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My name is Angel Sinclair and I'm the youngest senior at a high
school for technologically-gifted students. School bored me until my
friends and | were unexpectedly tapped to try out for a top-secret spy
academy. I'm not sure | have what it takes to be an operative for the
U.S. government, but my friends and | are going to give it our best
shot.

But first I have to go up against uber-skilled candidates who can do a
thousand push-ups, kill a person with a fingernail file, and make
handcuffs out of paper clips. My only defining skills are my mad
hacking abilities and extreme awkwardness. | don’t know what kind of
spy that would make me, but I'm not going down without a fight.

With my loyal friends by my side, we’re in a race to finish at the top of
the class. Together we have the smarts...but we’'ll have to battle our
insecurities and work together or miss out on an adventure of a
lifetime.
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Chapter One
ANGEL SINCLAIR

It's not like | woke up on a Monday morning expecting to become a spy, but that’s
exactly what happened.

It's not the kind of thing a normal, almost sixteen-year-old girl expects to happen on a
regular school day in early October. | guess that’'s the problem. I’'m not exactly
normal. My name is Angel Sinclair, and I’'m a senior at the Excalibur Academy for
Technologicaly Gifted and Talented in Washington, DC. I'm younger than most
seniors because | skipped a grade. | stand five feet three, have red hair, freckles, and
blue eyes, and I’'m definitely not the kind of person who leaps to mind when you
think of the charm of James Bond, the physical prowess of Jason Bourne, or the wit
of Mata Hari. I'm just an ordinary geek girl, hacker, and outsider. To put it bluntly, |
like people about as much as | like Microsoft patches, which isn’t much.

However, my life as a loner drastically changed a few weeks ago when two of my
friends—Frankie Chang and Wally Harris—helped me save our vice principa and
bring down a hacker using technology and old-fashioned teamwork. | wasn't sure
what was more momentous—that I’d made friends or that I’d caught the eye of the
NSA with my hacking prowess. | was still trying to decide if those were good things
or bad things.

Regardless, Wally, Frankie, and | decided we were going to be kind of like a Scooby
gang, solving mysteries and calling ourselves the White Knights. Frankie even made
us a cool logo with a white chess piece. Unfortunately, no other mysteries had yet



presented themselves, but we were hopeful.

After a week of random students stopping me in the halway to ask me questions
about how we' d saved the vice principal, things were slowly getting back to normal
at Excalibur. Wally—one of the smartest guys | knew and an ace hacker—had basked
in his fifteen minutes of fame at the school before most people went back to ignoring
him. | returned to my usual invisible self aimost immediately, which | should have
expected, but it was depressing anyway. Frankie, on the other hand, continued to chat
and make friends with everyone she met like they were her long-lost soul mates. I’'ve
never met anyone nicer, but sometimes her faith in people scares me.

Today, as the bell rang on a gloriously sunny afternoon, | streamed out of the school
with the other students. Students bumped into me as | was carried along by the crowd
to the bus. | saw Ms. Swanson, the headmistress, standing next to a man wearing
jeans, a leather jacket, and dark sunglasses. He leaned casually against the bus, his
arms crossed against his chest. | knew immediately who he was.

Slash.

That’s not his real name, obviously. He works for the NSA and is probably areal spy,
thus the code name. | was so surprised to see him, | stopped in midstep and nearly got
trampled by the other students. The headmistress spotted me and motioned for me to
come over, so | gulped and tried to act cool as | detached myself from the herd and
turned their way.

“There you are, Angel,” the headmistress greeted me. “There’s someone here who
wantsto talk to you.”

Slash’ s mouth curved into a smile. “Hello, Angel.”

Slash was the most talented hacker I’d ever met, outside of my mentor and idol, Lexi



Carmichael, a female tech head who was shattering ceilings left and right. She also
happened to be Slash’s significant other.

“Hey, Slash,” | said. “What brings you to high school on a Monday afternoon? Is
everything okay with Lexi?’

“Lexi’sfine. I'm here to speak with you.” He pushed off the bus. His eyes remained
hidden behind the sunglasses, so | couldn’t gauge how serious, or not, this visit was
supposed to be. “The headmistress cleared this, if you're up to it. It's officia
government business.”

“Oh.” | looked between Ms. Swanson and Slash, my breath hitching in my throat.
“Sure, I'm fine with it, of course.”

Still, my heart beat a little faster. For amoment, | wondered if he had news about my
father, who'd vanished when | was eighteen months old. I’d recently discovered Dad
might have been a spy. Not at the CIA—where most spies are born—but at the NSA.
| don't know for certain if my father was a secret agent or not, but I’d recently
confirmed there was a good chance he was till alive and somehow connected to the
NSA. Since Slash worked at the NSA, he might know or, at the very least, could find
out. But I'd learned the world of espionage was devious and dangerous while trying
to find out what had happened to my father. | wasn’t ready to trust anyone, even
Slash, until | had more information.

“So, what's up?’ I'd been going for a nonchalant tone, but my voice sounded
apprehensive instead.

Slash dipped off his sunglasses and hooked them onto the front of his shirt. His eyes
were serious. “You got afew minutesto chat privately?’

Chapter Two



ANGEL SINCLAIR

| did, but my anxiety skyrocketed. | had no idea what the US government could
possibly want with me, unless it involved my past hacking. | swallowed my
nervousness and looked around the busy parking lot. “You want to talk about it
here?’

“How about the park?’ Slash dipped his dark head to the right. “It’s quieter and just a
short walk from here.”

| nodded, so we parted ways with the headmistress. As we began to walk, | shoved
my hands in the pockets of my hoodie. The air was cool but not cold, and the sun
warmed my head and shoulders. Thankfully, my backpack was light, with just math
and physics books.

As we cleared the parking lot, | noticed a brown sedan moving slowly down the
street. There was something familiar about the car, although oddly, the driver didn’t
appear to have his eyes on the road, but on us. Why would he be watching us?

Now | remembered where I’ d seen the car before. Right on my street at home when |
was walking the dog. I’m sure it was the same car, because I'm naturally observant
and it had been driving slowly past me. Now the same car just appeared at my school
out of the blue? What were the odds of that?

Before | could mention it to Slash, the car sped off. For now, | held my tongue and
focused on what he had come to talk to me about.

After we made it to the sidewalk, Slash spoke again. “Angel, I'm here to personally
invite you to enroll in a specialized institution, a school, sponsored by the US
government. Its existence is classified, so before | go any further, | must have your
assurance that you will not provide details of this conversation to anyone unless



cleared specifically by me.”
| stopped in my tracks, confused. “A specialized school? What does that mean?”’
He put a light hand under my elbow, moving me aong the sidewak again. “I'm

about to tell you,ifl have your assurance that this conversation will remain
confidential.”
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| didn’t have to ask him how he would hold me to my assurance. He was the NSA,
after all. A part of mefelt atiny flicker of concern, but curiosity and interest roared to
lifein my brain.

“Of course, | give you my assurance.” My voice held a little catch of excitement.
“Tell me more.”

We stopped under a large oak that cast long shadows. Slash stood in the shade
watching the street while | faced him, staying in the sun and enjoying the warmth.

“The school is caled the Underage Training Operative Program, or UTOP,” he said.
“It'sajoint program funded by the CIA, NSA, and DIA.”

“What’sthe DIA?" | asked.

“The Defense Intelligence Agency.”

“Oh. What kind of school is sponsored by three government intelligence agencies?’
“A very senditive one. It's a normal school in many ways. Students are required to
take regular coursework in math, science, English, history, and foreign languages. It
does, however, have an additional, and significant, curriculum that won't be

discussed at this point.”

That only piqued my interest further. “Does it include classes in computer science
and cybersecurity?’



“Of course. The best in the country. | assure you, Angel, the curriculum is quite
advanced. The student body is made up of American citizens aged sixteen to twenty-
one from all over the US and corresponding territories—all of whom are carefully
vetted and who must meet specific intelligence and skill parameters.”

“Such as?’

“In your case, we are, naturally, interested in your hacking skills, both offensive and
defensive. But that’s not all. Your innovation and creativity intrigue us, as well as
your |Q scores, which are high across the board. Y ou show unique promise.”

| didn’'t have to ask him how he knew my 1Q scores. But | had a lot of questions.
“You said UTOP. The wordoperativewas in there. Are we talking about a spy
school 7’

He lifted his hands. “Some people might call it that. | like to think of it as a
specialized training academy. Because of the sensitive nature of the material that will
be covered, students must live on campus in dormitories. It's essentially four years of
a specialized college, courtesy of Uncle Sam.”

That certainly sweetened the deal, but the cautious part of me wanted to know more.
“S0, what' s the catch?’

“The catch is a commitment of at least of four years of work in whichever
intelligence agency we decide to place you with after graduation.”

“Wait. Y ou place us? We don’t get a say where we work?”’
“You can express a preference, but ultimately, the decision is made by a committee,

based on a number of factors, including jobs where we may have a shortage of skills.
But make no mistake. UTOP trains operatives. If selected to the program, that would



be your primary function.”

It was alot for me to take in. My thoughts were jumping around so much, it made me
dizzy. “Does this have anything to do with me, Frankie, and Wally taking down
Omar Haider?’ Haider was the Iragi hacker who had been targeting US veterans. The
three of us had managed to track him down and deliver him to the NSA. Not as quite
so neatly asthat implied, but that was another story.

Slash nodded. “All of you caught the attention of certain individuals at the NSA and
CIA

“Wow, that is so cool.” Suddenly, my mouth caught up with my brain. “Wait. Are
Wally and Frankie invited, too?’

“They are.”

“No way!” | amost pumped my fist in excitement, but stopped myself, figuring it
probably wasn’t something a suave operative would do. “ That’s great.”

Slash seemed amused by my reaction. | wondered if he knew how thrilled | was that
my only two friends in the world had a chance to do this with me. “Okay, so
theoretically, let's say | want to go to this school, college, training academy, or
whatever you want to call it. | just tell my mom and sister I’m going to a spy schoal,
pack up, leave Excalibur, and move into a dorm to begin anew life?’

“Not exactly.” He glanced around as if making sure we couldn’t be overheard. “Y ou
tell your mother and sister you have been selected as the recipient of a special
government scholarship to attend an exclusive four-year university program with a
focus in science and technology and a guaranteed job when you exit.”

“Oh. What about finishing this year of high school? And I'm not sixteen for another



couple of weeks.”

“l1 know. You're close enough to meet the age deadline, and I’'m confident you're
more than capable, intellectually, to handle the academics at UTOP.”

He' d placed an emphasis onintellectually, which made me wonder what other parts
he might worry about me being able to handle. Still, | couldn’'t deny it was an
amazing offer. I’d planned on going to Georgetown University. | was already taking
college classes online there and had applied for a full-ride scholarship. | had a good
shot at it, but it wasn't guaranteed. Neither was ajob after graduation.

Technically, Iwantedto work for the government after graduation. While | would
certainly make more money in the private sector, the government is where | would
see the real action. This school, UTOP, would guarantee me ajob in intelligence and
provide me with specialized training for exactly what | wanted to do...at no cost to
myself or my family. It seemed like a win-win situation, athough with the
government, | knew better. There was always a price to pay, perhaps one | couldn’t
see at this point.

Still, | was intrigued. | regarded Slash thoughtfully, foreseeing a potential problem.
“My mom has to sign off on it?’
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“Of course. You're under eighteen, so it’s up to you to convince her. Keep in mind,
she will not know it's called UTOP. It's referred to as the George Washington
National Training Academy in the official paperwork.”

“Where' s the campus located?’

“About a two-hour drive from here in central Virginia” He didn’t offer any further
details, and | realized that was all | was going to get for now. At the very leadt, it
meant my mom could visit occasionally. | knew that would be important to her.

“There’' s something else you need to know, Angel. It’s not as simple as being invited
to UTOP and being automatically accepted. You have to pass the trias...or go
home.”

My bubble of excitement abruptly deflated. “ Trials? What kind of trials?’

He nudged me forward, so we started walking again. “The government selects
students who have important skills we need in the operative field. Those students who
pass must show certain physical, psychological, and emotional skills to continue their
training. I’ [l be honest with you, we invite a very small and select number of students
to try out for UTOP. You'll undergo a series of trials for four weeks, most of which
are highly challenging on different levels. Unfortunately, only afew of those selected
to try out are able to make it through all the trials successfully.”

“Wait. Areyou saying | could flunk out because | can’t do a pull-up?’

Slash chuckled. “I assure you, no one is flunked for not being able to do a pull-up.



Scores are cumulative and derived from multiple sources. There are physica
challenges, yes, but thisis not a fitness test. It's testing your specific capabilities and
skills in numerous areas in the field. But it's also testing the way your mind works,
how you process information, and how you handle yourself in stressful and
dangerous situations. Also, you don’'t flunk. It's just determined that you don’t have
the necessary skills required for an operative. It certainly doesn’t mean you can't ever
work for the government or an intelligence agency. In fact, most students who don’t
make it through the trials are given specia handlers across the agencies. They go on
to secure degrees at regular universities and come back to us later. In fact, the last
time | looked, ninety-six percent of students who went through the UTORP trials and
didn't make it sill returned to work with one of the agencies. That's an
extraordinarily high percentage.”

“But not as an operative.”

“No.” He paused for a beat. “Not as an operative.”

| stopped, crossed my arms against my chest, and studied him intently. “Y ou actually
think | have a shot? Me? A geeky girl with the upper-body strength of an infant?’

Slash’s expression softened a bit asif he were remembering something. It occurred to
me he might be thinking of Lexi, and maybe she’d once felt theway | did. “Thisisn’t
boot camp, Angel. Regardless, | won't lie to you. It will be challenging and test you
to your limits. All your limits. But, yes, | think you have what it takes to make it as an
operative or | wouldn’t have recommended you.”

That knocked me back for a second. *Y oupersonallyrecommended me?”’

“I did.”

So many thoughts ran through my head, most of them screaming in excitement that



one of the world’'s best wizards behind the keyboard thought | had what it took to be
aspy. “And, if | don’t pass, | just come back to Excalibur?’

“Yes, at the four-week point. They will tell you then whether you made it or not. If
you don’'t make it, you simply tell your mother it didn’t work out. You cannat,
however, tell her the details of thetrials. That must remain classified.”

“They can tell in four weeks whether I'm spy material or not?’

“They can. Sometimes even sooner.”

| blew out a breath. “Wow. Thisis alot to think about.”

“Yes, it is.” He did a hand into his leather jacket and pulled out a manila envelope.
“Here is the information and the registration packet for you and your mother to
review. You have one week to let me know your decision. After that, the slot goes to
someone else.”

| swallowed hard. “Am | able to talk to Wally and Frankie about this?’

“You may, but you must be in a secure location before you discuss anything about it,
and nothing can be exchanged electronicaly. We'll know. Do you understand what

I’m saying?’

Oh, | knew what he meant, all right. The NSA would be watching me. Then it
occurred to me that maybe they already were. Perhaps the brown sedan was from the
agency, and all of this cloak-and-dagger stuff was part of the deal. It was odd, but |
figured that was likely the life of a spy.

A mystery inside a puzzle.



| looked over his shoulder at the rest of the park. Some guy was throwing a Frisbee to
his dog, while the young mother had given up on the ducks and was pushing her
stroller toward the far side of the pond. It seemed so normal—just an average day in
America. People going on about their lives, not having a clue that a short, freckled,
redheaded teenager was being recruited by the US government to be a spy.

“| understand, Slash,” | said. And | did.

| had one week to make the decision of my life.

Chapter Three

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Slash dropped me off at our apartment complex since I’d missed the bus. | clutched
the manila envelope in my hand so tightly | crushed one corner. To my surprise, my
older sister, Gwen, was sitting at the dining room table working on a laptop when |
walked into the apartment. Her presence was surprising because she usually spent
most of her free time with her boyfriend, who lived in Jessup, Maryland. She didn’t
typically drop in on Mom and me during the week unless something was up.
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Our little dog, Mr. Toodles, leaped from her lap and rushed to greet me, yapping
excitedly. | bent down and petted him as he licked my hand, then | scooped him up
with one arm and walked over to my sister.

“Hey, Gwen, what are you doing here?’ | asked.

She glanced up from her laptop. “I needed to pick up some papers from Mom, so |
swung by. Thought I’d stick around to have dinner with you guys, unless you have
plans for tonight.”

| shrugged out of my backpack, dropping it on the couch, and put the manila
envelope on the table. “Like my social calendar is ever full.”

She smiled. She has the same color red hair and blue eyes like | do, but she's better
with people. In school, she was popular, funny, and had a lot of friends—the polar
opposite of me. While | do have two friends, it’s a recent development and something
I’m still getting used to.

| deposited Mr. Toodles on the couch and dlid into a chair at the table across from
Gwen. Taking adeep breath, | pulled the manila envel ope toward me and opened it.

| scanned through the documents. There were several registration and information
forms and one small brochure for the academy. The brochure for the GW Training
Academy showed pictures of colonia-style buildings, trees, the inside of a dormitory,
and a nice gym. There was no address, phone number, or mention of UTOP
anywhere. | guess by accepting the nomination, 1’d start down that slippery path of
not exactly lying to the people around me, but not necessarily providing all the



information at hand, either.

Thelife of aspy.

“What' s that?’ Gwen pointed at the papers now spread across the table.

“1’ve been invited to attend a special school, a college/training academy for students
interested in working for the government.”

“What?’ That got Gwen's attention. She pushed her Iaptop aside and put her elbows
on the table, her full attention on me. “ Are you kidding? After you graduate?’

“Actually, starting now. They think I'm ready. It's a free ride for four years with a
four-year commitment to work for the government after that. Then it's aclean date. |

can either continue to work for the government or leave for the private sector.”

Her eyes widened. “Four years of school for free and a guaranteed job? And you've
been accepted?’

“Well, not exactly. They have to see how | do at first. If | do well, I'm in. If not, |
return to Excalibur.”

“When did you apply for this? | thought you wanted to go to Georgetown.”

“lI do. | did. | mean, | didn't exactly apply for this. Slash nominated me after that
thing with the Iragi hacker.”

She sat back in her chair, watching me. “So, the government is recruiting you.”

“You could put it like that.”



“Isit going to be dangerous?’
| hadn’t thought about that part. | guess it was possible. It was a spy school, after all,
so what did | know? Still, | didn't want to raise the danger factor, because Mom

would never let me go. | shrugged it off. “It’s college, Gwen, not Afghanistan.”

“Hmmm...” She wasn’'t buying my nonchalance. “Where exactly is this academy
located?’

“Virginia. | bet you can come and visit sometime.”

“S0, you're seriously considering it?’

“Of course I’'m seriously considering it. My endgame has aways been to work for the
government. That’s where the action is.”

“That’s where thedangeris.”

| pursed my lips at her. “Don’'t pull the big-sister card. You're overreacting. I'm
going to work behind a computer.”

“Yes, and look what just happened with that hacker guy. You could have gotten
hurt.”

“That was...not the norm.” | pushed the brochure over to her. “See for yourself. It's
totally tame. There are dorms, cafeterias, a gym, and classrooms. It probably has
extracurricular activities, too. And, just so you know, | won't be alone. Wally and
Frankie are invited, too.”

“Really?’” She looked up from the brochure, surprise on her face.



“Really. So, I'll even know people there. It should be fine. Trust me, if there were
danger, Wally would be out. He's afraid to clip his toenails. Besides, I'll know after
four weeks if I'min. If it doesn’t work out, I'll come back to Excalibur and hope the
scholarship to Georgetown works out.”
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She resumed looking over the brochure. “There's not much information here.” She
passed it back to me. “But since Slash is involved, | feel better about it. He really
nominated you for this academy?’

It was still hard for me to believe—like somehow I'd hit the jackpot. “He did. Me,
Wally, and Frankie. He thinks we have what it takes to succeed there.”

“Does this mean your mind is made up?’

| considered. Welird, but |I'd already made my decision by the time Slash handed me
the manilaenvelope. “Yes. | want to give it ashot.”

She still looked doubtful. “Y ou won’'t be disappointed if it doesn’t work out?’

“Of course I'll be disappointed. But I’'m not going to fail. If Slash thinks | can do this,
| can.”

| tried not to feel insulted that she looked so doubtful. “Okay, let’s just hope Mom
feelsthe same way.”

Chapter Four
CANDACEKIM
Director of the NSA National Security Operations Center (NSOC)

NSA Headquarters, Fort Meade, Maryland



Crypto-Secure Phone

From: Director of The National Security Operations Center (NSOC), National
Security Agency (NSA)

To: Deputy Director of the Operations Division (DDIR), NSA

Classification: Top Secret, No Foreign

0248 GMT

Message Follows:

Please advise as to the status of the negotiations with the Hidden Avenger. Do we
know his endgame or have any proof of the authenticity of his claims? This has
director-level attention.

End of Message

Candace Kim, director of the National Security Operations Center (NSOC) at the
NSA, pressed the send button on her phone and leaned back in her desk chair as the
text shot into encrypted cyberspace. She would have preferred to call the deputy
director of the Operations Division, Jim Avers, from her office phone, but the day
had slipped away because of too many meetings and a couple of unexpected fires
she'd been compelled to put out. Now she was forced to use an encrypted cell to
contact him, as he was no longer in the office. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but she
didn’t want to wait a minute longer for an update.

No other recent issue had triggered her curiosity as much as the avatar called Hidden
Avenger. Over the years he had thwarted the NSA’s back door into the RSA
encryption but advised companies and agencies about dozens of unknown security



holes. Was he agood guy or bad?

Fourteen years ago, when she’'d been a midlevel agent at the NSA, the agency had
been able to spy on just about anyone in the world outside the US territory, where
they were legally allowed to operate. Using a hidden back door built into the RSA
encryption program—the program used by most of the world to transmit secure
data—the NSA could open whatever encrypted messages they wanted fromanyone,
anywhere. Then along came a secretive self-proclaimed do-gooder calling himself the
Hidden Avenger, who, without warning, had slammed the door shut with a patch he
called ShadowCrypt. The NSA and FBI had spent fourteen years and employed
dozens of their best hackers, researchers, and cybersecurity experts trying to track
him down and had gotten exactly nowhere.

Now he'd resurfaced, and Candace wasn't sure if he was a potential asset for the
agency or someone playing them for fools. Either way, his furtive communications
had landed on her desk, and sorting out the differences had become her problem.

At this point, the Hidden Avenger was offering them critical information to prevent a
major terrorist attack, and access to the new back door he'd created in ShadowCrypt.
Since nearly all the criminal and terrorist groups worldwide used that encryption, the
ability to monitor their communications could return the NSA to its glory days before
the patch. If she handled this right and brought him in with his new back door, she’'d
get alot of credit right at the time when the political leadership would be looking for
outstanding candidates to replace the director when he retired.

It was hard to tell if the timing on all of this was chance or purposeful. Was it
coincidence the Avenger had abruptly surfaced just as the director of the NSA had
internally announced to a small group of high-ranking staff he was retiring next year?
She hated the active positioning of some of her peers that had followed, while they
tried to establish themselves as his logical replacement. She wouldn’t stoop that low.
But if her job performance merited the recognition,andif the country were safer



because she'd help bring down a terrorist group, well, then she wasn't above
becoming the first woman director.

Her phone suddenly dinged, and she picked it up. Pressing her finger to the button,
shetyped in her password, scanning Jm’s reply.

Crypto-Secure Phone

From: Deputy Director of the Operations Division (DDIR), NSA

To: Director of the National Security Operations Center (NSOC)

Classification: Top Secret, No Foreign
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0254 GMT
Message Follows:

| stopped by your office earlier today, but you weren't there. The Hidden Avenger
will not offer us anything more until we can assure him immunity and safety for his
family. Where do we stand on the request to the Justice Department?

End of Message

Candace had expected the answer. The Hidden Avenger was as cautious as he was
clever. He was going to keep a low profile until he received assurances they could
deliver, and he wouldn’t be tricked into exposing himself until he received what he
wanted. Technically, he was holding all the leverage right now, but that depended on
him remaining anonymous. She was both puzzled and intrigued by reports that the
Avenger was actually one of their own, a former NSA agent named Ethan Sinclair
who' d vanished fourteen years ago without atrace.

There was important information on his departure and disappearance that she was
missing and needed to know. His personnel records indicated he was a superior
performer with no known personnel issues. What would cause him to quit or vanish?
What was he afraid of that would lead him to abandon a family that he loved dearly,
by all accounts? Why was he asking for federal protection for himself and his family,
as well as immunity from prosecution for any real or accidental crimes? What else
was he hiding?

None of the Avenger’ s requests were simple, but, at this point, he was holding all the



cards. And he wouldn’t play unless the NSA could deliver on what he wanted.

WEell-honed intuition told her the Avenger was running from something, orsomeone,
at the NSA. She was aso certain the director of research at the NSA and Sinclair’s
former boss, Isaac Remington, knew a lot more than he was sharing. Was he hiding
something that would enhance his chances to bring in the Avenger himself, so he
could showcase his resourcefulness and became the next director? Or did he know
something else—something more sinister that could implicate someone within the

agency?

Remington would bear watching either way. From this moment on, she’d have to be
extremely careful with whom she shared her concerns. Right now, she trusted Jim
Aversimplicitly and would rely on him for assistance.

We can’'t move forward fully yet because the Justice Department needs to understand
why he needs immunity. What potential prosecution is he attempting to avoid? It's
one thing if he wants immunity for the ShadowCrypt patch. It's entirely another if
he's stealing credit card numbers or hacking into commercial firms. If he has engaged
in the latter, the Justice Department could not provide immunity from civil suits for
the damages. They can deal in federal chargesonly.

She sent the reply, then went to the small refrigerator in her office, removing a bottle
of water and taking a drink. She was supposed to go to the gym to prepare for a
duathlon—mountain biking and running—but she was leaning toward a quiet night in
front of the television instead. She tried to remember if there were any shows on
tonight that she liked when her phone dinged again.

Understood. Will go back to the Avenger and seeif | can narrow things down alittle.
Don’t forget he wants to meet with the director. It's part of his request.

Candace stared at the text. Wasn't it strange that the Hidden Avenger would insist on



a private meeting with General Norton? What could possibly be the purpose? It was
not widely known within the NSA that he intended to retire soon, nor was the
information public yet. In her mind, that meant the Hidden Avenger had inside
connections at the NSA or was a former employee, further strengthening the case that
Ethan Sinclair might indeed be the man they were looking for. But what had
happened to make him go rogue?

| spoke with the director yesterday, and he's agreed to the meeting. General Norton is
intrigued by the possibility the Avenger is one of our own. We've also been
monitoring the terrorist group the Avenger gave us information on and have
confirmed heightened chatter. But without the encryption-breaking back door, we
can't follow what they are saying. Still, the FBI has identified and is tracking the
individuals, anyone communicating with them, and identified associates. The reports
appear to confirm the Avenger’ s information.

Jim answered almost immediately.

Avenger is using code names for the next time and method of communication with us
and will send instructions within two days providing the connection details. He says
we'll know the communication is from him because it will include the word “Ahab.”

Ahab? Candace frowned at the screen. What was the purpose of that unusual code
name? Was it random, or was he trying to tell them something? She typed out a
response.

Ahab as in the captain of the whaling ship in Moby Dick or as in King Ahab in the
Bible? Check both of these out, as well as any other Ahab that leaps to mind. Look
inside the agency first. Have we ever had an operation called Moby Dick or anything
similar that we can tie the name Ahab to? The Avenger strikes me as someone who
has a detailed purpose for everything he does. Theremustbe a hidden message there.
Find it.



Candace sent the message and plopped down in her office chair. Any plans for the
gym or television this evening had just gone out the window. It looked like she
needed to brew a strong cup of coffee and start readingMoby Dickagain.

Chapter Five

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Mom took it better than | expected. She asked me al the same questions that Gwen
did, plus alot more. She scoured over every inch of the forms and brochure and made
me look up the academy online. It had the same photos and information from the
brochure and nothing more.

“1 don’t understand why they want you to start right away.” Mom pushed her fingers
through her hair, which was as red as Gwen’'s and mine. “You're aready a month
into your senior year of high school. There could be academic repercussions for
pulling you out like this.”

“Mom, | love you, but we both know | won't be missing out on anything at
Excalibur. It's too easy for me and you know it. Slash told me the curriculum at the
academy is quite advanced. It's like a first year at college. It's just what | need to
challenge me academically.”

“But you're not even sixteen yet.”
“1 will be in a couple of weeks. Thisisn’t about my age, Mom. | know | can do this,
and Slash thinks so, too. I’m excited to check it out. Please let me give it atry. If it

doesn’t work out, I’'m back herein asnap. But if | don’t try, | know I'll regret it.”

Mom looked over at Gwen for support, but to my surprise, Gwen said, “If she wants
to try, let her do it. We both know she can handle it academically. Slash nominated



her, so he must believe she has what it takes to do well there. Besides, Angel may be
just sixteen, but she’s got more common sense than most people | know my age.
She'll aso have friends there to keep her in line. Even better, she won't be far away.

We can check up on her as often as needed.”

“Hey,” | protested, but Gwen just grinned.

My mom blew out a breath and stood from the table. “I’'m sorry, but | have to think
about this. It s quite unexpected.”

It was the best | was going to get for now, so | didn’t push it. Instead | rose from the
table, following her toward the kitchen. “Mom, can | go to Wally’ s after dinner?’
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Wally had texted Frankie and me, telling us we had to come over after dinner to
discuss“it.” We both knew what “it” he was talking about.

Mom turned on the stove and pulled a casserole out of the refrigerator. “Sure. I'll
have Gwen drop you off on her way home. You can call me when you're ready to
come home.”

| returned to my room and quickly texted Wally and Frankie | could come. Frankie
responded with a half-dozen brain explosion emojis, said she'd also gotten a visit
from “you know who,” and she was coming, too.

Mom, Gwen, and | talked about everything at dinner except for the academy,
although that’s all | could think about. When we finished, | offered to do the dishes so
| could get to Wally’s as soon as possible.

When | findly arrived at Wally’s, Frankie was already there, chatting with Wally’s
mom and dad. Wally took us to his room and closed the door behind him. For a
moment | just stood there.

“What'sthat?’ | said pointing at the middle of his room, where a huge battlefield was
set up with dozens of soldier figures, tanks, and airplanes.

Wally looked pleased that I'd asked. “That? Oh, that's Operation Barbarossa from
World War 11. It took place from June to July 1941. Hitler’s attack on the USSR was
the bloodiest of the war, and as a battle it covered the largest area. It didn’t cause the
USSR to collapse, but his victory destroyed the Red Army in western Russia. The
Soviets had to retreat and spend years rebuilding their army.”



| circled around the table, intrigued. “1 didn’t know you liked this stuff.”

“Oh, he does,” Frankie said. “He's a military buff. He can recreate hundreds of the
great battles of history right from his head.”

Wally’s cheeks reddened dightly. “Yeah, obviously | have a lot of free time on my
hands, so | store alot of random facts up here.” He tapped his head.

“That's totally cool, Wally.” | meant it. Sometimes, hewaslike a walking
encyclopedia. “What elseis stored in that head of yours?’

He shrugged, the color in his face fading as he stood a little straighter. “ Tons of stuff.
The constellations, the periodic table of elements, all the bones and muscles in the
body, and a lot of geographic facts like longest rivers, largest deserts, etc. Some of
it's useless trivia, but I’'m hoping to try out forJeopardy!someday. I'll make myself a
nice little nest egg and start investing in cryptocurrency.”

“Perfect.” Reluctantly, | tore my gaze from the battlefield and got right to the point of
why we were here. “Okay, White Knights, let’s get real. Who's going for UTOP?’

“Y ou mean the academy,” Frankie corrected me.

“No, | mean UTOP. The academy is what we use in mixed company, meaning
nonclassified. We're alone here, so we can say we're trying out for UTOP. Operative
status. If we don’t make it, we' re back at Excalibur within four weeks.”

“Well, I’ve got mixed feelings about UTOP,” Wally admitted, sitting on the corner of
his bed. “Slash said there would be some physical challenges. That would sink me

before | even got started.”

“He also told me it wasn't going to be boot camp,” | countered. “According to Slash,



no one fails because they can’t do a push-up.”

“Oh, thank God,” Frankie said with feeling.

“Serioudly, it's not a military academy.” | wondered if | were trying too hard to
convince myself of that. “They’re looking for other stuff.”

“What other stuff?’ Frankie asked.

“Skills. Mine and Wally’s in cybersecurity, and your mad graphic abilities on the
keyboard.”

“Does that make us good spy material?’ Frankie wondered.

“Maybe. It was enough to get us nominated. | guess we'll find out. Are you guys
going for it?’

Frankie nodded, excitement flashing in her eyes. “I'm going for it. My dad isin the
military, so that should let you know how much money there isin the bank for me to
go to a four-year university without taking on crippling debt.” She leaned against
Wally’'s dresser. “This is my shot at a free education and a solid job as soon as |
graduate. It’sworth it, even if | need to figure out how to do a push-up.”

| didn’'t think it would be as ssimple as a push-up, but | looked at Wally anyway. “In
or out?’

“Well, if I’'m not going to wash out because of the physical challenges, then heck yes,
I’m in. Are you kidding me? Harris. Wally Harris—spy. Girls would totally be into

me.”

“You're going to try out for UTOP because you think it will get you girls?’



“Heck yes, I'm doing it for the girls. And for national security, of course. | assure
you, both are great motivators.”

| rolled my eyes. “Well, we don’'t get alot of time to prove our worth.”

“Four weeks doesn’'t seem like along time,” Frankie mused. “Are your parents okay
with it, Wally?’
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“Why wouldn’t they be?’ He shrugged. “ They’re rightfully seduced by the possibility
of afree, four-year university education. In fact, | think they stopped listening after |
said the wordfree. Plus, if | wanted to try it, | don’'t think they could think of a good
reason | shouldn’t.”

“1 think my dad suspects it’s something other than a training academy,” Frankie said.
“He knows it’'s connected to us bringing down that Iragi hacker. But he’s been quiet
about it. What about you, Angel? Is your mom cool with it?”’

“l wouldn’'t exactly say she's cool, but | think she's going to agree. Personally, I'm
intrigued by the challenge. But more importantly, I’m glad you guys want to give it a
go. | don’'t want to break up the White Knights.” Embarrassed by my unexpected and
emotional declaration, | looked at the floor, my cheeks heating.

“Awww, that is so sweet, Angel,” Frankie said. “All for one, and one for all?’

She held out her hand, palm down. After a moment, Wally put his on top of hers,
They both looked at me. Feeling kind of stupid, | put my hand on top of Wally’s.

“Let'sdoit,” Frankie said with agrin. “White Knights forever.”
Chapter Six
ANGEL SINCLAIR

When | returned home from Wally’s, | got ready for bed. After my mom kissed me
good-night, waited until the sound of her footsteps faded down the hall, then climbed



out of bed, pushed all thoughts of UTOP and spy school aside, and sat down in front
of my laptop. It was time to continue the search for my father.

The disappearance of my dad is perhaps the greatest mystery of my life. One day he
woke up, went to work, and never arrived. His car was parked out in front of the
building where he worked, and his wallet, filled with cash and credit cards, was
placed atop his neatly folded jacket in the passenger seat. The car was locked from
the outside, the key thoughtfully tucked under the front tire. No evidence of violence
or robbery. He hadn’t cleaned out his bank account or taken his passport.

He just vanished without a trace.

A brilliant cryptologist, mathematician, and computer programmer, my father had
worked as a security engineering analyst at King's Security. According to the police
report—which | read after hacking into the department when | was thirteen—he had a
happy home life with a wife and children he supposedly adored, no debt, and a bright
future. He was well liked by his colleagues and had no enemies. After searching for
him for several months, the police gave up. They weren’t able to confirm there'd
been foul play, which eventually led them to believe it had been a willful
disappearance. As the years passed, it was amost as if his existence was wiped from
the face of the earth.

Except for us—the family he'd left behind.

Even though I’d hadn’t known my father, I'd never forgotten about him. Neither had
Mom or Gwen. Mom still wore her wedding ring, which | used to think was crazy,
but not so much anymore. Because now | believed my father was still alive.

For years, I'd compiled tons of information on him, creating a trail that just a few
weeks ago led me right to the doorstep of the NSA. That's when | received an
anonymous email warning me away from trying to find him and suggesting “criminal



elementsinside the NSA” were monitoring me.

It was a shocking and exhilarating development, because it seemed to confirm my
father was till alive. It also made me wonder if my search for him was on target. Had
my father worked for the NSA? If so, was he a spy? Was that why he’d abandoned
us?

Whatever the reason for his disappearance, | was determined to find him and get to
the truth, regardless of whether | was being watched or not. I'd just be more careful.
It was risky, but it was important. Perhaps the most important thing in my life.

| flexed my fingers and rested the tips on the keyboard. | didn’t care what anyone
said. This was my life, and | wasnevergoing to stop until | uncovered the truth about
my dad.

Chapter Seven

ISAAC REMINGTON

Executive Director, Research Directorate ED/RD, NSA

Crypto-Secure Phone

From: Executive Director, Research Directorate ED/RD

To: DIRNSOC

Classification: Top Secret, No Foreign

0206 GMT



Message Follows:

Any updates regarding the status of the negotiations with the HA? Do we know what
he wants yet?

End of Message

Crypto-Secure Phone
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From: Director NSOC, National Security
To: DIR ED/RD
Classification: Top Secret, No Foreign
0210 GMT
Message Follows:
This couldn’t wait until tomorrow? Meet me in my office in the morning for full
briefing. Negotiations are proceeding. Avenger is promising more information on
terrorists and has given us relevant leads that are panning out in exchange for his
demands. I'm still seeking clarity on what kind of immunity he wants, and talking to
the Justice Department. Think they will agree to some kind of deal. More tomorrow.
End of Message
Deal? Isaac slammed his phone on the kitchen counter. Stalking across the room, he
yanked open a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of gin. He poured some into a glass,
adding tonic and ice. He shook the glass a couple of times before taking a large
swallow and picking up a burner phone. He tapped in a number and waited.

After four rings, it was picked up by a man with a curt voice. “Who'’ s this?’

“Update me,” Isaac said. “And it’ d better be good.”



There was a dight pause. “You're in luck. We think he might have contacted the
daughter.”

| saac sat straight up and almost spilled his drink. “What? When?’

“A couple of weeks ago. We noticed a significant drop in what she was saying on her
cell and home phone, as well as what she was doing on her computer. Right about the
same time, we intercepted a heavily encrypted message going in. After that message
went in, we were getting so little information, we switched tactics. We rented a house
on the same street as her apartment complex to keep the family under twenty-four-
hour surveillance.”

“You think Sinclair contacted her?”

“1 think that’s the most likely scenario. We traced the message, but it went nowhere.
We're still trying to break the encryption, but it isn't looking good. The daughter
seems to have taken whatever message she received to heart. Given her subsequent
actions, it was probably a warning. She's been crazy careful with all outgoing
information, including phone calls. She's still using her computer but has been
tunneling out using encrypted VPNSs that she changes daily. We don’t know what to
make of it the fact that if it were Sinclair, why he feels threatened enough to reach out
to her. Is he worried about her or himself? We have no indication that he's tried to
contact hiswife or the older daughter.”

That was interesting. What was Sinclair thinking, and why the focus on the younger
daughter? Maybe she was getting closer to him than they thought? “ So, he's watching
the daughter closely. Good. That's our conduit, then. What are we doing to
manipul ate this to our advantage?’

“Well, we were able to plant a few bugs in the common areas of the house last week
when no one was home. That's why we're pretty sure Sinclair's wife has not been



contacted. Unfortunately, most of what's being said in the house is inconsequential,
other than the daughter has been nominated to go through the UTOP trias. | bet he
knows that, too.”

|saac’ s annoyance rose at the news. “Let me guess. Slash nominated her. He' s already
called me asking about the Hidden Avenger investigation. |’ ve held him off for now.
| want Slash and his department shut out of thisinvestigation entirely.”

“Why are you so worried about Slash? He wasn’t around when Sinclair left fourteen
years ago, and he knows nothing about Lando. IAD has no bone to pick in thisfight. |
would think Candace Kim would be more of athreat to us.”

Isaac let out a grunt of disgust. “Candace Kim is a bureaucrat who thinks she has
things under control when, in fact, she doesn’'t have a clue.” He tried to temper his
irritation that he had to explain himself. “ She's walking blindfolded, swinging wildly
with a stick and hoping she somehow hits the pifiata, when she isn’t even in the right
part of the room. She's not being obvious about it, but I’'m certain she's having
fantasies about becoming the first woman director at the NSA. She is annoying but
predictable. | can manage her.”

He paused, considering his next words. “ Slash, however, is another story. He's a bit
of a mystery and appears to be too good to be true. His meteoric rise in the NSA is
concerning. Always seems to be in the right place at the right time to save the day.
He's either really lucky or really dangerous, because no one isthatgood. But he's
definitely by the book and has successfully cultivated a close relationship with the
director. | don't want to put our years of planning for this opportunity at risk to
Slash’s good luck or unwillingness to do what is necessary to keep our nation safe.
Let’ s not give him areason to get involved.”

“Agreed. Yet, he nominated Sinclair’ s daughter and two of her friends, which is odd.
Is this a coincidence, or does he have some connection we don’t know about to the



Hidden Avenger? We really have no idea where his loyalties lie, but approaching him
to try and find out might either raise his suspicions or have unfortunate consequences
if we'rewrong.”

|saac set his glass down, the condensation creating a small wet ring on the counter.
“It has to be a coincidence. It's just unfortunate that Slash and his fiancée have a
personal connection to the girl. It only adds another layer of complication to a
delicate operation.”

“Yes, it does, sir.”

While it was a disturbing development and merited continued observation, it was not
crisis-level. Isaac took another drink and mentally went through his options. “How do
you think UTOP plays into this?’

“Honestly, | don't think we have anything to worry about. The daughter may have
mad skills at the keyboard, but she's not UTOP materia. If she accepts the
nomination, she'll be the first to wash out.”

“Good. Because | need her focus on finding her father, not on the UTORP trias. She'll
be nearly impossible to monitor ensconced at the UTOP campus. We're running out
of time to get the Avenger before Candace Kim does.” That, thought Isaac, was the
crux of their problem.

“You're right about that, sir. She has alot invested in bringing him in. Think about it.
People like success stories, and giving them a woman would be icing on the cake.
Not saying she’ d be alock for the directorship, but it sure wouldn’t hurt.”

“The directorship ismine.” Isaac tightened his hand on his glass. “We' ve worked too
long and invested too much in it, which makes it imperative that we bring in the
Avenger first. | want you to step up our efforts. Do what you need to do to find the



Avenger and make it fast. Are you clear on that?’

“Crystal, sir.”
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Chapter Eight
ANGEL SINCLAIR

One week later, | waited nervously on the couch inside my apartment with two small
suitcases, my laptop bag, Mr. Toodles, and my mom.

“| feel like you' re forgetting something,” my mom said, jumping up for the hundredth
time and looking around the apartment.

“We' ve had this same conversation a dozen times in the past hour, Mom. They said
they’re providing pretty much everything for us. They are even sending a driver for
me. Look, | promise I’m not forgetting anything. I’ ve got everything | need.”

“What about your phone charger? Extra batteries? Y our gloves?’

“I"ve got all those things. Besides, if | did forget anything, you can bring them to me.
I’m only going to be two hours away, remember?”’

“But they said it will be at least four weeks before | can visit.”

My heart skipped a beat nervously. In four weeks I’d know whether | wasin or out. If
| failed, my mom wouldn’t have to visit. I’d be coming home on my own. “They just
want us to get acclimated. It will be fine. | can survive four weeks without whatever |

forgot.”

She sighed, pulling me in close for a hug. “I’'m not ready for an empty nest. It's all



happening so fast.”

“l promise I’'ll call and text as often as| can, okay?’

“You'd better.”

“I will.”

The doorbell rang and Mr. Toodles barked like the fierce dog he is, with tiny little
yaps and yips. My mom scooped him up as | opened the door.

A man in awhite dress shirt, dark slacks, and sunglasses stood there. “Good morning.
Ms. Sinclair, are you ready?’ he asked.

| never once imagined that | would be escorted to college by a US government driver.
It was both super cool and super weird. Still, | tried to act like it was no big deal.

“Yes, I’'m ready. Thank you for coming.”

He nodded, then tipped his head toward my mother. “Good morning, ma am. I'm
here to escort your daughter to the academy.”

“Oh, it's so nice to make your acquaintance. Would you like to come in? Do you
have time for some coffee?’

He smiled dlightly. “ Thank you. | appreciate the offer, but I’ ve got two other students
waiting in the car.” He pointed to my suitcases. “ Are these yours?’

“They are,” | confirmed.

He nodded once more at my mom and rolled my suitcases out the door. | slipped my
laptop bag and purse over my shoulder and gave Mom and Mr. Toodles one last hug.



My mom looked dangerously close to tears.

| headed for the door but hesitated, suddenly not sure what to say, or if | could say
anything to make my decision to leave any easier. Was | suddenly having doubts?

“I"ll text you when | get to the campus and get settled in, okay? | promise.”

My mom suddenly straightened, giving me a smile. “Of course you will. You're so
smart and strong—you’ll do great. | love you, Angel.”

“1 love you, too, Mom.”

It was harder than | thought it would be to walk out the door. | had to swallow hard a
few times to keep my composure. Luckily, | was distracted when | saw the limo and
Wally and Frankie in the back, practically bouncing off the seats.

“Angel, will you look at this?” Wally said as | climbed in with them. “We'reriding to
school in style. It even has arefrigerator and free snacks.” He opened the door, pulled

out a Coke, and shoved one at me. “Drink up.”

“I’ve never been in a limo before,” Frankie said, pushing some buttons. “There’'s a
television here.”

“No acohal, though,” Wally said. “Dang.”

“We'reall underage,” | pointed out.
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“Thank you, Captain Obvious.” He pouted, but Frankie and | just laughed.

The trip was supposed to be about two hours, but it took at |east forty minutes longer,
mostly because the traffic on 1-95 south was a killer, even on a Monday morning. It
didn't bother us at all. Sitting in a luxurious limo with every comfort (except a
bathroom) was not a hardship. We drank soda and ate potato chips, Cracker Jacks,
and gummi bears while we traveled.

Finally, our driver pulled off at an exit and drove for a while longer before turning
onto arura road. The only sign of life was a small gas station that looked closed. As
we went deeper down the road, the area became increasingly wooded. Finally we
came to a stop in front of a white stone arch that hung above an enormous, black,
wrought-iron fence. A brick wall, about fifteen feet high, connected to the gate and
disappeared into the forest. I'm not sure who the wall was intended to keep out in the
middle of nowhere, but it did seem kind of ominous. Our driver pulled to a stop in
front of the fence and typed some numbers on a small keyboard on the dashboard.
Curious, we pressed our faces to the windows to get a look at the words carved into
the arch.

“Si vis pacem, para bellum,”| murmured.
“What does that mean?’ Frankie asked.

Since | was the only one in the car who'd taken Latin, | trandated. “If you wish for
peace, prepare for war.”

“Oh, that’ s not scary at all,” Frankie whispered, leaning back in the seat.



The driver spoke to us through a microphone. “We're here. Welcome to UTOP,
kids.”

The gate began to open slowly, and we drove into the compound. We all strained to
get alook at the campus, then | turned around and watched as the heavy gate closed
behind us.

Wally whistled softly and pointed ahead. “ Get aload of that.”

He pointed toward a series of precisely arranged colonial-style brick buildings
arranged around a large courtyard and shaded by several towering trees. An
impressive array of antennas covered the roofs.

| could imagine students sitting on the benches that dotted the landscape or on the
grassy areas, studying or working on their laptops. It would have been an idyllic
setting, except for one thing—it was a Monday morning and the place was deserted.
It looked like a ghost town.

“That’s odd,” | heard the driver say. I’m not sure he realized his microphone was still
on.

“What's odd?’ Wally asked, alarm crossing his face as he leaned forward and pressed
the microphone button to the front of the limo. “Where is everybody?’

“I"'m not sure. Something isn't right.” The driver pulled into a parking place in front
of alarge courtyard, the sides of which were occupied by several small buildings, and
pulled out a cell phone. He tapped on the phone and waited. We could hear ringing,
but no one picked up.

He punched the phone off. “Well, that’s not good.”



“What's not good?” Wally said, his voice squeaking. “What’s going on?’

The driver opened his door, his hand reaching under his jacket. “You kids stay here.
I’ll be right back.” He slammed the door and walked cautiously toward the courtyard.

Frankie gripped my arm. “Where's he going?’

“l don’t know,” | said, pressing my face to the window.

The driver was halfway across the quad when a sound like a firecracker went off. He
fell to the brick walkway and didn’t get up.

For amoment, all three of us stared in horror, our mouths open.

“What the what?’Wally shouted. “ Did someone just shoot him?”’

“OMG!” Frankie gasped, squeezing my arm so tightly | was sure I’d have bruises.
“We haveto help him.”

“Help him? Are you crazy?’ Wally dlid to the floor, grabbing me and Frankie and
trying to pull us down. “There’s someone with a gun out there. Maybe he won't see
us.”

Frankie and | immediately joined him on the floor in ajumble of limbs. | snapped the
door lock on, then snatched my cell out of my purse to dial 911. | had no bars. Wally
and Frankie both checked their phones.

“Where the heck are we that we have no cell signal?’ Wally said. “Thisis crazy.”

“What are we going to do?’ Frankie whispered.



| tried to stay calm, despite the rapid pounding of my heart. “I don’t know. We can’'t
just sit here.”

“Why not? The driver told us to stay in the car,” Frankie said, her breath catching.
“We should listen to him.”
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“Yeah, but what if whoever shot him comes after us?” Wally argued. “We'll be
sitting ducks in here.”
“Maybe the limo is bulletproof,” Frankie said.

“Maybeitisn’t. You want to stick around and find out?’

Frankie's face was turning purple from breathing too fast. “It doesn’t make sense.
Why would someone want to shoot us? We didn’t do anything.”

