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    To the book that introduced me to time travel- there may not be any wardrobes found in this book, but nothing transports me away from a bad day more effectively than a book, even after all this time. 


Thank you to those who opened my eyes to the magic around me.
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CHAPTER 1 Robin
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Brrr! 

Even though it was April and the sun was out, spring felt late this year, which did nothing to help my troubled spirits. The Montreal snow made everything slushy, but flowers sprang up anyway, as if playing peekaboo with the winter.

By the time I arrived at our second-floor apartment in an old house just off Sherbrooke, my cheeks were numb. I paused to look at them in the mirror in the foyer to make sure I didn’t have any tell-tale white patches of frostbite and was happy to see they were still rosy. 

After taking my gloves off, I placed the backs of my hands against them in an attempt to warm myself as I continued into the house, dropping my bag on the floor next to the door and latching it before walking into the kitchen to hit the kettle.

I was in my last year of Music and finals were looming, but I could hardly focus due to other concerns, specifically for my dad. He'd gone on what was supposed to be a routine business trip to France a few days ago and hadn’t replied since a short text on landing. I generally gave him a day to get back to me, as he was the stereotypical absentminded professor, but it wasn’t like him not to respond to any of my texts or emails. 

I was in full-on, quiet panic mode now. This was beyond simple forgetting. 

We were supposed to meet in two days in Paris, and I wasn’t sure what to do. I hated not knowing the most. I had slowly assumed the role of his reminder as I’d grown, going as far as checking his schedule daily. We both spent most of our time at McGill University, which made it easier to keep track of things, even though I was a student in the Music department and he was a professor in the English department.

When I’d bagged my first European audition in time for finals and he’d gotten the job in Paris, it seemed like fate had stepped in to give us a nice trip together. But now that I couldn't contact him, I was more anxious something had happened to him than about the audition itself, something I hadn’t thought possible. 

I stood in the kitchen for a minute, tapping my fingers against my leg and tried to think. Maybe I was overreacting. It had only been a couple of days, after all. But still, it wasn’t like him. Even though he was absentminded, he’d never been out of touch for this long, no matter how wrapped up in a book he was. 

Which was good, seeing as how we’d only had each other since my mother died when I was little. Once I understood she wasn't coming home, I’d taken it upon myself to help around the house. To this day, I wasn’t entirely sure who’d raised whom. 

I chuckled, wondering how much extra work I’d caused him due to my early disastrous efforts, but despite my “help,” somehow by the end of that first year, we’d been an unbeatable team. I'd always made sure he ate when he became absorbed in his work, and he'd opened my eyes to the world of wonder that existed in books and in music. And, when I finished high school, he'd supported me in my crazy plans to be an opera singer, never once doubting I could succeed if I wanted to and worked hard enough. 

When the kettle clicked off, I poured boiling water over the lonely teabag I'd scrounged up from inside the cupboard. I hadn't gone shopping in a while, knowing we’d both be gone for a few weeks and having more important things on my check list. Now, I mentally added fresh tea to my grocery list as I let it steep. When it was ready, I carried it to my dad’s study.

Although hardly grand by library standards, it was a cozy den off the living room where he'd made a nest of sorts and was my favorite room in the house. The glass French doors were kept open most of the time, framing the entrance and adding a certain ambience. There was a large bookshelf taking up most of the back wall, and in the center of the room was an old wooden roll top desk he used to do his paperwork. Tiffany lamp shades were in each corner on side tables, adding extra light for a reader next to plush armchairs my father had found at an antique store. 

He liked everything old, not just books. 

I headed to the desk, knowing it was the most likely place to find answers. I usually left it alone, knowing full well touching his papers would disrupt his “system,” whatever that was. Looking at them now, it would be a stretch to say his system was anything another human would recognize. 

Stacks of paper were piled haphazardly on top of each other. I spotted what appeared to be the crust of the sandwich peeking out from the middle. I wrinkled my nose and gingerly pulled it out. Yup, old sandwich. I was lucky there were no mice in here. At that horrifying thought, I paused, scanning the room while listening for any ominous rustling or squeaking noises. 

