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excerpts

 

 

---

“Hey Siri, call Layla.” 

While his app dialed the number, Paul mulled over possible excuses for the call.  

“Hello.” Layla picked up after the first ring, removing his opportunity to find something appropriate.

“Hope I’m not disturbing you,” he said.

 The truth was, he didn’t care one bit. 

“You’re not.”

“Are you sure?” Still lacking a reason for his call, Paul figured he would chitchat and see where it goes. “You looked very busy when I left.”

She laughed. “Why are you needling me? Don’t you have other things to do?”

---

“You want to rescue a damsel in distress, but I’m not her.”

---

“I barely know you, and you’ve knocked me off-kilter. I think you’ve made me a bit unstable.”

“We’ll have to fix that then...”

---

“Someone other than Paul Cook is searching for you. Be careful when browsing in New York.”

“You don’t say. Who could be so stupid?” 
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1

the case

PAUL COOK RACED through his office door, checking his Rolex and confirming he ran late for his meeting. He shook his head frustratingly, considering the possible drastic consequences, and exhaled. Shoot! He had boggled another opportunity to impress Elaine and Arnold Robinson, prestigious clients of the Corporation and New York power brokers. They wouldn’t have waited around for anyone—especially for Mr. Cook, and he understood that clearly. 

Paul’s assistant, and field operative in training, Portia Grant, had taken the day off and wasn’t there to grind him for ignoring his alarms. He had recently picked up the bad habit, after losing himself in the Tiffany Robinson case.  

The dread of seeing Tiffany’s parents stressed Paul out and contributed to his delay—twenty minutes was pushing it. Paul would admit his action bordered on unprofessionalism, and Paul’s boss, Garvin Howard, would have certainly noticed. He had insisted Paul stay on the case even though Tiffany’s parents explicitly stated he had botched the investigation.

Mrs. Elaine Robinson had pointed her bony finger and yelled at Paul in their last meeting. “I have no faith you’ll bring my daughter home.” 

Paul cringed when he recalled that awful image and the fight to keep himself from lashing out at her. That woman is truly ungrateful!

“You’re not empathetic… not trying hard enough,” she had sneered. 

Elaine paused when she noticed Paul’s incredulous stare. He surmised she could never comprehend the depths of his effort—the hours he’d used despite his time off, combing over evidence and seeking out clues. He watched her eyes shifting to avoid his gaze as she went silent, and he breathed a sigh of relief when it seemed she might have finally gotten the message.

Paul was disappointed he’d given Elaine a reason to feel that way about him. Her daughter’s case had come to his desk several months earlier. The twenty-one-year-old college student disappeared two days before her parents scheduled signing for a personal-protection plan with the Corporation. Had that been completed, both Tiffany and her sister Leah would be protectees under his watch. 

Garvin personally gave Paul the assignment to locate Tiffany and return the young woman to her parents. She’d previously run off several times in her attempts to irritate them. Earlier on, that was the perception. Paul had felt confident she was close and would be found in a few days, but he was wrong.

Paul gritted his teeth. He had upset his boss. He’d lagged and didn’t get the job done, leaving others to question the long-held belief that the Corporation knew everything about everybody.

He turned to face a shadow moving towards him, soon realizing it was Garvin. Paul momentarily froze, pondering Garvin’s presence. The man was the Corporation’s CEO and hardly operated like his predecessor—he only came around for essential discussions. And from the look Garvin gave him, Paul figured he hadn’t kept his own surprise a secret.

“It’s not that bad.” Garvin’s lips curled into a soft smile.

“I was following up on a new lead and ran late,” Paul began as an apology.

“I just saw the Robinsons out.” 

Paul hadn’t expected Garvin to proceed without him. “Oh? We’re not having the meeting anymore?” That question was Paul’s way of saying, “I can’t believe you saw them without me.” He quickly added, “I thought Elaine couldn’t wait to scold me again.” 

“Relax. She’s trying to bully us.” Garvin handed Paul a fancy envelope. “RSVP, please. The link should be in your inbox.”

“It’s addressed to you,” said Paul as he opened it up. 

“Yeah, but I have plans for this weekend. I can’t break them.”

Paul found an invitation to one of the Robinsons’ lavish events. He frowned, understanding that while the meeting was off, he would see them soon, regardless. Paul figured they didn’t want him there—certainly not in their own home, but he didn’t have a choice. He imagined their reaction when they saw him crash their party. He silently stared at Garvin, rubbing his chin and pondering his response. 

“I’ve patched things up. Elaine is expecting you,” his boss said, perhaps noticing the hesitation.

Paul chuckled lightly. “I’m only going because you’re the boss and quietly insisting.”

“Wise move. It’s black-tie. You’ll like it.”

Paul laughed outright. His boss was right. He liked attending New York’s finest parties, dressed his best. They gave him a chance to mingle with the influencers who might become his clients or enemies one day. He’d convinced himself that attending those events could give him an edge over others and aid him in the future. That ambitious attitude had made him a top-notch operative, and those who knew Paul weren’t surprised that he was poised for the vacant job of VP-Operations that Garvin once held.

“I’m surprised they’re having this event, considering a week ago, Elaine said my mediocre work had her in mourning.” He shook his head. “Now she wants to party.”

“Don’t take it seriously,” his boss told him. “Elaine Robinson could be dramatic at times.”

“Tell me about it,” Paul snickered, thinking about his past encounters with the woman.

They both laughed.

“I’d better get going. I’ll have to fly to Dallas tonight if I want to get back in time.”

“So, you’ve decided to visit your father after all?” Garvin asked.

“I plan to.” Paul still wavered on the trip but wanted that to remain his secret. “Who knows? Anything could happen between now and departure time,” he said and laid the groundwork so he wouldn’t have much to explain to Garvin if, in the end, he canceled the trip.

“You should use one of the Corporation’s jets,” Garvin suggested.

“I plan to do that too,” he said and watched Garvin’s head surreptitiously jerk back. Using the jet for personal reasons was not allowed, but it was an open secret that everyone did it.

