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MISSION 3: ALASKA
 
In the midst of training for the outdoor survival trip to Alaska, Spencer is distracted by a mysterious young woman—Nick's new girlfriend. He's not just wondering how someone that gorgeous would waste her time on a jerk like Nick, he recognizes this girl from her bit part in one of the cultish Jolt movies he's been investigating. She's up to something, and Spencer is determined to find out what. As he gets closer to the truth, it becomes harder to know who to trust. Things are getting dangerous. Can Spencer figure out what's going on, or will this mystery leave him M.I.A?
 
Broken Trust is the third, full-length novel in The Mission League spy adventure series designed for reluctant tween and teen audiences.
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
YOU HAVE ACCESSED THE INTERNATIONAL SERVER FOR THE MISSION LEAGUE. THESE FILES CONTAIN CLASSIFIED INFORMATION ON THE ORGANIZATION, AGENTS, CRIMINALS, PROCEDURES, TRAININGS, AND MISSIONS.

GOD HAS CALLED. YOU HAVE ANSWERED.
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CLASSIFIED MISSION BACKGROUND REPORT
TITLE: The Need to Know
SUBMITTED BY: Agent-in-Training Spencer Garmond
 
 
Saved. Born again. Bible thumper. Churcher. Yeah, that’s right. I signed on. I know it’s not the popular thing to do in today’s “one brain for all” culture, but God has proved himself real, present, and active in my life, and I’m done denying that fact.
You might wonder what led to this change of heart, as I have always been against Christians and most everything they stand for. Well, I had a rough few months. Coach had been helping me look at NCAA schools where I could play basketball. I had some good offers, too. Then I tore my ACL. And, guess what? The offers went bye-bye. Really fast.
It was a pretty dark time for me. Read my report titled Ambushed if you want the details, but the shortened version is this: NCAA offers vanished. Actress Brittany Holmes tried to use me. The girl I liked moved away. Kip, my supposed BFF, tricked me into eating brownies laced with iVitrax. I got arrested for possession of an illegal substance. Got expelled from school. And my grandma grounded me for life.
Basically, I hit rock bottom. And it hurt.
But my real friends didn’t leave me there, bleeding. They showed up. The truth came out at the hearing, and the judge dropped all the charges against me. My basketball coach hired me on as a coach so I could be there for my team at State. In light of the criminal charges being dropped, the school board decided to let me, Alex, and Mike back into school after a two week suspension. And that girl I liked might be moving back. So I guess God had better plans for my life than I did, so I decided to start paying more attention to him. After all, he loves me and wants me to make the most of my time on this rock.
That summary didn’t tell you much about my past—that I live in Southern California, that the Agent Development Program of the Mission League recruited me a few years back, and that they’re a secret branch of INTERPOL spies who fight against the forces of evil in this dark and messed-up world. That rundown also didn’t remind you that my real name is Jonas Wright and I’m in a witness protection program of sorts, hiding from my supposed criminal dad, who was supposedly responsible for my mom’s death. It didn’t tell you about my training missions to Moscow or Okinawa or how Anya Vseveloda keeps trying to kidnap me and torture me for information I don’t even have. It didn’t say how I have the gift of prophecy, sometimes have visions, and am still learning how to interpret them so I’ll know what to do when stuff comes to me.
All that is just life, and now that I’ve decided to trust God with my life, I’m not so worried about everything. Sure, I’m in rehab for my knee, and I still plan to play ball and try and snag a college scholarship. But if it doesn’t happen, or if I end up playing D2 ball or—please no—NAIA, I’ll take what I can get, you know? I trust God. And the rest is still unwritten. Well, expect for what’s in this report. It’s an Outdoor Survival Training year, and we’re gearing up for a big trip to Alaska. If you want to know how that turns out, read on.
 
 
Spencer Garmond
Agent-in-Training
Pilot Point Mission League
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REPORT NUMBER: 1
REPORT TITLE: I Drive a Banana on Wheels
SUBMITTED BY: Agent-in-Training Spencer Garmond
LOCATION: Grandma Alice’s house, Pilot Point, California, USA
DATE AND TIME: Sunday, May 20, 1:38 p.m.
 
 
My MacBook screen froze. Buffering. Again. The second Light Goddess movie had stopped on a close-up of one of Brittany’s cohorts: a gorgeous, dark-skinned Indian girl, who had just been pricked with the “juice” and now had grid marks on her arm. The girl’s eyes were closed, her face frozen in a mixed expression of pain and pleasure.
My head spun and I saw the girl in my mind in a completely different place and time.
She lies in a hospital bed, hair matted to her head. She’s wearing a white sheet. No make-up. It makes her look younger. Scared. Nurses surround her, and one male doctor who is speaking very fast in a language I can’t understand. The scene paints a clear enough picture for me.
She is pregnant and about to have the baby.
The glimpse ended as quickly as it had come. I shuddered and lay back against my pillow, wondering why I’d have a prophecy about some random actress.
It just meant that I was getting closer to finding out the truth about these movies.
It was no secret that I loved the Jolt franchise, and while the films were cheesy, far-fetched, and had no chance at ever drawing any Oscar nods, I had discovered a pattern within them. After studying the scripts from the four movies that had been released so far, I had listed the following similarities:
 
