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  About the Book


Classified: Possible Double Agent in the Agency  
Identity: Unknown  
Winter 1950 
A cryptic message from an old friend sends Jenny Nicolay and Sawyer Finn to Dallas on assignment. The routine lunch meeting turns sour when their contact shows up with a bullet wound. With his dying breath, he warns of a double agent in the Company.  
Out of options and with no one to trust, the rookie spies are forced to go rogue. The mission to unmask the traitor brings the pair closer than ever. But when a flirty British spy shows interest in Sawyer, Jenny must confront her feelings once and for all.  
Can Jenny and Sawyer find the double agent before he finds them? Or will the daring accusation ruin their young careers and their chance at love? 
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Enigma of Lake Falls
Undercover Pursuit
Cloak & Danger
Double Agent
Shadow of Doubt








  
  Chapter 1
Off the Rails

Jenny


January 11, 1950 
In one fell swoop, Walter Nicolay managed to knock me back in time to a timid child standing in front of her father. He stole any power I held over him with one phrase – “So, tell me about your sister.”
I recognized the smug smile and the sparkle in his eye all too well. Whenever he stumped me with a trivia question or bested me in poker, he gave me the same knowing look. Manipulation and mind games were an Olympic sport to him and Walter always took the gold. After everything I learned about the confidence man, I still couldn’t beat him.
Somehow, he discovered the truth about Katherine and he wanted me to know he found her. The only saving grace was Walter wouldn’t terrorize any other adopted girls born in 1927 now that he located his other daughter.
A gloved hand waved in front of my face, breaking the trance. “Jenny, did you hear what I said?” Sawyer Finn leaned on the ferry railing and offered coffee from a thermos.
My nose twitched as a bitter cold breeze swept from the harbor. “I don’t need a pep talk. I’m fine.”
“Swell, because I’m not giving you one.” His grin spread to his chapped, dimpled cheeks. “But if I were, I might say the interaction went as expected. Walter spoke in riddles and pegged me with a handy new nickname.”
“Chicken Fried isn’t his best work.” The warm brew coated my throat and provided an instant jolt of energy. “Prison is making him sloppy."
“I dare say the visit even went well.
“How do you figure, Finn?”
“Your father agreed to back off Gillian and any other adopted girls.”
“Only because he found the one he is looking for.” My mind wandered to the long-lost big sister I never knew about. When I was two, a cousin took her to live in England. But blood didn’t make us family. I traced the black eye, courtesy of my sister. “And Walter won’t stop until he gets what he wants from us.”
“Which is what?”
“I wish I knew but my father’s endgame is a total mystery.”
Finn raised his arm as if to put it around my shoulder before changing his mind and stuffing his hand in his pocket. “Look on the bright side, our mission is over and we can return home.”
“In only two thousand miles.” I twisted to the water. “That equates to one prison ferry, a quick car ride, two trains, and a bus. We’ll be back in Lake Falls in no time.”
“We can take a third train if the bus is too much for you.”
My mouth lifted into a smile. “Brilliant. That makes all the difference.”

      [image: image-placeholder]While Finn purchased our train tickets with Pacific Railroad, I waited in line at a phonebooth to call our boss. After the brief detour to visit my jailbird father, he expected an update.
A long-winded traveling salesman finally wrapped up his conversation and pulled another dime from his pocket. He tipped his bowler hat. “Almost done, Sweetheart.”
I rolled my eyes and made a beeline for the free booth on the other side of Union Station. My heels clicked as I dashed through the domed rotunda. With the arrival of the five o’clock, I didn’t have a moment to waste.
A teen-aged guy recognized my path and dropped his stack of newspapers. His pace increased as we raced to the open telephone. I slipped in front of the newsboy and snagged the receiver. “Better luck next time, Kid.”
“No girl beats me in a footrace. Not since elementary school.”
I pointed to my shoes. “And I’m wearing pumps.”
“Must give you an advantage,” he grumbled.
I slid the accordion door and dialed Admiral Waley’s secure line. Instead of a distinguished man in his sixties, a Texas cowgirl answered with a howdy.
I propped my elbow on the glass. “I don’t think you used the preapproved code phrase, Peggy Jo.”
“If you ask me, my daddy is too paranoid for his own good. Exactly four people have this number and I recognize your voice, Jenny Nicolay.”
I slipped into a husky Lauren Bacall imitation. “Now, now Miss Waley, the rules are in place for our protection because anyone can impersonate me or force me to call at gunpoint.”
“You made your point.”
“Really? I would have thought a case like that took a little more effort.”
“If you don’t return to your real voice, I’ll do my terrible Bogie impression.”
“We wouldn’t want that.” I arched an eyebrow. “So why are you answering Waley’s phone?”
“He isn’t due home for another few hours,” Peggy Jo said. “What about you and Sawyer?”
“We’re waiting for a train in Tacoma.” I cleared my throat. “Any word from MI6?”
“As in your sister, Agent Katherine Dalton? No.”
“I figured as much.”
“I can’t wait to hear more of your story.”
“Just as soon as you tell me about your role in the CIA.”
Peggy Jo sighed. “Didn’t we go through this already? I work in recruiting and it is mind numbing.”
“Did Waley leave any instructions for us? Perhaps a new mission?”
“Is it me or are you avoiding coming home?”
“Do you blame me?”
“Here’s some incentive, if you make it by the thirteenth, you can experience one of the many ridiculous annual festivals our charming small town has to offer.”
“Time for another event?”
“You betcha. See you soon Jenny.”
I hung up the phone and reunited with Finn at a bench in the middle of the rotunda. His knee jiggled up and down as he waited.
“Problem?” I asked.
“We missed the last train to Denver. Next one doesn’t leave until ten in the morning.”
“That won’t do.” I took a seat beside him and crossed my legs. “What if we take a car?”
“It is a two-day drive at best.” He shook his head. “And with the snowstorm raging through the Midwest, we’re probably looking at significant road closures.”
