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  Illustration by James Ziskin


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE KILLER


  The outskirts of Paris glide past my train window, filling it with concrete apartment blocks and warehouses interspersed with streets of cramped, brick row houses. Streaks of rain cut jagged paths through the grime and I wish they wouldn’t, because I don’t like to see this part of the city. Not just because it’s ugly.


  The city’s heartbeat is the River Seine, which brings tourists, products, services, everything you need to live, it brings it all to and through the very center of the city. Tourists, too. And lovers foreign and domestic, all are drawn to the water like mosquitoes to a stagnant pond, they hold hands and gaze at the river, hang those stupid padlocks of love on its bridges. There’s not a romance born or experienced in this city that hasn’t involved a picnic by the river, or a soulful gaze over its sparkling waters at night.


  On the flip side, fifty bodies are dragged out of the River Seine every year, in Paris alone. One a week. How many float through unnoticed, or sink to the bottom, never to be seen again? How many people are chopped into pieces and devoured by fish before they can be found and pieced back together? Probably not too many of the latter, but my point stands: the River Seine is death soup, it’s body broth. Well, it’s cold in there so maybe it’s ghastly gazpacho, but you get the point.


  If you don’t, let me repeat: things are not what they seem. The same way people aren’t. And as I cruise into the city center to take up my old room in my beautiful old house for a week, these graffiti-spattered warehouses and trash-filled alleys cut a little close to the bone. You’d never guess by looking at me that I’m planning something awful. Evil even. But I am, and the wheels have been turning for a while.


  Is it better or worse when you do it to your own family as opposed to a stranger, I wonder? If they deserve it, like in my case, then it has to be better. Strangers never deserve anything because, well, they’re strangers.


  I checked my Rolex, a gold beauty that my father left me before he popped his clogs. I was impatient to be at the station, but then patience has never been a virtue for me. A momentary reflection in the window showed a few hairs out of place so I pulled the comb from my jacket pocket and rectified the mess, and then spent a few seconds staring at the woman three rows ahead of me, but facing me across her table, just to make her uncomfortable. I don’t do well when I’m bored.


  Fifteen minutes later a limousine driver waited with my name on his iPad, and I gave him a frown because they used to hold pieces of paper with my name on it, which I preferred. I dropped my bags at his feet and let him figure out what to do with his iPad and two heavy suitcases as I walked out to the car.


  “In town for long?” he asked, once he’d buckled himself into his seat.


  “A week. Family reunion, of sorts.”


  “Those can be fun, or . . .”


  “Fucking awful,” I said with a smile, watching his eyes in the rear-view mirror.


  “Well, I didn’t want to say that, but . . . yes.”


  “This one will be fun, I think.”


  He looked down, and then back at me. “The address I have, it’s Château Lambourd. Is that right?” He sounded perplexed, and I knew why.


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “Oh. I thought it was a museum now, just open to visitors. I live a few streets away, you see.”


  “A museum, yes. But every year we have a family gathering and a party for Bastille Day.”


  “So, does that mean you’re . . .”


  “Yes, part of the Lambourd family.” This was beginning to get tiresome.


  His head nodded for longer than it should, and then he said, “Do you mind if I ask, is the legend true?”


  I sighed loudly. “A legend is a story popularly regarded as historical but generally not authenticated. The story of my family is not a legend, it’s . . . a story.”


  “A true one?”


  I gave him an enigmatic smile, having learned that people loved to hang on to a little mystery in their lives. I didn’t want to dispel the romance around the myth of my family by making it real for him, cementing its truthfulness so he could do the same for anyone he cared to tell.


  Thing being, the story is true. And it’s a good one.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Hugo Marston sat in his office with both feet on the desk, admiring the tops of his oldest pair of Tony Lama boots. He’d bought them in Fort Worth two decades previously, and they were in that delightful stage between new and decrepit, a stage that would last another ten years at least. They’d seen so much wear and so many buffings that they seemed to gleam from within, the cracks and creases adding character in the same way that wrinkles change the face of an aging, but still beautiful, movie star.


  Hugo’s secretary, Emma, appeared in the open doorway with a mug of coffee in her hand.


  “You made me a second cup?” he asked.


  “What? No, this is mine.”


  “Tease.”


  “Did you hear from the ambassador this morning?”


  “No. Something going on?”


  “He’s trying to decide whether to go to a party on Bastille night.”


  “I doubt he’d ask my advice on that,” Hugo said.


  Emma smiled. “Right. Because if it involves you having to go, too, your advice would be against attending.”


  “Precisely.”


  “You don’t even want to know where the party is?”


  “I do not.”


  “Not even a little curious?” Emma pressed.


  “No, and I’ll tell you why. No matter how impressive the building, whether it’s a château or the finest hotel, once you’re inside it’s the same thing. Rich people in expensive clothes guzzling champagne and trying not to make it obvious how many canapés they’re stuffing into their wealthy gullets.”


