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Las Vegas, Nevada. January 6, 2002. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning. Honest Abe’s gas station and convenience store at Desert Inn and Oneida Way wasn’t very busy; only four people were inside. There was a young woman playing video poker at the bank of machines just to the right of the door. Two men were at the counter ( one was paying for cigarettes, and the man behind him was waiting to pay for some beer. Behind the counter, the twenty-two year old clerk was operating the cash register.

None of the four paid any attention when the door opened and another man came in. They didn’t notice that even with the temperature well below forty degrees, the newcomer was clad in shorts and wasn’t wearing a jacket. But even if they had, they wouldn’t have thought anything of it. This was Vegas ( after all ( and many people here marched to their own drummer.

As soon as he got inside the man veered to his right, toward the lady gambler. As he passed behind her chair his right hand went to the waistband of his shorts; it came out clutching a 9mm semi-automatic pistol. Without stopping he held the gun at hip level, arm slightly extended, and fired one round into the back of her head from a distance of less than two feet.

He quickly turned toward the three startled men staring at him from the counter, ten feet away. Raising the weapon to shoulder height, arm now fully extended, he continued toward them. The gun spoke again, the slug striking the beer purchaser just above the bridge of his nose. The bullet that immediately followed quickly made the cigarette buyer an ex-smoker. The gunman had only been in the store for five seconds.

He continued on to the counter, the 9mm now aimed unwaveringly at the center of the clerk’s forehead. “Give me the money!” he ordered.

“We … we…we only keep a hundred bucks out this time of night,” the terrified young man stammered. In his fear, he wasn’t even aware that his bladder had emptied.

“Shut up and get it. Now!”
The clerk fumbled around in the drawer for several seconds, struggling to grip the bills with his trembling fingers. Finally, he rounded them all up and held them out toward the robber. When the killer glared at him, his face turned red in embarrassment.

“Put it down!”
The clerk laid the money on top of the counter in front of the gunman. “That’s all, mister, honest. Please …please mister, don’t shoot me,” he pleaded. Although he was trying his best to be brave, tears rolled down his cheeks as he spoke; his voice quivered and broke at the end.

The robber smiled at him, and then fired one more time. He put his gun away and then scooped up the money and stuffed it in his shirt pocket. Turning around, he nonchalantly walked out the door. Thanks to the clumsy cashier he’d been in the store almost a minute, much longer than he’d intended.

Detective Steve Garneau arrived at the crime scene at 3:50. He parked his unmarked car on Desert Inn and took a few seconds to survey the situation. There were multiple marked Patrol units already on hand, as well as the forensics people. The yellow taped perimeter encompassed the entire parking lot of the store and the sidewalk in front. Members of the print and electronic media were already present in surprisingly large numbers, given the time of night. The reporters were being kept at bay across the street, waiting for a spokesperson to dole out some information.     

   Exiting his vehicle, Garneau checked in with the uniformed officer maintaining the crime scene log in the parking lot. No one would be allowed inside the tape without his identity and time of arrival being duly noted. “Good morning, Detective,” the officer greeted him.

“Morning. Have you been inside?” Garneau inquired.

“Just for a second. It looks like a slaughterhouse in there.”

Garneau nodded. “See you later,” he said, walking past and into the store.

Garneau stopped just inside the door and took in the sight. The officer hadn’t exaggerated. The bodies of the victims remained where they’d fallen; body fluids and tissue were also as yet undisturbed. Teams of evidence technicians were dusting for fingerprints, taking pictures and measurements, and collecting any items that might have evidentiary value.

After a brief period of observation, the detective approached the closest victim: a female on the floor in front of one of the poker machines. The blood and other matter on the game’s screen left little doubt as to where the woman had been sitting when her life was ended. “Hell of a thing to have to face fresh out of bed, isn’t it?” Garneau asked the coroner’s investigator kneeling next to the body.

“Hi, Steve,” the man said, getting to his feet and facing the detective. “It’s the worst one I’ve ever been to, and I’ve seen a lot of them over the years.”

Garneau could tell from the man’s tone and expression that he was not overstating. “You seen Dan?” he asked, inquiring about his boss rather than commenting on the obvious.

“He’s in the office with the manager,” the man said, nodding toward a hallway that ran to the right from behind the sales counter.

“Thanks,” Garneau said, turning to make his way toward where Lieutenant Dan Daniels would be found.

“I’m here, Lieutenant,” Garneau announced as he stuck his head in the door of the manager’s office.

 His boss was seated at one of the two desks in the room. The forty-one year old cop was an idol to Garneau. A veteran of many tough cases, he was not only knowledgeable, but was able to effectively manage the many personalities and egos of his detectives. In addition, he handled the media and the department brass with tact and diplomacy. And, at six-feet-three, two hundred forty-five pounds, he was a damn good man to have at your side in a tight situation.

“This is the store manager, Bob Stratford,” Daniels said, introducing the man seated at the other desk.

Garneau and the manager made eye contact and nodded at each other. “Will you excuse us for a minute?” Daniels said to Stratford as he got up and left the room, taking Garneau a few feet down the hall.

