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      June 1942

      “Is the dog drugged yet?” she whispered.

      “Yes,” he whispered back in English, although half the time he spoke to his accomplice in his native French. “Out cold, under the desk downstairs.”

      “We won’t have killed him, will we?”

      “Shouldn’t have,” came the reply.

      “André’s conked out too, then?”

      Henri Leblanc could hear the excitement threading through Catherine’s low-pitched, breathy voice, a soft, soothing sound that had so attracted him from the first time they’d met in this very building in the heart of the district known as Washington D.C.’s Embassy Row.

      “We won’t hear anything out of the guard—at least until dawn breaks,” he assured her.

      With a gesture, Catherine indicated they should advance from the public reception area of the French embassy, deep in shadow at 2:00 a.m., toward their next destination, down a long corridor in the converted mansion.

      Never far from Henri’s thoughts was the memory of the incredible day he’d first encountered Catherine Farnsworth Cahill Thornton, the Farnsworth part of her name having particular resonance given the legendary influence of her Minnesota mining family in the halls of Congress. Observing her slim figure in the embassy’s dark hallway, it struck Henri that meeting Catherine nine months before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor was one of those moments that had changed his life. America was in the war now, a leading member of the Allies, rendering Leblanc’s world even more chaotic, as it was for all French citizens wherever they might be marooned.

      The embassy in the United States capital where Henri had worked as press attaché for six years had been turned upside down when Germany invaded France in June of 1940 and the French Vichy contingent took over. The new ambassador, sympathetic with his Nazi overlords, had asserted firm control at this overseas outpost. Worse yet, the country’s leaders had committed their future to an elderly authoritarian, the French General Philippe Pétain.

      On this late sultry night in June, the halls and offices of the French chancery were absent the normal daytime bustle. In fact, the entire building was deserted except for three humans and a guard dog whose water bowl had been secretly laced with Nembutal.

      Following behind Catherine, Henri moved steadily down the corridor near the press office where he routinely spent his working hours and considered what it had been like this past year to toil there every day. He felt a surge of anger each time he faced the reality that the defeated French government had given up its sovereignty in the wake of the murderous German assault.

      Catherine’s whisper startled Henri out of his gloomy reverie.

      “The safe is in that last room on the right, yes?”

      Henri peered down the dim hallway in the direction of the locked code room. The spacious, former private home with its pillared, wrap-around front porch was set back from Wyoming Avenue, a thoroughfare with many grand houses, all silent at this late hour.

      “Yes. The room at the right at the end of the hall.”

      Henri marveled at the surprising ease with which he and the American woman posing as a newspaper reporter for a right-wing D.C. daily had rendered the embassy’s night watchman unconscious.

      Their bold action this night had been preceded by a month of jovial byplay when the pair posed as clandestine lovers in search of a discreet trysting place where they could meet a few times a week. The friendly—but now insensible—André currently was slumped in his chair, mouth slightly open, snoring peacefully in his basement lair. To their relief, the guard had turned out to be only too happy to accept nightly bribes of champagne, chocolates, or cartons of American cigarettes and had eagerly quaffed numerous glasses of bubbly earlier that evening, passing out with gratifying rapidity.

      Henri had a sudden, disturbing thought. Was he—a former French military officer and previously loyal French diplomat—accepting a bribe, just like André? Even more shocking, he was helping to steal copies of highly secret French naval ciphers, codes that were a crucial part of the Vichy government’s encrypted system of communication with their German masters. On some base level was he, a French patriot to his bones, doing this in return for enjoying the alluring charms of his American partner in crime?

      The thought was repugnant to a man who’d flown numerous risky sorties for France in the Great War. But was it true, nonetheless?

      Pushing such unpleasant notions aside, Henri touched Catherine’s sleeve, declaring softly as if checking off a list, “Step one accomplished: getting after-hours access to the embassy and ensuring that the champagne would do its job.”

      “D’accord,” Catherine murmured, flashing him her lovely smile.

      He was amazed that the calculated persona he’d agreed to assume as Catherine’s supposed lover had so swiftly transitioned into reality. Catherine Thornton was unlike any woman he’d ever known. He considered himself a worldly man of wide experience and was wise enough to know that his life had taken a highly dangerous turn both personally and professionally.

      Interrupting his jumbled musings, Catherine whispered, “The champagne had its effect, for sure.” Her eyes alight with mischief, she added, “But don’t you agree that the Nembutal I slipped into André’s glass and the dog’s bowl certainly helped?”

      The trace of a grin, along with her delicate features, startlingly green eyes, and a halo of amber-blonde hair softened the message that she was actually the brains of this operation tonight. After all, hadn’t she recruited him to switch allegiances? Or was it all just a matter of serendipity? Fate? Had their coupling merely been magnetic forces in the disordered world of war that had drawn them inexorably together?

      Catherine halted near the door to the ambassador’s empty office and inclined her head in the direction of the stairwell that led to the basement.

      “Now that those two downstairs are neutralized,” she murmured, “I hope to God we’ll have enough time to do the job.”

      Henri stared down at her slender figure, distracted, as always, by the sultry sound of her voice in a distinctive register even Greta Garbo would envy. Her speech was warm, inviting, full of empathy and understanding for a man in an unsatisfactory marriage, tortured by desperate circumstances over which he had no control.

      Catherine was looking at him expectantly, forcing his thoughts back to the task at hand in this pre-dawn hour in June.

      “Conservatively, I imagine that we have no more than two and a half hours.”

      “Good grief!” Catherine exclaimed, glancing at her wristwatch encrusted with tiny diamonds around its face. She swiftly lowered her voice. “I thought that dose would give us at least four hours.”

      “Yes, but the nightly cleaning crew comes in anytime between four and five, so we dare not take that long. We have to move fast, just in case they show up early.”

      She cast him a measured look. “Well, then, we’d better get cracking,” she replied, her Minnesota roots seeping through her East Coast polish.

      “Cracking,” Henri replied, deadpan, “would seem to be the operative word tonight—given that antique safe in the code room.”