“These days, no one needs a reason to shoot someone,” Wally said. “We're all
targets.”

| didn’t like what he’'d said, but | didn’t disagree with it, either. | lifted my head to
peek out the window. A figure dressed in al black and wearing a ski mask emerged
from behind one of the buildings and was cautiously making his way toward our
downed driver.

My heart lodged in my throat. “| see the shooter. He's dressed in black and holding a
handgun. He's headed toward our driver, who's still on the ground and not moving.
That’ s not a good development.”

“You think?” Wally said. “It’ s time to get the heck out of here.”

“What about our driver?’ Frankie asked. “We can't just leave him there. He was so
nice.”



“We can’'t do anything for him at thispoint,” | said. “But maybe we can find help.”
“We have to get out of the car,” Wally said. “If we stay here any longer, we won't
have a choice.” He flipped the door lock open and cautiously cracked the door on the
side opposite of where the dark figure was still bent over our driver. Pushing it open
just enough to exit, he slid out of the car and motioned vigorously for usto follow.

| wasn't crazy about the plan, but | agreed action was better than inertia. Frankie
wiggled across the limo floor and slid out of the car next to Wally. Seconds later, |
joined them. We partially closed the door and crouched there, our backs against the
car, our hearts beating hard.

“What now?’ Frankie whispered.

| pointed to an area between the buildings and kept my voice low. “That way. Maybe
one of the doors are open and we can get inside and find help or aweapon.”

“What if the bad guys are aready inside?’ Wally said. “| say go for the woods.”

“Three geeks in the woods,” | said. “That would not end well. We'd be easier to
target than a herd of elephants.”

“Good point,” Wally said. “Okay. To the buildings, it is. On the count of three.
Zigzag as you run, and keep low.”

“How do you know zigzag works?’ Angel asked.

“l play alot of first-person shooter games. Trust me, okay?’

There was no more time for discussion. We nodded, and Wally started the
countdown.



“Ong, two...three.”

Fueled by adrenaline, we burst out from behind the car toward the buildings, nearly
tripping each other as we zigzagged. | quickly pulled to the front, my legs pumping
harder than they ever had before. Something pinged off the brick sidewalk near my
left foot as | hurtled between the buildings with the others on my heels.

OMG! He' s shooting at us!

| took a hard left the first chance | could, Frankie and Wally right behind me. We tore
around another corner, a second ping hitting the wall just above my head. The second
| turned the corner, | saw an old-fashioned wooden door with a small iron window
and alatch handle. | sammed into it, pressing down on the handle, but it was locked.
We ran on, taking the first turn we could. Another door was there, and | pushed on it.
To my relief, this one opened, and the three of ustumbled in, nearly taking each other
down. | sammed it shut behind me, but there was no lock.

“Hurry,” | gasped, tearing off down a hallway, not knowing or caring where | was
going, so long asit was away from the guy with the gun.

Wally and Frankie followed me. Our harsh breathing and tennis shoes hitting the tile
floor echoed in the empty hallways. To my dismay, no security guard, military escort,
or adults of any kind to help us appeared.

My heart was pounding so frantically, | thought I might have a heart attack. | took a
hard left down another corridor and tried the first door on my right. It opened, and |
pushed Wally and Frankie inside. There was no lock on this door, either, so | grabbed
a chair and jammed it under the door handle to keep it from being opened. Slowly, |
backed up, holding afinger to my lips.

A quick glance around indicated we were in a staff break room with a few round



tables and a vending machine. Wally was already looking through the drawers for a
weapon or anything that might offer protection. He held up a metal cake cutter and a
couple of plastic forks. Frankie pulled out a bottle of bleach. | did my own quiet
search, finally pouring a handful of salt into both hands. It wasn’t much, but it was
either that or trying to brain the attacker with a paper plate.

The three of us huddled together in a corner, hoping the attacker would pass us by.
Moments later we could hear the handle on the door being jiggled. It was silent, and
then aloud crash sounded.

Frankie screamed as the door flung open and the shooter, dressed in black, stepped
over the chair I’d jammed beneath the handle.
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To my utter shock, Wally acted first, shouting a battle cry and hurtling the cake cutter
like a knife, right at the guy’s head. To my astonishment, the guy caught it one-
handed just before it reached his head. Before | could react, Frankie jumped toward
him, throwing the open bottle of bleach at his head. While he was busy swatting the
bottle away, | launched myself forward, latching onto his arm with the gun and
tossing the salt directly into hisface.

| must have gotten some in his eyes, at least partialy, because he cursed and
stumbled. | struggled with his arm, trying to get him to release the gun. | leaned over
to bite his arm, using the only weapon | had left at my disposal, when he snaked an
arm around my neck, holding me tight against him and rendering me immobile. If |
struggled, he tightened his hold on my neck, cutting off my breath. For a moment, we
all stilled, looking at each other. The acrid smell of bleach permeated the air, making
me gag. Wally and Frankie, out of weapons and options, froze and watched me with
frightened eyes.

Slowly, the guy lifted his gun and pointed it at them. | squeezed my eyes shut,
bracing for the shots.

They never came.
“Bang,” hesaid. “You'reall dead.”
Chapter Nine

ANGEL SINCLAIR



To my astonishment, the shooter suddenly released me. | staggered backward,
grabbing my neck as our driver—apparently not dead—entered the room, climbing
over the discarded chair. He patted our attacker on the shoulder. The attacker pulled
the ski mask off his head. He was young, blond, and had a friendly smile. He gave us
aquick smile and salute, disappearing out the door.

Frankie, Wally, and | stared in shock.

“Y-you're not shot,” Wally finally stammered, stating the obvious.

“l am not. Let me introduce myself.” He took of his sunglasses and tucked them
neatly into the pocket on his white dress shirt. “I am Dexter Donovan, training
director of UTOP.”

He held out a hand, but none of us stepped forward to shake it.

“Wait. None of thiswas real?’ | exclaimed, looking around. “This was some kind of
test?’

He turned his attention to me. “That’'s correct, Ms. Sinclair. We like to have a
baseline for every potential candidate before they receive any actual training.”

“A baseline?’ | repeated, still trying to wrap my head around the situation. We hadn’t
even been on the campus for five freaking minutes and they threw us into the middle
of an active-shooter drill”? What kind of baseline did they expect from three kids?

“Wow.” Wally pushed a hand through his hair. He was still shaking. “Okay, so we're
al technically dead. What does that mean? We failed our first test?’

“There’ s no winning or losing at UTOP, Mr. Harris,” he said. “ There’'s only response
and counterresponse. We're simply collecting data.”



“But...he said we were al dead,” Frankie exclaimed.

“Oh, he was right. If this was real, you'd all be dead.” He wrinkled his nose at the
bleach smell and motioned with his hand. “Let’s move to more comfortable quarters.
The smell is getting to be too much in here.”

He turned and left the room while Wally, Frankie, and | exchanged worried glances.
How was this possible? We'd just arrived on campus and had already failed at
something? | wasn’'t used to failing, and | didn’'t like how this had played out.
Swallowing my anger and frustration, | followed Mr. Donovan. | should have
suspected something like this. Itwasa spy school, after all.

Mr. Donovan led us down a corridor and up two flights of stairs before he stopped in
front of a door. A plague on the wall near the office readDexter Donovan, Director,
UTOP. He pressed his thumb to a pad on the door and then tapped in a code before
the door swung open. He motioned for us to enter, so we did.

A huge wooden desk dominated his office. Three chairs were placed side by side in
front of his desk, and he indicated we were to sit, so we did, like three obedient
children, with Frankie in the middle. Mr. Donovan didn’t sit but leaned back against
his desk, folding his arms and studying us like lab specimens. | wondered if he were
going to tell us he' d be driving us home now.

He didn’'t speak for some time, presumably giving us time to reflect on our failure.
We sat in silence, awaiting our fate.

Finally, he asked us a question. “What do you think was your first mistake?’
“Leaving the car?’ Frankie immediately volunteered. She glanced uneasily at me,

then Wally. In my opinion, she got bonus points for having the courage to answer
first. “You told us to stay put, after all.”



“But the shooter was coming toward the car,” Wally countered. “We could have been
trapped with no easy exit, if he cameto investigate it.”

“What if the car windows were bulletproof?’ she suggested.
“What if theyweren't?” Wally’ s fingers drummed anxiously on his thigh, something |
noticed he sometimes did when he was upset. Clearly, he didn’t like failing, either.

“We'd be trapped and dead.”

“True, but we ended up dead anyway. Right, Mr. Donovan?’ Frankie looked at him
for confirmation, but he just asked us another question.

“What else did you do wrong?’
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Another stretch of silence ensued before | finaly spoke. “We went into the buildings.
The woods would have been safer.”

Wally and Frankie gaped at me in astonishment.

“But going toward the buildings was your idea,” Frankie finally said.

“lI know.” | wished | could take my decision back, but | couldn’t. What had been
done, was done. “In hindsight, it was a mistake. | ended up trapping us in a room,
which was basically the same thing as trapping us in the car. We should have headed
into the woods just like Wally suggested.”

“Anything else, Ms. Sinclair?’

| hated these feeling of inadequacy. It was a direct hit to my intelligence, the one
thing | thought | had going for me. “We should have split up.”

“Ah, hindsight is quite useful, isn’t it? Why would it have been better to separate?’

“Because three targets moving in different directions are harder to track down and hit.
We lost any advantage by sticking together.”

“Exactly. Now, let's examine your actions once you were trapped inside the staff
room. While it was admirable you all found items with which to protect yourself, you

didn’'t have a cohesive plan of action.”

We didn't respond. What could we say? He was right. We' d been three scared kids.



Mr. Donovan pushed off the desk and walked in front of us. “For example, Ms.
Chang, you chose a bottle of bleach, which was perhaps the most useful weapon
gathered between the three of you. But you were too far away to use it properly. If
you would have stood closer to the door, you might have been able to disarm your
attacker when he crashed into the room. The same with you, Mr. Harris. While your
aim with the serrated cake cutter was surprisingly accurate, the distance gave your
attacker plenty of time to be prepared to catch it. It likely wouldn’'t have taken him
down, either. Just annoyed him more.”

He paused and looked at me. My cheeks were still burning with embarrassment. His
scrutiny only made me flush more. “Y ou, Ms. Sinclair, were the only one to use your
so-called weapon correctly. Y ou waited until you were close enough to get the salt in
his eyes. However, if Jonas had been a real attacker, you would have been shot as
soon you lunged at him. So, you would have been dead, too.”

| looked down, clenching my hands in my lap, mad at myself for not anticipating any
of this. If | got another chance, it wouldn’t happen again.

“But it happened so fast,” Frankie protested. “It wasn’t fair. We weren’t expecting
it.”

“I’m aware of that, Ms. Chang.” Mr. Donovan stood and walked over to the window,
looking down at the grassy quadrangle area. “That’s part of your training here at
UTOP. An operative mustalwaysbe expecting it.”

He stood there quietly for along time. Finally, he turned around.

“You're dismissed. Jonas is outside, ready to take you to your dorms. You' re located
in the special KIT area, which is in the back of the campus. You'll have everything
you need there, including a library, a gaming room, television, a gym with a
swimming pool and a basketball court, an open field for sports, a walking garden, and



your own cafeteria. Other areas of the campus are restricted to current UTOP students
only, unless you're specifically guided there by a staff member. Fraternization with
other UTOP students is forbidden for obvious reasons. They’re future US operatives.
But you' re not prisoners here. Once aweek, on Saturday, we'll take you into town for
afew hours to hang out, shop, and decompress. | don’'t need to repeat that you’ re not
allowed to talk about any of your activities here to anyone outside the establishment.
You can, however, discuss normal activities, classes, friends, course load, etc., with
your friends and family, of course.”

“Is there even cell service here?” Wally asked. “We were going to call for help when
we werein the car, but we couldn’t get any bars.”

“We blocked it for the purposes of the exercise. It should be fine now.” He walked to
the door, opened it. “As | mentioned before, we wanted a baseline—to see how you
handled yourselves in an emergency. You're free to call your parents to let them
know you arrived. However, before you do that, | want to offer you a chance to go
home. | assure you, it only gets harder.”

“You want usto go home?’ Frankie asked, puzzled. “We just got here.”

“I’m offering you the option, no questions asked. An exercise, like the one we just
conducted, can be quite traumatic for some students. If you feel uncomfortable with
this kind of thing, now is the time to say so. Therefore, I’'m offering you a chance to

go home. | would completely understand if you feel thiskind of thing isn't for you.”

Wally glanced at me with questioning eyes. Frankie looked between both of us. |
lifted my chin, gritted my teeth and said nothing. Neither did Frankie and Wally.

Silence stretched on.

“WEell, does your silence mean all three of you wish to continue?” Mr. Donovan



asked.

We nodded.

“Then it's settled. Please spend the afternoon unpacking, making yourself familiar
with the KIT compound, and meeting your fellow UTOP nominees.”

“There are other nominees?’ | asked.

“There are, indeed.” He shook each of our hands gravely. “Welcome to the UTOP
trials. | wish you all the best of luck.”

Chapter Ten

SLASH
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As soon as the kids were dismissed and had left the office, Slash stepped into the
office through an adjoining door. He knew what was coming and had prepared his
arguments.

Dexter returned to his desk and sat down, a disappointed ook on his face. “ She didn’t
do as well as you expected. | was hoping for a more instinctive response from her and
from al of them.”

Slash shrugged, careful not to sound too invested. “I wouldn’t presume to contradict
your impression as to what's important, but Angel took the leadership role, and they

followed.”

“ She would have killed them. Strong |eaders who make bad decisions often lose more
people than weak leaders who are fearful to do anything.”

“Perhaps, but she used salt and was the only one of the three to actually score a hit,”
Slash pointed out.

“Her instincts were off.”

“We're looking for different kinds of instincts.” He approached Dexter’s desk and put
both hands on it, leaning forward a bit. “Perhaps it’ s time to consider the relevancy of
the assessment tools given today’ s rapidly evolving security environment.”

“It' s always about computers to you.”

“Not always, but it’s where the future of espionage is headed.” As the newest director



of the Information Assurance Directorate at the NSA, the hardest part of his job was
helping the current leadership understand and integrate technology into espionage. It
had been a difficult challenge to convince many of the old-timers to move forward on
this. While progress was being made, it was happening at a far slower rate than he
liked.

“Our intelligence agencies are in transition,” Slash continued, keeping his tone light.
He didn’'t want to aggravate Dexter, just make a point. “We need to be prepared, and
these kids are a step in the right direction.”

Dexter didn’'t look convinced, but at least he didn’'t openly argue. A clever man and
an excellent agent in his own right, Dexter had been in the business long enough to
understand the impact technology was having on intelligence activities. How to
integrate the old to the new was the stumbling block. Slash’s job was helping to
smooth the way.

“1 understand what you’ re saying,” Dexter said. “Regardless, none of them are what |
expected.” Dexter shifted in his chair. “ They’re different than our usual candidate.”

“That’s agood thing.”

“How? No matter how skilled they are in the virtual world, we both know the base
gualifications for an operative remain the same. They need to have real-world smarts,
too.”

Dexter was only partialy right. While Slash couldn’t speak to the kids' real-world
capabilities, he had full faith in their brainpower, technical capability, and creative
thinking. Whether they could withstand the pressure, psychological testing, and
competition would be the real test. But he was certain that kids like Angel, Wally and
Frankie were the kind of talent the agencies needed to cultivate.



“As the requirements for the operative evolve, so must our criteria,” Slash said. “We
not only need to update the assessment tools we use in looking for the right candidate,
but adjust the challenges and trias, too. I'm comfortable in saying the coming
challenges will be morein line with their instincts.”

Dexter shook a finger at him. “I’m warning you, Slash, computer skills will not be
enough. They’ll have to show a lot more intellectual flexibility, emotional depth and
psychological potential than they just did.”

“They will. Give them time to adapt. They’reallsmart, and not just in computers.”

“They’ d better show those smarts soon or they’ll be the first to wash out,” Donovan
warned.

“They won't.”

“You redly have faith in them.” Dexter studied Slash for along moment, then let out
asigh and sat back in his chair, crossing his arms against his chest. “I do have to give
them credit for agreeing to stick it out. | just hope you’ re right about them.”

“lI am.” Sash smiled, showing Dexter his confidence. “You'll see.”

ANGEL SINCLAIR

We followed Jonas, aka the masked shooter, to our dorm rooms. Without the ski
mask, he seemed normal. | put him at about nineteen or twenty years old, and he had
blond hair and a nice smile. Frankie apologized twice for throwing the bleach
container at him, even though we'd thought he'd been trying to kill us. Wally
nervously asked him questions like how long he'd been at UTOP and how often he
was required to portray an active shooter methodically hunting down kids.



Jonas laughed and brushed off most of the questions with ease. Exactly how an
operative should act.

| thought the whole situation was exceptionally awkward, so | kept my mouth shut.
We walked past the main buildings and down a brick pathway through the woods. |
didn’'t see another person and wondered if the other nominees had already come in.

“What does KIT stand for?’ | asked.

Jonas stopped, perhaps because it was the first thing I'd said since we'd left Mr.
Donovan’s office.

“Kidsin Training,” he said. “KIT.”

“Oh. Did you train here?’ Frankie asked.
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He grinned. “I’m not akid.”

She put her hands on her hips, gave him a little frown. | think she wasn’'t used to
having to work so hard to charm anyone. “ And that’ s not an answer.”

“That’'s because the answer is classified, Miss Chang.” He pointed in front of him.
“Here we are. Welcome to your new home.”

Home was a giant, white concrete bunker with small windows. It looked like it could
withstand a tornado. It seemed out of place next to the colonial-style masterpieces of
the regular UTOP campus. Jonas led us to the front door, entered a code on a keypad,
and pressed his thumb to a biometric reader.

“The front and back door codes and the Wi-Fi password are al in the welcome
packets in your rooms. You'll be fingerprinted and processed tomorrow.”

That sounded more like jail than spy school, but what did | know?

There was beep, and the front door popped open. We followed him inside and down a
loud, echoing corridor. It seemed as empty here as the other buildings had. We went
up aflight of stairs and down another corridor before coming to a spot in the hallway
where it forked off in two directions. Jonas pointed to the left.

“Mr. Harris, room number seven is yours. The password on the door is 7777. Once
your roommates arrive, the password can be changed at your leisure, although |
suggest doing so as soon as possible. If you think you can find your way by yourself,
I’ [l escort the ladies to their room.”



Wally straightened. “ Of course | can find my way. See you later.” He strode off down
the hallway without another look back.

Jonas led Frankie and me down the right corridor, stopping at room four. “Ladies,
this is where the official tour ends. The temporary password on your door is 4444.
Don’t change it until all of your roommates arrive, and then make sure everyone
knows the password. Y ou're free to roam around the building and outside as long as
you stay on the KIT campus. There’s amap in your welcome packet so you don’t get
lost. The packet also has information on where the laundry room, gym, library,
gaming areas, and cafeteria are located. | trust you'll be fine, as long as you
remember the restrictions on where you're alowed and not allowed to go.”

“Thank you so much, Jonas,” said Frankie, shaking his hand like he hadn’t just been
trying to kill usahalf hour earlier. “I hope to see you around.”

He shook his head with a smile. “Y ou won't.”

He disappeared down the halway. Shaking my head, | tapped out 4444 on the
keypad. The little light on the keypad turned green, and the door popped open.
Frankie and | entered into a seating area with a couch, two worn armchairs, and a
coffee table that looked as if it had seen better days. Two small side tables held some
ugly lamps. That was it for the common room area.

To the right was another door. When we went inside, we saw two military-style bunk
beds, four desks, and two tall dressers. Our suitcases and my laptop bag were already
at the foot of one of the bunk beds. There were stacks of sheets, blankets, towels, and
a pillow on the beds. Across from us, the lower bunk bed had already been taken and
someone had made the bed. A dark-blue suitcase had been pushed against the wall,
and alaptop, printer, and small lamp were set up on one of the desks.

| wasn't thrilled to discover I'd have to share a room with Frankie and two other



people | didn’t know, but | swallowed my reservations. Time to deal. | wasn't going
to fail again.

“Someone's already here,” Frankie said in a hushed voice. She walked over to the
closet and held out a hand. “There are clothes in the closet. They’re nice.”

“Well, we' ve got one roommate, at least,” | said. The upper bunk still looked empty,
and the sheets and towel s hadn’t been touched.

“1 call lower bunk,” Frankie said, sitting down on the bed. “Y ou’re nimbler than | am.
Y ou take the top.”

| didn’'t care one way or the other, so | didn’t argue. Instead, | stood on Frankie's
bunk so | could reach my towels. “I wonder where the bathroom is.”

Frankie hopped up. “I bet it'sin here,” she said, disappearing into an adjacent room.

| followed her into a stark white bathroom with two sinks and a large mirror that
stretched across the wall. Two shower stalls with blindingly white tiles and a separate
toilet section completed the area.

“Wow. This place could really use a decorator,” Frankie observed.

“It's functional,” | said, putting my towels on one of the unoccupied bars. “At this
point, that's all that matters.” | left the bathroom and picked up my cell. “I’ ve got to
text my mom.”

“Me, too,” said Frankie. “My family will be anxious to hear how I’m doing.”

After | texted, | picked up one of the welcome packets on my desk. | shook out the
papers and sorted through them. “Want to look around? I’ ve got a campus map.”



“Let’sunpack first. | want to be organized.”

“Okay, as long as you can finish before lunch. I'm starving.” | sorted through the
papers until 1 found a schedule. “Looks like lunch today is at noon sharp in the
cafeteria”

“That gives us forty minutes.”

| finished well before Frankie, and that was after I'd made both of our beds and
hooked up my laptop and printer to the Wi-Fi, adding extra peripherals like a Wi-Fi

enhancer.

Frankie was still unpacking her clothes and shoes.
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“lI can't fit al my clothes into two drawers,” she complained with an armful of
clothes.

“Because you brought too many,” | said.

“1 hardly brought any,” she said, frowning. “I just didn’t know what we would need.”
“Didn’t you read the instructions on what clothes to bring? Two pairs of jeans, a
couple of T-shirts, one nice outfit and dress shoes, underclothes, a swimsuit, a warm
coat, hat and gloves, and a couple pairs of pj’s. You've got alot more stuff than that.”

“It’ simportant to be prepared for every occasion.”

| sighed. “Fine. You can take one of my drawers. | can fit everything into one.” |
rearranged my drawer so Frankie could put the rest of her stuff away.

She gave me ahug. “You're the best, Angel. Thanks so much.”
“Areyou ready for lunch now?’ | asked.
“Yes. I'm starving. Isit time?’

“We're five minutes late, and we still have to find the cafeteria. It's a good thing
we' ve got amap.”

“Okay, let’s go.”



We followed the map down two flights of stairs. The cafeteria was in the building in
the left wing. Calling the place a cafeteria was a stretch. It was more like a large café
with a one-person serving staff and a few round tables that sat about four. Wally
already sat at one of the tables, talking with two guys | didn’t know. A third guy sat
alone at a table with his back to us. A pretty blonde girl with long legs sat at a table
with Wally. He seemed relieved to see Frankie and me and nearly leaped out of his
chair to greet us.

“Angel, Frankie, you're here. Come meet everybody.”

One of the guys sitting with Wally unfolded from the table. He was huge, maybe six
foot four, with deep-brown skin, muscular biceps, and brown hair cut nearly to the

scalp. Being five foot three, | had to look up...alot.

“Hi, I'm Bo Coleman,” he said gruffly, sticking out a hand and shaking hands first
with Frankie.

His hand completely swallowed hers up. “It’s nice to meet you. I’'m Frances Chang,
but please call me Frankie. Thisis my best friend, Angel Sinclair.”

“Angel?’ heturned to me. “ That’'s your name?”’

“Wait.Y ou’ rea nominee?’ | blurted out.

“I am.” He grinned. “Why do you look so surprised?’

“Because you don't look like akid. You'reso...” | let the sentence trail off.

“Handsome?’ hefilled in for me. “Buff?”

“Tal and muscular. | mean...how old are you?’



Frankie elbowed me, probably thinking | was being rude, but Bo didn’t seem to mind.
“Eighteen. And you?’

“Sixteen.” It was a lie since technically my birthday was in a couple of weeks, but
both Frankie and Wally wisely kept their mouths shut.

“Seriously?’ He laughed. “ They’re starting them younger every year.”

| might have been offended, except he had a kind twinkle in his eyes that put me at
ease. He returned to the table, picked up one of the three hamburgers on his plate, and
resumed eating.

The blonde next to Wally didn’t stand, but she lifted her hand, acknowledging us.
“I’m Kira Romanova from Ontario, California. Before you ask, I’m seventeen.”

“I thought Ontario was in Canada,” Frankie said with a grin. She walked over and
pumped Kira s hand like they were long-lost buddies. Frankie was the friendliest and
nicest person I’d ever met, and it was all genuine.

“I'm really excited to meet you, Kira” Frankie gushed. “We're going to be
roommates. It’ll be so much fun.”

Kira carefully withdrew her hand, looking a bit freaked out. Thankfully, Frankie
didn’t notice, because she was aready focused on the guy sitting next to Bo.
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“Hello,” she said to him. “Who are you?’

The guy rose from his chair. He was thin, with stringy, dark hair. His black jeans
were too big for him, even with a belt. A baggy black T-shirt with a skull on it hung
nearly to his knees. He had a nose ring and a half dozen silver studs in the lobe of his
left ear.

He held up his hand, palm out, as if warning Frankie to stay where she stood. A
black-stoned ring on his thumb glinted in the light. “Hello, and welcome to the KIT
compound,” he said. “I’m sure you're going to enjoy your stay here no matter how
badly we screw with your head. Good luck and may the odds be in your favor.”

“Hey, that sounded exactly like Mr. Donovan,” | said. Holy crap, he was good. If |
hadn’t seen him doing it with my own eyes, | would have believed Mr. Donovan was
standing right behind him.

“Wow.” Frankie clapped, clearly impressed. “That imitation was so good. Can you do
other voices?”’

He grinned and in a girl’s voice said, “I’'m really excited to meet you, Kira. We're
going to be roommates. It will be so much fun.”

Unbelievable. He sounded exactly like Frankie, right down to the inflections in her
voice. “That’swicked skill, dude,” | said.

He gave me a grin and a thumbs-up. “Now, this is my real voice. I'm Mike Garcia
from the Jersey shore. Seventeen. I'm not hungry and I’m not into chatting, so I'm



going to ditch the party. Later.” He stood and |eft the cafeteria without another word.

| watched him go, his black boots clomping on the floor. The fact that he wasn't the
talkative type kind of gave him pointsin my plus column.

The last guy present, who was eating with his back to us, hadn’t turned around the
entire time we' d been in the cafeteria. | think Frankie had been put off a bit by Mike,
so when she didn't try to engage him, | spoke up. “Excuse me. You in the corner,
would you like to introduce yourself to the rest of us?’

The guy turned slowly in his seat. My breath caught as | got my first glimpse of his
face. Jet-black hair, a square jaw, high, sculpted cheekbones, and the greenest eyes
I’d ever seen. | froze, unable to look away. Finally, his mouth curved into a smile.

“You going to stare at me all day, Red?”’

My cheeks flushed. Could | act any more like a dork? I'd finally been assertive,
something | never did, and then choked when he actually responded. | cleared my
throat, trying to regain control. “I’m not staring...exactly.”

“If you say s0.” He dipped his head. “Before you ask, I'm Jax Drummond from
Queens, New York. I’'m seventeen.” His voice held just the faintest touch of a lilt,
Scottish maybe. “Now that the obligatory introductions are complete, | hope | can be
left alone to finish my lunch in peace.” He abruptly turned his back on us.

Another friendly soul...not. This was going to be a strange group dynamic. I'd been
hoping spy school would be more like Hogwarts and less Hunger Games, but it
certainly wasn't feeling that way to me so far.

Frankie shrugged it off and waved me over to the counter where we could order our
food. A young woman wearing a hairnet and plastic gloves sat on atall stool. She was



looking at her phone but put it away when we arrived.

“Hey, girls. What can | get you to eat?’ she asked.

Frankie beamed at her. “Oh, thank you so much for being patient while we took time
to meet our fellow nominees. We know we're late, and we really appreciate you
waiting for us.”

“Oh, hey, it's no problem.” The woman smiled at us. “Today’s menu is behind me.
Hamburgers, egg salad sandwiches, and a few different kinds of salads and soups.
The sides are listed there.” She pointed to a chalkboard. “1’ve been advised of any
and all food allergies and meal preferences, so we have a wide selection of vegan,
gluten-free, and nut-free options. Just ask meif you have any questions.”

We quickly made our selections and loaded our drinks and sides on a tray. | would
have chosen a table for just Frankie and me, but Frankie was determined to be
inclusive. She made a beeline for the table with Kira. | didn't see away out of it that
didn’t make me seem rude, so | swallowed my annoyance and joined them.

Wally leaned over from histable. “So, girls, what do you think of your room?’
“There isn’t enough drawer space,” Frankie complained. “Regardless, this will be a
real adventure.” She actually sounded excited about it, like it was going to be all fun

and games and we hadn’t just been through an active-shooter scenario.

Wally must have been thinking the same thing, because he leaned toward me. “Hey,
Angel, did you know everyone had the same shooter scenario upon arrival?’

“Really?’ | looked across thetable at Kira. “Y ou did, too?’

She nodded. “Yes. | was in the limo with Bo. We got picked up together from the



airport. Bo tried to take the guy down physically. He got the gun out of his hand, but
our attacker ended up subduing him. | ran like a rabbit and hid in the woods. They
couldn’t find me, so they finally had to announce it was adrill, and | came out.”

“Wow,” | said. “So you beat the scenario?’

She shrugged. “I guess. Wally aready told me what happened to you guys. Sounds
likeit sucked.”

“Yeah, | guess s0.” | tried to shrug like it was no big deal. Apparently we'd been
totally incompetent. “ Anyone know what happened with Mike or Jax?’

Wally took a slug of his Coke. “Mike said he and Jax were together.” He dipped his
head at Jax, who had a set of earbuds in and was listening to something while tapping
his foot. “Mike said they also ran for the woods, but they stuck together. Mike started
a small fire as a distraction, and Jax came at the guy from behind when he came to
investigate. Jax and Mike took him down. But only temporarily. They didn’t have any
way to restrain him, so eventually the attacker got loose and brought them both in.
Still, I think it counts as awin for both of them.”

My shame deepened. Was | the only stupid one who had insisted on going into the
buildings?
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Kira sipped what looked like tea and regarded Frankie and me. “You guys seem
realy friendly. Do you know each other?’

“We do,” Frankie said, beaming. “We all go to same high school in DC.”

Bo leaned forward. “Wow. Must be one heck of a high school. Three nominees from
one location. How many more of us do you think there'll be?’

| shook my head. “I don’t know. | thought there would be alot of us.”

Jax snorted, and | redlized the earbuds were only a defense against unwanted
conversation. I’ d done it before myself. He' d been listening the whole time.

“You guys don’'t know anything. This is highly specialized training. It takes a lot to
be invited to something like this. I'm surprised they found seven of usto compete.”

| wondered if he wasright, and if he was, how did he know that?

“We have one more bunk in our room that hasn’'t been taken yet,” Kira pointed out.
“It has sheets, blankets, and towels on it. It could be eight.”

“Interesting,” Wally said. “Four girls, four guys.”
| looked at Jax. “Y ou said compete. Are we competing against each other?’

“What do you think, Red?’



“First, my nameis Angel, not Red. Second, | think we' re competing against ourselves
and a set of standards developed by the intelligence agencies for this kind of work.”

“Wrong,” Jax said. “They look for whoever rises to the top in the group. Sometimes,
if no onerises, they fail the entire class.”

Bo leaned forward on the table, frowning and asking the same question I'd had.
“Exactly how do you know that?’

“1 have my sources. Spy school, remember?”

Kirastood up. “Wéll, it’s been real, but I’m done here. I’m going to go look around.”

“Why don’t you wait for us to finish, Kira?’ Frankie said. “Angel and | will go with

you.

She shook her blonde hair. “ Thanks, but | prefer to do my investigations solo.”

Frankie looked crestfallen but pasted a smile on her face anyway. “Sure. See you
back in the room.”

One by one, everyone left the cafeteria until it was just Wally, Frankie, and me.
Wally took Kira s vacated chair and put his elbows on the table, facing us. He looked

upset, so | asked him what was up.

“Did you see those guys? All of them look buff except for Mike. But at least he's
skinny. | bet he can do a push-up or two.”

“Wally, | told you, thisis not boot camp,” | said.

“S0 you say, but did you expect to encounter an active-shooter scenario the first two



minutes after we arrived on campus?’

“No,” | admitted.

“Exactly. Those guys at least tried to take down the attacker. | threw a cake cutter.”

“Mr. Donovan said your aim was pretty good.”

“Not helping, Angel.” He took off his glasses and polished them using his shirt.

| pushed my tray to the side. “Frankie, what's your first impression of our fellow
nominees?’

Frankie finished swallowing her bite of sandwich and took a sip of water. “Honestly?
| think they’re al cool. Everyone will have alot to offer to the experience.”

| rolled my eyes. “Do you aways have to be so positive about everything? What if
Jax is right and we end up competing against each other?”’
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“Then we'll do our best and the right people will be selected, won't they?’

It was not fair that even when she was looking at the world with rose-colored glasses,
shewas still perfectly logical. “Grrrr. | really hate it when you're right, Frankie.”

Wally chuckled as Frankie dabbed at her mouth with her napkin and pushed her tray
aside. “Y ou should be used to it by now, Angel.”

Maybe | was, but it didn’t help my mood. No matter how positive Frankie felt about
the situation, | was worried. | didn’t want to be the first one to go home, but after
hearing how the other candidates handled the active-shooter scenario, | thought that
might be exactly what happened.

Chapter Eleven

CANDACEKIM

NSA Headquarters, Fort Meade, Maryland

“Three minutes until we have contact with the Avenger. Everyone, stand by.”
Candace nodded tersely at the technician who returned to monitoring his computer
screen. She began to pace the conference room, her nerves on edge. “Are we ready

across the board?”

It was Jim Avers who answered. “Y es, ma am, we are.”



Over the past forty-eight hours, Candace had readMoby Dickand all references to
Ahab in the Bible. She’'d reread Ethan Sinclair’s file and scoured through dozens of
possibly connected NSA operations, none of which were called Ahab or involved
whales or biblical kings. JJm had done the same, and neither of them had come up
with anything remotely relatable to the situation. If the Avenger was sending them a
coded message, he wasn't making it easy.

Candace did a quick head count of people in the room. Everyone except herself sat in
front of a laptop. Nine people. Six technicians, herself, Jim, and Isaac Remington.
She would have preferred to lock Isaac out of the investigation, because she neither
liked nor trusted him. Although this operation had become hers to run, Isaac was a
director and her equal, as well as the former boss of the suspected Avenger. If he was
interested in the case—and he was—she had no choice but to include him. She'd
amost invited Slash, too, but decided it would be prudent to keep him working on
things behind the scenes. He had an enviable track record of success operating that
way, so she’' d back-brief him later.

One of the technicians lifted a headphone from his ear. “We're live. We have
contact.”

The room silenced, and everyone dlid into a seat except for Candace. She preferred to
stand so she could pace as needed. She could always think better when she could

walk.

“The first transmission isin,” Jim stated, reading the screen. “It's an email with only
oneline. It says ‘ Ahoy Ahab, what’s going down?”

“So itwasMoby Dick,” Candace murmured. “What does he want?’

“He’' s uploading updates on the terrorist activities he's been monitoring and wants to
know if we've confirmed the previous information.”



“Tell him we have,” Candace said. “And say thank you.” She was satisfied the
Avenger was delivering on his end, and so she wanted to assure him she would come
through on her side.

Jm typed the message and sat back. After a minute, he said, “He wants to know
about the request for immunity.”

“Tell him the Department of Justice needs clarification on the nature of the immunity
he's requesting,” she said. “It's a no-go if he's been involved in murder or treason,
even peripherally. But they're willing to deal, assuming he follows through on
providing more verifiable information on the terrorist threat, turns over the
ShadowCrypt patch, and conducts no further criminal activity between now and the
time he returns.”

After Jim sent the message, a response came back almost immediately. “He says he's
never hurt anyone, nor has he ever aided a terrorist or anyone with harmful intent
toward any persons or the US. Nor has he engaged in treason of any kind. The
immunity isfor real or perceived virtual actions, and he agrees to the conditions.”

Candace nodded. “Perfect. Tell him I'll contact the Justice Department and get back
to him.” She frowned when she saw Isaac typing at his station. “Isaac, what are you
doing? Y ou' re not authorized to respond.”

He turned around in his chair. “The Avenger is a liar. He committed treason when he
installed the ShadowCrypt patch. He's alowed terrorists al over the world to hide

their plans, certainly costing thousands of lives. That makes him a murderer.”

Why in the world was Isaac going off plan? It was beyond unprofessiona to lose
control and get emotional in such a situation, jeopardizing the entire operation.

Still in disbelief, she stalked over to his computer. “What did you do?’



“l sent a message. Short and sweet. | told him there were some of us who knew he
was lying and were not on board with the immunity offer.”

The room went dead silent.

Anger swept through her. “You didwhat? You were to observe only. You have no
authority to make direct contact.”

His eyes narrowed at her tone. “I’'m a director at this agency, just like you. |
haveeveryright to protect the agency from thisill-conceived idea of negotiation with a
traitor.”

Before Candace could respond, Jim spoke. “He's not answering, ma am. He might
not be coming back.”
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Candace tore her gaze from Isaac. “Can you tell if he's still there?’
“Hard to say at this point.”

A thousand thoughts whirled through her head, mostly on how she could fix this, but
when she spoke, her voice was cool and controlled. “We wait, then.”

While she waited, she considered Remington’s reaction and her options. He was
clearly trying to sabotage the deal, but why? He'd made it clear he considered the
Avenger atraitor for shutting the back door. But she’'d also caught him eyeing her to
see how she was reacting to his actions. He was putting on a show, but why and for
whom?

A few minutes ticked past. “ Anything yet?’ she asked.
“No. Nothing,” Jim replied.

More time passed with no contact. Her mind worked furiously to figure out what was
going on with Remington. Was he trying to prevent her from bringing in the Hidden
Avenger because he wanted to do it himself? It would not reflect well on her if she
failed, even if she was not at fault. Regardless, it was disgusting that Remington
would risk people's lives and an invaluable tool solely to advance his own career.
Was he really that selfish or stupid? Or could he be afraid of the Hidden Avenger for
some reason? Did the Avenger have information that might damage Remington’s
chances of becoming director...or was it something else?

She was about to call an end to the operation when an email from the Avenger



suddenly popped up on the screen. Jim leaned forward, reading aloud.

“He's satisfied we'll see the deal through. The instructions for our next virtual
exchange and more information on the terrorists are in an attached file. However, that
file will disappear in three minutes.”

“Get it,” Candace instructed, her voice terse as she started pacing again.

“I’ve aready got it,” one of the technicians said. “I’ve opened it, and the data is
intact. It’s been saved to another server and is safe.”

Thank God, at |east something had gone right. “ Thank you.”

“He also says the next conversation will be code-named Pope 264.” Jim glanced at
her over his shoulder with a puzzled expression. “Whatever that means.”

“1 don’t know, but it’s not random,” she answered. “He' strying to tell us something.”

“No, he's not,” Isaac countered. “He’s trying to distract us, send us running down a
rabbit hole to keep from focusing on what’s real here—that’s he's aliar, a cheat, and
atreasonous former agent gone rogue who doesn’'t deserve immunity.”

Candace saw sympathy and agreement from a few of the technicians in the room.
| saac was stirring up things, and she didn’t like it one bit.

She didn’'t address his words directly, but ice dripped from her voice as she spoke.
“From this point forward, only Jim and one technician will have accessto alaptop for
communication purposes with the Avenger. Everyone else stands back or is not
permitted to attend. Those are my orders. If anyone has an issue with that, | suggest
you take it up with the director.”



Everyone nodded, except Isaac. The smug expression on his face said volumes. The
damage had been done. He'd made it known to Sinclair that there were people inside
the NSA who weren’t going to make it easy for him to come in. If that spooked him
and he bolted, the fallout would be pinned to her.

She wouldn’'t underestimate Isaac next time. But she hoped he'd continue to
underestimate her.

Chapter Twelve

ANGEL SINCLAIR

“Doesn’t it seem weird we have all this space and they are making us share one
room?’ | asked Frankie.

While the KIT campus was cool, not to mention completely self-sufficient, it was a
bit strange that al of this was just for seven kids. | guess the government had its
reasons, but it was a bit unnerving.

After roaming around the area for a while, Frankie and | parted ways with Wally and
returned to our room. According to our schedule, dinner was promptly at five. We
had about an hour more of downtime before that. | was exhausted and needed some
aone time to process al the things that had happened to me to this point.
Unfortunately, sharing a room with other people meant alone time was going to be
hard to come by. At least Kirawasn't there, and no one had yet claimed the top bunk
across from Frankie and me yet.

Frankie plopped down stomach first on her bed. “It is kind of weird, but | bet they
want to see how well we get along with each other. So, what’s your favorite part of
the campus? The swimming pool? The gym? Wait, don’t tell me. The gaming room.”



“The gaming room is a pretty sweet setup,” | admitted.

“Wéll, | liked the garden maze the best. The flowers in the garden were lovely. | like
how someone had added a few pumpkins and haystacks, too. It makes it feel so
welcoming and normal. Although the swimming pool was amazing, too. Not quite as
fancy as Excalibur’s, but nice just the same.”

“Maybe we can go swimming after dinner,” | suggested.
“Gresat idea.”
Frankie closed her eyes, declaring she wanted to take a nap. | envied her the ability to

shut down. | wished | could do the same, but | was too wired. Instead | sat down at
my desk, booted up my laptop.
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There was no way I'd be stupid enough to search for information on my dad on a
government network, but | could read the information I’ d already downloaded.

Although I'd aready read it a hundred times, | opened the police report on my dad. |
flipped to the page where the police discussed my father's workplace, King's
Security. Wally and | had traced it and discovered it was owned by the NSA. I'd
never been told my dad worked for the NSA and apparently neither had the police,
because it hadn't been in the report. My dad’'s official title had been security
engineer. | knew that meant he would have been responsible for testing and screening
computer security software and monitoring networks and systems for potential
intrusions. They aso implemented and tested strategies to plan and prepare for
security threats. But my dad's background was in cryptology and encryption.
Cryptologists created and deciphered codes and cryptograms. So what had my dad
been working on when he disappeared?

| googled for inventions and advancements in cryptology around the time my dad
disappeared and read until | ailmost fell asleep at the keyboard. That's exactly when

Frankie woke up and announced we had to go to dinner.

We met Wally in the cafeteria. Everyone was there except for Jax and Kira. | hadn’t
seen Kira since lunch, and she lived with us. Where did she disappear to al the time?

After dinner, we invited Wally to go with us to the pool. He declined.

“Are you kidding? | don't want Kira to see me in my bathing suit. AS you can see,
I’m not exactly buff.”



“Serioudly?’ | crossed my arms, frowning. “You're not going to start pining over
Kira, areyou?’

“How can | stop myself?” Wally sighed and pressed a hand to his chest. “Have you
taken a good look at her? She's gorgeousness times a million. The most beautiful
woman I’ ve ever seen in this close proximity. And she’s got to be smart if she's here.

The perfect woman for me.”

| rolled my eyes. “You don't know anything about her. You just met her. Don't lose
sight of what’ s important here.”

“Oh, trust me. | know what’ s important. | know you’ re going to say I’ m overreacting,
but | feel like she’s my destiny.”

“Ugh.” | threw up my hands. “It’ s lust, Wally. Knock it off.”

Frankie giggled, but Wally crossed his arms and glared at me. “It’s not lust. Well,
maybe alittle, but you donotknow what’s in my heart.”

“Fine,” | said, huffing out a breath. “Y our loss. If you don’t want to come swimming,
we'll go without you.”

We got dressed in our swimsuits and headed out. When we got to the gym, Jax and
Bo were on the mats wrestling. Kira was in another corner lifting weights. Mike was
nowherein sight.

Jax saw me and waved cheerfully. “Hey, Red, you want to wrestle next?’

“Um, no, thanks.” My cheeks heated. “I’ m going swimming.”

“Your loss,” he said grinning as he picked up atowel and swiped it across his brow.



“Maybe next time.”

“Sure, maybe,” | called out. Biggest. Lie. Ever. No way was | going to get that close
to him.

Frankie and | headed on to the swimming pool, grabbing a couple of towels on our
way and dumping them on achair.

“1 think Jax likes you,” Frankie announced.

“What?’ | frowned fiercely at her as | pulled my hair back in a ponytail, securing it.
“1 just met him. How can you extrapolate that?’

She raised an eyebrow. “He didn’'t ask me to wrestle.”

| didn’t have an adequate answer to that, so | dived into the pool. We had it al to
ourselves, so we swam a bunch of laps and then splashed around a bit. When we got
out, Jax and Kira were gone. Bo was in another corner of the gym using a bow and
arrow to hit a target. | wrapped myself in atowel and watched him hit the bull’ s-eye
threetimesin arow.

Holy crap. He had some mad skills with the bow. He must have felt me watching,
because he turned around and gave me a little wave. | waved back, and he resumed
his target shooting.

Anxiety swamped me. I’d never used abow in my life, and | totally sucked at darts. |
hadn’t held or fired a gun and didn’t play on any sports teams, other than when forced
to do so in gym class. Other than swimming, | had no ability in anything physical,
which was kind of scary after watching Bo nail the target time after time.

Frankie was chatting with the lifeguard, so | went into the locker room to change.



When | came out, Bo was gone and the lifeguard was closing down the pool.

“The lifeguard is so nice,” she said. “I thought it must be a boring job watching us
swim, but he told me he likes the solitude to think.”

“WEell, hurry up and get dressed,” | said, a bit irritated | had to wait for her. Did she
have to talk to everyone? “We're the last ones in the gym.”

“Oh, sure,” she said, hustling into the locker room.
The fourth bunk in our room was still empty by the time we finally got back. It

looked like it was going to be just the three of us. Kira was just getting out of the
shower. She walked into the room, toweling her hair.



Page 23

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:05 am

“Lightsout at ten,” she said shortly and then turned her back on us.

| had no idea what was her problem with us. Her standoffishness was bordering on
rudeness.

“We've still got an hour,” | said. “But after this day, | won't have a problem falling
asleep.”

“Me neither,” Frankie agreed.

Frankie took her shower next. | followed and then blow-dried my hair. When | got
out of the bathroom, Kira was already lying in bed, her back to the room and us.
Frankie was sitting on top of the covers, reading. She was dressed in yellow flannel
pj’ s with green blobs on them. Her wet hair was parted in the middle and rolled up in
two socks on either side of her head.

| couldn’t stop myself from asking. “What' s that on your pj’s?’

“Frogs.” She set aside her book and tugged on her sleeve so | could see better. “Did
you know frogs are considered good luck in China? They’re associated with rain.
Rain means good crops will sprout. Good crops mean lots of food for the population.
L ots of food means happy people. | just figured | could use alittle extra luck to start
off this new adventure.”

“Okay. And why are there socks in your hair?’

She patted the socks. “I’'m going for the crinkly-hair look tomorrow.” She glanced



over at Kira, who was lying as still as a stone. There was no way she was asleep with
the light still blazing and the two of us talking, but she seemed intent on ignoring us.
Frankie and | exchanged a puzzled glance.

“Hey, Kira,” Frankie said. “We didn't get a chance to talk to you much earlier.
What's your story? How did you end up here? We're looking forward to being
roommates with you.”

She was till for a long moment and then she finally rolled over, propping her head
up with one hand. “Look, | know you want to be friends, but | intend to stay focused
on what has to be done here. So, no offense if | don’t want to join your posse. Just
leave me alone and we' |l be good. Okay?’

“Hey,” | said. “No need to be rude.”

“We're not a posse,” Frankie said earnestly. “We're all inclusive. We can help each
other, you know.”

“1 don’t need your help. Perhaps | wasn't clear. Leave. Me. Alone.” She rolled over
again, pulling the covers over her head.

| clenched my teeth, but Frankie didn’t seem upset in the slightest.

“Angel, can you turn off the lights, please?’ Frankie said. “Kiraisright. We' d better
get to bed. We have a big day tomorrow.”

| lifted my hands in a can-you-believe-that gesture. Frankie pursed her lips and
looked disappointed in me. Huffing, | dropped my hands and stalked across the room,
then banged my fist against the switch as | turned it off. | didn't know who Kira
thought she was, but she was acting like a princess, and my tolerance for that was
exactly zero.



Still fuming, | climbed up to my bunk and settled in. | thought 1'd be up for hours
mulling over everything that had happened over the course of the day, but my last
thought was | needed to up my game so | could handle whatever they intended to
throw at usin the coming days.

Chapter Thirteen

ANGEL SINCLAIR

A soft noise woke me. For a moment, | was completely disoriented. The bed felt
wrong, the blanket smelled different, and the room was cooler than | was used to. It
took me a couple of secondsto realize | was in the UTOP dorm. | quietly rolled over
to my side and saw a dark figure disappear into the bathroom.

My body went on high alert, and | was instantly awake. | didn't know if it was
another test, but just in case, | crept down the bunk and grabbed a flashlight from my
desk. | tiptoed toward the bathroom and waited, my back pressed against the wall

next to the door.

The figure walked out of the bathroom, careful to switch off the light before opening
the door.

| flicked on my flashlight, hoping to blind whoever it was. A girl about my age with
dark hair and wearing pajamas gasped and jumped backward.

“Whoa. Who are you?’ she whispered, squinting at me through the light.

| lowered the flashlight so it wasn’t in her eyes, but | could still see her. Just in case.

“Are you our roommate?’ | whispered back.



