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To Dan and Jessica—congratulations





ONE


Josefina Mercedes Carreras—called “Jo” by anyone who wanted to continue life unhampered by a swift kick in the butt—strode down the tarmac of the Seattle-Tacoma airport Sunday night. The 747 express from the Czech Republic to New York had been a nightmare. The flight attendant had run out of snacks, Jo’s book had been about as interesting as one of those complimentary airline catalogs, and the two movies shown had been Return of the Beach Nuts and My Invisible Stepmom. Gag! Unfortunately the second leg of the journey—a direct flight from New York to Seattle—had been only marginally better. There had been snacks aplenty.


“Can anyone say, ‘java’?” Jo asked as she gazed around the nearly empty airport in search of a coffee bar. “I think I feel a major case of jet lag coming on.”


Caylin Pike set down her Louis Vuitton suitcase and tucked an errant strand of blond hair back under the black cowboy hat she was wearing. “Maybe we’ll have an espresso machine at home base,” she mused. “We are in the coffee capital of the world.”


“Can we discuss decafs, cafs, and lattes later?” Theresa Hearth asked, peering over the large mirrored sunglasses she had put on before deplaning. “If I don’t get into a shower and wash off this airplane grime pronto, I’m going to be labeled toxic by the U.S. government.”


Jo nodded. Theresa was right, as usual. Now that she and her compatriots had landed in Seattle, downtime was finito. Uncle Sam would want them to get to headquarters, figure out their latest mission, and study any pertinent information—all before taking a moment for even a quick bathroom break.


And when Uncle Sam spoke, the girls listened. He was el jefe más grande at The Tower—plus he was their own private fearless leader, the man who had brought the trio together. Uncle Sam had guided the Spy Girls through their previous two missions, always offering words of encouragement. Ever mysterious—the guy’s face seemed to be permanently obscured by smoke and mirrors—Uncle Sam held the girls’ lives in his hands, usually via satellite. But Jo had mastered the difficult art of letting someone else call the shots. As a Tower agent she had learned that such sacrifices were often necessary. Ergo, she’d have to put her craving for a café mocha on pause.


“Duty calls,” Theresa agreed. “Let’s just hope this mish is calmer than the last one.”


“I’ll second that emotion,” Jo said. “I’ve encountered enough Eastern European terrorists to satisfy my excitement quotient for a lifetime.”


“Not I,” Caylin declared. “Nothing is more appealing to me than kicking a bad guy from here to you-know-where.”


“We know, Cay,” Theresa drawled as Jo reached over and tugged on the brim of Caylin’s cowboy hat.


Sometimes it was hard to believe that Jo, Caylin, and Theresa had known one another for only a few months. Sure, Jo had expected to make new friends when she’d been accepted to what she had thought was an elite East Coast college. Ha! College had turned out to be a top secret spy academy for which all three young women had been handpicked by the United States government. Jo, Caylin, and Theresa had been put through the most intense weeks of their teenage lives as they learned to work together to triumph over whatever evil of the week was threatening international security. Now they were like sisters . . . no, they were closer than sisters. The girls were practically conjoined triplets.


Smiling, Jo continued toward the baggage claim area. Uncle Sam had said they would find three limos waiting to whisk them individually to their local headquarters. At the relatively tender age of eighteen, Jo couldn’t believe she had already become accustomed to limousines, disguises, and high-tech gadgetry. James Bond had nothing on Jo Carreras. Or Caylin Pike. Or Theresa Hearth. The Spy Girls.


“Does my scarf look okay?” Theresa asked. “I feel like I’ve got an I Dream of Jeannie thing goin’ on.”


Jo glanced at the hot pink scarf draped over half of Theresa’s face and raised her eyebrows. “You do look a bit funky—but hey, this is Seattle. Anything goes.”


Jo flipped her own scarf—long, black, gauzy, très cool—around the bottom half of her face. In her humble opinion the scarves were a bit over the top. But Uncle Sam had insisted the girls use at least minimal disguises and split up pronto when they hit the States. Apparently grunge locals couldn’t be trusted.


The trio stopped in front of the double automatic doors under a ground transportation sign. Theresa skimmed the small note card that copilot George Watson had handed her as she stepped off the plane. “I get the white limo,” she read. “Caylin is in the gray, and Jo has black to go with her scarf.”


