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Mac Davis thrillers, Book #5

Is Blood Really Thicker Than Water?

Life is good. Mac Davis, a former Marine, is now a cop reporter for the Seattle Examiner. He’s had stories nominated for the Pulitzer Prize. He has a reputation as a hard-nosed reporter, and a good man to have at your back when trouble comes knocking.

And even Mac admits, around him, trouble usually does.

He has a career, a girlfriend, even a house. He has friends. He belongs.

But his past is knocking on the door.

His cousin calls in a favor. Fourteen years ago, Toby took the fall for a car theft leaving Mac free to go into the Marines. And now? He needs Mac. Needs him badly.

And then there’s the television news clip out of Mexico that shows a young man running from a burning building — and he wears Mac’s face. So much so, people called to find out what he was doing in Mexico. It’s his first lead to his father’s family.

Exactly what do you owe the past? 

Mac Davis is about to figure that out.

Book 5 in the Mac Davis thrillers — stories about a cop reporter who struggles to believe the pen is really mightier than the sword. But just in case? There’s a Glock stashed in his backpack along with a notebook and pen.
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Sunday, Feb. 15, 2015, Seattle

Mac Davis wasn’t sure when his house had become Shorty Guillermo’s second home, but he couldn’t remember the last Sunday evening that Shorty wasn’t there. He decided he liked it. Angie Wilson, who shared the house with him, seemed to think it was perfectly normal. And since Mac knew he had no idea what normal looked like, he took her word for it.

Mac and Angie had been living together for nearly four months. He was in the process of buying the house he’d grown up in from his aunt — a bungalow on Queen Anne. Well, the house he’d lived in as a teenager. Before that, his memory was a blur of rundown apartments and the backseats of large American-made cars with his mother, followed by a two-year stint with his uncle in Vallejo.

Actually, he gave Uncle Michael kudos for taking him in. Michael and Lindy had split up by then, and he had custody of their son, Toby, who was two years older than Mac. His uncle was Black, and Toby looked more like him than his White mother. Mac was White, at least his mother thought so — she wasn’t sure. 

His mother had sent him to his uncle when he threatened one of her boyfriends with a knife. Mac had been 13 at the time.

The two teens were wild and getting deeper into gangs, so they were sent north to Seattle to live with Lindy, Toby’s mother. But they found Seattle easy pickings — right up to the day they got busted in a car they’d stolen. Toby, just 18, went to prison. Mac got probation, and the Marines.

Mac wasn’t sure what sent him down that memory lane. He looked around the house that was now technically his with its wood floors and trim. Home, he thought. Then he looked at Angie who was sprawled on the couch next to him. Family. And didn’t that thought scare him? Not as much as it had four months ago, but still. He was in a committed relationship and living with a woman for the first time — at age 30. He thought he might be in love with her. He wasn’t sure what that even looked like. He shied away from that line of thinking too.

And in some weird way, the slightly built Filipino-Mexican American man seated in an armchair across from them was family too. Shorty had run with him and his cousin back in the day. He’d been fortunate the night they got busted — he had been at some mandatory family dinner. Shorty went on to college, got a degree in math and learned that his gift for computers and data could earn him a lot of money.

Enough money that he could afford to be a teacher. He taught math in Bellevue, and often joked he was the only teacher who could actually afford to live in the district. And if you gave him the opening, he’d tell you how that was symptomatic of the flaws in American public schools.

He wasn’t wrong, Mac thought. But Mac wasn’t an education reporter. He covered cops — and wasn’t that a hoot? But the cop beat was generating all the stories he could handle and then some. He didn’t need another beat on top of it, even though he conceded that something should be done about schools. And Shorty Guillermo might be someone who could fix them — if he was willing. Right now, he looked wild-eyed at anyone who suggested that. And there were those who had, including Mac’s own boss at the Seattle Examiner.

Shorty had the television on for the evening news. Mac rarely watched it. He’d get all the news he wanted when he went to work in the morning at the Examiner. So watching the news just pissed him off. Either they got it wrong, and he fumed, or they got it first, and he was pissed. But Shorty was a news junkie. 

Shorty was probably the smartest person he knew, and Mac knew some incredibly bright people. In fact most of the people he called friends were scary smart. Which made sense — Mac didn’t suffer fools. 

Period.

“What the hell?” Shorty exclaimed. 

Mac looked over at the television and frowned. “I hate television,” he complained. “Can’t back it up and take another look at it.”

“Shut up,” Shorty said. “I’ll find it for you later.”

Mac’s phone beeped with incoming texts:

What are you doing in Mexico?

Is that you on TV?

Mac? Where are you?

PBS was airing some documentary on the drug wars in Mexico and a small town that had stood up to them. The women of the town met secretly, then threw out the cartel, the police and the elected officials, and declared themselves an autonomous zone.

It was an interesting story, Mac conceded. But that last clip? Of a young man running through some kind of war zone? The camera caught his face. Mac’s face. Younger, Mac thought, but not by much.

“Mac?” Angie said. “If you weren’t sitting here with me, I’d think that’s you.”

Mac looked at his phone: 24 missed messages. “Apparently, you aren’t the only one, babe.”

The three of them watched the rest of the documentary in silence. The Shorty pulled his laptop out of his bag on the floor next to him — and didn’t that tell you all you needed to know about the man? Mac was amused. Who else would bring their laptop over to friends’ house on a Sunday evening?

But soon Shorty had his computer display linked up with the television screen, and he was replaying the clip they’d just seen. He froze the frame when it came to the man running out of a building. The three of them looked at it silently.

It had been B roll, a background for the narrating reporter who hadn’t been speaking to the scene itself. So who was he? What was he doing? Where was that? None of the basic questions any good journalist ought to include were missing. 

Another reason Mac didn’t like television news. Visuals triumphed over information. He understood why — even newspaper reporters were doing short videos and photographs. But he also wrote a story with the information in it.

And he was trying to distract himself, he thought, even as he stared at the young man. Holy shit, it was like looking in a mirror.

The man on the screen was probably a couple of years younger. He had Mac’s dark hair, but it looked like he had brown eyes instead of Mac’s gray. Well, that figured — everyone said Mac got his gray eyes from his mother’s father. The man on the screen was built like Mac, maybe a little shorter, and a little slimmer. Hard to tell without someone next to him for comparison. Mac was 6-foot-2, weighed 200. He’d peg the guy at 6-foot maybe 175. 

