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        À bientôt: adv. See you soon

      

        

      
        Entrée: noun. The small course that precedes the main course in a three-course meal.

      

        

      
        Euh: The French equivalent of “um.”

      

        

      
        Maman: noun. Mother, mum, mom

      

        

      
        Mamie: noun. Grandmother

      

        

      
        Merde: noun. A mild, humorous substitute for “shit.”

      

        

      
        Oh, la vache: An expression of surprise similar to “damn” or “oh my god.”

      

        

      
        Oui: adv. Yes

      

        

      
        Santé: noun. To your health—used as a toast, similar to cheers.

      

        

      
        Vert: adj. Green

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          GLASTONBURY ABBEY, 1184 AD

        

      

    

    
      The light, intoxicating aroma of the oil lamp filled the scriptorium of Glastonbury Abbey. Illuminator Brother Guiscard dipped his brush into the round wooden bowl next to his easel. A spring evening chill blew through the room. Hunched over, he continued to paint the tiny dragon on the initiums in the Commentary on Daniel by Jerome of Stridon.

      He paused, leaned back on his stool, tilted his head, and gazed at the leather-bound manuscript. His bright-green eyes floated across the immaculate handwritten black ink. It was a stunning piece of literature. Pity it would end up in a private collection. The midnight hours were the only time he could dedicate to the secret commission. Peter de Marcy, the newly appointed abbott, would never have approved such a project. Brother Guiscard crossed his fingers and hoped he wouldn’t get caught.

      He sighed.

      Reaching across the book, he dipped the brush into the wooden vessel. After surveying the empty scriptorium, Brother Guiscard leaned forward and continued to paint the initium.

      A creak, putter, putter broke the midnight silence. Hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. With his hand on his chest, Brother Guiscard rested the brush in the small wooden dish as he sensed another monk creep up behind him. He was caught red-handed. Please don’t be the abbott. He turned his upper body. In the flicker of light created by the oil lamp was Brother Piers of Damerham. Praise God.

      ‘Piers, you scared me.’ Brother Guiscard rubbed his trembling hands along his brown tunic then stared at the manuscript.

      Brother Piers shuffled up behind Guiscard. He leaned over, stared at the masterpiece on the easel, and chuckled. ‘The abbot will not appreciate the symbolism in the initium.’

      With a pinched expression, Guiscard sighed and turned to Brother Piers.

      ‘The initium is appropriate to the context and the theme of the Commentary.’

      ‘Guiscard, I’m not criticising you. I’m just preparing you for the inevitable argument coming your way.’

      Brother Guiscard shook his head as he glanced at the manuscript. ‘The Commentary is a commissioned piece. He doesn’t have a say.’

      Brother Piers raised his eyebrows. ‘I know nothing.’ The monk lifted his hands in the air as he gazed over Guiscard’s shoulder at the initiums.

      The two Benedictine monks stood and gazed at the manuscript.

      ‘The initium is beautiful.’ Brother Piers patted him on the shoulder, breaking the awkward silence.

      At that instant, a whiff of acrid smoke wafted into the scriptorium. Brother Guiscard gasped as he whirled around on his stool. ‘Do you smell that?’

      Brother Piers ambled towards the dark-stained timber library door on the opposite side of the room. ‘The stench is stronger here.’

      After sprinting across the room, Brother Guiscard halted. Smoke streamed out from under the door.

      Grabbing Brother Piers’s arm, Guiscard pulled him to the centre of the scriptorium. ‘You must wake the librarian. Only he has the keys.’

      Brother Piers peered at Guiscard with a grim expression. ‘I fear it’s much too late to save the books. I will sound the warning bell. Save what you can.’ Brother Piers scurried towards the entryway and disappeared into the abbey.

      The smoke formed a light fog in the scriptorium. Paralysed with fear, Brother Guiscard surveyed the room. His entire life was about to go up in flames. Was the fire deliberate?

      The smoky atmosphere thickened, jolting him into action. Guiscard coughed and grabbed the Commentary on Daniel, the only manuscript within reach. Then the flames tore through the library door.
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        * * *

      

      The heat burned his skin as the crackling, roaring blaze filled his ears. Brother Guiscard sprinted through the abbey’s pews. He was moments away from freedom, but Guiscard couldn’t find Brother Piers. He had disappeared five minutes ago and hadn’t returned. Maybe Piers had left.

      The blaze swept through the abbey, engulfing everything in its path. Brother Guiscard wept as he ran towards the exit, the flames nipping at his heels.

      Clutching the manuscript, he sprinted out of the abbey doors, across the lawn, and towards the forest. Brother Guiscard shuddered at the terrified voices of his fellow monks trapped in the monastery. Everything within him wanted to run back into the abbey, but he couldn’t save them. That moment would haunt his dreams forever.

      He needed to get help from the nearby village. Brother Guiscard dragged his weary body through the woods. It was all up to him. He tore through the woodlands, and up ahead, a simple brown tunic and hood came into view—Piers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          WEDNESDAY: 10:01 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      James Lalonde unzipped his navy-blue bomber jacket, revealing a pristine white T-shirt as he walked along the High Street in Oxford, smartphone in hand. Just ahead, two large bay windows with a familiar brown trimming came into view. As he reached the first bay window, he hesitated. For a split second, his reflection stared back at him. How he had aged since he’d last graced the establishment. He was only twenty-nine, and his first wrinkles were showing. “Laughter lines,” his grandmother, Valerie, had told him. But he suspected she was telling a small white lie to spare his feelings. Or perhaps that was what she told herself when she looked in the mirror and saw lines on her face.

