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My head was spinning, and I had no idea where I was.
All T knew for sure was that I was sitting on a chair in a dark
room. It was cold, and I could hear water dripping from
somewhere behind me. Plus my socks were wet.

Wonderful... I hate wet socks.

“Hello?” I tried saying out loud, but my mouth was as
dry as uncooked pasta so it only came out as, “Blehbloh?”

From the shadows across the room, I heard a wooden
chair plunk on the floor. “Welcome back, Mr. Brody
Valentine,” said a boy’s voice. “Funny last name you have,
isn't it?”
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Eram ametit si habar n-aveam unde ma aflu. Stiam
doar ca stau pe un scaun intr-o camera intunecatd. Era frig
si auzeam apa picurand pe podea undeva in spatele meu.
Aveam ciorapii uzi.

Super... Urdsc sa am ciorapii uzi.

— Alo? am dat eu sd strig, dar aveam gura uscata ca paste-
le nefierte si n-am reusit sd scot decat un soi de ,,bla-blo?"

De undeva din coltul camerei intunecate am auzit pe
cineva asezand un scaun de lemn pe podea.

— Bine ai revenit, domnule Brody Valentine, s-a auzit
o voce de baiat. Ai un nume de familie cam ciudat, nu-i aga?



I took a breath and blinked. “There are some things in
life we can’t choose. Last names... would be one of those
things”

“You're right,” he replied, stepping forward, but staying
hidden in the shadows. “Some of us are just born unlucky,
arent we?”

I remained silent, studying the room while the kid kept
talking. From the look of it, I figured I was in a larger storage

closet, probably near the schools cafeteria. The smell of

steamed broccoli lingered in the air. Youd think that would
be proof enough that I was around the lunchroom, but the
boys locker room also smelled like steamed broccoli. I know,
right? So nasty.

The boy continued. “When you woke up this morning,
you had no idea of the little adventure that awaited you at
school, did you?”

I cracked a smile and chuckled softly.

&

Am tras adanc aer in piept si am clipit.

— Sunt lucruri pe lumea asta pe care nu le putem alege.
Numele de familie e unul dintre ele.

— Ai dreptate, a spus el, faicind un pas in fatd, dar
ramanand in umbra. Unii dintre noi pur $i simplu se nasc
tard noroc, nu¢

Am tacut, cercetdnd incaperea cu privirea in timp ce
biiatul vorbea. Dupa cum arata, m-am gandit ca sunt intr-o
debara mai mare, poate cea de langa cantina scolii. Mirosul
de broccoli Ia abur incd plutea in aer. Ai zice ci asta era
suficient ca sa md faca si cred ca sunt langa cantina, dar si
vestiarul baietilor tot a broccoli fiert mirosea. Da, stiu, nu-i
asa? Foarte naspa.

— Cand te-ai trezit azi-dimineatd, habar n-aveai ce
aventura te asteapta la scoald, nu-i asa? a spus bdiatul mai
departe.

Am zambit si am chicotit usor.
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“Unless,” the boy whispered, “you did know of this
adventure, which would mean you're just as guilty as the rest
of them. Tell me, Brody, where’s the journal?”

“Someplace safe,” I replied as I sat up in my chair. My
head was swelling with pain. “Someplace far away from here.”

The boy paused. “You know this is over, right? This little
game you and your friends are playing... theyve already
ratted you out. You're done.”

[ wasn't sure if the boy was bluffing or not so I didn't
respond. I don't think anyone would've tattled on me, but
after the day I've had, I couldnt really be sure. I knew that
sixth grade was going to be tough, but not this tough. Secret
agent stuff, spy gear, special codes, and conspiracies - that
was a lot for anyone to carry on their shoulders, especially
someone like me!

I'm literally a nobody at Buchanan School, or at least,
1 used to be before today. Now it’s almost like I'm the most
wanted kid in the entire school, and trust me when I say it
wasn't on purpose.

My name is Brody Valentine and this is the story of how
I accidentally became a secret agent. Don’t make fun of my
last name either. Like [ said earlier... there are some things in
life we can’t choose.

