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“I was on the lake this morning taking samples,” Tilson said, a grimness in his tone.



“Samples?” asked Grissom.

Tilson shrugged. “Testing chemical pollution in the lake, at various depths. It’s an ongoing USFW concern. Anyway, I bring up my container, then start hauling up the anchor to move to another spot. Well, the damn anchor snags on something.” Another shrug. “Happens once in a while. Lotta shit’s ended up in this lake over the years.”

“I can imagine,” Brass said, just moving it along.

“So,” the wildlife man said, “I start pullin’ the anchor chain back in, and damn, it’s heavy as hell.” Tilson moved close to the boat, then glanced up toward the parking lot—to make sure they were undisturbed—and pulled back the tarp. “And this is what I found.”

Nick winced. “That’s one hell of a catch of the day,” he said.
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For Chris Kaufmann—

the CSI who saw the body

M.A.C. and M.V.C.





When two objects come into contact,

there is a material exchange,

from each to the other.

—EDMUND LOCARD, 1910

Father of Forensic Science





LAS VEGAS—LIKE NEW YORK AND RUST—NEVER SLEEPS.From dusk till dawn, the sprawl of the city and its glittering neon jewelery enliven the desert landscape, competing with a million stars, all of them so tiny compared to Siegfried and Roy. From the fabled “Strip” of Las Vegas Boulevard to the world’s tallest eyesore—the Stratosphere—Vegas throbs to its own 24/7 pulse, hammering into the wee-est of wee hours.

If such modern monuments as the Luxor and Bellagio indicate a certain triumph of man over nature, this shimmer of wholesome sin is nonetheless contained by a desert landscape, including mountains (almost) as green as money, as peaceful as the Strip is not. And a slumbering city—as normal as any urban sprawl, people living, working, loving, dying—exists in the reality of Vegas off the Strip, away from Fremont Street, a world where couples occasionally marry in a real chapel, as opposed to a neon-trimmed storefront where the pastor is Elvis, and “gambling” means getting to work five minutes late, or eating fried food, or cheating on your wife, or maybe trying to get away with murder, figurative or literal.

Nonetheless, as Sinatra said of New York, New York (the town, not the resort), Las Vegas, Nevada, indeed does not sleep. This is a city where, for many a citizen, working nights is the norm, from a pit boss at the Flamingo to a counter clerk at a convenience store, from an exotic dancer in a live nude girls club to a criminalist working the graveyard shift.
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MILLIE BLAIR HATED SPENDING NIGHTS ALONE. SHE HAD always been anxious, and even being reborn in the blood of Christ hadn’t helped. Nor did the nature of her husband Arthur’s job, which sometimes meant long evenings waiting for him to get home.

Tonight, Millie couldn’t seem to stop wringing her hands. Her collar-length brunette hair, now graying in streaks, framed a pleasant, almost pretty oval face tanned by days of outdoor sports—playing golf or tennis with friends from the church—and she looked young for forty. A petite five-four and still fit, she knew her husband continued to find her attractive, due in part to her rejection of the frumpy attire many of her friends had descended to in middle age. Tonight she wore navy slacks with a white silk blouse and an understated string of pearls.

Millie was glad Arthur still found her desirable—there was no sin in marital sex, after all, and love was a blessed thing between husband and wife—but she was less than pleased with her appearance, noting unmistakable signs of aging in her unforgiving makeup mirror, of late. Frown lines were digging tiny trenches at the corners of her mouth—the anxiety, again—and although she tried to compensate with lipstick, her lips seemed thinner, and her dark blue eyes could take on a glittering, glazed hardness when she was upset…like now.

Moving to the window, she nervously pulled back the curtains, peered out into the purple night like a pioneer woman checking for Indians, saw nothing moving, then resumed her pacing. Tonight her anxiety had a rational basis—Millie had heard something terribly disturbing yesterday…an audio tape of an argument between a certain married couple.

It was as if some desert creature had curled up in her stomach and died there—or rather refused to die, writhing spasmodically in the pit of her belly. Millie knew something was wrong, dreadfully wrong, with her best friend Lynn Pierce. A member of Millie’s church, Lynn seemed to have fallen off the planet since the two women had spoken, at around four P.M. this afternoon.

“Mil,” Lynn had said, something ragged in her voice, “I need to see you…I need to see you right away.”

“Is it Owen again?” Millie asked, the words tumbling out. “Another argument? Has he threatened you? Has he—”

“I can’t talk right now.”

Something in Lynn’s throat caught—a sob? A gasp? How strange the way fear and sadness could blur.

Millie had clutched the phone as if hauling her drowning friend up out of treacherous waters. “Oh, Lynn, what is it? How can I help?”

“I…I’ll tell you in person. When I see you.”

“Well that’s fine, dear. Don’t you worry—Art and I are here for you. You just come right over.”

“Is Arthur there now?”

“No, I meant…moral support. Is it that bad, that Arthur isn’t here? Are you…frightened? Should I call Art and have him—”

“No! No. It’ll be fine. I’ll be right over.”

“Good. Good girl.”

“On my way. Fifteen minutes tops.”

Those had been Lynn’s last words before the women hung up.

Lynn Pierce—the most reliable, responsible person Millie knew—had not kept her word; she had not come “right over.” Fifteen minutes passed, half an hour, an hour, and more.

