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CHAPTER 1







BACK IN THE NOT-SO-DISTANT AND NOT-SO-GOOD old days, I remember staying up until all hours every April 14 finishing up my income tax returns. It wasnt because they were all that complicated because there was never that much money. No, the difficulty was always nothing more or less than an almost fatal tendency to procrastinate where income taxes are concerned. Once I had completed the dirty job, likely as not Id reward myself with a couple of stiff belts of MacNaughtons.


A few things have changed since then, some of them for the better. For one, Im trying, one day at a time, to keep away from Demon Rum. For another, thanks to Anne Corley, theres a hell of a lot more money in my life, and as a consequence, a much more complicated income tax problem. These days, my relations with the IRS are handled by a CPA firm hired and supervised by my attorney and friend, Ralph Ames, whose presence in my life I also owe to Anne Corley. The only thing that hasnt changed is my tendency to procrastinate.


Thats why, on the evening of April 14, Ralph showed up around eight oclock, bringing with him my completed but unsigned returns. The ink was still wet. Ralph, who has been through this exercise with me now a time or two, had held a gun to my accountants head and insisted that, no, we were not going to file for an extension.


I fixed a pot of coffee, and for a while we sat in my living room window seat, visiting and watching the nighttime boat traffic crisscrossing the black expanse of Puget Sound. Finally, though, Ralph cleared his throat, switched on the table lamp, and handed me the weighty manila envelope. Time to go to work, he said.


As I read over the return, I knew better than to expect to get anything back, but when I hit the bottom line and saw that the amount due equaled 80 percent of my annual take-home pay as a homicide detective for the Seattle Police Department, I about hit the roof.


Youve got to be kidding! Thats how much I owe?


Ralph Ames nodded and grinned. Can I help it if youre making money hand over fist? We lucked into some very good investments this last year. Stop complaining and write the check, Beau. You can transfer in enough money to cover it tomorrow or the next day.


First I signed the return, then I reached for the checkbook. With pen in hand I paused long enough to verify that astonishing figure one last time. Whats the point in working then? I demanded irritably. Why bother to show up down at the department day after day?


Ralph waited patiently for me to finish writing the check. When I handed it over to him, he put both the signed return and the check on the coffee table.


Good question. He smiled. Seems to me Ive mentioned that very thing to you a time or two myself. You need to lighten up, Beau. Work less, learn to have some fun, maybe even find yourself a woman. Thats an idea. Whatever happened to Marilyn? I havent seen her around here for some time.


Marilyn Sykes, the former chief of police on Mercer Island, had been a sometime thing, someone to chum around with and take to bed occasionally until she up and turned serious on me. With a lucrative job offer from Santa Clara, California, in hand, she had come to me with an ultimatum to either get with the program as in marriage or else forget it because she was leaving. She took the job in Santa Clara.


She got married, I said. Just before Christmas last year. To some big-time electronics wizard down in California. She sent me an announcement.


Youll get over her eventually, Ralph said.


I shrugged. It wasnt that big a thing, really.


Ralph shook his head. I wasnt talking about Marilyn Sykes, he said carefully.


Without another word, I got up and went to the kitchen to get more coffee. Ralph Ames was one of the few people who knew just how big a hole Anne Corleys death had torn in my heart. Its not something I like to advertise. Years later, I still dont much want to talk about it. Not even with Ralph.


For a few minutes I avoided the subject by dinking around in the kitchen and making one more pot of coffee. Then, just as the coffee finished, I was saved by the bell in the guise of a timely phone call that cut off all further discussion.


The familiar voice on the other end of the line belonged to Sergeant Watkins, the day desk sergeant in Homicide. My partner, Detective Big Al Lindstrom and I were on call that night, so the phone call was no particular surprise. What was surprising was for Watty to be making the call rather than the nightshift sergeant. Not only that, he sounded genuinely relieved to hear my voice.


Glad youre okay, Beau, he said. Im more worried about the guys who dont live in secure high rises. Big Als all right too, by the way. I just checked. Hes coming in from Ballard right now. I told him to stop by and pick you up. We need you both down at the department ASAP. Ill meet you there.


That meant Watty had called me from home. His coming back into the department at night was more than slightly out of the ordinary, so something was definitely up. Whats going on? I asked.


A call came in to nine-one-one about forty minutes ago. The guy claims to have killed a police officer and wiped out his entire family. The chief has all supervisors checking with individual squad members by phone. Wherever we get no answer, were sending out cars to check.


