
 

 

 

  

 

TJ Thirteen 
A Story Time Serial Novel 
By Goran Zidar 

Last Update: 10th June 2012 
 



  TJ Thirteen 

1  Story Time 

Chapter One 

My name is Tamara Jackson, but my friends call me TJ. This is the story 

of–Wait... I said friends, didn’t I? Who am I kidding? Friends… The truth is I 

only have one real friend, Kaylee, and she’s the only one who calls me TJ. I 

know, I know, it’s boring isn’t it? By now you’re probably wondering why 

someone with an obvious nickname, and only one friend, thinks she has a story 

to tell. Well I suppose you’ll just have to keep reading to find out. So let me 

start again.  

My name is Tamara Jackson, and this is the story of how my life became 

anything but boring. 

It all started simply enough. I woke up, brushed my teeth and dressed for 

school like I’d done so many times before. Today, I was sure, would be another 

boring day, filled with boring subjects, boring teachers, and boring activities. 

At least it was sunny, I thought, as I stuffed my lunch in my bag and 

headed out the door. 

“You’ve got ballet tonight so don’t be late,” Mum called from the 

kitchen, “and stand up straight.” 
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She was always saying stuff like that. For some reason my posture was a 

source of keen interest to my mother. I fumbled about with my headphones, 

hoping to drown out the endless stream of reminders. 

Ahh, that’s better. There may have been a lot of boring stuff in my life 

right now but music always made me happy. 

I arrived at school and emptied my bag into my locker. Usually Kaylee 

would be waiting there for me. She wasn’t. I looked around for her but couldn’t 

find her anywhere when the bell rang, signalling the start of class.  

Great, just great. I rolled my eyes and trudged into class where I sat 

staring at the clock, willing the day to be over quickly. 

My teacher, Mr. Newhorn, came in and plonked his brown leather satchel 

onto his desk. He always had it with him. Everyone joked that he slept with it 

under his pillow. He didn’t sit down and the expression on his face made me 

nervous. Something was up. 

“Good morning class,” he said as he reached into the satchel and pulled 

out a sheaf of papers. “Please take your seats, and get your pencils out.” 

Oh, please no, not a pop quiz. I looked around the room; I wasn’t the only 

one who looked worried.  

“You’ll have fifty minutes to finish the test.” Mr. Newhorn stalked the 

classroom, laying the sheets of paper face down on the corner of everyone’s 

desk. “And there’ll be no talking until time’s up.”  

It was as if he said that specifically for my benefit. 
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Could this day get any worse? 

The answer, apparently, was yes.  

At home in my room after school, I hunted around the floor for my 

leotard. I was so angry after last week’s practice, that I just stripped it off and 

threw it on the floor, instead of placing it in the laundry basket. Now I was 

going to have to wear the stinky outfit for a second week in a row. I eventually 

located the pungent garment and held it to my nose. It wasn’t pretty. 

“Mum,” I called. “Do I really have to go to ballet tonight?” 

“Of course, dear,” came her reply from downstairs. “Tonight is the 

casting for the recital, you can’t miss that.” 

Kill me now. 

I sprayed the leotard with deodorant, in a futile attempt to disguise the 

stench, and then shrugged it on over my stockings. I tried to ignore the smell of 

stale sweat as I coaxed my hair into a bun, using several dozen bobby pins and a 

thick layer of hairspray.  

Unimpressed, I came downstairs so that mum could take me to the studio, 

where I spent the next few hours being ignored for all the lead roles. The only 

person who was surprised I’d been consigned to the corps de ballet was my 

mother. 

“You’re a much better dancer than that Felicity girl,” she said in the car 

on the way home, “and you’ve been there much longer than the O’Neil sisters. 

What is wrong with that woman?” 
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It was nice to know mum thought highly of my talent, but hopefully, one 

day, she’d figure out just how much I hated ballet. At least it was behind me for 

another week. 

Or so I thought. 

I showered as soon as I got home and made sure that twice stunk leotard 

was well and truly placed in the laundry basket. Then, with my daily obligations 

behind me, I went up to my room with the plan to do something fun for a couple 

of hours before going to sleep.  

I turned my computer on hoping to find Kaylee online. I needed to talk to 

her. It was weird that she didn’t answer her phone or return any of my calls 

today. 

I liked working on the computer. It was one of the few things I really 

enjoyed doing, and it was something I was really good at too. I don’t want to 

brag, but the things I can do with a computer put some seasoned professionals 

to shame. I was often called in to help the school’s IT manager – what a joke – 

out of some technical bind. 

Kaylee’s icon was red, which meant that she wasn’t online. What was 

going on with her? As a last resort I decided to check my email. There was 

nothing from her, but I did see a message from the Betty Lord Dance Academy. 

“Oh, great. Now what?” I often talked to myself when I was annoyed. 

Apparently my dance class were expected to attend a fund raising party at the 

community centre tomorrow night. I didn’t recall anyone say anything about a 
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party at rehearsal. “There’s no way I’m going to this,” I said, my finger 

hovering over the delete key. 

“Did you see the email from Mrs. Lord?” My mum called out from 

downstairs. 

I checked the address and saw that the email had been sent to her as well. 

Damn it. There’d be no getting out of it now. 

# # # 

The next day at school was no better than the day before. No, Mr 

Newhorn didn’t spring another pop quiz on us. It was horrible for two reasons. 

Kaylee was absent again, and I had PE today.  

Truth is, I don’t mind PE, I’m actually quite co-ordinated. Despite my 

hatred of dancing I will admit that my fitness, balance, and hand-eye co-

ordination was much better because of it.  

Callum was the reason that PE was a problem.  

Callum was normally a pretty quiet boy, but for some reason he came out 

of his shell during PE. No-one was safe, as he muscled his way through anyone 

and everything to put his stamp on whatever game we were playing. 

But no matter how bad the day was, I didn’t want it to end. The far less 

pleasant prospect of the fund raiser was ahead of me. So, when the bell rang at 

three o’clock signalling the end of PE and the end of school, I was actually 

disappointed. My feet dragged as I walked to my locker; I took my time 
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collecting my things and ended up being one of the last people to leave the 

school.  

I walked the long way home, losing myself in my music. There was no 

need for me to rush. I knew that Mum would have everything laid out for me. 

She felt it was important I looked my best at these types of things.  

I loved my mum, and we usually got on well, but for some reason we just 

couldn’t see eye to eye when it came to dancing. Maybe it was because she 

wanted to be a professional dancer when she was young. She got close to 

making it too, but then she had me and that was the end of that. 

I sometimes felt like it was my fault that she didn’t achieve her dream, so 

I didn’t fight her. I just kept my mouth shut, went to rehearsal, did just enough 

to avoid getting in trouble, and prayed that one day she’d see how pointless the 

whole thing is. 

I was still waiting for that last part. 

At home, I ate a quick dinner then went upstairs to get dressed. I wasn’t 

in the mood for an argument so I wore whatever Mum had picked out. She 

didn’t have bad taste, but she was a little conservative. The light grey long 

sleeved top and dark grey smock dress she’d selected was true to form, so I 

added a touch of flair with a leopard print scarf and leggings. If I had to go to 

this stupid party, at least I wouldn’t look like a total dork. 

“Let’s get this over with.” I said to my mum as I came downstairs. 
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She scowled. “Tamara, if you relaxed a bit, you might even enjoy 

yourself.” 

“I doubt it,” I muttered, and followed her out the door. 

# # # 

The community centre was dark when we pulled into the car park. Mum 

backed into a spot close to the door and looked around. There was no-one else 

around. 

“Maybe it’s been cancelled,” I said, wishing it to be true. 

Mum took out her phone and opened the email. “Surely they would have 

told us that, and the date is definitely today. It might be around the back. Do 

you want me to wait?” 

“No,” I opened the door and climbed out. “It’s okay. I’ll call you when 

it’s done.”  

On the street opposite the car park was a coffee shop. The brightly lit 

interior looked very inviting, and I almost decided to blow this party off and 

spend the evening there. But then I thought of the torrent of emails that would 

result from my lack of attendance and it really didn’t seem worth it.  

I waved as Mum drove away and walked to the rear entrance of the 

community centre. The back door was open. 

It looked like Mum was right. 
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“Please let this be over quickly.” I took a deep breath, then smoothed 

down my dress and entered the building.   

As soon as I crossed the threshold I could tell that something wasn’t right. 

The community centre was too quiet. Even if I was early, there should have 

been chefs or serving staff doing whatever it was they did to get ready for the 

event. 

The main hall was directly ahead. The doors stood open, and the lights 

were on, but it too looked empty. Curious, and with nowhere else to go, I 

entered the large hall. My heels clacked on the polished wooden floor and 

echoed from the walls. 

Where is everybody? I was beginning to regret telling Mum to leave me. 

There was a loud clunk as the double doors slammed shut. My head 

whipped around, and my eyes darted left and right. No-one was there. 

What was going on? 

“Hello, Tamara.” A voice boomed over the PA system. 

I spun around. As far as I could tell there wasn’t anyone else in the room. 

“Who are you?” I said, my heart hammering in my chest. 

“Your country needs you, Tamara.” 

My what? I turned around again, trying to figure out where the speaker 

might be. “I think you have me confused with someone else.” 

“No, Tamara,” the deep voice boomed, “it is you we need.” 
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“Okay, this has been fun and everything, but I think I’ll be leaving now.” 

