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  CHAPTER ONE


  Hugo Marston held the door open for the young woman as she came into the foyer of the apartment building, bundled up as she was against the rain and cold. A shopping bag dangled from one of her wrists, and she held a small, white dog in the crook of her other arm.


  “Bonsoir, Mademoiselle Errico,” he said, standing aside so she could get out of the cold and all the way into the lobby of their apartment building.


  “Oh, Monsieur Marston,” she blushed. “And good evening to you, too.”


  Hugo gave her a smile and ducked out onto Rue Jacob. He was normally the friendly sort, especially with people in his building, but Miss Errico was new there and had delayed Hugo with her chatter on too many occasions for him to misread the signals. As pretty as she was, chatty, dog-carrying twenty-five-year-olds were not on his radar.


  He pulled his coat around him as the chill seeped in, and his fedora kept the light rain out of his eyes as he made his way toward the River Seine. His path was illuminated by the glow from the store fronts, and occasional streetlamps overhead.


  Perfect weather for reading by the fire, he thought, as he turned onto Rue des Saints-Pères.


  No chance. Tonight was the US Embassy’s Christmas party, and senior staff were required to be on hand no matter what. Hugo had asked if the flu might exempt him from attending, and he’d been told by a frowning Ambassador J. Bradford Taylor, “Death might exempt you. Absolutely nothing short of that.”


  Truthfully, it was one of those events that Hugo loved to hate. For a people-watcher like him, a former FBI profiler no less, it was like a biologist watching a herd’s annual migration or, in quite a few instances, a yearly and elaborate mating ritual.


  At such events, Hugo played a game with himself, guessing who was who by how they behaved. Some were employees of the embassy; those he didn’t know personally, he identified by the way they sipped carefully at their drinks so as not to imbibe too much, by how attentive they were to their spouses, and how jovial they were with their colleagues. But mostly he recognized them by the way they kept one eye on outside guests. Hugo saw it in their expressions and knew that the diplomatic DNA in their blood mandated it.


  At least Claudia would be there. Journalist, French nobility, beautiful, funny, and sexy. Also harder to pin down than a black belt in judo, at least when it came to dating. It was as if she were from another generation, one so much younger, where relationships were flexible and uncategorized. He was hoping to talk to her tonight in a quiet corner, to try and gauge a little bit better where they stood. He’d told her so over the phone that morning, and she’d laughed her gentle, sexy laugh, that was made all the more husky by the cold she was fighting.


  “Oh, Hugo, I love the old-fashioned man that lives inside you.”


  “It’s not old-fashioned,” he’d protested. “I just want to know where I stand.”


  “Six foot two and dashingly handsome,” she purred back. “And I can’t wait to see the most gorgeous man in my life tonight.”


  That was something at least, quite a compliment from a woman who’d been designated as one of Paris’s most eligible women for several years running.


  Hugo turned onto Quai Voltaire, where the wind was oddly calmer but the cold more biting, and he pictured his loyal colleagues looking out at the guests who enjoyed the party the most—the expat business community, which was always well-represented and never afraid to cut a little loose. That was one of the reasons Hugo was there. He was head of security and carried a gun everywhere he went, but sometimes his role was more hands-on, literally, like steering the grabby CEO away from the young diplomat’s wife, or leading the inebriated heiress to a comfy couch.


  He started across Pont du Carrousel but stopped halfway to look down at the waters of the Seine. She was his reason to pause in the middle of any walk, and no matter how many times he gazed at her, she came with a sense of uncertainty because the River Seine always changed. She ran through the heart of Paris, a looping, swirling artery that pulsed into and out of the city day and night, moody and unpredictable.


  Tonight she seemed angry, or maybe just impatient. Her waters were brown and churned between the concrete banks, small but furious swells chasing each other down, smothering those in front, hunting farther, dragging down braches and other debris and sweeping them under the bridge, out of view beneath his feet.


  Hugo straightened as his phone rang.


  “Hello? Tom? Where are you?” he asked.


  Tom Green. Former CIA spook, ex-FBI, current womanizer, sometime-drunk, foul-mouthed, but always, always disrespectful of authority. Also, Hugo’s best friend for the past couple of decades.


  “Amsterdam. This place is fucking nuts; you should come out here.”


  “Again? Why are you in Amsterdam, Tom?”


  “You know why.”


  “I thought we decided that was a false lead.”


  “No, you decided it was a false lead. I decided it might not be.”


  “So you went without me? Without even telling me?” Hugo was frustrated—partly with himself. Did he really expect Tom to be keeping him informed? Yes, I do, that much at least, he thought.


  “Sure looks that way, doesn’t it?”


  “Not smart, my friend.”


