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      When a woman wrongs a man... can a man forgive and love?

      Jen Jones hides a horrible secret behind her new degree, toned body, and exciting job at Silicon Valley’s hottest startup—until a man linked to her past is killed by a hit-and-run.

      CEO and founder Dave Jewell is about to land a huge deal. He doesn’t need blood on his car, threatening phone calls, and Jen wrapped in broken code and blackmail.

      A gang of thugs hunts Jen, and she takes refuge in Dave’s protective arms. Together, they must thwart a killer and rescue an innocent victim from their past. Love blossoms, but a damaging revelation points straight at Jen, threatening to tear them apart forever.
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        “Shocking twists... amazing chemistry, yummy with an edge.” – Christina McKnight, author of Only In Her Dreams

      

        

      
        “Keeps you up way past bedtime, chasing bad guys and falling in love.” – Chantel Rhondeau, author of Always & Forever

      

        

      
        “When truth collides with hope—another riveting tale sure to keep you guessing!” – Melisa Hamling, bestselling author of Twenty Weeks

      

        

      
        “A mind-teasing mystery and captivating romance where forgiveness is the key.” – Christine Raggio, writer

      

        

      
        “Action-packed, twists and turns that keep you guessing until the very last page.” – Cate Beauman, bestselling author of the Bodyguards of L.A. County Series

      

        

      
        “Full of suspense, mystery, humor, and romance. Techy, but never boring!” – Flara Richards, reader

      

        

      
        “Amazing chemistry with Dave always worrying about Jen. It’s so romantic!” – Roopa Prabhu, software engineer
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      I invite you to explore my world of romance, humor, danger, and fantasy:  from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or the Reader’s Guide: https://rachelleayala.net/books/

      Be sure to search for “Rachelle Ayala” at your online bookstore for additional titles, box sets, audiobooks, and translations.
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      Look at my current list of free books at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/free-books

      [Includes audiobooks. List subject to change].

      If you’re a writer or want to learn how to write romances, please see my list of writing books.

      https://rachelleayala.net/writingbooks
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      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      http://smarturl.it/RachAyala

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Psalm 127:1 Except the LORD build the house,

        they labor in vain that build it

      

      

      

      The gangbanger car drove by, its ground effects practically hugging the asphalt. Jen Jones raced through a vacant lot littered with beer bottles. She pushed the timer on her sports watch and jogged up the potholed driveway of her apartment complex.

      The garish pink two-level building could have passed for a quick-stop motel. Bars covered the windows, and the pulsing of Mexican corridos, accordion and bass horns, blared from an open door. Despite the popular image, Silicon Valley was not all red tile roofs, German cars, and venture capital.

      The car slowed. A man waved a red bandana and hooted, “Ay mamacita!”

      Stupid wannabes. Jen slipped off her sweatband and stepped into the foyer. Sherry, her roommate, walked by with her golden retriever, Max.

      “Muscle Boy’s been by again,” she said.

      Not good news. Jen stopped at the mailbox and opened it. A small pink envelope dropped to the ground.

      Sherry picked it up and handed it to her. “For you. Baby shower? Wedding?”

      Jen stuffed the envelope into her pocket. “Junk mail.”

      Max strained at his leash and whined. Sherry tilted her chin toward the street. “I told him you’d be back after your run.”

      “Sure, whatever.” Jen rushed through the small courtyard and bounded up the stairs. Once inside her bedroom, she tore the envelope and pulled out an aftershave-scented note.

      Silence comes with the right price, but LOVE conquers all.

      Unsigned and not amusing. She turned the page over. Indentations. Definitely heavy-handed. Ugh. Muscles were way overrated. She tossed the note into the trash and rummaged under her mattress for five twenties. This blackmail game was getting old. If only she could stop him for good…

      After a quick shower, Jen pulled on a pair of worn jeans and a sweater and placed her laptop on the kitchen table. The slanted rays of the setting sun reflected off the screen. Another Saturday evening with nothing to look forward to but work. Better check the software build. A few keystrokes later, Jen connected to her company’s network. Her coworker Praveena’s instant messaging window popped up with its attending ringtone.

      Praveena: I need to check in a fix. The build’s broken.

      Jen: Again?

      Praveena: Sorry.

      Heavy knocking vibrated the door. “Jen, you there?”

      Jen’s jaw tightened along with her fists. He wasn’t supposed to meet her here. She ignored him, but the banging continued. “I know you’re in there.”

      She yanked the door open before he disturbed the neighbors. Rey Custodio, aka Muscle Boy, stood on the doormat.

      She groaned, not bothering to hide her aggravation. “You promised to stay away.”

      He raised his sunglasses over spiked black hair and wiggled his snakelike eyebrows. “Hey, hey, missed you at the gym.”

      “I’ll get your money. Wait here.” She moved to close the door, but he blocked it with his shoulder and sidestepped into her apartment.

      “Actually, I came to see you.”

      “I’m busy right now.” Jen gestured toward her computer. The instant messaging app jingled, and Jen brushed past Rey to her laptop.

      Praveena: Checked in.

      Jen: OK, will restart.

      Rey pulled a chair to the kitchen table and straddled it backward.

      “I didn’t invite you in.” Jen moved the laptop away from his prying eyes. She logged into the build servers and scanned the error messages. The build had already aborted on a compile error deep in the source tree. Scrolling through the code, she located Praveena’s latest changes and labeled them.

      Rey placed a memory stick on the table. “The code you gave me last week broke.”

      “Broke? Or you couldn’t take the time to figure it out?” Jen typed in a few more commands, checked the available disk space, and started the build script. She blew between her teeth. What would it take to shake Rey loose from her? The leech.

      “I need your help, sweetie.” He beamed at her with his arms across the back of the chair.

      Jen pushed the stick back to him. “I only left out a few steps. Don’t you want to learn anything?”

      He trapped her hand. “I could be more forgetful if you’d cooperate.”

      She stared at the back of his square hand, decorated with the sharp points of a tattoo. She had to remain calm—perhaps mislead him—make him think what he had on her wasn’t that important. Yeah, right. If her company did a thorough background check, she’d be fired, maybe even jailed.

      She met his eyes with a confidence she did not feel. “It’s better for you to figure out things for yourself. I can’t take the tests for you.”

      Rey let go of her and grinned. “Go out with me. Since you haven’t given me good code, you owe me dinner and dancing.”

      “I’m not sure how you figure that.” Jen backed from the table. Why would he want her company’s code for an intro computer science class at State? Sweat moistened Jen’s palms. She couldn’t betray her employer, but she couldn’t allow Rey to spill what he knew.

      “We should renegotiate.” He walked to the fridge and helped himself to a soda.

      “That’s Sherry’s.” Jen snatched the can from him and put it back. “What do you really want?”

      “If I like you, I might forget your faults.” He opened his hands and flashed his white teeth, looking surprisingly handsome, for a moment.

      Perhaps he could be charmed into keeping his mouth shut. Besides, Jen had nothing better to do. Sherry had the night off, and sitting through the Saturday night primetime lineup while babysitting the build was not exactly top on Jen’s bucket list. Neither was going out with her blackmailer, but a girl’s gotta do…

      “If I have dinner with you, you’ll call off the blackmail?”

      One side of his face lifted in a sideways leer, and he crowded her against the kitchen counter, his aftershave overpowering like chemical waste. “Depends on how much you beg.”

      Yuck. Jen stomped to her bedroom and grabbed the five twenties. She returned and waved them in his face. “This isn’t working out. Take it and leave.”

      “Jennifer, Jennifer, you’re my date tonight.” He pushed the money back. “I’ll be a good boy. Promise.”

      Jen swallowed hard and stuffed the bills in her pocket. “Name’s not Jennifer. It’s Jen. Jen Jones.”

      “Jennifer Cruz, you can’t hide from him forever.” He shook his head with the grim expression of a doctor pronouncing a death sentence. “Might as well fess up.”

      “He can’t know. If I lose my job, who’s going to pay your bills?” She shot what she hoped was a stun-gun glare. “Besides, what’s with the baby-pink envelopes?”