I started walking toward the door. 

“If you want to save Kaylee, you will listen to me.” 

Kaylee? I stopped. “What are you talking about?” 

“Your friend, Kaylee, is in danger. We need your help to save her.” 

“My help?” 

“Yes. We have been keeping an eye on you, Tamara. You are just what 

we need to save your friend.” 

Kaylee was in trouble? Of course I would help. “What do you need me to 

do?” 

“Excellent. Agent Eleven will brief you.” 

“Agent Eleven?” 

“That’s correct,” the voice said. “You will be agent Thirteen.” 

Just then, the community centre doors opened and Callum walked in. At 

least it looked like Callum, kind of, he was different somehow. He was wearing 

runners, faded blue jeans, and a tight red tee-shirt under a black leather jacket. 

A backpack was slung over one shoulder and his hair was nicely styled. He 

looked for all the world like he’d just come from a photo shoot. 

“Hello, Thirteen. I am Agent Eleven.” 

“Callum? Is that you?” 

“I am called Eleven, not Callum. Please refer to me using my designated 

handle.” 
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My jaw dropped. “You have got to be kidding me?” 

“I assure you, this is no joke,” Callum said as he approached. 

Is he serious? Since when did he talk like that? “Callum, it’s me, Tamara. 

Drop the fancy tone and speak like a normal person.” 

He smiled, and immediately he looked like the goofy boy I saw every day 

at school. 

“That’s more like it,” I said. “Now what is going on?” 

He reached into his pocket and took out his mobile phone. He moved his 

fingers about the screen for a moment then held it up. Kaylee’s voice sounded 

from the speaker. 

“Eleven, this is Ten. I’m...” The message was badly broken up with static. 

“... looks deserted ... sure the tomb is ... will contact ... tomorrow.” 

Callum returned the phone to his pocket. “I received that message two 

days ago, and she hasn’t made contact since.” 

I knew it was weird that she wasn’t returning my calls. My concern for 

Kaylee overcame any apprehension over what I might be getting myself into. 

“What was all that about a tomb?”  

Callum nodded. “She was investigating a tomb, but the thing is, we don’t 

know which tomb.” 

“There can’t be that many tombs in town.” 

“You’re right. We’ve narrowed it down to the museum or the cemetery.” 

“Okay, so let’s check them out.” 
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Callum looked me up and down. “You’re not exactly dressed for it.” 

“Well, there’s nothing I can do about that,” I said, my hands on my hips.  

He tossed me the backpack. “In there you’ll find a change of clothes and 

your phone.” 

“I already have a phone.” 

“Not like this one.” He smiled. “Get changed and we’ll head off.” 

“I should call my mum.” 

Callum shook his head. “You can’t say anything to anyone. Not yet.” 

“But she’ll be worried.” 

“She’s not expecting you until eleven thirty. We’ve got plenty of time.”  
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Chapter Two 

I went to the bathroom and changed into the clothes Callum had given 

me. I did feel a little bit bad as I stuffed my party dress and shoes into the 

backpack.  

Mum definitely wouldn’t have liked to see that. I put my new phone in 

with my clothes and slung the backpack over my shoulder as I left the 

Community Centre.  

Callum was waiting for me in the car park. He sat astride a bright yellow 

scooter, fiddling with the straps on his helmet. He smiled when he saw me. 

“Where to?” 

“Are we going on that?” 

“Sure.” He shrugged and handed me his spare helmet. “Unless you’d 

rather walk.” 

I took the helmet; it sure was turning into a night full of new experiences.  

“So, where to?” Callum asked as I secured the straps under my chin. 

“The museum. Kaylee –” 

“Ten.” 

His interruption threw me. “What?” 

“It’s Ten, not Kaylee. Don’t say her name, it’s important.” 
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I looked at him blankly. “But you just –” 

“I know. I won’t do it again.” 

Whatever. I took a deep breath. “I remember seeing Ten looking at 

museum brochures a couple of days ago.” 

“Fair enough.” He looked at his watch. “We’d better hurry. The museum 

closes in fifty minutes.” 

I climbed onto the back of the scooter. Callum grabbed my arms and 

pulled them around his waist. 

“Hold on.”  

I did just that. 

I won’t say that Callum was a bad driver, because that simply wouldn’t 

be true. I think the word that best describes Callum’s technique is efficient. If 

there was a way to save time, either by cutting a corner, or by going the wrong 

way down a one way street, or even using a set of stairs, then Callum did it. But 

the amazing thing about his driving was that I never once felt nervous. 

It was still thirty minutes to closing time when we got there. I ran up to 

buy tickets while Callum parked the bike.  

“So where’s this tomb?” he said when he met me in the foyer a few 

minutes later. 

We looked at the tourist map in the centre of the room. There were two 

possibilities, an Egyptian Tomb on level 2 and a Ming Dynasty Tomb on the 

ground floor.  
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“We don’t have much time so we should split up. I’ll take Egypt and you 

take China. Okay?” 

I nodded. 

“Call me if you find anything.” He turned and walked away. 

“I don’t have your number.” 

“Yes you do,” he called back and ran up the stairs. 

Oh yeah, the phone. I’d forgotten about that. I rummaged around in the 

backpack and took out the phone. It was different from any phone I’ve ever 

seen before.  

“How do you even turn this thing on?” There were no buttons visible 

anywhere; it looked just like a single sheet of polished black glass. I ran my 

fingers along the edges hoping to feel something that would give me a clue 

when a green circle appeared on the front screen under my thumb. 

I almost dropped it when it vibrated and writing appeared on the screen. 

AUTHORISATION INITIATED 

HELLO AGENT 

“Umm, hello phone,” I said without thinking. What kind of crazy person 

says hello to their phone? 

VOICE PRINT VERIFIED 

ACCESS CONFIRMED 

Moments later the writing was replaced with a series of coloured tiles 

with icons representing different functions. I touched one that looked like an 
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address book and was presented with a list of numbers from One to Twelve. 

Most of the list was greyed out, only the entry for Eleven was highlighted. 

“I guess I do have your number.” I shrugged and slid the phone into my 

pocket, then headed off toward the Ming tomb at the rear of the building.  

I couldn’t remember how long since I’d last been to the museum. It was 

probably a school excursion a few years back, but obvious a lot has changed 

since then. There was a lot of interesting stuff here, and I made a mental note to 

visit this place more often. 

I walked straight to the Ming tomb exhibit. There didn’t seem to be 

anyone else around, it was as if we had the whole place to ourselves.  

The tomb wasn’t real of course. It was a huge room in the museum that 

had been modified to look like a tomb. An information stand beside the stone 

arch leading in to the exhibit said that this was a replica of the Dingling Tomb 

which means Tomb of Stability. I was very happy to read that; I needed some 

stability at the moment. A huge stone, at least it looked like stone, statue stood 

beside the entrance, a man’s face, with a moustache and big ears. The peaceful 

expression and long flowing robes made it look wise. I wondered if it was a 

statue of Emperor Wanli who was buried in the real Dingling Tomb. 

I didn’t have time to indulge my curiosity so I walked under the arch and 

entered the fake tomb. Even though I knew it wasn’t the real thing, it still felt a 

little creepy. 
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Electric candles stood on pedestals in each corner of the room, bathing 

the entire tomb in a flickering orange light. Polished stone tiles covered the 

walls and floor, the arched ceiling was covered in tiles made from woven reeds, 

making everything smell vaguely of sandalwood. An intricately carved stone 

platform occupied the centre of the room, upon which rested a decorative coffin. 

Two smaller platforms were placed on either side also with coffins on them; the 

Emperor’s two wives according to the plaque on the wall. All three coffins were 

covered in elaborate designs and polished to a high sheen. They were 

surrounded by ornamental vases, red coloured boxes, pieces of jade and other 

precious looking objects. 

It was pretty amazing really; the museum had obviously spent a lot of 

money to make the tomb look authentic. I walked right around the room, 

looking for any clue that Kaylee might have been here. I might have to call her 

Ten when talking to Callum, but she was still Kaylee to me. 

I didn’t find anything on my first lap but the second time around I noticed 

something unusual wedged under one of the coffins; a rectangular piece of 

polished black glass about as thick as my finger. 

Kaylee’s phone. 

I almost missed it. If I hadn’t been playing with my own phone just a few 

minutes ago I would never have seen it for what it was. I quickly glanced 

around to make sure I was still alone and grabbed it. Even though I knew it 
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belonged to Kaylee I still felt guilty about taking it, like I was stealing from the 

museum somehow. 

I held the phone up to my mouth. 

“Turn on.” 

Nothing happened.  

“Turn on,” I said, louder this time. 

Still nothing. 

How do you work these things? I was starting to get a bit annoyed when 

my phone buzzed in my pocket. Callum was calling me.  

“Hello.” 

“Hi, Thirteen. Have you found anything?” 

“I think I’ve found Kayl- Ten’s phone, but I can’t figure out how to turn 

it on.” 

“That’s great. I’ll be right down.” 

He wasn’t joking. By the time I put my phone back in my pocket Callum 

was standing at the entrance to the tomb. That boy is fast. 

I handed him the phone and watched while he pressed his thumb on the 

screen. Nothing happened. His brow furrowed and he scratched his head. 

“Maybe it’s been damaged?” I suggested. 

“You can’t break these things.” He looked around the room. “Where did 

you find it?” 

I showed him.  
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“That explains it. It’s run out of power.” 

