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            ABOUT THE UNSELFISH UNCLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone loved Ned Pendergast. He was personable, friendly, rich…and generous. Need money for a new house? Ask Ned. Need help with outstanding bills? Ned is always there, pen and checkbook in hand. Need someone to watch the kids while you take the little lady out for an anniversary dinner? Uncle Ned is the man to call.

      Why then, did someone cut off Uncle Ned’s head and leave it on the porch of the Pendergast family?

      And where is the rest of Ned Pendergast’s body?

      Someone is sending a message. But who is sending the message? What is the message? And who is the message intended for?

      Detective Cynthia Pierson asks her former partner, Mark MacFarland, who now operates a hot dog cart, for help in solving the crime. After all, if anyone can think outside of the box, it’s MacFarland. MacFarland is surprised when Pierson asks for his help. Then he finds out that the police already have confessions from the murderers: two sisters, Penelope and Serena both insist that each killed the uncle and the other sister is lying.
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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?
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            PROLOGUE

          

          SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 1, 0845 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Serena Pendergast Bigelow got out of the family car and stared up the walk towards her parents' house. She sighed deeply, then told Alan to hurry up.

      "Be sure to give grandpa a kiss this time," she said sharply.

      "He has a scratchy face," protested six-year-old Alan.

      "I know, Alan, but just kiss him quickly and run off to kiss grandma."

      Serena's husband Abbot laughed as he got out of the car. "Good advice, I might try that too."

      "Fortunately, Dad doesn't try to kiss you," said Serena, a rare smile on her face.

      The family had gathered together when another vehicle pulled up, parking behind the Bigelow vehicle on the street. Serena stopped, watching as the driver parked, then got out of the car.

      "Hi Penny," she said, greeting her sister with a happy smile.

      Penelope Pendergast, two years younger than Serena, bounded up to the Bigelows, stooping to give Alan a warm hug. "How is my favorite nephew?"

      "I'm your only nephew," protested Alan, giggling.

      "You're still my favorite," said Penny. She turned towards her sister and brother-in-law. "How have you two been?"

      Serena shrugged. "Same as usual. The cost of beef is going up, so that's starting to affect us. I haven't seen price increases like this for a long time."

      Penny smiled indulgently. As the owner of a martial arts dojo, she didn't worry about pricing issues. It was more a matter of how many students she and her other instructors could handle. So far, business had been quite good. The more tense the times became, the more likely people would enroll their sons--and increasingly, their daughters--in self-defense classes.

      "Well, let's get this over with," she said, heading towards the Pendergast family home.

      The four of them arrived on the porch and stared at the one-foot cubic box next to the door. Written on the top of the box was the name "Ned Pendergast."

      "Is it from Uncle Ned or for him?" asked Serena.

      "I hope it's not for him," said Penny. "I thought he was out of town this weekend."

      Serena bent down and picked up the box. "I bet this is some stupid art object he picked up in Japan."

      "I'll get it," said Abbot, offering to take the box from his wife.

      "No, that's okay. It's not heavy. I can carry it in," said Serena.

      They knocked. Bart Pendergast, their father, answered the door.

      "Hello," said Bart cheerfully. "Breakfast is almost ready, Olivia, they're here!"

      The Bigelows and Penny entered the house. As instructed, Alan gave Grandpa a quick peck on the cheek and then raced off to find Grandma. Serena put the box on a side table near the front door, then Penny and Serena gave their father quick hugs,

      The Saturday morning breakfasts were a long-standing tradition in the Pendergast household. They had started in 2010, shortly after Serena had married Abbot. The first year or two, Penny attended only intermittently, but after Alan's birth, she came by with surprising regularity. She explained that stopping by the house for breakfast was convenient for her since the Pendergast house was on the way to her dojo.

      Breakfast consisted of pancakes, French toast, crumpets, bacon, sausages, fruit, clotted cream, and coffee. Conversation consisted of a long discussion of Bart Pendergast's most recent visit to the local Kaiser hospital. "There's nothing wrong with me," he insisted. "But the hospital must get a lot of money from Medicare, since they want to do every test possible on me."

      "They just want to make sure you live to be a dirty old man," joked Abbot.

