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            ABOUT THE ZOOMING ZEALOT

          

        

      

    

    
      Young Tom Flannery thought he had it all. A great job helping out the Maintenance crews at the Pepsi Center—especially during hockey season, the best time of the year, a great girlfriend, a new car, and lots of money. But his good fortune comes to an end when he is killed and his body is dumped in a pile of snow in one of the Arena's parking lots.

      Sydney Morgan, and then Felicity Davenport, both come to Mark MacFarland, a former disgraced Denver detective who had operated a hot dog cart near Police Headquarters, and beseech him to find out who killed Tom Flannery. MacFarland has recently traded in his hot dog business to run his own investigative agency, but can he afford to take on a client who clearly can't pay him?

      On the other hand, is there any way he can say no to a request from a friend to find justice for the murdered young man?
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      The impossible happens! Mark MacFarland, former Denver Police Detective, gets a jury summons. He’s certain he won’t be selected. After all, what defense lawyer would want a former cop sitting on the jury of a murder trial? But as luck has it, he is selected to be on the jury. But as the trial proceeds, MacFarland suspects the defendant has been framed. If so, who is the real murderer?

      
        
        Click here to get this novella now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 2, 2305 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Tom Flannery ran down the corridor, then into the arena itself. He had to get away from the three men chasing him. He searched for an exit, but he already knew they would be secured. He feared leaving the building, given the time of night. He doubted that he would find anyone nearby to help him, and he feared that once he was out of the building, his pursuers would kill him. Since he didn't have his jacket, he knew that if the three men didn't kill him, the really cold temperature outside would.

      He hadn't planned this very well.

      But who plans their own death? Only weird characters in novels or really pathetic people.

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket. He thought about calling 9-1-1, but would any help arrive in time? He doubted it. Besides, how would the police get into the building? They'd need a SWAT team to break into the Pepsi Center. Instead, he called up Felicity Davenport.

      He had met Felicity eight months earlier, and they had been dating ever since. He was on the run right now because he had to save her. If he didn't get away, he was afraid of what the men would do to her. He at least had to warn her of the danger she was in.

      "Felicity, it's me, Tom." Her phone went to messaging. Of course, she was probably already in bed, fast asleep. He could at least leave a message. "Felicity, I'm in trouble. I'm trying to get out of it, but in case I don't, I've left a message for you on my phone. Please listen to--"

      Suddenly the lights went out. The arena was bathed in eerie red light from the exit signs. The Zamboni® had been positioned on the ice to prepare the surface for the next game. It hovered at the far end of the rink like an ominous monster. He looked around in panic. Where were the three men? He put his phone back in his pocket and began to creep through the rows of seats in the arena.  As his eyes adjusted to the diminished light, he headed around the rink, towards an exit on the opposite side of the arena. If he could get to that side, he would be on a more public side of the Pepsi Center, and more likely be able to stop a passing car. He might be able to get out of this after all.

      He heard a door to the arena open, and saw a rectangle of light from one of the concourses. A shadowy figure entered the arena area. He couldn't tell who it was. It didn't matter. All three of the men could easily kill him.

      He didn't see any sign of the other two men, but he was sure that they had entered the arena from one of the open concourses. He didn't have time to circumnavigate the arena.

      He had to cut across the ice rink.

      The skating rink was still set up from tonight's game with the San Jose Sharks, a game Tom was convinced Colorado could have won, but didn't. The rink wouldn't be dismantled until after the game against the New York Rangers on Friday.

      How could he possibly be thinking of hockey when his life was on the line? Focus, Tom! he thought.

      He climbed into one of the penalty boxes and went out onto the ice. He started to head across the rink. Suddenly, the lights came back on, revealing Tom on the surface of the ice. At the same time, he noticed two of the men blocking his exit from the ice via the players' benches on the other side of the rink. He turned back, hoping to retreat, but saw one of the men heading towards that route. He no longer was sure what he could do to get away. He might be able to scale the lower plexiglass partitions. Operative word: might.

      As he began racing towards the lower barrier, he heard the Zamboni® start up. The person didn't know the machine, not like he did, and the engine kicked and coughed. It wasn't a hard machine to drive, but it was a temperamental machine, and it appreciated a loving touch.

