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            ABOUT THE ABSENT ALLY

          

        

      

    

    
      Cynthia Pierson is missing.

      Mark MacFarland had just asked her to marry him. She said yes, and then she goes missing.

      MacFarland is frantic.

      He knows that both he and Pierson have enemies, but which of them has the means and resources to abduct her? What fate awaits her?

      MacFarland marshals all of his resources – his friends and family, associates in the Denver Police Department and in the FBI, the homeless community, a local band of gun enthusiasts, even the GLBTQ community – to be on the lookout for her or any of her possible abductors.

      The question is, will he find the woman he loves in time to save her life? Or will he lose someone he cares about a second time?
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            PROLOGUE

          

          SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 2, 1130 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Cathy Thornton stormed out of the house, slamming the door. Family! Weren't they supposed to be on your side? she thought.

      "You never assume any responsibility for anything, Cathy!" her mother had shouted. "When are you going to grow up and learn to take care of yourself?"

      "I, at least, have a job, Mom. That's more than you ever did!"

      "I spent my life raising you and your brother. And what kind of a job is it that you have? You work in a bar, serving a bunch of worthless drunks. How are you ever going to find a good husband that way?"

      "A good husband? Are you talking about Dad? When do we ever see him? I want something more out of life than becoming a brood mare like you!"

      "Don't worry, that will never happen. You're going to remain a worthless bitch all your life!"

      "You're the bitch!" shouted Cathy, heading for the door before her mother could respond.

      Once she was outside, however, she realized she had nowhere to go. It didn't matter. The cold air was good for her. Give her time to cool off. She laughed at the irony of her own joke, and suddenly, the conflagration of familial relationships seemed more trivial.

      She had her sweater, but she really needed her jacket. She thought about returning home to retrieve the warmer clothing, but that might look like she was conceding the argument with her mother. What was the argument even about? Nothing, probably. Just another instance of her and her mother constantly trying to out-irritate the other. Apparently, her mother had won this round.

      She had walked several blocks from her home. How long had she been out of the house? Five minutes? Ten minutes? It seemed longer. Enough time to prove her point (though she still couldn't recall exactly what that was). Too soon to return? Maybe she could walk to the store. She checked her purse, discovering that once more she had no money. So much for that idea. She turned around to head back.

      At first she didn't pay attention to the white panel van that was following her. She only became aware of it when it made a U-turn in the middle of the intersection and proceeded to drive back in her direction. The truck was vaguely familiar, but no, it couldn't belong to her ex-boyfriend. She hadn't seen him in more than a year. Besides, wasn't he living in Evergreen now?

      She was still a couple of blocks from her home. She once again checked her purse for her phone, but of course that was still at the house. She increased her pace.

      The white van was moving slowly down the street, perhaps twenty or thirty feet behind her, but matching her pace with disturbing accuracy.

      Cathy wanted to turn around and see who the driver was, but she was afraid to stop. She was afraid to provoke the driver in any way. After all, suppose he was just looking for an address? That could explain his strange behavior. And it was the middle of the day! What danger could she possibly be in?

      Despite that reassuring thought, she tried to walk even faster. She was now on the block where she lived. She could even see her brother, Devlin, out on the front porch, looking for her. She waved at him, trying to get his attention, but he was looking in the opposite direction.

      "Devlin!" she shouted.

      Suddenly the white van swooped ahead of her, turning into a driveway and cutting off her progress. The side door slid open, and someone jumped out, reaching for her. For the first brief moment, she was frozen in place, like a rabbit terrified of a fox. Then she tried to spin around and race away from the van, but the person who lunged after her was too quick. He yanked on her arm, pulling her towards him. She felt her legs slip out from under her as she lost her balance. The assailant grabbed hold of her, then dragged her into the van. She struggled as much as she could, but the assailant would have none of it. At first he merely slapped her in the face, but when she redoubled her efforts to get away from him, he punched her.

      The driver looked around at the commotion. "Hey, don't hurt her!"

      "She's making too much trouble," snarled the assailant. "Drive, get us out of here!"

      The driver backed the van out of the driveway, turned away from the Thornton house, and sped off.

      Devlin, hearing Cathy's cry, stared in her direction, the watched in shock as the van pulled in between him and his sister. When the van pulled away, there was no sign of Cathy.

