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PROLOGUE






IT WAS a landhostile and unforgiving. Vast stretches of savage, alkaline desert where the wind blasted grit in the winters and summers were relentless hours of sweltering heat. Deep into August, the wasteland surfaces withered and cracked, producing deep fissures to a fiery hell. An area so seemingly without heartbeat that it had once been used for atomic bomb testing.


But to the chosen fewlike herselfit was a place called home. Because she knew this barren topology as well as she knew every cell in her body. She knew its crevices, its caves, its rocks, and its shelters. As she surveyed the area from above, a tear formed in her eye.


Once, the mesas had held flourishing greenlandswild grasses and flowers fed by natural artesian springs. So beautiful the Indians had referred to the land as The Meadows, translated into Spanish as Las Vegas. But the White Man grew greedy and raped the grounds precious resourcesthe oh-so-righteous Mormons with their all-knowing God, the silver prospectors with their debauchery, the Department of Energy shooting off bombs, the gaudy gangsters bringing crimes and corruption, and the billionaires with their lifeless corporate empires.


All of themparasites. They may have built the desert, but they couldnt make it bloom. Because they never gave a thought to the lands indigenous inhabitantsthe majestic bighorn sheep, the powerful rattlesnakes, the playful rabbits, the ancient desert tortoises, the clever coyotes, and the beautiful, athletic birds which soared in the open sky as if gliding to heaven.


Still, she smiled. There was hope. Because the land rapers had been all take and no give, they were in the dark about the true power of the land, unaware of its deep mystery and magical forces. Mired in tunnel vision, they were ignorant that the land and its creatures had power.


But she knew the secret.


The desert could fight back.









 





ONE






IGNORING THE subtle vibrations under his pillow because he was just too damn comfortable. Warm and sated, inhaling the rich sensuality of musky sex. With force, Jensen opened a rebellious lid, his vision assaulted by the Strips strobic neon. Outside the winds moaned, pushing everything in their paths. Grit crackled against the picture window as his eyes swept over the vista. A panoply of garish colors nonexistent in nature.


Looking away from the glass, back down at his covers. Beside him, Gretchen sleptyoung and lithebeads of sweat lining the crack of her small, round ass. He wanted to take a bite out of it. His breathing became pronounced, audible.


Then his pager went off again.


Jensen swore to himself, then, with resignation, lifted his head from the pillow. Hed never realized how much a cranium could weigh. Digging his palms into the mattress, he hoisted his large frame forward until he was sitting. He tried to make out the number in the dark, but gave up and flicked on the light.


Hmmm, she grunted. Turn it off.


In a minute.


What time is it?


Jensens heart jumped as he read the number. Roms mobile phone. How long had he been beeping in?


What time



One-thirty, he snapped back.


One-thirty? She was whining now. Cmon, baby. Bebe says we got the room until three. Turn off the light.


Jensen already had his pants on. Ive got to go.


But its so nasty outside.


Nasty was an understatement. The wind was howling dust and sand. Jensen slipped on his shirt and socks and tied his size eleven shoes. Brought up the hotels outside line and punched in Roms numbers. Static over the wires like lightning. Still he could make out a terse Poe.


Its Steve.


Lemme go inside my car. If we get disconnected, call me back.


The line managed to keep as whooshing sounds, like tidal waves, came through the receiver. Jensen knotted his tie, then stroked Gretchens ass. She purred, then rolled over and made a little snoring noise. Just as well. No sense starting what couldnt be finished. He heard the pop of the car door closing, the gusts die down. Whats up?


You turn your pager off, Stephen?


Why? How many times did you beep me?


Half a dozen.


Jensen knew Poe was exaggerating. Must have slept through it.


Not a total lie, but one Poe wasnt about to buy. You know, I almost broke down and called your house.


Jensens heart started hammering. For once, he paused before speaking. Rom had said almost.


As if Alison didnt know. Yet she chose to play dumb. After fifteen years of marriage, he still hadnt figured her out. In the early years, she had kept him at arms length. He had put it down to her youthful shynesstheir difference in age. Later on, her mental state made her impenetrable, her mind blocked by a steel-trap door of undiagnosed illness.


Jensen was all professional now. Whats going down, Rom?


Single desert dump off West Charleston.



In Red Rock?


Before. Poe gave directions. And, in answer to your unasked questionhow someone came upon the body by happenstance at this time of night and in this weatherno, it doesnt make any sense. The call came through a public phone outside Big Top. A beat. Where are you, by the way?


Big Top. Pause. Want me to go downstairs and check it out?


You have a print kit on you, Steve?


I meant to guard the phone. Jensens voice rose a notch. You got a problem with me tonight, Rom?


Ive got a problem with you every night, Stevie. Instead, Poe said, Ive already sent someone down to dust. But sure, go down and take a peek if you think itll do some good. A hesitation. Ive got to get back, watch the corpse to make sure the sand doesnt totally bury it before the ME gets here.