      It didn't appreciate the touch of the person driving it now.

      The Zamboni® was not a racing vehicle, but Tom was surprised at how quickly it roared over to his position. He was still trying to pull himself up onto the thin plexiglass wall when he heard the Zamboni® approach him. He wouldn't be able to get over the wall in time, and he feared getting pinned against the wall by the machine. He let go and started to run away from the machine.

      Once again Tom Flannery found himself running for his life, from one side of the rink to another. He had problems maintaining his footing, but so far he had been faster than the Zamboni®. Unfortunately, the longer the person driving the Zamboni® drove it, the more proficient he became.

      Despite the arena being empty of all but four people, the laughter and catcalls of Tom's tormentors, who blocked off every exit he attempted to get to, and the roar of the Zamboni®, filled the arena with noise that seemed to rival the most enthusiastic of Avalanche hockey crowds.

      Tom tried to make a sudden turn, but something that would have been so natural and easy if he had been wearing ice skates proved more challenging in street shoes. He felt his legs sweep out from under him, and then he was sliding along the surface of the ice. He tried to get up onto his hands and knees, but was suddenly aware of how close the Zamboni® had gotten to him. He tried to crawl out of the machine's path, but he felt the machine crash into his body. Then, all too quickly, he was pressed into the ice. By the time he felt the rotating blades, he had  already lost consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          TUESDAY, JANUARY 15, 0915 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Former Denver detective Mark MacFarland--"Mac" to his friends--and soon-to-be-retired Detective Cynthia Pierson entered their new offices. During their absence, their landlord, Jerry Baker, a defense lawyer, had their names painted on the replica 1895 mahogany wood office door. There they were: MacFarland and Pierson, Private Investigators. While technically neither of them were licensed Private Investigators, Pierson had already applied for her license and MacFarland was in the final throes of acquiring his certification. He had taken all the tests, put in the hours, paid the dues. Now he just needed the notification that he was a real PI.

      "Won't we get into trouble putting on our door that we're PIs before we get our licenses?" MacFarland had asked Baker.

      "Yeah, sure, if anybody bothers to come around and look at your door. What are the chances of that?" Baker had laughed at the thought. "Just don't advertise or tell anyone that you're licensed. It's not like you're pretending to be a lawyer or something."

      MacFarland hadn't appreciated Baker's lackadaisical approach to MacFarland's profession. Pierson had urged him not to take it too seriously. "We're going to be licensed within the month," she said. "We're just setting up our business right now. What are the chances of us getting another case in that time?"

      MacFarland looked around the office. Now that he saw the new door, he wondered if Scandinavian Modern was the right decor for the office. The door reminded him of a 1940's gumshoe's cluttered office. The modern look of the furniture didn't contribute to that mood.

      "Are you saying you want the office to look like Jerry Baker's office?" asked Pierson, incredulously.

      MacFarland shook his head. "No, I guess not. I just wonder why Baker installed that door."

      "It probably was part of the original architecture when this building was built. No, don't ask me when that was. I have no idea." She headed into the conference room to get into her office. She stopped just before she got to the door to her office. "Hmmm, why didn't I see this before?" she said.

      "What?"

      "I have to go through the conference room to get to my office. That's dumb."

      "You insisted on having the back office," said MacFarland.

      "Yeah, but I didn't think the conference room would be so big. I thought the wall would be on the other side of my door."

      MacFarland stared at the wall separating the conference room and the reception office. "Yeah, I think you're right. They put the wall in the wrong place. We have to go into the conference room to get to the bathroom, too."

      "I see what happened. They put the wall for the conference room so that it lines up with the wall separating your and my offices. Damn, do you think we can get him to change it?"

      MacFarland frowned. "I guess so, but knowing Jerry, he's going to charge us for his mistake."

      "No, no, this is all wrong. We should have been here supervising these changes," said Pierson.

      "We were learning Tantric sex," said MacFarland. "That seemed pretty important at the time."

      "This is all wrong, Mac. We have to get this changed. And come here. Look at this bathroom. Why is it here? I thought the bathroom was located near the inside part of the office, not here. I even remember going into it."

      MacFarland recalled that the small bathroom had been in the inside part of the office, just off the reception area. "I remember using it too." He looked a tad sheepish. "I think I might have said that the bathroom was rather small and crowded."

