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“What have we got?” he asked.

Speedle pulled a UV alternate light source case from the floor of the Hummer. “Well, H—we’ve got a mess.”

Not a good omen when a criminalist described a crime scene as a “mess.”

“Chauffeur, Felipe Ortega according to his license,” Speedle explained. “Dead in the trunk of his limo, trussed up with duct tape.”

“Dead how?”

“Looks like he asphyxiated on his own vomit.”

“Somebody really had it in for this guy,” Delko said. “Bad way to go.”

“Evidence tell you that?”

Delko winced, shook his head.

“Work the evidence, Eric. Not your feelings?”

“Right, H.”

The cell phone in Caine’s pocket chirped and he withdrew it and tapped a button. “Horatio Caine.”

The voice was sultry and pleasant. “You’re a hard man to track down, Lieutenant Caine.”

“Well, Catherine—you’re a detective. I wouldn’t expect less of you.”

“Horatio—you recognize my voice…I’m flattered.”

“CSI Willows from Las Vegas—you do make an impression.” Caine wasted no time. “What can I do for you?”
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“Gone are all my hours of pleasure,

Vanished with my vanished treasure;

for a deathly shadow fell….”

—HORATIO ALGER

“Every day we meet people on

the worst day of their lives.”

—GIL GRISSOM
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Prologue

Lessor Evil




THE WIND WHISTLING down from the mountains, like a mournful conscience, carried with it a solemn chill. As the sun set on Las Vegas, bringing night to a city that refused to sleep, an unusual crispness was in the air, a knife edge that keened the senses. Streaks of purple and magenta disrupted the salmon-colored sky, threatening to deliver a night as dark, if not as foul, as Gil Grissom’s mood.

The supervisor of the Las Vegas Metro Police Department’s criminalistics graveyard shift abandoned his black Tahoe in the white zone, flashing his ID at a protesting security guard and marching toward the entrance of the McCarran International Airport terminal, his white-knuckled fists at his sides. There he paused to search out his prey—Thomas Lessor, vice president of operations for Boyle Hotels, Inc., sauntering away from his stretch limo as a skycap struggled to keep up.

Tall, blond, and decked out in a suit that cost about half again as much as Grissom’s monthly condo bill, Lessor strode the sidewalk with the confidence of a killer who was getting away with murder. Terminal doors opened before him, much as the court system had, not so long ago. Grissom quietly seethed, following Lessor as the man swaggered toward the security gate, the skycap peeling off to check the killer’s bags.

The cell phone in Grissom’s jacket pocket felt heavy. He willed it to ring, but the cell ignored him. Catherine Willows, his second in command, would call him any moment now, to tell him they had the new evidence needed to hold Lessor…or else Grissom would have to stand by and watch as a murderer caught a first-class flight to Florida.

Grissom’s team had worked hard tracking down the killer of Erica Hardy. The young woman in question was a singer who’d built a devoted local following and a growing reputation that had just started to attract some national coverage and the much-needed tourists who were the town’s life’s blood. Her regular gig had been fronting a small jazz combo in the lounge at the Oasis, one of Vegas’s new swank, high-end, high-concept hotel-casinos, this one recalling the Rat Pack cool of the sixties.

Then Erica Hardy’s nude body had been found in her apartment on her bathroom floor. The singer had been beaten, strangled, and sexually attacked. Detective Barney Evans had theorized that the murder was just another senseless, brutal sex crime.

Following the sparse but telling evidence—the lack of any fingerprints but the victim’s on the tub indicated gloves on the part of the perpetrator—Grissom and his team had interpreted the crime scene a different way.

Erica Hardy’s beating had been so severe, her face so pulverized, that she had to be identified by her fingerprints. Grissom prided himself on a reserved, even remote response to even the most sobering crime scene evidence, but he had felt a shudder of sympathy for the dead woman when he heard the autopsy report from Doc Robbins.

“She was beaten with the proverbial blunt object,” Robbins said as they stood over the mutilated body that lay on the cold metal table between them. “My educated guess is an aluminum baseball bat.”

“I’m not much for guesses,” Grissom said.

“I’m well aware—but we’ve had several gang-related killings that involved that specific instrument of choice.”

“Baseball bat.”

“Yeah—interestingly, the beating was post mortem.”

“Not the cause of death?”

“No—manual asphyxiation.”

Grissom frowned. “Semen?”

“No,” Robbins said with a regretful shake of the head. “You’ll have to find your DNA elsewhere.”

“But she was raped?”

“Yes—vaginal bruising and the presence of a common condom lubricant and spermicide.”

Grissom just stared at Robbins. “This guy came to the party with a baseball bat, latex gloves and a condom?”

“I would say so.”

Grissom looked down at the ugly thing that had been a beautiful woman. “This victim was not random, Doc—the killer has a motive for this murder.”