      "He's already a dirty old man," said Olivia. "Don't give him any ideas."

      "You do look like you've lost some weight," said Serena. "Maybe they're right to do a thorough check."

      "I'm fine," snapped Bart grumpily. In point of fact, he hadn't aged very well. Even though he was four years younger than his brother Ned, he looked like he was ten or fifteen years older. Bart always claimed that his brother was rich enough to have all the cosmetic surgery he needed to keep him looking young.

      After eating breakfast, the family sat around the table, drinking coffee. Penny checked her watch to see how long she could stay. "I have to go soon," she announced.

      "So soon?" asked Olivia.

      Penny shrugged. "I have an advanced Kendo class," she said.

      "Didn't one of you have a package?" asked Bart.

      "Oh, yes, I completely forgot. It's a box. It has Uncle Ned's name on it." Serena got up and brought the box to the dining room table.

      "I wonder if it's from him or for him?" mused Bart.

      "It's probably from him," said Olivia. "Your uncle is so generous. I've never met such an unselfish man."

      "We think it might be something he brought back from Japan," said Serena. "He got me a set of really nice Japanese carving knives."

      "As if you needed any more knives," joked Abbot.

      "Did he get anything for you, Penny?" asked Serena.

      Penny nodded. "He brought me what he claimed was a Hizen Tadayoshi katana from the Edo era. He said the blade is authentic, but the saya is much newer."

      Bart laughed. "I hope he didn't send us a set of cutlery." He used a butter knife to open the tape that sealed the box closed, opened the flaps, then pulled out the sheet of bubble wrap that protected the contents.

      "Well, what did Ned send us, dear?" asked Olivia. "We're dying to know!"

      "I don't really think this is from Ned," said Bart, sounding weirdly detached and hollow. "Not exactly."

      "What are you talking about?" asked Olivia impatiently. "What is it?" Olivia walked over to the box and peered in. Then, screaming, she threw up on the dining room table.

      "It's-- It's--," said Bart, unable to find the words to finish his statement.

      Serena, Penny, and Abbot leaned closer to look in the box. They stared in horror at the contents.

      Finally, Abbot found his voice. "It's Uncle Ned's head."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 1, 1230 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Mark MacFarland had been driving most of the night and all morning, finally arriving at his destination, the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. Or, more specifically, the parking lot at this moment. He pulled out his phone and checked the name and number Detective Cynthia Pierson of the Denver Police Department had given him.

      Detective Luong Van Kim. He was someone Pierson had met at a national conference a couple of years earlier. The two detectives had maintained contact since then, always promising to work with the other. The opportunity for such cooperation had finally arisen, and Detective Luong had agreed to meet with MacFarland to offer his help.

      MacFarland was not happy about being in Las Vegas. He was here because of his brother Robert. His idiot brother. MacFarland had wanted to stay in Denver, where he was really needed, but Cynthia Pierson had insisted that MacFarland's time would be better spent finding his brother.

      The facts of the case were quite clear. On Friday night, as MacFarland, Pierson, and Rufus Headley had been out having dinner, a group of men had broken into Cynthia Pierson's house and kidnapped the only remaining occupant. That person was Jacqueline Lacey, Robert's girlfriend or even fiancé. MacFarland wasn’t sure what her status was. His confusion wasn’t his deficiency or any problem with Jacqueline, herself. The problem was that Robert was not big on commitments, so his and Jacqueline's relationship was always of dubious nature.

      "I need to find Jacqueline," MacFarland insisted.

      "We can do that," countered Cynthia Pierson, MacFarland's former partner and current landlady. When MacFarland had fallen on hard times and got evicted from his apartment, she had taken pity on him and offered him temporary lodging in her Observatory Park home. What had started as a short-term arrangement had morphed into a more or less permanent situation. "I will make sure finding Jacqueline is a top priority with police all along the Front Range. Since she was brought back from Mexico on a prisoner exchange program, I can probably get the FBI involved too. You go to Las Vegas and find your brother. Keep him from getting himself killed."

      So that's what he was doing. Twelve hours on the road driving here. He should have taken a plane, but like an idiot he didn't think of that until after he passed Vail. It didn't matter. He needed his truck anyway.

