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It's Every Cop's Secret Nightmare

Seattle Police Detective Joe Dunbar knew he'd screwed up big time, maybe even fatally. He swallowed hard, followed by a deep breath to steady himself. He'd managed to dodge the gunfire coming from the dark and nearly derelict house on Queen Anne. But he was trapped, now. He had already called for dispatch for backup. Shouldn't they should be here by now?

Something cold settled in his stomach.

They weren't coming, he thought. He had nightmares like this. They weren't coming.

He considered his options, and then he sighed: Hell of a thing, when a cop had to call a reporter for backup because his own had abandoned him.

"Mac," he said softly into his phone. "It's Joe Dunbar. I need help."
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Friday, October 17, 2014, Seattle, Washington

Seattle Police Detective Joe Dunbar knew he’d screwed up big time, maybe even fatally. He swallowed hard, followed by a deep breath to steady himself. He’d managed to dodge the gunfire coming from the dark and nearly derelict house on Queen Anne. But he was trapped now. 

Houses on Queen Anne sat up on the hillside, usually with a one-car garage below them. Nice homes. Craftsman bungalows. Cottages with big porches. An occasional Victorian. Dunbar liked the area. It was home to artists and professional couples, most of whom had bought their houses decades ago when it was still affordable to buy homes in this neighborhood.

He hadn’t expected a shooter to be holed up in one of them — hadn’t thought anything about coming here to see someone, even at 10 p.m. at night.  But the address he’d been given was in the seedier side of Queen Anne, down near the warehouses and industrial district along Highway 99. More unkept trees hiding the houses. More industrial buildings. More vacant and rundown houses like this one. Hard to believe a derelict house could even exist in Seattle with its sky-high housing prices, but this block had several of them. Joe thought briefly that he should inquire about them later. 

He’d been thinking about buying a fixer-upper. On a police salary, that’s all he could afford — if that. Most of Seattle’s cops didn’t live in Seattle. They couldn’t afford to. He had a studio apartment in the U District. He liked it there, but he’d like a house — if he could afford it.

Still thinking about a fixer-upper, he’d parked on the street, and started to climb the steps up to the house. A cold, sick feeling in his gut said something was wrong here. So, he’d stopped, called dispatch and requested backup. Then he resumed climbing the steps, wary now, focused on his environment, not on thoughts of other things. He pulled his HK .40 USP, and let it dangle down along his pant leg. Better to be cautious and embarrassed than proud and dead.

He wasn’t sure what alerted him. The sound of a door opening? The sound of the shooter moving? A sixth sense? He didn’t know, but he dove into the manzanita growing out of control on the hillside next to the steps just as a shot rang out. Missed him. But now he couldn’t figure out how to move out of his hiding spot.

The shooter had the uphill advantage. The dryland garden on the slope was overgrown, but it still offered only minimal coverage. His particular shrub was barely 5 feet tall, and hardly dense enough to protect him from another shot. It was camouflage, not a barrier. But in the dark, maybe that was enough.

He glanced back toward the street. Where was his backup? He’d called for backup — where were they?

Not coming, he thought suddenly, the sick feeling in his stomach growing stronger. He actually thought he might throw up. They weren’t coming. Surely, they would come. Surely, they were just slow. It hadn’t been that long since he’d called in, although it seemed like it had been long enough. But that was how it was when you were under attack. This wasn’t the first time he’d been shot at, after all. Not the first time he’d had to call for backup.

He was 32 years old. He’d been a cop for 10 years. After he went to college for a B.A. in law and justice, he got hired on at SPD. He moved into homicide as a detective, mostly so the bosses could get him off the streets and away from the general public, he often thought. He was a dogged investigator. A skilled interviewer. But Officer Friendly? No. Which was fine. He had no desire to spend his days talking to kids about how cops are your friends. Where he grew up, no one would have believed that anyway.

He’d feared this day would come. He and Nick Rodriguez had talked about it over a beer late at night. But he hadn’t really believed it would happen — that someday, he’d call for backup and they wouldn’t show? A cop’s nightmare, especially for a Black cop. His nightmare.

He watched the house at the top of the hill, gun in his hand, waiting to see a target. Could he shoot at someone he couldn’t really identify? What if it was some innocent moving about up there, not the person who had shot at him? He glanced around the hill and at the street below. He was exposed in all directions. If the shooter had friends, he was dead. If the shooter moved to a slightly better angle, he was dead.

Joe set his jaw and hunkered down. He wasn’t going out easy.

He’d gotten a call this morning from a man who had been on his list of men who had gone north last spring. That was how he thought of it. They’d gone north. An online guru who called himself Sensei, coupled with a few gun dealers and a constitutionalist sheriff, had seduced a bunch of white guys from Seattle into the white militia movement. Hundreds of men, each of them with hundreds of guns. A nightmare.

If you moved up the ranks of Sensei’s following, you could be invited north to a survivalist weekend in the North Cascades, an area as wild and rugged as it got. Men who went on one of those trips came back different. One told his wife he’d been blooded now. Told her that right before he took her and their daughter hostage because he was convinced the state was coming to take his guns. 

SWAT took him out before he killed them. But  wives and kids hadn’t been so fortunate.

Joe had been one of the investigators who had talked to some of those men — including the one who took his family hostage. He would always wonder if he had been part of what had pushed him over the edge. Rodriguez said no, a Facebook account using the name MLK4whites had been agitating and pushing at the men. But still. It weighed on a man to think he might have caused another man’s break with reality. 

So, when someone called and the name he gave was on Joe’s interview list, Joe was willing to listen. The man said there was something going on. A new group was forming. Could he come to his home tonight? He got off shift at 10 p.m.

Joe felt obligated to go. He still felt responsible for the health and well-being of those men, in spite of them being racist fucks who had gotten sucked into a white supremacist militia recruiting scheme. Stupid fuckers, he thought. One of them, after killing his wife and children last spring, had fled the police, leaving his arsenal of a hundred or more weapons behind. 

“Stupid enough to flee from his own arsenal,” had entered cop lore. Cop humor was dark and bleak. He grinned. Mac Davis, the cop reporter for the Seattle Examiner, had made the phrase legend. He considered Mac for a moment.

Mac Davis was a former Marine who came back from Afghanistan and went to college. Came out a journalist. Which was a pretty damn bizarre transformation. Cops gossiped about back in the day when Mac ran the streets of Seattle. Got busted for felony theft, and a judge cut him a deal to go into the Marines. He’d been 17. Joe wondered what the judge had seen in him. Probably the same thing Joe saw, that Nick Rodriguez saw — hell, everyone saw it — there was a killer lurking behind those gray eyes of his. That tightly controlled ball of rage, that seemed like it wouldn’t take much to set off. Better send him into the military where it could be put to use. Joe pondered whether the judge had thought about the fact he’d just given a stone-cold killer the best training Uncle Sam could provide. Made a man wonder, sometimes, about people’s ability to think ahead.