Though the CSIs never found the murder weapon, they did have other strong evidence. Erica had put up quite a struggle against her attacker and they got their DNA from under her fingernails—the killer’s skin.

Tracing the singer’s activities, the team’s resident computer whiz, Sara Sidle, ferreted out a key piece of the puzzle: Erica was the mistress of the man Grissom was now following through the airport, one Thomas Lessor, the Boyle Hotels executive who had first booked the singer into the lounge. The couple had been trading intimate e-mails for months. All had been deleted. All had been retrieved.

Boyle Hotels, Inc., a family business, consisted of two high-rise resorts—the stately and respected Conquistador in Miami Beach and the brand-new, opulent Oasis here in Vegas. With the opening of this new palace, the company’s CEO, Lessor’s wife, Deborah—widow of the company’s third-generation owner, Phillip Boyle—had moved the corporate headquarters to their new home in Sin City…and her current husband had moved into his cushy new VP’s office just down the hall.

Lessor’s job was to book talent into the lounges and showrooms of the two hotels and his duties called for him to bounce back and forth between Vegas and Miami. Sara Sidle’s digging had uncovered that Lessor appeared to be bouncing Erica Hardy as well.

When Grissom had first met Lessor, barely forty hours after the murder, the man’s face bore several long, ugly scratches. Lessor claimed the cuts came from a scrap with his wife’s angry cat, but a DNA test proved it had indeed been the hotel VP’s skin lurking under the fingernails of Erica Hardy. Lessor had been arrested immediately, an apparent quick CSI victory…

…only since that early triumph, the case had gone seriously south.

The concourse buzzed with traffic and activity and Lessor didn’t immediately notice when Grissom pulled even with him. They went only a short distance before Grissom said, “Cuts seem to be healing nicely, I see, Mr. Lessor.”

Lessor stopped and turned slowly, his ice blue eyes hard, his expression unworried, his smile slight and condescending. “Mr. Grissom. Thank you for your concern…. Taking a much-needed vacation, I hope? So you can bring a sharper focus to your work, and not victimize the innocent?”

People behind them almost piled into the pair, who now stood calmly eyeing each other in the middle of traffic.

“No,” Grissom said. “I’m just seeing off a friend.”

“And who would that be?”

“Why, Mr. Lessor…you. I’ve come to feel I know you very well.”

Lessor sighed and shook his head. “How disappointing. Your behavior, I mean. I really thought you were a professional.”

“Maybe we should walk and talk.” Grissom nodded ahead. “You wouldn’t want to miss your flight.”

But Lessor didn’t budge. “How sad to see a man of your caliber lowering himself to such…harassment.”

People were moving around them now, hostile.

Grissom merely smiled. “This isn’t harassment, Mr. Lessor—I’m just trying to do you a service.”

“And what would that be?”

“To advise you not to leave Nevada.”

The slightest furrow of concern touched the man’s brow. “Why? Do you have a warrant for my arrest?”

“No…but I will shortly. And I’d hate to see you go to the trouble of flying all the way to Miami only to have to get on a plane and fly right back.”

“I see. Just trying to save me bother. And expense.”

“That’s right.”

“I think you should run this concept past Mr. Peters. Don’t you?”

Harrison Peters—Lessor’s flamboyant, thousand-dollar-an-hour defense attorney—had gotten his client off by persuading a judge to throw out the DNA evidence against his client. For a criminalist of Grissom’s standing, and a crime lab of their stature, having such routine, easily processed evidence disallowed was, frankly, humiliating. If Grissom hadn’t had to rely on one of the dayshift lab techs to do the comparison, Lessor would still be in jail awaiting trial.

“This was a courtesy on my part, Mr. Lessor,” Grissom said with dry, unhidden sarcasm. “No need to call your attorney…”

Lessor smiled, his straight white teeth glinting.

“…until,” Grissom completed, “I do have that warrant.”

The smile vanished, Lessor’s face tightened, and he removed his cell phone from a pocket like a western gunfighter drawing a side arm.

Grissom wished he felt the bravado he was displaying to Lessor; but in truth, he was stalling. Catherine Willows—the best and most experienced CSI on his shift—was no doubt at this moment hovering over the shoulder of Grissom’s trusted DNA lab rat Greg Sanders, as he processed their new evidence.

Lessor’s lip twisted into what might be mistaken for a good-natured grin as he punched the speed dial button of his cell phone. “You see,” he said cheerfully, “I’m not sure whether I’m to sue you or the department or both.”

If it had been Sanders who’d processed the original evidence, they wouldn’t be in this bad place. But even Greg got a vacation every now and then, and that was why the DNA evidence found its way into the hands of a dayshift counterpart, one of Conrad Ecklie’s techs, a certain Dennis Spencer.

