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      The impossible happens! Mark MacFarland, former Denver Police Detective, gets a jury summons. He’s certain he won’t be selected. After all, what defense lawyer would want a former cop sitting on the jury of a murder trial? But as luck has it, he is selected to be on the jury. But as the trial proceeds, MacFarland suspects the defendant has been framed. If so, who is the real murderer?
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      MacFarland is off to Mexico.

      

      MacFarland is old school when it comes to marijuana. But when the daughter of the owner of legalized pot stores getting kidnapped, he is ready to run off to Mexico to rescue her. Unfortunately, rescuing the young woman does not prove to be easy. First, someone has followed him to Mexico and is trying to kill him. Second, he has to confront one of the most powerful cartel leaders in Mexico. And third, he has to deal with Calida Delgado, a beautiful and fiercely independent woman he once had an affair with.

      

      Will MacFarland be able to rescue the pot dealer’s daughter or will he fall victim to the dark underside of sunny Mexico?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SATURDAY, JULY 17, 1630 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Kat lay on her side, staring intently at Jacob’s lean, muscled body. She and her college friend Leslie had met Jacob in San Miguel, at a dimly lit bar. Kat had taken an instant liking to the NYU senior and had insisted he stay with them during their visit to Cozumel.

      Jacob looked around. "I wonder where Leslie has gotten to?" he asked, shading his eyes against the glare of the late afternoon Mexican sun.

      Annoyed, Kat sat up and looked up and down the beach, then out towards the choppy surf. "There she is," she said, pointing at someone floating on a boogie board some distance from the shore.

      "What the hell is she doing out there?" asked Jacob, sounding peevish. "They told us at the hotel to watch out for the currents on this side of the island." He stood up and started waving and shouting. "Leslie! Come back to shore! You're too far out."

      Kat shaded her eyes, watching Leslie with scornful disinterest. She didn't really mind if her meddlesome friend spent more time out on the ocean. When she was around, Jacob spent too much time trying to flirt with her, or at least placate her for some reason. Kat was sure that Leslie knew how much she liked Jacob, but that never seemed to concern her. Leslie was the kind of girl who just took whatever she wanted. Besides, Kat was pretty sure Leslie had a boyfriend back in Denver, though Leslie had never bothered to introduce him to anyone.

      Leslie finally responded to their shouts. She waved, then started to paddle back towards shore.

      Damn. Having Leslie back was the last thing Kat wanted. If only she could distract Jacob. She removed her bikini top, then gently pulled on Jacob's arm. He smiled and lay down beside her. A small mound of sand hid them from any prying eyes. Kat soon forgot all about Leslie as Jacob began to explore her in a more intimate fashion. This was probably as free of Leslie as she and Jacob were going to get, and Kat intended to make the best use of her time.

      Their impassioned groping session came to an abrupt end. Kat and Jacob heard terrified screams coming from the shore. They both sat up and peered over the sand dune. Two men had grabbed Leslie and were dragging her up the beach towards the dirt road that led back towards civilization. Jacob jumped up, trying to get a better view. Kat reluctantly put her bikini top back on and stood next to him. Jacob ran towards Leslie and the two men, shouting as he bounded across the sand. Kat struggled to keep up with him. The men must have heard them coming. They stopped trying to drag Leslie, but picked her up and carried her between them.

      Jacob increased his pace, but he was still more than a hundred yards away when the men pushed Leslie into a car. The men jumped into the car sped off. Jacob stopped and stared after the receding car as it raised a cloud of dust in the hot afternoon air.

      "What the hell just happened?" he asked Kat when she caught up with him.

      Kat shook her head. "It looks like she was kidnapped," she said lamely. "We have to notify the police."

      "The police in Mexico? They're probably the ones who kidnapped her! We need to follow them."

      Kat didn't think this was a very good idea, but Jacob ran over to where they had left their towels, picnic basket, and sunshade umbrella. He grabbed everything and carried it to the car. "Hurry up, Kat, we don't have much time."

      "How do you know where they are going?"

      "Where else is there for them to go on Cozumel? San Miguel, of course. They can get a boat there or the car ferry or even a plane at the airport."

      "I still think we should call the police," said Kat as she slid into the passenger seat.

      Jacob drove at a breakneck speed, though the ride didn't seem as rough once they got onto the paved highway. He turned onto the Coastal Road, telling Kat that perhaps the abductors would take Leslie to the cruise ship pier. There was more traffic on the road, as vacationers were heading back to San Miguel after a day of surfing, swimming, and diving. Despite the traffic, Jacob didn't slow down, swerving and driving through the afternoon traffic, using his horn like a local. Kat hung on to the door handle, praying they wouldn’t crash.

      Kat didn't see any sign of Leslie or the two men at the car ferry. Jacob headed the car north on the paved highway, the Carretera Perimetral, until they reached the outskirts of San Miguel. Jacob drove to their hotel, parking the car out front on the street.

      "We should go to the airport," insisted Kat as Jacob climbed out of the car.

      Jacob shook his head. "First we go to the police, so we'll need her picture," he said. "Let's get her passport, and then we can show people who we are talking about."

      There were times when she was very impressed with Jacob.

      "Good idea," she said.

      A quick check with the desk clerk revealed that he recalled seeing Leslie just half an hour earlier, in the company of two men. He said he didn’t think anything about what he saw, and, no, Leslie didn’t seem to be struggling.

      Kat and Jacob ran up the stairs, too impatient to wait for the slow elevator. Jacob opened the door to the room the three of them shared. Kat expected to find Leslie and one or both of the men engaged in some wild sexual escapade. Instead, she and Jacob stared in surprise at the total disarray of the room. It looked as though one of Mexico’s tropical storms had devastated the inside of their hotel room. Clothes, furniture, suitcases were strewn everywhere.

      "Oh my God," said Kat, frantically retrieving her bras and panties. "What happened in here?"

      "Obviously somebody was looking for something," said Jacob.

