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			The light of the body is in the eye.

			 

			—New Testament

			 

			 

			A mother is a mother still,
The holiest thing alive.

			 

			—Samuel Coleridge

			


			

	
		
			Prologue

			
				We begin to die with our first breath. Death is inside us, ticking closer, closer, with every beat of our heart. It is the end no man can escape. Yet we cling to life, we worship it despite its transience. Or perhaps, because of it.

				But all the while, we wonder of death. We build monuments to it, revere it with our rituals. What will our death be? we ask ourselves. Will it be sudden and swift, long and lingering? Will there be pain? Will it come after a long, full life, or will we be cut off—violently, inexplicably—in our prime? 

				When is our time? For death is for all time. 

				We create an afterlife because we cannot rush through our days chased by the specter of an end. We make gods who guide us, who will greet us at golden gates to lead us into an eternal land of milk and honey. 

				We are children, bound hand and foot by the chains of good with its eternal reward, and evil with its eternal punishment. And so, most never truly live, not freely. 

				I have studied life and death. 

				There is only one purpose. To live. To live free. To become. To know, with each breath, you are more than the shadows. You are the light, and the light must be fed, absorbed from any and all sources. Then, the end is not death. In the end we become the light. 

				They will say I am mad, but I have found sanity. I have found Truth and Salvation. When I have become, what I am, what I do, what I have created will be magnificent. 

				And we will all live forever.

			

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Life didn’t get much better. Eve knocked back her first cup of coffee as she grabbed a shirt out of the closet. She went for thin and sleeveless as the summer of 2059 was currently choking New York, and the rest of the Eastern seaboard, in a tight, sweaty grip.

			But hey, she’d rather be hot than cold.

			Nothing was going to spoil her day. Absolutely nothing.

			She pulled on the shirt, then with a quick glance at the door to make certain she was alone, did a fast, hip-shaking boogie to the AutoChef for another hit of coffee. A glance at her wrist unit told her she had plenty of time if she wanted breakfast, so what the hell, she programmed it for a couple of blueberry pancakes.

			She went back to the closet for her boots. She was a tall, lean woman, currently wearing khaki-colored pants and a blue tank. Her hair was short, choppy in style, and brown, with lighter streaks teased out by that mean and brilliant sun. It suited her angular face, with its wide brown eyes and generous mouth. There was a shallow dent in her chin—a feature her husband, Roarke, liked to trace with a fingertip.

			Despite the heat she’d face when she stepped outside the big, blissfully cool bedroom, outside the big, blissfully cool house, she pulled out a lightweight jacket. And tossed it over the weapon harness she had draped over the back of the sofa in the sitting area.

			Her badge was already in her pocket.

			Lieutenant Eve Dallas grabbed her coffee and pancakes out of the AutoChef, plopped down on the sofa, and prepared to enjoy a luxurious breakfast before clocking in for a day as a murder cop.

			With a feline’s psychic sense when food was involved, the fat cat Galahad appeared out of nowhere to leap on the sofa beside her and stare at her plate with his dual-colored eyes.

			“Mine.” She forked up pancakes, and stared back at the cat. “Roarke may be an easy mark, pal, but I’m not. Probably already been fed, too,” she added as she propped her feet on the table and continued to plow through her breakfast. “Bet you were down in the kitchen at dawn sidling around Summerset.”

			She leaned down until they were nose to nose. “Well, there won’t be any of that for three beautiful, wonderful, mag-ass weeks. And do you know why? Do you know why?”

			Overcome with joy, she caved and gave the cat a bite of pancake. “Because the skinny, tight-assed son of a bitch is going on vacation! Far, far away.” She almost sang it, riding on the bliss of knowing Roarke’s majordomo, her personal nemesis, wouldn’t be there to irritate her that night, or for many nights to come.

			“I have twenty-one Summerset-free days ahead of me, and I rejoice.”

			“I’m not sure the cat shares your jubilation.” Roarke spoke from the doorway where he was currently leaning on the jamb watching his wife.

			“Sure he does.” She scooped up more of the pancakes before Galahad could nose his way onto the plate. “He’s just playing it cool. I thought you had some interstellar honcho transmission to take care of this morning.”

			“Done.”

			He strolled in, and Eve added to her considerable pleasure by watching him move. Smooth, long-legged, graceful in a way that was pure and dangerous male.

			He could give the cat lessons, she mused. Grinning at him, she decided there wasn’t a woman alive who wouldn’t be thrilled to have that face next to hers over breakfast.

			As faces went, it was a masterpiece, carved on one of God’s more generous days. Lean, with edgy cheekbones, with a firm, full mouth that could make her own water. All this was framed by a sweep of glossy black hair, and highlighted by Celtic blue eyes.

			The rest of him wasn’t bad either, she thought. All long and rangy and tough.

			“Come here, pretty boy.” She fisted a hand in his shirt, gave him a yank. Then sank her teeth, with some enthusiasm, in his bottom lip. She gave it a lazy flick of her tongue before settling back again. “You’re better than pancakes any day.”

			“You’re certainly chipper this morning.”

			“Damn straight. Chipper’s my middle name. I’m going out to spread joy and laughter to all of mankind.”

			“What a nice change of pace.” There was amusement riding along with the Irish in his voice. “Perhaps you’ll start now by going down with me to see Summerset off.”

			She grimaced. “That might spoil my appetite.” Testing, she polished off the pancakes. “No, no, it doesn’t. I can do that. I can go down and wave bye-bye.”

			Brow lifted, he gave her hair a quick tug. “Nicely.”

			“I won’t do the happy dance until he’s out of sight. Three weeks.” After a joyful shudder, she rose and foiled the cat by putting the plate out of reach. “I won’t see his ugly face or hear the squeaky sound of his voice for three orgasmic weeks.”

			“Why do I think he’s probably thinking something very similar about you?” Sighing, Roarke pushed to his feet. “I’m as sure about that as I am that both of you will miss sniping at each other.”

			“Will not.” She picked up her harness, strapped on her weapon. “Tonight, to celebrate—and make no mistake, I’m going to celebrate—I’m going to lounge around the living room and eat pizza. Naked.”

			Roarke’s eyebrows winged up. “I’ll certainly enjoy that.”

			“Get your own pizza.” She shrugged into her jacket. “I have to wave bye-bye now. I’m due at Central.”

			“Practice this first.” He laid his hands on her shoulders. “Have a good trip. Enjoy your vacation.”

			“You didn’t say I had to speak to him.” She blew out a breath at Roarke’s calm stare. “All right, all right, it’s worth it. Have a good trip.” She stretched her lips into a smile. “Enjoy your vacation. Asshole. I’ll leave off the asshole, I just wanted to say it now.”

			“Understood.” He ran his hands down her arms, then took her hand. The cat darted out of the room ahead of them. “He’s looking forward to this. He hasn’t taken much time for himself in the last couple of years.”

			“Didn’t want to take his beady eyes off me long enough. But that’s okay, that’s all right,” she said in a cheerful voice. “Because he’s going, and that’s what’s important.”

			She heard the cat screech, the curse that followed, then a series of thuds. Eve was fast on her feet, but Roarke beat her to the stairs, and was already sprinting down there to where Summerset lay in a heap along with scattered piles of linen.

			She took one look at the scene at the bottom of the stairs and said, “Oh, shit.”

			“Don’t move. Don’t try to move,” Roarke murmured as he checked Summerset for injuries.

			Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Eve crouched. Summerset’s always pale face was bone-white and already going clammy. She read shock in his eyes, along with considerable pain.

			“It’s my leg,” he managed in a voice gone reedy. “I’m afraid it’s broken.”

			She could see that for herself by the awkward angle it took below the knee. “Go get a blanket,” she told Roarke as she pulled out her pocket-link. “He’s shocky. I’ll get the MTs.”

			“Keep him still.” Moving fast, Roarke whipped one of the tangled sheets over Summerset, then dashed upstairs. “He could have other injuries.”

			“It’s just my leg. And my shoulder.” He closed his eyes as Eve called for medical assistance. “I tripped over the bloody cat.” Gritting his teeth, he opened his eyes and did his best to smirk at Eve though the heat of the fall was rapidly turning to a cold that made his teeth chatter. “I imagine you think it’s a pity I didn’t break my neck.”

			“Thought crossed by mind.” Lucid, she thought with some relief. Didn’t lose consciousness. Eyes a little glassy. She glanced over as Roarke came back with a blanket. “They’re on their way. He’s coherent, and pissy. I don’t think there’s any head injury. Take more than a spill down the stairs to crack that stone anyway. Tripped over the cat.”

			“For Christ’s sake.”

			Eve watched Roarke take Summerset’s hand, hold it. However she and the skinny baboon dealt with each other, she understood the man was more Roarke’s father than his own blood had been.

			“I’ll get the gates, clear the MTs through.”

			She headed to the security panel to open the gates that closed off the house, the expansive lawns, the personal world Roarke had built, from the city. Of Galahad there was no sign, nor Eve thought sourly, would there likely be for a while.

			Damn cat had probably done it on purpose to spoil her good time because she hadn’t given him enough pancakes.

			So they would hear the sirens, she opened the front door, and nearly staggered against the wall of heat. Barely eight, and hot enough to fry brains. The sky was the color of sour milk, the air the consistency of the syrup she’d so cheerfully consumed when there’d been joy in her heart and a spring in her step.

			Have a nice trip, she thought. Son of a bitch.

			Her ’link beeped just as she heard the sirens. “Here they come,” she called to Roarke, then stepped aside to take the transmission. “Dallas. Shit, Nadine,” she said the minute she saw the image of Channel 75’s top reporter on screen. “This isn’t a good time.”

			“I got a tip. Seems like a serious tip. Meet me at Delancey and Avenue D. I’m leaving now.”

			“Hold on, hold on, I’m not going down to the Lower East Side because you—”

			“I think somebody’s dead.” She shifted so Eve could see the images on the printouts she’d spread over her desk. “I think she’s dead.”

			It was a young brunette in various poses, some candid from the looks of them, others staged.

			“Why do you think she’s dead?”

			“I’ll fill you in when I see you. We’re wasting time.”

			Eve motioned in the MTs as she scowled at the ’link. “I’ll send a black-and-white—”

			“I didn’t give you a heads-up so you could fob this, and me, off on uniforms. I’ve got something here, Dallas, and it’s hot. Meet me, or I check it out alone. Then I go on the air with what I’ve got, and what I find.”

			“Fucking A, what a day this is turning into. All right. Stand on the corner, get a bagel or something. Don’t do anything until I get there. I’ve got a mess to clean up here first.” Blowing out a breath she looked over to where the MTs examined Summerset. “Then I’m on my way.”

			She clicked off, jammed the ’link back in her pocket. She walked back to Roarke, and couldn’t think of anything to do but pat his arm while he watched the medicals. “I’ve got a thing I’ve got to check out.”

			“I can’t remember how old he is. I can’t quite remember.”

			“Hey.” This time she gave his arm a squeeze. “He’s too mean to be down for long. Look, I’ll ditch this thing if you want me to stay around.”

			“No, you go on.” He shook himself. “Tripped over the goddamn cat. Could’ve killed himself.” He turned, pressed his lips to her forehead. “Life’s full of nasty surprises. Take care, Lieutenant, I’d as soon not have another one today.”

			 

			Traffic was mean, but that suited the ruination of her mood. A maxibus breakdown on Lex had everything snarled from 75th, as far south as she could see. Horns blasted. Above, traffic copters clipped and hummed among the air traffic to keep the rubberneckers from jamming the sky as well.

			Tired of sitting in the sea of commuters, she flipped her siren, then punched into a quick vertical. She cut east, then headed south again when she found some clear road.

			She’d called Dispatch and informed them she was taking an hour personal. No point in reporting in that she was following the crooked finger of an on-air reporter, without authorization or any clear reason.

			But she trusted Nadine’s instincts—the woman’s nose for a story was like a beagle’s for a rabbit—and had tagged Peabody, her aide, with orders to detour to Delancey.

			There was plenty of business being done on the street. The area was a hive of delis, coffee shops, and specialty stores that crowded along on sidewalk level and served the inhabitants of the apartments above them. The bakery sold to the guy who ran the fix-it shop next door, and he’d diddle with the AutoChef for the woman who ran the clothes store on the other side, while she ran across the street to buy fruit from the stand.

			It was a tidy system, Eve imagined. Old and established, and though it still bore some scars from the Urban Wars, it had rebuilt itself.

			It wasn’t a sector where you’d want to take a stroll late at night, and a couple of blocks south or west you’d find the not-so-tidy communities of sidewalk sleepers and chemiheads, but on a sweltering summer morning, this slice of Delancey was all business.

			She pulled up behind a double-parked delivery truck, flipped up her On Duty light.

			With some reluctance, she left the cool cocoon of her vehicle and stepped into the hot, wet wall of summer. The smells hit her first—brine and coffee and sweat. The more appealing hint of melon from the fruit vendor was overpowered by the rush of steam gushing out of a glide-cart. It carried the distinct odor of egg substitute and onions.

			She did her best not to breathe it in—who ate that shit—as she stood on the corner scanning.

			She didn’t spot Nadine, or Peabody, but she did see a trio of what she took to be shopkeepers and a City Maintenance drone having an argument in front of a green recycle bin.

			She kept an eye on them while she considered calling Roarke to check on Summerset. Maybe there’d been a miracle and the medical techs had glued his bone back together and he was, even now, on his way to transport. As a result of the morning trauma, he wasn’t taking three weeks vacation. But four.

			And while he was gone, he’d fall madly in love with a licensed companion—who would have sex with that freak unless she was paid for it—and decide to settle down with her in Europe.

			No, not Europe. It wasn’t far away enough. They’d relocate in the Alpha Colony on Taurus I, and never again return to this planet called Earth.

			As long as she didn’t call, she could hold on to the silver threads of that little fantasy.

			But she remembered the pain in Summerset’s eyes and the way Roarke had held his hand.

			With a mighty sigh, she pulled out her pocket-link. Before she could use it one of the shopkeepers shoved City Maintenance. Maintenance shoved back. Eve saw the first punch coming even if Maintenance didn’t, and he ended up on his ass. She shoved the ’link back in her pocket and headed down the sidewalk to break it up.

			She was still three feet away when she smelled it. She’d walked with death too many times to mistake it.

			The living were currently rolling around on the sidewalk, being cheered on or berated by the people who popped out of storefronts or stopped their hike to work to watch the show.

			Eve didn’t bother with her badge, but simply hauled the guy on top up by his shirt, and planted her foot on the chest of the one still on the ground.

			“Knock it off.”

			The shopkeeper was a little guy, and wiry with it. He jerked away, leaving Eve with a handful of sweaty shirt. The blood in his eye was from temper, but his lip was sporting the real thing. “This is none of your business, lady, so just move before you get hurt.”

			“That’s Lieutenant Lady.” The guy on the ground seemed content to stay there. He was paunchy, he was winded, and his left eye was already swelling shut. But as she didn’t have any love for anyone in any sector of maintenance, she kept her boot weighted on his chest as she flipped out her badge.

			The smile she sent the shopkeeper showed a lot of teeth. “You want to take bets on who’s going to get hurt here? Now back off, and shut it down.”

			“A cop. Good. You ought to throw his sorry ass in a cage. I pay my taxes.” Shopkeeper threw up his hands, turning to the crowd for support like a boxer circling the ring between rounds. “We pay out the wazoo, and dickheads like this screw us over.”

			“He assaulted me. I want to file charges.”

			Eve spared a glance at the man under her foot. “Shut up. Name,” she demanded, pointing at the shopkeeper.

			“Remke. Waldo Remke.” He fisted his bruised hands on his narrow hips. “I want to file charges.”

			“Yeah, yeah. This your place?” She gestured toward the deli behind her.

			“Been mine for eighteen years, and my father’s place before that. We pay taxes—”

			“I heard that part. This your bin?”

			“We paid for that bin twenty times over. Me, Costello, and Mintz.” While sweat ran down his face, he jerked a thumb toward two men standing behind him. “And half the time it’s broken. You smell that? You fucking smell that? Who’s gonna come in our places to do business with that stink out here? This is the third time one of us has called for repair in the last six weeks. They never do shit.”

			There were mutters and murmurs of agreement from the crowd, and some joker called out: Death to fascists!

			With the heat, the stink, and the blood already spilled, Eve knew the harmless neighborhood crowd could turn into a mob on a dime.

			“Mr. Remke, I want you, Mr. Costello, and Mr. Mintz to step back. The rest of you people, get busy somewhere else.”

			She heard the rapid clop behind her that could only be cop shoes on pavement. “Peabody,” she said without turning, “move this crowd along before they find a rope and lynch this guy.”

			A little breathless, Peabody jogged up beside Eve. “Yes, sir. We need you people to disperse. Please go about your business.”

			The sight of the uniform, even though it was already wilting in the heat, had most of the crowd sidling away. Peabody adjusted her sunshades and her hat, both of which had tipped during her jog up the sidewalk.

			Her square face was a bit shiny with perspiration, but behind the tinted lenses, her dark eyes were steady. She shifted them to the bin, then to Eve. “Lieutenant?”

			“Yeah. Name,” she said and tapped her boot on the city worker’s chest.

			“Larry Poole. Look, Lieutenant, I’m just doing my job. I come out here in response to a repair call, and this guy’s up my ass.”

			“When did you get here?”

			“I ain’t been here ten minutes. Son of a bitch didn’t even give me a chance to look at the bin before he’s in my face.”

			“You’re going to look at it now. I don’t want any trouble from you,” she said to Remke.

			“I want to file a complaint.” He folded his arms, and curled his lip when Eve helped Poole up.

			“They dump all kinda shit in here,” Poole began. “That’s the problem, see? They don’t use the proper slots. If you dump organic in the nonorganic side, it stinks up the whole business.”

			He limped to the bin, then took his time strapping on his filter mask. “All they gotta do is follow directions, but no, they’d rather complain every five fricking minutes.”

			“How’s the lock work?”

			“Got a code. See they rent it from the city, and the city keeps the codes. My scanner reads the code, then . . . Crap, this one’s busted.”

			“I told you it was busted.”

			With some dignity, Poole straightened, and stared at Remke with his blackened eyes. “The lock and seal’s busted. Kids do that sometimes. It ain’t my damn fault. Who the hell knows why kids do the shit they do? Probably busted it last night, dumped some dead cat inside from the smell of it.”

			“I’m not paying because your locks are defective,” Remke began.

			“Mr. Remke,” Eve warned. “Save it. It’s unlocked, unsealed?” she asked Poole.

			“Yeah. Now I’m gonna have to call a crew down here for cleanup. Damn kids.” He started to pry up the lid, but Eve slapped a hand down on his.

			“Would you step back, please. Peabody?”

			The smell was already making her queasy, but Peabody knew it was about to get worse. “Wish I hadn’t had that egg pocket on the way here.”

			Eve got a grip on the lid, shook her head at her aide. “You eat that crap? What’s wrong with you?”

			“They’re pretty good, really. And it’s a quick fix.” She sucked in a breath, held it. Nodded. Together they pushed up the heavy lid.

			The stench of death poured out.

			She’d been crammed into the organic side of the bin. Only half her face showed. Eve could see her eyes had been green—a sharp, bottle green. And she’d been young, probably pretty.

			Death, spurred on by the heat, had bloated her obscenely.

			“What the hell did they put in there?” Poole pushed up, looked inside. Then immediately stumbled away to retch.

			“Call it in, Peabody. Nadine’s on her way. She got hung up in traffic, or she’d be here by now. I want you to keep her and her camera back. She’ll give you lip, but you keep this block clear.”

			“Somebody’s in there.” All the anger had drained from Remke’s face. He simply stared at Eve with horrified eyes. “A person.”

			“I’m going to need you to go inside, Mr. Remke. All of you. I’ll be in to speak with you shortly.”

			“I’ll look.” He had to clear his throat. “I might—if it’s someone from the neighborhood, I might know . . . If it’ll help, I’ll look.”

			“It’s hard,” she told him, but gestured him over.

			His face was pale, but he stepped up. He kept his eyes closed for a moment, then set his teeth, opened them. Even the faint hint of color drained out of his cheeks.

			“Rachel.” He fought not to gag, and stumbled back. “Oh God. Oh God. It’s Rachel—I don’t know her last name. She, Jesus, Jesus, she worked at the 24/7 across the street. She was a kid.” Tears began to track down his white face, and he turned away to cover it. “Twenty, twenty-one, tops. College student. She was always studying.”

			“Go inside, Mr. Remke. I’ll take care of her now.”

			“She was just a kid.” He swiped at his face. “What kind of an animal does that to a kid?”

			She could have told him there were all sorts of animals, animals more vicious, more deadly than anything in nature. But she said nothing as he walked to Poole.

			“Come on inside.” He laid a hand on Poole’s shoulder. “Come inside where it’s cool. I’ll get you some water.”

			“Peabody, field kit’s in the car.”

			Turning back to the body, she clipped the recorder onto her lapel. “All right, Rachel,” she murmured. “Let’s get to work. Record on. Victim is female, Caucasian, approximately twenty years of age.”

			 

			She had the barricades up, and the uniforms who responded keeping the curious behind them. Once she had the body, the bin, the surrounding area on record, she sealed up and prepared to climb into the bin.

			She spotted the Channel 75 van at the end of the block. Nadine would be steaming, Eve thought, from more than the humidity. She’d just have to wait her turn.

			The next twenty minutes was grisly.

			“Sir.” Peabody offered a bottle of water as Eve climbed out.

			“Thanks.” She glugged down ten ounces before taking a breath, but couldn’t quite wash the taste out of her mouth. She used a second bottle on her hands. “Keep those guys on ice.” She nodded toward the deli. “I’m going to deal with Nadine first.”

			“Did you get an ID?”

			“Her prints popped. Rachel Howard, part-time student at Columbia.” She swiped at the sweat on her face. “Remke was right on the age. Twenty. Bag and tag,” she added. “I can’t get cause of death, hell I can’t get a gauge on time of death the way she’s been baking in there.”

			She looked back at the bin. “We’ll see what the sweepers find, then let the ME have her.”

			“You want to start the knock-on-doors?”

			“Hold off until I talk to Nadine.” Tossing the empty bottle back to Peabody, she headed down the sidewalk. One of the gawkers started to call out to her, then shrunk back at the look on her face.

			Nadine stepped out of the van, looking camera fresh and mad as a cat. “Damn you, Dallas, just how long do you think you can keep me blocked?”

			“As long as it takes. I need to see those printouts. Then I need you down at Central for questioning.”

			“You need? You think I give a rat’s ass about what you need?”

			It had been an ugly morning. She was viciously hot, she stank, and the breakfast she’d so gleefully consumed was no longer settling well. The steam from the glide-cart where the operator was doing double his usual business thanks to the people who hovered, hoping to get a closer look at somebody else’s death, added another greasy layer to the heavy air.

			It didn’t even occur to her to rein in her temper as she stared at Nadine, looking fresh as a spring morning, with a cup of iced coffee in her pretty, manicured hand.

			“Fine. You have the right to remain silent—”

			“What the hell is this?”

			“This is your Revised Miranda warning. You’re a material witness in a homicide. You.” She jabbed her finger at a uniform. “Read Ms. Furst her rights, and escort her to Central. She’s to be held for questioning.”

			“Why you stone bitch.”

			“Got it in one.” Eve turned on her heel and walked back to confer with the ME.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Inside the deli, the air was cool and smelled of coffee, of lox, of warm bread. She drank the water Remke offered her. He no longer looked like the human rocket about to launch. He looked exhausted.

			People often did, in her experience, after violence.

			“When’s the last time you used the bin?” she asked him.

			“About seven last night, right after I closed. My nephew usually closes, but he’s on vacation this week. Took the wife and kids to Planet Disney—Christ knows why.”

			With his elbows on the counter, he rested his head in his hands, pressed his fingers to his temple. “I can’t get that girl’s face out of my head.”

			And you never will, Eve thought. Not completely. “What time did you get in this morning?”

			“Six.” He let out a long sigh, dropped his hands. “I noticed the . . . the smell right off. I kicked the bin. God almighty, I kicked it, and she was in there.”

			“You couldn’t have helped her, but you can help her now. What did you do?”

			“I called it in. Reamed the operator. Costello and Mintz, they got here, I don’t know, about six-thirty, and we had a bitch session over it. I called back about seven ’cause nobody’d showed up. Called I don’t know how many times, worked myself up good, too, until Poole got here. That was about ten minutes, I guess, before I punched him.”

			“You live upstairs?”

			“Yeah. Me and my wife, our youngest daughter. She’s sixteen.” His breath shortened. “It could’ve been her in there. She was out last night until ten. That’s curfew. She was out with a couple of her friends. I don’t know what I’d do if . . . I don’t know what I’d do.” His voice cracked. “What does anybody do?”

			“I know this is hard. Do you remember hearing anything, seeing anyone, last night? Anything that comes to mind?”

			“Shelley got in right on time. We’re strict about curfew, so she walked in at ten. I was watching the game on-screen—mostly waiting up for her, though. We were all in bed by eleven. I had to open, so I turned in early. I never heard a damn thing.”

			“Okay, tell me about Rachel. What do you know about her?”

			“Not a lot. She’s been working at the 24/7 for about a year, I guess. Mostly days. Some nights, but mostly days. You’d go in, and if she wasn’t busy, she’d be studying. She was going to be a teacher. She had the sweetest smile.” His voice cracked again. “Just made you feel good to look at her. I don’t know how anybody could treat her like that.”

			He looked back outside, to the bin. “I don’t know how anybody could do that to her.”

			With Peabody at her side, Eve walked across to the 24/7. “I need you to get in touch with Roarke, find out how Summerset’s doing.”

			“He went on vacation today. You had it set on your calendar, with a trumpet fanfare and shooting stars.”

			“He broke his leg.”

			“What? When? How? Jeez.”

			“Fell down the damn steps this morning. I think he did it to spite me. I really do. Just check. Tell Roarke I’ll be in touch as soon as I sort through some of this.”

			“And send your concern and support.” Peabody kept her face admirably sober when Eve shifted her eyes and pinned her. “He’ll know it’s bogus, but it’s what people do.”

			“Whatever.”

			She stepped inside. Some sensible person had killed the chirpy music that played in every 24/7, on or off planet. The place was a tomb, filled with grab-it-and-go food, overpriced staples of everyday living, and a wall of AutoChefs. A uniform loitered at the entertainment disc display while a young male clerk sat behind the counter. His eyes were red and raw.

			Another young one, Eve thought. Clerks at 24/7’s tended to be kids or seniors who would work ridiculous hours for stingy pay.

			This one was skinny and black, with a shock of orange hair standing straight up off his head. He sported a silver lip ring, and a cheap knockoff of one of the more popular wrist units.

			He took one look at Eve and began to cry again, silently.

			“They said I couldn’t call anybody. They said I had to stay here. I don’t want to stay here.”

			“You can go soon.” She jerked her head to send the uniform outside.

			“They said Rachel’s dead.”

			“Yes, she is. Were you friends with her?”

			“I think there’s a mistake. I think there’s been a mistake.” He swiped a hand under his nose. “If you’d let me call her, you’d see there’s been a mistake.”

			“I’m sorry. What’s your name?”

			“Madinga. Madinga Jones.”

			“There’s no mistake, Madinga, and I’m sorry because I can see you were friends. How long had you known her?”

			“I just don’t think this is right. I just don’t think this is real.” He scrubbed at his face. “She came to work here last summer, early last summer. She’s going to college, she needed the job. We hang out sometimes.”

			“You were close. Were you involved, personally involved?”

			“We were buds, that’s all. I got a girl. We’d go clubbing sometimes maybe, or catch a new vid.”

			“Did she have a boy?”

			“Not especially. She kept it loose, because she needed to study. She dug on school.”

			“Did she ever mention that somebody was hassling her? Maybe somebody who didn’t want to keep it loose?”

			“I don’t . . . well, there was this guy we met at a club, and she went out with him once after, to like some restaurant he owns or something. But she said he was too grabby, and she shook him off. He didn’t like it much, and kept after her for a while. But that was like months ago. Before Christmas.”

			“Got a name?”

			“Diego.” He shrugged. “I don’t know the rest. Slick looking, fancy threads. Told her he was a cruiser, but he could dance, and she liked to dance.”

			“The club?”

			“Make The Scene. Up by Union Square on Fourteenth. He—did he mess with her before he put her in there?”

			“I can’t tell you.”

			“She was a virgin.” His lips trembled. “She said how she didn’t want to just do it to do it. I used to rag on her about it, just for fun, you know, because we were buds. If he messed with her.” The tears dried up, and his eyes went marble hard. “You gotta hurt him. You gotta hurt him the way he hurt her.”

			Outside, Eve dragged a hand through her hair and wished for her sunshades. Wherever the hell they were.

			“Broken leg,” Peabody informed her. “Jammed shoulder and some damage to the rotator cuff.”

			“What?”

			“Summerset. Roarke said they’re going to keep him overnight, and he’s making arrangements for in-home care as soon as he can be released. He racked the knee of the unbroken leg, so it’ll be a while before he’s on his feet.”

			“Shit.”

			“Oh, and Roarke says he appreciates your concern, and will communicate same to the patient.”

			“Shit,” she repeated.

			“And just to add to your joy, a communication came through, from Nadine’s representative. You have an hour to request and complete an interview, or a formal complaint will be filed by Channel 75 on behalf of Ms. Furst.”

			“She’ll have to stew.” Eve plucked Peabody’s shades out of her uniform pocket, and put them on. “We need to notify Rachel Howard’s next of kin.”

			 

			The single thing Eve wanted when she reached Central was a shower. It was just one more thing that would have to wait. She headed straight to what the cops called The Lounge, a waiting area for interviewees, family members, potential witnesses who weren’t active suspects in an investigation.

			There were chairs, tables, vending machines, a couple of screens to keep those who waited occupied. Nadine, her crew, and a sharp-looking suit Eve assumed was the rep were the only current residents.

			Nadine surged to her feet immediately. “Oh, we’re going to go a round.”

			The suit, tall, slim, male, with a waving mass of brown hair and cool blue eyes, tapped her arm. “Nadine. Let me handle this. Lieutenant Dallas, I’m Carter Swan, attorney for Channel 75, and here as representative for Ms. Furst and her associates. Let me start out by saying that your treatment of my client, a respected member of the media, is unacceptable. A complaint will be made to your superiors.”

			“Yeah.” Eve turned away to one of the vending machines. The coffee here was crap, but she needed something. “Ms. Furst,” she began as she coded in her ID, then cursed under her breath when she was informed her credit was at zero. “Ms. Furst is a material witness in a criminal investigation. She was asked to come voluntarily for questioning, and was not cooperative.”

			She dug in her pockets for coins or tokens, came up empty. “I was within my rights, and my authority, to have your client brought in, just as it was within her rights to bring your fancy ass in here to annoy me. I need the printouts, Nadine.”

			Nadine sat again, crossed her long legs. She fluffed her streaky blonde hair, smiled thinly. “You’ll have to show your warrant to my representative, and when he’s verified its authenticity, we’ll discuss the printouts.”

			“You don’t want to play hardball with me on this.”

			Nadine’s eyes, a feline green, sparkled with temper. “Oh, don’t I?”

			“Under state and federal law,” Carter began, “Ms. Furst is under no obligation to turn over any property, personal or professional, without a court order.”

			“I called you.” Nadine spoke in a quiet voice. “I didn’t have to. I could have gone straight to Delancey, filed my story. But I called you, out of respect, out of friendship. And because you got there first . . .” She paused long enough to aim a hot glare at one of her crew. He seemed to shrink under it. “You shut me out. This is my story.”

			“You’ll get your goddamn story. I just spent the last half hour in a pretty little row house in Brooklyn with the parents of a twenty-year-old girl, parents I watched fall to pieces, bit by bit when I told them their daughter was dead, when I had to tell them where she’d been all fucking night.”

			Nadine got slowly back to her feet as Eve strode across the room. They stood now, toe to toe.

			“You wouldn’t have found her if it wasn’t for me.”

			“You’re wrong. It might not have been me, but somebody would’ve found her. Five, six hours in a recycle bin, ninety degree temps outside, a good one-twenty inside that box, somebody would’ve found her pretty quick.”

			“Look, Dallas,” Nadine began, but Eve was on a roll.

			“He probably thought of that when he shoved her in there, when he sent you the images. Maybe he got a kick out of thinking about the poor son of a bitch who found her, about the cop who’d have to wade around in there with her. You know what happens to a body after a few hours in that kind of heat, Nadine?”

			“That’s not the point.”

			“No? Well, let me show you what the point is.” She yanked the recorder out of her pocket, then marched over to plug it into the unit. Seconds later, the image of Rachel Howard, as Eve had found her, shot on-screen.

			“She was twenty years old, studying to be a teacher, working at a 24/7. She liked to dance and collected bears. Teddy bears.” Eve’s voice slashed like a razor as she stared at what had become of Rachel Howard. “She has a younger sister named Melissa. Her family thought she was at the dorm where she had friends, pulling an all-nighter as she did once or twice a week, so they weren’t concerned. Until I knocked on their door.”

			She turned away, looked at Nadine now. “Her mother went right down on her knees, collapsed like all the air had gone out of her body. You’ll have to run over there with your crew when we’re done. I’m sure you’ll get some good image for your story. That kind of thing, all that suffering, it really pumps the ratings.”

			“This is uncalled for.” Carter snapped the words out. “This is intolerable. My client—”

			“Be quiet, Carter.” Nadine reached down for her leather portfolio bag. “I want to speak with you in private, Lieutenant.”

			“Nadine, I strongly advise—”

			“Shut up, Carter. In private, Dallas.”

			“All right.” She unplugged her recorder. “My office.”

			She didn’t speak as they walked out, said nothing as they moved to the glide that would take them up to her division.

			They moved into the bullpen, and the initial calls of greeting trickled into silence as both women moved straight through.

			Eve’s office was small and spare, with a single narrow window. She shut the door, took the chair at her desk, and left the other, badly sprung chair, for Nadine.

			But Nadine didn’t sit. What she’d seen, what she felt was clearly printed on her face. “You know me better. You know me better, and I didn’t deserve to be treated this way, didn’t deserve the things you said in there.”

			“Maybe not, but you’re the one who pulled in a rep, you’re the one who jumped down my throat because I blocked you from a story.”

			“Fuck it, Dallas, you arrested me.”

			“I did not arrest you. I remanded you into custody for questioning. You’ve got no sheet out of this.”

			“I don’t give a damn about the sheet.” Sick and furious, she shoved at the chair. It was a gesture Eve understood and respected, even as the flying seat caught her on the shin.

			“I called you,” Nadine spat out. “I notified you when I was under no obligation to do so. Then you cut me out, you haul me in, and you treat me like a ghoul.”

			“I didn’t cut you out, I did my job. I hauled you in because you have information I need, and you were being pissy.”

			“I was being pissy?”

			“Yeah, you were. Christ, I need coffee.” She pushed up and bumped past Nadine to her AutoChef. “And I was feeling pissy, so I didn’t take time for our usual dance. But for treating you like a ghoul, I’ll apologize, because I do know better. You want a hit of this?”

			Nadine opened her mouth, closed it again. Then let out a puff of steam. “Yes. If you respected me—”

			“Nadine.” Coffee in hand, Eve turned. “If I didn’t respect you, I’d have had a warrant in hand when I came into The Lounge.” She waited a beat. “Are you making it with that suit?”

			Nadine sipped coffee. “As a matter of fact. I made copies of the printouts for you before I headed to Delancey—where I would have been considerably earlier if Red hadn’t nipped the fender of another car.” She drew them out of her bag.

			“EDD’s going to need your ’link.”

			“Yeah. I figured.” The battle was over, and they stood facing each other. Two women scraped raw by the job.

			“She was a pretty girl,” Nadine commented. “Great smile.”

			“So everyone says. This was taken while she was at work. You can just see the candy display. This one . . . subway, maybe. And this, I don’t know. A park somewhere. They’re not posed. Just as likely she didn’t know they were being taken.”

			“He stalked her.”

			“Could be. Now this. This is posed.”

			She held up the last printout. Rachel was in a chair set against a white wall. Her legs were crossed, her hands neatly folded just above the knee. The lighting was soft, flattering. She wore the blue shirt and jeans she’d been found in. Her face was young and pretty, lips and cheeks rosy. And her eyes, that strong green, were empty.

			“She’s dead, isn’t she? In this picture, she’s already dead.”

			“Probably.” Eve shifted the image aside, and read the text of the transmission.

			
				SHE WAS THE FIRST, AND HER LIGHT WAS PURE. IT WILL SHINE ON FOREVER. IT LIVES IN ME NOW. SHE LIVES IN ME. TO RETRIEVE THE RECEPTACLE, GO TO DELANCEY AND AVENUE D. TELL THE WORLD, THIS IS ONLY THE BEGINNING. A BEGINNING FOR ALL.

			

			“I’m going to tag Feeney, have him send somebody from EDD to pick up your ’link. Since we’re so full of respect here, I don’t have to tell you that certain details, such as the contents of this transmission, need to be kept out of the story entirely or played down during the investigation.”

			“You don’t. And bulging with that respect, I don’t have to ask you to keep me in the loop, or for the series of one-on-ones we’ll conduct throughout this investigation.”

			“Guess not. Don’t ask me for one now, Nadine. I’ve got to move on this.”

			“A statement then. Something I can tag on that will show viewers the NYPSD is pushing forward.”

			“You can say that the primary on this investigation is pursuing any and all possible leads, and that neither she, nor this department will stand by when a young woman is treated like garbage.”

			Alone, she sat back down at her desk. She did need to get moving, and her first stop would be the ME. But right now she had another duty to perform.

			She called Roarke’s private ’link, got the bland message he was unavailable at this location, and was bounced to his admin before she could cut the transmission.

			“Oh. Hi, Caro. I guess he’s busy.”

			“Hello, Lieutenant.” The pleasant face smiled. “He was just finishing a meeting. Ah, he should be free now. Just let me transfer you.”

			“I don’t want to bother—damn.” She was bouncing again. She shifted uncomfortably as she heard the quick series of beeps. Then it was Roarke’s face on-screen. Though he, too, smiled, she could see he was distracted.

			“Lieutenant. You just caught me.”

			“Sorry I didn’t call in earlier. I haven’t had much breathing room. Is he, um, doing okay?”

			“It’s a bad break, and he’s irritable. The shoulder and knee—and other assorted bumps and bruises—complicate it. He took a hard fall.”

			“Yeah. Look, I’m sorry. Really.”

			“Mmm. They’ll keep him until tomorrow. If he’s recovered enough to be released, I’m bringing him home. He won’t be able to get around on his own initially, so he’ll need care. I’ve arranged it.”

			“Should I, you know, do something?”

			This time the smile seemed more at ease. “Such as?”

			“I have absolutely no idea. You okay?”

			“Shook me up, considerably. I tend to overreact when someone I care for is injured. Or so I’m told. He’s almost as annoyed with me for dumping him in the hospital—as he called it—as you are under similar circumstances.”

			“He’ll get over it.” She wanted to touch him, brush those lines of worry away that were haunting his eyes. “I mostly do.”

			“He’s been the only constant in my life, until you. Scared me brainless to see him hurt that way.”

			“He’s too mean to stay down for long. I’ve got to go. I don’t know when I’ll be home.”

			“That makes two of us. Thanks for calling.”

			She ended the transmission, and after one more pass, loaded the printouts in her bag. Heading out, she swung by Peabody’s cube. “Peabody, we’re moving.”

			“I got the victim’s class schedule.” Peabody jogged to keep up with Eve’s ground-eating stride. “And a list of her instructors. Also the names of her coworkers at the 24/7. I haven’t started to run them yet.”

			“Do it on the way to the morgue. Plug in photography and imaging. See if any of them have an interest.”

			“I can tell you that straight off. One of her electives was Imaging. She was acing it, too. Hell, she was acing everything. She was really smart.” She dragged out her PPC as they headed down to the garage. “She had the Imaging course Tuesday evenings.”

			“Last evening.”

			“Yes, sir. Her instructor was Leeanne Browning.”

			“Run her first.” She sniffed the air as they crossed the garage. “What’s that smell?”

			“As your aide and boon companion, I must inform you, that smell is you.”

			“Oh hell.”

			“Here.” Digging in her bag, Peabody came out with a little spray bottle.

			Instinctively Eve stepped back. “What is that? Keep it away from me.”

			“Dallas, when we get in our vehicle, even with the air on full, it’s going to be tough to breathe. You are rank. You’re probably going to have to burn that jacket, and it’s too bad, because it’s mag.”

			Before Eve could dodge, she aimed and fired, and kept firing even as her courageous lieutenant yelped.