It turned out that Spencer had once been suspected of dealing cocaine from the evidence locker. Harrison Peters made sure every case Spencer ever worked on became suspect; the media howled, and Internal Affairs got back involved, quickly finding two instances of broken chain of evidence under Spencer’s watch, one of which tainted the Thomas Lessor DNA sample. Peters had his client out of jail and the evidence thrown out of court before the ink was dry on his motion.

Staring at Grissom with those icy blue eyes, Lessor said into the phone, “Put me through to Harrison—Tom Lessor.” After pausing to listen, he added, “I can only hold for a few seconds, dear—I have a plane to catch.”

Grissom summoned an angelic smile to cast upon the killer. Though he had no doubt that they had the right man, Grissom had been forced to watch from the sidelines as Lessor strolled out of jail, the press swarming him, buzzing like the bastard had just kicked the winning field goal in the Super Bowl.

Peters must have pulled some kind of strings because when Lessor walked out of the jail, instead of exiting unshaven and unkempt, he might have been departing some fashionable spa. The tailored Armani suit—this one the bleached tan of the desert—gave him the appearance more of a movie star than a suspected killer being led out of lockup (not that those two categories were exclusive these days).

The reporters had all cried for a comment from the released murder suspect, and he had been happy to oblige.

“I don’t blame the LVMPD,” Lessor said, benevolently, his tone one of pity not censure. “This is just another sad example of what cuts in governmental spending can bring—if they weren’t understaffed and overburdened, surely the LVMPD would not have arrested the wrong man, nor would they have turned a blind eye to the presence of a suspected drug dealer in their own midst.”

It was a pretty long-winded sound bite, but a good one, and it got all the way to CNN, who later interviewed Lessor at the Oasis against a showgirl backdrop in the lounge where the girl he murdered had once sung.

And it didn’t even give Grissom pleasure to see Sheriff Brian Mobley suspend the dayshift supervisor for three days with no pay. Whatever their rivalries might be, however Ecklie might deserve this comeuppance, the bottom line was unmistakable: a killer they had nabbed, cold, was about to stroll onto a plane and fly away to some Florida beach…

…and there wasn’t a damn thing Grissom could do to stop him.

“Harrison,” Lessor said crisply, when his attorney finally came on the line, “I hate to bother either of us with this…but that would-be crime scene ‘expert’ is here at the airport harassing me.”

He listened for a few moments.

“No, not Ecklie—the other one…”

In grim silence, Grissom watched the killer’s face, but it gave away nothing as the man listened to his lawyer, other than perhaps (feigned?) amusement. Finally, Lessor held the phone out to Grissom. “He’d like a word.”

Though the CSI supervisor had hoped for a phone call while here at the airport, this was not the one he’d longed for. On the other hand, anything to prolong this departure, or better yet to delay it, was a positive thing. He looked at the phone curiously, as if it were an object he’d never seen before.

Lessor arched an eyebrow and thrust the thing into Grissom’s face. “If you don’t mind—Mr. Peters bills by the millisecond.”

Grissom took the phone and identified himself.

Peters’s voice was the roar of a jet engine. “What in the hell are you doing harassing my client?”

“I’m in no way harassing your client,” Grissom said, his voice cool, calm.

“What in God’s name would you call it then?”

“I explained to your client.”

“Explain it to me.”

“We are developing new evidence in the Erica Hardy case and I would hate to see Mr. Lessor using up his frequent flyer miles, not if he’s going to be needed back here, more or less immediately.”

The silence lasted only a few seconds. “What kind of evidence?”

“When we have it,” Grissom said lightly, “you’ll be among the first to know.” Without waiting for a response, Grissom handed the phone back to Lessor.

Lessor turned away and spoke to his lawyer.

Grissom turned and walked off a few feet, giving the lawyer and client some privacy…and getting some for himself. The CSI supervisor pulled out his own cell phone and punched his speed dial.

The familiar musical voice said: “Catherine Willows.”

Still watching the killer, Grissom said, “Where are we?”

There was a sigh in Catherine’s words as she said, “Greg’s working as fast as he can, but it takes time to replicate the DNA into a sample big enough to test.”

“How long?”

“A couple of hours, at best.”

“At worst?”

“Come on, Gil—you know the drill. At worst…tomorrow.”

“He’ll be gone by then.”

“Someone once told me, science jumps through hoops for no one.”

Grissom frowned. “I told you that.”

“Riiiight. Gil, I want the SOB as bad as you do, but we can only do what we can do.”

“And if he jumps from Florida to some South American country?”

“So he’s a flight risk.” Catherine’s tone attempted to minimize the situation. “We have friends in Miami. We can cover that.”

“We’ll need to.” He hesitated. “ ‘Bye.”

“ ‘Bye.”

Grissom punched the END button. He had known this delay was possible, even probable. And he blamed himself—though he was lucky even to have further evidence to examine.

