










      

   

         “Cause of death?” Nick called. 



   

   “Nothing visible on the front.” Gingerly, Catherine eased the corpse onto its left side and looked at the sheet metal underneath the body, but saw no signs of bugs or any other scavengers. That would disappoint Grissom, who did love his creepy-crawlies. The suit seemed to be stained darker on the back and, moving slowly toward the head, Catherine found what she was looking for. 


   

    “Two entry wounds,” she announced. “Base of the skull, looks like a pro.” 

   


   

    “Firearm?” 

   


   

    “Firearm is my call.” 

   


   

    “Anything else?” 

   


   

    She didn't want there to be anything else. The heat pressed down on her from above. Any relief brought on by the cooler soil down here had evaporated and sweat rolled down her back, her arms, and her face. But she forced herself to stay focused on the job at hand. 

   


   

    Then, just to the left of the mummy's head, something caught her attention, something black poking out of the dirt. At first she thought it was one of Grissom's little friends, but closer inspection proved it to be metallic . . . a gun barrel, almost completely buried. Almost . . . 
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THE SIREN'S SQUEAL SPLIT THE MORNING, THE FLASHING BLUE-then-red-then-blue dashboard light reflecting off other cars as the black Chevy Tahoe weaved its way through rush-hour traffic on US 95. The sun was rising orange and bright, tinting the clouds pink, and the air conditioning within the SUV was already grappling with the July heat. 


 In the passenger seat sat Gil Grissom, graveyard-shift supervisor of the Las Vegas Criminalistics Bureau. In the driver's seat was Warrick Brown—rank CSI3, just one notch under Grissom—and in back was another member of their team, Sara Sidle, rank CSI2. Warrick sawed the steering wheel right and left as he dodged between cars, his expression impassive. He might have been watching paint dry.  


 Grissom's boyishly handsome features were slightly compromised by the gray encroaching on his brown hair, and crow's feet were sneaking up on the edges of his eyes, frown lines etching inroads at the corners of his mouth. The politics of this job had taken their toll on Grissom of late. As much as he loved the science of investigation, the constant jousting with dayshift supervisor Conrad Ecklie, the strain on his budget, and the pressures of management had started to age the perennially youthful Grissom. This reality was aided and abetted by the fact that, even though he had never needed much sleep, now he hardly got any at all.  


 The SUV hurtled toward a small Honda. Warrick slashed to the right, barely missed a FedEx truck, then bounced back left, coming within inches of a blue Lincoln stretch limo.  


 From the back, Sara yelled, “Geez, Warrick, he's not gonna get more dead. Slow down.”  


 Warrick ignored her remark and jumped into the diamond lane to pass a cab, then hopped back into his own lane.  


 “Why didn't you let me drive?” Sara asked her boss as she bounced around, her seat belt straining. “Grissom, will you say something to him?”  


 Ignoring the exchange, Grissom turned his gaze toward the reddish sky. Quietly, without even realizing he was talking, Grissom said, “Red sky at night, sailor's delight—red sky at morning, sailor take warning.”  


 Sara leaned forward. “What was that, Grissom?”  


 He shook his head as he studied the clouds. “Nothing.”  


 “Please tell me that wasn't an aphorism,” she said. “Please tell me you're not spouting quotes while this maniac is—”  


 “Sailors?” Warrick asked. “Gris, we're in the desert.”  


   “Shut up,” Sara snapped, “and keep your eyes on the road.”  


 Warrick shot her a glance in the rearview mirror, twitched a half-smirk, and crossed all three lanes of traffic, jerking the wheel to the right as they turned onto Decatur Boulevard. Seconds later the SUV squealed to a halt in front of the Beachcomber Hotel and Casino.  


 “Six minutes, twenty-seven seconds,” Warrick said as he threw open his door, bestowing on his boss a tiny self-satisfied smile. “How's that for response time?”  


 As the limber driver turned to jump out of the truck, Grissom gripped Warrick's shoulder, startling him a little. Grissom kept his voice quiet, even friendly, but firm. “From now on, unless I say otherwise, you obey the speed limit—okay, Mario?”  


 Warrick gave him a sheepish smile. “Yeah, Gris—sorry.”  


 In the backseat, Sara shook her head in disgust, her ID necklace swinging as she muttered a string of curses. As she climbed out, dragging a small black suitcase of equipment with her, she said, “Gonna get us all killed, then who's going to investigate our scene? I mean, we'll all be dead.”  


 Grissom turned and looked over his sunglasses at her, through the open back door. She got the message and piped down.  


 Warrick grabbed his own black suitcase from the back of the vehicle and fell in next to Sara. Climbing down, Grissom—carrying his silver flight-case-style field kit—led the way. This early, the sidewalk was nearly empty in front of the hotel, the doormen outnumbering the guests. The little group was almost to the front door when Captain Jim Brass materialized to fall in step with Grissom.  


 Brass said, “The hotel manager wants to know how soon we're going to be out of there.”  


 “Why?”  


 Brass blinked his sad eyes. “Why? So he can let the guests move in and out of their rooms on that floor.”  


 Shaking his head, Grissom asked, “What'd you tell him?”  


 Brass shrugged. “As soon as we possibly can.”  


