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        A NOTE FROM GIGI

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading! I have exciting news: Jaya Jones is returning in a brand-new series.

        

        In the first book of the Scottish Treasure Hunt Mysteries, Jaya is whisked to a castle in the Scottish Highlands to compete for the chance to become its in-house treasure hunter. But when the competitors unearth a body instead of a prize, she finds herself trapped with a castle full of suspects and a murder to solve.

        

        I've signed a three-book deal for the new series that launches in summer 2027. Be the first to learn more about the new series, and receive a free short story, when you sign up for my email newsletter. Click here, or go to www.gigipandian.com/newsletter to subscribe.
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      “Is that the hilt of a sword sticking out of your purse?” Miles asked.

      “No.” I shifted the weight of the hefty tabla case in my hands to glance over my shoulder. I’d forgotten to take the dagger out of my bag when I swung by my attic apartment to pick up my drums. I was more distracted than I’d thought.

      “But then⁠—”

      “It’s not a sword. It’s Tipu Sultan’s jeweled dagger. And more importantly, this isn’t a purse.” My red messenger bag was the casual San Francisco equivalent of a briefcase.

      “A dagger, Jaya?” This time it was my Russian landlady, Nadia, who spoke. She and my neighbor stood on the shady front porch of the Victorian house. “Is this what the city has come to? Young women resorting to carrying daggers for self-defense?”

      “It’s a plastic replica. The real one is in a museum in London. It was a nice prop for the Intro to World History lecture I gave today.” I rested my tabla case on the steps and lifted the dagger from my bag. The jewel-encrusted hilt reminded me of the ruby artifact from the Mughal Empire that turned my life upside down the previous year.

      “Oh.” Nadia’s lips puckered in disappointment. To a woman standing in front of her bright red front door in a black velvet evening gown, a prop to inspire students wasn’t nearly as interesting as stories of maimed criminals.

      “Cool,” Miles said, taking the dagger in his ink-stained hands. He swooshed it through the air like a sword, a book of poetry falling from his jacket pocket in the process. “I came by to see how your first day of class went.”

      After knowing the twenty-something poet for over a year, I was convinced Miles selected leaky pens on purpose, thinking his temporarily tattooed hands made him look more artistic and earnest. His auburn beard fuzz also looked suspiciously uniform whenever I saw him.

      “Class went so well that a lot of the students stayed to ask questions,” I said, picking up the fallen poetry chapbook. “Now I’m late for the restaurant.”

      I should have been pleased my first lecture of the spring semester had gone so well. It was only my second year teaching at the university, and it already felt like home. My students were even more engaged than I’d hoped, and one struggling student I mentored the previous year did so well she decided to apply for history graduate programs.

      But as the months of the fall semester had gone by, I’d become increasingly aware that something was missing in my life. I had my dream job as a tenure-track professor of history at a prominent San Francisco university, a cozy apartment in a great location, family not too far away, and a few good friends. After my uprooted childhood, it’s what I’d always wanted. The response to my first lecture of the semester was gratifying, but it didn’t make me as happy as it should have. What was the matter with me?

      “Before you go,” Nadia began, but instead of finishing her sentence she disappeared into the house. I was left to watch Miles pretend to be a master swordsman.

      Nadia emerged a moment later with a stack of mail. My apartment didn’t have a separate mailing address from the main house, because the dwelling wasn’t strictly legal. My landlady had bypassed San Francisco bureaucracy when she turned her attic into the apartment where I lived.

      I was in a hurry, so instead of dropping off my mail and the plastic dagger upstairs, I shoved both into my messenger bag, then slung my tabla case over my shoulder and headed to my car. I eased out of my parking spot between a pristine hybrid car with stickers from three universities on its back window, and a weathered sedan with its tailpipe dangling precariously close to the ground—the two sides of modern San Francisco.

      I didn’t give a second thought to that stack of mail as I drove across town to the Tandoori Palace, or as I played sets of tabla background music for diners at the upscale Indian restaurant with my best friend Sanjay accompanying me on the sitar. On a break, I had only a few minutes to eat a mouth-watering fish curry that the chef made extra spicy for me. The pile of mail didn’t cross my mind until after we wrapped up our last set.

      My phone buzzed faintly from deep within my bag. I found it buried underneath my pile of mail. It was a text message from my friend Tamarind, asking for an urgent favor. Tamarind wasn’t one to ask for favors. This couldn’t be good.

      Instead of sticking around to chat with Sanjay and the restaurant staff as I usually did, I rushed to my car. But when I reached it, I found I was trapped. Double-parked inches away from my roadster was an empty car with its hazard lights blinking, blocking me in. I ran back to the restaurant and explained to Sanjay that I needed to stop by Tamarind’s apartment to bring a box from her medicine cabinet to her “first day of the semester” party.