“ am.”

| let out a breath, keeping my voice at a whisper. “Oh, sorry. | thought this was
another test—Ilike you were coming to dlit our throats while we slept or something
like that. | guess I’'m on edge. I'm also a very light sleeper, unlike the two others

here.

“My name is Hala. I'm sorry | came so late. My flight from Cairo was delayed, and
then | had to wait to be picked up from the airport. When you said test...| take it to
mean you were attacked upon arrival at the campus, as well?’
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| relaxed, leaning against the wall. “Yeah, everyone was. They want a baseline for
our abilities, | guess. Were you aone for it? The rest of us had partners.”

“l was alone.”

Wow. | couldn’t imagine how scared she must have been. “I bet that sucked. What
did you do when your driver got shot? Did you run toward the buildings or the
woods?’

She frowned. “Neither.”

“What? Neither? Do you mind if | ask what youdiddo?’

“Sure. Once | saw my driver go down, | wiggled through the small opening between
the front and back seat of the limo. | pried open the glove compartment and found a
gun inside. | lay on my back across the front seat and waited until my attacker
showed himself in the window. Then | shot him through the glass.”

My mouth dropped open. “Y ou...shot him?”’

“Absolutely. My dad always says, if you're holding a gun, you'd better be ready to
useit.”

“D-did you kill him?’

“Of course not. The gun shot blanks. But | passed the test.”



“Whoa. | bet. By the way, I'm Angel Sinclair. Frankie Chang is asleep in the bunk
below me. We're both from Maryland. You're in the upper bunk, and below you is
KiraRomanovafrom California. Did you say you were from Cairo?’

“No, I’'m from Boston. My dad is the head of the FBI bureau there. | was visiting my
grandmother in a small town not too far from Cairo. The plane got delayed, so that's
why I’'m late.”

“Your grandparents are from Cairo?’

“Just my dad’s parents. My mom’s parents moved here thirty years ago from a small
town called el-Kosheh.”

| held out ahand. “Oh, well, it’ s nice to meet you, Hala.”

She shook it. “Likewise, Angel. | like your name, by the way. It’s nice to know | have
an angel nearby.”

We each climbed up on our bunks, and after some tossing and turning, | finally fell
asleep again. Thistime nothing woke me.

Chapter Fourteen

ANGEL SINCLAIR

The alarm on my cell phone went off at precisely 6:58 am. It had been set to vibrate
only and tucked under my pillow so | didn’t wake anyone. The schedule said we' d
recelve a wake-up call at seven, but the way things were going, | didn't want any

more surprises.

At exactly seven, a male voice was piped into our room from two small speakers



located in separate corners of the room.

“Good morning, candidates. It is oh seven hundred, and time to get your day started.
Please dress in the clothes that have been provided for you and have been placed
outside your door. Eat breakfast, and report to Room 101 for your orientation
promptly at oh seven forty-five.”

Kira sat up and rolled her neck. She looked up, startled, when Hala started stirring
above her. “Hey, did we get a new roommate last night?’

“Wedid,” | confirmed.

As Kira hopped out of bed, Hala sat up, yawning, her dark hair tousled. “I came in
late last night and didn’t want to wake you by turning on the lights. I’'m Hala Y ouseff.
Y ou must be Kira.”

Kira put her hands on her hips and studied Hala. “How did you know that?’

She tipped her head toward me. “Angel heard me come in last night. She filled mein
on everyone.”

| couldn’t be sure, but | thought | saw Kira flush. Embarrassed, maybe, that she’'d
slept through it.

| climbed down from my bunk. Frankie had the covers pulled over her head and
wasn't moving. | tapped her on the leg. “ Rise and shine.”

Frankie gripped the covers tighter in case | tried to pull them off. “It can’t possibly be
morning.” She peeked out from beneath the covers and saw Hala. Her eyes widened,
and she sat up. “Oh, hello. Are you our new roommate?’ After a big stretch, she
climbed out of bed in her frog pajamas and waved at Hala cheerfully. “I’'m Frankie.



Nice to meet you.”
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To her enormous credit, Hala didn’'t say anything about the wacky pj’s. Instead, she
grinned and waved back. “Hi, Frankie. Glad to meet you, too.”

Frankie peppered her with questions, all of which Hala patiently answered. | headed
toward the bathroom, but Kira got there first, so | went through the common room to
the front door to see what clothes had been left for us. Four piles of T-shirts and
camouflage pants, each of our names neatly pinned to the top T-shirt, were stacked
outside the door.

“Hey, guys,” | called. “Comelook at this.”
Everyone except Kira, who was still in the bathroom, crowded around me.

“It's military-issue clothing,” Hala said, leaning down to pick up her pile. “Three
white T-shirts and three pairs of camouflage pants. | bet they’ re exactly our size.”

Frankie picked up her pile and hugged it to her chest. “This is the best day ever. |
always wanted a pair of genuine camouflage pants.”

| had no idea why anyone would want to purposefully own a pair of camouflage pants
outside of the military, but what did | know?

| picked up my pile and Kira's, dropping hers on her bed. She came out of the
bathroom and | dlipped inside, carrying one T-shirt and one pair of pants. Hala was
right. The pants and shirt were a perfect fit, even if my reflection made me feel like |
was playing soldier.



While | brushed my teeth and washed my face in the outer part of the bathroom,
Frankie changed. Hala joined me at the other sink. It felt a bit like being back at home
with Gwen, except | hadn’t shared a bathroom with anyone since she left for college
when | was twelve years old. Given the fact | didn’t really know these people, except
for Frankie, and | didn’t do social well, it was an uncomfortable situation.

| pulled my hair back in a ponytail and put on my socks and shoes. | was tying my
shoes when Frankie came out of the bathroom. Fashionista that she is, she’d knotted
the bottom of her T-shirt and let it rest on her left hip. Her long dark hair was pulled
back into a braid and entwined with what 1ooked like green and brown shoelaces. She
stood in front of me and held out her hands.

“S0, what do you think?’ she asked.

“It's...you,” | said. “You really made the outfit your own.”

Beaming, she turned around in a circle to show off all sides. “Aren't these
camouflage pants the bomb?’

“Um, they’re functional.”

Hala came out next. She looked about my size, although a little taller. Then |
remembered how she'd shot Jonas without hesitation, and | wasn't too worried for
her.

Kira was the last to emerge from the bathroom. Somehow, she made camouflage
glamorous. Her blonde hair was sleek and smooth and she’'d put on makeup. |
wouldn’t have noticed, except her skin seemed to be glowing and her cheeks looked a
lot pinker than they had when she beat me to the bathroom.

We went to the cafeteria together, with Frankie chatting nonstop. The cafeteria



smelled like bacon and coffee. Wally and Bo were at one table, shoveling in food,
deep in conversation. Mike sat at the table next to them, and Jax sat at the corner
table as usual, his back to us and his earbuds in. We introduced Hala to everyone, and
even Jax took out his earbuds long enough to say hello. After we got our food,
Frankie, Hala, and | sat together, but Kiraignored us and went to sit next to Mike.

Halaleaned over the table, lowering her voice. “What’ s with her?’

“1 think she’s scared and lonely,” Frankie whispered. “ She acts like she doesn’t need
anyone, but she does. We just have to redouble our efforts to be her friend.”

What? Had she lost her mind? “Are you kidding me, Frankie?” Her niceness was
getting ridiculous. “That’ s your assessment of Ms. Prima Donna?”’

“Give her achance, Angel.”

| had no intention of doing that, but | pressed my mouth shut and didn’t say so. |
didn't want to hurt Frankie's feelings, but in my opinion, Kira was nothing but
trouble.

“What about the guy in the corner...Jax?’ Hala asked.

“He' s aloner, too,” Frankie offered. “Heisn’t interested in socializing. But he's sure
hot.”

“Loners seem to be atheme around here,” Hala said.
| was going to confess to my loner status as well, but | wasn’t sure it was true now

that | had Frankie and Wally as friends. | didn’t expect how happy that would make
me.



“So what do you think will happen today?’ Frankie asked.

I’d come to breakfast hungry, but now I'd abruptly lost my appetite. | forced down a
few bites of oatmeal and some juice, but that was all | could manage. Kiraand Wally
didn't eat much, either. Frankie, Hala, and Bo ate their breakfast without any
problem, and | couldn’t see what Jax was doing with his back to us. | guess trying out
to be a spy wasn't as scary for them as it was for me. Four weeks was already
seeming like an eternity if we were going to be on edge the whole time.

Wally pushed back his chair, and | got my first good look at him in camouflage. He
looked different, maybe more confident. Maybe the administrators knew what they
were doing by putting us in camouflage after al.

As soon as Wally stood, it was like our signal to go. We dumped our trash and
returned our trays before heading to Room 101.
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| kind of expected something unusual would be in Room 101, like a weapons display,
high-tech gadgets, or spy notebooks, but it was just a normal classroom. Several rows
of desks, a smartboard, and a teacher’s desk. Room 101 could have passed for my
English lit class at Excalibur.

We al chose a desk and sat. For a moment it amost seemed as if we were back at
Excalibur. | felt the back of my neck prickle like someone was watching me. | turned
and caught Jax a couple of desks back, staring at me from the same row.

He lifted a hand and gave me a little wave. “Hey, Red. Hope you' re a good student,
because | may have to copy off your paper.”

| was pretty sure he was a smart guy or he wouldn’'t be here, so the only logical
reason | could fathom for his continued needling was that he was trying to throw me
off my game. Maybe he saw me as threat or as significant competition. The only
problem—I couldn’t figure out why me. | didn’'t see him doing the same to anyone
else, so why had he singled me out?

| didn't respond and turned around in my chair. | wished I'd never insisted he
introduce himself, caught sight of his mesmerizing eyes, and stared at him like a star-
struck idiot. Maybe just the fact that I’ d called him out had made him laser in on me.
| made a mental note to never do anything like that again.

| was still thinking about his eyes when Dexter Donovan, aka our limo driver, strode
into the room carrying a briefcase.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I hope you found your



accommodations satisfactory.” He looked around. When no one complained, he
continued. “I know you’re all wondering how we' re going test you for the position of
operative. Let me explain. You'll undergo a series of rigorous physical, emotional,
and psychological challenges. | won't lie to you—we're looking for a specific type of
individual to join UTORP. In order to see how you perform, you'll be given four major
trials, to be held every Friday. You're expected to complete them. Testing will be
weighted toward those whose finish each challenge, but other factors will be
considered, as well, though those factors will not be made known to you. UTOP is
highly exclusive, which means the challenges will be difficult on many levels. You'll
be tested in many different ways. If, at any time, you wish to quit or leave, you have
only to let me or one of the trainers know. There’s no shame in leaving—as I’ ve told
each of you, this job is not for everyone. Your talents may lie elsewhere and be
equally as valuable in protecting national security.”

He paused and surveyed us. The room was so silent | could hear the analog clock on
the wall ticking.

“Just so I’'m clear, there' s no such thing as failure. About ninety-six percent of UTOP
nominees don't make it. Hopefully, your recruiter told you that most of the people
unsuited to the life of an operative are excellent fits elsewhere in the community. For
example, your testing may indicate you’ re better suited to the research and analysis
sector, computer security, the various language divisions, or communications and
surveillance, among many, many other options. Are we clear on that?’

| tried to hide my anxiousness. Those odds were not in my favor, especially after the
active-shooter disaster. | had to up my game and keep it up for the rest of my time
here.

After we nodded, Mr. Donovan smiled. “Good. Now, what are we looking for in an
operative? The answer is simple. Someone who is smart, innovative, can think
outside the box, and is persistent. However, the primary goal of an operative is



gathering intelligence. It's redly as ssmple as that. So, for the next few days you'll
undergo a series of psychological and 1Q tests to determine your suitability. | urge
you to answer the questions as honestly and as transparently as possible. Say what
you think and feel, not what you think we want to hear. Trust me, the nominees who
try to fake the tests are the first to wash out. You' Il also attend regular classes like the
ones you were taking before you came here. We have no intention of letting you fall
behind academically.”

There were a couple of groans, but Mr. Donovan waved a hand.

“Now, your first trial will be on Friday,” he said. “For your downtime, if you have
any, fed free to use the gym, the pool, the library, the gaming room, and all the
outdoor areas. Equipment can be checked out in the gym. You may not, however,
leave the campus until we specifically permit you to do so, which we will every
Saturday.”

He turned to his briefcase and popped it open. We collectively tensed, having no idea
what he had in there, but instead of the machine gun or machete I’d imagined, he
pulled out a sheaf of paper. “Your personal schedules are here. Please read them
carefully and be on time for all your tests and classes. Everyone has something
different to do except for the trial on Friday. Good luck to each and every one of

you.

He called out our names one by one, and we picked up our schedules. As soon as we
were out in the hall, Wally, Frankie, and | compared ours.

“What do you have first?’ | asked Wally.

“Physics,” Wally said. “Room 122. | didn’t see that one coming. | was sort hoping for
Seducing the Enemy or something like that.”



Frankie and | laughed, mostly at the idea of Wally seducing anyone successfully. He
must have guessed what we were thinking because he looked indignant at our
amusement.

“1 have Psychological Testing in Room 106,” Frankie said. “I wonder what that is.
What do you have, Angel?’

“It says Small Group, Room 108. What the heck is that?’

Wally shrugged. “No idea, but | guarantee it will be more exciting than my physics
class”

| didn’'t agree at all. I'd rather read an entire physics textbook than sit in a small group
with people | didn’t know.

Unfortunately, it looked like | didn’t have a choice.

Chapter Fifteen

ANGEL SINCLAIR

“Isthis Small Group?’ | asked when | arrived at Room 108. Bo and Jax were already
seated at around table. A man with his back to me was sitting with them.

The person with his back to me turned around. He was probably in his fifties, with
salt-and-pepper hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He smiled and waved mein.

“Hello, Ms. Sinclair. Please close the door behind you. Our group is now complete.”

As instructed, | closed the door and sat in the only chair available between Bo and
Jax. My breath hitched in my throat, so | sat on my hands to keep them from showing



My NEervousness.

“Welcome to Small Group, everyone,” the man said. “My name is Jasper Kingston,
and I’'m your facilitator. What we do today is ssimple in construct. I’'m going to ask
each of you some questions. | may ask the same question to more than one person,
and perhaps to al three of you. | want you to answer the questions | present as
honestly and openly without wondering what |, or your classmates, might think. |
warn you, some guestions may be personal.”
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Oh, please no. No, no, no.l wanted to get personal with everyone in this room as
much as | wanted aroot canal.

Jax leaned forward, frowning. “What's the point of asking personal questions in a
group of strangers?’

Mr. Kingston didn't seem perturbed by Jax’s question. “Mr. Drummond, | assure
you, over the course of the next few weeks, you’'ll know your classmates better than
you ever imagined. Now, shal we continue or does anyone want to excuse
themselves from this exercise?’

None of us said anything further, so Mr. Kingston spoke again. “Fine. Mr. Coleman,
you get the first question. How would you describe the color blue to someone who is
blind?’

“What?’ Bo said in confusion.

| exchanged a baffled look with Jax. What kind of question was that? Was this the
line of personal questioning Mr. Kingston was talking about? Or was this just to
throw us off, to see how we handled the unexpected?

Mr. Kingston patiently repeated his question, either not aware or not caring how
bizarre the question sounded. Bo fell silent, likely trying to process. | had no idea
how I’d answer the question and hoped fervently | wouldn’t have to.

“1 guess | would take the blind person’s hand and stick it in abowl of cool water,” Bo
findly said. “1'd tell them water is blue, the oceans are blue, the sky is blue, and blue



iIsacool, soothing color.”

Mr. Kingston leaned back in his chair. “Interesting. Why did you choose that method
of explanation?’

“l don't know. | guess | just figured if they couldn’t see, they would have tofeelthe
color. That probably doesn’'t make sense.”

Personally, | thought it a clever way to explain color to someone who couldn’t see.
My respect for Bo went up a notch. But Mr. Kington’s expression didn’t change, and
he didn’t say whether it was a good answer or not, so who knew?

“Thank you, Mr. Coleman. Ms. Sinclair, if you were to stack this room in pennies
only, what would be the total amount of money?’

“Excuse me?’ | stammered. It had only been a few minutes and | was aready
experiencing mental whiplash. What was with these strange questions?

He repeated the question, adding, “Please explain your calculations aloud.”

For a moment, | could only stare at him. It took me a full minute to wrap my head
around the question before the rational part of my brain took over. “Um, okay. First |
would have to account for the size of the penny. | would estimate the size as nineteen
millimeters by nineteen millimeters, with a thickness of 1.5 millimeters. That would
make the total volume of the penny 541.5 cubic millimeters.”

Mr. Kingston dipped his head indicating he was following, so | continued.
“Then I'd have to determine the size of this room.” | turned around in my chair

looked at all four corners and the ceiling. “It seems to be about nine meters by nine
meters with five meters for ceiling height. Taking that into account, if | divided the



penny volume, which is 541.5, into the total volume of the room—I would get the
figures of five thousand millimeters times nine thousand millimeters times nine
thousand millimeters. That resultsin a monetary value of $7,479,224.37.”

Bo whistled under his breath, but Mr. Kingston's face remained expressionless.
“Explain the formula, please,” he said.

“The formula is the room volume divided by the volume of a single penny, divided
by one hundred, to get a dollar amount.”

“1 see. How do you account for the spaces between the pennies?’

“I’m calculating each penny as though it was square, so the space is included in the
541.5 calculation. There' s no need to account for it.”

“Thank you, Ms. Sinclair.” He turned to Jax. “Mr. Drummond, you and your buddies
are examining a car engine. The friend to your right says the closed coil end of a
valve spring should go against the cylinder head. The buddy to your left says all valve
springs use shims to control free-spring height. Who is right?’

Jax snorted and leaned his elbows on the table. “First, all valve springs donotuse
shims to control assembled free-spring height, or any assembled height, for that
matter. My buddy on the right is correct. A closed coil end of a valve spring should
go against the cylinder head.”

“Thank you, Mr. Drummond.”

The questioning continued with a series of strange questions to each of us. Bo seemed
to get the more odd, abstract questions. Jax got pointed questions about mechanics
and engineering. | received math and computer questions. We were never told if we
were wrong or right, and Mr. Kingston only asked follow-up questions if he



wondered about our method or reasoning.

After at least an hour of this exhausting line of bizarre questioning, the questions
suddenly turned more personal.

“So, Mr. Coleman, what would you say is your greatest weakness?' Mr. Kingston
asked. “I would like to remind you that we value honesty in this line of questioning,
so please keep that in mind when answering.”

“My greatest weakness?’ Bo asked. He didn’'t seem as taken aback by the abrupt shift

in questioning. Maybe we were all getting better prepared at expecting the
unexpected.

“Yes, your greatest weakness,” he repeated.

“Well, finally, a question that isn't so hard.” Bo relaxed back against his chair. “My
family is my weakness. We're atight-knit unit.”
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Mr. Kingston clasped his hand on the table. “Explain how afamily is aweakness.”

“Because they mean the world to me. If someone wanted to hurt them or do wrong to
them, it would cloud my judgment, make me susceptible to blackmail.”

“Thank you for your honesty, Mr. Coleman.” He turned his attention to Jax and
studied him. “Mr. Drummond, how would you say your family has handled money
and financial matters over the course of your lifetime?’

“Money?’ Jax stared at him with in disbelief before he broke off laughing. “Wait.
That’s my personal question? Seriously? Y ou’ re asking me about money?’

“Yes, Mr. Drummond. I'm asking how your family handled their finances while you
were growing up.”

“That’ s the wrong question to ask me.” Jax lifted his hands. “ Therewasno money. I'm
even not sure if my old man had a bank account. If he did, he never shared it with

me.
“But the bills were paid, correct?’

“Sometimes. By my mom mostly, and in later years by me. | suppose he handled
some of the bills.”

“Okay, then | wish to adjust the question. How doyouhandle money, Mr.
Drummond?”’



“Me? If that's a veiled way of asking me if | have a bank account, | don’t. Although
you probably already know that. I’'m a money-under-the-mattress kind of guy.” He
snapped his fingers, and a hundred-dollar bill suddenly appeared in them. “I also like
to keep spare change in my pocket, just in case.”

| gaped at how he’d made the money appear out of thin air, but Mr. Kingston didn’t
seem surprised in the slightest. “How exactly do you earn that money that goes under
the mattress?’ he asked.

Jax’ s fingers tightened on hill, but I might have been the only one who noticed. “Not
illegally, if that's what you're asking. | take odd jobs after school and on the
weekends. Cutting wood, working on cars, yard work. Sometimes | do construction.
Stuff like that.”

Mr. Kingston studied Jax. “| see. Are those the jobs that earn you the most money?’

| wondered where Mr. Kingston was going with this line of questioning. Why did it
matter whether Jax had money or not?

Jax’s face flushed dightly. It seemed like he was struggling with something to say
before he finally answered. “No. That’s not where | get the good money.”

“Where does the ‘good money’ come from?”

His jaw tightened, and | could almost feel the tension rolling off him. “I get that by
tutoring kids after school. Mostly math and physics. Sometimes | help engineering
students at the community college. It payswell.”

“Do you ever do the homework for the students, Mr. Drummond?’

Jax stiffened but then slowly raised an eyebrow. “Sometimes. If the price is right.”



His tone was flippant, but | could sense the embarrassment in his words. | swallowed
hard, looking down at my hands. This felt wrong, making us expose deeply private
things when we hardly knew each other. What was the point?

“Thank you, Mr. Drummond.” Mr. Kingston turned to me, and | braced myself for
the worst.

“Ms. Sinclair,” he said. “Describe yourself at party that doesn’'t include a family
member. How do you act? Whom do you talk to?’

“A p-party?’ | stammered.

“Yes, asocia gathering with friends and acquaintances.”

“l, um, know what a party is. | just wasn't expecting that question.” | hesitated,
thinking the best way to approach the odd question. “WEell, theoreticaly, if | had to go
to aparty, | would probably stand in a corner and not to talk to anyone.”

“Okay. Let’s not talk theoretically. Give me an example of how you've acted at an
actual party in the past.”

Dread filled me at having to answer the question. | spoke so quietly, my voice was
barely above a whisper. “I’ve never been to a party before.” My cheeks burned in
shame.

“All right, then,” Mr. Kingston said briskly, as if that embarrassing revelation wasn'’t
worth another moment of his time. “Onto the final round of questioning. Mr.
Coleman, if you won a ten-million-dollar lottery prize this afternoon, what would be
the first thing you’ d spend the money on?’

Bo let out an audible breath, probably thankful he hadn’t gotten aweird question. “I'd



buy a therapy dog for my older brother. He was in Afghanistan, and he's got some
issues. A dog would really help him alot. We' ve applied for one, but we're really far
down on the list, and it's expensive. But if | had ten million dollars, I'd not only buy
the dog, but I’d hire afull-time trainer and a physical therapist to work with him.”

“Your nation is grateful for your brother’s service,” Mr. Kingston said.

Bo nodded his head and pressed his lips together. My heart squeezed in sympathy.
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“Ms. Sinclair?’
| jerked my head up. “Yes?’

“What about you? What would be the first thing you bought with ten million
dollars?’

Several possibilities flashed through my mind, but they always came back to one
thing. Mr. Kingston had asked us to be honest, so that’s what | would be. | clenched
my hands in my lap and summoned the courage to speak the truth.

My truth.

“I’d use it to find out what happened to my dad,” | said. “He, ah, disappeared when |
was little. So I'd hire private detectives and spend whatever it took to find out what
happened to him. Whatever was |eft over, I'd give to my mom.”

“l see.” Histone was nonjudgmental, but | felt mortified and more than alittle sick to
my stomach. How much further would they crack us open and let us spill out in order

to understand what made us tick?

But Mr. Kingston had already moved on. “Mr. Drummond, how about you? How
would you spend the ten-million-dollar prize?’

Jax laughed. “That’ s an easy answer. Fast cars, fast women, and afast life.”

“l see. Isthat your final answer?’



“Itis, unlessyou clarify the question.”

Mr. Kingston raised an eyebrow. “Explain.”

“Y ou changed up the question for me. Y ou didn’t ask me what would be thefirstthing
| spent the money on. Y ou just asked me what | would spend it on in general.”

Mr. Kingston nodded, a flash of interest sparking in his eyes. “| stand corrected. | so
revise my guestion to you. What would be thefirstthing you spent your money on?’

“Id buy something for my mom.” This time around, Jax’ s voice was oddly devoid of
sarcasm.

“ And what would that something be?” Mr. Kingston pressed.

“Seriously?’ Jax looked at him incredulously. “Y ou need to knowexactlywhat I’ d buy
my mom?”’

“Yes. Exactly.”

Jax paused for so long | didn’t think he was going to answer. Finally, he spoke, his
voice so soft | had to lean forward to hear it. “A headstone, okay? I'd buy her the
biggest, most beautiful marble headstone in the entire cemetery. Satisfied?’

“Quite.” Mr. Kingston snapped his briefcase shut and stood. “Thank you, students.
This concludes our session for today. | appreciate your candid answers. I'll see you
tomorrow. You're freeto go.”

He abruptly left, leaving the three of us sitting there in dazed silence, gutted and more
than alittle embarrassed about what we' d just revealed about ourselves. | had to close
my eyes for amoment to regain my composure.



Jax was the first to leave, shoving back from the table and slamming the door on his
way out.

Bo reached over and patted my hand. “Y ou okay, Angel?’

It was a kind word from a guy | didn't know, and | while | appreciated it,
mortification swamped me. I'd been emotionally exposed in front of strangers, and
the way | felt about that was too raw and uncomfortable for me to process at the
moment. | nodded at Bo, unable to speak past the lump clogging my throat. Without
another word, | left, leaving him sitting there alone with his thoughts,

This UTOP thing was turning out to be alot harder than I’ d expected.

Chapter Sixteen

ANGEL SINCLAIR

| had twenty minutes before | had to report to Room 111 for Psychological Testing,
so | headed outside to the garden area. | had no idea what testing would entail, but |
needed to regain my composure and get some fresh air to clear my head. It wasn't a
good sign that | was so shaky after the first round of testing. | wasn't sure what 1'd
thought would happen, but getting so personal, so fast was shocking for an intensely
private person like myself. | felt weirdly vulnerable, knowing that people were
walking around judging me.

It was a lovely fall day and the sun was shining, but the air had a cool edge to it.
Instead of regretting not having a sweatshirt, | welcomed the coolness. A couple of
deep breaths and | felt better. | walked through the garden and headed into the maze. |
hadn’t taken but afew steps when | collided with someone.

“Jax?’ | sad. Apparently we'd had the same idea about where to go to clear our



heads.
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“Red? What are you doing out here?’

“I’'m getting some fresh air before the next class. I...thought | would be alone. |
didn’t know you were here.”

“Sure you' re not following me?’
| bristled. “I’m positive.”

“Lighten up, | was just joking. Come on. Walk with me.” He strode off, not even
waiting to see if I’d agree. | hesitated but knew a part of succeeding at the trias
would be knowing our peers and how to best compete against them. Maybe that had
been the purpose of the personal questioning. The teachers were offering us a glimpse
into each other’s strengths and weaknesses so we could exploit them. It suddenly
made me feel sick. Maybe | wasn't cut out to be an operéative after all.

Jax stopped and turned around. “Y ou coming?’

Part of me wanted to walk away, but | couldn’t afford to isolate myself from the other
candidates. | had to jog slightly to catch up to him.

We walked for a while without saying anything. Suddenly he looked at me out of the
corner of hiseye and asked, “ So, you' ve never been to a party? Really?’

| froze midstep, embarrassed. Jax, perhaps sensing my discomfort, touched my arm
lightly, his fingers warm against my bare skin. When he pulled back from my arm, a
pink rose appeared in his fingers. He presented it to me. “Don’t be mad. I'm intrigued



by you, that's all. You seem so...genuine. In a world of fakes, that’'s refreshing. By
the way, be careful of the rose—it has thorns.”

| looked down at the flower, then at him. “How did you do that?’

He snapped his fingers, and another rose appeared. He lifted an eyebrow and handed
it over. “It'smagic.”

“You can do magic tricks?’

His smile melted into a frown. “A true magician doesn't call them tricks. They're
illusions.”

| sniffed the rose, impressed. It was real. He was good at this sleight of hand. Really
good.

“So, what did you think of that question-and-answer session back there?’ he asked.

| held on to the roses as we resumed walking. “l don’'t know. It was different.”
Actually, it had been more than different. It’d been an emotional stripping down that |
hadn’t expected and hoped | would never have to endure again. Unfortunately, | had a
feeling I wouldn’t get my wish.

“They’'re testing our mental response time and honesty.” He reached down and
picked up an acorn, skipping it along the ground. “You noticed how carefully they
taillored each question to our strengths and weaknesses. | didn’t know you were such
amath and computer genius.”

“I’'m not a genius. Well, at least | don’'t feel like one. Math and computers just make
sense to me. Probably in the same way a car engine and certain engineering concepts
make sense to you.”



“Yeah, well, just when we were getting in the rhythm of the thing, they dropped the
personal questions bomb. It wasn't really fair play.”

“1 agree. They’'re probably judging our emotional flexibility,” | said.

“Perhaps. Whatever you want to call it, it sucked.”

“No argument from me there. What class do you have next?’

“Who knows? I’ m supposed to report to the gym. What about you?’

| shrugged. “Psychological Testing, whatever that means.”

“More mind games.” He studied me for a moment. “You held you own back there,
Red. Good for you.”

“Thanks, but my name's Angel, and you did, too.”

His expression abruptly shuttered, as if he weren't used to hearing compliments. “I’ve
got to get back. See you around.”

He started to walk away when | called out to him. “Hey, Jax, I’m sorry about your

mom.

He froze, and | wondered if I'd offended him. After a moment, he glanced over his
shoulder and shrugged. “Don’'t be. She got the better end of the deal.”

Chapter Seventeen



Page 31

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:05 am

CANDACEKIM
NSA Headquarters, Fort Meade, Maryland
“Thanks for stopping by, Slash.”

“No problem,” he answered. “I'm happy to help. Any progress on the Avenger
front?’

“A lot, whichiswhy | asked you to stop by.”

Candace appreciated his insight on the situation, which she found unusual since she
knew him the least of all the directors at the NSA. Slash was new to his position,
having only recently been elevated to director, an impressive promotion that had
raised more than a few eyebrows given his age, background, and number of years at
the agency. But she'd seen him at work firsthand during severa sensitive, high-
pressure situations, and he'd handled them all with expertise, brilliance, and calm.
Her gut also told her that he was a good guy, and she always trusted her gut.

She rose from her desk and shook his hand. “We just had another exchange where we
told him we had tentative approval from the Justice Department on the immunity
issue, assuming he followed through on our demands. He said he' swilling to deal.”

“You' re convinced the Hidden Avenger is Ethan Sinclair?’

“I’'m convinced. | just need him to confirm it for us.” She invited him to sit, and he
did, but she remained standing and walked over to the window.



“So, what’s next?’ he asked.

Candace looked out at the view. The autumn colors had turned the forest surrounding
the NSA compound into a beautiful riot of yellow, orange, and red, but these days she
was too tense to enjoy it. Sighing, she turned around to face him again. “Well, the
Justice Department has said that if itisEthan Sinclair, they’re willing to arrange
protection for his family through the US Marshals Witness Security Program for a
period of up to six months.”

“That’s good news. How does it affect the daughter Angel Sinclair? She's currently
inthe UTOP trials.”

Candace knew that. She also knew that while Slash would want to keep the entire
family safe from whatever threatened them, she wondered if he had a specia
connection to the girl. She knew Slash’ s fiancée mentored Angel at her company and
that he'd been front and center when the girl had brought down the Iragi hacker. She
also knew he'd personally invited her to UTOP. But just how invested was he in her
and her future?

“How’s she doing at UTOP?" Candace asked.

“It’sjust starting, but | have full confidence in her.”

“Good for her, and good for you for nominating her. We could use more women
operatives, especially tech-savvy ones.”

“That we could,” he agreed.

She hesitated and then plunged forward with her question. “Do you mind if | ask how
you know Angel Sinclair?’



A guarded look came into his eyes. This was not a man who would easily share
information, especially personal information, so she was gratified when he
responded. “I'm friends with her older sister, Gwen, who works at ComQuest in
Baltimore as a microbiologist. Gwen and Angel helped my fiancée and me with a
project. | was impressed by Angel’s skill and capability behind the keyboard,
especialy given her age.”

That wasn't anything Candace couldn’t have found out herself, but she appreciated
that he'd offered it. “I’'m satisfied she’s protected for now at the UTOP compound.
Areyou?”’

“I am,” hereplied. “But what about the rest of the family?’

“They’re already under protective surveillance. But Ethan will need to provide further
information about himself before this goes any further.”

“What kind of information?’

“For one, why he bolted and why he slapped ShadowCrypt on the back door.”

Slash steepled his fingers together, regarded her. “Y ou may not want to hear what he
has to say.”

She understood what he was getting at. Examining whether or not the NSA—or
certain employees within the agency—had overstepped the boundaries regarding
spying on US citizens would be a highly delicate matter to navigate, especially
internally. “Actually, | do. If we need to clean house, then we're going to do it.”

He didn’t respond, but she thought she saw a flash of approval in his eyes. Good,
because if she had to take a close look inside the NSA as part of bringing Ethan in,
she’'d need all the friends she could get.



“The director has agreed to the private one-on-one meeting with Ethan,” she
continued. “He s curious, asam |, asto what’ s going on.”

“There’smore to his story,” Slash said. “He' s going to want any assurances in writing
and will most certainly have anything reviewed and verified by a lawyer,” Slash
pointed out.

“We'll do it. I'm going to bring him in.” She perched on a corner of her desk and
folded her arms against her chest. “ So, there's something else. He' s trying to tell us
something. I’ ve got some of our best analysts looking at it, but nothing yet. I’ ve got
two code words from him so fa—Ahab and Pope 264. Do those things mean
anything to you? Any clue what Sinclair is trying to communicate?’
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Slash considered. “ Ahab from the Bible or ofMoby Dickfame?’

“My question exactly.Moby Dick, | think. I wasn't sure until he said the words
‘Ahoy, captain,” which, to me, indicates that’ s the connection.”

“Hmmm. Pope 264 is Saint John Paul 11. The 264th pope.”

She hadn’t expected that quick of a response for him. Perhaps she should have. She
recalled he had an Italian background, and Italy was a heavily Catholic country.
“You're Catholic?’ she asked.

“l am.” He dipped a cross out from beneath his shirt, kissing it before tucking it back
under.

She smiled. “Wéll, that explains that, | suppose. And, yes, we determined it was John
Paul 11. Unless there's something else to it I’'m not seeing. But what do a captain on a
whaling boat and a Catholic pope have in common?”’ It sounded like a bad joke when
she said it out loud, but Slash didn’t smile.

“l don’t know. I'll give it some thought.”

“Thanks. Given your expertise, I’d appreciate it.” She walked over to the chair next
to Slash and sat down. “1 have another problem, as well. Isaac has inserted himself
deeper into the investigation. He's a loose cannon. 1I'd shut him out, but | can’t
without asking the director to support me, and | don’t want to do that except as a last
resort. He doesn’t need to hear his directors are squabbling. Isaac was there during
our last communication and sent a message to Sinclair without my permission. He



told Sinclair there were elements in the NSA who considered him a traitor. Isaac is
starting to worry me. His dislike for Sinclair seems personal, and | don’t like that.”

“My guess is Isaac has his eyes on the directorship, and if you bring Ethan in, you
could be athresat to that.”

She felt her forehead tighten as she acknowledged his words. “ That’s not what thisis
about. What Ethan Sinclair knows, and has, is vital to the security of this nation.
Regardless of who is director, the mission of the NSA, and its many fine people, will
continue. But I'll be devastated for this agency if our internal politics cause us to fail
In stopping a major terrorist attack. | couldn’t explain that to the president, to my
family, or to anyone. We're better than that. Wehaveto be better than that.”

“We will be” He rested his elbows on his thighs, the expression on his face
thoughtful. “However, that still doesn’t resolve the problem. Ethan doesn’t know who
to trust within the agency, which means he thinks there are people on the inside who
are not trustworthy.”

“Agreed. He doesn’t know who is on whose side.”

“Neither do we,” Slash replied.

That was the core of the problem. No one on either side knew who was trustworthy in
or out of the agency.

“If we're looking inward, | wonder how the fact that |saac was Ethan’s boss at the
time plays into things,” she mused. “I’ve reviewed Ethan’s file multiple times. Other
than the fact that Isaac was Ethan’s supervisor at King's Security, nothing else has

popped.”

“Then there’s something we're missing. If you'd like, I'm happy to take another



look.” Herose, so she did, too.

“I"d like that very much. Thank you for your help. I'll send the files over to you first
thing in the morning.”

He started to leave, but she stopped him. “Slash, there’s something going on inside
the NSA. It's hard to know who to trust. | want you to know I’ ve made a decision to
trust you with helping me find and safely bring in the Hidden Avenger. | hope that
trust is reciprocated.”

He studied her face for along moment, as if weighing whether she met his criteria for
credibility. Finally he nodded. “Itis. I'll let you know if | find anything.”

Chapter Eighteen

ANGEL SINCLAIR

| reported for Psychological Testing and sat stiffly in a chair across from Mrs.
Thompson, who had brown hair and a nice smile. | wondered if Thompson was her
real name. Probably not, although it didn't really matter. She gave me a bottle of
water, which | drank until it was empty, while she chatted about the weather and the
Redskins, apparently attempting to put me at ease.

It wasn't working.

We were seated at atable that was too big for us. The lighting was dim and there was
a dark window across one of the walls, where | assumed whoever was grading my
responses would be watching. | was scared, but of what, | wasn’t sure. Regardless,
the mere fact that | would be doing this alone and not in front of my classmates was a
relief. | put on my best game face, figuring if | were going to be an operative, |
needed a better poker face for these kinds of things.



“Angel, | know you’re nervous, but | want you to relax,” she said. “We're just going
to play a game. Okay?’ Her calling me by my first name put me a fraction more at
ease.

“Okay.”

“Great. I’'m going to give you a word, and | want you to tell me the first word that
pops into your mind that you associate with it. There are no right or wrong answers.
This game just helps us see the way your mind works. But it’s quite important you
don’t stop to consider your answer. It must be the first thing that pops into your mind.
Y ou need to answer within a one-second time frame. Do you understand?’

“Yes. I’ ve done word-association games before.”

“Excellent. Then you'll be anatural.”

| didn’'t share her confidence, but | clasped my hands on the table in front of me and
steadied myself.



Page 33

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:06 am

“Herewe go,” she said. “Are you ready?’

“I"'m ready.”

She glanced down at the paper in front of her. “ Attack.”
“Hackers,” | responded.

“Problem.”

“Solve.”

“Lead.”

“Myself.”

She paused, giving me a moment. Or maybe there was another reason she paused. |
didn’t have time to wonder because she said, “Mother.”

“Protect.” It dlipped out. | hadn’'t expected that to come out of my mouth, but there it
was.

“Beware.”
“Liars.”

“Alone.”



“Safe.”

“Friends.”

That one was easy for me. “White Knights.”

“Government.”

“Secrets.”

The was another dlight hesitation before she said, “Father.”

| fell silent and stared at the table. It was as if my brain had abruptly clicked off.

After amoment, she repeated the word. “Father.”

| blinked, then looked at her. “Alive.”

Chapter Nineteen

ANGEL SINCLAIR

The rest of my day involved digital fingerprinting, a quick lunch, a private tutoring
session in cryptology—the highlight of the day—then a medical examination by a
nice female doctor, a chemistry class with Mike, an English literature class with Hala,
Wally, and Kira, and a physical fitness exam with a buff military-looking guy. By the
timeit was over, | was a hot mess.

When | got back to the dorm room, Frankie and Hala were already there. Frankie was

lying on the bed with a washcloth on her forehead. Hala was working on a laptop at
her desk. Kirawas nowhere to be seen, as usual.



“Hey, guys,” | said, perching on the corner of Frankie' s mattress. “Everyone okay?’

Frankie lifted the washcloth off her face. “I’'m alive, but the physical fitness exam
nearly killed me. Did you have to run the mile?’

| nodded. “I did. Don’t ask me how long it took.”

“Aslong as you don’'t ask me. Hala, how did you do?’
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She turned around from the screen. “The physical fitness test was the easy part for me
today. | was on the gymnastics team at my high school. We trained alot, so I'm in
pretty good shape. The hard part for me was all that weird psychological testing.”
“It was brutal,” | agreed.

“Oh, that was my favorite part,” Frankie said, sitting up. “It was fun.”

“Fun?’ | looked at her as if she'd lost her mind. “Are you nuts? That wasnotfun,
Frankie.”

“Of course, it was. We just had to answer a bunch of questions about ourselves.”

“Did you have agroup session?’ | asked.

“Yes, it was Mike and me. It was coal. | like Mike. He' s areally interesting guy.”
Frankie liked everyone, so that didn't mean anything special. She was my closest
friend, but her definition of fun and mine didn’t always match. | met Hala' s skeptical

gaze over Frankie's head.

“l have a chemistry class with Bo and Jax,” Hala said. “And English lit with you,
Wally, and Kira. But I’'m by myself in an acting class.”

“Acting?’ That seemed an odd choice of curriculum to me, but everything seemed
strange lately.



“That was my reaction, too,” Hala said.

“1 have a class by myself, too,” Frankie offered. “ Graphic design.”

“I"'min aclass by myself for cryptology,” | said. “| wonder what all that means.”

“Maybe they’re playing to what they perceive are our strengths,” Hala answered.
“Although I’ ve never had an acting class beforein my life.”

None of us had answers, so we started our homework. Kira never showed up, and |
wondered what she was doing. When it was time for dinner, we walked over to the
cafeteriatogether. Kirawas there, deep in conversation with Jax at atable in the back.
Their heads were bent together, his dark and her blonde. It was a striking sight, like
the two of them could pose for the cover of a magazine. They spoke earnestly,
gesturing with their hands but keeping their voices lowered. | forced myself to look

away.

Wally was sitting with Mike and Bo. Hala joined them with her food tray. There was
no more room for Frankie and me at their table, so we sat at an empty table after we
got our food. After a few minutes, Wally came over to sit with us so he could talk to
us about our day.

“The physical fitness test was the absolute worst,” Wally said. “Kirawas being tested
in another part of the gym and she did, like, twenty chin-ups. | couldn’t even do one.”

“Don’t worry,” | said. “I couldn’t do one, either.”

“Me neither,” Frankie added. “But the trainer was nice anyway. Do you know he has
two-year-old twins? He showed me their photos on his phone. They’'re so adorable,
but he and his wife don’t sleep much. The poor man has bags the size of Alaska under
his eyes. | felt sorry for him until he made me run that mile.”



“All | can say isthat we'rein real trouble, guys.” Wally shook his head. “We'll never
be operatives if we can’'t jump from one building to another like James Bond.”

“Let’s be clear, I'm not jumping from a building. Ever.” | picked up an orange dlice
and ate it. “Let’s not blow this out of proportion. It could be they were just getting a
baseline, like they did with the active-shooter scenario.”

“Which was another disaster,” Wally said. “I hope they don’t send me packing.”

“No one is going home yet, Wally,” Frankie said. “It's only been one day. How did
the rest of your day go?’

“Oh, you mean the part where | answer bizarre questions and spill my guts in front of
two pretty girls?’

“You're always spilling your guts to us, and we still like you,” Frankie pointed out.
That made me laugh. Leave it to Frankie to keep it real. “Frankie’'s got a point. We
need to calm down and let this play out. Mr. Donovan told us to do our best. It’s the
only thing we can control.”

After dinner, we headed back to our room. | wanted to do some online surfing and go
to bed early. Frankie wanted to read, and Hala told us she was going to go to gym and

work off some steam. Kira, as usual, was missing.

“What's with Kira anyway?’ | asked. “She lives with us, but we never see her. It's
like she’ s avoiding us on purpose.”

“She always seems to be missing at the same time as Jax. Did you notice that?’

I'd noticed, but | didn't want her to know | noticed. “Hmmm...” | sad



noncommittally.
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“Or it could be that she'sjust scared and lonely and Jax is nice to her.”

It was possible. Frankie always thought the best of people, but | didn’'t, so we weren't
always going to agree on things like that.

Frankie opened her book, and | booted up my laptop and began reading my father’s
thesis from MIT,Asymmetrical Cryptography: Authentication and Encryption. It was
heavy reading, but somehow, it helped me feel closer to him.

Hala came back after her workout, showered, and got into her pgamas. | shut down
my laptop and got into my paamas, too. Frankie was aready tucked under the
covers, still reading.

| was just going to the bathroom to brush my teeth when Kirawalked in. She went to
a drawer, picked out her pgamas, and went into the bathroom to change without
saying a single word to any of us. Shrugging, | stood at one of the sinks in the outer
part of the bathroom and started brushing my teeth.

Kira came out in her pj’s and washed her face and brushed her teeth at the adjoining
sink. She didn’t say a word to me, and | had no idea what her problem was. When |
exited the bathroom, Frankie was cheerfully asking Kira questions about her day.

Kira was ignoring her until finally she turned around in exasperation. “L ook, would
you just stop trying to engage me? |I'mnotyour friend. | don't know you, and |
don’ twantto know you. We're all forced to share this room, so let’'s do it as clinically
as possible. You can stop all the pretend friendliness crap.”



| strode to stand between her and Frankie. “Back off, Kira. It's not pretend for
Frankie. She’s actually nice.”

“It's okay, Angel,” Frankie said quietly. “She’ sright. | can be overly friendly.”

“No. It'snotokay for her to talk to you like that.” | glared at Kira. “She can show
some common decency. I’'m not a people person, either, but that doesn't give me
license to be rude.”

Hala scaled down from her bunk in a pair of blue silk pajamas and came between
Kiraand me, holding out her hands. “L ook, guys, it’s been along day and everyoneis

tired and stressed out. How about we get some sleep?’

“Best idea |I've heard all day.” Kira crawled into her bed and turned her back to us,
facing the wall.

| exchanged a glance with Hala, who shrugged. Frankie resumed reading, not
seeming upset by the incident whatsoever. Did anything ever bother her?

| climbed up to my bunk and lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, still fuming at
Kira s rudeness.

What the heck was wrong with people?

As | lay there, | realized | missed my own bed, my mom, Gwen, and even Mr.
Toodles. For the first time, | seriously wondered if | was doing the right thing by
trying out for UTOP.

What am | doing here?

What did Slash seein methat | can’t see in myself?



Dol really have what it takes to be an operative?

My thoughts drifted to my father. Had he been a spy, and if so, was that why he'd
vanished without a word, leaving us behind? If he were alive, why wouldn’t he come
home?

| rolled over and punched my pillow. Whatever the answers to the questions, | knew
onething. | wasn't a quitter.

| intended to give UTOP my best shot, however far that took me.

Chapter Twenty

ISAAC REMINGTON

“We've got a problem,” Remington fumed, his fist tightening on his burner phone.
He'd have to buy stock in an expendable phone-making company if this blasted
situation continued much longer. “The Justice Department and the director have
agreed to al his terms. The idiots! Don’t they see how he's trying to manipulate
them?’

“Sinclair is a dangerous loose end.”

“1 know. | wish the director had retired years ago, so that someone with the guts to
defend our country could take the reins and finally whip NSA into shape.”

“That would be hard to do without removing the ShadowCrypt patch. Now the patch
Is apparently within reach, along with Sinclair.”

“It's within Candace Kim's reach,” he spit out. He could feel his blood pressure
rising. “ They’re even talking about putting the family in WITSEC, on his request.”



There was a moment of silence before his accomplice spoke. “We need to get our
hands on Sinclair soon or things could get real complicated.”
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“Don’t | know it. We need to know what he has on us in terms of proof. Do you think
he can tie us to Lando’s boating accident?’ That was the real sticking point, wasn’'t
it? If only he could be sure of what Sinclair had. “Although, if he had proof back
then, he wouldn’t have vanished. He' s bluffing.”

“It'sarisk to assume that.”

“Perhaps, which is why we need his youngest daughter to draw him out. We know
he' s already reached out to her once, so we should assume he might do it again.”

“What about the other daughter or the wife? Can they be leveraged?’ There was a
noise in the background, a car honking and the squeal of tires.

“They could, and that’s the backup plan, but neither of them appear to be actively
trying to find him,” Isaac explained. “ The youngest daughter is poking around places
and causing trouble. She's given us some of our best leads on him. Now he's reached
out to her and made contact for the first time in fourteen years. That’s huge. She' s the
key to thisthing.”

“S0, what's our next step?”’

“Tell the others we need a two-pronged approach.” Isaac considered his words
carefully. He' d thought everything out and had planned this for along time. “On the
one front, we've got to use the girl to bring him out of hiding. On the other front, |
must discredit Sinclair with the Justice Department. It shouldn’t be hard. Once
everything quiets down, we find him and make him disappear for good.”



“How are you going to get at the daughter? She's behind the security perimeter at
UTOP.”

“Every day except Saturday, when the candidates go into town for their weekly
break.”

There was a short pause. “ Good point. | hadn’t thought of that.”

Isaac suppressed a sharp retort. It shouldn’'t be this hard. Did he have to spell
everything out? Didn’'t anyone else share his forward-thinking vision? He kept his
voice even, patient. “Yes. So, if we need to do something, we do it then. She's the
leverage we need. Then, after a family accident, there'll be no more problems or
witnesses |eft to worry about.”

“Oh. Do you think they could connect his disappearance back to us? After all, you've
been pretty vocal about your dislike for him.”

He hated the weak spirit of his compatriots. Fixing that would be a priority when he
became director. “Please. Sinclair has been backdooring terrorists for years. | don’t
think it would be too difficult to imagine a scenario where certain factions weren't
happy with him when he's found out. A sudden, permanent disappearance shouldn’t
be any surprise at al. We ssmply blame it on the terrorists, and that’ s the end of that.”

A longer pause and then alaugh. “Wow, that’ s ingenious.”

Isaac smiled. At last they were seeing what he was capable of doing for the nation.
“And that’s exactly why 1I’ll be aformidable director.”