It must have sounded pretty legit, I said.


Youd better believe it. Enough to get everyone moving in high gear. So far nothings turned up, but my guess is not everyones been called yet, either.


What about us?


The chief wants detectives lined up and ready to move at a moments notice. Thats where you and Detective Lindstrom come in. The night shift told me you two were on deck.


Right, I said. Can you give us any more information? What exactly was said? Where did the call originate?


King Countys Enhanced 911 system shows a visual display of the originating address for all emergency phone calls. This allows the operators to have accurate address information to forward on to police, fire, and medic personnel.


Not now, Watty replied. No time. Im not done with my calling yet. Ill finish briefing you once were all down at the office. Gotta go.


The call-waiting signal on my own telephone buzzed impatiently, announcing that I had another call on the other line. Me, too, I told him. Thats probably Big Al now, calling to say hes downstairs.


I switched to the other line and heard the bearlike Detective Lindstrom growling into the receiver. Im here, Beau. Hurry it up, will you? Wattys climbing the walls on this one.


Big Al didnt sound any too happy about being out and about. As far as partners go, hes not bad, but he tends to be surly when hes short on sleep. After buzzing Big Al into the lobby, I put the phone down and went back into the living room, where Ralph was finishing licking the flap on the official IRS envelope. He looked up at me as I slipped on my bulletproof vest and fastened my shoulder holster in place.


Duty calls? he asked. I nodded.


Want me to see that this gets in the mail?


Thanks, Ralph. That would be great. Send it certified, return receipt requested. I dont trust those guys any further than I can throw them, and I sure as hell dont need Uncle Sugar on my butt for missing the deadline.


When will you be back?


I knew that if the anonymous 911 caller had told the truth and that we really were dealing with a multiple homicide, it was going to be a long, terrible night.


Dont wait up, I said. Theres no telling. Some asshole claims hes killed a cop and several other people besides. With any kind of luck its somebodys idea of a bad joke.


I hope so, Ralph said.


Me too, I added grimly.


He followed me to the door as I made my way into the elevator lobby and pushed the down button. Sorry if I upset you a minute ago, he said. I didnt mean to pry, but when the two of us are together, it seems like I cant help thinking about her.


Until that very moment, it hadnt occurred to me that I wasnt the only one who hadnt managed to get past the pain of Anne Corleys death. And I wasnt the only dummy she had led around by the nose, either.


Dont worry about it, Ralph, I said as the elevator door swished open. Its no big deal.


He was still standing there looking at me, when the door shut and the elevator started its descent. I usually use the twenty-five-story elevator ride as a pressurization chamber, a place to switch gears from home to work and vice versa, but I was still thinking about Anne and Ralph and me when the door opened and I saw Big Al striding back and forth across Belltown Terraces marbled lobby while the buildings uniformed doorman cowered nervously behind his rosewood writing desk and pretended to read a book.


One look at Big Als impatient face told me he for one believed the 911 call was the real McCoy. There had been a total changing of the guard in the top echelons of Seattle PD, and the honeymoon period had been brief enough to be almost nonexistent. The new chief was rumored to be a closet racist, while word was out on the streets that someone somewhere was taking payoffs. In previously scandal-free Seattle, community relations had plummeted. Verbal abuse and threats against police officers were up as were outright physical attacks. Maybe the top brass werent directly affected by all this, but it was no surprise that the middle managers, people like Watty and Captain Powell, were taking this latest telephoned threat in dead earnest.


Come on, Big Al said, heading for the door as soon as he saw me. Lets get going.


You dont think this is just some kind of a kook?


Are you kidding?


I followed him out to the curb and clambered into the car with a knot of apprehension solidifying in the pit of my stomach. If Big Al was right, if Watty was, somewhere in the city of Seattle, a police officer was dead. Chances are, whoever he was, that cop was someone I knew.


Where are we going? I asked as we started down Second Avenue.


To the department. Watty says they have a car waiting for us in the garage. Were supposed to call in as soon as were back out on the street.


At night, theres hardly ever a shortage of on-street parking outside the Public Safety Building. We left Big Als Ciera parked half a block away and hoofed it into the garage. Marty Sampson, the nighttime garage supervisor, was standing in the guard shack along with the attendant. They both seemed so mesmerized by something that they didnt even see us until we were directly on top of them. It turned out they were staring at their radio.