When nothing stirred, I exhaled and began to sort through the stack, steeling myself for other gross food findings as a precaution. Next, I removed a mishmash of bills from student term papers. Thankfully, I’d set up automated payments for most things, so I knew the bills were statements and not past due notices. Then I pulled out the student papers he’d printed out, noting some were graded and others weren’t. 

I squinted, wincing when I saw one poor student’s name next to a date in January. Hopefully they didn’t need this mark to graduate. It took time, but slowly I made my way through the mess, sorting the items into broad categories I hoped wouldn’t get me in trouble on his return. Bills, junk, term papers, essays, and finally what I was hoping to find—my dad’s notes.

That was when things got weird. 

I reached out for a folded piece of paper and noticed my hand was shaking. Why was it shaking? Even as I inspected the quivering appendage though, a sickening sense of premonition settled in my gut. 

Dammit. 

It wasn't something I liked to admit, even to myself, that whenever I got that particular feeling something momentous was about to happen. I didn't have a name for the eerie premonitions—maybe they would have been easier to deal with if I did. Perhaps it was a form of untapped intuition, but it thankfully didn’t happen often. When it did though, I always listened. 

It usually presented as a sudden, intense, and overwhelming anxiety. It was so powerful I was able to distinguish it instantly from my own emotions; almost like I was picking up on the universe’s energy and getting a glimpse through a window into something I shouldn’t. When I’d moved the paper, the sensation practically punched me, and that anxiety became firmly fixed upon the item in my hand. 

Exhaling a deep, shuddering breath that seemed to echo in the quiet room, I opened the innocent, cream-colored rectangle. It was a letter addressed to me in my dad’s handwriting.

Frowning, I looked at the paper then at the stack I’d retrieved it from. Was he that forgetful he’d tucked it into the middle? Or had he been hiding it? And hiding it from whom?

Looking around the room with narrowed eyes, I searched for signs anyone had been here. It hadn’t crossed my mind before now, and I couldn't think of any reason someone would want to search the office. Nothing appeared to have been moved since my dad had flown to Paris, and the desk was undisturbed from this morning when I’d left for school.

Trying to shake off the weird paranoia gripping me, more because I didn’t want to believe I was alone with someone in the house than for any other reason, I turned back to examine the paper. It was only a few paragraphs long, but more difficult to read than usual due to his handwriting, which looked as if he'd written in a rush. 

Recognizing the date on top as the day he’d caught his flight, I wrinkled my nose. Strange. He hadn’t mentioned leaving a letter for me. It wasn’t something he usually did.

Dear Robin,

If you’ve found this letter, it means you're worried and something has happened to make me not reply to your other avenues of contact. For that, I'm deeply sorry. As far as I could predict, this was another routine book acquisition trip; although I debated whether to accept the commission due to the increased level of risk. 

You see, the trip I am on right now isn't for the university, but a private buyer, Mr. Lavallee. Normally, I would've turned him down, given who he is and the way people who work for him seem to end up worse for the wear in his employ, but the book he wanted me to find was so intriguing I couldn't say no.

He has information which leads me to believe I would find the book in question located in rural France. Everything about the trip otherwise, I expect to be the usual, other than the prize I am hoping to find at the end is a book I have been searching for since you were a child. I am hoping it will be just another adventure for me to purchase a treasure from a willing seller before experiencing the highlight of my life; watching my little songbird achieve her goal of singing onstage at the Paris Opera. 

But, if you are reading this letter now, it means things have not turned out the way I’d hoped, and the niggling concerns I had were well-founded. 

The book I am searching for is known by many names. Most scholars don't believe it even exists. Of course, you know I couldn't resist the chance to see who’s right. If it does exist and you haven’t heard from me, please don’t come looking. I could bear almost anything except knowing my little girl was injured, or worse, noticed by the man who hired me.

