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            ABOUT THE XANTHIC XENA

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing on the Internet is what it seems. The person, known on social media as @XanthicXena is not really a warrior princess, but is really Jacob Gold, a graduate student at the University of Colorado. He, along with a group of other graduate students, creates social media havoc, just so they can track information flow, social influences, and other variables of interest to their professor, Dr. Phillip Zovskii.

      However, Dr. Zovskii's research studies come to an end when his star troller, @XanthicXena, is found dead in a car, the victim of an apparent suicide.

      Jacob Gold's parents don't believe their son took his own life. They hire Mark MacFarland, part-time hot dog vendor and part-time detective, to investigate the real cause of their son's death.

      MacFarland finds himself immersed in the complicated lives of a dozen graduate students, all of whom spend their days lying to people on the Internet… and probably to both the police and to MacFarland.
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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

          

          TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 27, 2105 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Jacob Gold grumbled as he switched on the garage light. He didn't like coming out here, certainly at this hour of the night. The garage was dusty, cluttered with tools, car parts, and grease. In addition, the boxes he had to look for had been here forever and were covered with layer upon layer of dust and grime. He'd have to take a shower after he found the files. This project was getting out of hand. He had a flashlight, since the main light in the garage was intended to illuminate only the central area of the garage, not the side of the garage. The students who worked on restoring the old car parked on one side of the garage had spot lamps that they used to focus light wherever they were working. Perhaps he should use one of those lamps to reveal the box labels.

      No, the flashlight would work well enough. He started to scan the labels, looking for item contents and dates. Then he saw the box he was looking for. It was on the top shelf. Of course. Where else would the damn box be? He was just glad it was in the front row of the boxes. It could have been the third row back and on the bottom.

      He put the flashlight down on the floor, then looked around for something to stand on, so he could reach the box. He found a small stepladder near the back of the garage. He opened it up and climbed up the first couple of steps. He could barely reach the box, which he pulled off of the shelf. He accidentally tilted the box, spilling clouds of dust into his face. He coughed, closing his eyes, as he struggled to pull the box down. He set the box on the garage floor, then tried to shake the dust off his face and out of his eyes. He sneezed, nearly knocking himself off the ladder. He stepped down, then put the ladder back against the back wall of the garage.

      He squatted down to examine the contents of the banker's box. He threw the lid onto the floor and started rifling through the manila folders and papers stored in the box. Although the contents were arranged in date order, there were a variety of different items contained in Professor Zovskii's old files. Jacob had once opined that most of the items were probably on the internet. Zovskii insisted that was not true. "You won't find true knowledge on the internet, Mr. Gold," Zovskii had barked derisively that day in class. "True knowledge is found in the dusty archives of the world's libraries."

      Or in the dusty boxes sorted in the garage of Zovskii's enormous Victorian house.

      Jacob heard a noise behind him, a shuffle of a shoe on the concrete floor, the flutter of clothing. He didn't turn around, but kept searching through the papers. "Did you come out to help me?" he asked, a feeling of relief that he wouldn't have to do this boring task alone. At least he would have someone to talk to. "Can you believe how many boxes of garbage old Zovskii has accumulated? It looks like he's been hoarding newspaper clippings and letters for half a century." He waited for a response, but when only silence greeted him, he laughed. "Of course it's been half a century. Isn't Zovskii in his seventies?"

      The other student -- probably Devi Kaur or Daniel Anders, since they were working on the project with him -- didn't say a word, but stepped closer. "Grab that box off the shelf," said Jacob, pointing up to the top shelf. "Be careful of the dust. We should have been given air filters for this work. And you'll need to get the ladder. I should have kept it out."

      The other person didn't say anything, but Jacob could sense the person standing right behind him. He was about to turn around when he felt a heavy object smash into the side of his head. His head exploded with pain, and for the briefest moment, he saw strobes of colored lightning in front of him. Then, as he started to slump to the floor, his world went dark.

      He had a couple of flashes of lucidity, very brief, almost surreal. He felt himself being dragged, pulled, and pushed. He was aware for a faction of a moment that he was in the car stored in the garage, an old 1966 Pontiac GTO that one of the students was restoring. The world went black again, then he was aware of the engine of the Pontiac rumbling to life. He wondered where they were going, then blacked out again.