      His eyes glittered with amusement while he opened the door. “That’s for the baby girl we’re going to have.”

      Arrogant son of a…

      Jen glanced out the window. Sherry was coming through the courtyard with Max.

      “Let’s go before my roommate gets back.” She grabbed her keys from the hook and looked for her purse before remembering she had lost it the day before. “You better drive. I haven’t replaced my license yet.”

      How could she be so stupid to leave her purse at Starbucks? Of course no one claimed to have seen it when she returned later. Jen tucked the laptop under the sofa and grabbed her iPad in case her boss needed to reach her. After locking the door, she dragged Rey down the back stairway.

      Rey stepped over an overturned tricycle and opened the car door. Jen huffed, not surprised he parked on someone’s excuse for a lawn. She slid quickly into the vinyl passenger seat of his too-low muscle car, a nauseous yellow 4-door Dodge Charger Super Bee reeking of stale weed. The fake piney scent from the hanging air freshener added to the cheesiness.

      “Il Forno okay with you?” he asked.

      “Sure.” She sank into the seat and arranged her hair like a curtain over her face. Rey turned the ignition and fiddled with his GPS system. Jen lowered the window, tempted to bail. The car jerked backwards and jumped the curb. Had he even looked in the rear-view mirror?

      An Asian girl in too-tight running shorts jogged by. Ray whistled at her and gunned the motor. A block later, he leaned toward Jen at a stoplight with his lips puckered.

      She dodged his advance. “I’m not your girlfriend.”

      “Friends?”

      “If you really want to be my friend, you’ll be nice to me.” She poked his bicep, eliciting an almost sweet smile from him.

      “If you’re nice to me,” he said in a surprisingly low voice. For a moment, he reminded her of his brother, the man who was briefly her fiancé before dropping her like a hot tamale. No explanation, no communication, just a sad look and a door quietly shutting.

      “I’ll try.” She swallowed at the memory. Rey’s brother, Rodrigo, had died a few months ago in a tragic accident. He must have told Rey about her. Pressure swelled her throat. Did Rey also know about the baby?

      Rey boomed rap music all the way up Highway 101 and exited at University Avenue. After circling the block twice, he hooked a sharp U-turn and snagged a parking space from a minivan that had been waiting with its signal on.

      The minivan rolled away, the driver no doubt glaring at them. They walked the few short blocks past the valet parking to the restaurant’s stone façade entrance.

      A glamorous couple entered ahead of them. Jen looked at her jeans. “Are you sure? I’m not exactly dressed…”

      “Like a million bucks.” He held out his arm.
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        * * *

      

      Dave Jewell, CEO of Shopahol, pressed the key fob and locked his Camry. Stately mansions spread in the cul-de-sac behind him. He walked toward Atherton Avenue.

      “Hey, handsome.” A woman driving a black Mercedes S550 pulled onto a driveway in front of him. “What’cha doing here?”

      He peered into the open window. “Waiting for you, beautiful.”

      Claire Tyler popped the locks. Dave crossed to the passenger side and pushed a button to bring the seat all the way back. Claire leaned over, and he graced her with an air kiss. No sense messing up her finely traced lipstick. He had plenty of time to do that after dinner.

      She turned the Benz onto Highway 101. “Practice the pitch with me again?”

      He swept dark-brown hair from his forehead. “Social shopping combines the power of group buying in a competitive bidding environment. Grow your flock’s influence and be rewarded with lower prices. But bid too low and run the risk of losing the deal and your flock members. Our system allows merchants to optimize the capture of consumer demand by spurring sales at higher price points than a flat-out lowball price.”

      Claire fondled his knee while merging to the fast lane. “Cutie, you sound like a schoolboy reciting his lines. So how’s the code scaling? I heard you had glitches with reordering the price queues.”

      Gee, had she been talking to his Director of Engineering? Dave rubbed the back of his neck. He was close. If the Black Friday field trial went well, he’d receive contracts and a loan extension with a chance to go public the following year. But if not, he would have to lay off staff right before the holidays.

      Claire pinched his thigh. “You’ve gone awfully quiet.”

      “It’s timing, that’s all.”

      “Yevita or Adventurine?” She named two high-class restaurants and took the exit to University Avenue.

      “How about Italian? Il Forno. My treat.” He tugged at his tie. The management and wait staff there were known for their discretion.

      Claire took a wide turn and pulled in front of the valet parking. Minutes later, Dave escorted her through the front door. She nodded to the maître d’, and they were seated immediately.

      While she went to freshen up, Dave scrolled through the disturbing flood of messages on his Blackberry. He pressed the speed dial to Greta, the Director of Engineering. She answered on the first ring.

      “Why’s the build broken?” He gestured to the waiter. “Drink menu?”

      “We had some last-minute fixes,” Greta said.

      “I want a good build by midnight. I can’t emphasize how important it is.” He hung up before hearing her reply.

      Claire swept into the booth and flashed him a million-dollar smile. Three million to be exact. To make payroll, he’d first have to make her pant and scream. He rummaged in his pocket and found a breath mint.

      “This place has gotten a bit shabby.” She brushed the lapel of her linen jacket and glanced at the young couple across from them.

      Dave followed her gaze. A young woman stared into her iPad while her gangbanger boyfriend picked at his tribal tattoo. His muscle shirt stretched too tightly, he snapped his fingers trying to get her attention.

      Her face was furrowed in concentration. Warmth spread over Dave’s chest, and he swallowed. The woman had the bone structure of a model. She looked vaguely familiar—long milk-chocolate hair, elegant eyebrows, and lush lips. Dressed in a rumpled, oversized sweater and faded jeans, she was possibly an engineer. Silicon Valley was full of them: never tiring, endlessly working, all for a shot at the elusive stock offering. Her jaw was set tightly, but her eyes held a sad story, blinking a little too fast. What was she doing with the brute whose fists were clenched below the table?

      Claire kicked his shin, reminding him of his price tag. The rest of the evening, he spent engrossed in complimenting her taste, her beauty, and her impeccable style. Married to one of the wealthiest men in the Valley, she was not averse to providing a little angel investing on the side. He took her hand across the table and caressed it, fixing her with eyes he hoped were full of desire.

      “Damn!” A sharp voice emitted from the next table. “The fuckin’ build’s broken.”

      Claire glared over her tiramisu. “This is the last time I’m slumming here with you.”

      Dave winced and looked over. The young woman closed the cover on her iPad. “I have to go. The servers need rebooting.”

      “You can’t do it remotely?” The boyfriend pushed his chair back and shoved something into his pocket.

      “Security disabled it. Idiots.” The woman threw a wad of bills on the table and hurried out. Her boyfriend followed in a slow gait, but not before plucking a bill off the table.

      Claire shuddered. “Such a foul mouth.”

      Dave pulled out his wallet and signaled the waiter. He rolled a slow kiss across Claire’s palm. “Let’s take a bottle of Brunello back to my place.”
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        * * *

      

      Jen rushed toward Rey’s car while instant messaging with Greta, her boss. The engineers had another fix, but the build servers were unresponsive. Yes, yes, on my way. No, can’t find my cell phone. Sorry.

      Rey set the course on his GPS. A nerve rattled at the base of Jen’s neck. Shopahol was saved to his ‘Favorite Places’ list.

      The muscle car roared onto the freeway. Rey tapped her. “Is this what it’d be like married to you?”

      Jen stared at her iPad. His earlier attempt at proposing was insulting, ‘After all, no one would turn in his own wife,’ followed by a smooching sound. He hadn’t even bothered with a ring. Not that she wanted one. The blackmail and constant innuendo was enough of a bother. How would she ever get rid of him?

      He jerked the steering wheel. “Bitch in the black Mercedes cut us off.”

      Shaking his fist, he gunned his motor, passed them, and tapped the brakes.

      “Can you stop playing games?” Jen typed on the virtual keyboard. “Greta’s going ballistic. Automation can’t run until the build is done.”

      Rey lightened his foot from the gas pedal. “I asked you to marry me. You haven’t answered me.”