 “Elaine is full of surprises.” Garvin furrowed his brows, pondering something deep as he added, “See this invitation as your opportunity to get her firmly back on board.”

“What do you mean?” his boss was clearly referencing something he was not privy to. 

Garvin softly twisted his mouth. “I’m told she’s toying with the idea of bringing on a freelancer.”

“Really?” Paul’s eyes widened. “Why waste time with amateurs when she already has the best?”

“My point exactly.” Garvin sashayed out and left Paul thinking that the next encounter with the Robinsons would be critical. 

Deep inside, Paul had already known it. The couple was wealthier than most of their clients, and their influence was far-reaching. They would definitely try to bring in more people to put pressure on Paul. They could afford such a waste of money. 

Paul wished for the days of the last CEO, Hugh Martin, when the Corporation would have used blackmail and intimidation as the go-to method to keep people like the Robinsons in line. The thought quickly faded, as the new CEO believed in gentle yet effective persuasion first. Paul understood the times had changed, and if he wanted the VP position, he would have to prove to Garvin that he could handle the job despite unnecessarily fussy clients. 

Paul reconsidered his Dallas trip, concluding he would do it another time and hoping it wouldn’t be too late by then. He made his way to his desk and reconnected his laptop to the dock, preparing for a long day with a heavy sigh.

He completed the trek to his desk and pushed back in his chair with a creak, reflecting on his failure to solve the case. His strategy of digging into Tiffany’s life hadn’t paid off. Maybe he wasn’t looking in the right place. 

Something hit him—her parent’s display of perfection might be a facade. 

A new idea popped into Paul’s head, and he figured that to close the case, he needed to dig deeper into the Robinsons instead, not their daughter. He kicked himself, believing the information was probably close at hand, buried in the Corporation’s secret network, readily available to him, along with the scores of data analysts at his disposal. 

He disconnected the computer again and rushed to the third floor.

Paul yanked open his laptop and quickly typed his log-in credentials. He impatiently tapped the table, hoping in vain to speed up the process. His lips slid into a snarl as he propped his chin up with his palm. Paul expelled a burst of air and willed his desktop into view. He squinted and craned his neck closer to the screen as the Corporation’s top-secret logo materialized. He anxiously entered his keywords. 

Paul silently commanded the search box to return while the cursor rotated in circles. He released a soft breath and clicked his mouse continually. Why is the network so slow? 

In truth, the result appeared in mere seconds.

After an hour had passed, and Paul hadn’t found anything new, his enthusiasm waned, and he headed back to his office. That was a ginormous waste of time. 

***

Layla swallowed hard and lifted her eyes from the nearly illegible scribbles on her notepad. She dropped the pen and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Did he admit that? She stared at her patient sitting on the couch opposite her desk as she held her breath in disbelief, her mouth slightly open. 

“It’s true, Dr. Barkley.” A sly smile reached the corners of the man’s mouth. “I got away with murder.”

Layla leaned back on her chair, trying to appear nonchalant and professional while burning inside. “Why are you here?”

“I need someone to talk to.” He blinked a few times. “Tell me it’s okay, and I’m not a piece of shit.”

She wished she could say the opposite. But Layla had taken the oath, so she rocked in her seat, silent.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “You want to turn me over to the authorities. But I can shout this from the rooftop, and they can’t do anything. It’s double jeopardy.”

Her patient’s name was Joe, and he was correct. As for the murder thing, Layla was unsure of his truthfulness. He’d ended up on her client list as a favor to one of her FBI connections, presented as someone important to the bureau. She figured everything they had told her about him was a lie, even his name.

“Murderers are not all bad,” he laughed, and the snarly snorts sent chills to Layla’s core. 

She straightened her back. “I think you’re making up stories.” She was uncertain whether she believed that or just wanted it to be so.

“There are bad people in the world, Dr. Barkley. We want to be saved, too.” 

Layla already knew that, but hearing those words made her chest tight. Is he trying to emotionally manipulate me? 

“Save us,” he whispered.

Layla picked up her pen and pressed it against the notepad to stop her hand from shaking. A soft chuckle floated across the tense room, and she glanced up to catch the glint of pleasure in her patient’s eyes.

“Are you okay, Dr. Barkley?”

“Yes, Joe. I’m okay.”

He checked the time on his wristwatch, then laced his fingers together and drew a long breath. “Am I going to see you next week?”

“This is our last session.” Layla felt a thrill as those words left her mouth. She held back her smile of relief and watched a smirk slowly form around his lips.

“Then this is goodbye, Dr. Barkley.”

“Yes, it is.”

Her patient scampered out the door, and Layla gulped a deep, calming breath as she strolled to the window. Usually, she would watch the busy Baltimore streets, but she turned her back to the pane of glass instead.

Her assistant, Maya, poked her head inside. “Are you ready for the next patient?”

“Give me a minute.” Layla wondered if that would be enough. Mrs. Kilworth was on deck, and the woman was a bit cuckoo. Her crazy stories could certainly keep Layla occupied and help her forget the maniacal patient before her, but Layla needed time to rid her mind of the statement Joe left churning in her head. 

We need to be saved… Save us. 

She exhaled. 

And what about him? Could I save him? 

She wouldn’t say his name because hearing it would only cause her pain. Her stomach twisted in knots as a storm of emotions formed inside, threatening to engulf her. 

Layla returned to her desk and caught the upturned cellphone softly buzzing. Mrs. Robinson appeared on the display screen, and Layla shrugged. That was the last person with whom she wanted to speak. She grabbed the instrument and swiped the ‘call’ button, ready to bite the woman’s head off but calmly said, “Hello, Elaine. I’ve decided to take the job.” 

Layla gasped incredulously at her own statement. 
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take it or leave it

AN ACCIDENT ON the highway seeded a colossal traffic jam on Saturday evening, and Paul crawled through the mess, understanding he would be hours late for the Robinsons’ event. He shook his head in frustration, trying to find a way to get out of there. Still stuck in traffic forty minutes later, his father’s nurse called. 

“It’s a shame you can’t visit,” the young man said.

“I’m sorry.” Paul wasn’t.

“You should prioritize seeing your father before he passes.”

