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“Everybody that Got Hit was Shot

from a Distance, Right?”



Unable to figure out where Grissom was going with this, Sara took the ride. “That seems to be the consensus.”

“Shot from the front,” Grissom said, gesturing to himself, “or side.”

“Right. That was the line of fire.”

“Mostly hit with nine-millimeter rounds, correct?”

“Mostly, or something bigger. From the shell casings and bullets we’ve harvested, I think a couple of the shooters had .357s.”

Nodding, Grissom said, “So, if we begin with everybody shot with nine mils or larger, and from a distance…how do we explain Nick Valpo being shot up close and personal…from behind…and with a small-caliber weapon?”

Now she frowned in thought. “Somebody took advantage of the melee…and committed a murder in the middle of a gunfight?”

“Yes,” Grissom said. “But not a murder, exactly.”

“No?”

His eyes tensed. “An execution.”







Author’s Note



From the beginning, as an author of novels based on CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, I have followed the lead of the gifted creative team behind the show. As such, these novels have tended to lag behind the continuity of the television series.

This story takes place some time after the previous novel, Killing Game (2005), during the period when the CSI team had been split into two shifts…and just prior to the dramatic events that would bring this family of investigators back together.

 

I would also like to acknowledge my assistant on this work, forensics researcher/co-plotter Matthew V. Clemens.

 

Further acknowledgments appear at the conclusion of this novel.
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For the real CSIs of the LVMPD—

who sparked the idea of this novel




“It is completely unimportant.

That is why it is so interesting.”

—Agatha Christie’s HERCULE POIROT

“There is nothing like

first-hand evidence.”

—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s SHERLOCK HOLMES

“I knew it was a fight for life,

and I drew in defense of my brothers

and Doc Holliday.”

—Wyatt Earp at the OK Corral inquest





THE MYTH OF THE GOLD RUSH has captivated the world since America’s first post–Lewis and Clark westward move—when mountain men, prospectors, settlers, and gunfighters set out to explore a vast, unknown landscape in search of vast, unknown treasure.

Over the passage of time, that concept has changed only slightly: the gold rush rushes on, but the destinations have shifted—instead of Sutter’s Mill or Deadwood or Tombstone, names like Romanov, The Sphere, or Platinum King await fortune-seekers.

Yes, the rush is still on, and those who wish to strike it rich—as always—find a way to make their journeys. No longer do wagon trains bump and bounce over the Oregon Trail, nor do horses sprint over the Great Plains; modern-day prospectors arrive at McCarran by way of airlines. In the wilds of Vegas, riders on mustangs have been replaced by those in Mustangs—not to mention Cherokee and Wrangler Jeeps, Eldorado Caddies, and Dodge Durangos, today’s west echoing yesterday’s.

Little has changed, however, about what the hopeful expect to find upon arriving in Las Vegas. Sin City—at least in the imaginations of travelers—still has more in common with the Old West towns of Deadwood and Tombstone than the chamber of commerce might care to admit. In their day, those wild and wooly boomtowns were regarded as wide open in a manner not unlike today’s Las Vegas. Sex, gambling, booze, and the day’s top entertainers could be found in both the notorious South Dakota mining camp and that infamous silver-mining boomtown in Arizona. And, no matter how family-friendly the chamber might paint it, a similar naughty playground awaits tourists in the Nevada desert…and not just in Vegas.

Fifty miles down Highway 95, south of Las Vegas (but still in Clark County), planted in Piute Valley, rests Boot Hill, Nevada—a hamlet of 5,654 (prior to the event at the Four Kings Hotel & Casino, that is) with even more in common with the wild boomtowns of the Old West.

Where Deadwood had Wild Bill Hickock and Tombstone boasted Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday, Boot Hill traded on being the only western town in America to which all three of these gunfighters had, at one time or another, individually found their way. None stayed as long as six months, all traveling on to bigger and wilder adventures; but this bump in the desert road held a rare historical honor as the only place where every one of these Wild West superstars had stopped and stayed for a time and, before leaving the dusty gold camp, taken the trouble of reducing the population of Boot Hill while adding to the population of boot hill.

Perhaps not the greatest thing to build a town’s reputation on—three famous gunfighters killing three unknown miscreants—but it had worked. Over the years, tourists had found their way to the off-the-beaten-path hamlet with its dubious place in the history of the Old West—guidebooks, unkindly if accurately, often referred to Boot Hill as “the poor man’s Tombstone.”

In the late ’80s—1980s, that is—the tourist business had dried up, and Boot Hill found itself slinking toward a fate it had once narrowly avoided: becoming that commonplace historical footnote of the Old West, the ghost town. Boot Hill was shrinking by the day—at its peak, over ten thousand residents had made livings from the tourist and gambling trade. By 1991, the town’s six casinos had dwindled to two; the only businesses to survive: one grocery, two gas stations, a bank, three restaurants, and a lightbulb factory.