      “You can’t be serious. You barely know me. Drive faster.”

      “Don’t order me around.” He cut across three lanes of the freeway and exited on Shoreline Drive.

      “This isn’t the way.” Jen pointed to the sign. The road grew darker, the GPS recalculating at every corner.

      Rey meandered past deserted parking lots. Jen’s chest tightened. She searched for another car, anyone, her heart pounding furiously. Keep calm. He’s traumatized from the war, going into extreme mode; let him drive it off.

      He pulled the car off the pavement near a soccer field, leaving the lights on and the engine idling. Jen unbelted herself and cracked the door open. Rey twisted her wrist.

      Pain shot up her arm. “Ow, ow. Let go.”

      He turned her toward him. His breath hissed through clenched teeth. Rey’s face, so much like Rodrigo’s, loomed over her. But where Rodrigo’s eyes had been soft, Rey’s were hardened pinpoints of steel. Rey had been to Iraq and discharged for psychiatric stress.

      Jen craned her neck, darting her gaze toward the open door. A single set of headlights lit the dark road and approached the field.

      “Shit.” Rey reached to his left for the headlamp switch while cutting the ignition. Jen swung her right leg out the door, but Rey yanked her hair and clamped her neck in a rear chokehold.

      The other car’s tires crunched on the gravel behind them. Jen thrashed and kicked the door wide open. But the moving car turned around, and the engine sounds faded into the night air. Her pulse crashing in her head, Jen dug her fingernails into his forearms.

      Oh, God, help me.

      Rey pinned his hardened face against hers. “You didn’t deny my brother. Answer me.”

      Jen whimpered, begging for the tiniest sliver of air. A taste like burnt leaves gagged the back of her throat and jagged flashes doused her vision.
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      Someone shook Jen, this time more gently. She opened her eyes and shut them immediately. Rey brushed the hair from her face. Her heartbeat skipped helter-skelter, but she held her breath and counted to ten.

      “Hey, you’re okay,” he said. “You fainted.”

      Fainted? He had practically choked the life out of her. But she would not panic. Jen touched her aching neck and swallowed with difficulty, her throat dry and sore. “W-where are we?”

      “Around the corner from your company. I’ll walk you to the door.”

      Jen blinked and focused. He was still staring at her, but the harshness on his face was gone.

      “The car pissed me off,” he said. “Triggered the war zone and… well... you wouldn’t cooperate. You’re not scared of me, are you?”

      “I-I don’t know what to say.” She swallowed the panic in her throat.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you.” He caressed her face and handed her a memory stick. “The code. Any mobile app would do, but iPhone would be better since I have one and can test it before turning it in.”

      “I could be fired.”

      “Better than scrubbing toilets at Chowchilla.” His wink lifted one side of his face into a snarl.

      “Sending me to jail won’t help you find a job or pass any classes. Why are you doing this?” Jen couldn’t keep the irritation out of her voice.

      Rey stared straight over the steering wheel. “It’s for my daughter.”

      “You have a daughter?”

      “It’s complicated. Rod didn’t tell you?”

      Her throat clenched at the mention of his brother. “He stopped talking to me long before he died. Why, what’s up?”

      More like he had told her to stay away when all she’d wanted were answers. That had been six years and sixty pounds ago. The next time she saw him was at his funeral.

      Rey scratched his left cheek. “Everything’s screwed up. What can I do to gain custody?”

      She could think of several smart remarks. But the ringing in her ears and the condition of her throat reminded her to be wise. There was real pain in his voice. Maybe he wanted to marry her to show he could provide a good home.

      “It’ll be best to get back together with her mother,” Jen suggested.

      He shook his head and drummed the steering wheel with his fingers.

      “Look, Rey. You don’t really want to marry me. I get you the code, and you’ll leave. Like everyone else.” She hoped he’d take the hint. She pocketed the memory stick, picked up her iPad, and opened the car door.

      He walked her to the lobby door, his hands in the pockets of his baggy pants. “I’ll wait for you.”

      “Okay, but it might be awhile.” Jen waved her badge over the reader and unlocked the door.

      He shuffled his feet, his shoulders slumped. “Rodrigo’s death wasn’t an accident.”

      A flurry of chills grazed her scalp. She had heard how he died—crushed in a metal compactor at the scrap yard he owned. “But that’s what the police said it was.”

      “How would they know?” He glanced toward the parking lot.

      “Who’d want him dead?”

      “Did you?” His lips compressed as if he were about to blow taps on a bugle, and he turned away before she could answer.

      What was that about? Jen stepped into the building and pushed the door shut. She hurried through the corridor of cubicles to the double doors of the lab. A cloak of safety wrapped around her when the steel doors shut behind her. The rows of servers and switches, humming and blinking green and blue, welcomed her with familiarity.

      Jen set her iPad on the lab bench and flipped on the lights. A stinging, electrical smell came from the last row where her build servers lay. She wavered. Run and call for help? No time to lose. Greta wanted a new build by midnight. She unstrapped the fire extinguisher and ran toward the last row.

      The servers were dark with no blinking lights. A wavy grey smoke simmered from the giant power supply—the new ‘uninterruptible’ unit that Bruce, the lab technician, had installed on Friday.

      She pulled the trigger and sprayed them. Maybe overkill, because the fuses had blown, but she felt better covering the smell with halon. Fortunately, Bruce had left the old unit in the corner. Re-racking and re-cabling took her a good hour. After all the servers blinked green, she sent a message to the team, checked her email and restarted the build.

      Now for Rey’s business. Jen took Rey’s memory stick to an old LINUX system sitting under a bench. All the new employee laptops were encryption shielded to guard against unauthorized file copying. No one remembered the server virtualization appliance left over from a beta trial.

      Jen stepped between the mass of wires and whirring machinery. She peered over her shoulder, feeling as if someone watched her. What had Rey meant about her wanting Rodrigo dead?

      Her eyes moistened. Rod had been crushed like an aluminum can. What pain and panic he must have felt. She bent under the table, trying to wiggle the stick into the slot. Dang! It fell beneath the grate into a jumble of wires and conduits.

      She shouldn’t have attended Rodrigo’s funeral. That had led to Rey coming around insinuating things. Jen rummaged around the lab desk. No flashlight. She opened the supply cabinet and found a memory stick used to make dongles. She inserted the stick and located an outdated snippet of code, enough to help him understand the conceptual design and create a working executable but incompatible with the current release.

      This blackmailing had to stop now, tonight. She’d expose him for plagiarism and get him kicked out of San José State if he breathed a word of her past. And she’d convince him he had to be a model citizen if he wanted anything to do with his daughter. She pressed around her neck, wincing. Yep, she had enough for a restraining order.

      But then, she’d have to go to the cops, and they might reopen their investigation. Her stomach ground against her diaphragm. She needed this job, and if the CEO of her company recognized her from his past…

      She finished doctoring the code and pocketed the stick. It had taken longer because of the power supply swap. Who knew what kind of mood Rey would be in after waiting so long?

      Jen checked the build log one more time and exited the lab. The empty lobby was lit by a single blue emergency light near the phone. She took the memory stick out of her pocket and opened the front door a crack. “Rey? You there?”

      Wind swirled through her hair, but no Rey. Moonlight cast moving shadows through the trees surrounding the parking lot. No one there. She walked around the corner to where Rey had left his car.

      Gone. Strange. Guess the code wasn’t so important after all. Mark that she wasn’t important either. So much for saying he’d wait.

      She turned toward the building. A scattering of dried leaf fragments blew around her feet. Something moved to the right, and a large body pushed her into the wall. Jen screamed, but a gloved hand covered her mouth and yanked her head to the side. She kicked at his shins, but the man was too massive to dislodge.

      “Baby doll, hand over the memory stick.” The gruff voice didn’t belong to Rey, and the cinnamon breath mints provided scant cover for the reek of cigarette smoke, stale cologne and road tar. He pried it from her fingers and shoved her headfirst into the juniper bushes along the side of the building.

      A car engine idled nearby, and the door slammed.