  “I was on my way back from a job,” Tom said, explaining not apologizing. “I got a tip from a source, and it made sense to check it out while I was here.”


  “Like last time. When he wasn’t there and you wasted a week.”


  “I have all the time in the world for that asshole. Plus, like I said, Amsterdam is awesome—I’ll come here five times a year if I have to.”


  “Weren’t you in Senegal?”


  “Yep.” Tom had been gone almost a month, his room in Hugo’s apartment empty, and the fridge delightfully full. “But I flew back through Schiphol.”


  “Uh-huh, right. Because there are no flights from Senegal to Paris.”


  “Hugo, enough with the nagging. Do you want a progress report or not?”


  “I suppose I do.”


  “He’s here.”


  “He’s there.” Hugo took a deep breath. “Are you sure, Tom? Have you seen him with your own eyes?”


  “Yes and no.”


  “Then what makes you so sure?” Hugo pressed.


  “I went to the hotel where he’s staying, and checked it out. Thoroughly.”


  “Yes, but did you—hang on.” Hugo checked his phone’s screen to see his boss’s name flash up. “Tom, I’m sorry, but I need to go. Can I call you right back?”


  “Hugo, this is important. Where the fuck do you have to go while I’m tell—”


  “Thanks, I appreciate the understanding.” Hugo hung up and clicked over to the man demanding his attention. “Ambassador, good evening.”


  “Are you avoiding my party?” Ambassador Taylor asked.


  “Boss, you have to be kidding,” Hugo said. “You know how I love these social events—all that small talk and trying to remember who’s who. I wouldn’t miss that for the world.”


  “Right, sure, that’s exactly what I thought.”


  Quite apart from socializing being one of his main roles as US ambassador to France, that sort of thing came naturally to J. Bradford Taylor. The man was as ordinary-looking as anyone you could meet, but he was a true extrovert, and with a steel trap for a memory. Hugo had seen him dredge up the name of someone he’d met just once, two years previously. This was possibly a function of Taylor’s previous life with the CIA’s clandestine operations, but also a natural gift.


  Hugo chuckled. “Never fear; I’ll be there. I’m just running a few minutes late. Oh, and then Tom phoned me to slow me down.”


  “That’s one of the reasons I’m calling, actually.”


  “Tom Green?”


  “Yes. But first things first. Can you head to Montmartre and pick up a guest?”


  “They have taxis up there, I think.”


  “Funny. She’s a special guest, and she needs a chaperone.”


  “Let me guess.” Hugo groaned. “Politician who can’t figure out how to use the metro. Let me send Ryan.” Ryan Pierce was Hugo’s second-in-command, as reliable as he was brilliant. And he actually liked Montmartre. Every time Hugo had been there, all three times, the narrow, winding streets of old arrondissement had been packed to a standstill with tourists.


  “I tried him first. He’s sick.”


  “He didn’t tell me that.”


  “He didn’t tell me, either, but I took one look at him and sent him home. Diligence and hard work is commendable, right up until you risk giving me the flu.”


  “Well, I was walking over to the embassy, but text me the address and I’ll take a cab up there.”


  “Thanks. . . . So, about Tom.”


  “Right,” Hugo said. “What’s up?”


  “You and I have had a don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy on our previous lives. At least as far as the details.”


  “A sound policy. You worked at the CIA; I was at the FBI.” Hugo scanned the traffic for a vacant taxi but saw none. He started across the bridge toward the Right Bank. “But if you want some war stories, buy me a drink and I’ll tell you a few.”


  “You know what I’m getting at.”


  “I’m not sure that I do.”


  The ambassador cleared his throat. “Would you like to explain what Tom is doing in Amsterdam?”


  “Drugs and hookers would be my guess.”


  “We have those here.”


  “Yeah, but that place is famous for them. And you know Tom—he likes variety.”


  “Hugo, he tore up some guy’s hotel room.”


  “Oh, he did?” Hugo said, surprised.


  “He did,” the ambassador said.


  “I just got off the phone with him, and he mentioned . . . finding someone and checking out his room. He didn’t describe it the way you did, though.”


  “Well, he wouldn’t, would he?” Taylor said, sounding frustrated.


  “How did you hear about this?” Hugo asked.


  “Let’s just say that when a former CIA operative goes off the reservation, other former CIA operatives are usually the first to find out.”


  “Then there’s probably little I can tell you that you don’t already know.”


  “I know what’s in the file. And we both know those things contain what their authors want them to contain.”


  Hugo paused for a moment. “You know, boss, there’s a reason we have this don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy. It’s good for both of us.”


