
        
            
                
            
        

    
Synopsis



Stealing a diamond to save the world is the easy part. 



 Mishael Taylor takes comfort in speed, racing from one mission to another as Allegro, one of the Elite Operative Organization’s top agents—or from one affair to another, to avoid having to think about the things she’s seen and done. Cocky, confident, and used to winning, Mishael confronts her greatest challenge when she’s assigned to steal the priceless Blue Star Diamond from Dutch countess Kristine Marie van der Jagt. Not only must she win a high-stakes race with Arab terrorists and Neo-Nazis, she also has to contend with a target who has somehow managed to steal her heart. 
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Chapter One


Basel, Switzerland

Friday night, February 8



“You never said,” Allegro whispered in her earpiece.

“Never said what?” Nighthawk replied. His voice was tight from the strain of his exertions.

“If you scored the other night.” Allegro descended, dangling by a thin cable attached to the lightweight harness around her legs, waist, and shoulders. She wore tight black pants and a black turtleneck, not thick enough to ward off the chill of Switzerland in February, but necessary for the task. And good motivation to hurry, because she despised the cold.

The darkened bedroom beneath her, seen through her infrared specs, was the best access point of the house because it had the least security, alarmed beams but no cameras. Above her, on the flat roof, Nighthawk braced his feet against the frame of the skylight as he slowly lowered her into place. They had been monitoring the home—two stories of ultra-modern glass and whitewashed brick—for the past week. Fortunately the place was surrounded by tall conifers for privacy and was far enough from neighbors that their twilight break-in would not be seen.

The homeowner, a diplomat, had just departed for Prague. An earlier call to his office had confirmed he was to be there through the weekend. There was plenty of time to locate and steal their target, a dossier containing the names of a Serb death squad involved in an infamous genocide case against the Bosnians.

“Yeah, I scored.”

“Liar.” Allegro couldn’t suppress a chuckle. “She was way out of your league.”

“Watch it, hot shot. I have you hanging by a string.”

Thin red rays of light surrounded her. “Is this guy paranoid or what? The place is swamped with beams.”

“Money’ll do that to ya.”

“So will guilt.” Allegro landed softly on thick carpeting and came face-to-face with herself in the mirror of the dresser. She studied her reflection as she unclipped from the wire. “I look so threatening in a ski mask.”

“Is that how you get the ladies in the sack? By putting the fear in them?”

She glanced up. Nighthawk grinned down at her from the skylight. He was an op who could blend in well in any environment. Average height and weight, dark hair, and no distinguishing features to remember, except for the gold tooth that showed itself only when he smiled.

“Did you just add jealousy to your list of shortcomings?” she teased.

He shook his head. “You know, someday…”

“I’d love to sit and chat about your sex life, or lack of it,” Allegro said, “but I’ve got work to do.”

Her agility and infrared glasses enabled her to avoid the beams with relative ease. She crouched under some and jumped over others until she reached the door to the hallway. Once there, she opened the small pouch attached to her chest, retrieved a mini periscope, and slipped half of it under the door.

The revolving camera on the opposite wall was pointing in her direction. She waited for it to complete its cycle and counted. When it was once again aimed at the bedroom door, she withdrew the periscope and counted down until she could safely open the door. As the camera was moving past, she belly-crawled across the hardwood floor, out the door, and down the hall as fast as she could, snaking in and out of the vertical beams and carefully avoiding the horizontal ones mere inches above her head.

The stale stink of cigar smoke greeted her as she reached the den. She slipped inside and scanned the room with her penlight until she spotted what she was looking for, a reproduction of Corneille’s Femme Verte VII. Negotiating the beams, she made her way to the painting and gingerly took it down, placing it at her feet against the wall.

“Bingo.” She took off the glasses and pushed up her ski mask.

“You found it?” Nighthawk asked.

“Yup.”

“And?”

“Well, I don’t see the attraction,” she replied. “Why paint her green?”

“Funny. Real funny.”

“Oh, yeah, the vault’s here, too.” She trained her light on the small steel door she’d uncovered. The hiding place was so predictable. This was not a job she would long remember. The missions that lingered in her memory were those where the target had a little imagination and she had to be on top of her game. Cracking a safe was only interesting when the EOO couldn’t tell her the exact location and it wasn’t in the first places anyone would look, behind a painting or beneath the floor of a bedroom closet. She didn’t get much satisfaction from doing jobs a second-rate burglar could pull off.

“Get busy, slick,” Nighthawk said. “I’m freezing up here.”

“I’ll be out in ten.” Allegro fit the stethoscope in her left ear and twisted the combination dial, listening for the telltale clicks that would help her discover the contact points.

“You’re that good, huh?”

“No, just that horny. I have a date and I want to be on time.” There was pathetically little challenge to the task. She quickly cracked five of the six digits. “Almost there.”

“What the hell? Damn.” Nighthawk’s jovial tone was gone. “Change of plan. He’s coming back. You have five minutes to get out of there. Otherwise, abort.”

“Are you sure it’s him?”

“I have him in my sights.”

Allegro carefully spun the dial in the opposite direction, listening intently.

“Four minutes, thirty-six seconds,” Nighthawk said.

“I can tell time. Now be quiet so I can hear what I’m doing.”

She smiled as the final wheel clicked into place. The dossier was nestled beneath a jewelry box, along with a handful of other documents. She photographed what she needed with a small digital camera, returned the folder as she’d found it, and pulled the ski mask down. “Okay, I’m moving out.”

“Not the way you came. Initial location is too exposed to pull you back up through the skylight.”

“I’m waiting for an alternative.”

“I thought you were the all-knowing guru,” Nighthawk said. “I’m working on it. Sit tight.”

Allegro could hear the faint click of his handheld navigator as he searched the layout of the house, seeking an alternative escape route. “I’m getting bored.”

“Shit.” His tone rose slightly. “We don’t have a choice. I’m going to have to cut the power line.”

“You don’t have time for that, and there’s probably backup power as well. Go back to the van and guide me from there.”

“How you going to get out of there, Houdini? The place is surrounded with cameras.”

“Leave that up to me. Now go.”

“One minute, twenty-eight seconds until he enters,” Nighthawk said.

“Stop already with the human clock routine.” Allegro slipped the infrared glasses back on. The alarm beams reappeared, the nearest one a few feet behind her. “You’re making my brain bleed.”

