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  About the Mission


Sisterhood is the deadliest secret weapon in the CIA. 
Most girls spend their twenties worrying about student loans and bad dates. Sisters Samantha and Lizzie spent theirs learning how to pick a lock with a bobby pin and disappear into a crowd. They were supposed to be spies in training…emphasis on the training. It was all dead drops, brush passes, and counterintelligence.
Until the training wheels didn't just come off—they were shot off.
When the twins uncover a conspiracy involving a shadow organization hiding in plain sight, the CIA doesn't send them back to the classroom. Instead, they are thrust into the field with no backup, a suspicious amount of caffeine, and a mission to track a dangerously handsome operative who has "double agent" written all over his brooding jawline.
Trading their cardboard targets for enemies who have the irritating habit of shooting back, the sisters realize that spycraft is a lot less like the movies and a lot more like a game of high-stakes poker where everyone is cheating. 
Can Samantha and Lizzie outmaneuver the shadows and unmask a mole? Or are they destined to become a cautionary tale in a classified file?
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Spycatcher Sisters Series Order

Book 1: If I Spy Young

Book 2: Easy as Spy

Book 3: Sleeping Ghosts Spy







  
  [image: Spycatcher: A specialist in counterintelligence (thwarting enemy spies).]




  
  Chapter 1
Samantha

Unidentified Location. 3:14 pm


I knew three things: the room was locked, I was handcuffed, and Lizzie was about to improvise. The first two weren’t the problem. 
The second latch clicked into place behind the guard with a heavy metallic finality that echoed long enough for me to map the space—small, enclosed, hard surfaces. Nothing to absorb the sound. That meant the walls were concrete or cinderblock, something without insulation. A storage unit, maybe. Possibly temporary holding. Either way, we wouldn’t be busting out through a steel-lined door with two deadbolts.
“Sit tight,” a male voice said from the other side. He smacked a hand against the metal and laughed. “Like you have a choice.”
Footsteps moved away. Not rushed. Not cautious.
I waited three seconds. Long enough to confirm he didn’t linger outside the door. Too long in Lizzie’s book.
She shifted beside me, tugging at our joined wrists. “I don’t usually give zero stars to my rideshare driver. But kidnapping? That’s the final straw. And how am I supposed to enjoy the scenic route with a hood over my head?”
“You’re pretty glib considering our current circumstances.” The hood scratched against my face as I turned toward her voice. Rough fabric. Breathable, at least, but still mildly annoying.
“I’m glib in all circumstances. When I stop being sarcastic, that’s when you should worry.” She fidgeted, her elbow jamming into my rib cage. “Any luck getting your hood off? I can’t see anything.”
I angled my shoulder forward, finding the edge of the burlap with my free left hand, because of course our right wrists were cuffed together. “There's a clasp around my neck keeping the hood on.”
“It’s like a clasp, but I can’t unhook it.” She tugged, pulling my arm across her body.
I yanked back. “This is never going to work if we don’t sync up and coordinate our movements.”
“Which will be easier if we stop flying blind.” Lizzie jerked on the hood and inadvertently clocked me in the nose.
At least I hoped it was an accident.
“Hold still,” I murmured.
“Dangerous thing to say to me under normal circumstances. Extremely optimistic given the current situation.”
“I’ve almost got the latch figured out.”
Lizzie huffed. “What kind of psycho buckles on a hood? What happened to an old-fashioned blindfold?”
“It’s similar to an airplane buckle, but I need two hands to unlatch.”
“Allow me to lend you one.” Her knuckles bopped into the side of my skull.
“That’s the second time you’ve smacked me.”
“Two-nothing lead. Nice.” Her foot tapped out a rhythm on the concrete floor. “Any progress on the buckle?”
My fingers traced the cold metal clasp in search of the weak point.
“You still with me, Samantha?”
“Where would I go?”
Lizzie huffed. “Those airplane buckles are impossible to undo in normal circumstances, much less handcuffed and blindfolded.”
“I believe the pilot just flashed the shut-up sign.”
“Unfortunately, those aren’t a thing.”
The buckle gave way with a satisfying click, and I removed the hood. Static clung to the ends of my hair, producing mini electrical charges.
“Ouch, did you just shock me?” Lizzie squealed. “Payback for the smack?”
I blinked as the room came into focus. Concrete walls with a single awning window twelve feet high. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. A long metal table stretched in front of our chairs.
No visible camera.
Which didn’t mean there wasn’t one.
Beside me, Lizzie wrestled her hood off with less efficiency and more commentary.
“Okay, first note,” she said, shaking out her hair. “Orange is not our color.”
I glanced down at the jumpsuits. “Speak for yourself. I look good in every color.”
“Nobody looks good in prison chic.” Lizzie squinted, still adjusting to the light as she scanned the room. “Love the mid-century modern interrogation vibes. If IKEA sold a ‘Black Site’ collection, this would be the showroom.”
She tested the cuffs, twisting her wrist experimentally. The chain pulled tight between us, dragging my arm with hers.
“What are you doing?”
“Right wrist to right wrist,” she said. “Bold choice. Slightly inconvenient. Mildly insulting.”
“It limits leverage,” I said. “And forces cooperation.”
She tilted her head. “I wonder if this is how conjoined twins feel.”
“Really? That’s what you're wondering right now?”
“One of many things.” She smiled, quick and bright, but it faded just as fast as she took in the room. “Okay, we need to get out of here.”