      "It's a bathroom for a three person office! How big does it have to be?"

      MacFarland went into the re-located bathroom. "I guess not this big. Wow, that toilet stall is big enough to get an elephant in there. But look, we have a changing table for babies."

      Pierson rolled her eyes. "We've got to get Jerry to change this around. We don't need a huge conference room, and we should have access to the storage room and the bathroom--and my office!--from the reception office."

      "If we get him to change the walls, he'll probably make us do another case for free," said MacFarland.

      "No, we can't work for free, Mac. We need paying clients."

      "I know, but where will we get them? We can't advertise as PIs, not until we get our licenses."

      "We use personal referrals. Get people we know to lead business to our door," said Pierson.

      "You mean people like Lockwood?"

      "Not just Benny," said Pierson. "We have a lot of friends on the police force. Commander Chamberlain might be able to send some unsolved cases in our direction."

      "Okay, that might happen, but how do we get paid for those? As I recall, those are still police cases."

      Pierson went back into the reception office and sat down on one of the modern-looking couches. "My plan was to advertise for the usual things that investigators do. Locate missing persons, find lost assets, track down relatives, spy on cheating spouses. I thought we could advertise on the internet, use word-of-mouth communications. Even talk to some of the press that has hounded you during your career as a hot dog vendor..."

      "You mean Anna Spiros?" Anna Spiros was a reporter for Channel 8 News who had interviewed MacFarland on several occasions in the past.

      "Yes, her among many others, I suppose," said Pierson. "I wasn't thinking just of her."

      "Who were you thinking of?"

      "It doesn't matter, Mac. The important thing is that we have to find paying clients. We can't afford to do any charity cases. Right?"

      "Sure, I agree with that. But what about paying for the renovations to our office? What do we do if Jerry says that he will make the changes only if we agree to do the case for free?"

      "I think the answer is obvious. We say no."

      "I can live with that," said MacFarland. "We only accept cases where the client can pay us."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          TUESDAY, JANUARY 15, 1020 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland and Pierson resigned themselves to accepting the office layout as it currently was, at least until they had handled enough business to pay for the renovations themselves or to get a loan to pay for them. "It'll only be a couple of months," said MacFarland. "We can suffer through for a while."

      "Or I could move my office to the conference room and put the conference room in the back corner office," suggested Pierson.

      MacFarland frowned. "Really? That's an option?" If Pierson took the conference room, her office would be the biggest office in the suite. And, she would have immediate access to the bathroom. MacFarland would have to go through her office to get to the facilities. "I thought we agreed that you would have the back office."

      "That was before Jerry Baker screwed up the construction plan. Maybe if we complain enough, he will give us another couple of months rent-free."

      "Yeah, maybe," said MacFarland. "Complaining might be our best revenue generator."

      "It's more like an expense reduction," corrected Pierson.

      MacFarland shrugged. MacFarland retreated to his own office. He looked around at what he had. A desk and chair, which looked comfortable enough. Two client chairs in front of his desk. A small conference table with four chairs around it. A two-drawer file cabinet against one wall. He checked the file cabinet. It was empty, though there were a lot of empty hanging folders in it already. Waiting for future case files.

      There was a phone on the desk, but it didn't appear to have a dial tone yet. He thought that Baker would have set up the phone service already. He sat in the chair. It wasn't the plush, leather-covered chair he dreamed of, but it was comfortable. He leaned back and put his legs up on the desk. Okay, this was better. He was getting the feel of being a successful private investigator, relaxing in his office after successfully solving a tricky case that defied all logic. Now all he needed was a pretty client coming into his office, begging him to save her from some dastardly villain. A pretty blond. No, a pretty brunette. No, no, not a brunette, A redhead. A smart, professional redhead who needed his help...

      Wait.

      The image in his mind was that of Cynthia Pierson!

      He took his feet off the desk, and rested his hands on the edge. They hadn't gotten any office supplies yet, so his desk was empty. Nor had they gotten any computer equipment yet. Pierson wanted to get the best, but it turned out that the best was a bit more expensive than their current budget. Their stop-gap plan had been to bring their laptops to the office and use them for a couple of weeks. Unfortunately, neither of them had remembered to bring them to the office.

