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Justice for All

Nearly a year ago, a group of corrupt cops tried to kill two fellow officers, and failed, thanks in part to Mac Davis, a Marine turned cop reporter for the Seattle Examiner. And as is often the case, the attempt to cover it up was an even bigger deal than the original crime.

Now, finally, the court trials will begin.

But witnesses are going missing. There is a hit list with bounties — and Mac Davis and others at the Examiner are on it. Mac is determined to keep his people safe, either as a reporter, or as a former Marine.

Whatever gets the job done.

Book 7 in the series Mac Davis thrillers.
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Wednesday, Sept. 16, 2015, Seattle

Mac Davis sat on the top step of the stairs inside his home in Queen Anne and just listened. The old Craftsman house had all kinds of creaks and groans, but he’d lived here most of his life, and he knew them all.

There had been something — a sound. Mac had woken up, alert from the training of war zones around the world, and listened. Something. He got up quietly, pulled on some jeans, and got the pistol from his locked nightstand drawer. He tried not to wake Angie — she probably thought he was insanely paranoid by now. And he couldn’t really argue. Most of the places he’d been thought paranoia was a survival skill.

Now Mac just sat quietly and listened, holding the Glock by his side. Safety on, he was no fool, but it wouldn’t take much for him to flip the safety off and pull the trigger. He shook his head. This wasn’t the first night in recent weeks that he’d been awakened by some sound, by some feeling that an intruder was in his house.

It could be he was imagining things, he conceded. After Sgt. Scott McBride was finally busted for corruption last month, someone had broken into the house and spraypainted a message across the wall, ruining some of Angie’s photographs with the paint, slashing some others with a knife: We will destroy you just as easy as we destroyed this.

Mac was afraid the message was directed at Angie, and it gave him nightmares. If someone was coming for him? He shrugged. He could take care of himself. But coming for Angie? What if he couldn’t protect her? She’d already gotten shot because of him.

It made him feel helpless, and he didn’t like it.

The stairs between the first and second floors had a landing half-way down, and then they turned toward the kitchen. No one coming in the back door could see him, but he couldn’t see them either. Same with the front door. But he could listen. The trick was to sit very still, keep your breathing slow and even, and pay attention.

This house was really the only home he’d ever known. His mother had dragged him all over the country as a child before dumping him on his uncle’s doorstep in San Diego. When he and his cousin Toby started running with the gangs, his uncle had moved to Vallejo, but that didn’t work either. So he shipped them to Seattle to live with Toby’s mother, who had become an art professor at the University of Washington.

Mac lived here in this house during his high school years, running wild with Toby. For four years of the Marines and four years of college, this was the house he returned to for holidays. And when the Seattle Examiner hired him, he returned to this house to live with his aunt. 

Now he and his fiancée were buying the house from her.

Fiancée. Mac smiled. There was a word he’d never thought he’d be saying about anyone. Buying a house? Ditto.

He wasn’t sure how it happened, but he had people to protect now. Not just Angie, but others — friends, coworkers. It scared him to death. How the hell had that happened? He’d always been a loner. What if he failed them?

There, that sound. That was the floorboard in front of the back door. Mac learned early to step over it when he and Toby snuck into the house late at night. Mac flipped the safety off on his weapon, and the click sounded loud in the silent house. A warning.

That’s right, you bastard, Mac thought grimly, I’m awake, and I’m armed.

There were no more sounds, but Mac thought the intruder was still there.

If anyone had been there to begin with.

He heard footsteps near him, and glanced up. Angie sat down on the stair beside him. She didn’t say anything; she just leaned her head against his shoulder. It was easy to forget how small she was — 5-foot-nothing, to his 6-foot-2. She was sturdy, a word he would never use out loud. He knew more about women than to do that! But she was sturdy, from packing around all that camera gear, and more, she was a force to be reckoned with.

He felt better knowing she had his back. She’d shown more courage than many Marines he’d fought alongside.

Something eased inside him with her presence. One thing he had learned in the Marines was to be patient. He wasn’t patient enough to be a sniper, that was a specialized calling, but he could outwait Afghan men who had a culture of patience Americans didn’t have. Probably why the U.S. was losing over there. So he would sit here, and wait, and see if that board creaked again.

He thought back to the beginning of all this.

Really, it had started during those teen years, oddly enough. Sneaking in late at night was the tip of the iceberg — he and his cousin Toby had been wild as hell. They’d been part of the gangs — Toby, more than Mac — in the Bay area. Up here, they ruled. Stupid kids, he thought now. Old enough to know better, but they hadn’t.

One night, they got pulled over in a car they’d boosted. A very posh luxury car with a buyer waiting in San Francisco. It hadn’t been their first car, but it was their first arrest.

The cop thought he’d hit the lottery. A two-fer, he called them to their faces — thinking they were two Black teens, Mac just considerably lighter than Toby. Then the cop got a better look at Mac and decided he was Hispanic. Still good, he’d said. Toby just glared at Mac when Mac started to argue, and Mac had shut up. It shouldn’t have mattered, but they both knew it did.

The cop, a man named Andy Malloy, was determined to throw the book at them both. He’d blown up in the courtroom when he discovered Mac was White. The judge had to gavel Malloy silent. Mac had just smirked at him.

That night they were busted, Mac had wanted to run for it — no way that car couldn’t outrun a police car, he had argued. But Toby shook his head. No, he said. And Toby had taken the fall for felony theft. It had been his idea, he claimed; Mac had just been along for the ride. Toby, at 18, was tried as an adult and went to prison. The judge gave probation to Mac, who was just 17, if he agreed to go into the Marines when he graduated in a few months.

After a week in juvie, Mac would have agreed to anything.

Why they thought it was a good idea to take a wild, angry kid and give him the best weapons and combat training Uncle Sam had to offer, Mac had no clue. He’d taken the deal and felt like he’d owed Toby, because if they’d ran, there would have been no deal — if they survived it at all.