      He called Detective Luong and told him that he was in the parking lot. The detective directed him to enter the building and meet him at the lobby desk. MacFarland got out of his truck, almost instantly wilting in the hot noonday heat. How did people survive in Las Vegas? Oh, that's right. They stayed inside air-conditioned casinos, throwing their money away.

      A young man in jeans and a short-sleeved blue shirt approached him. "Mark MacFarland?" The man held out a hand. "Detective Luong."

      MacFarland shook Luong's hand, studying the man. He was in his late twenties, taller than MacFarland expected a Vietnamese to be. He had a longer face and more pronounced jaw than MacFarland usually associated with Vietnamese. He was also a lot more handsome than a detective had a right to be. Cynthia Pierson had had said she was very impressed with him. Seeing him in person, MacFarland began to wonder exactly what it was that most impressed Pierson.

      "Pleased to meet you, Detective. Thank you for taking the time to see me," said MacFarland.

      "Cynthia spoke highly of you, Mr. MacFarland. I understand that you and she were once partners?"

      MacFarland nodded.

      "Why'd you leave the police force? Did you go into private security?"

      MacFarland wished he had left for such a lofty goal. "No," he admitted. "I screwed up, became an alcoholic, and was kicked off the force." He didn't want to start off this relationship telling the detective tall tales. He needed Luong to trust him.

      Luong nodded. "It happens. What can I do for you?"

      MacFarland pulled out a picture of his brother Robert. "I'm looking for this man. His name is Robert MacFarland. He's my brother."

      "What's he done?"

      MacFarland laughed. "Nothing yet, At least I hope so. He's gotten mixed up with a high stakes gambling game being run by Gavin Stone."

      "Stone? Now that's a bad dude, man."

      "That's what I've heard," said MacFarland. "The poker game Robert was involved in was set up by Gavin Stone to rip off some Chinese business men."

      "This was a couple of months ago?" asked Luong.

      "Yeah, I think so," said MacFarland.

      "There was a report of a shootout between two gangs at that time. A high stakes poker game. We thought Stone was involved, but we couldn't get anyone to place him at the scene or tie him to anyone who got shot."

      "Was anyone killed?" asked MacFarland.

      Luong shook his head. "That's the main reason the incident didn't get more attention. A few flesh wounds, then the shooting stopped when someone ran off with the pot. It was a lot of money, from what I heard."

      "Two million dollars," said MacFarland. "It was Robert who ran off with the money."

      Luong laughed. "I would imagine he'd be as far from Las Vegas as he could get then."

      "If he had any sense," agreed MacFarland. "But Robert is trying to return the money to Stone."

      Luong raised his eyebrows. "Interesting. So, what do you want from us? Be on the lookout for your brother? Tell you when his body shows up in the morgue?"

      "I'm hoping to avoid that," said MacFarland. "I'd like to talk to Mr. Stone ahead of time and see if I can make the exchange of money a little easier."

      Luong shook his head. "If you want my advice, Mr. MacFarland, if I was you, I'd head back to Denver and stay as far away from Gavin Stone as you can. One dead MacFarland brother ought to be enough."

      MacFarland didn't find any humor in Luong's advice. "I need an address, Detective Luong. I need to know where I can find Gavin Stone. I intend to make sure both MacFarland brothers return to Denver."

      Detective Luong said he would ask around and get the information to MacFarland the next morning. MacFarland wasn't happy with the delay, but he decided that he didn't want to antagonize his only ally. He left Police Headquarters and searched for a cheap hotel to spend the afternoon and night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 2, 1050 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland drove up to the location given to him by Detective Luong and parked on the street. The neighborhood was a nondescript industrial park, filled with block after block of small warehouses and small-scale businesses. Electronics distributors, furniture assemblers, printing companies, tool and die companies, auto and truck parts distributors, mattress companies, and apparel warehouses filled the neighborhood. The building MacFarland was interested in, however, did not seem to have any commercial orientation. This building was a plain three-story brick building,

      According to Detective Luong, Gavin Stone occupied the entire third floor of the building. It was a combination home and office for the reputed mob boss, though officially the address was listed as an Import-Export trading company, GPS Distributors.