Police photos of Lessor when he was arrested showed not only the deep scratches on his face but a nasty gouge in his upper chest, just below the throat. Originally classified as one of the scratches inflicted by Erica’s fingernails, the cut on Lessor’s chest—when Grissom took a second, harder look—seemed wider than a fingernail, even a thumbnail, might leave. With his original DNA sample disallowed, Grissom embraced the possibility that the cut on Lessor’s chest might have come from something else.

Only after they had gone through the struggles of getting a court order, exhuming the Hardy woman’s body, and taking it back to the autopsy table was Grissom’s theory confirmed: Doc Robbins discovered a sliver of tissue under Erica’s left big toenail.

The sample had been taken immediately to Greg Sanders, who started replicating the DNA in order to get a large enough sample. In an ideal world it would take only minutes to develop and match DNA evidence, but in Grissom’s world the process just didn’t move that fast.

Lessor broke his connection, slipped his cell phone into his pocket, and cast a pitying smile at Grissom. “Don’t take it personally, Mr. Grissom—you were always working at a disadvantage.”

Grissom returned the smile, his just as cold as the killer’s. “Don’t make the mistake of confusing luck with intelligence, Mr. Lessor.”

“I make my own luck, Grissom.”

The polite “Mr.” had suddenly vanished, a wolf-like gleam glimmering in the cold eyes.

Grissom tipped his head in a barely perceptible shrug. “Well, this time the luck you made was bad.”

Lessor strode over to Grissom and, not at all smiling, asked, “How so?”

Grissom gestured gently toward the man’s neck. “I know now how you got the scratch on your chest…. Erica really struggled, didn’t she? Not just scratching but kicking.”

Lessor said nothing; he was as still as a statue.

Grissom went on: “The evidence demonstrating that wasn’t discovered until recently. It will stand up in court…and so will you—when the judge changes your address to death row.”

Lessor paled, his skin turning nearly as white as his suit. Then he blustered a laugh. “Melodrama coming from you, Grissom, I thought were a scientist.”

“Science is dramatic. The strides we’ve made in recent years boggle the imagination. Why, ten years ago, you’d have gotten away with this.”

“I didn’t get away with anything. I didn’t kill Erica.”

Grissom smiled gently, like a sympathetic priest. “I wouldn’t get too comfortable in Florida, Mr. Lessor, if I were you. I think we’ll be seeing you back in Nevada, very soon.”

The killer’s eyes tightened, but he offered no rejoinder.

Grissom nodded to his prey. “Have a pleasant trip, Mr. Lessor—even if it does prove to be truncated.” The CSI assumed a wistful expression. “But, in a way, your travels have just begun—why, there’s the trip back here…then the one you’ll be taking up the river. Melodramatic enough for you?”

Lessor grunted a non-laugh, turned, and hurried through the security gate. Safely on the other side, he wheeled to find Grissom still staring at him. Grissom watched while Lessor went through the latest security dance, and then, finally, the murderer disappeared from view.

 

Back at HQ, Grissom pushed through the double glass doors into the DNA lab. Immediately to his left, in front of the polarized light microscope, Catherine Willows sat on an office chair, turning from watching Greg Sanders as Grissom came in.

Typically, her attire was understatedly chic and her blonde-tinged red hair framed her high-cheekboned face. The slacker-ish Sanders sat across the room, hovering over his worktable next to the Thermocycler. As he sat on his chair bent over his work his whole body seemed to vibrate.

“You see our friend off?” Catherine asked.

Grissom ignored the question. “Progress?”

She turned back to Sanders. “Greg?”

Sanders looked over at them, shrugged, then returned his attention to the slide on his table. “Somebody told me once, science keeps its own timetable.”

Grissom frowned. “Are you quoting me, Greg? To me?”

Greg looked up from the slide. “Uh…yes?”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“Uh…no.”

Catherine—who had earlier thrown words of Grissom back at him—seemed to be simultaneously trying to swallow her smile and disappear into her chair.

Unamused, Grissom said, “I’ll be in my office,” and went out.

Hours later, his regular shift had begun and the CSI supervisor was in his office, catching up on the logjam of paperwork piled precariously on his desk, when a beaming Catherine walked in, Sanders on her heels like a happy puppy.

“Nailed him,” Sanders said, squeezing past Catherine, waving a file folder in his hand, giddy as a lottery winner. “Actually, toe nailed him.”

“It’s a match, then,” Grissom said.

“That was his DNA under her toenail,” Greg said.

Grissom consulted his watch, did some quick math, and said, “Lessor will have landed by now.”

“Time to get our Miami friends on the job,” Catherine said.

Hating that it was out of his hands, Grissom said, “Warrick has good things to say about the Miami people.”

