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Chapter 1





  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.




  * * *




  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 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.”




  * * *




  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.




  Chapter 2




  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 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, electric 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’s 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.




  * * *




  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 pull 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 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 3




  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.”




  * * *




  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.”




  * * *




  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 pm,” 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 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 into 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 out 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.”




  Chapter 4




  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 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—”




  * * *




  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 face down. “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 1980’s.




  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.




  Chapter 5




  Dave combed his fingers through his hair, untangling the ends. He needed a haircut but had no time. More importantly, he needed money to keep his company afloat through Black Friday. Maybe Melissa, his other angel investor, had forgiven him for ditching her in the hot tub last Sunday. He texted her. You free this evening? I’m at the office.




  Eddie, his Chief of Security, tapped at the doorframe. “We haven’t paid Anderson Alarms for three months. They’re cutting off monitoring. Are you okay with this, given what happened this weekend?”




  “It had nothing to do with our company. Street racing or drug deal. Besides, they never told us our cameras were broken. What were we paying them for?”




  “Archiving the tapes and responding should an alarm be triggered.”




  Dave scratched the side of his face. “Ask him to hold until Cyber Monday. I have a cash infusion coming in.”




  “Okay, boss.” Eddie gave him a mock salute and strode away.




  Dave straightened the items on his desk, pausing at the photo. His bride, Jocelyn, smiled back, her teeth white behind rosy lips. He’d never forget the thrill in his heart when she walked down the aisle, with downcast eyes that flicked shyly beneath her veil. His fingers had trembled when he lifted the white veil, and he had been filled with endless hope and bliss when the pastor declared them husband and wife. He opened the drawer and laid her picture down. He had failed her. They never caught the driver, and her family preferred to believe it an accident. Dave rubbed his eyes with the heel of his palm.




  Jen Jones’ personnel file lay on his deskpad. Sheila from HR had warned him about firing an employee for circumstantial evidence. Of course, she didn’t know Dave had spotted Jen at Il Forno. But then, Dave couldn’t afford to admit he’d been there with Claire, a married woman. The hostess had raised an eyebrow, seeing him with Mrs. Tyler. He rubbed the bruise on his forearm. Claire had pinched him when he called her ‘Mom’ on the way out.




  Jen Jones. So unlike Jocelyn. Jen was statuesque, Jocelyn petite and a wisp of a girl. Jen seemed to be a fighter but strangely vulnerable. His wife had been demure and confident. Foul-mouthed and luscious against sweet and tidy. Wait. Why was he comparing her to his wife? He pushed the badge photo under a stack of papers as guilt crawled over his chest like a disturbed nest of fire ants.




  He pulled Jocelyn’s photo out of his desk and kissed the glass over her precious lips. No one will ever replace you. I vowed before God not to love anyone but you.




  He didn’t need distractions or trouble, and Jen Jones was definitely trouble—definitely hiding something and definitely involved. The victim had dropped her off. Perhaps he had hung around to do a drug trade or meet with his buddies. And what was that text message about? Of course the build was broken that night. No, it hadn’t even been built. The servers were all down. He probably texted her when he got impatient waiting. Then what?




  He slid Jen’s picture from the pile. She had wept for the dead man with real feeling. The remembrance of her body pressed against his stirred his heart. She fit perfectly in his arms, her face against his jaw. He could dance cheek to cheek with her and kiss her without dislocating his neck. His extremities tingled while warmth bubbled inside. He pictured her in an evening gown with a band of diamonds and rubies around her long, elegant neck. He’d trail his hands down her sleek back…




  His Blackberry rang. Melissa. Dave pushed aside all thought of Jen’s trembling lower lip and the soft curve of her chest. He had to focus on the cash flow he needed to keep the doors open.




  He affected a casual tone. “Hey, you outside?”




  “Not yet. Getting off the freeway. You coming to the Tarot reading tonight?”




  Dave swallowed a groan. “I’m thinking more along the lines of giving you a back rub while I tell you about the brilliant Black Friday launch that’ll have your insides quivering and glistening.”




  “Oh… sounds starry.” Melissa gushed and slurped over the phone. Starry, indeed, like maybe three million stars.




  Dave’s stomach twisted and tumbled. This would be the last time. He ended the call and brought up a browser to check Shopahol’s bank account. Claire had not made her deposit yet. And if he didn’t perform, neither would Melissa.




  Jen’s iPad lay on his desk. A trace of her fragrance lingered. She smelled fresh, clean, and warm, like Jocelyn’s sparkling sunshine scent. His mind wandered. What would Jen feel like in his fisherman weave sweater sitting in front of the fire at his Tahoe cabin? They could share mugs of hot apple cider, decorate a real Christmas tree, and collect pinecones in the snow. The suede iPad cover was as soft as her hair. He swept it aside and thumbed through the icons. The few pictures she had were with a skinny teenage girl, probably her sister. Nothing with Rey or any other man. Her reading app was full of books with male torsos on the cover. He flipped one open and gulped. Nothing like his mother’s inspirational romance novels.




  His body flushed with heat, he looked back at Jocelyn’s angelic face and shoved the iPad under Jen’s file folder.




  He waited for Melissa.




  * * *




  Jen stared at her phone. Rey’s phone number. Missed call. A text message popped on the screen. You’ll pay for breaking the build.




  She scrolled through the rest of the messages. Same phone number. She ought to show the police. But if the killers took Rey’s phone, why did they stick the code on his body? Unless Rey grabbed it from them, and they killed him after she went back into the building. But then they would have taken back the memory stick. Nothing made sense.




  A new text message flashed from Praveena. Jen, check your email. We need a new build.




  Jen turned to her laptop. Marketing needed the demo package, and the engineers had checked in fixes to all but the price queue memory leak. The mock-ups worked, but should the Mississippi executives decide to put in live bids, any changes to the price queue would time out. She located the changes and started another build.




  A wet nose touched her forearm, accompanied by a low whine. Max’s tail thumped against the table leg. Jen closed her laptop. She had not signed up to be a dog sitter. Sherry was supposed to have walked Max before leaving for her shift. Wait. She didn’t need Sherry’s rent money anymore. With Rey out of the picture, she’d have an extra four hundred a month.




  Jen swallowed a sour lump. What a selfish thought. What had his last moments been like? Had they taken him by surprise or overpowered him? Rey had been a trained assassin, a member of some special forces. Perhaps it was an accident. Illegal races occurred in the empty parking areas between strips of buildings with cars maneuvering around the speed bumps. Oh jeepers, Rey had to have been a huge one.




  She listened to her voicemail. Rey’s sister, Vera, wanted her to go to the funeral Saturday. Nope, she’d have to beg off. With her luck, some OgleTeer would have his cell phone trained on her and blast her picture to OgleShare. Not-grieving not-girlfriend not weeping at funeral of ex-Marine turned lowlife. Check her bumper for blood?




  Max thumped around her feet, bouncing with eagerness. She attached the leash and shoved paper towels into a plastic shopping bag. They jogged across the street to the park.




  Her cell buzzed while she stood under a tree waiting for Max to do his business. Her lawyer, Owen.




  “You’ll never believe what happened,” she said without greeting him. “I got a missed call from Rey’s cell phone. Don’t you see? The murderers kept his phone and are using it.”




  “I’m sure the police are monitoring all calls from his phone. I bet that’s why they gave yours back, to track Rey’s phone. It’ll be interesting to see where the calls are coming from.”




  She let Max have more leash. “The more I think about it—it’s those guys I saw outside the building around eleven-thirty.”




  “Can you describe them?”




  “No. They drove by too quickly.” Jen lied, not wanting to disclose the robbery of her memory stick. “Did you find out the time of death?”




  “Yep,” Owen sounded confident. “It’s a range, of course, but off the record, the coroner told me it could have occurred no earlier than ten o’clock and no later than one am.”




  “The last text message was just before midnight.”




  “Right, but you have no alibi for the later range. We can show you bringing servers online between ten and eleven. Why did he text you? Was he expecting something from you?”




  Jen yanked at the leash when Max barked at another dog. “I have no idea. But someone using his phone to call me shows I can’t be the murderer.”




  “Doesn’t prove a thing. We have to find where the calls originate. They can claim you’re calling yourself.”




  A nagging knot twisted Jen’s stomach. “Is that what they’re saying? I can’t believe it.”




  Owen chuckled. “They’re not that smart. I’m anticipating their moves. Champion chess player that I am. Anyway, I told Detective Mathews you won’t be talking to him again. But you’re still hiding something from me.”




  “Can’t you just trust me?” Jen stepped on the leash and bent to pick up Max’s droppings. An oozing warmth permeated the paper towel. How did she get stuck with this? She breathed out with her nose, held the bag at arm’s length, and swept the paper towel into the bag.




  “I’m also a lawyer. You’re the one who panicked and asked me to go to the station with you. Sure there isn’t something else you’re worried about?”




  She tugged Max’s leash and threw the plastic bag into the trash. “Did they tell you anything else about the body?”




  “I’m not telling until you tell me everything.” Owen mocked in a sing-song voice. “How about going out with me? Ya wanna go to the Swamp Thugs gig at the Hoot?”




  “Is this blackmail?” Jen hoped her voice didn’t sound stuck to her throat. She ran her tongue across her upper palate to clear the itch.




  “Nope, tit for tat. I don’t do pro-bono work, you know.”




  Great, just great. Jen twisted her lips and swallowed a snide remark. Owen had been hitting on her since she emerged from her self-imposed cocoon. A sixty pound weight loss shouldn’t have made such a difference except with shallow men. “I don’t like feeling forced to go out with you. I thought we were friends.”




  “Got me there. No pressure.” He cleared his throat. “Think you’ll be free Saturday night? The Swamp Thugs have a dance contest at Moose Hall. You know they toured with your dad?”




  “I didn’t know.” Jen wiped her brow. “We’re on a tight schedule for the Black Friday field trial. The software engineers are desperately fixing bugs, and Greta’s got the whip out. We won’t have time off until Cyber Monday, if all goes well.”




  “I’m checking the schedule. Your dad’s making an appearance at Club Luz in mid-December. Want me to get tickets?” His voice brightened across the line in an obvious effort to sound upbeat and confident.




  Jen suppressed a sigh. “My dad couldn’t care less about me. Maybe something else?”




  Perhaps she was just as shallow as the men, feeling no attraction to Owen. His baby face was perennially red with bulging blue eyes over a cherubic double chin, and his hair had already started to thin.




  Unbidden images of the CEO, Mr. Jewell, crowded her visual field. Her heart did that flip flop thing again, and she shuddered with a mixture of fear and curiosity. His hair was just a little longer than civilized, thick and dark, over an intensely masculine face. A strong nose dominated his features yet did not distract from the generous mouth—dangerous, like that vampire in an old TV series, someone not to be messed with, especially by someone as guilty as she.