“I guess we’re stuck in Tacoma tonight. Want to catch a movie? I read a decent review for the Spencer Tracy, James Stewart picture.”
Finn’s blue eyes glazed. “What?”
“So, it wasn’t a dazzling recommendation but I’ll watch anything with Jimmy.”
“Uh-huh.”
“We can go bowling if you’d rather.” My gaze narrowed. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Give me your compact.”
“Why? Do I have lipstick smudged all over my face?”
“Not for you, for me.” He struggled with the clasp. “Why is this locked?”
I flipped open the mirror and powdered my nose. “Did you spot a tail?”
Finn maneuvered the compact to spy on someone behind him. “Pretend we’re talking.”
“We are talking. Although you’re doing a lousy job with your side of the conversation.”
“You know what I mean.” He tilted his hat, shielding his face. “I spotted the man with the bandage over his nose on the ferry from McNeil.”
I leaned my head on his shoulder for a peek in the mirror. “He certainly looks the part of an escaped convict. Think my father sent him after us?”
“The timing is suspicious.”
“Hey, what do you know?” I shoved Finn in the arm. “Well done spotting our stalker. Less than a year ago you couldn’t pick out your college roommate from a lineup.”
“Not true.”
“Your photographic memory is useless when it comes to faces. Or at least it used to be.”
“I wouldn’t make much of an agent if I didn’t recognize a tail.” He rubbed the blonde stubble on his chin. “What did Waley say when you checked in?”
“He isn’t home yet, so I spoke to Peggy Jo.”
Finn’s arm tensed. “Oh, I uh…”
“No need to panic, I’m aware of her secret identity now, remember?”
“It will take some getting used to.”
“Telling me the truth? Yes, what an inconvenience.” I rolled my eyes and stood.
Finn snagged my hand and yanked me back to the bench. “I can read your mind, Jenny Nicolay.”
“Can you, Gypsy Grandma?”
“You want to confront the man with the broken nose and ask him why he’s following us.”
“And you don’t?”
“Confronting him will only cause trouble,” Finn said.
“Good thing we have fifteen hours to kill until our train leaves tomorrow morning.”
“I suggest we let him follow and run countersurveillance.”
“That sounds way less fun than giving him a shiner to match his busted schnoz.”
“If we chase him and he runs, we’ll never figure out who he’s working for.”
“Clearly my father sent him.”
“Not necessarily.” Finn shook his head. “Aside from Walter Nicolay, there’s your sister and our friends at MI6.”
“Why would our allies tail us?”
“If you haven’t noticed, rival agencies aren’t very trusting.”
I twirled the gold buttons on my coat. “Then there’s the KGB who might be angry we foiled their plan.”
“And the network of ghost assassins.”
“How did we manage to accrue so many enemies in such a short amount of time with the Company?”
Finn handed me my compact. “Why don’t we find out which one he is affiliated with?”
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On Jenny’s suggestion, we boarded the first train departing Union Station. According to her, the destination didn’t matter since we’d hop off at the first stop.
She hooked her arm through mine. “You’re not hiding your skepticism very well, Finn.”
“Because your plan is ridiculous.”
“You’re the one who suggested beating Broken Nose at his own game. What better way to do so than confined on a train?” She bounced up the steps. “Besides, this will confirm if he’s following us or if he happened to leave the prison and travel in the same direction.”
I unbuttoned my blazer and claimed my seat. “Now I understand, you want to verify my intelligence.”
“I’m not enjoying this role reversal where I play the boring cautious one and you’re the spy with a gut feeling.”
I tilted my hat over my eyes. “That makes two of us.”
“Honestly, Finn.” Jenny lifted the brim. “How can you nap at a time like this?”
“I’m multitasking.”
“Broken Nose boarded and is sitting four rows behind us.” She smoothed a hand over the crease in her trousers. “Are you sure you’re up for this, Sleepy?”
The whistle signaled our departure and we began inching away from the station.
“Yes Doc, I’m lulling him into a false sense of security.”
“As long as you don’t lull yourself.” She grabbed my wrist and checked the time. “Less than an hour until we arrive in Seattle. You’re clear on the plan?”
“We corner him while he’s trapped on the train.” I tugged my sleeve over my wristwatch. “Why don’t you start wearing a watch instead of looking at mine?”
“I do.” She spun the timepiece more closely resembling a piece of jewelry. “It keeps terrible time, though. Why do you think I’m always late?”
“I figured you did it on purpose because you enjoy pushing my buttons.”
“A definite perk.” Jenny gazed out the window as the buildings of downtown Tacoma faded into a green forest. “Now’s my chance.”
She squeezed through the narrow aisle and made her way to the dining car. While I searched for my ticket, I studied Broken Nose. He didn’t make a move to follow Jenny.
My turn.
I strolled in the opposite direction and selected a new seat in the next car. The door whooshed behind me, signaling someone joined me.
“Guess we had the same idea.” An old guy in a wrinkled suit plopped beside me. “Too loud in there with the gossiping old ladies.”
I cleared my throat. “They aren’t so bad.”
Broken Nose kept walking to the back of the car.
“My wife and my sister,” the old guy said. “Trust me, they get worse.”
If Broken Nose followed me over Jenny, what did it mean?
The old guy tugged on my arm. “You from Tacoma?”
“Visiting.”
“You’re getting out just in time.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“Crazy winter storm heading our way bringing possible arctic conditions.” He flicked a hand at his newspaper. “But not according to this clown at the Tribune’s prediction. He claims we’ll see temperatures briefly in the twenties before warming on Friday.”
“You, disagree?” My eyes cut to my stalker, stuck on a riveting page of his book.
“Vehemently,” the old guy spat. “We’re surrounded by systems in every direction – arctic air from the Pacific, cold wind out of British Columbia, and the snowstorm just south. Mark my words, this will be one for the record books. Which is why the family and I are heading out to the cabin. Stocked to the brim with canned food and firewood.”
As crazy as he sounded, I’d hate to be trapped in Washington any longer than I had to be. “When did you say the storm would hit?”
“Tomorrow night, guaranteed.”