Car tires crunched on the gravel in the front of the house. In a crouch, she hustled under the first few beams, then climbed onto the diplomat’s desk. Like a predatory animal interrupted during its feast, she froze, muscles tightening, her senses hyperalert. The slightest sounds were amplified as she braced for a calculated leap. Her precision jump over the next pair of beams brought her to the doorway. The rush of adrenaline was intoxicating. Her heart hammered and her clothing clung damply to her skin. Using her periscope, she checked the camera in the hallway and waited for the right moment. She would have only ten seconds to negotiate her way past several more beams to the end of the hall and around the corner.

“He’s parking in the garage and entering the house through the kitchen, as usual,” Nighthawk reported. “You have less than a minute to get out.”

In eight seconds, she reached the end of the hall and turned the corner, where she paused, hidden from the cameras. To her immediate left a staircase led to the ground floor, the obvious choice, but the steps were riddled with thin beams of red. It would take too long to escape through them. On either side, waist-high railings enabled her to surveil the ground floor. She leaned over and, in a quick, assessing glance, took in the position of the cameras below and the crisscross pattern of infrared beams.

Calculating the drop and the timing, she took a deep breath, grabbed hold of the railing, and pushed herself over, hanging there briefly before dropping to the left of one of the beams. Ignoring the brief flash of pain in her shins and ankles, she ducked quickly back into a crouch and moved through the living room and dining room toward the kitchen. Her time was about to run out. There was one cam in the kitchen, mounted above the doorway. As she stood beneath the device, counting, she heard the motorized hum of the garage door. He was coming.

When the camera swiveled away, she shot across the room. “I’m in the kitchen,” she relayed to Nighthawk in a whisper.

“Are you crazy? I told you he was coming in through there.”

“Relax. I know what I’m doing.”

“You’re not to hurt him. I repeat, you are not to hurt him.”

“We sat at the same briefing. I got the message the first time.” The sweat on her forehead left a damp circle on the ski mask.

The camera began its slow pivot in her direction. Five seconds until it reached her. Allegro heard his key in the lock on four. He entered the kitchen and fumbled for the light switch on two, and she slipped silently between his back and the door, catching a whiff of his musky cologne.

The garage was dark, but moonlight spilled through the narrowing space beneath the automatic door as it descended. She had only seconds before her escape route closed. She bolted across the concrete floor and dove for the gap, sliding through without an inch to spare.

“You got some balls, lady,” Nighthawk said once they were safely ensconced in the van. “Balls, and a whole lot of luck.”

“Luck’s got nothing to do with it. We’ve been watching this house for a week. So when you said he was coming in through the kitchen, I knew I was golden.”

He looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “Are you going to tell me you timed the garage door?”

“Are you going to tell me you’re surprised?” she asked cockily.

He snorted. “Freak.”

“Amateur.”

Her voice betrayed her heady relief. Although she’d had no choice in the life she was leading, she often wondered what she would have chosen under different circumstances. Would she have wanted an ordinary life, even if it were a possibility? The answer was always the same. No. She wasn’t cut out for a dull existence, working nine to five, going home to watch TV or look after a family. If she’d been able to make the choices most people made, she would still have ended up doing something similar to what she did now.

Allegro stared out the van window as they left Basel behind and entered the long stretch of dark highway that wove southeast through pastureland and thick forests. An occasional farmhouse or distant village provided the only lights. She recognized that the Organization had formed much of who and how she was, but she also knew she needed the challenge. She craved the excitement and intensity of her work. Moments like the one in the diplomat’s kitchen made her feel alive.



*



An hour later, Nighthawk parked the van in front of the entrance to the Marzili, a vast green space in the city center of Berne that featured swimming pools, a tree-shaded park, and an old-fashioned funicular. Jammed on weekends when the weather was nice, the park was nearly deserted on this cold winter evening. Allegro entered alone, strolling at a casual pace until she came to the lit fountain as instructed. The middle-aged man standing there wore only one glove. He held the other in his hand.

She approached from behind. “Il fait très froid ce soir. N’est-ce pas?” It’s very cold tonight, don’t you think?

The man turned to face her. “Trop froid pour un gant,” he replied. Too cold for only one glove.

Allegro retrieved the memory card she’d taken from her camera, slipped it into an envelope, and left it on the edge of the fountain. Without another word, she headed back to the van. After changing their clothing and ditching the vehicle, she and Nighthawk returned by tram to their hotel in Berne’s medieval old town, where they’d been playing cozy couple for the past week. They were now typical Americans on vacation, dressed in sneakers, jeans, and sweatshirts, happily returning from drinks somewhere and, from all appearances, planning more intimate fun in their shared room.

The three-and-a-half-star tourist hotel was comfortable but not posh. Its eighteenth-century exterior blended in well with its surroundings, the façade the same arcaded sandstone as nearly all the buildings on the quiet, cobbled street. Recent renovations had thoroughly updated the interior. Their room was spacious and bright, the furniture was modern, and they had a view of the Aare River.

They’d barely closed the door when Allegro’s cell phone rang. She checked the caller ID, although she knew who it was. It was twenty-thirty—eight thirty p.m.—and Montgomery Pierce, Chief Administrator of the Elite Operatives Organization, was always prompt. She flipped the phone open, greeted him with, “Mission completed,” and listened to a few instructions before closing the cell and stripping off her clothes. She was naked by the time she reached the threshold to the bathroom.

Before she could make it inside, Nighthawk turned from where he’d been staring out the window and queried, “Are you going to share further orders or make me guess? Can we head back?”

Allegro pivoted to face him, enjoying the blush that spread rapidly over his cheeks. “Well, let’s see, I have about ten hours to get showered, dressed, and laid. So, yeah, we have to head back. We’ve been booked on an oh-seven-hundred flight tomorrow and Monty wants us in his office by twenty-two-hundred sharp for a debriefing.” She snapped her fingers as if a sudden realization had hit her. “Hey, what do you know? Someone finally wants to de-brief you, pal. Goes to show you, there’s always hope.”

After a quick shower, she pondered what to wear for her date. Her options were limited, considering she’d packed only the bare essentials for the job, and besides, whatever she chose would be irrelevant. Her clothes would be on the floor ten minutes after her arrival at the woman’s house. She threw on her last pair of clean jeans and a short-sleeved black turtleneck. No need to bundle up since the car would be warm in no time and she would soon be in her date’s bed, or on the couch, floor, counter, or whatever. She checked herself in the mirror one last time and grabbed her brown leather jacket and the keys to the rental Camaro.

