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About the Book




Even the best spies can’t outrun the past. Some debts can only be paid in blood. 

The Mediterranean, 1950
When an ancient telescope engraved with a cryptic message is discovered in Monte Carlo, CIA agents Jenny Nicolay and Sawyer Finn follow its trail to Italy’s Po River—where the stars above may lead to a legendary treasure below. But they’re not the only ones searching.

A ruthless criminal with ties to the Ghost network has resurfaced, and this time, it’s personal. With old enemies stepping out of the shadows and Interpol closing in, Jenny and Sawyer must navigate mistaken identities, countersurveillance, and dangerous double-crosses.

With time running out and the price of revenge growing steeper, the question isn’t just who will find the treasure—but who will survive the hunt.

When the past comes calling, can Jenny and Sawyer resist the temptation of vengeance? Or will their mission lead them to an early grave? 
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Chapter 1

River of Stars


Jenny





Po River, Northern Italy 

July 1, 1950 – Just after Midnight

If someone told me the night’s mission involved riding a glorified bathtub into the mouth of a thunderstorm, I would’ve worn thicker socks.

Actually, no—I take that back. Nothing short of a diving suit could’ve saved me from the damp creeping through every layer I owned. The waterway was already bad enough: wide, fast, and the same muddy brown as the cup of coffee I forgot on the counter for three days. But now the sky decided to participate.

A low growl of thunder rolled across the Po River, vibrating through the hull beneath my boots. The cabin shivered with it, the windowpanes rattling as if on the verge of giving up.

“The storm's getting rather bothersome,” Tobias said. His crisp, BBC English cut clearly through the rhythmic pounding on the roof. He leaned over the laminated river chart spread across the console, a few strands of white hair plastered to his forehead. His navy rain slicker made soft, sticky noises every time he moved—like a seal flopping on a tile floor.

“No kidding,” I muttered, adjusting the brim of my crushable adventure fedora, which managed to keep my curls both dry and bouncy… for the time being. “Feels like we’re sailing straight into Zeus’s bad mood.”

Margo gripped the controls in the cramped wheelhouse and kept her gaze peeled on the river. Her orange oilskin slicker made her flash like a lighthouse. She fought to steady the boat in the rough water. “If Zeus wants to throw a temper tantrum, he can get in line. We’re still five degrees off our last marker.”

I peered at the dim floodlight cutting a skinny, unsure path across the river's surface. The beam jittered every time the bow pitched, and the reflection danced with it. Light skittered across the surface less like a river and more like an angry vat of chocolate pudding.

“Map says we should be close,” I said, tracing a finger along the penciled annotation we made earlier. “Somewhere near that bend.”

“‘Should’ is doing a lot of heavy lifting there.” Tobias steadied as the boat lurched and threatened to toss him to the other side of the wheelhouse.

CRACK!

Lightning split the sky in a jagged white spear, illuminating the cabin like a camera flash at a séance. The thunder hit a second later, loud enough that I felt it in my ribcage.

The reverberation shook the telescope loose, too.

The ancient brass instrument mounted on a tripod outside the door—our entire reason for being out there instead of dry, warm, and sane—wobbled. The thunderstorm shockwave kicked the boat sideways, and the telescope began sliding portside in slow-motion horror.

“Oh no, you don’t.” I lunged into the downpour.

My boots skidded on the slick deck as the boat rolled again, and the telescope scraped another inch toward the railing. Tobias lurched right behind me, his long arms practically spanning half the deck, and together we grabbed the tripod legs just as one of them folded in and snapped.

Rain hit us like a bucket brigade was stationed on the roof, pelting so hard it stung. Wind clawed, threatening to steal the hat off my head, and my sweater soaked through instantly.

Margo shouted from the wheelhouse, voice cracking across the storm. “If you two fall overboard, I’m not turning around!”

“Don't worry, Margo.” I gripped the railing to steady myself. “I float better than this retired rust bucket.”

Another roll of thunder. Another tilt of the deck. Tobias clutched the telescope up against his chest like a rugby ball, and I shoved the busted tripod under my arm. Together we muscled our way back inside, dripping an ocean's worth onto the wooden floor.

“Close the door!” Margo’s eyes widened. The rocking boat forced her to brace a hand awkwardly on the navigation panel, holding her body in a rigid, one-handed pushup as she lifted both feet clear of the puddle runoff. “There’s nothing more annoying than wet, squeaky shoes.”

I slammed it shut. Not that it helped much. “I can think of a few things,” I said as I wrung out my drenched hair.

Water streamed from the ceiling in thin, cold ribbons. The windows leaked at every seam. Margo muttered under her breath while Tobias jammed balled-up towels in the worst gaps.

Rain pattered on the metal roof like handfuls of thrown nails. The storm transformed from mildly inconvenient to biblical in less than a minute.

“I suppose that chap wasn’t being perfectly honest when he called this vessel seaworthy.” Tobias nudged the growing water at our feet with his boot. “We seem to be sinking.”

“Maybe we start naming the fish.” I squinted ahead, trying to make out landmarks. “Are we close?”

Margo barked a laugh. “How do I know? I should’ve insisted we hire a real boat captain.”

“If we believe that telescope to be genuine and not a reproduction, we can’t trust anyone,” Tobias said. “This discovery is too vital.”

Especially since we weren’t the only ones chasing him. If Peter O’Donald really had stepped back into the game, we couldn’t risk outsiders. The last thing we needed was someone warning him that we’d already put miles between us and the trail he was so desperate to pick up.

My hand brushed the engraved brass tube. Even wet and foggy, it felt ancient and important—like it had stories it would only tell on its own terms.

I whispered the line carved into its side:

The wealth of nations sleeps under the river of stars.

We spent the better part of a week deciphering the phrase and consulting the eggheads in the CIA. But the real break came when we took the riddle literally.

Don’t look when the stars are shining. Look when the sky is blind.

Tonight? The sky wasn’t just blind. It was unconscious.

“Tobias, kill the floodlight. We are close,” I said.

He reached for the switch without hesitation. The beam vanished, plunging the wheelhouse into near-darkness—only the glow from the gauges, faint and orange, remained.

Outside, the storm swallowed everything. The river sounded huge. Alive. Hungry. Lightning flashed again, bleaching the world white for a heartbeat before dropping us back into darkness.