But damn, Mac was a good man to have at your back. He stood by his friends. Joe suspected the Examiner didn’t send him out to do cute kid stories either.

He looked at the dark house, the empty street, and took another deep breath. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. There were no messages, no missed calls. He’d called Rodriguez, but he hadn’t picked up or returned his call either. Well it was late on a Friday night. Rodriguez was a family man with kids in soccer. He was probably asleep. Soccer started early on Saturdays. He smiled, thinking of the gruff lieutenant coaching 10-year-old girls on a soccer team. For whatever reason, he hadn’t gotten the call, hadn’t called back. 

So, Joe was on his own. He never thought he’d get to the point he’d call a reporter for backup. But then, he’d never expected to be hung out to dry by his fellow cops either.

He found Mac Davis’s number, and punched the call button. “Mac,” he said softly, hoping the sound wouldn’t carry and give his position away. “It’s Joe Dunbar. I need help.”

Mac Davis was at the Bohemian. He, Angie Wilson and a bunch of other reporters from the Examiner were here to drink, dance, and maybe get lucky. 

Mac already knew he was getting lucky that night. He and Angie had plans — her place, in spite of the roommates. He thought again about the need to get a place of his own. He liked living with his aunt. He had the top floor, she had the downstairs. They shared the common areas. It was easy, comfortable. After all, he’d lived there as a teenager before he went off to Afghanistan in the Marines. Then he’d come back and gone to college. When the Examiner offered him a job, he’d moved back in. And Lindy was an art professor at the University of Washington. She brought in an eclectic group of friends that Mac liked having around, even if they were old enough to be his mother. And crazy. But that didn’t bother him.

He put that dilemma aside. The DJ had just given him permission to take over while he took a break. And hell yeah, he would. It was partially why he was here.

Angie, of course, was a big part of the reason as well. But right now, he was mixing beats and sounds, creating something new, something that encouraged people to get out on the floor and dance. His own table emptied. He watched Angie as she danced with a reporter from features. She was petite but not fragile. She had a sturdiness about her that was partly her muscled body, and partly her personality. Angie could be counted on. He knew that. She’d demonstrated it last spring. 

She had a teal streak in her hair, and was wearing a blouse the same color. He liked the fuchsia color better, he thought. For some reason, watching that streak in her hair move with her as she danced turned him on.

He grinned. Well, the DJ would be back soon, and he could dance with her. Watch that streak — and her happy grin — up close. 

He felt the phone buzz in his pocket. He almost ignored it, but there’d been too many crises in his life of late. He couldn’t ignore it, even on a Friday night. He pulled out the phone, and looked at the caller ID and frowned: Seattle Police Detective Joe Dunbar? Why would he be calling this late?

Dunbar was brash, dogged and a bit macho. He wasn’t ever sent out to the elementary schools. 

Mac could relate. When Mac had a story with kids in it, they were usually in body bags. And Mac didn’t like those stories either. Mac really didn’t care for cops, victims of crime, or criminals, which made being a cop reporter a bit weird.

But then, most of his friends still laughed hysterically at the idea he was a cop reporter. The cops who remembered him from his teen years were equally astounded.

“Always thought I’d see you back here, some day,” one of them said. “But I assumed you would be in cuffs, and we’d be reading you your rights.”

Mac shrugged. He couldn’t argue. He would have said that was the only way they’d ever get him inside a police station again.

But life was weird, and the Seattle Examiner didn’t have an opening in sports when he graduated. But maybe he’d be willing to do cop reporting? Until something opened up?

He’d agreed. Reluctantly. But newspaper jobs were hard to find.

When a sports job opened up finally, he didn’t even apply. He might not like cops, but he understood them. He thought what they did was important. And that holding them accountable was equally important. 

Mac thought Dunbar was about his own age — and Mac was staring 30 in the face. October 31. He sighed, as he did every time age came up, and rolled his eyes. He should consider it a marker of success. Truthfully, he hadn’t expected to live this long. It used to be a running gag with his friends: Mac Davis was killed in a shootout with police today. Mac Davis died of gunshot wounds from an engagement with Afghanistan rebels. Mac Davis was killed by an enraged husband who found him in bed with his wife — at age 97, Mac would add. So he was trying to convince himself that living to see 30 was a badge of honor. Of course, he wasn’t there yet — still time to end up dead.

OK, that was a bit dark, he acknowledged. Last May he’d come damned close to ending up dead in the Cascade mountains. Too damned close. Joking about it, even in his own head? Too soon.

But 30? How the hell did he get to be 30? And still living in his aunt’s house? Still unmarried?

But alive. There was that.

He’d gotten to know Dunbar during the story in May. Dunbar was a tall, thin, Black man who looked like he might be a marathon runner or a bicyclist, maybe. According to his Facebook page, he liked craft beers. He actually was a skilled interviewer to Mac’s surprise. 

He was also a Black officer in a department that seemed increasingly hostile to officers of color.

Or maybe it was hostile because Joe was brash, dogged and a bit macho. But it was hard to believe that was the problem; the Seattle Police Department had a lot of cops who fit that description.

Mac frowned at the call, then put music by Mary J. Blige on. He liked her music. Liked introducing her music to the white-bread friends he and Angie dragged along tonight. He turned his back to the crowd and answered the call.

“What’s up?” he said.

A moment of silence.

“I can’t believe I have to ask this, but I need backup, and no one came from the PD,” Joe said softly. “Can you come?”

“Where?” he asked, looking around for someone to get the DJ back here.

Dunbar told him. “I’m hiding under a manzanita on one of those damned slopes down from a Craftsman house. Looks a lot like your place. Shooter is in the house. Abandoned. I’m pinned down.”

Mac got the eye of the bartender and gestured with his chin that he needed to leave. The bartender looked surprised; everyone knew Mac liked to DJ when he got the chance. Mac gestured with his phone. The bartender nodded. A bouncer was dispatched to find the DJ.

“OK, Joe,” Mac said. “I’m on my way. I’m not far actually. Hang tight.”

“Thanks, man,” Joe said. “I can’t believe....”

“Yeah,” Mac said. He couldn’t believe it either. He’d heard rumors. Anecdotes from people who had heard a story about some cop, in another department, another city. It was something all cops feared.

Especially if you were a Black or Latino cop. He wondered briefly where Rodriguez was then sent him a text message. 

The DJ came back. Mac looked at him regretfully. “Sorry, just got an emergency call from work,” he said. “I’ve got to get out of here ASAP.”

