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RAY COULDN’T SEE MUCH OF THE DOG ANYWAY, AS IT HAD TAKEN REFUGE IN THE CRAWLSPACE UNDERNEATH SOMEONE’S HOUSE.

He and Nick and the ACO beamed flashlights in at it, but the mutt had its front legs out before it, pinning down whatever it was gnawing on. When they spoke to it, it curled back its lips and growled, defending its prize.

“What’s it got?” Nick asked.

“I can’t see from this angle,” Ray said. “I’m going to the other side, to try to see through that latticework.”

“Okay.”

Neighbors had gathered, and a couple of patrol officers worked on keeping them back. As Ray gingerly settled himself on his stomach and aimed the flashlight under the house, he heard a male voice raised in anxiety, or perhaps anger. “But I’m the one who called the cops in the first place!” Someone else answered in conciliatory tones. Ray couldn’t make out the words, but he understood the man’s response. “It was human, I’m telling you!”

The dog’s ears perked at the shout, and it raised its muzzle. Ray could see just enough of its treasure, lying limply across the dog’s right foreleg, to make it out. “It is human, Nick.”

“Human what?”

“I can’t be absolutely sure, but I believe it’s a hand.”
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“THE POOL!” CAPTAIN Marc Fontaine shouted. He jabbed his gloved index finger toward it, underscoring his point.

His crew understood his meaning, and responded with a minimum of delay. Chris, Jackie, Alonso, Cherie, and Vaughn—the Engine 42 crew—were professionals through and through, and watching them work always swelled his chest a little. Pride was supposed to be one of the deadly sins? He didn’t go along with that. Pride was what got a day’s work done, and when lives and property were on the line, there was not a thing wrong with it.

Cherie and Chris hauled the portable pump from the truck through the pool gate. The pump weighed almost two hundred pounds, and its twin-cylinder, 27-horsepower engine would push out 550 gallons a minute. The others were already laying hose, so it would be in place as soon as the engine cranked up.

The early autumn day had been hot, topping the 112 mark down in the city, Fontaine had heard. All that concrete and steel trapped the heat, radiating it out through the day and into the night and driving the readings up. Even here on Mt. Charleston, temperatures had reached the low nineties. The last rain had been more than a month ago, when summer’s monsoon storms gave up the fight. And it had been a good year for the monsoon, which meant lots of fresh growth that had spent the last several weeks drying out. Optimal conditions for a big blaze, and now they had one. Thick, bitter smoke clogged the air.

There were eight other engines scattered throughout the mountain neighborhoods, and helicopters chattering overhead. Fontaine’s crew would make its stand on a cul-de-sac, surrounded by expensive homes. Those homes didn’t have big backyards, because they were on a ridge, and on three sides the drop-off was sudden, the ground falling away into pine-blanketed canyons. So far the fire was concentrated to the west, and their mission was to keep it there.

Fontaine wanted to light a backfire here, to deprive the main fire of fuel so it wouldn’t run up the canyon, wouldn’t jump to these houses. But between the time he had been assigned the task and when the truck had reached its destination—slowed in its progress by fallen trees and by the vehicles of the few residents who had been slow in obeying the evacuation order—the fire had already started up that flank. A backfire was out of the question now; they needed to focus on defending homes.

As long as it stayed to the west, they could handle it. If it ran around the northern rim and came at them from two sides, or three?

Then it would be time to retreat. And fast.

Trouble with a cul-de-sac was, there was only one way out.

Fontaine had been a wildland firefighter for most of the last two decades. He had seen it all; had seen the changes in the way people thought about fire, the way crews attacked it. He’d survived being trapped for three days in the midst of one of the west’s biggest conflagrations, armed only with his Pulaski tool and pure dumb luck. He had seen more and more houses, even huge overpriced McMansions, raised in places like this: the wildland-urban interface. People built first, and only afterward thought about what they would do in the event of a fire. Most of them, if asked, would have said, “Let the fire department put it out.” Words to that effect, anyway. Some swore they would defend their property with garden hoses.

Standard garden hoses, they would find, only moved about four to seven gallons a minute. And they melted. It didn’t take long for even the most courageous of them to realize they had made a big mistake.

Fontaine had a house on the mountain, too, where he lived with his wife, Marla. But he kept his property clean and safe, surrounded by a hundred feet of defensible space, mostly bare earth and a few scattered, heavily watered plants. He had visited this neighborhood at least a dozen times, trying to persuade the owners of the danger, of the need for reasonable precautions. So many of them didn’t want to spoil the view, they said. They had moved up here to be among the trees. That was fine, Fontaine thought, as long as you made sure those trees didn’t ignite your shake roof.