  “Hugo, be nice.”


  “And as the evening progresses, the same one or two people will consume just a little too much bubbly and start acting crazy until their significant other drags them out to the Mercedes and drives them home. And that’s happening at an embassy party, a fashion after-party, and a Christmas party. Especially a Bastille Day party.”


  “You’re like the Grinch, you know that?”


  “Not at all,” Hugo said. “Those people are welcome to get their fun that way, I wouldn’t stop them.”


  “You just don’t want to see it.”


  “Correct.”


  “Well, then. I’ll be sure and tell the ambassador not to ask your opinion.” She turned to go, looking over her shoulder to say, “Although this party’s at Château Lambourd.”


  “Lambourd . . .” Hugo swung his boots off the desk. “Why do I know that name?”


  “Because of that book I keep telling you to read. If you’d put down your mystery novels for a moment and read some Paris history, you’d know all about it.”


  “Right, right, the Jewish family. The place is a museum.”


  Emma sighed and turned back to Hugo, hesitating a moment before walking into his office and settling into a chair opposite him.


  “Yes,” she said. “Most of the year it’s a museum. But that’s not the interesting thing.”


  “Tell me.”


  “You mean, remind you.”


  “Yeah, that.” Hugo gave her his most innocent smile. “I think it was around 1890 when it all started.”


  “I do enjoy story time,” Hugo said. He swung his boots back onto the desk, but Emma swatted them back down.


  “That’s rude when you have a guest in here.”


  “You’re an employee, not a guest.”


  “That’s rude, too.”


  “I was just trying to get comfortable.”


  “Do you want to hear this story or not?” she asked.


  “Is there murder and intrigue in it?”


  “Oh, yes.” Emma smiled. “Aplenty.”


  “Then by all means, proceed. Please.”


  “It was in 1890 that Nissim Lambourd moved here from Algeria, where he’d made his fortune selling silks and other cloths. He bought land beside Parc Monceau and designed Château Lambourd himself, with help from an architect friend. He lived there with his wife, Beatrice, and their son, Guillaume. Eventually, Guillaume inherited the place when his parents died, and had two children with his wife, whose name I forget. Alice maybe.”
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  This isn’t the most compelling story I’ve heard, Emma.” Hugo shrugged. “I mean, lineage stuff? I was promised murder.”


  “Hush, it gets better. So, Guillaume and Alice’s kids were Alexandre and Charlotte.”


  “Oh, yes, that’s a great improvement. Do tell me about their kids, please.”


  “I will. But not yet. Because what’s interesting about Alexandre was that he was a fighter pilot in the Second World War. Only he was killed, in 1943.”
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  “How? France was out of the war at that point.”


  “He flew for the British. Meanwhile, his sister and parents were living at Château Lambourd, only the Germans had their eyes on the place.”


  “Of course, lovely house, great setting. Perfect place for some German efficiency to be installed.”


  “Not just that,” Emma said. “The Lambourds were Jewish.”


  “Ah, right.”


  “Yes. And they saw the writing on the wall so they packed Charlotte off to Luxembourg under a false name, with falsified papers and quite a lot of their belongings. There, she married some banker.”


  “How old was she?”


  “Seventeen or eighteen,” Emma said. “While she was safely out of the country, sure enough the Germans took over the house and both her parents, who’d refused to leave, were sent to concentration camps.”


  “Did they survive?” Hugo asked.


  “Sadly, no. But this is where it gets good.”


  “Finally.”


  She ignored the sarcasm. “Immediately after the war, Charlotte came back to Paris with her husband.”


  “Looking to reclaim the château, I presume.”


  “Right. Only, she couldn’t prove who she was because her family had destroyed any record of her, to protect her in case the Germans caught her while fleeing. And of course the parents were dead so they couldn’t speak up.”


  “She was stuck with her false name,” Hugo said.


  “Very much so. And while a few friends in Paris tried to help, the lack of paperwork did her in. And, of course, the new owner of the house was wealthy and influential enough to block her claim.”


  “So what happened?”


  “I’m glad you asked.” Emma gave him a wicked smile. “Her banker husband, the one from Luxembourg, was found dead in Parc Monceau.”


  “Murdered? You did promise me a murder.”


  “Unless he stabbed himself in the back and slashed his own throat . . .”


  “Let me guess,” Hugo said. “No one was ever caught.”


  “Correct. And within the year, our merry widow was married to the owner of Château Lambourd.”


  “Didn’t waste any time, did she?”


  “There wasn’t much to waste,” Emma said.


  “Meaning?”


  “He was rich man, at least twice her age,” she said.


  “Married him for his looks and vitality then.”


  “Well, he was vital enough,” Emma said primly. “She was in her forties but they had four children. Although I think the last one was adopted.”


  “Impressive. Who owns the house now? One of them, I assume.”