“Perfect.” Tobias adjusted his cufflinks, unwilling to have a thread out of place, even when soaking. “The exact ambiance we need for staring at river rocks.”

With the tripod down to only two functional legs, he lifted the telescope and braced it on the console. I wedged a stack of soggy manuals and a metal toolbox beneath it until the eyepiece steadied.

Margo worked the throttle, coaxing the boat sideways toward the bank—slow, careful overcorrections as the current shoved at us like a bully demanding lunch money.

Diesel fumes mixed with wet wool and the metallic tang of stormwater. My eyes stung.

Tobias pressed his face to the eyepiece. “Looking for anything that glows greenish-blue. Faint. Like a sickly firefly.”

The scientific expert who examined the telescope described it as extraordinary. It wasn’t designed for stargazing. The lens identified a particular phosphorescent light.

The boat rocked sharply.

“Dash it all! I need this steady,” Tobias grunted.

Margo’s head snapped around. “Then tell the river to stop moving!”

Thunder boomed overhead. Lightning flickered again—just long enough to wash out his field of view.

“Botheration! We can’t have any light.”

“Hold it, give it a second to recalibrate,” I said.

He adjusted the lens, breathing slowly. “There.”

My heart thumped. “There what?”

He pointed a pruny, waterlogged finger. “Rock shelf. Ten meters ahead. Something’s glowing on the surface. A symbol…a circle containing a radiating sunburst or star. Faint but definitely phosphorescent.”

“May I?” I took the eyepiece and pressed my face to the cold brass, fighting the sway of the boat. The glow barely registered—a sickly green pulse on the black rock—but the unmistakable symbol bled through.

“That’s it.” My throat tightened. “It’s a sign from God telling us to turn back.”

Margo steered us closer, jaw clenched, knuckles white around the wheel.

The storm slammed us sideways; the hull groaned. Tobias held the telescope steady with both hands now, bracing his boots against the console to counterbalance.

Margo fought for control of the vessel. “Keep me on line, Hun. I can’t see anything in this sludge.”

“Still on course.” He closed one eye and did his best to stabilize the telescope.

“You sure?” I asked.

“Quite. It’s the only glowing rock.”

Another flash of lightning washed everything out.

“Aw, come on,” Tobias hissed. He waited, leaned in again. “Almost there!”

Margo snapped on the floodlight. “Riverbank! Anchor! Drop it now!”

Tobias didn't wait. He tossed the telescope to me—the brass barrel slamming against my ribs—and yanked the anchor lever. The boat lurched violently as the chain screamed off the reel, and a metal shriek cut through the storm.

The hull swung hard toward the bank, jerking us sideways.

“We’re secure,” Tobias said.

Margo killed the engine.

I stood in the wheelhouse doorway, rain exploding into me in a cold wall of needles. “Let’s go dig up a secret.”
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The mud sucked at my feet like it wanted to keep me as a souvenir. Rain hammered down hard enough to ricochet off my hat brim and slide in cold rivulets down my neck, soaking into my already-miserable sweater. My jacket had officially stopped feigning being waterproof, now becoming more of a wearable sponge.

Margo stumbled up beside me, gripping a sad, wind-whipped umbrella that turned inside-out twice before she hollered and snapped it closed. “Useless piece of junk,” she muttered, slicker hood plastered to her head.

“I tried to tell you,” Tobias said, hauling two shovels and a metal detector onto the narrow strip of land. “Brollies are merely optimism pretending to be tools.”

My metal detector buzzed to life with a testy hum. Lightning flashed, illuminating the rock shelf above us. The same one with the faint phosphorescent symbol Tobias spotted through the secret-weapon telescope.

“Alright,” I said, sweeping the detector over the mud. “Let’s find out what the treasure hunters left behind.”

“It can’t be far from the marker,” Margo said, tugging on her bright orange slicker, which somehow twisted backward in the wind.

The metal detector gave a cranky sputter before settling into a drone. The thing weighed about as much as a toddler and had all the grace of a crowbar taped to a car battery. I hitched the heavy control box higher on its strap, already feeling the ache in my shoulder.

Margo eyed hers with deep suspicion. “This looks like it leaped off the pages of a Jules Verne novel,” she grumbled. “How accurate are these things anyway?”

“Quite,” Tobias said.

For the briefest of moments, the deluge let up into a drizzle. But as quickly as it slowed, it started up again. A straight downpour with rain pelting so hard that each drop felt like it had a personal grudge. My hair plastered to my skull, a wet halo capping my poor wardrobe choices. Mud oozed around my boots. Every step squelched like a shoe full of mashed potatoes.

The metal detector crackled sharply.

“Oh! Got something!” I bent closer.

Beep-beep—BEEEEEP—

I plunged my hand into the mud, gloved fingers closing around something sharp.

“A tin can.” I held it up, triumphant and deadpan.

Tobias sighed. “Marvelous.”

Margo kicked at the mud. “Wonderful. We’re wielding state-of-the-art equipment, and it still thinks a tin can is buried treasure.” She tweaked the handle on her own machine, nearly losing her balance as the oversized coil dragged in the muck. “Honestly, Jenny—men will invent anything except something practical.”

The detector’s solid-iron coil collected its own private mudslide, making it feel twice its weight. I gave it a yank to free it from a small suction pit, grunting under my breath. Whoever signed off on the design clearly never intended it to be used in knee-deep sludge during a thunderstorm.

We kept moving, sweeping slowly toward the rock marked with the symbol. My detector buzzed again—false alarm. Margo’s squealed over a rusted iron nail. Tobias found half a bicycle chain.

“This is ridiculous,” Margo snarled, wiping moisture from her eyelids. “This riverbank is where trash comes to retire.”

I began to think she was right.

My detector let out a sharp, insistent BEEEEEEEEEP. “Hold it.”

Tobias knelt in the muck beside me, shoulders hunched against the wind. “This might be it.” He jammed his shovel into the earth. Mud splattered across both of us.

Margo joined in, scooping frantically, river water sloshing in miniature waterfalls down the holes we made.

After a minute, Tobias hit something solid. “Metal,” he said, eyes reflecting a lightning bolt.

We dug with frantic energy, sludge flying everywhere, rain doing its best to refill the hole as fast as we emptied it.

