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About the Book




Rolling hills, ghostly mists, and a royal twist. A dance with death lurks beneath the English fog. 
In the enchanting English countryside of 1950, a chilling mystery unfolds. CIA agents Jenny Nicolay and Sawyer Finn find themselves fish out of water as they cross the pond to investigate a forgotten cold case - the murder of an MI6 agent.

Against orders and risking their careers, the young spies dig deep into the shadows of the past, to uncover long-buried secrets. But as the fog thickens, they realize they're not just chasing Ghosts.

With an assassin targeting a member of the royal family. Jenny and Sawyer must navigate the treacherous landscape of English aristocracy and infiltrate the castle at Bellbrooke Abbey.

Can they uncover the traitor in Parliament before Big Ben ticks its final chime? Or will their blossoming romance meet an untimely end, making their second date a dance with death?
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Chapter 1

Jailbreak


Sawyer





June 3, 1950 – Scotland 

My glasses slid down my nose as I approached the towering medieval fortress with forged papers and a cover story. A breeze straight off the North Sea threatened to steal my bowler hat—an accessory handpicked by Jenny. Her reasoning: ‘No one has ever looked threatening while wearing a bowler hat. And when one stages a prison break, unassuming is a wise choice, Finn.’

She wasn’t wrong. If one part of the plan failed, the team would be captured and imprisoned for espionage. We couldn’t afford a single hiccup.

I shoved the immense pressure deep into my gut and focused on reconnaissance. We had reports and pictures, but visiting Ravenloch in person and putting boots on the ground made it real. Dangerous. We were no longer operating in theory.

The castle prison was perched atop a rocky peninsula. On one side, jagged cliffs dropped into the sea, making a seaward escape nearly impossible. On the other, a dense, untamed Scottish countryside created a sense of isolation and foreboding.

My grip tightened on my leather briefcase as I crossed the single-stone bridge to the heavily fortified main gate. It was broad enough to allow one car to pass at a time and could be raised in an emergency. I glanced over the edge to the genuine moat below. A deep, murky channel surrounded the inland side of the castle, fed by the cold waters of a nearby stream. Algae and reeds made navigating it impossible. As did the armed guards patrolling from walkways along the walls.

My eyes lifted above the round wire rims. I felt the weight of everyone watching me, assessing my threat level. Four corner towers rose from the fortress, topped with battlements, and served as watchtowers. Guards roamed from the guardhouse carrying radios as they paced by the electric fence. The juxtaposition of medieval architecture and modern security measures increased the difficulty of the job.

The last sliver of sunlight reflected in the sea as the sun slipped below the western horizon. A powerful searchlight flicked on and began scanning the grounds. With each pass, I worried it would alert the prison to my breach.

This isn’t a jailbreak. You’re a simple country solicitor. I repeated the mantra, hoping I would eventually believe it.

A large oak door, reinforced with iron, loomed before me. I flashed my forged documents, and the guard waved me into the security checkpoint, a modern addition to the medieval structure.

With an expression colder than the drafty fortress, the stone-faced guard in a military-style uniform held up a hand. He barked orders in a Scottish brogue so thick it sounded like another language.

“Dinnae think ye can just stroll in an' oot. We’re a bit stricter than yer usual court.”

Would the mission's success hinge on my ability to understand the brute? I glanced from him to the identical expression of his Doberman companion. The intelligence said German Shepherds were their search dog of choice. The snarl of a Doberman was more intimidating.

I shoved my glasses and played the role of a meek Yankee. Two things I definitely wasn’t. “Sorry, bud. I didn’t catch that last part.”

“Whaur’s yer credentials, lad? Need tae see yer official stamp.”

“Right, yes. Of course.” I patted my jacket and checked various pockets. I unbuttoned the blazer and located the papers in my waistcoat. “There you go, Sport.”

“Hae ye met wi' the prisoner afore? Ye look a bit fresh.”

“I’m his new attorney, S.W. Stephens of O’Malley, Peters, and Stephens. My father, not me. I’m not a partner. Not yet, but maybe my second year out of Yale law.” I crossed my fingers.

“You’re American?”

“Yes sirree Bob. As is my client, allegedly.” I cupped a hand in front of my mouth. “Though, between you, me, and the priest over there, I think he might be a Ruski.”

The guard reviewed my paperwork and compared it to the logs. Even though I was confident everything was in order, my heart hammered. He slid the documents across the table. “How long ye plan tae be, eh?”

“I realize I’m cutting visitor hours a bit close.” I checked my watch. “But our court date is coming up, and I still need to get myself one of those snazzy powdered wigs you guys wear…”

He waved to the briefcase. “Whit’s in the case? Best nae be anything ye shouldnae be bringin'.”

“No, sir.” I heaved it onto the table and opened the latch with a click.

The guard looked to the Doberman for cues before inspecting it himself. He flipped on a flashlight and lifted the files and stack of documents. “An’ ye'll be signin' oot the exact minute ye leave, nae lingerin’ after yer time’s up.”

I saluted. “Sure thing.”

He whistled for a flunky to lead me to the private meeting room to speak to my client. This fella was short, skinny, and easy to overpower if it came to that.

I tipped my hat to the priest. “Father.”

“Bless you, Child. May God be with you as you carry out the work set before you. His path is clear, though hidden to many. Go in peace, and may you be guided by His hand,” he said in a perfect British accent that would be the envy of Laurence Olivier.

But the blessing was so much more. It was a signal to proceed with the plan. The priest was in on the jailbreak.

I entered a small, windowless room, and the guard locked the door behind me. The cold stone walls and sparse furniture made it look more like a cell than a meeting space. A bulb hung from the ceiling, casting everything in a dull yellow glow. A musty stench lingered in the air, reminding me of Ravenloch’s age.

The iron door separating the room from the rest of the prison swung open, and my shackled client entered. The guard standing post outside likely listened to our conversation.

“How do you like my hair, Boss?” The cuffs jingled as he coifed thick black hair. “A very nice woman from the church gave me a shave and a trim.”

“Terrific. You look ready for court.”

“Think we have a chance to win?”

I opened my briefcase. “As long as you did your part, Dmitri. Did you do as I asked?”

“Of course, Boss. I’m not stupid. When a man is given an opportunity like this, you don’t refuse. Even if success seems wildly unlikely.”

I wanted to discuss specifics to make sure Waley got our message. My gaze cut to the guard. I couldn’t tell if he heard us, but I had to assume he did. “Everything is in motion, Dmitri.”

“How soon are we talking? Tomorrow?”

“If I had my way, it wouldn’t take ten minutes.”

“Really? That fast. I have some packing to do then.”

I rubbed my chin. “Make sure you remember who your friends are.”

“I spoke to the priest. My house is in order, Boss.” He placed his palms on the table. “Is that all?”

“Yup.” I slammed the briefcase and motioned to the guard. “We’re done here.”

Dmitri darted through the prison door, and the small-stature guard led me back down the drafty hall to the check-in point. I switched the case to my left hand and prepared to swing it if necessary.

“This castle is fantastic. I’ve never seen such a swell prison. It reminds me of Alcatraz in Frisco. You ever been?”

“No.” The guard jingled his keys.

“Alcatraz is famous for being impossible to escape from. It’s surrounded by San Francisco Bay, which has freezing waters about a mile wide. So, if you survive the jump, you’ll likely freeze in the water. Has anyone ever escaped Ravenloch?”

“Why, you planning to bust out the jailhouse snitch?”

I pushed my glasses by the bridge. “Me? No, I don’t know Dmitri well enough to do something that stupid. I’m just his lawyer.”

The priest popped from around the corner, blocking our path. “Ah, two strapping young lads. I require assistance if you please. The prisoners got a bit rowdy and tipped over a pew—”

“Not now, Father,” the guard said.

The priest leaned on his cane, making his hunch more prominent. “It won’t take but a minute.” 

“Baird gave strict orders not to let the solicitor loiter. I’ll send someone back, Father.”

“Remember, my boy, blessing be to those who lend a helping hand.”

The guard tilted his hat. “Fine, but we can’t dally.”

