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            ABOUT THE KITCHEN KHEMIST

          

        

      

    

    
      When MacFarland entered the dungeon, he expected to find some pretty weird people. What he found exceeded his expectations. While David Von Hoffman, aka The Kitchen Khemist, doesn't mind whipping naked women, he claims that he didn't kill one of them.

      Can MacFarland find out the truth? Or is he trying to defend a sadistic killer?
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            PROLOGUE

          

          AUGUST 25, FRIDAY, 2340 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Thorne Rose, her hands bound to the St. Andrew's Cross, arched her back, anticipating the next lash of the flogger. She was blindfolded and could only use sound to determine when the leather strands of the flogger would crash onto her back. The dungeon teemed with many Doms and Subs, all engaged in their own particular form of bondage, discipline, and sadomasochism in their own private scenes. Dozens of spectators clustered around each scene, observing, learning, and yearning.

      Yes, yearning, as Thorne was yearning for the next intense wave of pain and pleasure that her Master would give her. And then it came, the loud slapping sounds of the inch-wide leather straps hitting her shoulder blades, leaving a bright pink glow on her back. She felt her bones jar, her body tighten, and the heat produced by the repeated blows of the flogger.

      "Thirty-five!" gasped Thorne. Thirty-five times, the flogger had landed on her back.

      "Green?" asked her Master.

      "Green," she whispered, short of breath. The simple exchange communicated to her top that she, the bottom, was alright and willing to continue the scene.

      Thorne Rose's master, David Von Hoffman, held the heavy flogger at his side. Whipping a bottom looked easy, but that was deceptive. Even though he was a big man--over six feet tall, two-hundred and twenty pounds of well-toned muscle--he knew he had his work cut out for him. He had to make sure that the strands of the flogger didn't land incorrectly, causing harm to his submissive. He wanted the flogger to land evenly on her back, distributing the force of the leather straps evenly. Not only would that action provide the bottom with the most pleasure, it would allow her to endure the flogging for much longer. Too many Doms tried to rush through the scene, but Von Hoffman knew that slow and steady was the best.

      Their scene didn't have many observers. Flogging wasn't a particularly flamboyant expression of domination. In fact, it was a form that often pleased the bottom more than it pleased the top. Von Hoffman would have preferred using a bullwhip. The crack of the bullwhip caught everyone's attention, the tip of the whip often cut dramatically the bottom's skin. But Thorne Rose didn't like the bullwhip, and bringing her pleasure was one of his cardinal objectives.

      The whipping continued, relentlessly, although he did stagger the timing of his swings. He wanted to keep Thorne on edge, not knowing exactly when he would hit her. The tension derived from not knowing when that next strike would come only increased her level of excitement.

      "Sixty-five!"

      He listened carefully, noticing the slight delay between when the flogger landed on her shoulders and when she recited the count. It was only a slight delay, but it was an indication that she was nearing a limit. If she miscounted or stuttered or failed to count the blow, he would stop the flogging. Otherwise, he would continue to push her, further and further, to the limits of her endurance.

      Thorne Rose was a remarkable submissive. She enjoyed most of the things that he, the Kitchen Khemist, excelled at. Fire play, knife work, electrical play, and laser play. Most of his scenes were more grandiose, more spectacular, than a simple flogging. But today was Thorne Rose's birthday, and he had promised that he would do whatever she wanted.

      "I want to get flogged over one hundred times," she announced.

      Von Hoffman smiled. "Then that's what you will have, my slave. But next week, I will burn your clothes off your back."

      Rose Thorne lowered her head, smiling happily. "Yes, Master."

      "Seventy!" Thorne's voice was firm and loud. She had passed a threshold into subspace, as epinephrine, endorphins, and enkephalins flooded her bloodstream, along with a hefty dose of adrenalin. While in subspace, a submissive often was not able to fully perceive the pain from the flogging. Now Von Hoffman had to be more careful, since he was not always sure how reliable Thorne's responses would be.

      "Green?" he asked.

      She nodded, then whispered "Green."

      Whack! He hit her again. He waited for the count.

      "What number was that?" he asked.

      "Seventy-one."

      He went over and leaned close to her. "Keep counting or I will end the scene," he whispered in her ear, combing his fingers through her hair.

      "Yes, Master."

      He raised the flogger and brought it down again.

      Whack!

      "Seventy-two!"

      Thorne made it up to eighty-four before she was unable to say the next number in the sequence.

      "Green?"

