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FOR REDVERS AND ASH, MASTERS OF SNEAKING.
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Imight not have noticed the three intruders if I didn’t have the world’s most boring teacher.

His name was Mr White, and it suited him. He had a crisply ironed shirt, a pale, egg-like head and a snowy beard. I’d once stolen a letter from his bag, opened it, read it, and sealed it in a fresh envelope. It was just a bank statement—nothing juicy. But it taught me his first name, which suited him even better: Archibald.

Right now he was standing in front of a smartboard explaining how French verbs worked. I’m not sure why, since none of us was likely to go to France. I’d only been in Coppins Crossing a few months, but I could already tell it wasn’t the kind of town anyone escaped from, except by dying of old age.

Mr White—who was no spring chicken himself— might have known that, because he didn’t seem to care if we understood. He kept taking off his little glasses and polishing the lenses, like the grime on them was more interesting than the difference between avoir and devoir.

I was near the back of the classroom, my sweaty uniform sticking to my back. With the skylight right above me, I felt like a stale chip under a heat lamp. My gaze was on Mr White, but I was scooting a toy skateboard along the underside of my desk, two fingertips pressed to the grip-tape. School was easy, and my mind often wandered. Right now I was imagining myself zooming home on an electric board, like Vicki’s.

Vicki was a perpetually grumpy girl who sat directly in front of me, so I knew her mostly as a chestnut ponytail and a series of loud complaints. Her family was rich— the skateboard was just the latest in a series of expensive gadgets. It was super fast, and it folded in half to fit in her backpack, which I thought was very cool.

‘Who’s humming back there?’ Mr White called out.

I went quiet.

Vicki stuck up her hand. ‘It was Nolan, sir.’

‘Who, me?’ I said.

‘Denials, excuses, rationalisations,’ Mr White snapped. It was only week two of term one and I’d already heard him say these three words a lot. ‘Are you in a music class, Mr Hawker?’

I sighed. ‘No, sir.’

‘In that case, silence, s’il vous plait ,’ Mr White said, spinning back to face the board so fast that his tie flapped. The other kids thought he wore that same tie every day, but he didn’t. As a test, I’d once distracted him by pointing up at a wedge-tailed eagle, and then poked the tie with a permanent marker. Mr White hadn’t noticed. The next day, the black dot was gone—but it reappeared the following week. This meant his stupid tie was, in fact, several identical stupid ties.

Vicki gave me a smug look, proud of herself for getting me in trouble. If I was her, I’d be focussing on the lesson. Her French was clumsy. Yesterday, instead of writing I am a lawyer on the board, she’d written: I am an avocado.

I rubbed my eyes, wishing for something, anything, to keep my mind busy. I looked out the window—

And saw three strangers sprinting across the basketball court.

They wore black armour, helmets, gas masks and goggles, which made them look like visitors from the future. The leader held a tube with hooks sprouting from one end—a grappling-hook launcher? The one in the middle had a tablet computer and wore a backpack with an antenna sticking out. The one at the back carried a giant, metal claw, the kind firefighters use to open the doors of smashed-up cars.

As I stared, the three intruders reached the side of the gym and froze. Their armour and equipment changed colour from black to brown, and soon they were almost invisible against the brick wall. If I hadn’t seen them move, I wouldn’t have known they were there.

‘Look!’ I hissed, pointing at the window.

Everyone turned to look.

‘At what?’ Vicki sniped.

‘Strangers in the school!’ I jabbed a finger at the camouflaged invaders. ‘They’re right there! See?’

No-one could.

‘I’m sick of your pranks, Mr Hawker,’ the teacher said.

‘It’s not a prank! At least, not by me.’

‘Denials, excuses—’

I leapt to my feet and put my chair on top of my desk. Then I snatched up Vicki’s backpack.

‘Arrete, c’est a moi!’ she yelled, her French much more convincing all of a sudden. She swiped at her backpack, but I’d already climbed onto the chair and she couldn’t reach it.

Three screws held the skylight in place, but I knew plasterboard was weak—I’d once rewired the switches in the teachers’ lounge as a joke. Now I wrenched the glass disc downwards, showering white dust all over the floor.

All the kids were yelling at me. The teacher, too.

‘Come down from there!’ Mr White demanded, but didn’t dare touch me in case the chair fell off the desk.

‘Do a lockdown drill,’ I said. ‘You love those.’

I scrambled up into the skylight, pushing the backpack ahead of me. It was like crawling through a tunnel made of aluminium foil. The bright, crinkly surface burned my skin; if my polyester shirt hadn’t been soaked with sweat, it might have caught fire.

The intruders had to be thieves. That claw could prise open a safe, the tablet could hack security cameras and the grappling hook could aid a quick getaway. But this was a public school in a small town—what was worth stealing?

Soon I reached another glass disc. I put both hands against it and pushed. The disc popped out. I caught it before it rolled away, then crawled out onto the rooftop. The corrugated metal was sloped and hard to balance on.

Shielding my eyes from the harsh summer sun, I looked around: no sign of the intruders. Just when I was starting to doubt myself, I spotted them running along a covered walkway. Their armour had changed colour again—grey, to match the footpath.

They were headed towards the Year 1 classroom.

The blood drained from my face. What if they weren’t thieves, but kidnappers?

The intruders were faster than me, but not for long. I pulled Vicki’s skateboard out of her backpack and unfolded it. It was bright purple and covered with stickers—not exactly a stealth vehicle, but hopefully the intruders wouldn’t look up. Most people didn’t, unless you told them there was a wedge-tailed eagle.

I unclipped the remote and stepped onto the board. A blue light ignited between my feet. I pushed a button and suddenly I was zooming across the rooftop towards the covered walkway.

The little remote in my hand had only two buttons— faster and slower. Not exactly rocket science, though it did feel like riding a rocket. My teeth rattled and my brain bounced as the wheels thumped noisily across the ruts of the corrugated roof. If the intruders heard me coming, would they bail on their plan?

When I reached the covered walkway, I thumbed the slower button, then swivelled right. This roof was corrugated too, but now I was travelling parallel to the ruts. This made the ride smoother, but steering was almost impossible. I was a train driver at the mercy of the tracks.

The sun beat down and the wind blasted my helmetless hair. If I lost my balance and pitched off the roof, I’d probably break my neck. As I slowed to take a corner, trying to work out how to turn, I spotted the three intruders ahead. They weren’t on the walkway anymore—they were outside the exterior door to the Year 1 classroom. One of them had plugged a cable into a power box on the wall next to the door, and was tapping rapidly on a tablet. The grappling-hook launcher stood on a little tripod, ready to launch over the roof.

They turned when they heard me coming. The lenses of their goggles rotated, like they were zooming in on me.

I gritted my teeth and thumbed the accelerator. The humming of the skateboard’s motor spun up to a whine. The wheels bounced over the gutter with a thud and I hurtled off the edge of the roof.
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For a second I was flying—surfing the air on an electric skateboard. If my life were a YouTube video, this would be the ideal thumbnail. My stomach lurched as I plummeted to the earth.

One of the intruders dived out of the way. The other brought up his tablet to shield his face.

Bad move. The skateboard smashed right through the computer in an explosion of glass and microchips, then crashed into his helmet with all my weight on top of it. The guy bounced off the wall, crumpled to the ground and didn’t get back up. I landed next to him, rolled sideways and scrambled to my feet.

‘Get him!’ the third intruder screeched.

The one who’d jumped out of the way now lunged at me with gloved hands outstretched, but I was already running back along the walkway towards the canteen, hoping to lead the intruders away from the Year 1 classroom.

I could hear their boots thudding against the footpath. Even weighed down by their armour, they were catching up.

I swerved right, barging through the double doors into the canteen kitchen. Students weren’t supposed to be back here, but I’d sneaked in once before to steal a packet of chips, so I knew the layout. Two deep fryers and several shelves of packaged food were on one side. Fridges and freezers lined the other. Students were served through a wide window at the far end of the room, which was shuttered right now.

I ran in. No way to lock the door behind me without a key. Instead, I grabbed the side of one of the deep fryers and pulled as hard as I could. At first it was like trying to drag an elephant by the leg, but soon the tub overbalanced. I jumped out of the way as it clattered to the floor, unleashing a flood of oil. As the fluid spread across the tiles, I ran to the other end of the room. I tried to lift the shutter so I could escape out the window, but it was secured with a padlock.

I still hadn’t heard the lockdown alarm. Maybe Mr White had shrugged off my escape and gone back to explaining French verbs. If so, no help was coming.

The door burst open and one of the intruders charged in, fists clenched. He slowed down when he saw the fallen deep fryer, but it was too late—he’d already stepped into the oil. For a moment he ran on the spot, arms flailing, and then his feet flew out from under him and he hit the floor face-first. He tried to get up, but his gloves and boots kept sliding underneath him. He looked like an amateur breakdancer.

The third intruder, who I took to be their leader, entered. It was hard to tell with the armour and face mask, but her height and posture suggested a young woman—maybe just a teenager.

She saw the other intruder writhing on the ground, then looked at the deep fryer, then at me. Her mask distorted her voice into a mechanical growl.

‘Are you part of the test?’

What test?

I bluffed, ‘How did you guess?’

The leader leaned forward, grabbed the other intruder by the collar and dragged him out of the oil puddle. ‘You’re outnumbered three to one,’ she said.

‘Two to one,’ I replied. ‘I’m betting your friend with the backpack is still seeing stars.’

The leader ignored this. ‘You don’t have any weapons. And with this little stunt . . .’ She gestured at the oil. ‘. . . you’ve trapped yourself rather than us. We could just leave.’

She was right, so I raised an eyebrow. I’d practised this in front of a mirror—it always made me look like I knew what I was doing.

‘So why don’t you?’ I asked.

The leader took a careful step towards me, into the oil. I waited for her to slip. She didn’t. The other guy finally managed to stand up, barring the exit.

‘I’m guessing it’s because you’re supposed to make sure no-one sees you,’ I continued. ‘That’s why you’re dressed like a chameleon. And I bet the antenna sticking out of Captain Concussion’s backpack is a signal jammer to mess with security cameras. Not that there are any— this is a public school. Are you sure you have the right address?’

She took another step, and still didn’t lose her balance. Soon I’d be within grabbing range.

‘Anyway, I can identify you,’ I went on. ‘I haven’t seen your face, but I can describe your clothes, your gear, your accent, your height. So you can’t just leave. Which one of us is really trapped?’

Another step. She was in the middle of the oil slick now, which gave me an idea.

‘And now you’ve stepped into a puddle of flammable liquid.’ I reached into my pocket.

The leader hesitated.

I’d been given a magic kit for my birthday one year, and one of the tricks involved a fake thumb which slipped over my real one. I’d never been very good at the trick, but I’d learned a few things. One: point the thumb towards the audience and keep your hand moving so they don’t get a good look at it. Two: don’t claim the thumb is real—let them assume.

When I pulled the toy skateboard out of my pocket, I didn’t say, This is a lighter. I just angled it towards her and dragged my thumb across the wheels, making a menacing click.

‘You’re bluffing,’ the leader said, but she stood stock still.

‘Am I?’ I clicked the wheels again.

We stared at each other for a long moment. Luckily, she seemed to be looking at my face rather than the toy.

Just as I thought she was about to see through the ruse, the door behind the other intruder burst open.

Vicki barged into the canteen, flanked by two police officers. ‘There he is!’ she cried. ‘He stole my backpack and—’

The lead intruder lunged towards me, grabbed my wrist and dug her thumb into the tendons. My fingers uncurled and the toy skateboard went flying. She dived aside and caught it on the first bounce.

Meanwhile, one cop had wrestled the squirming, oil-covered intruder to the floor. The other cop pulled out her stun gun and aimed it at the lead intruder.

Zap!

The intruder’s armour cycled through dozens of colours and patterns as the wires crackled, lighting the canteen up like a disco, but she didn’t seem to feel the blast. She scrambled to her feet and raised her fists to fight—then realised she was holding a toy skateboard.

‘What the—’ she began, before the first cop launched out of her blind spot and tackled her to the ground.

As the police worked together to fasten a cable-tie around her wrists, I sat on the slippery floor, wheezing.

My racing heart slowed. Finally it was over.

Little did I know, it was only just beginning.
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Why did you go out through the skylight?’ the detective asked me. ‘The classroom door was open, the corridor was empty, the exterior door was unlocked, et cetera.’

‘One of the intruders was carrying a grappling-hook launcher. The shortest one.’ I pointed to the detective’s van, but there were no windows, so we couldn’t see the captives inside. ‘So obviously they were planning to go up onto the roof at some point. I figured I’d beat them to it.’

The detective had grey hair tied back in a severe bun. She wore a suit and tie rather than a police uniform. We’d been standing in the sun next to the car park for half an hour, but she hadn’t blinked once. Or smiled. She’d introduced herself as Sasha Leland. I’d just gotten through telling her the whole story, and she hadn’t seemed surprised by any of it.

She said, ‘And you took your classmate’s electric skateboard because . . .’

I was still annoyed that Mr White had called the police about that. If it was any other kid, he would have just sent them to the principal’s office.

‘I thought I might need it,’ I said. ‘Yesterday, Vicki was bragging that it had a top speed of 35 kilometres per hour and the battery lasts 90 minutes. I can only run at about 15 kilometres per hour, and I get puffed after 20 minutes.’ I knew this because once my bike chain had snapped and I’d had to sprint five kilometres to school to avoid missing the bell.

‘That’s not bad,’ Leland said.

I shrugged. ‘No, but I thought it might not be fast enough to keep up with the drone.’

Suddenly Leland was watching me very carefully. ‘What drone?’

‘I first spotted the intruders on the basketball court, which is near the middle of the school grounds,’ I said. ‘But they were headed north, towards the Year 1 classroom. I thought, if they want something on the north side of the school, why not just climb over the front fence? There’s a big tree just next to the main gate which would make it easy.’ I didn’t tell her I’d done this myself a few times. ‘But since the intruders were coming from the south, where did they park their getaway vehicle? There are no roads on that side of the school. But there is a clearing in the middle of the Quiet Forest. Perfect for landing a drone—or a helicopter, but that would have been too loud.’

‘You figured all that out in the 30 seconds between spotting the intruders and grabbing your classmate’s bag?’ Leland asked.

Actually it was more like 10 seconds, but I said, ‘Yeah.’ ‘What’s the Quiet Forest?’

I sighed. ‘It’s just a place with a bunch of trees. Kids get sent out there to calm down.’

‘Including you?’

‘No,’ I said, bending the truth a little. Mr White often sent me to the Quiet Forest, but not because I’d gotten angry.

Leland let it go. ‘Why didn’t you stay in the classroom like everyone else?’

‘I wanted to know what the intruders were up to.’ ‘And you were willing to risk your life to find out?’ It sounded dumb when she put it that way. ‘I guess.’ She studied me for a long time. Then she said, ‘Other

than the Seek and Solve contest, you don’t have a great record, Nolan.’

She was referring to an annual contest held in Coppins Crossing. It was like orienteering mixed with code cracking—you had to read maps, cross rivers and climb trees to find and solve a series of puzzles. I’d beaten the course so fast that I’d been accused of cheating.

‘Frequent detentions, multiple suspensions, et cetera, in every school you’ve attended,’ Leland went on.

I wondered when she’d done this research. ‘I can explain that.’

I couldn’t, really. Mum had been a travelling IT consultant, so we’d moved around a lot. I’d been to dozens of schools. I’d learned to blend in quickly, then vanish without saying goodbye to anyone. Since I knew I wouldn’t be staying long, I’d also gotten used to doing whatever I wanted. Why worry about getting in trouble, when either way I’d be gone in a few weeks?

Then Mum lost her job, and suddenly we were stuck in Coppins Crossing. I’d been here long enough to develop a reputation, and for consequences to start catching up with me.

Leland was still talking. ‘Your teacher says you have a history of lying, theft, disobedience, et cetera.’

I sighed. ‘Look. If I’d stayed in my classroom like Mr White wanted, if I hadn’t stolen Vicki’s skateboard, if I hadn’t lied about my toy being a lighter . . . do you think you’d have those three criminals in the back of a van right now?’

Leland nodded slowly. Then she said, ‘What do you think?’

‘About what?’

‘It’s risky.’

‘What is?’

‘OK,’ she said. It sounded like she wasn’t talking to me, but I couldn’t see a phone anywhere. ‘But for the record, I don’t like it.’

Then she turned around and started walking towards the van.

‘Are we done?’ I called.

Leland ignored me as she climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. I watched as the van cruised through the gate, taking the three intruders with it.

I wondered if I had to go back to class or if I could just go home. I was still thinking about it when a sliding door opened behind me. A woman emerged from reception, accompanied by the principal.

‘Nolan,’ the principal said. ‘This is Detective Sasha Leland. She has a few questions for you about what happened today.’

The woman gave me a friendly, but slightly patronising, smile.

‘But . . .’ I whirled around.

The van was gone. I couldn’t even hear the engine noise over the wind.
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The journey home was mostly downhill. I didn’t even have to pedal as I rode no-handed down Edward Street. I reached the foreshore and turned right, into our caravan park. Our place was close to Alcott River—too close, as it turned out: a flood earlier this year had threatened our caravan. Water had lapped at the wheels.

Chaining my bike to the tree out the front, I saw Mum on a camping chair under the shade-cloth awning, her feet on a folding table, a laptop on her thighs. Her black hair was tucked under a dusty baseball cap.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I said.

Mum looked up and beamed, brown eyes crinkling at the edges. ‘Hey, handsome. How was school?’

‘Good,’ I said, not wanting to have to explain everything again—though I assumed she’d find out eventually.

She took off her glasses and polished them on her purple T-shirt. ‘You study hard?’

I thought of scooting the toy skateboard along my desk. ‘Kinda.’

‘Make any friends?’ she asked.

I thought of Vicki, pointing me out to the police. There he is!

‘Working on it,’ I said. ‘How’s the job hunt?’

She gestured to the laptop. ‘You know. Making progress.’

I don’t think either of us fooled the other.

‘Cup of tea?’ she asked.

‘Coming right up.’ I went inside and flipped on the kettle. Mum had bought the strangest tea she could find in every place we’d been, and now there were dozens of little bags in the cupboard. I selected a grape and ginger flavour which claimed to be good for the bowels, and took a mug out of a drawer.

The caravan wasn’t big, but it had everything we needed. Two beds, a sink, a fridge, a toilet and a shower, though we mostly used the bathroom facilities in the nearby concrete shack. While I waited for the kettle to boil, I took out my phone, navigating to YouTube and searching for this guy who did mad impressions. They weren’t exactly funny, but there was something hypnotic about them, because the mannerisms were so perfect. He didn’t seem to be impersonating celebrities—he seemed to be possessed by them.

But this YouTuber had deleted his account and all his videos about six months ago. Every day I checked if he was back, or if someone else had uploaded some content. But there was still no sign. How could someone so talented just disappear?

The kettle had boiled. I went to pour the water—and then froze.

Something was written on the wall behind the kettle. I was sure it hadn’t been there a second ago.

I whirled around. The caravan was empty.

The message looked like it had been traced with a fingertip. The steam must have made it appear. It said:

RISE GHOST FLEET

Goosebumps prickled on my forearms. As I stared at the words, my phone dinged. A text message, full of seemingly random numbers:

5 7 9 7 14 6 4 10 2 1 12

It took me a minute to work out the code. The writing on the wall had given me the letters, and the text message had told me what order to put them in. I started with the fifth letter, G, then the seventh letter, O . . .

Soon I had unscrambled the message:

GO TO THE FIRE.

It was a clever cipher. Simple to figure out if you had both halves, impossible if you didn’t. Three letters hadn’t been used, which made the code even more unbreakable.

As I watched, the words on the wall faded away. I boiled the kettle again, but the extra steam didn’t bring them back. When I checked my phone, the text message had somehow deleted itself.

I grabbed a book from beside my bed, then poured the tea and brought it out to Mum. Her camping chair had a little cup-holder—I slotted the mug in neatly.

She glanced at my face, and her mum-sense must have gone into overdrive. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Have you been home all day?’

She nodded. ‘Why?’

Because someone snuck into our caravan and wrote a message on the wall.

‘Just wondering if you’d had a chance to buy milk,’ I said.

Mum looked at the teabag. ‘I’m not sure milk goes with grape and ginger.’

‘Good call.’ I held up the book. ‘I’m a bit stiff from reading in bed. I might go read this by the fire.’

‘Of course.’ She wasn’t quite convinced. ‘You sure you’re OK?’

I nodded. ‘See you soon.’

I strolled up the dirt road like I had nothing on my mind, passing tents and vans and cabins, and soon reached the fire pit. By about six o’clock there would be plenty of people around, mostly travellers, mostly old. But right now the fire wasn’t lit, and the only person there was a caretaker I’d never seen before—a short man in a khaki uniform, sweeping ashes towards the pit. His bristly moustache looked like a miniature version of the broom he was using.

I sat on a log near him and opened the book to a random page. It was a spy novel I’d picked up for a dollar at the op shop in town. I didn’t actually read it—just stared at the words and waited.

I didn’t have to wait for long.

‘Good book, skipper?’ the caretaker asked, without looking up from his work.

I turned a page. ‘It’s not bad. It’s about a spy who’s disguised as a caretaker.’

The guy’s moustache twitched.

‘But he gets busted right away,’ I went on. ‘Because he’s got grey powder all over his hands, and the whole point of a fire pit is to keep the ashes in. He clearly sprinkled them around so he could pretend to sweep them up.’

The guy looked up at me and smiled, his blue eyes twinkling. ‘Madame Zegen said you were good.’

‘Who are you, really?’

‘Call me Mr Karl,’ the guy said, and extended a hand to shake.

I ignored it. ‘Are you the fake detective’s boss, or is she yours?’

‘Neither. We both work for the Peak.’

The word sent a chill down my spine, though I couldn’t explain why. ‘Doing what, exactly?’

Mr Karl lowered his hand, and leaned on his broom. ‘I’m a teacher.’

I had the sudden paranoia that all the teachers I’d annoyed over the years had joined forces, and now they were going to assassinate me. ‘So the Peak is a school?’

Mr Karl acknowledged this with a slight tilt of the head.

‘I’ve never heard of a school called the Peak,’ I said.

‘That’s the idea, skipper.’

‘And it’s here in Coppins Crossing?’

Mr Karl looked around at the caravan park with distaste. ‘Absolutely not.’

I stood up. ‘Well, it’s been nice to chat. Have a good night.’

‘A key was hidden in the Year 1 room,’ Mr Karl said.

‘Those three students were supposed to retrieve it. It was an assessment task—a task you interfered with.’

‘Really? Gosh,’ I said. ‘I feel just terrible about that.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ve been identified as someone with potential,’ he said.

‘Potential for what?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘You can’t tell me?’

‘That’s correct,’ Mr Karl said. ‘We’d like to offer you a scholarship—but not the kind you’ ll be able to put on job applications.’

I couldn’t tell if this was a prank, or a scam or what. ‘Tuition is free at Coppins Crossing Public School.’

‘And I’m sure it’s an excellent school,’ Mr Karl said drily. ‘Feel free to stay there. Not everyone is cut out for life at the Peak. Four out of five students don’t make it to graduation.’

He was using reverse psychology, which meant he really wanted me to say yes. I decided to push my luck.

‘I have one condition,’ I said.
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When I returned to the caravan, Mum was dancing in the kitchenette, singing along to the radio. A saucepan of water was bubbling on the stove, and she was shaking a box of dry spaghetti like a maraca.

I watched her for a minute, then said, ‘I’m back.’

She whirled around. ‘Guess what?’

‘You’re mad and I’m not.’ It just slipped out. It was something Dad used to say.

Fortunately, Mum ignored me. ‘I got a job.’

‘Really?’

She pointed to an imaginary name tag on her chest. ‘Irma Hawker, Deputy Head of Cybersecurity Infrastructure at the Treasury.’

‘You’ll need a big name tag to fit all that on,’ I said.

‘It’s incredible! I hadn’t even applied. They contacted me out of the blue.’

‘That’s great, Mum.’ I tried to look happy, but my heart was racing. Mr Karl had been legit. And now that he’d held up his end of the bargain, I was locked in.

Congratulations, you’ve been recruited.

Mum tipped the spaghetti into the saucepan, added a pinch of salt and gave it a quick stir.

Without looking at me, she said, ‘Do you want to ride to the shop and get some ice cream for dessert? Any flavour you like?’

I knew what that meant. She was about to tell me we were moving again.

Someone knocked on the caravan door, and I jumped.

Mum laughed. ‘Relax! That’ ll be Shelley from next door.’

She opened the door. It wasn’t Shelley from next door. It was a woman in a polo shirt with frizzy hair and a lanyard.

She beamed. ‘Hello. Is this the residence of Irma and Nolan Hawker?’ She had a plummy British accent.

‘Yes . . .’ Mum said warily.

The woman’s eyes settled on me. ‘You must be Nolan,’ she said. ‘How marvellous to meet you. My name is Esther Wilford, and I’m from the Department of Education and Training.’ She held up her lanyard, which had a holographic seal and a lot of official-looking words.

Mum stepped protectively in front of me. ‘What’s this about?’

‘Nolan, you took a creative problem solving test a few weeks ago,’ the woman said. ‘Your whole year level did, right across the state. Logic, lateral thinking, et cetera.’

I suddenly realised this was the same woman who had pretended to be Detective Leland earlier today. Now her eyes were green instead of blue, and her hair was brown instead of grey. She was a few centimetres shorter, too. It was like looking at a different person.

Madame Zegen said you were good.

‘The tests have now been graded,’ said the woman I suspected was Madame Zegen. ‘You scored 100 percent— in fact, you were the only student in the state to do so.’

Mum gasped. ‘Oh my goodness! Nolan!’

I wondered if I should be offended by how surprised she was. ‘Wow,’ I said.

‘Come in,’ Mum said, ushering the woman inside.

The woman watched in barely concealed pity as Mum folded up our beds so we had room to sit. I bristled. Everyone says people are too materialistic, and that the most important thing is spending time with your family. But when they see me and Mum living together in a caravan without a TV, they are horrified.

The woman recovered. ‘I wanted to pass on the news that Rothwell Grammar School has offered you a place. They don’t know who you are, of course—the test results are confidential—but when they heard that a student had scored 100 percent, they immediately extended the invitation. I assume you’ve heard of Rothwell Grammar?’

‘No,’ Mum said.

‘Yeah,’ I said, playing along. ‘It’s the fancy private school, right?’

A tinkle of laughter. ‘Around half of all ASX-listed companies are helmed by Rothwell graduates, and they’ve all made significant donations to the school. So, yes, it’s fancy. It has also produced three prime ministers.’ Perhaps sensing Mum’s feelings about prime ministers and company directors, she quickly added, ‘Several graduates have also founded global charities. To benefit the poor.’ She glanced around our caravan again.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘But I don’t think we can afford—’

‘Nolan,’ Mum said. ‘Don’t say that. We can find a way.’ She leaned close to me so the woman couldn’t hear. ‘I just got a job I didn’t even apply for. How hard could it be to get a second one?’

Just like that, she’d decided she would work herself to death to make this happen. It was like a rolling pin across my heart.

‘No, no,’ the woman said, right on cue. ‘It’s a full scholarship. Accommodation, meals, classes, transport to the school, et cetera.’

Mum looked stunned. ‘Are you serious?’

The woman nodded seriously. ‘Your son has great potential.’

There was that word again.

‘Wait, accommodation?’ Mum said. ‘It’s a boarding school?’

‘Oh, yes. Students are expected to live on campus.’

Mum turned to me, trying to gauge my reaction.

‘Cool!’ I tried to sound excited. ‘It’ll be like skipping straight to university!’

‘It will be quite a lot like that, given the very advanced things you’ll be studying,’ the woman agreed. ‘Human biology, cutting-edge technology—’

‘Wow,’ I said, before she could say et cetera again.

I knew Mum had worried that she might never be able to afford to support me through university, or that no institution would be willing to take me with my record.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘We’ll have to think about it.’ But I could tell she was keen. She just wanted to make sure I knew what I was signing up for.

I didn’t, but I couldn’t let her lose her new job.

‘When do I start?’ I asked.

‘If you accept?’ the woman said, knowing full well that I didn’t have a choice anymore. ‘You’ve missed the beginning of the academic year, so there’s not a moment to waste. A car will be here at dawn.’
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‘Car’ didn’t do the vehicle justice. It was a limousine, sleek and polished—and as out of place in the caravan park as an alien spaceship. Our neighbours gawked through their flyscreen windows.

It was probably supposed to impress Mum, but for the first time she looked uneasy. Last night she’d been over the moon, not just because I’d got a place at a fancy school, but because I actually wanted to go. She’d spent ages looking up facts about Rothwell Grammar on various websites and reading out quotes from graduates about how it had changed their lives. Now, as the limousine eased to a halt near our front door, she held my hand tightly.

‘I’m sure this will be great,’ she said, probably to herself more than me.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry.’ I adjusted the heavy backpack on my shoulders. I’d packed everything I thought I might need—protein bars, a water bottle, a little cash, warm clothes, raincoat, pens, paper, scissors, a power pack for my phone and even an inflatable pillow. But I still didn’t feel prepared.

The limo driver stepped out. She was compact, and wore a neat suit. Her fingerless gloves made her look like a backup dancer in a nineties music video. Her chin was a mess of scar tissue, and her cap was pulled low so I couldn’t see her eyes. She said nothing as she opened the passenger door for me.

I hugged Mum, and she kissed the top of my head. I felt a raindrop trickle into my hair, then realised it was probably a tear.

‘I’ll see you in the holidays,’ I said.

Mum nodded. ‘I love you.’

‘You, too.’

I climbed into the soft, leather back seat. As the driver closed the door, the bird noise from outside was immediately silenced. The limo was soundproof. I couldn’t even hear the engine as the vehicle started moving. I waved to Mum, but the windows were tinted—I don’t think she could see me.

I dropped the act. ‘You guys are supposed to be sneaky, right?’ I said.

The driver didn’t reply.

‘Pro tip,’ I went on. ‘Driving a limousine into a caravan park is the opposite of sneaky. I think you got the attention of every single person here.’

The driver jerked a thumb at the back seat. I looked down at the envelope next to me. Apparently it was for me.

As soon as I tore it open, it burst into flames. I flinched, but the fire was cold. It consumed the paper in my hands until nothing was left but the contents: a small, pink lump, like chewing gum.

The driver tapped her ear, twice.

‘It’s not a good idea to put strange objects in your ear,’ I said, repeating what Mum had told me when I was five, after she’d used tweezers to remove a tiny building block.

The driver shrugged, like she didn’t care.

I hesitated a moment longer, then pushed the lump in. It seemed to come to life, moulding itself to the shape of my ear canal and corkscrewing towards my brain. I yelled and clawed at my ear, trying to get it out, feeling a flash of pain.