“Why is this so important to you?” Paul expressed his annoyance.

The man didn’t respond.

Paul hung up from the nurse, his gut wrenching from the guilt. 

The last time he had seen his father was three years earlier. He had been home for his mother’s funeral. Spending years away from home, Paul had no idea Arthur Cook had already entered the advanced stage of an obscure brain disorder. Mr. Cook’s eyes had swept Paul like a stranger enthralled by unfamiliar surroundings. That had broken Paul, and he’d stayed away ever since. 

Realizing he grappled with the fear of losing everything that mattered like his father had, Paul released a deep breath. The man still had his wealth—all the luxuries in the world, yet none of it mattered. Paul remembered Mr. Cook in his prime. A once vibrant and confident man who always stood firm, Arthur was no more than a dependent child nowadays, crippled by illness; the effects of a horrible disease ravage his body.

Regardless of the nurse’s plea, Paul wanted to run away from what he saw as a portrait of his future self. He loathed the reminder that he might end up in a similar state as Arthur one day. 

Finally free of the traffic apocalypse, Paul cruised through the gate of the Robinsons’ breathtaking estate a few minutes past nine. He stopped at the main entrance and hopped out of his car with the engine still running. 

“Show me your invitation, please,” the valet said, her mobile visible.

Paul tapped his cell phone screen and waited for the young woman to scan the image. He then passed her the key to his red Porsche and walked ahead. 

Taking note that the valet might have been seventeen or eighteen, Paul considered he should have brought a security detail and opted for a driver instead. He chuckled softly, accepting that he could never get used to being chauffeured that way again—it reminded him of his boyhood when his parents’ drivers were also his babysitters. 

“We’ve sent you a virtual ticket, sir,” the young woman said. 

“Thank you,” Paul replied.

Paul was rather unusual for a corporation executive. Like most of his wealthy colleagues, he didn’t have a good reason to be in its employ. But the shadowy organization had become a place of preference for men of wealth who wanted more power and influence. 

Paul marveled about that and recently tried to convince himself that he had joined the Corporation to help people. Truthfully, he understood that to be ridiculous. Nonetheless, he was different. Paul preferred to fly under the radar and hide in plain sight, unlike most corporate executives. While he hadn’t quite achieved it, he believed it to be so.

Paul paused in his feet and watched as a young man, hardly a day older than the female, drove off in his Porche, and a sudden queasiness came over him. He liked that car and wanted it back in one piece.

He shivered at the thought of something happening to it.

“It’s only a car,” a woman said, her familiar voice emanating from behind. He turned to see who it was. 

Paul furrowed his brows in surprise. He hadn’t seen Layla Barkley in years.

“You can always borrow my Accord,” she said, smiling. “But that might not work, considering you’re a high roller in the premier Spy Corp.”

Paul returned her smile. “So that’s what you’re calling us now. May I remind you that we were once colleagues?”

“For a few months,” Layla Barkley snarled. 

“That’s your fault,” Paul replied, “you couldn’t cut it.” 

“Not true. I didn’t fit in with all the rich folks who thought they could get away with anything… even murder.”

“And hello, Ms. Barkley,” Paul frowned delicately.

“Mr. Cook,” she laughed.

His eyes swept her in a hooded stare. Layla Barkley was the last person he expected to meet at the Robinsons’ event. Paul relaxed his face, thinking that perhaps she was no longer the holier-than-thou pretense nun he remembered. She certainly didn’t look the part.

Layla’s fitted red dress had a plunging neckline and made a visual feast. Paul scanned her from head to toe again, his gaze resting on the sweeping hemline falling elegantly just above the ground. 

Paul looked up at her face and caught Layla quietly laughing. 

He feigned surprise. “What?” 

“I see you haven’t changed,” Layla remarked. 

“Not sure what you mean.” Paul raised his eyebrow. 

“Whatever you say.” 

“Are you leaving?” He wasn’t sure why he’d asked.

“I was but seeing you here has given me a reason a stay—we can catch up.”

“Really?” Paul pondered her statement. He caught her smiling mischievously. When they worked together, he wasn’t one of her favorites, which made him want to figure out her angle.

“You’re thinking things over,” she said, causing him to step back and stare at her again. 

“Dance with me.” Her smile grew wider. “You can put those ballet lessons to use, and I can learn a few moves.”

Paul squinted, keeping himself from stopping in his tracks. He’d never told anyone he’d taken ballet lessons as a kid and was certain the Corporation hadn’t uncovered it. He wanted to forget that chapter of his life and couldn’t believe she had found that bit of information.

As if reading his mind, she assured him, “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

“In that case, I shall put those lessons to use.”

He presented her with his arm, and she politely locked hers with his. 

Paul and Layla entered the crowded foyer and quietly winded through a congested corridor. It opened to a massive room, nicely decorated in silver and several tones of blue. Pushing through, they tangled with guests milling around, sipping wine, and munching on hors d’oeuvres. The radiant partygoers dawned themselves in the latest designer gab, dripping diamonds and other precious stones, reminding Paul of the Dallas elite. He shoved the thoughts aside, not wanting to dwell on memories of his parents or becoming like them.

“This way.” Her arm still in his, Layla stepped in front, taking the lead and weaving through the crowd. “The dance floor is set up in the dining room.”

“How come you know the place so well?” he asked.

 “You promised me a dance, Mr. Cook,” Layla urged him. 

“Of course, Madam.”

Paul twirled Layla around the floor to rhythmic sounds of classic rock then disco for almost thirty minutes. He dipped her at the end, observing a delicate smile reaching her lips. She made a small gasp of restraint, and her smile ran away. He figured she was still on guard, the way he remembered.

“You’re a great dancer,” he said.

She gave him a broad, friendly smile like she thoroughly enjoyed their dancing. “Thanks, but I have to run.”

He felt the arch in his brows as he asked, “No catching-up?”

“Sorry. My time is up.”

“Not so fast,” he said.

He caught her scolding stare and then himself. “It was nice seeing you, Layla.”

“You too, Paul.”