      “Wait, why does Tamarind care that it’s the first day of the semester?” Sanjay asked as we left the restaurant. “I thought she was a librarian, not a professor.”

      “That’s the point.” I climbed into the sleek black pickup truck. “Without this party, she doesn’t get the same symbolic start to the semester as the rest of us.”

      Sanjay put the car in gear and we set out from the family-friendly Inner Sunset to the trendy Mission District.

      “I haven’t driven with you in a while,” I commented after he let three perfectly good openings in traffic pass us by. “I’d forgotten you’re a ninety-year-old man trapped in a thirty-year-old’s body when you get behind the wheel of a car.”

      “Hey, I don’t turn thirty until next year. And what have you got against ninety-year-olds? My friend Sébastien is ninety and he loves racing cars.”

      “Who’s Sébastien?”

      “A magician I know in France. Though I suppose he’s not technically a magician. He’s an engineer who helps magicians with their acts.”

      Sanjay was a successful stage magician who sold out seasons of shows in a Napa Valley theater each year. A Las Vegas venue approached him after he was named one of the up-and-coming magicians under thirty, but he loved his home in northern California. He’d been my best friend since the day I moved to San Francisco nearly two years before. Two nights a week, Sanjay and I played background music at the Indian restaurant. It was a relaxing hobby for both of us. I could play my tabla drums expertly even in my sleep, and Sanjay enjoyed playing the sitar—though he did it excruciatingly badly. Not that anyone could convince him of that fact. The Tandoori Palace’s owner, Raj, had long ago given up gently suggesting he take additional lessons. Instead, Raj turned down the volume on the microphone in front of Sanjay’s sitar, and left my mic on high to pick up my rhythmic drumming. That way, everyone had a good time.

      “Anyway,” Sanjay continued as he finally merged from the side street onto Lincoln, “it’s called responsible driving. Something this city is sorely lacking.”

      “Well, at this rate at least I have time to look through my mail before we get there.”

      While Sanjay drove the speed limit along the south side of Golden Gate Park, I turned to the most interesting-looking envelope, one made of thick vellum paper with a postmark from France. It was the kind of expensive paper used for wedding invitations. None of my friends were getting married, as far as I knew, so I was curious. I slipped my car key under the envelope flap to open it.

      My name jumped out at me. I did a double-take. This couldn’t be what my first glance told me it was. The cab of the truck was dark. I had an overactive imagination. That was it.

      “What is it?” Sanjay asked.

      Even while paying attention to the road—too much attention, it could be argued—Sanjay knew me well enough to detect the slightest change in my emotional state.

      “Nothing,” I answered, scattering the contents of the envelope across my lap.

      I wasn’t imagining things.

      It was a first class plane ticket from San Francisco to Paris, departing in three days. The name printed on the ticket: Jaya Anand Jones. The ticket was for me.

      I’d been busy preparing for the start of the semester, so I’d ignored certain aspects of my life. Still, I knew I hadn’t absentmindedly agreed to speak at any academic conferences in Paris. Or anywhere in Europe, for that matter.

      I unfolded the other two sheets of paper. The first was a print-out of a hotel reservation for an upscale hotel in Paris. The second was a hand-written note.

      My insides tensed as I began to read. As the streetlights cast multicolored streaks of light through the windshield like a slow-moving strobe light, I stared at the familiar handwriting, wondering if I could believe my eyes.

      Five months of silence. And now this.
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      Sanjay glanced sharply at me. “What’s the matter?”

      A combination of relief, curiosity, and anger swept over me. I was fairly confident that relief was the dominant emotion, but I couldn’t be sure. The note meant so many things, I didn’t know where to begin to answer Sanjay’s question.

      

      
        
        Jaya,

        

        You know my reasons for needing to lay low and not communicate by email. I’m sorry that’s the way it had to be. Now that I’ve taken care of some things, you could come to me.

        I thought of you when research led me to the East India Company—and couldn’t stop thinking about you. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I hope we can pick up where we left off. Spend a few days with me in Paris?

        

        L

      

      

      

      I met Lane Peters the previous year while researching an Indian artifact. I’d fallen for him, even after learning about his past on the wrong side of the law. He understood me in ways nobody else ever had. The connection surprised both of us, and continued to confuse me. Without him in my life, I felt as if a chunk of me was missing. A piece of me I hadn’t realized was missing until I met him.

      My only clue to his whereabouts suggested he might have returned to India. Two weeks after I’d last seen him, a six-foot-high box arrived at my office, the customs slip informing me it had been sent from Kochi, India. Inside the sawdust packing materials that made such a mess I felt compelled to bring the janitorial staff donuts for a week, I found a granite statue of Ganesha—the remover of obstacles. In this carving, the elephant deity cradled a set of tabla drums in his arms. Though there was no accompanying message, the scratch across Ganesha’s trunk told me it was the exact statue I’d fallen in love with when Lane and I visited a master craftsman’s store in Kochi. I hadn’t realized at the time that Lane noticed my reaction to the carving.

