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Perchance you wonder at this show;
But wonder on, till truth make all things plain.
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,
A Midsummer Night’s Dream
It’s just you and me against me….
DANGER MOUSE AND DANIELE LUPPI,
“Two Against One”
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Chapter 1
I cracked my first lock when I was three.
I know that sounds like I’m bragging, but really, it wasn’t that hard. It was a
Master Lock, the same combination lock that you probably have on your locker or
bike. Anyone with Internet access and too much time on his or her hands can crack a
Master Lock. I’m serious. Google it. I’ll wait.
See? Easy.
My parents were the ones who gave me the lock. They still swear up and down
that they weren’t testing me, that I really wanted to play with it and they were just
trying to keep me from having some sort of toddler meltdown. But really? I’m not
buying it. How many of you had a Master Lock for a toy?
My parents weren’t surprised that I cracked the lock. I think they’d have been
more surprised if I hadn’t opened it. It would probably be hugely disappointing for two
spies to have a completely inept kid, you know? Even my name—Margaret, ugh—was
chosen because it has so many different nicknames: Peggy, Maisie, Molly, Margie,
Meg—the list is endless. My parents have called me Maggie since I was born, but I
have twelve birth certificates that all say something different.
Maybe I should explain.
My family works for the Collective. You’ve never heard of the Collective, but
you’ve definitely read about our work. Tobacco executives on trial because of
damning evidence? Human smuggling rings being broken up? The fall of that
Peruvian dictator? That’s us.
I have to admit, I’m still not sure who or what the Collective even is. I know only a
few details: there are about two hundred spies stationed around the globe, moving to
wherever we’re needed. Some of us are forgers (more on that later), computer hackers,
statisticians, weapons experts, and I think a few assassins, too, but my parents won’t
answer my questions about them. I don’t know how many safecrackers there are, but
my family moves a lot because of me. Apparently a lot of safes need cracking.
We don’t ever take things that aren’t ours. The Collective may be secretive, but
we’re not sneaky. The whole point is to right wrongs, not create them. When I was
little, I thought the Collective was like Santa Claus, giving out presents but never
being seen. Now I know, of course, that the Collective is based in London, not the
North Pole, but whether it’s run by dozens of guilty-conscienced millionaires working
toward a noble cause or one crazy Howard Hughes–type dude, I have no idea.
The Collective had stationed us in Reykjavík, Iceland, over the summer. We were
getting ready to head to New York tonight after finishing this job, which could not end
soon enough for me. The summer had been painfully boring (and painfully bright,
because Reykjavík gets twenty-four hours of sunlight during the summer), since my
parents were both busy trying to figure out the case, and school wasn’t in session. I
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spent a lot of time practicing my safecracking skills on safes that the Collective sent to
our house, but even that got old after a while. I started keeping an eye on the family
across the street, even though there was nothing suspicious about them. They were
painfully normal, especially their son. Especially their cute son. I even managed to
mortify myself by having a long-running and completely one-sided “How you doin’?”
imaginary conversation with Cute Boy.
Where’d we move from? Oh, nowhere you’d know. So what do you do around here
for fun?
Ice cream? Yeah, I love ice cream. With you? Of course! No, my parents are totally
cool with me dating.
See? Pathetic. As you can tell, I’ve never had a boyfriend, but whatever. It’s cool.
After all, most girls who have boyfriends probably can’t say that they helped to bring
down the Peruvian government, right?
So, after a long and lazy summer spent safecracking and slowly going crazy over
Cute Boy, I was ready for New York, ready for a change.
I was ready for something to happen.
***
The first rule of being a spy: Listen. Our family friend Angelo always says that a good
spy never asks questions, that people will always tell you what you need to know.
I’ve known Angelo my entire life. He was friends with my parents back when they
were all in Berlin together, and they’ve stayed in contact ever since. Angelo works for
the Collective, too, but I think he’s semiretired now, or at least that’s what he says. For
all I know, he’s getting ready to be knighted by the queen or about to go spelunking
somewhere in the Galapagos. He always gives good advice, too, especially about
safecracking and lock picking. It’s like if Tim Gunn and James Bond had a baby, and
that baby was Yoda. Angelo’s response? “Who’s Yoda?”
I sent him the Star Wars DVDs for Christmas. And a DVD player.
Angelo’s a forger. I have twelve passports and just as many birth certificates, and
they’re all Angelo’s handiwork. He handles most of the paperwork for the Collective,
including duplicate documents. Like, let’s say that someone wants to sell the original
Gettysburg Address on the black market and use that money to buy guns for crazy
despots. (It’s been known to happen.) Angelo forges the document, switches them out,
and then the bad guy ends up with no money, and the Gettysburg Address gets
returned to its original home. There are probably about a million more steps involved,
things like finding the right paper pulp and hiding printing presses, but Angelo doesn’t
like to discuss details. He can be quite secretive that way, but I understand. We all
work in different ways. As long as he keeps using flattering pictures on my passport
photos, I’m happy.
As soon as I started writing, Angelo taught me how to forge signatures. In fact, the
first name I wrote wasn’t mine, it was my mom’s, a near-perfect imitation of her
signature. And when I was tall enough to reach his front door, Angelo taught me how
to pick locks. Once his front door got too easy, we moved on to Gramercy Park, which
is in Manhattan. Angelo has a key to that park, but it’s no fun when you have to use
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the key. I love my parents, I do, but neither of them could open a lock if their lives
depended on it. And since our lives do, in fact, depend on it, that’s usually where I
come in.