Then Tobias wrenched up a rectangular metal box, dripping and battered but fully intact.

My pulse kicked. “Definitely not a tin can.”

“Quite right.”

We dragged the box under the measly shelter of a stone overhang. The river sludge clung to the oxidized metal, making the whole thing smell of deep mud and decay.

Tobias took his pocketknife and carefully popped the latch. The lock gave way with a sickening hiss of released air, and the lid creaked open.

Instead of the immediate glamour we half-expected, an oilcloth lined the box. Tobias peeled back the innermost layer of heavyweight, water-stained fabric, exposing a collection of objects dull from age.

First, we noticed the coins. Dozens of them. They weren't shiny; they were heavy, flat disks caked in silt. I picked one up; the metal was cool and solid, and brushing the muck away with my thumb revealed the faint, proud stamp of Roman markings.

And nestled beside the coins, protected by the dense cluster of gold, was a small, oblong shape. Tobias carefully worked the last oilcloth wrapping free, revealing a book, its cover cracked and bleached with age. The title’s gilded lettering was still faintly legible beneath a layer of protective varnish.

He held it up to the dim glow of the flashlight, “La Ricchezza delle Nazioni,” he read aloud. “Italian edition of The Wealth of Nations. Adam Smith.”

I leaned in, brushing the last of the sludge off the coin. My fingers traced the heavy, dull metal. The markings weren't entirely Roman; the central figure was a highly stylized, perfectly rendered owl. Ancient gold didn’t look this clean, this uniform.

“Because it’s not treasure,” I said, dropping the phony coin back into the box with a hollow clunk. “It’s just bait. The book is what is important.”

“How? Why?” Margo’s questions echoed over the storm.

“Why indeed?” Tobias ran a hand over the cover and thumbed through the pages.

The telescope had a purpose. The riddle had a purpose. Whoever created this puzzle didn’t choose anything by accident.

I reached for the telescope, rotating the brass tube until my thumb brushed the small, almost-hidden switch on its underside.

Click.

A second internal lens slid into place.

“Hold the book upright, Tobias. I want to see something.”

He did, and I lifted the telescope, angling the lens toward the cover. The filtered view provided unexpected clarity.

Symbols glowed across the surface of the book—thin, etched lines invisible to the naked eye. Numbers appeared one by one as though inked in phosphorescent fire.

“It’s a number sequence,” I said. “37-14-7.”

“Page, line, letter,” Margo placed a hand on my arm. “Good thinking, Jenny.”

I opened the book, flipping with shaking fingers until I reached the page. “W.”

“What do we do with a single letter?” Tobias asked. “Is there more to the sequence?”

Margo squinted, refusing to admit her need for reading glasses. “What else do you see in the telescope, Bright Eyes?”

I steadied the lens. On the margin, someone scribbled another sequence in that greenish-blue glow. I followed them.

One letter…

then the next…

then the next…

A word began to form.

Then a phrase.

I read it aloud, rain dripping from my lashes:

“Where the Wealth of Empires is Measured by the Shadow of Doubt, Look to the Field of Miracles.”

Lightning flashed—bright, blinding—and thunder followed so close it shook the ground.

Margo frowned. “Field of Miracles? Oh joy, another riddle.”

I lifted my gaze toward the dark stretch of river ahead, the rain slicing sideways across it. Whoever buried this clue had gone through a lot of trouble to hide it—and that meant whatever waited at the end of this trail wasn’t going to welcome us. The storm wasn’t the only thing closing in.
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Venice looked prettier when you weren’t chasing someone through the winding cobblestone streets.

The drizzle fell steadily for an hour, enough to give the canals a sleek, black-glass shine. The damp, humid city seeped through my trenchcoat, and my suit clung to my body like a shackle I couldn't shake. Midnight in July should’ve felt warm. Instead, the air carried a bite that worked its way through wool, skin, and whatever logic I brought with me.

Geoff Wolfe strode beside me, humming something that sounded suspiciously like Frank Sinatra and absolutely nothing like stealth.

A poor substitute for Jenny in every way, shape, and form.

His Italian sports jacket, an electric blue number purchased that morning because Venice deserved glamour, reflected lamps we passed like a neon sign.

“Try to walk quieter,” I whispered.

“Jenny was right.” He tipped his porkpie hat, the narrow brim barely keeping the rain off his face—a fashion statement with a strict disregard for practicality. “You are a worrywart on missions.”

“She said that?”

Wolfe flipped a coin into the air and caught it. “More or less.”

We reached a gondolier closing up shop for the night—a man Wolfe identified as his eyes and ears in Venice. The wiry guy with tired, droopy eyes flicked a cigarette that glowed red in the twilight. Wolfe approached with the same unearned confidence he used picking up dates.

“Buona sera, amico,” Wolfe said. “Quick question: have you seen this woman?”

He slid Kip Murphy’s photograph toward the man. The gondolier squinted, took a thoughtful drag, then pointed at a narrow canal framed by a hunched little palazzo with peeling cream paint.

“Terzo piano,” the gondolier said.

Wolfe glanced back at me. “Third floor.”

“Back window,” the man added. “Always leaves the light on too late.”

Wolfe paid him five dollars and said something in Italian that made the gondolier double over in laughter.

“See?” Wolfe said, falling in beside me. “Efficient. Polite. Zero bullets fired. We’re practically diplomats.”

“We’re supposed to be spies,” I said. “You talk too much.”

He grinned, small and sharp. Wolfe was older than me by a handful of years, but in Venice’s trickle of streetlamps, he came off like a kid trying too hard to be dangerous.

Most people found him charming, especially women, for some reason. I found him irritating.

The palazzo loomed ahead, three stories of rain-darkened stone pressed close against a narrow canal. A light glowed in the upstairs window, just as the gondolier said, a slanted rectangle on the third floor. Kip Murphy’s apartment.

Our mission directive was clear: extract her. Quietly.

According to our intel, Kip Murphy was Peter O’Donald’s second in command. Former military. Brilliant. Deadly. A ghost wearing perfume.

I crouched under the tiny overhang above the side entrance. The old, thick door had probably swollen from the rain. It opened with a faint screech. Rain dripped off my trench coat as I took the narrow stone stairs two at a time. I unbuttoned my blazer for quicker access to my pistol if the situation called for it.