Paul kept his eyes on Layla until she disappeared into the crowd, and nagging thoughts assailed him as he stood abandoned on the dance floor. He moved to the edge of the dancing crowd and found a quiet spot. Grabbing his phone from his pocket, he texted Ryan Williams.

“I need everything you have on Layla Barkley... her relationship with the Robinsons. ASAP!” 

“I’ve left the office already,” Ryan texted back.

“This is urgent. You’ll have to return. I’m sure there’s something on the network.” 

He paced around his spot, waiting for Ryan’s response. 

Bothered by what he had done, Paul took a deep breath. While understanding the role of everyone significant to his case was important, figuring out Layla’s wasn’t a matter of urgency. In fact, he wasn’t sure she had one. He realized his request had a tinge of payback for Layla scooting off on her own terms. Paul was about to cancel when Ryan replied. 

“Of course. I’m on it.” 

Paul secured his phone, disappointed in himself for not knowing Layla’s secrets. She appeared to have known his, and that was unacceptable. Making matters worse, he worked for the Corporation, which should have spoken volumes. 

Paul stood in the corner, rocking on his heels, believing that he’d shown a lack of focus on his case. He hoped his team hadn’t noticed. He looked up and caught Elaine Robinson pushing her way towards him, a wide grin on her face. 

“I guess Dr. Barkley wore you out.” 

Dr. Barkley? 

Before Paul had processed what Elaine had said, she continued, “Layla’s like Cinderella fleeing the ball.” Elaine laughed. “Don’t worry; I’m still here. You can dance with me.”

“Mrs. Robinson, I’m all yours.” Paul gave the woman his hand.

“So, what do you think of Layla?” Elaine asked as they started a slow dance.

“Nothing. We were once colleagues.”

“I know. Did you like her?”

Paul missed a beat, taken aback by the question. “What?”

Elaine grinned. 

“I’m not sure what you’re implying,” he finally answered.

“Well, she’s brilliant… good at finding things. She could probably locate a lost daughter for whom the Corporation—that’s Mr. Paul Cook—has searched for months and cannot.”

Paul wished he’d brought his communication gear along. Ryan could then listen to the conversation and provide him with information about Layla as he spoke. Having it, Paul could pretend to be knowledgeable. He decided his best option was to change the subject.

“Your estate is beautiful.” 

Elaine laughed. “You once lived on one that’s more elaborate and statelier.” 

Paul’s eyes widened. The surprise knocked him off kelter, and he smirked. Elaine knows more about me than she had previously indicated. He wanted to disappear into thin air and wished he’d made more effort covering his past. 

Mrs. Robinson leaned back and looked Paul in the face. “What?” She must have noticed she’d caught him off guard. “I told you before, Layla is very good at finding things.”

I would never have imagined, but you’re right. Laughing, Paul tried to hide his dismay. “Who does she work for?” When Elaine didn’t answer, he reflected on his conversation with Garvin. “Freelancer, I guess.”

“Oh. Come on,” Elaine showed her teeth. “Arnold and me.” She grinned. “We’ve hired her to help you find Tiffany.”

Paul chuckled, as it seemed Elaine expected he would agree to babysit her employees. 

“It will never happen,” he barked.

“It already has.” 

Paul gazed at Elaine, hoping she caught the fire he shot from his eyes. He quietly exhaled, believing that Garvin would never allow an outsider to work on his team. But the situation with the Robinsons and the case of their missing daughter was rather unusual—the girl was almost his designated protectee—the Corporation’s responsibility. He grimaced.

“I know how you feel.” 

“Do you? Did my boss sell me out?” Paul snapped.

“Calm down. I’m paying too much to have you pussyfooting around. Layla is part of the deal, or I walk.”

As Paul mulled over her words, Elaine added, “The Light House Group would like the chance to show they’re better.”

“So, you’ve done all this to get back at me? Demand that I show up here so you could fuck with me… put me in my place for not doing the impossible—find someone who doesn’t want to be found?”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m doing this event for charity… I planned it long ago.”

That was probably true, and Paul figured she believed he judged her for partying while her daughter’s plight was still unknown. He almost felt guilty and couldn’t find a response. He wanted to apologize, but before he could say something, she looked him in the eye and said, “Let’s say my daughter doesn’t want to be found. I can’t believe she’s outwitted the Corporation. I really miss Hugh Martin.”

Those words made Paul’s guilt evaporate. His chest expanded, causing heat to surface that made him sweat. He considered giving Elaine a piece of his mind, but somehow, he managed to compose himself. “You’re right. I must be missing something. A fresh pair of eyes could help.”

“I’m glad you feel that way. Working with Layla will be good. She’ll bring a different perspective.”

Paul thought that over, uncertain how it could be true. “I guess she’s not an emergency room doctor. Is she?” He knew better but asked the tongue-in-cheek question anyhow.

“Dr. Barkley is a top-notched psychologist. She studies human nature—the human psyche. You know—things that make us tick.”

Arnold Robinson cut in and pulled his wife into his arm before Paul could reply. He watched the couple as they twirled out of sight. 

Paul’s mind wandered back to his encounter with Layla, and it struck him that Ryan’s dossier could reveal that she might be a criminal profiler with links to the FBI. He reveled in the fact that it would be a significant problem, as there were too many secrets in the Corporation that required concealing from the government. His joy soon vanished, and a soft groan followed as he believed Garvin would take the risk and then demand that he keep Layla on a tight leash. 

Undoubtedly, it would be Paul’s responsibility to ward off the alphabet soup of federal agencies. Ways to balance the competing interests of Garvin and the Robinsons rushed into Paul’s head. Layla Barkley won’t be easy to curtail. He’d learned that years ago when they were colleagues. Regardless, he hoped he was wrong.

Paul texted Garvin. “Ran into our old colleague. Layla Barkley. You and I have a lot to discuss.”

One came back immediately. “I’m good with it.”

Wow. Paul marveled that Garvin had already agreed to the Robinsons’ demand and hadn’t sought his opinion… he hadn’t even told him. Paul figured the reasons would surface soon enough but didn’t like it.

Despite everything, with Layla gone, the night suddenly felt flat. 

