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      Ah, Sin City. The City of Lights (along with Paris), the City that Never Sleeps (along with New York), the City of Second Chances (yeah, right!)

      How about the Marriage Capital of the World. Or the Entertainment Capital of the World. More like the Gambling Capital of the World, especially when Numero Siete was involved, the number of Lady Luck.

      Except for when it wasn’t.

      Because Lucky Seven wasn’t so lucky for the prostitute who was missing an arm and a leg. Irony of ironies, since this was Vegas. Seven was sort of a Vegas totem for Lady Luck making an appearance.

      Not for Kiki Cormorant.

      Not sure if that was her real name or stage name—or perhaps street name, given her chosen occupation.

      But it was a doozie! Because a cormorant is a kind of sea bird, which was a bit ironic since I was standing in basically a hydrated desert, the Great State of Nevada seeing fit to pump umpteen gallons of water from Lake Mead, which gets its water from the Colorado River. Ninety percent of it, actually. Which, if I were Colorado, I’d have a conniption over, demanding payments from here to Sunday.

      Anyway, Kiki, who was missing an arm and a leg—both, actually, in keeping with the familiar pattern that had dragged my backside and my partner Gina Anderson three-quarters of the way across the United States.

      Cost her nothing to lose her limbs, too, other than being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Which was working the Vegas Strip, along with the rest of her sisters of the street-corner short shorts waiting for the next John looking for a good time. Would normally add or gal looking for a good time, but this was the mid-2000s, and that really wasn’t a thing yet. At least not publicly. Obergefell was another decade way, although Ellen certainly did enough to push the needle forward, along with Will & Grace.

      Anyhoo, my partner and I were brought in when it was clear seven dead prostitutes wasn’t a rounding error. Apparently, six wasn’t so bad, but seven—that was enough to make the sex workers unionize. Which was not good business for the pimps that worked in the gutters running under Sin City.

      Certainly wasn’t good for Sin City itself; serial killers tend to dampen the mood, not to mention tourist traffic, which was the city’s primo economic driver. Nothing like the Almighty Dollar to kick Uncle Sam’s keister into gear. After all, dollars sing, and Luck Be a Seventh-Dead Lady Tonight was the tune.

      It was Vegas, after all. They had their superstitions like any other joint across the Fifty-Nifty United States.

      So there we were, having just rolled up in our FBI-issued Chevy Suburban (black, of course) to Clark County Rifle-Pistol Center & RV Park. A sad joint planted well outside the glitzy glamor of the Strip. Flat and dry, filled with nothing but rocks and those tumbly tumbleweeds I always thought really weren’t a thing. Nope. They’re a thing, alright. Sometimes called a wind witch, but really the skeleton of a Russian thistle, so named after the Russian immigrants who imported it in seeds for wheat and other crops.

      And there we were, with said tumbleweeds, the heat slapping us in the face hoofing it through a part of Vegas no one in their right mind would touch.

      Out of sight, out of mind.

      Pretty well summarized the plight of most of humanity. Especially prostitutes caught in the web of what was later determined to be a serial killer.

      How’d we figure that? Well, the female torso missing both her arms and legs pretty well clued us in. Especially since that matched the MO of six other broads discovered at various parts around the City of Lights.

      Luck be the ladies, no way.

      First one was discovered inside a big dumpster behind Mickey Ds filled with leftover frying old. Scared the pimply faced high schooler crapless when he opened the side door to deposit his load—when a brunette’s head flopped out. In fact, word on the street was that actually he did lose his crap, but I don’t peddle in rumors. What matters is that the broad set the stage for the future.

      No arms, no legs.

      Same for the second victim, discovered under an I-15 overpass. Victim Three turned up in a Burger King garbage dump (this time a retired granny nearly lost her dentures taking out the morning trash). At least the perp had upgraded from the Golden Arches to the Home of the Whopper, but still. Not good for Sin City business. The Fourth was found by some hikers in Calico Basin, which was when it all started to register on the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department’s radar.

      One dead night walker was nothing. Two was business, even given the nature of the crimes. Three, now that was a little less than a rounding error for them type. And, given the unusual markings of the victims (IOW, missing limbs), it was a lot more paperwork than it was worth. But four—well, now that couldn’t be ignored.

      Especially when Vic Five was found closer to home floating face-first in the Bellagio fountain. Took the cheesecake, that sure did!

      The real zinger was Numero Seis lying in Caesar’s Palace when the cleaning crew came to fluff the pillows. Not that prostitutes didn’t frequent the joint. Was right bad for business. Which should have piqued the Feds interest (dollars sing, and Luck Be a Seventh-Dead Lady Tonight was the tune, remember?) but not yet.

      Not until Lucky Seven.

      The perp had moved outside the Strip, much to the relief of LVMPD. Except there was a tiny detail they weren’t expecting on that last one.

      Lucky Seven wasn’t just any victim. She was the major’s cousin’s daughter.

      How’s that for a made-for-streaming turn of things?

      So, if dollars sing, family makes the world go round.

      Or is it, dollars make the world go round and family sings?

      Not sure on either front.

      Either way, once it was on the mayor’s radar—really and truly—well, there wasn’t stopping the wheels of government intervention from turning.