      "GPS Distributors is a front," explained Luong. "We've been watching it for years, but so far we haven't been able to get enough to shut it down."

      "What do you think they import?" asked MacFarland.

      "Mostly Chinese clothing, according to manifests. But we think GPS is one of the largest distributors of Chinese fentanyl in the country. The problem is, Stone has proven himself to be smarter than we have been. He finds ways to twist the law to his advantage. We just haven't been able to do that ourselves. Some nonsense about upholding the law, rather than twisting it into a pretzel."

      "Is the FBI investigating him?"

      "Of course. But how much do you think they share with us?"

      MacFarland hadn't wanted to spend his time dissing the FBI. "Thanks for Stone's address. I'll let you know what happens."

      Detective Luong looked surprised. "You're not thinking of going to see him by yourself, are you?"

      "That sort of was the plan," said MacFarland.

      "I can back you up," said Luong.

      MacFarland shook his head. "I think I want to do this alone," he said.

      Detective Luong snorted. "I'm beginning to suspect that stupidity runs in your family, MacFarland."

      MacFarland smiled. "It's my battle, Detective. If I need help, be sure I'll call you."

      As MacFarland stared at the brick building, he began to question the wisdom of refusing Luong's help. Maybe having a Las Vegas cop with him might help him gain access to Gavin Stone.

      He got out of his truck and walked over to what appeared to be the only door to the building. It was a rust-stained metal door. It looked very sturdy. Could it withstand a determined attack by a police tactical unit? Probably not. But it certainly could keep out most of the minor vermin that Gavin Stone probably wanted to avoid.

      There was a buzzer near the door. A speaker box and a couple of security cameras attested to the desire to keep undesirables away. MacFarland pressed the buzzer and waited.

      After a moment, a scratchy voice boomed out of the speaker. "What do you want?"

      "I'm here to talk to Gavin Stone," said MacFarland.

      "No one by that name is here," came the reply.

      "Don't give me any crap. Tell him that I'm Robert MacFarland's brother."

      "I told you, there's--"

      "And I have information about the two million dollars he's after."

      The man on the other side of the speaker box didn't immediately respond. But a minute later, the door creaked open and three men stood in the hallway, staring intently at MacFarland. One of the men held a semi-automatic gun, casually pointed in MacFarland's direction. One of the other two men came out of the building and began to pat MacFarland down, looking for weapons. Since MacFarland had left his gun and phone in his truck, they didn't find anything they regarded as dangerous.

      "Come with us," said the man with the scratchy voice. It wasn't a defective speaker after all. The fact that the security speaker was higher quality than the appearance of the building indicated to MacFarland that Gavin Stone clearly did not skimp on security.

      MacFarland and his three escorts walked over to an elevator and took it to the third floor. The elevator doors opened on a short corridor. At the end of the corridor was a rather ornate door. It was the only door on the third floor. While it looked like it was carved out of wood, MacFarland suspected it was reinforced with heavy sheet metal.

      One of the men pushed a button and a few seconds later, the door opened electronically. As he walked through the door, MacFarland could tell that the door was five or six inches thick and had retractable steel bars that ensured the door couldn't be smashed in. An awful lot of security for a third-floor apartment that probably could be decimated with one rocket-propelled grenade.

      The interior of the room was set up as an office. A very plush office. Thick carpets, medieval wall hangings, and hand-crafted chairs and couches filled one side of the room. On the other side, a large desk of a rich dark wood was centered on one wall. Several leather-upholstered chairs sat in front of the desk. MacFarland was led over to one of the three chairs.

      The man at the desk had his back to MacFarland. As MacFarland stood there, the man slowly swiveled in his chair to face MacFarland.

      MacFarland stared at Gavin Stone. He looked like an elderly businessman. An oval, pudgy face, receding grey hair, bushy gray eyebrows, a grey mustache. Stone had small brown eyes. His bulbous chin almost merged into his thick neck. Even though he was seated, MacFarland estimated his height at five feet seven or eight, and his weight at two hundred forty pounds.

      "Have a seat, Mr. MacFarland. You say you're related to Robert? How is Robert?"

      MacFarland wondered if this question indicated that Robert hadn't met with Stone yet. "Last time I saw him, he was doing great. At least until he came up with a crazy idea about trying to deal with you."