 A rotund doorman stepped forward and opened the big glass front door for them. Sunglasses came off as they moved through the gaudy lobby—Grissom tuning out the sounds of spinning slots, rolling roulette balls, dealers calling cards, the typical dinging and ringing casino cacophony—and Brass led them to the right, toward a gleaming bank of elevators.  


 “Where's the vic?” Warrick asked.  


 “Fourth floor,” Brass said. “Right there in the hall, outside his hotel room door, shot twice in the head, small caliber, a .22 or a .25 maybe. Looks like a mob hit, might be a robbery got outa hand.”  


 “We'll see,” Grissom said, never interested in theories so early. “Is there videotape?”  


 Most of the resort hotels on the Strip had video cameras in every hall, but not all the ones off the Strip, like the Beachcomber, had caught up.  


 Brass nodded. “It's set up in the main security room—waiting for you, whenever you're ready.”  


 When they were safely alone in the elevator, away from guests and staff, Grissom turned to Brass. “You tell the manager we'll be done when we're done. I don't care if he has to use a cherry picker to get these people out of their rooms, they're not going to disturb my crime scene. The hotel gets it back when my people have finished with it.”  


 Brass held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I'll tell him. I just wanted to save the guy for you to alienate.”  


 Taking a deep breath, Grissom let his head drop a little as he exhaled. “Tell him we'll work as fast as we can, but this is not fast work.”  


 The elevator dinged, the door slid open, and it began. Stepping out, Grissom looked to his left where Detective Erin Conroy, stood interviewing a twenty-something young man who wore a white shirt, black bow tie and black slacks—a waiter.  


 The CSI group paused to snap on their latex gloves.  


 “Guy's a spitting image for David Copperfield,” Warrick said softly, behind Grissom.  


 “The waiter,” Sara said, amused. “Yeah—spot on.”  


 Grissom turned to them. “Who?”  


 Sara's eyebrows climbed. “Grissom—you live in Vegas and you don't know who David Copperfield is?”  


 “A Dickens character,” Grissom said. “Is this pertinent?”  


 Sara and Warrick, silenced, exchanged glances.  


 Moving forward, Brass on his left, Warrick and Sara behind him, Grissom stopped in front of a uniformed officer on watch at the near end of the crime scene. Beyond the officer, Grissom saw the body slumped in a doorway alcove; a large, circular, silver tray lay on the carpet across the hall; and spaghetti, meat sauce, and the components of a tossed green salad lay scattered everywhere. A white carnation, spilled out of its vase, lay at the corpse's feet like an impromptu funeral offering.  


 “Anyone been through here since you arrived?” Grissom asked.  


 Garcia shook his head. He pointed to a rangy officer at the other end of the hall. “My partner, Patterson, had the manager let him up the fire stairs down there.”  


 “Good work.”  


 “Thank you, sir.” Turning to Brass, Grissom asked, “Any idea who our victim is?”  


 “Sure—‘John Smith.’ ”  


 Grissom raised an eyebrow.  


 Brass shrugged elaborately. “That's how he registered. Paid for everything in cash too.”  


 “Right. You check for a wallet?”  


 Brass shook his head. “Waiting for you to clear the scene. I used to have your job, remember?”  


 Brass had indeed been the CSI supervisor until not so long ago; he'd been something of a prick, in fact, but had mellowed since returning to Homicide.  


 Grissom asked, “Your people canvassing the guests?”  


 “They're on it now—they started at either end, so they don't disturb the scene.”  


 “Good call. And?”  


 “Nobody saw anything, nobody heard anything.”  


 Stepping in carefully, Grissom bent over the body.  


 Lying on his stomach, head just slightly to one side, his brown eyes open, glazed, staring at nothing, John Smith looked surprised more than anything else. Cautiously, Grissom changed position to better see the wound. Clean, double tap, small caliber; Brass was probably right—a .25. The odd thing was the placement. Two small holes formed a colon in the center back of John Smith's skull, and—if Grissom didn't miss his bet—almost exactly one inch between them.  


 Grissom felt gingerly for a wallet, found nothing, gave up and rose; then he turned to his CSIs. “Footprints first, you know the drill. If this guy wasn't Peter Pan, he left his mark.”  


 Warrick nodded, alertness in the seemingly sleepy eyes. “All comes down to shoe prints.”  


 “Yep,” Sara said.  


 Grissom stepped aside so Warrick and Sara and their field kits could pass. “Sara, you do the fingerprints. Warrick the photos.”  


 “Good thing I skipped breakfast,” Sara said.  


 “Least there's no bugs yet,” Warrick said to her. Bugs and larva were about the only thing that threw the strong-spined Sidle.  


 “I wouldn't bet on that,” Grissom said. “This hotel might not like it, but our little friends are here.”  


 Sara and Warrick began by scouring the entire crime scene for footprints. This would take a while, so Grissom followed Brass over to where policewoman Conroy stood with the waiter.  


 Flicking the badge on his breast pocket, Brass said to the waiter, “I'm Captain Brass and this is CSI Supervisor Grissom.”  


 The skinny dark-haired waiter nodded to them.  


 Conroy, her voice flat, said, “This is Robert La-Fay. . . .”  


 “Bobby,” the man interjected.  