      So far, MacFarland wasn't very impressed with the professionalism of MacFarland and Pierson, Private Investigators.

      Did every new venture have these problems? Or were he and Cyn so inept that they were unique failures in the world of business?

      It was times like this that he wished he had Rufus around to talk to.

      Rufus Headley. The man who had found MacFarland lying in a street gutter after being thrown out of a bar. That had been back in the days, several years earlier, when MacFarland had hit rock bottom. He was drunk day after day, unable to get control over his life. He had taken up drinking after he gotten thrown into jail for contempt of court. It was hardly his fault. The jury had just found the man who murdered his wife innocent of the charge. Of course, that man had tampered with the jury. When MacFarland, furious at the decision and the contemptuous smile on the face of Norris Peterson, Nicole's killer, had leaped over the barrier in the court to strangle Peterson, the judge had not taken kindly to the action. Two months later, MacFarland started drinking and didn't stop until several years later.

      During that low period of his life, Rufus Headley, a Vietnam Veteran who was fighting his own psychological battles, took MacFarland under his wing and watched over him. At that time, both men were homeless. MacFarland lived wherever he slumped down for the night; Rufus hid in a secret hidey-hole along the banks of the South Platte River.

      Later, when MacFarland was able to get help, fight his addiction, and finally able to establish himself with an occupation and a place to stay, he had maintained his friendship with Rufus. Eventually, Rufus had even moved into the residence where MacFarland found refuge. Detective Cynthia Pierson, MacFarland's former partner on the Denver Police Force, had offered MacFarland a place to stay until he found a new apartment to live in. One thing led to another, and MacFarland never left Pierson's house.

      Nor had Rufus, until just before Christmas. At that time, Rufus had gone down to Texas with a son Rufus had sired in Vietnam, just before the American retreat. Unbeknown to Rufus, the mother and child had escaped to the United States. After many years, the son had tracked Rufus down, then invited him to meet the family who now lived in Texas.

      It was only a few weeks that Rufus had been gone, but to MacFarland, it seemed like forever.

      He missed his friend.

      He pulled out his phone and called Rufus. The phone rang and rang, finally going to messaging. MacFarland hesitated, then recorded his message, "I miss you, Rufus. I wish you were back here in Denver."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          TUESDAY, JANUARY 15, 1225 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland called up Cynthia on his phone and complained about not having any supplies. "Did you check the supply room?" she asked.

      "There's supplies in the supply room?"

      "Yes," said Pierson. "That's why it's called a supply room. Lorna ordered supplies for us. Don't tell Jerry, though. She put them on his credit card."

      "Oh, if Lorna did it, it's alright," said MacFarland. Lorna Fuchs, Jerry Baker's longtime secretary, was not someone any dared to oppose. Not even her boss.

      He did find all the supplies he needed. Yellow legal tablets, pens, envelopes, stapler and staples, paper clips...anything you could need for an office, Lorna had purchased for them.

      He headed back to his office with his arms full of treasures...

      ...and found Sydney Morgan sitting in one of the visitor's chairs in front of MacFarland's desk. The man had always looked like the problems of the world weighed heavily on his shoulders. He did not necessarily have a morose expression most of the time, but he certainly rarely exhibited an exuberant approach to life.

      "Hi, Sydney. Shouldn't you be out taking care of your hot dog stand?"

      Sydney Morgan, a laid-off aerospace engineer who had worked at the local Lockheed-Martin plant in Waterton Canyon, shook his head. "Too cold. I opted for an alternative method of making money during the winter months."

      "What? Designing moon rockets?"

      Morgan laughed bitterly. "I wish. No, I'm working for Aramark Services. I still sell hot dogs, Mac, but now I do it at the Pepsi Center."

      "Wow, that's quite a change," said MacFarland. "I guess I haven't been at my corner for quite a while."

      "No, you haven't. It took me a lot of effort to track you down."

      "What? Why? Do I owe you money?"

      Morgan laughed. "No, nothing like that. At least I don't think so. Do you?"

      "No, of course not. So, why do you need to see me? Not that I'm not pleased to see you. How's your wife and daughter?"

