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        “What I do is a manual labor job, just like any other manual labor job. It just requires a more severe level of training. Instead of clearing dirt with a shovel, you clear it with a gun.”

      

        

      
        — Cayden March

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Santos Medina felt more than comfortable. If he hadn’t needed to stay alert, he’d have been tempted to fall asleep in his expensive cushioned patio chair. Taking a draw from the Cuban cigar in his left hand, he gazed across the terrace at his swimming pool: a work of art constructed with natural rock, complete with a built-in sauna and waterfall. Combined with the landscaped foliage, it looked like a large natural pond in a tropical, manicured jungle.

      The soothing white noise of the ocean waves below made its way up the cliffs. It was a balmy night, and the stars shone in the night sky like tiny diamonds. The villa’s external lighting was set deliberately low. It was all very pleasant. A calm prelude.

      Glancing at his watch, he noted the time—almost 1:40 in the morning. He knew they were coming for him tonight, a small contingency of secret police sent by that arrogant prick, Decuba. The information was solid, coming from one of his contacts in the government.

      In the past, Decuba’s iron grip on the government had assured his re-election. But not this time. Decuba was running scared. The election was only a few weeks away, and for the first time, the dictator had actual competition. Decuba wasn’t interested in arresting him. What could they charge him with? They had nothing. No, Decuba sought a more permanent solution.

      Medina’s interest in becoming president of Saint Lucaros had nothing to do with political aspirations. He was a businessman, and he saw the opportunity to grow his business to unimaginable profits. Controlling the entire island as president would provide that opportunity. Circumventing government regulations, inspections, and other inconveniences would be effortless. His campaign advertising, glad-handing with the common island citizens, and spreading around expensive gifts to the appropriate people in high places, had given him a leading edge in the race.

      Medina’s instincts told him his visitors were near. He waited and watched. Grappling hooks soon appeared, making the slightest scraping sound at the top of the wall beyond the pool. The fools didn’t realize the motion detectors outside the walls had been switched off. Under normal circumstances, they would never make it this far.

      Six men clad in dark clothing slipped over the wall. The moment their feet hit the ground, they produced automatic machine pistols fitted with suppressors. They spotted him right away, and from their brief hesitation, he knew his presence surprised them. He took another draw from his cigar as the would-be assassins divided into two groups, with three jogging around one side of the pool, and the other three approaching him from the opposite side.

      The kill squad could easily shoot him from across the pool, but he reasoned they might not want to take the risk. They might miss or give him the opportunity to run for cover. Medina watched them, exhaling a puff of smoke as they closed in.

      The two men nearest him raised their weapons, and the moment they did, two shots rang out. The two men dropped to the tiled deck, a bullet hole in each of their skulls. Their surviving comrades froze, fear spreading across their faces in a rhythmic wave. At that moment, Medina’s own men ran out of the shadows from every direction, each of them armed with semi-automatic pistols.

      The last of the kill squad began raising their guns, their heads swiveling, uncertain where to aim as Medina’s men surrounded them.

      “Stop!” Medina shouted. “Are you all in such a hurry to die? Drop your weapons now.”

      For a brief breath, the men stood still, contemplating the risk, then lowered their weapons with reluctant slowness.

      Zola, Medina’s principal enforcer, stepped forward. He pressed the muzzle of his pistol’s suppressor against the closest man’s temple. “We won’t tell you again. Drop your guns.”

      Zola was a bear of a man, muscular, with a large square jaw and eyes that appeared to always squint. The intruders knew by the sight of him there would be no second chance if they didn’t obey, and soon their weapons clattered to the pool deck.

      Within seconds, Zola’s men hurried forward to gather the guns and search the demoralized men for any additional weapons.

      Zola waited until his men moved away before ordering the captured men to their knees.

      Once the frightened men did as they were told, Medina studied them for a few moments. “Which of you is in charge here?”

      The men remained silent, their eyes fixed on the ground.

      Medina nodded to Zola, watching dispassionately as his enforcer fired a round through the closest man’s hand.

      The man cried out in such agony that Medina could almost feel it. “We don’t like asking questions twice.”

      One man raised his head an inch. “I am.”

      Medina flipped his hand upward. “Get up.”

      With great reluctance, the kill squad leader climbed to his feet.

      Medina offered the man his most charming smile. “What’s your name?”

      “I don’t see how my name can be of any importance since I’ll probably be dead before the sun rises.”

      “That’s a very pessimistic attitude.” Medina’s smile faded. “What were your orders tonight?

      The question caught the man off guard, and he looked at Medina warily. “Orders?”

      “What did Decuba order your squad to do?”

      “We’re to place you under arrest.” The squad leader’s mouth quivered as he spoke.

      Medina chuckled at the lie without the slightest trace of humor. “Under what charge? Do I have an unpaid parking ticket?”

      The man did not answer, glaring back at him with defiant eyes.

      “You know what I think? I think with all these men, and with all their guns, I think you came to kill me.” Medina shook his head as if disappointed.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t,” the kill squad leader spat. “Saint Lucaros would be a better place.”