Here’s an example of how it works:
At the beginning of the summer, my parents and I got sent to Iceland to investigate
one of their largest banks. The CEO’s family was suddenly driving imported cars,
sending their kids to Swiss private schools, and buying homes in Spain with no money
down, yet there wasn’t an uptick in the CEO’s yearly income.
That usually means someone’s hiding something, something like cold hard cash,
and let’s just say I’m really good at hide-and-seek.
So, my mom gets a job as part of the bank building’s cleaning crew, which pretty
much gives her access to everyone’s office, including the CEO’s. She’s an amazing
computer hacker, which I think sort of rankles my dad. He’s useless when it comes to
electronics. One time, we were in Boston and they got into this huge fight because my
dad thought my mom was taking too long to do her job. She just handed him the TiVo
remote and said, “Tell me how this works.” And of course he couldn’t, so she was all,
“Don’t tell me how to do my job,” and believe me, he doesn’t anymore. He really
loves watching Planet Earth on Discovery Channel.
Anyway, my mom gets into the CEO’s office and, of course, has access to his
computer. It’s so, so easy to get into someone’s computer, I can’t even tell you.
Password protected? Whatever. All you ever need to hack someone’s computer is a
copy of their birth certificate and, sometimes, not even that. If the person’s really
famous, they’ve probably already talked about their mom in the news, so boom,
there’s the mother’s maiden name. Pets, children’s names, the street where they grew
up, their place of birth? They’re all password clues, and most people use the same
password for everything.
Including the CEO of this company.
(I think my mom was actually sort of disappointed. She likes when she has to do
the serious hacking. She says it keeps her young.)
So my mom goes into his computer and sets up a Trojan Horse virus that lets her
look at the CEO’s computer from her laptop at home. Sneaky, right? Meanwhile my
dad starts looking at the company’s financial records and notices that there were a lot
of bank accounts being opened with tiny bits of cash in them, which is what money
launderers do to avoid being caught.
And judging from the names on the accounts—all female, all young, and not an
Icelandic surname among them—there was an excellent chance that this CEO was
involved in human trafficking. What a degenerate, right?
There was definitely a paper trail somewhere—all the e-mails pointed to that—and
that paper trail was about to be shredded. My mom hurried up and jammed the
shredder the next night, but it meant we had to work fast.
It meant that I had to work fast.
I went down the hall toward the CEO’s office, the fluorescent lights barely lit
overhead as I crept past rows and rows of cubicles. It was almost eleven at night, so
the employees were long gone by now—there weren’t even any overachieving
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stragglers. The only sound came from my shoes sliding over the cheap carpet as I
stayed close to the walls and turned the corner. I was in total game mode after hanging
around for three months; I was ready to play.
Here’s the boring part of my job: I don’t really get to do a lot. I mean, I open safes
and I can forge signatures pretty well, but that usually happens at the very end. I’ve
never had a case that was all mine, that rested on my shoulders rather than my
parents’. I had spent most of my time in Iceland admiring the scenery, rather than
kicking ass and taking names. It was cool, I guess, but it was sort of like being stuck in
elementary school while everyone else goes to college. I wanted something more.
The CEO’s office door was open just like it was supposed to be, and I could hear
the cleaning crew down the hall. My mother was working with the crew tonight as
planned; she was the reason the door was unlocked. Personally, I would have rather
jimmied the lock open because hi, let’s play to our strengths, but my parents are
always about doing things the simple way. It gets annoying sometimes, I can’t lie. “If
we wanted to do things the right way, then why are we spies?” I sometimes point out,
but I know they’re correct. It’s not about creating excitement; it’s about getting the job
done.
That’s the second rule of being a spy: Be beige. Be beiger than beige. Be as
average as possible. Be like the cashiers in your grocery store. Could you describe
them? Chances are, no. Did you see them? Of course. Do you know their names, even
if they were wearing name tags? Probably not. It’s like that.
I know in the movies, spies always have this really cool look, like Angelina Jolie.
I’m sorry, but Angelina Jolie would be the worst spy in the world. Who wouldn’t
remember looking at someone like Angelina Jolie? My mom always gets really upset
whenever we watch movies about espionage. “This is so unrealistic!” she always yells.
“Why would you dye your hair pink if you’re trying to stay undercover? Why is she
using a drill to open that safe? All that noise and time!” (My dad and I sometimes joke
that the unofficial third rule of being a spy is: “Never mention Austin Powers to
Mom.” She doesn’t know about that joke, but we think it’s hilarious.)
But she’s right about the drill. You just can’t use it any old time you want, not
when the clock’s ticking and your arm’s tired and there’s building security ambling
around just one floor below you. A lot of safes, at least ones that I’ve seen, have cobalt
shields, and let me tell you, trying to drill through that is the most boring thing in the
world and it takes forever. I’m sixteen—I don’t have that kind of time! And if you
miss and hit the wrong spot, then you can trigger a bunch of extra locks, which means
that you are never, ever going to open up that safe. I’ll spare you the technical details,
but trust me when I tell you that it’s bad, very bad. You will not be getting the
Safecracker of the Year Award if that happens.