“No problem,” the DJ said easily. Mac suspected he’d just smoked a joint, and he grinned. He wouldn’t mind hanging out back and sharing one with the DJ and bar staff himself. But then he wouldn’t be able to be the substitute DJ.

He hopped down from the sound booth and found Angie. “Gotta go,” he said. “Joe Dunbar is in trouble. Can you get a ride home?”

Angie nodded. She looked a bit worried, and Mac brushed the teal streak of hair back out of her eyes. “Will you be OK?” he asked.

“I’ll be fine,” she said. “But what about you? What’s Joe doing?”

“Don’t know,” he said. “I’ll call. I might still be by?”

She grinned. “That would be good.”

He bent down, kissed her briefly, and headed for the door. They’d been a couple since May when they’d worked together in the North Cascades. Partners in getting the story. Partners in staying alive. And when they got back, they’d been making a go of being partners personally as well. But it still felt new, even going on four months. Felt like they were feeling their way along very carefully because neither of them wanted to blow it.

And abandoning a woman in a bar was blowing it, Mac acknowledged to himself. No matter how dire the circumstances.

What the fuck had Dunbar gotten himself into?

Mac wasn’t quite running as he got to his car parked along the street, but he was moving rapidly. Mac knew where Dunbar was talking about; he ran Queen Anne a lot. And if you do six miles a day, five days a week, eventually you get to know an area really well. He reached into his backpack stashed behind the driver’s seat and pulled out the Glock he routinely carried, although not into a bar — that would be stupid. He put on a black jacket, checked that the gun was loaded and a round chambered, and stashed the gun in a pocket. He started up the car, driving as fast as he thought he could get away with. Fifteen minutes. He was grim. This smelled like more than no backup; it smelled like a setup.

Mac was over 6-foot tall, with broad shoulders, gray eyes. He’d grown out a beard this summer — no challenge, he just had to quit shaving for a couple of days — a circle beard, because Angie had seen a picture of him with one and teased him into it. He snorted. But he’d done it. 

He was strong; a little slimmer than when he’d been a Marine, but that was a healthy thing because he’d been bulked up then. He moved faster now. 

Mac settled into hunter mode: set aside everything else and focused. At the same time, it felt like his awareness broadened. He cataloged the cars on the street, the amount of traffic, a pedestrian who’d had too much to drink and was shouting at the cars as they drove by him. 

He parked southwest of the address and walked downhill. Just a man out walking, no biggie, nothing to see here. 

He kept his hand in his pocket. He didn’t like this. The street was too empty. True, this was a rust-bucket industrial area, warehouses abandoned by companies for places with easier access, houses abandoned by people because crime had moved in. A pocket neighborhood on the edge of the bigger Queen Anne hill.

A street light was out. More than one, he noted. But no cars on the street? No lights on in the houses?

Sometimes, in marginal areas, the people who lived there developed instincts. It was like it was on the wind. This was a good night to lay low, to keep out of sight. Go home and lock the doors. Or maybe go to the suburbs and visit the folks. 

Mac had grown up in neighborhoods like that. Like that, and worse. He got a flash of a memory of living out of the back of a car, a big American-made vehicle, back when they made those. Blue. He hadn’t been very old. Four maybe. Knew about staying quiet though. 

A night like tonight, Mac thought grimly. 

He heard a shot. 

“Shit,” he said and started to run. So much for discretion. So much for surveillance. He pulled out his phone, and called 911. “Officer down,” he said. “Need an ambulance, now!”

The dispatcher wanted all kinds of info, and he just dropped the call. They had where he was calling from. They had the number and knew who it was from. Not that he was completely sure they’d come for his call either.

He saw the address on the street-level garage, and turned up the steps. “Joe?” he said softly.

“Here,” the man gasped. 

“You OK enough for me to check things out?” Mac didn’t like the feeling that there was still someone out there. Someone who would shoot them both.

“Go,” Joe said. His breath was coming in gasps, but Mac took his word for it.

Mac faded into the shadows alongside the steps that abutted the garage. He moved up the slope slowly. His least favorite scenario: urban shooter uphill, no cover, no backup. He centered himself. He’d been Marine recon in Afghanistan. He could take out a shooter in Queen Anne. But he treated it with the same seriousness, the same caution. Didn’t matter, Afghanistan, Queen Anne, a bullet could make you dead in either place in a hurry.

He thought he heard someone running. Just light steps, a man moving swiftly in athletic shoes. Or a rubber-soled cop shoe? Maybe. He went up onto the porch in one smooth move, his gun at the ready, and then flattened against the wall of the derelict house. Abandoned, he thought. No one had lived here for a while. He kicked open the door, and when no one fired at him, he went inside, cleared the street side rooms. No one. 

But someone had been here, had shot a gun from here. He could smell it. A slight rotten egg smell, more like ozone. But they were gone. He hoped.

He eased out of the house and took a good look around before starting down the steps. Time did weird things when you were hunting a man, or being hunted. But he didn’t see — didn’t hear — an ambulance. Worrisome.

“Joe,” he said softly.

“Here.”

Mac slid into the shrubs at the side of the stairs. Joe moved slightly, and Mac spotted him.

“You get hit?”

“Yeah,” Joe said. “Not the first shot. But this last one, he got me. Saw me move, I guess. Got my calf.”

“OK,” Mac said. He felt his pantleg. Wet. A lot of wet. He frowned. He tore the pantleg, and Joe grunted. “Sorry.”

Mostly by feel, although he could see some as his eyes adjusted to the night, Mac put a tourniquet around his leg. “I called for an ambulance,” Mac said. “And nothing?”

Joe grunted. “Must have the street or address flagged,” he said. “I called for backup before I called you. Hell of a note when the reporter shows up before the cops.”

Mac grinned. “OK, I’m going to get you down to the street, and then I’ll move my car down here,” he said. “Ready?”

He leveraged Joe onto his feet and then slid his shoulder under Joe’s arm. He took it slow. He’d hobbled off several battlefields — not all of them in Afghanistan either — this way. Slow was good. Jarring motions? Not so good.

“So tell me,” Mac asked conversationally. “How did they get you out here?”

Joe told him, his speech coming in short gasps, as he paused to breathe through the pain. Mac listened, troubled by the story. Had it really been a man from that list? If not, how had the caller gotten the name? A whole can of worms there.

They reached the street, and Mac let Joe lean against the garage. “Just a few minutes,” Mac promised, and he jogged the two blocks to his rig. He kept his gun in his pocket. He didn’t know if they were safe or not. If Joe had been set up, and the shooter had run, why was there still no response?