She made the necessary cell phone call as she took the stairs down to the street. “Hey, beautiful. It’s Mishael.”

“Bon soir. You’re not going to cancel, are you?” The female voice on the other end was heavily accented. “I have been looking forward to getting you naked since I laid my eyes on you two days ago.”

Allegro smiled as she propped the cell phone between her shoulder and ear and unlocked the car. “How could I possibly cancel on such a beautiful woman? I’m calling because I’m running late.”

“Just for that, I’m going to expect you to make tonight worth my wait.”

“I think I can manage that…and more.” She left the garage and guided the Camaro toward the highway.

“Do you really think you can make it up to me, Mishael?”

“As a matter of fact, I know I can make it up to you,” Allegro promised before disconnecting. She turned the music up full blast and pressed harder on the accelerator. This was what she loved the most—speed, loud music, and more speed, until the world made sense. The music was so loud she didn’t hear her cell phone, but she felt the vibration on her lap and checked the caller ID. “Perfect,” she muttered as she flipped open the phone. It wasn’t like she had anything better to do tonight. “Allegro 020508.”

The instructions were brief, the change of plan nothing unusual. She and Nighthawk were expected in Venice ASAP and would receive further instructions upon arrival. That should have been the end of it, but Allegro was never one to adhere strictly to protocol.

As she turned the car around, she replied, “Sure, no problem. I mean, who doesn’t want to turn down a sex-filled evening with a beautiful woman?”



Chapter Two


Amsterdam

One Week Earlier



A small gold plaque engraved HANS HOFMAN, ADVOCATE was the only indication of commerce within the seventeenth-century brick mansion on the prestigious Prinsengracht, at Amsterdam’s city center. Icy rain and high winds had driven most people from their bicycles, so the trams were packed, but Hans Hofman had no transportation concerns. The law office was one floor below his spacious apartment.

His appointment this morning was with Countess Kristine Marie-Louise van der Jagt, and for the occasion he’d taken exceptional care in his appearance. Not to impress her, for he knew Kris did not expect anyone to make a fuss over her title. It meant little to her, being hereditary not earned. She had no desire to exploit a noble rank bestowed upon an ancestor in appreciation of his wealth. Hans had selected his best navy suit and favorite tie solely because of his fondness and respect for the young woman, whom he considered his niece.

Having arrived early for their meeting, he sat at his desk to wait for her, absently caressing a brown, leather-bound diary as he stared down at the diamond beside it. He hadn’t remembered the gem was so large, and such a brilliant blue. But then he’d seen it only once, very briefly, more than sixty years earlier when he was just a youth of twenty-one, working as an aide for Kris’s father, Jan van der Jagt. When they’d last spoken of the diamond, Jan had lied to him, claiming the stone had been broken up and sold decades ago.
Hans wondered why he’d kept it hidden away all these years, since he seemed so desperate for money. The brown leather diary might provide an answer, but so far, Hans could not bring himself to read it. He’d been more than Jan’s wartime aide and, later, his attorney. They’d been the closest of friends for most of their lives, and he wasn’t anxious to learn new unpleasantries about the man. The one guilty secret he’d kept since the war years haunted him enough.

Kris was due any moment, so Hans rose from his chair and locked the diary in his filing cabinet with the rest of the family’s records. Though he was well aware that father and daughter had not been close, he suspected Kris might be curious about the journal if she learned of its existence. Jan had left instructions that she was not to see it.

Settling his friend’s estate was proving to be anything but routine. Hans had known of Jan’s safe deposit box, of course. That was fairly standard. Many of his clients gave him authority to access their bank vaults in the event of their deaths. But he’d expected to find nothing more than the usual will and papers, along with perhaps some family heirlooms or jewelry. Instead, he’d found Jan’s instructions and details of a hidden safe at Jan’s estate in Haarlem. The blue diamond and the diary were there. It seemed Kris knew nothing about the gem or the vault.

When he heard a car pull up outside, he peered out the window. Kris was getting out of a taxi, so he hurried to the door to admit her. After the prerequisite pleasantries, he handed her the diamond and briefed her on what he’d learned of its possible significance.

Kris held the stone up to the light, awed by its size and brilliance. A dark, steely blue of exquisite clarity, the gem was Mazarin cut and weighed in at 15.8 carats. “So we know it’s of high quality, very old, and possibly a match for one of the rarest, most famous diamonds in the world?”

“Apparently so,” Hans confirmed. Their exchange in Dutch was familiar, without the formality of language reserved for mere acquaintances.

“So many questions,” she mused aloud. “Jesus, it has to be worth a fortune. How did my father come to have it?”

“Your father is the only one who might have told you that, I’m afraid.”

Kris’s otherwise ordinary if privileged existence had been shattered by a whirlwind month of changes. Her father’s unexpected death from a heart attack had left her feeling disoriented. Although they were never close, he was a constant in her life. And when she returned to the Netherlands for the funeral, she was shocked to learn that he’d left an estate millions of euros in debt, with her as executrix to deal with it. Not only must she find a way to pay the massive stack of bills, she also had to come up with the funds to pay for her mother to remain in a private psychiatric institution.

Hans Hofman had advised the immediate sale of the two family residences, the estate in Haarlem where she’d grown up and the villa in Venice that had been her home since she’d turned eighteen. She loved living there and hated the idea of leaving. Selling it would not be difficult; homes in Venice’s San Marco neighborhood were highly sought after and she’d kept the place in good condition. But she’d received yet another shock with her first look at the Haarlem mansion. She hadn’t visited in more than three years, and to save money her father had let the staff go and refused even routine repairs and maintenance. The place suffered badly from neglect and would need a lot of work before it could be put on the market.

None of these problems came close to surprising her the way the diamond did. The gem seemed the obvious solution to her monetary problems. She was astonished that her father hadn’t sold it so he could live more comfortably, and that he’d kept its existence from his family. Placing the diamond back on its velvet cloth on the attorney’s desk, she said, “So this was in a vault my father never mentioned and you are quite convinced it’s this Blue Star. How can we verify that?”

“I took the gem to a friend of mine to have it privately appraised,” Hans said. “He worked for one of the big diamond concerns here until he retired. It’s such a unique piece that he recognized the similarity to the Blue Star quickly, but of course that didn’t make sense, so he consulted an expert in Arabic antiquities, Professor Bayat at the Allard Pierson Archeological Museum of the University of Amsterdam. Bayat is checking into it and will get back to us as soon as he learns anything. This may take some time.”