But if someone had shown him the clip without context, Mac would have glanced at it and wondered how a clip of himself from his Marine days had surfaced. A younger Mac racing out of a burning building in some war-torn country? Yup. A bit of scrutiny would have told him it wasn’t him — no camouflage, no helmet. The rifle wasn’t one he’d ever carried. The guy was older than Mac had been in his Marine days. So the details were all wrong. But overall? Yeah. It could have been him.

Mac studied the clip. Mac didn’t know who his father was. It had always bugged him. His mother had just shrugged. “So many men, so little time,” she’d joked when he asked as a kid. And who the hell thinks that’s the answer you give a 7-year-old? 

But Sali Davis didn’t know who he had been. She’d been living with Lindy and Michael, who were at the University of Washington. Her parents had thrown up their hands with her. And she’d found college life to her liking. Probably none of Lindy and Michael’s friends knew she was 16.

His Aunt Lindy thought his father might be a Mexican graduate student. “Sometimes I can see him in you,” she’d told him once. “But really? You look like your grandfather — my father.”

Most people thought Mac was Black, just light-skinned. Came from those two years with Uncle Michael, followed by another few years running the streets with Toby. It was more about mannerisms and language than looks, though. In the Marines, Black men thought he was Black, and Latinos thought he was Latino — until he said something in Spanish and made them all wince. 

“No Latino should speak Spanish that badly,” one man had said. “Best you continue to claim White.”

And that had been the real problem, Mac thought. Everywhere you turned, someone wanted you to fill out a form that asked what race were you? Sometimes he put White, because his mother certainly was. Sometimes other, because no one really believed him when he said he was White. Which kind of pissed him off. Couldn’t White include people like him?

And damn it, even more than wanting to know who his father had been, he wanted to know what he was. What heritage did he have? If for no other reason than to be able to check the damn boxes on the census form.

He understood why the question existed. Government was doing its best to make sure people were treated equally. But it was damned hard on people like him who didn’t know. Or the 7 percent of the people in the Northwest who claimed mixed heritage — like Shorty, for that matter, with his Filipino father and Mexican mother.

But this was the first clue that Lindy might be right. That his father had been a Mexican national who went back to Mexico and abandoned a pregnant teenager. Lindy said she didn’t think he would have known.

And Mac accepted that, although he had a hard time with the whole concept, actually. He’d never had unprotected sex. Even if the woman said she was on the pill, he wore a condom. Of course he did. He wasn’t going to leave a kid behind like his father had done. And it wasn’t safe. Too many diseases out there. 

But Lindy said those years had been different. The fear AIDS had instilled didn’t exist yet, although it wasn’t far away. But birth control was available to women for the asking; abortion was legal. It had truly been a very brief period of free love, she said. 

Maybe you had to be there, Mac thought, because it sounded unbelievably irresponsible to him. And God knows he had been irresponsible as a Marine. But not about that. Even during blackout drunken sex, he had taken precautions.

“Did you get the results back from ancestry.com?” Mac asked abruptly, still staring at the young man on the screen. The Michoacán? Guanajuato? He thought that was where the story had been from. To be honest he hadn’t been paying attention.

“Yeah,” Shorty said slowly. “Wasn’t sure you were really interested.”

About two weeks ago, Shorty had shown up with test kits for ancestry.com. Take a swab, send it in, and they would match your DNA. You could see your heritage. See if anyone in the database was related to you. Shorty had said he was tired of Mac’s grouchy response of “Not even my mother knows for sure.”

Mac had always thought that line was pretty funny. Of course, Shorty had heard it more than once.

“And?” Mac said impatiently. Because Shorty was right. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be a part of the ancestry.com database. Wasn’t sure he wanted matches with relatives he didn’t know. 

“And I had to do some research on what the results meant, because, well,” Shorty said. He took a breath and started over. “Your ancestry is about 50 percent British Isles — your mom, right? The other is 30 percent Iberian Spain, and 20 percent Native American — typical of someone from Mexico, apparently. My Mom has a similar mix, although she’s from Oaxaca and you’re apparently from the Michoacán.”

“Where this clip probably came from,” Mac said flatly.

Shorty nodded.

“So I probably have a half-brother there.”

Shorty shrugged. “Ancestry.com will tell you if you have matches in the system, and you do — we all do.”

Mac looked at him for a moment. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Shorty chewed on his lip. “There was a blocked relation on yours,” he said slowly. “Someone who took the test and won’t let it be shared. I asked around. That’s unusual. I mean that’s the whole point right? To find relatives, figure out your family tree, that sort of thing.”

Mac considered that. 

“And Mac?” Shorty said, and he was anxious about whatever he was about to say. Mac focused on him. “You were already in the system, and so was your mother. You must have been pretty young... sometime around 1990. You would have been what? Six? Ancestry.com started in the mid-‘80s.”

Mac frowned as he thought that over. “Son of a bitch,” he said. “Mom wanted to prove my paternity.”

Shorty nodded. “I’d guess so. And whoever she thought your father was took the test, and then blocked the results. So he knows about you — and your mother must have known who he was if he didn’t block it right away.”

Mac could feel his muscles hunch as if to ward off a physical blow. Too bad his hindbrain couldn’t tell the difference between physical blows and emotional ones.

Angie rubbed his shoulders, and he forced himself to relax those muscles. He smiled at her, a bit twisted, but a smile. “Time to track my mother down and get some answers?”

She shrugged. “If you really want them.”

Good point. He rotated his shoulders, releasing the tension in them. He looked back at the film clip still frozen on the TV screen. A brother? And what the hell was he into? Did he really want to know? 

He wouldn’t be a reporter if he wasn’t curious. And if that clip didn’t provoke his curiosity, he needed to find a new line of work.

“You’re right,” he said, smiling at her. “I need to think this through. It’s a bit like Pandora’s Box. And once I open it, there’s no going back.”

She nodded. She gestured with her head to the film clip. “Because I don’t think he’s supposed to be representative of the good guys, Mac. I think he’s one of the bad guys.”

He looked at her, then back to the screen. He looked at Shorty. “Better send me the results,” he said. “I assume I have an ancestry.com account now?” Mac relied on Shorty for all of his computing and online needs.

Shorty nodded. He was watching Mac carefully, and Mac wasn’t sure why.

“And the link to that documentary,” Mac added.

“You’re going to investigate?” Shorty asked.

“I’m not sure,” Mac said. “I always thought I wanted to know. But that?” and he gestured toward the TV, “I wasn’t expecting that. A man with another family? And I show up unannounced? And if he’s drug cartel? No, maybe I don’t want to know. Or at least, I don’t want to know more than I do right now.”

“I’ll do a bit more research,” Shorty said, vaguely. 

Mac nodded. Shorty had done research for him in the past. He was one of the best in the business.