      Morgan sucked on his lower lip. "My wife is fine. Or at least the same as she's been since I got laid off. It's Felicity that's got me worried."

      "Is she in trouble? Did she do something wrong?" MacFarland tried to imagine what kind of trouble Felicity Davenport, Sydney's step-daughter, could possibly get into.

      "No, not her. Not exactly. She has a boyfriend. Er, had a boyfriend. Perhaps you heard about it. Tom Flannery. He was found in a pile of snow near the parking lot of the Pepsi Center."

      MacFarland frowned. He hadn't heard anything about anyone being found in a snow bank in Denver. In fact, he was surprised there were any snow banks, since there hadn't been all that much snow in the city. On the other hand, there had been a lot of snow up in the mountains. "I don't recall hearing about that. When was he found?"

      "January 3. He looked like he had been attacked by a gang with a machete. The police ruled it a homicide, but they haven't identified the killer yet. They say it was a gang, but I don't believe that."

      "Why do you think that? Did you know this guy?"

      "Yes, I did. He was Felicity's fiancé. They were going to get married this summer."

      "Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. I mean, that he's dead. That must be terrible for all of you."

      "Yes, it is. Tom was a good kid. I admired him a lot. He was industrious, responsible, and a considerate young man. I felt very fortunate that Felicity fell in love with a guy like him, instead of some of the goofballs she knew in high school or college. That's why I know he wasn't involved with gangs or anything like that. If he was killed by a gang member, it had nothing to do with him."

      "When was his body found?"

      "Thursday morning. When some of the Pepsi staff came to work. The police think Tom was killed late the previous evening. As I said, he had been slashed with a sword or machete or something like that."

      "He was killed late at night? What was he doing at the Pepsi Center at that time?"

      "He worked there," said Morgan. "That night, there was an Avalanche hockey game. Tom was always there for the hockey games. He loved the sport. And he drove the Zamboni® for the Center."

      "Zamboni®? Isn't that the machine that fixes up the ice on the rink?"

      "Yes," agreed Morgan. "He felt very fortunate to be able to do that."

      MacFarland stared at his former competitor and current friend. "Why did you come to see me, Sydney? What do you want me to do?"

      "I want you to find out who killed Tom Flannery, Mac. I want you to find who killed the man I was going to call my son-in-law."

      "You want to hire me to solve this murder? What if I find that the police are right, that Tom was killed randomly by a gang-banger?"

      "At least I will know what happened. At least Felicity will know that the man she loved wasn't involved in something terrible."

      "Okay, but I'm afraid we're going to have to talk money. We charge a hundred dollars an hour plus expenses, billed on a weekly basis."

      Morgan looked surprised. "Uh, how many hours will it take?"

      "I don't know," said MacFarland. "If this case was all that easy, Sydney, the police would have given you an answer. If they've been working on it for two weeks already, I get the impression that it's not that cut and dried."

      "I don't have a lot of money. I suppose I could dip into my savings..." Sydney looked more tired and depressed than usual. "Didn't you used to do these cases for free? Back when you had a real job?"

      MacFarland was surprised by the comment. Randy Cooper, MacFarland's brother-in-law, often chided him that selling hot dogs wasn't a real job. I guess it's a matter of perspective, thought MacFarland. "I actually did get paid for some of my cases," he said.

      Morgan's shoulders slumped. "I will pay what I can," he said.

      MacFarland shook his head. "No, let me talk to my partner. Maybe we can do something. I'm not sure what, but don't worry about the money. I'll try to find out who killed Tom Flannery for you, Sydney."

      Sydney Morgan flashed a rare smile. "I knew I could count on you, Mac. You are a true friend!"

      Morgan left the office in a more ebullient mood than MacFarland could ever recall him having. MacFarland stared at the wall separating him from his partner. Now, how was he going to tell her that he had agreed to take a charity case?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          TUESDAY, JANUARY 15, 1500 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland managed to avoid seeing or speaking with Cynthia Pierson for two hours. He wasn't sure what Pierson was doing in her office. He suspected that she was moving all of her furniture out of the corner office into the conference room. He assuaged his fear by hiding out in his own office, wondering how he was going to break the news to Pierson.