Paul milled around the cocktail area another half hour and worked the room before deciding to leave. He’d reached the foyer when Elaine Robinson appeared, stopping him and making additional demands. 

“Layla will not be your personal secretary.”

“Whatever,” Paul grunted.

“You’ll treat her as an equal member of the team.”

Paul nodded, tilting his head as Elaine laid out expectations for his reporting schedule, but he soon tuned her out, hardly hearing what she said. 

His eyes wandered to the large picture window. Spotting Layla at the valet stand, he glanced at his watch, concluding she’d been there more the forty minutes and wondering what could be wrong. Paul’s sudden recall of his earlier interaction with the teenagers had him surmising they were the reason, and that convinced him it would take even longer to retrieve his Porsche. The thought intensified his desire to escape Elaine and make his exit.

As Paul considered a discreet way to rid himself of her, she broke his thoughts with a dignified yell. 

“Are you coming?” 

“Can we do it another time?” he called out, unsure if he’d responded properly.

“No.” 

He squinted, wondering what to say.

“The raffle is happening tonight.”

Paul rocked on his heels, searching for a way to let her down gently.

“I insist.”

“Fine,” he answered.

But a scene near the valet stand caught Paul’s attention, and he wanted to see how it played out. “Give me a minute.” 

Elaine didn’t leave. “Are you trying to run out on me?” 

Ignoring her, Paul focused on the man meandering near the stand who watched Layla from the corner of his eyes. The stranger surveilled her closely, using his cell phone as a shield the few times she glanced in his direction. Paul’s suspicion grew even more. 

“Who is that guy?” he asked Elaine curiously.

“What guy?” she seemed oblivious. 

Paul chuckled, keeping his eyes on the guy, watching intently. 

The man was soon interrupted by a late-arriving couple. Their boisterous laughter made Layla turn to face the noise. The stranger quickly spun around, and Paul snapped a picture with his cellphone while glancing at Elaine speaking loudly on hers and hoping she hadn’t noticed. The man rushed off.

Paul had seen him earlier, hanging out in the dining room corner while he danced with Layla. Her car finally arrived, and she drove off.

“I’m all yours.” Paul turned around, but Elaine was gone.


3

unbelievable

RUNNING INTO PAUL Cook at the Robinson’s event was unexpected for Layla, as Elaine had not mentioned he was on her guest list. The woman’s evasive action weighed on Layla’s mind since she spotted Paul’s graceful slide from his car. His personality exuded Spy Corp—like the world was his. She winced when she recalled the arrogance and privilege on display. 

At first, Layla was resolute about avoiding Paul. But the temptation to needle him became too great to pass up. Walking away from him on the dance floor when it seemed he believed he had control was delightful.

Her wicked smile morphed into a grin as Layla imagined Paul going ballistic when he heard Elaine’s bombshell. She didn’t like it either, but she couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought of Paul fuming over it.

Layla believed that working with Paul Cook or any other Corporation goon would be dull and unpleasant because they would sideline and push her into the background. She knew they would dig into her past to find any information they can use against her, but this time, Elaine Robinson held the cards, and the woman loved controlling people like her puppets. 

Layla had hardly cleared the Robinson’s gate when her phone rang. Her friend Bailey was on the line.

“How is my favorite shrink?” 

She hated that term, and he knew it. 

“Don’t be like that. Answer me.”

“We just texted, Bailey. Why are you calling?” Layla sucked in the air and let out a heavy sigh. She disliked how Bailey rang her when he needed help for others. She believed Bailey was on the line to ask a favor for Nick Simmons, again. He’d badgered her about it for several days. 

“My demons are not on a schedule.”

That confirmed it. He’d just repeated Nick’s words. 

“Whatever.” She didn’t want to have it out with him.

“It’s Nick,” Bailey whispered.

Nick wasn’t her favorite person, but he was her first client and the boss of her friend’s boss. He’d told her she was his life coach and paid well, and her client list skyrocketed once she had his support. Nick was like a crazy uncle she had to tolerate. 

“He’s at Willow’s Edge. Wants you to come over,” Bailey said.

That was the lavish apartment in Manhattan where Nick often pretended to be a wild bachelor as his family slept in Baltimore. Drugs, women, alcohol—he ran all his dirty business from that apartment. 

“Why did you tell him I would be in New York tonight?”

Bailey laughed. “Don’t be so uptight. He has a friend he wants you to meet.”

Layla figured that implied a client he wanted her to take on. “I’m not interested in any new clients right now.” 

She meant that she didn’t want another client like Nick—spoiled and demanding. His friends were just like him, and she’d had enough. “I can pass him on to Kathy Briggs.”

“She won’t do.”

“Why is that?” Layla asked, slightly annoyed.

“She’s always drunk.”

Bailey was correct, and a tinge of guilt struck Layla for having suggested her old partner. 

“I’ll see what I can do.” That was her olive branch, and she hoped Bailey would take it and get off the line.

He must have read her mind. “That’s fine.” 

Layla hung up before Bailey convinced her to drive across town to meet Nick’s friend. She had known Nick for many years and had learned everything about him, including his long list of friends and enemies. Wow. Nick has a friend I don’t know? That doesn’t seem right. But that was a small matter she soon cast aside.

Elaine Robinson weighed on Layla’s mind. She didn’t want to think about that either but couldn’t let it go.

Layla turned up her sound system, blasting her 90s playlist, and left the grand mansion to fade in the rearview as she cruised down the winding road. Many songs later, she pulled up in the parking lot of her hotel around midnight.

The walk to her room started uneventfully, and then she had a bizarre encounter with a stranger who followed her into the elevator as if he had been sent to spy on all her movements. His phone shielding his face, he worked hard to cover the shy looks he gave her from the corner of his eyes. He fidgeted uncontrollably, and she considered him socially awkward—a bit weird. Chuckling quietly, she eyed her shoes until he stepped out two floors below hers. His exit brought immense relief that he wasn’t her temporary neighbor.