“Thanks for the warning.” I motioned to the door. “My girl is waving me back; guess I better go.”
“Enjoy your trip, Son.”
I met Jenny at the door between the cars. A cold gust of wind threatened to steal my hat as I navigated to her. “What did you discover?”
Jenny spread her arms. “Broken Nose followed you.”
“Noted. What does it mean?”
“Perhaps nothing but if my father sent him, he would stick with me.”
“Did you check his bag?”
“When I circled back to his seat.” She shrugged. “He packed plenty of lumberjack clothes but no other hints to his identity.”
“So, we wait a few minutes and try again.”
“It would be so much easier to bop him over the head and question him about his employer.”
I dropped into my original spot and handed our tickets to the porter. “I realize you’re persuasive, but what makes you think he will talk?”
“It’s either that or we bring him in. I don’t think his boss would be impressed by the second scenario.”
“We’ll call it Plan C.”
I stretched out my legs and soaked in the view. Despite the winter season, the colors remained vibrant. If the old guy was right, everything would be buried under two feet of snow in just over twenty-four hours.
The wheels scraped against steel supports as we crossed the Puyallup River Bridge. Jenny sent an elbow to my ribs. “Time for a coffee break, Finn.”
When I navigated to the aisle, I caught Broken Nose reaching for something in the overhead compartment. I leaned to Jenny’s ear. “He’s carrying a Colt .45 in a shoulder holster. So, unless you packed a Derringer in your coin purse, we’re outgunned.”
“I’m making a note.”
“Of what?”
“Gaps in our training.” She jotted something in her notebook. “Firearms are important considering bad guys frequently carry but I’d also appreciate a course on disarming a suspect.”
“None of that matters since we aren’t engaging Broken Nose, right?”
“Who are we kidding, Finn? We can’t take this guy all the way back to Lake Falls with us. We either lose him and never learn his agenda or we take him down.”
The train slowed and the whistle sounded. “And we’re running out of time.”
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When we arrived at the Seattle Station, a flock of passengers rushed to the door as if escaping for their lives. I tiptoed for my duffle in the overhead compartment and locked eyes with Broken Nose. I arched an eyebrow and waved.
Panic spread across his intense face as I slipped into the crowd funneling to the door. He twisted, searching for Finn. What he didn’t realize was he fell victim to classic misdirection.
While he watched me unload my bag, Finn snuck out the other side of the train. I stepped on the platform and took off running to the station. This time, Broken Nose had no choice but to follow me.
The doors opened and a team of skiers barreled toward me with their equipment in tow. I looped in the other direction to the staircase. I skipped the last step and raced across the tracks. A glance over my shoulder told me Broken Nose continued his pursuit.
Like a hobo riding the rails, I jumped aboard a slow-moving train and crossed through the boxcar to the other side. To his credit, Broken Nose matched my pace.
I bailed from the car and my heel pounded into the gravel. My arms windmilled and I almost slipped. Cold, pine-scented air attacked my lungs and I started to wonder if Finn got off easy with his assignment.
When I rounded the corner, the agreed-upon meeting spot finally came into view. This might work.
I checked over my shoulder to confirm Broken Nose took the bait and lost my focus. A railroad tie snuck up on me and my ankle bent in two different directions. The grace of Ginger Rogers couldn’t catch the pending collapse. I tucked in my arm and rolled, hoping the light snow would cushion my fall. It didn’t.
Broken Nose hovered above me, his weapon drawn. “Stop.”
The single phrase didn’t allow me to pinpoint an accent – foreign or otherwise. “Why are you chasing me?” I lifted my gaze to the sky and yelled. “Help! Somebody, please.”
“No pretending. I know who you are and what you’re capable of.”
“Cuban.”
“What?”
“Based on your accent, you’re from Cuba.” I propped myself on an elbow. “And since we never had dealings before this moment, I’m guessing you’re a gun for hire. The question is, who sent you?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“What are your orders? Watch, observe, kill?”
“I’m not here for you, Miss.” He pulled back the hammer. “Not this time.”
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Jenny’s plan went south fast. Broken Nose wasn’t in a chatty mood and despite her best efforts, he wouldn’t change his mind.
Not waiting for her signal, I swung from the derailed caboose and snuck closer. She continued to pepper questions and he refused to answer. Broken Nose cocked the Colt .45 and I shifted into a higher gear.
I whistled through my front teeth. “Hey, you looking for me?”
Broken Nose whipped his head and Jenny kicked the gun from his grasp like a punter pinning her opponent deep in enemy territory.
Dark, sinister eyes bounced to the weapon as if calculating which of us would pounce on the fumble first. Before Broken Nose made a move, I connected with a quick jab and a left hook. A dodge of the third blow sent him right into a kick from Jenny. He stumbled but didn’t go down.
Bouncing on her toes, Jenny circled into a better attack position. “Two against one, Hombre. Why don’t you save us the trouble and reveal who you’re working for now?”
“I’m doing what I came here to do.” His gaze darted from me to the discarded weapon. Broken Nose rolled over a shipping crate and made a break for the pistol.
I lowered my shoulder and pounded into his midsection. Though he could take a punch, the tackle surprised him. I lifted the featherweight and drove him to the ground.
Jenny dashed for the gun. “Now will you change your tone, Broken Nose?”
I dragged him to his feet and propped him against the empty railroad car. “Why are you following us?”
He arched an eyebrow. “I forget.”
“Check for ID,” Jenny said.
I searched his pockets and instead of a wallet, I found a photograph. I unfolded the paper and my stomach twisted into a knot. “It’s me.”
“From a newspaper clipping?” Jenny squinted. “Did you anger any Cuban baseball players during your days at Yale?”
“Believe it or not, my life was quiet before I met you.”
“And by that, you mean dull and uninteresting.” She waved the gun at our prisoner. “Time to give up the Ghost, Buddy. Or should I say, Geist?”
His face hardened and he gave nothing away.
“Can’t tell if it rang a bell.” My grip on his jacket tightened. “What about a guy named Walter? He has a nice roomy cell on McNeil Island.”