Wolfe peered down the hall as he removed small metal tools from his pocket to pick the lock. “Cover me.”

I drew my gun from the shoulder holster and held it low at my side. “Work quickly,” I said as I leaned on the frame.

An open window on the humid night let in a damp, cool breeze, making the simple lace curtain flutter rhythmically, a soft, pointless dance. Outside, the light rain settled like static, washing over the canal. The air was a potent mix of old Venice—wet, mineral stone, and a faint, sweet smell of decay—which fought and lost against the overpowering, desperate scent of Wolfe’s cologne.

Wolfe pressed his ear to the wooden door and held his breath. He set the first pick into the lock when the frame exploded inward. The door slammed open with enough force to crack the jamb, propelling both of us forward and stumbling into the apartment’s dimly lit entryway. A man the size of a Soviet freight car barreled toward us, swinging something heavy and metallic.

I jerked back as a cosh whistled past my face. He smacked my pistol out of my grasp, sending it sliding deep into the room.

Another man, equally enormous, equally Russian-looking, emerged behind the first, pivoting at me.

No guns. Just batons. That meant their directive was capture, not kill. Hopefully.

Wolfe darted at them with the kind of agility you only get from growing up dodging a pack of brothers bigger than you. Goon One swung; Wolfe ducked; the blackjack baton cracked against the stone wall, reverberating like a dying church bell.

I didn't hesitate. I dropped low and charged Goon Two, driving my shoulder into his abdomen. The air whooshed from his lungs with a grunt. We wrestled across the worn terrazzo floor, sending a small, ornate side table crashing into splintered pieces. I used the distraction to execute a quick scissoring chokehold, applying pressure until his massive frame went limp beneath me. He slumped to the floor, unconscious.

Wolfe, meanwhile, stumbled back from his opponent, blood staining his lip. He jackknifed out of the way of the swinging baton. Goon One’s wild momentum carried him forward, forcing a momentary, awkward lurch in the fighting.

A presence in the inner doorway instantly filled the vacuum of silence. She was framed by the dark interior, stepping with impossible calm over the scattered debris and shattered glass. Kip Murphy surveyed the wreckage of her apartment—the unconscious goon, the bloody floor, and the two intruders—with a detachment, not fear or surprise, but cold appraisal.

Tall. Striking. With dark hair pulled into a no-nonsense twist. High-waisted trousers and a crisp blouse made her look like the world’s most beautiful accountant.

She bolted across the main room, heading directly for the open casement window. She threw her leg over the sill, and her boots clattered as they hit the oxidized metal fire escape that ran down the back of the palazzo wall toward the canal.

Goon One smacked Wolfe in the jaw with an echoing thump. Wolfe somersaulted and hopped back to his feet, fists ready in a fighter's stance. “What are you waiting for, Sawyer?” He ducked below a swing. “Go after her!”

He didn’t need to tell me twice.

I shoved the broken side table out of the way, stepped over the meaty, unconscious Goon Two, and sprinted after Kip Murphy.

I launched myself through the casement window, following Kip onto the narrow, rusted grid of the fire escape. The sudden shock of the cool drizzle hit my face. My leather-soled shoes instantly screamed betrayal on the wet metal, sliding enough on the slick rungs to make every step a negotiation with gravity.

Kip slithered three-quarters of the way down. Climbing, not running, she vaulted the rusted landings like she’d been born on scaffolding. I clutched the rung as the entire structure rattled from her dismount, shaking a cold shower of collected water down on my head.

“Murphy!” The hiss of the rain and the echo of the enclosed space below swallowed my voice.

She didn’t glance back. She disappeared into the shadows and the rain-soaked calle and sottoportego of Venice.

The city was a maze even in daylight. But at night, the slick stone, dim halos of light, and the drizzle whispering through murky alleys made it a labyrinth designed by a poet who hated straight lines.

Kip navigated the streets like she had memorized every turn.

I chased her past shuttered osterias, over tiny arched bridges with iron railings cold as bone, through alleys so narrow my shoulders brushed both walls.

Every sharp turn was a negotiation. Every downward slope was a warning. Venice wasn’t made for running; it was made for getting lost.

Kip didn’t so much run as glide. Her long strides stayed even and efficient, her blouse plastered to her back by the rain. She didn’t check over her shoulder, didn’t fumble, didn’t panic.

She reached the corner before I did—a tight cut between a florist’s boarded stall and a stone wall dripping with green algae. I followed, less than a second behind, and found myself in a dead-end street no wider than a hallway.

A lonely canal waited at the end, black as ink.

Kip stood with her back to the ancient brick, arms loose at her sides, breathing evenly as if she hadn’t just sprinted half the city.

I stopped several feet from her, chest heaving, rain pelting the brim of my Stratoliner. I raised both hands. “I’m bringing you in, Miss Murphy,” I said, trying not to sound like a puffing steam engine. “End of the line.”

Her determination didn’t change. If anything, her expression softened. The situation amused her.

“No, you aren’t, Sawyer Finn. You are precisely where I intended you to be.”

A prickle went down my spine. “Have we met?”

“No, but we’ve been watching you.” Dark hair spilled from her twist, rain dripping in steady threads. “Yale to the CIA is impressive. That photographic memory of yours comes in handy, I imagine.”

My guard stayed high. Specificity like that didn’t come from gossip, but spies always had their ways.

“Who are you?” I asked.

She offered a calculated smile—sharp, flawless. “Someone who scored five points higher than you on the intelligence tests. Those five points make quite a difference, Sawyer.” Her eyes were black and unblinking. “But you still more than qualify for the Thinkers.”

“The what?”

“Sorry,” she said, glancing past my shoulder. “Our time is up. The next lesson requires solitude.”

A sound echoed behind me—footsteps splashing in shallow puddles.

I turned as Goon Two stumbled into the alley, soaked and furious, a heavy-caliber pistol clenched in his hand. My pistol. His massive chest heaved in and out, breath puffing steam into the narrow space.

“Are you okay, Miss Murphy?” he asked, accent thick as wet cement.

“Peachy,” Kip said.

Goon Two leveled my gun at me and closed the gap. “Any final words, Amerikanets?” He snarled on the last word.

My eyes skimmed the alley for a weapon, something, anything to even the playing field.

“Sorry, it had to come to this.” Kip’s voice snapped from philosophical to lethal in a blink.