I remember it like it was just this morning... probably
because it was just this morning...
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— Sau poate chiar stiai de aventura asta, caz in care esti
la fel de vinovat ca restul, a soptit baiatul. Ia zi, Brody, unde-i
jurnalul?

— E in sigurantd, am raspuns eu, indreptandu-ma de
Spate.

Ma durea capul ceva de speriat.

— Undeva departe de locul dsta.

-— Stii ca s-a terminat, nu? a zis baiatul dupa o clipd de
tacere. Jocul dsta pe care-1joci cu prietenii tdi... Ei deja te-au
tradat. S-a zis cu tine.

Nu stiam dacd joacd la cacealma sau nu, asa ca n-am
raspuns. Nu credeam ca m-ar fi tradat cineva, dar dupd ce
zi avusesem, nu mai puteam fi sigur. Stiam cd clasa a sasea
o sa fie grea, dar nici chiar asa. Treburi de agenti secreti,
echipamente de spionaj, coduri speciale si conspiratii... era
cam mult de dus, mai ales pentru cineva ca mine!

Sunt un nimeni la scoala Buchanan... sau cel putin am

fost un nimeni. Acum parcd sunt cel mai cdutat tip din toata

scoala. Si credeti-ma cd n-am vrut sd se intample asa.
Numele meu e Brody Valentine si asta e povestea felului
in care am ajuns din intdmplare agent secret. Sd nu faceti
misto de numele meu de familie. Cum ziceam... sunt lucruri
pe lumea asta pe care nu le poti alege.
Tin minte totul de parcé s-ar fiintamplat azi-dimineata. ..
poate tocmai pentru ca chiar s-a intdmplat azi-dimineata.
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(BRoDY VALENTINE)

Check it out - that's my school picture. Scrawny little
dweeb, right? Hardly secret agent material. I bet spy agencies
have this photo hanging in their offices to show them what
kind of person not to hire. My parents tell me I have a big
heart and thats all that matters, but telling that to a sixth
grade boy is the same thing as beating a video game on
easy — it’s something that takes almost no effort, but at least
you can move on to the next game.

I know. I get it. I'm not destined to be a great football
player or uitimate fighter, but T accept that. Instead, I'll be
the super billionaire computer nerd that controls half of the
world and—wait, that makes me sound like an evil villain,
but I'm not that either.

I'm just an ordinary dude, at a nof ordinary school called
Buchanan. It's important to note that my school is trying this
new thing where the sixth graders have the freedom to choose
their own classes like they would in middle school. It’s a neat
idea, but it doesn't make middle school less of an adjustment. It
just makes sixth grade that much more of an adjustment.

I got to Buchanan a few minutes before homeroom.
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(8FoVY VALENTINE)

Asta e poza mea de scoald. Un slabanog ciudatel, nu? Nu
prea arat a agent secret. Pun pariu ca agentiile de spionaj au
poza asta pe perete ca s stie ce fel de tipi sa nu angajeze. Ai
mei imi zic ¢d am o inima buna si ci asta e tot ce conteaza,
dar sa-i spui asta unui pusti de-a sasea e ca si cum ai castiga
un joc la cel mai mic nivel de dificultate — nu trebuie sa faci
aproape niciun efort, dar macar poti si-1 termini repede si sa
treci la urmatorul.

Stiu. Inteleg. Nu mi-e scris sa fiu un mare fotbalist sau
boxer, dar sunt impécat cu asta. In schimb, o sa fiu un IT-ist
tocilar multimiliardar care controleaza jumatate de lume...
dar stai, ca am inceput si vorbesc ca un ticalos malefic si nici
dsta nu sunt.

Sunt doar un tip oarecare de la o scoald nu tocmai
obisnuita, care se numeste Buchanan. E important si va spun
cd la scoald, mai nou, cei dintr-a sasea au voie si-si aleaga
orele, ca in anii superiori de gimnaziu. E o idee bund, dar in
loc sa te ajute s te obisnuiesti cu gimnaziul, face foarte dificil
sa fii in clasa a sasea.