      "Yellow," she said, catching her breath.

      A good sign. She was aware enough to still use the three-color coded safe words. Yellow meant she wanted to discuss changing the scene. Red would have indicated that she needed it to stop instantly.

      "Do you want to keep going, darling?" Von Hoffman eyed her anxiously. She looked as though she was about to faint.

      Thorne was breathing heavily, nearly hanging on the cuffs that bound her to the cross. "I want to get to one hundred. Please Master! Keep going!"

      "Next time," whispered Von Hoffman. "Next time."

      He started to un-cuff her and help her to the ground. He reached for the bottled water he had put on the bench next to the St. Andrews Cross. It wasn't there. He gestured for one of the dungeon masters to bring over a cup of water. He put an arm around Thorne's head, supporting her, allowing her to rest. She looked ready to pass out. Someone thrust a bottle of cold water into his hand. He twisted off the top, breaking the seal. An annoying odor wafted up to him, but he ignored it. He put the bottle next to Thorne's lips and she drank greedily.

      "Slow down, Thorne," he urged. "Take it slowly."

      He helped her stretch out, smoothing her hair, wiping the sweat off of her brow. Thorne made a face, as he brought the bottle of water back towards her mouth. She started breathing heavily, then started coughing. He let her have another sip of the water, then she pushed it away from her. Her coughing became more severe, and then her body began to shake violently. She was trying to cry out, but the only sound that came from her mouth were pained gurgles.

      "Someone call 9-1-1," ordered Von Hoffman. "Get an ambulance here immediately!"

      But by the time the ambulance arrived, it was too late. Thorne Rose lay on the cement floor of the dungeon, her eyes open, her body lifeless.

      As the paramedics raced into the dungeon, David Von Hoffman passed his hand over her eyelids, closing her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SEPTEMBER 10, SUNDAY, 0920 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      "You know, boss, I sometimes wonder where the VC hide during the daytime."

      Mark MacFarland looked up and down Fourteenth Avenue. His hot dog cart was positioned outside the parking structure at Fourteenth and Elati in downtown Denver. "I don't really think there are any Viet Cong here in Colorado, Rufus."

      "But you don't really know, do you?" Rufus Headley followed his friend's gaze.

      "I've never seen them here." Across the street was the Lindsey-Flanigan Courthouse. East of the courthouse was the Van Cise-Simonet Detention Center. A few blocks away was the Denver Police Administration Building. MacFarland doubted that many Viet Cong sympathizers would be lurking in this neighborhood.

      "That just shows how good they is at hiding. You shouldn't underestimate your enemy, boss. That's the kind of thinking that gets you killed."

      MacFarland wiped down his hot dog cart. He was not a tall man, but he was quite muscular for his size. He had recovered the muscle tone he once had when he was in the Marines. Several years living on the streets, often in a drunken fog, had done much to get him out of shape, but once he sobered up, he had worked on getting his body back into shape.

      "How would the Viet Cong get here, Rufus? They're on the other side of the Pacific."

      "See, you're doing it again, underestimating them.  They coulda hid on ships. There was lots of ships over there. I was on a ship, and there's lots of places to hide on those big ships."

      "Now I think you're underestimating the US Navy."

      "I am? I'm an Army guy, so maybe that's why. But you still didn't answer my question. Where do they hide?"

      "I don't know the answer to that, Rufus. Why is it important?"

      "Cause if we knew where they was, then we might look there to find Larry."

      "Find Larry?" Larry Brown was a wartime buddy of Rufus' who had gone missing from the local VA Hospital. It seemed that Larry had just gotten up, wandered outside, and disappeared. Rufus believed that Larry was trying to escape from the Viet Cong. MacFarland had thought that Larry Brown's fear of the Viet Cong were just delusions. Then he discovered that someone really had tried to shoot the veteran. The shooter had missed, and while the police had an alternate theory for the shooting, MacFarland had begun to suspect that someone might actually be after Brown.

      He just didn't believe that it was the Viet Cong who shot at Larry Brown.

      "Tell you what, Rufus. I don't have any other case going on now. How about we devote more time to looking for Larry? You know, ask around the community. He might have gone to Colorado Springs. Maybe he has a buddy down at Fort Carson."

      "Yeah, that might be possible. Charlie wouldn't hide there, that's for sure."

      MacFarland nodded. Charlie, the soldiers' name for the Viet Cong, wouldn't be stupid enough to hide near a large military base. What? Now even he was beginning to think like Rufus!