There was a certain beauty to fire in wild places. Fontaine had watched it from a hillside during the night, in the brief time between when he had knocked off for the day and the few hours he’d slumbered uneasily under a tarp. Darkness consumed the mountain, as usual, but in that darkness were scattered pools of yellow-red flame throwing off silver smoke. From a distance, he could almost view them as Japanese lanterns shining through a dense fog, except he knew what they were doing to the forest and what they threatened to do to those who lived there.

But that was last night. Now, above the racket of the helicopters and the fire’s own crackle and roar, Fontaine heard the rumble of the pump, the shouts of his crew. He allowed himself a smile. The fire was moving up the western slope, but it wasn’t a crown fire. Not yet. It was moving at ground level, and that slowed it down a bit. They had made it here in time.

He was more intimate with fire than with any human being, with the possible exception of Marla. He had lived with it for thirty years, and with Marla for only twenty-four. He had refused to have children with her, because life with fire had taught him that death waited behind every closed door, on the far side of every wall. The only thing predictable about fire was its willfulness, its ability to thwart expectation.

You couldn’t trust fire, and that was a larger life lesson he had taken to heart. He trusted Marla, and not a hell of a lot else.

It was instinct, he supposed, that told him when the prevailing breeze shifted. He couldn’t feel the slight change in its direction, not in his bulky gear, with the fire below generating its own wind. But he knew it, just the same. The change wasn’t dramatic, but it was enough. Vaughn shouted, and Fontaine saw a firebrand wafting past a house: a small section of shrub, flames tonguing the air around it, trailing sparks, brilliant reds and yellows against the smoky gray sky.

It came from the north.

Fontaine ran that way. The fire wasn’t supposed to be there yet. They were supposed to stop it before it got there. That was the plan.

Subject to change.

Fire created its own air currents. A big fire generated powerful ones. This one had blown sparks, firebrands, or both, around the northern point while they had been en route, or while they’d been standing here preparing to attack the west. From the north, it had continued moving east.

Fontaine stood at the point—he was an island, and fire was the sea.

“Get out!” he screamed into the radio. “We’re surrounded! Go! Go!”

His crew reacted at once, wasting not a second, not a breath.

They dropped hoses, scrambled for the truck. Alonso was at the driver’s door when the fire hit, a wave of it, engulfing them. Fontaine could hear his anguished cry, though his earpiece and through the air. He was that close.

He lived just long enough to shed a tear for his crew members. That single tear sizzled, boiled, burned.

Marc Fontaine never felt it.
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“SERIOUSLY? A DOG?”

“That’s what it says.” Ray Langston was riding shotgun, Nick Stokes driving. They had come straight from another scene, a relatively straightforward domestic homicide, if that could ever be said about a situation in which a wife had opened three holes in her husband with a .22. On their way back to the Crime Lab, they had received text messages. Ray had read his out loud.

“We’re going to meet a dog. A live dog?”

“It says an animal control officer will meet us there. So I’m assuming it’s alive.” Ray chuckled. “You know as much as I do, Nick.”

Nick made a right at the next corner. They were closer to the scene—the dog scene—than they were to the lab, but not by much. “Yeah, but . . . a dog.”

“Apparently the dog is a crime scene.”

“That had better be one heck of a crime,” Nick said. “Or one heck of a dog.”

*  *  *

The dog, it turned out, was a mutt. Brown and white with splotches of black, maybe part shepherd, part Labrador, part something else. Ray couldn’t see much of it anyway, as it had taken refuge in the crawlspace underneath someone’s house. He and Nick and the ACO beamed flashlights in at it, but the mutt had its front legs out before it, pinning down whatever it was gnawing on. When they spoke to it, it curled back its lips and growled, defending its prize.

“What’s it got?” Nick asked.

“I can’t see from this angle,” Ray said. “I’m going to the other side, to try to see through that latticework.”

“Okay.”

Neighbors had gathered, and a couple of patrol officers worked on keeping them back. As Ray gingerly settled himself on his stomach and aimed the flashlight under the house, he heard a male voice raised in anxiety, or perhaps anger. “But I’m the one who called the cops in the first place!” Someone else answered in conciliatory tones. Ray couldn’t make out the words, but he understood the man’s response. “It was human, I’m telling you!”

The dog’s ears perked at the shout, and it raised its muzzle. Ray could see just enough of its treasure, lying limply across the dog’s right foreleg, to make it out. “It is human, Nick.”

“Human what?”

“I can’t be absolutely sure, but I believe it’s a hand.”

“A hand?”

“That’s how it looks from here.”

“Okay,” Nick said. “Who owns this dog?”

“Dog lives here,” the ACO said. He jerked a thumb toward the gathered onlookers. “Owner’s over there. That woman in the green.”