The priest waved us into the chapel. “It will be quick and painless, I assure you.”

Candlelight reflected in the stained-glass windows, casting eerie shadows on the vaulted ceilings. The chapel was one of the oldest parts of the castle and the least secure. The door closed with a shrill squeak of the hinges.

“Where’s the tipped pew?” the guard asked.

“Right over there, lad.” The priest pointed with his cane. When the guard turned his back, the father’s demeanor shifted. He replaced the hunch with perfect posture. The friendly face became stoic determination. He stabbed the cane into the guard's leg, and the man fell like a tree instantly.

“Nighty, night.” Tobias Hutchinson combed a hand through his white hair. The only trace of the priest remaining was the collar.

“What the heck was in that poison, Hun?” Margo, his beautiful blonde wife, stepped out of the shadows with her barbershop bag.

“He’ll be fine. His head will ache like a terrible hangover, but he’ll live.”

As a retired couple in their sixties, the Hutchinsons were often overlooked and underestimated. As a priest and a female barber, they were invisible.

“Do you have the detonator?” Tobias asked.

Margo held up a leather case containing sharp scissors. “You know, Sawyer. This is the second time we’ve come out of retirement to save your bacon. Not that I’m complaining about going on a mission with a charmer like you.” 

“This time, we’re saving Waley.” I snapped open my briefcase and removed the false bottom. Hidden underneath was the detonator.

“How the Admiral, a brilliant CIA agent, got himself thrown in a Scottish hoosegow by the British government, I’ll never understand.” She twisted to her husband. “Aren’t you redcoats supposed to be our allies?”

“The explosive, please, Margo.”

“He hates when I insult jolly old England.” She rolled her eyes as she carefully detached the cap from a hollowed-out comb. “Ready for the soup?”

Tobias unscrewed the trigger from his cane and went to work assembling the explosive device. “You better change, Sawyer. This will be armed in just a moment.”

Margo cocked her head to the side and placed a hand on her hip. She scrutinized the guard at her feet. “You shoulda taken out a bigger guy. You’ll never fit into this little fella’s uniform.”

“The entire plan hinges on placing the charges in the guardhouse in four minutes,” Tobias said. “Please figure out another way.”

I checked my watch. “And what happens if Jenny’s early?”

Margo tossed blonde curls. “Don’t start with that. I’m too old to wear pinstripe jumpsuits. I’ll look like one of those old-timey Victorian women in bathing suits. Not happening.” She snagged Tobias' cane. “Where’s the button to shoot poison?”

“On the shaft.”

“Ooh, Anne has outdone herself again.” She arched a brow. “I need to get me one of these.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

“Attack a six-foot-two guard with broad shoulders and a chiseled jaw.”

“What does his jaw have to do with uniform size?” Tobias asked.

“It seemed relevant at the time.” Margo twirled the cane as she stepped out into the hall. A few beats later, she rushed inside, her voice shrill and panicked. “Hurry, Officer, they’re in here!”

A tall guard sprinted by her. “Oy! What are you boys—”

Margo jabbed him in the back, and he fell face-first in the aisle. “En garde.”

“Y’all don’t waste any time.”

Tobias armed the explosive device. “You should take a page out of our book, Sawyer. Waley’s life depends on this happening down to the second.”

I loosened my tie and threw off my jacket. “No pressure.”
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The bulky rubber suit clung to my skin like wet seaweed tangling in my limbs, and the aqualung weighed me down like an anchor. The two pieces of equipment that were designed to help one survive underwater just might be the things that killed me.

My arms windmilled as I struggled to find my footing on the slick rock. The spotlight danced above, threatening to shine a light on our prison break. The cold, briny waters of the Scottish coast lapped against the rugged terrain, sloshing over my ankles. The timing of our approach was crucial.

My gaze lifted to the impenetrable fortress guarded by the jagged shoreline. Ravenloch, its dark stone walls weathered by centuries of wind and rain, stood like a grim sentinel of the sea. The medieval castle withstood periods of attacks and intruders, but as legend had it, no one ever escaped the prison… until now. 

Our entry point was hidden just beneath the castle’s foundations—an old, rusted iron grate concealed within the rocks and partially submerged at high tide. Getting there was the hardest part.

I shuffled along the rockface as a wave crashed into my thigh. The icy water bit through my wetsuit and the salty tang of the sea stung my lips.

Like a cat balancing on a pitched roof, Bo Parker snagged my wrist, preventing a spill. A far cry from the Texas cowboy, he wore a rubber suit matching mine. He carried triple the weight I did and never lost his balance.

“I suppose it pays to travel with a Marine,” I said as I steadied myself.

“Ready your mask. We’re going under after this sweep.”

“Aye-aye, captain.”

The man of few words signaled a countdown as we waited for the spotlight to pass. At zero, he dropped into the water like a jackknife, minimizing his splash. With a final breath of fresh air, I followed, diving beneath the surface. We navigated through narrow channels between sharp underwater rocks that threatened to slice our suits. The current grew stronger and stronger, pulling at us like unseen hands, making it nearly impossible to maintain a steady course. Every stroke through the dark water required strength and precision.

With ancient Ravenloch maps memorized, Parker led the way to the submerged grate. I squinted behind my mask as the faint outline of the grate came into view, half-concealed by seaweed and crusted over with barnacles. 

Treading water, I waited for nonverbal orders. Parker held up a fist as he inspected the partially corroded hinges. If we couldn’t open the grate, the entire plan would fall apart.

Parker pulled a small crowbar from his waterproof kit, straining as he wedged it between the rusted bars. His cheeks puffed as he tried to create leverage while floating underwater.

My eyes located the surface as a light shined above, hesitating on our location. The water is too murky to spot us, isn’t it?

With a creaking groan, the grate gave way, opening just enough for us to slip is. I shimmied through, and Parker squeezed his massive frame inside the tunnel. 

I kicked my legs like a mermaid as I surfaced. Despite the aqualung, I found myself desperate for air. The first rule of diving, Jenny, is not to panic. My father’s words were no longer a source of comfort, but I remembered the training.

With a final surge, I propelled into the catacombs beneath the prison—a forgotten network of ancient tunnels carved into the rock. I removed my mask and struggled under the weight of the aqualung. The air was damp and cold, and the scent of seawater lingered. 

Parker splashed through the water and heaved himself onto the rock walkway. “Keep your tank.”

“The tunnel is a mile long. Wouldn’t it be better to leave our diving gear behind and suit up later?”

“You have to assume we won’t have time.”

“If we do our jobs right, no one will follow.”

“Hope for the best, assume the worst. If we’re pursued, we won’t have time.” He rubbed his square chin. “The tunnels are old. We might encounter more flooding.” 

“Alright, the tank stays on.” I dug through my waterproof bag for a flashlight and inspected our surroundings. 

The beam of light cut through the gloom, revealing narrow passageways lined with decaying wood and old iron reinforcements. The walls were slick with moisture and moss. 

“What were these used for?” I asked.

“Storage. Maybe escape routes in medieval times.” Parker removed a pistol from his bag and checked to make sure the bullets were dry. “Tunnels are ancient and treacherous. Watch your step, Jenny.”

Water dripped from the ceiling in an eerie, rhythmic pattern. A wave of uncertainty stole my words, so I nodded. The plan required precise timing, and I worried we underestimated the difficulty of infiltration.

As we slipped deeper into the catacombs, the faint rumbling of the waves crashing against the cliffs outside reminded us how perilously close we were to the ocean’s pull. My gaze bounced from wall to wall as I shadowed my mentor. The cowboy taught me everything I knew about fighting and shooting, but his skills continued to surprise me. I didn’t expect a country boy from Texas to be a superb diver, but here we were.

He held up a calloused palm. “Don’t move.”

I froze in place. “What is it?”

He lifted the beam of my flashlight, catching a glimmer of something. His icy blue eyes directed me to a thin, almost invisible wire stretched low across the narrow corridor. “Tripwire mechanism.”

“Sheesh, how ancient is that thing?”