      At two o'clock, he decided to contact Detective Benny Lockwood. Lockwood would be able to give him valuable information on the background of the investigation, maybe even give him some leads that he might be able to follow up.

      "Hey, Benny, what's up?"

      "Kinda busy, Mac. Can I call you back later?"

      "This won't take long, Benny. I just need some quick information."

      Lockwood didn't answer right away. When he did, he sounded irritated. "Nothing you need is ever quick, Mac. Go ahead, what is it this time?"

      MacFarland could not understand why Lockwood was in such a bad mood, but it wasn't his job to cheer Lockwood up. "There was a kid killed at the Pepsi Center at the beginning of the year. Do you know anything about the case?"

      "Sure, I know about it. It's not my case. It's being handled by Dawson and Fuentes. I can pull up their file on the computer. Give me a minute." There was a moment of silence, then Lockwood spole again. "Ah, here it is. Thomas Flannery, aged twenty-one, died of compression and severe lacerations to his body. His body was found near the Pepsi Center parking lot, though it is likely that is not the place where he was killed. The case is listed as a homicide."

      "Any suspects?" asked MacFarland.

      Lockwood hemmed and hawed. "None listed. Dawson thinks it might have been gang related. Oh, wait. No, there's a later notation that they discovered that Tom was engaged in betting on the Avalanche games. There's a note from Fuentes that suggests he might have been killed because he couldn't repay his losses."

      MacFarland frowned. "What bookie kills someone because they can't repay? How did they find out that he was gambling?"

      "It looks like it was a tip called in. Anonymously, of course. The number of the caller was finally traced to a burner phone. No prints found on the phone."

      "Where was the phone found?"

      "Outside of Tom's apartment. Yeah, outside of his apartment. Strange, isn't it?"

      "How much was the gambling loss for?"

      "Doesn't say."

      "Did anyone look at Flannery's bank transactions? Was there any indication of funds going in or out?"

      Some more hemming and hawing. "Yeah, it looks like there are some records here. Nope, I don't see any big amounts going in or out of his checking or savings account. That doesn't mean much, though, since he might have off-the-book records. Cash or bitcoin or some other form of cyber transaction."

      "That would show up on his computer, wouldn't it?"

      "Yeah, it should. I don't see any notes about a computer search. They did confiscate his computer when they searched his apartment."

      "What about his phone? Can't people track these things on their phone?"

      "Sure. I, uh, I don't see a phone in his list of possessions. Nope, no phone. And it doesn't look like they checked with Flannery's phone service provider. Not as thorough as I'd like. Say, what is your interest in this case?"

      "It turns out that Tom Flannery was engaged to Felicity Davenport."

      "Who's she?"

      "Come on, Lockwood, I'm sure you remember her. She often worked with her dad at the hot dog stand across the street from where I had my stand. I know you bought hot dogs from her on more than one occasion."

      "Oh, that girl! The really pretty one! Yeah, I remember her. Don't remember buying hot dogs from her, though. Wait, are you doing this for Sydney Morgan?"

      "Yes, why?"

      "Oh, the guy has been a real pain in the butt for the department. He's constantly calling up everyone he can get hold of, from the Chief on down. Most everybody tries to avoid his calls or him if he comes in. So now he's got you doing his dirty work."

      MacFarland frowned. "I hardly think finding out who murdered someone his daughter wanted to marry is dirty work, Lockwood."

      "You know what I mean, Mac. Give me a break. But if this case is really important to you, I can try to keep on top of it. Maybe even talk to Chamberlain and see if he will transfer the case to me and my new partner."

      "You have a new partner?"

      "Yeah, Shirley Bevers. She's brand new and even dumber than I was when I was new on the job."

      "That's kind of hard to believe, Benny," said MacFarland. "So, Cyn hasn't even left yet, and you have a new partner."

      "It wasn't my idea for her to retire, Mac. I blame you for that."

      "Me? I didn't tell her to retire."

      "No, but you were the candy that enticed her to leave the force."

      "It wasn't just me," said MacFarland.

      "Yeah, sure," said Lockwood. "Listen, I've got work to do. Nice talking to you, Mac. Stay in touch."

      MacFarland put his phone down and stared at the blank wall in front of him, lost in thought. He finally decided that he needed to put a painting on the wall.

