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AT SOME POINT, DOMINGO’S LATE-NIGHT

RELAXATION WAS INTERRUPTED BY . . .

Well, that was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it?

Someone came inside. There was, Ray guessed, an argument. While Domingo’s back was turned, the other person snatched up the nearest heavy object and bashed Domingo over the head with it. Still holding the lighter, he—or she, no telling yet, although the person was probably at least as tall as Domingo and strong enough to kill with a single blow—wiped his fingerprints off it. He wrote the word “quantum” on the wall, presumably using a tool and not his finger, since he was obviously careful not to leave fingerprints anywhere else, and then he took his leave.

The killer had not, at a glance, left any signposts pointing to his identity. Unless the mystery word was somehow one. If so, it was as vague a signpost as Ray could imagine.

Ray had not been at this job for as long as his colleagues, but he understood the fundamental principles underlying it. Everyone left traces of themselves on people with whom they came in contact. Maybe it was the orange hairs, maybe the bits of plant fiber, maybe fingerprints he had not yet located, but somewhere in this house was the key—the signpost Ray needed.

He would keep looking until he found it.
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IT ALL HAPPENED so fast.

That was what people always said about this sort of thing, as if their minds couldn’t quite keep up with the rocket-propelled pace of events. That wasn’t how Drake McCann felt about it, though. To him, it had happened at the speed of life, no faster and certainly no more slowly.

He had been kicking back in his suite on the Cameron estate, watching some late-night TV with Kathleen Slides, the family’s live-in housekeeper. They were friendly, nothing more complicated than that. Both were single, but he knew he wasn’t her type. If he had a type, he had never figured out what it was, despite years of trial and error. And although he had dated fellow employees a couple of times, it always seemed to go bad. Someone made a mistake, and the whole situation ended up in Mrs. Cameron’s lap, and she gave one of those stern lectures she was so good at, talking to the help as if they were wayward toddlers, and then fired one of them. So far, he had been lucky and had not been the primary target of her wrath, but last time it had been close, and McCann had decided not to take that chance again. The world was full of women who didn’t work for his employer

Kathleen was a petite blonde who wasn’t hard on the eyes, they had some laughs together, and they both enjoyed watching celebrities plug their wares on the tube after Mrs. Cameron had dismissed them and the day’s work was done. That was good enough for now. He didn’t need romance, and he enjoyed her company, and she seemed comfortable in his. Safe all the way around.

McCann was in charge of security for the estate, so even though he had a man on duty, when the front gate opened up, red lights flashed on instrument panels in his living room and bedroom. No visitors were expected that night, so he flicked on a monitor and selected the camera trained down the driveway toward the gate.

He was reaching for his phone when the call came in.

“I see him,” McCann said.

“Know him?” Lyle Armstrong asked.

“Never seen him before.” The monitor showed a white male who looked homeless at best and maybe deranged on top of it. His clothes were filthy, pants with the knees blown out and the hems ragged from being walked on, a shirt that might once have been white underneath a corduroy blazer that looked as if it had been wrapped around a truck tire and driven on for a hundred miles of hard road. The guy could have been wearing the jacket at the time. His hair was long and wild, ditto his thick brown beard. McCann could make out some facial scars from there, over the small monitor. The man’s eyes glinted with madness, and he had an uneven gait, not quite a limp but almost. His hands were empty, but they kept bunching into tight fists, then relaxing.

“I’m in the control room. Want me to—”

McCann cut off the question. “You stay on the cameras, Lyle. And call the police. I’ll intercept him.”

He turned away from the monitor and nearly ran into Kathleen, who had come up behind him and was staring at the screen. “Who do you think that is?” she asked.

“No idea.”

“But he came through the gate, right?”

The gate had still been swinging shut when the image first appeared on McCann’s monitor. “Yeah. He must have got the code from someone, or he just got lucky. Either way, he’s not supposed to be here.”