  “Nope.” Emma stood. “Charlotte is still alive. A widow once again, she owns it and it’s her party the ambassador has been invited to.”


  “She’s alive?” Hugo’s eyes lit up. “How old is she?”


  “Midnineties, I suppose. Still formidable, although she has a live-in nurse.” Emma smiled. “You should go, maybe you could get her to confess to murdering her first husband.”


  “What about her second? Was that a suspicious death?”


  “No idea. You can investigate that, too.”


  “Maybe I should.” Hugo nodded slowly, deep in thought. “The black widow of Parc Monceau. That’d be quite something, wouldn’t it?”


  [image: image1]


  Four hours later, Hugo powered down his computer, stood up, and stretched out his lower back. He was up to date with returning emails and other pending tasks, and was ready for a glass of wine. He stepped out of the embassy to begin his walk home, and looked up at a blue sky he’d not seen all day. The usual July heat had been swept out of Paris by a cool front from the east, one that had sprinkled the city with raindrops for a couple of days before leaving behind a picture-perfect day. He strolled down Avenue Gabriel toward the expanse of parkland that would lead him toward the Louvre and, eventually, a nice glass of wine.


  As he walked, his mind turned to the story Emma had told him. In truth, Hugo was not one for parties, especially formal ones, but he was a sucker for history, and a complete and total sucker for an historical murder mystery. He took out his phone and called the one person who might know more than Emma about the Lambourd story.


  Her voice sounded strained when she answered. “Hugo, how’re you?”


  “Fine. You?”


  “Busy wrapping up a story. My editor had a few changes she wanted so we’ve just finished fighting about that.”


  “Who won?”


  “She did.”


  “Really? That surprises me.”


  “She’s good at what she does and I trust her judgment,” Claudia said matter-of-factly. “What’s going on with you?”


  “Wondered if you had time to share a carafe of cheap wine with me.”


  “You know perfectly well I don’t drink cheap wine.”


  It was true. Born Claudia de Roussillon, she used the name Claudia Roux for her newspaper and magazine bylines to avoid the appearance of cashing in on her blue blood and distinctive name. But despite her honest and humble intentions, she’d been unable to shake her upbringing—her first glass of port at the age of sixteen had been a 1963 Cockburns, her first glass of red wine a 1947 Pétrus, and her first (and only) car: a bullet-proof Mercedes with a driver. Cheap hotels, economy-class flights, and the thin house wine served by so many bars and cafés were not things she endured, Hugo well knew. Not out of snobbery, but habit and custom. “If I don’t have to, why would I?” she’d once asked him, and he had no good answer.


  Hugo named a café close to his apartment in Rue Jacob, in the Sixth Arrondissement of Paris, and she said she’d beat him there. He smiled at her competitive nature and hung up, but noticed he’d quickened his own stride subconsciously. He slowed, and reminded himself that this was his commute to and from work, a stroll through the ever-changing royal garden of the Tuileries.


  On this evening, several families were taking advantage of the cooler weather to lay out blankets for picnics. One of those families, a husband and wife with two smartly dressed children, knelt on a dark red blanket in a circle, holding hands and their heads bent in prayer. Not far from them, an overweight father kicked a soccer ball with his toddler, who was dressed in the blue and white of the national team.


  Hugo had just passed the Musée de l’Orangerie, and vowed to himself yet again to stop in one day and admire the Impressionist paintings it housed, when he heard two popping sounds ahead. A little early for Bastille Day fireworks, he thought.


  Seconds later the rising swell of shouts and screams reached him, and when he heard three more pops he knew they weren’t firecrackers. Instinctively he started running. As he did so he reached for the gun tucked under his arm, freeing it from the holster and holding it with both hands, barrel pointed to the sandy walkway. His eyes scanned ahead, past the people who were staring in disbelief, and past those who understood what they were seeing and were scattering in all directions.


  And then Hugo spotted him. He was sixty yards ahead and to the left, a burly young man wearing a tattered jacket and with an army-green pack on his back. He had a pistol in each hand and stood looking down at one of them, shaking it as if it’d jammed. Hugo sped up, raising his own pistol, watching the man but also angling his run so that there was no one behind him.


  Hugo was thirty yards away when the man threw the jammed gun to the ground in frustration and swung the pack off his back, kneeling in front of it.


  At twenty yards, the young man looked up and saw Hugo.


  CHAPTER THREE


  The man’s faced registered no surprise, but he immediately started to raise his gun toward the running American.


  “Drop it!” Hugo yelled in French. “Drop your weapon, now!”


  The man either didn’t hear or didn’t care, and his gun was almost up when Hugo fired four shots in rapid succession. His first two rounds thudded into the dirt to the left of and behind the man, but the third hit the gun, ripping it from his hand and sending it spinning into the grass. The fourth shot slammed into the gunman’s torso a split-second later, knocking him backward onto the ground. Hugo slowed to a walk and closed the rest of the distance between them, his gun pointed at the man who lay sprawled on his back, not moving. Hugo’s heart pounded in his chest, and his ragged breathing made it hard to keep a precise aim.


