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And the king said, Divide the living child in two and give half to the one and half to the other.



Then spake the woman whose the living child was unto the king, for her bowels yearned upon her son, and she said, O my lord, give her the living child, and in no way slay it. But the other said, Let it be neither mine not thine, but divide it.



Kings 1:3







DAY ONE
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In the hour before sunrise, a blackbird slammed into Maria Colsons bedroom window, jolting her awake, its wings flapping in panic against the glass before it vanished.

She reached for Lees side of the bed. He wasnt there. Hed gone out on a call around midnight. Something about a rig on I-5, up near Jackson Park. His whiskers had brushed her skin when hed kissed her good-bye.

Maria considered the bird. It was crazy to worry. Everythings fine, she assured herself, nestling in the middle of the bed. By the light of the dying moon she saw Dylans crib across the hall. Maybe she should check on him. A bird hitting the house was an omen her grandmother had always feared. But Maria was so exhausted. She had been up every hour with Dylan and all night last night. She was too tired to be superstitious. Unease prodded her until at last she heard him stir and sighed with relief.

Everything was fine, just a crazy bird and a silly old wives tale.

Maria floated back to sleep but it was troubled. Her dreams were haunted by the anguish she and Lee had endured over the last few years, grotesque flashes of the painful times and her irrational fears of something bad lurking out there.

Stop. Never again. Please.

Mercifully, her subconscious guided her to her sanctuary. A Caribbean beach, the warm azure water caressing her toes, palm fronds swaying in the breeze. The sound of a baby crying. A baby? Dylan was pulling her back to reality. She groaned awake.

Oh honey. Just a few more minutes.

His crying intensified.

All right, sweetie, Im coming.

Stiff and tired, she dragged herself first to the bathroom, then downstairs to the kitchen, then back upstairs to Dylans room. She took him into her arms. He was wet. She changed him, settled into her rocker, and fed him.

She kissed his fingers and his head.

Dylan was her miracle.

Because shed injured her pelvis in her teens, the doctors had told her she would never be able to have children. But she had refused to believe them, refused to give up hope. She had begged God to let her have a baby, pleaded that if heaven allowed it, she would ask for nothing more.

And it happened.

After years of trying. Everyone was surprised.

Everyone but Maria.

She smiled at Dylan and rocked him gently, her heart aching with love for him, for Lee, for their life together. It was not perfect. The dark times had strained their marriage. The hard times had strained their bank account. But things were better now.

Lee was earning a little more at the shop. It had been a struggle, but with his overtime and bonus they were adjusting to the reduced income while she stayed home with Dylan. Deep down Maria knew that as long as they had each other, everything would work out.

The sun had risen.

Dylan had fallen asleep. She put him back in his crib, showered, dressed in faded jeans, a Mariners T-shirt, and white sneakers. The kitchen was a mess in the wake of the last few hectic days with Dylan. Lee had done his best to clean up. Shed take care of it today, she thought, getting herself orange juice, a banana muffin, and the morning paper.

She unfolded the Seattle Mirror and gasped.

The large, front-page photo showed a fireball from a series of delayed explosions after a tanker had rolled on I-5 at the citys northern edge.

Lees tow truck was in the chaos.

The phone rang and her heart skipped a beat.

Upstairs, Dylan began to cry. She stared at the news picture, then at the ringing phone. Lees truck glowed. She couldnt see him.

Oh no.

Her mind raced and she forced herself to answer.

Hey babe, its me, her husband said over the chaos of compressors and steel striking steel.

Lee! Thank God, youre okay!

Why wouldnt I be?

I just saw the picture in the Mirror.

Oh, that. Wild, huh? I had just pulled up. The driver thought his pup trailer was empty, but there was some sort of vapor lock. Nobody got hurt.

Im so glad.

Yeah, not a scratch on my truck. I went right to the shop after we finished up at the scene. Hows it going at the homestead?

Its been a strange night. A bird hit our window.

What? Did it break the glass?

No. It was just odd.

Hows Dylan?

Cranky. Cried all night and hes crying again. Were out of milk and bread. Ill take him over to the store.

Listen, Lou told me this morning that hes serious about selling the towing business. I figure that when you go back full-time at the supermarket we might be able to swing a small loan. This could be our chance. What do you think?

A few seconds of silence passed.

Maria?

We should talk about it later. Ive got to get Dylan.

Sure, give him a kiss for me. I love you.

Love you too. Be careful.

After dressing Dylan, Maria said, Lets go, kid, were taking this show on the road.

A few minutes later, Dylan was murmuring softly in his stroller.

The Colsons small, two-story frame house was in Ballard, a sedate older neighborhood in northwest Seattle. Located near Salmon Bay and the Ballard Locks, its history reached back to the late 1800s as a community of shipbuilders, most of whom had come from Scandinavia.

It was safe here.

Maria loved the tranquillity. Birdsong and breezes swept off Puget Sound through the maple, sycamore, and willow trees. Two doors down, the Stars and Stripes fluttered from the flagpole over the retired colonels porch. He kept it so pretty, Maria thought, admiring the overflowing flower boxes.