Because Kathleen had been over, McCann was still dressed in a polo shirt and khaki pants. He pulled on a windbreaker against the cool of the April night, slipped on some loafers, and took a .38 revolver from his gun cabinet. It was loaded—he didn’t keep unloaded weapons in the cabinet—but just the same, he checked to make sure.

“Be careful,” she said.

“This is what I do,” he reminded her. “Anyway, that guy’s not going to be a problem. His kind never is. Probably just off his meds.”

“Should I go to my room?”

“You can stay here if you want. I’ll be back in a few. Let me know if Letterman says anything funny.”

With the .38 in his hand and his hand in the windbreaker pocket, he went out, locking the suite’s front door behind him. He had a private entrance, off the back of the main house. A paved walkway led around the west side of the building, down along the tennis court, then wound through a rose garden and over to the driveway. McCann took it at a near jog, wanting to get in front of the guy before he got close to the house. Helena Cameron had enough problems these days. The last thing she needed was to worry about intruders.

When McCann emerged from the roses, the stranger was still a good way down the floodlit drive. His limp made his progress slow and ungainly, almost as if he had to remind his left leg to keep up with the right at every step. He was looking down at the ground and muttering something McCann couldn’t make out.

“That’s far enough, pal,” McCann said. “Let’s just stop right there.”

The guy snapped his head up and glared at McCann. He could have been anywhere from twenty-five to forty-five; hard living and desert sun had creased and leathered his skin. Eyes that had looked a little crazy on the monitor a few minutes ago burned with rage. As far as McCann could tell, that rage was directed at him.

The guy shouted something. McCann couldn’t make out the words, so garbled they might have been in a foreign language, but the tone was of barely restrained fury.

“I said hold it right there,” McCann ordered. He showed the gun.

The guy took it in at a glance and spat out more unintelligible words, but he didn’t stop or slow. He was stoned, drunk, mentally ill, or all three at once. McCann wasn’t quite sure he was speaking English or that he understood it when it was spoken to him. He suspected that what came across as anger probably wasn’t really, that the man just couldn’t control his emotions or project them the way sane people did. But he couldn’t afford to count on that hunch. He had to play it as safe as he could and assume the intruder was every bit the threat he appeared to be.

“Freeze,” McCann said. He pointed the gun at the guy’s midsection. “You’ve gone far enough. The police are on the way.”

The man kept coming. A wave of stench engulfed McCann, the sour reek of clothing gone too long without washing, of a body that hadn’t bathed in some time. His feet spread for balance, McCann held up his left hand, palm out, the universal signal for stop right there.

But this guy didn’t clue in. He took another awkward step forward, then another. The smell of him closed around McCann’s throat like the fingers of a strong hand. “I won’t warn you again.”

The guy said something else, his words so slurred that McCann couldn’t make them out, and he shoved his right hand deep into the pocket of his shabby blazer. In the unrelenting wash of the floodlights, the shape in that pocket looked threatening.

As promised, McCann didn’t bother with another warning. His job was to protect Mrs. Cameron and her property. Since he didn’t hear sirens yet, and Willy hadn’t arrived to provide backup, he squeezed the trigger, and the .38 in his hand boomed.

The shot tore into the man’s left side. He staggered back, pulling his right hand out of the pocket with something clutched in it. McCann fired once more, twitching the barrel just a little. The second shot hit the man dead center, and he crumpled and went down.

McCann let him lie there for a few moments, until he stopped moving. There was, in fact, something clutched in the man’s fist, but it wasn’t a weapon after all. It was a slip of paper.

McCann heard sirens now. He crouched beside the guy, used the barrel of his gun to nudge the hand enough to see what the paper was. It was maybe five inches square, torn from something else, maybe a menu. Most of it was covered in penciled writing, every bit as unreadable as the man’s spoken words had been impossible to decipher. But on top of the pencil were other words, written with black ink in what looked like a woman’s hand. A couple of words stood out, and some numbers, and McCann realized he was looking at directions to the estate and the combination code for the front gate.

Someone had sent him there.