  Hugo was still working to catch his breath as he circled the still figure, surely just a teenager, looking for any signs of movement and any other weapon. His ears picked up the sounds of yelling and screaming all around him, and further away sirens, but his attention was locked onto the man on the ground. Hugo stepped closer and saw the entry wound, a circle of red slightly left of the center of his chest. Hugo quickly spotted the two guns and kicked them further away from the man, and then stooped to throw the backpack out of reach. The young man still hadn’t moved, and from the placement of the hole in his chest was unlikely to, so Hugo holstered his gun and knelt beside him. He put his fingers to his neck, but felt nothing except his own hands shaking with adrenaline.


  “Hey, are you hurt?” The shout had come from a man with a crew cut, a fit young man who moved like an athlete and was running fast toward Hugo while holding a phone to his ear.


  “No, but this guy is,” Hugo called back.


  “I’ve called for an ambulance.” The man reached Hugo and stood over him, wariness on his face. “I saw you shoot him, monsieur, please tell me where your weapon is.”


  “In my shoulder holster,” Hugo said. “You’re police?”


  “Militaire,” the man replied.


  Hugo nodded and reached, slowly, for his embassy credentials, which the soldier scanned before handing back. “Merci.”


  Hugo put them away quickly and swung one leg over the gunman, and clasped his hands, left over right. He pressed them against the man’s chest and felt blood spill through his fingers, but nevertheless began compressions. The rising wail of sirens told him help was close, but not close enough.


  “Do you know if anyone else was hurt?” Hugo asked the soldier who was on his cell phone. “Go look for victims, I heard four or five shots but don’t know whether he hit anyone or not.”


  “Bien, I will.” The soldier jogged off, and Hugo focused on the steady beat of the compressions. More than a few people held their phones up, capturing the scene with cameras and on video for posterity. Or, more likely, their social media accounts. The grassy area all around him was littered with abandoned blankets, folding chairs, and picnic items, but people were starting to edge toward him, the uncertainty in their eyes mixed with curiosity. Hugo tried to ignore them and focus on the job at hand, but his arms were beginning to tire and his breathing was labored.


  After another minute, the soldier returned. “One is dead,” he said. “Two other people are wounded, but they are alive and on their way to hospital.”


  “Merci. You mind taking over for a moment?”


  “I don’t know.” The soldier frowned and made no move to relieve Hugo. “He killed someone and tried to kill more. He tried to kill you, n’est-ce pas’?”


  “Tried and failed.”


  “Then let him die. Or let God decide if he wants him to live.” The soldier glanced up, as if inviting advice from the heavens.


  “It’d help to know why he did this,” Hugo said, his teeth gritted with the effort and with annoyance. “And for that we need him to live.”


  The soldier looked at him for a moment, and then shrugged. “Merde. I suppose so.” He moved to Hugo’s side and knelt, strong arms extending over the gunman. When Hugo took his hands away they were covered in blood, and he wiped them as best he could in the dry grass a few feet away.


  He could see the police cars now, and two ambulances, cruising through the Tuileries toward them, slowing to make sure they didn’t hit anyone. They had shut off their sirens but from both ends of the park an army of flashing blue, red, and white lights streamed toward them. The police vehicles nosed in closest, forming a circle around Hugo, the soldier, and the posse of onlookers, who were quickly ushered back behind the flashing lights. Two medics jogged past the advancing police officers to where the soldier was starting to puff and sweat over his task, and he gladly moved out of the way to let them take over. When he stood, blood dripped from his hands, and he held them up, the frown back on his face.


  “If that bastard has any communicable diseases . . .” He shook his head and glared down at the gunman.


  “Agreed,” Hugo said, and turned his attention to the three uniformed officers who’d approached. They’d not drawn their guns, but they looked like they might, so Hugo tried to reassure them.


  “Messieurs, my name is Hugo Marston. I am the regional security officer at the United States embassy.”


  The largest of the three moved closer. “You have identification?”


  “In my inside pocket, yes. But . . .” Hugo held up his bloody hands. “You’re welcome to reach inside.”


  The officer barked an instruction to his colleague, who ran to the trunk of one of the police cars. He returned a moment later with a plastic container of hand wipes. The flic opened the lid and held the container out to Hugo and the soldier.


  “Take as many as you need. And you should go to the hospital, to make sure you didn’t catch anything.”


  “We will,” Hugo said. “And thank you.”


  The burly officer, clearly in charge, stepped forward. “I am Brigadier Raphael Caron, and I will be in charge here until I’m not. First of all, our information is that there was only one gunman, monsieur. I need to make sure that is the case.”