      Catherine led them a few more steps down the hallway before she abruptly halted for a second time and turned around, rewarding him with a sudden, broad smile. For the operation this night, she was dressed smartly in cat burglar attire: black, pleated gabardine trousers and a turtleneck sweater. She took a step toward him, rose on tiptoe, and cupped her gloved hands on either side of his face. She hesitated only a moment before kissing him full on the lips.

      Vintage Catherine, he thought distractedly. A secret agent willing to take outrageous risks, daring fate in her craving for physical stimulation in the face of high-stakes danger. It was a character trait he’d observed before and wondered at its origins.

      “Bonne chance to us both, then, mon amour.” Her bilingual words were laced with the heavenly taste of the very pricey bottle of Veuve Clicquot they’d shared earlier with the hapless André, although after the first glass of champagne, the guard’s portion had had that extra something slipped into it. “The sooner we’re done with this assignment tonight, the sooner…”

      She failed to complete her sentence, but rather pushed her trim pelvis suggestively against his mid-section and was rewarded with evidence of an immediate arousal. She could do that to him any time she pleased, Henri thought, with a stab of worry. He’d never known anyone like her. She was utterly irresistible. His feeble protest was more a groan than an admonishment.

      “Now, none of that,” he protested in hushed tones. “You said it yourself: We’ve got to get cracking.”

      “None of what?” she teased as he shifted his weight against her smaller frame to take full advantage of the friction mounting between them.

      “Playing Agent Fifi at a time like this,” he replied, making an oblique spy-craft reference to the practice of using women agents to prompt men to reveal secrets they shouldn’t.

      She pulled away, gazing deeply into his eyes. “A honeytrap, am I?”

      Was she offended by his remark? He’d never found it easy to read her thoughts. There was so much about her past he did not know nor understand. What had drawn her to this perilous life? What had triggered her decision not to remain with her English husband posted to Chile? Why didn’t she exhibit the conventional female desires to be a mother and loyal wife to her distinguished spouse? Who was Catherine Thornton really?

      “Ah, cher Henri,” she said, switching to French, her voice resonating in the low tone she had of speaking that was as much an aphrodisiac as a plate full of oysters. Her confident, seductive manner reflected the fearless, privileged thirty-two-year-old American she was, a young woman who spoke three languages without the trace of an accent in any of them. “Mon ange, ce soir je suis ‘Mademoiselle Colette Durand.’”

      “And for this assignment, my angel,” he said, parroting her words back to her in English, “your code name, Colette Durand, suits you perfectly.”

      “Oui,” she shot back, flashing him a pleased expression. She took his gloved hand in hers and squeezed it firmly, guiding him the last steps to the threshold of a locked door on their right. They would leave no fingerprints—that is, if they didn’t get caught mid break-in. If they did, Catherine’s American government would probably step in to save her. His, on the other hand, would order him in front of a firing squad for being a traitor to, and enemy of, Vichy France and the German occupiers that were crushing his country.

      “Alors…Monsieur Attaché?” she teased, gently mocking his title of French press representative. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” he answered, with a brief nod toward the code room. “And are you certain you can actually pick the lock on this door?”

      He hadn’t dared to try to steal the solitary key from the ambassador.

      She pulled him close again. Sometimes he wondered if she didn’t use sex as her preferred weapon of war. “Oh, yes,” she sighed into his ear. “I’ve been well taught.”

      “Mon Dieu, let us pray you have.”

      He watched as she dug into her pocket and retrieved an implement given to her by their British handler, the mysterious Mr. Pepper, an army major from the British Security Coordination Office in New York, who had been guiding this adventure. Using the small tool, she swiftly and easily opened the door to the room where copies of the naval codes were kept.

      “Step two…” Henri muttered admiringly, the enormity of their next task ahead sinking to the pit of his stomach. “But now to get past the locked closet door inside this room and then open the damn safe.”

      “Not a problem,” she assured him, her soft laughter giving him a welcome dose of Dutch courage. “With any luck at all, right below that window over there awaits our friend, the Georgia Cracker—late of the State Penitentiary in Atlanta—who will break into this safe for us. It is Step three that will be awfully tricky, my darling Henri.”

      “Copying the codes and putting them back without anyone detecting the theft?”

      “Mais oui, mon amour…c’est ça. But⁠—”

      She shot him an almost impish expression, as if filled with delight by the treachery they were about to commit.

      “If we can just get those codes into Mr. Churchill’s hands,” she pronounced, barely above a whisper, “we’ll help him win this blasted war!”
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      Catherine had been confident that she not only could pick the lock on the outer door to the code room—which she certainly had done in good order—but that the second door to the closet where the safe stood in the corner, solid and seemingly impregnable, would pose no problem either. After all, she thought as she strode across the room that had probably once been a bedroom in the mansion on Wyoming Avenue, NW, she had practiced this part of the operation often enough under her handler’s cool, assessing gaze.

      She knelt on the carpeted floor, inserted her special implement into the lock, bit her lip, and gave the pick a delicate twist.

      “Ha!” she chortled under her breath when the lock’s tumblers made a satisfying click, and she swiftly turned the handle and pushed open the closet door. “Voila!” she declared, gesturing toward the large iron box in the corner that sported a bulbous knob imbedded at its center. “Behold the safe! I hope you’re impressed.”

      She glanced over her shoulder where Henri stood, his tall figure looming behind her. From the moment they’d approached the entrance to the embassy, she’d sensed how nervous he was. She wagered that the French diplomat had summoned every bit of fortitude he possessed to mask his worry that one of them might botch this impossible assignment and end up on their way to prison—or worse.

      “I am very impressed,” he whispered, as she felt his hand lightly stroke her shoulder.

      Henri Leblanc’s physical affection for her, along with his sophistication, love of France, and his world-weary ways were attributes that had attracted her from the first moment they’d met. Like her, even if he were apprehensive of the consequences of their bold and daring commitment to obtaining the secret naval codes, he had proceeded with the plans anyway. Not once had he raised a single protest against any of the dangerous requirements of the task at hand. These qualities, and his handsome physique at age forty-three, had drawn her to him in a fashion she’d never before experienced with the many men who had wooed her.

      Only her dashing father had shown the kind of courage and steadiness Henri Leblanc had exhibited. That, too, had been part of Henri’s attraction. Of course, she couldn’t deny that her late father’s attentions to his only child had been painfully sporadic since Colonel Cahill’s career had caused him to be physically absent most of her life. Henri, on the other hand, had been by her side from the day they’d met—so much so, she was amazed his American wife, Alice, had never seemed the wiser.