Shorty got up and packed up his computer. “I’ll send you the ancestry stuff,” he promised as he left.

Mac sat on the couch, holding Angie. Shit, he thought. My mother is schizophrenic and my dad is in a drug cartel? Well, that’s a family to write home about.

Angie hugged him. “You aren’t your parents, Mac,” she said. “Your aunt and uncle have as much to do with raising you as your mother did. You are who you are, Mac Davis.”

He kissed her, and then tugged her upstairs to their bedroom.

I am who I am, he thought. Whoever the hell that is.

Mac’s shift as a cop reporter started early. He walked into the newsroom precisely at 6 a.m.

“So not in Mexico, I see,” his boss, Janet Andrews, said, barely looking away from her screen. 

It was 2 hours to deadline.

Mac grunted. “You and three dozen other people seem to think that’s funny,” he said sourly.

Janet grinned. “It is, kind of,” she said. “But you must have a lot of news junkies in your circle if they even saw that clip. Let’s face it, a story about a village in Mexico throwing out the cops and the drug cartel isn’t exactly headlines — they played it more for human interest. What do those crazy Mexican ladies think they’re doing? Taking on a drug cartel?”

Mac thought some of his oldest friends probably had more interest in drugs than Mexican politics, but he didn’t say that. Janet knew about his past, but there were people present in the newsroom who didn’t.

Probably, they didn’t. Angie said that he was the center of more gossip than he realized.

He sat down at his desk and called up the queue of police press releases to see what had happened over the weekend — to see what the police wanted to tell the media about anyway. He then pulled out the list of telephone numbers for the dispatchers, public information officers, and other sources that he called each day. All the stories he collected, most of them no longer than a couple of paragraphs, would be written up for the police blotter, a page 2 column of all those actions. 

Of course, the truly interesting stories weren’t there. Many stories weren’t there, really, and it was bugging Mac more and more. The accountant who embezzled $1 million from his employer? It wasn’t there. But the guy who held up a 7-Eleven for $50 and some change? That was.

But deadline wasn’t the time to think about that. He wrote quickly and accurately, then shipped the copy over to Janet for editing. Libel-suit hour, she called it. Stories that could impact someone’s reputation, written on deadline, with little time for fact checking? A libel suit waiting to happen.

But then guys who held up 7-Eleven’s didn’t have attorneys to file libel suits. Not like the accountant would. 

Mac’s focus on deadline was legendary. He didn’t hear any of the talk going on around him. He didn’t hear the phones ringing. He did hear his own cell phone beep that he had an incoming text, but he ignored that too. He was on deadline, God damn it, and everyone and everything else would have to wait.

Mac had his desk phone tucked under his left ear and was typing the stories directly into his computer. A bit of clean up, and on to the next call. The next bit of human misery. A man who was firing shots in a well-to-do neighborhood. Someone who was drunk and disorderly. A break-in at a gun shop in Marysville.

Mac stopped at that one. “What’s the address?” he asked and jotted it down. Craig Anderson's address. He frowned. Why would someone break into there? Craig had put the shop up for sale, and left town. He’d made too many enemies last fall when the cops had come after Mac and his friends. Craig had been trapped on the cops’ side and tried to work both sides just to stay alive. And as Craig and Mac both knew, that was a fast way to end up with a whole lot of people mad at you.

Still, Craig’s attempt to do that had saved Mac’s life. He owed the man. He liked him, even, and there weren’t many on that list. They’d met on the story in the North Cascades, and Mac thought Craig was a good man to have at your back. He scowled at the address. Maybe he’d run up and take a look after work.

When 8 a.m. hit, it was over. There were still more calls that could be made. And maybe he or his counterpart on the evening shift would get to them. If not, there was tomorrow’s deadline time, and he’d grab them then.

“Let’s meet,” Janet said. She was a tall, broad-shouldered woman in her early 40s, with messy brown hair and blue eyes. You could tell how harried deadline was by how messy her hair got. Today hadn’t been too bad. Her hair was still in a braid. Mostly.

Mac nodded and grabbed his backpack. Meeting usually involved coffee across the street rather than the conference room. And these days it often involved others on the safety team — a mix of reporters who had come together last fall on that big story and found that working together to cover crime from arrest through the courts actually made sense. And now, four months later, Mac felt good about it. Fewer stories fell through the cracks. They knew when criminal charges went to court — and when they didn’t. They had better data analysis thanks to a reporter named Mike Brewster.  

Mac and Janet had gotten in the habit of going for coffee after deadline a long time ago. It just seemed natural to include the rest of the team in those meetings. Not that Mac actually drank coffee. He preferred Mountain Dew, although of late he’d gotten attached to iced tea. The coffee shop seemed to think that was a more acceptable drink; they did stock his Mountain Dew rather than lose Janet as a customer. Mac was under no illusion about who they cared about. They all but sniffed when they had to serve him his Mountain Dew. It made him snicker.

He remembered then his phone going off, and he pulled it out to take a look. The number wasn’t one he recognized. He clicked on the text.

Toby? What was his cousin doing sending him a text? From a burner phone? He grimaced. This wasn’t going to be good news.

He talked to Toby maybe once or twice a year — which was more than Toby talked to his mother. He didn’t approve of his mother coming out as a lesbian, and Lindy disapproved of her son ‘the drug lord’ as she called him. So Mac dutifully passed information back and forth. Mac thought they both should get over it. Toby had a wife and two daughters who Lindy had never met, and that was sad. They had too little family as it was to be ignoring parts of it.

The text read: In trouble. My fault, I trusted a cop.

Mac snorted.

I can take care of it, but I need you to take care of Keisha and the girls. They’re vulnerable. Too many players in this game, and they’d make good hostages. Can you come? I’m calling in all the favors on this one, cuz.

Mac frowned and exhaled. He owed Toby. Owed him for a lot of things, really. But the night they got busted in a stolen car, Toby took the blame. He’d been over 18, and he’d gone to prison for it — two years. He claimed Mac didn’t know it was stolen. No one actually believed that, but Mac had been just shy of 17, and it gave the judge the opportunity to put him on probation instead of sending him to juvie. Finish high school, enlist, and his record would be expunged, the judge said. And so four months later, Mac had become a Marine.

Mac always assumed that it had more to do with Mac appearing to be a White kid, and Toby a Black man, than it had to do with Mac’s status as a youthful offender. And the more he’d learned over this last year about all the players in that bust, the more he was sure of it.

But two years in prison had changed Toby from a wild kid who was running hot cars from Seattle to Oakland more for the exhilaration of it than for the money to a calculating man with the connections to set himself up as a drug dealer in Vallejo, California, when he got out.