  Hugo nodded. “As far as I know, yes. I only saw him.”


  The flic looked at the soldier. “And you?”


  “Same, just him.”


  Hugo finished wiping his hands as best he could, and then he reached for his credentials, passing them to the senior officer, who spotted the holstered gun, but didn’t say anything. He looked over Hugo’s badge and identification card, and handed them back.


  “Merci,” Caron said. “And now I need your gun, please.”


  “My gun? I’m afraid that’s not possible.”


  “There will be an investigation, monsieur. That will include a look at this man’s life, but also an autopsy and ballistics. For that, we need your gun. It is standard procedure.”


  “I know it is,” Hugo said politely. “However, this gun is the property of the United States government, and I have diplomatic status such that I am not required to hand it over.”


  Caron bristled. “I don’t understand why your government wouldn’t want to assist us in this investigation as fully as possible.”


  “You misunderstand,” Hugo assured him. “I’d gladly let you have it, but since I don’t own it, and since some lawyer or bureaucrat in Washington will have a fit if I hand it over, I just ask that you let me call my boss and get clearance.”


  “Who is your boss?”


  “The US ambassador to France.” Hugo gave Caron a friendly smile. “It’s okay—I have him on speed dial.”
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  Hugo called Ambassador J. Bradford Taylor and caught him enjoying an appetizer of olives and nuts, along with a tall Americano cocktail in the Hotel Crillon.


  “Hugo, what’s going on?”


  “Hey, boss. You seen the news yet?”


  “No. Why?”


  “Are you drinking already?”


  “Working session with some folks from the State Department, as it happens,” Taylor said.


  “Right. Working.”


  “Don’t be impertinent,” Taylor said. “What can I do for you?”


  “About fifteen minutes ago, I shot a man in the Tuileries.”


  “Sounds painful.” Taylor chuckled.


  “I’m not kidding, boss.”


  There was a moment of silence. “Holy shit, Hugo. What the hell happened?”


  “He had a gun and was letting rounds off, shot three people. He was about to shoot at me so I shot him first.”


  “Good God. That’s insane—are you all right?”


  “I’m fine. Looks like he won’t make it, though.”


  “I don’t give a damn about him.”


  “Yeah, well. The thing is, the cops here want to take my gun.” Hugo looked over as the paramedics moved the gunman onto a gurney. Brigadier Caron was going through the man’s jacket pockets, while beside him another officer held several large plastic evidence bags.


  “It’s US government property,” Taylor said. “And you have diplomatic immunity, so . . .”


  “Yeah, I know all that, boss, but they need it for the investigation. I shot the gunman with it. Of course they need it.”


  “Great.” Taylor groaned. “That’s going to mean paperwork for you, me, and them.”


  “I know it. I just wanted to get your blessing before I hand it over.”


  “Get a receipt, whatever you do.”


  “Will do.” Hugo looked up as Brigadier Caron approached and held something out for him to look at. “I gotta run, boss. Some of the guy’s blood got on me, so I’m going to get checked out at the hospital. And while I’m there, I’ll keep an eye on him and give you an update on his condition.”


  “Sounds good. Make sure you get yourself taken care of. And I already told you, I don’t give a damn about the gunman. I’ll find out whether he’s alive or dead from the news.”


  Hugo paused, his eyes locked onto one piece of evidence in particular. “Well, I can give you one pretty important update right now, I’m afraid.”


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “Here’s the thing.” Hugo watched as Caron dropped the blue, rectangular booklet into its own evidence bag. “The shooter appears to be one of us.”


  “Meaning?”


  “He was carrying a US passport. Which, if I’m not mistaken, means you better hurry up and finish your important, high-level State Department cocktail, because as of right now you do care what happens to the shooter. Not to mention the obvious issue, on top of that.”


  “Shit, an American?” Hugo could hear the lightness leave the ambassador. “Go ahead, Hugo, mention the obvious issue.”


  “Okay. I think it’s fair to say that you also now have an international incident on your hands.”


  “Just what I need. Look, I’ll finish up here—go get yourself checked out at the hospital.” The ambassador sighed. “A goddamn American, eh? Why can’t they ever be Canadian?”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Three hours later, Hugo walked out of the hospital to an awaiting black Cadillac. The driver, a young woman with big eyes and dreadlocks, smiled.


  “Mr. Marston, glad to hear you’re okay. I’m Cecilee Walker. I don’t know if you remember me.”


  “Of course I do.” Hugo nodded. “You drove me to the airport once, and on that ride I asked you to call me Hugo, not Mr. Marston.”


  “Yes, sir, that’s right.” Her smile widened. “I guess I’m the one who forgot.”


  “No problem.” He climbed into the front passenger seat. “There was no need for a car. I could’ve taken a cab.”


  “Not really, Sir . . . I mean Hugo.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Walker put the car into gear and eased away from the curb. “If you’d taken a cab, you would’ve gone home.”


