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“The author skillfully plants a quest full of symbols and metaphors to guide a reader to several philosophic issues. I immensely enjoyed making parallels with my life while reading this novel.”

~ Eva H.




“The author was exceptionally descriptive, so I felt like I was walking the streets of Paris with the main character. The story revealed itself well, keeping the reader guessing about upcoming developments.”

~ Beth H.




“Great story from the viewpoint of the main character who is dealing with age old questions we have all experienced at some point in life. It’s an interesting spin on how to deal with life’s priorities and living life itself. Highly recommended.”

~ Nisah M.




“A slow burning, cerebral mystery set in Paris, Daniel Almand deftly weaves slick character development with a deep understanding of the French city and its culture to create a must-read suspense novel that left me asking ‘What’s next?’ Part journey of self discovery, with shades of The DaVinci Code, Lost in the City of Light is well worth the read.”

~ Max Rohnen, TheRogueAuthor.com
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Prologue







She paused on the edge of the bed.

Placing her face in her hands, her long, straight black hair fell down onto her bare legs as she tried pushing the sense of dread out of her newly-awakened mind. After several moments, the young woman drew her hair behind her ears, cupping her hands around her neck. She closed her eyes, just trying to breathe.

She could not believe she was doing this. 

She was actually doing it. 

It was something she had decided in the throes of tremendous longing, but also in terrible anguish over what it would do to her present life. 

Tears welled up beneath her eyelids as the conflicting pressures engaged in all out war within her soul. But despite the fact that her life would never be the same because of it, she knew it was the right thing to do. It was just difficult to believe. 

Her hands shook. 

Taking this step into the unknown was far harder than she had imagined...

A sudden noise from behind reminded her of the person on the other side of the bed. Her heart raced as she opened her eyes, turning to gaze at the figure nestled up under the comforter. 

“Still asleep,” she thought with relief.

She turned back around and stared at the floor. He had no idea what was about to happen here. But what was so astonishing was that she had been too afraid to tell him. 

Imagine that.

Sylvia Trocadero, who had never been afraid in her life, was afraid to confront the possible consequences of her decision.

She slowly arose from the bed, trying not to wake her boyfriend. The cool interior of the apartment enveloped her as she, still in her underwear, quietly made her way out of the bedroom and into the kitchen across the hall. Once there, she opened a cabinet and removed a glass from off the shelf. She closed the cabinet door as quietly as possible and moved to the stainless-steel sink, pouring herself some water. She then swallowed the liquid, feeling its coolness slide down her throat into her stomach. 

That was much better. 

Despite the chilled air inside the apartment, Sylvia was burning up. 

Finishing the water, she sat against the cool, black marble countertop. Arms drawn in around her chest, the young woman thought back over all that transpired during the past seven days. Emotions ran high over the amazing places she had seen and the things she had experienced in that brief time. She would never have imagined a business trip turning into something that would alter her perception so drastically—that would draw out such a strong desire as she had not felt in years. But at the same time, she dreaded the consequences of following that desire: it would turn her world, the world she had known for nearly a decade, completely upside down. 

Sylvia shut her eyes and drew her arms in more. Just the thought of that frightened her and at the same time pricked her conscience. She had never done anything like this. It was a step into that unknown frontier she always dreamed about. But now, actually doing it caused her tremendous concern. What the future would hold for her could not be certain the way her stable, comfortable life over the past decade had been. She would be abandoning it all and the possible consequences made Sylvia quake. 

A promising career would be burned to the ground. 

The friends she held dear all left behind, possibly forever. She couldn’t be sure. 

Her relationship with her boyfriend Mark would be…shattered.

Her eyes stung as the conflicting pressures raged within. A few tears managed to escape her closed eyelids as she thought over what might happen when he found out later that morning. He would never forgive her. He would never get over this and feel justified with all his suspicions. There was simply no way to convince Mark of the truth and Sylvia knew it. She knew he would never understand and probably would not try to. It hurt her deeply to think how devastated he would be because of her decision. She did not want that at all. But if she was to truly go through with this, to do what she knew was right, there was no escaping that consequence.

Could she really do this to him? 

Could she do this to her friends and work colleagues with whom she had formed such close relationships over the years? All of them gone for a mere dream? Just thinking about it filled the young woman with guilt. The last thing she wanted was to hurt anyone... 

Sylvia shot away from the counter and began pacing the kitchen at the disturbing thoughts overshadowing her like diabolical specters. Breathing deeply, she tried pushing away the fear and anxiety to find courage in her hopes once more.

What she was doing, she had to do.

What she was doing, she was meant to do.

It was her destiny and always had been.

But in order for it to work, she had to get back to Paris.

She had to find him. He was the key.

He was what would make it all work, and she had to find him. 

If she was really going to do this, then there was no other way.

Fists curled, Sylvia did everything she could to quell her fears and bring a sense of peace into her mind. She then moved back across the kitchen toward the hallway. She stopped at the doorway and stood still in contemplation as though the next step she took would decide her fate. 

She could move back to the bedroom—back to Mark and their life together.

Or…she could move in the opposite direction and follow her heart, leaving her present world behind.

Sylvia stood deathly still though her heart was beating out of her chest. 

What was she going to do?

The pressures reached their zenith, and Sylvia struggled to maintain composure. But then, she finally took a step.

Her destiny was now decided.

There was no turning back.


Chapter One

A New Assignment







Sylvia threw a glance at the sleek, black phone on the corner of her desk. 

She had been engrossed in details of the Hector-Philos merger when the soft, electronic beeps interrupted her train of thought. 

“What is it now?” she thought with annoyance while picking up the receiver.

“…Ms. Trocadero?” the female voice on the other end asked.

“Yes?” Sylvia responded with exasperation.

“Mr. Darnell would like to see you in his office,” the secretary informed her.

“When, Sarah?” Sylvia queried, turning back to her work, trying to finish some handwritten figures on a page in her leather-bound notebook.

“Right now, Ms. Trocadero. He says it’s urgent.”

Sylvia stopped writing and looked up.

“Urgent? That’s not good,” she thought, laying her pencil down slowly. She glanced at the clock on the far wall then looked back at the phone.

“Okay, Sarah. Tell him I’ll be there in a moment,” she stated with concern.

“Yes, Ms. Trocadero,” the secretary responded and hung up.

Sylvia returned the receiver to the phone and pushed her chair back away from the desk, standing and straightening her light gray business dress. Her long black hair fell in front of her as she glanced over the mess of papers strewn across her desk, pondering her boss’s summons. 