He pocketed his weapon and backed away, taking deep breaths once he got past the nimbus of stink surrounding the dead man. The cops would be there in seconds, and he didn’t want to be crouching there with a gun in his hand when they came. The shooting was justified, but guns made people nervous.

Especially cops. Especially when there was a dead man involved.

Lights angled up the drive, headlights and blue and red rooftop flashers. McCann raised his arms above his head and waited.

“Nice place,” Greg Sanders observed.

“Vegas royalty,” Catherine Willows said. She was driving a Las Vegas Police Department Yukon up a winding driveway in Seven Hills, south of the city. The property had been landscaped to within an inch of its life. “You can’t touch this neighborhood for less than a couple million.”

“And this estate really belonged to Bix Cameron?”

“The one and only.” Bix Cameron had been a casino tycoon, one of the city’s prime builders back in the 1950s. Catherine’s father, Sam Braun, had known him, and she had met Bix once or twice. She remembered a tall, fit man with close-cropped silver hair and a friendly twinkle in his eye, who always clasped her father’s hands with both of his, then went down on one knee to greet her father’s daughter.

“What’s it been, like ten years since he went missing?”

“Around that.” Greg was fascinated by the city’s criminal history, and Bix Cameron’s disappearance—what everyone assumed to be his murder—fit into that, even though, in life, Bix had been believed to be on the straight and narrow. Still, in those days, one could hardly build a casino without cutting the mob in, and Bix had built several. The assumption, when he had disappeared a decade ago, was that he had wound up crosswise with one of those criminal elements. Greg could have talked about the old-time gangsters for days if Catherine had let him. But the Cameron home loomed before them, looking like a palatial Italian villa, with walls of a pale mustard color and an undulating terra-cotta tiled roof, and Catherine wanted to focus on the job at hand. She had seen pictures of similar homes clinging to the hills around Lake Como. Lights blazed throughout this one, casting a glow down on the long driveway and the hundreds of roses arrayed on broad steps flanking the house. She brought the vehicle to a halt in front of a strip of yellow crime-scene tape, beside a couple of patrol cars and an EMS van.

She turned off the engine and stepped out. The fragrance of the rose garden hit her first, the April days warm enough to bring out the blooms, and though the nights were still cool enough for her light leather jacket, they no longer dipped below freezing.

Two steps farther up the drive, the smell of spilled blood and an unbathed human’s dying moments replaced it. She preferred the roses, but not enough to quit her job and take up landscaping.

Greg stopped beside her, a camera in his hands. On the ground inside the yellow tape was a man, his arms outspread, legs together and slightly folded. A pool of blood darkened the pavement beneath him. “Guess we found our vic,” she said.

“I guess we did. And so did the chalk fairy.”

Catherine looked again and saw a thin white line inscribed around the body. “Great.”

They had passed one uniformed officer at the gate, there to keep the press out and allow official vehicles in, and signed in on his crime-scene log. Another one approached them now. “You the CSIs?”

“I’m Supervisor Willows,” Catherine answered. “This is CSI Sanders.”

“Cool.” The uni addressed Catherine. His name was Vernon, according to the tag on his chest. He was African-American, mid-twenties, a weight lifter judging from the way his arms and chest swelled against his clothing. “Detective Vega wanted me to send you up to the command post when you arrived.” He tilted his head up the driveway. She saw people milling around near the house. “He’s there with the witnesses and the perpetrator.”

“We already have a suspect?” Catherine asked.

“Security man for the family. Claims it was a righteous kill.”

“I don’t think that’s his decision to make, but it would make our lives easier.” She glanced at Greg. “You want to start taking pictures while I meet the suspect?”

“You got it.”

Catherine went around the taped-off scene and up the hill, carrying the steel box containing her crime-scene kit. The command post was nothing more than a blank stretch of pavement beside the house, established to give the various cops someplace to congregate that wouldn’t compromise the crime scene. Staggered around were a couple of obvious civilians, recognizable by the shell-shocked look in their eyes, with uniformed cops either talking softly to them or just standing by, keeping them separated. As always seemed to happen these days, there were cops standing around talking quietly into cell phones. She wondered who they were all talking to. Girlfriends? Reporters? Bookies? It was anybody’s guess.