“Blah, blah, blah, rules and regulations,” Caylin moaned.


“What?” Theresa asked. She was tearing the note card into mote-size pieces.


Jo grinned. “Are you suggesting we break ranks?” she asked Caylin.


Caylin smiled back. “We could all use a little fun after that dismal plane ride . . . and what harm could a limo switcheroo really do?”


“None at all,” Jo declared. In lieu of a caffeine jolt she would have to settle for some old-fashioned Spy Girl fun.


As one, Uncle Sam’s angels stepped forward. The electronic doors whooshed open and Jo breathed in the cool, damp northwestern air. At the side of the curb stood three limo drivers. Man in Gray. Man in White. Man in Black. How cute.


Jo didn’t hesitate. She walked straight toward Mr. Gray—light brown hair, great build, hundred-megawatt smile. What more could she ask for when the rubber hit the road?


“Why am I not surprised?” Caylin mused aloud as she headed toward Mr. White, who, Jo noticed, looked about as friendly as a python.


“Ta-ta!” Jo shouted. She brushed past the very hunky Mr. Gray and slipped into the plush backseat of the limo.


“Keep all hands and feet inside the vehicle!” Theresa called as she climbed into the black stretch ride parked at the head of the line.


Jo settled against the soft leather seat and closed her eyes. She half expected a laser light show to begin, the doors to lock, and Uncle Sam’s shadowed face to appear on some kind of hidden TV screen. But there was only silence. Aha! The mission wasn’t so pressing that The Tower felt the immediate dispatch of instructions was required. Good. With a bit of luck and a lot of Spy Girl style, this mission would proceed as smoothly as it had begun.


Of course, until the girls received detailed instructions from The Tower, they wouldn’t know what they were facing. Jo knew that Theresa, girl-hacker extraordinaire, was hoping the mission would be computer based. Boring! Jo concluded. She prayed for some kicks before she started drowning in bytes and hard drives.


A few minutes later Jo leaned forward and glanced at the chauffeur’s license attached to the driver’s-side visor. “So where are we going . . . Travis O’Rourke?” she asked, inserting her patented don’t-you-want-to-look-at-a-beautiful-girl-in-the-rearview-mirror-when-she’s-talking-to-you lilt. Gazing out of the smoky glass window, she saw that they were speeding up a seaside highway, the Pacific Ocean so close that she could almost feel its cold, salty water.


“To 902 Stratford Road,” Travis answered, pointing eastward. “We’ve still got a ways to go.”


Good, cute-boy, Jo answered silently. Now she’d have even more time to entice him with her Spy Girl wiles. Yes, this was going to be a very pleasant journey—and one that would hopefully result in a date for dinner and a movie. Jo was in the mood for romance. . . .


“So where’s a good place to—” Jo stopped speaking midsentence. One of her Spy Girl sensors had just been sounded.


Yep. There it was again. A distinct squealing of tires.


Jo pressed the button of the power window, waiting impatiently for the smoked glass to disappear into the door frame. Faster. Come on. Faster. At last the window was down. Jo poked her head out of the limo window. “What the . . . ?”


The white limo carrying Caylin was no longer heading east. The chauffeur had driven across the highway partition and was now racing west, toward the ocean.


This was bad. Jo had to follow. Fast.


“Turn the limo around and follow that car!” Jo screamed at Travis. “Step on it!”


Travis glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “I’m sorry, miss, but I can’t do that. My boss would fire me if I didn’t follow orders.”


Aahhh. There was nothing more annoying than a man who was cowed by authority. Luckily Jo didn’t have that problem at the moment. Which meant she needed a plan B. In two seconds Jo processed the situation and settled on a plan of action.


She unzipped the oversize bag she had carried on the airplane and groped through the contents until she found what she was looking for. Aha! There it was. The small, travel-size hair dryer she had laid down plastic for at the duty-free shop in the Czech Republic.


Sorry, Trav. Nothing personal.


She stuck the nozzle of the hair dryer against the back of the driver’s head, grateful that he hadn’t raised the privacy shield. “Pull over the limo and get out,” she ordered. “I’m taking the wheel.”