The letter drifted to the floor as my mind went blank. Mr. Lavallee? It couldn’t be. There were many Lavallee's in Montreal. After all, it was Québec. It was as common a name as Smith or Jones in an English-speaking area. But the cryptic note made the anxiety inside me tighten and grow larger, causing it to move from my stomach to encase my heart in an icy shell of panic. 

Could my dad have accepted a commission from Guy Lavallee? The same Guy Lavallee who headed the most notorious chapter of bikers in Montreal?

I looked around the empty study, swallowing hard. Had my father unwittingly put himself in the middle of something gang-related? Why would he be so reckless? It wasn't like him. But even as I tried to convince myself it was just my imagination, something else he’d mentioned percolated through my fear. 

The book he was searching for. 

He hadn't mentioned its name, but the way he’d described it made me wonder if other forces were at work. I’d interrupted him several times in the month prior to his trip. He’d been researching something which had absorbed all his attention. He’d commented more than once it was ‘the secret to finally decoding the Voynich manuscript,’ but had been secretive with other details.

I didn’t know nearly as much as he did about rare books, but if he’d found a book with a translation for the Voynich manuscript, he’d have more to worry about than just a biker gang. People had been searching for the key to that puzzle for decades. Some thought it was a book on how to use magic, an instruction manual for medicine, and some particularly crazy bibliophiles even thought it was an alien tome dropped on Earth by some long-lost visitors when Stonehenge or the pyramids were built. 

Decoding the Voynich manuscript was as important to historians as finding a spell that would turn lead to gold had been for alchemists. Come to think of it, some people thought that was one of the secrets it held, adding treasure hunters into the mix of people looking to translate the manuscript.

The tingle of anxiety loosened slightly. As I’d learned to do over the years, I allowed myself to listen with my inner ear. The logic felt right, even if the idea was completely ludicrous. If my dad had been on his way to find a translation text for the Voynich manuscript, I knew the starting point, what he’d been after, and who was backing his trip. But none of that explained where he was now, or why he wasn't responding to my calls. 

I looked at my watch, finding it was almost seven, and sent another text. I didn’t expect an answer and put my phone away without waiting for one. I hoped he would be able to see my message where ever he was, and know I understood the danger.

I'm coming Dad.

Love you,

xoxo

R
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Chapter 2 Mark
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It was hard remaining still for so long. 

The long periods of immobility were part of the reason I kept up such a rigorous physical training program. I had been working with CSIS for almost a year, but what I did was hardly worth writing home about. 

Sure, there had been a few shining moments of excitement, but mostly my day-to-day activities involved acting like a regular Joe and hanging out in a variety of locations. Unfortunately, that was the exciting part. The less exciting portion involved hours and hours of paperwork, checking off the appropriate boxes, and trying to stay awake.

Being an agent wasn’t what I’d envisioned when I’d signed up for it, but it was rewarding in its own way. When I wasn't cranky from sitting in a car for eight hours watching a house, I liked it a lot. At least this time, my subject was easy on the eyes. 

I couldn't help wondering how she'd ended up being tailed by me. The briefing I’d been given on her was nothing extraordinary. She was a student in her last year of Music at McGill University, and far as I could tell, everything in her life revolved around that. Her father taught there and she had a few close friends who went there. She wasn’t into drugs, alcohol, or smoking, or extracurricular activities apart from music stuff. From everything I could see, she was a typical, low-key girl. 

Then again, I’d only gotten a two-page bio, which hardly did more than outline basic demographics. The sparse details, in combination with Professor Locksley, her father, leaving to go abroad led me to believe the reason I was watching her was for her own protection more than for any other reason. Not only did nothing in her dossier suggest she was up to anything illegal; I’d been tailing her for two weeks and hadn’t seen a single break in her routine. 

She left her house at approximately seven a.m. and walked to the McGill University Schulich School of Music building. Most days she used a practice room for about an hour then headed to the main campus for lectures. Her schedule varied, depending on the day of the week, but she was always on campus until at least five. Three evenings a week she sang at various locations in the evening, and after the concerts were over, she took the Metro home or accepted a ride from another singer. 