So no drills. Or explosives. Or sledgehammers. Sledgehammers are not beige, to
say the least.
The office was dark and hummed with electrical energy, computers and outlets all
downloading and backing up hard drives and whatnot. I’m not sure how all that works.
I didn’t inherit my mom’s computer genius. Besides, my experience in this job has
taught me that most CEOs don’t know how it all works, either. They hire some guy to
come in and set up security, but they have no idea if it’s actually secure. That’s why
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CEOs are always getting busted.
Well, that, and because of people like us.
I glanced out the windows as I slipped into the office, past empty orange-lit
parking lots and homes and shopping centers and the tall steeple of a church.
Everything seemed stagnant, running into the horizon with no end in sight. If I
squinted hard enough, Iceland appeared to be flatlining.
If I focused my eyes differently, I could see myself in the window, looking out on
the Icelandic night. I was wearing black jeans and a black sweater underneath a dark
denim coat that had a shearling lining. (It may have been September in Iceland, but it
was already getting cold out.) Some spies get to wear cool outfits and change their hair
up, but as a safecracker, all that mattered was that I did my job. No one cared about
my shoes.
My hair was just as boring as my clothes: long and brown and way past my
shoulders. “You need a haircut,” my mom kept telling me, sounding like she did when
I was four years old. My bangs hung directly across my forehead, and I tugged at them
self-consciously, trying to make them hang straight.
When I turned around, I saw Kandinsky’s Composition VII on the wall, the chaotic
bull’s-eye of the office. This CEO probably thought it was an original, but I knew it
wasn’t. I knew this because I had seen the original painting at the State Tretyakov
Gallery in Moscow. This was two years ago, back when we were doing some research
on local elections and their effect on Prime Minister Putin. In Russia. In the winter.
Imagine sitting in a tub of ice cubes. That’s Moscow in the winter. I still shiver when I
think about it.
But I didn’t care about Moscow or Kandinsky or even Composition VII. I cared
about what was behind it. My mom had been cleaning these offices for the past three
months, every night during the summer, and every night she would notice that the
painting was off-balance in a different direction. No one moves a painting that often.
Not unless they want to get to the wall behind it.
I lifted the painting off the wall, struggling a little with the weight of the glass, and
set it down before turning back to the safe that was set into the wall.
“Hello there.” I grinned. “Come to Mama.”
Okay. I’ve tried to explain safecracking to my parents several times, but their eyes
start to glaze over and finally my dad says something like, “Sweetie, we’re just so
proud of you,” and my mom smiles and nods, so I’ve stopped trying. But the basics
are this: For every number in the combination, there’s a corresponding wheel within
the safe’s lock. Find out how many wheels there are, then find out all the possible
notches in each wheel and their corresponding numbers by going through the numbers
on the dial in groups of three. Find out where the numbers match up by graphing them,
then start trying to open the lock using all the different combinations of those numbers.
As you can imagine, if there are only three numbers in the combination, then it’s
Easy Street. If there are eight numbers, it’s Oh Crap City. And since our plane was due
at the airport in less than an hour, I needed Easy Street. Judging from the knockoff
Kandinsky, I was about to get there. When the painting’s an original, the safe behind it
is always difficult. Like the designer Mies van der Rohe said, “God is in the details.”
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The office was musty from too much paper, dust, and time, and I sort of wanted to
cough, but I didn’t. The last thing I needed was to blow this whole thing because of a
tickle in my throat. Instead, I pulled on gloves (yes, I wear gloves, mostly because I
never know who’s touched the safe before me and whether or not they had the Death
Flu) and got to work.
It was a standard fireproof wall safe, thank goodness. Fireproof safes are always
easier to crack, because they’re not made of steel. Steel melts too quickly in a fire, as I
learned after that unfortunate incident in Prague (that fire, I would like to go on record
as saying, was not my fault), which makes it useless if you want to protect paperwork.
Angelo loves to watch me crack safes. He always presses his lips together and
nods his head and says, “Hmmm.” He says it’s because he’s never seen a safecracker
remember all the numbers in her head without having to graph them. “How do you do
it?” he once asked me, but I didn’t know how to explain it.
“I can just see them,” I finally said. “Like a picture. Graphing takes up too much
time.” He thinks I have a photographic memory, which is fine by me. Whatever gets
me in and out of there is great.
This particular safe had three numbers in its combination, which is terrible
security if you’re ever trying to hide damning documents, just FYI. I clicked the dial
back and forth, listening, listening, listening. The clicks were as soft as a mouse’s
footsteps, but I could feel them against my fingers. I’ve been doing this since I was a
baby.
The best is when you get into the Zone, as I call it. It’s almost like the numbers are
singing to me, calling me to them. I don’t feel anything except those numbers and my
heartbeat, and we work in synchronicity, like the best orchestra in the world. That dial
is the baton in my hand, and we’re playing toward the final crashing crescendo, to the
cymbal sounds of justice.
18-6-36.
It clicked open.
“Gotcha,” I whispered.
I swung open the door carefully, just in case it was like a jack-in-the-box (small
traumatic childhood incident, too long to explain), but all that was in there was a large
envelope. I picked it up and used the dim lights outside the office to examine its
contents.
Jackpot. Dozens of passports were inside, all belonging to young women, along
with a Post-it note stuck on top, reading: “TO SHRED.”