   She went on as if he hadn't spoken. “. . . a room-service waiter. He was taking an order to room . . .” She checked her notes. “. . . four-twenty, but he never made it. Ran into the killer.”  


 Turning sharply to the waiter, Grissom asked, “Mr. LaFay . . . Bobby—you saw the killer?”  


 LaFay shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Sort of . . . not really. He was standing over the body, his back to me. Jesus, the guy was already down and he shot him again, right in the back of the head! Then he heard me and turned around, and blocked his face with his arm—you know, like Dracula with his cape?”  


 “Bobby, did you get any kind of look at his face?”  


 “No. Not really.”  


 “Was he a big man, small man, average?”  


 “Mostly what I saw was the gun. It seemed so big and it was the second gun I'd seen tonight.”  


 Grissom and Brass exchanged glances, and the former said, “Second gun?”  


 The waiter nodded. “Up in eight-thirteen. Big guy, had a cannon on his nightstand. He said he was FBI, but . . .”  


 “FBI?” Brass said, incredulously.  


 “You didn't believe him?” Grissom asked.  


 “Nope.”  


 Grissom gave Brass another quick look, then returned his attention to LaFay. “So, you saw the killer here—and then?”  


 His eyes widened. “Then I took the hell off toward the elevator and I guess he went the other way.”  


 “Down the hall?”  


   “Yeah. Anyway, he didn't shoot at me that I know of.”  


 Brass said, “Bobby, wouldn't you know if you were shot at?”  


 “I'm not sure. That gun wasn't very loud.”  


 Eyebrows up, Brass asked, “No?”  


 “No. Loud enough to scare the crap outa me, though.”  


 Brass grunted a laugh, but Grissom was thinking he'd have to tell Warrick to dust that stairwell. “Can you tell us anything about the killer?”  


 “I didn't see him good at all.”  


 “Think, Bobby. Close your eyes and visualize.”  


 LaFay did as he was told, his brow furrowing. “White guy.”  


 “Good. What else do you see, Bobby?”  


 “Older guy.”  


 “Older?”  


 “Forty maybe, maybe even older.”  


 Feeling suddenly ancient, Grissom nodded his encouragement. “Anything else? Scars? Tattoos?”  


 The waiter shook his head. “Nope.”  


 “What was he wearing? Shut your eyes, Bobby. Visualize.”  


 “. . . Jacket—a suit coat.” His eyes popped open and he grinned. “I remember that! 'cause afterward, when I had time to think about it, I wondered why anybody would wear a suit coat in Vegas in July.”  


 “Good, good—anything else?”  


 “Nope. Mr. Grissom, I can close my eyes till tomorrow this time, and I won't see anything else.”  


 Grissom granted the waiter a smile, touched his arm encouragingly. “Mr. LaFay, do you think you could identify the killer?”  


 The waiter thought for a moment, looked at Grissom and shook his head slowly. “No. . . . That good I can't visualize.”  


 Grissom and Brass thanked him, then rejoined Warrick and Sara. They found Warrick kneeling over something on the floor as, nearby, Sara carefully bagged a piece of tomato.  


 “Got anything?” Grissom asked.  


 “I've got a footprint in the blood,” Warrick said, “but it's smeared, like the guy slipped trying to take off.”  


 Carefully stepping around Sara, Grissom moved in next to Warrick and followed Warrick's gaze.  


 Warrick was right: the footprint was useless. Turning on his haunches and lowering his head, Grissom carefully studied the hallway. “Look,” he said pointing another three feet down the hall, behind Warrick. “Another one.”  


 Warrick got to it, checked it, then turned back to Grissom. “Smeared too.”  


 His head still bent down near the floor, Grissom said, “Go another yard.”  


 “I don't see anything.”  


 “Ever use Leuco Crystal Violet?”  


 Warrick shrugged. “Yeah, sure, but it's been a while.”  


 Grissom grinned. “Now's your chance to get back in practice.”  


 Brass walked up as Warrick withdrew a spray bottle from his black field-kit bag. “What's that?”  


 “See the spot on the carpeting?” Grissom asked.  


 The detective shrugged. “All I see is a dirty carpet.”  


   “There's a bloody footprint there.”  


 “Really.”  


 “Yes—we just can't see it.”  


 Brass frowned. “A bloody footprint we can't see?”  


 “The red cells have all been rubbed off the shoe, but the hemoglobin and white cells remain.”  


 Warrick carefully sprayed an area of the rug and picked up the lecture. “This is Leuco Crystal Violet—a powder. But here today on the Home Shopping Network, we've added it to a solution of sulfosalicylic acid, sodium acetate, and hydrogen peroxide.”  


 With a small chuckle, Brass asked, “If it's going to explode, you mind giving me a heads up?”  


 As the solution began to work, Grissom jumped back in. “It's going to work like a dye and bring out the footprint in that dirty carpet.”  


 “No way.”  


 “Way,” Grissom said as the spot on the floor turned purple, showing the outline of a running shoe.  


 “About a size eleven, I'd say,” Warrick said. “Now we photograph it.”  


 Brass asked, “Can you match that to anything?”  


 Grissom nodded. “Once we get it back to the lab, we'll tell you exactly what kind of shoe that print belongs to. After the database tells us, that is. Then, when we get a suspect, we'll be able to compare this to a shoe of his and give you an exact match.”  