 
1. Brittany Holmes starred as the Light Goddess, a demon huntress who wore a lacy black leotard, complete with a utility belt filled with gadgets and gizmos to help her slay demons.
2. The Light Goddess lived in a place called The Sanctuary.
3. The Light Goddess met random everyman characters, who always turned out to be led astray by demons and were sometimes possessed.
4. The Light Goddess taught those everymen to seek out “connection,” so they could be free from bondage.
5. Connection was achieved through the injection of a mystery serum called “juice,” administered by needle or by the grid shooters which faithful followers took daily.
6. If a demon possessed an everyman, the Light Goddess would kill it with her massive black dagger, which she called Saber.
7. The Light Goddess monologued her demon killings in sexy rhymes.
8. The Light Goddess helped others release the “power within” and reminded her followers that the “power was inside each of them.”
9. The Light Goddess eventually passed through four levels of consciousness to shed her mortal shell: sleep, sleepwalking, seeing, and understanding.
10. The Light Goddess prayed to the Daysman for strength.
 
 
Seeing it all written down on one page of my journal made me realize how twisted it all was. I logged my glimpse of the pregnant actress in my journal, then flipped to a clean page, and added that in the real world, Brittany Holmes was the spokesperson for the Free Light Youth, members of which were called FLYs. And after the release of Jolt IV, the FLYs had encouraged local chapters to attend Jolt Revolt parties where they could get high and summon the Daysman through séances, just like the Light Goddess and her followers did in the movies.
Not that they’d admit to having done that, of course, because encouraging teenagers to get high would be illegal—thank you very much, Kip.
No, instead the Free Light Youth claimed to be an organization that helped teens find their voice in the world. But get this: the parent organization was called the Free Light Foundation.
Right away it rang a bell, though for days I couldn’t remember why. Google hadn’t helped, either … until I clicked on “images,” which brought up a familiar maze tattoo. That discovery led me to my bottom desk drawer where I kept a copy of every Mission League report I’d ever turned in since coming home from Moscow that first summer.
These reports were not neatly filed as they probably should have been. I had to pull the drawer all the way out to find the papers that were crammed in the very back. They sprung out at me like some kind of just opened snake-in-a-can. Then I had to find the right one.
But I did. Finally. And my hunch paid off. It was right there in the report I’d written about my visit to Bratva Headquarters in Moscow. The night I’d nearly gotten myself killed by Anya and her goons. The tattoo Anya had on her arm—the same one Pasha had—represented the Bratva cult. It also was the logo of the Free Light Foundation. 
I Googled the FLF and quickly discovered that Diane Bay MacCormack just so happened to run it. Diane Bay MacCormack, my own—supposed—stepmother.
That brought me to my first ethical crossroads as a newbie Christian. I hadn’t told anyone about Irving MacCormack claiming to be my dad and how I had gone to visit him so he could work his connections to get me the best surgeon for my knee.
Which he had. And the knee was well on the mend.
Since I first laid eyes on the guy, I’d suspected he was a liar. Now with this link to Anya, I was certain that Irving MacCormack and I shared no DNA. Zero. Zip. Zilch. Nada.
Either he worked for Anya or Anya worked for him or maybe they both worked for his wife Diane. Whichever way, what was their end game? Make movies to spread their weirdo beliefs? Use superstar actresses like Brittany Holmes to reel people in? Fine, but what did any of that have to do with me? Did Anya still want to question me? Is that why MacCormack was always inviting me to his mansion? If so, what were they waiting for? He knew where I lived. Why didn’t he just come and get me?
I flipped back a page in my journal, wondering how the pregnant actress tied in to all this. 
Outside, a car backfired. I jumped so high, I knocked my cell phone onto the floor. A deep breath to calm myself, and I reached down to grab it. As I sat up again, it vibrated in my hand. I glanced at the notification on the screen and my gut tightened. Facebook message from my so-called daddy.
 