      "Rufus, you said that when Larry left the hospital, they packed up his belongings. Do you know who has them?"

      "The hospital. I tried to go get them, but they wouldn't give them to me. Said I had to be a family member. But I'm not, I'm just a friend. I don't think Larry has any family members left. So really, I'm the only family that Larry's got."

      "He probably also didn't leave any instructions with the hospital staff about what to do with his belongings, I bet."

      "Probably not. Larry wasn't big on planning."

      "I have an idea."

      Rufus smiled. "I knew you would, boss. You always got ideas. Some of them are even good ones."

      MacFarland blinked, but decided to ignore Rufus' comment. He was sure Rufus meant it as a compliment anyway. "How about we contact Jerry Baker? He can look into the legal ways we might be able to get Larry's possessions."

      "Hey, boss, that is a good idea." Rufus nodded thoughtfully. "Except for one thing."

      "Yes? What thing?"

      "Why do we want Larry's possessions? I mean, I don't think he really had much. It all fit in one box."

      "It's not that we want his possessions. We want to look through them, examine them. Perhaps there is something in that box that might tell us why he ran off or even where he ran to."

      "Oh, yeah. That might be a good idea. I hadn't thought of that."

      "Don't sweat it, Rufus. That's why we're a team. To help each other."

      "So, what else can we do?"

      MacFarland scratched behind his ear. "Initially, I asked the Denver Police to be on the lookout for him in Denver. But given the time since he left the hospital...what was that, two weeks ago?...he might have gone further. It might be a good idea to put out a BOLO statewide."

      "It was three weeks ago," said Rufus. "Can we BOLO him for Wyoming? He did say he wanted to go there."

      "Yes, we can do that too. Let me talk to Pierson about that."

      Rufus was quiet for a moment. After a period of silence, he tapped MacFarland's arm. "Can we do that like now?"

      "Pierson is going to the gun range this morning. I don't think she's home right now."

      "She's got a phone, don't she?"

      "Rufus, you're getting pushy."

      Rufus nodded. "Yeah, my friend's missing. I'm gonna be very pushy. Wouldn't you?"

      MacFarland stared at his friend, then slowly nodded. "Yes, I would." He pulled out his phone and punched in Pierson's phone number.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          SEPTEMBER 11, MONDAY, 1015 HOUR

        

      

    

    
      Monday started off great. A brand new week, hundreds of potential customers streaming resolutely towards the Lindsey-Flanigan Courthouse, anxious to serve their community by spending an indeterminate number of days on a jury. Or rather, hoping that they had some strange personality quirk that made them unacceptable to either the defense or the prosecution. That way, their civic service would be limited to one day.

      MacFarland and Rufus were busy, serving hot coffee, warm Danish, and even an occasional hot dog or bratwurst. By the time the last of the potential jurors and court staff had made their way into the courthouse, MacFarland and Rufus were pleasantly exhausted.

      "Did we make a lot of money?" asked Rufus.

      "Not that much. The coffee is free, and I think we have the Danish underpriced."

      "That's why they're so popular, boss. People don't want to pay more for food than they have to."

      "I understand economics, Rufus. I just wish we sold something more than Danish."

      "We could try Egg McMuffins," suggested Rufus.

      "Those are propriety to McDonalds, Rufus. We'd get sued. We'd have to come up with something different."

      "McDonalds would sue us? Even though we're tiny?"

      "Size doesn't matter when it comes to the law. You know that."

      "Yeah, the only thing that matters is money."

      "Sometimes you're more cynical than I am, my friend."

      "Yeah," laughed Rufus. "Remember, I fought in Vietnam. I got reason to be cynical."

      "I thought you volunteered," said a familiar voice behind them.  MacFarland and Rufus turned around, smiling at Benny Lockwood.

      Benjamin Lockwood, was a detective with the Denver Police Department and the partner of MacFarland's former partner, Cynthia Pierson. Lockwood was a tall, lanky man, one who clearly did not know how to dress himself. His clothes always seemed designed for a shorter, heftier man. When MacFarland first met Lockwood, he thought the detective was wearing an older brother's hand-me-downs. Then he discovered that Lockwood didn't have a brother. Two older sisters, but no brother.

      "I did volunteer, Detective," admitted Rufus. "I was trying to do my duty."

      Lockwood was not alone. Another detective, Gabriella Thomas, Gaby to her friends, stood next to him. Detective Thomas was a Boulder cop. MacFarland found it strange to find her in downtown Denver.