Andy Malloy would have shot them — two teens he thought were Black fleeing arrest? You bet he would have. Toby knew that, Mac hadn’t.

Mac spent four years as a Marine stationed in hot spots all over the world, most of the time in Afghanistan. At the end of the four years, he came home, used his college benefits to go to Western Washington University and majored in journalism. He wanted a career in sports journalism.

Periodically, Toby called in a favor or two. Mac never protested. He owed him.

Dumb fool kid, he thought again.

When Mac graduated, no sports-writing positions were available in the entire state. The Seattle Examiner offered him a job as a cop reporter, and he took it. He could apply for a sports position when one opened up, the editors assured him.

His friends had laughed hysterically. Mac laughed with them, because he’d never thought to be back in a police station again, unless it was in cuffs, and they had an arrest warrant. The cops were incredulous too — some of them remembered him from his juvie days.

He didn’t like cops much, but he understood them. Truth be known, Mac understood them better than he did his coworkers. Many cops were veterans like himself. Mac didn’t trust them, but cops didn’t trust reporters either. At least Mac knew which end of the gun you pointed at someone, they allowed.

Yeah. Mac knew that.

Sports positions had opened up since he joined the Examiner, but he didn’t apply. The cop beat suited him better than he ever imagined.

One of his stories went national — a local powerbroker named Howard Parker wanted to be in charge of national security badly enough to kill for it. Then his editor sent him off to investigate the growing white nationalist militia movement in northern Washington. It was there he came across Andy Malloy again. Someone was running training camps for militia wannabes in the north Cascade mountains. Malloy had been one of the men behind the camps.

While Mac had been away, fighting real wars, Malloy had finally gotten booted off the Seattle police force. He’d killed a 12-year-old Black kid — on camera, no less. It had been too much even for the SPD, making Malloy a rarity — a cop held accountable for killing someone. He hadn’t faced criminal charges — that would have been too much to ask for — but he’d lost his job, and even when the union appealed the dismissal, the department held firm.

Malloy had opened a shooting range in Marysville, just north of Seattle. He and some other guys started offering shooting lessons, and then expeditions to the mountains. And if you were in the inner circle, Malloy would arrange a real hunt — for men, usually homeless men abducted off the streets of Seattle.

Mac had written the story — Angie had done the photos, which were phenomenal, and they’d blown the whole scenario sky high.

Literally. Mac smirked. His publisher said he’d like to see Mac break an explosive story sometime without using real explosives. They didn’t all explode, Mac had protested. The publisher had looked at him over his reading glasses with skepticism. Mac shrugged.

Malloy and his friends on the force were incensed by the stories, and furious at the cops involved in the Internal Affairs investigation — Lt. Nick Rodriguez and Lt. Joe Dunbar, two of the few cops Mac actually respected.

Malloy, along with Captain John Rourke and Sgt. Scott McBride, tried to kill them both one night. Those shithead cops had even fired at houses full of kids. 

They failed to kill their targets, however.

Didn’t stop them from trying again.

Mac, a couple of FBI agents actually worth their pay, a few cops, a half-dozen tech nerds, and some other journalists, had ended up staying at the Parker House to defend themselves. Eventually, Malloy and Rourke had led an attack team on the Parker House.

Most of the cops were facing charges now, along with some civilians who had been funding corruption the cops were trying to cover up. You name the scam, one of them was running it. Mac and the criminal justice team at the Examiner were still writing stories about it all, nearly a year later.

Andy Malloy wasn’t facing charges, however. He was dead. Angie had killed him before Malloy could kill Mac. Mac hadn’t even known Angie was behind him, much less that she had a gun.

Sgt. Scott McBride wasn’t dead. He hadn’t been charged with anything either. Not then. He had a lot of power as president of the police union in Seattle. Mac had managed to convince his contacts on the police force to call for a vote of no confidence. McBride lost the presidency, and it made him even angrier. He couldn’t let it go. He tried to kill Mac again.

And he’d set Angie up to be shot.

He could have lost her, Mac thought now. He still could. Rumors said a bounty on all of the witnesses and victims of the events of last year — and last month — had been established. It didn’t seem to ever stop. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, not in the United States of America.

Mac heard a sound, just a click, like someone might have gone out the back door. His eyes narrowed, and he listened carefully.

He thought the person was gone — if there had been anyone there to begin with.

He was so tired.

“Is he gone?” Angie asked softly.

Mac shrugged. “I’m not even sure there was someone there to start with,” he said honestly. “It may be my imagination.”

Angie shook her head. “You don’t have that kind of imagination, Mac,” she said. “You are the most clear-headed, cold-blooded thinker I know. It’s scary sometimes. But if you think you hear someone breaking in, then I’ll take it to the bank — someone was trying to break in.”

Mac couldn’t decide if he had been insulted — no imagination? — or if that was the most honest appraisal he’d ever received. But something eased inside him. It probably wasn’t his imagination.

“We could put in an alarm system,” Angie said.

They could. But a good alarm system was expensive. Besides, most alarm systems were alerts to the police. Mac thought whoever was breaking in probably were police officers.

More than one? Mac thought about that. One at a time, he decided. But there had been other incidents. This wasn’t the first night he’d waited and listened with a gun at the ready. He wasn’t sure it was the same person each time.

The bounty on Angie was rumored to be $50K — higher than the $20K on the rest of them — because she’d killed Malloy, and among this segment of white nationalist cops and cop wannabes, Malloy had been a hero. Mac couldn’t fathom why. Malloy was a nasty piece of work — even his friends thought so.

Mac hadn’t told Angie the amount, just that there were bounties on them all, and she needed to be cautious. But he knew. She had a bullseye on her back, and it was because she’d saved Mac’s life. It ate at him, no lie.