Stiff a male or female?


Female. One of her breasts was partially exposed. I cant tell if her entire body is nude, because the rest of her is coated with sand. I couldnt find a purse or any ID. Useless to search now. Tomorrow well go on a treasure hunt to look for things tossed and blown.


Whos we?


You, meprobably Patricia. Poe swiped limp, dark hair from his black eyes, stared out the windshield of the Honda. Darker than syrup and about as thick. Even the moon was having trouble breaking through. After you check out the phone booth, get down here. And bring some light. The grit is so thick I can barely make out my shadow.


Over the line, Jensen said, Why dont you hammer down a stake and go home? A pause. Bodyll keep till morning.


Poe could picture Steves flip smile as he caressed the backside of his latest mistress. What was her name again? Greta? Something like that. Im hanging up.


And he did.





To prevent hair from blowing into his eyes, Poe had attempted a ponytail. But the lank tresses were too short and kept coming loose, tickling his eyes, making them red and irritated. He blinked repeatedly, wishing he had brought his protective goggles. His disposable face mask did little to cut the sting of the grit. He snapped his fingers through gloves, then caught himself and dropped his hands at his sides. A makeshift tent had been erected around the stiff, an attempt to give it and the pathologist some protection. Inside, flashlight beams shimmied in strobic fashion. Jensen was standing a few feet away, hands tucked into his pockets, coat collar turned up. Poe sensed the burn from the big mans suspicious eyes. Jensen was ten years older than he, a good six inches taller, outweighed him by fifty pounds of muscle. But circumstances had dictated that professionally the younger would rule the elder.


Poe shouted to him, You can wait in the car.


You sure?


Yeah, go ahead. Well take shifts.


Thanks. Jensen lumbered over to his latest four-wheel-drivean Explorer. He slipped inside and shut the door.


Poe remained restless. He jogged over to the tent and stepped inside. The body had been photographed, its current position outlined by three-foot stakes. Although the desert floor held a top layer of loose sand, a foot or two below lay pure clay. He knelt beside the pathologist.


Calmly, she remarked, Youre blocking my light.


Rukmanis hot breath was laced with Indian spicesnot unlike his own. Their quiet dinner of baigan masaledar had been rudely interrupted by the page from the Bureau. Under a coat, she wore regulation scrubs. But her face was framed in a traditional Hindu veilthis one was green silk to match her working clothes.


Sorry. Poe stood up, then backed into the shadows. He stood outside the canvas and bounced on the balls of his feet. He shivered. Miserable and cold and exposed. Even after six months of somewhat steady dating, Rukmani was a hard woman to read. Attentive when they were together, yet she insisted that they take separate cars to the crime scene. Take separate cars almost everywhere, unless he made a point of picking her up. Poe supposed that was telling of something.


Rukmani called out, You know, Rom


Cant hear you. Poe came back in, knelt in front of the blanketed body. What?


Ive done all I can out here. I took her temperature, but I doubt its accurate, the liver being exposed to the wind. I dare not open her up further, pollute the body with more flotsam and jetsam. As it is, shes in bad shape. Did you get a good look at her?


No.


Pulling back the tarpaulin, she uncovered the dead face. Poe felt his stomach lurch. It took him a moment to find his voice. And when he did, it took the form of old malicious speech patterns. Whawhathahappened to her face?


Rukmani ignored his stutter. You mean what happened to half of it. Could you push up my glasses? Theyre falling off my nose again.


Poe complied, feeling his gut jerked once again. How could that woman be so placid? Maybe it was seeing all those bodies float in the Ganges during her childhood. Whawhat happened to her?


Offhand, it looks like someone gouged her. Rukmanis dark eyes peered at the visage. Raked her clear down to the bone. He also scooped out the left eyeball


Enough, Ruki!


The pathologist was taken aback. Whats wrong with you? Youre acting like a rookie.


She looks sogrotesque.


That she does. She studied the mutilated face. I fear someone was proving a point. Look at the perfect bilateral symmetryright through the tip of the nose. Ruler-straight. Right side of the face is completely untouched, the left completely destroyed. Know what it reminds me of?


I dont want to hear this.


Phantom of the Opera. Wonder if your killer is an Andrew Lloyd Webber fan. She threw the tarp back over the face. Ill get my guys. Take her down to the morgue and finish her up indoors.


Could you call Steve in?


Rukmani snapped off her gloves. Be glad to, Sergeant.


Technically it was detective sergeant. Poe smiled back without meaning it. As soon as she left, he pulled back the sheet, eyes immediately focusing on her faceon the lone eye. It had been blue. Now the pupil was fixed so that it appeared black. Using extreme imagination, he could picture her pretty once upon a time. A nice complexion, a high cheekbone, thick lipshalf of them. Gently, he pulled the blanket away from her body, then winced and backed up.