What was this going to be about?

In the nearly two years of working for this firm, Sylvia understood that “urgent” calls to the president’s office meant someone was either getting scolded or worse, fired. She had heard of several employees summoned to see the boss only to end up leaving the building and never returning. This was a cause for concern.

While retrieving her notebook, pencil, and appointment book, Sylvia racked her brain trying to determine if she had done something wrong. But nothing came to mind, and after taking a moment to breathe, she headed out the door of her office and into the main corridor. Throwing back a part of her hair falling across her shoulder, Sylvia quickly but gracefully moved in the direction of the boss’s office at the corner of the building. 

On her way down the main aisle, she observed the frantic activity of the office environment that was a hallmark of Taylor & Hitch Investment Strategies. Administrative personnel were busy handling paperwork for dozens of mergers and acquisitions as though they were soldiers in a war zone. And this was exactly the way Mr. Darnell wanted his office to look.

The president and CEO of the firm, Richard “Dick” Darnell, was a driven and firm-handed man. His method of operation was micro-managing everything to ensure Taylor & Hitch remained an efficient acquisition enforcer for its parent company, Warrington Enterprises. A former partner on Taylor & Hitch’s staff when it was just a private law firm, Mr. Darnell was recruited by Warrington’s board to head its newly-acquired spearhead that would handle the dirty work in its never-ending appetite for acquiring businesses. 

By first absorbing Taylor & Hitch Associates, removing some of its legal staff, then merging its own business analysis department with the firm, Warrington created Taylor & Hitch Investment Strategies—a formidable company that could handle every aspect of an acquisition, legal and otherwise.

When Warrington acquired a business, Taylor & Hitch was sent in first to “clean house”, as the head office referred to it. This meant streamlining human resources and firm assets until the acquisition became more profitable. The parent company would then either keep the firm in its own family of companies or sell it for a handsome price. No type of business in any industry was beyond targeting for acquisition by Warrington. It had become a monstrous entity with a fearful reputation for swallowing up any company in its path that appeared weak or lucrative. And to this end, the parent firm poured untold sums of money into Taylor & Hitch for its equally ruthless approach to cleaning house. 

Thus, as a Yale man, and earning a reputation for successful, no-nonsense business deals over the past 30 years, Dick Darnell was the ideal candidate to represent the board on Taylor’s executive staff. While Sylvia feared her boss, she also respected him. Despite his harsh behavior from time to time, the man was a consummate professional who demanded the very best from his staff. 

After rounding the corner at the end of the aisle, Sylvia headed for the double doors leading into Mr. Darnell’s office. But before reaching them, she stopped at a desk by the side of the aisle and gazed down at the young brunette hard at work behind it. When Sarah, Mr. Darnell’s secretary, saw Sylvia approach, she immediately ceased her present occupation and reached for the black phone on the corner of her desk.

“Mr. Darnell? Ms. Trocadero is here to see you...yes, sir,” she replied, putting the receiver back on the hook. She looked up at Sylvia.

“Go on in, Ms. Trocadero, they’re waiting for you,” she said with a partial smile.

“They’re waiting for me?” Sylvia thought to herself. 

This was indeed a cause for concern. Who were “they” and what exactly was this about?

She nodded at Sarah then moved to the double doors. Taking a deep breath, while straightening her already neat dress, she knocked. After a brief pause, the muffled voice of Mr. Darnell came through.

“Come in!”

Sylvia opened one of the doors and walked into the contemporary-styled office that was as spacious as the conference room on the opposite end of the floor. As she stepped inside, she felt butterflies in her stomach, nervous over entering the boss’s domain.

At first glance, she found Darnell sitting against the front of his enormous desk, his hands in his pockets while looking fairly relaxed. He wore his usual dress shirt and conservative tie, but without the jacket, and held the same fierce look in his eyes that always lay behind whatever expression appeared on his face. Sylvia then noticed the two men in the room with the president.

Sitting in the same fashion as Darnell, Joel Heisner, the upstart VP of Taylor & Hitch, was next to his chief in front of the desk. His wavy, light brown hair fell down to his neck, and the thin visage of the man with its sharp nose always brought the image of a weasel to Sylvia’s mind. But the reason for this was more than just his looks.

Darnell’s right-hand man was brash and arrogant. A graduate from Harvard Business School, Joel Heisner had long since put his own spin on whatever management style that school trained him in: always remind your subordinates how much further down the ladder they are from you. That’s the way Sylvia viewed his attitude, at least. To be sure, he knew business operations inside and out. And this knowledge, coupled with his ability to cleverly manipulate clients, was no doubt why Darnell brought Heisner on board. He needed an associate who could be as ruthless in business deals as himself. 

And despite their difference of almost twenty years in age, the boss and his VP worked amazingly well together. In fact, the two were hardly ever seen apart in the office, earning them a nickname: “the Jackals”. The execs were always right in the middle of whatever deal was hot at the moment, steering both the lawyers and analysts in directions they believed were most beneficial to T&H. Sylvia and her coworkers had to be on guard in the event the Jackals unexpectedly showed up in their office or in a meeting. This was one aspect of working for Taylor & Hitch that had Sylvia on edge any given workday.

It was the Jackals who showed up at Sylvia and Mark’s apartment that fateful day almost two years prior. A hallmark of their relentless drive for excellence, as they saw it, the two execs were constantly on the lookout for fresh talent to incorporate into Taylor’s workforce. Sylvia was surprised to learn they had been keeping track of her academic progress ever since she began studying law at Georgetown. 

Recently graduated from the university and ready to gain employment with a small law firm, if possible, Sylvia couldn’t believe the incredible offer Darnell and Heisner made in order to recruit her into its staff of corporate lawyers. She was bedazzled by the high salary they proposed for her to become a junior lawyer with the firm. She had not figured on making that kind of money until after several years in the legal profession. But still under a portion of debt from law school and looking at the offer as a way to fulfill some dreams she and Mark had, Sylvia was thrilled to accept the position.

And at the time, Heisner seemed enthusiastic about her coming on board. He went out of his way to explain as much of the firm’s objectives and workings as possible. But once Sylvia actually started with T&H, his attitude toward her seemed to change overnight. He treated her with a degree of condescension that suggested he was possibly jealous of or even threatened by her. However, he was careful not to let this bias show forth too strongly. He was very adept at doing it in subtle ways. The negative tension between her and Mr. Heisner was ever present, no matter the situation. But Sylvia did her best to contain her frustration with the man and just put up with him.