Ray looked at the audience. “Officer, please bring the homeowner here.”

“What about me?” a man called. “I’m the one who called you guys.”

“And we appreciate that, sir. But please stay right where you are.”

One of the officers, a slender young woman with a brown ponytail, led the homeowner under the hastily erected barrier of yellow tape. “That’s your dog?” Ray asked her.

She nodded grimly. “That’s Booger. Booger, you’re a bad boy!”

“Do you know where he got that hand?”

“I have no earthly idea.”

“Unless you can get him to come out, we’re going to have to tranquilize him.” Ray couldn’t bring himself to use the dog’s name.

“I was trying, before everybody got here. Then when the sirens came, and all the people, he went even farther back. He won’t come.”

“Do you want to try again, just in case?”

She bent down in front of the opening to the crawlspace. “Come here, Booger! Here, boy! Momma has a treat!”

Booger eyed her and snarled. Maybe he knew she didn’t really have a treat.

“It’s no use,” the woman said. “He’s never been very well trained.”

Ray addressed the ACO. “Can you knock him out?”

“Of course.”

“It won’t hurt him, will it?”

“He might have a headache when he wakes up,” the ACO said. “If dogs get headaches. Won’t kill him is all I know.”

“You might not want to watch,” Ray suggested.

“My ex bought the damn dog in the first place,” the woman said. “Then left him here when he moved in with some bimbo. You can do whatever you want to him.”

“We don’t want to hurt him.”

She offered a slight shrug.

“Do it,” Ray said.

“Coming up,” the ACO said. He hustled over to his truck. When he returned, he was snapping the sections of a long pole into place. A needle gleamed on the end. “You know the old joke? Wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole?”

“I’ve heard it,” Ray said.

The ACO brandished his fully extended pole. “I get paid to do that.” He laughed at his own joke as he fitted a syringe into the pole’s tip. “Ten-foot pole,” he said, laughing again.

It wasn’t that funny, but Ray didn’t say anything. They needed the man, and his ten-foot pole.

The ACO went to where Ray had been, and extended the pole through the latticework. The dog snapped at the pole, but the man jabbed the needle into its haunch. Once the pole was withdrawn, Booger whimpered a little, then turned his attention back to his gnawing. A few minutes passed, and the dog relaxed, finally going limp. Ray could hear it snoring. “I’ll bring him out,” the ACO said. He was a hefty guy. Although the day’s heat had lessened after the sun set, he had sweat running out of his hair and soaking his collar. Ray hoped he could fit in the crawlspace.

The man broke down his pole, then got onto his belly and slithered under the house. “So much for that scene,” Nick said softly, standing beside Ray. “If he’s dropped bits of tissue or blood under there . . .”

“You’re right,” Ray said. He watched the ACO close in on the dog. He couldn’t get to his knees under there, couldn’t lift the slumbering animal, so he settled for grabbing its collar and one upper leg and backing out the way he had gone in, dragging Booger behind him. Sweat rolled off the man’s forehead.

They would still collect any bits of the hand they found under there, and soil samples, but he thought it was all too contaminated to be much good.

When the ACO came out, he tenderly lifted the dog and held it out toward the woman. “He’ll be okay in a little while,” he said.

She kept her hands by her sides. “Put it on the porch.”

“Lady loves that dog,” Nick whispered.

“No wonder the husband left.” Ray lowered himself gingerly to one knee. “Guess I’ll get the hand.”

“I’ll get it,” Nick said quickly. He pointed toward Ray’s cane with his chin, probably unconsciously. The whole team had been good about not reminding Ray of the stab wounds he had suffered at Nate Haskell’s hands, the loss of a kidney, but he knew nonetheless that none of them had forgotten. The truth was, though he was mostly recovered, they did still hurt all the time. He had winced, getting down on his belly to look at the dog, and again getting up. He was glad to let Nick fetch the hand.

“Thanks,” he said.

“No problem.”

Nick took his field kit under the house with him, although it was awkward going. He was thinner and fitter than the ACO, but there still wasn’t a lot of room. Ray, on hands and knees, tried to help by beaming his flashlight where Nick needed it.

Nick took forceps from his kit, and small evidence bags, and plucked what Ray could only guess were bits of shredded skin from the ground. Finally, he reached the hand, which he lifted with a piece of sterile paper and placed into a paper bag. Most people, Ray thought, would have put it in plastic—that had been his inclination, when he had started this job. But plastic trapped moisture, and a moist body part in an airtight bag was a perfect cauldron for growing all sorts of bacteria. Paper would breathe.

When Nick emerged, sweating and filthy, Ray changed places with him and went back under, though not nearly as far and wincing all the way, for some soil samples. As he had told Nick, he didn’t believe this was the original scene—the dog had initially been spotted carrying the hand more than a block away. He had only brought it here because this was home, and he knew he could gnaw in peace under the house. They needed samples, regardless.