Her upper torso mimicked the face. One half was totally intact. Delicate bones. A large breast, no doubt with the help of implants. The side held smooth skin, a flat abdomen, a swoop of waistshapely legs. The other side of the rib cage was shredded hamburger. Loose tendrils of muscle had remained attached to exposed bones, dancing with each blast of air.


At that moment, Jensen chose to make his entrance. Open-mouthed, he stared at the half-mangled corpse. Instinctively, he retreated, groped for one of the tent panels, and stuck his head outside. He felt his dinner bubbling up until it erupted with volcanic pressure. Hot molten lead in his mouth, spewing into the wind. Heaving until he was empty. When he was done, he ejected the last chunks from his mouth, then wiped his eyes and lips with a handkerchief. Shakily, he returned his focus to the body, then looked away.


Sorry about that.


Who was she, Steve?


Jensen licked his sour lips. What are you talking about?


You know her. Why else would a vet like you puke


Did you get a look at her face?


Yes. Its an abomination. Who was she?


Trapped. Jensen rubbed his face. Better to head Rom off before he dug too deep.


Jensen coughed. I think her name iswasBrittany. Brittany Newel.


You think?


Jensen was quiet.


Age? Rom asked.


A big sigh. Jensen said, Maybe twenty-twotwenty-three.


Nice legs. Poe stood up, brushed his pants off. Dancer?


Yeah, I think she danced.


Show or lap?


Maybe both.


Remember which hotel?


God, it was so longmaybe Havana.


Is that where you met her?


Does it matter?


Now that shes dead it does.


Jensens eyes narrowed. He straightened his spine and loomed over Poe. Are you questioning me?


Poe shrugged off the intimidating body posture. About her, yes. Not about her murder.


Not yet.


The explanation did little to mollify Jensens anger. I picked her up in a bar, Poe. Around a year ago. A quickie thing. Nothing long-term.


Long-term, Poe repeated. Arent you married?



Jensen glared, then stormed out of the tent, bumping shoulders with Rukmani, spinning her sideways. He stopped instantly, turned around, came back inside. God, Im so sorry. Are you okay?


Rukmani rubbed her sore shoulder. Whats your problem?


Are you okay?


Yeah, yeah, Ill live.


Poe bent down, covered the body. Are your guys coming, Doc?


Yes, of course. Takes a moment to unload the gurney, Rom.


Jensen said, What can you tell us about this, Doc? Other than the fact that the guy who did this must have lots of shit under his fingernails.


You think someone did this with his fingernails? Poe asked.


Jensen said, As opposed to


A tool, Poe answered.


Not a sharp tool, Rukmani said. Too many jagged edges. Maybe a rake of some sort. Lots of parallel lines. You look at the tissue shreds under a microscope. If it was done with an implement, well find bits of metal or plasticor bits of fingernail. Someone very strong, with sharp, strong nails. Ahthe gurney cometh. Rukmani smiled at Rom. Its kind of crowded in here.


Poe cocked his head at Jensen. Lets go.


Immediately, their faces were hit with gravel.


Poe shouted, Talk in the car.


They broke for the Honda. Once inside, they took a few moments, wiped sand and dust from their faces and mouths. Poe said, You shouldnt be on this case.


Cmon


Steve, you have a problem. You fucked her!


Jensen winced, brushed blond hair from his face. You take me off now, it makes me look bad. Cmon, Rom. Toss me a bone.


Like?



Suppose I just get the basics. Ill go over to the apartment and talk to her roommate. A pause. I really dont know anything about her. Things like who her friends were, who her enemies were. You know. Justthe basics.


Poe thought over the proposal. Pulling him off would point the finger. And then there was Alison. Call up Patricia. You two can go together


Oh, for Chrissakes, Rom


For your own welfare, Steve. To make sure you dont rifle through her personal effects and pull incriminating evidence. Shes your backup.


Jensen spoke through clenched teeth. Nothing personal about Fat Patty. I love Fat Patty. But I dont need backup.


Ill determine that, Poe said. Call up Patricia or go home. The choice is yours.


Steve glared with irate eyes, trying to throw daggers into Poes orbs. A midget with a motherfucking Napoleon complex. Unfortunately, Poe sat in the catbird seat.


A moment passed.


Go pick up Patricia, Poe said. Stop wasting time.


Angrily, Jensen bolted from the car, slammed the door. Poe watched as Jensens Explorer skidded out from the sand, then tore down the road.


Minutes later, Rukmani knocked on the car window. She opened the door, slid inside the passenger seat. Hes acting awfully pissy.


He knew her. The dead girl


Wha


He fucked her.


Rukmani was quiet. So maybe hes acting guilty.


Poe started snapping his fingers. Nah, he didnt do it.


Youre sure?


Well, Im not positive of anything. Still snapping. But it doesnt look like Steves style. He likes his meat young and alive.


Rukmani took his hands, held them in her own. Youve got more tics than a clock. You really should be on Prozac.


