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      My name is Amelia Fox, and I’m a spy. Just like my mom.

      Okay, I’m a fifteen-year-old girl, and I don’t know for a fact that my mom is a spy, but come on! What else could she be? I mean, no one with a lick of intelligence — and my mom is brilliant — could possibly be content as a corporate accountant for a shoe company. I mean, really? She’s got to be a spy. Traveling around the world to boring shoe conventions and factory inspections … that’s just her cover. She’s actually making the world safe for truth and justice.

      Just like superman. Only quieter.

      So quiet in fact that she won’t even admit to her family what she’s up to, and our family is very small and tight. Just Mom and me and Grammie, who watches over me while Mom’s off doing her thing. As Grammie always says, “It’s just us girls.”

      Not that our family was always females only. Dad and Grandpa died together in a plane crash in the Wasatch Mountains of Utah when I was just a baby, so while I know Mom and Grammie miss them, I’m okay. I mean, it’s hard to miss people you never knew.

      But back to Mom being a spy, while she’s never admitted anything, I’m pretty smart, so whether she tells me or not. I know the score.

      And today, my suspicions were confirmed. During my first day at my new school of all places.
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      Mercer Island Academy was designed as a stately English country manor complete with wrought iron fence enclosing the grounds. Mom dropped me off on my first morning, and I sprinted up the stone steps without a backward glance, pausing only after passing through the high front doors into the entry hall.

      A pretty blonde girl dressed in the obligatory uniform of a navy, green, and black plaid skirt, white shirt and navy sweater vest, but with her shirttails hanging out, lingered just inside the front door. She clutched her backpack to her chest like a life-preserver and stared wide-eyed around the entry hall. I joined her in silent observation. Polished hardwood floors, high ceilings, and sweeping staircase. The interior walls were wood. Mahogany, just like Mom’s desk at home. Several doors stood guard to the right and left of the staircase — mute sentinels guarding the school’s secrets. All tightly closed. A crystal chandelier hung suspended over the center of the foyer, blocking the view up the stairs.

      “It’s so … grand,” whispered the pretty blonde.

      “Yeah, but we’re here. We belong.” I tore my gaze from the crystals budding from the chandelier and smiled at her. “I’m Amelia Fox. This is my first day. I’m guessing you’re new too?”

      Blue eyes fastened on me and a shy smile bloomed. “Uh-huh. Paige Andrews. I’m here on a scholarship, and right now I think they made a huge mistake.”

      I laughed and butted her with my shoulder. “Hey. You’re ahead of me. Somebody chose you. I’m just here ‘cause Mom can afford to pay.”

      Paige giggled and her face lost the stressed, tight-stretched look. “Glad to meet you, Amelia. Ready to brave the ranks of Mercer Island Academy?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      We nodded to each other and marched to the conservatively clad woman who stood to the left of the stairway under a sign that read “New Students: Last Names A - L.”

      “Good morning, ladies. I’m Miss Wentworth, a guidance counselor here at the academy. What are your names?” She glanced at her clipboard and flipped pages until she found Paige and then me. Pulling sheets from under the clip, she handed one to each of us.

      “Here are your schedules. Keep them handy until you’ve memorized your class assignments and locations,” she instructed in clipped tones. “First, though, proceed up the stairs and to the left to the grand ballroom. Headmistress Patrick will address the school in a few minutes.”

      Paige and I skipped up the stairs and followed a crowd of uniform-clad kids to the ballroom. The large room was set up as an auditorium, complete with temporary stage and rows of folding chairs.

      We settled into adjoining chairs and Paige grabbed my schedule to compare classes. I slipped my backpack under my seat, then peered at the pieces of paper in her hand.

      “Look! We have English Lit and Algebra together,” Paige said.

      “Nice. Too bad we have different Social Studies teachers.”

      “Look at your schedule after lunch!” Paige exclaimed. “Your whole afternoon is dedicated to Independent Study.” She glanced at me sideways. “Are you some kind of genius, or something? I’ve got normal classes all day.”

      I shrugged. “I’m smart, but I bet everyone here is. No idea what that’s all about. Guess I’ll find out this afternoon.”
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      Paige and I were just finishing our lunch — Chicken Alfredo with a side of peas and carrots, followed by Peach Melba for dessert — when Miss Wentworth appeared behind Paige.

      “Miss Fox,” she said, pinning me to my chair with a stern gaze. “Please follow me. We need to arrange your afternoon schedule.”