He didn’t like it. He left the engine running, got out, and helped Joe into the truck. He frowned, considering what was closest. “Taking you to the Swedish Emergency Center in Ballard,” he muttered. 

Joe leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes. He nodded. 

“Talk to me, man,” Mac said as he headed north down the hill to Westlake Avenue where he turned west toward Ballard.

“They didn’t come when I called, Mac,” Joe said. “Tried Rodriguez. He didn’t pick up. Late. He’s got soccer on Saturdays. Maybe? Called even before the first shot. Then something warned me, and I dove for cover. Good thing. But I must have moved. Pretty good shot to hit something — a Black man in black slacks on a brushy hillside with no lights?”

“I noticed the street lights were out,” Mac said. “And the whole block, a couple of blocks seemed deserted. Someone went to a lot of trouble to set you up.”

“You think it was a setup from the get-go?” Joe considered that. “Must have been. Why, though? And why that bait?”

Mac didn’t know. He wanted Joe to keep talking. Best judge of his condition he had.

“Try calling Rodriguez again,” Mac suggested, vaguely worried that he hadn’t picked up. Maybe Joe was right, and he turned in early. Family man and all that. But he rather thought Rodriguez slept lightly. Most cops did. 

Mac did.

Joe found his phone, fumbled with it a bit, and let it ring. Nothing. He frowned. Looked through his contacts, and called another number.

“Anna?” he said, trying not to let the pain show. “It’s Joe. Been trying to call Nick. He around?”

He listened for a moment. Mac could hear the sobs of the woman on the other end of the call. Damn it. “Where is he?” Joe asked. He listened again. “All right, I’m on my way there. He’ll be OK,” he said. “Best hospital in the nation.”

Mac turned around and headed to the University of Washington Medical Center.

“What happened?” Joe asked Anna Rodriguez.

“Speaker phone,” Mac said tersely.

Joe nodded and punched a button. “Putting you on speaker, Anna, I have a friend with me. He’s driving. We’re on our way. So, tell me, what happened?”

Mac pulled out his own phone. So what if it was illegal? Fuck ‘em. Joe could arrest him later. He called up his own contact list while listening to Anna Rodriguez, Nick’s wife. And driving. Sure he could multitask. You betcha.

Good thing he was sober.

“Joe, he was just going to the grocery store,” she said. “And he backed out the driveway and this pickup, a black F-150, roars down the street and shoots at him with what sounded like an AR-15. Maybe with a bump stock, because it sounded fully-auto. Must have been sitting up in the cul-de-sac watching. I called for back-up and an ambulance. And locked the kids in the back of the house. And they didn’t come Joe! Why didn’t they come?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Same thing with me. What time was this?”

“Around 9 p.m.? What do you mean same thing with you?”

“I mean I’m on my way to an emergency room with a bullet hole in my leg. But listening to you, I think I was just decoyed out here and the real hit was on Nick,” Joe said grimly. “What did you do then?”

She was silent as she absorbed that question, then continued, “I got the neighbor to help; we got Nick out of our SUV and into his. Then his wife took the kids, and Jorge and I brought Nick here. I won’t ever complain about Nick getting a Ford Interceptor instead of an Explorer again. Saved his life. Gave him a chance at least.”

“What does the doc say?” Joe asked.

“Says he’s one lucky motherfucker,” Anna said with a cross between a sob and laugh. “They had to do emergency surgery. But we live so close. Twenty minutes. And Jorge is a nurse. So I drove, and he worked to stabilize Nick in the back seat.”

She paused. “So much blood.”

“Hang tight,” Joe said. “We’re almost there.”

He hung up and looked at Mac. Mac looked grim, and just shook his head. He punched a number for Stan Warren, an FBI agent now assigned to the Seattle bureau. If he trusted a cop of any kind, it would be Stan Warren. And Rand Nickerson, also of the Seattle FBI. And Dunbar and Rodriguez. Who knew? Four cops he trusted? He would have said it would never happen.

“Stan? Mac,” he said, and explained concisely. “Two things. I’m worried about Nick’s family. The kids are with a neighbor woman. And I’m worried about security at Nick’s hospital room. The one who came for Joe pretended to be one of those militia wannabes from last spring. So that worries me. You got people you can trust? Putting you on speaker phone. I’ve got Joe with me. We’re about 15 minutes out.”

He handed Joe his phone, and concentrated on driving. He took the Fremont Bridge, jogged around on the crazy streets and onto 40th Street. He had to pay attention. He swore UW students had a death wish. Or thought they were invincible. He’d never been sure which. A right onto 6th Ave. 

He looked at Joe. “Call the emergency room, tell them we’re coming in,” he said. “Have them waiting with a gurney for you.”

Joe started to protest. 

“Don’t argue. Just do it,” Mac said. “Stan getting things lined up?”

“Said he would protect Nick’s kids, and he’s sending Rand to the hospital,” Joe said. He called the UW Medical Center, gave them his ID, and told him what he needed. Handed Mac his phone back.

Mac dialed Angie. “Hey,” she said. 

“You OK?” he asked.

“Sure, what’s wrong?” 

“You at the bar still?”

“Yes,” she said slowly. “Mac?”

“There was a hit on Joe and Nick both tonight. Last May got mentioned,” he said tersely. “Do me a favor? Have someone take you to my aunt’s place? And then have her take you both to her lover’s place. I need to know you’re both safe.”

“Will do,” Angie said crisply. “Leaving now.”

“Call me,” he said. “And look before you leave OK? If anything, and I mean anything looks strange, you stay right there and call me back. The guys that came for Rodriguez were driving a souped-up black Ford F-150 pickup.”

“Got it,” she said. “Stay safe.”

Mac dropped the call, handed his phone back to Joe. “You hanging in there, man?” he asked.

“Could use some painkiller, maybe,” he said with a laugh. 

Mac wasn’t giving him anything. Blood thinners? Nope. Distract him, keep him talking. “What does Anna do? She knew her guns.”

“Works at the ballistics lab,” Joe said. He closed his eyes and winced.

Mac decided a bit more speed was in order. UW had plenty of students — they wouldn’t miss one or two.
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Chapter 2
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Angie Wilson put her phone away. She stood by the bar watching her friends dance while she thought about the call, Mac’s instructions, and why it bothered her.

She liked the Bohemian. It was Mac’s bar, which was pretty funny, because he didn’t drink. They kept Mountain Dew in the back refrigerator for him. She grinned. Mac and his Mountain Dew. It was primarily a dance club — but more like the offspring of a dance club and a neighborhood bar on Queen Anne. She felt comfortable here, even if she was alone. And you couldn’t say that about a lot of bars. Not if you were a single woman.

