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      When the City of Light goes very dark...

      Claire Baskerville and her expat book club are accustomed to diving into thrilling narratives, but nothing could prepare them for a field trip into the shadowy depths of the Paris catacombs that ends in the murder of one of their members.

      Once the Parisian police arrest the leader of the book club as their prime suspect, Claire knows she has to do what she can to make sure the police aren’t wrong. In a race against time, Claire will need to navigate the intricate maze of underground tunnels and confront her own fears, even as she grapples with the shocking revelation that the killer is someone she knows well.

      This tale of murder and betrayal will keep you turning pages late into the night as you explore beneath the streets of Paris into its heart-stopping underworld.
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      There are a few times in Paris when I don’t imagine discovering a body face down in the Seine. Today was one of those times but only because at the moment, I was nowhere near water. I was in fact positioned behind an old, blue Citroen 2CV, and had been for the better part of an hour, the lens of my camera pointed down the street in the direction of my target. Missy Jamison was a slim, trim, All-American blonde and frankly, following her all over the ninth arrondissement was exhausting, especially at my age.

      Jean-Marc had been out all night the night before with another case, so although he’d offered, I didn’t have the heart to ask him to take his turn with this surveillance too. In fact, he’d offered more than once, which I found vaguely disconcerting. I’d been getting several hints from him lately that he’d prefer I sit home and do the invoices rather than fieldwork.

      I decided his main concern couldn’t be connected to my age—at sixty-seven he was a year older than me. He had joined my one-woman private investigation business last year and in most ways it had worked out great. His experience as a Paris police detective combined with my American habit of skirting the rules had melded well together. I took most of the expat cases that came in and Jean-Marc largely took the missing persons and basic skip tracing for our French clients. Together, our work was largely adultery cases, as straightforward as they were lucrative. Take the photograph. Get paid.

      Tonight was a case in point. Our client believed his wife was cheating on him with her Pickleball coach—yes, it has come to Paris—and wanted proof in the form of photographs. Jean-Marc and I’d split up the surveillance between us to cover the wife’s home and her routine errand runs. We’d already established her patterns and had seen her with the Pickleball coach several times, but as yet had found nothing incriminating. For me, the way I saw the two relate to each other, I couldn’t believe there wasn’t something going on. But my client wasn’t going to pay our bill based on my perfectly good hunches. I needed to get the goods.

      I’d started my stakeout tonight in a café across the street and then moved to my present position by the parked car in the last hour. I was just about to give up when Mr. Pickleball got out of a taxi in front of his paramour’s apartment and hesitated for a moment—clearly visible in the light of the streetlamp. It would have been a perfect shot if not for the fact that there were no identifying marks in the surroundings to indicate where he was. And standing on a street corner in Paris wasn’t illegal.

      If I could capture him walking to her door, however, it would be nearly as good as catching them embracing through a window. I steadied my camera, my finger hovering over the shutter button. A sudden chill trembled across my skin. A cold snap had descended on the city earlier that morning and I realized that my limbs had grown stiff during the time of my wait.

      I needed him to go to her door.

      He was still not moving toward the building. I needed to stamp some feeling back into my legs before I seized up entirely. I silently cursed my body’s inability to remain motionless. My joints creaked in protest as I shifted my weight from side to side—still keeping my eyes on my target under the streetlamp. My prey fished a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and lighted up.  All of a sudden, I felt something in my back tighten. I forced myself not to groan out loud. The street was quiet. There was no way he wouldn’t hear me if I made a sound. 

      I took a long breath in an attempt to relax my back. But it was getting worse. I had to stand up out of the crouch I was in and hope I was in enough shadow not to catch his eye. I eased myself to a standing position. My target didn’t move. He looked up at one of the windows in the building and took a long drag on his cigarette.

      I figured I had enough time to do a gentle yoga lunge—just something to relieve the tension in my back—but my joints were stiffer than I’d realized. Instantly, I felt my leg wobble as I let out a startled gasp, and I found my balance disintegrating. I stumbled backward into a line of garbage cans against the wall.