“The Cuban thing might be a ruse to throw us off the KGB trail,” Jenny said.
“Whoever he is, we need to bring him in.”
“If we’re going to haul him halfway across the country, we need handcuffs and a plausible story.”
Broken Nose dropped his head. “Do you people ever shut up?”
“I definitely won’t since I know it annoys you.” Jenny’s eyes sparkled. “Who needs an enforcer when my chattiness can drive people to confess?”
“Why don’t you take a seat?” I shoved the prisoner in the chest. “Jenny, find something to tie him up and I’ll take the gun.”
“Or you can locate cuffs and I’ll keep an eye on the Cuban.” Her gaze darted to the north. “Oh, no. We’ve got company.”
“His guys?” My brow furrowed as I recognized police blues. “I guess not.”
Three uniformed officers spread out as they approached from multiple angles. “Drop the weapon and put your hands on your head.”
Jenny tossed the pistol. “How are we going to explain this one, Finn?”
“Me? You’re usually the quick thinker when it comes to cover stories.”
She winked. “Just testing you. I already have a plan for the guy who mugged me on the train.”
The Cuban’s eyes bugged and before anyone could react, he took off in a sprint. I swung through the boxcar to follow when a cop decked me with the butt of his rifle.
My world spun and my back slammed into the railroad. I blinked a few times as I stared into the sky. A snowflake dropped on my nose and I wondered if the weatherman was right about the blizzard.
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“I must be really hurt.”
Her eyebrows rose. “Why do you say that?”
“You called me by my first name.” I rubbed the welt forming in my hairline. “Where’s the Cuban?”
“In the wind.”
A police sergeant helped me to my feet. “We apologize for the confusion, Agent Finn. You didn’t identify yourself.”
“You guys didn’t give him a chance when you aided the fugitive’s escape.”
“The entire department is on the lookout for him, ma’am.”
“I’m not holding my breath.”
“She’s not the typical secretary, is she?” The sergeant asked.
Despite the circumstance, I chuckled. “You have no idea.”
Jenny crossed her arms. “I assume we’re free to go?”
“Yes, uh, sorry again.”
We maneuvered through the chaos back to the station. I leaned on a lamppost for support. “I’m woozy and a bit slow on the uptake, but did you blow are cover with the sergeant.”
“He thinks you’re FBI.”
“He does? Why?”
“Peggy Jo was convincing as the dispatcher from the main office.”
“And the fact I’m not carrying a badge didn’t clue him in?”
She spread her hands. “Wouldn’t you know, the Cuban took it?”
“That’s a shame.”
“Not as big of a shame as the guy getting away. We have no idea who he is working for or why he wanted you.”
I winced, my headache intensifying. “Should we extend the trip and hunt him down?”
“Our orders are to come home and Waley will investigate the matter further.”
“And we’re abiding by these orders?”
“Of course.” She grinned. “I’m not one to break rank.”
“Completely out of character.”
She gripped my arm as I wobbled. “Finn, are you sure you’re alright? We can stop by the hospital…”
“Nothing a two-day train ride won’t fix.”
“We aren’t doing that.”
“Doing what?”
“We’re flying to Texas. Tonight.”
“In a plane?”
She nodded. “Unless you have an S on your chest, Superman.”
“The railroad is more efficient.”
“I believe the word you’re searching for is cheaper, Mr. Moneybags.”
I lifted a shoulder. “The railroad is more scenic, especially this time of the year through the Rockies.”
Jenny pointed to the sky. “I recognize the color and I can smell snow. If we wait any longer, we’ll be stuck in Seattle and miss yet another famous Lake Falls festival.”
I rubbed my face. “All the more reason to take the train.”






  
  Chapter 2
Blizzard Festival

Jenny


January 13, 1950 
After a crazy, whirlwind two weeks, we finally returned home to Lake Falls. It felt as if a lifetime passed since I last strolled through the Town Circle. Plenty changed in my life. All of which would take some getting used to.
But I wasn’t the only one who changed. Main Street transformed overnight from a Santa’s Workshop to the latest of many annual celebrations.
I shielded my eyes from the noon sunshine to read the banner stretching across the road. “Blizzard Festival? Did Lake Falls miss the memo?”
Sawyer Finn froze at the door to our office. “Which one is that?”
“It is seventy degrees out. I suspect they might be experiencing a scheduling problem.”
He pivoted to scan the Circle. “This old tradition goes back as long as I can remember.”
“The tradition where the entire population slips into deep denial?”
“Careful how much you mock. It makes you sound like an outsider.”
“My Boston accent and conman father already covered those bases.” I rolled my eyes. “What’s the story behind this week’s annual event?”
“The town founder, Theodore James Waley…”
“Which one?”
“The first one.”
“So, you’re talking way back.” I whistled.
Finn nodded. “Almost a hundred years.”
“Is the Blizzard Festival meant to be ironic or did Waley the First walk through ten feet of snow to discover the frozen lake?”
“May I tell the story?”
I grinned. “I prefer this guessing game because it makes this vein in your bruised forehead pulse.”
“You’re impossible.” He tugged his fedora lower over his eyes as he held open the office door.
I flicked on the light. “I’m sorry, Finn. I won’t interrupt again. Please continue this riveting tale.”
“In 1854 when Theodore founded the town…” He glared at my raised hand. “You didn’t last three seconds.”
“The sign says the town incorporated in 1867.”
“A mistake. During the Great War, the council wanted to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the town, but they missed it in 1904. So, the then-mayor fudged the dates and celebrated in 1917.” He sighed. “We’re getting off track.”
“Back to the blizzard.”
“The first winter of incorporation was one of the coldest on record and Theodore mistakenly thought the climate would continue year after year. But 1855 rolled around and the preparations they made for winter were for naught. Every year since they celebrate the Blizzard Festival.”
“Has it ever snowed again?”
Finn collected a pile of letters strewn across the floor. A slot in the door hardly seemed more efficient than a mailbox. “Only once during the weekend celebration. But never in my lifetime. As it is, we only get sleet or a light dusting every three years. The odds of it happening on a specific three-day stretch are slim.”
