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THE DARKNESS CONCEALED ME, EVEN AMID THE BRIGHT WHITE snow that drifted down from the night sky. I stayed low and crept behind a row of trees next to the massive brick building. The whole operation depended on the success of my next directive, which was the second phase in the mission. The third, if you count the sneaking-out-of-our-houses-after-midnight part.

I reached the window and slowly stood up, grabbing the sill and pulling myself up so I was half crouched and half sitting on the snow-covered, eight-inch-wide ledge. It was about as comfortable as having two live rats fighting over a piece of cheese inside your shorts.

Not that I knew what that felt like, exactly. But it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t be there for very long.

I grabbed the window I’d unlocked earlier that day right after my sixth-period class. That had been phase one of the mission. I’d unlocked it from the inside and pushed it open just a centimeter when Ms. Freely’s substitute teacher had stepped out to get more coffee between classes. There was no way a sub was going to check to make sure every single window was closed and locked at the end of the day. In my experience, substitute teachers were always the first ones out of there when the final bell rang. Anyway, the point is, the window was still unlocked just like I knew it would be.

The window swung open a few inches before jamming. This was something I hadn’t anticipated. It could sink the entire mission. I pulled harder; the window wouldn’t budge. It was only open three inches, which was not nearly wide enough for me to squeeze through.

After taking a deep breath, I pushed myself up and put all my weight onto the top edge of the window. There was a loud creak followed by a few cracking noises as the old wood and dried paint finally relented. The window popped open so quickly that I almost tumbled off the narrow window ledge and into the bushes below where I’d surely have been impaled by at least a dozen branches like some sort of all-natural, certified-organic human pincushion.

I squeezed myself through the narrow opening and, just like that, we were in business. I sent a group text to my team:

I’m in.

One of the few good things about the first snowfall in North Dakota was that it opened up a whole new array of possible pranks. Usually, this was the most exciting time of year for me. I’d spend a month deciding on the perfect prank to ring in the winter. And then I’d hammer out the details with Dillon and Danielle, who were twins and my two best friends, and we’d execute it to perfection.

But this year was a little different. This year, one prank wasn’t going to be enough. Maybe it was because earlier that school year I’d become an actual, real-life secret agent and had almost single-handedly saved my town, my country, and pretty much the whole world, and since then, well, planning the same old pranks just hadn’t felt like much of a challenge. Things like hiding the class hamsters somewhere in the science lab and then putting giant snakes inside their cages so that everyone would think the snakes had eaten them. (Before you get upset, know that no animals were harmed.) Actually, I’d had Dillon handle the snake wrangling. I know a lot of kids my age think snakes are cool and want one as a pet, but not me. No thanks. Snakes creeped me out worse than anything else in the world. Seriously, I’d rather wake up and find a whole nest of baby spiders hatching in my hair than have to sit three feet away from a harmless garter snake.

But, anyway, the point is that I used to think the snake/hamster prank, and any of the other ones I would pull, were hilarious. And they used to give me a big rush. Now, those pranks just weren’t bringing the same sense of excitement and satisfaction that they did before the whole secret-agent thing. I was no longer Carson Fender, secret agent, codename: Zero. Even if that was a lot cooler and a lot more important, that part of my life was behind me now, and the sooner I got things back to normal, the better. I needed something major to bring me back to my real life. Hence, Prankpocalypse.

Prankpocalypse would be the largest-scale prank in the history of the world. It was going to take several hours and a lot of manpower to pull off. Which is why we had to execute it at night when no one else was around. If Prankpocalypse couldn’t deliver the goods for me, then I’d probably have to face the fact that I’d outgrown pranks entirely—and a world without pranks was not one I wanted to live in. Pulling pranks was who I was. I was Carson Fender, Master Prankster. And Prankpocalypse would be my life’s masterpiece. As long as it didn’t get all of us expelled.

That was the main thing: to make sure nobody got caught. This was especially important today—a few of the kids in on the prank, including Danielle and Dillon, were leaving next week for a three-day field trip to Mount Rushmore that the school did for seventh graders every year. They were pretty excited about it. The two Dakotas don’t really have much in the way of interesting landmarks or monuments, so Mount Rushmore was a pretty big deal for us, and the selected kids waited eagerly all year for the trip. If they got into any trouble at all, they wouldn’t be allowed to go. Which explains why I wasn’t going on the trip. I got into way too much trouble to be rewarded with special field trips. The school only took thirty seventh graders each year, and to qualify you needed to meet three requirements:

1.    B average or better in all classes

2.    Less than one hour of detention total for the whole school year

3.    At least one recommendation from a teacher

I think I actually held the record for the most detention of any kid in the history of the school. That’s not even mentioning my C average, or the fact that pretty much every teacher I’d had and a bunch that I didn’t disliked me for one prank or another. I was bummed, of course, because it’d be fun to miss a whole day of school to go on a camping trip with Dillon and Danielle. But there wasn’t much I could do about it now. Anyway, it made secrecy the number-one concern while executing Prankpocalypse.