Sam Vega, solid and dark, stood with a burly, red-faced man in a windbreaker and jeans and another man, short, balding, and bespectacled, who could only be a lawyer. He wore a thousand- dollar suit and Bruno Magli shoes with a professional shine on them, and he had an imperious air about him, as if despite his physical stature, he was used to looking down at other people from on high—metaphorically speaking, at least. But when he wanted to, Sam could glower like nobody’s business, and the lawyer almost seemed to be wilting in his presence.

“Catherine,” Sam said, breaking into a smile at her approach. “Glad you’re here. This is Drake McCann, head of security for the Cameron estate. He used to be on the job, back in Detroit. Marvin Coatsworth here is Helena Cameron’s attorney. Mr. Coatsworth, Mr. McCann, Supervisor Willows is the crime lab’s night-shift supervisor. She’ll be in charge of the crime-scene investigation.”

“Supervisor,” Coatsworth said, shaking her hand with such brisk efficiency that Catherine wondered if he billed by the millisecond. He hadn’t paid for that suit by being generous with his time.

“Good to meet you,” McCann said. He offered his hand and a smile. Catherine happily took both; genuine courtesy from a shooting suspect was a rarity. She had met plenty of murderers, and for the most part, they were human scum, not people she would want to shake hands with. This man wasn’t like that. “Wish the circumstances were different.”

“I’m sure. Can you tell me what happened? I know you’ve already told Sam.”

McCann looked to Vega, but the detective encouraged him to tell the story again in his own words. Coatsworth nodded his approval, and McCann launched into his tale. By now, he had surely told it enough times to winnow it down to the bare bones. “Guy came in the front gate. Apparently, he had the combination code written down on a piece of paper. But take a look at him—he’s a real case, let me tell you. Homeless at best, maybe mentally ill. Probably. He came at me angry, shouting something I couldn’t understand, and ignored all my commands to stop. Finally, he reached in his pocket. I thought I saw the outline of a weapon, and after warning him, I fired twice. Put him down, and that’s that.”

“We’ve already got the weapon,” Sam added. “It’s a registered thirty-eight revolver.”

“You mind if I swab you for gunshot residue?” Catherine asked.

“I already told you I shot him.”

“It’s a formality.” The truth was, she had seen too many cases in which one person tried to take the rap for someone else. A GSR test would show whether or not he had fired a gun. His prints on the weapon would connect him to that particular gun, and ballistic analysis of the barrel and the markings on the round would link the gun to the bullets inside the dead man. Even in a case that might have been a legitimately defensive killing, she wanted to make sure the dots were connected.

She spotted Coatsworth nodding again, out of the corner of her eye. For a lawyer, he hadn’t said much. Maybe he billed by the word, too, and was trying to give Mrs. Cameron a deal. Then again, she was reputedly one of the richest women in Las Vegas, so maybe he just didn’t have anything to say at the moment.

“Fine, whatever,” McCann said.

Catherine took a couple of cotton swab sticks from her kit. “You shoot with your right?”

“Yeah.” McCann held that hand out.

“Were you wearing gloves?”

“No gloves.”

She ran the swab across the back of his index finger, his thumb, and the web connecting the two, then capped that swab and did the same on his left hand. Lead, antimony, and barium were generally deposited on the hand, and sometimes on clothes, by the blowback that occurred when a weapon was fired. Revolvers tended to leak more of those materials than other weapons, and less than an hour had passed since the shooting, so the test should be fairly conclusive. All three substances also occurred in nature and could come from other sources, so the test wasn’t absolutely positive, but it was a strong indicator.

Few things were a hundred percent definitive in criminal investigations. The best she could hope for was to develop a preponderance of evidence showing one person’s guilt, and that’s what she meant to do. The fact that McCann had already confessed to the shooting, and the additional fact that he might never even be charged for it, didn’t change that.