“Old but deadly.” He dropped to his knee and examined the wire with steady hands. He traced its path to the crossbow gadget hidden in the rocks. He inspected the tip of the arrow. “Poisoned. I’m going to disarm it.”

“Is that wise? Can’t we just step over it?”

“And risk triggering it on the return trip?”

“That’s a decent point.” I held my breath as I watched him work.

Using a small pair of wire cutters from his kit, Parker carefully snipped the wire without triggering the mechanism. “It’s safe. Let’s continue.”

“Do you think there are more of those?”

“Crossbows? No. But we can probably expect other similar security systems.” 

“It seems King Arthur and his Round Table were sticklers for protecting their gold. I half expect a dragon around the next corner.”

“Highly unlikely.”

Further down the passage, the corridor opened, allowing us to walk shoulder-to-shoulder. I lifted my rubber sleeve to check the time. “We should pick up the pace. We’re behind schedule.”

“Fine, but stay ready.”

A shift in the airflow put all my senses on high alert—a draft swept through the catacombs. I stopped in my tracks and shined the flashlight ahead. The walkway was suspiciously uneven, with some of the stones raised. “Are those land mines?”

“Pressure plates.” Parker tapped a stone with the butt of his flashlight, and the rock crumbled, dropping deep into the abyss below. “The section is rigged to collapse.”

I flicked an eyebrow. “This is starting to remind me of Nonsuch Island.”

Parker shrugged.

“The island where Finn and I found the lab that created the Cuban Blue Diamond… the truth serum.”

“I’ve been too busy to read mission reports.” Parker motioned to a clear path. “Follow my steps exactly.”

Ever since Admiral Waley disappeared on Parker’s watch, he had worked tirelessly to find his friend. When a source finally located Waley in a Scottish prison under a different name, we took the intelligence to the CIA, thinking the brass would arrange a rescue mission. They ran it up the channels and promised to work out an agreement. That was a month ago. Now, it was time to take matters into our own hands.

After successfully navigating the trap, we followed the western path to a completely flooded section of the catacombs. The sea breached the section of the old tunnel system, turning it into an underwater obstacle. The water was dark and murky, with only a faint current indicating where the passage continued.

I tapped the canister strapped to my back. “Guess it’s a good thing you didn’t listen to me.”

“No telling where this leads. We could be under for a while. Stay close.”

I adjusted the breathing regulator, secured my tank, and put on my diving mask. With a thumbs-up, I dropped into the water. A chill ripped through my body like my suit was made of tissue paper. The sea was so much colder inside the caves, and the confined space forced us to swim single file.

The flooded section was tight, claustrophobic, and full of debris from centuries of disuse. The pressure pressed against my ears as we descended into the murky depths. Even with our flashlights slicing through the gloom, visibility was poor. Parker took the lead, swimming slowly and carefully through the submerged passage, cutting deeper into the pits.

Our progress was slow and methodical as we avoided sharp debris and checked for hidden traps beneath the water. Parker stopped near a submerged iron gate, similar to the one at the start of our journey and just as rusted.

Parker maneuvered to a vertical position and retrieved his tools from his kit. I held the waterproof flashlight as he worked on removing the rusty bolts. The underwater environment made everything more challenging, as our time melted away. The final bolt fell, and the heavy gate sunk to the floor like a capsized ship.

We reached the end of the flooded passage and surfaced in a tight, air-filled chamber. I yanked off my mask and took a deep breath. The cold, wet stone pulsed through my hands as I pulled myself out of the water. Our breathing echoed in the small space, tension mounting as we prepared for the mission's next stage of the mission.

I checked my watch. An explosion shook the rocky ceiling, spilling debris into the water. “Uh-oh, we’re late.”
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Perspiration cascaded down my face despite the brisk summer night on the coast. Beads of sweat dripped on the detonator as I secured it into place. The stolen uniform gave me unrestricted access to the guardhouse, but I was still working against the clock. The guards wouldn’t move Waley unless prompted.

Margo and Tobias waited at the rendezvous point, and it was up to me to set the charges. I twisted the last wire and double-checked the timer. We wanted to cause chaos, not casualties. And more importantly, we didn’t want anyone on the team left in the lurch.

I closed my eyes. Jenny was a capable agent and would be safe with Parker, even if her mission was dangerous. Keep telling yourself that, Finn.

I was in the open, infiltrating guards, but Jenny operated in the unknown. We had no idea what lurked beneath the surface of the catacombs. And that was what worried me.

I placed the bomb under the guardhouse console, wedging it behind the steel piping, where it would cause enough damage to disable the power grid without blowing anyone to pieces. My hand was steady, but my mind raced through the next steps—set the timer, get out, signal Chuck. But before I could finish, I heard footsteps. 

“You shouldn't be here.” A guard with LeBlanc stitched into his uniform stood in the doorway, his voice more curious than angry. Unlike the Scots and the Brits I encountered, he spoke with a French accent, making him more out of place than me.

I straightened, turning to face him. My stomach tightened as I noticed the twitch of his fingers, the way his hand hovered too close to his belt. “I’m exactly where I need to be.” 

“Your voice gives you away, Yank.”

LeBlanc was the kind of man whose appearance stayed with you long after he left. His clean-cut look—a chiseled jawline, smooth hair swept back just so—made him look more like an actor than a prison guard. But his eyes were the giveaway. Dark, hollow, and hauntingly calm. They seemed to know more than they should, and the longer I looked into them, the more I realized he wasn't just another guard. He was something else entirely.

“I know who you’re here for.” He took a step forward, his gaze never leaving mine. “You aren’t even going to deny it?”

My mind raced through options. The timer was ticking down fast. “Deny what?”

“We were expecting this. Contingencies were made.” Laughter rolled from his gut. “You poor fool. The closest you’ll get to Admiral Waley is the neighboring cell. High-value prisoners are not kept in the general population.” 

“Would it be too much to ask where is being held?”

“I’ll take you there myself.” Faster than I expected, LeBlanc’s hand shot out, aiming for a lethal punch to the windpipe. 

I deflected, his bony fingers grazing the fabric of my collar. His movements were smooth and practiced—he knew what he was doing. Thanks to Parker’s training, I did too.

I threw a punch toward his ribs, but he sidestepped, countering with a pointed elbow to my side. Pain coursed through me, but I didn’t let it slow me down. The best boxers knew how to bounce back from a hit. My eyes lifted to the clock. I didn’t have time for ten rounds with the Frenchman. The bomb’s timer was ticking.

LeBlanc charged, throwing a hook aimed at my jaw. I ducked, grabbing his wrist and twisting hard. He grimaced, and I attempted to secure him. Instead, he shifted his weight, pulling me off balance and launching us both crashing into the guard console. I slammed into the panel, my head ringing from the impact. 

He raised a chair overhead, and I rolled out of the way just in time. I kicked out, catching him in the knee. He stumbled, and I used the moment to regain my footing. As he lunged at me again, I grabbed a flashlight and swung it hard. The metal cracked against his shoulder, sending him staggering back.

I didn’t wait for him to recover. I leaped forward, slamming him against the wall. His breath sputtered in shallow gasps. We locked in a tight struggle, our muscles straining. I twisted, shoving him off balance and finishing him with an uppercut to the jaw. He fell to the floor with a thud—knocked out cold. 

Breathing heavily, I stumbled into the table. LeBlanc’s haunting, knowing eyes finally closed. 

I checked my watch. Still time. But not much.

Grabbing LeBlanc by the boots, I dragged him outside. Seconds later, an explosion ripped through the rear of the guardhouse, momentarily extinguishing the prison’s power.

Shouts rang across the yard as the guards scrambled to their emergency posts. Rather than waiting for backup power to kick on, they manually raised the drawbridge. The guards who weren’t in charge of relocating high-value prisoners or securing the perimeter were distracted by the massive guardhouse fire, allowing me to slip into the night.

I sprinted to the rendezvous location—a half-hidden courtyard used for service vehicles near the back of the prison grounds. There were fewer patrols in that part of the grounds, but still enough that we didn’t stand out. Margo and Tobias ditched their disguises and blended into the shadows of a service bay. Dmitri, my snitch client, hovered close, a look of barely concealed panic in his eyes. 