			“It smells like . . . rotten flowers.”

			“The rotten part is you.” Peabody leaned closer, sniffed. “But it’s much better. You’ll hardly notice it from ten, fifteen feet away. They probably have really strong disinfectant at the morgue,” Peabody said cheerfully. “You could wash up, and maybe they’ve got something for your clothes.”

			“Just button it, Peabody.”

			“Buttoning, sir.” Peabody scooted into the car and began her run on Leeanne Browning. “Professor Browning is fifty-six. Affiliated with Columbia for twenty-three years. Married, same-sex style, to Angela Brightstar, fifty-four. Upper West Side address. No criminal record. Also second residence, the Hamptons. One sib, brother, Upper East Side, also married, one child, son. Twenty-eight years of age. Parents still living, retired, with residences Upper East Side and Florida.”

			“Run criminals on Brightstar and the family.”

			“Brightstar’s got a little pop,” Peabody said after a moment. “Illegals possession twelve years back. Personal stash of Exotica. Pled guilty, did three months community service. Brightstar is a freelance artist, with a studio in residence. Brother’s clean, so are the parents, but the nephew’s got two tags. One illegals possession at age twenty-three, and one assault last spring. His current residence is Boston.”

			“He may be worth talking to. Bump him up on the list, and we’ll see if he’s been visiting our fair city. Get Professor Browning’s class schedule. I want to work her in today.”

			In the morgue, Eve strode down the white corridor. Yeah, they used strong disinfectant, she thought. But you could never quite hide it. The business of the place snuck into all the cracks and crept into the air.

			As directed, she found Rachel Howard already on a slab, and ME Morris working on her. He wore a long green cover over his lemon yellow suit. His hair was pulled into a trio of ponytails that waterfalled, one over the other down his back. And somehow didn’t look ridiculous spilling out from his protective cap.

			Eve stepped up to the body. She could see Morris’s work, and she could see the cause of death. The autopsy wouldn’t have put the tiny, neat puncture through the skin and into the heart.

			“What can you tell me?”

			“That the toast will always fall jelly-side down.”

			“I’ll put that in my file. The heart wound do the trick?”

			“It did indeed. Very quick, very neat. A stiletto, an old-fashioned ice pick or similar weapon. He wanted no muss, no fuss.”

			“He? Was she sexually assaulted?”

			“Using he in the general sense. No sexual assault. A few minor bruises, which may have been caused during transport. No muss, no fuss,” he repeated. “He bandaged the wound. I’ve got traces of adhesive around it. A nice, neat circle. Probably NuSkin, which he removed when he was done. And this.” He turned Rachel’s hand, palm up. “Small round abrasion. Most likely from a pressure syringe.”

			“She doesn’t look like the sort to pop illegals, and that’d be a strange place to skin pop. He injected her with something. Tranq, maybe.”

			“We’ll see when we get the tox screen. No violence to the body but for the puncture. There are, however, very mild ligatures at the wrists, at the left knee, on the right elbow. See here.”

			He picked up a second pair of microgoggles.

			“Restraints?” she asked as she took the goggles. “It’s a funny way to restrain someone.”

			“We’ll discuss the fun and games of bondage another time. Take a look first.”

			She fit on the goggles, bent over the body. She could see them now, the faint and thin lines that showed blue through the light.

			“Wires of some kind,” Morris said. “Not rope.”

			“To pose her. He used the wires to pose her. You can see the way the wire wrapped over one wrist, under the other. He folded her hands on her knee. Yeah, crossed her legs, wired her to the chair. You can’t see them in the photograph, but he’d have taken that out during imaging.”

			She straightened, took one of the printouts from her bag. “This jibe for you with that theory?”

			Morris pushed up his goggles, scanned the image. “The positioning works. So he takes pictures of the dead. That was a custom a couple of centuries ago, and it came back into fashion early this century.”

			“What kind of custom?”

			“To pose the dead in an attitude of peace, then take their picture. People kept them in books designed for the purpose.”

			“It never fails to amaze me just how sick people are.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. It was meant to comfort and remember.”

			“Maybe he wants to remember her,” Eve mused, “but I think more, he wants to be remembered. I want her tox screen.”

			“Soon, my pretty. Soon.”

			“She didn’t fight, or wasn’t able to fight. So she knew him and trusted him, or she was incapacitated. Then he transported her to wherever he took this.” She slid the image back in her bag. “She was either dead already, or he killed her there—I’m betting he did it there—bandaged her so she didn’t bleed through the shirt, then he posed her, took his shots. He transports her again and dumps her in a recycler across the street from where she worked.”

			She began to pace. “So maybe her killer’s from the neighborhood. Somebody who sees her every day, develops an obsession. Not sexual, but an obsession. He takes pictures of her, follows her around. He comes into the store, and she doesn’t think anything of it. She’s friendly. Probably knows him by name. Either that or someone from college. Familiar face, trusted face. Maybe he offers her a ride home, or a ride to school. Either way, he’s got her.

			“She knew his face,” she murmured, looking down at Rachel, “just as well as he knew hers.”

			 

			Mildly refreshed by a spin in the detox tube at the morgue, Eve pulled up at the curb in front of Professor Browning’s high-dollar building.

			“I thought teachers got paid worse than cops,” she commented.

			“I can do a standard run on her financials.”

			Eve stepped out of the car, then cocked her head and her hip as the doorman rushed over.

			“I’m afraid you can’t leave . . . that here.”

			“That is an official vehicle. This,” she added, flipping it out, “is a badge. Since I’m going in there, on police business, that stays out here.”

			“There’s a parking facility very nearby. I’d be happy to direct you.”

			“What you’re going to do is open the door, go inside with me, and inform Professor Browning that Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD, is here to speak with her. After that, you can come out here and direct people to Morocco for all I care. Clear?”

			It appeared to be as he scuttled to the door, coded through security. “If Professor Browning was expecting you, I should’ve been informed.”

			He was so prim and pompous about it Eve gave him a fierce grin. “You know, I’ve got one just like you at home. Do you guys have a club?”

			He merely sniffed, and danced his fingers over a keyboard. “It’s Monty, Professor. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a Lieutenant Dallas at the desk. She’d like clearance to come up. Yes, ma’am,” he said into his earpiece. “I’ve seen her identification. She is accompanied by a uniformed officer. Of course, Professor.”

			He turned to Eve, lips so thin they could have sliced paper. “Professor Browning will see you. Please take the elevator to the fifteenth floor. You will be met.”

			“Thanks, Monty. How come doormen always hate me?” she asked Peabody as they moved to the elevator.

			“I think they sense your disdain, like pheromones. Of course, if you told them you were married to Roarke, they’d immediately fall to their knees and worship you.”

			“I’d rather be feared and hated.” She stepped inside. “Fifteenth floor,” she ordered.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The elevator opened on fifteen where a domestic droid was waiting. He had black hair slicked back over a round head, and a thin mustache over his top lip. He was dressed in a formal suit, the kind Eve had seen characters wear in some of Roarke’s old videos. It had a jacket with a short front and long tails at the back, and the shirt beneath looked stiff and impossibly white.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, Officer,” he said in a fruity voice, heavy on the Brit. “Might I trouble you for identification?”

			“Sure.” Eve pulled out her badge, watched a thin red line shoot through the droid’s eyes as he scanned it. “You’re topline security?”

			“I am a multifunction unit, Lieutenant.” With a slight bow, he offered the badge back to her. “Please follow me.”

			He stepped back to let them exit the elevator. There was a kind of lobby, or entrance area with white marble floor tiles, glossy antiques topped with urns that were elegant with flowers.

			There was a tall white statue of a nude woman, with her head tipped back and her hands in her hair as if she were washing it. There were artfully arranged flowers at her feet.

			On the walls were framed images—photographic and multi-media. Additional nudes, Eve noticed, that were more romantic than erotic. Lights of filmy drapery and diffused light.

			He opened another set of doors and bowed them into the apartment.

			Though apartment, Eve mused, was a poor word for it. The living area was enormous, full of color and flowers and soft, soft fabrics. More art decorated the walls here as well.

			She noted wide doorways right and left, another leading down the side of the room and calculated that Browning and Brightstar didn’t live on the fifteenth floor. They were the fifteenth floor.

			“Please be seated,” the droid told them. “Professor Browning will be right with you. And might I offer you some refreshment?”

			“We’re fine, thanks.”

			“Family money,” Peabody said out of the side of her mouth when they were left alone. “Both of them, but Brightstar’s seriously loaded. Not Roarke loaded, but she can roll naked in it without worrying. Angela Brightstar’s the Brightstar of Brightstar Gallery on Madison. Swank artsy joint. I went to a showing there once with Charles.”

			Eve stepped up to a painting that was slashes of color, lumps of texture. “How come people don’t paint houses or something? You know, stuff that’s real?”

			“Reality is all perception.”

			Leeanne Browning entered. You couldn’t say she came in, Eve thought. When a woman was a good six feet tall, lushly built, and draped in a glistening robe of silver, she entered.

			Her hair was a long fall of sunlight to her waist, her face equally striking with its wide mouth and deeply indented top lip. Her long nose tipped up at the end, and her wide eyes were a vivid shade of purple.

			Eve recognized her as the model for the white statue in the entrance area.

			“Excuse my appearance.” She smiled in the way a woman smiled when she knew she made an impression. “I was posing for my companion. Why don’t we sit, have something cool, and you can tell me what brings the police to my door.”

			“You have a student. Rachel Howard?”

			“I have a number of students.” She arranged herself on a poppy colored sofa, as cannily, Eve thought, as the art was arranged on the wall. And for the same purpose. Look at me, and admire. “But yes,” she continued, “I know Rachel. She’s the sort of student who is easily remembered. Such a bright young thing, and eager to learn. Though she’s only taking my course as a filler, she does good work.”

			Her smile was lazy. “I hope she’s not in any trouble—though I must admit, I think it’s a pity if young girls don’t get in some trouble now and then.”

			“She’s in a great deal of trouble, Professor Browning. She’s dead.”

			The smile vanished as Leeanne pushed herself straight. “Dead? But how did this happen? She’s just a child. Was there an accident?”

			“No. When did you see her last?”

			“At class, last night. God, I can’t quite think.” She pressed her fingers to her temple. “Rodney! Rodney, bring us something . . . something cold. I’m sorry, I’m so very sorry to hear this.”

			The flirtation, the smug female arrogance was gone now. Her hand dropped into her lap, then lifted helplessly. “I can’t believe it. I honestly can’t believe it. You’re certain it’s Rachel Howard?”

			“Yes. What was your relationship with her?”

			“She was a student. I saw her once a week, and she attended a workshop I give the second Saturday of each month. I liked her. She was, as I said, bright and eager. A pretty young thing with her life ahead of her. The sort you see on campus year after year, but she was just a little brighter, just a bit more eager and appealing. God, this is horrible. Was it a mugging? A boyfriend?”

			“Did she have a boyfriend?”

			“I don’t know. I really didn’t know very much about her personal life. A young man picked her up after class once, I recall. She was often in a clutch of young people—she was the sort who was. But I did notice her with another boy on campus a couple of times—that struck me because they looked so striking together. The Young American Hope. Thank you, Rodney,” she said as the droid set a tray with three glasses of frothy pink liquid on the table.

			“Is there anything else, madam?”

			“Yes, would you tell Ms. Brightstar I need her.”

			“Of course.”

			“Do you remember her mentioning anyone named Diego?”

			“No. Honestly, we were not confidantes. She was a student, one I noticed particularly because of her looks and her vitality. But I don’t know what she did outside of class.”

			“Professor, can you tell me what you did last night, after class?”

			There was a hesitation, and a sigh. “I suppose that’s the sort of thing you need to ask.” She picked up her glass. “I came straight home, so I’d have gotten here about nine-twenty. Angie and I had a late supper, talked about work. I had no classes today, so we stayed up until nearly one. We listened to music, we made love, we went to sleep. We didn’t get up this morning until after ten. Neither of us has been out today. It’s so bloody hot, and she’s working in the studio.”

			She shifted, held out a hand as Angela Brightstar came into the room. She wore a blue smock that fell to mid-calf and was a rainbow of paint splotches. Her hair was a curling mass, the color of port wine, and currently bundled on top of her head and anchored with a trailing scarf.

			Her face was delicate, fine-boned with a pink, doll-like mouth and vague gray eyes. Her body seemed very small and lost inside the baggy smock.

			“Angie, one of my students was killed.”

			“Oh, sweetheart.” Angie took her hand, and despite the paint splotches, sat beside her. “Who was it? How did it happen?”

			“A young girl, I’m sure I mentioned her to you. Rachel Howard.”

			“I don’t know. I’m so bad with names.” She brought Leeanne’s hand to her cheek, rubbed it there. “You’re the police?” she asked Eve.

			“Yes. Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Now see, I know that name. I’ve been puzzling over it since Monty called up, but I can’t put it in the right slot. Do you paint?”

			“No. Ms. Brightstar, would you verify what time Professor Browning got home last night?”

			“I’m not very good with time either. Nine-thirty?” she looked at Leeanne for confirmation. “Somewhere around there.”

			There was no motive here, Eve thought, no vibe—at least not yet. Curious, she opened her bag, selected one of the candid shots of Rachel.

			“What do you think of this, Professor Browning?”

			“It’s Rachel.”

			“Oh, what a pretty girl,” Angie said. “What a nice smile. So young and fresh.”

			“Could you give me your opinion on the image itself. Professionally.”

			“Oh.” Leeanne took a deep breath, angled her head. “It’s quite good, actually. An excellent use of light, and color. Nice angles. Clean and uncluttered. It shows the subject’s youth and vitality, centers that so the eye is drawn, as Angie’s was, to the smile, to how fresh she is. Is that what you mean?”

			“Yes. Could you set up a shot like that without the subject being aware?”

			“Of course, if you have good instincts.” She lowered the image. “Did the killer take this?”

			“Possibly.”

			“She was murdered?” Angie wrapped an arm around Leeanne. “Oh, this is awful. How could anyone hurt a young, sweet girl like that?”

			“Sweet?” Eve echoed.

			“Just look at her face—look at her eyes.” Angie shook her head. “You can tell. You can look at her face and see the innocence.”

			As they rode back down in the elevator, Eve brought the images of Rachel into her head. As she’d been, and as he’d left her. “Maybe that’s what he wanted,” she murmured. “Her innocence.”

			“He didn’t rape her.”

			“It wasn’t sexual. It was . . . spiritual. Her light was pure,” she remembered. “It might mean her soul. Isn’t there some deal, some superstition about the camera stealing the soul?”

			“I’ve heard that. Where are we headed now, Lieutenant?” Peabody asked.

			“We’re going to college.”

			“Icy. A lot of college guys are totally hot.” She hunched her shoulders when Eve sent her a bland stare. “Just because McNab and I are in a committed, mature relationship—”

			“I don’t want to hear about your committed, mature anything with McNab. It gives me the creeps.”

			“Just because,” Peabody continued, undaunted as they crossed the lobby, “doesn’t mean I can’t look at other guys. Any woman with eyes looks at other guys. Okay, maybe you don’t because, hey, what would be the point?”

			“Perhaps I should point out that we’re investigating a homicide, not going off on a man-ogling spree.”

			“I like to multitask whenever possible. Speaking of which, maybe we could get some actual food. That way, we could investigate, feed the body, and ogle.”

			“There will be no ogling. Henceforth, ogling is forbidden at any and all junctures of active investigations.”

			Peabody pursed her lips. “You’re really mean today.”

			“Yes. Yes, I am.” Eve took a deep gulp of hideous air, and smiled. “I feel good about that.”

			 

			The announcement of sudden, violent death drew many reactions. Tears were just one of them. By the time Eve had spoken to a half dozen of Rachel’s friends and instructors at Columbia, she thought she might wash away on the sea of tears.

			She sat on the side of a bed in a dorm room. The space was tight, she thought. A closet jammed with two beds, two desks, two dressers. Every flat surface was covered with what Eve thought of as mysterious girl stuff. The walls were plastered with posters and drawings, the desks with disc boxes and girl toys. The bedspreads were candy pink, the walls mint green. In fact, the whole place smelled like candy somehow and made her stomach rumble.

			She should’ve taken Peabody’s advice on the food.

			Two girls sat directly across from her, locked in each other’s arms like lovers as they wept, copiously.

			“It can’t be true. It can’t be true.”

			She couldn’t tell which one of them was wailing the words, but she did note that the longer they howled, the more dramatic their grief. She began to think they were enjoying it.

			“I know this is hard, but I have to ask you some questions.”

			“I can’t. I just can’t!”

			Eve pressed the bridge of her nose to relieve some of the pressure. “Peabody, see if there’s something to drink in the fridge over there.”

			Obediently, Peabody crouched down in front of the mini-coldbox and found several tubes of Diet Coke. She opened two, brought them over. “Here you go. Take a drink, and some deep breaths. If you want to help Rachel, you have to talk to the lieutenant. Rachel would do that for you, wouldn’t she?”

			“She would.” The little blonde didn’t cry well. Her face was blotchy, her nose runny. She slurped at the soft drink. “Rach would do anything for a friend.”

			The brunette, Randa, was still blubbering, but she had the presence of mind to get some tissues and stuff them in her roommate’s hand. “We wanted her to room with us next term. She was saving up for it. She wanted the whole, you know, college experience. And it’s not so bad when you split a triple.”

			“She’ll never come back.” The blonde buried her face in the tissue.

			“Okay, Charlene, right?”

			The girl lifted her gaze to Eve. “Charlie. Everybody calls me Charlie.”

			“Charlie, you need to pull it together, help us out. When did you see Rachel last?”

			“We had some dinner at the cafeteria, before her Imaging class last night. I’m on the food plan, and you never eat enough to use all the credits, so I treated her.”

			“What time was that?”

			“About six. I had a date with this guy I’m seeing, and we were hooking up at eight. So Rach and I had dinner, and she went to class. I came back here to change. And I’ll never, never see her again.”

			“Peabody.” Eve nodded toward the door.

			“Okay, Charlie.” Peabody patted the girl on the arm. “Why don’t we go for a walk? You’ll feel better if you get some air.”

			“I’ll never feel better again. Never, never.”

			But she let Peabody guide her away.

			When the door closed behind them, Randa blew her nose. “She can’t help it. They were really tight. And Charlie’s a drama major.”

			“Is that what she’s studying, or is it just her personality?”

			As Eve hoped, Randa’s lips trembled into a smile. “Both. But, I don’t feel like I’ll ever get over this either. I don’t feel like I’ll ever think about anything else.”

			“You will. You won’t forget it, but you’ll get through it. I know you and Charlie, and a lot of the other people I’ve talked to, liked Rachel.”

			“You just had to.” Randa sniffed. “She was just the kind of person who lights things up. You know?”

			“Yes,” Eve agreed. “Sometimes people are jealous of someone like that. Or they dislike them because of what they are inside. Can you think of anyone who felt that way about Rachel?”

			“I really can’t. I mean, she only went here part-time, but she made a lot of friends. She was smart. Really smart, but she didn’t geek.”

			“Anybody who wanted to be a better friend than she did?”

			“Oh, like a guy?” Randa drew a breath now. The tears were drying up as her mind became occupied. “She dated around. She didn’t sleep around. She was really firm about not giving it out until she was good and ready. If a guy pushed, she’d turn it around into a joke until they got to be friends, or if that didn’t work, she’d walk away.”

			“She ever mention somebody named Diego?”

			“Oh, him.” Randa wrinkled her nose. “God’s gift, Latino type, hooked onto her at the club. She went to dinner with him once, some Mex restaurant he said he owned. He tried to put the moves on her, wasn’t too happy when she deflected. Came by campus once and got a little hot because she laughed him off. That was a few months ago, I guess.”

			“Got a last name for him?”

			“No. Um, short guy, too much hair, soul patch. Always wearing those cow-kicker boots with little heels. But he could dance.”

			“Anybody else try to put the moves on her?”

			“Well, there was Hoop. Jackson Hooper. He’s a TA, a teacher assistant—English Lit. Another one of those God’s gifts, but whitebread style. He racks girls up like pool balls, and Rachel wouldn’t play. He came on pretty strong, following her around. Not stalking her,” Randa qualified. “Just being where she was a lot, and making plays. We all figured it was because she was the first girl to turn him down in his life, and he didn’t want to spoil his streak.”

			“Did he end up where she was just on campus, or did it happen elsewhere?”

			“She said he came into the store where she works a couple times. Just hanging around and being charming. She got a kick out of it, actually.”

			“When did you see her last, Randa?”

			“I didn’t make dinner, had to study. She was talking about bunking here after class. She did that sometimes on her evening classes. She’s not really supposed to, but nobody cared. Everyone liked having her around. But when she didn’t show, we just figured she’d gone home. I didn’t even think about it.”

			Two fresh tears trickled down her cheeks. “I didn’t think about her at all. Charlie was out, and I had the room to myself. All I thought was, how nice and quiet it was so I could study. And when I was thinking that, somebody killed Rachel.”

			 

			They tracked down Jackson Hooper at another dorm. The minute he opened the door, Eve knew word had spread. His face was a bit pale, and his lips trembled once before he firmed them into a thin line.

			“You’re the cops.”

			“Jackson Hooper? We’d like to come in and speak with you for a few minutes.”

			“Yeah.” He dragged his hand through a tousled mop of sun-streaked hair as he stepped back.

			He was tall, and he was built. The kind of body created through regular workouts or through stiff fees for body sculpting treatments. Since he was a teaching assistant, his quarters were even smaller than the ones she’d just come from, and he was probably strapped for cash, she opted for workouts.

			That meant he was strong, disciplined, and motivated.

			He had chiseled looks—the All-American boy—clear skin, blue eyes, firm jaw. It was easy enough to see why he’d rack up available coeds.

			He dropped into the spindly chair at his desk, and gestured vaguely toward the bed. “I just heard about ten minutes ago. I was heading to class and somebody told me. I couldn’t go to class.”

			“You dated Rachel.”

			“We went out a couple times.” He hesitated, then rubbed his face as if coming out of a long sleep. “Somebody’s already told you. Somebody’s always hot to talk. I wanted to go out with her again, and yeah, I wanted her in the sack. She wasn’t having any.”

			“That must’ve irritated you,” Eve commented and wandered over to the framed photographs grouped on his wall. They were all of him, in various poses. A nice little pile of vanity, she thought.

			“Yeah, it did. I don’t have any trouble getting girls in bed. I’m good at it,” he said with a shrug. “So I was a little steamed when she wouldn’t go for it, then kept turning me down when I asked her out. More, I was like, well, baffled. Hey.” He flashed a white, straight-toothed smile as he gestured toward the photographs. “Prime merchandise.”

			“But Rachel wasn’t buying it.”

			“Nope. So I was steamed, and I was baffled. But then, you know, I was interested. Like, what was it going to take. And what was it with this girl anyway? So I got hooked.” He lowered his head into his hands. “Fuck.”

			“You followed her around.”

			“Like a pet droid. I’d find out she was going to a club, or heading to the library, whatever, and I’d be there. I trotted over to the place she worked just to talk to her. Borrowed my roommate’s scooter so I could talk her into letting me take her home a couple times. She’d let me. I didn’t worry her one damn bit.”

			“Did you fight with her?”

			“I shot off my mouth a few times. She’d just laugh, then what could you do? Another girl would’ve told me to screw myself, but she’d just laugh. I think maybe I was in love with her.” He dropped his hands. “I think maybe I was. How do you know?”

			“Where were you last night, Hoop?”

			“I was going to catch her after her class, see if I could talk her into a cup of coffee, or some pizza. Something. But I got hung up. A couple of the guys got into a shoving match, and I had to break it up. She was gone when I got over there. I beat it to the subway, figuring maybe I could catch her there, and when I didn’t I took it over to her place in Brooklyn. But the light wasn’t on in her room. She always turns the light on in her room when she gets home. I hung around maybe an hour—I don’t know. Went and had a beer, walked back, still didn’t see her light. Then I said what the fuck, and came back here.”

			“What time did you get back?”

			“I don’t know, close to midnight, I guess.”

			“Anybody see you?”

			“I don’t know. I was irritated and feeling sorry for myself. I didn’t talk to anybody.”

			“What about your roommate?”

			“He’s banging a girl off campus. He’s there more than here. He wasn’t around when I got in. I didn’t hurt Rachel. I didn’t hurt her.”

			“Where’d you have the beer?”

			“Some bar—a couple blocks up from the subway over there.” He gestured vaguely to indicate Brooklyn. “I don’t know the name.”

			“These pictures look professional,” Eve commented.

			“What? Oh yeah. I do some modeling. It’s good money. I’m writing a play. That’s what I want to be—a playwright. You have to live pretty lean to make it. So I pick up coin where I can. TA, dorm monitor, modeling. I got certified as an LC last year, but it’s not what I thought it would be. I never figured sex could be work—and boring.”

			“Got a camera?”

			“Yeah, somewhere. Why?”

			“I wondered if you liked to take pictures, too.”

			“I don’t see why . . . oh Rachel, her Imaging class.” He smiled a little. “I should’ve thought of that one. As TA I could’ve monitored that class, hung out with her.” The smile faded. “I’d’ve been there last night when class ended. I’d’ve been with her.”

			 

			“Keep him on the short list,” Eve told Peabody as they headed back to the car. “He had motive, means, and opportunity. We’ll run him a little deeper, see if anything pops.”

			“He seemed really torn up about it.”

			“Yeah, really torn up over a girl who laughed at him, who wouldn’t fall at his feet begging for his pretty penis, and who let her friends know she’d turned him down.”

			She slid into the car. “He’s got an ego the size of Saturn, and as a model potential knowledge of photography, and access to the necessary equipment. He knew where she lived, where she worked, he knew her movements and habits. She trusted him because she believed she could handle him. So we’ll take a good, long look at him.”

			She headed back to Central to tie up loose ends. The tox report on Rachel Howard was waiting for her. At least she hadn’t known what was done to her, Eve thought as she scanned it. Not with all those opiates in her system.

			So he’d tranq’d her, she thought, leaning back in her desk chair. Before transport, or during? Either way, he had a vehicle. Or he’d lured her somewhere. An apartment, a studio. Had to be private. Then he’d slipped her the drugs.

			If it was the last scenario, she’d known him. She was too smart to be lured by a stranger.

			She was his first, he’d said. But he’d been well prepared. Step by step. Selecting, observing, recording. Youth and vitality, she thought. He’d wanted to own them. And her innocence.

			She’d walked out of class at nine. Had he waited for her? She spotted him, flashed that smile. Maybe he offered her a ride home, but she turned him down. Going to study with pals, but thanks. A couple of her classmates had verified that. She told them she was going to stay on campus, study with some friends.

			He couldn’t afford to be seen, so how had he lured her?

			Staged the run-in, she decided. He was good at staging. Maybe he’s on foot. Easy to meld and blend. But he has to make her take a detour, has to get her into his vehicle. Can’t take a chance on public transportation.

			He wants her face in the media—his image—so he knows she could be recognized after the murder. And he could be described. So, no subway, no buses, no cabs. Private vehicle.

			But why did she go with him?

			She began to write her report, hoping that some of the facts she put in would trip over into theory.

			Her desk ’link beeped.

			“Dallas.” Captain Feeney’s hangdog face slid onto the screen. Noting the crumbs at the corner of his mouth, she leaned closer to the ’link.

			“You got danishes up there?”

			“No.” He swiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “Not anymore.”

			“How come EDD always rates pastries and stuff? Murder cops need sugar substitute the same as the rest.”

			“We are the elite, what can I say. We’re finished with Nadine’s ’link.”

			“And?”

			“Nothing that’s going to help much. He transmitted the images and text from a public comp at one of those dance, drink, and data joints. Transmitted it just after six hundred hours, but he shot it out earlier, with a hold. Shot it out about two. Straight job—he didn’t bounce it around. Either he doesn’t know how, or he didn’t give two shits. Those places are crawling that time of night. Nobody’s going to remember some guy who popped in for a brew and used a ’link.”

			“We’ll check it out anyway. Location?”

			“Place called Make The Scene.”

			“Pop.”

			“Mean something?”

			“It’s a club she frequented. Thanks. Quick work.”

			“That’s why we’re the elite, and get danishes.”

			“Bite me,” she muttered and cut him off.

			She swung into the bullpen. There were no danishes, she noted. There weren’t even crumbs. She’d have to settle for a Power Bar from vending or take a chance on the food at the data club.

			Surely it couldn’t be worse than a Power Bar.

			“Peabody, we’re in the field.”

			“I was just about to have this sandwich.” She held up a wrapped lump.

			“Then you should be thrilled to be able to demonstrate those multitasking skills. Eat and roll.”

			“This is bad for the digestion,” Peabody replied, but she stuffed the sandwich in her bag, grabbed her tube of OrangeAde.

			“EDD’s got the location of the transmission to Nadine.”

			“I know. McNab told me.”

			Eve pushed through the crowd on the elevator and studied her aide’s face. “I just got off the ’link with Feeney, his superior—as I am yours. So why is it my aide and his detective are chatting about the information in my investigation?”

			“It just happened to come up—between kissy noises.” She smiled, pleased when Eve’s eye twitched. “And sexual innuendos.”

			“As soon as this case is closed, I’m putting in for a new aide—one who has no sexual drive whatsoever—and transferring you to Files.”

			“Aw. Now that you’ve hurt my feelings, I’m not inclined to share my sandwich.”

			Eve held out for ten seconds. “What kind is it?”

			“Mine.”

			It was also some sort of fake ham drowned in fake mayo. Eve was forced to shift to auto on the trip, then grab Peabody’s tube of OrangeAde to try to wash down the two bites she scrounged. “Christ, how do you drink this crap?”

			“I happen to think it’s refreshing, and find it goes very well with the shortbread cookies I have for dessert.” She took the tiny package out of her bag and made a production out of opening it.

			“Give me a goddamn cookie, or I’ll hurt you. You know I can.”

			“My fear is almost as great as my love for you, Lieutenant.”

			Eve found a slot on the second level, curbside, and zipped up the ramp at a speed and angle that had Peabody’s lunch lurching dangerously in her belly.

			Delicately, Eve brushed cookie crumbs off her shirt. “Smartasses always pay.”

			“You never do,” Peabody said under her breath.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			In the daylight hours, the action at data clubs whittled down to the geeks and nerds who thought they were living on the edge by hanging in a joint that offered a holoband and sports screens.

			The stations were silver, and so small, so crammed together that even the shyest nerd was virtually guaranteed a free feel of a neighboring butt during peak hours.

			The holoband was in mellow mode, with soft guitars and whispering keyboard with the vocals going for plaintive croon. The girl singer was dressed in black to match her glossy skin. The only spot of color was her stoplight red hair that fell over most of her face while she murmured something about broken hearts and minds.

			The clientele was primarily male, primarily solo, and since no one looked distressed or interested in Peabody’s uniform, Eve figured a sweep of the place wouldn’t net an Illegals hound enough of a cache to fill a dwarf’s pocket.

			She made her way to the sluggishly circling central bar.

			There were two servers, a human male and a female droid. Eve opted for the one that breathed.

			His dress was trendy—the loose shirt in sunset colors, the small army of multicolored loops riding up the curve of his left ear, the crop of spikes in the crown of his ordinary brown hair.

			His shoulders were wide, his arms long. There was a sturdiness about him that told her he had a few years on the afternoon clientele. His face was white, edging toward pasty.

			She pegged him at mid- to late twenties, probably a grad student, a shaky step up from geekdom, earning his tuition by manning the stick and chatting up the patrons.

			He stopped playing with the small computer set on the bar and offered her an absent smile. “What can I do for you?”

			Eve set her badge and the smiling image of Rachel Howard on the bar. “You recognize her?”

			He used a fingertip to nudge the image closer and gave it the earnest study that told her he was fairly new at the job. “Well, sure. That’s, ah, shoot. Rebecca, Roseanne, no . . . Rachel? I’m pretty good with names. I think it’s Rachel. She’s in here most every week. Likes, ah, whatzit?” He closed his eyes. “Toreadors—orange juice, lime juice, a shot of grenadine. She’s not in trouble, is she?”

			“Yeah, she’s in trouble. You remember the names and the drinks of all the patrons here?”

			“The regulars, sure. Well, especially the pretty girl regulars. She’s got a great face, and she’s friendly.”

			“When was the last time she was here?”

			“I don’t know, exactly. This is one of my part-time jobs. But the last time I remember being here and seeing her was maybe last Friday? I work the six to midnight on Friday. Hey, look, she never caused any trouble in here. She just comes in now and then with some friends. They grab a station, listen to tunes, dance, keyboard. She’s a nice girl.”

			“You ever notice anyone hassling her?”

			“Not so much. Like I said, she’s a pretty girl. Sometimes guys would hit on her. Sometimes she’d hit back, sometimes she’d blow them off. But nice. Things get zipping in here after nine, especially weekends. You get the cruisers, but this one always came in with a friend, or a group. She wasn’t looking for a one-nighter. You can tell.”

			“Uh-huh. You know a guy named Diego?”

			“Ah . . .” He looked blank for a moment, then drew his eyebrows together in concentration. “I think I know who you mean. Little guy, cruiser. Likes to strut around. Got some good moves on the dance floor and he’s always flush, so he didn’t leave alone very often.”

			“Did he ever leave with Rachel?”

			“Shit.” He winced. “Sorry. Not her type. She flicked him off. Danced with him. She’d dance with anybody, but she wasn’t after that kind of action. Maybe he tried to put the squeeze on her a few times, now that you mention it, but it wasn’t a big deal. No more than Joe College.”

			“Joe?”

			“Big, good-looking college guy used to shadow her in here sometimes. All-American looking guy. Got kinda broody when she’d be up there dancing with somebody else.”

			“You gotta name?”

			“Sure.” He looked more baffled than nervous. “Steve. Steve Audrey.”

			“You’re an observant sort, aren’t you, Steve?”

			“Well, yeah. You work the bar, you see everything once. Probably twice. It’s sort of like watching a play or something every day, but you get paid for it.”

			Oh yeah, he was new at this, Eve thought. “You got security cams?”

			“Sure.” He glanced up. “When they’re working. Not that they show much once the place gets jumping. Light show hits at nine, when the music changes, and everything starts flashing and rolling. But we don’t have much trouble here anyway. It’s mostly college kids and data freaks. They come in to hang, to dance, keyboard, do some imaging.”

			“Imaging.”

			“Sure we got six imaging booths. You know, where you can cram in with your pals and take goofy shots, then mug them up on a comp. We don’t have an X license, so it’s got to be clean. No privacy rooms either. What I’m saying is, the place gets busy, but it’s still low-key. Tips suck, but it’s pretty easy work.”

			“I’m going to need to see the discs for the last twenty-four hours.”

			“Gee. I don’t know if I can do that. I mean, I just work here. I think you have to talk to the manager or something, and he’s not here until seven. Um . . . Officer—”

			“Lieutenant.”

			“Lieutenant, I just work the bar, mostly days, maybe twenty hours a week. I talk up the customers, give them a hand if they have trouble with the stations or booths. I don’t have any authority.”

			“I do.” She tapped her badge. “I can get a warrant, and we can call in your manager. Or you can give me the discs, for which I’ll give you an official NYPSD receipt. All that will take time, and I don’t like wasting time when I’m on a murder investigation.”

			“Murder?” His white face lost even the hint of color. “Somebody’s dead? Who? Oh man, oh man, not Rachel.” His fingers inched away from the picture that remained on the bar, and crawled up to his throat. “She’s dead?”

			“You ever have anything but sports on-screen here?”

			“What? Ah, music vids after nine.”

			“I guess you don’t watch much news.”

			“Hardly ever. It’s depressing.”

			“You got that right. Rachel’s body was found early this morning. She was killed last night.” Eve leaned companionably on the bar. “Where were you last night, Steve?”

			“Me? Me?” Terror rippled across his face. “I wasn’t anywhere. I mean, sure, I was somewhere. Everybody’s somewhere. I was here until about nine, and just went on home—got a pizza on the way, then watched some screen. I’d put in eight on the stick, and just wanted to flake, you know? I’ll get you the discs, you’ll see I was here.”

			He dashed off.

			“Pizza and screen doesn’t alibi him for Rachel Howard,” Peabody pointed out.

			“No. But it’s getting me the discs.”

			 

			It was only two hours past end of shift when Eve drove through the gates toward home. She considered it a major accomplishment. Of course, she calculated she had at least two more hours to put in before she called it a day, but she’d be putting in the time from her home office.

			The house looked its best in summer, she thought, then immediately shook her head. Hell, it looked its best at every season, at any time of the day or night. But there was something to be said about the way that rambling elegance of stone showed itself off against a summer blue sky. With the rolling sea of green grass surrounding it, the splashes and pools of color from the gardens, the lush shade spilling along the ground from the trees, it was a miracle of privacy and comfort in the middle of the urban landscape.

			A far cry from a downtown recycle bin.

			She parked, as was her habit, in front of the house, then simply sat, drumming her fingers on the wheel. Summerset wouldn’t be lurking in the foyer, ready with some sarcastic observation about her being late. She wouldn’t be able to jab back at him, which was just a little annoying now that she thought about it.

			And he wasn’t there to be irritated by her leaving her car in front instead of stowing it in the garage. It almost compelled her to put it away herself.

			But there was no need to get crazy.

			She left it where it was, trudged through the smothering heat, and into the glorious cool of home.

			She’d nearly turned to the monitor to ask Roarke’s location when she caught the faint drift of music. Following it, she found him in the parlor.

			He sat in one of the plush antique chairs he favored, a glass of wine in his hand, his eyes closed. It was so rare to see him completely shut down, she felt a little twist under her heart. Then his eyes opened, that shock of blue, and when he smiled the pressure released again.

			“Hello, Lieutenant.”

			“How’s it going?”

			“Better than it was. Wine?”

			“Sure. I’ll get it.” She crossed over to the bottle he’d left on the table, poured a glass for herself. “Been home long?”

			“I haven’t, no. A few minutes.”

			“Did you eat?”

			His eyebrows arched, the eyes beneath warming with humor. “I did, if one considers what’s available at the hospital edible. And you?”

			“I caught something, and yours couldn’t have been worse than what I can get at Central. So you went by to see Mr. Grace and Agility?”

			“He sends you equally fond thoughts.” Roarke sipped his wine, watched her over the rim. Waited.

			“Okay, okay.” She dropped into a chair. “How’s he doing?”

			“Well enough for someone who fell down a flight of steps this morning. Which he wouldn’t have done if he’d use the flaming elevator. Snapped his fucking leg like a twig, ripped bloody hell out of his shoulder. Well.”

			He closed his eyes again, tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. Opened his eyes again. And made her wonder if he went through that same routine when he was settling down after dealing with what he liked to call one of her “snits.”

			“Well. They’ve got the leg in a skin cast and brace, and tell me it’ll fuse like new. A clean break. The shoulder’s likely to trouble him longer. He’s sixty-eight. I couldn’t remember that this morning. You’d think he’d use the elevator when he’s got an armload of something or other. And why he’d bother with linens when he should’ve been getting himself out the door for holiday is another that’s beyond me.”

			“Because he’s a stubborn, tight-assed son of a bitch who has to do everything himself, and his way?”

			Roarke let out a half-laugh and drank more wine. “Well, so he is.”

			And you love him, Eve thought. He’s your father in every way that counts.

			“So, you’re bringing him home tomorrow.”

			“I am. My ears are still ringing from his annoyance that he isn’t home tonight. You’d think I’d locked him in a snake pit rather than seeing he’s in a private suite at the best medical facility in the goddamn city. Fuck me, I should be used to that sort of thing.”

			She pursed her lips when he shoved out of the chair and headed back to the wine bottle. “I guess you bitch to him about how I complain when you dump me in a health center. Maybe the two of us can arrange for you to have some hospital time. Then Summerset and I will finally bond.”

			“What a happy day that’ll be.”

			“Had a crappy day, haven’t you, ace?” She set her glass aside and rose.

			“Tomorrow promises to be just as delightful. He’s not happy with the idea of having a medical aide in-house here for the next week or so.”

			“Can’t blame him. He’s feeling stupid, uncomfortable, and pissed off. So he kicks at you, because he loves you best.” She took the glass from Roarke’s hand, set it down. “That’s what I do.”

			“From the bruises on my ass, both of you must love me desperately.”

			“I guess I do.” She linked her arms around his neck, fit her body to his. “Why don’t I show you?”

			“Are you taking my mind off my poor mood?”

			“I don’t know.” She rubbed her lips over his. “Am I?”

			“Well.” He gripped her hips, pressed her closer. “Things are looking up.”

			She snickered, and bit him. “We’re all alone. What should we do first?”

			“Let’s try something we haven’t before.”