Poe remained serious. I should have pulled him off the case.


Why didnt you?


He shrugged. Dont know.


It wouldnt have anything to do with Alison, would it?


He jerked his hands away, but hesitated before he spoke. Maybeprobably.


Alison.


Poe said, I figure let him run loose for a day or two. Hell be watched. If hes guilty, itll lead to something. If not, why screw him up prematurely? The man does have a wife and kids.


A wife and kids.


Despite what he thinks, Im not out to ruin him. A beat. He does a decent number on himself without my help.


Rukmani straightened her jacket. Well, Im off to the morgue. How about you?


Guess Ill dig up a ghost named Brittany Newel. He scratched his aquiline nose. She might have been a dancer for the floor show at Havana. Might as well start there.


Rukmani gave Poes long, lean face a gentle pat. Evil critters out there, Rom. Watch your back.


He nodded. Living in a city that never slept, her words were good advice.













TWO






IT WAS well past three, so Alison knew Steve was working a legitimate case. Which didnt surprise her, given the circumstances of the evening.


No matter how many times she bathed, it still remained with her. The smell of sweat, the taste of blood, the adrenaline rush that appeared from nowhere. Scratches scored her arms, chest, and back. Superficial. They didnt hurtwould probably disappear in a day or so. But they looked suspicious. If Steve saw them, hed ask questions. Like how did they get there.


As if she knew.


What was happening to her?


Washing and scrubbing. First with soap, then with alcohol, lastly with bleach. Burning and stinging her until she had to rip and tear at her skin to make it stop.


She thought a moment.


Maybe she had put the scratches there. With her nails. Or with her loofah. Or her bathing sponge. Or the thick tufts of steel wool.


Why was she doing this?


And still she felt horribly dirtycontaminated.


That was the key word.


Contaminated.


Thinking it over. Trying to make sense out of it all.


Which was a dangerous thing to do. To think. Instead, she should be doing her research. She should try to discover. Because there had to be reasons for everything.


Her research. It grounded her. All the information in the green book. It was all there. If she could just piece it together, shed have answers.


She stood at the bathroom sink, her body covered in Steves oversized Turkish terry robe. Standing bulky and fluffy, like a snowdrift. More like the yeti of Las Vegas. Her wet blond hair was still knotted, her red-rimmed hazel eyes shelved with dark circles. Turning the cold-water tap on and off.


On and off. On and off. On and off. On and off.


Quietlyso as not to disturb the boys.


Trying to think it through.


Like when she was little.


All the rituals. They had started after Mom had died. Everyone agreed on that. The tragedy had been the triggering factor. At first, the rituals had been harmless enoughsilly, childish obsessions. Checking windows before she went to bed. Opening and closing dresser drawers before she pulled out an article of clothing.


But then they had progressed into lengthy codes of unstoppable behavior. Kissing her bedpost a thousand times before she went to sleep. Closing and opening the curtains for a full hour. Constantly checking her closet for hidden burglars. Straightening her desk so many times that she fell asleep before she could study. Her native intelligence had kept her afloatan A/B student without even trying.


Years of therapy had followed her mothers death. Dad carting her to every psychiatrist in the city. Yes, the gambling mecca boasted shows and entertainment. But go past the casinos, past the stars, the glitter and glitz. That Las Vegasthe city of her youthhad been a small, naive town with little to offer except heat and sand.


This medication, that medication. This therapy, that therapy. All of it rooted in the tragedy. Because no one had dared to speak the word suicide.


Still, something must have taken hold. Because during her adolescent years, when most of her classmates had gone off on fanciful flights of psychosis and self-destruction, she had become a model teen. Calm, cool, very popular, because she had been smart, classy, pretty, and experienced in all the right places. No, never had problems attracting boysmore like keeping them away. She had treated them like playing chipsdiscarding or hoarding them at will. Somehow, her compadres had magically forgotten about that weirdo, psycho little girl who sat by herself and never spoke a word.


Not Rom, of course. Rom was different. Rom had eyes in the back of his headsaw and heard everything. Honoring her request, he had left her alone in high school. Yet, he had always been therelurking in some cornercompletely at ease with himself and his geekiness. Nothing had ever bothered himnot the insults, not the taunts, not the rejections. Slings and arrows had bounced off him as if he were protected by chain mail. She had admired him for it. Told him so when they had turned adults.


But back then, she hadnt been able to accept him. Because she had been popular. And popular girls didnt say such things to geeks.


Shame suddenly coursed through her veins. Feeling the heat in her face. But it wasnt her fault. Because she had no one to guide her. Besidesit was all working out. Everyone loved Alison.


Gliding through high school because she had managed to condense her routines into one or two tidy rituals.


Like handwashing. Infinitely better than kissing bedposts. Now, at least, her hands were always antiseptic.


Ten minutes had passed.


Water on and off. On and off. On and off.