I leaned back, letting my shoulder brush the wall, grounding myself in the space as my mind started sorting variables.
“What happened to following protocol?” I asked. “Waiting for backup to extract us?”
“That was before they captured us and our valuable intel.” She flexed her wrist again, testing angles.
The mission directive went out the window the moment of the capture. There was no guarantee our team would find us in time. Sitting still could be dangerous not only to us but to the intel we protected.
“And the Eastern European goon outside, he has vays of making uz talk,” she whispered, leaning into her best Bond-villain impression. “Though, honestly, I think his vays mostly involve bad coffee breath and a very drafty room.”
I nodded. “Any competent agent would improvise in this situation.”
Her eyes flicked to mine. “Oh, so now you’re on Team Improvisation.”
“Temporarily,” I said. “Let’s not rebrand.”
She huffed a quiet laugh, but I caught the shift—the moment where Lizzie stopped joking for the sake of it and started using it to think. “How long were we driving?”
I didn’t have to think about it. My brain had already run the replay twice. “An hour and twenty-four minutes at a steady sixty miles an hour.”
“Until traffic.”
“Light congestion first,” I said. “Followed by full stops. Red lights. Construction zones.”
She nodded slowly, eyes unfocused in that way she got when she was building something out of instinct instead of logic. “Mostly straight? I don’t remember making a lot of turns.”
“Mostly east,” I corrected. “With a slight drift north.”
“Putting us in…Austin?”
“Between Austin and Waco,” I said. “Closer to the midpoint in a smaller city.”
She studied me for a beat, one eyebrow lifting. “Unless you’re wrong.”
“I’m not.”
She smiled at that—because she knew I wasn’t guessing. She might be the sister who improvised, but I was the one who understood the devil was in the details.
“Okay,” she said. “So where are we, smarty pants?”
I didn’t answer right away; instead, I listened. A faint background presence. Not machinery. Something softer. A low, shifting murmur, like movement filtered through walls too thin to fully contain it.
“Where we are is irrelevant for the most part,” I said.
“Why? Because you can’t pinpoint our exact coordinates?”
“That’s not why.”
Lizzie groaned. “You’re about to say something annoyingly logical.”
“Almost certainly.”
I adjusted my grip slightly, testing the cuffs again, this time with more intention. No slack. Standard lock. Clean metal.
I glanced at the door, then back at her. “First, we need to get out of this holding cell.”
She nudged my arm with hers. “Finally. A plan.”
“That’s a statement of intentions. Not a plan.”
“Give it five seconds.” Lizzie grinned, and I practically spotted the light bulb above her head. “Step one is figuring out why they think this cute little room is going to hold us.”
I followed her gaze around the space, this time with purpose and a critical eye.
We’d need weeks to exploit the seams in the concrete wall. We had minutes. Bolts anchored the table down at one end, leaving it loose at the other. The two metal chairs were lightweight enough to lift and heavy enough to hurt someone with if needed. No vents within reach. No obvious weak points.
My eyes tracked upward. “There.”
Lizzie squinted and leaned closer, bumping her shoulder into mine as she followed my line of sight. “Oh, swell. A tiny window ten feet in the air. Practically an open invitation.”
“Twelve,” I corrected. “Twenty-four inches wide, twenty high.”
The small, rectangular awning style was hinged at the top and allowed a beam of bright sunshine to stretch across the cell. Knowing our luck, it was probably wired shut or alarmed.
“If we can reach it, we have an exit.” A slow grin spread across her face. “Oh, this is going to be deeply inconvenient, isn’t it?”
“Extremely.”
We shifted in unison—well, attempted to.
The cuffs pulled tight as soon as we moved out of sync, yanking our joined wrists between us. Lizzie stumbled half a step to the right. I compensated left. We corrected, then overcompensated.
“Okay,” she said, steadying herself. “We need a system.”
“Try smaller movements. Mirror me.”
Lizzie rolled her eyes. “You’re not exactly Ginger Rogers. Why are you leading this tango?”
“That must make you Fred Astaire.” I waved toward the wall. “Lead the way.”
We shuffled the chairs out of the way, then leveraged the loose end of the table. It scraped on the cement with a low, grating sound that made both of us freeze.
We listened.
Nothing.
No footsteps. No voices. Only the same faint, distant murmur bleeding through the walls.
Lizzie exhaled. “The good news: our captors are deaf.”
“Or too far away to hear metal screeching across concrete.”
We angled the table beneath the window, the legs squealing faintly as we dragged it into place.
Lizzie looked at the table. Then at the window. Then back at me. “Now what?”
We attempted to climb onto the table together, but it turned out to be less a climb and more a negotiated agreement.
“Left foot first,” I said.
“I am leading with my left—stop pulling—”
“I’m not pulling, you’re drifting.”
Our joined right arms acted like a hinge with opinions, forcing us closer than necessary and throwing off our balance every time one of us moved half a second too early.
Lizzie’s knee knocked into my lower back. My shoulder clipped her chin. For a brief, deeply concerning moment, we leaned in the same direction and nearly tipped the table.
“Okay, okay, reset,” she said, grabbing my arm for stability.
We adjusted, slower this time, until we both stood on the table, slightly hunched, slightly off balance, and still four feet short of the window.
“Well…” Lizzie tilted her head. “This feels like a design flaw.”
“We need more height.”