      Leaning forward, he peered into the window. The Queen’s Lane Coffee House was deserted. So that was the place where the man wanted to have brunch? James had read the email a dozen times that morning, and he was running late, a habit James had sworn to correct but at which he had failed spectacularly. That day was no exception. With two quick clicks, James stared at the email on his screen. He wasn’t hallucinating—he was in the right place. James glanced up from his device and surveyed the tourist-laden streets, looking for the infamous black Bentley. The man always drove a Bentley, not that he drove. He was always driven.

      A loud tap on the glass behind him caused James to jump. He whirled around. Hovering in the large bay window was a man with a head of thick dark-blond curls. Alexander Harper Thompson had closed the coffeehouse for their brunch. How embarrassing. The door of the Queen’s Lane Coffee House opened, and James stepped inside.

      Before him lay a sea of small, dark-stained round tables, each with two or three matching chairs. A familiar, comforting menu was etched with precision on chalkboards suspended above the bar and counters. To his left, an array of pastries, cakes, and sandwiches sat in the refrigerated display case. The place was a small slice of heaven, and it hadn’t changed. Like magic, it transported him back in time to when things were less complicated and all he had to do was read and study. He was officially old.

      Alexander gestured at a table for two in the centre of the room. ‘I trust you read the report on your late mother’s estate. Nothing much has changed. That’s not a bad thing, considering the current economic climate.’

      James sat. At a table against the back wall of the coffeehouse, a tall greying man dressed in black was sipping a cup of tea. The man was old, possibly in his seventies judging by the depth of the grey. He had an eerie atmosphere about him. There wasn’t a particular quality that gave James this uncanny impression but an overall vibe. Upon first impression, the man seemed to go about his business, drinking tea and reading the paper. But after a few seconds, James sensed that he was being watched. And the man seemed familiar.

      A couple of months ago, a black car with tinted windows had followed James around Northampton as he went about his mundane existence. The driver was old. No, I’m being paranoid. His estate manager had hired a bodyguard. That was all.

      Alexander cleared his throat.

      James returned his attention to Alexander. ‘Yes, everything seems great, just as it has always been.’ James nodded. ‘I haven’t examined her assets. They don’t feel like mine. It feels disrespectful, almost.’

      Alexander sighed. ‘Your mother left these to you in her will so you could enjoy them, not tuck the financial records in a drawer.’ He shook his head. ‘Lucky you have me to tend to them.’

      James chuckled. ‘You’re not a gardener.’

      ‘Actually, I am, in a way.’ Alexander pulled the napkin off the table and shook it into his lap. A man wearing a black T-shirt and a freshly pressed white apron tied around his waist walked up to the table. He placed a cappuccino and an espresso in front of them.

      ‘The food will be out in a moment,’ he said as he dashed to the kitchen door.

      Alexander pointed at the coffee bar. ‘I remember that after your graduation, where we first met, we went through your new assets in this same tiny coffeehouse. Almost seven years ago.’

      ‘You get less time for manslaughter.’

      ‘Still sarcastic.’ Alexander sipped his cappuccino.

      James grimaced as he picked up his espresso.

      ‘Your mother took a disliking to my love of cappuccinos. When I used to meet up with her in Paris, she pressured me to drink espresso. It was the Parisian way, apparently.’ Alexander’s eyes glazed over. ‘Emmanuelle thought a cappuccino was more of a dessert than a coffee.’

      James smiled. ‘The milk content, most likely.’

      ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to put a dampener on our brunch,’ Alexander said as the attendant burst out of the kitchen, slamming the door against the wall.

      The pristine white apron tied around his waist had bright-red and light-brown smudges. He sprinted across the coffeehouse, holding a full English breakfast in one hand and a croissant in the other.

      ‘I ordered your usual,’ Alexander said, ignoring the staff member hovering around them.

      ‘That’s perfect.’

      ‘You’re so French.’ Alexander shook his head. ‘Have you ever tried a full English breakfast?’

      James rolled his eyes. ‘It’s too much food first thing in the morning.’
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, the two men finished eating brunch. James sat opposite Alexander and peered over his shoulder at the mysterious greying man still reading the newspaper as before, tucked away in the corner of the café. Deciding not to ask about the man, James glanced at Alexander and wondered if he should ask him more questions about his mother—the same dilemma as always. But he knew that prying those secrets out of Alexander’s vault would be fruitless. He had to wait for anecdotes to slip out.

      ‘Something on your mind?’ Alexander picked up his second cappuccino then took a sip.

      His chest tightened. ‘No,’ James lied.

      Alexander narrowed his eyes. ‘I guess you’re wondering why I moved this quarterly meeting up to August instead of the usual September brunch.’

      James nodded. ‘I’m a little curious about why you’re in town. You rarely leave New York.’

      ‘That’s not true. But of late, I’ve been preoccupied with my companies.’ Alexander placed his cup back on its saucer. ‘I’m considering adding to my mediaeval sword collection. It’s for my private exhibit.’

      James’s eyes widened. ‘You have a private exhibit?’

      The crinkling of paper in the background broke his train of thought. A pair of green eyes glared at him over an edition of the Daily Voice. Wrong question?