  “Did you even hear what I’ve been saying?” Owen’s voice jolted her out of a cloud of sweet noogies. “I was asking you which band you wanted to hear.”




  “Oh, sorry, whatever you like.”




  “Great, practice that Cajun shuffle because I’m feeling like zydeco night at the Hoot.”




  Her phone buzzed with a second call. “Hey, Owen, have to go. Mrs. Walker’s on the other line.”




  “Okay, I’m looking forward to our date.”




  “Sure, see ya.” She switched to the second call.




  Mrs. Walker’s voice screeched, “There’s been an accident. Christy is okay. But they were all taken to the precinct. I’m on my way.”




  Jen’s hair tingled to the roots. “Where?”




  “Fremont Police Station.”




  “I’ll be there.” Jen dragged Max up the stairs and threw him a doggie biscuit.




  Don’t think about it. She said Christy’s okay. But what if Mrs. Walker’s definition of ‘okay’ was ‘barely hanging onto life?’ Jen’s pulse galloped, and she grabbed her keys and ran to her car.




  The traffic had lightened up, and she made good time, arriving at the imposing Fremont Police Station right behind Mrs. Walker’s minivan. Together they jogged up the stairs.




  Officer Walker met them at top. “Not to worry. Christy is fine. I brought her here to deliver a serious message. One of the young men is in the hospital. Illegal street racing.”




  Jen’s indrawn breath was covered by Mrs. Walker’s strident voice. “I should have known.”




  Officer Walker lowered his head and put an arm around his wife. “Please try to calm down, honey. Christy is very emotional about this. She witnessed the accident.”




  Jen stumbled over a chair in the waiting area. “Where is she?”




  “Holding cell,” he replied. “To sober her up. She’s been drinking.”




  He led Jen past the set of double doors and down a sterile corridor of drab walls and steel grey doors.




  Mrs. Walker’s sturdy heels clip-clopped behind them. “I knew there’d be trouble. I knew she went out with guys. The way her girlfriends rolled their eyes while swearing she was at the library. She should have gone to church with me. The ladies’ Bible study was about Michal’s rebellious spirit.”




  Mr. Walker drew his wife aside. “Mitzi, drop it. We’re foster parents. I know you want the best for her, but our job is to provide her a stable home environment and support her.”




  Officer Walker gestured to a female officer. “Miss Cruz’s sister is here.”




  Christy was huddled on the cot with her jacket over her head. The officer opened the jail cell, let Jen step through, and then locked it.




  Jen hugged her sister and kissed the top of her head. “Oh, sweetie.”




  Christy’s trembling expanded into loud gulping sobs. “It’s my fault he’s hurt.”




  “No. Mr. Walker said there was an accident.” She tightened her hold to clamp Christy’s chattering shakes. “Tell me what happened.”




  “Sammy was at the finish line.” She stopped to catch her breath. “H-he wanted a beer s-so I threw him a can. But… it went wide and rolled back toward me. I ran to pick it up, and he pushed me out of the way. And… and…”




  Sharp choking sounds hiccupped from Christy’s windpipe. She buried her head in Jen’s chest.




  And Jen recalled another evening. The silent impact. The shock of a body tossed across the windshield like a rag doll. The red, expanding spider web. The screeching tires and smell of brakes and rubber, the whooshing judder of air, and her best friend had spun to the ground, dead on impact.




  Chapter 6




  Jen unlocked her apartment. Christy and the Walkers filed in. Max sniffed at them and wagged his tail, but no one patted him. Christy would be spending the night with Jen.




  Mrs. Walker tapped Jen’s shoulder. “You’ll keep an eye on her at all times?”




  “I’m sure they’ll be fine.” Mr. Walker set Christy’s backpack on the couch. He looked at his cell. “Sammy’s out of surgery. Busted spleen and a few broken ribs. Thank God it wasn’t worse.”




  Christy grabbed Mr. Walker’s cell phone. “Can I call him? What’s the number?”




  “I’m sure he’s asleep,” Mr. Walker replied.




  Jen took the cell phone from Christy and handed it back to Mr. Walker. She guided Christy toward the couch. “Honey, it’s late. We’ll go tomorrow during visiting hours.”




  “Christy, dear,” Mrs. Walker said. “I’ll swing by at six to pick you up for school.”




  “Mitzi?” Mr. Walker prodded his wife. “Perhaps she should take a sick day. I’m sure she won’t be missing much tomorrow.”




  Mrs. Walker put her hands on her hips. “No, I think it would be best if she went. Nothing’s ever solved by sitting around and feeling sorry for yourself.”




  Christy ignored them and slouched on the sofa. Jen stepped to the door. “I’ll drop her off, don’t worry.”




  The Walkers agreed and said farewell. As soon as Jen shut the door, Christy stomped her feet and pouted. “Why can’t I live with you? I’m sixteen and I can get a car and drive myself to school. I don’t need her hovering over me.”




  Jen swallowed the words that welled in her throat. As much as their mother had tried to care for them, she couldn’t do much during the last few years when her cancer worsened. They had subsisted on a diet of tuna fish with ketchup and peanut butter sandwiches.




  She crossed her arms. “Mrs. Walker cares about you.”




  “But she overreacts every time I’m a second late or forget to return her call.” Christy wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her jacket.




  Jen paced to the window and back. Had Christy forgotten what just happened? Or was she trying to get into a fight so she wouldn’t have to deal with her feelings? She patted Christy on the shoulder. “Tell you what. If you get straight A’s and stay out of trouble, then we can petition the court to let you live with me. This underage drinking on your record is going to be another point in favor of the Walkers.”




  Christy kicked the coffee table. “They couldn’t even keep track of me. If I did all these things under her watch, she’s obviously not fit to be my foster mother.”




  “Better watch it. You’ll get busted and go straight to juvie.”




  “Mr. Walker only gave me a warning.”




  Jen wished she could slap some sense into her sister. “He can’t keep doing that or he’ll get fired. How many beers did you have? And what were you doing with Sammy and his friends? Aren’t they seniors?”




  At the mention of Sammy, Christy’s face reddened and she rubbed her eyes. “I keep seeing it over and over. Why did he have to get hurt?”




  A key turned in the lock. Max jumped up and scampered to the door, and Sherry stepped through. She swept a stray strand of blond hair from her face. “Got off early today. I heard what happened.”




  “Who told you?” Jen looked up in time to see Sherry’s features dissolve into blankness.




  “Nobody. Why, what happened?”




  “Nothing,” Jen replied and guided Christy to her room. “My sister had a bit too much to drink, and she’s going to stay with me tonight.”




  Sherry patted her dog and shrugged. “Your rent, your room.”




  Christy’s eyes widened before she stumbled into Jen’s room. “I’ve seen her before. What’s her name?”




  “Sherry Montoya. Where?”




  Christy swayed on her feet and shook her head. “Never mind. Must be someone else.”




  * * *




  The next morning dawned grey and chilly—a typical November day. Jen flipped her keys off the hook. “Christy, hurry up or you’ll be late for school.”




  “I can’t believe you’re making me go to school.” Christy pulled a hairbrush through her tangled hair. “Can we call the hospital and find out about Sammy?”




  “Later. Get your things and let’s go.” Jen wasn’t going to go easy on Christy either. Mrs. Walker was right. Sitting around and moping wouldn’t do any good.




  Christy picked up her backpack. “I need a memory stick for English. Can I borrow one?”




  “Sure, I have a few blank ones. Hurry, okay? Traffic gets worse the more you delay.”




  Christy grabbed one off Jen’s dresser and shoved it in her pocket. “Coming.”




  Jen patted Max and rushed down the stairs to the carport. At this rate, she’d be late to work. No one had clarified whether she was fired or not. Greta had set up a meeting with Lester to go over the bug permit script. As soon as they were in the car, Christy pulled out her cell phone and began texting.




  Jen rolled through three green lights before getting stuck behind a lineup of cars leading to the high school.




  “Uncle Boo says Sammy’s awake.” Christy looked up from her phone. “They won’t let him play football. And he won’t get a scholarship if he misses the playoffs.”




  “The important thing is he’ll recover.” Jen glanced at her sister’s ashen face. “And no matter what you believe, it’s not your fault.”




  “He was hurt because of me,” Christy whined. “Everyone will hate me.”




  Jen patted her shoulder. “You can’t go through life blaming yourself. At least he’s alive. I’ll take you by the hospital later.”




  The row of cars inched forward. Doors opened and teenagers scrambled out near the school entrance. Christy tugged Jen’s arm. “Can I stay with you again tonight?”




  “We’ll talk about it later.” Jen glanced at the clock display. Her heart pounded, and she wanted to punch the horn. A mother had gotten out of her car to help her son unload a science project.




  “Huh? Oh.” Christy texted and giggled. “I can’t believe it. Couple guys at the body shop say they have hacked Shopahol code. I’m gonna bid on the Urban Decay Ammo Makeup Palette free.”




  Jen’s throat tightened. “How’d they get it?”




  Christy shrugged. “Sammy’s brother got it from some friend. Gotta go.”




  “Wait, that’s illegal. Who’d he get it from?”




  Christy stepped out and slammed the door.




  Jen stared after her. What the heck? Had they made the code work? Crap! Cars honked behind her, so she put on her signal and pulled away from the school, her stomach squeezing on catatonic butterflies. How could she have been so stupid? Rey was probably working for someone else. Class project, my foot.




  The clock readout showed she was late already. She cut through a vacant lot and bypassed the freeway by winding through a frontage road. Her phone buzzed. What now? Jen hit the button on her earpiece.




  Owen’s voice crackled. “I followed up on the rumors about the iPhone code. You’re in a lot of trouble if you gave Rey the code. So far, no one has put the two of you together. The police are tightlipped and your company hasn’t issued a statement yet. You better level with me or I’m off this case.”




  A flash of grey careened in the lane next to Jen’s car. She slammed her brakes and jerked her wheel back from the merge, narrowly missing an SUV who pulled into the Shopahol lot ahead of her.




  Sweat beaded on her forehead. She eased into the lot and parked as far as she could from the SUV. She gasped and struggled to catch her breath.




  “What’s the matter?” Owen asked, “Why are you breathing so hard?”




  “Nuh-nothing.” Jen cut the engine. “I almost sideswiped some asshole.”




  “You better stop drawing attention to yourself.” Owen’s voice sharpened. “If I were the detective, I would have arrested you already. Did you know Rey’s cell phone triangulates to your apartment complex? Either you’re cleverly calling yourself from his phone, or the murderer is stalking you.”




  Jen’s fingernails dug into her palms. “What do you mean stalking me? And how can you accuse me of placing the calls myself? Are you my friend or what? And where did you find this out?”




