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For Sarah Mlynowski, Agent Stats





July 21

From: Special Agent Tina Cuevo, International Wildlife Anti-Smuggling Task Force

To: Ben Ripley

Just wanted to give you an update on the search for your pal Murray. A force from the local Army Reserve has spent the last three days combing the area around the stolen helicopter. They found evidence that Murray survived the wreck: footprints leading away from it, lots of food wrappers—and a very soiled pair of underwear that he abandoned. (Guess he was pretty scared during that crash landing.)

However, they didn’t find Murray himself. I suppose it’s possible that he survived, but you and I both know that Murray has the survival skills of a tuna sandwich, so I wouldn’t bet on it. I’m figuring there’s a much better chance that he got eaten by a bear. There were a lot of bears around that chopper wreckage. So. Many. Bears. I guess there was a lot of candy in your supplies? And several cans of chocolate frosting? (How many cupcakes are you making in that spy camp of yours?)

Anyhow, there’s no sign of Murray. The closest towns (which really aren’t that close at all) have been notified to keep an eye out for him, but I’m thinking that, if he hasn’t shown up by now, we’re not going to hear from him anymore. This might sound callous, but I say good riddance. The guy caused me plenty of trouble—although not nearly as much as he caused you—and, frankly, even before he turned out to be evil, he was always kind of a know-it-all jerk.

That said, if he does show up, I’ll let you know ASAP.

Gotta go. Busting a huge iguana smuggling ring today.

Stay safe,

Tina

P.S. I hear you thwarted another plot to destroy the world, you lucky duck. Nice work.






[image: ]




1 TRAINING

Spy School Satellite Facility

Kenai Fjords National Park, Alaska

August 8

1700 hours

I was already having a miserable day when I got a surprise visit from my least favorite person on earth.

I had been on a forced march through the wilderness. Since five o’clock that morning, over extremely steep mountain trails. With a forty-pound backpack. And it was raining. Hard. It was the kind of rainstorm that makes you think maybe you should start building an ark.

No matter how waterproof your gear is, at some point, it will get overwhelmed by the elements and give up. For me, this had happened around eight a.m., which meant that for the past nine hours, water had been soaking through my clothes and puddling in my muck boots. I couldn’t have been more wet if I was underwater. I was also exhausted, aching from the exertion, and desperately hungry, as a porcupine had gotten into my backpack while I was taking a bathroom break and gobbled up all my trail mix.

This was not an unusual day at spy school.

A few months earlier, the CIA’s Academy of Espionage had been very different. For starters, it had been located on a campus full of old, gothic architecture in Washington, DC, where teenagers training to be spies attended classes in actual buildings. Those classes had often been dull, and the professors had occasionally been strict or grumpy, but we had generally remained warm and dry and there was a dearth of larcenous porcupines.

Then the campus exploded.

For decades, the academy had operated in secrecy, posing as St. Smithen’s Science Academy for Boys and Girls, but the truth about it had been leaked and an assassin had set off some bombs. Luckily, no one had been hurt, but the school’s safety was compromised and the CIA had no choice but to shut down the entire program…

Almost.

Under the guidance of Cyrus Hale, a highly respected retired agent, a few students had been selected to move to a top-secret training facility in a remote corner of Kenai Fjords National Park in Alaska. I was one of them, along with my friends Mike Brezinski, Zoe Zibbell, and Erica Hale. We had not been chosen due to seniority; in fact, Mike, Zoe, and I were still rather new to the academy. But due to a series of unusual circumstances, we had ended up on several missions well before we should have been activated and had proved ourselves capable. Meanwhile, Erica was an easy choice for the secret training; her spy skills were off the charts. Espionage was in her genes; her family had been spies since the American Revolution. Cyrus was her grandfather, and he’d been training her since birth. At the age that most children were only playing with cars, Erica was learning to drive them. Throughout our time at spy school, Erica had been unrivaled as the best student.

Until now.

A few weeks earlier, we had picked up a new recruit. Svetlana Shumovsky was the Russian version of Erica. She was the same age, had the same impressive skill set, and also came from a long line of spies. Her family had worked in Russian intelligence for generations and her grandfather was Cyrus’s nemesis. Despite all this, Svetlana had defected to our side to help thwart a dangerous Russian plot, and so we had happily welcomed her into our school.

Well, most of us had happily welcomed her. Cyrus was still suspicious of Svetlana, although his concerns had been overruled by our two other instructors, who happened to be Erica’s mother and father. And while Erica wouldn’t admit it, I was quite sure she felt threatened by Svetlana. Erica was used to being the best at everything she did; having a serious competitor was a new experience for her.

Cyrus had been leading us on our hike that day. Even though it was intensely grueling, Erica and Svetlana were both making a show of being unfazed by it. While Mike, Zoe, and I staggered back to camp, ready to collapse, Erica was still walking with a spring in her step, while Svetlana was whistling cheerfully.

On the other hand, Mike made no secret of how miserable he was. “I’m not sure who’s worse, our enemies or Cyrus,” he groused—once he was sure that Cyrus was out of earshot. (The moment we had come within sight of camp, Cyrus had hurried off to the latrine.)

“Oh, come on,” Erica chided. “This wasn’t so bad.”

“Yes, it wasn’t bad at all,” Mike agreed morosely. “It was horrible. I’m tired, I’m starving, and my underpants are saturated with enough water to drown a hamster.”

“Why would you drown a hamster in your underpants?” Svetlana asked curiously. “Is that something Americans do?”

“No,” Mike explained. “That’s only a metaphor. I’m just saying that my undies are really, really wet. And I hate wet undies because…”

“They chafe,” Zoe concluded. “We know. You’ve been griping about this for the last six hours.”

“Because I’ve been chafing for the last six hours!” Mike grumpily adjusted his soggy underwear. “Why doesn’t the CIA have someone working on this? One of the labs there ought to be developing chafe-proof boxers. Those would be a lot more useful on our missions than grappling hooks.”

“You know what would be really useful on our missions?” Erica asked. “A muzzle for you. Look at Ben. He’s not whining constantly.”

“That’s because I’m too hungry to whine,” I said. “I’m definitely on Mike’s side here. I think your grandfather has gone way overboard on the survival training.”

Erica gave me a withering look. “This training is absolutely vital. What do you think will happen if you need to survive in the wilderness?”

“I have needed to survive in the wilderness,” I reminded her. “On several missions. And to be honest, it was easier than this. I mean, I get that it makes sense to stay in shape, but is it really necessary to do it in such crummy weather?”

“Do you know what we call weather like this in Siberia?” Svetlana asked. “Summer. This would be a nice day. It is merely raining, not snowing or sleeting or hailing.”

“Yeah, Siberia sucks,” Mike said. “We’ve seen it for ourselves. But a lot of this planet is really lovely. Why don’t we ever train for missions in those places? What happens if we have to pose as billionaires on the French Riviera and need to know what kind of caviar goes best with champagne?”

“That’s highly unlikely,” Erica said dismissively.

“It’s highly unlikely that anyone our age would ever need to defuse a nuclear bomb,” I pointed out. “And we’ve already done that. Twice. So who’s to say some training on the French Riviera might not come in handy?”

“I agree,” Zoe added.

Svetlana turned to her, surprised. “You really think you might end up on a mission on the French Riviera?”

“No,” Zoe said. “But it’d be fun to visit there with you.”

“Oh.” Svetlana smiled warmly. She and Zoe had been smitten with each other from the moment they met; that was one of the main reasons Svetlana had defected. “That’s a good point. I vote for this French Riviera training too.”

“Well, it’s not going to happen,” Erica said curtly, seeming annoyed with all of us. “This isn’t the movies. Spies don’t get caviar-level expense accounts and stay at ritzy hotels on the French Riviera. Most likely, you’re eating cold room-service borscht at a run-down hostel in Vladivostok.”

“That’s still better than this,” Mike grumped, indicating the rain.

Since our camp was located in a stand of old-growth forest, the thick canopy of leaves above was protecting us from the elements somewhat. Out on the open mountain passes we had been constantly drenched; now we were only getting moderately drizzled on. However, this wasn’t exactly a good thing, as the drier ground had attracted bears.

Dozens of bears lived in the area surrounding our camp. They were all black bears, which meant they were significantly smaller than the grizzlies that roamed much of Alaska, but that didn’t mean they were small. Each weighed at least a hundred pounds, and some of the adult males were five times that. In addition, the bears had far more sense than we did and had sought shelter from the rain, rather than hiking in it for hours. They were all lurking in the forest around us. I had caught sight of a few in the distance, ripping apart logs in search of grubs or curled up and snoozing in dry spots.

In general, the bears stayed away from us, but that wasn’t because they had signed a treaty. They were still wild animals. It was always possible that one might feel threatened and decide to attack. Being close to so many of them at once felt like being a mouse walking through a room full of cats.

“Maybe this training is a little extreme,” Erica acknowledged, “but all of you have to admit, you’re much more physically fit than you were before you got here.”

“That’s true,” I conceded, and Mike and Zoe quickly seconded that.

“Not me,” Svetlana said. “This is all child’s play compared to what my grandfather would make me do.”

Erica tensed as though she’d been challenged. “Me too. When I was younger, Granddad used to make me hike twice this far in one day. With a backpack full of rocks.”

“You had a backpack?” Svetlana asked. “You’re lucky. My grandfather made me carry all the rocks in my arms while I hiked. And I could only eat whatever food I could forage.”

“Granddad wouldn’t let me eat anything,” Erica said. “So my body would know how to handle starvation.”

“After the hikes, my grandfather would make me swim five miles,” Svetlana claimed. “In frigid arctic water.”

“Arctic water?” Erica sniffed. “That’s nothing. Cyrus made me swim through class five rapids. Upstream.”

“You both realize that your grandfathers were terrible, right?” Mike asked. “Grandfathers are supposed to do nice things for their grandkids, like taking them to the zoo.”

Svetlana looked at him curiously. “How is going to the zoo supposed to hone your survival skills? Did your grandfather throw you into the wolf pit?”

“No!” Mike exclaimed. “Going to the zoo has nothing to do with survival skills. It’s supposed to be fun.”

“I guess you won’t be any help if we get attacked by wolves,” Svetlana muttered under her breath.

We arrived at the edge of our compound. The first structure we passed was the latrine. Our accommodations were too rustic to have indoor plumbing. The latrine was a rickety wooden outhouse with room for only one person, and since the door was closed, we could tell that Cyrus was still using it.

Our cabins came next. They were simple, one-room buildings, which had first been built for the army back in World War II. Mike and I shared one, while the girls shared another.

“I don’t care how wet my clothes are,” Zoe said. “I need food. Anyone else?”

I loudly chimed in agreement, while Erica and Svetlana begrudgingly owned up to being hungry.

“It’s not like my other clothes will be that comfy anyhow,” Mike groused. “Everything here is always damp. It’s like living in a giant armpit.”

“You know, all this complaining doesn’t actually help anything,” Erica informed him. “All of us are experiencing the exact same hardships as you.”

“No you’re not,” Mike said. “I have it worse than any of you. Because you all at least get to be with your crushes here, while I don’t.”

Erica didn’t reply right away, recognizing that Mike had a point.

Erica was my girlfriend. And Svetlana and Zoe were together. Meanwhile, Mike’s girlfriend, Trixie, didn’t even know where he was.

Trixie was Erica’s younger sister. Her family had deemed that she didn’t have the necessary skills to be a spy, but I had always wondered if she was being unfairly compared to Erica’s incredible abilities. To me, Trixie was far more capable than most people I had met. In particular, she was extremely smart, with near-encyclopedic knowledge on a variety of subjects ranging from World War II aircraft to minor surgery.

The Hales had managed to keep what they all did a secret from Trixie until Mike and I came along. We had accidentally revealed the truth about her family within only minutes of meeting her, which the Hales were still peeved about. Despite this lapse, they continued to withhold information from Trixie to protect her. Trixie didn’t have the security clearance to be told where we were. She and Mike hadn’t seen each other in months.

“You still get to write to her,” Erica said weakly.

“That’s not the same thing as getting to be with her,” Mike argued. “Not by a long shot. And your grandfather intercepts her letters to me and redacts all the good stuff.” Mike stormed into our cabin and grabbed one of Trixie’s letters. “See?” He held it up as evidence.

It was a handwritten note on fine stationery that smelled as though Trixie might have spritzed it with perfume. However, as Mike had said, almost every word of it had been blacked out with a Sharpie, save for “Dearest Mike” and “Love Trixalicious.”

“You can’t be sure it was my grandfather who did that,” Erica said.

“Yes I can,” Mike replied. “Because he attached a note saying he’d done it. And then he said that if I ever wrote anything remotely spicy to his granddaughter, he’d neuter me.”

I nodded understanding. Cyrus had made many similar threats to me, which meant I had to be extremely careful in camp. If he caught Erica and me so much as holding hands, he’d make me muck out the latrine.

We all shrugged off our heavy packs and left them in our cabins. Normally, we would have brought them all the way to the mess hall, because if we left any food in our rooms, it would lure bears, badgers, mice, squirrels, and wolverines, but each of us had consumed every last edible morsel we were carrying.

Unburdened, Mike, Zoe, and Svetlana quickly headed for the mess hall.

Even though I was desperate for food, I didn’t hurry after them. I let Mike, Zoe, and Svetlana get ahead so that I could talk to Erica alone.

“Is there any chance you could talk to Cyrus about how much he’s forcing us to do?” I asked her. “I get that he wants us to toughen us up, but I think he’s going too far.”

Erica gave me a look that I couldn’t quite read. She seemed like she might have been surprised by my comment. Or disappointed by it. Or possibly a bit of both. “All the hard work we’re doing is really paying off. You’ve gotten in much better shape since we came here. And so have the others.”

“I know,” I said, “but there’s more to spying than just being in shape. Good morale, for one thing. And right now, we don’t have that. Mike’s obviously miserable. Zoe won’t admit it to you, but she is too. And…” I paused before saying the next words, but then forged ahead. “So am I.”

Now, Erica was definitely surprised. “You are?”

“Yes! I mean, I’m glad that I’m here with you and my friends, but beyond that, this place has felt like a prison camp lately. In fact, it’s probably been less fun than prison. Prisoners don’t have to go on forced marches for twelve hours in the rain.”

“You didn’t find that invigorating?”

“No! It was awful! And yet, it was still better than half the things Cyrus has made us do here. I don’t know what’s gotten into your grandfather, but he needs to start going easier on us—or we’re going to quit.”

Erica frowned at me. “You can’t do that.”

“Yes we can. We’re under no obligation to stay here. I figured I’d ask you to tell Cyrus, because he actually likes you. But if you don’t say something, I will.”

We finally arrived at the mess hall. It was the largest building in the compound, since it had to house all our food storage and our rudimentary kitchen, but it still wasn’t much bigger than a standard school classroom.

Erica said, “Ben, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“What?” I passed through the mess hall door, ready to devour the first bit of food I came across.

And then I froze in horror.

Standing right in front of me, in the center of the room, was our school principal.
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2 TRANSMISSION

Mess hall

Spy School Satellite Facility

August 8

1715 hours

Given how long my list of People I Never Wanted to See Again was, it might seem surprising that the principal of spy school was at the very top. Especially since many of the people on that list had tried to kill me—and probably would again, if given the chance.

But even though I didn’t like the people who wanted me dead, at least I understood what they were thinking. They had plotted something evil and I had thwarted it, and now they were very upset with me. There were certainly better ways for them to deal with their anger, and of course, I had issues with them plotting evil schemes in the first place, but at least I knew what to do when I encountered them: run away.

The principal was much more complicated to deal with.

He was an unpredictable man, constantly shifting between different states of mind, not one of which was ever pleasant. He could be sullen, cantankerous, crusty, rueful, petty, prickly, sulky, resentful, ill-tempered, envious, begrudging, exasperated, indignant, grumpy, contemptuous, impatient, frustrated, or downright angry, often in the space of just a few minutes. Every once in a while, when he needed something, he tried to fake being kind or friendly, but he was terrible at it. (Whenever he attempted a smile, he looked like someone who had to read the instructions for doing it in a manual.) To top it all off, he was bad at his job. He was incompetent, bungling, and easily flummoxed. The only reason he had been put in charge of the spy school was that no one else at the CIA wanted the job. Even for a government agency, this had been a colossally bad decision. Under his leadership, the school had been infiltrated by moles, targeted by assassins, and ultimately blown up. Because of all of this, Cyrus Hale had been insistent that our satellite training program be kept a secret from the principal. He wasn’t supposed to know where we were or what we were doing.

Now, he had obviously found out.

He was wearing a suit and tie, which he had probably figured would give him a bearing of authority, but instead it made him look like he didn’t know how to dress for the territory. His dress shoes were caked with wet mud, his pants legs were damp up to the knee, and there were little flecks of what I presumed was vomit on his shirt, providing evidence that he’d gotten seasick on the boat ride to our compound.

His head was crowned with a new toupee. To my utter astonishment, it was actually worse than his old one, which had resembled a dead badger that had been run over by a car. This one looked like something that a very large cat had coughed up.

A thin metal briefcase sat on the floor at his feet, the sort of thing that top secret documents were carried in. When it was new, it had probably been very sleek and stylish, but now it was tarnished and covered with bangs and dents, as though it had been dropped down several flights of stairs at some point. Probably more than once.

Mike, Zoe, and Svetlana had stopped just inside the door to the mess hall, equally as surprised to see the principal as I was. They were standing there, mouths agape, quietly dripping on the wooden floor.

“Hello, Benjamin,” the principal said through gritted teeth, not even trying to hide his displeasure at seeing me again. “Hello, Erica and…” He stared blankly at Mike and Zoe.

“Oh my gosh,” Zoe said. “You don’t even remember our names, do you?”

“It wasn’t my job to learn all my students’ names,” the principal said.

“Actually, it was,” Mike countered. “That’s what a good principal does.”

“Well, it’s not like you’ve all been model students,” the principal replied cattily. “You blew up my office. You lured assassins to the campus. And then you all came here to continue your training without bothering to tell me.”

“Our training here was a secret,” I said.

The principal turned the color of a ripe tomato. “I’m the principal of this academy! Don’t you think I ought to know where my academy actually is?”

Despite his anger, I got the sense that, underneath it all, he was extremely embarrassed that we had snuck off to continue our education without him.

Alexander and Catherine Hale entered the mess hall behind me, their arms laden with supplies. Catherine held two pallets of canned vegetables, while Alexander bore a fifty-pound sack of beans. Both wore sodden raincoats and muck boots. They stopped in their tracks when they saw us.

“You’re back sooner than we expected,” Catherine said. “You made very good time on that hike.”

Alexander and Catherine had taken our boat to town for a supply run that morning. It was an eight hour round trip on clear days and quite a bit longer on rainy ones, but they’d had to go; we were desperately low on food and toilet paper. (Until recently, we had used a helicopter to make the trip much more quickly, but on our previous mission, it had been stolen.) Since Alexander and Catherine weren’t surprised to see the principal, I presumed they had brought him back with them.

Erica gave her parents a steely glare. “Did you know he was coming today?”

Alexander wavered under her gaze. “No! It was a complete surprise to us. He was waiting on the dock when we got to town!”

“And more importantly,” Mike said, “did you get snacks?”

Zoe gave him a sidelong look. “Snacks aren’t what’s important right now.”

“They are to me,” Mike said. “I ran out of chocolate five days ago.”

“Of course I brought snacks.” Catherine set the pallets of vegetables on a table, then dug through a pack that had been concealed beneath her raincoat.

Despite our remote location, we actually ate quite well in the wilderness. In addition to being a top agent at MI6, England’s version of the CIA, Catherine Hale was also an accomplished cook, capable of turning even a basic meal like rice and beans into a culinary adventure. Plus, there was plenty of natural food to forage in the summer, like fiddlehead ferns, mushrooms, and a wide variety of berries, while the streams were chock-full of salmon that had returned to spawn. However, as teenagers, we still missed junk food, so every supply run, we were allowed to requisition some snacks. Even on days when we hadn’t been on a twelve-hour forced march, we would have been desperate for them. Now, we all gathered around Catherine like dogs who’d been promised a treat.

Catherine handed out the goods: tins of chocolate frosting for Mike, packages of Twizzlers for me, and sour gummy worms for Zoe and Svetlana. (Svetlana’s grandfather had never allowed her junk food, claiming it was a vile capitalist creation, which may have been true—but it was also delicious. Since Svetlana was unfamiliar with the choices, she deferred to Zoe, who was slowly introducing her to the staggering range of gummy animals.)

As usual, Erica had merely requested raisins—and only a small box of them at that. As part of her extreme training regimen, she refused to consume processed foods and monitored her sugar intake with the precision of a nuclear physicist.

In contrast, I was desperate for candy. On other days, I would have eaten my Twizzlers slowly, savoring every bite, but after our grueling hike, I was ravenous. I tore open the package, bit off a huge chunk, and spoke to the principal with my mouth full. “So why are you here?”

The principal ignored me and looked at Catherine. “Are there any snacks for me?”

“No,” Catherine informed him. “These snacks are a special treat for the children, who have worked very hard today.”

“I’ve had a difficult day too,” the principal claimed.

“I’m well aware that you spent most of our boat ride vomiting,” Catherine said to him. “Between you and Alexander, it was a quite a symphony out there.”

Alexander turned pink in the ears, embarrassed. Unlike Catherine and his father, he wasn’t a particularly competent spy, although he was determined to get better and had proven to be a decent pilot. He was also extremely chivalrous; despite being so prone to seasickness that he couldn’t even read a book about sailing without getting nauseated, he refused to let Catherine go on supply runs alone.

“I’m not asking for much,” the principal said. “I’m just terribly hungry. Maybe you could spare a few raisins?” He looked to Erica hopefully.

“If you wanted a snack, you should have planned ahead and bought one back in town,” Catherine admonished him. “Now, Benjamin asked you a question: Why are you here?”

The principal pouted and returned his attention to me. “The CIA has a mission for you.”

Mike turned to him, intrigued, his mouth ringed with chocolate frosting. “What is it?”

“It involves Murray Hill,” the principal said.

Now the rest of us grew as embarrassed as Alexander.

Murray Hill held the number two spot on my list of People I Never Wanted to See Again. Even though he was only a few months older than me, he had already been involved in several evil schemes that, if they had been successful, would have had disastrous consequences for the entire planet. He had begun his nefarious career as a fellow student at spy school, where he had pretended to be my friend while secretly working in league with an evil organization called SPYDER to destroy all US intelligence. I had helped thwart that plot, along with all of Murray’s subsequent ones, driving him to become more and more angry with me.

Murray was the reason we were all in Alaska. He was the person who had leaked the location of our original spy school to a network of assassins, hoping that one of them would kill me. Then he had started an extremely effective disinformation campaign on the internet, claiming I was the key member of an anti-American conspiracy. Despite the government’s efforts to discredit this, there were still so many people who believed Murray’s lies that it wasn’t safe for me to be out in public. Our remote training facility might have been full of bears, but they were far less dangerous than rabid conspiracy theorists.

As punishment for his crimes, Murray had been banished to a remote, walrus-infested island off the Alaskan coast. Unfortunately, our most recent mission had required a visit to him, during which he had drugged all of us, stolen our helicopter, and stranded us on the island. We had been rescued, but Murray hadn’t been seen since. The entire incident was extremely humiliating for all of us, especially the adults, who had hoped that the matter would stay classified.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t.

Not only was the principal aware of this, but he seemed very smug about it. “Yes, I know what happened with Murray,” he informed us. “All of you thought you were so cool. You figured you could run off to Alaska and start a secret spy school without even telling me about it. And then you go and get outwitted by a teenager!”

“He’s not a normal teenager,” Alexander said defensively. “He’s one of the most devious criminal masterminds in the world.”

“And you let him escape!” The principal seemed thrilled by our blunder. “The fabulous Hale family failed,” he sneered, oozing sarcasm. “And so did the wonderful Ben Ripley. And so did…” He looked at Mike and Zoe and blanked once again.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Zoe said. “You forgot our names again.”

“I did not,” the principal said defiantly. “I never learned them in the first place!”

“So what’s the mission?” Erica asked. While the rest of us had already devoured half of our snacks, she was displaying far more self-control, calmly savoring her raisins one at a time. “I assume your presence here means that Murray has resurfaced somehow.”

“That’s correct.” The principal set the metal briefcase on a table and began entering the combination to unlock it. “A few days ago, we intercepted an encrypted message from Murray Hill to Ashley Sparks.”

“Remind me who is Ashley Sparks?” Svetlana asked. As the newest member of our team, she was still trying to get up to speed on all the enemies we had accumulated over the years.

“The bimbo who Ben had a crush on when he infiltrated SPYDER’s evil spy school,” Zoe reminded her.

“I did not have a crush on her!” I declared. “My orders were to become close friends with her!”

“You totally had a crush on her,” Erica said. “I observed you together.”

“I remember now,” Svetlana said, before I could defend myself. “She was an evil gymnast, yes?”

“That’s right,” Zoe confirmed.

Ashley had been in the running for the United States Olympic gymnastics team, but had missed the cut by a thousandth of a point due to what she believed was a faulty rating from one of the judges. She had been so enraged over the loss that she had turned to crime, eagerly agreeing to enroll at SPYDER’s top-secret training facility. A year earlier, I had been sent undercover there as another recruit and, with the Hales’ help, had foiled their evil plot.

Ashley was number seven on my list of People I Never Wanted to See Again. She had felt betrayed by me and had attempted to kill me several times.

“What did the message from Murray say?” I asked the principal.

“You can read it for yourself.” The principal finished entering the code to unlock the briefcase, then dramatically flipped the latch. Only, it didn’t open.

“Did you forget the combination to open that?” Mike asked.

“No!” the principal snapped. Then he set about entering the code again.

“Could you just tell us the gist of the message?” I asked.

“Give me some time,” the principal said. “I’m trying to think.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Zoe muttered under her breath.

The principal took a few more seconds to enter the new code—which also failed to open the briefcase.

“Are you sure you didn’t forget the combination?” Mike asked.

“Yes! This stupid briefcase is just defective.” The principal angrily slammed a fist on top of the case—and immediately discovered that punching something made of metal is terribly painful. He gave a yelp and clutched his wounded hand.

“Let me try.” Catherine plucked a small lock-picking device from her utility belt and approached the briefcase.

“That won’t work,” the principal informed her. “This briefcase is state of the art. The lock uses a brand new encoding mechanism designed by the top minds at the Agency to be impervious to any type of…”

“Done,” Catherine said, and popped the latch open.

“Oh,” the principal said. “Er… nice work.”

The rest of us approached the briefcase. Inside it was a sealed dossier with my name on it, a second dossier with Alexander’s, Catherine’s, and Cyrus’s names, and a half-eaten ham sandwich.

“Hey!” the principal exclaimed. “I’ve been looking for that!” He snatched the sandwich up and promptly dug into it.

Catherine removed the dossier with my name on it, wiped some mustard off it, and handed it to me. “Looks like this is for you.”

I hesitantly broke the wax seal and opened the envelope. A year earlier, I had been quite excited to get my first official top-secret dossier, but since then, I had discovered that they never contained good news.

There were two sheets of paper inside.

The first page was a message written in code. It was very crumpled, which indicated that it had been folded up very small at some point, probably to allow it to be smuggled into the prison where Ashley Sparks was being held. It was also smeared with a variety of foods, suggesting that Murray had written it. Murray was a slob with an even greater hunger for junk food than any of us. I detected bacon grease, caramel, and Day-Glo orange Cheetos dust on the paper; knowing Murray, he had probably been eating all three things at once.

The second page was a translation of the coded message, most likely done by some CIA specialist. Murray had used a modified Peruvian slingshot cipher that we had studied in evil spy school. It was advanced enough to confound most laymen, but Ashley would have surely remembered it.

My friends all gathered around me as I read the translation. Since the dossier had been marked for my eyes only, I probably wasn’t supposed to let anyone else see it, but I trusted them all more than anyone else on earth.

The translation read:


July 22

Hey—

I know you and I have had our differences in the past, but before you shred this letter, hear me out. I have gone through an awful lot of trouble to get it to you.

In fact, I’ve really had nothing but trouble since I last saw you. I’ve been incarcerated in the bunghole of the universe, with no one for company except thousands of walri. (And you know how I feel about walri.) Then I managed to escape, which was no picnic. I’ve been fighting my way through the wilderness for the past week, living off moss and earthworms, getting sucked dry by mosquitoes, trying not to get eaten by bears. But now I have made it back to civilization (or at least, what passes for civilization in rural Alaska), and I’m mad.

So why am I reaching out to you? Even though the last time we saw each other, you wanted to kill me? Because, simply put, we need each other. You don’t sit by yourself on an island surrounded by walri for weeks on end without concocting an evil plan or two—and the one I’ve come up with is a doozy. But I need your help to pull it off.

Of course, I can’t tell you what the plan is right now. This isn’t the safest way to transmit information. But you should be expecting a visit from me soon. I’m letting you know now so you don’t flip out when I show up and call security on me.

Trust me, you’ll want to hear me out. Because this plan of mine will make both of us stinking RICH—and destroy Ben Ripley once and for all.

I’ll see you soon,

You know who



After reading it, we all had questions.

“How is Murray planning to visit Ashley Sparks if she’s in jail?” asked Zoe.

“Where is he now?” asked Mike.

“What is a walri?” Svetlana asked.

“That’s how Murray thinks you pluralize ‘walrus,’ ” I answered, then couldn’t help but ask the others, “Why is Murray always targeting me? The rest of you have helped thwart him plenty of times. Why isn’t he trying to destroy any of you once and for all?”

“You can ask him that once we capture him again,” Erica said, then looked at the principal. “That’s the plan, isn’t it? Ben knows Murray better than anyone. We bring him to the prison where Ashley is being held and figure out how Murray plans to get to her. Then, when Murray tries, we nab him once and for all.”

“Yes,” the principal replied. “That is the plan. Except for one thing: Ben is the only one requested on this mission. The rest of you aren’t going.”
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3 ASSIGNMENT

Mess hall

Spy School Satellite Facility

August 8

1745 hours

“What?” I exclaimed, distraught at the idea of going on a mission without my friends. “That must be a mistake.”

“It’s not,” the principal stated flatly.

To my side, Erica was equally upset, but for a somewhat different reason. “You’re not sending the rest of us?” she asked. “What happens when the mission goes wrong and Ben gets in trouble?”

“Don’t you mean ‘what happens if the mission goes wrong’?” Svetlana asked.

“No, I mean ‘when,’ ” Erica said. “We’ve been on plenty of missions and so far, not one of them has gone the way anyone expected.”

“That’s right,” Mike agreed. “Our missions don’t simply go sideways. They do backflips and somersaults.”

“There are going to be lots of other agents on this mission,” the principal assured them. “Adult agents, not children who haven’t even finished spy school yet.”

“I’m just as competent as any adult,” Erica insisted.

“But you’re not going,” Catherine said.

Erica wheeled on her, looking betrayed.

While the rest of us had been reading the letter from the dossier addressed to me, Catherine had been reading the letter from the dossier addressed to her. “This outlines the parameters of the mission. Ben has been ordered to report for duty. You haven’t.”

“Well, whoever put this mission together is an idiot,” Erica declared.

“I put this mission together!” the principal exclaimed.

“Exactly,” Erica said.

“Erica!” The shout was so loud and angry that it made every one of us snap to attention.

Cyrus Hale stood in the doorway behind us. He had obviously finished his business in the latrine and gone to his cabin to change into dry clothes. Cyrus might have been getting on in years, but he was still as tough as a much younger man and had a commanding authority.

He fixed Erica with a furious stare. “If you expect to get anywhere in the Agency, then you do not question orders.”

Before him, Erica was no longer nearly as defiant. “But you’ve disobeyed orders before. We all have.”

“No,” Cyrus countered. “We went rogue when we knew the Agency had been compromised by enemy agents. That was different. We had no other choice. But now, thanks to our work, that’s no longer an issue….”

“Then the CIA should realize how competent we are,” Erica argued.

“You are only a student,” Cyrus stated. “Yes, you have proven yourself, but you still have much to learn. Like respecting your superiors, for starters. There are thousands of people at the Agency who are good at their jobs and who know what they are doing, so if they feel that you shouldn’t be going on this mission, then you shouldn’t be going. End of argument. Do you understand?”

Erica glanced at her mother, as though hoping Catherine would come to her aid.

“I’m with your grandfather on this one,” Catherine said, although she sounded upset about it. “Knowing how to follow orders is an important part of this job.”

“Okay. I understand,” Erica said, although she made no attempt to hide the anger in her voice.

I was upset as well. For two reasons.

First, since Erica was my girlfriend, I didn’t want to leave her. Even if I had been going somewhere that was fun, rather than dangerous—like a theme park or a beach resort—I still would have been sad to go without her.

Second, I was going somewhere dangerous. No matter how many precautions were taken, every mission was perilous. As Erica had noted, every single one of our previous assignments hadn’t worked out the way we expected. I had always ended up in trouble—and each time, Erica had been there to bail me out. She was exceptionally competent, and I trusted her with my life.

Catherine appeared to sense my unease. She put a calming hand on my shoulder and offered me the letter that had been addressed to the adults. “There’s nothing to worry about, Benjamin. You won’t be put directly in danger. You’re only being brought along in an advisory capacity. See?”

The letter began:


To Cyrus, Alexander, and Catherine Hale. This is an immediate request to temporarily release Benjamin Ripley from his training so that he may participate in Operation Blazing Furry.



“Operation Blazing Furry?” I repeated out loud.

“No,” the principal said. “Blazing Fury. Which indicates a mission full of passion and ferocity.”

“This says ‘Blazing Furry,’ ” Mike noted, reading it over my shoulder. “Which indicates a mission full of flaming mammals.”

“I think I know how to spell ‘fury,’ ” the principal said indignantly.

“Well, you don’t,” Zoe told him. “ ‘Fury’ only has one R.”

Svetlana nodded agreement. “Even I know that and I’m Russian.”

The principal seemed to notice her for the first time and leapt back, startled. “There’s a Russian here?”

“You don’t have to worry about Svetlana,” Alexander informed him. “She defected on our last mission.”

“How do you know that wasn’t just a ruse to allow her to infiltrate our spy school?” The principal looked around for something to defend himself, but the only thing he could find close at hand was a potato peeler.

Zoe grew indignant on Svetlana’s behalf. “If it hadn’t been for Svetlana, the Russians would have killed all of us and set off a doomsday device.”

“That sounds like a setup to me,” the principal declared. “What was the first thing any of you learned at the Academy of Espionage?”

“Don’t use the bathrooms on the fourth floor of the dormitory,” Mike said.

“No!” the principal snapped. “Don’t trust the Russians! And yet, all of you have welcomed one into your midst! What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” Alexander replied. “I assure you that Svetlana can be trusted.”

“So far,” Cyrus muttered quietly. As an old-school CIA operative, he was still wary of Svetlana himself.

All of this was only increasing my anxiety about the mission. Catherine once again sensed this and tried to rectify the situation. She looked directly at the principal and asked, “Tell me, are you going to be involved in this mission?”

“No,” the principal replied. “My job is only to collect Ripley. Once he gets to Washington, DC, others will take over.”

Catherine turned to me. “Does that make you feel better?”

“Yes,” I said. As Cyrus had noted, there were lots of talented spies at the Agency. I felt my anxiety ebb a bit.

“Good,” Catherine told me. “Then you’d better get going.”

“Now?” I asked.

Catherine pointed to the letter I was holding. “This says ‘immediate request.’ When did you think you’d be leaving?”

“Er… I thought maybe they’d want to give me a good night’s sleep first.”

“You can sleep on the way to your mission,” Cyrus said gruffly. “You’ve dilly-dallied enough. You ought to be heading out within the next ten minutes.”

My anxiety suddenly surged again. “Ten minutes?! That barely gives me any time to pack!”

“Then you’d best get started,” Cyrus said.

“I’ll help,” Erica volunteered.

“No you won’t,” Catherine told her.

Erica had already turned toward the door, but her mother’s words—and their strict tone—made her freeze in her tracks. “If Ben needs to leave in ten minutes, then he’ll need some help….”

“Not from you, he doesn’t,” Catherine said. “I know you, Erica. If I let you run off to Ben’s room, you’ll plant a homing device in his suitcase and then go AWOL to track him down, presuming that your contributions are necessary to this mission. Am I right?”

If anyone else on earth had asked the question, Erica probably would have been able to give a straight-faced lie in response, but that wasn’t the case with her own mother. Instead, she simply averted her eyes. “I can contribute to this mission.”

“That’s already been settled.” Catherine didn’t seem happy about having to say any of this, but she was still saying it. “Alexander and I will help get Benjamin packed. If the rest of you really want to contribute, there are more supplies that need to be unloaded from the boat. So let’s get cracking.” She fixed Mike, Zoe, and Svetlana with a challenging stare. “That means all of you. Right now. While Ben packs.”

Mike and Zoe both gave me looks that said they wished they could help me. I didn’t know Svetlana well enough yet to presume what she was thinking, but it seemed she was concerned for me too. Then they all set out into the rain, heading in the direction of the boat dock.

Erica stood her ground.

“Erica,” Catherine said firmly.

“I’m going to hug Ben good-bye,” Erica told her. “I’m allowed to do that, aren’t I? Or is there some CIA regulation against it?”

“Er… I don’t think so,” Alexander said.

“She was being sarcastic,” Catherine informed him, then looked back to Erica and nodded approval.

Erica came across the mess hall to me. Since she had been trained as a spy for so long, she rarely showed emotion; she was generally calm and unflappable, even in the face of grave danger. But now, there was sadness in her eyes. I thought I also detected a slight hint of worry, but then it vanished, as though she had shoved it away.

She wrapped her arms around me and held me tightly. Very tightly. Erica was extremely strong, and if needed, she could constrict an enemy powerfully enough to snap their ribs. However, this clinch was affectionate, and so, even though it was slightly painful, I still appreciated it.

I hugged her back.

“I’m going to miss you,” Erica whispered to me.

“I’ll miss you too,” I told her.