			She eased back to study him. “If we haven’t done it yet, it must not be anatomically possible.”

			“You’ve such a gutter mind.” He kissed the top of her nose. “I love that about you.” He drew her back to him. “I was thinking of dancing in the parlor.”

			“Hmm,” she decided as she swayed with him. “It’s not bad. For starters. Of course, in my earlier fantasy, we were naked while we were dancing.”

			“We’ll get there.” Relaxing, making the effort to relax, he brushed his cheek over her hair. This was what he needed, he thought. She was what he needed. To hold onto. To sink into. “I haven’t asked about your day.”

			She was drifting now, on the music, on the moves. “About as crappy as yours.”

			She’d wanted to ask him about Browning and Brightstar. He probably knew them, or of them. They were the sort he’d know, and in a way that might give her an edge on them. But it could wait. She’d just let it wait until she didn’t feel all this tension balled inside him.

			“I’ll tell you later.”

			She rubbed her cheek to his, then skimmed her lips there, teasing her way to his mouth. With a long, low sound of pleasure, she trailed her fingers into his hair and used her lips, her teeth, her tongue, to seduce.

			The worries of the day slid away as she filled him. The warmth with its promise of heat, the lazy desire that was sure to turn to urgency. While he guided her in small circles, she led him in this more intimate dance with kisses that drugged the mind, with hands that aroused the body.

			As her mouth became more demanding, she tugged the jacket off his shoulders, then raked her short nails up the back of his shirt.

			He could feel the music, a kind of rising pulse inside him as he tasted the flesh of her throat. What beat inside him beat for her, and always would. Her fingers were busy now with the buttons of his shirt even as he shoved her own jacket down her arms.

			She shook herself free of it before clamping her teeth, small, nibbling bites, on his bare shoulder.

			“You’re getting ahead of me,” he managed.

			“Keep up.” Nimble and quick, she unhooked his trousers and closed her hand over him.

			His blood surged, stealing his breath so that he fumbled with her weapon harness. Though he hit the release, the strap tangled with her half-open shirt. “Bloody hell.”

			Her laugh was muffled against his mouth, and her hands were ruthless.

			She could feel his heart raging against hers now, just as she could feel his struggle for control. But she’d make him lose control this time, until he thought of nothing but her, felt nothing but that burn in the blood.

			She knew how the need would build in him—in her—gathering fast and hot, as painful as a fresh bruise, spreading until the system screamed for release.

			That was what he brought her, what they brought each other.

			They dragged each other to the floor, rolling over the rug as they pulled and tugged at clothes, as hands rushed over damp flesh and mouth sought mouth.

			She wanted him wild, mindless, raging, and knew his body—its weaknesses, its strength—well enough to exploit both. She waged power against power and felt a fresh spurt of excitement when his breath caught on her name.

			His hands were rough, she wanted them rough, as they raced over her. His mouth was hot, voracious when it closed over her breast.

			Feeding, he fed her so that even as she flew over that first whippy edge, she could crave more.

			When he clamped his hands over her wrists to still her hands, she didn’t struggle. She would let him believe he had the control, let him take and take until he thought them both sated. She arched, offering herself to that greedy mouth, and absorbed every shattering thrill.

			And when she felt him brace to plunge inside her, she rolled—quick as a snake—and reversed their positions. Now her hands cuffed his wrists, and her body pinned his.

			“What’s your hurry?”

			His eyes were madly blue, his breath in tatters. “Christ, Eve.”

			“You’ll just have to wait till I’m done with you.”

			Her mouth crushed down on his.

			His system was one raw nerve, and she scraped pleasure over it without mercy. His skin was slick with sweat, his heart a painful hammer blow against his ribs, his blood already screaming in his ears. And still she used him.

			He heard himself say her name again, again, then lost his own words in a frantic spate of Gaelic that might have been prayers, might have been curses.

			When she rose over him, her skin gleaming in the last red lights of the dying sun, he was beyond any speech.

			Now her fingers linked with his, and she took him in.

			She bowed back, her body a slim and lovely arch of energy, and it shuddered, shuddered, as his did. Then she shifted her gaze, fixed her eyes on his. And rode.

			He lost his senses, lost his mind as she drove him. Sensations pounded him, too hard, too fast for any defense. As his vision dimmed, he could see her face, and those dark eyes focused so intently on him.

			Then he went blind as the pleasure shot through him, a hot bullet, and he emptied himself into her.

			They were both still quivering when she slid down to collapse in a sweaty heap beside him on the floor. He could hear, as the roaring in his ears began to subside, her wheezing gasps for air.

			It was good to know he wasn’t the only one who’d been knocked breathless.

			“It’s gone dark,” he managed.

			“Your eyes are closed.”

			He blinked, just to make sure. “No. It’s dark.”

			She grunted, and still wheezing, flipped to her back. “Oh yeah, it is.”

			“Funny, with all the beds in this house how often we end up on the floor.”

			“It’s more spontaneous, and primitive.” She shifted to rub her butt. “And harder.”

			“It’s all of that. Should I thank you for doing your wifely duty?”

			“I object to any term that contains the word ‘wifely,’ but you can thank me for fucking your brains out.”

			“Yes, indeed.” His heart was still knocking, but he nearly had his wind back. “Thanks for that.”

			“No problem.” She stretched, luxuriously. “I’ve got to go grab a shower, and put in some time on the case I caught today.” She waited two full beats. “Maybe you’d like to give me a hand.”

			He said nothing for a moment, just continued to contemplate the ceiling. “I must have looked fairly pitiful when you came home. I get sweaty, burn up the carpet sex, and now you voluntarily decide to ask me for help on a case. What would be another word for ‘wifely’?”

			“Just watch it, pal.”

			When she sat up, he ran a hand affectionately up her back. “Darling Eve. I’d be happy to give you a hand in the shower, but then I’ve got some work of my own to see to. This business today’s put me behind. But maybe you could tell me about it before we go our separate ways for the next couple hours.”

			“College girl, part-time clerk at a 24/7,” she began as she rose to gather up scattered clothes. “Somebody killed her with a single stab to the heart late last night, and crammed her body into a recycle bin on Delancey, across from where she worked.”

			“Cold.”

			“It gets colder.”

			She told him of the images, the tip to Nadine, as they went upstairs to shower. It helped, she’d discovered, to run through the steps and stages of a case out loud, particularly with an audience who picked up on the nuances.

			Roarke never missed a nuance.

			“Someone she knew, and trusted,” he said.

			“Almost has to be. She didn’t put up a fight.”

			“Someone who blends at the college,” he added, grabbing a towel. “So if he or she was seen loitering, nothing would be thought of it.”

			“He—or she—is careful.” Out of habit, she stepped into the drying tube and let the warm air swirl. “Methodical,” she added, raising her voice. “Tidy. A planner. Mira’s going to tell me, when she profiles, that the killer probably holds a job, pays bills in a timely fashion, doesn’t make trouble. Has a knack with imaging, so I’m betting it’s either a serious hobby or a profession.”

			“There’s something you haven’t said,” he added as Eve stepped out of the tube. “You haven’t said he’s already looking for his second.”

			“Because he’s not.” She scooped a hand through her hair as she walked into the bedroom. “He’s already picked number two. He’s already got the first images locked.”

			She chose ancient gray pants and a sleeveless tank. “The data club might be a trolling spot. I’ll see what I find on the security discs and the employee files.” She glanced over her shoulders. “You don’t happen to own Make The Scene.”

			“Doesn’t ring,” he said easily as he put on a fresh shirt. “I’ve a few data clubs around the city, but most of mine are close to schools or on campus. More traffic, i.e., more profit.”

			“Hmm. Did you ever go to college?”

			“No. School and I had a poor relationship.”

			“Neither did I. I can’t relate. It’s like another planet. I’m worried I’ll miss something there, if there’s anything there, because I can’t relate. I mean, take this professor. Why is she teaching Imaging classes? She doesn’t need the money, and if she wants to work in Imaging, why not just do that?”

			“Those who can’t, teach. Isn’t there some saying along those lines?”

			She gave him a blank look. “If you can’t do something, how the hell can you teach somebody else to do it?”

			“I haven’t the vaguest idea. It may be she enjoys teaching. People do.”

			“God knows why. People asking questions all the time, looking at you for the answers, for approval, whatever. Dealing with fuck-ups and smartasses and pompous jerks. And all so they can go off and get jobs that pay more than you make to teach them how to get the jobs in the first place.”

			“Some might say very similar things about cops.” He gave the dent in her chin a quick flick with his fingertip. “If you’re still at it when I’m done, I’ll give you a hand.”

			She fixed a smirk on her face. “If you’re still at it when I’m done, I’ll give you a hand.”

			“That’s a very nasty threat.”

			 

			In her office, Eve headed straight to the kitchen and the AutoChef to order up coffee. At her desk, she loaded the discs from the data club, then absently picked up the statue of the goddess Peabody’s mother had given her.

			Maybe it would bring her luck, she thought, and setting it down again, ordered the disc images on screen.

			She spent the first hour threading her way though the disc, studying the crowd, the movement. The lighting was poor, dim in corners, harsh and jerky on the dance floor. If she needed to ID anyone specifically, she’d probably need the EDD magicians to clean it up. But for now what she saw was a young crowd, mixing, mingling, cruising.

			As advertised Steve Audrey was at the bar until nine when the light show burst into being and the music went from merely loud to eardrum damage. He did his job competently enough, spending a lot of time chatting with the customers, but managing to fill their orders without delays.

			Most of the cruisers, male or female, traveled in pairs or packs, she noted. There weren’t many solos. The killer, Eve figured, would be alone. He didn’t troll with a friend.

			She plucked out the few singles she noted, marked the section of the disc.

			And there, zeroing in, was Diego. She’d bet the bank on it. Swaggering little guy, slicked up in a red silk shirt and pegged trousers. Heeled boots. Oh yeah, thinks he’s a god.

			She watched him scan the crowd, pick his marks for the night’s hustle.

			“Computer, freeze image. Magnify section twenty-five through thirty.” She pursed her lips as she studied the face. Dark, handsome, if you went for the macho-slick, pretty-boy type. “Computer, run standard ID program on this image. Get me a full name,” she murmured.

			It would take time, so she shifted to other work.

			Somebody in that club had transmitted those images to Nadine. Someone who’d walked through those lights, those shadows, had plugged that data into one of the units, coded in Nadine’s number at 75 and sent it on.

			While EDD went over the stations, picked their way through the drives until they found the echoes, whoever had killed Rachel Howard was preparing for the next portrait.

			
				I am so full of energy. It can’t be an exaggeration to say I’ve been transformed. Even reborn. She is in me now, and I can feel her life inside me. The way a woman must feel with a child in her womb. And yet, more than that. More. For this is not something that needs me to live, that needs to grow and develop. She is whole and complete in me.

				When I move, she moves. When I breathe, she breathes. We are one now, and we are forever.

				I have given her immortality. Is there any greater love? 

				How amazing it was, with her eyes locked on mine in that moment when I stopped her heart. I could see in them that all at once she knew. She understood. And how she rejoiced when I drew her essence inside me so her heart would beat again. 

				Forever. 

				See how she looks in the images I created of her, one after another in the gallery I’ve given her. She will never grow old now, or suffer, or know pain. She will always be a pretty young girl with a sweet smile. This is my gift to her, in exchange for hers to me. 

				There must be more. I must feel that flood of light again, and give my gift to one who deserves it. 

				Soon. Very soon, other images will grace my personal gallery. We will join together, Rachel and I, and the next. 

				One day, when the time is right, I will share the whole of this journal with the world instead of short passages. Many will condemn or question, even curse me. But by then, it will be too late. 

				I will be legion.

			

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Eve woke from a dream of being pinned under a train wreck to find the cat sitting on her chest. Purring ferociously, he stared. When she only stared back, he shifted his considerable weight and bumped his head against hers.

			“Feeling pretty lousy, huh?” She lifted a hand to scratch under his chin where he liked it best. “You didn’t mean to do it, and he’ll be home today. Then you can sit on him.”

			Still stroking the cat, she sat up. She and Galahad were alone in bed. It was still shy of seven, she noted, and Roarke was already up. He’d still been working when she’d climbed into bed at one.

			“Man or machine?” she asked the cat. “You be the judge. But either way, he’s mine.”

			She frowned at the sitting area. He was often awake before her, and the first thing she’d see in the morning was Roarke having coffee and checking the stock reports on-screen, with the sound muted. It was a kind of routine she’d become accustomed to.

			But not today.

			Hefting Galahad, she rolled out of bed and headed to Roarke’s office.

			She could hear his voice, cool and Irish, before she reached the doorway. The content was another matter, and seemed to have something to do with cost analysis, projections, and outlay. She peeked in and saw him standing in front of his desk, already dressed for business in a dark suit. Three of his wall screens were running, filled with numbers, schematics, diagrams. God knew.

			There were holo-images of two men and a woman seated in chairs, and another, just off to the side, of Roarke’s admin, Caro.

			Curious, Eve stifled a yawn, and leaned against the doorjamb with the cat in her arms. She didn’t often see him in full Roarke the Magnate mode. If she was following the topic—and some of it was in, she thought, German—they were discussing the design and manufacture of some sort of all-surface vehicle.

			He was using a human translator rather than a program. More personal, she imagined. And he was very much in charge.

			The discussion moved into the nitty-gritty of thrusters and aerodynamics, hydroponics, so she tuned it out.

			How the hell did he keep it all straight? she wondered. When she’d glanced in before she’d gone to bed, he’d been hip deep in some high-end resort complex he was opening in Tahiti. Or maybe Fiji. Now it was road to air to water vehicles for the sports enthusiast.

			And before oh seven hundred.

			She clicked back in as he wound the meeting to a close. “I’ll need reports from each department by Thursday noon. I expect to start production within the month. Thank you.”

			The holograms winked away, but for Caro.

			“Leave a disc of this business on my desk,” he told her. “And I’ll need you to handle the Tibbons’s matter.”

			“Of course. You have an eight-fifteen, EDT, with the Ritelink Group, and a ’link conference at ten with Barrow, Forst, and Kline regarding the Dystar Project. I also have your afternoon schedule.”

			“We’ll deal with that later. Set Ritelink up for holo, here, and the ’link as well. I need to be clear from noon till three, and expect anything else that needs doing will have to be done from here today. Possibly tomorrow as well.”

			“Certainly. I’m sure Summerset will be glad to be home. You’ll let us know how he’s doing?”

			“I will, yes. Though I don’t know how glad he’ll be when he’s told he’ll have round-the-clock care for the next few days. He’ll kick at me for it, even if he breaks the other leg doing it.”

			“Well, you should be used to that.” She smiled, turned her head. “Good morning, Lieutenant.”

			“Caro.” Galahad leaped out of Eve’s arms, pranced over to ribbon himself through Roarke’s legs. The admin’s tidily perfect suit, the beautifully coiffed white hair, had Eve realizing she was standing there in the sloppy gray sweats she’d slept in. “Early start for you today.”

			“Not if you’re in Frankfurt.” She glanced down, laughed a little as the cat sidled over to sniff at her image and poked his head through her calf. “So this is the culprit.” She crouched, cocked her head as Galahad stared at her. “A big one, aren’t you?”

			“He eats like a draft horse,” Roarke said. “I’m grateful, Caro, for you coming in at such an ungodly hour.”

			“I stopped noticing the time working for you years ago.” She straightened. “I’ll take care of Tibbons. Give my best to Summerset.”

			“I will.”

			“Have a good day, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah. Bye.” Eve shook her head when the holo vanished. “Does she ever look messed up? Hair out of place, coffee stain on the jacket?”

			“Not that I recall.”

			“I didn’t think so. What are you calling it?”

			“What would that be?”

			“The vehicle. You were talking about a vehicle, right? With the German guys.”

			“Ah, well, we’re still kicking that about. Coffee?”

			“Yeah,” she said as he moved to the AutoChef. “Did you get any sleep?”

			“A couple hours.” He glanced back as he retrieved the cups. “Are you worried about me, Lieutenant? That’s very sweet.”

			“You’ve got a lot on your plate. You’ve always got a lot on your plate,” she added as he brought her the coffee. “I just don’t usually notice.”

			“Once you’ve been hungry, you prefer a full plate to an empty one.” He leaned down to kiss her. “How’s your plate doing?”

			“I’ve got plenty of portions left. Listen, if I can manage it, I’ll try to swing home this afternoon for a bit. To—I don’t know—help you out or something.”

			His smile was warm and gorgeous. “See there. You’re acting like a wife.”

			“Shut up.”

			“I like it,” he said, backing her against the door. “Quite a bit. Next thing I know you’ll be down in the kitchen, baking.”

			“Next thing you know I’ll be kicking your ass, and you’ll be the one who needs round-the-clock care.”

			“Can we play doctor?”

			She lifted her cup to hide a reluctant smile. “I don’t have time for your perverted fantasies. I’m going to grab a swim before I leave.” But she grabbed his chin, planted a hard kiss on his mouth. “Feed the cat,” she told him, and walked away.

			 

			To save time, Eve swung by to pick up Peabody and headed straight for the lab. It was easier to squeeze results out of lab-tech king Dickhead Berenski in person.

			Stopped in traffic, Eve studied her aide. The rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes didn’t quite blend with the spit and polish of the uniform and hard, black cop shoes.

			“Why are you smiling all the time? It’s starting to make me nervous.”

			“Am I?” Peabody kept on grinning. “I guess I had a really enjoyable wake-up call this morning. That’s a euphemism for—”

			“I know what it’s a euphemism for. Christ.” Eve punched through a gap in traffic, then braked a breath away from the bumper of a Rapid Cab. “Just get your mind out of bed with the rest of you.”

			“But it really likes it there. It’s all warm and soft and . . .” She trailed off at Eve’s fulminating look, and studied the roof of the vehicle. “Somebody didn’t get their enjoyable wake-up call this morning.”

			“You know, Peabody, when you started to have regular sex, if such a term can be used to describe whatever it is that goes on with you and McNab, I figured you’d stop thinking and talking about sex all the damn time.”

			“Isn’t it nice to be surprised? But since it’s making you grouchy we’ll talk about something else. How’s Summerset doing?”

			“I’m not grouchy,” Eve muttered. “Old men who hang out in the park and shake their fists at small children are grouchy. Summerset’s all right. Well enough to give Roarke a shitload of grief about being in the hospital in the first place.”

			“Well, Roarke should be used to that.”

			Eve sucked air through her nose. “The next person, the very next person, who says that is going to know my wrath.”

			“I’m on a first-name basis with your wrath, sir. I guess this isn’t the best time to tell you that McNab and I are thinking of cohabitating.”

			“Oh my God. My eye.” Desperate, Eve pressed her fist to the twitch. “Not while I’m driving.”

			“We’re going to start to look for a place because both of our apartments are too small.” Peabody spoke in a rush, wanting to get it all out before her lieutenant imploded. “So I was wondering, after things calm down at your place, maybe you could ask Roarke if he has any units available downtown. Anything within, say, a ten-block radius of Central would be great.”

			“My ears are ringing. I can’t hear you because there’s this strange ringing in my ears.”

			“Dallas,” Peabody said, pitifully.

			“Don’t look at me like that. I hate when you look at me like that. Like a damn cocker spaniel. I’ll ask, I’ll ask. Just don’t, in the name of all that’s holy, talk about it anymore.”

			“No, sir. Thank you, sir.” Though she pressed her lips together, Peabody couldn’t quite defeat the smug grin.

			“Wipe that smile off your face.” Eve wrenched the wheel and managed a full block before traffic slowed down again. “Maybe you’d be mildly interested in some pesky investigative work I’ve been toying with in my free time.”

			“Yes, sir. I’m all nonringing ears.”

			“Diego Feliciano. Works in a family-owned Mex eatery called Hola. Off Broadway at 125th. Between City College and Columbia. Lots of college trade. Diego’s a bit of an entrepreneur and has, allegedly, picked up extra credit supplying some of the coeds, and their dedicated teachers, with Zoner and Push along with their burritos. Several arrests, but no convictions on that score.”

			“Does this mean tacos for lunch?”

			“I like a good taco. Get Feeney on the ’link. I want to know what EDD’s got on the transmission to Nadine.”

			“They’d eliminated thirty percent of the stations by twenty-two hundred last night, and were resuming the search and scan through Make The Scene at oh eight hundred this morning. They expect to have the unit tagged by midday.”

			“And how does my aide come by this information before I do?”

			“Well, you know . . . pillow talk. See, sex—in this case—is an advantage to you. McNab said they’d get through faster, but at data clubs like that, the units are totally clogged. But he’s on it and it’s his top priority.”

			She cleared her throat when Eve made no comment. “Should I still contact Captain Feeney?”

			“Oh, Feeney and I appear to be superfluous at this point. You and McPecker can fill us in whenever you feel it’s appropriate.”

			“McPecker.” Peabody snorted. “That’s a good one. I’m going to use it on him.”

			“Happy to help.” She shot Peabody a deceptively friendly look. “Perhaps I’m wasting my time going to the lab. Have you and Dickie also had a liaison?”

			“Eeeuw.”

			“My faith in you is, at least, partially restored.”

			 

			Dickie Berenski wore his white lab coat over a yellow shirt with blue polka dots. His thin, dark hair was slicked back over his egg-shaped head. His attention was focused on one of his many screens while he munched on what was left of a strawberry bagel.

			He nodded when Eve came in. “Finally, she walks into my joint again. Can’t stay away from me, can you, sunshine?”

			“I had to get my inoculations first. Spill.”

			“Aren’t you going to ask where I got this fine, tropical tan?”

			“No. Rachel Howard, Dickie.”

			“I just got back two days ago from a fun-filled week at The Swingers’ Palace, that elegant all-nude resort on Vegas II.”

			“You walked around without anything covering up that body, and no one died or went mad?”

			“Hey, I’m built under my clothes. Any time you want to check it out—”

			“Stop now, before things get ugly. Tell me about Rachel, Dickie.”

			“Work, work, work.” Shaking his head, he scooted on his stool to another screen. “Morris gave you the lowdown on time of death, cause, and blah-de-blah-blah. Opes in the system, last meal, no sexual contact. Kid was driven snow. Got some fibers off her clothes and shoes.”

			He played his long, spider fingers over a keyboard until the image popped. “Off the bottom of the shoes I got carpet fibers. Vehicle carpet. Bagged the brand for you. Trouble is it’s way common. Find this type, this color, in lots of lower-end vehicles. Mostly vans, SUVs, trucks manufactured between ’52 and ’57. Newer stuff’s been upgraded, but you can still buy this carpet for replacement. See, it’s a brown, beige, black mix.”

			He tapped the screen where a sample of the fiber was magnified so it looked like a frayed hunk of rope. “Pretty much a horseshit color. You get the carpet, we can match it, but it’s not a lot of help unless you do.”

			“Give me something better.”

			“A little patience, a little respect.” He stuffed the rest of the bagel in his mouth and talked over it. “Fibers on her clothes from the chair he had her in. Colors match the image he shot, and are again typical of low-end upholstery fabric. Our guy doesn’t spend a lot of money on vehicles and furniture if these are representative. But . . .”

			He moved to another image. “He doesn’t stint on the enhancements. Look, here are shots of her taken before. The shot of her taken post-mortem. He made up her face for the portrait.”

			“Yeah, I got that already.”

			“None of these products used match anything she had at home. Fact is, you can see from the candids she didn’t wear much face paint. Didn’t need it. Got a fresh look about her. But he polished her up for this shot. Samples taken from the body are top-drawer, professional enhancements. The sort of stuff models and actors use. This brand of lip dye—counter name Barrymore, shade First Blush? It goes for a hundred-fifty smackeroos retail.”

			“I’ll need the list of all identified products.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” He flipped her a disc. “And we got another interesting tidbit. Traces of NuSkin bandage on her chest.”

			“Yeah, so Morris said.”

			“The unmedicated kind. He bandaged the wound, but no point in medication because, hey, dead girl. But he didn’t want her bleeding on her shirt.” He brought up a close-up image of the wound on-screen. “No corresponding hole in the shirt she was wearing. He didn’t stab her through the shirt or the bra.”

			“He took them off her first,” Eve murmured. “Maybe not off, maybe just loosened them. Stabbed her. Pressure bandage to stop the bleeding so it didn’t get on her clothes for the shot. Buttoned her back up, posed her. But when he’s done, he takes the bandage off again. Why?”

			She paced away to think. “Because he was done. He’s finished with her and she’s just garbage now. Maybe he worries about fingerprints on the bandage, or that it can somehow be traced back to him. Or maybe he doesn’t think or worry about that, and just kept it back as a fucking souvenir.” She dragged a hand through her hair.

			“I’ve seen sicker,” Dickie commented.

			“Yeah, there’s always sicker.”

			 

			“Trina’d be a good source on the enhancements,” Peabody said as they got back into the car. “She’d know all the local and online sources for the products.”

			“Yeah.” Eve had already thought of that. And of what would happen if she contacted the stylist. She’d be trapped into some sort of horrifying and sadistic session that involved haircuts and facials and body treatments.

			She shuddered.

			“You talk to her.”

			“Coward.”

			“That’s right. Want to make something of it?”

			Peabody studied Eve’s hair. “You could probably use a little trim.”

			“Maybe you could use a good colonic.”

			Peabody hunched her shoulders. “Just saying.”

			“Contact her when you’re back in your cube. I don’t want to be anywhere in the vicinity. If she asks, tell her I’m on a top-secret investigation off planet. I may not be back for weeks. No, years.”

			“Check. Meanwhile?”

			“Diego.”

			“It’s not lunchtime.”

			“You can have a breakfast burrito.”

			 

			But Peabody knew she was doomed to go hungry within five minutes of entering the pretty cantina. It smelled great. All spicy and exotic. Kids were chomping down their morning meals in booths and four-tops, giving the place a buzzy chatter while the waitstaff moved along efficiently, topping off mugs of fancy coffees.

			Diego didn’t work the breakfast shift they were told by one of the busy waitresses. Nobody saw him until noon when he surfaced from his apartment above the cantina.

			“Works the lunch and dinner shifts,” Eve said as they headed up to the apartment. “Better tips, more action. Comes from having an uncle as a boss. See if he’s got a vehicle registered under his name, Peabody. Then check the uncle, or the business for a van.”

			“On it.”

			Peabody started the search as Eve knocked on the door. There was silence, so she used her fist. Moments later there was a spate of Spanish. From the tone, she took it to be curses. She pounded again, and held her badge up to the Judas hole.

			“Open up, Diego.”

			“Nothing under his name,” Peabody said under her breath. “Uncle’s got a late-model sedan, and a service van.”

			She broke off when Diego opened the door and she was treated to a blast of color from a pair of electric blue pajamas.

			McNab, she thought, would totally dig on them.

			“What’s this about?” His eyes were dark and slumberous, his stance both lazy and cocky. As he scanned Eve, his full lips set in a leering smile while he lifted a finger to run it over the dot of beard on his receding chin.

			“Questions. Want me to ask them out here, or inside?”

			He shrugged, using one shoulder, then swept his hand in what was supposed to be a courtly gesture as he stepped back. “I always welcome ladies into my home. Coffee?”

			“No. Night before last. You know the drill.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Where were you night before last, Diego? Who were you with, what were you doing?”

			She got a look at the room while she spoke. Small, furnished in sex-god style of red and black. Overly warm and smelling too strongly of some musky male cologne.

			“I was with a lady, of course.” He flashed brilliantly white teeth. “And we were making sweet, sweet love all night long.”

			“Lady got a name?”

			He cast his heavily lashed eyes downward. “I’m too much of a gentleman to say.”

			“Then I’ll give you one. Rachel Howard.”

			He continued to smile, and lifted his hands, palms up.

			Eve gestured to Peabody, and took the picture of Rachel, held it out. “Refreshed?”

			“Ah, yes. Pretty Rachel of the dancing feet. We had a brief and beautiful romance, but I had to end it.” He laid a dramatic hand on his heart, and a gold ring winked on his pinky. “She wanted too much of me. I have to give myself to all the ladies, not just one.”

			“You ended it? By stabbing her in the heart and tossing her in a recyler?”

			The smirk vanished as his jaw dropped, and his expression went bright with fear. “What is this?”

			“She was killed night before last. Word is you were hassling her, Diego.”

			“No. No way.” The slight Spanish accent disappeared, and his voice was all New York. “We danced a few times, that’s all, in that data club a lot of the college crowd hangs in. I hit on her, okay, no crime in that.”

			“You came by her place of employment.”

			“So what? So the hell what? Wanted a taste, that’s all.”

			“What about your brief and beautiful romance?”

			He sat now, looking slightly ill. “We never got down to it. I took her to dinner, showed her a nice time, then she brushed me off. Challenged me, so I put the squeeze on. Figured she was playing me, wanted a pursuit.”

			“Want to give me that lady’s name now?”

			“I don’t know it. Jesus. I was on the bounce, club to club. Got a little action with some girl at her place. On the East Side. Shit. Second Avenue. Halley, Heather, Hester. Fuck if I know. Just some blonde chica who wanted a bang.”

			“You’re going to want to do better.”

			“Look.” He put his head in his hands a moment, then scooped them through all the glossy black. “We were wasted, okay? Scored a little Zoner, dipped a little Erotica. Went to her place. Second, I know it was Second, maybe in the Thirties. Near a subway, ’cause I caught a train home at three, maybe four in the morning. It was just a one-night bang. Who pays attention?”

			Eve nodded toward the pictures of naked and scantily clad woman that graced his walls. “You like to take pictures, Diego?”

			“Huh? Oh. Man, what is this? I download them from the Net, frame ’em up. I like looking at women, so what? I like women, and they like me. I don’t go around killing them.”

			“Slimy,” was Peabody’s opinion when they walked back to the car.

			“Yeah, slimy’s an offense, but it’s not a crime. We’ll get a search for the uncle’s vehicles, see if we get a fiber match. But I can’t see him planning this out. Popping her in the heat of the moment, maybe, but putting all the parts in play? He’s a petty operator. Still, he’d be able to score the opiates, had contact with the victim, a reason to be annoyed with her, played in the club where the transmission was sent, and has access to a vehicle that fits the general type we suspect was used for transport. We’ll keep him on the short list.”

			“What now?”

			“We’re going shopping.”

			“Sir, have you had a blow to the head recently?”

			“Cameras, Peabody. We’re going to take a look at cameras.”

			She’d run a list the night before of the top outlets for cameras and imaging supplies in the city. This was someone who considered himself a professional, even an artist, and who took pride in his work. To Eve, that meant he’d take pride in his tools.

			A good investigator had to understand the murder weapon. A camera had killed Rachel, every bit as much as the knife through her heart.

			She stepped into Image Makers on Fifth.

			Businesslike, she noted, scanning the shelves and counters. Organized. In addition to products there were two wall screens that ran various still photos, all very colorful and artsy.

			A small, dark-haired man in a limp white shirt hustled right over to her. “Something I can show you?”

			“Depends.” She flipped her jacket to show the badge she’d hooked to her belt. “I got some questions.”

			“Christ on a crutch I paid those traffic citations. I got a receipt.”

			“Good to know. This isn’t about traffic citations. I have some questions about cameras. About photographs, imaging.” She drew out the candid shot of Rachel at work. “What do you think of this?”

			He took it—fingertips and thumb—at the corners. Then immediately huffed out a breath. “I saw this. On the news. This is that girl they found downtown. It’s a dirty shame. A damn, dirty shame.”

			“Yeah, it is. What about the photograph. Is it any good? Artistically speaking.”

			“I sell cameras. I don’t know dick about art. It’s good resolution. Wasn’t taken with a throwaway. Hold on.”

			He hustled away again, signalled to a woman behind the counter. “Nella. Take a look at this.”

			The woman was thin as a stick with magenta hair that rose up in a six-inch loop that curled back into the crown of her head. Beneath the arrangement, her face was a triangle of absolute white relieved by magenta lips and eyes.

			She studied the photo, then Eve.

			“This is the dead girl.” Her voice was nasal Queens. “I saw her on the news. The sick fuck who killed her take this?”

			“That’s the theory. How’s the sick fuck as an imager?”

			Nella laid the photo on the counter, examined it. Held it up to the light, put it down again, and looked at it through a hand-held magnifier.

			“Good. Pro or talented amateur. It’s got excellent resolution—good texture, light, shadows, angles. Shows a connection with the subject.”

			“What do you mean, connection?”

			Nella opened a drawer, took out a pack of gum. She continued to study the print as she unwrapped a stick. “He’s not just snapping shots of the family dog or the Grand fucking Canyon. This shows an affection and understanding of the subject. An appreciation for her personality. It’s a good candid portrait done with a good eye and a steady hand.”

			“What kind of camera did he use?”

			“What am I? Sherlock fucking Holmes?” She cackled at her own wit and folded the gum into her mouth.

			“What would you use, if you took yourself seriously? If you wanted to document a subject without her knowledge?”

			“Bornaze 6000 or the Rizeri 5M, if I had bags of money. The Hiserman DigiKing, if I didn’t.” She pulled a camera the size of her palm out of the display. “This here’s the Rizeri. Top-of-the-line pocket model. You want candid, you need small. But you want art, you probably don’t go for the lapel or spy size, so if you’re any good, this is your baby. Especially for serious work. This interfaces with any comp.”

			“How many of these do you sell in a month’s time?”

			“Hell, we maybe sell a dozen of these in a year. The good news is they are damn near indestructible. And that’s the bad news, too. You buy one, you got it for life unless you upgrade. And at this point, there’s nowhere to upgrade.”

			“Got a client list for the three models you mentioned?”

			Nella snapped her gum. “You think that sick fuck bought something here?”

			“Gotta start somewhere.”

			“We’ll run the three brands,” Eve told Peabody when they walked out. “Start citywide, see if anyone pops. I’ll do a probability on them, but I’m betting top-of-the-line. We cross the cameras with the enhancements, and maybe we’ll get lucky.”

			“What if he rented the equipment?”

			“Don’t burst my bubble.” But she leaned on the car before opening the door. “Yeah, I thought of that, but we go with purchase first. How many professional photographers do you figure are in the city?”

			“Can this be a multiple choice question?”

			“We’re going to find out. We’ll start with four sectors. Crime scene, victim’s residence, college, data club. He had to see her to want her. She had to know him, at least by sight, to go with him. Once we get that, we go back to interviews. People who knew her, taught her, worked with her. Area photographers, imaging artists.”

			Her dash ’link beeped as she merged with traffic, and McNab’s pretty face popped on.

			He had his long blond hair pulled back to show off the trio of silver hoops in his earlobe.

			“Lieutenant . . . Officer. I’ve pegged your unit. If you want to swing by and—haha—make the scene, I’m—”

			“Get it to Central,” Eve told him. “The transmission to Nadine was sent at one-twenty with a hold. Run the security disc. I want to see who was using that station at that time. I want that individual ID’d asap. I’m on my way in.”

			“Yes, sir. But it might take me a little while to—”

			“Status meeting at eleven hundred. I’m booking a conference room now.” She shot a look at Peabody who obediently pulled out her communicator to do so. “Be there, with the data.” She waited a beat. “Fast work, Detective.”

			His face brightened again before she cut him off.

			“Conference room A, Lieutenant,” Peabody told her.

			“Fine. Contact Feeney and ask him to join us.”

			 

			She had time to organize her own data, to run probabilities, to study both the lab and ME reports before updating her own. Then guilt had her contacting Nadine.

			“I wanted to bring you up to speed, but there isn’t a hell of a lot I can tell you.”

			“Will tell me,” Nadine corrected.

			“Can or will. I’ve got angles I’m working, and a lead I’m about to look at more closely.”

			“What lead?”

			“If anything breaks out of it, I’ll tell you. You have my word. I’m not cutting you out, I just don’t have anything to give you.”

			“There’s always something. Give me something.”

			Eve hesitated, then blew out a breath. “You can say that a source at Cop Central confirmed that there was no sexual assault, and investigators believe that the victim knew her killer. The primary is unavailable for comment at this time.”

			“Slick. See, there’s always something. Has the body been released to the family?”

			“The Medical Examiner will release the body to the victim’s family tomorrow. I’ve got to go, Nadine. I’ve got a meeting.”

			“One more thing. Will you confirm that the primary, and the investigative team, believe Rachel Howard’s killer will kill again?”

			“No, I will not. Don’t play that card, Nadine. Don’t play that card until it falls.”

			She broke transmission, rubbed her hands over her face. Because, she thought, it was going to fall soon enough.

			 

			She was the first to arrive in the conference room, so she settled down, took out her notebook, and began to write and review.

			Images, youth, pure, portrait, light.

			Her light was pure.

			Virginity?

			How the hell would the killer know her sexual status?

			Had the killer been a confidant? A potential lover? Counselor, authority figure?

			Who did Rachel trust? Eve wondered and brought the pretty, smiling face back into her mind.

			Every damn body.

			Had she herself ever trusted people so completely, so simply? Hardly, Eve thought. But then again, she hadn’t come from a nice, stable home, with nice, stable parents and a perky kid sister. Everything had been almost preternaturally normal in Rachel’s life. Up until the last hours of it. Family, friends, school, a shitty part-time job, a settled neighborhood.

			At Rachel’s age Eve had already graduated from the Academy, had already donned a cop’s uniform. Had already seen death. Had already caused it.

			And she hadn’t been a virgin, not since she’d been six. Seven? How old had she been the first time her father had raped her?

			What difference did it make? Her light had sure as hell never been pure.

			That’s what had drawn him to her. What he’d wanted from her. Her simplicity, her innocence. He’d killed her for them.

			She looked over as McNab came in, carting the bulky unit from the data club.

			She couldn’t stop herself from checking the rhythm of his walk. The previous month he’d taken a direct hit with a police issue, and it had taken several worry-filled days until the feeling had started to come back in his left side.

			He wasn’t quite back to prancing again, Eve noted. But there was no limp, no drag in the step. And the stringy muscles in both arms were bulging satisfactorily at the effort of carrying the unit.

			“Sorry, Lieutenant.” He puffed a bit, and his cheeks were already red from hauling the weight. “Just take me a minute to set up.”

			“You’re not late yet.” She watched him as he worked.

			He wore summer-weight pants in grass green with a skin top that had green-and-white stripes. The vest over it was hot pink, like his gel sandals.

			Rachel had been wearing jeans and a blue shirt. Slip-on canvas shoes. Two little pinprick studs, silver, in each ear.

			Victim and cop, she thought, might have come from different planets.

			So why did a conservative young girl frequent a data club? She wasn’t a geek or a freak, a nerd or a cruiser. What was the draw?

			“You hit the data clubs on your off-time, McNab?”

			“Nah, not so much. Boredom city. I did some when I was a kid, and fresh into the city. Figured I’d find action, and skirts who’d be impressed with my magical skills with the comps.”

			“And you found them? Action and skirts?”

			“Sure.” He sent her a quick and wicked grin. “All pre–She-Body era.”

			“What was she doing there, McNab?”

			“Huh? Peabody?”

			“Rachel.” She scooted the picture down the table toward where he was working. “What was she looking for in that club?”

			He angled his head to study the picture. “It’s a big draw for students, especially under drinking age. You can go in and play grownup. Nonalcoholic drinks with snappy names, hot music. You got the comps so you can do homework, break, take a spin on the dance floor, talk about classes, flirt. Whatever. It’s like, I don’t know, a bridge between being a kid and being an adult. That’s why you don’t see many over-thirties in those places.”

			“Okay. I get that.” She stood, heading for coffee as Peabody hurried in a few steps ahead of Feeney.

			“Looks like the gang’s all here.” Feeney dropped down at the table. “How about a hit of that shit, kid?”

			Eve got a second mug. Kid, she thought. Feeney was the only one who ever—had ever—called her that. Odd that she’d just noticed it.

			If she’d had a bridge, Eve realized, it had been Feeney.

			She set the mug down in front of him. “Okay, this is what I’ve got.”

			Once they were briefed, she gestured to McNab. “Over to you, hotshot.”

			“The transmission was sent from this unit to Nadine Furst’s station at 75. We have the time stamp on Nadine’s machine, and the correlating stamp on this. When reviewing the security disc for the time in question, we see . . . a lot of flashing lights, bodies, and mass. On-screen,” he ordered.

			“This unit is—wait.” He dug in several of his many pockets until it came up with a laser pointer. “Here.” He circled a section of the screen. “It’s blocked by people moving around, back and forth, crowding in. But here, yeah, pause disc. Here you get a glimpse of the operator. Split screen, display enhanced image. Didn’t take much, just bumping out the light show, magnifying.”

			“Female.” Eyes cool, Eve rose to step closer to the screen. “Mid-twenties, tops, mixed race. She weighs a hundred pounds if she’s hauling a full field pack and wearing jump boots. No way this girl killed Howard, and hauled her up and into that bin. She’s a fucking toothpick.”