      Gavin Stone raised his eyebrows questioningly. "Deal with me? Why would he want to make a deal with me?"

      "To stay alive," said MacFarland. "But I'm going to make the deal for him. You do anything to my brother, Gavin Stone, and I will make sure that it's the last thing you ever do. You get my meaning?"

      Stone's three henchmen froze, their eyes boring into MacFarland. The man holding the automatic weapon raised it ominously, but a flick of Stone's hand put the three men more at ease. "I don't respond to threats, Mr. MacFarland. I believe your brother has something that belongs to me."

      MacFarland nodded. "Yeah, but the way I hear it, another group thinks it belongs to them. I'm not sure returning it to you would actually solve the problem."

      Stone's benign expression disappeared. "Those damn Chinese bastards were cheating! Nobody cheats at my table!"

      "How about this, Gavin? Why don't you and the Chinese work out your differences...then we can see about Robert returning the thing you think is yours."

      "I think our discussion if finished, Mr. MacFarland. You're beginning to bore me, and I have work to do."

      MacFarland shrugged, then stood up. He turned to head towards the door, just barely perceiving the slight gesture Stone gave his men. As MacFarland started to go past them, one of the men tried to grab hold of MacFarland. Before either of the other two henchmen could react, MacFarland had hold of the man's wrist, twisting it back and forcing the man to his knees. At the same time, he pulled the man's gun out of his holster, pointing it at the other two men, all the while keeping an eye on Gavin Stone.

      "Tell your men to drop their weapons," he said.

      Stone said nothing for a moment, his eyes locked on MacFarland. Finally, he shrugged. "Do as he says," said Stone.

      The two henchmen put their weapons on the floor, then kicked them away. MacFarland kept a hold of the first man, then moved towards the door. "I was hoping we could do this amicably," said MacFarland. "Take care of the Chinese and you'll get your money back."

      He arrived at the door, then pulled the man after him. When he reached the elevator, he pushed the thug away from him, then closed the elevator door.

      He expected other thugs to intercept him on the ground floor, but he encountered no resistance.  When he got to his truck, he disassembled the gun and threw the parts into the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 3, 1530 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland had spent most of the evening checking hotels, casinos, even restaurants up and down the Strip, looking for his brother. He didn't really expect to find Robert registered at any of the hotels, but he had nothing better to do with his time. He talked to doormen, porters, desk clerks, pit bosses, showing Robert's picture whenever he could. Once in a while, he got a positive response.

      "Yeah, I remember him. High roller, at least for a while. Haven't seen him in a while, though."

      "What about high stakes poker games?" asked MacFarland.

      His contacts would often look around to see who was in earshot, then give MacFarland another lead. Finally, at four in the morning, he found another cheap hotel, rented a room, and slept until noon.

      When he woke up, he called Pierson to see what progress was being made in finding Jacqueline.

      "We contacted the FBI first thing Saturday morning. They got on top of the search right away. Apparently they've been watching this group of Chinese nationals for some time. As they began to circle in, the Chinese released Jackie. I picked her up and brought her back here. She’s alright, though obviously shaken up by the experience. How are you doing? When you didn't call yesterday, I got worried that something went wrong. I called up Kim and he told me that you were trying to make contact with Gavin Stone."

      "I met with Stone," confirmed MacFarland. "He said he hadn't spoken with Robert yet. I don't know if that's true, so I spent most of yesterday looking for him. Guess I forgot to call. I tried to contact some of the homeless people here, but they all regard me with suspicion.  They haven't been much help at all."

      "You're not part of their community, Mac."

      "Yeah, I know. Was Jacqueline harmed in any way?"

      "No," said Pierson. "Other than the fear and terror of being abducted, but no physical harm. What are your plans for today?"

      "I keep going to places where Robert might have been, ask around, and hope that someone remembers him or has a contact. The police are keeping an eye out for him also."

      "Yes, that's what Kim said. Keep me posted."

      "I will."

      The news about Jacqueline Lacey lifted an enormous burden off of MacFarland's mind. There was no way he could find Robert in Las Vegas and find Jacqueline in Denver at the same time. Now he could focus on finding his brother.