  “Which is where you’re taking me now. Right?”


  “Not really, no.”


  Hugo turned to look at her. “Then where are we going?”


  She was still smiling. “You don’t like surprises, huh?”


  “Not after a day like today, I most certainly do not.”


  “We’re going back to the embassy.”


  “Why?”


  She glanced at him, and then looked back at the road. “It hasn’t occurred to you, has it?”


  Hugo sat back and closed his eyes. “Any more guessing games and I’ll fire you.”


  “No, you won’t.”


  “Then I’ll shoot you.”


  Walker laughed. “Hugo, think about what you just did.”


  “Got into a car?”


  “You’re a hero, Hugo. You stopped a mass shooting.”


  “If I stopped it, it wasn’t a mass shooting.”


  “You prevented—” She sighed, the way a disappointed parent might. “Don’t play word games with me. You’re a hero.”


  “A very tired one, who would like nothing more than to go home right now.”


  “Weren’t you just lying around in a bed at the hospital?”


  “Getting poked with needles, thank you very much.”


  “Welcome.” She shot him a worried look. “So is everything okay?”


  “A few results to come back, but I don’t have rabies, tetanus, or leprosy. At least I think that’s what they said.”


  “A good start, then.”


  “As good as it gets. Now then, you were taking me home.”


  “Eventually, yes.” This time the look she gave him was more sympathetic. “I’m afraid the ambassador wants to get to work on this shooter, figure out who is he is and why he wanted to gun people down in the Tuileries.”


  Hugo looked at her with suspicion. “But he knows I can’t do that. I’m a witness and, technically I suppose, a potential suspect,” he said. “Plus, the entire Paris police force will be doing that, and we have good people in the office who can help out. Like Mari—what’s she doing right now?”


  Mari Harada was Hugo’s number two. Months after the death of Ryan Pierce, his long-time second-in-command, Hugo had called to see if she’d be interested in coming to Paris. It was a promotion for her within the State Department, so she said yes, and Hugo immediately requested her transfer from the Berlin office. They’d first met at a conference in Italy, where she’d impressed him with her lecture on the rise of nationalism in Western Europe. Afterward, he bought her coffee and found out she’d also worked for the FBI. She’d been a forensic anthropologist and their paths hadn’t crossed, but it was a professional coincidence, and a bond between them. She’d had to leave the Bureau after contracting multiple sclerosis, and was now using an electric wheelchair and state-of-the-art voice-to-text software, so she didn’t have to type.


  Ambassador Taylor had been on Hugo to get someone in to ease the RSO’s workload, and had assured Hugo he wasn’t “replacing” Ryan at all—he was filling a position. And when Taylor saw her résumé he was all aboard. In the couple of months she’d been working at the embassy, Taylor had been more than impressed with her enthusiasm and intelligence, especially in matters technological, which had become her forte since she was less able to get to anthropological sites. Taylor had even pointed to her tastefully appointed office as an example to Hugo, and a counterpoint to his sparsely furnished one. She had decorated it with calligraphy from Bodhidharma and a pair of replica Jomon vases to reflect her father’s Japanese heritage, and on the wall behind her desk she’d hung a print of the 1917 self-portrait by Christian Khrog, who was her favorite Norwegian painter and, like her mother, from Oslo.


  As she steered the car onto Rue de Rivoli, Cecilee Walker threw Hugo another look. “Oh, Mari will be there, don’t you worry.”


  “Right. And everyone knows she’s ten times more competent than I am, so take me home and let her handle it.”


  “No can do.”


  “What if I give you a direct order?”


  “Someone higher than you in the food chain already gave me one.”


  “I know, I know. But he’s used to me disobeying his orders, so you wouldn’t get in trouble for not doing his bidding.”


  Walker laughed quietly. “It’s not his bidding that I’m doing.”


  “I don’t understand.” Hugo turned to look out of the window to his left, where the Tuileries lay in darkness. He’d seen on the news that police had closed it early, ushering an already nervous public out and leaving a dozen men and women to patrol inside, more to restore a sense of security than anything else. Hugo looked back at Walker. “If you’re not doing his bidding, then . . .”


  “Well, he wants you there, don’t get me wrong.”


  “Walker, I’m warning you . . .”


  “You’re right—Mari can do all the background stuff with the Brigade Criminelle. That’s not why he wants you at the embassy.”


  “Then why?”


  “To meet someone.”


  “Is it Oprah? I’ve always wanted to meet Oprah.”


  “You probably can now, but no, it’s not. I’m taking you to meet the president of France.”


  Hugo turned in his seat to stare at her. “You’re kidding me.”


  “Nope.” She gave him a wink. “I told you. You’re a hero now. And presidents love to meet heroes, you know that.” She pointed to the glove compartment. “I put a hairbrush in there for you.”