She held me for a bit longer, until Cyrus pointedly cleared his throat. I wasn’t sure if he felt that Erica needed to go, or if her affection for me was simply making him uncomfortable, but either way, it ruined the moment. Erica pulled back, looked me in the eyes, and said, “Be careful.”

“I’ll try,” I said.

Erica gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, then headed outside, giving everyone in her family a heavy scowl en route. She slipped out the door and disappeared into the rain.

“You now have only seven minutes to pack,” Cyrus informed me coldly. “Get it done and then get your butt to the boat dock.”

I nodded and left the mess hall as well. Catherine and Alexander joined me.

The rain seemed to be coming down even harder, although maybe it only felt that way because of my dismal mood. Catherine, Alexander, and I raced through it along the muddy path back to the cabin that I shared with Mike.

Even if I hadn’t been in a hurry, it wouldn’t have taken much time to pack my things; we didn’t have many possessions at our remote spy school. Our tiny cabin was almost bare, with only two beds and a small shelf full of battered paperbacks that we had managed to scrounge up during visits to town. Our clothes were stored in footlockers—if they were dry, which was rarely the case. Most of the time, they were wet, thanks to frequent rainstorms and the fact that Cyrus liked to make us bail out of our kayaks as a regular part of survival training. So now, most of our garments dangled limply from a web of clotheslines strung through the room.

While the Hales hovered outside, I quickly changed into my only remaining pair of dry socks, my driest pair of underwear (which was still slightly damp), cargo pants, a T-shirt, a pullover, and my backup boots. (We were allowed to have two pairs of boots to prevent foot fungus.) Then I grabbed my utility belt.

This last item had been a gift from Catherine. It had several compartments on it—some obvious, some hidden—where various items of survival gear could be tucked away. Over the past few weeks, Erica had helped me organize it. It wasn’t quite as fully loaded as hers, which held three separate varieties of explosives, because I still wasn’t comfortable carrying something on me that, if mishandled, could instantly remove my top half from my bottom. (I also balked at carrying cyanide capsules for fear of getting them mixed up with my Tic Tacs.) However, I did have a variety of weapons that I could handle, like small knives and a garrote, as well as some snacks and personal hygiene products. (Ponti’s Second Maxim of Proper Oral Care stated that few things were as aggravating as being without dental floss when you had a chunk of gristle caught between your rear molars and were a hundred miles from the closest drugstore.)

Even though I was sure that I had fully loaded my utility belt, I double-checked for good measure and cinched it around my waist. Then I slipped a Swiss Army knife into a cleverly concealed compartment in my pants cuff—and dropped a second one into my underwear.

This was known in the spy game as a Double Decoy. If you ever got captured, the bad guys would certainly search you for weapons. They would confiscate your utility belt and frisk your pockets—and then they’d search a little harder. In theory, once they found one of the concealed knives, they’d figure they’d done their job and not notice the other. Usually, they found the one in the pants cuff, despite it being better hidden. Even the toughest enemies got a little uneasy when it came to searching near someone’s private bits. Having a weapon down there wasn’t exactly comfortable—especially on cold days—but if you ran into trouble, it often proved to be worth the irritation.

Once I was fully dressed, I allowed the Hales inside my cabin. It occurred to me that they weren’t really there to help pack so much as to deter Erica and the others from dropping by. While I grabbed the book I’d been reading, they crammed a few things into a duffel bag for me.

“I packed you some new socks because proper foot hygiene is crucial to a successful mission,” Catherine said. “As well as some homemade cookies, in case you get hungry.”

“And I packed some extra underwear,” Alexander told me. “Just in case you have a bad scare.” It sounded like he was speaking from experience.

I took a last look around the cabin, wondering how long it might be until I saw it again—if ever. It wasn’t much, but it had still been home for the past few weeks.

“Time to go,” Catherine announced.

She led me back out into the rain. The most direct route to the boat dock cut through a stand of forest so thick that, even with the storm, there were still patches of dry ground.

We hadn’t gotten far before there was a loud growl from the direction of the mess hall, followed by some startled cries.

“Sounds like a bear’s gotten into the new supplies.” Catherine looked at Alexander. “I’ll handle it. Make sure Ben gets to the boat.” Before her husband could protest, she raced back the way we had come.

Alexander guided me onward, doing his best to buck up my spirits. “There’s no reason to feel down, Benjamin. I know that you’ve had a run of bad luck on your missions, but on many occasions, they can be fun. Once, I had to spend three weeks in London posing as a theater critic. I got front-row seats to every show in town!”

Another growl echoed from the distance. “Alexander!” Catherine yelled. “I could use some help!”

“Goodness me.” Alexander grew concerned. “I assume you can get to the boat on your own?”

“Yes,” I assured him. “I know the way.”

“Very well then. Have a good mission!” Alexander raced off to the mess hall as well.

The moment he disappeared from sight, Erica stepped out from behind a tree.

She was grinning broadly, proud of herself.

For the first time since I had received my assignment, I found myself grinning as well. “How’d you manage this?”

“Zoe does an excellent bear impression, while Mike imitates my mother surprisingly well. And they felt you and I deserved a better good-bye.”

“That’s very nice of them,” I said.

Erica gave me another hug. And another kiss. It was far better than the last one, given that her entire family wasn’t watching us.

“I wish I could come with you,” she said.

“Me too,” I agreed, and then something occurred to me. “You were about to tell me something earlier. Right before the principal showed up. What was it?”

Erica thought back to that moment, then shook her head. “It wasn’t important.”

“It sounded like it was at the time.”

“It can wait until you get back.”

“That could be weeks,” I said. “Or maybe even longer. I don’t want to be wondering what it was the whole time. Just tell me and then we’ll be done with it.”

Erica considered her options, then gave in. “It wasn’t Cyrus’s idea to ramp up all the physical training here. It was mine.”

“What?” I exclaimed, much louder than I had meant to. “Why would you do that to us?”

Erica signaled me to lower my voice, looking worried. “This isn’t the conversation I want to have right now….”

It wasn’t the conversation I wanted to have either, but I was too upset and angry to control myself. I interrupted her before she could finish her thought. “I’ve been miserable lately! And so has everyone else!”

“I know, but…”

“But you didn’t care?”

Erica gave me a wounded look, stung by my accusation. Before she could respond, though, Cyrus Hale came charging down the trail from the boat dock.

He was angrier than I’d ever seen him—and Cyrus was angry a lot. “I gave both of you direct orders!” he shouted. “And you couldn’t go five minutes without disobeying them! This is insubordination!”

Erica spun toward him and immediately came to my defense. “Ben didn’t do anything wrong. I ambushed him.”

I probably should have come to her defense as well. After all, I had happily delayed heading to the boat to see her. But I was still too annoyed at her to say anything.

Cyrus seized my arm roughly, but kept his eyes locked on Erica. “I have orders to chaperone Ben to the airport, but when I get back, you and I are going to have a serious talk.” With that, he dragged me away.

My anger at Erica lasted most of the way to the dock, but then it began to shift toward myself. It occurred to me that I’d only had one good moment all day—and I had ruined it. Erica hadn’t wanted me to sour our last minutes together, but I’d done it anyhow. By the time Cyrus and I reached the boat, I was even more miserable than I had been at the end of our hike.

My surroundings didn’t help. On a sunny day, the arm of the fjord was a glorious sight, but in the pounding rain, it was bleak and gloomy. The normally blue water was slate gray under a leaden sky, and the surface was choppy with waves, which meant the four-hour ride back to town was going to be nausea inducing.

The principal didn’t look very happy about the return trip either. He was standing on the dock, despite the heavy rain, avoiding spending one more second on the boat than was necessary. His new toupee was so waterlogged that it sagged over the crown of his head like a deflated balloon.

“Let’s go,” Cyrus ordered both of us, then yanked me aboard.

The principal tentatively followed. He immediately lost his footing on the wet, heaving deck and belly flopped so hard that his toupee tore loose, flew over the side, and plopped into the fjord. A bald eagle promptly mistook it for some sort of swimming rodent, swooped out of the sky, snatched it up, and flew away.

“Hey!” the principal yelled after it. “Bring that back! It was expensive!”

The boat was midsize, with a cramped cabin that was nonetheless much drier and cozier than it was out in the rain.

Still, I didn’t go inside. Instead, I turned back toward camp, hoping that Erica had defied orders yet again and come to see me off. I wanted the chance to shout to her that I was sorry, or at the very least to wave good-bye. I hated the idea that her last memory of me would be an upsetting one.

But she wasn’t there.

Cyrus tossed the mooring ropes ashore and steered us into the fjord.

I kept my eyes locked on the shore.

Erica didn’t appear.

The camp vanished into the mist as the boat whisked me off to my mission.

I remained out in the rain, feeling terrible about how I’d left things with Erica, and wondering if I’d ever get the chance to fix them.
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4 CONFRONTATION

Somewhere over the eastern United States

August 9

0600 hours

“You never asked what happened to me after you tricked me into jumping off the train,” the principal said.

“What train?” I asked blearily. I had just woken up and was completely disoriented. It took me a moment to figure out where I was: slumped in a seat on a CIA jet.

I had been traveling nonstop since leaving the remote training facility. Due to the bad weather, the boat trip back to town had taken longer than we’d hoped, and it had been even more nauseating than I had feared. So in addition to feeling terrible about how I had left things with Erica, I felt terrible physically as well. The principal and I had spent most of our journey queasily clutching the boat’s railing and vomiting over the side. Even Cyrus, who prided himself on his sea legs, had puked up everything he’d eaten in the last day, and while he’d been away from the steering wheel we had nearly plowed into a whale.

Due to the delay, and the fact that my stomach had tied itself in knots, we didn’t even bother to grab a meal once we finally arrived in town. Instead, the principal and I had immediately boarded the jet, which had been waiting at the tiny local airstrip. The CIA pilots had refueled it while the principal had gone off to fetch me.

The jet was relatively small, with only ten seats, five on each side of a central aisle, with a kitchenette and a bathroom at the rear.

Exhausted from my long hike and the boat ride, I had passed out immediately. Now, my stomach had recovered and was grumbling angrily enough to wake me. I had just sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes, only to find the principal sitting in the chair across the aisle, glowering at me.

“What train?” he repeated petulantly. “The one from Washington, DC, to Philadelphia. Joshua Hallal was after you, and you conned me into jumping off of it along with Chip Schacter and Jawa O’Shea so that Joshua would think you had jumped.”

The lights were still off in the main cabin, so the principal was silhouetted against the dim light of dawn coming through the plane’s windows. Free of his terrible toupee, his bald head gleamed in the morning sun.

I foggily tried to recall the events he was describing. Joshua Hallal was number three on my list of People I Never Wanted to See Again, a once-rising star at SPYDER who wanted me dead due to the number of times I had thwarted him. He had been chasing me through the train along with Ashley Sparks.

Chip and Jawa were good friends of mine and talented spies-in-training who had been risking their lives to protect me. Tricking them into jumping off the train with the principal had been Erica’s plan.

“That wasn’t my idea,” I explained. “It was Erica’s. I thought all of us were going to jump until the last second.”

The principal didn’t appear to believe this. “It was a very long way down off that bridge,” he said. “And the water was very cold. And then, after we all made it back to shore, Chip and Jawa ditched me.”

“They did?” I tried my best to sound surprised, although I was well aware that this had happened. Chip and Jawa had told me themselves, once we had all reunited after the mission. They had been upset that Erica had tricked them into jumping off the train as well, as the ruse had ended their participation in the mission—and stuck them with the principal.

I had felt bad about all of that. It also saddened me that Chip and Jawa hadn’t been selected to train in Alaska. They were certainly qualified, but for security reasons, Cyrus had wanted to keep the program very small. So Chip and Jawa had been sent back to their homes to resume their regular lives, unaware that Mike, Zoe, Erica, and I were secretly continuing our education.

“Yes, they ditched me.” the principal said grumpily. “I went into the woods to wring out my wet underwear, and when I returned, they were gone. It took me four days to figure out how to get back to DC!”

“Four days?” I asked, astonished. “But you were less than fifteen miles from the city.”

“I was out in the wilderness! And the terrain was very treacherous!”

“You were in the suburbs.”

“It was a park.”

“A small park. And it was completely surrounded by civilization. It only took Chip and Jawa thirty minutes to walk to a Taco Bell.”

The moment I said this, I realized I had revealed that I knew what had happened to Chip and Jawa, but the principal didn’t catch it. He was too busy defending himself. “Well, perhaps if they had stayed with me, I might have gotten to safety quickly as well. But I was still suffering from some directional disorientation as a result of jumping off the train.”

“You mean you got lost?”

“No. Disoriented.”

“For four days?”

“It was a very severe disorientation. I had a lot of water in my ears after I ended up in the bay.”

My stomach grumbled again. I was starving. I unbuckled my seat belt and headed to the kitchenette to see if there was any food.

The principal followed me. “And do you know what the CIA did to me when I finally got back?”

“Did they demote you?”

The principal gave me a surprised look. “Of course not. Why would they do that?”

“Um… because it took you four days to find your way out of a park?”

There was a box of doughnuts on the counter from a shop located near CIA headquarters, indicating that they were all at least a day old, as they had traveled to Alaska and back. But I didn’t care that they might be a little stale; they were food. I quickly took a bite of a chocolate glazed.

“The CIA put me back in the field,” the principal said.

I gagged on my doughnut in shock. “Why? I always heard you were a terrible field agent.”

“I was,” the principal agreed. “But now that I no longer have the academy to run, I’ve had to return to field work.”

“How’s that going?”

“Not well at all. They have me searching the sewers under the Russian embassy to look for anything suspicious the Russians might have flushed down the toilets.”

I grimaced in disgust, but still managed to polish off my doughnut. I knew a bit about the principal’s record as a field agent. His missions had usually ended with him getting captured by the enemy. I figured that the CIA had probably given him this new assignment because it was hard to screw up—as well as being something that no one else at the agency wanted to do.

“Sorry about that,” I said.

“Well you should be! This is all your fault!”

“My fault? How?”

“Everything was running perfectly fine at the academy until you got there! And then you came along and ruined it all!”

“Things were not running perfectly! There was a mole for SPYDER plotting to set off a bomb under the school—and I stopped them!”

The principal waved this off, as though it was no big deal. “You also blew up my office.”

“That was collateral damage. I was preventing a much bigger disaster.”

“And now the location of the campus has been leaked to the enemy.”

“I didn’t do that. Murray Hill did.”

“But it happened because of you! You destroyed everything! My office! My desk! My career!” The principal lifted the lid of the doughnut box and flushed with anger. “And now you took the last doughnut with coconut!”

I was, in fact, eating the last coconut-sprinkled doughnut at that very moment. “Sorry.”

The pilot came over the intercom. “Hey, folks. We’re on approach for landing. Please return to your seats and buckle up.”

I glanced out the window. We were already quite low to the ground. Below us was a mix of farmland, forest, and suburban communities. I figured we were landing at an airstrip somewhere close to CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, but I couldn’t be sure.

I returned to my seat and fastened the belt.

The principal sat in the seat across the aisle from me again, determined to have his say. “From the very moment you set foot on campus, things have gone wrong. You have been a menace! A plague! A constant pain in my rear end!”

I turned away from the principal and stared out the window instead. I didn’t enjoy being yelled at even when I deserved it—but this was completely unjustified. If anyone was responsible for the principal’s career being ruined, it was him. (Although I admittedly had been somewhat responsible for the destruction of his office.)

Sadly, this wasn’t unusual behavior for the principal. He had berated me on a regular basis at spy school. But I had the disturbing sense that something was different this time. It seemed as though he had rehearsed some of what he was saying, instead of randomly spewing out anything that came to his mind.

In addition, the landscape out the window was wrong. I couldn’t say how, exactly, but it did not seem to be as Virginia-esque as it should have been. It felt more Pennsylvania-ish. Or possibly New Yorky.

All of which filled me with concern. I turned back to the principal. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“To explain myself to you.”

The plane touched down on the tarmac with a jolt.

I suddenly realized something. It was something I should have noticed much earlier, but I had been too groggy from sleep to pick up on it.

I was no longer wearing my utility belt.

It had been taken from me.

My stomach grew queasy again, but this time, it was due to anxiety. “What have you done?” I asked the principal.

“I’m not a traitor,” he said. “I just don’t like you.”

The jet rolled to a stop at the edge of the tarmac.

I unbuckled my safety belt and sprang from my seat, slipping past the principal before he could stop me. I ran to the front of the plane and yanked the door handle. The door swung open and a set of stairs lowered to the ground.

I had planned to race down them and flee across the airstrip, but someone was standing there on the tarmac, aiming a gun at me.

“Surprise!” said Murray Hill.
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5 EXPLANATION

A random airstrip

Somewhere in America

August 9

0630 hours

I briefly considered going on the attack. I had been improving at martial arts throughout my training at spy school, and Murray had never been much of a fighter. But the gun changed the equation.

So I reluctantly decided to bide my time and hope for a better chance to escape. The principal might have taken my utility belt, but I could still feel the Swiss Army knife in my underwear, and it was possible he had missed the one concealed in my pants cuff as well.

“I bet you’re wondering what’s going on here,” Murray said.

I didn’t want to say yes, because I knew Murray was dying to tell me his plan. There was nothing he loved more than showing off how brilliant he was (except perhaps bacon) and pretending to be uninterested would have upset him. But the truth was, I did want to know.

So I said yes.

“Let’s take a walk.” Murray motioned with his gun for me to leave the jet.

I didn’t have much choice.

I came down the steps onto the tarmac, trying to figure out where I was. Despite the early hour, it was already warm and humid, which meant we could have been just about anywhere in the eastern United States in mid-August. I had seen my share of airstrips, and this one looked more or less like every other one of them. There was a long stretch of tarmac, shimmering in the heat, plus a few hangars and a small terminal with a control tower, all painted a bland beige.

The only thing out of the ordinary was the other jet.

It was parked a little farther down the tarmac, and it was much nicer than the one I had just arrived on. It was sleek and shiny. Private jets aren’t cheap, but this one gave the impression of still being more expensive than the rest.

Its engines were running, indicating it was ready to fly.

Murray pointed me toward it.

I started across the tarmac.

Murray followed me.

Behind us, the principal got off the first jet and started toward the second as well.

“You’ve caused me a lot of trouble over the past few years,” Murray began.

“That seems to be a common theme today,” I observed.

Murray sneered at me. “You’ve repeatedly thwarted my evil plans, you’ve sent me to jail on a regular basis, and you imprisoned me on a desolate island teeming with walri.”

“You brought all that on yourself,” I told him. “None of that would have happened if you had just been a good person.”

“Do you know what I went through after I escaped that island? I was lost in the wilderness for days!”

“It’s brutal, isn’t it?” the principal asked.

“You were in a park,” Murray said disparagingly. “The most dangerous thing there was a rabbit. I was lost in the real wilderness. With wolves and moose and bears the size of economy cars. If it hadn’t been for my keen wits and my incredible courage, I never would have survived. But I eventually made it back to civilization—and enacted my brilliant plan for revenge on you, Ben.”

I was starting to put things together. “You never intended to get in touch with Ashley, did you?”

“Nope.” Murray grinned proudly. “That was just to make the CIA think I was coming to visit her. And while they’ve been distracted monitoring her prison, I was free to come after you. I approached the principal, tipped him off about your remote spy school—”

“So that’s how he found out about it,” I said.

“You thought he figured it out himself?” Murray lowered his voice so the principal wouldn’t hear him. “That guy’s not the sharpest tool in the shed. He’s more like a bowling ball that got put in the shed by mistake. On the other hand, he hates you almost as much as I do. He was thrilled to help bring you to me. All it took was a few fake documents and a rental jet—and the Hales bought it, hook, line and sinker!”

I was growing more and more anxious. It was disturbing to realize that Murray had outwitted us all once again. Even worse, my chances of escaping looked grim. Murray was a terrible shot, even at close range, but on the wide-open airstrip, the closest place to seek cover was hundreds of yards away. The odds of my making it there weren’t good.

“What happens now?” I asked. “Are you going to kill me?”

“I’d considered it. But it turns out, you’re worth far more alive than you are dead.”

“To who?”

“The Shang family.”

I stumbled on the tarmac. Leo and Shayla Shang were tied for the number ten spot on my list of People I Never Wanted to See Again. They were married, rich, and villainous. I had thwarted Leo’s evil plans the previous winter, and Shayla’s over spring break. Therefore, both of them hated me—although I had gotten along very well with their teenage daughter, Jessica. Or so I thought. Now I had to ask, “Jessica is upset with me?”

“No. Jessica’s still a Goody Two-shoes. She considers her entire family an embarrassment and went off to do something saintly with her inheritance, like saving puppies or orphans—or maybe orphaned puppies. It’s Leo’s brother, Rufus, who has it in for you. And he’s willing to pay me five million bucks to deliver you to him.”

Despite my growing fear, I couldn’t help but be disappointed in Murray. “That’s your entire plan? You’re just a delivery boy?”

Murray bristled. “You’re the one who reduced me to this! I had plenty of legitimately brilliant plans. But you ruined all of them! And even if I did have another brilliant plan, I wouldn’t be able to get anyone to invest in it. You’ve made me the laughingstock of the evil community. So this is all I have left. Maybe it’s not the most clever scheme in the world, but I’ll score some cash and get even with you in one fell swoop. That’s better than spending the rest of my life on Walrus Poop Island.”

We had reached the expensive jet, which I now realized belonged to the Shang family. The door opened automatically in front of us, releasing a blast of air-conditioning onto the sultry tarmac.

I hesitated before climbing the steps, knowing my chances of escape would grow even slimmer once I was aboard.

Murray jammed his gun into my back. “Move it.”

My chances of escaping from the jet were still better than my chances of avoiding a bullet at point-blank range. I headed up the steps.

Inside, the jet was better furnished than any place I had ever lived. Instead of having rows of seats, as on the previous plane, the interior was designed more like a living room, with couches and comfortable chairs tastefully arranged around a small coffee table. Farther back, there was a full gourmet kitchen and a dining area with an honest-to-goodness chandelier dangling from the ceiling.

It might have appeared rather comforting if not for the enormous Scandinavian man glowering at me.

His presence was disturbing for three reasons.

First, he was exceptionally muscular, with biceps the size of cannonballs.

Second, his outfit was horrendous. He wore shimmery silver pants, a gaudy Day-Glo aloha shirt, and a thick gold chain with a skull pendant. And if all that wasn’t garish enough, he also sported a bright red fanny pack. It almost hurt my eyes to look at him.

Finally, he looked exactly like Leo Shang’s henchman, Dane Brammage, who had repeatedly attempted to kill me. And so, he also looked like Dane’s identical cousin Bjorn Turok, who had been much kinder, but still imposing. In our previous encounters, neither of them had been so fashion-challenged, but I figured maybe it wasn’t easy to get clothes that fit when you were built like a sequoia tree. The resemblance to both men was so close, I figured it had to be one or the other.

“Dane?” I asked. “Bjorn?”

The giant shook his head. “I know you have met my cousins. But I am not them. My name is Soren Swollen.” He spoke in the same singsong Scandinavian accent that his relatives had.

Then he frisked me.

The standard way to search someone for weapons is to pat them down. Instead, Soren casually lifted me up, flipped me over, and shook me by my ankles. There wasn’t much in my pockets, but it all fell out: some lint, a piece of gum, and a penny.

Luckily, I managed to keep the Swiss Army knife in my underwear from suffering the same fate by using a technique Cyrus had taught me known as the Extreme Buttocks Clench.

I wasn’t so fortunate with the other knife. My pants cuff was right by Soren’s face, and he spotted the telltale bulge in it. He dropped me on a couch, then ripped my cuff apart as easily as someone else might detach a piece of perforated toilet paper from the roll. The knife plopped onto the carpet. Soren picked it up and tucked it into his fanny pack.

But he didn’t continue searching me. The Double Decoy had worked.

Unfortunately, I didn’t think my second Swiss Army knife would be of much use against Soren. Attacking him with it would have been like poking a bear with a toothpick.

And before I even got the chance to try, Soren took out a plastic zip tie and deftly cinched my wrists with it.

Murray watched all this, grinning gleefully. “Might as well get comfy, Ben. We’ve got a long flight to China ahead of us and…” He trailed off in midsentence as the principal stepped aboard the jet. “What are you doing here, Baldy? Your part in all this is over.”

“I’ve come to collect my money,” the principal announced.

“I told you I’d send you a check once Ben’s been delivered to the Shangs.”

Now it was the principal’s turn to grin. “Oh, I’m not collecting the money from you. You see, Murray, you’re even more responsible for my downfall than Ben. You were the mole at spy school who made it necessary for me to recruit Ben in the first place.”

Soren lashed out surprisingly fast for a man so large and snatched the gun from Murray’s hand.

Murray’s confidence immediately faded. Aware that the balance of power had just changed dramatically, he immediately began sucking up to the principal. “You know I have always respected you, right? More than that, I admired you for how well you ran the academy. Now, I know I’ve caused you a minor bit of trouble on occasion—”

“You’re the one who leaked the school’s location to all the assassins!” I exclaimed.

“Keep out of this!” Murray barked, then returned his attention to the principal. “I’m giving you a nice, fat payoff. Doesn’t that make up for all I’ve done?

“You think I actually trust you to send that check?” the principal scoffed. “I’m not a fool! After you approached me, I cut my own deal with Rufus Shang. He’s paying me to deliver both of you to him.”

The color drained from Murray’s face. “Why would the Shangs be upset with me?”

“Because your schemes for both of them ended up in disaster,” the principal replied. “You cost the family millions and now both Leo and Shayla are in jail. So I’m getting the five million dollars from Rufus, while you get what’s coming to you.”

Soren handed him a briefcase, along with Murray’s gun. The principal opened the briefcase to confirm that there was money inside it.

There was. A whole lot of money.

Now that he’d been double-crossed, Murray was descending into panic. His eyes were wide with fear and he was hyperventilating.

I wasn’t happy with my predicament, either, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel a small bit of glee at Murray’s expense.

“This isn’t fair!” Murray whined to Soren. “I cut a deal with Rufus first! How can he possibly do this to me?”

“He is evil,” Soren replied.

The principal closed the briefcase again. “Nice doing business with you,” he told Soren. Then he looked at Murray and me and laughed. “This is the last time I’ll ever see either one of you. This is the best day of my life!”

“That money is rightfully mine!” Murray suddenly dashed across the jet, apparently planning to grab the briefcase and then bolt out the door with it.

Soren calmly swatted him on the back of the head, the same way that a smaller human being might have swatted a fly. It knocked Murray unconscious midstride and he dropped, face-first, onto the jet’s expensive carpet.

For a moment, I thought this was faked. It didn’t seem possible that a man, even one as big as Soren, could be strong enough to knock someone out so easily.

But then Soren turned around and calmly bopped me on the head as well.

I had one last glimpse of the principal laughing as he left the jet with his money, and then I lapsed into unconsciousness too.
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6 CONSTRUCTION

Somewhere in China (I think)

August 10 (Maybe)

???? hours

When I came to again, I had no idea how long I’d been unconscious.

My innate sense of time only works when I’m awake, and being on a private jet as it circled the globe confused me even more. It’s hard to know when you are if you don’t know where you are. I’d been told we were heading for China, but that wasn’t much help. Even though it is 3,100 miles across, China has only one time zone, which can be very disorienting even if you haven’t been knocked out recently. For example, seven a.m. is early morning in eastern China but the middle of the night in the west.

So I wasn’t really sure what time it was.

It looked like morning, as the sun wasn’t very high in the sky, but my sense of direction had also been messed up, so it was possible that I had east and west confused and it was actually late afternoon.

I felt terrible in every way imaginable. My aches from the arduous hike had been compounded by the long period of travel. My head throbbed where Soren had bonked me on it. I was starving, having only consumed two doughnuts in what might have been days. I was annoyed at myself for getting outwitted by Murray—and even more annoyed for getting outwitted by the principal. (At least Murray was smart, while the principal was routinely flummoxed by his own shoelaces.) I was also severely concerned for my own safety.

But the worst of all was how I felt about Erica. I was growing increasingly worried that I might never see her again, and instead of at least having some joy at the thought that she was in my life, I only felt awful about how I’d spoken to her the last time I’d seen her.

I had been jolted awake when the jet landed roughly. I figured the pilots had brought it down badly until I looked out the window and discovered the true reason: We weren’t on a real runway. Instead, we were merely on a grassy strip that had been hacked out of the forest. It had been cleared of trees and shrubs but was still uneven and lumpy, and the jet jounced across it as it came to a stop.

Murray was already wide awake, seated across from Soren at the dining table, busily trying to talk him into betraying Rufus Shang.

“Whatever he’s paying you, I’ll double it if you let me go.” Murray was saying. “And you can keep Ben in the bargain. He’s the one Rufus really wants.”

“You don’t have that kind of money.”

“Oh, yes I do. I’ve got plenty stashed away.”

“My cousins both told me how to tell when you’re lying.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“It’s any time you’re talking.”

Murray faked some laugher. “Those guys are such jokers! Always teasing me for being so full of moral fiber!”

“I know exactly what you’re full of.” Soren fixed Murray with a cold stare. “The next time you lie to me, I’m going to reach down your throat and rip out your lungs.”

Murray immediately fell silent. It appeared he had no idea how to speak without being dishonest.

The plane rolled to a stop by the edge of the grassy strip and the pilots cut the engines.

Soren yanked Murray to his feet as easily as someone else might have picked up a bag of potato chips. “Let’s go. Rufus is waiting.”

I snapped to my feet before Soren could manhandle me as well. “I’m really sorry to bother you with this, but, since I was unconscious for the whole flight, I didn’t get anything to eat. Is there a way I could get some breakfast? Or lunch? Or whatever meal is appropriate for this time of day?”

“Later,” Soren growled, then pointed to the door.

“How about a glass of water?” I asked. “I’m very thirsty.”

“Later,” Soren said again.

“I don’t suppose there’s any time for a quick bathroom break?”

“No.”

I frowned—although being refused a bathroom break wasn’t quite the ordeal it might have been only a few weeks earlier. According to the Hales, denying people the chance to relieve themselves was a very basic form of torture, so my friends and I had been practicing the little-known art of Arbindian Bladder Control. (Kemal Arbindian was a spy so renowned for his ability to hold it that it was rumored he had once gone two weeks without urinating.) For the most part, this involved bladder-strengthening exercises, learning how to distract yourself from the thought of relieving yourself, and avoiding drinking large amounts of iced tea.

What I had really been hoping for was the chance to get some privacy, during which I could fish the Swiss Army knife out of my underwear, slice through the zip ties binding my wrists, and attempt some sort of escape. But it appeared that Soren wasn’t about to let me out of his sight.

He opened the jet door and we descended the steps to the ground.

There was a slight chill in the air, which led me to believe that it was morning, rather than evening, and that allowed me to deduce that the low sun was in the east. Erica probably would have been able to determine where she was from looking at the trees, or assessing the composition of the soil, or listening to the bird songs, but I wasn’t knowledgeable enough about botany, geology, or ornithology to do this. All I could tell was that the forest around us was scrubby, the ground was dry and dusty, and the birds seemed quite cheerful.

However, the nearby construction project seemed to indicate that we were in China.

Just beyond the end of the airstrip, a four-lane highway was being built through the forest. Soren led us past the work site. The trees gave way to a vast array of construction equipment: bulldozers, dump trucks, trenching machines, and concrete mixers. The birdsong was quickly drowned out by the rattle of jackhammers, the groaning of engines, the buzz of chainsaws, and the chatter of work crews. The transition from nature to desolation was so abrupt, it felt as though I had walked into the pages of The Lorax. Everyone around us was Chinese and every vehicle had SHANG CONSTRUCTION written on it in Chinese and English.

To the north, the route for the highway was still being cleared; it was simply a dirt road extending into the forest, lined with the trunks of fallen trees. To the south, the highway had been completed; a gleaming stretch of brand-new concrete extended into the distance. We were at the transition point, where the paving was being done. Huge pipes for future sewer lines were being laid in trenches alongside plastic conduits for power cables. Semitrucks hauled away dirt and trees and arrived with loads of sand and gravel.

Hundreds of men were at work all around us. Most appeared to be prisoners. They were all in chain gangs, linked to one another by their ankles, as if they were part of an enormous charm bracelet. They were digging ditches, raking gravel, spreading concrete, and felling trees. Even though it was cool outside, most had worked up a sweat. Many wore clothes that were so stained and tattered, it appeared as if they had never been laundered.

Armed guards patrolled the area, keeping an eye on the men and yelling at them whenever they took a break.

The construction site was far enough from civilization that the workers had to live there. I noticed some run-down portable bunkhouses, a makeshift mess hall, and a long line of Porta-Potties.

The smell of cooked food made my stomach grumble, and the sight of the latrines made me feel the need to pee once again, but I did my best to ignore both impulses and focus on what was really important: escape.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to be easy. Even if I could get away from Soren and all the armed guards, I was still in the middle of the wilderness in a country I had no familiarity with. I didn’t have my utility belt, a phone, or any money.

But I did still have the Swiss Army knife in my underwear.

And I had formulated the beginnings of a plan.

We finally arrived at a spot where there were several portable buildings that I figured were for the higher-ups. These were in much better shape than the ones for the workers; they looked brand-new and were equipped with heaters and air conditioners. The nicest portable of all sat in the back of a large flatbed truck, rather than on the ground, allowing it to be easily moved from place to place. Soren brought us to it.

A freshly hewn wooden staircase led up to the rear of the flatbed, where two armed guards flanked the door. Both nodded deferentially to Soren and stepped aside, as though they were expecting us.

We entered the portable building.

I felt as though I had passed through a wormhole into a very different world.

The dust, noise, and harsh conditions of the construction site immediately vanished and were replaced by luxury and opulence. This was obviously Rufus Shang’s private office, and he had spared no expense to decorate it. We found ourselves facing an exquisitely crafted wooden desk with an inlaid marble top. Beyond it was a gleaming kitchen full of high-end appliances and granite counters. Soothing classical music played over a state-of-the-art speaker system, which combined with what must have been some very expensive soundproofing to cover the racket of construction outside. But most shocking of all were the dead animals.

It appeared that Rufus Shang was a big-game hunter, and proud of it. The walls were adorned with the heads of rhinos, antelope, and moose, while the hardwood floors were covered with animal-skin rugs. There were also a few full-size animals mounted in menacing poses: a grizzly bear, a jaguar, a lion—and a giant panda.

In real life, pandas aren’t menacing at all—unless you are a stalk of bamboo—but whoever had taxidermied this one had done their best to change that impression. The panda’s claws were extended, its teeth were bared, and it was frozen midlunge, like a linebacker going for the opposing quarterback. Despite this, it still didn’t look remotely frightening. Instead, it looked ridiculous. And yet, it had been placed in a position of prominence, right beside the entrance.

Rufus Shang sat at his desk, perusing some blueprints. He looked a great deal like his brother Leo and wore a gaudy leopard-print suit that I had the disturbing feeling was probably made from a real leopard. He glanced up as we entered, livid at our intrusion, and seemed to be on the verge of shouting at us—until he realized who we were. Then his demeanor changed completely. He broke into a huge, pleased smile, but I could still see the danger lurking just beneath the surface of it.

“At last!” he exclaimed. “I have been waiting so long for this! The day to avenge my family is finally—”

“I hate to interrupt,” Murray said, “but I think there’s been a terrible mistake. Your associate, Mr. Swollen, seems to be under the impression that instead of delivering a prisoner to you, I’m supposed to be delivered as a prisoner. Those prepositions can be very tricky, especially for Scandinavians, so if you’ll just explain everything to him, I’ll be happy to take my payment and go….”

“There has been no mistake.” Rufus was no longer smiling. “Murray Hill, you have brought great shame to the Shang family. And so you must be punished, along with Benjamin Ripley.”

“Sorry,” I said, “but I have to ask: Did you kill all these animals yourself?”

I mentioned this for two reasons.

First, it was a technique known as a Dubrovnik Deflection. With one well-executed question, you could flatter, distract, and stall your captor all at once.

Secondly, I wanted to know if I was dealing with the kind of madman who would actually hunt a giant panda.

Rufus grinned proudly. “Why yes. I am an exceptional big-game hunter. There’s nothing like the thrill of confronting a bloodthirsty beast in its own territory—and then killing it.”

“Even that one?” I asked, pointing to the panda.

“The giant panda is a much more wily predator than most people realize,” Rufus claimed, gazing at it reverently. I figured that he was either lying to impress me—or he honestly didn’t know that a giant panda was as dangerous as a cup of applesauce. Whatever the case, his attention was diverted, allowing me to steal a glance at the blueprints on his desk.

Unfortunately, all the writing on them was in Chinese, and I was looking at it upside down, which meant I had no hope of translating it. But the drawings appeared to depict an underground pit in the shape of an inverted cone. A scale measurement indicated that it was more than a kilometer across, but I suspected that I was misreading it, as that would have made the pit absolutely enormous. A tunnel passed through the ground beneath it, dead-ending directly below the lowest point of the pit.

“Yes, this bad boy was a real challenge,” Rufus boasted, still considering his panda. “If I hadn’t shot him when I did, he would have happily disemboweled me and consumed my innards.”

“You like hunting?” Murray asked, desperate to find a way out of his predicament. “I love hunting! Why don’t we let bygones be bygones and go on a hunting trip together? We can kill all the pandas you want! Or something else equally as vicious. Like a walrus.”

Rufus turned back to him, annoyed. I quickly averted my eyes from the blueprints, but Rufus noticed, which made him even angrier. He stormed back to his desk and rolled up the prints, making it clear he wanted to keep whatever was on them a secret.

It appeared that Rufus Shang was plotting something a lot more evil than kidnapping.

“I did not bring you here to be friends,” Rufus informed Murray coldly. “We are not going hunting or bowling or engaging in any other amusing pastimes. The only reason I am even talking to you right now is that I want to see your faces when I tell you what I have planned for you.”

“Oh,” I said, not liking the sound of this.

“I toyed with simply killing both of you,” Rufus declared. “In the same way that I would kill some other bloodthirsty beast, like a sloth or a manatee. But that would be quick, and I want you both to suffer. So I’m going to leave you here.”

“In this office?” Murray asked hopefully.