“As do I,” she said. “Shall I call Caine?”

Grissom nodded. “See if he can give us a hand and pick up Lessor.”

Catherine checked her own watch, now. “Might be kind of hard at this hour. He’s dayshift, and I don’t have a home number for him…but I’ll track him down.”

“Hope we do better with the Miami dayshift,” Grissom said grimly, “than we did our own.”

And Catherine went off to make her call, Sanders headed for his lab, and Grissom went back to work. There was no shortage of other murders in Las Vegas, unfortunately; and for the time being, Lessor was in Miami’s hands.








1

Goin’ Back to Miami




LIKE ALL BIG CITIES, Miami throbs and moves.

Not with the business bustle of New York, or the big-shouldered muscle of Chicago, or even the breezy hustle of Los Angeles, though it does share the latter’s sun-bleached sprawl.

No.

Miami is a city of dance.

The Latin rhythms of salsa and merengue are heard everywhere, to fuel the two million souls who call South Florida their home. Miami’s blood races, charging the city with an exotic vibrance—sexy, passionate, and…occasionally…dangerous.

For some, Miami was thought of primarily as a beachfront retirement community, the place where America went to die. But for the crime scene investigators of the Miami-Dade PD, Miami is also a place where on each and every sunny day, citizens and visitors, young and old alike, unexpectedly find new and unusual ways to accomplish that fatal task….
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Just this one last fare, Felipe Ortega thought as he wheeled the limo through the light late evening traffic, heading west on the Dolphin Expressway toward Miami International. Then he could go to see Carolina Hernandez, his latest girlfriend. Salsa music pulsed through the limo’s powerful sound system—tuned to 95.7 El Sol, “Salsa y Merengue, todo el tiempo,” as their ad promised.

The vehicle’s monster sound system was a perk Felipe relished…although he figured his pickup, “Thomas Lessor,” would probably prefer easy listening, or maybe that baby boomer “classic rock.” But in between clients, Felipe could give the stereo a real workout, playing real music.

The pleasant evening inspired Felipe to put the front windows down—why breathe recycled air when the outside world was cooperating so nicely? But the loudness of the music did get him an occasional dirty look, particularly at stoplights, before he got on the expressway. He would ignore these looks-to-kill and just focus on the strait-and-narrow, the heel of his hand keeping rhythm on the steering wheel.

Twenty-four, and slight of build for his six feet one, Felipe gave off an easygoing vibe that assured the world—and his clients—that he was harmless, even sensitive. Although this gentleness had been often misread growing up just off the famous Calle Ocho in Little Havana, Felipe had learned early in his young manhood that women appreciated his vulnerability.

As one who’d been bullied as a boy, Felipe surprisingly now found himself the subject of envy among other men. Hombres much bigger, some better-looking, most with more money, tried their luck with the same ladies; but in the end, Felipe was usually the one that won those feminine hearts.

For a decade now he had traveled the path of a Don Juan, but this new girl, Carolina, she had Felipe thinking about settling down, about retiring his Lothario lifestyle and being with just one woman forever. She was smart, she was funny, and would make as wonderful a wife as a lover, as wonderful a mother as a wife. Never before had thoughts of settling down stayed with him like this…it had been weeks.

Checking his watch, Felipe knew Carolina would already be home from her hostess job at the Leslie, one of the Art Deco hotels on Miami Beach. Carolina had worked there for the last year and made pretty decent money. The tall beauty, her straight raven hair flowing to the middle of her back, was to lure tourists off the Ocean Drive sidewalk and into the sidewalk café of the hotel. With her looks, it wouldn’t have mattered if she had the personality of a potted plant; but she was in fact a charismatic, friendly, flirty girl blessed with a smile that could light up all of South Beach.

Thinking about her, he let the limo drift across two lanes and drew an angry honk and an obscene gesture from the pissed-off driver of a passing Geo Storm. Out of respect for the elderly, Felipe declined to return the gesture. Just then he caught sight of an overhead sign and jerked the wheel to the right, gliding the limo across two lanes just in time to catch his exit.

Following the ramp around, spiraling down through the pools of yellow spilled by mercury vapor lights, Felipe cruised through a stop sign, crossed a street, and rolled into the parking garage of Miami International Airport, the salsa music still blasting as it reverberated off the parking ramp’s concrete walls.

He braked to take the printed ticket from the machine, then moved ahead. As the car rolled slowly onto the second level, Felipe reached over and shut off the radio. He made sure to turn the volume down and change the setting to some dull-as-dishwater station before even thinking about parking the car.

But even with the radio off, Felipe’s fingers tapped out a rhythm on the steering wheel as he eased through the concrete maze toward the livery spots. Though much of the airport traffic evaporated at night, the limos still moved in and out at a fairly regular clip. Many of the celebrities and VIPs landed their private jets here late at night to avoid the paparazzi.