  “A hairbrush?”


  “Yeah. Come on, Hugo, you know how it works. One president plus one hero equals . . .”


  “Oh, good God. You’re right.” Hugo groaned again. “That equation equals cameras.”


  He looked out of the window at the traffic ahead of them, toward the embassy, which sat overlooking Place de la Concorde. He’d spent his career with the FBI avoiding the limelight. He always let others handle that side of things, but Cecilee Walker was right. This time, it was all on him. He reached for the glove compartment, and a hairbrush he most definitely needed to use.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The Lambourd dining table was polished to perfection, and set with the precision of a Swiss watch. Just as it had been every a century. But now, the polisher-in-chief cowered in the hall-way between the dining room and the kitchen, listening to the argument and knowing she shouldn’t.


  “You ought to let him rot in there!” It was the voice of Charlotte Lambourd, dry and brittle, and uncommonly angry. Tammy Fotinos was at once grateful for her gift for languages and slightly regretful. She’d needed to be fluent in French to get the job at the château, but might have been happier being oblivious to the mother-son argument.


  “For goodness sake, Maman, it was a stupid mistake. You want him to miss the dinner, and the party, for a stupid mistake? What will people think if he’s not here because he’s in jail?”


  “How many of those does he get, Marc?” The old lady snorted. “And I already know what people think.”


  “You don’t know what it’s like for him.” Marc Lambourd’s voice was sullen now. “It’s been hard for him not knowing his mother, hard for me since.”


  “Stop making excuses, for God’s sake,” Charlotte snapped. “She died in childbirth, he was never attached to her emotionally, he didn’t lose her in that way.”


  “But I did, and he’s almost seventeen and lost out on knowing her at all. Just how long are we allowed to grieve for?” Marc was sarcastic now. “You let me know the timeline and I’ll fill him in. Tell him to get over it.”


  “Telling him doesn’t do a damn thing. You’ve done that his whole life. He’s always been that way, and you’ve never done anything but talk to him. A few nights in jail will get his attention.”


  “Yeah, neglect and excessive punishment, back to the basics you know, eh, Maman?”


  “Don’t be a baby. My children turned out just fine.”


  “Oh, we did, did we?” Marc Lambourd laughed. “That’s good to know.”


  “Well, if you didn’t you’ve got no one to blame but yourselves.” Tammy took a few steps back toward the kitchen when she heard the old lady shuffling her feet. “I’m going for a nap. Do what the hell you like, but get that boy under control. This is still my house, and I have certain expectations.” Tammy imagined her waving a finger in her son’s face. “For you and for that boy of yours, dead mother or not.”


  Tammy waited for them to leave the room, counting to sixty in her head to give them time. She loved this house, loved its location, its history, and the multitude of magnificent furnishings. She’d worked one summer in Disneyland, had a blast there, but this was like the real thing, being transported to somewhere even more magical. Even her role, effectively as a servant for this week, was part role-play, part real transformation. To take pride in polishing a table for other people, to take ownership in setting it absolutely perfectly, was something no modern American girl should aspire to. But royalty and history had always been like magnets to her, almost part of her soul, and to be this close to living history overcame any hesitation about playing a subservient role.


  She moved forward toward the dining room, her mind back on the job at hand. She carried a notebook of precise instructions, what went where and when. For a hundred years the Lambourds had been served by the Grenelle family, but the old man had arthritis now and his wife and daughter had lost interest in playing at servant. Tammy had volunteered for it the previous year. She’d manned the reception desk for six months when the house was a museum, and so she was the first person the temp agency had approached, in case she wanted to make some good money while the museum was closed to the public for that Bastille week.


  “You’ll have exact instructions on what to do,” they’d said. “No cooking, just setting everything up and cleaning afterward. We’ll provide a chef for the dinner, and waiters for the party. You just help make sure everything runs smoothly.”


  She’d agreed immediately, needing the extra money and thrilled to be getting an inside look at the Lambourd family. One of them was even a real princess. It had been thrilling.


  She stepped into the dining room, pausing when she saw Marc Lambourd was still there, staring out of the window at the luxurious gardens.


  “Oh, sorry, Monsieur Lambourd, I didn’t mean to . . .”


  He looked over at her, his face expressionless. He was a handsome man, with dark hair and darker eyebrows. But there was a tiredness about him she’d not seen the previous year. Eventually, he spoke. “Pas de problème. Tammy, nice to see you again.”


  “And you, monsieur.”


  “I’m glad we were able to get you to come back this year. I know Fabien will be as pleased as I am.” He laughed gently, and then his eyes narrowed. “My son. I think he liked you. He was not . . . inappropriate, I hope.”


  “Non, monsieur. Pas du tout,” she reassured him. Not at all. That wasn’t strictly true, but Marc himself had been a little forward and, in her opinion, inappropriateness was in the eye of the beholder anyway.