“No, you moron!” Rufus snapped. “I meant leave you here on the construction crew! As you may have noticed, my government has entrusted me to oversee hundreds of criminals sentenced to lifetimes of hard labor. I’m going to lock you up with them. You’ll spend the rest of your lives toiling away for me with no hope of parole or time off for good behavior. My government doesn’t care about that—and your government doesn’t even know where you are.” He laughed at the very thought of all this.

I knew Murray was horrified by this, but he did a surprisingly good job hiding his true feelings. Instead, he pasted a fake smile on his face and attempted some reverse psychology. “That actually doesn’t sound so bad. Lots of exercise. Plenty of fresh air. Much better than being asked to spend our time in here, doing paperwork.”

As much as I despised Murray, I figured this tactic was worth a shot. I faked a shiver and said, “Like routine filing and collating? Ugh. That’d be horrible!”

“Please don’t make us do that!” Murray begged. “Please don’t make us stay indoors! And whatever you do, don’t give us any bacon!”

Rufus glowered at us. “You’re not fooling me with these shenanigans. I’m not an idiot. You’re both getting hard labor. From this point forward, every single moment of your lives will be pure agony—and you will forever rue the day that you crossed the Shangs!”

Murray’s face fell in defeat.

“Ah!” Rufus exclaimed gleefully. “That’s the look I wanted to see! Utter despair!” He snapped a photograph with his phone, then turned to Soren. “Take them out and hook them up to the chain gang.”

“Yes, sir.” Soren grabbed Murray and me by the napes of our necks and marched us toward the office door.

Once we were back outside, we would be surrounded by armed men, and once they had us chained up, we’d be trapped. Our window to escape was narrowing by the second.

It was time to put my getaway plan into action.

I really hoped it would work.
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7 ESCAPE

Somewhere in China

August 10

Late morning

The first thing I needed was a distraction, but I knew Murray could be counted on to provide that.

Murray wasn’t the sort of person who would go off to a life of hard labor quietly.

In fact, Murray wasn’t the sort of person who would go off to an afternoon of hard labor quietly. Or even five minutes of moderate labor. Murray was so averse to any sort of work that he had been known to shower with his clothes on to avoid doing laundry.

Now, he dug his heels in, slowing Soren’s attempt to drag him to the door and severely crumpling a zebra-skin rug. “Don’t make me do this!” he pleaded to Rufus. “Ben’s the one you should be punishing, not me! My schemes would have worked just fine if he hadn’t thwarted them! So you ought to be making him do twice the work, while I come up with more plots to make you rich!”

“I’m already rich enough,” Rufus scoffed.

“There’s no such thing!” Murray insisted. “I can make you crazy rich! Richer than your wildest dreams! You won’t just have mansions and yachts. You’ll be able to buy small countries and aircraft carriers!”

While all this was going on, I fished the Swiss Army knife from my boxers. It took a few seconds longer than I’d hoped, as it’s not so easy to get something out of your underwear when your wrists are bound together. (Also, when handling knives in the vicinity of your private parts, it’s always a good idea to exercise caution.) But I managed to retrieve it, unfold the blade, slice through the zip tie, and free my arms while Soren was wrangling Murray.

As I had noted before, the knife was too small to be of much use against Soren. So I grabbed the closest weapon at hand: the mounted head of a moose.

I ripped it off the wall, then spun around, whacking Soren across the brow with one of the enormous antlers. It only staggered him slightly, but that was enough. While he was off-balance, I jammed the moose down on top of his head, where it stuck fast.

Soren now looked like some sort of horrifying minotaur-esque creature, with the body of a steroid-enhanced human, the head of a moose, and the fashion sense of a color-blind baboon.

I bolted for the door.

Behind me, Rufus leapt to his feet and came after me, but Soren wheeled around blindly and cracked him in the face with one of the antlers. Rufus sailed backward into his angry panda, slamming into it so hard that it toppled.

I burst outside.

Rufus’s trailer was so well soundproofed that the two guards stationed at the door hadn’t heard our scuffle. Plus, as I had learned at spy school, guards are rarely as alert as they ought to be. Guarding is basically standing around, doing nothing. It’s extremely boring, and after about five minutes on the job, most people tend to start daydreaming or sneaking looks at their phones.

So I caught the two of them by surprise. I knocked both off the steps, sending them sprawling into the dirt below, and managed to wrench one’s rifle away from him as he fell.

Then I fled down the steps and into the construction site.

The guards I had knocked down yelled to the other guards to stop me, but there was so much construction noise that they were drowned out.

Still, I knew it wouldn’t be long before someone noticed me. I needed to find the fastest way out of there.

Not far away, a driver had just parked a concrete truck. The oblong mixer was rotating slowly, churning the concrete inside to keep it from hardening.

As the driver climbed out, I greeted him with the barrel of my rifle. “Give me your truck,” I said in Chinese. Or at least, that’s what I tried to say.

Given that I was still learning Chinese, it’s possible that I asked him to lend me his gallbladder. Either way, he seemed to understand what I meant. He raised his hands in surrender and allowed me to hop into the driver’s seat.

Not far away, I heard angry shouting. Some of the guards had finally noticed me.

I also heard some screams of fear. Soren had emerged from the office with the moose head still stuck on his own. Many people seemed to think that an actual moosataur was on the loose.

I had not been given much training in driving. I wasn’t sixteen yet and we had no cars at our remote Alaskan training facility. (There were no roads there to drive them on.) But Catherine had brought me to town one day and allowed me to tool around a supermarket parking lot in a rented sedan, so I knew the basics of how to operate a vehicle.

There were a lot of levers and buttons on the dashboard that I didn’t recognize. I figured they were probably to work the concrete mixing equipment. But there was also a standard gearshift and the engine was already running. I threw the truck into drive and punched the gas pedal.

Unfortunately, concrete trucks are not known for speed.

I did not rocket out of the construction site with a screech of tires. Instead, the truck slowly lurched forward.

The guards coming after me were running faster than I was driving.

The passenger door suddenly swung open and Murray Hill slipped into the cab.

“Look at us, working as a team!” he crowed. “I distract the thug, you grab the getaway car. Brilliant!”

Under most circumstances, I would have been tempted to toss him right back out the door again, but I realized I could probably use some help. The concrete truck was gaining speed, but not much.

Murray noticed this and grew worried. “Why are you driving so slowly? Go faster!”

“I’m trying! This truck’s really slow!”

“Then why did you steal it?”

“Because I didn’t have any other options! And I figured this had some advantages.”

“Like what?”

“That.” I pointed out the rear window toward the giant, churning mixer.

Murray realized what I was talking about. “Oh! I see! Good thinking, Ben!” He immediately began fiddling with the various levers on the dashboard, trying to find the one he needed. It took him a while. He accidentally turned up the radio volume, turned down the air-conditioning, and adjusted the lumbar support on his seat, but then finally located the controls for the mixer.

Behind us, the mixer began to tilt downward as I drove. A slurry of wet concrete spilled out of it onto the guards who were pursuing us. Sputtering and gagging, they gave up the chase.

But by now additional guards had commandeered some of the other vehicles at the site. A motley array of trucks and cars was coming after us.

And to my dismay, we were heading the wrong direction, toward the dirt track that led into the forest, rather than the paved highway that led to civilization.

Murray recognized this too. “You’re heading into the jungle!” he yelled.

“I know! But there’s no room to make a U-turn with this truck!”

“So what’s your plan to get away?”

“Um… this was as far as I’d gotten.”

“Do you remember all those times I said you were a genius?”

“Yes.”

“I was wrong! You’re an imbecile! There’s no escape this direction!”

“We’ll see about that,” I said, then threw the truck into a higher gear.

We had finally picked up speed and were now hauling along the dirt road through the forest. The other vehicles may have been faster than ours, but the route was so narrow, they couldn’t come up alongside the truck. Instead, they were forced to stay behind us.

“Drop some more concrete!” I ordered.

Murray adjusted the gears, lowering the mixer even more. Gray goop splattered the windshield of the car directly behind us, covering it completely. The driver blindly steered into a tree and two more cars smashed into him from the rear, jamming the road.

However, there was still a slight bit of room to get past them. A few cars made it through the gap, then resumed the chase—and this time, they kept their distance. Murray kept pouring concrete in their path, but they stayed stubbornly out of reach.

“This isn’t working anymore!” Murray cried. “And this road won’t go on much farther!”

I knew he was right. Although at the moment, I was more concerned with the river ahead of us.

It wasn’t a very wide river. I could have thrown a rock across it. And it was a slow, lazy river, rather than one filled with rapids. But it was still a river, and I was in a truck, not a boat.

There was a bridge across it, of a sort. It was obviously only supposed to be temporary, to allow workers to walk across until the construction team got there and built a real bridge. It looked like the kind of thing that my friends and I might have put together, haphazardly constructed out of spare plywood and two-by-fours and possibly duct tape.

I reflexively took my foot off the gas and the cement truck slowed a little.

Murray immediately slid over and slammed his own foot down on the pedal. We resumed hurtling toward the river.

“You can’t stop!” Murray yelled at me. “They’ll catch us!”

“That bridge doesn’t look strong enough to support this truck!” I warned.

“There’s only one way to find out!” Murray insisted, which was completely wrong. There were plenty of ways to determine whether or not the bridge would hold us, and all of them were much safer than driving across it. But each of those would have required time and possibly some expensive surveying equipment, neither of which we had at the moment.

So I cinched my seat belt tightly and hoped for the best.

We roared onto the bridge.

It was not strong enough to hold us.

It instantly buckled under the weight of the truck. The wooden struts cracked and split. But since we were moving quickly, we had cleared most of the river before the bridge gave way. It collapsed in our wake, preventing any of the other vehicles from following us.

Our truck hadn’t made it completely across when the bridge went down. Our front wheels were on solid ground, but our rear wheels sank into the water and spun uselessly on the muddy bottom, kicking up a spray of muck that showered the guards on the opposite bank. For a few horrifying seconds, we slid backward, and it seemed that we might be stranded.

The guards opened fire on us. Bullets pinged off the concrete mixer. One shattered my rearview mirror.

But then our rear wheels somehow found purchase and the truck roared out of the water. We flew down the dirt road, leaving our pursuers behind.

“I told you that’d work!” Murray crowed. “I’m a genius!”

“Great,” I said. “Now take your foot off the pedal and let me drive.”

Murray didn’t budge. “If I had listened to you back there, we’d have been captured again. We need to get as far away from here as fast as possible.”

The truck raced up a small hill, flattening several handmade signs written in Chinese.

“I think those were warnings,” I said. “We should slow down.”

“Not yet,” Murray insisted. “I’m way smarter than you, Ben. I know what I’m doing… Aaaugh!!!”

We rounded the top of the hill—only to discover that the road ended abruptly at the crest. There was nothing but forest on the other side.

Murray took his foot off the gas and I pounded the brakes, but we were going too fast to stop. The truck careened downhill, plowed through some underbrush, and then crashed into a copse of trees. The front end crumpled and we jolted to a sudden stop. Murray and I were prevented from flying through the windshield by our seat belts and the airbags, but we were still shaken hard.

I punctured my airbag with my Swiss Army knife and took stock of our situation. We had ditched our pursuers, but our truck was wrecked—not that it would have done us any good anyhow. There was no longer any place to drive it.

“This wasn’t my fault!” Murray claimed. “They should have put up some warning signs that the road was ending!”

“They did,” I reminded him. “You ran over all of them.”

I opened the door and stepped outside. The popcorn smell of the airbags mingled with the woodsy scent of shattered trees. A cloud of acrid smoke rose from the busted engine. The morning chill was gone and it had gotten warm already, signaling that the day would be a hot one.

I searched the cab of the truck, hoping to find a water bottle or some extra food, but sadly, there was none.

“What are you doing?” Murray asked me worriedly.

“Looking for anything we can bring with us to help us survive.”

“Where? In the jungle?”

“We can’t stay here. This truck’s not going any farther.”

“But it’s not safe out there! There could be more giant pandas around!”

“Giant pandas aren’t dangerous.”

“Of course they are! Didn’t you see the one in Rufus’s office? It was vicious!”

“It was only mounted to look that way. Probably so that Rufus could act like he was brave for killing one.” I examined the rifle I had stolen from the guard. Unfortunately, it had been damaged in the wreck. The barrel of it was now bent to the left, rendering it useless.

Murray reluctantly climbed out of the truck and dropped down into the forest.

Now that we were far from the construction site, the world was much quieter. The air was so still that I could hear the shouts of the guards back at the river, even though they were probably a half mile away.

Then I heard something else that was even more worrisome.

A guttural rumble, so low that I could feel it in my bones. This was followed by the sound of heavy footsteps.

Trees around us began to shake.

Something big was coming our way.

“What is that?” Murray asked worriedly.

“I don’t know,” I replied—although I had a terrible fear that it was a genetically engineered tyrannosaurus that had escaped from a laboratory.

Murray and I scrambled up onto the roof of the truck. Murray wadded himself into the fetal position and whimpered softly.

The creature burst through the trees in front of us.

I gaped at it in astonishment, suddenly aware that I had made a serious error when determining my location.

We were not in China.

Because I was face-to-face with an African elephant.
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“Are you sure we’re in Africa?” Murray asked.

“Look around you,” I told him.

There were now elephants everywhere.

We had left the concrete truck behind and were heading through the forest on foot. Although we had escaped Shang’s men for the time being, they remained a threat. I assumed it wouldn’t be long before they found a boat or figured out some other way to cross the river, and so I wanted to put as much distance between us and them as I could.

I was learning lots of things about elephants very quickly. For example, they are extremely social animals. The first one we had encountered had been at the front of what turned out to be a very large herd. We had already seen three dozen, and there appeared to be plenty of others hidden in the forest. Another thing I had learned: Elephants can blend into the landscape surprisingly well, given that they are the size of small houses. More and more kept emerging from the trees around us.

They ranged greatly in size—and thus age, I figured—from enormous adults to midsize teens to some relatively small ones that I assumed were only a few weeks old. The youngsters hadn’t even learned how to use their trunks yet; instead they flopped their long noses around like pieces of wet spaghetti.

I hadn’t invited Murray to come with me on my trek through the forest. In fact, I would have been thrilled if he had decided to stay with the concrete truck. But he was following me like a stray dog, looking bewildered by our predicament.

“Maybe they’re Chinese elephants,” he suggested.

“There aren’t any elephants in China,” I informed him.

“Maybe we’re in a zoo.”

“A zoo that’s several miles across? With a highway being built through it?”

“Perhaps they like their zoos really big in China. I know they like really big walls. They have one of those that’s several thousand miles long. So maybe they built an absolutely gigantic zoo as well.”

“Face it, Murray. We’re in Africa.”

I was doing my best to steer wide of the baby elephants, not wanting to upset any protective mothers. As long as I did that, the adult elephants seemed unconcerned by our presence. They certainly knew we were there, but they regarded us the same way I would have regarded a cricket: as something tiny and harmless. They were far more interested in eating, which they did constantly. With their trunks, they uprooted great tufts of grass to devour, stripped bushels of leaves off the trees and then crammed them into their mouths, or snapped off entire branches and munched on them like lollipops.

They were also communicating with one another. There were plenty of low rumbles, like the bone-vibrating one I had heard from the first elephant, as well as assorted chirps, snorts, barks, and grunts.

Only the teenaged elephants showed any interest in us, which seemed like juvenile posturing. They were merely acting tough, the same way that Chip Schacter had when I’d first met him at spy school. They occasionally trumpeted at us and flared out their ears, as though trying to make themselves look even bigger; but as long as we gave them a wide berth, they had kept their distance.

Despite this, I presumed that it was still dangerous to be so close to wild elephants. If they suddenly decided we were a threat, they could easily stomp us into something resembling gazpacho. I would have kept much farther from them if it hadn’t been for the threat of Shang’s men. Passing through an elephant herd seemed like a good way to cover our tracks. The sandy African soil was the perfect medium for capturing footprints; it was impossible not to leave a trail of them behind. However, elephants left even bigger footprints than we did: huge, round circles the size of extra-large pizzas, which completely blotted out our own prints. Plus, I had observed that elephants urinated in great volume on a regular basis. Every time they peed, it was as though they were blasting the ground with a fire hose, which would wash away our footprints—as well as plenty of topsoil. I hoped these activities would obscure our path, or at least make it extremely difficult for Shang’s men to follow us.

Murray said, “If we’re in Africa, then why were there so many Chinese people working on the highway?”

I had been trying to figure that out myself. “I’ve heard that Chinese construction companies are doing a lot of projects in Africa these days.”

“And they didn’t want to hire any African workers at all?”

“I guess that using Chinese prisoners is cheaper.”

“But Soren and the principal told us we were going to China….”

“They lied to us. I’ve noticed you do that yourself on occasion.”

Murray sighed. “Fine. We’re in Africa. Do you know where in Africa?”

“Oh, that’s easy to figure out,” I said. “All you have to do is lick a rock. Every country in Africa has a different taste.”

“Really? Like what?”

“It depends. Zimbabwe is minty, while Mozambique has a kind of lemon-lime citrus flavor.”

Murray picked up a rock and tentatively licked it. “This just tastes like a rock. What country would that be?”

“Tanzania.”

“Really?”

“No. I’m just messing with you. I have no idea where we are.”

Murray tossed the rock aside and glowered at me. “That’s not funny.”

“Actually, it is. For an evil genius, you can be a real dimwit sometimes.”

“I am not at my mental best right now! Having a bunch of people try to kill you can be really upsetting.”

“Oh, I’m well aware of that, thanks to you.”

Murray rolled his eyes. “Ugh. I knew you were going to bring this up.”

“Of course I am!” I exclaimed. “You sent every assassin on earth after me! And that wasn’t even your first attempt to kill me!”

“Calm down, Ben. You’re agitating the elephants.”

I realized, to my surprise, that Murray was right. Several elephants had shifted their attention toward us, as though I had just made a scene in the middle of a fancy restaurant. They were watching us warily, as if trying to decide whether or not to trample us.

So I lowered my voice and growled, “You’re lucky you’re with me right now. Anyone else would have left you to the lions.”

Murray froze in terror. “There are lions here?”

“Probably. We are in Africa, after all.” I kept on walking, leaving Murray behind.

Most of my brain was telling me that I ought to ditch Murray as quickly as possible. He was going to be useless in the wilderness and would most likely slow me down and hamper my chances of survival. But without me, Murray would certainly end up in serious trouble. He’d get caught by Shang’s men. Or he’d get lost and starve to death. Or he’d get gored or crushed or eaten by a wild animal. And as much as I felt Murray deserved all of that, I didn’t want to be the one who condemned him to it.

Murray appeared to realize that he needed my help as well, because he came running after me, feigning remorse. “Okay, I’ll admit it, I haven’t been the best friend to you….”

“You haven’t been a friend at all. You’re my nemesis.”

“Even so, you need me right now. There’s safety in numbers, right?”

I hated to admit it, but that was actually true. “Yes.”

“Great. So we’re a team!”

“No. We’re stuck with each other.”

“Good enough. Do you have any water on you? I’m parched.”

“No.” I failed to keep the concern out of my voice. I had been hungry and thirsty even before we had been delivered to Rufus Shang. Now, my stomach was grumbling loud enough to be heard, and my tongue felt like it was made out of sawdust. To make things worse, it was starting to get hot. I was already sweating and knew that if we didn’t find water relatively soon, we’d be in grave danger.

Murray obviously recognized this as well. He was struggling to remain calm. “Okay. All we have to do is find some water. That shouldn’t be too hard. We just need to find a tree and squeeze it real hard.”

I gave him a wary glance. “Squeeze a tree?”

“Yeah. Trees have water in them, right?”

“You didn’t pay any attention to our wilderness survival classes, did you?”

“No. But I had a perfectly good reason: I didn’t think I would ever need them.”

“The whole point of those classes was to be prepared for an emergency.”

“I was gunning for a desk job at the CIA! Desk jockeys don’t have to know how to find water in the wilderness. There are water coolers in every office! And then, after I shifted to working for the bad guys, I figured I’d be rich, and when rich people want water they just ring a bell and their servants bring it to them.”

“Do you know anything about wilderness survival at all?”

“Yes! If you get bit by a monkey, you have to suck the poison out.” Murray frowned suddenly. “Wait. That might be what you do if a rattlesnake bites you. Are there rattlesnakes in Africa?”

“No. But there’s plenty of other venomous snakes.”

“Of course. Because just lions wouldn’t be dangerous enough.” Murray warily scanned the ground around his feet, on the alert for anything that slithered. “This continent stinks.”

I gave him a sidelong glance. “Since you don’t know anything about survival, how on earth did you manage to survive for a week in Alaska?”

“It wasn’t very hard to find water there,” Murray explained. “It was everywhere. I couldn’t go three feet without stumbling into a pond or a bog or a marsh. And there were plenty of berries to eat. And… well…” He grew a bit sheepish. “It wasn’t exactly a week until I got to civilization.”

“How long was it?”

“Forty-five minutes.”

I gaped at him—and then immediately felt annoyed at myself for being shocked. Obviously, Murray had lied in the letter the CIA intercepted. He was Murray. He lied all the time. The whole intent of the letter had been to deceive, to make the Agency think he was going after Ashley Sparks.

“How’d you find people that fast?” I asked.

“They found me. Crashing a helicopter is a good way to grab attention out in the wilderness. Some guys were on a fly-fishing trip nearby. They raced to the scene of the accident and offered to fly me to a hospital in Anchorage.”

That explained why the search parties hadn’t found Murray. They had only searched the area around the wreck, not the entire state. “So you just completely lucked out.”

“Figuring out how to outwit all of you superspies and steal your helicopter wasn’t luck. It was brilliance. But no one can know everything. I know plenty about being deceitful and clever and sneaky. Although not so much about how to survive in this frying pan.” Murray waved a hand toward the sun-baked landscape around us.

I stopped in the shade of a tree and mopped my brow, all too aware that I didn’t know much about how to survive in Africa either. I wished that Erica was there with us. Erica would have known what to do in our situation. She knew everything there was to know about wilderness survival. She would have known how to find water and how to figure out the fastest way back to civilization. She probably would have even been able to build a car out of sticks and rocks and drive us back to safety.

Although, now that I thought about it, if Erica had been there, we probably wouldn’t have even been in such a fix. She would have engineered an escape that took us in the right direction down the highway, rather than into the wilderness. Or she would have knocked out Soren Swollen and wrested control of the jet before we even got to Africa in the first place.

I found myself thinking again about how badly I had left things with Erica, which made me even more miserable than I already was. I was suddenly seized by the fear that if I didn’t make it out of Africa—which seemed to be a very distinct possibility—then Erica’s last memory of me would be of me being a jerk to her.

“What’s wrong?” Murray asked me.

I snapped back to the current situation. “Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me. It looked like something was bothering you. Besides the fact that we’re about to die from dehydration. Or get eaten by lions. Or be hunted down by Rufus Shang.”

“I was just thinking about how to find water out here.” I didn’t feel like sharing my relationship problems with Murray. Although, as I spoke, a tip from one of my survival classes suddenly came to me. I recalled my self-preservation instructor, Professor Lucas Crandall, telling me something that I hadn’t given much thought to at the time, thinking it would never come in handy.

And yet, now it would. “I just remembered: There is a way to get water right now. But I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“I don’t care what it is,” Murray declared. “If I don’t have a drink soon, I’m gonna shrivel up like a raisin.”

“You can get water out of a fresh elephant poop,” I said.

Murray leered at me. “Yeah, right. I’m not falling for that.”

“I’m serious,” I insisted, although it occurred to me that Professor Crandall wasn’t the most trustworthy source of information. In class, his lectures were rambling and occasionally focused on threats that hadn’t been a major concern for a few centuries, like the Mongol Horde—and he was known to carry random objects in his pockets, like sliced ham and gophers. So it was possible that what he’d told me was wrong.

But Murray didn’t need to know that at the moment. I was thirsty too, and I figured that, if I was going to have to drink water from elephant poop, I should at least have someone test it first to make sure it wasn’t toxic. Someone I didn’t like very much.

“There must be some other place to get water,” Murray insisted. “Like a river.”

“Do you see a river anywhere around here?”

“What about the one we crossed in the truck?”

“The one we left all Shang’s men at?”

“Er… yes. I guess that’s not very safe to return to.”

“No.” I scanned the horizon. It was now hot enough that heat mirages were shimmering above the ground. “Plus, Shang’s men are certainly still looking for us. So we need to keep moving. And we can’t do that if we don’t have water.”

“Good point. I think you ought to try this elephant poop thing first.”

“I’m not the one who’s desperate for a drink,” I lied. “I could probably go another few hours. But you look like you might not last much longer. Maybe we’ll come across another water source eventually. Or maybe we won’t. Are you prepared to take that chance?”

Murray winced. I knew he wasn’t much for self-denial. When given a choice between half a dozen varieties of junk food, he usually opted to eat all of them at once. I could tell the idea of going any longer without water was torturous to him. “No,” he admitted. “I’m not.”

“Okay. Let’s find some poop.”

“Not a problem.” Murray pointed to the ground nearby. “There’s some. And there and there and there and there and there.”

He was right. Finding elephant poop in Africa was like trying to find a tree in a forest. It was everywhere. We had been wandering through minefields of it since leaving the concrete truck.

Only, all the poop around us was dry.

“It needs to be fresh,” I reminded Murray.

“Right. Because, of course, it needs to be as disgusting as possible for this plan to work.” Murray peeked out from behind our tree at the elephants nearby. “There we go!”

At that very moment, an adult elephant lifted its tail and deposited a large, fresh pile of poop on the ground.

This wasn’t exactly a miracle of good timing. One more fun fact about elephants: They poop a lot. Because they don’t digest their food very well. Much of what they consume comes right back out the other end.

The elephant wandered off, leaving our potential water source unguarded.

We slunk across the ground to it.

It seemed to have grown ten degrees warmer since we had stepped into the shade. I had hoped that I could hold out a few more hours to find another water source, but now I wondered if I could even make it another few minutes.

We arrived at our target. It didn’t smell that bad, as far as poop was concerned. But it certainly wasn’t appetizing.

“What now?” Murray asked.

“You pick some up, squeeze it, and drink the water that comes out.”

Murray grimaced. But I knew he was too thirsty to argue with me.

I can’t describe what he did next, because I averted my eyes. It was too disgusting to watch. It was even disgusting to hear.

First came the wet, squishy sound of Murray picking up the poop and squeezing it.

Then came the groans of revulsion as Murray considered what he was about to do.

This was followed by a bit of gurgling.

And then came the gagging.

After that, the whole process repeated itself.

Throughout it, I tried to distract myself, watching some small antelope in the distance.

After a few minutes, the noises stopped.

I turned back to Murray. He no longer looked like he might die of dehydration. In fact, there was quite a lot of water spilled down the front of his shirt.

But he now looked like he might die from disgust.

He also appeared slightly greenish from nausea. “That was the worst thing I have ever done in my life,” he gasped.

“Umm…,” I said. “You once plotted to nuke the state of Colorado.”

“This was still worse. But now…” Murray broke into a weak smile. “You have to do it.”

I reluctantly nodded in agreement.

Murray’s smile grew wider, revealing teeth that were now flecked with things that had passed through an elephant’s digestive system. “Ha! You have to drink poop water! You either die of dehydration, or you have to suffer the most horrible, odious, awful ordeal that any human will ever have to face! You will suffer just as I did and I will relish every last second of—”

“Hey!” I said, noticing something close by. “Is that a bottle of water?”

To my astonishment, it was sitting in the shade of a tree a few yards away. I ran over to it. It was a large two-liter bottle, still sealed, and it was even rather cold.

Murray’s jaw dropped in astonishment.

“I guess someone must have dropped this from a safari vehicle,” I said, then uncapped the bottle and took a swig. The water was refreshing, cold, and delicious. “What a stroke of luck, huh?”

“No!” Murray shrieked. “If you had spotted this five minutes ago, then it would have been a stroke of luck! But seeing it after I drank elephant-poop juice? That’s not luck at all! That’s a cruel twist of fate!”

I shrugged and gulped down some more water. “Weird that fate should do that to you and not me. It’s almost like the universe is upset with you for something.”

Murray pointed at me accusingly. “You knew that bottle was there all along, didn’t you?”

“No,” I said honestly. “I just saw it.”

“Liar! You saw it and played me like a fish!”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because that’s exactly what I would have done to you!” Murray roared with frustration. “Oh, you are the worst, Benjamin Ripley! You are a thwarter of schemes! A destroyer of worlds! A tricker of people into drinking dung fluid!”

“Murray, be quiet,” I said.

“I will not! You will feel the brunt of my rage, you repugnant bilgeworm!”

“Be quiet,” I said again.

“Don’t give me orders, you despicable wretch!”

“I mean be quiet so Shang’s men don’t hear us.”

I had noticed all the elephants were on alert again, only this time, they weren’t looking at us. They were looking back the way we had come, which led me to believe that Shang’s men were close by.

It turned out they were.

They had heard Murray yelling. And now they were coming for us.
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9 HERD MENTALITY

Somewhere in Africa

August 10

Noonish

In spy school, we often practiced how to deal with enemies. Usually, this involved running away.

I know this tactic doesn’t sound nearly as heroic and glamorous as fighting, but it has several advantages.

In particular, it has a much better survival rate.

I couldn’t tell how many of Shang’s men were coming for us, because they were obscured by the forest and I didn’t want to stick around for a better look. But they certainly had weapons, and we did not. Even someone as adept at fighting as Erica Hale would have known that confronting all those armed men empty-handed was foolish and opted for fleeing instead.

I wasn’t nearly as adept at fighting as Erica, and Murray was even worse. Back at spy school, before he had turned out to be a traitor, Murray had once been beaten up by a nine-year-old Girl Scout who he’d tried to stiff on paying for cookies.

However, I was quite good at running away, and I had some other skills as well.

For example, I was very good at math. And I was resourceful.

Delman’s First Maxim of Running Away from Your Enemies states “Use anything you can find to your advantage. And I mean anything.” Herbert Delman had been one of the CIA’s most renowned escape artists, known for throwing whatever he could find into the path of his attackers: trash cans, furniture, startled pedestrians. He was rumored to have once escaped an ambush in a Barcelona farmer’s market by bowling over his enemies with an enormous wheel of Manchego cheese.

I used elephants.

There were still a few stragglers from the herd around, including one mother with a very young calf. The calf was adorable, and in other circumstances, I probably would have been happy to spend several hours watching it. It was staying close to its mother, who was a very large female with a formidable set of tusks. The calf was trying to figure out how to work its spaghetti noodle trunk, while the mother was calmly denuding a tree of leaves and then devouring them.

The other elephants were spread throughout the forest. I couldn’t see most of them, but I could sense them. I could hear them tearing apart trees and communicating with their low guttural rumbles.

I figured that the forest was probably obscuring the elephants from the view of Shang’s men as well. And since the men were also making a lot of noise, yelling and crashing through the underbrush, I figured that maybe they didn’t hear the elephants, either.

So I triangulated the proper escape route for Murray and myself to take, one that would lead Shang’s men exactly where I wanted as they tried to intercept us.

It wasn’t easy to run through the forest. The ground was uneven and littered with branches that the elephants had snapped off trees, stripped, and then tossed aside. And there was tons of dried elephant poop to avoid as well.

But as slow as I was moving, Murray was even slower. He was in terrible shape and had only gone ten steps before he yelped in pain and clutched his side. “I’ve got a cramp! Wait up!”

I ignored him. I wasn’t about to risk my life for Murray. So I kept on running.

Murray did too, although he wailed and moaned the whole time.

The route I had chosen took us close to the mother elephant and her calf. Mama immediately went on the alert as we approached. She flared her ears and trumpeted angrily while the calf took refuge between her front legs.

Around us, the other elephants sensed danger and trumpeted as well. Even the elephants that were far away seemed to have received the message. The forest was suddenly alive with noise.

Despite this, I continued running toward the mother. My calculations said that I shouldn’t turn away quite yet.

Murray followed me blindly, so focused on his own suffering that he didn’t even notice what was going on. “I can barely breathe,” he gasped. “I think I’m having a heart attack. And I have a rock in my shoe!”

The mother elephant made a feint at us, charging three steps forward and shaking her head, giving us one last warning to back off before she trampled us.

It was a very effective threat. For a brief, terrifying moment, I thought it was an actual attack, rather than a bluff. My heart leapt into my throat, and if I hadn’t been so dehydrated, I probably would have peed myself in fear.

I had tempted fate enough. I veered away from the mother and her calf, ducking through the trees to get out of her sight.

Murray stayed on my heels, continuing to gripe about his ailments, providing a nonstop barrage of sound for Shang’s men to focus on.

Normally, I would have told Murray to shut up. But at the moment, I wanted Shang’s men to know where we were.

Because their path to us led them directly past the mother elephant.

They came crashing through the forest in hot pursuit of us, only to find a highly agitated four-ton pachyderm in their path.

A few of Shang’s men wisely froze in their tracks, but others foolishly blundered onward, provoking the mother even more.

This time, she did not make a feint. She attacked.

She trumpeted again, and even though I wasn’t an elephant, the gist of it was clear: She was angry and ready to fight. Then she charged Shang’s men.

Most of them shrieked and scattered, although one dummy held his ground and tried to fire his rifle. The mother elephant swatted him with her trunk so hard that he was tossed through the air like a Nerf ball.

The other elephants now came to the mother’s aid. They stopped whatever they were doing (which was basically eating) and joined her in the pursuit of Shang’s men.

A herd of angry elephants is a surprisingly destructive force. They didn’t bother to go around the trees. They simply stormed right through them, knocking them over and stomping them into toothpicks. It was like a dozen freight trains had simultaneously derailed and come barreling through the forest.

Shang’s men fled, screaming, as the elephants bore down on them. Most of them dropped their guns as they ran, and the elephants promptly stomped them to pieces. The entire herd charged on toward Shang’s camp, leaving behind a trail of shattered trees, pulverized weapons, and a thick cloud of dust.

I kept running in the opposite direction for another few minutes, just to be safe.

Eventually, I cramped up. So I stopped to catch my breath, sat down on a large rock, and took a long gulp of the water I was carrying.

I could still hear the angry trumpeting of the elephants, even though I estimated they were now well over a mile away.

I could hear Murray’s whining much more clearly, as he was significantly closer. To my chagrin, he had somehow managed to keep up with me despite his growing litany of ailments. “I’ve got like a thousand blisters,” he groaned. “And I think I ruptured my spleen.”

“You’re welcome,” I told him. “For figuring out how to ditch the bad guys.”

“That elephant almost did a tap dance on my head, thanks to you.” Murray slumped across the rock and held out a hand. “I’m thirsty again.”

I reluctantly handed him the bottle of water and watched him guzzle down half of what remained.

“Hey,” I said. “Save some of that for me.”

Murray probably would have polished off the water, but even he couldn’t drink so much at once. So he handed the bottle back.

I finished the last of it.

One of the things I had learned in survival training was that rationing your water usually didn’t pay off. It was better to have it inside your body than lugging it around outside of you. In theory, we would come across another water source at some point before we dehydrated again.

And if things got desperate, we could always find more elephant poop.

Murray stared off in the direction that Shang’s men had gone. “Think they’ll come looking for us again?”

“Probably. But it’ll take them a while to regroup, and they might have trouble picking up our trail. Even so, we should keep moving.”

“Already? I’m in so much pain, even my hair hurts.”

Rather than argue with him, I started walking again.

Murray reluctantly got up and fell in alongside me. He obviously knew he couldn’t survive on his own.

“How long do you think it’ll be until we run into something else that tries to kill us?” he asked.

“The way our luck’s going, five minutes,” I replied. “Although maybe we’ll catch a break and make it to nightfall.”

“Five minutes, then,” Murray said with a sigh.

But he was wrong. We actually caught a break, and it was nearly nightfall before we had to confront death yet again.
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10 CONFRONTING DEATH YET AGAIN

Somewhere in Africa

August 10

Late afternoon

“Do you know if Rufus Shang is plotting something evil?” I asked.

It was several hours later, but it felt as though we had been trudging across the African landscape for a week. It was hot, we were tired and hungry and thirsty, and except for the occasional faint set of safari rover tire tracks, we had seen no sign of civilization.

On the other hand, we had seen plenty of impala. The medium-size tan antelope were so plentiful that spotting one was about as common as spotting some dirt. I had been very excited to see the first, but after encountering a few thousand more, I was bored of them.

I had caught glimpses of other, rarer animals as well: a pair of warthogs scurrying through the underbrush, an ostrich observing us curiously, the heads of a few giraffes poking above the trees in the distance, and an assortment of various antelope and birds whose names I did not know. The sightings probably would have been incredible if I had been in a safari vehicle with a professional guide and a cooler full of drinks and snacks, but now they were all slightly unsettling. I was never sure if any of these animals might want to attack us; even an impala or a warthog could have hurt us if it felt threatened. And each sighting reminded me of how far out of my element I was—and how much danger I was in. I didn’t know which plants were edible and which were poisonous; it seemed that I had misjudged the likelihood of coming across any more water—because we hadn’t—and I had no idea if we were heading in the right direction to find the closest town or were walking farther into the wilderness instead.

And yet, I had to admit, I felt a tiny bit proud of myself as well. While I hadn’t made it back to civilization yet, I had survived so far, which was no small feat. There were plenty of ways to die in the wilds of Africa, and so far I had managed to avoid all of them. On previous missions, when times got tough, I had relied on Erica and others to stay alive. This time, I was in charge—and I had done all right. I had escaped Rufus Shang and his men—twice—and then not been eaten or gored or trampled or bitten by anything venomous. True, I had lucked into finding the bottle of water, but I had also remembered an effective, if disgusting, way to stay hydrated should it become necessary.

And I had done all of this with Murray in tow. Generally, having another person with you during an ordeal was beneficial. Murray was a hindrance. He was useless when it came to survival and complained constantly. He whined about everything: how much his various body parts hurt, how there were no decent restaurants in this part of Africa, and how “Wednesday” wasn’t spelled anything close to how it sounded. For the past fifteen minutes, he had been on a rant about how there were way too many kinds of antelope.