Mac, on the other hand, had been doing it for the money. Growing up as poor as he had, having a cash stash mattered. He was never going to drink powdered milk again. And he’d been as involved in the car theft ring as Toby, no matter what Toby told the judge.

Toby wasn’t some drug dealer like you saw in movies, selling drugs on the street corner. No, he looked like a businessman. Hell, he was a businessman, Mac conceded. A very successful one. He lived in a gorgeous house in a posh neighborhood with a view of the harbor, an outdoor swimming pool, and an indoor gym to die for. Toby had gotten married while Mac was in the Marines — so maybe nine years ago? Keisha was a pretty woman, who loved Toby, and was a good mother to the two girls, Belinda and Sarah. Mac liked her — what was there not to like? And the two kids were cute — the oldest was named after Lindy, whose real name was Belinda, and the younger one after Keisha’s mother, Sarah. Belinda was 8 now, he thought, and Sarah was 5? Sarah had been just a baby when he’d last been down there, so he thought that was about right.

No, Toby was a broker. He had connections in Mexico — and Mac thought briefly of the documentary last night — and he had connections in the City. Most of his clients were white-collar workers in San Francisco and the Silicon Valley. After all, as Toby often joked, they had money. Why try to sell product to the poor on a street corner, when you could sell to a banker with money to spare?

Back in Mac’s college days, Toby had occasionally hired him for a job — guard jobs for the most part. He didn’t like to think about the jobs that had gone beyond that, but there had been a few. The money had been good, and college wasn’t cheap. He’d seen more of Toby back then. But he knew if he kept taking those jobs one day he’d move down there and become Toby’s number two man.

And he would never get back out of it.

Toby hadn’t, had he? All that money, and at the end of the day, he was still a drug dealer.

Mac didn’t want that. Being in the Marines had taught him a few things — mostly the hard way. So, he got his degree, told Toby no more jobs, and came to work for the Examiner. Toby hadn’t been happy about it. And things had gotten strained during the last few years.

Mac grimaced and re-read the text.

He glanced over at Janet’s desk; she was already gone. He shouldered his backpack and headed out the door to the parking garage, and down to the street. He had to talk to Janet about needing some time off.

He’d never taken a vacation since he started working here. It would be three years come June. He had to have some paid leave accumulated, right? 

He sent back a text to Toby: On my way.

There was no response. Not even a thumbs up.
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Chapter 2
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Tuesday, Feb. 17, 2015, Vallejo, California

It took Mac longer to get out of Seattle than he thought it would — the downside of all that belonging, he thought, a bit sourly. He had to explain more to Janet than he was really comfortable with. But she had this way of looking at you until you confessed it all — even if this was personal business instead of work. And even Janet agreed this was unlikely to ever be a news story.

But then he had to talk to Angie about it when she got home and found him packing a bag. Her first reaction was that she should go too. “Meet your cousin’s family? Of course I should go!”

Mac hadn’t even considered it. Take Angie along when there was trouble? He started to shut that idea down, but then he looked at her stubborn face, and reconsidered. She’d been through a lot of trouble with him, and really, he couldn’t ask for a better partner. It went against every instinct he had, because women were to be protected. And yes, he’d served with women in the Marines. But they were Marines first, women second, in his head. Angie was no Marine.

He still wasn’t going to take her to Vallejo when it looked like his cousin had gotten himself into problems involving a dirty cop. He’d done a search online for stories out of Vallejo, and there had been some kind of raid with undercover cops and big headlines about a cocaine and meth bust. Toby Rollings wasn’t one of the names mentioned. He did a couple of searches for different variations of Toby’s name and came up empty-handed.

He’d thought about calling his uncle, Toby’s father, but decided not to. Not until he knew more about what was going on. Michael Rollings lived in Vallejo too — he taught writing at Solano Community College — so if Toby wanted his father’s help, he wouldn’t have needed Mac.

It took a bit of discussion with Angie before she finally conceded that she should stay behind. “Babe, there is something you could do, however,” he said before he really thought it through. But there was no going back. He told her about the police report from Marysville with Craig Anderson’s address. “If you have some free time, run up there, and see if Craig is back? No mention of weapons in the police report, so I assume the place is empty. But it’s weird.”

Angie nodded. She liked Craig Anderson. And Craig was particularly protective of Angie. “I can do that,” she said. “We’ve got a key, right?”

Mac nodded. Craig had left him a note on the door of the shop when he disappeared. And about two weeks later an unsigned letter arrived with a key. They’d gone up to check out the place once a month since then. Mac wasn’t sure what Craig was up to — wasn’t sure Craig knew. The place had a for sale sign on it, but Mac didn’t think it was getting any offers. It wasn’t in the best part of town — and Marysville wasn’t the best town in the Puget Sound area to start with.

“I still don’t like you going alone,” Angie said, returning their conversation to his trip. 

“I’ve got backup down there if I need it,” Mac said. It was true, he did. He wasn’t going to tell Angie, his ‘backup’ were part of Toby’s drug enterprise. But they were tough men, and if he needed backup, they’d do.

If they weren’t part of the problem, that is.

And his uncle was no slouch, if it came down to it.

By then it was dinner time, and Shorty showed up. Mac looked at Angie with a raised eyebrow. She shrugged. Yes, she’d texted him. Mac sighed.

Shorty listened to the explanation. “If Toby can’t handle it by himself and needs you, it’s going to be bad, Mac.”

Mac nodded. “But he wants me to take care of his family, not him,” he pointed out, for the umpteenth time. “I’m going to go down, assess the situation and then bring them home with me if it looks like that’s the right thing to do.”

“A woman and two children in your 4-Runner?” Shorty asked. He knew why Mac was driving. There was an arsenal in a gun safe built into the bed of the pickup. But there wasn’t room for a woman and two children unless you were willing to bed the girls down on top of that gun safe.

Well a lot of people had a gun safe under their bed, Mac thought, a bit defensively. 

“The girls are 8 and 5,” Mac said. “We’ll make it work, or I’ll put them on a plane up here. But I owe Toby. And if he’s asking for protection for his family, then I owe him that.”

Shorty didn’t even try to argue. He changed the subject. “So I did a bit of research on that video clip last night,” he said. 

Mac raised his eyebrows. “And?”

“It was shot last month. You remember the story of Cherán? The town that rose up and threw out the drug cartel, the police and the politicians?” Shorty asked. 

“A women-led rebellion,” Angie said. “I remember that much of the story. It’s been what... four years? Did it survive?”

Of course, she’d remember that part, Mac thought. He carefully didn’t let anything show on his face. He wasn’t that stupid. 