      I barely heard the resulting noise as I fought to stay on my feet. The camera was the first thing to fall. And then me as I tried frantically to catch myself from hitting the pavement. I threw out my hands to mitigate the impact.

      I felt the crunch in my wrist as it bent backward beneath my falling weight.

      The next thing I knew, I was sitting on the ground, my whole body vibrating in pain. A woman was screaming from an upstairs window, “Qui est la? J’appelerai la police!”

      At my age it’s not easy getting up from the ground even when I’m not hurt. Cursing under my breath, I turned on my knees, cradling my now throbbing wrist to my chest. Surrounded by the scattered trash cans, I clawed at the brick wall in an attempt to get to my feet. My camera was in two pieces on the pavement.

      And my target was nowhere to be seen.
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      The crisp desert air cooled Deborah's skin as she walked past the luxurious villas in every shade of beige and tan. Behind her, the glistening towers and skyscrapers dominated the Dubai skyline like ominous sentinels in the distance. The sun had just begun to climb and was now casting a golden glow with striated shadows over all the manicured lawns she passed.

      Compounds with high walls peeked through ornate wrought iron gates. Within, she could hear the laughter and conversation drifting out from interior courtyards. The faint scent of cardamom and saffron wafted from open windows where cooks prepared the midday meal.  Security cameras blinked from every corner of every tall wall.

      When she reached the address on the business card in her hand, she took in a steadying breath. She’d skipped her usual latté this morning so she wouldn’t be jittery. She reminded herself that others had done the prep work for this job, so all she had to do was slip into the space they’d created for her. She had a mantra she used for these kinds of jobs—Just smile and act dumb. It made her feel as if she had control when she knew that so much of the job was preparation and then just luck.

      Not that she wasn’t good at what she did. But the odds weren’t in her favor. They never were. She’d planned on pulling two more jobs—at the most—when this particular job came up making it lucrative enough to be her last. If it all worked out.

      Don’t think like that, she scolded herself. Your brain hears your pessimism and that translates into nervousness. So, stop it.

      She straightened her shoulders, and walked to the security gate and rang the bell.

      I am expected, she reminded herself. This isn’t an ambush.

      An armed man came to the gate. Despite the scorching heat he was clad all in black—t-shirt, slacks, shoes. Deborah swallowed hard.

      Just smile and act dumb. Just smile and act dumb.

      His sharp eyes seemed to inspect Deborah with a predator's intensity. His expression was unreadable. On his shoulder, he wore a state-of-the-art communication device, one that connected him with the rest of the security team inside the compound. She smiled nervously at him and told herself that nerves were an appropriate reaction to being greeted by a man with a semi-automatic rifle. Any innocent young woman would be reacting as she was.

      “I am here for the nanny position,” she said in British-accented English.

      He grunted and swung open the gate. Deborah stepped inside the paved entranceway that led to a narrow courtyard.  Now within the imposing walls of the opulent villa her heart began to race even faster.

      She followed him down a stone walkway to one side of the villa. She didn’t turn her head, but she could see movement around her. More men with guns.

      Just smile and act dumb.

      She was led into a side door and then down a long hall to a massive gleaming kitchen. A woman with an apron tied around her ample middle stood up and eyed her suspiciously.

      “Stand over there,” the woman said in broken English.

      Deborah’s hands, usually steady and calm, fumbled with a stray thread on her sleeve. She went to where the woman indicated.

      “I am here about the nanny position,” Deborah said, turning to see the bodyguard exit the kitchen, leaving her with the cook.

      “That position has been filled,” the cook said.

      Filled? Deborah felt a flinch of panic. How did that happen?

      “Do you still want a job?”

      “I…yes,” Deborah said. “Doing what?”

      “Can you cook?” The cook came closer to peer into Deborah’s face as if she might find the answer there.

      “I can cook,” Deborah said. Because what else could she say?

      She had to be embedded in the house. She was being paid to infiltrate, so she had to have a reason to be here. Her mind raced as she wondered what her employer would say when Deborah told her the nanny position had already been filled.

      "Let's see what you can do," the cook said, pushing jars of chickpeas, olive oil and tahini, a bulb of garlic and a lemon across the counter toward her. “Make hummus.”