      I believed Lane when he said that his past was in the past. Even though I hadn’t heard from him in months, I still did. Unfortunately, other people didn’t want Lane’s past to stay buried. That’s why I’d been so worried when I hadn’t heard from him all this time.

      And now this invitation.

      “Jaya, what is it?” Sanjay repeated.

      “It’s a note from an old friend,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief that Lane was safe, but simultaneously shaking with anger that he’d waited so long to get in touch.

      I flipped back to the plane ticket. Even if I’d been inclined to drop everything for Lane, I couldn’t possibly leave at the start of the semester.

      As we came to a stop at a red light on Oak, Sanjay plucked the plane ticket from my hand. Using his skillful sleight of hand, the ticket was out of my hand before I realized what he was doing. I tried to grab it back, but my seatbelt prevented me from reaching it.

      “Paris?” he said. “You’re going to Paris?”

      In the brighter light from the intersection, I saw something I hadn’t taken note of earlier. It was normal for Sanjay to wear a tuxedo while practicing for his stage show, so it hadn’t surprised me that he’d worn it at the restaurant. But under the glare of the streetlights, I noticed how wrinkled it was. His patent leather shoes were coated with gray powder, and a small clump of white paste stuck to his thick black hair.

      “Were you attacked by a mob of your fans after our set?” I joked.

      “What? You mean this mess?” He handed the ticket back to me, then ran a hand through his hair. He gave a start when the glop of paste transferred to his hand. He pulled a bright red handkerchief from an inner pocket to wipe it off. The red handkerchief disappeared from Sanjay’s hand as quickly as it had appeared, and I had no idea where it went. He wasn’t trying to impress me. Sleight-of-hand was second nature to him.

      “I was practicing for a new act,” he continued. “This new illusion is giving me grief, so we ran longer than I meant to. Why didn’t you tell me you’re going out of town? And who gets printed plane tickets mailed to them anymore?”

      “I’m not going to Paris.”

      “Then why do you have⁠—”

      “The light’s green.”

      “Oh.” He gave me a quick scowl before tapping the accelerator so gently I nearly screamed.

      “It’s an invitation to do research on colonial history in Paris,” I said, tucking the ticket, note, and hotel reservation back into the envelope. I wasn’t exactly lying. Okay, maybe I was lying, but not by much. The letter did mention an East India Company. Since Lane was in France, I assumed he meant the French East India Company, one of the colonial trading powers from centuries ago. Though less successful than the English, the French once had colonial settlements in India and fleets of ships bringing home treasures not found in France. My historical expertise was colonialism in India, especially the British East India Company and the British Raj. I knew the histories of the companies as well as I knew which spots on my calfskin drums made which resonant sounds beneath my fingertips. But without further details from Lane, I assumed he wasn’t after my research help. He was after me.

      I didn’t have the mental energy to go into Lane’s note with Sanjay. He knew a little bit about my relationship with Lane, but I felt uncomfortable going into the details with him, even though we were so close. Or, more accurately, especially because we were so close. My best friend had always been like a little brother to me, until things got complicated the previous summer. Now there was no way I was going to share details about my love life with him. I was glad we were driving. Sanjay seemed content to pay attention to the road.

      I, however, was far from at ease with my thoughts.

      There was no question the letter was in Lane’s handwriting, but there was something different about it that I couldn’t place. Then again, giving up your life—not once, but twice—had to change a man. But underneath everything, we knew each other well. That’s what was wrong with his letter. He knew I’d be worried about him, but he hadn’t addressed my concerns in the note. Why did he think I would drop everything and meet him for a romantic tryst in Paris?

      Oh. What single woman in her right mind would pass up a first class ticket to Paris to get back together with a guy she was incredibly attracted to, was desperately worried about, and had parted with on good, if enigmatic, terms?

      Normally, I would be the woman to turn it down. But on that crazy first day of the semester, it was glaringly obvious that my seemingly perfect life wasn’t all I thought it was.

      Now that the initial shock was over, it occurred to me that Lane hadn’t included a way to get in touch with him. Even if he thought his electronic communications were still being monitored, surely he could tell me to contact him at a new email address, using a new email address of my own. Why not? What was going on?