I exited the classroom and switched on my flashlight. The empty school hallways looked a lot creepier at night. I found myself thinking of all of those scary movies I’d seen and wishing I hadn’t seen them. Thankfully, the need to focus on the mission at hand kept me from turning around and sprinting right back down the hall and out the window I’d just entered.

There was a side door by the gym that was one of the few in the school that could be unlocked from the inside without a key. Most of the main entrances were these huge glass jobs that required a key, even from the inside. But this particular door could be opened simply by pushing the lever.

My crew was outside waiting with nervous grins on their faces.

“You guys ready?” I asked.

“Are you kidding?” said Jake, our newest prank recruit. “Let’s do this thing.”

Jake had always been on the fringes of our group of friends, but this was his first time in the inner circle. I could tell he was the most nervous and excited of all of us, likely from an adrenaline high. That can happen when pulling your first prank. While it was definitely risky to let a rookie in on Prankpocalypse—especially one whose mom was on the school board—this was no ordinary prank, and we needed the manpower. Plus, Dillon had really taken a liking to Jake and insisted he was a good guy whom we could trust.

“Settle down, Jake, jeez,” Danielle said. “You’re gonna have a heart attack before we even get started.”

Danielle hadn’t been as excited as her brother about letting Jake help us out. She said Prankpocalypse was too important to put even a small piece of it in the hands of a newbie. But I had a feeling it was more than just his inexperience. Even I could see that Danielle didn’t like him as much as the rest of us did. I couldn’t figure out why, but then, girls always seemed to dislike random kids for no reason.

Either way, I laughed and moved aside so the whole crew could enter: Dillon, Danielle, and Jake, followed by Zack, Ethan, Katie, and Adie. They carried backpacks filled with supplies, except for Zack, who pushed in a giant wheelbarrow containing several plastic sleds and a few small snow shovels. That honor had been his, since he lived closest to the school.

The basic concept behind Prankpocalypse was pretty simple: execute as many pranks at the same time as humanly possible.

But the execution of it was a lot more complex than that. For one thing, it was already past midnight, so we probably had less than four hours before we ran the risk of being spotted near the school. Second, most of the school classroom doors operated on automatic locks, which meant they were always locked when closed. This limited most of our pranks to the common areas.

Here’s a small taste of what we had planned for Prankpocalypse:

•     Build a huge wall of snow behind every entrance of the school (to be completed last to reduce melting time)

•     Rearrange all the sauce and condiment bottles in the cafeteria (i.e., put mustard in the ketchup bottles, hot sauce in the mayo bottles, etc.)

•     Hide all the tables and chairs in the cafeteria and common areas inside one of the school bathrooms

•     Cover the floors completely with printed pictures of animals pooping (this one had been Jake’s idea; Danielle found it pretty gross and stupid, but the rest of us agreed that it was hilarious, and so it stayed in)

•     Cover as many windows in black paint as possible

•     Hide expired eggs all over the school

The main event, though, was a special prank I had planned specifically for Principal Gomez’s office. This was one I’d be taking care of personally, as it would require some pretty serious lock picking, which was something I’d learned how to do during my secret-agent training. I’d never actually done it in the field, but I had been keeping my skills sharp at home using a lock-picking kit I bought online. Once inside his office, I was going to build a giant snowman replica of Principal Gomez behind his desk. I’d even brought a fake stick-on mustache and a terrible fur scarf I found at Salvation Army that looked remarkably similar to his scrappy hair.

I know that it probably sounds like I’m pretty hard on old Mr. Gomez—that, in fact, all of this might be considered mean-spirited by outside observers. And I agree, it would be really mean—that is, if Mr. Gomez didn’t absolutely deserve it.