      Zola glanced at Medina. “Can I have him?”

      Medina considered the request for a moment. “Yes. And when you’re finished with him, we’ll send whatever’s left back to Decuba. If that doesn’t give him the message, nothing will.”

      Terror stretched across the squad leader’s face as Zola studied him, the faintest hint of a smile on his lips.

      Zola gestured toward the man, and two of his men stepped forward and led the demoralized squad leader away.

      Medina gazed at the man nursing his gunshot hand and the two remaining squad members. “Kill this one. That hand must be excruciating. We don’t want him to suffer.”

      The doomed man’s eyes widened a millisecond before he leaped up and bolted. Two of Zola’s men intercepted him before he covered two yards and dragged him, fighting and pleading, away.

      Medina looked down at the two remaining men. “You two get to live so you can take your fearless leader’s body back to Decuba once my associate is done with him. Where is the vehicle you came in?”

      Afraid to move or speak, the two men stared back at him, eyes wide.

      “Answer my question, or there’ll only be one of you left.”

      One man found the courage. “A van. Parked a quarter mile down the road.”

      “Perfect. My men here will help you gather up your dead comrades. We’ll return them to El Presidente as well.” Medina glanced up at Zola. “I think we have a cart or a wheelbarrow or something.”

      Zola nodded.

      “You’ll be our guests for a day or so,” Medina said to the surviving members. “It may take Zola a little time to do what he likes to do.”

      With that, Zola and his men took hold of the men and hustled them away.

      “I’ll count on your votes at election time,” Medina called after them.
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      Cayden March asked himself what he was doing, parked across the street from some stranger’s house, at ten o’clock in the morning.

      He leaned back against the leather seat of his 4Runner, his eyes on the small house on the corner. It had definitely seen better days, and every window was fitted with bars. Apartment buildings on either side made the house, built in the 1930s, look tiny. The entire neighborhood was that way; large dwellings surrounding smaller ones. He found the effect of it rather sad; the modern age swallowing up an older, simpler era.

      Just as he was questioning his sense in being here, Kate placed her hand on his arm. “Thanks so much for doing this, Cay.”

      Jodi leaned forward from the back seat. “What she said, man. We appreciate it.”

      He sighed. There had been many purposeless mornings since losing his job as a security guard at the California Institute of Technology four months earlier, and if he were honest, he had nothing better to do.

      Cayden’s mind drifted back to the previous December. Professional assassins had murdered one of his best friends in their search for a flash drive containing a cyber weapon. He’d found the weapon while investigating the murder.

      Kate and Jodi had gotten caught up in the whole fiasco as well, having been called in by the FBI to analyze the drive. They’d been doing just that when the killers staged a diversion designed to help them capture the weapon. The diversion became a full on gunfight on the Caltech campus, resulting in Cayden killing several members of a street gang sent by the killers.

      FBI Special Agents had been involved in the fight too, but the Caltech Board of Trustees focused their distaste for the incident on Cayden. It was rounds from his gun that had killed the gang members, not the FBI Special Agents’.

      The board acknowledged Cayden had saved lives, but his presence on campus now went against the grain of their anti-gun, anti-violence policies, and they worried about alienating the school’s wealthy, anti-gun donors.

      His boss, Ray Chalmers, fought hard to save his job and was furious when the Board refused to relent. Ray even intended to quit his position in protest, but Cayden talked him out of it. Ray was approaching his retirement years; there was no reason to implode a career he’d worked hard for just to make a point.

      Despite his empty schedule, this situation wasn’t any of his business. But then he glanced at Kate, sitting in the passenger seat, dressed in the sixties hippie style she loved, and reminded himself he owed her. He’d commanded an operation where her brother, Rob, had died. Even though a military hearing told him he wasn’t, Cayden felt responsible. Not only that, but Rob had asked him to look after Kate before he died, a responsibility Cayden embraced. He took her well being seriously, but more than that, she was his closest friend, and he truly liked her. Perhaps more than just liked her, but that was a stretch for him now.

      Cayden snapped out of his thoughts as a young guy emerged from the house, sat down on an old chair on the front porch, and lit up a cigarette. The guy looked to be in his mid-twenties, and his hair was mussed as if he had just rolled out of bed. He had some ink on his arm, but Cayden couldn’t make it out.

      He turned to Kate and Jodi. “Run it by me again what happened.”

      Jodi adjusted her position. “She called us about three yesterday afternoon. Olivia said she was afraid of her boyfriend. Said he wasn’t who she thought he was.”

      “In what way?”

      “She was in the kitchen fixing something to eat when these guys showed up. Her boyfriend closed the kitchen door and told her to stay put.”

      “But Olivia said she had a funny feeling about it,” Kate said.

      Jodi nodded. “She listened at the kitchen door. Told me it sounded like her boyfriend was dealing drugs.”

      “The boyfriend caught her listening and hit her,” Kate said. “She said he’d never hit her before. That he’d always been sweet.”

      Jodi peered between the headrests to look at the house better through the front windshield. “The guy locked her in the bedroom and took her phone.”