“There’s probably a socket somewhere nearby. Do you have a charger?” 

He smiled. “Don’t need one. Follow me.” 

We left the tomb and went to a large display area. He walked up to one of 

the powerful flood lights on the wall and held the phone up to it. A few seconds 

later he took it down. 

“What was that for?” 

“It’s solar powered. I was charging it.” 

“But you barely held it there.” I’d seen solar calculators before but this 

was just too much. 

“I told you, these aren’t like normal phones.” 

Evidently. Obviously I was going to have to read the manual as soon as 

possible. 

He placed his thumb on the glass and the screen came to life. 

“So that’s how you turn it on.” 

He chuckled slightly as he scrolled through the phone’s usage records; 

obviously my ignorance was amusing to him. 

“It looks like that phone call to me was the last thing she did.” 

“Do these phones have a camera?” Maybe Kaylee had some pictures that 

could help. 

“Good thinking.” Callum selected the picture library and held the phone 

up so we could both see the screen. 
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Kaylee had taken some pictures. Callum thumbed his way through half a 

dozen shots, all of them were of the Ming tomb we’d just left, but the shots 

revealed an opening against the back wall. I didn’t remember seeing anything 

like that. 

A voice came over the loudspeaker. “May I please have your attention? 

The museum will be closing in five minutes. Please make your way to the exit. 

We would like to thank you for your patronage and look forward to seeing you 

on your next visit.”  

Callum looked at me. “We’ve got to find that door.” 

I followed him back into the tomb and the two of us searched the stone 

clad wall for anything that might show us how to open the hidden door. I 

figured it couldn’t be anything obvious so I stood back and thought for a 

moment. I found Kaylee’s phone over by the coffins, the photos look like they 

were taken close to where I found it. Was that significant? With nothing else to 

go on I started poking and prodding at the patterns on the coffins. I pressed my 

hand down on one of the long legged birds and heard a faint click. 

I froze. In my mind I’d just tripped the museum security system. I was 

fully expecting to hear alarm bells and be trapped by steel bars falling from the 

ceiling. Instead, all I heard was Callum. 

“You did it.” He pulled the hidden door open. “Let’s go.” 

“What? In there?” 
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“Of course.” He looked at me like I had grown a second head. “We can’t 

stay out here. The museum will be closed soon.” 

I shrugged and entered the tunnel beyond the hidden door. Callum 

followed me in and closed the door behind us. It was completely dark. 

I don’t like enclosed spaces. 

I could feel myself start to get anxious. I started breathing rapidly, my 

heart beating very quickly and my hands were sweaty. This wasn’t good. 

I reached out and grabbed Callum’s arm. My mind was filled with visions 

of the walls slowly closing in us. Just as I was about to head back to the tomb, 

Callum turned on a torch and I could see where I was. I still wasn’t okay but at 

least I could see that the walls weren’t moving. 

“Take this,” he whispered, handing the torch to me. I took it and held it 

up while he took another one out of his backpack. “You ready?” 

I looked at him blankly. “Not really.” 

“Listen, I know this may seem like it’s all going a bit fast,” he placed his 

hand on my shoulder, “but you wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t handle it.” 

“I’m okay.” I took a deep breath. This was weird enough without Callum 

giving me a pep talk. “Lead on.” 

With our torches lighting the way, we walked along the tunnel. It 

spiralled down for what seemed like a long way until we came to a steel door. It 

looked like one of those safe doors you sometimes see in the movies; with bolts 

all around the outside and a fancy keypad in the middle. 
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 How were going to get past that? “Now what?” 

Callum nudged me. “Now it’s time for you to get to work.” 

“What?” 

“This is an electronic lock.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “So?” 

“You’re supposed to be a whiz with computers. So…” he waved his hand 

toward the keypad. “Get on it.” 

He has got to be joking. I looked at the keypad. I didn’t have the first clue 

how to bypass an electronic lock. Whatever computer skills I had were certainly 

not going to help me here. “Listen… I-” 

He laughed. “Relax, I’m kidding… Sort of.” 

I could have killed him. “What do you mean, sort of?” 

“Take out your phone.” 

I did as he asked. He took it, turned it sideways and clicked on the two 

corners. A keyboard slid out of the bottom. Where did that come from? I could 

swear that there were no seams or markings anywhere on the case.  

“Here,” he handed it back to me. “There’s a program on there that can 

help you crack it. Just hold the phone to the lock so it can scan the circuits, then 

when you’re ready just do what comes natural.” 

“It’s that easy.” I said, sceptical. 

He nodded.  

“Then you do it.” 
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“Not my thing.” 

I looked at him for a second then shook my head. “Okay then.” 

This’ll be interesting. I held the phone up and waited. A blue pinpoint of 

light appeared in the centre of the keypad and grew to cover all twelve buttons. 

It stayed like that for about three seconds then disappeared.  

The screen on the phone came to life and I was presented with a series of 

options. Callum was right. It was easy. In less time than it normally takes to do 

my hair I’d bypassed the intrusion controls and figured out the encryption 

protocols. 

I was pretty impressed with myself when I stepped back. The light on the 

keypad was now green, and the huge door clicked open. 

“Good work,” Callum said as he stepped through the door. 

I took a few seconds to admire my handiwork then followed him. 

The door opened up into another tunnel, much larger with water flowing 

along a channel cut into the floor. The door we came through was made look 

like the tunnel wall so when it was closed it would be almost impossible to see. 

Raised walkways had been built on either side of the water, which flowed 

slowly to the right. The sound of it echoed from the smooth concrete walls.  

I looked at Callum. “What is this place?” 

“Storm water tunnels beneath the city.” 

“Oh, that makes sense.” I relaxed a bit. It was far less sinister knowing 

that the tunnels hadn’t been built by some super-secret evil organisation. 
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“Which way should we go?” 

He pointed left. “That way is Market Street and the abandoned subway 

station, while that way,” he pointed right, “will take us to the Kings Road 

cistern.” 

“How do you know that?” 

Callum shone his light onto a sign attached to the wall opposite us. On it 

were arrows pointing left and right above a combination of seemingly random 

letters and numbers. Both arrows and the writing were surrounded by a blue 

rectangle and marked with the seal of the city. “If you can read the codes, they 

act like street signs down here.” 

I was impressed. The way I looked at him must have made him 

uncomfortable, because he coughed and looked away. “My dad works for the 

city. He taught me how to read them in case I was ever lost down here.” 

“Why would you be-” I didn’t need to finish my question. Callum was a 

boy. Playing in tunnels under the city was what boys did. “Okay so now where 

do we go?” 

He looked left and right. “That’s a very good question.” 
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Chapter Three 

Callum stood there; turning his head from side to side, with what I 

assumed was thoughtful expression on his face. I’d never set foot down here so 

I left the decision as to where we go entirely up to him. It didn’t take long for 

him to make up his mind.  

“Let’s go,” he said, and started walking left toward Market Street.  

“We’re going this way then.” I cringed as the words left my mouth. Way 

to sound stupid TJ. 

“Yes.” He didn’t turn around. “The subway will at least lead back to the 

surface, where the cistern just leads to more tunnels.” 

“So you’re not sure.” 

He shrugged. “Not really. But if we don’t find anything up there we can 

always turn around and go the other way.” 

He was guessing? I bit my lip as I followed along behind him, staying 

quiet as I didn’t exactly have any better ideas. The further we walked the more 

my insecurities were getting the better of me. Finding Kaylee’s phone in that 

tomb made me think this was going to be easy, but she has been missing for two 

days. Her life might depend on us finding her. I don’t know what I was 

expecting when I agreed to do this thing. If it was going to be easy she’d 
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probably have been able to handle it without our help. After all Kaylee must 

have been part of this secret organisation for a while now.  

I thought about that some more. I was Agent Thirteen, Callum was 

Eleven, and Kaylee was Ten. Based on what I’d seen, Callum clearly isn’t new 

at this, and given her number, Kaylee must have become involved even before 

him. If she was in trouble, and he wasn’t sure what we should do next, then 

what chance did I have? 

“I shouldn't be here,” I blurted, suddenly short of breath. The reality of 

what was happening pressed down on me. 

Callum stopped and turned around. “What do you mean?” 

“I don't know anything about being an agent. I'm worried that if I stay 

with you, I'll just get in your way.” 

“Listen to me,” he reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. 

“You've already been very helpful. It was you who found Ten's phone-” 

“Yes, but-” He put a finger to my lips, cutting me off. 

“Hear me out. It was you who found the phone, and it was you who 

bypassed the lock on the door back there. Just believe me when I tell you that 

you’re doing just fine.” 

I just looked at him, not trusting myself to respond. 

“Now, are we finished with this crisis of confidence?” 

I nodded. 

“Good, because, I’m all out of encouraging words.” 
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With that, he resumed walking along the tunnel, with me a few paces 

behind him.  

Before tonight, I’d always thought Callum was a little slow. He pretty 

much kept to himself and rarely spoke up in class. Even his pushiness during 

sport made me think he didn’t know how to interact with others. Yet here he 

was, being supportive and encouraging. But the worst part about it was that it 

actually felt nice.  

I shuddered. That was not something I wanted to think about. Not now, 

not ever.  

I looked around the tunnel, hoping to distract myself from these 

unwelcome thoughts. 