      When he next had a flash of awareness, it was that he had a pounding headache, and it was becoming more difficult for him to breathe.

      And shortly after that, his vision dimmed, and he ceased being aware of anything at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 28, 0810 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Mark MacFarland stared up and down the street. Not many people were out at this hour. A few pedestrians meandered around the plaza, oblivious to their surroundings, but totally focused on their phones, Most of them were men dressed in suits and overcoats. Probably lawyers. Defense lawyers. MacFarland still had an acquired distrust of defense lawyers. After all, he had spent a large part of his working career trying to get the miscreants that disrupted society put behind bars, only to have defense lawyers use tricks and loopholes in the law to get the scumbags back on the street.

      The fact that MacFarland was now working for one of those defense lawyers, one of the more successful ones, in fact, was something he only reluctantly admitted to himself. But in MacFarland's mind, Jerry Baker was a different kind of defense lawyer. He had integrity, scruples. He often fought to get the innocent freed of accusations of wrongdoing when the justice system broke down.

      "Don't all lawyers do that?" asked Rufus Headley, when MacFarland communicated his train of thought to his friend and partner. The two men worked a hot dog cart on the corner of 14th Street and Elati in downtown Denver.

      "I don't know," admitted MacFarland. "I don't actually know that many defense lawyers."

      "But you got some really strong opinions about them," said Rufus.

      "Are you making a point, Rufus?" asked MacFarland.

      "Nope. Just makin' an observation," said the crusty Vietnam Veteran, a smile visible beneath his scraggy beard.

      MacFarland was used to his older friend's penchant for making observations about MacFarland's life. He and Rufus had been friends for the past six years, when Rufus had rescued MacFarland, drunk and disoriented, from a group of teenaged hoodlums who thought MacFarland was an easy mark. A year later, MacFarland was finally able to sober up enough to get his life back to normal. Of course, with the death of his wife Nicole and the loss of his career as a Denver cop, MacFarland's life was far from normal. But MacFarland learned to take life one day at a time and cherish the small successes he was able to achieve.

      Now, however, he was starting to think further into the future. He wanted to establish himself as a licensed private investigator. He had already taken several of the preliminary steps. He needed money for a surety bond, but he had plans for getting that money by working as an investigator for Jerry Baker. Then, if everything worked out the way he planned, his former partner, Detective Cynthia Pierson would retire from the police force and join him in his PI practice.

      Planning for the future was a lot harder than just living day-to-day. But that was the path MacFarland had chosen. He wanted more out of life than just responding to what happened each day.

      Two men crossed the plaza and headed towards MacFarland's hot dog cart. MacFarland recognized them right away, though he could not recall their names. The two individuals were first generation Vietnamese, up in Denver from Texas. They had been in the Denver metro area for several months now.

      And recently, they had been involved in an altercation with Rufus.

      MacFarland was not sure what the basis of the conflict had been. He was only aware that Rufus had instigated something that caused the Vietnamese community to turn against him. But for now, Rufus and the community seemed to have made peace. The two men greeted Rufus cheerily.

      "Hey, Rufus, got any Asian dogs this morning?" asked one of the two men.

      "The dogs are still heatin' up," said Rufus. "It's a bit early for hot dogs. Sorry about that."

      "No problem," said the other man. "We can come back later. You'll still be here, won't you?"

      Rufus nodded. "This is our corner, fellas, so we're here all the time."

      The two men continued on past the cart, heading south on Elati towards the new mall on the other side of the block.

      "I don't think the mall is open yet," said MacFarland to Rufus when the men were out of sight.

      Rufus nodded. "I don't think they much care. They're just hangin' around, doin' nothing."

      "I thought they were going to go back to Texas when it got cold," said MacFarland.

      "Who knows?" said Rufus. "They're just kids, and no one knows what kids will do."

      MacFarland shook his head. The Vietnamese men were in their twenties and hardly kids. But he supposed in Rufus' mind, they were just kids. "Have you talked with them about their plans?"