“Really? I’m already about three inches taller than I’m comfortable with.”
I glanced at the chairs. “Stacking would be unstable.”
“Human pyramid time?”
I turned a touch, bracing my stance. “You go up. You’re lighter.”
Her eyebrows lifted. “That is the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me under duress.”
“It’s math.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m also stronger. And have a higher IQ.”
“Not all of those feel relevant in this particular situation, but whatever.” She shifted her footing, testing the balance of the table.
The cuffs pulled tight between us as she moved closer, forcing us into an awkward half-embrace.
“If I fall—”
I shook my head. “You won’t.”
“But if I do—”
“I’m going down with you.”
“Aw, now that’s sisterhood.”
“No, that’s gravity.”
She placed her left foot against my thigh and pushed up, using my shoulder for leverage. I anchored my stance, one hand gripping the edge of the table, the other bracing her at the waist as she rose.
The cuffs twisted, driving my arm up at an angle rapidly becoming unsustainable.
“Hurry,” I said through my teeth.
“I am hurrying. This is just…a very slow hurry.”
Her fingers stretched toward the window.
Almost.
Not quite.
She shifted her weight—
The table wobbled.
We both froze.
“Don’t move,” I said.
“I’m not moving,” she whispered. “You’re the one shaking.”
“I’m stabilizing.”
“You’re trembling.”
“That’s because you’re standing on me.”
“Details.”
She reached again, this time catching the edge of the frame with her fingertips. “Got it,” she said, voice tightening with the effort. “Okay—yep— definitely something out there.”
“What do you see?”
She leaned slightly, peering through the narrow gap.
“Metal landing,” she said. “Grated. About a foot out. Ladder drops down—can’t see the bottom, but it’s a fire escape.”
I exhaled slowly. “Our exit.”
“I don’t love it,” she said.
“Neither do I.”
She glanced down at me, still balanced precariously on one leg. “I think they want us to see this. To use this for our escape.”
I grimaced as I awkwardly lowered her to the table. “Breaking out should never be that easy.”
Her expression shifted, the humor dimming enough to let the gears turn underneath. “What about this has been easy for you?”
“One door. One window. No restraints beyond the cuffs.” I gestured subtly with our joined wrists. “No guard posted inside. No camera visible. And an exit that leads directly outside to a fire escape.”
She followed my logic, step by step. “Like they want us to take it.”
“Or expect us to.”
“And then what?” she asked. “Track us? Follow us back to our people?”
“Possibly.”
She considered a moment before offering a slow, deliberate smile. “Okay, so we don’t do that.”
I glanced at her. “You have an alternative?”
“Of course I do.”
That was the problem. That was always the problem with Lizzie. Half the trouble I got into growing up was because she talked me into one of her harebrained schemes.
We dropped back down from the table, landing less gracefully than we’d gone up. Lizzie grabbed one of the metal chairs with her free hand and dragged it across the floor beneath the window.
“If this way is a trap, that leaves only one exit,” she said.
“The one no one expects us to try.”
Lizzie grinned. “Subtle wasn’t working for me anyway.”
I reached for the other chair. “On my mark.”
She adjusted her grip. “This is a bad idea.”
“It is,” I said, nodding my chin. “One, two—”
“Wait.”
I glanced at her. “Why?”
“Never mind. Too late to second-guess.” She shrugged. “Three!”
We tossed our chairs, the awkward restraints not affecting our aim. They connected with the glass in a sharp, explosive crack. The window shattered outward, fragments scattering down the fire escape with a cascade of noise that echoed far louder than it should have.
We froze. Not two seconds later, footsteps padded down the hall—fast this time.
Lizzie’s eyes lit up. “Showtime.”
We moved as one.
I grabbed the door handle just as it wrenched open from the outside. The guard rushed in, momentum carrying him forward, attention fixed on the broken window.
We dropped low. And to his detriment, he never looked down.
Our joined arms swung in a tight arc, the chain snapping taut as it caught him clean behind the knees. The impact jolted up through my shoulder, a sharp, bone-deep jarring.
His balance vanished instantly, like a cartoon character slipping on a banana peel. One second, he was standing; the next, his legs buckled beneath him, boots sliding across the concrete before he hit the ground with a heavy, floor-shaking thud.
Air burst out of him in a stunned grunt. “Hey, you were supposed to go for the window.”
“Sorry to ruin your evil plan!” Lizzie said as we stepped over him—awkward, quick, barely coordinated.
I slammed the door shut behind us and twisted both deadbolts.
For good measure, Lizzie wedged a broom through the handle. “That ought to hold him.”
The hallway beyond our holding cell was industrial—unfinished concrete, exposed pipes overhead, harsh fluorescent lighting that buzzed louder than the one in the room.
Our footsteps echoed as we moved, testing doors as we went.
Locked.
Locked.
Locked.
“That fire escape plan is starting to look better and better,” Lizzie muttered.
I tugged at her arm and increased our pace. “We need to hurry before his friends come back.”
We reached a dead end and turned left. At the end of the corridor, double doors loomed beneath a glowing red EXIT sign. The only option. The obvious option.
“Trap?” Lizzie asked.
“Probably.”
She grinned. “Super. I was getting bored.”
We hit the doors together, and they flew open with more force than I expected, the metal slamming outward as we stumbled through—half-running, half-catching our balance.
I braced for impact. Guards. Another corridor. Maybe a stairwell. Something to make sense.
