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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The commotion jarred Alan Fenland’s attention away from the mostly eaten cheeseburger sitting on his desk. Nobody ever ran in the Powell-Booth Laboratory building, so the sound of rapid footsteps echoing in from the hallway came across as downright clamorous. And then there was the slamming door, like a gunshot. Alan nudged the burger into the trash can beside his desk and climbed out of his chair. The computer lab scheduling office sat between two hallways, with doors providing access from either. The doorway leading into the east hall was open, so he headed for it.

      He stepped into the hallway, swiveling his head in both directions. A couple of students chatted as they entered a room down the corridor. There was no sign of what had caused the racket. He saw nothing out of the ordinary at all. More footsteps sounded, not running this time, but moving fast. Alan hurried down the hall to the adjoining corridor and looked around the corner. Nothing to see there, either. He waited a few moments to see if the culprit would run by again, but the only sound was the quiet clacking of fingers against keyboards. With a shrug, he headed back to his office, deciding to take the west hallway to see if the disturbance might be coming from there.

      It took him less than a minute to reach his office again, and his mind lamented the burger he’d chucked as he stepped to the door. So, when the door burst open, it startled the heck out of him. A man he didn’t recognize hurried out, almost bowling him over. There was something about the guy that felt off, but Alan couldn’t quite put his finger on what. He was a late thirty-something with dark hair, and he wore a casual sport coat and khakis. Nothing about him stood out except a small egg-shaped birthmark just above his left eyebrow.

      Most people on the Caltech campus were easy to label. Students, professors, researchers, even office staff—most of them projected a subtle sense of comfortable familiarity. But not this guy. Alan thought he looked very out of place. Without saying a word, the man pushed past him and sprinted toward the exit at the end of the hall. Weird.

      Frowning, Alan walked back into the office and took a careful look around. He had no idea why some random guy would be in his office. He was just a graduate student, one of six part-time people who helped students and professors schedule computer time. There was nothing valuable to steal in the room, and there was no sensitive research stored here.

      He found nothing out of place, and the east door was still open. Alan walked across the office, stepped into the hallway for a final look, and stopped in his tracks.

      Hurrying toward him at a brisk pace was another man in his thirties with dark hair and an olive complexion. He moved with confidence, like a panther tracking prey. The man with the birthmark had been running. Maybe this guy was chasing him. Panther guy paused the moment he saw Alan. His brown lambskin leather jacket looked pretty slick over his designer jeans and dark paisley shirt. The man made no attempt at a greeting, and he offered no smile. His unwavering gaze made Alan feel as if he was a pig in a pen, and the farmer was trying to decide if he’d be the next slab of bacon.

      He didn’t appear like he belonged on campus any more than the trespasser with the birthmark. Without a word, the man pivoted and hurried down the hallway toward the lobby. Alan watched until the stranger disappeared. The entire encounter had taken a matter of seconds, and left Alan wondering, “What the hell?” With no answers forthcoming, he stepped back into his office.

      The clock on the office wall showed 3:00 p.m. and that meant quitting time. Ingrid, the girl who followed his shift, hadn’t arrived yet. It didn’t matter. She’d be along soon enough, and if anybody needed help, they’d wait for her. Alan gathered up his backpack, stuffed his books and lab notes inside, and headed out into the chilly December afternoon.

      His place was walking distance from campus, and during the stroll home, he reflected on a day that had not been one of his greatest. His only class that morning could have been best described as a total embarrassment. The professor, one of Caltech’s finest, had found Alan’s approach to solving this week’s quantum conundrum to be less than brilliant. The old academic had taken his time, painfully picking apart his methodology.

      Alan’s meeting with his graduate advisor turned out to be a major ball-buster as well. The man found what he described as an “irregularity in logic” in the most recently completed section of Alan’s dissertation. What on Earth did that mean?

      Sometimes it felt like he’d never see the sheepskin. The plan was to complete the master’s in science program, get into the quantum optics program, and begin work on his doctorate. His goal was to get his PhD before his twenty-eighth birthday, but he was already behind his self-imposed schedule.

      Oh well. His little bungalow was now in view, and he looked forward to kicking back with a little TV before dinner. One of his premium channels was streaming Suicide Squad. He loved Margot Robbie, and there was no doubt in his mind that Margot would be attracted to a guy with a PhD. Less than ten minutes after walking through his door and kicking off his shoes, he sprawled out on his old but comfortable sofa with a Corona and a bag of Fritos.

      About two hours after he landed on the couch, his tonally challenged doorbell announced someone at the door. A quick glance at his watch told him it was 5:30, too darn late to deal with a cable salesman trying to convince him to change his service. He glanced toward the door, but ignored it. He just wanted to relax. Maybe they’d go away.

      After the doorbell repeated its discordant clang for the fourth time, Alan groaned in frustration. The visitor didn’t seem inclined to leave him in peace. He picked up the remote and thumbed down the volume, reducing the explosions and screams of the bad guys to a whisper. Tossing the remote back on the cushions, he trudged to the door and wrenched it open, prepared to launch a verbal attack that would send whoever was on the other side packing.

      Except no sound came out of his mouth. He just stood there like a fish, his eyes open wide, his mouth opening and closing, wondering why the universe had placed such a pleasant surprise on his doorstep.