Tobias pointed his chin to a maintenance building—a perfect spot for cover. “We make our move in thirty seconds.”

“Are you okay?” Margo tilted my head to inspect the gash at the edge of my hairline.

I dabbed the cut. “I didn’t realize I was bleeding until it stung my eyes.”

She removed something from her kit and rubbed it into the wound. “I can stitch you up when we catch our ride,” she said.

A sharp stinging nearly made me scream and give away our position. “Ow.”

“How long before we’re out, Boss?” Dmitri’s voice cracked as he spoke.

“Not long.” I kept my eye on the guards moving around the courtyard. We couldn’t risk standing in the open for more than a minute or two. “We need to signal Chuck.”

Tobias gave a chin nod. “Move.” Quickly and calmly, we navigated to the maintenance building. Tobias closed the door and propped a cabinet in front of the latch. “Alert the pilot.”

Margo pulled a small flashlight from her bag. It wasn’t much, but the beam was enough to flicker in Morse code without drawing too much attention. 

I aimed it at the edge of the courtyard, where we had a view of the cliffs, signaling to Chuck with three short flashes, two long, and then three short again. SOS.

Chuck would know we were ready for our ride.

Tobias checked his watch. “We’ve got less than five minutes before power returns. We’ve got to move.”


      [image: ]Jenny


Parker surged through the catacombs, weapon drawn. “We better hustle.”

Finn’s explosion was a diversion. If the guards of Ravenloch thought a rouge group staged a coupe, they would move high-valued prisoners to a secure, secondary location—a fortified chamber tucked away within the cliffside meant to protect prisoners during an escape attempt.

The same bunker just above our heads. Now, all we had to do was wait.

I stared at the iron hatch in the ceiling. This plan was three weeks in the making. We studied ancient maps of Ravenloch, analyzing every weak point. We interviewed former guards who detailed infamous failed escapes. We put Tobias in place as a priest. We cultivated a relationship with a snitch who promised to spread a rumor in exchange for his rescue. If he held up his end of the bargain, the guards would fall right into our trap.

Theodore James Waley was a respected Admiral in the Navy, a hero of two World Wars, and a CIA Director of Special Operations. His imprisonment by our allies meant only one thing—Ghosts.

The secret organization of enemy agents included everyone from former Nazis to KGB and Japanese. It stood to reason that they embedded sleepers in the British or American government. Over the past year, we inflicted major damage, and taking out Waley, the head of our team, would be a huge blow.

Three knocks on the hatch broke my train of thought. “That’s the signal.”

Parker propped the third aqualung on the catacomb wall and pointed his pistol at the door. “If it isn’t the Admiral, we retreat.”

“But—”

“That’s an order, Jenny.”

Light spilled from the hatch, and Waley dropped onto the ground, smashing his shoulder against the rock. I helped him to his feet as Parker closed the latch.

“Are you okay, Admiral?”

“Better now.” He grimaced. “That blockhead guard didn’t go down easy.”

“Anyone follow you?” Parker asked.

Waley shook his head. “The guardhouse explosion sent them scrambling like ants. All eyes are looking for a frontal assault while I slip out the backdoor.”

Parker tossed a bulky rubber suit. “We don’t have much time, Admiral. The water patrols will start soon.”

Waley grabbed the aqualung. “Let’s go.”

“You’re going to want the suit,” I said. “The water is frigid, and most of the catacombs are either flooded or booby-trapped.”

He tucked his spectacles under the prison jumpsuit. “Nothing is ever easy, is it?”

“It’s narrow; we’ll have to swim single file,” Parker said. “I’ll lead.”

Waley nodded as he struggled to pull the suit over his clothes. “Been a while since I’ve gone diving. I hope it’s like riding a bike, and everything will return to me.”

I tilted my head, inspecting the boss for the first time. He was thin, and what remained of his receding hair tickled his collar. I wasn’t used to seeing such a rich and powerful man disheveled and broken. He would never admit it, but Ravenloch was no vacation.

He removed a weathered paperback from his jumpsuit. “Please tell me you have a way to keep this dry.”

“Sure.” Parker opened his waterproof bag and dumped the crowbar to make room. 

I tilted my head to read the novel’s title. “I enjoy the Maltese Falcon as much as the next girl, but what’s the significance?” I asked.

“This is our way to strike back, Jenny.” He strapped on the aqualung. “I’m ready when you are, kids.”

Parker dropped into the water and adjusted his mask. “Stay close.”

“You go next, Admiral. I know the way if we get separated.”

As he dipped into the chilly water, a booming shiver echoed through the catacombs. “That’ll wake you up.”

I crouched at the edge of the narrow pool, the cool, salty water lapping at my boots. I waited for him to dip below the surface before jumping in behind him. Something caught me in midair. A rough hand clamped down on my shoulder, pulling me backward with brutal force. I gasped as I stared into dark, ghostly eyes. He wore a nasty shiner and the name tag LeBlanc.

“Going somewhere, love?” His voice was slick, dripping with malice as he spun me around. In one quick motion, he ripped the aqualung from my back. The metal tank hit the stone floor with a hollow clang, the hiss of air escaping from the valve as he destroyed it under his boot. “No more easy exits.” 

I ticked through plans of escape. This was my area of expertise—quick on my feet and a master of disguise. If anyone could get out of this jam, it would be me. I slipped into a posh British accent. No need for him to know I was from Boston. “I’m a champion swimmer. I can hold my breath for two-and-a-half minutes. Just as soon as I get rid of you.” I twisted, slamming my elbow into his ribs, but his grip was like iron. 

He jerked me closer, his fingers digging into my arm, his breath hot against my neck. “Where is Waley?” The faint echo of his voice in the tunnel made it seem like he was everywhere. “You’re not getting out of here alive. Not unless you cooperate.”

“Who’s Waley?” I struggled to break his grasp. “Ravenloch made it very clear there was no one here under that name.”

“Brave girl. That won’t last once I break you.”

In the corner of my eye, I caught the crowbar near the wall. I shifted, putting my weight into a quick kick, aiming for his knee. The impact reverberated up my leg as he grunted in pain and loosened his grip just enough. I didn’t waste a second.

With one fluid motion, I spun and broke free, diving for the crowbar. The cold metal felt heavy in my hands, but I welcomed the weight.

LeBlanc lunged, his fists outstretched. I ducked low, swinging the crowbar hard at his midsection. The metallic clang against his belt buckle bounced through the cave, but it didn’t slow him. The dark abyss behind his eyes flashed, and he charged again.

I pivoted, using my momentum to drive a sharp kick into his side. The satisfying crack of bone told me I connected, and he staggered back, cursing under his breath.

His fist swung toward my face, and I barely weaved in time. The biting sting of air brushed my cheek, but I didn’t let it faze me. I was already moving, my legs snapping out in another kick, this time aimed at his chest.

He stumbled, losing his balance. His face twisted into something almost feral. Desperate. With a final swing of the crowbar, I smashed the side of his head. His body crumpled in a heap.

My breath hitched as I kicked his boot. His shoulders twitched. I didn’t have much time. I dropped the crowbar and darted toward the pool. My fingers shook as I yanked the mouthpiece from the shattered aqualung. There was no way I’d make it through the flooded tunnel now.

But what other choice did I have? The only way out was through.

I took a deep breath, knowing it had to last, and plunged into the icy water. The cold hit me like a slap to the face, but I forced my limbs to move. The tunnel was tight, almost suffocating. My lungs screamed as I kicked through the dark, retracing my path from a short while earlier. My arms brushed against jagged rocks. Every second ticked by like an eternity.

I counted the seconds, trying to determine how far I’d been and how far I had yet to travel. Halfway through, my chest tightened. I fought the urge to panic, but the burning in my lungs was unbearable. My arms and legs flailed as I searched for the surface. Sheer terror enveloped me.

And then, out of the gloom, a hand grabbed mine. Parker.