      Rufus shook his head. "Nope. Jus' mindin' my own business, boss. What they do is their business, not mine. Why? You think they're gonna do something bad?"

      MacFarland didn't respond right away. He didn't know what the Vietnamese group from Texas would do. "What does your friend Tran Van Ho say? Isn't he their leader or something?"

      "He says he's no leader, just a friend who is keeping an eye on them. Makes me wonder why, though. Were they gettin' into trouble in Houston? Maybe they was. But they've been pretty good here."

      "They did steal your truck, Rufus," said MacFarland.

      "Yeah, they did do that. Okay, maybe they ain't been so good. But I think they're changing now, boss. I think they're trying to be friendlier."

      "You think so? I always question why people suddenly start playing nice, Rufus. I often think they're playing a longer term game."

      Rufus laughed. "You know, boss, you're way too suspicious. People are really nicer than you think. You got to start seeing the good side of people."

      MacFarland sighed. "Maybe you're right, Rufus. I guess being a cop for ten years made me cynical. It would be nice to see only the good side of people. I've just seen too much of the dark side."

      "Don't worry, boss. I got your back. As long as you got me around, I'll make sure that you see the good in people. Not everyone is a bad apple. Some of them are really good apples." Rufus scratched his beard in thought. "You know, maybe we should sell apples at our cart. You know, for when it's too early to sell hot dogs."

      "You're always full of good ideas, Rufus. Let's think about that one a bit."

      Rufus frowned. "Oh, I get it. That's your way of saying no, ain't it?"

      "Rufus, you malign me!" protested MacFarland. But he suspected Rufus was right. Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 28, 0930 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      "Hot dogs are ready now," said Rufus. He looked around. "The problem is, there ain't nobody around to eat them."

      MacFarland laughed. "We run a seasonal business, Rufus. We just have to get used to not getting many customers in the middle of winter."

      Rufus looked dejected. "I don't see why. People gotta eat all year long."

      "I'm fairly sure they do," said MacFarland. "They just prefer to eat inside where it's warmer."

      "I know that's what I prefer," said someone coming up behind MacFarland.

      MacFarland turned, smiling as he recognized the voice of his brother, Robert. "What are you doing downtown?" he asked.

      Robert eyed the hot dogs on the rollers. "Still looking for an apartment. I had to see the people in the Tower Building. To get a brochure and some of their floorplans."

      "You're still thinking you might get into the Tower Apartments?"

      "Still hoping, more than anything else," said Robert. "We've got some other options, though. One in Aurora, another in Lakewood, and one close to Castle Rock."

      MacFarland bit his lip. "You'd move out of Denver?" MacFarland wasn't certain which idea bothered him the most: Robert moving away or Robert living nearby.

      "Finding a place where both Jackie and me will be happy is a bit of a challenge," said Robert. "I still would prefer living in the mountains. She wants to live where she can shop easily."

      "Don't you need a job before you can buy a house?" asked Rufus.

      Robert looked crestfallen. "No, I don't have a job. I don't want to work as a parking attendant. And Jackie has forbidden me to join a band."

      MacFarland smiled. "You're getting too old to be in a rock band, Robert. Your wife is showing some commonsense. You should listen to her."

      "Trust me," laughed Robert, who couldn't stay depressed for very long. "I listen to every word she says."

      "Smart man," said Rufus.

      "Can I have a hot dog?" asked Robert, apparently hoping that the old man's praise would extend to free food.

      "It's early for lunch," said Rufus.

      "Then why are you making hot dogs now?" asked Robert.

      "Just take one," said MacFarland. "Rufus, stop teasing him."

      Robert gave Rufus an accusatory glare, then reached for the tongs to grab one of the hot dogs. "Thanks, Mark. When I get a job, I'll pay you back."

      MacFarland and Rufus stared at each other, both trying to suppress wry smiles.

      "Where's Jacqueline?" asked MacFarland.

      "She's still at home. Er, I mean at Benny Lockwood's apartment. I think she and Deanna are going shopping later on."

      "Does she have a job?" asked Rufus.