      And turn they did, until they resulted in me and Gina flying 2089 miles—exactly. I counted. Needed to in order to prep myself for the cross-country jaunt 34,000 miles above the surface of Earth. Because nothing but the most urgent of cases would get me flying—especially coach. And especially American Airlines! Couldn’t the Bureau have at least put us up with Delta? Even United would have been better than that disaster of an airline. After all, it was their Flight 11 that took down the Twin Towers. And we all know what happened after that.

      But we’d made it—thanks to the beverage cart and a bottle of Xanax. The latter for Gina and the former for me, a few bottles of Altos Las Hormigas Malbec to keep me from freaking out, given my aerophobia. Yeah, didn’t exactly disclose that one to Agent Pendergast when I joined the Bureau. But I’d managed well enough.

      And now we were staring at a torso that reminded me of one of my favorite children’s shows, Today’s Special.

      Each night, Jodie the department store display builder would show up with Jeff the Mannequin, lugging his lifeless body inside. And every night, without fail, Muffy the Mouse would say those magical words to bring him to life: ‘hocus pocus alimagocus!’

      Loved that show. The only one I and my fellow orphans were allowed to watch in that wretched Virginia orphanage.

      And there was Kiki, reminding me of a mannequin without its limbs. Body lifeless, less than human. A shadow of humanity that was waiting for Muffy to bring it to life—or back to life, as was this case.

      “I think I’m gonna be sick…” Gina moaned.

      I sighed and nodded. “Does take the cheesecake, don’t it?”

      “Don’t you mean cake?”

      “Nope. Cheesecake. Hate them kind. Especially that restaurant chain.”

      “The Cheesecake Factory?”

      “Bingo.”

      “Who doesn’t like The Cheesecake Factory? They’ve got more than two-hundred different kinds of dishes. Their Cajun Jambalaya Pasta is the bomb!”

      She turned to me, eyes wide with interest. “You don’t think they’ve got one of those in these parts, do you? I could really go for that—”

      “Nope.”

      “Nope? What nope?”

      “We got four of them,” one of the agents crooned from his notepad. The tall one, with a wicked comb-over that made him look like Ron Jeremy, the infamous ‘80s porn star. Not that I’d  know anything about that sort of thing. Saw him on MTV’s The Surreal Life. Once. A long time ago.

      Anyhoo, back to Agent Comb-over. Kenny Garafalo. Yes, you heard right. Kenny G. Which sort of fit, with that rumpled off-the-rack suit. Probably J.C. Pennys. Not that I’m judging or anything. Brooks Brothers for me. Which sort of smacked DC cliché, but whatever.

      “Really, where?” Gina shrieked, turning to Kenny G with interest.

      “Nope,” I insisted. Had to rein it in, pronto!

      “For the love…”

      “Where are the limbs?” I asked, changing the subject pronto.

      Kenny shoved his pencil behind his ear, then jerked a finger thataway before saying, “Thataway.”

      So thataway I went, Gina throwing up a sigh but tagging along.

      Lined with upscale casino hotels, the neon-soaked Strip is quintessential Las Vegas, or so Wikipedia told me before we left DC. Had never been. Never wanted to go, thanks to this case straight from hot Hades. But getting a looksee on our way to the crime scene, the upstart online brain sure was correctamundo.

      You’ve got a myriad of gambling floors, vast hotel complexes housing a variety of shops, restaurants—the low-end Subway joint to high-end, hundred–dollar oyster bars for muckety-mucks making far more than government wage. Then there are all the performance venues for music, comedy and circus acts—with high wires and elephants, Seinfeld and Celine Dion.

      My favorite so far was the soaring, choreographed Fountains of Bellagio and the High Roller observation wheel.

      But where we were wasn’t that. Not by a mile. In fact, we were about twenty miles north of the Strip, which led to a surprising change of scenery.

      Because Clark County Rifle-Pistol Center & RV Park ain’t the Strip, that’s for sure. Wasn’t even sure I’d call it an RV park, on account there weren’t no trees. Just a dry desert wasteland wilderness, something my people were intimately familiar with.

      I’m Jewish, see. Or Messianic, having realized Yeshua the Nazarene was the long-promised Messiah, the One whom my people had hung their yarmulkes on and Yahweh had promised from the beginning. So the wilderness was in my blood, given my ancestor’s wanderings and all.

      Anyhoo, back to Clark County Rifle-Pistol Center & RV Park, which was nestled at the base of a peaking pile of dirt that was part of some Desert National Wildlife Range. Nothing to write home about, that’s for sure. Especially for someone like me hailing from Kentucky, with the Appalachian and Black and Sugarloaf mountains running through my home state—green with foliage, not that rocky, dirty, brown nonsense we were met with.

      But there we were, baking like shake-and-bake chicken under a blazing sun, sweating to beat the band—all because that’s where our Lucky Seven was found.

      Kiki Cormorant. Daughter of the cousin to the mayor of Las Vegas.

      Dismembered, looking like Jeff the Mannequin. Only her limbs were on the premises this time around, on account the perp was spooked, apparently.

      Now, one might reasonably ask how the Feds knew they had a prostitute on their hands, given that the vic was related
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