I could barely see him, but I felt the pull of his grip as he pressed a second mouthpiece into my hand. I breathed in desperate air, the sweet relief flooding my senses. Parker nodded, his eyes steely and determined, as he signaled for us to keep swimming.

We moved together in the tight space, buddy breathing, as he led me the rest of the way. The darkness began to lift, and finally, we broke the surface.

Waley pulled me from the pool. “We knew something was wrong when you didn’t pop up behind us.”

I breathed deep through my nose. “A guard named LeBlanc found me. He wasn’t too happy about your early parole.”

Waley combed his fingers over his mustache. “He arrived at the prison at the same time as me. I suspect he is a Ghost. He asked a lot of questions.”

Parker shook off like a wet Golden Retriever. “We need to double-time it to the boat.”

“As soon as LeBlanc comes too, he’ll ensure the guards swarm our exit.” I rang out my dark hair and tucked it in my suit. “Do we remember the path through the pressure plates?”

“Follow me,” Parker said.

We made quick work through the booby traps and retraced our steps to the rocky outcropping, where Parker stashed our radio. “Requesting immediate extraction.”

“Be there in two,” the British voice said.

The prison siren whirred in the wind as the searchlight flicked on and focused the beam on a helicopter. “Power is back.” My voice trembled. “That’s faster than we expected, isn’t it?”

“Sawyer will be fine,” Waley said. “He’s in good hands with Margo and Tobias.”

A motorboat roared to a stop, and Katherine Dalton crossed her arms. “Finally. I’ve been waiting in the harbor forever. Do you know how bored I was?” Her British accent clipped the words with more impatience than anyone had a right to.

I rolled my eyes as I balanced on the rocks and climbed aboard. “Sorry to inconvenience you, Sister Dear.”
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The helicopter’s rotors thumped as it landed in the prison yard. Chuck Sweeney—Texas Ranger and former Army Air Force pilot—threw open the door and waved us inside. The Sikorsky S-55 was brand-new to the market, and the company only recently struck a deal with the U.S. Air Force. Unlike earlier models, this helicopter seated up to ten people. How Chuck got his hands on the chopper in the middle of the UK was a question for later when angry prison guards weren’t pursuing us.

Margo ducked as she climbed aboard. “I hate flying. Are we sure there isn’t room in the boat? I’d settle for a donkey at this point.”

“It’s the safest way to travel, Ma’am.” Chuck grinned from behind the stick. “Looks like we got company, Finn.”

A shot echoed through the night, clanking off the helicopter's body.

Margo flinched. “That’s rather rude.”

“Where are your weapons?” Tobias asked.

Chuck gestured to a hard case in the rear. “I brought a couple of rifles and some handguns.”

Tobias tossed me a rifle. “Lay cover fire. We don’t shoot to kill unless we must.”

I dove behind the stone wall and aimed. “How long will it take to get this bird off the ground, Chuck?”

“Seconds if y’all hop aboard.”

Gunshots peppered the ground around us, a few shots clanking off our ride. The blast echoed in my ears as Tobias and I returned the volley.

“We can’t risk a shot nicking the fuel tank,” Chuck yelled. “Gotta get the puppy in the air.”

“Go, Tobias.” I craned my neck. “I’ll cover you.”

He jogged for the helicopter, spry for a man his age. It was only a few feet off the ground, and he boarded quickly. He and Margo blasted away, and it was my turn to make a break.

I sprinted for the helicopter when, out of nowhere, a tackle flattened me. I half expected to find my pal, LeBlanc; I should never have pulled him from the guardhouse. Instead, I ate a knuckle sandwich from a man wearing nothing but long johns.

“Oy, that’s me uniform you're wearin’.” He wrestled me into a pretzel and connected with a punch to the gut.

I lifted my elbows to protect my ribs and shoved him off with my boots. “I’ll have it cleaned and mail it back to you.”

“You’re not going anywhere but the brig.” He circled me in a fighter’s stance. But the six-inch knife in his hand said this boxing match would be anything but clean.

A bullet whizzed by my ear, hitting Long John in the lower leg. Tobias nodded at me and reloaded. I couldn’t hear his shouts but pictured him telling me to quit dillydallying. I scooped my spilled rifle and hustled toward the chopper. Shots echoed all around me, but I tried to pay them no mind. Focus on reaching the helicopter and trust your team to protect you.

In a woosh, the power returned, and a spotlight found us. Chuck flew in the direction of the main gate, now thirty feet overhead. Centuries from the watchtowers took aim with rifles and used the helicopter for target practice.

The helicopter pulled further and my freedom slipped away. I raced after it, wondering how I would board in these conditions. The drawbridge was already raised. I’d never make it to the sea team. This was my only shot.

A rope ladder spilled from the helicopter door as Chuck flew at a sideways angle to avoid heavy fire. It would have been a thoughtful gesture if the ladder wasn’t dangling over the moat.

With a deep breath, I didn’t think. I took a running start and pushed off with every ounce of strength, leaping into the air as I stretched for the ladder. My fingers grazed the thick nylon, slipping for a second before I caught hold. The ground below disappeared as I dangled above the moat, legs kicking for balance.

As we sailed over the sea, I climbed up to safety. “Nice shooting, Tobias. Not bad flying either.”

Chuck gave me a thumbs-up from the cockpit. “Let’s blow this pop stand.” 

Jenny’s voice crackled over the radio. “That’s the worst Bogart impression I’ve ever heard.”








  
  

Chapter 2

Safe House


Jenny





The CIA safe house was barely a blip on the landscape. Nestled deep into the rugged hills of the Isle of Skye, it was as if the rest of the world had forgotten the cottage. Low-hanging mist clung to the heather-covered ground, and the gentle breeze carried saltwater from the distant shore. 

Parker stopped the Morris Eight behind thick shrubs and long grass. The car was ten years old, navy-blue, and utilitarian—the polar opposite of Waley’s usual ride. It had an angry face and grimaced when we drove uphill or downhill. 

Parker cut the engine. “We walk from here.” 

“Very well.” Waley ditched the prison jumpsuit and almost looked like his old self in the double-breasted suit. “Some R&R, and I’ll be back to my old tricks.”

The unspoken words hung in the air. His imprisonment took a toll. I climbed out of the tiny European car and stretched my back. My boots squelched in the mud as we trudged across the property. 

Katherine snatched my arm. “Why are we here? Your boss has been rescued. High time we continue our mission.”

“The team is tired, Kat. We need to regroup and plan our next move. Strategically.”

“I only came here because of the promise you made me. Are you going back on your word?”

I glared into my sister’s green eyes. Though we’d only known each other for a short time, I recognized her patterns. When she disagreed with an order, she went rogue. And she disagreed a lot. Above all else, she wanted to avenge her husband’s death. “We will find Tony’s killer. But not tonight.”

“We’ve wasted a month with this prison break.” She cocked her hip. “I want to begin the investigation before you are distracted by the next shiny object.”

I pinched my forehead. “In case you forgot, we just broke Waley out of a British prison—six people affiliated with the CIA and a suspended MI6 agent. Imagine the blowback if we’re caught.”

“I couldn’t care less about my career.”

“Clearly. But I like being an agent.” I matched her posture. “I will help you, Kat, but we must do this by the book. It can’t be about revenge.”

“What else is there?”

“Justice. We will find out why the Ghosts murdered your husband.” My stomach tightened. The few scant facts I learned about Tony Dalton didn’t give me a warm and fuzzy feeling inside. He had all the markers of a double agent, and I worried the truth might send Katherine off the deep end.

We crested the hill, and soft firelight flickered in the lodge window. Smoke billowed from the chimney. The small, weather-beaten structure was nearly invisible against the harsh backdrop of the Scottish Highlands.

At first glance, it seemed like any other crofter's home. The stone walls were littered with patches of lichen, worn smooth by the relentless sea air, and the roof was thatched with moss-covered tiles. It didn’t scream ‘safe house,’ which was precisely the point. From the outside, it was the picture of simplicity—a nondescript cottage tucked into the hillside, far from the nearest town or prying eyes.

But I knew better.