“But how is it possible that there are two of them?”

“It’s not,” Hans replied. “If this is the real Blue Star, then the centerpiece of the Persian crown in Kabul must be a replica. A fake.”

“That’s unbelievable. It’s been on public display for decades. Seen by thousands of people. How can the Afghans not know theirs is a fake?”

“That’s a very good question.” Hans smoothed his tie. “I hoped you might be able to sell it discreetly, or have it recut and sold as smaller pieces. But my friend refused to consider that because of its possible significance. Any reputable cutter will likely say the same. Perhaps that’s why your father hung on to it.”

“How in the world did Father come to have it?” she asked again. “I can’t believe he never told you.” Hans had served with her father in a Dutch squadron of the British Royal Air Force and the two men had remained close friends. She doubted they had many secrets from each other, especially one as significant as this.

“He didn’t tell you, either, it seems,” Hans remarked.

“Strange, considering he never missed an opportunity to flaunt his achievements,” Kris murmured.

That he hadn’t shared this with her directly was no surprise, since he rarely communicated with her at all. As a child, she’d tried to get him to spend time with her, but her attempts inevitably ended the same way. Her mother would try to convince him to do just that, and they would argue until Wilhelmina van der Jagt fled to her room in tears, leaving Kris’s father, alone and drunk, in his study. The few times they’d spent together as a family were either in Haarlem during the holidays, surrounded by relatives and pretentious friends, or in Venice, throwing parties to impress associates and locals. Although the geographic location and guests varied, the topic of conversation was consistent: her father’s wartime heroics. The fact that he’d never bragged about the diamond when he had an audience was out of character, as he was never shy about showing off.

“I don’t think he wanted anyone to know how he obtained it,” Hans said.

Kris was too intent on the stone to respond to his carefully worded evasion. “Well, we can’t do anything with it until this professor decides whether it’s the real thing. And if it is?”

“Provenance is the issue. As far as I know, there are no papers or bill of sale to indicate your father had clear title to the diamond.”

“So, if it’s the genuine Blue Star, the Afghans will want it returned?”

Hans nodded. “Its history as a Persian relic dates back hundreds of years and the crown would be much less viable as a tourist attraction if everyone knew the center stone was a fake.”

“So if we have the real thing, it won’t yield a cent for the estate. Wonderful.” Kris glanced at her watch. “I should probably head to the airport soon. My return flight to Venice leaves in a couple of hours. Do you have those papers you wanted me to sign?”

“Yes, right here.” Hans set a folder of legal documents before her, and she quickly dispensed with the business that had necessitated this brief visit to her home country.

“I’m going ahead with the Carnival party on Friday.” She got her coat and readied to leave. “The invitations had already gone out and it was too late to cancel. I just hope everyone is out of the villa by the next morning, because the movers are set to arrive at ten. Once they’ve finished I’ll head back to Haarlem the same day. Could you see that there is Internet service at the house? I’m in the middle of a couple of jobs.”

“I don’t think it’s been disconnected since your father’s death, but I’ll make sure. What do you wish me to do with the diamond?” Hans asked.

“Well, I don’t have the time to arrange a safe deposit box before I leave and since I’ll be returning directly to Haarlem, it would be more convenient to have it there in case the professor needs to see it again.”

“The vault is certainly well hidden,” Hans assured her. “The diamond’s been safe there all these years.”

“For now, it will do. Could I prevail upon you to put it back there while I’m in Venice?”

“Certainly, I’ll drive up tonight. Here’s the combination.” He wrote some figures down and handed these to her along with another sheet of paper, explaining, “A list of the repairs needed at the estate.”

Kris scanned the document. “This is worse than I expected.” The appraiser had outlined a litany of renovations necessary, including a new roof, electrical and plumbing work, flooring, exterior and interior painting, and landscaping.
“I have some savings, but not enough for such extensive work. And even if the Venice property sells quickly, it will take some time to close and get the funds from it.”

“Let me see about hiring someone for you,” Hans offered. “I know a handyman who does this kind of thing for cash. That could save you on taxes. He works for a plumber friend of mine.”

Kris kissed him good-bye in the Dutch way, three times, left cheek, right, then left again. “Bless you, Uncle. That would be a big help. I’ll see you when I get back.”



Chapter Three


Kabul, Afghanistan



Like most traditional Afghan men, Culture Minister Qadir had eschewed the recent—and in his view, obscene—habit of some to adopt a surname, either for dealing with the West or for easier recognition. He had no need of either. He was a devout Muslim. He loathed the democracies that sought influence in his part of the world and did everything in his considerable power to support the Holy War aimed at bringing down the infidels. Qadir wore the traditional turban and chapan, a loose robe embroidered with colorful silk thread. As he stroked his long, graying beard, he considered the gift Allah had presented to him.

“You are correct, Professor Bayat,” he informed the man speaking to him from Amsterdam. “This is a matter of extreme delicacy and utmost importance. You are quite sure?”

“Yes, the jeweler who contacted me to authenticate the gem recognized it, and after examining it myself, I believe it to be genuine. Of course I have not confirmed that since it still needs to be officially authenticated by our government.”

“The Setarehe Abi Rang,” Qadir said softly. A lengthy silence followed. Neither man attempted the extended pleasantries normally expected of associates who hadn’t spoken in months. “And how was this matter left?”

“The diamond belongs to a Dutch countess. I expressed my doubts about its authenticity and provenance and told the jeweler I would investigate and get back to him.”

“You have acted wisely by calling me,” Qadir said. “The severity of this matter, I am sure, has not escaped you. There cannot be two Setarehe Abi Rangs. and since we have the real one here in our country this other stone must be a copy made from a genuine diamond. The discovery could cast doubt and cause great turmoil.”

“Yes, indeed,” Professor Bayat said with dismay. “What is your advice, Minister?”

“Do you know how this woman acquired the diamond and who else’s hands it may have passed through?”

“No. I have not talked to the family in person.”

“Very well. When you do, you must urge her to keep this very quiet until we have decided how to deal with the situation. Now, I need the name of this countess.”

As he took down the information, he wiped a mist of perspiration from his brow. The Setarehe Abi Rang had surfaced at last. And a loyal patriot had paved the way for its swift return. It was his duty to seize the chance to eliminate the only threat to his government’s long deception. But Qadir couldn’t do this alone. He sent for two men he trusted implicitly: Yusuf, Deputy Minister of Arts, and Azizi, a loyal soldier in the Afghan National Army who had proven his discretion and versatility on a number of prior occasions.