Then she took the plunge. Forced herself to turn off the water and pick up the hairbrush. Major anxietyan accelerated heartbeat, jumpiness in her stomach, light-headedness. But she talked herself through it.


Ill be okay, Ill be okay, Ill be okay.


Running the hard nylon brush through her shoulder-length locks. Combing out the knots. With each successive stroke, her agitation lessened. By the time she was done, she only needed to turn the water off and on a couple of dozen times. Then she told herself to leave.


Practicing an exercise she had learned years ago. To literally take her own hand and guide herself out of the high-frequency-behavior area. Tugging at her own fingers until she was back in her bedroom.


Now lie down!


An order.


She always listened to orders.


Except when the voices told her not to.


But that didnt happen very much. No, not too much anymore. Because she knew they werent real, and often she talked back to them. Of course, when she did, it made her feel like she wanted to wash her hands again.


Longing to go back to the bathroom.


To run the tap.


On and off.


On and off.


On and off.


No, no, no. Better to do research.


You have a brain, Alison. Just learn to use it. Steves pithy encouragement to his young, new wife.


It had been right after they had been married. About a month after their fabulous honeymoon in Hawaii. She had burned something in the ovenprobably a chicken. She figured that if it took a chicken two hours to bake at 350 degrees, why not cook it for one hour at 700? Except the oven didnt go up to 700. So she had turned the sucker on the highest temperaturebroiland waited.


The small wooden house had been moments away from becoming tinder. The firemen had said she had been very lucky.


She hadnt felt at all lucky.


It hadnt been her fault. What had she known about cooking? Her dads idea of homemade grub had been picking a grapefruit from their backyard tree. Poor little thinglanguishing in the clay soil. Still, Daddy had been persistent. He had fed it, nurtured it. And eventually it had given fruitbeautiful sweet, pink fruit.


Just like her.


Two beautiful boys. Daddy loved them so.


Her boys.


Have to stay sane or else theyd take away her boys. She knew that. Not that anyone ever said that to her explicitly. But she knew the score.


She had to stay sane.


It really wasnt that hard to fool them. She could be sane when she had to be. It was just staying saneas in all the time. Who could stay sane all the time?


Her research kept her grounded.


To read and write. To write and read.


Anything.


So long as the mind was occupied.


Because when the mind was occupied, there was no room for voices.












THREE






IM NOT telling you to spy on him. Just keep him out of situations that could come back to haunt us.


There was a long beat over the line. Patricia asked, Am I supposed to play dumb? I dont feel comfortable with that, Sergeant.


No, you can tell him I calledtell him what I said verbatim. Knowing Steve, hell do a true confessions as soon as he sees youget all the garbage out of the way. Poe raked his hair with his fingers. Probablyll say some choice words about me. So be it. Let him rant. Just keep an eye out.


All right.


But she sounded wary. Poe knew he was putting her in the middle. Not a choice assignment, but since he had kept Steve on, someone had to watch him. He said, Jensen should be there any moment.


Hes pulling up now.


Ill be at Havana. Beep if you need me. After thatunless I get some hot leadI should be back at the Bureau to finish up paperwork. Lets all plan on meeting in a couple of hours.


Fine.


Bye. Poe cut the line, started the car, let it idle in neutral. Before he jerked the stick into reverse, he took off the plastic protective slicker hed been wearing and slipped on a lightweight ebony blazer he kept in the trunk for emergencies. It wouldnt keep him warm, but it gave him a look.


Black jacket, black turtleneck, black jeans, black socks and shoes. All-purpose clothes. Hed fit in anywhere. Again, he combed his droopy locks with his fingernails. Checked himself in the mirror. He needed a shave, which gave him the appearance of pulling an all-nighter. Casinos like that image.


West on Charleston, he headed back into town, making it to Main in under five minutes. A few more blocks, then Poe merged onto Las Vegas Boulevard. Some cars and cabs were still on the road, but the Strip was essentially deserted. Things slowed down as night inched toward dawn. People calling it quits, roosting in their hotel rooms, licking their wounds or sleeping off a bender. Besides, the weather wasnt conducive to strolling.


A pleasure to drive the boulevard empty. Devoid of life but not light. He had spent most of his life in this fabulous citya bizarre combination of horse town friendliness and metropolitan frenzy. For Poe, the tacky street spectacle held comfortable familiarity. Like his own dysfunctional familyhard to be around, but it was home.


Gaudy Day-Glo colors still sparkling at three in the morning. Silly but actually much tamer than the Vegas of his youth. Yes, hotels continued to erect idols in the neon wilderness. There was the Hard Rock Cafes electrified Gold Top Les Paul pointing up toward the all-powerful Guitar God in the sky and an emulsified hologram of King Tut floating in the night air at the Luxor. But since the eighties, the city had tried to class up its act. Instead of eighty-foot pink clicking champagne flutes, the hotels opted for the more corporate marquee look. Besides being perceived as better behaved, the signs provided free advertising for Vegas actsa Madison Avenue integration of form and function.