      Catherine slipped the lock pick into her pocket, rose to her feet, and gazed at her accomplice. For a split second, she had a vision of how outraged the formidable Gladys Farnsworth Cahill would be if she knew the secret life her grown daughter had been living since returning to Washington after abandoning her husband at his current posting.

      Catherine knew that somewhere in her file with the Brits were notes listing her specialty: “Mrs. Thornton, an American of means and a British diplomat’s wife, is highly skilled at obtaining information from powerful, important men by means of her marked intelligence, physical attractiveness, linguistic skills, and prodigious feminine wiles.”

      Feminine wiles, my Aunt Fanny! Those handlers know exactly what I can do, and they’re damn glad someone on our side is willing to do it!

      Abruptly, Catherine dismissed thoughts about the annoying characters bedeviling her life. She looked up, favored Henri with another smile, and pointed to the window where a slender shape had just appeared, silhouetted in its frame.

      “Tell the Georgia Cracker out there on the ladder that he’d better get in here and be awfully quick about figuring out the combination to this safe!”

      Henri reacted swiftly. Striding to the opposite wall, he unlocked the catch on the window and slid its sash upwards toward the high ceiling overhead. A thin, unshaven slip of a man climbed through the opening. His pallid complexion bore witness to the years he’d been incarcerated…that is, until he was temporarily “liberated” by some covert means, due to his special talents.

      With a brief nod, the safecracker headed in the direction Catherine indicated, entered the closet, and knelt before the mammoth iron box that the three of them had been assured contained the naval codebooks. He tenderly fingered the large, black dial as if it were a long-denied pleasure. Then, with an ear pressed to the lock’s tumblers, he began the painstakingly slow process of wheedling the combination from the safe.

      After what seemed like hours twirling the dial back and forth, he began muttering numerous curses during repeated failed attempts. At last, he announced in a hoarse whisper the first three sequences of numbers that, in turn, Catherine recorded in a small notebook she’d retrieved from her pocket.

      “Y’all know that the last numbers are always the hardest,” he mumbled under his breath.

      Catherine merely nodded, while Henri stood quietly beyond the door to the code closet. Both held their breath.

      After continued unsuccessful tries, the fourth sequence of numbers finally clicked into place. When the Georgia Cracker swung open the metal door to the safe, all three witnesses winced at the startling sound of the rusty hinges’ high-pitched squeaks.

      “Thank you, Jesus!” croaked the triumphant safecracker. He looked over his shoulder at Catherine and added with a snort, “Well, this should shave a few years off my sentence, dontcha think? Be sure that Brit boss of yours tells the Yanks how well I did this job, will ya?” he added in his slow, southern drawl.

      “Absolutely!” Catherine said with delight. “You already came highly recommended, and you’ve done splendid work. I’m sure there will be other assignments that will earn you even more time served.”

      “All’s I ken say is they’d betta keep their word,” he growled.

      Catherine could see that the prison warden’s warning was accurate. Clearly, this diminutive man could be vicious if crossed by an adversary.

      Without further commentary, the convict rose to his boot-clad feet and turned to go. Just then, the three froze in place at the sounds of clanking buckets and voices chattering in the hallway only a few yards outside their door.

      The cleaning crew had arrived!

      Without a word of farewell, the safecracker bolted for the window.

      “Wait!” hissed Catherine, running after him. “What were the last numbers of the safe’s combination?”

      “Two clockwise turns to number fourteen and a half turn back to lucky number seven!” he hissed back, and before either Catherine or Henri could say another word, he disappeared through the open window.

      Catherine leaned her head outside to watch the safecracker climb down the ladder. Another agent waited for him on the last rung, handcuffs at the ready, to return him to the Atlanta Penitentiary.

      “Merde!” Henri exclaimed under his breath. “Now what? We won’t be able to get the codebooks copied!”

      “But at least we can now open the safe,” she whispered back, jotting down in her notebook the last numbers of the combination. “We’ll just come back another night.”

      Henri pointed toward the sound of the noisy cleaning crew. “What the hell do we do now?”

      “Nothing,” she replied calmly, although she could feel her heart thumping in her chest. “Only the ambassador has the key to this room, remember?”

      Henri darted a gaze around the chamber. “Well, that’s what the bastard told everyone, so I hope that’s the case.”

      Outside, the clanging of buckets and the babbling cleaning crew entered a room across the hall. Catherine dashed to turn off the code room’s overhead light while stuffing her notebook containing the precious combination to the safe into the pocket of her trousers. She signaled that the two of them should shut themselves in the closet where the safe stood, its door still open, and in seconds they were sheltered inside.

      “We’ll wait here until the coast is clear,” she said, sotte voce. “Once they start cleaning the ambassador’s office, we can sneak past the door and tackle this mission on another night.”

      “Major Pepper won’t be pleased,” Henri whispered in the dark.

      “Major Pepper is damn lucky we got this far!”

      “Maybe we should follow the safecracker out the window?” he suggested.

      “The ladder and the other agents are long gone by now,” she murmured.

      To her, this was just one more challenge to be met, and meet it she would. It was exciting—highly stimulating, in fact, she thought, a familiar tingling fanning downward toward her thighs.

      Henri reached for her hand, and Catherine was startled how comforting his touch felt. If she had allowed herself to truly think about their perilous situation, she might be as unsettled as he obviously was. One of her skills, she knew, was in not allowing her mind to move in dicey directions.

      Without warning, Henri pulled her against his chest, and his lips sought hers.

      “Oh, fearless, brave Catherine,” he whispered in French. “You are a wonder. Do you know that?”

      For a few seconds, she returned and even deepened their kiss. Then, for some reason she didn’t understand, she broke their embrace and tucked the top of her head under Henri’s chin, leaning against him while she wrapped her arms around his waist. The two waited in reassuring silence for a chance to escape the embassy undetected. His broad chest and pleasant, manly scent calmed her racing heart. Fifteen minutes later, she realized not a sound could be heard outside the code room door, and she dutifully called a halt to the comfort of their embrace. At length, she gave his hand another squeeze while listening intently to the silence that now filled the hallway.