      She looked to be in her late twenties, one or two inches shy of six feet. Her brushed denim skirt was as short as her legs were long; her breasts were a perfect fit for the rest of her. Her hair fell just below her ears with an attractive shagginess, multi-colored in reddish and orange tones. A purse dangled from a strap draped over her shoulder. Alan would have sworn her gray eyes twinkled as her full lips formed a charming smile. “Hi. Sorry to bug you. Hoping you can help me.”

      What the heck, Alan thought. Margot could wait.
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      The Fenland guy lived in a little California-style bungalow on one of Pasadena’s wooded streets less than a mile from the California Institute of Technology campus. Danny had gotten out of the car a half-block away, and Cyn proceeded on her own, parking in front of Fenland’s house. A little quiver of excitement washed over her. This was going to be fun.

      His expression as he opened the door amused her. She was used to that look, especially with this type of guy, but she still got a kick out of it. He wore the unofficial uniform of the geek: worn jeans and a long-sleeve pullover shirt with a graphic from one of the Avenger flicks screened onto the front. He appreciated her legs, fighting to keep his eyes focused up where they should be.

      “What’s up?” he asked with genuine warmth.

      “Sorry to bother you. My car, it won’t start, and my cell isn’t working. Could I use your phone?”

      He looked over her shoulder at the Chevy compact parked at the curb.

      “I’ve got zero signal here,” she embellished.

      “I’m not much of a mechanic, but I can take a look for you,” he said, his eyes heading south again.

      “No, that’s okay. If I can just call the rental company, they’ll take care of it.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “So, can I use your phone?”

      He must have realized he was still staring. “Sure. Of course. Come on in.”

      He pulled the door open so she could enter. She paused just inside, closing the door behind her as he walked toward his cell phone sitting on a side table at the far end of the couch.

      “Alan,” she called to him.

      He turned around as she caught up to him, his face masked with confusion, wondering how she knew his name. This was her favorite part. The part where he’d go from thinking he might get lucky to realizing that he never had a chance. She smiled in anticipation, and she could see him relax again as he fixated on it. Before he even knew what was happening, she lunged forward with a quick jab, striking him in the larynx with her middle knuckle.

      His hands grasped at his throat as he dropped to the floor and rolled onto his side, a harsh gurgling sound escaping his bluing lips as he struggled to take in air.

      Pulling on a pair of latex gloves from her purse, Cyn stepped back to the front door and locked it. She then strolled into the kitchen and unlocked the back door. Danny, the name he was using for this job, stood waiting. Already gloved, he slipped into the room, still looking hot in his jacket, jeans, and Nat Nash paisley shirt. He closed the door, locking it behind him.

      Cyn always marveled at Danny’s instincts and efficiency. Back at the Caltech campus he had told her where to wait, promising to chase the CIA guy straight to her. And as sure as people bleed when you cut them, mister CIA ran right into her arms. Technically, he ran into her fist as she stepped into his path. It knocked him out cold without a struggle.

      When Danny had caught up, they carried the guy to their car and zip-cuffed him to the grab handle built into the door. Nobody appeared to notice them on the way. After injecting him with a little cocktail to loosen him up, Cyn questioned the man, judiciously using her knife to help things along. Once she knew he wasn’t about to give her a thing, they drove him to a spot near the Rose Bowl, killed him, and dumped his body in the foliage.

      During the campus pursuit, Danny had spotted this Fenland guy stepping out of an office. Based on the kid’s behavior, he thought it possible mister CIA had been in there. Danny hurried back to Fenland’s office. He didn’t find the flash drive, but he did find the kid’s name and address on a posted work contact sheet. So, here they were.

      “Where is he?” Danny asked.

      “Front room.” She rubbed up against him, giving him a firm kiss.

      “I’ll get started,” he said, breaking away from her and walking out of the room.

      She began opening the kitchen drawers. The third drawer she tried yielded an item that would do just fine, a metal barbecue skewer about a foot long with a wooden grip. It still had a few specks of charred grease on it.

      Danny was searching the living room when she ambled back in. He opened every drawer, every cabinet, moving systematically through the room, conducting the search just the way he’d taught her.

      Alan, now lying on his back, his hands still grasped to his throat, did his painful best to draw in some oxygen. She straddled him, standing over him while she ran her fingers up and down the barbecue skewer.

      “Being a leg man, how’s this angle working for you, Alan?”

      His eyes stared up at her, clouded with confusion and fear.

      Danny breathed an audible sigh, laced with annoyance.

      She smiled down at the grad student. “I know you were looking before.”

      Alan managed a feeble shake of his head.

      “Did I remember to put on a thong today, Alan?”

      “Cyn,” Danny hissed, his tone reproving. “Come on.”

      She looked down at Alan, feigning a pout. “Really, I can’t remember.”

      Danny swung around toward her. “Stop screwing around and get on with it.”

      She dropped to her knees, the skirt riding up her thighs.

      “Don’t mind him, Alan. He can be a real buzzkill sometimes.”

      She dropped the skewer to the carpet next to her and pried his hands away from his throat, pinning his arms beneath her knees. “Okay, here’s your question,” she said, retrieving the skewer. “A man gave you a little flash drive this afternoon. Where is it?”

      He looked confused, again shaking his head.