Then the town invested municipal funds in the dot-com boom of the later ’90s, and things started to turn around. The city fathers took that money and reinvested it in drawing tourists back—a museum; monthly reenactments of their famous gunfights; statues of Earp, Holliday, and Hickock in the park; even a strip mall—creating a small oasis on the road to that mirage of wealth, Las Vegas.

No one can yet say whether the incident at the Four Kings will prove a boon or deterrent to the future of Boot Hill, though certainly the poor man’s Tombstone has finally found its OK Corral gunfight. The crime scene investigators of the LVPD, however, are neither sociologists nor prognosticators, and the only history that interests them most is the recent history inherent in a crime scene.

In Boot Hill, at the Four Kings, after the living are sorted from the dead, the CSIs’ job was to sift the sands of evidence not for gilt, but the guilty….
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Friday, April 1, 2005, 3:58 P.M.




HERE IT WAS APRIL FOOL’S DAY, and Vanessa Delware was still in Boot Hill—some joke.

The petite, pretty brunette barely seemed old enough to enter the Four Kings Hotel & Casino, let alone be a seasoned dealer. Even with her shoulder-length hair tucked up in a businesslike bun, and black plastic-rimmed glasses that made her large blue eyes look even bigger, she might have been a high school kid, though she was in fact twenty-one, her tightly packed little body swimming in the white frilly shirt with red bow tie, and black tuxedo slacks.

At least dealers didn’t have to wear the skimpy outfits the barmaids did, not that that stopped drunks from grabbing at her and making salacious remarks. If this were Vegas, that sort of thing wouldn’t have been tolerated. And anyway, Vegas promised a better class of groper.

Yet, here she still was in Boot Hill, working second shift, just as she had been for most of the last year. But Vanessa had vowed long ago that she would get out of Boot Hill—growing up in a little bump in the road had been bad enough and contributed to the poor decision she’d made, putting out for a cute boy whose body piercings were many but whose prospects had been zero.

Pregnant at twenty, local girl Vanessa had found herself abandoned by her boyfriend—ex-boyfriend, the loser—and barely tolerated by her mother, who’d had enough trouble making her own ends meet since divorcing her loser husband when Vanessa was fifteen. Cody Jacks, a family friend who worked part-time at the Four Kings, had pulled some strings and helped Vanessa get the job. The casino was glad to train her—a pretty young dealer was a nice draw (nicer draw than most card players otherwise got).

She’d taken this small opportunity to heart and vowed to make her life as a single mother succeed.

The plan had been formulated in the hospital. She and Cyndi, her infant daughter, would be in Vegas by next Thanksgiving…which became next Christmas, then Valentine’s Day, and now here it was April Fool’s Day and she was still tossing cards in Boot Hill, not in a glitzy casino along the Strip.

Of course, working here, sort of apprenticing here, had been part of the plan (even a cute girl couldn’t walk in off the street and get hired in a top casino without credentials, without skills). But staying this long hadn’t been.

Oh, she made decent money, really good tips some nights, but always there were bills and more bills (babies were expensive), and she just could not seem to get enough saved for her and Cyndi to make that mere fifty-mile move up the highway.

She hated her situation; she felt stranded in the midst of her own life. Vegas was the promised land, so very close and yet always just out of reach….

Usually around this time of day, the casino was empty, most tourists either having an early dinner or in their rooms resting before the night’s attack on the gaming tables. Around her blackjack station, bells tinkled, whistles blew, and the slots made their various obnoxious noises over the piped-in country-western music, the whoosh of the air-conditioning, and the chatter of the gamblers who were scattered around the casino’s convention center–size floor. The cacophony barely registered with Vanessa, who had long ago learned to tune it out. She concentrated on the cards…and the people.

Unlike on most days at a slow time like this, Vanessa found herself with three gamblers seated at every other chair of the seven places at her table. To her left, a fortyish fat man in denim shorts and a souvenir T-shirt (“Go to Boot Hill and Live!”) constantly had to be reminded about the hand signals used in the game to aid security cameras in following the action. At center sat a younger guy, mid-thirties with a nice build and an okay face; beyond him, a busty middle-aged woman with weary features and dyed blond hair was clad in a beige sweater and tan skirt.

All three were losing—only the guy in the center seemed to have any idea how to play—and they were all chain-smoking. Vanessa knew she shouldn’t be annoyed by that—heavy smokers were an occupational hazard—but why couldn’t they have plopped down across the aisle at Laura’s table? Laura smoked even more than they did!

No, they had to gather around Vanessa’s table, constantly belching fumes in her direction; and what with the way they were losing, she had absolutely no tip to look forward to.