Hey, guys, Big Al said, jarring them awake. Whats happening? Which car is ours?


When Marty looked up at us, his face reminded me of someone awakened from a terrible nightmare. That one, he said, pointing. And hurry. An officer-down call came in a few minutes ago. Watty wants you there, pronto.


Where?


Down in the south end someplace. The streets Cascadia. I dont know the exact address. You can get that once youre on your way.


Big Al and I sprinted to the car, climbed in, and shot out of the garage with lights and siren both going full blast. With Big Al driving, I ran the radio, giving our position and letting Dispatch know we were on our way.


It was several moments before a harried-sounding dispatcher radioed back to us directly. The people who work in Dispatch, officers and civilians alike, pride themselves in maintaining professional composure no matter what, but this one was having a tough time of it. She was so choked up I could barely make out the street name, Cascadia. Once again the exact address got lost in the shuffle while she plunged on with the rest of the transmission.


Officer down. Weve got uniforms and emergency vehicles on the scene. Theyve called for detectives. Thats all I can tell you so far.


No doubt that was all she could say over the air due to the many unofficial ears that routinely monitor official police channels, but her emotion-charged voice allowed my imagination to fill in some chilling blanks.


By then we were careening down the far side of First Hill. Repeat that address, Big Al said forcefully into the radio. We didnt catch it the first time.


This time the numbers came through clear as a bell, and I thought I was a dead man.


Dear God in heaven! Big Al roared, simultaneously slamming on the brakes. By a mere fraction of an inch we avoided rear-ending a hapless taxi whose oblivious driver had meandered into our path.


Hey, watch it, I yelped, grabbing at the dash with an outstretched arm. You could get us killed.


No, Big Al said.


What the hell do you mean no? You missed that guy by less than an inch.


But Big Al Lindstrom didnt seem to be listening. Son of a bitch! he exclaimed, pounding the steering wheel with both gigantic hands, which meant that he wasnt holding on with any. The whole car seemed to shudder from the force of the blow. The idea of Big Al pitching a temper tantrum at any time is daunting enough, but having him do it in a car which he was supposedly driving at the time was downright terrifying.


What the hells going on? I demanded. Whats the matter with you?


Its Ben. They got Gentle Ben. Thats his address.


The lump in my gut turned to solid ice. Are you sure? I asked, all the while knowing he was.


Yes, Big Al replied in a snarl of rage. I know it as well as I do my own.


Maybe for some people the words Gentle Ben evoke only memories of an old, forgettable TV series, but in the parlance of Seattle PD, they referred to just one personBenjamin Harrison Weston, known to friend and foe alike as Gentle Ben.


Years earlier, Big Al and Ben had worked together when they were both new detectives in the Property division. Except for the distinct difference in skin color, they might have been twins. Massively built yet easygoing, plodding but amazingly thorough, the burly Norwegian and his African-American colleague always left a singular impression on those who had any dealings with them. After six months of working together, diverging career paths had led them in different directionsBig Al into Homicide and Ben into Patrol, but a genuine affection existed between them. Through the years the former partners had stayed in touch.


They just said officer down, I suggested, trying to inject some hope into the situation. Maybe hes not dead.


It wasnt a help the officer call, Big Al pointed out. That means its too damn late for help, and you know it.


He was right. There was no arguing that point. While Allen Lindstrom drove us through the city with terrifying, single-minded ferocity, I tried to quell the tide of unreasoning anger boiling up inside me.


Murder investigations dont allow any room for rage. The beginning of a homicide case demands total focus and clearheaded logic. Anything else is an unaffordable luxury. Outrage would have to come later, along with grief. In the meantime, we would both have to shove aside all personal considerations and start asking the stark, necessary, and routine questions about who had killed Ben Weston and why?


The human psyche can assimilate only so much bad news at one time. For a few moments as we raced, siren howling, through the night-lit city, I thought only of Ben. Then I remembered the rest of Wattys phone callthat the killer had bragged of killing a police officer and his entire family. In that mysterious unspoken communication that happens sometimes between husbands and wives or partners, Big Al reached the same conclusion at almost the same moment. He grabbed for the microphone.


I knew exactly what was on his mind. Dont bother asking, I said. Dispatch isnt going to tell you what you want to know over the air.