A voice in my head said, ‘Your heart rate is elevated. Take some deep breaths.’

‘It hurts,’ I complained, though the pain was already fading.

‘The device has attached itself to your mastoid bone. That’s why you can hear me so clearly.’ The voice sounded young and male.

I glanced at the driver, who looked amused.

‘Who are you?’ I asked the voice.

‘I’m your virtual assistant. You’ ll be able to contact me if you have any questions during your education at the Peak.’

I was startled. The voice sounded very human. ‘You’re a robot?’

‘I’m a software package, provided by the Peak. You can call me Torrent.’

The earpiece was still uncomfortable. I tried to adjust it, but it was in too deep. ‘How do I take this thing out?’

‘You can’t.’

I gasped. ‘You’re kidding. I’m supposed to have this thing in my ear the whole time I’m at school?’

‘You’ll be given an emergency phrase. When you say the words, the earpiece will dissolve. But you should only use the phrase if you’re captured by Swarm.’

Mum had never wanted a smart speaker in the house— she’d worried about the hackers who might be listening to our conversations, and the big tech companies who certainly were. I could only imagine how she’d feel about me having a smart speaker in my ear.

‘What is Swarm?’ I asked uneasily.

Torrent didn’t answer my question. ‘Your first task is to throw your backpack out the window.’ The window next to me buzzed down.

I clutched my backpack protectively to my chest. ‘Why?’

‘At the Peak, it’s vital to follow orders quickly and without question.’

I looked out the window. The limousine was driving through an alleyway. Just ahead I could see an open skip bin. We were about to zoom past it.

‘Throw it,’ Torrent said.

I hesitated a fraction of a second longer. Then I tossed the backpack out the window. It landed in the skip bin as the limo zoomed past.

All my supplies were gone.

The window buzzed back up.

‘Good work,’ Torrent said. ‘The Peak is a target for infiltration by state and non-state players. Nothing from the outside world is allowed in, except the students themselves.’

‘I’m supposed to show up with just the clothes on my back?’

Torrent didn’t respond right away.

I sighed. ‘I have to take them off, don’t I?’

‘Your new outfit is under your seat,’ Torrent said.

I reached down and found a latch, which opened a hidden compartment. Inside there was a pair of boots, some folded clothes and a life jacket. I’d thought life jackets were supposed to be orange or yellow, so they’d be obvious to rescuers. This one was dark blue, the kind you’d wear if you didn’t want to be spotted.

‘Why do I need a—’ I began, but then the limo swerved off the road. I braced myself against the door as the vehicle bounced down a hill, trees scraping the sides. If I hadn’t been wearing a seat belt, I would have hit the ceiling.

‘What are you doing?’ I shouted at the driver.

The driver ignored me. Through the windscreen, I could see that we were headed towards the river.

‘Are you crazy?!’ I unbuckled my seat belt and leapt forward. My plan was to climb into the driver’s compartment and grab the steering wheel, but the driver was already buzzing up the partition between the front of the limo and the back. I punched the glass; it was too thick. My reflection stared back at me, wild-eyed.

‘Your heart rate is elevated,’ Torrent said again. ‘Take some deep breaths.’

‘Shove it up your trash folder, robot,’ I snapped. I yanked the door handle, planning to throw myself out of the moving vehicle. But the door was locked.

The bouncing smoothed out for a moment as the limo reached the flat riverbank. Then it plunged into the water. I was thrown forwards; my head hit the roof and my shoulder bounced off the partition. When I looked out the window, I saw dark water swirling upwards. The limousine was sinking, with me trapped inside.

I put my palms against the sunroof and shoved, but it was more solid than the skylight in my classroom had been. It wouldn’t budge.

A horrible theory grew in my mind. The three intruders at my school hadn’t wanted any witnesses. What if this whole thing had been a trick, designed to get me into this limo so they could drown me?

If I opened the window, the river would come flooding in—but I might be able to swim out. I tried the button, but the window wouldn’t budge. I pulled off my belt and wrapped it around my fist so the buckle was facing outwards, prepared to smash the glass—

Then I spotted a dark shape outside.

I pressed my face to the glass. Fins had sprouted from the sides of the vehicle, churning propellers mounted underneath.

‘You’re kidding,’ I said.

‘Please do not distract the driver during the journey,’ Torrent advised. ‘It is difficult to pilot a submarine in a river.’
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The limo cruised through the darkness for a few hours. Were the propellers pushing it forward, or was it driving along the riverbed, or was the current just carrying it? The windows gave nothing away; all squares of perfect blackness.

Eventually, I felt the vehicle starting to ascend. Soon the daylight returned through the sunroof, and a few seconds later, the water level fell and I could see the choppy ocean, all the way to the grey horizon. I looked out the opposite window. More ocean. I looked out the back. Ocean.

‘Where are we?’ I asked.

‘You have reached the sea,’ Torrent said in my ear.

‘Yeah, I noticed that. I was hoping you could be more specific. Nearest port? Some co-ordinates, maybe?’ Coppins Crossing was nowhere near the coast. We’d covered an amazing distance.

Torrent ignored this. ‘Please exit the submersible.’

The sunroof slid open. Uneasy, I climbed up and out. I’d put on the clothes from the secret compartment; they were stretchy and thin, but surprisingly warm. My face and hands, though, were exposed to the freezing wind.

Standing on the roof of the floating limousine, I still couldn’t see land. The submersible had left a wake behind it, and I used my shadow to determine that we’d been travelling north-east—but now we seemed to have stopped. Bruised clouds grew on the horizon.

I waited for the driver to climb out, but she didn’t. The sunroof closed, trapping me on top of the limo.

‘So, what now?’ I asked.

‘Stand by,’ Torrent said.

‘For how long? A storm is coming in.’ I pointed to the dark clouds, although presumably Torrent couldn’t see.

A large shape moved in the water below. I peered over the edge and flinched when I saw a hammerhead shark circling the limo. About two metres long, its tail curved gracefully in the water as it sniffed around for prey. I backed away so fast that the floating limo rocked, nearly casting me into the water. The weather might be the least of my problems.

‘I’ve got some, uh, wildlife here,’ I told Torrent.

‘Stand by,’ Torrent said again.

Thunder rumbled as the roiling, black clouds closed in. Rain speckled the roof around my feet. Soon sheets of it were pouring down on me. The stretchy clothes kept my body dry, but my wet hair hung dripping into my eyes. With all this rain, I couldn’t see the shark anymore; I hadn’t liked seeing it, but I liked not seeing it even less.

As the thunder grew louder, I realised my head was the highest point around—there was a good chance I’d get struck by lightning.

I shouted over the weather, ‘I need to get back in the limo! The submarine, whatever!’

With no response from Torrent or the driver, I stomped my foot on the roof. ‘Hey! Let me in!’

The thunder became deafening. I looked up, and my jaw fell open.

Right above me hovered a tremendous airship. I’d never seen anything like it. The hull was covered with mirrors, reflecting the clouds around it and making it hard to determine the exact shape, but I could tell it was huge. Sails protruded from the sides, twitching back and forth to match the wind. Hoses were mounted underneath, some squirting fog, others spraying water. I realised that this vessel wasn’t flying through the storm— it was creating the storm, maybe as a form of camouflage. As I stared, a rope ladder unrolled from the open door of the gondola. I stepped aside so quickly that I nearly slipped off the roof of the limo again, and just managed to avoid being hit by the bottom rung.

‘Climb aboard,’ Torrent said.

I grabbed the ladder. As soon as my feet left the limo, it sank back down into the ocean. Within a couple of seconds even the ripples had disappeared, and I was dangling over open water.

The airship started to ascend, giant fans humming. I scrambled up the ladder as fast as I could, keen to get out of the artificial rain.

Finally, I reached the top and climbed into the gondola. It was about the size of a school bus. I found myself facing a man wearing a mask and armour—just like the intruders who had invaded my school.

‘Welcome aboard,’ he said.

I had to yell to be heard over the rain, ‘You know, I heard about a pair of brothers in Ohio who invented something that might interest you. They call it an “aeroplane”.’

‘Jet engines run too hot,’ the man said, winding up the ladder. ‘Helicopters, too. Satellites can spot the heat signatures. Hydrogen can lift a vessel without any heat.’

‘Yeah, till it explodes,’ I said. ‘Where are we going?’ He secured the ladder and slammed the door. ‘Can’t tell you that.’

I looked around the inside of the gondola. Seven pods with glass lids were bolted to the floor. I peered into the closest one and saw a girl inside. She had purple hair and lots of eyeliner. She wore the same stretchy outfit as me and seemed to be asleep, with twin tubes up her nose.

I walked along the row. The next pod contained Mr Karl, also asleep with tubes up his nose. Then there was Madame Zegen, the woman who’d said et cetera a lot. After that I spotted two teenage boys and another girl, all dressed the same.

The last pod was empty.

I whirled around. The man was holding a spray can. I raised my arms, but I was too slow—I heard a hiss and a cold mist settled on my face. Swinging a fist at him, my arm suddenly seemed heavy. I toppled forward as the world went dark.
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Someone was shaking my shoulders.

‘Hey. Scruffy dude. Wake up.’

I opened my eyes. Everything was blurry and white for a moment, but then I found myself looking up at the purple-haired girl I’d seen in the pod. The tubes were out of her nose now. Her brown eyes lasered into mine.

I coughed. Something wet came out of my lungs. Rolling sideways, I spat it out. It seemed to be made of fine lace, like I’d inhaled someone’s hanky.

‘Where am I?’ I grunted. And then, ‘Did you just call me “scruffy dude”?’

‘You want a better nickname, get a better haircut.’

Insulting someone she’d only just met. I liked her style.

I sat up dizzily. Our pods had been dumped in a clearing surrounded by dense forest. The clearing was circular and suspiciously flat, like it had been made specifically for dropping supplies. Thick snow covered the ground. There was no sign of the airship, the other five pods or the people who’d been inside them.

‘I guess we’re in the northern hemisphere,’ the girl said. ‘Unless they kept us unconscious for six months— I wouldn’t rule anything out at this stage.’

I clambered out of the pod and landed on my knees in the snow. My teeth were already chattering, despite the thermal clothes. We wouldn’t last long out here. But the Peak wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble to bring us here just to let us die—would they?

The girl pointed. ‘Birch trees, common in Russia. I startled some birds away from the carcass of a steppe polecat—you find those in northern China, but the birds looked like geese from Canada or Alaska. And you see this?’ The girl pointed at the snow. ‘Ibex tracks. That’s a goat that lives in the European Alps.’

‘So we’re either in Europe, Asia or America,’ I said. ‘Good to narrow it down.’

She ignored the sarcasm. ‘I haven’t eliminated Greenland,’ she said. ‘Watch out for polar bears.’

‘Who are you, again?’

She hesitated.

‘Whatever. I’m Nolan,’ I said. ‘And I’m guessing we’re in the same boat, or at least the same submarine.’

She looked puzzled. ‘Submarine?’

‘Yeah. Did someone tell you that you had potential, then tell your parents you were going to a fancy private school, then pick you up in a limo that turned out to be a submarine?’

She nodded slowly. ‘Actually, my limo turned out to be a helicopter. They dropped me off in the desert and then picked me up with a big airship covered in mirrors. But, yes, they told my aunt and uncle I was going to Rothwell Grammar.’

‘Did they give you an earpiece?’

‘They did, but it’s not working.’

‘Hey, Torrent.’ There was no response. I wiggled a finger in my ear. ‘Mine isn’t working either.’

‘Maybe someone’s jamming the signal.’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Or maybe this is a test. To see if we can figure out what to do without anyone giving us orders.’

The girl perked up a bit. ‘OK! You gather some wood for a fire. I’ll make a spear and go hunting. I don’t know how much daylight we have left, and we’ll need skins to keep warm overnight.’

None of that sounded like fun. ‘Or,’ I said, ‘we could hike to the school.’

‘How? We don’t know where it is.’

‘It’s called the Peak. I’m guessing it’s that way.’ I pointed through a gap between the trees, where a brutal mountaintop pierced the horizon.

The girl chewed her lip. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘I suppose we should get to higher ground.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’
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As we walked up the slope, I finally got the girl’s name: Shiva. Easy to remember, since we were both shivering. She told me that six months ago, she’d been on her way home from a holiday in Mexico when her plane crashed somewhere in the Amazon rainforest. She’d survived in the wilderness for three weeks before she was rescued. She talked matter-of-factly about how she’d treated her own injuries, built a lean-to shelter, found fresh water and worked out which plants and bugs were safe to eat.

She’d mentioned living with her aunt and uncle, so I didn’t ask about other survivors.

‘I guess this is what the Peak does,’ I said. ‘They find kids who have demonstrated unusual skills, and give them scholarships. The question is, why? What’s in it for them?’

Shiva gave me a sidelong look. ‘What unusual skills have you demonstrated, exactly?’ I’d already told her the story about the intruders in my school, but the longer I talked, the less impressed she’d seemed, so eventually I’d cut it short.

‘Quick thinking,’ I said.

‘Uh-huh.’ Shiva had a copper coin and she was rolling it across her knuckles as we walked. I wondered how she’d managed to hang onto it, given that I’d been forced to leave all my stuff behind.

There was a small cave up ahead, where we could shelter overnight. But to get to it we’d have to somehow climb a twenty-metre, vertical cliff face.

‘You see any sign that someone else has come this way recently?’ I asked.

Shiva looked at the snow around her feet. ‘Just bears. Why?’

‘We’re nearly at the top of the mountain. If there was a school near here, I was expecting to see signs of human— wait, bears?’

Shiva looked amused. ‘Quick thinking, you said.’ She pointed to some sunken holes in the snow.

‘This is fresh snow,’ I said. ‘Are you telling me a bear has come through here recently?’

‘No. Bears deliberately step in one another’s footprints, leaving tracks that get deeper and deeper over time. The snow in these holes isn’t crushed.’

This wasn’t reassuring. ‘So you’re saying a lot of bears came through here?’

‘Or just the one, over and over. But it happened before the snowfall, not after. Maybe years ago. I doubt we’ll be lucky enough to see one.’

‘Unlucky,’ I corrected.

‘Are you kidding? We need fur and meat. Grizzly bears can weigh up to 300 kilos. Finding one would be like winning the lottery.’

I couldn’t tell if she was serious. ‘Sure, for the bear.’

I wondered how she knew so much about bears, and steppe polecats and Russian trees. She wouldn’t have learned any of that in the rainforest.

On and on we climbed. In some places, the trail got so steep that I had to use my hands, grabbing cold rocks and tree roots to haul myself up. The sun fell lower and lower.

By the time we reached the top of the mountain, I was puffing, my mouth dry, my legs like jelly. Freezing wind blasted my face, turning the sweat on my brow to ice.

I’d been wrong. There was no school up here. Just more trees.

Shiva scanned the horizon and the other mountains in the distance—perhaps we’d climbed the wrong one. ‘Pakistan, maybe,’ she muttered. ‘Or Switzerland?’

I wanted to collapse, but I knew if I did, I’d freeze to death. ‘We need shelter,’ I rasped.

‘That’s what I’ve been saying,’ Shiva said. ‘Find some wood, and we’ll head back down to that cave.’

Groaning, I staggered around the copse, picking up fallen branches—and then I saw it. A log cabin, hidden between the trees.

It was small and abandoned-looking. I noticed holes in the roof and cracked windows. The wooden door was rotting. But as far as I was concerned, it might as well have been a five-star hotel.

‘Shiva,’ I hissed. ‘Check this out.’

Shiva emerged from the trees, holding a sharp rock. ‘Huh,’ she said uncertainly. ‘That’s . . . convenient.’

‘Yeah.’ I was already climbing up onto the front porch. I knocked on the door, just in case I was wrong about it being abandoned.

No reply.

Shiva tried the handle and cursed. ‘Locked.’

I knew how to pick a lock, but my hands were numb from the cold. Instead, I just kicked the door. The rotting wood splintered and the door burst open.

A surprised grunt sounded from inside and something shuffled through the darkness towards me. As my eyes adjusted, I found myself staring into the face of a huge white tiger.
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As I went to slam the door, I realised the tiger was only a head, mounted on a plaque. A teenage boy stood behind it, holding it like a shield. A second boy charged towards me, brandishing a fireplace poker.

I said the first thing that popped into my head. ‘Relax, it’s us!’

They hesitated, long enough for me to lunge forward and grab the poker.

The boy holding it yelled, ‘Hey!’

As we fought for control of the weapon, I snaked my foot behind his and pushed his chest. He tripped and toppled over backwards. Neither of us let go of the poker, so I ended up on top of him.

‘Get the other one!’ I yelled to Shiva, as we wrestled on the floor.

Shiva kicked the stuffed tiger, bursting its stitches. It vomited up stuffing as it was knocked out of the other boy’s grip. Shiva aimed a second kick at his face, but he twisted aside.

Suddenly I shouted, ‘Wait!’ I knew these boys. They’d been in the other pods on the airship. Though the boys continued to struggle, I kept shouting, ‘We’re on the same side, we’re on the same side!’ until everyone stopped.

I released my grip on the poker. The boy on the floor didn’t let go, but didn’t try to hit me, either.

‘You kicked our door in,’ he said.

‘I knocked first,’ I replied evenly.

He was bigger than me—fourteen or maybe fifteen, with curly hair and a trace of a moustache on his lip. The second boy had a narrower face, and green eyes that seemed to shine in the dark. No sign of the other girl that I’d seen in the airship.

‘I’m guessing you were dropped off on the other side of the mountain,’ I said. ‘Otherwise we would have seen your tracks on the way up. Was the cabin unlocked?’

The boy with the curly hair clambered to his feet. ‘Yeah.’

‘But you locked it behind you. Smart move.’ I looked at Shiva. ‘You OK?’

‘Yeah.’ She didn’t take her eyes off the two boys.

The log cabin was even smaller than it had looked from the outside. There was only one room, with a sagging ceiling and a rough, uneven floor covered by a stained rug. I spotted a long, wooden bench seat up one end of the room and a fireplace at the other. The place smelled of mould and neglect. I already missed my caravan.

‘So this is the Peak, huh?’ I said.

I could tell from their reactions that they both knew I didn’t just mean the mountaintop.

‘Maybe it—it’s a—another pickup location,’ the nervous-looking, green-eyed boy stammered. ‘There could be another airship coming to get us.’

‘Or a hot air balloon or a spaceship,’ the curly-haired one grumbled.

‘No. That airship could have taken us anywhere,’ I said. ‘This is where they wanted us to be.’

‘There’s a clearing just a bit further down the slope,’ Shiva objected. ‘Why didn’t they land there, instead of dropping us off right at the bottom of the mountain?’

‘A test. I think that’s what they do.’ I thought again of the three intruders I’d outwitted. My old school had nothing worth stealing—had they been sent there as a test for me?

‘There was another girl in the pods,’ I said. ‘Have you seen her?’

The boys shook their heads.

‘She could still be on her way up,’ Shiva said. ‘Someone should go out and look for her.’

No-one moved for a moment.

Then the curly-haired boy said, ‘Fine, I’ll go,’ and slipped out the door.

‘So what’s the next test?’ Shiva asked. ‘See how long we can survive up here with no heating?’

I looked around the cabin, while the others exchanged information. The green-eyed boy called himself Bastion. He was guarded, but eventually admitted that he had nothing useful. No food, no water, no phone. He said the curly-haired boy outside was Reg. They’d met at the bottom of the mountain, like me and Shiva.

‘Hey, Torrent?’ I said.

My virtual assistant remained silent.

‘Do you have an earpiece?’ I asked Bastion. ‘Is it working?’

He tapped his ear. ‘Cascade?’ After a moment, he shrugged. ‘Nothing.’

I crouched down under the seat at one end of the cabin and traced a finger in the dust.

‘You’re unsatisfied with the facilities?’ Shiva asked drily.

‘Usually the dustiest places are under the furniture,’ I said, ‘where it’s hardest to get to with a broom or a vacuum cleaner.’

‘So?’

‘It’s the opposite here. The dust is on top of the bench rather than underneath it. It’s as if—’ I stopped myself from saying, It’s as if someone wanted the place to look abandoned.

Shiva still got my meaning, and also seemed to realise why I hadn’t said the last bit out loud.

‘Who cares?’ she said loudly. ‘The question is, how are we going to survive the night?’

I crouched down and grabbed one corner of the rug. Shiva picked up the adjacent corner. I held up one, two, three fingers, and then we both whipped it off the floor.

No trapdoor beneath. Dang. Just more crooked floorboards. I ran my palms along them and found only splinters.

‘What are you two doing?’ Bastion asked.

Shiva put a finger to her lips.

‘Making ourselves useful,’ I said loudly. ‘You should try it.’

Reg came back inside. He was moving stiffly, maybe from the cold. He looked at us, and the rug, and the bare floor, but his expression stayed the same.

‘Anyone out there?’ I asked.

He shook his head.

I looked around. I remembered noticing that the cabin seemed smaller on the inside. That suggested something was hidden in the gap between the walls—but they all appeared solid. My gaze settled on the fireplace.

Shiva and I looked at each other, then played a quick, silent game of Rock, Paper, Scissors. I picked paper. She picked scissors. I sighed, then got on all fours and crawled into the fireplace.

The ashes beneath my knees felt real, but the wall behind them was plastic, painted to look like stone. When I pushed it, the wall gave way, revealing a ladder which descended into darkness.

As quietly as I could, I turned my body around so I could go down the ladder. At first the tunnel was close around me, but as I climbed, it opened out. Soon I could tell from the echoes that I was descending into a cavernous space. This wasn’t just a basement. It seemed to be a huge, underground cave.

When my feet found solid ground, it felt flat. I stepped off the bottom rung of the ladder. The floor was polished, like concrete or marble. What was this?

Lights flickered on all around me, illuminating a giant hall full of people, all staring at me. Two guards in bulky armour stood on either side of the ladder, their faces hidden by helmets and masks. I spotted Mr Karl nearby, no longer disguised as a caretaker—he wore a leather jacket and black jeans. Madame Zegen stood next to him, now dressed in a karate gi, her feet bare. The limousine/ submarine driver was there, still in uniform. There was also a woman in surgical scrubs, a man in snakeskin boots and a cowboy hat chewing on a toothpick, and a very tall person with black bangles up their arms. Behind them milled dozens of teenagers, all wearing the same stretchy uniforms as us. The hall had banks of lifts along both sides, like the lobby of a skyscraper. Portraits of men and women in old-fashioned clothes hung from the walls. A logo with four words was carved in the stone ceiling:
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As Shiva and the others climbed down the ladder, the cowboy glanced at a gold wristwatch. ‘Four hours, fifty-three minutes, eighteen seconds,’ he drawled. He took off his sunglasses, revealing the fact that he only had one eye. It focused on me. ‘That ain’t bad.’ He paused. ‘But it ain’t good, either.’

The assembled audience chuckled.

My neck prickled, and I surreptitiously scanned the crowd, seeing a mixture of friendly smiles, curious stares and bored looks—but two boys were glaring at me. One had big hands and a slouch. The other had dark skin and a bruise around his right cheekbone.

Shiva stepped forward, like she was declaring herself the leader. Fine by me. Reg’s expression hadn’t changed, but Bastion looked relieved, like he thought this was the end of our journey. I hoped he was right.

The cowboy’s cold, grey eye settled on each of us in turn; his chewed toothpick came to a standstill. My spine stretched a little straighter.

‘Shiva, Nolan, Reg, Bastion,’ he said. ‘Welcome to the Peak.’
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We stayed quiet as we were ushered into one of the lifts. It felt like I’d done nothing but ask questions all day, and after the hike up the mountain, I was too tired to talk.

The lift had mirrored walls and a safety rail around the edge. The downlights made my reflection look washed-out and haggard.

The one-eyed cowboy joined us. ‘The Peak is an elite training academy for spies,’ he said. ‘You probably figured that out already—if not, we made a mistake recruiting y’all.’ He took the toothpick out of his mouth and studied the tip. ‘I’m Professor Vine; I’ll be one of your Equipment teachers. The grand tour will be tomorrow, but for now I’ll just show you the essentials. The showers, the dining hall and the dormitories, in that order.’ He talked like someone who ate gravel for breakfast and sandpaper for lunch.

‘It’s a privilege to be here, sir,’ Shiva said.

I mouthed ‘suck-up’ at her. She glared back.

Professor Vine pushed a button marked 12, and the doors closed. The numbers on the buttons went down rather than up, which made sense, since we were at the top of a mountain. But I hadn’t expected so many floors. They went all the way down to 100. I’d been right in thinking the room under the cabin was like the lobby of a skyscraper—but the skyscraper was upside down.

Shiva put my thoughts into words. ‘Have you hollowed out this whole mountain?’

Professor Vine smiled, silver teeth glinting. ‘Of course not. That would be ridiculous.’ He flicked the toothpick back up into his mouth. ‘We built a hollow mountain.’

The lift lurched under us and we shot downwards.

‘Think of the Peak as a pyramid, or rather a cone,’ Professor Vine continued. ‘The bottom floor, level 100, is the biggest. The top level, the one we were just on, is the smallest.’

I thought of how huge the lobby had seemed. This place must be gigantic.

‘Might show y’all a map later,’ Professor Vine said.

Reg said flatly, ‘Is that the only exit?’ He pointed back up the way we’d come.

‘No,’ Professor Vine said. He didn’t elaborate, but I could guess what he meant. If the floors got bigger as they descended, there’d be hidden access points all over the mountain. Animal burrows, hollow trees and dirt-covered trapdoors that all led here.

The lift jolted to a sudden stop.

Professor Vine raised an eyebrow. He tilted his chin back and said, ‘What’s happening?’

A computer-generated voice from the lift’s ceiling said, ‘Transmission intercepted.’

‘What kind of transmission?’

‘Decrypting now.’

I looked around at the other three students. Blank stares all around.

‘Get us moving again,’ Professor Vine said. ‘We searched these kids when they were in the pods. Only one had a transmitting device and we’ve already ditched her.’

I gasped, thinking of the missing girl. What did he mean by ‘ditched’?

‘Decrypting,’ the lift said again.

‘We need to get down to—’

I lunged at Reg.

It was just a guess. Reg was the one who’d asked about other ways in, and unlike the others, he hadn’t relaxed once we’d gotten here. Just the same, I could have been wrong.

I wasn’t.

Reg’s hand emerged from behind his back holding a grenade, blue smoke leaking out of it, pooling on the f loor.

I grabbed Reg’s wrist with both hands and pinned it to the wall. ‘He’s got a bomb!’ I shouted.

Professor Vine spun around, pulling some kind of weapon out of his coat—a metal rod with a disc at one end and a coil at the other, crackling with electricity. Bastion screamed uselessly, making it hard to think in this enclosed space.

If Reg felt any fear, he wasn’t showing it. His face still blank, he swung a punch in my direction. I couldn’t duck under it—not without letting go of his other wrist—so I braced myself for the impact, but Shiva grabbed his fist mid-swing. We wrestled in the corner of the lift while Professor Vine darted around us, trying to find the right angle to use his weapon.

I remembered how the intruder at school had pushed her thumb into my wrist to make my hand pop open. I tried the same thing on Reg, but his tendons felt like steel; squeezing them just hurt my thumb.

‘Surrender to Swarm,’ Reg said calmly.

‘Clear!’ Professor Vine yelled, like a doctor about to restart a heart. Then he swung the rod.

I let go of Reg just in time. The crackling coil hit him in the chest, making a sound like a rubber band snapping, and he dropped to the floor of the lift. His hand released the trigger of the grenade. It fell, disappearing into the pool of smoke, which was now knee-deep. A foul smell filled the lift.

‘Elevator! Get us moving again,’ Professor Vine ordered. ‘Override code HFSAHB.’

‘Override code accepted,’ the lift said, and lurched downwards.

‘Is anyone on level 17?’

‘No.’

‘Good.’ Professor Vine stabbed a button.

I bent to try to find the grenade, but the smoke stung my eyes and I had to stand up again.

Covering her mouth with her elbow, Shiva demanded, ‘What is that stuff?!’

‘Smells like chloroflurane,’ Professor Vine said.

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means don’t breathe, or you’ll pass out.’

The toxic smoke was waist-deep now. I was starting to feel woozy.

The lift stopped on level 17. The doors opened, showing an empty corridor lined with doors on either side. The smoke flooded out, revealing the grenade on the f loor.

‘Fire in the hole,’ Professor Vine called, and kicked the grenade into the corridor. He hit another button, and the doors slid closed. ‘Elevator! Air purge!’

A hurricane filled the lift, blasting my face and making Shiva’s purple hair fly all over the place. The roaring sound was deafening—like being inside the barrel of a dryer. The last wisps of toxic smoke were sucked up towards the ceiling and disappeared.

Soon the purge was over and silence fell.

‘Sorry, kids,’ Professor Vine said. ‘Showers, dinner and beds are cancelled. I need to know how the robot got into the Peak.’

‘Robot?’ Shiva repeated.

Looking down, I saw Reg staring blankly at the ceiling. I crouched next to him and prodded his face. Silicone, not flesh. I grabbed the hair and pulled. The mask slithered off, revealing a chrome skull.

‘Watch out!’ Shiva yelled, too late.

Bastion slumped onto my back, crushing me against the floor. He’d fainted.
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Level 29 seemed to be some kind of prison floor, full of cells with thick, glass doors. Each one had a steel toilet in the corner and a thin mattress on a concrete slab, illuminated by harsh, fluorescent lights.

‘This is the brig,’ Professor Vine said.

‘Why do you have a brig?’ I asked.

‘The location of the Peak is top secret. If anyone from the outside world ever found us, we would need a secure place to keep them until Dr Clot arrived.’

To do what? I wondered, but didn’t say.

‘Why are you taking us here?’ Shiva asked. ‘We’re not your prisoners.’

‘I have questions for you all,’ Professor Vine said. ‘This is where we ask questions.’ He opened a door to reveal a bare room with a tiled floor and two chairs opposite one another. One chair looked comfortable; the other looked decidedly uncomfortable, with manacles bolted to the legs and arms.

‘Nolan,’ Professor Vine said. ‘You’re in here.’

‘Can’t you ask me these questions on the day spa level?’ I said.

Professor Vine pushed me inside and shut the door with a tremendous boom. His footsteps clumped away. I tried the handle, but of course the door was locked. I was alone.

Avoiding the chair with the manacles, I sat down on the other one and rubbed my chin, taking stock of what I knew. This was a secret training academy for spies. It was not in Australia, and I’d heard several different accents from the teachers, so I suspected it wasn’t run by the government, or at least not by my government. But whoever was in charge had money, and connections— the kind of connections that could get my mum a job at the Treasury with a snap of their fingers. And they liked testing prospective students by seeing if they could thwart a robbery at another school, or by dumping them at the bottom of a snow-capped mountain to see if they could make it to the top.