The dark-haired man in the sharp business suit, sitting on one of Mr. Darnell’s couches, was unfamiliar to Sylvia. But she was sure he was someone of importance.

“Sylvia, come on in,” Mr. Darnell chimed at her, waving her forward, “I don’t believe you’ve met Bill O’Hearn. He’s with the board of directors up at Warrington.”

Sylvia noted how Mr. Darnell always referred to Warrington as being “up” in comparison to Taylor & Hitch.

“Ms. Trocadero, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” the thin, middle-aged man said as he stood from the couch and reached out to shake her hand. Sylvia reciprocated with a brief handshake and nod.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you too, sir,” she stated with polished professionalism.

“Oh, don’t call me ‘sir’, Sylvia,” he replied with a smile, “Just call me Bill. We’re all family here.” 

He laughed a little and then sat back down on the couch.

“We’ve heard a lot about you over at Warrington. You’re one of Taylor’s rising stars, it would seem.”

The expression of pride on the man’s face and his apparent sincerity threw Sylvia for a loop. She had never met one soul from Warrington’s board, and praise was a rare commodity at Taylor & Hitch. Mr. Darnell always stated that he didn’t want his staff to have bigger egos than their actual abilities and made it an unspoken policy to never remark on someone’s performance—unless it was bad.

Her face flush at the compliment, she glanced at Mr. Heisner. The man was looking down at the floor with either disinterest or dislike of the current conversation. His hands were in position as though wielding an invisible golf club, swinging the club backwards and forwards as if practicing for a round. This was one of Heisner’s telltale mannerisms that made him the butt of many secret jokes around the office. He was always swinging that damned invisible club.

“Sylvia, have a seat,” Mr. Darnell said, motioning her to the black leather couch opposite the one the board member sat on. She did so as the president continued.

“We know you’ve been working on Hector-Philos for the past few months, and we appreciate the amount of effort you’ve put into it.”

But already, Sylvia’s intuition was alarming her to some dreadful news that was to follow these words.

“However, we’re going to pull you off of that deal and hand it over to Nick Stines,” he stated, and Sylvia’s heart sank. 

Frustration rose in her mind over this development. She had poured an inordinate amount of work into preparing the Hector-Philos deal with her team of paralegals. All that would now go to someone else. 

“Great. What have I done to warrant this?” she wondered with concern. 

“But Mr. Darnell, I…”

“We’re giving you a new assignment, Sylvia,” the VP interrupted, moving his gaze from the floor to her while holding his golf swing in mid-stride, “One that should be right down your alley. Bill?”

He deferred to the board member without even looking at the man. The arrogance of this prick knew no bounds, and it surprised Sylvia that Mr. Darnell never rebuked him for his crass manner.

“…Yes,” Bill O’Hearn now spoke as though he had been in a daze when Heisner turned the discussion to him. The man moved to the edge of the sofa.

“Sylvia, perhaps you’ve heard about Warrington’s purchase of Column Publishing six months ago. It’s a mid-sized publishing house that handles mostly fiction titles but some nonfiction as well.”

“Yes, sir,” Sylvia replied, recalling someone mentioning it in a staff meeting a few months earlier.

“The firm has an impressive roster of regular writers who bring in several million dollars a year, including some best-selling authors who have made the top lists for quite a while. Of course, after the board approved the deal, Mr. Darnell and some of your fellow lawyers got to work cleaning house over at Column. Right now, things are looking pretty good, but…we’ve hit a roadblock.”

Even Heisner looked at the man at this statement. O’Hearn went on.

“In order for Warrington to get a profitable return on investment in Column, the board decided to do something a little unusual. We let go several underperforming writers, and the remaining ones have all been offered a ten-year publishing contract. Each writer will produce a certain number of works in the ten-year period and we guarantee a generous advance on each work, as well as royalties that exceed industry standards. The contract is relatively standard, just a few tweaks here and there for certain writers. To look at it another way, it’s kind of like guaranteed employment for the writers for ten years. And so far, every author at Column has signed their contract…except one.”

“You may have heard of him, Sylvia,” Mr. Darnell spoke, “The name’s Will Everett—been on the New York Times bestseller list for the past five years.”

Though she didn’t know much about him, the name did sound familiar. Sylvia didn’t have time to read much fiction these days, so she wasn’t up to date on the latest trends in books or their authors. The board member continued.

“Mr. Everett has carried Column Publishing for the last couple of years, earning the bulk of their sales. And he was the main reason Warrington purchased the firm. Basically, we want to ensure that he remains at Column and that Warrington benefits from his works in the long term. But for some reason, he persists in refusing our contract. We’ve revised it to a point that’s unheard of in terms of monies offered to an author, but he still won’t sign on.”

“We’ve met with him several times already,” Darnell added, “and he’s sent our top lawyers packing time and again.”

“I understand he had Felicia in tears,” Joel threw in while looking at Darnell.

The president stared at Heisner with the first expression of discontent Sylvia had seen him give the VP.

“And that’s why we’re confident that Sylvia here will succeed,” he insisted. He then looked at O’Hearn.

“She’s handled some pretty tough clients and come through for us on deals that not even I thought would succeed,” Darnell said, turning his attention back to her.

Sylvia felt put on the spot for this unusual accolade from her boss.

“From what I’ve heard, I’ve no doubt this young lady will come through for us, Dick,” O’Hearn said, looking at Sylvia and increasing her discomfort from so much attention.

“Thank you, sir,” was all she could conjure up, her face turning red again.

“Sylvia, we can’t stress enough how important this client is to Warrington’s goals,” Darnell continued, “and we’re prepared to help you succeed in whatever way we can. We don’t want him going to another publishing house.”

“Yes. The board expects a signed contract from Mr. Everett before proceeding with its agenda for Column Publishing,” O’Hearn threw in.

“Considering how difficult it’s been for our senior lawyers to try to get Everett on board,” the president said while looking at O’Hearn and then Sylvia one more time, “we’re prepared to reward you handsomely for getting this done. Warrington’s board has agreed to pay you a bonus of $100,000 upon completion of this assignment.”

Sylvia almost fell off the couch at these words. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped in astonishment. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“That’s right, Sylvia,” Darnell continued, “You heard me correctly. It’s a generous offer to say the least.”