  “It is until I start getting dragged into your mess,” Taylor said. Then his voice softened. “Look, I’m not just your boss; I’m also your friend. Just tell me what I need to know to help you, to help Tom. I don’t want something exploding in my backyard and have no idea what it is or what I’m supposed to do. No judgment, I promise, I just want to be able to help if that time comes.”


  Hugo spotted a break in the traffic, and he trotted across the street. A breath of chilly wind wrapped itself around his throat, then slipped off and away like an icy scarf.


  “OK,” he said. “We could probably use a little help with this one. Let me find a taxi and I’ll get back to you.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  Hugo climbed into the back of a Mercedes taxi and read out the address that Ambassador Taylor had texted him. He buckled up and dialed the one person who was more important to him at that moment than the ambassador.


  “Claudia, it’s me.”


  “I know. I actually have you as a contact in my phone.”


  “Right.” He smiled. “So, I’m going to be late tonight. I wanted to let you know.”


  “But I’m almost there,” she protested.


  “You’ll see plenty of people you know. . . . Just load up on champagne, and I’ll be there as soon as possible.”


  “What’s the holdup? Your hair? Makeup?”


  “Both. Plus the ambassador wants me to go to Montmartre to pick up a special guest.”


  “A special guest with no legs?”


  “I know, it seems a little unnecessary. But I gather she doesn’t know her way around Paris.”


  “Taxi drivers do,” she suggested mildly. “Does Taylor have the hots for her or something? He can be very protective when he falls for a woman.” That laugh again. “Like someone else I know.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment. And you may be right, but I have no idea.”


  “Well, hurry back. I’m getting sick and halved my run today so I could be on your arm.”


  “Oh, right. How’s the marathon training going?” This was something new for her, but she’d embraced it with total enthusiasm, and Hugo admired her for it.


  “I like the gym work better than the running, but it’s growing on me.


  “Good. Well, find Taylor and hide out until I get there. But don’t give him the flu.”


  She blew a kiss at him down the phone and hung up. He looked out of the window for a moment, at Paris passing him by. He loved this time of year, when the flow of tourists was reduced to a trickle, and the shops and restaurants sparkled with Christmas lights. With a start, he remembered his boss, his promise to call him right back, and dialed his cell. Taylor answered quickly.


  “Hey, Hugo. Thanks for calling back just as three American CEOs show up drunk. They’re drooling over Emma.”


  “Do you need to launch a rescue mission? We can talk about this another time.”


  “Rescue Emma?” The surprise in his voice was real.


  “Good heavens, no.” Hugo laughed. Emma had been his secretary for as long as he’d been at the embassy and, with the possible exception of Claudia, a stronger and more capable woman Hugo had never met. “I meant rescue those poor bastards.”


  “They deserve what they get,” Taylor said. “But just in case, give me the short version.”


  “My pleasure.” Hugo took a deep breath and started his story. “So, back when Tom and I were still with the bureau there were a string of bank robberies in Houston. Things were quiet in the BAU, and someone figured a profiler could help find the guys responsible. I didn’t mind, since Tom was assigned to the Houston office and, if we were successful, I was close enough to swing through Austin and see my folks.”


  “An innocuous start to an impending disaster?” Taylor said.


  “Yep. And I’ll cut to the chase. Literally. I figured out which bank they were likely to hit next, and Tom and I staked it out. Sure enough, they hit it right on schedule.”


  “Nice work.”


  “You’d think,” Hugo said. “Except this time, and for the first time, they shot people. I didn’t see that coming.”


  “People were killed?”


  “Not just people,” Hugo said, his heart heavy with the memory. “The bank was in the neighborhood where Tom lived. Where he lived with his sister.”


  There was a brief silence. “Shit, one of the people killed . . .”


  “Was Tom’s sister.” Hugo could picture it like it was yesterday. Her bright-yellow dress stained with blood, and the devastation written on Tom’s face as he knelt beside her fallen figure, rage and anger soon over-powering his shock.


  Silence sat between them for a moment. Then Taylor asked, “So what happened?”


  “We chased them. Followed them to an abandoned house a few miles away. They had no idea we were on their tail. I posted up out front and Tom went round the back. I radioed for backup, for a SWAT team to come get them.”


  “Protocol.”


  “Right, protocol. Not something Tom was ever a fan of.”


  “Even back then?”


  “Especially back then.”


  “So I’m guessing he didn’t want to wait.”


  “One of them tried to get away, came out the back and saw Tom. Drew on him. Tom shot him dead.”


  “Hugo, it’s me. Be honest. Is that the real story or the official one?”


  “Ah, your BS detector going off, is it?”


  “Loud and clear.”


  Hugo couldn’t help but smile. Taylor’s no-nonsense attitude had always been a breath of fresh air in the diplomatic world, where hedging and half-truths were the norm. Hugo himself was prone to inopportune outbursts of truth-telling, so he appreciated his boss’s insistence on it now.