 
Miss you, son. Would love to have you over for dinner.
Dad
 
 
Sure he would, the freak. I shuddered and tossed the phone down by my feet.
You’d think a kid in a witness-protection program would have a better idea who he was hiding from and why. Not me.
I sighed. What to do? Come clean to Mr. S, my Mission League teacher? Email Prière, the international liaison to our group?
The thing is, I’d been working on this Jolt movie investigation for a while. I had no idea if anyone was actually taking these reports seriously. 
They should.
Either way, I knew better than to tell my handlers things that would only make them take away more of my freedom. Until I had figured all this out, I wasn’t going to give them any reasons to tighten their hold. As it was I had two agents following me at all times. Plus I always wore the cross necklace Grandma Alice gave me a few years ago, which was a gadget that allowed agents to track my whereabouts. I’ve only taken it off a few times when I didn’t want to be followed. 
Like when I’d gone to MacCormack’s mansion in Pacific Palisades.
A knock on my door, and I jumped again. 
“Spencer? Can I come in?”
Man, I needed to calm down. “Yeah, Grandma.” 
The door swung open, and Grandma Alice peeked in, her short hair spiked with too much mousse. Today she wore a black and white print shirt that reminded me of M.C. Escher staircases, black pants, and dozens of red metal bracelets that covered each forearm like some kind of 80s diva battle armor. 
“Mr. S and Prière are here,” she said.
It took a moment for that statement to register. “Mr. S and Prière came to your quilt club meeting?”
“About quilt club… It’s time I told you the truth.” She stared at me as if she’d just confessed.
“Yeahhh…?” I prompted.
A deep breath. “It’s not just a quilt club, Spencer. We’re prayer warriors. Retired Mission League agents who still want to help.”
“I’m sorry, what?” Again the woman had side-swiped my brain. “Mrs. Martin was an agent? And Mrs. Bogarth?” I pictured the duo fifty years younger and riding on Harleys instead of the twin motor scooters they took everywhere today. “And Mrs. Daggett?” Actually, I knew about Mrs. Daggett already, but it was still hard to believe.
“Yes, yes, and yes. Now come out here. The men want to speak with you.”
Secret agents showing up at my place and wanting to chat? Happened all the time.
Frankly, it happened too much.
I swung my feet to the floor, careful of my right leg, which looked skeletal next to my left. At nine weeks after the surgery, I still couldn’t straighten my knee all the way. Whenever Mario, my physical therapist, forced it straight, it cracked. He said that was normal, though every time it happened, my senior basketball season flashed before my eyes as a lost cause. I had to get my knee working if I was ever going to get any D-1 universities to look at me seriously again.
But I could worry over that later. Apparently I had a room full of retired spies to deal with first.
I followed Grandma to the living room. As always on quilt club day, the old ladies had taken over every available seat, if not with their bodies, then with piles of fabric or pattern pieces or quilting books. Mr. S and Prière were standing before the Wall of Fame, which was Grandma’s shrine to old rock stars. I couldn’t help but notice Mr. S’s resemblance to Phil Collins or the way Prière shared Sonny Bono’s affinity for a wayward mustache.
“Prayer warriors, huh?” I said. “All this time you’ve been lying to me?” I shook my head at Mrs. Bogarth, then met Mrs. Martin’s gaze through her bifocals and frowned. “I’m terribly disappointed in you all.”
“We weren’t lying to you,” Grandma said. “We quilt too.”
“ ‘Discretion is the perfection of reason, and a guide to us in all the duties of life.’ Walter Scott,” Mr. S said.
“Don’t feel bad for not knowing,” Mrs. Martin said. “The Mission League prides itself on anonymity.”
“We never meant to hurt you, Spencer,” Mrs. Bogarth said.
“My children still don’t know,” Mrs. Martin added.
Okaay… So guilt complexes ran deep, apparently. “It’s fine,” I said, not wanting anyone losing sleep over a prayer group. I could use all the prayer I could get.
“I’ve brought you a gift, Spencer.” Mrs. Daggett, off topic as usual, heaved herself up from the couch. A collection of quilt squares, thimbles, and spools of thread fell into the imprint her backside had left behind. She lumbered toward the door.
I watched her warily, suspecting that my “gift” was a handful of hard candies that I would likely earn after carrying in something from her car. “You’re too good to me, Mrs. Daggett. I don’t deserve your gifts. Really.”
“Your gift is parked at the curb,” Mrs. Daggett said.
Parked? I glanced out the windows, but Grandma’s crochet curtains were too thick to see through.
Mrs. Daggett opened the inner door, then pushed out the screen. She held it with her huge orthopedic shoe but stood in my way, as intimidating as an NBA center.
She held up a set of keys and jangled them. “It needs some maintenance.”
“More like a transfusion,” Mrs. Bogarth said from her seat on the couch.
“If that car was a person,” Mrs. Martin said, “it would be in the ICU.” 
She and Mrs. Bogarth chuckled.
The word “car” had intrigued me. Mrs. Daggett hadn’t moved, so I took the keys, which were attached to a pink metal heart with the words “Mom’s Taxi” in the center. I narrowed my eyes and took my best guess. “You’re giving me your car?”
“Not my Cadillac,” she said. “The one I had before. The one my kids learned to drive in.”
“Remember when Charlie ran off the road in Griffith Park?” Mrs. Bogarth said. “He got the wheels hung up over a log, and Lil had to call a tow.”
“He’d been looking at the Christmas lights,” Grandma Alice said, grinning with the memory. “Took out those elves holding the gift boxes.”
“Lil, let Spencer take a look,” Mrs. Martin said to Mrs. Daggett.
“That’s what I’m doing.” Mrs. Daggett stepped aside, so I pushed the screen door open the rest of the way and walked out onto the porch, flooded by the scorching May sun.
There was indeed a car parked at the curb.
It was old.
It was rusty.
And it was yellow. 
Banana yellow.
The screen door slammed behind me. I glanced back. Mrs. Daggett had joined me on the porch, sea-green housecoat rippling in the breeze.
She grimaced at the car, like she might do when opening a container of moldy food. “Like I said, it has some problems. But it got me here, didn’t it?”
“You drove that?” She fit in that?
“I have my license, you know.”
“Yeah? Well, so do I.” As of two weeks ago. I’d told Grandma that I was going to die if I didn’t get my license before summer break. She probably believed I’d actually hurt myself because she had suddenly made it a priority.