In short, she appeared to be a nice girl. So why was I feeling the same tingle I got when something was about to happen? She was pretty, but that wasn’t it. At least, not all of it. No, this was the feeling I had right before I was called to find something. 

Was my premonition somehow related to her? It had to be. She was the only person I’d been following this week. I watched her move around inside her house, thinking back to the first time I'd heard her sing. I'd been impressed such a large voice could come from such a small-framed person. For some reason, I'd always thought opera singers were supposed to be huge, like the old Bugs Bunny cartoons with the Valkyrie wearing the horned hat on her head. 

But this honey-blonde, sweet-faced woman made me interested in opera for the first time in my life and gave me the feeling I’d met her somewhere before. Shaking my head, I tried to put the thought behind me. 

I needed to stay alert. Without knowing what was coming, I couldn't take anything for granted. Almost as soon as I had that thought, my phone vibrated. I checked the number then answered crisply. 

“Agent Notting.”

“Notting. We're going to be sending around another agent to keep an eye on the house tonight. I need you to pack.”

“What? What do you mean?” I looked at the window, which was backlit enough to allow me to see Robin moving around on the second floor. An unexpected pang of loss hit me at the idea of being reassigned. For the first time ever, I didn't want to see a job end.

“We have a plane ticket and passport waiting for you in your drop box. Pack light.”

I held back a comment, knowing my boss was really telling me not to lose my target. It was one of the first things they'd taught me. Only pack what you can bring in a carry-on. Everything else could be bought or would be provided. 

Checking luggage while working was a hard no.

“Where am I going? Who's the mark?”

“You’re going to Paris. You need to follow Ms. Locksley on her trip. We have reason to believe her father has gone missing. Someone may try to contact her to get to him and the item he was looking for. We think he was on the trail of something important.”

I slowly nodded, even though he couldn't see me. I’d known about the trip, but assumed my duties were limited to watching her within the city. It wasn’t a huge leap though, as I was supposed to be keeping her safe. Whether in Canada or France, apparently. 

Another tingle came, stronger this time. Paying attention to the warning, I fished for more. “What happened to the agent following the professor?”

The man paused, and when he finally replied, his tone was gruff. “They haven't checked in.”

I winced. That wasn't good. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

“Get a good night’s sleep. Your plane departs at eight a.m. Another agent will watch her tonight and make sure she gets to the airport. The next time you’ll get a visual will be after you pass through security. You may make contact once on the plane to place the tracking device.”

“Copy. Then what?”

“Don't get drunk on the free booze. You’ll be emailed an encrypted file with everything you need to know, which you can review on the plane. When you land in Paris, keep her in sight at all times. You're the only agent assigned to her unless you need help, in which case call the emergency line. If you can find a way to introduce yourself without raising suspicion, you are allowed to make direct contact.”

I blinked. Until now, I'd either been part of a team or had instructions to watch from afar. I’d never been asked to engage a subject before.

“I'm sorry, sir. Did you say you want me to make friends with her?”

A dry chuckle came from the other end. “Sure, friends. Whatever it takes. She's a secondary target, which boils down to you being the only agent we can spare to keep track of her. Once you place the tracking device, it should be easier to monitor her whereabouts, but our information is sketchy. I don't like it. If you can find something that points us to what the professor was searching for, it may help find him. You can help her if she’s willing. We need to know what Lavallee is after. Understand?”

“Roger that.”

My superior hung up and a rush of anticipation filled me. They wanted me to help her find the professor? And with her knowledge, not just from a distance? Now, this was more like it! Images of James Bond flashed through my head, but I quickly reined in my expectations, knowing full well nothing turned out the way it did in the movies. 

I waited for what felt like hours for the other agent to show up, but the clock in my car said it had only been thirty minutes. Finally, Agent Elise Derny, a middle-aged woman with a perm-a-scowl, arrived to relieve me. To the untrained observer, she looked an angry soccer mom, assuming the soccer mom in question had seven kids who screamed all the time.