  “Fine,” Hugo said. “Since you insist. I was waiting in front of the house, like I said. I heard a gunshot and ran across the yard, then followed the veranda around to the back.” Hugo felt his heart take an uptick at the memory. It was so clear to him, the sound of that shot, the thick Houston air that wrapped itself around the house, and around him, like a wet cloth. And the rising dread that Tom had done something unnecessary. “When I got there, Tom was just inside the doorway, and one of the two men inside was dead.”


  “Just to be clear, Tom shot him? It wasn’t suicide.”


  “It wasn’t suicide, no.”


  “And what happened then?”


  “Well,” Hugo took a breath. “I made sure the second guy was secure, and we waited outside the house for backup to arrive.”


  “All four of you were outside when they got there.”


  “Correct.”


  “I see.”


  Yes, what you see is that Tom moved the body to make it look like the guy was escaping. And I didn’t stop him.


  Ambassador Taylor continued with his questions. “So one of them was dead, and the other?”


  “Rick Cofer is his name. He was taken into custody and went to prison, eventually. And then parole.”


  “After robbing a bunch of banks and killing people?”


  Hugo grimaced. “Well, we only had proof of that one robbery. And let’s just say that as a result of that afternoon, with Tom going off the reservation, the US Attorney’s Office wasn’t wild about taking the cases to trial. Cofer got a great deal, but waived all appeals and also any civil suit against the government.”


  “Against you.”


  “I’d like to think it’d be against Tom, but yeah.”


  “I’m missing something here.” Taylor frowned, and Hugo could hear the wheels turning in his mind. “One bad guy dead, the other in prison and now paroled. Are you telling me that this Cofer guy is in Amsterdam and Tom is chasing him?”


  “It’s kind of the other way around—Tom thinks Cofer came over here to do us harm.”


  “But why? He robbed the banks, he killed Tom’s sister. You were just doing your jobs—why would this be so important to him after all this time? Why take it so personally?”


  “Yeah, you are missing something. Cofer is taking it personally because he saw Tom execute his partner in crime in that house. . . . That partner in crime happened to be his twin brother.”


  “Ah. I see now,” Taylor said quietly. “That explains things a little better.”


  “I had Tom on the phone earlier. He mentioned the hotel room you heard about. He said it was Rick Cofer’s.”


  “Look, Cofer might be there, but that wasn’t his hotel room.”


  “How do you know?”


  “The US federal government has started to use that hotel, just in the last year. The room Tom broke into was being used by . . . let’s just say, an American on a diplomatic mission.”


  “One of your spook types, you mean.”


  “Normal security captured a man going through the room, and it took another ten seconds to ID Tom.”


  “He’s convinced Cofer is there.”


  “And he may be. But that wasn’t his room.”


  “I can try to summon Tom back, boss, if that’s what you’re asking me to do.”


  “Good lord, no,” Taylor guffawed. “Tom doesn’t listen to his superior officers at the best of times; I can’t imagine he’d listen to you ordering him back to Paris. Not when he has the bit between the teeth.”


  “So, what do you want me to do?”


  “About Tom? Not a damn thing. Go out there and help him if you want, but other than that I don’t expect anything of you. I just wanted to know what the hell was going on.”


  “And now you do.”


  “Thank you for that. I also want to know the minute you think Cofer is in Paris, should that happen.”


  “Fair enough,” Hugo said.


  “Good.” Hugo could hear Taylor stand up and take a deep breath. “Now, then, you’re on your way to get my guest?”


  “Yeah, and I’m thrilled to be chaperoning a blowhard politician too incompetent to find her way to her own embassy.”


  Taylor laughed. “Then you’ll be delighted to hear that you’re actually meeting a young artist visiting from the United States. She had an art exhibition in DC, and the Dalí Paris museum has sponsored her to bring it here.”


  “An artist? I’m not much into painting, but it’s definitely an improvement on politics.”


  “Sculpture, actually, it’s very modern, very good. Opening night for her show is tomorrow. I’ll be going and so will you.”


  “Thanks for thinking of me, but I do books, not art. Especially sculpture. And doubly especially not modern sculpture.”


  “Yes, I thought you might say that, but that’s why I wanted you to meet her. I mean, apart from the fact that she’s indescribably beautiful. I thought you’d make an exception from your narrow-mindedness about art because her sculptures are all made out of books. Really, it’s very clever.”


  Hugo wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “Made out of books?”


  “Yep, books.”


  “Interesting. And indescribably beautiful, you say?”