“Here’s where we’re at, Steve,” Daniels began. “A guy pulled in to get some gas a couple of minutes after 3:00. He came inside to pre-pay and found the mess you saw when you got here. He said he didn’t want to touch anything, so he went back to his car and called 911 from his cell phone. I think the poor bastard wanted to get outside because he was scared, as much as he was worried about contaminating the scene. But who can blame him? This one’s even tough for me to deal with. Imagine how it would affect somebody who’s not used to it?”

“That’s for sure,” Garneau agreed.

“Anyway, the first units got here at 3:09. The register drawer was open and empty, but all four victims are still wearing their jewelry. We’ll have to wait and see about cash and credit cards until the coroner inventories their possessions. Mr. Stratford says his preliminary figures are that there would have only been about a hundred and fifteen dollars in the register; the hundred they’re allowed to keep out and a few dollars more that hadn’t been put in the drop-box yet.

“We’re going to go over the security tapes next. The camera equipment is fully intact, so hopefully we’ll have something to help us there,” Daniels concluded.

“Okay, Lieutenant. I’ll get started in the other room. Have you got an ETA on Terry?” Theresa ( Terry ( Bolton was Garneau’s partner, and the junior member of the team.

“She should be here any minute. Watch her close; she’s never seen anything like this before.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her. But I don’t think she’ll need any help. She’s a pretty tough girl.”

Five minutes later Terry Bolton arrived on site. Terry was thirty-seven, nearly twelve years younger than her partner. She had transferred to Homicide from the Patrol Division just over two years earlier, and been paired with Garneau ever since. As she gained experience and confidence, she became convinced that Homicide was the career niche she was meant to occupy.

And she couldn’t have asked for a better mentor than Steve Garneau. Blessed with common sense and uncanny instincts, he had guided her through the rough spots that came with being the new kid on the block. He was critical of her when appropriate, but always in a constructive way, and never in public. And he didn’t discuss her ( either professionally or personally ( with the other detectives.

But every bit as important to her, although she was single and attractive, he never tried to hit on her. Their relationship started and remained professional. She had first come to respect and value him as a colleague, and now as a friend.

Terry caught up with her partner as he was watching the examination of the bodies of the two customers at the sales counter. “Jesus! What kind of animals could do something like this?” she asked, as she surveyed the carnage.

“Hi, Terry,” Garneau said, turning to face her. “Let’s step out of the way and I’ll tell you what we know so far.”

He led her to an area near the beer cooler that had already been processed and provided the brief information that was available. “Dan and the manager are in the office looking at the security tapes now. With any luck they’ll give us a pretty good idea of what went down,” he concluded.

“Detective?” one of the lab people said as he approached. It was a new guy Garneau hadn’t met before. He looked at the man, but didn’t answer, preferring to let Terry establish her presence right at the start.

“Yes?” she responded.

“We’ve found four shell casings from a 9mm. Unless more turn up later, whoever did this was very efficient; four rounds and four corpses.”

 “Thanks. Let’s hope for some prints,” Terry said.

“It looks like they were all head shots,” Garneau said as the man walked away. “The way I see it, our perp was fast, cool and deadly accurate; almost like a machine.”

“You think there was only one?”

“Only one shooter,” he said confidently.

“What makes you so sure?”

“It looks like none of the victims tried to escape or put up a fight. I think they all got it where they were when the killer came in. If there had been an invasion by a gang, somebody would have gotten scared and tried to get out. So I think it was a one-person job. For the same reasons, he had to be damn fast. He must have shot them before they realized what was happening and had time to react. The accuracy speaks for itself. And he had to be cool. To murder four people as quickly as he must have done it, apparently without a miss, takes one hell of a steady hand.”

Terry nodded in agreement. “You make sense, partner. And you said all this was for just over a hundred dollars?” 

“That’s what the manager figures was taken from the register. But as Dan pointed out, all the victims were wearing jewelry. I’ll lay odds that we’ll find out he left their cash behind, too. That doesn’t sound like somebody who was in this solely for the money, does it?”

“Good question. Maybe something scared him off before he had a chance to loot the victims, if that’s the case.” Terry opined.

“Maybe. The tapes should tell us that. But my gut is telling me that something isn’t quite right here; like maybe the robbery was just a cover for something else. So let’s keep an open mind.”

Lt. Daniels interrupted their conversation. “Come in the office for a minute, will you?” he asked.

“Take a look at this,” Daniels said, pointing to the monitor on the desk occupied by the manager.

The two detectives leaned forward. Although the black and white picture was somewhat grainy, the frame frozen on the screen clearly showed a man standing at the counter aiming a handgun at the clerk. The bodies of the two customers weren’t visible from that particular angle. 

Garneau shot a questioning look at Daniels. “Is this all we’ve got?” he asked.

“No. We’ve got the whole thing from start to finish; you can see the rest in a minute. This is our best shot of the gunman and I wanted you to see it first.”

Garneau returned his attention to the monitor. The assailant was a white male, with bushy eyebrows and a full, unkempt beard. The hair was dark and long. His age was difficult to tell, but Garneau guessed he was in his thirties. Clad in a light color long-sleeve shirt, the counter blocked a view of his lower body.