“Come on,” Angie said softly. She traced one of his tattoos on his bare shoulder. “We can get a few hours of sleep before we leave for work. Do you need to go down and check the doors first?”

Did he? No, he decided. The person was gone. Didn’t mean that someone couldn’t be set up on the front porch or in the backyard to take him out when he came down to investigate. He put the safety back on his gun, and stood up. When he pulled Angie to her feet, he noticed she had the Ruger .380 auto he’d gotten for her. She held it loosely at her side. It was a smaller gun, and it fit her hand better than his bigger revolvers. He gave her a one-armed hug.

“Bed,” he agreed. Besides, 4:30 a.m. came early. He had to be at work by 6 a.m., and it was a 40-minute commute. He helped Angie walk back to their bedroom. She’d graduated from crutches to a cane, but a bullet wound to the calf was no walk in the park — pun intended. He smirked. She was back at work, and the photo editor had put her on desk duty and aligned her hours with Mac’s so she didn’t have to drive. Angie didn’t know whether to complain about having to go in to work so early, or be grateful for her editor’s concern.

Angie really hated desk duty, but even she seemed to realize that hobbling around with a cane was no way to go out on photo shoots. Mac smiled. Didn’t stop her from grumbling about all of it. He didn’t tell her he was grateful she wasn’t out on assignment, because they would make her vulnerable.

It would be over soon.

Jury selection started tomorrow for Rourke’s trial. A lot of the small fish had pleaded out. Whalen — the venture capitalist who had funded a lot of this — had pleaded guilty to federal charges, rather than stand trial for state offenses. Mac had heard the state wanted to add some of their charges to the federal ones — but that was Yesenia’s beat, not his. She actually understood how courts worked.

Captain Rourke was the real case. He’d been the mastermind behind a protection racket that Rodriguez and Dunbar had jeopardized, and he’d been willing to fan Malloy’s insanity to take them down. If he was convicted, the rest of the cops would fold.

It wouldn’t give Rodriguez back his ability to walk. It wouldn’t get Dunbar’s career back on track — strange how the victim had paid a higher price than the corrupt cops. But it would be a start to cleaning house at the cop shop.

It really depended on how widespread the corruption was. Last month, McBride had made a run at Mac — turned out he was running his own, low-rent ‘look-away’ scam. McBride and most of the cops on the north precinct swing shift were in on it. Those charges had just been filed against them — would it be another year before they went to trial? Probably.

No wonder people didn’t think justice was served. By the time the courts got around to a trial, people had forgotten about the case and moved on to other outrages.

Well, that was his job, Mac thought grimly. He had to find ways to keep telling the story so people did remember.

But the real question still was, how far up the ladder had the corruption gone? Even Lt. Rodriguez, one of the victims, refused to speculate on that.

Mac set all of those thoughts aside, and got in bed beside Angie. He turned out the light. But sleep eluded him. He’d be facing another day with not enough sleep. It was dangerous. Lack of sleep made a man sluggish and careless.

And if there was one thing Mac knew, he needed his wits about him. Too many people were depending upon him.

How the hell had that happened?
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It was still dark when Mac and Angie left the house to go to the office — it always was. Mac carried Angie’s camera bag along with his own backpack. Angie grumbled about it, and then sighed. “I should be saying thank you.”

Mac grinned down at her. “Trust me, I understand how being shot makes you feel,” he said. “Everything is harder to do. You’re tired all the time and have to depend upon others, and you hate it. It will get better. You’re already off crutches!”

Angie shook her head and laughed. “This is a bizarre conversation for 5 a.m.,” she said.

Mac didn’t know what gave him a warning. He just knew. He dropped what he was carrying, and pulled Angie to the ground behind the big rhododendrons by the back gate.

Angie protested; he knew it must have hurt. But then they heard the shot, and she shut up. Mac tried to figure out where it had come from — from the east, he decided. Someone had a perch in the alley to the east.

Mac picked up a small rock and flung it at the gate. Another shot followed. Mac was grim. The shooter had them trapped. Angie was rummaging in his backpack, and came up with his Glock, and handed it to him. He gave her an approving smile. What he really wanted to do was kiss her. A year ago when they first met, she’d been completely unfamiliar with weapons. She’d still had all the fight she had now, though. They’d managed to get out of the North Cascades alive because of her, really.

Then it had been his turn to hobble around on crutches with a bullet wound in his calf.

“Phone,” he mouthed at her. She nodded and pulled her own phone out of her pocket. “Call Stan,” he said. “He’s probably on the road after taking Janet to the office. Tell him we’re trapped — shooter is at the east end of the alley.”

Angie pressed the number for Stan Warren, a local FBI Agent and Janet Andrews’ partner. Stan was as protective of Janet as Mac was of Angie. Last time he’d seen the man, he had the same hollowed out look Mac did. This was wearing them all down. And exhausted people made mistakes. Mac knew it. Stan Warren knew it.

They just didn’t know what the fuck-all to do about it. When the protectors were the problem, who did you call?

As editor, Janet Andrews got to the office an hour before Mac did, and the building was often empty. Warren hung around until someone else got there — people in the back shop, usually, or sometimes Mac himself. Then he went into work at the FBI office. Janet didn’t like Stan Warren hovering, but she didn’t protest. Mac thought she was humoring Stan because she understood the paranoia that came with his job, rather than because she was concerned for her own safety. But Mac agreed with Warren, Janet was in jeopardy.

All the witnesses were. But it was the civilians — those who weren’t cops, or didn’t have military experience like his own — who worried Mac. Well, he worried about Rodriguez too, although he’d never tell him so. Being in a wheelchair limited Nick Rodriguez’s ability to defend himself and his family.

Rodriguez’s boss had given him 24-hour protection. Rodriguez hadn’t taken it well. He wouldn’t take Mac’s concern any better.

Joe Dunbar didn’t have the protection detail, although Mac thought he should. At least he lived in the same neighborhood as Rodriguez. But could they trust the protection detail? They were cops. Whose side were they really on?