      The longer he spent in Las Vegas, the closer MacFarland was able to get to Las Vegas' less savory characters. Finding these people wasn't easy, since their natural inclination was to stay out of sight. He got several names from Detective Luong of whom to contact, and those leads resulted in other contacts. Unfortunately, few of the leads revealed any knowledge of Robert or Jacqueline. But that's the way it went with this kind of a search. You talk to a hundred people and if you're lucky, one of them will have a viable piece of information.

      Finally, he found someone who had met Robert a few months earlier. He was staying at the Cosmopolitan Hotel, and they had met in one of the hotels restaurants to discuss getting Robert into a high stakes poker game. The location of the meeting sounded promising. He headed over to the Cosmopolitan Hotel.

      He was talking to staff at the Cosmopolitan Hotel when his phone buzzed. He checked his phone. Detective Luong. He pressed answer.

      "Hello Detective. Got another lead for me?"

      "Not exactly. We did get a report of someone who looks like your brother in a neighborhood west of I-15. I can send you the coordinates if you want."

      "I guess so," said MacFarland hesitantly, not sure how to find those coordinates on his phone. Then he remembered that there was a map app on his phone. He felt sure he could put the coordinates into that and find out where the neighborhood was. His phone pinged. He thanked Luong for the information, then disconnected the call. He found the coordinates, copied them into his mapping app and waited for it to find the location. The neighborhood was near a place called Chinatown Plaza. He drove there and parked his truck in the plaza, which looked remarkably similar to a Chinese shopping mall in Denver. A collection of Chinese specialty stores and Chinese restaurants surrounding a parking lot that you gained access to by driving under an ornate Oriental arch.

      The diverse smells wafting from the Chinese restaurants made him realize just how hungry he was. But there would be plenty of time to eat after he found Robert.

      He checked his phone's mapping app, then decided he could find the location easier on foot. He got out of his truck and headed north out of the shopping plaza.

      He had gone only a couple of blocks when he noticed a slowly moving vehicle tailing him. He didn't look back to verify he was being followed. He didn't have to. Years of living on the streets, years of wearing a blue uniform, and years of being a detective had honed his sixth sense to a fine degree. He just had to stay alert.

      That paid off when he heard the vehicle speed up, then pull up to the curb a short way ahead of him. Two men poured out of the vehicle and raced up to him. He recognized one of the individuals as one of the three men who had escorted him up to Gavin Stone's office. This time, the two men didn't carry automatic rifles with them, but that didn't make them any less dangerous. The fact that they were willing to attack him right here on a public street in the middle of the day certainly indicated that they had no fear of the consequences.

      In that case, MacFarland had no incentive to hold back either. As the first man reached him, MacFarland went low, sweeping his leg out to trip the man. As the man fell, MacFarland leaped up confronting the second man. The surprise of seeing his partner go sprawling onto the sidewalk worked in MacFarland's favor. As the man neared, MacFarland jabbed his flat hand into the man's neck, causing him to collapse, gasping for air. By this time the first man had gotten back up and attempted to attack MacFarland from the back. He wrapped his arms around MacFarland, hoping to lift him off the ground and throw him down. MacFarland snapped his head backwards, smashing it into the man's face. At the same time, he jerked his arms apart, loosening the man's hold on him. As he felt the man react in surprise, he kicked backwards at the man's knee. There was a loud snap as the man's leg bent backwards, followed by a scream of pain.

      MacFarland stepped away from the scene, continuing on his way as though nothing happened.  The third man in the vehicle, the driver, got out, took one look at MacFarland, and then headed quickly to give aid to his two companions. MacFarland breathed a sigh of relief and hurried on to the location that Detective Luong had sent him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 3, 1610 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland traversed another two blocks before he saw his brother sitting against the side of a building. From a distance, he couldn't tell if Robert was alive or not, but as he hurried closer, he saw that Robert was still moving. At least slightly. He bent down to check Robert's condition.

      Robert had a multitude of bruises, cuts, and scraps on his face, neck, and arms. These were the wounds that MacFarland could see. He was sure that Robert had a lot of bruises on his body, under his clothing, perhaps even broken ribs or bones. He didn't see any obvious signs of fractures. Nor did he see any signs of serious bleeding. From his experience, MacFarland concluded that Robert had what the criminal world called "a talking to."