So the call. She resolutely examined what bothered her. Of course, the first thing was Mac and his cop sources were in danger. But also? Mac’s first instinct was to get her and his aunt to safety away from the action. While she was touched by his protective side, it was wrong. She was a news photographer, not a civilian bystander. And that was the problem, she decided. Mac had three categories of people: his crew, the enemy, and civilian bystanders. The crew was small. The enemy was vast — Mac was a suspicious, paranoid man — and civilians? Women and children, mostly, and they needed to be protected.

She didn’t want to be in that last category. If they were to make this relationship work, she had to be crew in his mind — the people he trusted to have his back, the ones he could count on.

She’d seen this when they were in the mountains in May. His first inclination was to stash her somewhere safe. When challenged, however, he accepted her as an equal partner, and she’d found that amazing and attractive. Amazingly attractive.

She nodded decisively. She needed to act like crew and challenge him. She called Janet Andrews, news editor for the Seattle Examiner, and told her what Mac had said.

“I’ll pick you up outside the bar in 15 minutes,” Janet said crisply. “I’m driving a Toyota RAV4, that color they call champagne. Do you have your camera equipment?”

“No, it’s in Mac’s car,” she said. She felt naked without it but bringing $5,000 worth of camera equipment into a bar was asking for trouble — even with Mac Davis as your personal bodyguard. 

“I’ll bring mine. Not as good as yours, but it will do you,” she said. “We’ll swing by the Rodriguez place for photos, and then go to the hospital.”

“Thanks,” Angie said with gratitude. It sounded like Janet thought she was making the right decision here.

“I’ll send an email to your boss, as well,” Janet said. Angie could hear the amusement in her voice. “Prepare for more protective testosterone incoming.”

Angie laughed. Truth there. Her boss, the photo editor, sometimes sounded like a dad vetting his daughter’s dates rather than a hard-nosed photojournalist handing out assignments.

She waited inside the bar, mindful of Mac’s concerns. He was right, she realized. She was most vulnerable between door and car. And he had assessed that almost instinctively.

Truly, Mac was a scary dude. She respected him, liked him, thought she might even be falling in love with him. But, there was no debate: he was scary.

She used the time to call Lindy, Mac’s aunt. She told her what was going on and that Mac thought she might be safer at Anna Marie’s place. Lindy sighed. “That man,” she said. “I don’t know which I find more exasperating: him continually heading into danger that might splash over to those around him, or his protective nature that is constantly worrying about me and others who might be targets because of him. And I can’t tell you that it’s just him being paranoid — once they did come for me to get to him.”

“Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you,” Angie murmured.

“Exactly,” Lindy said. “Mac’s mantra. And damn it, I just got home and into comfortable clothes.” She sighed. “Well, no help for it. I’m headed to Anna Marie’s. Tell him when you see him. I’m surprised he didn’t try to send you along.”

Angie laughed. “He did,” she admitted cheerfully. “But I’m headed out with Janet to shoot photos at the crime scene. Have to train Mac to see me as part of the team, not someone to protect.”

“Good luck with that,” Lindy said. “Seriously. I think you’re exactly right. But, well... good luck!”

Angie laughed. She liked Lindy and her insane group of friends, much to Mac’s relief. His previous girlfriend hadn’t; Mac finally realized it wasn’t going to work if Kate couldn’t. No, Mac wasn’t going to marry a woman who thought his aunt was going to hell for being a lesbian.

“Take care,” Angie said. “Especially leaving the house to the car. Mac was very specific about how to do that.”

“Car’s in the garage, so I’m not exposed,” Lindy said. Obviously, she’d been the recipient of Mac’s instructions before.

Angie dropped the call, peered out the front door, and saw Janet’s car double-parked on the street waiting for her. She surveyed the street. It looked normal enough. No big black pickup waiting to mow her down. She nodded to the bouncer, and walked briskly to the SUV and got in the passenger seat.

Janet handed her a camera, and headed toward I-5. 

“Nice,” Angie said, pleased with the camera. Not as good as hers, but it wasn’t an amateur’s camera either. She looked at the newly promoted news editor. It had been quite an in-house battle, behind the scenes, but the Seattle Examiner was safely in the hands of Janet Andrews, a 39-year-old woman with extensive journalism experience — including a stint in D.C. 

Angie knew that only because the story in the Examiner had said so. Janet didn’t talk much about herself. She was a tall, fit woman, with a formidable sense of justice and honor, and a backbone of steel. She was also kind, funny, and had a dog name Pulitzer — because he never came when you called him. It always made her laugh.

Steven Whitman, the head of special projects, had been fighting dirty to get the news editor position himself. He was gone. His team was merged into the newsroom. Some of them left too, but a guy named Mike Brewster was making it work, in no small part because Mac liked him.

Mac had been instrumental in Janet getting the job, but he refused to talk about it. Of course. Janet hadn’t said anything either. Angie and Mike had speculated a bit at happy hour one night when Mac wasn’t around to silence them with ‘the look.’ Mike knew a bit more because, unlike Janet, Steve came back from a meeting with the publisher and fumed to his team. 

Mac had accused Whitman of letting his personal religious beliefs interfere with his news judgment, Mike said. Whitman had been furious. The team had listened, and then ducked out for a happy hour at their usual hangout — one no one went to anymore. The boys club at the men’s club had been disbanded. She had coined the phrase, and it had struck the two of them as pretty funny when they’d both been blitzed. She still thought it was pretty clever. But she didn’t know more than that. 

She knew the executive editor had retired and hadn’t been replaced. The D.C. bureau was now two people working from their homes. The bureau itself was closed. The end of an era. She thought it had hit Janet pretty hard, but she hadn’t said anything. She was currently hiring two assistant editors. 

All Angie knew was that she wanted to be like this woman when she grew up. Well, she wasn’t going to look like her — she was short about six inches in height. But she hoped she’d be as firm in her convictions. Janet backed her people. 

Mac admired her. And Angie was pretty sure that made Janet Andrews part of a very small group of people.

“You know where Rodriguez lives?” she asked her now.

Janet nodded. “Called Joe Conte; he’s making some calls,” she said referring to the Examiner’s other cop reporter. “He knew — he’s north of the U district. Probably saved Rodriguez’s life, being that close to the medical center. Have you heard anything more from Mac?”

Angie shook her head. “He expected me to obey and turned his mind to other things,” she said ruefully.

Janet smiled at her. “Don’t let him get away with that,” she advised.

“Figured that out already.” Angie laughed. “So, did Stan call you?” She knew Janet and Stan Warren, an FBI agent, were dating.

“Of course not,” she said with mock horror. “First, he has the same protective instincts that Mac has. And second? I’m a newspaper editor! An FBI agent does not call the newspaper to alert them of anything. The first time we met, he threw a fit because Rodriguez told me he’d have the public information officer call me.” 