Oh, and someone or something called Swarm was trying to infiltrate the Peak. They’d used a robot to do it, one which could pass for human. It seemed impossible.

But then I thought of Torrent, the AI living in my ear. It sounded human, too.

‘Hey, Torrent?’ I asked.

After a pause, the AI spoke up. ‘Hello, Nolan.’

‘Who runs the Peak?’

‘I’m sorry, I’m not cleared to tell you that.’

I grunted and settled back into my chair.

After a few minutes, the lock clunked and the door creaked open. It was Mr Karl, the caretaker with the bristly moustache who had visited my campsite.

‘Evening, skipper,’ he said.

I nodded, but didn’t get out of the comfortable seat.

If this bothered him, he didn’t show it. He settled into the other chair, making the manacles rattle.

‘I’m here to discuss what happened in the lift.’

‘You mean how one of your new students attacked the others with poison gas?’ I held his gaze. ‘What is there to discuss?’

He smiled thinly. ‘Let’s go back to the beginning. Start from when you reached the cabin.’

I sighed and told him everything. The events from that point had only taken half an hour or so, but my story seemed to take much longer. He had a lot of questions about why I had done this, or what I’d been thinking when I’d done that.

‘The grenade must have been hidden near the cabin,’ I said.

Mr Karl cocked his head. ‘How’s that, skipper?’

‘There was nowhere to hide it in those stretchy clothes, so he couldn’t have had it with him when he was unconscious in the pod. Well, not unconscious, I guess, since he was a robot. In sleep mode. So he must have fetched it when he left the cabin. He was gone for a minute or so. Swarm must have planted it nearby.’

Mr Karl’s eyes narrowed. ‘Swarm?’

‘Right. That’s what he said, after he pulled out the grenade. “Surrender to Swarm.” I’m guessing you know what that is?’

He hesitated, as if not sure how much to tell me. Then he said, ‘It’s an anarchist organisation.’

That sounded like an oxymoron to me.

‘They’ve infiltrated governments and companies all over the world,’ Mr Karl went on. ‘They create chaos through theft, sabotage and assassination. They’ve been trying to infiltrate the Peak for years, but luckily, their robots can’t pass as human for very long. Their voices don’t sound quite right.’

‘Reg sounded completely normal to me,’ I said.

‘Before he went outside the cabin, right?’

‘I—’ I broke off. Mr Karl was right. Other than asking about the exits and telling us to surrender, Reg had been silent after coming back in. He’d moved stiffly, his expression blank.

‘You don’t think Reg was a robot who left the cabin to get a grenade . . .’ I said slowly. ‘You think the real Reg was replaced by a robot while he was outside?’

‘We scanned all of you while you were unconscious to check for tracking devices,’ Mr Karl said. ‘If one of you had been a robot, we would have noticed.’

‘But then where’s the real Reg? Still somewhere on the mountain?’

‘We assume Swarm has him. Perhaps they’ll try to recruit him, perhaps not.’

I wondered what not entailed. ‘But there’s no way they could have known Reg would be the one to go outside looking for the other student.’

‘No.’

‘That means . . .’ Goosebumps rippled across my skin. Swarm must have been prepared to replace any one of us. If it had been me who walked out of the cabin, I’d still be out there, and a robot who looked like me would be here, inside the Peak.

‘If Swarm doesn’t know where we are, how did they arrange for robots which looked like us to be lying in wait?’

‘You let us worry about that.’ Mr Karl stood up. ‘I’ll take you and the other two to the dining hall. You’ll need to be fed and well-rested before tomorrow’s classes.’

I was startled. ‘Classes are still on?’

‘Why wouldn’t they be?’

‘Because one student has disappeared and three others nearly got poisoned.’

Mr Karl scratched the back of his head. ‘Trust me, skipper. If we cancelled school every time a little thing like that happened, you’d never learn anything.’
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By the time we got to the dining level, dinner was over. Crumbs and smudges littered the three long tables, and dirty bowls were stacked on a trolley. In one corner, a girl in a wheelchair was playing cards against an increasingly frustrated-looking opponent. No-one else was around. Shiva, Bastion and I took a table at the other end of the room.

Bastion seemed to have recovered from his fainting spell in the lift. He looked excited, and did a funny little shoulder dance as he sat down. Shiva kept her serious expression.

I’d imagined a lavish meal—giant roast turkeys, platters heaped with baked potatoes, gravy by the bucket-load, towers of wobbling jelly for dessert. The hungrier I got, the bigger the imaginary feast became. Instead, three small bowls of cold mush had been left out for us.

This answered my question about whether we were free to leave. No-one would stay voluntarily, if this was what the food was like.

‘What is this?’ Shiva asked, staring down at the mixture.

‘Brown rice?’ I guessed. ‘And the pink bits might be salmon? I don’t know about these blue bits, though.’

‘Blueberries,’ Bastion said. ‘Makes sense—they contain resveratrol, which can repair DNA damage. Salmon is good for brain and heart function. Brown rice has protein to support muscle growth and fibre to sustain gut flora. And these green bits would be beans, which improve iron absorption.’

He was chatty when he wasn’t unconscious.

‘So it’s not a punishment?’ I asked. ‘They’re trying to make us healthy?’

‘That would be my guess.’

I pushed a spoon into the mush. Suddenly, the bowl became hot, as though I’d triggered some kind of chemical reaction. Steam rushed out.

I took a cautious mouthful. ‘What the heck?!’ The mush was delicious. The combination of flavours shouldn’t have worked, but it did. I shovelled another spoonful into my mouth, then another. I ate so fast that I nearly choked.

‘What’s your story?’ Shiva asked Bastion casually. I’d been wondering the same thing—in the lift, he hadn’t demonstrated any useful skills. Quite the opposite. What was he doing here?

‘I made a virus,’ Bastion said, his mouth full.

‘Like a computer virus?’

‘No, like a virus virus. It’s not too hard these days. You just order the strings of DNA you need and splice them together.’

‘Why did you do that?’ I asked, alarmed.

He sighed and started to explain. Apparently, it had all started with a shipping error. A truck loaded with flu shots had gone to the wrong town, leaving Bastion’s town under-stocked. While other people argued about who was entitled to the dwindling supplies, Bastion started to wonder if it was possible to create a contagious flu shot. It could be given to one person, who would then spread it to other people. Soon the whole town would be vaccinated.

He’d downloaded and examined the DNA of the current strain of the flu, then compared it to the genes of the vaccine and some other, less-deadly viruses. After a few days of copy-pasting, he’d created what he thought was a harmless—’nerfed’ was the word he used—version of the flu, which would protect people from more deadly strains. He ordered some samples online, spliced them together himself using bacteria—which he said was ‘leftover from a previous project’—and then infected himself with a nasal spray.

The first part of the experiment worked: he didn’t die. The second part worked, too: after he’d been walking around town for a few days, visiting all the public places he could find, no-one in his town got the flu.

‘So you were doing medical experimentation on a whole town without their consent?’ Shiva sounded appalled.

Bastion nodded cheerfully. ‘But I’ll never get the credit, because I never told anyone about the vaccine. Which is lucky, because it turns out it’s illegal to deliberately release a virus into the community, even if you’re trying to help.’ He sounded honestly shocked by this. ‘But the Peak figured out it was me.’

‘How?’

He looked embarrassed. ‘I wrote my handle into the vaccine’s DNA: TAGCAT. Just like a little autograph, you know. That was enough for the Peak to track me down. I thought I was in big trouble, but they just wanted to invite me to this special school.’

‘They’re not just recruiting future spies,’ I guessed. ‘They’re recruiting support teams, too. People to design the equipment, and so on.’

‘Makes sense,’ Shiva agreed. ‘I bet in real life there are five Qs for every Bond.’

Bastion frowned. ‘Like, covalent bonds?’

I was about to reply when I heard voices in the corridor outside.

‘. . . have to evacuate the school,’ someone was saying. An adult, male.

I looked at the others, eyebrows raised. They’d heard, too.

‘We’re not going to do that,’ another voice replied. A female adult, this time.

When she heard the second voice, Shiva’s eyebrows shot up, like she recognised it. I got out of my chair and tiptoed over to the door so I could eavesdrop better.

‘Swarm knows where we are,’ the man was saying.

‘Nobody knows the location of this school, except me,’ the woman said calmly. ‘The disconnectivity field ensures it.’

‘They must have figured it out. That robot was lying in wait right outside the level one entrance, ready to impersonate one of our new recruits.’

‘If they had found the school, they wouldn’t have sent a robot. They would have dropped a warhead from one of their spy satellites and turned this mountain into a pile of rubble.’

‘Well, how do you explain . . .’ The voices faded out as the speakers moved away.

I looked back at Bastion and Shiva.

‘Not even the staff know where we are?’ Bastion said. ‘How can that possibly work?’

I already knew that. In the airship, I’d seen Mr Karl and another adult in the pods. The teachers came here unconscious, just like us.

What I hadn’t known was that Swarm had spy satellites above our heads. And a warhead, ready to fall.
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‘Torrent,’ I said, as I followed Bastion to the boys’ dormitory. The corridors had pipes running along the ceiling and steel ladders leading to holes above and below. It was like walking through a submarine.

‘Yes?’ said the AI in my ear.

‘Tell me about Swarm.’

‘Swarm is a global terrorist organisation, opposed to all forms of authority. It has existed since 1603, but membership was small until widespread adoption of the internet boosted its reach. Now there are believed to be tens of thousands of members, who have infiltrated governments, corporations and police forces in every major economy. Intelligence agencies such as the CIA, the MSS, MI5, GRU and ASIO have all tried and failed to control Swarm. The Peak is a global spy agency created specifically to disrupt Swarm’s operations.’

I hadn’t heard about any of this. Mr Karl’s voice echoed through my head: That’s the idea, skipper.

‘I think this is the boys’ dorm,’ Bastion said, pulling open a door.

A mop handle fell on his head, followed by a broom, a bucket and a jug of bleach. He left it all on the floor.

‘Nope. Turns out it’s a cupboard,’ he told me.

‘Thanks for the intel, Bas,’ I said. ‘Hey, Torrent— what’s a disconnectivity field?’

‘A disconnectivity field uses squelch capture to create a zone in which a noise gate suppresses radio frequencies,’ Torrent said.

I wasn’t familiar with most of those terms, but I got the gist. ‘Making wireless communication impossible?’

‘Usually.’

‘So this must be our dorm,’ Bastion said, opening another door to reveal a few rows of bunk beds. He walked in, then walked right out again with one arm twisted behind his back, his wrist pinched by a stern-looking, dark-haired girl in pyjamas.

‘Ow, ow, I’m going!’ he cried.

The girl released him, went back through the door and slammed it behind her without saying anything.

Bastion turned to me, rubbing his sore shoulder. ‘That seems to be the girls’ dorm,’ he said.

‘Seems to be,’ I agreed.

‘Why is nothing labelled in this place?’

I shrugged and followed him again, still quizzing Torrent. ‘If there’s a disconnectivity field around the school, how come I can hear you?’

‘One frequency is exempt,’ Torrent said. ‘This frequency changes every day, based on an algorithm. Your earpiece uses the algorithm to keep up with the changes.’

‘So I can contact other Peak devices, but not the outside world?’

‘Yes.’

I pushed open the nearest door, revealing a huge hall filled with bunk beds, boys chatting as they walked back and forth.

‘Found it,’ I said.

‘Beginner’s luck,’ Bastion grumbled.

I’d been given a sack containing some amazingly soft pyjamas, some toothpaste, a toothbrush and a change of stretchy clothes. I assumed that was the school uniform, although there was no crest or logo, perhaps in case we got captured.

I carried the sack between the rows of bunks, looking for somewhere to sleep. Some beds had three or four boys sitting on them, chatting. Some of the bunks were empty, but scribbles on the frames suggested they’d been claimed, or the sheets were rumpled in such a way that they looked like they’d been slept in recently.

Bastion threw himself onto a bottom bunk. Too hard—he rolled over the far side and disappeared. I heard a thump as he hit the floor. It sounded painful, but his hand popped back up a second later, thumb and forefinger together.

‘I’m OK!’

Not that anyone seemed concerned.

‘Hey, new guy.’ An American voice. I turned to see a boy with a heavy brow, a shaved head and arms that were too long for his pyjamas. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

He jerked a thumb towards one of the beds. ‘That one’s free. Both the top and the bottom.’

I hesitated for just a moment. I’d become an expert at quickly blending in at schools, and one of the things I’d learned was that the first person to try to befriend you often didn’t have any friends themselves. Sometimes accepting their kindness could harm your prospects in the long term. But this guy had nothing obviously wrong with him, and was, in fact, already turning away from me.

‘Thanks.’ I chose the bottom bunk, and put my bag down. ‘I’m Nolan.’

He turned back. ‘Sal.’ He offered his fist. I bumped it. ‘Where are you from?’

‘A bunch of places—most recently Coppins Crossing,’ I said.

‘Were you the kid at the school who messed up Mitchie’s plan?’

I hesitated, then said, ‘Depends what the plan was.’

‘Was there a girl in your class named Vicki?’

‘Yes,’ I said, surprised.

‘You talk to her much?’

‘No. We didn’t really get on. Why?’

He shrugged, seeming disappointed.

I’d never been more confused in my life. How did he know Vicki?

‘You’re Canadian?’ I guessed, trying to keep the conversation going. I’d heard that Canadians got offended when you guessed they were American, but it wasn’t a problem the other way around.

‘I’m from Jakarta,’ Sal said. ‘Just practising a character. Word to the wise, new guy—no-one here is who they say they are, or from where they say they’re from.’

I thought of Reg’s chrome skeleton on the floor of the lift. ‘Yeah, I’ve noticed—’ I broke off, because suddenly I recognised him. He was my favourite YouTuber. ‘I know you!’ I said, sounding a bit more excited than was cool. ‘You do impressions on YouTube!’

Sal smiled wryly. ‘I don’t do that anymore.’

‘Your videos were amazing. Why delete your account?’

He gestured at the dorm room. ‘Why do you think?’

‘Oh.’ It all fell into place. The Peak saw someone with an incredible ability to impersonate other people. So they recruited him, and erased him from the internet—because a famous spy is basically useless. Not that his channel had ever been as popular as it deserved to be.

‘So which character are you pretending to be right now?’ I asked. It was so good that I’d barely recognised him.

That same wry smile. ‘A guy named Sal.’

I was about to quiz him more when the boy with the bruised cheekbone entered the dorm. He was chatting with some other boys and hadn’t spotted me yet.

I suddenly realised why he’d been glaring at me earlier. That looked like the kind of bruise you’d get if an electric skateboard slammed into your face.

I wondered how to play this. I could walk up and say sorry, but that could backfire. Firstly, he might be more inclined to make a thing of it, with his friends around to back him up. Secondly, I didn’t know what he’d told them—if I apologised for landing on his head with an electric skateboard and he’d told everyone that the bruise was just a rash, then that could make him more angry at me, not less. Thirdly, I hadn’t actually done anything wrong. He was the one who’d broken into my school.

A chime echoed through the dorm. I gave Sal a questioning look.

‘You’d better lie down,’ Sal advised. ‘You don’t want to be upright at lights out.’

‘Why not?’

‘Just trust me,’ Sal said, which was an optimistic thing to say at a school for spies.

‘All right,’ I said, and lay down. The mattress had looked thin, but it was very comfortable—or maybe I was just very tired. I felt like I was floating.

Sal folded his long limbs into a bed nearby. Other boys ran around, trying to get to their bunks before lights out. I wondered what the urgency was. Perhaps kids caught out of bed got a whack from Professor Vine’s electric stick.

The lights went dead, one by one. Soon the darkness was complete. I waved a hand in front of my face and couldn’t see my fingers. This room was deep, deep, deep inside the mountain, a long way from any moonlight. We were basically buried alive. Maybe I would have trouble sleeping after all.

‘I can’t find my bunk,’ a panicked voice whispered.

‘That you, Jay?’ someone else said. ‘It’s over here.’

I heard footsteps stumbling through the dark.

Eerie music filled the air. No melody—just droning, ringing and rumbling sounds, like wind chimes at the bottom of the ocean, so loud I wondered how anyone could sleep through it.

I wanted to roll over and fold my pillow around my head to block my ears, but I didn’t have the energy. My whole body suddenly felt very heavy. My eyelids fluttered closed. I tried to open them again, but couldn’t tell if I’d succeeded. It was so dark. I felt my brain shutting down, one cell at a time, the same way the lights had gone out. Then I didn’t feel anything at all.
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‘Nolan, it’s time to wake up,’ Torrent said in my ear. The lights were on again. I could still hear music in the air, but it was more uplifting than before, with a steady beat and a cheerful melody.

I sat up, swung my legs out of bed and stood. I could see the boy who hadn’t made it to his bunk last night, face-down on the floor with a puddle of drool around his head. He clambered to his feet and rubbed his stiff limbs.

My body was vibrating with energy. I paced for a minute, then dropped to the floor and started doing push-ups.

‘Hey, new guy,’ Sal said, still in his bed. ‘I need you to dial it back by about 60 percent.’

I bounced back to my feet. ‘I feel amazing.’

‘Yeah.’ Sal rubbed his eyes. ‘That’s what happens when you eat healthy food and then sleep real deep.’

I stared at him. ‘Is that it? The teachers didn’t inject me with steroids while I slept, or anything like that?’

‘Nope. What were you eating before this?’

I thought about it. ‘Chips, mostly. And ice cream for dessert.’

‘Uh-huh. And how much sleep did you get?’

‘Not sure. I went to bed at about nine, and I’d play games on my phone for a couple of hours before I went to sleep.’

‘And you didn’t wake up feeling well-rested? I’m shocked.’

‘Whatever,’ I grunted, mid push-up.

‘The music here affects your brain,’ Sal went on. ‘It produces theta waves to put you in a deep sleep, then alpha to wake you up. The lights change colour, too— short wavelengths in the morning, longer in the evening. And do you smell that?’

I sniffed. ‘Something . . . bitter?’

‘Right. They pump different scents into the air at different times of day. Pretty soon the associations will stick, and you’ll be able to stay alert all night just by putting on the right cologne, or sniffing a certain perfume. I’d quit the push-ups, if I were you. Save your strength. Classes are brutal.’

I stopped and rummaged through my sack for my toothbrush. I was still convinced that my food had contained some kind of sedative. No way could music have knocked me out so quickly.

After finding my toothbrush, I absent-mindedly patted my pocket for my phone. It wasn’t there, of course. ‘When do we get new phones?’

Sal didn’t look up from folding his bedsheets. ‘You don’t.’

‘How do I call home?’

‘You don’t do that, either.’

I frowned. ‘Mum will get suspicious if she doesn’t hear from me for the rest of term.’

‘The Peak will send fake emails on your behalf about what you’ve been studying, the friends you’ve made and so on. You should study them before the holidays.’

‘What if I want to send her a real email?’

‘I guess you could do that,’ he said, as though it was a bizarre request. ‘But the teachers vet everything you say.’

I bounced on my toes. This place was so weird. ‘Where do I find my class schedule?’

‘You’ll get it at assembly.’

‘When is that?’

‘Six minutes.’ He wasn’t wearing a watch and didn’t have a phone—no-one here did—so I wondered how he could be so precise. Maybe his digital assistant had whispered it in his ear.

As I turned towards the bathroom, I glanced across the room . . . and saw the boy with the bruised cheek staring at me.

I smiled awkwardly.

He held my gaze, then nodded slowly and turned away.

My skin crawled as I walked towards the bathrooms. I should definitely have apologised yesterday.
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Assembly was on level 54. Bastion and I had an uneventful lift ride in which neither of us produced a grenade or turned out to be a robot, and then we followed some other students through a maze of dark, narrow tunnels, which eventually opened out into a sort of underground stadium. A dais in the centre was lit by huge spotlights hanging from the roof. I looked around, trying to work out how many seats there were, but stone walls on either side of my section restricted my view.

In the top row of our section, I spotted the girl in a wheelchair I’d seen playing cards in the dining hall yesterday. She had tangled, red hair and a pointed chin. The wheelchair had a small screen mounted on the left arm, and the girl was typing rapidly on a compact keyboard with her left hand.

Bastion went on, but I slowed down and stopped. ‘Hey.’ The girl froze, and then quickly minimised the window. She needn’t have bothered—the programming language she’d been working on was gibberish to me.

‘I just wanted to know if you’d like some help getting down the stairs to the front row,’ I said.

She tapped a single key. A speaker hanging around her neck said, ‘No.’

‘You sure?’

Annoyed, she tapped another key. The speaker said, ‘Yes.’

‘Okey dokey,’ I said, and made my way down the steps alone.

I made a beeline to an empty spot next to Shiva, but when she saw me coming, she shifted towards it, like she didn’t want me anywhere near her. I wondered what I had done to offend her, but Bastion was already waving me over.

‘Crazy, right?’ he said when I sat next to him. ‘How did they build all this inside a mountain without anybody noticing?’

I looked uneasily at the steel beams across the roof. ‘Isn’t there some story about the Taj Mahal? The emperor killed everybody who worked on it afterwards, or something?’ I wondered if there were bodies in the foundations.

‘Nah,’ Bastion said. ‘Just chopped off their hands, I think.’

From two rows behind us, Shiva said, ‘That’s an urban legend.’

I cleared my throat and said, ‘You had your chance to be part of this conversation.’

‘Ooh, phlegmy,’ Bastion said, admiring my throat clearing. ‘You sound like you might have some interesting pathogens. Do you have a fever?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘Dry mouth? Constipation?’

I changed the subject. ‘Check out those walls.’ I pointed to the stone barriers on either side of the seating area. ‘I think it’s so we can’t get a look at the other students. We can see the stage and the people sitting directly opposite us, but not on either side. It’s like a . . .’ I tried to remember the word.

‘Panopticon,’ Shiva muttered from behind us.

I pretended not to hear. ‘If one of the students switched sides and started working for Swarm, they could only identify the other people in their section.’

‘But we see other students in the dorms,’ Bastion objected. ‘And the dining hall.’

I nodded. ‘Bet they’re all from our section. There must be other dorms, and other dining halls, and separate lifts to get to them. And hundreds of other students we never, ever get to see.’

Bastion’s eyes were wide. ‘This place must be huge.’

I looked around. It sure was. Building it must have been hard. Building it in secret, almost impossible. And if it really had been built just to fight Swarm, then Swarm must be even bigger.

Down in the centre of the amphitheatre, a middle-aged woman walked stiffly up onto the dais. When she got there, she leaned on a cane with a glittering, glass topper. Her grey hair was bundled up, held in place with gold pins, and she wore shimmering, black robes.

‘Who’s that?’ I asked Bastion.

‘No idea.’

‘It’s the principal,’ Shiva said. ‘Shut up.’

A hush fell.

‘Students,’ the woman began. Unseen microphones picked up her voice and magnified it around the room. ‘Swarm approaches.’

I looked around uneasily, but none of the other students reacted. Perhaps she began all her school assemblies this way.

‘But we are greater in number than yesterday,’ the woman went on. ‘Several new pupils have joined us. I’d like to ask you to welcome them—but I won’t. Spies are unwelcome everywhere. Now is as good a time as any to get used to that feeling.’

My heart sank.

Bastion put my thoughts into words. ‘Did she just give everyone permission to bully us?’ he whispered.

Shiva shushed us again.

‘For those newcomers, I am Adrienne Sykes,’ the woman went on. ‘I have been the principal of the Peak for sixty years.’

I squinted at her. Sixty years? She must be much older than she looked—unless she’d been promoted to school principal at age five.

Suddenly, I recognised her voice. She was the woman I’d overheard outside the dining hall last night. No-one knows the location of this school, except me.

‘That makes me the best person to ask if you have any questions,’ Sykes continued. ‘There are things I cannot share, and this school holds secrets even from me. It was here before I was, and will remain long after I am gone. But my door is always open—that is, if you can find it.’

Knowing laughter echoed through the amphitheatre.

Sykes adjusted her grip on her cane. ‘For everyone else, I have a few announcements. Level 53 is out of bounds until further notice. School camp has been brought forward to next Tuesday—the first student to work out why will win a prize. And today’s code is nine, zero, zero, three, eight, nine. Newcomers, most doors in the school are locked, but that code will open some of them. I hope you were paying attention.’

I frantically tried to rewind my own memories. Nine, zero, three, eight, nine—no, that wasn’t enough digits.

‘Torrent,’ I whispered. ‘What were the numbers she just said?’

‘I’m sorry,’ the AI whispered back. ‘I can’t tell you that.’

‘Why are you whispering?’ I asked.

‘Because you are.’

Principal Sykes was still talking. ‘If you can’t remember the code, well, you’ll just have to find another way to get through each door,’ Sykes said. ‘That’s all from me— enjoy your breakfast. Lies, but no compromise.’

‘Lies, but no compromise,’ the students around me chanted, like a prayer. Then they all stood and made their way towards the dining hall.

I noticed that Shiva’s seat was already empty. I looked around just in time to see a flash of purple hair disappearing into the dark tunnel where the principal had gone.
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My first class was Psychology. I found it on level 11, behind a door marked DO NOT OPEN THIS DOOR.

The walls of the classroom were padded, making the room as silent as a library. The chairs were soft, leather couches. The teacher, Mr Karl, smiled as we came in.

‘Always make the first move,’ he began, without waiting for us all to be seated. ‘If you give your enemy time to think, they’ll have time to outsmart you.’ He squinted, as though even the dim lights in here were too harsh for him. ‘Let’s start with something simple.’

He turned to the chalkboard and quickly scribbled five symbols. A key, a coffin, a bird, a birthday cake and a smiley face with devil horns.

‘Excuse me.’ Shiva was in the front row, rolling her copper coin across her knuckles.

‘Yes, young lady with purple hair?’

‘I’m not sure I’m in the right class,’ she said. ‘Who are you?’

‘Oh, sorry. Call me Mr Karl. And you, Shiva, are definitely in the right class.’

I noticed that he had called her ‘young lady with purple hair’ even though he apparently knew her name.

‘Now—five symbols.’ Mr Karl tapped them, one by one. ‘You will pick two, copy them onto your paper, then fold the paper into quarters. You will not write your name on the paper. Nor will you share with anyone which choice you have made. Is that clear?’

I nodded. Everyone else did, too.

Papers were passed around. The paper was yellow and felt old. The pens had funny tips, shaped like the ace of spades.

‘Choose quickly, without introspection,’ Mr Karl advised. ‘Your subconscious mind is like a cat—it disappears if you show too much interest.’

I had already picked the birthday cake and the key, just in case we would be given whatever we chose. I definitely didn’t want a coffin. As other students hesitated, I folded my paper into quarters.

Mr Karl walked around the room, plucking papers out of students’ hands. ‘Thanks, skipper,’ he said, as he took mine.

I kept my gaze on the growing stack, knowing my sheet was third from the bottom. Once Mr Karl had collected all the papers, he started shuffling them. But he did it very slowly. I was able to follow the position of my sheet as it moved through the stack.

Mr Karl saw me watching. His eyes twinkled again. As he walked back towards the chalkboard, he seemed to trip over his own feet. The papers flew everywhere like a startled flock of seagulls. Where did my sheet go?

‘Whoopsie daisies!’ Mr Karl said, still smiling. ‘How clumsy of me.’

As Mr Karl selected one of the papers and unfolded it, I suddenly wondered if everyone else had also chosen the birthday cake and the key. Maybe Mr Karl had primed us somehow, making us all select the same objects.

‘Hmm,’ he said, examining the two symbols. ‘Interesting.’

We waited. I realised I was holding my breath.

After a long time, Mr Karl rubbed his bristly moustache and said, ‘OK. This student has a situational personality—sometimes outgoing, sometimes reticent— but I can deduce a few constants from the symbols they have chosen. One: this student tends to appear more confident than they actually are. They are reluctant to admit to uncertainty or fear. Two: they are often alone, but rarely lonely—actually, that’s not quite right.’ He turned the piece of paper upside down and studied the symbols again. ‘They do sometimes feel lonely, but usually when other people are around, people who exclude, ignore or don’t seem to understand them.’

My face grew hot, but I kept my expression neutral.

‘Three: this person has some regrets that they struggle to shake,’ Mr Karl went on. ‘Mostly of the moral variety—times they wish they had done the right thing. They also have a sometimes difficult relationship with their parents. Or perhaps just a parent?’ He turned the paper over again. ‘Hard to tell. Either way, this student is used to being the smartest person in the room, not that others have always recognised their intelligence. It is probably deeply uncomfortable for him or her to be analysed like this. But satisfying, too, I think, to have their complexity finally acknowledged.’

He was right, about all of it. I kept quiet, dreading that he was about to reveal my secrets to the class. It seemed impossible that he’d gotten so much information from just a key and a birthday cake.

Suddenly, I realised what he was doing. I looked around and saw tense looks on all the faces around me.

‘In five seconds,’ Mr Karl said. ‘I would like this student—’ He brandished the paper. ‘—to stand up. Five, four, three, two, one.’

I stayed in my chair—but everyone else stood up. I watched their faces as they all went through the same emotions: embarrassment at being identified, surprise to see everyone else standing as well, realisation that the teacher had tricked them, embarrassment again—but then relief, too. Awkward laughter filled the room.

Mr Karl beamed. ‘This is called the Barnum effect. People have much more in common than they think they do. Deep down, all human beings . . .’ He trailed off as he saw that I was still sitting down. ‘Except you, apparently.’

I shrugged.

‘You were too embarrassed to stand up?’ he guessed.

‘Five symbols, two choices,’ I said. ‘Ten possible combinations. I don’t think there are only ten kinds of people in the world.’

‘No,’ Mr Karl agreed. ‘In fact, there is only one. Well played, Mr Hawker.’

I could feel other students glaring at me. No-one liked a teacher’s pet. Mr Karl could probably include that in his next version of the trick. He could say something like, This student usually doesn’t come first, and quietly resents whoever does.

Mr Karl turned back to the chalkboard and started scribbling. ‘Just imagine if, instead of asking you to choose two symbols, I had asked you to pick a number between one and five. No matter how convincingly I described you afterwards, you would not have been fooled, because you know that numbers are impersonal.’ He turned back to us. He’d written asset manipulation on the board. ‘This is a common mistake people make when they attempt to be charming. They start praising someone they have only just met, which always backfires. The target thinks, Hang on, how can you admire me? You don’t even know me! and the insincerity is spotted. As a spy, you must listen before you speak, even if you already know what you are going to say. Now, how many of you saw the gorilla?’

I gazed blankly at him. So did everybody else.

Looking pleased, Mr Karl gestured to the back of the classroom. I turned around and saw a gorilla sitting right behind me.