      Sanjay double-parked while I ran up to Tamarind’s apartment and used her spare key to retrieve a small wooden box from the bathroom medicine cabinet, then dropped me off outside the venue where Tamarind’s party was taking place. He didn’t come inside with me, claiming he was overdressed for it because of his tux. As soon as I got inside, I saw how wrong he was. The back room of the bar had been transformed into a 1980s prom, complete with streamers hanging from the ceiling and ’80s music blaring from the speakers. I spotted Tamarind in a pink polka dot strapless dress with black lace fringe. I never knew what color her hair would be, but that night it was her natural jet black, with the exception of hot-pink bangs, matching her dress. I was relieved to see her laughing and raising a martini glass to her lips.

      Before I stepped into the crowd, there was something I needed to do first. I raced to the sidewalk and dialed the number of the Paris hotel on the reservation. The sidewalk was crowded with people leaving upscale restaurants and inexpensive taquerias, spilling out of trendy pubs and dive bars, and walking home from the BART station to the apartment buildings that filled the neighborhood. I pressed my phone to my ear and ignored them.

      I don’t speak French, but as I expected, the man who answered the phone switched to perfect English.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in response to my question. “Mr. Peters isn’t here yet. He’s scheduled to arrive in three days time.”

      Damn. If I used the plane ticket, I’d be in the air when Lane arrived at the hotel. It wouldn’t help to leave him a message. I had no way to get in touch with him. If I ever wanted to see him again, even for closure, all I could do was get on that flight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I thanked the hotel receptionist and headed back inside, my whole body sagging.

      “Jaya!” Tamarind cried out. She zigzagged through the crowd of faculty and staff, holding her martini glass above her head as she made her way to me. I recognized a few faces from the history department and the library, but there must have been more than fifty people packed in. Not everyone was dressed up, so I wasn’t out of place in my black slacks, sweater, and heels.

      I handed the box to her as soon as she reached me.

      “You are a life saver,” Tamarind said, keeping her voice raised so I could hear her over the music. She opened the box and extracted a skull and crossbones necklace. “I can’t believe I forgot this at home! It’s perfect with this dress, don’t you think?”

      “You worried me over a necklace? And who keeps a necklace in her medicine cabinet? They’re for medicine.”

      “Shut. Up. I had the unflappable Jaya Jones worried? Maybe this’ll snap you out of the funk you’ve been in.”

      “What funk? I’m fine.”

      “Right. Whatever you say. Anyway, order the Librarian’s Lexicon or the Dewey Daiquiri. Those are the drinks the bartender made up especially for my party tonight. I’m drinking the Lexicon. It’s tequila, lemon, and some secret ingredients Hugh won’t reveal. Good stuff, Jaya. Good stuff.”

      Tamarind Ortega was a librarian and one of my few good friends in San Francisco. She’d only received her MA in Library Science a couple of years before, but she’d secured her job at the university library through a combination of the two sides of her personality. First, she was brilliant. Whenever I hit a wall in my research, Tamarind could get me past it. Second, she knew how to deal with the vast array of people who came into the library. She was a punk who had a soft touch with the many homeless people who tried to come inside to sleep, but she wasn’t afraid to use her size to intimidate people when her people skills didn’t do the trick.

      “I don’t know what you said to those kids,” she said, “but half a dozen of your students checked out history books this afternoon.”

      “That’s great,” I said, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      “Hey, what gives? Don’t you like my dress?”

      “It’s lovely,” I said, smiling. I meant it. The cut of the flamboyant dress flattered her sturdy figure. “I’m just distracted from my busy day. What’s with the high school prom theme?”

      She shrugged. “When I found this dress, the party pretty much planned itself.”

      I threw my arms around Tamarind. What can I say? It had been an emotional day, and I still had no idea what I wanted to do about Lane’s invitation.

      “You’re worrying me, Jaya,” she said, once I let go of her. “This isn’t like you. Let’s get you a drink.”

      At the bar, I ordered a Scotch whisky while Tamarind snagged bar stools from two women who were departing.

      “A toast,” I said, sitting down on the empty bar stool she was fiercely protecting for me, “to new beginnings.” We clinked glasses and I scanned the room. Four thirty-something professors were dancing in one corner, but the rest of the crowd’s attention was focused on drinks and conversation.

      “Since your boyfriend has been MIA, I wasn’t sure if you’d show up for the party.”

      I groaned.

      “Something I said? I thought you’d be over that guy by now.”

      “It just got complicated.” I took a large sip of my Scotch.

      “Shut. Up. He’s back?”

      “Not exactly.” I reached into my bag and handed her the fat envelope. “Talk me out of this.”

      “Shut. Up.” She stared at the letter and tickets. “Why on earth would I talk you out of this?”

      “Um, because you’re a feminist punk?”

      “I’m a post-feminist post-punk if you want to get technical about it, but that has nothing to do with free first class tickets to Paris. Paris, Jaya.”

      “Yeah, but you realize who this is from?”