  Her phone beeped twice, indicating the battery needed recharging.




  “Owen, you still there?”




  Owen’s voice was garbled, breaking up. Hearing nothing, she tried to redial, but the phone dropped to the car mat. She bumped her head on the steering wheel while retrieving it and blasted the car horn.




  Whoever had Rey’s phone could be following her. What if it were that SUV? Not daring to look, he stuffed her phone into her pocket and yanked her keys from the ignition. She was late already. Greta would be steamed.




  Jen swung the car door open—right into the lower half of a male body. Crap. It’s Jewell.




  He grabbed the side of the door. and glared at her over the window frame. “I wanted to see who almost ran me off the road.”




  “Sorry. That was you?” Ugh. Totally dumb thing to say. Jen gripped the steering wheel, trying to not burst into tears.




  “Red car, it figures. Ms. Jones, you’re on thin ice.” He opened the door further and tapped her shoulder with an iPad. “You uh… left this in my office.”




  “Oh, thanks.” She took it.




  His lips twitched with a smirk, and he glanced at his wrist, as if he wore a watch. “Better get to work, my friend, or I’ll be forced to fire you. I’m keeping a close eye on you.”




  * * *




  Dave stuffed a twenty dollar bill into the token machine at the pizza arcade. Friday evening and his company account was overdrawn. God forbid he’d have to lay anyone off before Thanksgiving. He massaged the sharp ache under his ribs where the ulcer pains radiated.




  Alex, the ten-year-old boy he mentored through the Big Brothers program, bounced at his side. “I want to drive the race cars first. Please, please, please.”




  Dave scooped the tokens into his pocket and walked to the food pickup line. “Your mother said to make sure you eat first.”




  “Ah…” Alex rolled his eyes. “Why do you have to listen to her?”




  “Because.” Dave balanced the pizza with the sodas. “Your mother signed you up so you can learn to be a man. And the first thing a man needs to know is to mind his woman.”




  He led Alex between two birthday parties and found a corner table near the arcade.




  Alex turned away from the plate Dave set in front of him. “My mom says you’re the biggest boss in your company and can do whatever you want.”




  “That’s because I don’t have a wife.” Dave sprinkled Parmesan cheese on his slice and wiggled the jar at Alex who scrunched his nose. “The faster you wolf down the pizza, the faster you can get to the video racer.”




  Alex picked the mushrooms and peppers off the pizza. “My mom thinks you’re cute. Do you think she’s cute?”




  Dave suppressed a smile. He’d never met Alex’s mom, only spoken to her on the phone and picked up Alex from his grandmother’s house. “I’m sure she’d prefer to be called beautiful than cute.” His cell phone buzzed. “Just a minute.”




  Melissa’s singing voice sailed through the line. “Oh, Dave, darling. Where are you? I dropped Pete off at the airport.”




  “I’m on a date.” Dave cupped the phone and handed four tokens to Alex.




  “How dare you? I suppose you’re lining up additional funding sources? What’s all that noise in the background?”




  “A candlelight dinner. Ah… caviar and fondue.” He paused for effect. “Let me know when you’ve filled the bath, honey.”




  “You tease. Sounds like a wild house of monkeys.” Melissa lowered her voice. “I’m calling in my rain check. Next time, tell your Director of Engineering to back off. Fireplug of a woman. How dare she corral you back into the building when I was promised a stimulating backrub?”




  Dave pushed his hair from his forehead. Greta had grabbed him right before he was to meet Melissa in the parking lot. “It was an important demo. I’m surprised you didn’t come with us. Don’t you want to know what you’re investing in?”




  “Da-ave…” Her voice slurred slow and syrupy. “The only investment I care about is your hot bod. Now, tell that date of yours you’re ditching her. I’m filling the spa right now.”




  Alex squealed in Dave’s ear. “I crashed just when I was about to level up. More tokens!”




  Dave doled out four more tokens while Melissa laughed in a breathless manner. “Hot date, huh?”




  “Hmm…. His mother’s pretty hot.” Dave tried not to bite his tongue. Making Melissa jealous was like sportfishing, fighting a hundred-fifty-pound marlin with a thirty-pound test line.




  “Yeah, right. She’s using you as a babysitter. Bet she’s out on a date herself.”




  “Not really. She works at the Hoot, Santa Clara’s only country western bar. It’s zydeco night with the Swamp Thugs. Wanna meet me there?”




  “Ugh… so uncivilized. More like swamp gas. About that two million? I’m going to a reading tomorrow. Madame Zonkers would like to put her hands on your forehead and feel your aura.”




  “I’m sure she would.” Dave tucked his tongue into his cheek. Maybe Greta would have another emergency for him tomorrow morning. “What time?”




  After agreeing to meet in the afternoon, he hung up. How long could he keep this charade going? Escort rich women for cash. Yep, bet Dad would be real proud of him, huh! His gaze drifted and he caught his breath. His employee, Ms. Jones, was staring at her iPad, working amidst the ruckus of hollering children, electronic beeps and whirls, and the ricocheting swish of an air hockey game. His lips moistened even as his heart rate accelerated. As an employee, she was off-limits. And there was his vow to Jocelyn. The lump in his throat grew. Any larger and he’d have to call an oncologist.




  “More tokens!” Alex tugged his arm. “Come on, that boy left. Hurry. I want you to race me.”




  * * *




  Jen ignored the screams and shrieks of children high on pizza and ice cream. She checked in the changes to the software packaging script and zapped an email to Lester. Next time, have me review this before committing.




  She pulled a lavender envelope from her iPad cover pocket and opened it again. A sympathy card. I’m sorry for your loss and apologize if I’ve made you uncomfortable. Your friend, Dave. She turned it over. The scribble did not make an indentation in the card stock. A shiver stole its way through her heart. He had called her a friend.




  “How can you work with all this noise?” Christy interrupted. Across from them, Mrs. Walker’s five-year-old grandson pounded the table with a spoon while his mother cut the birthday cake.




  Jen laid her iPad down and surveyed the arcade room and general pandemonium. “Remember our strategy. Make the Walkers happy and they’ll give you more freedom. Isn’t Nate cute? Why don’t you play with him?”




  Christy made another sour face. “You’re the one who likes babies. Not me.”




  Jen winced, but covered by gesturing toward the arcade. “Hey, you want to drive? That racing game’s free, let’s go.”




  Christy shrugged and slouched toward the game booth. “Sure, anything’s better than watching that snot nose slobber in his ice cream.”




  She was probably upset because they never had birthday parties. Mami always remembered to bake a cake, but it had been the three of them and cake mix with no frosting.




  Jen shoved her iPad into her backpack and followed, admiring a sleeping baby boy whose eyelids fluttered in his dreams. She had just plugged in her tokens, when a chubby boy of about ten bumped her.




  “What the beep?” the boy exclaimed. “I was here first.”




  “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought it was empty.” Jen clambered out of the seat and stumbled over her backpack.




  A man’s arm steadied her. She turned and faced his neck and tailored shirt. A whiff of magnetic danger, woodsy with a hint of spice, drew her gaze up. The corners of the CEO’s panther grey eyes wrinkled. A jolt of panicked adrenaline shot through Jen. What if he recognized her? She stumbled backward.




  “Whoa, there, do you need to put your head between your knees?” He lowered her to the spectator bench nearby.




  Her pulse drummed through her veins. “I’m fine. I stood too fast.”




  He released her arm and squatted in front of her. “It’s okay. Don’t mind the kid. The car’s yours.”




  He looked at her too intently, but his face was relaxed, not one of a man about to fire her or one who recognized an enemy from the past.




  Jen’s cheeks simmered. “I, uh, have work to do. My backpack…”




  She reached for it, but he grabbed it and held it behind his back. “You just checked a minute ago. It’s okay to have fun with your family. I’m not that much of a slave driver, am I?”




  “Not you, but—” She bit back the words. Not wise to argue with him while he was being friendly.




  He hefted her backpack over his shoulder and gestured with his head. “I’ll race you.”




  It was too late. The boy and Christy were in the game booth, screaming and shouting while they wrestled with the steering wheels, trying to bump each other off the road.




  Dave nudged Jen toward a pair of motorcycles, whispering close to her ear, “Prepare to be road kill.”




  His soft chuckle zapped currents of delight through her body, and her heart looped a three-sixty wheelie. Damn, he’s hot.




  Chapter 7




  Saturday morning, Jen checked her profile against the mirrored medicine cabinet. Her Roman nose was no longer as prominent as before the surgery. She touched the birthmark on her chin. She should have had it removed when she had the plastic done. Last night had been close, too close. Yet Jewell gave no hint he knew who she had been. She blew out a big breath, and her shoulders tingled. He’d been attracted to her, of all people, and almost kissed her. Too bad she’d have to stay away from him. Jen finished applying her makeup and stepped out of the bathroom.




  “All dolled up to go for a jog?” Sherry looked up from the television with a smirk. “By the way, where were you last Saturday night?”




  Jen refused to acknowledge her. She walked to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. With Rey dead, she didn’t need a roomie anymore—especially a nosy thirty-something waitress who ate her food. She slammed the fridge door. “I thought I told you to stop stealing my yogurt.”




  Sherry dropped the empty carton into the wastebasket. “Oops. I’ll leave a dollar on the table.”




  Max wagged his tail and sniffed at Jen, expecting a treat. She stroked his head and pulled a box of cereal from the cabinet.




  “I was just wondering…” Sherry clicked the remote. “You going out with Rey and he ends up dead?”




  Jen spilled cereal into the bowl. “I didn’t go out with him.”




  “Sure. I saw you guys leaving the apartment together.”




  “It wasn’t a date.”




  Sherry dragged herself from the couch and plucked a soda from the fridge. “Don’t you even feel freaky about it? Someone you know is dead, just like that.”




  “Yeah, I do. But I can’t dwell on it. He’s just some guy I met at the fitness center.”




  Sherry’s eyes twinkled. “He was kind of cute, I’ve gotta admit.”




  Jen lost her appetite, swept the rest of her cereal in the sink, and turned on the disposal to drown out Sherry’s grating voice. She was not about to discuss Rey or anybody with a woman she’d met a month ago. A lump swelled in her throat. Today would be his funeral. She couldn’t imagine how his mother and sister must feel. And if it were true he had a daughter…




  She pulled a jacket over her sweater and slipped on her running shoes.




  “So what’cha doing today?” Sherry pitched the empty can at the wastebasket and missed.




  “Work.” Jen bit her tongue to avoid more nastiness and stuffed her laptop into her backpack. Sherry was here to share the rent, not butt into her business.




  Sherry shrugged and grabbed Max’s leash. “Come on. Let’s leave Ms. Prickly Pants to her misery. Oh, and your lawyer friend was by last night. I told him you went to the Pizza Arcade.”