Am ajuns la scoala cu cateva minute inainte de dirigentie.
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The bus driver always cuts it way too close. Apparently the
last stop on his route is a gas station where he gets coffee and
donuts for himself. The rest of the students wait in the bus
as he sips hot coffee and flirts with the cashier for several
minutes. She’s cute, but seriously? How he still has a job is a
mystery to me.

I’m the kid that rushes through the hallways, trying my
best not to bump into anyone. You'd only see me if I bonked
into you. I usually mumble an apology and keep on going,
hoping you don’t say anything. Kids would shrug me off as
antisocial, but the truth is that I'm just really shy.

I was at my locker, placing some books into my backpack.
The bell was going to ring in just @ few minutes so everyone
was rushing through the hallways, doing what they could to
be on time.

As I lifted one of my textbooks, I felt a dull ache in my
side. Groaning, I dropped the book and stretched my arms
back. There was a bruise around my ribcage from gym
class the day before. There’s a game a few of us play called
“Chicken.” We're a little too old for the playground at recess,
but that doesn’t stop us from going over to the monkey bars
during gym for this game.

Have you ever played it?

Two people hang from the bars and only use their legs
to knock the other person off. Kicking is against the rules,
but wrapping your legs around the other persons body
isn't. When one kid has a good grip on the other, they try to
pull them off the bars. Its not usually dangerous because
everyone lands on their feet, but the last time I played I just
happened to slip and fall into one of the giant garbage barrels
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Soferul de autobuz ajunge de fiecare data la limitd. Se pare
cd ultima lui oprire este la o benzindrie de unde-si ia cafea
si gogosi. Elevii asteaptd in autobuz in timp ce el isi soarbe
cafeaua si flirteazd cu casiera cateva minute. Tipa e draguta,
dar pe bune... Nu stiu cum de nu l-a concediat nimeni pana
acuim,

Eu sunt pustiul care se grabeste pe coridoare, ficand
tot posibilul sa nu se loveascd de cineva. Nu m-ati vedea
decat daca m-as izbi de voi. De obicei mormai niste cuvinte
de scuze si-mi vad de drum, sperand ca n-o sa spuneti nimic.
Ceilalti cred cd sunt antisocial, dar adevarul e ci sunt foarte
timid.

Eram la dulapul meu, tocmai imi bagam niste cérti in
rucsac. Clopotelul urma sa sune in citeva minute, asa ca
toatd lumea alerga pe coridoare, gribindu-se sa ajungi la
timp la ore.

Cand mi-am luat un manual, am simtit o durere surda
in coaste. Cu un geamat, am scdpat cartea din mana si mi-am
depdrtat bratele. Aveam o vandtaie in dreptul coastelor de la
ora de sport de cu o zi inainte. Cétiva dintre noi jucim un joc
care se numeste Gaina. Suntem cam mari ca sa mai mergem
afard la joaca in pauza, dar asta nu ne impiedica si folosim
catdrdtoarele pentru jocul nostru la ora de sport.

Voi I-ati jucat vreodata?

Doi copii atarnd de bare si se folosesc de picioare ca
sa se tranteascd unul pe altul. N-ai voie sa lovesti, dar poti
sa-1i infdsori picioarele in jurul celuilalt. Cand il prinzi bine,
incerci si-1 dai jos. De obicei nu e periculos, fiindca toata
lumea aterizeaza in picioare, dar ultima oara cdnd l-am jucat
s-a intdmplat sa alunec si sd cad intr-una din pubelele mari
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next to the monkey bars, which is how I got the bruise. It was
entirely my fault so there weren't any hard feelings.

Over the sound of frantic students, I could hear the
morning announcements playing over the speaker system.
Large flat screen televisions hung at the end of each hallway and
would play an animation of the announcements. Every now
and then, it would play a video about keeping the school clean.

A couple weeks ago, someone pulled a prank and
hijacked the system, playing a video of a tap dancing cat over
and over again. I suspect the televisions are hooked up to a
video player somewhere in the building. How else would it
be so easy for a dancing cat to get on TV?

As Ishut mylocker, T heard some students talking nearby.

“Hey,” said a boy. “You got any more of that candy?”

“A little bit,” a girl replied. “But go get your own! I spent
all my lunch money on this!”