      “Your hottie boyfriend who you for some inexplicable reason wouldn’t introduce me to before he left the Bay Area. I saw his picture, you know. I know what I’m missing out on.”

      “That’s the problem,” I said. “Everyone saw his picture. That’s exactly why he had to leave.”

      “It’s not like he’s James Bond,” Tamarind said. “Although I bet he could play him in a new Bond movie series. Especially since he needs a new career. Jaya, do you think he can act?”

      “Tamarind?”

      “Yes?”

      “Focus, please. We’re talking about this invitation to Paris.”

      “There’s always more to see and do in Paris.”

      “I’ve never seen anything in Paris.”

      “Wait, you’ve never visited Paris?”

      “Why would I have been to Paris? I did research in Britain and India during grad school, and backpacked through Asia one summer.”

      “And you’re seriously entertaining the notion of turning down a free first class ticket to Paris?”

      “I thought I had something real with Lane, but he hasn’t contacted me in more than five months.”

      “For your own protection⁠—”

      “Are you listening to yourself?”

      “Yeah, that sounded pretty weak, didn’t it?”

      “It certainly did.”

      “Well,” Tamarind said, running her index finger around the rim of her glass. She appeared lost in thought for a moment, her eyes following the black nail polish on her finger tip, or perhaps the chunky silver ring in the shape of a book. “This is a real ticket, right?”

      “So?”

      “So forget him. He didn’t ask if you wanted to go before buying this ticket. That means you’ve got a round-trip ticket, free and clear. Who says you have to meet him at the hotel? You’ve got a first class ticket to Paris to do anything you want.”

      “Tamarind.”

      “Yes, thinks-too-much-Jaya?”

      “It’s the beginning of the semester. I can’t just fly to Europe and miss all of next week.”

      “Fine. Be practical.” Tamarind pursed her lips and looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’ve got it! The letter.”

      “What about it?”

      “It says he’s onto something with the East India Company—you think he means the French Company?”

      “Probably, but that’s not exactly what it⁠—”

      “Close enough.” She dismissed me with a wave of her hand as she polished off her drink and set it on the bar. “This is like totally related to your research. You’re not blowing off classes. You’re on a mission to discover the secrets of the French East India Company! A quest for higher knowledge! A⁠—”

      “I get it.”

      “Well, it’s pretty damn perfect.”

      “Except for the part where there’s no way I can skip classes right now.”

      “Uptight much?”

      “You remember there’s a thing called tenure that as a second-year assistant professor I’m not yet close to achieving?”

      “You worry too much, Jaya. The dean loves you. The coolest librarian this side of the border loves you. Everyone except for Naveen Krishnan loves you. Oh. That last part is going to be a problem, isn’t it?” She paused and whipped her head around. “He’s here, somewhere, just so you know.”

      “It’ll definitely be a problem.”

      “Fine,” Tamarind said, stuffing the ticket back into the envelope. “Hey, can I borrow this?”

      “What are you holding?”

      “A little book of poetry you handed me along with the mysterious envelope. The Thin Monster House.”

      “It’s not mine. My neighbor Miles dropped it. I must have forgotten to give it back to him. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you borrowed it.”

      “Sweet.”

      “The cost for borrowing it,” I added, “is changing the subject away from Naveen.”

      “Speak of the devil...”

      Dressed in a three-piece tweed suit, Naveen Krishnan walked stiffly in cap toe Oxfords that must have pinched his feet. He wasn’t in formal attire for the party; that was how he always dressed. He was a linguistic prodigy who was overcompensating for being one of the youngest professors at the university.

      “I’m glad to see you, Jaya,” he said, pausing to acknowledge Tamarind with a slight nod. “I thought you’d want to hear that my symposium was such a success I’ve been asked to put on a similar one next year.”

      “Congratulations, Naveen.” I smiled more broadly than I had all evening. I wasn’t acting. Out of his line of sight, Tamarind stuck out her tongue and rolled her eyes at Naveen.

      “It’s a great accomplishment, I’m told,” Naveen said. “Don’t feel bad, though, Jaya. Not everyone can be such a success.”

      The strongest argument in favor of going to France might have been that I wouldn’t have to see Naveen Krishnan for a week.

      I caught a cab back to where my car was parked. The double-parked car blocking me in was gone. I got home quickly, but couldn’t calm down enough to sleep well. There were too many unanswered questions. Why had Lane gotten in touch now? If it was safe to contact me, why not give me a way to get back in touch? What was he researching? And most importantly, could I trust my feelings? It was well after midnight by the time I got to sleep, and I tossed and turned all night.

      In the morning, I went for a run to clear my head. It had the opposite effect. As I ran through the park to bhangra beats on my headphones, my subconscious insisted on pushing my thoughts back to the strange invitation, full of contradictions.