I had spent much of my journey thinking about the mysterious blueprints in Rufus Shang’s office, wondering what they had shown that Rufus didn’t want me to see. I wasn’t sure if they were worth bringing up to Murray, but eventually, I decided that at least it would get him to stop complaining.

Murray didn’t seem to notice that I had said anything at first. He kept on grumbling about antelope. “I mean, they’re not even interesting. They’re merely deer with fancier horns. So why do we need so many variations? Just pick one and be done with it.”

“Do you know if Rufus Shang is plotting something evil?” I said again.

Murray stared at me for a moment, as if he had forgotten I was even there with him. “Of course he’s plotting something evil. He kidnapped us, didn’t he?”

“I mean besides that. Did you see the blueprints in his office?”

“What blueprints?”

“The ones on his desk.”

“No, I was too focused on him explaining how he was going to make us miserable for the rest of our lives.”

“They looked like drawings of a giant pit in the ground. Do you have any idea what that might be?”

“Maybe some sort of torture arena for us? Like an ancient Roman kind of thing? A place he could put us in with some tigers and then watch them rip us apart.”

I shook my head. “This was much too big to be a colosseum. It was over a kilometer across.”

“Maybe he wants us to fight something bigger than tigers. Like sharks. He could fill it with water and great whites and then throw us into it.”

I didn’t think that was likely. Rufus seemed like the kind of person who would probably enjoy having a pit full of sharks to throw his enemies into, but this was still too big for that.

So I asked, “You’ve spent plenty of time with the Shang family. You’ve never heard about a plot involving a giant pit?”

“No, but you may have noticed that the Shangs are kind of peeved at me, since you foiled all the great plans I came up with for them.” Murray sullenly punted a chunk of dry elephant poop across the savannah, spooking yet another herd of impala. They all bolted into the underbrush. “Why do you care about this giant pit anyhow?”

“Rufus obviously didn’t want me to see the plans for it. He rolled them up before I could get a good look at them. Which indicates that he’s plotting something.”

“Or maybe he just doesn’t like people being nosy around his stuff.”

“The Shangs have a history of being up to no good. And Rufus is obviously on the bad side of the family. He hunts pandas, for Pete’s sake.”

Murray turned to me, aghast. “Oh no. You’re thinking about thwarting his scheme, aren’t you?”

“Well… yes.”

Murray threw up his hands in exasperation. “Of course. You can’t go a day without trying to thwart some scheme or another. It’s like an obsession with you!”

“No it’s not. I’ve just come across a surprising number of evil schemes….”

“And you felt obligated to thwart every last one of them. This isn’t healthy behavior. It’s compulsive. You should see a therapist.”

“It’s morally right to stop evil,” I insisted.

“You have a savior complex,” Murray shot back. “We are in terrible danger right now. We’re lost in the middle of Africa, surrounded by bloodthirsty animals, and Shang’s men are hunting us. We’re hungry and tired and if we don’t find water soon, we’re going to die.”

“We could always drink more elephant-poop juice.”

“Death would be preferable to that. Point being, we will be very lucky to survive this ordeal—and yet, if we do, rather than taking time to relax and recuperate like a normal person, you want to turn right around and risk your life to thwart Shang’s evil plans?”

I frowned. When Murray put it like that, my behavior did seem a little obsessive. “Look, I don’t enjoy putting my life at risk….”

“Then why do it? You can’t save everyone. I mean, look at those lions over there….”

I froze in terror. “What lions?!”

“The ones on those rocks. If they decide to attack an innocent impala, I’m not going to throw myself in their path to save it. But you probably would because you’re such a…” Murray froze himself as his brain finally seemed to comprehend what he’d just seen. When he spoke again, it was in a terrified whisper. “Ben! There are lions over there!”

I had noticed. Only twenty yards away, three female lions stood atop a large rock outcropping, watching us intently. One licked her lips hungrily.

“They’re looking at us like we’re dinner,” Murray wheezed. “What do we do?”

“I don’t know.”

Murray wheeled on me. “You’re supposed to be the smart one! How can you not know?”

“This hasn’t been covered in my survival classes! We haven’t done lions yet! We’ve mostly focused on bears!”

“Some help you are.”

One of the lionesses crouched lower, as though she were preparing to spring into action. The other two followed her lead.

Murray snatched a rock off the ground and prepared to throw it. But I caught his arm before he could.

“You can’t fend them off with a rock!” I warned.

“Well I’ve got to do something. We’re about thirty seconds from being supper!” Murray pulled away from me and flung the rock.

Murray was as bad at throwing things as he was at running. The rock didn’t go anywhere near the lions. Instead, it ricocheted off a nearby tree and hit Murray in the shoulder.

“Ouch!” he wailed.

The lions suddenly pricked up their ears, as though they had heard something. They looked to one another. Until that point, I hadn’t known that lions could look worried, but that certainly appeared to be the case. Then they all turned and ran away.

“Look at that!” Murray announced proudly. “I scared them off!”

“I don’t think so,” I said, although the truth was, I didn’t know that for sure.

“I threw the rock and they ran. Simple cause and effect. They were obviously terrified by my show of strength.”

“That was a display of horrible coordination. If anything, that should have made them realize we were no threat at all.”

“Okay, Tarzan. If they weren’t scared of me, then what were they scared of?”

Heavy footsteps thumped on the ground behind us.

I turned around to find a very large hippopotamus coming our way.

“That,” I said weakly.

Even though I wasn’t fully up to speed on African wilderness survival, I did know a few things. And one of those was that hippos were extremely dangerous. They were territorial, aggressive, and unpredictable—and thus harmed far more humans in Africa every year than lions.

They also left the water in the evenings to graze. This one appeared to have recently done that. It was still dripping, indicating there was a water source close by that we hadn’t noticed.

It looked to be about the size and weight of a family sedan and its body was fat and round. It was shaped kind of like a watermelon with legs.

It paused when it saw us, then glared at us with its beady eyes.

Murray burst into laughter. “You think the lions were afraid of that? That’s just a hippo!”

“Hippos are very deadly,” I warned.

“How could that sack of lard possibly be deadly? What’s it gonna do, sit on us?”

“It could trample us.”

“It can barely walk! Get out of here, Tubby!” Murray snatched up another rock.

“No!” I shouted.

Murray ignored me and heaved the rock at the hippo.

For once in his life, he actually managed to hit what he was aiming at.

In fact, his aim was horrifyingly perfect. The rock didn’t merely glance off the hippo’s side. It bonked the creature right between the eyes.

The hippo did not appreciate this at all.

It snorted in anger and opened its mouth to reveal some surprisingly sharp teeth, several of which were well over a foot long. Then it made the scariest noise I have ever heard an animal utter.

It sounded like an evil laugh. The kind of laugh that you hear in horror movies, coming from killer clowns or chainsaw-wielding psychos. Only even more frightening. A disturbingly deep and resonant mwah-ha-ha-ha.

Murray went pale, instantly realizing that he had made a mistake. “Whoops.”

The hippo charged us.

We ran for our lives.

I had not known it until that moment, but a full-grown hippo can run surprisingly fast. They can even get up to speeds of thirty miles an hour for short bursts, which is considerably faster than most humans can run….

Unless you are being chased by an angry hippopotamus. In that situation, a human being—even one as sluggish and out of shape as Murray Hill—can run thirty-one miles per hour. Both of us tore across the landscape, fueled by fear and adrenaline, staying just ahead of the furious hippo. We even outran some startled impala.

However, we could only move that fast for short bursts as well. Very short bursts. We had been running for just a few seconds before my strength began to flag. Meanwhile, the hippo was still chugging along behind us, making its evil laugh and gnashing its sharp teeth, showing no signs of tiring. So I came up with a new plan to get away from it.

I climbed a tree.

I was relatively sure that hippos could not climb trees. Although, until less than a minute before, I had also been relatively sure that hippos could not run thirty miles an hour, so there was a chance I was making a big mistake. But I had no idea what else to do. I quickly selected one of the tallest, sturdiest-looking trees around and scampered up it.

It didn’t have many branches, but a terrified, adrenaline-fueled human is capable of many amazing feats. Murray followed right behind me. We made it up to where some thick branches extended out from the trunk, at which point my energy petered out. I sat on one branch, exhausted, while Murray collapsed across another like a wet towel.

Below us, the hippo arrived. I had feared it might act like a dog that had just treed some squirrels and camp out at the base of the trunk, watching us. Thankfully, it didn’t. Perhaps its anger had faded. Maybe it decided that we weren’t worth the aggravation. Or perhaps, it was just hungry. It gave one last scary chortle, then started grazing the grass around the tree, as though it had already forgotten about us.

I stared at it warily from above, still panting heavily from my exertion. “Let’s get something straight,” I told Murray. “You may be very clever at thinking up evil plots, but when it comes to just about anything else, you’re a moron. So the next time I tell you not to throw a rock at something, listen to me.”

I expected Murray to argue with me, but he either realized I was right—or he couldn’t even muster the energy to argue. “Deal. When do you think it’ll be safe to climb back down again?”

“Not until that hippo is far away from here.”

“Looks like that might be a while.”

I considered the hippo again. It appeared to be very focused on its grazing, and there was plenty of grass around. There was no reason for it to go anywhere else. “I suppose that’s right.”

“Guess I’ll just go to sleep then.” Murray laid his head down on the branch, and within seconds, he was snoring. Apparently, his run across the savannah had completely worn him out.

Another evil laugh echoed from the forest, and then a second hippo emerged from the trees. It was also dripping, indicating it had recently been in the water, and it was also hungry. It began to graze near the first hippo.

After that, another hippo emerged from the forest. And another. And another.

The savannah below me was now crawling with hippos.

It was going to be a long time until I got out of the tree.

But even if there hadn’t been hippos everywhere, I’m not sure how much farther I could have gone. I was wiped out from my grueling day. Now that my adrenaline had ebbed, exhaustion weighed down on me like a blanket.

However, I really needed to stay awake. After all, I was perched in a tree, there were all sorts of dangerous animals about, and Rufus Shang’s men would probably regroup at some point and come looking for us again. I struggled to stay vigilant, but even the act of keeping my eyelids up felt like an ordeal. Thankfully, I had recently learned several techniques for fending off sleep. I decided to go with Mlynowski’s Method of Eternal Wakefulness, a very simple system that involved causing yourself great pain on a repeated basis. There were many ways you could do this: rapping your knuckles against your head, biting your tongue, jabbing a thumb into your solar plexus. I took a moment to figure out which one would work best for my situation…

And promptly fell fast asleep.
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11 GOOD AND EVIL

Somewhere in Africa

August 10… or maybe 11

Sometime in the middle of the night

I was awakened by screaming.

The screams were loud and bloodcurdling, and they roused me from my slumber with such a start that I nearly toppled out of the tree.

It took a few disoriented seconds for me to realize that the noise was coming from Murray. He was still draped over the other branch, but was now screeching in pain, swatting at his arms and legs in the darkness. “Get them off me!” he wailed. “Get them off!”

He then sprang to his feet, so focused on whatever was attacking him that it appeared he had forgotten he was in a tree.

Although his memory was jolted a few seconds later when he fell off the branch.

He belly flopped into the grass below us, which was now blessedly free of hippopotamuses, and landed with a thud.

It looked extremely painful—although it was apparently less painful than whatever had first woken him, because within a second, Murray was back on his feet, dancing around and swatting at his arms and legs once more.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Ants!” he screamed. “They’re all over me!”

I glanced at the branch he had been sleeping on. There was just enough moonlight for me to see that it was now swarming with ants. And they weren’t small ants, like the ones I was used to seeing in the United States. Instead, they were each an inch long, with gleaming pincers and bristly hair. I know that insects aren’t supposed to have hair, but these ants were apparently tough enough that they had just thought, To heck with evolution, and grown some anyhow.

Thankfully, they were only on Murray’s branch at the moment, but a phalanx of them was coming my way.

Before they could get to me, I leapt out of the tree.

I descended much more gracefully than Murray had, sticking the landing. Then I scrambled away, just in case the ants decided to jump off the branch and make an aerial assault on me.

Murray was still dancing about, smacking ants off himself and yowling. He finally managed to knock the last of them away, then stood there in the moonlight, whimpering in agony.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“Do I look like I’m all right?” he snapped.

I edged closer to him. He did not look all right at all. The places where he’d been bitten were already swelling, so he was covered with red welts the size of jujubes. In addition, he was still coated with dust and brambles after his fall from the tree.

I burst into laughter.

Murray gave me a hard stare. “What’s so funny?”

“You look like a raspberry that’s been dropped on the floor.”

“You wouldn’t be laughing so hard if you were the one who had been attacked by ants.” Murray glared at the swarm of insects. “Why did they come after me and not you? What did I do to deserve this?”

“You’ve spent your entire life doing terrible things and you’ve repeatedly managed to get out of being punished for any of it,” I reminded him. “Maybe karma is finally catching up with you.”

“Karma?” Murray snorted with disdain. “I don’t believe in that.”

“Maybe you ought to reconsider. Because your karma seems pretty bad right now. I mean, you had to drink elephant-poop juice, not me.”

Murray mulled that over, then grunted what might have been agreement. “Speaking of which, you don’t see any more bottles of water around here, do you? I’m thirsty again.”

I realized that I was too. It had been several hours since our last drink. I glanced around the savannah, hoping for another miracle, but this time, I wasn’t so lucky. “Nope. Sorry.”

“Well, there must be water nearby. Those hippos were soaking.” Murray suddenly stiffened in fear. “Where are those hippos anyhow?”

“I don’t know. I guess they moved on.”

“Then let’s go get a drink.” Murray slouched off through the grass, heading in the direction from which the hippos had come.

I took a moment to consider whether this was a smart idea. After all, we were still in the African wilderness, surrounded by dangerous animals, and I was pretty sure that many of them were more active at night than during the day. Despite the thin sliver of moon, it was exceptionally dark out, indicating that we were still a long way from civilization, which tended to create light pollution. There were thousands of places around us where carnivorous beasts might be lurking.

On the other hand, our tree was infested with ants, so it was no longer safe to roost in. And waiting until morning to get water wasn’t necessarily a wise decision. If Shang’s men were still looking for us, it would be easier for them to spot us during the day.

So I followed Murray toward the potential water source.

As I did, a question came to me. It was something I had often considered asking Murray, if I had the chance, and now our discussion of karma had reminded me of it. “Why did you become evil?”

Murray glanced back at me over his shoulder. “What do you mean?”

“You chose this path for yourself,” I said. “Why?”

Murray reflected on that for a moment, then sagged sadly. “I had a really traumatic childhood. I was orphaned as a baby after my parents both died fighting this really dangerous guy, and then I was sent to live with some awful relatives who treated me terribly and kept me locked in a small room under their staircase.”

I frowned at him. “That’s the story of Harry Potter.”

“Is it?” Murray asked. “Oh shoot. Guess I should have chosen the backstory of someone less famous.”

I skirted around a small bush bristling with thorns. “So nothing traumatic happened to you in your childhood?”

“When I was five, I asked my father for a flamethrower, but he wouldn’t get it for me.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad. In fact, it seems like good parenting.”

Murray thought about that, then nodded agreement. “Yeah, my parents were actually pretty great, as parents go. You know how Hollywood keeps making movies showing the origin stories of famous bad guys, like Darth Vader and all those Disney villains, where they show that there’s all this heavy stuff in their pasts that turned them evil?”

“Yes.”

“That’s a bunch of garbage. I’ve known plenty of terrible people, and their childhoods weren’t bad at all. For instance, Joshua Hallal had a really nurturing family. His mom was a successful pediatrician, and he had a stay-at-home dad who was an excellent Little League coach. And Leo Shang’s parents were nothing but supportive of him when he was a kid. Meanwhile, look at Alexander Hale. His father never gave him one bit of praise or encouragement, and he still went to work for the good guys.”

I stepped gingerly around a large pile of elephant dung. “So why does anyone become evil then?”

“We’re just smarter than the rest of you, I guess.”

“Plotting to get rich at the expense of millions of other people doesn’t make you smart. It makes you amoral.”

“And agreeing to work a dangerous job for low pay and zero recognition makes you a genius?”

“Er… no,” I admitted.

“Maybe the question you should be asking here isn’t ‘Why am I evil?’ It ought to be ‘Why are you such a straitlaced Boy Scout?’ ”

“That’s simple,” I said and started to explain why.

Only I couldn’t. Because it suddenly occurred to me that the answer wasn’t simple at all.

I had no idea why I wanted to do the right thing all the time. Which was extremely frustrating. For the past year and a half, I had always assumed there was something motivating Murray’s bad behavior—and that of all the other criminals I had faced—beyond basic greed. But now it appeared that there wasn’t.

And that meant convincing Murray to change his ways wouldn’t be simple, either. I had never had much hope for that—but still, I’d harbored a little of it. Now it appeared even that was too much.

As further evidence of this, Murray now seemed delighted by how much he’d confounded me. He chuckled merrily as we continued onward through the grass.

I said, “So where does that leave us? We’re just stuck battling each other for the rest of our lives?”

“Not necessarily. You could always quit. I’m sure a smarty-pants like you could score a nice, safe, high-paying job doing something besides thwarting my plans all the time.”

“Or I could put you in jail and you could actually stay there for once.”

“I wouldn’t count on it.” Murray laughed tauntingly—and promptly stepped in something wet and squishy. He looked down and groaned. “Yuck. What is that?”

I cautiously approached and caught a whiff of manure. But what Murray had stepped in seemed different from anything we had encountered before. So far, we had seen plenty of dung, but it had all been in relatively small amounts spread about the countryside. This was an enormous pile of it, several feet across, as though the animals had decided to create a public restroom. “I think it’s poop.”

“I can see that!” Murray pulled his foot back out of the mound with a disturbing suction noise. “Why is there so much of it?”

“I don’t know.” It was my turn to laugh again. “But you definitely have some seriously bad karma right now.”

Murray circled around the great mass of poop, his wet shoe making disgusting squelching noises. “This whole continent is a mess,” he muttered angrily. “It’s full of manure and bloodthirsty beasts and freakishly large ants and I have yet to see one decent hotel. The sooner we get out of here, the better.”

Despite Murray’s griping, I was suddenly aware of a much more pleasant sound: the delicate burble of water. It sounded as though we might be close to a river, or perhaps a freshwater spring.

I was just about to inform Murray of this when I detected a far more worrisome noise. Footsteps moving through the brush. But not the steps of animals.

I turned to run, but it was too late.

A powerful spotlight snapped on in front of me, so bright that it turned night into day. I was nearly blinded by it, barely able to make out the silhouettes of several men who now emerged from the brush.

Each of them had a weapon and was pointing it directly at us.

We were surrounded.
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Chobe National Park

Northern Botswana
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0200 hours

“You are very lucky,” Banda told us.

“Lucky?” Murray pointed to his face. All the bites on his skin had ballooned so much that it looked like he was made of bubble wrap. “Ten billion ants have used me as a chew toy! Plus, we’ve been stalked by lions, chased by a deranged hippopotamus—and Ben made me drink an elephant-poop smoothie! How could you possibly consider us lucky?”

“Because if you’d run into the poachers instead of us, you’d be dead right now,” Banda replied.

Murray grunted noncommittally, then dug into his food.

The armed men we had encountered had turned out to be an elite squad of anti-poaching rangers. We were in Chobe National Park in Botswana, a country in southern Africa. Botswana was extremely committed to its wildlife. Nearly 20 percent of its land was devoted to national parks, and the country had an extremely aggressive anti-poaching campaign. The rangers were heavily armed and patrolled throughout the night. Tourists were not allowed inside the parks after sunset; therefore, anti-poaching units assumed that anyone in a park after dark was a poacher. Which was why they had held Murray and me at gunpoint.

The great pile of poop Murray had stepped in was a midden, a spot that rhinoceroses communally used as a bathroom. The rangers had explained that rhinos have exceptional senses of smell and could tell from the midden what other rhinos had been there. For example, males could tell if females—or rival males—were in the area. In a sense, middens acted as big, smelly message boards. Therefore, poachers often lurked around them, hoping to kill unsuspecting rhinos and steal their horns. So the anti-poaching unit had been staking out the one we had bumbled into.

Thankfully, the rangers had quickly deduced that we were not poachers. Poachers generally carried weapons, along with food and water, and were knowledgeable enough to not get swarmed by ants or treed by hippos. Murray had tried to explain why we were there, but he’d only gotten to the part where we’d been set up by our old spy school principal and an evil ex-gymnast before the anti-poaching unit decided he must have been delirious from dehydration. They presumed that we were tourists who had somehow managed to get separated from our family, and I played along.

There were four people in the anti-poaching unit, each of whom had trained in the Botswanan army. All of them were extremely caring and thoughtful people, which wasn’t surprising, given that they devoted their lives to protecting the local wildlife. It was a difficult job. They served monthlong shifts, working every single night, living in tent camps hundreds of miles from their homes and families.

Two of them, Banda and Tshiamo, had brought us back to their mobile camp to give us food and water, while the others, Rams and Helga, had continued their nighttime sweep of Chobe. I had felt somewhat bad about taking their food; it appeared they survived on very basic rations. But they had insisted we eat and I was starving. They made us plates of rice, canned beans, and meat that I was relatively sure was chicken. We sat on logs around a campfire, under a sky brilliant with stars. The setting was rustic, but compared to what I had encountered over the past fifteen hours, it felt as luxurious as a five-star resort.

“Why would the poachers have killed us?” I asked.

“Because they assume anyone they meet in the park at night is their enemy,” Banda replied gravely. “Namely us. They don’t want to go to jail, so they will try to shoot us first.”

“Does that happen often?” I asked.

“Yes.” Banda didn’t elaborate, but in that single word, there was enough sadness to make me realize that it had happened to people he knew.

Banda was the squad leader, a tall, strapping man with a booming voice. Tshiamo was his son, a recent college graduate who had studied computer science but ultimately decided to follow in his father’s footsteps. “Dad was hoping that I’d choose a safer line of work,” he said. “But if we don’t do this, there’s a good chance many of the animals that live here will go extinct.”

“So?” snorted Murray, who had never been very good at reading a room. “Can you eat these animals?”

“We don’t do that,” Tshiamo replied.

“Then what good are they?” Murray asked. “Seems to me all they do is threaten our lives and leave poop all over the place.”

Tshiamo made a face that indicated he was rethinking saving Murray’s life. “The value of an animal has nothing to do with its use to us. Can you imagine a world without elephants or lions?”

“I’m doing it right now,” Murray said. “Seems a lot safer and much less smelly. And while I’m at it, I’m also imagining a nice hotel with air-conditioning, a soft mattress, and an all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet.” He waved a hand dismissively at the tents where the anti-poaching unit lived. “Because these accommodations are pathetic.”

Tshiamo fixed him with a stony glare. “This camp allows us to stay close to the animals we protect. We know it’s not fancy, but that’s a sacrifice we are willing to make for the animals.”

“Not fancy?” Murray repeated. “This isn’t remotely close to fancy. You’re living in squalor here! And for what…?”

He probably would have gone on for another few minutes, saying increasingly offensive things, but while he’d been talking, I had plunked a good-size chili pepper into his food. The chilis were one of the few luxuries the anti-poaching unit had at their camp; Banda had kindly offered to share them with a warning that they were extremely hot. I knew from experience that, while Murray had a surprising tolerance for consuming disgusting combinations of junk food—I had once seen him make a Marshmallow-Fluff-and-gummy-bear sandwich using doughnuts instead of bread—his tolerance for heat wasn’t very strong. Plus, when he was busy running his mouth, he often didn’t pay much attention to what he was putting in it. So he blindly gobbled up an entire pepper without noticing. Until the heat walloped him. He froze midsentence, his eyes wide in alarm, then gulped down his cup of water and gasped, “I need more.”

“Over there.” Banda pointed behind us, where some jugs of water sat.

Murray bolted that way, grabbed a jug, and began guzzling from it.

Now that he’d been silenced, I said, “I apologize for Murray. Usually, he’s a staunch environmentalist, but his dehydration seems to have affected his thinking and turned him into a complete jerk.”

“Yes,” Tshiamo agreed. “An enormous one.”

“I really appreciate what you’re doing here,” I said earnestly. I wasn’t merely trying to curry favor with them—although I certainly wanted to do that, seeing as I needed their help to get back to civilization. I was truly impressed by their commitment to their jobs.

“Thanks,” Tshiamo said. “It’s not easy, but we’re really making a difference here. Our elephant herds are very healthy….”

“So I’ve noticed,” I said.

“And most of our other wildlife populations are thriving.” Tshiamo sighed. “Although we haven’t been able to protect the rhinos as well as I’d hoped.”

I realized that I hadn’t encountered one on our trip. “Did they all get killed off?”

“No, thank goodness,” Tshiamo replied. “Not that the poachers haven’t tried. There aren’t many left. Bad people are willing to pay a tremendous amount of money for those horns. More than our team’s entire budget for a year. We can’t compete with that.”

Behind me, Murray was still reeling from the pepper. He was now wiping his tongue with his shirt sleeve, as though the heat were something that could be scrubbed away.

I found myself thinking about Rufus Shang. “Is there any chance that the poachers have a connection to the highway construction project near here?” I asked.

Tshiamo shook his head. “I’m not happy about that project, but at the moment, it doesn’t seem to be connected to poaching. Traditionally, we have found most poachers come into Botswana from other countries.” He picked up a long stick and drew a rudimentary map in the dirt by the campfire. “The Zambezi River is just to the north of us. Poachers usually cross it from Namibia. But once that highway is finished, it might be a problem. When roads are built, the poachers often follow.”

“Then why build the road?” I asked.

“Because roads also bring tourists,” Tshiamo replied. “And other benefits. There are communities in this area that are cut off from the rest of the country. Roads give them access to doctors. And stores. And other opportunities.”

“Why would you think the construction project is connected to poaching?” Banda asked curiously.

I considered how to explain what I knew about Rufus Shang without sounding like a kid who was making up wild stories. Ironically, I had to make up a wild story to do that. “Murray and I found some blueprints from Shang Construction out in the forest. Some of the construction workers saw us with them and got really upset and chased us. That’s how we ended up lost.”

Banda’s eyes narrowed. I got the sense he wasn’t a fan of Rufus Shang either. “Did you look at the blueprints?”

“Only for a moment. They weren’t for a highway. They were for a giant arena or something like that.”

“An arena?” Tshiamo repeated, sounding confused.

I took the stick from him and made my own drawing in the dirt. I tried to re-create the large funnel shape I had seen in Shang’s blueprints. “It looked like this.”

I am not a very talented artist, even when given good supplies, like quality paper and pens. Using only a stick and dirt, I was even worse. My funnel shape ended up looking more like a paper cup that someone had sat on. Despite this, Banda and Tshiamo still recognized what it was. They shared a look of concern.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“That’s not an arena,” Tshiamo told me. “It’s a diamond mine.”

Murray immediately forgot about any pain he was feeling. He stopped wiping his tongue and raced back to the fireside. “Did someone say diamonds?”

“I thought diamond mines were tunnels dug into the ground,” I said.

“You mean like the ones in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs?” Tshiamo asked, somewhat mockingly.

“Er… yes,” I admitted.

“That’s not how diamonds are mined at all,” Tshiamo said. “Not today, anyhow. The mines are enormous pits in the ground, more than a kilometer across and several stories deep. They’re so big, they need special dump trucks the size of buildings to remove all the dirt.”

Murray sat down beside me. He had drunk so much water that he now made sloshing noises when he moved. “And exactly how many diamonds are you getting out of each of these mines?”

“A lot,” Tshiamo replied. “I don’t know the exact numbers, but the Kisangani Mine in Botswana is the richest diamond mine in the entire world.”

“Really?” Murray actually appeared to be drooling in response to this—although that might have been a residual effect of his tongue being set on fire.

Banda explained, “Diamonds were discovered in Botswana in the 1960s, shortly after we got our independence from Great Britain. I’m not a fan of the mines themselves, because they are very destructive—but the diamonds have been extremely good for our economy.”

“Our government has a partnership with the diamond companies,” Tshiamo went on. “Botswana gets fifty percent of the money from the diamonds. That covers a lot of our government’s expenses: schools, universities, health care, roads. It even covers a portion of our salaries.”

“So we’re talking about billions of dollars here.” Murray used his already damp shirttail to mop the drool from his lips.

Banda gave him a wary look. “Yes.”

A guttural roar suddenly came from the forest. I snapped to my feet, ready to run, while Murray’s fight-or-flight response kicked in right away. He bolted from the fireside and vanished into the night.

Banda and Tshiamo both burst into laughter. Their deep, hearty chuckles combined with the roaring, drowning out the silence of the evening.

“What’s so funny?” Murray’s voice demanded from somewhere in the darkness.

“That lion is probably five miles away from here,” Banda reported. He shined a flashlight about, looking for Murray, and found him up in another tree. “And even if he was right here, he wouldn’t come near the fire. You’ve put yourself in far more danger by going up that tree.”

“Why?” Murray asked worriedly.

“Leopards go into the trees at night,” Banda said.

Murray shrieked in fear and leapt from the tree. He face-planted on the ground, then scrambled to his feet and raced back to the fireside, panting heavily.

Banda and Tshiamo laughed even harder.

“I fail to see the humor in any of this,” Murray sneered.

I looked back down at my drawing of the diamond mine, realizing that I had forgotten to finish it. “Where are the diamonds, exactly?” I asked. “Is the pit just full of them?”

“Oh no,” Tshiamo said. “They are scattered through the earth. That’s why the giant trucks are needed. They take all the dirt to a sifting facility. For every ton of earth that comes out of the mine, there is maybe a carat or two of diamonds at most.”

“Then what’s the tunnel underneath the pit for?” I asked.

Banda grew concerned. “What tunnel?”

“There was a tunnel in the blueprints.” With the stick, I drew it in the dirt, doing my best to get the size right in proportion to the mine.

Banda and Tshiamo shared a look, now slightly confused. “There are no tunnels under diamond mines,” Banda told me.

“Certainly not one that big,” Tshiamo added. “Are you sure you saw the plans correctly?”

I considered my rudimentary drawing again and tried to recall the blueprints from Rufus Shang’s office. I have an exceptionally good memory for numbers, but it didn’t work so well with other things. I wished, for perhaps the thousandth time, that Erica had been there with me. Her memory was practically photographic. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But if it was a tunnel, would that be a problem?”

“I think you’ve had a very long day,” Banda said a bit too quickly. Like he really didn’t want to answer my question. “And you have a long distance to go tomorrow if you want to get back to civilization. So I think it’d be best if you got some sleep.”

“You’re getting us back to civilization tomorrow?” Murray asked, almost as excited about this as he had been about the diamonds.

“Of course,” Banda replied. “You can’t stay in this camp. We have work to do.” He pointed toward one of the tents, not far from the fire. “Although you can sleep in our beds tonight.”

“But where will you sleep?” I asked.

“We don’t sleep at night,” Banda said. “This is when we hunt the hunters.” There was a hint of accusation in his voice, indicating we had been taking them away from their work.

Tshiamo got to his feet. “I’ll get you set up.” He led Murray and me to the tent.

It was just big enough for two sleeping bags, and so low to the ground that we would need to crawl into it. But it still looked much better to me than sleeping in a tree.

“I know I’m probably going to regret asking this,” Murray began, “but where’s the bathroom?”

“Over there.” Tshiamo pointed to a large plastic honey bucket with a battered toilet seat fixed atop it. “And before you use it, make sure you check inside for spiders.”

Murray turned so pale that he sort of glowed in the night. “I think I’ll just hold everything inside for the next day or so. I suppose a hot shower is out of the question?”

“Not at all,” Tshiamo said. “We have a lovely shower located right behind that baobab tree over there. And there’s a nice spa where we’ve taught the baboons how to give massages.”

Murray beamed with excitement. “No way! Do they do shiatsu? Because my shoulders are killing me.” His smile suddenly faded as understanding descended on him. “Oh. You’re joking.”

Tshiamo grinned. “Yes.”

Murray muttered something that was probably nasty under his breath and crawled into the tent.

I held back a moment. By the fire, Banda was busily packing some gear and didn’t seem to be paying attention to us. I spoke quietly to Tshiamo. “Your father changed the subject when I asked if a tunnel under the mine might be a problem.”

Tshiamo glanced toward his father warily, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “We try to keep our distance from Rufus Shang. Our lives are dangerous enough as it is. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll steer clear of him too.”

I started to ask another question, but before I could, the lions started roaring again. And then came a horrific screeching noise.

“Sounds like the lions just made a kill,” Tshiamo observed. “A zebra, from the sound of it.” He walked away, leaving me to go to bed.

I didn’t go into the tent quite yet. Murray was still thrashing about inside it, trying to get comfortable, and grumbling about how much he hated Africa. Despite being tired, I was in no hurry to crawl inside next to him.

And I couldn’t help thinking about Rufus Shang. Now that I knew a diamond mine was involved, I was more sure than ever that he was up to no good. Despite Tshiamo’s warning, I was determined to find out what he was up to—and figure out how to stop it.
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Chobe National Park, Botswana
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It seemed as though I had barely closed my eyes before Tshiamo was waking me back up again.

“It’s a long way to civilization from here,” he explained.

In truth, civilization wasn’t terribly far away by distance; there simply wasn’t a direct route to get there. The park roads were winding, rutted dirt tracks and, due to the large amount of wildlife, we couldn’t drive very fast.

But it was still much faster than going on foot would have been. Plus, now that I’d had plenty of food and water and wasn’t in constant fear of being eaten or trampled, the drive was truly enjoyable. The scenery was lovely, especially when the road ran alongside the great, wide Zambezi River that formed the northern border of Botswana. And the wildlife was incredible.

I had certainly encountered a lot of animals the previous day, but now that we were able to see much more of the park, the amount of wildlife we came across was startling.

It made most of the United States seem almost barren by comparison. Of course, the USA had once been home to plenty of wildlife, but much of that had been systematically hunted to near extinction. In many national parks, you felt lucky if you got to see a single animal larger than a chipmunk, like a moose or a bear. Meanwhile, in Chobe, large animals were everywhere. It was rare to go more than a few minutes without coming across one—if not an entire herd of them. Often, those animals were impala, which were so plentiful that I began to suspect that there was an illegal impala-cloning facility somewhere nearby that had malfunctioned and made far too many. But we saw plenty of other amazing animals as well: wildebeest, zebra, hyenas, ostriches, Cape buffalo—and others I had never even heard of: kudu, sable antelope, hartebeest, tsessebe, and five different kinds of mongoose. I bizarrely found myself feeling somewhat thankful that Rufus Shang had engineered my abduction; if he hadn’t, I might never have had the chance to go on a safari.

Even Murray seemed to be enjoying himself. He tried to hide it, griping about the fact that whoever had designed this park had ordered way too many antelope, but I occasionally caught him staring with awe when he thought I wasn’t looking. He was actually intrigued enough to ask Tshiamo some questions about the wildlife we saw, although being Murray, he generally wanted to know which animals were delicious and, if so, what was the best way to cook them.

Sadly, Tshiamo’s morning wasn’t nearly as good as ours. While Murray and I had slept, he and the other rangers had found evidence of poachers in the park: a trail of boot prints in the dust. But they’d had no luck finding their quarry. “They must have a camp somewhere,” Tshiamo groused as we rumbled past yet another herd of impala.

“They don’t leave during the day?” I asked.

“No. Once they’ve gone through all the trouble to sneak into the park, they usually stay until they make a kill.”

“And they’re probably looking for rhinos?” I said.

“They could just as easily be hunting elephants,” Tshiamo reported. “The tusks are worth thousands of dollars per pound.”

“Really?” Murray suddenly looked as though he might start drooling again.

“Yes. But there are many other animals that can also fetch a good price. Like them.” Tshiamo suddenly braked the Land Rover.

A pride of lions was lying right in the middle of the road. It appeared to be the same lions who had made the kill the night before. Their muzzles were all matted with blood and their bellies were bloated from eating. All of them were behaving like my family after Thanksgiving dinner, so stuffed they couldn’t do anything but lie down. Even yawning appeared to be an effort. They made no attempt to get out of the way of our vehicle. Instead, they just lay in our path, like big furry speed bumps.

Tshiamo had to drive through the brush on the side of the road to get around them.

“How much money is one of these lions worth?” Murray asked, trying his best to make it sound like an ordinary question.

“There are people who will pay plenty for a dead lion, just to mount it on their wall,” Tshiamo replied. “Or to have a rug made from its body. It’s disgusting.”

“Oh yes,” Murray said agreeably. “Just awful. And what other animals here might be worth a lot of money?”

“Don’t answer that,” I told Tshiamo, then wheeled on Murray. “Stop it.”

Murray feigned innocence. “Stop what? I’m just asking some questions about the animals. Because I care about their plight.”

I lowered my voice to that Tshiamo wouldn’t hear. “No you don’t. And I’m not going to just sit here and let you start plotting to harm these animals.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” Murray said. “When we get back to civilization, we can each go our merry way. I won’t stop you from trying to thwart Rufus Shang’s evil plans—and you don’t stop me from looking to make some money here.”

“I thought you hated it here,” I reminded him.

“I hate being in the wilderness anywhere,” Murray corrected. “And I hate animals when they’re trying to stalk or bite or disembowel me. I prefer my bowels to remain on my insides. But now that I know these animals can make me rich, I kind of like them.”

I looked back to Tshiamo. “What’s the penalty here for anyone who gets caught poaching the wildlife?”

“Life in prison,” Tshiamo replied. “Although on occasion, we have the right to shoot poachers on sight.”

“Oh.” Murray paled, not looking so excited anymore. “That’s awfully strict.”

“We take our wildlife very seriously in Botswana,” Tshiamo said.

We made it past the lions and back onto the dirt track. Tshiamo picked up speed and we continued onward through the forest.

Murray said, “Tell me about these diamond mines. Do they have a lot of security?”

“Oh yes,” Tshiamo answered. “A great deal.”

Murray continued asking questions about this, and I let him, as I was pleased to have him distracted from the idea of poaching. And if I wanted to figure out what Rufus Shang was up to, then I needed to learn more about the mines.

Tshiamo didn’t know a tremendous amount about how the mines actually operated. He’d never been to one, as most of them were located in remote areas of the Kalahari Desert in the south of the country. However, he had seen Kisangani, the biggest, from a distance, as it wasn’t too far from the southern edge of the Okavango Delta.