Even if she was the dealer, Vanessa felt like the real loser, on a day like this….

“Hit me,” the guy on the left said, hands on the table’s edge.

“Sir…your hand signal?” she reminded him for what felt like the hundredth time (though the guy had been playing barely ten minutes).

The guy gave her a “sorry” shrug, made the proper gesture, and she hit his fifteen with a queen and busted him out of another five dollars, which she swept away as if it had never existed.

The younger center-seated guy offered up a sympathetic smile and tapped the table for a hit on his thirteen. She fed him a three, his smile got broader, then he tapped the table again and she busted his sixteen with a seven. His smile quickly disappeared, his body not far behind as he spun off the stool and stalked off.

The weary woman down at the end took a drag on her cigarette and decided to stand on her fifteen after watching what had happened to her compatriots. Flipping her hand, Vanessa showed a seventeen and sucked up the chips from the woman, just as she had with the other two.

Scanning the room slowly, she mindlessly dealt another round to the two losers. Even though she gave them an empty smile with each card, she was paying them only the barest attention now as her eyes caught a group across the casino, a regiment of leather-clad bikers emptying from the three elevators—the Predators.

Here for the annual Boot Hill Biker Blowout, the Predators had been spending one week a year in town for as far back as Vanessa could remember. Many retailers had ceased to see the advantage of having several-hundred-plus rowdy bikers around, even if they were pumping money into the local economy. She’d on more than one occasion overheard some merchants bitching that the Biker Blowout was turning their “fair city” into Boot Hell.

Hypocritical jerks, Vanessa thought. The city fathers gladly accepted the bikers’ money, only to constantly complain about the gangs and the sort of trouble they brought with them.

“’Nother card, honey?” the bottle blonde asked, sighing smoke in Vanessa’s direction.

“Sorry,” Vanessa said, and managed a smile and a card for each: the heavyset T-shirt guy a seven to go with his nine, the woman mumbling an obscenity as Vanessa dealt her a five to go with her eight.

T-shirt Guy studied his hand for a long moment, said, “Stay,” then at the last minute remembered to wave his hand for the benefit of the camera.

As she dropped the last card on the bottle blonde’s hand, Vanessa saw the group of maybe twenty Predators moving across the casino floor in her general direction. After a moment, the woman motioned for a hit and Vanessa dropped a queen on her hand and busted the woman out.

The bottle blonde seemed just about to say something when the Predators started fanning out around the table. She and T-shirt Guy seemed to suddenly have somewhere else to be, and gathered up what was left of their chips and scurried away.

With proprietary swaggers, the four Predators sat down at Vanessa’s table. The two in the middle she recognized as Nick Valpo—the Predator leader himself—and his second-in-command, Jake Hanson.

Vanessa had known guys like these all her life—hell, her baby’s father would have fit in with the Predators. And she didn’t mind them—really. One at a time, they could be fine. They could be nice.

In groups, however, they could be…a handful. Particularly when they had eyes glistening with the dullness of drink.

Of the half-dozen security men in the casino at this hour—late afternoon, fairly light security staffing, a few more in the video room—the only one Vanessa’s eyes sought out was Cody.

A Boot Hill police officer, Cody Jacks moonlighted at the Four Kings, as did virtually every cop on the force. Cody was a big, tough, dependable bruiser whom she could count on to keep the peace.

Finally, she spotted him over near the slots, his eyes glued to her table, even though he was mostly out of sight. He wore the silly red sport coat of the male floor employees—black slacks, white shirt with a black string tie. Already she felt comforted, knowing he was looking out for her.

Tall, with lupine gray eyes, Jacks may not have been the hardbody he was twenty years ago (why hadn’t her mother married him?), but he still provided an imposing figure. Sure, his hair had grayed at the temples, and his waistband hung farther south than it used to.

But Cody Jacks could still lay down the law; and that feeling calmed Vanessa.

Not that she was really worried about Valpo, Hanson, or any of the other Predators, for that matter. All the years the Blowout had been going down, the motorcycle gang had never started any real trouble in either of Boot Hill’s casinos or any of its several saloons.

Oh, yeah, of course, some fights here, some drunken partying there, a couple of broken slot machines; but stuff like that happened in a gambling town whether a motorcycle gang was around or not.

Her concern—and no doubt Cody’s, too—was the Rusty Spokes, another motorcycle gang that had been regularly attending the Biker Blowout for the last couple of years.

A Phoenix outfit that seemed to go out of its way not to get along with the Predators, the Spokes had infringed a little more on the Predators’ turf all week, at every turn.

Tensions were running high.

The Predators were staying at the Four Kings, technically, but not really—their rooms were strictly for partying; the gang kept its HQ at a campground on the south edge of town.