      ‘Yes, I have a private collection. It’s minuscule. Usually, I purchase items and loan them to museums for further study. But my collection is a bit lacking of late.’ Alexander stared off into the distance.

      ‘Anything legendary or infamous?’ James kept one eye on his elderly stalker.

      The elderly MI6 wannabe hadn’t tackled him to the ground yet. Interesting. So Alexander has the man on a leash.

      Alexander laughed. ‘Isn’t that the dream? But tragically, that’s just for the cinema. Real life is a lot more disappointing.’ He returned his gaze to James. ‘I’m interested in a piece from the late Middle Ages. It’s at Christie’s in London. Oxford wasn’t too far away.’

      James nodded. ‘It’s a little over an hour away by train.’

      Alexander raised his eyebrows.

      Too posh for the train. Noted.

      ‘Have you given any thought to what you want to do now that you’re a free man and have resigned from the Northampton Tribune?’

      James smiled. ‘I want to travel around Europe. I grew up in France with my grandparents, but I’m embarrassed to say I haven’t seen enough of Europe.’

      ‘Travelling is great. You should add New York to that list.’

      James grimaced. ‘I want to focus on Europe for now. Maybe some other time.’

      A distant expression formed in Alexander’s eyes as he took another sip of his cappuccino. ‘Your mother dreamed of living in New York. It’s all she would talk about.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘I don’t know why because she lived in Paris. And I thought living in Paris was every model’s dream. But not your mother. She was different.’

      The two men sat opposite each other, engaging in further small talk. As the minutes ticked by, James’s hope of hearing more stories about his mother faded. With a heavy feeling in his chest, James said goodbye to Alexander and wandered out of the Queen’s Lane Coffee House and onto the High Street.

      With almost eight hours until his reunion dinner with Liam and their friends, James had some time to kill, but the tourist attractions of his former home didn’t appeal to him. All he could think about was going back into the coffeehouse and asking more questions about his mother. Would Alexander understand his need to ask? Was he being selfish by asking? Often, there was great sadness in Alexander’s eyes after talking about her. For that reason, asking felt wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          WEDNESDAY: 6:58 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      James pressed the doorbell, stepped back from the porch, glanced at the redbrick Victorian maisonette, and listened to the chiming as it echoed through the house. The sweet, pungent aroma of the overgrown gardenias in the front garden made his eyes water. The place hadn’t changed since he was last there. In fact, Oxford felt as if it existed in a time loop.

      He listened to the chatter within the house. As James recognised the voices, he smiled. His friends had all graduated in 2008. A few went off to find employment, while others stayed to complete a master’s degree. Liam, his best friend, worked for All Saints College. And Liam’s girlfriend, Kate, worked for the Radcliffe Camera library. James didn’t understand why people wanted to stay in the same place for a long time. It wasn’t his thing. When they’d all graduated with their undergraduate degrees, the friends had promised to keep in touch. It was easier said than done, but seven years later, they organised a reunion dinner followed by drinks. Maybe next time, he would take the initiative and do the organising.

      The door slowly opened. A short ginger-haired man stood opposite him and chuckled.

      James lifted a baguette and bottle of red wine into the air. ‘What?’

      ‘No cheese?’ Liam stood aside, leaving room for James to enter.

      He rolled his eyes. Not that again. Every time. The joke was never going to get old.

      ‘I hate cheese.’ James sighed then shook his head.

      Liam chuckled. ‘It’s just so weird and not to mention not very French.’

      James pursed his lips. ‘Like an Englishman wearing sunscreen on holidays.’

      ‘Look at me.’ Liam’s hazel eyes widened. ‘My skin is practically translucent, and I have freckles. I’m ginger. I have to wear sunscreen.’

      ‘Not everything I do has to be French.’

      Liam stifled a laugh. ‘Next time, say that sans baguette and bottle of Bordeaux.’

      James strolled into the maisonette, paused by the stairs, and turned around. ‘This is a polite gesture. Besides, you need excellent bread and wine for this meal.’

      ‘Wait.’ Liam closed the door and slid the chain along its tracks. After a quick peek through the spyhole, Liam asked, ‘How do you know that wine will go with the meal I’m cooking?’

      ‘I texted Kate,’ James said nonchalantly.

      Liam yawned. ‘So Kate’s still enabling you.’

      ‘I know bread and wine, and this will go well with the meal.’ James handed over the baguette and the bottle of red.

      ‘I’ll take these and start preparing them.’ Liam dashed through the sitting room towards the closed white door. Without slowing, he raced to the kitchen, and the door burst open.

      Standing by the stairs, James yelled as the door slammed shut. ‘Don’t refrigerate the wine or the baguette!’

      Propped up against the mantelpiece, Manesh listened to the chatter in the room with a smile. An aroma of garlic, thyme, and onions floated into the sitting room, masking the faint smell of the burnt-out orange blossom candle on the mantel. To the right was a buffet table with cocktail sausage rolls and smoked-salmon-and-cream-cheese blinis. It seemed like only yesterday that Liam had been in the kitchen, burning milk in a tiny saucepan. But Liam had been domesticated. Perhaps Owen would find a use for that old whip-sound-effect app once again.