Instead, blinding, bright, warm, everywhere-at-once light hit so hard it made me squint.
Sound followed a half second later. Dozens of voices overlapped. Laughter mixed with music and the distant whir of something mechanical. It was the unmistakable hum of people who had absolutely no idea they stood in the middle of anything dangerous.
Lizzie and I stopped, in sync for the first time.
The concrete under our boots gave way to polished tile, and the industrial gray walls disappeared into color—bright storefronts, glowing signs, glass displays reflecting two women in orange jumpsuits who very much did not belong.
Ten feet away, there was a Sunglass Hut. To the right, a pretzel stand, the buttery smell hitting a second too late to process properly.
And beyond that—
People.
So many people.
A cluster of teenagers mid-conversation, frozen mid-laugh. A woman clutched a shopping bag to her chest. A man stopped in his tracks, phone already raised, like his brain skipped straight past confusion and landed on this is going online.
They stared. At us. At the cuffs. At the fact that we had just burst out of a restricted door.
I felt Lizzie shift beside me, her energy snapping from motion to performance in the span of a heartbeat. “…Are we in a mall?”






  
  Chapter 2
Lizzie

Killeen Mall, Killeen, Texas. 3:46 pm


There were two things you should never do during an escape: panic and attract attention. 
We were doing both.
I blamed the orange jumpsuits. No one could be stealthy in prison chic. And identical twins only doubled the effect. We looked like escaped convicts or a circus sideshow—maybe half of each.
Everywhere I scanned, people stared. Not subtle glances either. Full-body turns and mouths so open they could catch bats. One guy slowed to such a crawl that he tripped over his own feet and dropped his pretzel.
But to be fair, traffic cones usually meant accident ahead. And if there was one fact I knew about people, it was that they loved to slow down and rubberneck.
And today we were the accident.
“…Are we in a mall?” I asked even though the answer was obvious. Because sometimes stating the obvious helps your brain catch up.
Samantha didn’t answer right away. She did that thing where her eyes flicked across everything at once—exits, sightlines, threats. She probably calculated the square footage of the tile and the exact angle we’d need to swing from the second-story balcony to the ice rink, using the city champ hockey banner as a rope.
“Yes,” she said finally. “We are.”
“That’s…unexpected.” I turned in a slow circle as if I’d just arrived for a casual afternoon of shopping and couldn’t decide between Old Navy and Barnes and Noble.
A kid in a baseball cap pointed at us. A woman clutched her shopping bags and gave us a berth so wide she practically parted the Red Sea.
Somewhere behind us, I heard a voice whisper, “Oh my gosh, are they—?”
Which meant we had about five seconds before this veered into a crowd situation.
Time to improvise, Lizzie. What reason would identical twins have for being in the middle of the mall, handcuffed together, and sporting matching orange jumpsuits?
I straightened, flashed my brightest customer-service smile, and raised our joined hands as if this were all very intentional.
“Welcome!” I announced to absolutely no one who had asked. “You’ve just caught a live demo of our world-famous escape room. Today’s special is the Double Trouble package. Yup, that’s right. Two for the price of one. It’s a great date night activity or the perfect family bonding experience.”
A beat passed as they mulled over the explanation and filtered it through the logical center of their brain. And since people were wonderfully predictable, half of them leaned in instead of backing away. Because what was more likely? Escaped felons on a shopping spree or a marketing gimmick?
“Oh,” someone said. “Is this, like, a show?”
“Better, it’s an interactive game the whole family can enjoy.” I swung the handcuffs. “Book online and be sure to use the code: double trouble at checkout.”
Samantha eased closer to me, her voice low and entirely unimpressed. “We need to get out of these. Fast.”
I kept smiling, waving at a couple who now filmed us like we were a pop-up attraction. “Which one? The handcuffs or the flashing neon sign that says we recently escaped from Huntsville?”
“That’s a men’s prison,” she said. “And it’s nowhere near here.”
I glanced at her. “You take the humor out of everything.”
“I take the inaccuracies out.”
“Same thing.” I rolled my eyes. “This is why no one likes a fact checker.”
A kiosk sat ten feet away, wedged between a phone case stand and a display of aggressively pink sunglasses. Buttons, bookmarks, fridge magnets, and pens scattered across the counter, the universal symbol of free swag people don’t think twice about taking.
Samantha saw it at the same time I did. She pivoted, tugging me with her, our steps only slightly out of sync now—progress.
“Excuse us,” I said as we cut past the kiosk, brushing shoulders with a teenager too busy texting to notice our sideshow.
Samantha’s hand moved without hesitation. She plucked a pen, snapped the metal clip off in one clean motion, and turned back to me. “Hold still.”
“You’re not the only one who knows how to escape handcuffs.”
“No, but I am the fastest.”
We were lucky our kidnappers used single lock cuffs and not the double lock, anti-tamper variety. If you learned the skill properly, the single lock sprang in a few easy steps.
Samantha gripped the shim in her left hand and slid it into the metal teeth with a small, precise movement, probing for the ratchet. She leaned in, her shoulder pressing against mine. She tightened the cuff one link and winced. It squeezed her wrist, but the momentary discomfort was vital to take the pressure off the spring-loaded pawl. Her nose scrunched, and she pulled back with the shim.
I felt the mechanism shift—subtle, controlled.
Click.
Her wrist came free.
I flexed my hand, the sudden lightness on my right side almost making me tip over. “Still wearing this very inconvenient bracelet, but at least I lost the five-foot-nine charm in the shape of my sister.”