      Jen brushed hair and twigs from her face. The taillights of a white sedan disappeared around the corner. She stumbled to the lobby door and ran into the building. Her heart racing, she pounced through the double doors of the lab and hid in the last row of servers and storage arrays.

      She bent her head between her knees, unable to catch her breath—the fluttering of her ribcage fanned like the dry, omen-laden Santa Ana winds. She had fucked up big time.

      By tomorrow, the code could be posted on the internet, and her fingerprints were all over the memory stick.
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        * * *

      

      Jen turned on top of a coil of extension cords. She blinked the sleep out of her eyes and stretched on the hard floorboards. The build servers were still flashing green lights and their humming fans blew warm air over her face. Her neck ached, and her shoulders were tight. The screensaver on the lab monitor blinked 5:54 am. Sunday morning.

      The panic of the night before rose like a plume of acid. Jen went to the women’s room and peered into the mirror. Angry bruises encircled her neck, and her throat was raw and dry. She washed her face and walked to her desk. A flashlight lay next to the toothbrush in the corner of the bottom drawer.

      Praveena had a scarf on her coat rack. It was a flouncy polka-dotted knit with pink pom-poms, but it would have to do. After wrapping it around her neck, she left a note, bought a yogurt from the vending machine, and went back to the server room.

      She’d retrieve Rey’s memory stick and give it back to him without the code. Whoever took the stick from her last night would hopefully not tell where they got it. But Rey? He’d have another thing to hold over her. If it came down to it, she’d turn herself in. She wasn’t a criminal. Okay, withholding evidence, lying to the police and possible accessory to a kidnapping. Her eyeballs ached. Not going to think about it, nor the man whose life she ruined.

      Jen pried the floorboard up and shined the flashlight into the mass of wires. The red stick lay halfway between an outlet and a jumble of cables. She fished it out and shoved it into her pocket.

      The heavy double doors thumped and footsteps lumbered over the hollow floor. Jen’s hairs prickled. She lowered the panel slowly and hid behind the row of storage arrays. Their fans hummed quieter than the higher-pitched whine of the server farms. She peered around the cooling unit.

      Bruce’s broad frame stopped near the burned out power supplies. “Who left the fire extinguisher out?”

      The nerve of him! Where was he last night while she did his job?

      She stepped behind him, her hands on her hips. “I did. The data center could have burned down if I hadn’t come by to check on my servers.”

      He jerked around, his multiple rubber-banded ponytail swung like a baby rattlesnake. “You’re overreacting. They all had safety fuses.”

      “Well, you still have to thank me. I re-cabled my servers to the old supplies. You overloaded them and I couldn’t reload all of them, so I only have half my cluster working.”

      “Sure, thanks.” He tugged on his nose ring and answered his cell. “Hi, Greta. I got everything fixed already. Okay, no prob.”

      Liar.

      He ended the call. “Hey, thanks for covering. You were here all night?”

      Jen yawned. “Looks that way. You owe me one. Could you give me a ride back to my apartment?”

      “Sure.” Bruce pulled out a packing box and rolled the ‘uninterruptible’ power supply into the Styrofoam forms. “Hey, did you hear the sirens?”

      “No. What happened?”

      Bruce’s deep-set eyes brightened while he taped up the box. “A jogger found a body in the parking lot.”

      A chill scratched down Jen’s back, and she clutched at Praveena’s long knit scarf. “A body?”

      “Some gangbanger guy. Wanna look?” He grabbed his keys and shoved them into his pocket. “I’ll put the rest of your servers back online later.”

      Jen followed him out of the lab to the edge of the parking lot, marked off by yellow crime-scene tape. A shrouded form lay on a gurney in front of an ambulance, and an outline was spray-painted onto the asphalt. Jen averted her face. There could be blood, bits of bone and hair. She never looked at smashed squirrels and skunks while jogging, but crossed the streets to avoid them.

      A small crowd of onlookers gawked from the sidewalk.

      “There’s the jogger who found the body.” Bruce pointed to a silver-haired man in shorts, his legs pink from windburn. The old man jogged in place and shook his arms as if impatient to be on his way. A tall black man wearing a suit handed the jogger a card.

      The man in the suit strode fluidly in their direction. His gaze swept over Jen once, twice, and stopped at her neck. He grinned, showing perfect teeth. “Any tighter and that scarf would be a leash.”

      Jen tugged at the pom-poms, feeling like a ninth grader walking past the senior jock table.

      “She was here all night,” Bruce said, looking at Jen.

      The man extended his hand. “Detective John Mathews, San José Police Department. Do you work here?”

      “Yes, and so does he.” Jen shook the detective’s thin, firm hand and glanced at Bruce. If the officers weren’t around, she would have kicked him.

      “Miss, may I ask you a few questions?” Mathews gestured for them to step away from the crowd.

      “Sure. What happened?”

      Detective Mathews took out a notepad. “What time did you arrive?”

      “Nine, nine thirty.”

      “See or hear anything?”

      Jen shook her head. “I was in the server room.”

      “All night? Doing what?”

      “Re-cabling the power cords and monitoring my build servers.”

      “That’s dedication.” The detective raised an eyebrow. “No car?”

      Jen grimaced. “A friend dropped me off.”

      “I suppose he or she can corroborate the time of your arrival?”

      “No need,” she replied evenly. “The badge reader would give you the exact time.”

      No way was Jen going to admit to being friends with Rey Custodio.

      Mathews scratched his goatee. “Do you make it a practice of spending the night here?”

      Tiny pinpricks of sweat wet Jen’s forehead, but she didn’t dare wipe it. What if Rey killed someone? He had that rage problem. She almost looked around to see if he were in the crowd, but the detective’s predatory glare fixed her gaze on the knot of his jade-colored silk tie.

      “Sometimes,” she said. “I’m the build engineer, and Bruce is the lab manager. We have to make sure the systems are functioning, so the rest of the team can work from home.”

      “What do these jobs entail?”

      “I take care of the servers and storage arrays.” She noted the detective’s puzzled expression. “Servers are high performance computers used for backend processes and software builds. And storage arrays are giant enclosures full of disks.”

      Detective Mathews didn’t comment, so Jen continued. “Last night, some of our servers were not available from the network, and I had to manually bring them back online.”

      The detective tapped his pen on his chin. “And lab manager? You take care of the physical premises?”

      Bruce shrugged. “More or less. I install the hardware, make sure they’re wired and cabled, configure the network, and maintain the power and air conditioning systems.”

      “Any other engineers around last night?”

      Bruce shrugged at Jen’s direction. “Ask her.”

      “I didn’t see anyone.”

      “Hard to believe how things change.” Mathews rubbed his goatee. “Back in the go-go nineties, cars were piled up in these startup parking lots day and night. Nowadays, these lots are empty except for illegal street racers. Did you hear any tires squealing or see any kids out here?”

      “No,” Jen said. “I wasn’t looking.”

      “No windows from the lab?”

      “Nope.”

      The detective fished cards from his pocket. “If you two remember anything, give me a call. Your name, miss?”

      “Jen Jones.” She took a card. “Do you know who died?”

      Detective Mathews glanced at the broken beer bottles strewn in the corner. “A young man. No ID. Muscular guy, it would have taken someone pretty large to overpower him.”

      Jen swallowed heavily and hoped the detective missed it. He leveled his eyes at Bruce.

      Bruce swept his palms up. “Like I said, I didn’t recognize him.”

      Mathews made a noncommittal hum.

      Rey hung around with muscle heads. What if he met up with them and things got ugly? Jen noticed the detective staring at her. She shrugged. “Sorry.”

      The detective snapped his notebook and scanned the other onlookers. “I’ll be in touch with your company to verify your statements. Thank you for your time.”

      He moved toward a knot of Asian women. They restrained a distraught one who cried, “Is it my brother? He didn’t come home last night. Someone left his GPS on the doorstep, but his car’s gone.”

      Jen clasped her hand over her neck. Vera Custodio, Rey’s sister, handed the detective a GPS unit. “His last destination was this cross street.”