The Spokes, meanwhile, had taken up residence at the Gold Vault, the casino motel directly across the street from the Four Kings. A certain antagonism between the two casinos underscored the rivalry between the motorcycle crews.

Fistfights and worse had been going on all week. Around the casino, rumor had it that the Rusty Spokes planned to force a showdown with the Predators and had designated Boot Hill to host the action.

While Vanessa would have liked to dismiss the rumor as paranoid b.s., she knew it made a sick sort of sense. After all, Phoenix had too big a police force to risk a showdown, and the Predators seemed to have no fixed home, bouncing between dozens of small towns in California, Nevada, and Arizona. Both groups knew that Police Chief Jorge Lopez had only a small force in Boot Hill, and that the nearest Highway Patrol substations in Jean (to the northwest) and Laughlin (to the southeast) were both over thirty miles away.

The only real police force of any size was the Las Vegas Police Department, the nation’s ninth largest…but that, as Vanessa knew only too well, was a world away, fifty miles from Boot Hill.

Two nights ago (and this was no rumor) Chief Lopez and three of his officers had broken up what appeared about to turn into a nasty knife fight between the two factions (her coworker Laura had said, “It’s a real powder keg, I tell ya, Vannie…and it’s lit!”).

She’d talked to Cody about it just before her shift started.

“Should be cool,” the older man said. “Jorge put the fear of God in ’em. Past twenty-four hours, Spokes and Predators been avoidin’ each other like the plague.”

“Really?”

Cody nodded. “Tomorrow, Blowout’s over, and these fellas’ll be on the road back home. Like the song says, ‘head out on the highway, lookin’ for adventure.’”

And, across the room, Cody was giving Vanessa a reassuring smile. She gave him a little nod, then turned her attention to the Predators at the table.

The first one on the left, long brown hair swept straight back, wore worn jeans, a white T-shirt under an Army shirt with the sleeves ripped off, and that same smart-ass smirk that Vanessa had seen on a hundred bullies. Though thinner and younger, he reminded her of that weird-hair guy from The Sopranos, the one in Springsteen’s band.

On his left sat the head Predator, Nick Valpo. Nearly fifty, the shirtless Valpo sported a black cotton vest, his skin frog-belly white, belying how much time he spent on his hog tearing across the desert. Two tattoos nestled in the hairy thatch on his chest—over the right breast, a dagger pierced a heart, blood drops trailing down his torso (allegedly one for every man he had killed), and center-chest a caricature of himself with the words “Ride Or Die” emblazoned beneath it peered from between dark curls.

Like his underling, Valpo wore his hair combed straight back, which emphasized his widow’s peak, showing shiny skull where some balding betrayed his age. A black goatee, three or four inches long, looked like an odd sponge hanging from the leader’s chin—a clownish effect that was nonetheless intimidating, perhaps due to Valpo’s seemingly black, burning eyes.

To Vanessa, the Predator leader looked like Charles Manson on crank; on the other hand, during the several times he’d sat at her table this week, he’d been nice, even sweet to her, and not in a coming-on-to-her way.

Next to Valpo, his chief lieutenant, Jake Hanson, provided a contrast to his buddies, his jeans relatively new, white T-shirt cleaner, and an unbuttoned blue-and-white short-sleeved shirt, not a ratty vest. Hanson had soft blue eyes that reminded Vanessa of a mountain stream. The others were definitely bikers, but Jake Hanson might have been a rock star.

The final Predator of the quartet wore his dark greasy hair parted crookedly near the middle and had a skinny black beard and mustache, possibly intended to make him look older, though the effect was the opposite. He might have been a high school thespian who’d glued on a beard for a role. Vanessa probably should have carded the kid, but why push it with this bunch? Like Cody said, tomorrow they’d be going, going, gone.

“What’re you waitin’ for?” the bearded kid asked irritably. “Deal, bitch!”

Valpo shook his head, eyes narrowed, and gave her a warm, apologetic smile. “Vanessa, he’s young. Be patient with his young ass…. Dicky, shut the hell up and treat her like the lady she so obviously is.”

Vanessa nodded her nervous thanks to Valpo and dealt. The first guy busted and Valpo got a blackjack.

“Surprise, surprise,” Dicky said from the far end.

Holding his breath for a long moment, Valpo seemed to be concentrating on something somewhere in the distance; then his eyes found Dicky’s and held them, snake and mouse.

“Dicky, I swear to Christ, if you don’t shut it, I’m gonna take you outside and beat the ever-livin’ piss out of you myself till your manners improve.”

“Ah, come on, dude—”

“Dude. I don’t care if your mom’s my cousin or not. Be nice to the dealer. Try to remember you’re indoors.”

Hanson held on nineteen and Dicky managed to start out with nine and still find a way to bust.

“Daaaamn!” Dicky yelped.