With an oath that was half English and half unprintable Norwegian, Big Al heaved the microphone out of his hand as though it were a piece of hand-singeing charcoal. They make radio equipment out of pretty tough materials these days. The microphone bounced off both the windshield and the dashboard without splintering into a thousand pieces.


How many are there? I asked.


Five, he said. Ben, his wife, and three kids, two from his first marriage and then the baby, Junior.


How old?


Bonnies the oldest. She must be fourteen or fifteen by now. Dougie is twelve. Juniors what?maybe five or six. I forget which.


And the wifes name?


Shiree. Shes good people, Big Al declared. I dont know what Ben would have done if she hadnt been there to help out when his first wife died. Ben was all torn up, and Shiree sort of glued him back together.


I glanced across the seat in time to see Big Al swipe at a damp cheek with one of his huge, doubled fists. Want me to drive? I offered.


Hell no! You wouldnt go fast enough. Im gonna get there in time to kill the bastard myself!


He meant it too, and I didnt blame him. I shut up and let him drive. When we finally reached the general area, we found that an eight-block area around the Weston family home on Cascadia was cordoned off. It was lit up like daylight by the massed collection of emergency vehicles surrounding it. Big Al snaked his way through the crush as far as possible. After that, we got out and walked.


A grim-faced Captain Lawrence Powell, head of our Homicide division, met us on the front porch and barred the way, stopping Big Al in his tracks.


You probably shouldnt go in there, Detective Lindstrom, the captain cautioned. Its real roughfive dead so far.


Big Als huge shoulders sagged and he lurched visibly under the weight of Powells words. Five dead? That meant that along with Ben his entire familyhis wife and all three of his childrenhad been eradicated from the face of the earth!


I know you and Weston were friends, Powell continued, reaching up to place a restraining hand on Big Als massive chest. Ill assign somebody else


Impatiently, Big Al shook off the captains hand as though it wasnt there. Everybody who ever met Ben Weston was his friend, Lindstrom countered doggedly. Sergeant Watkins assigned me to this case, and Im taking it.


Are you sure?


Detective Lindstrom is a good six inches taller than the captain, and he outweighs him by a minimum of seventy-five pounds. Big Al stared down at Powell, his face contorted by grief, his skin pulsing an eerie red in the reflected glow from the flashing lights of an ambulance parked just outside Ben Westons gate.


Yes, Detective Lindstrom replied fiercely. Im sure. With that, he stomped off and disappeared into the house.


Captain Powell turned to me. You keep an eye on him, Beaumont. If Big Al cant handle it, if he needs to be pulled from this case, I expect you to let me know immediately.


Right, I said, but that wasnt what was going through my mind.


Like hell I will, I thought as the appalling death toll continued to explode in my head. Five! Five! Five! If Captain Powell thought he could count on me to spy for him and report on the correctness of Big Als behavior in this case, he was on the wrong track. I wouldnt do it, and nobody else would either. The death of Gentle Ben Weston was everybodys business.


Concerned about public image and letter-of-the-law proper procedure, Captain Powell might very well pull Big Al from the case, but being taken off officially didnt mean the detective would stop working the problem. Not at all. Assigned or not, every homicide detective in the city of Seattle would be walking, talking, and breathing this case twenty-four hours a day until it was over and the killer was either dead or permanently behind bars.


Cops are people too, you see. When faced with the slaughter of one of our own, we all take it very, very personally.













CHAPTER 2







THROUGH SOME MYSTERIOUS FLUKE OF fate I happened to be out of town at the beginning of two of Seattles most notorious murder cases. I was fortunate enough to be in D.C. attending a homicide convention when eleven people were massacred in a downtown supper club. Several years later, I was vacationing in California with my kids when a certified crazy used an ax to murder his psychiatrist as well as the psychiatrists wife and two young children.


I was involved in those two cases only on a limited, peripheral level. My connection was primarily in dealing with the mountain of departmental paperwork that is the inevitable accompaniment of any multiple murder. To my great good fortune, I wasnt embroiled in any of the immediate crime scene aftermath. My luck in that regard ran out completely when it came to the family of Officer Benjamin Harrison Weston.


When the Westons failed to answer Bens supervisors call, two uniformed officers were dispatched at once to check on the family. They arrived sometime after eleven and were, as a consequence, first on the scene. They walked us through the area and gave us a chilling guided tour of the Weston familys senseless slaughter.


The killers trail was as easy to follow as the set of muddy footprints that marched unwaveringly up the back porch, through the blood-spattered kitchen, dining room, and living room, down the long carpeted hallway, and into two of the three bedrooms.