  “Did you overhear the discussion with my mother?” “Non. I mean, a little, nothing . . . much. I hope everything is all right.”


  The corner ofhis mouth turned up in the slightest of smiles. “With my mother and me, or with my son?”


  Tammy shrugged, at a loss for how to answer.


  “He’s in jail, Tammy. Arrested last night for a pushing match with some hoodlum in Pigalle. My mother thinks he should remain there for a night or two, to show him the error of his ways.”


  “Oh,” was all she could think to say. And then: “I’m sorry.”


  “Set a place for him, if you please. I’ve already hired someone to get him out. If not for his sake, then to annoy my mother.” That small smile again.


  “Yes, sir, I will.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome,” she said, but kept her thoughts to herself.


  CHAPTER SIX


  They waited for Hugo in Ambassador Taylor’s office, a grand space housing his expansive desk, two leather sofas, four matching armchairs, and (for winter) a stone fireplace. Hugo had called it a rich man’s study because it belonged in a château, and not in the outwardly impressive but inwardly rather drab US embassy.


  Two of the president’s security detail stood outside the office, and they scrutinized Hugo’s ID before opening the door for him.


  “Hugo, come in, come in.” Taylor rose from one of the armchairs and, behind him, so did the president of France. In the far corner a photographer had set up a camera on a tripod, facing a bookcase and ready to go to work, but trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. The president, Marie Antoinette Bissett, moved toward him. She was a tall woman with striking blue eyes and a jaw that any Hollywood actor would die for. Her name, the Marie Antoinette part, had spawned a thousand cartoons and jokes about her losing her head, but Hugo had followed her rise through the ranks of French politics, and seen how every barb had missed its mark, or wound up pricking the thumb of the jokester who’d thrown it. She’d grown up poor in the suburbs of Paris, on the city’s outer edges, and had little time for pomp and circumstance. And, in most cases, tradition be damned. She moved past the ambassador, not waiting for an introduction.


  “Monsieur Hugo Marston.” She extended a hand, and when he took it, her grip bordered on assault.


  “Madame President.” Hugo gave a small bow. “Enchanté.”


  “We can talk in English,” she said. “I need the practice. And I promise you, the pleasure is all mine. On behalf of myself as a Parisian, and on behalf of the wonderful people of this city and this nation, please accept my sincere thanks for your brave actions this evening.”


  “You are too kind. I did what anyone else would have done. I was just lucky to be in the right place at the right time.”


  “You’ll forgive me, Mr. Marston.” President Bissett gave a gentle laugh. “You shot the weapon from his hand before he could kill innocent people. You stopped a slaughter in one of the most popular and busy, not to mention peaceful, places in Paris.”


  “Like I said, you’re very kind and I appreciate the—”


  “Monsieur Marston. Whether you like it or not, you are a hero.”


  Ambassador Taylor chortled. “Trust me, he doesn’t like it. Shall we get the pictures over with?”


  “The sooner the better,” Hugo said.


  They moved to where the photographer stood, and let him arrange them as he saw fit—Hugo the hero between the president and the ambassador. He took a dozen quick shots and then checked the screen on his camera. “Very good, thank you.”


  They left him to pack up and show himself out, and Taylor led them back to the chairs.


  “Please, Madame President, have a seat.”


  They took their places and President Bissett leaned forward to talk. “Once we know more about who this shooter is, perhaps why he did this, we will have a small ceremony. I would like to award you the Honor Medal for Courage and Devotion. It is more than deserved.”


  “Well,” Hugo began, “I’m grateful, of course—”


  “Hugo, you are not turning down a medal from the president of France.” It was an order from the ambassador, not a question. “As President Bissett says, like it or not you saved lives this evening.”


  “I also took one,” Hugo said grimly. “And being a realist, Madame President, do you think it wise to go slapping medals on Americans when it seems likely the bad guy was one of us?”


  “Wait.” President Bissett sat up, concern on her face. “What did you just say?”


  Hugo glanced at the ambassador. “I assumed you’d told her, sorry.”


  “Told me what?” she pressed.


  “This is why you’re not a diplomat, Hugo,” Taylor said grimly. “Madame President, we don’t know who he is or where he’s from. Hugo was shown on scene a passport that may or may not be a United States passport, and may or may not belong to the dead suspect.”


  President Bissett frowned. “That would complicate things.”


  “It would, but since we don’t know anything definitive right now we’re not advertising this,” Taylor said. “For extremely obvious reasons.”


  “I understand,” Bissett said. “But I expect to be the first to know when you do hear something definite.”


  “Of course,” Taylor said. “But I’m sure you’ll hear it from the French police long before we do.”


  “Speaking of that, who’s working on this?” Hugo asked.


  “Not you.”


  “Come on, boss, I was right there.”


  “And you know perfectly well that makes you a witness, which means you can’t be an investigator.”
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