Before I reacted, something flashed under her sleeve, and she flicked her wrist. A narrow, steel glimmer caught the lamplight.

She buried the throwing knife in the goon’s shoulder with a wet thunk. He screamed, dropping the pistol. It clattered across the stones, skidding to a stop inches from my shoe.

I froze—not from fear, but from calculation.

She didn’t watch him fall. Her eyes were on me.

“Better get out of here, Sawyer,” she said, tone easing back into that dangerously calm cadence. “Your little friend will be back any minute now, and I’d rather he didn’t see us together. We’ll meet again soon.”

She tossed something my way.

I caught it on instinct. A small, dense object.

The weight surprised me. Heavy silver, cool, smooth.

I inspected it for half a second—

—and when I looked up, Kip Murphy was gone.

No splash in the canal. No retreating footsteps. Just an empty alley and rain. A flutter of movement flashed on the balcony above, but by the time I noticed, whatever caused it, I had no play.

A moment later, Wolfe skidded around the corner, slipping in a puddle and catching himself on the wall. With a swollen and bloody lip, he looked from me to the fallen goon.

“What happened?” he asked. “I lost the big one. Did you get her?”

My brain kept looping the same three things:

IQ five points higher.

You qualify for the Thinkers.

We’ll meet again soon.

“She got away,” I said, bending to pick up my pistol.

“They were waiting for us, Sawyer.” Wolfe inspected the knife buried in the goon’s shoulder. “Someone tipped Kip off about us.”

I slipped the silver object into my coat pocket.

A ring. Engraved with a stylized astrological symbol I didn’t recognize. Heavy enough to mean something. Old enough to matter.

We backed out of the alley and into broader streets where the rain softened into mist and gondolas rocked sleepily against their moorings. Wolfe kept talking about the fight, about the size of the Russian, about never trusting a woman in trousers, but his words blurred into background noise.

Because I had a secret and I wasn’t sure if I could trust him.

A name: The Thinkers.

A symbol carved into silver.

And the unmistakable feeling that Kip Murphy hadn’t just run from me—

She selected me.

And I had no idea what that meant yet.








  
  

Chapter 2

Under the Tuscan Sun


Jenny





If there’s anything better than surviving a thrashing boat during a thunderstorm, it’s the satisfaction of changing into clean, dry clothes. 

The rhythmic ka-thunk, ka-thunk of the train tracks was practically a lullaby compared to last night’s aquatic near-death experience. I traded the Po River’s mud-and-misery chic for a navy trouser suit—lightweight wool, crisp lines, and shoulders sharp enough to slice the fresh Italian bread I smelled baking on every corner.

Despite the humidity, my hair behaved, sweeping into glossy curls that looked intentional rather than storm-tossed. I finally felt like myself again: dry, alert, and ready for the next riddle the treasure protectors decided to lob at my head.

Professional relief hummed through me. We retrieved the box, decoded the phosphorescent inscription, and uncovered another mystery. I turned over the scrap of paper in my hand, the loopy twist of my letters lightly smudged. Where the Wealth of Empires is Measured by the Shadow of Doubt, Look to the Field of Miracles.

Somebody went through a heap of trouble to hide…whatever it was we searched for, and a lot of people were desperate to find it. Though we put a big dent in the Ghost’s faction the previous month, their European network remained a threat. According to chatter, leaders had scattered, gone underground, and regrouped. Meaning we had a small window to get ahead of them.

Sunlight streamed through the train car’s windows, painting warm gold across the faded upholstery. Terracotta rooftops blurred past us, their sunbaked tiles glowing like embers. Rows of cypress trees marched along distant hillsides in proud, dark-green lines. Tuscany looked exactly like a travel brochure—one that conveniently didn’t mention treasure hunts, vengeful criminals, or the fact that someone had buried an Adam Smith book like pirate loot.

Opposite me, Margo Hutchinson sat ramrod straight in a seafoam linen suit that practically glowed in the sunlight. Not a wrinkle in sight. She arranged her blonde hair in soft waves, still somehow immaculate after battling a hurricane disguised as a river storm.

She flipped through her mission notes with a level of poise that suggested she’d never once fallen on her backside in knee-deep mud. “There must be some way to crack that riddle.”

“Once we decipher what on earth the ‘Field of Miracles’ is supposed to mean.” Tobias Hutchinson folded his hands neatly over a leather folio, his gray suit crisp enough to pass a military inspection. The man probably carried a portable ironing board in his attaché case.

Margo tapped her pen against the margin. “We can hit the books when we return to headquarters.”

I leaned back into the seat, watching the countryside blur. “Ah, my favorite aspect of the job. Endless, mind-numbing research with my sister diligently translating from Italian.” I arched an eyebrow. “But the upside is we’ll be dry while we argue.”

“Somebody spent an unreasonable amount of time burying secrets in the Po River,” Margo said. “The least we can do is solve them.”

The train car rocked back and forth. Passengers murmured, a baby fussed two rows back, and the sun glinted off polished luggage racks. Everything seemed calm.

Which was probably why my instincts kicked in. Habit. Training. Or simple paranoia from being raised by a conman father.

My gaze swept the length of the car.

That’s when I saw him.

Hat tipped low. Broad shoulders relaxed against the window. Strong jaw shadowed by the brim. A lock of dark blond hair escaped down his forehead.

A handsome stranger—except not a stranger at all.

Finn.

Sawyer Finn, my favorite Yale-educated secret weapon and the reason my heartbeat suddenly tripped over itself.

I didn’t think—I just stood, smoothing a hand over my jacket, and navigated the aisle. He didn’t stir as I slid into the empty seat beside him.

But he did when I kissed his cheek—a quick, warm press of familiarity.

His eyes flew open. His hand twitched toward where he usually kept a pistol before recognition softened everything.

“Jenny?” He exhaled, tension dropping from his shoulders. “Didn’t expect to find you on the train.”

I grinned. “Never seen a man so startled by my kiss, Finn.”

He tipped his hat back, revealing the full sweep of his dark blond hair and those sharp, observant blue eyes. “Well, you ambushed me.”

“Ambushed?” I feigned offense. “I’ll have you know that was a reconnaissance maneuver.”

He laughed, low and warm. The sound settled into my chest. But weariness lined his face in a way it didn’t the day before.