Passing the thousand-foot-tall Needle in the Skymore of a space station than a hotelthen the dowager Sahara, which had once been the hottest showgirl of the Strip, and the Big Top, a tangible homage to P. T. Barnums adage Theres a sucker born every minute. A family-oriented place replete with theme park, circus acts, RV hookups, and cheap rooms and food. Keeping the kids stuffed and occupied with roller coasters and high-wire acts, allowing Mom and Dad free time to squander away the college tuition. Four separate casinos providing everything and anythingfrom penny-ante slots on up. Lest the homey facade fool the innocent, old Steve had found Brendon, AKA BebeMr. Connected Bellman. Jensen had been using the hotel for his second bedroom for over three years. Bebe gave him hourly rates in the citys off-season.


Like now.


Tourism had been especially light the past couple of weeks. April blues. With Mr. IRS Man waiting in the wings, disposable cash was suddenly scarce. Poe had yet to file himself. This year, as in the years past, over half his income had come from gaming wins. Blackjack. Hed been kicked out of most of the big casinos. But there were always ways to work around it.


Poe loved the pits, loved to play. It provided him with a place to sit, cards to hold, and a set of rules to follow. It prescribed his life for a couple of hours, warding off urges to bounce off walls. Just like the job, cards kept him occupied.


Driving past the Stardust, the Mirage, and Treasure Islandthe brainchild of the Golden Nuggets onetime wunderkind Steven Wynn. On warm summer nights, the sidewalks were jammed with gawkers watching buccaneers battle on grounded galleons. Others piled up to stare at a fifty-four-foot fiery volcano complete with spewing lava. Once, Poe happened to be in one of the hotel rooms overlooking the smoking mountain. Peering into the bowels of the man-made Vesuviusseeing all those gas jets and pipes


Past the Hilton, past Bellagio, Monte Carlo, Caesars, MGM, Excalibur, the Luxorto the last few dirt lots before McCarren International.



Havana had recently been constructed as a joint venture by two major hotel moguls. Its grounds were densely planted with coco palms and hundreds of tropical fruit trees and banana bushes. During the summer, the landscape was kept lush and green by a zillion different sprinkler and spray systems. The place was low-rise for the city, and catered to high rollers who wanted old-time decadence and privacy.


The main lobby and hotel emulated a Cuban plantationa four-story building of vanilla stucco, with green-and-white-striped awnings and red roof tile. Lots of balconies and verandasunusual because most Vegas hotel fronts were pressed as flat as asphalt. Behind the main structure lay the more expensiveand very personalbungalows. The rock pool was actually a series of man-made lakes, streams, and waterfalls rimmed with rain forest housing an imported parrot population. But the lodgings biggest draw was the smoke shop. Though Cuban cigars were illegal to buy and sell on Uncle Sams turf, Havana boasted its own line of smokes made from Cuban-stock tobacco. Apparently the leaves were grown on the hotels own private land down South. No one had ever verified if the fields really did exist, but word of mouth had been sufficient. The inns humidifier was as big as Phileas Foggs ballroom.


Pulling into the multilane circular driveway, Poe drove up to the entrance. A valet peered inside the window of the Honda and opened the car door, pausing a nanosecond before giving him a laser-light smile. Poe knew the foot-boy was sizing up his tip. Poes straight black hair, large, almond-shaped dark eyes, and caf-au-lait complexion coupled with the cheap car suggested a Southern Paiute Native Americana lowly cigarette-hawking Digger whod probably stiff him. On the other hand, the straight black hair, dark eyes, and dark complexion could mean Italian and therefore connected. Actually, Poes lineage held both bloodlines plus pinches from other nationalities. He was a true mongrel. Flashing his badge, he smiled, then tipped generously, told him to keep the Honda out front.


Havanas lobby was three stories tall and held a half-dozen atria of exotic birds and squawking wildlife, including macaques, which were Asian, not Central American, monkeys. But so far, few if any demanded absolute authenticity. Animal rights activists had tried to stop the construction, but the hotel had preempted them by bringing in the Las Vegas Zoo and designing the cages to simulate natural animal habitats. Poe admired the hotels ingenuity.


He had to walk through the Cuban-themed casinothrough the flashing lights and an aural assault of bells, whistles, and bongsto get to the check-in desk. The dealers wore white double-breasted suits and linen shirts, white loafers on their feet and broad-brimmed Panamas on their heads. Cocktail waitresses were garbed in ruffly midriff blouses and multicolored sarongs, flowers tucked in their coifs. When business was hot, they often wore fruit hats  la Carmen Miranda. Poe followed the floral carpet walkway past seas of slots dinging out monotone mantras as coins were absently dropped into ever-hungry mouths. They held no interest for him, no magic allure. Just money down the toilet.