“Thank you,” she said, putting the swabs carefully back into the kit. She glanced down the driveway, to where Greg was taking pictures of the body. “Do we know who the deceased is?”

“Yeah,” McCann said. “He’s a skell. A nutbag. Did you get a whiff of him? Look at that guy. I hate to say he got what he deserved, but—”

“Then don’t,” Catherine interrupted. “When I look at him, all I see is a John Doe who caught one more bad break in what was probably a long series of them. Everybody deserves his own name—we need to find his out and give it back to him.”

“Maybe he just wanted a look at how the other half lives,” Sam suggested.

“Yeah,” Catherine said. “But instead he found out how his half dies.”
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“WERE YOU THE FIRST on the scene?” Greg asked.

The uni named Vernon was young, round-cheeked, and sturdy, with an all-business air that seemed contradicted by his casual way of speaking. “Yes, sir, me and my partner. We were in the area when we got the 420 call. Another car came in right behind us, though.”

“Where are your partner and the other cops?”

“Gebhart’s the one you saw down at the front gate. He’s my partner. The other ones are staffing the command post.”

“Who touched the body?”

Vernon’s gaze swept across the paramedics sitting in their van, as if they had nowhere better to be. Even CSIs had the occasional— very occasional—quiet shift, so anything was possible. “Shooter claims he didn’t touch him. These guys showed up a couple of minutes after us. Gebhart checked the stiff’s pulse, two fingers on the neck, so you’ll find his prints. He told EMS that the guy was dead, but they wanted to check it out themselves. I told them not to move the body, but they might have shifted it some.”

Greg jotted down a note in a spiral notebook he carried. “They should know better. Who drew the chalk outline?”

“Gebhart did that.”

“Is he a rookie?”

“Pretty much, yeah. Couple months on patrol, not many homicides.”

“But you know better?”

“I was talking to the suspect, Mr. McCann. When I turned around again, Gebhart’s there drawing the outline. I told him to stop, but he was pretty much already done.”

“If this goes to court, those crime-scene photos I just took will be inadmissible,” Greg pointed out. “The chalk outline shows that the body’s been tampered with.”

“Sorry about that,” Gebhart said. “But Mr. McCann confessed, right? He’s head of security here, he told us. I don’t see the state filing charges here, do you?”

“It’s not my job to know what the state might do. Or yours. It’s our job to control the scene and to investigate it.”

Vernon’s eyes were downcast. “I know, I screwed up.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t become a problem.”

Greg had taken plenty of photos, showing the approaches from the gate and from the house, photos of the body where it lay—in spite of the chalk outline that he knew would render those photos inadmissible—photos of McCann, and wide shots of the entire scene from every angle. Some of them would never be presented as evidence but would help in reconstructing the scene if necessary and would nudge the memory of the detectives running the investigation. The pictures of the body were still good for that, if nothing else. But he wished that cops who rode patrol had never watched TV shows or movies, because they picked up a lot of bad ideas. He’d heard about a cop who had jumped into his cruiser and tried to drive, letting the wind close his car door, because he had seen it done in a Starsky and Hutch episode on DVD. He had ended up falling out of the vehicle and watching from the ground as it plowed into a garbage truck.

His photos finished, Greg had put the camera away and made a simple sketch of the crime scene in his notebook, showing the placement of the body, the driveway, and the house, noting landmarks such as the rose garden and the property wall. He hadn’t had a chance to speak directly to McCann, but Vernon showed him where McCann had claimed to be standing, giving him a quick rundown of the security man’s story as he did, and Greg marked that location down with a note reminding himself that it was unconfirmed. He agreed with Vernon that McCann would probably never spend a day in court over this—a licensed security guard shooting an apparently homeless intruder—but that conclusion would have been more cut and dried had the intruder had a weapon. So far, he had seen no evidence to indicate that he did.