      "What could they be looking for?"

      The two of them made a quick search of the room, discovering that Leslie's passport and plane ticket were now missing. Their passports and tickets, however, were still there. Kat sat on the bed, her head and shoulders slumped. "They really did kidnap her, didn't they?" she said.

      Jacob came over to try to comfort her, then noticed something pinned to the door. He walked over towards the door, reached out and pulled a note off of the door. He read it out loud. "It's addressed to Señor Mason. ‘If you want your daughter returned alive, pay us $1,000,000. Otherwise, she will come to you one piece at a time.’ "

      "A million dollars," repeated Kat. "We have to go to the police, Jacob."

      Jacob nodded. "We have to let Leslie's father know what happened." He took out his cell phone. He pressed the home number Leslie had given him, hoping that it would be the same home number that all her family used. No one answered, but he left a message anyway. "Now we should go to the police," he said.

      As Kat took one last look around the room, she put a hand out for Jacob and pulled him to her. "Hold me," she said. "What will poor Leslie do?"

      "I guess she just has to hope that her father can get the money together in time," said Jacob.

      "He should be able to do that," said Kat. "After all, he's one of the richest pot dealers in Colorado."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MONDAY, JULY 25, 1000 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Marcus MacFarland—Mark to his family, Mac to his friends—stared at the young television reporter in disbelief. "You want to do a segment on me?"

      Anna Spiros, a reporter for Channel 8 News, nodded enthusiastically. "What you did, Mr. MacFarland, was quite extraordinary! Our viewers would love to see you, in your natural element, right here on the corner of Fourteenth and Elati, serving customers, and always ready to serve the public good. You're a hero! You show everyone that even ordinary citizens can save the day!"

      "The boss ain't just an ordinary citizen," interrupted Rufus Headley. "He's a vet, like me, and more than that, he's a bona fided police detective too."

      Spiros tried to ignore Rufus, which was difficult to do, since Rufus was trying to stand right in front of the camera and as close to her as possible. Anna glanced at the cameraman who was still adjusting his camera for the light conditions. "Back up a step, Jim, get the whole cart. Then you can zoom in for the close-ups." Spiros seemed ready to tell Rufus to get out of the shot, then apparently thought better of it. She positioned Rufus so he was behind and off to the right side of MacFarland. "Why don't you serve him a hot dog?" she suggested.

      "I already ate my hot dog for today," said Rufus.

      "I still haven't agreed to do this," added MacFarland.

      Spiros was not the kind of woman who took no for an answer. "You're famous, Mr. MacFarland. You're an inspiration to thousands of people. The public has a right to know more about you. And I am here to help you get your fifteen minutes of fame."

      MacFarland shrugged in resignation. "Alright, but make it quick," said MacFarland. "I got an important case to work on."

      "Really?" said Spiros, her face brightening with interest. Then she saw the smirk between Rufus and MacFarland. Her jaw clenched in annoyance, but as the videographer lifted up his camera, her face softened into a broad on-camera smile.

      "This is Anna Spiros with Channel 8 News, coming to you on the corner of Fourteenth and Elati in downtown Denver. I am with Mr. Mark MacFarland, the man who nearly single-handedly broke open the Mountain Trails Child Trafficking prostitution ring. When Mr. MacFarland is not out saving our children from a tragic life of prostitution, he can be found here, across the street from the Lindsy-Flanigan Courthouse, where later this week the perpetrators of this sex ring will be indicted for their crimes. Crimes which range from child trafficking to arson, and…" She paused for effect. "…to murder."

      "Mr. MacFarland, what first alerted you to the fact that children were being put into danger at the Mountain Trails Summer Camp?"

      MacFarland wasn't sure whether he should look at Spiros or at the cameraman, so he stared at the ground. "A homeless teenager told me that someone she knew went missing," he said. "I guess that was the beginning of it all."

      "What made you suspect that Norris Peterson, one of Denver’s wealthiest land developers, was involved in the child pornography ring?"

      MacFarland stared at her for a moment. There was a lot he could say, but instead, he just held back. "It was just one of those things, you know. Instinct. Or maybe it was when I found out that Peterson's money was behind the summer camp. Norris Peterson was the kind of man who soiled everything he touched. I didn't know he had anything to do with Mountain Trails, but I wasn't surprised when I found out."

      "As you are aware Mr. Peterson was brutally murdered right here in the Detention Center. Do you have any idea who might have wanted him killed?"

      "Besides me, you mean?" asked MacFarland. "Lots of people. Or maybe it was just the gang members he betrayed, which is what the Denver Police think. I don't know who killed him or why. I am just glad that he paid for his crimes. All of them."

      The interview went on for a few more minutes, most of which Anna Spiros would later edit out of the on-air interview. In fact, when the segment finally did air, very little of what MacFarland had said was included.

      After Spiros and her cameraman left, Rufus held out his hand. "Where's that hot dog you was going to make for me?"

      "You already had one," said MacFarland.

      "Yeah, but the TV lady said you should make me another one."

      "That was just for show, Rufus. Besides, she's gone."

      Rufus looked disappointed. "Does that mean I don't get another hot dog?"

      "You really want another hot dog?"

      "Sure boss, it's almost lunch time. All that interviewing made me hungry."

      MacFarland sighed and pulled another bun out of the warmer. He grabbed his tongs and plopped a hot dog onto the bun. It was almost lunchtime and time for the tide of jurors who streamed out of the courthouse looking for a quick and cheap lunch. Most of those who ventured across Fourteenth Avenue went over to Sidney Morgan's cart. Morgan offered a wider range of hot dog varieties than MacFarland did. In addition, Morgan's stepdaughter, Felicity—"not Morgan, that’s my stepdad, I’m Felicity Davenport"—was working today, and many of the younger male customers preferred to buy their hot dogs from the attractive high school student.