Chapter Twenty-One

ANGEL SINCLAIR



The rest of the week was essentially the same as the first day. More group sessions
with grueling questions, psychological testing, exercising in the gym, and classes
with homework. To say it was brutal would be an understatement. Added to the mix
were written tests, which | assumed were 1Q tests. Those | didn’t worry about. 1'd
always tested well, so that was one concern | felt | could put to rest.

| spent what little downtime | had gaming in the gaming room, doing my homework,
washing my clothes, or hanging out with Frankie and Wally. There wasn’'t much free
time to be had, and when we were together, it was obvious we were all becoming
increasingly nervous about Friday and the first trial.

On Thursday morning, during the group session with Jax and Bo, Mr. Kingston told
us today our session would consist of only one question and we' d have free time until
our next class. That was good news to me, because the group session was the hardest
for me to manage every day. One question would be awalk in the park.

“So, Mr. Coleman, | have a scenario for you,” Mr. Kingston said, adjusting his tie.
“Your mother is desperately ill. A pharmaceutical company, located two blocks from
your house, has a cure to your mother’s illness. The medicine is too expensive for
you to afford. If you could break into the company building and steal the medicine
without the dlightest fear of repercussion, would you do it?’

“No repercussions?’ he asked.

“None. Y ou would get away with it completely, and your mother would be cured.”
“Oh, man.” Bo sighed, rubbed his forehead. “It would be tempting, but | wouldn’t do
it. It wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be honorable. It's not the way my mom raised me.

She wouldn’t want me to steal .”

“S0, isthat ano?’ Mr. Kingston asked.



“It'sano.”

“Thank you, Mr. Coleman. Ms. Sinclair. How about you?’

| considered. “Isit aterminal illness?’

Mr. Kingston shrugged. “ That’ s unknown.”

My mind went through a number of scenarios, none with a clean answer. “l have
mixed feelings about this,” | finally said. “Legally and morally, it’s wrong. But we're
talking about helping someone | love. | honestly don’t know what I'd do unless | was

in the situation, at that very moment. But | have to say I’m leaning toward stealing
the medicine, especially if there are no repercussions.”
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“S0, isthat ayes or ano?’ Mr. Kingston tapped his pencil on the table. “I’'m afraid |
can’t take ambiguity as an answer.”

| sighed. “It'sayes.”

“Okay. What about you, Mr. Drummond?’

“Serioudly?’ Jax looked in astonishment at Bo and me. “You guys have to think
about your answer? It's a dilemma for you people? I'd take the medicine in a
heartbeat. No repercussions, a life saved. The wealthy pharmaceutical company
wouldn’t even notice.”

“That’ s not the point,” Bo said. “Y ou’re stealing.”

“For agood cause,” Jax countered.

Bo shook his head. “It’s not honorable.”

“Who cares about honor?’ Jax’s eyes gleamed. “It's about survival. Either you're
willing to play to live...or you die.”

He had a point, but it was a cold, hard one. Jax remained a mystery to me. Tough,
smart, sardonic, yet...| saw a sadness in his eyes. | knew his mother had died, but |
wondered about the circumstances.

The room fell silent, and Mr. Kingston stood. “Well, thank you, students. That’s it for
today. | won't see you until next week. Good luck to each of you with the trial



tomorrow.”

We were silent as we filed out. These tests were showing us how different we were
from each other. | didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing. How were we being
scored? Was | meeting the criteria for an operative? It was hard to say when you
didn’t even know exactly what they were looking for.

| didn’t feel like going back to the room, and it was drizzling outside, so | decided to
go to the small library. Two comfortable-looking armchairs, three circular tables, and
a couple of floor lamps were arranged near the bookshelves. The library was empty,
except for ayoung woman sitting behind the circulation desk who looked up from her
laptop when | strolled in.

“Hello, Angel,” she said cheerfully. “Let me know if | can help you find anything.”
“You know my name?’ | asked. | was sure I’d never seen her before.

“Of course. There are only eight of you this session. What are you looking for?’

“Can | check out any book | want?’ | asked.

“Sure. It'sjust like anormal library.”

“Cool. Do you have any books on coding?”

“We sure do. Those shelves over there,” she said, pointing. “You'll find everything
computer-related in that area.”

| thanked her and perused the titles in the area she’d mentioned. When | came out
holding a book, Mike was sitting at one of the tables. He looked up when he saw me.
He was dressed in the same white T-shirt and camouflage as | was, but the bling on



his fingers and the studs in his ears were missing. The nose ring was still in place,
however. Maybe that wasn’t removable.

“Hey, Mike,” | said awkwardly, noting he was reading a manual calledAdvanced
L ockpicking Secrets. “How are you?’

“I'm okay,” he answered, equally awkward. “Are you, um, doing okay with the
chemistry homework?’

“Yeah, it'seasy so far.”

“1 noticed you're really good at chemistry. Me too. Wonder when they’re going to
start challenging us.”

| shrugged. “Maybe we' re challenged enough on other fronts.”

“Maybe.”

“Well, I'll see you around.” | started to pass him.

He put out a hand, and | stopped. “Hey, Angel, can | ask you something?’

“Sure.”

“Do you have a class by yourself? | mean, we're in chemistry together, and I'm in
another class with some of the other kids, but do you have one just by yourself?’
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“Yes. | think we all do. I’ve got cryptology, Frankie has graphic design, Wally is
focusing on malware, and Hala has acting, of all things. | don’t know about Kira, Jax,
or Bo. What do you have?’

“Circuit design with aside of laser and optical engineering. It's awesome.”
“Wow,” | said, my eyeswidening. “That’s...different.”

“1 know, right? Y ou guys al seem to be experts in computers and math, and I’'m all
about circuits, fuses, and superconductors.”

| looked down at the book on the table. “ And lockpicking.”

He followed my gaze and laughed. “Nah, that’s just for fun. Y ou know, | may not be
an expert in computers, but | love to play chess and | can navigate a mean game
ofHidden Realm, if you want a challenge sometime. Y ou’ re quite the gamer.”

| stared at him. “How did you know that?’

“1’ve watched you play.” It suddenly occurred to him that maybe that sounded more
than just a little creepy. His face turned a shade of scarlet. “I mean, | wasn't stalking
you or anything. | was headed to the gaming room once, but you were already there
playing. So, | watched you play through the window without interrupting you...and
okay, and thatdoessound stalkerish. But | swear, there was no creep factor involved. |
just didn’t want to break your concentration, that's al. Y ou're really good.”

“Thanks. Next time, if you want to play, just comein and let me know.”



“Deal.”

| left him, thinking he wasn't anything like I’d expected when | first saw him, and
went to my next class. The rest of the day passed without incident. After dinner,
Wally talked Frankie and me into going to the gym to work out, which in itself was a
shock. Wally convincing us to go to the gym. Would miracles never cease?

When we got to the gym, Bo and Jax were wrestling each other again. Both guys
were in muscle shirts and soft shorts. It looked like they’d been at it awhile, because
they were both sweating heavily.

Kira was running on the treadmill with earbuds in. Wally stopped to watch her. It
occurred to me thatthiswas why Wally had wanted to go to the gym—to watch Kira.
Apparently this was where she spent most of her free time, driving herself to physical
perfection.

Still keeping an eye on Kira, Wally and Frankie went to check out the hand weights,
while | stayed to watch Jax and Bo go at it for afew more minutes.

Bo was bigger and stronger, but Jax was fast. A couple of moves later, Bo had Jax
nearly pinned to the ground. Jax reached up and yanked hard on Bo's ear.

“Ouch,” Bo roared, his grip loosening. Jax was able to dlip out of his hold. “That’s
cheating.”

Jax laughed and tossed his dark hair out of his eyes. “Only if we were playing alegal
match. That’s not what we're at this school for. If I’'m an operative and I’ m wrestling
someone, I'm trying to survive. You need to learn how to play dirty, Bo. I'm not
playing by your or anyone else'srules.”

Bo shook his head indignantly and grabbed a towel before leaving the mat and



heading over to the weights.

| thought about what Jax had said. Survival at all cost—wasn’t that an important
thing for al of usto learn? But just what would he be willing to sacrifice for that? It
was a question to which | didn’t have an answer.

Jax saw me watching and crooked the fingers on one hand at me in a come-hither
motion. “Hey, Red, want to give it ago?’

| crossed my arms against my chest. “No.”

“Too bad. | could teach you some helpful self-defense moves, you know.”

When | stood my ground, he shrugged, grabbed a towel, and headed for the men’'s
locker room.

Did he want to help me or learn my weaknesses? He had to have seen me at work
with the weights and know | couldn’'t wrestle my way out of a paper bag. Why
couldn’t | figure out what he wanted from me?

After amoment of contemplation, | looked around the gym and decided to jog on the
treadmill. | chose the one the farthest away from Kira, who didn’'t even glance my
way when | got started.

An hour later, | was soaked in sweat and dead tired. My legs were shaking. Frankie
and Wally looked worse than me. They'd lifted weights for a while and then spent
time on the treadmill and €lliptical machine. Kira had disappeared, probably to take
her shower before we got back to the room, so she could get in bed and safely ignore
us.

When the gym closed, we walked back to our rooms, groaning and complaining the



entire way.

“They’re going to dump me,” Wally said, wiping his beet-red face. “Frankie can lift
more than me.”

“No one cares about that,” Frankie said.

“1 care!l” Wally protested.
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| rubbed the back of my neck. “Look, guys, | sincerely doubt tomorrow will be a
weight-lifting exercise.”

“1t better not be.” Wally swung his arms around. “Or I’'m toast. On the upside, I’m so
exhausted, | shouldn’'t have any trouble falling asleep tonight, despite my crippling

insecurity about my physical prowess. Waking up may be a problem, though.”

“You'll both do fine” Frankie said. “We al will. You're worrying too much.
Whatever comes, we'll figureit out. We always do.”

| wanted to contradict her, but the truth was, | liked her optimism. Ineededher faith in
me, now more than ever.

We were the White Knights. Together we could conquer all.

“Thanks, Frankie,” | said. “What would we do without you?’

Chapter Twenty-Two

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Despite my exhaustion, | didn’'t sleep well Thursday night. Kira and Hala were both
tossing and turning, too, so | suspected they were also anxious. Only Frankie slept
blissfully. When she woke, she was her useful cheerful self, although she mentioned

her muscles were a bit sore.

We ate breakfast, although most of us could barely choke anything down, then



assembled in Room 101 for orientation.

Once we were present and seated, Mr. Donovan entered the room. “Good morning,
candidates. Today will be your first trial. We wish you the best of luck. Now, | ask
you to please rise and remain still while we prepare you.”

| stood up hesitantly, not sure what he meant by “prepare.” Jonas, the student who
had pretended to be the assassin in the active-shooter scenario, came up behind each
one of us and arranged blacked-out goggles tightly over our eyes.

“From this moment until we reach our destination, you' re not to remove the goggles
or speak to each other,” Mr. Donovan instructed us. “If you’'re caught doing either,
you're immediately disqualified.”

Someone took my hand and led me down the hallway and outside, where | could hear
the birds chirping. “Watch your head,” awoman said, as she lifted my leg and helped
me up into what was likely a bus or a van. | was instructed to sit, so | did. Someone
dlid in beside me. | had no ideawho it was.

When we were all loaded, the vehicle took off. | calculated a less than five-minute
ride, so wherever we were going, it was close. | suspected we were being brought
somewhere on the UTOP campus.

The vehicle halted, and we were taken off the bus one by one. We must have walked
into a building, because a blast of cool air hit my face. We walked a bit more before |
heard a door open and | shuffled forward.

We abruptly stopped. “Put your arms out, please,” afemale voice instructed me.

| did as she said, and she secured something on me—a heavy vest or shirt. Something
cool was fastened to my wrist.



“Hold on to me,” she said, placing my hand on her arm. “I’ll take you where you
need to go.”

We walked until she suddenly stopped. | nearly fell over her. “Stay here. Do not
remove the goggles or leave this spot until instructed. Once you remove the goggles,
you can talk to the other participants as needed. Do you understand?’

| nodded, my mouth dry, still afraid to talk. | waited for what seemed like hours, but
time passed differently when you couldn't see. Finally a voice came over what
sounded like aloudspeaker. It was Mr. Donovan.

“ Students, you may remove your goggles.”

| reached up and pulled mine off, blinking a couple of times as my eyes adjusted to
my surroundings. | stood in a dark cavern with fake plastic rocks and weird strobe
lights flashing. Laser tag was the first thing that leaped to mind. Glancing around, |
looked for the other students but didn’t see anyone else. | examined my outfit—a vest
with lights and a belt with a laser gun. | removed the gun, holding it in my hand and
pressing back against afake rock.

My initial assessment was this wasn’'t going to be so bad.

I’d played laser tag a few times in my life. | wasn't great at it, but | didn’t suck,
either. | figured Wally would be pretty good because he played online shooting
games all the time. Physical maneuverability could be a problem for him, but | wasn't
too worried. He could hold his own. Frankie, however, might be in real trouble, not
that | even knew where she was. | had afeeling laser tag wasn’t her thing.

“Your mission is to get out in under fifteen minutes,” Mr. Donovan continued.
“Every successful shot is worth five points. Minus five points to whoever gets shot.
Be careful if you get shot, because your sensor will light up for five seconds, making



you a beacon to others. The timer on your wrist lets you know how much game time
you have left and how many points you have in terms of your personal score.”

| glanced down at the plastic timer secured around my wrist. The top line, in glowing
green numbers, readGame Time 15:00. The bottom line readPoints 20. So, we started
with twenty points. That meant we could get hit no more than four times without
scoring against someone else. Thiswasn’'t going to be easy.

“Your chest, back, shoulders have hit boxes,” Mr. Donovan continued. “Your gun
also has a hit box. Y ou must score in the hit box to get points. Here are the rules. This
Is a noncontact trial. No tackling, fighting, or hitting. You'll receive an immediate
disqualification if you do not observe this rule. Also, no spawn killing and no
stalking. Your primary objective is to get out in under fifteen minutes with the
highest score. Y ou shoot another player only if you want more time or you want to
come out ahead in terms of points. If you lose all your points from getting shot, then
the game ends for you. The person who comes through the exit first gets a large
bonus. Each successive person who makes it through the exit will receive extra points
aswell.”

| inhaled a deep breath, wishing | could see more than just the closest area. But it was
too dark beyond my immediate circle, and the momentary flashes from the strobe
lights didn’t extend very far.

“1f you get hurt, stop your play immediately and announce it,” he continued. “Health
and safety are our top priorities. Remember, your sensors must be visible during
game play. Y ou may not cover your light or sensor. Also, no shooting the face. If you
hit someone with a face shot, even if it's accidental, you lose fifteen points. Too
many mistakes with shooting, and you' Il be disqualified. That’s |eft to our discretion.
Now, good luck, and may the best student win.”
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The cavern fell into silence. | considered my play. First order of priority was to find
the exit and avoid being shot. | slunk around a corner and ran right into Jax. He shot
me immediately, and my vest lit up.

“Watch out, Red,” he said melting back into the darkness. | swore, fumbled, and shot
at him but missed.

Crap.

Running in the opposite direction, | dipped and half crawled behind a rock, trying to
think. 1 was down five points, but the exit had to be my priority. Feeling along the
wall, | inched my way forward. | felt nothing. No door, no exit. | could hear shouting
in the distance, a bit to my right. | took a chance and dashed to the opposite wall. A
head popped up, and Mike shot me. He scored a hit on my left shoulder. | rolled right
at him and shot him in the back as he made a run for it. | saw a flash of surprise on
his face as he glanced over his shoulder. Perhaps he hadn’t thought | could be so
accurate in nonvirtual reality.

Good for me.

| was at fifteen points. Quickly and methodically, | continued my search aong the
wall, feeling for adoor. | glanced at my watch. Four minutes had passed, so I’ d better
get amove on. | crept forward and collided with someone.

| barely kept from pulling the trigger. “Wally?’ | hissed.

“Angel?’ He pressed a hand to his chest and lowered his gun. “Y ou scared the crap



out of me.”

| yanked him down into a crouch, keeping my voice to a whisper. “Have you seen
Frankie?’

“No. Just Kira. She was the first one to shoot me. Someone else hit me, but | didn’t
see who.”

| looked down at hisarm. “What’ s your point situation?’

He turned his wrist over and showed me his watch. He had ten points. Two more hits
and he was out.

“We've got to hurry and find the exit,” | said.

“No kidding. Where do you think it is?’

“Hard to say.” | considered. “Most laser tag games have clearly marked exits. | hoped
that maybe they kept the door but just hid the exit sign. But | have a feeling they
aren’'t going to make it that easy.”

“| agree.”

“So, it's going to be hidden somehow.” | considered the possibilities. “We're
probably looking for alatch or alever, something that will pop it open.”

“Maybe.” The strobe lights distorted his face, and it was freaking me out. “Y ou got a
plan?’

“There’ s nothing in the rules that says we can’t work together, right?’



“Not that | heard.”

“Good. We'll have a better chance if we stick tight. I'll keep feeling along the walls
for a hidden door, just in case, and you check the rocks and floor for a lever or
something. Keep your eyes open for shooters and Frankie. I’'m not sure she can do
this on her own. But we haveto hurry. Timeisticking.”

| heard Jax shout something several feet away, and Bo bellowed back. Apparently
they hadn’t found the exit yet, either. | hadn’t heard a female voice yet, but it could
be the girls were being quiet. Or maybe they were already out. It was hard to know.

We started moving along methodically, feeling for anything. Wally and | watched
each other’s backs. Someone shot at Wally and hit him in the shoulder. | shot back,

and someone’s vest it up as they ran away. Wally was down to five points and | was
back up to twenty.

“We need to get you healthy,” | said. “Let’s wait here a minute and see if you can
score a hit.”

Seconds after | said that, we spotted Bo creeping around the corner. | elbowed Wally
to alert him, but Wally was already poised to fire. He squeezed the trigger and scored

ahit on Bo’'s chest plate.

Bo started to fire back at Wally, but | shot at him. | missed but came close enough to
ruin his shot. Lit up like abeacon, Bo cut his losses and moved away.

“Thanks,” Wally said. “I’'m back at ten points.”

“No problem.”

We continued searching. Time was dlipping past a a scary-fast rate. | patted the wall



as fast as | could, trying to hurry, when my hand hit something hard and cold. |
reached out and wrapped my fingers around a pole.

“Wally, I've found something,” | whispered. “It's a ladder. We've got to go up. It's
either the exit, or there’ s another level of play.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
ANGEL SINCLAIR
“Cover me.” | dipped my foot onto the first rung and started to climb.

| was almost to the ceiling when there was a shout and an explosion of light below
me. Wally was firing at someone who was firing at me. The sensor on my back lit up,
but | didn't stop climbing. My head hit the ceiling and | reached up, groping around
for away out. | could feel a seam, so there was a trapdoor of some kind above me.
Using both hands, | pushed upward with all my strength. The door slammed open
with so much force, | was certain everyone below could hear it. But the way the door
opened also convinced me I’ d been the first to find this exit.

| pulled myself up and rolled onto the floor before | got shot again. This floor was
also dark, and the strobe lights were still flashing. No exit, but another level of play. |
scrambled behind a rock with a perfect view of the trapdoor and waited to shoot
whoever came through next. Unless it was Wally or Frankie. I’ d protect them.

| glanced at my watch. We were low on time, and | was down to fifteen points.

A few seconds later, | heard someone shouting and the sound of clanging feet on the
ladder. | expected Wally to pop up, but Jax appeared instead. He must have been
expecting me to be waiting, because his gun came through first, firing wildly.
Unfortunately, | ducked in the wrong direction and he scored a hit on my left
shoulder. But as soon as his shoulders and chest appeared, | landed a perfect hit on
his chest. He hit the floor and rolled behind a rock, swearing loudly.



Wally appeared moments later, breathing so loudly | knew it was him before | even
saw his face. | kept my gun trained on where I'd last seen Jax, but Wally came
through without incident. Jax’s chest plate would be lit up like a Christmas tree, so |
figured he didn’t dare expose himself to another hit.

“Over here,” | hissed as Wally heaved himself onto the floor. He came to a crouch
and waddled over to me, taking refuge behind a rock.

“You got hit,” Wally whispered.

“Twice,” | confirmed. “ Someone got me on the way up, and then Jax scored a hit on
me coming up. But | hit him back so I'm steady at fifteen points. How many do you
have left?’

“Five.”

That wasn’'t good. One more hit and Wally was out. | squinted at my watch. The
strobe lights were giving me a headache. “We' ve got nine minutes to get out.”

“Maybe | should wait here and try to hit someone coming up to get more points.”

“Your call, but timeisn’t our friend, Wally. I’ d suggest sticking together and trying to
find the exit.”

“But what if there’'s another level of play after this one?’

“Three levels of play in fifteen minutes is ambitious, even for spies. But if there is,
we'll deal withit. | say we stay together.”

He looked once more at the trapdoor. No one had appeared. “ Okay, let’s go.”



We searched a lot faster and a bit more recklessly. At this point in the game, speed
was more important than caution. Time had become our number one enemy.

“Six minutes left and we've got nothing,” Wally whispered after we finished
searching the wall and rocks on one side of the cavern and came up empty. “And we
don’t know where Jax is.”

“He's up here somewhere, along with the exit.” | bent down to check the lower part
of arock, then someone shot me. My vest lit up.

| whirled and shot in the direction of my attacker. | missed but saw Bo duck behind a
rock.

“Get down,” | screamed at Wally as Bo shot in his direction.

| glanced over at Wally, sighing in relief when Wally’s vest stayed dark. One more
hit and he’'d have been out. Unfortunately, | hadn’t hit Bo, but at least we'd pinned
him down behind a rock and the wall. That was good for us, because Bo was at a
disadvantage as a result of his size. He wouldn’t be able to extract himself without
exposing himself to us.

| moved toward Wally to regroup and stepped on something. A grinding noise filled
the cavern, and a door slid open just behind Wally’ s left shoulder.

The exit!
Wally whirled, staring at the opening, dumbfounded.
“Go,” | shouted, throwing myself forward and shoving him through the door. He

stumbled across the exit, but | tripped and fell on my knees just as someone fired a
volley at me. | rolled sideways several times, miraculously avoiding getting hit.



| expected it to be Bo, but Jax lifted a hand in a salute to me and launched himself
through the door. Firing at the last second, | scored a direct hit on his back just before
he went through. The bell rang again, signaling two players had now exited.

| rolled to my feet, looking around and breathing hard. | was now a good fifteen feet
from the exit, and unfortunately, I'd lost Bo. | crouched low, keeping my gun out and
moving back and forth as | carefully inched forward. | was about five feet away from
the exit when | thought of Frankie. | hadn’t seen her since the game started.
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Where the heck was she?
Maybe she had gotten shot too many times and was aready out. Or maybe she was
hiding. Either way, she’d never make it without help. | looked down at my watch.

Four minutes and ten points. | could afford to take alook.

| changed direction and headed back to the trapdoor. The bell rang, signaling another
player was through. Probably Bo.

The trapdoor to the level below was open and deserted. | had no idea who had come
through and who hadn’t. | waited for afew seconds and crept toward the door.

Mike popped up from behind a rock and shot at me, but | moved sideways at the last
second and it missed. Hala leaped out from an adjoining rock and hit Mike in the
shoulder box. His vest lit up as they both sprinted away from me.

| checked the time. We had |ess than two minutes.

Throwing caution to the wind, | shouted down, “Frankie. Where are you?’

“Angel, isthat you?’

“Yes! The exit is up here. There's a ladder. You need to follow my voice to find it
and climb it now.”

“l know. I’'m on the ladder right now. But thank you for helping me. That’s really
kind of you.”



“Will you stop being nice and moveit?’ | yelled.

| looked around but didn’t see anyone else.

“Hurry, Frankie!” | shouted as the seconds ticked past. “How many points do you
have left?’

“Five,” she said.

She was puffing by the time she finally got to the top and | pulled her to her feet. We
turned to run for the exit when a shot fired from the trapdoor. We dived for cover
separately as Kiraleaped through the trapdoor, rolled once, and shot me in the back.
My vest lit up, but my hand with the gun was steady. | fired and hit her on the
shoulder. She fell, her gun dlipping from of her hand and skittering a few feet away. |
lifted my gun, ready to finish her off, when she held up her hands.

“No, don’'t shoot,” she said. “Please, | only have five points left.”

“You didn’t ask me how many points | had before you shot me,” | pointed out.

Frankie stepped out from behind me. “Don’'t shoot her, Angel. We can all go across
together.”

“What?’| said increduloudly. “Y ou' re helping her? Why? She doesn’t even like you.”

As we were arguing, Kirarolled to her side, grabbed her gun, and aimed at Frankie's
back. Without thinking, | pushed Frankie out of the way and took the shot instead.

The laser gun went dead in my hand, and my chest plate turned from green to red.



Both Kira and Frankie stared at me, frozen in shock. After a moment, Kira scrambled
to her feet and bolted for the exit.

“What did you just do?’ Frankie shouted at me.

“l| saved you. Run, Frankie. You can't save me. I'm aready dead. You have
seventeen seconds to get out. Come on, let’s go.”

| pulled her to the exit, pushing her across. Half stumbling, she made it through just
as aloud klaxon sounded and the lights abruptly came on.

Shielding my eyes against the sudden light, | walked out of the cavern and into a
waiting room. Everyone stood staring at me, mouths agape. A glance at the wall
showed a scoreboard on a television screen bolted to the wall. It flashed our final
scores, including points made for accurate shots.

Wally had come in first, obviously helped by the bonus of finishing first, followed by
Jax, Hala, Bo, Kira, Mike, and Frankie. The lettersDNFwere posted after my name.
Did not finish.

Wally looked stricken. “Angel, what happened? Why didn’t you go through after
me?’

“He shot at me,” | said, dipping my head toward Jax, who wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I
had to take cover. Then | lost Bo's position, so | wastrying to be careful coming out.”
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“That’s not all that happened,” Frankie interrupted. “ She came back for me and then
took a shot meant for me. It’s not fair. | should be the one who didn’t finish.”

“Angel, you should get extra points for finding both exits and the trap door,” Bo
insisted. “None of us would have gotten out of there if you hadn’t found them.”

“1 got lucky,” | said.

Bo raised an eyebrow. “Both times?’

We didn’'t have time for more discussion because Mr. Donovan entered the room,
congratulating us on the completion of our first trial. He avoided eye contact with me,
which | took as abad sign.

We filed out of the building, which thankfully we didn’t have to do blindfolded, and
climbed on the bus. Instead of celebrating, everyone was quiet on the bus. A quick
glance outside confirmed we' d been at an unmarked building on the UTOP campus.

| sat next to the window, looking out. Wally sat next to me, bumping shoulders with
me, asif trying to cheer me up. | finally had to tell him to knock it off. I'm pretty sure
he thought | was upset that 1'd lost, but | wasn't.

| was furious.

And | was completely done with Kira Romanova.

Chapter Twenty-Four



ANGEL SINCLAIR

After we got off the bus, the guys trudged to their room, and we went to ours. Kira
even accompanied us for the first time in forever, which was surprising, because
every time she dared to look my way, | glared at her.

If looks could kill...

Frankie, as usual, chatted cheerfully as if nothing had happened. Hala, Kira, and | let
her talk. For once, | was thankful for her constant stream of chatter so no one else had
to say anything. | got to the door and tapped in the code for our room, pressing my
thumb to the pad before it clicked open.

Kira went straight to the bathroom, while | sat down on Frankie’'s bed and started
taking off my shoes.

“Hala, your score was amazing,” Frankie said. “Y ou had the most accurate hits out of
al of us. Totally impressive. How did you do it?’

Hala pulled out her desk chair and sat down, shaking her hair out of a ponytail. “My
dad took me shooting for the first time when | was eight. He's with the FBI, so we
have guns in the house. He wanted to make sure | understood how to use them and
what it meant to be safe around guns. We went to the firing range quite a bit.
Shooting with alaser isn't quite the same, though. The beam spreads out in a cone, so
it affects your accuracy. | tried to account for that. | wish I'd found the exit, but
Wally got there first and scored the bonus.”

Frankie sat down on her bed next to me. “Wally wouldn't have gotten out at
all—none of us would—if it hadn’t been for Angel.”

“l told you, | just got lucky,” | said, athough at the moment, | wasn't feeling



remotely lucky at all.

“I'm sorry, Angel,” Hala said. “Frankie told me what happened. It was really nice
what you did.”

“I didn’'t doanythingnice,” | said testily. “Just so we're clear, | would have shot Kira
if Frankie hadn’t stopped me.”

Hala looked away, and my anger dissolved. Now | was feeling depressed. Two tests,
both failed. Things weren't looking good for me.

Kira came out of the bathroom, her eyes red and face blotchy. She carefully avoided
eye contact with me. “Frankie, can | speak with you privately? Please?’

Frankie glanced at me. | narrowed my eyes, but Frankie, being Frankie, stood up.
“Sure, Kira. See you guys later.”

Just like that, Frankie went off with Kira—the girl who'd tried to bump her out of the
game and had caused me to fail atrial. My anger flared again and then settled into a
slow, uncomfortable burn in my stomach.

One thing was clear. Kirawasn't going to get off that easy with me.

“So, what did Kira want to talk to you about?’ | asked Frankie when she returned.
Kira hadn't returned with her and Hala had gone for awalk, so it was just the two of
us.

Frankie sat in her desk chair and started braiding her long black hair. “ She apologized
for trying to shoot me. It wasn't personal and | understood that. She also thanked me
for saving her. She has alot going on in her life, Angel, which is why she's not been
that friendly. She thinks you don’t like her.”



“ don’t,” | confirmed.

“Don’'t say that,” Frankie admonished me. “I told her you were just prickly.”
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“1 amnotprickly.”
“|1 aso told her you would come around.”

“I won't.” | fumed inwardly until it bubbled over. “How can you just forgive her like
that?’

“What’ s the point in being angry?’

“Maybe the fact that she's a backstabbing, self-centered, untrustworthy threat makes
it worthwhile.”

Frankie patted me on the arm. “Oh, Angel. You’'ll come around.” She sat next to me
on her bed. “Now it’stime to talk about us. Why did you take that shot for me?’

“Why do you think, Frankie?’ | blew out a breath in exasperation. “You're my best
friend. One of myonlyfriends. | want you to stay.”

“Hmmm.” She finished braiding her hair and secured it with atie. “Y ou know what |
think? | think you need to stop trying to save me and stay focused on you. You're the
best candidate out of all of usfor UTOP.”

“What?" Had she completely lost her mind? “No offense, Frankie, but you couldn’t
be farther from the truth. | almost killed us in the first test, and | killed myself in the

second one. That doesnotmake me a good candidate for an operative.”

She sighed and shook her head like | was completely dense. “If you don’t believe me,



| guesswe'll just have to see, won't we?’

| had no idea how to answer that one. While | appreciated her faith in me, it hurt to
realize how misplaced it was.

Chapter Twenty-Five

ANGEL SINCLAIR

| was looking forward to Saturday and our trip into town more than I’d thought |
would. | needed a break from all that was UTOP, eveniif it wasfor just alittle while.

The bus dropped us off on Main Street and the driver told us they’ d be back for usin
four hours. Frankie and Wally tried to talk me into seeing a movie, but | realy
wanted some alone time.

When we got off the bus, all of us scattered. The air was cool but not cold. My blue
sweater kept me comfortably warm, so | walked around for a while, enjoying the
fresh air and figuring out what was available in the town. Virginia s fall foliage was
in full display, in gorgeous shades of red, gold, orange, and brown.

All the buildings were in the colonial style, and | felt like I’ d stepped back in time. A
pretty redbrick courtyard with benches and a statue of a former local politician
completed the look. The courtyard was relatively empty, so | sat on one of the
benches and called my mom. We spoke for a good thirty minutes, mostly with me
answering her questions the best | could without violating my promise of secrecy
regarding the specifics of what | was doing. | promised to call her again soon, and she

hung up happy.

| stood and decided to return to a cute little bookstore café I’ d seen earlier. A tinkling
bell sounded as | opened the door. Books of all shapes and sizes were crammed into



heavy wooden shelves and took up nearly every inch of wall space. There was a small
fireplace and a couple of warm, cozy armchairs facing it. The entire room smelled
like coffee and chocolate. It was fairly crowded, but the line was only three people
deep. | stood in line, drooling over the croissants and delicious-looking pastries
before making my selection.

“Hot chocolate, large, and a chocolate croissant,” | said when it was my turn. | dug
into my purse and suddenly realized I'd forgotten my wallet. | closed my eyes. “I'm

so sorry. | forgot my wallet. Please cancel my order.”

“Not necessary,” said the person behind me. It was an elderly gentleman, dressed in a
gray sweater and holding a cane. He had twinkling blue eyes. “It'son me.”

| shook my head. “Oh, no. | couldn’t,” | said.

“You can.” He handed the cashier the money. “I insist. My treat.”

“Oh, thank you so much,” | said. “I really do have money, | just forgot it.”

“It’ s no problem.”

The cashier handed me a hot chocolate and a croissant on a plate. | thanked the man
once more, and carried my goodies to a small empty table near the fireplace. I’d just
sat down and picked up my hot chocolate when Jax stood behind the empty chair at
my table holding a cup of coffee.

“Hey, Red. Mind if | join you?’

| almost spilled my drink. Had he just appeared out of thin air? | was pretty sure |

would have noticed him before this, but apparently not. That didn’t speak well to my
spy abilities. “Um, sure, have a seat. What are you doing her, Jax?’



“The same thing as you.” He dlid into the chair and lifted his cup in a mock toast.
“But, unlike you, | brought my wallet.”

“S0, you saw that?’

“I did.” He grinned, his dark hair windblown and cheeks ruddy. He blew on his
coffee and took a sip. “You know, you intrigue me. | can’t figure you out.”
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“Excuse me?’
“You'reamystery to me.”

That was weird, because I’ d thought the same thing about him. But now my curiosity
took over. “Why would you want to figure me out?’

“Why? You know why. It's smart to keep an eye on the competition. There's just
something about you, Red. | can’'t put my finger on it, and that bugs me.”

“Maybe you haven’t met anybody who can resist your charm,” | said drily.
“Ah, so you admit I’'m charming.”

My cheeks heated. “I’'m not admitting anything.” But his smile widened, and | hated
that my heart did alittle leap.

“So, why didn’t you go to the movies with Wally and Frankie?’ he asked.
“How did you know about that?’

He leaned across the table, lowering his voice to a whisper, his face close enough to
mine so | could feel his breath against my cheek. “ Spy school, remember?’

| rolled my eyes at the dramatic tone of the whisper. “Well, why didn’tyougo to the
movies?’



“No one asked me.”

“Oh.” | fell quiet. I’d always been on the outside, and now that | wasn’t, I’ d forgotten
about those who were. | wasn't sure what that said about me.

He wrapped both hands around the mug, watching me thoughtfully. “You know, I've
been thinking about what you did in the maze. Sacrificing yourself for your
friend...that took guts.”

“Not really.”

“Yes, redly. Didn't peg for you that, which is part of your intrigue. Y ou’re not going
to quit the trials, are you?’

His question made me wonder why he' d asked. “Why would | quit the trials? I'm not
a quitter. They’ll have to boot me out first, which I admit could happen. Are you
quitting?’

“No way. | wouldn't give up. But that doesn’t mean | won’'t get kicked out.”

“Why would you get kicked out? Y ou’re probably the best suited of any of usfor this
kind of work. You don’'t seem intimidated by anything.”

“Isthat so?’ He raised an eyebrow. Pushing aside his coffee mug, he leaned forward,
his elbows on the table. “What el se have you noticed about me?”’

“You're not afraid to challenge authority, you're smart, quick on your feet, and you
have a loose code of honor, which is probably a good thing for an operative. You're
also physicaly fit and not bad-looking, either. Seems a perfect fit for the criteria of an
operative to me.”



He laughed. “Really? That’'s what you see in me? Most of the other candidates would
say I’m atroublemaker.”

“You are. Kind of.” | lifted my hands to soften the blow. “You purposely seem to
look for trouble. Why?”

“It isn't hard to find trouble when you don’t have to go far to get it.” His voice was
light, but | could hear something else just below the surface.

| shook my head. “I don’t believe that. | think that’s just an excuse. In fact, there's
something aboutyoul can’'t put my finger on.” Having played back his own words, |
gave him a self-satisfied smile.

He seemed impressed, and his smile widened. “ Touché.”

Taking my croissant, | split it in half, handing a part over. It was a peace offering of
sorts. “Here, have some.”

He reached out and took it, his warm fingers brushing mine. “ Thanks.”

He took a bite, regarded me thoughtfully. “ So, you're good at math, and even better
with computers. What else can you do?’

“1 like chemistry.” | took my own bite of the croissant and chewed before speaking
again. “How about you? Other than math and engineering, what’ s your specialty?’
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He finished off the croissant. He'd left a little spot of chocolate on his lower lip. Not
that | was staring at his mouth or anything.

He looked around the café and then lowered his voice. “My specialty is deception.
And because I’'m so good at it, I'm also excellent at spotting spot deceivers and liars.”

| wasn't sure if he was teasing or serious. “That’s definitely a useful skill to have if
you want to be an operative.”

“Yes, itis. Let'sjust say | have a good understanding of human psychology. Within a
minute, | can tell a lot about a person—marital status, occupation, hobbies, desires
and needs.”

“That’s a pretty bold claim. Y ou sound like an armchair psychic.”

That made him chuckle. “I can back it up. Let's take you, Angel Sinclair. Red hair,
the prettiest blue eyes |’ ve ever seen, a cautious nature, and a mind like a steel trap.
That's a lot packed into a small body. You're a careful observer, but you don't say
much. Add to that, you have unswerving loyalty, naiveté, stubbornness, and a logical
perspective on the world. You've also got a temper when pushed—the red hair gave
that away—and you're slow to trust.”

“Wow.” | clapped. Definitely an armchair psychic. “Anyone can play that game, Jax.
But you get points off because the red-haired claim is stereotypical.”

“Okay, then tell meit’s not true. Just remember, I’'m good at spotting liars.”



| pursed my lips at him and stayed silent.

He grinned. “But you...what is it about you, Red?’

“Y ou may not be as good at psychology as you think. I’m an open book.”

“Not completely. I'm exceptionally sensitive to moods, facial expressions, and even
mutual feelings of attraction. But there’sawall around you.”

| let my gaze rise to his, meeting the fiery green of his eyes. “What do you realy
want from me, Jax?’

He finished his coffee and set down the mug. “I’m not sure yet. But trust me, when |
figureit out, you'll be the first to know.”

Chapter Twenty-Six

CANDACEKIM

NSA Headquarters, Fort Meade, Maryland

Candace caught Slash’s eye as they were walking out of the director’s weekly stand-
up meeting. He gave her an imperceptible nod. After chatting with a couple of
assistants, she returned to her office and waited. Ten minutes later, Slash sat in her
visitor chair.

“You've got news?’ he asked.

“Yes, and not the good kind,” she replied. “We have a problem. The terrorist

networks given to us by Sinclair in his last communication have suddenly vanished.
They stopped returning to the two hideouts they were using and faded away. We were



following one individual who took a sudden flight to S&0 Paulo and then eluded our
contacts there. The others were going about their normal business and never returned.
They were tipped off.”

“By whom?’

“1 don’t know, but people are speculating it was Sinclair.”

“Why would he do that?’ Slash frowned. “That makes no sense. He wouldn’t
jeopardize the immunity deal when he's so close, and he's never done anything like
that in the past.”

“l know, but people are arguing this is proof that they can’'t trust him, and with the
evidence of good faith gone, we should cancel the deal. The Justice Department is
getting jittery about the latest development. It's taking everything I’ve got to calm
everyone down. What do you think?’

“I think it stinks.”

“l agree. Someone is purposely sabotaging our efforts to bring him in, and my
number one suspect is Isaac Remington. Did you come up with anything involving
the Ahab/pope connection?’

“Nothing.” Slash rubbed his hand against his stubbled jaw, thinking. “Would you
send me the transcripts of all the correspondence we've had with Sinclair? He's a
cryptologist by training, so we should think like one when we're trying to decode
whatever message he might be sending.”

“I’ll have everything to you by tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you. When's the next communication scheduled with him?”



“Four days. | don’'t even know if | should tell Sinclair what's happened. Right now,
I’m leaning toward keeping it quiet and seeing if he brings it up. It may give us some
insight as to his mind-set.”
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“Sinclair isn’t behind the leak.” Slash expression turned grim. “Our problem is in-
house. I’'m more convinced of that than ever. We should trust Sinclair until he gives
us reason to doubt him.”

She liked that their thinking matched on thisissue. It didn’t often work that way when
she worked with other colleagues. “I concur, but staying the course will be hard with
the others arguing to the contrary.”

He fell silent for a moment, thinking. “See if you can stall them. In terms of this
investigation, |’ ve got a much lower profile than you. If you're in agreement, I'll do
some investigating behind the scenes.”

“1"d appreciate that. Thank you.”

He stood, crossing his arms against his chest. “Just keep in mind, if | don't find
anything, we'll have to rely on Sinclair to flush them out on his own. That could be

dangerous for him.”

“1 know.” She'd considered that, and knew it was a risk, but they’d have to take it.
They didn’t have any other choice. “Let’sjust hope it doesn’'t cometo that.”

Chapter Twenty-Seven
ANGEL SINCLAIR

After Jax left the café, | looked around. The elderly man who'd bought me my hot
chocolate and croissant was sitting near the fire reading the newspaper. He must have



felt me staring at him, because he looked up and smiled. | gave him a small wave.
Other than him, | didn’t know anyone else in the café.

That was a good thing.

| opened my laptop, keeping my back against the wall so there was no one behind me
to look over my shoulder. | wasn't going to hack in acafé full of people and slow Wi-
Fi, but that wasn’t going to stop me from pulling up alist of employees at my father’s
last known place of employment, King’s Security, for the period of time he’d worked
there. I'd aready hacked the list when | was till at home. During that hack, I'd
discovered King's Security was a cover for a NSA satellite office, which led me to
believe my father might have worked for the NSA.

Methodically, | began to google the names on the list, starting with the security
engineers, as | assumed he would have had the closest contact with them. | created a
folder and began compiling dossiers on each person. Nothing seemed unusual about
any of them until | came to an engineer named Joseph Lando. He'd died in a freak
boating accident about two weeks before my father disappeared.

| typed in his name and pulled up an article with a photograph from a newspaper. The
article was about his funeral, which had taken place at a local church and been
attended by sixty-two people. The eulogy had been given by a man named Isaac
Remington. Joseph Lando had been thirty-six years old. There was no other
information about the accident, other than it had happened on the lake near his house.
He was survived by his mother, Sally Lando, his brother, James Lando, and his wife,
Maria. Apparently, Maria and Joseph had no children.

The photograph accompanying the article featured a group of men carrying a coffin.
The caption underneath the photo only named the first two men in line, Misha
Peterson and |saac Remington, the man who had delivered the eulogy. | enlarged the
photo, and my breath caught in my throat. The second man behind Isaac Remington



was my father. I’ d seen enough photographs of him to recognize his face. So, my dad
had known Joseph Lando well enough to attend his funeral as a pallbearer.

| quickly cross-referenced the names Misha Peterson and Isaac Remington with my
list of employees at King's Security. Only Remington came up as having been an
employee of King's Security. He had been Joseph Lando’s and my father’s boss. | did
one more search that took me nearly an hour, but I discovered Lando’s wife was still
aive.

| didn’t know what she could possibly tell me after al thistime, but | planned to give
her a call next Saturday. 1'd take any scrap of information about my father that |
could get.

Wally and Frankie sat in the seat behind me on the bus and chatted all the way home
about the movie. Mike sat next to me even though there were several empty seats.

“So, Angel, you up for gaming after dinner?’ he asked.

“What game did you have in mind?’

“Quaver Legend.Y ou know it?’

“Of course | know it. I’ve made it to level seven already.”

He whistled. “Level seven? I’'m at level five.”

“Noteworthy,” | said.Quaverwas hard, so to be at level five was decent. “Anyone else
in?’

“So far, you, me, and Jax. Does Frankie play? Hoping to pull in at least Wally for one
more.”



“Wally will play,” | confirmed. | would have interrupted him to ask for certain, but
Frankie was in the middle of explaining an important part of the movie to him. “I
think he's a level six inQuaver. Frankie isn't into gaming, but you can invite her
anyway. Personally, | could use alittle stressrelief. It'sa great idea, Mike.”

It turned out that only Wally, Mike, Jax, and | wanted to play. Bo wanted to head to
the gym, and none of the other girls were interested in playing. So the four of us
headed to the gaming room to get started.

Jax was a so-so player, so it was really a battle between Wally, Mike, and me. Mike
and | fought tooth and nail, but Wally edged both of us out to win, using some
unconventional moves that left the rest of usin the dust.

“Dang, I'm impressed,” Mike said, setting down the controller. “Wally, dude, you
can game. All of you have wicked skill. | didn’t expect that level of expertise.”

Jax tossed his controller on the coffee table. “1 was clearly out of my league on this

one.

| stretched my arms over my head. Gaming with these guys had felt good. It was
strange, but I’ d become comfortable in their company. Their appreciation for my skill
and smarts was real. | appreciated it, athough | didn’t need it. Perhaps that was part
of the UTOP strategy—creating grounds for accepting and respecting the strengths
and weaknesses of others.
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In fact, the more | got to know my fellow candidates at UTOP, the more | liked
them—minus Kira, of course. For a loner like me, that was a huge and startling
personal development.
| wasn't sure what to think of it.
Chapter Twenty-Eight
ANGEL SINCLAIR
“The next series of questions will be true or false, Angel. | want you to answer as
quickly as possible, within a two-second time frame. Do you understand?’ Mrs.
Thompson sat patiently, her hands folded on the table, and waited for me to answer.
It was Monday morning, and | was cranky and tired. The previous group session with
Bo and Jax, where we'd fielded bizarre challenges and spilled our guts, confirmed
that the routine was going to be the same as last week. Now | was back undergoing
more psychological testing.
Fun, it was not.

“Did you say true and false questions?’ | asked to make sure I'd heard her right.

“Yes, that's what | said. No matter how strange the question, | want you to go with
the first answer that comes to mind, okay?”

| let out abreath. “Fine. I’'m ready.”



She looked down at a sheaf of papersin front of her and began to read. “True or false.
I’d rather be aflorist than a fireman.”

“What?’| said.

She patiently repeated the question.

“False,” | said. “I totally kill plants.”

“Please don’t provide reasoning,” she said. “Just true or false, okay?”’

“Sure. Whatever.”

“I’ve never lied to anyonein a position of authority.”

“False”

“1"'m a confident person.”

“Uh...false”

This strange line of questioning went on for an hour before she was finally done. She

made a couple of notes, and | stood to leave. To my surprise, she asked me to sit

down and stay for afew more minutes.

Apprehensive, | returned to my seat and waited for her to speak. She leaned forward,
resting her elbows on the table.

“Angel, | want to talk to you about Friday’s trials. Would you mind if | ask you a
couple of questions about it?”’



My hands tensed in my lap. | didn’'t really want to revisit the disastrous trial, but |
nodded. “Okay.”

“In reviewing the footage, | noticed you were the first one to find the ladder to the
trapdoor on the ceiling and realize the game continued on another floor. Why didn’t
you climb the ladder and immediately move quickly to find the exit on the next
level?”’

“Well, | sort of did.”
“Explain ‘sort of.’”

“1 told Wally to cover me as | climbed the ladder. | was vulnerable there and needed
his protection. Unfortunately, | still got hit going up. Once | opened the trapdoor, |
went through and waited for him.”

“Why did you wait for Wally?’

“Because we were working as ateam. It wasn't in the rules that we couldn’t.”



Page 49

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:06 am

“True.” She sat back in her chair. “So, on the first floor, was it was your idea to
search along the walls, looking for the exit?’

“Yes. It was dark and hard to see. | figured the exit would be concealed, so it seemed
logical to search for a door seam or a lever that would open it. That's kind of a
standard thing in games online.”

“Okay, once you got through and were waiting for Wally at the top, what happened?’
she asked.

“Wally didn’t come up—well, at least not at first. Jax came next. | think he must have
shot Wally or forced him away from the ladder to make his way up next. | was
expecting Wally, but | managed to hit Jax when he came through. He probably
expected to take the hit. He hit me, too. He didn’t bother with me after that. He ran
off right away, looking for the exit, | guess.”
“$0, Jax stayed focused on the assignment.”

| didn’t miss her point, and my face flushed. “Yes, | guess he did.”

“Okay, so once you and Wally were on the second floor, you resumed looking for the
exit.”

“Yes. That was the goal. | eventually stepped on the door trigger by sheer luck,” |
explained.

“Not just sheer luck,” she pointed out. “You were methodically clearing the level,



looking for the exit.”

“True, but | stepped on the button by accident.”

“Fine. So, the door opened, and what happened next?’

“Wally was closer, so | pushed him through.”

“Why did you do that? Y ou knew the first person to go through would get the bonus.”
“1 know, but if he got shot one more time, he'd be dead. | was healthier, so | let him
go first. | was going to follow right after him, but | tripped and Jax showed up firing.
| had to roll away from the door to avoid being hit. That’s when Jax went through.”

She nodded, watching me carefully. “But you hit him.”

“1 hit him as he went through. Apparently, he had enough points to take the hit and
still make it through. It also took my score to a healthy fifteen points.”

“Why didn’'t you go through after Jax? Y ou had enough points to risk getting shot by
anyone, including Bo, who was still in the area, and make it through safely.”

| looked down at my hands. “I know. | was going to, but...”

“But what?’

“But | knew Frankie was still out there, and | thought she could use some help.”

“You didn’t think Frankie could hold her own.”

“No, she could. | mean, | think she could. | wasn't sure how experienced she was at



laser tag. But | figured | had extra time and points, and there was nothing in the rules
that said we had to come outbeforefifteen minutes. Justbyfifteen minutes. | aready
knew | wasn't going to get the top score because Wally had already secured the
bonus, so | went back to seeif | could give her a hand and maybe rack up more points
before | came out.”