The water in the channel flowed slowly back the other way, presumably 

toward the cistern, which suggested to me that we were going slightly up hill. It 

smelled damp and musty down here. Every now and then we’d pass a clump of 

rubbish wedged against the legs of the walkway just waiting for the next storm 

to flush it out. But even with these occasional blemishes, it was surprisingly 

clean down here. 

There was something pretty incredible about the idea of all these tunnels 

running beneath the city. It’s like there was an entire world right under our feet; 

one that very few people ever get to see. Storm drains, subway lines, and sewer 

tunnels, heading every which way, carrying water, people, and filth to the places 

they needed to go. I couldn’t even imagine the amount of planning needed to 
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make sure that they never crossed paths. After all, we simply couldn’t have 

sewerage flowing down the train tracks, could we?  

Ewww. I crinkled my nose at the thought; those things really do need to 

be kept well apart. But Callum said we were headed for a subway station, didn’t 

he? Something didn’t add up here. 

“How’ll we get in?” 

“What?” 

“The subway. How will we get from this drain into the station?” 

“Do you know why the Market Street subway was abandoned?” 

“Do you always answer a question with a question?” 

“No. Just think.”  

He obviously didn’t notice my eye roll. I thought back to what I’d been 

told at school. “Was it something to do with an earthquake?” 

He nodded. “That’s right. The quake damaged a lot of tunnels and one of 

them, maybe even this one, started leaking water into the station. The entire 

bottom level flooded.” 

“Okay…” Visions of the roof collapsing filled my mind. “But this tunnel 

is safe now… right?” 

“Of course it’s safe. That happened years ago.” 

I wasn’t convinced, but it wouldn’t do me any good to dwell on it. “So 

why didn’t the station reopen?” 
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“Umm… No idea.” I could tell he was keeping something from me by the 

way he refused to look me in the eye. 

“They never did fix it properly did they?” 

“No, they didn’t. The bottom level still floods if there’s a storm, but the 

level above it is fine. Trust me.” 

I thought for a moment and decided that I would trust him. “So how do 

we reach the station from here?” 

“You’ll see in a minute, we’re almost there.” 

We walked another fifty paces when Callum stopped, his torch pointed at 

the roof of the tunnel. “Ta da.”  

A hole was cut into the ceiling with a retractable ladder fixed to the side. 

At the top of the ladder was domed metal door with a circular handle. It looked 

like it belonged in a submarine.  

He reached up and pulled the bottom half of the ladder down. It dropped 

with a loud metallic rattle, and finished with a clang that echoed up and down 

the tunnel. It’s a good thing we weren’t trying to be quiet. 

“I’ll go first,” Callum said. He put the torch in his mouth and climbed the 

ladder. At the top, he braced himself against the wall and used both hands to 

turn the handle. As soon as he had the hatch open he wriggled through and 

called me up. 

He didn’t need to ask me twice.  
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I climbed quickly, actually looking forward to getting out of this drain. 

Unfortunately my enthusiasm was misplaced, the subway tunnel was much 

worse. Where the storm water tunnel was clean and looked to be in good repair, 

this place was a complete mess. 

Dirt, sticks, and leaves covered the floor. Water dripped from the roof 

into small puddles that dotted the area, and the smell was terrible. It was kind of 

like wet dog, mixed with rotting vegetables.  

Gross! 

With my hand overing my mouth, I looked around while Callum resealed 

the hatch. We stood between the tracks of the old subway, the rail platform was 

ahead of us on the right, and behind us the tunnel was blocked by a wire fence. 

“What’s up that way?” I said, pointing toward the barricade. 

“Nothing much, I think the tunnel’s caved in up ahead.” 

“The platform it is I suppose.” 

Callum waved a hand in that direction. “Ladies first.” 

“Gee, thanks.” 

We started walking. A short set of steps to the side of the tracks gave us 

access to the platform. It was much easier to walk up here. The tiles on the floor 

were a lot cleaner than the rail lines below.  

Callum drew up beside me. “You look around here. I’ll check out the 

other end of the platform.” 

“What am I looking for?” 
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“Anything that might indicate that Ten’s been here.” 

So, a needle in a haystack then. “No worries.” 

Callum smiled and wandered off, his torch bobbing as he drew further 

away.  

I shone my light around to get a feel for where I was. A row of columns 

all along the platform supported the roof, lights were fixed to the sides but the 

globes had long since disappeared. The walls and ceiling were covered in 

ceramic tiles, many of which had fallen away leaving bare patches of concrete.  

In its day the Market Street station would have been quite pretty, but 

years of neglect had taken their toll. The constant drip, drip, drip of water gave 

the whole place an eerie feel. On the plus side, though, I was starting to get used 

to the smell. 

“Hey, Thirteen.” Callum waved me over. “Take a look at this.” 

I walked across to him and looked down at the circle of light at his feet. 

“What is it?” 

“Notice anything?” 

I looked at him flatly. “Why don’t you just tell me what I’m looking at?” 

His habit of asking me questions was starting to annoy me. 

“I could do that, but I won’t. I’m trying to help kick start your detective 

skills. Part of being an agent is being able to spot clues, and if I spoon feed you 

then that won’t happen.” 

“Spoon feed me?”  
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“That’s what I said.” 

Seriously, I could have hit him. “Fine.”  

I was seething when I looked down at the ground. I didn’t ask for any of 

this, why did he have to be so annoying?  But Kaylee was depending on me, on 

us, so I pushed my anger aside and studied the bits of rubbish that littered the 

floor.  

I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. There were a couple of bottle caps, 

some bits of plastic, and lots of leaves. I was about to turn to Callum when I 

noticed that there was something else tucked amongst the bits of trash; a round 

piece of coloured elastic. 

My frustration was forgotten as I bent to pick it up. “That looks like one 

of Kay- ... I mean, Ten’s hair ties.” 

“I thought so too.” 

“That mean’s she’s been here right?”  

“It looks that way. Do you notice anything else?” 

I looked back down, and this time I really tried to see what Callum was 

showing me. 

There didn’t seem to be anything else useful amid the bits of rubbish, so 

instead of looking at what covered the floor, I studied the floor itself. The 

platform was very dirty but here and there I saw places where the dirt looked 

like it had been scuffed off. I shined my torch back the way we’d come and saw 

that our footprints had left similar marks on the floor. 
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Turning back to the place where we’d found the hair-tie, I tried to make 

sense of what the scuff marks might mean. I just knew that there was 

information contained in the pattern they left in the dirt. 

Of course. I felt a chill in the pit of my stomach. “She didn’t come here 

by choice did she?” 

“It does seem that she was forced.” He directed his torchlight to a few 

other areas nearby. “It looks like she put up a bit of a fight too.” 

I could believe it. Kaylee always was a bit of a tough nut. “Is this good or 

bad news?” 

He shook his head. “Impossible to tell. There’s no blood, I guess that’s 

good.” 

Blood? I hadn’t even considered that. “What are we standing around here 

for?” 

“This is no time to go rushing about.”  

“But you said she-” 

“We’ll be more use to her if we’re careful. Let’s keep our heads and see 

where this trail takes us.” 

“Fair enough.” How did he get to be so wise? “Let’s go.” 

We followed the footsteps to a staircase at the far end of the platform, and 

then proceeded to climb the stairs. Halfway up was a landing where we had to 

squeeze past a set of turnstiles that were rusted in place. The footprints 
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continued to the top of stairs to the terminal, where people used to buy their 

tickets. 

Being closer to the surface, this large open area was much dirtier than the 

platform below, making the trail even easier to follow. It led them all the way 

across the concourse, below several large holes cut into the ceiling. Wooden 

boards now covered the top of these shafts, but I guessed they rose to the 

surface and used to let light in during the day. This place would be fascinating if 

it wasn’t for that fact that my friend was in trouble. 

Eventually we came to a set of double doors, one of which was slightly 

ajar. The trail led straight in, but there were also footprints coming back out 

again.  

Quite a lot of them; for an abandoned train station this place sure was 

busy. 

Callum peered in to the corridor beyond then quickly snapped his head 

back.  

“What is it?” I said, visions of Kaylee’s injured form flashed through my 

mind. “Did you see her?” 

He held a finger up to his lips for a moment then pointed at the corridor. 

“No, I didn’t. But there’s light coming from under a door back there.” 

“Could she be in there?” 

“I don’t know but we need to be careful. Turn off your torch and stay 

close.” 
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I switched off my torch and stuffed it into my back pocket. Callum did 

likewise, and then squeezed through the open door, with me hot on his heels.  

The glow from under the door wasn’t as good as our torches, but it was 

better than nothing.  

There were actually three doors in the corridor, with footprints leading to 

and from all of them. The one with the light was on our left, a second door was 

on our right, and a set of double doors stood at the end of the corridor about 

twenty feet in front of us.  
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Chapter Four 

We stepped through the door and it was much darker in here. Without the 

light from our little torches we were forced to wait and let our eyes adjust. 

“We’ll check the dark door,” he whispered. “We should assume that 

there’s someone behind the lit door so we need to be quiet.”  

I swallowed. The idea that the people who took Kaylee could be just 

behind that door made my mouth dry. “Okay.”  

“This isn’t going to be easy.” He pointed to the ground. 

He wasn’t kidding. The floor was covered in rubbish, from bottle caps 

and bits of plastic, to dirt and leaves. It’d be difficult to move through here 

without stepping on something. 

“I’ll go first so you can watch me. When I signal for you to come over, 

try and step where I step.” 

I nodded.  