      “Now he won’t let her leave,” Kate said.

      Cayden turned to look at Jodi. “If he took her phone, how’d she call you?”

      “Her boyfriend left his phone in the bedroom. She found it.

      Kate giggled. “A true rocket scientist.”

      Cayden didn’t want to be involved in this mess. But he despised drugs and drug dealers. The misery the drug trade spread was endless, and he had no tolerance for those who contributed to it. It made doing this favor for Kate and Jodi a bit more palatable.

      If the boyfriend made such an extreme behavioral change, maybe something more was going on. If drugs were involved, the guy might have lost control because of pressure or a threat. Drug trafficking had countless thugs badass enough to push someone to a breaking point. Or the boyfriend might just be a jackass. Either way, it wasn’t good for Kate and Jodi’s friend. He watched the kid with the cigarette get off the chair and go back inside the house.

      “She’s scared, Cayden. We don’t know what he’s capable of,” Jodi said.

      Cayden let out a long sigh. “I say we just call Detective Mandala. He could get over here with a few Pasadena officers and get her out of there without any problems.”

      Kate socked him in the arm. “You know they’ll hear the police coming a mile away, and we don’t know what they might do to Olivia? And you know how the law is; she might get charged with drug violations along with her scumbag boyfriend.”

      Cayden had already thought through these same points. He wondered why he’d even suggested calling the police—the best course was to get the girl out of there himself. “Any idea how many guys the boyfriend has in there with him? What’s his name again?”

      “Dennis and no clue,” Jodi said.

      Cayden retrieved his Sig Sauer P320 in its holster from the glove compartment and opened the truck door. He climbed out of the truck, attaching the holster to his belt and concealing it under his denim jacket. He had no intention of using the gun, but he wasn’t about to risk going into an unknown hostile situation without it.

      “Be careful,” Kate said.

      His eyes met hers as he finished adjusting the holster. “Kate, get behind the wheel. The second you see your friend and me come out of the house, start the engine and be ready to get out of here.”

      Cayden swung the door shut. “I’m guessing those barred windows go all the way around the house, so the front door it is.”
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      He walked across the street, his focus on the front door and the windows on each side. The boyfriend and his buddies would be watching him approach if they were involved in drug dealing. No one in the house made an appearance as he stepped onto the front walkway or climbed the four steps leading to the porch. The front door was open, with only a ratty screen door barring the entrance. He reached the porch, taking a position just to the left of the door.

      The guy who’d been smoking on the porch appeared behind the screen door. “Whatta you want?”

      Cayden gave the punk his most charming grin. “I’m here for Olivia. You mind sending her out, please?”

      The guy stared at him for a few moments. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      Looking ruffled, the guy turned, looking behind him. “This guy says he’s here for Olivia.”

      An irritated voice came from somewhere inside the house. “Tell him Olivia’s not here.”

      Before the guy could deliver the message, Cayden took hold of the screen door handle and yanked it open, the force pulling the hook and latch from the door frame. The guy turned back to him in shock, and Cayden delivered three quick punches to the punk’s jaw as he pushed into the house. The guy stumbled backward, and a final blow to his solar plexus dropped him to the shag carpet.

      Three men in their twenties rose from a faded, dinged up dining table in the adjoining room, their mouths hanging open. None of them came across as tough. The oldest of them took a few steps toward Cayden. He was fit and better looking than the others, with a square jaw, professional tan, and blonde hair.

      Cayden didn’t bother smiling now. “You must be Dennis.”

      Dennis sized him up before speaking. “And who the hell are you?”

      He leveled a long look at the man. “I’m the guy who’s here to pick up Olivia.”

      “You must’ve heard me. She’s not here.”

      Cayden shrugged. “Yeah, but I didn’t believe you.” He pointed down the hallway and started toward it. “I’m guessing she’s in one of those rooms. Don’t go to any trouble; I’ll get her myself.”

      Dennis folded his arms, watching him with arrogant confidence. “Go ahead. But you’re gonna have a hell of a time coming back out. Especially with Olivia. I mean, if she were here.”

      “Let’s find out.”

      As Cayden reached the hallway entrance, one of Dennis’s pals stepped forward to intercept him. Without losing a step, Cayden grasped the guy’s right arm and stepped in close, delivering an elbow strike to his face. Using the guy’s forward momentum, he hurled him into the living room where he landed near the punk who had answered the door.

      Keeping track of Dennis and friends, Cayden made his way down the hallway. The first door he came to was open. Four mattresses with blankets lay on the floor, along with a couple of wooden chairs and several pieces of clothing strewn throughout the room.

      The next door he came to was also open: an untidy, but clean bathroom. Only one more door remained at the end of the hallway. He tried the latch; it was locked. He looked back down the hallway where Dennis and the others watched him with a mixture of amusement and concern on their faces. Instinct told him they wouldn’t approach him, at least not now.

      “Olivia.” There was no response. “Olivia.”

      This time, he heard movement from behind the door. “I’m a friend of Jodi and Kate. They asked me to get you out of here. You want to go?”

      “Yes,” sounded from behind the door.