Elise wasn’t quite as bad as she looked though. I’d met her before, and she’d always been pleasant, even if her sense of humor was virtually non-existent. I glanced at the clock on the dashboard again. She was probably tired from all the night shifts she was called for, and I was responsible for yet another one.

“Any concerns?” She leaned down beside the car, pretending to tie her running shoe.

“Nothing. So far, routine has been, well, routine. I’ve been asked to pack.”

Agent Derny stood, nodding. “I’ll take over from here. I hear there’s some travel in your future? Have fun.” 

The ghost of a smile surprised me. She seemed to really mean it.

“Um, thanks. Have a good night.”

She gave me another tight smile and headed back to the company car she’d parked a few cars back, still in sight of the house. Once she was in position, I looked at the window I’d last seen Robin in. The light clicked off as I pulled away. 

This time when I drove home, I couldn't help my excitement. It was a mission like I'd always dreamed of getting. Jetting off to an exotic European destination to help a beautiful woman find her father and a mysterious artifact shadowy people were after. Only one thing made me pause, and I wasn't sure why I hadn’t thought of it before. 

Was it my finding ability, or something else warning me not everything was as it appeared? The entire time I’d been following Robin, I hadn’t known the professor was missing, only that he’d gone overseas. Why hadn’t they told me earlier?

The tingle of awareness stayed with me as I packed, telling me to be on my guard. Things were about to change. I just didn’t know how yet. 

I wanted to call someone to let them know where I was going, but I couldn't. So, I made do with texting my mom to ask how things were going. When she didn’t reply right away, I let her know I’d be tied up for a week or so, and would try to check in when I could. 

The hardest thing about my job was not being able to tell the people I cared about what I was doing. As far as everyone but my parents knew, I was a lowly administrator in a government job somewhere in Ottawa. It was technically the truth; I did work for the government. And most of my days really were spent doing paperwork, even if my actual job title was a little cooler than admin or paper-pusher.

But once family obligations were taken care of, my thoughts quickly turned from regret to anticipation. I'd never been to France before, and my previous travel experience consisted entirely of one brief road-trip with a friend after graduation. My best friend, Paul, had been recovering from a horrible act of random violence and his doctors didn’t want him flying because of recent brain surgery. It had been a great trip, but not exactly something which qualified me as a world traveler. 

Now I was going to Paris, the first long-distance trip I'd been on since beginning with the agency and since that long-ago summer trip with Paul. I was excited and full of trepidation, even more so after I opened the encrypted email my supervisor had sent.

I scrolled quickly, scanning pages of information before going back to the start to read it more carefully. My cover story was simple—carefree backpacker—and most of the information involved maps and cultural highlights, but the details about Robin’s father were what I was most interested in. 

I already knew where Robin would be sitting, but reviewed the flight again. The trip across the pond was just over eight hours, and would land in Charles de Gaulle airport. Robin had a room rented at a hotel with her father, which was where she was expected to head once she arrived. Because her trip had been planned well over a month ago, we had several points of information. Tomorrow morning, at eleven a.m. Paris time, she’d audition at the Paris Opera House. 

Once that was done, she had a voice lesson with Natalie Dessay, a world-renowned opera singer, after which point her itinerary was wide open except for staying at the hotel. From what I was able to glean, she planned to do some sightseeing with her dad before leaving Paris on day five. It was a short trip, but adequate to see the tourist areas in Paris.

It also meant she had a deadline to find her dad, unless she changed her flight home. I knew she had exams the following week, so I didn’t think she’d have that opportunity. Shaking my head, I considered what a tough spot she was in. I knew how important exams were. Everything depended on them, especially if you planned on doing postgraduate work. 