“Much less Friday the 13th.” I twisted to the window and inspected the blue sky. “There’s always next year.”
“We can go to the festivities if you want.” Finn rubbed the back of his neck.
“Are you asking me on a real date, Sawyer Finn?”
“No, I mean… I wouldn’t put it that way.”
“And what would the people of Lake Falls say if you and I showed up together? You know how folks around here love to gossip.”
“We’re old news. The fellas at the barber shop are too busy talking about Lightning and how his new girl is irritating his old one.”
“Those guys better look out if Peggy Jo gets wind of their front-page story.”
“About tonight…” Finn ran a hand through his dark-blond hair. “If you thought the Apple Festival was ridiculous, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”
A knock at the window interrupted further discussion. I spun in my desk chair and opened the pane. Little blonde curls poked into view. “Miss Mattie, how are you doing?”
“Hank Williams and I raced over when we heard you was back.” The four-year-old wrestled my orange tabby cat to the sill.
He purred as I stroked behind his ears and his fancy collar jingled. “Thank you for taking such good care of this guy. I owe you some money.”
“You can gimme it later.” She flashed a toothy smile. “I’m the ice princess and they’re makin’ me a dress so I can be like Snow White.”
“Congratulations. I bet all your friends are happy for you.”
“Not Peter.” She frowned. “He made fun of me for being a girl and wearing a dress and said we can’t play ball no more. But I clobbered him.”
I held back a snicker so as not to encourage the behavior. But it sounded like Peter had it coming.
“See ya later, Jenny.”
Finn placed a letter on my desk from McNeil Island. “Another message from Walter. Postmarked last week before our visit.”
I dumped the envelope in my wastebasket. “I heard all I need to from him.”
“Here’s something from your sister. No stamp.”
“Real one or fake one?”
Finn cleared his throat. “Gillian, the one who came to town with Lightning and Peggy Jo.”
“She uprooted her entire life because I prematurely told her we are sisters.”
“Don’t forget you saved her life.”
“Gordon never planned to kill her… I don’t think.” I rubbed the edges of the letter. “How am I supposed to tell her the truth?”
“Well, she can’t go on thinking you’re related. Best to rip the bandage off now.” Finn absently tidied my desk. “Before the visit turns into a permanent stay.”
I skimmed her brief note. “She’s staying at the Country Corner Boarding House, which makes us neighbors in addition to pretend sisters.”
“That won’t be awkward.” Finn twirled his hat. “Would you like me to come with you?”
“Please.” I sprung from my chair. “And while you’re there, perhaps you can be the one to break the news.”
“You climb on a freighter and face the KGB without blinking but you’re afraid of Gillian?”
“You didn’t see her face. She was ecstatic to learn about her connection to the Nicolay family. Warts named Walter and all. Now she’s here.” I sighed. “Any chance she came for Lightning?”
“They did hit it off.” Finn shrugged. “She’ll understand it was a mistake.”
“Maybe we can wait a while and, in the meantime, find her birth parents. Sort of cushion the blow with the truth.” I read his expression. “Or I can tell her now.”
The short walk to the boarding house felt especially long. When we arrived, we discovered Peggy Jo Waley waiting in the living room with a box and an envelope.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Official business.”
Finn’s brows arched. “For the Company?”
“No, Dummy.” She pointed to her sash. “The Blizzard Festival Committee.”
“Did you lose a bet?” I asked.
“My mama guilted me and roped me into the town’s ridiculous traditions.” She jiggled the box. “She gave me the tremendous honor of announcing the Blizzard King and Queen. And delivering the ice crown.”
“How fancy.”
“Does that mean, Jenny?” Finn glanced from the box to me.
“You are aware this is a popularity contest?” Peggy Jo snorted. “No offense.”
I waved off her concern. “None taken.”
“But your arrival did save me a trip.” She popped open the box and tossed Finn the king’s crown. “If anyone asks, I ran through the rigmarole to appoint you and whatnot.” She bopped his head with the scepter.
“Why me?”
Peggy Jo shrugged. “Because most of the voters are older women who use the festival as an opportunity to set you up with their eligible daughters.”
“Fantastic.”
I placed the crown on top of his Stratoliner hat. “Don’t forget the little people when you ascend to the throne.”
His blue-jean eyes glanced upward. “Can I abdicate?”
“No.”
“Who is the lucky queen?” I asked. “Or is it confidential?”
“I don’t care if it is.” Peggy Jo blinked. “Would you believe your pretend sister Gillian Kent won in a landslide?”
“She’s been here two days,” Finn said.
“She charmed more than just Lightning.” Peggy Jo rolled her eyes. “And I have the pleasure of crowning her.”
I flicked an eyebrow. “Wait until they realize she’s from Boston.”
“They know and don’t mind,” Peggy Jo said.
“I thought Lake Falls didn’t like outsiders or Yankees. Or the daughters of conmen.” My forehead furrowed. “I suppose it is me they dislike.”
“She isn’t actually the daughter of a con…” Finn cut himself off. “No accounting for taste.”
“I’m happy for Gillian.”
Peggy Jo huffed. “I’m not.”
“She deserves a warm welcome,” I said. “And perhaps this good news will soften my bad.”
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After being crowned king by Peggy Jo, the committee whisked me off to party planning headquarters. The women seized control of Town Hall and many of the employees. Everyone pitched in to make the Blizzard Festival spectacular, despite the spring weather.
I tugged my collar as the queen approached. “Howdy, Gillian. Congratulations on winning.”
“Thank you, Sawyer. I’m honestly touched by the generosity of this town.” She curled a piece of blonde hair behind her ear. “I think I might stay a little while.”
“Don’t let the name of this shindig fool you, we won’t find much for a ski instructor to do.”
She giggled. “I am aware. But my true passion, especially in the other three seasons is hotel management. Mrs. Brown is taking me under her wing and showing me the ropes at the boarding house.”