      “Get away from the door.” Cayden waited a few moments, then kicked the door open, taking out part of the jamb with it.

      Olivia stood beside an unmade bed in pants and a pullover, ready to go if the sneakers on her feet were any indication. His eyes narrowed as he took in the bruise on the side of her face. Palpable fear radiated from her.

      He motioned her toward him. “Stay behind me and do what I tell you.”

      Olivia nodded, eyes wide.

      As soon as Cayden started back down the hallway with Olivia following several feet behind him, Dennis stepped forward to block his way, an unmistakable expression of anger on his face and a knife in his hand. Cayden wasn’t too worried; the guy didn’t grip the knife the way a pro would.

      Dennis lunged toward him with the knife extended. Cayden sidestepped and parried the blow, slamming the knife hand into the wall. The knife dropped to the floor, and he followed through by slamming Dennis’s head into the wall, then punching him down to the floor.

      Cayden stepped around the semi-conscious Dennis, gesturing to Olivia to follow. The last guy standing moved back into the living room, his panicked gaze fixed on his friends on the floor. Cayden knew the guy didn’t want the same treatment.

      The guys on the floor were just regaining their senses and climbing to their feet by the time Cayden and Olivia reached the front door. He pulled open the screen, ushering the frightened girl onto the porch and pointing toward his truck. “Kate and Jodi are waiting in the 4Runner over there. Run.”

      Olivia took off with admirable speed just as Dennis, back on his feet, rushed Cayden again. Cayden whirled around, dropping the now ex-boyfriend with a snap kick to his stomach. He looked at the others, now on their feet too, but they stayed put.

      Cayden stood over Dennis who was holding his stomach and trying to catch his breath. “In case you don’t get it, you and Olivia just broke up. Go near her again, call her, send her an email or text, frown in her general direction, and we’ll have another meeting. And I won’t be as gentle as I was this time. Understand?”

      Dennis managed to nod his head.

      “Good.” Cayden slammed the screen door behind him and jogged to the 4Runner. This time, the smile on his face was genuine.
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      The young server placed his breakfast in front of him. She worked here every morning and attended classes at Pasadena City College in the afternoon. The advantage of being a regular; you get to know the staff.

      “Thanks, Libby.”

      “Sure, Cayden. Get you anything else?

      He looked over his order of an egg white spinach omelet, hash browns, and pork sausage links. The coffee mug he’d been sipping from was about half full. “Top off the coffee?”

      “I’ll be right back.” Libby headed back into the restaurant.

      This intimate cafe was on Holly Street in Old Town. It was a pleasant April morning, so Cayden chose a sidewalk table under the awning that ran the length of the restaurant. His back was to the rising sun, and the increasing warmth felt pleasant.

      He took a few bites of his omelet, his thoughts drifting back to losing his Caltech gig. The job loss was ill timed. Cayden had borrowed money from his father to pay his property taxes and had only paid a fraction of it back. The house inherited from his grandfather was expensive to keep up, and another property tax bill would come at the end of the year. But he’d promised his grandfather he’d keep the house in the family, and he intended to keep that promise.

      It was the last thing Cayden wanted to do, but he’d applied to several private paramilitary security firms. One company had an opening for him, but they were delaying hiring until a contract for an upcoming project was signed. That was months away, and his financial pressure was building.

      Libby reappeared with a carafe and filled his cup without spilling a drop. “Here you go.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      She treated him with a pretty smile and hurried away to other customers.

      Cayden worked through his meal at a leisurely pace and was finishing up when he heard a car pulling into a parking space somewhere behind him. He took a casual look over his shoulder. Detective Anthony Mandala climbed out of his unmarked Charger and placed some coins in the parking meter.

      Libby appeared to clear the plates as Mandala approached the table.

      “Morning,” Cayden said as Mandala sat down across from him.

      Mandala smiled up at Libby. “Could you bring me a coffee, please? Black.”

      “Be right back with it.” Libby adjusted the plates on her tray and double-timed it back inside.

      Mandala watched her go. “That’s a lot of energy.”

      “Don’t feel too bad. She’s half your age, at least.”

      “Nice to see you, Cayden. What’s new?

      Cayden shrugged. “Same old stuff. Why do you ask?

      “Well, funny thing. Yesterday, a woman made a 911 call about mid-morning. Wanted to report a disturbance in a house close to her apartment building. The operator couldn’t get her to leave her name or address.”

      Libby returned with the coffee, setting it in front of Mandala. He thanked her, and as she left, turned his attention back to Cayden.

      “Anyway, this lady said a group of drug dealers renting the house got into a fight. The noise was terrible, she said, so she called it in.”

      So far, Mandala’s story matched the story Cayden had agreed on with Kate and Jodi. He’d thought it best not to leave Dennis and his friends to their own devices after he left their place. Cayden suspected drugs were stashed in the house, so he thought it prudent to bring in the police. It sounded like Kate had done an excellent job with 911.

      “I’d think calls like that are common. Every day,” Cayden said.