“But you got hit.”

“Yes, but Frankie found the ladder and got to the second level safely.”

“Until Kira appeared.”

| stiffened, my fists tightening at the memory of it. “Until Kira appeared. She scored a
shot on me, but momentarily lost her gun. At that moment, were all down to five
points. | was going to finish off Kira, but | didn’t.”

“Why not?’

| hesitated. “ Because Frankie asked me not to, which was nuts. Kiradoesn't even like
us, and especially not Frankie.”

“Why doesn’'t Kiralike Frankie?’

“1 have no idea. Frankie is nice to everyone. But Kiraflat out told us she didn’t want
to be friends with any of us.”
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“1 see. S0, while you were arguing with Frankie, Kira somehow retrieved her gun and
shot at Frankie. You saw what happened and put yourself between Frankie and the
laser, thereby saving her. Why did you do it, Angel?’
My cheeks heated. “I don’'t know. | didn’t want her to fail.”

“So you're her leader, then?”’

“What? No.” | was taken aback by the comment. “I’'m just her friend. | want her to
succeed.”

“At your own expense?”’
| looked down at my hands and then back at her. “I guess so.”
“Okay, thank you, Angel.”

| stood, feeling like I’d messed up more than | could have imagined. Slash would be
so disappointed in me, and that hurt alot.

| had abad feeling my time at the trials was coming to an end faster than | expected.
Chapter Twenty-Nine
ANGEL SINCLAIR

The one bright spot in terms of physical fitness was my time in the pool. Hala and |



were the fastest swimmers, though | was faster for shorter races and Hala had better
stamina for longer distances. Unfortunately, my performance in the pool didn’t help
me with the ups—the pull-ups, chin-ups, and push-ups. Our trainer, Mac, got me
started on weights to strengthen my upper body. Everything hurt after one session.
Subsequent sessionsindicated | was weaker than awet noodle.

Frankie was delegated to the treadmill, rowing machines, and working with some
stretchy band things. All of us had a group yoga session on Wednesday that
confirmed | had the flexibility of a sheet of stedl.

Ugh.

Slowly we got into a routine with our classes, testing sessions, workouts, and each
other. Frankie and Hala started foreign language testing—Frankie in Mandarin and
Korean, and Hala in Arabic. The only foreign languages Wally and | knew were
computer ones, and they were testing us out on them. | didn’t know what everyone
else's capabilities were,

Everything seemed fine until Thursday, when al of us—except Frankie—started to
stress out about the upcoming trial on Friday.

Maybe in an attempt to distract me from my anxiety, Frankie started talking to me
about Jax out of the blue.

“l like Jax,” she announced Thursday when we were on our way to lunch. “He's
smart and tough, but | bet he' s a softie beneath that rough exterior.”

“Why are we talking about Jax?’ | asked. “The next trial is tomorrow. We have to
passit or we'retoast. That’s what should have our focus right now.”

“Oh, forget about the trial for awhile. I'd rather talk about Jax.”



“1 don’t want to talk about him.” | glared at her.

“Stop being so grumpy. Y ou never want to talk about anything. Come on, you have to
admit he's super cute.” Frankie slipped her arm through mine and smiled. “And he
does seem to have his eye on you.”

| had no idea how to respond, because | wasn’'t even sure what she meant by that.
Asking for clarification would only encourage more discussion on this topic. The
truth was | didn’t want to talk aboutanything. | wanted only to embrace my sky-high
anxiety and shut everything else out, but Frankie wasn't going to let me.

She wiggled her eyebrows at me. “He has that bad-boy vibe.”

“That’s not avibe, Frankie. It'sred.”

“Ooh, isit? Well, | like him anyway.” Frankie gave an exaggerated sigh. “Too bad
he' s not my type.”

“You don't have atype. You like everyone.”

“Of course | like everyone.” She looked at me in exasperation. “That doesn’t mean |
want todateeveryone.”

“See, what does that even mean?’ | said. “This is exactly why | don't like to talk
about boys with you.”

“You don't talk about boys with anyone.” She laughed again. “But don’t worry.
You'll get better at it. | promise.”
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“Happy birthday, Angel!”
It was Thursday evening and I'd just walked into the cafeteria for dinner to find

Frankie holding a cupcake with a candle on it. Bo, Mike, Wally, and Hala stood
around her clapping and smiling. Jax and Kirawere missing, as usual.

“Y ou remembered my birthday?’ | said stopping in the doorway.
“Of course we remembered. Come on and blow out your candle.”
Embarrassed by all the attention, | walked forward as they sang “Happy Birthday.”
After they finished, | blew out my candle. Everyone wished me a wonderful birthday

and then Frankie brought out cupcakes for the rest of the group.

“Where did you get these?' | asked Frankie, biting into the cupcake. Chocolate
exploded on my tongue.

She took a bite and sighed, closing her eyes. “Oh, | conspired with Suzanne a week
ago. She was so kind and agreed to make some for me. Wasn't that sweet?’

| frowned, puzzled. “Who’s Suzanne?’

“What? You don’'t know Suzanne?’ She looked over her shoulder. “She's the sweet
girl over there who serves us dinner every evening. She's twenty-one years old and
studying forensic anthropology. She works part-time here, helping to pay for school.
She has three younger brothers and a dog named Rex.”



“Do | need to ask how in the world you know al that?’

“We see her every day, for heaven's sake, Angel. Why wouldn’t | talk to her?’

“You really do talk to everyone,” | said, sighing.

| looked over my shoulder at Suzanne. She noticed me staring, so | pointed to the
cupcake and mouthedThank you.

She grinned and gave me a thumbs-up.
Although we'd eaten our dessert first, we got our dinner and sat at the tables. This
time Bo pushed together a couple of tables so the six of us could eat together. Other

than Jax and Kira, the rest of us were becoming a solid unit.

Frankie whipped something out from underneath the table and handed it to me.
“Happy birthday, Angel. | hope you like it.”

It was wrapped in tissue paper. | unwrapped it and pulled out a blue T-shirt that
readHave you tried turning it on and off?

| held it up against me and everyone laughed. “Thanks, Frankie. | loveit.”

She gave me a hug just as Wally passed me an envelope. “It isn't much, but | know
you'll likeit.”

| ripped it open and found he' d bought me thirty dollars of credits onHidden Realm.
Whistling, | gave him a high five. “ Sweet.”

“Thought you'd like it.”



As we ate, the conversation turned toward tomorrow’ strials.

“What do you think the trial will be this week? Wally asked around a mouthful of
fried rice. “ Skydiving? Fighting terrorists? Playing poker?’

Mike snorted. “1 hope itispoker. I'm unstoppable at poker and even better at chess.”

Wally dipped his head toward me. “If | were you, I'd be scared of Angel. To her,
everything is a mathematical calculation. She’'d be formidable in a game of cards.”

“No way could Angel be formidable,” Frankie said. “ She has aterrible poker face.”

“Hey!” | said in mock outrage while everyone laughed.

“Yeah, and she'd still have to get the cards.” Mike speared a piece of sweet and sour
pork and ate it. “Luck does play arole, you know.”

We threw out a couple more ideas until Hala held up a hand. “Guys, | think we're on
the wrong track here. | bet it’s going to be an intelligence test of some kind. Strategic
thinking or teamwork.”

“Reaction and response,” said Mike, nodding. “A series of events we have to react to
and respond.”
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“How we react in dangerous situations,” Bo offered.

“We aready did that in the laser maze and the active-shooter scenario,” | pointed out.
“1 think Hala s right. It’s going to be something totally different.”

“Likewhat?” Wally asked.

“lI don’'t know,” | said. “I just think the attacking-and-avoiding-the-adversary thing
may have played out already.”

We guessed for a while longer until we split up to finish homework and turn in early
so we'd be rested for the trial.

Later, after all the lights were out, | lay in bed staring at the dark ceiling and working
myself into a nervous wreck. After tossing and turning for about an hour, | climbed
down from my bunk, put some clothes on, and grabbed my shoes, a coat, and a
flashlight. | needed some fresh air to clear my head.

The lights were dim in the hallway. Instead of going out the back toward the
basketball court and garden maze, | decided to go out the front door. The moon shone
brightly in the clear sky. | took a breath of the cool air. | zipped my jacket to my neck
and strolled around the grounds, finally sitting on a bench under a tree to the side of
the building. Clicking off my flashlight, | sat looking at the stars. | sat in peace,
revealing the solitude when | suddenly heard a cracking sound.

Without thinking, | dlid off the bench and behind a tree. After a moment, | saw what
had made the noise. Someone was creeping through the forest, trying to approach the



building as inconspicuously as possible.

There was something familiar about the way the figure was shaped. When it passed
closer to me, | clicked on the flashlight.

11 Jax?l

He jumped. “Whoa. Y ou scared the crap out me, Red. What are you doing out here?’

“1 could ask the same of you.” | looked over his shoulder at the direction from which
he'd just come. “Were you just at the UTOP campus?’

He leaned one arm against the tree and grinned, his teeth gleaming white in the
moonlight. “You going to tell on me?”’

“Don’t you know UTORP is off-limits?’ | glared at him. “We're confined to the KIT
compound.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Knock it off. What were you doing there?’

“Oh, | never kiss and tell.”

| rolled my eyesin exasperation. “Do youwantto get expelled?’

“Of course not. I’'m just pushing the envelope. No harm, no foul. Unless you tell on
me, of course.”

| sighed and sat down on the bench. “I’m not going to tell.”



“Good.” After amoment, he sat down next to me. “So, why are you out here?’

“l couldn’'t Sleep.”

“Worried about tomorrow?’ When | nodded, he tapped my head. “Quit overthinking.
It will befine.”

“It won't. One more misstep and I’ m pretty sure I’m out.”

He laughed. “You? Girl genius? | don’t think so.”

“I’mnota genius,” | said. “Well, my Mensa scores say | am, but a high 1Q doesn’t
necessarily translate to real-world knowledge.”

He chuckled softly. “Red, I’'m going to let you into alittle secret. Every single one of
usistrying to figure out how to get ahead of you. You, of al people, have the least to
worry about.”

“Me?l’ve aready lost two trials. Mr. Donovan said the scores are weighted heavily
toward those who finish.”

“Yeah, they say alot of things. This is spy school, remember? Deception, trickery,
evasion. They’'ll say whatever they want, manipulate us in ways we can’'t imagine,

until they get or see what they want from us.”

“Which is?’
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“The makings of agood operative. That’s endgame, right?’

| studied him, considering. His voice had lost its cockiness, and those amazing green
eyes were looking at me in away that seemed different from how he usually looked
at me. Was he right? Itwashard to know exactly what they wanted or expected from
us.

“Just keep being yourself, okay?’ he murmured.

The intensity in his gaze made my breath catch. Slowly, he lowered his mouth to
mine and stopped just short of my lips, as if waiting for me to do the rest. For a
moment, | just froze. I'd never kissed anyone before. Then, throwing caution to the
wind, | lifted my mouth and pressed my lips to his. He kissed me back, far more
tenderly than | ever would have expected from him. Warmth, dizziness, and softness
curled through me.

He finally broke the kiss and leaned back on the bench, blowing out a breath and
pushing his fingers through his hair. He looked like he was already regretting the kiss.
| flushed as he abruptly stood and took my hand. “Come on, they do a check around
midnight.”

| didn’t know what to say or do so, still holding his hand, | followed him across the
lawn. Jax didn’'t head for the front door. Instead, he tugged me toward the side of the

building.

“Where are you going?’ | whispered.



He led me to a side window that had been propped open with a book. “Girlsfirst,” he
insisted.

He held his hands together and told me to put my foot in his hand. | did as he
instructed, and he boosted me so | could grab the sill and pull myself up. | straddled
the windowsill awkwardly before falling inside. Seconds later, he hopped in easly,
like he’d done it a dozen times.

Maybe he had.

He shut the window behind him. “Let’s go.”

We sneaked down the hallway, stopping where the hallway split with the girls' room
down one hallway and the boys' room down the other.

“Night.” His cool hand touched my cheek. “Happy birthday.” He gave me a heart-
stopping grin before disappearing down the hallway.

He knew it was my birthday?

Before he turned around and saw me staring like an idiot, | quickly returned to my
room, careful not to wake anyone when | came in. As | climbed up into my bed, |
thought about Jax’ s kiss. It had been...amazing. But what did it mean? He' d probably
kissed dozens of girls like that.

Did it mean he liked me? Was trying to manipulate me? Confuse me? It was hard to
say. | was at spy school, after al. Every action, every word, seemed to be part of a

larger game.

But as | snuggled under the covers, | couldn’t erase the smile on my face.



Chapter Thirty

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Bright and early, we dressed in our white T-shirts and camouflage pants and headed
for breakfast. We were all present and accounted for except for Jax, who arrived late,
looking remarkably rested and in good spirits, despite his late-night adventure. He
gave me a wink as he grabbed a bagel and coffee and sat at a table by himself.
Frankie chatted happily with everyone, seemingly oblivious to the extreme
nervousness of the rest of us. | envied her ability to be so relaxed about everything.

At exactly 7:40, we met in Room 101 for the briefing on our new trial. To our
surprise, we hadn’t sat for more than a minute when Mr. Donovan instructed us to

move upstairs to the gaming room for our briefing.

As we headed up the stairs, Wally grabbed my arm. “Finaly,” he whispered.
“Gaming! Something I’'m going to be good at.”

“Don’t get cocky,” | said. “Wait until you see the challenge.”

“If it'svirtual, | don’tcarewhat the challengeis. I'm all over it.”

My spirits were also rising, despite my warning to Wally. Gaming was my
domain—my strength. From what I'd seen of the others while gaming them or
watching them game, this was going to be mine or Wally's to lose. I’d had enough

failing in the last trials, so there was nowayl was going down on this one.

We filed into the gaming room and sat. Mr. Donovan stood in front of us, arms
clasped behind his back.

“Today’s trial is a role-playing game of management and strategy,” he said. “Your



avatar will have characteristics like strength, intelligence, and charisma, as well as
feelings of happiness, fear, and hunger. You can die if you don't eat, get sick, or fall
prey to crime or battle. When you die, all your points die with you. You'll also have
to maintain your reputation and confidence level by acting honorably, or not,
depending on the situation. Those numbers are given to you based on your actions
and interaction with your kingdom population.” He spread out a hand at the large
screen behind us. “You'll need to build and manage a kingdom, including overseeing
activities like farming, construction, protection, economic management, and spiritual
and entertainment resources.”

My spirits soared. So far, so good. I'd played dozens of games like this and had
kicked butt in most of them. | glanced at Wally and saw the smile on his face aswell.

Oursto lose.

“The strategy aspect of the game involves the ending,” Mr. Donovan continued. “The
ending happens when your kingdom conquers your opponents. So, how do you get to
the top? Strategy, teamwork, diplomacy, cunning, ruthlessness, money, and/or force
are al on the table. Just remember that hits to your health, reputation, as well as
discontent from the masses and the economic heath of your kingdom, play an
important role.” He fell silent for a moment, looking at each one of us. “Typicaly,
role-playing games can take weeks, even years, to play out. Obviously, we will be
acting on an accelerated timeline. Y ou have eight hours to win the game. Lunch and
snacks will be provided in the back of the room.”
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“Yes.” Wally raised afist. “Let’s get thisgoing.”

“1 appreciate your enthusiasm, Mr. Harris.” Mr. Donovan smiled at Wally. “Now, I'm
aware that some of you may not have participated in a role-playing game before. No
worries. You'll not be playing the game individually. Not exactly.”

“What?’Wally’s bliss turned to dismay. “Why not?’
“You'll be playing in teams. Men against women.”

My mouth dropped open. “Four on ateam?’ | uttered. “But...role-playing should be
individual .”

“Oh, no worries, Ms. Sinclair. Each of you will have your own avatar. But the four of
you will have a collective, not a singular, goal and accumulated points. Gentlemen,
you have an identical setup in the room next to this one. Both teams will be linked to
each other virtually. However, strategy and information can be called out and
discussed aloud, and in real time, without fear of your opponent overhearing. Please
keep in mind that everyone's scores, movements, and mistakes are factored into your
overall team score. The game can be played to its conclusion, which is the acquisition
and control of both kingdoms. If that hasn’t happened by the end of the game—which
Is eight hours—the team with the highest combined score will be declared the
winner.”

Wally exchanged a worried glance with me. | understood everything he feared in one
look. Dread swelled in my stomach. It was hard enough to manage your own score,
actions, and movements in a role-playing game. Directing and coordinating othersin



a fast-moving scenario, with a ton of different aspects, all while keeping a focus on
your own actions and the end goal, would be a nightmare. And that wasifthe others
would even agree to direction. Arguing, unforeseen mistakes, and refusing to follow
directions could be a real problem. | suddenly had to face the real possibility that |
could tank thistrial, too. If that happened, | would be a washout for sure.

Before | had time to fully consider the consequences, Mr. Donovan ushered the guys
out of the room. Wally gave me alast worried glance over his shoulder. | managed to
give him an encouraging thumbs-up even though | didn’t feel confident in the
dlightest.

Right after the guys left, we got another visitor. John showed us the controls, gave us
an overview of the rules, and left. We watched a seven-minute introduction video to
the game before adigital timer on the wall started the countdown and it was game on.
For amoment, the four of usjust stared at each other.

Frankie finally broke the silence. “So, Angel, what’ s the plan?’

“Me?’ | said. “Why are you asking me?’

“I’ve never participated in agame like this.” She glanced at Kira. “What about you?”’

Kirashook her head. “Me, neither.”

| looked hopefully at Hala, who shook her head. “I’m a novice. I've played a few
games with my brothers, but they killed me. Looks like you’ re in charge by default.”

| leaned back, pressing my hands to my head and blowing out a breath. This was far
from ideal. | was stuck with essentially three newbies. At least Wally had Jax and
Mike, both of whom I’d seen in action. They were experienced and decent players. |



had no idea how much Bo gamed, but at this point, it didn’t matter.

We were totally screwed.

| inhaled a deep breath. It wasn’t in my nature to go down without a fight, so | had to
tackle this logically, just like | did any other problem. | stood and walked over to a
table that had loose pieces of paper and a few pencils. | brought them back to the
group and placed them on the coffee table, smoothing down the paper.

“Okay, I’ve never played this specific game,” | said. “That’'s because this is likely a
scenario custom-made for us. But I've played plenty of online role-playing games
similar to this. Usualy, you make alliances and form strategies to get ahead.
Alliances don't last, because someone you helped at one time will likely have to
betray you down the line so they can win. However, since we' re bundled together, we
must form one strategy, and all of us need to stick to it to work toward the goal of
defeating the guys in their kingdom of—" | had to glance at my notes “—Ironhaven.
Apparently our kingdom is called Alygarth. Areyou clear so far?’

Everyone nodded.

“Okay, then before we start, we have to consider our opponent. | know Wally, and |
also know his style of gaming. I’ ve a'so gamed once with Mike and Jax, so | have a
decent feeling of their level of expertise, too. Mike is good, but I'm fairly confident
he would relinquish executive control to Wally. Bo is the dark horse. | have no idea
whether he plays well or not. But my feeling is that he won't be anywhere near the
same level asWally.”

“So, Wally will bethe leader?’ Frankie asked.

“1 think, given the knowledge we have, we should assume that.”



“But what if Mike turns out to be the leader?’ Kira protested. “Would it change our
strategy?’

“It might.” | lifted my shoulders. “But this point, we have to act on certainties.
Anything else could lead us down arabbit hole.”

“l agree,” Hala said firmly. “We should assume Wally is the leader. So, what’s our
plan, Angel?’

| studied the giant screen where our avatars stood waiting to be assigned. “My gut
tells me Wally will pursue a military strategy. It's his go-to scenario, and he's very
good at it. He'll build an army and fancy weapons, using them to crush us into
submission. However, it also means he'll have to force a lot of his people into
conscription, which will cause damage to his reputation, charisma, and the happiness
levels of the people. He'll ook for ways to offset that, but | bet he's willing to take
that risk. Whether he'll be successful is up to us.”

“Can we do the same?’ Frankie asked.
“We could, but | think that’s whathethinks I'll do. So, in that case, their strategy will
Involve preparing to meet us one on one in amilitary face-off. Because of that, | think

we should do exactly the opposite.”

“Likewhat?’ Kiraexclamed.
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“Like form diplomatic alliances with other nations. We get them to help us, lend us
their armies, meaning we don’t have to take on the guys on our own. Two or three
armies against one are better odds in our favor. Especially if we're scoring points
elsewhere.”

“Wait. There are other kingdoms?’ Frankie asked.

“1"d be surprised if there aren’t. Wally will certainly check them out to see what they
would be willing to offer, but | doubt he’d put alot of resourcesinto it. So, we'd have
to do better and have more to offer our potential alies.”

“But...if wefail to secure alies, we're dead,” Kirasaid. “They’d crush us.”

“They’d probably crush us anyway. I’'m sure we could build an army with equitable
strength and weapons and fight it out. But in this case, the odds favor the guys, as
Wally is better in tactics than | am. Given that he's also got Mike and Jax to assist,
I’d rather go with the diplomatic solution.”

“How do we get other kingdoms to fight for us?’ Hala asked.

“We' d have to give them stuff, | assume,” Frankie said.

“Yes,” | agreed. “Alotof stuff. That means everything is on the table. The only thing
that is nonnegotiable is the leadership of the kingdoms. That’s our endgame.”

“Okay,” said Hala. “I think | see where you' re going with this.”



“We'll al have ajob,” | continued. “But first, we combine our funds to get started.
Frankie, you'll be our farmer, but also our church pastor. Our first purchase will be
seeds to start growing crops. I’'m aso going to alocate funds for fertilizer so we can
have food early. Spread the crops out to benefit the entire kingdom, but also so that
we don’t have everything in one place in case of attack or fire. | also want you to start
a coffer in the church. I'll give you an allotment to help the kingdom’s poor and to
raise our point count in terms of reputation and confidence.”

“Okay. Got it.”

“Hala, you'll be our blacksmith and our carpenter. You need to make the items with
which we will barter. The more things you can make, the better.”

“I’m good at crafting,” she said.

“Excellent.” | looked at Kira, my voice cool. | was going to have to put aside my
dislike of her for the sake of teamwork. “Kira, you're our diplomat. Y ou need to visit
the other kingdoms and create aliances. Feel them out, see what they want, what we
can give them. Coordinate with Hala to see if we can provide them with what they
want in exchange for military assistance.”

“Why me?’

“Because | have afeeling you'll be good at getting others to give you what we need.”
She seemed unsure how to take that but said nothing.

“What are you going to do, Angel?’ Hala asked.

“We need a military of our own, even if it isn't our focus. We'll need conscripts and
weapons. I’m also going to be the kingdom leader/politician, going among the people



to see what they need. Keeping them happy is vital to our point count. | will also keep
an eye on the overall economic health of the kingdom and see what we can leverage
in terms of natural resources. Keeping the kingdom citizens in good spirits and
prosperous will help us jack up our score.”

“Until we get crushed by the military,” Kirasaid under her breath.

“Not if you do your job,” | said shortly. | needed Kira to perform well or we were
sunk. | wouldn’t put it past her to fail on purpose just to sink me. “Not if wealldo our
jobs. Let’s get things underway.”

| quickly took stock of our inventory, resources, and money and got to work. Frankie
started seeding and watering. Kira went off to the first neighboring country, and Hala
started building and crafting items. | signed up conscripts and went to the villages,
listening to what the people wanted.

Not surprisingly, food was foremost on their minds.

“How much longer until that first crop isready?’ | asked Frankie.

“Another ten minutes, maybe. Don’t worry, it will give me time to plant three more
crops and maybe hear a confession or two.”

| grinned. “Good girl.”

Hala secured two apprentices to help her. One set up weapons, staffs, swords, while
the other worked as a blacksmith. Frankie corralled people to work in the field to
harvest the crops faster. | kept the army growing slowly but surely and held numerous

town meetings, giving people avoice and boosting their confidence and our points.

Hours passed. Frankie pulled me aside. “Angel, I’ ve been offered a box by one of my



parishioners. At this point, | can’'t open it or see what's inside. It's supposedly
programmed to open after a certain amount of time. The offerer won't tell me what’s
inside and whether it's good or bad. If | want it, | have to pay for it. Not alot, but my
resources are stretched pretty thin right now. 1'd have to borrow a little money from
the kingdom coffer to accept it.”

“What do you think it is?’

“| have no idea.”
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“Have you gotten other items from the parishioners?’
“Yeah. Food, livestock, and clothes. But | think this one is different, especially since

| don't know what it is. It could be something good or something bad. However,
having said that, | think | should buy it anyway.”

| blew out a breath. My head was filled with the dozen of things | needed to spend
money on. “I don’t know, Frankie. We're in short supply of money. Besides, it could

be bomb or aplot by Wally to infiltrate the kingdom somehow.” My irritation rose. “I
don’t like the timing on this.”

“Please Angel. | really want it.”

| sighed, unable to refuse her anything. “Fine. Hope it turns out to be something
worthwhile.”

“Itwill. If it doesn’t, I'll take full responsibility.”
Kira returned from her diplomatic assignment abroad and reported on her alliance
efforts. “There is a kingdom to the west called Draycott,” she said. “They want

swords and food in exchange for military support.”

“1 can spare two hundred swords, six of them gold,” Hala reported. “I can throw in a
dozen cannonballs and one cannon.”

“Doit,” | told Hala.



“They also want a piece of land here.” Kira pointed to a spot right in the heartland of
our farming area.

“No. That's our most fertile land,” Frankie protested. “That’s not a good idea.”

“Angel said everything ison the table,” Kirasaid. “That’ s their price.”

| studied the land. “Tell Draycott they can have the piece of land they want if they
raise their conscript numbers by a hundred.”

Kira s eyebrow lifted. “Y ou want me to barter?’

“Exactly. Do what you need to. Promise what you must, but we need that army to
win. Get everything you can.”

“Okay. I'll head to Illragorn after that.”

| found Illragorn on the map I’ d sketched out. “ Good thinking, Kira. One army from
the east and one from the west. Give the Illragons what they want, too, but Frankie is
right. We have to be careful. We can’t give away all our resources, or we can't keep
our own citizens happy.”

“Understood.”

For the next few hours we worked furiously, building our kingdom, fortifying our
land, keeping our inhabitants happy, and building aliances. Less than four and half
hours later, Wally’ s armies attacked.

| watched the large screen in shock. “He' s attacking already? What the heck?’

Hala came to stand beside me. “Element of surprise, | suppose. It'sjust like you said



it would be, Angel. The guys have a massive army.”

For a moment, | could only stare at the enormous rows of conscripts marching our
way.

Holy crap.They were going to crush us.

“Angel?’ Frankie asked, snapping me out of my thoughts. “What are we going to
do?’

| blinked until the big picture came into focus. “I’m going to mobilize our forces. We
have enough to hold off the initial surge. Kira, I’'m going to need those neighboring
armies right now.”

“I'monit,” shesaid.
| scrambled around the kingdom organizing the conscripts while Frankie fed them
and Halafit them with weapons and magic potions. At some point, Frankie pulled me

aside to talk to me privately.

“You've got this, Angel. So, they came early. Nothing changes in terms of our
strategy, right?’

| took a deep breath. “Right.” The accelerated timeline was freaking me out, but |
could handle this. “Thanks, Frankie.”

She smiled and patted my arm. “Now, let’s go beat them. I’'m one hundred percent
certain thiswinisours.”
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| appreciated her optimism, even if | thought it misguided, as | returned to my post.
After a complete review of what was happening and where, | caled out to Kira
“Where are my armies?’

“Coming soon.”

“Soon better benow,” | said.

“They’re on the move.” She typed madly on the keyboard. “ Stand by.”

Hala called out to me. “Angel, the first group of soldiers is amost at our border. Do
we fire on them?’

“Not yet,” | said, maneuvering more forces into place. “We don’'t have unlimited
ammunition, and | need to get a division of archers to the eastern flank first. Wait for
my order.”

“Okay. I'll wait.”

Four minutes later, Wally’ sforces hit. “Fire!” | shouted.

The battle raged hard. | kept up with Wally’siinitial attack, but it was clear that it was
only a matter of time before we would be overrun.

“We're getting killed to the east,” Halayelled.

“Kira, whereismy lllragorn army?’ | said.



“Almost there,” Kira called out.

“They aren’t going to make it in time,” Hala said. “Collapse on the eastern side is
imminent.”

She was right. | was busy holding off Wally on the northern and western borders. |
would never get enough conscripts there in time—not that | had them anyway.

“Collapseisn’t imminent,” Frankie said in aquiet voice. “We have a secret weapon.”
We all whirled around to face her. “We do?’ | said.

“Herman.”

| looked at her, completely lost. “Herman? Who's Herman?”

“Herman the dragon.”

My mouth fell open. “We have adragon?’

She pointed to the large green dragon now positioned behind the church. “The box.
There was aredlly pretty egg inside and it hatched. What do you want Herman to do?

| think he'll only respond to me.”

| didn't have the luxury of being surprised or grateful. “Attack Wally’'s east flank
immediately. Tell Herman to rain fire and destruction or something like that.”

“'monit.”

Moments later, a giant green dragon swooped over Wally’s eastern flank, breathing
fire and taking out a fourth of his force with one pass. The rest of his force scattered



just as Illragorn’s army arrived, finishing off the rest of them.

We cheered. Kira and Hala exchanged a high five with Frankie, while | directed
Draycott’s army, which had just arrived, to reinforce us in the west. Slowly but
surely, we began pushing the boys back into a defensive position. Herman flew over
the opposing forces, breathing fire and causing them to flee periodically. However, he
required alot of food in between missions, so Frankie had her hands full.

| imagined Wally was cursing me at this very moment.

The armies fought hard, the battles were bloody and tough, but we eventually beat
them into submission. Exactly seven hours and four minutes from the moment the
game started, we won.

Exhausted, but exhilarated, we shouted wildly and hugged each other.

Mr. Donovan walked in, bringing the boys with him. We all shook hands and showed
good sportsmanship before Wally gave me a clap on the shoulder. “Dang, girl, |
wouldn’t have figured you for the diplomatic solution. Y ou took a huge risk with that,

but it paid off. The dragon thing was sheer genius.”

| pointed over my shoulder. “The dragon was all Frankie.”
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“Frankie?” Wally looked at me in astonishment. “She’'s never played a role-playing
gamein her life.”

“1 know, right? But she totally kicked it.”

Frankie walked over and gave Wally a hug. “You guys played a good game. What
did you think of Herman?’

“Herman?’ Wally threw a baffled glance at me. “Who’s Herman?”’

Frankie put her hands on her hips, looking at him like he was completely dense. “My
dragon, Herman.”

“Your dragon has aname?’ Wally asked.
“Of course Herman has a name. Why wouldn’'t he?’

“Ah, | don't know. We were building a potion to destroy him, but we didn’t finish in
time,” Wally admitted.

Frankie's mouth opened in outrage. “What?Poison Herman? Howcouldyou?’
Wally held up hishands asif protecting himself. “Fake dragon, fake potion.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Wally Harris, don’t youevercall any of my creations
fake again.” Turning on her heel, she stormed off.



| burst out laughing at his stunned expression. “I think we've created a gaming
monster.”

He puffed up his chest with pride, grinning. “Dang, Angel, | think you're right.”
Chapter Thirty-One

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Saturday morning, we were dropped off in town, and everyone went their separate
ways. | told Frankie and Wally | needed to talk to my mom and I’ d meet them later at
the bookstore café. They went off to do some shopping, and | returned to the same
park bench in the town square | had sat on before when I’ d talked to my mom. Except

thistime, | didn’t call my mom.

| pulled up the number I'd found and took a deep breath. The phone rang four times
before anyone picked up.

“Hello?’ afemale voice said.

“Hello, isthis Mrs. Maria Lando?’

There was silence for a long time and then a soft chuckle. “Oh my. | haven’'t been
called that for along time.”

“I'm sorry to bother you. My name is Angel Sinclair. | think my dad and your
husband were friends or coworkers along time ago.”

“Sinclair? Ethan Sinclair?’

“Yes. That'smy dad.”



“He had two daughters, right?’

“Yes, I'm the youngest. Gwen is my older sister. He...left us when | was just
eighteen months old.”

“Oh, I’'m so sorry. | didn’t know he had passed away.”

“He didn’t. | mean, | don't think so. He disappeared, and I'm trying to find out why.
Isit okay if | ask you a couple of questions about my dad?’

“Of course.”

“Y our husband worked at King’s Security like my dad, right?’

“Right. J. P. and Ethan were friends as well as coworkers.”
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“J. P.? | thought his name was Joseph.”
“1t was. Joseph Patrick. But his family and friends called him J. P. for short.”

“Oh, okay. Anyway, | saw a newspaper photograph of my father at your husband’s
funeral. That’s how | found out about you and looked you up. Do you mind if | ask
how your husband died?’

“Hedied in afreak boating accident. It was the craziest thing, because J. P. was afraid
of the water. He couldn’t swim. I'll never understood what possessed him to take
theAhabout on the water that day alone.”

“Ahab?’ | asked puzzled.

She chuckled, the memory obviously a good one for her. “Yes, that's what we called
our boat—after the captain in the novelMoby Dick. | was an English literature major
and also the mariner in the family. So why J. P. decided to go out on theA habwithout

me that day, I’ll never know.”

It did seem unusual that a man who couldn’t swim would take a boat out on the water
aone. “He didn’'t have alife jacket on?’

“No, hedidn’t. Apparently, the boat capsized and he drowned.”

“I'm so sorry,” | said, sadness filling me. “The police didn’'t suspect any foul play?
Y our husband didn’t have any enemies?’



“Oh, Lord, no. J. P. was the most soft-spoken, sweetest man I’ve ever known. He
never raised his voice to anyone, not even me.”

| shifted on the bench, wrapping my coat tighter around me. “The article | saw online
from the newspaper said a man named |saac Remington gave a eulogy at the funeral.

Do you know who he was?’

“He was my husband’ s and your father’s supervisor at King's Security. It was kind of
him to give the eulogy. | appreciated it.”

| wondered how to word my next question, wondering if she’d even answer it. “Mrs.
Lando, do you know if your husband ever worked for the NSA?’

“The NSA?" Her voice sounded surprised. “No, he never worked for the government.
| suppose it’s possible they worked on a project for the NSA. J. P. did have a top-
secret security clearance, but he rarely spoke about his work, and he never said
anything about working for the NSA.”

“Do you happen to know what project he was working on when he died?’ | asked.

“1 believe it was some kind of top-secret encryption project.”

“He was a mathematician, like my dad, right?’

“Yes. Computers, coding, cryptology—those were J. P.’sfirst loves.” She sighed, and
her voice sounded sad. “He was such a good man. | miss him.”

“I"'m sorry for your loss.” |, better than most, understood the pain she felt. She'd lost
her husband, and I’ d lost my dad. So many lives hurt and altered irretrievably.

Why? Were J. P.’s death and my father’ s disappearance connected?



| thanked her for her time and hung up. | felt like I was making progress on finding
out what had happened to my dad, but | had no idea where the trail was leading. What
had happened to cause my father to so suddenly abandon his family and promising
career and vanish off the face of the earth? What did the NSA have to do with it?

| didn’t have the answers. Y €t.

But | felt closer than ever.

Chapter Thirty-Two

ISAAC REMINGTON

“Give me some good news.”

Isaac and Glen Sampson stood at the edge of a lake in a secluded park about thirty
miles from the NSA. It was a Sunday afternoon, but the forest around the lake was
surprisingly devoid of people. They’d both taken significant steps to ensure they
weren't followed and their meeting would be protected from prying eyes and ears.
Isaac hadn’t seen anyone at al during his hike to the spot. The air was cool, so Isaac
flipped up the collar of his trench coat and adjusted his scarf to ward off a chill on his

throat.

“1 don’t have any,” Sampson said. “The girl hasn’t washed out of UTOP, at least not
yet. No one has.”

“That’ s surprising. Do you think they’ re watering down UTOP?’

“Who knows? Don’t worry. This coming week will be the toughest. The third week
always loses the most students.”
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He studied the dark ripples on the water, his shoe just a few inches away from the
edge. “How are we monitoring her?’

“Obviously, we can’t monitor her while she’'s in UTOP. But | doubt she's doing any
serious hacking there. She's not stupid. She knows everything electronic will be
filtered. But there has been an interesting development.”

“Which is?’

“She contacted Maria Lando.”

| saac turned toward Sampson.”“What?’

“She made a call yesterday while they were in town on their Saturday break. We
weren't able to tap the call, but when we traced the number from her cell phone,
that’ swhere it went. Her name is Maria Gonzalez now. She'sremarried.”

“How in the world did the girl put that together?’

“l have no idea. She's smart. Or maybe her father isfeeding her info inside UTOP.”

“No. That would be way too risky. He'd never put her in harm’'s way like that.
Somehow, she's putting it together herself.”

“Perhaps. But the trail will lead to us.”

Isaac reached down and picked up a flat pebble. He ran his thumb over the cool,



smooth surface. “So what? She's a child. What would she do with it?’ But there was
one potentialy troubling aspect. “Do you know if she's had any contact with her
mentor, Lexi Carmichagl ?’

“Carmichael? Why does that name sounds familiar?’

“She’s the significant other of the director of IAD. Slash has been sniffing around,
and | don’t want him involved in this, even peripherally.”

“No contact with either, as far as we know.”

“Good. Hopefully she'll wash out and we can put our plan into motion. And if she
doesn’t, | have something else in mind to get the Avenger’ s attention.”

“Such as?’

“Snatch her. All of the UTOP candidates go into town on Saturday, correct?’

“Correct. We've been closely observing her on Saturdays, as requested. She usually
calls her mom or sister as soon as she gets into town, but yesterday she called
Lando’'s wife instead. After talking on the phone, she typically goes to a local
bookstore café and works on her laptop. Just so you know, we tried spoofing her to
log on to our fake wireless hot spot from the café, but she’'s been careful and avoided
them. She's avoiding any hacking, and when she uses the internet, she tunnels out
using a secure and encrypted VPN. We haven’t been able to crack it yet.”

“Well, if she were to disappear, Saturday would be the day for it to happen.”

There was along pause. “Define disappear.”

Now was the time to judge the commitment of the group. He took the rock from



between his fingers and skipped it across the water. The stone bounced five times
before finally sinking. “That depends on the Avenger. Regardless, this ends
soon...one way or the other.”

“Better sooner than later, in my opinion.”

| saac nodded. “Agreed.”

“How’ s the other part of the plan going?’

“Exactly as planned. The terrorists abandoned their plan and disappeared, along with
Sinclair’ s authenticity.”

“You tipped off the terrorists?’

He could hear the unease in Sampson’s voice, which irritated him. Was he the only
one in the entire agency to have long-term vision? “Yes, but by doing so, | actually
saved lives. Whatever they were planning, it isn't going to happen now. Then, once
we get our hands on the back door, we'll take them down our way. No harm, no
foul.”

Sampson didn’'t say anything, but he reluctantly nodded his head. Isaac took careful
note. Sampson was squeamish, and he didn’t like it. That wouldn’'t work well with
what he had planned for the NSA. At some point Sampson would have to be
reassigned or shuffled out.

“1’ve got a meeting with the director tomorrow to argue against moving forward with
Sinclair,” he said. “If all goes well, we'll move on to the next stage. If | run into
trouble, we aways have the girl to fall back on. Report back to the core that al is
proceeding as planned.”



“I will,” Sampson said. “We'll al be glad when thisis settled.”
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“Yes, we will. Change this significant never happens without risk. Risk that is
expertly handled by forward-thinking and intelligent men. We'll manage it. We've
managed it for sixteen years, and now our fruit isripening. It's oursto take.”

Chapter Thirty-Three
ANGEL SINCLAIR

Another week passed at the trials, and somehow | wasn’t kicked out. In fact, no one
had been released from the program, and no one had quit. We just continued with our
studies, endured the weird psychological testing and questioning, and kept up with
the grueling physical testing in preparation for the next trial on Friday. None of us
had any clue what it would be, but my best guess was that it would have to do with
our physical capabilities. It was the one big area where we'd not been tested yet. It
was also the area | was the weakest.

| started spending every day after dinner at the gym. Running was difficult, and my
endurance sucked. To say | was pathetic at weights would be an understatement.
Rope climbing, push-ups, or anything requiring physical flexibility would be certain
to sink me.

But | didn’t want to go home, so | pressed on.
Wally and Frankie came with me to the gym most nights, but on Thursday night, the

night before the next trial, | went alone. Frankie was helping Hala run through her
lines for her acting homework, and Wally was working on a paper for English lit.



When | got to the gym, Jax was in the pool swimming, and Kira was on the elliptical
machine. | watched Jax swim for a few minutes, judging his skill, before heading to
the weights to warm up.

After about twenty minutes, Jax joined me. He'd changed from his swimsuit into
shorts, but wore a cutoff white muscle shirt. His dark hair was still damp. | was
careful to keep my eyes averted as he picked up some light weights and started his
reps next to me.

“Aren’t you going to use the bench?’ | finally asked after a few minutes. | wished we
didn’t have the mirror in front of us, because it put him front and center in my line of
vision, no matter how hard I tried not to look at him.

“Nope,” he said. “I rarely lift heavy weights. | start with a small amount of weight
and do hundreds of reps. That builds long, lean muscles, not large, bulky ones. I'min
it for the strength, not the physique.”

His physique looked just fine to me. Not that | had noticed. Much.

My face started to get hot, because talking about a guy’s body was not a typical area
of conversation for me, so | abruptly changed the subject. “ Jax, why are you afraid of
the water?’

“What?’He stopped lifting. “Why would you ask that? | was just swimming laps.”

“I know. I’ ve seen you swimming several times. But you aways swim on a side lane.
If those lanes are taken, you don’'t swim at al. You wait for a side lane to open. You
also have this habit of touching the side wall every six to seven strokes. Except it's

not really a habit—it’s methodical. Every seventh stroke.”

“You werewatchingme?’ His voice had risen dlightly, his cheeks flushed.



“Well, yeah. | watch everyone. | just happen to be really observant.”

He started lifting weights again, although a bit faster than he had before. His brow
was drawn together in afrown. “I’mnotafraid of the water. End of discussion.”

“Okay. I'm sorry if | upset you. | was just wondering.”

He lifted for a few more minutes and then left without saying another word.
Apparently 1’d hit a nerve, but why he’ d be so upset about his swimming habits, | had
no idea. Reminding myself to never try to initiate casual conversation again,
especially with a cute guy, | finished my repetitions and headed back to the room for
ashower,

Hala and Frankie were aready in their pgjamas and finished with their homework,
because they were chatting. Kirawas in bed reading a textbook, her back to the room,
ignoring us as always. | hopped into the shower and also came out ready for bed. Kira
had put aside her book and was trying to sleep; Hala was in bed, and Frankie lay on
her back wearing a gel eye mask. | turned off the light and climbed into my bunk.

| couldn’t sleep. Again. After an hour of tossing and turning, | sat up in my bed and
hugged my knees, sighing.

Frankie must have heard me, because she whispered up to me, “Angel, are you
okay?’

“I'm sorry if I'm keeping you up,” | whispered back.

“You'renot. | can't sleep, either. Are you worried about the trial tomorrow?’

| considered the question. | felt good coming off last week’s trial. | hadn’'t been
booted yet, so in terms of anxiety, | wasn't as stressed out as | had been before. There



was a lot going through my mind, including the conversation with Jax, but it was a
cumulation of everything.

“I’'m okay,” | lied. “How about you?’

“I"'m fine. We'll do aswell aswe can, you know.”

| lay back and slid my elbow behind my neck, resting my head on it. “I know. It just
amazes me how nothing ever fazes you.”

“Well, there’'s no sense in worrying about what hasn’'t happened,” she said. “But
you're so logical, you already know that, right?’ | could hear the smile in her voice.
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“Knowing and accepting that are two different things. But you're right. Again.”

“Of course I'm right. Again. Good night, Angel. Don’'t worry. You'll be awesome
tomorrow.”

| couldn’t help but smile. “Good night, Frankie. So will you.”
Chapter Thirty-Four
ANGEL SINCLAIR

“For today’s trial, we'll be grading you on physical fitness, mental toughness, and
mobility, as well as evaluating your problem-solving skills,” Mr. Donovan told us as
we sat in Room 101 as part of the briefing before the trial. We were dressed in our
usual camouflage outfits, but today we'd been told to bring sunglasses. We'd aso
been instructed to put on sunblock, which was a strong indicator we' d be outside for
thetrial.

“The trial will be an obstacle course of sorts. Some are straightforward physical
obstacles; others require teamwork and puzzle solving. There will be instructions for
what you should do at each obstacle.”

What little breakfast I'd eaten churned in my stomach, ready to come back up. I'd
known a physical test of some kind would be coming, but I’d been in denia it would
be an entire trial. I’ dneverpass something like this. | was about to get a giant boot out
of the compound.



“The fastest person to finish gets a bonus” Mr. Donovan explained.
“However,everyonefails if evenoneof you doesn't finish in the time allotted, which is
exactly two hours.Everyonemust completeeverychallenge. No exceptions. Plan your
strategy accordingly.”

Well, that totally threw awrench into things. | considered the implications. If | had to
finish for all of us to win, it meant, | would probably get assistance of some kind.
That was reassuring, at least to a point.

“One more item,” Mr. Donovan said. “You, as a group, get one question, and one
guestion only. One of you may ask it during the obstacle course, but everyone must
agree on the question and who will ask it. | will observe you at each obstacle but will
not interfere or speak unlessit isin response to your one question.”

“Are there any other rules?’ | asked.

He smiled at me. “None, Ms. Sinclair. So, everyone, please follow me to the grassy
area in back of the compound, where the obstacle course has been set up. The clock
startsin five minutes.”

The minute we arrived at the first obstacle, the clock started. Bo quickly assembled
us. It was clear we'd have to work together to help those of us who were physically
challenged, myself included, if we were to finish the course as a group.

The October air had a cool tinge to it, but the sun was warm on our head and
shoulders. Autumn colors of gold, red, and orange burst from the trees around us. The
grassy area had been transformed into an obstacle course as far as the eye could see.
Monkey bars, nets, mud pits, the whole thing. Mr. Donovan stood under a tree, his
arms crossed against his chest, watching us without expression. My stomach twisted
with anxiety, wondering how | would finish this course.



If | failed, everyone failed.

“Okay, everyone, let’s talk about how to do this.”

| glanced over at Wally. He was holding his stomach, his face deathly pale. | knew he
was thinking the same thing | was. The White Knights were the weak link in this
operation, and we could easily take everyone down with us. Somehow, this
possibility didn’'t occur to Frankie, or if it did, she didn't seem bothered by it. She
chatted animatedly with Mike, appearing not to have a care in the world.

How did she do that?

While everyone was circling around Bo, | studied the first obstacle. It seemed
straightforward, not that | thought | had any chance of completing it. Monkey bars
over amud pit.

“Walk in the park, baby,” Mike said, following my gaze. “They don’'t call me Mike
the Monkey for nothing.”

“They call you the Mike the Monkey?’ | asked.

Mike's cheeks got red. “Well, they did in elementary school. I’ve always been good
at jumping, climbing, swinging, the monkey bars—you know, that kind of stuff.” He
made a chattering sound like amonkey, and | laughed, easing my anxiety dlightly.

Seeing we were all assembled and listening, Bo got started. “My suggestion for this
tria is we stick together. We help each other finish, and at the end, we vote which
one of us gets to cross first. We all have to help each other or we won't make it.
Agreed?”’

We all nodded our heads, so he turned to Mike. “I heard you tell Angel you could



cross. You go first. Kira, can you make it across?’

She shielded her eyes and looked at the bars. “ Sure. Shouldn’t be a problem for me.”

“Good. You follow Mike.”

“l cando it, too,” Halasaid. “I’ll go after Kira.”

“Wally?’ Bo looked hopefully at him.

Wally sighed. “The odds that | can cross that without falling into the mud pit are a
million to one.”
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“l can’'t do it, either.” Frankie lifted her hands. “Not without help.”
Bo glanced my way with the unspoken question.
| shook my head. “I’m sorry, Bo. | don’t think | can make it without slipping off.”

“Why would they give us a task like this when they know several of us can’'t do it?
Frankie wondered aloud.

“Problem solving,” Jax offered. “Strategic planning. Time management. Take your
pick.”

Bo blew out a breath. | noticed he hadn’t asked Jax if he could manage it. Guess that
meant he could. “Okay, Wally, Frankie, and Angel, if you can’t make it on your own,
Jax and | are going to have to help you. We'll have to partially support your weight,
and as Jax and | are the largest, we'll take turns helping you over. Mike, get going
and the rest of you follow.”

Mike scrambled to the bars, jumped up, and started across, his legs swinging. When
he got about halfway, Kira started. A minute later, Hala followed her. They made it
look easy as they hopped off and waited for us.

Bo dipped his head toward Wally. “All right, you'refirst. Let’s go.”

“Me?’ Wally said, hisface paling further. “What about girls first?’

“Get your butt over there,” Bo said. “Let’sgo.”



“Wait.” Wally looked panicked. “Howexactlyare we going to do this?’

“We'll go across together.” Bo said, motioning for Wally to come with him to the
ladder on the monkey bars. He reached up and grabbed onto the first bar. “Get on my
back.”

“You're going to carry me?’ Wally said incredulously. “That can’t be safe.”

“1’m going topartiallycarry you,” Bo clarified. “Y ou need to help me by holding on to
the bars and carrying some of your own weight. Got it?’

“Not really,” Wally started backing up.

“Get on his back, Wally,” Frankie said. “You'll be fine.”

“1 really think we should discuss this further.”

“There will benomore discussion,” Bo said. “If you don’t get on my back, 1’1l knock
you unconscious and carry you.”

Wally gulped. He may have been the general in the virtual world, but Bo was in
charge here. “Fine.” He held up his hands. “No need to go allHalo 5on me.”