I leapt out of my chair. The gorilla laughed, and I realised it was just a costume. When the gorilla mask came off, I recognised Sal.

‘How . . .’ I began.

‘How did Sal get in without any of you noticing?’ Mr Karl said. ‘You don’t know the half of it. That gorilla walked the whole way around the classroom before sitting down. None of you noticed, because at that moment I was shuffling the papers—slowly enough that you could follow your own. This is called “inattentional blindness”.’

Sal stood, bowed and left the classroom.

‘It’s an old trick, but a good one,’ Mr Karl said. ‘In your Equipment class, you will be trained to use camouflage armour, which will make you almost invisible. You will be given contact lenses which make your eyes more powerful than they have ever been. But remember this: humans do not see with their eyes, they see with their brains. Your brain has blind spots, which your enemies will try to exploit. I will teach you to be the exploiter rather than the exploitee.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘Let’s get started.’
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My second class, Equipment, was taught on level 44 in a grimy workshop with chains hanging from the ceiling and metal shavings swept into the corners of the floor. A huge cube made of black glass stood against one wall, and a circular saw was mounted on another. I spotted a tremendous trapdoor on the far side of the room. It looked like the hinges opened upwards, so I was unlikely to fall through, but I resolved to steer clear just in case.

The teacher—Professor Vine, still dressed in cowboy boots and a long coat—watched us as we walked in, his one eye roaming across each student.

Once everyone was inside, he handed us each a small capsule, the kind you might use to store earbuds—but I could tell from the shifting weight of it that there was liquid inside.

‘Y’all better spread out,’ he drawled. ‘Away from each other, and away from the walls. I don’t want nobody getting hurt.’

‘Hurt doing what?’ Bastion asked.

Professor Vine glanced at him, eyebrow raised. ‘If you’re on a plane and the flight attendant tells you to assume the brace position, do you do it right away? Or do you ask her questions first?’

‘It could be a him,’ Bastion said. ‘Plenty of flight attendants are male.’

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ the Professor said. ‘ You stay standing right there. Everybody else, move to a safe distance.’ He waited a second for us to resettle. ‘All right. Open your capsules.’

I cracked mine open. The liquid inside looked like ordinary water. But when I peered closer, I saw two thin films floating in it, like grape skins.

‘Contact lenses?’ I guessed.

‘Darn right,’ the Professor said. ‘Put ‘em in.’

I’d never used contact lenses before, but I’d seen my mum do it. I tilted my head back, pried my eyelids apart with one hand and prepared to press the film onto my eye with the other. It seemed to take more courage than launching a skateboard off a rooftop.

I took a deep breath and pushed the lens onto my eyeball. The sensation was uncomfortable at first, but after I blinked away the tears, I barely felt it. I’d expected the world to look sharper, but my vision was unchanged.

‘They’re a little stiffer than regular contact lenses, on account of the graphene,’ Professor Vine said, as I put the other one in. ‘Anyone notice anything different yet?’

I looked around. Something was different, but I couldn’t work out what. The other students around me were all blinking, trying to get used to the sensation.

‘All right, then.’ The Professor pulled a remote control out of his pocket, pointed it at the ceiling and pushed a button. All the lights went out—

Instead of going dark, the room went grey. I could still see everything and everyone, in grainy black and white. It was like I’d been teleported into a very old movie.

‘Whoa!’ Bastion said, stumbling backwards into the wall.

The Professor chuckled. ‘And that’s why we’re spread out. Some people get a little dizzy their first time.’ He cleared his throat, and thumped his chest with a fist. ‘Graphene has a very special property. Several, actually. But the one that’s most important today is light sensitivity. It reacts to only a few photons. Wearing these contact lenses, you’d be able to see at the bottom of a mine shaft.’

I looked around. It was eerie. Everyone else’s eyes seemed to be glowing, and no-one had a shadow. Maybe that was what none of us had noticed a minute ago.

‘Take a walk around the lab,’ the Professor advised. ‘Get used to the feeling.’

I shuffled around the lab looking at my hands, which were ghostly white, rather than watching where I was going, which could have been why I bumped into the giant cube. I hadn’t been able to see through the glass before, but now, thanks to the contact lenses, I could. Inside, a fat tube hung from a mobile scaffolding like an anaconda draped over a branch. The tube ended in a needle, which was scribbling away at the floor of the cube.

‘3D printer?’ I asked.

‘We just call ‘em printers here,’ the Professor said.

I stared down at the floor of the printer. The needle was squirting out pink hills of silicone onto an oval base. ‘What’s it making?’

‘A mask.’

I tilted my head, making sense of what I was seeing. The biggest hill was a nose. The smaller ones would soon be a chin and a pair of eyebrows.

‘Sometimes you need to unlock a suspect’s phone. It helps to have their face,’ the Professor said. ‘Anyway, ignore that. We’re here to practise dodging in unfamiliar lighting environments.’

‘Dodging what?’ I said, just as a black, fuzzy, ping-pong sized ball slammed into my elbow. It stuck there and started to grow. Soon it was big enough for tennis, then soccer. I tried to pry it off, but the fine hairs clung to my palm. Now both my arms were immobilised, and the ball kept growing, making a soft, crackling sound, like bubbles popping in the bath.

‘Plenty more where that came from,’ said Professor Vine, a plastic gun connected to a canister of compressed air in his hand. ‘Y’all better run.’

As the students scattered across the lab, the Professor shot one in the back and she stumbled, a furry, black blob expanding across her shoulders. Approaching her, he pulled a remote from his pocket and clicked it. Deafening thrash-metal filled the air from hidden speakers. The lights started flicking on and off, changing colours each time. The whole room was lurid red, then green, then blue. I turned and ran, but it was hard to move fast with a beach-ball sized thing, still growing, stuck to my arms.

‘It ain’t good tradecraft to kill your enemies,’ the Professor yelled over the music as he took aim at another student. ‘If you kill ‘em, you can’t find out what they know. A good spy incapacitates their opponents. Madame Zegen will teach you to use judo, jiujitsu, Krav Maga and so on. I prefer these babies—Highly Expandable Adhesive Projectiles, or HEAPs.’

The multi-coloured lights from several different directions made it feel like fleeing through a disco. The contact lenses eliminated the darkness but reacted strangely to the colours, sometimes flaring, sometimes flashing, sometimes going foggy. I stumbled on, looking for cover. Behind me, I could hear the phut-phut-phut of the Professor’s air gun, and the grunts of students as he hit them. The crackling of inflating balls filled the workshop.

‘Your heart rate is elevated,’ said Torrent in my ear. ‘Is everything OK?’

I ignored the voice and scrambled for a place to hide. The workbenches were open underneath, so no cover there. I ducked under some hanging chains, desperately searching for a way out.

‘Mmf!’

I looked back over my shoulder and saw Bastion glued to the wall by dozens of HEAPs, growing like tumours all over his body. One was expanding to cover his face.

Professor Vine drew a knife from his belt. ‘HEAPs are supposed to be non-lethal,’ he said. ‘But just as a taser will sometimes stop a heart, a HEAP will sometimes crush or suffocate somebody. Be prepared to save your opponent’s life.’

He threw the knife, which narrowly missed Bastion’s head and punctured the HEAP attached to his ear. The popped HEAP filled the workshop with a harsh, chemical smell and left a web of sticky, black threads all over Bastion, who was gasping for air. The knife remained lodged in the concrete wall—the blade must not have been ordinary steel.

The HEAP on my elbow was as big as a yoga ball, and still growing. As I ran, my knee collided with the fuzzy sphere and got stuck. I staggered forwards onto the trapdoor, trying not to fall on my face.

An idea struck me. Maybe I could take cover underneath. I twisted awkwardly, trying to grab the handle without getting any more of my body stuck to the HEAP.

The trapdoor was heavy. I lifted it only halfway before hearing another phut from behind me: a HEAP thudding into my back. I overbalanced and fell forwards, losing my grip on the handle as I tumbled into the hole and the door slammed over me.

I shut my eyes, bracing for impact, but didn’t fall far—I crashed down onto a giant pile of rubber masks. Soft, like landing in the foam pit at the trampoline place. The masks stuck to the HEAPs, so as I tried to roll out of the pile, most of the pile came with me. Pretty soon I couldn’t move at all.

The trapdoor creaked open again. Professor Vine looked down at me, chewing a toothpick.

‘Do you know how long it took to print all them faces?’ he asked mildly. ‘They ain’t much good now they’re stuck to ya.’

Bastion appeared next to him with shreds of popped HEAPs all over his uniform. He peered down and saw me, half-buried in what appeared to be a pile of severed heads, and fainted again.
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‘Play game?’

I glanced up from my dinner—another bowl of mush. The red-haired girl in the wheelchair had snuck up on me. The fingers of her left hand were poised over the keyboard, like a snake ready to strike.

‘No, thanks.’ I’d spent the last hour scraping sticky chemicals off my body. Professor Vine had showed us several other items, including a fast-acting glue, an exploding pen and a watch with a tiny buzzsaw hidden inside—but I’d been so itchy from the HEAPs that I hadn’t been able to concentrate.

The girl typed rapidly. ‘You play card. I play card. Turn over. Whoever plays higher card, wins round. When cards run out, whoever won most rounds is winner.’

‘Sounds simple,’ I said, meaning ‘boring’.

‘It is.’ She smiled in a way that suggested it wasn’t simple at all. ‘Deck in pocket.’ Her left fingers twitched, pointing to a pouch on the other side of her wheelchair.

I strongly considered telling her to get lost, but had to admit I was intrigued. ‘Is it a quick game?’

‘Eight minutes. But when I win, you’ll want re-match.’

OK, I was definitely playing now. ‘We’ll see about that,’ I said.

‘You shuffle.’ She gestured at her paralysed right hand with her left.

I took the deck out of the pouch, wondering why she kept it in the side of the wheelchair that she couldn’t reach.

As I shuffled, I sneaked a better look at her. Her arms, neck and hair were all thin, like she was already old, but her brown eyes were rich and deep. She could tell I was watching her.

‘Put two cards aside without looking,’ she said. ‘Mitchie, BTW.’

Mitchie—the girl who planned the operation at Coppins Crossing Public School.

‘Nolan,’ I said.

‘Know who you are. Follow on social media.’

My eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t have social media.’

‘No. But in other people’s photos. Set up algorithm to search your face, after Seek Solve contest. Hacked school networks to see grades.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

Mitchie shrugged with her good shoulder.

I split the rest of the cards between us. I won the first three rounds by always playing the highest card in my hand. But I quickly ran out of high cards, and was forced to play the low ones. Mitchie was soon ahead.

After a minute, I realised the point of the game. You didn’t win with big victories—in fact, that was how you lost. You won by predicting what your opponent would do, and playing a card only slightly above theirs.

‘What’s this game called?’ I asked.

‘War,’ she replied.

‘Why?’

‘Easy to type.’

It took a moment for that to sink in.

‘You invented this game?’ I said.

‘Chess too easy,’ she replied.

‘How . . .’ I hesitated, but couldn’t think of a delicate way to ask the next question. ‘How’d you get invited to the Peak?’ She clearly hadn’t skateboarded off a roof like I had—unless that was how she’d been paralysed.

She flexed her left arm, showing her biceps. ‘Olympic arm wrestling champion,’ she typed.

I tried not to look surprised. ‘Really?’

‘No.’ She pointed to the pouch again.

I pulled out a notebook labelled FAQ. ‘Is this for stuff you’re sick of typing?’

‘Yes.’

I opened the notebook. There was a page of basic biographical details—name, birth date, country of origin—and then some standard questions, like Why are you in a wheelchair? I flipped ahead to How did you end up at the Peak?

When she wasn’t typing conversationally, Mitchie’s writing was detailed and eloquent. I had always been a keen observer of the news, and at age 10 took to penning science fiction. I started entering competitions at 11, and at 12 achieved second place in a contest for my near-future novella, Curved Edge Sprawling. Truth be told, the characters were thin, the pacing sluggish. But when some of the events in the story made their way into the real world, a few people had occasion to peruse my back-catalogue. It turned out that many of my stories were predictive in one way or another. I attracted some attention, both welcome and unwelcome. Gamblers wanted me to predict the outcomes of races. Investment banks hoped I would tell them which stocks would rise and which would fall. Polling companies wanted to know which seats would swing this way or that in elections. The most enticing offer was this one—a secret school for spies, saving the world.

‘So you can see the future?’ I said.

Mitchie gestured impatiently to her FAQ book.

I turned the page, revealing the question, So you can see the future? The answer beneath was, The future is obvious, if you compare the present to the past.

‘Did everything in the stories you wrote come true?’ I asked.

‘Not yet,’ she typed, then revealed the last card in her hand: the six of hearts.

I flipped mine over: a five of spades. Mitchie had won 14 out of 25 rounds, and six of the others had been a draw. I checked my watch. She’d beaten me in eight minutes, as she predicted.

‘I want a re-match,’ I said.

She smiled with half her mouth, and typed, ‘Thought you might.’
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‘So this is like a parachute?’ I said, as I fastened the straps. Two went around my chest, two over my shoulders and one between my legs.

‘No,’ said the teacher with the intense eyes, no eyebrows and a row of black bangles on each arm. The bangles were connected by wires—I suspected they were not purely decorative. The teacher had introduced themselves as Lex. Not Mr Lex, or Miss Lex—just Lex. Their voice was haughty and feminine, but they towered over me and the other three students. I’d never met a person that tall.

‘A parachute slows you down as you fall,’ they said. ‘That makes you visible and vulnerable to sniper fire. This is a jump-vest. It merely softens the impact when you hit the ground.’

‘How?’ I asked.

Lex checked the straps on another student’s jump-vest. ‘You’ll see. Don’t pull the toggle until you’re within five metres of the ground. If you engage the device too early, it won’t work.’

‘“Won’t work?”‘ I repeated.

‘Kersplat,’ they said.

I winced. This was only my second day of classes. It would be a shame to get kersplatted.

The snow dazzled us in the morning sunlight—I couldn’t even see the tunnel we’d emerged from in the glare. Though we’d only been out here for five minutes, already my cheeks felt sunburned. But it was a relief to be outdoors after the recycled air inside the mountain— though I couldn’t help glancing uneasily up at the sky, looking for Swarm satellites bristling with nuclear warheads.

To get out, I’d had to take a lift to level 16, where two guards let me pass without comment. I’d punched in the day’s code to unlock the door, climbed a ladder and opened a hatch. The hatch had led to a sloped tunnel, narrow enough to scrape my shoulders and hips. Eventually, I’d emerged from a fox burrow, brushing the dirt from my hair.

This class had only four people: me, Shiva, Sal and a second-year girl I hadn’t met before. She had brown eyes, a pinched, little nose, a ponytail and—wait a second.

‘Vicki?’ I said, astonished.

She looked at me, the girl whose electric skateboard I’d stolen. Her hair was blonde now and she seemed older somehow, but it was definitely her.

‘Keep up, Nolan,’ she said, her voice a little deeper than I remembered, and this time with a French accent.

I couldn’t believe it. ‘You got invited to join the Peak, too? But you didn’t do anything.’

‘I’ll give you a second to think about what you just said,’ she replied.

I gasped. ‘You were already a Peak spy? You were at my school undercover?’

‘Bravo.’

‘Why are you talking like you’re French?’

‘Because I am,’ she said.

‘But you don’t speak French.’ I remembered how she’d accidentally called herself an avocado in one of Mr White’s lessons.

‘What part of “undercover” is confusing you?’ she asked.

I knew I sounded stupid, but I just couldn’t believe it. She’d seemed exactly like a regular kid.

‘I was there to plant a key in the Year 1 classroom and then observe Lisa’s team as they retrieved it,’ Vicki went on.

‘They failed the mission, apparently because Lisa mistook a toy skateboard for a lighter.’

‘Why were you always so mean to me?’

‘Because you were annoying,’ she said, unabashed. ‘Are you done? I want to try out these new jump-vests.’

‘Quite right,’ Lex said. ‘Put these on.’ They handed out pairs of black gloves. When I put mine on, I felt a metal skeleton sewn into the leather.

Lex had put on a pair of the same gloves. ‘Tap your wrists together for claws.’ They brought their wrists together, and gleaming titanium claws sprang from their fingertips. ‘Tap again to retract them.’ They touched their wrists together again, and the claws vanished. ‘They’re designed for climbing, but can also be used for self-defence—although in my experience, if your opponent is that close to you, you’re already dead.’

Lex wasn’t dead, so what did they mean by ‘in my experience’? I thought about that for a second, and then a chill ran down my spine.

As Lex led us through the forest, I experimented with the claws. They made a fun shink sound every time they popped out.

‘Stop that,’ Lex said.

Sal seemed to be trying to stay next to Vicki as we walked. I remembered that he’d asked about her when I first arrived. I still couldn’t believe she’d fooled me.

Soon we reached a group of small, snow-covered hills, bulging like pimples on the mountainside. Lex approached one of the hills and pulled on something.

A tarpaulin slithered away to reveal an aircraft with razor-edged wings, painted blue to match the sky. I mistook it for a drone at first—it was no more than three metres long. Then I saw the tiny cockpit. This was a fighter jet.

As Lex pulled off the other tarps to reveal more planes, I said, ‘Are you training an army of koalas? Because we’re not going to fit in those.’

Lex ignored me. ‘These are JX77 airdrop scramjets,’ they said. ‘We call them Droppers. Today we’re going to practise bailing out.’

I glanced at Shiva. I expected her to be nervous— wasn’t she here because she’d been the only survivor of a plane crash?

But her face remained impassive.

I spoke up again. ‘We’re supposed to jump out of these things?’

Lex was impatient. ‘If you don’t want to do the exercise, you can leave the school.’

‘Just like that?’ I said. ‘We’re free to go?’

Lex raised an eyebrow at me. ‘Did you think you were a prisoner here?’

‘I guess not. But . . .’ I glanced at Shiva, and I could see she was wondering the same thing. ‘If we leave, isn’t that a security risk? Aren’t you worried we’ll tell someone all about the Peak?’

‘Of course not. You all have earpieces, correct?’

Nodding all around.

‘They’re capable of emitting infrasound at a frequency which rewires synaptic connections,’ Lex said. ‘If one of you decides to quit, we’ll just overwrite your memories of this place.’

I gaped. ‘Is that even possible?’

Lex stared down their nose at me, grey eyes unreadable. ‘You’ll find out, if you don’t harden up and get in the plane.’

Still not sure if Lex was kidding, I walked towards the nearest Dropper. The glass shield over the top of the cockpit slid open with a faint hiss.

‘These babies can do Mach 3, and they’re invisible to radar,’ Lex was saying.

I climbed gingerly into the cockpit and looked for the controls—there were none. This made it slightly roomier than it appeared. But how I was supposed to fly the thing?

‘How do I steer?’ I asked.

‘You don’t. It steers itself—you just have to hit the button when it’s time to jump out.’

I couldn’t imagine that I’d ever be ready. ‘How will I know?’

Lex turned and pointed across the frozen landscape. ‘You will all do a loop around this mountain, and bail as soon as your aircraft is over the frozen lake. I’ll meet you on landing to explain the second half of the exercise.’

The seat had a strange split along the middle from top to bottom, and it was reclined all the way back. I couldn’t find a button or lever to raise it. As soon as I put my head on the headrest, a pair of headphones clamped over my ears, silencing the outside world. The lid of the Dropper closed over me, right in front of my face. It felt like being in a glass coffin.

A harness sprang out from the sides of the seat. Two magnetic halves of a buckle snapped together automatically over my hips. Another buckle connected itself around my chest.

A semi-transparent image appeared on the glass above me, projected by hidden lasers. It was just a white square, which I thought was a blank screen—then I noticed the edge of my own footprint in one corner. It was showing me the snow underneath the aircraft. There must be cameras built into the underside of the Dropper, like a reverse-park assistance camera in a car.

I opened my mouth to ask Lex how to start the engine, but a roar of churning turbines drowned me out, and suddenly I was blasting into the sky.

Even with the headphones, the engines were deafening. The Dropper didn’t seem to need a runway— high-powered fans lifted it straight up, making my stomach lurch.

A message appeared on the screen: Autopilot engaged. Two buttons emerged beneath it: Disengage and Eject. I didn’t touch either one.

Most of the screen was still taken up by the feed from underneath the Dropper. I watched for a moment as the ground fell away beneath me. Soon I started to feel sick, because I was moving up while looking down. I shut my eyes.

‘You need to be able to see,’ said Torrent in my ear. I’d forgotten the AI existed.

‘How could you tell I had my eyes shut?’

‘I’m always monitoring your facial muscles to track your emotional state.’

‘Not creepy at all,’ I muttered, craning my neck to look out the side window. The Dropper had stopped rising and was moving horizontally instead, faster and faster. Every time I thought the aircraft had reached its maximum speed, it accelerated even more. On the screen, a floating dial registered the velocity as Mach 1.4.

It was scary, but awesome, too. I couldn’t stop a grin spreading across my face.

As it accelerated, the Dropper tilted forwards—flying horizontally, but with the cockpit at a 45-degree angle. Though dizzying, like going over the first hump of a rollercoaster, at least I could see where I was going.

The aircraft circled the artificial mountain. It still seemed impossible to build something so big in secret.

But as I looked out over the shark-toothed horizon, I saw nothing I recognised and no sign of humans anywhere. Mum and I had moved around a lot, but I hadn’t realised just how huge the world was until now.

Before I knew it, the Dropper had circled the mountain three times, and its flight path straightened out over the lake. Any second now I would have to eject.

The other planes were ahead of me, sweeping over the drop zone. I heard a crack like a gunshot, and someone fell out the bottom of the leading plane. I saw a flutter of purple hair. Shiva.

In the movies, ejector seats usually launched people straight up, or sometimes forwards. I’d never seen a plane dump someone through a hatch underneath—I guessed that was why they were called ‘Droppers’.

As Shiva plummeted towards the ground, the next plane zoomed over the drop zone. Crack! Out fell Vicki, arms wide, as if she could flap away.

She couldn’t. She fell straight down, out of view. I couldn’t see Shiva anymore, either. No way to know if she’d survived. Nor if I would, either. This was going to be a leap of faith.

The next plane was Sal’s. I watched as it swept over the drop zone, and waited to hear the crack of the ejector.

Before I did, something shot up out of the forest below, leaving a long trail of smoke behind. I didn’t realise what was happening until the rocket slammed into Sal’s plane and exploded.
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Iscreamed in horror as the heat ofthe blast washed over me. For a moment, I was dazzled by the flash. When the smoke cleared, I saw that—miraculously—Sal’s plane was still in the air. But there was a gaping hole in the right wing, and smoke pouring from the engine.

With the landscape beneath us all ice and water, there was nowhere he could land.

On the screen, I pushed the Disengage button. A message appeared: Autopilot off. A steering yoke popped out of a panel to my right. I grabbed it and twisted left.

The Dropper rolled, just in time. A second rocket shot up, narrowly missing my wing, and burst above me, triggering another wash of heat and a downpour of twinkling stars.

Upside-down now, I looked up at the frozen lake below. Dizziness, and nausea and fear all mixed together in my stomach. Trying not to puke, I wrenched the steering yoke the other way. I had no idea how to fly a plane, but apparently this was the right thing to do— the Dropper rolled back and stabilised. Two pedals had appeared beneath my feet, so on a hunch I pushed one, and the plane swerved left. I trialled the other, and, as I guessed, it swerved right. Pulling the yoke made the Dropper go up, pushing made it go down. A lever to my left seemed to control the speed.

Mum had once let me drive her old car, very slowly, around a car park. This was like that, but all mixed up. The pedals were for steering, the handbrake was the accelerator. Plus, the Dropper could move in three dimensions. Totally mind-bending.

Travelling at twice the speed of sound meant hopefully our attackers were already out of range—but that still left me high above the ground, literally learning on the fly, and hoping the lesson didn’t turn into a crash course.

As I experimented with the controls, I said, ‘Torrent! Patch me through to Sal.’

A second later, I heard yelling. ‘Mayday, mayday! I’m hit!’

‘I know, I saw.’

‘Nolan! Is that you? I’ve been trying to get through to Lex, but something is jamming my comms.’

Even in his fear, Sal hadn’t lost the fake American accent. It must be hard to switch it off, mentally.

‘Your plane is going down,’ I said.

‘You think?!’

‘There’s nowhere to land.’ The lake was long gone. We were shooting over a dense forest. ‘You have to eject.’

‘The rocket killed all my onboard systems! I can’t open the hatch!’

Sal was losing altitude, fast. In less than a minute he would hit the trees. My mind raced. What could I do?

‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll tear it open.’

‘You’ll what?’

Already pushing the steering yoke forward, my stomach swam as my plane went into a nosedive. The forest filled my view; a labyrinth of deadly spikes.

‘Warning,’ Torrent said in my ear. ‘Pull up.’

I gritted my teeth and kept descending until I was barely above the treetops. Then I wrenched the yoke backwards. The Dropper lurched under me. Incredible pressure pushed against my brain, and darkness crawled in from the edges of my vision.

Stay awake, I ordered myself. The autopilot was switched off. If I blacked out, the plane would crash.

Sal’s plane was directly above mine now, blocking out the sun. We were both hurtling over the treetops at—I checked the readout—twice the speed of sound.

I clenched my teeth. ‘Brace yourself.’

‘For what?!’

With no time to reply, I twisted the yoke sideways, sending my plane into another barrel roll. A difficult manoeuvre even for a trained pilot, and I’d only had 15 seconds of practice. The ground and the sky switched places as the horizon spun like a roulette wheel. Vomit surged up my throat, but I held it in.

Bang! One of my spinning wings slammed into the underside of Sal’s plane. I heard a shrieking sound as the hatch ripped open and caught a glimpse of Sal’s frantic face as he tumbled out the bottom of the torn-open plane and was sucked out of sight.

He was in for a rough landing, but I had my own problems. My left wingtip was tangled in the hatch of Sal’s empty plane. When I tried to steer away, I heard another screech as my plane tore itself free—leaving half a wing behind. Where my wing-tip was supposed to be, I could see only a shredded stump.

Sal’s plane plummeted, hitting the trees behind me and exploding with a flash that lit up the forest. I didn’t hear the boom, because I was still going faster than sound.

I tried to steady my plane, but couldn’t. Though I didn’t know much about planes, I knew they needed two wings. My barrel roll had become a tailspin, and I couldn’t do anything about it. The auto-pilot was also useless. As I hurtled towards the forest, I frantically stabbed at the eject button, missing repeatedly as the plane shook itself to bits around me.

Finally, my finger landed on the right spot. My seat split along the middle beneath me, and I was sucked down through the gap, out of the plane and into the open sky.
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As I tumbled through the empty air, without the protection of a cockpit, I was falling so fast that the wind felt solid, kicking me around like a scrum of bullies. I scrabbled at my chest for the toggle of the jump-vest.

Kablam! My empty Dropper hit the trees ahead. I squeezed my eyes shut a split second before the blinding explosion, but still felt the heat rolling out—like an instant sunburn on my exposed face and hands.

Lex had told me not to pull the toggle until I was within five metres of the ground—but did that mean within five metres of the treetops or the snow-covered rocks beneath? It wasn’t supposed to matter. I was supposed to be landing on a frozen lake, not a forest.

In half a second, I wouldn’t have a choice. I was plummeting towards an enormous fir tree, with viciously pointed branches. Skewering dead ahead.

I yanked the toggle.

Dozens of thick, white spines, three metres long, burst out of my jump-vest—like being at the centre of a giant dandelion. They bounced off the trees, sproing sounds vibrating through my body. Though each impact slowed me down, I was still rushing towards the ground at a terrifying speed. I covered my head with my arms as the hard snow rushed up to meet me—

But the strands hit the ground first. I felt the impact in my chest, bruising my ribs and knocking the air out of my lungs. The spines bent underneath me, so far that my body almost kissed the snow—and then they bounced back into shape, shoving me upward. I would have been flung back into the air, except the spines had spiked tips, buried deep in the snow. I found myself wobbling like jelly, a couple of metres above the ground.

When the vibrations finally stopped, I looked around. I was connected to the ground by ten or fifteen spines, which seemed to be made of rigid, sticky silk. I realised the vest worked like a bungee cord in reverse—instead of connecting above and stretching, it had fixed me to the ground below and compressed. If I’d invented this, I would have called it a spiderman pack, not a jump-vest.

Sore, but alive, I looked for buttons or cords to press to make the spines disappear back into the vest. When I couldn’t find any, I unbuckled myself . . . and fell right into the sticky strands, where I was quickly tangled. After struggling for a while like a trapped fly, I remembered the gloves. I touched my wrists together. Shink! Out popped the claws. Swiping at the spines like a cat, the diamond- edged blade sliced through them like they didn’t exist. Soon I’d cut myself free, and was standing in the snow.

‘Sal?’ I called.

No response.

‘Torrent?’

Nothing. I had assumed the AI was installed on the device in my ear, but apparently not—it must be hosted by a server at the Peak, and now I was out of range.

I did some quick maths. I knew I’d been flying at twice the speed of sound when I overshot the drop zone. I didn’t know the speed of sound, or exactly how long I’d been travelling at that speed, but I took a couple of very rough estimates and guessed I was at least 10 kilometres from the Peak.

A column of smoke rose from the trees in the distance. Sal’s plane. I broke into a run.

After half an hour, I was close enough to hear the crackling flames and smell the burning jet fuel. I emerged into a clearing scattered with hook-shaped shards of metal. A huge tree, which had probably stood for a hundred years or more, was ablaze. Luckily, none of the other trees had caught fire—they were shrouded in snow, and it was probably too cold for anything other than jet fuel to burn.

This was clearly the crash site, but there was only scant debris, not enough to make up a whole plane. So where was the rest? Had the explosion vaporised it, or flung the pieces further out? I quickly dismissed the idea. An explosion like that would have flattened the trees all around.

Someone must have taken the wreckage away. My blood ran cold. The staff from the Peak couldn’t have gotten here so quickly—but whoever shot down the plane could.

I turned around and around. I didn’t see anyone. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. Who else was out here? And what had they done with Sal?

I started running again, headed in the direction of the mountain. If I could get to it, I’d be safe—or at least safer.

My lungs, still sore from the landing, were struggling to draw enough oxygen from the cold air. My legs ached. Pretty soon, I slowed to a walking pace. After another hour, I still hadn’t even made it to the bottom of the mountain, and I knew that the uphill part of my journey would be the hardest. Perhaps I should have stayed where I’d landed and waited for rescue. Mum always said that was the safest option, if you were lost in the bush. But that was assuming you weren’t being hunted by people with rocket launchers.

I pushed on, glancing behind me from time to time. Just because I didn’t see anybody, didn’t mean no-one was following. I was leaving clear tracks behind in the snow. I listened, but all I could hear was my ragged breaths, my pounding heart—

And a distant moan.