Not much happened in this sleepy part of Ballard, except at the end of the street at the Lincoln place. The estate was renovating the big colonial house, and there was an influx of strangers. A lot of contractors trucks coming and going. They were doing a beautiful job.

At the corner, while crossing the street, Maria thought how weird it was with the bird, Lee at the wreck, the picture in the Mirror. Lee would tease her about her omen of doom.

Then hed want to talk about buying Lou out.

And what was she going to tell him? While he dreamed of owning his towing shop, she dreamed of staying home and trying to have another baby. They would have to talk it over. Take stock of our situation, Lee would say. Maria looked at Dylan. The motion was making him drowsy.

Several blocks later, by the time they had arrived at Kims Corner Store, Dylan was sound asleep. Great, Maria thought.

Kims had a narrow, pioneer-style storefront with large windows and a small, two-stair, step-up entrance.

Shannon, the teenage clerk with the captive-bead ring in her pierced eyebrow, was out front sweeping the sidewalk. Music leaked from the headset of her CD player as she bent over to coo at Dylan.

Ahh. Hes such a little angel.

Hes been a little devil keeping me up these last few nights, Maria said as she began maneuvering the stroller through the doorway. Dylan started to cry. All right. All right.

She stopped, parked the stroller on the sidewalk next to the store window, and picked him up. He cried harder, squirming in protest until she put him back down. Exhaustion rolled over her as she surrendered to the fact that Dylan wanted to sleep.

Youre killing me, kid.

Maria exhaled and Shannon slipped off her headset.

You could leave him out here with me and let him sleep.

Thats so kind. Would you mind?

No problem.

I just need to grab a few things, thanks so much.

Maria glanced up and down the street. Dylan would be fine outside with Shannon, just like the other times shed left him with her. Maria was so tired, and hed been so demanding these past few days. She would relish these few moments of peace.

The transom bells chimed.

Behind the counter Mrs. Kim smiled over her bifocals, her strong wrinkled fingers not losing a stitch of her needlepoint.

Hello, Maria.

Good morning, Mrs. Kim.

The worn wooden floorboards creaked as Maria headed to the back and the cooler. She heard a distant cell phone ringing. No other customers were in the store, it had to be Shannons.

After selecting a carton of milk with the freshest date, Maria went to the bread shelf, glancing through the shoulder-high aisles to the front window. She could see the top of the stroller and Shannon talking outside on the phone. She looked upset.

Maria went to Mrs. Kim at the front counter to pay. She set the milk and bread down, snapped open her wallet, and checked the sidewalk.

Babys sleeping? Mrs. Kim nodded pleasantly.

Yes, hes been a fusspot for the last two days.

The transom bells jingled. Shannon strode to the rear of the store, phone pressed to her head, submerged in conversation. Thats so not true and Ive got his letter in my bag. Im getting it

Maria checked on Dylans stroller, so close to her on the other side of the glass she could practically touch him. He was fine and shed be finished in a few seconds.

As the register clicked, Maria noticed the revolving rack of the latest paperbacks near the counter, unaware of the large shadow that floated by out front. She needed a new book to read. A suspense thriller. Maybe shed take Dylan to the park. The rack squeaked as she inventoried the titles. Catching something in her periphery, she looked up at Mrs. Kim, who was looking outside. The old womans face was all wrong, contorting as her jaw worked but formed no words. Maria followed her attention to the street. Her heart slammed into her ribs.

Dylans stroller had vanished.

In less than a second, part of Marias brain screamed at her circuits to form the cognitive command to react. Her body spasmed and a deafening roar split her ears.

Adrenaline propelled her to the street. All of her senses were pushed to superhuman levels as she saw Dylans stroller, rolling, toppling over the curb; saw the flash of his soft cotton blanket; heard the thud of a strange vans door, the growl of its engine; felt her hand on metal, felt her fingers grip a handle, a mirror, as the van began pulling away.

Maria threw herself onto the hood of the moving van and pounded on its windshield. She glimpsed fingers clenching Dylans blanket, glimpsed his tiny arm, his hand, heard his screams blend with hers as she tried in vain to claw through the glass.

The van lurched, bucked, its motor snarling, brakes screeching until the world jerked to its side and the street flew up with a flash of brilliant light and pulled Maria to the ground. Through a galaxy of shooting stars she saw the van disappearing, Dylans stroller on its side, its wheels spinning as warm blood webbed over her flickering eyes.

The last things Maria remembered were Dylans sweet breath, Lees whiskered kiss good-bye, and the blackbird that hit her window.
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Jason Wades stomach clenched as he walked to his desk in the empty newsroom.

Get ready for todays verdict.

He began each morning shift at the Seattle Mirror by adjusting the police scanners. The paper kept several going simultaneously, monitoring emergency frequencies 24-7 across metropolitan Seattle.

The job meant deciphering the constant chatter, determining what was insignificant and what was the first hint of a story that would stop the heart of the city, or break it. It was a skill Jason had mastered. He had to. On the crime beat, you lived and died by what came across the radios.

All quiet so far.