Pulling into a space, Felipe saw that tonight was a slack traffic evening. Mondays usually were, the jet set who came in for the weekend mostly long gone or on their way home by now.

Two spaces over, puffing casually on a cigarette, a white-bearded old man wearing a chauffeur’s uniform leaned against a black Cadillac; Felipe didn’t recognize him—a sub, maybe—but nonetheless bestowed the man a brotherly nod, and the codger waved with his smoke. Even older than Felipe’s Tio Acelino, the driver looked sixty if he was a minute, and Felipe wondered idly if he’d still be renting out his car to pay the bills when he was this viejo’s age.

Driving for the rich and famous was generally a young man’s job, but Felipe was well acquainted with the idea that you had to do what you had to do to keep the wolf from the door. Even as lucky as he’d been in his life—and Felipe knew he had been lucky—he had to wrestle that wolf from time to time himself. Despite his natural attractiveness to women, he still had to spend some money to impress, sometimes more than he would have liked.

Married life would change all that. He and the beautiful Carolina would be partners. Who could say what wonderful vistas lay ahead, what opportunities for both of them. The excitement of such prospects, the new life ahead of him, put Felipe in a particularly up-tempo mood.

He plucked the microphone from the dashboard and keyed the button. “Dispatch—you there, Carmon?”

“What do you want, Felipe?” came a crackling voice from the speaker.

“I’m at the airport. Tell Tio Acelino.”

“This your last trip for the night?”

Felipe glanced at the clock on the dash and thought about Carolina waiting. “Si. This last drop-off, and then I head home.”

“Fine. Just let me know when you get him where he’s going.”

“Will do.”

Grabbing the handwritten placard bearing the client’s name—LESSOR—Felipe locked up the limo, easily made his way across the lanes of light traffic, and strolled into the airport.

Between eighty-five and a hundred thousand souls passed through Miami International every day, depending on which day of the week it was, but most of those were long gone by the time Felipe entered, only a skeleton crew of the thirty-three thousand MIA employees still here at this hour. He passed a businessman towing a carry-on, a pair of women in floral dresses, and a drunk couple that looked like they’d hooked up in the airport bar and were off to a motel to do something about it. Ah, romance, he thought. Holding up his placard, the chauffeur stood just outside the baggage claim area and waited.

Barely five minutes later, a tall, good-looking yuma with girlish blond hair and a sharp suit pointed at the placard, then curled his finger as if scratching the air, in a condescending “come here” gesture.

Patronizing or not, the possibility of a good tip from the client caused Felipe to jump forward. A redcap was coming their way, pulling a cart with Lessor’s luggage. As the businessman tipped the redcap—a ten!—Felipe took over pulling the cart and gestured to his fare, heading for the car. Lessor quickly caught up, then established a faster pace.

“Hablas ingles?” Lessor asked, striding briskly for the exit.

Practically running as he dragged the cart and willing himself not to sound annoyed, Felipe said, “Yes, sir—I’m a Miami native.”

“I would have said Cubano,” the man said, nothing positive or negative in his voice, just a fact.

“My grandparents on both sides fled from Castro,” Felipe said conversationally, still managing to keep up as he hauled the cart. “My parents were just kids. We’ve been here ever since.”

“Really,” Lessor said, his voice cold, a signal that their chat was over.

Lessor went out the automatic doors and then Felipe finally got out in front, leading the man across to the parking ramp and then the limo. They went down the passenger side of the sleek black vehicle, Felipe knowing the man would want to sit inside, maybe pour himself a drink while the chauffeur loaded bags in the trunk. He beeped the alarm and heard the locks pop, then deposited the cart at the rear of the car, leaving Lessor by the back door.

Returning to the client, he opened the door for him and Lessor climbed in; but before Felipe could do anything else, the older chauffeur from before appeared again out of nowhere.

“Got a light, kid?” the old man asked.

Felipe shook his head. “Sorry, Viejo, I don’t smoke.”

The old man shook his head. “Nasty habit,” he said, and a gun materialized in his hand.

The weapon was small and shiny and, for just a moment, Felipe thought it was one of those trick lighters—pull the trigger and a flame pops up. Then he looked closer and realized the viejo’s beard was fake, which somehow said the gun was real, and a chill coursed through him.

“Driver!” Lessor called, sounding a little pissed.

“What is the holdup?”

Holdup was right….

Two more men, both wearing rubber masks, came around on either side of the car, from wherever they’d been hiding. One, on the driver’s side, wore a rubber Bill Clinton mask and the other, who’d come up behind Felipe, was in a Richard Nixon mask.

Nixon eased the chauffeur out of the way and swung into the car with Lessor, a small silver pistol in his right hand as well. Felipe had been carjacked one other time and knew enough to keep his mouth shut and not look any of the men in the eye for too long. These things scared the shit out of you, but if a guy kept his head, he could survive.