Millie called the Pierce house and got only the answering machine.

Okay, maybe Millie was an anxious, excitable woman; all right, maybe she did have a melodramatic streak. Pastor Dan said Millie just had a good heart, that she truly cared about people, that her worry came from a good place.

This worry for Lynn may have come from a good place, but Millie feared Lynn had gone to a very bad place. She had a sick, sick feeling she would never see her best friend again.

As such troubled, troublesome thoughts roiled in her mind like a gathering thunderstorm, Millie paced and fretted and wrung her hands and waited for her husband Arthur to get home. Art would know what to do—he always did. In the meantime, Millie fiddled with her wedding ring, and concocted tragic scenarios in her mind, periodically chiding herself that Lynn had only been missing a few hours, after all.

But that tape.

That terrible tape she and Arthur had heard last night….

Millie perked up momentarily when Gary, their son, came home. Seventeen, a senior, Gary—a slender boy with Arthur’s black hair and her oval face—had his own car and more and more now, his own life.

Their son kept to himself and barely spoke to them—though he was not sullen, really. He attended church with them willingly, always ready to raise his hands to the Lord. That told Millie he must still be a good boy.

For a time she and Arthur had been worried about their son, when Gary was dating that wild Karlson girl with her nose rings and pierced tongue and tattooed ankle and cigarettes. Lately he’d started dating Lori—Lynn’s daughter, a good girl, active in the church like her mom.

He was shuffling up the stairs—his bedroom was on the second floor—when she paused in her pacing to ask, “And how was school?”

He had his backpack on as he stood there, dutifully, answering with a shrug.

From the bottom of the stairs, she asked, “Didn’t you have a test today? Biology, wasn’t it?”

Another shrug.

“Did you do well?”

One more shrug.

“Your father’s going to be late tonight. You want to wait to eat with us, or…?”

Now he was starting up the stairs again. “I’ll nuke something.”

“I can make you macaroni, or—”

“Nuke is fine.”

“All right.”

He flicked a smile at her, before disappearing around the hallway, going toward his bedroom, the door of which was always closed, lately.

Growing up seemed to be hard on Gary, and she wished that she and Arthur could help; but this afternoon’s taciturn behavior was all too typical of late. Gary barely seemed to acknowledge them, bestowing occasional cursory words and a multitude of shrugs. Still, his grades remained good, so maybe this was just part of growing up. A child slipping away from his parents into his own life was apparently part of God’s plan.

But the problem of coping with Gary, Millie realized, was something to be worried about after this mess with Lynn got cleared up. The woman let out a long breath of relief as she peeked through the drapes and watched Arthur’s Lexus ease into the driveway.

Finally.

A moment later she heard the bang of the car door, the hum of the garage door opener, and—at last!—Arthur stepped into the kitchen.

Stocky, only a couple of inches taller than his wife, a black-haired fire hydrant of a man, Arthur Blair—like Millie—had retained a youthful demeanor. Even though he was older than his wife (forty-four), his hair stayed free of gray; God had blessed him with good genes and without his wife’s anxious streak. Black-framed Coke-bottle glasses turned his brown eyes buggy, but Millie’s husband remained a handsome man.

Arthur had first met coed Millie (“Never call me Mildred!”) Evans at a frat party back in their undergraduate days. A sorority sister and a little wild, she had dressed like, and looked like, that sexy slender Pat Benatar, all curly black hair and spandex, and she took his breath away. Immediately recognizing that she was out of his league, the bookish Arthur wouldn’t have said a word to her if she hadn’t struck up a conversation at the keg. Throughout the course of the evening they’d exchanged glances, but no further words. He could tell she was disappointed in him, but he’d been just too shy to do anything about it, at first; and then, pretty soon, he’d been too drunk….

The next semester they’d had an Econ class together and she had recognized a familiar face and sat down next to him. Now, twenty years later, she still hadn’t left his side.

Walking through the kitchen, Arthur moved into the dining room, set his briefcase on the table, tossed his suit jacket onto a chair and passed straight into the living room to find Millie standing in the middle of the room, holding herself as if she were freezing. Her face seemed drained of color, her eyes filigreed red. She’d clearly been crying….

“Baby, what’s wrong?” he asked, moving to her, taking her into his arms.

Arthur knew his anxious wife might have been upset about anything or nothing; but he always took her distress seriously. He loved her.

“It…it’s Lynn,” she said, sobs breaking loose as he hugged and patted her.

It was as if his arms had broken some sort of dam and she cried uncontrollably for a very long time before she finally reined in her emotions enough to speak coherently.

Arthur held her at arm’s length. “What’s wrong, baby? What about Lynn? Has that tape got you going…?”

“Not the tape…I mean, yes the tape, but no…” Gulping back a last sob, Millie said, “She phoned this afternoon, about four—real upset. Said she had to see me, talk to me. Said she was on her way over.”

“Well, what did she have to say, once she got here?”

“Arthur, that’s just it—she never showed up!”

She told him about trying to call, getting the machine, and how she just knew Lynn had “disappeared.”

Her husband shook his head, dismissive of the problem but not of her. “Honey, it could be anything. There’s no point in getting all worked up…at least, not until we know what happened.”