Wally walked up to the monkey bars and jumped, catching the first monkey bar
inside Bo's hands. “There. Satisfied?’

“Not yet. Put your legs around my waist and wait for my command. I'll tell you when
we're moving to each bar. Ready?’

Wally’s face was ashen. “Not really, but what choice do | have?”’



“None. Jax, get moving. You're next.”

“Yes, sir.” Jax turned to me and Frankie. “Okay, ladies. Who wants to go next?’

Frankie immediately pointed to me. “She does. I’'ll watch her and get important tips
on what to do.”

| was going to protest, but Jax grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the ladder.
“Up you go, Red.”

Bo and Wally were moving slowly across the bars, but they were hanging on. The
musclesin Bo's arms were straining. | couldn’t even imagine how hard it must be for
him.

Jax snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Red, are you paying attention? Grab the
first rung and get on my back.”

| looked up. He was tall enough to reach the bar and still have his feet on the ladder.
“1 have to climb on your back?’

Jax studied me from behind his sunglasses. “While it might be alot more fun if you
held on to me from the front, it would be kind of hard to cross the monkey bars like
that.”
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My cheeks heated. “Fine.” | was too short to reach the first rung, so I’ d have to jump.
| bent my knees when Jax suddenly realized my problem. Bracing his back against
the pole, he put his hands on my waist, lifting me up so | could grab the first bar.

“Thanks,” | said. “ Short-person problem.”

“Got it.” He repositioned himself by grabbing the second bar and hanging. “Wrap
your legs around my waist and wait for my command to move.”

| could see the corded musclesin his neck and arms. “I’'m scared,” | admitted.
“Just get on and trust me, okay?’

“Okay.” | wrapped my legs around hiswaist and said a prayer that | wouldn’t slip off.
My hands were already sweaty from nerves.

“Reach for the next bar...now,” he said.
| reached for the next bar. We were a little off in terms of timing, but he moved on.
My hands stayed nestled between his, but after just afew bars, my arms were shaking

from the effort of hanging on, and | wasn’t even holding half my weight.

He must have felt me shaking. “Take it easy. Red. Just keep your legs tight. | don’'t
want them in the way. We need to keep moving as one, okay?’

“Okay.” My face rested slightly against the back of his head.



“Keep going,” he urged me. “One bar at atime.”

On and on we went. It seemed never ending, although Kira, Mike, and Hala had
crossed in what seemed like seconds. Every bar we moved, the harsher his breathing
became. | couldn’t imagine how Bo had fared with Wally. Bo was bigger than Jax,
and he had to lift his own body weight in addition to Wally’s, which was heavier than
mine.

At some point, | realized Wally and Bo were aready across. They’d made it. If they
could do it, so could we.

Finally, we were at the last rung. We crossed in sync, Jax getting his feet onto the
ladder and letting out a sigh of relief. | unfastened my legs from his waist, and he
helped me down. Once on solid ground, | collapsed. It wasn't pretty, but I'd made it.
One obstacle down and who knew how many more to go.

“Good job, Red.”

| shaded my eyes from the sun as | looked up at Jax. “Thanks. | couldn’t have done it
without you.” He flashed a smile and walked away.

Bo had already gone back across the bars for Frankie, who was waiting on the ladder
for him. When he got there, she stopped him.

“l have an idea,” she said. “Can you give me a boost up to the first bar?’

Bo obliged and lifted her up. She hung precariously on the rung before starting to
swing her legs. To my surprise, she lifted them and hooked them on the next rung.
Before | knew it, she'd pulled herself to the top of the monkey bars and started
crawling across.



“I think thisway will be faster for me,” she called down to Bo.

“Woohoo!” | shouted. “Great idea, Frankie.”

“Why didn’t | think of that?’ Wally said, lifting his hands.

Bo went across below her, and they made it across at about the same time.,

Bo helped her down, and | gave her ahug. “You're brilliant, Frankie. | can’t believe |
didn’t think of that.”

She whispered in my ear, “| actually thought about itbeforeyou went off with Jax, but
| bet you enjoyed your way alotmore than mine. Y ou’ re welcome.”

| rolled my eyes but was so happy I’ d actually made it across that | didn’t say athing.
“Guys, that ate up seventeen minutes,” Bo said. “Let’s move to the next obstacle.”
We jogged as a group to the next setup.

“It’s called the Zombie Mud Crawl,” Bo read. “The instructions say the wireislive. It
won’'t shock you if you touch it, but red light and siren will go off and you must crawl
out sideways and start over again. We don’'t have time to play around, people. Do it

right the first time.”

“I"'m small, so this should be easy for me,” Hala said. “I'll go first.” She stopped at
the edge of the obstacle. “Whoa, what’ s that in the mud?’
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Frankie peered over her shoulder. “Worms. Oh, no.”

“Frankie, worms are good for the environment,” | said. “They don’t bite.”
“Nope. Not doing it,” she said.

“We don't have timeto argue,” Bo said. “Hala, go.”

Hala inhaled a deep breath and crawled under the wire. She was small and fast, but
when she popped out the other side, she was dripping in mud and slime.

“Ewwww...” she said, shaking her hands.
“Mike, you're next,” Bo said. “Kira, you're after him, and then Wally and Jax.”

When Mike started, Bo turned to face us. “Frankie, you're going to get under that
wire.”

“I don’t like worms.”

“l don't likelosing.” He frowned at her. “You're going to do it.”

“I"m not.”

“Frankie, I'll go first,” | offered. “I don't like bugs, either, but I am going to hold my

breath, squint my eyes, and just do it. Y ou have to stay calm, because if you jerk up,
you' |l set off the wire alarm.



“l don’t think | can be calm.”

“Youcan. You' realwayscalm about everything.”

“Except bugs and worms. Will you do it with me?”’

| glanced at Bo. “Is there any reason we can’t do it together?’

He shrugged. “None | can think of. But you run the risk of kicking or flicking mud
into each other’s face as you squirm. Plus, if the wire lights up, you both must start
over. Timeisticking.”

“1I"m not going without Angel,” Frankie said.

“Well, that settlesit,” | said. “We're doing it together.”

We walked to the edge of the pit. Frankie, Bo, and | were the last three. So far,
everyone else had made it across without tripping the alarm. Even Wally looked

triumphant as he dripped disgusting stuff.

| took Frankie's hand and knelt at the edge of the pit. “Ready?’ | gave her hand an
encouraging sgueeze.

She looked at me uncertainly but nodded. “I’m ready.”

Chapter Thirty-Five

ANGEL SINCLAIR

“You're going to wiggle on your stomach, kind of like a snake,” | explained. “Not
that there are any snakes in here. Just don't jerk your head up or you'll set off the



wire.”

She looked alarmed by the snake comment, so | decided it was time to shut my
mouth. | got on my stomach and tugged her down. She joined me on the ground.

“It smells,” she complained.

“Of course it smells, Frankie. It's mud. Come on. Breathe through your mouth and
let'sdoit.”

As quickly as we dared, we crawled through the mud. Frankie was hyperventilating
the entire time. | was scared she would pass out. Everyone was cheering us on, and
somehow that helped. At last, we made it to the other side without setting off the
alarm.

Jax helped her up and slapped her on the back a couple of times, causing mud to fly
and hit Mike in the nose. Mike wiped it off with a good-natured grin.
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Frankie was so happy she’d made it, her eyes filled with tears. “I did it. Oh, thank
you, Angel.”

“You did al the work. | was just moral support.” Although, even as | said it, |
marveled that I'd doneit. I'd never been anyone’s moral support before.

Bo waited until we finished, but he started the second we were through. He was
almost done when his large form set off the alarm. “Crap.” He scooted out sideways
and jogged back to the beginning.

“You'’ ve got too many muscles,” Wally called out, and we all laughed.

Finally Bo made it across. A quick glance at the time indicated another nineteen
minutes had passed. We were exhausted and muddy and smelled rank, but we had to

hurry.

We ran to the next obstacle, and when we got there, we stopped in amazement. A
single beam had been stretched across another mud pit.

“This shouldn’t be too hard,” Kirasaid.

“What?' Frankie said in astonishment. “We're completely covered in mud and
dlippery. How isthat not hard?’

“If we take off our shoes, our bare feet will give us better grip.” Hala started untying
her shoes.



“She'sright,” Bo said. “Everyone get barefoot.”

We started taking off our shoes and socks. Mike finished first, so he started across
with Kira following close behind. They were both acing these challenges. They
would have left all of usin the dust if it hadn’t been a group effort.

“When you're ready, go,” Bo instructed the rest of us as he pushed his shoes aside.
“Don’t wait.”

| was ready, so | went after Kira. Hala came behind me, but she yelped and slipped
off about the halfway point, falling into the mud pit with a thump. It startled me so
much, | almost slipped off with her. Somehow | managed to straighten myself and
continue. Hala stood up in the mud pit, furious with herself.

“l just took a wrong step,” she yelled. “And I’ ve done the balance beam a million
times without slipping. Thisis so frustrating!”

| made it across, and Mike stretched out a hand to help me off the beam. “Thank
God,” | said as my feet hit the ground. I’ d actually completed a challenge on my own.

“Wally, go,” Bo yelled as he reached down to pull Hala out of the pit. Wally still
stood on one end of the beam, looking at it.

“Okay. Sure. 'monit.”
Wally climbed up and started his way across, but he was unsteady. He was moving so
slowly, at the rate he was going, it was going to take him an hour to cross. There was

also a ninety-nine-percent chance he was going to fall simply from shaking so much.

“Wally, you can do it,” | shouted. “Imagine you're crossing the Imogen Bridge
inHidden Realm. Y ou’ ve done it a hundred times. Just keep moving. Step by step.”



Bo told Frankie to go next. She climbed up on the beam and started walking. She was
surprisingly sure-footed and caught up to Wally before he knew it.

She held out a hand, and he used it to steady himself. “You've got this,” she said
matter-of-factly. “I’m right behind you. If you fal, I'll jump in after you.”

Whether he was bolstered by her presence, terrified she’ d knock him off the beam, or
afraid she really would jump in after him, he started moving faster. Soon, they were
both across. | hugged him, Frankie slapped him on the back, and Wally collapsed to
the ground, kissing it.

Hala got up on the beam to cross again, but this time she did it much more carefully.
Bo and Jax crossed without a problem, making it look so easy we all frowned at
them.

“We' ve got sixty-two minutes |eft, people,” Jax said.

“Move it,” Bo urged us as he jogged past toward the next obstacle. Mike offered a
hand and helped Wally off the ground, and we followed, running to catch up.

The next obstacle was a curved cement wall about twelve feet high. According to the
instructions, we were supposed to get up to the top ledge and slide down the other
side.

“Oh, crap,” Wally said, looking up it. “I’ [l never get up that.”

“1 don’t suppose there' s arope ladder hanging around somewhere,” Mike said.

Kirawalked around to the other side and then came back. “Nothing.”

We were silent staring at the wall.
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“It’ s pretty obvious we' |l never get up that without aladder or aropeto help us,” Kira
finally said.

“We haveto,” | said. “Every problem has a solution. We just have to think of it.”
We |looked at each other, our brains working furiously, but nothing leaped to mind.

| turned hopefully to Jax. “Can you snap your fingers and a rope will magically
appear?’

My words must have triggered a thought, because he suddenly smiled. “Not exactly.
Take off your shirt, Red.”

Chapter Thirty-Six

ANGEL SINCLAIR

“Excuse me?’ | looked at him incredulously.

Jax spread his hands to include the entire group. “Everyonetake off your shirt and
give it to me. We don’'t have a rope, but we canmakea rope out of our shirts. I'll get
up there first. If Bo gives me a boost, | should be able to pull myself up. Throw me
the rope made of our shirtsand I’ll be the anchor at the top. Among us, we should be

able to get everyone up.”

All of the girls had sports bras on, so it was kind of like wearing a crop top, not that
I’d ever worn a crop top in my life. Regardiess, all the essentials were covered, and



there was no time for modesty.

“I"m an Eagle Scout,” Wally offered. “I’ll tie the knots.”

“Hurry,” Kirasaid.

Bo was already standing at the wall. He bent down and Jax climbed on his shoulders,
steadying himself against the wall. He was still shy of reaching the ledge, so he
warned Bo he would have to jump to make it. Bo nodded and braced himself with
one hand against the wall. Several of us stood behind Bo, bracing him from the back.

We held one collective breath as Jax bent and jumped up, his fingers barely gripping
the edge. With a grunt, he pulled himself up onto the wall and rested. We cheered as
Bo rotated his shoulders.

“Throw me the shirt rope,” Jax shouted.

Wally was frantically tying the last of the knots, and Kira had been helping by
handing him the shirts. When Wally was done, Kira threw it up to Jax. It took four
tries, but Jax finally caught it.

Kira went first, bracing against the wall and using the shirt rope to pull herself up.
Once she was up, the two of them helped the rest of us get up. We slid down the other
side, pumping a fist when we finished.

“Keep going,” Bo said as soon as Jax met us at the bottom. He slapped Jax on the
back. “ Good thinking.”

We followed him, but the truth was we were beyond exhausted, and we had no idea
how many more obstacles we had. We left our T-shirts behind, as it would take too
much time to untie them, and ran to the next obstacle. We had to go around the KIT



building before we came to an area with a flagpole about twenty feet high,
surrounded by air-filled, bouncy exercise mats.

“What’ s this?” Hala said in astonishment.

We all exchanged puzzled glances with each other.

Bo picked up the instruction card. “It’s the final obstacle.” He glanced at his watch.
“We have thirty-four minutes to complete it. The goal is to get whatever is at the top
of the pole. The only thing we get to help usis, apparently, this coil of rope and those
bouncy mats, presumably in case we fall off while trying.”

“Where was the rope when we needed it for the last obstacle?” Mike grumbled.

“Let's go,” Wally said, clapping his hands. “Let’s shimmy up the pole and get the
thing. It looks like an oversize hockey puck.”

Jax grinned at him. “Slow down, cowboy. Let’s see if we can knock it off first.”

“Oh.” Wally paused. “That’s agood idea.”

“Everyone find a rock and try to dislodge it,” Jax said. “The instructions didn’t
sayhowwe had to get it, just that we get it.”

“What if it's something dangerous inside like a bomb or something?’ Frankie asked.

“| would think the instructions would have told us to be careful with it.”

We glanced over at Mr. Donovan who stood in the shade, watching us.
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“I"'mwith Jax,” | finally said. “Let’s seeif we can knock it off.”

We scattered, looking for some rocks. | carried back several, as did everyone else.
We all stood to one side and threw the rocks at the object, hoping to dislodgeit.

Jax was the first to make a direct hit. It didn’t budge. “ It must be attached.”
“Attached?’ Kirasaid. “How?’

“1 don’t know.” Bo shrugged.

“S0, we have to climb to get it?” Kiralooked agitated.

“No, not climb.” Mike now stood next to the pole examining it. “It’s too big around
for one person to shimmy. Even if it wasn't, it's greased.”

“Greased? Ah, come on.” Jax blew out a frustrated breath and walked next to Mike,
rubbing his fingers on the pole. “Mike’ s right. We'd dide like a greased pig trying to
shimmy thisthing.”

“Even with the rope?’ | asked.

“Even with the rope,” Jax confirmed. “It’'ll dlide, just like my feet would if | tried to
climb by bracing my feet against the pole.”

Bo was silent as he circled the pole, considering.



“Maybe we could wipe the grease off,” Frankie offered.

“No time or materialsto do that,” Bo said. “We're going to have to stack.”

“Stack?’ | repeated.

“Climb on each other’s shoulders until we reach the top,” Jax explained. “I bet that’s
what the mats are for.”

“What?’" Frankie said in horror. “ Stand on each other’ s shoulders?”

“Yes. Bo and | will anchor at the bottom, standing side by side in order to better
distribute the weight. There will two people on top of us and then two more on top of
them. Then one person will stand single and the lightest person will stand on that
person’s shoulders to reach the object at the top. We can do this.” He turned to me.
“Red, can you calculate our heights against the length of the pole? Are we tall enough
together to reach it if we do it that way?’

| looked up at the pole and then asked everyone for their heights, reminding them not
to lie. “It’'ll be close,” | said when | finished the calculations in my head. “I could be

off by afoot, and that would be a problem. It's all estimation at this point.”

“We don’'t have another choice,” said Bo. He looked between Hala and me. “Between
the two of you, who weighs less?’

| gave my specsfirst followed by Hala. She outweighed me by a measly two pounds.

“Angel is on top, then,” Bo said. “Wally and Mike, you stand on top of Jax and me.
Frankie and Kira, you're to stand on them.”

“I’m not surethisisagood idea,” Frankie said.



“1t’ s theonlyidea, and we're short on time,” Bo countered. “Hala, you stand single on
Kira s shoulders. Angel, it's up to you to climb onto Hala s shoulders and retrieve
whatever’s at the top. You'll have to climb over most of usto get up there.”

“Right.” | gulped. “No pressure.”

“Take the rope in case you need it,” Bo said, tossing the rope to me. “Just don’t drop
it

| caught it and wound it around my neck and shoulders. “Okay, but before we stack, |
would suggest asking Mr. Donovan the one question we' ve been permitted.”

For a moment, everyone just stared at me. | guess between exhaustion and stress, the
question thing had slipped their minds,

“What do you have in mind, Red?’ Jax said.
“We need to know how whatever is up there is attached. If I’ m tasked with getting it
off, | need to know exactly what | need to do to remove it. | don’t want to be standing

precariously on all of your shoulderstrying to figure it out.”

“Good thinking,” Wally said. “ She’ sright.”
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| glanced at Bo and he looked at the group. “Are we in agreement that Angel should
ask the question?”’

Everyone nodded, so he swept out his hand toward Mr. Donovan. “Ask away.”

| walked over to Mr. Donovan, who was watching us from the shade of a tree, his
arms crossed against his chest.

“Mr. Donovan?’ | said. “We have our one question ready.”

“Go ahead, Ms. Sinclair.”

“How isthe object we' re supposed to retrieve from atop the pole attached?’

Mr. Donovan smiled. “It’'s snapped in and rotated once.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“Satisfied?’ Bo asked me.

“Yeah, let'sdoit.”

One by one, we climbed up on top of each other, a human pyramid of sorts. Those of
us who were climbing last helped get everyone below us in place. Climbing last had
its advantages, as | could watch how everyone else did it before me. When it was my

turn, it wasn't as hard as | thought it would be. Still, | watched where | stepped and
didn’t look down even once.



Climbing up Hala was the hardest, because she was so small. She crouched the best
she could, and | carefully put each of my feet on her shoulders. She steadied my
ankles with her hands as | stretched myself up. | was trembling. My fingers nearly
touched the top, but | was still afew inches too short.

“I’m just shy of reaching it,” | announced.

A collective groan came from below me. | inadvertently glanced down and saw a
crew had blown up and arranged the mats closer around us, presumably to protect us
if wefell. | looked straight ahead as my stomach flipped in anxiety.

| leaned dlightly against the pole to steady myself, but it was greased, even up this
high up. | had to be careful not to put too much of my weight against the pole for fear
of dlipping off.

“Don’'t worry. | have an idea.” | carefully removed the rope from my shoulder and
began forming a knot. “I’m going to tie a noose with the rope and dlip it over the
object. I’'m close enough to do that. | think. Then I'll tighten it and pull. Hopefully, it
will pop off.”

“Hurry up,” Mike called up. “We have eleven minutes.”

| fought the urge to rush. Rushing meant mistakes, and we didn’'t have time for even
one. | drew in slow, careful breaths as | tied the knot, eyeballing the opening to
ensure it was smaller than the pole so it wouldn't slide down.

“Okay, knot istied,” | yelled. “ Stand by.”

| reached up, carefully pushing the noose up to the top of the pole. Using my arm to

toss or throw it was out of the question, as the movement could topple me off. I'd
have to use my wrist to flick it as hard as | could over the object.



When | had gone as far as | could reach, | flicked my wrist and gently pulled. The
noose came right back to me, landing on my back. It hadn’t gone over the object.

| tried twice more, but no success. Sweat dripped down my temples and blurred my
vision. My shoulders and back were screaming from the strain. | could hear whimpers
from Hala below and knew my weight had to be digging into her shoulders.

| closed my eyes, took a breath.

“How’sit going, Angel?’ Bo shouted up.

“Stand by,” | answered, reaching up and giving the noose another wrist flick. This
time when | pulled, the noose didn’'t come back. | carefully tightened it. | pulled as
hard as | could, but | wasn't at the right angle to twist it.

“Guys, I’ ve got good news and bad news. The good newsis |’ ve got the noose around
the object. I’ve pulled, but from my vantage point, | can’'t rotate it enough to pop it
off.”

More groans came from below.

“We' ve got only one option,” Bo called up. “We re going to have to move.”

Chapter Thirty-Seven

ANGEL SINCLAIR
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“Whoa, what? Wally said.

“We're going to have to shuffle as a group with Angel as she pulls on the rope at the
sametime,” Bo repeated.

“Well, whatever we're going to do, we'd better do it fast,” said Mike. “We' ve only
got six minutes left.”

| gulped, then shouted, “I’m ready, let’sjust do it.”
“Angel, which way do we go?’ shouted Bo.

| froze. Good question. Why hadn’t | thought to add that to the one question | asked
Mr. Donovan?

“l don’'t know,” | said honestly. “1’'m going with clockwise. It' s the most logical.”
“Maybe that’ s exactly why we should go counterclockwise,” Wally shouted back.

“Just decide and do it quickly,” Jax yelled. His voice sounded strained. The collective
weight of all of uson hisand Bo's shoulders had to be killing them.

“Clockwise,” | said decisively.
“Clockwise, it is,” Bo shouted. “On my mark, | want everyone to gently shift their

weight with me to the right. I'm going to shuffle about an inch, and then I’'ll call a
stop. Just try to stay with me. Then we'll go another inch, and so on, until that baby



pops off.”

| pressed my lips together and tightened my hands on the rope. They were slick with
sweat. The odds were high our stack would collapse when we moved.

“Now,” he shouted and | could feel the group move dlightly to the left. For a second
we swayed precariously and then straightened out. | pulled on the rope, but nothing.
What if Wally was right and it was counterclockwise? | would have ruined it for
everyone.

Focus, Sinclair. Second-guessing at this stage of the gameisn’t helpful.

“Again,” | yelled.

“Now,” Bo called out. He shuffled, the rest of us coming along. This time we swayed
even more. There were a lot of groans and some muffled cussing. | wasn't sure we
could take one more movement.

“Comeon,” Jax shouted. “You can do it, Angel.”

| pulled as hard as | dared, but nothing happened. In sheer desperation, | lifted myself
dightly off Hala's shoulders, putting all my weight on the rope. | felt the object turn,
and then with a pop, it flew off the pole and headed toward the mats below.

| amost went with it.

“It worked!” | shouted. | landed back on Hala s shoulders abit harder than | intended,
but she steadied my ankles with her hands. For a moment afterward, our balance was
precarious. Miraculously, we all managed to lean into the pole and stay up. We let out
acollective sigh of relief.



After that there was a lot of cheering until | heard Frankie speak. “While that’s all
great and wonderful, guys, the clock is still ticking. How the heck do we get down
from here?’

| looked over at Mr. Donovan and noticed he was clapping his hands. “Jump,” he
shouted at us. “It’s safe. You'll bounce on the mats.”

Since | was on top, | had to go first and have faith he was right. Closing my eyes, |
pushed away from the pole and jumped. | landed on the mat and bounced around a
bit, but eventually rolled off.

“It works,” | shouted. * Jump!”

One by one, everyone unstacked and collapsed in exhaustion.

Bo again kept us on track. “We have one minute and seventeen seconds left. Who
goes across first?’

“1 vote for Bo,” | said. “He was our commander today, and we wouldn’t have made it
without him.”

“1 agree,” said Wally. “Without him, we'd all be toast. Especialy me.”

One by one, we nodded our consent.

Bo shook hishead. “I don't fedl right about this. Thiswas a group effort.”
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“We were only a group becauseyouheld us together.” Jax slapped Bo on the back.
“The vote is a done deal, bro, so don’t bother protesting. Walk across the finish line
so we can follow you and get cleaned up, okay?’

Bo finally nodded. “ Thanks, everyone, for the vote of confidence.”

The moment he crossed the finish line, we rushed him in a happy surge. I'd never
been so exhausted in my life, but the fact that I’d finished what I'd considered an
insurmountable part of my training made me hope that maybe Icoulddo this after all.
Another trial down, and | was still standing.

Only one question remained. How much more could | stand?
Chapter Thirty-Eight
ANGEL SINCLAIR

The next morning, every muscle in my body hurt. Arms, shoulders, back, butt, thighs,
you name it. | could barely walk, even after taking ibuprofen. Regardless, there was
no way | was missing the regular Saturday trip into town. | needed to buy some
supplies and wanted to do some reading.

Neither Frankie nor Wally made it into town, as they’d both elected to sleep in. |
didn’t see Kira, either, as she' d already been gone when | awoke. The rest of us sat on
the bus quietly, staring out the window, sore from the difficult physical challenges of
thetrial.



The bus dropped us off, and we al went our separate ways. | headed straightaway for
the main square, where | could make some calls. | talked with my mom for about
twenty minutes, and then Gwen for another fifteen. | kept my comments to glowing
endorsements of the curriculum and staff and mentioned zip about the physical pain
and emotional roller coaster | was riding. After | hung up, | headed to the small
bookstore café, which had become afavorite, to do some private research on my dad.

The café was nearly empty except for two girls sitting at a table and looking at their
phones and the old guy who'd paid for my hot chocolate the last time I'd been in
here.

He looked up from his newspaper. “Well, hello again. Y ou’' ve got money today?’

| held up my wallet. “I’'m happy to pay you back.”

“You will not. It's not every day an old man like me gets to buy a young lady a hot
chocolate and croissant.”

“Thank you very much. It's much appreciated.”

“My pleasure.”

He went back to reading his paper as | got in line to buy a hot chocolate. | added a
cinnamon roll to my order, because it smelled heavenly.

| picked the same table | usually had so | could angle my laptop to the wall and no
one could see what | was doing. It was just a precaution, but after the email warning
me to beware of possible criminal elementsin the NSA who might be monitoring me,
| had become exceptionally careful about what | did online. | ate half of my cinnamon
roll before | started reading information on Joseph Lando. When my hot chocolate
cooled, I drank it, enjoying the rich flavor.



The bell on the café door rang, and | looked up as Jax strolled in. He spotted me, and
| swear his eyeslit up. He made a beeline for my table, so | quickly closed my laptop,
resting my elbows on top of it. This was turning into a regular meeting place for us,
but oddly, I’ d started to look forward to it. “Hey, Jax.”

“Hey, Red. How’ s the hot chocolate today ?”

“Excellent as aways, and | actually paid for it by myself.”

He dlid into the chair opposite me and looked over his shoulder. “Even though your
boyfriend is here?’

“Very funny. He's really nice. | offered to pay him back, but he wouldn’'t take my
money.” The teenage girls looked at Jax and giggled. | tipped my head toward them.
“Those girls like you.”

“What girls?’ He didn’t take his eyes off me.

“The girls at the table over there. Y ou passed them on your way in.”

“They’re not my type.”

“Oh, you have atype?’

“l do.” He grinned and leaned forward, lowering hisvoice. “I’'m partial to redheads.”
Even though | thought he was just teasing me, my cheeks heated anyway. “You're
impossible, you know.” He seemed amused by my blush, so | decided to change the

subject. “How are you feeling after yesterday’ strial ?’

He leaned back, shrugged his shoulders a couple of times. “My shoulders and arms



are killing me, but personaly, | think the obstacle course was way too easy.
Something's off. | have a feeling they’re preparing to spring something big on us.
Something to shake things up.”

“What are you talking about?’ | looked at him incredulously. “The trial yesterday
wasnoteasy. Every part of my body hurts and might possibly hurt for the rest of my
life.”
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“It was easy,” he insisted. “They’re priming us for something else. A shock, an
unexpected twist. They think we're complacent, so they’ re going to make us change
the way we're doing things.”

“Complacent? Are you serious?’

“Completely.”

| cocked my head, studying him. “And you know this...how, exactly?’

“Instinct.” He lifted his hands. “1 told you I’m good at reading people and situations.
It'sagut feeling, but it's a strong one.”

| didn’t know what to make of his so-called gut feeling, but | figured I’d find out soon
enough. “Fine. Go get your coffee and tell me more about this gut feeling of yours.”

He raised adark eyebrow. “ Are you inviting me to coffee, Red?’
“Only if you bring me back another cinnamon roll.”

He laughed and stood. “Ah, now that’sadeal | can get behind.”
Chapter Thirty-Nine

ISAAC REMINGTON

“Did she finally wash out?’ Isaac sat in his car at the parking lot of his favorite



French restaurant, L’ auberge, speaking to Sampson on the burner phone.

“Strangely, she did not. In fact, not one of the kids has washed out yet. It's crazy. |
think the entire classis going into the final trial together.”

“Impossible. What' s going on over there?’ |saac swore under his breath.

“1 don’'t know, but she was at the bookstore café again working on her computer—on
what, we don't know. She's still being extraordinary careful behind the keyboard.
She called her mother and sister from the cell.”

Isaac drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Who would have guessed that the
girl would hang in there for so long at the trials? One of his first duties as the new
NSA director would be to overhaul the UTOP program, ensuring the standards
remained high.

“ S0, what happened during your meeting with the director?” Sampson asked.

Isaac watched a couple walk into the restaurant. The man was in a suit and the
woman in towering heels, clutching onto his arm for support. Two ordinary citizens
who had no idea the lengths to which their government went to keep them safe. “He’'s
on the fence. While he' s concerned about the terrorist information not panning out the
way he thought it would, he wants to wait until the next contact with Sinclair to make
afina decision.”

“That could be dangerous. Sinclair is getting desperate.”
“Exactly, which is why we need to make sure the next contact never happens. Let's

put the play for the daughter into place. Finalize the arrangements, and for God's
sake, be discreet. Make sure thereis no trail.”



There was a pause, but Sampson came through. “Done. Next Saturday?’

“Next Saturday,” |saac confirmed.

“The UTOP trials will be finished by then. What if she makesit?’

“She won’'t. But even if she does, | have it on good authority they won’'t announce
who's going through until the evening. Snatch her that morning while she’s in town
talking on the phone. Y ou said she' s usually alone then.”

“That’s correct.”

“Do it then. If that doesn't work, improvise. Just see that she doesn’t return to the
UTOP campus. We need the leverage.”

“Understood, sir. I'll let you know when it’s done.”

Chapter Forty

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Monday morning we were instructed via loudspeaker to report to Room 101 after
breakfast instead of reporting to our first class.
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As we ate, | couldn’'t help thinking about what Jax had told me—how they were
going to shake things up. He was noticeably absent from breakfast, as was Kira. What
waswiththose two? They always seemed to be missing at the same time.

| choked down some cereal and followed Frankie and Wally to Room 101. Frankie
chatted cheerfully the entire way, but Wally sensed my apprehension and shot me
several questioning glances during our walk to the classroom. When we got there, we
dlid into our seats and waited quietly. Jax and Kira were the last to arrive and came in
together. Kira sat near the front of the room, while Jax sat in his usual spot two desks
behind me.

Mr. Donovan shut the door. “Students, we wanted to let you know we were quite
pleased with your performance on Friday. It was nice work from all of you. Excellent
teamwork, strategic thinking, and a good utilization of your strengths.”

He leaned forward, bracing his hands on the teacher’s desk. “However, | do have a
couple of important announcements before you begin your week’s activities. First,
while | know it is disconcerting not to know your exact standing in the class, rest
assured we' re looking atallaspects of your character. This includes capability, mental
toughness, stamina, physical fitness, intelligence, specia skills, flexibility, and
adaptability. We're conducting a complex and thorough evaluation. So if you fed as
if you aren’t doing well, I'm here to assure you, you are.”

We all looked at each other, but none of us said anything. What could we say? He'd
told us exactly nothing.

“So, after considerable debate and conversation, we've decided to make something



about the competition known to you,” he continued. “Although each of you has
admirable and excellent skills, we' ve decided we're only going to choose two of you
to proceed to the UTOP Academy to further your studies as an operative.”

The room was so silent, you could hear the birds chirping outside the window. |
stared at him, speechless.

What. The. Heck?

Only two of us?

“Two?’ Wally finally spluttered. “Why only two?’

Mr. Donovan crossed his arms. “Because, Mr. Harris, that’'s the number of students
we want. Now, if any of you feel this is unfar, or would like to drop out of
contention, please say so now. If not, you may leave and continue with your day’s

schedule.”

We remained silent, so he smiled. “So beit. That concludes my announcement for the
day. Please head to your next class.”

Jax was the first to rise and leave the room. As he passed by, he glanced at me. His
expression clearly said,| told you so.

“They’re going to do something to shake things up.”

Holy crap. He' d been right. They’ d doneexactlythat.

One by one, the rest of usfiled out without a word. However, as soon as we got in the
hallway, Wally pulled Frankie and me aside.



“Did you hear that?’ he whispered heatedly. “They’re only going to take two of us.
It's not fair. We haven’t even finished the trials yet.”

Frankie's expression looked heartbroken, which now that | thought about it, was the
first time I'd ever seen that look on her. That worried me far more than what Mr.

Donovan had said. “What’ s wrong, Frankie?’

Sadness shimmered in her eyes. “Only two of us are going forward. At best, at |east
one of uswill get left behind.”

| felt sick at the possibility. Break up the White Knights after we'd been through so
much? Worse, what if both of them were selected and | got left behind? Or | got
selected and they got left behind. Or any variation thereof.

None of those options were acceptable.

“Maybe it's just another test.” | knew | was grasping at straws, but there had to be
some way to make this work. “Y ou know, to see how far we' re willing to go—to step
on each other—to make one of the two slots.”

“1’m not going step on either one of you,” Frankie said.

“Me neither, “Wally agreed.

“Well, I'm not, either,” | said. “But | don’'t think the others will share our sentiment.
Kirawill be the first to step on all three of us.”

“She won't,” Wally said, crossing his arms against his chest. “You've got her al
wrong, Angel.”

“l don't have it wrong, Wally,” | said irritably. “She's out for herself and no one



else.

“You're not giving her the credit she's due,” heinsisted. “Jax is the one we should be
worried about. | think he’d undercut usin afast minute.”

“Don’t try to deflect this from Kira” | said hotly. “You're thinking with your
hormones instead of your brain when it comes to her.”

“Stop it, both of you.” Frankie put a hand on each of our shoulders. “What are we
going to do?’
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“l don't know.” | shook my head. “I guess we proceed and see how it shakes out.
We' ve got to go. We can talk about more later.”

We split up, heading for our respective classes. My emotions were swirling when |
walked into group session. Bo, Jax, and Mr. Kingston were already there. Bo sat
silently, his hands folded on the table, while Jax sprawled in his chair, scowling. |
took my place between them and swallowed hard.

“Good morning, Ms. Sinclair,” Mr. Kingston said. “ Today for our session, 1'd like us
to do something a little different. | want to hear your impressions of how the
competition isgoing so far.”

He looked between us, but no one said anything.
Mr. Kingston raised an eyebrow. “No one has any comments?’

“Fine,” Bo said, his voice so sharp | jumped. “You want me to comment? Okay, I'll
comment. You spend the past several weeks dissecting us, making us confess our
darkest secrets, then forcing us into teamwork. Now that we've started to work
together and build trust, you' re splitting us up, presumably to see how we'll act now
that there are only two slots available.”

Mr. Kingston didn't seem disturbed in the least a Bo's accusations. “That's an
interesting assessment, Mr. Coleman. So, you didn’t see this as a competition from

the beginning?’

“No, | did not. | thought we were being judged on our individual capabilities.”



| nodded in agreement. “I’m with Bo. | thought we all had an equal chance to make
it.”

“But youdoall have an equal chanceto makeit,” Mr. Kingston said.
“But you're only selecting two of us,” | countered. “That changes things. If that was
always going to be the case, why didn’'t you say that at the beginning? Why all the

secrecy?’

“Because they’'re manipulating us,” Jax offered. “They’re keeping us on our toes,
mixing things up to gauge our emotional flexibility and adaptability.”

“That’ s a fascinating perspective, Mr. Drummond,” Mr. Kingston said, shifting in his
seat to face Jax. “Do you think thiswill change anything in your behavior?’

“Not athing.”

“l didn’t think so. What about you, Ms. Sinclair?’

“Me? | don't know.” | answered honestly. “I need more time to think about it.”

“Mr. Coleman, would you like to add anything?’

Bo remained silent, but | could tell he was realy upset. His jaw clenched, and his
hands curled into fists on hislap. | was getting to know everyone' s moods a lot better
the more time we spent together.

Mr. Kingston threaded his fingers together, his elbows resting on the table. “I don’t
typically do this, but let me venture a guess for you, Mr. Coleman. Y ou feel as though

you're the de facto leader of this group. | think that’s a fair assumption given your
performance on Friday’s trial. Y ou helped your teammates succeed, but, at the same



time, you couldn’t have succeeded without them. They chose you to take the extra
points for your leadership. Now, if you take one of the two dots, you'll leave six of
your teammates behind. |s that what a true leader would do?’

Blowing out a frustrated breath, Bo shoved his chair back from the table and left the
room without aword.

Jax laughed and started clapping. “Bravo. Test that boundary of honor. See how far it
will stretch.”

“Jax,” | hissed. “Knock it off.”

Mr. Kingston seemed amused as he regarded Jax. “You think you have al the
answers, don’'t you, Mr. Drummond?’

“Not all of them.” Jax shrugged, then smiled. “But trust me, | know enough.”

Chapter Forty-One

ANGEL SINCLAIR

“Everything is so weird now,” Wally said as we headed down to the gym. “It’s like
walking on eggshells with the other kids. Crazy strange.”

| agreed. Jax had been right. They’d done something to shake us up, and now we
weren't sure how to act around each other. It changedeverything. Even Frankie was
unusually reserved, which freaked me out more than | cared to admit.

Tonight, I'd finished my homework early, but | had alot of nervous energy. Frankie
didn’t want to go to the gym, Hala wanted to talk to her parents, and Kira was
missing, probably already at the gym. | decided to swim to work off some of my



restlessness. | talked Wally into coming with me—probably because he hoped Kira
was there—so we headed into the gym together.

Mike was on the rowing machine, his eyes closed, headphones in his ears. Kira was
doing an impressive number of chin-ups, her blonde hair in a ponytail, her face
scarlet from exertion. Jax was on a corner of a mat doing sit-ups.
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Wally went off to walk on the treadmill while I dived in the pool and swam lap after
lap. When | finally got out, | toweled off and looked around. It was just Wally, Kira,
and me left in the gym. Jax and Mike had |eft at some point.

| went into the girls' locker room to change, and while | was blow-drying my hair,
Kirawalked in.

| ignored her, but she walked right up to me so | had to turn off the dryer and face
her.

“What do you want?’ | asked, narrowing my eyes.
“Can | talk to you for aminute?’ she said. “Please?’

| was so surprised by the politeness of her request, | nearly dropped the dryer. “You
want to talk to me?’

“Yes. I'd appreciate it.” She pointed to the bench.

After a moment, | put down the dryer and sat, wondering what she wanted. She
joined me on the bench, twisting her pale hands together in her lap.

“Look, thisis hard for me to say, but I’'m sorry for acting like such ajerk. To you, to
Frankie, to everyone.”

| stiffened. “1 thought you made up with Frankie.”



“1 did. Didn’'t she tell you what we talked about?”’

“No. Should she have?’

“Well, | asked her not to tell anyone.”

“And she didn't.” | let out a breath of exasperation. “Frankie is good like that.
Keeping confidences, | mean. Honestly, | don’t care what you told her. Y our business
IS your business. You made it clear you weren't interested in getting to know any of
us.” The frustration and anger |’ d been feeling towards her slipped out.

“It's not that simple, Angel. This opportunity is important to me. | realy want to
makeit.”

“Weallwant to make it, Kira.” It came out a lot more irritable than | intended, but |
didn’t know what the heck she wanted from me. Maybe this was just a ploy on her
part now that the competition had started stacking up.

“No, it's not like that. Y ou see, my father was a spy for the US during the Cold War.
He was recruited by the KGB and became a double agent for America. He was very
successful. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, he was brought here to US. He met
my mother, severa years his junior, in California. She is Ukrainian American, but
she's never lived in the Ukraine. My father’s dream was for his son, my twin brother,
Anatoly, to go to UTOP.” It had al come out in afast rush, but now she paused to let
the words sink in, or perhaps to gather the courage to continue. “But, you see, |
wanted it, too. Badly. Anatoly is smart and capable, but his ability comes easy. |
worked harder, so when the time came for the invitation, | asked for a chance to be
included, too. My father agreed, | think, because he never believed a female would
make it. And even if | did, he didn’'t believe | would pose a threat to my perfect
brother. But when the invitation came, it was for me. Not Anatoly.”



She fell silent. The entire time she’d been talking, she'd been looking at the ground.
But now she looked directly at me, her expression miserable, obviously waiting for a
response.

| had no idea what she expected me to say. “Well, good for you, Kira. You earned
your slot here.” It sounded harsher than | intended, but subtly in conversation was not
my forte.

“That’s what | thought,” she said quietly. “Still, 1 needed to prove myself, to my
family, but especialy to my father, that | deserved to be here. But now...it's clear |
don’t have what it takes. My father was right all along about me.” She looked at the
ground again.

What was she trying to say—that she was giving up? My pent-up anger started to
melt, and | started feeling guilty she was even confessing this to me.

“Why do you think your father was right, Kira? Y ou’ ve done great in the trials so far.
You're in amazing physical shape. You didn’'t need help on a single obstacle except
for the wall, and we all needed help on that. You were an excellent diplomat in our
role-playing game, which means you're clearly intelligent and capable. If I’'m honest,
you're also probably the most beautiful girl 1I've ever seen outside of Hollywood.
None of the guys can keep their eyes off you, especially Wally. You've got
everything going for you.” | stopped myself, not sure why I'd said any of that. Why
had | brought Wally into this? Why was | playing therapist? But more importantly,
had | just beenniceto her?

She twisted her hands together. “I screwed everything up. This is al my fault. |
wanted to put distance between everyone and me, especially the girls, because | was
afraid if | liked you, | would hesitate to do what it took to beat you. | could not afford
to risk that. But then | fell to Frankie. She saved me, even when | was terrible to her.
She’'simpossible to resist.”



“That’s true,” | agreed grudgingly. “She did the same to me, and | still don’t know

how.

Kira gave a wry smile. “As the competition went on, | realized that while | was
competent and able, | don't stand out like the rest of you. I'm smart, but | struggle
with advanced math concepts. It's my weakness. Jax has been really good about
helping me. He' s tutoring me in calculus.”

Sothat’ swhy they were always missing together. “That’s really nice of him,” |
admitted.

“Itis, but regardless, it's clear I’'m not going to be one of the two people selected for
UTOP. Anatoly would have had a better shot at it, but | took that from him, too.”

| fell silent for a moment and then asked, “What's your specia class, Kira? You
know, the one you take alone with no one else.”

She pushed back the hair on her shoulders. “Biology. | wanted to be a doctor before
the UTORP training. | thought maybe | could be both, but perhaps it was foolish to
think there’ d be aplace for a doctor who is also an operative.”

| stared at her. “Are you kidding me? You want to be a medical doctor? That would
be an incredibly useful skill to have as an operative.”
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She looked at me hesitantly. “Y ou think so?’
“1 think so. | really do.”
Color crossed her cheeks. “ They’re also testing me for fluency in Russian, Ukrainian,
Belarusian, Polish, Serbian, Croatian, Czech, and French. | hope maybe that will help

my scores some.”

“Youhope? You speak al of those languages?’ | suddenly felt very outclassed. What
did I even do with my time?

“Mostly. French and Czech are my weakest, but I'm completely conversational in all
of them.”

“What, no Spanish?’ | joked weakly.

“Oh, no, Mike has that covered,” she answered. “What's your special class, Angel?’
| hated even answering, given that she' d just majorly shown me up. “Cryptology.”
She sighed. “You're very smart in math and computers.”

“Well, | certainly can’'t speak ten languages and cut someone open on the operating
table. The sight of blood makes me gag.”

“It's only nine languages, counting English, and | could help you with the gagging
thing.”



That made me smile. It was alittle smile, but nonetheless, there’ d been a connection.
| wasn't sure how to feel about that because now everything seemed more
complicated. Why did she want to have this talk with me in the first place? Were we
supposed to be friends, frenemies, or polite acquaintances? How the heck was |
supposed to know?

| sighed. “I guess the bottom line is that none of us knowwhothey’re going to pick
orhowthey’ Il decide. It could be any one of us. Don't give up now. Y ou’ ve got a good
ashot at this. In fact, after hearing what you just said, maybe a better shot than most
of us. We have one more trial coming up this week. So, get out there and do your
best.” It was cheesy, but | said it anyway. “ Show them girls can kick buitt, too.”

She smiled and nodded. “Fair enough. Only if you do the same.” She held out a hand.
“Truce?’

| took her hand and shook it. “ Truce. Now, go and make your dad proud.”

Chapter Forty-Two

ANGEL SINCLAIR

The rest of the week continued as usual but with the extra layer of mind games we
were playing among ourselves. More classes, more psychological testing, and more
anxiety as we got ready to face our final trial.

On Tuesday evening when | was reading in the library, Mike came in and asked if |
wanted to play chess. We set up the board and played seven straight games. He

crushed mein all seven.

“Wow, you're really good,” | said, pushing back from the table. “I thought | was a
decent player, but you killed it. That’s pretty impressive.”



He smiled and thumped his chest. “ Captain of the chess team.”

“l can see why. I’'m going to have to up my game before playing you again. By the
way, | hear you speak Spanish.”

“Yep. My mom’s from Mexico.Tienes bonitos o0jos azules.”

“What does that mean?’ | asked.

“You can google it later,” he said, chuckling. He punched me lightly on the arm
before packing up the board.

As | walked back to my room, | realized | could be friends with him...witheveryoneat
the trials. It was a startling thought for someone like me, who had made her first two
friends just over a month ago. Somewhere along the line, | had started to know and
like the other candidates, and now we were going to be torn apart.

It totally sucked.

| had a huge math test on Wednesday, which | was pretty sure | aced even though |
barely studied. Psychological testing was the strangest. As soon as | came into the
room, Mrs. Thompson told me this would be a short session.

“Okay,” | said, cheering up. Any shortening of a class | despised was a plus in my
book. “What are we doing?’

“l have just one question to ask you and, unlike our previous sessions, you have
permission to think about your answer. | request only that you answer from the heart.
Don’t say what you think | want you to say. | want to hear the truth. Then you're free
to go for the rest of the session.”
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“Really? One question.” How hard could that be?

Ms. Thompson placed her hands on the table and leaned forward. “I want to know
why you want to become an operative. It's a dangerous, complicated job that requires
alot of work and secrecy. It's difficult and, at times, terrifying. Why do you want to
do thiskind of work instead of something else?’

It was an intriguing question. Had she asked me this at the beginning of the trias, |
might have had a different answer. So, why had | accepted the nomination? Was it
because my friends were here? Or had | been enticed by the free education and
promise of a steady job after graduation? Maybe it was the lure of excitement and
adventure—the challenge it presented.

Or perhaps was it something else entirely.

Given my skills behind the keyboard, the future was mine to command. | could work
amost anywhere | wanted, request a salary that would leave me quite comfortable in
life, and do all the things | loved to do. So, why was | stressing out about a
government job that probably wouldn't pay haf of what I'd be worth in the
commercia sector and be dangerous to boot?

| considered my thoughts, and when | had my answer ready, | spoke from the heart.
“It's pretty ssimple, Ms. Thompson. | want my work to matter to the world, even if no

one else knows what I’'m doing. That’s areally powerful thing.”

She smiled and stood. “It is, indeed. Thank you, Angel. You're freeto go.”



By Thursday night, my anxiety was sky-high. | went to the gaming room to blow off
some steam. It was empty, thankfully, as| felt like being alone for a bit. | loaded up a
game, cleared my head, and started playing. I’d been at it for about an hour when the
door opened and Jax strolled in.

“Hey, Angel. Mind if | join you?’

My mood had improved, so | didn’t mind. “ Sure.”

“What are you playing?’ He plopped down on the couch next to me, stretching his
long legs out in front of him.

“Black Salt Kingdom.It's a fantasy role-playing game not unlike the one we played
for the trial. I’ m playing the computer.”

“Y ou need some help?’

| glanced sideways at him, my fingers still moving rapidly. “You've played this
before?’

“Not this game, but close enough.”

Remembering his performance when Mike, Wally, and | had all playedQuaver, |
looked back at the game and tried to think of something he could do that wouldn’t
ruin my score too badly. Then | saw him reviewing the genera’s actions and sighed
inwardly.

“Want to be my general?” There it was—my kind act for the day.

Hiseyeslit up. “I’d loveto.”



We were immersed for another hour and a haf when Jax starting killing it with a
bunch of brilliant military maneuvers. After we handily won the kingdom, | put the
controller down and leaned back on the cushions.

“You'regood,” | said. “Really good.”

“1 can rise to the occasion when required.” He gave me a high five. “Way to go, Y our
Majesty.”

| wasn’t going to let him off the hook that easy. “Y ou downplayed your ability when
you played with me before. Why?’

“1 wasn't playing with just you.” He tossed his controller on the table and didn’t offer
any more of an explanation.

It took me a second to process that. “ So, why do you do that? Keep so much about
yourself hidden?’

“Dol?

“You do.”

“I"'m not hiding the fact | like you.” He scooted closer and wound a strand of my hair
around his finger. When he let go, he pulled a small piece of wrapped chocolate from

the strands and presented it to me.

| took it and shook my head in disbelief. “How do you do that? | was looking at you
the wholetime and | didn’t see you reaching into your pocket.”

“1 told you, it's magic.”