Yusuf was one of the few who knew that the centerpiece of the Persian crown was only a replica, since his duties included overseeing the exhibition of the Afghan national jewels. He would find out if any inquiries had been made in Kabul about the authenticity of the gem on display. Meanwhile, Azizi would be dispatched to recover the real diamond from Countess Kristine Marie-Louise van der Jagt. The woman, of course, would have to vanish, also.



*



Allard Pierson Archeological Museum,

University of Amsterdam



Professor Rafi Bayat stared down at a picture of the Persian crown and its renowned centerpiece, still incredulous. The cut, the color, the dimensions. He’d been certain the gem he’d just seen here in Amsterdam was the real Setarehe Abi Rang. or Blue Star, but Qadir had assured him that the legendary diamond was still in the crown. Could there possibly be two stones exactly alike? Rafi glanced around his cluttered office as he grabbed his coat. He’d only been in Amsterdam for two years, but the items he’d accumulated suggested a lengthy entrenchment in the Dutch capital. His bookcases overflowed with reference material, archeological tools, and small mementos of the digs he’d joined, most of them in the Middle East. He’d worked hard to gain credibility and respect in his field, but had never expected to be at the center of a find that could attract worldwide attention. Unwanted attention. For he understood the implications of the discovery of this look-alike diamond and the possible repercussions for his homeland, and first and foremost, he was true to his heritage.

As he headed out for his appointment with the countess’s attorney, Rafi considered carefully the best approach to take with Hans Hofman. It was rush hour in the city, and the bike lanes were crowded with commuters on this sunny morning, so he stuck out his hand to signal his turn to the line of bicycles behind him as he turned onto the Prinsengracht. His primary task for this meeting was to ensure that the countess kept quiet about her diamond’s uncanny resemblance to the Blue Star. But although he knew the Afghan authorities were now conducting their own investigation into the matter, he was unable to stop thinking about how he could help. If he could clear up the mystery concerning the striking similarity between the two gems and quickly discredit the newly discovered diamond, he would be doing an invaluable service for his country. No one was in a better position to do so. He had the expertise needed, and the van der Jagt family seemed cooperative. He hoped the countess’s attorney would give him a place to start.

Rafi locked his bicycle to a rack beside the canal and smoothed his short black hair with his hand before mounting the steps to Hans Hofman’s office. The man who greeted him was much older than he’d envisioned. Hofman was in his eighties, certainly past the age that most men retired from the legal profession. But despite his outward appearance, the attorney had the vigor and agility of a much younger man, and showed no sign of diminished mental acuity.

“Thank you for coming,” he said as he led Rafi down a hallway and through an outer reception area into a well-appointed office. “I hope you have news for us?”

“No verification yet.” Rafi settled into a leather chair opposite the man’s desk. “It doesn’t appear your stone can be the Blue Star, but it will take some time to investigate this mystery. In the interim, we must be discreet. I’m sure you would not wish to create a political problem between our countries.”

“I understand,” Hofman said, affirming Rafi’s expectations. The Dutch could be counted upon to respect the cultural sensitivities of others. This made them easy to deal with, and exploit, if necessary.

“Now, it will help me a great deal if you can tell me what you know about how the countess acquired this gem?”

Hofman swiveled his office chair and gazed out the window overlooking the canal, his face in profile. “She inherited it from her father, upon his recent death. Count Jan van der Jagt was a colonel in the air force during World War Two.” He paused for a long while, seemingly pre-occupied with his thoughts. “He acquired it in 1946 from a Nazi lieutenant he turned in to authorities.”

“Do you know name of this lieutenant?” Rafi asked.

“Why is this important?”

“Because I am personally going to try to track the origins of this stone. If we are to prove conclusively that the real stone is in the possession of the Afghan people we will need to authenticate the rival stone’s history.”

“I see.” Hofman faced him with a tired expression. “At this point there is nothing I can do to stop you from proceeding?”

“But why would you want to?” Rafi reasoned. “I would think that it will help both of us to get to the bottom of this. Do you not wish to be free to sell the diamond?”

“The countess needs the money, this is true. But we don’t know if she will have any claim to this treasure, you see. And I stand to expose her father…my friend.”

“I am afraid I don’t understand.”

“Count van der Jagt did what was necessary to survive that dreadful period,” Hofman said. “In times of war we do things we may later regret.”

Rafi gave the attorney a look of compassion. “Ah. I promise to be very discreet with my inquiries.”

“Thank you. Would you do me the kindness of passing on any information or questions concerning…the German directly to me?” Hofman gestured dismissively with his hand. “I do not want Ms. van der Jagt involved.”

“Of course. I will respect your wishes.”

“The Nazi’s name was Geert Wolff,” Hofman supplied. “He was with the Gestapo and was tried at Nuremberg. To the best of my knowledge, he took the diamond from a wealthy Jew who was sent to Auschwitz. Wolff was executed, and one must assume the man he stole the diamond from is no longer alive, God rest him.”

“A most horrific period for so many.” Rafi got to his feet and extended his hand. “I appreciate your candor, Mr. Hofman. I will be in touch.”



Chapter Four


Venice, Italy

Friday, February 8



The private plane the EOO had arranged flew Allegro and Nighthawk from Berne to Venice in eighty minutes. They met their contact in a dark, quiet street away from the city center. Carnival was in full swing, and they could hear the distant shouts and laughter of the revelers who filled the streets and canals. Although they were in an area where they could meet with relatively little fear of being seen or overheard, they still remained on the move, walking as they talked. Nighthawk strolled at Allegro’s right, and the contact was on her left. He reminded her of Dilbert, all glasses and cartoon-geeky. She remained silent for the most part during the briefing, carefully listening.

“Here’s the file that was recently put together on the van der Jagt family.” The contact handed her a thin folder. “It’s a fairly brief account but will have to do for now. The countess’s code name is Rocky and this is Operation Vanish.”

Allegro slowed her steps as she opened the dossier to the first page. The usual mundane specifics were there, but thankfully the report was not as elaborate as some, so she was able to scan it quickly. Kristine Marie-Louise van der Jagt. Age: 38. Height: 5'8". Blond hair, blue eyes. Occupation: Web designer. Her education and employment stats followed, along with information on her parents.