She stepped out of his embrace. Her eyes moved to the drawer handle of the end table across the room. His gaze followed hers—they both knew what lay in that shallow drawer: the tape. That awful audio tape that they had played last night….

“Just because…” He stopped. “…this doesn’t mean…necessarily…”

She drew in a deep breath, calming herself, or trying to. “I know, I know…It’s just that…well, you know if she’d been delayed, she would have called, Arthur. Certainly by now she would have called.”

He knew she was right. After a sigh and a nod, he asked, “Is Gary home?”

She nodded back. “In his room, of course. Behind the closed door.”

“It’s normal.”

“He…sort of gave me the silent treatment again.”

“Really?”

“Well. No. He was polite…I guess.”

Arthur walked to the foot of the stairs and called up. “Gary!”

Silence.

A curtness came into Arthur’s voice, now: “Gary!”

The clean-cut young man peeked around the hallway corner, as if he’d been hiding there all the while. “Yes, sir?”

“Your mother and I are going out. You okay with getting your own dinner?”

“Yes, sir. Already told mom I would microwave something. Anyway, I have to go into work for a couple of hours. Maybe I’ll just grab something on the way.”

“Well, that’ll be fine, son…. We’ll see you later.”

“Yes, sir.”

The boy disappeared again.

Millie, shaking her head, said, “All I get are shrugs. I can’t believe how he opens up to you. He really respects you, Art.”

Arthur said nothing, still staring up the stairs at where his boy had been. He wondered if his son’s respect was real or just for show—assuming the kid even knew the difference. Arthur had had the same kind of relationship with his own father, always “yes sirring” and “no sirring,” thinking he was doing it just to stay on the old man’s good side, then eventually finding out that he really did respect his father. He hoped Gary would some day feel that way about him…even if the boy didn’t do so now.

He turned to his wife. “Come on, sweetie,” he said. “And get your coat. Some bite in the air, tonight.”

“Where are we going?” she asked, even as she followed his directions, pulling a light jacket from the front closet. Also navy blue, the jacket didn’t quite match her slacks and she hoped at night no one would notice.

“I think we’ll drop by at our good friends, the Pierce’s.”

She didn’t argue. For a woman with an anxious streak, Millie could be strong, even fearless, particularly when the two of them were together. Arthur realized going over to the Pierces was the course of action she’d wanted all along, she just hadn’t wanted to be the one to suggest it.

Her respect for him was real, Arthur knew. Anyway, their church taught a strict, biblical adherence to the husband’s role as the head of the household.

They moved to the door, but—at the last second—Millie hurried back to the living room, grabbed the small package out of the end table and tucked the audio tape into her purse.

The drive to the Pierce home took only about twelve minutes. Traffic had thinned out and the cooler autumn temperatures had settled in, apparently convincing many a Las Vegan to stay inside for the evening. Millie wondered aloud if they should listen to the tape again, in the car’s cassette player, as they drove over.

“No thanks,” Arthur said, distastefully. “I remember it all too well.” Then he shook his head and added, “I don’t think I’ll ever forget the…thing,” almost swearing.

Though Owen and Lynn Pierce were supposed to be their best friends, Arthur and Millie Blair both loved her, and barely tolerated him. Arthur found Pierce to be a vulgar, cruel, Godless man, an opinion with which Millie agreed wholeheartedly. Arthur also believed that Owen dabbled in drugs, or so the rumors said; but he had no proof and kept that thought to himself. He feared that Millie wouldn’t allow Gary to continue dating Lori Pierce if she thought there were drugs anywhere near the Pierce home—even if Lynn was her best friend.

The Pierce house looked like a tan-brick fortress, a turret dominating the left side of a two-story structure that presided over a sloping, well-landscaped lawn, sans moat however. Inside the turret, a spiral staircase led to the second floor (the Blairs had been guests at the Pierces’ home, many times). The front door sat in the center of this mini-Camelot with a three-car garage on the right end. With just the one turret, the house seemed to lean slightly in that direction, giving the place an off-kilter feel.

When the Lexus pulled into the castle’s driveway, Arthur said, “Now let me handle this.”

Again, no argument from Millie on that score. She just nodded, then—almost hiding behind him—she followed her husband up the curving walk to the front door.

Arthur rang the bell and they waited. After thirty seconds or so, he rang it again, three times in rapid insistent succession. Again they waited almost a half a minute, an endless span to spend standing on a front porch; but this time as Arthur reached for the button, the door jerked open and they found themselves face-to-face with Lynn’s husband—Owen Pierce himself.

Muscular in his gray Nike sweats, with silver glints in his dark hair, Pierce had striking blue eyes, and a ready, winning smile that displayed many white, straight teeth. Pierce’s face seemed to explode in delight. “Well, Art! Millie! What a nice surprise—what are you doing here? I mean…” He chuckled, apparently embarrassed that that might have sound ungracious. “How are you? We didn’t have plans for dinner or something tonight, did we? Lynn didn’t say anything…”

The therapist’s grin seemed forced, and his words came too fast and were delivered too loudly. Arthur again considered those drug rumors. “No, no plans tonight, Owen. We were hoping to speak to Lynn.”

“Lynn?” Pierce frowned in confusion, as if this were a name he’d never heard before.

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Lynn. You remember, Owen—your wife?”

An uncomfortable silence followed, as Pierce apparently tried to read Arthur’s words and tone.