Layla trekked to her room, racing down the long corridor from the elevator. Once inside, she kicked off her four-inch stilettoes and fell back across the bed. Staring at the ceiling, Layla replayed Tiffany Robinson’s case facts, wondering what could have happened to the young woman. Having considered dozens of incorrect theories over the last few weeks, she sighed in frustration, coming up blank again. It was the first time in a while that she got a case this challenging. 

After a quick shower, Layla moved to the large desk in the far corner of her suite. She flopped on the comfy leather chair and logged on to her laptop. Layla pulled her phone from her purse and placed it face down on the nearby notebook to have it within reach if Bailey disturbed her again. She opened the file containing Elaine’s statement, hoping to finish another read-through before climbing under the covers.

As Layla ended the document’s first paragraph, a slew of alerts on the phone interrupted her. Bailey, you’re so predictable! Nevertheless, she decided to respond.

The phone’s notification center was full, but two messages, in particular, grabbed her attention. Recognizing the sender, her insides flipped, leaving her surprised at her reaction. After all, it was only Paul Cook, the arrogant operative from the Spy Corp. Laughing, she picked up her phone and read.

“This is Paul. Elaine gave me your number,” the first message said. 

Layla chuckled and rolled her eyes. Elaine had given Paul her number without permission. But then again, Elaine had sent her Paul’s, and she had already entered it in her contacts. 

“We’ll have the dinner tomorrow night. I’ll pick the spot and get back to you,” was his second message.

Shaking her head, Layla hastily typed, “Dinner was never on.” 

“It’s not up to you. I won it fair and square,” Paul wrote back. 

So, Elaine did exactly what I asked her not to and placed my name in that stupid raffle. Layla exhaled, annoyed at the audacity. “The nerve of that woman.”

Responding, she wrote, “I don’t believe you. Did you bribe the guy who really did?”

“You don’t think much of me, do you? I won it in the auction,” Paul replied.

“It was a raffle. Highly unlikely you would have won.”

“You gave the date to charity, and I bought it.” He added a smiley face emoji.

 “Spy Corp, dude. He can’t help himself,” she snickered. “I’ll have to give you a refund then.”

“Bring it with you,” he replied.

Layla laughed as she set the phone aside again, telling herself the dinner wasn’t happening—not in Paul’s lifetime. Are all Spy Corp men this desperate?

She went back to reading the file, but halfway into Elaine’s statement, her phone rang, and she weighed her options of answering or letting it go to voice mail. After much contemplation, she finally picked it up on the third ring.

“Hello, Layla. It’s Paul.”

The man was more persistent than she remembered, and she wanted to kick herself for taking his call. Why am I wasting my time on this man? 

“Hi,” she answered abruptly.

“No friendly greeting—How are you? Is it really you?”

“I left you partying a couple of hours ago. Furthermore, we just texted; of course, I know it’s you.” She hoped he understood the matter-of-factness in her reply.

“Is this the same Layla Barkley I danced with earlier tonight?”

His response showed he understood, and she didn’t answer, as he was right to insinuate she’d been short—a bit rude. She wanted to be—to keep him at bay. Layla believed he possibly demonstrated his Corporation tendencies—doing and saying anything to get his way, and she didn’t want him to think he could have his way with her.

“We should meet on Monday,” he said.

“Unavailable.” 

“Are you able to provide an alternate time?” he chuckled, then cleared his throat.

“Thursday… maybe.”

After a noticeable pause, he asked, “How about the following Monday?”

“Doable.”

“Is there anything, in particular, you’ll need to go over?”

“Nothing.”

“What’s with all the one-word answers?” he laughed. “We’re a team now.”

“Really?”

“Well, I’ll see you next Monday, and we’ll go over everything.”

“Fine.”

She was about to hang up when he said, “On second thought, let’s make it Tuesday afternoon.”

She kept the line opened, and he stayed on. As she pondered her reason for not hanging up, he said, “Oh, about the date, I sold it.”

Wow, that was quick. She pressed her lips together, almost sulking in the disappointment of his words. 

“Hope you enjoy his company more than mine,” Paul added.

She kept herself from saying, “Anything is better than hanging out with a Corporation spy.”

“Good night,” he said, bringing her back to her senses and good manners. 

“Good night, Paul. I’ll see you next Tuesday. If I need anything before then, I’ll text you.”

***

Dillon Clarke sat on the only chair in the tiny apartment he’d rented for the weekend, flipping through the photos he’d taken of Layla Barkley at the Robinson’s event.

He slid his index finger over the pixels of her virtual chocolate skin, imagining what it would feel like to touch it. He had planned a fantastic climax, and the closer he got to making it real, the more excited he became. 

The elevator ride with Layla was a spur of the moment. He’d hoped to meet her earlier, but Dillion rushed over to her hotel when it didn’t happen, breaking the speed limit and blowing through stoplights to get there before her. He made a satisfying smile when she entered the lobby as he waited. Just catching a glimpse of her made his heart flutter. Getting time alone with her left him warm inside. He had to hold his breath to steady the thumps of his heartbeats when he walked out on the fifteenth floor. 

Earlier in the night, Dillon was careless, becoming frantic when he lost sight of Layla after she left the dance floor. He hardly paid attention as he pushed through the crowd, desperately searching for her. Dillon almost fell and stumbled into an old acquaintance. The man was nothing but a con artist but knew stuff about Dillion, and for that reason, he had to be eliminated. Dillion pricked him with the poison pin concealed in his antique ring. And he knew the man would be having a heart attack within the next few hours. 

Dillion slowly rubbed his fingers over his chin, admitting to himself that attending the event was risky. Nevertheless, he prided himself in being ready for unforeseen circumstances, which, in most cases, meant he was prepared to take a life at the drop of a dime—getting away with murder every time. Engaging in risky behavior like this sent a rush of adrenaline within him. That aside, he reflected on the great time he had. 

Recalling Layla standing elegantly at the valet stand intensified a heat rising in his chest. He struggled to fight the desire to walk over and properly introduce himself. They had briefly spoken two years earlier at a conference. He suspected she didn’t remember him, and the encounter in the elevator confirmed his belief. He smiled, remembering he might have been in disguise at that time. 