      "Detective Thomas, are you here on business?" Detective Thomas had been involved with one of MacFarland's recent cases, helping him to bring a drug ring to justice.

      "She's working with me to clean up that mess you uncovered in Boulder. We think there may be some operations going on here in Denver, so we're working on a joint task force to investigate the case."

      "How long will you be working in Denver, Detective?" asked MacFarland, handing Thomas a cup of coffee. Lockwood had already helped himself to his own cup.

      "The task force will only be for a few weeks, but I'm thinking of moving to Denver."

      "Oh, really? I thought you liked Boulder."

      "I do like the city. But I think there might be more opportunities on the Denver Police force."

      MacFarland raised his eyebrows. "That's quite a change for you. What sort of opportunities are you looking for?"

      Thomas smiled. "More crimes. Bigger cases. More challenges."

      "I hope you find what you're looking for," said MacFarland.

      Detective Thomas glanced over at Lockwood. "Oh, I'm sure I will," she replied, laughing.

      Lockwood blushed, then finished his coffee to hide his embarrassment. "We have to get over to the courthouse," he said hurriedly. "Judge Jacoby doesn't like waiting."

      "We've got plenty of time, Benny," said Thomas, but she finished her coffee and caught up with him as he started crossing the street.

      After they left, Rufus scratched his beard. "Boss, did it look like to you that there was something going on with them two?"

      MacFarland tried to hide his smirk. "I think Detective Lockwood has gotten over his last misadventure in the realm of romance."

      "So maybe she is his new girlfriend?"

      "Time will tell, Rufus. It is entirely possible that they really are just working the case."

      Rufus scratched his beard. "No, I think you're right. He's smitten by her."

      "Smitten?"

      "Yep. And a good thing too. It's time he left the Lady Cop alone. Leave her for you. Lord knows, you don't need any competition."

      "You mean Pierson? You think he likes Pierson?"

      "Oh, come on boss, I know you think that too. You seen how he always trails along behind her, hanging on every word she says. He's like a trained puppy dog."

      "He's her partner," said MacFarland, his own voice full of doubt. "What do you mean I don't need any competition?"

      "For the Lady Cop. You got enough problems, boss, without having to compete against a hot young stud like Detective Lockwood."

      "Don't be ridiculous, Rufus. Benny's no competition for me."

      "Not now. He's got that hot young Boulder detective to chase after."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          SEPTEMBER 12, TUESDAY, 1150 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland tried to put Rufus Headley's remarks out of his mind. Sometimes Rufus came up with the craziest theories about life. The man simply was not to be taken seriously.

      On the other hand, MacFarland had to admit that sometimes Rufus was spot on. The man had an uncanny knack for seeing what other people overlooked.

      "I wonder what's happening over there?" said Rufus, pointing.

      MacFarland looked in the direction Rufus had indicated.

      There was a group of people on the other side of the plaza in front of the courthouse. It looked like a woman and four men. At first he thought it was a mother with four teenage sons. Then he realized that the four men were adults, and the woman was exceptionally tall. As MacFarland scrutinized the group, he concluded that the men were badgering the woman.

      MacFarland checked the traffic on Fourteenth, then dashed across the street.

      Nearing the group, MacFarland was able to hear the taunts the men were shouting at the woman.

      "Fag!"

      "Freak!"

      "Show us your tits, bitch!"

      "Loser!"

      The men were pulling at the woman's clothes, kicking at her and attempting to trip her up. The woman, already taller than the average man, was wearing four inch heels, which made escape from the men more difficult. One of the men started punching the woman.

      MacFarland reached the group, pulling the assailant back. "Leave her alone!" he shouted.

      The man who was trying to punch the woman turned and faced MacFarland.

      "Back off, buddy! This freak's not a woman!"

      "I don't care what she is," said MacFarland. "Leave her alone."

      The four men stopped harassing the woman and started to circle MacFarland. The woman backed up a few paces, but stopped to see what would happen. MacFarland tried to indicate to her that she should continue on her way, but she only stood there, watching to see what would happen.

      What happened was the one of the men made a mistake.

      He tried to punch MacFarland.