Angie laughed. “But you figure he knows?”

Janet nodded. “I’m sure he was the first person Mac called for backup. Flip a coin. Will it be Stan at the Rodriguez house? Or Rand?”

“The other one will be outside Rodriguez’s hospital room,” Angie said. She liked Rand. They’d survived the May militia story together, when he’d been an undercover FBI agent, and she had been accompanying Mac as a news photographer. Since then, she’d worked for Wilderness Adventures as a guide a couple of times with him. Both of them found it therapeutic to get out into the mountains. Mac? He got the same look of horror as a cat caught in the rain. She grinned at the thought.

She’d only met Stan Warren a couple of times, but she liked him. A Black man — a very good-looking man in Angie’s opinion — in his mid-40s, he’d been high up in the ranks in D.C. before he requested a transfer to Seattle. She thought Seattle was considered a demotion, and while she knew Janet had figured into his decision, she was pretty sure it wasn’t the only reason. But he wasn’t talking about it. At least not with her.

Dating Mac was an eye-opening experience. He might grumble that he didn’t like cops, but he was hanging out with them more and more. Which meant she did too. A very different crowd to go drinking with, no lie, than her mix of friends and colleagues from the newspaper. Her friends laughed, drank frou-frou drinks, ate food, gossiped, and if late enough, danced.

Mac and the cops found a table, and they drank. They talked shop, traded insults, and they drank even more. The four men, and now Janet and herself. Rodriguez never brought his wife. She didn’t even know if Rand had a partner. Same with Joe. She was fascinated by the different culture. Cop culture. Yet Mac fit in, in spite of his protests about cops, and the fact that he didn’t actually drink alcohol. His military background, she supposed. She’d seen in it the mountains too. Mac was a man other men looked to for leadership. And he was used to it. He expected he would have to lead and take responsibility for all of those in his care.

Last time they were out as a group, she’d gone to the bathroom. When she came out, she’d leaned next to the bar, and used her phone to take photos. She would have liked to use a real camera, but she suspected if she brought it out, she’d be banned from their happy hour for life. Still the phone photos were pretty good. She’d like to print them in black and white. When she had time. She grimaced. The photo department was short-handed like the rest of the newsroom.

Janet drove north on Aurora, and then turned east on 65th Street. “Watch for 45th Avenue,” she said, as they crossed I-5 into the Ravenna neighborhood. Must be out by Sand Point, Angie thought. She’d liked exploring the neighborhoods of Seattle, camera in hand, when she’d arrived here two years ago. She must have thousands of images by now. 

Two years. She was in a much better place than she had been when she first came here. Coming out of an abusive relationship, her confidence had been shaken — in herself, in her abilities as a photographer, in her judgment of other people. But she’d explored, and she’d freelanced a lot of them to the Examiner. When a position opened up six months later, she’d applied and got on as a staff photographer.

She loved it. They were understaffed and overworked. Her schedule was erratic, and she was on-call 24/7, especially now that she and Mac were a thing, because if Mac got a call out, Mac called her to go with him. 

She was the only woman on the photo staff, something that had surprised her when she started working in the photo department. She suspected it might have been one of the reasons she was hired. “Did you have a say in me getting hired?” she asked Janet, still looking out her window at the street signs.

“Not you specifically,” Janet replied. She didn’t seem surprised by the question, but then Angie had found very little surprised the woman who ran the entire news operation of the newspaper. “But I did suggest very strongly that they needed to hire a woman.” Janet glanced at her. “Everyone is very happy with you and your work. And they hold you in high regard because you’re not afraid of Mac Davis, and you’re willing to work with him.”

Angie laughed. “He’s got a rep,” she agreed.

“And earned every bit of it.”

“There,” Angie said, and pointed. Janet slowed down and made a left-hand turn. 

Spotting the house wasn’t hard. Someone had really shot the SUV up, and they hadn’t been all that careful with their aim — the front of the ranch-style house as well as the two-car garage had taken a beating as well.

“Holy shit,” Angie said. “And he’s alive?”

Janet pulled along the curb and parked. Angie looked around. The street was silent. No cops. No yellow do-not-cross tape. Nothing. “This isn’t normal,” Angie said at last.

Janet shook her head. “No.”

A Black man detached himself from the garage where he’d been standing, watching. Angie hadn’t seen him until he moved — a Black man wearing black clothes leaning against a dark building. He had on a windbreaker that she suspected said FBI on the back, and he was carrying a pistol hanging down by his leg. At least she hoped that was Stan Warren walking toward them carrying a gun. She wondered if Janet had known he was there?

Janet didn’t get out of the car, so neither did she. She just stared at the bullet-riddled SUV. They had intended Nick Rodriguez wasn’t going to walk away from that, she thought troubled. She wanted to get out and shoot some photos, but she waited. Waited until Janet gave her the OK.

Stan Warren rapped on the window to the seat behind her, and Janet popped the door locks. He slid inside. “What the hell are you two doing here?” he demanded.

“Heard there was a news story going on,” Janet said. “And since my cop reporter is playing backup to a couple of cops, I figured I’d come take a look at the crime scene myself. Brought my photog along. Holy Mother of God, Stan, what the hell happened here?”

“On the record?”

She snorted. “Sure,” she said dryly. “On the record.”

“No comment.”

“And off the record?” 

Stan sighed. Angie looked back at him; he looked a decade older, and tired. “I’m not completely sure,” he said. “But apparently a black pickup came down the street as Nick was going to the store. Shot him up. But that’s not a Ford Explorer. It’s Ford’s souped-up Interceptor model. Not sure why Nick bought that last year when they replaced their SUV. But it’s a good thing he did — it’s the only thing that’s giving him a chance of pulling through. That and the fact his wife works at the ballistics lab, his neighbor is a nurse, and they live 15 minutes from UW Medical Center.”

“Safe for me to take some photos?” Angie asked. 

Stan hesitated, and didn’t that say a lot? “I think so,” he says. “I’ve been here 40 minutes and haven’t seen anything suspicious. But this was a well-orchestrated hit. An elaborate one. Took out his most likely backup, knew he was leaving the house. So, this wasn’t just a lone man. Someone was watching. I haven’t seen anyone. But be careful.”

Angie nodded. She pulled her camera out of the camera bag and found a cap she pulled down over her head to cover the teal streak in her hair. She slid out of the car. She processed information visually. More than that, she processed specifically through the camera lens. It forced her to really see, to focus, frame, and shoot what was there. Not what she thought she saw. Not what she wanted to see. 

What was there.

