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  About the Book


In the world of espionage, danger lurks around every corner, trust is hard to come by, and finding love is almost impossible. 
After successfully uncovering a double agent in their ranks, rookie spies Jenny Nicolay and Sawyer Finn are finally ready to take the next step in their careers and their relationship.

But fate deals them a cruel hand when Sawyer is abruptly transferred to a mundane desk job in the Dallas office. Left to navigate treacherous waters alone, Jenny’s mission is to locate the mysterious Cuban Blue Diamond, all while adjusting to a new, untested partner.

As she digs deeper into the covert world of intelligence, Jenny unearths shocking secrets about the diamond and realizes its true nature isn’t crystal clear. She must act swiftly to safeguard the precious artifact from falling into the wrong hands.

In the shadow of doubt, can love light the way and help Jenny outmaneuver her adversaries to secure the Cuban Blue Diamond?
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  Chapter 1
Life of Luxury

Jenny


March 6, 1950 
Thawing snowbanks lined the property as the Rolls Royce whipped into a long, hilly driveway. Open acres stretched on either side of the road as far as the eye could see and, in the distance, a house loomed over the land below. A castle overlooking its kingdom.
Blades of green grass poked through the melting wintery mix to create a muddy sludge different from the beautiful landscapes depicted in the pictures.
Poets often praised spring as the season of rebirth and joy, the beauty of new adventures. A romantic and inaccurate depiction. The change of seasons was messier than anyone admitted and it never stuck on the first try. Just when spring thought it landed the knockout blow, winter countered with a final freeze to squash the budding flower in its tracks. That was how I felt on my new assignment, like a rose buried under ten feet of snow but expected to blossom.
A new identity. A new team. A new country. A girl could only take so much upheaval before she lost her composure. And despite everything, I was forced to trust practical strangers with my life… to save my life if it came to that.
Truth was a rare commodity in the world of espionage and finding love was rarer, like the mystical Cuban Blue Diamond the CIA tasked my squad to find. Even with the odds against me, I found someone I trusted completely in Sawyer Finn. But no sooner did I confess my feelings and the partnership was disbanded. He was reassigned and I stayed behind, hunting Ghosts.
So here I was in frigid Canada with my long-lost sister and a Texas Ranger as backup. Both capable spies but we hardly had the time to build a rapport before our boss handed out our first field mission – a dangerous undercover assignment in the house of a Nazi sympathizer.
All because of spotty intel and a black-and-white Polaroid.
I traced the edges of the blurry photograph Finn swiped from the Cubans a month earlier. A giant gemstone sparkled, reflecting dollar signs in the eyes of whoever desired the treasure.
With all this fuss, it better be bigger than the Hope Diamond.
I slipped the picture into my coat pocket and concentrated on the case. My thoughts on the jewel’s importance, or lack thereof, didn’t matter. The Cubans, Ghosts, and MI6 were hunting it, which meant the CIA wanted it first.
The myth of the Cuban Blue Diamond made the piece even more elusive. We only knew of its existence by sheer luck and after a month of research, we had our first morsel of credible intel.
A source in Paris found a ‘Blue Diamond’ listed as one of the artifacts the Nazis stole from the Louvre during World War II and traced it to Marquis Timothée Dupont in Ontario. Per the rumors, he received the gift as payment for trading information.
But were the Blue Diamond and the Cuban Blue Diamond one and the same? According to the boss, it didn’t matter. At worst, we would steal a valuable artifact from a Nazi sympathizer. At best, we would beat the Ghosts to their prized treasure.
Perhaps I missed the bigger picture but it was a huge bother for a hunk of rock. What would happen if the Ghosts or Soviets found the relic first?
I viewed the Cuban Blue Diamond as a McGuffin. Every great Alfred Hitchcock movie had one – the advanced airplane engine in 39 Steps or the coded message in a piece of music in The Lady Vanishes. It didn’t matter why people were after the McGuffin. All that mattered was they were. And we had to find it first.
My heart skipped a beat. Relax, Jenny. This is just another mission.
Nerves, jitters, and a lack of confidence. Three things that could cost a spy her life. Losing my partner played a role in my mindset shift but the fear of the unknown sent me into a spiral.
Katherine was my sister by blood but she was her father’s daughter and her competitiveness to be the better agent put us both at risk. Trusting her was almost more dangerous than the operation. Then there was Chuck Sweeney. A wild card whose rise from Texas Ranger to CIA agent came from so far out of the blue I couldn’t help my suspicion. But it was too late for doubts. The mission began when we crossed the border.
The Rolls Royce bounced over a puddle, spraying icy mud in the garden as the mansion came into full view. A gasp escaped through my pinched lips. The sheer size of the property made our search for the Cuban Blue Diamond much more difficult.
The mansion's facade stretched majestically to the clouds, presenting a formidable presence. Constructed of rich, sturdy stone it displayed intricate craftsmanship of a bygone era. The towers, almost medieval in appearance, adorned the corners of the structure, adding a castle-like quality to the overall design.
“Well, if this don’t beat all.” A low whistle echoed from the driver. “You could die on the fifth floor and it would be weeks until anyone smelled you.”
A wrinkled hand reached from the backseat. “I thought we decided you are my mute chauffeur. Meaning unable to speak.”
“I don’t see the issue with your driver being from Texas,” he grumbled under his breath. Chuck Sweeney was good at many things but accents and disguising his voice wasn’t one of them.
“I beg your pardon?” The esteemed Lady Elsa Canterbury lifted an eyebrow. She didn’t miss his gripe but challenged him to say it again. Though well into her seventies, the woman was as sharp as a tack. “If you flap your trap, Mr. Sweeney, you are sure to blow the entire mission in one syllable or less.”
We pulled into the circular driveway and a footman dressed in full livery hustled to open the Countess’ door. The strange scene with antiquated customs reminded me of pre-war England rather than modern-day Canada. Such the life of the rich and noble, clinging to their salad forks and dessert spoons with all their might.
“Chin up, Chuck.” I slugged his shoulder. “Us servants must stick together.”
He stroked his dark mustache. “How do you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Effortlessly transition to a Brit. You sound like you spent your entire life across the pond.”
Technically I adopted a working-class Scottish accent for my undercover role as a lady’s maid but to an untrained American ear, all British dialects sounded the same. “Practice. And lots of it.”
What Chuck didn’t know was that my con man father taught me loads of valuable skills - accents, pickpocketing, deception – the types of things all growing girls needed to learn.
I exited the Rolls Royce and helped Chuck grab the bags from the trunk. The cold Ontario wind cut through the Hamilton landscape, biting at the edges of my modest black uniform.