“So,” I said, crossing my legs. “Where’s Wolfe? You didn’t strand him in Venice, did you?”

“Waley asked him to stay behind and follow new leads.” He removed his Stratoliner and placed it on his knee. “We weren’t able to capture Kip Murphy.”

That sobered me.

Kip Murphy—Peter O’Donald’s right hand. Deadly, efficient, and reputedly as beautiful as a Hollywood starlet with a kill count. The kind of woman who made even experienced agents nervous.

“Sounds like you had a rough night.”

Finn scratched his jaw. “You could say that.”

I tried not to let the disappointment show on my face. I didn’t know why Finn was unsuccessful; there was probably a reasonable explanation…but botched missions stung all the same.

Peter O’Donald was a dangerous threat. One of the most treacherous we’d faced to date. A man hungry for revenge and familiarity with his enemy.

O’Donald was a ghost from Waley’s past. Counter-intelligence prodigy turned criminal. Bootlegging, theft, murder. Twenty-plus years of vendettas circling Waley’s team like a vulture on a schedule.

“I hope your mission was more successful,” Finn said, breaking through my thoughts.

“It was—if you consider another riddle a success.” I pulled the scrap of paper from my inner jacket pocket. “We dug this up in the Po River. Somebody buried a whole book to hide it.”

He read the line, brow furrowing.

“What do you make of it, Finn?”

He didn’t answer right away, the wheels in his mind spinning. “It’s a riddle, alright.” He hesitated. “Speaking of riddles, have you ever heard of ‘The Thinkers’?”

I frowned. “Should I have? Who are they?”

“Kip mentioned them.”

“Oh?” My voice sharpened with curiosity. “Kip? As in the gorgeous femme fatale, you and Wolfe were tasked to find? You spoke to her?”

“She saved my life.” Finn ran a hand through his hair. “I… don’t know what to make of it.”

I blinked. “Saved how?”

“She killed her own guy seconds before he shot me.”

“Well, that was nice of her.”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small silver ring, turning it over between his fingers. “She gave me this.”

“A girl proposing?” I smiled. “How modern.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Not that kind of ring, Jenny.”

“If you say so.” I crossed my arms and flicked an eyebrow at him. “I’d hate to have to kick her keister for homing in on my fella.”

“Jenny.” He sighed, pretending to be exasperated but secretly loving our banter. “It was all very strange. She knew me by name.”

“That’s not odd. We have a file on her with everything from her birthday to her favorite soup. She has one on you. Probably all of us. The hazards of Waley’s former protégé going rogue and turning evil.”

He turned the ring over, thumb tracing the raised symbol.

I leaned closer, and my breath hitched.

“Now that’s strange.”

“What?”

The symbol engraved on the ring—stylized, ancient, unmistakable—was the same one glowing on the stone in the Po River. The one only visible through the telescope’s hidden lens.

The symbol someone didn’t want the world to see.

Finn met my eyes. “You recognize it.”

“Yes,” I whispered. “Kip called it the Thinkers?”

He nodded. “She made it sound like a secret organization and that I might be a worthy recruit.”

“Interesting.”

“I plan to put everything in my report to Waley.”

I cocked my head to the side, curls dusting across my forehead. “I wouldn’t do that. At least not yet.”

“Why?”

“The Admiral has enough on his plate with his past coming back to haunt him. For all we know, this could be a mind game. A way for Kip to get in your head.”

“Well, it’s working.”

“Let’s get more evidence before we involve anyone else.” I snatched the ring and held it to the sunlight. “So we play along and see where it leads.” I dropped it back in his hand. “Wear the ring.”

Finn slipped the band onto his finger. “If she is watching, she’ll think I took the bait.”

I glanced out the window at the fields flashing by—the perfect, unremarkable Tuscan countryside. I reached out, running my fingertip over the silver. “The symbol isn’t new, Finn. It’s ancient, predating the Ghosts by centuries.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning we’re not just dealing with Peter O’Donald,” I said, the rhythm of the track slowing. “We’re dealing with ghosts of our own. And they just sent you an invitation to join their club.”
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Trust wasn’t something they taught at Yale. Or in the CIA, for that matter. It’s something you built the hard way through instinct, sweat, and a handful of people who hadn’t gotten you killed yet.

But when Jenny told me not to run the whole Kip Murphy situation up the flagpole to Waley, my first reflex was to do precisely that. The Admiral believed in complete transparency. And Kip wasn’t your run-of-the-mill operative. She was a ghost wrapped in silk, moving as if duplicity was the latest dance craze.

She also saved my life and presented me with a ring that practically hummed with secrets.

But Jenny’s instincts? They were annoyingly excellent.

The more I turned the conundrum over in my head—the strange symbol, Kip’s cryptic words—the more it felt like something designed to get inside my skull. Which meant Jenny was right. Again.

We stepped off the train and fought our way through the warm buzz of Florence. Sunlight spilled across the terracotta rooftops, the July heat rising off narrow cobbled streets. Jenny walked ahead of me, confident and effortless in her smart navy suit, curls bouncing with every step. She always made danger look like a dress rehearsal.

Our temporary base was tucked inside a slightly faded palazzo on the Oltrarno side of the Arno. Renaissance grandeur on the outside; patched-together espionage on the inside. The sort of place where a centuries-old fresco sat behind a telegraph line strung up with clothespins.

We were two steps from the wrought-iron gate when trouble arrived, wearing a mustache and a uniform. A local Italian cop stepped directly into our path.

He’d been watching the building, and his eyes sharpened when he spotted us. He launched into rapid-fire Italian, distinctly accusatory.

Margo Hutchinson wore ocean-blue linen and pearls, as if on her way to brunch at the Peabody, and lifted a manicured hand. “English, please, sugar. We’re out-of-towners and don’t speak a word of your beautiful language.” Her Memphis drawl slid out like warm honey.

The officer blinked and transformed. A smile tugged at his mouth. “Ah, signora! Like Scarlett O’Hara, si? Very, very beautiful,” he said, hand over heart.

Margo lit up as if he had handed her an Oscar. “Why, thank you.”

I stepped forward, slipping into my best cultured American art enthusiast persona. “We’re here on behalf of the International Arts Recovery Commission,” I said, offering a polite nod. “We’re cataloging damaged Renaissance frescoes—mostly fifteenth century. The Bronzino studies alone would fill a small volume.”