Felipe heard Lessor say, “What the hell…?”

Then silence. Lessor had probably seen the pistol in Nixon’s hand. His client’s arrogant attitude would be held in check now. But the silence spoke volumes, about Lessor’s fear, and the lack of any commands from the intruder—no sounds of a robbery. Maybe all they wanted was the car….

On the driver’s side, Clinton kept a watch on the parking garage, his gun-in-hand out of sight, but not out of Felipe’s mind.

The fake-bearded viejo—was he really an old man, or was that just more makeup?—waved Felipe toward the back of the car.

“You just relax, Fidel,” the old man said. “Ain’t nothin’ goin’ to happen to you, you behave. Comprendo?”

The old man dragged out the last word, making it sound like comb-pren-doe.

“Comprendo,” Felipe said, putting the syllables back together, and nodding.

Felipe made the short walk around back, to the trunk, the old man’s lack of menace somehow reassuring.

Clinton joined them in back of the car. His voice muffled through the mask, he pointed to the trunk and said, “Open it.”

Felipe used his remote and did as he was told, but doubt crept into his fear now. If these pendejos wanted the car, why take him and Lessor along? That made it kidnapping, even if they dumped the pair alive and well along a roadside….

“Give me your hands,” Clinton said.

A bad, sick feeling began to crawl through his belly, but Felipe stuck out his hands.

“Behind you,” Clinton growled.

Turning his back to Clinton, Felipe put his hands behind him, and then could feel the man removing the remote from his grasp, and duct-taping his wrists. For the first time, Felipe wondered if he and the client were going to get through this night alive.

“I’ll do what you want,” Felipe said. “You don’t have to tie me up.”

Finished binding Felipe’s hands, Clinton spun the driver around and slapped a piece of duct tape over his mouth.

“Get in the trunk,” Clinton said.

Felipe froze.

“We want the passenger, kid—not you,” the viejo said reassuringly. “Let somebody else do the drivin’ for a change.”

Clinton added: “Just shut the fuck up and don’t raise a fuss, and you’ll live through this shit no problem.”

Then they helped him into the trunk and shut the lid on him. He heard the beep of his own remote click the lock.

The inside was blacker than anything Felipe could imagine, and stuffy. He could see nothing and he couldn’t move much. He wasn’t afraid of the dark—he never had been, not even as a child—but he certainly was scared now.

He heard them dump Lessor’s bags into the backseat with their owner, or so he hoped. Next, he heard the driver’s door close and a moment later the engine throbbed to life. His stomach churning, Felipe did his best to remain calm…

…but it wasn’t easy. From up front, he could hear the yuma businessman’s strained voice, as the man begged for his life. Though the words were garbled through the padding of the seat, that the man was pitifully pleading was unmistakable.

Occasional words could be made out. “Please,” Felipe heard, the voice high-pitched, whiny. Then there would be a whole sentence where he couldn’t understand a syllable, then suddenly that mournful “Please,” at the end again, like an urgent “Amen” at the close of a prayer.

Then the radio came on—loud—and the audio blur of scanning for channels provided an unnerving if brief soundtrack to Felipe’s discomfort. A station was settled upon and, caught in midsong, suddenly Frank Sinatra was singing, “It Was a Very Good Year.”

The car stopped for a few seconds—they were paying the parking attendant, so the masks would be off. But that meant Lessor was in the backseat with a gun pressed into him, seeing their real faces. Men like this didn’t leave witnesses, did they?

On the other hand, the man in the trunk told himself, that was bad for Lessor, but not for Felipe—he had seen only those rubbery presidents’ faces and that fake beard. They had no reason to kill him. None. He felt panic rising in his throat.

Stay calm, he told himself, stay calm.

 

The call had come in early in the morning, a limo illegally parked across three spaces in the metered public parking lot just north of the Eden Roc.

The uniforms were about to have the car towed when one of them noticed the smell. The cop with the twitchy nose made the tow truck wait while he called in the Crime Scene team.

And now, with the sun rising and the heat of the day building, Lieutenant Horatio Caine stepped down from his silver Miami-Dade Hummer and closed the door with a snick that might have been a round fired from a silenced automatic.

Pasty white, Horatio Caine never seemed to tan, no matter how much time he spent in the Florida sun. The upside was he never got white circles around his eyes or little lines on his temples from his ever present shades, either. His red hair and freckles and that fairer-than-fair flesh bespoke an Irish heritage, and what appeared to be a constant scowl gave him the appearance of a man forever pissed off. But Caine’s CSI team knew the serious expression only bespoke a natural intensity—he wasn’t irritated, just focused on the work.

His vehicle sat only a few feet behind its twin, which had arrived earlier. Caine walked to the back of the Hummer and opened the rear doors.