      As James strolled towards the fireplace, he waved at Tom and Georgiana, who sat in the cove of the bay window. Tom’s usual short black hair was long, scruffy, and desperate for a cut. Tom caressed Georgiana’s lips as he snuggled into her. It was out of character for his reserved friend, but Tom was in a new relationship with a woman who, until that moment, James had been quite certain wasn’t real. The stories—more like bragging opportunities—had seemed too good to be true.

      Upon arriving at his destination, James patted Manesh on the shoulder. On the mantel above the fireplace, next to the candle, was a half-drunk glass of gin and a smartphone lying faceup.

      ‘Easy, Frenchy. He knows what to do.’ Manesh glanced over James’s shoulder in the direction of the bay window.

      ‘No, he doesn’t.’ James kept one eye on the door.

      Manesh grinned. ‘Are you trying to tell me you drink wine, eat bread at every meal, and are still shaped like a beanpole?’

      ‘You don’t have to drink the entire bottle. Besides, I prefer boxed wine because the tap prevents air from getting in the box, unlike, say, a bottle. A little wine every day is the key to happiness.’

      A snort followed by a series of chuckles came from the room’s far corner. Glancing over Manesh’s shoulder, Owen held a hand over his mouth and hid a mischievous grin. But his hazel eyes gave him away. That infamous twinkle was still there seven years later. Some people never leave college.

      ‘Not this again.’ James tilted his head towards the mirror and stared at Owen, who leaned against the bookcase opposite Ben. ‘My h wasn’t aspirated that time. I said it right.’ James stared into the mirror as he braced himself for the chaos that was about to ensue. ‘I didn’t say app-iness.’ James shook his index finger at Manesh, who had doubled over laughing.

      ‘It’s still too funny,’ Manesh said as the room erupted with laughter.

      James pointed at Manesh. ‘You were supposed to be my assistant professor, and you laughed at me that day, in front of a packed lecture hall, during freshers’ week. Everyone thinks this is funny now. Even at graduation, people were still saying app-iness to me.’

      Manesh placed his hands on his hips then looked at his feet as he clearly attempted to rein in his laughter.

      ‘In my next life, I’m choosing better friends. You guys are a bunch of pricks,’ James said as Liam burst through the door with a small glass of plum-red wine and raised his eyebrows at James.

      As James stepped aside, he grabbed the glass from Liam’s hand. Waltzing around James, Liam nestled against the small ledge above the fireplace. Liam picked up his glass of gin, turned it in his hand, and stared at the churning liquid. Clearly stifling a laugh, Liam stared over Manesh’s shoulder into the distance.

      Things must be tense in the lab.

      James sipped from the frosty wineglass. The astringent dark-cherry liquid swirled around in his mouth, its flavour intensifying with each swirl. As the bitter wine slipped down his throat, James became more curious about the tension between his two friends. Was it just a bad day or something else? The more he contemplated Liam’s usual defensive strategy, avoiding all logical discussion and making no eye contact, the more he couldn’t resist giving the situation a gentle poke. Maybe James needed a story. He hadn’t chased an interesting story since that fateful day in May when he’d turned up at Elizabeth’s flat and found a crime scene. What’s the worst that could happen?

      ‘So, how’s work? I heard you’re doing a second PhD.’ James nodded in Manesh’s direction.

      Manesh dived into what sounded like a rehearsed monologue, saved for such occasions, as he peered over his shoulder at the bay window.

      Is he keeping an eye on Tom? Or is my imagination running wild again?

      Sitting in the cove of the bay window, Tom avoided Manesh’s gaze. As the monologue continued, Liam stiffened. Regret building within him, James surveyed the room.

      With the Bordeaux in one hand, James sauntered to the buffet table and picked up a smoked salmon blini. He grimaced at the taste of the tangy cream cheese. A delicious appetiser, ruined. Desperate to escape from the brewing argument, James gazed over his shoulder as the chatter in the corner of the room subsided. It was unusual for Owen not to talk. It meant only one thing—trouble was in the making. That was just what the reunion needed: more drama than an episode of Coronation Street.

      In the background, Manesh continued his monologue, seeming unaware of the commotion around him and utterly oblivious to all the bored faces and the fact that James had slipped away. James wondered whether he himself was like that when he talked about a story. Truth be told, he didn’t want to hear the answer to that question. A part of him already knew.

      Over his shoulder, James watched as Owen crept across the room, nudged the door, and slipped inside. A look of amusement twinkled in Ben’s bright-green eyes as he glanced in the direction that Owen had disappeared. So you’re up to no good, both of you. What were they planning? It was out of character for Ben to mix in with the drama—he preferred to stay out of things. Perhaps he had changed. Ben’s gaze wandered around the room then settled on his watch. A few seconds later, Ben faced the bookshelves and took a sip from the tall glass of beer in his hand.

      Liam slammed his empty gin glass on the mantel. Startled, James jumped then turned his attention from Ben and observed the heated discussion in front of him.

      ‘The Commentary on Daniel isn’t from the fifteenth century. The initiums are clearly twelfth-century style.’ Liam’s face turned a slight crimson. ‘Its pages are vellum, widely used before the mid-twelfth century. By the time the fifteenth century came around, they had imported paper from China.’

      Manesh smirked. ‘Vellum was still around in the fifteenth century, and poorer monasteries would have used it. But of course, you can’t know for sure without resorting to carbon dating.’

      Liam took a deep breath. ‘Come off the grass. The monasteries weren’t poor. They were practically supporting the poorer people in the towns surrounding them. They would have used the latest paper. The Commentary was created extravagantly, so they would have used the best resources.’ Liam’s jaw clenched.