Sylvia threw an amazed look at the board member. He smiled back, amused at her reaction.

“And, if you can get this writer to sign,” Heisner put in, “we’ll promote you to the senior legal staff here at Taylor.” 

Sylvia’s heart was beating wildly now.

“I don’t think I have to tell you what that will do to your present salary and benefits,” the man finished, his gaze locked on the junior lawyer.

Sylvia swallowed hard. All this for a single assignment? Merely getting a man to sign a contract? They must really be desperate. Despite not knowing the details of the assignment, Sylvia did everything she could to contain her excitement at the financial prospect before her. This was incredible!

“Mr. Darnell, how do you propose I approach Mr. Everett with the deal?” she asked the boss, her demeanor now showing definite interest.

“Well, he’s agreed to meet with our lawyers again,” he responded, “but on his terms.”

“What terms are those, sir?”

Darnell now glanced at Bill, then Joel, and back at her.

“He’s agreed to meet at Warrington’s branch office in La Défense, Paris. You’ll fly out tonight and have the first meeting with him tomorrow at 3 o’clock,” the boss stated as a matter of fact.

“You can even take your team with you, if you think you’ll need their help,” Heisner added. For Sylvia, this was just getting better and better, despite the VP’s snide comment.

Paris. It had been years since she visited the city—not since the summer break after her freshman year at Baltimore University. This would be a great opportunity to see it once more. And this time with her legal team.

From almost the start of her career with Taylor & Hitch, Sylvia was assigned a small team of paralegals to help her with various merger and acquisition deals. This little group of men and women, most of them fresh out of college, had become good friends over the course of their work together. Sylvia knew that any amount of success she earned at the firm was due in large part to her team. They became like family to her in this short span of time, and she now saw an opportunity for the whole team to enjoy a little down time together in the City of Light, after concluding this new assignment. And then she would benefit from the generous bonus and promotion to boot. Her excitement was becoming difficult to conceal. Hector-Philos was now forgotten.

“Considering the unpredictability of this man, it’s uncertain whether you’ll be able to get anything out of him the first meeting,” the boss put in, “So take your time and do whatever you can to work with him. We’ll try to have your team over in Paris by Thursday morning to support you. But at this point, we simply don’t know how long this is going to take.”

Sylvia nodded.

“This deal shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll start preparing this afternoon,” she stated, writing a few notes in her leather-bound book. Her enthusiasm had jumped up several notches and the fierce determination that had taken her so courageously into the line of fire in the past kicked in. She would find some way to get this writer to sign the contract—no question about it.

“That’s a great attitude to have, Sylvia,” the VP broke in, apparently sensing her excitement, “but we want to reiterate the difficulty of this assignment one more time. This guy’s a real hard case to deal with, from what your colleagues have told us. We wouldn’t be offering you the kind of incentives we are if it was simply another merger or acquisition.”

“I understand,” Sylvia replied with a nod, feeling a bit embarrassed and mentally kicking herself back into reality, “I’ll do the best I can.”

“Use whatever means you can think of—pull strings with other lawyers. Use your feminine charms if you have to,” the VP now told her, and Sylvia gritted her teeth at that crass comment. If the other two men weren’t in the room, she would have stood up and slapped him…with her notebook.

“Just bring us that signature,” Joel finished and went back to swinging his invisible club.

“I went ahead and had Sarah make your travel arrangements,” Darnell now spoke, “You’ll be staying at the Bretagne, a nice hotel on the right bank. I’ve stayed there a few times myself and was quite impressed with the place. So, talk with Sarah when we’re finished here. She also has some files on Will Everett and Column Publishing. I think you and your team can get a good idea of what you’re up against by reading through them. Some of the senior lawyers who dealt with the man left their reports inside.”

“Well, Sylvia,” Bill O’Hearn spoke while standing up, “your bosses and the board at Warrington look forward to hearing about your success on this assignment. We certainly wish you the best of luck.”

“Thank you again, Mr. O’Hearn,” Sylvia responded while standing and shaking the man’s hand.

“Call us if you have any problems or need anything you think could get Everett on board,” the president then said to her, “We’ll have the office in La Défense ready to support you 100%.”

“And Sylvia,” Heisner now added, his gaze pointed straight at her, “this meeting and the details about your assignment are to be kept strictly confidential. We don’t want any rumors about the contract with Everett out in the office or in public.”

Sylvia acknowledged the VP’s statement with a simple nod and serious expression. She was curious as to why it seemed so important to keep it quiet but dared not question that it be so. Perhaps it had to do with Will Everett’s popularity. Whatever the case, her heart was already out the door and eager to get started on this important assignment that could mean a tremendous amount to her future plans.

“Well, gentlemen, I think that wraps it up,” Darnell said while standing and glancing at the other two execs, “I believe it’s time to hit the green. Sylvia, if you’ll excuse us.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, “Thank you.” 

She turned and headed toward the office door, feeling like her body was glowing. She would never have dreamed of such an opportunity so soon in her career. It was simply amazing.

She opened the heavy wooden door and stepped back into the main office space, quietly closing the door behind her. She then marched straight to Sarah’s desk. When the secretary saw Sylvia approach, she immediately stood.

“Sarah, Mr. Darnell said you have some documents for me,” Sylvia said, anxious to get going.

“Yes, Ms. Trocadero, I have your travel information in here,” the secretary replied, handing Sylvia a folder from off the top of her desk, “Your plane tickets are inside, as well as the reservation for the hotel. Your flight is at six tonight from Dulles. And I’ve ordered a taxi to pick you up at Charles de Gaulle that will take you directly to the hotel. I’ll contact Ms. Florent, Warrington’s office manager in Paris, to pick you up at your hotel tomorrow morning after you’ve had a chance to rest and freshen up.”

“Okay,” Sylvia responded, noting every detail of the secretary’s words.

Sarah now leaned over and pulled a few file folders bound with elastic bands out of a drawer.

“Here’s the information on Mr. Everett and his publisher,” she said, giving them to Sylvia.

“Thanks, Sarah,” the junior lawyer replied, taking the folders in both hands. Her brow furrowed at the bulky packages. 

“They must have the man’s entire life history in here,” she thought.

“And this is the official contract for Mr. Everett,” Sarah continued, handing a sealed manila envelope to Sylvia as though it was fragile as glass. Sylvia slid the folders and her own notebooks under one arm and took the envelope. Gazing at it, the reality of the situation struck her.