      MacFarland deflected the punch, and countered with a kick to the man's knee. The man screamed in pain, stumbling to the ground. Another man tried to move in, swinging wildly in something that might have been a roundhouse punch. MacFarland ducked, letting the man's momentum carry him around. MacFarland pushed the man into a third attacker, then countered the fourth man with a quick jab with the heel of his hand to the man's chest. The force of his punch knocked the wind out of the man, who staggered backwards, gasping. The second man tried to lunge at MacFarland, but MacFarland merely stepped aside, once more using the man's own movement to push him to the ground. The third man, suddenly seeing his three companions groaning in pain, held up his hands and backed off.

      "Okay, mister, whatever you say. Come on, Jake, Ronnie, let's go." He pulled one of the men to his feet and soon the four men were retreating across the plaza towards Colfax.

      MacFarland turned to face the woman. Now that he was able to see her more plainly, he realized that she was either a transvestite or possibly a transsexual. "Are you alright, ma'am?" he asked.

      The tall woman nodded, looking pale. "Thank you for helping me," she said. "I'm just frightened, that's all."

      The woman was easily six feet four inches tall, though the high heels made her appear taller. She was wearing a tight purple sweater that accentuated her broad shoulders and large breasts. She had a mannish shape, and an unfeminine face. Her hair, dark brown, with reddish highlights, flowed around her face, softening her features considerably.

      "What's your name, ma'am?" asked MacFarland.

      "I'm Star Light," said the woman. "No, that's not a stage name. That's my legal name."

      MacFarland nodded. "I own that hot dog stand across the street. Come over with me and I'll get you some coffee."

      "I don't drink coffee," said Star Light.

      "Water, then."

      Star Light considered her options, then nodded. "Alright, but only until I catch my breath. I have to get the car for my master."

      MacFarland raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. He led Star Light back to his cart and asked Rufus to get a bottle of water for her.

      "Star Light, this is Rufus. I'm Mark MacFarland."

      Star Light accepted the water gratefully, and nodded at both of them. "Thank you again for helping me," she said. "I don't know why they were so upset."

      "Did you do anything to upset them?"

      "No, nothing at all. I came out of the ladies' room and they saw me. They started following me. I didn't think anything of it at all, until we got outside the building. Then they started taunting me. Such brutes!"

      "Some people ain't so good at accepting strangers," said Rufus.

      "They were doing more than taunting you," said MacFarland. "Do you get that kind of treatment very often?"

      "It happens. Mostly no. I usually am with people who are more understanding. Kinder people."

      "What were you doing at the courts?"

      "I was with my Sir. Oh, I have to get the car and pick him up."

      "Your Sir?"

      "Yes. I don't think you would understand. It's a special relationship he and I have. Thank you again, Mr. MacFarland. You are a very nice man."

      As Star Light headed into the parking garage, Rufus scratched his beard. "Now that's one strange woman," he observed.

      "Why? Because she's a transvestite?"

      "No. Because she left a five dollar bill for the water that we was giving her for free."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          SEPTEMBER 12, TUESDAY, 1440 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      "Can you believe it? That idiot is spending all his time working on that drug ring case!"

      Pierson was clearly perturbed. MacFarland had long known that it was not a good idea to get Pierson upset. "He's dedicated," he offered in a conciliatory manner.

      "Dedicated my foot! I know what he's dedicated to. Give me another cup of coffee."

      Rufus quickly thrust a cup towards Detective Pierson.

      "How long is he supposed to be working on the task force?"

      "Who knows? It could go on for weeks. Meanwhile, I'm without a partner."

      MacFarland looked past Pierson at the man standing behind her.

      "Who's that then? Isn't that your partner?"

      "Frank? No, he's just temporary."

      MacFarland extended a hand towards Frank. "Pleased to meet you, Frank. I don't know if she mentioned it, but I used to be Pierson's partner, so I know what you're going through. Want some coffee?"

      Frank eagerly took MacFarland's hand. "Frank Donovan. Yes, coffee would be great. And, no, she didn't mention it."

      "Frank just got promoted," said Pierson. "I'm supposed to show him the ropes."

      MacFarland scrutinized Frank Donovan. Moderate height, prematurely greying black hair, a thick mustache, narrow brown eyes, a boyish face. MacFarland estimated Donovan's age between thirty and thirty-five. Why did Pierson always end up with boyishly good-looking partners?

      "What were you doing before becoming a detective?" he asked.

      "I was a beat cop in Kansas City for twelve years," said Donovan. "Moved here about a year and a half ago, joined the force and applied for investigations. Got assigned to work with Detective Pierson."

      "There's not a finer teacher in Denver," said MacFarland. "Maybe some friendlier ones, but none finer."