By the time Ray came out, pain lancing from his ribs and back, Nick had cleaned up as much as he could. He still held the bagged hand. “How does it look?” Ray asked.

“It’s pretty much a mess. That mutt really mangled it. Of course, we don’t know what shape it was in to begin with.”

“True.”

“So much epidermis is gone, I can’t even make out the skin color.”

“Can you tell if its separation was natural or forced?”

“You mean, did someone cut it off? Have to check that at the lab, I didn’t take that close a look.”

“Well, I didn’t see any other body parts in there. It’s going to be hard to get much off it, in the condition you describe. There might not even be any ridge impressions left.”

“Didn’t see any.”

“And the way that dog was slavering all over it, any DNA we get from the tissue will be suspect. Maybe Doc Robbins will be able to come up with something for us to test.”

“He’ll love having a severed hand to work with.”

“I’m sure.”

“You know what’s worse?” Nick asked.

“What?”

“He might be getting used to them.”

That fact had slipped Ray’s mind. The whole scenario, with the dog under the house, had driven it from his thoughts. And, in his defense, he’d had a lot on his mind recently.

But Nick was right. Over the past few months, four other severed hands had shown up on the streets of Las Vegas. They weren’t exactly becoming commonplace, but they were no longer as rare as Ray would have liked.

“Let’s get out of here,” Nick said. “If he doesn’t want to deal with it, I’m sure someone will lend him a hand.”

Ray gave him a groan. “That was awful, Nick. I’d never have fingered you for a punster.”

Nick shook his head. “You win, Ray. Let’s go. If you promise not to make any more hand jokes, I’ll even let you drive.”
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SHUTTING DOWN A major thoroughfare was always a problem. There was pressure from the mayor and police leadership to do the job fast and reopen the road. Traffic snarled around the closure, while nearby roads got more use than they could accommodate.

The good thing about this instance was that it was after midnight. But Las Vegas was truly a city that never slept. Even when it came to automobile traffic, the time showing on the clock was not the only consideration, or even the primary one.

The fact was, a crime scene on a city street took far longer to process than one nicely confined inside four walls. And Catherine Willows wouldn’t allow her people to be rushed. Rushing meant missing things, and the job of crime scene investigation required missing as little as humanly possible.

The street scene was a complicated one, made even more so by the nature of this particular crime.

Catherine was appreciative that there were some cops who understood that, and who made a point of siding with the Crime Lab against those who argued in favor of a quick resolution. One of those was Captain Jim Brass, whose resemblance to a bulldog had more to do with his persistence and demeanor than his physical appearance. Catherine found him standing with some other detectives, the mayor, and other city officials, and people she didn’t recognize, outside the trailer the LVPD had set up as a command post for the scene.

“Talk to me, Jim,” she said. “What’ve we got here? I mean, I know it’s a disaster, that goes without saying.”

“Glad you’re here, Catherine,” Brass said. He led her away from the clutch of people and toward the mess on the street. At each end, onlookers and media had been sealed out by yellow crime scene tape and rows of uniformed cops.

“I brought Sara and Greg. Earl’s meeting us here. It’s been a quiet night, so far.”

“Good thing. We’ll need everyone, especially Earl.”

“That’s what I figured.” Earl was a longtime explosives tech. He was called crusty by his friends—antisocial by the less generously inclined—but he knew his way around a bombing site.

“Ray and Nick are on their way to the lab with evidence in a different case, but they’ll join us if they can.”

“We can use the extra help. Here’s the scoop, Catherine. You know who Dennis Daniels is.”

Who didn’t? Daniels was one of Nevada’s wealthiest media moguls, a man who had turned a string of regional newspapers into a mini-empire that included TV stations and DCN, a twenty-four-hour cable news organization—not one that threatened the big three, but one that had made its owner a very wealthy individual. “Of course. Daniels Cable News—he made sure his name comes first in the title. Is he one of the victims?”

Brass nodded. “Story is he’s considering running for governor. He was returning to his office from what’s been described as a fundraising event at a private home in Lake Las Vegas. More like pre-fundraising, getting face time with some of the local movers and shakers who might finance him, if he decides to jump in. His entourage was in two vehicles.” Brass pointed to the two, both SUVs—except from here they looked like one oddly shaped mass, some sort of modern sculpture, asymmetric and resisting easy interpretation. “He’s already got the skeleton of a campaign staff in place, has some of the top people in Nevada politics locked up. Daniels and his campaign manager, Connie Pruitt, were in the Escalade. She’s the only political pro in this group—the others work for his media organization. The driver was a staffer named Bryan Donavan. Daniels has been traveling with a bodyguard, Garrett Kovash, and he was in front with Donavan.”