“Not anymore,” I whispered, as I put them back in their manila envelope and
tucked it underneath my shirt. I shut the safe, the knock-off Kandinsky went back on
the wall, and I was about to leave when a noise stopped me.
At first, I thought that my pulse was so loud I could hear it, but it wasn’t my pulse.
It was the sound of foot-steps in the hall. They were a man’s, heavy and assured.
Women’s shoes make tap-tap-tap sounds. Men’s shoes go clunk-clunk-clunk. They got
closer and my heart sped up with them, clunking along at a breakneck pace. There was
only one person who would be coming toward the office this late at night, and he was
the one person I didn’t want to see: the CEO.
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I hit the floor, the paperwork still hidden against me as I thought fast. I hate
thinking fast like this—there are too many opportunities for mistakes—but I happen to
work well under pressure. Still, it’s not fun, especially when you’re trying to suppress
a sneeze because the floor’s all dusty and clearly my mom hasn’t been cleaning this
office and …
I had an idea.
By the time the CEO came through the door, I had slammed on the lights and was
using a tissue to wipe down the Kandinsky’s frame, praying he wouldn’t notice that I
was shaking a little from adrenaline. “Can I help you?” I said in Icelandic. “Are you
looking for someone?” My dad had taught me those sentences, as well as “Hello” and
“More coffee, please.”
The CEO looked like the most average man in the world, not someone who had
conspired to make money off human trafficking. “This is my office,” he replied in
perfect English, brow furrowing in concentration. (I love to watch them squirm; it’s so
satisfying.) “What are you doing—?”
“Oh, I’m so sorry!” My mom appeared suddenly, pushing her cleaning cart and
wearing her janitorial outfit. “I have a new assistant; we’re training her.”
I smiled. “There’s a lot of dust in here. Have you thought about getting an air filt
—”
The CEO cut me off. “I need. My office back.” He spoke the same way my dad did
whenever he was annoyed with me. Short sentences. Because the effort. Of Talking. Is
just. Too much.
“No problem,” I said, balling up my tissue and skirting past my mom. “Only three
hundred more offices to go, right? The night is young!”
I went out the door, the passports now scratchy and warm against my skin, and
took off for the elevator bank while my mom apologized to the CEO once again. I was
glad she was busy because she would freak if she knew I was taking the elevator. My
parents are always like, “Take the stairs!” but to me, the stairs are usually foolish,
especially if you’re on a high floor. If you’re being chased, you’ve basically trapped
yourself in a spiral, and running down twenty-eight flights of stairs is way too timeconsuming. The elevator is best.
Plus elevator music can be very calming. I’m just saying.
The doors were just opening when I heard a “Psst!” sound behind me. My mom
poked her head around the corner, glaring at me. “Stairs,” she mouthed, and pointed at
the large EXIT sign hanging over the door.
I took the stairs.
By the time I got into the empty lobby, I was breathing hard but still moving,
almost on autopilot. I could feel the security guard’s eyes on me as I went toward the
revolving doors. “All good?” he asked nonchalantly, sipping at coffee while flipping
through the local paper.
“We’re good, Dad,” I said, keeping my eyes straight ahead. “See you in ten.”
“What have we told you about taking the elevator?” my mom screeched at me eleven
minutes later as my dad pulled our car out of the parking lot, backing over all of the
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SIM cards from our disposable cell phones and crushing them into smithereens.
Another mission accomplished.
“I know, I know!” I said, trying to put on my seatbelt. “I just don’t like stairs!”
“You took the elevator?” my dad said, looking at me in the rearview mirror.
“She tried to, but she almost got caught,” my mom said. “Seriously, Maggie.”
“Merde,” my dad muttered.
Aside from being a statistician, my dad’s also great with languages. He knows how
to say “You’re grounded!” twelve different ways.
¡Estás castigado!
Tu es privée de sortie!
Tы наказана. Ты не можешь выхо∂umь uЗ ∂оMy!
“Yeah, hey, by the way, guess who cracked the safe?” I pulled the envelope out of
my shirt and handed it to my mom, ready to change the subject. “Check it out, he’s so
guilty!”
She flicked through the passports, then gave me a smile over her shoulder. “How
many numbers in the combination?”
“Three,” I said smugly.
“Amateur,” my mom and dad said at the same time.
We zipped through the wet streets toward the airport. Our car was a late-model
sedan, black exterior, tan interior, just like every third car on the road today. Someday
I’m hoping we get a Maserati or something cool like that. My dad taught me how to
drive when I was ten, back when we lived in Germany near the autobahn. I’m pretty
good at doing 180s and I’m awesome at driving a stick shift, which makes it all the
more disappointing when we end up with Toyotas. The speedometer doesn’t even go
past 160 mph. Not that we’d have to drive that fast, but it’d be nice if the car had some
power.
We pulled in to the executive airport, and my dad parked the car in the lot. He got
our overnight bags out of the car (even spies like to brush their teeth before bed), and I
went to work on the license plates, unscrewing them and handing them to my mom as
I took them off the car.
“Plane’s waiting,” my dad said.
“New York’s not going anywhere,” my mom replied, but she grinned and followed
him into the airport and through the concierge area. She took my hand and squeezed it
as we walked, and I let her. My parents always get weirdly over-protective whenever
we leave a town. It’s best just to let them get it out of their system.