Samantha didn’t respond to the jab. She pressed the makeshift shim into my palm. “Your turn.”
“Now we’re talking.” I grinned. “I bet I can beat your high score.”
As I tried and failed to defeat my sister's time, I turned my back to our rapidly dwindling audience. I popped the spring a full two minutes late and was about to accept defeat when something shifted at the edge of my vision.
A man near the entrance paused mid-step, his head tilted just enough to listen to something only he could hear. His fingers brushed his ear—subtle, practiced—like he adjusted an earpiece instead of scratching an itch.
Uh-oh.
That was not a pretzel-eating civilian. If he clocked us before we moved, the mission would be compromised. Again. And I hated to lose.
“We’ve got company,” I murmured, still waving like I wrapped up a sales pitch.
Samantha didn’t look at him directly. She didn’t have to. “How many?”
“One so far. And he’s not here for the Double Trouble package.”
“Then we need to move.”
“We need to blend,” I corrected. “Running screams guilty. Walking with purpose says we’re heading for the clearance rack.”
I turned, tugging her along with me, and slipped into the current of foot traffic flowing past the food court. The trick wasn’t speed; it was intention. People who knew where they were going didn’t get stopped.
People in orange jumpsuits did.
Which meant we had about thirty seconds to fix that.
An askew chair partially blocking the walkway directed my attention to an abandoned table, a gym bag slung casually over the back like someone trusted the universe a little too much.
Perfect.
I didn’t break stride. Just reached out, lifted it clean, and kept walking.
Samantha glanced at it. “Since when are we thieves?”
“Maybe that’s what we got sent up the river for. Thievery of smelly tube socks.” I shrugged, not liking the situation any more than her.
She sighed. “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”
We veered left, ducking behind a closed food court counter. The Jamba Juice sat dormant in the middle of a hot summer day, likely because the seventeen-year-old manager called in sick and no one else had a key to the fruit freezer. The bright smoothie graphics and aggressively cheerful color scheme made the place feel like it should’ve been open, but the darkened machines said otherwise.
Samantha kneeled in a puddle of something gooey and strawberry colored. “Why are the floors always sticky?”
“I guess someone forgot to mop up after their shift.” I unzipped the gym bag with quick, steady fingers. “Score!”
“What is it?”
“Track suit for the Killeen Kangaroos,” I said, pulling out a neatly folded bundle. “Whoever owns this has school spirit and questionable faith in humanity.”
She held the pullover in front of her. “White and maroon.”
“It’s not orange,” I said. “So we’re calling it a win.”
We worked fast—the kind of speed that came from years of changing outfits in the backseat of moving vehicles.
I handed Samantha the white pants and the maroon t-shirt. Both giant and clearly made for a growing boy. She pulled the shirt on over the jumpsuit and stepped into the track pants, balancing on one foot, then the other. The bell-bottom cuffs brushed against the orange fabric, fully hiding the color if not the bulk.
Functional but not perfect. Perfect was for later.
I shrugged into the white zip-up jacket, the fabric light and loose enough to break up the solid block of orange. I propped a leg on a cardboard box marked large cups and cuffed the jumpsuit legs into stylish orange capris.
“Pedal pushers are very in right now,” I said.
“As long as by now you mean 1960.”
“They are timeless.” I reached behind the register and snagged an orange Jamba Juice baseball cap. “That’s lucky,” I said, jamming it onto my head.
Samantha rolled the sleeves of her giant t-shirt. “At least it matches.”
We stepped back into the mall with a different level of confidence. We weren’t invisible, especially to the people hunting us. But we were no longer a spectacle.
Which was progress.
As we navigated toward the exit, Samantha veered to a kiosk. Without breaking stride, her hand darted out, and she snatched a pair of oversized sunglasses like they belonged to her and slid them on in one smooth motion.
“Usually I avoid sunglasses indoors, but we need to tamp down the twin factor as much as possible,” she said.
“Doppelgängers tend to stand out.” I arched an eyebrow. “Like a glitch in the matrix.”
We merged back into the flow of people, letting the movement of the crowd swallow us up.
Samantha threw an elbow into my ribs. “I got a bogey on our six.”
“I see him and his buddy.”
Two men, different positions, same behavior. Not staring—searching. Eyes moving in patterns, scanning faces, pausing long enough to assess and dismiss.
One touched his ear. The other pulled at his sleeve.
The good news: they hadn’t spotted us yet.
“Okay,” I said under my breath. “We’ve upgraded from problem to multiple problems in an organized grid pattern search and closing in.”
“Positions?” Samantha’s voice stayed calm. Irritatingly calm. Did the girl ever break a sweat?
“Food court entrance and lower-level railing. And I’m guessing there’s at minimum one more we haven’t clocked yet, because that’s how these things go.”
“I got one by the Gap.”
Glass doors sparkled ahead, sunlight pouring through. Freedom, theoretically.
I tilted my head. “Do we make a run for the exit?”
Between us and our escape stood a steady stream of civilians and at least three trained professionals, trying not to look like trained professionals.
Samantha adjusted her sunglasses. “The longer the wait, the more time they have to regroup and secure the escape routes. We go now.”
We altered our path, cutting through a family arguing over lunch options and a group of teenagers far more interested in each other than anything happening around them.
Normal. We needed to look normal. A purposeful, confident walk that said we had somewhere to be and no reason to explain it.