“Well,”—Mrs. Daggett waved me off the porch—”go try it out!”
Oh-kay. “Thanks, Mrs. Daggett. This is really nice of you.” 
She grunted. “You’re welcome.”
I jogged down the porch steps, inspecting my new wheels as I crossed the driveway. Compared to Kip’s Bimmer, it was a piece of junk. Bums like me, however, couldn’t afford to be picky. I hoped it was an automatic. I’d taken a defensive driving class last spring and knew how to drive a stick, but with my leg…
Ooh. I hoped it had air.
I reached the curb and paused. Man, it was an ugly beast. Arches of rust hugged the fenders where paint had long ago chipped away. I circled around the front. A huge swath of paint was missing from the hood, exposing the gray steel beneath in the jagged shape of what looked like the profile of Phineas from Phineas and Ferb.
I opened the door to a wall of heat and tried to climb in but got stuck halfway and had to feel for the seat controls. I found a latch and pushed the driver’s seat as far back as it would go.
I settled onto the cracked vinyl. Hot! Getting into a car that had been sitting outside in the California sun was a hazard to one’s health. I scanned the dashboard and my heart sank. No air. But it was an automatic. So, one out of two. I could drive it now, at least. I rolled down the window, guessing I’d probably never roll it up again.
Oh, man. Even with the seat all the way back, my knees were as high as my elbows and my hair dusted the ceiling. A chunk of crusty foam sticking out from a gash in the vinyl seat scratched the backs of my legs. I tugged my shorts down as a buffer.
The front and back doors on the passenger’s side opened. Mr. S climbed into the front. Prière got in the back.
“We met in a car, Spencer,” Mr. S said. “Do you remember?”
People didn’t forget things like that.
“Why don’t you take us for a ride?” he added.
“Oh, come on.”
Mr. S pulled his door shut. “I think it would be nice. Just around the block.”
As the back door shut, I glanced in the rearview at Prière. Behind us, a black sedan waited at the curb, occupied by undercover agents David Kimbal, who happened to be my uncle, and Jean “Sasquatch” Sloan—or his identical twin brother Christophe. The twins were part of the Mission League’s Project Gemini program and shared one identity. Along with my uncle, their job was to follow me everywhere and make sure I didn’t get kidnapped or murdered. After two and a half years, I’d finally gotten used to them.
“Very cozy,” Prière said from the back. With the French accent, this sounded like: Vehlee cohzee.
“I’ll bet.” I stuck the key into the ignition and turned it. The motor crackled to life, choked to nothing, then coughed. I pressed the gas. The RPM needle flipped to the other side, and the engine whined. I shifted into drive and the beast jolted forward, then backfired like someone had just shot off a twenty gauge.
I steered away from the curb, pressed the gas a little harder, and the engine screamed without accelerating. I took my foot off the gas, then pushed down slowly. The car stuttered forward like a woodpecker.
“Impressive automobile,” Prière said.
“I’m taking this thing to Lukas,” I said. He was good with cars. He’d know if I was driving a death trap or not.
We were in a residential area with four-way stop signs at each crossroad. I turned right at the end of the block, wanting to make this a quick trip and also not wanting to risk stalling in the middle of the intersection.
“Things only have the value we give them,” Mr. S said. “Prière, why don’t you bring up your concerns?”
Oh, whee. Prière had concerns.
“I confess, I am pleased to hear that the basketball is over.”
“Excuse me?”
“The recruitment process for the NCAA programs. It had far too much exposure for someone like you.”
A fire kindled in my chest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You are in hiding, Spence,” Prière said. “Putting your face on Internet computer, in newspaper and television . . . is not best way to go unnoticed.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not done with basketball, if that’s what you think,” I said, turning right at the next stop sign. “Another month or two and I’m back on the court.”
Mr. S twisted to look back at Prière, eyebrows raised in an “I told you so” manner.
“I understand your feelings, Spence,” Prière said, “but is best that you do not to pursue this.”
Prière was a weird dude. We’d always gotten along pretty well, but this confrontation ticked me off. Besides, the people who were looking for me knew exactly where I was. Had Prière forgotten all that had happened in the past few years? Tito and Blaine? Anya tracking our group to Okinawa. I’d blown my cover back in Moscow, my first year in the League. “NCAA ball is my dream,” I said. “I’m not giving up.”
I turned right at the next corner, then glanced at Prière in the rearview. He was looking out the window, stroking his mustache like it was a cat.
“There is also the problem of the drugs,” he said.
“Oh, come on,” I said, rolling my eyes. “The cops dropped all charges against me. School let me back in. I’m not even in trouble with Grandma. Anymore.”
“But there is the issue of the contract you signed,” Prière said.
All new recruits had to sign this intense contract with more clauses than Santa’s family tree. “What do you want me to do? Quit?”
“Prière just wants to make sure it doesn’t happen again,” Mr. S said.
“How am I supposed to control that?” I asked. “Twice now crazy people have drugged me. Why is that my fault?”
“King David got in trouble because he wasn’t where he was supposed to be,” Mr. S said.
I gritted my teeth. “I get it, okay? No more Kip. I’m done with him.”
“No more parties?” Mr. S said.
“I’m not going to become a hermit, but I’ll be smart. I promise.” I made the last turn and headed down my street. I probably I should have told them about MacCormack, but what if Prière used it against me? He’d once threatened to make me move. If he thought the baddies might be closing in on me, I might very well find myself living in Eastern Oregon attending a 2A school under the pseudonym Cletus Snell. “Look, I’ve got a lot going on in my life right now. I’ve got school, physical therapy, and Grandma has me designing a website for her preschool. It’s about to be the last summer before my senior year, and I’ve got to try and get back in touch with some colleges. I don’t have time to mess up. So stop worrying about me, okay?”
I was back home. I parked the car in the same place Mrs. Daggett had left it and climbed out. “Thanks for the chat,” I called back to the men, who were fighting their way out of my compact wheels. Behind it, a half a block away, the black sedan slowed to a stop in its usual spot.
I sighed. Just another day in the life of me.
 