      MacFarland frowned in surprise. "Rufus, that's getting pretty personal."

      "It's a modern age, boss. Women have lots of jobs today. Ain't nothin' wrong with Jackie working and your brother staying home to do the housework."

      "Of course there's nothing wrong with that," said MacFarland. "I just think that it's a very personal thing to ask about."

      "That's jus' because you don't want anyone askin' you about your job," said Rufus.

      "She's looking for a job, too," said Robert.

      "What kind of a job does she want?" asked MacFarland.

      "Anything that pays money," said Robert.

      "That's not very useful," said MacFarland, surprised that he was the one displaying wisdom. That was not new though. While Robert was the older brother, MacFarland had always been the more practical of the two. Robert was too much a “spur of the moment” type of guy.

      "She studied business management," said Robert. "I don't know if there are any jobs for that."

      "We could sure use some business management here in our business," grumbled Rufus.

      "What did you say?" asked Robert.

      "Nothing," interjected MacFarland, trying his best to hide his annoyance with his friend. "Are you coming down to Stefanie's for Sunday dinner?"

      Robert looked thoughtful. "Are we invited?"

      "I've told you, Robert, you're always invited. Stefanie likes to entertain."

      "I just feel awkward around that family," said Robert.

      "I know the feeling," laughed MacFarland. Stefanie Cooper, his sister-in-law, was married to Randy Cooper, a man MacFarland held in low esteem. Their two children, Kaitlyn and Ryan were tolerable, though Kaitlyn was starting to become a reclusive, sullen teenager. Ryan was still at that stage of life where he found delight in fart jokes and disgust in kissing girls. "But Stefanie is a great cook, Robert. You don't want to miss out on her meals."

      "And without a job, you might need free food," added Rufus.

      "I'm not that desperate," said Robert. "But I do admit, her meals are pretty good."

      "They're more than pretty good," insisted Rufus. "I sometimes think that all the problems I have dealin' with the boss here is worth it for Stefanie's meals."

      Robert laughed. "That's pretty high praise, Rufus."

      "And it's all deserved," said Rufus. "You jus' don't want to miss out on Sunday dinner."

      MacFarland rolled his eyes. Sometimes he wished he lived in the universe Rufus lived in. Everything was so much simpler there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 28, 1645 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      It was starting to get dark in Denver, and MacFarland was already thinking of shutting down his cart. Despite the brisk temperatures, business had actually been pretty good. Not enough to retire on, but enough to cover the week's expenses. Not bad. It was days like today, when people seemed to enjoy being outdoors, treating themselves to hot dogs, bratwursts, and other items of essential nutrition that convinced MacFarland that his hot dog business was the best thing that ever happened to Denver residents. Okay, perhaps that was an exaggeration. But along with a balanced breakfast and a good dinner, the food MacFarland served couldn't hurt the people of Denver.

      "It would be a healthier meal if we had apples and bananas," said Rufus.

      "Bananas spoil too fast," said MacFarland. "I'm still reflecting on the apple idea."

      "Reflecting, eh?" Rufus had a dubious look on his face.

      "What are you reflecting on?" asked Pierson, emerging from the parking garage on the corner. "Are you packing up to leave already?"

      "It's almost five o'clock," said MacFarland.

      "Oh, is it? I've been busy."

      "Cleaning up the last case?" asked MacFarland.

      Pierson nodded. "That, and an apparent suicide case last night."

      MacFarland raised an eyebrow. "An apparent suicide?"

      "Yeah. I'm not sure it's suicide. I'm not the lead on the case, and it's frustrating me."

      MacFarland smiled. "I can imagine." Detective Pierson liked to be in charge. When she was in a back-up role, she felt constrained. Most of the other detectives were intimidated by her, though MacFarland doubted that any one of them would admit it. "Who is in charge?"

      "David Winters. Do you know him?"

      MacFarland scratched his head, trying to dredge up any memory of Detective Winters. He had vague memories of a young, over-confident detective, a couple of years younger than MacFarland. He had not been impressed with the man. "Vaguely. Has he grown up since I've been off the force?"

      Pierson suppressed laughter. "Yes, Mac. He's actually quite good. I just don't like reporting to him."