“What if the stone’s not here in Venice?” Allegro glanced over at the contact. “As far as I can see there’s no…” She trailed off and stopped dead as she flipped to the next page.

“There’s no what?” Nighthawk asked, and when she continued to stare at the page in her hands, he jabbed her lightly on the shoulder. “Hello? Anybody home?”

“Proof, there’s no proof,” she said in irritation. “Is this really her?”

Nighthawk leaned in and studied the countess’s picture. The four-by-six color photo might have been an advertisement for a modeling agency or cosmetics firm. Kristine van der Jagt was smiling an enigmatic smile. Her fair skin was flawless, her shoulder-length wheat blond hair shimmered in the sun. She was breathtaking.

“She sure is hot. Can I keep the picture when we’re done?” Nighthawk tried to grab the folder, but Allegro slapped him on the hand.

“Down, Fido. This isn’t one of your porn centerfolds. Besides, if anyone gets to keep this picture, it’s me.”

The contact cleared his throat. “Can we get back to the subject?”

Allegro tore her attention away from the photo with great reluctance. “So…” she summarized as they resumed walking, “I have to get into this woman’s villa, pass unnoticed through all the guests, search for a possible safe in a cellar with limited access, and hope that there’s a diamond worth millions in there. Then extract it. And nothing in this little plan screams ‘dodgy’?”

Ignoring her sarcasm, the Dilbert look-alike replied blandly, “We don’t have the luxury of a long planning period. Even though there’s probably only a remote chance the diamond is here, the residence must be searched. The movers and estate agents will be all over the place tomorrow morning. Tonight is a sort of farewell to daddy’s mansion and money, which means that whatever is worth anything to the van der Jagts will be leaving with Rocky tomorrow.”

“Why can’t I wait until the guests leave and she’s gone to bed?” Allegro asked.

“It’s Carnival. Who’s going to be sleeping tonight?”

“My kinda party.”

“Think you can manage without getting sidetracked?” Nighthawk teased.

She winked at him before returning her attention to their contact. “How soon do you want me in there?”

“We have to move fast.” He handed Nighthawk a navigator memory card. “The layout for the house. You’ll be able to move most freely around the interior if you pass as one of the masqueraded guests.”

Allegro grinned. “Can I go as a cat burglar?”

“No,” both men replied.



*



Southwestern Colorado



Montgomery Pierce stared out his window at the blizzard raging beyond his office, obscuring his splendid view of the Rocky Mountains and the immense Weminuche Wilderness Area. The snow covering the remote, wooded landscape was thigh deep, perfect for winter survival training but a pain in the ass for everything else. Still, he had no doubt the esteemed visitor due any minute would somehow make it through to the Elite Operatives Organization campus. If the deputy director of the Military Intelligence Service was trying to get to them for an assignment in this weather, it meant he was acting under orders from brass at the Pentagon. In anticipation, Monty had invited the two other members of the EOO’s Governing Trio to sit in on the briefing. It took a vote of any two of them to dispatch a member of their Elite Tactical Force on a dangerous mission and he’d already obtained their approval for the Venice operation, based on nothing but a phone call from Norton, who was waiting out a blizzard at the time. They needed more information before Monty was willing to commit resources on the broader operation Norton had alluded to.

“If Norton himself is coming in all this mess, this must be pretty big,” said a voice from behind him.

Joanne Grant, Director of Academics, was good at reading Monty’s mind. They’d grown up together at the Academy, had been ETFs in the same graduating class, and he’d been in love with her for nearly four decades. Since emotional attachments of any kind were discouraged in their line of work, he’d never once acted on those feelings, but he noticed every little detail about her.

She placed a cup of coffee on the small oval conference table and sat down. Today her white hair was styled a little differently than usual, swept away from her face. It made her neck appear longer, and accentuated her high cheekbones and vivid green eyes. Monty sucked in his stomach, as he did whenever she was around. He also made sure those damn bifocals he’d come to depend on were nowhere in sight. There was little he could do about his thinning blond hair and pale skin, a by-product of his Scandinavian heritage. He hoped his look was mature and distinguished, not middle-aged and well past his prime.

“I don’t know much more, just that this is a high-priority, time-sensitive European operation. The usual.”

David Arthur, Director of Training, joined them, brushing snow from his winter white camo fatigues. When he took off his white skullcap, his copper-colored crew cut stood out in stark contrast. “Sorry. Got held up in explosives class. Anything from Venice yet?”

Monty checked the time. His intercom buzzed twice, confirming that the guard at the front gate had just admitted Major Cliff Norton. He drew the blinds, a habit whenever anything of importance was being discussed.

As soon as he’d joined them at the conference table, the major, a balding career soldier with a dour expression, flipped open his briefcase and got right to the point. “This is it.” He withdrew a photograph and tossed it toward Monty. Grant and Arthur leaned closer to study it. “The Blue Star Diamond,” Norton continued. “This rock is supposed to be in the Persian crown, on exhibit in Kabul. But a source in the Afghan government claims the diamond in the crown is a fake and the gem in the possession of the Dutch woman is the real thing.”

“My operatives are presently attempting to steal not just any diamond, but one that will create political heat with Muslims?” Monty concluded, wondering what the tradeoff was. “Why is the U.S. getting involved in this?”

“We have intelligence that the diamond is about to be stolen by another party and sold to finance al-Qaeda,” Norton replied. “Our informant is in a position to return the stone to the crown, where it belongs.”

“Making the Afghans happy,” Grant noted.

“Yes, and in exchange we’ll get information about an imminent terrorist threat to be launched from Afghanistan against Western targets.”

“How reliable is your source?” Monty asked.

“He’s always delivered, so far. But this time there’s no money changing hands. He says it’s his duty.”

“Did you try offering more cash for information on the threat?”

“We’ve exhausted that option,” Norton said. “Look, we don’t give a damn about the rock, and whether or not it returns to the goddamn crown, but this a code-red situation. Our assets in Afghanistan are on standby and we can move in as soon as you do your part.”

Monty picked up the photo and brought it closer to his face. “If they come up empty in Venice, what are we looking at? A vault in the ABN AMRO?”

The major withdrew a dossier from his briefcase, opened it to the relevant page, and set it beside a print of the photo he’d e-mailed five hours earlier, when the orders were given for Operation Vanish. “Kristine Marie-Louise van der Jagt. Her late father had a safe deposit box in Amsterdam but it’s been emptied, and she doesn’t have one of her own that we can find. So we think the gem is likely to be in a mansion in the Netherlands if it’s not at the Venice location. Bottom line is, we have to get it ASAP. We’re not the only ones after it.”