Callum moved silently through the room toward the darkened door on the 

right. Each step was made with careful precision and his pace was agonisingly 

slow. I held my breath as he walked, expecting one of the doors to open and 

catch him in the act of gently placing his foot on the dirty floor. 

Thankfully, that didn’t happen. 
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He reached the door and leaned down to place his ear against it. His eyes 

were closed as he concentrated. After a moment, he gripped the handle and 

pulled on the door. I prepared myself for the screech, but it swung open with 

barely a sound. 

Someone must have oiled these doors, I thought as Callum peered into 

the room beyond. When he was done he turned and beckoned me over. 

I did my best to copy his technique as I made my way to the now open 

door. I stayed on my toes to keep from stepping on anything that might crunch 

or crack underfoot. It was slow going, but at least my ballet training was finally 

proving to be good for something other than disappointing my mother. 

I reached the door without incident and Callum ushered me through to the 

next room. He quickly followed me in and closed the door behind us. 

Without the light from under the door outside it was pitch dark in this 

room. I could hear Callum fumbling about for the torch and I focussed on my 

breathing to keep from freaking out again. After all, what kind of agent is afraid 

of the dark? 

With the torch on we could finally see what was here. Callum shone the 

light around. It was a small room, little bigger than the janitor’s closets at 

school. It was just as chock full of stuff too; boxes, tins of paint, and several 

long planks of wood. But I soon forgot all that when we saw the bundle tied up 

in the corner. 

Kaylee! It was all I could do to keep from shouting my joy at finding her. 
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She looked up at us, blinking against the light, gagged and unable to 

move; her arms and legs securely tied. My heart was thumping when I knelt 

down beside her and started to work on the ropes.  

I’d never been good with ropes, but my relief at finding Kaylee must have 

given me some temporary talent, because I quickly had her hands free. She 

undid her own gag while I went to work on her feet. Less than a minute later, 

she was hugging me tightly. 

“Are you hurt?” I asked once she let me breathe. 

“I’m fine, just a little raw from the ropes.” 

“We saw blood back there.” 

“That wasn’t mine.” She winked. “I got a few good punches in before 

they took me. Why do you think they tied me up so tight?” 

I wasn’t convinced. “Are you sure?” 

“I told you, I’m fine. Now, stop mothering me and help me up.” 

I slipped my arm around her and lifted her awkwardly to her feet. It took 

her a moment to steady herself, but I had to admit that she did seem to be 

unhurt.  

When she was ready she took a step toward Callum. “She shouldn’t be 

here,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. 

He shrugged. “You know how it is. When Three tells you to do 

something, you do it.” 

“Hmm,” Kaylee ran her fingers through her hair. “She wasn’t ready.” 



  TJ Thirteen 

38  Story Time 

“You know I’m standing right here?” I hate it when people act like I’m 

invisible. I get enough of that in dance class. 

She turned to face me. “I know that, TJ, but-” 

“Thirteen,” I said. “Please refer to me by my designated handle.” 

Kaylee was dumbstruck, behind her, I could see Callum’s smile. His grin 

was so wide, I struggled to stay serious. 

“What?” 

“We’re still in the middle of an operation aren’t we?” 

“Of course, but-” 

“Then we should observe all relevant protocols.” That last line proved to 

be too much for me, and I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. 

Kaylee shook her head. “Obviously you’ve spent way too much time with 

him.” 

“It’s good to finally work with someone who knows how to follow the 

rules,” Callum said. 

“Well, if you’re going to start quoting rules, then let’s not forget I outrank 

both of you.” Kaylee had her hands on her hips as she looked from me to 

Callum.  

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that true?” 

Callum shook his head. “Not really, she’s connecting her length of 

service with her authority. She does that.” 

Kaylee glared at him. “Whatever.” 
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“I’m just glad you’re okay,” I said. “When I heard you were missing I 

almost died.” 

Callum looked back over his shoulder. “Well, we’re not out of the woods 

yet.” 

“He’s right. We shouldn’t stay here for long.” Kaylee pointed at the door. 

“They could come to check on me at any minute.” 

“Who are they?” I asked, suddenly remembering where we were. 

“I’ll explain everything once we’re out of here.” 

“There’s a way out through those double doors,” Callum said. 

“How do you know?” 

“I used to play down here, and I’m pretty sure the main stairway is 

behind those doors.” 

“Okay, let’s get moving.” 

Callum turned to Kaylee, his torch held up. “I’ll switch this off and lead 

us out. There’s light coming from under the door opposite, it’s not much but it’s 

enough to see by. We’re about ten paces from the doors. Are you ready?” 

Kaylee nodded. “Let’s go.” 

Callum plunged us into darkness, which reminded me to take the torch 

out from my back pocket. I figured it would be dark behind those doors and I 

wanted to spend as little time without light as possible. 
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After a few seconds, he opened the door and stepped out into the corridor. 

He once more picked his way carefully through the passage to the double doors 

opposite where we’d entered. 

Like before he placed an ear to the door before opening it. But unlike the 

last one, this door made a loud creak when it opened. There was no way anyone 

could have missed that. 

From behind the door with the light I heard the sound of a chair being 

pushed back, followed quickly by the sight of the door opening and a head 

peering out. Whoever he was, his gaze was fixed on Callum. 

Kaylee didn’t waste a second. 

She sprinted across the corridor and slammed her body against the door. 

The force of the blow slammed the man’s head against the wall with a sickening 

crunch and he collapsed unmoving to the floor. 

“Quickly,” she said, running toward Callum. “There’s at least two more 

of them.” 

She didn’t need to tell me twice.  

I switched my torch on and ran. Callum pulled the door wider and 

stepped to the side, allowing Kaylee and me to dash past him, just as another 

man stepped over his fallen comrade behind us.  

“I’ll hold them off,” Callum called out. “You two get out of here.” 

I stopped and turned around. How was Callum going to handle two 

grown men all on his own? 
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The answer was soon quite apparent. 

He easily ducked the first blow, a wild swing intended to knock his head 

off, and responded with two quick jabs into his opponent’s gut doubling the 

man over. Callum didn’t give him a chance to recover and followed up with a 

powerful overhand chop that struck the base of his skull and dropped him like a 

sack of potatoes. 

Where did he learn to do that?  

The second man took a step back when he saw how easily his fellow had 

been defeated. He already sported a bandage over his nose, and didn’t seem at 

all keen to force his way past Callum. 

“Go! I’ll meet you back at base.” He pushed the door closed behind him. 

“But, I don’t know where that is.” 

“I do,” Kaylee said beside me. “I’ll show you. Let’s get going.” 

I didn’t feel right leaving Callum alone to face that man. “Is he going to 

be alright?” 

Kaylee chuckled. “Are you kidding? That dude doesn’t stand a chance.” 

I probably wasn’t going to be much use to him anyway so I decided to let 

Kaylee lead me away. The stairs leading out were at the end of the passageway, 

just as Callum said they would be. 

At the top we had to push a few boards aside to finally reach the surface, 

and then squeeze through a narrow gap in a wire fence to get back onto the 

street. The Market Street station might be disused but it was definitely not 
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abandoned. The fences and barriers might seem intact to the casual observer but 

I could definitely see signs of frequent traffic.  

It felt good to breathe the night air, to feel a cool breeze on my face. 

Personally I hope I don’t have to see the inside of that station ever again. I 

looked up at the night sky. It was the same sky I’d been looking at my entire life 

but now it felt different somehow, more special.  

Only a few hours earlier I was expecting a boring night at that stupid fund 

raiser. After everything that happened since then I started to think that perhaps I 

would have been better off at the party. Maybe now that I’d found Kaylee this 

craziness could come to an end. 

“Come on, it’s this way.” Kaylee waved at me to follow and she started 

crossing the street. 

“Shouldn’t we wait?” 

“Don’t worry, he’ll catch up.” 

I guess the craziness isn’t quite over. With a final glance at the Market 

Street Subway I followed Kaylee through the streets. I resisted the urge to ask 

her anything. Though, in truth, my mind was ringing with questions: How long 

has she been an agent? What does this agency do? What was she doing in the 

museum? How did she get caught? 

But instead of giving in to my curiosity I simply followed her in silence. I 

knew she wouldn’t want to answer me now, not out here, but once we got to this 

so-called base she’d have no excuses. 
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The further we walked the more things started to look familiar. A 

building here, a street sign there, until eventually I was pretty sure I knew 

exactly where she was taking me. 

I tapped her on the shoulder. “I thought you were taking us back to 

base?” 

“I am.” 

We turned down another street and I stopped dead when I saw what was 

in front of me. “You have got to be joking.” 

“It’s no joke.” 

After everything that’d happened tonight I should have been expecting 

this. “School? Really? Your secret base is our High School?” 

“Yep,” Kaylee beamed. “It’s pretty cool when you think about it.” 

Just then, I wasn’t sure that Kaylee really understood what cool meant, 

maybe she’d been hit on the head and she wasn’t fully over it. 

“Follow me, I’ll show you how to get in.” 

I rolled my eyes and followed her. After all, I’d come this far. 

She led us across the campus to a small shed fixed to the side of the 

indoor sport stadium. She slid aside a wooden panel to reveal a keypad like the 

one I cracked back in the tunnels. She punched in some numbers and waited. 

The light turned green and I felt a slight tremble through the ground just 

before the door opened to reveal what looked like an elevator. 
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“I always assumed this shed held sporting gear,” I said. “You know; 

cones, hurdles, javelins, stuff like that.”  