      Rey? Oh, my God. Rey’s dead! Jen’s knees weakened, and a wave of pressure slammed her gut.

      Bruce touched Jen’s elbow. “Ready to go? My pickup’s on the street. They cordoned off the lot.”

      “Sure, let me get my iPad.” Jen backed into the building, her gaze trained on Vera who was being led to the body. Cold sweat swept her with dizziness, and she bumped into a telephone table.

      “Whoa, there, are you all right?” Bruce grabbed her arm.

      “Sure… fine.” The room circled and Jen could barely catch her breath.

      Bruce stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling window. “I saw him before they covered him. He was smashed across the middle, guts spilling out. Dude had some serious muscle and an awesome tribal tattoo from his shoulders down to the fingertips.”

      Nausea folded Jen like a jackknife. She slumped onto the lobby sofa, tucking her head between her knees.

      Oh, Rey. What the hell happened? She shuddered from the spear of fear in her gut. They could have killed her too. And the code? Had they killed Rey so they could grab the code from her?

      “Cute sister,” Bruce said, peering at the distraught woman through the window. “Jen? You’re not going to get sick in my truck, are you?”

      “I’m fine. Give me a few minutes.” She almost pulled off the hot, stifling scarf, but loosened it instead.

      “I’ll bring you a bottle of water.” Bruce pulled out his badge and accessed the double doors leading to the workplaces.

      Outside, the ambulance departed silently. A female police officer comforted Vera. Jen blinked through tears. Rodrigo’s death was no accident, and now Rey had been murdered. And other than the murderer, Jen had been the last person to see him alive. The sinking feeling started from the top of her head and slithered to the soles of her feet.

      The killers knew Rey, and now they knew her too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Dave pushed away from the monitor. “Lisa,” he called his assistant. “I thought you filtered my email.”

      She stepped through the door. “I installed a spam filter and set all the rules. You mean she got through?”

      “She set up another Gmail account. Go through my inbox and flag only those messages I need to see. Who’s my next appointment?”

      Lisa adjusted her glasses over her high-bridged nose while smacking bubblegum. “San José Police Detective Mathews.”

      “Wait, wait. Why didn’t you get rid of him? I told you I know nothing about the guy who was run over.”

      She rolled her eyes. “He wants to talk to you about the surveillance tapes.”

      “Send him to Eddie, he’s Chief of Security. I have a VC pitch this afternoon.”

      “He’s right outside.” Lisa lowered her voice. “He only wants a few words.”

      Dave switched off his monitor. The day’s irritation kept mounting. The venture capitalists had been skeptical, and he needed cash or he’d have to close the doors.

      “Send him in.”

      A tall African-American man strode through the door, flipped his badge, and offered his hand. “Detective Mathews.”

      The handshake was firm and solid. Dave motioned to a leather-backed chair.

      Mathews remained standing. “This won’t take long. Did you know your security camera lens was cracked and had condensation inside?”

      Dave shrugged. “I lease this building. The company before the dot com bust put it in. So what did you find?”

      The detective leaned forward. “Know anyone with a white Camry or Lexus?”

      “Sure,” Dave replied. “Very common car. Did you get the plates?”

      “Your camera is suboptimal. Didn’t capture the actual incident, just a car speeding out of the lot. Might want to give your security guys a call about upgrading.”

      Dave glanced at his wrist, wishing he still wore a watch. “I’d say it was a drug deal gone bad. My insurance company informs me we’re not liable. The lights were working, and there were no hazards in the lot.”

      Mathews opened a folder and pulled out a picture. “Know this guy?”

      It was the studio portrait of a soldier in front of the American flag. Dave studied it. Filipino or Malaysian, a cropped haircut and a thick neck, dark-skinned. Cold black eyes. He shrugged. “Tough dude. Don’t think he works here.”

      Detective Mathews paced across the room and stopped in front of the desk. “We’ve found a connection between one of your employees and the victim. There was a text message from him to her.”

      “Who?”

      “Jennifer Jones. Know anything about her?” He poised his pen over his notepad.

      Dave shook his head slowly. “Nope. Must be one of the recent hires. Check with HR.”

      Mathews walked toward the door. “Will do. What would ‘break the build’ mean to you?”

      A steam of annoyance hissed through Dave’s nostrils. “What does that have to do with the accident?”

      “Answer the question.” The detective’s eyes narrowed.

      “The build refers to pulling all the pieces of software into a single package that can be downloaded and installed on a computer system. Any break in the steps from compile, link, package, install to basic test failures is a broken build.”

      “So why would the victim refer to a broken build?”

      Dave loosened the collar of his shirt. “Maybe he was talking about breaking into the building. A coincidence.”

      Mathews stopped at the door and turned. “I don’t believe in coincidences.”
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        * * *

      

      Jen picked up her desk phone on the first ring. The caller ID showed Owen Williams, her lawyer.

      “You were supposed to meet me at the police station half an hour ago.” Owen’s staccato voice barked through the line.

      “Sorry, I got busy.” Jen chewed on a pencil and tossed it against her cubicle wall.

      “Don’t you want your purse back? He’s holding onto it until he speaks to you. Does this have anything to do with the guy who died in your company parking lot?”

      Jen twisted a strand of hair. Nobody knew she had gone out with Rey that night. He was alive when he dropped her off at the office. And she couldn’t afford to let the police dig deeper. Not if she wanted her past to stay hidden. She inhaled deeply.

      “Jen, you still there?” Owen’s voice called. “Meet me at the station. Say, five minutes.”

      Jen stared at her laptop. “Sure.”

      She scrolled through her email and tapped an instant message to Praveena, the lead software developer.

      Jen: Code checked in?

      Praveena: 20 min

      Jen: I gotta go, can u kick the build?

      Praveena: Sure, np

      Jen: thx

      Now, why did Rey have to turn up dead? They’d been so careful, no electronic trails. Communicating by postal letters and chance meetings at the gym where she worked out—until he stupidly showed up at her apartment and forced her to go on a date. Jen swallowed a surge of acid and grabbed her keys. Better to say nothing.

      The drive to the police station was short and straightforward. Jen followed Owen between two large and imposing date palms into the lobby. Minutes later, they were seated in Detective Mathews’ office.

      Mathews gestured to Jen’s purse sitting on his clean desk. “Here’s your purse.”

      She took it and opened it.

      “Anything missing?” The detective swept his bloodshot gaze over her and steepled his long fingers. “Kind of a warm day for a turtleneck.”

      “Detective,” Owen said, “did you call us to chat about her clothes and the contents of her purse?”

      Detective Mathews held up his hand to silence him.

      Jen flipped through her wallet. “The credit cards are here and so is my license.”

      The photo of Rodrigo was gone, but she couldn’t remember if she’d replaced it when she last changed wallets. She shut the wallet quickly and fumbled through the rest of the purse. Her cell phone was also missing.

      “The jerks stole my cash and my cell phone. Where did you find this?”

      “At the crime scene.”

      Jen jolted upright. “What?”

      The detective cracked his knuckles and leaned closer. “Suppose you tell me why your purse was there.”

      “Wait,” Owen said. “She lost her purse Friday night.”

      Jen shook her head. “I thought I left it at Starbucks, but maybe someone stole it.”

      The detective rubbed his goatee, his deep brown eyes unwavering. “Did you report it missing?”

      “The employees at Starbucks. I went back to ask if anyone turned it in.”

      Mathews pushed her cell phone across the table. “Here’s your cell. You have quite a few missed calls.”

      “Sure, thanks.” Jen palmed the phone.

      The detective came around the desk and stared down at her. “Can you explain why the deceased, Rey Custodio, left a text message on your phone?”

      Cold sweat ringed Jen’s face, and she resisted the urge to look at her phone.

      “Wait a second,” Owen said. “You can’t look through her text messages without a search warrant.”

      The detective grinned. “The message was staring at me when I opened the phone to check who owned it. Of course, now that she’s connected to the deceased, I’ve put in a court order for all her text messages and call logs.”

      Owen held up his hand. “She’s not a suspect, is she?”