      Mandala took a sip from his coffee mug, his gaze still on Cayden. “Sure. They are. The funny thing about this call was the lady told the operator she’d met me once. I seemed like an outstanding police officer. Maybe I could come and check out the disturbance.”

      “She asked for you by name?”

      “She did.”

      Cayden chuckled. “That is funny. But it’s so cool you have fans out there.”

      “I’m getting to the really funny part.” Mandala took another sip of coffee. “We didn’t have any way of locating the woman who placed the call; she used a burner, so no luck tracking her down. But we had an interesting chat with the bunch of guys we found at the address she gave us. I’ve gotta tell you, these guys looked like they’d kicked each other’s asses. I mean, that’s what it looked like at first.”

      Cayden’s eyebrows rose. “That’s what it looked like at first?”

      “The guy who got messed up the most...” Mandala pulled a small notepad from his coat pocket. “A Dennis Ferrera. The rental agreement was in his name. He had an interesting story. The way he tells it, some guy in his early thirties broke into his house and started pounding on him and his friends who were visiting. The guy didn’t tell them why he was there or what he had against them. He just went to town on them.”

      Cayden leaned back in his chair. “That’s a little funny, I guess.”

      Mandala took a long swig from his coffee mug. “Here’s the part that caught my attention. Dennis claims that as the guy was leaving, he mentioned something about his 4Runner.”

      “What a coincidence. I have a 4Runner.”

      “It is a coincidence, isn’t it?”

      Cayden finished his coffee and put the mug down on the table. “So, did you find drugs at the place?”

      “Yeah, a little coke, but only enough for a misdemeanor and a thousand-dollar fine.”

      “You had a drug dog at the scene, didn’t you?”

      “We did,” Mandala said. “But she didn’t find anything other than small potatoes.”

      The information disappointed Cayden. He was confident Dennis was a distributor. The lowlife should have had more product on hand. Maybe they cleared the stuff out before the police arrived, or maybe they had a great hiding place. At any rate, Cayden would have preferred a long prison sentence for Dennis and his crew.

      Mandala put his mug on the table and leaned forward. “Cayden, did you drive your 4Runner over to that house and beat up those poor, defenseless boys?”

      Cayden met Mandala’s gaze, keeping his expression neutral. “Did Dennis—I think that’s the name you said—did Dennis happen to say anything about the girlfriend he slugged in the jaw, then kept prisoner in a locked bedroom?”

      Mandala’s expression darkened, and he shook his head. “No, he didn’t. You think that’s what the ass-kicking guy was there for?”

      Cayden shrugged. “I’d just be guessing.”

      “So, this girl Dennis didn’t mention—I assume she’s now an ex-girlfriend?”

      Cayden smiled. “Let’s hope so.”

      Mandala studied him for several seconds. “You were a big help to both us and the FBI last year.”

      “Happy to help.”

      “I looked the other way more than once where you were concerned during that case,” Mandala said. “Don’t get me wrong; I’ll always be grateful for what you did for us.”

      “I know.”

      Mandala scooted back his chair and stood up. “We’ve gotten to know each other pretty well, and I know you’re the kind of guy who wants to help people who need it. But I can’t always look the other way. So, please do me a favor. Consider calling the police the next time you see a damsel in distress or a bunch of drug dealing lowlifes. I mean, call us first.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Cayden offered Mandala his most innocent smile.

      Mandala shook his head, then started back toward his car. After a few steps, he paused and looked back. “Nice job getting the girl out of there. And thanks for the coffee.”

      Libby put the check in front of him just as Mandala reached his car.
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      Cayden left the cafe and crossed the street to his 4Runner. He unlocked the truck and was about to climb in when he sensed someone behind him.

      “Morning, First Sergeant.”

      Unhurried, Cayden turned toward the voice. Major Steven Dorn stood at the rear bumper of the 4Runner, offering him the best version of a pleasant smile a hard boiled military career man could manage. He wore civvies; a pair of chinos that looked like they might be from L.L. Bean, a short sleeve linen shirt, and expensive Oxford sneakers. Cayden wondered where Dorn had come from; the major had done an outstanding job of approaching and getting close to him undetected.

      Major Dorn had been his squadron leader during his years as a Delta Force operator. Cayden considered him a decent enough guy: tough, fair, and an excellent tactician.

      Dorn was single-minded when it came to executing operations; he would do almost anything to ensure mission success. It was an admirable trait for a military commander, but Cayden knew Dorn was willing to put men at extreme and sometimes unnecessary risk. He thought Dorn’s “win at all costs” drive sometimes made him reckless.

      The major’s presence now couldn’t mean anything good, but Cayden knew he’d never know for certain unless he spoke to the man. “Major. What brings you to Pasadena?”

      “You have time for another cup of coffee, First Sergeant?”

      Dorn had been watching him eat breakfast. “I’m no longer in the service,” Cayden said. “You can drop the first sergeant.”

      “You’re looking good, March. Fit.”

      “I still work at it. Why are you here, sir?”

      Major Dorn gazed at him, his face impassive. “You were always one to get to the point. Good to see nothing’s changed.”