Her movement triggered the lights above the garage. Interesting that Stan hadn’t done that when he’d come out to Janet’s car. She thought about where he’d walked — outside the light’s range. The light would have acted like a spotlight, lighting him up to whoever had just pulled up — to whoever might be out there still, watching. Even though he must have recognized Janet’s car, he’d stayed in the shadows, just in case it wasn’t. She filed that away. Stan Warren was a careful man.

Angie shot the scene from several different vantages. Close, medium, scene-setting. Vertical, horizontal, square. Left-facing, right-facing. The garage, the house, the car. She moved to the vehicle and peered into its interior. There was blood. Glass had shattered under the onslaught. As her eyes adjusted, she began to distinguish between the dark brown-red of the blood, and the black of the interior, and she swallowed. There had been a lot of blood.

She looked down at the pavement. There was blood there too, she realized, and she was standing in some of it. She moved; her feet weren’t tacky, so not wet, not enough to pool. She visualized what must have happened, and pulled back, and took a shot with the open door, and the smear of blood on the pavement. It had been left when Nick’s wife and their neighbor had pulled him out of there, she realized. 

She also realized that Stan didn’t seem concerned about her contaminating the crime scene. She frowned as she returned to the car. Questions, she thought. I have questions.

Janet watched her young photographer at work for a moment. “You’re letting her take pictures? Even contaminating the scene,” she observed. “What’s going on?”

Stan was silent, and Janet didn’t look at him. Some men found it easier to talk when you weren’t eye-to-eye with them. They found it confrontational, and it triggered their fight mode, she’d discovered. Especially men who were used to doing battle. She always positioned Mac kitty-corner from her when they went for coffee, for instance. Side by side worked — like men at a football game. Or maybe like this, where he didn’t have to school his emotions. So, she let him take his time; it wasn’t easy for an agent to talk to a reporter under any circumstances.

She heard him sigh. “I called for backup when I got here,” he said heavily. “And then I called for a crime scene team. That was 30 minutes ago.”

Janet frowned. “Did you call your office?” she asked, perplexed.

“Ten minutes ago,” he said.

“What the hell?” she murmured, not expecting an answer. “That’s pretty extensive.”

“Janet, I don’t know what to think,” he blurted out. “So, there’s always been rumors of cops being left hanging, right? They make movies about it. It’s rare. And it’s usually, one partner not responding to another, or maybe within a unit. But this? This involves more than that. Both the SPD and the FBI.”

“Did anyone call for an ambulance? That’s fire department, isn’t it?”

“I think Joe Dunbar did, and nothing showed up,” Stan said. “Mac suggested certain numbers were blocked, so that calls from Dunbar, Rodriguez weren’t recognized. I don’t know if that’s technologically possible. But what about mine?”

Janet tried to visualize it against what she knew of procedures. It had been a long time since she covered a cop beat. “Dispatch?” she asked. “Could it be done at dispatch?”

He considered that. “Possibly,” he said slowly. “But that doesn’t explain my call to my own SAC. It went to voicemail, but then he gets pinged and calls back. No call back.”

“Have you heard from Rand?” she said, changing the subject. “How are Joe and Nick?”

“Nick is still in surgery. Joe’s bandaged and sitting next to Rand. Mac is pacing,” Stan said, a bit of humor at the last. 

“So you decided to use my photographer as your crime scene photog?” she asked returning to the previous subject.

“More or less,” he admitted. “I picked up some bits and pieces, and bagged them. Not what a crime scene team could do, but better than nothing.”

Angie walked back to the car and got inside. “I’m surprised you let me do that,” she said. “No crime scene team?”

“Not yet,” he said. “May need your shoe if they ever show up.”

Janet grinned. So he had noticed Angie’s little dance when she realized what she’d stepped in.

“What do you think?” Stan asked. “Rand has great respect for your powers of observation through that camera of yours.”

Angie considered the question for a moment in silence. 

“They wanted him to die,” she said. “But it’s more than that. They wanted people to know how he died — all those sprayed shots to the garage and house — and for his family to remember it. And they wanted to send a message — I’m not sure to who — that they should be afraid, not just for themselves but for their families, their homes.”

There was silence in the car. 

“What was Nick involved in, Stan?” Janet asked. “Do you know?”

“No,” he said. “He hasn’t mentioned any cases of note. Are you headed to the hospital next?”

“After a swing past the other scene,” she said. “You want to come along?”

“I would if I could get someone else out here,” he said sourly. “But right now? There are seven kids under 14 in that house next door with one terrified mother to guard them. And me. I’m not going anywhere. The Rodriguez kids are scared about their dad. The neighbor kids are scared because there was all that shooting. The mother is terrified because she was born in El Salvador, and her husband just left to help Anna Rodriguez get Nick to the hospital.”

Janet glanced at him then. He looked grim. “Can I help?” she asked him. 

“Have you called the office?” Angie asked suddenly.

Janet frowned, and pulled out her phone, and called the night cop reporter — the only person they had working nights now. It made her sad as a reminder of how diminished they were as a staff.

Joe Conte was the night cop reporter. He was an easy-going guy, thankfully, because anyone else who had to share a desk with Mac would have killed him — or tried — by now. Instead they’d managed to work it out, and there seemed to be mutual respect. He’d been instructed to start making the calls.

“What have you got?” Janet asked now.

“The PD dispatch insists it’s been quiet,” he said. “I asked specifically about those two neighborhoods. They said there was nothing. So I wandered over to SPD and looked at the printouts. There’s a weird blip in the time stamp, Janet. As if there had been a power outage. I asked about it, but the dispatcher on duty said he didn’t have any clue what that was about.”

“Did they get calls from anywhere during that blip?” Janet asked, her eyes narrowing as she tried to figure that out.

“Yes,” he answered. “I had them make copies of the pages for me. I’m mapping now. My best guess is that there was the equivalent of a power outage to dispatch on the router from two areas — and yes they match the blocks of the addresses you gave me. It blipped back on — my non-technical term — for the Queen Anne area, but it hasn’t for the Sand Point one. I’m guessing it’s the equivalent of a communication blackout. A cell tower down, kind of thing.”

Janet thanked him and hung up, repeating what he’d said to Stan.

Stan Warren looked at her blankly. “Is that even possible?” he asked.

“You’re the FBI,” she said. “That’s more your bailiwick than mine.”

“More CIA spook stuff, if you ask me,” he muttered. “Who understands technological shit like this?”

Angie and Janet looked at each other. Angie sighed and nodded. 

“I’ll call him,” Angie said. 
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Chapter 3
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Shorty answered the phone when it woke him up. It was late, and he wasn’t alone. But there weren’t too many people who would call him this late. His mother — and it would mean an emergency.

And Mac. And that would mean an emergency too. 