      Deborah’s hands trembled as she walked to the sink and washed them—knowing without a doubt that this was the first test in her interview. She dried her hands and returned to the counter, hyperaware of the woman watching her every move. She picked up a chef’s knife and began chopping the garlic on a wooden board, her mind working feverishly as she did.

      Would this still work? Would a kitchen job give her the kind of access to the household that she needed? It would have to. Otherwise, her opportunity was gone and with it the money she needed to make her way back to London and pick up the pieces of her life.

      No, she would make this work. She would get the job. It would just be a little trickier.

      As she chopped garlic cloves, Deborah was tempted to glance around her. There was an adjoining room where she heard children’s laughter. She forced herself to stay focused on the task before her. If she didn’t get the job, then all the discreet observations in the world would be useless. 

      The cook watched her silently, her arms crossed. The silence made Deborah even more nervous. She could feel perspiration beading up on her forehead despite the chill in the room. She reached for the food processor and was grateful for the noise as it worked to combine the ingredients of garlic, oil and chickpeas.

      When the hummus was presented to the cook, tension coiled in Deborah’s gut. One wrong flavor could seal her fate. She held her breath as the cook took a spoonful. Then, she gave a curt nod.

      "You start tomorrow. Do not disappoint," the woman said.

      Deborah exhaled in relief. She was in. She had gained access. But she wouldn’t waste a moment celebrating. She’d worked in the Middle East before and knew very well that one mistake could lead her down a treacherous path.

      And with this particular household, if that were to happen, there was every chance she would simply disappear, never to be seen again.
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      I watched as fat raindrops begin to patter against the windows in my dining room. In my mind, a soft hush seemed to fall over the tree-lined street below as the rain strengthened. As I listened to the sound of the rain, I imagined the wet sheen on the slate rooftops and cobblestone roads.  It felt so cozy hearing the rain while I was nice and dry. I curled deeper into the sofa's cushions, pulling the thick Afghan snugly around my shoulders.  My little French bulldog Izzy nestled even closer to me as I shifted.

      I was deeply appreciating a rare moment where nothing was expected of me. My ankle—lightly sprained from my fall earlier this evening—was elevated on a stack of couch pillows. My wrist was comfortably protected by a wrist brace. It was only a hairline fracture. Jean-Marc had insisted I get it x-rayed. In the end, he’d been right to insist. It didn’t hurt but the brace was a reminder for me to move a little slower which is something I still have trouble remembering to do at my age.

      A murmur of voices from the kitchen, followed by the sound of laughter from my six-year-old ward Robbie made me turn my head to listen. I loved hearing Jean-Marc humming contentedly as the savory smells of a Sunday roast filled the apartment. Since he'd moved in last spring, Jean-Marc had taken over most of the cooking. I think he found it stress-relieving or maybe he just didn't know how to process a lifestyle that didn't involve seasoning and cooking with butter.

      As I watched him stir a pot on the stove, a smile tugged at my lips. He’d been having trouble with his hearing recently and I’d only just this week nagged him into going to get it checked. I know he hated any sign that he was getting old. But don’t we all? Somehow, his resistance to believing he might need a hearing aid made me love him all the more.

      My smile broadened as I looked at Robbie sitting at the kitchen table, his schoolbook open in front of him. He was always in the kitchen if Jean-Marc was. Robbie had dark hair, brown probing eyes and full lips that inevitably turned into a smirk or sneer.   

      On the kitchen wall behind Jean-Marc was a school calendar and the school menu for the week. I was still amazed at the foods that Robbie ate regularly at his little French school. Steak, gratin Dauphinois, cheese paté, endive salad. And of course desserts, usually involving chocolate or sweetened yoghurt. And then there were the goûters—cookies, more yoghurt, minicakes and always fruit. When I think of the Frito-Lays and Little Debbie’s I use to pack in my daughter Catherine’s lunchbox when she was growing up it’s a wonder she never developed rickets or an eating disorder or both. Robbie actually loves vegetables. I’m still amazed at the thought.

      "You're so good at cooking, Jean-Marc,” Robbie said. “I wish I could cook like you.”

      Jean-Marc looked up from his work and grinned at the boy.