      "You're an asshole, MacFarland."

      "What cases are you and Donovan working on?"

      "A string of burglaries. The MO seems similar in all cases. Perp breaks into commercial buildings between one and two in the morning, sprays the cameras, and gets out a back door. No damage to the locks. It's as though he has a key. Doesn't worry about alarm systems, only cameras. Real quick smash and grab tactics. We think they must case the place ahead of time, but so far, we haven't found any likely suspects on security films outside of the stores."

      "So no suspects?"

      "Not so far. We don't know if it is one or two perps doing it or perhaps more. My suspicion is that it's at least three. One on lookout in the front, one with a getaway car in the back, and one making the grab."

      "What have they taken so far?"

      "A variety of stuff. A real mixed bag. Some electronics, some collectables, some jewelry. Most of the time, the thieves take just junk.  We're hoping that a few of the jewelry pieces will have a serial number inscribed on them, but I'm not optimistic. Unless these are amateurs, they probably would polish the stone to get rid of the number."

      Donovan quickly added, "Some of the jewelry thefts have been for gold. Not as much profit, but a lot easier to move."

      Pierson nodded, finishing her coffee. "Yes, there is that."

      "How many burglaries have there been?"

      "So far, about forty, that we know of. Over the past year and a half. Lately, it's been one a week, like clockwork. The last one was this past Sunday. Previous week, two, one on Sunday, one on Labor day. We think their target area extends from Loveland down to Parker. That's why not having Lockwood is a pain right now. There's a lot of databases to search through. We're not getting as much cooperation from other police departments as I'd like. I don't think other departments think these crimes are actually related."

      MacFarland nodded. Police work often was painstaking drudgery...going through videos, listening to recordings of conversations, searching through computer databases, leafing through files and folders.

      It was all stuff MacFarland was glad to let others do. On the other hand, he did miss the challenge of pursuing a serial criminal.

      "You know, I often help Cyn with her cases," he said to Donovan.

      "Yeah, I've heard some scuttlebutt about you. You're the Hot Dog Detective, aren't you?"

      MacFarland smiled. "I do sell hot dogs," he admitted, gesturing to his cart. "As you can easily see. But I have been known to solve a rather sticky case every now and then. Who knows, I might be able to lend a hand with your serial burglaries."

      Donovan seemed unsure how to respond, but he didn't have to. Pierson grabbed him by the arm and started heading back towards Headquarters. "Mac, why don't you give that asshole Lockwood some help? He needs it. And when we need your help, Mac, you'll be the first to know. Come on, hotshot, let's go look at some more surveillance tapes."

      MacFarland and Rufus watched them head back towards the police building. Rufus tugged on his beard, then scratched his ear. "Guess she don't need your help no more," he said.

      MacFarland frowned. "It seems that way, doesn't it?"

      "Does that bother you, boss? It sure would bother me."

      MacFarland shook his head. "No, not really. Not so much. I know how Pierson operates. She likes to do things by the book, and involving civilians--even talented ones like me--is frowned upon. But when she needs my help, she'll come crawling to me on her hands and knees."

      Rufus tilted his head and stared at MacFarland. "Gotta tell you, boss, I can't imagine the Lady Cop ever crawling to you on her hands and knees."

      "Okay, I'll concede that point, Rufus. But here's the good news."

      "There's good news?"

      "Sure is. Pierson is more pissed with Lockwood for once than she is with me."

      "How do you know, boss?"

      "She called him an asshole. She only reserves that for people she's really annoyed with."

      Rufus rubbed behind his ear. "Isn't that what she always calls you, boss?"

      MacFarland nodded, smiling. "Yep. That's how I know."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          SEPTEMBER 13, WEDNESDAY, 1105 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Pierson didn't ask for MacFarland's help on her serial burglary case, and by the next morning, MacFarland had other issues to worry about. He was low on product and didn't have enough cash to replenish his supplies. Nor did he have enough in his meager savings account, and he had already put too many of his purchases on the one credit card he had. MacFarland had never been good with finances. He had always left that chore to his deceased wife, Nicole. Of course, he wasn't sure how well that worked out for him, since he discovered years after she was killed that she had a savings account that he hadn't known about. No, that wasn't fair. He must have known about it, since it was a joint account, but he had never paid much attention to what Nicole did with the money.

      He considered applying for another credit card, but the idea of going deeper into debt made him nervous.