      “They must be cleaning the ambassador’s office by now,” Catherine declared softly. “Let’s make a run for it.”

      Her gloves on, she cast a final glance at the codebooks stacked inside the safe and carefully closed its heavy door, wincing a second time at the creaking hinges. She returned the dial to the position she’d recorded in her notebook at the outset and then, after the two of them had stepped outside the closet, relocked that door as well.

      Glancing around the code room to be sure all was exactly as they’d found it when they first entered the inner sanctum, she relocked the closed window, leading the way out of the room. A moment later, the pair quietly entered the hallway and shut the outer door that locked automatically. Single file, they tiptoed down the lengthy carpet, past the hardworking crew preoccupied with the task of tidying up the ambassador’s private bathroom. Fortunately, the trio of cleaners remained oblivious to the presence of two secret agents gliding out the embassy’s front door and disappearing into the sultry morning mist that was rising in thick waves off the Potomac River.

      It was the dawn of June eighteenth, realized Catherine. The hammer of summer heat would soon descend once more, turning the coming day into another scorcher. There was no denying it: The Founding Fathers had built Washington, D.C. in a swamp.

      She glanced up at Henri’s classic Gallic profile as they continued to stroll casually down the sidewalk. She’d long admired the slight curvature of his nose and his full head of salt-and-pepper hair.

      “Vive la France,” she sighed on a long breath.

      She wondered if the mission chief would entrust the two of them with a second attempt to copy the codebooks—an assignment that would be just as fraught with danger as the one they’d almost completed.

      “Lafayette, I am here,” Henri answered with the trace of a smile.

      Catherine felt a soothing and totally unexpected wave of relief fill her chest. Despite Henri’s understandable trepidation, he still considered himself her comrade in arms.

      They’d try again to complete their nigh-impossible task, if only the enigmatic Mr. Pepper would trust them to complete the mission on another night.
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        * * *

      

      Catherine and Henri were silent on the walk to Catherine’s car that was parked on an adjacent street. Once sitting in the passenger seat, Henri leaned back on the headrest and wondered at the turn his life had taken. Catherine started the car while he closed his eyes, his thoughts drifting back to the last fifteen months of his life as press attaché for the despised Vichy French in Washington.

      He had responded dutifully to the newswoman Catherine Thornton’s request for an interview with the current, loathsome French Ambassador to the U.S. Henri had been prepared to find the stunning Mrs. Thornton thoroughly repugnant after she’d said on the telephone that she planned to write a magazine article “laying out the Vichy side of the conflict” for her American readers. Many of those readers had fought in World War I and wished America to remain neutral in the mushrooming conflict in Europe. That ruse, of course, turned out to be Catherine’s cover story, a fact he discovered soon enough.

      Henri had risen from his office chair that momentous day to greet her for the first time, her elegant, gloved hand outstretched. Of course, he’d recognized the name Farnsworth, which she employed as part of her byline, but he’d been startled by her patrician good looks and lithe, alluring figure cloaked in a chic green wool suit the color of her eyes. But the biggest shocker had occurred after that bogus interview. She’d smiled up at him as she prepared to leave the embassy, and the only mad thought in his head had been, “I don’t want this woman to walk out the door and never see her again…”

      That day, escorting Catherine down the embassy’s hallway toward the front entrance to bid her farewell, he was incapable of stopping himself from inviting her to lunch at one of Washington’s most expensive restaurants.

      They’d lingered long over their mid-day meal and some excellent wine, which had undoubtedly led to his letting slip a few comments that indicated in what little regard he held his Nazi-sympathizing superior, the ambassador. When he’d offered to drive Catherine home to her fashionable townhouse in Georgetown, she’d invited him in for a cup of tea, of all things. Before he could begin to consider the ramifications, they’d fallen into bed just shy of five o’clock that afternoon.

      He remembered that she’d never taken off the luminescent pearls nestled in the hollow of her slender neck. Just before they’d made love, she acknowledged to him that the beautiful string had been a wedding gift from her wealthy grandmother and namesake, Catherine Farnsworth, the original Minnesota mining heiress.

      “I actually have dual citizenship,” Catherine had disclosed to him that first day, handing him a lit cigarette as both leaned against the plush velvet headboard in her beautifully appointed bedroom on O Street. “British as well as American. Quite handy to have, as it’s turned out, and all thanks to my own rather miserable marriage—when I was practically a child, mind you,” she added with a sly wink.

      “And where is Monsieur Thornton at this moment?” Henri had asked, attempting to mask his alarm, for she’d worn no wedding band.

      “Currently and conveniently stationed at the British embassy in Chile,” she’d replied forthrightly. “Jeremy and I are legally separated, by the way. No chance of him barging in or anything, so not to worry.”

      Then, shocking him to his core, she’d added casually that day, mere months before Pearl Harbor, “Actually, you probably ought to know that I’m working for the British secret services, given that the U.S. is stupidly refusing to join the fight in Europe. We are such head-in-the-sand Americans here in D.C.,” she’d stated flatly, describing her years as a U.S. military brat studying in Paris and at exclusive schools in Switzerland, Germany, and Italy. Her late father, a Marine colonel, had been assigned throughout her youth as a security attaché overseas. “Anyone could see clear as day that we were all going to be fighting Hitler before long.”

      She’d cast him a sidewise glance across crisp ivory sheets and declared that it had been immediately obvious to her that Henri Leblanc was no enthusiast for the Vichy regime that now ruled life at his embassy.

      “Having sensed your feelings at lunch, I’ve decided to risk telling you the truth about me,” she’d said, maintaining her steady gaze across the small space that had separated them in bed. She’d sighed, her brow furrowed, and blurted a sentiment that endeared her to him then and there. “I so love France, Henri. I just can’t bear to see what is happening over there.”

      He remembered, then, her staring at him with a look he’d never forget.

      “Besides the mission I’ve accepted,” she’d said softly, “I cannot deny that I found myself very drawn to you, Monsieur Leblanc. It’s as plain and simple as that.” With a slight shrug of her smooth, satiny shoulders glistening under the lamplight beaming from her bedside table, she’d leaned toward him and added with a throaty laugh, “Why pretend otherwise? And why not combine business with pleasure?”