Lady Elsa pranced up the walkway, scrutinizing the small staff patiently waiting to greet the visitors of the Château du Montteaux. Her nose lifted into the air. “Hmmm.”
The butler edged forward, his hands tucked behind his back. “Is something unsatisfactory, Countess Canterbury?”
“No, no.” Her refined English accent rose an octave. “I’m quite pleased with my foresight to travel with my lady’s maid seeing as the Marquis has a penchant for cutting corners.”
“Ah.” The butler dipped his head. “The workforce is considerably trimmed from your previous visit, but I assure you, all your needs will be met.”
“I should hope so.” Her mouth pinched. “Do my niece and I get our very own rooms or are we expected to conserve linens and double up?”
“We have plenty of available rooms, Countess Canterbury, and the staff to service them.”
“Is our host doing some last-minute sweeping?” She glanced around the expansive yard. “I assume something pressing is keeping him from greeting us.”
“Marquis Dupont is at the library dedication in the city. His arrival is imminent.”
“Well, when he does arrive, have one of your footmen ring me.” She glared at the group. “You do still have a footman, don’t you?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Finally, some good news. For a moment there I thought this dinner might be the Marquis’ clever plot to ask for money to save his family home from ruin. But I suppose he’s just frugal.”
“Auntie, I think you’ve done enough interrogating for one day.” Katherine placed a hand on Lady Elsa’s arm. “We’d like to lie down before the meal.”
“Of course, ma’am. Follow me.”
Chuck started toward the house after the Countess and my sister but I caught his elbow. “Not so fast, Ranger.”
“What blunder did I make now?” he whispered.
“The front door is for guests and people with titles. You and I go through the service entrance with the other working stiffs.”
“This is why we beat the English in the Revolution. So, we wouldn’t have to play by dumb rules that make no sense. I’m so confused I can’t remember if I’m supposed to start walking with my left foot or my right.”
“Try one and hope you don’t fall over.”
He lifted a heavy trunk onto his shoulder. “This whole arrangement doesn’t bother you?”
“Which part?”
“Your sister gets to playact as a princess while you’re stuck in the basement with the mute chauffeur.”
“First of all, she is just a lady. That is the bonus title they throw out to any random family member of somebody important. Second, I’m the maid because dear Kat doesn’t have the undercover chops to imitate a working-class accent.”
“I still don’t understand how your sister is British and you aren’t.”
“It’s a long story, Chuck.”
As an MI6 agent, Katherine’s expertise was in linguistics. She spoke a million languages but sounded posh in every single one. Meanwhile, I could become whoever the mission required me to be.
Another vehicle pulled around the mansion signaling the arrival of additional dinner guests. I bounced down the steps to the service entrance. “Twenty hours to find the diamond, starting now.”
Chuck lifted the sleeve of his gray chauffeur jacket and checked the time. “We better move.”
He split off to the garage while the head housekeeper led me to my temporary quarters. Sunlight filtered through the heavy curtains, turning the attic room into a sauna, despite the chilly temperatures outside.
I dropped my travel case on the bed and introduced myself to my new roommate. “I’m Jenny McIntyre, lady’s maid to Countess Canterbury.”
“I know who you are,” the young girl said.
“That makes one of us.”
She stopped folding sheets and cast her eyes downward. “I’m just a chambermaid. If you want me to leave, I can make other arrangements.” She spoke with a thick Nova Scotia accent.
“Why would I kick you out of your room?”
“Because you’re a lady’s maid for a countess and I stoke fireplaces and track soot all over the place.”
“Sounds like you’re the perfect person to give me a tour of Château du Montteaux. But only if you first tell me your name.”
“Nellie, ma’am.”
“May I go with you on your rounds?”
Her face contorted into a confused scowl. “You want to help me clean fireplaces?”
“Idle hands are the devil’s playthings.”
She peered at her smudged fingers. “They are?”
“It’s just an expression. Means if I sit still too long, I get into trouble. I like to stay busy.” I smiled. “So, about that tour…”

      [image: image-placeholder]I twisted my wristwatch as I hustled down the hall with Katherine’s pressed evening gown slung over my arm. Only five minutes late, a record for me. I skidded into the Rose Room and closed the door.
My sister snatched the dress and swiped a hand over the front. “What took you so long? Dinner starts in less than a half hour.”
I spread my arms. “Perhaps you are confused by the elegant surroundings or blinded by your gaudy necklaces but I’m not actually your maid.”
“Drop the phony accent, Sister Dear. You aren’t fooling anyone.”
I cocked my hip. “You first, Kat. We both know you were born in Boston.”
The door to the adjoining room opened and Lady Elsa sashayed through, dressed and ready for the party. “Will you two consider lowering your voices to an appropriate register? I can hear your argument on the other side of the castle.”
“Guess Dupont cheaped out and opted for thin walls,” I said.
“And the most atrocious wallpaper. It looks like a regurgitated daisy.” She swiped her hand. “That’s beside the point. Your petty bickering is going to blow the mission.”
“Jenny refuses to keep up appearances,” Katherine said.
“Pardon me for assuming you could dress yourself.” I tossed her gloves on the wardrobe. “While you played princess, I took a tour of the grounds.”
“Any sign of the Blue Diamond?” Lady Elsa asked.
I shook my head. “Not yet.”
“So, what you’re saying is you made zero progress and wrinkled my gown out of spite.”
“Not everything is about you, Kat.” I rolled my eyes. “I may not have found the artifact but I know where it isn’t.”
Lady Elsa folded her hands. “So where is it?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s in Marquis Dupont’s study. It’s the only place the chambermaid didn’t show me.”
Katherine sprayed perfume on her wrists. “Then I guess it’s up to me to capture the Marquis’ attention.”
“Good luck. I hear the other young ladies in attendance have ironed clothing.”
Katherine marched toward me, wagging a finger. “I knew you did it on purpose. Your immature behavior is detrimental to the mission.”
Lady Elsa covered her eyes. “Your poor parents. I can’t imagine you two as bickering teenagers arguing over boys and competing over school grades.”
“Don’t feel bad for our parents,” Katherine said. “We didn’t grow up together. Jenny and I met three months ago.”
“Our father’s a con man and our mother may or may not have faked her death and abandoned us.”
My sister glared. “Why must you tell that story to everyone? It isn’t exactly a ringing endorsement of the Nicolay family character.”
“Everyone? Who else have I told?”
“Chuck Sweeney for starters. He didn’t need to know.”
I shrugged. “It was an excruciatingly long flight. I ran out of things to talk about.”