“Intellectually, 1 know it's just an illusion, but I'm still impressed. It's a real talent.
How did you learn that?’
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“1 had lots of time to practice. Mostly when | was hiding in the closet from my dad.”

That made me stop, consider my next words carefully. “Y ou had to hide in the closet
from your dad? Wasiit hard growing up with him?”’

“Hard?’ He laughed, seeming to be genuinely amused by my question. “I wish it had
been hard. It wasn’t hard. It was brutal. Y ou asked me the other day at the gym why |
touch the wall when | swim. It’s because of him.”

“What do you mean?’

“l can swim just fine, but | need to be near a wall so | can grab it if | start to feel
panicked. That's why you always see me swimming on one of the side lanes.”

“Why would you panic? Y ou' re agood swimmer, Jax.”
“Yeah, well, anyone can master atechnique. I’'m not afraid of swimming.”
“Then whatareyou afraid of 7’

“Drowning.” He leaned forward, not looking at me and pressing his elbows on his
thighs. “My old man was a drunk. When he wasn’t beating my mom or me, he was
torturing us. When | was four, he threw me in the deep end of our apartment pool for
wetting the bed. My mom tried to jump in after me, but he held her back. | could hear
her screams as | kept going under. | would have drowned if it hadn’t been for some
guy walking past the pool to get to his room. He jumped in and saved me. No one
said anything, no charges were pressed, and it was back to life in hell, as usual.



Sometimes when |I’'m in the water, | have unexpected flashbacks. There are fewer and
fewer as the years pass by, but the wall steadies me, reminds me I’ m in control.”

| had no idea what to say. “I’m so sorry, Jax,” | finaly choked out. “I had no idea.
Y our mom...she stayed with him?’

“Yeah. She stayed with him.” He looked at the screen, where our game was frozen
with our winning score. “l think she was planning to leave, but she never got the
chance. One day, she was slow in bringing him a beer. He knocked her down hard.
She hit her head on the bricks when she went down. Died instantly. | was six and
witnessed the entire thing. My old man told the police she slipped, and they bought it.
Then, when she was gone, he only had one target left.”

| was so revolted, | pressed my hand against my mouth. | finally managed to locate
my voice. “Isyour father still alive?’

“No. Hedied.”

“How?’

“I killed him.”

“Youdid...what?’ My eyeswidened in horror.

“He came home late one night, drunker than I’ ve ever seen him. He hauled me out of
bed and started beating me without even uttering a word. Smashed my nose, my eye,
broke a rib and my arm, and almost choked me to death. He would have succeeded,
but he was too drunk to hold on, and | wasn't alittle kid anymore. | got away, but |
had limited vision because it was dark and the eye he' d hit had swollen shut. | slipped
on the stairs and fell. | hurt my ankle and couldn’t walk, so | crawled through the
living room, trying to get out the back door. He caught me at the fireplace, same



place as Mom. As hisfists came down, | pulled the poker from the fireplace stand and
used it to protect myself.”

“Oh, no.” My voice was hardly awhisper. “How old were you?’

“Twelve.”

“What happened after that?’

“No charges were pressed against me. 1I'd been beaten within an inch of my life,
Every cop in the room knew what had happened. | had no other family, so | was
placed in a state-run group home. This year, at seventeen, | was able to declare
myself independent and support myself on various odd jobs while | finished up
school. Then came the UTOP offer, and here | am.”

“You live on your own?’

“1 did until now.”

My mind whirled from his revelations, remembering he tutored kids after school and
worked odd jobs. He was alone and supporting himself at seventeen. It was
staggering to imagine how hard that must be for him.

“Your father’ s death—it wasn't your fault,” | finally said.

He shrugged. “No one else held that poker.”

“Y ou were protecting yourself. It was self-defense.”

“True, but it doesn’t change what happened.”



| tried to compose mysalf, but my emotions were running high. “Does Mr. Donovan
know?’

“Of course he knows. They al know.”
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“Well, they haven't held it against you,” | said. “You wouldn't have gotten invited
hereif that was the case.”

“Perhaps. | like to tell myself I'm here because I’ m intelligent, | take tests well, and |
can think on my feet. Or even maybe it's because | have some skills that could be
useful for an operative, like a hypersensitivity to people’s behaviors and body
language. It's a skill | learned from an early age when trying to judge my father’s
moods. Occasionally, | entertain the idea that they’'re impressed by my seight of
hand. But do you want to know what | really think is the reason | got invited to
UTOP?

| was almost afraid to respond. “Yes,” | finaly whispered.

“I’m pretty sure I’m the only one among us who’ s killed someone. | bet they figure if
| did it once, | could do it again.” He pushed off the couch. “So, now you know my
secrets, Red. Good night, and good luck on the trial tomorrow.”

Without another word, he walked out of the gaming room, closing the door behind
him. | sat there in silence, shamed | had pushed him to reveal such a hidden part of

himself.

Pressing my hands over my face, | wondered what dark secrets the rest of us were
hiding.

Chapter Forty-Three

ANGEL SINCLAIR



“Angel, are you asleep?”’

| rolled over in the bed and peered down at Frankie on the bottom bunk. She was
sitting up in the bed.

“No. I'm awake.”

“Can | come up?’ she whispered.

“Sure.” | sat up and crossed my legs to make room for her to sit.

Frankie carefully climbed up the bunk ladder and sat at the foot of my bed, her feet
hanging off the bed. “I can’t fall asdleep.”

“Me neither.”

“Are you worried about the trials?’ she asked.

“No.” | sighed. “Yes”

I’d been thinking about Jax all night, wondering what would happen to him if he
didn’t make UTOP. What would his future hold? How would he manage without the
support and love of afamily?

Then | thought about Kira. Would her father permit her to be a doctor if she didn’t
make the cut? What would happen to Mike, Bo, and Hala if none of them made it,
too?

| blew out a breath, deciding to be honest with Frankie. “I’m worried about everyone.
I’m also worried about us, the White Knights. The only way this plays out well is if
none of us makeit.”



Frankie was silent for amoment. “Do you want to go on to UTOP, Angel ?’

“Yes.” | lifted my hands, miserable. “| wasn't even sure | wanted to do thisin the first
place. But now that I’'m here, a part of mereallywants to win one of those two dlots.
Thisisjust a little taste of what we would get at UTOP, and if I'm honest, | likeit. |
haven't been this challenged in my entire life—intellectually or emotionally.
It's...exhilarating. But | don’'t want to get a slot at the expense of yours or Wally’s
friendship. The others have alot to lose, too, if they don’'t make it.”

She put a hand on my shoulder. “Angel, you aren’t going to lose my friendship, or
Wally’s, ether, if you get chosen and we don't, or vice versa. Real friendships don't
just disappear. The others will find their own paths, as well. You heard Mr. Donovan.
Candidates are just encouraged to show their skills in different ways within the
intelligence agency.”

“Do you want to make it, Frankie?’ | asked. “You know, live the life of an
operative?’

“Of course | do. That'swhy I’'m here. But regardless of what happens, it's all part of
my journey to becoming a better person, a productive person.”

“How do you do it?’ | twisted my sheet between my fingers. “You seem to go
through life without anxiety. But think about it. If one of us went on to UTOP and the
rest of us didn’t, things would change, and | was just getting used to having you guys
around. | like having friends, Frankie.”

“And your friends like having you.” She hugged her knees to her chest, resting her
chin on her kneecaps. “But friendships change regardless. It’'s called growth. If you

went to UTOP without us, it wouldn’'t change that.”

| loved her, | realy did. But | didn't believe her. “It might, Frankie. Serioudly, it



really might. That's the part that has me worried the most—although | don’t know
why I’'m stressing so much. I’ m not getting one of those two slots. I’ ve outright failed
two of the trials and sucked at most of the rest other than the gaming challenge.”

“That’s so not true. You don’'t have anything to worry about. Y ou’'re always coming
up with origina ideas.”

“Y eah, well, executing those ideas is the problem.”
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She patted my knee. “Do you know what Charles told me?’
“Charles?’ | searched my brain in confusion but came up empty. “Who's Charles?’

“Charles Mayford, the personal trainer/lifeguard guy with the dark curly hair and
pretty blue eyes? For heaven's sake, Angel, you've seen him a dozen times at the
gym. He' s really sweet and engaged to be married this summer. His fiancée, Reneg, is
a homicide detective. Imagine that.”

| searched my memory and came up with a dark-haired guy that | barely remembered.
| shook my head. “Is thereanyoneyou don’t know, Frankie?’

“Of course. There are dozens of people here | haven't met. Yet.” She rolled her neck.
“Anyway, Charles gave me an excellent piece of advice. He told me that ‘ continuous
improvement is better than delayed perfection.” He's right. This is aschool, Angel.
Even if it's a spy school, no one expects us to be perfect right out of the gate. What
they'relooking for is potential. And of al of us,youhave the most of that.”

| lifted my hands in astonishment. “Y oureallybelieve that about me?’

“Ireallydo.”

| couldn’t wrap my head around it. There was a serious probability that she might be
the most intuitive person on the entire planet. She'd said exactly what | needed to

hear at this moment—that | had potential, and an honest shot at one of the dlots.

“Thank you, Frankie.”



She chuckled and crawled across the bed to give me a hug. “No, thank you, Angel,
for the talk. | feel sleepy now. I’ [l see you in the morning.”

After she climbed back down and settled into bed, | lay awake staring at the ceiling.
How did she do that? She’ d somehow turned around the conversation to make it seem
like | was helping her when, in reality, she’ dknownl needed this talk to get my head
straight. That girl had mad people skills | couldn’t even begin to fathom.

| was dang lucky she was my friend.

Chapter Forty-Four

ANGEL SINCLAIR

“Please report to the front of the building after breakfast at oh seven forty-five and
wait for further instruction.”

It was Friday morning, and all eight of us were eating breakfast in the cafeteria. 1'd
tried to make eye contact with Jax, but he had headphones in and was sitting with his
back to us. | wasn't sure how to handle what he'd told me last night, but it made me

see him in anew and different light.

When the announcement to go out front came over the loudspeaker, | dropped what
was left of abagel on my plate and exchanged aworried glance with Wally.

He looked at me, scared. “Why are we going to the front of the building? Are they
going to take us somewhere?’

“Probably.”

He nervously wiped his hands on a napkin. “I just hope that whatever we do today,



it's not physically demanding. | think my body has reached final capacity on that
front. Everything hurts.”

| hurt, too, but the truth was, we were al looking leaner and stronger. | kind of liked
the way it made me feel—a bit more confident and sure on my feet. Unfortunately,
the exercise hadn’t seemed to improve my awkwardness or social skills. Guess that
was going to take a different kind of training. Still, | agreed with Wally’s sentiment.
The last thing | felt like doing was grappling with another round of push-ups, pull-
ups, and chin-ups that | couldn’t manage. Not that | had any control over what we'd
do next.

A little before seven forty-five, we all filed out of the front of the building. A bus was
idling, waiting for us to get on. My heart started pounding in my chest, and every cell
in my body wished it were twenty-four hours from now.

Wally leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Oh, boy. Here we go.”

“Good luck,” | whispered back. “Y ou’ve got this.” | tried for an optimistic inflection
in my voice, but it sounded fake and stilted. Wally was too nervous to notice.

Once we were loaded, including Mr. Donovan, the bus drove past the UTOP campus.
We looked at the buildings with undisguised curiosity, particularly because it was
forbidden to us. | assumed the students were in class, because there were just a few
kids walking around. The campus was prettier than the KIT compound, with
strategically placed redbrick colonial buildings, pretty courtyards, and well-kept
flower beds. We passed the campus and kept driving on a paved road into the woods.
It made me wonder how many square miles the entire area encompassed.

The bus stopped in asmall lot, where a couple other cars were parked. We got off the
bus and waited for further instructions. Mr. Donovan slid on his sunglasses and
waved a hand at us. “ Students, please follow me.”



We walked up a tree-lined path toward a rectangular building sitting at the top of a
small hill. | couldn’'t get a clear view of the building, because it was obstructed by a
screen of large bushes. When we stood in front of the bushes, Mr. Donovan held up a
hand, stopping us.

“Your trial will take place here. There are severa stations you must successfully
navigate. After the first station, you may proceed individually or as a group. Unlike
previous challenges, not everyone is required to finish together in order for you to
complete the course.”

| glanced at Frankie, who shielded her eyes with a hand pressed against her forehead
as she listened to Mr. Donovan speak. She seemed remarkably calm, which in turn
relaxed me. If Frankie wasn't afraid, | shouldn’t be, either. She was right—we should
do our best and let the chips fall as they may. The best two people would be selected,
and that was how it should be. | felt the band of anxiety gripping my stomach ease.

“There are five stations in the fina trial, with a two-and-a-half-hour time limit to
complete al the stations,” he continued. “To get started, an individual will be
randomly selected to be the ‘eyes for the first station. After that, you can decide for
yourselves how you intend to address each challenge.”
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| felt someone looking at me, and when | turned, | saw Jax’s eyes on me. | gave him a
tenuous smile, and he nodded briefly but said nothing.

“Throughout the trial, there will be multiple obstacles or objects that are painted red
or lit with red lights.” Mr. Donovan spread his arms. “These objects may not be
touched by any student, nor may any object be used by a student to touch a red area.
For example, a student may not walk across a red-painted moat, nor may you lay a
board on the moat to walk across it. If any competitor touches a red area, or an item
they’ re controlling touches a red area, it will result in a five-minute penalty for that
individual and they must return to where they were before they touched the red area
along with any items. Progress will be monitored and penalties assessed by video
monitoring.”

That sounded ominous. Wally exchanged a worried glance with me.

“If you incur too many penalties and run out of time, you'll fail the challenge. Please
be reminded that only two competitors will be selected. There are alot of points up
for grabs in this final challenge, so good luck to each of you. Are there any
guestions?’

We stared at each other, but no one spoke. | had a hundred questions, but without
having seen the challenges, it was difficult to articulate them. Instead, | wrapped my
arms around my waist and kept quiet. Everyone else must have been in the same boat,
because no one el se spoke up.

“Fine. I'll move on.” Mr. Donovan unsnapped his briefcase and pulled out a flattened
brown paper bag. He opened it and stuck his hand inside. “For the first challenge,



there are no red zones, which is good because most of you won't be able to see. I'm
going to draw a name out of this paper bag. That person will be referred to as Eyes.
The rest of you will don swim goggles that have been painted black so you cannot
see. We will then proceed around those bushes behind me. You'll be required to
assemble the object on the far side. | will show Eyes a picture of what you're to
assemble. Once you begin, Eyes will not be able to touch anything to help you with
the assembly nor can they tell you what it is you' re assembling. However, Eyeswillbe
able to provide you with directions to assemble the item. Once you hear a bell, you'll
know that the item is satisfactorily assembled. You may then remove your goggles
and proceed to the next station. | will leave as soon as we proceed around the bushes,
after | show Eyes the picture. | will give Eyes up to two minutes to survey the station
and develop a plan. The timing for the overal chalenge begins at the end of two
minutes or when Eyes gives the first instruction. You'll have to figure out where to
go and how to pass each subsequent station on your own. Y ou will not see me again
until after you have completed the trial or the time limit is up. There will be timers
along the way to show you how much time is |eft. Pay close attention to them. Every
minute matters. Are you ready?’

He studied us one by one, waiting for us to nod. Was it my imagination or did his
look linger alittle longer on me?

He reached into the brown bag and pulled out a piece of paper. He lowered his
sunglasses and said, “Angel Sinclair.”

| blew out a breath, and everyone stared at me. Anxiety flooded my veins. If | failed
in my duty, | would sink everyone. Holy crap. No pressure.

Mr. Donovan remained staring at me, waiting for an acknowledgment, agreement, or
something. | straightened my shoulders and gave him a curt nod.

| could do this.



Satisfied, he put the bag away and pulled out a handful of swim goggles that had
blackened eyepieces. He handed them out to everyone but me and instructed the
students to put them on. Once they were on, he checked each student for tightness
and fit to make sure no gaps were visible.

“Just a reminder, we will be monitoring each of you by video and will issue severe
penalties for anyone caught cheating.”

Once we were duly warned, he arranged everyone behind me in a straight line, each
person holding on to the shoulders of the person in front of them. | walked slowly as
everyone shuffled awkwardly behind me.

We came out into a grassy clearing near the side entrance of the large white building
we'd seen on our trek up. | could see a closed door with alarge number two over it. |
assumed that would be where we'd go if we completed the first obstacle.

Mr. Donovan moved toward me holding a card. “Ms. Sinclair, please remember you
may not tell your fellow students what they’ re assembling. If you do, you will fail the
obstacle. Do you understand?’

| nodded. “I understand.”

He handed me the card. It had a picture of a large four-pole awning, the kind that
people raised at the beach and soccer games to stay out of the sun. The card also
contained a one-sentence instruction that read:Rai se the awning.

My eyes widened. Raise an awning? I’ d never even put up atent in my life.

A closer look at the grassy area indicated there were some indistinguishable items

located there. | started to hyperventilate. Why the heck had he pulled my name out of
the paper bag? Why couldn’'t it have been Bo or Mike who could have easily



explained to us how to assemble something like this?

| had the worst [uck!

Mr. Donovan clapped me on the shoulder. “Okay, students, I’m going to leave now.
Y ou're on your own. We will be watching carefully. Good luck to all.” He turned and
disappeared back down to the parking lot.

For a moment, | stared at him, wishing | could shout at him to come back and take
this responsibility from me. But the rest of the kids were standing there blindly with
blacked-out goggles, waiting for me to lead them.

| breathed deeply and stared at the photo of the large tent-style awning, trying to
decide what the right order of tasks would need to be performed. Time was going to
be of the essence.

“Stand by,” | said to the others. “1’ ve got two minutes to figure how to best do this.”

| dashed out into the clearing and saw at once what my problem would be. The items
for the awning were in different piles and not centrally located. The awning fabric
was rolled up on one part of the clearing and appeared to have some kind of tie
around it. Farther away on the same side, | could see some long poles. About fifteen
yards from the poles was a pile of ropes. | dashed to the opposite side of the clearing
and found a small canvas bag with a hammer lying in the grass. | couldn’t see what
was in the bag, but my best guess was they were the stakes that would hold the
awning up once it was raised. My eyes lingered on the hammer. Trying to hammer
stakes in the ground without being able to see was going to be extremely difficult, not
to mention downright dangerous.

How in the heck was | going to wak them through that? | forced myself to cam
down. We'd just have to cross that bridge when we got to it.



“Red?’ | heard Jax call out. “What’s going on?’

| jogged back to the group. “Okay, this is what we're going to do. | want Bo, Mike,
Jax, and Kira to hold on to each other’s shoulders and take ten large steps to your
direct right and wait for me. Frankie and Wally, you go straight ahead fifteen steps.
Hala, turn left and take ten large steps.”

The group starting bumping into each other and cursing, tripping over each other. It
might have been a funny situation, except we didn’'t have time for my incompetent
direction.
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“Stop,” | shouted.
Everyone froze.

What was | doing? | had to guide themeverystep of the way. | was the only eyes of
this operation. Success would hinge upon me using the limitations given and a lot of
creative thinking.

Think outside the box.

| ran over to the awning fabric. “Bo, Wally, Mike, and Kira, walk toward the sound
of my voice.” | kept shouting and encouraging them until all four stood next to the
fabric. | quickly did the same for the others until | had those | wanted at each pile.

“Bo, kneel and reach out in front of you.” When he did what | asked, | explained
further. “You’'ll find alarge canvas tied with some kind of rope. It looks like it’s tied
in abow. Undo the tie and unroll it. It’slarge, so Kira, when Bo tells you he has freed
it, get down on your hands and knees and help him smooth it out. Jax, you and Mike
take three steps to your left and then ten steps forward. You'll find four large poles at
your feet. One end is sharp, so be careful. Pick them up and stand by to bring them
back to Bo and Kiraon my command. I'll be right back.”

| ran over to Frankie and Wally, who stood patiently waiting for me. “Guys, there are
four coils of rope in front of you. Each of you pick up two and then wait for my next

instruction.”

| dashed over to Hala, who stood near the bag with what | assumed were stakes and



hammer. Upon closer inspection | saw the bag had aknot init.

“Hala, sit down and grab the soft cloth bag that is front of you. It’s next to a hammer.
Forget the hammer for now. Focus on the bag. It's tied with a knot. | need you to
untie it so we can get what'sinside.”

“Okay,” she said and promptly sat down. | guided her to the bag and she pulled it in
her lap and started working on the knot.

“I'll return in a minute,” | told her and ran back to Frankie and Wally. They had
successfully gathered all of the ropes.

“Good job, guys. Follow my voice thisway.”

| led them over to where Bo and the rest of his group were trying to unroll the fabric.
It wasn't going well. The fabric was only half unrolled, and they were arguing. Kira
was sitting on half of it, Jax had his knees on another part, and it was crooked. They
were completely clueless asto what to do, and that was my fault.

Despair shot through me. Time was ticking. We'd never be able to complete this
station and move on if they didn’t know what they were doing.

| replayed Mr. Donovan's instructions word by word in my head, looking for a
loophole. Then, | suddenly had it. He'd told me | couldn’t tell themwhatthey were
assembling, but he never said | couldn’t describe theeffectit would provide.

| clapped my hands so everyone stopped talking and listened. “Guys, we're already
down at least fifteen minutes,” | said. “We need to focus so we can get this task done.
Trust me, it will be nice to have a little shade when you're done. | don’t think it will
take us longer than ten minutes, although | haven’'t done anything like this since my
last Girl Scout campout.”



Bo dtilled, and then a smile crossed his face. One by one, | saw the understanding
dawn on their faces. Bo felt the fabric and then told Kira what to do. Jax and Mike
bent down to help. Suddenly everything started falling into place. Now that they
understood what they had to do, they could coordinate their own efforts. Relieved, |
dashed off to see how Halawas doing with the knot. She was still struggling.

“Angel, | can’t get it,” she said in frustration. “I can’t see what I’m doing.”

“1 know it’s hard, but you’ ve got small hands like me. Y ou'’ re the best person for this
job. Just keep it at. You can do it.” | instructed her to turn over the knot a couple of
times, but without being able to see, she wasn't making any progress. Encouraging
her to keep trying, | ran back to the other group.

They had already spread out the awning and positioned the poles so the ends with the
metal spikes were all aligned and pointed down. Those spikes would go into the
ground and the other side would slide through the grommet hole at the top of each
corner of the awning. Once those top poles were through, the ropes would loop over
the metal top where it came through the fabric and be tied to a stake and pulled tau.
Now that everyone knew what we were doing, the process would be alot faster, since
they would understand the mechanics.

“Great job!” | shouted enthusiastically. “1 need one pole and one coil of rope at each
corner. Remember, sharp point of the pole pointing down. Slide the other end of the

pole through the grommet, then loop the rope in, too. I’ [l be back in a minute.”

| rushed back to where Hala was swearing in what | assumed was Arabic. “| take it
that means you’ re not making progress.”

“1t’ s not working, Angel.” She threw the bag to the ground. “1 can’t undo the knot.”

| knelt down to inspect it closely. The cord was extremely thin, which made the knot



small and difficult for her to feel with just her fingertips. She picked it up again, and |
tried to direct her, but it just wasn’'t happening.

| glanced over at the others. Time was slipping away at an alarming rate, but they’d
assembled the tent and gotten the poles and the ropes looped through the grommets,
Now they were standing there waiting for one thing to secure it. The stakes. But once

we got the stakes, how in the world would they hammer them blindly?

Hala had started making small, panicked noises as she struggled with the knot. What
in the world were they thinking when they presented us with an impossible task?

| froze for a moment considering that.

Impossible.

Maybe itwasan impossible task.

Perhaps they never intended for us to get the bag open. It could be that recognizing
that was part of the test. | pulled the card out of my pocket and read the instructions

again.
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Raise the awning.

They didn’t say anything about securing it. We just had to raise it and we could move
on, or at least that would be a literal interpretation. But given the way things were
going, it was worth atry.

Hoping | wasright, | straightened.

“Drop the bag and leave the hammer,” | said to Hala. “We're not going to use them.”
“What?' Halalooked up with blacked-out goggles. “Why not?’

“Let me worry about that. Just come on, okay?’

She stood, and we dashed back to the others. Bo, Jax, Kira, and Mike already stood at
the corners, awaiting my orders.

“Red, what' s next?’ Jax said calmly.

| took a calming breath. “Okay, | want each of you at the four corners to grab the rope
connected to your pole. Jax, call out to Frankie. Frankie, go to him, and when you get
there, steady his pole. Hala, you do the same with Bo, and Wally, you assist Kira
Mike, | want you to just stand by, okay? Hold your rope and the pole, but don’t move
yet. We're going to raise your side last.”

Soon as everyone was in place. One person held a rope and one person steadied the
pole, except for Mike, who continued to hold both.



“Now, on the count of three, | want everyone except Mike to step back two paces
holding the rope taut and the pole steady,” | said. “One. Two. Three.”

Everyone except Mike stepped back in near perfect sync. Three sides of the awning
went up perfectly. | amost cheered, but we weren’t done yet. | gave a few additional
adjusting commands and then had Frankie move to where Mike held the remaining
rope and pole. His side was still partially collapsed, but Frankie grasped the pole and
Mike held the rope.

“On my command, Frankie, you and Mike take two steps back and hold on tight,” |
instructed. “The rest of you stay where you are and hold your sides tightly.”

Two steps later, the last side of the awning was raised. It looked perfect, even if it
wasn't nailed to the ground with stakes.

Heart pounding, | spread my arms and turned in aslow circle. | had no idea where the
monitoring cameras were located, but | swept my hand toward the awning and hoped
with all my heart | had done the right thing.

“Task completed,” | shouted. “It’s officially raised.”

Chapter Forty-Five

ANGEL SINCLAIR

My proclamation was met by dead silence. My heart sank.

I’d been wrong, and now |’ d wasted valuable time. Goodbye at any chance of making
UTOP.

Just as | was turning around to instruct someone to fetch the bag with the stakes, the



clear peal of abell sounded through the clearing.

“Yes!” | screamed, jumping up and pumping my fistsin the air.

Everyone dropped the awning in a jumble of poles and ropes, stripped off their
goggles, and swarmed me. We allowed ourselves a few seconds of congratulations
before | detached myself and pointed at the building. A large timer hung over the
entrance. It had counted down to 116. | assumed it indicated the minutes we had
remaining to finish the rest of the tasks.

“No timeto waste,” | said. “On to the next task.”

Kira reached the door first and flung it open. We crowded around the entrance,
jostling to see what was inside. At first glance it looked like the building was a large
warehouse with high ceilings. The room had a narrow walkway painted white on the
floor—about two people wide—while the rest was painted red, stretching out all the
way to the walls on each side. The white path ended about twenty feet from the door
at adlightly raised platform.

Bo stepped back and looked at me. “Do we go in?”

| wasn’t sure why he was deferring to me, but | answered anyway. “Yes.” Taking a
breath, | stepped into the building, careful to stay on the white path. “Don’t touch the
red floor,” | warned. “Proceed carefully.”

| made my way carefully to the foot of the platform and stopped. Kira was directly
behind me, and others followed. Kira lifted her leg to step up onto the platform, but |

held out an arm, stopping her.

“Wait. Let’ sthink about thisfirst, okay?’ | said.



She nodded and stayed where she was. We al surveyed our surroundings. On the
opposite wall of the door and above another closed door hung a huge digital timer
that was counting down. It showed 112.



Page 84

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:06 am

“That’s al the time we have left to finish,” | said.

“What's that?” Hala asked. She pointed beneath the timer where several medieval
characters had been painted on the wall, seemingly moving in procession toward the
door. It looked like a king and queen, a couple of princes and princesses, a few lords,
and some knights on horses.

“What the heck?’ Jax muttered.

“We'll figure it out,” | said, stepping up onto the platform. Kira joined me on a
horizontal white-painted area just big enough to fit eight of us if we stood side by
side. The others came up slowly and took their places.

When everyone was up, we studied the platform’s surface. It was comprised of rows
of large square blocks arranged in columns and rows that went to the very edge of the
platform. Each block had letters and a red-lighted line around it. Some of the letters
were Greek, and others were English. Some blocks had only one letter, but most
appeared to have two. The platform wasn’t rectangular, as its last three rows were
missing some cells in the middle, but it ran all the way up to the door surrounded by
the painted medieval figures. Above the door was the countdown timer.

“What in the heck?’ Mike knelt to get a better look at one of the blocks. “Are we
supposed to step on them to get to the door?”

“1 don’t see any other way, do you?' Kira asked.

“| don't.”



“Okay, so we're in agreement that the challenge is to step on the blocks to get across
the platform to the next door,” Jax said. “It can’'t be as simple as running across.”

Bo leaned over and examined a block. “The blocks look slightly raised. | think if we
step on them, they will sink and something will happen.”

“Probably turn red and the person standing on it would get a penalty,” Hala offered.
“Remember Mr. Donovan said whoever steps on something red is clocked five
minutes of time and has to go back to where they were before they touched it.”

Frankie giggled and we all turned to look at her. “What’s so funny?’ | asked.

“I"'m thinking this looks a lot like the Indiana Jones movie where if you step on the
wrong square you get shot with a poison arrow, your head is sliced off, or you fall
into a snake pit below.”

We stared at her in astonishment before Wally said, “She’s right. We have to figure
out which blocks we can safely step on or suffer consequence, like Hala suggested.”

“Well, we'd better hurry,” Kirasaid. “Timeisticking.”

She was right. We'd already wasted five minutes just talking about it. In fact, a part
of me couldn’t help but wonder how much of our tasks were designed to make us
waste time so we couldn’t finish. My eyes met Jax’s, and it was like he knew exactly
what | was thinking.

“We have to rule out that thisisn’t just a puzzle designed to mess with our heads.”
Jax said. “We need to test the hypothesis that we can’t just walk across.”

“Dude, they aren’t going to all this trouble just to mess with our minds,” Mike said
and then looked doubtful. “Right?’



“1 think we should be cautious,” Bo said. “Try to figureit out first.”

“No, Jax is right,” | said quietly. “Time is our enemy. We have to eliminate that
possibility.”

“But which one of uswould risk it?” Kiraasked. “What if we're disqualified?’

“No one will be disqudlified,” | said. “Mr. Donovan specifically mentioned a five-
minute penalty, but not adisqualification. It’'s alegitimate move.”

Wally looked around. “ So, who among us would volunteer for a possible five-minute
penalty?’

| stepped forward. “1 will.”

“Too late, Red.” Jax stepped onto a block in the first row with the Greek letter kappa
on it.

While we watched, the cell sank slightly and started flashing red. Jax jumped back off
asavoice came over aloudspeaker.

“Five-minute penalty to Mr. Drummond.”

“Why did you do that?’ | asked Jax. “I was going to do it.”

“My idea. My risk.” He swept out a hand. “I just confirmed our hypothesis that we
must deduce a pattern to cross.”

“There has to be a clue in those |etters on the squares,” Hala said. “Why are some in
English and some in Greek?”’
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“They look really familiar,” Wally mused. He stood at the edge, his hand on his chin,
staring at the letters as if they would magically speak.

“The only thing | know from Greek isThe IliadorThe Odyssey,” Hala offered. “But |
barely remember what happened.”

“There was Euripides,” Kira suggested. “Didn’'t he write severa significant plays in
Greek?”

“Guys, you' re overthinking,” Wally said. “ These are just letters. Symbols.” He turned

to me suddenly and snapped his fingers. “Symbols! That’sit. It’s the periodic table of
elements.”

“What? The periodic table?’ | repeated confused, staring at the blocks. “The last time
| checked, there were no Greek lettersin the periodic table.”

“Regardless, that's what this is, Angel.” Wally's voice was excited. “Look at the
pattern of the blocks. They match exactly to that of the periodic table of
elements...except they’ re messed up.”

“Really messed up,” | agreed.

“No, Wally’'s right,” Mike said. “Those letters on the cells could be the two-letter
element designations.”

“But what’ s with the Greek letters?’ | asked in exasperation.



Wally looked at me, his eyes distant, which meant he was in deep thinking mode.
“Well, there's a Greek equivalent to the English alphabet, you know. Maybe the
Greek letter is being substituted for the English one, just to make this more
challenging. In fact, that makes sense if you look at that top left block. It saysHand
the Greek letter epsilon.”

“Um, what’s an epsilon?’” Frankie asked. “Chemistry isn’t my thing.”

Wally pointed toward a funny-looking E. “Essentially it's the Greek equivalent to
anE. It's the fifth letter of the Greek alphabet. In this case, if you trandate, HE, it
equals helium.”

| could feel my own excitement growing, but something still wasn’t right. “That
works, but it sin the wrong place on the periodic table, guys. Helium should be in the
top right, and it’s in the top left on this one.”

Wally nodded. “I know. Somehow the table isjumbled. Maybe that means we have to
jump across the blocks in order to match the periodic table.”

“That would be impossible,” Mike argued. “Those blocks are way too far apart. |
mean, if we were to go in order, helium and hydrogen would be the two elements
we'd have to jump on first, and they’re the farthest away from us. None of us could
jump that far.”

“He'sright,” | said.

“Well, maybe we need to do it backward,” Kira offered. “You know, start with the
last element and get off at the first, which would be hydrogen.”

“Still won’t work,” | said. “The door we need to go through isin front of helium, not
hydrogen.”



Frustrated, we stared at the blocks. | couldn't even bear to look at the timer as
valuable time dlipped away. It felt like the answer was staring us in the face, but none
of us could seeiit.

“Wait,” Wally finally said. “We agree the elements are mixed up, but take a closer
look. At least the elements are still in the same rows they’ re supposed to be in. That
has to mean something.”

“True,” Mike said. “ Theyarein the correct rows. Way to be observant, Wally.”

“Thanks. But what does it mean?”

| wished | could contribute something, but | was coming up blank. My anxiety
hei ghtened.

“Not to be the bearer of bad news, but tick tock, everyone,” Jax said.

| tried not to be annoyed at him and everyone else that the pressure was just on Mike,
Wally, and me to figure it out. | guess since we were the experts in chemistry, it was
only fair, but still.

“Okay,” | finally said, thinking aloud. “Let’s look at what we know. We think thisis
the periodic table of elements. The elements are mixed up but are in the correct rows.
We know we have to cross the blocks using some kind of pattern that has to do with
the elements. Jax tried it randomly, and it didn’'t work. They can’t expect us to pull a
pattern out of thin air. So that means therehasto be a clue somewhere in this room to
help us determine that pattern.”

Frankie raised her hand, pointing it at the wall. “My bet is the clue has to do with the
royalty painted on the wall. Other than the Greek designations on the blocks, that
seems to be the only other obvious sign.”



My focus snapped back to the wall with the paintings. Frankie was right. The clue
had to be on the wall.

“So what does that painting signify?’ | mused aloud. “Kings, queens, knights?
Where' sthe clue in that?’

We dl studied the mural asif the answer would magically come to us.
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It didn’t.

“l don’t know,” Mike finally said, throwing his hands up in frustration. “What in the
heck do abunch of kings and queens have to do with chemistry?’

“Well, there are also knights and horses, which indicates medieval times,” Hala
pointed out. “Maybe it's highlighting an important discovery in chemistry that
happened in that time frame?’

“But what?" Wally said. “Nothing leaps to mind. Y ou got something, Angel?’
| shook my head. “I’ ve got nothing.”

“Okay, what if we come at it from an entirely different angle?’ Frankie said. “What
do all those nobles have in common other than the fact that they’ re really rich?”’

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Wally, Mike, and | looked at each other
in stunned shock. “Noble!” we shouted at her in unison.

We gave each other high fives until we realized the rest of the group was looking at
usasif we'dlost our minds.

“The noble gases,” Wally explained. “Frankie, you're a genius. Noble gases are the
only nonmetal elements in the periodic table. There should be enough of them to get
us across the platform. And, by the way, helium is a noble gas, and it’s at the front of
the door. So that theory works.”



| nodded excitedly. “Exactly. All we have to do is decode the gases from the Greek
and we'll know which block to step on.” | threw a worried glance at Mike and Wally.
“Except | don’t know what order the noble gases go in. Do you, either of you?”’

Mike shook his head, but Wally grinned and tapped his head. “I got it right up here,
baby.” He started walking along the first row, dliding into his commanding general
role. “Okay, | seeit now. That's why they mixed up the rows—to make it harder for

us.

“That wasn't hard enough?’ Hala said.

| walked over beside Wally, looking at the blocks in a new light. “What are you
looking for?’

“We have to go from the bottom up like Kira suggested, since helium is in front of
the door. So if we start with the last of the noble gases, that would make it oganesson
or Og.” He stopped in front of a block that had the Greek letters omega and gamma.
“Thisisit. Herel go.”

Blowing out a nervous breath, he stepped onto the block. It sank, but stayed white.
No voice came over the loudspeaker indicating a penalty.

We all cheered.

“Way to go Wally!” | said.

“Okay, I’'m going to make my way across slowly,” he said jumping on the next
blocks. “Radon, Rn, xenon, Xe, krypton, Kr, argon, Ar, neon, Ne, and helium, He.”

He paused on the last block and raised his hands in the air. “Just like that, I'm safely
at the door. It worked! But now what do | do?’



“Can you open the door?’ Bo called.

“Not from up here on the block. It's a short jump down, and it looks like there is a
white areawhere | can safely land.”

“Well, doit!” Jax shouted.

Wally jumped down, and the door dlid open. “It worked,” he yelled. “ The door is now
open.”

“I’ll go next,” Kirasaid.

Wally stayed at the foot of the platform telling her which block to jump on until she
made it across. She jumped down next to him, and suddenly the door dlid shut.

“What the heck?’ Wally said. “The door just closed.” Kira banged on the door, but it
wouldn’t open.

“What happened?’ Bo asked. “Why did it close?’

“l don’'t know,” Kirasaid. “When | jumped down next to Wally, it closed.”

“Jax, go next,” | said. “See if you can figure out what happened to the door.”

He crossed the blocks, and when he jumped down next to Kira and Wally, the door
slid open.

“What in the world?” Wally said.
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Jax stepped through the door. “1’m going in to investigate.”
“I’ll go with you,” Kirasaid, following him. They both disappeared from view.
“Everyone else, hurry up and cross,” Wally shouted. “I’ll walk you through it.”

Hala crossed next, and when she jumped down next to Wally the door dlid shut,
trapping Kira and Jax on the other side.

Pounding came from the other side of the door. “Open up!” Kira shouted. “We can’'t
see athingin here.”

“Can you open the door from your side?” Wally asked.

“No,” Jax yelled back. “There’s no handle or release for the door on this side, at least
not that we can feel. We can't see a thing with the door shut. We're in a narrow
corridor in pitch-black. There’ s no light switch, at least not that we can find.”

“I'll seeif | can help them,” Mike said as he quickly leaped across the squares on the
platform. When he jumped off the block to the white space below, the door slid open.
Jax and Kira spilled out.

“Well, that was interesting,” Jax said. “It’s pitch-dark when you move away from the
door. There were no evident light switches, either, and we felt along the walls. We

were afraid we might step on ared floor, but we couldn’t see anything.”

“They can’t penalize us for stepping on something we can't see,” Kira objected.



“Guys, hate to break it up, but we have a problem out here,” | said from the other
side. “The door appears to open when every other person jumps to the platform.
There's eight of us. The last person to cross the platform won't make it through the
door. As soon as they leap to the floor, the door will close and they’ |l be stuck on this
side. Unless we can find a mechanism on the inside of the door to open it again. If
not, one of uswill have to be eliminated.”

For a moment, we all just stared at one another, absorbing the impact of my
declaration.

“Why can’t one of us who has already crossed just climb back up to helium and jump
down and open the door again?’ Hala suggested.

“Good idea, but | don't think we should risk it,” Jax said. “What if the door is
programmed to open only seven times?’

None of us had an answer to that.

“No one stays behind, and no one takes another risk,” Bo said. “It's simple. The last
person to go across doesn’t jump to the floor.”

“Well, how are they going to get through the door?’ Mike asked.

“They jump from the platform through the door.”

“Areyou nuts?’ Wally said. “The jump is like fourteen feet.”

“l can’'t jump that far,” | said, shaking my head.

“Me neither,” Frankie agreed.



“l can,” Bo said grimly. “You girls go across and the rest of you go through the door
while it’s open. Just get the heck out of my way, because when | come through in a
full jump, if someoneisintheway, | won't be taking any prisoners.”

“The corridor isrealy narrow,” Jax said. “Make that jump count.”

“Bo, are you sure about this?’ | asked uncertainly.

“I'm positive. We don’t have time to debate this. Just trust me. Everyone else go
through the door. Frankie, it will close when you jump down. Wait for Angel, and
then when it opens, go through and get the heck out of my way.”

“Okay.” | turned to Frankie. “You first.”
As she crossed, | called out the blocks for her. Before she jumped down to the white-
painted area, everyone else went through the door and disappeared. When she hopped

down, the door dlid shut. | crossed the blocks and then, with alook over my shoulder,
leaped down to the white area. The door slid open.

“Okay, Frankie and Angel, go through the door,” Bo shouted at us. “And get out of
the way.”

Frankie grabbed my hand. We stumbled across the threshold and were immediately
swallowed by utter blackness.

Chapter Forty-Six
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ANGEL SINCLAIR
Someone grabbed the front of my shirt, yanking me forward. | clutched Frankie's
hand so tightly, | brought her with me. We were pressed back against a wall when |

heard Jax’ s voice.

“Everybody, stay where you are. We have to give Bo the room he needs to make the
jump.”

Seconds later | heard athump, swearing, and a crash.
“Bo?’ | called out into the darkness. “Are you okay?’

“Mission complete,” he said. “1 made it and the door stayed open. Although I think |
took someone down with me.”

“That would be me,” Wally said, his voice shaky. “I’'m okay, though. Just a little
roughed up.”

“l took a glance at the timer before | went through, and we have eighty-three minutes
and an unknown number of challengesleft,” Bo informed us. “Let’sgo.”

| felt around, my fingers touching a fabric-covered wall. “Where are we?”’

“In a dark corridor,” Jax said. “Follow the sound of my voice and let's go deeper.
Maybe alight source is ahead of us.”



We mostly felt and bumped our way along the corridor as it snaked back and forth
severa times. At some point, it ended and we staggered into an open room. We
paused inside, hoping for some relief from the dark, but it was still pitch-black.

No one spoke as we contemplated what to do next.

“We have to have light,” Hala said, stating the obvious. “That has to be our number
one priority.”

“But what if we step on ared section in the dark?’ Frankie asked.

“Well, if we can’t see it to avoid it, they can’t see us to know that we did it,” Kira
offered. “Right?’

“Yeah, because three US intelligence agencies don't use infrared cameras...said no
one ever,” Mike retorted.

“Stop arguing,” Bo said curtly. “We have to feel our way along the wall. Head toward
the walls and find a light source as soon as possible.”

We took his advice and moved ahead, waving our hands in front of us blindly. |
crashed into Hala.

“Ouch,” | said, rubbing my forehead.

“Sorry,” Hala whispered back.

“Marco,” someone else called out jokingly, and someone el se answered, “ Polo.”

“Knock it off, guys,” Bo said. “We need to concentrate.”



My hands finally hit a wall. As | felt along, | hit something hard. “Hey, there's
something on the wall. A painting or something in alarge frame.”

“Yes, | have the same thing on my side, too,” Kiracalled out. “There’ s more than one
painting or framed photograph over here. I’ve felt at |east three.”

| continued along the wall until 1 bumped into another frame. “I found more, too,” |
said. “What does it mean?’

“Nothing, unless we find a light switch,” Jax said. He was somewhere behind me, to
the left.

Suddenly aloud crash sounded. “What was that?’ Bo said.

“It was me,” Mike answered. “| tripped over something on the floor. A box.”

“Isthere aflashlight in the box?’ Bo asked hopefully.

“l don't know. Give a minute.” | heard more noises, presumably Mike rummaging
through the box. “I didn’t find a flashlight, but | did find something that feels like a

battery. AA size, to be exact. | think there may be some small LED bulbs in the box
aswell.”
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“Sounds like someone wants us to build our own flashlight,” Jax offered. “ Apparently
in the dark.”

“Hey, there' sfurniturein here, too,” Kira suddenly said. “There sachair and desk.”
“Any chance there’s alamp on that desk?’ Hala asked.
“Not that | can feel,” Kirareplied. “Nothing is on the desk that | can tell.”

“Well, keep looking for alight source,” Bo said. “Mike, can you build a flashlight in
the dark?’

“Not without more stuff. It’s hard to see what’ s in this box in the dark, but at the very
least, I’ d need electrical tape and wires.”

“Hey, I think | found a door,” Wally said.

“Where are you?’ Jax said.

“Over here,” he said.

Jax must have made his way over because he said, “Confirmed Wally found the exit.
There's something on the door in place of a handle, but I’'m afraid to touch it without

being able to seeit.”

“Oopmph,” Hala said, followed by aloud thump and what | guessed was swearing in
Arabic. “I just tripped over another box.”



“Areyou okay?' Bo asked.

“I"'mfine.”

“What'sin the box?’ Mike asked excitedly. “Can you check it out?’

There was a rustling noise, and then Hala answered. “It feels like wires and
switches.”

“Perfect!” We could hear the excitement in Mike's voice. “Can you push that box
toward the sound of my voice?’

While Hala was doing that, the rest of us kept searching fruitlessly for a light switch.
Bo, Kira, and | made a couple of passes aong the walls, running into Jax, who was
standing guard at the door. We found plenty of paintings or photographs or whatever
the heck was hanging on the wall, but no light switches. Frankie told us she was
moving around the room waving her arms, hoping that maybe a chain or a string
would be hanging from alight in the ceiling, but she didn’t have any luck, either.

“1t looks like we' re supposed to build a flashlight in the dark,” Jax said.

“I don’t think | can do that,” Mike said. “I need to see the wires.”

“Why don’'t you just take the boxes back through the corridor to the door entrance
where there is light?’ Frankie suggested. “We left the door open, right? As long as
you don’t step on the white platform and close the door, you should be able to build it
there.”

There was compl ete silence, then someone—it might have been me—did a head slap.

“Frankie, that’s the smartest thing anyone has said all day,” Mike said. “ She's right.



Someone needs to help Hala and me take these boxes back to the opening.”

“I"ll help,” Jax said. “I can put together aflashlight, too.”

“Me, too,” | added.

“Okay, the rest of us will keep looking for clues or hopefully a hidden light source,”
Bo said. “Just whatever you have to do, make it fast.”

“We'reonit,” Jax said confidently.

| managed to find Hala in the dark and fumbled around until 1 had one side of her
box. We made our way back to the entrance and put the boxes close enough the door
so we could see, but not too close to the white platform. Mike knelt in the middle of
the narrow corridor and began to examine the contents in the boxes, making a small
pile of things he could use.

“Seeif you can find me more batteries,” Mike instructed the rest of us.

Hala and | sorted through the items, looking for batteries, while Jax used his teeth to
strip a couple of wires. It took us only minutes to discover there was only one battery,
but | found aroll of black electrical tape. | tossed it to him, and he added it to the pile.

After amoment, Mike and Jax started putting together a flashlight. Electronics wasn't
my specialty, but | knew the mechanics of what they needed to get things working.
So, | squeezed in next to Mike, offering suggestions and handing over wires and tape.
In fairly short order, the four of us constructed a workable LED flashlight.
Unfortunately, when Mike attached it to the battery, it flickered, indicating that there
wasn’'t much juice | eft.



Page 90

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:06 am

“Well, that stinks,” Hala said. “We're going to have to be quick to figure out how to
get out of the room.”
Mike stood, helping Hala to her feet, while Jax pulled me up.

“Let’sgo,” Jax said. “We can’t waste any more time.”

We made our way back to the room, not using the flashlight. When we entered the
room, Jax led us to the door, while explaining our situation to the rest of the crew.
“We've got aflashlight, but it doesn’t have much power or life. We need lots of eyes
on the door to figure out what to do next. |s everyone ready?’

There was a chorus of yes, so Jax told Mike to connect the wires to the battery.
Suddenly the room was lit by a flickering light. Several heads swiveled to whatever
was on the door. | backed away and instead glanced around the room. | saw the
empty chair and desk Kira had told us about, as well as severa strange paintings
hanging on the wall. Frankie was still looking for a light switch. She reached out to
examine a painting when the flashlight flickered wildly and died.

Once again we were plunged into darkness.

Chapter Forty-Seven

ANGEL SINCLAIR

“Not again,” Wally shouted. “Turn the light back on.”



“l can't,” Mike said, cursing. “It’s out of power.”

“What kind of challenge gives you a dead battery?’ Kiraasked in frustration.

“Well, one thing is for sure,” Wally said. “We aren’t getting through that door if we
don’'t have any light.”

Someone slammed afist against the wall, while others started grumbling.

“Wally, what did you see on the door before the light went out?’ | called out.

“Some kind of colored wires,” Wally said. “I think we' re supposed to connect them.”
Jax told Mike to hand over the flashlight. He also tried to get it working, mostly by
banging it, but repeated attempts failed to make it come back to life. Someone
moaned the challenge was unfair. | was working my way toward Wally and the door
when the light in the room came on, effectively blinding us.

“What the heck?’ Mike exclaimed in astonishment.

| shielded my eyes with my hands, blinking rapidly, trying to get accustomed to the
brightness.

“Who turned on the light?’ Bo asked, squinting at me.

“Me.” When my eyes adjusted, | saw Frankie standing next to a light switch hidden
behind alarge hinged painting. She'd apparently swung it open to reveal the switch.

“Guess what | found, guys?’ she said, grinning.

After a moment of shock, we jumped on Frankie, hugging and congratulating her.



However, our excitement was short-lived when a voice came over the intercom.
“Once the timer expires, the door will remained locked for two hours,” the voice said.
We whirled around. Above the door, a new countdown timer, apparently just for this
task, had illuminated. It showed 4:35 and was ticking down, indicating it must have
activated when the light switch was thrown.