      As the two men continued their verbal smackdown, James hung his head and crept away, clutching his glass of wine. He joined Owen and Ben, who were silently smiling. Ben nodded to James then trekked to the door as Liam stormed across the room and followed him into the kitchen.

      ‘I see you’re up to your old tricks.’ James made a stirring gesture with his wineglass.

      Owen smirked. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      Of course he doesn’t. That’s the point of reunions—to attend and see who hasn’t changed after all these years. At least he doesn’t disappoint.

      Owen shook his head. ‘Fine. I swapped a few place tags around on the table. Let’s just say Ben is now sitting next to Manesh.’

      Merde.

      James rolled his eyes. ‘Does Ben know?’

      ‘Maybe I led him to believe I put Manesh next to Liam.’ Owen shrugged.

      James shook his head. ‘Still have that whip-sound-effect app?’

      ‘Lalonde, you surprise me.’ Owen narrowed his eyes. ‘I thought about it after realising that Liam had prepared all of this.’

      The doorbell chimed, and the kitchen door slammed against the stairs, shaking the trays of food on the buffet table. Liam shot through the sitting room and to the entryway. After peering through the spyhole, he unlocked the dead bolt, slid the chain off its tracks, and flung open the Victorian-style door. Before him stood a tall, thin woman with curly brown hair—Amber Cooper.

      She smiled. ‘Sorry to interrupt. I need to deliver this to Manesh.’

      Liam guided Amber into the house. She blushed as her eyes fixed on Manesh, leaning against the fireplace and scrolling through his phone. Ambling across the polished wooden floor, she held a red-and-black USB drive in her palm.

      She hasn’t aged.

      Owen nudged him. ‘She’s barking up the wrong tree if you know what I mean.

      James rolled his eyes. ‘She’s just shy.’

      ‘And too old,’ Owen whispered.

      James leaned away from Owen. ‘She’s twenty-six.’

      ‘And too smart for him.’ Owen chuckled.

      James placed his empty wineglass on the dark-stained bookshelves and listened to the conversation.

      ‘I insist you join us. There’s room for one more,’ Liam said as Manesh groaned while twirling the USB drive between his thumb and index finger.

      Owen whispered into James’s ear, ‘Where’s he disappearing to?’ Owen angled his head towards the steps.

      After a quick glance over his shoulder, Tom continued to glide up the staircase. Soon after he left, Manesh snuck away from Liam and Amber. He sat next to the voluptuous dark-haired woman Tom had kept to himself since the evening began. Leaning in, Manesh caressed her cheek. Georgiana blushed as she pulled away.

      As Manesh made his obvious but passive-aggressive point, his smartphone lit up. Two messages had come through. Sure, it was poor form to view someone’s phone, but James couldn’t help himself. The first message, James recognised. It was from his favourite member of the All Saints faculty, Professor Xavier Watson. Underneath the first notification was a second text, sent two hours ago, from Stanley Whittaker, bearing the simple message:

      
        
          
            
              
        We need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      James wondered why that name sounded familiar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      After ten minutes of listening to Owen’s sarcastic remarks and the odd chuckle from Ben, James meandered into the kitchen. The sweet aroma of beef bourguignon and potato mash brought a smile to his face. Hunched over a sage-green cast-iron casserole pot, Liam lifted the lid, stirred the contents, then placed the large spoon on the countertop. Is that Le Creuset? My grandmother would lose her mind if she saw that pot. Everything in her kitchen was pale-pink Le Creuset. It was that pink colour reserved for ballet costumes and little girls’ bedrooms.

      Behind Liam, high in the sink, were saucepans, frying pans, and other dishes. Liam was actually cooking. No cheating and buying a Gastropub meal from the refrigerated section in Marks and Spencer but instead cooking from scratch. What’s next? A veggie patch in the garden? Should I check? That man burnt milk and porridge but now cooked a complex and often needy meal that required monitoring and stirring. It wasn’t a typical stew that could be left to simmer. James was impressed.

      Liam lunged and grabbed a purple bottle of eco-friendly surface spray off the windowsill. James sauntered through the kitchen and propped himself against the breakfast bar as Liam tugged at the paper towel holder. With a torn paper towel in his hand, Liam sprayed the sheet. After placing the surface spray on the countertop, he dashed to the stovetop and mopped up the splattering of sauce off the dark-green-porcelain splashback tiles.

      James slid his empty wineglass across the dark-granite kitchen counter. ‘Smells great.’

      ‘Thank God. I’ve been obsessing over this for the last two days between meal prep, planning, and now cooking.’ Liam glanced up then shrugged.

      James smiled.

      ‘Things are tense out there.’ James pointed across the room towards the closed door.

      Liam closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘Frenchy, I’m not sure if we’re all going to meet like this again. Everyone is on bad terms with someone else.’

      ‘Maybe I can try to smooth things out between people while I’m here.’ James hung his head and slipped his hands into his pockets. ‘Or we could deliberately not invite Manesh or whoever seems to cause the most trouble.’

      Liam sighed. ‘If we don’t invite Manesh and Owen, then that’s half the group gone. And it feels mean. I don’t want to be that guy.’

      The simplest solution was often the best. James nodded as he stared at the simmering casserole pot. ‘When did you learn to cook?’

      ‘Don’t you dare start.’