“It has, actually,” Shorty said. “Surprisingly. It has recognized status as an indigenous community and it’s working as a cooperative. No political parties. But other towns have tried to go that route and failed. Last month, a neighboring town decided they were going to do the same thing. They plotted ahead of time, and then they attacked a drug-processing plant. Blew the thing up. And that’s what that clip was — the drug-processing plant going up.”

“And the guy?” Mac asked.

Shorty grimaced. “He was one of the drug cartel, apparently,” Shorty said. “The village is indigenous. Purépecha? I had to ask my mom how that was pronounced.”

“Your mom from that region?” Mac asked. He liked Shorty’s mom.

“A bit farther north, Guanajuato,” he said. “Same drug issues, though. Worse even. It’s why her family fled, and she ended up here.”

“But the key point is that the Purépecha are short, I mean really short people. He’s too tall, too light-skinned to be indigenous. Remember your ancestry.com profile? His would be a lot like it. And he’s not Purépecha. So yeah, he was part of the drug cartel, and he was running from that burning warehouse.”

Mac just nodded. “No leads on who he is? What drug cartel is running that warehouse?”

Shorty was silent. “Del Toro,” he said at last. “They’re big into Santa Muerte, Mac. They’re really bad news.”

Mac studied his friend. “Spit it out,” Mac said.

Shorty tapped something into his phone and handed it over to Mac. It was the face of a man in his mid-50s. Mac stared at it.

“My father?” he asked at last. The resemblance was startling.

Shorty shrugged. “Could be an uncle,” he said. “But that’s Hector Del Toro, the head of the Del Toro drug cartel. Well, his father is still alive, and technically head of the family and its manufacturing operations.” Shorty rolled his eyes at the phrasing. “But Hector runs the show now.”

“You’ve done a lot of work in less than 24 hours,” Mac said.

“Today was Presidents’ Day,” Shorty said. “No school.”

Mac nodded. Newspapers didn’t get those kinds of days off. Not even Christmas, although they ran with a skeleton staff that day. It was easy to lose track.

“And the guy with the AR-15?” Mac asked.

“He’s Hector’s son. Goes by Chuy. His real name is Jesus.” Shorty pronounced it the Spanish way. It reminded Mac that Shorty had actually grown up speaking Spanish at home. Although Shorty usually identified himself as Filipino since his father was, his mother had a strong influence. And his father was a native Spanish speaker as well as Tagalog. 

Mac had been welcomed into the Guillermo home, although with some skepticism. Shorty had vouched for him, but his mother knew a bad influence when she saw one. “I pray for you,” she told him one evening. “You are not all bad. You rescued my son, and you are his protector. You need to reconsider where your life is going, Mackensie Davis. So I pray for you.”

He had wanted to snicker, but he couldn’t be disrespectful to a woman who obviously cared about him. So he’d bowed his head in acknowledgement. She wasn’t wrong, and even back then he knew it.

She was less tolerant of Toby. Mac didn’t know why — back then he and his cousin had been pretty much the same. Maybe just because he was older? Or, who knew, maybe because he was Black. Mexicans could be as racist as White Americans. 

“Any other information about Hector Del Toro and his family?” Mac asked.

“No, that’s information that’s kept very private,” Shorty said. “But the Del Toro cartel is in defensive mode right now after that warehouse blew up. They’ve got to retaliate and punish the town or lose face. Apparently another cartel is moving in on them.”

“You said they were Santa Muerte?” Mac asked. “What the hell is that — Saint Death?”

Shorty nodded. “Literally,” he said. “And he’s become the patron saint of several of the drug cartels — he likes cigars, tequila, and human blood. Lately, he’s not a he, by the way, he’s a she.”

“Human blood?” Angie asked, startled by the description. “What?”

“The cartels have been tossing severed heads of their enemies into public places,” Shorty said. “In recognition of Santa Muerte.”

“Can’t be a recognized Catholic saint,” she protested.

“No, the pope has called them blasphemous and satanic,” Shorty said. “But the cult now has an estimated 12 million followers.”

“Whoa!” Mac said, startled by the number. That was twice the population of Washington state.

“It’s spreading into the United States,” Shorty continued. “They’re called narcosantos —narco-saints.”

Mac grimaced. “And my supposed father is messed up in all of this?”

“It looks that way,” Shorty agreed.

Mac tried to get his mind wrapped around this revelation and failed. He shook his head. “One problem at a time,” he said. “I’ve got to see what’s going on with Toby. And then maybe I can think about this. But Jesus, Shorty! Couldn’t you find some nice farmer and his family instead of this?”

Shorty snorted. “In northern Mexico, he’d likely be farming poppies for the cartels.”

By the time those conversations were over — followed by a conversation about why he was not going to tell Lindy about his trip — Mac decided he’d get some sleep before heading out. If he left at 2 a.m. he’d miss rush hour traffic in both the Seattle-to-Olympia stretch and in Portland. He’d be in Vallejo around noon. He would have liked to have been there before 8 a.m. but it couldn’t be helped.

The problem with driving down to California was that it gave him too much time to think. He focused on his driving until he got south of Olympia — even in the middle of the night, there were too many people out, and they were likely to be drunk. But then the next two hours to Portland went through some pretty quiet countryside. He turned on his Spotify account and listened to music. Radio was pretty slim in spots here, and most of it was Christian or conservative talk radio. It bothered him. People talked about conservatives living in a media silo, as if it was by choice. Hell, in a lot of the country that was all there was — with some NPR tossed into the mix here and there. Country western music. It was a problem. People should have options before you yelled at them for living in a news silo.

So he listened to R&B as he drove down the I-5. He found that if he listened to hip-hop or rap while he drove, his speed crept up. He didn’t want to talk to a cop at 3 a.m. along some deserted stretch about why he was driving so fast. So he set cruise control at 74 mph, turned up the music and tried not to think about what he was doing.

Mac got through Portland at 6 a.m. and stopped for breakfast a truck stop in Wilsonville, 30 miles south of the city. Missed the rush hours, he congratulated himself. He topped off his gas tank, had breakfast, and was back on the road by 7 a.m. He listened to NPR for a while, although all those radio voices bugged him. They didn’t sound like anyone he knew or would want to know. Not even the Black voices. They sounded over-educated, and pretentious as hell. And it pissed him off. Who were they speaking to, anyway? Some urban liberal who had season tickets to the symphony, he decided. 