  Jen didn’t dignify that remark with a response. She grabbed her keys and rushed out the door to the carport. Her heartbeat didn’t steady until she was well away from her apartment. What if Sherry talked to the police and told them she had gone out with Rey? She gritted her teeth to hold back tears. Rey, why did you have to die?




  And Rodrigo. His sad eyes burned in her memory. When Jen had returned from staying with her uncle, he had refused to talk to her, told her to leave him alone, even tried to pay her to go away.




  A car horn blared behind her. Jen stepped on the gas and made the left turn before taking a deep breath. Can’t change the past.




  She drove down Trimble and turned left on Zanker. She had to install the new fileserver today. A single car sat in the Shopahol parking lot. Jen pulled next to it and smashed the curb with a sickening crunch. Damn. She reversed it and cut the engine.




  A gust blew dried leaves in a circle on the sidewalk. Jen locked her car and bent to examine the damage—a cracked air dam on her brand new Eclipse. She dropped her keys and spit on her finger to rub out the black scratch.




  The neighboring car’s bumper stretched over the sidewalk. That’s why she had misjudged. Her eyes widened. Dried brownish streaks flaked off the bumper and grill, and a tuft of black hair was pinched to the license plate holder.




  Jen stood and backed from the car—a white Camry! She must not scream. Drive away. Pretend she didn’t see it. Whose car was this? Her breath came in sharp puffs, and she doubled over, trying not to hyperventilate or faint. She quickly retrieved her keys from the sidewalk. A pair of trousered legs met her on the way up. The scream erupted from her throat, and strong hands clamped her wrists.




  Steel-grey eyes bore into hers. “Calm down. Are you okay?”




  Words scattered from her throat. She tried to pull away, but the man, the CEO, the delectable Dave Jewell held her tight. He picked up her backpack and pulled her toward the building.




  “I-I ah…” Jen gasped, but she followed him through the door.




  “Let’s get you some water.” He handed her the backpack and steered her through the lobby toward his office. “It’s only a little front end damage. I’m sure your insurance will take care of it.”




  He appeared calm, too calm to have blood on his car. Jen’s brain burst with silent screams. She forced herself to breathe evenly. A CEO wouldn’t be driving a Camry, would he?




  There had to be an innocent explanation, and she sure as hell didn’t want to get involved. She’d pretend nothing was wrong. Consciously relaxing, she disengaged from his hold and accepted the bottle of water. “Sure. I’ll be down in the server room. I hope Bruce unpacked the boxes and racked the filer. Is that his car parked next to mine?”




  Dave looked up from his Blackberry. “Huh? I have to go. I came to grab a file. Let me know if you need anything else.”




  He jingled his keys, one with a Toyota emblem, and he patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry about your car. I’ll pay for the damage. I should have had parking blocks installed, especially where the curb’s too high. Let’s go check it out. I know a body shop that’ll do you good.”




  Jen fought for her breath again. How could he be so light-hearted and casual? But wasn’t that the case with psychopaths? Especially charming, handsome, successful ones. The last one anyone suspected. He acted as if he didn’t remember meeting her last night at the pizza place. Oh, yes. Stupid. Of course. He was the boss, and this was work. Well, she’d pretend she never shared a video game with him, either.




  “No… no, I have to go to the lab.”




  “Okay, I’ll take a look on the way out and call someone to fix it. You just worry about the filer. Promise me you won’t break anything?” He smiled and pantomimed tipping his nonexistent hat.




  Was he a loon on top of being a murderer? Jen shuddered and backed out of his office. When she saw him exit, she ran to a window near her cubicle.




  Dave squatted in front of her car. He traced the crack and pulled on the broken air dam. He glanced at the white car and froze. Slowly he eased himself to his feet and looked at the office building. Their gazes locked.




  Jen threw her backpack over her shoulders. She had to get away. He’d seen her staring. She tore down the stairs toward the back exit. Yes. It would set off the alarm. But she had no choice. She didn’t want to know about the blood nor be the one to tell the police.




  The motion sensors lit the lights over the cubicles. She dodged and wove through the maze of partitions, and rounded a corner. Her foot caught in the slots of a pallet, and her ankle turned with a jolt of pain. She fell, splattering empty boxes and Styrofoam packing material.




  “Whoa, Jen, are you all right?” Bruce bent over her, his bulky frame blocking out the overhead lights. Running footsteps approached them.




  “What happened?” Dave knelt in front of her.




  “She ran right into the pallet,” Bruce said. “I think she twisted her ankle.”




  Jen gritted her teeth when Dave pulled her up, her ankle too tender to put weight on. He helped her to a cot in the break room.




  “Bruce, get me an icepack.” Dave took off her shoe and probed her ankle.




  Jen stared at the top of his head while he examined her. He pushed the jean leg up to her knee with surprisingly gentle hands.




  Bruce rummaged in the freezer and handed Dave an icepack. “I’ll clean up the corridor. Should we call an ambulance?”




  Dave pressed the icepack over her right ankle. “No. I’ll drive her to the emergency room. Go back and rack the filer.”




  Bruce waddled out of the room. Jen swallowed and pulled away from Dave. She backed into the corner. He knew she knew. What would he do now?




  He leaned over the cot, his weight shifting the flimsy mattress. “It’s not what you think.”




  “I’m not thinking anything.” She hoped her jaw would stay still and her teeth would not chatter. He hovered so close—she sensed his rapid heartbeat—his cologne and maleness incited a riot of firing nerves deep in her belly. All systems flashed ‘Danger’ in bright red letters, and sirens erupted in her inner ear.




  “Good.” His voice lowered into a hoarse whisper. “Because you’re going to lean against me quietly, get in my car, and go with me to the occupational clinic. No screaming, no hysterics, nothing. Got it?”




  “But… but the blood on your car.” The hard concrete wall was at her back, cold and unyielding.




  He edged into her space. She hadn’t noticed how warm grey eyes could get. How did he do that? And why was he? His lips touched hers ever so slightly. His hand moved up and appreciated her neck and her jawline, caressing.




  Jen told herself to breathe, to back away. She pressed his chest. Tighten and push. But the well contoured muscles, firm yet inviting, stirred her insides into a consistency of gooey, hot syrup. And instead of pushing, she grasped his shoulders.




  Her mind zipped and bounced like a silvery pinball flipping through tunnels of bumpers. He was rumored to be a boy toy of rich women—much too classy for her. Even though he still had his late wife’s picture on his desk, he was a player. But when was the last time she’d been kissed? Would he fire her now? Or kill her to shut her up? Or just suck all her breath away, leaving her a puckered wraith to be blown away by the wind?




  Oh, but the way he kissed, she might as well enjoy her last moments on planet earth. Oxygen already short-circuiting her brain, blood rushed to less rational regions of her body. Last evening, they had raced until they ran out of tokens. He gave Christy and Alex money for ice cream sundaes and steered her to the twentieth-century vintage pinball machine hidden behind the soda cylinders. He had helped her press the buttons, his arms around her, and when he tilted the machine on purpose to score a match, he held her close for a moment. And she wanted him to kiss her then, but Alex found them and broke the moment.




  And now, oh, her mind swirled along with her lips. Had she just opened her mouth to his hot, slippery tongue? It barely tangled with hers, not plundering or rude, but entreating, polite, tasting like warm cinnamon rolls. His thumb tickled her beauty mark, and a rumble from deep in his throat made her hot, shaky, and swollen all over. He buried a hand in her hair and stroked the back of her head while his lips slipped gentle pulses of affection, like scraps of paper hearts between the crevices in the wailing wall of her loneliness.




  Right before Jen lost all coherent abilities, the image of a tuft of black hair caught on his license plate frame clamped her mouth shut. Dave drew back, and she immediately regretted it and hoped she hadn’t been a horrible kisser. Not that she had much practice.




  “What was that for?” She sputtered, flustered and out of breath, peering in his eyes in time to catch a look of pure confusion and despair.




  “I don’t know. I’m sorry.” He lowered his face. It reddened from jawline to hairline.




  Jen looked over his shoulder. Bruce wavered at the doorway. “Need any help?”




  Dave turned and waved him away. “We’re good.”




  And how long had Bruce been standing there? Jen swallowed a jagged gulp. Gossip spread faster than a jackrabbit on a date. She couldn’t afford to quit, but the embarrassment...




  “Ready to go?” Dave touched her arm.




  She bit her lips and nodded. After she put her shoe back on, he pulled her onto her good foot and looped her arm around his shoulder. A good six-feet plus to her five-nine, she was just comfortable hopping after him. Strains of freaky horror movie music played in her head. But Dave’s magnetic pull made her stomach giddy while thoughts of getting in his bloody car slammed adrenaline into her ribcage. She should call out to Bruce. Or refuse to go with him. Scream, now! But her vocal cords remained frozen.




  Her body glued to his, she refused to glance at the bumper as she allowed him to help her into the passenger seat of the Camry. Wordlessly, he started the car and drove five blocks to a carwash.




  Jen’s ankle throbbed, and her head swam. A curl of nausea toiled in her stomach. Roller brushes thundered over the windshield and swept the sides of the car. She imagined bits and pieces of Rey’s hair, skin, and bones bubbling in the suds and rinsing down the drain. She dared not look at the man who sat impassively at her side. Oh, Holy Mother of God, she prayed. Was this it? How would he dispose of her body? And why was she sitting here admiring his profile?




  Chapter 8




  Dave set the transmission to park in the center of the carwash. Flapping rag brushes splattered over his windshield and water sizzled under his car. He had paid for the underbody wash, the works. He wasn’t about to take chances with the justice, or injustice, system. The detective didn’t like coincidences, but Dave sure as hell hadn’t run over anyone, not even a cat. And he damn well didn’t need a hysterical woman jumping to conclusions, especially one who knew the victim.




  The spray of soap suds streamed across the windows, followed by heavy rollers thundering around both sides of the car, giving it the feel of a boat suspended on the crest of a wave.




  The woman next to him sat petrified. Well, no wonder. He had committed sexual harassment, handled everything badly, and no doubt frightened her. He had only meant to distract her with the kiss and cart her away before she could scream. Or had he pounced because he wanted to, needed to taste those lips, touch her pulse, and feel her vulnerability? What for? When he could not dispel the ache and darkness that shrouded his heart. Better to shut off any avenue leading to more pain. Numbness was the key, the way to stay sane and focused.




  He pulled under the blower. Droplets of water fled over the top of the windshield amidst the deafening roar. He watched her stare at the wiper blades, as if imagining her boyfriend’s blood trailing down the sides of the window.




  “I didn’t kill your boyfriend.” The words percolated from his constricted throat.




  “He wasn’t my boyfriend.” Her voice faded in a monotone. “What are you going to do with me?”