“What’s that?” Murray asked.

“It’s an enormous nature reserve to the south of here,” Tshiamo explained. “Instead of flowing to the ocean, the Okavango River dumps its water right into the desert, creating the biggest oasis in the world. Every year, it floods, and tens of thousands of animals migrate there. It is truly incredible.”

Murray rolled his eyes, unimpressed, but I found myself longing to see it.

It took us just over an hour to reach the edge of the park, where we turned onto a two-lane, paved road and greatly picked up speed. There were few other cars on the road, although a good number of vervet monkeys were foraging along the shoulder.

We hadn’t gone far before Tshiamo got a phone call.

He checked the caller ID, announced it was his father, and answered.

He spoke to Banda in Setswana, which is one of the original languages of Botswana, so I couldn’t understand their conversation. However, it was evident that something important was going on. Tshiamo immediately grew concerned, then somewhat agitated. He suddenly pulled a U-turn.

“What’s going on?” Murray asked worriedly. “Why are we heading back into the jungle? That’s the opposite direction from civilization!”

“There’s been a change of plans.” Tshiamo veered onto a much narrower paved road, which came down a steep incline to a small village on the banks of the Zambezi River. There was a mix of small farms, stores, and safari outfitters. “My father found the poachers. Their camp was along the river. They fled in a boat and are coming this way.”

“And you expect us to help you catch them?” Murray shook his head. “Sorry, but I think that’s a bad idea.”

“I agree,” Tshiamo said. “Which is why I’m going without you.”

We pulled into a gravel parking lot where dozens of chickens were hunting for food. The chickens scattered as Tshiamo hit the brakes. He leapt from the Land Rover as soon as it stopped moving, then grabbed a rifle and a backpack out of the rear seat.

Murray and I got out with him. There was a pier at the river’s edge, although only two boats were docked there: a small speedboat and a rowboat.

“What are we supposed to do?” I asked.

“Wait here until I get back,” Tshiamo said.

“But you were supposed to take us to civilization!” Murray whined.

Tshiamo waved to the village around us. “What do you call this?”

“The boonies,” Murray replied flatly.

Tshiamo hurried across the uneven planks of the pier to the speedboat, which had BOTSWANA DEPARTMENT OF WILDLIFE painted on it. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. If you’re hungry or thirsty, there are some good cafés in town. I’m sorry about the delay. Oh, and watch out for that crocodile.”

Murray and I both noticed, a bit too late for comfort, that a crocodile was lying on the pier a few feet away from us, sunning itself. It was relatively small for an African crocodile, only four feet long, but that was still big enough to make Murray and me leap back in fright.

Tshiamo jammed a key into the ignition of the speedboat, started it up, and pulled away from the pier.

The river was several miles wide at that point; the country of Namibia was only a distant, hazy shore on the far side. Between the banks, there were many low, treeless islands, close enough for wildlife to swim to. I could see a large herd of Cape buffalo grazing on the closest island, while a few male elephants were submerged up to their chests nearby, eating grass they uprooted from the water.

There were other boats out on the water: mostly small fishing vessels and a few river safaris. I figured that the poachers would most likely be in a speedboat themselves, but didn’t see anything like that close by.

I watched Tshiamo race off, feeling more frustrated than I cared to admit. While I certainly wanted Tshiamo to intercept the poachers, I was just as annoyed as Murray that our trip to civilization had been interrupted.

“How long do you think it’ll be until he gets back?” Murray asked miserably behind me.

I kept my eyes locked on Tshiamo’s boat, calculating his speed. “An hour if we’re lucky,” I guessed. “Probably more.”

Murray groaned. Only, it wasn’t his standard groan of despair, which I had heard hundreds of times over the past day. Instead, it was a groan of exertion, which concerned me.

I spun back around to face Murray.

He had picked up one of the big wooden oars from the rowboat, and was now swinging it toward my face like a baseball bat.

I tried to duck out of the way, but wasn’t quite fast enough. I avoided having Murray flatten my nose with the oar, but it still glanced off the back of my skull. I toppled forward into the rowboat and my head banged against the side.

“Sorry to do this, old friend,” I heard Murray say, although his voice was fuzzy because my ears were ringing. “But as you know, I’m evil.”

And then I lapsed into unconsciousness.
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When I came to several hours later, I was still in the rowboat. I seemed to be in the exact same position as when I’d fallen, lying on my stomach with my face smushed against the muddy wooden floorboards. But when I tried to sit up, I discovered that Murray had bound my hands behind my back and tied my ankles together as well.

I shifted around to assess the situation. I couldn’t see my wrists, but my ankles were wrapped with the thick rope that had originally moored the rowboat to the pier.

My head was throbbing and I was still groggy, so it took me a moment or two longer to realize what should have been obvious right away:

The rowboat was no longer tied to the pier. I was adrift.

I writhed about until I finally managed to get up on my knees and take in my surroundings.

I had floated a long way.

I knew this for a few reasons. First, the sun was now directly overhead, indicating it was midday. I’d been bonked in the morning.

Next, the terrain had changed. The river was narrower and the banks were steeper. There were still some islands in the middle, but unlike the ones I had seen back by Chobe, they were full of trees.

The current was moving faster as well. I was being carried along at a good clip.

I could also hear roaring. At first, thought it was a residual effect of being whacked on the head, but I eventually realized it was coming from downriver in the distance.

I looked that way. About a mile ahead of me, the river seemed to end abruptly. Beyond it, a cloud of white mist rose into the air.

My heart began to pound in terror.

During my adventures, I had plunged over a few waterfalls. But this one was different.

The falls on most rivers are relatively small. They’re not necessarily fun to go over, but at most, they’re a few stories tall, meaning that the drop isn’t too high.

I was headed for Victoria Falls.

There are three really big waterfalls on planet Earth.

Niagara Falls, which is on the border of the United States and Canada, has the most water volume.

Iguazú Falls, which is on the border of Brazil and Argentina, is the widest.

And Victoria Falls, which is on the border of Zambia and Zimbabwe, is the tallest.

There are taller waterfalls on earth, but all of those are along narrow, shallow streams that are too small to carry someone over the lip.

Meanwhile, Victoria is a sudden drop right in the middle of a major river. It is 350 feet tall, about the same height as a thirty-five story building, and there is a very large jumble of jagged rocks at the base. Which means that going over the falls is a death sentence.

I did not know all these details when I was in the boat. I simply knew that going over the falls was not something I wanted to do.

I was in the middle of the river. There were several islands before the lip of the falls, but it didn’t look like it would be easy to swim to any of them. The current was too strong, and there were a lot of hippos by the shores. The hippos were almost entirely submerged, with only their eyes and nostrils poking out of the water. I figured that, if hippos were dangerous on land, they were probably even more dangerous in the water. I also spotted a few crocodiles on the island banks. These crocs were all significantly larger than the one I had seen on the pier that morning, at least ten feet long. They looked like tree trunks with teeth, and I presumed that there were probably many more of them lurking below the surface of the river.

And yet, as dangerous as swimming to shore was, it was still preferable to staying in the boat.

Which brought me to the most urgent problem: I was tied to the boat itself.

I blindly felt the rope binding my arms behind my back. Murray had wrapped it around my ankles first, then knotted it around my wrists. I couldn’t see what kind of knot Murray had tied, but I could make a few guesses. We had taken a special seminar in our first year of school about how to properly truss an enemy. There were several knots that were virtually impossible to undo, including a few sinister varieties that would even tighten more when you struggled against them. But those were all relatively complicated to tie, and Murray had never paid attention in class.

So he had probably used only a basic shoelace knot to tie the ropes, which wasn’t terribly hard to undo—under normal circumstances. Trying to untie even a simple knot with your wrists bound behind your back was hard enough; doing it under the pressure of looming death was exceptionally difficult.

The first step was to calm myself down and fight the sense of panic. Over the past few weeks, Catherine Hale had been teaching us relaxation techniques to use in tense situations. Cyrus had dismissed this as a bunch of hogwash, but now, I found it extremely useful. I took a few moments to concentrate on my breathing and find my happy place. I imagined myself atop my favorite mountain in Alaska with Erica by my side. My heart rate slowed, my panic ebbed slightly, and, despite the circumstances, I actually grew calmer.

Then I went to work on the knots.

I felt the rope binding my wrists and was able to confirm that Murray had indeed used only a simple shoelace knot to tie it. He’d even left the big loops, just as one would with a shoelace. So undoing the knot was merely a matter of finding the loose ends and tugging on them. Of course, this was still rather challenging to do blind with my hands behind my back, but after a while, I managed it.

The current picked up speed, whisking me toward the falls.

My body began to resist my efforts to remain calm. My heart started to hammer. My palms grew slick with sweat, making it more difficult to unwrap the ropes.

I passed the last of the islands upstream from the falls. Only one island remained ahead, perched directly on the lip of the drop. Swimming to it was my only option for survival.

I fumbled with the ropes on my wrists, struggling to unwind them. To my dismay, they weren’t coming off as easily as I’d hoped. Murray had wrapped them very tightly. But I eventually managed to slip my wrists out of their bonds. Now I just had to unwrap my ankles.

Unfortunately, I was running out of time, and fear was overtaking me. In my mind, my happy place became a very unhappy place instead. Erica suddenly fled from my side and the mountain collapsed beneath my feet. Terror gripped me. I started hyperventilating.

Victoria Falls creates its own weather. The water pours over the edge and smashes onto the rocks below so hard that it turns into mist, which rises back up out of the chasm in great white clouds. When the clouds emerge into the sun, the sudden warming causes them to release rain. Depending on how the wind is blowing, you can be in bright sunlight one second and a torrential rainstorm the next.

I passed into one of the storms. Within seconds, I was drenched, which made loosening the rope around my ankles even harder. Water streamed down my face into my eyes, making it almost impossible to see. I blindly tugged at the rope, fighting to get it off me.

I was moving even faster now. The island on the edge of the falls was coming up quickly.

I loosened the rope around my ankles just enough to escape it.

Then I leapt into the water and swam as hard as I could. The only good news was that I no longer had to worry about hippos or crocodiles, because they were all too smart to venture so close to the falls. I fought the current, kicking and paddling for my life. It was raining so hard that there seemed to be no difference between being below the surface of the water or above it. Thankfully, my recent weeks at spy school had left me in excellent shape, and I made progress toward the island. I closed in on the shore and was about to grab a tree root…

When something seized tight around my ankle and yanked me away.

For a horrifying moment, I thought I had been caught by a crocodile. It had grabbed my foot in its jaws and was pulling me under to drown me.

But then I discovered that I had never fully gotten free of the rope from the boat. A loop at the end of it had cinched around my ankle, and now the boat was dragging me along as it hurtled toward the falls.

This was only slightly less horrifying than the crocodile scenario.

I desperately attempted to untangle myself from the rope while being hauled through the water. I caromed off submerged rocks. Rain was gushing from the sky. The roar of the falls was almost deafening. Ahead of me, the boat raced to the edge of oblivion.

My hands were going numb in the cold water. I couldn’t get the loop of rope off around my boot.

So in desperation, I kicked the boot off, then managed to slide the rope down around my heel.

It came free of my leg, releasing me.

I bobbed to the surface just in time to see the boat disappear over the lip of the falls. The rope flew after it, racing away from me.

Although I still was in grave danger of going over myself.

I swam as hard as I could, fighting against the current with all my might, straining to reach the island again.

The falls came closer and closer.

And then, my hand touched rock. I seized it tightly.

The river tried to pull me away. The sharp rock dug into my hand, slicing my skin, while my arm felt like it might be wrenched from its socket. Water gushed into my nose and mouth, choking me.

But I clung on. I managed to get my other hand on the rock. Then, with a herculean effort, I hauled myself up and out of the current.

There were more rocks beyond the one I was clinging to, an archipelago of tiny islands, that poked out of the water, slowing the flow of the river dramatically. In fact, only a few feet away from me, there was small pool that was as deep and calm as a bathtub.

I flopped into it, gasping for breath. Bizarrely, I was safe there, even though water was coursing over the lip of the falls close by.

The wind suddenly shifted and the rain cloud above me scudded away, leaving me in brilliant sunshine. A rainbow arced through the mist over the falls. It seemed almost like a peace offering, as though the river was saying Sorry for nearly killing you.

I staggered to my feet. Bedraggled and half-drowned, with only one boot, I set off across the rocks toward the safety of the island.

I had only gone a few feet before I noticed the tourists.

A young couple in bathing suits was sitting in another calm pool of water near the edge of the falls, posing so a guide could take photos of them.

Although at the moment, the guide wasn’t taking photos. He was staring at me in astonishment, fully aware of how close I had just come to death.

Meanwhile, the couple appeared annoyed.

“Could you move somewhere else?” the woman asked me snidely. “You’re ruining our picture.”

For some reason, I actually apologized to her.

The guide pocketed her phone and hurried to my aid.

“Hey!” the man from the couple said angrily. “We’ve been waiting ten minutes for the weather to clear! I want this shot!”

The guide ignored him and took my arm. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Not really,” I replied honestly.

Despite the young couple’s protests, the guide helped me across the rocks to the island. It was only about twenty yards wide. On the far side, more tourists were taking pictures at the edge of the waterfall.

Back in the trees, a large canopy had been erected above a table, which was set with a pristine white tablecloth, fine china, and silver utensils.

“I think I might be hallucinating,” I said. “Is that a dining room over there?”

The guide laughed heartily. “You’re on Livingstone Island. My name is Onx, and I’m with Zambezi Adventures. We have a daily lunch and photo session out here.”

I gaped at him, overcome by emotions. On one hand, I couldn’t believe that people would willingly pay money to get so close to the edge of the falls. On the other hand, I was deliriously happy that there was food nearby—and what appeared to be a gourmet meal, no less.

Onx and the rest of the crew at Zambezi Adventures graciously allowed me to join everyone for lunch. It was a four-course meal, with soup, salad, roasted chicken, and chocolate mousse. I inhaled it all greedily while making up a lie to explain why I had ended up in such dire straits. Everyone listened with rapt attention while I described how I had been knocked unconscious in a freak boating accident several miles upstream—except for the couple whose photo session I had interrupted. They seemed very peeved that I had upstaged the story of their recent wedding.

Zambezi Adventures traveled to and from the island in speedboats with large motors that could easily overpower the river current near the falls. After lunch, I returned with the tourists to a hotel on the Zambian side of the river.

It was the sort of high-end resort that Murray had been hoping to find, with luxury suites, attentive staff, burbling fountains, and a swimming pool. It was arranged around a perfectly manicured lawn that had a stunning view of the upper falls. The grounds weren’t just appealing to humans: a herd of zebras was grazing on the lawn, impala drank from the fountains, and a troop of baboons lurked at the edge of the open-air restaurant, waiting for guests to drop their guard. As we approached, one was making off with a cheeseburger and a bottle of Diet Coke.

Given how deep in the wilderness I had been only a day before, the opulence of the hotel was bewildering. As I passed into the entry foyer, with its marble floors and expensive furnishings, I was struck once again by the idea that it might have all been some sort of hallucination. At one point, I even imagined that I saw Erica sitting in the restaurant, sipping an iced guava juice.

I had to pause for a moment, figuring that I was still suffering some residual delusions from all that I’d been through lately.

The girl saw me staring at her and gagged on her juice in surprise.

It wasn’t Erica.

Instead, it was someone even more surprising: Erica’s sister, Trixie Hale.
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“You’re not imagining things,” Mary Hale insisted. “Our presence here makes perfect sense.”

Trixie Hale hadn’t been alone. Her grandmother had come along a few seconds later. But this had only served to make things seem even more implausible to me. I was now seated with them in the restaurant, having an iced guava juice of my own, desperately trying to understand what was happening.

“Erica reached out to me the other day,” Mary explained. “Just after you left Alaska with that idiot.”

“Ah,” I said. “I guess you’ve met the principal.”

“Several times, unfortunately.” Mary Hale had served for a long time as a top analyst at the CIA. While that didn’t sound as exciting as being an operative like the rest of her family, she had done plenty of important work—and possibly even had a better track record of defeating evil plots. And though she looked like a stereotypical grandmother, favoring floral-print dresses and librarian glasses, it was partially an act to throw off enemies. I knew from experience that Mary was fully capable of beating someone several decades younger than her in a fight. She had ordered some cake for all of us and was drinking a guava juice as well, although I had a sneaking suspicion that she might have slipped some alcohol into it.

“Erica was worried that dim-witted principal would bungle things,” Mary went on. “Which sadly appears to be the case.”

“Oh, my being here isn’t a mistake,” I said. “The principal double-crossed me.”

Mary gave me a look of surprise. “You’re kidding.”

“You don’t believe he’d do it?”

“Oh, I’m sure he’d want to. I just can’t believe he’s capable of it.”

“I don’t think he had to do much. Murray Hill planned the whole thing.”

“Your nemesis?” Trixie asked, startled. “He’s involved in this too?”

“Yes. I can explain it all in a bit.” I looked to Mary. “What did Erica ask you to do?”

“Track your location.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking that I understood. “You used your analysis skills to track the airplane.”

“Not quite.” Mary took another sip of her drink. “I mean, I’m certainly capable of doing that—but it requires the official registration number of the airplane, which Erica had no way of knowing. And she wasn’t completely sure that you’d be traveling by plane at all. Or that, if you were, the principal would get on the correct flight. So she bugged you instead.”

I sat up in surprise. “When?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there. But it was certainly at some point between your assignment to this mission and your departure.”

I thought back to those frenzied minutes and had a realization. “Erica hugged me good-bye.”

“Well, of course she did,” Trixie said. “She’s your girlfriend.”

“Yes, but there was obviously more to it than that,” I told her. “She actually hugged me twice. The second time, she snuck through the woods to catch me as I was on my way to the boat. She must have run off to get some sort of tracking device while I was packing and then planted it on me. And then…” I trailed off, thinking about what had happened next.

“What’s wrong?” Trixie asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“You made a weird face just now,” Trixie observed. “Like you were annoyed at yourself. Did you do something stupid right before you left?”

Incisiveness was one of Trixie’s many talents. She was exceptionally good at reading emotions.

“No,” I lied. “I was just feeling sad about how quickly I had to leave. And touched that Erica went through so much trouble to find a way to monitor me.”

“That was the easy part,” Mary said. “The hard part was getting in touch with me. Erica had to slip out of her cabin at night and hike up to an old Cold War radio station to send me the message. It was several miles over rough terrain. In the dark. And, from what I understand, there are a lot of bears in the area.”

“True,” I agreed, although our local black bears now seemed almost cuddly compared to the some of the wildlife I’d encountered in Africa.

A formally dressed waiter brought three slices of cake to our table. The moment he left, a young baboon approached us, obviously seeking a handout. It looked at us imploringly with its great big eyes.

“Papio ursinus!” Trixie exclaimed.

“What?” I asked.

“That’s the scientific name for the chacma baboon,” Trixie informed me.

“Trixie learned the Latin genus species names for every animal in southern Africa,” Mary said proudly.

“Among other information,” Trixie added. “It made sense to familiarize myself with the wildlife we’d be seeing. The chacma baboon is extremely adaptable, living in virtually every habitat in Botswana, from the arid Kalahari Desert to the lush Okavango Delta—and they obviously have figured out how to thrive in a landscape altered by humans as well. They’re omnivorous, primarily subsisting on plants and insects, although they have also been known to hunt small reptiles, amphibians, and rodents—and they apparently have a taste for red velvet cake as well. In addition, while they look cute and harmless, they can actually be quite dangerous when they become aggressive.”

The baboon seemed to realize we weren’t about to hand over our cake, so it shifted tactics, baring a set of surprisingly sharp teeth.

“Like that,” Trixie noted.

While she was fascinated by the baboon’s behavior, I was unsettled. I scooted back in my chair, ready to forfeit my cake and run.

Meanwhile, Mary snatched a dessert fork off the table, wheeled on the baboon, and snarled, “Back off or I’ll gut you!”

The baboon tucked its tail between its legs and scurried away, whimpering.

I picked up my own fork and, rather than using it as a weapon, dug into my cake. It was delicious. “Do you know what kind of tracker Erica put on me?”

“A satellite telemeter,” Mary replied. “It transmits your location to the global positioning network once a minute.”

“How big is it?” I asked.

“Oh, quite small. And very light. They were originally developed for tracking birds, but the Agency has made some modifications. They’re almost undetectable—although that does cut down on their life span and accuracy.”

I felt along the waistband of my pants, which were still damp from the river. There was a tiny lump in the rear, so small that I hadn’t noticed it—and neither had Soren Swollen when he’d patted me down. I pried out an electrical device the size and thickness of a dime.

“That’s it!” Mary exclaimed. “That’s the V63, the smallest model the Agency makes.”

I stared at it in amazement. “How did Erica get her hands on one of these?”

Mary shrugged. “You’ve probably noticed that my granddaughter is very resourceful. I suspect that she has gathered quite an assortment of espionage equipment over the years, just in case of emergencies.” Mary took the V63 from me and examined it closely. “The issue with this one is that it’s so small that the transmission time is limited. Only about forty-eight hours. Yours lasted a bit less, but it appears like that might have been due to damage.” She made a slight tut-tut noise. “This one’s been through the wringer.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “The last twenty-four hours has been pretty exciting.”

“What happened to you?” Trixie asked. “Did you see any wildlife?”

“Plenty. A lot closer than I wanted to.” Before filling her in on the rest, though, I still had some questions for Mary. “So Erica gave you the transmission code for this and then you tracked it?”

“Exactly. I still have access to the CIA system.”

“Even though you’re retired?”

“I didn’t say the access was official.” Mary gave me a proud smirk. “Once you left the eastern US and started heading this direction, I realized that Erica’s suspicions were correct. We had a problem. Unfortunately, the rest of your team was back in Alaska, several thousand miles behind you. Whereas Trixie and I were much closer.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Spain!” Trixie announced excitedly. “Grandma’s been giving me a crash course on the Inquisition.”

“Ah,” I said. For many years, the Hales had tried to keep Trixie’s existence a secret from their enemies (as well as keeping their true jobs a secret from Trixie). But word had got out, and the family feared that Trixie would no longer be safe at boarding school. They also felt it was too dangerous for her to join us in Alaska, which made sense given that Cyrus himself had recently been abducted by Russian agents. (Although we’d gotten him back.) So Mary Hale was sort of homeschooling Trixie. There wasn’t an actual home involved. Instead, they were traveling around the world, boning up on math, science, literature, art, and history along the way.

“It was much easier to get here from Madrid than from that remote outpost in Alaska,” Mary reported. “Although it still required three flights. We’ve been traveling for nearly thirty-six hours straight.”

“Thirty-six hours?” I set down a bite of cake, confused. “I haven’t even been in Botswana for thirty.”

“True,” Mary said. “But I didn’t need to know the exact location you were headed at first. Once the plane took off, I could deduce from its trajectory that you were headed to southern Africa. There was no time to waste. Trixie and I caught a flight from Madrid to Frankfort, and from there to Johannesburg, and by the time we landed there, I knew you were in Chobe. So I planned to head that way to intercept you. Unfortunately, your telemeter gave out about an hour ago.”

“Probably water damage,” I said. “I nearly went over the falls.”

Mary nodded, as though this sort of thing was to be expected. “That explains why you’re so damp.”

Meanwhile, Trixie gaped in astonishment. “How did that happen?”

“Murray Hill gave me the slip upriver,” I explained. “He knocked me out and set me adrift in a rowboat. I barely escaped.”

Trixie whistled. “That is so cool.”

“No, it’s not,” Mary told her. “It’s extremely dangerous. Which is exactly why I wanted you to stay at the hotel.” She shifted her attention to me. “I was attempting to arrange for a search party for you when you showed up here.”

Trixie pouted, sticking her lower lip out so far that I could have set a book on it. “I don’t understand why Erica gets to go do all this dangerous stuff while I have to just sit by the pool.”

“We’ve been over this a thousand times,” Mary informed her. “Erica has been training for this since she started to crawl.”

“Ben hasn’t been training nearly that long!” Trixie protested. “But he gets to go on missions.”

“And look what’s happened to him. He got outwitted by his nemesis and nearly died just now. He’s really woefully unprepared for this.”

“I don’t know if I’m that bad,” I said defensively.

“Was that the first time you’ve nearly died on this mission?” Mary asked pointedly.

“Er… not quite.”

“How many times has that happened?”

I lowered my eyes. “I lost count. Six or seven… But I survived them all!”

“And would that have happened without your training?”

“No. Without my training, I probably wouldn’t have lasted an hour.”

Trixie’s eyes widened in surprise. She no longer seemed quite so eager to go on a mission, but she wasn’t quite ready to give up the argument. “If it’s so dangerous here, Grandma, then why did you even drag me along?”

“Well, I couldn’t just leave you on your own in Madrid,” Mary replied. “And I figured there’d be some educational opportunities here. But now that we’ve found Benjamin, I think it’d be best if we got him out of the country and back to safety as quickly as possible.”

Trixie recoiled, aghast. “You mean we’re getting right back on a plane?”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” I said.

“Exactly!” Trixie agreed. “I haven’t even seen a giraffe yet!”

“That’s not why,” I told her, then turned to Mary. “Rufus Shang is plotting something.”

A large bee landed on the table near my cake. Trixie snatched an empty glass and quickly clamped it down over the insect, trapping it. “Apis mellifera scultellata. African lowland honeybee.”

“You learned all the insects too?” I asked, surprised.

Trixie shrugged gloomily. “Good thing I did. Sounds like I’m not going to see anything more exciting than this while I’m here.”

Mary ignored her sulking and asked me, “Who is Rufus Shang?”

I filled her in on everything that had happened: how Murray’s plans to sell me out had gone wrong, the blueprints I’d seen, my harrowing adventures in the wilderness, what I’d learned about diamond mines from Banda and Tshiamo, and how Murray had double-crossed me yet again. Mary listened to it thoughtfully, interrupting only once to chase off another baboon looking to steal her cake.

Once I’d finished, Mary sat in silence for a while, thinking. Finally, she said, “This Rufus Shang fellow went through a great deal of trouble to consign you to a lifetime of misery. You barely managed to escape and nearly died several times in the process. Shang’s men are certainly searching for you. But instead of taking the opportunity to get away, you want to stay here at great risk to your life and try to thwart this evil scheme?”

“Yes,” I said. “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“You don’t even know what Rufus is plotting.”

“Not yet. But I think I know how to figure that out. We have to infiltrate his office and get a better look at his plans.”

Mary drained her glass of guava juice and whatever else might have been in it. “You want to sneak back into the guarded compound of the very man who kidnapped you?”

“Yes,” I said once again.

Mary sighed. “Then I guess it’s a good thing the rest of our family is on their way.”
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It was another ten hours before the rest of the team arrived.

Kenai Fjords and Victoria Falls are on opposite sides of the planet, about as far away from each other as any two places on earth. So it takes a long time to get from one to the other. I had made the trip about as quickly as possible, as I had come on private jets, and it had still taken me nearly two days. (Practically the only advantage to being knocked out is that long flights are significantly less boring when you’re unconscious.) However, my team had a much more difficult journey. They had to take a boat to Seward, Alaska, hop a train to Anchorage, hitch a ride in the belly of a military cargo plane to Singapore, grab last-second seats on a flight to Johannesburg via Dubai with a top-secret emergency MI6 slush fund, and then borrow a helicopter under false pretenses from the South African government to fly to Victoria Falls.

I waited for them in Mary Hale’s suite at the hotel, nervous as could be.

In theory, my anxiety should have been due to Rufus Shang. After all, the man had already gone to great lengths to get revenge on me and was probably even angrier now that I’d escaped his clutches. It was conceivable that he’d heard I had showed up at Victoria Falls and dispatched a team of thugs to track me down and kidnap me once again.

But to my surprise, what I was truly nervous about was seeing Erica.

I certainly wanted to see her. But I feared that maybe, she didn’t want to see me, given how I had treated her right before I left. My mind kept inventing all sorts of awful scenarios for our reunion. Perhaps Erica would be angry at me. Or annoyed. Or resentful. Or worst of all, maybe she would want to break up.

Meanwhile, Trixie was over the moon about Mike’s imminent arrival; it had been two months since they had last seen each other. She was so excited, she couldn’t sit still. She suggested that we take an excursion to see Victoria Falls to distract ourselves, but Mary nixed this because she thought it was too dangerous for me to be out and about—and besides, I felt that I had seen more than enough of the falls that day. So we spent the evening in the suite. Mary and I tried to learn more about diamond mining to deduce what Rufus Shang might be plotting. Trixie paced restlessly on the balcony, shouting out the Latin names whenever she saw a wild animal, be it a vervet monkey (Chlorocebus pygerythrus) or a helmeted guinea fowl (Numida meleagris)—or, once darkness fell, a honey badger (Mellivora capensis) or a Gambian epauletted fruit bat (Epomophorus gambianus).

It was a half hour after midnight when Mary received a text message and announced, “They’re here.”

Trixie gave a squeal of delight and bolted out the door, heading for the lobby.

Mary hustled after her, excited to see Cyrus and the rest of her family as well.

I followed more cautiously, still worried about how my reunion with Erica would go.

Not far from our room was a lounge where formal afternoon tea was served. During the day, it was bright and cheerful. Now, in the middle of the night, it was dark and creepy. From there, a grand staircase swooped down into the foyer. By the time I reached the top of the steps, Trixie and Mary were already at the bottom, and I could hear elated cries from everyone below.

“Cuddlemonkey!” Mike exclaimed to Trixie. “I missed you so much!”

“Not as much as I missed you, Smooshy-Poo,” she replied adoringly.

Which would have been cloying enough, but then Mary and Cyrus started calling each other pet names as well.

“Hey there, Hot Mama,” Cyrus purred.

“Got a kiss for me, Big Daddy?” Mary asked him.

“Ick,” Alexander said weakly. “Mom and Dad, I can hear you. I’m right here.”

I was just about to start down the stairs myself when I heard a slight creak on the floor behind me. The distinct sound of someone about to ambush me.

I instantly put my newfound martial arts skills into play, choosing to employ Nook-Bahn-San. I performed a textbook Mongolian Duck and Swivel move, followed by a Kathmandu Side Step and a quick Uppercut of Doom, slugging my opponent in the jaw.

At which point, I realized I wasn’t being assaulted by one of Shang’s men at all.

Instead, I had just punched my girlfriend in the face.

“Erica!” I yelped, horrified. “I’m so sorry!”

“I’m all right,” Erica said, although she didn’t seem to be. There was a big red mark on her chin and her lip was already starting to swell.

Even when imagining worst-case scenarios for our reunion, I hadn’t come up with anything as bad as this. I immediately launched into damage control mode. “I thought you were one of Rufus Shang’s henchmen!” I told her. “I figured you were downstairs with everyone else. What were you doing, sneaking up on me?” This last part came out a little more accusatory than I had intended.

Erica massaged her jaw. “I wanted to talk to you alone. Without all the others around us.”

I cringed at the seriousness of her tone. “Why? Were you going to break up with me?”

Erica blinked at me, confused. “What? No. I thought you were going to break up with me.”

Now I grew confused. “Why would I break up with you?”

“Why would I break up with you?”

“Er… because I was a jerk to you before I left.”

“Yes,” Erica agreed. “But I deserved it.”

“No you didn’t.”

“I did,” Erica insisted, in a tone that said I shouldn’t argue with her. “I had forced you to do all that survival training. Which made you miserable.”

“But for a good reason,” I stated. “That survival training saved my life today! I would have been dead ten times over if I hadn’t learned all those skills.”

Erica considered that for a moment. “What actually happened here? The only news I have so far is that Rufus Shang kidnapped you, but you escaped.”

This surprised me. Erica was so good at finding out information, she often seemed to know what had happened to me as soon as I did. So I wasn’t used to updating her. Now, everything came out in a great flood, partly because I was still anxious, and partly because I wanted to let her know all the cool things I had done. I quickly told her how I had attacked Soren Swollen with a moose head, stolen a concrete mixer, organized an elephant stampede, trekked through the wilderness, escaped a rampaging hippopotamus, and figured out how to drink water out of a fresh elephant poop.

“Ugh,” Erica said, then reached into a compartment of her utility belt. “Do you need a breath mint?”

“Actually, only Murray had to drink the poop water. But I was the one who realized it could be done.”

“And what happened to Murray?”

I frowned, hating to admit the next part. “He got the jump on me. He knocked me out and set me afloat on the Zambezi River toward Victoria Falls. But I managed to escape and swim to safety—because I was in such good shape, thanks to you.”

Erica took all that in, then massaged her jaw once again. “You’re definitely getting better at martial arts as well. That was a good punch.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And sorry.”

“But the thing is,” Erica went on, now sounding more ashamed, “I didn’t really force you to do all that training to improve your survival skills.”

I grew confused again. “Then why did you?”

“Because of Svetlana.”

I must have looked even more perplexed, because Erica realized she had to explain. She led me into the lounge and we sat on one of the frilly couches where tea was served.

Erica said, “I’ve always been the best student at spy school. Since my family gave me such a head start with my training, I’ve never really had any competition for that. Then Svetlana came along. And suddenly, for the first time in my life, I wasn’t the best anymore.”

“She’s not as good a spy as you are,” I said supportively.

“She is,” Erica told me, using her don’t-argue-with-me tone once again. “I know, because I’ve been trying to disprove it for the past few weeks. That was what all the extra training was for. I kept thinking that I’d find something Svetlana wasn’t as good at: hiking or rock climbing or kayaking or swimming or marksmanship or concocting poison from foraged mushrooms. But no matter what I did, she handled it just as well as I could.” Erica sighed heavily. “In fact, there are some things that she can do better than me.”

It seemed that I had plenty of reason to be angry at Erica. She had put me through a series of terrible ordeals in a self-serving attempt to make Svetlana look bad. But instead, I felt concerned for her. She was sad, and all I wanted to do was help her feel better.

“That’s not such a bad thing,” I said.

“Yes it was. I made you miserable.”

“I meant, having someone be better than you on occasion isn’t so bad. Yes, it was an issue when Svetlana was our enemy. But now she’s on our side. And so all her skills are assets for us. I mean, that’s why you and I have always been such a good team. We each have our strengths. I’m good at math and deducing what the bad guys are plotting, while you’re good at… well, everything else.”

Erica thought about that, then nodded. “I suppose you’re right. But it’s still weird, not being the best spy on the team anymore.”

“You’re still the best,” I said earnestly. “There are plenty of things that you’re better at that Svetlana.”

“Like what?”

“Beating up our enemies. Defusing bombs. Staying cool under pressure. You’ve helped me thwart almost a dozen evil plots. I’ll bet Svetlana hasn’t even thwarted one. And…” I flashed her my most charming grin. “You’re much more beautiful than she is.”

Erica actually blushed. It was very slight, but it happened. She gave me a coy smile and asked, “Anything else?”

“You’re much better at sneaking up on people.”

“That is not true,” Svetlana said.

I wheeled around, startled to discover that Svetlana was standing directly behind me. She had approached so quietly that it seemed she had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, in the same way that Erica often did. And so, it had the same effect on me as when Erica did it; it scared the wits out of me. I shrieked in fear, then managed to get a hold of myself and ask, “How long have you been there?”

“Long enough to hear you disparage me many times.” Svetlana sat down beside us and socked me in the arm. “That’s for saying I am ugly.”

“That’s not exactly what I said….”

Svetlana suddenly hugged me. “And this is for saying that I make a good member of your team.”

“What were you doing, sneaking up on us?” Erica asked her.

“I wasn’t sneaking up on you,” Svetlana replied. “I am just naturally stealthy.”

“Like you,” I pointed out to Erica.

“I wanted to see Ben,” Svetlana continued. “To make sure he was all right. I have been worried about him.”

“We all have,” Zoe said, coming up the stairs. Mike, Trixie, Catherine, Alexander, Cyrus, and Mary were behind her.

I sprang to my feet, thrilled to see all of them.

Zoe raced over and gave me a huge hug. Mike joined in a second later. “I’m so glad you’re not dead,” he told me. “Do you have anything to eat?”

I pulled back from his grasp. “You’re thinking about food right now?”

“I’m very hungry,” Mike said. “We’ve been traveling nonstop to get to you and have barely eaten. We were all the way in the back of the plane on the flight to Johannesburg, and by the time they got to us, they had run out of food. All they had were a few packs of stale peanuts. Plus, the seats didn’t recline much and the in-flight entertainment system wasn’t working. It was the worst day ever.”

“Really?” I asked. “Because in the last twenty-four hours, I’ve been kidnapped, knocked out, attacked, chased, and left to fend for myself in the wilderness with Murray Hill, as well as nearly being trampled, drowned, shot, gored, stung, and eaten.”

“All right,” Mike admitted. “I suppose your day was a little worse than mine.”

“But we still went through a great deal of trouble to get to you,” Zoe told me. “And it wasn’t easy. Mike’s not the only one who’s hungry.”

“All of us are,” Catherine said.

I looked to her, surprised. “You didn’t bring emergency rations?”

“Of course I did.” Catherine looked slightly offended. “But we ate the last of them hours ago.”

“It was so bad, we even ate Dad’s homemade beef jerky,” Alexander added.

I cringed reflexively. Even at the best of times, Cyrus’s jerky was notoriously inedible, but since we had come to Kenai Fjords, he’d been making it with the meat from puffins, which were small seabirds that tasted like rancid kelp.

“My jerky’s not so bad,” Cyrus claimed.

“It’s terrible,” Mike informed him. “It’s so hard to chew that I’ll bet that you could line our clothes with it and make them bulletproof.”

“Well, luckily for all of you, I presumed you might show up hungry,” Mary Hale said. “So I arranged for the tearoom to set these aside for you earlier today.” She opened a cabinet to reveal three entire cakes and a large assortment of cookies.

Everyone gazed at her as though she had just performed a miracle. And then they rushed toward the food. Even Catherine, who normally showed the manners of someone dining with the Royal Family, practically hip-checked Alexander out of the way to get to a slice of cake.

Cyrus got there first. “Mary, you’re a gem!” he crowed, and promptly crammed an entire snickerdoodle into his mouth.