The first victim was evidently the faithful family dog, a big black-and-white mutt which, according to Big Al, had been unimaginatively but appropriately named Spot. We found Spot in the far corner of the backyard with his throat slit. The patrol officers theorized that the girl might have gone outside after the dog since the first sign of strugglean overturned chair and a broken flowerpotwere both located on the back deck outside the kitchen door. I made a note to check and see if any of the neighbors might have heard noises from that deadly struggle, but the chances were good that the killer hadnt given her the opportunity to make any noise.


We found the girl herself just inside the kitchen door. She was lying on her side in a pool of blood. Her mouth had been taped shut with duct tape. Big Al looked down at her and shook his head. Her names Bonnie, he said gruffly. Short for Vondelle. Same name as her mothers.


Bonnie Weston may have grappled with her assailant on the back porch in an initial encounter, but in the kitchen itself we found little evidence of her continued fightno broken dishes or upended chairs that indicated that a life-or-death, hand-to-hand combat had occurred in that incongruously cheerful and homey room. Perhaps, faced with her attackers superior strength, she had decided to comply with his wishes in hopes of somehow appeasing him. Unfortunately for Bonnie Weston, appeasement had never been part of her killers agenda.


Mr. and Mrs. John Q. Public, reading headline-grabbing newspaper stories over their morning coffee, may delude themselves into thinking that having your throat slit isnt such a bad way to go, that its a reasonably quick and relatively merciful way for someone to meet his or her maker. One look at that gore-spattered kitchen floor would convince them otherwise. In her convulsive, drowning death throes, Bonnie Weston had floundered desperately across the yellow tile, leaving behind a muddy brown spatter of stains in which several footprints remained clearly visible.


I turned to the two uniformed officers. Did either of you leave these tracks?


The younger one, Officer Dunn, fresh from the academy and barely into his probationary thirteen-week Field Officer Training Program, answered quickly for both of them. No, sir. We were real careful about that. I came up over there. He pointed to a clean spot on the tile. I got close enough to check her pulse and then He shrugged. She was already dead. Nothing we could do.


I glanced at Big Al. With his face a gray mask, he stood staring down at the dead girl. This guys one mean son of a bitch, he said grimly, a real sicko.


In some politically correct quarters, Big Als instant assumption that the killer was male might have been regarded as sexist, but I agreed. Homicide is not yet an equal opportunity occupation, although the numbers are gradually coming up as far as female perpetrators are concerned. But women dont usually kill with that kind of wanton brutality. And they usually dont leave that kind of mess either.


At least shes still got her clothes on, Officer Dunn observed helpfully.


What he was trying to say in his own clumsy fashion was that Bonnie Weston had most likely been spared the further indignity of sexual assault, but that knowledge did nothing to mitigate the ruthless butchery of the young womans death. I dont think Big Al even heard him.


How come nobody came to help her? he asked. Couldnt anybody hear what was going on? Where were Ben and Shiree?


Again Officer Dunn was quick to answer. The parents? Big Al nodded. In the bedroom at the far end of the hall. I doubt they heard a thing. When we got here, the stereo in the living room was playing fairly loud, tuned to some hot rock station, and the TV set was on in the parents room. We switched them off by pulling plugs. We couldnt hear ourselves think.


I nodded, glad someone else had thought to turn off the noise, but grateful that the uniformed officers hadnt touched any of the radio or television controls. I left Big Al to process the kitchen, and I followed Officer Dunn down the hallway to a small bedroom. There, on a two-tiered bunk bed lay two small African-American males, both dead. Both lay on their sides, facing the wall, and both might have been asleep except for deep puncture wounds at the base of each small skull.


Nothing in the room seemed to be disturbed. Little-boy litter, toys and clothes, lay scattered about, but it appeared as though the two children had died without the slightest advance warning of their impending doom.


Without touching anything, I left the room. I found Officer Dunn waiting outside. Whatever you do, I told him, dont let Detective Lindstrom set foot inside that room.


Dunn looked at me quizzically. He was far too new on the force to have any inkling of Big Al and Ben Westerns mutual history, but he didnt argue or question my order. Right, he said. Ill see to it.