Paul Cook was another matter. Dillion had watched the man from the dark corner of the room as Paul danced with Layla. The sight of them laughing and twirling made Dillion clench his teeth with envy. The bitterness he fought to control almost caused him to act prematurely. He had used his phone as a crutch and hopped online instead.

Exhaling softly, Dillon anticipated the satisfaction of killing two birds with one stone. When the Corporation assigned Paul Cook to Tiffany’s case, he hummed in delight—he didn’t have to pull strings to get his desired outcome. With Layla Barkley now firmly on board, that was cause for further celebration. Everything was falling in place, just as he wanted. 

Dillon checked his watch and realized it was time to leave for his next job. His client wanted the hit on a dirty cop and his Assistant DA girlfriend within the next two hours. That job would pay well, but Dillon had to plan for months to make it look like an accident, as his client had requested. Dillon curled his lips into a satisfied smile, reflecting on his business account balance and contract killing expertise.
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keeping secrets 

PAUL MADE IT to Dallas on Sunday morning. He’d promised his father’s nurse to stay a few days, but things changed within the hour after he arrived. The family lawyer called.

“I’m glad you’re finally here,” the man said. 

Paul had known Carl Edwards, his mother’s friend, for many years. The man’s voice was still the same: deep and soothing. Paul liked him and loved listening to his courtroom tales. 

“Unfortunately, I can only stay a day or two.”

“Excellent! I won’t need much of your time.”

Paul exhaled from the guilt of knowing he would disappoint Carl with his next sentence. He hesitated, pondering the best words to use to not upset him too much.

“I’ll come over this evening and bring the document,” Carl said, pulling Paul from his thought. 

As Paul quietly listened, the man went on. “I want to discuss a few things with you.” 

Paul clenched the phone. 

Carl had been holding on to that document for more than three years, and this was his hundredth time attempting to pass it off to Paul. Still, hearing those words made Paul’s stomach queasy. He tensed, expecting: “Your mother told me to put it in your hand and answer all of your questions.” Carl had said that many times before.

Paul waited, but the man said nothing.

He fought arousing agitation. “I’m meeting friends tonight.” Paul exhaled quietly, realizing Carl would see through his avoidance tactic. But that was the least of his worries. As far back as his boyhood, Paul had come to believe there were family secrets his parents had kept from him. His mother hinted that he was right shortly before she died. The look of shame on her face has haunted Paul ever since, leaving him assured a bombshell laid burry in those papers, and he wasn’t ready to face it.

Carl’s quiet left Paul a bit awkward. He restlessly shook his leg while waiting for Carl to drop the bombshell on him. 

“We’ll have to do it another time,” Paul told the man.

The lawyer stayed on the line, chastising Paul with his silence. 

“I could fly back in another month.” 

“I’ll book an appointment and email you the invitation,” Carl said. “Perhaps I could come to New York.”

“That will be great.”

Paul hung up from Carl, knowing he wouldn’t keep the appointment. His insides dropped, and suddenly a tightness compressed his chest. Dealing with his father’s illness and the Robinson’s was stressful enough, and made him determined that nothing else would be added to his plate. 

He walked to the foyer, and slowly ascended the main stairs, counting them in flight. Paul used to do that a lot as a child. He remembered playing on them with the kid his mother brought over for a play date when he was nine. He liked the boy. They had a lot of fun, but the kid tumbled down the stairs and hurt himself. After the incident, Paul never saw him again, believing the reason was the boy’s comment that he had pushed him.

The staircase fanned out to a wide corridor on the third floor. Paul exhaled from the mini-workout and hung a left. He made the long trek to his father’s room, quietly opened the door, and tiptoed in. Paul eased onto the bed and sat next to his frail father, who lay unresponsive, staring at a painting across the room. He held his father’s hand, holding back his tears.

“Hello,” the male voice startled him. He quickly turned around to see who it was. 

Paul hadn’t noticed the nurse, in scrubs, sitting in the corner of the room, browsing his tablet. The nurse got up and walked towards Paul, who sprung from the bed. 

“I have to return to New York,” Paul told the nurse.

“At least you came,” the young man replied.

Paul nodded. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” 

“My name is Peter. Peter Jamerson.” 

Furrowing his brows at Peter, Paul stood quietly, realizing he really didn’t know the man who cared for his father. Hanging his head, Paul left the room and searched for Mrs. Gomez, the housekeeper. He didn’t have time for Peter’s guilt-shaming, but a hint of regret came away. He’d hardly taken the time to learn the staff’s name on the estate. There were quite a few of them, which had always been his excuse.

Paul meandered through the mansion, recalling his lonely childhood, fighting the tension rising inside. He hastily looked for a distraction from his thoughts. Through a window in his old bedroom, he caught sight of someone grooming a horse outside the stables. That made him relax. The horses always did that for him.

His mother had commercialized a portion of the estate before she died, leaving the trails busy. He decided to go down to the stables and take a ride in the wooded area of the property before flying back to New York that afternoon.

***

Paul trotted through the revolving door of the Corporation at nine-thirty on Monday morning. By mid-afternoon, his team had collected a large volume of information on Dr. Layla Barkley, but he had a head start, scrutinizing one of her case files on the flight from Dallas.

Ryan Williams and Ted Knox came into his office to study the materials later.

“I’ve read her dossier several times and spotted several holes.” Ted smiled as he started the discussion, appearing pleased with his finding. He liked being the one to figure things out, and that annoyed Paul at times. Paul was used to being in control, so he didn’t like Ted taking over something like this. 

“Explain,” Paul’s demand came in a low, questioning tone, as he already wallowed in the guilt of prying into Layla’s life. But his team was following procedures. They had done so countless times. Nevertheless, a hint of irritation pierced Paul’s insides.

“Something seems off about her.” 

“Explain,” Paul repeated.

Ted Knox was just a guy who Garvin insisted Paul added to his team. Paul didn’t like that he had no say in the matter, and sometimes it showed. He surmised Ryan shared the same views, but Ryan and Garvin were like brothers, so Paul never voiced that opinion and couldn’t confirm those thoughts. 