      "To be fair, you don't like reporting to anybody," said MacFarland. "So why do you think this isn't a suicide?"

      "The victim was Jacob Gold, a student at CU here in Denver. He was twenty-three years old, in graduate school. Comes from a fairly well-to-do family. No known enemies, getting good grades, no history of depression or anxiety, at least so far. We're still looking into that. I spoke with his parents, and they can't believe he'd commit suicide."

      "The parents never do. Most parents don't know their children."

      Pierson eyed MacFarland questioningly, but shrugged off his comment. "They said they wanted us to prove he was murdered. I told them we don't do that. They insisted they wanted their own investigator, so I gave them your name and contact information."

      "Really?"

      "If it turns out that Winters is right and this was just a suicide, I want someone responsible working on the case to verify that conclusion. I know you'll do the right thing, Mac."

      "What does the autopsy say?" asked MacFarland, not sure why Pierson would discount Winters' conclusion.

      "Still waiting for the results," said Pierson. "But he was found in an old car that had been running for quite a while. Initial indications that he did die by carbon monoxide poisoning. But there was no suicide note, nothing to indicate that he took his own life."

      "No witnesses, I guess."

      "The car was parked in an unattached garage to an old Victorian house. There were plenty of people in the house, but it seems none of them bothered to look for Gold until much later that night. That's when they checked the garage and found the deceased. The uniforms who responded said it looked like suicide."

      "How did you get on the case?"

      "Winters was assigned, but since the location was close to where I live, he decided to ask me to help. As a courtesy, I suspect."

      MacFarland was surprised. "The location is in Observatory Park?"

      Pierson smiled. "Yep. Close to home. Interested?"

      MacFarland nodded. "Sure, I'll talk to the parents."

      Pierson handed him a card with the Golds' contact information on it. "I suspect that they will probably call you, but how you handle it is your business."

      "Here comes the young detective," said Rufus, pointing up the street. Detective Benny Lockwood was hurrying towards the hot dog cart.

      MacFarland and Pierson looked up the street, waiting for Lockwood to reach them.

      "You disappeared," said Lockwood, when he reached the corner.

      "I'm here," said Pierson. "Hardly disappeared at all."

      Lockwood frowned. "You know what I meant," he said, expressing his annoyance. "You've been hanging around Mac for too long."

      "I was just telling him about Winters' new case. Has the coroner presented his findings yet?"

      Lockwood shook his head. "I haven't heard any news yet. Maybe this evening."

      "Stay on top of it," said Pierson. "I want to know the results as soon as they're available."

      Lockwood looked surprised at the urgency in her voice. "Sure, whatever you want, Cynthia."

      MacFarland eyes glistened with mischievous intent. "Cyn thinks this kid didn't commit suicide, Benny. What's your opinion?"

      Lockwood tried to catch Pierson's eye, but she was peering off into the distance. "I think it looks like a suicide," he said. "But you know, with no suicide note, how can we be sure?"

      "Many suicides don't have a note," said MacFarland. "Those usually involve jumping off a tall building or jumping in front of a cop's bullet, though."

      "It was a garage. I doubt he would have died if he jumped off it."

      Pierson looked annoyed. "Telling the parents their kid committed suicide was a dumb thing to do," she snapped. "I wonder if Winters was just trying to increase his closure rate."

      MacFarland was caught off-guard by Pierson’s comment. Maybe her opinion of Detective Winters wasn’t as positive as she indicated

      Lockwood shrugged. "I don't know him well enough to know that. But I do know that if the car had been a Prius, we would have known what the cause of death would have been."

      Rufus scratched his beard. "What would he have died from?"

      Lockwood smiled. "Don't you know that the Prius gives off toxic levels of smugness?"

      "Huh? How does that work?" asked Rufus.

      Lockwood looked shocked. "Don't you watch South Park? Get with it, man!"