It’s not as if he was a terrible principal or an outright evil human being; as far as I knew he wasn’t secretly killing baby birds at lunchtime and keeping their carcasses stored in his small office fridge like some kind of sadistic trophy case (or, at least, I hoped not). It’s more that he was simply just a jerk. Hardly anybody liked him. Even the teachers sometimes mumbled and grumbled things under their breath about Principal Gomez and all his crazy rules. Some examples of his inhumane mandates:

•     Students were not allowed to doodle in their notebooks. Ever. If they did, it was an automatic detention. Gomez would actually go as far as stopping kids in the hallway to spot-check their notebooks for evidence of doodling.

•    Students were required to tuck in their shirts at all times. Our school didn’t have uniforms or a strict official dress code or anything like that. It didn’t even matter what kind of shirt you were wearing. I mean, have you ever seen a football jersey tucked into shorts? Or a sweater tucked into jeans? Yeah, didn’t think so. Trust me, it was ridiculous.

•     Bathroom hall passes were restricted to just three per week per student. I don’t even need to explain why that one was crazy.

•     Organized games were not allowed during the leftover time at lunch period. That meant no football, kickball, tag, Magic cards, or any other such activity. All we could do was sit outside, or stay sitting inside the cafeteria. Which was of course just what every kid wanted during a long school day: more sitting.

There were more, but I’m getting too mad even listing these ones to continue without getting a nosebleed. Thankfully, very few teachers enforced many of these rules. You’d likely only get busted if Gomez himself caught you breaking them. Which just goes to show how ridiculous the rules were, that he couldn’t even get the teachers to enforce them. The way I saw it, these pranks were just sweet, sweet justice.

Anyway, while the rest of my crew set about pulling their assigned pranks, I picked Gomez’s door lock with surprising ease, and a couple hours later I was putting the finishing touches on the finest snowman I’d ever built. It looked about as much like Gomez as was possible for being constructed out of frozen water. I was standing there, admiring my work, when my phone vibrated. It was a text message from Dillon.

Gomez just pulled up! Get out of there!
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THE DIGITAL CLOCK ON MY PHONE READ 2:53 A.M.

I reread the text message, just to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. Gomez should be home sleeping like a normal human being. Right?

I quickly switched off my flashlight and peeked out the office window.

Sure enough, Gomez was striding up the sidewalk toward the school, fully dressed, as if he always arrived at work at three o’clock in the morning. I admit I hadn’t checked to see if anyone arrived before 4:00 a.m. Gomez had showed plenty of signs of insanity in the past, so this was a major error on my part.

Also, there was a good chance he’d seen the light from my flashlight in his office window when he pulled up because he was looking my way and walking incredibly fast, even for him.

I quickly texted a reply:

Just make sure everyone else gets out.

I looked out the window again, but Mr. Gomez was gone. He was likely already inside the building. The office was just twenty or thirty feet from the front entrance, which meant I had less than a minute to get out of there. It was too bad we hadn’t walled off that entrance with snow yet.

Gomez was just entering the administration area outside his office door as I glanced at the sled still on the floor with the leftover snow piled on it. We were all wearing winter gloves so I could probably leave that behind without worrying about anyone finding something with my fingerprints on it. Leaving behind evidence of any kind was not ideal, but I had bigger concerns right then.

There was really only one possible escape route left: Gomez’s office window.

I scrambled behind his desk and fidgeted with the latch. It wouldn’t budge. It probably rarely got opened. Gomez didn’t strike me as the sort of guy who relished fresh air. In fact, it sometimes seemed like the stuffier a room felt, the more comfortable he was. Like he was some sort of creepy cave-dwelling creature that enjoyed lurking in dank environments and eating bat droppings, instead of being just a normal old principal who liked comfortably conditioned indoor rooms.

There was a click as Gomez slid his key into the lock.

It was too late. I was finished. A former secret agent taken down by a middle school principal. That was pretty embarrassing. Not that I was going to just give up and stand there sheepishly as I got caught. No way would my secret-agent mentors, Agent Nineteen and Agent Blue, give up that easily. So neither would I.

As Gomez unlocked the door, I dived behind a huge file cabinet and pressed myself up against the wall. It was a terrible hiding spot since he would easily see me if he stepped around to the far side of his desk for any reason. But it would at least buy me a few seconds to think.

After another moment fidgeting with the knob, Gomez was inside. His office was tiny, so I breathed as slowly and quietly as I could. But I didn’t need to worry about being quiet—as soon as Gomez saw the state of his office and the snowman version of himself behind the desk, he lost it. He puffed and sputtered, completely speechless.

“Aaarrgh!” he finally shouted, all piratey.