I froze and looked around. The noise had come from my right, near a couple of boulders and a thick cluster of trees. As I listened, I heard another groan.

I jogged in that direction, assuming that if this was a planned ambush, they wouldn’t warn me by groaning like a zombie. I skirted around the boulders and pushed the shrubbery aside.

There was Sal, tangled in the sticky spines of his jump-vest. He must have hit a tree branch on the way down, because one of his legs was twisted the wrong way. He was pale, his eyes rolled back.

I crouched down next to him, keeping my eyes on his face so I wouldn’t have to look at his mangled leg.

‘Sal,’ I whispered.

One eyelid fluttered. ‘Liiiaaam?’

I didn’t know who Liam was. ‘I’m going to get you out of here, OK?’ But as I said the words, I wondered how.

When I was a kid, I broke my arm falling off my bike. Afterwards, a nurse told me I’d been lucky the sharp end of the broken bone hadn’t cut through an artery. Sal had hit that branch at terminal velocity—he probably had several other fractures, in addition to the broken leg. He could be bleeding internally, and if I tried to move him, that could do even more damage.

I opened my mouth to call for help, then changed my mind. Whoever had taken away the wreckage of the Dropper might still be nearby.

By the time I hiked to the Peak and came back with help, Sal might be dead. As I looked around for another option, I saw some fallen branches in the distance. Maybe I could use them to make a stretcher and then drag him to the mountain. It would be difficult for me and dangerous for him, but not as difficult or dangerous as trying to carry him over my shoulders.

‘Wait right here, OK?’ I said, like he had a choice. ‘Don’t die.’ Then I took off, sprinting through the snow.

When I reached the branches, my heart sank. They weren’t long enough—the biggest one was about the size of a cricket bat. The rest of the pile was actually a tangle of tree roots.

I scanned the area for more branches—then saw some purple hair in the distance.

‘Shiva!’ I yelled. ‘Over here!’

Shiva emerged from the trees and walked towards me through the snow.

‘Hurry,’ I said. ‘Sal’s hurt, really badly. He needs help.’

Shiva’s face stayed blank. Bastion came out of the trees behind her, walking towards me, staring and not speaking. Bastion hadn’t been in any of the Droppers— how had he got here so fast?

‘Hurry!’ I said again. ‘Sal is—’

I broke off, staring. A third person had come into the clearing.

It was me.
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As the three teenagers approached, I brandished my stick. ‘Stay back!’

They kept coming, marching through the snow like they didn’t feel the cold—because they didn’t. They were machines, built by Swarm to attack us and assume our identities.

Shiva was the closest. Now that I knew I was looking at a machine, I could see the signs. She walked stiffly, and her face looked rubbery. She was also a little taller than the real Shiva. My guess was that Swarm had used a standard-size mechanical skeleton for all three robots, then put clothes on each body and a silicone mask on each skull, and tried to match the height with platform shoes.

Bastion’s copy trudged behind Shiva, with my copy behind him. It had my wide nose, my curly hair, my brown eyes—but they weren’t looking at me. I realised the robot may not be seeing out of those eyes. They were just part of the mask. A camera lens was probably hidden somewhere else on the body, and it was seeing out of that.

I waved my stick around again, but the three robots didn’t seem concerned. They didn’t feel pain or fear. I remembered the blank expression on the fake Reg’s face as he’d held up that gas grenade.

I lowered the stick. ‘Oh, sorry,’ I said. ‘I thought you were the humans. Don’t worry—everything is under control.’

The three robots kept coming—only five or six metres away from me now.

‘Relax,’ I said. ‘We’re on the same side. I work for Swarm.’

On hearing the word ‘Swarm’, the robots paused.

‘I’ve successfully infiltrated the Peak,’ I said. ‘But the staff are on their way. You should get out of here before you blow my cover.’

The Bastion robot spoke, his voice flat, no pretence of humanity in it. ‘You have been designated as a target.’

‘Are you serious?’ I sighed dramatically. ‘Didn’t you get the latest update? Who the heck is running you guys?’

I wasn’t sure if my ploy would work. On the one hand, a secret criminal organisation with agents all over the world probably had communication problems all the time. On the other hand, I was talking to robots, not humans. I assumed they’d gladly kill a fellow Swarm agent, if those were their orders.

They could also think a thousand times faster than I could. The fact that they weren’t speaking or moving probably indicated that they were silently communicating with someone else.

Finally, the Shiva robot said, ‘If you are a Swarm operative, then why is your replacement here?’

She gestured stiffly at the copy of me, who said nothing.

‘You tell me,’ I said, trying to sound frustrated. ‘You three were supposed to stay at your hideout, where agents from the Peak would find you. When they saw that copy of me, that was supposed to prove that I wasn’t a Swarm agent. You’re not supposed to be here, near the plane crash. Swarm has sent a separate clean-up crew for that.’

Another pause, as the robots silently communicated with whoever was running them.

Then my duplicate spoke. He didn’t sound like me— but then again, I never recognised my own voice in videos or voice messages.

‘What is the pass phrase?’ he asked.

I said the only thing I could. ‘There is no pass phrase. Cut it out—I’m one of you.’

Another pause, then the three robots nodded in unison.

‘We will return to the hideout,’ the Shiva bot said.

‘You are instructed to remain here,’ the Bastion bot said.

‘Awaiting subsequent orders,’ the me bot finished.

‘Fine, whatever,’ I said, concealing my relief.

The Shiva bot approached me. ‘Take this,’ she said, reaching into her back pocket. Her hand came out holding some sort of pistol. Made of grey plastic, it had a huge battery mounted on the underside.

I held out my free hand for the gun—

But she pointed it at my face and squeezed the trigger.

I ducked and swung my stick. A laser sizzled over my head, so close that I felt the heat, and then blasted a hole through the trunk of the tree behind me. The stick hit the Shiva bot’s wrist, hard, sending the gun flying, with her hand still attached to it. Apparently the fingers were stronger than the wrist joints.

As the other two robots drew their weapons, the Shiva bot launched herself towards me, her metal fist hitting me in the cheek. Stars filled my head as I fell backwards onto the snow, the world spinning.

The Shiva bot lunged again. Still on my back, I kicked her in the chest with both feet. She stumbled backwards, colliding with the Bastion bot. They both collapsed in a heap and another laser beam blasted into the sky.

I scrambled to my feet and ran through the snow towards the copy of me, who was lining up a shot. I swung my stick as hard as I could, smashing it into that eerie face. Though the head spun all the way around, the robot kept its aim. A laser beam scorched my right armpit.

I screamed. The laser felt ice-cold, but that was an illusion—I could see the smoke and smell my own charred flesh. I lashed out with the stick again, wedging it through the robot’s chest, then heard a metallic squawk. The copy of me fell to its knees and toppled sideways, laying on the snow, twitching.

One down, two to go. With my right arm numb from the laser, I couldn’t move it. Turning I saw the other two robots had gotten to their feet and were headed my way. The Shiva bot had one hand and no gun, so I focused on the Bastion bot. I guessed the lasers were more powerful at short range—the closer he could get, the better his chances of killing me.

I charged towards him, zigzagging to dodge shots, my dead arm flapping behind. I darted sideways, so I was between him and the Shiva bot. As the Bastion bot pointed his gun at my face, I pretended I was about to punch him—then ducked.

As I’d hoped, the Bastion bot pulled the trigger. Another laser beam sizzled overhead. It missed me and hit the Shiva bot in the neck. After a rattling hiss, she collapsed.

Two down, one to go. I tackled the Bastion bot, knocking him to the ground—

And then a small, black disc landed in the snow to my left. I looked at it just in time to see it explode.

Suddenly my skin was crawling. My limbs went stiff and all my joints tingled. It was like I’d hit my funny bone, but all over my body.

As bad as this was for me, it was clearly worse for the Bastion bot. He crumpled and shrank underneath me, like a chip packet in a campfire. Soon he was just a wrinkly husk.

I tried to stand, but couldn’t move my arms or legs. I managed to turn my head, and spotted several figures racing towards me through the trees.

‘Don’t get too close,’ one yelled. ‘Wait for the EMP to dissipate.’

‘It’s clear,’ someone else said. ‘I have three hostiles and one friendly, all down.’

‘Two friendlies,’ I tried to say, but the words flopped out of my mouth, half-formed. My tongue had gone limp.

A Peak agent grabbed me by the shoulders and hauled me into a sitting position. It was Madame Zegen, the et cetera woman who’d come to my old school, disguised as a police officer.

‘This one’s conscious,’ she called out. Then, to me, she said, ‘Drink this.’ She poured a warm drink out of a flask into my mouth. I choked as the liquid fizzed like a prawn cracker on my tongue, and suddenly I could form words again.

‘Sal’s that way.’ I coughed, and tried to lift my hand. ‘He needs help. Hurry.’





[image: ]

‘This is a rare opportunity,’ Dr Clot said, and popped a stick of chewing gum into her mouth. ‘I usually don’t get to show students such severe injuries.’

Dr Clot’s buttoned smock looked more like a butcher’s apron than surgical scrubs. As she adjusted Sal’s limbs on the operating table, Bastion—the real Bastion—flinched beside me.

‘I thought you were really into this stuff?’ I whispered.

He didn’t look at me. ‘I don’t do well with broken bones.’

Dr Clot must have heard this. She glanced up at the viewing gallery. ‘I will not abide squeamishness in my operating theatre,’ she said, still chewing. Chomp, chomp. ‘If you’re not comfortable with blood or bones, feel free to leave the school and become a hairdresser.’

For a moment, I thought about how Dr Clot’s disdain might explain her terrible lopsided hair. Either she thought hairdressing was easy and had cut it herself, or she had been very rude to a hairdresser and they had made her look ridiculous. Or maybe she’d had enormous respect for hairdressers until one of them did this to her. I kept churning through possibilities like this, to distract myself from the pain in my armpit.

Dr Clot squeezed some gel onto her gloves. ‘This is a mixture of Vitamin C, Vitamin K and Vitamin X, with arnica as an accelerant. Oh, and a little aloe vera.’ She massaged the fluid into Sal’s leg.

As I watched the bruises disappear like magic, I thought, Wait till Mum hears about this. Then I remembered I’d never be able to tell her. The realisation hit me harder than I expected.

Dr Clot kept poking and fiddling, explaining her actions as she went. Other students were taking notes— I just watched. After a while, she put her gloved hands on her hips.

‘I’ve set the fractured fibula and replaced the ruptured kidney,’ she said. Chomp, chomp. The gum was so minty I could smell it from up here. ‘But the patient has lost a lot of blood. He’ll need a transfusion.’

I raised my hand to volunteer. But Dr Clot was already opening a big, metal door on the side of the theatre. A cold fog rolled out. I glimpsed shelves covered with what looked like hearts in ziplocked bags before Dr Clot grabbed a pouch of blood and closed the door again.

‘Injuries are not uncommon at the Peak,’ she said. ‘But deaths are rare, because we keep a supply of organs and tissue for transplants.’

Bastion raised a hand. ‘You keep them frozen? How do you protect the plasma membranes?’

Dr Clot looked over her glasses at him. ‘I say, aren’t you the lad who prevented Swarm’s bioweapon attack a few weeks ago?’

‘What attack?’ Bastion said.

‘Good grief—no-one’s told you?’ Dr Clot looked around at all of us, as though we were responsible for the oversight. ‘Swarm developed their own version of the flu. They engineered it to be twice as contagious as a normal strain, and three times as deadly. They vaccinated their own agents, then contacted the leaders of the G7 in secret and demanded a ransom of one trillion dollars— otherwise they would release the virus into airports all over the world. The world leaders wouldn’t pay. Swarm made good on their threat, releasing the virus simultaneously in Singapore, New York and Kinshasa. And then . . .’ She spread her palms wide. ‘Crickets. Nothing happened. Because this boy—’ She pointed at Bastion. ‘—had created a contagious vaccine which had already spread throughout the whole world. It didn’t protect everyone against every strain of the flu, but it thwarted Swarm’s version perfectly. At a conservative estimate, he saved a billion lives.’

I looked at Bastion—the coward who had blacked out in the lift, and who had apparently saved us all. He looked as astonished as I felt.

‘The whole thing was hushed up by both sides,’ Dr Clot went on. ‘Swarm didn’t want to admit their scheme had failed, and the world leaders didn’t want to reveal how close we’d come to an apocalypse because they refused to pay. Anyway, good job. We are all in your debt.’ The story told, she turned and put a needle into Sal’s arm.
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After anatomy class, I ran to catch up with Shiva.

I wanted to ask her if she’d seen anyone messing with Sal’s plane.

As the rest of the class hurried towards the lifts, Shiva disappeared around a corner. I followed, and then stopped.

The corridor was empty.

I looked around. Where could Shiva have gone? There was nothing to hide behind, and her purple hair was far from subtle. She couldn’t exactly blend into the background. I closed my eyes for a second, listening. No footsteps, but there was a soft, muffled clunk from somewhere nearby.

The only door was marked Cleaning Supplies. She had to be hiding in there—which meant she’d spotted me following her.

‘Chill,’ I told the closed door. ‘I just want to ask you something.’

No response.

I typed in today’s code and opened the door. Inside I found a mop, a bucket, bleach and toilet paper. No sign of Shiva.

Confused, I backed out of the closet, and then ran to the other end of the corridor, even though I was sure Shiva couldn’t have gotten there so quickly. I found myself running down some stairs, past a sign which said Robotics and another one which said Students Forbidden.

‘Nolan.’

I whirled around. Mr Karl was standing in a nearby doorway, giving me a suspicious look.

‘What are you doing, snooping around down here?’ he asked.

‘Looking for the bathroom,’ I said automatically.

‘As your Psychology teacher, I should tell you that the most convincing lies are usually out of the ordinary. Instead of “bathroom”, you could have said, “I’m looking for laundry powder. Isn’t the vending machine supposed to be this way?”‘

‘Good tip,’ I said. ‘Have you seen Shiva?’

Mr Karl hesitated, and then said, ‘I saw her hanging around where Dr Clot keeps the spare organs earlier. Why?’

Shiva must have turned up to Anatomy class very early for some reason. ‘No, just now,’ I said. ‘I thought she went this way.’

His expression softened. ‘I’m well aware of why you’re really down here.’

‘You are?’

Mr Karl gestured upwards, as though pointing to the floors above our heads. ‘It can get overwhelming, I know. When I was first recruited, I would often do the same thing—I’d go looking for quiet corridors so I could be alone. I was being trained to deceive everyone, so it felt like I could only be myself when no-one was around.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s all too much for me.’

‘Can you do me a favour?’ He put a hand on my shoulder. ‘I need you to not give up.’

I said nothing.

‘You’re a good kid,’ he went on. ‘The Peak needs people like you. I know it’s tough right now, but I promise it’ll get better.’

To my astonishment, tears stung my eyes. He was right. This was tough. I was tired, and still cold, and my armpit hurt. I missed my mum. What was I even doing here? I didn’t belong.

‘Hey,’ Mr Karl said. ‘Want to hear my favourite joke?

I heard it from another spy, years ago.’

I nodded.

‘A redacted, a redacted and a redacted walk into a bar . . . the rest is classified,’ he said, and I laughed so hard I choked on my own snot.
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The next day I found myself on level 86, outside a door marked Knowledge. It had no keypad, and was also locked.

‘Symbolic,’ Bastion whispered.

‘Pretentious,’ I corrected.

The teacher, Sir Marinus, cleared his throat, and the rest of the class fell silent. ‘You will be going into some of the world’s most dangerous environments, where you will meet some of the world’s most dangerous people,’ he said. ‘Your other classes will give you skills, but to survive these encounters, you will also require knowledge.’

Sir Marinus was younger than his pompous name and voice suggested. He looked like he was in his late twenties or early thirties—though hearing that the principal had been here for 60 years had made me doubt my ability to correctly guess people’s ages. He certainly dressed like he was from another time, with horn-rimmed glasses, slicked-back hair and the chain of a fob watch hanging from the pocket of his pinstripe vest, visible under an ankle-length cape.

The other students fidgeted in the corridor, wanting to be let in. After yesterday’s events, I was too sore to fidget—too sore to do anything much.

‘It’s not possible to learn everything about everything,’ Sir Marinus continued. ‘Unless Dr Clot gets her 6G cerebral cortex implant working, at any rate. So I’m going to focus on offensive and defensive information. Knowledge can be either a shield or a sword. Which snakes are venomous, and which are actually edible? How many bullets are in the magazine of a P-38? What is the terminal velocity of a falling human body? Which words in Mandarin might, if mispronounced, expose you as a foreigner? These are some of the things you will learn in my class.’

He produced a brass key from his pocket with a flourish and unlocked the door. The hinges creaked when he pushed it open, revealing a rectangle of darkness.

‘Proceed,’ he said, gesturing.

I’d taken enough risks this week, so I waited for someone else to go in first. As soon as they crossed the threshold, they vanished. It was as though this were a theatre production, and they’d walked through the heavy, black curtains towards the backstage area. I held my breath as I followed them.

There were no curtains, but the shadows were soupy, allowing no light from outside. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. I heard another creak and a thud as the door closed behind us.

‘You might have heard that humans only use 10 percent of their brains,’ Sir Marinus said from somewhere in the dark. ‘That’s a myth—but it is true that our brains have vast reserves of power most of us never explore. Think about the people who have memorised pi to thousands of places, or those who have split themselves into hundreds of separate personalities to process trauma. In my class, I shall teach you millions of facts, but I would be wasting my time if I didn’t first teach you to retain the information.’

I heard a click somewhere and the lights flickered on.

We were in an arched, stone chamber, like the entryway to a castle, surrounded by boxes. No two boxes were the same size, shape or colour. I could see wooden crates, steel crates, steel footlockers, wall-lockers, wall-safes, floor safes, letterboxes, shoe boxes and more. Some were labelled with numbers, others had letters, a few had symbols I didn’t recognise and some had no labels at all.

I looked around uneasily. ‘What’s in them?’ I asked.

Sir Marinus smiled thinly. ‘Information,’ he said.

I opened the lid of a nearby safety deposit box. It was empty.

‘The information is imaginary,’ he added.

I nodded, quietly wondering if Sir Marinus was insane.

‘All shall soon become clear.’ He turned dramatically, flaring his cape, then he swept through the stone chamber to the heavy, wooden door at the other end. He heaved it open. Beyond was a huge atrium with a pond in the centre. Koi swam around a marble fountain, which was shaped like a woman in robes holding a trumpet—some kind of goddess, maybe. This room was full of boxes, too—but I also saw barrels, jars and cages. Dozens of doors presumably led to other rooms.

‘A spy’s most important tool is their memory,’ Sir Marinus said. ‘There’s no point gathering intelligence if you can’t later reproduce it, and, as I’m sure you can guess, there are some situations in which it’s deeply suspect to be seen taking notes. Fortunately, you do not need to be born with a superhuman memory. It can be learned.’

I looked around at all the boxes. I had the worst feeling—like he was going to put me inside one.

‘The technique I’m about to teach you was discovered in Ancient Greece,’ Sir Marinus went on, ‘but since knowledge of Ancient Greece is unlikely to be crucial to your survival, I won’t trouble you with the details of its discoverer. Has anyone ever heard of a memory palace?’

Bastion eagerly stuck up his hand. ‘It’s when you remember things by imagining them in your house,’ he said.

‘A gross oversimplification,’ Sir Marinus said, ‘but yes. Here’s a list of eight words. Try to memorise all of them: pen, brick, sleeve, eyelash, leaf, anteater, galaxy, washing.’ He looked around at us. ‘Now, count how many of those words you can recall.’

I thought through the list. I only got six, but to be fair, I was pretty tired.

‘Can anyone remember all eight?’ Sir Marinus asked.

No hands went up. He snorted. ‘Very well. Let’s try again. But with the next list of words, I want you to imagine each word as an object and picture yourself placing it somewhere in your home. Are you ready? Here are the words: duck, wrapper, grass, handle, pill, headphones, water, bicycle.’

I tried this, but it was hard to fit a bicycle in my trailer, even in my imagination. I was exhausted.

‘Now do a mental walk-through of your home and see how many words you can recall,’ Sir Marinus said.

I pictured myself at home, opening a drawer to reveal a duck, picking a wrapper up off the floor, brushing some grass clippings off my bed, and so on. I was surprised to realise that I could remember all eight words—but I also felt suddenly homesick again. I wondered what my mum was doing right now.

‘How many of you got to eight?’ Sir Marinus asked.

Every hand went up.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘As you can see, this is an effective way to store information in your own mind. But most people’s homes have only a few rooms, with only a few distinct locations in each. If I asked you to recall 80 words, you might struggle. Hence this place.’ He spread his arms wide. ‘This shall become your new memory palace. It has hundreds of rooms, each one containing hundreds of vessels. By the time I’m finished with you, you will have something in each and every one of those vessels—something that exists only in your own mind. But for the process to work, you’ll need to know this place as well as you know your own home, so . . .’ He clapped his hands together. ‘. . . go explore.’

The other students and I spread out across the atrium, each opening a different door. Bastion, predictably, disappeared through the filthiest one—he sure loved germs. The door I picked led to something like an underground greenhouse. Again, it was full of boxes. But I also found tropical plants with lurid colours, soaking up the light from heated panels above. Huge fans whirled in the ceiling. I’d been wondering how the Peak stopped its students from getting carbon dioxide poisoning, given that we were all sealed underground, breathing the same air. I guessed this was the answer. Plants absorbed the carbon and released the oxygen back into the atmosphere.

There must be a network of air vents connecting this room to the rest of the facility. Was that how Shiva had disappeared?

As I was taking note of all the potential hiding places, another student came in behind me—a boy with a slouch, as though his big hands were too heavy for him to stand up straight. It felt oddly personal to be standing here while he committed the layout of this room to memory, and I didn’t want to become part of his memory palace, so I moved on, leaving through another door up the back of the greenhouse.

This time I found myself in a small library. The shelves were so tall I couldn’t see over them, the floor was made of creaky wood and the lights were dim, as though the books were so old that even photons could wear out their pages. Maybe some of the things Sir Marinus intended to teach us were in these books—or maybe the pages were blank, and we were supposed to fill them in our minds. As I reached for one of the books to check, the door opened behind me and the big-handed, slouching boy came in.

I moved closer to the shelf so he could pass me. But he didn’t. He just stood there, smirking, arms folded.

I met his stare. ‘Can I help you?’ I asked.

‘Me?’ He smirked. ‘No.’

The door at the other end of the library opened.

Two more boys stepped through, and my heart sank. One of them was shaggy-haired, with hulking shoulders and bulging calves visible even through his trouser legs.

The other was the boy with the bruised cheek—the one I’d slammed a skateboard into.
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‘Hey,’ I said to the boy with the bruised cheek. ‘I’m really sorry about your face.’ I resisted the urge to add a joke. ‘You know, Dr Clot has an ointment to clear that right up.’

The boy was taller than me, with a mole on one cheek and a chin that jutted out from under his mouth. ‘Oh, you’re “sorry”?’ he sneered.

‘That’s what I said.’

All three advanced on me and I was quickly surrounded. There were bookcases to my left and right. Slouchy was behind me, blocking the way I’d come in. Bruise and Shaggy were in front, barring the only other exit. Apparently Bruise hadn’t invited his two biggest friends just to witness an apology.

Slouchy—the boy with the big hands—said, ‘Are you gonna try to run?’ As though there was anywhere to go.

I pretended not to notice the threat. ‘Not for a while,’ I said breezily. ‘I’m still sore from that jet crash.’

I’d been the new kid at a lot of different schools, so I knew situations like this. The trick was to work out, as fast as possible, what kind of bully I was dealing with. Some were cowards, and would only attack if you seemed scared. Others saw themselves as righteous, and would only attack if you didn’t seem scared.

Bruise had brought two friends with him, so he was probably a coward. But he hadn’t chosen me because I seemed vulnerable—it was because I’d hit him in the face with a skateboard. He probably saw himself as the hero of this story.

Either way, he and his friends had a script for how they thought this was going to go. I needed to disrupt it, fast.

‘Anyway, I’m glad you’re here,’ I said. ‘I was hoping you could do me a favour.’

The three boys looked at each other. That was the disadvantage to working in a group. Whenever something unexpected happened, you had to consult with other people.

‘You want us to do you a favour?’ Bruise said incredulously.

‘You’re tall—I was hoping you could grab that book for me.’ I pointed. ‘The one on the top shelf, with the purple spine.’

I pointed at the non-existent book. All three boys glanced up.

While they were distracted, I hooked my leg behind Shaggy’s ankle and then shoved his chest with all my might. Being muscular, he was also top-heavy. He lost his balance and tumbled backwards.

Before he even hit the ground, I stepped in, so I was almost nose-to-nose with Bruise, and then I ducked.

Just in time. Slouchy’s big fist whipped over my head and thudded into Bruise’s chin, hard enough that he almost did a backflip. He cried out and hit the floor.

Slouchy was already taking another swing. I feinted towards the bookcase and then dodged the other way. Slouchy’s punch missed, and he yelped when his knuckles hit one of the shelves. He opened his hand and shook it out like he’d been scalded.

I darted behind him, and then I was no longer surrounded. All three boys were in front of me, leaving a clear path to the exit.

Shaggy and Bruise climbed to their feet.

‘You’ll pay for that,’ Bruise spat.

‘Pay for what?’ I jerked a thumb at Slouchy. ‘This guy hit you, not me.’

‘You broke my finger,’ Slouchy moaned.

‘Again, I didn’t actually do anything,’ I said. ‘Now, are you guys done beating each other up? I have places to be.’

That enraged them, as I’d planned. All three charged towards me, but in the narrow aisle between the two bookcases, they kept getting in one another’s way. I grabbed one of the bookshelves on my left and pulled hard.

Bruise realised what I was doing and tried to turn back. But with the others behind him and still thundering forwards, he had nowhere to go. As I stepped out of the aisle, the bookcase tilted, overbalanced and fell. The boys yelled as a monsoon ofbooks rained on them, and then the bookcase came down with a sound like a thunderclap. It would have crushed them, except that it hit the bookcase on the opposite side of the aisle and got jammed, leaving them stuck in the triangular space beneath.

‘OK, that time it was me,’ I said. I turned to leave, only to find Sir Marinus standing behind me, mouth agape.

‘You . . . you . . .’ he spluttered.

Before I could reply, we heard a horrible creaking sound. Under the weight of the fallen bookcase, the one opposite toppled with a mighty crash, and hit another bookcase, which also fell. Like giant dominoes, several more bookcases came down, leaving the library in ruins.

Sir Marinus looked apoplectic.

‘My only request is that you interview the three of them separately,’ I said.
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The principal’s office was full of typewriters, arranged

neatly on shelves that wrapped around the room.

Each one was ready to go, with a sheet of paper loaded into it and the worn keys gleaming. I examined them so I could avoid the principal’s gaze.

‘Try to remain calm, Gerald,’ said Principal Sykes.

Sir Marinus didn’t remain calm. ‘Do you have any idea of the damage you’ve done?’ he bellowed at me, spit flying from his lips and even dribbling down his chin. ‘My memory palace is ruined!’

‘Your library is ruined,’ I corrected. ‘Your memory palace only exists in your head.’

‘That’s the point! My memory palace is a mental duplicate of a physical place. Those books were on the shelves in a certain order. They had to be, so I could quickly find the information I was looking for. Now that I’ve seen them all over the floor in real life, that’s how they are in my head, too. Vast swathes of my own brain are gone.’

‘Well, that explains the dribbling,’ I muttered.

‘I’ve had to seal off the library,’ he went on. ‘If any other student sees it in its current condition, their own memory palace will be similarly damaged.’

‘If you can remember the order the books were supposed to go in,’ I said, ‘can’t you just put them all back on the shelf?’

‘That will take days!’ He paused, thinking, and then said, ‘And I’ll have to do it in real life, too!’

Principal Sykes watched this exchange with amusement. Now that I could see her up close, she had cold, grey eyes, full lips and tattoos on the backs of her hands. The ink was faded and green. Maybe she used to be a sailor—or a prison inmate.

‘I’m sorry about your library,’ I said. ‘But it’s not my fault. Those boys attacked me.’

The principal spoke up. ‘We questioned Prakesh and his friends separately, as you suggested. All three agree that you attacked them.’

Prakesh, I now knew, was the boy I’d knocked out with the skateboard.

‘Talk to their other friends,’ I said. ‘You’ll find someone who says, “They were with me in the aquarium the whole time.”‘

‘Are you planning on ruining my aquarium, too?!’ Sir Marinus was bordering on hysterical.

‘My point is that they will have arranged alibis,’ I said. ‘Their plan was to attack me, and then sneak off. When I accused them, they would claim to be elsewhere and someone else would back them up. If you can find the person who swears they were in the conservatory or wherever when you know they were actually trapped under a bookcase in the library, that will prove I’m telling the truth. You’ll have to move fast, though—they’ll be frantically trying to cancel that alibi as we speak.’

Sir Marinus took a deep breath so he could yell at me some more.

‘Leave us, Gerald,’ Principal Sykes said.

Sir Marinus spluttered like an old motorcycle, and then said, ‘Very well.’ He stood, bowed stiffly and then walked out of the office, slamming the door on his way out.

A clock ticked somewhere. The principal watched me. Apparently I was supposed to speak first.

‘What’s with the typewriters?’ I asked.

‘It’s a security measure,’ the principal said. ‘You can’t hack a typewriter.’

‘Why do you need so many?’

She smiled. ‘Try one and you’ll see.’

I walked over to one of the typewriters and tapped out my own name. Or, I thought I did. But when I looked at the paper, I’d written a string of gibberish.

I pushed another key—the letter X. An arm snapped out, slamming a tiny stamp onto the page. The letter V appeared.

‘Instant encryption,’ the principal said. ‘The trick is not to look at the page while you’re writing—and to decide what to say before you say it. Good life advice in general, actually.’

I looked around the room at all the typewriters, facing her like soldiers standing to attention. ‘And they each have a different code?’

‘That’s right.’ The principal poured water into two glasses and slid one across her desk towards me.

I swapped the two glasses around, then pretended to drink from one of them.

‘You think like a spy,’ the principal said. ‘I really hope I don’t have to expel you.’

I swallowed. ‘I’m telling the truth.’

‘I know. But Gerald is very upset.’

‘You know?’ I was surprised. ‘Then can’t you just tell him—’

‘No. Do you know the difference between official cover and non-official cover?’

I shook my head.

‘Spies under official cover pose as diplomats. If they get caught, they’re simply sent home. Spies under non-official cover—NOCs, we call them—pretend to be students, tourists or business people. They have no diplomatic immunity to hide behind. If they’re caught, they’re imprisoned and often executed.’ She sipped her water. ‘The Peak is not affiliated with any one government. This means all our agents become NOCs. Once they’re in the field, they have no official protection.’