“Silence is an option to consider.”
“You should know, you turned the cold shoulder into an art form.”
The difference between Katherine and me was she always knew she had a little sister but she never bothered to search for me, whereas I was too young to remember her. The fact she left me behind so effortlessly upset me more than I let on.
Lady Elsa clapped her hands. “My suggestion to you both is intensive, psychological therapy to solve your numerous issues. Or to cease working together. But since neither of those is a viable option given the time constraint, I say we focus on finding the Cuban Blue Diamond before our window expires.”
I swallowed my irritation. I couldn’t allow Kat to bait me into an argument. She treated our fights like the Olympic Games and thrived on the sport of it. “Yes, ma’am.”
Despite her age, Lady Elsa Canterbury was one of the CIA’s most valuable Canadian contacts with both British and French resources. She worked with MI6 in an unofficial capacity dating back to the First World War.
With only three days’ notice, she arranged precedence to give us access to the Château du Montteaux, putting us within striking distance of the artifact. The party would provide a batch of viable suspects when the Blue Diamond went missing. All our bases were covered. The only thing left was to find the item and steal it before our morning train.
“I’m going downstairs to the festivities,” Lady Elsa said. “Do you think you two can manage to act civil without a referee?”
“We’re fine,” I said.
“I should hope so.”
The heavy bedroom door closed with a thud. I tightened my apron string as I scanned the space. I opened the wardrobe and snooped through the linens.
Katherine removed curling pins from her hair. “Don’t you think that was the first thing I did? The diamond isn’t here.”
“A second set of eyes never hurt.”
“Why would the Marquis store something so valuable in a guest room?”
I gestured to the dozen Victorian-era antiques. “Everything in here is old and expensive. Marie Antoinette probably ate cake on that very fainting couch.”
“Half the time I have no idea what you’re prattling about.”
“Only half?”
“You’re rambling about cake and the queen of France and expect me to follow.”
“When Marie Antoinette discovered her peasants were starving because they had no bread, she famously said ‘Let them eat cake’.” I rolled my eyes. “Try cracking a book every once and a while, Kat.”
“You have it easy, Sister Dear.” Katherine stepped behind the dressing screen and grumbled as she changed into her evening gown. “If the roles were reversed, I’d be a much more helpful lady’s maid.”
I pointed to my blonde wig. “We look enough alike that no one would question it. I’m willing to switch assignments, you just say the word.”
“Don’t be silly. We both know I’m better suited to catch the eye of Marquis Dupont. People of noble upbringing look for those of a similar breeding.”
“Your snobby accent doesn’t change the fact we have the same parents.”
“Perhaps, but my adoptive family raised me in a certain environment. I attended finishing school. I don’t become starstruck in the presence of ballplayers or film actors.”
Going toe to toe with Katherine to see who had the cushier childhood wasn’t a fight I thought we’d be having. But as the daughter of a formerly prominent Harvard professor, I didn’t exactly toss fish at the docks. I knew how high society operated. I also knew how quickly your crown could be snatched away when the facade fell.
“You’re right, Kat. You’re better suited for the role you’re in.”
I could do Katherine’s job but I doubted she could do mine. She liked to be the center of attention and a frumpy lady’s maid was a blow to her ego. Besides, I had no interest in hobnobbing with a Nazi sympathizer. Snooping around a castle and hunting for secret passageways was more my speed.
I ran a brush over Katherine’s shoulders, removing traces of lint. “You’re all set.”
She paused at the grand staircase. “Aren’t you coming?”
“I still have a few places to search while you rub elbows with our host.”
Her tongue clicked as if searching for a biting remark. “Try not to louse things up while I’m gone.”
“Ditto.”
The party commenced with drinks in the parlor as the downstairs staff enjoyed their early supper. That gave me an hour alone in the house while everyone was distracted.
I hurried to the east wing of the third floor and paused at the office door. I knocked and twisted the knob. Locked. With a glance over my shoulder, I slipped a bobby pin into the mechanism. A few jiggles and the old door screeched ajar.
The room was dark as night and a cold breeze swept through the open window. I stretched inside for a candle and lit the wick. I didn’t want to risk being spotted by one of the other servants. How would I explain my presence in a locked office? Perhaps I should devise a cover story, just in case.
I dismissed the notion with a wave. If need be, I’d come up with something on the spot. I worked better under pressure.
The hardwood planks squeaked underneath my feet as I tiptoed deeper into the room. I held the candle above my head and surveyed the space. The dim light flickered, casting shadows over every surface.
It's gotta be here somewhere.
I approached the bookshelf and squinted. Whoever arranged the shelves was a bigger compulsive neat freak than Finn. Each book was aligned at a perfect ninety-degree angle and in descending height.
I guess this guy never heard of the Dewey Decimal System.
My forefinger traced the spines, not finding a speck of dust. Hot wax dripped to my hand and I abruptly tilted the candle in the other direction. Wax sloshed over the rim, landing on a book detailing the French Revolution. I scraped the spill with my nail before it hardened and something caught my eye. The book neighboring the French Revolution was out of place. Short, small, and crooked. I craned my neck to read the title – Turn of the Screw. I removed the novella from the shelf and checked behind it. Empty. Not convinced, I ran my hand along the vacant space and received a splinter for my troubles. My thumb brushed against something metallic. A switch? I flicked the button and a door appeared behind the fireplace.
If I harbored a collection of priceless, stolen artifacts, I might stash them in the secret room hidden in my fireplace.
A revolver clicked in the back of me and a Cuban man stepped through the open window. The curtain fluttered in the breeze. “It seems you found what I was searching for, Señorita.”
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My eyes glazed over as I stared at the glass display case. All diamonds looked alike. Experts preached about cut and clarity but I couldn’t tell a cheap costume variety from the kind worn by royalty. What made the sparkling rock so valuable? Valuable enough to kill for.
“Does your girl have blue eyes?”
I glanced up from the ring I inspected and it clattered to the counter. “What?”
“A sapphire engagement ring is a brilliant choice for a blue-eyed girl. Or perhaps you would prefer something more traditional? This piece is from the 1920s…”
My buddy, Lightning Nedemyer, squeezed my shoulder. “He’s not the one getting married, not yet anyway.”
The pawnbroker lowered his glasses. “It’s never too early to start looking.”
“That’s what I told him. And if you could see the girl he is courting…” Lightning trailed off and pointed to the biggest diamond in the case. “Can I get a closer look at that one?”
The broker snagged a velvet box. “You have excellent taste, sir.”
Lightning backed up a few steps to view it in the light. “Shoo-wee, you can see this one from space.”