Had to be hard not to trust your own coworkers. But then Joe Dunbar knew all about that — he’d been set up by his fellow officers that first night. They’d been trying to kill him ever since. He was the DA’s star witness about the corruption ring that had operated out of the Seattle PD. A lot of cops, even those who weren’t a part of the corruption, thought he was crossing the ‘blue line’ by testifying against some of their own, even though he was testifying against men who had tried to kill him.

It didn’t help that Joe was Black — a Black police lieutenant and homicide detective. They were damned rare, even in so-called ‘liberal’ Seattle. He was aggressive, rough spoken, and good at what he did. No one would ever send him out to the schools to do Mr. Friendly appearances. But if someone shot your husband, you couldn’t ask for a better investigator.

He and Mac had always gotten along. No one would send Mac out to the schools for career day either. His best friend, Shorty, a math teacher in Bellevue, had threatened to put his name on the list sometime just for shits and grins. Mac noticed he’d never actually done it. Shorty was too smart for that.

Mac was worried about Joe. He was struggling. Mac had heard there was some petty harassment, late-night threatening, late-night calls at home, even a slashed tire on his pickup. Joe refused to talk to him about it.

Joe was drinking more than he should, too. Mac knew the signs all too well.

The Marines had dried him out 10 years ago. Alcohol and long-term stress didn’t play well together. Mac didn’t know what to do about Joe’s drinking, however. He couldn’t talk to anyone about it either. Rodriguez might feel obligated to tell his command. And Stan Warren was trying to get Joe a job in the FBI bureau. A drinking problem wasn’t going to sell him to the Fibbers — they tended to be pretty uptight about things.

At least Mac thought that was the case. He considered the FBI agents he knew. Uptight was right.

“Stan’s on his way,” Angie said. “He wants to know if we can get to the alley.”

Mac grimaced. He understood the request, but he wasn’t sure they could. Well, maybe if they crawled through the rhodies? “How’s your leg?” he asked softly.

She shrugged. “Better than it will be if the sniper connects with a shot.”

True enough.

Mac had never liked these rhododendrons, especially after he came home from the Marines. They were huge old evergreen bushes, taller than he was. During the spring, they had bright fuchsia blooms like most rhodies in Seattle — the rest of the time, they were just dark green blobs. He never could get over the feeling someone could be lurking in them, waiting to ambush him. Instead, he was the one lurking in them. He almost laughed out loud at that thought, but then he’d have to explain it to Angie. She’d think he was certifiable. Or maybe not, but then he’d worry about her mental health.

“Scoot through,” he suggested, and she nodded. He gathered up all the things — her cane, the camera bag, his backpack — and crouch-walked behind her. They came up against the wooden fence, and Mac grimaced. He studied the boards — they weren’t even an inch thick, he realized, and about six inches wide. He could pull them off. Probably have to take two, maybe three down. Might make a hell of a racket, however. He heard a car motor. Stan Warren, he hoped.

He glanced toward the gate; it wasn’t that far away, and now that they were up close to the fence, he didn’t think the sharpshooter could get a clear view of them. Surely, the shooter would run when he saw the car? A gray Chevy Malibu? If that didn’t scream government or cop, he didn’t know what did.

He gave Angie her cane. “Stay close to the fence,” he said. She nodded, and put her back up against the fence and inched her way toward the gate. Mac followed.

Mac opened the gate with a kick. No one shot at it. Well, that was good news.

“Back door’s open,” Stan said from inside the car.

Mac took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Angie looked puzzled when he handed Angie all of their belongings, but he just picked her up and shoved her into the car. He slammed the door shut, opened the passenger side door, and got inside. He heard another shot hit the back fence as he closed the door.

Guess the shooter was still out there.

“He’d better not hit my car,” Stan muttered, as he put the car in gear and drove forward — toward the shooter, actually, but there was little choice here. “I’ll come looking for him with a butcher knife. I like this car.”

“Dude, it’s a Chevy Malibu,” Mac said incredulously. “Every third car in Seattle is just like it. How can you get attached to a car like this?”

Stan shrugged. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “It’s my car. And I don’t appreciate having someone shoot at it.” He glanced in the rearview mirror. “You OK?”

“Fine,” Angie answered. “Did you know rhodies have thorns — well, bristles?”

“No, I can’t say I’ve gotten all that close to a rhododendron,” Stan teased. Mac smiled. The two of them had a brother-sister thing going on. It brought out a side to the cold FBI agent Mac didn’t know he had. Stan Warren had been in the Washington, D.C., office before meeting Janet and deciding to move out to Seattle a year ago. He was a tall, good-looking Black man in his 40s, who still wore suits more suited to D.C. than Seattle.

Mac thought the career move was more complex than falling in love with a Seattle woman, but Stan never talked about it. No reason Mac needed to know, but a journalist’s curiosity rarely stopped at the newsroom door.

“Is Janet alone at the office?” Mac asked. 

“No, someone came into the back shop before I left,” Stan Warren said. “I wish they’d hire more security. They’ve got one for nights when the building is empty. Not much of one, but they have one. Why they can’t extend his hours, is beyond me.”

Mac knew the answer — money. Like most newspapers, the Examiner was barely hanging on financially. Spring for expanded security? No way... they could barely afford to keep the lights on as it was. There had been more cuts in the back shop just last month. There was talk about focusing on the online edition and printing a paper edition only three days per week. Mac hated to think it would come to that. So no, there was no money for additional security; he was surprised they even had one at night. But the building was in a rough part of downtown — maybe it hadn’t been rough when the paper started there a century ago, but it was now.

“Thanks for coming for us,” Mac said. “After I get off deadline, I’ll have to see if I can figure out where the sniper placed his hide.”

“We had an intruder last night,” Angie volunteered. “Mac scared him off.”