“But I can’t go down there! I still owe them money for
the last few candy bars they gave me!” the boy replied.

She chuckled at him. “Then I guess you're outta luck. Looks
like you'll have to buy some carrots from the vending machines.”

The boy sighed. “Sick...”
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de langd catiratoare; asa m-am ales cu vanataia. A fost numai
vina mea, asa ca nu m-am supdrat pe nimeni.

Auzeam anunturile de dimineatd in difuzoare, peste
paligia ficutd de elevi. Televizoarele mari, cu ecran plat de
la capatul fiecarui coridor ardtau i ele tot anunturile. Din
cand in cand, mai aritau si un videoclip despre importanta
curateniei in scoald.

Cu cateva sdptédmdani in urma, cineva, ca sa facd o glumd,
a intrat in sistem si a pus un filmulet cu o pisica care dansa
step. Banuiesc ca televizoarele sunt conectate la un video
player aflat pe undeva prin cladire. Cum altfel ai putea sa faci
atat de usor sd apara o pisica dansatoare la TV?¢

Cand mi-am inchis dulapul, am auzit niste elevi vorbind.

— Hei, a spus unul, mai ai bomboane din alea?

— Cateva, a raspuns o fatd. Dar du-te i ia-ti si tu!
Mi-am dat toti banii de prénz pe ele!

— Nu pot sd ma duc. Inca le mai datorez bani pentru
ultimele dulciuri pe care mi le-au dat, a zis baiatul.

— Inseamni ci n-ai noroc, a chicotit fata. Se pare c-o sa
(rebuiasca s cumperi niste morcovi de la automate.

— Cat cinism... a oftat baiatul.
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I stood at my locker, staring at the two kids having the
conversation.

‘When the girl noticed me, she looked embarrassed, but
it quickly turned to anger. “What are you lookin’ at?”

I wanted to say something sarcastic like, “A new alien life
form!” but instead, I went with something safer by actually
saying, “Nothing, sorry”

As I walked away, I hoped that she wouldn’t say anything
else to me. Thankfully, she didn’t.

The class I had homeroom in was past the lobby of the
school, where Buchanan had just installed the new vending
machines that girl had mentioned. When everyone first heard
about them, they were excited artd hopeful for bags of hard
candy or chocolate bars. You can imagine our disappointment
when we found out it was going to be stocked with healthy
alternatives to junk food.

They were refrigerated machines filled with bite-sized
vegetables, and gluten free snacks. The sweetest thing in
them were yogurt covered pecans, which I have to admit can
be pretty tasty, but that’s after an entire day of no sweets.

The girl and boy were talking about actual candy
though. Sure, the school provided healthy alternatives and
was cracking down on junk food in general, but that didn’t
mean it wasn't available still. You just had to know where to
look. I don’t know how everyone else can eat so much of it
though... too much for me and my teeth start to feel gritty.

As I stepped into the front lobby, I grabbed the straps of
my backpack and held tight. Keeping my eyes on the ground,
I started walking forward, making myself as limp as possible
just in case someone bumped shoulders with me. It was like

1&

Stiteam la dulap si ma holbam la cei doi.

Cand m-a vizut, fata s-a simtit stdnjenitd, dar apoi s-a
mfuriat.

— La ce te uiti?

Voiam s zic ceva sarcastic, cum ar fi ,La o noud forma
de viata extraterestra!®, dar in schimb am ales ceva mai sigur
sl am spus:

— La nimic, scuze.

Am plecat de-acolo, sperand s nu mai spuna nimic. $i,
din fericire, n-a mai spus.

Sala in care aveam dirigentie era dincolo de holul
de intrare, unde scoala instalase noile automate despre
care vorbea fata. Cand a auzit de ele, toatd lumea a fost
cntuziasmatd si spera sa fie pline cu pungi de bomboane si
ciocolatd. Vi inchipuiti ce dezamagiti am fost cand am aflat
ca vor fi pline cu alternative sanatoase la junk food.

Erau frigidere pline de legume tdiate bucatele si gustari
fard gluten. Cel mai dulce lucru de-acolo erau niste nuci
pecan in iaurt; ce-i drept, sunt destul de gustoase, dar asta
dupi ce-ai stat o zi intreaga fara dulciuri.