      Whatever Dorn wanted, Cayden didn’t care enough to dance whatever dance this was. He turned away from the major and began climbing into the truck.

      Major Dorn stepped in closer. “March, wait.

      Cayden turned back, his face blank as he looked at Dorn.

      “We need you for something special,” Dorn said. “There’s no one else for it.”

      The statement roused Cayden’s curiosity, but not enough to take the conversation further. “I’m not in the service anymore. Haven’t been for years.”

      He climbed into the 4Runner, started the engine, and rolled down the driver’s side window.

      “Just hear me out.” There was no mistaking the irritation in Dorn’s voice as he stepped up to the driver’s side door.

      “Not interested.”

      “Your lack of cooperation is very disappointing.”

      “Sooner or later, we all have to learn to live with disappointment. Nice to see you, Major.”

      He pulled out of the parking space and proceeded down the street. A quick check in his rearview mirror showed Major Dorn staring after him. Cayden had a feeling the major wasn’t done with him.
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      Zola relaxed on one of only two chairs in the room, strumming the strings of his favorite guitar. Its warm tones surrounded him, each note ringing pure, unblurred by reverberation, thanks to the sound absorption panels that hung on the walls. The guitar had been crafted from Brazilian rosewood by the American C.F. Martin and Company. Built in their custom shop, it cost him over $8,000. The instrument was worth every penny.

      The song he played dated back to the mid-seventies, “Please Come To Boston,” by a songwriter named Dave Loggins. He knew nothing about the composer. After all, Loggins wrote the song long before he was born. But he loved the melody just the same.

      His tastes leaned toward artists like Gordon Lightfoot, John Denver, and Paul Simon—musicians whose intricate guitar work wove through songs as haunting as they were beautiful. Those who knew him found amusement in his dated folk and pop musical tastes. But no one dared tease him. It mattered little to him. If someone heard him play, fine. But he played only for his own enjoyment.

      When others heard him, he took pride in their astonishment at his skill. With his massive hands and thick fingers, few expected him to navigate the strings with such precision. Yet he played with a picker’s finesse, the result of a few childhood lessons and years of self-taught persistence.

      Still strumming, Zola rose from the chair and strolled toward the surgical table in the center of the room. Decuba’s kill squad leader lay strapped down, wearing only his boxer shorts, his wrists and ankles cinched tight.

      He circled the table, studying the man, letting the music guide his thoughts.

      The squad leader’s eyes pleaded. “Please. Don’t do this. Please.”

      Zola didn’t bother answering. His attention shifted to the utility tables placed along three walls. Surgical instruments, power tools, and shop tools were displayed with organized neatness. The compact electrical generator caught his eye, offering possibilities.

      “I won’t talk if you let me go,” the man stammered, desperation cracking his voice. “I saw nothing. Nobody.”

      Zola played the last chorus before returning to the chair. He lowered the guitar into its case on the floor and shut the lid with quiet finality before crossing to a rubber apron hanging on the wall.

      The squad leader shuddered as Zola slipped the apron on, still humming the song he’d been playing, then moved to one of the utility tables. His hand hovered before settling on a small flaying knife.

      A mournful wail came from the squad leader when he saw the knife. Tears flowed from his eyes. “No.”

      Zola looked down at him unmoved. “All right. This is going to take a while, so I think we should begin.”
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      Cayden lightened the pressure of his fingers against the keys to match the intensity of the singer’s delivery. They were nearing the end of “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” and he was playing as gently as he could in a higher register, giving the digital piano a light, bell-like quality.

      The six person vocal team faded out as the soloist, a young lady in her twenties, sang the last phrase of the verse in a lovely, velvety alto voice.

      Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone to leave the God I love;

      Here’s my heart, O take and seal it, seal it for Thy courts above.

      Jake Matthews, the worship leader for this team of excellent musicians, had arranged the old hymn, giving it a fresh contemporary feel. He played the hymn out with a sensitive guitar solo, picking out the melody in a style and sound that imitated a mandolin.

      Cayden had met Jake in the middle of the chaos he’d lived through at the end of the previous year. Mourning the loss of two friends, he had wandered into the Faith Road Church one evening, drawn by the Christmas music he heard coming from inside. The expert musicianship of Jake’s worship team had impressed Cayden, and Jake felt the same way about his musical abilities after hearing him play.

      They had played music together that night. Since then, Cayden began coming to the church for Wednesday night rehearsals when he could. Since he was unemployed, spare time was not an issue. He had even played with the band in a few weekend services, but always left once the worship set was over and before the sermon began. He wasn’t much of a churchgoer.

      Jake plucked the last note, and a reverent silence settled over the group. Cayden felt as if the power of the hymn moved everyone in the room to a place of internal contemplation.

      After a few moments, Jake looked up from his guitar. “Really nice, guys.”

      The rest of the team agreed, complementing each other on their contributions and thanking God for the privilege of worshipping together.

      “That’s it for tonight,” Jake said. “See everyone this weekend.”