“What?” Travis’s voice was high and thin.


“Pull over and get out. I’m driving.” She nudged his head with the hair dryer. “Unless you want me to do something we’ll both regret.”


With a little more than a squeak, Travis slammed on the brakes. He had opened the door and tumbled out before the limo came to a complete stop.


Jo didn’t waste any time. She climbed over the barrier between her and the front of the vehicle and slid into the driver’s seat.


“I’m on my way, Cay!” Jo pressed the pedal to the metal and the limo surged forward. She would overtake Theresa’s limo, grab herself some Spy Girl backup, and pursue.


The adventure had begun.


•  •  •


Scream? Cry? Laugh hysterically and assume she was on Candid Camera ? Caylin couldn’t decide on the appropriate response to the fact that her limo driver had just swung wildly off course.


Okay. Deep breath. Instinct told her to stay calm. Panicking would only make things—whatever things were—worse.


“Excuse me?” Caylin tapped semipolitely on the window that separated herself from the driver. “Where are we going?” Even if her driver couldn’t hear her voice, Caylin was sure that he would notice that she was knocking on the glass.


The window lowered a couple of inches. “You probably want to know where we’re going, huh?”


Caylin relaxed. The guy’s voice was warm and friendly. “Yes . . . I mean, a second ago we were driving in the opposite direction.”


The driver glanced at Caylin in the rearview mirror. Uh-oh. His eyes told a different story. They were dark, hard, and mean. “You’ll see exactly where we’re headed soon enough, compu-queen,” he responded.


Yikes. This was trouble. Big trouble. Mr. Driver obviously thought that Caylin was Theresa. Anyone who knew anything about the Spy Girls knew that Theresa was Master of All Hackers. Or more accurately, Mistress of All Hackers. Which meant that the guy did, in fact, know something about the Spy Girls. And he knew that Theresa had been originally assigned to the white limo.


Oh, man. Something was seriously awry. Caylin had to get out of this particular moving vehicle ASAP.


She dove for the door handle.


Click. Click.


Caylin’s heart sank even farther into her toes as she recognized the sound of power locks. A moment later the privacy screen closed again. She was trapped!


“Great. Perfect. Wonderful. Splendiferous way to begin my stay in the great Northwest . . . ,” Caylin mumbled to herself. She scooted to the back of the limo and pressed her face against the rear windshield.


In the distance there were headlights. Could it be . . . ?


“Please. Please, let those beacons in the night belong to Jo or T.,” Caylin whispered. Seconds later the headlights were closer. And then closer.


Caylin squinted. Yes! Jo was behind the wheel . . . and Theresa was by her side! And they were in hot pursuit of the white limousine. Things were definitely looking up. Jo and Theresa would save her.


Caylin shimmied back toward the driver’s seat, pulled off her cowboy hat, and whipped off the huge Jackie O.-style sunglasses that had hidden most of her face. Disguise seemed pretty useless at this point.


“Hey, driver!” Caylin yelled, banging on the glass. “You are messin’ with the wrong chiquita !”


He glanced at her again in the rearview mirror, his eyes amused.


“I’m serious!” Caylin yelled. “I’ve got friends in high places, buddy. And once they catch up with this overpriced hunk of metal, you’re gonna be history !”


Adrenaline surged through Caylin’s veins as she waited for Jo to come to the rescue. Stay focused, Pike, Caylin ordered herself. She had to think like a super-duper Spy Girl.


Description. She would need to give Uncle Sam a description of this guy.


Caylin leaned forward to get a better look at the driver. Black hair, dark eyes, major five o’clock shadow. He was attractive, but in a kind of ice-cold Ted Bundy serial killer way. Unfortunately the driver was cackling to himself, unconcerned by Caylin’s warning of the fate that awaited him when her fellow SGs got ahold of him.


Caylin’s eyes widened in horror as Captain Ice gripped the steering wheel and yanked it to the left. She noticed three things instantly.


One: The car was now hurtling down a very long wooden pier.


Two: There was a small tattoo of a rosebud on the back of Ice’s neck.


Three: The limo was still hurtling down what was becoming a shorter and shorter pier.