This package was worth $100,000 and a nice promotion!

“Mr. Darnell wanted me to remind you of how important this is and that you need to familiarize yourself with every aspect of the contract before the meeting tomorrow,” the young woman added. 

Her normal, professional demeanor was replaced with embarrassment as she said these words, probably noting how ridiculous it sounded regurgitating the boss’s stern instructions. But this was the way Darnell handled his staff—always micro-managing, even through subordinates. Sylvia rolled her eyes and let out a short breath.

“Of course, Sarah, I understand,” she said with a slight smile. It sounded ridiculous to her as well. Naturally, she would examine everything in detail. She never did anything less on any assignment, no matter how small.

“By the way, my team, have you reserved their plane tickets and booked rooms for them?” Sylvia queried.

“I’m working on that presently,” the young brunette replied, “I’ve booked their flights for tomorrow evening and I’m looking for a hotel. Mr. Darnell won’t let them stay at the Bretagne, as you probably know.”

“Very well,” Sylvia stated, remembering the salary distinctions at work in the Taylor office, “Please inform me when you have all the details. I need to meet with my team at La Défense as soon as possible on Thursday.”

“Yes, Ms. Trocadero, I will,” Sarah responded with a nod.

Sylvia then walked briskly back down the main corridor with two hands full of materials.

She reentered her office and laid the folders and envelope on her messy desk. She then paused for a moment, both hands on the desk, staring at the items she brought back. Despite Heisner’s warning, Sylvia still felt as though her body was glowing. 

One hundred grand. 

Senior lawyer. 

Incredible!

She and Mark had come to an accord about her taking the job with Taylor & Hitch almost two years ago after his initial resistance to the idea. Sylvia knew he meant well and wanted the best for her. But he could get hot under the collar when it came to competing with other aspects of Sylvia’s life—people or organizations. She remembered his rather cool reaction at meeting her future bosses. She also remembered the long, drawn-out argument the two of them had the night they discussed whether she should work for a hotshot company like Taylor & Hitch or simply ply her trade with a small law firm. But despite his resistance, Sylvia’s superb debating skills and determination won the day. 

Her argument about taking advantage of the kind of money Taylor would offer her was sound and Mark knew it. If they wished to get out of debt and fulfill their dream of a new home in the D.C. suburbs, and later a family to fill that home, he needed as much help as possible in the financial sense. Sylvia’s talents and supreme dedication to whatever she engaged in were sure assets that could help them realize their dreams. It would simply take three or four years of tough, corporate law work before she could consider quitting and staying at home.

But with this bonus and the ensuing raise from becoming a senior lawyer in the firm, that time would be cut down to only two, two and a half years at most. It was amazing. However, Sylvia knew Mark would still fight her over the issue. She realized, as he would most certainly remind her, that their personal time together would be even less if she became a top lawyer at Taylor & Hitch. The Jackals expected a lot out of their senior staff, and she understood what that would do to her personal and social life. Nevertheless, she was willing to sacrifice a couple of years if it meant leaving the corporate world for good. But would Mark see it that way? Sylvia frowned. She doubted it.

Whatever the case, the wheels were set in motion and she was bound for Paris that evening. At this point, she had no choice. Mark would simply have to accept it. 

Before leaving the office to go home and pack, Sylvia needed to take care of a few things. She moved to the back of her desk and began gathering any items to take with her. At the same time, she reached over and hit the speaker button on the desk phone, tapping a couple of numbers with the same hand.

“Hey, Sylvia. What’s up?” a young man’s voice answered.

“Tim,” she spoke at the phone, “have the team meet me in my office in 10 minutes.”

“Do you want us to bring the Hector files?” the paralegal queried.

“No, it’s not about Hector-Philos,” Sylvia returned, “I’m flying to Paris tonight, and I need to talk with all of you about our new assignment.”

“A new assignment? You’re flying to Paris? Wow!” Tim replied with surprise.

 “Yes. And you guys will be coming in another day. Just get the team in here, there’s a lot we need to go over before I leave.”

“Sure thing, Sylvia. We’ll be there in 10 minutes. Wow,” the paralegal uttered before hanging up. Sylvia then pondered what else she needed to do before heading home. 

After several minutes, she had organized her desk, stuffing the Everett folders and the contract envelope into her leather backpack along with some office items she thought might help with the negotiations. Then, she sat down to wait for the team to arrive. As she did, another frown crossed her face.

She pulled out her cell phone and tapped the speed dial button connecting her to Mark, who was still at work. She knew he would not be happy with the news she was about to break to him. They had already made plans for the weekend and now she was not only backing out of those plans but going to Paris to boot. While she waited for him to pick up, she strategized on how to emphasize the bonus and promotion. Maybe he would understand better if he knew what she would get for this interruption in their lives once more.

“Hey, what’s going on?” the voice on the other end asked cheerily. 

Sylvia took a deep breath.

“Mark. Hi. Guess what? Something’s come up…”


Chapter Two

The Writer







Sylvia laid the last folder down on the tray in front of her, taking a needed break from studying the documents Darnell’s secretary had given her. 

She reached over and picked up the glass of rosé, taking a sip of the crisp wine while leaning back in her plush, first-class seat. Gazing out the window of the Air France Dreamliner, which revealed a beautiful night sky over the Atlantic, she reflected uneasily on her conversation with Mark before leaving the office. As she predicted, he was not happy about her new assignment.

Despite her excitement over the potential bonus and promotion, Mark went straight for the fact that she would have even less personal time than at present. She understood his frustration but tried to persuade him that it would not take as long as they originally thought for her to quit her job if she became a senior lawyer at Taylor & Hitch. He insisted it was her thought and not theirs. He objected to her taking the job in the first place. After several minutes arguing, Sylvia could get nowhere with Mark. Despite doing everything she could to convince him of their good fortune, he hung up on her—something he did more than once in the past over touchy subjects. This soured her enthusiasm in going to Paris, and she wound up taking a taxi alone to Dulles after packing that afternoon. She knew Mark just needed time to absorb what she was saying. In the meantime, she would have to put up with his fuming about it. Sylvia placed the wine glass back on the tray and took a deep breath, leaning back in her seat once more. 