“Did you happen to notice the price? You can spend ten years at the general store and never afford it.”
“That’s just the starting bid,” Lightning whispered. “These fellas like to haggle. That’s the whole point of a pawn shop.”
I placed the ring box on the counter and turned to my childhood friend. “Are you sure about this?”
His long face contorted. “I’m an ace negotiator. Did I ever tell you the story about how I diffused a tense dinner between dignitaries from Russia, Germany, and Italy?”
“I’m not talking about buying a ring.”
He scratched his wavy brown hair. “Then what are you talking about?”
“Are you certain you’re shopping for the right girl?”
“Gillian is sweet and we get along great. My folks are crazy about her…”
“You only met her a few months ago.”
“Are you trying to tell me you didn’t fall for Jenny straight off?”
I sighed and massaged the back of my neck. “You’ve been in love with Peggy Jo since the second grade. Now suddenly you’re ready to marry Gillian?”
“I thought you liked her.”
“I do.”
“Well, she’s going to leave town to train for the ’52 Olympics soon.” He turned to the pawnbroker. “She’s a terrific skier. She’ll win gold for sure.”
I grabbed Lightning by the arm and pulled him aside. “Gillian is great but it wouldn’t be fair to her or you if you rush into this just because she’s leaving.”
“Sawyer, I realize you’re also Peggy Jo’s friend but you gotta admit, she’s not the nicest girl around. She’s downright mean most of the time.” Lightning crossed his arms. “Not to mention she despises me.”
“That’s not completely true.”
“We’ve never been on a date and I don’t think we’re even friends. I finally moved on.”
“Alright.” I shoved a hand in the pocket of my trousers. I didn’t normally butt into people’s personal lives but I hated to see Lightning surrender, especially when he didn’t have all the facts.
Peggy Jo was too stubborn to give the guy a chance. Or maybe she was worried about her job getting in the way. Though she wasn’t a field agent, a CIA recruiter kept just as many secrets. Probably more.
Lightning stroked his pointy chin. “The cut is okay but the clarity is pretty lacking. I might do twenty dollars.”
The pawnbroker choked out a laugh. “No.”
“What is your counter?”
“This is a 1924 Art Deco engagement ring,” the broker said. “To go any lower than the sticker price would be thievery.”
Lightning shoved the ring on his long, skinny finger. “Must have belonged to a large lady.”
“A jeweler can easily resize it.”
“If I have to take it to a jeweler, you should knock down the price, substantially.”
The broker shook his head. “That’s not how this works.”
Lightning stretched his tall frame, standing only a tick shorter than me. “Fella, I might not be from the big city, but I know a thing or two about Dallas socialites. They don’t shop for rings at pawn shops. People like me do. And hayseeds don’t pay sticker price.”
“I’m willing to come down ten percent.”
“Twenty or I walk.”
I dropped my head and wandered to the firearms section. The shop exhibited a nice collection of Winchester rifles and Colt .45s but I wasn’t in the market these days.
Before the boss shipped me off to desk duty in Dallas, I started carrying a Smith and Wesson. I became pretty handy with it too. But a month of boredom and piles of paperwork left my field skills rusty. Lately, I didn’t bother to carry the revolver and opted to leave it in the car. I had no use for it in the office. The biggest danger I faced was papercuts.
I propped an elbow on a spinning display as I examined the various pocket watches in a variety of styles. As if in a trance my mind flashed back to my first case where pocket watches played a major role. I longed for fieldwork, to be in the thick of the action, but mainly I missed Jenny.
We were an excellent team. Our results spoke for themselves. We were the most promising young agents in the Company and it was foolish to split us up. We were stronger together.
The Admiral claimed it wasn’t a demotion. My reassignment to Dallas was for the greater good. But the more time I spent behind a desk, the more it felt like a punishment. My family was a liability to my cover story and the further I was from home, the better. Examining the double agent’s every move was an excuse to ship me off. Doyle was dead. What was left to investigate?
Waley’s words rang in my ear. “We need reports on what missions or agents are compromised and more importantly if the double recruited any other CIA personnel to the Ghosts.”
After a month I uncovered nothing. No signs of a co-conspirator. No evidence he passed classified intelligence. No trace of what he worked on. But the double agent infiltrated the Company for a reason and the sooner I discovered what he was after, the sooner I could go home.
I checked my wristwatch and barely registered the time. My lunch break would be over soon but I had little interest in returning to my desk. I heard through the grapevine Jenny was on a mission with her sister and the Texas Ranger. A twinge of jealousy twisted in my gut. I wished I was the one working alongside her and not Chuck Sweeney.
For some reason, the girls found him handsome and charming. I just hoped Jenny didn’t find him too charming.
Lightning snapped his fingers by my ear. “I still don’t understand why you’re making yourself miserable. You miss Jenny. Why not come home?”
I stroked my jaw as I recited the familiar cover story. “These classes are important for the future of my real estate business. It won’t last forever.” At least I hoped it wouldn’t. The Admiral was rather vague about the duration of my assignment.
The door to the pawnshop flung open with a thud, busting through my daze. My body tensed as a man wearing a stocking cap approached the jewelry counter.
He threw a burlap sack at the pawnbroker and pumped a sawed-off shotgun. “Throw all your jewels in the sack,” he said in an overly graveled voice. “And none of that cheap stuff.”
The pawnbroker tossed the bag to the ground. “Shove off, Guy.”
He nudged the barrel into the broker’s side. “Maybe you didn’t see my hardware, Old Man. You don’t do as I say and I’ll start shooting customers. Guessing that would be bad for business.”
“Don’t flip your lid.” The broker wiped his hands on his apron and started filling the bag.
“Hey, that’s my ring.” Lightning edged closer.
“Back off, Farmer Joe or they’ll be picking pellets out of your teeth.”
“I can find another ring.” Lightning held up his arms. “I’m sure that one will look lovely on your wife. Or are you planning to resell all this stuff after you pinch it? That would make a tad more sense seeing as you don’t look like the type to wear ruby earrings.”
While Lightning did what he did best, I jimmied the display case and stole a Colt M1911 semi-automatic pistol and a box of ammo.
The cold blade of a knife pressed against my neck. “Hey Frank, this old boy here thinks he can play hero.”
I twisted for a better view of the partner. His face was obscured by a stocking cap. He outweighed the fella with a shotgun by a hundred pounds but despite being out of shape, he was strong. It wouldn’t be easy to get the drop on him. Especially with a knife to my throat.
“Drop the gun,” the big guy said.