Now, Jo. Now, T. I need you guys now, Caylin silently begged. She squeezed her eyes shut, repeating the mantra over and over. If they didn’t hurry up ahora, they weren’t going to be able to teach Rosebud a lesson in re: absconding with young maidens. Instead Caylin would be taking a long swim in some very cold water.


•  •  •


Seventy. Eighty. Ninety. Jo had watched the speedometer climb higher and higher as she struggled to overtake the white limo in front of her.


Picking up Theresa had been a cinch compared to this. Theresa’s limo driver had been all too happy to relinquish his last passenger of the evening. If he had wondered about Jo’s sudden appearance behind the wheel, he had kept it to himself.


Now Jo slammed on the brakes. The car fishtailed as she took a sharp left onto the pier.


“Careful!” Theresa cautioned, gripping the dashboard with both hands.


Jo forced herself to ignore the murky black water that lay on either side of the pier. One wrong move, one ill-advised tap on the steering wheel, and they’d both be shark bait.


Her eyes glued to the wooden slats of the pier, Jo pursued the white limousine. And then it stopped.


Jo screamed and stomped on the brake pedal. The gray limo screeched to a halt amid a terrifying squeal of tires.


“Omigosh!” Jo flung off her seat belt with a quick, practiced flick of the wrist. She threw the vehicle into park and opened the driver’s-side door. A second later she was sprinting toward the white limousine—the back of which seemed to be bobbing up and down, resembling one end of a gigantic teeter-totter.


“Man. Oh, man. Oh, man.” Jo tried not to go into full panic mode as she realized that the front half of the white limo was hanging off the pier. Jo reached the side of the white car and tugged on the left rear passenger door handle. Nothing. The automatic door locks were malfunctioning. Caylin was trapped inside.


Caylin yelled and kicked at the windows. Unfortunately the soft sole of Caylin’s espadrille was no match for thick, bulletproof glass. Jo was also aware that the driver was also trying to force his way out of the car. She put his cries out of her mind and zeroed in on Caylin’s frightened face. She had to help her friend. Immediately, if not sooner.


“What do we do?” Theresa yelled.


“I don’t know,” Jo responded. “Got any ideas?”


“We need a torch,” Theresa stated. “We’ve got to get the glass to give way.”


Jo didn’t need to be told twice. She ran back to the gray limo and pulled a can of aerosol hair spray from her oversize canvas carry-on bag. She raced to Theresa’s side and popped the top.


As Jo pressed the button on the top of the can, Theresa lit match after match from a pack the Spy Girls had picked up during their last dinner out in Prague. “Insta-torch!” Jo shouted, aiming the line of fire straight onto the back passenger-side window. Finally the heat of the makeshift torch caused the glass to crack.


Caylin kicked out the window and poked her head into the fresh air. “Heeelp!” she yelled.


Jo and Theresa dropped their tools and grabbed Caylin’s arms. Seconds later she was free. The three girls stood on the pier, staring at one another for a long moment.


“What about . . . ?” Theresa pointed at the limousine.


“Yikes,” Jo whispered.


Caylin’s exit from the vehicle had caused the weight of the limousine to shift. The rear end of the long vehicle was inching upward to an impossible angle.


Theresa gasped. “It’s going . . .”


“Straight into the ocean,” Caylin finished.


As the girls stared in disbelief the elegant white car slid off the pier and into the Pacific Ocean.


“He’s gone,” Caylin whispered as the rear of the limo disappeared into the black water.


Jo stared at the expanse of ocean. There was nothing but waves. The evil driver and all of Caylin’s bags had just ceased to exist. And there was nothing the Spy Girls could do but shiver in the cold night air and try to be psyched that they were all still alive.





TWO


“What a night,” Theresa said, sighing. “So much for the Seattle mish going smooth as butter.”


“I almost died tonight,” Caylin whispered for about the hundredth time in the last forty-five minutes.


In the backseat of the gray limo Theresa put her arm around Caylin’s shoulders and squeezed. “We wouldn’t have let that happen, Caylin.”


“Yeah,” Jo called from the front seat. “You’re our only blonde. We need you.”


Caylin giggled. “I’m surprised my hair didn’t just turn white. I’ve never been so petrified in my life.”