  “I do.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  Alia Alsaffar was staying at l’Hôtel Toby on Rue Joseph de Maistre, right beside the Montmartre Cemetery. Hugo asked the taxi driver to wait, then stepped out into the cold and through the sliding glass doors of the hotel into a modern, surprisingly spacious lobby. Most hotels in Paris were small, somewhat cramped, but this lobby area was bright and open, with couches and what looked like a small library to his right. He saw no obvious reception desk, just two well-dressed employees, a man and a woman, right ahead of him, perched atop stools on either side of a grand piano. They both looked up from their electronic notebooks.


  “Bon soir, monsieur,” the young man said. “Are you checking in?”


  “Non,” Hugo said, taking off his hat. “I’m here to pick someone up, a guest. Alia Alsaffar.”


  The two clerks exchanged quick glances, then the young man spoke. “Mademoiselle Alsaffar just left. Two minutes ago.”


  “She left?” Hugo was surprised—Taylor had told him she was expecting him.


  “Oui, monsieur”


  “Do you know where she went? I’m from the US Embassy, and I am supposed to be driving her there.”


  The young woman pointed to the front doors. “She went left, along Rue Joseph de Maistre. Her . . . friend left, too.”


  Friend? Hugo thought. Taylor never mentioned a friend. He read the clerk’s expressions, and made a deduction from the fact that not only had Alsaffar left, but she and . . . whoever it was, had gone in opposite directions.


  “They were arguing?” he asked.


  That glance again, wondering this time whether they were violating a guest’s privacy. The young woman looked down, and her colleague just shrugged.


  “Can you tell me what she’s wearing?” Hugo pressed. “I’m responsible for her safety.”


  “Black boots, jeans, and a red jacket. And a red hat,” the young man said, a little too quickly for his colleague’s liking, apparently.


  That’s a yes, then, Hugo thought. “Merci,” was all he said, though. He put his hat back on and braced himself for the cold, then exited the automatic doors and hurried back to the cab. He directed the taxi driver to take him up the street Alsaffar had gone. They drove slowly, but after a hundred yards or so Rue Joseph de Maistre arrowed into Rue des Abbesses.


  “It’s one-way, monsieur,” the cabbie said. “I have to turn left, but the restaurants, and probably your friend, are to the right.”


  “Merci,” Hugo said, and he hurriedly paid the man. He climbed back out into the cold and looked along the street. This was one of the major arteries that kept the area of Montmartre alive and ticking. A narrow street, yes, but normally pulsing with activity, throbbing with tourists and vendors, all competing for each other’s attention, and money. It was one of the streets that took visitors toward the Sacré-Coeur Basilica at the summit of the butte Montmartre, the most prominent landmark in that part of Paris, and probably the best view of the city from anywhere except the top of the Eiffel Tower. Here, in spring, summer, and autumn, the three times Hugo had visited, he’d been irritated at the crush of people, and the garbage they bought as mementos.


  But that was the wonderful thing about the cold, the rain, and the weeks before Christmas. With the tourists all but gone, Paris lapsed into her old habits, shrank into the assortment of villages she’d once been. This was especially true of Montmartre, because it was normally one of the busiest parts of the city. The crêpe vendors still plied their trade, but they looked unhurried, had time to nod bonjour to the locals and enjoy the rich aromas of their own delicacies as they sizzled on the hotplates in front of them. In this rain and cold, it struck Hugo as he walked, that Montmartre had had returned to its people, with the gleaming, cobbled streets uncrowded, more homely and welcoming.


  And tonight Rue des Abbesses was quiet, almost empty. The sidewalks were wide and the road narrow, and on either side shops and restaurants snuggled cozily against each other. The small, tightly packed cobbles glistened with the rain, giving off a warm glow from the soft lights of the buildings overlooking the street.


  He saw not a woman in red but just a few couples wandering along, arm-in-arm, and a handful of others who lingered at the glass storefronts. He set off, his breath steaming in front of him. He had no idea where she was going, but Ambassador Taylor had mentioned the Dalí museum, which was in the direction he was headed. He checked his phone to make sure of that, and his stomach growled as he passed the entrance to a bistro called Le Sancerre, where the rich aroma of garlic hovered like a siren tempting him inside. He settled for a glance at the menu as he passed by, and the words escargots and canard caught his well-trained eye—snails in garlic butter and duck, two of his favorites on the same menu.


  Duly noted, he thought as he kept going.


  A flash of red fifty yards ahead caught his eye, someone coming out of a store. He quickened his step and was soon close behind her.


  “Excuse me, Ms. Alsaffar?”


  She stopped and turned, her large, and very beautiful, eyes wide with surprise. The ambassador had not exaggerated. Alia Alsaffar was gorgeous, even wrapped up against the cold. Thick, wavy, black hair flowed out from the wool hat she wore, and in the low light her olive skin seemed to shimmer. And Hugo couldn’t tear his gaze away from those hazel eyes.