The pistol dangled from my forefinger as I considered my options. Now wasn’t the moment to make a move. I dropped the Colt with a chuckle.
“What’s so funny?” the skinny robber asked.
“Just ironic. An hour ago, I complained about my boring office job and here I am involved in a stickup.” I shrugged. “Falls into the category of be careful what you wish for.”
The skinny crook’s glare bounced from Lightning to me. “You guys aren’t from around here, are you?”
“Nope.” I shoved an elbow into Tubby’s beak and his knife slashed across my neck.






  
  Chapter 2
Highway Robbery

Jenny


I glared at the revolver aimed at my head. The Cuban’s finger rested on the trigger. A small twitch and I was a goner. My gaze traveled from the barrel to the man in question and familiarity sparked. “Broken Nose, it’s been way too long.” 
“I know you?”
“Who do you think gave you that crooked schnoz? But don’t worry, it gives your face character.”
Broken Nose followed Finn and me after we visited my father at the McNeil Island Penitentiary. As one of the Cuban ringleaders, he was desperate to retrieve the information he thought we had on the Blue Diamond. But as far as I could tell, my father exaggerated his knowledge and conned the Cubans out of a sizable sum. It was safe to say we wouldn’t be working together any time soon.
Confusion clouded Broken Nose’s beady brown eyes as he struggled to place me.
I pointed to the blonde wig and momentarily dropped the Scottish accent. “Don’t feel bad for not remembering me, Amigo. I’m undercover. Sort of my specialty.”
“You’re the chica from Seattle?” The Cuban scratched the side of his head with the tip of the gun, a strange and risky tick with a loaded firearm. But the lapse allowed me to strike.
I snagged War and Peace from the bookshelf and hurled the 1,300-page hardcover at Broken Nose. It smacked into his midsection, causing him to fumble the gun. It slid under the bookcase, out of reach. Why did lost weapons never leave the villain’s grasp and fall straight into the hero’s? Was an easy dispatch too much to ask?
Broken Nose curled his hands into fists and circled me like a 1920s boxer. “Time for round two, Chica. This time I won’t underestimate you.”
I wagged my finger. “I knew you’d remember me given the proper knock on the head. But I’m really in no mood for a rematch. Too much commotion and the Marquis might become suspicious.”
“I don’t care.”
“Well, I do.” I gestured to my uniform. “As I said, I’m undercover.”
He lumbered after me, his arms spread like a burly farmer chasing a hen. I ducked under and spun to the other side of the office. I wasn’t afraid of fighting the Cuban. Based on our previous bouts, I was confident I could take him but fistfights were messy. Things would get smashed and staying under the radar would no longer be an option. The whole point of visiting as a member of Lady Elsa’s staff was so we could steal the Blue Diamond without the Marquis noticing it was missing. But Broken Nose had other plans.
I spotted a flicker of light in the window behind him. Chuck Sweeney clung to the third-story sill and gestured something but I couldn’t make out his motions. He wiggled a gun.
“You can’t shoot. The people downstairs will hear you.”
Broken Nose frowned. “Who are you talking to?”
“You, of course.” I edged closer and leaped into the air for a spinning kick. It missed and he caught my leg. I plopped to my backside with a ringing thud. Reason number one you should never wear a constricting dress on a mission, even if it’s appropriate. The calf-length skirt with a pencil silhouette allowed for no range of motion. My usual jujutsu headshot kicks barely reached knee level. “That’s disappointing.”
“Give up now and I won’t have to damage your pretty face.”
“Shall I wave a white flag or will this red handkerchief do?”
His thick black eyebrows twitched. “I didn’t expect you to give up so soon.”
I shrugged. “I quite like my face how it is.” My gaze darted to the Texas Ranger. Take your time. Not like this is life and death or anything.
Chuck swung through the window, snagged War and Peace, and dropped it on the Cuban’s head. Broken Nose slumped over, cartoon birdies floating around his dome.
“Nice shot.”
Chuck opened the book. “I never made it more than ten pages before Tolstoy put me to sleep.”
“We finally found a use for the behemoth.” I arched a brow. “How did you know I was in trouble?”
“I didn’t but I spotted Crooked Nose climbing the trellis and thought I oughta follow.”
“First of all, his name is Broken Nose.”
“And second?”
“Do you have any rope?”
Chuck produced handcuffs from the back of his chauffeur jacket. “Will these do?”
“In a pinch.” I tied the red handkerchief around the Cuban’s mouth. “Help me drag him to the fireplace.”
“I know he’s a bad guy but isn’t that a little extreme?”
I rolled my eyes. “There’s a hidden room behind the bricks.”
Chuck lifted the Cuban over his shoulder and hauled him into the secret alcove. Metal clanked as he tripped over something in the tunnel. “Any chance you can find a light switch?”
My head bumped into a chain hanging from the ceiling. I pulled the line, turning on a single lightbulb. Despite the limited wattage, the small, dusty space glowed.
“Empty.”
Chuck dropped the Cuban in a corner. “That’s disappointing.”
“I thought the artifact would be here. Why go through the trouble of building a fortress behind your fireplace if you don’t store anything in here?”
“I’m pretty sure this room’s been here a lot longer than the Marquis.”
I leaned against the stone wall. “If I had a room like this, I’d definitely use it.”
Chuck turned his broad shoulders sideways and squeezed into the opening. “It’s too small for practical use. Can’t fit more than one person in here comfortably.”
“You’re right. No one would build a secret space this tiny and not…”
“Not what?”
I ran my hand along the stone, searching for another door. “Another way out.”
“Not possible. That’s the exterior wall of the mansion.”
“So, we can’t go further out but what about down?” I tapped my heel against the brick floor and something moved.
Chuck dropped to his knees and muscled open the hatch. He plopped on his belly and peered into the dark corridor. “A ladder to nowhere. That’s not at all creepy.”
“Move it Ranger, we’ve got some exploring to do.”
He nudged his chin to the Cuban. “What about him?”
“He’s handcuffed and unconscious.”
“What if he wakes up while we’re down in the tunnel?”
“And does what? Climbs down with his hands behind his back? Trust me, he’s not that athletic.”
Chuck pointed to his hand where the thumb connected to the palm. “If you apply the right amount of pressure here, you can break your thumb and slip out of the handcuffs.”
I cringed. That was information I didn’t need to know. “Let’s hope he’s not so desperate that he starts breaking his own bones in the next ten minutes.”
“Your call, Boss.”
Despite Chuck’s dozen years of law enforcement and military experience, I was the ranking agent in the Company. Katherine didn’t count because she was MI6. If that was weird for him, he didn’t let on. He recognized my know-how and didn’t discount it just because I was a young woman.