The pits were a different storythe crap games, the wheel games, regular poker, pai gow poker, and blackjack. If a half-shredded face hadnt been torturing his soul, Poe might have stopped. Instead, he moved on, leaving behind the hushed and genteel action of baccarat. Roped-off area. Very high stakes. There the dealers wore white tailcoats. At three in the morning, there were a half-dozen tables to service a lone player, the ladderman hovering about his charge like a mother hen.


Finally making his way up to the front desk. A long walk. Not too many people could resist the urge to drop a quarter. And once you were hooked


The receptionist wore a white skirt suit and a blouse fabricked with pink and purple hibiscus against a yellow-and-green jungle backdrop. She was under thirty with creamy skin and blond hair pulled back into a braid. But there was something hard about her facesteely eyes that appraised unsparingly. She gave him a practiced smile, asked how she could be of service. He pulled out his badge, and she frowned, her eyes turning gray.


Her name tag pegged her as Noel Goddard. Poe said, Night manager around, Ms. Goddard?


His using her name threw off her rhythm. She stammered, said, Can I ask what this is all about?


Routine investigation.


About what?


Could you call the manager for me please, miss?


Noel paused. Casino manager or hotel?


A smile. Whoevers around.


She hesitated, then disappeared behind a secreted door in the back of the desk area. Five minutes later, she came out with a can of muscle wearing a white linen suit over a peacock-blue Hawaiian shirt. He was in his mid-fifties, bald, with biceps as big as wrecking balls. No name tag, but Poe had known Peter Delatorre for years.


Poe gave him a smile; Delatorre returned it with a glare. He muttered a thank-you to Noel, then crooked a sausage finger to Poe. Noel opened a swing door and Poe followed Delatorre into a series of backroom mazes. Several minutes later, the manager unlocked the door to a hidden niche.


The room was done up plush in a tropical color scheme. Thick teal carpeting, soft multicolored sofas and slouch chairs, a wet bar with cut crystal holding lots of rum and scotch. A ceiling fan buzzed overhead. In the corner stood a small caned desk with a phone and a fax. The quarters were apparently a suite, because Poe noticed a connecting bedroom. Delatorre shut the common door and pointed to a chair.


Poe rocked on his feet, looked around. No outside windows, but plenty of one-way mirrors. A video camera was mounted in one of the corners. Hows it going, Pete?


Delatorre paced. What the hell you doing, Rom? Flashing muscle like that?


What are you talking about?



Cramming your badge down that poor girls throat


I didnt cram anything. I showed her ID. Im a police officer. We identify ourselves. Its not only procedure, its polite.


Delatorre sneered. Sit down. A beat. He stopped pacing. Or dont sit. Do I even want you around?


Poe said, When did you start working here?


Six months ago.


What happened to Potetsky?


You dont want to know. Delatorre waved him off. So what good cheer do you bring me tonight, Rom?


Im looking into a dancer named Brittany Newel. Heard she worked the floor show at the Copa Room here.


Wanted as a suspect, or is she your latest corpse?


In the morgue as we speak.


Jesus! Delatorre made a face. Does this mean I gotta get the keys to the records room?


Id sincerely appreciate it, Pete.


You stay outta my pits, Ill make the effort.


Ill stay out of your pits in any case.


Yeah, yeah. Why dont I believe you?


Because Im untrustworthy.


Yeah. I forget. Youre part Digger.


Im part dago, too. Its three-twenty in the morning. Can we get this show on the road?


I thought you were a night owl.


Age is catching up with me.


Yeah, you look pretty bad. Delatorre started pacing again. And youre only what? Thirty?


Thirty-five. A pause. I cant look that bad if you thought I was thirty.


I must need glasses.


Thanks. I needed a boost.


Delatorre raised his eyebrows. You want a boost, I can get you a real boost.


Fraid Ill have to pass.


Just trying to keep the good boys at Metro happy.



Thank you. Were very happy. The keys?


Delatorre laughed. Again the beckoning finger. Cmon.


They exited through a back door, went through a hallway dimly lit and stone silent. Their footsteps were muffled by the thick carpeting. Poe had no idea where they were going, but Delatorre navigated the twists and turns like a conditioned rat. An old-timer, Pete had worked his way up from mopping floors at the Flamingo, to dealing at the Stardust for Lefty Rosenthal, and finally to pit boss at the Riviera and Tropicana. Apparently he finally passed muster and became casino manager at Havana. A big step up in pay and prestige. Well deserved. Delatorre knew gambling. More important, he knew gamblers.


When they reached his destination, Delatorre pulled out an employee identification card, stopped in front of a red panel light, then held the card up to a scanner. Moments later, the panel light turned green. Then he punched a code into a number panel. He turned to Poe.


Smile at the birdie, Rom.


Where?


Delatorre turned him ninety degrees. Look up.


A video camera. Poe gave a little wave. Youd think you were taking me into the counting room.


I trust no one. Especially the police. Delatorre then pulled out a ring of keys, pushed two of them into the corresponding keyholes, and finally opened an electric security door. You arent packing, are you? Dont want you to set off any bells.