 
****
 
 
Sunday after church I drove the banana to Lukas’s place and found him in the front yard on his back under a midnight blue Chevy Impala. He climbed out to greet me, and I introduced him to the banana beast.
“Is it junk?” I asked.
He circled my wheels, stroking his newly grown goatee. His hair was currently bleached white, but his goatee was golden brown. “No, but it’s a turbocharged mid-eighties Chrysler. If you’d have texted me first, I’d have told you to run away screaming. How much you pay?” 
“Nothing. My neighbor gave it to me.”
“Free car? Well, that’s different. Can I take it for a drive?”
“Sure.” I handed him the keys.
He climbed in and started it. Revved it hard a few times, then peeled out from the curb and down to the end of the block. The breaks squeaked when he stopped at the stop sign, then he turned right and the banana beast backfired.
Ha! Say that three times real fast.
My shadows in black sedan took off after Lukas, which also made me laugh. I filed this situation away should I ever need to ditch them. In the distance the banana’s engine roared like some sort of Indy race car. I hoped Lukas could fix that at the very least, otherwise the sound would wake my whole block if I ever got home late.
Isabel’s white Ford Focus approached from Fifth and pulled into the driveway. I shoved my hands into my pockets, feeling stupid for standing alone on the Rodriguez’s lawn.
All four doors opened. Isabel, Arianna, Samantha, and Grace got out.
Grace.
Blood drained out of my face until I felt my cheeks tingle. She looked at me.
Of course I was staring at her.
She walked toward me. Gosh, she looked amazing. I swear someone was playing Soul Sister, because the way she moved was so not fair.
“Hola, Spencer.” This came from Isabel, somewhere on my right. “What you doing in my yard?”
“You’re back,” I said to Grace. My voice came out kind of raspy, and I didn’t dare say anything else for fear I might choke on my own spit.
“I’m back,” Grace said.
That voice. Chills ran over me.
“Oh, I see how it is,” Isabel sang. “Nice talking to you too, Es-pensor.”
The girls giggled. Not Grace. She was still looking at me. Her cheeks were extra pink. Was she embarrassed because I was staring at her? I should probably stop.
But I didn’t. I couldn’t.
A distant chainsaw revved, growing louder and louder, until the sound parked at the curb. Grace looked away, breaking the spell that had locked our gazes. I turned to see what had stolen her attention. 
Oh yeah. My car.
The girls gave the banana beast a “You’re not worthy” look, then giggled their way into the house.
I watched them go, mostly Grace.
Lukas appeared beside me, looking back toward the road. “Man, it’s slow to accelerate. Like zero to sixty in two miles. Handles like a horse on skates.” He tossed me the keys. “Transmission is jarring. Head gasket is minutes from giving out. And I bet that after-fire is from a bent valve.”
The screen door slammed shut. Grace was now somewhere inside the Rodriguez house. “She’s back,” I said to Lukas.
He sighed and flubbed his lips. “Yeah, I know.” He gestured to my car. “So … this car needs a lot of work.”
Was she back for good? Or just a visit?
“Spencer? You hear me, man?”
I dragged my gaze away from the house. He’d said something about the car. “Can you make it quieter?” I asked.
He winced. “How much money you got?”
“Uh… Fifty three bucks.”
Lukas barked a laugh. “Yeah, it’s going to cost more than that.”
“I’m designing a website for Grandma’s preschool,” I said. “They’re supposed to pay me two hundred, but I don’t get it until I’m done.”
Lukas nodded. “I know a guy who runs a junkyard in Van Nuys. We can probably score some free parts. I’ll do it for nothing, but you have to help.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I can’t imagine I’ll be much help, though.” 
“No problemo,” Lukas said. “I’ll teach you.”
“Cool.” I looked back to the house. No sign of movement at the living room windows.
“I thought you didn’t like her,” Lukas said.
“I didn’t.”
“But you do now?”
I lifted one shoulder.
“Liar,” Lukas said. “Everyone knows you’re into her.”
I gave him my best stare down. “Who’s everyone?”
“So ask her out.”
I pictured myself asking, and Grace laughing or glaring or rolling her eyes.
I shook my head.
“Why not?”
“Me and girls… I can’t… I just … I don’t know. It just doesn’t work out, okay?”
“Yeah, whatever.” Lukas gestured to the Impala. “I’ve got to get back to work. You going to hang around?”
“Naw. Got to work on the website.”
“Okay. See ya later.” Lukas lay on his back on a wooden skateboard thing and slid himself under the car. 
The moment he vanished from sight, I started toward the house. I had no plan. I just had to see her one more time.
I opened the front door and stuck my head inside. The girls were sitting in the living room, giggling. All four looked my way and went quiet.
I met Grace’s gaze, swallowed. “Hey, Tumblelina.” The nickname melted away my anxiety and I grinned. “Welcome back.”
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REPORT NUMBER: 2
REPORT TITLE: I Get a Manicure
SUBMITTED BY: Agent-in-Training Spencer Garmond
LOCATION: Harris Hall, Pilot Point Christian School, Pilot Point, California, USA
DATE AND TIME: Monday, May 21, 6:27 a.m.
 