      Robert looked up, trying to focus his eyes on MacFarland. "Mark? Is that you? Or am I hallucinating?"

      "It's me, Robert. You don't look so good."

      "It looks worse than it is," said Robert. He tried to push himself up, then let out a loud bellow of pain. "Damn, that hurts!"

      "You might have a broken rib or something, Robert. I need to get you to a hospital."

      Robert shook his head. "No, help me to my feet. They just left me a few minutes ago. We can go after them."

      "I think I already passed them," said MacFarland.

      "Be careful, Mark, those guys are dangerous. There were three of them against just one of me, but with you, the odds would be better. Three against two is something we can manage."

      "Actually, one of them has a damaged knee, so it would more likely be two against two."

      Robert frowned, then winced as the wounds on his face crinkled up. "I don't remember damaging anyone's knee."

      "That's because you didn't," said MacFarland. "I did. Now, do you think you can stand, or do you want to wait until I bring my truck over here?"

      "You have your truck here? What are you doing here? I didn't tell you I was coming here."

      "I know you didn't, idiot," said MacFarland. "The Chinese kidnapped Jacqueline on Friday night, and I came here to try to bring you back."

      "What? Is she alive? They better not have hurt her!"

      "She is fine, Robert. She's back with Cynthia and the FBI is tracking down the Chinese thugs who kidnapped her. We need to get back to Denver. After I get you checked out at the hospital."

      "We should go after the guys who beat me up," insisted Robert. "The odds are even now."

      "No way. This," said MacFarland, gesturing at Robert's wounds, "was just a warning. Next time, they won't be so gentle."

      "They were hardly gentle."

      "Trust me, you don't know how rough these guys can be." MacFarland helped Robert up to his feet. Robert wobbled, but by leaning against the wall and holding onto MacFarland, he was able to steady himself.

      "Can you make it? It's about four or five blocks to my truck."

      Robert took a tentative step. "I think so. I may need to lean on you, little brother."

      It took them fifteen minutes to walk back to MacFarland's truck, but once MacFarland had his brother seated, he felt better. He climbed into the driver's side. "We're heading back to Denver. But first, where's the money you were going to give to Stone? You still have it?"

      Robert nodded. "I didn't get a chance to see him. I've been trying to locate him."

      "You should have gone to the police, like I did. They could have given you his address."

      "You went to the police? You went to see Gavin Stone? Why?"

      "To tell him to back off of you, Robert. We're going to find a better way out of this mess. You're not going to give the money to him."

      "I'm telling you, that won't work," said Robert. "This guy is very dangerous."

      "Oh, I know that," said MacFarland. "I've had to deal with his men twice now. So, where's the money? We should get it and take it back to Denver with us, so you can return it to the bank or insurance company or whoever has a demand on it."

      Robert pulled out his phone and held it in his hand. "It's right here," he said.

      MacFarland stared at the phone. "What are you talking about? You said it was two million in cash. That's got to be pretty bulky."

      Robert nodded. "It is. That's why I converted it to Bitcoin Cash. It took me a while to find a broker I could trust, but a few days ago I bought 4,352 Bitcoin Cash for $1,980,000. It's all here in my wallet."

      "You've got two million dollars in your phone?"

      Robert struggled to smile. "No, it's in an account. I can access it from my phone."

      "How were you going to give that to Gavin Stone?" asked MacFarland.

      Robert laughed. "You've been out of it for a while, Mark. Cryptocurrencies are all the rage. Everybody uses them."

      "From what I understand, everybody is mostly terrorists."

      "And criminals. And normal people. Trust me, Gavin Stone deals in cryptocurrencies all the time."

      "You know, Robert, sometimes I suspect you've taken the wrong road in life. Then other times I know you've taken the wrong path. I don't know how you stay out of jail."

      "Come on, Mark, I don't break the rules. I just bend them." He smiled. "Okay, I bend them a lot. But nothing I've done is really illegal."