I understood what she was telling me, but I didn’t like it. ‘Those guys are going to come after me again. You’re putting me in an impossible position.’

‘You’re not just here to learn how to use jump-vests and memory palaces, Nolan,’ she said. ‘You’re here to learn to manage impossible positions. Now,’ she leaned back in her chair, ‘I have some questions about what happened in the forest.’

The change of topic threw me. ‘Like what?’

She asked me about the robots—what were they wearing, how much equipment were they carrying, did they have backpacks?

‘Nothing other than those laser guns,’ I said.

‘HOPEs,’ she corrected absently. ‘Handheld Offensive Pulse Emitters. Did you see a vehicle in the distance? Or tyre tracks anywhere?’

‘No. Why?’

The principal chewed her lip. ‘OK. Good work, Nolan. You’re dismissed.’

I stayed in the chair. ‘You’re worried that Swarm knows where we are.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘What’s your logic?’

‘If the robots had come in vehicles, carrying spare batteries to charge themselves or whatever, that would mean they came from a long way away, which would indicate that they knew where we were. Right?’

The principal said nothing.

‘But that’s not what you should be worried about,’ I went on. ‘They had no equipment, which means they didn’t come from far away. And that raises a more serious question—where did they come from? This is a mountain in the middle of nowhere. There’s nothing else around. Those robots can only have come from right here, inside this facility. In fact, I’m betting they were made in that robotics lab downstairs, the one that’s off-limits to students. And the masks were made in Professor Vine’s workshop on level 44.’

The principal stayed silent, her face unreadable.

‘Those robots weren’t trying to get in,’ I continued. ‘They were trying to leave. To get back to their masters and reveal the location of the school. Which means someone here is a spy. Not just a trainee spy, but a real one, working for Swarm. They’ve been building robots under your nose and sending them out, like homing pigeons. I think it’s one of your new students, otherwise you’d have had problems long before now.’ I took a breath. ‘And you think it might be me. Don’t you?’

The principal studied me for a moment longer, and then said, ‘Is it?’

‘No,’ I said.

Her smile didn’t meet her eyes. ‘Well, then. I’m glad we’ve sorted that out.’

We hadn’t sorted anything out. She was only pretending to trust me—I knew it, and she knew I knew it.

‘I can help you figure out who the spy is,’ I said.

‘How?’

I hadn’t thought that far ahead. ‘You know, just by watching people. Eavesdropping. That kind of thing.’

‘Nolan,’ she began. I’d noticed that when someone started by saying my name, they never followed it with anything good. ‘You’re here because you demonstrated ingenuity, courage and keen skills of observation,’ she continued. ‘But guess what? This is a school for spies. Every single person here has amazing skills. You might have been the quickest kid at your old school, but you’re not special any more. A double agent working for Swarm is not going to be caught by “watching people, eavesdropping, that kind of thing”.’

‘Not with that attitude,’ I grumbled.

‘If you really want to impress me, focus on your studies. You can also show off your secret-keeping skills by never repeating a word of this conversation to anyone.’ She pointed. ‘There’s the door.’
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Over the next three weeks, I learned that there was no routine. Classes were rescheduled or moved to different rooms without notice. Meal times were sometimes cancelled. Shiva thought the school was hopelessly disorganised. I didn’t think so. I thought they were trying to get us used to thinking on our feet.

In Psychology, Mr Karl taught us to hypnotise chickens, and then people. In Equipment, Professor Vine showed us how to use grappling hooks, and Lex explained how to repair a quad-bike. In Anatomy, Dr Clot blinded a mouse by crushing its optic nerve with tweezers, and then restored its sight with an injection of stem cells. This made me think of Mitchie’s situation, and I wondered why her body couldn’t be repaired the same way.

The other students taught me things, too. Shiva demonstrated how to gut a fish. Bastion showed me how to test my blood type (I scored an A+). Even Vicki, who was starting to lose the attitude, had explained how to spoof a phone tower. I asked to borrow her phone so I could call Mum, but Vicki reminded me that the disconnectivity field prevented all communication with the outside world.

Still, I was having fun—though I felt bad that I didn’t have any skills I could teach my new friends in return.

Sir Marinus’ library was still closed, but we learned a few other memory tricks. Soon I could recite the names of all the moons in the solar system, every previous United Nations secretary general, and all the components of an electric motor. When I played War with Mitchie, I could remember every card we’d played so far, which made it much easier for me to guess what was in her hand. I never won a match, but once she only beat me by two rounds.

Sal was already walking around like nothing had happened. Dr Clot deserved the Nobel Prize for Medicine—except that she apparently had no interest in sharing her knowledge with the rest of the world.

When Sal asked how he could repay me for saving his life, I said, ‘Do one of your impressions.’

He laughed. ‘Seriously?’

‘Man, you’re my hero. I was gutted when your channel disappeared.’

‘OK, OK. It’s a deal. Who should I do?’

‘Give me a while to think about it.’

The next day I noticed a few empty beds. Four other students had disappeared. We weren’t told what had happened to them, but rumours abounded in the dorms. One kid had apparently quit, and another had been expelled. The third had graduated early and been sent to Milan. The fourth supposedly got eaten by a bear out in the forest. I had no way of guessing whether any of this was true. But I couldn’t stop thinking about the first two kids, who might be walking around with no memories of their time at the Peak.

I now knew this was possible. In Anatomy class, we’d watched a pigeon flutter around the room, bumping against glass panels on its way to a food dispenser. It soon worked out which combination of levers would make food pellets pop out of the machine. But when Dr Clot disrupted its synapses with infrasound, the pigeon forgot where the glass panels were and which levers to push. It was like she’d reset its brain, erasing the last few minutes of its memory.

As I watched the pigeon relearn how to work the food dispenser, I wondered if the Peak would give me fake memories of the fancy-pants private school Mum thought I was at. Friends and teachers who never existed, classes that never happened. Or would they just send me home, remembering nothing and assuming I’d had some kind of brain injury?

I resolved not to find out. I was going to graduate from this school.

Or, if I quit, I was going to find out the passphrase to melt my earpiece first.

One day, as I was leaving an empty classroom— apparently Psychology had been moved without warning again—I heard a voice from around the corner of the corridor that made me hesitate. It was young, male and familiar, though I couldn’t place it.

I hurried around the corner and saw two people approaching. A boy and a girl, both a year or two older than me. The girl was tall and blonde, with a bandage wrapped around one forearm which could have been trendy rather than medical. The boy had red hair and a mouth turned down at the corners. He wore a velvety jacket and was holding a telescopic pole with a spike on the end, the kind that middle-aged bushwalkers use on steep slopes. He stopped talking as soon as he spotted me, and started coughing instead. He didn’t meet my gaze.

The girl looked from him to me, and her green eyes widened.

I acted like nothing suspicious was happening, and tried to look wrapped up in my own thoughts. As I ambled past without even a nod, headed towards the lifts, I could feel their eyes on my back. Soon I heard footsteps receding as they continued on their way. Apparently I’d fooled them.

I pushed the button for the lift. But when the doors opened a few seconds later, I didn’t go in. I turned around and raced back to the corner, hoping to eavesdrop on their conversation.

I couldn’t hear the boy, but I caught the girl’s words in the distance. ‘That was him?’

A pause.

‘He still doesn’t know?’ she asked.

Another pause.

‘Yikes. How long does he have?’

‘Three days,’ the boy said.

‘You must be exhausted,’ the girl replied.

The boy mumbled words I didn’t quite catch. It began with, ‘He doesn’t . . .’ and ended with, ‘. . . that often,’ but I couldn’t make out any of the words in between.

‘Well, he won’t be a problem for much longer,’ the girl said. ‘One way or the other.’

Her voice was getting further away. If I wanted to hear more, I would have to follow them.

I leaned, peering around the corner.

The boy and the girl were gone. I whirled around, in case they’d somehow gotten behind me.

They hadn’t. It was as if they’d never existed.

There weren’t many places they could have gone. I hurried down the corridor and checked that the classroom I’d just left was still empty. It was, dust motes slowly circling the desks.

Looking around, mystified, I made my way back to the lifts. The doors had closed and I had to push the button again. I replayed the conversation in my head as I waited: He still doesn’t know? How long does he have? You must be exhausted. What could it mean?

The principal suspected that one of the students was secretly working for Swarm. But she thought it was a first-year student, and those two had been older. Besides, they hadn’t been talking about Swarm or about infiltrating the school—they’d been talking about me. And they knew I was onto them. Why else would they flee?

The doors opened and I entered the lift. It wasn’t until I was cruising downwards towards the dorms that I remembered the camouflage uniforms that the older students had been taught to use.

The boy and the girl had disappeared, but that didn’t mean they’d left.
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‘In a real fight, you cannot telegraph your movements,’ said Madame Zegen. ‘Or rather, you should telegraph the opposite of what you intend to do, et cetera.’

Today her hair was curly and grey, tied back in a bun. She wore a white smock, as though she were a chef rather than a martial arts instructor.

We were on level 15, in a room filled with gym mats, punching bags and the salty smell of sweat. In this class of 16 students, one was Prakesh. The bruise on his cheek had faded. The one on his chin hadn’t.

I didn’t like the way he was staring at me. I turned away and prodded one of the bags with my knuckles. It was as hard as a rock.

‘The human skull is not soft,’ Madame Zegen said, watching me. ‘If you are used to punching soft things, you will break your knuckles the first time you are in a real fight.’

According to Sal, Swarm had once hijacked a cargo train on its way to a space launch site. The train was loaded with several thousand tonnes of rocket fuel. By hacking the network of points and switches, they managed to get it onto a passenger track, and Swarm had brought on board an electromagnetic accelerator which would quadruple the maximum speed of the engines. Their plan had been to crash the train into a busy station so fast that the force of the crash would ignite the fuel and unleash as much energy as a thermobaric weapon.

Their plan was foiled. Madame Zegen had bailed out of a Dropper and landed on the unguarded rear carriage of the train. She’d broken in and fought her way through 29 carriages of Swarm agents to get to the driver’s car, then managed to shut off the accelerator and engage the air brake.

‘It was easy,’ she’d apparently said. ‘Train carriages are long and narrow. They were forced to fight me one at a time.’

Now, her sunken eyes lasered in on Shiva, who was doing a quad stretch against the wall.

‘Stop that,’ she said. ‘In a real fight, you will not have time to stretch or warm up.’

Along with et cetera, in a real fight seemed to be her catch phrase.

‘Now,’ she said. ‘I’ll need a volunteer.’

My grandad fought in Vietnam—or rather, he arrived, then broke his leg falling out of a helicopter on day two and was promptly sent home. He told me Navy stood for ‘Never Again Volunteer Yourself’. Mum would always counter that he’d known that long before Vietnam. He hadn’t even volunteered to join the Navy—his birthday had been pulled out of a barrel.

Anyway, apparently everyone at the Peak had already learned the same lesson as Grandad. No-one put up their hand.

Madame Zegen’s gaze settled on me. ‘Nolan Hawker,’ she said. ‘You’re up.’

I sighed, and walked up to the front of the class. The gym mats were squishy under my bare feet. Madame Zegen positioned me so we were facing each other, side-on to the rest of the class. She did this without touching me or giving me any verbal instructions—she just moved in a way that made me move, too. I was oddly impressed.

‘Try to hit me,’ she said.

I’d suspected this was coming, but that didn’t make it easy. ‘I . . .’

‘See how he hesitates,’ she told the rest of the class. ‘That hesitation is one of the things you are here to overcome. In a real fight, you will not have a minute to talk yourself into throwing a punch. You will have to react right away. Simple, idiot brawlers sometimes knock out trained martial artists simply because they are used to bar fights and do not hesitate.’ She turned back to me. ‘No doubt there are all sorts of reasons you do not want to hit me. For starters, I’m a woman and your teacher. You need to put that discomfort aside. I promise you cannot hurt me.’

I lashed out, driving a fist towards her face.

‘Whoa!’ She stumbled backwards, just beyond the range of the punch. She put her hands up, palms out, as though I’d pointed a gun at her. ‘Take it easy!’

I was horrified and embarrassed, but not for long. One of her hands turned into a fist and flashed towards my head. It froze just in time, close enough to brush my eyebrow. Like magic—a cowering wreck one moment, a merciless warrior the next

‘And just like that,’ Madame Zegen said, ‘the fight is over. An amateur starts like this.’ She arranged herself into the half-crouch of a boxer, guard up. She pulled back one fist, then threw it forwards. ‘But spies do not fight like that. Spying is the art of deception.’ She demonstrated the move she’d used on me, but slowly. ‘First you put your palms up, like you’re surrendering. You say something like, “Whoa, hold on, take it easy”—and then, pow!’ She clenched one hand into a fist and drove it forwards. ‘Your opponent is down and you are in the wind.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘Time to practise. Everyone stand two mats apart. You only need to be one mat away from the wall, because the wall doesn’t move.’

We stood in neat rows, practising the sequence. Hands up, punch. Hands up, punch. It was a simple move, but after just 30 repetitions my shoulders were already getting sore.

I couldn’t see Prakesh, just two rows behind me, a little to my right, but I could feel his gaze on the back of my neck.

‘Harder,’ Madame Zegen barked. ‘Surprising your opponent with a love tap is useless.’

We kept punching. She stalked around the room, adjusting people’s shoulders and hips.

‘Enough,’ she said finally. I let my arms go limp.

‘Fighting should always be your last resort,’ Madame Zegen continued. ‘Unfortunately, for spies, last resorts happen a lot. Sometimes you cannot flee. Your opponent may be larger than you, or you may have several opponents. In those circumstances, blocking becomes the difference between life and death. I need another volunteer.’

I put up my hand, wanting to look keen, and predicting she wouldn’t pick me twice in a row.

I was right.

‘Shiva,’ Madame Zegen said.

Shiva went up to the front of the class.

‘Hit me,’ Madame Zegen said.

Shiva didn’t hesitate. She threw a punch at the teacher’s head, and Madame Zegen parried it aside easily.

‘Do not try to stop the punch,’ she told us. ‘The bones of your wrist are more fragile than those of your skull, so a blow to your hand is not much better than one to your head. Instead, redirect the force, like so.’ She demonstrated again, slowly. ‘This leaves your opponent unbalanced . . .’ She caught Shiva’s wrist and made her wobble back and forth. ‘. . . and exposed.’ She gestured to the opening Shiva had left, and then threw a punch of her own. Shiva flinched, but the blow stopped just short of her nose.

‘Your turn,’ she told us. ‘Form two straight lines.’

We did. I could see Prakesh jostling for a particular spot. At the last minute, I swapped places with the girl next to me.

‘Turn to face each other,’ Madame Zegen commanded.

We did. Thanks to my last-minute swap, I wasn’t opposite him. I was partnered with Shiva instead.

‘Take turns punching and parrying,’ Madame Zegen said.

Shiva punched first. I dodged.

‘Move your opponent’s body as well as your own,’ the teacher said.

I struck. Shiva parried. She struck. I parried.

‘Why do we have two Anatomy teachers?’ I whispered.

Shiva shrugged with one shoulder as she threw a punch. ‘Don’t know. Why do we have two Equipment teachers?’

I’d figured that bit out already. ‘Lex does clothing and vehicles, Professor Vine does gadgets and gizmos.’

‘Is there a difference between a gadget and a gizmo?’

‘Ask the Professor.’

‘Well, maybe Anatomy is like that. Dr Clot teaches us about the inside of the body, Madame Zegen teaches us about the outside.’

‘Or Zegen tells us how to break it, and Clot teaches us to fix it?’

I suddenly became aware that Madame Zegen was standing behind me. I thought she’d admonish us for talking, but instead she said, ‘Keep one foot in front of the other, for stability. But not directly in front. Remember you could be attacked from the side.’

I adjusted my stance, and she went away.

‘In that case,’ I whispered, ‘how come we don’t have two Psychology and Knowledge teachers?’

‘Focus.’ Shiva was getting annoyed. ‘Some people have trained their whole lives to be here. You’re not taking it seriously.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘This is a secret school. You can’t train to be admitted to a school if you don’t even know—’

I broke off, because I smelled something minty.

I turned to see that Dr Clot, the other Anatomy teacher, had entered the room. She was chomping on her gum more urgently than usual. She beckoned to Madame Zegen.

‘Work harder,’ Madame Zegen told us all, before going over to the other teacher. ‘What is it, Tabitha?’

They slipped out of the room. Being at the end of the line nearest the door, I was just close enough to overhear the conversation outside.

‘The organs are gone.’ Dr Clot kept her voice low.

‘Gone?’ Madame Zegen repeated. ‘What do you mean “gone”?’

‘I mean that if you want some refrigerated air, I have plenty of it.’

Shiva’s eyes widened. Apparently I wasn’t the only one eavesdropping.

‘I was in there two days ago, looking for an eyeball,’ Madame Zegen said. ‘Everything was there then.’

‘Everything was there this morning. Now it’s gone. Did you let any students into the storage lab?’

‘No,’ Madame Zegen said. ‘Maybe the supply has been moved. Have you talked to Sykes?’

‘I haven’t talked to anyone, and nor should you,’ Dr Clot said. ‘Not until we know what this means. I can summon the supply ship, but it won’t get here until Thursday night. Try not to put out any more student eyeballs in the meantime, hmm?’

I looked around to see if anyone other than Shiva and I had heard any of this.

Prakesh met my gaze, and slowly drew a finger across his throat.

I tried to look unworried. The effect was spoiled somewhat when Shiva’s fist crashed into the side of my head.
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‘Why would someone be stealing organs?’ I asked Shiva at breakfast the next day.

She cringed, looking at the lump on the side of my head. It was white and the flesh around it was purple, like an alien egg about to hatch.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You were supposed to block.’

According to Mum, it wasn’t really an apology if you then started blaming the other person. But I let it go. She was right—I should have blocked.

‘Don’t sweat it,’ I said. ‘Who is stealing organs?’

She scooped some mush into her mouth. ‘Someone who needs a transplant, I guess,’ she said, her mouth full.

I shook my head. ‘They didn’t just take a kidney or a cornea. They took everything. That’s not someone who needs a transplant for themselves.’

On the other side of the dining hall, a tray clattered noisily to the floor, but no food was on it.

‘You’re not thinking like a spy,’ Shiva said. ‘Say you had liver failure. Say Dr Clot knew that. If you steal a liver, you’re the obvious suspect. If you steal her whole collection, she might not realise it was you.’

‘Why wouldn’t I just ask her for a liver? That’s why the organs are here—to treat students and staff who get injured or sick. Right?’ I remembered Sal on the operating table, his leg twisted.

‘Organs go for a lot on the black market,’ Bastion said, and I jumped. He was sitting right next to me with his bowl and spoon. I hadn’t noticed him approach.

‘Did you tell that guy to drop a tray to distract us?’ I asked. ‘Nice move.’

‘Thanks,’ he replied. ‘Anyway, you can sell a liver for about $150,000 on the dark web. Kidneys go for $200,000. Hearts are about $120,000.’

I stared at him. ‘You just know those numbers off the top of your head?’

‘Doesn’t everyone?’

Shiva rested her elbows on the table. ‘OK, so all the organs combined might be worth millions of dollars, but I don’t think it can be about that,’ she said. ‘No-one is here for the money. Anyone who’s cunning enough to get recruited by the Peak could have made a fortune on Wall Street or wherever, and chose to come here instead.’

My eyes widened. ‘You think I could make a fortune if I quit?’

She cocked her head. ‘You don’t?’

I had nothing to say. I was used to being the new or difficult kid at school. ‘Nolan is fitting in nicely’ was the highest praise I’d ever gotten from a teacher. It had never occurred to me—or to anyone else—that I had the potential for a successful career.

‘Anyway, how would the thief deliver the organs to the buyer?’ Shiva went on. ‘It’s not like there’s a post office near here. And no-one knows where this place is, not even the staff who work here. They can’t exactly offer click and collect.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Let’s forget about the money. What if the thief was making something?’

‘Like what?’

‘Something with a lot of eyes, a lot of legs and a few hearts.’

Shiva gaped at me. ‘You think the thief is some sort of Dr Frankenstein?’

‘I’m just trying to work out why someone would steal dozens of organs they couldn’t sell.’ I turned to Bastion. ‘Is it possible?’

Bastion was already sketching in his notebook. He was making some kind of creature with six human legs, four human arms and two human heads.

‘Anything’s possible. But it would take a long time and an enormous amount of technical skill, especially if you didn’t want your creation to die right away.’

‘Why?’ Shiva demanded. ‘Why the heck would anyone make some kind of . . . of . . .’

‘Flesh golem,’ Bastion put in.

‘Flesh golem,’ Shiva repeated. ‘What would be the point?’

Bastion looked at her like she was crazy. ‘Because it would be awesome. Are you kidding me?’

Shiva turned to me. ‘Unless the thief is a total nutjob— like Bastion—I can’t think of any reason they would do this.’

‘Well, we better figure it out fast,’ I said. ‘Because the supply blimp won’t arrive for a while. This person is obviously dangerous—everyone here is dangerous—and if we get hurt, Dr Clot can’t replace any of our bits . . .’ I trailed off, thinking.

‘Bits isn’t a very medical term,’ Bastion said. ‘How about viscera? Or offal?’

I ignored him. Spiders of fear crawled up my spine.

‘Guys,’ I whispered. ‘If you wanted to assassinate someone at the Peak, how would you do it?’

‘Targeted virus,’ Bastion said instantly.

‘Venomous snake in their bed,’ Shiva said at the same moment.

‘Massive suxamethonium injection under the toenail,’ Bastion said.

‘Sabotaged heating system in their snow-vehicle,’ Shiva went on.

I cut them off. ‘The point is, it would be difficult, right?’ I said. ‘Because Dr Clot is a miracle worker. Both Sal’s legs were broken, and he’s already walking around again like it was nothing.’

‘So what?’ Shiva said.

‘Inflammatory cytokines,’ Bastion was saying. ‘Flesh-eating fungus—’

‘Bastion, listen,’ I said. ‘If you wanted to assassinate someone at the Peak, your first step would be . . .’

Shiva paled. ‘Oh no.’

Bastion looked from her to me and back. ‘“Oh no” what?’

‘Your first step,’ I said, ‘would be to cut off Dr Clot’s supply of replacement organs.’
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‘I’m sorry, sir,’ I said, ‘there’s been a problem with your table. If you’d like—’

Before Sal could even reply, Mr Karl cut in. ‘Poor strategy,’ he said.

We were on level 66, and in front of us was a fake restaurant, with a fake skyline out the fake windows. Thanks to my Knowledge class, I recognised some of the buildings as being in Vienna. Piano keys tinkled faintly in the air. The food was real, though, and smelled delicious. Many of the students had only eaten mush for months or years, and I could tell they were struggling to concentrate on their fake conversations.

‘What?’ I said.

‘By saying “there’s a problem”, you’ve engaged his System Two brain.’ Mr Karl was sitting alone at a table in the centre of the room, a steaming cup of espresso next to a newspaper. ‘He’s starting to think. You don’t want that. You want him on autopilot. Try again.’

I cleared my throat, adjusted my bow tie and turned back to Sal, who was wearing old-man makeup, with wrinkles, grey hair and a hearing aid.

‘Good news, sir,’ I said. ‘A table by the window has become available, with a view over the harbour. Would you like to—’

‘Don’t give him a choice,’ Mr Karl interrupted. ‘Not unless you’re prepared for him to say no. Start again.’

‘Good news, sir,’ I said, trying not to grind my teeth. ‘I’ve arranged a table by the window. Follow me.’

Apparently, moving a target to a window seat—where they would be visible to binoculars, snipers and laser microphones—was an important skill for spies to learn.

‘I was somewhat taken with my old table,’ Sal grumbled. He’d been instructed to object.

I pretended not to hear, walking through the maze of tables, forcing Sal to follow me.

One ofmy classmates raised a hand as I passed. ‘Excuse me, waiter?’

‘I’ll be right with you,’ I told her, refusing to be distracted.

Sal caught up as I was placing two menus on the table by the window. ‘I preferred my original table,’ he insisted.

I’d done some improv in a drama class at one of my old schools, and I’d expected this to be similar. But in improv, the main rule was ‘yes, and . . .’; whatever the other person said, you had to go along with it and build on it. This was the opposite. Whatever I came up with, Sal was supposed to say ‘no’.

I pulled out a chair for him and lowered my voice. ‘Very sorry for the inconvenience, sir. I’m afraid the roof was damaged during last night’s hailstorm. The light fitting over that particular table started dripping. It seems fine now, but rain is forecast for noon.’

Sal sat down. ‘I didn’t hear any hail last night.’

I smiled. ‘Oh, to be a heavy sleeper! That must be nice.’

‘What time was this storm?’

I placed a serviette over his lap. ‘One of the chefs said it was around midnight.’

This was one of Mr Karl’s rules. Try not to say anything verifiably false, but when you can’t avoid it, attribute the information to someone else. If Sal—or the fictitious old man Sal was pretending to be—found out there was no hail last night, or that it happened at a different time, he’d blame the unnamed chef, not me.

‘Anyway, I apologise again for the inconvenience,’ I continued. ‘I’d like to—’

Unexpectedly, someone upended a table behind me. Glasses shattered. Silverware went flying. I whirled around and found Shiva pointing a laser pistol at my head. Several other students screamed and backed off.

‘Aaaaaand you’re dead,’ Mr Karl said. ‘Xan? Harrison? Your turn.’

‘Wait, what?’ I said. ‘What just happened?’

Mr Karl sighed. ‘What happened was, your target brought backup. You didn’t notice that Shiva was reading a travel guide for Bruge, not Vienna. You didn’t notice the weapon hidden on her lap. You told some lies about the weather, which was enough to prove to Sal that you were a spy. You turned your back on him, which allowed him to exchange hand signals with Shiva. Now you’re dead. Sit at that table over there.’

I sagged. I’d thought I was doing really well.

A few other teacher’s pet types started cleaning up the mess. I didn’t bother. I sat down at the table Mr Karl had directed me to and shoved a mouthful of garlic-fried spinach into my mouth. Somehow even its deliciousness was annoying.

Sal shot me a sympathetic look. Maybe he’d failed the same test when he was a first-year.

‘Torrent,’ I muttered. ‘How long until the holidays?’

I expected the AI to tell me straight away, but instead, it said, ‘If you are experiencing homesickness, I can register you for a support group.’

‘Just answer my question,’ I snapped.

‘You will be permitted to visit your home in 46 days,’ Torrent said. ‘This reinforces the cover story that this is a normal school, and helps divert suspicion.’

I groaned. ‘46 days?! How am I supposed to . . .’ I trailed off.

‘Incomplete input,’ Torrent said, after a moment. ‘Please repeat the question.’

I didn’t. I’d just realised something about Torrent’s voice. I chewed my lip, thinking.

After a minute, Torrent said, ‘Let me know if you would like me to complete the registration for the support group.’

‘No, thanks. One more question—what’s 46 divided by 30?’

‘Are you aware that not every month has 30 days?’

‘Just give me the answer.’

Torrent said, ‘1.53333333—’

‘That’ll do,’ I said. ‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers,’ Torrent repeated.

I dug frantically at my ear. But I couldn’t get the earpiece out. It was too deep.
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There he was, sitting at table in the dining hall, spooning mush into his smug face. The boy who had been talking about me in the corridor. The boy whose voice I’d been sure I recognised. The boy who’d been fooling me since before I even got here. He still doesn’t know? How much longer does he have?

As I walked towards him, he stopped chatting to his friends. They saw me coming and scattered, leaving him alone.

I sat next to him. ‘Hello.’

He acknowledged me with a nod.

‘You can talk,’ I said. ‘I already worked out where I know your voice from.’

‘Took you long enough,’ he said.

It was the same voice I’d been hearing in my ear for the last four weeks. But the tone was different, now that he wasn’t pretending to be an AI. He spoke more quickly, and sounded more laid back.

‘Why were you pretending to be a digital assistant?’

‘Hang on.’ He wiped his mouth with a napkin, then got out a phone—apparently he, like Vicki, was allowed to have one. He brought up an app I didn’t recognise and tapped a green button. Some numbers appeared on the screen: 01:22. He put the device away.

‘It was a school assignment, obviously,’ he said. ‘And not an easy one, by the way. Do you know how hard it is to be on call constantly? When other people were talking to me, I had to concentrate on both conversations at the same time. When I was doing circuit training, I had to try not to sound out of breath. You even talked to me when I was in the bathroom.’

‘Who set you this assignment?’

‘It’s standard. All the second year students have to pretend to be an AI for a first year. Part of the Psychology curriculum.’ Torrent burped and thumped a fist against his chest. ‘Glad it’s finally over.’

‘Yeah, how nice for you.’ I was still seething.

‘Nothing personal, kid.’

‘It was very personal. Do you know how violated I feel?’ ‘Yes, I do. Same thing happened to me last year.’ He twisted his hands around, stretching out his wrists. ‘My real name is Thomas, by the way.’

‘Boring name,’ I said. ‘I’m going to keep calling you Torrent.’

I wanted to hurt his feelings, but he just shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. What tipped you off?’

‘Well, for starters, you weren’t a very useful personal assistant.’

He smirked. ‘Oh?’

‘Yeah. You couldn’t play music or anything.’

Torrent laughed. ‘OK, very good.’

‘And you paused too long, even when it was a question a computer would know the answer to immediately.’

‘Like, what’s 46 divided by 30? That was a good trick, asking that. I had to stall while I looked it up.’

‘Well, good luck with your next victim,’ I said. ‘You better hope they’re dumber than me.’

‘Don’t be too pleased with yourself.’ Torrent held up the device. ‘If you figured it out within two days, I would have failed the assignment. But if you took longer than a month, you would have been expelled. Want to know how close you came to a one-way ticket out of here?’

He showed me the screen again: 01:22.

The blood drained from my face. ‘I was less than two hours from being expelled?’

‘No,’ Torrent said. ‘You were less than two minutes from being expelled. And then I’d have to do the same thing with a new kid, while also dealing with Shiva.’

‘Shiva?’

‘Your friend. She figured it out. But she couldn’t tell you, because she would have been . . .’

‘Expelled?’ I guessed. That seemed to be the punishment for everything here.

‘Yup. This school is hardcore, if you didn’t notice already. Shiva was pressuring me to go easy on you, but I couldn’t. Teachers notice stuff like that. Still, she would have been super mad at me if you got kicked out of the school . . .’

He kept talking, but I’d stopped listening. I was thinking about other assignments that students had been given. Some of the other people who had been kicked out. One in particular.

Expelled. Super mad.

I interrupted him, ‘So now that it’s over, can I get this thing out of my ear?’