Finally, Millie stepped forward. “Owen, Lynn called me earlier, and said she was coming to see me…then she never showed up.”

“Oh!” He smiled again, less dazzlingly. “Is that what this is about….”

Millie said, “It’s just not like her, Owen. She would have called me, if she had a change in plans.”

Pierce’s smile finally faded and his eyes tightened. “Her brother called. She barely took time to tell me! Something about an illness, and how they needed her there. You know how she jumps to, when her family’s involved. Anyway, she packed a few things and left, lickety split.”

What a load of bull, Arthur thought. He knew Lynn Pierce wouldn’t leave the city without telling Millie where she was headed, and how long she’d be gone—particularly when Lynn had told Millie she was coming “right over”! Something was definitely not right here.

Arthur considered the tape in Millie’s purse. Should he confront Pierce about it?

As Arthur was mulling this, his wife took a step nearer to Pierce, saying, “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe you, Owen. Lynn would never…”

A frown crossed Pierce’s face and Millie fell silent. The expression replacing the phony smile was all too sincere: as if a rock had been lifted and the real Owen had been glimpsed wriggling there in the dirt.

Over the years, the Blairs had both seen Pierce lose his temper, and it was never a pleasant sight—like a boiler exploding. Arthur took Millie gently if firmly by the arm and turned her toward the car. “Excuse us, Owen. Millie’s just concerned about Lynn, you know how women are.”

Pierce twitched a sort of grin.

As the couple moved away, Arthur said, “Hope Lynn has a good trip, Owen. Have her give us a call when she gets back, would you?…Thanks.”

And all the time he spoke, Arthur steered Millie toward the car at the curb. She did not protest—she knew her place—but when he finally got her in the car, backed out of the driveway, and drove away from Owen Pierce and the castle house, she demanded an explanation.

“Don’t you worry, darling,” Arthur said. “We’ll do something about that evil bastard.”

Sometimes, when a swear word slipped out of him, she would scold him. He almost looked forward to the familiarity of it.

But tonight, she said only, “Good. Good. Good.”

And she sat beside him in the vehicle, with her fists clenched, the purse in her lap…and that tape, that terrible tape, in the purse.
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CAPTAIN JIM BRASS AMBLED DOWN THE HALL TOWARD THE washed-out aqua warren of offices that served as headquarters for the Las Vegas Criminalistics Bureau, a coldly modern institutional setting for the number-two crime lab in the country. The sad-eyed detective was sharply attired—gray sports coat over a blue shirt, darker blue tie with gray diagonal stripes, and navy slacks—and his low-key demeanor masked a dogged professionalism.

A cellophane bag dangled from the detective’s right hand, an audio tape within. Slowing to peer through various half-windowed walls, Brass passed several rooms before he found the CSI graveyard shift supervisor, Gil Grissom, in the break room at a small table, hunkered over a cup of coffee and a pile of papers. Dressed in black and wearing his wire-framed reading glasses, the CSI chief looked like a cross between a gunfighter and a science geek, Brass thought, then realized that that was a pretty accurate mix.

Grissom—one of the top forensic entomologists in the country, among other things—was in his mid-forties, with his boyishly handsome features seemingly set in a state of perpetual preoccupation. Brass liked Gil, and felt that what some considered coldness in the man was really a self-imposed coolness, a detachment designed to keep the CSI chief’s eye on facts and his emotions in check.

Brass pulled up a chair. “Latest issue of Cockroach Racing Monthly?”

Grissom shook his head, and responded as if the detective’s question had been serious. “Staffing reports. Scuttlebutt is the County Board wants to cut the budget for next year.”

“I heard that, too.” Brass sighed. “Doesn’t election time just bring out the best in people?”

Grissom gave him a pursed-lipped look that had nothing to do with blowing a kiss.

“Maybe you need something to put you in a better mood, Gil—like threats of dismemberment.”

Grissom offered Brass another look, this one piqued with interest.

Brass held up the plastic baggie and waved it like a hypnotist’s watch, Grissom’s eyes following accordingly. “Among your state-of-the-art, cutting-edge equipment…you got a cassette player?”

Nodding, rising, removing his glasses, Grissom said, “In my office. What have you got?” He gathered up the pile of papers, the cup of coffee, and led Brass out into the hall.

The detective fell in alongside Grissom as they moved down the corridor. “Interesting turn of events, just now, out at the front desk.”

“Really?”

They moved into Grissom’s office.

“Really.”

Brass had only lately ceased to be creeped out by Grissom’s inner sanctum, with its shelves of such jarred oddities as a pickled piglet and various embalmed animal and human organs, and assorted living, crawling creatures—a tarantula, a two-headed scorpion—in glassed-in homes. At least the batteries had finally worn down on the Big Mouth Billy Bass just above Grissom’s office door.

A desk sat in the middle of the methodically cluttered office, canted at a forty-five-degree angle, two vinyl-covered metal frame chairs in front of it. Brass handed the bag over to Grissom, then plopped into a chair. Behind his desk, Grissom sat and placed the bag on his blotter like a jeweler mounting a stone. From the top righthand drawer, he withdrew a pair of latex gloves and placed them next to the bag.

“Is this all tease,” Grissom said, hands folded, “or do you plan to put out?”