Stan glanced at him, but didn’t say anything. Mac sighed. “I heard something,” he admitted. “And yeah, I think someone came inside. But it’s not the first time in the last few weeks I’ve thought that. And they go away when I make noise.”

Stan was silent. “Pulitzer has been barking in the middle of the night,” he said, referring to Janet’s dog, a scruffy, large mutt Janet had named Pulitzer because he didn’t come when he was wanted either. “Doesn’t seem to need to go out, just whines. I think someone’s out there too. But why, or who, I don’t know.”

Mac nodded. That was the question, he conceded. “To scare us? Make us sleep deprived?” he asked, not looking for an answer. “But shooting at us takes it up a few notches.”

“Jury selection starts tomorrow,” Stan said grimly. “If they’re going to get witnesses to back out, they want to do it soon. I’m surprised the DA hasn’t put everyone in Witness Protection.”

“They brought it up early on,” Mac admitted. “But Janet wasn’t going to abandon the newspaper for God knows how long — months obviously. And I wasn’t going to abandon Janet. Everyone else stuck around because we did. I assume Rodriguez and Dunbar have similar reasons. Starting over in Witness Protection is tough if you’ve got a profession and a family.”

Stan grunted. “The District Attorney wants to have a meeting with Rand and me,” he said. “He called Janet too. She said she’d have Leatherstocking set something up. I suspect the DA would just as soon Leatherstocking wasn’t there.”

Michael Leatherstocking was the newspaper’s attorney. He was smart, quick, and he liked Janet, or they would never be able to afford his rates. He probably was the only person in town who could give Stan a run for his money when it came to suits. Seattle really wasn’t a dressy kind of place. 

But Leatherstocking rarely lost a case, and his rates — and his suits — reflected that.

Stan was probably right about the DA, however. Even if Leatherstocking and the DA were on the same side in this case, the DA might not like having the city’s most cutthroat attorney peering over his shoulder.

“Did the DA say what about?” Mac asked. 

“Wants to go over some testimony,” Stan said. “It’s not the first meeting. Not unusual either.”

Mac would take his word for it. He hung out with cops, not attorneys at the courthouse. That was Yesenia’s beat. Beats got very narrow when there was so much to cover. Just covering cops for the Puget Sound region took two reporters. It had been this case that had brought them all together as a team instead of independent beat reporters. Mac thought it had improved their coverage. It had also shown him how little he knew. 

I wanted to be a sportswriter, he thought grimly.

“You need to call in a report on this,” Stan said.

Mac grunted. Joy. He always liked showing up in his own police blotter.

Angie laughed. “There’s a whole male vocabulary of grunts, snorts, shrugs,” she teased. “If anyone ever doubts that women invented language, all they need to do is hang out with you all.”

Mac started to grunt again, and stopped himself just in time. “Whatever,” he said, smiling back at her. She laughed harder.

“I’ll call after deadline,” Mac said.

Stan shook his head. “Not good enough. Do it now.”

Mac started to argue, but Angie interrupted. “I’ll take care of it when we get to the office.”

Mac settled back into his seat and closed his eyes. He respected Stan, and after all this time, he even liked the man. Truth was, he wasn’t used to liking a cop. And Stan Warren was a cop’s cop. He was used to giving orders, and Mac didn’t like taking orders from anyone. They circled each other like two junkyard dogs, Mac thought with amusement.

The rest of the ride to the downtown office building was silent. Mac spent the 30 minutes looking out the window and wondering what the point of the harassment was. He didn’t know what the others’ thoughts were — hopefully more productive than his own.

Stan pulled into the parking structure, and stopped in front of the staff door on the second floor. “Tell Janet I’m going into the office, and I will be back to pick her up. And she needs to wait for me,” he said, and sounded a bit grim.

Mac tried not to laugh. He suspected Janet didn’t take orders any better than he did. She was likely to absentmindedly head to the gym when she was done for the day without even thinking about letting Stan know. He’d still been in the office the day that happened. Stan had about put out an all-points bulletin for her from the newsroom, when Janet called Stan to ask him what time he’d be home for dinner.

“I’ll tell her,” Mac said, struggling to keep a straight face. Stan looked at him suspiciously, but he didn’t ask. Good thing. “Thanks for coming for us,” Mac said seriously.

“I’d say anytime, but I’d like for it not to happen again,” Stan said morosely.

“Wouldn’t we all,” Mac agreed as he got out of the car. He opened the back door for Angie, took the bags, and helped her out. She muttered under her breath, but she didn’t refuse his help. They’d been around this reality more than once.

He closed the doors, and waved Stan off, but Stan waited until they were inside the building. Angie grinned at him. “You two are so much alike,” she said, shaking her head.

“We are nothing alike,” Mac protested. She veered off to the photo department, still laughing at him. 

“Angie?” Mac said quietly. “Call it in to Rodriguez?”

She paused, and turned back to look at him. “Not Dunbar?” she asked.

Mac shook his head. “I don’t know what his schedule is,” he said. “You might wake him just coming off shift.”

Angie nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. Well, she had good reason for that — Mac was actually afraid Joe might be sleeping off a bender. That had happened more than once in the last few weeks, months really. Mac knew the pattern.

How well he knew.

He picked up his pace as he walked past the sports section — empty at this time of day — and into the newsroom. There was always just a tinge of nostalgia when he went by. He laughed at himself. He was too addicted to the adrenaline of the cop beat to ever sideline himself in the sports section.

Janet looked up from her computer. “Everything OK?”

“Yeah,” Mac said. “We’ll talk after deadline.”

Janet nodded and looked back at her screen. “Stan called to tell me you might be late.”

Mac glanced at the clock. Shit, they were late — 10 minutes, and the clock was ticking. He flipped on his own computer, and went to the printer to see what the police might have sent over by way of press releases. Usually the press releases weren’t the most interesting stories — press releases were the stories the police wanted him to know, after all. He rifled through them as he walked back to his desk, and came to a stop.