      He pulled out his phone and punched in 9-1-1. "Someone just abducted my sister!" he shouted. Then he started running after the van, but it was already far down the street, turning out of the neighborhood.

      What was he going to tell his parents?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 2, 1915 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Mark MacFarland, a former Denver Police Department detective, a former homeless man, a recovering alcoholic, and now a former hot dog vendor, stared worriedly at the clock. His partner in his new detective agency, MacFarland and Pierson, Private Investigators, Cynthia Pierson was late.

      It was not like Cynthia Pierson to be late for anything.

      She wasn't late for breakfast.

      She wasn't late for meetings.

      She wasn't late for anything.

      He had finally gotten the living area for his friend, Rufus Headley, all set up in the basement. Rufus was heading back to Denver, and would be home in a day or two. Rufus had gone to Texas with his newly discovered son, Tran Van Ho, to meet Rufus' Vietnamese "family." A Christmas visit had extended into a month-long visit.

      MacFarland thought the area looked inviting and comfortable, and now he wanted Pierson's sign of approval for his efforts.

      But Cyn was more than an hour late now.

      It's only an hour, thought MacFarland. But an hour in Cynthia Pierson's schedule was more like a day in everyone else's.

      He stared at his phone, sitting on the kitchen table. He had called her three times already in the past hour, but there was no response to each of his calls. She had a hands free device in her car, so she should have been able to respond if she was driving.

      There was no answer when he called the office, either.

      MacFarland wasn't one to worry, but recent events had changed his outlook on life. A man, a former Denver cop, even, that he and Cyn had put behind bars, had escaped. There was good evidence that the rogue cop, Wally McCabe, had murdered Cynthia Pierson's "uncle" Dave O'Neil in a hit-and-run auto accident. As the prime suspect in O'Neil's murder, McCabe was still a threat. MacFarland had warned Cyn to be careful, but she had a mind of her own. She took orders from no one.

      MacFarland grabbed his phone, his jacket, and truck keys and headed out to the garage. The office he and Pierson shared was located on Broadway, close to downtown. He would go there, retrace the route she took back to Observatory Park. Perhaps she had simply stopped at a store on her way home. After all, it wasn't like Cynthia Pierson to take stupid risks. If danger presented itself, she would be able to handle it.

      So why was he at the office, searching through the offices, bathroom, and storage room? Frustrated with finding nothing, he headed out of the building, got in his truck, and drove around the block until he could come back to the parking garage where Pierson often parked. He left his truck on the street and explored the garage, level by level, on foot.

      When he finally found Pierson's vehicle, still in the parking garage on the third level, his heart sank.

      Where was Pierson?

      He examined her vehicle, being careful not to touch it. If there were any fingerprints on the car, he wanted to preserve them as much as possible. He already suspected that his prints were already all over the vehicle, from prior days when he had ridden in her car. But if there was any other evidence on the vehicle, he wanted the police to find it.

      MacFarland immediately fell back into his old police habits. He began to scour the area around her car for any evidence that would indicate that something had happened here. He started by checking the ground around her vehicle, but didn't find anything that might indicate a crime had occurred. He automatically checked all of the empty parking spaces up and down the aisle where Cynthia had parked. There were numerous empty spots, each of which MacFarland examined as carefully as he had around Pierson's car.

      Then, in one space, down and across from where her vehicle was parked, he found something that shouldn't be there.

      Scrape marks, barely perceptible, in the dust and grime on the floor of the parking garage. Two generally parallel marks, indicative of the heels of a shoe being dragged along the ground. The marks were indistinct, broken in places where there was barely enough dust to register the passage of someone. The marks led to the mid-portion of whatever vehicle had been parked there.

      Were the marks left by heels dragged through the dust?

      He didn't know.

      Were they Pierson's heel marks?

      He didn't know.

      But he did know one thing.

      Cynthia Pierson had not made it back to her vehicle. She had not driven home. Whatever happened to her had occurred after eighteen hundred hours, after the time of her last call to him.

      He tried to see the crime as it happened.

      Pierson, emerging from the stairwell on this level, possibly aware that something was wrong. Yes, there was no way she would not be alert in a cramped space such as the stairwell, nor would she blithely enter the parking level without checking for potential danger. She was a cop. Cops looked at the world differently from the average citizen.