Baiatul si fata vorbeau despre dulciuri adevirate. $coala
voia sa ofere alternative sinitoase si sda lupte impotriva
mancarii proaste, dar asta nu insemna cé nu puteai s-o gasesti
daci voiai. Trebuia doar si stii unde sa cauti. In orice caz, eu
unul nu stiu cum mandncd lumea atat de multe dulciuri...
dacd eu minanc prea multe, incep sd mi se strepezeascd
dintii.

Am pisit in holul de la intrare, tinand strdns curelele
ghiozdanului. Cu privirea in pamant, am inceput s inaintez,
lasandu-ma moale in caz cd se loveste cineva de mine. Era ca
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a jungle out there - boys showcased how tough they were by
having the strongest shoulder bumps - it was the sixth grade
version of a pecking order.

Y’know what 'm talking about? When there’s a group of
birds, those birds will single out the weakest member of the
bunch and then pick on that poor animal until it’s basically
kicked out of their circle. The bird that was kicked out doesn’t
often survive. That's what's called a pecking order. 1 know,
right? Birds can be jerks.

I looked up and saw the faces of kids as I walked by,
imagining that they had giant beaks for noses. Someone
sneezed from a few feet away. I LOLd because it sounded like
a squawk from a chicken. ’

And then only a half second later, the universe delivered
a swift body slam of life changing events right to my door.

“Gangway!” shouted a voice.

[ turned around, putting my hands up in case someone
was about to run into me. Turns out, my instinct was correct,
and a student tackled me to the ground. My backpack gave
just enough cushioning that I didn’t shatter to bits. “What
gives?” I shouted, rolling to my side.

My attacker glanced at me as he stood from the ground,
and I recognized him immediately. It was a good friend of
mine, Linus. We weren' best friends, and never did anything
together outside of school, but he was one of the few geeks
I could have a normal conversation with at lunch. And by
“normal conversation,” I mean we talk about what happens to
a zombie if a vampire bites them. He thinks the zombie would
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o jungla, baietii ardtau cat sunt de puternici lovindu-i pe altii
cu umdrul. Era versiunea de clasa a sasea a lantului trofic.

Stiti la ce ma refer? Cénd sunt mai multe pdasarila un loc,
cle 0 s se ia de cel mai slab membru al grupului si-o sa-1 batd
pana cand il dau afard din grup. Pasdrea data afard rareori
supravietuieste. Asta se cheama ierarhie'. Stiu, pdsdrile sunt
tare nesimtite uneori.

Am ridicat privirea si m-am uitat la fetele celor pe langa
care treceam, imagindndu-mi c¢d au cioc in loc de nas. La
cativa metri de mine, cineva a stranutat. Am ras cu putere,
fiindci sunase ca un cotcodicit.

Si apoi, dupd nici o secundé, universul m-a bombardat
cu o groaza de evenimente care m-au dat peste cap si m-au
fasat fat.

— La o parte! a strigat o voce.

M-am rasucit $i am ridicat mainile in caz cd urma cineva
s intre in mine. Se pare ¢d instinctul nu m-a inselat, fiindca
un elev m-a doborit la pamant. Ghiozdanul mi-a amortizat
caderea doar cét sa nu fiu facut bucatele.

— Ce te-a apucat? am strigat, rostogolindu-ma pe o
parte.

Atacatorul s-a uitat la mine in timp ce se ridica si l-am
recunoscut imediat. Era Linus, un bun prieten de-al meu.
Nu eram prieteni la catarama si nu ne vedeam in afara
scolil, dar era unul dintre putinii tocilari cu care puteam sa
port o conversatie normala la pranz. Cand zic ,conversatie
normala’, ma refer la chestii de genul ,,ce i se intdmpld unui
zombi dacid-l musca un vampir?® El crede cd zombiul s-ar

[ In original, joc de cuvinte intraductibil intre to peck (,a ciuguli, ,a lovi cu
ciocul®) si pecking order (,ierarhie®) (n. red.).

21