“Janet,” he said urgently. “We’ve got a problem.”

She looked up at him and raised one eyebrow in question.

“Someone set fire to the Parker House Saturday night,” he said. And they were just now hearing about it? See? The best stories never came over the internet.

Janet sat back in her chair and stared at him. “Do they think it was arson?” 

Mac shrugged. The press release just said investigation was pending — which translated to, no one knew shit.

The Parker House had become a home away from home for all of them, ironic as that was considering Mac’s first encounter with the place. But it had housed them when they were under attack. It was a big, beautiful house, right on Lake Washington — it had been anyway. 

“Why would they do that?” Janet muttered. “It’s been empty all summer.”

“Don’t know,” Mac said. “Do we need to do something with the story? Or run it as just another blotter item?”

She ran her hand through her hair, and Mac grimaced. It was her only tell — and the worse the situation, the messier her hair got. It had been tidily pulled back in a braid until he became the bearer of bad news. She glanced at the clock, mentally doing the math. Mac waited.

“Give me three ‘grafs and I’ll put it on page 1,” she said. “Former home of Howard Parker, and the scene of an attack on two police officers last fall. Mention the upcoming trial. You can probably write it off the top of your head.”

He nodded. He could and sat down at his computer to do just that. “I would like to know what’s got them all stirred up,” he said.

“So say we all,” Janet muttered. “Keep the blotter short. You and Joe can make the calls after deadline.”

Mac nodded. Janet’s ability to make those kinds of decisions quickly and on deadline was why she was considered one of the best editors on the West Coast. She’d been in the Examiner’s D.C. office for a while, he knew, but she’d come home to Seattle when the Examiner cut most of the D.C. staff. She’d been the news editor who hired him. Now, they’d merged the news editor and editor into one position — hers — and all the content people answered to her. He hoped they’d given her a pay increase, because he didn’t know how the paper would survive without her.

He was chasing some depressing thoughts this morning. Most of the time he tried not to think about the future of newspapering in general, or of this paper, in particular. He dismissed it as the result of a lack of sleep, and focused on writing the story Janet had asked for.

“In your queue,” Mac called over, and Janet nodded. He then turned to writing the blotter — a compilation of brief stories about what the police were doing. More and more, he was having doubts this was worth the time it took. Maybe once it had a purpose. Maybe it informed people of what was happening in the city and held the police accountable. He wasn’t sure it still did.

It wasn’t comprehensive. He couldn’t even claim they were the most important actions of law enforcement over the last 24 hours. It did, however, keep cops somewhat honest, he supposed. They thought they were being watched. The newspaper didn’t have the manpower to watch them as carefully as they needed to be monitored, and television news cherry-picked only the most sensational stories, and always had.

If they’d been monitoring the cops as thoroughly as they should have been, they would have found the corruption before a dozen Black and Brown men died. Sometimes they forgot that’s how all this corruption started. If Cops got too rough with a suspect — invariably Black/Brown or gay — and the suspect died, they knew who to call. And the bodies would get dumped out in the north precinct, where someone would ‘discover’ them — suicides.

As if a Black man would lynch himself in a public place. Mac didn’t know any Black man who would commit suicide that way.

It was Mike Brewster who had discovered that story. He’d been asked to look at the crime rates, like the paper did monthly. On a whim, he looked at the region’s suicide rates as well — and they were skyrocketing, especially in the north precinct.

Data crunching. Mike was a good guy, and almost as much a computer nerd as Shorty Guillermo, Mac’s best friend from way back.

As if thinking about him conjured him up, Mike walked into the newsroom. He looked sick. Mac glanced at the clock; it was early for him to be here. And it never bode well when a journalist showed up early for work. Most of them were night owls. They pitied Mac’s early morning shift, although Mac actually didn’t mind it. It was quiet in these early hours. The hubbub of the newsroom as it reached capacity made him insane.

Janet looked up and saw Mike, too. “Almost done,” she said. “Can it wait until we’re off deadline?”

Mike nodded, and sat down at the desk under the big newsroom clock. Mac gave the clock one more look, and bent down to finish another story brief. “In,” he called out a few minutes later.

“Got it,” Janet answered, an exchange they did five days every week. Anyone who had ever managed a newsroom queue on deadline knew it wasn’t just habit. Mac was convinced computers knew you were on deadline, and chose the worst possible moment to disappear a story.

Mac saved a copy in his own files before he ever sent it to Janet. He had only had to retype an entire blotter once to figure that out.

“And we’re in,” Janet announced. She glanced at the clock, and gave it a decisive nod. Mac grinned. Janet did battle with the clock every morning, and she deserved her victories.

“I need to talk to you,” Mike said quietly. He looked at Mac. “You too.”

Mike was the sole remaining member of the paper’s investigative unit — a previous cost-cutting move. The investigative editor, Steve Whitman, had applied for the editor position, and when Janet was hired, he’d quit. 

Whitman went to work for his church, one of the big megachurches that seemed to be sprouting up everywhere.

The reporters had been offered newsroom positions, but except for Mike, they hadn’t been interested in the faster pace of the newsroom. Mac thought Mike, however, had flourished in the newsroom. He was considered an asset by all the reporters, most of whom hated anything to do with math. And it didn’t matter how many times Mike protested that data wasn’t the same thing as math, no one believed him.

Mike still wore a tie, however. He’d quit wearing a suit early on, but he couldn’t seem to give up the tie. Mac got it. They all had their talismans that said they were reporters.

Mike led the way into the conference room. Mac sat down and so did Janet, but Mike shoved his hands into his pockets, and stood. He shook his head. “I need to get off the witness list,” he said abruptly. “Can I do that?”

Mac blinked. That was unexpected.