“Swell.” I cleared my throat. “Did Jenny talk to you yet?”
“No, we keep missing each other.”
“I think you should before…” I trailed off.
“Before what?” She grabbed my arm. “Did something else happen with that Gordon man who tried to kidnap me?”
“Not that I know of.” I straightened my ridiculous crown. “I should let Jenny tell you.”
Her green eyes expanded. “Should I be worried, Sawyer?”
“Why don’t we find her now? The parade doesn’t start for another ten minutes.”
“But Mrs. Waley specifically said not to wander off.”
“Quick stroll outside.” I opened the Town Hall door and a cold northern breeze ripped through my blazer.
“What did you say about no need for skiing?” Gillian shivered. “What happened to the weather?”
I checked the mercury by the door. “The temperature swung forty degrees in a matter of hours.” I shrugged. “Texas weather is fickle that way.”
“Perhaps we should go back inside.”
“This is important.” I scanned the Circle, wondering where Jenny might hide out.
“Love the cloak, your highness.” Jenny curtseyed from the bottom of the steps.
I tugged on the furry cape. “Technically called a royal mantle.”
Jenny’s eyes sparkled. “Thank you for the correction. I definitely want to be technical.”
“I brought Gillian so you two can talk.”
Jenny lowered her voice. “Now? Before the ceremony where everyone should be smiling for pictures?”
Gillian leaned forward. “I want to speak to you as well.” She fidgeted with her scepter. “This isn’t easy to say. I wish you were a mirror right now. I did swell talking to it.”
“What’s wrong?” Jenny asked.
“On my first day in town, I visited the Kingston family. They are gracious and humble but they politely informed me I am not Bonnie’s daughter. Which means we aren’t sisters after all.”
“Thank goodness.” Jenny cracked a smile. “What I mean to say is I tried to figure out how to break the news for the last few days. But I didn’t want to disappoint you.”
“Same here, Baldwin.”
Jenny grinned at the use of the prep school nickname. “I’m so glad we cleared the air.”
“Me too.” Gillian sighed. “I wish it was true but unfortunately I still don’t know who I am.”
The Town Hall door flung open to Mrs. Waley in a fur coat. “Yoo-hoo, we can’t start the festivities without our darling king and queen.”
Gillian skipped up the steps. “Are you coming, Sawyer?”
“I’m right behind you.” My eyes traced Jenny’s gaze to the source of her glare. “What do you see?”
“Just Gordon.”
“The nosy reporter working for your father?” I gritted my teeth. “I thought you ladies ran him off back in Tahoe?”
“So did I.” She looped the sash on her trench coat and marched toward him.
He pushed off the bare oak tree and clutched his fedora. “No need to drop-kick me, Miss Nicolay. I’m minding my own business.”
Jenny’s mouth twisted. “I thought you agreed to stay away.”
“Did I? My memory from Tahoe is a bit hazy.”
“Are you here on Walter’s request?” I asked.
Gordon scratched above his upper lip and stretched the silence. “We parted ways. Some of what the ladies said made sense so I adjusted my loyalties.”
“Why are you here?” Jenny asked.
“I’m curious about a few things.”
I edged closer. “What?”
“Where three women became experts in judo for one. A most unusual hobby.” He chuckled. “But more importantly, I’m fascinated by you, Miss Nicolay. Something tells me there is more to you than the simple life of a secretary.”
“The title is semantics,” I said. “One she’s overqualified for.”
“I am aware. I think I’ll hang around and find out what’s so special about this quaint little place called Lake Falls.”
“Look all you want, Just Gordon.” She grinned. “Enjoy the Blizzard Festival.”
She looped her arm through mine and we strode to the horse-drawn carriage scheduled to haul the king’s court through town. I massaged my jaw. “Should we worry about him?”
“He is nosy and not easily deterred.” Jenny smirked. “Perhaps the Ghost Organization is interested in one more job to make a reporter disappear?”
“Don’t joke about that.”
“You’re right.” She spread her arms. “Would you look at that? Snow.”
I lifted my eyes to the hazy sky. “It won’t stick, the ground is too warm.”
“Still.” She caught a flake on her tongue. “This is a Blizzard Festival miracle.”
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January 24, 1950 
The crazy mission in California was finally behind us and aside from a few loose ends, we closed the book on the case. While I appreciated the time off, I couldn’t help but fixate on the unknown. Where would the Company send us next? And how soon should I pack?
Peggy Jo shadowed me as I descended the stairs to the basement. “Now that my involvement isn’t a secret from the rest of the team, I think I deserve an office.”
“In the clandestine CIA base under town?”
“Where else?”
“I don’t imagine you’ll find many recruits down here. Other than the mole people.” I paused at the door hidden in an ordinary storage shelf. “What exactly do you do as a recruiter?”
“I identify civilians with certain skill sets and cultivate a relationship. After an appropriate amount of time, if they’re a suitable candidate, I read them in.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you did with me when we met at your mother’s tea party?”
She smirked. “I’m two for two with agents… scientists, not so much.”
We stepped into the dark, narrow tunnel and I closed the door. “You recruited Finn too?”
“My father likes to take credit for Sawyer but I saw the potential first.”
“I don’t imagine too many candidates fall into your lap as we did.”
She tossed frizzy red curls over her shoulder. “For my next protégé, I might expand outside of Lake Falls.”
“Are you sure? Lightning shows potential as an agent.”
“Ha.” She snorted. “You are hilarious. That clumsy goober would blab our secret from here to Canada and return in time for dinner.”
“Have you told him your other secret yet?”
“Which one would that be?”
I leaned against the brick wall. “Come on, Peggy Jo. You can’t wait forever. Lightning will move on with some other girl and you’re going to miss your chance.”
She stepped around me and continued down the tunnel. “I’m not interested in Lightning and I pity the poor thing who ends up with him.”
“So, you aren’t jealous of Gillian?”
“The orphan skier who moved across the country to follow us home? My life as an heiress cowgirl in the CIA has far more appeal.”