      “We already went through your office. It’s not there. So, it’s gotta be with you, hon,” she continued.

      “No,” he gasped.

      “No, what?”

      “I don’t have anything,” Alan gasped.

      She stroked her fingers over the barbecue skewer one more time, then positioned it with the pointed end centered over his left eye. He began struggling, jerking his head from side to side.

      “Uncomfortable?” she asked, not caring about his answer. “Here.”

      She adjusted her position, moving forward so her knees locked around his head, preventing him from turning it. Her skirt covered his face, and she had to bunch it up around her waist to get it out of the way.

      She lowered the point of the skewer a couple of inches closer to his eye. “Where is it?”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” he panted, his voice rising in pitch.

      “No man? No flash drive?”

      He closed his eyes tight as she lowered the skewer. She let the point rest against his eyelid for a few seconds before pulling it back an inch or two.

      “Some guy ran through my office this afternoon, but I never saw him before.”

      “The man gave you something,” she pushed. “He won’t mind if you tell me. He’s dead.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Alan forced the words out in a desperate gasp.

      Cyn felt confident that she’d gotten at least part of what she needed. Through his fear, the truth was there. She had become very good at this kind of thing, and she could tell when somebody was feeding her a line of crap.

      “I don’t think he has it,” she reported to Danny.

      He paused in the bedroom doorway, glancing across the room at her. “All right,” was all he had to say, stepping through the doorway.

      She sighed. “Well, hon, guess we’re done here.”

      She lowered the skewer again. Alan shut his eyes tight, as if expecting armored protection from the closed lids, and began thrashing beneath her. As the point met the center of the eyelid, a scream began deep in his chest. Her hand clamped across his mouth as she jammed the skewer downward with substantial force. It penetrated the lid and continued down through the eye into the brain. She placed both hands over the skewer’s wooden handle and pushed down until the point reached the back of his skull.

      His body bucked under her. It was taking too long, so she moved the skewer around a little, as if stirring a thick stew. He grew quiet, and the thrashing gradually subsided. His body twitched beneath her for almost a minute before it was still. She stood up and straightened out her skirt.

      “For God’s sake, Cynthia.” Danny walked in from the bedroom, looking down at the body. Blood pooled in the eye socket and oozed down the cheek.

      She shrugged. “I like to try new things.”

      “Give me a hand with the rest of the place. Just to make certain.”

      “Sure.” She stepped over the body. “But it’s not here.”
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      They finished the first chorus of “Take It Easy” and were moving into the second verse when Cayden March saw the trouble begin. He was sitting in, playing rhythm guitar and singing back vocals with one of the cover bands that often played the Bicycle Bell Saloon. From his position on stage, he had a good view of the rustic, brick-walled room. He spotted the two grinning guys, both in their late twenties, approaching a girl with long, sandy-blonde hair perched on a stool at the old mahogany bar. Each had a bottle of beer in hand, and they walked as if they’d been tossing them back for a while.

      The girl, Kate James, was a friend of his. The two guys didn’t concern him. Kate could handle herself. But all the same, he monitored the situation. He always looked out for her. She looked especially pretty tonight in bell-bottom jeans, as usual, a cream-colored shirt, and moccasin boots. Her suede, fringed coat lay across the bar stool next to her. Kate wasn’t one to follow current fashion; her tastes aligned more with sixties hippie styles more than anything else.

      The two guys were now standing next to her. Friendly by nature, she chatted with them. Cayden knew the guys were bound for disappointment. His friend never picked up men at bars, especially drunk men. As the lead guitarist transitioned into a solo, one of the guys moved a little closer to Kate and put an arm around her shoulder. Kate said something to him, and he withdrew his arm.

      They continued talking, but now Kate’s body language spoke caution. The two guys seemed fine with keeping their distance. It all stayed cool as Cayden leaned into the microphone to sing a tenor harmony in the final chorus. But by the time he began the tag, the handsy guy invaded Kate’s space again. This time, he pushed his body against her and leaned down to kiss her cheek.

      With impressive swiftness, Kate slipped off the bar stool, stomping down hard on the cheek kisser’s foot. He emitted a painful cry that no man in his right mind would want heard around other men. His friend looked surprised as Kate backed away from them. Cayden knew Kate intended her foot stomp to be the end of it. But now, anger showed all over the kissy guy’s face, and he moved toward her.

      As he closed in, Kate launched a snap kick that landed center on his solar plexus. Doubled over and gasping for breath, he stumbled backward, losing his balance and going down. Cayden couldn’t help grinning. Kate’s three years of kick boxing lessons, and all that sparring time with him was paying off.

      The second guy on Team Stupid saw his friend go down, and began yelling at Kate, shaking his fist in her face.

      On the last chord of the song, Cayden muted his guitar and placed it on its stand. The house bouncer was making his way toward the commotion, but he was still across the busy room. Cayden was closer. He stepped down to the floor and hurried toward the bar. With the band no longer playing, and the patrons stopping conversation to see what the commotion was all about, the room quieted.

      As he reached the bar, Kate took a step away from the cheek-kisser’s friend. “Why don’t we call it even?” she tried to reason with him.