I went back to the living room and discovered my partner standing there, turning slowly, taking in everything there was to see. Except for faint traces of bloodied footprints on the beige carpet, the living room showed no other sign of tragedy. Nothing in that room had been disturbed. A single floor lamp glowed near the end of a long comfortable-looking couch. A soft green afghan was piled in the middle of the couch, looking as though it had been tossed aside by someone momentarily abandoning a cozy reading nest. A book bag sat on the floor near the afghan while an assortment of school paraphernaliaa stack of textbooks, pens and pencils, and an open notebooklittered the oak coffee table. Nearby was a partially filled ceramic mug with the name Bonnie printed in cheerful blue script on the outside.


Big Al leaned over and sniffed the mug. Tea, he said.


Tea? I asked. At her age? Why not Coke or Pepsi?


Vondelle, Bonnies mother, always drank tea. Only tea. No coffee, no sodas. Bonnie must have picked up the habit. Kids do that, you know. Its a way of hanging on to the past.


Big Al swung back toward Officer Dunn. Exactly how long ago did you two get here?


I think the terrible reality of what had happened was just beginning to hit home with Officer Dunn. His color had faded to a sickly yellow. Perhaps the younger man was beginning to question his own culpability over those five deaths. He seemed to misread an accusation into Big Als straightforward question.


We came asassoon as we could, he stammered. Im sorry as hell we didnt get here sooner. We were on another call, a domestic, when Dispatch asked us to come here. We didnt dawdle, but we didnt burn up the car, either. We didnt think it was that He broke off, ducking his chin, his voice choked with emotion.


I felt for him, knew firsthand the impotent frustration of arriving at a crime scene or automobile accident too late to do any good or make any real difference. This might be Officer Dunns first such gut-wrenching experience. If he made it through his probationary period, it wouldnt be his last.


You couldnt have saved them, I said consolingly. They were probably dead long before you took the call. He nodded, but it didnt seem to make him feel any better.


We started toward the hallway only to encounter King Countys medical examiner, Dr. Howard Baker. He nodded in my direction. What do you want us to photograph first, Beaumont, the kitchen or one of the bedrooms?


I pointed toward the room where the boys were. Do that one, I said.


Doc Baker headed for the bedroom and Big Al started to follow. Officer Dunn and I both stepped forward to stop him. The boys? he asked.


I nodded. You dont need to see it, Al. Not right now.


He shook his head helplessly. No, he agreed. I suppose not.


Without another word, he continued on down the hallway, leading the way into what had been Ben and Shiree Westons modest master bedroom. I caught him by the arm before he had a chance to step inside.


Are you sure you want to do this? I asked. Sure youre all right?


Ja, he said, slipping into Ballardese. Im okay. He didnt sound terribly convincing but we went on inside anyway.


The room looked as though it had been through a major earthquake. A six-drawer dresser had been shoved away from the wall with its drawers askew and clothing spilling out. A small television set had fallen on its face beside it. The mirror behind the dresser was a splintered wreck.


Avoiding the scatter of furniture, I moved toward the bed. A bedside lamp with its glass base broken lay in a shattered heap on the carpeted floor along with the usual debris that surfaces daily from male clothinga wallet, some loose change, a small maroon cowhide Day-Timer, a couple of receipts, and a ticket stub from a dry cleaners. Looking at Ben Westons leavings, I was struck by the fact that he had emptied his pockets with no inkling that he was doing it for the last time.


Thats the irony of what we call home invasion cases, where the victims, presumably safe in their own homes, carry on with their normal lives until the precise moment when their killer comes to call.


But looking at demolished furniture, examining the items on the floor, and philosophizing was nothing more than a delaying tactic, a way of putting off the inevitable necessity of examining the murdered man himself. Its bad enough to encounter victims who are total strangers. This one was much worse than that. Benjamin Harrison Weston was no stranger to any of us. Not only was he an acquaintance of long standing, he was a cop besides.


He lay facedown in the exact middle of his king-size bed. Sometimes the dead seem to cave in upon themselves, to shrink. Not so Gentle Ben Weston. In life he had been a mountain of a man, and he remained so in death. He too had died of a single stab wound to the neck. Like that to the two boys, Bens damage was limited to a single deep puncture right at the base of his skull.


Unknown to me, Doc Baker and both uniformed cops had trailed us into the room. I believe what youre seeing here and with the two boys, Doc Baker began explaining, presumably for Officer Dunns benefit, is something the military refers to as a silent or screamless kill. They teach this kind of thing in hand-to-hand, combat-type training. There are several variations, but for a man sleeping on his stomach, this one would have been by far the simplest. My guess he was attacked without warning. He never had a chance to defend himself or even cry out. If the knife blade is placed exactly right, the result is instant and total paralysis.