  “My name is Hugo Marston. The ambassador sent me.”


  “Sent you?”


  “To bring you to the party. At the embassy.” He smiled. “Right now.”


  A hand flew to her mouth. “That’s tonight? Oh, sh— . . . damn it. I totally forgot.”


  “That’s OK, we can still make it.”


  “I’m sorry, what was your name again?”


  “Hugo Marston. I’m the RSO at the embassy.”


  “What’s an RSO?”


  “Regional Security Officer. In plain English, I’m head of security there.”


  He offered his hand and when she slipped off a glove and took it, Hugo forgot what he was about to say, at a complete loss for words. It was a sensation he’d not experienced in years. Not since he’d met Claudia in a random encounter at a café near his apartment.


  “Well, Mr. Marston, I’m not exactly dressed for an embassy Christmas party, now am I?”


  “I can wait while you change, if you like. And, please, call me Hugo.”


  “Hugo. I like that name.”


  He was glad to be in the dark because he felt himself blushing, just a little. Also something he’d not experienced in years.


  “Thanks, so did my parents. They were fans of Victor Hugo.”


  “And you?”


  “A big reader, yes.”


  She snapped her fingers. “You’re the one who collects rare books.”


  “That’s me.”


  “The ambassador told me about you.”


  “Why would he do that?”


  She laughed. “I don’t recall, to be honest.”


  “Probably for the best.” Hugo gestured back the way they’d come. “Shall we?”


  “You know, Hugo,” she said slowly. “I’m not really in the mood for a party.”


  “Is there something wrong?”


  “A bit of a . . . disagreement with a friend.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “What can you do? It happens.” She sighed. “More and more, it seems.”


  “Where were you headed, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  She smiled. “You’re very formal, aren’t you?”


  He returned the smile. “I’ve been called that before. And worse.”


  “Well, originally I was going to just wander through Montmartre, but it’s cold and rainy, so now I’m less excited about that idea.” She looked around, then wiped a drop of rain off the end of her nose. “But it still sounds better than going to a stuffy Christmas party at the embassy. No offense.”


  “None taken,” Hugo assured her.


  “What about you?” she asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re missing the party because of me. Shouldn’t you head back?”


  “If I miss it because of you, Ms. Alsaffar, I will be very grateful indeed. Not my kind of thing.”


  She laughed. “OK, Mr. Polite, I know you’re on the clock, but call me Alia. And if you’re quite sure about missing the party, I don’t want to get you in trouble.”


  “You won’t. The ambassador knows how much I want to be there.”


  “Well, good.” She cocked her head and looked at him. “Are you hungry?”


  “Actually, I am.”


  “Then let me buy you dinner.” She waved her arms in both directions. “We have a plethora of choices, what do you fancy?”


  “I did see one place that serves escargots, my particular favorite.”


  She wrinkled her nose. “Eww. Snails, right?”


  “Right. But it’s all about the fresh bread dipped in garlic butter.”


  “I’ll take your word for it.”


  “Fair enough. Right this way.” Hugo and Alsaffar started toward the bistro. “I should let my boss know we’re not coming,” he said. “Would you mind finding us a table? I’ll be right in.”


  “Of course, take your time,” she said. Then she winked. “As long as they have a fully stocked bar, I’ll be just fine.”


  Hugo watched her enter and be welcomed by a waiter, then he dialed Ambassador Taylor. “Everything all right?” the ambassador asked.


  “Well, she’s not dressed, and not in the mood. Seems like she had an argument with a friend.”


  “So, no special guest for my party?”


  “I’m sure some CEO or celebrity will step up.”


  “No, it’s fine, I don’t need one. Are you at the hotel?”


  “At a restaurant. Why?”


  “I don’t know. Do me a favor . . . stay with her until she’s back at her room, will you?”


  Something in Taylor’s voice struck Hugo. “Sounds like there’s something you’re not telling me.”


  “Yes and no. There was an incident before she left the States. Close call with a car in Washington, DC, that might have been an accident, and probably was. Call it a feeling, but I’d be happier if she wasn’t wandering the streets of Paris by herself. She’s on my turf, and I’ll go the extra mile to make sure she stays safe.”


  “If she’s in danger, and I’m with her, I’d kinda like to know, boss.”


  “Do this, buy her dinner. Expense it, then escort her back to the hotel. And, hey, you don’t have to come back to the party.”


  “Sounds like a good deal for me,” Hugo said.


  “Good man.”


  Hugo kept the phone in his hand after they’d disconnected; he had another call to make. He took a deep breath and dialed Claudia.


  “So, don’t be mad,” he said.