      Rufus frowned, then wandered around the side of the cart. "How does smugness kill you?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 29, 0930 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Jacob Gold's parents, Sarah and Michael Gold, lived north of Denver in Loveland. It took MacFarland an hour to drive to Loveland and find their house on North Sheridan Avenue. He parked in front of the house, then knocked on the door. A woman in her forties answered the door. She was dressed in black and her eyes looked swollen. MacFarland noticed that her sleeve had been ripped loose at the shoulder.

      "Mrs. Gold? My name is Mark MacFarland. I believe that Detective Pierson gave you my name."

      Sarah Gold stared blankly at MacFarland, then nodded. "Yes, I'm sorry. I remember now. Come on in."

      MacFarland entered the home. It was a filled with comfortable furniture, bookshelves, and numerous photographs of what MacFarland presumed were near and distant relatives.

      Michael Gold emerged from another room. He came over to MacFarland and shook his hand. "Have they released the body yet?" he asked.

      MacFarland shook his head. "I'm not from the police or the coroner's office, sir. I am here because my friend Detective Pierson said you wanted to know what happened to your son."

      Michael Gold looked crestfallen. He sat down on one of the sofas in the living room. "We told them that we are Jewish. We wanted to bury our son as quickly as possible. We do not understand the delay." He leaned to one side and picked up an eight by ten photograph of their son. He was a handsome man, with soulful eyes. Long hair encircled his face, giving him a softer, even feminine appearance.

      MacFarland could not offer any explanation to the Golds. Ordinarily, the Coroner's Office was very concerned with religious practices and customs. He couldn't understand the delay either. Were they so short of staff that they couldn't handle a priority autopsy? "I am sure they are doing their best to expedite the process," he said.

      Michael Gold lowered his head. "They told us that Shamira would be observed, and Tahara would happen as soon as the autopsy was completed. We didn't want an autopsy...it is against our customs to disfigure the body of a person...but Detective Pierson said that the autopsy might tell us the truth about our son's death. We are more concerned that our son be given the respect of a speedy burial."

      MacFarland nodded. "I realize this is a difficult time for you, but I need to ask you why you think that Jacob did not commit suicide?"

      "Why would he?" demanded Michael. "He has a good life. Filled with lots of promise. He was happy. He would not take his own life."

      "He is a good son," added Sarah. "I know my son. I know he would not do this to us."

      "I am sure he is a good son. But did he have any enemies that he might have mentioned to you? Anyone that might want to harm him?"

      Michael Gold shrugged, but Sarah shook her head vehemently. "No, never! He was such a kind spirit. He loved everyone. He only had friends he loved and who loved him."

      "What about girls?"

      "Girls? What girls would do this?" asked Mrs. Gold.

      "I don't think any girls would do this, but perhaps there was some rival for the attention of a girl."

      "Jacob was focused only on his education," insisted Michael. "He had no time for frivolities."

      MacFarland nodded, his lips tightly compressed. Jacob was in college, and MacFarland suspected that there were very few young men in college that focused only on their studies. It was hard to ignore the presence of all the pretty young ladies who studied alongside them. MacFarland had met a college student who had little interest in women, but he had been considerably younger than the typical college student.

      Sarah Gold seemed more certain that her son had no emotional attachments. "Our son told us there were no Jewish girls in his classes. Of course, he would not waste his time with the others."

      MacFarland nodded. "I need to ask you, what do you want me to do? How can I help you at this time?"

      Michael Gold stared at his wife, then stood up. "We want you to find out the truth of what happened to our son. Find the person who killed our Jacob, Mr. MacFarland. Tell us why our boy has been taken from us."

      MacFarland nodded. "I charge three hundred dollars a day, plus expenses. I will keep track of the expenses and where possible get your prior approval for anything extraordinary. Is that alright with you?"

      Michael Gold was silent for a moment, then nodded. "Just find out what happened to Jacob, Mr. MacFarland. I want the truth."

      MacFarland took his leave of the Golds. As he drove back towards Denver, Michael Gold’s comment, “I want the truth,” reverberated through his mind. What was the truth? Was it what the Coroner found? What the police concluded? What was to prevent an unscrupulous detective from just accepting whatever the authorities declared, telling the Golds that was the truth, and then charging them for days and days of “investigative work”? What if the detective didn’t believe the authorities, but couldn’t prove that what he believed was actually true? Would it be ethical for the detective to charge the Golds for conclusions he couldn’t prove? MacFarland was glad to have this case for the simple reason that he needed money to get his PI license. But when did the need for money outweigh the need for integrity?