      Did she perceive a hint of danger in the stairwell? If she did, she would want to confront the danger in an open space. She would have hurried out of the stairwell and into the open area of the parking level.

      Was there a second assailant waiting for her there?

      It seemed likely. Pierson would be able to handle one assailant. Several scenarios raced through his mind. Pierson waiting for the stairwell assailant, then confronting him, only to be surprised by the second assailant from behind her. Where would that man have hidden? Yes, down that side of the garage. No, that scenario didn't make sense. Pierson wouldn't confront someone who might be an innocent civilian. A second scenario...Pierson comes out of the stairwell, walks towards her vehicle. Someone emerges from between parked cars and confronts her. While she is distracted, the assailant in the stairwell races up behind her and overpowers her.

      No. Pierson would have been able to deal with that sequence of threats.

      This was how it happened. She knew someone was in the stairwell. She hurried out into the parking level to be able to deal with him. He emerges from the stairwell and aggressively pursues her. She is ready for a conflict. She may already be pulling her weapon out of her purse, but then someone comes out from between parked cars behind her and is able to grab hold of her. Then, and only then, would the two assailants be able to subdue her.

      He gauged the distance between her vehicle, the doorway to the stairwell, then estimated where the attack had probably taken place. He went over to the several cars that were still parked there and checked beneath them.

      There it was.

      Her weapon...a Colt 1911 New Agent, 45 ACP 3 inch handgun.

      He pulled out his phone, photographed the location and position of the weapon, then used a cloth to pick up the weapon. He knew he should leave it for the police to discover, but he didn't want to leave any part of Cynthia Pierson here in the garage. He pocketed the weapon, then headed back to his truck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 2, 2030 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland pulled out his phone as soon as he got into his truck. He didn't immediately drive away. He wanted to watch the traffic as it whipped past him on Broadway, heading south. "Hey, Siri, call Lockwood."

      Siri dutifully complied, and soon Lockwood was responding. "Hey, Mac, a bit late for a social call."

      "Lockwood, she's missing! Someone has taken her!"

      There was a brief moment of silence. "How did you hear about the case?" asked Lockwood. "I just got the case."

      "What? Really? I just left there. I didn't see any sign of you guys."

      "I think we sent a patrol car out at two o'clock. I doubt you'd see it there now."

      "What are you talking about? She was okay at two o'clock."

      "What are you talking about, Mac? She was abducted before lunch."

      "Impossible. Cyn called me at six o'clock. She sure seemed okay then."

      "Cynthia? I'm not talking about Cynthia. I'm talking about Cathy Thornton. Isn't that who you're calling about?"

      "Who the hell is Cathy Thornton? I don't know any Cathy Thornton."

      "She's the person who was abducted! She's a twenty-two year old woman that was abducted outside her home. At eleven-thirty this morning."

      "I don't know anything about that, Lockwood. I'm calling to tell you that Cynthia Pierson has been abducted. She's missing! Her car is still in the parking garage across from the Library, but there's no sign of her."

      "How could Cynthia go missing?"

      "What kind of a dumb question is that?" demanded MacFarland.

      "I mean, who would want to hurt her?"

      "Lots of people! Starting off with Wally McCabe, you idiot! And what about the Chicago mob? We just busted up one of their crime rings. What about all the guys she's put in jail over the years? It doesn't matter who did it, it only matters that it's happened. We need police units at the garage, right now. Get the Crime Scene Unit out there. I can meet you there."

      "Mac, get a hold on. How do you know Cynthia is really gone? Maybe she went to the library."

      "She hasn't answered her phone, Benny."

      "If she still has her phone, we can track her. Let me get on that right away."

      "I found her gun under someone else's vehicle."

      "Her gun? She turned in her police issue..."

      "No, her personal firearm."

      "Are you sure it was hers?"

      "Listen, Lockwood, and get this straight. I know what kind of gun Cyn carries. I know this gun belongs to her. The fact that it's out of her purse means that something bad happened to her. Now, are you going to get off your dumb ass and do something about it, or do I have to go over your head? Because I will, Lockwood, I sure as hell will!"

      "There's no need to get your panties in a knot, MacFarland. You know how important Cynthia Pierson is to me. I won't let anything bad happen to her. I will make sure some units are sent over to the garage right now."

      "I'll wait for them," said MacFarland.