      James held his hands up in mock surrender. ‘I was just curious because you’re quite good.’

      Liam sighed. ‘I got Kate some lessons because I thought she would enjoy the experience. She took offence at the gift, so I took the lessons to prove a point.’ Liam placed the scrunched-up dirty paper towel on the bench next to the stovetop. ‘And I was right. It was fun. Not that she’ll admit it, but she was a little jealous of the fun I was having.’

      James shook his head. ‘Kate has turned you into her own personal chef. You realise that, right?’

      ‘I enjoy cooking. And I’m not her chef.’ Liam furrowed his brow. ‘Kate cooks too.’

      Sure, she does.
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        * * *

      

      Glancing up through the kitchen skylight above the table where he sat, James snorted at the faded ketchup stain from 2006, for which he was entirely responsible. It was summer. Liam and Kate had introduced James to the typical British summer barbecue, and the ketchup was stuck at the bottom of the glass bottle. Like an idiot, he shook the bottle with the lid off. He would never forget the sight of the bright-red trail of sauce on the ceiling and down the light-green walls of the breakfast room. Thankfully, Liam and Kate had thought it hilarious.

      Liam jumped up as a robotic quack screamed out through the tiny speaker of his smartphone. ‘Dinner is ready.’

      He sped into the kitchen and prepared the main meal. It had been twenty minutes since Liam served the summer salad entrée, and the light beefy fragrance made James’s mouth water.

      A warm, petite hand brushed his forearm, causing him to jerk back in his chair.

      ‘Sorry to startle you, but I’ve just noticed that Tom and the other fellow are missing,’ Georgiana said with an awkward smile.

      James leaned back in his chair and looked out the French doors into the partially lit back garden. No one was outside, and he wondered where they had gotten to. He didn’t recall seeing them slip away after the entrée. While waiting for the main meal to finish cooking, Owen had made use of his whip-sound-effect app after noticing Liam jumping up and checking on the beef bourguignon every five minutes. James blamed himself for that app.

      Ben groaned then glanced at his watch. ‘They disappeared the second the entrée dishes were taken away. Maybe twenty minutes ago.’

      ‘I’ll find Tom and Manesh and tell them dinner is ready.’ James stood then sauntered around the narrow space surrounding the table, through the kitchen, and into the empty sitting room.
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        * * *

      

      A few moments later, James dashed through the sitting room and ascended the internal staircase. Clutching the newel post of the bannister, he caught his breath. As his heart rate slowly subsided, he surveyed the short hall. Only one light beamed from under the four closed doors—it was coming from the bathroom.

      Inching forward, knowing that a loose floorboard was only millimetres away, James listened. Muffled voices came from within the bathroom. What are they up to? Careful to leave room for a quick escape, James crept closer and kept his eyes on the carpeted floor, hoping not to set off the infamous creak. Again, he listened to the conversation.

      ‘I need you to pay back the money you owe me.’

      A second voice groaned. ‘How many times do I need to say this? I need more time.’

      ‘What about a part payment?’

      ‘What part of “I need more time” tells you I can make a payment? You’re ridiculous. I don’t have the money.’

      Without warning, the door flew open. James’s heart raced. He needed to get to the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      James sprinted down the stairs and through the sitting room, pushed the kitchen door open, and raced across the beige tiles. He slipped into his chair next to Georgiana. Gasping for air, James placed his hand on his chest and felt the rhythm of his racing heart.

      Tom dragged his wooden chair across the tiles. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

      James gazed down as Liam slipped a plate of beef bourguignon under his nose. ‘Asthma.’

      ‘Sounds bad. Do you take medication?’

      James exhaled. ‘Honestly, I’m fine.’

      James picked up a slice of the baguette then pulled apart the hard crust and dipped it into the stew, listening to the chatter surrounding him.

      Hovering around the table, Liam poured James a small glass of red wine then moved on to Georgiana, who was already holding her glass out for him.

      ‘Do you have time off from work over the summer?’ Manesh asked as he stabbed his fork into a small piece of beef.

      Ben’s eyes widened at the sound of Manesh’s voice. He stared at his plate for a few moments then peered across the table at Tom. ‘Are you still working for the British Library?’

      Manesh glanced across at Tom for the third time that evening. Tom scooped two pieces of beef and a lump of mashed potatoes into his mouth. Holding up a finger to Ben, he chewed.

      ‘So, Manesh…’ Owen wore a sly smile. ‘Are you still in contact with Bianca? How is she doing?’

      Cough, cough. Manesh drew his napkin to his mouth as he recovered from his choking fit. Ben glared at the two men sitting next to him. For a moment, rage filled Ben’s eyes then disappeared. James shifted in his seat as the tension in the room intensified.

      Manesh regained his breath. ‘She’s still a freelancing photographer.’

      Ben stabbed another piece of beef with his fork as he stared straight ahead. He thrust the food into his mouth and scraped his teeth against the fork tines. A slight smile formed on his lips.

      Tilting his head, Ben stared across the table at Tom. ‘Actually, she’s training to be a primary school teacher.’

      ‘I didn’t know she liked the little rug rats.’ Owen leaned forward and gazed down the length of the table.

      Amber, who hadn’t uttered a single word since the meal began, sat at the end of the table between Tom and Ben, eating and avoiding eye contact with her neighbours.

      Poor Amber. Someone should have told her she was eating with a pack of crazed hyenas.