      The detective crossed his arms. “The victim dies in the parking lot where she works. She was in the building at the time of death, admittedly rebooting the servers. Her job description, according to her employer, is Build Engineer. And the victim texts her, ‘Bitch, you broke the build.’”

      “Circumstantial,” Owen replied.

      Broke the build? Why would Rey accuse her when she hadn’t even given him the code? Had Rey stolen her purse and dropped it when he was killed? But he wouldn’t have texted her, knowing she didn’t have her cell.

      Mathews sat on the edge of his desk. “Let’s go back to Saturday night. You told me you entered the building around nine, nine thirty?”

      “Yes.” She’d stick to the basics and not give anything away.

      Mathews tapped on his desk and pulled a printout from a manila folder. “The badge log says nine thirteen. Why didn’t you tell me you reentered the building shortly after eleven?”

      “Wait,” Owen cut in. “She doesn’t have to answer the questions.”

      “If she’s innocent, she has nothing to fear.” Mathews’ gaze bore into Jen. “So, I’m asking you now. Did you see Rey Custodio when you came out of the building around eleven?”

      “No, I didn’t.” Jen gave him a level stare, but her gut churned as if a starved squirrel clawed inside.

      “Did you see anything? His car, anyone in the parking lot, a passerby? Hear anything?”

      Yeah, only Rey’s murderers. Just stick to the basics. Don’t give him anything he doesn’t need, especially the memory stick. Jen steadied her voice by loosening her jaw, throat and shoulders, a remnant of voice lessons from her delinquent father. “A white car drove by.”

      “Make, model? Did you get a plate?”

      “No, maybe a Toyota or Honda? I didn’t get a good look.”

      “Fair enough. What were you doing outside the building?”

      Jen focused on the detective’s salt and pepper goatee. “Looking for a cab—”

      “Are we finished here?” Owen maneuvered himself between them. “Because I need a few words with my client, and since she’s not a suspect, she’s free to go.”

      Mathews stretched and looked Jen up and down. “Definitely a person of interest.”
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        * * *

      

      Jen wobbled on shaky legs down the steps of the police station with Owen nipping at her heels like a belligerent Boston terrier.

      “If you want to be my client, you better tell me everything. You’re lucky he doesn’t have enough to arrest you.”

      Jen lengthened her stride, but Owen grabbed her arm, wheeling her to face him. “Haven’t we been friends long enough?” he said. “Wasn’t I one of the few kids to sit with you in the lunch room?”

      She stopped in front of his car, itching to flick through her text messages. Why hadn’t she claimed she needed to use the restroom instead of dashing out of the police station? Didn’t Rey agree not to call or text her? How did he even get her number?

      Owen swung the car door open. “Have lunch with me and let’s go over everything.”

      Jen climbed into the seat. “Why is everything going wrong? I had nothing to do with this.”

      He tapped her shoulder. “I was reading the detective’s face. He was hoping to trip you up. Luckily I stopped him. Let me see your phone.”

      Jen stuffed it under her thigh. “Please, can I look at them first?”

      Owen started the engine. “Fine, tell me when the message from Rey was placed.”

      Jen flipped her phone open. The text message stared at her from the screen. Bitch, you broke the build.

      “11:47 p.m.,” Jen said. “But I was in the building then.”

      “And you didn’t even have your phone. So, why did he text you?” They drove several blocks in silence. Jen bit her tongue. What could she say? Did Owen know that she and Rey were acquainted with each other? He had been away at college and law school the last seven years, but he could have heard some gossip. She’d better watch her answers.

      He turned the car into the parking lot of a diner. “Ever been to the Hoot?”

      Jen could care less where they ate. During the drive, she had checked the rest of her messages, texts from her sister, Christy, a few from Praveena and her boss, Greta. “What I can’t figure out is why Rey texted me.”

      Owen held the car door open for her. “Maybe it wasn’t him. I think it’s whoever had your purse and found your phone. But how did they know you were a build engineer?”

      Jen shrugged. “Maybe they saw some old messages. How would I know?”

      She followed Owen into the almost deserted diner, and they sat in a corner booth. Stale sawdust covered the darkened section near a linoleum dance floor, and the stench of beer mixed with bacon grease permeated the plastic surroundings. A sharp-eyed waitress slapped menus on their table and poured coffee for Owen.

      “She want any?” The waitress lifted an eyebrow at Jen.

      Jen waved her hand. “Water, please.”

      Owen opened the menu. “Best grits and gravy this side of the Mississippi. Care for some catfish and hushpuppies or jambalaya?”

      “Salad, I’m not that hungry.”

      Owen winked at the waitress. “I’ll have the usual.”

      The waitress flipped her order book shut without asking Jen for her choice of dressing.

      Owen grabbed Jen’s hands across the table. “Hey, I know you’re scared and nervous. Let’s go through the timeline of your actions starting from when you lost your purse.”

      Jen withdrew her hands from his sweaty palms and fiddled with a napkin. “I stopped by Starbucks with Praveena and Lester to go over the branching strategy for the Black Friday build. I usually tuck my purse in my backpack when leaving work, so I don’t know exactly when I lost it. Praveena bought my latte because she owed me for restarting the builds so many times.”

      “You didn’t notice your phone missing?”

      “No, at first I thought I’d left it at home, but when I went home, I couldn’t find it, so I figured I left it in my purse.” She balled up the napkin. “Did the detective say exactly where he found it?”

      Owen sipped his coffee and made a face. “He didn’t, but I’ll call him.”

      The waitress returned with a glass of water and handed it to Jen. “Anything else I can get you?”

      Owen tucked a napkin into his collar. “Oh, sorry I didn’t introduce you. Patty, this is Jen Jones, my client. Jen’s father’s got a gig coming up in December.”

      Patty perched a hand on her hip. “Len Jones, Cajun Crawdogs?”

      Jen looked at the ketchup stain on the waitress’ apron. “I’m not into his kind of music.”

      “Well I’ll be darned, an uppity daughter.” Patty’s mouth curved with a barely disguised smirk, and she tucked a strand of dark-brown hair behind her ear.

      Jen picked at the chipped nail polish over her cuticles while Owen and Patty chatted about the upcoming Swamp Thug dance contest. It was just like her father to not let her know he’d be in town unless he needed a couch to crash on.

      Another couple sat at a booth close to the bar, and Patty left to take their order. Jen excused herself to visit the bathroom. The sound of Owen blowing and slurping his coffee scratched her nerves the wrong way.

      When she returned, Owen was perusing a local event flyer. He tapped the table. “Talk to me. What happened Saturday? Who dropped you off at work?”

      Jen wiped the water ring off the plastic menu. “I’d rather not say.”

      Owen tapped on the menu. “I went by your place and your car was in the carport, but you weren’t around. I heard a dog whining behind the door. It doesn’t take a detective to surmise you might have gone out with someone.”

      “This is covered by attorney-client privilege, right? I mean I haven’t paid you yet…” Jen’s voice wavered.

      “Don’t worry about it. Answer my question.”

      “Oh, look, there’s our food,” Jen said, thankful for the interruption.

      Patty balanced a plate on her well-tanned forearm and slid their food on the table. She swung around before Owen could say anything. Why was Owen so eager to chat up a woman whose nose looked like it permanently smelled something stinky?

      Owen took a few bites of his catfish and said, “Must have been Rey, since you’re not forthcoming with the information.”

      Jen took a deep breath, but her heart went on overdrive. “He was alive when he dropped me off. I don’t want to be arrested for something I didn’t do.”

      Owen slapped his napkin on the table. “So you did know him. Were you on a date with him?”

      She twisted the napkin with a tiny ring. “Not a date.”

      She concentrated on breathing evenly while sorting out what Owen needed and didn’t need to know. “Rey was Rodrigo’s brother. He was having a hard time with his death. We had a talk, and he dropped me off at Shopahol because the build servers were not responding.”

      Owen pointed to her cell phone. “What does ‘Bitch, you broke the build’ mean? And why would he care?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea.”

      Owen shoved a hushpuppy in his mouth. He gestured with his fork for Jen to eat. “Was Rey supposed to be waiting for you outside the building?”