      The answer was simple. The need for money must never outweigh the truth.

      Then he realized, that was exactly why PIs were licensed. Just to prevent that kind of abuse.

      He didn't need to be licensed in order to know that such behavior was totally unacceptable. If he couldn't find any evidence that Jacob had been killed, he would give the Golds the news they didn't want to hear. But before he did that, he would find out what prompted their son to take his own life.

      MacFarland didn't go directly back to Elati and Fourteenth, but took a detour back to Observatory Park. He searched for the Victorian house where Jacob Gold had died. He found it several blocks distant from Pierson's home. He drove slowly past it, noticing for the first time that it had a white sign in the front of the house. The Brocton House, followed by The University of Colorado. He could see remnants of the yellow police tape sticking out of a garbage barrel next to the garage.

      He was about to turn onto University and head downtown when his phone buzzed. He looked at the screen. It was Cynthia Pierson.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 29, 1115 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland was back at his cart, fuming quietly. Rufus, about to speak, decided to focus on putting more hot dogs and brats on the heating rollers.

      "Are you ignoring me, Rufus?"

      "I'm trying," said Rufus. "Something buggin' you?"

      "Yes, something is! I got a call from Cyn on the way over here."

      "That's good."

      "No, it wasn't good. She told me to back off of the Gold investigation."

      "I thought she told you to do the investigation."

      "That's the point, Rufus. It's on again, it's off again. I can't work like this."

      "Why'd she tell you to stop?"

      "The coroner says that Jacob Gold was unconscious when he was in the car."

      "I don't know too much about how this works, but wouldn't the carbon monoxide make him unconscious?"

      "Yes, of course. But the coroner thinks he was unconscious when he was put into the car. He had a swelling in his brain that indicates he was knocked out."

      Rufus tugged on his beard in thought. "So someone attacked him, then killed him?"

      MacFarland nodded. "That's what it seems like."

      "Then that's murder, not suicide."

      MacFarland laughed. "Yes, Rufus, that's what it means."

      "That's good, then," said Rufus. "You can tell the parents that their son didn't commit suicide but was killed. You done your job. I don't see the problem."

      "I can't just tell them that they were right. That their son was murdered. I have to find the killer!"

      "Okay, sounds good to me. Go find the killer."

      MacFarland didn't try to hide his annoyance. "I told you, Cyn told me to back off the case."

      "Tell her no," said Rufus.

      "It's not that simple. I can't just say no, I'm not going to listen to you."

      "I don't see why not. Isn't that what you usually do?"

      MacFarland hesitated, frowning. "No. Do you get the impression that is what I usually do?"

      "I sorta get that impression, boss. You don't listen to nobody."

      MacFarland sat down on one of the two lawn chairs the two men used when customers weren't around. "I'm an independent sort of person," said MacFarland.

      "No, you're just ornery. But if you really care what the Lady Cop thinks, talk to her about it. Don't jus' let her order you around. Tell her what you want to do. Don't let the Lady Cop turn you down. You gotta keep askin' until she gives in. That's the only way you'll ever get her to work with you. You gotta show her that you're the one who wears the pants in the family. Not just her.”

      MacFarland stood up and started pacing around. A customer walked up, and MacFarland moved to the other side of the cart, allowing Rufus to handle the customer. When the customer departed, MacFarland went back to the folding lawn chair. "I think you're over-simplifying the whole issue," he said. "Cyn and I work fine as partners. There's no pants issue between us."

      Rufus didn't respond, leaving MacFarland with a feeling of frustration. He didn't like the implications of Rufus' comments. Did his friend think that he was being pushed around by Pierson? MacFarland was convinced that he was only showing professional consideration in backing off the Gold case. But maybe Rufus was right. Maybe he actually was just afraid to confront his former partner. Maybe Rufus thought he was afraid of Pierson.

      No, he wasn't afraid of Cynthia Pierson.