She loved Mark, and for the most part the two of them got along great. But the suave, Italian manner that made him so much fun also had a jealous side that rendered him difficult to be around when he got angry. This was a common trait in the Verrano family: Mark’s father acted the same way toward his mother. Though very affectionate when they were together, Mark could become embarrassingly belligerent toward other guys who dared glance at Sylvia longer than necessary. And that happened a lot due to her good looks. But the attention she got from men was neither here nor there for Sylvia. She was secure enough in her own person to not feel flattered when a guy scanned her or was bold enough to try hitting on her. But despite her lack of concern over the attention, it bothered Mark to no end. Hence, he jealously guarded her as much as possible and Sylvia had to live with the fact that he would be suspicious of anything or anyone who might challenge him on it. 

She felt bad about the argument between them that afternoon. But she hoped that once Mark had time to reflect on what she told him, he would call her back and things would return to normal. In the meantime, duty called, and she needed to learn as much as she could about Will Everett and his publisher before the meeting at La Défense. So, Sylvia returned her attention to the assignment, grabbing the manila envelope containing the contract and opening it. 

After spending nearly an hour scrutinizing details in the contract, jotting down pertinent points about it in her notebook, she returned the document to its envelope and laid it with the rest of the materials on the tray. She then thought back over all the information she had been reading for the last several hours. But despite the voluminous files on William Kyle Everett and his history with Column Publishing, one thing was not clear: why he continued refusing the offer presented to him by Warrington. 

The files contained very little about his personal life. He was relatively young for a successful writer, he wasn’t married, and there was sparse information about his relations in the States. Other than that, the only other info about the man was that he lived in various places around the globe including a flat in London, a small house outside of Tokyo, and a few other residences in unknown locations. Practically nothing was known about his past prior to becoming a bestselling author. He apparently worked hard to keep that obscure. 

And so, the files given to Sylvia by Darnell’s secretary were mostly concerned with sales figures for Everett’s books—which were impressive—as well as Column’s publishing details on those books. The man had produced twelve titles during his association with Column, the last four appearing on major bestseller lists for the past five years. All this resulted in tens of millions of dollars in revenue in that same period. No wonder Warrington went after the firm. 

The remainder of the files contained the lawyers’ reports Darnell mentioned in the meeting that afternoon. However, they were confusing at best.

The three senior lawyers who dealt with Everett left numerous technical notes in the reports, but it was difficult for Sylvia to understand what actually transpired in those meetings outside the typical haggling over financial details, deadlines, and conditions of fulfillment. There were three revisions to the contract, each one more lucrative than the last. And yet, each one was rejected by the writer for some reason. He definitely appeared hard to bargain with.

But what really stood out to Sylvia was that experienced, well-trained lawyers on Taylor & Hitch’s senior staff had apparently failed to discover what Everett was after, what made him tick. In her limited experience in corporate law, but also in her career at university for the past seven years, she had learned that regardless of appearances, everyone wanted something. It was just a matter of finding out what that was. That meant even Will Everett wanted something, despite the fact he was already well-off as a bestselling author. If anything, his refusing a contract offering him astonishing amounts of money in exchange for ten years of commitment to Column suggested he either wanted sums far exceeding those amounts or he wasn’t interested in the money at all. If the former assumption painted him as greedy and ego-driven, the latter made him out to be arrogant and condescending. She simply could not tell from what she read.

What surprised Sylvia even more was the fact that Robert Cranston, her mentor at Taylor & Hitch and the top lawyer in the firm, could get nowhere with the man. That was disconcerting to say the least. And, as irony would have it, his protégé was now given the task of accomplishing what he could not. Sylvia shook her head at the absurdity. But if Cranston’s failure was surprising, Heisner’s comment about Felicia Jensen was puzzling.

Sylvia worked with Felicia on a few acquisitions at the beginning of her career at T&H. She struck Sylvia as fairly level-headed when it came to high stress situations. She couldn’t imagine what transpired in the meetings between Felicia and Everett when she was handed the deal after the first lawyer, Rob Knowles, failed. Why would she break down in tears over a contract negotiation? The man appeared tough to bargain with, but Sylvia couldn’t conceive of a reason for emotions to have been involved. Unfortunately, she had no time to talk with either Cranston or Jensen before her departure. She was on her own. 

But Sylvia had an ace up her sleeve: her team. She couldn’t wait to meet with them on Thursday and put them into action. She would get them to pour over all this information and use every possible resource to try to get into the man’s head. She needed to know what he was after and find a way to give that to him without compromising Warrington’s, Taylor’s, or her own interests. This was her method of operation on any deal she had been assigned, and so far, it worked every single time.

After taking another sip of wine, Sylvia reached into her backpack by the seat. She pulled out a small paperback and gazed at its cover. The attractive blue background highlighted well the maroon dragon with a golden arrow shooting through its heart. The title of the book was as enigmatic as its author: The Serpent’s Coil by William Everett. She picked it up at a bookstore in the Dulles terminal while waiting for her flight to Paris. She asked the clerk for Everett’s latest book, and this was what he handed her. Sylvia thought if she read something the man had written, she might be able to gain some insight into his thinking. She turned the book over to read the description.




Davis Keller returns in The Serpent’s Coil, the highly-anticipated sequel to Will Everett’s best-selling novel Miracle Man. Davis discovers that the strange accidents occurring during his Human Miracle presentations have actually been orchestrated by someone intent on stopping him from telling the world his story. After investigating the apparent acts of sabotage, with his loyal personal assistant Marci Devall, Davis is surprised to learn that those responsible are in fact a secret society whose members hail from all walks of life and from multiple nationalities. As he and Ms. Devall delve further into the mystery, they uncover a terrible secret about invisible forces in their world working to extinguish the very essence of the human spirit. This knowledge puts the pair in the cross hairs of some very influential people intent on maintaining the status quo at any cost.




 Upon reading these words, an old memory surfaced in Sylvia’s mind and surprised her: her teenage self reading a book just like this while lying in a hotel bed during her study abroad years ago. But the memory was not alone.

Something had awakened and slowly appeared behind Sylvia, like a dark specter moving in her direction. A sense of dread shot through her. She threw Everett’s book on top of the files and stared at it as though it had burned her fingers. 

Within seconds, the specter was right behind her, projecting an intense longing, threatening to consume her. But this wasn’t its most disturbing aspect. A deep sorrow accompanied the longing and the specter cried out in a woeful lament. This frightened the young lawyer beyond measure and her heart beat wildly.

No. 

Not this.

Sylvia did everything she could to fight off the specter, to prevent it from overcoming her. It was unwelcome, and she feared what would happen next. Indeed, not a moment later the specter drew forth another old memory, one too painful to behold.