      “Come on then, mon chou."

      He waved Robbie over to the counter where the two of them stood side by side. Jean-Marc put a paring knife in Robbie’s hand and showed him how to hold it. I listened as he explained why it was important to mince each piece evenly before adding them to the pot. At six, I felt Robbie was too young to be using a knife and I could already envision the flurry of band-aids and tears in my near future. But I bit my tongue. Jean-Marc was a thirty-year police veteran. I forced myself to take a breath and believe that he probably knew what he was doing.

      The two of them worked quietly for a few more moments until Jean-Marc sent Robbie back to his homework so he could finish making dinner. 

      I sank deeper into my pillows and watched Jean-Marc work. I too was amazed with this man and his not insignificant skills. I wondered if he ever marveled at how the universe had conspired to give him this second shot at a family—the one that had never materialized before. Robbie was like a sponge in his eagerness to soak up everything that Jean-Marc could teach him.

      I was well aware that even though I'd been blessed with a child so many years ago, in many ways Jean-Marc wasn't the only one who'd gotten a second chance at a family. This was my second chance too.

      I’d moved to Paris six years ago when I inherited the seven hundred square foot apartment in the eighth arrondissement. I moved here after my husband was murdered and left me penniless and in debt. But that’s another part of the story and what difference does all that make now?

      My eyes landed on Robbie, and I amended that thought because of course it, or rather he, has made all the difference in the world.

      I continued to watch Jean-Marc and a smile played on my lips. Detective Jean-Marc LaRue who, since the moment I’d laid eyes on him, had done everything in his power to detain me as the involuntary guest of the Paris police or have me extradited back to the US. His loathing of all Americans—triggered by an unfortunate incident years ago that had left his former wife crippled—extended itself to me when we met.

      As if he could tell I was studying him, Jean-Marc looked up from what he was doing to catch my eye.

      “Okay, chérie?” he asked.

      I smiled. “Very much so.”

      And so here we were together. After so many reasons why not and so many wrong signals between us, we were not only living together—he still had his apartment in Bel-Air—but working together too. In all the years that I’ve known Jean-Marc, we have almost always been on opposite sides of any endeavor. He was the cop within the department wrestling with the bureaucracies and red tape and sometimes his own inclination to take the shortcut—and I was the audacious American freelancer leading with her heart. Together, we’ve solved major cases but never side by side. Until now.

      Jean-Marc bought into the private investigator business that I’d established when I moved to Paris five years ago. With all the obstacles we’ve overcome in our relationship, things seemed to have finally fallen our way. Or rather, we’d seen them coming and finally allowed them to fall our way. I don’t know who I’m prouder of for that, me or Jean-Marc. Probably it doesn’t matter.

      I heard my phone vibrating where I’d left it on the coffee table and leaned over to see who it was. Most of my cases come through the expat community here in Paris. There are over fourteen thousand Americans living here—not to mention the Brits, Australians and Canadians—all English speakers who at one time or another often find it preferable to have a private investigator who speaks their native tongue.

      I saw the caller ID and instantly swung my foot off the stack of pillows.

      “Work,” I said when Jean-Marc turned to look questioningly at me as I stood up. “I’ll just take it in the other room.”

      I smiled brightly at him. Possibly too brightly. Jean-Marc wasn’t a fool, and nobody knew me better than he did my inventory of fake expressions. He’d seen me use them on clients and suspects enough times to know them all.

      Fortunately, a pot threatening to boil over snatched his attention from my false assurances and I was able to limp away to take the call without risking discovery by the one person who would be most disappointed by it.
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      The next morning Jean-Marc walked Robbie to school. I hated the way I’d had to take that call last night. Jean-Marc had acted hurt the rest of the night especially after I continued to be evasive about who it was. But I couldn’t tell him. If there was one thing I knew, it was that.   

      Now as I hobbled down the street—sans crutches but going slowly—for my meeting with Judy the president of the book club I belonged to, I reflected back on the image of Jean-Marc and Robbie this morning as they left for school. I marveled at how naturally both Jean-Marc and Robbie seemed to gravitate toward each other. Jean-Marc had always been affectionate with Robbie and had known him since before he could walk. But being a daily part of our lives was different. Robbie had completely adopted him as his father figure. It was what Robbie wanted and I could see that it was what Jean-Marc wanted too.