‘Nope. Like I told you in the limo, it only dissolves if you say the passphrase, and you won’t get the passphrase until you graduate.’

My heart sank. ‘I have you in my head for the rest of school?’

‘Yup. I’ll be there when you eat and when you sleep. We’re ear buddies.’

I put my face in my hands. ‘Great. That time I overheard you in the corridor, and you just vanished— how’d you do that? Where did you get the camouflage armour?’

Torrent spread his fingertips on the tabletop. ‘Anyone can grab that armour from the equipment cupboard on level 16—but I just ducked into the vents.’

‘What vents?’

‘Yeah, first years don’t know about them. It’s another test; the teachers like to see who notices the vents, and who’s bold enough to crawl in and see where they go. Most are too small to fit through, but not all. I’ll show you sometime.’

That must have been how Shiva pulled off her disappearing act. But she was a first year, like me—how would she know they existed?

There was a pause, and then Torrent said, ‘Speaking of tests, I had an idea about the Swarm agent in the school.’

I was momentarily startled, but then I realised he would have overheard my conversation with the principal, as well as everything I’d said to Shiva and Bastion. There would be no secrets from Torrent, ever.

‘Maybe they don’t exist,’ Torrent said. ‘Maybe the teachers just want to see how you’d react to the idea of an enemy agent in the school.’

It was possible. But it was also exactly what the Swarm agent would want me to believe.

If Torrent worked for Swarm, I was screwed.

‘Maybe,’ I said, watching him.

‘Anyway.’ He stood up and stretched. ‘Do me a favour— don’t talk to me unless it’s an emergency. I’m looking forward to an uninterrupted trip to the bathroom.’
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That night I lay awake in bed. My pillow was damp, because I’d stuffed my ears with wet toilet paper so the sleep music wouldn’t knock me out. After half an hour, I’d taken the earplugs out. As I’d suspected, the music was gone. It didn’t play all night. Just long enough to put everyone to sleep. Everyone except me, that is.

And someone else. I could hear them moving around in the dark. The soft scrape of bare feet on the concrete f loor.

I lay still as the footsteps approached my bed. I knew who it was—Prakesh. He’d been watching me all day, and now he was ready to make his move.

If this were a boarding school, he’d put shaving cream on my palm and then tickle my nose with a feather so I smeared the cream all over my face. Or he’d put my hand in a bowl of warm water so I wet the bed. But what were the standard pranks at a school for spies? C-4 explosive under the mattress?

I didn’t intend to find out.

I felt a presence right next to the bed. He was here. The bunk bed rocked slightly as he put a hand on one of the bedposts to steady himself. He leaned over the bottom bunk and peeled back the sheets, looking for me.

But I wasn’t there.

‘Hello,’ I said, watching him from the top bunk.

He jumped back, or tried to. But his feet were glued to the floor. He fell over backwards, and then his hands and his butt were stuck to the floor, too.

‘What the—’

‘Rapid-onset Pressure Adhesive,’ I said. ‘I borrowed it in my last Equipment class. Gives us some time to talk.’

Prakesh couldn’t see me, but I could see him, thanks to the graphene contact lenses I’d also borrowed. He was struggling valiantly in the puddle of glue—I admired him for not giving up. Next to him was a transparent plastic box filled with writhing, crawling shapes.

‘Filling my bed with spiders?’ I said. ‘Excellent prank. Respect.’

He glared up in my general direction. He still couldn’t see me. ‘When I get my hands on you—’

I took a breath. ‘I wanted to say again that I’m sorry.’

Prakesh fell silent. The other students snored all around us, oblivious to our voices. That music worked crazily well.

‘I get it now,’ I went on. ‘You’re not mad because I hit you in the head with a skateboard. You’re mad because your friend got expelled—Lisa, the one I tricked in the kitchen. You and her were close. Right?’

He kept glaring. But it wasn’t just anger in his expression now. There was grief, too.

‘At the time, I thought you guys were trying to kidnap a kid from the school. If I’d known what was really going on, I wouldn’t have interfered.’ I sighed. ‘If someone messed with my exam and got my best friend expelled . . . well, I’d want to fill their bed with spiders, too.’

Still he said nothing. I climbed down off the top bunk, shook the can of solvent and sprayed it on the floor. The glue softened, then cracked like wax. I held out a hand.

He hesitated for a long moment, then reached out. I helped him up, then sat on the bottom bunk.

He sat next to me and cleared his throat. ‘It seemed like such a good plan,’ he said.

‘At Coppins Crossing?’

‘Yeah. Mitchie came up with it. And, you know, she’s a genius. I was sure we’d pass.’

‘I guess even geniuses get surprised,’ I said.

‘When I got back here, I went looking for Lisa, so we could come up with a better plan for next time. But I couldn’t find her. I was worried she’d been hurt, so I checked on level 13, but she wasn’t there. Dr Clot said I should forget about her. I hacked the school database to find out what had happened—I’m a hacker; I got invited to the school after I stole the nuclear launch codes from the president of Pakistan as a prank.’

I remembered seeing Prakesh tapping frantically on his tablet at Coppins Crossing.

‘I found Lisa’s student file,’ Prakesh continued. ‘She’d been expelled. She’s back with her family. Her memories have been erased.’ He wiped his nose with his sleeve, and I realised he was crying. ‘If I ever see her again, she won’t even know who I am.’

His grief was so raw that I felt it, too. I couldn’t say anything to make it better, so I said nothing. I just rested a hand on his back while he wept.

Eventually he took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘I’m sorry about the thing in the library,’ he said. ‘I guess I haven’t been very mature about this.’

‘I get it,’ I said. What he’d done was wrong, but I wasn’t angry anymore, not now that I understood the pain he’d been in. It can’t have been easy, seeing his friend vanish—and then having me appear, all smug and pleased with myself.

He dabbed at his eyes and stood. ‘Well. Not sure what to do with these now.’ He gestured at the box of crawling spiders.

‘I’ll take ‘em,’ I said. ‘Maybe I’ll put one in Vicki’s breakfast.’

Prakesh laughed, and so did I.

After he was gone, I took out the contact lenses and lay down on the bottom bunk in the dark. I was still way out of my depth at this school, but I had one less problem.

‘Hey,’ Torrent said in my ear.

I flinched. ‘Shouldn’t you be asleep?’

‘Your earpiece reacted to whatever you used as earplugs. It triggered an excess-moisture alert and woke me up.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t be,’ Torrent said. ‘I’m glad I got to hear all that. It was . . .’ He paused, searching for the words in a way that an AI wouldn’t need to do. It was a very human pause.

‘Spying isn’t just about sneaking around and lying to people,’ he said finally. ‘Sometimes it’s about telling the truth. Recruiting assets by making real connections with them and convincing them to do the right thing, even at great personal cost. Inspiring them.’ He paused again. ‘I think you might be good at it.’

I was touched. ‘Thanks, Torrent.’

‘Any time,’ he said. ‘Good night.’

I was much more relaxed now. Even without the music, I started to feel myself drifting off within minutes. When I was nearly asleep, a thought surfaced, and my eyes popped open.

The new organs would be delivered tomorrow. And I still didn’t know who the Swarm agent was.

But I’d just figured out their plan.
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Ineed to talk to you,’ I whispered to Shiva.

‘I’m concentrating.’ Her bowstring twanged as she loosed an arrow. It sailed over the treetops, trailing fishing line, and thudded into a distant target—a drone, buzzing back and forth in the distance. She tugged on the fishing line, reeling the drone in.

‘It’s important.’ I kept my voice low. The rest of the class was spaced out in a long line across the snowy ridge. I’d edged towards Shiva so slowly that none of them had noticed—or at least, no-one appeared to have noticed. But pretending not to notice things was one of the first skills we’d been taught in Psychology.

‘You should be concentrating, too,’ Shiva said. ‘Haven’t you almost failed multiple times now?’

‘Why are you being difficult?’ I demanded. ‘Have I offended you somehow?’

Shiva had been lining up another shot, but now she lowered the bow. ‘Tell you what,’ she said. ‘Hit the target, and I’ll listen.’

‘This isn’t a game, Shiva.’

‘No, it’s not. This is a school for people who will someday have the fate of the world in their hands. It’s very, very serious. You stumbled into it by accident—’

‘So did you,’ I said.

‘And you’ve been falling short since you got here. Hit that target, and I’ll listen to you. Those are my terms.’

I could have reminded her that I’d saved Sal’s life. Instead I picked up my bow for the first time today. It wasn’t the wood-and-leather kind I’d seen in fantasy movies—it was made of carbon fibre and weighed almost nothing, with holes for my fingers to slip through. I went to nock the arrow.

‘Don’t!’ Shiva said quickly. ‘You’re holding it backwards.’

My eyes narrowed. Surely she was messing with me.

‘I’m serious,’ she said. ‘It’s a recurve bow. The limbs curve away from you until the bow is strung. If you try to fire it that way around, the bow will snap and break your arm. Weren’t you listening to Lex?’

Shiva snatched it out of my hands and strung it. The bow bent backwards before my eyes, further than I would have thought possible.

She was right—I hadn’t been listening. I had been thinking about the organ delivery tonight.

Shiva handed the bow back. ‘There.’ The copper coin appeared in her hands. She rolled it as she watched.

I licked my finger and held it in the air, testing the wind. Then I nocked the arrow and pulled the string back as hard as I could. I closed one eye, aiming slightly above the target because of gravity and slightly to the right because of the wind. The bow trembled in my grip.

Finally I loosed the arrow. It shot into the distance, nowhere near the target.

‘That was so pathetic that I’m inclined to listen to you out of pity,’ Shiva said.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll take it. The point is this: we were wrong.’

‘About what?’

‘About everything. The Swarm agent didn’t steal those organs so they could assassinate someone before the replacements arrived. They stole them so they’d have to be replaced.’

I had her attention now. ‘What do they need twice as many organs for?’

‘They don’t. They need the airship the replacement organs are coming in.’

Her mouth fell open. ‘You think they’re planning to escape?’

‘To stow away,’ I said. ‘Think about it. The main thing Swarm wants is to find the Peak on a map, so they can blow it off the map. But students and staff are unconscious when they arrive. The Swarm agent has infiltrated the school, but it hasn’t helped—they don’t know where they are. That’s why they’ve been building robots and sending them out into the wilderness. But none of them can make the distance.’

Shiva nodded slowly. ‘You don’t realise how big the world is until you’re lost in it. I learned that in the rainforest.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘The robots would run out of batteries long before they reached any kind of town, and the Peak has drones patrolling the area.’ I pointed at the flying target I’d just missed with my arrow.

‘Hence the airship?’

‘Exactly. The Peak doesn’t use a helicopter or a plane to resupply, because satellites could pick up the heat signature from the engine. The airship just floats, because it’s full of hydrogen. I’m guessing the airship uses autopilot, since a human crew would ask inconvenient questions, like “Where are we going?” and “Why are we delivering human organs to a remote mountaintop?”‘

I remembered the guy who had knocked me out when I boarded the airship. Maybe he knocked himself out right after—or, more likely, he disembarked as soon as I was in the pod, leaving the airship to fly itself to the Peak.

‘But if there’s no crew . . .’ Shiva said slowly.

‘Then there’s no-one to stop the Swarm agent from boarding the ship and floating right out of here. Once they’re out of the disconnectivity field and spot a landmark they recognise, they’d be able to call their masters and tell them exactly where the Peak is.’

‘Have you told the principal this?’ Shiva demanded.

‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘Firstly, she ordered me to mind my own business. Secondly, she suspects I am the Swarm agent. She’ll assume I’m trying to trick her.’

‘I’ll tell her, then,’ Shiva said. ‘She’ll believe me.’

‘Why?’ I asked, suddenly uneasy.

Shiva hesitated a moment too long, and then said, ‘I have a perfect record. I’m not a troublemaker like you. I’ll take the information to her.’ She glanced around at her classmates. ‘Don’t tell anyone else about this, OK? We don’t know who we can trust. Anyone could be the Swarm agent.’

Yes, I thought. They could. Alarm bells were going off in my head. I remembered what Mr Karl had said about Shiva last week: I saw her hanging around where Dr Clot keeps the spare organs earlier.

The Swarm robots had shot rockets at me and Sal, but they’d let Shiva fly right past. And when we first got to the cabin on the mountaintop, Shiva was the one who said someone should go out and look for the missing girl from the pods, but she hadn’t gone herself. Reg went instead—and was replaced.

According to Professor Vine, the missing girl had been ‘ditched’ when a transmitting device had been found on her. What if the device wasn’t hers? Shiva had been on the airship, too. What if she had planted the transmitter in the girl’s pod, hoping to recover it later?

A second ago, Shiva hadn’t said, We should tell the principal. She’d said, Have you told the principal? When the answer was no, she’d quickly volunteered to deliver the message herself, and told me to keep the information private. That was exactly what a Swarm agent would do.

Even Shiva’s story about why she’d been selected for the Peak didn’t add up. She was the only survivor of a horrific plane crash, and yet she’d been in good enough shape to stay alive in the rainforest alone for weeks? Wouldn’t a crash which killed everyone else on board have at least left her with broken bones?

Some people have trained their whole lives to be here, she’d told me. Like she’d been a spy before she even arrived.

I nodded slowly, my heart racing. ‘OK. You tell her. She’ll be on level 13—I overheard Dr Clot say she was meeting with Principal Sykes down there.’

This wasn’t true, but Shiva seemed to buy it. ‘OK.’

‘Let me know what the principal says.’

‘I will.’ Shiva glanced around again. ‘You should go shoot some targets. Act natural.’

I turned my back and walked towards my spot. It was hard not to break into a run. If Shiva was the Swarm agent, her next step would be to kill me. I was the only one who knew what she was planning. She could have an arrow pointed at my back right now. Sweat broke out across my brow, despite the cold.

From behind me, I heard the twang of a bowstring. I almost leapt out of my skin—but nothing hit me. When I turned around, I saw that Shiva was shooting at the flying target again.

She’d hit it. Dead centre.

Torrent spoke up. ‘You still think there’s a Swarm agent inside the Peak?’

‘It’s her,’ I said, quietly.

‘Who?’

‘Shiva. She’s the spy.’

‘ What? How do you figure that?’

‘I’ll explain everything in a second. Just let me get out of class.’

I glanced around. No-one was looking my way. I pressed one end of the bow to the ground and pushed.

Crack! Everyone whirled around. They saw the broken bow, and me clutching my arm.

‘Aargh,’ I moaned.

Lex approached. ‘What happened?’

‘My bow just snapped,’ I said. ‘I must have strung it backwards.’

‘Well, that was stupid, wasn’t it?’ Lex said matter-of- factly.

‘I think my arm is broken.’

‘Go see Dr Clot,’ Lex said. ‘I’m busy teaching the competent students.’

I grumbled my thanks and hurried away. Was Shiva suspicious? I didn’t dare look back to check.





[image: ]

As soon as I was out of sight, I broke into a sprint.

When I reached the principal’s office, her door was closed, despite what she’d said at assembly. I knocked frantically.

‘Principal Sykes! I need to talk to you!’

No answer.

I tried the handle. It wouldn’t turn. I punched in today’s code on the keypad. After an angry beeping, the door stayed locked. I knocked again—

Then I smelled something. Spearmint.

I turned around. Dr Clot was standing right behind me, her hands in the pockets of her lab coat.

‘Dr Clot,’ I said. ‘You startled me.’

She said nothing, chewing her gum. Chomp, chomp.

‘I was looking for the principal,’ I went on. ‘I have to tell her something. Have you seen her?’

Still she didn’t reply. My skin crawled.

Finally, Dr Clot smiled, as though she’d made a decision. She said, ‘What do you need to tell Principal Sykes? I can pass on the message.’

Her voice sounded human—but was it? Or had she been replaced?

I backed away. ‘Thanks, but it can wait,’ I said.

‘It’s no trouble,’ Dr Clot said. Chomp, chomp.

‘Really, it’s OK.’ I looked at my watch, and then realised I wasn’t wearing one. ‘I’d better get going.’

‘Going where?’ Chomp, chomp.

‘To the dorm. See you!’ I turned and fled, not realising until I was out of sight that the dorm was in the opposite direction.
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I hid in the broom cupboard on level 13—the one I’d searched for Shiva earlier. Even in here, I felt watched. So watched that I wasn’t thinking straight.

I sat on the floor between a bottle of bleach and the charging station for a robot vacuum. Tonight, the traitor would escape, and reveal to Swarm where the Peak was. Then Swarm would destroy the school: drop a warhead from a spy satellite and turn the whole mountain into a pile of rubble, killing everyone inside. But if the traitor was Shiva, I’d be dead long before that. She knew that I knew about her escape plan, so she’d take me off the board to stop me from interfering.

I had to get out of here.

I wouldn’t get far on foot, but I knew how to fly the Droppers. I could steal one, and fly it in a straight line until I reached the sea, then zoom along the coast until I found a city. Bail out, blend in. Steal some money and a passport, then find a way home.

It couldn’t be that easy, otherwise Shiva would have done it already. But I had to try.

Except . . .

I imagined the Peak as a pile of rubble. All its wonders, gone. My friends, dead.

To me, leaving a school behind was nothing new. I’d learned not to get attached to the place or the people. But this was different.

‘Torrent?’ I said. ‘Have you seen Vicki anywhere?’
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I found her in the laundry room, where bedsheets churned in huge washing machines. The air was so hot and humid that I could hardly breathe.

I still struggled to believe that Vicki had been a spy this whole time, and that she’d only been posing as a student when she’d sat in front of me in Mr White’s class at Coppins Crossing. Part of me was convinced it had been real and that this was the act.

‘Sal likes you,’ I said. I had to yell over the roaring machines.

Vicki didn’t turn around. She had both hands on the railing, overlooking the sudsy chaos below.

‘And I think you like him, too,’ I went on. ‘That’s why you were so grumpy when you were sent to Coppins Crossing. You missed him.’

She still didn’t look back. ‘You’re talking about things that are none of your business.’

‘That’s what a spy does.’ I leaned against the railing next to her. ‘What are you doing down here?’

Vicki shrugged. ‘I like it. Reminds me of home.’

‘You had a big laundry?’ I guessed.

She gave me a withering look. ‘The tropics,’ she said. ‘I miss the climate.’

‘I thought you were French.’ My geography wasn’t great, but even I knew that France wasn’t in the tropics.

‘I grew up in Îles Australes.

‘How did you get recruited?’ I asked.

‘I borrowed Mama’s credit card to buy a ticket to a concert,’ Vicki said. ‘When her bank called to query the transaction, I pretended to be her, and fooled them.

Then I heard her tell Papa she was planning to call the bank, so I had to call her from a friend’s phone pretending to be the bank. I fooled her, too. By the time the whole thing was over I’d impersonated an event manager, a police officer and the chief executive of Rurutu Airport. The Peak pulled me out of jail.’

I couldn’t help but smile. ‘Sounds like you and me would have gotten on.’

She gave me a withering look. ‘Again, what do you want?’

I told her everything. How Shiva was a Swarm agent. How she’d stolen Dr Clot’s supplies to summon the airship, and how she was going to use it to escape, tonight. Then she’d tell Swarm where the Peak was, and soon after that, we’d all be dead.

Cool as a cucumber, Vicki barely reacted to any of this. She tossed her hair back, and studied her nails.

‘Sounds like a lot of guesswork to me.’

‘So you’re not going to help?’

‘No.’

‘That’s a shame,’ I said. ‘I told Sal you would.’

Vicki’s eyes narrowed.

‘I think he was looking forward to working with you,’ I said. ‘But don’t worry. I’ll ask a different girl. Sal seems to get on quite well with Lilah. Do you know her? Pretty, big eyes, big hair?’

‘You’re manipulating me,’ Vicki said.

I smiled. ‘That’s what a spy does.’
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Istretched a map across a potting bench. ‘What do you think?’

‘That vent gets too narrow. You won’t be able to follow it all the way into the tech lab,’ said Torrent, who was munching on a potato chip.

‘Where the heck did you get that?’ Sal asked. ‘I’ve been eating mush for months.’

Torrent just shrugged.

The six of us—me, Torrent, Sal, Vicki, Bastion and Prakesh—were in the aquaponics lab on level 46, surrounded by water tanks filled with floating plants, connected by a maze of pipes. Glittering fish darted between the roots.

This wasn’t the ideal place for a secret meeting. Someone could walk in at any moment, and the moisture in the air was already withering the hand-drawn map. Plus, the whole place smelled like lettuce. But it was the best I could do at short notice.

‘Focus,’ I said. ‘We need to move now, because the shipment is tonight, and if Shiva is the Swarm agent, she’ll try to take me out before then.’

‘Because you foolishly told her everything you knew,’ Torrent said, brushing crumbs off his lips. ‘Why did you do that again?’

I wasn’t quite sure. It had felt like Shiva and I were on the same side, maybe because she’d been the first person I saw when I woke up in the drop zone.

‘Doesn’t matter. The point is, I need you—’ I pointed to Torrent. ‘—to keep an eye on Shiva while I break into Professor Vine’s tech lab. If she shows up on the same level as me, I want to know about it immediately.’

‘Can’t you just use today’s code to get into the lab?’ Bastion asked.

‘The code changes at 17:00 hours each day,’ Sal explained, ‘and the new one isn’t announced to the students until 08:00 the following morning. It’s supposed to keep us from messing around after hours.’

‘Right.’ Bastion looked puzzled. ‘Hey, how does Nolan know he can trust us? Just curious.’

‘I trust you because you were in the lift when the robot released the poison gas,’ I said. ‘I trust Sal because Swarm shot down his plane. I trust Vicki because she’s so mean—she hasn’t tried to win me over at all.’

Vicki smirked. ‘I have plenty of charm, but I’m not wasting it on you.’

‘Same thing with Prakesh,’ I said. ‘And they’re both second-years. If either of them was with Swarm, they would have betrayed the school before now. Torrent, too—and he already knows everything I know, so if he’s the Swarm agent, I’m dead either way.’

‘And I guess so are we, now,’ Sal said mildly.

‘Also, Torrent could have used the earpiece to erase my memory at any time, and he hasn’t.’

‘That you know about,’ Sal pointed out.

‘I’ve nearly pushed the button by mistake a couple of times,’ Torrent joked.

At least, I hoped he was joking.

‘Shiva was also in the lift,’ Bastion said.

It was a good point. ‘Maybe she’s immune to chlorof lurane.’

‘Impossible,’ Bastion said immediately. ‘The chemical structure—’

‘Whatever. We need to move now.’

I’d been reluctant to involve Bastion in this. Though he was brilliant, he was also a coward. I was worried that he’d faint at some crucial moment and screw everything up. Luckily, my plan only depended on him to engineer some bacteria, which I already knew he could do.

I smoothed down the corners of the map. I’d drawn some of it myself, but Sal and Torrent had filled in the gaps. I’d taken particular note of potential hiding places along my route, and of the air vents that connected rooms to each another.

‘I’ll use Bastion’s bacteria in the vent, and then I’ll be in the tech lab for about 45 seconds,’ I said. ‘That should be long enough, if Prakesh has managed to hack the printer.’

‘Piece of cake,’ Prakesh promised.

‘Vicki,’ I said. ‘Can you and Sal keep Professor Vine distracted for that long?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Obviously.’

‘Great. Once I’m out of the lab, I’ll make my way to this exit point, here,’ I tapped the map, ‘and wait for Shiva to come out.’

‘Students can’t just walk out of the school, especially at night,’ Torrent said. ‘That tunnel will be guarded.’

‘I have a plan for that,’ I said.

‘And if Shiva is out there already, waiting for the airship? How are you going to handle that?’

As I explained the details, I expected them to look impressed. Instead, they all looked dubious.

‘If you get caught, you’ ll be expelled,’ Torrent said.

‘I won’t.’

‘But if you do—’

‘If I get caught, pretty soon there won’t be a school to get expelled from,’ I snapped. ‘Swarm is going to destroy this place.’

They all looked at each other.

‘If anyone has a better plan, I’m listening,’ I said.

Torrent swallowed the last of his chip. ‘You’ve got guts, kid,’ he said. ‘All right. I’m in.’ He held out a hand, palm down.

‘Any opportunity to play with bacteria,’ Bastion said, and put his hand on top.

Prakesh put a hand in. ‘We’re square after this, right?’

‘I did say I owed you an impression.’ Sal added his hand to the pile.

Vicki was last. She sighed, and put her hand on Sal’s.

‘Thanks,’ I said, meaning it. I placed my hand on top of hers. ‘Let’s do this.’
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The air vent was tight around my shoulders and hips.

Like being confined in a steel coffin. An Arctic breeze blasted my face, making my nose numb. The air presumably came from outside, and I suddenly wondered if I could skip the tech lab and crawl the whole way to the airship’s landing point.

After 10 minutes, I stopped wondering. My neck was already sore and the darkness was suffocating. The night-vision lenses didn’t help; all I could see was my blurry, metallic reflection, repeated over and over in every direction. Anyway, a big fan would probably be blocking the exit, so I stuck to the plan.

Soon I reached a grate. Hearing voices below, I froze. First year students weren’t supposed to be out of bed, and the staff certainly wouldn’t be pleased to find me in the vent.

Footsteps approached, then receded. I was safe, for now.

The screws were on the outside of the grate, but I’d prepared for that. Bastion had given me a vial filled with brown powder. Very, very carefully, I removed the stopper.

‘These babies will eat through anything,’ Bastion had promised. ‘So don’t get any on your skin.’

I tilted the vial. The bacteria slid out onto the grate, like fine silt. Within seconds, the metal started to rust and flake away. The bars got thinner and thinner. When the transformation seemed to have stopped, I gave the grate a gentle push. It cracked, as fragile as eggshell. I pulled apart the pieces with my bare hands, hoping Bastion had been right that the bacteria would stop eating and die after 50 cell divisions. Then I crawled through the gap and dropped down into the corridor.

The lights were still on, but no-one was around. I approached the tech lab and listened at the door.

I could hear keystrokes and the squeaking of a swivel chair. Professor Vine was still in there. I pressed my back against the wall next to the door and waited.

At about the point my legs started to go stiff, I heard the Professor get up. The lock clicked. The door swung open and he emerged from the tech lab, a bag over one shoulder and his cowboy hat low over his distracted-looking eye. Probably already thinking about his dinner and his bed.

Standing next to the door, with my back pressed against the wall, I was so close to the Professor I could have reached out and touched him—but he didn’t see me.

I stood holding my breath, the camouflage suit I’d stolen from level 16 blending me into the wall. Even the slightest movement would compromise the illusion. Could he hear the pounding of my heart?

Vine was about to close the door, which would lock itself behind him, when a voice rang out. ‘Professor!’

Vine turned to look. Sir Marinus was at the other end of the corridor—or, someone who appeared to be Sir Marinus. He had the same straight back and the same stiff gait, unmistakable even under the cape he always wore. Even though he’d called out to Vine, he was walking away, so his slicked-back hair was visible, but his face was hidden. Even I was nearly fooled, and this part of the plan had been my idea. My favourite YouTuber hadn’t lost his touch.

‘Gerald?’ Professor Vine called. ‘What can I do ya for?’

Sal, obviously, didn’t look back. He disappeared around the corner.

The professor jogged after him. ‘Hold up, dang it!’

Behind him, I slipped into the tech lab. The door fell shut behind me and locked itself. Now I was trapped in here—but only for 45 seconds, if everything went according to plan.

I hurried through the lab towards the 3D printer. Prakesh’s hack had worked—the printer had just finished making a copy of Mr Karl’s face. I opened the tray and grabbed the mask. The silicone was still warm.

35 seconds left. I ran around the lab, scooping up the other things I needed. Some HEAPs and a launcher. A jump-vest and a ballistic vest, in case Shiva shot me on sight. 10 seconds left.

I heard footsteps outside. The Professor was coming back.

I ran to the door and crouched next to it, hugging all the things I’d stolen to hide them from view. My clothes changed colour again, making me vanish. Five seconds. Four, three—

The lock clicked, and the door opened, two seconds earlier than I’d anticipated. The Professor walked in, holding a phone to his ear.

‘It’s the darnedest thing,’ he was saying. ‘I heard Sir Marinus calling out to me, but I can’t find him anywhere.’ He walked over to a rack of toothbrushes. ‘Anyway, why do you need these?’

As he picked a toothbrush off the rack, I slipped through the open door again. It fell shut and locked. I was out, with all the equipment I needed.

I ran around the corner. There was Vicki, doing her Dr Clot voice into the phone. It wasn’t as good as one of Sal’s impressions, but the fact that she was spoofing the doctor’s phone number helped a lot.

‘Dental hygiene is important, you ignorant hick.’ She seemed to be enjoying this too much. When she saw me, she gave a thumbs up. ‘Actually, you know what? Cancel that. I found my toothbrush.’ She ended the call. I could tell she was trying not to smile.

‘Do you have what you need?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Time for phase two.’
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No need for an air vent this time. Disguised as Mr Karl, I rode the lift all the way up to level one—the level which looked like the lobby of a skyscraper. When the doors opened, I listened. No footsteps, no conversation. I’d hoped the two guards would be chatting, distracted. Apparently not.

I slipped out and hurried towards the ladder. It was unguarded. A stroke of luck.

Or not. As I passed one of the huge columns, I saw the two guards slumped behind it, unconscious.

Nearby, something sparkled. Shiva’s copper coin. Like a calling card.

This wasn’t what I’d expected. It was 20:00. Prakesh had hacked the database to get the schedule: the airship wasn’t due until 20:30. It would take 45 minutes to unload all the cargo, and depart at 21:15. To reduce the risk of getting caught, it made sense for Shiva to slip out at the last minute, just before the airship was due to depart. That way she could sneak on board immediately, without having to spend minutes or hours exposed as she waited for it. My plan had been to get out there first and catch her just as she emerged from the school.

But it looked like she was already out there—and her plan for getting past the guards had been less subtle than mine. I crouched next to the guard on the left and touched a finger to her throat. There was a strong pulse. I held my watch over her lips. The glass fogged up. I checked the other guard. He, too, was alive, his eyeballs flicking behind his closed eyelids.

‘Torrent,’ I whispered. ‘We have a problem.’

‘What is it?’

‘You were supposed to warn me if Shiva showed up on the same level as me.’

‘I set up an auto-alert,’ Torrent said. ‘She’s not on the same level as you.’

‘No—she’s outside already.’

‘What? How?’

‘She’s knocked out the guards,’ I said. ‘Change of plan—I can’t just wait for her outside the entrance. I’m going to have to search the trail between here and the supply drop-off point.’

‘It’ll take too long to do that by yourself.’

‘I know.’

‘And you’ll be a long way from any backup when you confront her,’ Torrent said.

‘I know.’