      After my run and a quick shower, I picked up a large coffee and a breakfast burrito with added hot sauce and honey, then headed for campus. As I unlocked my office door, my six-foot Ganesha statue greeted me. Like all proper Ganeshas, he had a broken tusk, a reminder not only of the sacrifices we make in life, but also of all that can be overcome. That morning, he made me think of criss-crossing south India on a motorbike with Lane.

      I had a little over an hour before my first class of the day. It was enough time that I couldn’t resist opening my computer to do a little digging.

      No, I could resist. I slammed my laptop shut.

      Damn. I couldn’t resist. I opened it back up.

      The French East India Company formed in 1664 to compete with the British and Dutch trading companies. It was one of the least successful European companies that held trade and colonial interests across the world. It couldn’t even hold onto the Indian city of Pondicherry, losing it time and time again to the British. After a series of scandals, it went bankrupt in the 1790s, a little over a hundred years after it was founded. The British East India Company and the British Raj lasted the longest of any colonial powers and exerted the most control over India, only ceding control when Indian Independence was achieved in 1947.

      I stood up from my desk and grabbed a book on colonialism from my bookshelf. In spite of my better judgment, I was taking this idea seriously. I wanted to use the ticket to Paris. Now the challenge was figuring out how to pull it off.

      A knock on my office door startled me. The dean was knocking on the door frame, a scowl on his face. He gave a disapproving click of his tongue. “Jaya, why didn’t you tell me about this great opportunity?”

      “Uh...”

      “The invitation to consult on the French East India Company documents in Paris?”

      “Oh, that,” I said. How had he heard? “I didn’t think it was worth mentioning, because it didn’t seem practical. It’s later this week, and I have classes⁠—”

      “Already taken care of,” he said.

      “It is?”

      “Naveen Krishnan will be covering for you.”

      Oh, no. “Naveen can’t⁠—”

      “His lectures won’t be the same, of course, but he knows the subjects just as well.”

      Naveen would also do everything he could to turn my students against me. Naveen and I had rubbed each other the wrong way from the day we met, even before we realized we were both in untenured positions at a cash-strapped university. With similar expertise, it was likely only one of us would get tenure. Our rivalry grew stronger the previous year when I got the university’s history department a lot of positive publicity because of the historical treasures I’d discovered.

      “Isn’t he busy planning a new symposium?” I asked.

      The dean dismissed that notion with a wave of his hand. “He said he’d be more than happy to help out.”

      I bet. “How did you find out about my, um, consultant invitation?”

      “A librarian you consulted came to me this morning.”

      “Tamarind?”

      “She recognized what a great opportunity this was, and she was concerned you were too focused on your day-to-day responsibilities to see the big picture, and how this could be another fruitful experience.”

      “But—”

      “Relax, Jaya. Pack your bags for Paris.”
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      Pampering me with everything from extra pillows to melt-in-your-mouth warm cookies and free-flowing champagne, the flight from San Francisco to the Charles De Gaulle airport in Paris should have been the most relaxing eleven hours I’d spent in months. But even first class wasn’t enough to make me forget about the strange circumstances of my visit.

      Part of my apprehension came from the fact that I hadn’t made up my mind about what I was doing. I was going to see Lane with an open mind, but on my own terms. Since I didn’t yet know if I’d stay in Paris longer than a day, or whether I’d be spending my days eating at romantic French restaurants, researching inside library stacks, or trekking through the wintery outdoors, I didn’t know what to pack. Instead of packing everything, I packed very little. This was France, not rural Kashmir (which, for the record, you need to pack well for). I shoved a few items of clothing, a pair of running shoes, and toiletries into the well-loved brown leather backpack my father gave me years ago. I figured I could get whatever else I needed once I got there.

      From the back of my closet I’d pulled out the long black coat I bought when I was living in London to complete my dissertation, and a small shoulder bag for items I didn’t want to fall to the bottom of my father’s old backpack, including my magnifying glass and music player. I didn’t want to be helpless, so I’d downloaded an intensive French-language program to listen to on my headphones in the days leading up to the trip and on the flight.

      In the airplane seat, I kicked off my three-inch-high black stilettos, noticing that my choice of shoes wasn’t so out of place here in first class. In those shoes, I’m just shy of five foot three. Still shorter than almost everyone besides kids, but tall enough to maneuver in a world that’s made for people much taller than me. The first class seat was especially spacious, but try as I might to pay attention to my French lessons, I couldn’t stop myself from trying to puzzle out the meaning of this invitation.