Vanessa turned over an eighteen. “Paying a blackjack and a winner.” Her eyes caught the blue-eyed Hanson’s, and when she passed over his winnings their hands brushed for an instant.

God, he is cute, she thought. Who does he remind me of?

“I can’t believe this crap,” Dicky groused. “Is there any other kinda luck but bad luck in this town?”

Valpo shot him a glare and Dicky went silent. “Here’s a thought, sunshine—don’t hit on seventeen and maybe you won’t lose every damn time.”

“You think I don’t know how to play cards?” Dicky challenged. “I know how to play cards.”

Laughing, Valpo said, “I know you can’t play cards. You can barely play with yourself…Dicky bird.”

Dicky reddened, but Hanson and the other guy joined Valpo’s laughter and nothing was left but for Dicky to take it: he was the kid, Valpo the man.

Vanessa was working not to join in the laughter when she looked toward the front door and beheld an unsettling sight.

Twenty or so Rusty Spokes were rolling into the casino like a bad wind.

That put a chill up Vanessa’s spine, and her eyes immediately darted around looking for Cody, for any security guy….

She caught Cody, already moving toward the door. But as she turned to see what the Spokes were going to do, guns—as if from nowhere—seemed to appear in all of the intruders’ hands. Revolvers, shotguns, rifles…was that a machine gun? Jesus!

The first shot was fired before Vanessa could utter a sound.

Her mind managed to form the thought, What about the damn metal detectors?

But that was as far as she got before Jake Hanson leapt over the table and swept her into his arms. They rolled to the floor and Vanessa looked up just as bullets from the machine gun ripped into her table, tossing splinters like a dealer flipping cards.

Instinctively, she turned her head away and found herself staring into the blue eyes of Jake Hanson, who still held her. His face seemed peaceful even as hell exploded around them.

Mouth to her ear, as if kissing it, he yelled, “Are you okay?”

That’s what it took for her to hear the words over the din of the gunfire.

She nodded. He released her from his grip, and the fear hit her harder—she had felt safe, somehow, cocooned in his arms. He flashed a smile, winked, rolled away, rose to a crouch, and moved off.

The smell of shooting filled the air, making her choke. Gun smoke and stirred dust and wood fragments clouded the room and, cowering behind and flush against the bullet-riddled blackjack table, Vanessa felt like this might go on forever—already it seemed like forever since she had turned to see the Rusty Spokes entering the casino and those guns materializing and yet still the guns clattered, some of the Predators now returning fire.

How in God’s name had this many guns made it past the metal detectors?

Around her, other patrons, the ones on the floor in fear, those not part of either gang, still had the wherewithal to gather up chips spilled around them by the battle. Nothing could kill greed.

Or anyway, nothing as inconsequential as a firefight in the middle of a casino.

She did not avert her eyes, much as she wanted to—she was not ready to shut the world out and just wait and hope and pray she would open her eyes without a bullet finding her first. The violence, the carnage, the destruction had the same hypnotic effect as being in a car crash and having the world go into slow motion. The heavyset guy in the Boot Hill T-shirt took a bullet in the chest and scarlet showered from the ripped logo as he keeled over backward, smacking his head on the corner of a slot machine as he went, which made Vanessa wince even though she knew the man might be dead before his head came anywhere near the machine….

To her right came an explosive sound—a grenade?—and her eyes shot in that direction of their own volition. On the floor, in an aisle, a man twitched and danced, blood spurting from a hole in his right pants leg where his limb had been severed by the blast—shotgun, not grenade. He was screaming, but she could not hear him, or anyway discern distinctly the screaming out of the overall din. But she could tell he was bleeding to death, and she averted her eyes, finally taking control of them.

She could feel the wet warmth of tears on her cheeks and wondered, as if from a distance, why she was crying when she was not among the injured, one of the lucky ones in this unlucky casino.

Farther to her right, Jake Hanson was ducking behind a craps table, jamming a fresh clip into a huge black pistol. He then rose and fired several rounds in the direction of the Spokes and ducked down again.

To her left, maybe twenty feet away, the Predators’ leader knelt behind a video poker machine. Every few seconds, he would peek out, squeeze off a couple shots, then dodge back behind the machine. When he turned toward her, he saw her watching him and flashed her a grin as if he was having a great time.

The insanity in that smile gave Vanessa an urge to jump up and run screaming from the room; but survival instinct overrode that. She kept her head down and did not move. As for Valpo, he still had that maniacal grin pasted on, though his wide eyes spoke of hysteria and fear.

Valpo leaned out from behind his cover, raised his pistol, and a crimson flower bloomed in his right shoulder, the gun springing from his grasp and bouncing out of reach under a table across an aisle where bullets zinged and pinged.