Then he turned his fuller attention to the body. The square area defined by the crime-scene tape was mostly empty—no shell casings, no cigarette butts, little of the stray bits of matter that crime-scene investigators had to collect and try to account for, even though most of the time they turned out not to be even remotely associated with the crime. That wasn’t something they could know in advance, though, so they bagged and tagged all of it and did the hard part of weeding it out later. This area, though, appeared to have been regularly maintained by what Greg assumed was a full-time staff of groundskeepers, so the pavement was clean and dry except right around the body itself, where blood glinted wetly in the floodlights.

Vernon showed him the route that he, Gebhart, and the EMTs had used to get close to the dead man, and Greg used the same path. Near the body, the smells of the dead man’s soiled clothing and his profound body odor were stifling, joined as they were by the metallic tang of blood and the sour-sweet smell of death. Standing as close as he could, Greg noted the details of the man’s appearance. He was a Caucasian man, with matted brown hair and a beard shot through with a few strands of silver. He was about five-nine or -ten, maybe a hundred and eighty pounds. A bit of a belly but not much of one. Homeless people generally didn’t have to worry about keeping their weight down, and what food they could afford was usually high in empty calories, low in nutritional value. Greg would have been astonished if the dead man wasn’t homeless.

He peeled back an eyelid, revealing a bloodshot brown eye. His shirt was torn and bloodstained in two spots, both entry wounds. Greg was sure that if he turned the man over, he would find exit wounds on his back, unless both rounds had stayed inside him. He hadn’t seen any bullets or indications of where the rounds had ended up, but once he determined that they had passed through the man—as the amount of blood pooled beneath him indicated—he would have to widen the crime-scene perimeter and look for those.

Greg couldn’t get a good read on the man’s age, because of the effect of constant exposure to the Nevada sun. The man’s mouth was open a little, and his teeth were in terrible shape. Closer examination might reveal some fillings or other dental work, which could help identify him, but those would have been done in his younger days, since he had clearly not been to a dentist in recent years.

Officer Vernon watched from outside the tape line. “Anybody check him for ID?” Greg asked.

“No, sir, not yet.”

“Okay, thanks.” That was something, at least. It was hard to go through a dead body’s pockets without shifting the body around. Now that he had documented the scene as well as possible, he could take that chance.

He started with the jacket pockets. By the time he reached the pants, he had pulled out dozens of scraps of paper, most of them written on and scribbled over so many times that nothing on them was legible at a glance. He was just starting on the pants pockets when another vehicle pulled up, the coroner’s van. David Phillips shut off the headlights and got out, pushing his black-framed glasses up on his nose. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “I was on another call.”

“No problem,” Greg said. “I’m just looking for some ID.”

“All that paper and no wallet?”

“Not yet. None of it’s money, either. Looks like this guy was big on taking notes, though.”

“I guess.”

“Hey, David, can you get my camera out of the Yukon? I thought I was done, but I want to take some pictures of all these paper scraps.”

David nodded and went to the SUV. When he returned with the camera, Greg showed him the path to follow to the body. “I can take over now, if you want,” David said.

“I’m done with him,” Greg said. “He’s all yours.” He took the camera and snapped some photographs of the papers he had removed from the man’s pockets. Those and a stub of pencil were all he had found. The John Doe hadn’t been carrying so much as a nickel, much less a handy driver’s license or passport. Had the night air not been absolutely still, Greg would have worried about wind snatching the scraps away. Had it not been April in Las Vegas, he might have worried about rain. Those were both major concerns with outdoor crime scenes; neither seemed likely to be an issue tonight.

“Thanks,” David said. “At a glance, I’d say we know the cause of death. That second shot must have gone straight to the heart. Nice big pool of blood, too.”

“Nice,” Greg replied.

“From a forensic perspective, I mean.” David knelt by the body and drew up the shirt a little so he could see the dead man’s back. “Some lividity present,” he said. Blood—that which hadn’t flowed out through the exit wounds—had been drawn down by gravity and darkened the skin on the side that faced the ground. David touched the dark area, and the skin paled. “Still blanching.”

“The security guy here admits to the shooting,” Greg said. “Says it happened around midnight.”