      Within a day or two, as well as several unforgettable nights, Catherine had set about to convince Henri that helping her obtain copies of the French naval codes from his embassy for the British government was an act of pure patriotism toward La France.

      “Stealing the cyphers?” he’d replied. The mere thought was preposterous. “What an utterly mad idea, Catherine. And besides, they’re locked inside an enormous safe in our code room, to which only the ambassador has the key.”

      As if she hadn’t heard a word he’d said, Catherine continued with an earnestness he’d found rather touching. “Knowing where those French ships are—and their movements—will go a long way in preventing Germany from taking control of what’s left of your poor Navy, to say nothing of your colonies in Africa.”

      Hearing her say that, Henri knew only too well that the United Kingdom needed to win at sea as well as in North Africa in order eventually to launch successful landings in the South of France and across the English Channel. With Catherine’s unique form of persuasion, he came to see that forgiveness of Winston Churchill and the UK for the debacle at Dunkirk was his only option to help free France.

      Adding to this surmise, Catherine had insisted that first day, “Now that the Nazis have taken control over most of France, the most loyal service you could possibly render your beleaguered country is to help me pass on the secret communication codes to the London War Office!”

      How to achieve that virtually unattainable goal had been months in the planning. During it all, he had felt his fate and Catherine’s inextricably were drawn closer and closer to the point where, now, he couldn’t imagine his life without her.

      The car rolled to a stop, jolting Henri back to reality.

      “Well, here we are,” Catherine said, parking the vehicle at the back of the Wardman Park Hotel. She cast him a sideways glance. “Mission halfway accomplished.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      John Pepper was waiting for them in Catherine’s newly secured second-floor hotel apartment only a few minutes from Embassy Row. Clad in civilian clothes—and only addressed in public as “Mr.” while in America, the high-placed functionary based in the New York City office of British Security Coordination sported a pencil-thin mustache and military bearing. It was precisely the look one might expect of a bureaucrat fighting his war-time intelligence mission from a desk.

      “Problems, I understand?” Pepper said in his usual clipped fashion. He indicated they should each take a seat around Catherine’s coffee table in the hotel sitting room that was decorated in heavy, pale-blue satin drapes and a matching blue brocaded settee.

      Catherine pulled out her little notebook from her trouser pocket and waved it.

      “The safe was hard to crack, even by a professional,” she noted with a glance in Henri’s direction, “but the man from Georgia did his job well, and now we have the combination. Hopefully, we’ll make quick work of it next time.”

      “Excellent,” Pepper declared with a nod of approval. “And by the way, ‘next time’ will be tonight.”

      “Mon Dieu!” Henri sought Catherine’s gaze. “Need I remind you, Major Pepper, that we drugged the guard and the dog! Lord only knows what André will say to me if the dog died or he deduces the champagne we gave him was laced with⁠—”

      “I imagine he’ll just think he’s hung over,” Catherine interjected, attempting to calm Henri’s concerns. For her part, she was glad they’d get this business over with. Better to plunge right back into the thick of things rather than think about it and start to worry. “Henri, we both know that the guard has come to work in a hungover condition countless times before.”

      “And the dog…?”

      Catherine felt her own short intake of breath at Henri’s pointed question. She hated the idea of possibly harming an innocent animal, especially a dog.

      For a moment, she thought of sweet Ensign Aubrey, her ginger-and-white Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, given her on her twelfth birthday by her father when they were living in Paris. Her mother claimed the animal had become ill and died while Catherine was away at university in Geneva. Catherine had always wondered if Gladys found feeding and walking the dog too troublesome and simply gave him away—or had him put down and lied about it to her husband and daughter.

      Major Pepper interrupted her morose thoughts with an audible sigh.

      “Hopefully, the furry beast at the embassy will have survived the little trick you two played on him. Mister Leblanc will undoubtedly hear what happened to the dog when he returns to work later this morning, but our experts have assured us the canine will survive on the limited dosage you gave him.” He turned to address Henri. “To avoid any suspicion by your colleagues, it is imperative that you arrive at your office this morning at the usual time.” He glanced at his watch, “That will be approximately three hours from now. It’s also crucial that you go about your business there in your usual manner.”

      “But—”

      Pepper continued as if Henri hadn’t interrupted. “You left everything at the embassy in good order, am I correct? No one saw you, other than the guard?” Both nodded. “Good work. I need not remind you that your mission getting us those communication codes is of the highest priority, and you must do everything in your powers to succeed tonight.”

      Henri addressed Pepper in a weary, dejected voice. “Surely, you’ve heard that, any day now, the Americans are going to order the Vichy delegation to an internment camp like Manzanar, or to leave the country. I suppose that’s why we have to turn right around and go back tonight?”

      Catherine could see Henri was exhausted as well as dispirited. She realized that he was wondering what would happen to him at work if their break-in to the code room had been detected. And even if it hadn’t, what would be his fate after tonight? Had they left any evidence that might render poor Henri under suspicion? Was the Vichy envoy suddenly going to be banished or put under house arrest the second he walked through the embassy door today?

      And what about the rest of the embassy staff housed in Washington? Would tonight be the last time she ever saw Henri? Or would Madame et Monsieur Leblanc—whose apartment was conveniently five floors above hers here in this very hotel, thanks to Pepper’s clever arrangements—be whisked back to France on some Vichy military transport to face the chaos now reigning in their country?

      Pepper spoke quietly. “As of tomorrow, the Vichy contingent will be given notice that they’re being interned at the Hotel Hershey in Hershey, Pennsylvania, for the duration.”

      “What?” exclaimed Henri, a look of horror invading his handsome features.

      Catherine knew full well that the sharp-tongued, disagreeable Mrs. Leblanc was American born. What would the banishment of the Vichy staff mean for her? For her French husband? The complications were many.

      Henri said to Pepper, “After what I’ve done for the Allies, you expect me to spend the next who-knows-how-many years locked up in backwoods of America with⁠—”

      Their usually expressionless handler cast the French press attaché what could nearly be described as a look of sympathy.