			“Data junkie,” McNab said.

			“A what?”

			“Data junkie. They get off on data. Can’t get enough of the machine. Some of them hole up in some little room and have little to no actual contact with human beings. It’s all the machine. Others like to be around people, or have people around. They pick up some change sending and receiving, or doing reports—business, school, whatever. Anything that gives them a reason to deal with data.”

			“Like EDD geeks,” Eve commented.

			“Hey.” But Feeney’s lips twitched. “Data junkies rarely hold actual jobs. Or don’t keep them.” He drummed his fingers as he watched the screen. “Yeah, there you go. There’s a drop. See, the waitress dropped off a stack of discs. Waitress probably takes a cut—club might, too—of what the dj charges per transmission or per job.”

			“It’s not illegal,” McNab added. “It’s like I say to you, hey, Dallas, can you send these transmissions for me—my unit’s down, or I’m squeezed for time, and I give you ten bucks for the time and trouble.”

			“Or if you’re an illegals dealer, for instance, you dump discs on a junkie, transmissions are sent from any number of locations that can’t be traced back to you.”

			McNab lifted his shoulders. “Yeah, there’s that. But who’s going to trust a junkie for serious business?”

			Eve hissed out a breath. “The killer did. Let’s get her ID’d. We’ll still need to talk to her. Peabody, call the data club, see if anyone there can give us a name on their resident dj. Does she look at what she’s sending?”

			“Sometimes they do, part of the thrill,” Feeney said. “You get peeks into other people’s lives or thoughts without having to deal with people.”

			“I can get behind that part,” Eve grumbled.

			“You can block the data from the sender,” McNab added. “If you want to keep something private. Still, a good dj could hack through a block. She’s not hacking though. She’s going through the disc stack too fast for that.”

			“What happens to the discs when she’s done?”

			“Waitress will pick them back up and give her a fresh supply if there is one. Done discs would go back on the bar, or a table specified for it. You pick it back up if you want it, or the club recycles. You’re supposed to label them,” he added. “If you want data generated or written, that request goes on a disc, and is set in another location. Fee’s higher for that. She’s just doing sends now.”

			“He could’ve come in any time, dropped the disc off. Hung around for a drink, watched her send it off. Bides his time,” Eve said quietly. “Makes sure he stays in the crowd so he doesn’t show up on the security. A drink, a dance—might even be trolling for the next one—and he picks up the disc, puts it in his pocket, and strolls on out. Goes home, gets himself a good night’s sleep. I bet he slept just fine. And watches some screen so he can hear all about his fine work over morning coffee.”

			“It was easy for him,” Feeney agreed. “It was all easy, straight down the line. He’ll be looking forward to doing it again.”

			“We run the cameras, the enhancements, and the photographers in the three designated sectors. Check through any discarded discs the club hasn’t already cycled in case he didn’t pick it up. McNab, you hunt down the data junkie. You’d speak her language.”

			“I’m on it.”

			“I’m going back to the college, take a look at the Imaging class, try to reconstruct her last few hours. Then I need to take an hour’s personal time. Peabody, you’re with Feeney.”

			Eve picked up the photographs. She wasn’t ready, not quite, to pin Rachel Howard to the dead board.

			“I’ll be back by fourteen hundred.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			It would’ve been different for Rachel, Eve thought as she stood in the back of the imaging lab and watched the workshop. It had been night, and there wouldn’t have been so many students. Still Rachel would have been at a work station, like many of these young people, refining, defining, adjusting, admiring, the images she’d transferred from reality to camera, from camera to screen.

			What had she been thinking as she’d taken that last class? Had her mind been on her work, or had it wandered toward spending the night with her friends? Had she listened to Professor Browning, as some of the students were now? Or had she focused on her own work, her own world?

			Maybe she’d flirted with one of the boys who worked nearby. There were mild flirtations going on—the body language, the eye contact, the occasional intimate whisper that made up the mating dance.

			She’d liked to date, she’d liked to dance. She’d enjoyed being twenty. And she’d never be a day older.

			She listened while Browning wrapped things up, outlined assignments, and she made sure the professor saw and acknowledged her as the class began to disperse.

			They coupled up, Eve noted. Or grouped up, with a few solos winding through the cliques. That sort of thing hadn’t changed since her school days, she mused.

			God, she’d hated school.

			She’d been a solo, by personal choice. No point in getting close to anyone, she thought now. Just passing through here, just marking time until I’m out of the goddamn system and making my own choices.

			Which had been the Academy. The department. And another system.

			“Lieutenant Dallas.” Browning gestured Eve forward. She’d tamed her hair somewhat by pulling it back, pinning it up, but she still looked lush and exotic. Hardly Eve’s internal vision of a college professor.

			“Is there news?” she asked. “News on Rachel?”

			“The investigation’s ongoing” was all Eve would say. “I have a few questions. What would Rachel have been working on in here?”

			“Wait.” Leeanne drew out a memo book. “That’s an introductory course, summer semester. We have a number of part-time students, like Rachel, and a good portion of full-timers on a fast track during summer session,” she continued as she flipped through the book. “Not quite as big a load as during the fall and spring semesters, but . . . Ah yes, Faces. Portraits in the City. The connection between image and imager.”

			“Would you have any of her recent work?”

			“Yes, I should have some samples and finished assignments in my files. Hold on just a minute.”

			She went to her computer, keyed in a password, gave a series of commands. “As I told you, Rachel was a conscientious student. More, she was having fun with this course. It wasn’t a make or break for her, simply a filler, but she put effort into her assignments, and wasn’t just warming a seat. Here. Take a look.”

			She stepped back so Eve could see the screen.

			“Remke. It’s the guy who runs the deli across from the 24/7 where she worked.”

			“You can see she captured a certain toughness by the angle of his head, the jut of his chin. He’s a bulldog from the look of him.”

			Eve remembered the way he’d clocked City Maintenance. “That’s on target.”

			“Yet there’s a kindness in his eyes that she catches as well. There’s the staging, the sheen of perspiration on his face, and the coolness of the tubs of salads in the chill box behind him for a good contrast and sense of place. It’s a nice portrait. There are a few more, but this was the best of them.”

			“I’d like a copy of anything she turned in.”

			“All right. Computer, copy and print all imaging documents from Rachel Howard’s class file.” She angled toward Eve as the computer went to work. “I don’t understand how these will help you find her killer.”

			“I want to see what she saw, and maybe I’ll see what her killer saw. The students who just left this class, most of them had bags. Disc bags or portfolios.”

			“Education requires a lot of baggage. A student will need a notebook, a PPC, discs, probably a recorder, and for this course, a camera. That doesn’t touch the enhancements, the refreshments, the ’links, the completed assignments, the personal items they haul around campus.”

			“What kind of bag did Rachel carry?”

			Browning blinked, looked blank. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, I can’t say I noticed.”

			“But she carried one?”

			“Well, they all do.” Browning reached behind her desk, held up a large briefcase. “So do I.”

			 

			The killer had kept her bag, or disposed of it, Eve decided. He hadn’t dumped it with the body. Why? What use was it to him?

			She made her own notes as she walked down the hall, as Rachel had done.

			There wouldn’t have been as many people wandering through that night. Just a handful here and there from evening classes—summer evening, Eve thought. Campus isn’t as full.

			She’d walked out with a group. Laughter, talking. Let’s go have pizza, a beer, coffee.

			She declines. Heading over to the dorm to hang out with some pals. See you later.

			Eve stepped out of the building, as Rachel had done, loitered a moment on the steps, as she imagined Rachel had done. Then stepped down, turned left on the walkway.

			There may have been a few other students walking the same path, heading to dorms or toward public transpo. Quiet, she imagined, it would’ve been fairly quiet. The street and traffic noises buffered back, the bulk of the students in dorms or at their clubs and coffeehouses.

			Others heading to apartments or action off campus. Breezing off to the subway, the bus stop. To the parking facilities. Older students, too, adults who’d decided to expand their horizons with an evening class.

			Anyone might wander on campus. Columbia was part of the city, merged with it. The way it sprawled over Morningside Heights made security a joke. Rachel wouldn’t have worried about it. She was a city girl, and she’d have thought of the campus as a kind of haven.

			Had he walked behind her? Had he crossed that open area between buildings? Or had he walked toward her?

			She paused, judging the distance to the dorm, the parking facilities, the buildings. He’d wait, Eve decided. Why be seen with her if he could avoid it, so watch and wait while she turned again, started moving on the walkway toward the dorms. Still a good, solid five-minute walk, and heading into more secluded areas.

			She wasn’t in a hurry, not with the whole night ahead of her. Dark by this time, but the paths are lit, and she knows her way. She’s young and invulnerable.

			It’s a hot summer night, and she’s enjoying it.

			Rachel! Hi.

			Very friendly, very easy. Just happened to spot her. And she’d stop, recognize the face. Flash that pretty smile.

			But the killer doesn’t want to loiter on the path. Someone could come by. Maybe fall into step with her to keep moving, talk about school. What are you working on, how’s it going? Want me to carry that bag for you, it looks heavy.

			Can’t take her out here, got to get her to the vehicle, and that means parking facility.

			Something to show her, or give her. Something in the van/car/truck. Parked right over on Broadway. Just take a minute. Lead her along a little, keep up the chatter.

			Not too many people heading on or off the campus now. And there has to be some risk, or there’s less thrill.

			Eve detoured toward the four-level vehicle port on Broadway used for college parking. Students and faculty bought a holo-stamp, fixed it to the window. They could come and go as they pleased. Visitors bought an hourly or daily. She made a note to get the data on how many vehicles left the facility between nine and ten on the night of the murder.

			Of course, he could have parked elsewhere, could have lucked out and found something on the street, but this was the closest point between dorm and the classroom. And the port was more secluded, less likely to have people nearby than a spot on the street.

			It was jammed now, but it wouldn’t have been that evening. Nobody would have paid any attention to two people heading toward a vehicle.

			Top level would have been the smartest because there would be fewer cars, less traffic at the top. Get her in the elevator if it’s empty, the glide if it’s not. Elevator would be lucky. Inside, a quick move with a pressure syringe full of opiates, a little hand squeeze, and she’s floating.

			By the time you step out, Eve mused as she rode up to level four, she’s light-headed. Not to worry, I’ll drop you off close to the dorm. No trouble at all to drive you down. Gee, you look a little pale, let’s get you in the car.

			Eve stepped out on the level, scanned the area. They had security droids do a run-through every thirty minutes or so, but the killer would know, would have it timed. Get her in the car, and it’s over for her.

			She’d be groggy, maybe unconscious by the time they were down to street level. Drive down Broadway and take her to the place you’ve prepared. Have to help her inside, so it’s got to be fairly private. No lobby to go through, no security to record the moment. A house, a small downtown loft, a business closed for the night, an old building set for renovation.

			A business maybe, with an apartment over it. All the conveniences in one place. Nobody to question what goes on inside when the doors are locked.

			She stepped over to the rail, looked down over the campus, out over the city.

			It could have been done in under fifteen minutes. Add the transportation time and there’d been plenty of time left to take that final portrait.

			Back in her car, Eve contacted Peabody at Central. “Get me a list of businesses in or around the college that supply students. Clothes, food, recreation, study guides, whatever. And the photography studios and galleries in the same area. Flag anything that includes private residence. Toss out anything with families. The killer doesn’t have a spouse and kiddies running around. I’m taking personal time,” she added, “but tag me if you find anything that rings.”

			She clicked off, and headed toward home.

			She hated taking personal time. Hated knowing she’d feel guilty and small if she didn’t take it. Marriage was a big enough mass to negotiate, but it had so damn many offshoots. Who could navigate all that?

			She should be heading back down to Central, doing the run she’d just dumped on Peabody herself. Letting the data circle around in her head without this outside interference.

			Why did people say a busy personal life made you a well-rounded individual? What it did was make you insane more than half the time. Things had been simpler when her edges had been squared off.

			She’d done the job, she’d gone home. Maybe, if she’d been up for it, she’d have hung out with Mavis. Now and again, she might catch a post-shift beer with Feeney.

			But there hadn’t been all these people in her life to worry about. To care about, she admitted. And now there was no going back.

			For better or worse, she thought as she swung through the gates. There was plenty of better with Roarke in her life. She couldn’t begin to measure it. And if the worst was a skinny, sour-faced snake, well, she was stuck with him.

			But when the hour was up, she thought as she jogged up the steps to the front door, she was back on the clock and Roarke would just have to deal with the patient on his own.

			The house was cool and quiet. Her first thought was that there’d been complications, or some holdup at the hospital and she’d beaten Roarke home. She turned to the monitor in the foyer.

			“Where is Roarke?”

			
				DARLING EVE, WELCOME HOME . . .

			

			The endearment, in the computer’s polite tones, had her rolling her eyes. Roarke had some weird-ass sense of humor.

			
				ROARKE IS IN SUMMERSET’S QUARTERS. WOULD YOU LIKE TO SPEAK WITH HIM?

			

			“No. Hell.” Did this mean she had to go back there? Into the snake’s pit? She never went into Summerset’s private quarters. Jamming her hands in her pockets, she paced in a circle. She didn’t want to go back there. He might be in bed. Would she ever be able to erase the horror of Summerset in bed from her vision once seen?

			She didn’t think so.

			But her only choice was to sneak out of the house again, and feel like an idiot for the rest of the day.

			Stupidity or nightmare, she wondered, then hissed out a breath. She’d go back, but she was not going in the bedroom. She’d stay in the living area, consider it a courtesy to both herself and the patient. She’d see if Roarke needed anything—though what that might be she couldn’t imagine—and get the hell out.

			Duty done, life goes on.

			She wasn’t often in this section of the house. Why would she need to go to the kitchen when there were AutoChefs in virtually every other room? Summerset’s private habitat was off the kitchen, with access via elevator and stair to the rest of the house. She knew he sometimes used some of the other rooms for music, for entertainment, and she liked to think for secret rituals.

			The door to his suite was open, and the laughter that poured out put Eve in a better frame of mind. There was no mistaking Mavis Freestone’s happy cackle.

			Eve looked in and saw her oldest friend, still in mid-laugh as she stood in the center of the room. Mavis was made for the center, Eve thought.

			She was such a little thing, almost fairylike. If you imagined your fairies in skin-baring sunsuits and neon gel sandals.

			Mavis’s hair was summer blonde today, a conservative color until you got to the pink and blue tips, and noted those curling tips were topped by tiny silver bells that rang cheerfully with every movement. The sunsuit was short and backless with a complex series of crisscrossing strips of that same pink and blue over each breast, to a bare midriff and a pair of micro-shorts.

			Though the belly was flat as a board, Eve was reminded—with a sharp jolt—that Mavis had a baby cooking in there.

			It was, probably, some sort of high-fashion, I’m pregnant getup, Eve mused, designed by Mavis’s one true love, Leonardo, who was currently looking down from his great height on the stylish mother-to-be with such adoration Eve was surprised his pupils weren’t shaped like little hearts.

			Looking on from a mobile chair, his sour face wreathed in smiles, was Summerset.

			She felt a stir of pity as she saw the stiff angle of his supported leg, wrapped in the skin cast, and the sling support on his shoulder. She knew what it was to break bones and tear muscles—and how much worse the cure could seem to anyone used to doing for himself.

			She might have said something consolatory, even marginally friendly, but he shifted his head, spotted her. She saw surprise flicker an instant before his face shut down into an icy sneer.

			“Lieutenant. Is there something you need?”

			“Dallas!” Mavis gave a shout of greeting and threw out her arms. “Come on in, join the party.”

			Eve followed the direction of Mavis’s hands and saw the colorful banner that shouted: WELCOME HOME, SUMMERSET, hanging between the elegant draperies on his windows.

			Only Mavis, Eve thought.

			“Want a drink? We got fizzy ices.” Mavis spun over to an antique server that currently held a carnival setup of crushed ices, sparkling water, and syrups. “Nonalcoholic,” she added, “because, you know. Hitchhiker in here’s too young to drink.” She patted her belly, wiggled her hips.

			“How’s it going?”

			“I’m totally mag. Absolutely ult. Leonardo and I got the word on what happened to Summerset. Poor sweetie pie,” she murmured, and whirled back to kiss the top of his head.

			Eve felt her gag reflex engage at the thought of Summerset and sweetie pie in the same sentence.

			“So we gathered up some fun stuff, and zipped right over to keep him company.”

			“We were at the doctor’s this morning, too.” Leonardo continued to beam at Mavis. He was draped in white, long, loose pants, long, loose shirt that flowed around his impressive body and gleamed against the gold-dust tone of his skin. He had a single pigtail draped down one side of his face, and like Mavis, had it tipped in pink and blue, and belled.

			“Are you sick?” Eve demanded, forgetting her aversion to the room and moving quickly to Mavis. “Is the baby sick or something?”

			“No, we’re RRA—rolling right along,” she explained. “We just had a checkup deal. And guess! We got pictures.”

			“Of what?”

			“Of the baby!” Mavis rolled her baby blue eyes. “Wanna see?”

			“Oh, well, I don’t really have—”

			“I’ve got them right here.” Leonardo pulled a portfolio from some canny split in the shirt. “We only took the ones that don’t show the baby’s personal area. Because we haven’t decided if we want to know.”

			“Isn’t the whole . . .” Eve gestured vaguely toward Mavis’s belly. “. . . place its personal area?”

			“He means any of the shots that would show if the baby has a penis or a vulva.”

			“Oh.” She actually felt blood draining out of her face. “God.”

			“Come on, come on, look at your godbaby.” Mavis took the portfolio from Leonardo, flipped it open. “Aww, can you believe that? Is that too cute for words?

			Eve saw something that looked, sort of, like an underdeveloped, hairless monkey with a really big head. “Wow.”

			“See, you can even count the tiny, little fingers.”

			Which, to Eve’s mind, made it all creepier. What did it do with those fingers inside there?

			“Leonardo’s going to print the best ones on fabric and make me some tops.” Mavis pursed her pink lips to blow Leonardo a kiss.

			“Great. That’ll be great. Um.” Since they made her nervous, Eve looked over the top of the pictures to Summerset. “I just stopped by to see how everything was going.”

			“Let me make you a cold drink.” Leonardo patted Eve’s shoulder.

			“Yeah, good, okay. Where’s Roarke?”

			“He’s in the bedroom with the physician assistant, making sure everything’s set up. Mavis and I will stay awhile.”

			“Sure we will.” To prove it, Mavis perched on the arm of Summerset’s chair. “We’re going to be in town for the next couple weeks, so we’ll come by every day if you want. And you only have to give me a buzz if you’re lonely or feeling out of sorts. I’ll come right over.” She took Summerset’s good hand, patted it.

			Eve slurped up the flavored ice Leonardo passed her. “Well, I’ll just see if Roarke . . . needs anything, then get going. I’ve got work to—” She let that hang, grateful when Roarke stepped in from the next room.

			“Hello, Lieutenant. I wasn’t sure you’d make it by.”

			“I was in the neighborhood.” He looked harried, she thought. You wouldn’t notice it, not unless you knew every inch of that fabulous face. And she did. “I had an hour to spare, so I thought I’d swing in, see if you needed any help.”

			“I think we’re under control here. PA Spence is satisfied with the arrangements.”

			There was a quick, and audible sniff from Summerset. “I’m sure she’s more than satisfied at the prospect of sitting around doing nothing but annoying me for the next several days, while you pay her an exorbitant salary.”

			“That’s all right,” Roarke said pleasantly, “I’ll dock it out of yours.”

			“I don’t want that woman hovering over me every minute of the day and night. I’m perfectly capable of seeing to my own needs.”

			“It’s her, or it’s the hospital.” The pleasant tone had taken on the faintest edge, one Eve recognized very well.

			“And I’m just as capable about making my own decisions regarding my medical care.”

			“I guess they didn’t get to do that anal probe while you were in the hospital,” Eve said before Roarke could speak. “And extract that stick from your ass.”

			“Eve.” Roarke pinched the bridge of his nose. “Don’t start.”

			“Here now.” The woman who came out from the bedroom was perhaps fifty, with a long white coat over pale pink shirt and pants. She had what seemed to be cushy, round breasts to go with a cushy, round butt. They suited her face, also cushy and round. She wore her hair in ginger-colored curls pulled back into a bouncing tail.

			Her voice had that peppy, behave yourself tone used by child-care workers and novice parole officers.

			“Isn’t it nice to have company? But it’s time for our nap.”

			“Madam.” Summerset’s tone was barbed wire. “WE do not nap.”

			“We do today,” she said, unfailingly pert. “A nice hour’s rest, then an hour of therapy.”

			“Eve, this is PA Spence. She’ll be seeing to Summerset’s at-home care for the next several days. Ms. Spence, my wife, Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Oh yes, a policewoman, how exciting.” She marched to Eve, grabbed her hand and pumped. The skin might have been soft, Eve thought, but the woman had the grip of a wrestler. “Don’t you worry about a thing, not a thing. Mr. Summerset’s in good hands.”

			“Yeah, I bet. I guess we should clear out.”

			“I am not going to be put to bed like a toddler. Or spoonfed, or clucked over by this—this person.” Summerset snarled out the words. “If I can’t be left in peace in my own quarters, then I’ll go somewhere I can be left in peace.”

			“Now, Summerset.” Still on the arm of his chair, Mavis, stroked his head. “It’s just for a few days.”

			“I’ve made my feelings on this matter abundantly clear.” Summerset folded his lips and stared holes in Roarke.

			“As I have mine,” Roarke returned. “And as long as you’re living under my roof and in my employ, you’ll—”

			“That, too, can be rectified.”

			“Oh, you bet your ass.”

			It wasn’t Roarke’s response—one that was music to Eve’s ears—that had her stepping forward. It was the tone, thick with Ireland that warned her he was about to snap.

			“Okay, everybody out. You—” She pointed at Spence. “Take five.”

			“I don’t believe—”

			“Take five,” Eve repeated in a tone that made even seasoned officers tremble. “Now. Mavis, Leonardo, give me a minute here.”

			“Sure.” Mavis leaned over, kissed Summerset’s cheek. “It’s going to be okay, honeybunch.”

			“You, too.” She jerked a thumb at Roarke. “Out.”

			Those blue eyes narrowed. “I beg your pardon?”

			“I said clear out. Go down to the gym and beat up a workout droid, or up to your office and buy Greenland. You’ll feel better. Take off,” she said and gave him a good, solid nudge.

			“Fine.” He bit the word off. “I’ll just go and let the two of you snipe each other to death. At least that’ll put paid to the bickering around here.”

			He strode out, slammed the door.

			Summerset remained, arms folded, face set. And trapped in his chair. “I have nothing to say to you.”

			“Good.” Eve nodded, slurped a little more flavored ice. “Keep your mouth shut. Personally, I don’t care if you roll yourself out of here in that chair, and get mowed down by a maxibus, but he does. He’s spent the last, what is it?” She checked her wrist unit. “Oh, thirty hours or so worried sick about you, arranging things, re-arranging things so you’d be comfortable, and as happy as your demon soul allows you to be. You scared him, and he doesn’t scare easily.”

			“I hardly think—”

			“Shut up. You don’t want to be in the hospital. Okay, there we’ve got a point of agreement. You don’t want the PA—”

			“She smiles too goddamn much.”

			“You’ll take care of that in no time. I wouldn’t want her either, and I’d kick about it some. But if I came out of my own little bitch-world long enough to see how miserable it was making him, I’d put a plug in it. And that’s what you’re going to do, or I’ll put one in for you.”

			“He needn’t worry about me.”

			“Maybe not, but he will, and you know it. He loves you. And it rips him when someone he loves is hurt.”

			Summerset opened his mouth, shut it again. Sighed. “You’re right. It burns my tongue to say it, but you are. I hate this.” He rapped his fist on the arm of the chair. “I don’t like being tended.”

			“Can’t blame you for that. Got any alcohol in here? The drinking kind?”

			“Perhaps.” Suspicion covered his face. “Why?”

			“I figure Spence is going to poo-poo any alcoholic beverage, and if I was stuck with her, I’d need a belt now and then to counteract the bouncy smile and chirpy voice. Plus, if it became absolutely necessary, I could bash her over the head with the bottle and put her down for a while.”

			Eve tucked her thumbs in her front pockets, eyeing Summerset closely as she heard him emit some sound that might have been a laugh. “Anyway, you might want to take this opportunity to stash a bottle somewhere close to the bed, where she won’t find it.”

			Amusement loosened the tightness around his mouth. “That’s an excellent idea. Thank you.”

			“No problem. Now I’ll go get Smiley, so you guys can have your nap.”

			“Lieutenant,” he said as she walked to the door.

			“What?”

			“She won’t let me have the cat.”

			She glanced back, and saw a tinge of embarrassed color run into his cheeks. Since it embarrassed her, too, she studied a point on the wall six inches above his head. “You want him?”

			“I just fail to see why he should be banned from my quarters.”

			“I’ll fix it. You want to get that bottle now,” she told him. “I’ll hold her off a few minutes, but then you’re on your own.”

			She heard the quiet purr of the chair as she slipped out the door.

			She wound her way through to the kitchen and found Roarke placating Spence. The woman was still smiling, but there was something maniacal about it.

			“Just give him a moment or two to compose himself,” Eve said, and headed for coffee. “He wants the cat.”

			“I’d prefer keeping the area sterile,” Spence began.

			“He wants the cat,” Eve said flatly, and turned her own smile—the one she used to loosen the bladders of suspects and rookies—on Spence. “He gets the cat. And you might want to tone down the cheer meter. He was a medic during the Urban Wars, and will respond better to direct, clear orders than cooing. You’re going to have your hands full, Spence. I pity you.” She gestured with the mug. “So just let us know if you need a break to go bang your head against the wall.”

			“All right then.” Spence squared her shoulders. “I’ll go tend to my patient now.”

			Roarke stepped over, took the mug from Eve and drained it as Spence left the room. “You handled that with a great deal more skill than I.”

			“I didn’t have to hassle with the prep work. I was just cleanup. Mavis and Leonardo?”

			“I suggested they have a swim. They’re going to stay, cheer him on during the physical therapy. I’m so grateful, if they weren’t having a child, I believe I’d see if I could buy them one.” He rubbed the ache at the back of his neck. “Are you going to tell me what went on in there between you?”

			“No.”

			“Is he?”

			“No. I’m going back to work. You ought to do the same, and let the dust settle around here without you. Oh, and take a blocker for the headache.” She grinned. “I can’t tell you how much I enjoy saying that to you.”

			He leaned down, kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her lips. “Despite that remark, I love you. I will, indeed, take a blocker—though it doesn’t appear I’ll need the tanker load I wanted ten minutes ago—and get back to work. I’ve a meeting scheduled at Dochas,” he said, referring to the abuse shelter he’d financed. “It looks like I’ll make it.”

			“Later then.” She started out, stopped. “Oh, where’d you dig up Smiley?”

			“Who? Oh.” He managed a half laugh. “PA Spence? Louise recommended her.”

			“I guess she had a reason.”

			“I’ll be seeing her shortly.” Roarke opened a cupboard, took out a bottle of blockers. “Be sure I’ll ask her what it was.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Eve headed straight to her office, hunkered down at her desk, and called up the Howard file to see if Peabody had added the requested data.

			As the list of businesses with attached residences streamed on-screen, she sat back. Okay, this was going to take time. She culled out any that dealt with photography or imaging, and focused on a more workable list of nine.

			With them, she ran down the list of possible suspects looking for another link.

			Diego Feliciano. Knew the vic, hustled and hassled her. Spent time and money on her, and didn’t get the bang for his buck. Several possession with intent arrests. Access to illegals. Alibi runs like a sieve. Access to data club and to a vehicle. Little guy, not much brawn; more hot-headed than cold-blooded. No known imaging skills.

			Jackson Hooper. Knew the vic, desired her. Knew place of employment and home residence. Attended Columbia. Would know campus setup and vic’s class schedule. Alibi won’t hold. Access to data club. Vehicle? Big, athletic. Good brain. Knowledge of photography at least from modeling gigs.

			Professor Leeanne Browning. Knew vic. One of the last to see victim alive. Teaches imaging. Frustrated photographer? Alibied by spouse and security discs. Technical knowledge to doctor discs? Tall woman, well-built. Strong. Knowledge of campus and vic’s class schedule.

			Other possibles: Angela Brightstar, Browning’s spouse. Steve Audrey, bartender data club. Disc junkie at club yet to be ID’d. Fellow students at Imaging class. Neighbors. Teachers.

			The killer had a camera, a good one, and imaging equipment, she thought. She’d go back to the tools.

			“Okay, let’s just see here. Computer, split screen. Display map, ten square block radius around Columbia University, highlight listed addresses.”

			
				WORKING . . .

			

			When the map flashed on, she sat back, considered. “Computer, highlight Broadway parking port, Columbia. Calculate most direct routes from that location to marked addresses.”

			
				WORKING . . .

			

			“Yeah, you do that,” Eve mumbled, and rubbed her empty stomach. Why the hell hadn’t she thought to grab something besides coffee when she’d been home, in a fully stocked kitchen?

			She glanced toward her open door. Through it, she could hear the buzz and beeps from the detective’s bullpen. Easing away from the desk, she walked to her door, poked her head out, scanned.

			Satisfied, she closed the door, quietly. Locked it. She climbed onto her desk, stretched up and worked one of the ceiling tiles out of its slot. Playing her fingers over the back of its neighbor, she reached her goal, and laughed softly, almost evilly as she pulled down the candy.

			“I have beaten you, Candy Thief. You sneaking bastard.”

			With as much pride as avarice she stroked the wrapper. It was the real thing, genuine chocolate, rich and pricey as gold. And hers. All hers.

			She replaced the tile, studying it from all angles to make certain it was exactly positioned, then hopped down. She unlocked her door, sat back down, then began to slowly peel away the wrapper with all the attention, the affection, the anticipation a woman might use to undress her beloved.

			She sighed deeply, and savored the first bite. And tasted both chocolate and victory.

			“Okay, let’s get serious.”

			Straightening in her chair, she nibbled candy and studied the information on-screen.

			Browning and Brightstar had a big-ass apartment close to the university. Rachel would have trusted her instructor, her instructor’s spouse. She’d have gone with either one of them, or both of them into the parking port, even to their apartment if the play had been good enough.

			Of course, there was the sticky part, getting Rachel past the doorman, past security. But nothing was impossible.

			Motive? Jealousy—pretty young girl. Art? Notoriety?

			She input data, and ordered a probability scan.

			
				WITH CURRENT DATA, the computer informed her, PROBABILITY BROWNING AND/OR BRIGHTSTAR MURDERED RACHEL HOWARD IS THIRTY-NINE POINT SIX.

			

			“Not so hot,” Eve said aloud. “But we’re just getting started.”

			“Lieutenant, I found something I think—” Peabody stopped her forward march into the office and stared at the small chunk of candy still in Eve’s hand. “What’s that? Is that chocolate? Real chocolate?”

			“What?” Panicked, Eve shoved the hand behind her back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m working here.”

			“I can smell it.” To prove it, Peabody sniffed the air like a wolf. “That’s not chocolate substitute, that’s not soy. That’s real goods.”

			“Maybe. And it’s mine.”

			“Just let me have a little—” Peabody’s gasp was shocked and heartfelt as Eve stuffed the remaining chunk in her mouth. “Oh, Dallas.” She swallowed hard. “That was very childish.”

			“Uh-uh. And delicious,” Eve added with her mouth full. “What’ve you got?”

			“I don’t have chocolate breath, that’s for damn sure.” At Eve’s arch look, she pokered up. “While others, who will remain nameless, were stuffing their face with candy, I diligently pursued an angle in the investigation that I believe might be of some interest to the incredibly selfish candy-hog primary.”

			“It was dark chocolate.”

			“You’re a mean person and will probably go to hell.”

			“I can live with that. What angle did you diligently pursue, Officer Peabody?”

			“It occurred to me that one or more of the individuals attached to businesses around the college might have a sheet. It seemed prudent to do a run on said individuals to determine any and all criminal records.”

			“Not bad.” And exactly what Eve had in mind to do next. “You can sniff the wrapper,” she offered, and held it out.

			Peabody grimaced, but she took it.

			“And the results?”

			“There’s good news and bad news. Bad news is the city’s full of criminals.”

			“My God. How could this be?”

			“Which leads to the good news that our jobs are secure. Most of what I got was petty stuff, but I did get a couple of nice pops. An assault with illegals possession, and a multiple stalking.”

			“What’s your pick?”

			“Oh, well.” Suddenly nervous, Peabody puffed out her cheeks. “We’d have to check out both, because . . . the assault doesn’t ring so much since the kill was careful, and he didn’t rough her up any. But the illegals does, because of the tranq used. But the stalking’s more in line with the MO, so I guess I’d start with the stalker.”

			“You’re coming right along, Peabody. Got the name and address?”

			“Yes, sir. Dirk Hastings, Portography, on West 115th.”

			“Dirk’s a really stupid name. Let’s take a ride.”

			 

			With Dr. Louise Dimatto as his guide, Roarke took a tour of the newly completed common rooms of the abuse shelter. He approved the soothing colors, the simple furniture, and the privacy shields on the windows.

			He’d wanted to establish this . . . sanctuary, he supposed, as a kind of symbol of what both he and Eve had ultimately escaped. And to provide a safe haven for the victims.

			He wouldn’t have taken advantage of such a place, he thought. No matter how hungry, bruised, battered, he wouldn’t have bolted to a shelter.

			Too proud, he supposed. Or too bloody mean.

			He might have hated his father, but he hadn’t trusted the social workers, the cops, the do-gooders, and had figured better the devil you know. There’d been no system for him, as there had been for Eve once she was found broken and bloody in that alley in Dallas.

			She’d learned to work her way through the system, while he’d spent most of his life working around it. And somehow he’d become part of it and a do-gooder himself.

			It was baffling.

			He stood at the wide doorway leading to the recreation area. There were children playing a bit too quietly, but playing. Women with babies on their hips, and bruises on their faces. He caught the looks aimed his way—panic, suspicion, dislike, and outright fear.

			Men were a rarity within these walls, and were usually the reason others huddled inside them.

			“I’ll only interrupt for a minute.” Louise spoke in an easy tone as she looked around the room. “This is Roarke. There’d be no Dochas without him. We’re pleased he could make the time today to visit, and see the results of his vision and generosity.”

			“As much your vision, Louise, if not more. It’s a nice room, feels like a home.” He, too, looked around, at the faces. He felt the weight of their waiting, and their discomfort.

			“I hope you’re finding what you need here,” he said, and started to step out again.

			“How come it’s got such a funny name?”

			“Livvy.” A thin woman, no more than twenty-five, by Roarke’s gauge, and with faded bruises covering most of her face rushed over. She scooped up the little girl who’d spoken. “I’m sorry. She didn’t mean anything.”

			“It’s a good question. It’s always smart to ask a good question. Livvy, is it,” he continued, addressing the child now.

			“Uh-huh. It’s really ’livia.”

			“Olivia. That’s a lovely name. It’s important, don’t you think, what something’s called? People, places. Your mum picked a special name for you, and see how well it fits you.”

			Livvy watched Roarke and leaned closer to whisper in her mother’s ear, loud enough for half the room to hear. “He talks pretty.”

			“She’s only three.” The woman managed a nervous laugh. “I never know what she’s going to say next.”

			“What an adventure that must be.” As the tension lines around the woman’s eyes relaxed, Roarke lifted a hand, smoothed a finger over Livvy’s brown curls. “But you had a question about the name of this place. It’s a Gaelic word, Dochas. That’s an old, old language people spoke—and still do here and there—in the place I was born. In English it means hope.”

			“Like I hope we can have ice cream again tonight?”

			He flashed a grin. They hadn’t broken this child yet, he thought. And God willing, they never would. “Why not?” He looked back at the mother. “Are you finding what you need here?”

			She nodded.

			“That’s good then. It was nice to meet you, Livvy.”

			He stepped out, and made certain they were out of earshot before he spoke again. “How long have they been here?” he asked Louise.

			“I’d have to ask one of the staff. I don’t remember seeing them when I was here earlier in the week.

			“We’re helping them, Roarke. Not every one, not every time, but enough. I know how hard it is, from my clinic, to have some slip away, and how hard it is not to get involved with every one, on a personal level.” Though she’d been brought up in wealth and privilege Louise knew the needs, the fears, the despair of the disadvantaged. “I can’t give more than a few hours a week here myself. I wish it could be more, but the clinic—”

			“We’re lucky to have you,” Roarke interrupted. “For whatever time you can manage.”

			“The staff—the counselors and crisis workers—are wonderful. I can promise you that. You’ve met most of them.”

			“And am grateful to you for finding the right people. I don’t know my way around this sort of thing, Louise. We’d never have pulled this off without you.”

			“Oh, I think you would have, but not half as well,” she added with a grin. “Speaking of the right people,” she said, pausing by the steps leading up to the second floor. “How is PA Spence working out for you?”

			He let out a long breath, knowing there would be more hell to pay when he got home again. “When I left, she hadn’t yet smothered Summerset in his sleep.”

			“That’s a plus. I’ll try to stop by and take a look at him myself.” She glanced up the steps, broke into a huge smile. “Moira, just who I wanted to see. Have you got a free minute? I’d like you to meet our benefactor.”

			“That makes me sound like an old man with a beard and a belly.”

			“And that you’re surely not.”

			Roarke lifted a brow when he heard the Irish in her voice. He could see it in her face, as well. The soft white skin, the pug nose and rounded cheeks. She wore her dark blonde hair in a short wedge to frame them. Her eyes, he noted, were misty blue and clever. The sort that warned him she would see what she intended to see and keep her thoughts to herself.

			“Roarke, this is Moira O’Bannion, our head crisis counselor. You two have something in common. Moira’s originally from Dublin, too.”

			“Yes,” Roarke said easily. “So I can hear.”

			“It does stick with you, doesn’t it?” Moira offered a hand. “I’ve lived in America for thirty years, and never have shaken it. Dia dhuit. Conas ta tu?”

			“Maith, go raibh maith agat.”

			“So, you do speak the old tongue,” she noted.

			“A bit.”

			“I said hello, and asked how he was,” Moira told Louise. “Tell me, Roarke, have you family yet in Ireland?”

			“No.”

			If she noticed the flat, and very cool tone of the single syllable, she gave no sign. “Ah well. New York’s your home now, isn’t it? I moved here with my husband, he’s a Yank himself, when I was twenty-six, so I suppose it’s mine as well.”

			“We’re lucky it is.” Louise touched her arm as she turned to Roarke. “I stole Moira for us from Carnegie Health Center. Their loss is very much our gain.”

			“I think it was the right choice, all around,” Moira commented. “This is a fine thing you’ve done with this place, Roarke. It’s the finest of its kind I’ve seen, and I’m pleased to be a part of it.”

			“High praise from Moira,” Louise said with a laugh. “She’s a very tough sell.”

			“No point in saying what you don’t mean. Have you seen the roof garden as yet?”

			“I was hoping I’d have time to take him up.” Wincing, Louise glanced at her wrist unit. “But I’m running behind. You really should take a look before you go, Roarke.”

			“I’d be pleased to show you,” Moira said. “Would you mind if we use the elevator? There are a number of groups and classes in session on the upper levels. The sight of you might make some of the residents uneasy.”

			“That’s fine.”

			“You’re in good and capable hands.” Louise rose to her toes to kiss Roarke’s cheek. “Give my best to Dallas. I’ll drop by and see Summerset the very first chance I get.”

			“He’ll look forward to it.”

			“Thanks, Moira. I’ll see you in a few days. If you need anything—”

			“Yes, yes, go on now. Not to worry.” She shooed Louise, then gestured. “She never walks when she can run,” Moira added as Louise dashed toward the doors. “A bundle of energy and dedication, all wrapped up in brains and heart. Thirty minutes with her, and I was agreeing to resigning my position at the center and taking one here—and at quite a significant cut in salary.”

			“A difficult woman to resist.”

			“Oh aye. And you’re married to one I’m told.” She led the way through another living area and to a narrow elevator. “A woman of energy and dedication.”

			“I am.”

			“I’ve seen the two of you on the news reports, from time to time. Or read of you.” She stepped inside. “Roof please,” she ordered. “Do you get back to Dublin often?”

			“Occasionally.” He knew when he was being studied and measured, and so studied and measured in turn. “I have some business interests there.”

			“And no personal ones?”

			He met those eyes, those clever eyes, straight on. He also knew when he was being pumped. “A friend or two. But I’ve a friend or two in a number of places, and no more ties to Dublin than anywhere else.”

			“My father was a solicitor there, and my mother a doctor. Both still are, come to that. But life gets so busy, I’m lucky to get back every second year for a few weeks. It’s come back well from the Urban Wars.”