      Judy was already at the café when I arrived. She sat poised, her hands folded elegantly in her lap. Though just a few years older than myself, Judy Blackburn was the picture of sophistication in a tailored cream pantsuit with double strands of long ropey pearls around her neck. Her upright posture and graceful manner seemed to announce to the world a life spent in privilege and money. I knew for a fact she'd never worked a day in her life.

      I’d been talked into joining the little expat book club when encouraged to join by Laura Murphy, the president of the American ExPat Club in Paris—and someone from whom I get at least ninety percent of my case referrals. I wasn’t sorry I joined the club, since talking with fellow expats on topics other than infidelity or bankruptcy was a nice change of pace for me. I’ve always enjoyed reading but I did occasionally regret not having joined a French-speaking club to improve my language skills.  

      Judy waved to me as I stood on the terrace perimeter, and I made my way over to her. The café was a popular rest stop for tourists on their way to or from the nearby famous Catacombes de Paris.  Even now at nine in the morning I could see a few bleary-eyed diners who appeared to have come from the dimly lit tunnels of bones and skulls. A pair of waiters moved deftly among the small outdoor tables as they delivered espressos and croissants. The aroma of roasted coffee and fresh pastry hung in the air.

      I sat in the chair opposite Judy. Both being Americans, we skipped the whole cheek-kissing thing and I signaled to the waiter to bring me a coffee.

      “What happened to you?” Judy asked as I rested my wrist with its brace on the table.

      “Work stuff,” I said with a shrug.

      She shook her head disapproving.

      “You need a different job.”

      The waiter came and set my coffee down along with a couple of plastic-wrapped sugar cookies. The din of traffic and the conversations around us competed with the mournful melodies of an accordion player on the street corner. From where I sat I could see the looming archway entrance to the catacombs.

      “So are you ready for this?” Judy asked.

      I made a face. “If I must.”

      I didn’t love the catacombs and made a point of not visiting them. I also wasn’t a big fan of tight enclosed places with lots of bugs and dead things.

      “My husband isn’t a fan either,” Judy said with a laugh. “Remind me. Are you married?”

      “In a way,” I said with a shrug.

      “Oh, I remember! It’s that sexy police detective, isn’t it? You brought him to the holiday party?”

      “Retired police detective,” I said. “He works with me now.”

      “I can’t believe you’re still working at all. Aren’t you ready to give it up?”

      I laughed. Judy didn’t work and her husband Jim was the senior marketing director at a big multinational company that had moved him and Judy to Paris five years ago. I’ve often wondered how nice it must be to have someone else pick up the bill on the move of a lifetime.

      “It’s more the paycheck I’m not ready to give up,” I said pointedly.

      “Yes, I can understand that,” she said. “And also, I imagine it gives you purpose? That’s something that’s honestly missing in my life these days.”

      “Really? In what way?”

      “Oh, I’m not unhappy exactly,” she said, blushing lightly. “How can I be? Look where I live!” She waved her hand to encompass the café and the street. “But I wish I had something with more purpose in my life than book clubs and yoga classes.”

      “What did you used to do?” I asked.

      “You mean before I married and had kids? Nothing. I met Jim in college. We married right after he finished graduate school. Then the kids came and then they left. And now Paris.”

      “What were you studying in school?”

      “Liberal Arts nonsense,” she said with a sigh. “Basically, I never knew what I wanted to do with my life.”

      I was surprised to hear Judy so reflective. We’d spent a good amount of time together over the years, but I didn’t know of her frustration with how she’d managed her life until this morning.

      “What does Jim think?” I asked.

      “Oh, he understands. At least on a certain level. He’s always loved his work. I think he was hoping I’d be content just to raise the kids and make special dinners for when he needs to entertain his boss. And to a certain extent I was.”

      “But he knows he wouldn’t have been satisfied with that,” I pointed out.