      The drunk’s response was to make a fist and draw his arm back for a punch. Cayden shook his head in disbelief; this guy intended to strike a woman in the face. Before he could swing, Cayden gripped the drunk’s wrist in both hands, then stepped back while twisting downward. He let go when gravity took over and the guy hit the floor screaming, landing just a few feet from his friend.

      Cayden looked up to see Kate glaring at him. With the adrenaline still flowing, her breathing was fast and deep. The house bouncer, a big muscular guy in his late twenties, stepped in beside Cayden.

      “I couldn’t have done that any better,” he said, pointing at the two guys on the floor.

      “If anything’s broken, I’ll pay for it. It’s well worth it,” Kate said, retrieving her coat from the stool.

      “If anything’s broken, these two idiots will pay for it.” The bouncer took the cheek-kisser by the forearm and pulled him over beside his friend. “Time to leave,” he told them, dragging them to their feet and escorting them as they limped toward the exit.

      Cayden offered Kate his most charming smile. “First bar fight?”

      “You could tell?” she asked, her voice a little shaky.

      The noise level in the room returned to normal as he ushered her toward an empty table at the side of the room. “You had that first bar fight glow.”

      Kate hung her coat over the back of the chair, and they sat down. The Bicycle Bell had become a comfortable hangout for them. Cayden discovered it first, drawn to the room’s good-sized stage and excellent PA system. The saloon also featured an open mic night each Monday. Once the management had become familiar with him and his musicianship, he was welcome to use the stage whenever he liked. He’d spent many hours there, jamming with other musically inclined friends.

      Kate fixed a stony gaze on him. “I didn’t need any help.”

      “Maybe not, but that guy was about to punch you in the face. Very unchivalrous.”

      “They were just drunk.”

      “Yep. But what would your PhD committee say if they found out one of their top candidates took part in a bar brawl?”

      She rolled her eyes, but Cayden caught the hint of a smile on her lips. At a university overflowing with exceptional, bright people, Kate James was a supernova. No stranger to accelerated programs throughout her youth, she graduated from high school at sixteen and Caltech was happy to accept her into their undergraduate program. She earned her master’s in mechanical engineering and then got bored and switched to computer science. The change made perfect sense; she was a gifted hacker. Now, at age twenty-six, Kate James was in the middle of her doctorate program.

      The familiar awkwardness surfaced in him as he sat across from her. Kate was his type, but she was also his best friend’s little sister. Besides, she never displayed that kind of interest in him.

      Kate sighed. “You don’t have to keep an eye on me all the time.”

      “Okay. But I⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Kate interrupted. “You promised Rob.”

      Cayden turned his gaze across the room to the band on stage, preparing for their next set. The mention of Rob James always triggered melancholy in him.

      “Cayden,” Kate said, drawing his attention back to her. “My brother didn’t expect you to take that promise to heart like you have.”

      She didn’t know just how seriously he had taken the promise. After leaving the military, he’d returned to Pasadena. The first thing he did was look her up. Their first conversation was hard for him. She was still grieving the loss of her brother. He explained how he’d met Rob when they were both stationed in Stuttgart, Germany. He described how they’d grown to be best friends. And then he told her how he had died.

      “You going to say anything?” Kate sounded annoyed.

      “Rob was your last surviving relative. Your parents are gone. It can’t hurt to have somebody looking after you.”

      Kate gazed at him for several seconds and then leaned closer to him, her elbows on the table. “You didn’t kill my brother, Cay.”

      His body tensed, and now he wanted to be anywhere else but at this table, talking to Kate about her brother. “I didn’t pull the trigger, but⁠—”

      “And you weren’t responsible for it, either,” she interrupted.

      Cayden felt his palms become slick with sweat, and he rubbed them against his jeans. “He was under my command. Nobody else put him in harm’s way. I did. He shouldn’t have been there.”

      “He volunteered to go with you.” Kate sounded exasperated.

      “I shouldn’t have allowed it.”

      Kate slumped back in her chair, looking at him with sad eyes. “Cayden.”

      Taking advantage of the conversation lull, he looked at his watch. “It’s getting late, and I have to work tomorrow. I’ll walk you to your car.”

      “Okay, but you don’t have to be my guardian angel.”
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      The morning following Kate’s bar skirmish, Cayden maintained an easy running pace as he turned onto his narrow, shady street. At an inch over six feet, his long legs covered a fair amount of ground with each stride. As often as possible, he ran in the morning before getting ready for work. His running clothes kept him warm against the atypical chilly December air. California weather was normally mild during the holiday season, but this year had been wet and cold. Cayden slowed to a walk as his house came into view.

      It rested in a ravine at the edge of the Arroyo Seco, a 1923 Frank Lloyd Wright creation on a heavily treed crescent. An exotic melding of textile concrete block, rich wood, and ironwork, the house was reminiscent of a weathered Mayan temple set in a jungle of eucalyptus and sycamore. He loved the house. It had belonged to his grandparents and was full of good memories.

      When he was ten years old, Cayden’s mother had died in a car accident. His grandparents missed and grieved their daughter, and they seemed to find comfort in having Cayden spend as much time with them as possible. And he found comfort in being with them. His father loved him but was always busy, and not the warmest of men. Only a superficial connection existed between them. Cayden welcomed any opportunity to stay with his grandparents.