So whoever did this wanted to make sure he didnt have to handle Ben in a fair fight? I asked. Baker nodded.


Me neither, I added. Ben Weston would have swept the floor with me if Id ever given him a reason.


Probably some cowardly little shit Ben could have beaten the crap out of if hed been awake, Big Al added bitterly.


Baker gave Big Al a sidelong glance. You two were friends?


Al glared down at his shoe. You could say that, he said.


Officer Dunn continued to stare at Ben Westons still body. I never heard of screamless kills before, he mumbled softly.


Doc Baker stood towering beside the bed, with his shock of white hair standing on end, in a stance designed to strike terror in the hearts of the inexperienced. He resembled nothing so much as a demented polar bear, and I knew he was enjoying Officer Dunns discomfort.


Then obviously youve never been in the Marines, Doc Baker observed condescendingly.


Youre right, Officer Dunn returned shakily. I never was, and I dont think I want to be, either. Mind if I step outside?


With that, he and his partner left the room. Big Al, too, seemed shaken. Turning away from the bed, he faced the bathroom doorway, but that door only opened onto further evidence of the brutal carnage, for the bathroom was where the killer had left his final victimShiree Weston.


From the looks of it, Baker said, moving in beside him, the woman must have had some advance warning of her danger. I believe she may have emerged from taking a shower and encountered the intruder, caught him in the act of murdering her husband and tried to stop him. Ill say this much for her. She put up one hell of a fight.


No doubt a fierce battle had been waged all over the demolished bedroom, but inarguably the final confrontation had occurred in the bathroom, where the doorjamb had been splintered around the lock. An examination of the doorknob itself revealed that the lock was still engaged although the door stood wide open.


She locked herself in trying to get away? I asked.


Baker shrugged. Maybe. My guess is she hoped to summon help through the open bathroom window, but it didnt work. He mowed right through the door and got to her before she had a chance.


I stood over a naked Shiree Weston and looked down with a real sense of sadness at a woman I had never met during her lifetime. I knew from Big Al that younger than her husband by a good fifteen years, she had been a vital, vibrant woman, one who had taken a widowed and grieving Ben Weston in hand. She had showed him a way to go on living in the aftermath of his first wifes death.


Look at her hand, Big Al said quietly, nudging me out of my reverie.


I looked. Her doubled fist was rolled into a solid ball with tufts of hair sticking out between her tightly gripped fingers.


DNA fingerprints are going to nail this bastard, Big Al vowed, or Ill know the reason why. Lets get out of here, he added. I need some air.


With that, he stalked out of the room. I followed him into the hallway. Outside the bedroom, Big Als slim margin of control evaporated. He covered his eyes with both hands as if to shut out the horror we had both just witnessed.


I cant believe it, he mumbled, shaking his head. With Ben and Shiree, its bad enough, but at least the two of them had a chance at life. They were happy together, but the kidsMy God, those poor little kids


He stopped talking then and stood there gulping air like some kind of huge landed fish. A stranger might have thought he was witnessing a heart attack in progress. Instead, it was only Big Al Lindstrom, one of the worlds original cool macho dudes, doing his level best not to cry in public.


Look, fella, I said sympathetically. Captain Powell was right. These people were all your friends. This is too hard on you. Get your ass back home to Molly and let somebody else handle this case. You dont have to.


I sure as hell do, Big Al returned in a strangled whisper. And thats whybecause he was my friend. I owe him.


We were standing in the hallway near a pocket door that seemed to cover a linen closet. Just then, there was a distinct scratching from somewhere near the base of the other side of that door.


I dont know if the same thing happened to Big Al, but I can tell you, the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. We both jumped as though wed been shot, but the scratching came again, followed by a small, whimpering voice.


Can I come out now? Is the bad man gone?


If I hadnt seen it myself, I wouldnt have believed Big Al Lindstrom capable of that kind of lightning movement. He spun around and grabbed for the finger hole. For a moment, he struggled, trying to open it, but the door had apparently fallen off its track. He had to lift the door and drop it back into place before he could finally slide it open. When it did, a small, pajama-clad child tumbled out into the hallway.


Junior! Big Al croaked as soon as he caught sight of the boy. What in the world are you doing in there?