 “Hey, Grissom,” Sara called. “All I'm finding is pasta and a salad. And let me tell you, the buffet at Caesar's is better.”  


 “Keep digging, anyway. And, Warrick?”  


 Warrick's head bobbed up. “Yeah, Gris?”  


   “Make sure you do the stairwell—that's the way Elvis left the building.”  


 Warrick nodded.  


 “So—mob hit?” Brass asked.  


 Grissom led Brass back up the hall toward the elevators. “Too soon to tell.”  


 “Robbery gone wrong?”  


 Grissom ignored the question. “Let's go see the videotape.”  


 “Go ahead,” Brass said. “I'll join you after I head upstairs and talk to that guy first.”  


 Grissom's eyes tightened. “Our FBI man with the cannon?”  


 “Precisely.”  


 “The tape can wait. I'll come with you.”  


 “Fine. You interface so well with the FBI, after all.”  


 Upstairs, Brass led the way out of the elevator. Grissom slid in next to him as they moved down the hall toward room 813. Pulling his service revolver from its holster, Brass signaled for Grissom to hang back out of the alcove.  


 Frowning, Grissom stopped short of the doorway as Brass moved into the alcove and knocked on the door with his left hand.  


 “Just a sec,” said a muffled voice beyond the door.  


 His feet set, Brass leveled his .38 at the door, which thankfully had no peephole. Peeking around the corner, Grissom watched as the door cracked slowly open. He saw the big man in boxer shorts—and the monstrous automatic in his beefy hand.  


 And Grissom said, “Gun!”  


   Brass ducked out of the alcove, plastered himself to the wall, away from the door, and yelled, “Police! Put that gun down, and open the door, and put your hands up—high!”  


 Silence.  


 “Do it now!” Brass said.  


 The door opened and the big man—hands way up—stepped back. His expression was one of alarm, and he was nodding toward the nearby bed, on which the pistol had been tossed.  


 “I'm unarmed!” he said. “Unarmed . . .”  


 Brass forced the big man up against a wall.  


 “Spread 'em.”  


 He did as he was told and Grissom eased into the room behind the pair as Brass frisked the man.  


 “Why the gun, sir?” Grissom asked, his voice cool.  


 Over his shoulder, the big man said, “I deliver jewelry. It's for protection.”  


 Brass jumped in. “Did you know a murder was committed downstairs this morning?”  


 The man looked thunderstruck. “No! Hell no! You don't . . . you don't think I did it?”  


 Grissom moved forward. “Let's slow down for a moment. What's your name, sir?”  


 “Ron Orrie.”  


 “ID?” Brass asked.  


 Orrie nodded toward the nightstand. “My wallet's right there.”  


 “Do you have a permit for the pistol?”  


 “In the wallet, too.”  


 Grissom studied the gun for a moment, a .45. “Is this your only handgun?”  


   Looking nervous, Orrie nodded. “Only one I have with me.”  


 Glancing toward Brass, Grissom shook his head. “Wrong weapon. Too big. John Smith was killed with something smaller.”  


 Brass didn't seem so eager to let Orrie off the hook. “Why did you tell the waiter you were with the FBI?”  


 Orrie shrugged. “I didn't want to explain my business. The more people that know what I do, the better chance I'll get knocked over. It was my own damn fault. Normally, I wouldn't have left the gun laying out. But I'd ordered breakfast from room service and he showed up before I was completely dressed and had it holstered.”  


 The detective looked skeptical.  


 Grissom thumbed through the wallet, finding a New Jersey driver's license and concealed weapons permits from both Jersey and New York. “You are in fact Ronald Eugene Orrie,” Grissom said as he compared the photo on the license to the man, “and you have up-to-date concealed weapons permits.”  


 “I know.”  


 “With your permission, I'd like to have your hands checked for residue.”  


 “What . . . what kind of residue?”  


 “The kind a gun leaves when you fire it.”  


 “I haven't fired a gun in months!”  


 “Good. Any objection?”  


 “No . . . no.”  


 “Thank you. Someone from criminalistics will come to see you, within the hour.”  


   The man winced. “But can you make me stay in this room? I don't mean to be uncooperative, but . . .”  


 A frown seemed to involve Brass's whole body, not just his mouth. His whole demeanor said, I knew it couldn't be this easy, and Grissom's eyes replied, They never are.  


 Brass said, “Mr. Orrie, do you have a concealed weapons permit from the state of Nevada?”  


 Orrie shook his head.  


 “Then you know you can't leave this room with that gun, correct?”  


 The man nodded.  


 “If I catch you on the street with it, I'm going to bust you.”  


 “Yes, sir.”  


 “And don't tell anyone else you're with the FBI.”  


 “No, sir . . . I mean, yes, sir.”  


 “And wait here until somebody from the crime lab comes to see you.”  


 “Yes, sir.”  


 “And if we decide to search your hotel room, will you require us to get a warrant?”  


 “No, sir.”  


 “Are we done here?” Grissom asked.  


 Brass still seemed to want to hang on to the only suspect he had. Finally, he said, “Yeah, we're done.”  


 Grissom said, “Let's go look at the tapes.”  