      "God, I hope so," said MacFarland, starting his truck. "Let's get out of this town."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 4, 1015 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Robert slept most of the trip back to Denver, a fitful, fevered sleep often accentuated with moans of pain. MacFarland had stopped at a pharmacy and stocked up on whatever medical supplies he could find. He cleaned up Robert's bruises and bandaged as many of the cuts as he could. He gave Robert some Advil for the pain, then tried to make him comfortable. MacFarland was relieved when Robert finally fell asleep.

      MacFarland pumped himself with coffee and five-hour energy drinks, making pretty good progress across Utah. He stopped for a few hours rest when he reached Grand Junction, then was back on the road again.

      MacFarland hit the late morning rush hour traffic as he came down the hill towards C-470. He turned off and headed south, then took the Hampden turn off to continue going east. While traffic was a little lighter, the further east he drove, the heavier the traffic became. Finally, he drove north on University and turned into the Observatory Park neighborhood where Detective Cynthia Pierson lived.

      As he drove his truck into the garage, he noticed that the hot dog cart was still parked on the graveled area next to the garage. Why wasn't Rufus downtown selling hot dogs?

      MacFarland helped Robert get out of the truck and supported him as they walked to the back door. As they neared the door, it opened. Rufus peered out. "Need help, boss?"

      "That would be a good idea. Robert's still a bit sore. I suspect there might be some broken or cracked ribs."

      "Nothing's broken," snapped Robert. "Just get me inside."

      Together Rufus and MacFarland helped Robert climb the steps to the back porch and into the house.

      "Let me rest here," said Robert, pointing at the kitchen table. He sat down in the chair, then began coughing.

      There was a sound at the kitchen door to the front room. "Rufus, what's all the--Robert! You're home!"

      Jacqueline Lacey raced across the room and wrapped her arms around Robert. He smiled in pain but clearly didn't want to stop her from showing her joy at his return.

      "I heard you got abducted," he said when she finally released him.

      Jacqueline laughed bitterly. "It's becoming the story of my life," she said. "I never knew I was in such demand. But what happened to you? You look horrible!"

      "I got into a spat with a couple of guys who spoke very loudly with their fists," said Robert. "Nothing's really broken. It looks worse than it really is."

      "Help me get him upstairs," said Jacqueline. "I need to clean him up and put him to bed."

      MacFarland nodded, then he and Rufus each supported Robert as he made his way up the stairs. MacFarland noticed that Robert's perception of pain seemed accentuated in the presence of Jacqueline.

      "Stop putting on a show for her," he whispered in his brother's ear.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," whispered Robert back at him.

      They finally assisted Robert upstairs to lie down on the bed in the guest room.

      "I'll leave you two alone," MacFarland said to Jacqueline.

      Jacqueline Lacey smiled. "Thank you for going to get him," she said. "Thank you for bringing him back."

      MacFarland shrugged off the expressions of thanks. "I'm just sorry I didn't find him before this happened," he said. "Don't let him out of your sight."

      "Oh, I won't," said Jacqueline.

      MacFarland and Rufus went back downstairs and sat at the kitchen table.

      "I wasn't sure you was gonna find him, boss," said Rufus. "Did the lady cop's friend help?"

      "I guess he did help," admitted MacFarland. "He gave me an address for Gavin Stone, so I paid him a visit. I think I made it clear that it would be wise to leave Robert alone."

      "You really think that kind of guy takes threats?" asked Rufus.

      "I hope for his sake he does," said MacFarland. "Why are you still home? I thought you had your truck so you could take the cart downtown."

      "Oh, I got my truck okay. But the lady cop asked me to stay here and keep an eye on things. She's worried that those Chinese guys might try to come back."

      "I thought the FBI got those guys."

      Rufus shook his head. "According to the lady cop, they were making progress, but the Chinese guys got away before they could get captured. Those Chinese guys are very slippery, you know. They won't be caught so easily."

      "Sounds like you admire them, Rufus."

      Rufus shook his head. "It's not that, boss. I don't admire them, but I don't underestimate my enemy. When you do that, you end up dead."

      "I'm not underestimating them. They're the reason I hurried back here as quickly as I could."

      "Oh, I thought it was because you was worried about your brother."

      "Come on, Rufus, don't try to confuse me with good motives. I just did this because Jacqueline asked me to."

      "Sure, boss, that's the only reason."
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