      His grandmother passed away a few months after he returned home from the service. His grandfather became ill only a few months later, so Cayden gave up his studio apartment and moved into the spacious house to better care for him. They’d always shared a special bond, and during this period, that bond grew stronger than before. Five months after becoming ill, his grandfather caught pneumonia, dying a week later.

      His grandfather left the house to him, and in the trust, expressed wishes he keep the property in the family. Cayden took those wishes seriously.

      He stopped by the mailbox at the edge of his driveway to retrieve yesterday’s mail, sorting through it as he strolled to the front door. Buried between the real estate agent advertisements and coupon cards was a green envelope. A Christmas card. He knew who the sender was even before tearing open the envelope. As always, the card was expensive and tasteful, bearing a politically correct Happy Holidays greeting. The signature inside read, Dad. Cayden recognized the handwriting. It showed progress; his secretary didn’t sign it this year.

      He’d thought of calling his father with the idea that they would get together for Christmas. The thought occurred to him every year, but he never acted on it. It was supposed to be a time for families to gather, but theirs wasn’t a simple relationship, and it had been several years since they’d seen each other.

      Cayden was about to toss the mail on the side table near the door when he spotted another envelope. The return address read County of Los Angeles. He felt a sinking feeling just looking at it. Separating it from the pile, he dropped the rest of the mail on the table and opened it. It was what he thought it was, his property tax bill. The last property assessment valued the house at $4.5 million. The annual property taxes on that came to over $30,000. Along with the house, his grandfather had left him some cash to help pay the taxes and cover any required repairs or refurbishments. The money helped at first, but so much of it went to necessary repairs it became more challenging to pay the taxes with each passing year.

      This year, Cayden was short by a little more than half. As he stared at the bill his mind began looking for solutions, but none were coming. There was nothing he could do about it now. He had to get to work.
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      The lighted paths and area lights gave the Caltech campus a soft glow. Students and faculty headed toward night classes or laboratories, keeping the walkways busy. Cayden emerged from the locker room, joining the rest of the Caltech folks on the path. He always changed out of his uniform at the end of his shift, preferring to wear his own clothes when he left campus.

      He worked as a security officer for the university. Security Officer was the official title, but he was just a security guard. Well, he was a little more than just a security guard. The Chief of Security, Raymond Chalmers, had promoted him to second-in-command of the security force less than a year after Cayden started the job. And he was one of only three guards on the force, including Raymond, certified and licensed to carry a weapon. His Beretta 92 Elite LLT Compact was holstered on his belt, concealed under his coat.

      He glanced at his watch as he walked back to the security office. It was almost 5:30 p.m. He was right on time. He’d clock out and head home. As he walked, Cayden mulled over his property tax problem. It was his own fault, partly. He could have taken a job with one of the elite security firms protecting political dignitaries, celebrities, or visiting royalty. He’d had offers. And then there were the independent military contractors that provided high-end security in hot spots around the world. Either of those options would pay him five times what he was earning at Caltech. But with those jobs, he would be responsible for people’s lives again. He didn’t want to do that anymore. He couldn’t do that anymore.

      Cayden was certain of what he didn’t want to do, but figuring out what he should do was a greater challenge. After leaving the military, he felt lost when he returned to Pasadena. He didn’t have plans; he didn’t feel like doing anything. When the security job opened up at Caltech, it provided a simple solution. There would be no life or death situations at the university, and Rob’s sister took classes and worked on campus. It made his decision to take the job easy. He’d be close enough to Kate to ensure she was doing okay.

      His cell phone began ringing. Pulling it from his pants pocket, he saw Ray Chalmers’ grumpy photo on the caller ID.

      “Where are you?” Raymond’s voice crackled from the cell, bristling with irritation.

      “Hey, Raymond. What’s up?” He always answered his boss’s indignant greetings with an upbeat response. Most of the time it diffused Ray, at least a little.

      “What’s up? Where in blazes are you?”

      “I’m a half block from the security office. What do you need?”

      “I didn’t ask how far away you are,” Raymond barked. “One of our part-time guys was making the rounds and saw police activity on a campus property on Oakdale. A lot of activity.”

      “And you want me to check it out.” Cayden had a friend who lived on Oakdale and wondered if the activity was near his house.

      “Of course I want you to check it out. They wouldn’t tell our guy a thing.”

      “I’m supposed to clock out in two minutes.”

      “You can clock out for good if you don’t get your butt over there right now,” Raymond said.

      “You have an address?” Cayden asked.

      “No, I don’t have an address. Just look for the house with all the police cars. And call me once you know something. Now get going and pick up some overtime.”

      He would’ve gone anyway, but overtime was definitely something he could use.

      “On my way.”

      The connection went dead.
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      Cayden spotted the red and blue flashing lights two blocks away. The police had blocked off most of the street to traffic. Not a good sign. He parked his Toyota 4Runner around the corner and hurried back to Oakdale Street. He was keen to see if the police activity was anywhere near his friend’s house.

      Most of the houses on the block were decked out with their Christmas finest. The damp mist hovering in the air created a soft halo around the multi-colored lights strung along their perimeters. Nearing the police vehicles, a knot tightened in his gut. The police weren’t near his friend’s house; they were in his driveway and on his front lawn. He quickened his pace, hoping that Alan wasn’t in any trouble.