      Jen stared at the wilted lettuce swimming in French dressing. “He wasn’t there.”

      “Sure you didn’t see him?”

      “Of course I’m sure. I went to find a cab.” She stabbed at a cherry tomato.

      Owen stopped chewing and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Why would you go outside for a cab when you could have called one and stayed in the lobby until it arrived?”

      Why all the questions? Was he on her side or not? Jen’s ears buzzed and she clapped her hands over them. “I’m stupid, okay? I thought I could hail a cab.”

      “In that industrial wasteland? No, you’re in a thick mess either way. Here’s what the detective’s thinking. Either you went outside looking for Rey, or you knew he was dead already and tried to pin it on the white car. Wait until he finds out Rey dropped you off.”

      “He can’t ever know.” Her belly seized as if a mass of wasps attacked it.

      “These things come out one way or another.”
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      Dave returned from the meeting with the venture capitalists and threw his keys across the room. The demo had glitched in the middle of his presentation. They questioned whether he’d be ready for the Black Friday trial, and he had failed to get any financial commitments. He pushed the call button on the intercom. “Lisa, get me Greta.”

      Greta appeared minutes later, smiling and bobbing her head, her red hair stiff as a helmet. “You called?”

      “I want to know why the demo hung. Don’t you guys test the code before loading it onto the servers?” He had practiced with the previous version and ensured everything worked, but Greta had persuaded him to show the auto-bidding feature which caused the crash.

      “What happened?” Her voice was flat.

      “Auto-bidding locked up in front of the investors. Why did it fail?”

      Greta licked her lips and swallowed, her gaze steady. “We took a few risks, okay?”

      “I don’t need risks. I need cash. This should have been a slam dunk. You don’t churn the code before a big demo. No more broken builds. Black Friday is coming up, and you know how important the field trial is.”

      “Sure, I’ll do what I can.”

      Dave waved her away. If he couldn’t raise money to tide the company over Thanksgiving weekend, he’d have to lay off staff, and the first one to go would be Greta.

      He slammed the door after she departed and speed dialed Claire. She sounded breathless, as if she were on a treadmill. After the obligatory small talk, he steered the conversation to his need for immediate liquid funds.

      “Can you sell your stock without your husband knowing?”

      “Let me distract him with a Mediterranean cruise,” she said, her tone impeccably dulcet. “My lawyer will be in touch. I want a stake in the initial stock offering and in my name only.”

      “Yes, yes. We’ll draw it up. And… shall I see you soon?”

      “I’m not sure, darling. What with the hit-and-run and all that hoopla. Did you report your car stolen? They said on the news it was a late model Camry, white.”

      “Claire, it wasn’t my car. I found mine this morning parked two blocks from your place. Did you by any chance move my car?”

      “I deny everything. My lips are sealed.”

      “Sure they are, except when they’re pressed against mine.” He pictured her pink lips and patrician features softening to his silky bedroom voice.

      “Oh, sorry, I can’t talk. I’ll send you a postcard.” Claire’s voice warbled with her faux-British accent.

      The call ended. His cell showed a new text message. An unfamiliar number. Man whore.

      He texted back. Who the hell are you?

      Lisa poked her face through the doorway. “You wanted to see Jen Jones?”

      He might as well ream her too for causing all this trouble. “Sure, send her in.”

      His cell buzzed with another received text. You’ll pay.

      Dave glanced up. The woman he saw at Il Forno stood at his door. Where had she been hiding? He thought he knew all his engineers, but apparently not. He’d been traveling too much the last few months, and build engineers were the lowest on the totem pole and stayed in the data center all day.

      He pointed a pen at her. “So, you’re Jen Jones.”

      She clutched her iPad, partially shielding his view of her chest. Lush, flowing hair framed her high cheekbones. The long eyebrows arched over curled eyelashes and a straight nose. The lips said Latina, the complexion, dark Irish.

      He shut the door, gesturing to a leather chair. “Sit, please.”

      She perched on the edge of the seat and followed him with her golden-brown tigress eyes.

      Dave’s neck flushed as a prickle of heat suffused his chest. A surge of adrenaline nearly knocked him to his knees. Why was he reacting like this? He wanted to lash out at her and ravish her at the same time. He loosened his tie and lowered the shade, the better to intimidate her and take control of his heartbeat. “You know what this is about, don’t you?”

      “No, sir.” Her gaze assessed him.

      He couldn’t have her distracting him and his workers, not with the police running around and she being involved with the guy who died. He shook a pen at her. “You give me no choice but to fire you.”

      “But…” Her eyes widened. “Why?”

      He hated confrontations. Better to act tough. He crouched over his desk, leaning toward her in his best linebacker imitation. “We have an important milestone, and I can’t have distractions. No one got any work done yesterday thanks to the police crawling all over the place. And you… what did Detective Mathews want with you?”

      She pushed the chair back and stood. “I lost my purse and phone. He only wanted to return them.”

      Dave moved to the front of his desk and perched on the edge with one hand on his knee. “Now that you bring it up—why did the victim text you about breaking the build?”

      He tried to make eye contact, but she crossed her arms over her iPad and looked away.

      “I have no idea.”

      He got off his desk and moved closer, lowering his voice. “Were you involved with him?”

      She lifted her chin. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

      A beauty mark quivered near the swell of her lower lip.

      Not as tough as she seems. Dave circled around her. “The detective showed me a picture.” His breaths came in sharp puffs, and he enunciated each word. “Muscular Filipino guy with a jutting jaw. You were with him the night he died.”

      She ran her teeth over her lower lip. “You can’t prove it.”

      “I saw you at the restaurant.” He yanked the iPad from her and woke it. “You had remote desktop connected to your build system, and your foul language disturbed my lady friend.”

      Her eyes shifted rapidly from his face to his feet. “Did you tell the police?”

      He let the iPad slide onto his desk. “Tell me what happened.”

      Something hadn’t been right. The guy she was with had been fidgeting, like he wanted something desperately.

      “Please… don’t tell the police.” Her eyes beseeched him, big and round. “He was alive when he dropped me off. I need this job. I’ve got a little sister in a foster home, and I want her to go to college.”

      He touched the side of her face near her left ear. “You’re telling me the truth?”

      A tear left a silvery trail on her dewy skin. Dave almost brushed it with his thumb. Her eyes, the color of whiskey, pooled as she blinked faster and looked away, a light blush softening her cheeks. She nodded.

      “Was he threatening you?” Something about the way they had left the restaurant bothered him. “Were you afraid of him?”

      “I didn’t kill him.” Her voice had lowered to a whisper.

      He swept her hair back. As he suspected. Bruises peeked from the top of her mock turtle sweater. She leaned away, as if waiting for the inevitable blow.

      He stepped back. The last thing he needed was a vulnerable woman. He cleared his throat without knowing what to say.

      She appeared to be praying, so he listed reasons to keep her. The publicity was bad enough with rumors inundating the blogs. Firing her would draw attention and cause speculation. She couldn’t have overpowered the guy. Besides, he left marks on her neck. The bastard. He needed an experienced build engineer to upload the Black Friday trial. He’d have to keep a close eye on her and make sure she didn’t speak to reporters or incriminate herself, at least until her replacement was trained.

      “What kind of car do you drive?” Hopefully, not a white Camry.

      “Mitsubishi Eclipse.”

      Dave paced across the room and back. “I will not lie for you, nor perjure myself under oath. But I won’t volunteer this information if you had nothing to do with the man’s death.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her chest. “I’m telling the truth.”

      His fist crunched in his pocket, his father’s taunting voice replaying in his ear. Soft-hearted sissy. In business you have to be tough. Look them in the eye and shoot.

      He stopped in front of her. “I hope I’m not making a mistake. You okay?”

      She sniffed and wiped tears with her elegant fingers.

      “Was he your boyfriend?” His voice hitched, and he covered it with a light cough. He couldn’t see her being abused by that man without wanting to punch his lights out, not that it was any of his business.