“It’s possible,” Janet said matter-of-factly, and Mike relaxed a bit at her tone. “We have a meeting with the DA later today; you can discuss it with him then. You want to tell me what’s going on?”

Mike closed his eyes briefly. “I got a call last night,” he said. “They threatened my daughter, Janet. How did they know I had a daughter? And they knew her name.”

Whoa. Mac leaned back in his chair. He hadn’t known Mike had a daughter — Mike was single, Mac knew that much. A daughter?

“Didn’t know you had a daughter,” Mac commented.

Mike nodded jerkily. “We’re divorced,” he said. “She’s 4 years old. They live in Nebraska! She remarried.... How did they know?” The last was almost a wail. Mac couldn’t blame the man. 

“What did they say exactly?” Mac asked, with a glance at Janet. She seemed content to let him ask the questions. Fine with him — he had lots of questions.

Mike swallowed hard. “It was like lines right out of a cheesy thriller — a man’s voice. He said it would be a shame if something happened to Bianca because her father was meddling in someone else’s business. That if I were any kind of a father, I’d put her safety first before testifying in a case where a fine officer was being set up to take the fall. And they’re right, Mac. I can’t put her in jeopardy — my two bits of testimony isn’t that crucial.”

“Probably true,” Mac said, reassuringly. “Any ideas how they would have found out about her?”

Mike shook his head. “I moved to take the job here. My wife wanted to give it six months before relocating — she’s a homebody, and Nebraska was home,” he explained. “Four months later, she called and wanted a divorce. She’d met a man — actually, it was a man we both grew up with. I’m not sure....” He trailed off, took a deep breath, and started over. “I pay child support, of course. And, Bianca is on my life insurance policy here as the sole beneficiary.”

Mac paused at the last bit of information, and looked at Janet. “Who has access to that?” he asked. The police who had attacked them last year had some hackers working with them. It was one of the things that had made them so deadly.

Janet considered it. “I can’t see Betty leaking that information to anyone,” she said, doubtfully.

Mac snickered. The business manager was a large, older woman who wore glasses with a silver chain. She would peer at you over the top of the glasses, and then let them fall to her chest if she thought you were worth talking to. And then she’d put the glasses back on, signaling the conversation was over, and turn back to her computer. The entire company was terrified of her. But no, Mac couldn’t see her telling someone about Mike’s child.

“Steve Whitman,” Mac said flatly. No use dancing around it. “Did he have access to the hiring papers for his unit?”

Janet made an equivocating gesture with her hand. “Probably,” she said. “But Mike came aboard three years ago? You think Steve would remember after all this time that Mike had a daughter and what her name was? I have a good memory, especially for people, and I can’t imagine remembering something like that. I don’t think Steve paid much attention to his staff’s private lives.”

“No,” Mike said quietly. “Steve didn’t think we should have private lives, not really. Ironic, though, since apparently he was entitled to one. He leaked details about an investigation to his church group, undermining one of our investigative pieces, but we weren’t even supposed to have political bumper stickers on our cars.”

Whitman had — the investigation into Emergency Pregnancy Centers and how they were financed. He had shared some of his concerns about the series with a prayer group — turned out he was very anti-abortion. Whitman was afraid the series would come off looking like it supported abortion clinics like Planned Parenthood over the Centers which didn’t support abortion and were often run by churches. That leak had led to the harassment of one of his reporters, and eventually to attacks on Janet that could have cost her life. 

Mac still felt vindictive.

But Janet was right. Steve Whitman wasn’t the kind of person who would remember personal details about his people — not unless there was some benefit to him.

Mac stopped, as an idea occurred to him that made him sick to his stomach. “Janet? Whitman would have had access to the company’s computer system, right? Did someone take away his email account? Close down his access?”

Janet stared at him. “I don’t even know who would know how to do it,” she said slowly. “Unless Betty did it as a part of his severance interview. Are you saying you think he still has access? And that he’d use it for something like this?”

“Damned right he’d use it,” Mac muttered. He had liked Steve Whitman at first. Thought he was a solid reporter. But there had been some comments where it seemed Whitman was trying to undermine Janet. He couldn’t figure out why — until talk of the competition for editor reached him. He had Angie to thank for learning about that.

He started investigating. Mac had been the one to figure out Whitman had leaked the Examiner’s investigative pieces to the church and set off a firestorm — literally. Mac had made sure the publisher and the executive editor knew.

The idea that Whitman could go into their computer system and get all the details about every employee made his skin crawl. “Could he get into the news system too?” Mac asked.

Janet made that equivocating gesture again. “Maybe,” she said. “But it’s a more fragmented system, with multiple passwords. We aren’t real good with computer systems, here.”

That made Mike shout with laughter, and for the first time since he arrived that morning, he relaxed and grinned at Janet. “No, we’re not,” Mike agreed. “The system is so archaic I’m not sure anyone could hack it. But we might want someone more knowledgeable than I am to take a look at security. Day late, I’m afraid.”

Mac figured he was talking about Shorty — or Kristy Whalen. He wondered if she and Mike were still friends. She’d helped break the story of how Rourke and his people were funded — funded by her whacked-out father, it turned out. Mac had seen her around the publisher’s office a couple of times, but she didn’t come into the newsroom. 

Now he wondered why. He hoped she didn’t think they blamed her for her father’s crimes. Mac was the last person who would do that — his father was Mexican drug cartel, after all.

“So, if Whitman had access to the personnel data, he would be able to find that kind of information on all of us,” Mac said slowly. “Next of kin info, all that shit. They’d know who was most vulnerable in all our lives.”

They sat in silence thinking about that. “Why start with Mike?” Janet said finally. “No offence, Mike, but your testimony isn’t that significant — is it?”

“Depends on who else is testifying,” Mike said after thinking about it. “There are any number of people who could explain what we discovered data-wise, if it’s necessary. It was a team effort.”