 
Monday morning in Harris Hall: no Grace. 
No fair.
I’d thought about her pretty much constantly since I’d driven the banana beast away from the Rodriguez home yesterday. I’d decided to go for it. Barely knew what I meant by that. I just wanted to be close to her and talk to her and get her to talk back. Maybe touch her hand or arm or hair.
That was the gist of my plan.
But it wasn’t going to work if she wasn’t going to be around.
“Agent Garmond?”
I jumped, and the legs of my desk scraped against the concrete floor. Snickers and giggles rose around me. I met Mr. S’s gaze through his thick Coke-bottle lenses. “I’m listening.”
He glanced down at the notes on his desk. “What should you do before building a snow shelter?”
Arianna answered. “Remove a layer of clothing, preferably one of your inner garments. That way you won’t perspire as much. Once you’re inside your shelter, put the clothing back on.”
Mr. S sighed slowly. “Thank you, Agent Sloan, but I was not asking you.” He zeroed in on me again. “Agent Garmond, what should you do if some of your clothing gets wet?”
“Uh… hang it up and beat it. Once it gets hard from the ice, I mean.”
“And why would you do that?”
“Because the ice will break up and your shirt will be dry.” I knew all about that one. Way too much about it, actually.
“Dry, but still cold, right, Garmond?” Nick said, smacking his gum.
The class laughed.
“Very cold,” I said. We did a winter OST weekend in Big Bear. Everyone went skiing except me, because of my leg. I spent way too much time alone at camp, making snow angels and building snowmen. I’d forgotten we’d only brought the one set of clothing, and the snow in Big Bear had been really wet. We were sleeping in snow shelters, so I’d had to hang my clothing outside that night to freeze dry, which left me having to sleep in my underwear inside my sleeping bag. It wasn’t bad, really. Except when I’d had to put on those icy clothes the next morning.
“Name some symptoms of hypothermia,” Mr. S said. “Agent Williamson?”
Silence. Everyone stared, waiting for El McDub to speak. It was a shyness thing, I think. And Mr. S had trained us to wait in silence until El McDub spoke up. Which he always did. Eventually.
“Shivering?” he said finally. “Slow breathing and being … confused?”
The kid answered nearly every question with a question. His real name was Luke Williamson—middle name McKinley—and since we already had a Lukas in the Mission League, I’d named him El McDub, after his initials.
I’m not sure he cared for the nickname.
Oh, man. I forgot to tell about the new recruits. That’s what girls did to my brain. Now that Grace was back, I’d probably fail all my finals.
A month ago we got three new recruits. Samantha Floyd joined Diakonos. Alpha team got Luke Williamson and Drew Lusco. So Alpha team now had Gabe, me, Grace, Wally, El McDub, and Drew. And Diakonos had Nick, Isabel, Arianna, Lukas, and Samantha. Fairly even, until you took into account graduating seniors. This fall, Alpha team would have five, Diakonos, only three. Mr. S had said that’s how it goes some years.
Actually, he’d said, “ ‘Life isn’t tied with a bow, but it’s still a gift.’ ” But I hadn’t completely figured out the hidden meaning behind that one.
At least the numbers would be in Alpha Team’s favor this time around.
“Kerri is passing out the information packets about our summer trips,” Mr. S said as his wife moved to the front row. “Since this is our Outdoor Survival Training year, we won’t have an international trip this summer. Instead, we’ll do our last four outdoor training courses and end with the big trip to Alaska.”
I was excited about going to Alaska. I’d missed a lot of fun stuff because of my knee. Skydiving was the biggest one. I’d taken the class. I’d done the simulator. I had not gotten to jump. I’d gotten to watch everyone else jump, which had really stank.
“You’ll also be starting OTMs in June,” Mr. S said, “which are…? Agent Lusco?”
“Occupational Training Missions,” Drew said.
“Right you are, Agent Lusco. Prière will assign those tomorrow morning with any other summer assignments.”
I was on the fence about the OTMs. Headquarters was supposed to place each student in a job that they were good at or would at least like learning about. But Gabe had told me a few horror stories of people getting assigned as janitors, dishwashers, and child care workers.
Me and little kids… not so good.
Mr. S’s wife Kerri made it to the back of the class and dropped two packets on my desk. I picked up the one on the Alaska trip and flipped through it.
“Your OTMs will run until the end of July,” Mr. S said. “And every other Saturday in June and July we’ll continue our OST training courses. I’ve given you a list of the subjects. The trip to Alaska is the first two weeks of August. By the time we’re there, you will have all the training you need to survive alone in the forest. And you will. This is meant to be the culmination of everything you’ve learned all year. Consider it an inoculation against adversity.”
Samantha raised her hand. “What about us new recruits?” she asked. “We didn’t get to learn as much as the others.”
“You’ll learn enough to survive,” Mr. S said.
“Are you just going to dump us in the woods with nothing?” Nick asked.
“Read the briefing, Agent Muren.”
I was halfway done with mine. We’d be taken into the woods separately, inside a private compound. Then we had to find our other group members and navigate our way back to camp as a team. No tents, no sleeping bags, no food … No watches, radios, cellphones. Only the clothes on our backs.
Sweet. Sounded like one of those reality shows on the Discovery Channel.
I leafed through the other packet. It was four pages long, one for each OST Saturday: two in June and two in July. We still had to learn Cordage, Edible Plants, Flintnapping, and Friction Fire. Learning to start fires should be fun, at least.
Mr. S walked down the aisle and stopped between Gabe’s and my desks. “Agent Thomas missed out on a lot of training these past few months,” he said to Gabe, “so it’s up to you and your team to get her ready for Alaska.”
“Got it,” Gabe said.
My heart fluttered. “Grace is really coming back?” I asked, trying to sound like I could care less.
From the edge of my vision, I saw Lukas turn to face me—could hear him thinking, You loooovvve her.
“Yes,” Mr. S said. “Her mother asked that she be excused from League classes today so that she can get her school schedule in order, but she’ll be here tomorrow. She has a lot to make up before finals. Part of her re-training will fall on you, Agent Garmond, since you’ll be team leader this fall.”
I nodded, my mind sifting through all the things she had missed. I was glad she’d been gone for the Big Bear trip. My body was a temple, but if a girl was going to see me in my underwear, I’d rather it not be in a snow cave.
 