			“For the most part.” He had a flash of the tenements where he’d grown up. The war hadn’t been kind to them.

			“And here we are.” She stepped out when the doors opened. “Isn’t this something? A little bit of country, high up here in the middle of the city.”

			He saw the dwarf trees, the flowering beds, the tidy squares of vegetables with straight paths lined between. A faint mist from the perpetual sprinkler system kept everything lush and watered in the blazing heat.

			“It’s something they could plant and that they can maintain themselves. For pleasure, for practicality, for beauty.” There was a quietness about her now, as if the gardens brought her peace. “We work here early mornings and evenings when it’s a bit cooler. I like to get my hands in the dirt, always did. Still, I swear to you, all these years, I’ve never got used to the bloody heat of this place.”

			“Louise mentioned something about a garden.” Impressed, intrigued, he walked through. “I had no idea she meant something like this. It’s beautiful. And it says something, doesn’t it?”

			“What does it say?”

			He ran his fingers over the glossy leaves of some flowering vine. “You beat the hell out of me, you kicked me down. But I got back up, didn’t I? I got back up and I planted flowers. So bugger you,” he murmured, then shook himself back. “Sorry.”

			“No need.” A faint smile ghosted around her mouth. “I thought pretty much the same myself. I think Louise might be right about you, with all her praise.”

			“She’s prejudiced. I give her a great deal of money. I appreciate you showing me this, Ms. O’Bannion. I hate to leave it, but I’ve other appointments.”

			“You must be the busiest of men. Not what I expected altogether, to see the powerful Roarke charmed by a rooftop garden. A plot of wax beans and turnips.”

			“I’m impressed by resilience. It was good to meet you, Ms. O’Bannion.” He offered his hand, and she took it. Held it.

			“I knew your mother.”

			Because she was watching, very closely, she saw his eyes go to chips of blue ice before he drew his hand free. “Did you? That’s more than I can say myself.”

			“You don’t remember her then? Well, why should you? I met you before, in Dublin. You weren’t much more than six months old.”

			“My memory doesn’t stretch quite that far.” There was nothing of the simple pleasure of the rooftop garden in his tone now, but the edge of the Dublin alley. “What do you want?”

			“Not your money, or some favor, or whatever it is people must try to wheedle out of you. Not every blessed soul’s on the take, you know,” she said with some impatience. “But I’d like a few minutes of your time.” She mopped at her face. “Out of this bloody heat. In my office? We could be private there, and I think you’ll have an interest in what I have to tell you.”

			“If it’s about her, I’ve no interest whatsoever.” He called for the elevator, fully intending to go all the way down, and straight outside. “I don’t give a damn where she is, how she is, who she is.”

			“That’s a hard line, and from an Irishman, too. The Irish men, they love their mam.”

			He flashed her a look that had her taking a full step back before she realized it. “I’ve managed fine without one since she walked out the door. I’ve neither the time nor inclination to discuss her, or any personal business with you. Louise may believe you’re a valuable asset to this facility, but push the wrong button, and you’ll be out on your ear.”

			She lifted her chin. She squared her shoulders. “Ten minutes in my office, and if you’re so inclined, I’ll resign. I feel I have a debt to pay, and I begin to think I’ve left the paying too long. I don’t want anything from you, lad, but a bit of your time.”

			“Ten minutes.” He snapped it out.

			She led the way to an office, past a series of session rooms and a small library. It was cool inside, and orderly, with a trim little desk, a small sofa, two comfortable chairs.

			Without asking, she went to a small friggie and took out two bottles of lemonade.

			“I worked on a crisis line in Dublin,” she began. “I was fresh out of university, working on my advanced degree, and thought I knew everything I needed to know. I intended to go into private practice as a counselor, and make myself a tidy pile of money. The hours on the crisis line were part of my training.”

			She handed him one of the bottles. “It happened I was working the lines when your mother called. I could tell she was young. I could hear that. Even younger than me, and hurt, and scared to death.”

			“From what I know of her, that’s unlikely.”

			“What do you know of her?” Moira shot back. “You were a baby.”

			“A bit older when she walked.”

			“Walked, my arse. Siobhan wouldn’t have left you if there’d been a knife at her throat.”

			“Her name was Meg, and she dusted her hands of me before my sixth birthday.” Finished with this nonsense, he set the bottle down. “What’s your game?”

			“Her name was Siobhan Brody, whatever the bastard told you. She was eighteen when she came to Dublin from Clare, looking for the adventure and excitement of the city. Well, the poor thing got more than her share. Bloody hell, sit down for five minutes.”

			She ran the cold bottle over her brow. “I didn’t know this would be so hard,” she murmured. “I always thought you knew, and after this place, was sure of it. Though the fact you built it changed my opinion of you entirely. I figured you for another Patrick Roarke.”

			A good act, he thought. The sudden distress and weariness of tone. “What you think, what you figure, means nothing to me. Nor does he. Or she.”

			She set the bottle down, as he had. “Does it matter to you that I know, as sure as I’m standing here, that Patrick Roarke murdered your mother?”

			His skin flashed hot, then cold again. But he never flinched. “She left.”

			“Dead was the only way she’d have left you. She loved you with every beat of her heart. Her aingeal, she called you. Her angel, and when she did, she all but sang it.”

			“Your time’s moving quickly, Ms. O’Bannion, and you’re not selling anything I’m buying.”

			“So, you can be hard, too.” She nodded, picked up the bottle and sipped as if she needed something to do with her hands. “Well, I expect you can be, and have been. I’m not selling anything here. I’m telling you. Patrick Roarke killed Siobhan Brody. It couldn’t be proved. Why should the cops have listened to me if I’d had the courage to go to them? He had cops in his pocket back then, and enough of the scum he ran with would’ve sworn to it when he said she’d run off. But it’s a lie.”

			“That he killed is no news to me. And that he had pocket cops to cover his murdering ass isn’t a bulletin either.” He lifted a shoulder. “If you’re toying with blackmailing me for his sins—”

			“Oh, bloody hell. Money doesn’t drive every train.”

			“Most of them.”

			“She was your mother.”

			He angled his head as if mildly interested, but something hot was roiling in his belly. “Why should I believe you?”

			“Because it’s true. And I’ve nothing to gain by telling you. Not even, I’m afraid, a lightening of my conscience. I did everything wrong, you see. With all good intentions, but I handled it wrong because I thought I was so wise. And because I cared about her. I got wrapped up in it all.”

			She drew a deep breath, and set her lemonade aside again. “The night she called the crisis line, I told her where she could go. I soothed and I listened, and I told her what she could do, just as I was trained, just as I’d done too many times before. But she was hysterical, and terrified, and I could hear the baby crying. So I broke the rules, and went to get her myself.”

			“I might believe you went to get someone, but you’re mistaken if you think she was connected to me.”

			She looked up at him again, and this time her eyes weren’t so canny, but swamped with emotion. “You were the most beautiful child I’d seen in my life. Breathtaking little boy, dressed in blue pajamas. She’d run out, you see, snatching you right out of your crib, and not bringing anything along. Nothing but you.”

			Her voice broke on the end, as if she saw it all again. Then she drew in, went on. “She held you so close, so tight, though three of the fingers of her right hand were broken, and her left eye was swollen shut. He’d given her a few good kicks, too, before he’d stumbled off, already half-pissed, to get more whiskey. That’s when she’d grabbed you up and run out. She wouldn’t go to the hospital or a clinic, because she was afraid he’d find her there. Afraid he’d hurt her so bad she wouldn’t be able to take care of you. I took her to a shelter, and they got her a doctor. She wouldn’t take the drugs. She wouldn’t have been able to tend to you. So she talked to me, talked through the pain of it, and through the long night.”

			Though Roarke continued to stand, Moira sat now, gave a long sigh. “She got work in a pub when first she came to Dublin. She was a pretty thing and fresh with it. That’s where he found her, her only eighteen and innocent, naive, wanting romance and adventure. He was a handsome man, and it’s said charming when he wanted to be. She fell in love, girls do with men they should run from. He seduced her, promised to marry her, pledged his true love, and whatever it took.”

			She gestured, then walked to stare out of the window while Roarke waited. While he said nothing. “When she came up pregnant, he took her in. He said he’d marry her by and by. She said she’d told her family she was married as she was ashamed to tell them the truth of it. That she was married and happy and all was well, and she’d come home for a visit when she could. Foolish girl,” she said quietly. “Well, she had the baby, and he was pleased it was a boy, and still said by and by for marriage. She pushed for it, as she wanted her child to have a true father. And that’s when he began to beat her, or knock her about.”

			She turned back, facing him now. “It wasn’t so bad at first—that’s what she said to me. A lot of them say that. Or it was her fault, you see, for nagging or annoying him. That’s part of the cycle this sort of thing takes.”

			“I know the cycle, the statistics. The pathology.”

			“You would, wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t have done what you’ve done here without taking the time to know. But it’s different, entirely, when it’s personal.”

			“I don’t know the girl you’re speaking of.” A stranger, he told himself. A fantasy, more like. A tale this woman wove with some cagey endgame in mind. It had to be.

			“I knew her,” Moira said simply.

			And her quiet voice shook something inside him. “So you say.”

			“I do say. The night she called the crisis line, he’d brought another woman into the house, right under her nose, and when she’d objected, he broke her fingers and blackened her eye.”

			His throat was dry now, burning dry. But his voice stayed cool. “And you have proof of all this?”

			“I have proof of nothing. I’m telling you what I know. And what you do with it is your business. Maybe you’re as hard as him after all. But I’ll finish it out. She stayed a week at the shelter. I saw her every day. I’d decided she was my mission. God help us both. I lectured her, and used my fine education on her. She had family back in Clare—parents, two brothers, a sister—a twin she told me. I convinced her to write to them, for she refused to call. Said she couldn’t bear the shame of speaking it all out loud. So I pressured her to write, to tell her family she was coming home and bringing her son. I posted the letter for her myself.”

			Her desk ’link rang, and she started like a woman coming out of a dream. After a quick, trembling breath, she ignored it, and went on.

			“I pushed her into this, Roarke. Pushed her too hard and too fast because I was so flaming smart. I was so right. And the next day she was gone from the shelter, leaving a note for me that she couldn’t run off and take a man’s son away from him without giving him the chance to do what was right. Her son should have a father.”

			She shook her head. “I was so angry. All my time, my precious time and my efforts wasted because this girl was clinging to her romantic foolishness. I stewed about it for days, and the more I stewed the madder I got. I decided I’d break more rules, and go to the flat where she’d been living with him and talk to her again. I’d save her, you see, and that beautiful little boy, in spite of herself. So I took my self-righteousness and my high-flown principles to the slum where he’d kept her and knocked on the door.”

			He had a flash, the sights and smells of his childhood. The beer vomit and piss in the alleyways, the crack of a hand across a cheek. The air of mean despair. “If you knocked on his door in your social worker’s suit, you were either brave or stupid.”

			“I was both. Back then, I was both. I could’ve been sacked for what I was doing, should’ve been. But I didn’t care, for my pride was on the line here. My pride.”

			“Is that what you were after saving, Mrs. O’Bannion?”

			His cool, and lightly amused voice made her wince. “I wanted to save her, and you, but aye, I wanted my pride with it. I wanted the package.”

			“Few were saved in that time and place. And pride was a bit dear for most of us to afford on a daily basis.”

			“I learned the truth of that, and Siobhan was my first lesson. A hard lesson. I had with me the letter that had come from her parents, and I fully intended to scoop the two of you up and send you off to Clare.”

			There was a bright burst of laughter, a child’s laughter, outside the office, then the sound of feet running down the hall. A rush of female voices followed, and then there was silence.

			She sat again, folded her hands on her lap like a school girl. “He answered the door himself. I could see right away why she’d fallen for him. Handsome as two devils. He looked me up and down, bold as brass, and I jutted my chin right up and said I’d come to speak to Siobhan.”

			She closed her eyes a moment, brought it back. “He leaned on the doorjamb there, and smirked at me. She’d run off, he said, and good riddance to her. Stolen fifty pounds of his hard-earned money and taken herself off. If I saw her, I was to tell her to keep right on going.

			“He lied so smooth, I believed him. I thought she’d come to her senses after all, and gone home to Clare. Then I heard the baby crying. I heard you crying. I pushed my way inside. I must’ve taken him by surprise or I’d never have gotten past him. ‘She’d never leave her baby,’ I said, ‘so where is she? What have you done with Siobhan?’ ”

			Her hands unlinked, and one of them curled into a fist to pound on her knee. “A woman came out of the bedroom carrying you with as much care as you carry a cabbage. Your nappie was dripping, your face was dirty. Siobhan, she tended to you like you were a little prince. She’d never have let you get into such a state. But the woman was a bit worse for drink, a florid-looking thing wearing nothing but a wrapper gaping open in the front. ‘That’s my wife,’ he said to me. ‘That’s Meg Roarke, and that’s our brat there.’ And he slipped a knife from his belt, watching me as he flicked a thumb over the point. ‘Any who says different,’ he said, ‘will find it hard to say anything after.’ ”

			More than three decades later, in the cool haven of her office, Moira shuddered. “He called me by name. Siobhan must’ve told him my name. Never in my life have I been so afraid as when Patrick Roarke said my name. I left. If anyone left you there, with him, it was me.”

			“For all you know she’d gone home, or gotten away. Harder to travel with a baby on your shoulder.”

			Moira leaned forward. It wasn’t anger he saw on her face, or impatience. It was passion. The heat of it blasted out of him, and turned cold under his skin.

			“You were her heart and her soul. Her aingeal. And do you think I didn’t check? I had, at least, the belly for that. I opened the letter. They were so relieved, so happy to hear from her. Told her to come home, to come and bring you home. Asked if she needed money to get there, or wanted her brothers, or her father to come fetch the both of you. They gave her family news. How her brother Ned had married and had a son as well, and her sister Sinead was engaged.”

			Overcome, she reached for the lemonade again, but this time simply rubbed the bottle between her palms. “I contacted them myself, asked them to tell me when she got there. Two weeks later, I heard from them, and they’re asking me, is she coming then? When is she coming? I knew she was dead.”

			She sat back. “I knew in my heart when I’d been in the hovel and seen you, she was dead. Murdered by his hand. I saw her death in his eyes, when he looked at me and said my name, I saw it. Her parents, and her brother Ned, they came to Dublin when I told them what I knew. They went to the police, and were shrugged off. Ned, he was set on and beaten. Badly beaten, and rocks were thrown through the windows of my flat. I was terrified. And twice I saw him walking by there, he made sure I saw him.”

			She pressed her lips together. “I stepped away from it. Shameful as it is, that’s what I did. Records showed Patrick and Meg Roarke were man and wife, and had been for five years. No record of your birth could be produced, but the woman said the babe was hers, and there was no one to say different. No one who dared, in any case. Girls like Siobhan came and went in Dublin town all the time. She’d turn up when she was ready, and I nodded and said that was so because I was too afraid to do otherwise.”

			There was a hideous weight on his chest, but he only nodded. “And you tell me this long, unsubstantiated story now, because . . .”

			“I’ve heard of you. Made it my business to keep track of you, best I could even after I married and moved to America. I knew how you ran, much as he did. And figured those few months she was able to give you had been burned out of you, and he’d stamped himself on more than your handsome face. A bad seed, I could tell myself. You were just another bad seed, and I could comfort myself that way, and not be wakened in the middle of the night with that pretty baby crying in my dreams.”

			Absently, she picked up a small paperweight of clear glass shaped like a heart, and turned it over and over in her hands. “But in the last couple of years, I’ve heard things that made me wonder if that was so. And when Louise came to me, told me of this place, and what you meant to do with it, I took it as a sign, a sign it was time to speak of it.”

			She studied his face. “Maybe it’s too late to make any difference to you, or to me. But I needed to say it to your face. I’ll take a truth test if you want it. Or I’ll resign as I said I would, and you can write me off.”

			He told himself he didn’t believe her, not a single word. But there was pain under his heart, like a knife between the ribs. He was afraid it was truth stabbing at him. “You should understand that at least some of what you’re claiming I’ll be able to verify or debunk.”

			“I hope you’ll do just that. There’s one other thing. She wore a claddaugh, a silver claddaugh on her left hand—like a wedding ring, she told me, that he’d bought her when you were born. His promise that you’d be a family, in the eyes of God and man. When she came out of the bedroom, Meg Roarke was wearing Siobhan’s ring. The ring that girl wouldn’t take off her finger, even after he’d beaten her. The bitch was wearing it on her pinky, as her hands were too fat for it. And when she saw my eyes land on it, when she saw that I knew . . . she smiled.”

			Tears began to run down her cheeks now. “He killed her—because she left, because she came back. Because he could. And kept you, I suppose, because you were the image of him. If I hadn’t pushed her so hard, had given her more time to heal. To think . . .”

			She wiped her face, and rose to go to her desk. From a drawer she took a small photograph. “This is all I have. I took this myself of the two of you the day before she left the shelter. You should have it,” she said, and handed it to him.

			He looked down, saw a young girl with red hair and green eyes still bruised from a beating. She wore a simple blue shirt with that red hair falling over its shoulders. She was smiling, though her eyes were sad and tired, she was smiling, with her cheek pressed against that of her baby. A face that was still rounded and soft with innocence, but unmistakably his own.

			So he was smiling as well. A bright, happy smile. And the hand that cuddled him close had a silver claddaugh on its long, delicate finger.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Portography was within easy walking distance from the college, Eve noted with some interest, and had a two-tiered parking port—shared by residents and patrons—jammed between the building and its neighbor.

			“Check and see if there are any security cams for the parking facility,” she told Peabody. “If there are, I want the discs for the night of Howard’s murder.”

			The sign on the lot flashed FULL, but Eve pulled in anyway to study the setup. And flipping on her On Duty light, parked behind an aged minitruck.

			“We’ll run the vehicles registered to residents and staff. See if we get anything that carries the carpet fibers.” She scanned the lot, counting two vans and another truck. “Could he be this careless or this arrogant?” she wondered. “Plan it all out, then get busted because of his ride?”

			“They always make mistakes, right?”

			“Yeah.” Eve headed to the iron steps leading down to street level. “There’s always something. It’s doable. Get her into the vehicle over by the college, tranq her enough to keep her quiet, drive to another parking deck. Get her inside, do it, then cart her back to the vehicle, drive downtown, dump her. And your work is done.

			“Risks, lots of risks,” she said more to herself now. “But if you’re careful, if you’re driven, you factor in the risks. That’s what he does. Plans it out, plots it out. Times it. Runs computer programs, maybe, on probabilities, on routes. All the details.”

			“It wasn’t that late when he took her,” Peabody pointed out. “Between nine and nine-thirty, right? Maybe somebody noticed him coming or going.”

			Eve studied the street, the building, the steps and glides that serviced it, and the parking tiers. “How does he get a dead girl out of the building and into his ride? Takes his time, waits until it’s late, late enough that there’s not much activity on the street. Not so busy in the summer, so not too late. Not so many students hitting the clubs and cafés, and those that do are already in them by nine, for the most part. Music starts cooking at nine. You’re going to be exposed for a minute or two. No way around it. But if you’re quick, you’re careful, and willing to risk it.”

			“And taking her all the way downtown puts a lot of distance between the murder scene and the dump site. It’s a good plan.”

			“Maybe” was all Eve said as she approached the door.

			The first level of Portography was sales. Cameras, supplies, gadgets that were alien to Eve, and software that made no sense to her. An employee was currently demonstrating and extolling the virtues of some sort of complex-looking, multitasking imaging unit to a customer. Another was making a sale on a jumbo box of discs.

			Two small screens recorded all the activity in the store from different angles, and invited customers to: CLICK HERE FOR INSTANT SELF-PORTRAIT! Try out the user-friendly Podiak Image Master. On sale! Only $225.99.

			There was bright and annoying music tinkling out of the demonstrator. The proud owner of the Podiak Image Master could scroll through a menu of musical choices already loaded on, or record favorites to serve as the score to the family’s home vids or stills.

			Eve was idly wondering why anyone would want irritatingly happy tunes dancing all over their pictures when Peabody clicked.

			“I just wanted to see,” she explained. “I don’t have any pictures of us.” She snatched the printout. “Look. Aren’t we cute?”

			“Fucking adorable. Put that thing away.” She pointed toward the skinny elevator, and the sign announcing the Portography Gallery on Level Two, the Studio on Three.

			“Let’s take a look upstairs.”

			“I’m going to put this in my cube,” Peabody said as she tucked the printout away. “I can make you a copy. Maybe Roarke would like to have one.”

			“He knows what I look like.” She stepped off on the second level.

			There were faces and bodies lining the walls. Young, old, groups. Babies. Young girls in toe shoes, boys with sports gear. Family portraits, artsy shots of nude men and women, even several examples of family pets.

			All were framed in thin silver.

			To Eve, it was like having a hundred pair of eyes staring. She shook off the feeling and tried to judge if any of the images reminded her of the style used in photographing Rachel Howard.

			“Good afternoon.” A woman in New York black with a short, straight fringe of white hair stepped around a display wall. “Are you interested in a portrait?”

			Eve took out her badge. “Who took these shots?”

			“I’m sorry. Is there some sort of trouble?”

			“I’m investigating the death of a Columbia student.”

			“Oh, yes. I heard about that. A young girl, wasn’t it? Horrible. I’m afraid I don’t understand how the gallery relates to your investigation.”

			“That’s the purpose of investigating. To find out what relates. Miss?”

			“Oh, Duberry. Lucia Duberry. I’m the manager here.”

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. I’m the primary here.” She drew Rachel’s photo out of her bag. “Did she ever come in?”

			“Pretty girl. I don’t recall seeing her here. But we do get browsers, and some of the students wander up to look around. I may not have noticed her.”

			“What do you think about the photograph itself?”

			“Well, it’s an excellent study, strong composition. You look, immediately think—as I did—pretty girl. Then you think friendly and young. Fresh is another word that comes to mind, because the pose is so easy and unstudied. Was she a photography student, or a model?”

			“No. But she took an Imaging class. She might have bought supplies here.”

			“Well, we can certainly check on that. Would you like me to call downstairs and have one of the clerks check the receipts?”

			“Yes. For Rachel Howard—let’s try for over the last two months.”

			“It shouldn’t take long.” She went back around the wall, and as Eve followed she saw there was a kind of cube setup, using the display walls as barriers.

			Lucia went to the ’link on a small, glossy desk, and contacted the sales floor, giving them the instructions.

			“Can I get you anything while you wait? Some spring water perhaps?”

			“No, thanks,” Eve said before Peabody could open her mouth. “This building—commercial and residential space—has use of the parking deck next door?”

			“Yes. Our building and four others.”

			“Security cams?”

			“No. There used to be, but someone was always jamming them or zapping them, until it was more cost prohibitive to continually repair than to put up with a few parking poachers.”

			“The owner lives upstairs?”

			“Hastings has the fourth floor for his living quarters, and his studio on three.”

			“Is he around today?”

			“Oh yes. He has a session in studio right now.”

			“Any of this stuff his work?”

			“All of it. Hastings is very, very talented.”

			“I’ll need to talk to him. Peabody, come up after you’ve got the data from Sales.”

			“Oh, but—he’s working,” Lucia protested.

			“Me, too.” Eve started toward the elevator with Lucia, now animated, clipping after her. “But Hastings is in a session. He can’t be disturbed.”

			“Wanna bet?” She glanced down when Lucia clamped a hand on her arm. “You really don’t want to do that.”

			The tone, utterly flat, had Lucia snatching her hand back again. “If you could just wait until he’s finished—”

			“No.” Eve stepped on the elevator. “Level Three,” she ordered, and watched the horrified Lucia until the doors whispered closed.

			She stepped off again into a blast of high-tech music that pumped, hot as summer, into the white-walled studio. Equipment—lights, filters, fans, gauzy screens—was centered around a staged area where a buck-naked model draped herself, in various athletic positions, over a huge red chair.

			The model was black, and Eve’s estimate put her at six feet tall. She was lean as a greyhound, and appeared to have joints made of jelly.

			There were three cameras on tripods, and another held by a burly man in baggy jeans and a loose blue shirt. Two others, a tiny woman in a sleeveless black skinsuit and a young man with a tumbling crop of orange hair, looked on with expressions of concentrated concern.

			Eve stepped toward the set, started to speak. The young woman turned slightly, spotted her. Shock covered her face first, and was immediately chased by horror.

			If Eve hadn’t seen the same look on Lucia’s face, she might have drawn her weapon and spun to confront whatever terrible danger lurked at her back.

			Instead, she kept moving forward, close enough to catch the guppy gulps of distress from the woman, then the choked gasp from the young man. The model met Eve’s eyes with a bright glint of humor, and smirked.

			“No smile!” This exploded from the man with the camera in a tone that had both assistants jumping, and the model simply relaxing her lips as she bowed her body like a long supple willow branch over the chair.

			“You’ve got company, honey.” She purred it, velvet-voiced, as she gestured with an endless and fluid arm.

			He whirled, lowering his camera.

			The snarl came first, and she had to admit, it was impressive. She’d never seen an actual bear, but she’d seen pictures. He had the look, and with the snarl, the sound of one.

			He was a solid three inches over six feet, and a generous two-eighty, by her estimate. Wide of chest, thick of arm, with hands as big as serving platters.

			And dead ugly. His eyes were small and muddy, his nose flat and spread over much of his face, his lips were flabby. At the moment, veins were bulging and pulsing in his domed-forehead, and over the shiny ball of his shaved head.

			“Get out!” He banged a fist on his own bald head as he shouted as if he were trying to dislodge small demons that lived in his brain. “Get out before I kill you.”

			Eve pulled out her badge. “You want to be careful using that particular part of speech to a cop. I need to ask you some questions.”

			“A cop? A cop? I don’t give a flying fuck if you’re a cop. I don’t give a flying fuck if you’re God Almighty come for Judgment Day. Get out, or I’ll twist your arms off your shoulders and beat you to bloody death with them.”

			She had to give it to him, that was a good one. As he started toward her, she shifted her weight. And when one of his beefy hands reached for her, she kicked him, full out, in the balls.

			He went down like a tree, face first, bounced once. She imagined he was groaning and/or gasping, but she couldn’t hear over the blasting music.

			“Shut that shit off,” she ordered.

			“End music program.” The young man sputtered it out as he danced in thin-heeled boots. “My God, my God, she’s killed Hastings. She’s killed him. Call the MTs, call somebody.”

			The music dropped away during his shouts, so they echoed around the room.

			“Oh, pull yourself together, you asshole.” The model rose, walked—graceful and naked—to a bottle of water on a high counter. “He’s not dead. His balls are probably in his throat, but he’s still breathing. Excellent stopping power,” she said to Eve, then drank deeply.

			“Thanks.” She crouched down to where the felled tree was now wheezing. “Dirk Hastings? I’m Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD. I’ve just spared you from an arrest for assaulting an officer. I’m happy to counteract that by hauling your idiot ass down to Central in restraints, or you can get your breath back and answer my questions here, in the comfort of your own home.”

			“I . . . want . . . a . . . lawyer,” he managed.

			“Sure, you can have that little thing. Call one up, and he can meet us at Central.”

			“I don’t . . .” He sucked in air, expelled it. “Don’t have to go anywhere with you, vicious bitch.”

			“Oh yeah. You do. Know why? I’m a vicious bitch with a badge and a weapon, so I’m as good as God Almighty come for Judgment Day. Here or there, pal. That’s the only call you’ve got.”

			He managed to roll onto his back. His face was still sheet-white, but his breathing was steadier.

			“Take your time,” she told him. “Think about it.” She straightened, lifted her brows at the still-naked model. “You got a robe or something?”

			“Or something.” She strolled over to a swatch of blue-and-white material hanging on a hook. With a few liquid moves, she shimmied it over her head where it slid down and turned itself into a microdress.

			“Names,” Eve said. “You first.”

			“Tourmaline.” The model walked back to the chair, stretched herself out. “Just Tourmaline. I had it changed legally because I liked the way it sounded. Freelance artist’s model.”

			“You do regular sessions with him?”

			“This is my third this year. Personality-wise he’s a jerk, but he knows what he’s doing with a camera, and he doesn’t try to bang the model.”

			Eve turned slightly as Peabody came off the elevator. Peabody let her eyes widen at the sight of the enormous man sprawled on the floor, but walked to Eve briskly. “I have that data for you, Lieutenant.”

			“Hold on to it a minute. Tourmaline, give the officer your information, address, contact number. Then you can either find somewhere to wait, or take off. We’ll get in touch if we need to speak with you.”

			“Might as well take off. He won’t be shooting any more today.”

			“Up to you. Next.” She pointed at the young man.

			“Dingo Wilkens.”

			“Dingo?”

			“Well, um, Robert Lewis Wilkens, but—”

			“Fine. What’s in that room?” she asked, pointing toward a door.

			“Um. Dressing area. It’s—”

			“Good. Go there. Sit down. Wait. You.” She gave the girl a come-ahead gesture. “Name?”

			“Liza Blue.”

			“Jesus. Does everybody make up names here? Go with the dingo.”

			They scurried off as Eve put her hands on her hips and looked back down at Hastings. He had his camera again, and was aiming it at her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			“Strong face. Good form. Lots of attitude.” He lowered the camera, spread his lips in a smile. “I’ll call it Bitch Cop.”

			“Well, you’ve got your breath back. You want to stay down there, or are you going to get up?”

			“You going to kick me in the balls again?”

			“If you need it. Take the chair,” she suggested, and snagged a stool by the high counter, dragged it over. Still holding the camera, Hastings limped over to the red chair, then sprawled in it.

			“You interrupted my work. I was in the zone.”

			“Now, you’re in my zone. What kind of camera is that?”

			“Rizeri 5M. What’s it to you?”

			“That your usual tool?”

			“Depends, for Christ’s sake. I use a Bornaze 6000 for some shots. Still pull out the Hasselblad Twenty-First when the spirit moves. You want a fricking imaging lesson or what?”

			“How about the Hiserman DigiKing.”

			“Piece of shit. For amateurs. Jesus.”

			“So, Hastings,” she said conversationally, “you like following people around? Following pretty women, taking their pictures.”

			“I am a portographer. It’s what I do.”

			“You’ve got two stalking busts.”

			“Bogus! Bullshit! I’m a freaking artist.” He leaned forward. “Listen, they should have been grateful I found them of interest. Does a rose file charges when its image is captured?”

			“Maybe you should snap pictures of flowers.”

			“Faces, forms—they are my medium. And I don’t snap pictures. I create images. I paid the fines.” He dismissed this with a wave of the hand. “I did the community service, for Christ’s sake. And in both cases, the portraitures I created immortalized those ridiculous and ungrateful women.”

			“Is that what you’re looking for? Immortality?”

			“It’s what I have.” He glanced over at Peabody, swung the camera up again, framed her in, took the shot, all in one smooth move. “Foot soldier,” he said and took another before Peabody could blink. “Good face. Square and sturdy.”

			“I was thinking, if I had some of the pudge sucked out of the cheeks.” Peabody sucked it in herself to demonstrate. “I’d get a little more cheekbone, then—”

			“Leave it alone. Square is righteous.”

			“But—”

			“Excuse me.” With what she considered heroic patience, Eve raised a hand. “Can we get back to the point?”

			“Sorry, sir,” Peabody muttered.

			“What point? Immortality?” Hastings heaved his mountainous shoulders. “It’s what I have. What I give. Artist, subject. The relationship is intimate, more than sex, more than blood. It’s an intimacy of spirit. Your image,” he said, tapping the camera, “becomes my image. My vision, your reality in one defining moment.”

			“Uh-huh. And it pisses you off when people don’t understand and appreciate what you’re offering them.”

			“Well, of course it does. People are idiots. Morons. Every one.”

			“So you spend your life immortalizing idiots and morons.”

			“Yes, I do. And making them more than they are.”

			“And what do they make you?”

			“Fulfilled.”

			“So, what’s your method? You shoot here, in the studio with a professional.”

			“Sometimes. Or I wander the streets, until a face speaks to me. In order to live in this corrupt world, I take consignments. Portraits. Weddings, funerals, children, and so on. But I prefer a free hand.”

			“Where were your hands, and the rest of you, on the night of August eighth, and the morning of August ninth?”

			“How the hell do I know?”

			“Think about it. Night before last, starting at nine P.M.”

			“Working. Here, and up in my apartment. I’m creating a montage. Eyes. Eyes from birth to death.”

			“Interested in death, are you?”

			“Of course. Without it, what’s life?”

			“Were you working alone?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Talk to anyone, see anyone after nine?”

			His lips peeled back. “I said I was working. I don’t like to be disturbed.”

			“So you were alone, here, alone, all evening. All night.”

			“I just said so. I worked until about midnight, I’d think. I don’t watch the freaking clock. I probably had a drink, then took a long, hot bath to relax the body and mind. Was in bed around one.”

			“Do you own a vehicle, Hastings?”

			“I don’t understand these questions. Yes, I own a vehicle. Of course I own a vehicle. I have to get around, don’t I? Do you think I’d depend on public transportation? I have a car, and a four-person van used primarily for consignments when more equipment and assistants are required.”

			“When did you first meet Rachel Howard?”

			“I don’t know anyone by that name.”

			She rose, walked over to Peabody. “Receipts?”

			Hastily, Peabody stopped sucking in her cheeks. “Two. She used a debit card on two occasions for small purchases. June and July.”

			“Okay. Go check on the other two. Just peek in, look intimidating.”

			“One of my favorites.”

			Eve went back to the stool. “Rachel Howard is on record as a customer of your business.”

			After a long stare, Hastings let out a snort. “I don’t know the idiot customers. I hire people to deal with idiot customers.”

			“Maybe this will refresh your memory.” She pulled out the candid shot from the 24/7, and offered it.

			There was a flicker, very brief, but she caught it. “A good face,” he said casually. “Open, naive, young. I don’t know her.”

			“Yes, you do. You recognize her.”

			“I don’t know her,” he repeated.

			“Try this one.” With her eyes on his, Eve drew out the posed photo.

			“Almost brilliant,” he murmured. “Very nearly brilliant.” He rose with the print, moved to the window to study it. “The composition, the arrangement, the tones. Youth, sweetness, and that openness still there, even though she’s dead.”

			“Why do you say she’s dead?”

			“I photograph the dead. The funerals people want preserved. And I go to the morgue now and then, pay a tech to let me photograph a body. I recognize death.”

			He lowered the print, glared at Eve. “You think I killed this girl? You actually think I killed her? For what?”

			“You tell me. You know her.”

			“Her face is familiar.” Now, he wet his lips as he looked back at the print. “But there are so many faces. She looks . . . I’ve seen her before. Somewhere. Somewhere.”

			He came back, sat heavily. “I’ve seen her face somewhere, but I don’t know her. Why would I kill someone I don’t know, when I know so many people who irritate me, and haven’t killed any of them?”

			 

			It was a damn good question, to Eve’s mind. She pressed and probed another fifteen minutes, then stashed him in a room while she pulled out the young male assistant.

			“Okay, Dingo, what do you do for Hastings?”

			“I-I-I-I-I-”

			“Stop. Breathe. In and out, come on.”

			Once he’d gulped in air, he tried again. “I’m working as studio and on-site assistant. I-I-” He sucked in air when Eve pointed her finger at him. “I have the camera ready, set the lights, change the set, whatever he wants.”

			“How long have you worked for him?”

			“Two weeks.” Dingo looked cautiously at the door of the room where Hastings waited. Then leaning closer to Eve, he dropped his voice to a whisper. “Mostly his assistants don’t last long. I heard the one before me was in and out in three hours. That’s kind of a record. The longest was six weeks.”

			“And why is this?”

			“He freaks, man. Complete meltdown. Nuclear. You screw up, you don’t screw up, whatever, if something doesn’t fly right for him, he’s orbital.”

			“Violent?”

			“He breaks shit, throws shit. I saw him beat his own head against the wall last week.”

			“Seen him beat anybody else’s?”

			“Not so far, but I heard he threatened to throw this guy in front of a maxibus during a field shoot. I don’t think he actually did it, or anything.”

			“Have you seen this girl around here? In person, in portraits?”

			Dingo took the print. “No. Not my type.”

			“Oh?”

			“She doesn’t look like she’d party.”

			“Would you say she’s Hastings’s type?”

			“For party-time?”

			“For any time.”

			“Not for partying. Don’t think the dude parties much. But he’d go for the face.”

			“You own a vehicle, Dingo?”

			He glanced up at her again. “I got an airboard.”

			“A vehicle, with doors?”

			“Nah.” He actually grinned at the idea of it. “But I can drive. That’s one of the reasons I got the job, because I can drive Hastings to consignments and shit.” He paused a minute, frowned down at the print. “He didn’t really throw somebody in front of a maxi, did he?”

			“Not that I know of. What were you doing night before last?”

			“Just hanging, I guess.”

			“And where would this hanging have taken place?”

			“Um . . . I dunno. I was just . . .” The light dawned, turning his eyes into wide, glassy saucers in a face gone dead pale. “Oh man, oh Jesus, I’m like a suspect?”

			“Why don’t you tell me where you were, what you were doing, who you were with?”

			“I-I-I, jeez! Loose and Brick and Jazz and me, we hung at Brick’s place for a while, then we cruised The Spot, this club we go to mostly, and Loose, he got pretty messed up, so we dumped him home about, jeez, about one, maybe? Then we hung a little more, and I went home and crashed.”

			“Do these hanging buddies have actual names?”

			“Oh, oh, yeah.”

			“Give them to the officer, along with your address. Then you’re free to go.”

			“I can go? Just go?” His face underwent rapid changes, from shock to suspicion, from relief to disappointment. “I don’t have to, like, get a lawyer or something?”

			“Just stay available, Dingo.”

			 

			She had to pick her way through the same minefield of nerves with Liza Blue, who turned out to be hair and enhancement consultant. When her teeth started chattering, Eve heaved a long, long breath.

			“Look, Liza, do you have anything to feel guilty about?”

			“Well, I cheated on my boyfriend last week.”

			“I’m not going to arrest you for that. How long have you worked for Hastings?”

			“Um, I freelance, you know. I work for lots of photographers, and do hair and enhancements for weddings and special occasions, like that. He likes my work, so I’ve been doing shoots for about a year.” She looked plaintively at Eve. “Is that right?”

			“Who supplies the enhancements?”

			“I have my own kit, but Hastings keeps a supply. He’s real fussy. Lots of them are.”

			“Does he have any Barrymore products?”

			“Sure. That’s good stuff.”

			“Have you ever worked on this girl?” Eve asked, handing over the print of Rachel Howard.

			Liza pursed her lips. “I don’t think so. I’d use a good strong pink lipdye. If I used Barrymore, like you were asking about, I’d maybe use First Blush or Spring Rose. Bring out the shape of her mouth. She’s got a nice one, but it could pop a little more. And she ought to bring out her eyes some. She looks kind of familiar though. I don’t know where—”

			She broke off, and dropped the print as if it had burst into flames. “That’s the one who’s dead. I saw on the news. That’s the girl they found downtown in a recycle bin.”

			“Where were you night before last?”

			“With my boyfriend.” Her voice quivered. “With Ivan. I felt real bad about cheating on him. I don’t know why I did. I almost told him last night, but I clucked. We went to a vid, then back to his place.”

			“Peabody, get her data. You can go on home, Liza.”

			“You think maybe Hastings killed her? I don’t want to come back here if you think he killed her.”

			“He’s not charged with anything. I just need to ask questions.”

			Eve went to the room where Hastings waited. He was sitting, his arms folded over his chest, staring at himself in the dressing room mirror.

			“We can do this a couple of ways,” Eve began. “I can take you in, hold you, while I get warrants to search this building, including your private residence upstairs, and your vehicles. Or, you can agree now to allow this search.”

			“You’re not going to find a fucking thing.”

			“Well then, it shouldn’t worry you to have us look.”

			His eyes met hers in the mirror. “So look.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			She called in a team, and looked.

			She found no illegals, which surprised her. She’d have pegged Hastings as the type for a taste of a little recreational Zoner, but his place was clean. None of the tranq used in subduing Rachel Howard turned up in the toss of his apartment, studio, or vehicles.

			There were a number of Barrymore enhancements in the studio kit, and she matched the shades and products to those used on Rachel.

			Tried to imagine Hastings carefully painting the girl's lips, brushing color on her eyelids with those big hands.

			There was no chair on the premises that matched the one used in Rachel’s death portrait, but she did find a large spool of wire. The wire and enhancements went into evidence bags, without a peep of protest from Hastings when she gave him a receipt.

			She’d leave it to the sweepers and lab techs to take samples of carpet for a comparison to the fibers in evidence while she concentrated on the massive imaging files.