  The green light indicated he should drive out of the wash. He pulled to the parking lot and skipped the row of vacuums. “Take you to the occupational medical clinic and back to your apartment.”




  “That’s it?”




  He clamped his jaw. He didn’t owe her any explanations. If she were smart, she’d be thankful he cleaned up the evidence since she was the last one who saw Rey Custodio alive. And he certainly couldn’t have his build engineer in jail before the Black Friday launch. He tried humor. “Did you want me to back over you on the way out?”




  “That’s not funny. We should have called the police. You destroyed evidence.”




  He perused her expression, unable to read her. “You really want the police to investigate when you’re the prime suspect?”




  Her eyes widened. “Me? I’m not the one with blood on my car.”




  “I’m not the one without an alibi.”




  He caught the slight flinch. She crossed her arms. Her face reddened a moment later, and she shifted in the seat.




  “I have the server boot logs. No remote access, remember? I had to physically re-cable the power cords and push the buttons.” She leaned back and looked in the vanity mirror.




  “So, you’re covered—unless you stole my car and ran him over before going into the lab. There was quite a time gap between you leaving the restaurant and accessing the building.”




  She whipped her neck to glare at him. “How can you believe that?”




  “The same way you believe I left my bottle of Brunello and high society date to stalk you and your jughead through a deserted industrial park.”




  “You’re an ass.” The pout swelled her lower lip. “I can’t believe I thought you were nice last night.”




  “What happened last night?” He glanced casually over his shoulder to change lanes.




  Her eyes constricted before she composed herself. “So you want to pretend it never happened?”




  “Nothing happened. I was out with my Little Brother and you were with your family.” He had to nip it now, or he’d only hurt her later. He shouldn’t have let his guard down no matter how good she was with the video controller. The memory of her body pressed against him made him shift uncomfortably in his seat.




  She crossed her arms and stared out the window. “And what about just now? In the break room?”




  He didn’t miss the quaver in her voice. She wasn’t an experienced kisser, but her kisses had filled him with yearning, and for that he had to shut her out. “A mistake. Are you going to sue me?”




  “No.” Her voice was small, almost without breath. She blinked and looked at her hands. “Everyone makes mistakes. Especially me.”




  An ache traveled to his heart at her obvious discomfort at being rejected. He pulled into the parking lot of the occupational medicine clinic. “I’ll call Greta and let her know what happened and get someone to set up the filer. Eddie can allow remote management so you can work from home later on.”




  “Sure.” She opened the door and propped herself up. He came around to her side, shut the door, and pulled her arm over his shoulder to help her. She fit perfectly by his side, and her hair smelled fresh, like summer flowers and sunshine. On impulse he swung her into his arms and lifted her.




  “Oh!” Jen squeaked but hung on while he carried her up the wheelchair ramp. A man opened the clinic door for them. Dave gave Jen a reassuring squeeze before letting her down in front of the admissions counter. What the hell was wrong with him? He had to be confusing her big time.




  The nurse handed Jen a clipboard while Dave took out his wallet and showed them his company’s workman’s compensation plan number. After she checked in, he settled in the waiting room and talked to Greta while looking through the manila folder containing Jen’s personnel records. Twenty-five years old. Graduate of San José State. No criminal record. Jennifer Jones. What kind of parents would name their child after a defunct movie star? No wonder she insisted on going by Jen.




  Greta gave him the run-around, as usual. He snapped at her and told her in no uncertain terms that he needed a good build tonight for the customer presentation. He hung up before she could protest and went back to Jen’s file.




  Something niggled in the back of his mind, a memory or déjà vu? The picture in the file stared back at him, almost frightened, with those strange feline eyes. It would never work. She was an employee, and she had no business stirring feelings reserved for Jocelyn.




  He’d weld his heart shut. She couldn’t mean anything to him—just another pretty face, another hot young female—nothing special about Jennifer Jones who carried the moniker of an ancient movie starlet.




  He closed the file and stuffed it in his laptop bag. He had more pressing matters. Like whose blood had been on the car? And how his car appeared two blocks from where he parked it. It should have been across from Claire’s tennis court, hidden in the trees. He had lent his car out a few times, but always got the key back. Didn’t make sense unless someone stole it to frame him for murder.




  He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles, something his mother nagged him about. His phone beeped. Melissa’s number flashed. Perhaps she cleared the funds with her accountant.




  Dave affected a jocular attitude. “Hey, babe.”




  Her gooey voice creamed through the airwaves. “Hey, deli-i-cious… I’ve got all day. Mmwwaahh.”




  “Oh, that’s wonderful.” He drummed up enthusiasm. “Your lock up period for OgleNet expired this Wednesday and the stock recovered on Friday. Did you sell?”




  “I’ll tell all in the hot tub.” She giggled. “You’ll have to tickle every penny out of me.”




  “Will this be before or after your gaggle of witches meet?”




  “Gaggle? That’s geese. It’s coven, and we are not witches. We are worshippers of nature and the goddess within. Come by after the social. I’ll text you when they leave.”




  A nurse opened the door, and Jen stepped out. She balanced on the crutches and hopped over, giving him a wan smile that made his pulse jump.




  “I have to go,” he said to Melissa. “Have fun at your prayer meeting. I’ll meet you afterwards.”




  “I made your favorite banana cream pie.” Melissa smacked her lips over the line.




  “Yeah, well, we’ll go over it later. I have some business to take care of first.”




  “Someone’s there, and I don’t need my crystal ball to guess at her gender,” Melissa snapped and the line went dead.




  “Love you too, Mom,” Dave spoke to the silent phone and pushed the off button.




  He extended a hand to help Jen, but she bounced ahead on her crutches with her head pointedly turned away from him, so he settled for opening the door.




  “I must be keeping you from important business,” she said.




  He held the door and shrugged. “My first priority is raising cash, and that means the software has to be built and packaged for Black Friday. Keeping you out of jail is important business.”




  She raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m the one who should be in jail?”




  He put both hands in his pockets and walked at her side. “I know I didn’t do it.”




  “I didn’t either, so can we call a truce?” She glared at him, her eyebrows furrowed and her lips in a thin line.




  He held out his hand. “Forget the car wash.”




  She shook firmly and the corners of her mouth lifted. “What car wash?”




  Once they arrived at his car, he helped her in and put the crutches in the backseat. “You hungry? Had breakfast?”




  “I dumped my breakfast in the sink. I guess I could have something to eat.”




  He pointed to a Burger King across the street. “That okay?”




  “Huh?” She looked across the dashboard. He started the car.




  “I mean, Burger King is okay, isn’t it? Or are you one of those organic granola types?”




  “It’s fine. I’ll have a Whopper Jr. and a cup of coffee.”




  “Really? You would?” His heart fluttered. Jocelyn, his prim and proper Bible college wife, would never have let him grace the driveway of a Burger King. He resorted to getting his grease fix while visiting his father out of state.




  He made a U-turn and pulled into the drive-thru lane. They ordered and he opened his wallet. A picture fell onto the console. Jocelyn in a white cap and gown. Jen picked it up and stared at it.




  “My wife,” he explained. “She died.”




  Her mouth rounded into a tiny circle, and she handed the picture to him. “I’m sorry.”




  “It was a long time ago.” His voice came out too gritty. “It was also a hit and run.”




  Her hand closed on his, comforting. “I’m really sorry.”




  For a moment, he felt like bawling his eyes out. For a moment he saw the closed white casket, and for a moment he wanted to hold the woman in front of him and have her take his pain away. The spiral of loneliness drilled in his gut.




  She removed her hand, and he wanted it back. Wanted it like he wanted the rest of her to plug the hole in his heart and make him whole again.




  The car in front moved. He paid for the food and handed it to her. She set the coffee in a cup holder and reached for her backpack. “How much do I owe you?”




  He stopped her. “Least I can do is treat you. I imagine it’ll be hard for you to go grocery shopping.”




  She regarded him with an even stare. “I can ask Sherry to help with the shopping.”




  “Who’s Sherry?”




  “My new roommate. Let me give her a call. May I borrow your phone? I left mine at home.”




  Dave’s throat tightened, and a chill squeezed the back of his neck. “What’s Sherry’s last name?”




  “Montoya. Why?”




  Could she be the email stalker or maybe that Sherry? Dave lost his appetite and shoved the onion rings he ordered back into the bag. Without waiting for her to unwrap her Whopper, he pulled from the parking lot into the street. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to drop you off. How about you stay with your family until your ankle is healed?”




  She turned a quizzical eye at him. “Family? My sister stays in a foster home. I can’t impose on them.”




  “Oh, I forgot. When I saw you last night with them, I thought…”




  She punched his bicep and smirked. “What last night?”




  “Right.” He kept his eyes on the road and tried to be casual. “By the way, what does Sherry look like?”




  “Early thirties, washed-up trailer park spawn. Why?”




  “What color is her hair? Eyes?”




  “Blond with blue eyes. What’s going on?”




  He swerved, barely missing a semi-truck. Calm down. You’re acting like a fool. He licked the sweat off the top of his lips. “Nothing. It might be a weird coincidence. I’ve an email stalker with that name. It’s always Sherry with some Spanish surname that starts with an ‘M.’”




  “You’re afraid of an email stalker?” She waved the burger at him.




  He swallowed, but the lump did not dispel. The Sherry from his past wasn’t a blonde. “Is it natural? Her hair?”




  “How would I know?” Jen frowned.




  He jerked the wheel, made a U-turn and headed south on San Tomas Expressway.




  Jen grabbed the safety handle. “Where are you going?”




  “Home.”




  * * *




  Holy Mother of God. Jen squeezed her eyes shut and tried to recall the words. Full of Grace. Mercy me. She gripped the armrest. They were heading to his home!




  She peered at the man behind the wheel, the one she had wronged so badly. David Jewell, husband of Jocelyn Jewell, father of little Abby. Abby, who was kidnapped while her nanny slept in the bathtub.




  It was all over the news six years ago. She’d often wondered how he coped. There had been no trace of the baby. Eventually, the helicopters and news vans left. Eventually, the world forgot and moved onto other sensations. And eventually, Jen had gone to college, earned her computer degree, and landed a job at the company this man started, the coveted startup everyone wanted to get in on.




  She stole another look at him. His mouth formed a grim line, and he stared straight ahead. A twitch nagged his cheek below his right eye. She had had such a crush on him. He was younger then, and not just in age, but his entire face had that bright-eyed, optimistic gleam reserved for the rich, white, and privileged. Then his wife had died, and he hired her fulltime—to live at his house and mother his baby. A baby she’d loved and lost due to her negligence.