“It does. But if you know the right code it also has this.” Kaylee waved at 

the door. “Get in.” 

As soon as I stepped in Kaylee punched the button and the door closed. I 

felt my stomach lurch as we descended. Great, I’m going underground again. 

At the bottom, the doors opened and for I minute I thought I’d entered the 

bat cave. All around us were huge computer screens displaying information 

from all across the world. 

Who reads this stuff? I thought as I stepped inside, turning around so I 

could take it all in. Sure seems like a huge waste of electricity. 

 Callum was already there when we arrived. He stood up from his seat at 

a large oval conference when he saw us. “What took you so long?” 

“How did you beat us?” Kaylee asked, as she moved to another one of the 

seats. 

He smiled his cute little smile again. “Only chumps walk. All the cool 

kids ride.” 

Snap out of it TJ. Here I was, in a secret base underneath my High 

School, and all I could think about was that I was really beginning to like his 

smile. 
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I shook my head and sat down next to Kaylee, fixing both of them with 

what I hoped was a determined look. I wanted some answers, and neither of 

them was going anywhere until I got them. 
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Chapter Five 

“I think this belongs to you,” Callum said, holding up Kaylee’s phone. 

“You found it,” Kaylee clapped her hands together. “Thank you?”  

“Don’t thank me.” Callum slid it across the table to Kaylee. “Thirteen 

found it in the Ming tomb.” 

Whatever Kaylee might have wanted to say was forgotten when she saw 

my face. “What is it?” 

“It’s time for two of you to be straight with me.” I flicked my gaze 

between Callum and Kaylee as I spoke. “And no more excuses.” 

Kaylee reached out and took my hand. “You just saved me from 

goodness knows what. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 

I turned to Callum. “She’s right, you’ve earned it. I’ll answer your 

questions. But just so you know, there are a few things that we’re not authorised 

to tell you.” 

I smiled. That was easy. “Good. You can start by telling me what this 

secret agency is all about.” 

Callum opened his mouth to reply but it was Kaylee who spoke first. 
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“It’s called the Teen Intelligence Agency, or TIA for short. We do all 

sorts of things, but we mainly handle crimes that impact children and young 

adults.” 

“Like what?” 

“Well, last year,” Callum said. “Ten and I foiled a kidnapping ring that 

was targeting wealthy families in the city.” 

Kaylee nodded. “And about six months ago we stopped a gang of thieves 

from stealing a painting from the auction house on Main Street.” 

“Isn’t this kind of stuff normally handled by the police?” 

“Of course it is. They make the final arrests, but we do the leg work. The 

police force is stretched pretty thin and they need to focus their efforts on the 

bad crimes like murder, rape and violent break-ins. We help with the other 

stuff.” 

“And how long have you two been part of this thing?” 

“I’ve been in for about two years,” Kaylee said. “And he’s been in for 

about a year-and-a-half.” 

“Two years?” My jaw dropped. I tried to pull my hand free but Kaylee 

refused to let go. “You’ve been leading this secret double life for two years and 

I didn’t even notice? Him I can understand.” I pointed at Callum. “Until today I 

thought he was a bit simple-” 

“Hey.” Callum sat upright. “That’s not very nice.” 
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“-but you.” I continued, ignoring Callum’s hurtful expression. “How 

could you do this to me?” 

Kaylee sighed and gripped my hand tighter. “Don’t you think this has 

been hard for me too? Do you have any idea how much I’ve wanted to tell you 

about all of this.” She stared at me. “Keeping this a secret has made me sick 

inside. But now I don’t have to hide this from you. Now, we can all work 

together. No more secrets. No more lies.” 

I could see the desperation in her eyes. She needed me to forgive her. To 

be honest, I did understand that it wasn’t her choice to hide this from me, but it 

hurt that she couldn’t trust me – her so-called best friend – to keep this secret.  

“I thought we were friends.” It was a horrible thing to say, but I wasn’t 

ready to let her off the hook yet. 

“Of course we’re friends.” She let go of my hands and looked away. 

“How could you even say that?” 

As soon as I saw her tears well up, I knew I’d gone too far. I suddenly 

thought about what she’d just been through and realised how petty I was being. 

She didn’t deserve this.  

“I’m so sorry, Kaylee.” I leaned over and put my arms around her. “I 

didn’t mean that.” 

She leaned in to me and cried. I held her tight as she wept, her body 

heaving as she breathed in between sobs. Whatever genuine disappointment I 

felt melted away as I held her. 



  TJ Thirteen 

49  Story Time 

“I was angry,” I said when her tears started to subside. “It was silly. Can 

you please forgive me, Kaylee?” 

“Ten.” 

“What?” 

She sniffled a few times then pulled away. “It’s Ten, not Kaylee. Please 

refer to me by my designated handle.” 

I didn’t know what to say. Was that it? After years of friendship, had my 

thoughtless outburst ruined everything? I was about to beg her to give me 

another chance when I saw the smile tickling at the corner of her mouth.  

“You cow!” I said as I shoved her back in her chair. I couldn’t keep the 

smile from my face. 

“I’ll always forgive you.” She rubbed away the last of her tears. “You’re 

my best friend in the world. Nothing will ever change that.” 

Callum cleared his throat “Are you two finished?” 

I’d forgotten that he was right there. “I hope not.” I said, and gave Kaylee 

what I hoped was a conspiratorial wink.  

“Girls.” Callum rolled his eyes. “Seriously, I’ll never understand you lot.” 

“As true as that may be,” Kaylee said as she gathered her phone and 

pointed it to the large screens to our right. “I still need to tell you how I got 

myself tied up and gagged in the subway.”  
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Callum and I just sat there. What could anyone say in response to a 

comment like that? Yet Kaylee didn’t say a word. She let the silence in the 

room grow until I reached my breaking point. 

“Well?” I said. “Are you going to tell us?” I’d never been very good at 

containing my excitement when something interested me. 

Kaylee smiled. “So it was Wednesday. I went to the museum to check out 

the new Ming tomb exhibit-” 

“This wasn’t a mission?” I asked, somewhat taken aback by the idea of 

Kaylee going to the museum by choice. 

She shook her head. “No, I sometimes go there just to see the exhibits.” 

I looked at her flatly. “I’m beginning to think I don’t really know you at 

all.” 

“Anyway,” she continued, “I was in the replica Ming tomb when I saw 

these guys acting a bit weird. I don’t know what it was, but my spidey senses 

were tingling so I found a place not far away where I could hole up and see 

what they were doing. 

“I watched them for a while and then I saw them disappear into a tunnel 

behind a door hidden in the wall. They’d been gone for about a minute so I 

came out and snapped a few pics then called you to let you know what I’d 

found. Unfortunately they came back before I was finished and grabbed me. I 

almost managed to get free when we reached the subway, but I wasn’t quick 
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enough and they got me again. This time they made sure I wasn’t going to 

escape. They tied me up and dumped me in the room you found me in.” 

Something didn’t make sense to me. “You’ve been missing for two days. 

Why didn’t your mum and dad notice you were gone?” 

“They’re overseas,” she said. “They won’t be back for another week. I 

was going to invite you to come over this weekend but then this happened.” 

“That still doesn’t tell us what those guys were up to?” Callum pointed 

out. “Or why there’s a tunnel leading from the sewers to the museum.” 

I nodded. “What he said.” 

“Well, my theory is that the guys who grabbed me are smugglers of some 

kind. I watched them for a few minutes before they got me, and I saw them take 

a few items out of one of the coffins in the tomb.” 

“There was a panel on one of the coffins that opened the hidden door,” I 

said, recalling the events of earlier that night. Was it really only a few hours 

ago? I’d done so much that it felt like days had passed since Callum and I first 

got to the museum.  

“Damn it!” I jumped out of my seat and ran to the backpack I dumped in 

the corner of the room. 

“What’s up?” 

I pulled out my phone and checked the time. It was almost eleven thirty. 

My mum would be expecting me home soon. “I need to call Mum. The fake 

party finished fifteen minutes ago. She’s waiting to come and pick me up.” 
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“Wait.” Kaylee looked at me. “What fake party?” 

“The agency sent an email to me and Mum with details about a fund 

raiser for the dance school tonight. Turns out it was just a ruse to recruit me.” 

“Well that’s easy. Just tell your mum that you’ll be staying at my place 

tonight.” 

“That could work. Hang on while I call her.” 

I dialled the number. Mum answered, and a few minutes later it was all 

sorted. I did feel a bit guilty about deceiving her but I wasn’t entirely dishonest. 

After all I would be staying with Kaylee tonight, just not at her house. 

So, with my rationalisation behind me, I sat back down and waited for 

Kaylee to finish her story. 

“As I was saying, they took me from the museum, tied me up and 

dumped me in that room. But while I was there I managed to overhear a few 

things. Some of it I didn’t understand as they spoke in a foreign language; 

German, Austrian, something European.” 

“Well that narrows it down.” 

Kaylee frowned at Callum and poked out her tongue. “Anyway, what was 

clear is that they were waiting for a new shipment. I think there’s something big 

due to happen this weekend.” 

Callum sat forward and rested his elbows on the table. “Such as?” 

“Well I-” 
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“Hold on a minute,” I said, interrupting her reply. “You’re planning to 

keep going after these guys? After what they did to you?” 

“Haven’t you been listening? This is what we do.” 