      Even so, MacFarland soon found himself with a huge surge of customers to deal with. As long as MacFarland was preparing hot dogs and bratwursts for his customers, he didn't have time to think about the television interview or the case he had just helped solve. He focused on pleasing his customers, even when some of them commented about his prior television appearance, when a lucky cameraman had captured him on video at the airport tackling Samuel Morgenstern, one of the persons involved in Peterson's child trafficking operation. MacFarland had avoided being interviewed at that time, but he now realized that Anna Spiros would probably combine today's interview with the earlier footage to make a more compelling news broadcast.

      The last thing MacFarland wanted was publicity. He much preferred quiet obscurity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          TUESDAY, JULY 26, 2015 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland did not see the broadcast of his interview with Anna Spiros. He arrived home after the news, so he had to listen to his former partner and current landlord—landlady?—describe the news segment as he washed his pots and pans in the kitchen. Pierson sat at the kitchen table, nursing a cup of cold coffee as she spoke and watched him work.

      "It was surprisingly flattering, Mac," said Cynthia Pierson. "Spiros actually made you sound like a hero."

      "Yeah, I was a hero," said MacFarland, interpreting her comment as one of her many sharp-edged barbs. "Sort of one, at least."

      Pierson smiled coyly. "She made it sound like one of the children you saved was your own daughter."

      "I don't have a daughter," he protested. "What’s she talking about?"

      "The young woman in distress over the loss of her boyfriend. You took a very 'fatherly' interest in her welfare and safety. Protector of the innocent, defender of the weak. I am sure I am not getting the quote right, but you are the kind of man who will go hundreds of miles to save those who have been wronged or abused."

      "I am? I never said that."

      "Denver needs local heroes, Mac. It's your time in the spotlight."

      "I don't like being in the spotlight. I never should have agreed to the interview. Besides, I thought they were going to show Rufus in the scene."

      Pierson shrugged. "He may have been in the background. I didn't see him." Pierson hesitated, stood up and began to pace nervously around the kitchen. "Mac, have you gone into my room?"

      The only time MacFarland had been in her room—and he assumed she meant her bedroom, since technically all the rooms of the house were hers—was when she had first showed him the rooms of her house. That had been quite a while ago, when she had agreed to let him stay with her. He had been evicted from his apartment and didn’t relish the prospect of living on the street.

      "No, I stay out of your personal areas, Cyn. You know that. Why, is something missing?"

      Pierson shook her head. "No, nothing's missing, at least not that I know of. It just seems as though things have been disturbed. Moved aside, then put back."

      "You think someone searched your room? What were they looking for?"

      Pierson stopped pacing and looked out the kitchen door window into the back yard. MacFarland's hot dog trailer was parked back there on a gravel driveway Pierson had put in after he started living with her. He had only intended to stay for a short while, until he could find an apartment of his own, but now it seemed like a more permanent living arrangement.

      Pierson lived in a large old farmhouse in the Observatory Park neighborhood of Denver, a house she had inherited from her parents after they were killed by a drunk hit and run driver. MacFarland assumed that Pierson didn't like living alone. Unfortunately, Pierson wasn't the kind of woman who wanted to settle down with a husband and a squabble of kids. She was married to her job, Detective for the Denver Police Department. Years earlier, she and MacFarland had been partners for almost seven years, before he was dismissed from the police force.

      "I just have this weird feeling, you know, Mac, you get them too, when something isn't right. I don't have any proof that anyone has been in here, but just this feeling I've got." She stared at him. "Has Rufus been here again?"

      MacFarland shook his head. Only ten days earlier, he had made the mistake of allowing Rufus into Pierson's house, ostensibly to take a bath and do his laundry. Rufus had made a mess in Pierson's bathroom, and while MacFarland and Rufus had done their best to clean up the mess, Pierson had neither forgotten nor forgiven.

      "No, of course he hasn't," said MacFarland, trying to hide the defensive tone in his voice. "Do you have any idea what they were looking for?"

      "The books on the shelf in my bedroom were disturbed, as were many of the books in the library."

      "How could you tell?" asked MacFarland. Did Pierson have some sort of super memory that allowed her to memorize the titles and sequence of every book in her father's vast private collection?

      "I could tell they were moved by the lack of dust in some spots. Dust collects on the shelf, and if someone moves a book, it may end up being pushed further back on the shelf. There will be a small area where there is a lot less dust."

      "Fortunately, housekeeping is not your strongest suite," laughed MacFarland. He was trying to be agreeable, but after seeing the sour expression Pierson gave him, he realized he should have kept his mouth shut. When would he ever learn that lesson? "Maybe you moved a book or two and just forgot it," he suggested, hoping that there was no way this comment would get him into trouble.

      "If it was just one book or a couple of books, I might think so," she said. "But I saw this kind of thing on just about every shelf in the house. Even in your room."

      "You were in my room?" asked MacFarland, surprised.

      "It's still my spare bedroom, if you want to be technical about it. My storage room."

      MacFarland dried his hands on a towel, having finished up washing all his pans. "It's okay, I have nothing to hide. Not from you, at least. Besides, you still have all those boxes being stored up there."

      There were at least thirty Banker's Boxes stored on one side of the room. MacFarland used them as a place to pile his clothes and some of his belongings that didn't fit in the room's small closet. There was a small, built-in bookshelf in the room that contained a large number of travel books, souvenirs from the elder Pierson's life living overseas. There were a large number of books about China, Japan, Hong Kong, Korea, Singapore, and south Asia. Apparently Neal Pierson had spent a lot of time in these countries.

      Pierson stared at MacFarland, searching his face for some sign of understanding. "It bothers me, Mac. I think someone is watching me." She paused, trying to pull memories out of her mind. "He was tall, maybe five eleven, one ninety pounds, narrow jaw, large forehead, small grey mustache, grey eyebrows, dark hair. I noticed that his chin seemed to be pinched in the front. And his skin was splotchy."