      The part-time security guard who called it in was nowhere to be seen as Cayden neared the property, but plenty of neighborhood residents had gathered near the barricades. Others watched from their front lawns or porches.

      Cayden reached the barricade just as a city ambulance pulled up. He already knew by the overwhelming police presence that this was more than a break-in, but the ambulance arrived with no siren. No siren, no need to rush. The knot in his stomach tightened even more. A rugged looking policewoman dragged the end of the barricade, opening a space for the ambulance to pull through before moving it back into position.

      She kept a watchful eye on the crowd from the front of her patrol car, and Cayden offered a friendly smile as he approached her. “Evening, officer. I’m Cayden March. I’m a security officer at Caltech.”

      The policewoman glanced at his identification with an impressive amount of indifference, but didn’t bother with a reply.

      He waited for a response, a smile, anything, but only got a blank stare. “Caltech owns this house,” he continued. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

      “We’ve got a crime scene and an investigation underway.”

      “Somebody hurt?” Cayden pointed toward the ambulance.

      “There’s nothing I can tell you, sir. Have your office call the department later tonight. Maybe they can help you then.”

      Sometimes people who insisted on doing their job could be a real pain in the ass. He was about to try a different approach when an olive-complexioned man wearing a well cut blue suit emerged from Alan’s front door. Cayden recognized him. Detective Anthony Mandala had conducted a couple of informal crime prevention seminars for Caltech, a cooperative effort between the security office and the Pasadena Police Department to ensure student safety on campus.

      “Detective,” Cayden called out, lifting a hand in the air to draw Mandala’s attention to him.

      The detective’s face registered a flicker of recognition and headed toward the barricade. From the few times Cayden had met him, he knew Mandala was friendly enough, but all business when it came to his job.

      “Detective Mandala,” Cayden offered a handshake and then his ID. “I’m with Caltech security. We met the last couple of times you were on campus.”

      “Sure,” Mandala said. “You’re Ray Chalmers’s guy.”

      Cayden nodded toward Alan’s house. “Caltech owns this property. Can you tell me what’s going on?”

      Mandala kept his eyes on Cayden, but didn’t offer a reply. After an endless moment, he gestured to the policewoman. She treated Cayden with a thin smile and stepped back, creating a passage between the patrol car and the barricade.

      Mandala watched him closely. “Did Ray send you?”

      “He did. And the guy who rents this house is a friend of mine.”

      “How good a friend?” the detective asked.

      “Very good.” Cayden wondered if his growing anxiety was leaching into his voice. “If he’s hurt, I’d appreciate knowing.”

      Mandala drew in a breath, then released it slowly. “The man inside is dead. We found a wallet on the end table next to the sofa. It belongs to an Alan Fenland. Is that your friend?”

      Cayden’s throat went dry. “Yes.”

      “We’ve got his driver’s license photo, but would you be willing to take a look?”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      He fell into step with Mandala, who was already walking up the lawn to the front steps.

      The detective stopped on the front porch, placing a restraining hand on Cayden’s arm. “Before we go inside, your friend was murdered. Are you up for that?”

      Ice formed in Cayden’s veins. “Murdered? Who’d want to kill Alan? He was one of the nicest people I know.” Cayden realized he’d just blurted out a question Mandala couldn’t answer. The apprehension he’d felt when first seeing Alan’s house surrounded by police grew by leaps and bounds.

      “I’m sorry,” the detective responded. “Ready to go inside?”

      Cayden nodded.

      “Don’t touch anything and watch where you step.”

      “Understood.”

      Mandala led the way into the bungalow, maneuvering past members of the Pasadena Police Department’s CSI team. A lab photographer was clicking away with a digital camera, recording every inch of the murder room. The medical examiner stood beside the body, a clipboard in his hand, jotting down notes on a form.

      Cayden had seen more than his share of death. He had seen friends cut down by automatic weapons fire. He had seen comrades blown into plasma by bombs rigged in the most insidious ways. But looking down at Alan’s corpse, a knot of anger formed in his gut. This was twisted in a way he’d never seen. A barbecue skewer jutted obscenely from his friend’s eye socket. Dry blood streaked across his pale skin. His mouth was frozen in a grimace of pain, and there was an ugly, swollen bruise just above the base of the throat.

      “Forensics set time of death sometime yesterday afternoon or early evening,” Mandala said, his voice soft.

      The detective’s words sounded muffled and distant, as though they were spoken under water. Cayden recognized his reaction. Shock. Alan was one of the sweetest, funniest guys he had ever come across. He never hesitated to do a kindness for someone, friend or no friend. Cayden’d spent some of his best times in Alan’s company.

      Whoever had done this to him took pleasure in it.

      “Is that Alan Fenland?” Mandala asked.

      “Yes.” Cayden’s mouth set in a grim line as he shook away the shock and sadness he felt before looking over Alan’s body again. He didn’t like the signs he was seeing, and his eyes scanned the rest of the room to cement his theory. With a sigh, he said, “This won’t help you much, but professionals did this.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “It’s not a robbery.” Cayden pointed at the percussion kit in a corner. “Just that conga set there and that djembe are worth a few hundred a piece. His laptop’s still on the desk. Flatscreen’s not too big to walk out of here, and there’s that Bose Bluetooth speaker over there in the corner.”