  “Hugo, are you serious? You’re not coming.”


  “I need to babysit his guest, an artist, I’m sorry. She doesn’t want to come to the party, and I need to stay with her until she’s back at her hotel.”


  “What does need to mean?”


  “The ambassador asked me to. And you know me, a good soldier who always follows orders.”


  “So she’s pretty, huh?”


  “That’s your assumption?” Hugo asked, amused.


  “Either you or Taylor is playing the protective card pretty hard.” He heard the humor in her voice. “Maybe both of you.”


  “He did say she was, and I quote, ‘indescribably beautiful,’” Hugo said.


  “And do you agree?”


  “She is pretty, yes, and seems very nice. Young, maybe early thirties, but nice.”


  “Is that too young or just-right young?”


  “Honestly, this is probably a bad time for that discussion,” Hugo said, serious for a moment.


  “I know, Hugo. We were supposed to have it here. Tonight.”


  “Yes. I’m sorry.” He felt deflated, and now he regretted accepting the dinner invitation. “Really, I’m sorry.”


  “And I dragged myself here despite being sick.” He rarely heard annoyance in her voice, but it was there now.


  “Go home. To bed. I’ll bring you soup later, if you like.”


  “I know how to heat soup, Hugo.”


  “Right, of course. Look, it’s not entirely my fault; Taylor told me to keep an eye on her.”


  There was a moment of silence between them. Then she said: “Look, it’s all right. Really.” And there she was, his Claudia, full of compassion and understanding. And logic. “And let me just say this. I know you’ve been chasing harder than I have, that I have no claim to you and no right to . . . you know. Go and have fun tonight. Dinner with a pretty woman . . . it’s fine.”


  “Dinner,” he said. “How did you know?”


  “Please, my love. I can almost smell the escargots from here.”


  “Oh, you’re good,” he said.


  “You’re not the only one who can profile people.”


  “Me and garlic,” Hugo said, laughing. “That’s a little obvious, a little too easy.”


  “Maybe, but I’m right, aren’t I?”


  “You are.”


  “Well, have fun and let’s talk tomorrow.”


  “Thanks, and that’s a deal,” Hugo said. “You should go home and get some rest.”


  “I will. And I meant what I said, you have fun tonight, Hugo, OK? Please don’t worry about me or chivalry, or doing the right thing. Have some fun.”


  They hung up, but immediately Hugo’s phone buzzed, and he considered throwing it in the nearest trash can so people would leave him alone for the rest of the night. He felt even more that way when he checked the screen.


  “Tom, hey, sorry—”


  “Fuckface, you were supposed to call me back.”


  “Yeah, I know. Something came up. Look, is there anything happening right this moment that I need to know about?”


  “This moment I’m standing in front of a window and underneath a red light.”


  “I’ll take that as a no. Let me call you in the morning.”


  “The morning? Why?”


  “Because I’m busy tonight.”


  There was silence for a second, then Tom laughed. “A glass of pinot noir and a book do not constitute busy, Hugo.”


  “Very funny. I mean actually busy.”


  “That so?” Tom sounded skeptical. “Do tell.”


  “I have to go. I’ll fill you in tomorrow.” Hugo looked through the bistro’s front window and saw Alia Alsaffar at a table for two, looking at a menu in her hands. “But I think I might be on a date.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The small restaurant was not even half-full, but it felt cozy thanks to the Christmas decorations, the green-and-red lights over the bar, and sprigs of holly on each table. Silver tinsel framed the large mirror at the back of the restaurant, and the large wooden coat racks were laden with jackets, hats, and scarfs. Waiters glided back and forth from the kitchen to the occupied tables, trays either loaded with plates and glasses, or tucked under their arms. Hugo ordered one of the better bottles of Bordeaux, silently thanking Ambassador Taylor, and then they turned their attention to the food menu, although Hugo had decided on his meal long ago. Alsaffar eventually concurred on the duck confit and ordered the same dish for herself, but she decided just to watch Hugo eat his appetizer of a half dozen snails.


  “It’s kind of funny that you like those so much,” she said.


  “Why?”


  “No reason. I just don’t think of snails as food.”


  “I’m happy with just five of them,” he said. “You should really try one.”


  “I probably should, this being my one and only ever trip to Paris,” she said. “But I think I’ll pass.”


  “Try the sauce at least.”


  She took a piece of bread from the basket, tore it into four smaller pieces, and dipped one into the garlic-butter sauce on Hugo’s plate. She popped it into her mouth and chewed slowly, and her eyes widened with pleasure.


  “That is good,” she said. “So very good. Can’t they find something other than slugs to serve with garlic butter, though?”


  “Snails,” he corrected. “And special ones, not just any old snail will do.”