      "You mean someone besides Lockwood stalks you?" MacFarland laughed at his own joke. Benny Lockwood was Pierson's current partner, a young detective who had developed a strong affection for his older partner.

      Pierson glared at MacFarland and started to walk out of the kitchen. "I don't even know why I tell you anything, Mac. You're just an asshole."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          WEDNESDAY, JULY 27, 0931 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      As MacFarland expected, the television newscast did impact his early morning business. Many of the customers hurrying on their way to their jury duty stopped by for a cup of coffee or the new sausage muffins MacFarland was experimenting with. So far, he was not impressed. There was way too much grease to dispose of, preparation time was horrendous, and he didn't feel comfortable charging enough to make sure he made a profit on each one. Perhaps he should find a different supply source of the sausage. Unfortunately, his sausage muffins were proving to be quite popular with his early morning crowd. Maybe I am charging too little for the product, he thought.

      "I saw you on the news last night," said one elderly woman. "You did a good thing for those poor children."

      "It's what anyone would have done, ma'am," he mumbled.

      "What did you say? You've got to speak up, young man." She picked up her coffee and muffin. "I sure hope they speak louder in court today. I didn't hear a darn thing yesterday."

      "You was on the news, boss?" asked Rufus.

      "Yes, you remember those people who were here yesterday? You tried hard enough to get in every camera shot."

      "I thought they was making a movie. Didn't know it was for the news. Too bad I missed it."

      MacFarland knew that Rufus never watched the news, nor any television for that matter. Rufus Headley lived in an abandoned storm drainage pipe that emptied into the Platte River. The cement pipe was largely buried by dirt and foliage, effectively hiding it from casual view. It had no amenities, other than providing a refuge from the rain. MacFarland had never actually seen Rufus' home—what the Vietnam vet called his hidey-hole—but he could not imagine it was a very comfortable place. Yet, it was the only place Rufus was willing to live.

      "It wasn't that impressive, Rufus. Just some exaggerations about what I did for Teena and the other campers."

      "Boss, you did a good thing for those people. And the good news is that you didn't get your hot dog cart damaged."

      MacFarland laughed. On his first case, the man he was pursuing for murder had tried to run him and Rufus over. In the process, the suspect had destroyed MacFarland's first hot dog cart, a much smaller model than the one he had now. On his second case, a bunch of gang-bangers had vandalized his new cart, just a few days after he had bought it. Rufus was right, though—nothing had happened to his cart during his third case. Perhaps his luck was improving.

      It was still early in the morning, but well after the jury crowd had been sequestered in their diverse trials. When MacFarland had first selected this corner, he had intended to keep up with all the jury trials, but after a week or two of that activity, he had dropped the idea. The legal system depressed him. He had seen guilty people get away with their crimes because some smart lawyer found a way to bend the law to save his client. MacFarland preferred a cruder kind of justice. Find out if the guy was guilty and punish him. "That's why you may be a great detective," said Pierson at one time in the distant past, "but you will never be a good cop. You bend way too many rules."

      That was probably why he had never taken up Commander Chamberlain's offer to come back onto the police force. MacFarland preferred his own way of solving crimes, where he didn't always have to follow the rules.

      "Hey, bro, I saw you on TV last night."

      MacFarland looked up, noticing the young man standing on the other side of his cart. He was a tall man, quite thin. He had long blond hair, a small tuft of chin hair that was attempting to become a goatee. He had a long, narrow face and a long, narrow nose. His blue eyes were partially concealed by a constant, tired droop to his eyelids. He was wearing a green shirt and torn jeans and well-worn Adidas. Even from a distance, MacFarland could tell the kid was high.

      "That's nice, friend. What can I get you?"

      "I need your help," said the young man. "I'm desperate, man, I really need your help."

      MacFarland stared blankly at the young pothead. MacFarland had never approved of legalizing marijuana. Pierson had pointed out to him that he was fighting a rising tide, but MacFarland found all forms of dependency to be reprehensible. He was 772 days sober, and he believed that if he could give up alcohol, other people could give up marijuana. The fact that some people wanted to be high was lost on him. After all, he had wanted to be drunk.

      "I don't have any pot," he said. "Get your drugs someplace else."

      "I'm not here to get drugs, man. My brother is Jack Mason, the biggest pot dealer in Colorado. I can get all the pot I ever want. I need your help for something else."

      MacFarland was becoming annoyed with the young man, but he didn't want to be rude. "What's your problem?" he asked.

      "It's my brother," said the young man. "He's gone missing."

      MacFarland looked at the man, not attempting to hide his annoyance or contempt. "Go to the police. They're a block over and down the street. You can't miss them." Even if you're high, he added silently.

      "It's a little more complicated than that. Hey, my name is Doug Mason." He came around the cart and stretched out his hand.

      MacFarland stared at Mason's hand, then reluctantly shook it. "Mark MacFarland," he said.

      "Yeah, I know. I saw you on television."

      "You already told me that. What's the deal with your brother? Why can't you go to the police? Is this something illegal?"

      "No, not like that, man, nothing illegal. Well, maybe a little. I don't know. Here's what happened. It all started a month ago. Yeah, man, it was almost a month ago! That's when I came to Colorado to work for my brother. Stepbrother, actually. He runs Greenlight Delight."

      "Never heard of it," said MacFarland, trying to get back to preparing for the late morning rush.

      "You never heard of it?" repeated Mason, his voice cracking with surprise. "Jack has shops all over Denver, Fort Collins, and Colorado Springs. Shit, man, they're everywhere."

      MacFarland paused and stared intently at Mason. "I don't smoke pot, don't use pot, don't like pot, and I have absolutely no use for people who sell pot or use pot."

      Doug Mason backed up a step. "Kinda narrow minded view, don't ya think?"

      "Just telling you that I don't know shit about Greenlight Delight and don't care to know about it."