The front door, thick oak reinforced with iron, creaked open as members of the Air Team welcomed us. They beat our party to the property by several hours and stashed the helicopter in the field around the back.

Sawyer Finn greeted me with a tentative smile. He ran a hand through his dark-blond hair, revealing a few stitches just below his hairline.

I tiptoed and kissed his cheek. “I hope the other guy looks worse, Finn.”

“LeBlanc got a lucky shot.” His eyes crossed as he tried to look at the wound. “Margo stitched me up on the ride over.”

“Not bad work for a bumpy helicopter,” she said with a wink.

Chuck tugged his cowboy hat as he gathered firewood. “My flying is as smooth as butter, Ma’am.”

“Did you say LeBlanc?” I arched a brow. “Thanks to him, I nearly drowned in the catacombs.”

“I suspect Mr. LeBlanc is a Ghost,” Waley said as he shuffled inside. “Let’s settle in, and I’ll explain.”

Margo looped her arm through his. “You must be hungry, Admiral. Tobias made a hearty stew with the limited provisions.”

The interior was dimly lit, and the heavy scent of damp wood and peat lingered in the air. There were no frills—just the essentials. A small fireplace crackled, casting flickering shadows across the worn wooden floor. The furniture was sparse but functional—two battered armchairs, a rough wicker table, and a single cot shoved into the corner, barely large enough for one person.

I jutted my chin. “Who’s the snoring man sleeping in Baby Bear’s Bed? He’s a little too old and brunette to be Goldilocks.”

“That would be Dmitri, the jailhouse snitch,” Finn whispered. “Springing him was part of the deal.”

“Hope he wasn’t in the pen for murder.”

The snitch rolled over. “I’m a simple thief, Boss.”

“With impeccable hearing.” I twisted in search of somewhere to sit. “So, this is it?” I asked, wiping the water off my jacket. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but after everything we’d been through, I hoped for something more comfortable.

“Just enough to keep us out of sight.” Parker checked the windows. His hand brushed against the edge of a heavy curtain, ensuring it covered every inch of the small, reinforced panes.

I glanced around the cramped space not built to hide nine people. There were no personal touches, no signs of life. It felt more like a bunker than a cottage—a place where no one lived, but people came when they needed to disappear. It was a forgotten relic tucked into the quiet wilderness, waiting for people like us to show up. There was no luxury, but that was the point—no one would look for us in a place like this.

My nostrils flared, and my stomach growled. The retired British agent stirred a large pot on the old-fashioned stove. The smells were a mix of canned vegetables, but I didn’t care how the stew tasted as long as it was hot.

Finn stroked my arms, the chill seeping through my sleeves. “You’re freezing.”

“A summer swim hits differently here than back home in Texas.”

Finn snagged an itchy wool blanket from a storage bin containing other essentials and provisions. “Sit by the fire and warm up, Darlin’.”

Katherine rolled her eyes. The new pet name didn’t slip by her. “You two are sickening.”

“I didn’t…” Finn cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck. “How’s dinner coming, Margo?”

She shrugged. “Wouldn’t know. Left to my own devices, I eat things raw or at a blackened crisp.”

Waley settled at a table shoved against the far wall and equipped with communication equipment—a shortwave radio, a battered old telephone, and a stack of maps. “Has anyone contacted my daughter?”

“We called Peggy Jo as soon as we arrived.” Tobias wiped his hands on his apron. “She’s holding down the fort back at headquarters. The CIA brass doesn’t know what we did. Not yet anyway, and she’s trying to hold them off as long as possible.”

“Good.” Waley shook his old friend’s hand. “I owe you a great deal of gratitude for busting me out of that awful place. All of you. I realize it wasn’t easy. You risked your careers and your lives.”

“It was nothing, Boss.” The snitch shrugged as all eyes turned to him. “Sorry, I’ll make like a child and be seen, not heard.”

I lifted my gaze to the window and glanced outside at the sunrise. The fog rolled in, making the world beyond the cottage vanish into a white blur. I smiled as Tobias delivered warm bowls of stew. Thick biscuit dumplings floated on top. “This looks delicious, Tobias.”

“It won’t win any awards for taste, but it will stick to your ribs.”

“Your ribs, my hips.” Margo blew on her spoon. “Admiral, I don’t want to ruin your dinner, but I think I speak for everyone when I say we’re eager to hear what led to your stay in Ravenloch.”

“In front of him?” Katherine pointed to the jailhouse snitch.

“No need to be spiteful. I’m on your side now.” He slapped Finn’s shoulder. “I’m not stupid. I go with the tide. Isn’t that right, Boss?”

“You’ll find I reward loyalty, Dmitri.” Waley swallowed two big spoonfuls and turned to Parker. “How much did you tell them?”

Parker polished off his stew with a clank of his spoon. “I shared what I knew.”

“Even his explanations are brief.” Katherine huffed. “The man speaks like a newspaper editor with a tight word count.”

I poked my arms from under the blanket but kept my shoulders wrapped. “When you went missing, you and Parker were investigating a British faction of the Ghosts and using our old pal Gordon as a double agent.”

“The fella who suspiciously fell off the grid the same time as you.” Chuck snorted. “We shouldn’t assume the worst with him. Not like he’s ever turned on us before. Oh, wait…”

Waley held up a hand. “This wasn’t Gordon’s doing. I lost contact with him a week before my arrest. He’s deep cover, and we gotta believe he’s still working as a double agent for us. The conspiracy is bigger, deeper.” He gestured to a satchel hanging by the door. “Sawyer, would you mind passing me my book?”

“The Maltese Falcon?” Finn flipped through the pages. “It’s filled with notes. What is this?”

“The stuff dreams are made of.” I smirked as I quoted the movie’s famous line. “At least the North Sea didn’t freeze my sense of humor.”

“The guards at Ravenloch didn’t allow paper for me to write down my thoughts. But they did give me plenty of novels to pass the time.” Waley bent the spine, creasing the pages. “I spent my days listening, watching, spying. This old dog still knows a few tricks.”

Margo grinned. “They always underestimate anybody north of forty.”

“I spent the last several weeks collecting coded notes, names, and dates.” Waley inhaled. “It reveals a disturbing plot: a planned assassination of a British royal.”

“The Ghosts are trying to kill the King?” Chuck asked with a full mouth.

“I have only snippets of information. Not enough to act,” Waley said. “The assassination is set to take place during a public event the royal is scheduled to attend. The intelligence hints that the event is only days away, leaving us limited time to prevent tragedy.” 

“Any clue who they’re targeting?” I asked. 

“Pure speculation, but I assume it is a younger royal, someone popular with the public, which means the assassination would not only be a personal tragedy but also a political catastrophe that could destabilize the country.” Waley traced his mustache. “I heard rumors about the plot before I was imprisoned. Someone went to a lot of trouble to keep me from sharing the intelligence.”

Finn combed a hand through his hair. “You believe the Ghosts arrested you because you found out about the assassination?”

“Someone high up in the British government, possibly a member of Parliament, is involved in this conspiracy. This individual has enough influence to orchestrate the imprisonment of a CIA director.” Waley finished the last of his stew with a slurp. “Their reach extends into the intelligence community, which means we can’t trust anyone outside this circle. Including MI6.” His gaze landed on Katherine. “Any issues with that, Miss Dalton?”

“In case you forgot, my superior threw me to the wolves the second I questioned orders. I doubt they know much less care if I’m in country.” Katherine flicked her hands. “For all they know, I’m on vacation with my sister.”

Waley bobbed his chin. “Very well. Let’s rest up and discuss our next move.”
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The tight quarters of the cabin and the cold, hard floor led to a restless sleep. Cat nap, really. By mid-morning, I was desperate to stretch my legs. Only a few embers remained in the fire, so I stepped outside to gather more logs. 

A sliver of sunshine poked through the clouds, warming temperatures into the low fifties. I popped the collar of my brown tweed blazer, wishing I had taken the time to grab my coat. Summer in Britain was a different animal. Back home in Texas, it was already ninety-five degrees and humid. I snagged the splitting axe and removed my jacket to chop wood.