Now, the moment of truth: to see how the Mirror did against its competition. Scoops brought you short-lived praise. A tie was a win. But to get beat on a storyto losewell, woe to the reporter who missed one.

Editors were unforgiving.

Tensing, he compared final editions of the Times and the Post-Intelligencer with the Mirror.

Everybody had the same stuff. The party girl who fell to her death off the balcony near the university. Too much to drink. The drug bust with a few shots fired near Seola Beach. Nobody hurt. The stabbing in a bar fight in Burien. Victim will live. Even the late-breaker, the tanker fire on I-5 near Jackson Park. All stories matched. All nickel-and-dime stuff.

He relaxed a little, reached for his take-out coffee, hoping for a chance to work on his longer pieces.

There was an anniversary coming up for a shooting; he also had the sketchy terrorist thing out of Canada. Then the old cold case hed found by chance while looking up something else in the archives. Hed wanted to follow up on them but never had the time.

Setting the papers aside, something caught his eye. Something about the tanker picture. The Mirrors photo credit was Special To The Mirror, indicating a freelancer had taken it. Indicating a staff photographer was not there. Indicating that the night desk had likely missed it.

Not good.

Jason opened his e-mail for the overnight note just as he heard a female dispatcher relaying something about a traffic accident. Most wrecks were not news, but he picked up a trace of urgency, a tinge of emotion, in the dispatchers voice.

Caller was crying. Stand by. Weve lost the line, were trying to reconnect. Seventy-six?

Seventy-six. Ten-four.

Stand by.

He blinked several times, locked two scanners onto the northwest channel, then looked outside. The Mirror was at Harrison and 4th, a few blocks north of downtown. The newsroom was on the seventh floor, its west wall was glass. Glimpsing the boats cutting across Elliott Bay, he suddenly felt old. Hed been on the beat for a year but was largely still considered a rookie. And itd been a long time since hed landed a good story. A long time since anything positive had happened in his life.

He glanced at the beaded bracelet on his wrist and thought of Valerie. Shed bought it for him at Pike Place Market. A long time ago. Then he turned to Karen Harding, staring from the tearsheets hanging from his lower wall. Jason wondered about both women.

Girls he used to know.

Things dont always work out, he thought before he resumed searching for the overnight note from the night cop reporter, Astrid Grant. Funny about her, how time hadnt softened her hard feelings toward him. That was her problem.

Astrid was hired on a contract after coming in second to Jason for a full-time spot in last years internship competition. She was still bitter about it. She was the daughter of a Hollywood studio executive and accustomed to getting her way. After graduating from UCLA, Astrid had come to Seattle expecting to win a staff job. She was talented and beautiful, but had a reputation for attaching herself to other peoples stories for a byline.

Jason was a loner who did his own work.

He grew up in a blue-collar neighborhood between the west bank of the Duwamish River and Highway 509. It was near Boeing Field and the shipyards, a place where all hed wanted, since the day he started delivering the Mirror, was to be a newspaper reporter.

Pursuing that dream had not been easy for him.

His old man was a recovering alcoholic whod worked in a brewery. Jason had driven a forklift there to put himself through community college. He also hung out with cops and sold crime features to Seattles big dailies.

Impressed with his hustle, an editor at the Mirror offered him a last-minute spot on its intern program last year. It was his shot. He went up against five prima donnas, including Astrid, all of them from big J-schools with experience at big papers, all going full tilt for a single position. Jason won out. After he broke a major exclusive, the Mirror made him a full-time staff reporter.

But it almost didnt happen, thanks to his old man. To this day, his father refused to talk about the incident that forced him off the Seattle police force. Itd cost him his marriage and nearly took Jason down with him because the drinking strained their relationship to the breaking point.

The final embarrassment came last year when he showed up drunk in the newsroom looking for Jason. The shame of that night got his old man to admit he had a problem.

It got him to quit drinking and get help.

Almost a year sober now, and he was doing great. Hell, Jason was proud of him. He was a different man. Hed taken early retirement from the brewery, and a few courses to chase a dream of his own. Becoming a private investigator. And it was happening for himan agency run by an old cop buddy had taken him on.

Jasons thoughts returned to the newsroom and the fact there was no overnight note from Astrid. Strange. While shed never hidden the fact that she hated the night police beat and struggled on breaking news, shed always left an overnight note. Except this time. Something wasnt right.

He went back to the scanners.

All units on the Ballard situation, weve got a possible pedestrian injury accident. Stand by for confirmation.

Seventy-six. Have you got paramedics rolling? Ten-four.

He flipped to a fresh page in his notebook, then jotted notes as he spotted Astrids bag at her desk, which adjoined his.

Strange.

Her shift ended at 2:00 A.M.; she shouldnt be here. Maybe shed forgotten it last night. He inventoried the large newsroom with its rows of half-walled cubicles, computer terminals, desks cluttered with towers of newspapers, reports, cafeteria plates, cutlery, and assorted crap.

Virtually empty. Nobody came in at this hour.

Nobody else in Metro, Business, Sports, Entertainment, or Lifestyles. A few copy editors worked alone on advance pages but they were far off from him, like sentries at distant posts. The editorial assistant was floating around and had left him a note from the assignment editor, who was going to be late because hed blown a tire.