The timing of the professor’s disappearance totally sucked. Even if she hadn't been a decent person, I’d have felt bad for her. Hopefully between the two of us we’d be able to find him, along with whatever it was the department was so interested in getting their hands on. 
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Chapter 3 Robin
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I checked on my flight status for the tenth time that morning and promptly berated myself for looking. I knew nothing had changed, but my nerves were on edge. My plane was on time to leave at eight, my bags were packed, and I had all the required documents. Everything was fine, even if it had taken me most of the previous evening to pack.

I was traveling lighter than usual because with my dad missing, I didn’t want to waste time waiting for luggage, or worse, lose my important items and have to file a claim with the airport. I’d heard horror stories of people having only the clothes on their backs and waiting up to a week before their bags arrived. I didn’t have that kind of time or mental bandwidth left to deal with airport luggage disasters. 

As a result, it had taken most of the night before I was able to choose my audition outfit and which accessories to pack along with it. I hadn’t slept well thinking about all that could go wrong. In the end, I’d settled on an elegant amethyst sheath I'd found on sale in one of the shops along Saint Catherine’s. It was one of my favorites, because although it wasn't expensive, the material draped in a figure-flattering way. And best of all, the stretchy fabric didn't need to be steamed or ironed and could be worn right out of the bag without worrying about wrinkles. 

I packed comfortable silver flats to wear with it instead of the heels I’d normally wear. That way they could double for walking during the day if the weather was warm. Along with a few changes of underwear, a couple of wrinkle-resistant shirts, one bathing suit and nightgown, I packed a pair of stretchy yoga pants with a toiletry bag, then dressed in jeans, a button-down shirt with a tank top, and spring jacket. The final touch was a pair of ankle-boots warm enough for the Montreal spring, yet comfortable enough to walk in all day. 

In my purse, I had my passport, wallet, and laptop. The extra weight caused me to debate the need, but in the end my laptop was a necessary appendage I wanted with me. I still had a few papers to finish and it might come in handy searching for my dad. I was still hoping he’d merely lost his phone and was waiting at the hotel, having forgotten my number, but that hope was growing fainter every day. 

After taking one last look around the house to make sure I’d locked up and turned everything off, I gave my friend, Melissa, a text to let her know where the spare key was. I was finally off. I took the Metro to the airport without being more than peripherally aware of my surroundings, passing through the line at security in much the same way. 

My internal dialogue consisted of the negative Nellie part of my brain arguing with the Pollyanna positive side. The swift back and forth between doom and gloom and the hope he’d lost his phone consumed all my concentration, and when I looked up, I was surprised to see I was already nearly through the line for security. 

I felt a strange, prickling sensation on the back of my neck and turned around, but no one was paying any attention to me except the young security officer who’d pulled me over for the airport’s ‘special test’ on my computer. He became excited when I mentioned I was bringing the computer because I was a student at McGill and had papers to finish. 

“That’s great! I went to McGill too. Hey, maybe when you get back we can go for a coffee, and trade stories of our time in the trenches of education.”

I looked down, fiddling with the strap on my bag before giving him a bright stage-smile. I toned it down when his eyes widened with hope. Crap, overdid it. “I'm sorry, but I’ll be in Paris for a while.”

I waved as I took my computer back, smiling again in a more muted fashion as I walked away. I was hoping he wouldn’t realize until after I left that I hadn’t given him my number. I strode away quickly, searching for my gate. With the memory of the sensation of being watched, I kept a closer eye on my surroundings. 

I scolded myself for being recklessly absorbed. I could have been mugged on my way to the airport, but I’d been so lost in thought I hadn’t even considered anyone might be following me until security, when I’d felt eyes on me.

Now I scanned the area, wondering if someone actually was watching me or if I was becoming paranoid. This early in the morning there were the usual travelers one would expect to see in the Montréal airport. Families with loud children, retirees, and a few people with backpacks and eager faces. 

I saw a guy around my age sitting off a little way by himself and found myself staring at him, even though he didn’t look dangerous. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would be in the Hells Angels. That was the nice thing about that gang—generally, if they were following you, you knew it. 