      Blank walls just weren't very inspirational.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          TUESDAY, JANUARY 15, 1840 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland managed to avoid discussing the Tom Flannery case until after dinner that evening. As he was stacking the dishwasher with the evening's dishes, Pierson sat at the kitchen table, a cup of coffee in front of her.

      "Cyn, there's something I have to talk to you about."

      She barely glanced at him. "Go ahead, talk away."

      "I had a visitor today," started MacFarland.

      Pierson didn't say anything, but now was fixing him with a steady gaze.

      "Sydney Morgan."

      "Really," said Pierson. "How did he find our offices? Did Jerry tell him where we are?"

      "Actually, I don't know. Maybe. It's possible that Jerry has started stopping at Sydney's cart--no, no that can't be right. Sydney doesn't have a cart at that corner right now. He's working at the Pepsi Center."

      "Interesting. So, what did Sydney want?"

      "He wants us to take up a case," said MacFarland, closing the dishwasher and turning it on. The low whoosh of splashing water filled the room with background sound.

      "That sounds good," said Pierson. "What's the case?"

      "The guy who was murdered is engaged to Sydney's daughter--you remember her, don't you? Felicity Davenport?"

      "Not off hand, but go on."

      "He was murdered on January 2. When we were up in Breckenridge."

      "Go on," said Pierson patiently. Actually, her words came a little more quickly. It was likely she was losing her patience.

      "There's some question whether Tom Flannery was killed by a gang-banger or killed because he was involved in illegal gambling."

      Pierson frowned, considering the information. "Who's handling the case?"

      "Detectives Fuentes and Dawson. I don't think I've ever met either of them."

      "I know Fuentes. I've seen Dawson, but don't know much about him. He's usually very quiet in morning briefings."

      "Did you know that Lockwood has a new partner? Shirley Bevers."

      Pierson looked annoyed. MacFarland couldn't tell if she was annoyed by his side-tracked conversation or with the news that her former partner had a new partner. "Back on the case, Mac."

      "Well, that's it. He wants us to find out who killed Tom Flannery."

      Pierson pursed her lips, nodding thoughtfully. "And why aren't the police solving this case? Why is a private citizen paying us to find a killer the police are supposed to find?"

      MacFarland wasn't sure how to let Pierson know that Morgan likely wasn't going to pay much of anything for the case. "I think it's one of those cases where the police aren't making the kind of progress that a concerned citizen wants. Except, Sydney is more than just a concerned citizen. He wants justice for his daughter's lost fiancé."

      "Well, it's Morgan's money. Sounds like a good case. We should draw up an investigation agreement and go over the details with him. He can come in tomorrow, can't he?"

      "I don'k know what his schedule is. An investigation agreement?"

      "Yes. We can't afford to do this kind of work without a written statement of what we're going to do for the client. We have to make sure that he's aware that we might not get the results he wants--"

      "He knows that we might just confirm what the police have found," said MacFarland quickly. "Not that they've actually found anything yet."

      "As I was saying, we need to make sure we have contracts and agreements with our clients. Also, we don't even have agreement between ourselves on what we charge for our services. I was hoping that we could do that this week. There's a lot we have to do to set up this business, Mac."

      "Oh, I know that," said MacFarland. "I did quote a rate of $100 per hour for our investigative services. After all, Sydney is a friend."

      "And he was okay with that rate?"

      MacFarland avoided looking at Pierson by busying himself with pouring a cup of coffee. "We're still discussing that," he said. "He wanted an estimate of how long it might take."

      "I don't see how we can give him that," said Pierson. "We never know how long it's going to take to solve a case. The most we could do is say that we will investigate for a period of time or a fixed number of hours, give him a status report, and then continue if he agrees."

      "That makes a lot of sense," said MacFarland, thinking that he never had to concern himself with these issues when he was working independently. Then he recalled, he didn't actually get paid for what he used to do. After all, his real job had been selling hot dogs.

      "Well, I'm glad that we're only considering paying clients," said Pierson. "Maybe we can make a success of this business after all. But really, you should see the lists of things I came up with this afternoon that we need to agree on and do for the business."

      "Lists?"