Well, it didn’t sound like the world had blown up in the last 12 hours, so once he was south of Salem, he turned the music back on. Oregon had a slightly lower speed limit, and he adjusted his accordingly. He crossed over into California just before noon and pulled over for lunch south of Redding where there was a Popeyes at the truck stop. He thought the quality of Popeyes’ chicken had gone down since they started stores at truck stops. He preferred Kentucky Fried Chicken these days. And wasn’t that just sad?

He turned off the music. Traffic was worsening. But that meant thinking again too. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. What the hell had Toby gotten himself into? He hadn’t responded to Mac’s thumbs up. Didn’t provide details. Didn’t ask when he’d be down. Mac hadn’t sent anything more. No telling who really had Toby’s phone at this point. If he’d gone silent there was a reason.

A reason he’d set out to discover here shortly.

He reminded himself that he was here to look after Keisha and the girls, not rescue Toby. Toby hadn’t asked for a rescue, and he might not even need one. Back when someone came gunning for Mac, Toby had said they’d deserve what they got if they caught Mac. Same was true for Toby — he could take care of himself.

Mac hoped he could. But a dirty cop was troubling. He found a radio station and listened to hip-hop, then restlessly searched for an all-news station. He needed to know what was going on in Vallejo. After listening for 20 minutes, he decided radio wasn’t going to solve that. He told his phone to call Janet. Should have thought of this yesterday, he thought. But Toby triggered his earlier instincts, not those he’d been developing these last few years as a journalist.

“What do you need?” Janet asked crisply.

Mac grinned. Straight to the point. “Need the name of a good journalist, preferably investigative, in Vallejo. Cops, courts, drugs.”

“I’ll call you back.”

“Text would be better,” he suggested.

“Should have a name within the hour.”

Mac was sure she would. Janet Andrews seemed to know everyone worth knowing in the print world. Unfortunately that was a rapidly shrinking world. It worried him. And a drive like this with shitty quality of radio news wasn’t reassuring. Who was going to pick up the slack, if newspapers died?

He got a text with a name and phone number 20 minutes later: Ryan Geller, local investigative reporter, with bylines for ProPublica. Well that spoke well of him. Good to know. He sent Janet a thumbs up and drove on into Vallejo.

It was 1:30 p.m.

Vallejo must have grown some since he’d left here 15 years ago, he supposed, but nothing like the explosive growth Seattle and the Puget Sound experienced. When he returned to Seattle three years ago, he’d had to relearn the city all over again — he’d been gone for eight years, four in the Marines, and four in Bellingham for college. He could barely find his way to Lindy’s house without a map.

But Vallejo felt familiar, comfortable. He made a loop through the city center just to get a feel for it, before heading out to the Glen Cove neighborhood where Toby lived. It was a ritzy neighborhood, and probably the most expensive house Mac had ever been in.

Well, that was no longer true. Toby’s house was a mere 3,000 square feet with four bedrooms and three baths, nothing like the monster Parker house in Medina that he’d lived in last fall. The Parker house was more expensive, more lavish, and practically the size of a small hotel.

He shook his head. He’d take the Queen Anne Hill house he and Angie were sharing. At least it was a size they could clean themselves without hired help!

Toby’s two-story house was a light terracotta stucco on a cul-de-sac street. What Toby was thinking about living on a street with only one exit, Mac couldn’t imagine. He drove slowly through the neighborhood looking for the house. It was set back from the curb, with a three-car garage, and presided over a lush green lawn, he remembered. 

Or it had the last time Mac had been here. That had had been what, five years ago? He parked across the street and stared. The yard was brown and needed to be mowed. Even in February? Mac frowned. How long had Toby been on the run?

He reached into his backpack and pulled out the Glock he carried there. He was never unarmed. He figured Janet knew he carried even in the newsroom and just ignored it. He couldn’t remember the last time he was without a weapon. Age 12? No, 13?

Mac stuck the gun in the pocket of his windbreaker. He considered for a moment if he was licensed to carry in California. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be here long enough for that to become an issue. If he had to be here more than a day or so, he’d make some inquiries.

He got out of the 4-Runner, beeped it locked, and slowly crossed the street to the house. He rang the doorbell. There was no answer. Mac didn’t like it.

He glanced around the neighborhood but it was empty. Well, on a Tuesday afternoon before school got out, it would be. But in neighborhoods like this you didn’t see people on the sidewalks no matter what the time of day. No one sat on the porches. If the residents were outside, they went in back to their private back yards, and their private swimming pools. 

How the rich lived, he thought sardonically. 

He pushed the doorbell again. And then he tried the doorknob.

The door opened.

Mac stared at the door as if it was going to attack him. An unlocked front door? He almost backed away and called the cops.

A dirty cop, Toby had said. Mac grimaced and decided to take a quick look around inside, before he did that.

He went inside and closed the door behind him. Hidden from view, now, he took out his gun and moved through the house, clearing the rooms as he’d been taught. It was instinctive, and he let his instincts take over.

Nothing seemed wrong on the first floor. No signs of a home invasion. No dirty dishes in the kitchen sink to signify a fast exit, or a kidnapping. It was just a quiet, empty house. He went up the stairs in a rush. He hated stairs for this kind of work. It felt like a shooting gallery, and the person at the top had the higher ground. 

But nothing. More silence.

No, he thought. He heard something. He paused and listened, his Glock held at the ready. 

He heard it again. Just the rustle of someone shifting position. Where? He looked around the landing — three bedrooms, two baths. Another bedroom and bath were downstairs. Their doors were open, and no one was visible. But there was one closed door, and Mac didn’t know what was behind it. He tried to remember from his past visit, but that had been five years ago. He grimaced and approached the door cautiously. He paused and listened again.

Whatever it was, someone was in there. He could hear them breathing. Someone who was trying not to be heard, but.... He realized suddenly the person was scared. He wasn’t sure what there was about their breathing that told him that. But there were small gasps as if they were trying not to hyperventilate. And rapid breaths. It was not the slow, even breathing of a man lying in wait for someone.

It wasn’t how he was breathing.

He squatted down, just in case there was a shooter there, so that he was below the kill zone, and carefully twisted the knob and pulled open the door.

Two young, scared girls were huddled there under the coats that told him it was a closet. The older girl stared at him as she cuddled the younger girl against her. A hint of defiance? Mac approved.

“Belinda?” he asked. “It’s Uncle Mac.”

The girl studied him for a moment, and he waited. Did she even remember him? She’d been a toddler. Cute kid. Still was. Finally she nodded and took a shuddering breath. “Mom said you were coming,” she said softly. “She said to wait, and you’d get here.”

Keisha had a lot of faith in him, apparently. Or she’d been desperate.

“When was that?” he asked gently. She looked confused. “It’s just past lunch on Tuesday,” Mac added.