The Collective started using private planes after 9/11, but to be honest, I really
miss commercial airports. I hear that airport security is the biggest nightmare in the
world, but an airport is a spy’s best friend. Disposable cell phones at every kiosk,
coffee every ten feet, and international newspapers. (You can use your phone to read
the Washington Post or Le Monde, I know, but sometimes you have to go offline, and a
spy without access to information is a cranky spy.) You can even get a delicious soft
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pretzel. Okay, that last one may be important just for me. I love pretzels.
I grabbed some juice from the concierge area and followed my parents onto the
tarmac. The rain was picking up now, a little bit cooler than it had been all summer.
Autumn was definitely on its way, and I suddenly felt tired. The adrenaline was
leaving now, and when it goes, it’s hard to find something else to take its place.
There was one flight attendant and a pilot. We rarely talk to them, but I’m pretty
sure they work for the Collective, too. Our whole thing is secrecy, so what are we
going to say? “We just got paperwork to bring down an evildoer! Booyah!” That
definitely wouldn’t be keeping in line with the “stay beige” rule.
My mom handed the license plates and the manila folder to the flight attendant.
“Thanks, Zelda,” she said. They must have worked together before. I wondered where.
All I really know about my parents is that they were both orphaned young and met in
Paris. Maybe Zelda was with them in Paris, too. Maybe Angelo was, as well. I
wondered who my friends were going to be when I got older. Judging from my
summer with Cute Boy, they would probably be imaginary.
Great.
Still, I knew I was expected to eventually go out on my own once I turned twentyone. I hoped that I would meet awesome people, people who wanted to drive
Maseratis instead of Toyotas, people who knew how to change the world, like me.
And I also hoped that they were terrible safecrackers. A girl has a reputation to
uphold, after all.
I curled up in a seat near the window and stretched out across from my parents,
who were sitting at the table. They probably wouldn’t sleep, but I was exhausted. “It’s
late,” my mom said. “Get some rest, okay? Busy day tomorrow. Another life ahead.”
“Our family is weird,” I replied as I took the blanket from Zelda, the mysterious
flight attendant. “I’m the only spy in the world who has someone telling them to go to
bed.”
“We all start somewhere,” my dad said. “Catch some winks.”
The plane’s engines started to rev as the doors closed.
The lights overhead were soft and muted, probably for my benefit, and I pulled the
blanket up to my chin and kicked off my shoes. I hoped I had cute shoes waiting for
me in New York. I was tired of wearing flip-flops from Old Navy. It had been almost
five years since I had last been in New York, but I knew you could get away with a lot,
clothes-wise, in Manhattan. I mean, I’m a spy, but even spies watch Gossip Girl once
in a while. I hoped for boots. I hoped the assignment was good. I was ready for a
major change.
The plane started to pick up speed, its force pushing me back into my makeshift
bed before lifting us up into the sky. I almost peeked out the window to see Iceland
disappear below us, but I didn’t.
Because that’s the third rule of being a spy:
Never look back.
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Chapter 2
If Iceland was flatlining, then New York looked like it was having a heart attack.
We landed at JFK somewhere around three thirty in the morning, and I didn’t
remember the car ride to our new place. We were living downtown this time, deposited
in a Soho loft five stories above Prince Street. I was so tired that I barely saw it on my
way to what I guessed was my bedroom. I even fell asleep in my new bed with my
shoes on, which explained all the scuff marks on the clean white sheets.
Occupational hazard, I guess.
It took me a few seconds to remember where I was when I woke up the next
morning. My new bedroom was smaller than the one in Reykjavík, but this one had a
wall of exposed brick and a window that faced west. If I stood on my bed, I could
probably see the Hudson River. The white curtains were nice, as was the brass
bedframe, but I already knew not to get too attached to things like bedroom furniture.
When I was five, I had to leave a princess-style canopy bed behind in Sydney, and I’m
not exaggerating when I say that it was tragic. I think I’m still grieving for that bed.
My parents were already at the kitchen table when I stumbled out to join them
around eleven, bagels and coffee spread out over the wide butcher-block table. It was a
pretty nice kitchen, lots of shiny stainless-steel things that did stuff, and I knew
immediately that Angelo had picked out our place for us. He told me once that he had
always wanted to be a chef, even though I’ve never seen him cook a thing.
The microwave looked all fancy. It would be great for heating up takeout, at least.
“What’s the story, morning glory?” I said to my dad, who pushed a cup of coffee at
me.
“Hey, sleepyhead,” he said. “Did you remember where you were?”
“Of course,” I teased. “I love New Jersey.”
He grinned and passed over a bagel. I started picking off the sesame seeds with my
fingernails, yawning hard. “So what’s the word? What’s the deal? What are we up to?”
My parents exchanged glances. My dad’s hair was starting to go a little gray at the
temples, but it was still mostly dark brown, just like mine. My mom’s hair was black
and just barely touched her shoulders, but she and I had the same pale skin.
“Uh-oh,” I said around a mouthful of dough and sesame seeds. “Does Mom have
to clean offices again?” That hadn’t been a popular assignment for her, to say the least.
“No, thankfully,” she said, then passed my dossier over to me.