  “I’m sure they’re honored to be chosen.” She looked up suddenly, over Hugo’s shoulder and out the front window. “Uh-oh, this could be trouble.”


  “What’s up?” Hugo turned and saw a man in his midtwenties walking into the restaurant. He was handsome, with a thick head of swept-back brown hair, but his face was like thunder, and he marched up to the table and glared down at Alia.


  “What are you doing?” he demanded, not even looking at Hugo.


  “Eating dinner.” She gestured toward Hugo. “Hugo Marston, meet my friend Josh Reno.”


  Reno continued to ignore Hugo. “‘Friend,’ now, is it? Not ‘apprentice,’ ‘assistant,’ ‘acolyte’ even?”


  “We’ve had this discussion, Josh. I’m not having it again. Certainly not here and now.”


  “Right, because you get to decide when and where we talk, and what we say. You get to decide everything because now you’re a fucking star, right?”


  Hugo stood, and when he spoke his voice was gentle. “Hey, Mr. Reno, I don’t mean to get in the middle of anything, but I’d love to finish my dinner without any unnecessary drama. Would you mind continuing this later?”


  Reno finally looked at Hugo with bloodshot eyes. “Would I mind? Yes, I’d fucking mind.”


  Hugo didn’t flinch, but there was no mistaking the alcohol sweetness on Reno’s breath. Their waiter, an older man with a shock of white hair that stood almost straight up, approached.


  “Is everything all right?” he asked in French.


  “Oui, monsieur,” Hugo replied. “Or if not, it soon will be.”


  The waiter moved away, eyes uncertain, but he gave them their space.


  Reno was an inch or two shorter than Hugo’s six-two, and probably thirty pounds lighter, but he didn’t back down. “Who the hell are you, anyway? Did she seriously just pick you up?” He looked past Hugo at Alsaffar. “Or is this someone you’ve had on tap for a while and just not mentioned to me?”


  “My name is Hugo Marston. I work for the embassy and was here to give Alia a ride to the embassy’s Christmas party.”


  Reno rolled his eyes, and when he spoke his words were slurred. “Jesus, now she’s too important to take the metro?”


  “She decided she didn’t want to go to the event after all, and, since I don’t like parties either, we’re having something to eat instead.”


  “Well, that sounds more like her, changing her mind last-second and leaving people in the lurch. Yeah, that part I can believe.”


  Alsaffar spoke up, her voice firm. “Josh, this is not helping. We’ll talk later.”


  “How dare you do this to me? You’re basically ruining my career— you know that, right?”


  “No, I’m not,” she said.


  “Destroying everything I’ve worked for.”


  “That’s a little dramatic, Josh.”


  “No, it’s not!” He was red in the face. “I’ve given up my life to help you, and now you’re the star, it’s bye-bye, Josh, thanks for all the help, now get lost.”


  “None of this was my call,” she insisted, “I told you that.”


  “Yeah, you did. And all that tells me is you won’t even take responsibility for your own actions.”


  “Josh, please,” she pleaded. “Go back to the hotel and we’ll talk later. This is not the time or place.”


  “You don’t get to tell me what to do any more,” Reno said, eyes blazing. “I’ll go where I want, and it’s not back to the hotel.”


  Hugo was about to intervene again, but Reno spun on his heel and stormed out of the bistro, and just about everyone inside watched him go.


  “I’m so sorry about that,” Alsaffar said. “Long story.”


  “Not your fault,” Hugo said, retaking his seat. “And if the service here is as slow as I hope, we have plenty of time.”


  “OK then,” she smiled. “I guess I can fill you in. He’s an artist, Josh. A great painter, a good sculptor. Better with execution than ideas, but he has talent.”


  “As well as a temper.” Hugo refilled their wine glasses.


  “Honestly, I’m afraid he does. He’s not violent or anything, but he can shout and scream occasionally. Usually at some inanimate project that isn’t going the way he wants it to.” She took a sip of wine. “Anyway. He and I worked together on a project about three years ago, and we became friends. Then, when my work started to get attention, he traveled with me as kind of an assistant, setting things up, helping with travel logistics. Especially, with this book installation, it’s taken us all over the country.”


  “Driving the U-Haul, that kind of thing?”


  “Exactly. I was invited lots of places to show my work, but, since I’m not famous, it was up to me to get it there.”


  “Sounds like a lot of work,” Hugo said.


  “It was. Exhausting at times. So it was good to have Josh around. He’s strong, hardworking, and because he’s also an artist he understands how important it is to accept when you’re offered space in a gallery, even if it’s on the other side of the continent. And he’s been amazing in terms of setting up, too, because when I display my pieces, he just puts them where I want and doesn’t quibble with me.”
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