      "No, no, it would be better if you're not there. You tend to cause problems when you're around. I will get Chamberlain to authorize an investigation. I can get hold of him easier than you can. Go home, MacFarland. Let us do what we do best."

      "I can show them what--"

      "No, stop arguing all the time! We can handle this. If something happened, don't complicate it with your presence. Did you leave the gun where you found it?"

      MacFarland suppressed a throaty growl. "No, of course not. What would happen if a civilian found it before you guys got there? I did take a photo of it, though."

      "Not sure that helps," grumbled Lockwood. "Just go home."

      "You're an asshole, Lockwood."

      "I know, Mac. I learned it from you."

      MacFarland, frustrated, jabbed the off button on his phone, then threw it on the seat next to him. No one could talk to him like that, especially someone who wasn't experienced enough to carry his water bucket. But as he stared at the deep evening shadows ahead of him, he realized the wisdom of Lockwood's suggestion. He couldn't actually add anything to the investigation, at least at this point. Better to let the CSI nerds do their thing. The most incriminating evidence of an abduction were those damn heel prints in the grime. If they really were heel prints, the CSI scientists would be able to tell him that. Moreover, they could even probably tell him what kind of shoe or boot leather was scraped off by the cement floor.

      He knew they were good at their job. But were they good enough to figure out who had kidnapped Pierson?

      He started up his truck and pulled into the light evening traffic on Broadway. The drive back to Observatory Park took way too long, with too many bad drivers doing their best to obstruct his drive home. Too much time to think. Too much time to consider other, more unpleasant scenarios than Pierson simply being abducted.

      What if she was already dead?

      He had the sinking feeling that being abducted might be the best option he could consider. He couldn't deal with her death. That possibility opened up so many dark avenues in his mind that even he shuddered with dread. MacFarland was not normally a violent man, but he could be unpredictably explosive under the right conditions.

      The loss of Cynthia Pierson was exactly one of those conditions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 3, 0800 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland had problems sleeping that first night. He knew he should be doing something, anything, to find and rescue Cynthia Pierson. But what could he do, other than drive endlessly around Denver's streets, searching desperately for some sign that would point in Pierson's direction. He had spent most of the late hours of Saturday night trying to get information out of Detective Lockwood, until finally the detective shut off his phone and refused to answer his calls.

      When MacFarland finally fell asleep, it was a fitful sleep, filled with disturbing dreams, dreadful images, and frightening premonitions. Despite his concerns about Pierson's absence, he slept later than usual, cursing himself when he finally crawled out of bed. He ached all over, felt as though he hadn't slept a wink, and could not understand where the time went. He showered, skipped shaving, and got dressed. He hurried out to his truck, skipping breakfast. He would see if he could get Lorna or Jackie to get something for him. It was only after he parked on the street in front of the building that housed his office that MacFarland recalled that neither Norma nor Jacqueline would be at work on a Sunday.

      MacFarland heard some noise coming from Baker's office. Not surprisingly, Jerry Baker was in the office on Sunday morning. He knocked on the door, then entered.

      Jerry Baker, one of Denver's more successful defense lawyers, normally snappily attired in thousand dollar suits and designer shoes, was attired in a faded red flannel shirt and jeans. He was shuffling boxes from his office into Lorna Fuchs' office.

      "What are you doing, Jerry?"

      "Trying to clean up," said the lawyer. "Look at this place, Mac. It's a mess."

      Yes, MacFarland had to agree. Jerry Baker's office was an unorganized collection of file boxes, folders, a moose head, two bicycles, boxes containing various defendant’s personal belongings (was that really a pair of ladies' underwear sticking out?), a basketball, and miscellaneous office furniture that had been temporarily stored in Baker's office, but never moved into storage. Now that furniture was buried beneath the accumulated items. There was a narrow, somewhat twisting path, from the door to Baker's desk. MacFarland wondered how Baker ever conducted business in his office, then recalled that the lawyer usually conducted business at local restaurants, other people's offices, or at, in the past, MacFarland's hot dog stand.

      MacFarland wisely did not comment on Baker's state of housekeeping.

      "Jerry, I need your help."

      "You do? I don't have another case at the moment, Mac. Maybe when I get this cleaned up, I might be able to find something that you and Cynthia can do."