 2 




NICK STOKES, AT THE WHEEL OF THE CRIME LAB'S TWIN BLACK Chevy Tahoe, threw a smile and a glance out his window, as if someone on the sidelines of his life might be able to make sense of it—a ref, maybe. “Can you believe this shit?” Nick asked, as he drove up the Strip in medium traffic. “Only fifteen minutes before the end of shift!” 


 In the passenger seat, Catherine Willows's reddish-blonde hair bounced as she shushed him, her cell phone in hand. Catherine tapped numbers into the phone and punched SEND, then waited impatiently.  


 The phone was picked up on the third ring. “Hello.”  


 “Mrs. Goodwin?” Catherine asked.  


 “Yes?”  


 “It's Catherine. We caught a case. Can you get Lindsey off to school?”  


 The woman's voice was warm, even through the cell phone. “Sure, no problem.”  


 “How is she?”  


 “Sleeping like an angel.”  


   Catherine felt a heaviness in her chest and a burning behind her eyes. “Thanks, Mrs. Goodwin. I owe you.”  


 “Don't be silly,” Mrs. Goodwin said, “we'll be fine,” and hung up.  


 She'd no sooner pressed the END button on her phone than Nick started again on his litany of woe.  


 “Do you know who was going to meet me for breakfast after shift?”  


 “Surprise me.”  


 “A cheerleader.”  


 “Really.”  


 “Yeah, a beautiful UNLV cheerleader.”  


 “As opposed to one of those homely UNLV cheerleaders.”  


 “Now I gotta miss breakfast. This girl was getting out of bed for me.”  


 Despite her anxiety over Lindsey, Catherine couldn't help but laugh. “No comment.”  


 A chagrined smile flickered across Nick's well-chiseled features.  


 Catherine liked the idea that Nick finally seemed to be coming out of his shell; though the demands of the job kept her—and Nick—from thinking about their own problems, giving them focus, she knew that crime scene investigation was also the kind of work from which you should have at least an occasional break. She'd finally learned as much, and she hoped that now Nick would too.  


 She asked him, “What do we know about this call?”  


 Shaking his head, Nick said, “Some construction workers got an early start today, trying to beat the heat. They found a body under a junky old trailer.”  


 “New body, or junky old body?”  


 “That's all I know, Cath.”  


 They passed the Mandalay Bay, crossed Russell Road, and turned into the construction site for the new Romanov Hotel and Casino. Supposedly the Strip's next great resort, Romanov would play thematically on the opulence of Czarist Russia, the main building modeled after Nicholas and Alexandra's palace in St. Petersburg, featuring rooms based on those of the actual palace. And if Catherine knew anything about Vegas, the joint would also have dancing Rasputins and Anastasias.  


 Right now, however, a construction crew had been engaged to clear away debris from the years the lot had stood vacant and become something of a dumping ground. The sun glinted off metallic garbage and presented a rocky, rubble-strewn landscape more suited for Mad Max than Russian royalty. A line of pickups on the far side told her that a pretty good-sized crew was working at the site.  


 She spotted a semicircle of construction workers standing around the remnants of an old mobile home trailer, staring at something on the ground. Behind them a few feet sat an idling hydraulic excavator, its bucket still hanging over the back of a dump truck where it had been left by its operator. Off to one side, maybe twenty yards away, sat two black-and-whites, the patrolmen leaning against them, sipping coffee, shooting the breeze. Beyond that squatted the unmarked Ford of an LVPD detective.  


   Nick braked the SUV to a stop near the yellow dump truck. Catherine threw open the door only to be met by a wall of heat that told her she'd be sorry for leaving the comfort of the air-conditioned truck. Nick piled out the other side, they grabbed their field kits, and Catherine led the way to the huddle of men.  


 Burly, crew-cut Sergeant O'Riley separated from the construction workers and met them halfway.  


 “Never seen anything like it,” he said.  


 “What?” Nick asked.  


 “The guy's a damned mummy.”  


 “A mummy,” Catherine said.  


 O'Riley extended his arms, monster fashion. “You know. A mummy.”  


 Nick shrugged at Catherine. “A mummy.”  


 She smirked at him. “Come on, daddy-o. . . .”  


 The cluster of construction workers split and made room for them to pass.  


 The rusted hulk of the former trailer looked as though God had reached down and pulled out a fistful of its guts. Through the hole, beneath what was left of the floor, something vaguely human stared upward with dark eye sockets in what looked like a brown leather head.  


 “Anybody gone in there?” she asked.  


 The construction workers shook their heads; some stepped backward.  


 She set down her field kit and turned to O'Riley. Sweat ran down his face in long rivulets, his color starting to match that of his grotesque sports coat. “You wanna fill me in, Sergeant?”  


 “The crew came in at four-thirty. Trying to get ahead, work when it was cooler, so they could knock off at noon.”  


 Catherine nodded. It was a common practice in a desert community where the afternoon heat index would probably top 130 degrees.  


 “They'd only been at it about an hour or so when they found the mummy,” O'Riley said, waving toward the trailer.  


 “Okay, get a couple of uniforms to cordon off the area.”  


 O'Riley nodded.  


 “We want to make sure that he's the only one.”  


 Frowning, O'Riley said, “The only one?”  


 Pulling out her camera and checking it, Catherine said, “A lot of stuff's been dumped here over the years, Sarge. Let's make sure there's only been one body discarded.”  