			Part of that concentration was to breathe down McNab’s neck while he ran a disc search.

			“Lieutenant.” In defense, McNab hunched his bony shoulders. “This guy’s got tens of thousands of images on file. It’s going to take some time for me to run through them and match the victim’s face, if she’s here.”

			“She’s here. He recognized her.”

			“Okay, but . . .” He turned his head, and all but bumped noses with Eve. “I could use a little space here.”

			Eve scowled at the computer screen. Half of it was filled with Rachel’s smiling face, the other with a rapid blur as filed images whizzed by. Sooner or later it would stop. She knew it would stop. And a second image of Rachel would appear.

			“The machine’s doing all the work.”

			“I respectfully disagree,” he replied. “The machine’s only as good as its operator.”

			“EDD propaganda.” But she backed off. She was crowding him, and knew it. “I want to know the minute you get a hit.”

			“You’ll be the first.”

			She glanced over to where Hastings sat, arms folded, mouth set in a perpetual frown as he watched the small army of cops buzz through his studio. With her attention on him, she motioned to her aide. “Peabody.”

			“Sir.”

			“Pick a uniform and go interview the second name on your list.”

			“Sir?”

			“Was there some foreign language in that order?”

			“You want me to handle the interview?” Peabody’s face had gone sheet pale. “Without you?”

			“Is there any reason, after more than a year in Homicide, you feel unable to question a suspect without the primary holding your hand?”

			“No, sir.” Now her face went bright pink. “It’s just that you always—I haven’t—” She swallowed hard under Eve’s bland stare, then squared her shoulders. “I’ll take Catstevens, Lieutenant.”

			“Fine. When you’ve finished, contact me for further orders.”

			“Yes, sir. I appreciate you trusting me with this.”

			“Good. Don’t screw up.” She turned her back on Peabody, mentally crossing her fingers to wish her aide luck, then sauntered over to Hastings.

			Her gut told her the lead was here, and Peabody would get nothing more out of the assignment than some solid field experience.

			She leaned back against the windowsill, crossed her feet at the ankles. “It’s a pisser, isn’t it, having strangers put their fingers all over your stuff.” She waited a beat while he simply stared through her. “We can cut a lot of the crap if you tell me how you know Rachel Howard.”

			“I never said I knew her. Seen her face somewhere. That’s not a freaking crime.”

			“You take pictures of her?”

			“Might have.”

			“Here, in the studio.”

			His brows drew together. Eve saw him struggle to think back. “No.”

			“She’s never been up here?”

			“How the hell do I know?” His voice boomed out again, ripe with frustration. “People bring people up here. Christ knows why. I hire a model or a group, and they just have to bring somebody along. Mostly I kick their asses back out, but every once in a while I’m in a good mood.” He smiled thinly. “I try not to let that happen often.”

			“You make decent money with the imaging?”

			Now he sneered. “You make decent money as a cop?”

			“Hell, no. So you do it because you do it.” She hooked her thumbs in her pockets, finding herself intrigued by him. “And you take images of people, even when you don’t particularly like the breed.” Now, she nodded. “I can relate to that. But what we have here’s a pretty young girl. Men usually find a use for pretty young girls.”

			His color came up. “I don’t muck around with the college set. For Christ’s sake, I’m forty years old, what do I want with some skinny coed? I use LCs for sex. It’s clean, professional, and there’s no baggage. I don’t like personal connections.”

			He’s playing me, Eve thought with some amusement. “Yeah, they sure complicate things.”

			“I like faces.” He muttered it. “I can sit here right now thinking you’re a pain in the ass cop who’s royally screwed up my day, but I like your face. I can hate your guts and still like your face.”

			“I don’t know what the hell to think about yours.”

			Now he snorted. “Don’t come much uglier. But there’s a beauty in that.” He looked down at his hands a moment, then blew out a windy sigh. “I never killed that girl. Never killed anyone. I like to think of ways to kill people who irritate me. Throwing them off high buildings, boiling them in oil, locking them in a dark room with live snakes, that kind of thing. It gets me through the day.”

			“You’re a piece of work, Hastings.”

			“We all are. That face. That girl’s face. Harmless. You know what makes people such pricks, Lieutenant Dallas?”

			“They destroy the harmless.”

			“Yeah, they do.”

			“Lieutenant!” McNab waved a hand with his eyes still on-screen. “Found her.”

			She crossed over, studied the screen. She spotted Rachel instantly, though she was in a group of other young people. Dressed up, fussy dresses, with flowers in the background. Some sort of formal party, she imagined. Probably a wedding.

			Rachel had her arm around another girl, her own head thrown back as the photo caught her in a bright, delighted laugh.

			“Hastings.” Eve motioned him over. “Who, what, where, and when?” she demanded.

			“That’s it!” His shoulder bumped McNab as he maneuvered to study the full screen, and nearly knocked the lightweight EDD man out of his chair. “I knew I’d seen that face. What is this, what is this? Yeah, the Morelli-Desoto wedding, in January. See it’s labeled. There are more—”

			“Don’t touch the keyboard,” Eve snapped. “McNab, enlarge and print the image. You’ve got more of her, Hastings?”

			“I got the whole fricking wedding. Part of the package is I keep them for a year so people can take their time selecting. And Aunt Jane or Grandma Whoosits can come around six months later and order some. There’re more of the girl there, and some I took of just her because of that face.”

			“McNab, run through, select any images of the victim. Enlarge and print.”

			He scrolled through, giving the commands. Eve saw portions of the wedding unfold—the bride and groom, the family portraits, the candids. Young people, old people, friends and relatives.

			“That’s the lot, Dallas.”

			“No. No, it’s not,” Hastings interrupted before Eve could speak. “I took more. I told you I took more of her, and some other faces that interested me. Subfile on this disc. Faces. They’re under Faces.”

			McNab called it up. Eve noted Hastings hadn’t bothered with the bride or groom here. There was a portrait of an old, old woman, a dreamy smile almost lost in the wrinkled map of her face. A child with icing ringing his mouth. Another, surprisingly tender, of a little girl in her party dress, fast asleep across a chair.

			Faces streamed by.

			“This isn’t right,” Hastings muttered. “She’s not in here. I took them, goddamn it. Four or five candids, two posed. I took more of her than anyone else outside the freaking wedding party. I took those shots.”

			“I believe you.” Considering, Eve tapped her fingers on her thigh. “Couple of things here, Hastings. Are you willing to take a Truth Test?”

			“Fuck. Fuck. Yeah, what the hell.”

			“I’ll set it up.” She glanced at her wrist unit. Too late in the day to schedule one. “For tomorrow. Now, who worked with you on this job?”

			“How the hell do I know? It was freaking January.”

			“You got files, records?”

			“Sure, on the jobs, on the images, on the shoots. Not on assistants. I go through assistants like toilet paper, and toilet paper’s a lot more useful.”

			“You pay them, don’t you?”

			“More than they’re worth,” he began, then blinked. “Right. Right. Lucia takes care of it. She’ll know.”

			 

			For the first time since he’d laid eyes on Eve, Roarke was relieved she wasn’t there when he got home. Ignoring a quick tug of guilt, he went directly upstairs rather than heading back to Summerset’s quarters to check on him.

			He needed time. He needed privacy. He needed, for Christ’s sweet sake, to think.

			It could all be a hoax. It probably was, he told himself as he coded into the secured room that held his unregistered equipment. It likely was a hoax, some complicated, convoluted scheme to bilk him out of some ready cash, or to distract him from some upcoming negotiations.

			But why use something so deeply buried in his past? Why, for God’s sake, try to tangle him up with something he could, and bloody well would, unravel quickly enough?

			It was bullshit. Bollocks.

			But he wasn’t quite sure.

			Because he wanted a drink, a little too much, he opted for coffee, strong and black, before turning to the sleek black console.

			He’d had this room built, had added all the security precautions personally. For one purpose. To get around the all-seeing eye and the sticky tendrils of CompuGuard. There was some business, even for the legitimate businessman he’d become, that was no one’s concern but his.

			Here, in this room with its privacy screened windows, its secured door, he could send and receive any communiqués, conduct any searches, hack into anything he had the time or skill to pursue without alerting CompuGuard.

			There had been a time, not so long ago in the grand scheme of things, when he’d used the equipment in this room for purposes not quite legal—as much for fun, he could admit, as for profit. Perhaps even more out of simple habit.

			He’d grown up a thief and a grifter, and such habits were difficult to break. Especially if you were good.

			He’d always been good.

			So good, it had been a very long time since he’d needed to steal to survive. He’d shed his criminal associations and activities, layer by layer, slicking on the polish money could bring.

			He’d made something of himself, he thought now, as he looked around the room. Had begun to, in any case.

			Then there’d been Eve. His cop. What could a man do when he was so utterly besotted but shed more layers?

			She’d been the making of him, Roarke supposed. And still, for all they were to each other, there was a core in him even she couldn’t touch.

			Now someone had come along, some stranger trying to make him believe that everything up to now—everything he’d done, everything he was, everything he wanted—rested on a lie? A lie, and murder?

			He crossed to a mirror. His face, his father’s face. All but one and the same, and there was no getting around it. It wasn’t something he thought about often, even considered. Which was why, he imagined, having it slapped hard in that face this way shook him down to that hard, cold, unreachable core.

			So, he would deal with it. And be done with it.

			He sat behind the glossy, U-shaped console, laid his palm on the screen against the slick black. It glowed red as it scanned his palmprint. And his face was set, like stone.

			“This is Roarke,” he said. “Open operations.”

			Lights winked on, machines began their quiet, almost human hum. And he got to work.

			First, he ordered a deep-level search on Moira O’Bannion. He would know her better than she knew herself before he was done.

			The first level was basic. Her date and place of birth, her parents and siblings, her husband and children. Her work record. It jibed with what she’d told him, but he’d expected that.

			A good con required a good foundation, didn’t it? Who knew that better than he did?

			She had to be lying. Had to be, because if she wasn’t . . .

			Pain and panic crashed in his gut. He bore down, stared at the data on-screen. She had to be lying, and that was that. He only had to find the first chink, and the rest of her fanciful story would crumble.

			As the layers peeled away, he studied her medical records, her financials, and those of her family. With a deadly calm he stripped away her privacy, and that of everyone connected to her.

			It took him a full hour and he found nothing that sent up a flag.

			He got more coffee, settled himself again, then spoke the command he’d hoped to avoid.

			“Run search on Siobhan Brody, born County Clare, Ireland, between 2003 and 2006.”

			
				WORKING . . . THIRTY-THREE FEMALES BORN DURING THAT TIME PERIOD UNDER THIS NAME.

			

			“Subject is purported  to be one of twins.”

			
				WORKING . . . FOUR FEMALES BORN DURING THAT TIME PERIOD UNDER THIS NAME WHO WERE ONE OF TWINS.

			

			Now his palms were damp. He was stalling, and knew it. Taking too many steps to find a single answer. “Subject is one of twin girls, sibling Sinead.”

			
				WORKING . . . MATCH FOUND, SEARCHING . . .

			

			“Display most recent image of subject while searching. Wall Screen One.”

			
				DISPLAYING. I.D. IMAGE SIOBHAN BRODY, SEPTEMBER 5, 2023.

			

			She shimmered onto the screen, filled it with her young, pretty face, her shy smile. Her hair was bright, bold red, drawn smoothly back from her head, her eyes a soft, soft green, her skin all roses and milk.

			Younger, Roarke thought as his gut twisted, a year or two younger than the picture he’d seen in Moira O’Bannion’s office. And without that deep sadness, without the wear and the bruises. But the same girl. The same.

			
				BRODY, SIOBHAN, BORN TULLA, COUNTY CLARE, IRELAND, SEPTEMBER 2, 2005. PARENTS COLIN BRODY AND PATRICIA CARNEY BRODY, FARMERS. SIBLINGS EDWARD BRODY, FERGUS BRODY, SINEAD BRODY, TWIN. EDUCATED AT MOTHER OF MERCY THROUGH GRADE TWELVE. NO FURTHER EDUCATION. EMPLOYMENT, FAMILY BUSINESS. ADDITIONAL EMPLOYMENT CARNEY’S PUB, TULLA, 2022 THROUGH 2023. THE WHITE HORSE, DUBLIN, NOVEMBER 2023 THROUGH OCTOBER 2024.

			

			He stared at the screen image. “Additional data requested. Marriage, children, current status.”

			
				NO MARRIAGE ON RECORD, NO LEGAL COHABITATION ON RECORD, NO CHILD ON RECORD. CURRENT STATUS UNKNOWN. THERE IS NO DATA ON BRODY, SIOBHAN, AFTER OCTOBER 2024.

			

			A line of icy sweat trailed down the center of his back. No record. Dropped off the face, he thought.

			“Criminal investigations relating to, medical records, financials, known associates. Something for fuck’s sake.”

			
				WORKING . . .

			

			There was more, he told himself as he rose. And this time he went for whiskey. There was always more. He’d find it.

			 

			Eve walked in the door only two hours over shift. She told herself she was pleased Summerset wasn’t in the foyer waiting to hassle her, and the only reason she headed back to his quarters was for the chance to hassle him.

			She found him in his living area, propped in his chair with some sort of long-hair piano music playing while he paged through a thick, leather-bound book she imagined came from Roarke’s personal library.

			Galahad, perched on the arm of the chair, blinked at her.

			“Where’s the warden?” Eve asked.

			“Taking a brisk walk around the estate, while I enjoy some much-deserved solitude.” Though he pretended reluctance, he marked and closed the book, prepared to be entertained. “You’re quite late this evening.”

			“I don’t live by the clock.”

			“Despite my temporary difficulties, I still run this household, and require some notification of your schedule. You were expected more than an hour ago.”

			“You know, this is funny, I see your mouth moving but all I hear is blah, blah, blah. Maybe your little trip damaged your vocal cords. I should ask Nurse Happy Time to check it out.”

			He peeled his lips back in a grin. “You must have had a quiet day. There’s no blood on you for a change.”

			“Day’s not over. I’d better go see if Roarke made it home on schedule, so he doesn’t get scolded.”

			“He’s been back for some time.” And hadn’t come back to visit. “He’s in the private office.”

			Her eyebrows went up, but she shrugged. “I’ve got work. Oh, and so you know, I left my vehicle out front to embarrass you if you have any visitors this evening.”

			When she strolled out, Summerset sat back, satisfied, and listened to Chopin while he scratched Galahad between the ears.

			Eve went directly up to the private office, used the palm plate, gave her name and code.

			
				ACCESS DENIED.

			

			Baffled, she stared at the locked door, the blinking red light above it. “Well, that’s bull,” she grumbled and gave the door a little kick before trying again.

			
				ACCESS DENIED.

			

			On an oath, she yanked out her pocket-link and called Roarke’s personal number. Her brows drew together when his voice slid out, but her screen remained blank.

			Why the hell would he block video?

			“Hey, what’s up? I’m standing outside the door, but my code’s not working.”

			“Give me a minute.”

			When the ’link clicked off, she stared at it. “Sure, ace, I’ll give you a minute.”

			It took a full one, and a bit more, before she heard the security stand down. The light went green.

			When she stepped in, he was seated behind the console. His sleeves were rolled up, a sign to her that he was working one or more of the keyboards manually.

			But his face was as blank as the wall screens.

			The door shut behind her, and locked.

			“What’s going on?”

			“I have work.”

			“On the unregistered?”

			Annoyance flickered over his face, and he picked up the heavy crystal glass at his elbow, watching her over the rim, coolly, dispassionately, as he drank. “Yes. On the unregistered.”

			There was no warmth in his voice. No smile of greeting. “Is there a problem?”

			He swirled the liquid in his glass and watched her the way she’d seen him watch an adversary he intended to dispose of. “Why should there be?”

			Baffled, she walked behind the console, but the screens there were also dark and blank. She caught the sharp scents of whiskey and tobacco. The ripple of unease she felt increased. “Because I was denied access, because you’re sitting here drinking, because you closed down whatever you’re working on so I couldn’t see it.”

			“You were denied access because I’m working on a private matter. I’m drinking because I wanted a drink.” He lifted the glass to his lips again, as if to prove it. “I closed down because what I’m doing has nothing to do with you. Does that clear it up for you, Lieutenant?”

			There was a little punch of shock, dead center in her throat. Instinctively, she searched back through the day for something said or done to have caused his anger.

			For it was anger, under all that cold wash. Hot and bubbling.

			“If you’re pissed at me about something, I’d like to know what it is. That way when I kick your ass, we’ll both know why.”

			Get out, was all he could think. Get out and leave me be so I can finish this nightmare. “Not everything I do pertains to you. Not everything I feel revolves around you.”

			It was a quick and nasty slice in the heart, and she struggled to ignore it. “Look, something’s wrong. I can see it.” Worried now, she laid a hand on his shoulder, rubbed. And felt the vicious knots of tensed muscles. “If this is about Summerset, I just saw him, and he’s his usual irritating self. I know you’re upset about what happened to him, but—”

			“He’s being well seen to, isn’t he? I’ve taken care of it. It might occur to you that I’ve more on my mind than you, and him, your work, your worries.” He shoved away from her to get up, to get away from that supportive hand on his shoulder, to go over to pour another whiskey with the foolish hope that this time it might flood away the sickness inside him.

			“Roarke—”

			“Goddamn it, Eve, I’m busy here.” He snapped it out, and stopped her in her tracks. “Give me some fucking space, will you? I’m not in the mood to chat or for a quick shag or a replay of your day.”

			Insult and anger lit her face. “Just what the hell are you in the mood for?”

			“To be left alone to do what I’m set to do here.”

			I can’t stand having you here, can’t stand doing what I’m doing.

			“The time I spend diddling about with your work takes away from my own, and I’ve got to make it up when I choose. As the bloody door was locked, it might’ve occurred to you that I didn’t want to be interrupted. I’ve a great deal to do, so why don’t you be about your own? I’ve no doubt you’ve plenty of the dead to keep you occupied for one evening.”

			“Yeah.” She nodded slowly, and the temper in her eyes had faded into astonished hurt. “I’ve always got the dead. I’ll just get the hell out of your way.”

			She strode for the door, heard the locks whisper open even before she reached it. The instant she was through, it shut and locked tight.

			Inside, Roarke stared into the glass, then simply hurled it against the wall so the crystal showered to the floor like lethal tears.

			 

			She went to work, or tried, started by running all the names she’d been able to get from Hastings. She’d talk to each personally, but she wanted the basic background before she began.

			She had Peabody’s very detailed report on her foray into the field. The second pop was tidily alibied for Rachel Howard’s murder. Eve expected the alibi to hold, but would have Peabody follow up.

			She ran more probabilities, checked her notes, set up a board on which she pinned the images of Rachel, the class schedule, a blueprint of the parking lot, an overview of Columbia campus.

			And she worried about Roarke.

			At midnight, she walked into the bedroom, found it empty. The house computer told her he was where she’d left him.

			He was still there when she climbed into bed alone just before one A.M.

			She didn’t mind a fight. The fact was, sometimes a good fight livened things up. Got the blood moving. And no matter how mad they might get at each other, they were always involved.

			This hadn’t been a fight. He’d just cut her off, cut her out, watched her with cold blue eyes, the way he might watch a stranger. Or a slightly annoying acquaintance.

			She shouldn’t have walked out, she told herself as she rolled to find some comfort in the big bed. She should’ve stayed, made him fight until he’d told her what was wrong.

			He’d known exactly the way to get her to go. If he’d fought with her, she’d have waded in. But he’d dismissed her, flicked her away, stunning her so she’d been out the door with her tail between her legs.

			Just wait, she thought. Just wait until she got hold of him again.

			 

			While she lay there, sleepless in the dark, a nineteen-year-old performing arts student named Kenby Sulu was being immortalized.

			He stood tall, slim, forever young, his body carefully posed, his lifeless limbs supported by hair-thin wire so that he might look perfect in the dispassionate lens of the camera.

			
				Such light! Such strong light. It coats me. It feeds me. He was brilliant, this clever young man with the dancer’s build and the artist’s soul. Now he is me. What he was lives forever in me.

				I could feel him merge with Rachel, with me. We are more intimate than lovers now. We are one force of life, more than each of us could ever be without the other. 

				What a gift they have given me. And so I have given them eternity. 

				There will be no shadows in them. 

				Only the mad would call this madness. Only the blind will look and not see. 

				Soon, very soon, I think I can show the world what I’ve done. But first, more light. I need two more before I share with the world. 

				But, of course, I must give them a peek.

			

			When all was done that needed to be done, a note and an image were sent to Nadine Furst, at Channel 75.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			The beeping of the bedside ’link shot her out of a nightmare. From dark to dark. Shivering, groping through the panic, she dragged at the tangled sheets.

			“Block video. Oh Jesus, lights, ten percent. Damn it, goddamn it.”

			Eve scrubbed the heels of her hands over her damp cheeks, sucked at air while her heart continued to thunder, and answered the call.

			“Dallas.”

			
				DISPATCH, DALLAS, LIEUTENANT EVE.

			

			She dragged at her hair. “Acknowledged.”

			
				REPORT IMMEDIATELY, LINCOLN CENTER, ENTRANCE TO METROPOLITAN OPERA HOUSE. POSSIBLE HOMICIDE.

			

			“Is the scene secure?”

			
				AFFIRMATIVE.

			

			“Notify Peabody, Officer Delia. My ETA, twenty minutes.”

			
				ACKNOWLEDGED. DISPATCH OUT.

			

			She rolled out of bed, the empty bed. It was nearly four in the morning, but he hadn’t come to bed. Her skin was clammy from the nightmare, so she gave herself two minutes in the shower, another minute in the swirling heat of the drying tube, and felt almost steady again.

			She dressed quickly in the dim light, strapped on her weapon, pocketed her badge, her field restraints, clipped on her recorder. And was halfway out the bedroom door when she cursed, stalked back, and dug a memo cube out of the drawer of the night stand.

			“I caught a case,” she said into it. “I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

			She thought of a dozen things she wanted to say, but they all seemed pointless. So she left it at that, tossed the memo on the bed, and went to work.

			 

			The police sensors were up, flashing red and yellow. At the curb a couple of black-and-whites nosed together, with their cones circling in cold blue, hot red.

			The great fountain that graced the wide terrace was quiet, and the elegant building behind it dressed in shadows. She’d lived a decade in New York without ever having come to this cathedral of the arts. Until Roarke had taken her inside to the theater, to concerts, even the opera.

			When you were hooked up with a man like Roarke, she thought, your horizons broadened whether you wanted them to or not.

			What the hell was wrong with him?

			“Lieutenant.”

			She nodded to the uniform who greeted her and pulled herself back. A cop didn’t have a personal life, or personal worries on a crime scene.

			“What have we got?” She skimmed his tag. “Officer Feeno.”

			“Male, Asian mix, about twenty. DOS. Couple of half-stewed partyers found him in the fountain. Guy pulled the kid out, woman called it in. My partner and I were first to respond and arrived about two minutes after the call. My partner’s got the witnesses stashed over there.”

			He gestured to the steps leading up to the entrance.

			“Keep them wrapped for now. Send my aide through when she arrives.”

			“Yes, sir. Looks like he might’ve fallen in and drowned. Not a mark on him, and the way he’s dressed, he could be an usher for the Met or one of the other theaters in the Center. Thing is,” he continued as he fell into step beside Eve, “he’s about the same age as the recycle bin case. She didn’t have any marks on her either.”

			“We’ll see what we see.”

			There were still little rivulets and pools of wet where the body had been pulled out of the fountain. The air was already warm, but heavy enough with humidity that she imagined the water would take some time to evaporate.

			She set down her field kit, engaged her recorder, and stood over the body.

			Young, she thought on the first quick stir of pity. Twenty at best. Pretty face for a boy. Death had leeched his color, but she imagined his skin had been a smooth and dusky gold to go with the ink black hair and brows. Sharp facial bones, long, elegant fingers, a long trim body, mostly leg.

			He was dressed in black—short jacket with a notched collar, straight pants, soft leather shoes. When she crouched, peered close, she could see the faint marks where a name tag had been removed.

			Carefully removed, she thought.

			“Victim is male, Asian, eighteen to twenty. No visible signs of violence. He is fully dressed in what appears to be a uniform.”

			She sealed up, then went through his pockets for ID. She found a wallet that held two debit cards, a student ID, and an employee card from the Lincoln Center.

			“Victim is identified as Sulu, Kenby, age nineteen, Upper East Side residence, currently a registered student at Juilliard and employed by Lincoln Center.”

			She sealed the wallet in evidence, then examined his hands.

			The skin was smooth, the nails short and well-kept. “Come from money, don’t you?” she murmured. “Took care of yourself. Juilliard.” She looked toward the Center. “So it was theater for you. You were working tonight. Part-time job, right? To keep close to the theater, maybe help pay your way.”

			She turned his right hand over, saw the faint red mark from a pressure syringe. “I’m going to find out how he got you, Kenby.”

			She dug into her field kit, barely glancing up when she heard the huffing breaths and rapid clap of cop shoes on pavement.

			“Record on, Peabody. The body’s been moved. Lifted out of the fountain, civilian found him.” As she spoke, she fixed on microgoggles and examined the palm of the right hand more closely.

			“Faint discoloration as is typical from pressure syringe.”

			“Like Howard.”

			“Yeah, like Howard.” She unbuttoned the jacket. “He was carrying an ID, and two debit cards, got a trendy wrist unit.”

			“Not robbery.”

			“No, not robbery.” She parted the jacket.

			The wound was small and neat. A tidy round hole through smooth flesh, toned muscle, and into the heart. With the goggles on she could see the bits of NuSkin adhesive left around the wound. “And he didn’t drown either. Primary’s assessment, cause of death, heart wound induced by thin blade. Tox report will likely show opiates in bloodstream.”

			She sat back on her heels. “Contact Morris. I want him on this one. Run the victim’s prints, Peabody, to verify ID. Get time of death, finish the scene exam. Get the names and addresses of next of kin. Then have him bagged, tagged. Homicide. I’m going to question the civilians.”

			She heard Peabody take a breath to steady herself as she walked away.

			The couple sat close on the steps. Hip to hip in their fancy evening clothes. The woman was wearing a black-and-white speckled dress that wound around her body like the snake it mimicked. Her hair had probably started out the evening in a golden tower, but the tower had crumbled considerably, sending poofs and curls and straggles in and around her face.

			The man had fared little better. His jacket was bundled in a wet ball beside him, and his snow-white ruffled shirt was transparent from his dip in the fountain. He was barefoot, with his soggy silver shoes on the steps. His pants were still dripping and clung to skinny legs.

			She put them both just shy of thirty.

			She motioned to the uniform to step aside, then tapped her badge. “I’m Lieutenant Dallas. Tell me what happened.”

			“He was in the water. I pulled him out. He was dead. I feel sick.”

			“I know this is difficult.” She imagined he did feel sick, not only from the experience but from the crash from whatever party favors they’d been imbibing earlier in the evening. “How did you find him?”

			“We went to the ballet—Giselle—then to a party. Friend’s house on Riverside Drive.”

			“That’s not exactly next door. What were you doing back here at four in the morning?”

			“It’s not against the law to walk around at four in the morning.” The woman spoke up, a whiny baby-doll voice that instantly put Eve’s nerves on edge.

			“Nope, but sucking up illegals at a party half the night is. We can get through this quick and easy, or we can make it tough and I can take you into custody, run a tox screen.”

			“We were just trying to help,” the man protested.

			“That’s why I’m not going to run the tox. Let’s start again.” She pulled out a notebook. “I need your names.”

			“I’m Maxville Drury. Look, I’m an executive at Fines and Cox, the ad agency. I don’t want any trouble.”

			“You guys do the blimps, right, and the holoboards along the FDR?”

			“Among other things.”

			“Do you have any idea how irritating they are?”

			He managed a smile. “Yeah.”

			“Just wondered. Miss?”

			“Loo Macabe. I’m a shoe designer.”

			“You design those?”

			“Yes, I did.”

			“Interesting. Now that we’re pals, why don’t you tell me exactly what happened? You were here for the ballet, you went to a party. Then?”

			“Okay.” Maxville drew a deep breath. “We left the party. I didn’t notice the time, honest to God. We were feeling good, up, you know? It’s a hot night, and we were just sort of joking around about what it would be like to cool off in the fountain. One thing led to another, and we ended up back here. We were thinking we could not only cool off in the fountain, but heat up. You know?”

			Eve glanced at Loo’s face, caught the foolish little smile. “Must’ve been some party.”

			“I told Max how I have this contest going with some friends on who can make it at the most New York landmarks. And we thought, what the hell, let’s chalk up a couple points.”

			“So you came back here, and . . . ?”

			“I just sort of jumped in,” Max continued. “Jesus, I almost landed on him. I hauled him up, dragged him out. Loo called for an ambulance. I tried to give him mouth-to-mouth, CPR. I tried. I don’t know if I did it right, everything got all jumbled up. I don’t know if I did it right.”

			Because he was looking up at her for some kind of reassurance, Eve sat beside him. “He was gone, Max. He was gone before you got here. There was nothing you could have done. But you tried, and you called for help. So you did it right.”

			 

			She watched dawn come up, a hazy light in a milky sky. Street and security lights faded out, and the grand fountain spurted into life, spewing its towers of water into the heavy air.

			The sounds of morning were the clank and bang of recycle bins being emptied, of maxibuses belching. Of the airtrams and buses beginning their early run across the sick white sky.

			The dog walkers came out with their braces of canines, and the joggers who preferred the sidewalks to the parks or the health clubs.

			Glide-carts opened for business, and pumped out their greasy steam.

			She watched the dead wagon pull away with its burden of a young man with long, graceful limbs and a minute hole in his heart.

			And she watched the Channel 75 van pull up.

			“I’ve got the next of kin, Lieutenant.” Peabody stepped up beside her, and with Eve watched Nadine step out of the van. “And when I checked I learned that the victim’s parents have already reported him missing.”

			And she would have to tell them he’d been found.

			“Let me deal with this,” she said and crossed to Nadine.

			“I’d have contacted you,” Nadine began, “but the station got the report of the body, and that cops were on scene. I had to figure one of those cops was you.”

			“Because?”

			“Because I got another note, and more pictures. It came through my station unit at six A.M. He’s a young man, Asian mix. Very slim, very attractive. Another student, I’d have to say, as the candid shot puts him at Juilliard. I recognized it. Who the hell is killing these kids, Dallas?”

			Eve shook her head. “I’ll give you a stand-up, here and now, Nadine. Then I’m going to ask you to send the crew away, give me the transmission, then come into Central. I have a stop to make, but I’ll be in as soon as I can. I’m going to ask you not to talk to anyone about what you received this morning. I’ll give you everything I can.”

			“Let’s set it up.” She signalled her crew. “Dallas, I’ll do anything I can to help you stop him. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want the entire story, exclusive, once you have.”

			“I’ll give you what I can when I can.” A headache was waking up behind her eyes. “Let’s get this done,” she added with a glance at the time. “I’m on the clock.”

			 

			Eve sat in the Sulu living area of their gracious uptown home at twenty after seven on a sticky summer morning, and watched two people dissolve under the shock of losing their only child.

			“There could be a mistake.” Lily Sulu, a tall, slender woman who’d passed her build onto her son, sat clasping her husband’s hand. “Kenby hasn’t come home, but there could be a mistake. He’s only nineteen, you see. He’s very smart, and very strong. There could be a mistake.”

			“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Sulu. There is no mistake. Your son was positively identified.”

			“But he’s only nineteen.”

			“Lily.” Chang Sulu’s eyes were dark, as his son’s had been dark. They glistened now as he stared at Eve, as tears slid down his cheeks. “How could this have happened to our son? Who would do this to our son? He harmed no one.”

			“I don’t have the answers for you, but I will have. I need you to help me get those answers. When was the last time you saw Kenby?”

			“Yesterday, in the morning. We had breakfast.” Chang turned his head, and the look he sent his wife ripped at Eve’s heart. “We had breakfast together, and you said: ‘Finish your juice, Kenby. It’s good for you.’ ”

			Lily’s face seemed to break apart. As tears flooded it, her body shook, and the sounds she made were more whimpers than wails.

			“Is there someone I can call for you?” Eve asked.

			“No. No.” Chang held his wife and rocked, and now his gaze clung to Eve’s face. “We had breakfast together,” he repeated. “And he went to class. Early class. He is a dancer, like his mother. He left before seven. I left for work perhaps an hour later. I am an engineer with the Teckron firm. Lily is now a choreographer and is working on a play. She left home at the same time as myself.”

			“Where would Kenby go after his early class?”

			“More classes. He had a full schedule at Juilliard. He would be there until five, then have some dinner before he went to work. He worked three nights a week at the Metropolitan Opera House, as an usher. We expected him home by midnight, perhaps twelve-thirty. We didn’t worry. He’s responsible. We went to bed. But Lily woke in the night, and the light we leave on for him was still lit. She checked, and when she saw he hadn’t come home, woke me. We called his friends first, then we called the police.”

			“I’d like to have the name and addresses of his friends, his teachers, the people he worked with.”

			“Yes, I’ll give them to you.”

			“Was he bothered by anyone? Did he tell you about anyone or anything that disturbed him?”

			“No. He was a happy boy.”

			“Mr. Sulu, was Kenby photographed, professionally, in the last year?”

			“You need a photograph?” Sulu continued to stroke his wife’s hair. “You said you’d identified him.”

			“No, I don’t need a photograph. It would help me to know if he was photographed.”

			“At the school.” Lily turned her head, her ravaged face, toward Eve. “A few months ago, there were photographs taken of his ballet class. And again, there were photographs taken of the cast of the spring ballet. They performed Firebird.”

			“Do you know who took the photographs?”

			“No, but I have copies of several that were taken.”

			“Can I have them? I’ll see they’re returned to you.”

			“If it will help. Lieutenant, we need to see our son.”

			“I know. I’ll arrange that for you.”

			When Eve stepped out of the house again, she breathed in deep to try to clear the taste of grief out of her throat. And turning over the photograph of the lithe, lively Kenby with his cast mates, she tapped the name: Portography.

			“Have Hastings picked up,” she told Peabody.

			 

			He hadn’t slept, but Roarke didn’t consider sleep a current priority. Though he didn’t have his wife’s aversion to chemicals, he didn’t feel the need for a pill to boost his energy. He was running on caffeine and nerves.

			Siobhan Brody had been his mother. He didn’t doubt it now. Couldn’t doubt it now. Patrick Roarke had been a good hand at manipulating data, but his son was a hell of a lot better.

			It had taken most of the night, but he’d dug down.

			There was no marriage record, though from what he was beginning to know about Siobhan, he imagined she’d believed they’d been morally wed.

			But he’d found his own birth record, something he’d never troubled himself to dig out before. It had been buried well and deep. He supposed the old man had done so to cover himself for one reason or another. But if you kept shoveling, if you had plenty of time and good reason, a man could find anything in the vast grave of data.

			He was a full year younger than he’d believed. Wasn’t that a fine kick in the head, he decided as he livened up the coffee with a shot of whiskey. Siobhan Margaret Mary Brody was clearly listed as mother, and Patrick Michael Roarke as father.

			Sperm donor anyway, Roarke mused as he drank.

			Most likely, she’d given whoever demanded such things that information. The old man wouldn’t have been pleased to have his name listed on an official document. No, that wouldn’t’ve set right with him.

			Easy enough to bury it.

			There was no employment record for her after his birth, but he’d uncovered both their medicals. Healthy as horses they’d been, for a bit.

			Then it seemed young Siobhan had become accident prone. A broken arm here, a cracked rib there.

			Fucking bastard.

			He’d knocked her around, good and proper, for the next several months.

			There were no police reports, but that wasn’t unexpected either. None of the neighbors would have had the balls to call the cops just because a man was roughing up his wife. And if they had, Patrick Roarke would have known how to handle it. A few pounds slipped to the uniforms, and a solid beating for whoever had the bad manners to call them.

			He lighted another cigarette, leaned back in his chair. Closed his eyes.

			But he had found a police report, just one, on the disappearance of one Siobhan Brody, initiated by her family. After a bit of tedious cop-speak, statements from a handful of people, the conclusion was she’d taken herself off.

			And that was the end of that.

			So what was he supposed to do about it now? He couldn’t change it, couldn’t help her. He didn’t know her.

			She was a name, a picture in a frame. Nothing more.

			Who knew better than he that you couldn’t live your life joining hands with yesterday’s ghosts?

			He hadn’t been Meg’s. Meg Roarke with her wide face and hard eyes and beery breath. He hadn’t come out of her after all. He’d come from that sweet-faced young girl, fresh off the farm. One who’d loved him enough to dress him in blue pajamas, and hold him close to her cheek for a picture.

			He’d come from Siobhan Brody, who’d been young enough, foolish enough to go back into hell because she’d wanted to make a family. Give him a father.

			God help them all.

			Ill, tired, unbearably sad, Roarke sealed all the data he’d accumulated under his voice command and a password. Then he left the room, told himself he’d left the trouble of it—what else could be done—and went to prepare for the day.

			He had work waiting, too much to shuffle around because he wasn’t feeling quite himself. He’d built a fucking empire, a flaming universe, hadn’t he, and it had to be run.

			He’d have a shower, some food, make some excuse to Eve for his behavior the night before. There was no point in bringing her into it, no point in dragging out the whole sad and ugly business yet again.

			But she wasn’t there. The sheets were in tangles, which told him she’d spent as poor a night as he had. Guilt twisted inside him as he wondered if she’d been plagued by nightmares.

			She never slept well without him. He knew that.

			He saw the memo, picked it up.

			“I caught a case. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

			Feeling foolish, feeling raw, he played it back twice just to hear her voice. Then closing his fist around the little cube, he sat on the side of the bed.

			Alone, he grieved for a woman he’d never known, and ached for the only one he’d ever loved.

			 

			Eve walked into her office, saw that Nadine was already inside. There was no point in tearing her hair out over the fact that Nadine ran tame in Central. For once, having her in the office rather than one of the waiting rooms suited her. It saved time.

			“I need to put a tracer on your unit at 75.”

			Nadine crossed her legs, examined her toes in their strappy, heeled sandals. “Oh sure. Why should it be a problem to have a reporter’s work unit tapped into by the cops? Why, everybody will be thrilled to pass me information that’s going straight to Cop Central at the same time. I’ll be deluged with tips.”

			“He’s using you as a conduit. If he has anything more to say, he’ll go through you. You authorize the tracer, or I impound the unit—and I can impound you, too, Nadine.”

			She waited a beat while Nadine’s head snapped up. “Material witness, police protection, and so forth. I’m tempted to do it because I like you. I like you breathing.”

			“He’s not coming after me.”

			“Maybe not. But psychopaths sometimes become annoyed with their tools. I’m banking on you taking care of yourself. I’ve got a call in to Mira. If she indicates there’s a chance he’ll turn on you, I’ll have you wrapped up and packed away before you can freshen your lipdye for a one-on-one.”

			“Try it.”

			“Oh, I’ll do it.” Seated, Eve stretched out her legs. “I didn’t ask you to be my friend, you know. Just worked out that way. Now you have to live with it.”

			“Shit.” With her foxy face sulky, she drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair. Then the corner of her mouth twitched. “I like you, too, for some insane reason.”

			“Good, now we’re all cozy. You get your picture taken lately? Professionally?”

			Nadine glanced down at the photos Eve had set on the desk. “We get them taken every year at the station. Publicity shots for viewers, and for posters they have framed in the Green Room.”

			“Who takes them?”

			“I’ll find out. What’s the connection between Howard and Sulu, other than the photographs?”

			“I’ll find out.” Eve jerked a thumb at her doorway. “McNab’s waiting to go to 75 with you, install the trace.”

			“Damn sure of yourself.”

			“That’s right.” She studied her boots as Nadine rose to leave, then she swiveled in her chair. “You’re banging that suit?”

			“Generally, I make him take off the suit before we bang, as you so romantically put it.”

			“Whatever. What I mean is, you know about men.”

			One perfect eyebrow lifted as Nadine turned. “Enough to be baffled, fascinated, and annoyed by the species. Why? Trouble in paradise?”

			Eve opened her mouth, then firmly closed it again. “No. It’s nothing.” She waved Nadine away, then swiveled back to write her report. She’d let Hastings stew for a while before heading into interview. And make sure she had her own head clear before she questioned him.

			She spent several minutes scrolling through the names of customers who’d registered purchases of high-end cameras over the last twelve months.

			Could go back beyond that, she thought. And the killer might not have registered the equipment. Might not have worried about the whole warranty deal.

			Still, she cross-referenced, looking for a link to the names on her victim and suspect list.

			But her mind wouldn’t stick to the point.