“Understood,” Monty said.

Norton pointed to another address in the file. “That’s her lawyer’s office in Amsterdam. He’s settling the estate and is close to the family, so that might be the best place to start if the stone isn’t in Venice.”

Monty nodded. “I’ll get someone on it.”

Once the major had departed, David Arthur asked, “Do we keep Allegro on this? We could assign Domino to the Netherlands end, since this is time critical.”

“I don’t want to send in a second-tier crew and possibly clue in our competition,” Monty responded. “Allegro’s our best in breaking, entering, and retrieving. She has that instinct.” He didn’t have to explain what he meant. They were all well familiar with the ETF’s profile and accomplishments. She had an uncanny ability to figure out where people hid things, to locate what others could not. “Hell, I think she could find Bin Laden if we asked her to.”

“Let’s just hope she doesn’t leave a trail of destruction behind.” Arthur glanced down at Allegro’s file. “She’s great at what she does, even irreplaceable, but she’s so damn fearless and cocky about her abilities, she overestimates herself. One of these days, she’ll overreach and we’ll be cleaning up after her. Trying to break that one was one of the most challenging things I’ve had to do.”

“All that and you didn’t succeed,” Grant joked. “But her heart’s in the right place, and she’s very dedicated to us.”

“She wasn’t and still isn’t easy, that’s for sure,” Monty agreed. He’d just received a new pile of her speeding tickets, proving the point. “But she’s always delivered, no matter the circumstances. Nighthawk is with her. He won’t let her mess up.”

Arthur chuckled. “Poor bastard.”

The comment elicited one of Monty’s rare smiles. He reached for his cell phone. “She’s high maintenance but she’ll deliver.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Grant’s expression turned glum. “Her inexorability will someday be the end of her.”



*



The dimly lit streets around the Piazza San Marco were crowded with revelers, many in exquisitely ornate leather or papier-mâché masks and the traditionally opulent and colorful period costumes that celebrated the rich history of Venice or Commedia dell’Arte characters. There were also ample partygoers in more modern dress, masquerading as animals and clowns or barely disguised beneath whimsically decadent garb. Many were headed to private parties, staged events, and balls. The rest were content to join the tourists mingling among the street performers, an abundance of musicians and jugglers, acrobats and fire-eaters, and small theatrical troupes.

From the balcony of her second-floor bedroom, Kristine van der Jagt observed the merriment along the pedestrian walk in front of the villa and in the canal, which was crowded with boats. The din from the celebrations was deafening. It was nearly eleven p.m. and her first guests would arrive any moment, but already she was bored senseless. The annual Carnival affair had never really held much appeal for her, yet she kept up the family tradition, and now she wondered why. For her mother, it had been an escape from her loneliness; for her father, an opportunity to boast and impress. But Kris had long ago ceased to derive any real pleasure from such hedonistic pursuits, and tonight, especially, she was in no mood to entertain. It was likely her last night in the villa and she couldn’t bear the thought of leaving. The charming fifteenth-century home was more than her residence. It was a refuge, a stark contrast to the cold and lonely mansion in Haarlem where she’d grown up. Venice was warm and colorful, a city in love with life. Romance hung in the air, and though she’d not found it here herself, as she’d once hoped, the atmosphere was full of promise and she’d never stopped believing something magical was possible.

There was no more beautiful view in the world than the one from her balcony. Every morning, she had her coffee here, usually in time to catch the sunrise. If the weather was good, she settled into a lounge chair with her laptop, pausing often to admire the way the sunlight made diamonds on the canal or to listen to the gondolas passing by, their drivers serenading the tourists or regaling them with the rich history of the ancient city.

The recent upheaval in her life, with the death of her father, the hopelessness of her mother’s mental health, and her critical financial situation, had left her feeling even more alone than ever. And now she was about to lose the only thing in her life that kept her sane. She vowed to mingle with her guests only as much as required tonight, escaping when she could to enjoy, in solitude, the final hours in her precious villa.

The dress she wore gave no hint of her disinterest in the coming gala. She’d always lived according to form, and it was expected that a hostess at Carnival be the center of attention, with the most splendid and eye-catching costume of all. So she’d chosen a magnificent gown of deep purple velvet, with a high slit up the side to show off her legs and a bustier of gold lace that displayed her high, round breasts to perfection. Her blond hair was pulled up in a French braid and adorned with purple feathers in the same hue as her dress. Because she found the full-face masks so typical of Carnival too warm and confining, she’d chosen a half-mask of gold, decorated with more purple feathers and fine bead pearls.

At the sound of her name being called, she looked down at the crowd below. Several guests, unrecognizable in their masks and elaborate period costumes, waved up at her as they approached the front door to the villa. She sighed as she waved back perfunctorily, grateful that the half-mask and the shadows on the balcony hid her true feelings. If only for the moment, no one who saw her could distinguish heartache from happiness.
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Allegro emerged from the costume store and stepped down into the boat their contact had supplied. Nighthawk stood waiting for her. “Not a word out of you,” she warned when his stare turned into a broad smile.

She’d chosen the traditional eighth-century attire of the bauta maschile. Over a white lace shirt and black-and-white filigreed knickers, she wore a black velvet cloak. A matching tricorner hat, white leggings, black buckle shoes, white gloves, and a white half-mask completed the ensemble. Traditionally worn by a man, the costume would allow her to move quickly, and on her five-foot-eight frame, with her small hips and slim build, it concealed her identity well. Her dark brown hair, which normally hung to her collarbones, had been tucked beneath the hat. Unless someone paid attention to the details—the long eyelashes beneath the mask, the feminine curve of her lush lips, the rise of breasts beneath the shirt—she would pass for a male.

“I was only going to say you look…dapper.” Nighthawk was barely able to contain his laughter. He looked every bit the typical American tourist, with his Boston Celtics jacket and a camera around his neck. “Are you picking me up?” he asked, testing the earpiece as he paddled ineffectually toward the van der Jagt villa.

“Loud and clear.” Allegro gazed up at the fifteenth-century villa, an impressive showpiece even in a city abundant with splendid, historic buildings. Each architectural detail had been lovingly maintained or restored: the marble balcony with its Byzantine wrought-iron accents, the Gothic arches above the quatrefoil windows and heavy wood door, the delicate traceries etched into the stone of the façade.