      "It's the American thing to do," insisted Rufus. "Let the future take care of the present."

      "I'm not even sure I know what that means," said MacFarland.

      "I'm not either, but it sure sounds like a classy slogan. I can imagine a politician using it. 'Let the future take care of the present.' It does have a nice ring to it."

      "It sounds like something a politician would say," grumbled MacFarland. "The only way that would work is if I made more and more money in the future. I can't guarantee that."

      "If you get deep enough in debt, you could declare bankruptcy. Isn't that what the rich always do?"

      "I have no idea what the rich do, Rufus. They've never let me in on their secrets."

      "That's 'cause they don't want poor people like us to be rich."

      "I don't think that's true either, Rufus. Damn, but you're in a mood today!"

      "Just trying to help, boss. Hey, look who's coming!"

      MacFarland looked up Fourteenth towards Civic Center Park and smiled. A small group of men were heading in their direction. MacFarland recognized Lord Bozworth and his entourage of "leftenants."

      Lord Bozworth, a product of Jamaica, was the undisputed leader of the homeless community in Denver, at least to the extent that the homeless community had any kind of a leader. Bozworth had an uncanny communications network throughout the city, and often knew more about what was happening on the streets than the police or established news media. A pudgy black man, Lord Bozworth was always dressed in grey--a grey coat, a grey watch cap, grey pants. Even his beard and mustache were grey.

      While Bozworth's followers proceeded with the degree of caution that many homeless people adopt when in areas unfamiliar to them, Bozworth walked with a bounce to his step, a certainty of purpose that belied his humble conditions.

      "Lord Bozworth! What a pleasant surprise! What are you doing in this part of town?"

      Normally Lord Bozworth stayed east of the city, on Colfax near the boundary of Denver and Aurora. He usually only came downtown for Pridefest or Taste of Colorado. Since Taste of Colorado had ended the previous week, MacFarland would have thought that Bozworth would have returned to his usual haunts.

      "We have come to retrieve one of our members," said Bozworth. "He ran afoul of the constabulary during Taste of Colorado and is due to be released from the gaol to which he was remanded unceremoniously during the festivities."

      "What did your friend do?"

      "He imbibed an unconscionable amount of elixir and behaved rather rudely around one of the vendor's tents. In common parlance, the drunken miscreant tried to steal a turkey leg. Lacking sufficient means to afford bail, and being quite intoxicated, our friend has been reconsidering his options in yonder establishment."

      "I hope he has learned his lesson," said MacFarland.

      "Yep," added Rufus. "Don't get caught."

      MacFarland directed a disdainful glance at his friend. "Rufus, how about getting our friends some hot dogs or brats, instead of bad advice?"

      "That would be much appreciated," smiled Lord Bozworth.

      As the men were eating their food, Bozworth pulled MacFarland to one side. "I also wanted to ask you, my friend, what success you have had in locating Larry Brown?"

      During the Taste of Colorado, Lord Bozworth and his associates had spotted Larry Brown in the immense crowd. Although MacFarland and Rufus had given pursuit, they had not been able to locate Brown, who soon was lost among the thousands of people celebrating the end of summer.

      "We lost him, your Lordship. Thanks for keeping an eye out for him, though."

      "I might have some news as to his whereabouts," said Bozworth.

      "You do? Really? Where is he?"

      "Nothing so specific as a location. More like a vicinity. I have heard rumors that Mr. Brown was seen in the Granby area."

      "Granby? Up near Rocky Mountain National Park? What was he doing up there?"

      "Alas, that information is beyond my ken. Perhaps he was seeking a place where he would be unknown. As I understand his circumstances, he was fleeing from a potential assailant."

      "He was trying to avoid capture by the Viet Cong," said MacFarland dryly.

      Lord Bozworth flashed a condescending smile. "One man's Viet Cong can still prove quite deadly, my friend. Whoever or whatever spooked Mr. Brown was sufficient to encourage him to vacate the safe confines of the hospital for the inhospitable surroundings of the mountains."

      "How recent were these sightings, Your Lordship?"

      "Within the past week. Of course, my informant may have erroneous intelligence, so the lead may come to naught." Bozworth looked around, then took a deep breath. "We need to procure the release of our friend. I wish you well, Mr. MacFarland."

      "You too, Lord Bozworth. Thanks for the information."

      Rufus and MacFarland watched Bozworth and his associates head towards the front of the Detention Center. Presumably they would meet their friend there and escort him back to a safer locale.