      "That may be, Mark, but I still need your help. I was tellin' ya. I wanted to work for my brother in one of his pot shops. Mainly because I have so much experience with it, you know? Only medical marijuana, though, that's all that's legal in California. But Jack wouldn't hire me. Said he had to follow the rules or something. So I just been hanging out the past month. ‘Cept that two weeks ago, things changed. Jack gets this message that his little girl, Leslie—she ain't so little, since she is almost eighteen now, but he still thinks of her as his little girl—but she is kidnapped and being held for ransom. My brother went to Mexico to see if he could find her. See, she's been kidnapped, and I mighta gotten her killed."

      MacFarland looked up, annoyed with himself that he was taking an interest in the kid's story. "Okay, I don't understand. How might you have gotten her killed?"

      "I was supposed to give the ransom money to some guy, but I had a car accident. Jack gave me the money to take to the drop. But the money's gone. Missing, man. I don't know what happened to it. Jack, he won't talk to me anymore. He went to Mexico to save Leslie, but I am afraid they’re both dead."

      "Are you high?" asked MacFarland. "You're not making any sense."

      "I'm not high, man, at least not now. I'm telling you the truth."

      "What makes you think that—who is it? Jack and Leslie?—are dead?"

      "Cause the police came to say that Leslie was missing. See, we already knew that, because we got the ransom demand. Jack got the money from his shops, almost a million dollars. He wanted me to deliver it to the man from the cartel, and I was doing that, really, but I lost control of my car and crashed up on Gold Hill. When I woke up, the money was gone, man. And now the police are looking for Jack, but he went to Cozumel to look for Leslie. I just know they're gonna think I killed Jack and Leslie and took the money. I just know it. You gotta help me."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          WEDNESDAY, JULY 27, 1605 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland stared at Doug Mason in disbelief. Rufus had come over and was also listening to the young man's story. Rufus looked intently at MacFarland. "Boss, this dude is in one heap of trouble."

      MacFarland shook his head in frustration. "I know that, Rufus. I’m just not sure I am the one to help him." He turned to face Mason, pulling a card out of one of the storage drawers on his cart. "Here, take this. It's the name of a good lawyer. His name is Jerry Baker. He's a friend of mine, and he can help you with the police issues."

      "Why can't you help me?"

      MacFarland bit his lip before replying. "For two reasons. First, I don't know that there's really been a crime. You said your brother—"

      "Stepbrother."

      MacFarland sighed deeply. "Stepbrother went to Mexico. That doesn't mean he's dead or anything at all. Is there any sort of a ransom note? Anything that can prove what you said happened really happened?"

      "There's a million dollars missing."

      Rufus looked up. "A million dollars?"

      "Yeah, that's how much they wanted."

      MacFarland shook his head. "Missing money is not proof of anything, Mason."

      Doug Mason pursed his lips, thinking about what MacFarland had said. "Oh, what’s the other reason?"

      "I don't like drugs, people who do drugs, or people who deal in drugs. So I won't take the case."

      "Marijuana is legal now. It's not a drug."

      "As far as I'm concerned, it's a drug. End of story." MacFarland turned back to finish preparing his cart for the late morning rush.

      For a moment, Doug Mason stared blankly at MacFarland's back. "What good would a lawyer do me?" he finally asked.

      "You said you were worried about the police. It's always a good idea to have a lawyer on your side when dealing with the police." MacFarland always hated it when a perp lawyered up. He figured, if cops didn’t like it, then it was probably good for the perp.

      Of course, MacFarland assumed all perps were guilty and probably needed a lawyer.

      Mason shrugged, then aimlessly wandered off. MacFarland didn't give him much thought until just a little after four in the afternoon. That's when he saw Jerry Baker walking towards him, a big smile on his face.

      "MacFarland, my dear friend! It’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed one of your most excellent bratwursts!"

      MacFarland smiled, then began to prepare a brat for the lawyer. "Rather late in the day for you to be about, isn't it?"

      "I came over to discuss my new client with you, Mac. And to thank you personally for referring him to me."

      MacFarland handed the brat to Baker. "Are you referring to Doug Mason?"

      "The one and only! Do you know who his brother is?"

      "Stepbrother. He said he owns a pot shop," said MacFarland.

      "Not just a pot shop," said Baker. "He owns about fifty of them. All over the state. And as soon as Wyoming legalizes marijuana, he will have another five to ten shops up there. In addition, Jack Mason is a principal owner of the Greenstreet Bank, one of Colorado's de novo banks. He started it when pot first became legal in Colorado and the big banks were reluctant to do business with the marijuana trade. Marijuana shops would end up with large amounts of cash on their hands and no place to deposit it. Mason and a few other marijuana brokers stepped in and set up a bank just to handle their unique needs. It took a while, but it started operations about a year ago."

      "Marijuana and banking. This guy Mason really is a crook."

      "At least you didn't include lawyers in your list of condemned," chuckled Baker as he popped open a can of soda. "Actually, Jack Mason is one of the more honest brokers you will find in the business."

      MacFarland scowled and started wiping down the surfaces of his cart with a wet cloth. "I take it that you believe the kid."

      "Who knows? Right now Doug is having problems figuring out what day of the week it is. But there’s enough scuttlebutt going around that I believe parts of his story."

      "What sort of scuttlebutt?"

      "Well, for one, Jack Mason is really missing."

      "I thought he was down in Mexico."

      "He is. But he hasn't phoned anyone back here in Denver. His wife is very tight-lipped about his whereabouts, but from what I hear, she is terrified something bad has happened. And there has been no news about their daughter, Leslie. She went missing on Cozumel ten days ago. I've checked with the local police down there, and they confirm that someone reported her missing. And then there's the million dollars."

      "There really was a million dollar ransom?"

      Baker nodded. "The operable word is 'was.' For some strange reason, Jack entrusted the money to Doug to deliver to the pick-up point. But Doug got into an accident and drove off the road. When the police finally pulled him and his car out of the ditch he had fallen into, there was no sign of the money."