Everyone quickly piled dessert plates high and then wolfed the food down. Including Erica, who smashed a slice of coconut cake between two chocolate chip cookies and ate it like a sandwich.

“I thought you didn’t like to eat anything that wasn’t healthy for you,” I pointed out to her.

“You know what else I don’t like?” she asked me. “Starving to death. All I’ve had to eat in the last twelve hours is a handful of raisins, and this is the only food available right now. Sometimes, you have to make sacrifices.” She took another huge bite.

It didn’t look like she was making a sacrifice to me at all. In fact, it looked like she was enjoying her cookie-cake sandwich tremendously. But I wasn’t in the mood to start another argument.

Now that everyone had food, they shifted their attention back to me.

“Benjamin, Mary debriefed us on everything you’ve been through,” Catherine said, sounding as though it were all her fault. “I’m so sorry we allowed this to happen. I never imagined the principal would betray you like that.”

“Really?” I asked. “Because he’s always hated me.”

“True,” Catherine agreed. “But it takes a certain amount of intelligence to engineer something like your abduction, and the principal doesn’t have much of that.”

“No kidding,” Zoe agreed, tucking into a second piece of cake. “I mean, the man actually thought no one could tell he was wearing a toupee. Even though it looked like he had a sick weasel camped out on his head.”

“He didn’t need to be intelligent,” Svetlana pointed out. She now had a chocolate-frosting mustache. “It seems this Rufus Shang did all the thinking for him.”

“And Murray Hill helped,” Erica added, polishing off her sandwich.

Trixie looked at her curiously. “What happened to your jaw? Did someone punch you?”

“Yes,” Erica replied. “Ben did.”

Even though everyone had been thrilled to see me only a few minutes before, I now got extremely dirty looks from all of them.

“It wasn’t his fault,” Erica said quickly. “I caught him by surprise. And then he nailed me with a really excellent Uppercut of Doom.”

Mike gaped at me, astonished. “You actually landed a punch on Erica? Wow. You’re turning into quite the martial artist.”

“Yeah,” Zoe chimed in. “Back when you first came to spy school, my grandmother could have beat you in a fight.”

“I wasn’t that bad,” I said.

“My grandmother beat you in a fight,” Erica reminded me.

“Mary isn’t a normal grandmother,” I told her.

“Ben, you really have improved,” Catherine noted encouragingly. “I must say, I’m very impressed by everything you’ve done since we last saw you.”

“Me too,” Alexander put in. “I’ve never heard of anyone using a herd of elephants to deflect an enemy attack before. Although once, in Kyoto, I did fend off an enemy assailant with a school of herring.”

Catherine gave him a disdainful look. “You accidentally knocked over the herring display at a fish market and your assailant slipped on a fish and broke his leg. That’s not exactly the same thing.”

I said, “Well, if I’ve improved, it’s thanks to the training you’ve given me over the past few weeks.” I met Erica’s eyes and added, “All of it.”

Erica smiled at me, and just like that, I realized that everything I had been worried about was no longer an issue. Erica hadn’t been as angry at me as I’d feared. In fact, she had felt just as bad about what she had done to me as I had about what I’d said to her. But now that we had both apologized and talked about it, things seemed back to normal between us. Maybe even better.

“There’s just one problem with you being such a lean, mean fighting machine,” Mike told me.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“All of us just went through a whole lot of trouble to come rescue you. We had to fly halfway around the world, under some really awful conditions. We’ve barely had any sleep or anything to eat. And then we finally get here and find out you’ve had the nerve to rescue yourself. It’s very annoying.” Mike flashed a grin, just to let me know he was joking.

“That’s true,” Zoe said. “You should have had the decency to have stayed captured so that we could save you.”

The others all chimed in agreement.

“I really appreciate everything you went through for me,” I told them earnestly. “But you might not have come all this way for nothing. Rufus Shang is plotting something evil. How would you like to go on a rogue mission to thwart him?”

No one in the room even took a moment to consider their answer. They all instantly lit up, intrigued and excited.

“What do you need us to do?” Erica asked.
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Within half an hour, I had briefed everyone on the Rufus Shang situation, every last morsel of dessert had been consumed, and we had cooked up a plan of attack.

However, there was much debate about who should go on the mission. At first, the adults argued that only they should go as it was potentially dangerous—but they would need me to come along, since I knew the layout of the construction site and had seen the plans once. All the younger agents immediately balked at that.

“If it’s safe enough for Ben to go, then it’s safe for the rest of us as well,” Erica declared. We had moved to Mary’s suite, as discussing top-secret plans in the tearoom seemed like a security risk.

“No one said it was safe for Ben to go,” Catherine corrected. “This mission isn’t safe at all. But we need Ben’s help.”

“Then you can probably use ours, too,” Mike insisted. “We just came all the way here from Alaska. What’s the point of leaving us behind now?”

“The point is that you’re still agents-in-training,” Cyrus said.

“Agents-in-training who have saved the world on multiple occasions,” Zoe corrected. “If you’re really that concerned about safety, then why are you taking Alexander?”

“Alexander is an adult,” Catherine stated. “And he’s not as incompetent as you make him out to be.” She then looked around, concerned. “Er… does anyone know where Alexander is?”

At that moment, Alexander burst through the door, panting heavily and covered with leaves.

“What happened to you?” Mary asked, worried.

“I forgot my gun in the lobby and a baboon stole it.” Alexander removed a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at some brown gunk on his face. “Those creatures are vicious. And very unsanitary.” He held up the filthy handkerchief as evidence. “Did you know that when baboons get agitated, they throw their own feces at you?”

Cyrus grimaced. “Did you at least get the gun back?”

“Er… no,” Alexander admitted. “But if it’s any consolation, I had forgotten to load it.” He looked around the room expectantly. “By any chance, did anyone bring an extra weapon that I could borrow for the mission?”

“I brought dozens,” Erica reported. “But if you want them, you have to bring us, too.”

After that, it was difficult for the adults to argue that it made more sense to bring Alexander, rather than Erica, and once Erica and I were coming, they figured that Mike, Zoe, and Svetlana might as well come along too.

Trixie still had to remain behind, and Mary volunteered to keep an eye on her. Trixie was extremely unhappy about this and stormed into her room, pouting. She wouldn’t come out again until Mary agreed to take her on an early morning wildlife safari and bungee jumping off the bridge into the chasm below Victoria Falls.

The rest of us headed out.

Since we wanted to be stealthy, we couldn’t take the helicopter. Rufus would have heard it coming from miles away. Instead, Catherine and Cyrus swiped some Land Rovers from the hotel motor pool. We piled into them and headed off.

The drive to the construction site wasn’t too long. After all, Rufus Shang had built a brand-new highway leading right to it; we just weren’t supposed to be driving on it yet. However, the only detriments to doing that were a few orange cones and some threatening signs, which were easy to ignore. We followed the road until half a mile before the pavement ended, then parked the vehicles and continued the rest of the way to the camp on foot through the forest, taking care to be as quiet as possible. The adults insisted on taking the lead in case of trouble, while the rest of us followed not far behind.

I felt much more comfortable passing through the jungle with my friends than I had with Murray the previous night. I knew I could rely on my friends if we ran into trouble—but I had also learned that the African wilderness wasn’t as dangerous as I’d thought. True, there were plenty of animals there that could eat us, but I now knew that they didn’t really want to do that. They would only attack if they felt threatened, and that was only as a last resort. The real thing to fear—as was the case just about anywhere—were the humans. As evidence, I still had a welt on my head from where Murray had clocked me.

As we made our way to the camp, I noticed something strange about Erica. Normally, on a mission, she moved with the stealth and grace of a predator on the hunt. But now, she was restless and fidgety.

“Is something wrong?” I whispered to her.

“Notatall,” she whispered back, speaking so quickly that all the words combined into one. “Ifeelamazing. Totallyamped.”

Zoe gave her a curious look. “How much cake did you have back at the hotel?”

“Sevenslices. Andacoupleofcookies.”

“Holy smokes,” Svetlana said. “You’re having a sugar rush.”

“Isthatwhythisishappening?” Erica held up her right hand. It was vibrating like a plucked guitar string.

Mike snickered with amusement. “You’ve never had one of those before?”

“I’vebarelyevereatensugarinmylife,” Erica replied. “ButI’mdefinitelygoingtoeatmoreofit. I’msoenergizedrightnow! Watchthis!” She promptly performed a series of cartwheels, then finished off with a textbook roundhouse.

I looked ahead toward the adults. They were so focused on the path ahead that they hadn’t noticed Erica’s gymnastics. So I whispered to my friends, “Maybe we should have Erica sit this mission out.”

Mike gave me an incredulous look. “Why would we want to do that?”

“Look at her!” I pointed to where Erica was now swinging from the branch of a tree. “She’s not herself!”

“Exactly,” Mike said. “Erica is formidable under normal circumstances. With a sugar high, she’ll be unstoppable.”

I watched Erica a bit longer. Mike had a point. Under the influence of all the sugar, Erica seemed to have even more energy than usual. In the branches of the tree, she was performing a set of complex gymnastic moves that could have won her a gold medal at the Olympics.

In the forest ahead of us, Catherine gave a bird call. It was a prearranged signal; the adults had reached the construction site.

Even though she was blitzed on sugar, Erica was still an excellent spy at heart. She dropped from the tree and joined Mike, Zoe, Svetlana, and me in silently approaching the enemy, although her hands continued to quiver and her eyes were as wide as pie plates.

We quickly caught up to the adults. They were crouched in the shrubs at the edge of the construction site, scoping out the premises. We dropped in beside them.

I quickly noted that Rufus had some guards posted, but they appeared to be tasked with watching the prisoners, rather than looking out for approaching enemies. Which made sense; few construction sites were targets for sneak attacks, while the lousy treatment of the prisoners made the place a prime location for a revolt. But the guards were still a cause for concern. Five of them were posted between us and Rufus’s office.

It turned out that the shabby portable buildings I had noticed before weren’t housing for the prisoners. They were for the off-duty guards; the prisoners had no housing at all. Instead, they were forced to sleep directly on the ground. They hadn’t even been provided with foam pads. Or sleeping bags. Or pillows. And pajamas were out of the question. The prisoners wore the same filthy clothes they had been working in, and they were all still chained together at the ankles. It didn’t look remotely comfortable, although most of them had somehow managed to fall asleep. Probably because they were exhausted from work. However, there were still plenty of poor souls who weren’t sleeping; they tossed about fitfully on the ground and shivered in the cool night air.

“This is terrible,” Zoe observed quietly. “Those people are being treated worse than dogs.”

“Plus, it must be really difficult to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night,” Mike added. “Since everyone’s chained together, they’d all have to come with you to the latrine.”

It occurred to me that, if things had gone differently, I would have been chained up with the rest of the prisoners at that moment. In theory, my friends might have rescued me relatively quickly, but perhaps that wouldn’t have happened. And even a single night being forced to sleep on the dirt—combined with a brutal day of hard labor—sounded like a horrible ordeal.

“And I thought the Russians treated their prisoners badly,” Svetlana observed quietly.

“They do,” Cyrus muttered. “I would know. I was one of them. Thanks to your grandfather.”

Svetlana bristled, but Zoe responded before she could argue. “As I recall, when we rescued you from Ivan, the two of you were having a tea party.”

Cyrus averted his eyes. “It wasn’t very good tea. And it was way too hot.”

“We need to find a way to distract those guards,” Catherine announced.

“Oh!” Alexander said excitedly. “I’m quite adept at animal noises! I could make a scary lion’s roar and frighten the pants off all of them! Then they’ll scurry away into the brush, leaving us free to infiltrate the compound!” He proudly leaned against a tree branch, which snapped off with a loud crack. Alexander toppled noisily into the underbrush.

The guards all turned our direction.

“Or you could just do that,” Catherine noted.

The guards began speaking to one another animatedly in Chinese, which I didn’t understand.

“What are they saying?” I whispered worriedly. “Do they think it’s an attack?”

“No,” Svetlana replied. “They think the noise was just an animal.”

“Then why are they so excited?” Mike inquired.

“Becausetheywanttohuntit,” Erica answered, now angry in addition to being hopped-up on sugar. “Theseguysmustbeeatingalotofbushmeat.”

“Bush meat?” Alexander repeated, struggling to his feet and brushing leaves from his hair.

“That’swhenpeoplekillandeatlocalspecies.” Erica spoke through gritted teeth. “Eventhoughthey’reendangered. Thosejerkswanttogohuntsomedefenselesswildlife. Weneedtostopthem!”

“Now hold on,” Cyrus cautioned. “The objective of this mission is to procure the documents from Rufus’s office, not to protect a bunch of dumb animals.”

Erica wheeled on him, eyes blazing. “They’renotdumb!”

For a long time, Erica had managed to keep her love of animals a secret, fearing that it would detract from the tough image she liked to present. But the truth had been revealed once we had moved to Alaska and found ourselves surrounded by adorable creatures like sea otters and bear cubs on a daily basis. And then, on our most recent mission, Erica had butted heads with Cyrus over whether or not it was worth risking our lives to protect several million caribou. Now that we were in Africa, it made sense that Erica’s determination to protect animals would go into overdrive. And her sugar-addled brain was making her more impulsive than usual.

Cyrus and Erica didn’t have time to continue their debate. Rufus’s guards had grabbed their hunting rifles and were coming toward us.

“I’lllurethemaway!” Erica announced. “Therestofyougettheplans!” Before anyone could argue, she raced off into the forest, taking care to noisily thrash through as much underbrush as possible.

The guards responded with enthusiasm and followed the sounds.

“Teenagers,” Cyrus muttered, then waved us onward.

Most people probably would have been concerned by the thought of their girlfriend luring five armed men into chasing after her in the dark. I was far more concerned for the five armed men. They didn’t seem to be nice people, but I still worried about what Erica might do to them.

Once the guards were gone, we headed directly through the camp toward the trailer where Rufus’s office sat. Our path took us close to where the prisoners were trying to sleep.

Catherine stopped suddenly, staring in shock at one of them. “That’s Wei Pengwa!” she exclaimed.

“The dissident?” Zoe asked, concerned. “Are you sure?”

“There’s only one way to find out.” Catherine started toward the prisoners.

Cyrus caught her arm. “Wait. It’s bad enough that your daughter’s gone off all half-cocked on another animal rights campaign. We have an objective here….”

“The objective of any mission is to do the right thing.” Catherine yanked her arm away from Cyrus and hurried over to the prisoners. Even though she wasn’t having a sugar rush, she seemed just as determined as Erica had been.

Cyrus threw his hands up in exasperation. “This is why I like to work alone.”

“Who is Wei Pengwa?” Svetlana asked Zoe.

“He’s been very outspoken against the Chinese government,” Zoe explained. “But he vanished mysteriously a few months ago. No one knew what happened to him.”

Catherine was now conversing in Chinese with the man she thought was Wei Pengwa. Several other prisoners sat up and spoke to her as well.

Catherine raced back over to us. “None of those prisoners is a true criminal. They say they were all arrested under false pretenses.”

“That’s what all prisoners say,” Cyrus informed her.

Catherine shook her head. “In this case, it’s true. None of these men committed a crime. They protested the construction of a hydroelectric dam by Rufus Shang, which they say was going to flood their communities. Rufus invited them to a meeting to discuss options, but when they arrived, they were captured by Rufus’s private police and brought here against their will. Rufus is kidnapping his political enemies and forcing them into slavery! We have to help them!”

Alexander beamed at her. “I love it when you’re full of righteous indignation! Let’s go find some bolt cutters!”

“We’ll help!” Zoe and Svetlana announced at once.

Before Cyrus could say anything, the four of them had raced off into the night.

Cyrus wheeled on Mike and me, seething. “Are the two of you going to actually continue with this mission? Or are you going to get distracted by some other cause like saving the butterflies?”

“We’re still with you,” I told him.

“Good,” Cyrus said. “Then let’s move.”

He stormed toward Rufus’s office. Mike and I fell in behind him.

“You don’t think we should be helping the others?” Mike whispered to me.

“Whatever Rufus is plotting is also serious,” I whispered back. “Maybe even more serious than these other crimes. And I think we can trust the others to handle things.”

From the distance, there was a cry of pain that sounded distinctly like a bush-meat hunter suffering the wrath of Erica.

“See?” I asked.

“Yes,” Mike agreed.

We finally arrived at the flatbed trailer Rufus’s office sat upon and climbed the freshly hewn steps up to the door. It was locked, but there was only a standard dead bolt; Rufus must have felt that having an office at a private compound in the boondocks surrounded by a small army of guards was plenty of security. Cyrus quickly jimmied the lock and led us inside.

Then he screamed in terror.

I had forgotten to warn him about all the stuffed dead animals. They looked even spookier in the moonlight. The giant panda was particularly terrifying.

Mike stepped inside and gaped at all the horrible taxidermy. “Yikes. If Erica sees this, she’s gonna mount Rufus’s head on her wall.”

“Are you all right?” I asked Cyrus.

“Of course I’m all right!” Cyrus had already recovered from his shock and was obviously embarrassed about his reaction. “Now where are these plans?”

I glanced toward Rufus Shang’s desk, where I had originally seen them before. But the desk had been cleared and was now spotless. “They were right there.”

Cyrus gave me a sharp look. “I didn’t ask where they were. I asked where they are.”

“Rufus must have put them away somewhere.” I scanned the room, wondering where they could be.

Unfortunately, there were a lot of possible locations. The walls of the office were lined with fancy wooden storage cabinets, each of which had multiple drawers.

Outside the office, there was suddenly a great deal of shouting. I ran to the window beside the deranged panda and peered through the shades.

A riot had erupted in the camp. Catherine, Alexander, Zoe, and Svetlana had found bolt cutters and were freeing the prisoners. And the prisoners were doing what just about anyone would have done to the people who had forced them into hard labor for no good reason: They were getting even.

They had stormed the barracks where the guards were sleeping. I could hear the sounds of fighting, along with a few war cries. One of the buildings appeared to have been set on fire.

The commotion had woken everyone in the camp, including Rufus Shang and Soren Swollen. I saw Rufus on the porch of what must have been his private residence, wearing a tiger-skin robe over silk pajamas, observing everything with horror. Soren was already dressed for combat, although in the most horrendously unfashionable way possible: He sported camouflage pants, an aloha shirt with a guns-and-ammunition theme, and a lime green bandolier of weapons strapped across his massive chest. As before, the entire awful ensemble was accented with his red fanny pack.

Rufus turned toward his office. Even though he couldn’t possibly have seen me inside, it felt like he was staring right at me. He broke into a run toward the building and Soren followed him.

“Dagnabbit!” Cyrus cried. “The operation’s gone to pot! The two of you better find those plans—and fast!” He headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” I asked him.

He shot me a disdainful look. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m gonna steal this whole building.”
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Once Cyrus was out the door, I slammed it shut behind him and threw the dead bolt.

Cyrus raced down the stairs and headed for the truck connected to the flatbed trailer the office sat on, shouting to the others on our team. “Our goose is cooked! We’ve gotta beat it!”

Through the window of the back door, I could see Rufus Shang and Soren coming our way. Soren, being much bigger and stronger, had left Rufus in the dust and was quickly closing in on us.

I returned my attention to the office. Mike was already yanking open drawers on the hunt for the blueprints, although so far he had only found office supplies.

I ran to another set of drawers and started rifling through them.

Through the office wall, I heard the engine of the truck rumble to life. Cyrus had either found the keys or quickly hot-wired it. A second later, the entire building jolted as we started moving.

We began slowly at first, as the office was certainly heavy and weighing the flatbed down. The furniture trembled but remained in place; it had been bolted to the floor to keep it from sliding about when the building was moved. But while the office could be transferred from place to place, it wasn’t designed to be used at that time. It shook violently as it rumbled over the rough terrain, tossing around everything that wasn’t locked down—including Mike and me. The contents of the drawers rattled like the innards of maracas while Mike and I struggled to stay on our feet. Meanwhile, the stuffed animals all shimmied in an extremely disturbing way, as though each of them was gradually coming to life.

We began to pick up speed. Cyrus pounded on the horn and the rioters scattered out of our way. The office bounced even more violently, flinging me into the embrace of the creepy panda.

The mounted head of a Cape buffalo jostled off its hook and fell to the floor, landing so hard that it dented the nose.

Out the window, I caught a glimpse of Erica and her parents running for our truck from different directions. Two of Rufus’s guards made the mistake of trying to stop Erica. She took both down as casually as I might have stomped on a cockroach, then leapt into the cab of the truck beside Cyrus.

Mike triumphantly yanked a set of blueprints out of a drawer. “Aha! I think I found them!” He unrolled the prints on Rufus’s desk.

I hurried over to examine them.

Unfortunately, they weren’t the prints we wanted. Instead of a funnel in the ground, they displayed a ridiculously large mansion. “These aren’t for a diamond mine,” I noted. “It looks like they’re for some sort of evil lair.”

“How do you know it’s evil?” Mike asked.

“There’s a moat full of sharks.” I pointed to the plans. Even though the descriptions were in Chinese, the dorsal fins slicing through the water around the mansion were unmistakable.

The knob on the office door rattled.

Mike and I looked toward it and saw Soren Swollen through the window. He had caught up to us and was standing on the back of the flatbed, trying to get inside.

Mike gaped at him in surprise. “Is that Dane Brammage?”

“No. It’s his cousin Soren.”

“Why do all the giants in that family have to go into crime? Couldn’t at least one be something nice, like a veterinarian?”

Since the door was locked, Soren punched a fist through the window.

“Find the right plans,” Mike told me. “I’ll handle the gorilla.”

“How?” I asked. “He’s three times your size!”

“Yeah, but he doesn’t have this.” Mike grabbed the dented buffalo head off the floor and aimed the great rack of horns toward the rear of the office.

Soren reached through the broken window, unlocked the office door, and flung it open.

Mike charged him with the buffalo head, driving the horns into his chest, the same way that a bull would have in a bullfight.

The attack would have sent most normal humans flying backward out the door—but Soren wasn’t a normal human. Mike might as well have tried to knock over a mountain. Soren barely budged, while Mike rebounded off him and fell to the floor.

Soren laughed. It was so deep and menacing, he sounded like a hippopotamus. “Bad idea,” he taunted mockingly.

“This one’s better.” Mike sat up with the buffalo head and drove the horns right into Soren’s crotch.

As we had learned on our very first day of self-preservation class, even the toughest men in the world aren’t immune to a direct strike in the soft bits.

Soren made a high-pitched squeak and doubled over. Mike then sprang to his feet and slammed the buffalo head on top of Soren’s head, the same as I had done with the moose head the day before. Only the head of the buffalo was much more similar to that of a bull, leaving Soren looking disturbingly like a minotaur. He gave a muffled roar and blundered around the office, trying to free himself.

A second later, Zoe and Svetlana clambered through the open doorway. They had obviously run hard to catch up to the flatbed and were panting heavily—though both yelped in surprise when they spotted Soren.

“Yikes!” Zoe exclaimed. “Is that a minotaur?”

“Buffataur,” Mike corrected. “Stay back. He’s angry.”

It was already difficult to move around the office as it bounced over the rough terrain, but now that he was blinded by the buffalo head, Soren staggered about, flailing wildly and caroming off the furnishings. He toppled the stuffed grizzly bear and knocked other animal heads off the walls.

Meanwhile, there was also trouble outside the office. We were now moving too quickly for anyone to catch us by running, but there were plenty of vehicles at the construction site. A fleet of SUVs was in pursuit of us. Rufus Shang sat in the passenger seat of the leading one.

Despite those distractions, I was still searching frantically for the missing plans. I had uncovered dozens more blueprints, although it was hard to read all of them in the mobile office, which was shaking as though we were in the midst of an earthquake.

Rufus’s construction company had a lot of massive projects in the works: bridges, power plants, hydroelectric dams, prisons, shopping malls—and even a theme park. I had heard there were places in China where entire cities were being constructed almost all at once, and it appeared that Rufus’s company was involved with many of those. However, the plans I was seeking remained stubbornly elusive.

The flatbed truck finally arrived at the paved section of the highway and the ride immediately grew smoother. I no longer felt as if I were in a blender set to high. Unfortunately, the wider road allowed the fleet of SUVs that was pursuing us to catch up. The vehicle with Rufus in it pulled up alongside the office, trying to get ahead of us.

Cyrus swerved toward it, trying to knock it off the road. The SUV’s driver punched the brakes and dropped behind us again.

Meanwhile, everyone in the office was tossed across the room. I slammed into the wall. Zoe and Svetlana went down in a pile. Soren crashed into the stuffed lion so hard that it broke in half, leaving only its hind legs standing.

Rufus’s SUV now tried to pass us on the other side. Cyrus swerved that way, throwing us all about once again.

“Do you think he even remembers that we’re back here?” Svetlana asked, dodging a disembodied rhino head as it tore free from the wall and tumbled past her.

“I’d doubt it,” Zoe replied.

Soren crashed into one of the windows hard enough to shatter it. He would have toppled right out onto the road, but the horns of the buffalo affixed to his head caught on both sides of the frame. The force of impact split the buffalo head in two, loosening its grip on Soren’s skull. He ripped it off, tossed it aside, and glared furiously at Mike. “You’ll pay for that!” he roared.

Before he could throttle my friend, Svetlana ambushed him from behind, slamming the rhino head down over his and instantly turning him into a rhinotaur.

“Oh, come on!” Soren screamed.

In the midst of this chaos, I noticed there was a long, shallow drawer built into Rufus’s desk. It was the perfect size for storing blueprints.

Cyrus was still swerving back and forth across the highway, trying to keep Rufus and his fleet of SUVs at bay.

I lurched across the office to the desk.

Soren was blundering around once again. Unfortunately, he was far more dangerous with a rhino head than a buffalo head. The buffalo horns had been unwieldy, throwing his balance off, but the rhino’s horn turned out to be a formidable weapon. As Soren thrashed about, the horn slashed through the air, threatening to impale my friends.

Mike locked eyes with Zoe, and without even needing to speak, the two of them hatched a plan.

Mike ran to the rear of the office, where the door still hung open. “You want a piece of me?” he shouted at Soren. “Then come and get me!”

Soren wheeled toward the sound of his voice and bellowed in rage. Then he charged, the same way a real rhino would have, head down, horn in front.

Mike sprang out of the way while, at the same time, Zoe grabbed the remains of the buffalo head and charged at Soren.

Soren was wise enough to not run blindly out the door, but Zoe rammed him with the horns from behind. As a big man, Soren had a tremendous amount of momentum. He couldn’t stop himself and sailed through the doorway…

Then landed right on the hood of Rufus Shang’s SUV. The rhino head plowed through the windshield and the vehicle swerved off the road.

The other SUVs slammed on their brakes to avoid it, resulting in a domino effect of crashes. An enormous pileup ensued.

It wasn’t quite enough to block the entire highway, but it did stall our pursuers for some precious time.

I yanked open the thin drawer in Shang’s desk. The blueprints I was looking for were there.

“I’ve got them!” I exclaimed. “Let’s go!”

“Go where, exactly?” Svetlana asked.

“We can’t drag this office all the way back to Victoria Falls,” I explained. “It’s slowing us down. So let’s have Cyrus stop. Then we can unhitch the trailer, leave the office behind, and split in the truck.”

“And what happens when Shang realizes you’ve stolen those plans?” Svetlana asked.

I paused to consider that. “I guess he’ll take steps to make sure we can’t thwart him.”

“Exactly,” Svetlana said. “So we should memorize them and put them back where you found them, so he doesn’t know we’ve seen them. Then we should steal some other plans, to make him think we believe those are the important ones.”

This was exactly the sort of clever plan I would have expected Erica to come up with. “Oh,” I said. “Good idea.”

Zoe beamed at her. “You’re so smart!”

Svetlana blushed and smiled back.

I set the blueprints for the mine on Rufus’s desk and looked them over, doing my best to memorize what I could. Now that I had more time to look at them, I could see details I hadn’t noticed before. In particular, the tunnel that led underneath the mine was several miles long. At the far end from the mine, it forked. One branch led to a dead end below some water, while the other led to the surface.

However, since all the inscriptions were in Chinese, I couldn’t read any of them.

But Svetlana could. Standing at my side, she gasped “Uh-oh. That’s terrible.”

“What does all this mean?” I asked.

Before Svetlana could explain, there was a loud bang. The office suddenly tilted to the side. It was only a few degrees, but that was enough to make everything that wasn’t bolted down start sliding across the floor.

“I think we blew a tire!” Mike announced.

“I’ll explain everything later!” Svetlana told me. “We need to get out of here!”

She jammed the blueprints for the mine back into the desk drawer, then grabbed a random set of blueprints and tucked them under her arm.

Mike and Zoe ran to the where the office door stood open. On the road beyond them, I saw the discarded tread of a blown tire, lying like roadkill in the middle of the highway. There were secondary tires on the trailer to serve as backups, but the flatbed and the office were still slightly canted to the side.

Beyond the blown tire, Shang’s fleet of SUVs had recovered from the wreck and were bearing down on us again. Most were now badly dented and banged up, but still fully drivable.

Mike scrambled up the side of the office onto the roof.

Zoe followed him.

I stepped into the office doorway.

We were moving down the highway as fast as Cyrus could go, at least eighty miles an hour. The idea of climbing up a building that was traveling at that speed was unnerving. One slip and I’d end up flat on the highway like the tire treads.

Thankfully, Mike was now lying prone on the roof, leaning over the edge, offering his arm to help pull me up.

I grabbed on and, with his assistance, climbed up to the roof.

Then Svetlana handed me the decoy blueprints and Mike helped her up as well.

We all hurried across the roof toward the cab of the truck.

Even though the office was several yards wide, it was still difficult to run atop a building that was moving so fast. Due to the blown tire, it was angled slightly and shimmying wildly, making it hard to keep my balance. Meanwhile, the forest whizzed past me on both sides, while bugs slammed into my chest at high speed.

Behind us, the convoy of SUVs bore down.

Ahead, there was a six-foot gap between the roof of the office and the roof of the truck. It would have been a relatively easy jump on solid ground, but that wasn’t the case while we were hurtling down the highway.

Erica and Catherine climbed out of the truck’s cab and onto its roof, ready to catch us when we jumped. Erica appeared to have finally come down off her sugar rush. She no longer seemed antsy and excitable. Instead, she seemed sober and concerned.

“Hurry!” she shouted. “The trailer hitch won’t hold much longer!”

I glanced down into the gap between the flatbed trainer and the cab. Sure enough, the metal hitch was groaning and appeared to be coming apart. It appeared that our high-speed escape had put a lot of strain on it.

Zoe made the leap first. Her momentum nearly carried her off the roof of the truck and onto the hood, but Catherine caught her arm and steadied her.

Svetlana went next. She stuck the landing perfectly.

I prepared to make the leap myself.

But then I noticed something ahead of us.

A herd of giraffes was stepping onto the highway.

Since the highway was brand new, it was quite likely that these giraffes had never encountered a vehicle traveling at eighty miles per hour before. In fact, it was possible that they had never encountered a vehicle at all. They had no idea that they were supposed to pause and look both ways before crossing a road. They were simply walking from one part of their forest to another, as they had probably done thousands of times before. The highway had no lights yet and the giraffes were almost invisible in the darkness. Cyrus didn’t appear to have seen them, because he hadn’t touched the brakes.

Of course, hitting any animal with your car is upsetting, but hitting a giraffe at high speed threatened to be deadly. The truck would have flattened smaller animals. But a giraffe’s body, which was the size of a full-grown cow’s, would come hurtling through the windshield.

“Giraffes!” I yelled, pointing ahead.

Erica, Catherine, Zoe, and Svetlana wheeled around, saw the giraffes, and immediately dropped flat to the roof of the truck, clinging on for dear life.

“Grandpa! Stop!” Erica screamed. She was as frightened as I had ever heard her—although given her love of animals, she was probably far more worried about the giraffes than she was about us.

Mike and I dropped to the roof of the office and clung on as well.

Cyrus got the message and pounded the brakes. The truck’s tires locked up and left scorching skid marks on the brand-new highway.

Ahead of us, the giraffes didn’t seem to notice. They stepped right into our path.

Behind us, the drivers of the SUVs couldn’t see the giraffes past the office. They kept on coming.

Cyrus veered sharply to avoid the giraffes, steering onto the shoulder of the highway.

This was the final blow for the trailer hitch. There was a rending of metal as it snapped. The flatbed with the office broke free and continued hurtling down the road.

Mike and I held on for dear life. The blueprints we had stolen rolled off the roof and flew away into the night.

The giraffes finally appeared to realize they were in danger and fled. But millions of years of instinct worked against them.

Giraffes have evolved to escape lions, not cars. The best way to escape an oncoming car is to get out of its path. But the best way to escape an oncoming lion is to run away from it. So instead of getting off the road, the giraffes turned and fled down it, staying directly in front of us.

Giraffes can run at thirty-five miles an hour, which is faster than a lion—and significantly faster than most buildings, which usually have a top speed of zero. Most humans would have been startled to see an office bearing down on them at eighty miles an hour. I can’t even begin to imagine what the giraffes were thinking.

I averted my eyes as we hurtled toward them, fearing the worst.

There was another loud bang from underneath us as the remaining rear tire on the left side of the flatbed blew out. The rear axle dropped into the roadway, sending up a shower of sparks, while the office suddenly canted wildly to the side. Mike and I desperately clung to the air conditioner to keep from tumbling off.

The dragging axle threw the flatbed into a spin. We swiveled around so that the giraffes were no longer in front of us. Instead, we were facing the SUVs, which nailed their brakes to avoid crashing into us, setting off yet another round of fender benders.

Mike and I hung on tight as we spun, straining to keep from being flung into the forest. We saw trees, then the giraffes again, then more trees, then the SUVs once more.

Finally, the trailer jolted to a stop in the middle of the highway with the office tilted at the extreme angle of a black diamond ski slope.

Ahead of us, the truck with my friends continued onward. So did the giraffes. They finally seemed to realize that the highway was dangerous and slipped back into the forest, quickly disappearing from sight.

I lost my grip on the air conditioner, slid down the tilted roof, and tumbled onto the road.

Within seconds, four SUVs had screeched to a stop around me, blocking off any chance I had of escape.

Several more barreled past me, racing after the truck.

Cyrus had no choice but to keep driving. Stopping would have only resulted in capture; our team was vastly outnumbered by Shang’s men.

As the truck raced away, I saw Erica, still crouched on the roof, staring at me, wide-eyed with concern. But even she couldn’t do anything to help me. She could only watch in dismay as she was whisked off into the darkness and Shang’s men closed in around me.

I was a prisoner once again.
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19 INTIMIDATION

Somewhere in northern Botswana

August 12

0400 hours

“The first time I captured you, it was to avenge my family,” Rufus Shang growled furiously. “But this time, it’s personal.”

We were in the forest, not far off the brand-new highway. Mike and I had been thoroughly bound to prevent us from getting away. Our wrists and ankles were tied. And then we’d been wrapped in more rope just for good measure. Our arms were pinioned to our sides and our legs were cinched tightly. We each looked like a gigantic spool of thread. Rufus’s men had to carry us from place to place because we couldn’t move on our own. My whole body ached from being trussed so severely, and to make matters worse, my nose itched and there was no way for me to scratch it.

When I had first met Rufus, less that forty-eight hours earlier, he had been cool and reserved, calmly lording his power over me. Now, he was simmering with rage. He was also quite banged up from his car wreck. The left side of his face was bloodied and wrapped in gauze, so that he could only see out of his right eye. His left arm was in a sling. He was limping, and his silk pajamas were smeared with grease and mud. His tiger-skin robe appeared to have caught fire at some point.

Soren Swollen loomed behind him, glowering at us menacingly. He had finally managed to dislodge the rhino head, but his face was raw and red from being stuck inside it.

Rufus’s men were arrayed in a circle around us, blocking off any chance of escape. Most of them had been slightly injured in the car accidents as well. They were all bruised and bloodied and appeared very angry.

Rufus jabbed a bandaged finger at me. “You are a walking disaster area! Look what has happened since you showed up here! You stole a concrete truck and caused so much destruction that you delayed my highway project six months! You nearly got my men trampled in an elephant stampede! And now you’ve freed all my workers, trashed my camp, and wrecked all my vehicles!”

“You realize that us freeing your workers is a good thing, right?” Mike asked him. “They were slaves.”

Rufus ignored him and kept his gaze riveted on me. “I can’t even have this conversation in my office. Instead, we’re in the woods—because my office was destroyed, thanks to you! My beautiful furniture! My Persian carpets! My cherished hunting trophies! They’re all ruined!”

“I’m really sorry about all that…,” I began.

“Don’t apologize to this guy!” Mike told me. “He’s evil! He deserved every single thing that happened to him!”

Rufus finally shifted his attention—and his anger—to Mike. “I don’t know who you are, but you are going to suffer just as much as Benjamin. The two of you will be doing hard labor on my construction projects for the rest of your lives! Assuming you survive until morning.”

Mike’s bravado faded slightly. “Survive what?”

Rufus grinned cruelly. “My interrogation.” He looked back at me. “You were free! You had managed to escape my clutches and could have been safely on your way home. But instead, you returned to my camp and broke into my office. I want to know why.”

“We came to steal some blueprints,” I said, which was a half-truth.

“These blueprints?” Rufus pointed behind him as Soren unfurled the plans we had swiped but then dropped off the roof of the office. It looked as though they had been run over several times.

“Yes,” I said, doing my best to sound convincing.

“These are the blueprints for the Tommy Tadpole Toddler Carousel at FunFun Amusement Park in Shanghai,” Rufus snarled. “I know you only took these to divert me from what you were really after.”

“That is not true,” Mike declared. “We’re working for the International Anti-Carousel League. Every year, thousands of innocent children are severely nauseated by going in circles over and over again on carousels and merry-go-rounds. They get dizzy, fall down, and injure themselves. They get sick and vomit. And yet the theme park industry has the gall to claim this is fun. It’s a travesty and we’re determined to stop it!”

Mike was an extremely good actor. He sounded so indignant, I almost believed him.

But Rufus Shang didn’t. He narrowed his eyes at Mike suspiciously. “You honestly expect me to believe that you went through all this trouble to stop the construction of a merry-go-round?”

“Yes,” Mike said convincingly.