The little kid took one look at Big Al and held out his short arms to be picked up. Obviously they knew each other.


Wheres my daddy? Junior Weston asked, snuggling close to Big Als thick neck Wheres my mommy? Why wouldnt they come let me out? The door got stuck. I had to go to the bathroom, but they didnt come when I called. I think I wet my pants.


You hardly ever consider the possibility of someone like Big Al Lindstrom being radiant. Brides are radiant. Mothers of newborns are radiant. Men arent supposed to look that way, but the exultant joy on Detective Lindstroms face was amazing to behold as he clutched Benjamin Harrison Weston, Jr., in a fierce, breath-crushing bear hug.


Hey, you guys, he crowed, laughing and crying at the same time, shouting to anyone who cared to listen. Come see what I found!


The narrow hallway immediately filled with people, although not one of them stepped on the trail of bloody footprints that marred the carpeting. They all wanted to know what was going on, but no one wanted to risk screwing up the evidence.


Look here, Big Al gloated. Heres JuniorJunior Weston, and hes all right, by God. Theres not a scratch on him!


So whos the other kid?


I asked the question of the world in general rather than anyone in particular, but it turned out that no one was listening and nobody else answered my question. I myself had seen those two dead boys lying on the bunk beds in that first bedroom, but at that precise moment in time, everyone within earshot was focused on the miracle that Junior Weston was still alive, that at least one member of Ben Westons family had escaped the scourge. No one else had time to think about that other unfortunate child and his soon-to-be-grieving family.


For a moment, we were all too stunned to do anything, but finally my brain slipped out of neutral. Ill be right back, I told Al. I fought my way down the crowded hallway, through the living room, and out the front door.


Hey, Detective Beaumont, Captain Powell yelled after me as I vaulted past him down the steps. Where the hell do you think youre going? You cant be finished in there already.


Im going after the teddy bear, I called back over my shoulder, and there by God better be one out in the car!


Years earlier, a local radio station had sponsored a program called the Teddy Bear Patrol. The idea was to put donated teddy bears in all local emergency vehicleslaw enforcement, fire, and Medic Onein both the city and county. When confronted with traumatized children, emergency personnel and police officers would then have something besides mere words with which to comfort injured or frightened kids.


At the time I first heard about it, I confess it struck me as a pretty dumb idea. The idea of men getting ready to go on shift and making sure they had their weapon, their cuffs, their bulletproof vest, and their teddy bear seemed a little ridiculous. After all, real men dont eat quiche, and they dont pack teddy bears either. Over the years, however, Ive been forced to change my mind, having heard enough secondhand, heart-rending stories to see the error of my ways. That April night, though, was the first time I personally had need of one of those damned bears.


Teddy bear? Captain Powell echoed, following me down the sidewalk. What the hell do you want with a teddy bear?


Big Al just found one of Bens kids, Ben Junior.


Powell stopped in his tracks. Hes still alive?


The soft, squishy brown bear was right there in the trunk, exactly where it was supposed to be. My groping hand closed around one tiny leg. When I triumphantly hauled it out of the car and slammed the trunk lid shut, I almost collided with Captain Powell, who had stopped directly behind me.


Hes alive all right. Hes fine. He was hiding in a linen closet. Got stuck in there. I think he just woke up and recognized Als voice.


Youre kidding!


The hell I am! Come see for yourself.


Hallelujah, Captain Powell breathed. I cant believe it!


I left him standing there and hurried back up the sidewalk with that precious teddy bear crushed against my chest. Holding that soft, cuddly creature even helped me that night, made me feel better. I knew holding it would help Junior Weston too.


Back in the hallway, Big Al hadnt moved. He still held the child, although the crowd of onlookers had thinned some as people returned to their various assignments. I caught Big Als eye and held the bear up high enough so he could see it. He nodded gratefully as I handed it to him.


Look here, Big Al said to the child in his arms. Look what Detective Beaumont found for you. A teddy bear.


Benjamin Harrison Weston, Jr., couldnt have been more than five years old. As far as we knew, he was totally unaware of what had happened to his parents. He had no idea that his entire family had been wiped off the face of the earth and that he himself was an orphan. He saw only the lovable brown teddy bear and knew that, for whatever reason, he was being given a gift.


For me? he squealed delightedly, hugging the bear to his pajama-clad chest. Really?


For a few moments, there wasnt a dry eye anywhere within earshot, mine included.
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