Brass sat back, crossed his legs, twitched a non-smile. “This couple comes in tonight, to the front desk. Nice people, late thirties, early forties—straight as they come. He’s in the finance department at UNLV.”

Grissom nodded.

“Arthur and Millie Blair. They say their friend, woman named Lynn Pierce, has disappeared…and they think something ‘bad’ has happened to her.”

Grissom’s eyes tightened, just a little. “How long has Lynn Pierce been missing?”

Checking his watch, Brass said, “About seven hours.”

Grissom’s eyes relaxed. “That’s not twenty-four. She may be gone, but she’s not ‘missing,’ yet.”

Brass shrugged. “Officer at the desk told ’em the same thing. That’s when they pulled out this tape.”

Grissom glanced at the bag. “Which is a tape of what?”

Brass had to smile—Grissom was like a kid waiting to tear into a Christmas present. “Supposedly an argument between Lynn Pierce and her husband.”

“Husband?”

Brass pulled a notebook from his jacket pocket and flipped it open, filling Grissom in on the particulars—Owen Pierce, successful physical therapist, married eighteen years to the missing woman.

“Clinic—‘Therapeutic Body Works’—in a strip mall out on Hidden Well Road. East of the Callaway Golf Center.”

One of Grissom’s eyebrows arched in skeptical curiosity. “And the Blairs are in possession of this tape because…?”

“This is where it gets good,” Brass said, shifting in the chair. “The Blairs say Mrs. Pierce showed up on their doorstep last night—with this tape in her hot little hand. Mrs. Pierce told her friends the Blairs that she’d hidden a voice-activated tape player in the kitchen. Wanted to prove what kind of verbal abuse she’d been suffering, of late.”

“I like a victim who provides evidence for us,” Grissom said.

“Well, then you’ll love Lynn Pierce. Her hidden microphone caught a doozy of an argument, it seems. Anyway, the Blairs said that Mrs. Pierce gave them the tape for safe keeping, then she sat with them and talked and talked about her marital problems, and trouble with their daughter, Lori…”

“Lori is whose daughter?”

“The Pierces. But most of all, Lynn was tired of the constant threats of violence her husband had been making.”

“Let’s hear the tape.”

Brass held up a palm. “You still haven’t heard the best part.”

The detective told Grissom about the Blairs going to the Pierce home, where Owen Pierce claimed his wife had gone to visit a sick brother.

“Is that the best part?” Grissom asked, unimpressed.

“No—the best part is, while the Blairs are talking to one officer at the front desk, the other officer is taking a phone call from guess who.”

“Owen Pierce.”

“Owen Pierce. Calling to report his wife missing. He now claims that she got pissed off after a ‘misunderstanding,’ and he figures she left him, and he doesn’t know where the hell she went.”

Grissom was sitting forward now. “Did the wife take anything with her?”

“A couple of uniforms went to the house,” Brass said. “Pierce told them he didn’t see her go. But she took her own car—a ’95 Avalon—also a suitcase, some clothes.”

“Let’s listen to the tape.”

Brass raised both eyebrows. “Why don’t we?”

Slipping on the latex gloves, Grissom removed the tape from the bag. He rose, moved to a small boombox behind the desk, and slid the tape into the holder. After closing the door, he pushed PLAY with a latexed fingertip—Brass noted that Grissom brought the same anal-retentive precision to the simple procedure of playing an audio tape cassette as he would to one of his bizarre experiments involving blood spatter spray patterns or insect eating patterns.

The sound was somewhat muffled; apparently the couple had been standing across the room from the secreted tape recorder. But the words soon became clear enough, as the Pierces raised their voices in anger.

“If you don’t stop it, just stop it, I swear I’ll do it! I’ll divorce you!”

That had been the woman’s voice.

Now the man’s: “Stop it? Stop what?What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the cocaine, Owen—and your slutty women! I’ve already talked to a lawyer—”

“You bitch—lousy rotten bitch…go ahead, go ahead and file for divorce. I’ll make sure you don’t get a goddamned thing—including Lori!”

Brass glanced at Grissom, but the criminalist’s face was blank, his focus complete.

“Owen…” The woman’s voice had turned pleading. “I just want us to be a…family, again. Do you think what I really want is a divorce?”

The man’s reply was mostly inaudible, but they heard three words clearly: “…give a fuck.”

The woman spoke again, and she too was inaudible, but then her voice rose, not in anger, but as a conclusion to a speech: “I just want you and Lori to find the peace that I’ve found serving our Lord!”

“Oh, Christ! Not that Jesus crap again. I’ve told you a thousand fucking times, Lynn—I believe what I believe.”

“You don’t believe in anything .”

“That’s my choice. That’s America. That’s what your forefathers died for, you dumb…”

At the next word, Grissom shot a look at Brass.

The man was saying, “You need to give Lori the same space, too, Lynn. She’s a young adult. She deserves a little respect.”

“She’s a child.”

“She’s sixteen! Hell, in half the world she’d be married already! Old enough to bleed, old enough to breed!”

“Owen!”

“I’m just telling you what I do, what our grown daughter does, is none of your goddamned Bible-beating business.”

“Maybe…maybe I should get a divorce then.”

“Knock yourself out…. But remember, you don’t get one dime, not one fucking thing.”