Sylvia, my little girl from the forest...




She shut her eyes at these words in her head as a sharp pain shot through her heart. She turned her body toward the fuselage wall, trying to rid herself of the memory—trying to push away the awful specter.

Breathing heavily while gritting her teeth, Sylvia fought hard against the onslaught, curling her fists tightly, doing everything in her power to resist it.

Then, finally, after several difficult moments, the phantom retreated back into the shadows. Sylvia felt relief and reopened her eyes, looking out the window of the airplane. She immediately turned to the task at hand to further suppress the old memories.

First, she grabbed Everett’s book and returned it to her backpack. Perhaps it was a mistake even buying it. She then resumed looking through the folders, anything to take her mind off of what had just transpired. Forcing a serious expression, Sylvia gazed again at the pages of Everett’s contract. But it was as though she was staring at blank sheets of paper. Her breathing was still heavy, and she was surprised when a single tear appeared and rolled down her cheek. Quickly wiping it away, she took the contract and folders and placed them into the backpack out of exasperation. She could not believe this whole episode occurred over a stupid book’s description. 

Sylvia pushed the backpack under her seat, folded the tray away, adjusted the seat, and leaned back once more, looking out at the beautiful night sky that now revealed a quarter moon lighting up the clouds beneath the plane. She needed some sleep before landing anyway.

She closed her eyes and tried finding a comfortable position. Minutes passed and despite her exhaustion from the whirlwind of the day’s events, Sylvia found it difficult to fall asleep. Tossing and turning, she struggled with bits and pieces of old memories lingering in her mind. After almost a half hour of this, she finally gave up, watched a movie, then perused the in-flight magazine. Frustrated by her inability to sleep, Sylvia knew she would be fighting jet lag the following day at the least. She just hoped she wouldn’t be too out of it during the meeting with Everett.

Then, after several hours, she finally dozed off.


Chapter Three

Arrival



Sylvia awoke to the tone of an electronic bell and the turning on of lights in the first-class cabin. 

She slid open the window shade by her seat and gazed out. The night sky had disappeared and was replaced by sunlight reflecting off billowy white clouds below. It was morning. The plane was about an hour from Paris and the flight attendants were just now serving a light breakfast to the passengers.

“Good. I could really use some coffee,” she thought while stretching in her seat.

While she was only able to sleep briefly on the flight, Sylvia was relieved the disturbing episode she experienced had passed. The dreadful specter had faded into obscurity like the stars outside the plane. 

Things had returned to normal.