  Dave glanced at her, and she immediately shrank into the seat. He roared onto Lawrence Expressway. He hadn’t recognized her. Of course not. That had been six years, sixty pounds, and ten grand to the plastic surgeon, eons ago. And he hadn’t seen anything in her back then. Not a spark or even a first look. And now, he had kissed her like she was his lifeline.




  She looked at him again. Player. Boy toy to the rich and famous. Mover and shaker, my foot. “I could call the police, you know.”




  “You wouldn’t.”




  “You’re kidnapping me. I want you to take me home right now.” She couldn’t hang with him any longer. Sooner or later, he’d see through her new face and remember the obese Jennifer Cruz, his wife’s best friend. Jen gripped the safety handle tighter.




  “Do not say kidnapping,” he spoke through clenched teeth. “I’m saving you from further trouble.”




  “What?”




  He hung a sharp right onto Saratoga Avenue. “If Sherry is who I think she is, she’s psychotic.”




  “You can’t be serious. She’s a freaking waitress at a country-western bar. All she cares about is Entertainment Today and People Magazine. Stuck in front of the TV all day. I doubt she even knows how to set up an email account.”




  “I don’t have to explain. Your boyfriend gets crushed in my parking lot. My car disappears overnight. Your purse is found at the crime scene. I get threatening emails and text messages.” He didn’t finish. They both knew about the blood on his bumper.




  “He was not my boyfriend.”




  “Fine, but I can’t let you out of my sight. The police suspect you. They’ve been asking about the builds and whether any code has leaked out.” He shot her a glare and narrowly missed rear-ending a car stopped at a light.




  “Damn!” He slammed the steering wheel. “Well? Has any code been leaked?”




  Jen jutted her chin at him. “No. Why would I do such a stupid thing?”




  She hoped she sounded confident, although her belly churned, either from his lousy driving or his pointed accusations, or both. She held her head between her hands and bent down, closing her eyes. Ay Bendito! What had she done to deserve this? And how would she get out of it this time?




  He passed the Saratoga Village Shopping Center and continued on Big Basin Way. After a few swerves up a winding road with a guardrail, he turned up a tree-lined drive, hung a sharp right into the driveway hidden behind a tall oleander hedge, and screeched to a halt.




  Dave helped her out of the car, dragged her into his house, and parked her on a leather couch. “You have to be honest with me. Or we’re both in a shitload of trouble.”




  Her mouth dry, she swallowed and avoided his eyes, the weight of memories pressing in on her.




  “What’s your true relationship with Rey Custodio?”




  “I don’t have to tell you.”




  He grabbed both of her shoulders. “He had a memory stick with our mobile phone code in his pocket. Why’s that?”




  Chapter 9




  The phone rang. Dave stared at Jen, his hands still clutching her shoulders.




  Her gaze slid in the direction of the counter where the answering machine lay.




  Dave made no move. Let it go to message. It’s probably the broker or dentist.




  Beep.




  “We have your daughter,” a computer-altered voice said. “If you want to see her alive, do not contact the police. A memory stick will be sent to your office. Follow the directions and your daughter lives.”




  Click.




  Jen gasped and covered her mouth. Pain shot through Dave’s stomach, and he clutched it while his legs gave way. The call was always the same. Do not contact the police. Wait for instructions. But the instructions never came. Never. It happened every year near the anniversary of Abby’s kidnapping.




  Jen’s arms wrapped around his head, her hands caressing his hair and pulling him to her chest. His eyes blurred and his lungs hollowed as if all the oxygen had been sucked from the room. He gulped to control his breathing.




  When the first wave of grief passed, he was aware of her belly shaking from the sounds of her weeping. Why would she, a stranger, care? She couldn’t possibly know what he had gone through, the year he spent in the mental care facility, unable to cope or even function as a human being.




  Embarrassed by his outburst, he pushed himself to a sitting position. She reached for a tissue from the box on the end table and wiped her tears. Her lips trembled and she cringed in the corner of the couch, looking like she wanted answers, but was afraid to ask.




  Dave turned away and retreated to his thoughts. God no longer cared. He had allowed Jocelyn to die and Abby to disappear. Dave had spiraled into the abyss, drowned by anti-depressants and grief, almost giving up. But that sliver of hope, that Abby lived, kept him from complete oblivion. Once he had enough money, he’d hire his own vigilantes and find her, no matter where they had her hidden, even if it was the private island Jocelyn’s grandparents owned. The US Embassy be damned. He’d hire terrorists from Mindanao if he had to. But to do that he needed money, and that’s why Shopahol could not fail.




  The buzzing cell phone pierced his mental fog. He pulled it out of his pocket and answered it.




  It was Greta. “Is Jen done with the doctors? The builds are failing and we need her to fix the scripts.”




  Dave stood and paced across the room, stretching to steady his breathing. “She’ll be plugged in soon. I need a good build tonight. No excuses.”




  A second call beeped for him. He said goodbye to Greta and picked up Eddie from security.




  “Hey, chief,” Eddie said. “I found something very interesting about the code on the memory stick.”




  Dave glanced at Jen. Whatever Eddie had to say, he didn’t want her to hear. He walked into the den and shut the door.




  “The code on the memory stick is really old. One of the originals you wrote.” Eddie said. “Praveena did a comparison and found several important steps missing. I did some googling, and get this, one of the professors at SJ State assigned his students to come up with a flock based social shopping app that runs on mobile phones.”




  Dave’s throat tightened. “Which professor?”




  “Craig Pearson.”




  A cramp pinched Dave right under his ribcage. Craig Pearson was the CEO of BuyFriend, Dave’s chief competitor, and had an outstanding patent infringement lawsuit against Shopahol.




  Eddie prattled on. “The code is a joke. It doesn’t compile and won’t run on the newer iPhones anyway. You think the guy who got hit was sneaking around our parking lot dumpster diving?”




  “He might have been waiting for someone to give him code that worked.” He shot a pointed look at the closed door leading to the living room.




  “No, no.” Eddie’s voice became gruff. “There is no way anyone from our company gave him the code. We have a safeguard on our systems. Anyone inserts a memory stick and it is automatically encrypted with the credentials of the user currently logged in. This stick was clear.”




  “Thanks for letting me know.” Dave ended the call. No one else knew Jen had been with Rey the night before. Dave remembered Rey tucking something into his cargo pocket that night. Who better to steal code than the build engineer?




  Dave swallowed a dry lump. He pocketed his phone. Firing was not an option unless he wanted to risk Friday’s delivery. The backup engineer was not up to speed. He’d have to watch Jen’s every move and let her know the gig was up. He stepped out of the den.




  Jen had twisted the tissue into pointy spirals. She looked up from her laptop, expectantly, as if he’d tell her his innermost feelings. Fat chance.




  He stopped halfway across the room. “You haven’t told me why Rey Custodio had dinner with you. Were you giving him code?”




  Her expression changed from pity to pouty. “Because why else would he see me, right? There couldn’t be any reason unless he wanted something.”




  “I don’t give a crap why he’d see you or not.” He closed in. “We know you gave him code, so don’t jerk me around.”




  “Fuck off. I’m outta here. Talk to my lawyer.” She slammed the laptop shut and leaned over the sofa for her crutches.




  Wait. She couldn’t leave. The Black Friday code had yet to be stabilized. He snatched the crutches. “You’re not going anywhere.”




  “Give it back.” She threw a pillow at him and hopped toward the kitchen phone.




  “You’re not using that phone.” He pushed her against the wall, harder than he meant to.




  A puff of air flew from between her lips, and she grimaced as if her wind had been knocked out. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. She cowered into the corner, covering her face.




  A raging ache ripped through his chest, and a massive swelling formed behind his solar plexus. He had to get control and fast. What the hell was wrong with him? He inhaled deeply, held his breath and let it out slowly.




  Jen bit her lip, looking small and forlorn.




  Dave’s heart clenched. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s all the pressure. I’m sorry.”




  “I’m okay.”




  He tugged her arm gently and led her to the couch. “I need your help. Fix the build scripts. Can I trust you to behave professionally?”




  “You’re the boss,” she said, barely above a whisper. She woke her laptop and shuddered with a lingering sob.




  He wiped his palms on his jeans, restraining the urge to hug her. “Doesn’t give me the right to yell and push you around. Can we forget it happened?”




  Jen nodded and turned to her laptop. “I’ll need the wireless access key.”




  “Sure.” Dave pressed the secure connect key on his wireless router and went to the kitchen. He spread mustard and mayonnaise on wheat bread and stacked lettuce, roast beef, and cheese. A slice of tomato and a few pickles. There, maybe she’d feel better after eating. The phone call had walloped him. But it was the same every year. Empty threats. Abby was mostly likely tucked inside a foreign estate with armed guards. He wouldn’t think of any sickening alternatives.




  His cell chimed with a received text message. Dave slapped his forehead and groaned. Melissa expected gratitude from him. He hated to leave Jen alone, but she seemed to be into her work, and besides, her future also depended on Shopahol’s success. Greta could monitor her on video chat the entire time. He’d only need her until Black Friday. Then he could tip the police that she was with Rey at Il Forno the night of his death.




  Dave poured ice into a small ice chest and filled it with bottled water and juice. He stepped into the living room and set the food and drinks in front of Jen. She was huddled over her laptop.




  “Hey.” He sounded casual. “I have some things to do. Go ahead and use the video chat on your laptop, but don’t use my landline, okay? How’s your ankle?”




  She glanced at him briefly and went back to her laptop. “It’s okay.”




  He pointed to the short hall. “The bathroom’s over there. Help yourself to anything you need. Can you hand me your car keys?”




  Her throat rippled and she kept her eyes downcast. “W-why?”




  “I want you to be my guest. Then you won’t have to worry about driving to work or getting groceries. Sound good?”




  “I won’t be too much trouble?” A hopeful expression that twisted his gut sparkled in her eyes.




  He forced a grin. “Not at all. You deliver the build, and I’ll have a big bonus for you.”




  She dug through her backpack and gave him the keys, her hand shaking. “Do they really have your daughter?”




  He charged toward the door. “I don’t want to talk about it.”




  * * *




  Jen took a moment to catch her breath. His brooding glare had been accusatory. Good thing she deflected his questions about the code with a snide remark. Rey had said the code was for his daughter. Only one explanation. Someone was going to pay him for it.




  She gazed at the front door. Six years ago, a baby had been kidnapped because of her carelessness. Leaving the key dangling in the lock was a sure invitation. Where could Abby be? Jen’s heart squeezed in on itself. It had all been her fault. How many times had she prayed for a do-over? But real life never offered second chances, at least not for her.




  Jen went back to her messages. The filer was finally online, but the build scripts hadn’t been adjusted, and the builds were failing.