      “My dear boy, not to worry.” He hastened to assure him, “We have further assignments for you and Mrs. Thornton…if you can complete your mission tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty hours later, as midnight approached, Catherine shivered slightly despite the prevailing June humidity. She parked her car on Belmont Road, a few blocks away from the embassy. Then she and Henri trod the familiar sidewalk, eventually turning the corner onto Wyoming Avenue. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that a solitary automobile was parked beside the curb some fifty feet ahead of them. Two gentlemen, fedoras slouched over their foreheads, appeared to be sound asleep, one with his mouth slightly open and his head tilted back against the front seat. The other, however, slid to an upright position as they passed by on the opposite sidewalk fronting the embassy.

      Catherine grabbed Henri’s arm and pulled him close to her, resting her head on his shoulder, the epitome of a loving couple returning from a late evening as they continued walking toward their destination. Henri’s response was to kiss the top of her head. Her pulse quickening, she said nothing to him about what she had just observed.

      The feds were tailing her.

      Pepper had warned her that FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover routinely ordered surveillance on Americans with dual citizenship, along with other “suspicious characters” he believed might be scheming with foreigners—even if they were supposed Allies of the United States. Hoover was resentful that America had lost its isolationist fervor now that the country was at war.

      Pepper had even quipped a few days earlier, “Your Mr. Hoover has let it be known he thinks FDR deliberately encouraged the attack in Hawaii to bring America into the conflict.”

      Whatever the reasons for the unmarked car parked near the French embassy this night, Catherine knew she dare not tell Henri. Her co-conspirator was anxious enough about their complicated tasks this night.

      “So, no one questioned you at all today at work?” she asked quietly as they drew near the front steps that led to the porch.

      “No,” replied Henri, “although everyone is clearly on edge. I’m sure the ambassador has gotten word by now from someone here or in Paris that the axe, as you say, is about to fall on our staff.”

      Catherine halted in her tracks, gripped by a horrifying thought.

      “I just hope that wretched man hasn’t already removed the naval codebooks from the safe!”

      “I doubt it,” Henri replied. “But the moment the order to leave the embassy arrives, the codes go into his personal diplomatic pouch, immune from any search.”

      “Hence Pepper’s urgent directives to us to try again tonight.”

      As was their usual practice, the couple casually ambled up the wide front stairs to the wrap-around veranda at the front the former grand house. And, adhering to their routine, they shared a long, lingering kiss in plain view of any passersby before Henri withdrew his key to the entrance and turned the lock.

      A voice from the shadowy front foyer greeted them, “Bon soir, Monsieur Leblanc et Madame…”

      “Why, André!” Catherine exclaimed in French, her heart turning over in her chest. She forced a friendly smile. “I can see they’ve elevated your post to the foyer. A far more comfortable place than the basement, I imagine. Congratulations!”

      This unexpected development put Catherine on high alert. Any change of this kind could only mean that something was afoot. Had André warned the ambassador that he suspected the champagne he’d been given had been drugged? But then why had he greeted them in his usual cheery manner and made no other moves? She glanced down and saw the large guard dog curled up, deeply asleep. She bent and gave the cream-colored Alsatian a friendly scratch behind his ears.

      “Snoozing on the job, are you?” she teased, gauging André’s reaction.

      “He’s been a bit off his feed today,” André disclosed, adding, “and so am I, if the truth be told. I think I drank more than my share of that champagne last evening.”

      There was no doubt about it, thought Catherine: The guard held no grudge against them, but he was clearly nervous for some reason.

      “I brought you some cigarettes,” she offered, pulling two packs of Lucky Strikes from her jacket pocket.

      André glanced around as if he suspected they might be being watched. Then he slid his hand across the desk and quickly shoved his bounty into a duffle bag beneath his chair, mumbling his thanks.

      Catherine looked over at Henri, who spoke to fill the silence that had bloomed among the trio.

      “Well, I want to thank you for your discretion all these months, my dear André,” declared Henri, as per their latest plan. “Tonight, I fear, is the last time I shall bring this lovely young lady here. It seems my wife has grown a bit suspicious of my late hours, so we must sort out a new time and place to rendezvous. You understand, of course?”

      “Ah, but of course,” André said with a knowing shrug. “Good luck to you both, then. I will miss our evening chats.”

      Catherine almost laughed aloud, thinking, And no doubt you’ll miss those tasty bribes we’ve handed you, courtesy of the British intelligence services.

      Major Pepper had told them to inform the guard if they saw him that this would be their last night. This made Catherine even more apprehensive than before, for André had a look of relief pass over his features when he’d heard the news that they would no longer be using the embassy for their supposed trysts. However, she merely cast him one of her warmest smiles, seized Henri’s hand, and sauntered down the hallway, turning left into the ambassador’s office where the guard knew full well there was a lovely, comfortable, silk-covered chaise longue.

      “Why are you going in here?” protested Henri under his breath. “We have no time to lose. The code room⁠—”

      “Because I want you to strip off your clothes…now!” she blurted, swiftly closing the door behind them. She began frantically shedding her jacket and then pulling her black turtleneck over her head.

      “What in the world are you doing? We have only an hour to⁠—”

      “Do what I say! Strip!” she commanded. “That’s an order!”

      By this time, Catherine had disrobed down to all but her underclothing and was swiftly unhooking her garters, peeling off her silk stockings and black lace panties in one, swift action. Then she unhooked her brassiere.

      “Forget about your trousers,” she instructed hoarsely, relieved Henri was now shirtless. “Lie down on the chaise. Now!”

      Footsteps were thundering down the hallway by the time she knelt on the floor, pushed Henri flat on his back against the length of the chaise, unzipped his trousers, and slipped her hand inside.

      This is just the part of my job, she told herself as she heard the door to the ambassador’s office flung wide and bang against the wall. But at least with a man like Henri, her very deliberate lovemaking had always proved to be an appealing assignment.

      “Mon Dieu!” she heard André exclaim. In broken English, the French guard said to the two men in trench coats and fedoras standing a few feet inside the ambassador’s office, “I told you these two were here merely for l’amour.”

      Catherine, clad only in a strand of snowy white pearls, slowly rose to her feet and turned to face the federal agents, making an attempt to hide her nakedness with a hand covering her crotch and an arm plastered against the nipples on her chest.