      "Maybe there was never any money to begin with," suggested MacFarland. "Or maybe Doug stole the money and staged an accident to cover it up."

      Baker shrugged. "All good theories, Mac. There are two facts that must also be considered. First, there is a million dollars missing. It would appear that Jack assembled the ransom money that he was supposed to pay by using the weekly proceeds from some of his pot shops. And second, it also appears that someone tampered with the car that Doug was driving. His accident was no accident."

      "Could Doug have done that himself?"

      Baker laughed. "Who knows? Doug isn't exactly the brightest bulb on the marquee, but I don't really worry about such things. It's always up to the other guy to prove that Doug did it, right? The question I have is, why did Jack entrust the money, and Jack's car, to Doug? Did Jack know that his car had been sabotaged? Did Jack take the million dollars and run off to Mexico?"

      MacFarland frowned and scratched his head. "I got the impression that this guy was already pretty wealthy. Why would he dump everything just for a million bucks?" MacFarland stared off in the distance. "Is their marriage okay? Is it possible Mason has a little sweetie on the side and is doing this for her?"

      "Hey, Mac, anything is possible. My main concern right now is what the police are going to do with Doug, and what am I going to do to keep him out of jail if and when the shit does hit the fan."

      "I'm glad it worked out for Doug and for you, Jerry." MacFarland barked a short laugh. "From my position, however, it sounds like your client is probably guilty as hell. I'm not sure how well the 'I was high and I don't know what I did' defense will work with a jury. Maybe in this day and age they will buy it."

      Baker smiled back at MacFarland. "Doug is an idiot, but he's not a killer and not a thief. I believe him. And I need you to help me find out what happened to his brother and the money. And I suppose his daughter."

      MacFarland shook his head. "I'm not interested in helping out people who make money selling pot. Sorry, Jerry, but I'll have to say no to this one."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          FRIDAY, JULY 29, 1200 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland could tell that he had disappointed Jerry Baker. The lawyer had tried for several more minutes to talk MacFarland into helping with the case, then reluctantly muttered that his other investigator could do it instead. Baker walked swiftly back to his office, leaving MacFarland to finish shutting down his cart for the evening. MacFarland felt that he had let his friend down, but he reminded himself that he had principles to live by.

      Thursday came and went, with no mention of Doug or Jack Mason, no references to marijuana, nothing to remind MacFarland of how uncomfortable he felt knowing that a young woman might be held captive and he wasn't lifting a finger to save her. "She's not my problem," he muttered to himself on Friday morning.

      "What'd you say, boss?" asked Rufus.

      "I said that I am not sure these sausage muffins were a good idea."

      "Sure didn't sound like that," commented Rufus.

      "I don't care what it sounded like," snapped MacFarland. "What am I going to do with all this damn grease?"

      Rufus stared at the pool of grease in the pan. "How about just dumping it in the street? Or down that storm drain?"

      MacFarland stared at Rufus, a shocked look on his face. "Don't be absurd, Rufus. I could lose my license for doing that. Besides, what happens when the entire sewer system is clogged up with my grease? Are we going to call Roto-Rooter to fix it?"

      Rufus considered that a moment. "Don't see why not, boss. They can fix anything."

      MacFarland shook his head. "No, I'm just going to have to give up on the sausage muffin idea."

      Rufus tugged on his beard. "Then maybe you could just save up the grease in a big can and give it to me each week."

      MacFarland looked at Rufus with dubious disbelief. "What would you do with the grease?"

      Rufus stuck out his lip, deep in thought. "We could use it to help light our campfires," he suggested. "Or maybe dip biscuits into it for flavor. It won't go to waste, boss. We can think of lots of things to do with grease."

      "I don't know, Rufus. This doesn't sound like a winning plan to me."

      "Trust me, boss, it won't go to waste."

      "I'm more worried about you dumping it in the Platte River."

      "Not to worry, boss."

      "Oh, Rufus, my friend, I worry all the time."

      MacFarland found he had other issues to worry about when, right during the noon rush hour, Jerry Baker emerged from the parking garage. He walked over towards MacFarland's cart.  "You want a brat, Jerry?"

      "Sorry, no time right now. But I do want you, Mac. I would like you to go with me to the Detention Center to get Doug Mason out of jail."

      "Mason is in jail?" was MacFarland's first question. Then a more important question occurred to him. "Why me?"

      "Because I think Doug will trust you. He was pretty angry with me on the phone this morning. Thought it might be good to bring in a friendly face."

      MacFarland was not certain he had a very friendly face, especially after the way he treated Mason a couple of days ago. "You're his lawyer, just bail him out."

      "Technically, I am his sister-in-law's lawyer. They have all the money. Doug is actually quite penniless, which is why the police suspect that he stole the money and did something—they are not very clear about what—to his brother."

      "Stepbrother. I still don't see why I need to be involved."

      "Mostly because Doug insisted that he would accept release only as long as you were there. Go figure. Maybe he's still high."

      MacFarland wasn't sure if Baker was insulting him, so he decided to simply ignore the comment. "Okay, I'll go with you. Let me make sure that Rufus can take care of my cart."

      "Tell Rufus I'll pay him for his time," said Baker.

      MacFarland frowned in annoyance at Baker. "Paying Rufus sets a mighty bad precedent," he said.

      Baker laughed. "So that's how you make money selling hot dogs! Exploiting the homeless!"

      "Not so loud," hissed MacFarland. "Rufus doesn't know he's being exploited.  Besides, I pay him in currencies more valuable than silver."

      Baker shook his head, then started walking towards the Detention Center. "Let's go get Mason."

      It took longer to get someone out of the Detention Center than it took to get into it. No matter how efficient the bureaucrats made the release process, the staff of the Center knew that whoever was locked up in jail probably deserved to be there, so they were not overly anxious to let them back on the streets. MacFarland was not sure that he could fault them for their logic. On the other hand, when MacFarland himself had been locked up in the Detention Center—wrongfully, of course—he had been thankful that the Commander of the Major Crimes Unit, Bob Chamberlain, had been able to expedite the release process. Chamberlain had a lot of clout with the Denver Sheriff’s office.