      The worship team had gotten to know Cayden over the past months. They all wished him a good night as they left the church, some of them saying they hoped to see him at one of the weekend services. He always answered with a, “We’ll see.” He hadn’t sat in the pews to listen to a sermon since last Christmas when he attended the holiday service with Kate.

      Jake placed his guitar on its stand and swiveled his stool toward Cayden. “You going to play with us this weekend?”

      Cayden shook his head. “I don’t think so. But I’ll let you know if something changes.”

      “We’re always blessed to have you with us,” Jake said.

      Cayden laughed. “I’m not sure how much of a blessing I am. I think I get more out of it than you guys do.”

      Jake slid off his stool and began gathering his things. “Whether you know it or not, you’re serving God when you’re here. You worship with your music. God is blessed by it. So are we.”

      Jake said things like that to him every once in a while. He never preached to him, but mentioned God in a variety of topics, almost as if God were a casual friend. Cayden didn’t understand it, but he didn’t feel pressured by it either. He knew Jake was sincere, living his faith and speaking from his heart. Cayden didn’t know many men who did that.

      He believed in God; if he didn’t, he wouldn’t be spending any time here at all. But after hanging out with Jake and the worship team, he realized his beliefs weren’t the same as theirs. More than once, he’d heard members of the worship team refer to a “personal relationship with Jesus.” He didn’t know what that meant, but he knew he didn’t have it. Something prevented him from asking about it; he felt uncomfortable when tempted to get more information.

      But Cayden had to admit, something stirred inside him when Jake told him he was serving God, that he was a blessing. There was a warmth to it that felt good. Service had always been a large part of his life. He was proud to serve his country, although he often wondered what God thought of the killing he’d done in the line of duty. Those he had killed were evil men and women. They’d caused death and destruction in their lifetime and would’ve caused more had they lived. He had to believe God took that into account when judging him.

      Cayden rose from the piano bench and stepped off the low stage. “Want to grab a cup of coffee or something?

      “Thanks, but not tonight,” Jake said. “I still have to lock things up here, and I’ve got an early day tomorrow.”

      They said their “goodnights,” and Cayden headed for the exit.
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      The moment Cayden left the church, all his senses heightened. Not that anything specific threatened him; it was just the way he functioned. Years of training and instinct made him watchful and ready to respond to just about anything.

      Those senses and instincts kicked in big time when he heard a vehicle rounding the corner behind him. He glanced over his shoulder without slowing his pace. An older model Chevy van rolled down the street toward him. It was observing the speed limit, and there wasn’t much to set it apart from any other van on the road, which made Cayden sure that it was bringing trouble.

      He was about halfway between the church and his 4Runner. Returning to the church meant he’d be turning toward the van and having to pass it. It also meant bringing whatever trouble this might be back to the church; that was out of the question. Cayden began sprinting toward his truck. He’d only taken three steps when he felt a sharp sting at the base of his neck.

      A powerful sensation of dizziness hit him first, bringing his forward motion to an immediate halt. His vision blurred. The van doors opening sounded distant and hollow. Cayden felt his knees buckle, then the cold concrete sidewalk against his cheek. There was no one near him yet. They must have kept their distance. When they did approach, he saw only nondescript shadows. And then nothing.
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      Santos Medina enjoyed the coastal scenery from the rear leather seat of his midnight blue Range Rover. He’d paid over $120,000 for it, and it was the only one on the island. The SUV was a bit much for Saint Lucaros. Distant driving locations were scarce, but the car’s aesthetics suited him; the luxury elevated his image.

      The car was taking him to the Government House in Portfield, and the only public political debate he would have with President Decuba. He’d been looking forward to it. The public already favored him, and he expected their enthusiasm to overshadow any support Decuba might have. He also had something special to share with El Presidente following the debate. A gentle, well planned warning.

      Medina couldn’t help smiling when one of his political billboards came into view. They’d already passed two. The city skyline was visible, and he knew his advertisements would appear more frequently the closer they got.

      On this billboard, he wore a cream color linen suit over an open blue silk shirt. The sincere smile on his face presented a trustworthy man supporting the billboard message: “Vote Medina for better government.” His other billboards promoted lower taxes, more jobs, and less government oversight. All the things potential voters wanted to hear, especially in a socialist state. He might even deliver on some of them once he took office.

      Medina pointed. “I look good in that one.”

      Zola, in the seat next to him, leaned forward to look out the passenger side window. “I like the ones like this where you don’t wear a tie. More casual.”

      Medina heard little enthusiasm in Zola’s tone. “A man of the people. That’s me.”

      Zola turned in his seat to face him. “Have you had a chance to think about my request?”

      “Your own distribution territory?” Medina continued gazing out the window.

      “Haven’t I earned it? After all these years with you?”

      “Earning has nothing to do with it. You know you’re one of the most valuable men in my organization.”

      Zola remained silent, but Medina could feel his eyes fixed on him.

      Medina sighed. “Over the past four years, how many times have you asked me?”

      “At least once a year.”

      “Sometimes more. Nothing’s changed. You’re too valuable doing what you do for me. I need you free to go where you’re needed when there’s trouble. I can’t have you tied down. What would I do?”