A door flew open.

He turned to his bosss glass-walled office to see Astrid Grant march to the cop desk. She opened her bag, then used both hands to thrust belongings from her drawers into it as if the building were on fire.

Hey, whats going on?

Her face and eyes were red.

Ive been fired.

What? Why?

Ask dickhead. She nodded to the Metro editors office. Stupid damn tanker crash. Im fed up with Rain Town. Im going home to L.A.

Astrid grabbed her bag and hurried off, putting a hand to her face. He started after her but was stopped by the scanners.

All units in the Ballard area. Update. Possible pedestrian injury now reported as a hit-and-run. Seventy-six, whats your ETA?

Seven maybe ten. Can we please confirm the address again?

Ten-four.

The dispatcher repeated the address over the air and Jason jotted it down. Hit-and-run? This could turn into something. Watching Astrid disappear toward the elevator he focused on the call, preparing to jump on it.

Wade! Spangler, the Mirrors new Metro editor, summoned him.

Jason refused to leave the scanners. Not now. He waved off his boss.

Nobody waved off Fritz Spangler. He ran the Mirrors largest editorial department. He controlled the professional lives of nearly one hundred people. Spangler was a son of Seattle whod started with the Post-Intelligencer before moving to New York City and the Daily News. Hed worked his way up from One Police Plaza to assignment editor before being headhunted by the Mirror.

He returned to Seattle with a mandate to reverse the papers melting circulation by driving an agenda for hard news and exclusives.

The Mirror hadnt won a Pulitzer prize since the early 1990s. Even Jasons exclusive from last year had failed to earn a nomination. For Spangler, Jasons big story was old news and old news didnt cut it.

In fact, no story was ever good enough for Spangler. No reporter ever performed to his standards. Some four months ago, when Spangler arrived, thirty reporters worked in Metro. Word was, Spangler had orders to cut the number to twenty-two. His presence made staffers feel like swimmers whod spotted a dorsal fin.

Spangler rarely spoke. He wore button-down shirts and never loosened his tie. His skin was wrapped tight around his head, accentuating his skull, making his eyes wide as if he were always pissed off. That was how he looked when he materialized at Jasons desk. Statue still and mute. Not a word about firing Astrid as he stood there listening to the scanner transmissions.

All units, in Ballard. That report of a pedestrian hit-and-run is confirmed on scene. Mother with baby

Spangler shot Jason a look.

Why are you still here?

Because its breaking now.

You should be out the door.

Im on it.

Collecting his notebook and his cell phone, Jason turned to Spangler, stood toe-to-toe with him, then nodded to the tearsheets displaying his old exclusive on Karen Harding.

Just to remind you, Im not Astrid. I know how to do my job.

Spangler eyeballed him.

Go out and prove it then. This paper needs to kick some ass.

Jason held his fire long enough to let Spangler know he didnt fear him, hed faced much worse and had the scars to prove it.

Seventy-six, dispatch.

Seventy-six.

Breathless officers were shouting over wailing sirens.

Dispatch, from paramedics, the victims injuries are life-threatening! Its real bad! She might not make it to hospital! Better alert Homicide!
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Sitting in an unmarked Chevrolet Malibu, Seattle Homicide Detective Grace Garner sipped raspberry tea from a commuter cup bearing the slogan, Vengeance is mine, like this mug.

A present from her all-male squad.

It followed the real gift theyd given her the first day shed joined the unit. The moment shed stepped into the enclave of testosterone, she was escorted to a fullscale skeletal replica of a shooting victim.

Detective Garnera grizzled bull exchanged conspiratorial glances with the rest of the squadtell us how weve determined its gender to be female. She studied the plastic bones amid sniggering, outwaiting the old cop until he provided the answer. Because her heads got a hole in it, he said.

Grace smiled politely, ignoring the laughter. When it faded she said, Pelvic openings too narrow.

Whaddya mean?

Your victim heres a male. With a hole in his head.

The only person laughing now was the sergeant, Stan Boulder. Hed been watching from the back of the room.

Grinning at the memory, Grace looked at the parade of toddlers holding on to a rope near the daycare, next to the apartment where she was staking out a possible witness in a cold case.

The kids were adorable.

Would she ever have one? Not likely. And why not? Because she was alone, thats why. This was the life shed made. Or, the one shed let happen to her since that day.

Although she rarely admitted it, she traced her solitude to the day Roger Briscoe wore an eerie expression, a kind of know-it-all sneer, as he strode into Mr. Lortens English class. Mr. Lorten had written two words on the blackboardJoseph Conradlooked at his students, and said, Today, well start on Heart of Darkness, Conrads master

A firecracker pop. Mr. Lortens head snapped. He fell to the floor with Roger Briscoe standing over him, gripping the handgun hed taken from the hiding spot in his mothers china cabinetbehind the gravy boat, next to the Jack Daniels.

Not today, Lorten. Roger Briscoe then turned and pointed the gun at his classmates. Today, youre going to learn about my pain. Pay attention, maggots. There will be a test.