“Merry-go-rounds are awful,” Soren agreed. “I get sick every time I go on one.”

Rufus gave him a disgusted glare. “I don’t care.” Then he returned his attention to Mike and me. “Since the two of you aren’t willing to be honest with me, then I’ll have to use other means to get you to cooperate. As it happens, I have come up with a very effective way to get you to—”

“Okay,” Mike said. “I’ll talk.”

He gave in so quickly, Rufus and I were both caught completely off guard.

“You will?” I asked.

“I haven’t even told you how I was going to get you to talk yet,” Rufus said.

“Was it going to involve a lot of torture and pain?” Mike asked.

“Yes,” Rufus answered.

“I’ll pass,” Mike told him. “That sounds terrible.”

I looked at him, concerned. “You don’t even want to try to hold out a little bit?”

“No!” Mike exclaimed. “Torture hurts. And, let’s face it, we’d probably end up giving in and coughing up the information he wants anyhow. So what’s the point?”

“The point is to not give up the information.”

Mike sighed, like I was being unreasonable, then turned back to Rufus. “Exactly what kind of torture did you have planned for us?”

Rufus grinned, excited to finally have the chance to tell us about it. “I was going to sic some hyenas on you.”

“You trained hyenas to do that?” I asked, both terrified and impressed.

“No,” Rufus clarified. “These are wild hyenas. They’ll eat anything and they’re far more aggressive than the lions. So we’re going to stake you to the ground and let them come get you. I understand they like to eviscerate their prey. I figure, once they do that to one of you, the other will happily offer up the information I want.”

Mike looked at me. “Do you really want to go through that?”

“No,” I admitted.

“So let’s talk,” Mike said.

I frowned, disappointed in myself. It was generally understood that spies weren’t supposed to crack so quickly under pressure. Ideally, we would bravely allow Rufus to stake us down, but then manage a daring escape before the hyenas come. Or perhaps the rest of our team would show up and rescue us.

But there was a good chance that wouldn’t happen. I had already engineered one escape from Rufus, and given that I couldn’t move my arms or legs, it didn’t seem likely that I would be able to perform another. Furthermore, Rufus probably wasn’t going to act like some standard movie villain and wander off, foolishly ignoring us while we hatched a getaway plan. Instead, I suspected he would be watching us the entire time, gleefully waiting for the hyenas to come.

As for being rescued, the last time I’d seen our team, they’d been on the run from Rufus’s men. It was possible that they’d been caught themselves. And even if they had managed to elude capture, they would still have to locate us again and get past all of Shang’s guards to save us. Our team was extremely competent and I really wanted to believe that I could rely on them. But at the same time, I also wanted to avoid being eviscerated by hyenas. Being eviscerated by anything was bad, but somehow, the hyena version sounded particularly awful.

So I asked Rufus, “What would you like to know?”

“What made you come back?” Rufus demanded. “What were you really looking for in my office?”

“The plans for your evil lair,” Mike lied.

I had been about to tell the truth, but now I caught my tongue.

Rufus gave Mike a curious look. “Why would you want those?”

Mike shrugged—which was hard to do when he was bound up so tightly. “To be honest, we didn’t think you’d still be here. We figured that you had only come to Africa to oversee Ben’s capture. I mean, why stick around? I’m sure you have plenty of people who can run this project, and it’s awfully rustic out here. You seem like a guy who’d prefer to surround himself with luxury, rather than hang around in the sticks. And given that you kidnapped Ben, you’re also a jerk who deserves to go to jail. So we figured we’d break into your office, find out where your lair is—and learn what kind of security you have there. How else would we know about the moat full of sharks? That’s really devious.”

Rufus studied him carefully, trying to deduce whether he was lying.

Mike held his gaze, not giving anything away. “Where do you get the sharks for something like that?” he asked. “Is there an evil aquarium supply store somewhere?”

“Sadly, no,” Rufus answered, obviously disappointed. “It turns out to be much harder to get live sharks than you’d think. It looks like I’ll need to use crocodiles instead. Which are very dangerous but not anywhere as impressive.” He turned to me, sensing that I was far less adept at lying than Mike was. “Is your friend here telling the truth?”

“Yes,” I told him, doing my best to sound credible.

“I don’t like when people lie to me,” Rufus threatened ominously.

“Well, we’re being honest,” Mike said confidently. “You asked us for information and we gave it to you. So now if you could cut us free, we’ll be on our way.”

Rufus burst into laughter. “I don’t think so.”

Mike’s confidence faltered. “Why not?”

“Two reasons.” Rufus ticked them off on his fingers. “First, I’m not convinced that you’ve been truthful with me, in which case, you deserve punishment. Secondly, even if you have been truthful… I’m still evil. You have caused me a great deal of trouble. I’m not going to let you just walk out of here. Instead, I’m going to sic the hyenas on you.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “You’re not going to put us back on the chain gang?”

“I don’t have a chain gang anymore, thanks to you,” Rufus reminded me. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t put you on it. The other day, I was very excited by the idea of you spending the rest of your life suffering in return for what you did to my family. But now, I think I’d rather see you get eaten alive by hyenas.”

Soren grimaced. “Do you mind if I don’t watch? Just the thought of that makes me queasy.”

“Imagine how we feel,” I told him.

“Put them on the ground,” Rufus ordered. “And then find some way to stake them down so they can’t move.”

Soren dutifully shoved Mike and me over. Both of us fell into the dirt.

An eerie, high-pitched laughter came from the forest, not far away.

Rufus grinned at the sound. “Ooh! There’s the hyenas now! When you’re afraid, your body releases pheromones they can smell. They know you’re going to be easy pickings, and they’ll be coming for you soon!”

“You’re forgetting about one thing,” Mike said. He was still trying to sound confident, but fear was creeping into his voice.

“What’s that?” Rufus asked.

“We know about your secret lair,” Mike told him. “And so does the rest of our team, who you didn’t capture. If you throw us to the hyenas, they’re going to come after you. But we can make a deal: Let us go free and we’ll tell them that this was all a big misunderstanding. We’ll swear that you haven’t done anything wrong. You won’t go to jail. We won’t get disemboweled. Everybody wins.”

Rufus’s smile faded slightly.

Soren grew concerned as well. He leaned close to Rufus and said, “He has a point. The rest of their team got away. They could still be a problem.”

It probably would have been wiser for the two of them to have the conversation in a language besides English. But it appeared that Soren, being Scandinavian, and Rufus, being Chinese, did not speak each other’s language. English was what they had in common. In addition to being the international language of commerce, medicine, and science, English is also the standard language of evil.

Despite this, it was difficult for me to make out what they were saying. They were whispering. It was dark and they were turned away from us, so I couldn’t see their lips. And the hyenas were chattering nearby, making a racket. Still, I did my best to eavesdrop, straining to discern their words.

Rufus thought for a moment. “Their team isn’t an issue—unless they saw the plans for Genesis.”

“The boys didn’t indicate that was the case,” Soren noted. “Although they obviously saw the blueprints for your lair. They knew about the sharks!”

“They had enough time in my office to see both sets of plans.”

“If they learned about Genesis, maybe we should delay the launch—

“No,” Rufus said curtly, cutting Soren off. “If anything, we ought to hold the timeline. Launching Genesis tomorrow will give them far less time to stop it.”

“Are you sure?”

I didn’t hear what Rufus said next, because the hyenas burst into a fit of giggles in the forest nearby. The day before, I had thought that hippopotamuses had the most unnerving laughter in the animal kingdom. But now I realized hyena laughter was worse.

I glanced at Mike. He had broken into an anxious sweat. “Last chance!” he shouted to Rufus desperately. “If you let us get eaten, you’re definitely going to jail.”

Rufus turned back to us. He seemed to be drawing strength from our fear. The more worried Mike and I got, the more confident he became. “I think I’ll take those chances,” he said.

A chorus of hyena yips came from the forest, along with rustling in the underbrush. It sounded like there were a lot of hyenas, and they were close.

Soren glanced toward the noise, looking worried. All Rufus’s men subtly edged away from us, ready to run.

“I think we ought to get away from these guys,” Soren observed.

All Rufus’s men nodded agreement.

Only Rufus himself appeared unconcerned. He was brimming with excitement, like a football fan waiting for the kickoff at the Super Bowl. “Yes, I suppose that’d be prudent,” he agreed. “Let’s retreat a short distance. But I still want to be able to see the carnage.”

“Of course,” Soren agreed, but he made a face of disgust when he thought Rufus wasn’t looking.

The hyenas were getting louder.

Rufus, Soren, and the other men moved away from us, into the darkness. Only Rufus kept his eyes on us, not wanting to miss one second of our dismemberment.

I struggled against my bonds desperately, hoping that they had magically loosened enough for me to escape.

They had not. I could only flop around helplessly like a freshly landed fish.

Next to me, Mike was doing the same thing. He looked to me with panic in his eyes. “Sorry,” he said. “I really thought I could talk my way out of that one. Any ideas what to do next?”

“Look unappetizing?” I suggested.

Footsteps padded in the forest, moving toward us. We heard bodies crashing through the underbrush, along with heavy panting and hungry grunting.

The hyenas were coming.
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20 REVELATION

Somewhere in northern Botswana

August 12

0430 hours

When you think that you’re about to be torn apart by ravenous hyenas, some interesting thoughts go through your mind.

For example: Should you watch the attack coming or close your eyes?

Watching the attack seemed sensible. It’s hard to fend off an assault if you’re not looking at it.

On the other hand, I wasn’t in much of a position to fend off anything. Trussed like a Christmas ham, I had all the defensive capabilities of an earthworm. And I didn’t really want to witness a horde of hungry hyenas bearing down on me.

But I decided to go with watching the attack anyhow, figuring it was best to make an attempt to protect myself, no matter how feeble it might have been.

I stared at the forest, terrified, as shadowy creatures burst from the underbrush.

They were not hyenas.

They were humans.

Humans I knew.

One was Alexander Hale. The other was Zoe Zibbell.

Mike and I gaped at them in surprise. It took a few moments for our brains to shift from horror to understanding.

“You were making those noises?” I asked.

“I told you I was good at imitating animals!” Alexander proclaimed. “Rufus and his men thought we were really hyenas!”

“And now the others are going to take care of them,” Zoe added.

From the direction that Rufus and his henchmen had gone, I heard a series of startled cries in the darkness, followed by thumps, thwacks, and yelps of pain. After that, there was a lot of panicked shouting in Chinese.

Alexander and Zoe knelt beside us, took out hunting knives, and started cutting through the ropes that bound us.

“You didn’t just fool Rufus and his men with those noises,” Mike said. “I thought we were goners.”

“Sorry,” Zoe apologized. “The plan really came together on the spur of the moment. When we heard Rufus talking about siccing hyenas on you, Erica suggested we imitate some. There was no way to let you know.” She finished slicing through the rope that bound my legs and began unwrapping it.

I asked, “And they picked you two to make the noises because you were the best at it?”

“Er… no,” Alexander replied. “We were picked because the others are better at ambushing the enemy and beating them up.”

As if to emphasize this, one of Rufus’s men raced past us, shrieking in pain, covered from head to toe in the same type of biting ants that had attacked Murray the previous night.

“That looks like Catherine’s work,” Alexander noted proudly. “She’s so resourceful.”

He cut through the rope binding Mike’s legs.

Meanwhile, Zoe was still unwinding the rope that had bound mine. There was a great deal of it.

“So how did you get back here, exactly?” I asked.

“First, we took out the vehicles that were pursuing us,” Zoe reported.

“How?” Mike wanted to know.

“It was pretty complicated,” Zoe replied. “It involved a lot of skilled driving by Cyrus, a bag full of acacia tree thorns that Erica had collected earlier this evening, and a herd of wildebeest.” She finally managed to get the all ropes off my legs and asked, “Can you stand?”

“I’m not sure,” I told her. My legs had gone numb from being tied so tightly. Both feet felt like they were asleep. “Let’s see.”

Since my arms were still pinioned to my sides, Zoe had to help me to my feet. I wobbled a bit, but was able to remain upright.

From the forest nearby came the distinct sound of one of Rufus’s men getting throttled.

“Once our pursuers were out of commission, we circled back to find you,” Alexander said. He finished unwrapping Mike’s legs and helped him to his feet as well.

He and Zoe then sliced through the ropes binding our upper bodies and started to unwind them.

Erica and Svetlana emerged from the trees. Despite the fact that each of them had beaten up several of Rufus’s men, both looked calm and rested, as if they had just awoken from naps.

“We should get moving,” Svetlana insisted. “We took out as many guards as we could, but some still managed to get away.”

“So did Rufus and Soren,” Erica said, sounding upset at herself for allowing it to happen. “There were too many enemies for us to handle them all.”

“You did your best,” Svetlana told her supportively. “You defeated plenty of bad guys.”

“Not as many as you,” Erica observed, although there was no hint of jealousy in her voice. Any rivalry she might have felt toward Svetlana appeared to be gone. She turned to me and whispered, “You were right. I’m glad she’s on our team and not theirs.”

We quickly set off through the forest. Mike and I still had plenty of rope around our torsos, but our legs were free. Everyone helped us get unwrapped as we moved.

“I’m very grateful to all of you for rescuing us,” Mike said, “but if you were around long enough to overhear Rufus saying he was going to leave us to the hyenas, couldn’t you have ambushed then? It was terrifying, thinking the hyenas were coming for us.”

Erica gave him a disappointed look. “You obviously don’t know anything about hyenas.”

“I was planning on learning about them,” Mike said sarcastically, “but then I realized I should probably study something relevant to my life first.”

“Luckily for you, Rufus didn’t know anything about them either,” Erica told him. “Hyenas don’t actively prey on humans, and they probably wouldn’t have attacked you while Rufus and his men were around.”

“Probably?” I repeated, concerned.

Erica shrugged. “No one can perfectly predict something as random as animal behavior. Although the odds were that it wouldn’t happen. Since Rufus and his men didn’t know that, I figured we could take advantage of it to drive them away from you. Plus, I wanted Rufus to think you were goners so that he’d keep talking in front of you.”

I managed to shrug off the last coils of rope around my arms. And my legs felt much steadier, now that more blood was pumping through them.

Beside me, Mike shrugged off his ropes too.

We all picked up our pace and ran through the forest. Given what Erica had told us, I was no longer worried about hyenas—but I was concerned about Rufus and his remaining henchmen.

I thought back to what Rufus had discussed with Soren just before they had left us to be attacked by theoretical hyenas. “Rufus said the launch of Genesis is tomorrow.”

Erica nodded. “That’s right.”

I turned to Svetlana. “And you know what Genesis is from looking at the plans?”

“I believe so,” Svetlana replied. “Rufus has bored a giant tunnel beneath the Kisangani Diamond Mine. One large enough to drive a dump truck through.”

“How’d he manage that?” Mike asked.

“There are specially designed tunneling machines,” Erica explained. “They’re basically enormous drills. Rufus has a lot of construction projects in southern Africa, including several tunnels.”

“Oh yeah,” I said, “We saw some of those plans in his office.”

Erica continued, “I assume that, after Rufus completed one of those tunnels, he secretly brought the drill to Botswana and went to work.” She suddenly stopped in her tracks and gasped.

The rest of us all froze, worried.

“What’s wrong?” Zoe asked.

Erica pointed into the forest. “There’s a baby impala over there. Isn’t it adorable?”

We all looked that direction. Sure enough, there was a baby impala grazing, along with a herd of about thirty adults.

I took Erica’s arm and tried to pull her along, but she held firm.

“You don’t want to see it?” she asked.

“There’ll be plenty more chances to see impala,” I told her. “Trust me.”

Erica reluctantly turned away from the baby and we all started moving through the forest again.

Mike said, “So what was Rufus’s plan, exactly? He dug this huge tunnel so that he could steal all the diamonds before the regular miners could dig down to them?”

“Yes,” Svetlana confirmed. “Although that is only the tip of the iceberg.”

“He’s doing something worse than stealing the diamonds that fund an entire country’s economy?” I asked.

“Much worse,” Svetlana said gravely.

We arrived back at the highway. It sliced through the forest like a dark scar. We were a half mile farther along from where the flatbed with the office had come to a stop. The cab of the truck was parked by the roadside, along with one of Rufus’s SUVs that our team had commandeered. The SUV had been partially wrecked: the front-right fender was crumpled and the windshield was spiderwebbed with cracks. But it was evidently still drivable.

Cyrus and Catherine were waiting by the vehicles for us. Catherine was trying to clean some blood that probably wasn’t hers off her sleeve. Cyrus was pacing, antsy. He made a show of looking at his watch. “Nice of you to finally join us,” he grumbled.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Mike told him sarcastically. “It was totally our fault that we got captured by the bad guys. It had nothing to do with the fact that you nearly drove right into an entire herd of giraffes and wrecked the trailer.”

Cyrus glared at him. “You are an insubordinate pip-squeak.”

“And I’m betting you don’t have a lot of friends,” Mike observed.

“I’ve got plenty of friends!” Cyrus snapped.

Mike turned to the rest of us. “Who wants to ride back with Cyrus?”

No one raised their hand.

“See?” Mike said to Cyrus.

Despite this, we had to split up in order to get everyone home. Catherine put Mike and me in the SUV with her, Zoe, and Svetlana so that Svetlana could finish telling us about Genesis while Alexander and Erica begrudgingly got into the truck with Cyrus.

We headed back down the highway, keeping an eye out for any giraffes or wildebeest or other large creatures that might happen to wander into the middle of the road.

Svetlana resumed explaining Rufus’s evil plans. “There’s a big problem with putting a tunnel underneath an open-pit mine.”

I immediately realized what it was. “Eventually, the miners are going to dig down into the tunnel.”

“Exactly,” Svetlana said. “And when that happens, the Botswanan government will realize that they’ve been robbed. Unless Rufus covers up any evidence of the crime.”

“How could he possibly hide the existence of a giant tunnel?” Mike asked.

“By creating a natural disaster,” Svetlana answered.

Recalling the blueprints, I suddenly understood what Rufus’s plan was. “A spur of the tunnel runs underneath a river nearby. If they blow the tunnel, the river will drain into it…”

“… and if they blow the tunnel under the mine at the same time, the mine will flood,” Mike concluded.

“Rufus will simultaneously cover his tracks and destroy the mine,” Zoe concluded bitterly. “And with the mine out of commission, all the diamonds he’s stolen will be worth even more.”

“It is even worse than that.” Svetlana looked at me. “You misunderstood the plans. The tunnel doesn’t pass under a river. It passes under the southern end of the Okavango Delta.”

“Oh,” I said, even more disturbed. “That’s really bad.”

“What’s the CocoBango Delta?” Mike asked.

“One of the most important ecosystems in all of Africa,” I told him.

“That’s right,” Catherine said. “If all the water from the Okavango is drained into the mine, the delta will dry up, devastating the entire area. It’d be an ecological disaster of massive proportions. Millions of animals would die.”

“Which would also be terrible for the economy of Botswana,” I noted. “Without tourism and the diamond mine, this country will have a financial disaster as well. Thousands of people will lose their jobs. And the government will lose two major sources of its income.”

“This entire country will be ruined,” Svetlana said angrily. “Just so that one rich man can get even richer.”

“And he’s triggering it tomorrow,” Mike added. “We have to stop this!”

“That will certainly be very dangerous,” Catherine warned.

“We know,” the rest of us said all at once.

In the rearview mirror, I saw Catherine smile, like she was proud of us. “Sounds like we have quite a day in store,” she said.
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21 RECONNAISSANCE

The Kisangani Diamond Mine

Botswana

August 12

1100 hours

The first part of figuring out how to stop Rufus Shang from destroying the Kisangani Mine was to survey the scene of the crime.

Even though I had been told that Kisangani was enormous, I still wasn’t prepared for the scale of it.

A gaping pit ten times the size of a football stadium had been gouged into the earth, nearly a mile across and fifteen stories deep. It was so big, I found it hard to believe that it had been dug by humans. It looked more like the impact crater from a gigantic meteor. If the highway Rufus Shang was building had seemed like a scar on the land, this looked more like a huge, open wound.

Digging it had required construction equipment that was also supersize: a fleet of the largest dump trucks that had ever been built. The BelAZ 75710, known as “the Beast of Belarus,” was twenty-six feet tall, sixty-eight feet long, and weighed 360 tons. And yet, compared to the mine itself, the trucks were tiny. From the rim of the pit, they looked like ants scurrying about in a hole.

Dozens of the BelAZes went up and down the mine each day, removing nearly 450 tons of dirt and rock at a time. Fully loaded, they weighed so much that each burned seven gallons of gas to go a single mile.

Despite the huge loads each moved out, it barely looked like they were making a scratch in the base of the pit. But bit by bit, they hadn’t just excavated the huge mine; they were making it bigger by the day. Eventually, the mine was expected to double in depth—but it would encounter Rufus Shang’s illegal tunnel in less than a month. Which was why Rufus wanted to destroy it.

Once we saw Kisangani, it became evident why Rufus had dug the tunnel: It was impossible to steal the diamonds directly from the pit itself. The security around the mine was intense. The entire property was surrounded by an electrified fence patrolled by armed guards. To get inside required passing through a high-tech battery of badge and fingerprint scans. But diamond mining turned out to be one of the rare businesses where leaving the property was even more difficult than entering it. To ensure that no one was stealing diamonds (which could be very small), each of the thousands of mine workers was thoroughly frisked, scanned, and probed before they could head home. They had to invert their pockets, take off their shoes, open their mouths and lift their tongues to show that they hadn’t hidden anything underneath. No one was allowed to bring backpacks, briefcases, or even lunch boxes into the site to prevent the time-consuming process of thoroughly inspecting them. Randomized strip searches were commonplace. And that was all to ensure that no one was trying to steal a single diamond.

Rufus Shang was trying to steal millions of them.

Tunneling under the mine didn’t just give Rufus a way to get around security. It also gave him a way to move a lot of earth. For every ton of dirt dug up at Kisangani, there were only about 1.25 carats of diamond ore. It was like looking for a needle in ten thousand haystacks.

But all the time and trouble was worth it. The average price of a refined diamond was about $10,000 per carat, which meant that a pound of them was worth over twenty million dollars.

To that end, the Kisangani complex wasn’t merely a mine. An entire town had been built to support the operation, providing not only housing for the mine workers but also schools, shopping malls, grocery stores, parks, and recreation centers for their families.

Even though Kisangani wasn’t terribly far from where Rufus had been building the highway, the landscape was dramatically different. The forests that teemed with animals ended abruptly and gave way to harsh, sun-blasted desert. The area wasn’t completely devoid of life, but compared to what I had seen of Botswana so far, it was a shocking contrast. In the heat of the day, the desert was desolate, save for the occasional scrubby bush that somehow grew in the parched dust or a lonely zebra wandering through.

Once we had scoped out Kisangani, we went to find the entrance to Rufus Shang’s tunnel.

We located it using the measurements and directions that Svetlana and I could recall from the blueprints. Together, we were able to remember everything we needed, and so we found it without too much trouble. It was five miles due north of Kisangani, at the southern edge of the Okavango Delta.

Once again, I wasn’t prepared for the scale of what I had come to see.

The delta was an oasis the size of Connecticut, a seasonal lake filled with trillions of gallons of fresh water. Within only a few minutes of scanning the area with binoculars, I saw a staggering array of wildlife: hippos and elephants wallowing in deep pools; massive grazing herds of Cape buffalo, wildebeest, and a dozen varieties of antelope; trees filled with so many monkeys that their branches bent toward the ground; flocks of flamingos so large that they looked like pink clouds when they took to the air. And of course, there were impala. So many impala.

Erica was so thrilled by all the wildlife, her usual cool demeanor went to pieces. She trembled with excitement and squealed with glee each time she spotted another adorable animal.

“You can see what a difference water makes here,” Catherine Hale observed. “If Rufus Shang succeeds with his nefarious plans to drain the delta, this entire ecosystem will be turned to desert.”

I looked back in the direction of Kisangani. “Good thing diamonds were discovered over there,” I said. “If they’d dug that pit here, or in Chobe, millions of animals would have been displaced.”

“Plenty of animals still were,” Zoe stated. I would have expected Erica to make such an argument, but Erica was busy gazing lovingly at a baby giraffe. “There might not be as much life in that desert as there is in the delta, but there’s some. Yet an entire ecosystem has been destroyed—and for what? A bunch of rocks that have no use whatsoever.”

“Diamonds aren’t useless,” Cyrus told her. “They’re the hardest substance on earth. They have many industrial applications.”

“That’s not what Kisangani is for,” Svetlana countered. “It’s for the diamonds that get carved up and put into jewelry so that rich people can display how rich they are. And because of that, we end up with giant, polluting atrocities like Kisangani—and people like Rufus Shang who are willing to destroy the economy of an entire country.”

“Then let’s stop him,” Mike said determinedly.

The entrance to Rufus Shang’s tunnel was located in the base of a cliff that served as the southern boundary of the delta. The entrance was not particularly impressive, save for its size. Rufus probably wanted it to draw as little attention as possible. It looked like an enormous mouse hole, crudely dug into the cliff face. An unremarkable dirt road emerged from it and headed into the nearby forest that fringed the Okavango.

The entrance was ringed with a dilapidated chain-link fence on which several signs hung, declaring it to be a Botswana government construction project, even though it wasn’t. The signs looked official, but could have easily been fabricated. Or possibly they were real signs that Shang had just moved there from one of his other government projects. The area surrounded by the fence was not very large. It only stuck out about five yards from the mouth of the tunnel. There was nothing in the area except for a small guard booth and a portable toilet, which were almost indistinguishable from each other, except for the smell. The rest of the area was just tall grass with some garbage strewn about in it: plastic water bottles, green glass beer bottles, scraps of paper, and random abandoned truck parts.

A gate was built into the fence: two large but spindly chain-link sections that had to be manually dragged open to allow vehicles through. The sections were secured with a thick chain and a padlock.

There was no sign of the guard on duty.

We approached the tunnel cautiously anyhow, not wanting to be spotted. We were in an area where it was much more likely for a warthog to wander past than a group of human beings, so we figured our appearance would be suspicious. Since there didn’t seem to be much activity at the tunnel, I presumed the guard might be napping in the booth, or had possibly retreated into the shade of the tunnel, where it was much cooler.

But it turned out he was unconscious.

I was the one who found him, which I did by tripping over his prone body and falling flat on my face.

Then I screamed in terror. Because an unconscious body looks very much like a dead body, especially when you come across it hidden in a field of tall grass.

Everyone else raced to my side, concerned, except for Cyrus, who snorted disdainfully. “That was pathetic,” he sniffed. “If there’s any other guards around, now they certainly know we’re here.”

Catherine fixed him with a hard stare. “Ben has just had a terrible fright. So perhaps he would appreciate a little concern, rather than criticism.”

“This isn’t daycare,” Cyrus argued. “We’re on a stealth mission and he somehow didn’t notice an entire body until he tripped over it.”

“My attention was focused on the guard booth,” I said defensively. “I was expecting the guard to be there, not sprawled on the ground way over here. And besides, this grass is very tall and hard to see through. It’s not like the body was just lying out in the open.”

“You still should have noticed it,” Cyrus insisted, storming over to where I stood. “It’s not something tiny, like a penny or a bullet. It’s a full-grown human being, for Pete’s sake! I would have noticed him from a mile away… Aaugh!” He cried out as he stumbled over a second unconscious guard hidden in the grass. And then he shrieked in terror even louder than I had.

Cyrus quickly snapped to his feet and tried to act like he hadn’t behaved in exactly the same way as me. “I located another body over here,” he said, trying to sound respectable.

“We heard,” Zoe replied. “And so did everyone else in Botswana.”

Even though I desperately wanted to point out Cyrus’s hypocrisy, I held my tongue. There was no point in starting an argument. And besides, there were more important issues to deal with.

“Why are their bodies all the way over here?” Svetlana asked, echoing my thoughts. “Why not just leave them by the tunnel?”

“I suppose whoever knocked them out didn’t want anyone else to see them,” Erica presumed. “Because people who have been knocked unconscious are generally a sign that someone is up to no good.”

“You’re sure someone knocked them out?” Alexander asked.

Erica gave him a curious look. “What else do you think could have happened?”

“Perhaps one of them came over here because he had to go to the bathroom and didn’t want to use that rather noxious portable toilet. And then he stumbled across a snake and got startled and in his frightened state, banged his head on a low tree branch and knocked himself out. Then the second guard came to see what had happened and did the exact same thing.”

“That seems highly unlikely,” Erica said.

“Not really,” Alexander claimed. “I did it on a mission in Sri Lanka. Er… I mean, I heard about it happening while I was on a mission there. To another agent named, um, Stanley Fryingpan.”

“Well, that’s not what happened here.” Erica knelt over one of the guards and sniffed his face. “He’s been chloroformed. About an hour ago. And given the trail of bent grass, I’d say it happened over at the guard booth. Then the attacker dragged each of them over here.”

I looked toward the guard booth. There was a very faint trail of bent grass leading that way, although if Erica hadn’t mentioned it, I would never have noticed.

But I did detect one other thing. I pointed to the unconscious guard I had tripped over. “This guy is more than six feet tall. And he’s pretty muscular. Whoever knocked him out and dragged him over here had to be even bigger.”

“Soren Swollen,” Mike deduced.

“That’s my bet too,” I said.

“Someone’s coming!” Erica announced suddenly. “Listen!”

All of us fell silent. As usual, Erica’s highly tuned senses had picked up the sound before any of the rest of us, but after a few seconds, I heard it too. It was the hum of a motor. It was far away, but it carried well through the quiet of the wilderness.

Svetlana pinpointed the direction. “It’s coming from the tunnel!”

Catherine immediately turned to Erica and spoke to her in the same tone that my mother used on me when telling me not to eat any dessert before dinnertime. “Stay here! Do not engage!”

“But—” Erica began.

“No ‘buts,’ ” Catherine said. “This could be dangerous. Let the adults handle it.”

Then she, Cyrus, and Alexander ran toward the tunnel.

After a few steps, Catherine turned to Alexander and corrected, “Let the competent adults handle it.”

“Oh,” Alexander said. “Gotcha.” He stopped running.

Erica waited a few more seconds, then completely disobeyed her mother and started toward the tunnel anyhow. Svetlana ran after her as well.

Mike, Zoe, and I stayed back, figuring we’d let the more adept spies handle whatever was approaching.

As the sound of the motor came closer, it got surprisingly loud. Much louder than a standard car engine, indicating that whatever was coming was big.

And then, one of the enormous BelAZ dump trucks roared out of the tunnel.

Now that I was close to it, the size was astonishing. Catherine and Cyrus were dwarfed by the vehicle. The tires alone were twice as tall as they were. The steering cab was two stories up, requiring two flights of stairs to access; they ran up the front end of the truck, divided by a landing that crossed the grille, which itself was several yards across. The tipping trough in the back was as deep and wide as a community swimming pool, and was currently filled with a small mountain of dirt.

Due to its massive bulk, the top speed of the BelAZ was only forty miles an hour, but that was still quite fast for something the size of a school gymnasium. All of us had expected it to brake when it arrived at the front gates, but to our surprise, it didn’t stop. Instead, it plowed right through them. The chain-link fence crumpled like tissue paper beneath the giant wheels.

Catherine and Cyrus suddenly found themselves right in the truck’s path.

Both immediately dropped face-first onto the ground. Thanks to its massive tires, the truck had plenty of clearance and passed directly over them.

The dirt road curved tightly just beyond the gate. The BelAZ needed to slow to make it, but the driver reacted too late. The brakes shrieked and the truck took the turn too wide. It caught an entire copse of acacia trees with its front bumper, uprooted them, and instantly flattened them into mulch beneath its tires.

“That is one terrible driver,” Zoe remarked.

I had just been thinking the same thing. And even though it was probably more difficult to drive a BelAZ than other vehicles, it still seemed to me that whoever was behind the wheel was particularly bad.

I only knew one person who was that awful at driving.

Sure enough, when I looked into the steering cab, there he was.

Murray Hill.
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South edge of the Okavango Delta
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Running over the acacia trees had slowed the BelAZ down. It took a lot of time for a truck that big to build up speed again.

Erica and Svetlana took advantage of this. While the truck was still moving slowly, they both leapt onto the front staircase and sprinted up it. Murray was so focused on not crashing again that he didn’t even notice them until they had reached the steering cab. Even from a distance, I could see his eyes go wide with surprise.

There was nowhere Murray could run. He was trapped in the cab, and he had the fighting skills of a newborn kitten. He immediately threw his hands up in surrender. Erica yanked him out of the driver’s seat while Svetlana took over. She hit the brakes and the mammoth vehicle came to a stop not far from where Zoe, Mike, Alexander, and I stood.

All of us hurried up the stairs to the cab of the truck as well. Catherine and Cyrus, who were still back by the gate, had a ways to run to catch back up to us.

By the time I reached the cab, Erica and Svetlana had already found a roll of duct tape and securely bound Murray with it. They had also slapped a few pieces over his mouth.

“Can you take that off?” I asked.

Erica gave me a wary look. “If we do that he’ll start talking.”

“We need some information,” I told her. “But if he starts blabbing on about how brilliant he is, you have my permission to stick a hunk of elephant poop in his mouth and then tape his lips shut again.”

Murray’s eyebrows jumped at the threat of this.

“Deal,” Erica agreed, then removed the tape from Murray’s face, taking care to do it as painfully as possible.

“Ouch!” Murray cried. “You just ripped out my mustache!”

“Mustache?” Mike repeated. “You had like, three whiskers there, tops.”

“There were way more than that,” Murray claimed, then flashed what he thought was a suave grin at Zoe. “And it looked fantastic. Hey, gorgeous. It’s lovely to see you again.”

“The pleasure is all yours,” Zoe informed him coldly. “What are you doing here? How did you even know about this tunnel?”

“Ben told me,” Murray said.

Everyone looked to me accusingly.

“I may have mentioned that I’d seen some blueprints in Rufus’s office,” I said weakly. “And then asked the anti-poaching rangers what it could be. They told us about the diamond mine.”

“And once you mentioned there was a tunnel underneath it on the plans, I immediately deduced what Rufus was plotting,” Murray said proudly. “Great minds think alike.”

Catherine and Cyrus finally arrived at the top of the stairs, a bit winded from their long run, and coated with dust after ducking under the truck.

Svetlana immediately threw the BelAZ into reverse and started backing up.

“Whoa there,” Cyrus told her. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Into the mine,” Svetlana replied. “We need to go deep into the tunnel, and this is the fastest way.”

“Right,” Cyrus agreed. “But you’re not driving. I am. This is a complicated piece of machinery and you’re still a pup.”

“Have you ever driven one of these before?” Svetlana asked.

“No,” Cyrus admitted.

“Well, I have,” Svetlana said. “These are the standard vehicles at the salt mines where prisoners are sent to work in Siberia. My grandfather often took me to visit them during the summers as a break from my spy training.”

“On your vacations, you went to Siberian salt mines?” Mike asked, aghast. “That sounds awful.”

“It was better than most of the other things to do in Siberia,” Svetlana claimed. “I learned how to drive the trucks. And I was allowed all the salt I could eat.” She continued backing the BelAZ up as she spoke. The truck was so big, there was no rearview mirror. Instead, Svetlana had to use the feeds from video cameras mounted on the rear of the truck to tell where she was going. She backed over a few more trees by accident.

“Okay, you’ve had your shot,” Cyrus told her. “Time to let an adult handle this.” He started toward the driver’s seat.

But Erica stepped into his path. “Svetlana can do this,” she proclaimed. “We’re lucky to have someone on the team who knows how to drive this truck, so let her do it.”

“She just ran over a forest!” Cyrus protested.

“She’s still doing better than you could,” Erica told him. “You have a lot of talents, but driving isn’t one of them.”

Cyrus gaped at her, his pride wounded. “I’m an extremely good driver!”

“No you’re not, Dad,” Alexander said. “Every time you back out of the driveway, everyone in your neighborhood runs for cover.”

Cyrus was about to argue more, but Erica cut him off. “Just let Svetlana focus and do her job. That’s how a good team works.”

Cyrus reluctantly backed down. Erica gave me a wink and I grinned back at her, pleased that she had taken our conversation about Svetlana to heart.

Meanwhile, Mike and Zoe seemed stunned by Erica’s willingness to let someone else handle something, while Catherine looked subtly pleased.

Svetlana continued slowly backing the BelAZ down the dirt road. Now that she was getting the hang of it, she hadn’t run over anything else.

I returned my attention to Murray. “So after you knocked me unconscious yesterday, you headed directly here?”

“That’s right.” Murray grinned proudly. “I stole a car and came this way. Although it took me a bit longer to find it than I’d hoped.”

“You got lost, didn’t you?” Zoe asked.

“Of course I got lost!” Murray exclaimed. “There’s no GPS out here and no one to ask for directions except for stupid antelope.”

I gave him a look of disbelief. “After all we went through out in the wilderness, which you hated every second of, you came right back into it? And then decided to rob Rufus Shang? If he caught you, he’d put you on a chain gang for the rest of your life.”

“I figured it was worth the risk.” Murray’s tone shifted from gloating to loathing. “Because, thanks to your constant thwarting of my evil schemes, I don’t have any money. And I want some. This plan was brilliant. I was about to get away clean with billions in diamonds—but then you had to show up and ruin everything as usual.”

Svetlana backed past the entrance to the mine. She braked to a stop, then shifted the BelAZ into drive and headed for the tunnel. The truck moved much faster going forward than it had in reverse.

“Murray,” Zoe said. “Are you sure you’ve stolen billions in diamonds?”

“Of course!” Murray proclaimed. “I followed the tunnel to the end, where I found a whole bunch of Shang’s guys filling up this truck. When they took a lunch break, I swiped it!”

“Did you actually look in the back of the truck?” Mike asked.

“Well, no. It was awfully dark in there, being a tunnel and all. But we were underneath a diamond mine. What else would they have been stealing? Chopped liver?”

Mike and Zoe shared a look of amusement. Even Erica cracked a smile.

We plunged into the tunnel. After being out in the bright sunshine, the shift into darkness was eerie. The BelAZ had enormous headlights, but they still barely made a dent in the gloom.