 
****
 
 
In room 401 after school, Mr. S let us cram for the final exam next week. The hour crawled by. When he finally released us and we waddled out of the room like a bunch of ducks, a gorgeous girl was waiting outside the classroom. I slowed down so I could stare at her face and legs and, well, everything. She had dark skin; thick, long black hair; and a tight dress that left little to my overactive imagination. But that wasn’t what caught my attention—seriously. I had seen this girl before. In a movie. Jolt II, to be precise.
I was about to meet the pregnant actress from yesterday’s vision.
Only she didn’t look pregnant. At all.
Before I could figure out what to say, Nick pushed past, knocking into my shoulder.
The actress smiled wide, reached out to him. “Hey, baby.”
Nick grabbed her, twirled her around, and they started sucking face.
Dang.
As I was staring way too hard, I caught sight of faint Jolt grid marks up her right arm and forgot to breathe.
Were those for real? Or was she just fangirling, like those Doctor Whovians with their pen-and-ink hash marks?
Wait. Forget that. Nick’s girlfriend was pregnant!
Or soon would be.
My whole face burned at that thought. Mother pus bucket, what was I supposed to do now?
The actress broke away from Nick and waved at Isabel, who had just exit the classroom. “Hi, Bella, girl,” she sang.
Isabel smirked, real unfriendly like, said, “Hola, Kimatra,” and kept on going.
That name—Kimatra—sent another memory rushing over me. Something Prière had once said. 
Nick and Kimatra relocated their make-out session to a nearby tree. I stared until Arianna exited the classroom and gave me a dirty look that brought me back to reality. 
I took off after Isabel, walking as fast as my crippled self could go. I caught up with her in the parking lot. “Hey, you know that girl Kimatra, right? Can I ask you some questions about her?”
Isabel’s sculpted eyebrows wrinkled up at me. “I gotta get to the salon, Es-pensor,” she said. “Call me? Or you can meet me there?”
“Sure.” I glanced back at Nick and his girl toy, who were now walking hand in hand down the sidewalk toward the main entrance to the school. “I’ll swing by.”
 