  Instant message windows popped up all over her screen. Yes, yes, she’d get to it. Greta called her on video chat. Yes, yes. She’d have the builds going again if only everyone would leave her alone. Of course she didn’t express this to Greta. She just agreed to everything. She couldn’t hang up the chat window and Greta seemed inclined to stare at her.




  She cut and pasted mount points into the script. Something nagged at the back of her mind. Rey’s last words about Rod’s death. What if Rey found the killer? And the killer planted the code on him to set her up. An icy finger scratched the back of her scalp. It couldn’t be Dave because he needed her for the builds. And he certainly wouldn’t have had that snooty woman hanging onto him if he were planning to commit murder that night.




  Jen sat up straight, almost jumping off the couch. Claire Tyler, the woman Dave was making bedroom eyes at. She had met her with Greta while working on a remote server virtualization beta. Jen’s stomach twisted into Gordian knots. With such elegant women around, she didn’t stand a chance. He had only kissed her to keep her from calling the police. Nothing more. But if he wasn’t guilty, why the cover up? Unless it was for someone he cared about. Like Claire.




  Greta’s voice barked from the video chat. Jen went back to the laptop, fixed the scripts and sent corrected config specs to the engineers. She begged off to go to the bathroom. Picking up her crutches, she hobbled to the hallway.




  She emerged from the powder room a few minutes later. The nursery was next door. With a hammering pulse, she peeked in.




  The crib was still there. Empty. A layer of cobwebs and dust clung to the changing table. Jen picked up the Raggedy Ann doll she had made for Abby. Its painted-on button eyes, triangular nose and gapped toothed smile reminded her of Abby’s playfulness. Her fingers had twirled through the red yarn hair, and her gums had chewed on the black felt shoes. Oh, how Abby had laughed when Jen made Raggedy Ann do all sorts of funny tricks. Raggedy Ann always ate her peas. Raggedy Ann drank an entire bottle of milk in one sitting, and Raggedy Ann took good, long naps. A tear crawled down Jen’s face. If only Abby had cried out that day. If only she had refused to take a nap. If only Jen hadn’t been foolish and believed someone cared for her. She clenched her fist and put Raggedy Ann back on the dresser.




  The pinging of the instant messages drew her back to her laptop. Thankfully Greta had signed off. She let the tears drop onto the keys. No one saw her or cared. The nanny cam had been switched off, and they never found the baby or the kidnapper. And she had been upstairs, a lazy, fat slob, watching Tad Martin and Dr. Hayward duke it out on All My Children that fateful Monday before Thanksgiving. It would be six years this coming week. Abby, if she was out there, would be seven in March.




  The build completed successfully. Praveena emailed her to let her know she and Holly were on their way to Jen’s apartment to pick up her stuff. Jen logged into her bank account and transferred December’s rent to her landlord. She picked up the sandwich.




  The crack of shattering glass and a loud bang startled her. A hissing sound blew out of a canister. Jen scrambled to her feet with the help of her crutches. Her eyes watered and her lungs burned as if breathing in fire. Gagging and coughing, she stumbled out the front door and dove into the lawn. Her eyes stung, and she quickly plucked out her soft contact lenses. Male voices and footsteps approached.




  Chapter 10




  Three men stood over her. One man yanked Jen’s hair and grabbed her shoulders. Another kicked her in the ribs with his cowboy boots. Her stomach jolted with pain and nausea. A third man pushed her onto her back and jammed his knees between her legs. All three wore masks and knit watch caps and reeked of stale cigarette smoke.




  “Where’s the code?” The man with the boots knelt and squeezed her face.




  The tear gas searing her lungs, Jen shook her head and gasped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”




  A slap stung her face. “Better tell us, or you’ll pay.”




  “There’s no code.”




  The man’s fingers dug like a lobster cracker into her cheeks. “Don’t play games with us, build bitch. Next time we ask, you’d better give it to us with a smile.”




  He pulled out a pocket knife and flipped a blade in front of her eyes. “Shall we do a bit of cosmetic surgery or leave a message for your boyfriend?”




  Jen held her hands over her face and trembled. “Please, no. I’ll give you what you want.”




  The man holding her shoulders ripped her hands back and rubbed his masked face over her lips. “Wait ’til I get you alone, bitch.”




  Boot Man opened each tool of the knife and flicked it in front of her eyes. “Screwdriver, blade, can opener. Oh look, the corkscrew.”




  The man holding her legs snorted. “Let’s drag her to the bushes and screw her. I got a bigger tool than that.”




  Boot Man made a twisting motion with the corkscrew right in front of Jen’s nose. “Wood saw, metal saw, awl, chisel or metal file. Pick one.”




  “I’ll give you the code. I promise,” Jen squeaked.




  “Sure you will.” Boot Man slapped her. “Close your eyes.”




  Jen covered her stinging face and squeezed her eyes shut. They lifted her sweater and bra. Their rough hands groped her and unbuttoned her jeans. Whimpering, she dared not scream when the sharp tool plowed trails of fire across her belly.




  * * *




  Dave held a box of roses under his arm and knocked on a stained glass door featuring a knight and a green dragon. He ran the rationalizations through his mind. He was doing this for Abby. If his company succeeded, he’d have the money to get her back. But what if she weren’t even alive? What if he’d waited too long?




  Can’t think about it, Dave, his therapist’s voice echoed, Whatever story you tell yourself, believe it and move on. Dave no longer wandered around scanning faces, staring at families and looking for an out-of-place child. Parents had glared at him and shielded their little girls. He stopped going to church or driving by schools. There had been no ransom demands, no leads, no credible claims for the reward money—only the senseless phone calls every year. The police had all but given up. Without a body, they could only wait. And every time the authorities found a young girl’s remains, Dave would pray the DNA didn’t match Abby. So far it never did.




  Melissa yanked the door open, startling him. Her sparkling blue eyes darted from the box of long stemmed roses to focus on his forehead.




  Dave gave her the flowers and stepped through the door, hoping he looked sufficiently penitent. Although what he was supposed to be sorry for, he had no idea. Her glare continued to be centered on his forehead, and he wondered if his third eye, chakra, or whatever hocus pocus she was into this week was giving off a negative vibe.




  “About time you showed up. You missed the tarot reading.” She swished her peasant skirt and walked barefooted to the kitchen, her steps toe-out like a ballet dancer. “I drew the knight of cups for you.”




  “What does it mean?” He followed her and perched on a bar stool.




  She floated over to him, her multiple beads, bracelets, and clutter jangling, and placed herself between his knees. “Romance in the air and an ocean of golden fishes.”




  Dave pecked her lips. She pursed them for more, and he settled in with a wet kiss and an intrusion of his tongue. She wrapped her arms around him and wiggled her hips into his groin.




  He pulled her poufy blouse down, freeing her bra-less breasts. “How many fishies?”




  “A cool million into your company’s coffers.”




  “Mmm… I love the sound of that.” He bent and trailed his lips from her throat chakra down to her breasts.




  She yelped when his lips touched her nipple, and he wondered whether she learned this vocalization in yoga class or when she had stuck a bobby pin in an electric socket during kindergarten naptime. Goes with the frizzy hair.




  He picked her up and set her on the island. She swiped backward across the butcher block counter, spilling wine glasses and sending a cutting board with a knife stuck through a slab of cheese flying onto the river-rock floor.




  Dave gripped the side of the counter while Melissa latched her greedy lips over his. His knuckles tightened, and he forced himself not to pull away. She tasted like chocolate marijuana, and her tongue was rude and sloppy. Nothing like Jen’s tentative freshness—the first gentle shower of spring. He pictured Jen on his soft leather couch cuddled between pillows and a homemade afghan.




  Melissa’s hands roved down his chest and tugged at his fly. Dave jerked back. “Not yet.”




  He didn’t want Melissa to feel his distraction. Jen had held him to her breasts and comforted him. So intimate, yet not sexual. Empathetic, not demanding, just sweet. And she had acted as if she cared about him, about Abby.




  Melissa spread her legs and flipped her skirt up. Of course, she wore no panties.




  Dave’s cell buzzed.




  “Ignore it,” Melissa panted while guiding his hands downward.




  “Sorry, I have to get it.” He pulled away and answered it while looking at the caller ID. It was his next door neighbor, Saul.




  “Hey, what’s up?”




  “There’s a fire engine over at your house. I don’t see smoke, but a police car just arrived.”




  “Holy shit! Did anyone get hurt?”




  “Um… let me go up the driveway a bit. Yeah. There’s a man with a dog talking to the police, and the paramedics are lifting a young lady into the ambulance.”




  Chills grabbed the back of his neck. Jen!




  “Thanks. I’ll be right over.” He pocketed his phone.




  Melissa sat on the counter with her arms crossed and a dreadful pout on her lips.




  Dave tucked his shirt in. “There’s a fire engine at my house.”




  “I’ll bet. Nice ploy.”




  “I’ll make it up to you. Promise.”




  She pulled her top over her breasts and straightened her skirt. “I shouldn’t have transferred the money so soon. Pete’s back tomorrow and staying until New Year’s.”




  “Mel, you shouldn’t be jealous. You’re a married woman.” He handed her the box of roses she had dropped on the floor and backed toward the front door. “Pete’s worth more than I’ll ever be. There’s no way Shopahol will exceed OgleNet’s market cap. You know how gossip sells.”




  She threw the box at him. “Don’t let the door slam you on the way out.”




  * * *




  Jen coughed and gasped while the paramedics placed a mask over her face. Her chest ached and sharp pains screamed over her stomach. The paramedics slapped on a blood pressure cuff and swabbed her wounds.




  Everything had happened so fast. A dog barked and the men fled, and then the dog was licking her face and the owner whipped out his cell phone and stood over her. Jen tried to relax, and the flow of oxygen eased her lungs.




  “The police will want a statement,” someone said.




  “She’s in shock,” another person said. “They’ll have to wait. Let’s give her some fluids.”




  A few minutes later, she was transferred from the ambulance to the hospital. The emergency room was a blur of activity. Jen’s eyes were watery, and she could barely see. Nurses cleaned her wounds and bandaged them. An elderly doctor reassured her that she would have minimal scarring. “Be glad they used a chisel and not a blade.”




  “Is there anyone we should call?” a nurse asked.




  Jen shook her head. She coughed, and a nurse brought water to her lips. Squinting, she shielded her eyes from the light.




  “The police are here,” another voice announced.




  “Not yet.” Dave’s voice floated as if down a hollow tube. “I’ll take responsibility for her.”




  The orderlies helped her into a wheelchair, and Dave pushed her behind a plastic curtain. He took her hands and rubbed them. “Are you okay? What happened?”




  “They threw tear gas into your house. And they cut me.”




  “Did they say anything else?”




  She pressed her lips together and did not answer. They had called her names and wanted the code. But she wasn’t about to tell Dave what she promised while under attack.