“I’ve heard of Kovash,” Catherine said.

“Bodyguard to the stars. The Escalade was in front, and Maureen Cunningham, his adminstrative assistant, followed in that Ford Escape hybrid, driven by DCN manager of operations, Eldon Wohl.” Brass swept his arm around in the general direction of the freeway. “They exited I-15 at Charleston, then made the left on Las Vegas Boulevard, headed toward the downtown headquarters, where everyone but Donavan and Wohl had left their private cars.

“Just before they reached Gass Ave., a roadside bomb exploded.”

“A roadside bomb? Is this Las Vegas, or Baghdad?” Catherine asked.

“Maybe a desert is a desert is a desert,” Brass said. “Anyway, the blast picked the Escalade up and dropped it down on the driver’s side, which happened to be the side Daniels was sitting on. Wohl tried to brake, but his Escape plowed into the Escalade.”

With his description, Catherine got a better sense of how the two black SUVs lined up, or didn’t. She saw the Escalade on its side. The Escape had slammed into it at an angle. Probably Wohl had stomped on the brake and the vehicle had fishtailed before hitting the Escalade. The impact had shoved both vehicles toward the far side of the road, where traffic flowed basically southwest.

The vehicles would be difficult to process, all twisted steel and broken glass, no doubt full of blood and other fluids. But they weren’t the only problem, and maybe not the worst. The explosion had shattered the windows, and some of the street’s pavement was mangled, debris had flown everywhere.

“Injuries?” she asked.

“Only Kovash walked away under his own power,” Brass said. “But everybody’s walking away.”

“That’s something.”

“Yeah. Not going to make your job much easier, though. And paramedics had to use the Jaws of Life to open the Escalade.”

“Getting the injured out always takes precedence.” She believed that was the only way it could be. Employing the Jaws of Life, however, meant more debris, more contamination of the crime scene. As it was, paramedics would have been in a hurry to get to the victims, so they wouldn’t have been worried about compromising the evidence. They could track blood from one place, where it had been spilled, into another, where it hadn’t, throwing off the process of analysis. Same with other DNA evidence, even trace evidence, the dirt that got on their shoes, the plant material that clung to their pants legs. Analyzing a crime scene was like putting together a complex puzzle; every piece put into place affected those around it. When someone came through and scrambled the pieces, it got even more complicated.

Being a busy public street, Las Vegas Boulevard and the sidewalks flanking it were depositories of all manner of objects. Wads of gum, and gum wrappers. Cigarette butts, and wrappers. Candy wrappers. Beer and soda bottles. Plastic grocery bags. Plastic trash bags, empty and full. Used condoms. Oil stains. Bloodstains. Tire marks. Shredded tire. Torn newspaper. Various nails, screws, bolts, nuts, tacks. One half of a pair of pliers. The list was virtually endless.

And the investigators couldn’t know, until they hauled it all in and checked it out, what was important and what wasn’t. There was no way to know at a glance that this cigarette butt held the bomber’s DNA, while that one had been tossed aside by a tourist from Tennessee without so much as an outstanding parking ticket. That lamppost might hold the bomber’s fingerprints, or that newspaper box, or that piece of a Milky Way bar. It all had to be picked up, dusted, sprayed, and otherwise examined.

If an average crime scene was like a puzzle, then a scene like this was like putting together the world’s hardest puzzle without a box. Only by figuring out how the pieces went together could you see the final picture.

“Is there CCTV?” she asked. Las Vegas had more closed-circuit video cameras per capita than any other city in the country.

“There’s a camera at the pawn shop over there,” Brass said. “There’s one at the signal, on Gass. I haven’t seen the footage yet, but I imagine we’ll be able to see the bomb go off.”

“With luck, we’ll see the bomber.”

“We’ll need a lot of luck, so keep your rabbit’s foot handy. I don’t need to tell you, Catherine, there’s a lot of heat on this already. Daniels is rich and powerful. And he’s got a political agenda, which he makes sure DCN represents at every opportunity. If he runs, it’ll be as an independent, which means he pisses off people on both sides. But he brings a lot of attention to Nevada, which means the governor and both senators are going to be paying attention, not to mention the mayor and every media organization in the state—much as they’d like to pretend he doesn’t exist.”

“I had to wade through them to get here.”

“I know this is a tricky scene. I’ve got your back. You tell me what you need, what we can provide, and you’ll get it, even if I have to wash the sheriff’s car for a year.”

“I’ll try to make sure that doesn’t happen, Jim,” Catherine said. “And I appreciate the offer. You’re right, it’s going to be a big one. I hope Ray and Nick get here in a hurry. In the meantime, I think we’d better get started.”