We each had one, manila envelopes that had probably been left in our new place a
minute before we walked through the door. That’s how it’s always been; we move and
our new identities are there to greet us.
Colton Hooper is the reason we have new identities every time. He’s been in
charge of our safety since before I can remember, moving my family and me to secure
locations and slipping shiny new passports under the door. Angelo may forge them,
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but Colton puts them into our hands.
Neither my parents nor I have ever met Colton. It’s safer that way, not knowing
what people look like or where they are. Colton seems like he’d be cool to hang out
with, though. Over the phone, he always sounds smooth and relaxed, like some
playboy billionaire without a care in the world. He calls me “the infamous Maggie,”
which I like. It sounds like he trusts me as much as he trusts my parents, and since our
lives are often in his hands, we trust him right back.
I opened up my folder and flipped through it. “Ooh, I get to keep my first name!” I
said as soon as I saw the school ID. “Maggie Sil—wait, what?”
My parents exchanged another glance.
“I get to go to high school?” I said. “No more homeschooling? Do I … do I finally
get an assignment?”
“All last summer, you kept saying that you were bored and wanted to talk to
people who didn’t remember being at the fall of the Berlin Wall,” my dad pointed out.
“Holy crap!” I said. “Hallelujah, it’s a miracle! I finally get to do something
besides watch everyone else have fun!” I raised my bagel in the air like an award, then
pretended to wipe away tears. “This just means so much to me! I’d like to thank all the
little people that I crushed on my way to the top.”
“You are ridiculous,” my mother said, her smile tight.
I took a bite of bagel, then washed it down with coffee. “These high school kids
won’t know what hit them. Who do I get to emotionally destroy?”
I shook the rest of the manila folder, waiting for some piece of crucial information
to fall out, but there was nothing. Just my new birth certificate, social security card,
school ID, all with the name Maggie Silver, and a cell phone that I knew was for
speaking with anyone not in the Collective. My last name was completely new—I’d
have to get used to it.
“So am I breaking into lockers and looking for drugs?” I asked. “Is it a performing
arts high school? I don’t know that I’m good with singing and dancing. It might be
hard to assimilate.”
“No singing and dancing,” my dad said. “But please remember that that’s exactly
what a spy does. We assimilate.”
“Like I had any say in that decision,” I muttered. “What if I have to go to a pep
rally?”
My dad raised an eyebrow. “It’s a private high school in Greenwich Village,” he
pointed out. “Do you really think there’s a football team?”
“I’m sure they have pep about something!” I cried.
And then it hit me.
“Wait. Did you say it’s private?” I asked. “Are there uniforms?”
My parents’ faces went decidedly blank.
“I have to wear a uniform?” I screamed. “Are you serious?”
“The blouse is so darling,” my mom said.
I whirled around and ran back to my room, throwing open the closet doors. I
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hadn’t even looked at my clothes yet, but sure enough, there were five identical private
school uniforms: white blouses (who even says “blouses” anymore?) and dark blue
plaid skirts. There were also some jeans, sweaters, and really cute gray suede boots,
but I couldn’t focus on them. I grabbed a uniform off the hanger and carried it back to
my parents.
“Look at this!” I said, shaking it in front of them. “I’ve waited my whole life to go
to high school and now I have to wear this?”
My mom spread cream cheese on her bagel. My dad sipped his coffee and nodded.
“Are you okay with me walking the streets of downtown New York looking like
Lolita?” I pressed on. I could feel my argument going nowhere, and for the first time
in years, I felt nervous. If this didn’t work, I’d be starting high school the very next
morning showing more leg than I had ever shown before. “This looks obscene.
Someone should call Dateline.”
“You’ll probably need a sweater,” my mom replied. “It’s a little chilly out.”
“Cheer up, buttercup,” my dad added. “It’s your first job. You’ve got bigger and
better things ahead.” He pushed the envelope at me. “Here, sit down. Time to work.”
I slumped back into my chair, the wind out of my sails already. “I just hope that for
your sakes, I don’t get caught up in a sexting scandal,” I told them.
“Duly noted,” my mom said. “Anyone want more coffee?”
That’s the thing with having spies for parents. They don’t get upset about much.
Sometimes it’s awesome, and sometimes it does not work in my favor.
I sighed once more and reached for my coffee cup. It was white and modern,
almost too heavy in my hand. I sort of missed the I BRAKE FOR CAFFEINE mug
that we had in our old house. I wondered if another spy had that mug now, or if it had
been destroyed. When I was younger, I used to take one thing from each house we
lived in, but after a while, they just made me homesick for homes that I would never
see again and that had never really been mine anyway.
The dossier was straightforward. Maggie Silver, sixteen years old, transferring
from Andover in New Hampshire to the Harper School in Greenwich Village. The
school’s pamphlet looked pretty straightforward: a happy, smiling, multicultural, “Yay,
we’re so smart!” student body, reading their books and enjoying their study groups.
Liberal arts education, a focus on the individual, blah blah blah.
Booor-ring. I picked up the dossier page labeled OBJECTIVE and started to scan
through.
“Jesse Oliver, sixteen years old, son of Armand Oliver, editor in chief of
Memorandum magazine. Student, the Harper School.”
I sat back in my chair and sighed. “I have to seduce someone,” I announced to my
parents. “High school is already destroying my moral code and I haven’t even set foot
on the campus yet.”