      "You think we should go look for him?" asked Rufus.

      "Larry Brown? I'd like to, but Granby and the Rocky Mountain National Park are extensive areas. I'm not sure where we would begin to look for him."

      "But I thought that's what you did, boss. Look for people."

      MacFarland bit his tongue and nodded. "I guess it is, Rufus. Let me give some thought to how I might find him."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          SEPTEMBER 14, THURSDAY, 1830 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland did not go up to Granby the next day. The thermometer climbed as the day wore on, bringing out tourists, office workers, and even the few jurors who were still serving on juries. MacFarland had to remind several of them that they had to return to the jury rooms or possibly face the wrath of the court.

      Fortunately, Rufus did not appear inclined to make an issue of not going up to Rocky Mountain National Park. Perhaps, thought MacFarland, he realized how difficult a search of that area would be.

      When he got home, just before six P.M., he was surprised to find Pierson waiting for him. "Did you forget?" she asked.

      MacFarland frowned, wondering what he had forgotten. "No, I didn't forget."

      "Well, it took you long enough to get home. We have to go right now."

      "Go where?"

      "You did forget. To your sister-in-law's house. They invited us over for dinner. You're the one who made the date for today."

      "Oh, yeah, now I remember." MacFarland had hoped that picking a Thursday night would prove unacceptable to the Coopers, but his plan backfired. Stefanie Cooper claimed that Thursday was the best day, since they were planning on a weekend trip the following weekend. "When do we have to be there?"

      "We're supposed to be there at six o'clock. We'll be lucky if we get there before seven."

      "It's okay. We can always say that you were held up at headquarters. Locking up some really bad dude."

      "You're not putting the blame on me, Mac!"

      "It was worth a try."

      They did arrive at the Cooper residence in Highlands Ranch about thirty minutes late. Stefanie greeted them at the front door. "Mark, Cynthia, welcome. Thanks for alerting me, Cynthia, nothing burned or dried out." Stefanie Cooper was the perfect fifties housewife. Perfectly coifed hair, delicately arching eyebrows, full and pouty lips. Always in a dress or skirt. The total opposite of the role her sister, MacFarland's deceased wife, had adopted for herself. Nicole wouldn't be caught dead in a kitchen.

      Randy was in his man-cave, watching some sports channel before dinner. MacFarland tried to think, was it football season yet or still baseball season? He didn't follow sports, nor watch much television. He always felt awkward when visiting Randy, who was up on every sport imaginable.

      "Randy, come on out here," said Stefanie, her voice slightly raised. Then, in a much louder voice, breaking the mold of the perfect housewife, she shouted for the children. "Kaitlyn! Ryan! Get up here right now! I'm not going to ask you again!"

      The sound of pounding feet on the basement stairs indicated that the children wouldn't need another invitation. As they bounded through the basement door, they raced towards MacFarland.

      "Uncle Mark!" yelled Ryan, running over and hugging his uncle.

      Kaitlyn was a tad more reserved, only momentarily losing her young lady cool to screech MacFarland's name. At a glance from her mother, she quickly quieted and approached him in a more staid manner.

      "Say hello to Detective Pierson," instructed Stefanie.

      The children dutifully did as they were told. Pierson looked relieved that the children made no effort to smother her with hugs.

      Stefanie dispensed pre-meal drinks (non-alcoholic adult beverages, in deference to MacFarland's history of alcoholism) and small-talk and led everyone into the dining room. She had prepared chicken cacciatore for the adults and chicken nuggets for the children.

      "Sure would be nice to have a good wine with this meal," observed Randy.

      MacFarland glanced out of the corners of his eyes at his brother-in-law. "You can have wine. Don't stop just because of me."

      Randy snickered. "No, we don't put temptation in front of someone who has a history of falling off the wagon."

      MacFarland swallowed and maintained his silence. Pierson shot an angry glance in Randy's direction. Stefanie tried to change the subject. "Are you working on any cases, Mark?"

      MacFarland shook his head. "Nope. The one I was working on is being taken over by a Denver-Boulder task force."

      "You were working on a case? Like a real detective?" Randy's tone expressed his disbelief.

      "I call it a case. It's not as though I have a caseload, though. I just try to help friends when they need it."

      Randy chomped on a bite of chicken. "Do you ever get any really interesting cases?"

      MacFarland frowned. "I think all my cases are interesting, Randy. I'm not sure what that question even means."

      "How'd you even become a
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