There were screams.

Desks scraped and toppled in the stampede to the door. Someone pulled the fire alarm. Deafening ringing and a second shot. Nobody move! Roger Briscoe yelled, Today, Im God!

Girls sobbed, boys cursed. Everyone cowered. But not Grace Garner. Calm washed over her. She was not afraid as she inched toward him, looking directly into his eyes.

Roger, please put the gun down.

No.

Please. Why are you doing this?

You know why, Grace.

Roger, please. You dont want to hurt any more people.

Yes, I do. I want to hurt everybody.

He pointed the gun at her.

I want to hurt you.

Two members of the wrestling team, small, quick boys, got Roger Briscoe down, smashing the gun from him, pinning him until the sirens started in with the alarm, until it all became one prolonged scream. One she could never silence. Shed never forget Mr. Lortens eyes staring wide at the ceiling.

They were closed in his casket.

The school, the city, and the Seattle Police Department gave her and the wrestlers awards for bravery. For preventing a tragedy from claiming more victims. That was when shed decided to become a cop.

After college, where shed achieved the highest grades, shed considered applying to the FBI before deciding on the Seattle Police Department. Shed worked the street, was decorated for tackling a fleeing suspect whod wounded a teller during a bank robbery; scored high in every course and had proven herself. A few months ago, despite grumbling by old-school detectives, she was handpicked to join Homicide.

This was her story so far.

A smart cop, isolated from the world with only her work and her ghosts for company. Well, she thought, sipping her tea, maybe she didnt want to be alone anymore. Maybe she could hear her clock ticking as she watched the little cutie-pies go by her window. Oh, enough of this poor me crap.

Earth to Grace.

Detective Perelli stared at her from the passenger seat.

Sorry, Dom. Whatd you say?

I said, looks like our guys a no-show. Well give it another ten, fifteen, then go back downtown. Clear up some paperwork.

Sure.

By the way, Im hearing that Jake in Robbery has got two tickets for Sundays game. Expect a call.

Quit trying to fix me up.

Afraid I cant do that. Look at you, all googly-eyed watching those kids. Youre giving off signals.

Signals?

Like lifes passing you by.

What?

He swallowed some cold black coffee.

Weve been partnered, what, ten months? And you know all about me. Eighteen years on the job, the last eight in Homicide. Wife, three kids, mortgage, and a bad back, makes me a part-time bastard.

You got a point to make?

You never open up to me like youre supposed to.

Like Im supposed to?

Part of the code.

What code?

Perellis code.

Youre a nosy mother hen, Dominic.

Whatre you, like twenty-eight, twenty-seven, right?

What does it matter?

Nobody makes Homicide that young. Not in my world. Youre different. Know what the guys in Robbery told us about you just after you came to us?

I dont care.

Youre a sad young woman and we should find you a man to make you happy. Now take Jake in Internet Crimes, a bit of a computer geek, but so was Gates and look whereouch.

Graces elbow in Perellis ribs ended his teasing just as her cell phone rang.

Garner.

Its Boulder. We got a woman in Ballard struck by a vehicle. Hit-and-run. Paramedics say shes not going to make it.

Whos the primary?

You are, Grace. You and Dom haul it to the hospital now. Try for a declaration.

She reached into her blazer for her notebook, checked the time, and started logging.

Whered they take her?

Swedish. Ballard campus. Do what you can there, then hook up with Schaeffer and Berman at the scene. Ill get right back to you with her name and family details.

All right.

Grace turned the ignition, then pointed to the dash cherry. Perelli fished it out.

And Grace, Boulder said, the FBI will be on this too.

The FBI? Why?

Whoever ran her down abducted her baby boy.



A dying declaration is the last statement given by a crime victim. Grace knew it could make a case. She had taken one a few months back from an armored-car guard shot during a heist near the airport. Before he died, he described his shooters belt buckle. It helped lead to the suspect and an arrest.

During the drive to Ballard, Perelli made calls for updates and more information on the victim. Some fifteen minutes after receiving Boulders first call, Grace wheeled the Malibu off Barnes Avenue and into the ambulance entrance. Inside Emergency, the desk nurse pointed them to the room where theyd taken Maria Colson. Halfway there, Grace and Perelli came upon two nurses rolling her gurney into a large elevator. They stepped into the car with them.

Sorry, no visitors, the older nurse said.

Grace flashed her badge.

We need to talk to her as soon as possible.

Youve got to be kidding, the nurse said. Shes unconscious. Shes suffered a head injury. Were taking her to OR.

The hospital sheet barely covered the woman who lay before them. Grace studied the young mother, dressed in the same clothes shed slipped into to go to the corner store with her baby for milk and bread. Her white sneakers, her faded jeans, which were now torn and smeared with dirt. Her Mariners T-shirt, now ripped and soaked with blood. Fingers that earlier had caressed her son, Dylan, were now covered with lacerations. An IV tube ran from her arm, a clear oxygen mask cupped her face, which was darkened with a web of abrasions.

How bad? Perelli asked.

It doesnt look good.

How long will she be in surgery?

Hard to say, at least a few hours.