“Keep me in the loop,” Brass said. He tossed her a smile and walked away, back toward the suits gathered around the command post. Catherine caught Sara Sidle’s attention and nodded toward the job ahead of them.

“Here he is,” the mayor said as Brass approached the group. He beckoned Brass over to the clutch of people around him, which included the Clark County sheriff, a slender young brunette wearing jeans and a worn WLVU sweatshirt, and an athletic blond man in a casual shirt and dark pants. Garrett Kovash stood slightly to the woman’s left. He was tall and movie-star handsome, his teeth polished and capped to perfection, his dark brown hair tousled just so—must have been hard, Brass thought, to come out of the accident that way. His clothes were torn and stained but there might have been a Teflon shield on his skin, for all the effects he showed. He could have broken concrete blocks with his jaw. “Captain Jim Brass, this is Joanna Daniels, Dennis’s wife.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Brass said, extending a hand. She looked at it for a good ten seconds before she shook it. Her eyes were rimmed with red, her nose chapped. “I’m sorry for the circumstances.”

“Me too, but they tell me he’ll be okay. He’s very strong.”

“If he can survive the TV business, he must be.”

“And this,” the mayor said, waving Brass’s attention toward the blond man, “is Brett Cunningham. His wife, Maureen, was in the car following Dennis.”

The man thrust his hand forward aggressively. He was in his late thirties, Brass estimated, and although he had not been crying, he was tense; a vein in his jaw throbbed like a tiny snake swallowing its prey. “Daniels’s administrative assistant,” Brass said. “Although from what I’ve heard, she’s much more than that . . . pretty much runs his life, according to the stories. Pleasure.”

The man didn’t speak, just gave Brass a quick shake and a quicker nod.

“You know Mr. Kovash, I think?”

“We’ve met.” Brass held his hand out toward the big man, who took it in a merciless grip. “Garrett.”

“Glad to see you on this, Jim. It’s terrible.”

“It is,” Brass agreed. “What about the other victims? Can I get contact information from someone, so I can make the notifications?”

“Donavan, who was driving Daniels’s vehicle, is single, as is Eldon Wohl,” Kovash said. “Connie Pruitt is married, but she and her husband live in Maine. I’m sure I can get you his number.”

“Good,” Brass said. “Thanks, Garrett.”

The mayor directed his attention toward Joanna Daniels. “Jim will be heading up the investigation. You couldn’t ask for better. He’s a cop’s cop, through and through.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or a curse,” Brass said. “But trust me, we will spare no effort getting to the bottom of this. The crime scene folks are already on it, and they’re the best we’ve got. They’ll analyze the video, see if the perpetrator left behind any evidence, and—”

“There’s video?” Brett Cunningham asked.

“There are a couple of locations on the block with cameras that are pointed toward the street. If he’s on the video, that’ll be a big help, but it’s not absolutely necessary. Every criminal leaves traces of himself—or herself, as the case may be—at the scene.”

“You mean like DNA?” Cunningham asked.

“DNA, fingerprints, footprints, tiny flakes of skin. It could be almost anything. We’ve convicted people on the basis of pollen trapped in a pants cuff.”

“Didn’t put O.J. away.”

“That was more a matter of the trial than the evidence,” Brass said. He didn’t know which was worse—people who expected CSIs to be magicians, or those who assumed, mostly on the basis of that single case, that it was all an act, an illusion sold to feeble-minded juries but not scientifically sound.

The truth, he thought, was that it fell somewhere in the middle. Not every case could be closed with crime scene evidence, and sometimes the science was open to interpretation and debate. Other times, it was a lock, and no matter how defense attorneys tried to tear it down, it carried the day through the sheer accumulation of incontrovertible fact.

He turned toward Mrs. Daniels. “Can you think of anyone who might want to attack your husband in this way? I know every wealthy man has enemies, and those who dabble in the political world pick up even more, but they usually aren’t the kind who resort to violence. Has he received any threats?”

“All the time,” she replied. “More lately.”

“Are you kidding?” Brett Cunningham grabbed Brass’s arm. The detective shook his hand off, casually, without seeming to acknowledge the action. “All those protesters outside his office every day? I’ve been worried about Maureen for weeks. And Dennis, of course.”

“In our experience, the ones carrying picket signs aren’t usually the ones who commit violent acts,” Brass said. “If there have been threatening letters or e-mails to your home, Mrs. Daniels, I’d like to see them, please. And phone calls, if you’ve saved them.”

“Yes, of course.”

“Garrett, same thing for his office.”

“You got it, Jim.”

“Do you have any other ideas, Mrs. Daniels? Anyone you know of who has it in for your husband?”