Notwithstanding, Paul could count on Ryan to back him up. He smiled inside when Ryan changed the tone of the discussion and supported Paul. 

“She’s been a successful profiler for several years.” Keeping his eyes on his laptop screen, Ryan added, “And worked with police departments all over. Even profiled a serial killer in Florida.”

“I read the file yesterday. She led them right to his front door.” 

“And that dude was bad,” Ryan mumbled. “She’s good.” 

“Yep.” Ted always agreed with others when the numbers were not in his favor. 

Paul got up and strolled to his glass wall. Leaning against it, he stared at Ryan and Ted sitting at his conference table, hating everything about that meeting. Exhaling loudly, he crossed his arms.

“Why are we so concerned about her?” Ryan asked.

Paul wasn’t but realized he had created the anti-Layla environment by texting Ryan the night of the party. He wanted Ryan to move on, but Ryan’s inquisitive look told him his colleague awaited a response. 

“Because she works for the Robinsons and, by extension, the Corporation. We can’t let her ruin our reputation.” Paul chastised himself inwardly, knowing Layla Barkley was competent. But he was pleased he hadn’t given his true feelings away. 

“I see your point.” Ryan buried his head in his laptop screen again.

Paul rocked on his heels, twisting his lips and imagining that Ryan’s digging would lead to intensive hacking of government databases. A tension shot up through his chest as he rode a swell of emotions, fighting the thought that prying into people’s lives seemed wrong—intrusive. That idea knocked him off-kilter. He closed his eyes momentarily, trying to regain his focus. He couldn’t and moved back to the table, conflicted but filled with pretense.

 “Good stuff,” he said, smiling and gluing his eyes to the document.

“I’m thinking she might be CIA,” Ted soon announced.

“Really? Where is that coming from?” Paul snapped.

“Her life began at age seven.”

Paul had noticed that too, and a few weeks ago, he would have been all over it. But now, he wanted to ignore it. He exhaled, garnering curious looks from both of his colleagues.

“Something’s here,” Ted insisted, and Paul felt a deluge of annoyance hitting his insides. He twisted his mouth as he bit his words and fought the urge to bark at Ted. His efforts at diverting their attention from Layla were failing, growing his annoyance. 

But Paul held his tongue, and as he did, a moment of truth transpired, making him understand his behavior was rooted in his commitment to protect Layla Barkley. He gasped, unsure where it came from or why he felt that way. The admission made Paul’s pulse quicken, and he convinced himself it had everything to do with protecting his dead mother’s secret—it was hers and should follow her to her grave.

Ryan’s voice pulled Paul from his thoughts. His colleague yawned as he said, “So it seems.” 

I guess Ryan had a long night hacking. That brought a flood of guilt, and Paul searched for somewhere to place his eyes. “But missing years could mean many things.” Paul calmly added, “Innocent things.”

“No. Her history looks like a CIA cover,” Ted shot back.

“Based on what? Rumors?” Paul asked.

But as much as Paul didn’t want to admit it, Ted’s statement showed insight. He seemed a better analyst than Paul had believed, and Paul wondered if the reason he hadn’t made enough progress on his case was his pigheadedness and his growing soft spot for Layla.

Paul decided to meet Ted halfway. “Let’s say that’s true. She couldn’t have passed the Corporation’s vetting previously if she were.”

“Something is wrong here.” Ted intensified the gaze he directed at Paul.

“You might be right.” Ryan’s words made Paul realize critical team members believed there might have been a Layla Barkley cover-up inside the Corporation that ran deep. 

“Guys, let’s focus on the case at hand.” Paul softly laughed. Unbelievable.

“There was absolutely no way she could have been hired with that gap in her history.” Ted seemed adamant. “She had help.”

Paul chuckled. Ted appeared to be making up a conspiracy theory, but at that moment, Paul understood he’d have to get on board. Ted was loyal to some of Paul’s rivals. He didn’t want anyone finding out he’d cut corners when it came to vetting Layla.

The men quietly went over a few pages of the dossier. 

Paul then said, “I see what’s going on. Dr. Barkley’s missing years are hidden in the justice system.”

 “Wasn’t Elaine Robinson a prosecutor at one point in her life?” Ryan asked.

“Yes, she was.” Ted pushed back in his chair, furrowing his brows. The sight made Paul’s stomach churn, but it was clear that the justice system held secrets about the connection between Layla Barkley and Elaine Robinson. Layla Barkley’s background is more puzzling than I thought. 

“It’s up to you, Ryan.” Ted pushed out his chest as he exhaled.

“You’re better than I thought.” Paul stared at his colleague, watching Ted’s demeanor turn serious but surmising the man smiled endlessly on the inside.

Ryan cleared his throat. “I’m not sure how this helps the case, though.”

Wanting the focus off Layla, Paul declared, “This case is about Tiffany’s disappearance. Her parents’ profile has something to do with it. Dr. Barkley only works for them.”

“Layla Barkley might know more than she’s letting on,” Ryan answered. 

Paul shook his head. “We’re a long way from that,” he grunted, then calmly said, “I have a meeting with Dr. Barkley tomorrow afternoon, and I want to be ready.”

Ryan closed his laptop. “I guess you think we’re not ready then.”

Paul quietly studied his colleagues’ faces, hoping they would get his message and he wouldn’t have to say yes. 

Finally, it seemed they did. 

“This meeting is over then,” Ryan said.

Paul nodded. “Make sure I look better tomorrow than I did at the Robinson’s event.”

Ryan and Ted gazed at him with wrinkled foreheads, and Paul realized he was thinking aloud. He hadn’t gotten over his earlier encounter with Layla Barkley. She had won that round. But despite Paul’s intention to protect Layla’s secrets, he hoped the next would be his. He quickly dismissed Ryan and Ted to get back to work.

After his colleagues left, Paul moved back to his desk and opened the search app on his burner phone. His dark web hunt for the man who surveilled Layla didn’t return anything. Having failed again, he spewed an irritated breath of air. 

Paul had spent hours searching before finding the guy’s name through facial recognition. But that was all he had. He believed the man was a ghost who surfaced
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