The doors grew closer. The light brighter.
The air shifted from climate-controlled comfort to something sharper and heavier. The moment we crossed the threshold, the Texas heat hit like a wall.
Not warm—weaponized. The kind of summer breeze that flattened you in seconds and turned asphalt into a skillet. The parking lot stretched out in every direction, packed with cars, families loading fancy store bags, kids weaving between bumpers like it was a sport.
No cover. No shadows. No chance to disappear.
I took one glance at the open space between us and freedom and did the math. Behind us, those doors would be spilling men in about one minute. If we ran, we might make it to the back of the lot. That wasn’t much of a lead.
And if they caught us out here? That spelled game over. Not just for us and our future in the Agency, but for the intel.
Samantha didn’t slow. “Let’s find transportation.”
I nodded, already scanning the rows of cars, keys, drivers—opportunities. “We need to steal a car.”






  
  Chapter 3
Samantha

Killeen Mall, Killeen, Texas. 4:11 pm


The parking lot offered no cover. It stretched wide in every direction, rows of sunbaked vehicles separated by strips of shimmering asphalt. Families drifted between them with shopping bags and strollers, moving at the unhurried pace of people who believed nothing urgent ever happened here. 
They were wrong.
“We want a fast car, right?” Lizzie asked, scanning the grounds.
“Forget fast.” I shook my head. “We need something invisible.”
She glanced at me. “Invisible is not a car category unless you’re secretly Wonder Woman.”
I leveled a glare. “How about nondescript?”
“Better but still vague.”
We moved without breaking stride, cutting across the first row. I let my eyes move ahead of us, filtering options as they came into view—too new, too small, too distinctive. A black SUV with chrome trim caught Lizzie’s attention. She angled toward it.
“No.”
“What’s wrong with it?” She stopped in her tracks and frowned. “Nothing is more nondescript than a black SUV straight out of central casting for government vehicles.”
“It’s too new,” I said. “And probably alarmed.”
“What about that?” She pointed past the SUV to a vintage Charger. Taking up most of two spaces, it gleamed in the sun, as if waiting for someone to admire it.
I didn’t slow down. “Too recognizable and loud.”
“It’s also extremely cool.”
“It’s also the first thing witnesses would describe if asked what the escaped convicts were driving.”
She exhaled. “You’re ruining my getaway fantasy.”
“I’m improving our odds of surviving this mission.”
We roamed deeper into the lot. Heat pressed in from every direction, rising off the pavement in visible waves. Distance distorted. Sound flattened. The space felt larger than it was—and more exposed.
“Clock’s running,” Lizzie said.
“I know.”
A beige Toyota Camry sat two rows over, sun-faded and forgettable in the way most cars aspired to be.
I took three steps that way.
“Now that feels right,” Lizzie said. “Depressing. Invisible. Mildly disappointing.”
“Exactly.”
We closed the gap, slowing enough to avoid drawing attention. I reached for the handle, and the trunk popped open.
A man emerged from the opposite side of the car, keys in hand, humming to himself as he toted a brand-new toolbox over his shoulder. A Sears receipt fluttered in the breeze.
We didn’t stop in our tracks or turn on our heels to flee. That would have been noticeable.
Lizzie linked her arm through mine; her voice carried like we were mid-conversation as we passed Toyota Man. “I’m totally regretting not buying those shoes. They were a perfect match for my blue strappy dress.”
“And you’re never beating twenty percent off,” I added.
“Do you think I should go back and get them?” Her head swiveled to the store—searching for tails rather than deals.
The man glanced at us, mildly annoyed, then returned to rearranging his trunk. We kept walking. Casual. Unbothered. Absolutely not about to steal his car.
Once we cleared the row, Lizzie exhaled. “Okay. That was almost embarrassing.”
“We don’t have time for silly mistakes and indecision.”
Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Sorry for acting like a newbie, but this is my first attempt at Grand Theft Auto.”
I dabbed my forehead with the sleeve of my baggy Kangaroo t-shirt. This wasn’t a day for multiple layers. Sunlight glistened off chrome. As I adjusted my sunglasses, a white pickup came into view three rows over.
Boxy frame. Tinted windows that chipped at the corners. No shine and a nice layer of rust and mud. The kind of truck that blended into a crowd of identical trucks and disappeared by virtue of being unremarkable.
Ford F-150. Early ‘90s.
I changed our path. “That one.”
Lizzie followed my gaze. “Really? Guess we aren’t worried about gas mileage.”
We approached at a normal pace, not slowing until we reached it. Up close, I confirmed it met the criteria—manual locks, no security system, no GPS.
The rear slider sat slightly ajar to allow ventilation and keep the cab from reaching temperatures that rivaled the surface of the sun.
Lizzie saw it at the same moment I did, her expression sharpening. “Oh, that is convenient. They left the dog window open for us.”
She propped one foot on the rim of the oversized tire, the rubber hot enough to smell through her soles, and swung herself over the side with a grunt. Her shoes clanked against the hollow metal of the truck bed—a sound I worried would alert the entire Killeen Mall—as she scrambled toward the rear window.
She slid the pane the rest of the way, creating a gap that looked far too narrow for an adult. Lizzie didn’t hesitate; she dove headfirst into the dark, stifling interior of the cabin. I watched her legs kick uselessly in the air for a moment as she got stuck at the hips, her sneakers scuffing the white paint of the truck's bed as she fought for leverage against the bench seat.