      A sob escaped her lips. She covered her eyes, and her shoulders shook. “No, but he’s… he’s dead.”

      Dave’s chest and throat vibrated in sympathy with her raw cry of grief, and he tugged her into his arms. The familiar ache ripped at the seams of his heart. He closed his eyes, remembering—her face, a silent mask, hands folded, stiff—his wife, gone too young. The white coffin lowered to the ground. The red roses sprayed on top. The prayers and the weeping. He had stayed until the sunset—after the roar of the orange bulldozer had gone, leaving the scent of fresh earth mixed with the salt of his tears. Six years ago, and it still hurt like yesterday.

      He tightened his embrace, as much for him as for her. The sobbing accelerated before gradually subsiding into tiny hiccups.

      She pressed his shoulder. “I shouldn’t be here.”

      “It’s okay. Good to get it off your chest.”

      Lisa cracked open the door. “Your six o’clock—”
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        * * *

      

      Jen rushed into the women’s room. Her hands shaking nonstop, she wadded toilet paper and dabbed at the smeared mascara and eye liner. What a fool she’d made of herself. She hadn’t shed a tear for Rey until Jewell thought he was her boyfriend.

      Poor Rey could have been dead already when the thugs grabbed the memory stick. He was not the kind of guy to leave her alone in the dark.

      She stepped inside a stall and latched the door. First Rodrigo, and now Rey? What must Lola and Vera, their mother and sister, be feeling? She couldn’t go to the funeral this time. Not with the police suspecting her. At least Jewell hadn’t recognized her. She had to stay away from him no matter how comforting his arms and tantalizing his scent. Guilt gnawed her gut. She’d ruined his life. If only she hadn’t been so stupid. The white coffin… and the baby…

      The bathroom door squeaked open and Praveena and Holly chattered outside. Jen clutched her elbows to steady her breathing. After they entered the stalls, Jen stepped out and hurried to the Goodfellas conference room. She stopped abruptly at the door. She’d left her iPad in Jewell’s office. Stupid, stupid, stupid. There was no passcode, and he could be snooping this very minute.

      Too late to retrieve it. His six o’clock meeting wouldn’t be over, and Greta would be here any minute. Jen walked into the room and took a seat near the door.

      Satish, the test lead, eased into a chair next to her. He flipped open his laptop. “You okay?”

      Jen tightened her lips and nodded.

      “What’s with the police questioning you yesterday?”

      “Nothing,” Jen said as matter-of-factly as she could. “I was the only one in the building Saturday night, and they wanted to know if I saw or heard anything.”

      “Well, did you?”

      If only she had a pencil to bite, or a laptop to fidget with… She pulled out her cell. “Nope, nothing.”

      Satish’s finger flicked over the touchpad. “OgleNews says it might be an inside job. A memory stick with our iPhone code was found on the body.”

      A shot of acid constricted Jen’s esophagus. “Let me see.”

      Nick the SnotOgler’s blog: Unidentified sources say the victim had a memory stick of Shopahol’s iPhone code. Leave your comments.

      Several complained the online bidding would be unfair if the code was rigged. Others asked if they could get a copy. Jen’s mind whirled. Had the muggers knocked off Rey to get the code?

      “I’m typing a response,” Satish said. “It has to be fake. We have encrypted—”

      Greta marched in like a prison guard and slammed her planner on the table. “Laptops shut.”

      Wei, Holly, and Praveena scooted into the row behind her. Greta glared at the latecomers. “I don’t have to remind everyone how critical the Black Friday build is.”

      She walked over to Bruce and turned his iPad facedown. “The downtime Saturday night was inexcusable. Have you returned the faulty power supplies? And, Lester, you are now a build engineer. Work with Jen to catch up.”

      What? Had Jewell told Greta to replace her?

      Greta tapped her fingers on the conference table and stood in front of Jen. “You’re on call until Lester is up to speed. When was the last time we had a good build?”

      No one answered. Greta eyed each person like a lioness sizing up her prey. “The VC presentation bombed this afternoon.”

      Jen’s phone buzzed. A text message from her sister’s foster mother.

      Mrs. Walker: U seen Christy? Call.

      Jen: In a mtg.

      Greta reminded everyone to be available at all hours and asked Satish to go through the bug list. At six forty-five, the meeting adjourned.

      Jen called Mrs. Walker back. This had to be another false alarm. It wasn’t even seven o’clock.

      Mrs. Walker answered on the first ring. “Christy hasn’t come home from school, and she’s not picking up her phone nor responding to my text messages.”

      “Have you checked the mall? Or the Bubble Tea Palace?”

      “She wasn’t there. I drove by the high school and asked around. Of course, no one knew anything.”

      Jen stuffed her laptop into her backpack. “It’s not that late.”

      “We have Wednesday evening church. She knew about it and agreed to come.” Mrs. Walker’s voice trailed off with a hint of exasperation. “Call me if you hear anything.”

      Jen hung up after assuring she would. She hit the speed dial for Christy’s cell. It went to voicemail.

      “Hey, sis, it’s Jen. Doing anything tonight? Want to hang out?”

      Mrs. Walker was a worry wart. But the court had deemed the Walkers to be more suitable guardians for Christy than her older sister. Not surprising since Mr. Walker was a policeman and Mrs. Walker was a homemaker and parent volunteer extraordinaire, while Jen was fortunate not to be an ex-con.

      Lester hovered near. “Did you want to go over the build file system?”

      Jen’s stomach clenched, but she forced a smile. “Sure, let’s go to Eating Raoul.” Some genius had named all the conference rooms after old movies of the 1980s.

      She spent the next hour showing Lester how to prepare the nightly build script and transfer files to remote backup. They were running out of disk space, and the new filers Bruce ordered had been delayed.

      After starting the nightly build, Jen swung by Jewell’s office. The door was closed with a sliver of light underneath. Lisa had left, and voices came through the door, indicating he was still in a meeting. Had he fired her or not? The way Greta talked sounded like Lester would replace her. Yet, no one had walked her out of the office, and Greta hadn’t asked to speak to her after the meeting. She left a note about her iPad on Lisa’s desk and exited the front door.

      It was dark by the time Jen arrived at her apartment. Max greeted her at the door, his tail wagging, but Sherry was away.

      Her cell rang. Mrs. Walker.

      “Anything? I’m starting to worry. This isn’t the first time she’s run away.” Mrs. Walker spoke without taking a breath.

      “Wait, wait. Hold it. What makes you think she ran away? Did she take any clothes and shoes?” And what did she mean the first time? Christy had never run away before.

      “No. Just a light jacket. But it’s all the makeup she left on the sink. Honestly, what would you think if a teenage girl wore that much makeup? She must be out with a boy. When Stan gets off his shift, I’ll ask him to search.”

      Jen went to the refrigerator and opened a can of juice. “Wearing makeup doesn’t mean she’s with a boy. I wouldn’t start worrying unless she doesn’t come home by eleven. She might have gone to a movie or to a friend’s house, although she should have called.”

      There was a pause before Mrs. Walker replied, “Okay, I’m off to church. Text me if you hear from her.”

      Jen promised she would and disconnected the call. No doubt Mrs. Walker took a few deep breaths to remind herself she was only a foster mother. Or she scowled at Jen’s lenient attitude. Jen crushed the juice can. Most likely Christy didn’t want to go to church. Weren’t foster parents disallowed from pushing their religion?

      She tossed the can into the bin. The Walkers were the perfect couple. They had raised five children, all law abiding, upstanding citizens. They prayed before meals, made pumpkin pie from scratch, had a real Christmas tree, baked Christmas cookies complete with colorful frosting and sprinkles, and made their own peppermint bark.

      Max licked her fingers and wagged his tail. Jen filled his doggie dish with food and changed the water. She hugged Max, rubbing her face in his fur. She had always wanted a dog, a swing set in the yard, a father at the barbecue, and a mother baking cookies. A real family, like the Walkers, who ate together, played catch after dinner, and toasted marshmallows in the fireplace.

      Jen’s phone buzzed. A chill swept the back of her head.

      Rey’s number popped on the display.
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