My mom peeked at my dossier. “I think ‘befriend’ is the word you’re looking for,”
she said after a minute.
Sometimes she’s no fun.
The three of us sat at the table for a good hour, going over the new assignment. My
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job was to make friends with (or seduce, depending on your interpretation) Jesse
Oliver at school and then use that friendship to get access to Armand Oliver’s
computer and e-mails. “So,” my dad said, and then he and my mom put on their
Serious Parenting Time faces. “We think that Armand is going to publish a story about
the Collective and it’s going to name names.”
I froze when they said that. “What?” I asked. “How would he even know who we
are?”
“No one’s quite sure,” my dad said. “Someone may be selling information or they
might have heard rumors. Either way, we need to stop it. You need to stop it.”
“Wait a minute,” I said as I read through the assignment. “If you just want to kill
the article, why doesn’t Mom just go work in the IT department at Memorandum or
something?”
“Because Armand’s paranoid,” my mom said. “His hiring process takes months.
He’s notorious for it.” She held up her hand. “He demands fingerprints.”
Fingerprints. The one thing a spy can’t change.
“So you get in through Jesse,” my dad said to me. “This one’s on you, kiddo.”
“I have to go to school while you two get to stay home?” I glared at both my
parents. “You’re so lucky.”
“Hey, I did my time in high school,” my dad said.
“But Maggie,” my mom added, her voice cautious. “You know this means that you
aren’t actually making friends. You’re getting to know people to gain information, but
it can be more difficult if you get attached.”
“Duh,” I said, flipping through the paperwork and wondering if I could possibly
retake my school ID photo. “This is not a friendly business, I get it.”
I could feel my parents exchange glances over my head, but I ignored them.
“Besides, the people in this pamphlet look lame. These aren’t the kind of friends I’d
want to have, anyway.”
“Well, once you get the paperwork, then your mom and I will do our analysis. Et
fin.” He stood up and went to gather up the dossiers. “Everybody got it?”
My mom and I handed him all the objectives and mission statements, which he
took to the sink. One lit match and two minutes later, our assignments were burned to
a crisp. We used to shred everything, but even cross-cut shred isn’t that safe anymore.
No one can tape together ashes.
I started to gather up everything else: my new social security card, birth certificate,
school ID, and cell phone. “I have to go to work now,” I told my parents. “I have to
start assimilating. I hope you’re proud.”
“Bursting with pride,” my dad said, not even looking up from his bagel.
“Glowing,” my mom added.
“You’re no fun,” I told them, then went back to my new bedroom.
I spent my first day in New York huddled over my laptop, gathering as much
information as I could about Jesse Oliver and the Harper School. You’d think we’d get
a vacation between jobs, right? Wrong. Oh, so very wrong. Sometimes I think it’d be
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amazing to just sit on a beach or, I don’t know, go to Disney World or something
touristy like that, but then I remember that I burn instead of tan, and giant crowds of
people wearing Goofy hats just sounds scary. Still, it’d be nice to have a few days
without being inherently suspicious of the world at large. Including Jesse Oliver.
And when it came to Jesse Oliver, I was suspicious.
“He’s a delinquent!” I yelled out to my parents. “He was arrested for shoplifting
last year!”
No response.
“I just want you to know that I’m going to be hanging out with someone who has a
criminal record!” I cried.
“Let’s not forget that our family can never reenter Luxembourg without being
arrested!” my dad yelled back.
Touché.
The truth of the matter was, Jesse Oliver sounded kind of lame, like the rebelwithout-a-cause in a really bad made-for-TV movie. The New York Daily News
reported that he had been busted for trying to steal a copy of The Catcher in the Rye
from the Union Square Barnes & Noble, and I lowered my head and banged it gently
against the computer keyboard. Shoplifting a paperback and getting caught? Amateur.
Wanting to be Holden Caulfield? Poseur.
Jesse Oliver also knew nothing about protecting his Facebook profile from
strangers and third-party phishing schemes, judging from how quickly I was able to
see it. My mom came in to check on me right when I pulled up his profile picture,
which just goes to show that parents have eternally terrible timing.
“Well,” my mom said with a grin. “He’ll be easy on the eyes.”
“Mom!” I cried. “Please do not ever say that again!”
“What? He’s cute!”
The worst part was that my mom was right: Jesse Oliver, damn him, was really
cute. Dark brown hair that curled over his ears and forehead, hazel eyes, dark olive
skin, and teeth that had either been borne from amazing genes or seen a boatload of
orthodontia, judging from how straight they were.
But there was no way I was admitting this to my mom.
“He looks entitled,” I said, craning my neck to look up at her. “He got caught
stealing Catcher in the Rye. What does that tell you?”
“That you’re more criminally adept than he is,” she replied.
“Exactly.” I clicked through to his information page. “His interests are ‘hanging
out’ and ‘doing stuff.’ Is it too late to go back to Reykjavík?”
Even Jesse Oliver’s photo page was banal. Hanging out with friends in one shoot,
giving the finger in another, hugging a golden retriever in the third. (I had to admit that
the dog photo made me jealous. I’ve always wanted a pet, but even a goldfish is
inconvenient when you’re constantly moving around the world.) Maybe the golden
retriever would be the best part of getting to meet Jesse Oliver.