			She hissed out a breath, kicked out with her foot, and slapped her door closed. She shut down the temptation to contact Roarke. She’d left him a memo, hadn’t she? She didn’t have all the rules of the marriage game aligned, but she was damned sure it was his turn to make the call.

			Instead, she called someone she felt had a good handle on the rules of the road.

			“Mavis.”

			Her friend’s pixie face was slack, and naked as a child’s. The hair was still streaked and decorated with bells. They jingled softly as Mavis snuggled into the pillow.

			“Huh? Timezit?”

			“Uh . . . I don’t know. Morning.”

			“Ugh. Morning. Whassamatter?”

			“Nothing. Sorry. Go back to sleep.”

			“ ’Sokay.” Mavis opened one eye, blue as a berry. “Summerset?”

			“No, no, he’s coming along.” At least she figured he was. She hadn’t checked. Was it her turn to check? How was she supposed to keep up, for God’s sake? “Maybe you’re going by there today?”

			“Gonna. Poor thing. Trina and I are going by, maybe give him a face and hair treatment. Whatcha think?”

			The grin spread. Maybe it was a little evil, but the image of Summerset caught in Trina’s enhancement web was so beautiful. It almost brought a tear to Eve’s eye. “Great. Great idea. Just what he needs.”

			“You okay? Something’s up. I can tell.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“I’m awake.” On a huge yawn, Mavis shifted, and the ’link screen showed the mountain that was Leonardo snoring softly beside her. “Tell me.”

			“I don’t know. It’s probably stupid. I’m probably stupid. Something wrong with Roarke. He won’t talk about it. He shut me out, Mavis. Blasted at me out of the clear blue, then shut me out. Big-time. He didn’t come to bed, and when he talked to me, he . . . Shit.”

			Hurt and confused all over again, she dragged a hand through her hair. “Maybe, when people are together awhile they’re not all jazzed up when they see each other. That’s okay, I guess. But . . .”

			Screw the buts, she thought as her anger spiked again. “Damn it, usually he can’t keep his hands off me, usually there’s this look in his eye when I come home. It wasn’t there, not even close, and he couldn’t wait to get rid of me.”

			“You were fighting about something? You didn’t do anything to piss him off?”

			Aggrieved, she kicked at her desk. “How come it has to be me?”

			“Doesn’t.” Naked, and easy with it, Mavis sat up. “I’m just eliminating possibilities. You know, marriage is a kind of mystery, just like cop stuff. So you gotta eliminate possibilities and look for clues.”

			“Then it oughta come with a goddamn field kit,” Eve muttered.

			“He’s worried about Summerset.”

			“Yeah, but it wasn’t that. I know it wasn’t.”

			“Okay, you’d know.” Mavis ticked her head back and forth, little hair bells ringing as she considered. “Maybe it’s a work thing squeezing him.”

			“It could be, but he usually feeds on that crap. He put up this wall. It was personal.”

			“Okay.” Mavis nodded decisively. “Then you tear it down. You don’t take no for an answer. You nag and you pick and you stick until it pops out of him. Whatever it is. Girls are good at this, Dallas.”

			“I’m not good at being a girl.”

			“Sure you are. You’re your own kind of girl. Think of it as kicking his ass until he cracks. At drilling him in Interview until he confesses. Dig it out of him, then, depending on what it is, you either make him suffer or comfort him. Or fuck his brains out. You’ll know which.”

			“That doesn’t sound that hard.”

			“It’s not. Trust me. Let me know how it turns out. Since I’m awake, I think I’m going to get Leonardo revving.” She blew Eve a kiss, and signed off.

			“Okay, things to do: file report, interview suspect, harass ME and lab. Arrest homicidal maniac. Close case. Kick Roarke’s ass. Piece of cake.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Hastings hunched at the rickety table in Interview Room C, doing a pretty good job of looking bored. The dribbles of sweat along his temples were the only sign he was feeling the heat.

			Eve dropped into the chair across from him, flashed a big, friendly smile. “Hey. Thanks for dropping by.”

			“Kiss my white, dimpled ass.”

			“As tempting as that is, I’m afraid I’m not allowed to make such personal contact.”

			“You kicked my balls, you oughta be able to kiss my ass.”

			“Rules are rules.” She leaned back in her chair, flicked a glance at Peabody. “Peabody, why don’t you get our guest some water? It’s hot in here.”

			“I don’t mind it hot.”

			“Me neither. People go all winter bitching and whining about the cold, right, then it heats up and they bitch and whine about that. Never satisfied.”

			“People bitch and whine about every damn thing.” He took the water Peabody offered, downed the contents of the cup in one gulp. “That’s why they’re assholes.”

			“How can I argue with that? Well, enough of this cheery small talk. It’s time for the formalities. Record on. Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, and Peabody, Officer Delia, in Interview with Hastings, Dirk, regarding Case numbers H-23987 and H-23992.” She entered the time and date, and recited the Revised Miranda. “So do you understand your rights and obligations in this matter, Hastings?”

			“I get it. Just like I get you pulled me down here, screwed up my day. You screwed up my day yesterday, and I told you what I knew. I cooperated.”

			“You’re a real cooperative individual.” She pulled copies of the photos sent to Nadine, tossed them on the table so Kenby Sulu’s image lay in front of Hastings. “Keep it up, and tell me what you know about this.”

			The chair creaked ominously as Hastings shifted his bulk. With two wide fingers he nudged first one, then the other photo closer. “I know I didn’t take these. Good images, though, except I’d’ve cropped this candid different, and punched up the light across the eyes. Kid’s got magic eyes, you want to highlight them. Had magic eyes,” Hastings corrected staring down at the death photo.

			“What were you up to last night, Hastings?”

			He kept his gaze on the photos, staring at death posed in a dance. “I worked, I ate, I slept.”

			“Alone?”

			“I’d had enough of people. I took shots of this kid. Dancer. Dance troupe. No, shit, not pros. Students. I took shots of him. What a face. It’s the eyes. Good bones, good form, but it’s all about the eyes in this face. I took shots of him,” he repeated and looked at Eve. “Just like the girl. What the hell’s going on?”

			“Tell me.”

			“I don’t freaking know!” He shoved back, so violently, so abruptly, that Peabody’s hand went to her weapon. Lingered there even when Eve shook her head.

			Hastings surged around the room, a big bear in a small cage. “This is crazy, that’s what it is. Fucking lunatic. I took that kid’s picture . . . where was it, where was it? Juilliard. Juilliard. Buncha puffed-up drama queens, but it pays the freaking bills. And the kid had that face. So I singled him out for a few shots. When was it? Spring. April, maybe May. How the hell do I know?”

			He dropped back in the chair, squeezed his shiny bald head between his hands. “Christ. Christ.”

			“Did you bring him to your studio?”

			“No. Gave him a card though. Told him if he wanted to earn some extra money modeling, to get in touch. He was easy in front of the lens, I remember. Not everybody is. He said maybe he would, and maybe I could do some individual pub shots for him.”

			“Did he get in touch?”

			“No, not with me. Don’t know if he called the studio. Lucia handles that crap. I never saw him again.”

			“Did you work with anyone on the Juilliard shoot?”

			“Yeah. I don’t know who. Some idiot or other.”

			“The same idiot or other who was with you when you did the wedding in January, the shots of Rachel Howard?”

			“Not likely. They don’t stick that long.” He managed a thin smile. “I’m temperamental.”

			“You don’t say? Who has access to your disc files?”

			“Nobody. Nobody should, but I guess anybody who comes through and knows what they’re doing.” He moved his shoulders. “I don’t pay attention. I never had to pay attention.”

			He shoved the photos back at Eve. “I didn’t call a lawyer.”

			“So noted. Why is that, Hastings?”

			“Because this pisses me off. Plus, I hate lawyers.”

			“You hate everybody.”

			“Yeah, that’s true.” He rubbed his hands over his face, then dropped them on the table. “I didn’t kill those kids. That girl with the magic smile, this boy with the magic eyes. I’d never put those lights out.” He leaned forward. “Just from an artistic standpoint—what would that smile be like in five years, or those eyes in ten. I’d want to know, to see, to capture. And personally, I don’t get murder. Why kill people when you can just ignore them?”

			Mirroring his move, she leaned toward him. “What about those lights? Wouldn’t you want them for your own? Take them while they’re young, innocent. Brilliant. Pull them in, through the lens, into yourself. Then they’re always yours.”

			He stared, blinked twice. “You gotta be fucking kidding me. Where do you get that kind of woo-woo crap?”

			Despite the horror of the situation, she let out a laugh. “I like you, Hastings. I’m not sure what that says about me. We’re going through your records again, to see if we find the shots you took of Kenby Sulu.”

			“Why don’t you just move in, bring the freaking family? Your pet dog.”

			“I’ve got a cat. I’ve got you scheduled for Truth Testing in about twenty minutes. I’ll have an officer escort you to a waiting area.”

			“That’s it?”

			“For now, that’s it. Do you have any questions or statements you wish to make at this time, on record.”

			“Yeah, I got a question. I got a prize-winning question for you, Dallas. Am I going to have to wonder who’s next? Am I going to have to ask myself whose picture I took who’s going to end up dead?”

			“I don’t have the answer to that. Interview end.”

			 

			“You believe him.” Peabody slid into the car beside Eve. “Even without the Truth Test.”

			“I believe him. He’s connected, but not involved. And he’ll know the face of the next target. He’ll recognize it.” And it would cost him, Eve thought. She’d seen what it was already costing him on that ugly face of his.

			“The killer is someone he knows, or at least someone who knows him and his work. Someone who admires it, or envies it . . . or thinks their own is superior.”

			She toyed with that angle as she pulled out of the garage. “Somebody who hasn’t been able to achieve the same sort of commercial or critical success.”

			“A competitor.”

			“Maybe. Or maybe someone who’s too artistic, too above commercialism. He wants acknowledgment, otherwise, he’d be keeping the images for himself. But he sends them to the media.”

			She played back pieces of the text the killer sent to Nadine.

			
				Such light! Such strong light. It coats me. It feeds me. He was brilliant, this clever young man with the dancer’s build and the artist’s soul. Now he is me. What he was lives forever in me.

			

			Light again, Eve mused, then shadows.

			
				There will be no shadows in them now. No shadows to smother the light. This is my gift to them. Theirs to me. And when it’s done, when it’s complete, our gift to humanity.

			

			“He wants the world to know what he’s doing. Artistically,” Eve continued. “Hastings, or at least Hastings’s work, is one of his springboards. We question everyone who’s worked with or for Hastings over the last year.”

			Peabody pulled out her pad, keyed in, scrolled down the list. “That’s going to take awhile. The guy’s not kidding about going through assistants like toilet paper. Then you add in the staff, and turnover in the retail end, the models and stylists, and so on. You want to start at the top?”

			“For now. But we start back at the data club. The transmission to Nadine was sent from there, both times. It’s a link.”

			 

			There was a lively lunch crowd jammed at tables and booths, heavy on the students, Eve decided. Lots of them gathered in groups or going solo over data and sandwiches.

			She spotted Steve Audrey at the bar, working two-handed to fill orders on trendy iced drinks and coffee. He acknowledged her with a little head bob.

			“Summer session has them pouring in midday.” He slid something frothy and blue into waiting hands, then wiped his own on the bar rag tucked in his waistband. “Getcha something cold?”

			“I wouldn’t mind a Blue Meanie.” Peabody spoke fast, knowing her lieutenant.

			“Coming up.” He pumped at levers. “What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”

			“Take a break.”

			“I just came on an hour ago. I’m not due for a break until—”

			“Take one now.”

			He flipped the slush machine, grabbed a glass. “Hold on. Mitz, need you to take over for five. Can’t take more than five,” he told Eve as he poured the blue slush into a tall, skinny glass for Peabody. “I’ll get iced otherwise.”

			“Five’ll do. Is there anyplace in here that’s quiet?”

			“Not this time of day.” He scanned the crowd, used his chin to point. “Grab that privacy booth in the back, to the right. Give me a minute to fill these other orders.”

			Eve wound through, Peabody, slurping Blue Meanie, in her wake. Students, she noted, treated the club like a safari and came in loaded with bags and satchels.

			There was no bag or satchel in Kenby’s locker at Lincoln Center.

			She stepped over, stepped around, shoved aside, and reached the booth at the same time a pair of college boys in track shirts leaped into the chairs.

			They looked up at her and grinned. “You lose. We’re younger and faster.”

			“I’m older and I’ve got a badge.” She flipped it out and grinned back. “Maybe I should have a look through your backpacks, then brighten everyone’s day with a quick cavity search.”

			They scrambled up and away.

			“They are fast,” Peabody noted.

			“Yeah, but I don’t need some pussy drink to be mean.”

			Peabody slurped again. “It’s very refreshing, and contrary to its name puts me in a very amenable mood. Or maybe that has something to do with the cavity search McNab and I performed on each other last night.”

			Eve slapped at the cheek muscle that twitched. “Thank God I haven’t had any lunch. I’d have lost it.”

			“I think it’s nice we’re both having regular sex. It keeps us in rhythm.”

			“Shut up, shut up.”

			“Can’t help it. I’m happy.”

			“I can fix that.”

			With another frosty drink in his hand, Steve dropped down next to Peabody. He sucked through the straw stuck in the pale green foam. “Okay, we got five.” He hit the button that closed the clear bubble around the booth. “Ah.” He smiled into the silence as he drew on the straw. “Excellent.”

			“What do you know about the transmission sent from here this morning?”

			His eyes popped open. “Huh? Again?”

			“EDD’s been here. They impounded the unit, talked to the day manager.”

			“I just came on an hour ago and had to dive right into the pool. I didn’t hear about this. Is somebody else dead?”

			Eve took out the photo of Kenby. “Recognize him?”

			“Man. I don’t know. Man. I think so, maybe. I’m not sure. Should I?”

			“Take a breath, Steve.”

			“Yeah, right. This is brutal.” After wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he looked at the image again. “I think maybe he’s been in. Is he like an actor or something?”

			“Or something.”

			“You should ask Shirllee. She goes for the theater and artist types.”

			“She here?”

			“Yeah, she’s on. Give me a sec.”

			He opened the bubble. Noise poured back over them as he slid out and hurried away.

			“They got curly fries,” Peabody announced, and punched in an order on the menu before Eve could speak. “My blood sugar’s dropping.”

			“That’ll be the day.”

			Steve came back with a tall, skinny brunette. Her hair was done in multiple and equally skinny braids that fell to her waist and were joined at the tips by a black ribbon. She wore a quartet of silver spikes in her right earlobe and a trio of silver studs dripping below her left eye like sparkly tears.

			She sat next to Eve and clasped her hands together so the forest of rings on her fingers clanged and clinked. “Stevie said you’re a cop.”

			“Stevie wins a point.” Eve hit the privacy button, then nudged the photo in front of Shirllee. “You know him?”

			“Hey, that’s Twinkletoes. I call him that ’cause he’s a dancer. Sure, he comes in a couple times a week. Lunch break usually, or early dinner. But he’s been here for the music a few times, weekends. He can really move. What he do?”

			“He come in with anybody special?”

			“Travels with a theater pack mostly. Picked one out of the herd a couple of times, but he never hung with one girl. He’s straight though, ’cause I never saw him moving on another guy.”

			“Anybody move on him?”

			“Not especially. He mostly hangs with people he knows. He tips, too.” She shot a knowing look at Steve. “College kids stiff you, but Twinkles here, he always tipped. Brought up right, you ask me. Don’t see him getting in trouble. He never made any trouble in here.”

			“When’s the last time he came in?”

			“That I saw him?” She pursed lips dyed dead white. “Friday night, I think. Last Friday. We had a totally mag holoband in. Hard Crash. They’re completely juiced. Twinks was in here with a bunch of Juilliards on Friday. You remember, Stevie? He’s a fucking dancing machine once he’s revved. You were mixing him non-A Sorcerers all night.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, that’s right.” Steve looked down at the photo, ran his fingertip around the border. “Sorcerers, no punch. I remember now.”

			“I gotta get back on.” Shirllee reached over, opened the bubble.

			“Me, too.” Steve looked up from the picture, met Eve’s gaze. “Did that help any?”

			“Maybe. Appreciate it. Let’s go, Peabody.”

			“But my curly fries just came through.”

			“Life’s full of hard knocks.”

			As Eve headed out, Peabody scooped the fries into a napkin.

			She comforted herself that food eaten on the run had no calories.

			When they stepped out, Eve reached over and snatched a fry. “No salt?” The first bite had her wrinkling her nose. “How can you eat these without salt?”

			“I didn’t have the chance for salt. Life’s full of hard knocks,” Peabody added in sober tones.

			 

			They started at the top of the Portography list. As Eve interviewed potentials she gained an image of Hastings. He was a maniac, he was a genius, he was impossible, he was insane yet compelling—depending on who she spoke with.

			She caught one of his former assistants on a location shoot in Greenpeace Park.

			The models—one man, one woman—were hyping what Eve was told was active sportswear. To her, they looked as if they were preparing to take a long hike through the desert in the buff-colored skinny tops and shorts, the clunky boots and long-billed caps.

			Elsa Ramerez, a tiny woman with short, curly dark hair, tanned limbs, scooted around handing things to the photographer, signalling the rest of the crew, grabbing up bottled water or whatever other task was snapped out at her.

			Seeing her day going from too long to endless, Eve stepped forward, laid a hand on the photographer’s shoulder.

			The thickly built blonde was no Hastings, but she delivered an impressive snarl.

			“Take a break,” Eve advised and held up her badge.

			“We’ve got all the proper permits. Elsa!”

			“Good for you. I’m not here about your permits. Take a break, grab some shade. Otherwise, I can hang you up for twice as long in pretty red tape while I have my trusty aide verify all the permits. Elsa?” Eve crooked a finger. “With me.”

			“We’ve only got the location for another hour.” Elsa jogged over and was already dragging paperwork out of a satchel. “I’ve got everything right here.”

			“Save it. Tell me about Dirk Hastings.”

			Elsa’s sweaty face went stony. “I’m not paying for that window. He threw the bottle at me. Crazy son of a bitch. He can sue me, you can lock me up, but I’m not paying for the broken window.”

			“You worked for him in February. From . . .” Eve perused her notes. “. . . February fourth to February eighteenth.”

			“Yeah, and I should put in for combat pay.” She took a bottle out of the holster she wore on her hip, glugged. “I don’t mind hard work—hell, I like it. I don’t mind temperament, got one of my own. But life’s too short to deal with crazy people.”

			“Do you recognize this person?” She held out the image of Sulu.

			“No. Terrific face. Nice shot. Very nice. What’s this about?”

			“Did you have access to Hastings’s disc files and records when you worked as his assistant?”

			“Sure. Part of the gig was filing the shots, or locating one he wanted to finesse. What is this? Is he saying I took something of his? Took his work? That’s just crap. Hell, I knew he was crazy, but he wasn’t vindictive.”

			“No, he’s not saying you took anything of his. I’m asking if you did.”

			“I don’t take anything that’s not mine. And I sure as hell don’t put my name on somebody else’s work. Shit, even if I was some sleazy bitch, I’d never get away with it. He’s got a look. Hastings has a style, the bastard, and anybody with an eye would know.”

			“Is this his work?”

			Elsa glanced at the photo again. “No. It’s good, real good, but it’s not over the edge into great. This one?” Elsa tapped a finger on her shoulder to indicate the photographer behind her. “She’s good. Very competent. Gets the shot, produces the look the client’s after. Straight commercial stuff. Hastings can do this blindfolded. But she’d never be able to do his artwork. Maybe you have to be crazy to cross that line. He qualifies.”

			“He attacked you.”

			She sighed, shuffled her feet. “Okay, not exactly. I didn’t move fast enough when he was in the zone. Didn’t anticipate, and yeah, anticipation’s part of my job. He yelled, I yelled back. I got a temper, too. He threw the bottle, and okay, so he didn’t actually throw it at me. He just winged it through the window. Then he says how I’m paying for it, and starts hurling insults. I walked out, didn’t go back. Lucia sent me my pay, in full. She keeps things sane around there. As much as possible.”

			 

			Eve detoured back to Portography to pigeonhole Lucia.

			“I won’t say a bad word about Hastings. I’m sure you’ll find plenty who will. If he’d listened to me he’d have a lawyer and he’d be suing you for false arrest.”

			“He hasn’t been arrested.”

			“All the same.” She sniffed, then sat at her desk. “The man is a genius, and geniuses don’t have to abide by the same rules as the rest of the world.”

			“Would one of those rules include murder?”

			“Accusing Hastings of murder is so ridiculous I won’t respond.”

			“He threw one of his assistants, bodily, into the elevator. Heaved a bottle at another. Threatened to pitch another out of the window. The list goes on.”

			Her red, red lips bowed up. “There were reasons for all of that. Artists, true artists, have temperaments.”

			“Okay. Putting Hastings’s genius artist temper aside for the moment, what about security on his files, his records, the image discs?”

			She shook her head, fluffed at her white hair. “All but nonexistent. He won’t listen to me, or anyone about it. He can’t remember passcodes and procedure and gets upset when he isn’t able to access an image when he wants it.”

			“So anyone can.”

			“Well, they have to get up there first.”

			“Which narrows that down to models, clients, the revolving assistants, the staff, and employees of the retail end.”

			“Cleaning crew.”

			“Cleaning crew.”

			“Maintenance.” She shrugged. “They’re only allowed in when he’s not. They make him edgy. Occasionally he allows students. They have to pay, and aren’t allowed to speak.”

			Eve bit back a sigh. “Do you have a list of the cleaning crew, the maintenance crew, the students.”

			“Of course. I have a list of everyone.”

			 

			Back at Central, Eve closed herself in her office. She put up a board. She hung the images of the victims, the texts Nadine had received, the lists of people she’d questioned, and had yet to question. Then she sat down, spread out her notes, and let her mind drift.

			She’d re-interviewed Jackson Hooper and Diego Feliciano, and this time their stories were almost identical. Didn’t know nor recognize Kenby Sulu, and had been home, alone, on the night in question.

			Possible connection between Hooper and Feliciano?

			Eve shook her head. She was letting her mind drift too far, she thought, and reined it back.

			The killer wanted something from the victims. Their light. Hastings had said he wouldn’t put that light out. Was the killer putting it out, or was he transferring it? Into himself.

			For what purpose?

			Glory, he wanted glory, acknowledgment, acclaim. But that wasn’t all.

			The victims had been chosen for specific reasons. Youth, vitality, innocence. Both had been bright, of mind, of spirit, of face.

			Bright lights.

			The killer used the data club to transmit. So he frequented the club. He knew how it worked, knew it drew the college crowd.

			Was he one of them, or did he want to be?

			Couldn’t afford college? Kicked out of college? Taught at college instead of being acknowledged as an artist?

			He knew imaging, was skilled in the art. Her mind wandered to Leeanne Browning. Alibied, but alibies could be manufactured.

			She added to her notes: Possible connection between Browning and/or Brightstar and Hastings?

			Using the computer, she called up a city map, ordered pertinent locations highlighted. The two crime scenes, the two universities, Portography, the parking port, Browning’s apartment, Diego’s apartment, the club, and the two victims’ residences, the two dump sites.

			Both victims had been dumped near their place of employment. Why was that?

			Where was his place of employment? she wondered. Where did he do his work? This very personal, very important work.

			Near the club? He’s mobile, but why go too far afield to troll, to hunt, to observe, then to transmit?

			Both victims had recognized their killer. She was sure of that. Casual acquaintance, good friend, fellow student, teacher. Someone they’d seen before. Yet they hadn’t run in the same circles, known the same people.

			Except for Hastings, and the club.

			She did a search for imaging studios within a five-block radius of the data club. Tried a cross match with the registered owners to her lists from Lucia and came up goose egg.

			She’d have Peabody get an employee list, then cross-check that.

			Rubbing absently at the headache dead center of her forehead, she contacted Peabody in the bull pen. “Get me something from vending, will you? I don’t have any credits on me and those damn machines won’t take my code anymore.”

			“It’s because you kick them.”

			“Just get me a damn sandwich.”

			“Dallas, you’re off shift five minutes ago.”

			“Don’t make me come out there,” Eve warned and clicked off.

			She worked through the change of shift, hearing the rise and fall of it through her open door. She ate at her desk, washing the lousy sandwich down with superior coffee.

			She filed her updated report, harassed the lab, left two snippy messages for Morris, then turned to stare at her board again.

			He’d already picked the next, and unless she found the connection, the right connection, some other bright light would be extinguished.

			She gathered her things and prepared to accomplish at least one of the items on her to-do list. She’d go home and kick Roarke’s ass.

			The prospect didn’t put a spring in her step, but she’d stalled long enough. But as she approached the elevator, she spotted Dr. Mira coming toward her.

			“I thought I’d catch you.”

			“Just,” Eve said. “We can go back to my office.”

			“No, no, you’re on your way home, I’d like to do the same. Why don’t we walk and talk. Do you mind taking the glides?”

			“That’s fine. You’re done with Hastings?”

			“Yes. Fascinating man.”

			Mira smiled as they stepped on one of the down glides. She managed to look fresh as morning even after a long day. Her suit was cream colored and spotless. Eve couldn’t figure out how anyone could wear something that close to white in New York, particularly in or around Central and not have it go gray in an hour. Her hair, the tone and texture of rich sable, was fluffed around her face. She wore pearls.

			One of the top profilers in the country, and she wore pearls to work, Eve thought. And smelled faintly, freshly floral—like the tea she liked to drink.

			She stepped off the first glide in her neat, feminine pumps, then stepped on the next.

			“Irascible,” Mira continued. “Contentious, irritable, amusing. And brutally honest.”

			“So he’s clear?”

			“In my opinion—and I believe in yours before you sent him to me.”

			“I figure he might throw somebody off a roof in a tantrum, but he’s not the type to sit down and plan cold-bloodedly, or execute in the same fashion.”

			“No, he’s not. He could use some anger therapy, but it would probably be lost on him. I rather like him.”

			“So do I.”

			“Your killer has Hastings’s arrogance, or its kin, but lacks his confidence, and his spontaneity. And while Hastings is more than content to be alone, the killer is lonely. He needs his images as much for companionship as for art.”

			“The people in them become his companions?”

			“In a way. He’s absorbing them—their youth and energy, and by the absorption who they are, who they know. Their friends, their families. He’s taking their life force.”

			“He doesn’t abuse them. It’s all very neat and tidy. There’s no rage. Because they’re him or about to become him.”

			“Very good.”

			“He preserves their image, showing them at their best. Pretties them up for the camera, poses them in some flattering way. Part of that’s the art, right—look what I can do, look how talented I am. But part of it’s vanity. We’re one now, and I want to look good.”

			“Interesting. Yes, very possibly. This is a complicated person, and one who sincerely believes he has a right to do what he’s doing. Perhaps even an obligation. But he doesn’t do it selflessly. It’s not a holy mission. He wants credit. He may have been disappointed in his art in the past, feels as though his talent’s been overlooked. By Hastings, or someone who preferred Hastings over him. If, as seems logical, he took the initial images of the victims from Hastings records, part of the motivation might be to outdo his competition.”

			“Or his mentor.”

			Mira raised her eyebrows as they walked into the garage. “I don’t see Hastings as a mentor.”

			“Neither would he, but the killer might.”

			“I’ll spend some more time on this if you like. I’d need your updated reports.”

			“I’ll make sure you get them. I appreciate it.” To buy more time, she walked Mira to her car. “Dr. Mira, you’ve been married a long time.”

			They’d come a long way together, Mira thought, for Eve to bring up something personal without prompting. “Yes, I have. Thirty-two years next month.”

			“Thirty-two. Years.”

			Mira laughed. “Longer than you’ve been alive.”

			“I guess it has its ups and downs.”

			“It does. Marriage isn’t for the weak or the lazy. It’s work, and it should be. What would be the point otherwise?”

			“I don’t mind work.” At least, Eve thought, as she tucked her hands in her pockets, when she knew what she was doing. “People back away from each other sometimes, don’t they? It doesn’t mean they feel any different, just that they need a step back.”

			“There are times we need to be by ourselves, or work something out on our own, certainly. In any partnership, the individuals require personal time and space.”

			“Yeah. That makes sense.”

			“Eve, is something wrong with Roarke?”

			“I don’t know.” It spilled out before she could bite it back. “I’m being stupid, that’s all. He wasn’t acting like himself one night, and I’m blowing it into a BFD. But, damn it, I know how he looks at me, I know the tones of his voice, his body language. And it was off. It was all off. So he was having a bad day, why can’t I let it go at that?”

			“Because you love him, so you worry about him.”

			“We didn’t leave things on an easy level last night, then he never came to bed. I got called in early this morning, left him a memo. But I haven’t heard from him all day. He all but threw me out of his office last night, and I haven’t heard from him all day. That’s not right. That’s not Roarke.”

			“And you didn’t contact him at all today?”

			“No. Damn it, it was his turn.”

			“Agreed,” Mira said with a warm smile. “And you gave him his personal time and space.” She leaned forward, surprised Eve with a light kiss to the cheek. “Now go home and pry it out of him. You’ll both feel better.”

			“Okay. Right. Thanks. I feel stupid.”

			“No, sweetheart. You feel married.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Her puke green police issue was in front of the house when Roarke arrived, so he knew Eve was home before him.

			He wasn’t ready to talk to her or anyone else for that matter. But he could hardly ignore the fact that the man who’d stood in as his father for most of his life was laid up with a broken leg.

			He’d check on Summerset, then try to sweat out some of the fatigue and frustration in the gym, swim a few laps. Maybe get good and drunk. Whatever worked.

			Meetings hadn’t. The day-to-day demands of running or overseeing his business hadn’t. Nothing had been able to erase the image of a pretty redhead with a bruised face from his mind.

			So he’d just try something else.

			He stepped inside, relieved—and guilty for the relief—that Eve wasn’t in the foyer, or the front parlor. At the moment, he was forced to admit he wasn’t feeling quite equipped to go up against her again.

			He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so bloody tired, and so off his stride.

			Setting his briefcase aside, he glanced toward the wide curve of stairs. Likely she was up and at work in her home office, and with any luck she’d be busy with whatever case was occupying her for some time yet.

			Still, he hesitated. He wasn’t handling her well. Wasn’t handling a bloody thing well, come to that. He just needed a bit more time to himself. A man was entitled to that, wasn’t he?

			Surely a man was entitled to a little time to think, for Christ’s sake, when his whole life had been turned inside out.

			He dragged a hand through his hair and cursed under his breath as he walked back to Summerset’s quarters.

			He heard the blast of music from three rooms away, and nearly turned on his heel in retreat. Mavis. God knew he adored the woman, but he didn’t have the energy for her just now.

			On the other hand, with her there, he could make this duty visit all the quicker.

			At any other time it would have amused him to see his dignified majordomo stripped to the waist and stretched out in a sleep chair having blue goo slathered on his face. Trina, one of the few people on or off planet who actively terrified his wife, was doing the honors as she shuffled her feet to the beat of one of Mavis’s music discs.

			She’d chopped off her raven black hair close to the scalp and had a neon pink design of a butterfly dyed over the crown. She’d repeated the motif with temporary tattoos—or so he assumed—at the corner of her mouth, and in a running line, necklace style, over her shoulders and along the tops of her impressive breasts.

			Her partner in crime was pouring some sort of pink foam into a wide pitcher. There was no way to tell whether it was intended for topical or internal use.

			Mavis still had her bells on, and had donned a sunny yellow romper with a woman wearing a black g-string and leather boots painted across the butt.

			The PA was wearing an eye mask and a headset while her feet soaked in bubbling blue water. Her hair was coated with something thick and green.

			Pitcher in hand, Mavis turned and spotted him. “You’re home! Welcome to Summerset’s Totally Iced Salon. Want a strawberry smash?”

			He assumed she meant the pink foam. “Thanks, no.”

			“Dallas is hiding upstairs. Drag her down for us, will you? Trina wants to use this new skin product on her, and she needs—”

			She broke off as she got a good look at his face. There were shadows under his eyes. She’d known him more than a year, and this was the first time she’d seen him wear shadows. “Everything okay?”

			“Fine.” He stepped over to Summerset. “And you?”

			The eyes that peered out of the blue registered mortification, a little panic, and the faintest flicker of hope. “They really shouldn’t be bothering with me. I know we have a number of things to discuss now that you’re home, so—”

			“Actually, I have some work to see to.”

			“Yes, but—” Summerset groped for Roarke’s hand, gripped it like a vice. “As I explained to everyone, we need to go over the Rundale report, and the other matter.”

			“Can’t be working the old guy when he’s busted up.” Trina sent Roarke a dismissive glance. “He needs to relax. What he really needs is a full week of intensive treatments. I might be able to turn his skin around. Hair’s not bad.” She gave it a testing tug, transferring goo. “It’ll be better when I’m done.”

			“No doubt.”

			“Roarke.” Summerset all but croaked it, then cleared his throat. “If I could have a moment.”

			“Later.”

			“Now.” This time he snapped it out. “If you ladies would excuse us, for just a few minutes.”

			“No problem,” Mavis said before Trina could object. “Treen, let’s take these smashes into the kitchen. Don’t worry about her,” she added with a gesture at the PA. “She’s on a relaxation and meditation program. She’s zonked.”

			With a last worried glance at Roarke, she grabbed Trina’s hand and pulled her out of the room.

			“They don’t mean any harm,” Roarke began.

			“I’m not concerned about that. I’m concerned about you. You don’t look well.”

			“I’m busy.”

			“You’re always busy. Are you ill?”

			“For Christ’s sake. No, I’m not ill. Bloody hell, music off!” The blast crashed into silence. “I’ve a great deal to do. More as you’re incapacitated.”

			“I’m hardly incapacitated. I’m—”

			“You broke your fucking leg. So lie back and deal with it. If you’ve gotten yourself into the bog here with these women, you’ll have to lie back and deal with that as well. I can’t help you. There’s no point in whining about it.”

			Summerset’s fingers tightened on the arms of his chair. “I don’t whine, nor do I tolerate being spoken to by you in such a manner.”

			“Don’t have much choice in that, do you? I’m not a child requiring lessons in manners any longer. As long as you’re in my employ, I’ll speak to you as I wish. And frankly, I’m not going to stand here wasting my time arguing with a half-naked man with God knows what all over his face.”

			Roarke strode out, leaving Summerset blinking after him. The twist in his gut had him doing something he’d never have considered otherwise. He reached for the in-house ’link.

			“What?” Eve snarled, then grimaced at the image on her screen. “Mother of God, my eyes! Block the video for sweet Jesus’ sake.”

			“Quiet. Something’s wrong with Roarke. He’s not well.”

			“What? What do you mean? He’s sick?”

			“I said he’s not well. I expect you to do something about it as I’m unable to.”

			“Where is he?”

			“He’s home. Find him. Fix it.”

			“Done” was all she said.

			She did a search, located him in the gym. Switching to video scan, she watched him strip down, drag on shorts. He looked exhausted, she thought. Not just tired, which was rare enough for him, but wiped out.

			He went for the weights, and Eve bided her time. Go ahead, she decided, sweat some of it out. That’s what she’d have done.

			It wasn’t just the shadows under his eyes that worried her, but the cold set of his face as he pumped the weights. Cold and hard.

			He was pushing himself. Punishing himself? God, what was going on?

			While he worked, she paced her office, trying out a dozen possible approaches. After a brutal thirty minutes, he went into the pool house.

			Lap after lap, fast, strong, hard. Too hard, she thought, and was on the point of going down to stop him when he rolled over on his back. Seeing him floating there, eyes closed, misery in every line of his face broke her heart.

			“What is it?” she murmured and stroked her fingers over the screen. “Why are you so unhappy?”

			Work? No, didn’t compute. If it was trouble with work he might be pissed, but he’d be challenged by it. Even energized. It wouldn’t make him miserable.

			Summerset? Didn’t play either. She’d checked, personally, with the medicals and had been told the skinny son of a bitch was healing perfectly, and already ahead of schedule.

			Maybe it’s me, she thought, with a slow, sick dread. Maybe his feelings for her had just . . . clicked off somehow. Everything between them had happened so fast when you thought about it. And had never made any sense, not to her. If he’d stopped loving her, wouldn’t he be unhappy, guilty, tired, distraught. All the things she saw on his face now?

			That was just bullshit. She kicked the desk as Roarke pulled himself out of the water. Just raging bullshit. And if it wasn’t, well, he was going to be a lot more unhappy, guilty, tired, and distraught before she was done.

			She marched into the kitchen, pulled out a bottle of wine and drank a glass like medicine. She’d give him a few minutes to clean himself up, then she was going in.

			He was just getting out of the shower when she walked into the bath. Or swaggered, spoiling for a fight. She watched him hook a towel at his hip, met his eyes in the mirror.

			“You look like shit.”

			“Thanks, darling.”

			No smile, she noted. No glimmer of warmth or amusement, not even irritation. Just nothing at all.

			“I’ve got some things to say to you. Put some pants on.”

			“They’ll have to wait. I’ve a conference call scheduled shortly.” It was a lie. It passed through his mind he’d never lied to her before. And it didn’t go down well.

			“It’s going to have to go without you.” She stalked back into the bedroom, slammed the door shut.

			The sound of it cut through his aching head like a laser. “Perhaps I’m not hunting down the next murdering bastard who plagues New York, but my work’s important.” He crossed to the closet, yanked out a pair of trousers. “I don’t expect you to stop doing yours when it’s inconvenient for me.”

			“I guess I’m not as nice and agreeable as you are.”

			“There’s a bulletin. I’ll talk to you later,” he said as he yanked on the pants.

			“You’ll talk to me now.” Her chin angled, a challenge, when he simply turned his head and stared coolly. “You’ve got to get through me to get out of the room. And the way you look right now, champ, I can put you down in thirty seconds.”

			He could feel the temper eating through the misery now, like a hot bite. “Don’t bank on it.”

			“You want to fight?” She shifted her stance, crooked her finger. “Come on.”

			“You’ll have to save your pissing contest for later. I’m not in the mood.” He stepped toward her, intending on nudging her aside. She shoved him back.

			His eyes fired, and that pleased her.

			“Don’t.” His warning was low, and very, very calm.

			“Don’t what?” She shoved him again, saw his hands ball into fists. “You want to take a shot at me. Go right ahead. Get it out of your system before I knock you on your ass.”

			“I’m telling you to stay away from me for a bit.”

			She planted her hands on his bare chest and shoved him again. “No.”

			“Don’t push me!” At her next move, he grabbed her wrists, jerked her forward, back. Fury flooded him, gushing through his blood. “I don’t need you crawling up my back. Leave me be. I don’t want you around.”

			“Don’t want me around.” It was a slice in the gut, fast and bloodless, that she countered by running him back against a wall. “You son of a bitch, you’re the one that got me into this in the first place.”

			He had more left in him than she’d thought, and in a ten-second sweaty grapple, reversed their positions. She countered, feinting with an elbow toward his chin as she hooked her foot around his and tossed him to the floor.

			She saw the hot rage light on his face even as it flamed in her. She sprang.

			He saw stars, then lost himself in the red-hazed violence as they rolled and wrestled over the floor. Something crashed, shattered.

			He felt the black bloom out of that tiny core inside him. It wanted to spread. Wanted to wound. And as they grappled, breath coming fast and short, the diamond she wore on a long chain around her neck spilled out and struck his cheek.

			Appalled, disgusted, he dropped his guard and let her pin him.

			“Go ahead.” He closed his eyes. Rage had passed, leaving him raw and empty. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

			“Not going to hurt me?” She lifted his head an inch by the hair, then let it thump on the floor. “You’re tired of me, don’t want me around, want to shake me loose, and you’re not going to hurt me?”

			“Tired of you?” He opened his eyes, and saw for the first time that hers weren’t simply angry. Tears sparkled in them. “Where the hell do you get these things? I never said that. I’ve a great deal on my mind, that’s all. Nothing that has to do with you.”

			He saw her face, the ripple of hurt that had her flinching as if he’d slapped her. Then she shut it down, so that her eyes went dry, went flat as she sat back on her heels.

			“What a stupid thing to say,” he murmured. “What a sublimely stupid thing to say.” He lifted his hands, scrubbed them over his face. “I’m sorry for it. I’m sorry for last night, sorry for this. I’m bloody sorry.”

			“I don’t want you to be sorry. I want you to tell me what the hell’s going on. Are you sick?” Tears were rising in her throat when she cupped his face in her hands. “Please, tell me. Is there something bad wrong with you?”

			“No. There’s not, no, not the way you mean.” Gently, he closed his hands over her wrists, over bruises he’d put there. “I’ve hurt you.”

			“Forget it. Just tell me. If you’re not going to die, and you haven’t fallen out of love with me—”

			“I couldn’t fall out of love with you if I fell all the way to hell.” Emotion was storming back into his eyes, and with it some of the misery she’d seen there before. “You’re everything.”