David glanced at his wristwatch. “One forty-two now. Seems about right. I’ll take his temperature.”

Greg didn’t feel compelled to watch that procedure. He started walking the scene, using a strip pattern—almost like mowing a lawn, starting at one end and walking to the far end, then moving over a step and returning in the direction he had just come from. There were various patterns that could be used, but some were better suited to multiple investigators, and since Catherine seemed to have been waylaid at the command post, he was on his own.

Anyway, he had already determined that there wasn’t much to be found. In the bright floodlights, he would have noticed the glint of shell casings. A thought occurred to him, and he called Officer Vernon over. “Do you know what kind of gun the security guard used?”

“I think it was a Colt,” Vernon said.

“Automatic? Revolver?”

“Sorry, sir. Thirty-eight revolver.”

“Okay, thanks.” No shell casings, then—they would stay in the cylinder until they were emptied out. Judging from the story as he had heard it, he wouldn’t expect to find much trace evidence anyway. According to Vernon, McCann and the dead man had never actually come into physical contact. You didn’t have to get very close to shoot a man in the heart with a .38. The Locard Exchange Principle could still come into play—one of McCann’s fingerprints could be on one of the bullets that had killed the man, for instance, and if McCann had come close to the body, even after the shooting, he might have traces of the man’s blood on his shoes. But he had the feeling, right out of the gate, that this wasn’t a case that would turn on hair or fiber evidence or a mysterious fluid or anything like that.

No, it was probably every bit as straightforward as it appeared to be.

In a way, that would be a relief. These days, it seemed every case he worked was more complicated than the last. Juries were becoming more sophisticated, too, more aware of what crime-scene investigation could accomplish, and the more they knew about it, the more they wanted to see. Greg had heard of open-and-shut cases—a liquor-store robbery, for one, in which the perpetrator had been caught two blocks away downing the six-pack he had taken along with forty-two bucks from the till—in which the jury complained to the judge that there was no DNA evidence presented, and without DNA, how could they know for certain that the defendant was guilty? Never mind the surveillance video, the eyewitnesses, and the fingerprint evidence, juries these days wanted science.

So if this turned out to be a justifiable homicide, an honest man protecting his employer and her property from danger, that would be just dandy. Not every case had to test his forensic skills and challenge his imagination.

Or so he wanted to believe.

“I should get back down there and help Greg,” Catherine said. She had finished swabbing McCann’s hands, and she had taken and bagged his windbreaker, in case there was GSR on the sleeves, and his shoes, in case he had stepped in blood. In his socks and short sleeves, he looked like someone caught off guard by a fire alarm.

“Greg’s fine,” Sam Vega said quietly. “There are more people here I’d like you to meet.”

“You’re the detective.”

“I know that. But I also know you have a good eye for detail, and I don’t want to miss anything.”

The grunt work was the stuff that had drawn her to forensic science to begin with—collecting and analyzing evidence, employing the cold hard facts of the physical world to put criminals in jail and let the innocent go free. But Sam’s point was valid, and in truth, she was more than a little curious about the other folks the police had cooling their heels outside this luxurious home.

Sam led her to a wrought-iron table, painted white, where two men sat waiting for the police to talk to them. A sleepy-eyed uniformed cop stood watch over them, biting on the ends of his mustache hairs as if that was the only thing keeping him awake. Sam went through the introductions, presenting Catherine to Craig Stilton and Dustin Gottlieb.

“I’m Mrs. Cameron’s financial adviser,” Stilton said. Everything about him was round—his pale, mostly bald head, his tortoiseshell glasses and the cheeks propping them up, his physique. “Well, the whole family’s, really.”

“But why are you here tonight?” Catherine asked. “The family’s finances aren’t involved in the shooting in any way, are they?”

“Of course not,” Dustin Gottlieb said before Stilton could answer.