In the early days of the Schneider case, it was evident we worked well together. Even though I enjoyed working with Chuck Sweeney, I dearly missed my partnership with Finn.
I hoped he fared alright in Dallas without me… but not too well. I didn’t want him getting grand ideas about reverting to boring desk duty. I had a difficult enough time drawing him out of his shell and convincing him to dump the broken window case. I’d hate to lose all our progress.
Chuck glanced up from the hatch. “Are you coming, Jenny?”
“Lead the way, Ranger.”
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Instant pain coursed through my nerve endings as the cold steel nicked my throat. It stung like air hitting razor burn but much more severe. Warm blood trickled to my shirt collar and I covered the wound as I lunged backward. The ache was deceptive. The cut wasn’t deep or even life-threatening.
I dropped behind the gun case as the skinny crook fired wild shotgun blasts in my direction. His partner, stunned by a busted nose struggled to his feet. He adjusted his grip on the knife and came at me a second time. I blocked the stab with my forearms, pushed him off, and rolled out of reach. Like a baseball player diving into the base, I scrambled for the discarded Colt pistol. Before I could fire, Tubby took stray buckshot from his partner in crime, the tiny pellets eating up his shoulder.
Horror spread across Skinny’s masked face as he reloaded. He pointed the sawed-off at the pawnbroker. “Don’t take another step or the old guy gets it. And from this distance, I ain’t missing.”
I tucked the Colt in the waistband of my trousers and raised my hands. “You’re already in a heap of trouble, Mister. Don’t make it worse for yourself.”
“My fortune is looking up.” He snatched the burlap sack filled with jewels and made a break for the rear door.
I hurdled the counter as if avoiding a Harvard defender and smacked right into Lightning. The lanky farm boy was one of the few people who ever tackled me in the open field in high school. Making the feat even more impressive was the fact we played on the same team.
“Move, Lightning.”
“I want to help, Sawyer. The fella took Gillian’s ring.”
“If you want to help, find a payphone to call the police. Make sure to tell them I’m in pursuit.”
I busted into the warm Texas sunshine and squinted in both directions. A tipped garbage can rolled down the alley, giving me Skinny’s direction. I hopped over the muck and rounded to the front of the stores.
Several people kneeled on the street, helping a woman collect scattered groceries. I focused my gaze twenty yards further where horns honked and traffic screeched to a halt. Skinny darted across the intersection, ditching his stocking cap and shotgun. Unloading the evidence. All except the bag of jewels, which remained firmly tucked under his arm.
I weaved around a slowing truck and hurried to catch the thief. Pedestrians spilled from the Majestic Theater as an afternoon picture let out. I elbowed my way through, catching dirty looks as I nudged slow-moving ladies aside.
A fiery little guy took a swing at me when I accidentally knocked into his wife. I ducked below his fist. “Police.” I flashed my billfold. “I’m pursuing a thief.”
The lie parted the crowd like Moses with the Red Sea. I picked up the pace, my cowboy boots practically hovering over the sidewalk.
Skinny ran with his head on a swivel and I memorized his crooked mug. He pumped his arms harder but the violent flapping only wasted the little remaining energy he had left.
I lowered my shoulder and plowed into the thief. The momentum sent us sailing into the market’s apple display. Granny Smith and Honey Crisp rolled along the cement, bouncing and bruising.
“You’re hurting me,” Skinny claimed as I pinned his arms behind his back.
“Hey, what’s going on?” A uniformed officer stepped outside the market. He dropped his sub sandwich as he drew his gun.
I held up my hands but kept a knee pressed into the thief’s back. “This guy just robbed the pawnshop two blocks over.”
The officer spotted the weapon in my waistband and his eyes expanded. “Nobody moves until we sort this out.”
I gently tossed him the pistol. “The pawnbroker will confirm my story.”
He radioed for backup. “I’m sure he will, Mister but you can never be too careful.”
I read the senior officer’s nameplate and rank. “It’s the truth, Lieutenant Budding. Check his jacket pocket. You’ll find a sack full of jewels.”
He cuffed Skinny and retrieved the stolen goods. His eyebrows lifted above his peaked cap. “Who did you say you were?”
“Just a guy in the right place at the right time.” I jutted a thumb over my shoulder. “This genius shot his partner at the shop. He needs medical attention.”
The lieutenant passed the crook off to a lower-ranking officer. “I’ll call for an ambulance.”
We arrived at the pawnshop as the drivers gave Tubby basic first aid and prepared to transport him to the hospital.
“You have this young man to thank for your life,” the pawnbroker yelled. “If it was up to me, I would have let you bleed out.”
“It was nothing.” Lightning wiped his bloody hands on a handkerchief. “Sawyer, did you catch the thin man?”
I nodded. “And the jewels.”
“I believe these are yours.” Lieutenant Budding dropped the sack on the counter. “We’re going to take statements in just a minute.” He excused himself and whispered with a team of uniform cops.
“Sure thing.” The pawnbroker dug through the bag and placed the velvet ring box in Lightning’s hand. “My best wishes to you and your future wife.”
“You’re giving this to me? For free?”
“I owe you my life.” He pivoted. “And what about you? A nice ring or maybe a watch?”
“I don’t need…”
“Young man, I insist. Don’t deny me this pleasure or I’ll take offense.”
My mouth curled. “I like the way the M1911 handled.”
“It’s yours.”
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My comfortable, practical lady’s maid shoes clanked against the iron ladder as we descended into the unknown. If the mysterious hatch didn’t lead to the Marquis’ underground collection of Nazi stolen artifacts, I’d eat my hat.
“The Blue Diamond has to be down here, right?”
Chuck paused a few rings below me. “Assuming our intel is accurate.”
“You think it might not be?” My brows knit together. “It’s a well-known secret Marquis Timothée Dupont was a Nazi sympathizer.”
“Okay, but that doesn’t mean they gifted him the Blue Diamond and nothing guarantees it’s the same piece we’re searching for.” Chuck’s boots clomped against solid stone ground after a prolonged descent. “If my time with the Texas Rangers taught me anything, you gotta take intel with a grain of salt. Especially when it comes from people in custody who are more interested in covering their backsides than helping you get a win.”
I dropped beside him. “You make a decent point.”
Waley mentioned the information came from Paris but he didn’t expand further.
Chuck flicked his lighter and gestured to two different options. “Door number one or door number two?”
“Gentleman’s choice.”
He twisted the doorknob on the right and squinted through the darkness. “Wine cellar.”