I stifled a laugh. Even in this dire situation, I couldn’t help but think of Gomez’s bulging eyes carefully examining his snowclone. But that didn’t mean I had stopped brainstorming ways to get out of the office without Gomez noticing.

My coat pocket vibrated. Holding my breath, I slowly pulled out my phone. It was another text from Dillon:

Did you make it out?

I debated typing a reply but realized that I could no longer hear Gomez. Was he still there, not making noise? Or had he stepped out? Was it worth poking my head around the corner of the file cabinet to check? I put my phone back into my pocket and listened for breathing.

There was nothing audible but my own shallow breath, which sounded to me like a chainsaw trying to cut through a slab of marble. I leaned to the side slightly until I could see through the door. Gomez wasn’t out in the main office where the school secretary sat. But I did see him in the reflection of the office door’s window.

He was still inside his office, next to the desk, digging in his briefcase for something. If I could see him, that meant he’d be able to see me back in the reflection if he happened to look at the office door closely enough. I needed to act.

I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out a black stone I had brought for the Gomez snowman’s eyes. I checked the reflection in the door. Gomez still had his head down. I’d only have one chance at this and I’d have to move fast.

My plan wasn’t a good one. Actually, it was pretty bad. In fact, it was more likely to result in a broken neck or severed artery than a safe exit. And in that regard, it was maybe the worst plan I’d ever come up with in my whole life. Perhaps even the worst plan that anyone had ever come up with in the history of plans. But then again, it was the only one I had. Besides, I had faced down a small army of trained terrorists with automatic weapons just a few months ago. If I could do that, then surely I could escape from a middle school principal’s office.

I took a deep breath and leaned to the side again, so I could just see the open office door. The target was small, and I wasn’t exactly Aaron Rodgers, but it wasn’t very far away either.

My windup was hindered by the small space, but I put as much power into the throw as possible. The small black stone fired from my hand with surprising speed and shot through the open door.

It smashed into the secretary’s desk, knocking a cup full of pens and pencils off the edge with a crash. Gomez leaped up from his chair with a cry. I heard him slam into the snowman.

He cursed. I did, too, silently. He’d just killed my poor snowman that had taken over an hour to construct.

I stayed hidden as he ran from his office trailing chunks of snow into the main administration area. As soon as he was clear of the door, I sprang out from behind the file cabinet, pulling the second Gomez eye rock from my pocket and firing it at the window behind his desk.

A small, jagged opening appeared in the glass, with cracks spreading around it like a spiderweb. I could only hope the small hole had greatly reduced the strength of the entire windowpane. But I didn’t have time to wonder about it any longer, because Gomez was likely already on his way back toward the office.

I lunged forward in three long, quick steps and dived headfirst with my elbows out in front of me toward the center of the window. I half expected to bounce off it and end up on my butt back inside Gomez’s office, staring up at his blazing red eyes with my neck bent at an awkward angle. But the weakened glass gave way and I plowed right through the window and into a snow-covered bush just outside. The padding of my winter coat helped me avoid getting stabbed or cut by shards of glass or the bush’s branches.

After I landed, I didn’t stop to see if I’d broken any limbs. I immediately rolled to my right and then took off sprinting along the side of the school building.

As I reached the end of the building and turned the corner sharply, I heard Gomez shouting from the hole in the window.

“I see you! I know who you are!”

His words faded behind me as I ran.

He likely did know it was me. But the cold fact was that he couldn’t prove it. Would he find a reason to give me a ton of detention, like usual? Yeah, definitely. Would he have enough evidence to actually expel or suspend me? Nope. He never did.

I grinned as I ran toward our rendezvous spot. Prankpocalypse had gone off about as well as one could expect, all things considered. To be honest, though, I was a bit surprised at how little I was looking forward to the morning-after payoff. That used to be my favorite part. As I ran through the silent North Dakota snowfall, all I could think about was the thrill at almost getting caught and the rush of the escape.

Of course, if I had known then what I was going to find in my lunch the following week, I might not have been craving so much excitement after all.
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MOST KIDS PROBABLY DON’T EXPECT TO FIND A SECRET MESSAGE hidden in their school lunch.

If they did, they’d probably think someone was playing a joke on them or something. Or, if they were anything like my conspiracy-theorist best friend, Dillon, they’d probably assume that the secret message was from a member of the League of Reformed Pirates trying to rally support for their fight to get more realistic glass eyeballs so they don’t freak people out when they get tired of wearing their eye patches.