It was time to get down to business.


~~~


Making her way through the serpentine corridors of Paris-Charles de Gaulle airport, Sylvia pulled her rolling suitcase in one hand and held a hot, take-away cup of coffee in the other, wearing her leather backpack containing the Everett files over her shoulder. Despite a brief rush of energy from the coffee, Sylvia felt a drag of inner tiredness in the pit of her stomach. Jet lag had kicked in.

Though several years since she had been overseas, not since her study abroad in Europe through Baltimore U, she remembered well the miserable feeling of staying awake for 24 hours straight and how it mentally exaggerated everything around her. In this case, it was the unfamiliar passageways of a foreign airport, the sound of French and other languages, as well as peculiar smells wafting out of perfume stores or restaurants inside the airport complex. The combination of these foreign stimuli made her feel uneasy and out of place. This, plus an almost nauseous sleepiness, haunted the brunette as she headed for the building exit.

After a brief shuffle through customs, she entered the arrivals hall. It was a picture of chaos as a multitude of passengers passed through it, greeting and departing with awaiting family members, friends, or business associates. At the opposite end of the hall, a bank of large windows with two sets of sliding glass doors opened onto the outside drive where buses and taxis waited to convey passengers into the city or other destinations. Just in front of this glass entryway, several drivers or guides held up placards with names. Near the middle, a placard labeled “Taylor & Hitch” caught Sylvia’s attention. The man holding the sign gazed at passersby with an attentive look. His neatly-pressed, black business suit and matching tie gave Sylvia the impression of a professional accustomed to handling important clients. 

She headed for the dark-haired Frenchman and as soon as he noticed her approach, he smiled.

“Taylor & Hitch, madame?” he asked. His pronunciation of Hitch sounded like “itch” without the h.

“Oui…monsieur,” she responded haltingly, feeling the tiredness even more. 

“Sylvia Trocadero,” she finished, holding out her hand. He shook her hand as a look of interest lit up his face.

“Ah! Trocadéro! Like our famous place!” the man replied with a smiling visage and brief laugh. 

This change in the man’s demeanor had Sylvia wondering how professional he really was. She furrowed her brow, throwing him a gaze of suspicion.

“André Pouvain, madame, at your service,” he now stated with a vague smile.

The English he spoke, with its French accent, was good enough to show he could converse with clients in the language, though he apparently retained enough of his country’s pride not to speak it so precisely.

“This way, if you please,” he said with a more serious expression.

The conducteur made his way out of the crowd and Sylvia walked around to meet him at the entrance. They proceeded through one of the automatic sliding doors leading outside the terminal building.

When Sylvia stepped outside, the cool morning air enveloped her. She paused for a moment and closed her eyes, trying to push away the jet lag. Taking a deep breath, she felt refreshed as a fragrant breeze blew across her face, sending her silky black hair to one side. But the breeze was suddenly overrun by a waft of exhaust fumes. Sylvia’s eyes shot open at pungent monoxide emanating from the barrage of taxis and buses outside the terminal.

The Frenchman walked toward a burgundy Audi crammed in between two other taxis as though the man had simply pushed the car sideways into the gap. Nevertheless, he was able to stand between the back of the taxi and the car behind him well enough to open the trunk. He motioned to Sylvia for her suitcase which he then grabbed and promptly slammed onto the floor of the trunk. Sylvia was shocked. But knowing she had nothing breakable in the case, she wasn’t overly concerned. She moved to one of the back doors and got in. After closing the trunk, the driver briskly walked to the front and hopped into the car as though he would be arrested for lingering by the curb for much longer.

Placing her backpack beside her, Sylvia leaned back, took another sip of the coffee, and relaxed. The tiredness grew more intense, and she couldn’t wait to get to the hotel and perhaps take a nap before heading to Warrington’s office. The conducteur fired up the Audi’s engine and glanced back at his passenger with a smile.

“Ready to go?” he asked cheerfully.

Sylvia nodded and the gentleman began his attempt to move the car out of the space by the curb. After a few sharp movements back and forth, he managed to get the taxi out of the gap without so much as a scratch on the other cars.

“Impressive,” Sylvia thought while shaking her head.

The taxi sped out of the drive in front of the terminal and after a near miss with a blue shuttle bus, which had Sylvia gasping, they were heading toward Paris.

The taxi departed the airport complex and followed the A1 Autoroute du Nord heading southwest toward the city. Sylvia gazed out the window at a steel gray sky showing the first signs of being displaced by the morning sun. The car passed open fields and countryside on the right and sleek commercial or industrial buildings on the left.

The group of students Sylvia visited the city with on her study abroad took a TGV train from Brussels into Paris’s Gare du Nord station. She remembered clearly what that was like but felt this trip by taxi was more pleasant...and prestigious. Of course, she was a working professional now—she was no longer a student. However Darnell and Heisner were viewed by their subordinates, it was clear they intended their workforce be respected no matter the cost. And this was something no employee of Taylor & Hitch could argue with.

After nearly twenty minutes of travel along the autoroute, the scenery changed from open country and large commercial complexes into a mixture of housing developments and chaotically planned city structures. The taxi was passing through the first suburbs in northern Paris. Retail outlets with their mix of old and new buildings were interspersed with apartment complexes that seemed to hail from the 60s and 70s. What looked to be factories with smokestacks were surrounded by old houses and dirty storefronts. The sign of modernity in sleek glass and steel structures was thrown right into the midst of city blocks with worn-out brick buildings. Along with tacky signage on many buildings, modern advertising was juxtaposed with swaths of colorful graffiti. The streets were jammed with both brand new and worn-out looking vehicles. Numerous denizens moved throughout the banlieue, going about their daily business, many of whom were dressed as though it was freezing outside.

Ordinary French society seemed strikingly dissimilar to the romantic vistas and age-old buildings she recalled seeing in the heart of Paris. This, plus the jet lag, gave the young woman’s stomach a churn. She felt so out of place. Her world back in the States seemed so clean and simple by comparison. Even stranger was the feeling she had made a mistake in coming here accompanied by a strong impulse to return to the airport and fly back to the U.S. But as strong as this impulse was in her tired mind, it was just as absurd. She figured it was simply her mind’s attempt at adjusting to a strange environment in which all the dirty and ugly aspects seemed to stand out.

The taxi descended through the Saint-Denis suburb toward the city. At a certain point, a road sign indicated that Paris’s center was straight ahead. But just as Sylvia thought they would continue straight to that center, the Frenchman exited onto another highway that seemed to avoid the city altogether. Indeed, when a sign indicated that this highway lead toward Rouen, she wondered in alarm if the man knew where he was going. Maybe there was some miscommunication between Sarah and the taxi company. Sylvia glanced around desperately to determine exactly where they were.

“Um…monsieur…excusez-moi?” she uttered while leaning forward in the seat, her brow furrowed in confusion.

“Oui, madame?” the man answered while looking at her in the rear-view mirror.

“Um…est-ce que…is this…Paris?” she asked brokenly. 

Either she had forgotten most of the French she learned in school or was too tired to think straight...or both. At the same time, she pointed exaggeratedly to the left, hoping the man would understand what she was asking. Indeed, he not only understood her question, but her lack of a sense of direction too. He smiled.

“Yes, madame. This is the…Périphérique. It goes, uh…autour de…around Paris. You see?” he explained while twirling a finger in the air.

But this increased Sylvia’s confusion more. 

“He’s driving around the city and not to it?”

“But…um…nous…um…we’re going this way, oui?” she uttered while pointing left again, embarrassed by her awful mixture of English and French. 

She couldn’t seem to get her head straight, and the take-charge mindset she developed as a lawyer was trying to assert itself in a situation that seemed wrong to her understanding.

“Yes, madame. Hotel Bretagne, non?” he asked her with a courteous expression, though the man probably thought her to be a blooming idiot.

These words reassured Sylvia and she nodded affirmatively.

“Yes…Hotel Bretagne.”

“Bien. We’ll arrive shortly. No worry,” the man stated with another smile.

“Okay,” she replied and sat back in the seat, still concerned as to whether she would arrive at the correct destination or not.

But she determined to just trust the Frenchman and remain quiet. After all, he lived here, didn’t he?

The conducteur resumed his concentration on the route ahead while negotiating a traffic jam that slowly appeared in front of them. Paris rush hour. It was certainly inconvenient, but nothing compared to D.C. on a weekday morning. Sipping what was left of the cool coffee, she stared at the scenery along the Périphérique with its office complexes, hotels, and residential structures occasionally blocked by stands of cedar, maple, and other greenery. At one point, the traffic came to a complete halt.

“Merde,” the driver uttered in disgust.

“C’est Paris, madame, non?” he said, glancing at Sylvia once more in the mirror while gesturing toward the crowd of autos jammed on the autoroute.

She nodded and wondered how long it would take to get to the hotel at this point. She even contemplated taking a nap in the seat, but decided against it in the event the man was indeed mixed up about the location. Was there another Hotel Bretagne in Rouen or somewhere else?

He now switched on the car radio and a barrage of French news spewed out. Sylvia couldn’t understand a single word. These sounds of a foreign radio broadcast seemed to conspire with her failure to understand where she was going and gave Sylvia’s stomach another churn. 

After a further ten minutes of slow movement, the traffic resumed a regular pace. Then, the Frenchman finally exited the Périphérique and the Audi came to a stop at its first traffic light since leaving the airport. A blue street sign on a nearby building indicated this was the Avenue de la Grande Armée. The light turned green, and the taxi turned onto the avenue. Gazing in the direction the driver was now heading, Sylvia shook her head and frowned.

In the distance, towering over the midst of this grand boulevard on the western side of the city, stood the formidable Arc de Triomphe. They were definitely in Paris. Sylvia felt silly now at her concern over whether Pouvain knew where he was going, but realized the jet lag was fogging her brain.

She turned around and gazed out the back window. In the distance, shiny, modern skyscrapers of varying size and shape rose high above the Parisian landscape. Sylvia gathered it was the La Défense complex where she would be heading to Warrington’s branch office later that morning. She turned back around and relaxed.

The Frenchman plowed ahead, weaving in and out of traffic as though he was taking Sylvia to an emergency room rather than a hotel. Along the way, the familiar, limestone Baroque and Second Empire buildings appeared with their
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