The cottage overlooked a vast expanse of rolling, rocky terrain gently sloping to the sea in the distance. Without the fog that plagued the area the night before, I saw for miles. The overcast sky cast a muted gray light over everything, and a soft mist blanketed the green canvas.

As I split firewood, the rhythmic whoosh and thump of the activity relaxed me, and my problems melted away. We rescued Waley, but our mission just started.

A car door slammed, echoing through the quiet. I drove the axe into the tree stump and drew my weapon—a Colt M1911. We weren’t followed from the prison, and the safe house was as far off the beaten path as one could get. And yet, someone found us?

I crept through the low-growing shrubs of heather and gorse that covered much of the ground, their purples and yellows adding a touch of color to the otherwise muted landscape. Patches of tall, wiry grasses swayed with the wind. Leaning around a twisted birch tree, I spotted the trespasser. The green of her outfit almost camouflaged her in the bushes.

“Going somewhere, Katherine?”

Her forest-green beret twirled with her head. The car engine sputtered. “I didn’t come here to save a spoiled royal from assassination. Leave that to the King’s Guard.”

“Speaking out against His Majesty? Before we know it, you’ll be tossing tea into the harbor.”

She glared. “This isn’t my fight, Sawyer. I’m done following orders.”

It would be easy to let Katherine go. It might even be better for all involved. But the last time she ran off on her own to chase a vendetta, the Soviets kidnapped and almost killed her. She was a talented spy, but her desperate need for revenge led to mistakes. 

I holstered my gun. “The Ghosts murdered Tony, right?”

“His killer left a calling card with the symbol of the Ghosts.”

“So, doesn’t hunting members of the organization align with your goals?”

“We’ve caught dozens of random agents. None of whom brought me closer to my husband’s killer.”

“What about Jaworski?”

“What are you insinuating?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

The most recently captured enemy agent worked directly with Tony Dalton. Katherine identified Jaworski as a cobbler—a forger of papers and identification—but the implications were clear. If Tony was closely associated with a Ghost, he could be dirty. 

“Too many cooks in the kitchen as is,” Katherine said. “I don’t need to stick around.”

“Do you have any leads?” 

She smoothed a hand over her olive-green wool pencil skirt. “No, but I’m certainly not going to find any wallowing in a dusty one-room shack.”

“We’re game-planning our next move.”

“All you people have done is sleep and eat terrible stew. We’re wasting valuable time.”

I waved to the house. “Come back inside.”

“Too nippy for you?”

“I removed my jacket to chop wood. It seemed sensible at the time.”

Katherine lifted her chin. “Whatever speech you have planned won’t change my mind. I helped Jenny with the Cuban Blue Diamond case, assuming she would return the favor. But something else always comes up. I’m sick of being a background player in your epic adventure. Let some other sap find the dirty rat in Parliament. Ten quid says there is more than one.”

“This isn’t an either-or situation, Katherine.”

“Meaning?”

“You have no leads. Your best bet is to follow Ghosts until you come across one with a connection to Tony.”

She placed a hand on her hip. “How credible is this tip from Waley anyway?”

“What is that supposed to mean, Kat?” Jenny joined our conversation, carrying my blazer. “You look like you need this, Finn.”

Katherine rolled her shoulders. “Forgive me if I don’t take the insane ramblings of a man doodling in a Dashiell Hammet novel as the gospel.”

I buttoned my jacket and shoved my hands in my pockets. “Waley has been through a rough patch but he’s on the ball. He wouldn’t say there’s an assassination plot unless the threat is credible.”

“He’s raving about a mole in Parliament because he was imprisoned. He might not be thinking clearly, or worse, he’s been compromised. He spent over a month in close proximity to the Ghosts.”

Jenny invaded her sister's space. “The Admiral is as honorable as they come. He hasn’t been turned or whatever other nonsense you are insinuating.”

“You must admit, the intel is rather thin.” Katherine flicked off reasons on her fingers. “We don’t know who the target is, where or when the assassination will take place, or who is going to pull the trigger. Aside from a rumor, we have bupkis.”

I sighed. “There’s no choice but to act on the information we have.”

“We’re spies. We’ve followed thinner leads.” Jenny parted her wool gray coat, revealing stylish navy trousers and a bright blue turtleneck. “If you recall, we spent all spring chasing a diamond that turned out to be truth serum. We’re good at turning lemons into lemonade.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, you’re giving me a migraine.” Katherine rubbed her temples. “Why would you two want me here? Replace me with one of the geriatrics or the snitch. We’ll all be a lot happier.”

“Margo and Tobias are leaving on a different assignment,” Jenny said. “Which you’d know if you were present for the team meeting.”

“Fine. Let’s go back.” Katherine’s gaze traveled over Jenny. “And maybe you can find a pair of shoes that actually match your outfit.” With a huff, she marched ahead of us to the cottage.

Jenny glared at her sleek brown boots made for the rugged terrain. “Why are we convincing her to stay?” she whispered. “Because her pitch about Dmitri makes a lot of sense. Every team needs a good yes man who can potentially turn on them if offered more money.”

“You don’t want her running off on her own and getting herself killed.”

She leaned into me and wrapped an arm around my waist. “With the division Waley outlined, it’s going to be up to us to keep that girl in line.”

“We’re splitting up?”

“Margo and Tobias are following a lead to Monte Carlo. An old associate was spotted in the city and is causing trouble. They suspect he has ties to the Ghosts.”

The cottage door creaked open, and Waley stepped outside, dusting hair from his shoulders. He bobbed his head to view the back in a handheld mirror. “That has to be the worst haircut I’ve ever received.”

“Well, I’m not a real barber.” Margo snapped her scissors. “And Yul Brynner would give me more to work with.”

“Funny girl.” Waley plopped a gray fedora on his head and turned to us. “I wanted to talk to you kids. Plans have been made, and Parker is readying the helicopter.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“I’m going into hiding. The Ghosts will come for me harder than ever, which plants quite the target on the team. Parker arranged for new identities and a safe location where we can continue to provide remote support in your mission.”

Jenny rocked on her toes. “Which is what exactly?”

“I wish I had more. A lead or a place to start, but all I have is the rumor.” He handed her the Maltese Falcon. “I wrote down everything I heard while in prison. Hold onto it.”

I crossed my arms. “How do we contact you?”

He scribbled a phone number. “This is a secure line at my new safe house. You can only use it once, so make sure whatever you say is important.” He motioned for me to follow. “Walk me to the helicopter, Sawyer.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat as we strolled silently across the rocky terrain. Things between Waley and I were tense before he left for England. My family issues threatened to expose my CIA cover. So Waley shipped me away from the team, the woman I loved, and assigned me to a desk job in Dallas. I wasn’t supposed to be here.

“Listen, Admiral, I know I messed up…”

He lifted a hand. “We can talk about that when we’re home. Out of harm’s way.”

“Of course.”

He removed his round glasses and cleaned them with a handkerchief. “Can you work effectively with Jenny, Chuck, and Katherine?”

“I have before.”

“The Cuban Blue Diamond. Yes, Tobias filled me in.”

“Is there a problem, sir?”

He stopped in his tracks. “This is one of your most dangerous assignments to date. We can’t trust anyone outside our inner circle. Y’all have no backup, no safety net. You can’t afford a fractured unit—members you can’t trust.”

“I trust Jenny.”

“You and she are strong partners, but for a team to function cohesively, there must be a captain. Someone must step into a leadership role.”

“Me?”

“Why not you?”

“Chuck and Katherine are both more experienced, and Jenny is far bossier…”

“Leading isn’t for everyone, Sawyer. And that’s okay. It’s up to you to decide what path you want to take as a spy.” He slapped my shoulder. “You can step up and be the leader they need or remain in the shadows, working to be the best possible agent.”

The weight of his words settled on my chest like a stone. “Yes, sir.” I shook his hand and watched as he raced off to the helicopter. 

Waley turned back, his gaze intense beneath his graying brows. “I’ll be watching, Sawyer. Don’t let me down.” He climbed into the chopper with Parker, who waved his cowboy hat through the open door. 