“I know you a little better than that, Peggy Jo.” I navigated to the library office. “Wonder where Finn is. I saw him come down here a few minutes ago.”
“Speaking of a pot calling a kettle.” She smirked. “When are you going to admit you’re madly in love with Sawyer?”
“We’ve never even been on a date.”
“Mission, date, same thing.”
I spun my desk chair and collected the open books on Cuba. “If you think gunplay is a typical dating experience, it might explain some things.”
“Sawyer will move on with some other girl and you’re going to miss your chance.” She bounced on the toes of her cowboy boots. “Notice how I twisted your words back on you?”
“Finn fell for me the moment I waltzed into his office. I’m just not sure how I feel yet.”
“Wow, someone’s ego is mighty inflated.”
The truth was, I didn’t want to think about our situation in too much detail. We worked well together and I enjoyed spending time with him. But beyond that… I had trust issues.
And who could blame me? My father spent my whole life fooling me. My mother didn’t die, she left. Oh, and I had a secret sister no one told me about.
“No snappy retort?” Peggy Jo asked.
“It isn’t ego if it is true.” I rolled my eyes. “Finn’s poker face is terrible and he never would have made me a partner in his private investigator business if he wasn’t charmed.”
“What’s the problem then?”
“The last thing my life needs is more complications.”
“You’re right. Hiding from your feelings and driving him away is way less complicated.”
“It’s not as if he’s pushing for a change. Unlike Lightning who tried on numerous occasions to take you to the movies.”
“How are we back to me again?” Peggy Jo dropped her head on my desk.
“Some pair we are.”
“My mother is already calling me an old maid. At twenty-three years old. Can you believe it?”
I arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize you are so old, Peggy Jo.”
“We’re practically the same age.”
“I’m only twenty.”
She waved. “I forgot about your phony birth certificate. You can’t vote or drink and you only just learned to drive.”
“I voted in the 1948 election back when I thought I was twenty-one.”
“I skipped it, so we cancel each other out.” Peggy Jo whipped her head to the door as footsteps approached. “Howdy, Daddy.”
Theodore James Waley IV edged into the library, his hand stuffed in the pocket of his sports coat. “What are you doing down here?”
“She’s measuring for an office,” I said.
“Not unless you’re taking over as Admiral, my dear.” Waley shooed her with a flick of the wrist. “If we all start disappearing underground it might raise an eyebrow or two.”
Peggy Jo clicked her boots. “The agents have all the fun.”
“Speaking of,” Waley slid a telegram across my desk. “I received word from Harrison Fischer Carr this morning.”
I skimmed the message but the gibberish phrases meant it was encoded. “Does MI6 have a case for us?”
“It seems your sister is taking time off in Lake Falls.”
Air left my lungs. “Katherine?”
Peggy Jo rotated in the doorway and returned, not bothering to hide her eavesdropping. “She has some nerve to come here and blow up your life. What’s the cover story? I’m guessing you don’t introduce her as your long-lost British sibling who happens to be an MI6 agent.”
“She doesn’t need a story,” I said. “She grew up here. For a little while, anyway.”
“What?” Peggy Jo stiffened. “How am I just hearing about this?”
“Ellie Kingston, now Charleston raised her as her daughter.” My nose scrunched. “Which makes my sister my cousin.”
“How confusing.”
Waley cleared his throat. “If you two are quite finished, may I speak?”
“I can take a hint.” Peggy Jo waved and headed for the door.
“Carr asked me to keep an eye on his agent while she’s here.” Waley folded the telegram and slipped it into his pocket. “Can you handle your sister being here?”
“Of course.”
“Are matters with her settled?”
“Define settled?”
“Have you spoken to clear the air?”
“Not exactly.”
He removed his round glasses and cleaned the lenses with a handkerchief. “My family is as dysfunctional as it comes but take my advice when I tell you not to let things like this fester.”
“Katherine and I are strangers who have nothing in common.”
“Except you each attended prestigious colleges – Oxford and Harvard – and graduated at the top of predominately male classes. Oh yes, and you both became spies.”
“How is she so much further along in her espionage career?” I didn’t mean to ask the question aloud, especially because it made me sound jealous.
“MI6 recruited her from the university. She already has four years of experience.”
“Lucky her.” I sighed. “Are you sure there isn’t a mission for Finn and me?”
“Actually, I do have something.” Waley’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Where is Sawyer?”
Excitement raced through my body. A mission meant avoiding my problems. And the sooner the better. I pushed away from my desk. “I’ll find him.”
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Boyd the barber lathered my face with shaving soap. “Been a while since your last good shave, ey Sawyer?”
“Yes sir.”
“Your new pal stops in every day. Good tipper too that one.”
“Lightning?”
“Goodness no.” The barber snorted. “The Nedemyer boy is stingier than you, no offense.”
Why did people call me cheap just because I was careful with my money? I worked hard to make my way through Yale and a real estate alias didn’t pay particularly well. My eyes cut to the mirror where Boyd awaited my response. “Which friend?”
“Waley, of course. Everyone is chirping about your business and how you’re following in our mayor’s footsteps.”
“Real estate is a growing enterprise.”
“Sure, and it helps to have Waley as a mentor.” He reached for the straight edge. “As opposed to direct competition, I mean.”
A week back and the town already started tracking my movements. At first, I thought the Admiral was paranoid, but now his insistence on a cover story made sense. When Jenny and I worked with Waley or trained with Parker, people noticed.
Boyd whistled while he ran the razor across my face. “Next time you boys host a poker game, I wouldn’t turn my nose up to an invitation.”
My gaze darted to the partition separating the barbershop from the beauty parlor. “How would Mrs. Boyd feel about that?”
His belly shook with laughter. “She wouldn’t much care unless I lost a week’s wages.”
“Then you should probably stay home, Waley doesn’t play fair.”
“What about your girl? The gossip mill from those chatty Kathys never stops gabbing about her.”
“Jenny?”
“Of course, Jenny. You keeping another gal hiding somewhere?”
“What was the question?”
“She plays poker with the boys?”
“Better than me.”
“And golf?”