“I wouldn’t have any idea. I was able to talk to Dennis, while they were putting him in the ambulance. He was conscious, so I asked him if he knew who would do such a thing. He said he didn’t.”

“It’s a terrible thing, for both of you, your families, and the other victims. Rest assured, we’ll do everything we can to find the bomber, and fast.”

“And you’ll keep us posted on your progress?” Brett asked.

“To the extent that’s reasonable. Our main consideration has to be what’s best for the investigation, as I’m sure you understand. When it’s practical to be in touch with you, without diverting resources from that effort, then of course we’ll do so.”

“That’s the best we could hope for,” Joanna said. “Thank you for your effort, Captain Brass.”

“You can thank me,” Brass said, “after we catch him.”
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GREG HAD ALWAYS liked working with Sara. In earlier days, he’d had an unabashed crush on her. That had faded as he got to know her better—not that he thought any less of her, but their friendship had deepened and matured in a different direction. He had been happy for her when she married Gil Grissom. He was also glad she had returned to Las Vegas to work with her comrades at the crime lab while Grissom taught in Paris.

She was on her hands and knees, wearing coveralls, booties and a surgical mask, marking the location of every object she found that might conceivably have some bearing on the case. Greg wore a similar outfit, but he was still involved with the preliminary task of photographing the overall scene: the street, place where the bomb had cratered street and buckled sidewalk, the SUVs joined together by the force of impact. He had already made a couple of preliminary sketches; his photos would fill in the details.

When he finished shooting the broader scene, he moved in closer on the items Sara was marking. Among the usual urban detritus were things that seemed more pertinent to their specific task—bits of twisted aluminum, short lengths of copper wire, a chunk of sharp-edged plastic. These might have been bomb components, and Greg moved in close with the digital camera, making sure to compose the shots with Sara’s numbered cards in them, so they would fit into the overall picture he was creating of the scene. They also helped represent the scale of the objects.

“Whoa, Greg, careful,” Sara said. He moved the camera away from his face and saw that he had almost stepped on her hand, as she placed a numbered card next to a scrap of shredded fabric.

“Sorry.”

“You’re shooting digital, right?”

“Yes.”

“So I guess that whole issue with the admissibility of digital photos got resolved while I was away?”

“For the most part, yeah. It’s still on a state-by-state basis, but most courts will allow them. There might have to be testimony stating that they accurately reflect conditions at the scene, but there’s plenty of metadata associated with a digital photo that can show it hasn’t been tampered with.”

“And photographs on film can be retouched, as well,” Sara said. “Makes sense to me.”

“Especially on a scene like this, when we’re under the gun to release it in a hurry so traffic can flow.”

Sara had moved on to a chunk of rubber, probably from one of the vehicle tires. “It’s a real quandary for them, isn’t it?” She shifted her gaze to the command posts. “They want the street opened now, but they also want us to do our best work.”

“Can’t have both.”

“And it bugs me that there’s so much pressure on us to do everything right, when the victim is rich or politically connected. Like we don’t always do our best, no matter who’s involved.”

Greg scribbled a note in his photography log, then tucked the notebook into his pocket and went to one knee to shoot the fabric scrap Sara had just marked. Every exposure had to be documented for later. “I guess that’s why we do what we do, and they don’t. In the media game you have to be concerned about how things look. We have to stay above all that.”

“Above it, or under its boot heel,” Sara said. “Hard to be sure which.”

“There’s no such thing as doing too good a job,” Catherine said, joining them. “Or having too much documentary evidence. Keep that camera busy.”

“I’m getting it all,” Greg assured her.

“Good. Don’t worry about the politics of this, either of you. Brass has our backs on this one. We’ll have all the time we need.”

“That’s good to hear,” Sara said.

Catherine pointed to the chunk of plastic. “Have you photographed this, Greg?”

“Yep.”

She squatted beside it, picked it up, and turned it over in her gloved fingers. “Looks like it might be part of an electronic component. There’s a tiny bit of a threaded hole here, where a screw fit in.”

“Part of the bomb?” Greg asked. “That’s what I thought when I saw it.”

“Could be.”

“Let me take a look,” Earl said. He had been on hands and knees, picking up bits of detritus with tweezers and turning them this way and that, but when he’d heard the word bomb, his response was instantaneous. He gave a loud grunt as he heaved his considerable bulk to an upright position. He was wearing a blue Oxford shirt with his usual bow tie, this one adorned with multicolored polka dots. The tight curls of his once coppery hair had mostly gone silver, creating the impression that the wires that he dealt with in his professional life had somehow affected his physical appearance. “I think you’re right, Cath,” he said when he examined the object. “Most likely part of the detonator.”