      “Oh God,” she cried, the deliberately heightened pitch of her voice signaling, she hoped, her shock and embarrassment. Then she gazed down at her bare feet as if stricken with mortification.

      When she finally looked up, André briefly caught her eye. Their exchange of glances telegraphed to the guard that Catherine had deduced André had been harassed earlier by the Federal investigators. He’d probably been forced at gunpoint to grant them admittance into the embassy when they returned to nab their quarry.

      With remarkable aplomb, Henri struggled to sit up.

      “Gentlemen?” he said in English, his French accent pronounced, “is there any reason for this rude and unfortunate intrusion? As I am sure you are well aware, this is technically French soil. I have diplomatic immunity. What are you men doing here? André?” he demanded of the guard, “why did you grant these two admittance?”

      Before he could answer, one of the G-men interrupted. “Uh…we…ah…are just doing our job,” he said gruffly. “We wanted to be sure nothing that could be harming our country was going on at this embassy in the middle of the night.”

      Catherine snatched her black sweater and held it to cover her upper body.

      “I see,” she said. She lifted her chin, making a show that she was beginning to simmer with righteous anger at the agents’ invasion. “And, since I am a newspaper woman myself, I’m just curious: What will your report say were the reasons that agents of the United States Government have broken into a sovereign embassy in the middle of the night? I hope, sir, written accounts of your deeds tonight won’t do anything to embarrass you professionally, or our country, by describing what you saw or did.”

      Gulping, the other spoke up. “Oh, no…ma’am. We’ll be sure of that. We’ll just say we…uh…saw nothing that breeched national security. But just so you know, this place is going to be shut down soon. You and your…uh…”

      He glanced at Henri, still seated on the chaise, bare-chested, his fly undone. Everyone in the room except Catherine appeared stunned by these lightning-fast developments.

      The second G-man added, “Your fella here will have to find some other place to take you to…meet and…ah…”

      “We appreciate your discretion on all fronts,” Catherine interrupted in clipped tones. “Now, if you’ll just allow us to dress and⁠—”

      “Sure, ma’am. So sorry, ma’am.”

      The taller of the two agents grumbled, “Jesus H. Christ, Joe, let’s get outta here.”

      The pair swiftly exited the room, along with the shamefaced André. The taller FBI agent could again be heard muttering to his partner, “What a wild goose chase! Where do our guys get their supposed information about this shit?”

      Once the door had shut behind the trio, Henri rose to his feet beside the chaise, zipping closed the fly on his trousers. Catherine dressed quickly and then pressed her ear against the door, hearing only silence in the hallway. She opened the panel a crack and saw that André was no longer at the front desk, having retreated with the dog back down to the basement.

      “Come, quickly!” she urged Henri. “Let’s get to the code room and pray the feds don’t run into the British agent who’s supposed to be here soon to take the cipher books out through the window and have them copied at the hotel.”

      Fortunately, Catherine had no trouble picking the locks to either of the two doors to access the safe. Even so, with her nerves still jangling from their run-in with the feds, it took her a couple of attempts to twirl the knob in such a way that the combination recorded in her notebook clicked properly at every stop. After what seemed eons, the last tumbler fell into place, and she and Henri together pulled open the heavy steel door.

      “Brilliant,” he said, expelling a long breath.

      Much to the pair’s relief, by this time Pepper’s emissary was standing on the top rung of a ladder leaned against the back wall of the embassy, waiting for them to open the window and give their precious cargo to him, which Catherine duly placed in his hands.

      “Give us two hours,” the man whispered, storing the naval codebooks under his arm. “We’ll be back so you can replace these and get away as quickly as you can. We’ve been told that the Capitol police will be here at nine to close down this place.”

      “What about the cleaning crew?” Catherine demanded, deciding she would reveal their recent interaction with the feds directly to Pepper when they saw him.

      The agent replied, “The Vichy ambassador has been informed that the lease on the building has been cancelled. Apparently, he’s ordered the cleaners to return only after everyone has moved out.”

      “Are you sure that’s true?” Henri asked, sounding worried.

      With a shrug the agent replied, “That’s what I was advised,” and within moments, he and his ladder vanished. Meanwhile, Catherine locked glances with her collaborator standing in the shadows.

      “We did it!” she whispered, profoundly relieved that Hoover’s federal agents hadn’t sabotaged the entire enterprise. She took a step toward Henri and pressed the length of her body against his. “You performed wonderfully on the chaise,” she teased.

      “Well, our mission isn’t accomplished yet,” he murmured into her hair. “We still have two more hours of this agony waiting for the codebooks to come back.”

      She nuzzled his neck, her body beginning to hum with exhilaration for what they’d managed to accomplish by passing the valuable ciphers on to be copied. Adding to the aphrodisiac of this elation was the recollection of the danger they’d been in when the FBI crashed into the ambassador’s office.

      “I know something that might relieve the tension around here,” she whispered, her voice low and inviting. After all, she thought, what if this turned out to be their last night together? Or what if the Feds decided to make another unannounced visit tonight?

      Henri’s glance swept the code room, taking in the code master’s highly polished desk, leather chair, and the two upholstered, straight-back chairs situated across the room.

      “Here?” he asked, his meaning clear.

      “Why not here?” she smiled up at him. “We certainly could pass the time on top of this very lovely desk,” she suggested, placing a few office items onto a chair. “After all, we were so rudely interrupted on the chaise in the ambassador’s office.”

      In the two hours they had to kill, she thought, perhaps sex was the one sure way to take their minds off their treacherous situation.

      “You are quite insane, you know,” he growled, and then took her in his arms and demonstrated his state of full arousal by pressing his pelvis tightly against hers. At length, he stepped away, as breathless as Catherine had become. She could feel that her face was flushed with an animal desire as fierce as she imagined his was. She allowed herself to be led over to the desk, but it was she who pushed him against its edge.

      “Now,” she said in a low, husky voice she knew stirred him to distraction, “where, exactly, did I leave off?”