This man didn’t look like a biker or a metal-head. He was sitting off to the side of the waiting area reading a newspaper—who did that anymore— and was keeping to himself. He hadn’t noticed me staring, hadn’t even glanced up, for which I was grateful. He was attractive, but in a boy-next door way, so I wasn't sure why I was having such hard time looking away. 

I narrowed my eyes, trying to get a better look at his face. Did I know him from somewhere? Something about him was familiar. Without being able to figure it out, I chose an open seat far away from him. Sitting near the desk in view of the gate attendant, I waited for boarding with my guard up and tried not to think about my dad.

On the plane, I gratefully sank into my business class seat. With all the travel my dad did, I’d been able to upgrade for free. Transatlantic flights were long and the extra leg-room was appreciated. Not to mention the free food and alcohol. 

I did up my seatbelt, gasping in pain a moment later as someone slammed a bag into my leg.

“Oh God! I'm so sorry!”

I rubbed my shin with a scowl, before composing my face into a polite smile at the sincerity in the voice, and told myself it had been an accident. I preferred the aisle seat for the easy access to the bathroom, but being injured by a fellow passenger or the food cart was the inevitable trade-off when one was cursed with long legs. 

My smile faltered when I looked up and saw who had hit me. It was the same man who’d captured my attention earlier. Up close, I could see he was about my age. He looked contrite, and as he moved his bag out of the way, a shock of chestnut brown fell into something resembling a Superman curl, covering his forehead. As if noticing my attention, he brushed it back immediately.

I flushed, embarrassed at the prickle of heat in my cheeks. I hadn’t figured out how to control blushes yet, especially around attractive men. 

“It's fine. No harm done.”

I kept rubbing my shin though, as it really did hurt.

He looked at my hand, then back up at my face with pleading, puppy-dog brown eyes. “Can I make it up to you? Buy you a drink?”

I shook my head, laughing even as a twinge of regret we hadn’t met at another time somewhere else stabbed me. “Thanks, but alcohol is free on transatlantic flights. Really. No permanent damage done. I should have moved my leg out of the way. Have a good flight.”

He nodded before smiling again, this time in an attractive, self-deprecating way. “Maybe some of that legendary Parisian grace will rub off on me. I'm sure my parents would be happy if I came back a little less like a bull-in-a-china-shop.”

I chuckled, feeling better, and he waved as he continued to his seat a few rows back. My leg had almost stopped hurting and I was surprised how disappointed I was he wasn’t sitting closer. 

But, before long, thoughts of the looming audition and missing dad returned. I opened my bag with a sigh. Maybe if I reviewed everything I knew before landing, it would keep my mind busy. Pulling out my computer, I hoped I had better luck contacting my dad when I landed than I’d experienced in Montreal.
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Chapter 4 Mark
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I took one last look around my apartment as I slung my bag over my shoulder, then turned the lights off and locked the door. Since another agent would be watching Robin until we met up at the airport, I headed over earlier than the recommended three hours. 

I wanted to make sure I was through security long before she arrived.

So, when I spotted her at the gate, I was already seated, reading a French newspaper with the vague hope it would help with my conversational French. She appeared casual, but beautiful, as she glanced around. If I didn’t know better, I would have said she was looking for someone and I felt an unexpected tingle in my chest.

Ruthlessly, I shoved it aside. No matter what my boss said about making contact, I knew he wouldn’t be happy if I became emotionally involved. If Robin was being tailed by someone dangerous, I needed to keep my eyes off her and on her surroundings. 

If I couldn’t stay objective, our life expectancies would potentially be at risk. 

I was relieved when the plane boarded on time. It had been a challenge to keep myself occupied and look like I wasn’t watching her, especially when I’d felt her eyes land on me. They had lingered on me for an uncomfortably long period of time, and I thought she’d caught me until she finally settled a few rows over. 

That scare caused me to wait longer than normal to get in line, counting to ten after she stood to board, then casually stretching and meandering into a spot several people behind her. By the time I reached the aisle near her seat, she was already settled with her bag stowed. Taking a deep breath, I silently begged forgiveness for what I was about to do. Then I swung my bag toward her and deliberately hit her left shin. 