“Last night,” she said. “Some men came. She told us to hide here and wait. We could hear them arguing, and then they left, and took Mom with them.”

Mac nodded. “OK. You must be hungry, then,” he said. He looked at them, they were in their pajamas. Had they really been in this closet for 12 hours? "How about you two get cleaned up and dressed — just like you were going to school? And then come downstairs, and I’ll fix some breakfast.”

Belinda nodded, and she whispered something to Sarah. The two of them scrambled out of the closet. Sarah flung herself at Mac, and he caught her, an instinctive reflex. She hugged his neck tightly. Mac rubbed her back gently. “It will be OK,” he said softly. “I’ll take care of you.”

“And find my Mom?” Belinda asked.

He thought it was telling she didn’t say Mom and Dad. “And find your Mom,” he agreed. “Now, go get cleaned up, and dressed. And then come downstairs, OK?” He released Sarah and gave her a small push toward their bedroom. “Go on now,” he said. 

The girls obediently headed toward their bedroom. Mac straightened and watched them go, trusting they knew how to take care of themselves. Better than he would at least. He went downstairs to explore the kitchen. He had faith that any kitchen where there were kids would have breakfast cereal and milk.

He wasn’t wrong.

Mac kept hoping he’d find a note from Toby or Keisha, but so far nothing. The house was so clean and tidy, it felt sterile. There was nothing of anyone’s personality here. He shook his head, comparing it to the home Lindy had made for him and Toby, full of art and books. And plants. Lindy liked plants, even if she killed them fairly frequently. Now that the house was his, it wasn’t quite as full, but there was still art and books. Angie was even sneaking in house plants — and she apparently knew how to keep them alive. He smiled briefly, thinking of her.

This house looked like something Realtors had staged for an open house.

And they lived like this? Mac shook his head. There were times when he found Lindy’s style overwhelming — and he’d been in enough of her friends’ homes, to know that there were worse packrats out there. Janet’s home was similar to Lindy’s — with more books. No one had as many books as Janet had — had, until Army of God blew the place up. The new house was almost done. He wondered how long it would take for her to replace all those books.

He thought about the Rodriguez and Moore houses that he’d been in recently. Grant you, he’d been more focused on not getting shot up than examining the decor, but he’d had a sense of the kids in both homes. Toys, their art work on the refrigerator, kid’s books. Comfortable homes, he’d thought, but you knew there were kids living there. And Paulina Moore’s kitchen expressed her personality.

This kitchen had no personality. He thought the materials indicated it was expensively done. The countertops were black marble. The cabinets were a pale beige to match the walls. The appliances were black. He compared it to the Parker house. Yes, he thought. Money had been spent on it. But he got no sense of Keisha at all. Nothing sat on the counters. Nothing at all.

There were no plants.

He shook his head. They’d lived here for eight years.

The two girls came running down the stairs. He glanced at them. They looked clean and clothed. Good enough. He set out the cereal and milk on the breakfast counter, and they hopped up on the stools to eat. He watched them, leaning against the kitchen counter; they were obviously hungry. Well, they’d missed breakfast, and it was getting late for lunch. “More?” he asked. Belinda nodded and reached for the cereal box.

“OK,” he said, as they slowed down. “I need you to tell me what you know.” He saw them tense up. “I know,” he added. “It’s going to be hard. But you need to help me out so that I can find your mother.” And your father, he thought. But since they hadn’t mentioned him earlier, he didn’t now.

Be a reporter, he thought suddenly. Switch roles. Not Toby’s cousin, the enforcer. Be a reporter. 

He wasn’t all that good at talking to children, even as a reporter. And on the cop beat, he didn’t get much practice at it. Usually the children who entered his stories were victims of something. Or dead. He flashed back to the last time he’d watched them carry dead children out of a house. He shook his head briefly. 

No one at the paper thought he should be writing cute kid features. And he was just fine with that.

But still, this was an interview. And he knew how to do interviews.

He looked around and decided that the family room was the best place for this. “Come on,” he said, and led the two girls into the room that looked like the living room but had a big screen TV and was a bit more relaxed. He took the big upholstered chair, and the two girls cuddled together on the love seat. Belinda looked directly at him, but Sarah snuggled into Belinda, and put her thumb in her mouth.

Trauma, Mac thought, disturbed. Well, maybe just the aftereffects of last night. He hoped that was the case.

“So tell me,” he said. “Were you in bed when the men came?”

Belinda nodded. “They were pounding on the door,” she said softly. “Mom was in bed too. It woke us up.”

“Do you know how late it was?” Mac asked.

Belinda shook her head. “We go to bed at 9 p.m.,” she answered. “That’s bedtime. Mom went into her room, but she doesn’t go to sleep then. And I think she was asleep when they came.”

Mac nodded. “Did she go down and let them in?” he asked.

Belinda shook her head again. “They were impatient, I guess. Mom barely had time to get dressed when they pushed the door open and came inside. That’s when Mom told us to hide in the closet and to stay there until you came.”

So Keisha and Toby had been in communication on Monday then, Mac thought. “Could you tell? How many men were there?” he asked.

Belinda hesitated. She looked at Sarah and then back to Mac. Mac smiled. “You didn’t stay in the closet,” he guessed. “Did you go down the stairs and look? That’s what I would have done.”

Reassured, Belinda nodded. “Just me. I made Sarah stay in the closet,” she said. “But I was scared for Mom. So I went down the stairs where I could see what was going on.”

“And what did you see?”

“There were four men,” she said. “They had guns.” She nodded toward Mac’s gun. “Three of them had guns like yours. The other one had a rifle. It was black.”

Mac nodded. “What did the men look like? Like your Dad?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “They weren’t Black, they looked like you. And when they spoke? There was an accent. Like Jamie’s.”

“Who is Jamie?” Mac asked, trying to follow along.

“He’s our gardener,” she said. “I like to help him. Growing things is cool.”

Mexicans? Mac considered that. When he’d last been around Toby’s crew, they’d all been Black.

“Had you seen any of them before?” he asked.

Both girls shook their heads.

“What did they say?”

“They wanted to know where Dad was,” Belinda said. “Mom said she didn’t know. They should call his office in the morning. They laughed at her.”

Toby had an office? Mac filed that away. “And then?”

Belinda shrugged. “They argued. Back and forth. Mom said she hadn’t seen Dad in a week. They said they didn’t believe her; that she had to know how to get ahold of him. Mom told them to get out, or she would call the police. They laughed.” She frowned a bit. “They said, go ahead, but that doesn’t make sense.”

Mac was afraid it did actually.