“Is that right? I hired the best divorce lawyer in town, Owen—and when I get around to telling him about the drugs and the women and you screwing the IRS by skimming off the top of the ‘Body Works’? Well, then we’ll just see who gets custody of Lori!”

The woman sounded triumphant, Brass thought, and for a moment the husband had no response. The woman’s time on top of the argument didn’t last long.

“You do,” Pierce said, “and I’ll kill your holier-than thou ass…”

“Owen! No! Don’t say—”

“And then I’ll cut you up in little pieces, my darling bride. I will scatter your parts to the four winds, and they will never put Humpty Dumpty back together!”

The argument lasted only a couple of more minutes, none of it coherently audible—the couple had apparently moved farther away from the hidden machine—before the detective and the criminalist heard the sound of a door slam and then the tape clicked off.

“What do you think?” Brass asked. “We got enough to go out there? Or is that just the road company of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?”

Grissom stood. “I think we need to go out there. Everybody’s in-house, at the moment—let’s take the whole crew.”

Brass winced. “Don’t you think we should try for a warrant, first?”

Grissom gave Brass that familiar mock-innocent smile. “Why? Mr. Pierce called the police. He’s concerned about his missing wife. We should help the poor guy, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, who needs a warrant to do that?” Brass said, grinning, climbing out of the chair. “What about the tape?”

“What tape?”

“Yeah,” Brass said, eyes narrowing. “Obviously Pierce doesn’t know it exists. No need to tell him that we do.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Grissom said. “Let’s go see what there is to see.”

Ten minutes later, six colleagues—all but Brass in dark FORENSICS windbreakers—met in the underlit parking lot.

Lanky, loose-limbed, African-American Warrick Brown stood a few inches taller than the athletically brawny Nick Stokes; both men were in their very early thirties.

Off to one side were the two women on the team, Grissom’s second-in-command, Catherine Willows, and the relatively recent addition, Sara Sidle.

The Willows woman had a checkered past, Brass knew, but her experience had made her a valuable counterbalance to the overly cool Grissom. Brass had less confidence in Sara Sidle, despite her status as a former Grissom pupil handpicked by Gil for the job. Sidle seemed to be a Grissom-in-the-making, similarly obsessed with work—and with people skills rivaling those of her tactless mentor.

Grissom filled his people in, quickly, on the contents of the tape and the potentially missing woman.

“So we have a verbally abusive husband,” Grissom said, tone as tight as his eyes, “who threatened his wife with dismemberment.”

“But we’re pretending to help him out,” Warrick said.

“I didn’t hear that,” Grissom said, sweetly.

Warrick, Nick, Catherine, and Sara rode in the Tahoe, Grissom rode with Brass in the detective’s Taurus. Just before midnight, they arrived at the castle-like house on the impressive sloping lawn, lights shining out downstairs windows, sending sword-like shafts of light into the dark.

Brass and Grissom led the way to the front door. The detective rang the bell and had to wait only a moment before the door opened to reveal a muscular man in dark slacks, black T-shirt, and black loafers, dark hair peppered with gray. The man stood before Grissom like a mirror reflection—only, Brass thought, this was Gil Grissom on steroids.

Brass smiled, mildly. “Mr. Pierce?”

The man nodded. He seemed anxious. “You’re the police?”

Touching the badge on his breast pocket, Brass affirmed, “We’re the police—sorry it took us so long to respond to your call…. We had to round our people up.”

Grissom flicked Pierce an insincere smile. “We’re a full-service operation, Mr…. Pierce, I assume?”

Still not inviting them in, Pierce nodded.

Grissom lifted the necklace I.D. “Gil Grissom, Las Vegas Criminalistics. This is Captain Jim Brass, and this is our Criminalistics crew.”

Pierce regarded the considerable assembly overflowing his front stoop. “Then…you haven’t found my wife?”

“No, sir,” Grissom said, “I’m sorry, as yet we haven’t.”

Pierce shook his head. “I don’t understand what you’re doing here. I gave all the information to the officer, on the phone. Shouldn’t you be out looking for Lynn, Detective…Griswald, is it?”

“It’s Grissom, Mr. Pierce, only I’m not a detective. I’m a supervisor of Criminalistics.” He flashed another empty smile. “And we are out looking for your wife. That’s why we’re here. You see, we handle crime scene investigation.”

A puzzled look tightened Pierce’s face. “Crime scene? I don’t understand. This isn’t a crime scene—my wife walked out on me.”

“Sir, my understanding is, you don’t know that for sure. She might well have been abducted.”

“Well…that’s possible. Maybe I hadn’t wanted to…admit that to myself.”

Grissom nodded in supposed sympathy. “Also, there’s the matter of the Blairs.”

“The Blairs.”

“Yes. Your wife called them in the afternoon…said she would come by, never materialized. They said they spoke to you.”

Pierce sucked in air, his expression turning sheepish. “Oh. I see…look, when they came by, I was embarrassed. I told them that Lynn went to visit her brother to, you know, get rid of them.”

Frowning, Brass asked, “You wanted to get rid of them?”

“They mean well, Detective…Brass?”

“Yes. Brass.”

“They’re kind of busybodies, Detective Brass. Judgmental types—Bible beaters? And the wound was fresh, Det…uh…Mr. Grissom. I needed to be alone while I sorted some things out.”