“Breaking up an international smuggling operation? That’s what you’re 

suggesting? I don’t see how that has anything to do with children. This seems 

like something the regular police should handle.” 

Callum sat back with his arms crossed. “As much as it bugs me, 

Thirteen’s right. This really isn’t what we’re supposed to get messed up in.” 

Kaylee got to her feet. “The two of you need to listen up. We’re already 

messed up in this whether we like it or not. Those scumbags took me, Callum. 

Me!” She pounded the table as she said that. “They stuffed a rag in my mouth 

and threw me in a janitor’s closet for two days. Now please correct me if I’m 

wrong, but that’s called kidnapping, and unless my memory fails me we’ve 

already been messed up in one of those.” 

She had a point, and it seems she wasn’t done making it.  

“I don’t want to hear another word from either of you about how we 

should let this go. I’m not stupid. Of course we’ll work with the regular cops 

but I’m not going to sit back and watch from the sidelines. We’re in this up to 

our necks and that’s not going to change.” 

I reached out and placed a hand on Kaylee’s arm. “What’s our next 

move?” 
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“First, we need to figure out who these guys are, and then we need to find 

out where this shipment of theirs is coming from. I do know it’s due tomorrow 

at 3pm, but I don’t know if it’s coming by plane, by ship, or by train.” 

Callum let out a sigh. “That’s not much to go on. Did you happen to get 

any of their names?” 

Kaylee shook her head. “No. But whatever they’re bringing in must be 

pretty big because one of the guys said something about having to load it on a 

truck.” 

I was looking at the huge screens above us when it hit me. “We could use 

the computers here to put together a composite of their faces then run them 

through a facial recognition database and see what that turns up?” 

The others just stared at me. 

“What?” I could feel my face turning red. “I’ve seen the movies. I watch 

TV. Surely some of that high-tech spy mumbo jumbo must be real, right?” 

“It’s not a bad idea,” Callum said after a long pause. “But it won’t work 

quite the same as it does on TV. We’ll be lucky to find anything at all and it’ll 

take hours. Still it’s a good place to start.” 

Kaylee nodded. “But first thing’s first. I haven’t had a proper meal in two 

days. I’m starving.” 

“I’ll tell you what,” Callum said as he got to his feet. “You two get 

started putting the faces together, and I’ll go get us a couple of pizzas. It looks 

like we’re in for a long night.” 
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Chapter Six 

I didn’t realise just how hungry I was until Callum returned with the 

pizzas. After a much needed meal, Kaylee and I worked together to assemble a 

picture faces of the men who’d taken her. While we were doing that Callum 

searched through the cargo manifests for a seemingly endless stream of arrivals 

and departures for planes, trains, ships, even buses and trucking companies. It 

was incredible how much traffic flowed in and out of the city each day. 

We worked furiously. Searching for a needle in a haystack would be easy 

compared what he was doing, but we didn’t let that dampen our spirits.  

After a few hours, we’d managed to put together what Kaylee believed 

was a pretty good picture of her attackers, and Callum was able to recite the 

inter-city bus and train timetable by heart.  

I fed the images into the facial recognition database and started the search 

running.  

With that job finally done I sat back in my seat. “I’m exhausted.” 

“Me too,” Kaylee said. “I haven’t had a proper sleep in three days.” 

Kaylee looked like death warmed up. I was amazed she’d lasted this long 

given what she’d been through.  
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“You two may as well get some sleep,” Callum said, still hunting the web 

for information. “It’ll be hours before the search comes back with anything.” 

“What about you?” 

“I’m ok for now. I’ll keep at it a while longer.” He looked at Kaylee. “I’ll 

send you a list to look through when you get up.” 

Kaylee nodded, unable to stifle a yawn. “Okay.” 

“So how do we get home?” 

Callum pointed behind me. “There are beds here, just past the lift.” 

“But I don’t have my toothbrush.” The idea of sleeping down here really 

didn’t appeal to me. 

“There’s a bathroom and a supply cabinet that is full of tooth brushes, 

tooth paste, shampoo; whatever you might need. There’s even a kitchen back 

there.” 

“But I-” 

He held up his hand. “Listen, I can’t take the two of you home on my 

bike, and we need to be back here in the morning anyway. Besides,” he pointed 

at Kaylee who’d fallen asleep in her chair, “she doesn’t look like she wants to 

go anywhere.” 

“Fine.” I let out a long breath as I looked at Kaylee. “Help me get her into 

a bed.” 

Callum stood up and walked over to where Kaylee had fallen asleep. He 

put his arms under and lifted her off the chair with ease.  
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“Follow me,” he whispered. 

We walked back past the elevator and into a large room. He carried her to 

one of the many beds that lined the walls of this room, and placed Kaylee down 

with surprising gentleness. 

“I’ll leave you to get her tucked in,” he said as walked back toward the 

door. “The bathroom’s through the door on the far wall. All the stuff you’ll need 

should be in there.” 

I reached up and touched his arms as he passed me. “Thank you, for 

everything.” 

He looked at me. “Don’t mention it.” 

“I mean it. If you hadn’t taken on those two guys, Kaylee and would 

never have gotten away.” 

“No, I meant don’t tell anyone.” He smiled, his teeth showing through a 

big cheesy grin. “I know I was awesome, but it’s supposed to be a secret.” 

Did he really just say that? My mouth hung open and I punched him in 

the arm.” 

“Hey? What was that for?” 

“For being a boy.” I pointed at the door. “Now get out of here so I can go 

to sleep.” 

I turned back to Kaylee, took off her shoes and then shifted her under the 

covers, before going to the bathroom. I still couldn’t believe that this was really 

happening. I took my time brushing my teeth, stalling before going to bed, 
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afraid that I was actually dreaming and it would all be gone in the morning. I 

even considered going back to help Callum with his search, but I couldn’t deny 

my exhaustion any longer. Dreaming or not, I was really tired so I climbed into 

the bed next to Kaylee’s and lay down. 

I was asleep the moment my head hit the pillow. 

# # # 

“That’s it!” 

My eyes snapped open and I looked around the unfamiliar room. Where 

was I? Kaylee was sitting up in the bed beside mine, her phone held before her, 

and it all came flooding back; the mad dash through the city on the back of 

Callum’s bike, the tunnel in the museum, the subway, all of it.  

“So I guess it wasn’t a dream,” I muttered. 

“What did you say?” Kaylee said, looking at me. 

I shook my head, and yawned. “Nothing. What did you find?” 

“The Island Princess.” 

“The what now?” 

“It’s the name of a private yacht that’s due to dock here this afternoon.” 

I guess I was still a little tired because I had no idea what she was talking 

about. “What about it? Are you parents on it or something.” 

“No, silly, I think this is what the smugglers are waiting for. I remember 

one of them mention something about an Island Princess. I didn’t twig at the 
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time but now it makes sense.” She glanced across to Callum, still asleep in one 

of the beds. “He’s like a bloodhound when it comes to finding stuff.” 

I looked at him. He seemed so peaceful, apart from the snoring. Given 

how loud it was, I’m amazed I didn’t wake up more often. “Should we wake 

him?” 

“Nah, let him sleep. He only sent me this list two hours ago. We’ve got 

time before the ship arrives and he’s earned a decent rest.” 

“Our search!” I shot out of bed, suddenly remembering the search for the 

smuggler’s faces we started before going to bed. I ran back to the computer 

room. As I got approached the screen I could see a green icon blinking. That 

looked like a good sign.  

It wasn’t. 

“27,346 matches?” We must have done something wrong. I brought up 

the search again and checked the parameters. Everything looked right. How 

could there be so many potential hits? Then it dawned on me.  

We’d stitched the pictures together from dozens of other pictures, using 

pieces of other people’s faces. Because we didn’t have a proper photo of the 

men we were looking for all it could do was a best guess.  

“Damn it!”  27,346 wasn’t much of a best guess. I guess Callum wasn’t 

joking when he said it didn’t work quite like it did on TV. I stared at the screen 

for a minute or two. There has to be a way for me to narrow this list down. The 
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people we were looking for were in there somewhere and I was sure I’d be able 

to tease them out. 

I went to work tweaking the search parameters, when Kaylee came up 

beside me, towelling her hair dry. 

“Do you know what you’re doing?” 

I didn’t look up from my work. “Actually, yes I do.” 

“Good girl.” She patted me on the shoulder. “You keep doing whatever it 

is you’re doing and I’ll fix us some breakfast.” 

“Sounds good.” 

“Pancakes okay?” 

I loved pancakes. “Always.” 

I sat there, tapping away at the keyboard while Kaylee whipped up some 

pancakes. The smells from the kitchen were making my mouth water, but I was 

so excited by what I was doing that I toughed it out until Kaylee returned with a 

plateful of syrup covered goodness. 

It was pretty amazing really. Here I was working on a computer, which I 

loved, sitting with my best friend, which I loved, and eating pancakes, which I 

loved. It just couldn’t get any better than this for me. 

I worked for a couple hours. While I was busy tinkering with the database 

search Kaylee did some more work on the pictures. Now that she’d had a decent 

sleep she was able to recall some details that her tired mind overlooked last 
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night. When we were ready I kicked off the search again, it was still going to 

take a few hours to run but hopefully this time we’ll end up with fewer matches. 

“Morning ladies,” Callum said as he shuffled into the room. His hair was 

sticking out in unusual angles, and he stretched his arms out with a yawn. He’d 

obviously just woken up. “I don’t know about you two, but I slept like a log.” 