Uniting a group of strong-willed individuals wouldn’t be easy. I would need to earn their trust and respect rather than seizing control. If I failed, the mission could fall apart, but if we succeeded, it could solidify my role and create an unstoppable unit.

As I stood alone in the rising dust, I considered my path. Waley and Parker were leaders of men—role models for me to look up to. I wasn’t sure I could fill those shoes, but the team needed someone, and for better or worse, that someone would be me.
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Tobias loaded weapons and organized them in a line by caliber. “Take whatever you prefer, Miss Nicolay.”

I selected a Colt Commander and checked the sights. “So, who is this mysterious former associate in Monte Carlo?”

“It’s a complicated story,” the Brit said.

“His name is Peter O’Donald, and he has a vendetta against Waley and us going on twenty-six years.” Margo flipped long blonde hair over her shoulder. “I’m dating myself, aren’t I? You haven’t even been alive that many years. Pretend I said ten.”

“What did he do?”

“Bootlegging, thievery, murder. He’s an all-around bad guy, and it wouldn’t surprise me one bit if he teamed up with the Ghosts while rotting away in prison.” She cocked her hip. “We didn’t know he was paroled until recently.”

“Who in their right mind paroles a murderer?” Katherine asked.

“We didn’t nail him for that one, but there’s no doubt he’s a stone-cold killer.” Margo snagged her jacket from the hook by the door. “But even Peter O’Donald can’t ruin my mood. The weather in Monte Carlo is divine this time of year.”

The door squeaked, and the jailhouse snitch returned. “The car is all packed, Boss, so I guess this is where we part ways?”

Tobias grabbed Dmitri by the arm. “Not so fast. I bet a guy like you has endless connections in Monaco.”

“That’s true. Perhaps I can be of service.”

“I thought so.”

Dmitri eyed a Remington rifle. “Does that mean I can have a gun, Boss?”

“No.” Tobias packed away the rest of the weapons. 

“Not that we don’t trust you, Dmitri.” Margo handed her heavy bags to the snitch. “Are you kids going to be okay?”

Chuck propped his feet on the coffee table and tossed Waley’s book. “How can we investigate a rumored threat when we can’t trust anyone in the intelligence community?”

“What about LeBlanc?” I massaged my temples. “The Ghost agent installed in the prison to watch Waley.”

“What about him?” Katherine asked.

“He’s a lead. If we research his past and hunt him down…”

Katherine shoved by me on her way to the door. “Might be easier to find a genuine spirit.”

“I know where LeBlanc likes to go.” All eyes turned to the snitch. “His haunting grounds, if you will.”

“Where, Dmitri?”

“A place called the Black Swan Pub.”

Katherine paused in the doorway. “That’s in London. It’s an old tavern on the Thames.”

“You know it?” Chuck asked.

“My husband frequented the Black Swan. He met contacts there for clandestine exchanges.”

My eyes darted. “For MI6?”

“Of course. Who else do you think he’d meet covertly?”

I shrugged. “I guess we’re going to London.”

Chuck swung his worn cowboy boots to the floor. His outfit was a mix of his Texas roots while embracing English styles that would allow him to blend in—dark denim trousers, a sturdy work jacket, and a gray flat cap. “Too bad those fellas stole our chopper. A train to London is going to take forever.”

Tobias pulled a business card from his breast pocket and paced to the telephone. “I’ll get you access to a plane.”

A smile spread across Chuck’s handsome face, twitching his bushy mustache. “I like this guy.” He followed Tobias. “Make sure it’s fast—”

I shook my head and stretched for the Maltese Falcon. I flipped through the pages and skimmed the notes. A passage on the final page caused the hair on the back of my neck to prickle. 

“Something wrong?” Katherine asked.

I nodded and read the chilling entry aloud. “Bahamas communique: Take out Pequeño Lobo.”

“Translates to Little Wolf.”

My throat tightened. “We know that code name. Agent Geoff Wolfe, stationed in Cuba.”

“Oh, the annoying mouthy guy with a crush on you?”

“I’d describe him a tad differently, but yeah.” My forehead creased. “Are the Ghosts planning to kill him?”

“Sure, sounds like it.” Katherine rolled her shoulders. “How did the great Waley miss this one? The code name is as obvious as they come.”

“He never met Wolfe. Waley was already deep cover when we started working in Cuba.” I sprung from the lumpy chair. “I need to warn him.” I hurried to the kitchen and hovered while the fellas finished.

Tobias hung up the receiver. “I’ll have a plane waiting for you at Portree Airstrip in two hours.”

“There’s no airport on the Isle of Sky,” Chuck said.

“It’s a government-used landing strip known only to a few people in covert circles.” Tobias crossed his arms. “Think you can handle takeoff from a grassy airstrip?”

“You kidding? I could fly that Morris Eight parked out front if I was so inclined.” Chuck’s smile spread. “This day just got a bit better.

“Excuse me, boys, I need to use the telephone.” 

Katherine tapped me on the shoulder. “Lest you forget, we are on the run. Placing a long-distance call to Cuba is dangerous, stupid, and breaks about a dozen protocols.”

“You’re the queen of breaking protocol.” I dialed the number to the nearby CIA relay station in Edinburgh. “This is Agent Jenny Nicolay. I need to contact Agent Geoff Wolfe, Cuba—authorization 279-Alpha.”

“I will transmit your request and patch through the call momentarily. Can you be reached again at this location?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I hung up the phone and paced. Establishing a secure line was necessary, but the delays irritated me nonetheless.

“Why don’t you simply relay the warning?” Katherine asked. “I’m sure his superiors will inform him of the danger.”

“Waley just finished telling us that we can’t trust anyone in the intelligence community.”

“I assumed that was directed at MI6.” She curled a strand of brown hair around her finger. “We’re back to the tired bit of not trusting the CIA?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “It isn’t a lack of trust. Our rescue mission wasn’t exactly sanctioned by the proper channels. In fact, our direct orders were not to step foot in Great Britain.”

She smirked. “I suppose disobeying commands runs in the family.”

The difference was that Katherine broke ranks for selfish reasons. I considered pointing that out to her but bit my tongue. 

The phone rang, and I lunged to answer. “Hello?” I cleared my throat. “This is Nicolay.”

“I have Agent Wolfe, let me connect you.”

The line clicked, and static fizzed in my ear. “Good golly, Movie Star, your timing is impeccable.” Wolfe’s boyish charm echoed halfway around the world.

“Oh? How’s that?”

“You caught me on my way to the airport. Another minute, and I would have been Splitsville.”

My pulse raced. “Where are you headed?”

“Why? Thinking of running away from Dreamboat and joining me?”

“This is serious, Geoff. My boss intercepted a message from the Ghosts that reads, ‘Bahamas communique: Take out Pequeño Lobo.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

“Ain’t that a bite. It’s my codename.” He lowered his voice. “The company handed down a new assignment yesterday morning. I’m supposed to report to Grand Bahama to work with the U.S. Air Force.”

“What’s the mission? Is it related to the Ghosts?”

“No. I don’t think so. They’re building a military base.”

I chewed my lower lip. “Watch yourself, Wolfe. Somebody intercepted your orders and wants you dead.”

“Thanks for the warning, Movie Star.”

“Any time.”

“As much as I’d like to bash ears, this line won’t be secure much longer.”

“Stay safe.” The call cut out, leaving me in silence.

Katherine crossed her arms. “He sounded as insufferable as ever.”

My pulse thumped as I considered the note. Why were the Ghosts going after Wolfe, and how did it relate to the faction who imprisoned Waley? The connection didn’t make sense.

“Before you do something silly and suggest a detour to Cuba to rescue your boyfriend, let me remind you that we have a time-sensitive mission in London.”

I frowned as I stared into her determined eyes. “An hour ago you tried to steal our car and sneak off alone. Now you are rah-rah, Team God Save the King?” 

“First, there’s no evidence King George is the target, so why the jokes? Second, our goals finally align at the Black Swan Pub.”

“I guess that means we’re stuck with each other.”
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