      “True. But he listens to me, and a lot of husbands wouldn’t,” she said. “And he doesn’t try to fix whatever he thinks is wrong with why I’m not completely happy.”

      “That’s rare in a man.”

      “Tell me about it.” She made a face. “Ugh. To show you how screwed up I was, there was a time when I came this close to throwing it all away.”

      She signaled to the waiter for two more coffees and then turned back to me.

      “A couple of years ago, an old friend looked me up. We had a very brief thing in college—before Jim. I had the biggest crush at the time, so I was fascinated to see him after all these years. Anyway, one thing led to another.”

      “Goodness.”

      I have to say I was shocked. Judy always struck me as completely in control of herself at all times. Not to mention the imperial custodian of proper behavior in any situation. Imagining her getting carried away by her passions was a picture that wouldn’t gel. But I found it endearing that she would share her story with me. It was the first time Judy had ever opened up to me and I was touched at her level of trust. Of all the women in the club, she was the one I felt closest to—although we rarely saw each other outside book club—and I was pleased to think we might be taking our friendship to the next level.

      “It was stupid,” she said with a sigh, “and after that one madcap night, I came to my senses.”

      “Love will make you do strange things,” I said.

      “It wasn’t even love, you know? I was just chasing a younger version of me.”

      “Did Jim ever find out?”

      “No, thank God. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to tell him and ask for his forgiveness but, in the end, I didn’t think that was fair to him.”

      I was well aware—from having worked in the business of private investigation—of this impulse to make a clean slate of one’s transgressions. It was nearly universal. And almost always fatal to the marriage.

      “But enough about me,” she said, pushing her now cold coffee away. “Tell me more about your handsome detective. I imagine him being French helps with your language skills?”

      She gave me a sly look and waggled her eyebrows which made us both laugh.

      “Jean-Marc and I have known each other a long time,” I said. “So our so-called language skills are pretty much already entrenched. On top of which, we’re raising a child together.”

      “I don’t envy you that. I barely have the energy these days to get to my Pilates class, let alone get a child off to school and look over his homework.”

      I laughed.

      “Well, it’s definitely a team activity, I’ll say that. When I was raising Catherine a few million years ago, my husband was basically uninvolved. But I was a lot younger. Even so, I think I went through the motions a lot out of pure exhaustion.”

      “I’m sure you know the French lean on their nannies and au pairs so much because they believe wanting an adult life doesn’t make them any less loving parents. I wish Jim and I’d known that when we raised our two. I didn’t work but I was constantly exhausted.”

      “I admit I think the French have a point,” I said. “I do have a couple of girls who help me out with Robbie. But this time around, I want to be very involved. Maybe because I know it’s my last chance. Maybe because I’m trying to make amends for my first go-round with Catherine.”

      “Make amends to whom?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. Good point.”

      “This boy you’re raising is your daughter’s son?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      I was all for being closer friends with Judy but telling her that I was raising my dead husband’s love child would be a revelation I felt more comfortable saving for our next get-together—when wine was involved.

      “You’ve been to the catacombs before, I take it?” I asked, to change the subject.

      “Oh, yes. I love it. I know it’s ghoulish, so I don’t know what that says about me,” she said with a laugh. “And yourself?”  

      I made a face.

      “Not really my scene,” I said.

      The Paris Catacombs is basically an underground ossuary consisting of a labyrinth of tunnels that are lined with the skeletons of millions of dead Parisians. Located beneath the streets of Paris, the catacombs were etched into the limestone tunnels that were originally used as quarries. In the late seventeen hundreds when plague and overcrowding swamped the city's cemeteries, thousands of skeletons were moved and stacked into the tunnels beneath the streets. The bones were then meticulously arranged into patterns and designs on the walls and floors. Skulls were stacked into walls, femurs formed arches, and pelvises lined walkways, creating a macabre yet mesmerizing environment. And naturally a perfect tourist attraction.

      While I found all of that moderately interesting at least intellectually, I just don’t love tight places or dark tunnels and frankly have a hard time understanding people who do.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Judy asked.

      “I’ll manage,” I said with a smile.

      “Well, stick close to me. I know all the nooks and crannies.”

      “More importantly, do you know the fastest way out?”