I bent as if grabbing my bag, simultaneously obscuring my actions with my head. That allowed me to place a tiny tracker the size of a button battery into the tongue of her left ankle-boot. It slid into position between the leather. 

I stood up and pretended to fumble with my bag. “Oh my God! I'm so sorry!”

Even though I was satisfied I’d achieved my goal of placing the tracker on her boot, I was sorry that I’d caused her pain. At least her on-stage performances involved singing and not dancing. I still needed to get a tracker on her phone, as it was improbable she’d always be wearing the boots, but overall, I was happy my first attempt at placing a tracker had gone well.

She rubbed her leg vigorously where I’d slammed my bag into her shin bone, breathing deeply as she worked to compose herself. When she finally looked up with a polite smile and flushed cheeks, I knew she was a better person than I was. 

If someone had hit me like that, I’d have given them a piece of my mind, along with words that might make an old lady blush. I brushed my hair off my face and stood up, not even having to pretend I was remorseful.

“It's fine. No harm done.”

She kept rubbing her shin though, and I felt worse than I’d expected. Hopefully I hadn’t given her a bruise. 

“Can I make it up to you? Buy you a drink?”

She laughed and sat up, shaking her head with an enigmatic look in her eyes. She was beautiful up close, and I found myself staring, hardly even registering her reply at first. 

“Thanks, but alcohol is free on transatlantic flights. Really. No permanent damage done. I should have moved my leg out of the way. Have a good flight.”

I recognized my cue to leave, but in case I hadn’t, it was reinforced by an older man waiting in the aisle behind me clearing his throat in an exaggerated fashion. I smiled at her once more and loved the way her face lit up with a reciprocal smile. I mumbled something, gave what I hoped was a casual wave, and headed to my seat. Overall, I was pleased how my first contact had gone. Her reaction to my offer of a drink had gone over decently, even if she had been distracted by pain. I couldn't blame her for that, seeing as I was the one who’d caused it.

From that point on the flight was easy. Not only were we confined to a limited space, but it was a day flight, which meant I didn't have to force myself to stay awake. I got up a few times to use the washroom, making it look accidental when I caught her eye. I even surprised a smile once, enjoying how it made her cheeks bloom a rosy shade of pink. The word adorable sprang to mind, but I returned to my chair instead of talking to her the way I wanted. 

I needed to keep my focus and was already worried I would screw up. I certainly would if I kept staring at her face instead of the people around her. 

After attempting to reprimand myself and not sure how well I’d done, I succeeded in turning my attention to the others on the plane. I’d been trained to know what to watch out for, and once I was back in my chair, I went into the passenger manifest I’d been given. My contacts had already cross-matched the names on the flight, and now I looked at seat numbers. Only one name had lit up, but it was remote connection— a second cousin, thrice removed, of Lavallee’s, but the man in question looked more like an accountant than a threat. With zero visible tattoos, there was no indication he was in a biker gang or watching Robin, but I settled in to monitor the situation anyway. 

It felt like being on deck to bat in the finals for the World Series as I listened to my audiobook in French, and I was itching to get in the game. 

I couldn’t wait to land.
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Chapter 5 Robin
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I exhaled as the captain announced our final approach. 

I’d already double and triple checked I had all my items before we taxied to the gate. As we shuffled off the plane, I was thankful I’d chosen to travel light. Everyone else headed to the luggage carousel, but I continued through customs with just the bag on my back and smiled as the bored customs agent stamped my passport.

“Bienvenue à Paris.”

“Merci beaucoup.” I smiled briefly as I took my passport then followed the signs for ground transport to the taxi stand. 

Paris had a great metro system, but I wanted to see the city from above ground today. When I glanced back, I was surprised to see the attractive shin-destroyer from the plane sauntering up behind me. Nervously, I smoothed down my hair, wondering if it was as big and rumpled as I suspected it was post-flight. 
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