“Here we are,” Jo said, pulling the car up to the curb of a very dark street. “This is 902 Stratford Road. Just as my pal Travis told me.”


“Our home away from home,” Theresa said. “Or in this case, our headquarters away from headquarters.”


Theresa peered out the limousine window to get a look at their latest digs. Huh. The shuttered storefront wasn’t exactly as promising as the circle drive of the Ritz Hotel in London had been. Valet parking was out of the question.


The girls piled out of the limo. Theresa and Jo grabbed their bags and suitcases while Caylin shuddered, luggage-less, on the curb.


“You can borrow my clothes until you get new stuff,” Theresa assured Caylin as Jo slid their Tower-issued key into the dead bolt lock at 902 Stratford Road.


Caylin stuck out her tongue. “Gee, how thrilling. I’ve always wanted to spend my days wearing a succession of outfits consisting of khakis and white button-down shirts.”


Theresa snorted. “You’re exaggerating.” Caylin and Jo always teased Theresa mercilessly about the fact that she was fashion challenged—especially because Theresa’s mom was a famous designer.


Jo opened the storefront door, and the girls walked in.


“Wow,” Caylin said. “I guess this is what real estate agents refer to as a fixer-upper.”


Theresa nodded. The room was dark, with high ceilings and a cold cement floor. Dusty tarps covered everything. There wasn’t a thick fluffy carpet or velvet-upholstered settee in sight. “Well, at least we’re safe,” she allowed.


“I guess we all know what we have to do,” Jo said, locking the door behind them.


“Call Uncle Sam,” Theresa and Caylin chorused.


“And looky there . . . a speakerphone.” Jo headed for the phone that was placed conspicuously on top of one of the larger pieces of tarp.


“They might not give us gold bathtubs or bidets,” Theresa observed. “But you can always count on the good ol’ Tower to provide a form of immediate communication.”


“I guess we’re going to have to tell Uncle Sam about the limousine switcheroo.” Jo groaned. “But I don’t think he’s going to appreciate our fun and games.”


“I’ll make the dreaded call,” Caylin offered. “Considering you guys saved my life tonight, it’s the least I can do.”


“Payment enough for me,” Jo said, backing away from the telephone.


Caylin punched in Uncle Sam’s top secret direct number. They all looked at one another expectantly as the phone’s ring blared out of the speakerphone.


“Girls?” Uncle Sam questioned the moment he picked up. “You’re late.”


“No shinola,” Jo whispered, nudging Theresa.


“We, uh, had a little problem,” Caylin answered. “It’s really kind of funny . . . well, maybe funny isn’t the right word. Um . . . one of the limo drivers might be dead.”


Theresa nervously clenched and unclenched her fists. There was no point in beating around the proverbial bush. On the other end of the line Uncle Sam sighed deeply. As always, Theresa tried to discern something about the identity of their mysterious boss by listening to the sound of his voice. But all she could envision were shadows and fog.


“You better start from the beginning,” Uncle Sam said. “And don’t leave out any of the gory details.”


Theresa and Jo gave Caylin encouraging pats on the back as she related the events of the past hour and a half to Uncle Sam. His silence throughout spoke volumes.


“And then we drove here,” Caylin finished. “Minus my bags . . . and one driver.”


For a long moment Uncle Sam didn’t say anything. “Jo, get rid of the gray limo, and I mean yesterday,” he said finally, speaking rapid-fire. “Wipe away all fingerprints and any trace that you were ever inside the vehicle.”


“Check,” Jo responded.


“Theresa and Caylin, prepare headquarters. I want you all ready to work first thing tomorrow morning.” He paused. “If local law enforcement gets a sniff of tonight’s events, we could have big, big trouble.”


“Check,” Theresa answered.


“And I need a description of the driver,” Uncle Sam demanded. “I’ll run a check on him and see if we can piece together an ID.”


Caylin’s face seemed to pale in the dim light as she recounted what details she could about the man who had tried to take her for a long drive off a short pier. “And he had a tattoo of a rosebud on the back of his neck,” she concluded. “A small red rosebud.” She shuddered. “Uh, sorry about the mishap,” Caylin said. “We didn’t mean to dump the limo driver into the ocean—honest.”
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