As Valpo fell sideways, back behind the poker machine, Vanessa finally picked out a sound other than general gunfire—sirens.

Whether they were near or far she could not tell, but help was clearly coming, the wailing getting louder by the second.

As if wanting to strike back before the local law arrived to stop their fun, Valpo scrabbled after the pistol, shots chewing up the carpeting and shaking machines till their coins rattled, bullets all around him as he dove for the weapon.

Just as Valpo got to the pistol, a ghostly figure moved through the smoke and dust and running people and came up behind the Predator leader, aiming a handgun at the back of the man’s head….

Vanessa saw the flash from the barrel more than she actually heard the sound.

She jumped, a full-body twitch, just as Valpo’s body did much the same, the pistol dropping from his dead hand.

Vanessa felt herself screaming, but could not hear it. The shooter now turned to face her, lowered the gun toward her. The scream died in her throat and she followed the line of the gun barrel to the madman’s eyes burning through her.

Her mouth dry now, she struggled to cry out, but no sound would come.

Vanessa suddenly felt that distanced, slow-motion sensation again. Almost serene, she prayed in the church of her mind that someone would take care of her daughter.

She knew she would not live through the next minute, let alone her shift. The house always wins, they say, but this time a dealer could lose.

Then, just as suddenly, the killer lowered the pistol and gave Vanessa a smile so gentle and sad that she knew she’d been reprieved, she knew she would see Cyndi again, after all.

“I’ll never tell,” she said, and averted her gaze, but guns were still firing, and no one heard her, not even herself.

Something slammed into her.

The breath left Vanessa’s body and she felt herself toppling to one side—it was as if she’d been struck a blow.

But she had, indeed, been shot.

Her eyes went back to the killer, who turned away now, not meeting her wide-eyed amazement at his having reneged on the reprieve, shooting her after all, and she tried to inhale, but a rope must have been constricting her neck. The more she struggled, the less oxygen she seemed able to gulp down. Her side ached like she had a really bad bruise, but beyond that, all through her body, flowed a red hotness like swallowing a whiskey shot too fast…only the burning ran horizontally through her and warmed much more intensely.

Each breath was a greater struggle now.

Surprisingly, no real pain—the broken leg she got when she fell off a garage roof at twelve hurt a lot worse than this, way worse. Okay, she’d been shot, but wasn’t sure it was so bad. You can recover from gunshot wounds—her ex-boyfriend had. Her baby’s father. Her baby…

If only she could breathe. She was sure that would help. Somebody must have hit the air conditioner with a stray bullet, because it seemed to be running full tilt now, getting colder by the second. For a moment she caught the killer walking away and wondered if she’d have kept her promise, if it had been heard, if she’d been allowed to live.

Oh hell, she thought, I hope it’s not Mom who raises Cyndi, and then even the coldness was gone.
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Friday, April 1, 2005, 4:28 P.M.




CATHERINE WILLOWS WOULD HAVE RATHER kept a dental appointment than go to this meeting.

Maybe that’s why she was cutting it so close—the 4:30 was at the other end of CSI headquarters, and she’d have to hustle to make it. She jogged up the hallway, her red hair trailing behind her trim dancer’s frame.

Assistant Lab Director Conrad Ecklie, her boss, was a stickler about punctuality, beyond which this was not just any appointment: Ecklie, Sheriff Burdick, and graveyard-shift supervisor Gil Grissom were having a rare staff meeting to discuss inter-shift cooperation.

Everyone even remotely associated with the Vegas Crime Lab knew of the animosity between Ecklie and Grissom—which was remarkable in and of itself, because rarely had either man spoken a cross word to the other. Professionalism was something both men valued, as was public decorum, though Catherine considered the two to share the social skills of a dill pickle.

And, of course, she had worked the night shift herself for several years and had been Grissom’s right hand until her promotion to supervisor of swing.

So she had a history with and loyalty for Gil; but Ecklie was the one who’d promoted her and for whom she worked on a daily basis—so those ties weighed on her, as well. She was not anxious to become the net in a tennis match between two strong-willed, passive-aggressive men.

And it wasn’t like she didn’t have anything else to do! Her shift was already shorthanded, due to Warrick taking a vacation day, plus two investigators with court dates and another investigator calling in sick. Basically, she had Nick Stokes, Sofia Curtis (borrowed from Grissom’s shift), and herself. Oh yes, and a great big city called Las Vegas cooking up all sorts of crimes to solve….

As she approached the glass-enclosed conference room, Catherine could see the others already inside.

A tight-eyed Ecklie—slender; balding; with alert hawkish features; his gray suit, white shirt, and blue tie immaculate (a sure sign his time in an actual lab was limited)—had taken the chair at the head of the table and left the corridor blinds open. A placid Grissom sat to Ecklie’s right, facing her as she slowed to a walk near the door. At the other end of the table, a quietly unreadable Sheriff Burdick sat, a cup of coffee in one hand, his forehead in the other.