      “But whoever was here tossed the place.” Mandala pointed to the open drawers in the small media center.

      “Yes, but it was systematic as searches go. The place is still neat. They didn’t throw stuff all over the place. Nothing’s knocked over or torn apart. The drawers are open, but the contents are still inside or stacked on the buffet. They were looking for something specific.”

      “Any idea what that might be?”

      “No.”

      Mandala looked at him with interest. “You said they.”

      “Two of them,” Cayden replied. “I might be wrong, but my gut tells me two.”

      Mandala gazed at him for a long moment before speaking. “You have some kind of background in law enforcement, Mr. March?”

      “Cayden is fine, and no.”

      Mandala gestured toward the door. “Let’s step out.”

      Cayden took a last look at his friend and then followed the detective out of the bungalow. Now he had one less person in his life and another lasting nightmare image to add to his collection.

      Mandala stopped in the middle of the front lawn, turning to face him. “I’m sorry about your friend.”

      “Yeah… thanks.”

      “Was he involved in anything questionable?”

      “He was a grad student working toward his PhD. He held down a part-time job on campus in the computer lab scheduling office.”

      “Not what I asked you,” Mandala said.

      Cayden’s mind filled with questions. Could his friend have been into something criminal? Drugs? Cyber crime? Blackmail? Did he know the people who killed him? It was just too hard to believe any of that.

      Cayden shook his head. “No, at least I never saw signs of it. He was just a genuine, hard-working guy. A good friend.”

      “The people who did this, were they looking for drugs?” Mandala continued.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Describe your relationship with Mr. Fenland,” Mandala said.

      “We were close. We were both musicians; that’s how we met. Both of us are amateurs. We’d work on songs together. Some of them we recorded. Sometimes we played live together. You develop a bond sharing something you love,” Cayden explained.

      Mandala nodded. “Music was the extent of your relationship?”

      Raising an eyebrow, Cayden said, “If you’re asking if we were a couple, the answer is no.”

      “No, no. I was wondering if you shared some other interest. Something that might get us closer to understanding what happened here,” Mandala said.

      Cayden shook his head in frustration. “No, nothing.”

      “Was there somebody pissed off at him, holding something against him?”

      “No, at least nobody I knew about. He never talked about anything like that.”

      Mandala looked over at the flashing lights. “You know where I was yesterday about this time? Another murder scene.”

      At that, Cayden’s interest piqued. There had to be a reason the detective was mentioning another murder. “Where?” Cayden asked.

      “Near the Rose Bowl.”

      “Who?”

      “Can’t say.”

      It was possible the detective actually didn’t know, but Cayden suspected he did, and someone or something else prevented him from answering.

      Mandala continued. “Forensics placed the time of death an hour, to an hour-and-a-half before the time of death of Mr. Fenland. Two murders within twenty-four hours of one another, less than four miles apart. It’s less than a twenty-minute drive.”

      Cayden nodded. “You got assigned to this one, too, because someone doesn’t think it’s a coincidence.”

      “I don’t think it’s a coincidence,” Mandala said

      “I get that. But who else doesn’t think so?”

      “The FBI.”
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      Miroslav Dragović did not appreciate losing a good man. There was the matter of time, money, and training invested in each of his personnel. And then there was the need to fill the vacant position. He found it all more than vexing. In fact, he was furious.

      Bojan Simic, Dragović’s head of security and his personal bodyguard, guided the car down a French country lane near the Rambouillet forest, about fifteen miles north of Chartres. He viewed his security team as an unfortunate necessity. As a global arms dealer, and in his occasional collaborations with terrorist organizations, he was frequently in the company of dangerous people. Some of them were fanatics, most had critical agendas, and some of them were sociopaths. Bojan did a marvelous job of making certain that his business transactions ran as planned. He did an even better job of keeping him alive. They had worked together for many years, and Bojan was as close to him as a brother.

      “The other surviving member of the security team said Abanda copied the software to a flash drive the moment the CIA team approached the house,” Bojan reported.

      “Yes, and then he wiped the laptop’s drive clean. It explains the Americans leaving it behind,” Dragović grumbled.

      The car slowed and turned onto a rain-soaked gravel drive that curved through the dense stand of trees. A quarter mile later, they emerged into a clearing, stopping in front of the decent-sized farmhouse, surrounded by thick forest, save for the driveway. The nearest neighbor was at least a mile away, so there was no need for concern regarding any noise they might make here.

      As Bojan hurried around to open the rear passenger door, Dragović reached into his overcoat pocket and pulled out his Walther CCP M2. Walther had promoted the weapon as the “ultimate” concealed carry pistol. Perhaps it was, perhaps it wasn’t, but the pistol was very easy to hide. Racking the slide, he chambered a round as he walked toward the house. One of Bojan’s men opened the door for them.

      Two more of Bojan’s team stood guard in the main room of the house. The personnel problem in question, Fuad Ghanem, sat in a wooden chair, duct tape wrapped around his upper torso, pinning his arms to his sides. Unexpected was the second man, also restrained, in the chair next to him.

      Dragović stared down at the terrified Ghanem, growing more angry now that the man was in front of him. “You’ve caused me a great trouble. And you cost Mr. Abanda his life.”