      ‘While we’re on the topic, I’ve been getting into a bit of freelance photography,’ Ben said as Manesh shifted in his seat and stared at his plate. ‘Tom, do you remember how we used to do our own photography at night-walking events?’

      ‘Yeah, we made quite a bit of money for a two-hour stint,’ Tom reminisced as he moved the beef around his plate with a fork.

      ‘Really? Was this recent?’ Amber asked, a hint of curiosity in her voice.

      ‘No, we marketed the walks to tourists. It helped me pay for my extracurricular activities, as the baron would say.’ Tom smirked.

      Ben bit his lip as if attempting to stifle a laugh. He peered at his watch.

      ‘Do you not enjoy working for the British Library?’ Amber asked.

      ‘Work is fine. I just miss the creativity and chatting with people.’ Tom studied the leftover scrap of beef swimming in the Burgundy sauce.

      Georgiana screwed up her face.
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      Glug, glug was the background accompaniment to James’s fifth attempt at ordering five beers. The handle of the beer tab sprang back as the bartender released his grip, slammed the pint onto the oak bar top, and leaned in towards James. Despite his many years of study in the small university town and his years of learning English, people still struggled to understand his thick French accent.

      James glanced around the small thirteenth-century pub, the Turf Tavern. It was almost ten on a Wednesday evening, and the little pub was teeming with locals and tourists. People gathered outside in small groups, drinking and enjoying the summer night, while others gathered next to the bar. The pub had no standing room, and the bar owners encouraged people to enjoy their beers outside in the garden. The small tavern’s back entrance was along a quaint cobblestone lane near Hertford Bridge. The pub had a modern British menu with the perfect price for student budgets. And it hadn’t changed one bit since James had studied nearby at All Saints.

      James stared at his best friend, Liam, waving his hand in the air, holding up five fingers. Perhaps Georgiana had decided she wanted a beer.

      It had been twenty-four hours since he’d packed up his desk at the Northampton Tribune and said goodbye to his position as editor, off to travel around Europe, Asia, and perhaps America. But he wasn’t sticking to a strict schedule. Instead, he planned on taking each day as it came. James craved freedom and a break from the wonderful world of journalism and editing, at least for the next few months, plus a Belgian beer. He couldn’t wait to get out of Oxford and start travelling.

      James ran his fingers through his thick dark-blond hair and leaned over the bar. ‘Five Affligems!’ he yelled as he rolled his eyes.

      What bartender doesn’t understand what an Affligem is?

      Dave, the bartender, leaned over the counter, cupping his ear with his hand. ‘What?’ he asked for the sixth time.

      ‘It’s a Belgian beer.’ James shrugged at Liam, who was still standing in the archway leading to the next room of the pub.

      Liam frantically pointed into the room behind him, so at least they had a table.

      ‘Sorry, I don’t understand your accent.’ Dave gazed across at the next customer, pointing at the third bar tap.

      ‘I want five bottles of Affligem Blonds.’ James pointed at the beers inside the small bar fridge.

      Moments later, James grabbed the beers from the bartender and walked towards his small group of friends in the next room, rolling his blue-green eyes. They were all sitting at a brown wooden table, a rare find.

      ‘Cheers,’ the four friends said as they took the beers from his hands, waiting for James to respond.

      ‘Santé.’ He lifted his beer with a slight smile as they all groaned.

      ‘Frenchy, you’re so stubborn.’ Liam nudged James.

      James rolled his eyes, hating the nickname given him by his short, ginger-haired friend. James had first met Liam at freshers’ week on his first day at All Saints College. His grandparents had taken the trip from Poitiers, France, to Oxford, England, to say goodbye to their beloved grandson. They acted like he was never coming back. Liam was on his own, walking around campus with a giant map, trying to figure out the quickest way to his lectures when James bumped into him by accident. James had called Liam a nerd out of jest. Liam immediately laughed at his pronunciation. That was how his nickname started. And it was there to stay forever. There was no changing it.

      ‘Just say cheers. Just this once.’ Owen gulped his beer.

      ‘No,’ James replied.

      From the corner of his eye, James watched Owen undo the buttons of his thick black hooded coat as he sipped his beer. ‘What’s with the coat?’ He pointed at Owen.

      ‘What?’ Owen gripped the lapels of his coat.

      ‘It’s summer.’

      Owen glared at James. ‘It’s chilly outside.’

      ‘Chilly? It’s not that cold. It’s sixteen degrees, a beautiful summer evening.’ Georgiana brushed Owen’s arm and felt the thick, furry texture of the coat.

      ‘So, where’s Manesh? What’s his excuse for not being here?’ Owen asked, changing the subject as Tom visibly recoiled then fixed his attention on his smartphone. ‘Has he traded us in for his usual twenty-year-old?’

      ‘Probably.’ Liam stared vacantly across the table. ‘I was hoping he would be here. I wanted to show you this new mediaeval manuscript we received in the lab.’

      Tom looked up from his smartphone. ‘Not this again.’

      ‘I’m not going to your lab. It’s supposed to be a fun night out.’ Owen wiggled his finger at Liam.

      ‘Manesh thinks he knows the most about the Commentary.’ Liam turned his attention to Georgiana.

      ‘Why are you so obsessed with this manuscript?’ James asked.

      ‘It’s a Commentary on Daniel by St. Jerome. It was rescued from Glastonbury Abbey before it burned down in 1184 if the stories are to be believed. It’s one of a kind and has these beautiful initiums.’