She say anything at all about what happened?

Not to us, shes been out.

What about on the way? Grace asked.

Try the paramedics. Theyre still here.

The elevator stopped. The nurses rolled Maria Colson out. Grace and Perelli caught up to the paramedics in the cafeteria.

She was in rough shape when we got to her, one of them said. Non-responsive. Sometimes they talk in the ER, but its usually incomprehensible because theyre in shock.

Grace and Perelli returned to Emergency and corralled some of the staff whod first stabilized and prepped Maria Colson for surgery. None of them recalled her saying anything, except one trauma nurse.

I heard her uttering something.

Graces pen was poised over her notebook.

She was out of it, but it was like, Why are they taking my baby?

They, Grace repeated. Are you certain she said they, as in more than one?

Yes, they.

Not he or she?but they. Grace pressed. She needed the nurse to be absolutely sure.

Yes.

Anything else?

A commotion coming from the hall interrupted them. The detectives stepped from the office to assess it. They went to the reception desk where two nurses were contending with a distraught man.

Maria! Wheres my wife? Maria! he shouted.

Mr. Colson, a nurse said. Sir, were taking care of her.

His navy work pants were stained with grease, his flannel shirt was untucked. Stubble covered the dark worry lines cutting deep into his weathered face. His eyes were rimmed red with intensity.

Mr. Colson. Grace took his arm gently. Im Detective Garner, this is Detective Perelli. The doctors are helping Maria right now, theyre doing everything they can.

Let me see Dylan. Is he hurt bad? Wheres my son?

No one told you? Grace asked.

Told me what? Lee Colsons nostrils flared with his heavy breathing. My dispatcher radioed my truck, she said Maria and Dylan were in an accident and they were taken here. Somebody tell me what the hells going on!

Grace traded glances with the others.

You better come with us, she said.
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Pulling out of the Mirror parking lot, Jason doublechecked the address in his notebook, then charted the fastest way to the scene.

Elliott to 15th, north over the bridge to Shilshole and bangyoure there. Pushing his 1969 red Ford Falcon twenty miles over the posted limit, he couldnt leave the newsroom politics behind. Spangler had no sense of the depth of his staff. He regarded everyone in Metro as backwater bumpkins, compared to reporters in New York.

Jason rubbed the scar carved under his jawline, his prize for getting too close to a story. Confirmation of his investigative skills, but it meant squat to Spangler, who probably had him in his crosshairs. Just like Astrid.

To hell with it.

Crossing the Ballard Bridge over Salmon Bay, Jason thought it was too bad about Astrid. But the fact was, she constantly missed stuff on the scanners and at scenes, always charging in with demands, failing to find real news.

Observe, absorb, and squeeze gently for information, thats the way to operate, he reminded himself as he pulled up to the scene. Yellow tape cordoned off the street in front of Kims Corner Store. Next to it there was a growing knot of bystanders, press, and police cars. Cross talk spilled from radios as emergency lights splashed the buildings with red.

Jason parked half a block back. Heading toward the reporters clustered near the tape, he came upon an unoccupied patrol carand an opportunity. Like most major forces, Seattle police used the Computer-Aided Dispatch system to transmit information to cars equipped with Mobile Data Computers. No one was around to see him bend down, steal a glimpse of the MDC monitor to check it for any data.


Maria Jane Colson.
104 Shale St.



Lee William Colson.
104 Shale St.





There was more but he couldnt see it clearly. Memorizing the information, he moved off without anyone noticing. He stepped between two news vans then wrote everything down. Shale was close by. Before he could consider it further, a commanding baritone voice distracted him.

There he is, a legend called Jason. White teeth flashed from the tanned, chiseled face of David Troy, WKKRs veteran crime reporter.

Whats shaking, Dave?

What Im hearing is the mother and her baby were run over by a truck that fled the scene. Moms not going to make it.

Yeah, I got that.

Were waiting for a detective to talk to us. Theyre in the store.

You got a name on the mother?

Not yet.

Jason took comfort in the hot lead he had in his notebook.

What about witnesses?

Nobody so far.

Youre sure about that?

Im sure youre not going to beat me, Skippy. By the time your rag reports this, its yesterdays news. Troy watched the dish on WKKRs satellite news van position for transmission. Were going live in minutes. Look at the images. Pictures worth a thousand damn words. Impact news. Troy pulled out a compact and began applying makeup for his stand-up.

Cameras were trained on the crime-scene people who were suiting up. Jason focused on the aftermath a few yards away, on the other side of the tape. The overturned baby stroller, the pool of blood near the curb, skid marks on the pavement. Was that a windshield wiper? He tried imagining how it had all happened. On the far side of the tape, he saw more TV and still news cameras, including Nate Hodge, a photog with the Mirror, who nodded.

As Jason studied the little he had, he got an idea. He slipped from the press pack and walked across the street to the vestibule of Arnies Hardware. Out of earshot, he called the paper.

Mirror library, Kelly Swan.

Hey Kelly, Jason Wade. Im at a hit-and-run in Ballard, which could turn out to be a homicide. I need your help.

Sure, Jason.