      "No, it's not that, Jerry. Cynthia is missing. I need to see--"

      "Huh? What are you talking about? Where is she?"

      "That's sort of what missing means, Jerry. I don't know where she is. She didn't come home last night. Her vehicle is still in the parking garage down the street."

      "Damn, Mac, this is serious. Have you notified the police?"

      "Of course, Jerry. I need to see the building's security tapes."

      "Security tapes. Hmmm. That's going to be a problem."

      "You don't have security tapes? You have all these security cameras throughout the damn building, Jerry."

      "Oh, I have tapes," said Baker quickly. "I also have a person who handles that for me. Unfortunately, she's not here right now."

      "Lorna? Then call her in."

      "Lorna's at church, Mac. It's Sunday, you know. I can leave a message on her phone to come in later today, but disturbing Lorna at church would bring the wrath of God down on me. Worse, it would bring the wrath of Lorna down on me."

      "This is important, Jerry. It's Cynthia we're talking about."

      Jerry was punching keys on his phone. "I'm sending a message to Lorna, Mac. I can show you the room where the security recordings are located. Maybe you can figure it out. Worst case, Lorna will be in this afternoon and can help us."

      The security room--actually more a security closet--was located at the far end of the building on the first floor. There weren't really tapes in the room. Everything was recorded digitally on a stand-alone computer. The room had a small table, a large computer screen, and several hard drive processor modules on a shelf above the computer table. There were two chairs in front of the table. Once MacFarland and Baker got into the room, there was not much space left.

      "I had this set up last year," said Jerry. "The company that put it in showed me how it worked, but damn if I remember."

      "How many security cameras are there?" asked MacFarland.

      "Hmmm. Two on the front entrance, two on the back entrance, one at each corner of the building, one in the main lobby, one at the delivery entrance, and three on each of the floors. What does that make? Nineteen? Should be twenty. Oh, one on the roof at the access door. Yeah, that's it. Twenty."

      "I see. Do you know how to view the feeds?" asked MacFarland.

      "Sure, I think I can do that. Let's see. Yes. Yes. Opps. No, that's not it. It's supposed to be self-evident, but I suspect you have to be a teenager for that to be true. Oh, okay, here it is. There, you can see all of the feeds at the same time. Yes, there's twenty of them. I was right."

      "It's kind of small."

      "Just click on the image you want to see by itself. Yes, that's it. See, it now is full screen. I think you can actually look at several feeds at the same time. Hey, you know, this is a lot easier than I thought."

      "That must be the time code on the lower left-hand corner."

      Baker nodded. "Yes, that's the current view. Hey, is that Lorna?"

      Baker's secretary, all spruced up in a fancy black dress, an exuberant hat, and an audacious fur-trimmed grey coat, could be seen entering the lobby of the building. They could track her progress as she passed through the lobby, turned into the first floor hallway, and proceeded towards the security room. The door opened and Lorna filled the doorway.

      "I figured I'd find you boys here," she said.

      "What about church?" asked Jerry.

      "What are you talking about, Jerry Baker? You know that Cynthia Pierson is more important than singing in church. As soon as I got your text, I came straight here." She pulled MacFarland out of his chair and gave him a bear hug. "You poor thing. But don't you worry, we'll find her. I'm going to get my whole church to pray for her safe return."

      "I appreciate your help, Lorna," said MacFarland. "We need to see the feeds from last night. From about five o'clock onwards."

      "No problem, honey. Jerry, move your ass, I need to sit down to do this." Jerry evacuated his seat and Lorna took control of the keyboard. Her fingers flew over the keys. The displays on the screen flickered, replaced by a series of images from the previous evening. "I bet you want to see if anyone comes into or leaves the building, so I'm going to show the entrances and exits, and the second floor. You know, so we can see what was going on outside your office."

      They watched the digital recordings for the next fifteen minutes. They were displayed at high speed, so the "hour" of the recordings revealed their secrets.

      The problem was, there were no secrets.

      "Looks like no one came to the office," said Lorna. "And there's Cynthia, leaving a little before six."

      MacFarland nodded. He stood up, a bit discouraged. "I didn't really expect this to pan out. I think I know where she was attacked. I was just hoping."

      Lorna stood up. "Don't hope, honey. Put your faith in the Lord, and He will help you."

      "I wish it was that easy, Lorna."