      I glanced at Paige, who gave me a wan smile, gathered my dishes onto a tray, and followed the counselor. As we passed a large metal cabinet slotted for trays, I slid the remains of my lunch into an empty slot. Just like we’d been instructed to do when we entered the cafeteria.

      Miss Wentworth nodded as I joined her in the hall. “Very good, Miss Fox. You follow directions well.” She led me down the main staircase to the entry hall. Pausing before one of the doors I’d noticed earlier, she chose a silver key from a keychain attached to her belt, unlocked it, and gestured me inside.

      I hesitated. A locked door. Why would she take me through a locked door? Was I in trouble? I couldn’t be in trouble! I hadn’t been here long enough to do anything wrong.

      Miss Wentworth raised an eyebrow, but remained silent.

      I took a deep breath and stepped through into a mahogany paneled hallway that smelled of lemon and beeswax. Miss Wentworth followed me and I heard the lock snick back into place. I suppressed a shudder. Whatever was going on, I was determined to show no fear.

      Miss Wentworth’s functional low heels clicked on the polished wood floor as we approached the door at the end of the hall. I tried to keep my rubber-soled high-tops from squeaking. My heart was pounding so loudly I was sure the counselor could hear it, and I wanted to keep my noise to a minimum.

      As she chose a second key, this one bronze, she said, “If you accept your schedule, you’ll be issued the necessary keys.”

      I frowned. If I accepted my schedule? Like I had a choice?

      The door swung open and I peered into a small conference room with white walls and linoleum floors so clean they reflected the furnishings. Plush leather seats were arranged in four rows of five, all facing a glass and steel podium. Four additional leather chairs sat behind the podium, facing the other twenty. Nineteen heads turned to look at me as Miss Wentworth gestured for me to take the final seat in the audience.

      I slipped into the soft leather chair and nodded to the girl next to me. She turned back to the podium without acknowledging my presence.

      Miss Wentworth stepped to the podium as a door opened near the front and four additional adults entered, filing up to sit behind her. Each adult wore a dark blue Mercer Island Academy blazer. One man — horn-rimmed glasses, a white button-down shirt and a fussy little bow tie — wiped the leather chair with a white handkerchief before sitting down.

      The other man — blond hair, blue eyes, white polo shirt, no facial hair — plopped down and studied the ceiling. Which seemed odd, since it was featureless, white acoustic tiles.

      The other two female teachers were dressed identically to Miss Wentworth. Dark blue blazers, white blouses, and pleated skirts that fell just below the knee in the same navy, green, and black plaid that the female students wore. Fortunately, our skirts were cut to a more fashionable length.

      “Welcome, students,” Miss Wentworth said, causing every eye to focus on her. “I’m sure you’re all wondering about your afternoon schedules. First, let me say that while Mercer Island Academy is a fine institution of learning, specializing in preparing young people for academic success at the university level, it is also houses a rather specialized program of study accessible only to students who have been recommended by, shall we say, experts in the field.”

      I glanced around at the other boys and girls in the audience, wondering who they were and what we’d been recommended for.

      “Mr. Smith, if you will hand out the schedules, please. Students, refrain from opening your envelopes until I give you permission.”

      The blond man stepped forward, accepted a stack of manila envelopes from Miss Wentworth and, checking the name on each, handed them to individual students. Most of us frowned and looked puzzled on inspecting the envelope, and when I finally received mine, I understood why.

      The name on the outside was C. Bedelia.

      My mouth fell open, but I stifled a protest. No way would I open the envelope since it clearly wasn’t mine.

      Miss Wentworth cleared her throat, drawing our attention back to the front of the room.

      “I assure you, Mr. Smith has not made a mistake in handing you that particular envelope. You have each been recommended by someone the Mercer Island Academy trusts to be enrolled in our, uh, unique program of study. You have been chosen to be trained for covert operations, as spies, and as such each of you will be known by your cover, your legend, rather than by your true identity.”

      My heart went into overdrive. I knew it! I knew Mom was a spy, and here was the proof. She’d enrolled me in a private school and recommended me for spy training! I grinned down at the envelope and wondered who C. Bedelia was supposed to be and what she was going to learn this year?

      “If any of you would prefer not to be involved in this program, you are free to leave the room now,” Miss Wentworth continued. “Do not open your envelope. Simply leave it on your chair and exit by the door you came in through. Someone will escort your back to the office and your schedule will be updated there. You will, of course, be required to sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

      She paused, but no one moved.

      Leave? Now? As if!

      “Excellent,” said Miss Wentworth
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