Jason dictated the spellings for Maria Jane and Lee William Colson.

Run the names through our archives see what comes up.

Stay on the line. Kellys keyboard clicked. Nothing on Lee William Colsonwait, I got something on a Dylan Colson but hes, like, a baby.

A baby? Call it up.

While Kelly clicked at her keyboard, he glanced inside the hardware store. His concentration switched tracks when he thought he could recognize a detective talking to an older man inside. Whats that about? He made a mental note to follow it up later.

Here we go, Kelly said. Its not in the daily. Its in our community weekly. Zone Four. Oh, theres a citation for Maria Colson and Dylan Colson, together in one entry.

What do you have?

No story. Its a cut line for a picture taken a few weeks ago at a Ballard community fund-raiser bake sale. A fluffy picture of Maria Colson and her son Dylan looking at baby toys at a rummage sale. What a little sweetheart.

Can you send it to me?

Okay, youll have it in a few minutes.

After hanging up, Jason looked at the Colsons address. It wasnt farthree, maybe four blocks. He had a hunch and decided to gamble on it by leaving the scene. He called the Mirrors photographer.

Hodge.

Nate, its Jason. Ive got to step away to check something out. Call me if the police make a statement.

Sure, but listen. Hodge dropped his voice. A cop friend of mine says it looks like they took the kid.

What?

Whoever ran down the mom kidnapped her baby.

Kidnapped?

His pulse quickened. Man, this was more than a possible fatal hit-and-run, he thought, letting a few seconds of silence pass. This could be a huge story. All right, call me if something pops.

A minute later, he received the picture on his phone. Maria Colson and her son, Dylan, smiled at him from the palm of his hand. Mother and child. Looking at them, he tried to get a handle on what had happened. He hadnt nailed anything yet. Was he even chasing the right angle? The right family?

As he walked around the corner, he got his answer. An SPD patrol car was parked in front of the Colsons two-story house. Bingo. And no other press in sight. Sweet. He was a few doors away when he spotted a woman leaving the Colsons driveway and coming his way.

Excuse me. He stopped her and reached into his jacket for his ID and a business card. Jason Wade, with the Mirror. Could I talk to you?

She stared at his card but she was distracted with worry until he displayed the Colson picture on his phone and handed it to her.

Do you know who this is?

Tears came to her eyes and she nodded.

Thats Maria and her baby, Dylan.

Colson?

Thats right.

Are you a relative or a friend?

Passing back his phone, she indicated her house across the street. Friend.

Your name?

She hesitated. Jason tried gentle persuasion.

A story might help find who did this.

Annette.

Last name?

Tabor.

Jason pulled out his notebook, flipped to a clean page, and began making notes while she cupped her trembling hands to her face.

I was looking for Lee but hes not there, she said.

Lee?

Marias husband. The officer thinks hes gone to the hospital where they took Maria. I wanted to find him, maybe get some things for her, but the police wouldnt let me in.

Do you have any idea what really happened?

Only what Shannon told me.

And Shannon is?

My daughter. She works at the store. The detectives wont let me talk to her. She called me afterafter it happened. But she didnt seeoh Godthey took Dylan!

Who? Who took Dylan?

I dont know but theyve got to find him! Did the police tell you anything about Maria? Is she hurt bad?

I dont know any details about her just yet.

Anything about Dylan?

No, nothing. Theyre not saying much at this point.

Ive got a bad feeling. Annette Tabor looked back at the Colsons house. Dear Lord! Why Lee and Maria? Theyve been through so much! And now this!

What do you mean? What have they been through?

Annette Tabor shook her head. Nothing. I shouldnt have said anything. Im sorry. I have to go.
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Angels looked down on Lee Colson from the stainedglass windows of the hospitals chapel.

A shaft of sun had pierced the clouds to find him. Grace Garner and Perelli seated him in one of the oak pews. A whispery air of reverence mingled with the smell of candle wax in the rooms soft light. The flowing water of a hanging wall fountain failed to soothe him. His knuckles were scraped, his fingernails were worn, and his face carried the emotion of a man standing in the path of a freight train that was bearing down on him.

Dr. Raj Binder, a Harvard grad no older than Colson, joined them with a nurse, and spoke with the compassion of a lifelong friend.

Lee, Maria is upstairs undergoing surgery at this time.

Colson looked to the others, then back to Binder.

Shes suffered a major concussion. Her brain was shaken by a blow to her head. It happened when her head struck the curb, shearing tiny nerve fibers. Shes had an intracerebral hemorrhage. Theres bleeding in her brain.

The train was getting closer.

She was unconscious when she came to us, when we treated her. Our best neurological team is operating now. It could take hours. Its too soon for anyone to predict the outcome. Maria may make a complete recovery without memory loss, or she may have periodic amnesia. She may remain unconscious, orBinder touched Colsons shouldershe may never awaken. Im very sorry.

She could die?

Yes, Im very sorry.

The train was upon him.

Colsons knuckles whitened as he clasped and unclasped his hands.

How did thisII dont understand. I just cantwheres Dylan?

The oak bench creaked sharply. Grace sat beside him.