“What’s so funny?” Murray demanded.

“You just stole three hundred tons of dirt,” Erica informed him. “If you’re lucky, there’s maybe ten carats of diamond in it. But without a sifting facility, it’d probably take you a few decades to sort through it all.”

Murray stared at her in shock. “Really?”

“Really,” Catherine confirmed, stifling a giggle. “And even if you did find a diamond, it would still be in its raw form. Assuming you could smuggle it out of the country—which would be dicey—you’d have to get someone to cut it for you, after which it might be worth a few thousand dollars. If you were lucky.”

“Weren’t you listening when Banda and Tshiamo explained all this?” I asked Murray.

Murray glared at me. “I must have been distracted. My tongue was still on fire from that chili pepper you slipped me.”

“Some brilliant criminal mastermind you are!” Cyrus hooted. “You just put your life on the line to swipe three hundred tons of nothing!”

“I am brilliant!” Murray insisted. “As you might recall, I outwitted all of you back in Alaska!”

“Except me,” Svetlana said.

“Right.” Murray turned back to Svetlana and seemed to really notice her for the first time. Being Murray, even at his lowest point, he wagged his eyebrows in what he thought was a flirtatious manner. “We haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Murray.”

“I’m Svetlana. Zoe’s girlfriend.”

Murray suddenly looked as though he had just swallowed a gallon of elephant-poop water. He turned to Zoe worriedly.

“That’s right,” she confirmed.

Murray was already reeling from the discovery that his scheme hadn’t been as clever as he’d thought. But the discovery that Zoe had fallen for someone else devastated him. “But what about us?” he gasped.

Zoe leveled him with a death stare. “There is no us. There never has been and there never will be. I despise you. I loathe your very existence. I think you’re a diseased pustule on the butt of humanity! How could you have possibly thought that I would ever want to go out with you?”

“I thought you were playing hard to get,” Murray answered meekly. “I figured, maybe if I got rich again, you’d come crawling back to me.”

Zoe’s disgust for him ratcheted up a few more notches. “After all this time, you think I care about money? You really went through all the trouble to steal all these diamonds for me?”

“Well, no,” Murray admitted. “I stole all the diamonds for me. But I was going to give you a few of them.” He suddenly seemed to realize what direction we were going. “Um… why are we heading into the tunnel? Shang’s goons are this way, and they’re going to be very upset with me for stealing their truck.”

“We’re not heading back to the mine,” Alexander informed him. “We’re going to stop Rufus from flooding this place and destroying the economy of Botswana.”

“And the Okavango Delta ecosystem,” Erica added.

As they said this, we arrived at the fork in the tunnel. I knew from Rufus Shang’s blueprints that the branch to the left headed under the mine, while the one to the right passed below the delta. In the dim glow of the headlights, I could see that both tunnels gradually sloped downward.

Svetlana turned right.

All Murray’s frustration and humiliation morphed into aggravation. “Of course. It’s not enough for all of you to thwart my plans! You have to try to thwart Shang’s as well! You righteous dingbats are going to get us all killed!”

“You just risked your life to steal from Rufus,” I pointed out.

“That’s different!” Murray argued. “I was stealing from Rufus for a perfectly good reason: To get rich. Very rich. Taking a risk for that makes total sense. But all of you are only doing this for some ridiculous idealistic reason. There’s a really good chance you’ll fail—and even if you miraculously succeed, there’s zero benefit to you!”

“It’s the right thing to do,” Catherine asserted.

“You’re a bunch of saps,” Murray said, then shifted his attention to Zoe. “Even you. Since you’re not interested in me, I might as well tell you the truth.”

Zoe glared at him. “The fact that you think that way is exactly why I’m not interested in you. Also, you’re rude, obnoxious, self-centered, unkempt, and you smell bad.”

Murray recoiled, hurt. “You think I smell bad?”

“Yes,” everyone said at once.

Murray glowered petulantly. “Fine. Be that way. Just don’t expect me to help you when your dumb plans go sideways.”

“We weren’t expecting that at all,” Erica told him.

Water suddenly spattered on the windshield. A small stream was spilling down through the ceiling of the tunnel.

Around us, there were dozens more such streams.

“We must be under the delta now,” Catherine observed. “All the water is leaking through.”

Ahead of us, metal gleamed in our headlights. Another BelAZ was parked in the tunnel.

It was facing in the opposite direction from us. The tunnel wasn’t wide enough for the massive truck to turn around; it had only been designed to make this a one-way trip.

The tipping trough in the back of the truck held a mountain of dynamite.

And beyond that truck, there were three more. Each loaded with dynamite as well.

Every one of us gasped in surprise, cowed by the sheer amount of explosives we were facing. Even Erica’s usual calm faded.

“Four freaking gigantic bombs?” Mike exclaimed. “How are we possibly supposed to defuse all this before Rufus detonates them?”

“I vote for not even trying,” Murray said. “It’s way too dangerous. We should just get out of here. Way out of here. That’s enough dynamite to level Botswana.”

“No it’s not,” Erica informed him. “And we don’t have to defuse it. We only have to move it before it goes off.”

“Move it?” Mike echoed, worried.

Catherine nodded in agreement. “Erica’s right. The dynamite is already in trucks. We simply need to drive it all away. Once it’s out from under the delta, the explosion will be destructive, but not catastrophic.”

“We just need four drivers to move the trucks,” Alexander agreed.

“Five,” Svetlana corrected. “One driver for each truck with dynamite, and I still need to drive this one. You can’t move the others with this one in the way.”

“You’re all fools!” Murray exclaimed. “If we don’t leave now, we’re going to… mmmpthfffl.” He fell silent as Zoe slapped a fresh strip of duct tape over his mouth.

There was no question as to who would drive the other trucks: the three adults and Erica. Mike, Zoe, and I couldn’t even drive cars, let alone something as challenging as a BelAZ. Svetlana gave everyone a very quick course in how to operate the trucks, pointing out all the important levers and panels, and then we got to work.

Zoe stayed in the first truck with Svetlana. Murray remained there too, because he was taped up and would have to be carried anywhere else.

The rest of us ran down the stairs, heading for the other trucks.

It was cold enough in the tunnel to make me shiver, and thanks to all the water pouring in, the air was damp and clammy.

We had brought flashlights, although the oppressive darkness overwhelmed their feeble beams. We could only see a few feet ahead of us.

The floor of the tunnel was loose dirt and rock. The water that leached through the ceiling formed a series of streams that snaked along the downward slope of the tunnel. We splashed through them as we ran.

Erica and I went to the first truck. Mike and Alexander ran to the next, while Catherine and Cyrus headed on to the ones at the far end of the line. The beams of their flashlights quickly faded to tiny pinpricks in the darkness.

“This tunnel doesn’t look very stable,” I told Erica as we hustled up the stairs at the front of our truck. “I wonder if it might collapse even without the explosions.”

Erica cast a wary eye at the dripping ceiling. “Then we’d be going through all this trouble for nothing?”

“Yes. Unless we—”

“Hold that thought.” Erica pointed into the darkness. “We’ve got trouble.”

Someone was coming toward our truck. Someone big.

Soren Swollen. As he emerged from the shadows, I could see that he was wearing yet another horrifyingly garish outfit: a bright pink shirt and neon green pants that clashed violently with his red fanny pack.

It occurred to me that the stairs we were climbing were warm. Heat was radiating off the engine of the truck, indicating that it had been driven recently.

I figured that Soren must have parked it there within the last few minutes, driving it in after knocking out the guards at the tunnel entrance. He had probably gone to set detonators for the dynamite on the other trucks, after which he would walk back out of the tunnel and trigger the explosion. That meant the drivers of the other trucks were probably around as well. I figured that my fellow spies could take care of them easily.

But Soren was going to be a formidable opponent.

I knew why he was coming to our truck, rather than any of the others. We were blocking the way out. If Soren could stop us from leaving, that would prevent the other dynamite-laden trucks from leaving as well.

“Stand back,” Erica told me. “I’ll handle him.”

“No,” I said. “You drive the truck. I’ll handle Soren.”

Erica looked at me as though she was worried my brain had stopped working properly. Which was understandable. I had known Erica for over a year and a half, during which we had gone on many missions. And throughout that time, I had always allowed her to fight any opponents we faced, because she was far more skilled than me.

“That is a very big man,” she warned. “And you barely know how to fight.”

“I still know more about fighting than driving a truck,” I replied. “And we need to get out of here fast.”

Erica started to argue.

“I can handle this,” I said confidently. “I have a plan.”

I was completely faking the confidence. I did have plan for confronting Soren, but I wasn’t sure it would work, and deep down inside, I was terrified.

However, I was equally terrified about the bombs detonating before we could get away. So it seemed that we shouldn’t waste one more second getting the trucks moving.

Erica and I had arrived at the top of the stairs, where there was a wide metal platform above the engine of the BelAZ beside the steering cabin.

Erica ran into the cabin and went to work hotwiring the truck. Within only a few seconds, she had expertly dissembled the steering column and started the engine.

The headlights came on, illuminating the tunnel around us a bit more and reflecting off Soren’s Day-Glo shirt.

Ahead of us, the lights of the other trucks came on, indicating they had all been started as well.

Behind us, Svetlana was already backing up, leading the way out of the tunnel.

Erica threw our truck into reverse and started backing up too.

I hoped that maybe, we would move faster than Soren and leave him behind, but it took too long for the massive BelAZ to build momentum. Soren splashed through the final stream between us, snagged the railing of the staircase, and leapt onto it. Then he started up toward me.

I stood at the top of the stairs, watching him approach.

I really hoped my plan would work.

If it didn’t, I was dead meat.
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It had been difficult enough for Svetlana to back the gigantic BelAZ up in broad daylight. Now, she was doing it in a dark, narrow tunnel, and there were four other giant trucks laden with explosives following her. So we were crawling along at only a few miles an hour.

That would give Soren plenty of time to beat me up and then prevent our truck from leaving.

Although I was going to do my best to stop that from happening.

First, I attempted intimidation. I positioned myself at the top of the stairs and gave him my most menacing glare.

I was like a mouse trying to frighten off a tiger, but I figured it was worth a shot.

It didn’t work. In fact, it seemed to produce the opposite effect that I was hoping for. Instead of being intimidated, Soren found me amusing and laughed heartily at my expense.

“Don’t be foolish,” he warned. “Step aside and I won’t have to hurt you.”

I gave intimidation one more shot. “Leave us alone and I won’t have to hurt you.”

Once again, it didn’t work. Soren kept coming. He was already halfway up the second flight of stairs.

A truck horn blared behind us, so loud it was almost deafening.

I turned back to see that we had almost backed into Svetlana’s BelAZ.

Erica had been focused on me instead of her driving. Even now, she was watching me worriedly.

“I’ve got this!” I assured her, then spun back to face Soren.

He was now only two steps from the top. And he was so big that, even though his feet were twelve inches lower than mine, he still loomed over me.

“Don’t you realize how much stronger I am than you are?” he challenged.

“Yes,” I said. “That’s rather obvious.”

He lashed out and clamped a massive hand around my neck. “Don’t you know I could break your spine with one squeeze?”

“That seems possible,” I gasped.

“Then what are you still doing here? How can you possibly expect to defeat me?”

“Because I’m very observant,” I told him, and then held up a small plastic container that I’d had in my pocket.

Inside it were ten bees.

I had collected them with Trixie’s help at the Livingstone Hotel the previous afternoon, just in case I found myself in this situation. I had already seen that Trixie was adept at catching bees; we had used sugar water as bait. The bees had been resting in the container, but it only took a light shake to get them agitated and angry.

Soren made a high-pitched shriek and recoiled in fear, letting go of my neck. Then he reached for his red fanny pack.

And discovered that, while he had been busy threatening me, I had taken advantage of the distraction to unclip it from his waist.

At some point during my trek through the wilderness with Murray, it had occurred to me that even someone as fashion-challenged as Soren probably wouldn’t always wear a bright red fanny pack for no reason. So I had done a little research at the hotel.

The fanny pack was an emergency kit designed to carry pens full of epinephrine for people with a severe allergy to bee stings.

When he realized what I’d done, Soren’s eyes went wide with fear. In the dark tunnel, they were like big white ostrich eggs.

“Back off,” I threatened, ready to pop the lid off the container.

I hadn’t really intended to release the bees. Not unless I absolutely had to. Because even though Soren had seemed perfectly willing—if not eager—to harm me, I didn’t feel the same way about him. I knew that a sting could be fatal to a severely allergic person. I had really only meant to scare him off.

But Soren was far more afraid of bees than I had expected. “No!” he wailed, and then leapt away from me.

In his panic, he had forgotten he was at the top of a staircase. A staircase that was currently moving.

He was quickly reminded of this as he fell.

He tumbled down the metal stairs, bonking his head repeatedly on the way. There was a loud series of clangs, bangs, and Scandinavian curse words. If it had been anyone else, I would have been worried that he’d seriously hurt himself, but I knew Soren’s family and had learned they were extremely resistant to damage. In fact, the staircase seemed to be suffering more harm than Soren. His skull left several dents in the metal.

He finally came to a stop halfway down, sprawled on the landing between the two flights of stairs, and lay there, looking dazed.

I glanced back at Erica. She no longer seemed worried about me. Instead, there was a proud smile on her face. Although she couldn’t really look at me. She was focused on the monitors that showed the camera views behind the BelAZ, doing her best not to wreck as she backed up.

I ran down the steps toward Soren.

Normally, I would not have hurried toward a hulking behemoth who wanted to forcibly remove my head from my neck, but I needed information from him. I made a show of tossing his EpiPens off the truck, then held up the container of bees.

Soren gave another yelp of fear and scuttled backward across the landing to get away from me.

Since the landing was located directly in front of the truck’s mammoth engines, I had to shout to be heard.

“Where is Rufus Shang?” I demanded.

“Swakopmund lanjing!” Soren screamed in response.

I frowned, concerned that he’d whacked his head so hard that he could only speak gibberish. Or possibly Dutch. I couldn’t really tell the difference.

I reached the landing. “Let’s try this again,” I said. “And don’t try anything funny. If you get stung, your EpiPens are gone.”

“Swakopmund lanjing!” Soren screamed again. And then, desperate to get away from me and the bees, he threw himself off the truck.

It was a two-story drop to the ground. Soren landed on his feet, then ran away before the oncoming BelAZ could flatten him, vanishing into the darkness.

I did not go after him. Although I was frustrated to have only received nonsense instead of an answer, I wasn’t about to rush off into the shadows to confront Soren. Plus, there were other things I had to deal with.

I ran back up the steps to the steering cabin.

“That was good thinking,” Erica told me as I entered. “Now what’s the rest of your plan?”

I checked the feeds from the rear-mounted cameras on the monitors. We were approaching the junction in the tunnel, where one branch led to the mine and the other led to the surface. “Do you think we’re still under the delta?”

“No. The ceiling stopped dripping a while back. We’re under solid land now.”

“Great. Then stop the truck when we get to the junction. We’re leaving it there.”

Erica looked at me curiously, then grinned as understanding came to her. “You’re just full of good ideas today.”

I smiled back. “I do my best.”

We pulled into the junction. Erica hit the brakes and pounded the horn at the same time. The blast echoed through the tunnel, getting everyone else’s attention.

The three trucks that were following us also stopped.

Meanwhile, Svetlana backed into the branch that led to the mine, orienting her truck so that it faced the exit, then came to a stop as well.

Erica and I abandoned our truck and hurried down the steps to the ground. Even though I knew Soren could still be lurking somewhere in the shadows, I felt much safer with Erica by my side. And my container of bees.

Mike and Alexander had come to the railing near their steering cab. “What’s going on?” Mike shouted down to us. “Why are we stopping?”

“New plan!” Erica yelled back. “We’re leaving the explosives here!”

“But wasn’t the idea to get the explosives out of the tunnel?” Alexander asked, concerned.

“We want to get the explosives out from under the delta!” I replied. “But the tunnel’s weakened the ground under the water as it is! If it collapses, the Okavango could still drain into here and flood the mine—unless we block this tunnel!”

“Which will also prevent Shang from being able to steal any more diamonds!” Erica added.

“Oh! I understand!” Mike exclaimed.

“Er… I don’t,” Alexander said.

“Just come down here!” Erica told him. “There’s no time to waste! These explosives could go at any moment!”

Alexander understood that. He and Mike raced down the steps to the ground. Meanwhile, Catherine and Cyrus had also abandoned their trucks. All of us raced to where Svetlana’s BelAZ was now idling, leaving the four explosive-laden trucks blocking the delta tunnel.

We didn’t have to explain our plan to Catherine and Cyrus. They had already come to the same conclusions themselves.

Although we did have to explain it a few more times to Alexander until he understood it.

By that point, we were all gathered in the steering cab of Svetlana’s BelAZ again, heading out of the tunnel. Murray was still mummified in duct tape. It appeared that Zoe had put several extra pieces over his mouth in our absence to drown out any possible sounds he could make.

“So… now we want the explosive to go off?” Alexander asked.

“Yes,” we all said at once.

“In fact, I took some precautions to make sure that happens,” Catherine said.

“Like what?” Zoe asked.

Catherine patted her utility belt. “I never go anywhere without a few detonators. I set the timer for fifteen minutes. That ought to give us enough time to get clear.”

“Yes,” Erica agreed. “Although there’s always the chance that whatever timer Soren set might go off sooner.”

That had concerned me as well. I glanced nervously at the monitors showing the tunnel behind us.

Now that the BelAZ was facing forward again, it was moving much faster—but it still wasn’t quite fast enough for my comfort. If the explosives went off while we were still in the tunnel, there was a good chance we’d all be buried alive.

The trucks had faded into the shadows behind us, but the tunnel’s entrance still looked like it was at least a mile ahead, a small dot of light in the darkness.

At forty miles an hour, it would be at least a minute and a half until we were out of the tunnel.

Hoping to cut the tension, Erica asked me, “What information did you get from Soren?”

“Nothing,” I replied sadly. “I asked him where Rufus Shang was, but I think he’d been whacked on the head too hard to answer me. What he said didn’t make any sense.”

“Not to you perhaps,” Cyrus noted. “Maybe you just didn’t understand it. What did he say?”

“Swakopmund lanjing,” I said.

Cyrus considered that, then scowled. “Yeah. Sounds like you knocked him loopy.”

Everyone else nodded agreement. Except Alexander.

“Wait,” he said. “No one understands that but me?”

We all looked at him, surprised.

“You know what that means?” Catherine asked.

“I think I do.” Alexander looked even more astonished by this than everyone else. “My goodness! I actually know something no one else does! This is quite an invigorating experience!”

“Enough gloating,” Cyrus snapped. “What’s it mean?”

Alexander started to tell us, but before he could, the explosives went off.

It wasn’t due to Catherine’s detonators. They were Soren’s. We had run out of time.

All four trucks must have gone off simultaneously. There was only one blast—and it was tremendous. The tunnel around us suddenly lit up as though we were in broad daylight, and the concussion was so big that it shoved our gigantic truck forward. In the rearview monitors, I saw an enormous ball of flame erupt, but rather than racing up the tunnel to consume us, it abruptly vanished from sight.

The tunnel had collapsed, snuffing the flames.

Now, we had to hope we’d get out before it collapsed on us.

By my estimate, the entrance was now less than half a mile away, but that was still a long way to go while the mountain was coming apart around us. The ground was trembling as though an earthquake had struck. Rocks fell from the ceiling and clattered on our roof.

“Can’t this truck go any faster?” Mike asked.

“No!” Svetlana replied. “This is the maximum!”

There was nothing we could do except nervously watch the entrance approach and hope for the best.

Erica slipped her hand into mine and clasped it tightly.

Rocks and dust were falling so thickly that it felt as if we were in a thunderstorm. I could hear loud rumbling as sections of the tunnel that we had already passed through caved in behind us.

The bright light of the entrance grew larger as we approached, but dimmed as more rocks and dirt rained down ahead.

We were five seconds away when everything collapsed.

A curtain of earth dropped, plunging us into darkness.

Everyone gasped.

“No!” Svetlana shouted. She threw the truck into its lowest gear and gunned the engine.

Given the mass of our truck, we already had an enormous amount of momentum. Now, with the final surge of energy, we plowed through the last few yards of loose rock that had fallen in our path.

One moment, we were entombed—and then, suddenly, it was blindingly light again as the truck burst back into the sunshine.

We flew out of the tunnel entrance, crashed through what remained of the fence, and flattened the Porta-Potty.

Svetlana pounded the brakes, but our momentum carried us onward. We hurtled into the forest, smashing through trees and bulldozing underbrush. A herd of elephants scattered out of our path, trumpeting in fear.

The BelAz bulldozed a stand of acacias and plunged into a large pool at the edge of the delta before finally coming to an abrupt stop, its front tires half-submerged in six feet of water. A flock of flamingos took to the air, filling the sky with pink feathers. Our sudden halt threw Murray forward into the windshield. He caromed off it and thudded to the floor.

The truck’s engine conked out, leaving us in silence, save for the distant trumpeting of the elephants and Murray’s soft whimpering.

Ahead of us, a dozen hippos surfaced in the pool, poking their beady eyes from the water and staring at us in what appeared to be surprise.

“The delta isn’t draining!” Catherine exclaimed enthusiastically. “We saved it!”

“And we’re not dead!” Mike added. “Which is also good news!”

We all hugged one another happily, even Cyrus, thrilled to be alive.

And then Alexander told us what “Swakopmund lanjing” meant.
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Tsetseng Prison

Southern Botswana
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Directly to the west of Botswana, on the southern Atlantic coast of Africa, lies Namibia, a country noted for its stark beauty, its wildlife—and the amusing names of its cities, which were the result of a combination of German, Dutch, and many native African languages. Among them were Grootfontein, Keetmanshoop, Okakarara, Palmwag, Gobabeb, Katjinakatji, Omaruru—and the twin ports of Walvis Bay and Swakopmund.

Alexander Hale had never been officially assigned to a mission in Swakopmund, but he had been trying to get to Switzerland at one point and, due to some serious mistyping, accidentally booked himself a plane ticket to the wrong place. He hadn’t figured out his mistake until arriving with two bags full of ski gear and discovering that he was on the coast of a country that was over 90 percent desert.

It had taken him three days to correct his mistake and get a flight back out of Namibia, during which time he’d had a very pleasant impromptu vacation on the CIA’s expense account.

Since Swakopmund was a port, Alexander presumed that the Lanjing was a ship. It took us very little time on the internet to confirm this to be true. “Lanjing” was Chinese for “blue whale” and there was a cargo ship by that name scheduled to leave for Shanghai the next morning.

Our BelAZ wasn’t completely mired in the Okavango. Svetlana was able to back it out again and then we drove it directly to the Kisangani Diamond Mine, where Cyrus, Catherine, and Alexander all flashed their CIA and MI6 badges and asked to speak to whoever was in charge of security.

That turned out to be a man named Matupi Mutamuko, who was very dismayed to hear our story about Rufus Shang. It didn’t take long to confirm that the dirt in our truck was from the mine—and a quick run through the Kisangani sifting station showed that there were uncut diamonds in it. Matupi immediately relayed the information to the CEO of the company, who was livid. Then the CEO relayed the information to the president of Botswana, who was furious.

And so, at four a.m. the next morning, a squadron of Bostwanan and Namibian military forces infiltrated the port at Swakopmund and raided the Lanjing. The ship held several thousand tons of what the crew claimed was everyday dirt destined for a Chinese concrete factory. However, a brief survey by Kisangani’s gemologists revealed the truth. All the dirt had been stolen from underneath the mine over the past few months and contained what was likely to be several hundred million dollars in diamonds.

The cargo was impounded and Rufus Shang, who was attempting to flee the scene dressed as a nun, was captured, arrested, and sent back across the border to the authorities in Botswana.

My friends and I were not allowed to attend the raid on the ship due to our ages and the fact that the CIA wasn’t involved. Personally, I wasn’t that upset, as I was exhausted from our adventures and happy to spend the night at a nice game reserve in Botswana as a guest of the government. Trixie and Mary Hale had joined us as well. We were treated to a lovely safari the next day, on which we got to see a pride of lions hunt down and kill a Cape buffalo. All of us had found it incredible to watch, except for Erica, who had been secretly rooting for the buffalo.

And the day after that, we were invited to Tsetseng Prison.

We arrived early in the morning, because Tsetseng was just south of the Kalahari Desert. During the day, temperatures there could often top a hundred and ten degrees, but in the evening, it cooled off dramatically. At eight in the morning, a harsh wind was whipping across the plains, and I needed a light fleece to stay warm.

The whole team came, even Trixie and Mary, who decided to make a day of it. Trixie was very eager to see the Kalahari and had excitedly pointed out every animal we saw along the way, from aardvark (Orycteropus afer) to zebra (Equus quagga).

The location of the prison was as dry and barren a place as I had ever been. We had been told it sometimes went years without so much as a drop of rain. It was hard to believe this location was even on the same planet as the sodden Alaskan fjord where I had started my journey only a few days earlier. Kenai was full of lush greenery and blue water, whereas there was nothing green or watery within a hundred miles of Tsetseng, save for the pea soup in the cafeteria.

The prison was a forlorn place: a few very basic, low-slung buildings surrounded by a sun-baked yard that didn’t have so much as a blade of grass growing in it. There was no air-conditioning for the prisoners, which meant that the days there were hot, boring, and miserable.

I felt it was the perfect place to hold Rufus Shang.

He glared at me balefully as he was unloaded from the paddy wagon, as though his being there was entirely my fault. “What do you have against my family?” he spat. “Why can’t you just leave us alone?”

“Um… you brought me here,” I reminded him. “I didn’t even know you existed until you kidnapped me.”

“You are a scourge,” Rufus told me. “And the Shang family shall have its revenge against you!”

With that, he was dragged off toward Testseng.

Mike shook his head. “What a terrible person.”

“Really,” Erica agreed. “Why is he only interested in revenge against Ben? I helped to put him in that prison and he totally ignored me.”

Mike said, “I was saying he was terrible because he corrupted the principal, brought Ben here to put him on a chain gang for the rest of his life, then plotted to destroy an entire ecosystem and rob a country blind.”

Erica shrugged. “I guess all that was kind of bad too.”

There were quite a few other prisoners-to-be in the paddy wagon: Shang’s men who had been helping engineer the diamond thefts, as well as the ones Erica had caught illegally hunting wild game. They were all marched off to the prison too.

Meanwhile, all the people who Rufus had forced to build the highway had been rounded up by the anti-poaching rangers, who had found them wandering around in Chobe National Park. Since none of the workers had any identification, it was taking a while to figure out who they all were, but quite a few turned out to be relatively well-known dissidents like Wei Pengwa, and they had claimed that everyone working on the highway was an innocent person who had been press-ganged into providing hard labor for free. Construction on the highway had immediately been halted while the United Nations stepped in to determine how many human rights abuses had been committed by Rufus Shang—although thanks to the destruction we had caused, construction probably would have been held up for a while anyhow.

Soren Swollen wasn’t among the new batch of prisoners. He hadn’t been seen since he’d run off in the tunnel. We presumed he had been buried in the collapse after the explosion; although that didn’t necessarily mean he was dead. I had seen Soren’s cousins survive plenty of things that would have killed normal humans. So as far as I was concerned, he was at large.

Surprisingly, the principal hadn’t been heard from either.

After accepting his payment for delivering Murray and me to Rufus, he had disappeared. I had assumed the principal didn’t have the smarts to cover his tracks well or lay low for long, but so far, he had managed to do it. The CIA hadn’t found a trace of him.

I was worried that there were two men on the loose with major grudges against me, but that was tempered by my elation at the identity of the final prisoner being delivered to Tsetseng:

Murray Hill.

Technically, Murray hadn’t committed any crimes against Botswana, the way that Rufus Shang and his men had, but the government had agreed to incarcerate him in Tsetseng anyhow, as a favor to us for thwarting Shang’s plans.

Murray emerged from the back of the paddy wagon in an orange prison jumpsuit that looked as though it had been used for several generations. His wrists and ankles were cuffed.

I could tell Murray was concerned by the sight of the prison and its surroundings. But he did his best to hide it, putting on a show for all of us. “You really think this run-down joint is going to hold me?” he asked tauntingly. “I’ve gotten out of places with way better security than this.”

“Yes, but you never broke out of them,” Catherine reminded him. “You weaseled your way out. SPYDER sprang you. Or you cut a deal with the US government to give evidence against other people in return for getting off scot-free. But that’s not going to happen here. SPYDER is gone. And the US government doesn’t even know where you are. Only we do—and we’re not about to share that information with anybody.”

Murray’s confidence faded. It was a struggle for him to keep up his display of bravado. “Oh, I’m sure you’ll tell someone, right? You’re not going to boast to anyone at the CIA or MI6 about how you caught the greatest criminal mastermind of his generation?”

My friends and I all looked to one another, then shook our heads. We all knew that while Murray would consider going to prison at Tsetseng horrible, the real way to take him down was to deflate his ego.

“Greatest criminal mastermind of your generation?” Zoe repeated doubtfully. “You’re not even close.”

“What?” Murray cried. “Who’s better than me?”

“For starters, someone who didn’t get repeatedly captured,” I said.

“There’s a young criminal in Russia named Boris Blatvatsik,” Svetlana reported. “Now he is a criminal mastermind. Much smarter than you. And he has much better hygiene, too.”

“Ooh,” Zoe cooed, knowing it would get under Murray’s skin. “He sounds really devious.”

Murray fell into a sulk. “Ha ha. Very funny. You’re all a bunch of jerks.”

“I guess you’d be the expert on that,” Mike told him.

Two prison guards flanked Murray. Each took an arm and they led him across the dusty ground toward the prison gate.

I stood with Erica, Mike, Zoe, and Svetlana, watching as the kid who had lied to me, conned me, betrayed me, and tried to engineer my death over and over again was led away.

“So long, Murray,” I said.

Murray looked back over his shoulder, mustering a final bit of cockiness, and stared me down. “You haven’t seen the last of me,” he warned.

Even though it was a threat, I couldn’t help but smile. Because I had the wonderful feeling that Murray Hill was wrong—and I had finally defeated my nemesis once and for all.





August 16

From: [Redacted X X X X X]

To: Agent Catherine Hale

Re: [Redacted X X X X X X X X]

Agent Hale—

As you are well aware, all of us here at MI6 value family above all else. For that reason, we have respected your rather long leave of absence to deal with your unusual family issues.

However, we have a problem. More to the point, the world has a problem. And unfortunately, we believe your help is necessary to fix it.

Over the past few days, there has been a suspicious series of [Redacted X X X X X X X X X] at [Redacted X X X X X] facilities around the world. It seems as though they may be the work of [Redacted X X X], although we have no proof of this—yet.

I know that you have just taken care of some nasty business in Botswana and are certainly due some time to rest and recuperate, but sadly, evil never sleeps. And at the moment, it appears to be wide awake and itching for trouble.

So I’m afraid that we have no choice but to call you in and reactivate you. If I thought we had any other choice, I wouldn’t be sending this message.

This is a direct order to fulfill your obligations and return to duty.

We need you.

Sincerely,

[Redacted X X X X]

P.S. When you get back, the high-tech security system at HQ has a glitch. The retinal scan system has been rejecting everyone from entering the building, so for the time being, we have dismantled it and are just leaving the back door unlocked. Please don’t tell anyone.






acknowledgments

I have been lucky enough to go on safari several times. I have been to Botswana, Kenya, Tanzania, South Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe and the experience has always been incredible, not just for the amazing wildlife that I have been able to see, but because of the fascinating people who I have met along the way. Perhaps it’s not much of a surprise to say that I had originally thought that Africa would be a great setting for a FunJungle novel—but on my last trip there, I became intrigued by the idea of Ben Ripley having to survive in the African wilderness and decided to build a Spy School novel around that.

To that end, I am indebted to all the wonderful guides that I have had over the years (most of whom opted to only go by one name): Athmani, Lembris, Onx, Meg Coates-Palgrave, Elliot, Ronnie—and the great Motupi. Almero Klingenberg took me on several bush walks and not only taught me that you could drink water from elephant poop, but promised to demonstrate how to do it. (Although he never did, claiming that we never found one that was “fresh enough.”) More recently, in Botswana, I was helped with my research by the staff at the Chobe mobile camps Linyanti and Khwai Leadwood: Big Mike, Phetso, Bee, Simon, Philip, OP, Mola, Yum Yum, Roni, Maatla, Dinah, Penny, Valentine, Andrew, Evidence, Jess, Nico, JR, Kate, Esther, Junior, Audrey, Chef LB—and my great guides, Gigi, Titi, Rams, and Banda. Helga, the camp director at Linyanti, went above and beyond to give my family some incredible experiences (and it’s worth noting that she is part of a new wave of female camp directors and guides that did not exist a generation ago).

Also, thanks to the staff at Livingstone Island. You really can eat a fine lunch right there—as well as take photos in either the Angel’s Pool or the Devil’s Pool only a few feet from the edge of Victoria Falls. For the record, I did this. Because it’s important to do serious research like this for a book.

It is also worth thanking all the hard-working members of the anti-poaching forces throughout Africa. As described in this book, they really do endure a great amount of hardship for the protection of wildlife.

Back in the USA, I am so thankful to my ever-expanding group of close friends in the writing world: Rose Brock, Sarah Mlynowski, James Ponti, Julie Buxbaum, Max Brallier, Gordon Korman, Christina Soontornvat, Karina Yan Glaser, Julia DeVillers, Jen Calonita, Alyson Gerber, Jennifer E. Smith, Adele Griffin, and Morgan Matson.

And speaking of appreciation, on the professional front, there are many wonderful people to thank at my publisher, Simon & Schuster, as well: Krista Vitola, Justin Chanda, Lucy Ruth Cummins, Erin Toller, Beth Parker, Roberta Stout, Kendra Levin, Alyza Liu, Anne Zafian, Lisa Moraleda, Jenica Nasworthy, Chava Wolin, Chrissy Noh, Ashley Mitchell, Brendon MacDonald, Nadia Almahdi, Christina Pecorale, Victor Iannone, Emily Hutton, Theresa Pang, Michelle Leo, Nicole Benevento, and Amy Beaudoin.

Also, thanks to my intern, Ginger Fontenot, and to R.J. Bernocco and Mingo Reynolds at the Kelly Writers House at the University of Pennsylvania for continuing this great program. And finally, I couldn’t get any of this done without my amazing assistant, Emma Gustafson, who masterfully handles everything I ask of her.

On the home front, thanks (and much love) to my parents, Ronald and Jane Gibbs, who took me on my first safari, and my sister, Suz, who spearheaded the trip by studying in Zimbabwe. Over the years, I have also safaried with Adam Zarembok, Christopher Heisen, Barry and Carole Patmore, Darragh and Ciara Howard—and my wife, Suzanne, who passed away far too soon. More recently, I have been joined by my wonderful children, Dashiell and Violet, who have always been up for adventure. I love you both more than words can say.








	More from this Series
        


	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Spy School Goes North


			Spy School Project X


		

	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Spy School at Sea


			Spy School Revolution


		
















	More from the Author



	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Charlie Thorne and the…

			The Quest of Danger

		










about the author

STUART GIBBS is the author of the New York Times bestselling Charlie Thorne, FunJungle, Once Upon a Tim, Moon Base Alpha, and Spy School series. He has also written screenplays for movies, worked on a whole bunch of animated films, developed TV shows, been a newspaper columnist, and researched capybaras (the world’s largest rodents). Stuart lives with his family in Los Angeles. You can learn more about what he’s up to at stuartgibbs.com.

Visit us at simonandschuster.com/kids

www.SimonandSchuster.com/Authors/Stuart-Gibbs

    Visit simonandschuster.net for a free downloadable curriculum guide.

Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers

Simon & Schuster, New York




Also by Stuart Gibbs





The Spy School series

Spy School

Spy Camp

Evil Spy School

Spy Ski School

Spy School Secret Service

Spy School Goes South

Spy School British Invasion

Spy School Revolution

Spy School at Sea

Spy School Project X

Spy School Goes North

Spy School Entrance Exam

With Anjan Sarkar

Spy School the Graphic Novel

Spy Camp the Graphic Novel

Evil Spy School the Graphic Novel






The Once Upon a Tim series

Once Upon a Tim

The Labyrinth of Doom

The Sea of Terror

The Quest of Danger






The FunJungle series

Belly Up

Poached

Big Game

Panda-monium

Lion Down

Tyrannosaurus Wrecks

Bear Bottom

Whale Done






The Moon Base Alpha series

Space Case

Spaced Out

Waste of Space






The Charlie Thorne series

Charlie Thorne and the Last Equation

Charlie Thorne and the Lost City

Charlie Thorne and the Curse of Cleopatra

Charlie Thorne and the Royal Society

The Last Musketeer





[image: Logo: S&S Books for Young Readers]

SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS

An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Text © 2024 by Stuart Gibbs

Jacket illustration and design by Lucy Ruth Cummins © 2024 by Simon & Schuster, LLC

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS and related marks are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, LLC.

Simon & Schuster: Celebrating 100 Years of Publishing in 2024

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact

Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Interior design by Hilary Zarycky

Endpaper art by iStock

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Gibbs, Stuart, 1969– author.

Title: Spy school goes wild / Stuart Gibbs.

Description: New York : Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2024. | Series: Spy school ; book 12 | Audience: Ages 8–12. | Audience: Grades 4–6. | Summary: On another harrowing mission, survival training comes in handy when Ben Ripley is stranded in the wilderness with his nemesis, Murray Hill.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023056440 (print) | LCCN 2023056441 (ebook) | ISBN 9781665934770 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781665934794 (ebook)

Subjects: CYAC: Spies—Fiction. | Schools—Fiction. | Wilderness survival—Fiction. | LCGFT: Spy fiction. | Novels.

Classification: LCC PZ7.G339236 Spf (print) | LCC PZ7.G339236 (ebook) | DDC [Fic]—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023056440

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023056441


cover.jpeg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

STUART GIBBS

A spy school noveL





images/00011.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg
STUART GIBBS J
spy school &

A spy school noveL

Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





images/00013.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg
X

By schaol





images/00019.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg
b

=

i






images/00018.jpeg
STUART GiBss >





images/00016.jpeg