“Yeah,” I snorted. “A noisy log.” 

“Was I snoring?” 

“It sounded more like you were cutting down trees in your sleep.” 

“I’m so sorry.” He actually had the decency to appear embarrassed. “Did 

I keep you up?” 

“I didn’t hear a thing,” Kaylee said. 

I thought about stringing him on, but he looked so upset that I just 

couldn’t do it. “No, not really.” 

“So what’s the plan?” he said after a brief pause. 

“We’re headed for the docks.” Kaylee began. “Thanks to the list you sent 

me, I was able to remember one of them mention something about an Island 

Princess. It turns out that’s the name of a yacht due to arrive this afternoon.” 

“Sound’s good. Let me have a shower and we’ll head off.” 

“I need one too.” I raised my arm and sniffed; it wasn’t pretty. “But we’ll 

need to swing past my place for a change of clothes.” 

“That won’t work,” Kaylee said.  

“I can’t wear these clothes again. They stink.” 
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“The Island Princess will be making port at the Inner City Yacht Club. 

It’s a very exclusive club with a very strict dress code. We can’t turn up there 

wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt.” 

Kaylee clearly knew my wardrobe well. “I’ve got the dress I wore to the 

party last night. It might be a bit wrinkled but it’s quite dressy.” 

“A wrinkled dress simply will not do.” Kaylee said, there was a glint in 

her eye that was starting to make me nervous. 

 “Then what?” 

“Oh no.” Callum must have seen it too. 

“We’re going shopping.” 

“What?” I didn’t have any money. “I can’t afford to buy a new outfit.” 

“This is a bad idea,” Callum said, “The agency credit card is for official 

business only.” 

“This is official. We’re in pursuit of persons of interest in an active 

assignment, and we need appropriate attire to access the target area.” Kaylee 

sure had a way with words. 

Callum shook his head and walked away. “I’m having a shower. You two 

work it out.” 

After Callum had disappeared from view Kaylee turned to me. “So, what 

do you think?” 
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I enjoyed shopping as much as anyone, and spending someone else’s 

money was like a dream come true, but I didn’t want to start my time here on 

the wrong foot. “I don’t know about this, Kaylee.” 

“Do you trust me, TJ?” 

Like she had to ask. “Of course I do.” 

“Then believe me when I tell you it’ll be fine.” 

“If you say so.” 

“Good,” her face beamed, “now go have your shower and I’ll get our 

cover IDs ready.” 

# # # 

We arrived at the Inner City Yacht Club just after two in the afternoon, 

dressed in our shiny new clothes. The dress code was particularly strict, no 

jeans, no t-shirts and no sneakers, so we found ourselves buying clothes from 

places I’d only ever been with my mum when she was shopping for a wedding 

or a funeral. 

Old people’s shops as I liked to call them. 

Still, Kaylee managed to have some fun with it. Her outfit had a distinctly 

nautical feel about it, with white linen pants, blue and white striped top and 

fitted navy blue blazer complete with embroidered crest. She toped this off with 

a pair of white shoes and a sailor’s cap which she wore at a jaunty angle.  
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Compared to her, I looked positively conservative. I couldn’t bring 

myself to try and pull of a pant suit, so went for a casual dress and sensible 

shoes. Even Callum wasn’t safe from Kaylee’s fashion demands, but he drew 

the line at a suit. He wore a khaki pants and a pale blue shirt with no jacket. 

Kaylee handed each of us a piece of plastic about the size of a credit card. 

It had our picture on it, as well as fake name, mine was Eleanor Masterson, 

Kaylee was supposed to be Leanne Pohlen, and Callum was pretending to be 

her brother, Dan. 

“The secret to not getting caught in there is to really act like you own the 

place,” Kaylee said as I examined the ID card she’d given me. “The names 

we’re using are actual member’s kid’s names so we don’t have to try and keep 

hidden.” 

“Wait, what?” I said. “What if the real Eleanor Masterson is in there?” 

“Relax, the Pohlen’s and Masterson’s on the other side of the country, 

they belong to the club’s west coast chapter. The odds of them being here today 

are practically zero.” 

“But there is a chance, right?” 

“Welcome to one of Ten’s so-called plans,” Callum said with a small 

shake of his head. “They’re fine up to a point, but tend to require a fair helping 

of luck to run smoothly.” 

Kaylee glared at Callum, her lips pursed. “Anyway, we just need the ID 

to get in. Once we’re passed the front desk it’ll be fine.” 
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For some reason I found myself looking to Callum for reassurance. 

“She’s right,” he said. “Don’t look guilty and we should have the run of 

the place.” 

“Just follow my lead.” With that, Kaylee entered the building, the two of 

us hot on her heels. True to her plan, she strode right up to a tall man standing 

behind a counter beside the door to the club itself. 

“Hi,” she said as she approached him.  

“Good afternoon, Miss,” the man said. “How may I help you?” He had a 

kind looking face, like a butler from one of those television sit-coms. The badge 

on his jacket said his name was Arthur. 

“My name is Leah Pohlen,” Kaylee said as she handed over her ID. “This 

is my brother, Daniel and that’s Ellie. Our folks told us to meet them here this 

afternoon.” 

Arthur took Kaylee’s card, scanned the barcode and looked at the 

computer screen concealed behind the lip of the counter. He handed the card 

back to Kaylee and looked over at us. “Unfortunately your parents have not yet 

checked in for the day, Miss Pohlen.” 

Kaylee made a face. “They said something about three o’clock but I 

wasn’t really listening. Can we go in and wait for them?” 

“I’m afraid minors are not permitted on club grounds without a parent or 

guardian.” 

Her face fell. “Oh, okay. I’ll call them and let them know we’re here.” 
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“Very good, Miss.” 

She pulled out her phone and walked away from the desk. I caught her 

eye as she made a show of dialling the numbers. She threw me a wink before 

disappearing back outside to call her “parents”. 

A minute later, she came back in and walked up to the counter again. 

“Excuse me, sir, but can’t you make an exception just this once. We’re not from 

around here, and we don’t know the city well. They got held up at lunch but the 

promised to be here by three.” 

“I don’t know,” he scratched the back of his neck. “It is most irregular.”  

“Come on Arthur, I promise I’ll mention your kindness to father.”  

He looked at Kaylee for a moment, one finger tapping the top of the 

counter, and then looked over at us. “May I have your identification please?” 

Callum and I handed over our passes.  

Arthur scanned them into the computer. “Welcome to the Inner City 

Yacht Club, Miss Masterson,” he handed me back my card, “and you Master 

Pohlen. I hope you enjoy your stay.” 

He pressed a button on the counter and the inner door’s slid open. 

Kaylee beamed. “Thank you, Arthur. You won’t even notice we’re here.” 

Arthur inclined his head slightly. “I certainly hope so, Miss.” 

We walked through the main dining room on our way out to the docks. 

The wood panelled walls were plastered with pictures of boats, lists of gold 

embossed names, and coils of rope. Dozens of polished wooden tables dotted 
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the floor area, each of them surrounded by green leather bound chairs. It was all 

very posh; and all very old school. Given the décor I could totally understand 

Kaylee’s wardrobe decisions earlier today. 

Once outside, we walked up to a plastic covered sign showing the layout 

of the wharfs. Callum used his phone to retrieve the details of the Island 

Princess and checked the location on the map. 

“It’s this way,” he said and strode off to the south end of the docks. 

I sidled up next to Kaylee as we followed. “Why does he automatically 

assume we can’t read a map?” 

“Don’t read too much into it.” Kaylee grabbed my hand and squeezed it 

tightly. “Let him have this. It’s important to him to feel useful now and then.” 

“You know I can hear you?” he said without turning around. 

“Of course you can, dear,” Kaylee said sweetly.  “It wouldn’t be much of 

an insult if you couldn’t.” 

I couldn’t hold back a snort of laughter. “Are you two always like this?” 

Callum stopped and turned around. “Most of the time.” 

“And you’re okay with it?” 

He shrugged. “Sure. She doesn’t mean it.” 

“Well-” Kaylee began, but Callum silenced her with a sour look. 

“And I can give as good as I take. Besides, Ten only does it to calm her 

nerves.” 

“What can I say? He knows me pretty well.” 
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I was beginning to feel like a third wheel. “We should get moving.” 

“Why?” Callum raised an eyebrow. 

“To find the boat’s parking spot.” 

“Berth.” 

“What?” 

“Berth.” 

“I heard you, I’m not deaf. Why are you saying it?” 

“A boat’s parking spot is called a berth.” 

“Okay,” I shook my head in frustration. “We should keep going to the 

berth then.” 

“No need.” He pointed to a large boat tied to the end of the pier. “We’re 

already here.” 

“That can’t be it,” Kaylee said. “They weren’t due until three?” 

It was huge, only slightly smaller than a full blown cruise ship. Whoever 

could afford a private yacht this big must be rolling in cash. I walked further 

along the pier until I could see the name printed on the side of the ship. “No, 

that’s the Island Princess alright.” 

Kaylee suddenly looked fearful. She turned full circle, her eyes darting 

everywhere. I looked around as well, other than the three of us the wharf was 

empty. There were a few people walking around on the deck of the Island 

Princess, but they didn’t seem to be paying us any attention.   

Kaylee’s eyes narrowed. “We need to get on that boat.” 
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End of Chapter Six 
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