 
****
 
 
I gave Drew and El McDub a ride to Drew’s house, then drove the banana beast to Peluqueria Rodriguez, the salon run by Lukas and Isabel’s mother. 
I parked on the street in front of a DVD rental store, paused to admire a Jolt IV poster of Brittany Holmes, and headed next door to the salon. My knee still felt tight, and it took concentrated effort not to walk with a limp.
Inside Peluqueria Rodriguez Lukas was standing at one of the chairs, cutting some woman’s hair. As he threaded his fingers in her thick brown curls and snipped like Edward Scissorhands, I couldn’t help but feel jealous—though I also couldn’t fathom how to do such a thing without balding the chick. I swear, Lukas would make a perfect spy. He excelled at everything. He didn’t even speak with a Spanish accent like the rest of his family—unless he was fighting with his sister, or course.
“Es-pensor, come sit.”
I turned my focus toward the sound of Isabel’s voice and spied her behind one of the three manicure tables in the corner. She motioned to the chair across the table from her. I sat down, and she patted the tabletop. 
“Put your hands up here.”
I kept my hands where they were. “You’re not painting my fingernails.” Girls, anyway.
“I not gonna paint your nails, tough guy. Male manicures don’t have polish.”
Male manicures sounded made up. “I don’t want a manicure. I just want to ask you some questions about Nick’s girlfriend.”
“I got to be working. If Mamma comes in and sees me sitting around, I get in trouble.”
“Fine.” I banged one hand on the table so hard the little jars of paint rattled.
Isabel rolled her eyes. She moved a silver dish of water onto the table, took my hand in both of hers, and put it in the water, which was warm.
I lifted my hand up out of the bowl and watched the water drip off my fingers. “What is this?”
She pushed my hand back into the dish. “A soak. It softens your cuticles so I can work on them.”
“My cuticles are fine.”
She pumped out a glob of green goo from a standing bottle and rubbed it over my hand until it made a thick lather. It was gritty, like lotion filled with sand. I felt like a girl. Yet at the same time, the hand massage was kind of nice. 
“So, you want to talk about Kimatra Patel?” Isabel frowned and worked the lather between my fingers. 
I committed that name to memory. “She’s the one who came looking for me after Moscow, isn’t she?” Prière had told me about it, though I’d never actually seen the girl since I’d been at basketball practice every time she’d come by.
“That was over a year ago.” Isabel attacked my fingernails with a tiny pink brush. It tickled and I jerked my arm. 
“I’d forgotten all about her until you said her name. Then I remembered what Prière told me in that briefing last year. That Nick was ‘dating a girl meant for me.’ ” Right after I found out Katie Lindley had stolen my iPhone. 
Isabel dunked my hand back into the water and washed off the gritty soap. “Stay away from her, Es-pensor. She is trouble.”
I’d figured out that much on my own. “I just want to know why Kimatra was asking for me back then.” If she’d originally come looking for me, why’d she give up? And why she was hanging around Nick now?
The fact that Prière knew Kimatra Patel was shady and I’d connected her to MacCormack and the Jolt movies strengthened my case. She was definitely up to something.
Isabel lifted my hand onto a folded towel, like I was incapable of moving it myself. She put my other hand into the bowl of water, then started drying my first with the towel. “I don’t know what she wanted with you. I was dating Neek then. For my assignment. I got mad when Neek flirted with Kimatra. He told me he was only trying to make you jealous, but you were dating Katie Lindley and didn’t even know Kimatra was alive.”
“I was never dating Katie,” I said. “We just went to Homecoming together.”
Isabel picked up a pointed stick and started pushing at my


images/calibre_cover.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg
* INTERNATIONAL FIELD OFFICE * * * INTERNATIONAL FIELD OFFICE * * * INTERN

***RESTRICTED ACCESS***

YOU HAVE ACCESSED THE
INTERNATIONAL SERVER FOR
THE MISSION LEAGUE.

THESE FILES CONTAIN CLASSIFIED INFORMATION
ON THE ORGANIZATION, AGENTS, CRIMINALS, PROCEDURES,
TRAININGS AND MISSIONS.

GOD HAS CALLED. YOU HAVE ANSWERED.

NAL FIELD OFFICE * * * INTERNATIONAL FIELD OFFICE * * * INTERNATIONAL FIELI