      Zola frowned. “But the real money is in distribution.”

      Medina turned to look his man in the eyes, his brow furrowed. “Are you saying I don’t pay you well?”

      “You pay me very well. But men running their own territories earn millions. I want that kind of money.”

      The real money did indeed lie in managing distribution. But Medina questioned Zola’s suitability for the task. He had always been a blunt instrument used to create fear in his enemies and inspire loyalty within the cartel. But did he have the brains it took to run his own team? Medina doubted it.

      “All right. Let me win this election, and then we’ll have a serious talk about this. Plan your future.”

      “Once you become president?” Zola sounded wary.

      “I’ll need some time to settle in, of course, find my footing. But then, yes.”

      Zola’s frown deepened. “You blow me off every time, Santos. It’s gotten old.”

      It was uncommon for Zola to challenge him like this, and Medina didn’t like it. “Be careful with the next words you choose. You still work for me, and I don’t appreciate your tone.”

      Zola moved his gaze to the scenery rushing by. “I apologize.”

      “Anything else you feel the need to discuss?”

      “I don’t understand why you want to become a politician. Not with such a big business to run.”

      “You don’t need to understand. You just need to do as you’re told.” Medina regretted his harsh tone immediately, but he was still burning a little about Zola’s attitude.

      After several minutes of silence, he brought up the pre-agreed points for the debate. Zola was terrible at playing devil’s advocate with political issues, but the conversation distanced them from Zola’s ambitions for the rest of the drive.

      The Range Rover slowed as it turned onto the avenue leading to Government House Plaza. The thoroughfare was busy with vehicles and pedestrians heading to the debate. Medina gazed out the side window as they drove by, energized by the citizens and press crowded into the plaza to hear him speak.

      Government House and its plaza were over two hundred years old, and the original French sandstone fountain marked the center. The fountain was three tiers high with a twenty-foot base. Sculpted seashells directed a steady cascade of water from the top to the swirling pool below. Seeing the people crowded into this historic place made him think of the old days when revolution to topple the French rulers was the reason to gather here.

      Motorcycle police standing beside their parked bikes waved his driver into a reserved parking area at the rear of Government House. Heat from the morning sun radiated off the bricks as Medina stepped from the SUV with Zola behind him. His campaign manager and publicist stood by to greet him. Both of them would do or say anything for money. They walked to the rear entrance, where Decuba’s military guards stood watch on either side of the door.

      The moment Medina entered the building, he felt the tension in the air. Decuba, flanked by a military security team, waited just inside the main doorway at the opposite end of the hall. He could feel the president’s eyes on him and sensed his anxiety. Medina enjoyed the sensation.

      As he walked the marble floored hallway, he admired the building’s interior. Government House possessed old roots. No one recalled the original structure’s construction date. The wide, three-story Georgian building was built in the early 19th century of brick disguised with stucco, sometime after the original burned to the ground. He looked forward to taking possession of the president’s office on the third floor once the election was over.

      A handful of pre-approved photographers inside the building began snapping shots of Medina as he approached Decuba. Nearby stood the debate moderator—a Portfield news personality in Medina’s pocket.

      The security team stepped back when Medina reached the front of the building. He had no regard for Decuba, but extended his hand for the photographers. The president, his face void of expression, stepped forward and accepted it.

      “Good luck, Señor Decuba,” he said. And then, lowering his voice, he added, “You’ll be needing it.”

      Decuba remained poker faced. Without speaking another word, the two men and their entourages started toward the main doorway. Medina hung back in mock respect, allowing Decuba and his people to exit first. He waited a moment and then followed his opponent out onto the sunny plaza.

      Coordinators had constructed a small stage on the steps, bordered at each end by PA system speakers. The moderator welcomed each of the candidates to the debate and read the rules to the crowd. Medina won the coin toss and chose to speak first. He intended to launch a strong attack right out of the gate.

      He walked to the podium to enthusiastic applause and cheers from the crowd. A symphony of clicking camera shutters greeted him, along with shouts for his attention from the press. As he looked out over the people—his people—a wave of pride and confidence swept over him. He could get used to this.
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      The cheers of the crowd infuriated Medina as much as Decuba’s closing remarks. He realized he’d made a serious error in choosing to speak first. It assured the president would get the final word at the podium. And Decuba used it with great effectiveness.

      The debate had gone well for Medina—he’d hit his marks, drawn blood with his barbed attacks on Decuba’s administration, and looked both statesmanlike and insurgent. The president kept up, trading blow for blow, but just barely. Medina felt certain Decuba was desperate when the time came for his final remarks. And from that desperation, he spoke of Medina’s real business. Decuba’s words insinuated drug dealing, leaving the crowd in no doubt. Of course, the media heard it all as well.

      Decuba stood on the opposite side of the stage, looking confident, shaking hands and chatting with his supporters. Medina had every intention of knocking that pleased expression off the man’s face. The moment had arrived to do what he’d planned since Decuba’s failed assassination attempt on him.

      He and Zola walked across the stage. Decuba spotted them—his security team tensed and closed in around him as they approached.

      Medina offered a
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