      "Yes, several pages of them," laughed Pierson. "Right now, everything I have is just a suggestion. I don't want us moving ahead on anything unless we're both in agreement about it. That's the only way to ensure a successful partnership, I think. Communications. Constant communications. You agree, don't you?"

      "Oh, yeah, sure, Cyn. I totally agree."

      She finished her coffee, stood up and put the cup in the sink. As she passed by him, she leaned down and gave him a hug. "It sure is good that we're starting off our business with a paying client," she said, then headed upstairs to her room.

      MacFarland sat at the table, wondering just how big a mess he had already made of things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 16, 1100 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      "Mac, I'm going out to get some lunch. Want me to bring you back anything?"

      "It's early, Cyn."

      "I'm hungry, what can I say? Do you want anything?"

      "What are you getting?" asked MacFarland.

      "Chinese."

      "Oh, the usual then. Fried rice, orange chicken, and maybe a pork dish."

      Pierson left the office. MacFarland busied himself arranging supplies on his desk. His laptop was centered on his desk, though he had not yet turned it on. He stared at the list of sites and search engines Pierson had recommended they use. She wanted them to have access to everything. Court records, including criminal records, civil litigation records, judgments. Also corporate records, including affiliations, boards of directors, press releases; tax records, liens and bankruptcies. A whole host of information resources on individuals: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Linked-In and other social media; employment history, educational credentials, personal assets, driving records, DMV information, vehicle ownership, licenses, traffic citations. Voter registration information, political contributions. Anything you could think of.

      He wasn't sure how they would get all of that. Were they going to have to hire a Benjamin Lockwood to work for them? Then he remembered. At one time, he did have access to all that information. If he did it once, he'd find a way to do it again.

      "Mr. MacFarland?"

      He heard someone in the reception office. He went to his office door and looked out.

      "Felicity?"

      "You remembered me!" Felicity ran over to him and gave him an enthusiastic hug.

      MacFarland disentangled himself from the surprising show of affection. He almost had not recognized her. She looked gaunter than he remembered. And it looked like she had been crying, as recently as just before she had entered the office. "Of course I remember you, Felicity. I thought you were off in college."

      Felicity Davenport backed up a step, shaking her head. "No, I'm taking some time off. I do a little work at a local theatre company, helping with designing sets and things."

      "Oh, that sounds interesting." MacFarland had never given it much thought, but someone must design and build the sets used in plays and musicals. He suspected that he already knew why Felicity was here, and he wasn't sure he wanted to discuss the case of Tom Flannery with her. But he knew he couldn't evade the topic entirely, so the only way to deal with it was head on. "Your father was here yesterday," he said. "He told me what happened to your boyfriend."

      Felicity suddenly sobered up. Tears welled in her eyes. "Yes, it was terrible. And the police are not doing anything to find out what really happened to him. Nothing!"

      "I"m pretty sure that's not the case, Felicity. Sometimes these investigations take time. They never go as fast as the people who are victims of a crime would like. But they do get solved, eventually."

      Felicity wiped the tears away from her face with the back of her hand. "No, I've been reading about it on the internet. If they don't catch the murderer within the first twenty-four hours, their chances of catching him practically go to zero."

      MacFarland was not sure where that statistic came from. He certainly didn't believe it just because it might have come from the internet. It had never been his experience that there was correlation between time of capture of a suspect and probability of success in solving the crime. Every murder was unique. "This one is difficult because it doesn't appear that Tom Flannery was killed by a relative or someone he knew."

      "They said it might be due to a gang killing."

      MacFarland nodded. "Yes, that was listed as a possibility. But I don't know of any gangs in Denver that use machetes to kill or mutilate their victims. It is possible that there's a new gang in town, but I didn't hear of anything to indicate that. Do you happen to know if Tom was into gambling?"

      "Gambling? Hell, no, Mr. MacFarland. He was never into anything like that."

      MacFarland recalled Lockwood's comment about the inadequate financial searches identified in the police report. "What about bitcoin or kryptocurrency?  Was he involved with that?"

      Felicity shook her head. "No, he wasn't. Listen, Mr. MacFarland. Tommy was a jock. He was only interested in sports, mostly hockey. He wasn't into gambling or bitcoin or anything." She stared at him intently. "So, are you going to take the case? My father said you charge for things like that. I don't
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