“Then they said, she was coming with them. That Dad would come for her. And they wanted to know where we were. Mom lied. She said we were with Granddad. And then they left.”

Mac considered all of that. It was easy enough to visualize. “Your Mom told them she hadn’t seen your Dad in a week? Was that true?”

The two girls looked at each other. “We haven’t seen Dad in at least a week,” Belinda said. “He hasn’t been home. Mom said he was on a business trip. But....” She trailed off.

“But?” he prompted. 

“But the bathroom smelled like Daddy,” Sarah blurted out. It was the first thing she’d said since Mac got here.

“When was that?” Mac asked.

“Yesterday there was no school,” Belinda explained. “But we went to our gymnastics class anyway. So when we got home? We came upstairs to change, and Sarah said, ‘Daddy’s home!’ But he wasn’t.”

So Toby had come home while the girls were gone, Mac figured. Took a shower, probably got clean clothes. Left again. Mac tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair as he thought about that. And sent him a text? Came home after a burner phone maybe.

“Close your eyes,” he said, and both girls did. “I want you to picture the men. You said there were four, and they looked like me?” Belinda nodded. “OK, start with the man who had the rifle. How old do you think he was? My age? Or your grandfather’s age?”

She frowned as she thought. “Older than you, younger than Grandpa. Like my teacher, Mr. Brooks.”

“Good,” he said. “What color was his hair?”

“Black,” she said. “But not curly like Dad’s. More like yours.”

“What was he wearing?” 

Slowly she described him. Mac built a picture in his mind: A man in his 40s, Mexican, with an accent. He was wearing black pants, a white shirt — like her father did when he went to work. Interesting. The other three were younger, Mac’s age. One had jeans on, and a long T-shirt for the Raiders. Her Dad had one like it.

Mac grimaced. He just bet his cousin did. And it wasn’t because his cousin liked football.

A second wore jeans too, with just a long-sleeved gray sweatshirt. The third was dressed more like the man with the rifle. Mac considered how he might get the little girl to describe the rifle. Best to just assume it was an AR-15, or something similar, he decided.

“Could you tell who was boss?” he asked. “The older guy?”

She shook her head. “He didn’t talk much. The younger man who was dressed like him did all the talking.”

“Good observations,” he praised her. She smiled briefly. “Anything else you noticed?”

She shook her head. “They grabbed Mom,” she said. “The man in the Raiders T-shirt slapped her once. And then the bossy one said she was coming with them. Mom struggled, but the Raiders guy and the guy in the sweatshirt grabbed each arm, and they made her walk out the door.”

And of course the neighbors heard nothing, saw nothing, and told the cops nothing, Mac thought sardonically. Somehow rich neighborhoods were as blind and deaf as the poor neighborhoods he grew up in. Different reasons. He understood the fear of the poor better than he did the callousness of the rich.

“I’m going to call your granddad, and we’re going to go see him,” Mac said. “Is that OK?”

Belinda nodded, and Mac pulled out his phone. He was beginning to feel a bit itchy about staying here any longer. And, if the ‘bad guys’ were looking for the girls, he was concerned about his uncle too.

He looked through his contacts and found Michael Rollings and called his cell. No answer. Mac looked at his watch and decided he might be in class. He found a telephone number for the college’s English program and called it. “I’m trying to find Professor Rollings,” Mac said. “Is he teaching today?”

There was a hesitation. “May I ask who is calling?” the secretary asked.

Mac frowned. He didn’t think that was the usual response, but he didn’t see any harm in telling her. “My name is Mac Davis,” he said easily. “I’m Michael’s nephew. I’m in town and hoped to catch up with him. But he’s not picking up his cell.”

There was another silence. “You’re on the list,” the woman said, and he could hear the relief in her voice. “He’s working from home today. You should call his land line.”

“OK,” Mac said, keeping it easy. “I’ll do that. But, if you don’t mind me asking? A list?”

More silence. “Professor Rollings has been getting some harassment,” she said. “We don’t give out any information about him, not even his office hours, unless they’re on the list he gave us or on his student rosters. He added your name yesterday, actually.”

Interesting, Mac thought. Toby had been busy. He hoped it was Toby who had been busy at least. “Can you tell me if Toby Rollings is on the list?”

She paused and sighed. “No,” she said sadly. “He’s not.”

Well, that was disturbing, Mac thought. He thanked the woman and hung up. Then he looked at his two nieces thoughtfully. “Can you pack a backpack for yourselves?” he asked. “Clothes that you will need for tomorrow for school? Everything you need from the bathroom? And a favorite toy and book.”

Belinda nodded, then she got up and urged Sarah to follow her. At the stairs, she hesitated. “Is Daddy OK?”

Mac smiled at her, as reassuringly as he knew how. “I think so, Belinda,” he said. “He’s on a business trip. We’ll go see your grandfather and get it all sorted out.”

She didn’t look convinced. Smart kid, Mac thought.

But she murmured something to Sarah, and the two of them went on up the stairs together.

Mac stretched and went into the kitchen to clean up. He wanted no signs that there had been anyone here. While he worked, he did the math, reassuring himself that he hadn’t let Keisha down by waiting to come down. Even if he’d left the minute he’d gotten the text — not feasible — he would have barely made it. He still felt vaguely guilty that he hadn’t been here in time to protect her.

Who were they? Why did they want her? Well, as a hostage, he supposed. But why?

There were more moving parts to this crisis than he’d known. And that thing about go ahead and call the police? That was disturbing, too. He hoped Michael knew more. 

Michael knew enough that he wasn’t giving out information to anyone calling in looking for him and using Toby’s name. Mac itched to make some calls, but he didn’t want anyone to know he was here in this house. And a cell phone was not secure. If they — whoever they were — had left a spotter, he’d already given away that someone was in the house, calling out.

He frowned at that. After last fall, he no longer considered that his paranoia speaking — or if it was, he had every right to be paranoid. “Let’s go,” he called up the stairs. 

The two girls came running down the stairs, both carrying a backpack. Pink ones. Sarah’s had a Hello Kitty face on it. He grimaced. Turning them into passive little girls, are you? And then he realized that Belinda’s pack featured Wonder Woman, and he grinned. OK then.

“I’m parked across the street. It looks like a small pickup with a canopy on it,” he said. “I’m going to beep it open, and you’re going to walk over and get inside. Don’t look around, don’t stop. Even if you hear someone call your name. You get into the truck and wait.”

“Even if it’s Mommy or Daddy?” Sarah asked, her eyes big.

“Even then,” Mac said. “You get in the truck, and then I’ll get your parents, and we’ll all get together. But I need you safe. And that means you and your sister in the truck.”
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