Allowing herself one deep breath, Catherine slipped into the conference room.

Ecklie glanced at his watch and then at her, but to his credit said nothing. A manila folder lay on the table in front of him like a restaurant place mat. She did not dislike this man, though in her night-shift “days” he had been the object of much coworker griping; now her personal experience indicated Ecklie to be fair and smart.

But his blind spot was Grissom, much as Grissom’s was Ecklie—a classic crime-lab case of bureaucrat versus scientist. If she had a dollar for every conflict like this in every crime lab in the nation, she could retire tomorrow….

Sheriff Burdick, his own suit almost as perfect as Ecklie’s, gave Catherine a polite smile as she sat. Thinning brown hair clipped short, the sheriff had a quietly rugged way about him, with a certain gentleness in his calm brown eyes that drew voters’ confidence, especially (the pollsters said) the female voters.

Catherine had long since proved immune to those eyes, but she respected this man, who backed the crime lab all the way. He seemed less prone to the politics of his recent predecessors.

Across from her, Grissom looked haggard—tiredness was a given for CSIs, and for a driven workaholic like Gil, a constant. But this was different. His hair, especially his beard, seemed grayer than she remembered, and his eyes looked puffy, like he hadn’t been getting his usual, already limited hours of sleep.

Despite this, a tiny, barely perceptible smile lurked on his lips. Dressed in his customary black shirt and slacks, Gil Grissom, weary or not, somehow seemed in better spirits than either of the other men.

“Catherine,” he said as she pulled her chair up. “Thanks for joining us.”

Catherine said nothing, smiling, nodding, then waiting for Ecklie to start the meeting.

Only she soon realized it had already started, and the sheriff was driving the bus….

Burdick’s gaze focused on Grissom. “I just have one more thing to get off my chest. Gil, you don’t make Conrad’s job—or anyone else’s, for that matter—any easier by pushing the political and public-relations ramifications of a case to the side.”

Grissom could only nod.

“Just because you have the ability to remain objective, don’t mistake the world for sharing it. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Grissom said.

“And Conrad, you’ll make an effort to treat Grissom in a fair and impartial manner. Understood?”

“Understood, Sheriff.”

“You’re two of the best. If you ever got on the same page, do you have any idea how much we could accomplish?”

Catherine supressed a smile. These two strong men—the scientist and the bureaucrat—were sitting with their heads slightly lowered, like two kids a principal had put in their respective places.

“All right. Let’s move on.” Burdick turned to Catherine. “Can’t you make these two get along?”

She smiled and shrugged. “How would you say I’m doing so far, sir?”

After a chuckle and shake of his head, Burdick was about to move forward on the meeting agenda, when Nick Stokes burst into the room.

“Yes?” the sheriff said, surprised at the intrusion.

“Sorry,” Nick said. “I know I’m interrupting, and I apologize—but we have a big one. Real trouble.”

A buff former Texas A&M football player with close-cropped dark hair, piercing dark eyes, and a heroic jaw, Nick was normally the epitome of cool—he did not excite easily. But right now, as he approached Grissom, planting himself between Gil and Conrad, the broad-shouldered CSI seemed pretty worked up.

That worried Catherine.

“What kind of trouble?” Burdick asked, resuming his position at the table.

“We got a major shoot-out between two motorcycle gangs, the Predators and the Spokes—that annual Biker Blowout at Boot Hill?”

“Damn,” Catherine said.

“You haven’t heard the really good part—it went down inside the Four Kings Casino.”

Burdick put a hand to his head as if checking for a fever.

“Dead?” Grissom asked. “Wounded?”

Nick said, “I don’t have all the facts yet, this is straight from Dispatch; but, yes, Gris, there are dead and there are wounded. Not just bikers but civilians—casino employees, tourists…sounds like they pretty much trashed the place. D-Day indoors.”

“And that’s our crime scene,” Ecklie said gravely.

“All right,” Burdick said, heading for the exit. When he got there, he turned and issued orders. “I’m going to call the governor—he’s probably a heartbeat away from sending in the National Guard. Conrad, you get the crime scene team organized and on its way.”

“Right now,” Ecklie said, nodding.

Catherine stepped forward. “We need the media kept out for at least twenty-four hours. We’ll have an extensive crime scene and a volatile situation with those two biker gangs.”

“We can handle our end of that,” Burdick said, “and I’ll talk to the Highway Patrol…but anything you can do to encourage the local people to keep the lid on will tell the tale.”

Burdick left and the others turned to Ecklie.

“If it’ll help,” Grissom said to Ecklie, “I’ll go—Catherine’s shift is shorthanded.”