      Now, waiting impatiently with Jerry Baker, he wished that Chamberlain was here to expedite Mason's release. "You said that you were hired by Mason's wife?"

      "Yeah, Jack Mason's wife. Bridgette. She's a pretty nice lady, though I am not sure how she’s holding up right now. Her daughter is missing, her husband is gone, and her brother-in-law is a suspect in the crime. Besides all of that, she’s scrambling around trying to run the business in Jack's absence."

      MacFarland mused over that comment. "Sounds like taking over the business is a good motive for murder."

      "God, you do think like a cop," laughed Baker. "You suspect everyone!"

      "Everyone is guilty of something," said MacFarland, his words even and emotionless. "Fortunately, most of it is unimportant stuff."

      Baker shook his head. "I make my living proving people are innocent," he said.

      MacFarland raised his eyebrows. "You make your living twisting the law to your client's advantage."

      "Same thing," said Baker. "Ah, here is our young protégé! Did they treat you well, Doug?"

      Doug Mason stared expressionlessly at Baker, then turned and smiled when he saw MacFarland there. "For a moment, I thought it was just a trick to get me out of jail," he said. "I'm glad you came. So you believe me now?"

      MacFarland shook his head. "No, I have no reason to believe you, Mason. I came because a friend needed my help."

      Mason looked hopeful. "I need help too."

      "Yeah, but you're not my friend."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          SATURDAY, JULY 30, 0500 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland was busy preparing his product for Saturday's sales when he heard his cell phone ring. For a moment, MacFarland just stared at the phone, vibrating softly on the table. Most of MacFarland's friends were homeless people who didn't have cell phones. The only other people who had his cell number were Pierson, his sister-in-law, Stefanie, a couple of clients. Oh, yes, Jerry Baker. Well, he could wait. After a minute, the phone stopped ringing, and MacFarland went back to stocking his storage bins.

      The caller persisted, a moment later the phone began to ring again. MacFarland finally washed off his hands and went over to answer the phone. He found a text message from Lockwood, "Call me ASAP."

      Benny Lockwood, Pierson's young partner. Why would he be calling MacFarland this early in the morning? While they now got along with each other, even sharing a modicum of respect for each other's abilities, they were hardly good friends. In fact, when they first met, Benny Lockwood had made it quite clear that he didn't like MacFarland's association with Cynthia Pierson. MacFarland had ascribed Benny's behavior to puppy love, though in his kinder moments, he realized that Lockwood was just trying to protect his partner. MacFarland was sure he probably would have done the same thing if their positions were reversed.

      Except MacFarland wasn't infatuated with Pierson, the way Lockwood seemed to be.

      He called Lockwood back. "What's so important that you’re calling at this hour?"

      "Mac, you know I wouldn't call you if it wasn't important. I've got a problem, and I really need your help to solve it."

      "At this hour, Benny?"

      "I realize it's early, but Cynthia says you’re usually up at this hour so I figured it was okay."

      "Yeah, I'm up. So what's the big deal?"

      "I have this friend, he's in trouble. His name is Doug Mason--"

      "Oh, crap, Mason?"

      Lockwood hesitated a moment, surprised by MacFarland's reaction, then continued. "You know Doug? No matter. We went to high school together, Mac, he was my best friend then. After he went to California, we sort of drifted apart, but he called me last night. He got a call from his brother, Jack, who's being held for ransom by some cartel in Mexico."

      "Yeah, I know all about it," said MacFarland, weariness creeping into his voice.

      "You do?" Lockwood sounded incredulous. "If you know about it, how come you haven't mentioned anything to Pierson or me about it?"

      Now it was MacFarland's turn to be surprised. "I don't discuss all my cases with either of you. Besides, it isn't really my case. I told Mason that I wasn't interested in looking into it. As near as I can tell, Doug was high, got in an accident, and either stole the money himself or deserved to have it stolen from him."

      "Mac, he's my friend. I'm pretty sure he didn't steal anything. I think there is a crime going on here, but our department is accusing Doug of the crime, not the people responsible."

      "Then fix it, Benny. You're a cop, you should have some influence on the department. I sure as hell don't have any influence."

      "I've tried, Mac, but I've been told to stay out of it. Conflict of interest. They know that Dougie and I are buds from way back. The problem is, if what Doug tells me is correct, the cartel now have both Leslie and Jack Mason. Doug says they will kill Jack if he doesn't bring the money to Mexico. Jack told Doug that the men holding him prisoner have been torturing him."

      "I think Doug is out on bail," said MacFarland, ignoring the comment about the torture. That was probably just something that Doug made up to influence Lockwood. It might work on the young detective, but MacFarland wasn't buying it. "He can't leave the country."

      "I've told him that. That's why I need your help."

      "I don't help drug dealers or drug users."

      Lockwood didn't say anything for several seconds. "I didn't expect that from you, Mac. I thought you were a better man than that." Lockwood hung up, leaving MacFarland to stand in the kitchen, staring at his phone. Finally, annoyed with Lockwood, Mason, and even himself, he dropped the phone on the table and went back to preparing for the day's business.

      He finished packing the last of his product into the storage containers and was ready to carry them out to his cart. Pierson stumbled into the kitchen, heading for the coffee pot. He had forgotten to make any, an omission he blamed on Lockwood's disturbing call. He put his pans down and hurried over to make the coffee.

      Pierson sat down at the table. "Did you sleep late?" she asked. "You never forget to make coffee. It's the only dependable trait you have."

      "I have others," said MacFarland as he measured out the coffee grounds. "I got up on time. Got distracted by a call from Lockwood."

      Pierson raised her eyebrows. "Benny called? Whatever for?"