A sharp rip echoed as the sleeve of her track jacket snagged on the gearshift. She let out a muffled string of complaints as she struggled to go farther.
“Need a shove?” I asked.
“No.”
“You’re stuck.”
“I’m perfectly fine.” She wiggled and twisted.
Finally, the rest of her disappeared through the glass, followed by the heavy thunk of her landing on the floorboards. A second later, the lock popped with a mechanical snap, and she swung the driver’s side door open for me.
She greeted me with an upside-down smile. “Honestly, I’m surprised I fit.” She tugged the brim of her stolen orange hat, leaning into her character. “You’d think all those Jamba Juice shifts and free samples would’ve caught up to me by now.”
“Track helps keep you in shape,” I said, nodding toward the stitched name on her jacket. “Slide over, Steve. I’m driving.”
I slipped behind the wheel, the heat of the vinyl pressing through the tracksuit and burning my thighs. The interior smelled like dust and old cigarettes—enough to make me gag.
But there wasn’t time for dramatics. We had to get out and deliver the intel to our superiors.
I reached under the steering column, fingers finding the wiring harness by touch. The plastic casing gave with a quick pull, exposing the wires beneath.
Lizzie twisted in her seat, watching the mall entrance. “They’re coming out.”
I kept my focus on the task, letting Lizzie’s voice act as my rearview mirror.
The best thing about working with my sister was that we didn’t need a translation layer; we shared a frequency, allowing us to cut through the chaos.
The partnership was familiar, and because of that, it worked.
I’d been paired with other agents. Dealing with them was like trying to read a map through a fog of what-ifs. They were unpredictable, and in this business, unpredictable was just another word for a liability. Lizzie was the only constant I had, and I wasn't about to trade out certainty for a stranger’s best effort.
I snagged a pocketknife from the console and swung it open. “Positions?”
“Three. Or four. Spreading out.”
“Give me thirty seconds,” I said.
“You’ve got fifteen.”
I stripped the insulation, isolating the ignition and battery wires. The configuration was standard for the model year—simple, mechanical, built before anyone expected someone like me to be sitting here without a key.
I brought the wires together. The engine turned over once, a dry, resistant sound that didn’t catch.
Lizzie shifted in her seat. “They’re fanning out. One’s heading this direction.”
I adjusted the connection, tightening the contact point and angling the wires to improve current flow.
“Five seconds,” she said, her voice dropping an octave as the shadow of the first goon clipped the edge of my side mirror. Gun low but at the ready.
I jammed the wires together again. This time, the F-150 didn't just groan; it roared, the dash-mounted hula girl shaking with effort.
Lizzie plopped onto the bench seat, facing forward as if heading to a Friday night kickoff. “That’s my favorite sound.”
I didn't wait for the idle to smooth out. I slammed it into gear and floored it. The rear tires screamed, spinning for a heartbeat on the shimmering asphalt before catching grip. We didn’t follow the lane; I sliced diagonally across the empty spaces, the truck’s suspension groaning as we bounced over a concrete divider.
Behind us, a shout rang out, cut short by the distance. By the time they reached the oily patch of pavement where we’d just been, we were already a white blur disappearing into the Killeen haze.
The F-150 hit the access road hard enough to rattle the loose change in the ashtray, but once we cleared the mall entrance, I eased off the gas. Speed was tempting. Speed was also memorable. The last thing we wanted was to become the most interesting vehicle in Killeen.
Beside me, Lizzie steadied a hand on the dash and glared with the kind of expression she usually reserved for bad perms and people who misquoted Casablanca. “Shouldn’t we be driving like we stole it?”
“That’s exactly how people get caught.”
She fixed the orange Jamba Juice cap and slumped into the seat. “You make crime sound so procedural.”
“There’s a reason I aced Advanced Surveillance Detection & Evasion.” I braced my arm against the door as the truck’s suspension screamed.
“And there’s a reason I had to buy a second duffel bag to carry everyone’s lunch money home after Game Theory Night,” Lizzie shot back, her eyes on the side mirror. “Turns out, future spies are terrible at bluffing a flush.”
The road shimmered in the afternoon heat. Beyond the strip of chain restaurants and box stores, traffic moved in slow, steady ribbons under a blue sky so bright it flattened everything beneath it. I took the frontage road instead of the highway ramp and kept the truck at a speed that said local errand, not desperate escape.
Lizzie glanced out her window. “Please tell me you know where you’re going.”
I kept my eyes on the lanes ahead and on the mirror above the cracked dash. “There was a city map posted by the mall directory. I only studied it for a few seconds, but the grid was simple. This runs parallel to the highway for two miles, then feeds into a commercial strip with enough turns to test a tail.”
She sighed. “Sometimes I forget that big, weird brain of yours is like a camera and a computer rolled into one. You are so not normal.”
“Normal people are overrated.”
That earned the faintest smile before she twisted in her seat to check behind us. “For the record, I’m not normal either. I just look like it next to you. Like I’m the spunky sidekick in the movie where you get the cool montage and the gadgets.”
The first stretch passed in a blur of car dealerships, fast-food signs, and storage units. No one was on us yet. Or at least, no one obvious enough to matter.
Lizzie went still, eyes darting to the right. Not alarmed. Focused. “That gray sedan behind the plumbing van.”
I nodded. “I see it.”