He blinked again. People usually did when you threw obscure Florentine artists at them.

Jenny leaned in, suddenly adopting a remarkably convincing French accent. “We are just here for ze art restoration, Monsieur. Nothing more.” She fluttered her lashes for good measure.

Between Margo’s charm, Jenny’s theatrics, and Tobias producing flawless forged credentials from his immaculate folio, the officer melted like gelato on a hot day.

“Va bene. Everything appears in order, eccellente.” He tipped his cap and motioned us through. “Have a good day, molto bene.”

“Arrivederci.” Margo waved her handkerchief, her pronunciation all southern.

Inside, the palazzo’s cool shadow swallowed us. The wrought-iron gate opened into a narrow stone courtyard enclosed on three sides by the palazzo’s walls. Terracotta pots overflowed with herbs, their scent mixing with the faint tang of old stone. A veranda lined one side—arched columns, peeling frescoes, and a view into the palazzo’s cavernous ground floor, where the CIA had crammed ingenuity into Renaissance architecture.

We stepped into the gallery corridor—long, echoing, and swimming with mismatched artifacts the Italians hadn’t gotten around to cataloging yet: lost paintings, a cracked marble bust with no nose, and a wall fresco of saints that the techs had politely taped radio lines around. Our footsteps clicked on the checkerboard marble, each sound bouncing into the high, vaulted ceiling.

Harrison Fischer Carr barreled out, face red, tie askew, muttering curses into his breath in the King’s English. He brushed past us without so much as a nod.

Jenny arched an eyebrow. “Well, that meeting clearly went swimmingly.”

Margo sniffed at her. “Katherine must’ve told him off. Again. That sister of yours has an authority problem.”

“Do you think she’s out of MI6?” I asked.

“Only seems appropriate.” Tobias rocked on his heels. “It would be different if she showed an ounce of remorse for disobeying orders.”

“I’ll get the gossip from Peggy Jo,” Jenny said.

But before she hunted down her best friend and confidant, a black-and-white blur rocketed toward us.

“Sherlock!” Jenny knelt, and the border collie practically vibrated with happiness, pawing at her knees, tail wagging so hard his whole body wobbled. He nudged my leg next, as if to say, I missed you too, but not as much as Jenny.

Can’t blame him. Most things in life preferred her.

“Come on, Holmes, let’s find Watson and see what’s going on here.” Jenny whistled and tapped her hip. That dog would follow her anywhere.

“Come on, Hun. Best report in with the Admiral,” Margo said, snagging her husband’s hand.

Our paths diverged into a three-pronged fork, and I continued alone toward the heart of the palazzo. The corridor opened into a vast, arched doorway leading into the old reception hall, which had once been a grand ballroom, judging by the chandeliers. Now it hummed with typewriters, radios, filing cabinets, and the subtle chaos of operatives trying not to trip over extension cords.

Someone had dragged a cluster of old leather armchairs near the tall windows on the far side of the room—an improvised sitting area where the sunlight spilled across maps and cups of Italian espresso. That’s where I spotted Chuck and Parker, looking like the last two cowboys standing from a saloon brawl.

Dust settled on them like a couple of men who’d just climbed off a prop plane held together by stubbornness and duct tape.

Chuck tipped his cowboy hat when he saw me. Mustache sharper than a cavalry saber. “Sawyer, impeccable timing. You missed all the fun in Malta.”

Parker didn’t say a word, just nodded once. The man communicated in efficiently rationed syllables.

I crossed the room. “Let me guess—O’Donald gave you boys the slip?”

Chuck’s grin turned rueful. “Understatement. Fella’s gone so far underground we’d need a coal miner to find him. Rumor says he’s running with a Ghost we know well—Nefeli.”

Terrific. Peter O’Donald teaming up with a Ghost made for a nightmare combination.

Chuck nudged me with an elbow. “So, where do your folks think you are? My sister’s convinced I’m on assignment with the Rangers at the border. Didn’t bother to tell her the border’s in Italy.”

I laughed. “I told them I’m traveling for work. Real estate conference. My mother panicked, but my dad calmed her down. He’s been surprisingly understanding lately.”

Chuck whistled. “That’s growth.”

“Maybe.” I hesitated, the easy camaraderie fading. The smile felt forced, brittle. I turned the lie over in my head—real estate conference. My parents trusted me, and lying to them, even for Waley and the greater good, ate a guy up.

I thought of the silver ring and the Thinker symbol I kept secret from everyone—everyone except Jenny. There were too many lies for a man who prided himself on truth.

“Or exhaustion,” I said, shrugging off the thought.

Before we said more, a crisp English voice cut through the room. “No need to whisper, Gents. I assume rumors of my termination have spread.” Katherine Dalton stepped in, soaked in indignation and impeccably dressed. Her dark hair framed her face in a way that made her look more composed than any freshly fired agent should.

Chuck froze.

Parker tilted his head like a confused bear.

I straightened, the temperature in the room shifting.

Katherine’s eyes flicked to me. “Who’s surprised? Certainly not me.” She waved a dismissive hand. “And what do I care? I got my revenge and found my husband’s killer. I’m done with MI6.”

“Harrison Fischer Carr sacked you?”

“Well, aren’t you a sharp one?” She pinched my cheek. “With those deductive skills, you should be a spy.”

The noise of the room swelled around me, but my thoughts kept circling the ring on my finger—its cold weight a knot of questions I wasn’t ready to face.

Before anyone asked Katherine a follow-up question, the heavy double doors at the far end of the sala swung open.

Waley filled the doorway like a battleship entering harbor. Broad shoulders. Navy posture. Expression carved from stone at the bottom of the Mariana Trench. His presence straightened half the room’s spines, including mine.

“Good,” he barked. “Everyone’s here.”

He strode forward, boots echoing off marble like he owned the palazzo—and honestly, he might’ve.

Waley didn't come alone. The sheer force of his entry swept the rest of the team in with him. Jenny, Margo, and Tobias filed in quickly behind him, their expressions snapping to Waley’s same severe posture. Peggy Jo, gripping her clipboard like a shield, hurried to catch up, narrowly avoiding a trip from Sherlock, who herded everyone to their posts, adding the only chaotic note to the Admiral’s command.