“She’s a regular Babe Zaharias.”
“Who?”
“The famous female golfer and Olympic medalist.”
“Ah, the Texas gal. We rooted for her.” Boyd reached for a towel. “Miss Jenny has caused quite the stir since her arrival.”
My brow furrowed. “It hasn’t died down yet?”
The fellow in the chair next to me removed the towel from his face. “I suppose I’m not the only one intrigued by the mysterious woman from Boston.”
I gritted my teeth. “Gordon. Are you following me?”
“Just came for the haircut, Sawyer.” He stretched for his glasses on the counter. “Why so paranoid, my friend?”
“You’re searching for something that doesn’t exist.”
He shoved a hand in his pocket. “I’m digging for secrets in the Nicolay family and we both know those are very real.”
Boyd’s eyes bugged and he stopped my shave to listen. “Is this about her conman father?”
“You can read about it in my book.” Gordon dropped a tip on the table. “Much appreciated Boyd, I feel like a new man.”
The barber jutted his chin. “I like him. He’s a good tipper.”
I snatched the warm towel and wiped the shaving cream from the other portion of my face. “Thanks.”
“I’m not done, Sawyer.”
I tossed him a half dollar. “Keep the change.” Perhaps a hundred percent tip would satisfy him. I grabbed my hat from the rack and raced outside after Gordon.
What he might find didn’t worry me as much as his presence. Just because the snake shed his skin didn’t mean he wasn’t still a snake. He enjoyed stirring up conflict for the drama.
I glanced left and right but saw no sign of the nosy reporter. My spirit lifted when I spied Jenny in a red wool coat. She adjusted the tilt of her pillbox hat as she slipped inside the Wordsmith. At the entrance, the bookstore cat rubbed against her leg and she shooed him away.
My smile melted and my stomach twisted into a knot. Something was off. In all the undercover personas she played, one constant remained – she never ignored an animal.
She grabbed a book from the window display and I caught a look at the woman’s face. What was Katherine Dalton doing in Lake Falls?
Her gloved fingers wiggled as she spotted me. She paid the clerk and met me outside. “Sawyer Finn, I was so hoping to run into you.”
“Does Jenny know you’re here?”
“Not as of yet. My train only arrived a half hour ago.” She patted my hand. “How are you?”
“Fine. Why are you here?”
“I’m on holiday.” She smoothed her fancy updo as the wind swept dark brown tendrils into her face. “Long overdue after what I endured; wouldn’t you say?”
“I suppose.” I shouldn’t discount the KGB kidnapping but she clearly came with a hidden agenda. “Why Lake Falls of all places?”
“Mummy has been begging me to visit since she moved back to these parts.”
My mind raced. “Your mother?”
“The woman who raised me after my real family abandoned me.” She cocked her head to the side. “Speaking of, how did your appointment with my dear old dad go?”
“You should ask Jenny.”
“I doubt she’ll tell me after I refused to accompany her.”
“Which is why I won’t be the one to gossip.” I tipped my hat. “Have a nice stay, Miss Dalton.”
She clutched my forearm. “Now Sawyer, that isn’t very hospitable. A Texas gentleman like you, I’m sure your mama raised you better.”
“Do you need a lift somewhere?”
“I would prefer a tour of the town. The last time I was here I couldn’t yet walk.” Katherine’s head tilted. “I wonder if we met back then. You and I are the same age, after all.”
“I doubt it.”
“Me too. I would certainly remember those blue eyes.”
I cleared my throat and focused on the task. “So, the bookstore you know.”
“Yes, I bought a copy of Agatha Christie’s latest… although it’s almost a year old now. I’ve read everything she’s written but lately, my job keeps me busy.”
My neck contorted to the side to read the title. “Crooked House.”
“Think I’ll like it?”
“Red herrings, family drama, and a surprise ending. Something tells me it is right up your alley.”
“You don’t find it at all curious an MI6 agent is obsessed with reading about murder in her free time?”
“Reading, no. If you start committing them, that is another story.”
She shoved my shoulder. “How clever.”
“This is Boyd’s Beauty and Barber.” I gestured to the building. “They cut hair.”
“Yes, we have something similar in London. Though we’d never get away with a beauty parlor and a barbershop sharing real estate. How does that work exactly?”
“Not very well.” I waved to the eyesore modern structure. “This is the headquarters for Waley Inc.”
“Any relation to your boss?”
I blinked and wondered how much she knew about the town. “If you’re planning to stay a while, you should beef up on your family history.”
“Why is that?”
“The Waleys and the Kingstons…”
“My clan.”
“Are in a long-standing feud that dates back to the Civil War.”
“And yet my sister works for the enemy? Cheeky.”
I lowered my voice. “Except people don’t know what we do, so can we keep that quiet?”
“I am familiar with the concept of a cover story.” She flicked a gloved hand. “What about the lovely restaurant?”
“A snobby French bistro.”
She raised a brow. “Sticks out like a sore thumb, doesn’t it?”
“A project by Mrs. Waley to bring culture and ridiculously small portions. I don’t imagine it will last.”
“Sawyer, Jenny, wait a minute I want to…” Lightning Nedemyer froze in the middle of the street and his jaw dropped. “Sorry, you look identical to Jenny from behind and front ways too now that I think about it.” He massaged the base of his neck. “You could be sisters.”
“Cousins actually,” Katherine said. “I’m Ellie Charleston’s daughter.”
“That explains the uncanny resemblance and the funny accent you two share.”
“I wouldn’t go so far as to say we share it. My cousin hails from Boston while I grew up in London.”
Lightning shrugged. “It’s all Greek to me, Miss Charleston.”
“Dalton but you can call me Kat.”
His head twisted. “You’re married?”
“Widowed.” She looped her arm through mine. “Sawyer is giving me a tour of your town as it has been some time since I visited. Would you care to join us?”
“I don’t want to intrude.” Lightning poked a finger. “Mind if I borrow him for just a minute?”
“By all means, Lightning.”
He dragged me across the Circle to the side entrance of Finn and Sons General Store
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