      Lane Peters was an art historian, so it made sense he could have been looking into one of the many artistic treasures plundered by colonial powers. Undersea divers periodically recovered treasures from sunken Company ships, but oceans were so vast that there was still a lot of history out there to be discovered. A few decades before, a sunken ship had been found off the coast of the Cape of Good Hope. The ship held “Lord Clive’s Gold,” the treasures of Robert Clive of the British East India Company. I couldn’t remember anything recent, and a news search before I left San Francisco told me there hadn’t been any new discoveries of note.

      But why would Lane have been looking into something like that? He’d been forced to leave his graduate program, which had been his attempt to start a new life. If he’d started anew, he’d managed to keep his name off the Internet. There was no way to find out more before I saw him in person in a few hours. I willed myself to concentrate on my French. Je m’apelle Jaya Jones...

      Lane hadn’t said anything about meeting me at the airport, so I wasn’t expecting him there. But in the area where we were herded like cattle as we exited Customs, a man in a suit held up a sign with the name “Jaya Jones” printed on it.

      His cold brown eyes made me hesitate to approach him. This wasn’t someone I wanted to share a car with. Was it a cultural difference, I wondered? No, that wasn’t it...I instinctively looked straight ahead and kept walking, caught in the flow next to a large Indian family whose patriarch had an especially ample belly that shielded me from view. I wasn’t sure if the driver had been shown my picture, but I didn’t want to find out.

      I don’t believe in signs, but I trust my intuition. I’m good at martial arts, especially jiu-jitsu, courtesy of my father who insisted on getting me lessons when I hadn’t yet reached five feet in high school. One of the first things you learn is that it’s best to never get yourself into a situation where you need to use your fighting skills.

      I figured Lane must have been caught up in the research he mentioned in the letter and therefore sent a car service to pick me up. The driver was probably harmless, but it wouldn’t hurt to play it safe. I took the Paris metro to the hotel.

      A dozen illuminated globes hung from the high ceiling of the hotel lobby. Above them, the ceiling was lit with pin pricks of light in the shape of constellations. At the front desk, two hotel employees were speaking to each other in rapid French, but they broke off their conversation when they saw me approach. A clean-cut man with sandy hair greeted me with a wide smile.

      “Bonjour,” I said.

      “Checking in?” he replied in English with a thick Australian accent. My accent clearly needed some work.

      I gave my name and he handed me a key card. The room had already been paid for. I declined the offer of assistance to help with my small bag, and stepped into the mirror-lined elevator. I felt odd letting myself into the room where Lane was presumably staying. After locating the room, I took a deep breath—okay, five of them—then knocked on the door.

      My knock was greeted with silence. I double-checked the number the Australian desk clerk had written down for me. This was the right room. A moment later, I heard footsteps followed by the sound of a lock unlatching. The door opened, and Lane Peters stood in front of me.

      He looked nearly the same as when I’d seen him last—the tall, lanky figure, and the handsome, angular face he hid with glasses and floppy hair. Time stood still in that moment as relief flooded through me. The last few days hadn’t been a dream. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. It was a single room, but couches and a table formed a living room in front of the king size bed.

      “Jones?” he whispered. His eyes lit up and his lips formed a priceless smile, but the reaction only lasted a couple of seconds, cut short by the sound of another voice.

      “Oh good,” the voice said. A man in a tailored suit stood by the window. His accent was neither French nor American, but upper-class British. “Dante called to say he didn’t see you at the airport. I was worried.”

      “The driver?” I asked, seized by confusion.

      “You sent Dante to get her?” Lane asked, then shook his head. “Of course you would.”

      “You’re proving to be every bit as intelligent as I imagined you to be,” the man said to me. “I anticipated nothing less.”

      “Lane, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “You shouldn’t have involved her,” Lane said to the Englishman. I had never before heard such raw anger in his voice. It scared me.

      “You invited me.” My voice shook with anger and confusion.

      “What?” he croaked out. The word was barely above a whisper, and his eyes were earnest. He had always been skinny, but he’d lost weight. “I’m sorry, Jones.”

      “Fine,” I said, swearing under my breath. I turned to go. I was ridiculously curious as to what on earth was going on, but my pride won out. I wasn’t about to stay there and listen to Lane explain how he was so busy with whatever he was doing that he’d forgotten about me.

      “Miss Jones,” the British stranger said. “I don’t think you’ll wish to leave when you hear what we have to say.”

      “Let her go,” Lane said. “I’ll do it.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. “Why wouldn’t I be free to go?”

      “Nobody is holding anyone against their will,” the British man said. “Why don’t you two relax and have a drink while we talk? I don’t think you’ll be so eager to leave once you’ve heard what I have to say.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Forgive me. My friends call me North. I hope you’ll do the same. I’m an associate of Lane’s. We go way back.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Lane said to North. “I told you I’ll do the job.”

      “I’d feel much more convinced in the strength of your word,” North said, “if there was more at stake that you care about.” His gaze shifted to me.