Grissom shrugged one shoulder. “Then why did you telephone the police?”

He shrugged both his. “I wanted someone to help me find her. I thought maybe Lynn and I could find a way to work out our problems.”

“So, then, you really don’t know where she is?”

Pierce shook his head. “Nope, no idea.”

“And you weren’t here when she left?”

“No. I was at my office…my clinic.”

“That makes abduction a real possibility, Mr. Pierce. And that’s why we’re here.”

He frowned. “Just because I have no idea where Lynn is? And because she made a phone call?”

“Yes, sir.” Grissom’s expression turned almost angelic. “We want to help you. Maybe we can find a clue as to what happened to your wife.”

“But,” Brass said, with half a smile, “we can’t help you out here on the stoop.”

Pierce sighed again, shrugged with his eyebrows this time. “Well—if it’ll help find Lynn…of course, come in.”

The response surprised Brass a little, and he exchanged glances with Grissom, who the detective figured had also been expecting objections from Pierce, not cooperation—particularly if a crime had gone down within these castle walls, earlier today.

Pierce stepped back inside and held the door as the group trooped in, moving through a small entry way into a larger anteroom of a home whose walls were cream-color stucco with dark woodwork. A winding staircase disappeared up a landing at left, and a hallway was at left also, with the dining room visible through one arched doorless doorway, in the facing wall, and, to the right, a living room yawned through another archway. The furnishings were colonial, tasteful enough, but a bit at odds with the castle-like architecture.

Brass asked, “Is there anyone else in the house, sir?”

“Just my daughter.”

Grissom asked, “Was she here when your wife left?”

“No. I’m afraid not.”

A teenage girl stepped down the winding stairs into view. She wore Nikes, nice new jeans, a big white sweatshirt, with her long blonde hair pulled back and held in place with a blue scrunchy. Her pretty face—she resembled her father, though the eyes were wider set—was well scrubbed and her bright blue eyes were rimmed red. She glanced down at the contingency in the anteroom, and froze on the landing.

“This is my daughter,” Pierce said, “Lori.”

The girl gave a barely perceptible nod, then turned and disappeared back upstairs.

Pierce sighed again and said, “You’ll have to forgive her, please. This has been hard for both of us, but especially for Lori. She’s taken it pretty hard, the idea of her mother…abandoning us.”

Brass nodded. Grissom was looking around, taking in the framed wildlife artwork.

“Will you have to…” Pierce looked for the words. “…disturb Lori, when you make your search?”

Brass glanced at Grissom, who gave a little shrug.

“I don’t think so, sir,” the detective said. “We’ll leave her alone for now…though it’s possible we might have some questions later.”

“I understand.”

Grissom approached Pierce, standing a little too close, as if having a better look at an insect specimen, and said, “Mr. Pierce, if you and Captain Brass will wait in the living room, we’ll get to work. Then we’ll talk to you when we’re finished.”

“All right.”

For the next two hours, the CSI crew—in latex gloves but wielding little else of their elaborate equipment—crawled over every inch of the house, examining everything from the basement to the garage, speaking to the teenage girl only to ask her to step out of her bedroom for a few minutes. When they had finished, they conferred in the kitchen, careful to keep their voices down as they discussed what they’d found, and hadn’t found.

An eyebrow arched, Catherine said to Grissom, “There are gaps in the closet. Some clothes and shoes gone, apparently.”

“Consistent with Lynn Pierce packing up and leaving,” Grissom said.

Catherine smiled humorlessly, nodded.

Sara was nodding, too. “Yeah, and there’s a row of suitcases in the basement, with a space in it—so maybe one of them is gone. Space on the shelf above, where a train case could’ve been.”

Warrick piped in: “Only one toothbrush in the master bathroom. Some empty spaces on her makeup table, like she took perfume, makeup, stuff like that.”

“No sign of her purse,” Nick said. “And there was no blood in the drains, no knives missing that I could tell, no sign anyone did…what he said he would…on the tape.”

“I’d sure like to bring a RUVIS in here,” Catherine said, referring to the ultraviolet device that would show up blood stains.

“I don’t think we can justify that,” Grissom said. “If there is a crime here, we don’t want to do anything that would be thrown out of court…. So what does this house tell us?”

“She may have gone,” Catherine said.

Sara’s eyebrows were up. “Or somebody may have made it look like she left.”

“Gris,” Warrick said, “I did find one thing that could be significant.” He showed them a clear evidence bag with a hairbrush in the bottom.

Grissom took the bag, held it up and looked at it as if it held the secrets of the universe; several blonde hairs dangled from the brush. He asked, “Does a woman pack up and go, and leave her hairbrush behind?”

“Maybe Sara,” Nick said with a grin, and Sara grinned back and elbowed him, a little.

Grissom focused on the hairbrush in the bag. “Why don’t we ask Mr. Pierce about this?”

They followed their supervisor into the living room where Pierce and Brass (his notepad out) sat on a couch in front of a thirty-six inch Toshiba in an early-American entertainment hutch (just like George and Martha Washington used to have); CNN was going, with the mute on.

“Anything you’d like to share?” Brass asked Grissom.

“You’ll be relieved to know,” Grissom said, “that there are no signs of a struggle anywhere in the house.”

“I could have told you that,” Pierce said.

Catherine said, “We don’t see any overt indications of abduction.”