      "It is, honey, you just need faith."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 3, 0900 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland sat at his desk, facing the window that looked out over Broadway. There was a moderate amount of traffic heading south on Broadway. The building across the street no longer held any secrets, and today offered nothing of interest to stare at.

      What was the last place on earth that Pierson would go to, unless she desperately needed help?

      Yes, that's right. His brother's apartment.

      It was only down the street from the parking garage. It would make sense to leave her vehicle parked there, while she hid out in Robert and Jacqueline's apartment. It was close by, few people knew that MacFarland's brother lived downtown, not to speak of Denver or Colorado, and Robert's apartment was actually quite secure. Not totally secure, to be sure. Robert didn't own any guns, had few things that he knew how to turn into defensive weapons (that didn't mean that there wasn't a lot of things in his apartment that could be used for defense--it meant that Robert didn't know how to do that), and Robert's only useful skills were an ability to talk himself out of any predicament or to run away.

      On the other hand, if Pierson had taken refuge with Robert, why hadn't someone contacted him already? He could see Robert not contacting him. His brother often lacked commonsense. But certainly Jacqueline would have let him know if Cyn was there. Hell, even Cyn herself would have contacted him.

      The more he thought about it, the wilder the idea seemed.

      Nevertheless, he grabbed his phone and called his brother.

      "Robert, is Cyn there?"

      "Mark? It's Sunday. Why are you calling so early?"

      "It's nine o'clock, Robert. Half the day is gone already!" Apparently MacFarland wasn't the only one who slept late this morning. "I'm serious, Robert. Cyn is missing."

      "Really? You mean, like missing? Gone?"

      "Yes, that's what I mean. Her vehicle is parked at the parking garage across from the Library, but there's no sign of her."

      "Did you check the car? Maybe it had mechanical trouble. She might have called an Uber to go home."

      "She didn't come home last night."

      "This sounds serious, Mark. There's some guy after her, isn't there?"

      "Yes, the guy she thinks might have tried to mug her up in Breckenridge last month. His name is Wally McCabe. He's still at large."

      "How can I help?"

      "First of all, have you or Jacqueline gotten any calls from Cyn?"

      "Nope."

      "Did you ask Jacqueline?"

      "I don't need to ask her."

      "Ask her, Robert. I don't want to leave any stone unturned."

      "Oh, for crying out loud! Hey, Jackie! Have you heard from Cynthia?" There was a period of mumbling, then some yelling. Robert finally came back to the phone. "Her last conversation with Cynthia was Friday afternoon."

      "That doesn't help," complained MacFarland.

      "It's the best I can do, Mark," said Robert, sounding a tad defensive. "Seriously, bro, what can I do to help?"

      MacFarland tried to keep his temper in check. "How about calling up hospitals around the Front Range area and see if anyone matching Pierson's description has been admitted? That would help a lot."

      "Great," said Robert. "Jackie and I will get right on that."

      "Be sure to check some of the nearby mountain towns too, Robert."

      "Yes, boss."

      MacFarland shook his head, even though Robert couldn't see him. "I'm not your boss, Robert. I'm just worried about Cyn."

      He disconnected the call and stared out the window of his office. He wished he had an office across the street. He might be able to see the mountains from the east side of Broadway.

      Detective Lockwood, unannounced, bounded into MacFarland's office. "Ah, you are here." He plopped down in one of the chairs facing the desk.

      "You look like crap, Lockwood," observed MacFarland. "Have you even been to bed?"

      Lockwood shook his head. "No. I haven't. I've been up all night dealing with that damn parking garage, dealing with the Thornton abduction, dealing with everything."

      "What have they got at the parking garage?"

      "We got the tapes from the security cameras. They only focus on the exit and toll booth. I haven't seen the tapes themselves yet."

      "What about forensics?"

      "Oh, crap, Mac, we're pushing it as fast as we can. Top priority. I think you said something about heel marks in the dust. They got those, and a lot of particulate samples. They're examining everything. Every damn particle of dust, dirt, fiber, hair."

      "What about anyone who was parked near where Cyn's car was?"

      "Yes, we tracking them down. It starts with identifying the cars that left the parking garage between five-thirty and seven-fifteen, which I think is when you got there."