      MacFarland gave her a quick summary of Lockwood's conversation, then a recap of his conversations with Doug Mason. "He claims that he was delivering a million dollars to a contact for the cartel. Here's what is really screwy about the whole story. Why would Jack entrust a pothead with a million dollars? Who was this mysterious contact?"

      "It does sound weird, doesn't it? Are you going to help Benny?"

      "Lockwood? No, he wants me to get involved with a case that I already said I would have nothing to do with." MacFarland hesitated, then checked on the coffee. He poured a cup for Pierson and then one for himself. "What do you think I should do?"

      Pierson held up her hands defensively. "Don't ask me, Mac! This is your issue to solve."

      "Well, shit, that's no help."

      "You have to do what you think is the right thing to do, Mac. I will say this, though. Lockwood would drop everything to help you, no questions asked."

      MacFarland looked skeptical, shaking his head in denial. "The kid hardly likes me."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          SATURDAY, JULY 30, 1200 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland arrived at his corner and set up his cart. Rufus Headley arrived a little after eight o'clock and quickly decided that MacFarland had woken up on the wrong side of the bed. "You was always in a better mood when you was sleeping on the streets, boss. Course, then you didn't have a bed so you couldn't wake up on the wrong side of it. How can a bed have a wrong side anyway?"

      "I don't know, Rufus, and I don't care. Just leave me alone!"

      When Rufus made ready to leave, MacFarland insisted that he stay. "I might need you later on," he said, but he would not explain why.

      Finally, at ten in the morning, MacFarland pulled out his cell phone and called up Jerry Baker. "Okay, Baker, I'll look into the Mason case for you."

      "That's great, Mac! What made you change your mind?"

      "Nothing," grumbled MacFarland. "I don't know. Maybe I just have questions about the case, and they're bugging me. I need the addresses of the shops where Mason got the money that's missing and a contact person at each of them. And I'd like to speak to Mrs. Mason, as soon as possible."

      "Right," said Baker. "I'll have that for you within an hour."

      MacFarland had to wait more than an hour, but eventually Baker sent him the addresses and information MacFarland requested. He retrieved his truck from the nearby parking lot and drove to the first address on the list.

      The first Greenlight Delight store was fairly close by, on Broadway. As MacFarland entered the store, he could not help but think of it as a candy store. Even at this hour, half a dozen customers were browsing the futuristically styled store. Display cases were filled with small containers of various forms of weed. There were dozens of different products. MacFarland read some of the names: Purple Power, Big Bud, Afghan, Super Girl, Silver Haze. Explanatory cards described the background of the product, its smell, effects, what levels of THC it contained, and what it would do to help you. Apparently, cannabis could solve every ailment known to man.

      A man appeared behind the counter. "Can I help you? That White Widow is a really good variety."

      "White Widow?"

      "The sample you're staring at. It's rated Grade A, quite potent. One of our best sellers."

      "I'm not interested in buying pot," said MacFarland. "I'm here to see Leonard Hodges."

      The man behind the counter smiled pleasantly. "I’ll get him for you."

      He went to a back room and after a minute another man emerged. He came around the counter and extended his hand. "I'm Len Hodges," he said. "All of our licenses are in order. If you need to examine our records, I can set you up."

      MacFarland stared at Hodges. "What are you talking about?"

      "You're not with enforcement?"

      MacFarland shook his head. "No, not at all. Just here to ask you a few questions."

      Hodges frowned. "Sorry for the confusion. Mike thought you were a cop."

      "I sell hot dogs," said MacFarland. "I am trying to help Doug Mason, though. I understand that his brother owns this shop?"

      Hodges nodded, then gestured towards the back room of the shop. "Let's discuss this in a more private location," he suggested.

      The back of the shop consisted of a storeroom filled with shelf after shelf of plastic containers. Each one contained a different variety of pot. Other shelves held various boxes containing bongs, hookahs, and pipes. A young woman was working at one end of a long table, measuring out dried pot leaves and placing them into small plastic bags. As she completed each bag, she weighed it again, then placed a label on the bag.

      Hodges gestured toward the other end of the table. "Have a seat. We've heard rumors that Doug is in trouble. Is it anything serious?"

      "What is Doug's status here in the shop?"

      Hodges shrugged. "He doesn't really have any status. He's not an employee of the store, if that is what you're asking. He often helps his brother, usually on bank deposit days."

      "What days are those?"

      "Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Jack and Doug will come around, pick up the receipts, and go deposit it in the bank. We're a strictly cash business, and it’s not a good idea to keep too much cash around in the store. Though our security is pretty good. We’ve never had a robbery or theft."

      "When was the last time you saw Doug or Jack?"

      Hodges didn't answer but went over to a desk and pulled out a small notebook. He flipped it open and glanced down the page. "Hmmm. It was Sunday, July 17. Yeah, it was unusual to come in on a Sunday, since the bank isn't open on Sunday. We had been doing a really good business, and I remember Jack saying that he didn't want the cash in the stores."

      "Have you seen Jack or Doug since that date?"

      Hodges shook his head. "No, and there was no pick up the next Monday. On Wednesday, Bob Stewart came and made the pickup. He's been doing it since then."

      "Who is Bob Stewart?"

      "He's one of the owners of the business. Jack, Bob Stewart, and Ozzie Reynolds. Jack really runs things, though. So I was surprised when I saw Stewart making the pickup."

      "What are Stewart's normal duties?"

      "Production. He manages the farms and the sourcing from other producers. Ozzie does the books."

      "How well did the three men get along?"

      Hodges' look was blank. "They got along great, so far as I can tell. Why is that important?"

      "No particular reason. Just curious."

      The next two store managers on his list were not nearly as cooperative as Hodges had been. One manager refused to speak to him; the other gave somewhat evasive answers. The second one, Brian Combs, however, did mention that he had the impression that Jack had enormous trust in Doug. "I can't imagine Doug stealing the deposits," he commented. "Besides, Doug was usually too stoned out to even think up such a plan, least of all carry it out."
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