 Nick, at her side, said, “You think we got Gacy's backyard here?”  


 “Could be. Can't rule it out.”  


 O'Riley called to the uniforms and they tossed their coffee cups into a barrel and plodded toward him.  


 “Oh,” she said, lightly, “and you might as well send the construction workers home. We're going to be here most of the day.”  


 Nodding, O'Riley spoke briefly to the uniforms, then talked to the foreman, and slowly the scene turned from a still life into a moving picture. The workers dispersed, their dusty pickups driving off in every direction as the patrolmen strung yellow crime-scene tape around the junk-infested lot.  


 “Times like this,” Nick said, as the yellow-and-black boundary took form, “I wish I'd invested in the company that makes crime-scene tape.”  


 “It's right in there with the smiley face,” she agreed.  


 Catherine stepped into blue coveralls, from her suitcaselike field kit, and zipped them up; she was all for gathering evidence, just not on her clothes. She put on a yellow hard hat, the fitted band feeling cool around her head, for a few seconds anyway.  


 While Nick and the others searched the surrounding area, Catherine took photos of the trailer. She started with wide shots and slowly moved in closer and closer to the leathery corpse. By the time she was ready to move inside the wreck, with the body, Nick had returned and the cops were back to standing around.  


 “Anything?” she asked as she reloaded the camera and set it on the hood of the Tahoe.  


 “No,” Nick said. “Our ‘mummy’ has the place to himself.”  


 “Okay, I'm going in.” She pulled on a pair of latex gloves and picked up her camera again.  


 “Careful.”  


 Catherine tossed him a look.  


 “I'm just saying, Cath, it's rusty metal, unstable . . .”  


 “I've had my tetanus shot.”  


 Entering through a huge bitelike hole in the trailer's skin, she picked her way through the rubble, slipped through the gash in the floor and slid down next to the body, half of it now exposed to the sunlight pouring in through the wide tear in the roof. The ground felt cooler in the pools of shadow beneath the trailer. She noticed hardly any smell from the cadaver and, judging from the condition of the skin, he'd been dead for quite a long time.  


 “White male,” she said, snapping the first of half a dozen photos.  


 Outside, Nick repeated her words as he wrote them in his notebook.  


 Finishing the photos, she set the camera to one side. The body had been laid to rest on top of a piece of sheet metal, probably a slab of the trashed trailer's skin, and slid in under the dilapidated derelict. Though the killer had hidden the body well, he'd also managed to protect it so that instead of rotting, the corpse had mummified in the dry Nevada air.  


 They did indeed have a mummy of sorts.  


 Moving carefully, Catherine examined the body from skull to ox-blood loafers. The eyes and soft tissue were gone, leaving empty sockets, and the skin had contracted around the bone, resembling discolored beef jerky. Shocks of salt-and-pepper hair remained and the teeth were still intact. Good.  


 The clothes had held up surprisingly well, though the narrow-lapeled suit had probably faded from popularity well before this poor guy ended up buried in it. She checked the victim's coat pockets as best she could and found nothing. She could tell, even through the clothes, that some of the man's organs had survived. Shrunk, but survived. It wasn't that unusual in a case like this. Moving down, she went through the corpse's pants pockets.  


 “No wallet,” she called.  


 Nick repeated her words.  


 In the front left pocket she found a handful of change and counted it quickly. “Two-fifteen in change, the newest coin a nineteen-eighty-four quarter.” She put the coins in an evidence bag, sealed it, and set it to one side.  


 Again, Nick repeated what she had said.  


 She looked at the victim's hands and said, “He'll never play the piano again.”  


 “What?”  


 Shaking her head, she said, “The killer hacked off the victim's fingertips at the first knuckle.”  


 “Trying to make it harder to ID the guy if anybody ever found the body,” Nick said.  


 “Yeah, looks like he used pruning shears or something. Pretty clean amputations, but there's a gold ring that got left behind.”  


 Picking up the camera, she snapped off several quick shots of the mummy's hands showing the shrunken, blackened stubs of the fingers, and the gold ring. She set down the camera and, lifting the mummy's right hand carefully, she easily slid the band off the ring finger.  


 “Gold ring,” she repeated, “with an ‘F’ inlaid in diamonds.”  


 “Interesting,” Nick said, then he repeated her description.  


 “It would not seem to be a robbery, yes,” Catherine said, as she pulled an evidence bag from her pocket, put the ring inside and sealed it.  


 “Cause of death?” Nick called.  


 “Not sure—nothing visible in the front.”  


 Gingerly, she eased the corpse onto its left side and looked at the sheet metal underneath the body, but saw no sign of bugs or any other scavengers. That would disappoint Grissom, who did love his creepy crawlies. The suit seemed to be stained darker on the back and, moving slowly toward the head, Catherine found what she was looking for.  


 “Two entry wounds,” she announced. “Base of the skull, looks like a pro.”  


 “Firearm?”  


 “Firearm is my call.”  


 “Anything else?”  


 She didn't want there to be anything else. The heat now pressed down on her from above. Any relief brought on by the cooler soil down here had evaporated and sweat rolled down her back, her arms, and her face.  