Leaving Nighthawk stationed in the canal, she cruised into the mansion with a half-dozen other costumed guests, through the grand foyer, with its ornate crystal chandelier and wide marble staircase, and into the salon decorated with Oriental carpets and heavy Italian furniture dating from the late nineteenth century. She received no second glances. The olive skin and caramel eyes of her Persian heritage helped her blend with the preponderance of Italians present. Mingling discreetly, she scanned the crowd for the lady of the house, engaging no one but noticing everything.

When a booming male voice behind her proclaimed, “Buena sera. Kris,” she turned and saw a woman dressed in purple, with her fair hair done up in a braided crown on her head. The coloring and height matched their description of van der Jagt.

“I’ve spotted Rocky,” she informed Nighthawk, moving away before she could be noticed. Now that she knew where the countess was, and that she was engaged with her guests, it was time to get down to business.

“I’ve got you,” Nighthawk relayed, tracking her on the navigator.

She let him guide her down a hall and through a small sitting room to the courtyard, where a handful of hearty guests braved the chill, sipping wine and preening for each other in their elaborate costumes. The courtyard was a private green space shared by the van der Jagt villa and three neighboring homes. It was inaccessible from the outside. Allegro frowned as she glanced about. According to the layout their contact had provided, she should be at the entrance to the cellar.

“Don’t see the way in,” she said in a low voice. “I’m here, but the entrance has been sealed. It’s all brick, and fairly new.”

“Damn. Well, he did say these blueprints were thirty years old. There has to be another way down.”

“I’ll find it.” Allegro backtracked, cautiously opening the doors in the hallway, always conscious of the occasional guest who happened by. A bathroom. A closet. A small guest bedroom. She ducked inside a den. The room was dark, but she could make out a desk, bookshelves, a stocked bar, and two doors. One led to another bathroom, the second to a narrow staircase leading down. “We’re in,” she reported, closing the door behind her and clicking her penlight on.

The cellar she entered bespoke the age of the villa more than any other place in the house. The walls were ancient brick and the wooden beams above her, obviously hand hewn, were dark and cracked from centuries of moisture and expansion. Allegro inhaled a damp, earthy smell reminiscent of a cave. Built into one side of the long, narrow space were several six-foot-high wooden racks for bottles of wine and spirits. Half were filled. Numerous wood crates were stacked opposite, some with bottles nestling in packing material.

She was pleased to discover that, though the blueprint was outdated, at least the information about the vault was accurate. The bill of sale, dated 1996, confirmed that the van der Jagts had invested in a freestanding Phoenix safe, a combination dial model, and that’s precisely what stood against the far wall. A newer safe would’ve required more tools than she could comfortably have sneaked in under her cloak. This one needed only her penlight, stethoscope, a pair of latex gloves, and ten undisturbed minutes.

She worked quickly. The diamond wasn’t there, only a few pieces of jewelry, nothing too valuable, and a thin sheaf of documents. She relayed the bad news to Nighthawk, adding, “I’m exiting now.”

She put her hat and mask back on and selected a bottle of wine from the rack to explain her presence should someone happen to catch her coming back up the stairs. When she entered the den, she immediately picked up a scent. Lavender. The room was so dark she didn’t see her at first, standing near the window some twenty feet away. It wasn’t until the woman moved that Allegro picked up her location. Eyes adjusting, she made out the profile with the help of the light coming from the window. It was Kristine van der Jagt. The countess had removed her mask.

“Buena sera, Kris,” Allegro said, deliberately lowering her voice a notch.

“Kris as in Kristine? Shit. She’s there?” Nighthawk’s voice sounded scratchy.

Van der Jagt tilted her head, studying her wayward guest, obviously trying to figure out who, beneath the mask, had just addressed her like an old friend. She responded in Italian, hers not quite as perfect as Allegro’s, asking what she was doing in the cellar.

Allegro raised the bottle and explained, in perfect Italian, “Looking for more wine.”

“Who are you?”

“Let’s see you wing this one, slick,” Nighthawk said in her ear.

Allegro made a show of studying her costume, then smiled her most charming smile. “Who do I look like?”

Kris laughed and commanded, “Take off your mask. I want to see you.”

When she didn’t immediately comply, the countess reached for a nearby lamp. But as soon as her intent became clear, Allegro quickly closed the distance between them and wrapped her hand over Kris’s just as she reached the pull chain. “No.”

This close, she could make out van der Jagt’s delicate features in the moonlight streaming in through the window. And more, the cleavage formed by the bustier in the dress, the round swell of breasts, the smooth skin of her shoulders and chest. Her perfume, a mix of lavender and something Allegro couldn’t identify, was intoxicating. It was risky to prolong the conversation any further or reveal any more of what she sounded and looked like, but she needed to distract the woman.

She skimmed her fingertips up Kris’s arm to her bare shoulder, then slowly, provocatively, down her chest to the valley of cleavage. She smiled at the sudden intake of breath she felt and heard. Next, she traced a path across the top of one breast, over to the other, then up to the warm, soft flesh of Kris’s neck. When Kris leaned her head back and closed her eyes, relaxing into the caress, Allegro kissed her at the hollow of her throat.

“Sei così bella,” she whispered, between kisses. You are so beautiful.



*



When Kris opened her eyes, the woman was gone. Something about her—oh yes, she was dressed as a man, but Kris had sensed instantly that the figure was female—something about her had intrigued her at once. The hint of humor and charm in their brief exchange, the woman’s apparent resolve to keep her identity secret, and most of all, her bold yet teasing caresses. It was not her habit to succumb to a stranger, but Kris had melted into the light touch and sweet kisses as though she’d been starving for them. She’d almost folded against the stranger’s velvet cloak when those soft lips pressed delicately against her neck. She could still hear that husky voice repeating, “Sei così bella,” first against her throat, and then on another sensitive spot, beneath her ear. Another kiss had followed, a tongue dancing lightly above the hollow of her breasts. When the lips withdrew, Kris had moaned at the loss and waited, breathless, for more. She must have stood there alone, composing herself, for several minutes before returning to her party.

She spent the rest of the evening searching rooms and approaching guests with similar costumes, even long after she realized her efforts were futile. Part of her refused to believe that the stranger who had invited her to forget her sorrows, and who’d made her heart pound with the lightest kiss, had left without a trace.
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