“The same one parked near the mall entrance. Unless Killeen has a civic pride initiative built around deeply boring cars.”
I let my gaze drift to the driver’s side mirror without moving my head. The worst thing you could do when being tailed was to turn around and look back. Obvious and amateurish.
The sedan waited patiently at the light, three cars back. That alone didn’t mean much. The driver’s posture did. Too upright. Too deliberate. Most people in traffic slouched or reached for their phones. Or even sang along to the radio. This one practiced acting forgettable and missed by an inch.
I drove past an easy right turn, took the next one instead, cutting behind a furniture store and a payday loan office whose sun-faded banner promised financial freedom in twelve-point red vinyl.
The sedan mirrored my route.
Not fast. Not close. But it followed.
“Ha, I knew it. He was too obvious.” Lizzie gave a small hum under her breath. “Somebody needs a refresher in ASDE.”
“Don’t get too cocky. We still need to shake him.”
I took another turn, this one less natural than the first, and looped us around the back side of stores with loading docks opening onto a narrower street. The sort of road no one used by accident unless they worked there, got lost, or had a reason to be curious where someone else headed.
The sedan stayed with us.
Lizzie seized my rearview mirror and twisted it toward her. “We’ve got another one.”
“Where?”
“Cross street. Dark blue sedan. He slowed when he noticed us, then sped up like he remembered he had somewhere urgent to be.”
“Uh-oh.”
Lizzie’s eyes widened. “Why uh-oh?”
“If the blue sedan’s moving ahead, they’re not trailing. They’re building a net.”
Most people assumed evasion meant outrunning somebody. It rarely did. Cars attracted attention. Accidents attracted police. And no matter how good the driver, asphalt eventually ran out of clever answers if you treated it like a racetrack.
The trick was to make the other side commit too early.
I took us through a stretch of older storefronts where awnings threw striped shadows across the windshield. A diner. A western wear shop. A pharmacy with a faded blue sign. The street narrowed near a school where orange barrels funneled traffic into a single lane. Half a block farther on, parents in minivans and SUVs stacked up along the curb for dismissal, creating exactly the kind of choke point I would have avoided under normal circumstances.
Today it proved useful.
Lizzie cut her eyes from the school zone sign to the line of idling cars and then to me. “Samantha, please tell me you know what you’re doing, and you didn’t make a seriously wrong turn.”
“I have a plan.”
The gray sedan hung back, unwilling to push too close in school traffic. The blue one disappeared from the cross street. That bothered me more than if I’d kept him in sight.
When an opponent vanished, it usually meant he found a better angle.
I eased off the gas and let a battered Suburban slide in front of us, using its bulk to break the line of sight from the rear. Kids in oversized backpacks spilled onto the sidewalk near the school entrance, weaving around each other with the chaotic immunity of children who believed cars existed solely to stop for them.
Lizzie lowered her chin to check the side mirror. “Gray is still there. He’s boxed behind a minivan plastered with honor roll stickers.”
“Good.”
“That blue one is the problem, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
She exhaled softly through her nose. “I hate when you give one-word answers. I can’t intuit tone from a single syllable. Is it DEFCON 1 or 12?”
I crawled through the school zone, not exceeding the twenty-mile-per-hour limit. “The DEFCON levels stop at 5, which is the least severe.”
“You really are a walking encyclopedia.”
The stoplight ahead clicked to yellow, that hesitant in-between color, that got people into trouble because they didn’t want to commit to stopping or going. I hit the brakes hard, signaling to everyone that I planned to wait out the light.
I changed course and pumped the gas.
The truck surged forward, engine protesting the choice but obeying anyway. We cleared the intersection as the light turned red behind us, leaving the gray sedan pinned on the wrong side of it.
For a heartbeat, it felt too easy.
Lizzie stiffened. “The Blues Brother is back.”
The blue sedan slid into view on the next cross street, pacing toward us from the right. He must have cut two blocks over, guessed the grid, and moved in front of us. Better than I’d hoped. Worse than I’d wanted.
Roadwork signs narrowed the street ahead, where a backhoe sat idle behind a row of cones. With that and the school pickup line bleeding into the next block, our options shrank fast.
Lizzie pointed to the passenger window with her thumb. “He’s trying to box us.”
“I know.”
“You sound oddly calm for someone about to be boxed.”
“I’m thinking.”
“Then I'd better start praying.”
The roadwork forced civilian traffic into the far left lane. Beyond the cones, a florist’s delivery van unloaded buckets of sunflowers. Past that, the mouth of a narrow alley cut between brick buildings and spilled to the next street over.
Too narrow for comfort.
Lizzie saw it a breath after I did. Her hand shot out, not grabbing me, just pointing. “Two o’clock. Between the flower van and the Coke truck.”
“That’s too tight.”
“For you? Never.” She nudged my arm. “You’ve got skills that rival Danica Patrick.”
I turned the wheel. “I hate when you’re encouraging.”
The florist’s driver shouted something as we slipped behind his van, tires brushing the edge of gravel and loose trash before biting into the alley’s broken pavement. Brick walls closed in on both sides. Mirrors missed scraping by inches. The truck bed rattled as if it objected to every life choice that had brought it here.
Lizzie laughed, bright and breathless. “Are we geniuses or felons?”
“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”
The alley doglegged behind a barber shop, then opened onto the next street just as a creepy white van lumbered through the intersection, sporting a painter’s ladder and a dented bumper. I took the opening without hesitation and tucked in behind
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