      “This is wrong,” hissed the man in the chair next to Ghanem. “He did everything he could.”

      “Who’s this?” Dragović inquired to no one in particular.

      One of Bojan’s men gestured with his handgun. “His brother. Visiting when we got here.”

      “I don’t appreciate your perspective,” Dragović responded to the brother, and then raised the Walther and pulled the trigger.

      The man’s head jerked back as the 9mm slug hammered into the bridge of his nose. The bullet exploded through the back of his skull, carrying bone and brain with it, imbedding itself in the wall beside the fireplace.

      Ghanem’s face went white with shock and horror.

      Dragović noticed Bojan’s disapproval, but ignored it. “Where were we?”

      “Please. I’m loyal. You know I’m loyal,” Ghanem pleaded, sweat pouring down his face.

      “Loyalty is good, failure is not.”

      Ghanem squirmed in his chair. “They were on us too fast. We did what we could with the time we had.”

      “If you’d done all you could, Mr. Abanda would still be alive, and my weapon would still be in my possession.”

      “It happened so fast,” Ghanem whined.

      “Your failure can have catastrophic consequences for me.” Dragović’s voice raised, along with his anger. “I invested a great deal of money in Mr. Abanda while he developed the software. A one-of-a-kind cyber weapon. Now it’s gone.”

      Ghanem opened his mouth to reply, but Dragović didn’t give him the chance. “And the people who paid me millions for this weapon, and even more millions to deploy it on their behalf—you think they’ll be understanding of your mistake?”

      Ghanem tried to speak again, but Dragović raised the gun and fired two rounds into his chest. The man’s body jerked backward and then was still.

      Dragović sighed as he slipped the pistol back into his coat pocket. No, he did not appreciate losing a good man, and he felt no better now than he did when he first arrived.

      Two minutes later he was back in the car. He noticed Bojan glance at him in the rearview mirror.

      “You acted out of anger, Miro. Ghanem did everything possible,” Bojan commented.

      “Our people will be less likely to make mistakes when they learn how I responded to Ghanem’s failure.”

      “But still.”

      “He and his men allowed a CIA team to get past. They got Abanda killed, an irreplaceable genius,” Dragović ranted. “With Abanda alive, at least he could’ve produced a replacement. But now, the only copy of the weapon is in the wind, and its designer is dead.”

      “You always find a solution,” Bojan commented.

      “What matters now is getting that flash drive back before Kazimi learns it is missing,” Dragović snapped.

      “You’re not worried about him?” Bojan asked. “You’re too important to him, to his organization,” Bojan said. “He’d attempt nothing.”

      Bojan’s assessment amused Dragović. “Kazimi is a fanatic who is less tolerant of those who fail him than I am. The man is ruthless, and he’s paid a great deal of money for the weapon, and for us. I’m nothing more than subcontract labor to him. Kazimi expects what I promised and nothing less. If we don't deliver, he won’t hesitate to seek vengeance.”

      “As you say…”

      They drove on in silence for several miles. Wishing to leave the unpleasantness at the farmhouse behind him, Dragović felt a strong desire to speak with his daughter. Her sweet voice always cheered him. Besides, he needed to tell his wife he was heading home. He was reaching for the phone to make the call when it began chiming.

      “Yes.”

      “We followed the case officer to California.” Daniel Russo’s voice crackled through the speaker.

      “California?”

      “Yes. We caught up to him in the city of Pasadena. I’m certain he went there to meet someone at the California Institute of Technology.”

      “The place is known for its science and research,” Dragović said. “It’s possible the CIA had someone at the university who could help them get past the software’s encryption.”

      “I thought the same,” Russo said. “But I haven’t yet determined who. At any rate, the CIA man unloaded the drive somewhere before we got to him.”

      “So you don’t have it.”

      “Not yet.”

      “A poor answer,” Dragović said, his voice like iron.

      “We tracked him close. We’ll get it back.”

      “Do it fast.”

      “Of course,” Russo replied.

      Dragović punched the ‘end call’ button and immediately dialed his daughter. He needed her brightness more than ever.
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      Detective Mandala gave Cayden a few minutes to report in to Raymond, after which he spent another hour interviewing him. The last question was predictable. Mandala asked him to account for his last twenty-four hours. Cayden did, providing Kate’s name, Raymond, and the security office’s timekeeping records. Mandala assured him he’d check on all of them. The police were doing what they do, and Detective Mandala was a sharp guy, but Cayden knew it was unlikely they would ever find the professionals who killed Alan.

      Cayden didn’t mention it to Mandala, but Raymond had instructed him to get over to Alan’s office on campus and look around. Some of the projects at Caltech could be sensitive, and even though Alan Fenland wasn’t involved in any of them, Raymond wanted to play it safe. Cayden wanted to see the office before the police or FBI disturbed it.

      On the short ride back to campus, Cayden navigated a troubling path of thoughts and emotions. He knew loss well, but being familiar with it didn’t make this any more tolerable. He struggled, unable to comprehend why anyone would do something so brutal to a guy like Alan. Cayden was familiar with several strikes that would incapacitate or kill a man if expertly delivered. They’d leave the same kind of bruise he’d seen on Alan’s throat. Then there was the house. The search had been thorough, professional. The room he had seen showed signs
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