      "Close enough. It's entirely possible that Cyn was put into a vehicle, which then moved to another location in the parking garage, so that it could leave much later. I doubt that is the way it actually happened. After all, when you abduct someone, you probably want to get away from the location of the abduction as quickly as possible. On the other hand, what if the abductor or abductors aren't as stupid as the police?"

      Lockwood sighed wearily. "Makes sense. Okay, we'll identify every damn vehicle that went out of that garage for the whole damn day. If that's what it takes."

      MacFarland nodded. "Yes, Lockwood, that's what it takes. That's what it takes to find the bastards that took Cyn." He looked over at Lockwood. "You know, you're no good to me if you're not at your best. Go get some sleep.  Check back with me after you've gotten some rest."

      Lockwood returned MacFarland's gaze. "Who the hell put you in charge?"

      MacFarland's stare was icy. "The persons who attacked my Cynthia."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 3, 1030 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      After Lockwood left, MacFarland paced throughout the office suite, lost in thought. He avoided Pierson's office. It seemed like a sanctuary that must not be violated. He peered in from the doorway, noting the presence and location of every item in the office. He would keep it exactly like that until he got her back safely.

      He admitted to himself that he would benefit from some rest also. He certainly didn't know what he could do in the office.

      As he locked up the office and headed towards his truck, he checked on Baker and his secretary, but both of them were gone. Presumably Lorna had gone to church and was possibly even now imploring her fellow congregationists to pray for Pierson's safe return.

      Maybe hopes and prayers worked. MacFarland told himself to keep an open mind.

      He drove to Observatory Park, suddenly wondering what had happened to Pierson's car. He should have asked Lockwood if the Crime Scene techs had brought it to the impound lot for examination.

      Pierson would want her vehicle brought home. She wouldn't like it being left in the impound lot, like some uncared for piece of metal.

      Not that she really had any special love affair with the vehicle, he had to admit.

      He entered the house, hung his coat on a hook by the back door, and headed straight for the coffeemaker. Surprisingly, there was already a pot of coffee brewed. He didn't remember making the coffee. Apparently Pierson's plight had scrambled his thoughts more than he realized. Shaking his head, he poured himself a cup of coffee anyway. The coffee was quite hot, so it clearly wasn't left-over reheated coffee from yesterday.

      Cradling his cup, he wandered into the living room, and then into Pierson's small study. He sat down at the desk in the study and then turned on her computer. The sign-on screen asked for Pierson's password. MacFarland typed it in, and the computer came to life. What was he looking for? He didn't know, but he knew he wouldn't find it on any damn computer. He turned the computer off, finished his coffee, and then stood up.

      He heard a noise coming from the back of the house. A door closing, footsteps. His first thought was that Pierson had returned home, but then realized the footsteps were heavy, not a woman's step, but a man's. He placed the coffee cup silently on the desk and stepped cautiously out of the office and headed towards the kitchen.

      As he got closer to the kitchen, the sounds of the intruder became louder and more certain. Someone was searching the kitchen drawers. MacFarland listened intently, then when he was sure the intruder had his back towards the kitchen hallway, he jumped inside, attempting to cross the space between him and the intruder. He reached out for the man...then pulled up in surprise.

      "Rufus!"

      The man spun around. "Boss!"

      Both men spoke at the same time. "When did you get here?"

      "You go first," insisted MacFarland. "When did you get home?" He wasn't sure if Rufus still regarded this as his home, but why not? He had only been gone for a little more than a month. A vacation, really. Now Rufus was home.

      The aged man smiled at MacFarland.  Rufus had a diamond shaped face, a long narrow nose, bushy eyebrows, a beard that looked like desiccated tufts of bleached straw, and straggly, disheveled hair. His chestnut eyes flashed with intensity, and his craggy face was crenellated with age-old laugh lines. He was the most beautiful man MacFarland had ever met. "About an hour ago, boss. My key still worked. Hope you don't mind, but I made some coffee. Where does the lady cop store those little pink packets of sweetener?"

      "I think we're out of those, Rufus."

      Rufus looked around. "Hey, where's the lady cop?"

      MacFarland's expression morphed from happiness to worry in the blink of an eye. "She's missing, Rufus. Someone has taken her."

      Rufus' eyes narrowed. "I knew somethin' was wrong. I knew I had to come home. I shoulda come home earlier. This wouldn't be happenin'."