“I was still here when it happened,” Stilton said. “I had been working with Helena on some financial matters until late in the evening. When we finished, we were relaxing with a drink. There’s a guest room in the house that has, I’m afraid, turned into my home away from home, so I was just getting ready to bid her good night and turn in when all the ruckus started. It was terrible, the shooting and the sirens and all of it. Just awful.”

“Where’s Mrs. Cameron now?” Catherine asked.

Dustin Gottlieb was built like a tennis pro, with long legs, broad shoulders, and a lean torso. He was tanned, with short dark hair cropped close to his scalp and a friendly, open face. “Ms. Willows, I’m Mrs. Cameron’s estate manager. I don’t know how much you know about the many stresses on Mrs. Cameron these days . . .”

“Fill me in.”

“Well, heavens. She and Daria have both been very ill. The reason Mr. Stilton was here working with her is that she doesn’t expect to live much longer, and she wants to know that everything is squared away before she dies.”

Stilton shook his head sadly, but he didn’t deny Gottlieb’s words.

“And Daria,” Gottlieb continued, “her daughter, has gone missing. A couple of days now. We’re just frantic over it.”

Now that he mentioned it, Catherine remembered hearing something about the young woman’s disappearance. Day shift had the case, though, and she had been plenty busy with her own workload, so she hadn’t paid much attention to the details. It was hard enough to track her own shift’s cases without filling her head with work that didn’t immediately concern her. “I’m sorry.”

“You know how it is in this city. The police never believe someone is truly missing until years have gone by. Until then, they assume the person is a runaway or having an affair or something.”

“There’s a large transient population here,” Catherine agreed. “People come and go a lot. They don’t always leave forwarding addresses.”

“Not Daria Cameron. She’s a smart young lady, accomplished. She grew up here. She wouldn’t just leave voluntarily, and even if she did, she wouldn’t do so without telling Helena where she was going. Not after what happened to her father and brother. I wasn’t with the family then, but I’ve heard she was just literally destroyed by that. She would never do the same thing to her mother. And especially given the state of Helena’s health—neither of them is well, in fact.”

“What’s the matter with them?” Catherine asked.

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Why not?”

“Not only is it a personal matter, but the fact is that there is no diagnosis as of yet. All I can say is that they’re not in good health. And if nothing else, I believe that would prevent Daria from abandoning her mother.”

Catherine could have refuted that argument but didn’t see the point in it. Sometimes people went away to die. Sometimes encroaching death brought old family arguments, long since buried, out into the open and set them off again. She would let day shift worry about trying to convince the family and staff of those things—that wasn’t what she had come for.

Gottlieb stuffed his hands into his pockets. “So when I heard there had been a shooting on the grounds, I didn’t want Mrs. Cameron to know about it. Maybe tomorrow, in the light of day. But not tonight. She’s too weak, and her physical and emotional states are too precarious to have to worry about something like that. I interrupted her drink with Mr. Stilton, gave her a pill, and sent her to bed.”

“A pill.”

“A sleeping pill. Prescription. There are no drug addicts in this house, if that’s what you’re thinking. But she’s not well, and Dr. Boullet provides her with the medication that she needs.”

“I wasn’t implying anything, Mr. Gottlieb, and I’m sorry if I sounded as if I was. It’s just that if she was having a drink—”

“Mrs. Cameron drinks only sparkling water at night, nothing alcoholic. I apologize if I jumped to conclusions, Ms. Willows. I guess all of our nerves are more than a little frayed. Daria’s disappearance—particularly in the light of Mr. Cameron and Troy vanishing, ten years ago last month . . . it’s all a bit too much. Just entirely too much.”

“I’m sure.”

Marvin Coatsworth stepped up behind Sam Vega and tapped him on the arm. “Detective Vega, are we quite through for tonight? I’d like to allow Mr. McCann to retire. He’s been through an emotional occurrence.”

“Not just yet, Mr. Coatsworth, but soon, all right? My crime-scene people will be here for a while, and the coroner’s assistant has just arrived, so it’ll still be a while before the John Doe is removed from the driveway. But I’ll be able to cut these people loose soon enough, I think.”
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