“What about door number one?” I jiggled the knob. “Locked. Give me a second and I can pick…”
Chuck shoved his shoulder into the door, splintering the frame. “Open sesame.”
“Way to be stealth, Chucky. Now no one will know we were here.”
He blew dust from a lamp as he searched for the switch. “The staff dinner is about to end. You and I have already been missing too long, meaning your window for valuing sneakiness over speed is closed.”
“Fine.” My jaw twitched. At least no one would hear us rumbling around deep in the depths of the basement.
Chuck finally located the light and dozens of priceless artifacts jumped out of the shadows. “Something tells me we’re in the right place.”
I traced the edge of a gold frame. “It’s like the Marquis has his own private museum.”
Chuck tilted his head and edged closer to the painting. “Is that a van Gogh?”
“I’m not surprised. Most people think Hitler ordered all the ‘degenerate’ modern art to be destroyed but the Nazis sold off many pieces to finance their invasion of Europe.”
“And people like the Marquis go unpunished for the things they did in the War.” A muscle in his neck tensed. “Any objection if we clear out the entire cellar and return this stuff to its rightful owner?”
“As much as I would love to, it’s not the mission.”
“None of this belongs to Dupont.” His hand tightened into a fist. “He’s a buzzard, scavenging off the dead.”
I knew Chuck fought in World War II but I wasn’t sure in what capacity. “I understand your frustration but when titles of influential people are involved, we must tread carefully.”
“I’m not scared of the French. Do they even have spies?”
“It’s not just France we have to worry about. He’s living in Canada, under the British Empire. And our sanctioned mission has nothing to do with bringing him in.”
“Fine. Let’s get what we came for.” He massaged his shoulders. “What does this thing look like, exactly?”
I pointed to an item hidden on the second row of a bookcase. “Like that.”
A jewel-encrusted box glowed in the dim light. It wasn’t what I expected but the gems featured a distinct blue tint. I dug into the pocket of my apron and studied the Polaroid of the Cuban Blue Diamond. One of the stones looked relatively similar. “It could be a match.”
“What’s inside?”
I rotated the latch and carefully lifted the lid. Papers spilled to the floor. I gulped as I read the signature. “Chuck, these are all signed by Louis XIV.”
“The king?”
“No, the football player Louis XIV. He plays flanker for the Lions and occasionally punts.”
“Sarcasm is very helpful.” He shook his head. “Do letters from a French king make the box more valuable?”
“Probably.”
“Is this the Cuban Blue Diamond?” His thick brows dipped inward. “If so, I’m not getting the connection.”
I looked the container over. “Above our pay grade. The mission is to retrieve an artifact stolen from the Louvre. This matches our intel. Somebody else can make the call on whether it’s Cuban.”
He pulled a cloth sack from the pocket of his jacket. “I’ll stash it in the garage while you head back upstairs to the dinner.”
I dusted off my uniform. “Do I look like I’ve spent the last hour crawling through cobwebs and fighting Cubans?”
“Surprisingly no. Which is annoying because I look like I rolled in the pigpen out back.”
“Speaking of Cubans, don’t forget about our Broken Nose friend.”
Chuck rubbed his lip with the pad of his thumb. “I’ll take care of him once this is safely tucked away.”
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After the thrilling afternoon at the pawnshop, the rest of my day would be nothing but a letdown. Lightning headed back to Lake Falls and I returned to the office where my dull, never-ending research on the double agent awaited.
When I signed on with the Company, I never imagined the job would become so boring. I longed for fieldwork and chasing bad guys. Anything to get my adrenaline pumping. If I wanted to sit behind a desk all day, I would have gone to law school and hung a shingle in my hometown. At least then my mother wouldn’t be so disappointed.
The worst part of a double life was not being allowed to share the secret with my family. They thought I threw my future away to go into business with a shady tycoon who played too much poker. And they blamed Jenny for the detour, for me not living up to my full potential.
Tension in the Finn house remained at an all-time high and showed no sign of decreasing. My cover was already tenuous. If they didn’t accept my choices, I might never be able to live in Lake Falls. And without Waley in my corner, I’d likely find myself chained to a desk for the rest of my career.
The CIA couldn’t look beyond my practical skills - photographic memory and codebreaking. Talents they believed I wasted in the field. But Waley considered the full picture. I was brave, athletic, and calm under pressure. But he also recognized Jenny and I were a strong team. At least he did once upon a time. These days I was easily replaced by a Texas Ranger.
A bandage stuck out of my shirt collar, reminding me of the close call with Tubby. Lightning insisted on taking me to the hospital, mainly because the volume of blood pooling from the wound made him faint. The nurse at Parkland assured him I didn’t require stitches and instead covered it in disinfectant and iodine. It didn’t hurt but it itched something fierce.
The underground steam engine train slowed to a stop at the Santa Fe Building. I placed my Stratoliner hat atop my head as the doors parted.
Typically, it was a mad house getting on and off the ‘thermos bottles’ but since I returned two hours later than normal, the lunch rush mellowed. I stepped into the elevator and punched the button for the thirteenth floor.
The Santa Fe Building was built in Dallas in 1924 along with the complex underground system to circumnavigate downtown traffic. Due to its location and state-of-the-art facility, it was considered the most sought-after office space until the War when the U.S. government bought the property. These days it was used as a federal building and an extension of the courthouse.
The doors dinged and I stepped out on thirteen. To someone who accidentally exited on the wrong floor and wandered into our office, the thirteenth floor appeared to belong to the telephone company. Wires stretched across the room as operators connected calls. The buzz of activity was never-ending.
I tipped my hat at the middle-aged woman stationed in the last booth. Her dark-brown eyes lifted over cat-shaped eyeglasses as she scrutinized my badge.
“It’s been a month, Mrs. Jones. When do I become a regular?”
“It’s policy to inspect every ID and log the name before granting access.” She flicked a lever to open the secret door to the CIA facility.
I nodded. “Of course.”
“Go ahead, Mr. Finn.”
As I strolled into the office an amused smile spread across my face. Jenny would get a kick out of the place and she’d especially enjoy the challenge of engaging Mrs. Jones in small talk. If anyone could get the no-humor woman to break protocol, it would be Jenny. She could make the stone-faced guards at Buckingham Palace crack up.
Weaving through the maze of desks I made my way to my temporary workstation. My stomach churned as I spotted the new nameplate and suddenly the assignment felt a lot less temporary. Funny how something as simple as a nameplate changed my entire outlook.
I traced the hand-painted letters ‘Sawyer Finn’. No aliases. No code names. There was no reason to protect the identity of a lowly codebreaker.