      Judy laughed and then the smile faded from her face as she gazed over my shoulder at something on the street.

      “There’s Bethany,” she said softly.

      I turned in my chair, expecting to see Bethany approaching the table but instead I saw her on the street corner with a large man. It was clear from the way the two of them were squaring off, that they were arguing. Passersby gave them dark looks, and I felt a momentary embarrassment for the two Americans getting louder and more American to everyone within ear shot.

      “Ugh,” Judy said. “I wish they wouldn’t do that. Gives us all a bad name.”

      “You should’ve seen them at the office holiday party last year.”

      I turned, surprised, to see Luna Carver as she pulled out a chair at our table and sat down.

      “Oh, my goodness, you startled me!” Judy said. Her hand flew to her throat. “You must have Indian blood in you, Luna, the way you snuck up on us.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s racist,” Luna said cheerfully. “I just have a soft footfall. That’s what my mom says.”

      Luna’s flowing sundress fluttered in a vibrant print that seemed to match her personality.

      I knew she worked as Bethany’s assistant and from the few things I’d heard her say, it wasn’t always a happy arrangement. As pretty as she was, I have to say that it occurred to me that Bethany might’ve invited her to join our book club in order to keep a close eye on her. Bethany definitely struck me as the jealous type.

      "What were you saying about an office party?” I asked Luna, as I continued to watch Bethany and her husband. They were still arguing on the street corner and had now added a series of angry hand movements to the spectacle.

      “Well,” Luna said, leaning in close as if about to impart some very juicy, proprietary gossip. “I wasn’t there but I heard that Rocky got lit and was making out with one of the admins behind the cooler and Bethany was standing like two feet away!”

      “Well, I’ve heard she’s very jealous,” Judy said with a sigh, “but as Luna has just indicated, I think her husband gives her plenty of reason.”  

      “Did you guys read the book this month?” Luna asked suddenly. “And does coming to the catacombs mean we won’t be talking about it?”

      “Yes and no,” Judy said. “Did you not read the book?”

      “Of course!” Luna said too vehemently, clearly revealing that she hadn’t.

      I have to say Luna struck me as very young—although I knew she was in her thirties—and naïve which was hard to process since she’d been living in Europe on her own for at least three years. How innocent could she still be?

      “Oh! There’s Andi!” Luna gushed as she waved exuberantly to an attractive dark-haired woman weaving her way through the crowd of tables toward us.

      Andi was tall and slim. She was attractive, mid-forties and worked as a low-level attaché at the embassy. She wasn’t married and always seemed to be living the single life in Paris to the hilt. And dressing for it.

      “Hello, darlings!” she said as she leaned in to give each of us double-peck air kisses.  Andi wasn’t new to the group, but she was rarely available for drinks afterward which I thought was surprising since she was unmarried.

      She signaled to the waiter and then dropped her quilted Chanel bag on the table unmindful of spills.

      “So,” she said with demonic relish, “are we all ready to get terrified?”
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      As far as I could tell, the only distinguishing feature to the actual entrance of the catacombs from the nondescript stone walls around it on the street was a narrow archway that sprung into view like a foreboding sentinel. It featured a heavy iron gate with rust eating at the bars. In front of the gate was a ticket taker and beyond that the Catacombs gift shop.

      Most tourists visiting the catacombs got their tickets online and then stood in line for hours waiting for a guide to walk them through. Judy, because she’d been before, had bought all our tickets online and was delighted to inform us that we were going without a guide so we could stay as long as we wanted.

      Lucky us.

      It looked as if I was the only member of the book club not brimming with excitement at the thought of exploring the catacombs. Half the group—Judy and Andi—had been before and the rest of us never having been.

      “Empire of Death,” Andi said, her hazel eyes sparkling with excitement. “That’s its actual name. Did you know? I mean, it’s on the website.”

      “Oh, yay,” I said.

      “Claire isn’t feeling it,” Judy said to the others with a laugh.

      “She’s not the only one,” Bethany said sourly. “I don’t even remember whose stupid idea this was.”

      “Come on, Bethany,” Judy said. “The whole point is to get us in the mood for all the scary books
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