 But she forced herself to stay focused on the job at hand. Then, just to the left of the mummy's head, something caught her attention, something black poking out of the dirt. She at first thought it was one of Grissom's little friends, a bug; but closer inspection proved it to be metallic: a gun barrel, almost completely buried! Almost. . . .  


 She picked up the camera and clicked off several more shots.  


 “What have you got?” Nick asked.  


 “At least the barrel of a gun, maybe more.”  


 Maneuvering around the body, Catherine pulled herself closer. Carefully, she dug around the black cylinder and left it completely exposed. Though the pistol was gone, the killer had figured he'd fool the firearms examiners by leaving the barrel with the victim.  


  More than one way to skin a cat, she thought, as she shot three more photos, then bagged the evidence. Catherine Willows knew lots of other ways to catch a murderer besides matching bullets.  


 She glanced back into the hole from which she had extracted the barrel, and saw nothing . . . or was that something? Pulling out her mini-flash, Catherine turned it on and stroked its beam over the shallow hole. A small bump, slightly lighter in color than the rest of the dirt around it, showed at one end of the hole.  


 Excavating with care, she uncovered the remnants of an old cigarette filter. Part of this murder case, she wondered, or the detritus of a field used as a garbage dump for the last quarter century? Better safe than sorry, she told herself, and snapped some pictures before bagging it.  


 “One last thing,” she said.  


 “Yeah?” Nick said.  


 “Cigarette filter. I've bagged it.”  


 Climbing out of the wrecked trailer, she handed the evidence bags to Nick.  


 “Small caliber,” he said, holding up the clear bag, peering in at the gun barrel. “A twenty-five?”  


 She nodded as O'Riley came up to them.  


 “Any ID?” the detective asked.  


 Catherine said, “I didn't find a wallet or anything and his fingertips are gone.”  


 O'Riley frowned. “No fingertips?”  


 “Don't worry, Sarge. We can still print him.”  


 “It's like Roscoe Pitts,” Nick said.  


 O'Riley looked confused. “Roscoe Pitts? I thought you said . . .”  


 “No,” Catherine said. “Roscoe Pitts was a bad guy back in the forties. Had a doctor remove his fingerprints, then had skin grafted to his fingers from under his arms.”  


 Nick picked up the story. “He walked around like this for weeks.” Nick crossed his arms, his hands flat against each armpit. “When he got them cut free,” Nick said, wiggling his fingers, “smooth skin.”  


 Getting it, O'Riley said, “No fingerprints.”  


 Catherine grinned. “What Roscoe didn't understand was that, A, with smooth fingertips, he'd made himself stand out even more, and, B, you can get prints past the first knuckle.”  


 “So he got busted?” O'Riley asked.  


 “Almost immediately.”  


 “And that's how you're going to ID this guy?”  


 Nick nodded. “If our mummy's in the computer, we'll know who he is before the end of the day.”  


 They turned when they heard one of the EMTs swearing.  


 “What's the matter?” Catherine asked.  


 The EMT, a big guy with a blond crewcut, held up one of the loafers with the foot still snugly inside. “I'm sorry. It just came off. It's like trying to pick up a potato chip.”  


 Catherine said, “Nick, let's get the hands bagged first, then help these guys before they dismember the whole body.”  


 With a grin, Nick said, “Sure—I always listen to my mummy.”  


 Catherine tried not to smile, and failed.  


 Then, two small figures in the midst of a vast, crime-scene-taped lot, they got back to work.  
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THE SECURITY ROOM TOOK UP MUCH OF THE SECOND FLOOR of the hotel, an anonymous blue-gray chamber where banks of VCRs covered one full wall, a security guard checking off a list on a clipboard whenever he changed tapes. The adjacent wall, constructed of one-way glass, overlooked the casino floor, the frantic universe of gamblers on silent display. 


 The east wall and most of the middle of the room were taken up by security guards sitting in front of computer screens. Some seemed to be watching one camera feed or another, while several more seemed to be monitoring gauges. One gauge, Grissom noticed, was the temperature inside the casino. A huge console inset with nine video monitors filled the south wall. In front of it sat a young Asian man, in attire similar to a desk clerk, tapping on a keyboard.  


 “Let's see,” the computer tech said. “The fourth floor hall, between when?”  


 Behind him, Brass checked his notes. “Five-thirty and six o'clock this morning.”  


   Grissom watched as the center video screen went black, then flipped to a grainy black-and-white shot of a vacant corridor, a time code in the bottom right-hand corner, the date in the left. “Can we speed it up until someone comes into sight?”  


 The guard said, “Sure. Probably not much traffic at that hour.” He tapped some more and nothing seemed to happen in the hallway, but the time code was racing ahead. A man appeared and, as suddenly as the numbers had sped up, it slowed to normal.  


 “Mr. Smith Goes to Vegas,” Brass said.  


 Picking up the narrative, Grissom said, “Heading for his room—practically running. Does he know his killer is coming for him?”  


 Starring in the documentary of his death, Smith ducked into an alcove about halfway down the hall on the right-hand side. In less than twenty seconds, a second man entered the corridor at the far end. This man stayed near the center of the hallway, glancing from side to side as he went, careful to keep his head lowered so his face never appeared on the video.  


 “Camera shy,” Grissom said. “Stalking his victim—here! He ducks in after John Smith.”  