‘And we’re all down on level 81, except for Bastion, and he’s pretty useless. He’ll faint at the first sign of trouble. We can’t come up, we don’t have masks and there are cameras in the lifts, someone will stop us—’

‘I know!’ My mind racing was racing. I kept looking at the coin. Why was it here? Spies didn’t leave calling cards, and it was hard to imagine how Shiva would have left it behind by accident.

I picked it up. It felt wrong. Too light. Carbon fibre, not metal—

‘Hey!’

I whirled around. Five more guards were running towards me. The leader, a squat man with a wide mouth under his goggles, saw me standing over the fallen guards and drew his weapon.
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‘What’s going on?’ the lead guard asked me, his weapon pointed at the ground.

I realised I was still wearing the mask. The guard thought I was Mr Karl. I wasn’t busted—yet. But I was half a head shorter than Mr Karl, even in these shoes, and I didn’t have Sal’s knack for mimicry. As soon as I opened my mouth, the guards would realise I was a student and that I wasn’t supposed to be out of the dorms. This, in turn, would make them wonder if I was the one who’d knocked out their colleagues.

‘Well?’ the leader said.

I put a finger to my lips. The guard clamped his jaw shut immediately, looking around at the empty lobby.

I used some of the hand signals Sir Marinus had taught us. I opened one hand and made two quick circles with the other, thumb out. Danger. I held up two fingers and then made my hand into a gun shape and pointed it downward. Enemy. Then I swirled a finger in the air. Search the area.

The guards looked towards their leader. He nodded, and then gave them the fan out signal. They spread across the lobby, looking for the two intruders.

As soon as their backs were turned, I started climbing the ladder. I moved quietly, hoping they wouldn’t notice. But halfway up, I put my foot down a little too hard on one of the rungs, which made a soft bong.

The guards all turned to look at me.

‘What are you doing?’ the leader asked.

‘Searching up top,’ I said, doing my best Mr Karl voice.

It wasn’t good enough. He pointed his weapon at me.

‘Get down from there, whoever you are.’

The lift dinged.

We all turned to look.

Bastion ran out of the lift, holding a pair of binoculars. He must have come to help me search the mountainside, even though he was risking expulsion by riding in the lift without a disguise. His eyes widened as he took in the scene: me, halfway up the ladder, with half a dozen weapons pointed at me.

I expected him to sprint right back into the lift.

He didn’t.

‘Yaaaaaargh!’ he bellowed, and threw the binoculars at the lead guard. The leader ducked and the binoculars shattered against a marble column. Bastion was already moving, charging towards the group with raised fists and wild eyes, still yelling like a lunatic. He was outnumbered, outgunned and out-trained. He couldn’t possibly expect to win this fight. He was buying me time. Not a coward after all.

I scrambled up the ladder towards the hatch. Behind me I heard yelling, scuffling, the thudding of fists against fabric and the crackling of HOPE weapons. I shoved open the hatch and the cold draped over me like a shroud, slithering up my sleeves.

I crawled out through the fireplace and into the log cabin, which looked as decrepit and abandoned as it had when I’d first arrived here. The wind howled at the broken windows. I grabbed one of the heavy, wooden benches, dragged it over, tipped it onto its side and pushed it into the fireplace so it lay on top of the hatch.

It wouldn’t hold the guards forever. Once they subdued Bastion, they’d climb up the ladder, try to open the hatch and realise what I’d done. Then they’d take a cutting torch to the hinges and open the hatch inwards. Or they’d use some kind of futuristic technology I’d never seen before to get through it even faster.

I wrenched the door open. The snow blew in, gritty like broken glass, scraping my exposed face and hands. In seconds, I was too numb to feel them.

The blizzard was so thick that I could only see a few metres ahead as I hurried down the rickety steps into the forest. Underground, I’d had no idea a storm was raging outside. I’d never seen one this bad, but maybe they happened all the time.

Fighting the gale, I made my way around to the back of the cabin and started my trek downhill towards the supply drop-off point. Whenever a particularly strong gust swept up the mountain towards me, I had to grab the nearest tree to avoid getting blown away.

Could the airship even fly in this weather? Maybe the delivery would be cancelled. Maybe I was out here for nothing. At least that meant Shiva was out here for nothing, too.

Then again, the airship wasn’t supposed to land—it was supposed to lower the supplies on a rope to a clearing down below, one box at a time. I assumed Shiva intended to grab the rope and climb into the cargo hold of the ship. Maybe the airship could stay above the rough weather.

Soon I reached the circular, flat clearing.

No-one was here.

Thinking that Shiva might be camouflaged, I winked. My contact lenses switched to infrared. The world turned into a blurry, dark blue mess, like I was standing at the bottom of the ocean. I was dizzy for a moment, but regained my balance and looked around. Nothing orange; no heat signatures.

Had I missed the delivery? No, the boxes of organs weren’t here—and it was still only 20:20. But I knew Shiva had made it to the surface, because of the unconscious guards. So where was she?

There was a cave further up the mountain, overlooking the valley. I might be able to spot Shiva from up there, but it was a long way from the supply drop-off point. If she did show, I might not make it back down in time to stop her from climbing onto the airship.

I hesitated—then started hiking back uphill towards the cave. It was risky. But doing something was better than doing nothing.

The last 20 metres were almost vertical. Gritting my teeth, I pulled on the gloves that Lex had given me, touched my wrists together so titanium claws sprang from my fingertips, and clambered up the cliff face. It was slow work. The claws were effective on stone, ice and densely packed dirt—but the fresh snow crumbled like granulated sugar when I stabbed the blades into it.

By the time I reached the cave, the severity of the storm had lessened—or maybe I was just above it. I peered out across the treetops. I couldn’t see anyone hiding. Looking up at the stars, I didn’t see any sign of the approaching airship, either. I chewed my frozen lips, wondering where I’d gone wrong. What I’d misunderstood.

Something shuffled in the darkness behind me.

I whirled around and found myself looking down the barrel of a gun, pointed at my heart. Of course—this was the perfect place for Shiva to wait for the airship. I’d been so stupid.

But it wasn’t Shiva holding the weapon.

It was Mr Karl.
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Looking good, skipper,’ Mr Karl said.

It took me a moment to remember that I was still

wearing the mask. His face.

I cleared my throat—it felt like a long time since I’d talked. ‘What are you doing here?’

He smiled. ‘Looking for the bathroom.’

My mind was racing. It didn’t make sense. Mr Karl couldn’t be the Swarm agent.

Except he could. He’d been in the airship, right before the transmitter was found in the missing girl’s pod. And when I’d bumped into him outside the cybernetics lab, where the robots were made, he’d casually told me he’d seen Shiva hanging around the organ room, diverting suspicion away from himself.

‘Quite a storm, wouldn’t you agree?’ Mr Karl brushed snow off his shoulders, like dandruff. ‘It’s artificial— the airship generates its own weather, partly to increase speed, mostly to stay invisible from the ground. But that doesn’t protect it from anyone who knows exactly where it’s going. It should be within range in . . .’ He checked his watch. ‘Six minutes and eight seconds.’

I was too far away to charge at him, and the canister of compressed air and the launcher tube for my HEAP gun were both strapped to my back. With his weapon already pointed right at me, he’d shoot long before I could draw mine.

The darkness behind him was beginning to take shape. He’d set up a laptop on a trestle table. A cable trailed down the side of the table, across the stone floor and over to something that looked like a pirate’s cannon.

I talked fast, pretending not to know what I knew. ‘We have a problem. Shiva is secretly working for Swarm. She’s out here somewhere. Security is coming, but—’

‘Let’s not play this game, Nolan,’ Mr Karl sighed. ‘I know how smart you are. It’s a shame that the Peak found you before we did. You could have been a real asset to our organisation, and we could have done wonderful things for you.’

I backed away from him, slowly enough that I hoped he wouldn’t notice. ‘“We” meaning Swarm?’

Mr Karl wagged a finger. ‘Now, now. Don’t pretend you joined the Peak out of a desire to do good. You signed up because they got your mother a job and you wanted some excitement. Swarm could have provided both those things just as easily.’

‘You told me Swarm were the bad guys.’ I was still reeling. Why was he so far from the drop zone? Why did he have a cannon? What was his plan?

‘No, I said they were anarchists. The Peak turns children—’ Mr Karl pointed at me. ‘—into weapons. Then it scatters them across the globe to enforce its rules on people who don’t even know it exists. Swarm just provides a little . . . balance.’

‘You tried to kill billions with a flu.’

‘Me? No. I opposed that particular plan. But try to see it from our perspective.’ He spread his hands wide, the gun no longer aimed at me. ‘When the governments of the world wouldn’t pay the ransom, we had to release the virus. We needed to prove we were serious. But we didn’t want anyone hurt, so we had a contingency plan. Who do you think redirected the truck to the wrong town, prompting Bastion to make his vaccine?’ He smiled. ‘Even if his formula hadn’t worked and billions had died, more lives might have been saved in the long run. Imagine all those regimes crumbling, and the freedom welling up from beneath. Imagine how humanity might grow and thrive without the rules of petty bureaucrats holding it back.’

Denials, excuses, rationalisations. He was stalling. But for what?

I side-stepped, blocking his path out of the cave. ‘I won’t let you board that airship.’

He looked nonplussed. ‘Board it?’

‘You can’t fool me,’ I said. ‘I worked out your plan. You stole those organs so Dr Clot would send for replacements. Once they arrive, you’re going to board the airship and fly away. As soon as you know where we are, you’re going to send word to Swarm, so they can destroy the Peak.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I understand. You’re mostly correct. But you’ve added some unnecessary steps. There’s no need to send word to anybody—not when a large enough heat signature is visible from space. I have no interest in boarding the airship.’ He walked back over to the cannon and flicked a switch. ‘I’m going to blow it up.’
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Adroning sound filled the air. A huge airship, full of hydrogen, ready to go full Hindenburg if Mr Karl fired that cannon. The explosion would be so big it would be visible from space. Swarm’s satellites would pick it up, and they’d know exactly where the Peak was. Then the warheads would rain down.

‘It’s a good plan,’ I said, my heart racing. ‘But you made one mistake.’

This was a bluff. He hadn’t made any mistakes, as far as I could tell.

And Mr Karl didn’t fall for it. ‘I’m your Psychology teacher,’ he said. ‘I taught you the “one mistake” ruse, remember? Now, stand aside. The cannon is programmed to go off automatically as soon as the airship is in range . . .’ He gestured at the laptop. ‘. . . and I’d hate for it to blast a hole through you.’

I’d been trying to work out if I could get close enough to crash-tackle him, but if he was telling the truth, that wouldn’t stop the cannon blast from destroying the airship.

I didn’t move. ‘What does it matter? I’m dead either way. As soon as Swarm knows where this place is, they’ ll destroy it.’

He nodded. ‘With a space laser, that’s correct. But as you’ve probably guessed, I have an escape plan. I could take you with me. After a few months of deprogramming, you’d be ready to join Swarm.’

I guessed that deprogramming actually meant brainwashing. ‘I’d prefer the cannon.’

He pointed the HOPE back at me. The dark circle at the end of the barrel became the new centre of my universe. Like a black hole, impossibly small, utterly deadly, drawing my gaze in.

‘Stand aside,’ he said again. Either he really didn’t want to kill me, or he was worried that my fleshy body would change the trajectory of the cannon blast. The second possibility seemed more likely.

I could feel the HEAP launcher on my back. But he would shoot me if I reached for it. I needed a distraction.

‘What’s that behind you?’ I said, staring into the darkness of the cave.

He didn’t fall for it. ‘You have five seconds,’ Mr Karl said. ‘Four.’

Knowing the Psychology teacher, I suspected he would shoot me on two.

I widened my eyes and backed away. ‘It’s a polar bear!’ I yelled.

He looked amused. ‘Three.’

Then a much better distraction arrived. Shiva crawled into view at the mouth of the cave. She looked from Mr Karl, pointing the HOPE, to me. I was still wearing my Mr Karl mask. As far as she could tell, there were two of him.

‘What the . . .’ she began.

Mr Karl was quick. ‘It’s one of Swarm’s robots!’ he bellowed, pointing at me. ‘Grab him!’

But I was quicker. I’d used the distraction to unsling the HEAP launcher from my back and take aim.

Not at Mr Karl. At the cannon.

Phut! It was a perfect shot, straight into the dark mouth of the weapon. Inside, the sticky, spiky ball grew and grew.

‘No!’ Mr Karl screamed.

I fired a second HEAP, then a third. They went straight down the barrel. My launcher jammed on the fourth shot, so I dropped it.

Mr Karl ran over to the cannon and stuck his hand right down the barrel, trying to get to the foreign projectiles. It didn’t seem like he could reach, which was lucky for him. If he’d touched the spiky balls, his hand would have stuck to them, and then his arm would have been trapped inside the cannon. A cannon about to explode.

Maybe Mr Karl realised this, because he pulled his arm free and then dashed over to the laptop and started typing furiously. Probably trying to cancel the firing process. Judging by his panicked expression, he didn’t think he was going to make it.

‘What is going on?’ Shiva demanded. She’d pulled shurikens from her pockets and raised them with both hands, like she’d decided to throw them at the two of us.

I whipped off my mask. ‘We have to get out of here. That thing’s gonna blow!’

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Mr Karl snarled, raising his weapon. He seemed to have given up on the laptop, and was now hellbent on revenge.

‘Run!’ I yelled, already sprinting towards the mouth of the cave. Shiva started to turn, but too slowly. I tackled her, and we both hurtled out of the cave and flew over the edge of the cliff.

Zap! A laser blast scorched the air. I thought Mr Karl had missed, and then the pain hit me. The laser had punched a hole through my chest. Shiva screamed in my ear as we fell.

The cannon exploded.

It sounded like a firework—a deep thud that I felt in my brain. Fire shot out of the cave mouth. Heat roiled across us, and suddenly we were enveloped in a sideways rain of metal shards and sharp, little pebbles. The explosion propelled us away from the mountain, sending us tumbling out over the valley.

‘Hold on tight,’ I tried to yell, but the heat had sucked the air out of my lungs. I was getting dizzy, either because the blast had consumed all the oxygen or because we were spinning as we fell at 100 kilometres per hour.

I frantically unbuckled my jump vest. It was designed for one person. Could it save us both? As we hurtled towards the ground, I got the zip undone and one arm out. Shiva seemed to realise what I was doing. She pushed her arm through the empty hole. Now we were sharing the vest, each with one arm through it, still falling. With no hope of getting the zip or the buckles closed I hugged Shiva as tight as I could and reached for the toggle with my other hand.

My fingers were too numb to feel anything, but the claws must have snagged the toggle. Ropes of web shot outwards in all directions. Shiva and I fell like a giant dandelion for two, three more seconds, and then the rigid white strands hit the ground. We bounced, barely managing to hold onto each other. I felt one of my ribs snap. The spines caught the tree trunks and we were immobilised, the strands vibrating around us with a bass hum.

I was on my back, looking up at the night sky. No, wait. It must have been the ocean, because a whale was up there. Mirrors glittered all over it. I’d never seen a whale like that. Someone was calling my name, but I was sinking towards the seabed, into the dark; no air, but plenty of quiet.
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‘How did you know what the Swarm agent was planning?’ Principal Sykes asked.

We were back in her office, surrounded by typewriters. Dr Clot’s miracle treatments had saved my life, but my voice was still raspy.

‘Watching people, eavesdropping, that kind of thing.’

‘Hmm.’ Her gaze was stern. ‘I thought I was very clear when I told you to focus on your studies.’

There was a pause.

‘But if you had,’ she went on, ‘it’s likely that there would be no school to study in. I don’t know whether to thank you or expel you.’

It seemed prudent to change the subject. ‘Shiva’s coin is a tracking device, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘You use it to keep tabs on her.’

Principal Sykes hesitated, then said, ‘Yes.’

‘She left it in the lobby before she went outside, because she didn’t want you to know she’d gone out to try to find the traitor. She knew you’d try to stop her.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Because she’s your granddaughter.’

Principal Sykes chewed her lip, and then said, ‘Close. She’s my great-granddaughter. Remember, I’m older than I look. Did you figure that out with eavesdropping, too?’

‘Her story about being the only survivor of a plane crash didn’t quite add up,’ I said. ‘And she seemed angry at me for getting invited to the Peak. Like I’d just gotten lucky, whereas she’d been training for this her whole life. But no-one was supposed to know the school existed.’

Principal Sykes smiled. ‘Very good. Shiva found out about the school when she was just a little girl, very much by accident. She’s always been precocious. I was supposed to erase her memory, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. She was desperate to enrol. Eventually, I relented and told her she could—but only if she passed a test.’

‘Three weeks alone in the rainforest with no supplies?’ ‘Precisely.’

I nodded. ‘When I told her about the Swarm agent, she seemed so sure you would trust her.’

‘Which I did,’ Principal Sykes said. ‘I sent backup to the exit as soon as the two guards stopped responding to comms, and I had more agents waiting at the drop site. They saw you arrive, though you didn’t see them. If they hadn’t been so close by, you may have died from your injuries. But they didn’t check the cave. I had assumed the Swarm agent was planning to board the airship, rather than shoot it down.’

‘I thought that, too,’ I admitted. ‘I was lucky.’

The principal leaned back in her chair. ‘A long life like mine is a series of narrowly averted catastrophes. Psychology, equipment, anatomy and knowledge all played their part—but I’ve come to learn that luck is perhaps the most important ingredient. We’d add it to the curriculum, if only it could be taught.’

‘Did Mr Karl survive the explosion?’ I asked.

Principal Sykes seemed to choose her words carefully. ‘The cave collapsed, and the excavation is proceeding slowly. We’ve recovered parts of the cannon and pieces of the laptop. The hard drive was fried, but a fragment of the RAM gave us confirmation of what he’d been trying to do. As for the man himself, though, so far no sign. Perhaps he was vaporised. However, we found the missing organs hidden in Professor Vine’s office—I assume Karl planted them there to divert suspicion—and several pouches of B-negative blood are missing.’

A chill ran down my spine. ‘Was that Mr Karl’s blood type?’

‘Yes. It’s possible he hid them somewhere else, but it’s also possible, however unlikely, that he somehow escaped from that cave and returned to the stash to treat his own injuries. We’re searching the area, just in case.’ She sighed. ‘Either way, you’d better pack your things.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘You are expelling me?’

‘You disobeyed a direct order.’ She let me stew in my fear for a moment, and then said, ‘But no, I’m not. I just thought, even though term isn’t quite over, you might like to visit your mother.’ She smiled sadly. ‘My own mother is long gone—for me, this place fills the same role. It made me what I am. It protects me and shares its wisdom. Without you, it would be gone. This is the only reward I can really offer.’

Even now that I’d finally found a school which suited me, I still missed Mum.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I would like that. Can I say goodbye to someone first?’
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Outside, I bumped into Bastion. His bruises from the dust-up with the guards were fading, and the cut above his eyebrow had scabbed over. Dr Clot could have erased the damage in minutes, but Bastion had refused treatment. He was proud of his scars.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Seen Mitchie?’

‘I just passed her. She was going into the rec room. Why?’

‘I wanted to ask her a question.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Listen, I’m glad I bumped into you. I should have said this earlier; I owe you an apology.’

Bastion looked puzzled. ‘You do?’

‘Yeah.’ I held his gaze. ‘You charged those guards right away, with no weapons and no plan. I guess I didn’t know you very well, because before that I thought . . . well, I kinda thought you were a bit of a coward.’

‘So did I,’ Bastion admitted, and smiled. ‘It was a nice surprise when I wasn’t.’

Distant laughter behind me. I turned in time to see Vicki and Sal come around the corner at the other end of the corridor, holding hands. They quickly let go when they saw me looking, their faces becoming serious.

‘They’re not fooling anyone, are they?’ Bastion observed.

‘Nope. I hope they do better in the field.’ I turned back to him. ‘Anyway. I got you something. A sort of thank you/apology gift.’ I handed him a little, glass vial.

He peered at the gluey substance inside. ‘What is it?’

I cleared my throat. ‘It’s my snot. I thought you might like to grow some cultures from it, or something.’

Bastion looked delighted. ‘Wow!’

‘You like it?’

‘I love it.’ He wrapped me up in a hug and squeezed so tight my rib nearly broke again. ‘You do know me.’
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The rec room on level five had a ping-pong table, an old arcade machine and several shelves of board games—or at least, it appeared to have those things. Maybe the ping-pong ball was a listening device and the game boxes were full of explosives, or something. I understood now that nothing at the Peak was what it seemed.

Mitchie had set up some chess pieces on a snakes and ladders board, and seemed to be playing against herself.

‘You planned the whole thing, didn’t you?’ I said.

Mitchie didn’t look up. She used her left hand to move a black knight in an L-shape so it landed on the head of a snake, and slithered it across the board. Then she typed up a response.

The speaker around her neck said, ‘What thing?’

I sat opposite her in a hard, plastic chair. ‘When you invited me to play cards with you that first time, you already knew who I was. You’d been tracking me in other people’s social media photos. You’d seen my old school reports, and the results of the Seek and Solve contest.’

Mitchie slowly rotated the board with her left hand, then moved a white pawn onto a ladder. ‘So?’ she typed.

‘Prakesh told me it was you who planned the operation at my old school. You sent him, Lisa and that other boy there, knowing I would screw the mission up and then get invited to study here.’

Mitchie rotated the board again, saying nothing.

‘You suspected one of the teachers here was working for Swarm,’ I went on. ‘You thought I’d be able to expose them if I got invited to the school. And you were right. But here’s my question—why didn’t you tell me?’

Mitchie moved another pawn, and typed, ‘World doesn’t revolve around you.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you trying to say you had nothing to do with this?’

‘Saying I won game before you even arrived.’

That surprised me. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Think. How did Karl know so much about students?’

It only took me a minute. ‘You think one of the students was also working for Swarm?’

‘Two spies do more damage than one.’

‘Who is it?’

‘Who was it?’ she corrected, and left this hanging.

‘Lisa,’ I breathed. ‘Prakesh’s friend.’

‘Correct,’ Mitchie said. ‘Intercepted her message to Karl. In code and self-erasing. But enough to make me suspicious.’

‘Why didn’t you tell the principal?’

‘Good spy acts indirectly.’ She moved a bishop diagonally across the board.

‘So you convinced Lisa to do her exam at my old school, knowing I’d mess it up and she’d get expelled,’ I said slowly.

‘Problem solved,’ she confirmed. ‘So I thought. But Karl panicked. Needed a spy among students so they could cover for each other. Replaced one of the newcomers with robot. Didn’t work. Realised he’d be exposed. Instead of spying on school, made plan to destroy it.’ She paused, then typed. ‘Didn’t see that coming.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. Can’t actually see future. Just good guesser.’

I thought about this, trying to see the last few weeks from Mr Karl’s point of view. ‘You never suspected Mr Karl?’

‘Always suspect everybody.’ She hesitated, then added, ‘Exhausting.’

I stood up. ‘Well, thanks, I guess. For getting me invited here.’

‘Wasn’t for your benefit,’ she typed, and then added, ‘But suits you.’

I went to leave, then turned back. ‘Do you think Swarm has any more spies inside the Peak?’

‘Unlikely, but possible.’

Something else occurred to me. ‘Do you think the Peak has spies inside Swarm?’

One side of her mouth twitched up. ‘Impossible,’ she typed, ‘but likely.’
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The caravan park in Canberra was bigger than the one in Coppins Crossing had been. The roads were paved and big trees shaded the river. Campers wandered around carrying picnic blankets. The bird noise was deafening.

Mum was cry-laughing even before I got out of the limo.

‘Stop it,’ I said, because she was making my eyes well up, too.

‘ You stop it,’ she said, wrapping me up in a fierce hug. Even with my new lung, I could hardly breathe.

Over her shoulder I could see our old caravan. With her new salary, Mum could probably afford to upgrade, but I was glad she hadn’t. Maybe she knew I needed a home to come back to.

Mum held me out at arms’ length, appraising me. ‘Have you grown?’ she asked suspiciously.

I laughed. ‘I was gone a month.’

‘Even so.’ She tilted her head. ‘You definitely look older.’

I hugged her again. ‘ You look exactly the same. How’s the new job?’

She led me up into the trailer. ‘It’s very new, actually. I got promoted last week.’

‘Already?’

She grinned. ‘What can I say? My talent is hard to ignore.’

I briefly wondered if the Peak had anything to do with this promotion, but I couldn’t see a reason for them to interfere. I was already studying there. Mum probably did it on her own. Now that someone had given her a chance, she would rise through the ranks quickly.

‘Glad it’s going well,’ I said, looking around at the inside of the trailer. It seemed much smaller than I remembered. It was hard to believe my whole life had once fit in here.

‘So,’ Mum said, while she made the tea. ‘How’s the McCatskills Fancypants Academy for Phoneless Snobs?’

‘Rothwell Grammar School,’ I corrected. ‘Have you been reading my emails?’

‘Duh,’ she said. ‘But you didn’t seem like yourself.’

Probably because the Peak used generative AI to write them.

‘I thought maybe you didn’t want to admit that you weren’t fitting in,’ Mum went on.

Faces flashed through my head. Shiva. Bastion. Sal. Prakesh. Mitchie. Vicki. Torrent, who could presumably hear this conversation.

I smiled. ‘I fit fine.’

‘And you’re learning things?’

Psychology. Equipment. Anatomy. Knowledge.

‘Plenty,’ I said.

‘I never went to a boarding school,’ Mum said. ‘None of my friends, either. I went on school camp, though— is that what it’s like? This time, give me at least four syllables.’

I leaned against the wall. It seemed impossible to put it into words—and if I tried, I might be arrested for treason, or have my memory wiped.

There were things I’d never be able to tell her. But she deserved the truth.

‘I love it,’ I said. ‘I can’t wait to go back.’
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<page 3 of 15>

body found tangled in fishing nets seven kilometres off the coast of Newfoundland. The memories of first-degree witnesses have been erased, and second-degree witnesses seem to have accepted the cover story, though further surveillance will be required, as always.

Officially, the body was a CPR dummy which floated out of a sunken cargo ship, and it was only briefly mistaken for a human corpse. Unofficially, parts of this are true. There was a cargo ship loaded with dummies—and the body may not be human.

Clearly it was left in a shipping lane so that we would learn of its discovery, and it’s possible (though unlikely) that Swarm used a sample of Bain Karl’s blood to grow a clone of him, in much the same way as our supplier manufactures organs. They would have hoped that after confirming a DNA match, we would declare Karl dead and remove him from our target list. Or, it may be a double bluff. Perhaps he was killed in the cave-in, and Swarm grew a clone to convince us he was still at large.

As always, we know very little for certain, and Swarm is already making their next move. Our intelligence suggests they plan to infiltrate an offshore research facility and assassinate Dr Elizabeth Hunt. See attached:

<project_cribrata.pdf>
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THE PEAK ENTRANCE EXAM

Without going back through the book, can you remember the following?

1. What did Nolan do to Mr White’s tie?

 

 

2. What was next to the main gate at Coppins Crossing Public School?

 

 

3. Which teacher is missing an eye?

 

 

4. What was the name of the fake school Nolan was invited to?

 

 

5. What kind of animal carcass did Shiva spot on the mountainside?

 

 

6. Which level was the smoke grenade dumped on?

 

 

7. What was the numerical code Principal Sykes gave at the first assembly Nolan attended?

 

 

8. What does HEAP stand for?

 

 

9. How many students were in Madame Zegen’s martial arts class?

 

 

10. What did Prakesh plan to put in Nolan’s bed?

 

 

11. What war did Nolan’s grandad serve in?

 

 

12. What is the technical name for a Dropper?

 

 

13. How can you identify one of Swarm’s robots?

 

 

14. What metal are the claws used to extricate yourself from a jump-vest made from?

 

 

15. What’s in the contact lenses that allows wearers to see in the dark?

 

 

16. What is Nolan’s blood type?

 

 

17. What gas powers the airship used to transport people and goods to the Peak?

 

 

18. What were the laser guns carried by Swarm’s robots called?

 

 

19. What is Torrent’s real name?

 

 

20. Where did Vicki grow up?

 

 








[image: ]

ANSWERS

How many did you answer correctly?

1. Poked it with a permanent marker.

2. A big tree.

3. Professor Vine.

4. Rothwell Grammar School.

5. A steppe polecat.

6. Level 17.

7. 900389.

8. Highly Expandable Adhesive Projectile.

9. 16 students.

10. Spiders.

11. Vietnam.

12. JX77 airdrop scramjet.

13. Their voices, height and movements are not quite right.

14. Titanium.

15. Graphene.

16. A-positive.

17. Hydrogen.

18. HOPEs—Handheld Offensive Pulse Emitters.

19. Thomas.

20. Îles Australes.



Your score: _____ / 20



If you scored:
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Use the letters hidden throughout the book to decode a clue about Nolan’s next mission.

Find all 43 hidden letters:
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Crack the code to learn the secret message:
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Check your code-breaking skills on 1 February 2024 at jackheathwriter.com/doomsday.
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Jack Heath is the #1 bestselling author of more than 40 novels for adults and children, including the Liars series, the Scream series and the Minutes of Danger series. His books have been translated into nine languages. He lives with his wife and children on Ngunnawal and Ngambri land in Canberra, Australia. Find him online at jackheathwriter.com.
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JAYDEN JONES IS MISSING.

Everyone thinks he ran away. His best friend, Zoe Gale, knows they're wrong.

Zoe's search leads her to The 17—a secret group chat, used by anonymous
teens to blackmail the powerless. To join, you have to put on a mask and
record yourself completing a challenge. The challenges are aways llegal.
Sometimes dangerous. Maybe deadly.

Who are The 17? What have they done to Jayden?
And what will they do to silence Zoe?

A rollercoaster of suspense and twists
from the author of the Liars series.

A thrillng must-read for every mystery fanl’
Ellie Marney, author of The Killing Code.

‘Masterful and chilling ...."
Fleur Ferris, author of Risk and Found.

AVAILABLE NOW FOR OLDER READERS AGED 12+.
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Jarli is a teenager from 2 small town
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you and tell you if they're lying. But
being a celebrity can be dangerous.
Especially when you've just exposed
everyone's deepest, darkest secrets.
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Jaxxon has accidentally
been elected to rule
as the first ever KID
PRESIDENT. But not
everyone is happy about
all the new changes he
has planned. And they
are willing to do just
about anything to kick
him out of office.

Maya is a supervillain,
but, unfortunately,
no-one has noticed.

Then she is sent to
St Flowerpot’s School for
Ladies, where she meets
a criminal mastermind.
Can VILLAIN KID outwit
an evil genius, or will
she be fully busted?
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Levi is pretty sick of starring in Dad’s
stupid TV show, Kid Kablam. So far he’s
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attacked by wild animals. And Dad has
one more scene planned—the most
dangerous stuntsofar...
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