As a group, we rushed to the door, examining the wired panel. Like Wally said,
instead of a door handle, there were two horizontal rows of ten colored wires coming
out of the panel. The bottom row had the same colored wires as the top row.

| stared at it totally uncomprehending. “What are we supposed to do withthat?’

Mike, who had knelt in front of the panel, looked at me over his shoulder. “I think we
need to match the right combination of top wires to the bottom wires to unlock the

door.”

“That’s an impossible task given the time constraints and the fact that there are way
too many possibilitiesto try in that short of atime,” | said.

“You can figureit out, Angel,” Frankie said.

A combination.There had to be an answer.
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| pressed my hand to my forehead, trying to think. “Okay, they know we can't try
them all randomly, so theremustbe a color-related clue in this room. We have a little
less than four minutes to find it. Everyone get to work. In the meantime, Mike, start
trying as many combinations as you can.”

“What if | get penalized?’ he asked.
“Then we'll each try a combination. Just try something.”

He turned back to the panel and started randomly connecting wires.

“I'll go recheck the boxes of electronics to see if there is something in there that
could giveusaclue,” Jax said.

“I"ll help you,” Hala said, and they dashed down the corridor to retrieve the boxes.

We started looking at the paintings, the desk, the chair,everything, while the timer
counted down. We found nothing.

Mike tried several combinations without penalty. It emboldened him, because he was
working at a blindingly fast speed. Jax and Hala came skidding back in with the

boxes.

“We' ve got nothing,” Jax said, dropping the box on the floor and rummaging through
it. “No notes, no wires tied together, no clue that we could see.”

At least no one was panicking. Outwardly everyone remained calm. | wasjust glad no



one could tell my heart was thumping wildly.

| moved closer to watch Mike, who was trying different combinations of the wires.
He was incredibly nimble with his hands, but nothing was working and we were out
of time. The timer started its countdown from under a minute.

Just as the timer hit thirty seconds, Kira suddenly pushed her way forward.

“1 think | have this,” she said. “But | need some help. Quickly, help me unfasten any
wires that are connected and let’s start fresh.”

Wally and | leaned forward to help, and in seconds we had all the wires all free.

“Okay, match the red, violet, blue, and green wires together,” she said. “Nothing

else.
| glanced up at the timer. Eleven seconds. | leaned over Mike's shoulder and
connected the blue wires while he worked on the green ones. Kira matched the violet,
while Wally twisted the red ones together.

The timer froze on three seconds.

A loud click sounded, and the door slid open.

For a moment, we stared in disbelief until Wally shouted, “Yes!” and gave Kira a
huge hug.

“Did we makeit intime?’ Frankie asked, looking around in bewilderment.

“Wedid,” Mike said. “By the skin of our freaking teeth.”



Shouting, cheering, and smacking each other on the back, we spilled across the
doorway and into the next room.

“S0, how did you figure it out?” Wally asked Kira.

“It was on the painting where Frankie found the hidden light switch,” she explained.
“When she swung open the painting, the picture turned to face the wall, so none of us
saw it. | just happened to swing it shut, and when | did, | saw there was a girl sitting
there, holding a scroll. There was a poem written on the scroll. It said,'Roses are
red/Violets are blue/Throw in a green and you' Il find your way through.’| wasn't sure
If violet counted as a color or not, but when | got close enough to see the purple, | just
went with it. It was risky, but it was our last chance.”

| stepped forward and put my hand on her shoulder. “Excellent work, Kira. You kept
your cool, and you figured it out. Y ou and Frankie really saved us on that challenge.”

“1 was just doing my part,” she said modestly. But her cheeks flushed happily, and |
knew she was proud of what she’d done.

“Come on,” Jax said, urging us forward. “We've got more challenges to face and not
much time left to finish them.

As we surveyed the environment of our new challenge, it seemed simple. We werein
asmall indoor basketball court with a door at the far end. A timer hung over the door
and read 52. Fifty-two minutes. It was all the time we had left for whatever
challenges still awaited us.

The light in the gym was dim, with the only illumination coming in from a single
window high on the wall to the left of us. Old gym equipment decorated the gym,
including basketballs, barbells, and climbing ropes that reached the ceiling.



Leaning against the right wall was atall ladder. | did a full rotation, noting the wall
next to the door we'd just gone through had a series of vertical mirrors and a ballet
barre.
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We walked easily to the far end of the gym to the door.
“Careful,” Jax called out as we got closer. “Watch where you step.”

On the floor across the room in front of the door was a horizontal, six-foot-deep red-
painted strip that prevented them from gaining access to the door. Centered in front of
the door almost ten feet away was another small red square that was about two by two
feet wide. The door appeared to have a locking mechanism, but it was too far away to
get agood look at it.

Bo stood next to the small red square and studied the door. “Why would a small red
square be painted here in the middle of the floor?”

Mike walked up to the edge of the six-foot-thick red strip in front of the door, trying
to determine what he could about the mechanism on the door.

“My guess is the challenge is twofold,” Wally said. “Get across the red zone and
unlock the door.”

“Well, how are we going to unlock the door if we can’t stand close enough to unlock
1t?" Kiraasked.

“There' s not enough light in here to be able to make out any details,” Mike said. “I
can't even see what kind of lock it is. It's hidden in the shadows.”

“Okay, apparently we have multiple challenges,” | said. “Let’sidentify everything we
need to do so we can break up the challenges and figure out solutions. First we have



to figure out how to reach the door and the lock without touching the red-painted
area. Then we figure out what we need to unlock the door. | bet that’s what the ladder
isfor.”

As | was speaking, Jax and Bo were retrieving the ladder and carrying it back. Just
from eyeballing it, | estimated it as sixteen feet. Interestingly, it didn't appear to be
adjustable. | wondered how that played into the challenge.

Bo and Jax maneuvered the ladder toward me when Bo aimost stepped on the small
red square. Wally grabbed his arm at the last second, saving him from stepping on it.

“Thanks, Wally,” Bo said, safely stepping over it and standing the ladder upright. He
held it tightly to prevent it from toppling into the red-painted area.

“Okay, guys, ideas on how to best do this?’ | asked.

Jax spoke. “It makes sense for us to place the ladder here and lean it up against the
wall. Someone climbs up the ladder and takes alook at the lock on the door.”

He tried to position the ladder to reach the door at a lower angle, but the red square
was precisely where he would need to set the ladder down so it could reach the door.

“Well, we now know the purpose of this small red square precisely in this spot,” he
said in frustration. “It keeps us from putting the ladder’ s base in the right spot so that
we can easily access the lock. We have to put the ladder high on the wall or not use it
at al.

“What if someone climbs the ladder and hangs upside down from the rungs?’ Kira
asked. “Could they reach?’

| shook my head. “Not from that angle. None of us is tall enough, not even Bo.



Besides, even if we get the door open, how would the person hanging upside down on
the ladder rung get through?’

“Maybe someone could swing on the climbing rope and fly in through the door?’
Frankie suggested.

“First of all, we'd have to have the door open first,” | said. “But even if we get it
open, the rope is too far away for us to swing through or get close enough to swing
and jump, even if we were pushed.”

Jax stared intently at the ladder. “What if we had a rope?’ he suggested. “We could
lower someone down after they climbed on the ladder.”

“They’d have to hang upside down by their feet to reach the door,” Mike said.
“That’sjust crazy.”

“Actualy it's notthatcrazy,” | said. “A rope would work because we could pull the
person back up and bring the ladder back to us as needed. But where would we get a
rope?’

We dll turned to look at the climbing ropes, but Bo shook his head. “They’ re attached
at the ceiling, and even if we could figure a way to detach them, it would be a long
fall to the floor. Not a smart move.”

“What if some of us hold the ladder and someone else climbs up and cuts it down?”’
Frankie suggested.

We looked around the gym, but there were no tools that would permit us to cut the
rope. Besides, this rope was too thick. | wasn’t sure we could tie it around someone's
ankles even if we wanted to.



“Wait. | have an idea,” Hala said, snapping her fingers.

To our astonishment, she raced back through the door from where we'd just come
and disappeared.

“Where' s she going?’ Mike asked.
“l don’t know,” | answered. “But we can’'t waste any more time. | suggest we get

some light on the locking mechanism so, at the very least, we can see what we need
to do to get the lock open.”
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“How are we going to do that?" Bo asked. “There’'s only one small window up
there.” He pointed up at the window in the corner of the gym where a sliver of light
was shining through and hitting the gym floor. “There’ s no other light in here.”

“Not again.” Frankie sighed dramatically. “What's with the no-light, dim-light
thing?’

“It's like they’re purposefully making it hard for us to see the lock,” Kira said.
“Why?’

| watched Jax turn around in a slow circle, surveying everything in the gym.
Suddenly, he ran over to one of the ballet mirrors and ripped one of them off the wall.

“What are you doing?’ Frankie cried aghast.

As soon as | saw him coming back with the mirror, | knewexactlywhat he had in
mind. | ran to meet him where the sunbeam struck the floor.

“Over here,” | said.
“This should get us some light,” Jax said setting the mirror on the floor.

Together we positioned the mirror and, with some adjustments, cast a direct reflection
of light onto the door mechanism.

“Okay, that’s just smart thinking, dude,” Mike said as he got as close to the red strip
as possible, peering at the door to seeif they could make out what was on it.



“It's a numerical keypad with digits ranging from zero to nine,” Kira reported
excitedly. “Looks like a punch-in combination.”

| looked up at the timer, which read 40.

“Okay. We're running out of time,” | said. “We need to find the numerical clue. It has
to be here somewhere. Spread out and look around.”

Everyone started lugging various gym equipment near the red zone in front of the
door, examining it for numbers, as we tried to brainstorm a solution. Suddenly Hala
appeared with several ropes wrapped around her body.

We stared at her.

“Where did you get those?’ Bo finally asked.

She smiled. “ The tents.”

“You ran al the way back to the first challenge to get those?” Jax said.

“I’'m afast runner,” she said, taking off the ropes and dropping them at her feet.

“But what about the periodic table challenge?’ Wally asked. “How did you get from
the platform through the door?’

“1 remembered the pattern,” she said. “Plus, you forget, I’ ve been doing gymnastics
for years. If Bo could make the jump, | knew | could do it, too. And | did. Anyway,
here’'s my idea. We tie one of the ropes to the top of the ladder so we can lower it
slowly to the wall and then pull it back afterward as desired. | will climb up the
ladder and tie one of the other ropes around my ankles, so | can hang upside down
from the ladder. Someone on this side can lower me to the lock so | can see what's



there. Just don’'t drop me on my head. I'm used to hanging upside down. Plus, I'm
light, which will make it easier for you guysto raise and lower me.”

“That could work,” Mike said thoughtfully. “But not unless we find the combination
for the door lock.”

“There’ s a combination lock on the door?’ Hala asked.

“A punch-in-number lock,” Bo explained. “The problem is, however, even if we do
get the door unlocked, how would we get everyone through after we pull you and the
ladder back up?’

“That's easy,” Hala said, looking around as if she couldn’t understand why we were
clueless. “Once | unlock the door and open it, you pull me up and I'll untie the rope
from my ankles and climb back down the ladder on this side. I'm going to jump
across the red zone, and Bo, you're going to have to help me. You stand as close as
possible to the red zone with your hands cupped. I'll take a running start and jump
into your hands with one foot. All | need from you is a giant push to get to the other
side. After the platform jump, this one will be abreeze. When | get there, throw some
weights through the door after | get out of the way. Then dide the ladder down to me
and I'll prop my side up with the weights. Y ou do the same on this side and we' |l use
it to walk across the zone. Nothing touches the red zone. Simple, right?’

It was far from simple, but it was a pretty ingenious, as well as ambitious, plan. But it
would be all for nothing if we couldn’t find the combination to the door lock.

“Let's doit,” | said with resolve. “But first, everyone look for a series of numbers
that could be the combination.”

Wally, Mike, and Kira were already examining the gym equipment for strings of
numbers or some kind of code. Jax, Frankie, and | walked around the gym looking for



some clue to jump out at us, while Bo and Halaworked out their part of the plan.
Once again, it was Frankie who saved us.

“Hey, what’s that up there?’ she said squinting at something high on the wall to the
left of the door.
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| followed her gaze. It was a dark shape sticking out from the wall. It was barely
visible at that height and in that dark corner. Jax joined me, and we strained our eyes
to see what it was. | decided to put some light on it, so on my instruction, Jax and
Wally reoriented the mirror toward that corner. The light revealed a thin black metal
shape of unknown significance that didn’t appear to yield any clues. Disappointed, |
was just about to tell Jax to put down the mirror when Frankie shouted at me.

“Angel, wait. Look at the shadow the shape casts.”

Frowning, my gaze moved from the shape itself to its shadow. | saw at once why she
was so excited. The shadow clearly resembled the Greek letter pi.

And just like that, we had the combination.

Chapter Forty-Eight

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Hala tied one of the ropes to the top rung of the ladder and connected two more
together to make a long enough rope to lower her down by her ankles so she could
reach the door. Bo and Jax carefully positioned the ladder between the moat and the
small red square and lowered the ladder against the wall. Propping their feet against
the ladder feet to keep it from dlipping, they grabbed the other ends of the ropes.

Hala started to climb, stopping just short of the wall.

| watched her, not realizing | was holding my breath until |1 suddenly gasped for air.



My nerves were at a breaking point. The timer showed 27. | wasn't sure that would
be enough time to execute the plan.

Showing remarkable calm and poise, Hala tied the ropes around her ankles and then
carefully slipped through the rungs until she was hanging underneath the ladder.

“Hold on tight, guys,” she warned as she arched her back and let go.

Bo and Jax grimaced when the rope swung and ladder slid slightly under her weight.
“Whoa,” Mike shouted as they aimost lost control of the ladder. The rest of ustried to
help Bo and Jax by steadying the ladder the best we could on either side, but Hala
swung back and forth wildly, banging into the wall.

“You okay there, Hala?’ Jax called. | could see the strain on his face from holding the
rope and keeping the ladder in place with his feet. Bo said nothing, but his face was
red, and his biceps bulged from the effort.

“I’m okay,” she called back. “Just lower me alittle bit more.”

Slowly, they lowered her until she could reach the door.

“l can reach it,” she called out. “ Give me the numbers.”

Just as | started to give her the digits of pi, Bo sneezed and his grip on the rope
slipped. Hala started to fall and instinctively shot out her hand to protect her head, her

fingerslightly touching the floor in the red zone.

The voice over the intercom boomed, “Miss Y ouseff, you have incurred a five-minute
penalty.”



Everyone automatically looked at the timer. 22.

“Dang it. I'm sorry, Hala,” Bo said. | could tell he was really upset with himself, but
Jax kept him and us focused.

“Shake it off, Bo,” he said. “Keep your heads in the game, everyone. Pull her up and
let’s start over.”

Working together, we pulled Hala back up to the door while | recited the numbers of
pi for her. “Three, one, four, one, five, nine, two, six.”

As she punched in the number six, the door abruptly swung open to sunlight.

We cheered, but it was half-hearted. The challenge was far from over.

Jax and Bo quickly pulled Hala up, and she removed the ropes from her ankles,
adeptly scrambling down the ladder.

“Okay, Bo, we need to get me across first,” Hala said. “After that, throw the weights
over assoon as | get out of the way.”

Nodding, Bo positioned himself at the edge of the red zone in front of the now open
door and bent down, interlacing his fingers. “I'm not going to fail you this time,
Hala,” hesaid grimly.

She smiled at him. “You didn’t fail me, Bo. Don’t worry, we're going to finish this.”
She backed up to get a running start and raced forward, stepping precisely into his

hands. Bo straightened and boosted her over. She flew through the door but landed
awkwardly on the other side. She was slow to get up and limped alittle.



Page 95

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:06 am
“Hala, tell me you're okay,” Bo called out.
“I’m fine. Send over those weights now. I’ m getting out of the way.”
Bo waited until she disappeared before heaving a weight across the red zone. Jax
threw one, and Bo hurled one more. Thankfully none of them landed in the red zone,
incurring any more penalties.
“Perfect,” Frankie said, clapping her hands.
“That should do it,” Hala cried, coming back into view.
While we raised the ladder again, Hala arranged the weights by the door. On her
command, we slid the ladder carefully down the wall. She caught her end and helped
guide it onto the weights.
Kira, Mike, Frankie, and Wally helped slide the weights under the ladder on our side,
and voila, we had a ladder bridge right across the red zone with nothing touching.
Exactly as Hala had envisioned.
“Who wantsto be first?’ Jax asked.

“Ill doit,” Kiravolunteered.

She walked carefully across the ladder, making it easily to the other side. “Come on,”
she shouted. “It’s easy.”



One by one everyone followed, except for Bo and me.

“You go next, Bo,” | said. “You're heavier and | can hold it steady on this side for

youl.

Nodding, he crossed and | followed. | was almost across when one of the weights dlid
a little. Panicked, | jumped the rest of the way, ducking through the door just as the
timer above my head flipped to thirteen minutes.

Chapter Forty-Nine

ANGEL SINCLAIR

We dashed into an outdoor, walled courtyard with awhite wall about ten feet high.

| did a 360-degree turn, examining the layout. In front of the wall were eight giant 3-
D wooden puzzle pieces. The pieces were made out of square wooden blocks with
some of the pieces two and three blocks long. | got closer to one of the pieces, | saw
the puzzle piece was painted red with only one visible white side. Each piece
appeared to have two indented white areas with small metal bars that were obviously
designed so the blocks could be picked up and moved. | was till figuring out what
we needed to do with the puzzle pieces when Mike spoke up.

He was way ahead of me.

“We have to assemble the puzzle and use it to climb over the wall,” he said, walking
around the pieces. “We can't touch the red sides, but each piece has at |east one white
side and two handles. It shouldn’t be too hard to drag and lift them into the position
we want. | assume all the white sides al go on the same side so we can climb on the
white side and have a white top to stand on to get over. Come on, everyone help me
assemble them.”



Everyone started pulling pieces together when Hala collapsed on the ground. “My
ankle,” she said ruefully. “I injured it when | jumped.”

| expected an evaluator to swoop in and get her, but Kira knelt next to Hala, whipping
off her shirt. She’d worn an extra tank underneath, which was brilliant since the last
time the girls had to give up our shirts, we had only sports bras underneath. “I’ll
stabilize it,” she said. “Don’t worry. Hala. We'll get you over that wall. Everyone is
going to finish this.”

“Don’'t bother,” Hala said. “It’s too late for me anyway. I'll never make it over in
time.”

“Yes, you will,” Kirasaid, carefully removing Hala s shoe and expertly wrapping her
shirt around her ankle. “We're all going to finish this.”

“We need to figure out where to assemble that puzzle,” Bo called out. “There has to
be something on the other side of that wall. Kira, you're tall. Come over here. While
the rest of the team assembles the puzzle, let’s take a look at the other side, so we
know what’ s there and if we need to get the puzzle situated in a particular place.”

Kirafirmly tied the final knot around Hala' s ankle and stood. “ She's good to go, and
soaml.”

Bo held out his hands and crouched down. With surprising ease, Kira took his hands
and stepped on his shoulders, bracing herself against the wall. With an impressive
chin-up, she pulled herself up onto the wall until she could flip aleg over the ledge.

She lay there, looking over the other side. “Guys, there's a giant inflatable slide on
the other side, thisway.” She started crawling along the top of the wall, then stopped.
“Line up the puzzle up right here. When you get to the top, you can just slide down. It
looks like the finish line is just beyond that. All we haveto do is slide down and cross



the finish line. Woo-hoo!”

She suddenly disappeared, presumably down the dlide. “Kira?” Wally shouted, but
was met by silence. Hetried again. “Kiral”

“Giveit up,” | said to Wally. “ She's already down the slide and across the finish line
by now. Good for her. Come on, let’s finish getting this puzzle assembled so the rest
of uscan get over.”

A loud voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “Mr. Drummond and Miss Y ouseff, your
time has expired. However, participants may continue to the finish line if they're able
and so desire. Individuals who elect to complete the course may receive some small
extra credit over those who don’t finish at all. Anyone who wishes to leave the
competition at this point needs only to let us know.
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For a minute, we paused, staring stricken at each other. We looked at Hala, who lifted
her chin. “I want to finish it.”

Jax nodded in agreement. “Me, too. Like Kirasaid, let’ sallfinish this.”

We madly pulled the puzzle pieces into place. When we were done, Bo lifted Frankie
up to the top of the puzzle. She heaved herself onto the top of the wall and, with a
cheerful wave, disappeared down the slide. Bo lifted me next to the top of the puzzle.
However, instead of going over the wall, | reached down stretched out a hand to help
Mike up.

“Red, what are you doing?’ Jax demanded.

“I'll go faster with someone up here helping,” | said. “Just send everyone up
quickly.”

Mike grabbed my hand, and | pulled him up the last little bit, shoving him toward the
wall. “Go, go, go,” | yelled.

He disappeared over the wall as Wally came next. | pushed him toward the wall, too.
“No, you go next, Angel,” Wally said puffing.

“I’ll follow in a second. Just go.” He looked indecisive but teetered for a moment
atop the wall ledge and then disappeared with an oomph.

“Red, get out of here,” Jax shouted at me.



He and Bo were holding Hala between them, carrying her toward the puzzle. My
heart, already a wreck with the adrenaline, stumbled in my chest. Bo wouldn’t finish
ontimeif he stayed behind to help Hala.

“Bo, you're running out of time,” | warned.

“So areyou. Go on, Angel. We'll help Hala. It's al right.”

| understood now. He didn’t intend to finish on time. Apparently, he'd made his
peace with that. He was sacrificing his time to ensure they all finished. Unfortunately,
| didn't see how that would happen. Getting Hala on top of the puzzle without
banging her ankle, and possibly injuring it worse, would be difficult without one
more person to help them out.

Me.

A sense of calm descended. It suddenly didn’'t matter if | finished or not. Sometimes,
there were more important thingsin life than atest.

“Hand her up to me,” | said. Hala glanced up in surprise, pain and anxiety etched on
her face.

“Areyou crazy, Red?’ Jax said, hisface flushed from exertion. “ Get out of here.”

“I’'m not going anywhere,” | said firmly. “Everyone here is taking one for the team.
Why should | be the exception? Stop arguing and hand her up to me.”

Perhaps realizing he wasn’t going to change my mind, Jax finally nodded. Bo helped
him get halfway up the puzzle, and Jax clung to the side of a block with one hand,
while the other stayed under Hala's injured ankle, protecting it, as Bo lifted her. |
grabbed Hala by both hands when she held them up, pulling her onto the top of the



puzzle just as a klaxon split the air, indicating the trial had come to an end.

We' d run out of time.

“Candidates, the time limit for this trial has been reached,” said the voice from the
loudspeaker. “I will repeat that participants may continue to the finish line if they
desire. If you complete the course, you'll receive extra credit over those who don’t
finish at al.”

Jax climbed the rest of the way up and joined us atop the puzzle piece. We looked
down at Bo. With no one to help him, Bo decided to tackle the wall instead. He
jogged backward and then took a running jump at the wall. He leaped high, his
fingers curling over the side of the wall. He pulled himself up to the ledge and swung
aleg over it.

“What?' he said in alarm when he saw us staring at him.

“Are you kidding me?’ | said. “Y ou could have done that at any time. The second we
left the gym and you saw the wall, you could have jumped over it and finished the
trial. You could have been in first place. Bo, why didn’t you go for it?’

He shifted his weight on the ledge. “For the same reason you stayed and helped the
others over the wall, Jax stepped on that block to give us the information we needed
to solve the puzzle, and Hala hung upside down by her ankles on a rope to open a
door for the rest of us. It's what was needed. Now, shall we finish?’

We nodded at him. I’d never been so honored to be a part of the team.
“Good.” He adjusted his position on the wall so his knees were on the ledge. “I'll

dlide down first. Hala, if you're okay with it, Jax will go down with you so he can
protect your ankle from any further bumps.”



“I’'m okay with it,” Hala said.

“Perfect. I'll be there waiting at the bottom to catch you guys. See you in minute.” He
crawled along the ledge until he was above the dlide, saluted us, and slid down.
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Jax settled himself on the ledge, his feet propped up by the inflatable slide. | helped
Hala get situated onto his lap, her injured ankle resting atop hisleg.

“We're going to slide down together as carefully as possible,” Jax assured her. “Bo
will be at the bottom to slow us. We've got this.”

“Okay. Thanks, Jax.” She looked back over her shoulder at me. “And thank you,
Angel, for staying behind to help me. You didn’t have to do it, but I’'m grateful you
did.”

“You didn’'t have to risk yourself for us hanging upside down on the ladder to punch
the code in or leap across a gym, but you did,” | answered. “Bo is right. This was a
group effort.”

Jax smiled at me before he pushed off, holding Hala securely in hislap.

After another minute or so, | figured it was safe enough for me to go down. | hopped
up on the edge of the wall and slid down the long, inflatable slide. When | got to the
bottom, Jax and Bo were there waiting. They each grabbed a hand, pulling me onto

my feet before my bottom had even left the slide.

As | straightened, | looked around, my mouth falling open in astonishment. Everyone
stood there waiting for me, including Kira.

What the heck was going on?

“Why is everyone here?’ | said in disbelief. “Why didn’t anyone cross the finish



line?’

Kira stepped forward. “We started this trial as a team. We're going to finish as a
team. Together.”

Smiling, she held out an elbow. Wally linked his with her, Mike with him, and
Frankie dlid her arm inside Mike's. Bo and Jax lifted Hala between them, her arms
stretched across their shoulders to relieve any weight from her ankle. Jax held out his
elbow to me.

“You ready, Red?’ he asked.

Swallowing the lump of emotion in my throat, | nodded and slid my arm into his.
11 I 1 m rmy-”

Arm in arm, the eight of us crossed the finish line as one.

Chapter Fifty

ANGEL SINCLAIR

Saturday morning we were invited to attend a special evening ceremony to learn the
results of our UTOP candidacy. The ceremony would take place in the gym at 7:00
p.m. sharp. While | seriously doubted | would be one of the two candidates passing
through to UTOP, | was at peace with myself and my actions. The trials had been an
amazing experience and had taught me a lot about myself. | didn’t regret one minute
of it.

“So, who's going into town?’ | asked as | pulled a dark-blue sweater over my head.
“It's Saturday, after all.”



“Me,” Frankie said cheerfully.

“Me, too,” Kirasaid.

“Me and my boot,” Hala said, lifting her leg. She'd suffered a mild sprain in her
ankle after her leap across the gym. Last night she'd been fitted with an ankle boot
and would have to wear it for a couple of weeks. At least she could walk on her own

without crutches. We were all grateful she was going to be okay.

We gave each other a high five and smiled. How things had changed in just four
weeks.

Not surprisingly, | was the first to be ready. While the others were getting dressed, |
announced 1’d wait out front for them. | was the only one there until Mr. Donovan
walked up, apparently heading inside.

“Good morning, Mr. Donovan,” | said.

“Good morning, Ms. Sinclair. Y ou look in remarkably good spirits this morning.”

“I am.” The stress and anxiety of the last few days had evaporated, leaving me
strangely giddy. | guess there was some relief in knowing that nothing else we did at
this point could help or hurt usin terms of our candidacy to UTOP.

“Areyou feeling okay after the trials yesterday?’

“1’m good, thank you.”

“How is Ms. Y ouseff feeling?’

“She’s fine. The boot is helpful, and | think she's glad she doesn’t have to hobble



around on crutches.”



Page 98

Source Creation Date: May 20, 2025, 5:06 am

“I’'m glad to hear that.” He crossed his arms and regarded me. “Would you mind if |
asked you what the hardest part of the trial was for you yesterday?’

“The hardest part...for me?’
He nodded. “Yes, for you.”

The entire challenge had been hard, but when | thought about it, one part stood out as
particularly difficult. “I guess I'd have to say the hardest part for me was guiding
seven blind people in separate tasks to do their individual jobs and then get them to
work all together to finish it off, all while being extremely pressured in terms of time.
It was crazy complicated. | mean, how unlucky did | have to be to get my name
drawn for that task?’

Mr. Donovan smiled. “There’s no luck involved when your name is the only one in
the hat.” He patted me on the shoulder and walked away, leaving me standing there
with my mouth open.

What did that even mean? They’ d intended for me to be the Eyes al along? Why?

| barely had time to think about it as Kira, Hala, and Frankie joined me, jostling and
laughing. | considered telling them what Mr. Donovan had said but didn’t see why it
would matter at this point.

All the boys showed for the trip into town, as well. Wally looked happy, too. He was
laughing and clowning around with the other guys. For once, he was clearly
comfortable, looking like he belonged. How would we deal with that loss if we had to



return to Excalibur? It hit me hard that | was really going to miss the camaraderie I'd
formed with this group.

We climbed onto the bus. Today everyone wanted to stick together instead of going
off to do their own thing. It was like we knew the end was coming soon for al but
two of us, so we wanted to spend as much time as we could together. I'd planned to
call my mom as usual, but opted to postpone since we' d decided to go to the café for
hot chocolate and snacks as a group.

We piled into the bookstore, chatting as we got in line to get our snacks. | looked
around the bookstore café, but didn’t see the elderly gentleman who'd bought me the
hot chocolate. His chair was empty. This could be the last time | was in this café, and
| hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to him.

Hala sat down while Jax and Frankie pushed a couple of tables together. The rest of
us brought the food and drink over and sat down. As we nibbled on éclairs, scones,
and other pastries and drank our hot beverages, we began to discuss what we'd tell
our familiesif we were sent home.

“l guess I'd just tell my parents | didn’'t likeit,” Mike said. “l mean, what else could |
say?’

“You could tell them the food was gross,” Frankie said. “My parents would believe
that one from me.”

We laughed, but the mood was turning somber as reality sank in. Six of us would be
going home tomorrow. Wally starting talking about what he would say to his folks
when my phone vibrated in my lap. | held it up, expecting it to be my mother
wondering why | hadn’'t called, but | didn’t recognize the number. | amost put the
phone back in my pocket, but | suddenly got this feeling like Ihadto answer it.



| angled my chair away from the table and accepted the call. “Hello?

A strange male voice said, “Angel ?’

For a moment, | wondered if it were my dad. Maybe he was trying to reach me and
would confirm he was still aive. “Who’sthis?’ | asked, my voice shaking.

“Angel?’ A burst of static sounded through my phone and the signal dropped to one
bar. | stood and moved around to try and get a better spot for reception, but it didn’t
work.

“Angel, is everything okay?’ Frankie stood and came to stand beside me, apparently
concerned by the look on my face.

| plastered a smile on my face. “Sure. I'm just going to step outside for a minute and
take this.”

| brushed past her and left the café, the phone still spitting static. “Hold on,” | said to
whoever was on the phone.

| got another bar once outside the cafe, and the farther | moved away, the more bars |
got. “Areyou still there?’ | asked.

| didn’'t have a chance to hear an answer, because a black sedan screeched to a halt in
front of me. A man jumped out the back seat of the car and grabbed me, trying to
drag meinside.

| dropped my phone and screamed, kicking and scratching. But he was huge and
easily hauled me under his arm like a sack of potatoes, pulling me toward the car. |
managed to grab the door rim, slowing our progress, and held on for life. He cursed
and starting prying at my fingers. Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Kirathrow open



the café door and hurtle toward us with Mike close behind her. But at this point, we
were mostly in the car, and it had started to pull away.

They were going to betoo late.

Boom!

The grind and screech of bending metal rent the air as another car plowed into the
back of us. The collision threw me halfway out of the car. Screaming, | tried get
away, but the guy who'd grabbed me was leaning out of the car, still clutching the
back of my swesater.

| looked up just as Kira executed a perfect kick over my head and directly onto the
guy’s wrist where he held my sweater. He howled in pain, releasing me. | scrambled
away, but he got out of the car to come after me.

To my surprise, Mike blocked his way, coming between us. Apparently thinking
Mike couldn’t stop him, the guy lifted his hand to knock him aside. Instead, Mike
adeptly jumped toward the car, using the vehicle as a platform to leap through the air.
He twisted his body around while his legs whirled and scissored through the air. One
of hisfeet hit my attacker squarely in the jaw, the force of Mike's body slamming his
head backward into the car. While the guy was reeling, Kira spun around, delivering
afinal, brutal kick to his temple. He grunted once as his eyes rolled back in his head
before dliding down the car and onto the sidewalk in a crumpled heap. Jax and Bo
jumped him, making sure he stayed down. The driver of the damaged getaway car
floored it, leaving his conspirator behind in a squeal of tires.

“I"ve got the license plate,” Frankie shouted into her cell, and | hoped she was talking
to the police.
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Hala hobbled out in her boot. “What happened? Are you okay, Angel?’

“I'm fine.” | looked in disbelief between Kira and Mike. “How did you guys know
how to do all that self-defense stuff?’

Mike dusted off his jeans with his hands and straightened. “I’m into parkour.” He
grinned and pointed both thumbs at himself. “I told my parents it would come in
handy someday.”

“What's parkour?’ | asked.

“Free jumping, flipping, climbing, running, and balancing. Wicked crazy stuff. There
are tons of competitions for it around the world and even on television. | do it for fun,
but it started as a specia kind of training for the French special forces.”

“Wow.” | glanced at Kira. “Y ou know parkour, too?’

“Oh, no. I'm a third-degree black belt in taekwondo and the femae East Coast
national champion in sparring for ages sixteen and seventeen,” she said. “I'll have to

defend my title this spring to stay that way, though.”

“And you just happened to forget that when you told me about your special talents?’
| said.

“Sorry,” she said sheepishly.

“Wow, well, whatever you guys did, it was totally incredible,” | said. “Thanks for



having my back. | really appreciateit.”

Wally and Frankie rushed me, asking if | were okay. Hala handed me my phone, and
| saw the corner had been cracked when | dropped it. At least it still worked. | stuck it
back in my pocket and glanced over my shoulder as the elderly man from the café
exited his car and walked toward me unsteadily on his cane.

OMG! He was the one to ram the other car?

| quickly disengaged myself from the others and walked quickly to intercept him.
“Areyou okay?' | asked, putting a hand under his elbow. “Y ou just saved my life.”

“I"'m fine. Have you been harmed?’ he asked.

“No, I'm okay, thanks to you. Just a few bumps and bruises.”

“I’m glad to hear that. It was lucky | was just driving by and saw what happened.”

“1 don’'t know how to thank you. First you buy me hot chocolate and then you save
my life. You're atrue hero. My hero.” Impulsively, | threw my arms around him and
gave him abig hug. “ Thank you so much.”

He hugged me back. “It’s been along time since anyone called me a hero.”

| stepped away and looked ruefully at hiscar. “I’m sorry, though. Y our car isruined.”
“Don’t be sorry. It was worth it. Besides, it was time for me to stop driving anyway.”
There was a twinkle in his eye, and | couldn't help but smile despite the

circumstances.

Before we could say anything else, several police cars with sirens screaming and an



ambulance screeched to a halt in front of the café. In moments, we were swarmed by
officers, who relieved Bo and Jax of the bad guy and began taking statements from
everyone.

| was telling an officer my story, including how Kira had knocked out the guy after
the elderly gentleman from the café had rammed into the getaway car, when aguy in

ared baseball cap walked up and angrily interrupted us.

“Hey, that's my car,” he said to the policeman. “Someone stole it. | just reported it,
but now it's wrecked.”

| frowned. “Excuse me, but you must be mistaken. That’s not your car. It's hiscar.” |
turned around to where my friend had been standing, but he was gone. | scanned the
areabut didn’t see him.

“Who's he?’ the policeman asked me.

“The gentleman who saved me...he rammed his car into the sedan.”

“Where is he now?”

“He was right there a minute ago.” | pointed to the last spot 1I'd seen him. “I don’t
know where he went. | don’t even know his name.”

“That’smycar,” the guy in the ball cap insisted. “The registration is in the glove
compartment. Come on, I'll show you.”

The policeman went off with him to check, while a medic examined me and another
officer finished taking my statement.
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“S0, you have no idea who would want to kidnap you?’ she asked me.

“No. No idea” It wasn't exactly the truth, but how could | explain everything that
was going on with my search for my father, especially when the police had never
believed there was anything suspicious in regards to his disappearance? Plus, | didn’t
want to have to explain any of the hacking I’ d done to get the information.

Another thought occurred to me. What if this attempted kidnapping attempt didn’t
have anything to do with my father? Maybe it was just a random snatch or another
test to see how we handled ourselves under attack. That wasn't the vibe | got,
especially because the police were involved and people had been hurt. | didn’t think
Mr. Donovan or UTOP would go that far. But how could | know for sure?

“We haven't found the car or the accomplice yet, but we'll question this guy,” the
officer told me. “Hopefully, we'll have them all behind bars soon.”

“1 hope s0,” | said with feeling.

The officer sighed and put away her tablet. “We may have to question you and your
friends again, but we have enough for now,” she said. “The medic has cleared you,
and we've contacted your boarding school. They’ll get in touch with your parents.

They’ve sent abus for the lot of you, so you're free to go. Just be careful, okay?”’

Everyone asked me a million times if | was okay. | was. | just wanted to get back to
my room and far away from what had just happened.

When the bus arrived, we piled on. Frankie took a seat next to me, breathlessly



recounting every detail of the incident. | hardly heard her. | kept looking out the
window, hoping to catch a glimpse of the elderly man who had saved me.

Where had he gone? Was he okay?

| shifted on the seat. “Frankie, you saw the old guy, right? The one who rammed his
car into the back of the sedan.”

“Yes, of course | saw him. He saved you. Y our own personal superhero.”

Relief flooded me. | hadn’t imagined him, and my mind hadn’t played any tricks as a
result of the trauma. Thank God. “Did you see happen to see where he went?’

“No. | guess he went home.”

| looked out the window again, thinking. Finally Frankie fell silent, as did the rest of
the group. We'd just arrived at the KIT compound and were getting off the bus when
my phone vibrated in my pocket again.

| pulled it out, noting | had atext from an unknown number. | swiped to read it.

| warned you to be careful and that criminal elements were watching you. Stop
looking for me. I'm fine. | want you to be careful. | may not be there every time to
help. Good luck at UTOP. I'm proud of you.

| reread the message, my heart pounding.

“Dad?’ | whispered.

Chapter Fifty-One



ISAAC REMINGTON

| saac snatched his burner phone the second it rang. “Isit done?’

“We' ve got a problem. The engagement failed. Walter was detained.”

“What?" He closed his eyes at the incompetence of it. How hard could it be to snatch
a sixteen-year-old girl? “How did they bungle this?’

“Judson got rear-ended by some geezer as Walter was getting her into the car. Her
friends stormed the car, getting her out and bringing Walter down. Judson got away,
ditched the car, and got rid of the plates.”

“Tell himto lielow for awhile.”

“I will. No worries. Walter knows nothing. He' s hired muscle and disposable.”

“He better be.” Isaac hung up the phone and tossed it in the trash.

Damage control was in full effect. At this point, all he could do was play it by ear and
hope Sinclair made a mistake. From this point on, the girl and her family would be
further protected, making it even harder for him to get at them.

Still, not al was lost. While it was a setback, he'd survive. The core would survive.
Then, when he was calling the shots as director, it would be easier to deal with minor
annoyances like this. After all, at this point, things had gone about as badly as they
could, and he was till firmly in control.

He stood and went to look out the living room window of the mansion where he lived
aone. Not really alone, as he was watched 24-7 by the Secret Service. Protected by
the government, as were all high-ranking CIA, NSA, and government officials. He



could see the agents sitting in the white sedan, parked next to the curb on his street. In
many ways, they were just hired muscle, too.
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His personal cell phone dinged, and he went to the kitchen to retrieve it. He picked it
up and read the text.

You'velost control. You' re going down.

Frowning, he checked the number the text had come from. It read 666-666-6666. He
clenched hisfist around the phone, not amused. He didn’t care what he had to do.

There was only one person going down, and it was Ethan Sinclair.
Chapter Fifty-Two
ANGEL SINCLAIR

Unfortunately, after we got back, | wasn't allowed to go hide in my room. None of us
were. It hadn’t been atest. Someone had tried to kidnap me.

We were exhaustively interviewed by Mr. Donovan and a few agents I'd never met
before. When | was certain | couldn’t handle another question, Mr. Donovan called
an end to the questioning. He wanted to call my mom immediately, but | begged him
to wait until tomorrow, after we'd learned the results of the trials. He reluctantly
agreed.

| took a shower and changed my clothes, but my head was spinning during dinner and
| didn't have much appetite. Guess | was more shaken by the incident than | had
thought. The text from my father kept also playing on repeat in my head. He said he
was fine and | should stop looking for him.



If he was fine, why didn’t he tell me he was my father? Why did someone want to
kidnap me? Why was he in disguise at the café, and how mortified should | be that he
wore makeup better than | did?

There were no answers, only more questions.

At 7:00 p.m. sharp, we filed into the gym. The mood was somber. Jax caught my eye,
looking worried. | tried to shoot him back an encouraging look but was pretty sure |
failed. Wally and Frankie flanked me on each side.

White Knights until the end.

All of our teachers and trainers were already in the gym, sitting side by side on a
raised platform. They smiled at us, but their mood was reserved, too. Several of them
stared curiously at me. I’'m sure they were wondering why I’d been the target, or
whether it had just been random.

After we were seated, Mr. Donovan stood behind the podium and cleared his throat.
“Well, it's certainly been a long, eventful four weeks for everyone. | want you to
know that while it has happened a few times before, rarely does an entire class finish
without anyone leaving. You all should be extremely proud of yourselves. You
performed admirably and deserve our congratulations.”

The teachers and trainers clapped for us, and | exchanged a glance with Frankie and
Wally. Frankie was smiling, but Wally looked like he was going to throw up. | just
hoped that if he blew, he didn’t dump it in my lap.

“There are also other things you should be proud of,” Mr. Donovan continued. “Y ou
should know that no one has ever completed the fina trial within the time limit,
including adults. In fact, in the six years we've used this course for evaluation, not
one team has evengottento the fifth station, let alone gone over the wall. Severa of



you could have finished within the time provided yesterday, but chose not to, which
presents, in itself, an interesting development. What stood out, to me and al of the
evaluators, is that you worked together better than most, if not all, of the adult teams.
Congratulations.”

The teachers clapped, while we looked at each other and smiled.

Pride, satisfaction, and contentment swept through me. The trials had been hard.
Harder than anything I’d ever done in my life. Slash had said they’d test me to my
limits and beyond, and he hadn’t been exaggerating. But I'd risen to the occasion
when | needed to, and while | hadn’t succeeded at everything, I'd given it my best.
I’d made choices that were hard, complex, and emotionally draining. But they were
my choices, and no matter what happened, Iwasproud of what I'd
accomplished—what we' dallaccomplished.

Mr. Donovan adjusted the microphone and regarded us. “So, now comes the time to
announce who is moving on to UTOP. First | want you to know how we evaluated
you. While all of the candidates invited to try out for UTOP are exceptionally gifted
In many areas, not everyone is suited to the life of an operative. It requires sharp
intellect, creative thinking, courage, excellent observation skills, willingness to work
hard, and persistence in the face of danger. That's because an operative must spend
hours of extremely difficult and complex preparation before even going on a mission,
followed by a short periods of extreme, adrenaline-pumping action during the
mission. That, students, isthe real life of an operative.”

We were silent. The trials had taught us how frustrating and difficult it could be to
figure things out and improvise while under a strict timeline. Yet we'd done well,
especially now that we knew we were the only group to ever finish the course, even if
it were past the time deadline.

Mr. Donovan took a minute to look purposefully at each one of us. Was | imagining it



or did his gaze linger abit longer on me? “Please remember, it doesn’t mean that you
can't work somewhere else in our intelligence agencies, if you so desire. Trust me,
those doors will always be open to you.”

Wally kept shifting uncomfortably in his seat, enough that it was distracting me. “Are
you okay?’ | whispered to him.

“I'mfine,” he whispered. “Just nervous.”

“It'sokay,” | whispered back. “White Knights forever, remember?’

He blew out a breath and nodded. “I remember.”

Mr. Donovan was still speaking. “Although an operative often works alone, he or she
is also an important member of a larger team. So, during your four weeks, we aso
looked carefully at the dynamics of your interpersonal relationships with each other
and your individual persondities. How do you think? How do you process
information? How quickly can you think on your feet and execute a task using only
the resources you have at hand? How accurately do you grasp the complexity of a
situation, and what kind of innovation do you use to get the required results? We're
not looking for students who already have all the answers or are experts in any one
field...yet. Skills can be cultivated. We're looking for potential. Basically, it came
down to three things. Can we train you? Can we trust you? And can you excel in this
kind of environment?’

| dared a glance at Bo and Jax, who were seated next to each other. They were staring
at Mr. Donovan, completely fixated on his words. | was certain we were al playing
back every single thing we' d done and said since we arrived, wondering how it would
hold up in terms of the evaluation.

We were about to find out.



| gripped my hands together so hard on my lap, my knuckles turned white. Frankie
reached over to hold my hand, and after a moment, Wally took the other one. Linked
together, we waited to hear our fate.
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“Students, | have one final question before | announce who’s going through,” Mr.
Donovan said. “Who can remind me the primary objective of an operative?’

Jax raised his hand. “Intelligence gathering.”

“Exactly, Mr. Drummond.” He looked pleased Jax had answered so quickly. “Not
high-tech gadgets, fast cars, and gambling in a tuxedo, although there may be times
this kind of thing is called for. Intelligence gathering is always key. Now, who can
tell me which person at the KIT compound is getting married in afew months?’

For a second we all stared at him in confusion before Frankie shot her hand in the air,
waving it around wildly. “Onh, oh. | know.”

“Yes, Ms. Chang.”
“That would be Charles Mayford. He works in the gym. His fiancée, Renee, is a
homicide detective. Isn’'t that so cool? Kind of like the movies.” She pointed to

Charles on the stage, who smiled and waved at her.

“That is correct, Ms. Chang,” he said. “Now, which of you knows Suzanne
Robinson?’

Frankie's hand shot up again. Mr. Donovan looked around at the rest of us, but none
of us moved. “Okay, Miss Chang. Who is Ms. Robinson?’

“She works for us in the cafeteria,” Frankie offered cheerfully. “ She made cupcakes
for Angel’ s birthday. She'sreally nice.”



“Do you happen to know what Ms. Robinson does other than work in the cafeteria?’
he asked.

“She’s studying forensic anthropology at the University of Maryland. She has a
boyfriend she's been dating for two months named Johnny, a dog named Rex, and
she also has juvenile diabetes. She's allergic to shellfish and loves Zumba. Is that
enough?’

“That’ s enough. Thank you, Miss Chang.”

| stared at Frankie in astonishment, the realization of what was happening finaly
hitting me. How could | have been so stupid? While the rest of were focused on
passing the trials and making ourselves look good to the evaluators, it'd been Frankie
who'd completed the actual mission. She was the one whom everyone trusted, even
the other candidates. She was so nonthreatening and kind, everyone talked to
her.Everyone.She' d gathered intelligence on each person throughout the entire KIT
compound. | was certain not one of us had realized it—perhaps not even Frankie
herself, who was just being who she was. But she'd been the real operative. She was
anatural for the job.

An operative's primary objective is gathering intelligence.How had we lost sight of
that?

He let that sink in for a moment before speaking again. “While we graded you on
many factors, intelligence gathering was by far the most important one. That grade,
combined with scores in several other critical areas, elevated one person to the top of
your class. I'd like you to all congratulation your valedictorian, Frances Chang.
Congratulations, Frances. Y ou'rethefirst in the classto passinto UTOP.”

Chapter Fifty-Three

ANGEL SINCLAIR



Frankie gasped in shock and clapped her hands over her mouth. | leaped from my
chair, pulling her to her feet and hugging her excitedly. “OMG! Y ou made it, Frankie.
You didit!”

“1 did?” She looked completely stunned.

Seconds later, she was mobbed by Wally and everyone in the group. There was so
much excitement that the gym filled with noise, even though there were only eight of
us. As strange as it seemed, everyone was genuinely happy for Frankie. How couldn’t
we be? Everyone liked Frankie. She'd be the perfect spy someday. No one would
ever suspect her.

After a few minutes, we returned to our seats. Frankie still looked dazed that she'd
been selected, while Wally clutched my hand as we waited to hear the fina
announcement.

“Now, for the next person going through, we'd like to say it was exceptionally close.
In fact, the scores were so close, they were almost indistinguishable. It's never
happened before in the history of UTOP. It was difficult for the evauators to
determine the next candidate to go through, so...” He paused, looking among us.

For an agonizing moment, all eight of us held our collective breath.

“$0...we decided to passallof you,” he finished.

Frankie screamed so loudly | was momentarily deaf before she pounced on me,
nearly collapsing my chair. | was unable to speak. Wally dlipped to the gym floor on
his knees, chanting, “ Oh, thank God. Oh, thank God.”

A moment later it was sheer pandemonium in the gym with everyone shouting, high-

fiving, and hugging each other. The instructors and evauators came over to
congratulate us, beaming and laughing. | felt wetness on my face and | wasn't sure if



it was from my tears or someone else's. | kept getting hugged so hard | couldn’t
breathe, and yet | didn't mind in the dightest. It was a blur of sheer happiness and
excitement. | knew, one day, I'd look back on my life and count this as one of my
finest moments.

As soon as we finished celebrating in the gym, we headed back to the cafeteria
together for a special spread of desserts. Laughing, we continued to congratul ate each
other, each of us humbled and grateful for our success. We were eight people who
were as diverse and different as we were alike. Now we were bonded and entering
into a new phase of our lives together.

It didn’t matter that | had no idea how I’d perform at UTOP or what my future held. |
didn’t know if I'd ever see my dad again, learn what had happened to him, or
discover why he'd left us. | didn’t know if my mom would even let me come back
when she found out about the attempting kidnapping.

But at least | knew | had the potential to be a good spy, and I'd do everything | could
to capitalize on that. | a'so knew who'd have my back while | was doing it.

In a way, the White Knights had just expanded, and one thing I'd learned was that
sometimes, good friends were all you needed to succeed.