By the time I was in bed that night, I had a headful of information about Jesse
Oliver and one thought that stood out above the rest: I had to stop calling him Jesse
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Oliver. I mean, really.
I woke up the next morning at 5:44, fifteen seconds before my alarm went off. As you
can imagine, spies are morning people, except when we have to pull our version of an
all-nighter, in which case we become night owls. Basically, we are very amenable
twenty-four hours a day.
Still, 5:45 in the morning is 5:45 in the morning, and I felt like I had been hit by a
truck. Sleep hadn’t been easy that night, and I tried to tell myself that it was because of
the new bed and the fact that New York was a hell of a lot louder than Reykjavík.
But I knew the real reason: I was nervous about my first day of school.
It was time for the mirror pep talk.
“Okay, Maggie,” I said to myself after my shower, wiping the steam off the
medicine cabinet. “You could eat these kids for breakfast. You won’t, though, because
that would be cannibalistic and wrong.”
Even talking to myself, I was easily distracted. Not a good sign.
“Focus,” I told myself. “You are there to get information about Jesse Oliv—Jesse.
That is it. You’re not there to make friends or look cool or whatever you’re supposed
to be doing. You have a job. You don’t have time to worry about your bangs and
whether or not they’ll stay straight all day. That is not the objective.”
I nodded firmly at my reflection.
Then I plugged in my hair straightener.
After breakfast (coffee and leftover bagels), I prepared myself to leave the safe
haven of the loft.
“Hasta!” I yelled to my parents. “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine!”
I started to climb into the freight elevator, but just before I pulled the gate, my dad
ran up and handed me a twenty. “Cab it,” he said. “At least until you know your way
around.”
“Will do,” I said, then pressed the button to go down. We’ve never had our own
private elevator before. That was kinda nice. Now we didn’t have to share with
neighbors.
I wondered if we even had neighbors.
There were already tourists and residents in front of our building, streaming
through Soho at seven in the morning. I put my hands in my blazer pockets and stuck
my elbows out slightly to keep anyone from getting too close. I’m not anti-people at
all, but it’s instinctive at this point. Still, I figured I was pretty safe. Tourists are
generally harmless.
Except when they stop walking in the middle of the street to look up at all the
buildings. That just bugs. Architectural walking tours are the worst. A brick wall is
easier to pass than those groups.
I pocketed the cab money from my dad and hoofed it over to West Fourth and
headed north instead. My parents are always, “Safety first!” but it’s important to get to
know a city when you’re assigned to live there, and there’s no better way to do that
than walking.
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The pep talk resumed during the ten-block walk to the Harper School. “You can do
this,” I said to myself, grateful for being in New York, where it’s perfectly acceptable
to talk to yourself in public. “You’re considered a fugitive in Luxembourg, remember?
This is the cotton candy of assignments. Fluffy, airy, bad for you.”
I really had to work on my pep talks.
The Harper School was on a tree-, squirrel-, and brownstone-lined street, over on
Jane Street in the West Village. Red brick buildings lined the streets like antebellum
soldiers at attention, and I sort of felt like saluting them as I walked up West Fourth
toward the school.
As soon as I reached it, I could tell I had made a tactical error. I was just wearing
my normal, semi-inappropriate school uniform, nothing flashy or cool, along with the
suede boots I had found in my closet. Everyone else, though, had accessorized to the
teeth. (Literally. One kid had a gold cap on his front tooth when he grinned. It made
him look like an entitled pirate, but still, A+ for effort.)
Girls were wearing tights, necklaces, and gaudy brooches on the lapels of their
blazers. I was wearing none of that. If this school were a circus, these girls would be
the trapeze artists and I would look like the sucker who had to clean up after the
elephant act.
Well, shit.
I had a backpack, too, something black and simple that traveled well, but everyone
else had messenger bags or purses slung over their shoulders. I might as well have had
a neon sign over my head that flashed, NEW KID! NEW KID! as I walked up the
concrete steps, and I could feel everyone looking at me, which was so uncomfortable
that I wanted to turn around and run back to our loft. Or Reykjavík. Either place
seemed better than the front stoop of the Harper School.
Was this what teenagers did at school? I glanced down at my uniform and then
back at the girls, realizing how boring and, well, beige I looked. Beige is great when
you’re opening a safe, but in a world of neon and color, beige was suddenly anything
but.
At least I had worn my gray suede boots. That had to count for something, right?
I pressed on. It’s rule number three, after all: Never look back.
The hallways inside were filled with kids my age and I took a deep breath. I hadn’t
been around this many teenagers in … well, ever. It was sort of claustrophobic and
reminded me of that one time we got stuck at O’Hare in Chicago during a blizzard and
almost missed our flight to Amsterdam. (Now that is a story for another time, but I
will say that it involved the mutiny of the airport Starbucks employees and a nun who
turned out to be an undercover cop.) “You survived O’Hare, you’ll survive this,” I
muttered to myself.
I let the crowd carry me toward the office, which was blessedly empty. I wondered
if I could just stay in here all day, maybe tell them that I had a contagious disease that
flared up whenever I was near people my own age. “Hi,” I said to the woman behind
the front desk. “I’m Maggie Silver, it’s my first day.”
I don’t know what I had been expecting, but this woman barely blinked. I mean,
she didn’t have to fire a confetti cannon or cue the tap-dancing elephants, but a smile
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