“Good idea, Gil,” Ecklie said.

The graciousness seemed strained, Catherine thought, but at least Ecklie was trying.

“This is a unique situation,” Ecklie was saying. “Possible mass injuries and deaths to rival a plane crash. And as Catherine says, a high-profile case that’ll attract media attention. I need my best people, so I appreciate your offer, Gil. You’ll go.”

“Good,” Grissom said.

“I want Stokes, Sofia, and Catherine there, too,” Ecklie said. “Gil, call in Sidle from your shift.”

“No problem.”

“Catherine, you’ll be in charge.”

She sneaked a glance at Grissom, but he seemed to accept this as a matter of whose shift was on duty and not an Ecklie put-down.

Ecklie was saying, “Catherine, call Brown in for me, would you? His vacation day is canceled. Gil, better get Sanders in here early, too.”

Grissom frowned. “Conrad, I don’t think we need him. Somebody has to hold down the fort.”

“I agree. My intention is that Sanders will work with Brown, here in the city. Better divide up the calls—Gil, I’ll ring Sidle for you.”

Warrick Brown, Sara Sidle, and Greg Sanders were fellow LVPD crime scene investigators—Warrick on Catherine’s team, Sara and Greg from Grissom’s shift.

They all started moving at once, cell phones coming out, speed dialers in play, and gravitated to different corners of the room so they could hear themselves, leaving Nick standing alone by the door, the messenger who’d started all this having nothing to do at the moment.

Five minutes later, the little group huddled around Nick again.

“Sara will be here in twenty minutes,” Ecklie said.

Grissom added, “Greg’s on his way, too.”

“Warrick will be here in ten,” Catherine said. “Nick, get the trucks loaded. Gil, you want to collect Sofia?”

Nodding, Grissom went out the door in search of his team member. Nick followed him out, leaving Catherine alone in the conference room with Ecklie.

The assistant lab director put a hand on her shoulder. “Wrap this up quick, Catherine. This could be a real problem.”

“Sounds like it already is a problem,” she said, finding the remark odd.

His eyes narrowed. “Aside from any injuries and loss of life, the potential for disaster here is imminent. If CNN gets a story about a gunfight in a casino—with motorcycle gangs!—the public won’t care whether it’s Boot Hill or Fremont Street. Once they hear Nevada, the tourists will stay away in droves.”

Catherine was glad Grissom hadn’t heard that. She had a tolerance for political views like this one, where the lives of human beings seemed secondary in importance to tourism concerns, but the goodwill the politician and scientist had shared in the wake of the sheriff’s reprimand would likely have been short-lived had Gil been privy to that PR speech.

 

Twenty minutes later, two dark, sleek SUVs pulled out of the CSI parking lot, dashboard-mounted emergency lights flashing as they made their way east on Charleston Boulevard to Decatur Boulevard, then north to Highway 95 and the long looping trip south to Boot Hill.

Nick drove one SUV with Catherine in the passenger seat. Sara Sidle—the striking brunette’s hair tucked up under a CSI ballcap—was at the wheel of the other, Grissom in the passenger seat and blond Sofia Curtis in the back.

On the highway, Nick barreled along but could have made better time if people got out of the way. Not particularly wanting to die prematurely of a heart attack, Catherine had, over the course of her years on the job, trained herself not to yell at motorists who refused to pull over when they saw the alternating red and blue flashing lights.

Drivers always seemed to move over for ambulances and fire trucks, but most went brain-dead when it came time to pull over for the cops. Why that was, she had no idea; but it was one of the little-known truths of the job.

They were maybe halfway into the forty-five-minute trip when they got a radio call from Burdick.

“Jorge Lopez is the police chief out there,” Burdick’s voice told them. “A good man. You shouldn’t have any problem with him cooperating.”

“What about the Guard?” Catherine asked.

“I don’t have to tell you about the shortage of personnel,” the sheriff said.

Sixty percent of the Nevada National Guard was deployed overseas.

“By the time the governor gets you any help,” Burdick was saying over the radio, “you probably won’t need it. Half a dozen state troopers are there or en route, but you know they’re scattered to hell and gone, too.”

“What about our people?”

“We’re spread too thin, too,” Burdick said. “It’s mostly going to be you guys and the locals. But, as I say, Chief Lopez is terrific, and he has strong people. We’ll maintain media blackout as long as possible. Good luck.”

The sheriff signed off.

Nick flicked a glance at Catherine. “Yeah—good luck to us.”

The two black vehicles rocketed down the highway, Nick barely keeping the speedometer below one hundred. Once away from the metropolitan area, traffic thinned, though the highway was not deserted: they passed eighteen-wheelers, a few cars, and at one point, just south of Searchlight, both SUVs slid to the right lane to let a Nevada Highway Patrol car buzz by.
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