We'd plucked a room straight from a museum catalog as our command center. Frescoed ceiling, gold-leaf molding, and enough priceless Renaissance art to make the Louvre nervous. The long table in the middle was covered in maps, dossiers, and a telegraph rig modified beyond anything the CIA would publicly admit to.

I glanced up at a painting of an elegant Madonna with a halo like a sunrise. “Admiral, how did you manage to get this stuff?”

“Helping the Italians track down art forgeries.” Waley folded his arms. “Good for our cover, good for our conscience.” He eyed the painting. “And good for decorating our base. If we’re going to save the free world, we might as well have a little culture.”

“Spoken like a man who misses his leather chair back home,” Peggy Jo mumbled from the corner.

Peggy Jo Waley—red hair, hands on her hips, Texan power stance—leaned on a filing cabinet stacked with Italian newspapers. Sherlock sat at her feet, tail thumping a steady beat against the ornate rug.

“That and baseball on the radio,” Waley added.

Katherine hovered near a desk, pretending she wasn’t the center of half the room’s attention.

Waley leveled his gaze at her. “I heard about MI6, Kat.”

“That I’ve been suspended?” Katherine said with a snort. “Yes. They made quite the spectacle of it.”

Suspended was likely a precursor to being fired. Not that Katherine seemed the least bit bothered.

Waley clasped his hands behind his back. “Your boss—Harrison Fischer Carr—is happy to be rid of you. Says you’re too much of a wild card. Can’t follow orders.”

Katherine arched an eyebrow. “He’s not wrong.”

Waley didn’t flinch. “Well, I’m not MI6.” He gestured to the room. “And more than a few people have referred to me as a wild card. Stay on with us.”

A flicker crossed her features—surprise, maybe even gratitude—but she masked it quickly. “Do as you like, Admiral. But my plane tickets to Bali are already booked for next week. I’ll stay on until then so as not to leave you in the lurch.”

Jenny elbowed me lightly. “And somehow she’s framed this as doing us a favor.”

I bit back a smile.

Waley turned to the rest of us. “Now, I’ve been briefed on the river operation, but I want to hear it from the source.”

Margo snapped to a posture that would’ve made nuns proud. “We used the telescope to find a phosphorescent marker on a rock shelf.”

Jenny took over, planting her hands on her hips. “The marker pointed us to a buried metal box. It contained fake coins, an edition of Adam Smith’s book, and a hidden message visible only through the telescope’s second lens.”

Tobias adjusted his cufflinks. “The next clue reads: Where the Wealth of Empires is Measured by the Shadow of Doubt, Look to the Field of Miracles. We haven’t yet deciphered the meaning.”

Peggy Jo whistled. “Sounds dramatic.”

“It was buried under approximately eight tons of river muck,” Jenny said. “Drama achieved.”

Waley nodded, impressed. “Good work.”

Before he continued, the speaker on the table crackled to life.

“Testing—one, two—tell me you folks can hear this contraption.”

The modified device was something between a high-gain radio amplifier and a field telephone, built by Lady Anne, Waley’s inventor, using repurposed vacuum tubes and a massive external horn speaker. It worked by seizing the standard telephone line and blasting the signal loud enough to fill a whole room. The sound was distorted, echoing, and metallic, as if Wolfe were speaking through a tin megaphone connected to a gramophone, but the voice was still audible.

Chuck leaned over the receiver. “We hear ya, Wolfe. Whatcha got?”

“I’m still chasing down Kip Murphy,” Wolfe said. “Tracked her to an airport outside Venice. She took a plane to Spain.”

Jenny groaned. “Of course she did.”

Waley rubbed a hand over his face, mentally drafting assignments. “Stay on her trail, Wolfe. I’ll send Parker to pick you up and fly you wherever you need to go.”

Parker gave a single approving grunt. “Yes, sir.”

“Copy that, Chief,” Wolfe said. “Tell the big guy I have a new suit for him. We must blend in. Dressing like the Lone Ranger doesn’t really accomplish that.”

Parker spun his Stetson. “I pick out my own clothes, kid.”

“Fair enough, Chiacchierone.”

The device clicked out.

Parker scratched his red stubble, his ice-cold blue eyes intensifying. “What did he call me?”

“Chiacchierone.” Katherine inspected her nails. “Means chatty or chatterbox. Quite certain little Wolfe used irony.”

Waley turned back to the group. “Now, let’s talk about this riddle.”

“It isn’t the most glamorous part of the job…” Margo stretched for a book on the shelf. “But I suggest we all take a stack and start reading—”

Parker interrupted, clearing his throat with the authority of a man who didn’t speak unless he had something worth saying. “No need. I know the Field of Miracles,” he said. “My wife dragged me there on our honeymoon.”

We all stared.

I’d known Parker for years and had never heard the man volunteer anything verging on sappy, so his mentioning a honeymoon was like hearing a statue recite poetry.

“The Piazza dei Miracoli,” Parker clarified. “In Pisa. Cathedral, baptistery, Leaning Tower.”

Jenny’s jaw dropped. “Shadow of doubt… the Leaning Tower casts a crooked shadow.”

“Seems you're more than just a menacing face.” Katherine yawned. “Does that mean we’re done here? Meeting adjourned?”

Waley clapped his hands. “Then that’s our next stop. Pisa.” He pointed across the room with military precision. “Nicolay. Finn. Sweeney. Dalton.” His gaze landed on Katherine last, but he included her without hesitation. “You four head to Pisa. Now.”

Katherine’s lips tightened. “Me? In case you haven’t noticed, Boss, my sister and I don’t work particularly well together.”

“We’ll manage.” Jenny shot her a look.

“Why break up the team, though?” She gestured to the Hutchinsons. “Send the old timers again.”

“You speak the language, Katherine. My assignments are final.” Waley slammed a hand on the table as he stood. “Dismissed.”

Jenny gave me a sidelong glance—equal parts excitement and warning. My thumb brushed the rough edges of my mysterious silver ring. It was a constant reminder of the secrets and the danger.

Pisa. Treasure hunters. Ghost operatives. A clue centuries in the making.

…And a deadly femme fatale somewhere in Spain, carrying half the answers to my questions.

I had a feeling the Leaning Tower wasn’t the only thing about to tip.
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