I tossed my hat on the coat rack and stretched my stiff body. Because of the time I missed chasing thieves, I was expected to burn the midnight oil. I procrastinated long enough.
The brass key jingled on the ring as I unlocked the bottom desk drawer. Buried under innocuous busywork was all my research on the double agent. Only those with level eight clearance or higher knew Doyle was a double agent and of those, only two knew about my investigation.
I went over every case Doyle touched during his tenure but I couldn’t guess what he or the Ghosts were after. He pulled old files and seemed to have a particular interest in the science division. He filled two journals with written transcripts of conversations between the head scientist and his team. From what I understood, they developed some sort of small radio device that could be hidden on a person. But despite their best efforts, they had yet to produce a working prototype.
The double agent might have wanted the technology for the Ghost Organization. It was equally possible his files and notes were intended to obscure his mission if anyone were to ever find out.
I propped my elbows on the desktop and rubbed my eyes. “This is going to be a long night.”
The phone rang, waking me from the haze. My heart raced as I pictured the caller - Jenny telling me she missed me on the mission or Waley saying it was time to come home.
“Hello?”
“Mr. Finn, I have your mother on the line.” The operator’s clipped tone echoed in my ear.
“Thank you, Mrs. Jones. Put her through.” My eyes dipped to my watch. Quarter after three. Mom must have stopped by Finn and Sons after school. The guilt trip phone call couldn’t wait until she arrived at the house.
“Sawyer, I’ve been trying to reach you for the last few days.” Her disappointed teacher's voice was like a punch in the stomach.
I grabbed a paperclip and rolled it over my palm. “Things have been busy.”
“Can I expect you for family dinner tonight?”
I again checked my wristwatch and calculated the drive. Even if I was free, I’d never make it in time. “I’m sorry but the boss has me working late.”
“Sawyer, I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re doing in Dallas.”
My brow furrowed. Waley may have sent me away but my cover story was still on shaky ground. “I explained the classes…”
“For the real estate firm you opened two months ago and are currently neglecting?”
“I don’t know nearly as much about the field as I should. The courses help. You taught me the importance of education, Mom.”
“When do you have time to attend class when you’re working a full-time job at the railroad company?”
“I learned a strong work ethic from my folks.”
“Don’t try to flatter me, young man. I’m worried about you.”
“I’m fine, Mom. I promise I’ll be home for the next family dinner.”
“Sawyer, does this have something to do with that girl?”
“What girl? Do you mean Jenny?”
“You know to whom I am referring.” The disdain in her voice intensified. “I understand she was accustomed to a certain status in Boston before her daddy ran into troubles with the law. Is she the reason you are working so hard?”
“Jenny doesn’t care how rich I am if that’s what you are getting at.” I brushed a hand through my hair. “She isn’t that type of girl.”
“Honey, you don’t know her nearly as well as you think you do.”
“What does that mean?”
“Nothing. I’m sorry I brought it up.”
My gut tightened. “Is there something I should know?”
“We can discuss it next time you are home.” She cleared her throat. “I apologize for calling you at work.”
Before I could say another word, the line went dead.
My mother’s behavior lately baffled me. She was always strict – a product of raising three rowdy boys. And as a teacher, it felt like she had two sets of eyes in the back of her head. But this was different. She was a sweet Texas lady. I never knew her to be mean or judgmental and yet she never gave Jenny a chance. To Virginia Finn, Jenny would always be the con man’s daughter. The femme fatale with a secret agenda.
My thoughts wandered back to the pawnshop. If the time came for me to buy a ring for Jenny, how would my mother react? A wry smile twisted the corner of my mouth. I was getting way too ahead of myself. Jenny and I still had not gone on a proper date. We shared one kiss, a great kiss, on the office stoop before I was transferred and we barely spoke since.
She told me she loved me and I disappeared for a month. Now she was going on exciting missions with the Texas Ranger.
I shook my head. Good going, Finn.






  
  Chapter 3
Mission Control

Jenny


The car squealed to a stop at the Niagara Falls Airport and Chuck cut the engine. “I’ll be glad when we get back to the States.” 
Lady Elsa leaned over the front seat. “Not a fan of Canada, Mr. Sweeney?”
“I miss the amber waves of grain. And my comfy cowboy boots.”
“Which also aren’t acceptable in most parts of America,” Katherine said. “Chelsea boots are far more fashionable.”
Chuck snorted as he climbed out of the Rolls Royce. “The fashion police can arrest me now ‘cause I guarantee I’m not wearing shoes named after a dame.”
“Your stubborn refusal to play a part is going to cost us,” Katherine said. “Your ‘bull in a China shop’ approach nearly blew our cover.”
“Excuse me for thinking the noble rank structure is outdated and stupid.” He turned to the Countess. “No offense intended, ma’am.”
I cringed as I stepped between the group, cutting off any further royalty debate. After everything Countess Canterberry did to assist our mission, the last thing we needed to do was insult her. “Please pardon the Ranger. He’s irritated we couldn’t clear out Marquis Dupont’s pilfered vault.”
Lady Elsa’s mouth puckered as if she tasted something sour. “I should be offended but there is something quite charming about the American Cowboy.”
“Let’s not tell him,” I whispered. “He’s already cocky enough as is.”
Her wrinkled, porcelain skin stretched into a grin. “Quite right.”
“I hope we didn’t leave you with too much of a mess, Lady Elsa.”
She waved away my concern. “Nonsense. This was the most fun I’ve had in ages. Next time you’re in Canada, give me a ring.”
“I certainly will.”
“Our plane is waiting,” Katherine said. “Don’t forget our bags, Charles.”
“I hate when she calls me that.” Chuck removed his hat and kissed the Countess’ hand. “It was a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”
A rosy hue appeared on Lady Elsa’s cheeks. “Likewise, Ranger Sweeney.”
Katherine disappeared into the cabin, leaving me to help Chuck with the luggage. I stared after my sister, reaching my limit of her spoiled, entitled attitude. “As soon as we cross the border, I am ripping the tiara off her majesty’s head.”
Chuck struggled to balance the large suitcases tucked under his arms. “I’ll hold her down while you do.” He tossed the bags in the cubby compartment in the tail section.
“Room for two more?”
He wiped the sweat from his brow as he forced them into the tight space. “Didn’t Kat get the memo about packing light?”
I shrugged. “Guess not.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him half of the suitcases belonged to me. Especially after I just accused Katherine of being a princess.
Pausing at the aircraft’s threshold, I waved goodbye to Lady Elsa and Canada. The mission was technically successful in the fact we retrieved the artifact, maintained our covers
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