“He’s wearing shorts, as you’ll see later,” Daniels commented.

“Well I’ll be damned,” Garneau muttered as he realized the killer’s left sleeve was empty. “It looks like our bandit has only one arm.”

As dawn broke, Lt. Daniels visited with the reporters outside the crime scene and gave them the preliminary information. What he provided was sketchy, at best. The store had apparently been the scene of a robbery in which four people had been shot and killed. Three of the dead were believed to have been innocent customers; the fourth was a store employee. No further details about the victims would be released until the appropriate notifications had been made. He promised that a suspect description and any other emerging data would be made available later in the day.

While Daniels was occupied with that briefing, Garneau and Bolton were alone in the office, running and rerunning the security tapes ( Mr. Stratford having excused himself to give the detectives some privacy.

The robber was caught on film by the various cameras from the time he approached the store until he left. The man entered the parking lot on foot, walking from west to east on Desert Inn. He left in the same direction from which he’d come. His movements were fluid and so fast, that at times they were almost a blur. He knew exactly what he was going to do, and he did it with precision.

The detectives couldn’t help but marvel at the killer’s deadly efficiency. He murdered four people in a matter of seconds and seemed to enjoy it. “They never had a chance. This wasn’t the first time this guy had a gun in his hand, that’s for sure,” Garneau commented.

“Would you say he might have some combat shooting experience?” Terry asked.

“I wouldn’t be surprised. You don’t handle a gun like he did without lots and lots of practice.”

“Ex-cop?”

“Could be. Wherever he got his training, it went well beyond what private security companies teach. I’ll bet this bird was involved with a professional law enforcement agency at one time or another.”

“Maybe he still is.”

“Interesting thought,” Garneau said. “I wonder how much of what we saw on the tape is real.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I doubt that he’s some drug addict who was just strolling by and decided to pull a robbery and kill a few people. He blew them all away without batting an eye. That’s a substantial case of overkill if he was only looking for a few bucks to buy some drugs. A guy who wanted a big score would know that these places don’t keep much money out at this time of night. And I just can’t believe somebody who can handle a gun like he can, would monkey around with a hundred-dollar heist.”

“Any chance he just likes to kill people for the hell of it? Maybe he’s the kind who gets his jollies watching people die.”

“That’s possible,” Garneau shrugged. “But just between you and me, I think this guy’s a pro; a hit man. He was here to kill one or more of the victims. That was his intent from the time he walked in.”

“You’re stretching, partner. I know you trust your hunches, but this is a reach.”

“You could be right. But look at the suspect himself. Are the beard and eyebrows really his? How about the hair? And did you notice how his cheeks looked unnaturally puffy? I bet the bastard is clean-shaven, well groomed and neat as a pin.”

Before Terry could respond, Daniels entered the room. “The mortuary people are here. They’re ready to remove the bodies,” he announced.

Garneau nodded. “That’s fine with us. How are the lab boys coming?”

“It won’t be much longer. Did you find anything interesting on the tapes?”

Daniels listened attentively as Garneau explained his impression of the gunman’s abilities, and the possibility that he was disguised. As promised, he made no mention of the rest of his theory.

 “Anything to add?” he asked Terry.

“I saw it the same way, Lieutenant. The guy was very, very good. I’m having trouble coming up with an explanation for why he felt he needed to kill them all.”

“That’s certainly one of the questions that needs to be answered,” Daniels said. “Anything else we need to discuss before we get started?”

“I guess not,” Garneau said. Terry nodded.

“Good. The one thing we know for sure is that we’ve got a guy who will kill for no apparent reason,” Daniels said.  “And regardless of why he needed the money, he didn’t get enough to do him much good. That means he may need to pull another job soon. Do some checking to see if any robberies happened anyplace else that are similar, with or without the murders. He may have started out doing plain stick-ups and has graduated to the big time; this could be his debut. And get the best shot of his face to the casino security people. Even if everything else is fake, there’s a good enough view of his eyes and nose to get a match if he’s in their database. I want backgrounds on all the victims, too. Let’s make sure we know who these people were; I don’t want them to only be statistics.”

“Right. And I want to get the other tapes for the last several days from Mr. Stratford to see if our man may have been around looking the place over,” Garneau said.

“And I’ll check to see if there are any other businesses in the area that have security cameras that might have picked him up coming or going,” Terry added.

“Good enough,” Daniels said, pleased with the ideas he was hearing. “Captain Arnold already called me. He knows that this kind of thing will generate a public outcry for an arrest. That means he’ll probably be keeping pretty close tabs on our progress. You two just go about your business and let me handle him, okay?”

“Sure, Lieutenant,” Garneau said, not overly enthused about the Bureau Commander’s involvement. 

“While you’re doing that stuff, I’ll start on the notifications and getting the basic victim information,” Daniels said. “Let’s meet at the office at 11:00. We’ll compare notes and see where we are. I’ll get the tapes from you then and have Robbery analyze them. With their state-of-the-art equipment, they might be able to tell us how much of this guy is real and how much is made up.”

With the meeting over, the cops started their respective assignments.

