Bex’s eyes found mine, and I knew what she was thinking: our teacher wouldn’t have walked onto that bridge if he hadn’t had a way of getting off; he wouldn’t have come to London if he hadn’t had a way of getting out; and when Joe Solomon doesn’t want to be found, there’s not a camera, satellite, or operative on earth who can see him.

“Baxter!” a voice called from the catwalk above us. “You have the girl, then?”

Bex’s father placed his arm around my shoulder. “She’s here. She’s fine.”

The man gestured to a metal door at the end of the catwalk. “Then come this way,” he told me, but Bex stepped closer.

“We’ll be happy to wait in there,” she said.

The agent looked at Mrs Baxter, whose face was just as determined as her daughter’s.

“I’m going with her,” Mrs Baxter said. “Cammie is our responsibility.”

“Then you should have thought about that before you took her bloody ice skating,” the agent snapped.

I wanted to say something in protest – to remind them that it wasn’t the Baxters’ fault – whatever “it” was. But Mrs Baxter’s hand was on my shoulder, gently pushing me forward, telling me that the path I was on now was one I had to walk alone.
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Chapter 5

PROS AND CONS OF SPENDING THE NIGHT IN A TOP-SECRET ROOM OF A TOP-SECRET FACILITY, BUT NO ONE WILL TELL YOU WHY: 
(A list by Cameron Morgan)

PRO: Turns out, top-secret underground government facilities are an excellent place to warm up after ice skating.

CON: The warming-up process includes no friends, no family, and absolutely no answers.

PRO: Sometimes it’s nice having a moment alone to compose yourself after fairly traumatic (and totally confusing) experiences.

CON: The “moment” stops being nice when it goes on for almost two hours.

PRO: Three words – Extra. Credit. Essay.

CON: Two words – No. Bathroom.

PRO: Knowing there are fifty operatives and at least two hundred cameras between you and the people trying to get you.

CON: Realizing you know even less about those people than you thought you did. A lot less.

Every good operative knows there are several reasons to keep someone waiting before questioning them. Sometimes you want to make them nervous; sometimes you want to let them think; sometimes you need to gather the facts; and sometimes talking to them just isn’t that important. But there was only one reason that occurred to me when I heard the door creak open and pulled my head and arms off of the cold steel table.

“Is my mother here?”

“No.”

The door slammed, and I turned to watch a man I’d never seen before walk to the other side of the room. He was tall with black wavy hair and deep blue eyes, and as he spoke in his rich British accent, both the spy in me and the girl in me became instantly aware of the fact that I was drooling.

“How are you, Cammie?” he asked, but barely waited to hear my “Fine.”

“Is there anything you need? Water? Something to—”

“What happened on the bridge?”

The man chuckled softly. “Well, that’s what I was hoping you could tell me.” He dropped a file onto the table between us and moved to the chair opposite mine, but there was something about the gesture – the sound of his laugh – that felt strange to me. Nothing seemed that funny anymore.

“He didn’t hurt you?” the man asked.

“Mr Solomon is my teacher. He would never hurt me.”

“Are you sure we can’t get you something? Some hot cocoa, maybe?”

“I don’t want cocoa. I want to know why a six-person grab team just surrounded Joe Solomon. I want to know why one of the CIA’s best operatives had to break me out of MI6’s protection to talk to me. I mean, we are on the same side, aren’t we?”

And then the man’s smile disappeared – faded in a flash. “Oh, we know who our friends are.”

“Really? Because it seems—”

“What happened on the bridge?”

“That’s what I’m asking you.”

“What did Joe Solomon say on the bridge?” He gritted his teeth as he reworded his question.

“I don’t know. It all happened so fast. I didn’t really understand.”

Again he laughed, and this time mumbled, “Of course you didn’t.”

“What’s your name?” I asked, but he didn’t answer. “You’re MI6, right?”

“Impressive,” he said, but something in his tone told me he wasn’t impressed at all.

“Who are you? Where are the Baxters?”

He shifted in his seat and leaned forward. “Thanks to the Baxters, half of London saw what happened today, which, in our business, is a bad thing. So the Baxters are a little tied up at the moment.”

I didn’t know what was worse, that Bex’s parents were in trouble because of me, or that the man across from me was talking to me like I was an outsider – a fraud. Sure, I am a sixteenyear-old-girl-slash-operative-in-training, and, don’t get me wrong, the sixteen-year-old-girl part has come in seriously handy on occasion, but he was giving me the kind of look I’ve come to expect from people who don’t know the truth about my school – and the man across from me was supposed to know the truth.

At least I thought he was.

“Um…just out of curiosity,” I said, “what level of clearance do you have?”

“What level of clearance do you have?”

“I asked you first.”

The man smirked, then said, “High enough.” Which wasn’t really an answer, but I didn’t think this was the time to say so.

“Why is
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