But when I found a top secret message in my corned beef the Wednesday after the smashing success that was Prankpocalypse, I most certainly did not think it had come from the League of Reformed Pirates. In fact, I knew exactly who had sent me the secret message before I even read it.

At the same time, I didn’t know what the slimy, gravy-covered slip of paper was going to say. But I certainly wasn’t expecting it to deliver a blow so devastating that I’d feel like I’d just gotten kicked in the jaw by a farm mule named Arnold who was juiced up on steroids and spent fourteen hours a day pulling heavy carts around his pen.

Agent Nineteen has seventy-two hours to live. Meet on the school track in six minutes.

I couldn’t keep my hand from shaking. I looked up and found Dillon staring at me.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “I just have to go save the world again.”

My name is Carson Fender, and just in case you’re confused by all this “secret agent” talk: A few months ago I saved the world. Well, sort of. The thing is, being a real secret agent isn’t always like it is in the movies. There wasn’t some maniacal evil genius who had a disintegration laser pointed at the earth’s core, or a secret satellite he’d rigged to blow up the moon. No, in real life, fighting villains and saving the world is more complicated than that.

So, maybe I didn’t stop the earth’s core from being destroyed or prevent the moon’s destruction or anything. But I did help to take down an evil organization called the Pancake Haus (don’t ask) and stop them from freeing several dangerous terrorists from prison and just generally wreaking havoc across the globe.

And, yeah, so maybe I didn’t exactly take them down completely. Their leader, Mule Medlock, got away and is still out there somewhere, likely concocting a new scheme of some sort. But I still helped to capture most of his henchmen and put a pretty big dent in his organization’s structure and plans. I’m not bragging. It was probably more luck than anything. Besides, it was kind of my own fault that Mule Medlock even got as close as he did to succeeding in the first place.

But all of that is a long story and beside the point. That all happened months ago. And since then I’d been retired from the Agency. They didn’t need my help anymore, and I hadn’t received any official Agency messages since the night that stuff all went down.

And now, suddenly, this. A note in my corned-beef casserole telling me that the man who recruited and trained me, Agent Nineteen, was about to die, and that, for some reason, the Agency thought I could help save him.

I excused myself from the table.

“What do you mean ‘save the world’?” Dillon asked. “Where are you going?”

“Look, I gotta go ... uh, you know ... go to the bathroom,” I said. “I just call it ‘saving the world’ sometimes.”

Dillon grinned. “I like it! That sounds a lot better than what I usually say, which is, ‘I gotta go feed the fish.’ Or sometimes I say, ‘I have to go release the kraken’ or ‘drop anchor.’ Every once in a while I say, ‘I gotta go plan the dictator’s assassination.’” He paused. “‘I have to go save the world.’ Yeah, I like it!”

“Great, you get him started and then take off and leave the rest of us with the results?” Danielle said. “Both of you are utterly twisted and disgusting.”

“Sorry, duty calls,” I said, hurrying away before they could distract me any longer.

Several kids tried to stop me to tell me their Prankpocalypse stories. That had been happening a lot since the night we’d pulled it off: Almost every kid had some funny story relating to one of our many pranks that night. Normally I’d have loved to just stand around talking about the hilarious success of one of the pranks, but instead I just brushed them off with a quick fist bump. Because right then I needed to get down to the school track. Agent Nineteen was in trouble; I didn’t have time to waste talking about secret bathroom codes or trivial pranks.

There was something much more important in the works now.
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THERE WAS ONLY ONE PERSON WAITING FOR ME DOWN BY THE school track: Agent Blue.

Agent Blue was Nineteen’s partner and my other mentor when I’d been an almost agent earlier that year. Agents Blue and Nineteen were also Mr. Jensen and Mr. Jensen, teachers at my school, and they did a pretty good job at playing the parts.

“Carson,” he said stoically.

“I got your message.”

He nodded solemnly. Neither of us needed to say much more about it.

“It’s imperative we don’t waste any time,” he said. “I’ve already arranged for you to miss your next class. We need you to come down to HQ right away.”

I nodded, figuring there would be time for all the questions I had later. I followed him toward the old shed by the sledding hill, which housed the secret entrance to Agency Headquarters.

I’d only ever been to the Agency HQ one other time. It was right after I’d saved my friend, the kid I’d been assigned to protect, Olek, from the Pancake Haus. But that didn’t mean I hadn’t thought about it every day since then. I mean, there was a massive secret base miles underneath our school, where dozens of people did top secret things, and all while we lived our relatively boring lives up above them, completely unaware of how much was being done to keep our lives as boring as possible. After all, for many people, excitement isn’t always a good thing.