Theres more, she said.

More? What the hells happened?

Lee. Grace knew time was hammering against them but waited until his eyes met hers. Your sons been abducted.

Abducted? What? Whohow?

From what we know, Maria left Dylan in front of Kims Corner Store with an employee while she went inside to make a purchase. The employee, a teenage female, stepped into the store and during that time, a vehicle, we think a van, stopped. Someone got out, took Dylan, and fled in the van. Maria witnessed it from the store, rushed out, and when she tried to stop the van, she was struck by it. Were going to need your help now.

The train. Oh Christ. Its making the earth shake.

Lee, do you have any idea who would want to do this?

No. NO!

This was crazy. Theyre all nuts.

Colsons eyes searched Grace, Binder, Perelli, and Cindy, the nurse from psychiatric services, for a hint of deception, an error, the trace of a cruel joke that maybe the guys at the shop had set up because these people had to be joking, because you just dont tell a man that his wife is dying and his sons been stolen.

But staring into their sober faces; at Binders scrubs, his white smock with the faded blue ink marks on his breast pocket; at Cindys few strands of gray and small pearl earringsMaria loves pearlsat the leather straps of Perellis shoulder holster and the butt of his gun peeking from his jacket, Colson knew.

As columns of sunlight shifted through the stained glass and distant sirens rose over the gurgling fountain, he knew the godawful truth.

And when he surrendered to it, lightning flashed in the back of his skull, his skin began to prickle, his scalp tingled, and his intestines twisted as if the train had slammed through him, forcing bile to gush up his throat, causing a reflex gag, making him spasm forward before Grace and Binder steadied him.

Gasping, he studied the chapel like a trapped man.

In his job, Colson had helped people in distress, people stranded with a flat tire, a dead battery, or something.  They were always so grateful because hed rescued them, put them back on lifes highway.

Then there were the times he was unable to help. Like with wrecks. When it was too late. When the bodies were still entwined in the metal. Firefighters covered them with tarps until they cut them out, leaving him to hoist their cars onto his truck; sometimes they dripped with blood and viscera the fire hoses had missed. But he was able to detach himself, even when he saw the beer cans, the briefcases, cell phones, groceries, gifts, coats, shoes, baby seats, toysthe aftermath of lives terminated.

He kept a professional distance. He guarded his deepest hopethe hope of every paramedic, cop, and firefighter: that you never ever come upon your loved ones, that tragedies like this happened to other people.

Not to you. Never to you.

So thisthisbull that theyre telling me is not real. See. Its just not real because I just spoke with Maria a few hours ago. She was fine. She was heading to the store with Dylan to get milk and bread. Thats all. You dont pay with your life for goddamn milk and bread.

So this is a mistake.

Its not real because they havent proved it. Theyve got to prove its real.

I want to see Maria! Colson stood, shaking off Grace as he continued shouting. I want to see my boy! My wife and son, now!

Take it easy, Lee.

Gently, Perelli and Binder got Colson back into the pew.

Its not true, this cant be, because I was just talking to her on the phone. I could hear Dylan crying. Last night I kissed them, this cantweve got plansit was just milk and bread and

There was a soft noise at the chapel door and a man in a dark suit entered and inventoried matters as he approached.

Detective Garner?

She caught FBI credentials for Special Agent Kirk Dupree.

Can we speak privately?

Outside the chapel, in the bright light of the hall, Grace noticed his neatly parted salt-and-pepper hair. His dark eyes, intense to the point of being hostile.

Thats Mr. Colson in there? Dupree asked.

Yes.

I want a statement.

Were getting to that. Hes being notified about his wife and son.

Anything from her?

Shes unconscious and might not live.

Youre the primary then, is that correct?

Yes.

We have jurisdiction over the abduction. I want Mr. Colson in his home immediately to set up for any contact from the kidnappersphone, e-mail, courier. Weve got our technical people rolling. Are you ready to put out an alert and set up a news conference with him?

Weve blasted a forcewide description of the van.

Im talking about a public, statewide activation of the alert system: TV, radio stations, flashing traffic signs, do you understand?

Were gathering information for that as fast as we can.

Not fast enough.

Excuse me?

Detective Garner, are you aware that in most stranger child abductions, the victim is murdered within the first hours of being taken?

Im fully aware.

Youve already lost an hour. Get my point? Colson can do nothing for his wife here. We need him to help save his child. Since you dont yet have a homicide, well take it from here.

May I see your ID again?

Duprees brow creased as Grace studied it.

I dont see it here.

See what?

Where it says that youre an asshole with authority to supervise me.

His face tensed as she continued.

Weve had people working the scene since 911 took the call. Grace invaded Duprees personal space, close enough to catch the mint on his breath. We arrived here in time to see them wheel Maria Colson into surgery and for us to try talking to her and to her husband, who is barely coherent. Maybe it takes you longer to get down the elevator because in that time, you guys were invisible. Youve lost an hour, Dupree, not us. Get my point?

Graces phone rang.

Grace, Berman at the scene here. We may have something.

Rick Mofina

What?

Security camera in the hardware store across the street may have recorded the whole thing.
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