      ‘Sounds like a yawn.’ Tom slipped his phone into his pocket. ‘I need to make a call.’

      Tom headed for the pub’s front door, leaving his girlfriend with his friends. He pushed through the crowd and disappeared into the breezy summer night.

      ‘What’s with the phone addiction?’ Liam pointed in the direction that Tom had gone.

      ‘Maybe it’s porn.’ Owen said as he and Liam laughed.

      Georgiana turned a slight pink as the two men laughed. That night was the first time Tom had brought his girlfriend to one of their occasional get-togethers. There she was, stranded in a small pub in Oxford with her boyfriend’s friends. It was strange. At that stage of the relationship, he should have been keen to impress her and show her a good time. Something was up.

      James shoved Owen before gesturing to Georgiana.

      Owen gently tapped her hand. ‘Oh, sorry. I’m sure it’s not porn.’

      ‘Perhaps he’s addicted to his job,’ Liam suggested.

      ‘Yes, Tom works long hours.’ Georgiana leaned over the table. She twirled the beer bottle and stared off into the distance.

      ‘He’s not cheating on you if that’s what you think,’ James said.

      Georgiana studied James. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘If he were cheating, he would be more secretive,’ James explained. ‘And he doesn’t appear to be texting or typing. So he could be addicted to a game.’

      ‘Liam’s addicted to Farmville 2. I always see your game updates on FriendSpace,’ Owen said. ‘But I suspect Tom’s addicted to something way cooler than that.’

      ‘Hey, that’s not true.’ Liam thumped the table in protest.

      Owen smiled. ‘It’s all over your FriendSpace profile.’

      ‘Where’s Kate?’ James elbowed Liam. ‘She should be here keeping Georgiana company.’

      Liam gazed off into the distance as if in a trance. ‘She’s busy. Something about working in London.’

      James grimaced. ‘Doesn’t she work in the Radcliffe library?’

      ‘Supposedly, it’s a team-building thing. Kate posted an update from a bar in Soho.’ Liam stared into his half-empty beer bottle.

      James tapped his fingers on the tabletop. ‘So a bunch of librarians are hitting a few bars in Soho?’

      ‘I got an invitation to the wrong event,’ Owen said as he scanned the bar. ‘And where’s Ben?’

      ‘Who’s Ben?’ Georgiana asked.

      ‘He’s the tall guy with green eyes. He’s about six feet tall and sat next to Manesh at the dinner,’ James explained.

      Georgiana blushed. ‘Is Manesh the charismatic guy from India?’

      ‘Yes, Ben was sitting next to him.’ James watched her turn crimson.

      ‘What was with the constant watch checking?’ Liam asked before he took a sip of his beer.

      ‘Every time I glanced in Ben’s direction, he was checking his watch,’ Owen said as he surveyed the tavern.

      ‘And he disappeared early,’ James said. ‘I remember when you were all fun.’

      James peered at his empty beer bottle.

      Liam smirked. ‘You’re not that much fun, either.’

      ‘I’m fun.’ James placed his hand on his chest and stared at Liam.

      Throughout the rest of the evening, James and his friends sat around the table, taking turns buying rounds at the bar. As the clock on the wall approached eleven thirty p.m., James realised he was drunker than expected.

      After getting up, James made his way through the sea of people and ordered a bottle of water at the bar. As he waited for his order, James searched the bar for Tom. He wasn't inside. James grabbed the bottle, ambled over to the door, and peered outside. Tom was gone.

      The drinks and the reunion dinner hadn’t gone as James had hoped, but Tom’s leaving without any warning was rude. His group of friends had changed. As James had spoken with Liam about the idea for the reunion, he was excited to see his friends again and perhaps had built it up in his mind. Was his disappointment the result of unrealistic expectations? Perhaps everyone had changed. If he were honest, he would admit to being more cynical and a tad jaded. Perhaps life was similar for his friends too. Maybe cynicism was an added bonus collected along the way to becoming an adult.
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      White, metal, and glass stretched as far as the eye could see. Surrounding James, nestled in glass cabinets, were eleven mediaeval manuscripts. The beautiful leather-bound covers were open, revealing the middle pages. James’s nose wrinkled as he breathed in the chemical fragrance of the research lab. He grimaced.

      Curiosity had dragged James from the Turf Tavern to the research lab at All Saints— that and the excitement in Liam’s eyes as he babbled incessantly about the Commentary on Daniel. It sounded unique and expensive, “one of a kind” as Liam had advertised in a comically hushed tone. And James was drunk. While drunk, he could be talked into almost anything. Knowing that, Liam had dragged him there almost two hours later.

      Naturally, he was told not to touch a thing. James discovered, after careful examination and a few moans of disapproval, that all the other cabinets were locked and the treasures stored away from prying hands, as Liam had so eloquently explained.

      ‘It’s airtight,’ Liam said over his shoulder as he jiggled the keys into the lock.

      ‘Sorry?’ James walked around to the opposite side of the bench, his hand trailing.

      ‘The lab has its own oxygen supply and multiple backup generators. We’re trying to provide a more suitable environment for the books.’ Liam gazed down the glass cabinets, each housing a text from a bygone era.

      James nodded as he surveyed the room.

      The cool-to-the-touch silver laboratory bench under his fingers sent shivers through his
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