So he barely glanced at the number, just slid out of bed and went into the bathroom to answer it. His voice was a bit hoarse as he said hello, and he cleared it.

It wasn’t his mother or Mac. And it took him a moment to recognize the woman who was talking to him. Angie? Angie who?

Oh. Mac’s Angie. That cleared some fog out. His brain started clicking through all the scenarios that would explain why Angie would be calling him instead of Mac. None of them were good.

“Wait,” he said. He poured himself a glass of water, drank it, then splashed his face. “OK, start over. You think there was a hit ordered on two cops, and no one came to back them up? Where’s Mac?”

Angie laughed. “Mac’s at the hospital acting like an anxious guard dog,” she said. “I’m with Janet, and Stan Warren. He says you know him.”

“Yeah,” Shorty said. “I know him. Usually he shows up at the end of things going south, not at the beginning. So, let me organize my thoughts here. Did the cops reach a person when they called in?”

He could hear her muffled repetition of his question, and snorted at her addition. “He wants to know if the cops reached a person when they called in. Who else would they reach?”

“Angie?” he said. “Put me on speaker phone, OK?”

“Hi Shorty,” Janet said. “We come to you as usual when things turn to technology and we can’t figure it out.”

Shorty snorted again. “That usually means anything more advanced than turning the computer on,” he muttered. “Agent Warren? Did you call in?”

“I did,” Warren said slowly. “I called dispatch three times? One for man down, one for a detective, and one for a crime scene team. And I called my office.”

“Did you talk to a live human being?” he repeated his question.

“My office? No. I left a message at the SAC’s number. It should have pinged him though, and nothing has come back.”

Shorty interrupted as a thought occurred to him. “Janet, have you tried calling your office — I assume you’re still at the crime site?”

“We are, I did, and I talked to my cop reporter. The other one,” she said crisply.

He considered that. “Where are you?”

“Out by Sand Point,” Angie said. “Joe Conte said something about a blip in the dispatch printout.”

“Probably should be talking to him,” he muttered absently, trying to think of how he would do that. Rerouted the calls, obviously.  But not Janet’s? Interesting. “Agent Warren, what about when you called the SPD? Did you call 911? Or some dedicated line?”

“A dedicated number,” he said. “You don’t want to have to wait for the next available dispatcher when you’re a cop with a problem.”

Then it was doable, he decided. “If you were going to set up a hit on Rodriguez and Dunbar, who would be the most likely people they would call for backup? You and that other FBI guy?”

There was silence. “Probably,” Warren said slowly. “I know Nick has been worried about something. Something internal. There are probably other cops they might call. But the number would be fewer than five. You call your partner. You call dispatch. I doubt anyone would consider that Joe might reach out to Mac. And Nick didn’t have time to call anyone.”

“Did his wife?”

“I don’t think so,” Stan Warren answered. “She had her hands full keeping Nick alive. Her neighbor is a nurse, and they live 15 minutes from UW med, or he probably wouldn’t have made it. So no, I doubt she even tried.”

“OK, it would take some work, but it could be done. A cutout number, designed to divert calls into the dedicated number. Maybe even specifically the calls of a few telephone numbers. They would have been smarter to cut you back in and let you call for the crime scene team, though, and let it proceed as usual. I wonder why they didn’t?”

“Conte seemed to think they did for the Queen Anne location where Mac rescued Joe,” Janet said. “It’s just this one, that he thinks is still in a shadow. He wondered if they took down a cell tower. But that seems too broad — surely people would notice?”

“A blip when they made the cuts, a blip when they cut it back in for Queen Anne,” Shorty said. But why not cut both areas back in? “Because they’re not done there yet! Agent Warren, get those two out of there!”

“I’m the sole protector for two households of kids,” Warren growled. “What do you mean they aren’t done?”

Two households of kids? Oh, Rodriguez, and the neighbors. “They were smart; they kept the cutout short for Queen Anne, right? So why wouldn’t they keep it short for Rodriguez’s neighborhood?”

There was silence.

“Guys?” he said worriedly.

More silence. “Guys????” 

When no one responded, he set the phone down, and started to get dressed. When he walked out through his bedroom, his friend called his name sleepily. 

“Sorry, babe,” he said, and he was. “Emergency call. I’ve got to go. Stay as long as you like.”

“Damn it, Shorty!” she said as he closed the front door. He winced. 

He got into his Lexus, backed out of the garage and headed out of Bellevue toward the UW. Sand Point? Wasn’t that what they said? He called Mac. Mac didn’t pick up, but if he was in the hospital, that wasn’t surprising.

He swore under his breath. “I told him,” he muttered out loud. “I didn’t want to be a part of this anymore. I told him. And he promised.”

He hit the redial button and kept driving.

Mac was pacing. He hated waiting. Hated hospitals. And waiting for the results of surgery on a man shot to pieces? He’d done this before. And the results had never been good.

Although this hospital was a multitude of steps better than the hospitals he’d paced around in before. 

They were in a small waiting room outside the ICU. At least he thought that was what was on the other side of the double doors. A nurse had parked them all here, and told them to wait for a doctor. So they were waiting.

Rand was watching him with barely hidden amusement. Joe was sitting next to him, zoned out on pain killers, his bandaged-wrapped leg stretched out in front of him. He should take him home, but he didn’t think Joe would go. Not until they knew more about Nick’s condition.

Anna Rodriguez was sitting between the two men. She looked grim. She worked in the ballistics lab? She could probably tell them more about the damage than the surgeon could. Her neighbor Juan Moore sat in the next block of chairs, his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor. A nurse, someone had said. He’d probably just saved Rodriguez’s life — or at least gave him a chance to live.

Mac glanced at his phone, it was midnight. The shooting had gone down at 9 p.m. That was a long time to spend in surgery. He should know. He’d been the patient last spring. But nothing like this. He saw that his phone had no bars — no reception up here. 

“I’m going to go downstairs to find a place with cell service where I can check in,” he said abruptly. Juan looked up. 

“I’ll go with you,” he said. “I should call home myself.”

“Go home, Juan,” Anna said. “You’re a hero to get Nick here alive. But there’s nothing you can do here, and Paulina might need you.”

He hesitated, and then nodded. “Someone can give you a ride?”

She nodded. Mac doubted she planned to go anywhere soon.

Juan actually knew the building well enough to get them outside. As soon as Mac had service, his phone began to ping about missed calls.

“Shit,” he said, thumbing through them. Shorty had been calling every two minutes for the last 20? That wasn’t good. He called him back. “Whatsup?”

“Angie called me from Rodriguez’s place,” Shorty said. It sounded like she was in a car. “And mid-call I lost them. Haven’t been able to get them back on the line. I’m almost there — I think. I don’t have an exact address. You?”
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