“You think it was detonated remotely?” Greg asked.

“Looks like an IED, an improvised explosive device. They’re not everyday things here in Las Vegas, but in Iraq and Afghanistan they’re the biggest threat coalition forces encounter. They use various methods to defeat them—jammers that block the detonating radio signals, heat sources on long poles to set off those that are heat sensitive before vehicles reach them, that sort of thing. But even with all that effort and technology, they’re still damn destructive.”

Jim Brass ambled up to the group, hands in his pockets. “Does this look like the same sort of thing to you, Earl?”

“I haven’t found much of it yet, but at a glance, yeah.”

Catherine took the bit of plastic from Earl and set it back down, being careful, Greg noted, to place it in exactly the same way it had been when she picked it up, even though it had already been recorded. “What are you saying, Jim, you think this is terrorism?”

“It’s almost certainly terrorism, in the sense that terrorism is the use of violence to achieve a political end. I’m not saying I think it’s foreign terrorism, though. It could just as easily be a veteran, back from one of those combat zones, who learned about IEDs there.”

“I don’t like to think about vets doing something like that,” Greg said.

“I don’t either. But at this point, our job is to consider every possibility. That’s all I’m saying. There are veterans involved in those protests outside the DCN building. They’re protesting Daniels’s support for a funding bill they say will raise taxes. It’s not the kind of issue that’s likely to antagonize fundamentalist Islamic jihadists, but it riles a certain segment of our own population.”

“I agree,” Catherine said.

“You think those demonstrators are involved?” Earl asked.

Catherine was engrossed in studying what looked like a curved section of aluminum pipe. “Let’s just say that given some of the things they were saying, I was afraid the situation might escalate.”

“Like those signs showing Daniels in a hangman’s noose?” Brass asked. “You think that’s a giveaway?”

“I think it’s not my job to guess,” Catherine said.

“Fair enough.”

Greg moved the camera away from his eyes. A uniformed cop had wandered over toward where they were working, and he was afraid the man might step on something important. They were taught not to, but in the moment they often forgot. “Excuse me, officer,” Greg said. “You need to keep out of this area for now.”

Brass turned to the new arrival, a pudgy man with a ruddy face and short coppery hair. His shirt-tails seemed to resist any attempt to keep them tucked, and he had a rumpled look about him that suggested it was his usual state. “Greg’s right, Benny,” Brass said. “Go keep those reporters on the far side of the yellow tape.”

“Right, captain,” Benny said. He halted in his tracks, turned, and wandered away.

When the cop was gone, Catherine faced her coworkers, chagrin evident on her face. “Do you think he heard us?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Brass assured her. “Benny’s not the world’s greatest cop, but he’s okay.”

“I just don’t like to be caught speculating about a crime. My job is to find the facts, not guess about them.”

“I know that. Don’t worry, Cath.”

Catherine took Brass’s advice, and tried not to worry. By the time she got a call from Undersheriff Conrad Ecklie, ordering her back to the lab, she had mostly forgotten the incident. Conrad was sketchy about why he wanted her, though, and that drew her concerns back to the surface. Nick and Ray had arrived and were pitching in at the scene, so she left the effort under Nick’s command. Driving over, she tried to run through the conversation with Ecklie in her mind, hoping to anticipate his questions so she could provide the right answers. In the long run, though, she knew she had made a mistake, and whatever punishment was handed out to her, she would have to accept.

To her surprise, Ecklie didn’t mention her comment. When she walked into his office, expecting a dressing down, he met her with a big smile and an expansive gesture, indicating another man in the room. She didn’t recognize the visitor; he was a Latino with salt-and-pepper hair, a trim mustache, and a solid build. His suit and shoes probably cost as much as a small car.

“Catherine, this is Juan Castillo, from the Nevada AG’s office. Juan, this is Catherine Willows, night shift supervisor at the Las Vegas Crime Lab.”

Castillo rose from his chair and offered his hand. Catherine took it, and he gave her a firm, steady handshake. “It’s an honor to meet you, Ms. Willows,” he said.

“Thanks, I guess.” She was taken aback. “It’s a little late at night for the attorney general’s office, isn’t it? I thought you guys kept daytime hours.”

“We work around the clock, just as you do,” Castillo said. “And when Undersheriff Ecklie told me about your people, I knew I had to adjust my schedule to fit yours.”

This was not at all what she’d been expecting, and so far her confusion hadn’t been cleared up. “Conrad, can I ask what this is about?”

Ecklie sat behind his desk, templing his fingers. “Juan can fill you in.”

“This is about a homicide investigation,” Castillo said.

“That’s kind of what we do.”

“I’m aware of that, certainly. This particular one is a bit outside the norm, even for you, I’m afraid.”
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