 The videotape had no sound, so they didn't hear either gunshot. But when the killer stepped back into the hall, they saw the muzzle flash of the second shot. Bobby LaFay entered the hallway, the killer spun to face him, and the tray of food fell to the floor soundlessly as LaFay ran back toward the elevator. The killer turned back this way, head still lowered, slipped in Smith's blood, then ran headlong toward the camera, throwing up an arm to cover his face. He passed the camera and disappeared, presumably down the fire stairs to the first floor.  


 “Run it again,” Grissom said.  


 Now that he knew what happened, he would be free to hone in on the details.  


 Again Smith scrambled down the hall wearing a dark suit, a look of fear etched on his face as he fumbled with his keycard until he ducked out of sight into the alcove. Next came the killer, a light-colored sports jacket over a light-colored shirt, dark slacks, possibly jeans, and dark shoes, maybe running shoes of some kind, the small pistol already in his right hand, his left hand also up in front of him, doing something. What was that about? Grissom asked himself.  


 “Run it back ten seconds,” Grissom told the tech, adding, “and can you slow it down?”  


 The tech tapped the keys, the time code reversed ten seconds, and the tape ran forward again, this time crawling along in slow motion. The killer entered the corridor, his two hands up in front of his chest, his right holding a gun, his left . . .  


 “He's screwing on a noise suppresser,” Grissom said.  


 “Mob hit,” Brass said automatically.  


 “Too soon to say,” Grissom said just as automatically.  


 With the silencer in place, the killer ducked into the alcove out of sight. Then Smith's feet appeared as he fell.  


 Grissom said, “Impact forced him face first into the door. He hit it, then slid down, his feet coming out into the hall.”  


 Stepping back, the killer pointed the pistol at his fallen victim and fired a second shot, the muzzle flash a bright white light. And at that precise moment came Bobby LaFay carrying his tray. Once again the killer turned, raising the pistol toward the waiter, the tray of food spilled all over the floor, this time not only silently but in slow motion, and both men took off running in opposite directions. The killer sprinted by one more time, his arm still up, his face still hidden, no distinguishing marks, no rings on his fingers, no bracelet on his wrist, nothing.  


 Turning to Brass, Grissom said, “You're bringing in all the tapes from this morning, right?”  


 “Yeah.”  


 “Then I'm going back upstairs.”  


 Brass made some quick arrangements with the tech, then accompanied Grissom back to the fourth floor, where Warrick approached them, a plastic evidence bag in hand.  


 “What have you got for me?” Grissom asked.  


 Holding the bag up for inspection, Warrick said, “Five large—money clip in his front left pants pocket.”  


 “Well, the tape didn't look like a robbery anyway,” Grissom said.  


 Warrick asked, “Anything else good on the tape?”  


 “Looks like a pretty typical mob hit,” Brass said.  


 Giving Brass a sideways look, Grissom said, “Let the evidence tell us what it was. Don't be so quick to judge.”  


 Brass rolled his eyes.  


 Sara ambled up to join the group. “Found a shell casing under the body, but there's no sign of the second one.”  


 Grissom nodded and led them back to the murder scene.  


 “I've gone over every square inch of this hallway, Grissom,” Sara said somewhat peevishly. “There isn't a shell casing here anywhere.”  


 Warrick nodded his agreement. “We've been over it twice, Gris—there's nothing.”  


 Grissom's eyes moved over the hallway, took in the spilled tomato sauce and the trail of water from the vase that had held the carnation. His eyes followed the trail of wet carpeting, his gaze finally settling on the door across the hall. “Can we get into that room?”  


 “Someone's in there,” Brass said, pulling out a list from his pocket.  


 Careful where he placed his feet, Grissom moved into the opposite alcove and knocked on the door.  


 “Mr. and Mrs. Gary Curtis,” Brass announced.  


 Grissom heard a shuffling of feet on the other side and the door slowly opened. He stood face to face with a fortyish man with a peppery goatee.  


 “Can I help you?” the man asked.  


 Looking down at the end of the trail of water in the corner of the doorjamb, Grissom saw the brass shell casing winking up at him. “You already have, Mr. Curtis, you already have.”  


 Brass said to the guest, “We're conducting an investigation, Mr. Curtis.”  


 “I know,” Curtis said, mildly annoyed. “I was interviewed already. How much longer are my wife and I going to be confined to our room?”  


 Brass smiled meaninglessly. “Not long. Be a good citizen. Murder was committed on your doorstep.”  


 Curtis frowned, shrugged.  


 Ignoring all this, Grissom had bent down to scoop the casing into a small plastic bag; now he was holding the bagged shell casing up to the light. “No such thing as a perfect crime.”  


 Brass said, “That's all, Mr. Curtis,” and the guest was shut back in his room.  


 Grissom pulled a keycard from his pocket. He glanced at Warrick and Sara. “Party in Mr. Smith's suite. Interested in going?”  


 Warrick asked, “Get that keycard from the manager?”  


 With a quick nod, Grissom said, “You bagged the victim's, right?”  


 “You know I did.”  


 “Well, you can't use that one, 'cause it's evidence. But now you two can do the room.”  


 Warrick accepted the keycard.  


 Sara asked her boss, “What about you?”  


 “I'll take the stairwell.”  


 “We're on it,” Warrick said, and they retreated across the hall.  
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