      It’s my job, she told herself once again in a portion of her brain that she never seemed able to shut down. With slow deliberation, she sank to her knees upon the carpet in front of Henri, just as she’d done when turning the tumblers on the safe. Gently, she pushed his knees apart to nearly the edge of the code master’s broad desk. Smiling at him, she unzipped his fly for the second time that night and continued with the ministrations she had only just commenced when the FBI agents had so rudely burst upon them when in flagrante delecto.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      A good twenty minutes later, Catherine struggled to repress a laugh. Henri had received rather a pleasant bonus in the embassy’s code room, which helped to calm his anxiety while Pepper’s experts were photographing the codebooks in the privacy of her apartment at the Wardman Park Hotel. While Henri straightened out his clothing, she made sure the inkwell and desk papers were put back on the highly polished surface exactly as they’d been placed earlier.

      Catherine chuckled aloud. “I can only surmise that the code master is responsible for dusting his own quarters, given that the cleaners aren’t allowed to enter this room.”

      Henri made no response and merely continued to adjust his tie. As for Catherine, she understood that their desktop intimacy had served a dual purpose, both as a fulfillment of their mutual physical desires and as a security precaution. It was quite a sensible move in case the G-men decided to return unexpectedly and break the door down while she and Henri were marooned, waiting for the codebooks to return.

      Catherine glanced at her watch and realized with a start that her nerves were just as frayed as Henri’s. They absolutely had to get out of the embassy before dawn, with no one seeing them on the premises and the ciphers returned to the safe just as they’d found them. She glanced at the window but could only see the dark sky beyond the glass.

      Hurry. Hurry up, God dammit!
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        * * *

      

      The sound of a sharp thump outside the window startled both Catherine and Henri awake. They had been sitting side by side on the floor, their backs against one wall, her head on his shoulder, fitfully dozing on and off while the hours ticked by.

      “Thank God! They’re back!” Henri said in a hushed whisper, struggling to his feet and offering Catherine a hand.

      She glanced at her watch. It was nearly four o’clock, a half hour later than their planned timetable. She dashed to the window and pushed up the sash.

      Without speaking, she gathered the heavy codebooks into her arms and ran to the safe in the closet, its door still standing open. Carefully placing the priceless cargo in the precise position where the books had been when they’d originally cracked the safe, she pushed the heavy door closed, reset the knob, and wiped all surfaces clean of fingerprints. Closing the closet door with her shoulder, she turned to face Henri.

      “Can’t we go out the window this time?” he almost begged.

      Catherine shook her head and waved off Pepper’s courier, sliding the window shut and locking it, just as it had been when they’d entered the room. She again surveyed the chamber, making sure to leave everything as it had been when the code master had departed his post nearly twelve hours earlier.

      “It’s safer to leave the way we entered,” she cautioned Henri, “because this window must be closed and locked from the inside.”

      Henri, who looked bone tired, merely offered a shrug. Catherine smiled her thanks, pleased he wouldn’t argue with her. It was one of his most endearing traits.

      “Yes, we’ll just leave the way we came in,” she repeated. “And to hell with the feds if they’re still on a stakeout in their car out front.”

      Henri stared at her and then accused, “You saw them when we first walked toward the embassy, didn’t you?”

      “I noticed the car.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” he demanded.

      “I only suspected…”

      “You more than suspected, didn’t you? And I never gave that car a thought!”

      “I’d heard rumors that Americans with dual passports were put on a watch list by that odious Mr. Hoover, who thinks everyone who talks to a foreigner might be a pro-Nazi operative.”

      Henri paused, holding her gaze. “You saved my life tonight with that quick thinking, you know…making us strip off our clothing.”

      “No, I probably just saved your embassy job.”

      “I hate my job here.”

      “I know,” Catherine replied, genuinely sympathetic, “but our Mr. Pepper sounded as if he might have another one for you that you’ll like much better.”

      And with that, she seized his hand and led him across the threshold of the code room, its door automatically locking behind them as they left. They proceeded through the darkened embassy to the foyer and out the front entrance.

      Catherine stood for a moment on the summit of the wooden stairs that led to a path merging with the city sidewalk. The FBI agents’ car was nowhere to be seen. She inhaled deeply and then exhaled, the pent-up fear that she’d managed to repress all evening dissipating into the humid, early-morning air.

      She was strangely gratified when Henri swung his arm around her shoulder and escorted her down the deserted street.

      “Now we can say mission accomplished!” she whispered with a throaty laugh.
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        * * *

      

      The elegant marble lobby of the Wardman Park Hotel was deserted of even a bellman when the pair entered the elevator and got off on the second floor. For more than a month now, the British Security Coordinator had leased Apartment 215B in the name of The Honorable Mr. and Mrs. Jeremy Thornton. Major Pepper had told Catherine privately that the logistics of les amorettes would be vastly simplified if she moved from her rented townhouse on O Street to a suite only several floors below the flat inhabited by Henri and his wife of eleven years.

      Catherine tapped on the door, identified herself and her cohort, and the pair were admitted into Catherine’s latest abode. The hotel suite had been turned into a safe house for their mission, and it certainly looked like one. The room was filled to overflowing with photo equipment; two cameramen; their handler, Mr. Pepper, in the flesh; and—to Catherine’s relief—scores of photographs of the French naval codebook pages that had been hung on clotheslines stretching across the well-appointed rooms. Other images that had been developed in the hotel bathtub were spread to dry on every flat surface, including Catherine’s silk duvet-clad double bed, now covered with bathroom towels.

      As soon as they walked into the suite’s sitting room, Henri glanced at his watch and resolutely took his sham suitcase from Catherine’s hall closet.

      “Just getting home from your business trip, are you?” she teased.

      Major Pepper stepped forward to congratulate them both.

      “As soon as these photos are dry, they will be given to the American OSS here in D.C., and the second set of copies will be flown directly to London to guide the Allies during the planned assaults on North Africa.” His glance moved from Catherine to Henri. “I don’t need to tell you that, without pushing German forces out of North Africa, any future invasion of the Riviera or one from the English Channel would be impossible. Now knowing where the French navy ships are, as well as being able to listen and understand communications between Vichy forces and the Germans, make winning this war a much greater possibility.” He placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “So, thank you. We are well aware of the risks you both took these last days and months.”

      Although gratified by Pepper’s high praise, Catherine truly thought that if she didn’t go to bed soon, she would drop from fatigue. The
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