I dont even have my keys. I left them with the valet.


Go ahead. You first.


Poe walked into a plain room stacked with hundreds of file cabinets. Enough to hold tens of thousands of Pendaflex folders. In the center stood several computer terminals and keyboards atop a bolted-down round metal table. Three bolted-down chairs were positioned around the table.


Delatorre followed, shut the door. A pneumatic seal locked out air and brought on a fan. He explained, Ever since Wynns daughter was kidnapped, managements been squirrelly, you know. Everythings nailed down so you cant use it as a weapon. More security codes than the Pentagon.


He put a key into one of the monitors and turned it on.


Not that it does crap if youre dealing with pros. Hey, they want you, youre dead meat. But its a deterrent. Whats her name again?


Brittany Newel. Poe spelled it.


Delatorre clicked the computer keys. Got a picture of her?


No.


Not even a postmortem?


She wasnt pretty, Joe.


Delatorre grimaced as he punched in words and the computer spit back her name, rank, and serial number. Yeah, she worked here for about a year. Looks like she was terminated about two months ago.


Why was she fired?


Uhlets seenumber fifteen dash four two A. Nowadays everything is coded and double-coded.


Keeps you all honest.


Nah, just makes smarter thieves. Uhhere we go. She was canned for missing performances. How many? He shrugged. Havanas policy: if you miss two workdays without explanation, youre out.


Anything else of interest on her record?


Delatorre scanned the file. Nopenothing.


Can I see her initial employment paperwork?


Not policy. Delatorre looked up. Confidentiality.


Pete, shes dead.


He pointed a stubby index finger in Poes direction. Good point. He scanned the computer, looked up the corresponding file number, wrote it down on a slip of paper, then walked over to a file cabinet. A couple of minutes later, he pulled out Newels file, scanned through it.


Poe said, May I?



First I gotta scan it for black markssee if anything in it concerns our current employeescause that could be construed as breaking confidentiality. Gotta keep it kosher.


Is there a picture of her?


Several. Delatorre pulled one out, eyed it for a moment. Just enough time for Poe to see another photo of Brittany resting in the file.


Cute little thing, the manager pronounced. Here you go.


A full-color portfolio head shot. Draping honey-blond hair nestled around soft, nude shoulders, crystal-blue eyes full of wonder, pouty lips daring to be kissed. A graceful neck and the smooth skin of youth. Very beautiful. And very nondescript. Typical L. V. dance fare. Completely unoriginal.


Completely Steve.


A miracle how hed snagged Alison.


A pause.


Not so, Rom old boy. Alison wanted to be snagged. Back then, she had wanted something mainstreamsomething very, very normal.


Delatorre was still scanning the file.


Cagily, Poe turned his back to the video camera, and with sleight of hand, slipped the photograph into his pants, moving it down until it sat between the upper part of his thigh and pants. Helped that he was wearing snug jeans.


Delatorre was talking. cant see the rest of the file, Rom. Sorry. Confidential information in here that could affect others. You want to look at it, Ill need a subpoena.


Sall right. He pulled out a notepad and pen. Can you give me her vital statistics?


Uhyeah, I suppose Delatorres beeper went off. He looked at the pager, read the number. Trouble, Sergeant. I gotta go.


Real quick job for me, Pete? You dont want another one of your girls to end up like she did.


She wasnt one of my girls.



She ended up a mess, Pete. Its bad for everyone if this isnt solved quickly.


Delatorre muttered, but quickly scanned through her application.


Born in seventy-five, five-eight, one-ten, blond hair, blue eyesseven years of dance training in L. A., worked as a secretary before taking this job. Recommendations from her dance teacher, her former boss, some friends, and some state senator in California. Bet she sucked him to the root to get that. Found out about the job through her boyfriend. Its local. You want the address?


Poe sighed inwardly. Guess where he was now headed at four in the morning. Shoot.


Delatorre gave him numbers, closed the chart. Oh, Ill need that picture back.


I returned it to you.


No you didnt.


Open the file. Its the one where shes resting her head on her hand.


Delatorre opened the folder. Sure enough, there was a picture of Brittany Newel leaning her head against an open palm. I didnt give you this one. I gave you a head shot.


I dont have it, Pete. He held his arms out straight from his waist. You want to frisk me, be my guest. Im a captive audience.


Delatorre studied Poes face, closed the file, and put it back in the cabinet. Licking his lips and saying nothing, he punched some numbers on a wall panel and the door opened. He whispered, After you.


Thanks.


Delatorre led Poe back through the maze, back out to reception, walked with him halfway through the casino. Then he stopped. I still think you owe me a picture, Rom.


Poe grinned. I promise I wont play in your pits.


Delatorre stared at him. Fucking Digger.


Poe ignored the insult. Ill keep in touch.


Fine, Delatorre said. Only next time, use a phone.
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