“That’s a relief, anyway,” Pierce said, letting out a big sigh—too big, maybe.

Grissom offered up his patented smile. “What can you tell me about this, Mr. Pierce?”

And he held up the bag with the brush.

“Well…that’s Lynn’s,” Pierce said.

Catherine asked, “Would you say your wife is well-groomed, Mr. Pierce? Takes pride in her appearance?”

Pierce bristled. “She’s a beautiful woman. Of course she’s…well-groomed.”

Catherine’s smile was utterly charming, her words casually heartless. “Does she usually go off without her hairbrush?”

“Maybe she has more than one.” Pierce held his hands out, palms open. “How should I know?…Anyway, she only uses a brush when her hair is long. Lynn had her hair cut recently—it’s barely over her ears. I’ve seen her combing it, but not brushing.”

Sara said, “I noticed three computers in the house, Mr. Pierce.”

He nodded. “Yes. Lori’s is in her bedroom, mine is in the basement—I have my business programs on that—and in the spare bedroom, Lynn has her own for e-mailing her friends and, I don’t know, whatever else she does.”

Grissom said, “We’d like to take Lynn’s computer with us, if you don’t mind.”

Pierce winced at that one. “You want her computer?”

With a brief nod, Grissom said, “May help us track her movements. See if your wife e-mailed someone to notify them that she’d be coming for a visit. Can you access her account?”

“Afraid I can’t. She has her own password…. Even the closest couples have privacy issues—who doesn’t want to have a few secrets?”

Grissom said, “Secrets don’t stay secret long, in my world, Mr. Pierce.”

Catherine asked, “How about a cell phone? Does Mrs. Pierce have one?”

“Why, yes—she carries it in her purse, all the time.”

“Have you tried to call her since she turned up missing?”

“Of course!”

“And?”

A shrug. “And it comes back ‘out of service.’”

Catherine thought about that, then asked, “May we see last month’s bill?”

Starting to look mildly put out, Pierce said, “Well…all right.”

“And her credit cards and bank statements?”

Pierce gave Grissom a sharp look, as if to say, Can’t you keep this underling in check?

Grissom turned on the angelic smile again. “It’s an old, old theory, Mr. Pierce—follow the money. Wherever Mrs. Pierce is, she’s spending money, somehow or other…and unless she left carrying a massive amount of cash, there should be a credit card trail to follow.”

The color had drained from Pierce’s face. “Well…Now, she could have taken cash with her, quite a bit of it. But I wouldn’t know.”

“You had separate accounts?”

“Yes.”

Catherine said, “Privacy issues?”

Pierce ignored that, looking instead at the CSI chief. “Lynn’s from a wealthy family, Mr. Grissom. She has a considerable amount of money beyond what I earn…. There’s her money, my money, and our money—lots of couples are that way.” With yet another sigh, he rose. “I understand you’re just trying to help…. I’ll get you the papers you need.”

Brass, still seated, asked, “Do you have a recent photo of your wife we could take?”

“Yes. Of course. I’ll get one for you.” Pierce left the room, and they could see him going up the stairs; in a few minutes he was back, handing Brass a five-by-seven snapshot. “This was taken at her birthday party, just two months ago.”

Grissom took the photo away from Brass and looked at the casual image of a haggard, haunted-eyed blonde standing rather somberly next to several laughing female friends, a HAPPY BIRTHDAY banner in the background. In her late thirties, early forties, with short hair that flirted with the collar of a blue silk blouse, Lynn Pierce had blue eyes that matched her daughter’s, high cheekbones with a touch too much blush, a long but graceful nose, nicely full lips, and a stubby flat chin. She was neither beautiful nor unattractive—a “handsome” woman, as they used to say. As she stared up at him with clear, piercing eyes, Grissom got the impression that she was a no-nonsense, down-to-earth person.

The somberness of her expression, however, seemed almost to speak to him, as though there were something she needed to say.

Fifteen minutes later, after forced-friendly handshakes and good-byes with their host, the group trooped back out of the Pierce home, Catherine’s arms piled with papers, Nick lugging Mrs. Pierce’s computer.

As the rest of the CSI team loaded what they’d taken into the Tahoe, Catherine, with arms folded like a Sioux chief, faced Grissom. “Your tape not withstanding…the evidence shows no signs that any crime has been committed on those premises.”

Nearby Brass was rocking on his heels. To no one in particular, he said, “You really think Owen Pierce is the distressed husband he claims to be?”

“You looking for an opinion?” Grissom asked. “I don’t do opinions.”

Catherine was smiling, though, regarding her boss with cat’s eyes. “You don’t fool me.”

Grissom’s brows rose. “I don’t?”

“Something’s wrong in that house, and you know it.”

Grissom frowned at her. “I don’t know it,” he said.

And he stalked back toward the Taurus, Brass following him, throwing a shrug back at the quietly amused Catherine.

“Retaining water,” Catherine said to Sara.

“And me fresh out of Midol,” Sara said.

Grissom got in on the rider’s side and sat and brooded. He didn’t know that something was wrong in that house—but he felt it.

And he hated when that happened.

For now, he had nothing to go on. Nothing to do but return to HQ and wait for a real crime to come in.

And hope it wasn’t a murder, and the victim: Lynn Pierce.
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