It had been. The whole story and the defense against the attackers had been done as a team. “Did you hear that the Parker House burned Saturday?” Mac said, changing the subject abruptly. “It seems too timely to be coincidental, but I can’t figure out why anyone would do it. Janet said it’s been vacant all summer.”

There weren’t a lot of buyers out there for a multi-million-dollar house. It could be coincidence — or arson for insurance, he supposed, although the Parker family was hardly in need of money.

“Do we know for sure Mike is the first person they’ve tried this with?” Mac asked as Angie rapped on the door.

“Mac, Lt. Rodriguez wants to talk to you,” Angie said. 

Mac grimaced. “I better take that,” he said. “What time did you say the DA wanted to meet with us? Is he coming here, or are we all going there?”

“We’re meeting here at 2 p.m.,” Janet answered. “Quite the concession. But Michael Leatherstocking said if he wanted to talk to the staff, it needed to be here.”

Mac nodded and went to see what Rodriguez wanted. Information about the shooter, he assumed, which he didn’t have. But it wasn’t that. “Have you talked to Dunbar lately?” Rodriguez asked abruptly.

“Saw him at the Bohemian Friday night,” Mac said. “Can’t say I actually talked to him. Place was crowded. Why?”

“He called in sick this morning,” Rodriguez said. “So my wife called over there to check up on him. Being neighborly, she said.” Mac could almost hear his eyeroll. But really, the only way Anna Rodriguez would even know Joe was sick was because Nick told her and suggested she check up. Mac didn’t comment.

“He’s not home,” Rodriguez said. “You know where he might be? I’m trying to keep this on the down-low, because brass would love to nail him for something. You know it, and I know it.”

“And Joe knows it,” Mac said. “It eats at him, Lieutenant. Can’t say I blame him.”

“I won’t argue with that either,” Rodriguez said. “But where is he?”

Mac chewed on his lip. “Did she just call? Or did she actually go over there?” Mac asked cautiously.

“Called,” Rodriguez said. “Why?” The last sounded suspicious. Well, the man was a cop.

“Might be too sick to get to the phone,” Mac said as nonchalantly as he could. He didn’t do nonchalant very well. “I’m going to go home after my car. I’ll swing by and check on him.”

“Do that,” Rodriguez said. “Tell him to call me.”

“Will do.”

“What do you make of someone shooting at you?” Rodriguez changed the subject. 

“No clue, Lieutenant,” Mac said honestly. “We’re meeting with the DA later today. I might have more to tell you.”

Rodriguez grunted. If he doubted the DA would be forthcoming about anything, he had plenty of company. Cops and DAs didn’t talk to each other any more than they had to. And neither of them made sharing information with a reporter a priority.

Mac stuck his head back into the conference room to tell everyone he was going home to get his car. “Mike, I think you need to tell the DA what happened,” Mac added. “But your daughter’s safety is paramount — especially if you don’t have essential information anyway.”

“It does make it look like they can intimidate one of us,” Mike said slowly. “And that might make them try it with others.”

“Maybe,” Mac agreed. That was a good point — and that might be why they might have done a test run at Mike. “Bring that up with the DA. His case, his strategy.”

Mike looked more relaxed now that he’d unloaded the problem, and no one had yelled at him. The pressure within the investigative unit had been intense. Mac had gone drinking with the team a couple of times — gathering information about what Whitman was up to more than having fun. And even in a bar, the competitiveness was always there.

Mac wouldn’t have wanted to work in that atmosphere. Or rather, no one else would be willing to work with him in that atmosphere. They already acted like he might go postal at any moment. Add in cutthroat competition? It wouldn’t be his throat that got cut.
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Chapter 3
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Mac caught the bus toward his house, and then made the transfer. Nothing about this morning fit, he thought. Sitting on a bus was a good time to think.

Nothing made sense. Someone breaking in? Shooting at them in the alley? And that was before Mike showed up with his story, and Joe disappeared. Although Mac suspected Joe was sleeping off a bender — something he wasn’t going to tell Rodriguez. 

He walked up the street to the front of the house. He rarely saw the front, since he parked in back. It was like a lot of houses on Queen Anne, a Craftsman house painted in a sage green with pale yellow trim. The house perched up on the hill with a garage built into the hillside below it. They didn’t use the garage — not for cars, anyway. Most people with houses like this didn’t. The garages were too small, and backing out made for a weird angle, and it was difficult to maneuver. So people either had parking on the alley like he and Angie did, or they parked on the street. After a while, you got to know the cars who belonged in the neighborhood, and those that didn’t. But there were no strange cars today.

He was in surveillance mode, he realized, wondering what had pushed him there. Once upon a time, he lived there 24/7, but he’d learned to relax some in the last year or so. He had friends and coworkers he could trust to have his back.

Ironic, considering all that had happened during that time.

But he was back on full-alert. He scanned the area again, and climbed the stairs to the big front porch. He stopped. Then, giving into the instincts that were screaming at him, he pulled out the pistol buried in the bottom of his backpack, and opened the front door.

Someone was in here. He knew it. “Show yourself,” Mac ordered. He held the pistol at his side, and he wouldn’t hesitate to use it.

The person who stepped out of the kitchen surprised him, however. 

“Kristy? What are you doing here?” Mac barely recognized the woman. Of course, Kristy as Misaki with her friend Ruri had a whole different look when they’d been out at the Parker House with all of them. The two phone hackers — phreaks, Shorty had called them — had cosplayed anime characters as a disguise. It had worked.

Well, it had worked until Misaki’s father showed up with her half-brothers and tried to kill them all. She’d stepped forward to reveal who she really was — Kristy Whalen, a 40-year-old daughter of the venture capitalist who bankrolled the right-wing movement to fund cops who were charged with assault. Or worse.

Her half-brother had been one of those cops. Anthony Whalen had been behind many of the attacks going back to the anti-abortion story. His screwups were so bad even the union had stopped advocating for him.

But daddy
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