      MacFarland was not sure that was true, but he could appreciate the sentiment the old Vietnam Vet expressed. Uncharacteristically, he leaned in and hugged Rufus to him. "It's good to have you home, Rufus. Now that you're here, I'm sure we can find Cyn and catch the bastards who abducted her."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 3, 1145 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Despite how much MacFarland wanted to jump into action, now that he had his best friend back at his side, his best friend had other needs that were just as pressing. Rufus hadn't eaten for more than a day. He needed a shower and a change of clothes, though he insisted on wearing his old, ragged Army jacket. He hadn't worn it while in Texas. It hadn't seemed proper to him to remind all of his Vietnamese relatives, most of whom now regarded themselves as more American than Vietnamese, of that period in American history when they had been forced to abandon their country.

      MacFarland realized he also was hungry and needed a shower too, so taking a few minutes for themselves did not seem to be a betrayal of the mission to rescue Pierson.

      An hour later, however, both MacFarland and Rufus were in MacFarland's truck, heading out towards Aurora.

      "Who we gonna see?" asked Rufus.

      "A young man named Denton O'Neil. He's Dave O'Neil's son."

      "Uncle Dave has a boy? I never knew that."

      "I don't think even Dave knew that."

      "He mus' be glad to have his boy around," observed Rufus.

      "Oh...you don't know. David O'Neil is dead, Rufus."

      "Huh? You shittin' me, boss? What the hell? I go away for a month, and everything goes to hell? Who ain't dead?"

      "Nobody else, Rufus."

      "How'd it happen? How did Dave die?"

      "It was a hit-and-run, a murder, we're sure of it."

      "Who done it? You catch the guy yet?"

      "No. We're pretty sure it was Wally McCabe. He's still on the loose. That's what's got me so worried. I think McCabe killed O'Neil to get at Cyn. Now I think he's the one who has abducted her."

      "We need to find the bastard," hissed Rufus.

      "We're working on that, Rufus. But important as that is, we can't assume that just finding McCabe means we rescue Cyn. What if he isn't actually involved in her adduction? We need to locate her, not just pursue someone we think might be involved in her abduction."

      "Sounds like you're jus' lettin' the scumbag get away."

      "No way, Rufus. We still have to find him. But the point I'm trying to make is that we have to keep finding Cyn as our main focus. Thinking that you are going after the person who did it is one way police investigations get side-tracked."

      "So you have to do both."

      "Exactly."

      "But what do you do if you don't have enough guys to do both?"

      MacFarland laughed bitterly. "That's why we need more police," he said.

      "Well, maybe we need more than just police," said Rufus, more to himself than to MacFarland.

      They arrived at O'Neil's house, and the two men went up to the front door. "I should have called Denton before driving out here," said MacFarland, knocking on the door.

      "The boy don't live here?"

      "Not permanently," said MacFarland. "I think he was just visiting. We can ask him, I suppose."  MacFarland wasn't really concerned with what Denton's plans were. He had specific reasons for visiting the young man today.

      Denton O'Neil answered the door, recognized MacFarland, and invited the two men in. He led them into the living room and gestured for them to take a seat. "What's up, Mr. MacFarland? Do you have news about the man who killed my father?"

      "Afraid not, Denton. But I do have some news. Cynthia Pierson is missing. We think she was abducted, probably by someone associated with McCabe. Or maybe someone else."

      "No way, man," said Denton, sitting down on a couch in the living room. "So he is trying to get revenge."

      "That's one theory, Denton. I don't know if your father ever mentioned him, but this is Rufus Headley. He lives in Cyn's house, and has been my friend and savior for many years."

      Rufus and Denton bumped fists, twirled fingers and did a complicated handshake MacFarland had never seen before. "Pleased to meet ya, man," said Rufus. "Your father was a good man."

      "Thanks, bro," said Denton. "Yeah, he mentioned you too, Rufus." Denton turned back to MacFarland. "You coming to the funeral?"

      "Funeral?" Yes, of course, O'Neil's funeral. He had forgotten all about it. "It's tomorrow, right?"

      Denton nodded. "Both of you are invited, of course."

      Rufus quickly nodded. "Sure, I'll be there. Jus' give me the address."

      Denton got up and retrieved two notice cards from a stack on a side table near the front door. He
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