      He respected her. That's what Rufus was missing. Rufus grew up in a time when everything was confrontation. MacFarland grew up in an age when compromise was essential to getting ahead.

      On the other hand, he had promised the Golds that he would find out what happened to their son. He couldn't walk away from that commitment.

      He'd just have to tell Cyn that he had a higher obligation to the parents of Jacob Gold. Helping them find out what happened to their son was more than just an issue of earning money for his PI license. It was a matter of principle. He had to help two people get through their grief and unhappiness, at least by learning the truth of what happened to their son.

      She'd understand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 30, 0610 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      The next morning was the soonest opportunity MacFarland found to discuss his working relationship with Pierson. He stopped her as she was heading towards the back door.

      "I need to talk to you, Cyn," he said.

      Rufus looked up from putting product into the storage containers.

      "Can I talk to you later this morning? I'll stop by for coffee, if you want."

      "No, that's not what I want," said MacFarland.

      Pierson sighed. "What do you want, Mac?"

      "I want to talk to you about the Jacob Gold case."

      "I thought I told you yesterday, it's now been re-opened as a homicide case. It's now police business."

      "Yes, you mentioned that. But you didn't give me many details."

      Pierson looked hungrily at the back door, a mere ten feet away from her. But Rufus, putting product into one of the storage drawers, blocked one path to the door. MacFarland effectively blocked the other path.  She couldn't even get to the drawer with her keys, badge, and gun. She folded her arms and glared at MacFarland. "What details do you want?"

      "All of them!"

      "I don't have time for this, Mac, I have to get to work."

      "What did the coroner find?"

      Pierson looked resigned. She went over to the cupboard and pulled out a coffee cup, then poured herself a cup of coffee. She sat down at the table, then gestured to MacFarland to sit down. He considered if this was just a ploy to get him out of her path, but decided that she wouldn't abandon a cup of coffee.

      "The coroner found a swelling in the victim's brain. He examined the skin on the skull and concluded that Gold had been hit on the side of the head with a flat board. We went back to the scene of the crime last night and found what we believe was the object used to inflict the wound. The lab then found some of Gold's hair embedded in the wood. The condition of his blood indicated that he had been alive when he was put in the car. The carbon monoxide poisoning was intentional."

      "Any other forensics found? Prints? Other things that might indicate who was in the garage?"

      "Sure. Lots of prints. Lots of items. Hell, it was a garage and everyone in the house had been in the damn garage in the past month or two."

      "How many people live in that house?"

      "About a dozen," said Pierson. "Eleven we've identified. We're checking on the status of the twelfth. All graduate students at the University of Colorado."

      "Are any of them suspects?"

      Pierson's laughter ended in a cough. "They're all suspects."

      "Seriously?"

      "This time, yes. He wasn't well-liked, though I'm not sure any one of them disliked him enough to murder him, but I can easily imagine a few of them wanting to bash him on the side of the head. Maybe that's what happened, and things got out of hand. We're still looking into it. As I said, police business."

      MacFarland had difficulty believing that any of the students would speak so unfavorably about a peer who had just died. He expected more grief, shock, and dismay. Who had given the police the impression that Gold wasn't liked by some of the students? He had to get his hands on the interview notes from the officers on site. He mentioned that need to Pierson.

      "I thought I made it clear, Mac. The detective in charge wants you to back off of the case."

      MacFarland shook his head. "I'm not working for the police," he said. "The parents of the murder victim have asked me to find out what happened to their son. I'm going to do that."

      Pierson's brow furrowed. "I realize that I told you to go to them, Mac, but that was before we knew for sure that this was not a suicide. Now we know. It really would be better if you didn't get in the way."

      "Really? This is what you're saying to me? What happened to our partnership?"

      "What are you talking about? You're not a cop anymore."

      "No, I'm talking about us going into partnership as private investigators."

      Pierson shook her head. "You're not a private investigator. You're not licensed yet. And that partnership was something we planned for in the future. It's not now."

      "I'm not presenting myself as a licensed investigator," said MacFarland. "I'm presenting myself as someone who will help the Golds get the information they wanted from the
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