      A wave of panic washed over me, starting in my gut and radiating to every inch of my body. I knew what those words meant. It was what Lane had been afraid of. When he turned his life around, he broke all ties with his old life—his life as an art thief.

      But breaking ties with the past hadn’t worked. Because of me, they’d found a way to get to him.
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      “If you’re talking about me,” I said to North, “you’ve got the wrong girl. Lane doesn’t care about me. I haven’t heard from him in over five months.”

      “I know,” North said. “That made it quite difficult to find his weak spot. I had to dig deeper into his activities than was convenient. He tried to deny it at first, but for someone who’s such a good actor, he failed in this part. He couldn’t cover up his feelings for you.”

      “Wait, Lane really wrote the letter about wanting to see me?”

      Lane groaned. “That’s why my shopping lists disappeared before I left Berkeley. I didn’t think I’d thrown them away.”

      “It was much easier to obtain handwriting samples,” North said, “in the days when people wrote letters and kept journals on paper. Luckily, Lane considers himself a cook, so he writes nicely detailed lists of ingredients along with recipes he’s trying out.”

      “He’s a forger,” Lane said. “A forger and a con man.” Behind his glasses, his eyes were full of so much sadness that it took some of the sting out of knowing I’d been tricked. “I’m so sorry, Jones. I had no idea he was bringing you here.”

      “That’s what was wrong with the letter!” My shoulders slumped as I realized my mistake. “I knew there was something off about the letter, even though it matched your handwriting perfectly. I told myself I must not have known you as well as I thought I did, because the tone sounded off. But that wasn’t it. It was what you called me in the letter. You call me Jaya in casual conversation, but when there’s emotion involved⁠—”

      “Jones.” Lane grabbed my hand. “I’m sorry to all of your names, Jaya Anand Jones.” He pulled me closer, but stopped short of holding me close.

      “I feel like a third wheel,” North said. “Terribly embarrassing to have gotten in the middle of a lover’s quarrel. I have one last thing to ask of Jaya, and then I’ll let you two get caught up.”

      Lane gripped my hand tighter.

      “No need to worry, Lane,” North said. “I merely wish to have Jaya authenticate some old documents from India that have fallen into my hands.”

      “No need for euphemisms,” Lane spat out.

      “Quite. Now then, I’ll leave you these documents I acquired.” North paused and picked up a stack of worn pages in protective plastic sleeves. “I’ll return in thirty minutes.”

      In spite of myself, the sight of the worn, faded papers sent a little thrill through me.

      “Not a chance,” Lane said.

      “It’s okay,” I said. I wasn’t planning on telling North whatever it was he wanted to know, but if he had historical documents, I wanted to see them.

      “You can look at them,” Lane said. “But not here. I know North. Whatever we say in this room, he’ll hear it.”

      A flash of anger crossed North’s face, but the emotion disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. He tossed back his head and laughed heartily. Deep laugh lines creased his forehead. This was a man used to enjoying himself. I wondered how long he’d been in this line of work. He had a full head of dark brown hair that was starting to grey around the temples. I placed him in his mid-forties, about ten years older than Lane. If he hadn’t been manipulating me, I would probably have described him as quite handsome.

      “You mean the room is bugged?” I asked.

      “I knew I chose the right man for the job,” North said, wiping a tear from his eye as he got control of his laughter.

      I felt on the verge of hysterical laughter myself. Here I was in an opulent hotel in Paris where I’d been lured under false pretenses, having a civil conversation with an ex art thief and a forger, unsure of whether I was free to go, all while under surveillance. It was one of those situations where I really needed to laugh so I didn’t cry.

      “Of course the room is bugged,” North said. “But I don’t see any harm in letting you two catch up in private before we get to work. If you’ll leave your cell phones with me, you can choose any location you’d like that’s nearby—within reason.”

      “Jones, you choose,” Lane said. “North knows me too well. Anywhere I can think of, he might have already bugged.”

      North barked out another burst of laughter.

      “The rooftop,” I said.

      “It’s windy and cold,” Lane said. “And...”

      “You never would have suggested it? Then it’s perfect.”

      North thought for a moment before nodding. “If you can find your way up there, I don’t see why not. Oh, and Lane,” he added, all levity from his voice gone as he spoke the name. “Convince her. I don’t want to destroy her life.”

      Destroy my life? What an odd way to phrase a threat.

      North handed me the stack of documents in exchange for my cell phone, and walked behind us on our way to the elevator. He punched the button going up to the top floor, then waved goodbye as the doors closed behind us.

      In the short ride to the hotel’s top floor, I thought Lane and I might share a quick kiss to take the edge off of the stressful situation. Instead, he took the plastic-covered pages from me and held them up to the light.

      “Nice to see you, too,” I mumbled to myself.
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