But the point is, how could I not think about that stuff all time? It almost made me wish I didn’t even know about the Agency or their secret headquarters at all, because it basically drove me crazy to think about what they were doing while I was taking some meaningless social studies quiz or changing into my gym clothes or waiting for the school bus. And the worst part was that I couldn’t tell anyone about it. There was nobody I could talk to about the secrets I knew.

For those first few weeks, I’d been so consumed by the knowledge of the Agency’s existence that Dillon and Danielle would catch me just standing there staring at the ground for minutes at a time. Dillon of course had merely assumed that I was only shocked to see what he himself had discovered during the past few weeks: that an army of mutated, hyperintelligent ants were plotting something massive at our school, something that involved kids being carried away into secret ant lairs to be turned into ant slaves or ant food or maybe just experimented on with a complex and varied array of ant tools by psychotic ant scientists.

Danielle’s concern was a bit simpler. At first she’d just figured that I missed Olek. She had known Olek as nothing more than a foreign exchange student, and we’d all become pretty good friends in the short time I had been assigned to protect him. Her theory was partially true. I did really miss Olek since he’d returned to living with his family. But missing Olek didn’t cause me to stare at something for five minutes straight with a look on my face like I thought I’d just seen a wizard sword fighting an armadillo but wasn’t quite sure if I’d really seen it or was just losing my mind. And that’s why Danielle started to think something else was wrong.

“What’s with you lately?” she’d say after noticing me gazing.

“I’m telling you, he sees the Einstein ants, too!” Dillon would shout, crouching on the ground to get a closer look.

Danielle would always ignore him while I tried to cover for myself, making up some lame lie or another.

But the truth was, it was getting increasingly tougher not to just come clean entirely. To tell Dillon and Danielle the actual truth: that I had been a real secret agent for a few weeks earlier that year, and that pretty much half of Dillon’s insane theories about our hometown were actually true (you know, all the ones that didn’t involve superintelligent ants and the like). They were my best friends, after all. If I couldn’t trust them with my biggest secret, then who could I trust?

But in the end, I always kept my mouth shut, because of something Agent Nineteen had said to me once: Forget all the rules of being a secret agent that movies might have told you. The first and only steadfast rule to being an agent is: Don’t ever blow your cover. Ever. That’s when people start dying.

I stood outside the maintenance shed while Agent Blue input all the secret codes and had his retinas scanned by a security device. A moment later we were on the hidden elevator that doubled as the floor of the shed. We zoomed down into the earth, and just like last time it felt like it took my stomach an extra forty seconds to join us at the bottom.

The scene before me when the elevator opened, though, was nothing like last time. Then, the office had been pristine and professional, with men and women in sharp suits efficiently monitoring hundreds of cameras and text feeds coming in from around the world, a well-oiled machine of modern surveillance and espionage.

As soon as the doors parted this time, I found myself staring down the barrels of four huge machine guns.

My first thought was that Blue and I had been ambushed. My next thought, a split second later, was that Agent Blue had just led me into a trap as part of some cruel training exercise. My third thought, fueled by the terror of having real guns pointed my way, was that I wished I’d brought a change of pants.

“Security clearance?” said a voice.

“Zulu-tango-nine-four-four-zulu-oscar-lima-seven,” Agent Blue said calmly, as if having four machine guns pointed at his face were as boring and routine as ordering an Egg McMuffin at the drive-thru on his way to work in the morning. “Guest access: alpha-juliette-six-six-zero, per directive one-four-seven-five-eight-eight.”

Just like that, the guns were lowered and the four men in full body armor and riot masks stepped aside and let us pass.

“What was that all about?” I said as we entered the lobby, the huge atrium that made up the heart of the Agency Headquarters. The last time I had been down here it had been packed with Agency employees and bustling with activity. Now it was oddly empty and quiet, virtually deserted.

“Discovering there’s a rogue agent on the loose can cause a lot more havoc than you might think,” Agent Blue said.

“You mean Medlock?” I said. The psychotic criminal mastermind I’d met earlier that year had once been an agent with this very organization. It’s one of the reasons he was able to wreak such chaos with his plan. He knew exactly who he was fighting, and what each of the Agency’s moves would be. Including hiring me.

Agent Blue nodded. “I guess it’s a good lesson in who you can really trust.” He paused as we ascended the glass steps leading up to the HQ offices, and then added while shaking his head, “You never really can know who your true friends are.”

I swallowed, and thought again about
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