  He leaned close to her ear. “I’m not letting you go anywhere until you tell me what you’ve done and explain how the blood got on my car. Were they working with you?”




  Jen turned her face to the wall, desperately willing the tears to stop. It had to be the tear gas, not the arrogant asshole hovering over her, trying to pin the blame on her. “I’ll tell the police you washed it off.”




  “Don’t be stupid. We had a deal.”




  A police woman poked her head through the curtain. “Is she ready?”




  “One minute,” Dave said. The police woman backed away.




  Dave shoved his face close to hers. “You know what they carved on you?”




  Jen shook her head in that quick staccato between fear and dread.




  “Code Thief.”




  Chapter 11




  The police woman whipped the curtain back and glared at Dave. “Are you finished? Or you tampering with the witness?”




  Dave kissed the side of Jen’s face and ran his fingers through her hair as if comforting her. He sure as hell wasn’t going to let Jen squeal about the blood on the car.




  The police woman jerked her chin. “I want to question her alone.”




  “No can do.” Dave crossed his arms.




  “You her attorney or her dad?” The police woman smirked.




  Steam heated Dave’s collar. “I’m only five years older than her.”




  “Then git.” She motioned with her thumb for Dave to step outside of the curtain.




  Dave stared at Jen long and hard, but she avoided his gaze. She seemed angry. He crushed an empty Styrofoam coffee cup and strode down the corridor to the exit. He should get rid of the Camry. But where could he dump it? The police would be at his house gathering evidence, and he’d look suspicious going into the garage and leading them right to the car. He numbed his emotions and walked past two police officers.




  After calling a cleanup service to board up his windows and sweep up the broken glass, he picked up two bacon-guacamole cheeseburgers, onion rings and soft drinks. Despite the toned muscles on her legs, Jen needed a bit of padding on her belly. He winced. Why would they carve ‘Code Thief’ on her stomach? And how did they know she was at his house?




  He arrived back at the hospital and walked into the waiting room. Jen was sitting by herself. He took the adjacent seat. “The police didn’t offer you a ride or call you a taxi?”




  Jen looked at her hands. “I’m tired.”




  Something about the defeated tone in her voice made Dave ashamed of his behavior. She had been attacked at his home and all he could do was berate her? He took a wheelchair from the corridor, but Jen waved it off, so he swung her into his arms and carried her to his SUV. Since no police officers accosted him, he figured she hadn’t said anything about his car.




  She nibbled on her burger and did not talk, so he switched on an eighties rock channel on his satellite radio. Once in a while, she’d shudder as if trying to calm herself. He shouldn’t have been so rough, but he had to know why she gave the code. Had they threatened her before? The marks on her neck had thankfully faded to a yellowish brown tint, but would the scars on her abdomen disappear?




  Dave pulled up to his house. Praveena had left Jen’s car in the driveway and put her keys in his mailbox. He took her luggage out of the trunk and set it in the guest room. Then he carried Jen over the threshold and placed her on the bed. She’d been through enough, and he’d protect her from now on, or until the Black Friday build was delivered.




  “How’s your ankle?” He propped her leg over a pillow.




  She blinked, looking woeful. He smiled to reassure her, but she copied-and-pasted a smile that told him she was anything but.




  He fluffed a pillow. “Would you like a drink? Some milk?”




  “No, thanks. Could you cut the light? My eyes hurt.”




  “Sure.” He dimmed the light and brought back blankets from the linen closet. “These may be dusty. I don’t usually have guests.”




  “I’m not exactly a guest, am I?”




  He shook out a blanket. “I’d like to think of you as one.”




  “Sure, like the inmates at Guantanamo.” She pouted.




  He sat on the bed, and his heart did a tap dance being so close to her. “Do the inmates at Guantanamo have me fluffing their pillow?”




  She rolled her eyes. “More mercy for them. Are you going to include a bit of waterboarding?”




  “Something better. How about a bedtime story and a glass of warm milk?”




  “I’m hardly a child.”




  “No, I can see that.” He wished his voice hadn’t come out as husky as it did. “I’m really sorry they attacked you.”




  “It’s not your fault.”




  “It is. I should’ve been here—not left you alone.” He gazed at her, wondering how he had become so concerned for her.




  “Why would you care? Are you going to fire me now?”




  “Do I have a reason to?”




  She sighed, moving her fingers as if to rub her eye, but dropped her hand.




  “You’re in trouble, aren’t you? Do you want to talk about it?” He tried to keep his voice low and gentle. He had to appear nonthreatening, get her to trust him.




  She shook her head and rubbed her face. “I’m tired.”




  Dave backed off and went to the kitchen. He should let her go to sleep. But her presence eased his loneliness, and she could use a drink after all she’d gone through. He heated a glass of milk and spiked it with a shot of whiskey.




  * * *




  Jen rummaged in her suitcase. Thankfully Praveena had packed her supply of disposable contact lenses, toothbrush, and makeup. She fumbled open a bottle of Tylenol and popped two in her mouth. The bloodstained sweater was ruined, and she tossed it in her suitcase. The welts on her stomach were raised and jagged, hastily scrawled. Tears formed in her eyes. At least they had used a blunt tool. The deep scratches that broke the skin had not required stitches. She changed the gauze pads and put on an oversized flannel plaid shirt belonging to her father.




  After a visit to the bathroom, she pulled on a pair of sweatpants and hopped back to the guest room. What had those guys said? About leaving a message for her boyfriend? Who? Rey was dead. They had to have known that. She buried her head into her hands. It was all too confusing. Dave deserved to know about the threat to his company and her part in it. But would he fire her if she told him?




  A soft knock startled her.




  “Care for some company?” Dave asked.




  “Sure, come in.” It was his house, after all. Jen smoothed her hair back and wrapped a woolen blanket around her shoulders.




  Dave entered with a glass of milk and set it on the nightstand. “Shall I turn on the heat?”




  “No, I’m okay.”




  His eyes were kind as he settled on the edge of the bed.




  “I-I have to tell you something.” Her voice strained inside her raw throat.




  He raised a hand, looking like he wanted to touch her, but lowered it and stared at her.




  “Rey Custodio was blackmailing me.” She stared at her fingers twisting the satin edge of the blanket.




  His hand found hers, and he held it, cupping his palm over her knuckles as she trembled. “It’s okay. If you tell me your secret, there’d be no need to fear. What did you do?”




  She heaved a giant breath. “Because of me, some people’s lives were ruined.”




  “Did you commit a crime?”




  “No.” A sob trickled from her throat. “But I was negligent.”




  “Is that why your sister’s in a foster home?”




  She shook her head. “It wasn’t my sister who I hurt.”




  Pain like barbed wire poked under her ribs. Abby was gone and Dave didn’t want to talk about it. Maybe he was at peace with it, but all her feelings poured out from seeing the crib, the dolls and the baby toys.




  “Then who?” He handed her the glass, but she pushed it aside, spilling some of it on the bedcover.




  He’d hate her if he knew. If she could find clues and bring Abby back, maybe he’d forgive her.




  “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”




  “I can’t. I need this job.”




  “But if you’re stealing code, I can’t have you working for me. The police are holding the memory stick they found on Rey’s body as evidence.” His voice changed from friendly to stern.




  She took a deep shuddering breath. If he was going to play hardball, she could too. “I didn’t give him the stick.”




  “Stop lying. They found it in his pocket.”




  “No-o. They couldn’t have. Some guy jumped me in the parking lot and took the memory stick I made for him. They drove off in a white car.” She pointed a finger at him. “A. White. Car.”




  He raised both hands. “Lots of people drive white cars.”




  “Not many people have blood on their bumper.” She tightened her jaw and glared at him with what she hoped was a formidable stare, then purposely smiled as if she held a secret. If he was going to pin it on her, she’d take him down with her.




  “Oh, you can’t possibly believe I had anything to do with this.” He tipped her chin. “You’re flirting with danger. You think this is funny?”




  “Just checking whether the glove fits.”




  He clamped her shoulders. “Someone stole my car, okay?”




  She stared straight into his flinty eyes. “Then why did you go to the carwash instead of calling the police? Who are you covering for?”




  He inhaled through his teeth. “Pretty convenient for you that your blackmailer died. Who are you working for?”




  “My car was in the garage all night. Where was yours?”




  He drew her face to his. “My body was in a warm bed. Where was yours?”




  Jen slipped a hand around the back of his neck. “I think we understand each other, don’t we?”




  Before Dave could draw back, Jen pressed her lips over his and kissed him hard. A growl rumbled in his throat, dangerous and deep. Yanking her hair, he dragged her down on the bed. Jen parted her lips, and a shiver of excitement stole its way down her spine. Tingles blossomed over her chest and mingled with the sting of her wounds, every nerve sparking on high alert.




  His lips were strong with the tang of whiskey, and his stubble grazed her chin roughly. She wrapped her fingers around the hair at the nape of his neck while he grabbed both sides of her head and ground his tongue over hers, thrusting and jockeying for domination.




  She fought back and nibbled on his lips, sucking them into submission. He groaned and the kisses slowed into deep and languorous caresses. Soft sighs escaped her sore throat as he stroked her jaw and neck. He hovered over her, his weight supported by his elbows, his arousal firmly pressed against her hip.




  Her mind swirled with delightful delirium. He was innocent, of course, somehow mixed up with the thugs. They were framing him to extort the code. But he shouldn’t blame her, and she had to be sure he wouldn’t fire her, ever. At least his kisses were dreadfully delicious.




  His hand moved under her flannel shirt, brushing the tape on her belly. He cupped a bare breast, and she swallowed a gasp. Pain from her sore ribs mixed with an almost electric tingle of tortuous pleasure. She’d never melted into a man with just a kiss, losing all shred of inhibition, wanting, waiting, no, aching to be touched, probed and handled.




  He withdrew his hand. “Do you want me to stop?”




  Stop? Was he crazy? No woman told a man like him to stop, and Jen wasn’t about to break his streak. “No, kiss me some more.”




  His smile softened his face with boyish charm. “Sure. I can do that.”




  And he did. His kisses whispered hope into her heart and promised protection. He fingered her hair, as if enjoying the texture of fine silk. Wow, she could get used to this. Heat flooded her as she appreciated the corded muscles of his shoulders. She wasn’t sure if she had died and gone to Heaven. Floating on a cloud with a gorgeous man who acted as if he desired her, at least until he found out who she really was.




  Jennifer Lopez’s “I’m Into You” ringtone spilled out of his pants.




  Dave lifted off her and slapped his pocket. “I forgot. Here’s your cell. Praveena left it in your car.”




  Embarrassment flushed her face. Who had been playing with her ringtone? She took it from him and glanced at the display. Missed call from Christy.




  Dave pushed off the bed, his hair ruffled in odd angles that made him look positively delectable.
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