Coming around the passenger side of the vehicle, Tim Speedle and Eric Delko strode into view. Caine started toward the limo. It sat horizontally across three spaces, rather than being pulled in nose-first. Whoever left it here wanted it to be found, this much he knew. His gut told him that the reason the perp wanted it found was not going to be a pleasant one.

“What have we got?” he asked.

Speedle pulled a UV alternate light source case from the floor of the Hummer. “Well, H—we’ve got a mess.”

Not a good omen when a criminalist described a crime scene as a “mess.”

“Chauffeur, Felipe Ortega, according to his license,” Speedle explained. “Dead in the trunk of his limo, trussed up with duct tape.”

“Dead how?”

“Looks like he asphyxiated on his own vomit.” Speedle shrugged, made a face. “It’s a little rank, H. He made a number three.”

By which Speed meant the victim had evacuated both his bowels and his bladder upon dying, a common occurrence.

Delko trailed along behind the pair as they moved toward the car; a perimeter had been established by draping and tying crime scene tape around parking meters. Several uniforms stood fifteen to twenty feet away, respecting the crime scene—and avoiding the stench.

Ducking under the tape, Caine entered the perimeter and glanced down into the trunk. The sickly sweet smell of death mixed with vomit forced Caine to breathe more shallowly and through his mouth in order to keep his own breakfast down.

The body lay on its right side in an S-shape, the knees bent, the man’s hands bound just as Speedle had said. Bits of vomit that had run out the man’s nose clung to the duct tape gag and the man’s cheek, and a small sample had puddled on the floor of the trunk. The victim appeared young, mid-twenties and Hispanic.

“Somebody really had it in for this guy,” Delko said. “Bad way to go.”

Caine looked up at the younger man, his expression sharp but his tone soft. “Evidence tell you that?”

Delko winced, shook his head.

Caine twitched a smile. “Work the evidence, Eric. Not your feelings?”

“Right, H.”

The cell phone in Caine’s pocket chirped and he withdrew it and tapped a button. “Horatio Caine.”

The voice was sultry and pleasant. “You’re a hard man to track down, Lieutenant Caine.”

He allowed a tiny smile to find its away across his face. “Well, Catherine—you’re a detective. I wouldn’t expect less of you.”

“Horatio—you recognize my voice…I’m flattered.”

“You do make an impression.” Caine wasted no time. “I’m assuming this isn’t a social call. What can I do for you?”

The voice on the cell phone explained the case in question, quickly and efficiently, ending with the new DNA evidence recently uncovered. Caine had heard of Lessor, and the Boyle family into which he’d married, but had never encountered Lessor or any of the Boyles, professionally or otherwise. He knew of the case vaguely because it had been covered in the local media, due to the family’s connection to Miami.

“So,” Caine said, “you’d like me to arrange a pickup on Thomas Lessor for you?”

“If you could handle it yourself, that would be reassuring.”

He turned and surveyed the limo; this crime scene could be processed without his supervision easily enough. “Do you know where Mr. Lessor will be staying?”

“Most likely he’s at his wife’s hotel—the Conquistador. There’s a family home, but he apparently prefers to stay at a suite there. To be near the business office.”

Caine glanced north on Collins Avenue, his gaze moving toward the Westin and, just before that, the Conquistador. “I think I can manage that,” he said, finally.

“Thanks, Lieutenant.”

“Now, Catherine—it’s Horatio.”

“I’ll owe you, Horatio.”

He smiled half a smile. “I’ll call when we’ve got him. What’s your number?”

She told him, and he entered it into his cell phone’s speed dial.

“And I’ll fax the paperwork to you straightaway,” Catherine said.

“Good. I’ll collect Mr. Lessor and get back to you.”

Caine pressed END, slipped the phone away, and turned back to his two CSIs. “You two work the scene. I’ve got to do a favor for a friend.”

The two younger men exchanged a look of surprise.

Caine ignored them. “Who was the driver’s last client?”

Delko shrugged. “Driver’s sheet is gone. The limo’s listed to a”—he checked his notebook—“Acelino’s All-American Livery. They’ve got an office on Flagler in Little Havana.”

“And what did they have to say?”

Another shrug. “Can’t get ahold of them—they must hit the office about the crack of noon.”

“But you left a message.”

“I did.”

“And you’ll keep trying.”

“I will.”

“Good.” Caine motioned toward the limo. “Work the scene. Call me if you get anything.”

“Anything,” Delko said, “or anything interesting?”

For an endless several seconds, Caine looked at Delko with his sunglasses-obscured eyes. Then he said, “Eric, I think I’m gonna leave that judgment call up to you.”

And Horatio Caine went to do his favor for Catherine Willows, never imagining that the man he was planning to arrest had been Felipe Ortega’s last pickup.
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