			“For God’s sake, tell me. I can’t stand seeing you like this.”

			“Give me a minute, will you?” He touched her cheek where a tear had spilled over. “I want a drink.”

			She got up, held out a hand to help him to his feet. “Is it something to do with business? Did you do something illegal?”

			The faintest hint of a smile touched his mouth. “Oh, Lieutenant, all manner of things. But not for quite some time.” He walked over to the panel in the wall, pressed, and opened the wide, recessed bar. He chose whiskey and had her stomach churning again.

			“Okay. What, did you lose all your money?”

			“No.” He nearly laughed. “I’d have handled that better than I’ve handled this. You. All of it. Christ Jesus, I’ve mucked this up.” He took a drink, took a breath. “It has to do with my mother.”

			“Oh.” Of all the things that had gone through her mind, this hadn’t been so much as a blip on the radar screen. “Did she contact you? Does she want something? If she’s giving you grief I can help—flash the badge, whatever.”

			He shook his head, drank. “She didn’t contact me. She’s dead.”

			She opened her mouth, shut it again. Shaky ground, she decided. Family deals were always shaky ground. “I’m trying to figure out what to say. I’m sorry if you are. But . . . you haven’t seen her since you were a kid, right? You said she walked, and that was that.”

			“That’s what I said, yes, and that’s what I believed. All this time believed. But it happens the woman who walked wasn’t my mother. I thought she was and that was that. I’ve learned differently.”

			“Okay. How did you learn about it?”

			Calm, he thought. Calm and cool, his cop, when she had something to puzzle out. And how foolish he’d been not to tell her right off. He stared into the glass, then walked over to sit on the sofa.

			“I met a woman at the shelter, a counselor there. She’s from Dublin, and she told me a story I didn’t believe at first. Didn’t want to believe. About a young girl she’d tried to help. A young girl and her child.”

			Slowly, Eve walked over to sit beside him. “You?”

			“Me. She was very young, this girl, and from the west. A farm in the west. She’d come to Dublin for the adventure, and to work. And she met Patrick Roarke.”

			He told her the rest.

			“You’ve verified it? The counselor, everything she told you. You’re sure it’s not some scam.”

			“Very sure.” He wanted another whiskey, but didn’t have the energy to get up and pour. “This girl who was my mother tried to give me a family, to do what was right. She loved him, I imagine, and was afraid of him. He had a way of making women love, and fear him. But she loved me, Eve.”

			Eve’s fingers linked with his, and gave him comfort. Steadied by it, he brought their joined hands to his lips. “I could see it in the picture of us. She never left me. He killed her. Another thing he was good at was destroying beauty and innocence. He killed her, and brought Meg back.”

			He laid his head back, looked up at the ceiling. “They were married. I found those records. Married before he met and ruined my mother, but there were no children. Maybe Meg couldn’t give him a son, so he cast her out. Or she’d had enough of his whoring and scheming and left him. Hardly matters why.”

			He gave what passed for a shrug, keeping his eyes closed as fatigue dragged at him. “A girl like Siobhan Brody would have appealed to him. So young and malleable, so ripe for plucking. And when she had me, he’d have little use for a young girl like her, nagging at him to marry her and make a proper family.”

			“She was with him for, what, under two years. But wouldn’t someone have told her about Meg? Wouldn’t someone have told her he was already married?”

			“If they did, he’d have lied his way around it. He had a quick and clever tongue, and was always ready with the credible lie.”

			“Or, you have a girl, not even twenty, gone over this guy and pregnant by him—maybe already a little afraid of him. Could be she just didn’t hear what people said.”

			“True enough. Though there’d have been those back in that day, back in his prime, who’d have risked speaking of him in a way he’d dislike. But if Meg’s name came to her ears, she may have pretended not to hear.”

			He fell silent for a moment, thinking it through. “Meg was more his match, if you understand me. Hard, with a liking for drink and a fast pound. Siobhan, she’d have irritated him eventually, simply because of what she was. But nobody walked out on Patrick Roarke—and to take his son, the symbol of his virility? No, indeed that wouldn’t be permitted. So she had to be punished for trying. I can see how it was, see exactly how it would have been. He’d pull Meg back to deal with me. A man can’t spend his time fussing over a baby, after all. Work to do, business to run. Get a woman to handle the dirty work. He was a right bastard, no doubt of it.”

			“No one ever mentioned her to you? Your mother.”

			“No one. I’d have found out about it myself, but I never bothered to look. It wasn’t closed off in my mind, as yours was, I just never bothered. I dismissed her, you see.”

			He squeezed his eyes tighter, then forced them open. “Not worth my time or trouble. I never gave her so much as a passing thought in all these years.”

			“You never gave Meg Roarke a passing thought,” she corrected. “You didn’t know.”

			“I never even troubled myself enough to hate her. She was nothing to me.”

			“You’re talking about two different women.”

			“She deserved better, that’s the point. Better all around, and better from me. I ask myself if she’d gone back to him if not for me. If not for thinking my son needs his father. Would she be alive now?”

			Worried, she wanted to yank him out of this maze of guilt he was circling. But she went with instinct, with training, and spoke quietly, as she would to a victim, a survivor on the verge of shock. “You can’t blame yourself for that. Or punish yourself for it.”

			“There should be some payment. Goddamn it, Eve, there should be something. I feel . . . helpless, and I don’t like it. Here’s something I can’t fix—can’t fight with my fists, can’t buy or steal or talk my way around. No matter how I line it up, she’s dead, and he never paid.”

			“Roarke, I don’t know how many times—you can’t keep them in your head or you go crazy—I don’t know how many times I’ve knocked on someone’s door and ripped apart the whole fabric of their life by telling them someone they loved is dead.”

			Hoping to comfort, she brushed her fingers over his hair. “They feel what you’re feeling now. And no matter how you line it up, the one who caused it never pays enough.”

			“You won’t like to hear it, but I’ll say it anyway. There have been moments, countless moments through my life that I wished I’d been the one to do him in the end. But I’ve never wished it more than I do now, even knowing it means nothing, changes nothing. Maybe that’s one of the reasons I didn’t tell you. How can you understand that I think I’d feel more of a man right now if I had his blood on my hands.”

			She looked down at his hand, and the gold ring, their symbol, that shone on his finger. “You’re wrong if you think I don’t understand. I understand because I’ve got my own father’s blood on mine.”

			“Oh Christ.” It sickened and infuriated him—he’d wallowed so deep into the mire of his own life that he’d so carelessly thrown that in her face. He drew her against him. “I’m sorry. Baby.”

			“It wouldn’t help.” She eased back so he could see her. “Take my word. And believe me, you’re more of a man than any other I’ve known.”

			He rested his forehead on hers. “I can’t do without you. I don’t know how I ever got by before you.”

			“We’ll just go from here. You’ve had a rough couple of days, so I’ll try one of your favorite sports and make you eat something.”

			He smiled, finally, when she rose to go to the AutoChef. “Tending to me, are you?”

			Glancing back she studied him. He wore nothing but the trousers. Though there were hints of amusement in his eyes now, the shadows under them still dogged them.

			And he was pale yet, pale from worry and fatigue.

			Well, she would damn well fix that.

			“I think I can figure out how, since I’ve been on the receiving end often enough.” She went for soup. “I don’t know much about mothers—neither do you—but from everything you’ve just said she’d hate you blaming yourself for what happened. If she loved you, she’d want you happy. She’d like knowing you got away from him. That you grew up to be successful and important.”

			“However I managed it.”

			“Yeah.” She fiddled with the soup, then brought it to him. “However you managed it.”

			“He’s in me, you know.”

			She nodded, sat beside him again. “I guess it works that way, which mean she’s in you, too. Gives you a big one up on me, on the DNA chart.”

			“I’ve been shuffling the past behind me all my life. It doesn’t shadow me the way it does you.” He ate, without much interest, because she’d gone to the trouble for him. “I didn’t want to bring you into this, or anyone. I wanted to sort it out for myself, that’s all. But it’s eating at me. I can see her face now, and I always will. I have family I didn’t know of, people who lost her. I don’t know what the hell to do about it. So I find myself guilty and churned up and frustrated.”

			“You don’t have to do anything until you feel easier about it.” She lifted a hand, stroked his hair. “Give yourself a break.”

			“I couldn’t tell you straight off.” He looked at her now. “Couldn’t get the words out. Shutting you out was easier. Easier yet, it seems, was taking some of that guilt and frustration out on you.”

			“Not so easy when I knocked you on your ass.”

			He leaned over, kissed her softly. “Thanks for that.”

			“Anytime, pal.”

			“I’m sorry I left you alone last night. You had a nightmare.”

			“I’d say we both did. We’ll figure this out, Roarke.”

			“Not so much to . . .” Her face blurred, doubled, shimmered briefly into focus again. “Ah, fuck me. You tranq’d the soup.”

			“Yeah, I did.” Her tone was cheerful as she took the bowl before it tipped out of his limp fingers. “You need to sleep. Let’s get you into bed while you can still walk. I can’t carry you the way you do me.”

			“You’re enjoying this part.”

			“Well, duh.” She got his arm around her shoulders, hers around his waist, and hauled him up. “And I’m beginning to see why you get such a charge out of putting me under when you think I need it. It makes me feel all righteous and gooey inside.”

			“Let me complete the reversal,” he managed in a voice slurring with the drug, “and say, ‘Bite me.’ ”

			“Happy to, when you wake up. Step up, there you go. One more, that’s the spirit.”

			“I should probably be pissed off at you, but I can’t quite focus on it. Come sleep with me, darling Eve. Let me hold you.”

			“Yeah, you bet.” She eased him onto the bed, lifted his legs. His face was already going slack. “Just rest now,” she whispered as she pulled the covers over him.

			He murmured in Gaelic words she’d heard before. I love you. She sat beside him, brushed the hair back from his cheeks, then touched her lips to his.

			“Same goes.”

			She set the lights on five percent so that if he surfaced, he wouldn’t wake in the dark. Then she went down to speak to Summerset before going back to her office.

			While she worked late into the night, she kept the bedroom on-screen, so she could watch over him.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			His hands were on her, and his mouth, heating her blood, tripping her pulse before she was fully awake.

			Languidly, Eve moved under him, sighing a little. Her senses were tuned to him—the scent of her mate, his taste, his shape—and the need for him rose up even as her mind flitted around the blurred edges of sleep.

			Gently, lightly, fingertips stroked over soft, warm flesh. The slide of a tongue, the brush of lips, and an erotic whisper close to her ear. She was aroused, still floating on that liquid spill where pleasure was lazy and sweet.

			Then he said her name. Said her name before his mouth ravished hers, before his hand slid down to cup where she was already wet, already aching.

			And he shot her from dreamy drift into urgent demand.

			Now there was only sensation, the pounding of blood and shocks of heat, and the tangle of limbs as they rolled to find more. She ran her hands over him, thrilling herself with the angles, the smooth skin, the hard lines of muscle.

			He was starved for her. He’d wakened wanting her, just the warm comfort of her beside him in the quiet light she’d left burning against the dark. But he’d only had to touch her, to see her face, to need.

			She was his constant.

			Her mouth was eager, her hands quick and greedy. Their moods matched here, he knew. Give me more, and more. And take all you can.

			Half-mad, he dragged her up. He could see her eyes, gleaming, focused on him as she locked her legs around him, as her hips surged to take him in—into the wet heat. She watched him still as she clamped around him, already coming as she surrounded him.

			His breath snagged in his throat. His heart leaped after it.

			He might have spoken, or tried, but she pulled him closer, took him deeper, and banding her arms around him used those strong, narrow hips to drive him.

			Just hold on, she thought. Hold onto me this time. And she held him while the hunger consumed them both.

			They slid down together, shuddering. When his head rested between her breasts, she closed her eyes again.

			“Guess you’re feeling better,” she managed.

			“Considerably. Thanks.” He brushed his lips gently over the side of her breast. “I suppose I deserved the tranq.”

			“Goes without saying, seeing as you’ve doused me too many times to count. Point is though, you needed to sleep.” With her hand caught in his hair, she looked up through the sky window at the colorless morning sky. “You scared me, Roarke.”

			“I know it.” Turning his head, he pressed his lips to her heart, then shifted so he could draw her over to him, rest her head on his shoulder. “This, all this . . . it sucker punched me. I don’t seem to have my wits about me yet.”

			“I get that. But I think you broke a rule. The one about not sharing a personal crisis with your life partner.”

			“Life partner.” He smiled up at the ceiling. “Is that your new, more comfortable alternative for wife?”

			“Don’t try to change the subject. You broke the rule. I’ve been collecting marriage rules over the last year.”

			“Always the cop,” he retorted. “You’re right though, and if it’s not a rule it should be. I shouldn’t have kept it from you. I don’t know altogether why I did. I have to turn this around in my head awhile more, figure out what to do. Or not.”

			“Fine. But no shutting me out. Not again.”

			“That’s a deal.” He sat up as she did, then caught her face in his hands. How she could have thought, even for a moment, that he’d grown tired of her was beyond him. “Life partners,” he said. “It’s got a nice ring to it. But you know, I still prefer the sound of ‘wife.’ ” He touched his lips to hers. “Mine.”

			“You would. I’ve got to get moving. I have to report to the commander this morning.”

			“I haven’t been keeping up with you. Why don’t we catch a shower together, and you can tell me about the case.”

			She lifted a shoulder as if it didn’t matter to her one way or the other. But the fact was she’d missed, very much, being able to run through the steps and stages of an investigation with him. “Okay. But no funny business.”

			“And here I was, about to grab my big red nose and squirting carnation.”

			Naked, she turned in the bathroom doorway to stare at him. “You’re a strange guy, Roarke. But there will be no clowning around—haha—in the shower.”

			He considered changing her mind, just on principle, but as he listened to her run through, he got caught up. And found it a relief to think about something other than his own worries.

			“It shows how quick you can lock yourself into your own little world. I didn’t know there’d been a second murder. Both young, both students—different universities, backgrounds, interests, social circles.”

			“There are connections. The club where the transmissions originate for one. Hastings and Portography.”

			“And their killer.”

			“Yeah.” She scooped her hand through her wet hair as she stepped out of the shower. “And their killer.”

			“Maybe they both modeled for the killer at some point.”

			“I don’t think so.” She stepped into the drying tube as Roarke reached for a towel. “Why the candids?” She lifted her voice over the hum of the tube. “Why take photographs of them when they’re unaware if they were modeling. Plus, they’re kids, right? It seems to me a kid would get all puffed up or jazzed up about the idea of modeling and tell their friends or family. Neither victim mentioned it to anyone we’ve questioned.”

			She stepped out, and this time scooped her hand through dry hair, considered it styled for the day. “I’m starting to think this guy, or woman, isn’t a professional. Or at least, not successfully. Wants to be, believes he’s just aces.”

			“Frustrated artist.”

			“That’s what I get. If he does commercial work, he considers it beneath him. Stews about it. Sits around in his room whining to himself that the world doesn’t appreciate his genius. He has such a gift,” she continued as she walked to the closet to hunt up clothes. “A light inside, but nobody sees it. Not yet. But they will. He’ll make them see it eventually. When he’s done, it’ll be so bright, it’ll all but blind them. Some will say he’s insane, deluded, even evil. But what do they know? More, he’s sure of it, more will finally recognize who and what he is—what he can do, and give. The brilliance of it. The artistry. The immortality. Then, finally, he’ll get his due.”

			She yanked a sleeveless tank over her head, then noted Roarke was simply standing, watching her, with the faintest of smiles. “What? Jesus, what’s wrong with this top? If I’m not supposed to wear the damn thing, why is it in the closet?”

			“The top’s fine, and that strong blue’s a nice color on you, by the way. I was thinking what a marvel you are, Lieutenant. An artist in your way. You see him. Not the face and form, not yet. But you see inside him already. And that’s how you stop him. Because he can’t hide from someone who sees inside him.”

			“Long enough to kill two people, so far.”

			“And if you weren’t standing for them, he might never pay for it. He’s smart, isn’t he?” He crossed to the closet, chose a jacket for her before she could do so herself. “A clever mind, and oh so organized.”

			He liked the pale, silvery gray jacket against the strong blue, and set it aside for her to put on after she’d strapped on her weapon. “He watches. Spends a lot of time blending rather than standing out, don’t you think? Better to watch. More to see when you’re not particularly noticed.”

			She nodded. “That’s good.”

			“But still, if they knew him as you believe, there’s something about him that made them see him as friendly, or at least unthreatening.”

			“They were kids. Most, at twenty, don’t think anything can hurt them.”

			“We knew better.” He stroked a fingertip over the shallow dent in her chin. “But I think you’re right again. In the normal way of things, at twenty you’re invulnerable. Is that something else he wants? That careless courage and innocence.”

			“Enough, I think, that he lets them keep it right to the end. He doesn’t hurt them, mark them, rape them. He doesn’t hate them for what they are. He . . . honors them for it.”

			It was good, she realized, really good to talk it out. She’d needed just this. “It’s not envy, it’s like appreciation. I think he loves them, in his twisted, selfish way. And that’s what makes him so dangerous.”

			“Will you show me the portraits?”

			She hesitated while he went to the AutoChef to program coffee. He should be studying the morning stock reports, monitoring any breaking news over breakfast, she thought. That was his routine. And she should be heading out to Central right now to prepare for her morning briefing.

			“Sure.” She said it casually before sitting down and calling up the file on the sitting room unit. “I’ll have a couple of eggs, scrambled, and whatever else you’re having.”

			“A very smooth way of ensuring I eat.” He programmed breakfast, then studied the screen—the two images Eve had called up on it. “Different types entirely, aren’t they? And yet, the same . . . vitality, I suppose.”

			He thought of the picture of the woman he knew to be his mother. Young, vital, alive.

			“It’s monsters who prey on the young,” he declared.

			He couldn’t get the images out of his mind, even after Eve had left the house. They haunted him as he went down to make amends with Summerset. The two young people he’d never met, the mother he’d never known.

			They linked together in his head, a sad and sorrowful portrait gallery. Then another joined him, and he saw Marlena in his mind’s eye. Summerset’s lovely young daughter. She’d been little more than a child when the monsters had taken her, Roarke thought.

			Because of him.

			His mother, Summerset’s daughter, both dead because of him.

			He stepped through the open door of Summerset’s quarters. In the living area PA Spence was running a hand scanner over the skin cast to check the knitting of bone.

			The wall screen played one of the morning newscasts. Summerset sat, drinking coffee, watching the news, and ignoring the PA as she cheerfully detailed the progress of his injuries.

			“Coming right along,” she chirped. “Excellent progress, particularly for a man of your age. You’re going to be up and around on your own again in no time, no time at all.”

			“Madam, I would be up and around on my own now if you’d go away.”

			She clucked her tongue. “We’ll just get a reading of your blood pressure and pulse for the chart. Bound to be elevated since you insisted on drinking that coffee. Black as pitch. You know perfectly well you’d do better with a nice herbal tonic.”

			“With you nattering in my ear I may take to starting my day with vodka. And I can take my own vital signs.”

			“I’ll take your vital signs. And I want no trouble from you today about your vitamin boost.”

			“If you come near me with that syringe, you’ll find it deposited in one of your own orifices.”

			“Excuse me.” Though he’d have preferred to slink away unnoticed, Roarke stepped inside. “Sorry to interrupt. I need Summerset for a few moments, if you’d excuse us.”

			“I’m not quite finished. I need to update his chart, and he needs his booster.”

			“Ah, well.” Roarke slid his hands into his pockets. “You look better today.”

			“I’m quite well, considering.”

			And angry with me, Roarke noted. “I wonder if some fresh air might be in order. Why don’t I take you out through the gardens for a bit, before the day heats up.”

			“That’s a fine idea,” Spence said before Summerset could answer. And she whipped the pressure syringe from behind her back, had it pressed against his biceps and administered before he could blink. “Nothing like a nice turn around the garden to put roses in your cheeks. No more than thirty minutes,” she said to Roarke. “It’ll be time for his physical therapy.”

			“I’ll have him back for it.” He started to step behind Summerset’s chair.

			“I can navigate this bloody thing perfectly well myself.” To prove it, Summerset engaged the controls and propelled himself toward the terrace doors.

			Roarke managed to get there in time to open them before he whisked through.

			Back poker straight, Summerset drove over the stone terrace, turned down one of the garden paths. And kept on going.

			“He’s in a very sour mood this morning,” Spence commented. “More so than usual.”

			“I’ll have him back for the therapy.” Roarke shut the door behind him, and followed Summerset down the path.

			The air was warm and close, and fragrant. He’d built this world, he thought, his world surrounded by the city he’d made his own. He’d needed the beauty. It hadn’t been simply desire, but survival. With enough beauty, he could cover up all the ugliness of all the yesterdays.

			So there were flowers and pools, arbors and paths. He’d married Eve out here, in this manufactured Eden. And found more than his measure of peace.

			He let Summerset glide himself along for the first few minutes, understanding the man probably wanted to put some distance between himself and Spence as much as he wanted the control.

			Then Roarke simply stepped up behind the chair, stopped it. Locked it in place. He walked around to sit on a bench so that he and Summerset were on the same level.

			“I know you’re angry with me,” he began.

			“You’ve saddled me with that creature. Locked me in with her as my warden.”

			Roarke shook his head. “Christ Jesus. You can be as mad as you like about that. Until you’re healed you’ll have the best care available. She’s it. For that I won’t apologize. For the things I said to you last night, for the way I behaved, I will. I’m sorry for it, very sorry.”

			“Did you think you couldn’t tell me?” Summerset looked away, stared hard at a violently blue hydrangea. “I know the worst of you, and the best, and everything between.” He looked back now, studied Roarke’s face. “Well, at least I see she tended to you. You look rested.”

			Surprise flashed in Roarke’s eyes before he narrowed them. “Eve discussed . . . she spoke to you about what I’ve learned?”

			“However we disagree, whatever our difficulties with each other, we have one thing in common. That’s you. You worried us both, needlessly.”

			“I did.” He rose, walked a few paces down the path. Back again. “I can’t get a grip on it. Any sort of a grip. It makes me sick inside in a way I haven’t felt . . . in a very long time. And I wondered, I let myself wonder, if you knew.”

			“If I knew . . . ah.” As another piece fell into place, Summerset let out a long breath. “I didn’t. I had no knowledge of this girl. As far as I knew, Meg Roarke was your mother.”

			Roarke sat again. “I never questioned it.”

			“Why should you have?”

			“I’ve spent more time, taken more care turning over the background on a low-level employee than I have on my own beginnings. I blocked them out from my mind and from data banks. Wiped most of it clean.”

			“You protected yourself.”

			“Fuck that.” It was temper as much as guilt that radiated from him. “Who protected her?”

			“It could hardly have been you, a babe in arms.”

			“And no justice for her, not by my hand. Not by her son’s hand, for the bastard’s been dead for years now. At least with Marlena—”

			He cut himself off, drew himself in. “Marlena died to teach me a lesson. You never blamed me for it, not once have you said you blamed me.”

			For a long beat, Summerset looked over the garden. Those violently blue hydrangeas, the bloodred of roses, the hot pink of snapdragons. His daughter, his precious child, had been like a flower.

			Beautiful, brilliant, and short-lived.

			“Because you weren’t to blame. Not for what happened to my girl, not for what happened to your mother.” Summerset’s gaze tracked back to him, held. “Boy,” he said quietly, “you were never to blame.”

			“Neither was I ever innocent, not in my own memory anyway.” With a little sigh, Roarke snapped off one of the blossoms, studied it. It occurred to him he hadn’t given Eve flowers in some time. A man shouldn’t forget to do such things, especially when the woman never expected them.

			“You could have blamed me.” He set the flower in Summerset’s lap because that, too, was unexpected. A small gesture, a small symbol. “You took me in, when he’d damn near beaten me to death, and I had no one and nowhere to go. You didn’t have to; I was nothing to you then.”

			“You were a child, and that was enough. You were a child half-beaten to death, and that was too much.”

			“For you.” Emotion all but strangled him. “You took care of me, and you taught me. You gave me something I’d never had, never expected to. You gave me a home, and a family. And when they took part of that family away, when they took Marlena, the best of us, you could have blamed me. Cast me out. But you never did.”

			“You were mine by then, weren’t you?”

			“God.” He had to take a breath, a careful one. “I suppose I was.”

			Needing to move, Roarke got to his feet. With his hands in his pockets he watched a small fountain gurgle to life above a riot of lilies. He watched the cool water until he was calm again.

			“When I decided to come here, wanted to make my home here and asked you to come, you did. You left the home you’d made for the one I wanted to make. I don’t think I’ve ever told you that I’m grateful.”

			“You have told me. Many times and in many ways.” Summerset laid his hands over the strong blue flower, looked out over the garden. The peace of it, and the beauty of it.

			The world within a world the boy he’d watched become a man had created. Now that world had been shaken, and needed to be put steady again.

			“You’ll go back to Ireland. You’ll have to go back.”

			“I will.” Roarke nodded, unspeakably grateful to be understood without having said the words. “I will, yes.”

			“When?”

			“Right away. I think it’s best to go straight away.”

			“Have you told the lieutenant?”

			“I haven’t.” Unsettled again, Roarke looked down at his own hands, ran the gold band of his marriage around his finger. “She’s in the middle of a difficult investigation. This will distract her from it. I’d considered telling her I had business out of town, but I can’t lie to her. It’ll be simpler, I think, to make the arrangements, then tell her I’m going.”

			“She should go with you.”

			“She’s not only my wife. Not even always my wife first.” He angled his head, smiled a little. “That’s something you and I might never see quite the same way.”

			Summerset opened his mouth, then shut it again. Deliberately.

			“People’s lives depend on her,” Roarke said with some exasperation. “It’s something she never forgets, and something I’d never ask her to put second. I can handle this on my own, and in fact, I think it’s best I do.”

			“You were always one for believing you had to handle everything yourself. In that area, you and she are peas in a pod.”

			“Maybe.” Because he wanted their faces on the same level, Roarke crouched. “Once, if you remember, when I was young and things were a bit tight for me, and the hate I felt for him still hot—running like some black river inside me—I told you I was going to take another name. That I wouldn’t keep his. Wanted nothing of his.”

			“I remember. I think you were still shy of sixteen.”

			“You said: Keep it, the name’s yours as much as his. Keep it, and make something of it, then it’ll be all of yours and none of his. Start now. Didn’t tell me what to make of it, did you?”

			With a short laugh, Summerset shook his head. “I didn’t have to. You already knew.”

			“I have to go back, myself, and find whatever it is she gave me. I have to know if I’ve made something of it, or have something yet to make. And I have to start now.”

			“It’s difficult to argue with my own words.”

			“Still, I don’t like leaving you before you’re on your feet again.”

			Summerset made a dismissive sound. “I can handle this, and that irritating woman you’ve chained to me, on my own.”

			“You’ll watch after my cop while I’m gone, won’t you?”

			“In my way.”

			“Well then.” He got to his feet. “If you need me for anything . . . you’ll be able to reach me.”

			Now Summerset smiled. “I’ve always been able to reach you.”

			 

			Eve finished her oral report to Commander Whitney standing. She preferred that kind of formality in his office. She respected him for the kind of cop he was, and had been. Respected the lines of worry and authority that scored his wide, dark face.

			Riding a desk hadn’t made him soft, but had only toughened the muscles of command.

			“There are some media concerns,” he said when she’d finished. “Let’s get them out of the way.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“There have been some complaints that Channel 75, and Nadine Furst in particular, is receiving preferential treatment in this investigation.”

			“Channel 75 and Nadine Furst are receiving preferential treatment in this investigation due to the fact that we believe the killer has sent transmissions directly to Ms. Furst at 75. She, and the station, are cooperating fully with me and my team. As the transmissions were sent to her, I have no authority to stop her, or 75, from broadcasting any and all of the contents. However, they have agreed to filter those transmissions, and any other data received, through me. As quid pro quo, I have agreed to filter back any information on the case I deem appropriate for broadcast to them first.”

			Whitney tipped his head in acknowledgment. “Then we’re covered.”

			“Yes, sir, I believe so.”

			“We’ll set up a media conference to keep the dogs at bay. When dealing with the media, it’s best to CYA twice, whenever possible. I’ll have our liaison go through your reports and cull out what we want to feed them.”

			Satisfied, he set the media aside, went back to the meat. “You need to work the connections, find the conduit between the victims.”

			“Yes, sir. I’d like to put a man, or better, a team on the club. Baxter and Trueheart. Trueheart’s young enough to pass for a student. Baxter’s training him, so I’d want him on board, to keep close. Trueheart hasn’t had much undercover experience. McNab could cover some ground in the colleges, working the geek end of things. He’s already been in the club with a badge, so I can’t use him there.”

			“Set it up.”

			“Sir; my initial run of the list from Portography—Hastings’s assistants. Some of the names are bogus. Some of these people just make them up, because they think they sound better. But the one who was on during the wedding where Howard was photographed rings false. I’m going to push on that. I’m also going to try some sources, see if I can narrow down the images the killer’s produced to style and equipment. I’ve got a lot of lines to tug, which may keep my people scattered for a while, until I can pull them all in again.”

			“Do what’s necessary to close this down. Keep me updated.”

			“Yes, sir.” She started to step back, then stayed where she was. “Commander, there’s one more thing. As I mentioned last month, I’d like to have Officer Peabody’s name put in for the next detective’s test.”

			“She’s ready now?”

			“She’s had about eighteen months of homicide experience under me. She’s worked, and closed, a cold case on her own. She’s clocked more field time than some of the guys in the bull pen. She’s a good cop, Commander, and deserves her shot at a gold shield.”

			“On your recommendation then, Lieutenant.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I’d tell her to start prepping. As I recall the exam isn’t a walk on the beach.”

			“No, sir.” This time Eve smiled. “More like a run through a war zone. She’ll be prepped.”

			 

			She went down to the conference room, taking the time before her team arrived to sit on the edge of the table and study the board.

			The images looked back at her. She focused first on Rachel Howard. Smiling, sunny, cheerfully at work. Typical college-age job—clerking at a 24/7. Wanted to be a teacher. Studied hard, made friends, good solid family life. Middle class.

			Subway shot—heading home to that solid family life, or maybe off to school. Confident, pretty. Vital.

			Wedding shot. Dolled up for the event. Fussier hair, darker lips, longer eyelashes. Big, celebratory smile that just plain popped out from the rest. You noticed this girl. Couldn’t help it.

			Even in death, Eve thought. Sitting so neat, so pretty, with the light on her hair, her eyes staring out.

			And Kenby Sulu, exotic, striking. Fairly typical job as well, particularly for the theater type. Ushering. Wanted to be a dancer, worked hard, made friends easily, good solid family life. Upper class.

			Standing outside of Juilliard. Ready to go in, just coming out. Big smile for his friends.

			Then the formal cast shot. Dark and intense, but still, oh yeah, still, you saw the light in him. Anticipation, health, energy.

			The death shot mirrored it, she noted. The way he was posed in a dance, as if still on the move. And the light shimmering like a halo around him.

			Healthy, she thought. Had to be healthy, had to be innocent, young, well-adjusted. Clean. There was something else the two victims had in common, she decided. They were clean. No history of illegals, no major illnesses on medical records. Good sharp brains, nice healthy young bodies.

			She turned to the computer and started a run on any imaging business with Light in the name. She got four hits, noted them, then ran books on imaging with Light in the title. At some time, she was certain, her killer had been a student.

			She hit several, and was about to print them out when one caught her eye.

			Images of Light and Dark, by Dr. Leeanne Browning.

			“Okay,” Eve said aloud. “Time to go back to school, one more time.”

			When the conference door opened, she spoke without looking up. “Peabody, requisition and download a copy of a photographic text book titled Images of Light and Dark, by Leeanne Browning. Use the auxiliary computer. I’m not done here.”

			“Yes, sir. How did you know it was me?”

			“You’re the only one who walks like you. Find out if there’s an actual book copy available while you’re at it. It may be helpful.”

			“Okay, but what does that mean? How do I walk?”

			“Quick march in cop shoes. Working here.”

			Eve didn’t have to look up this time either to know Peabody was scowling at her shoes. She did a cross-check to locate and highlight any other book, paper, or published images by Browning, ran them through.

			Sulu had gone to Juilliard, but lived only a few blocks away from the Browning/Brightstar apartment. Could be another connection, she mused.

			“I can get it in both e and print versions, Lieutenant.”

			“Get both. While it’s downloading, you might want to check the schedule for upcoming detective exams. You’ve been cleared to take the next one.”

			“I need to wait until the requisition clears, then . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“I said get both. Screw the requisition. Order them. I’ll cover it until the red tape clears.”

			“The detective exam.” Peabody’s voice was a squeak. “I’m going to take the detective exam?”

			Eve swiveled in her chair, kicked out her legs. Her aide had gone ice pale, right down to the lips. Good, Eve thought. It wasn’t a step any good cop should take lightly. “You’re cleared for it, but it’s your call. You want to stay in uniform, you stay in uniform.”

			“I want to make detective.”

			“Okay. Take the exam.”

			“Do you think I’m ready?”

			“Do you?”

			“I want to be ready.”

			“Then study up, take the exam.”

			Her color was coming back, slowly. “You put my name up, cleared it with the commander.”

			“You work under me. You’re assigned to me. It’s up to me to put your name up if I think you do good work. You do good work.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Now keep doing good work and get me what I told you to get me. I’ve got to go drag Baxter and Trueheart into this.”

			Eve walked out. She didn’t have to look back to know Peabody was grinning.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Eve found Leeanne Browning at her apartment. The professor wore a long red shirt over a black skinsuit, and had her hair bundled back in a braid.

			“Lieutenant Dallas. Officer. You just caught me. Angie and I were about to head out.” She gestured them inside as she spoke. “We’re going to spend a few hours working in Central Park. The heat brings out all sorts of interesting characters.”

			“Including us,” Angie said, hauling a large toolbox into the room.

			Leeanne laughed, low and lusty. “Oh, absolutely including us. What can we do for you?”

			“I have some questions.”

			“All right. Let’s sit down and try to answer them. Is this about poor Rachel? There’s a memorial service for her tomorrow evening.”

			“Yes, I know. I’d like you to look at these. Do you recognize the subject?”

			Leeanne took the image of Kenby, standing in front of Juilliard. “No.” While Eve watched her face, Leeanne pursed her lips. “No,” she said again. “I don’t think he’s one of mine. I’d remember this face. Striking face.”

			“Good form,” Angie added, leaning over the back of the sofa. “Nice, graceful body type.”

			“An excellent study. Very well done. The same, isn’t it?” Leeanne asked. “It’s the same portrait artist. Is this handsome young man dead?”

			“How about this one?” Eve offered the picture of the dance troupe.

			“Ah, a dancer. Of course. He’s built like one, isn’t he?” She made a small sound, a little breath of distress. “No, he’s not familiar to me. None of them are. But this isn’t the same photographer, is it?”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Different style, technique. Such drama, and a wonderful use of shadows here. Of course, you’d want drama in this study, but . . . It seems to me that whoever took this dance study is more experienced, more trained, or simply more talented. Both, by my critique. Actually, at a guess, I’d say this was a Hastings.”

			Intrigued, Eve sat back. “You can look at a photo and identify the photographer.”

			“Certainly, if the artist has a distinct style. Of course, a clever student or fan could copy it very well, digital manipulation and so on. But this first isn’t what I’d call a stylistic homage.”

			Setting them side-by-side, she studied them again. “No. It’s very distinct and different. Two artists, interested in the same subject, and seeing it through different perspectives.”

			“Do you know Hastings, personally?”

			“Yes. Not well, I doubt anyone does. Such a temperamental soul. But I use his work quite often in class, and he’s allowed me, with some considerable persuasion, to conduct some workshops for my students in his studio over the years.”

			“She had to pay him out of pocket,” Angie chimed in. She was still leaning over the sofa, with her chin nearly resting on Leeanne’s shoulder. “Hastings likes his money.”

			“That’s true.” Leeanne’s tone was cheerful. “When it comes to his art, he doesn’t compromise, but he’s firm on making a profit. His store, his commercial work, his time.”

			Eve began to play another angle in her head. “Any of your students ever work for him as models or assistants?”

			“Oh yeah,” Leeanne answered with a chuckle. “And most had a maxibus full of complaints afterward. He’s rude, impatient, cheap, violent. But they learned, I can promise you that.”

			“I’d like the names.”

			“My God, Lieutenant, I’ve been sending students to Hastings for more than five years.”

			“I’d like the names,” Eve repeated. “All you have on record, or in your memory. What about this one?” She held out the death photo.

			“Oh.” Her hand lifted, linked with Angie’s. “Macabre, horrible. Brilliant. He’s getting better at his work.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“So stark. It’s meant to be. Death Dances. That’s what I’d call it. The use of shadow and light here. The fact that he chose black-and-white, the fluid pose of the body. He could have done more with the face—yes, untapped potential there—but overall it’s brilliant. And terrible.”

			“You often choose black-and-white. Most of your book is dedicated to the art of black-and-white photography and imaging.”

			With a look of surprise, Leeanne glanced up again. “You’ve read my book?”

			“I’ve looked it over. There’s a great deal about light—the exploitation of it, the building or taking of it, the filtering of it. The absence of it.”

			“Without light, there is no image and the tone of the light determines the tone of the image. How it’s used, how the artist manipulates it or sees it, will be a part of his skill. Wait just a moment.”

			She rose and hurried out of the room.

			“You suspect her.” Angie straightened, studying Eve. “How can you? Leeanne would never harm anyone, much less a child. She isn’t capable of evil.”

			“Part of my job is asking questions.”

			Angie nodded, and coming around the sofa sat across from Eve. “Your job weighs on you. It puts pity in your eyes when you look at death.” She turned the portrait of Kenby over. “It doesn’t stay there, not in your eyes. But I think it stays inside you.”

			“He doesn’t need my pity anymore.”

			“No, I suppose not,” Angie replied as Leeanne came back in carrying a small box.

			“Hey, it’s a pinhole camera.” Peabody blurted it out, then flushed a little at her own outburst. “My uncle had one, showed me how to make one when I was a kid.”

			Eve was studying the odd little box and said simply, “Free-Ager,” by way of explanation.

			“Ah, yes. This is a very old technique.” Leeanne set the box on a table, removed a bit of tape, then aimed the tiny hole that had been shielded beneath it toward Eve. “A handmade box, the photographic paper inside, the light outside with the pinhole as the lens that captures that light, and the image. I’d like you to keep still,” she told Eve.

			“That box is taking my picture.”

			“Yes. It’s the light, you see, that creates the miracle here. I ask each of my students to make a pinhole camera like this, and to experiment with it. Those that don’t understand the miracle, well, they may go on to take good pictures, but they’ll never create art. It isn’t all technology and tools, you see. It isn’t all equipment and manipulation. The core is the light, and what it sees. What we see through it.”

			“What we take out of it?” Eve asked, watching her. “What we absorb from it?”

			“Perhaps. While some primitive cultures feared that the camera, by reproducing their image, stole their souls, others believed that it gave them a kind of immortality. We have, in many ways, blended those two beliefs. Certainly, we immortalize with imaging, we steal moments of time and hold them. And we take something from each subject, each time. That moment again, that thought, that mood, that light. It will never be exactly the same again. Not even a second afterward. It’s gone—and it’s preserved, forever, in the photograph. There’s power in that.”

			“There’s no thought, no mood, no light in a photograph of the dead.”

			“Ah, but there is. The artist’s. Death, most certainly death, would be a defining moment. Here, let’s see what we’ve got.”

			She covered the hole on the box again, then slid out a sheet of paper. On it, Eve’s image was reproduced, almost like a pale pencil sketch.

			“The light etches the image, burns it into the paper, and preserves it. The light,” she said, handing the paper to Eve, “is the tool, the magic. The soul.”

			 

			“She’s really interesting,” Peabody commented. “I bet she’s a terrific teacher.”

			“And as someone who knows how to manipulate images, she had the skill to dick with the security discs on her building, shift the time stamp. Her alibi, therefore, has holes. So we give her, potentially, opportunity. Means—she clicks there. Method, another click. Give me motive.”

			“Well, I don’t . . .”

			“Set aside the fact you like her.” Eve merged into traffic. “What’s her motive for selecting, stalking, and killing two attractive college students?”

			“Art. It all deals with art.”

			“Deeper, Peabody.”

			“Okay.” She wanted to take off her cap, scratch her head, but resisted. “Controlling the subject? Controlling the art in order to create?”

			“On one level,” Eve agreed. “Control, creation, and the accolades that result. The attention, anyway, the recognition. In this case we have a teacher. She instructs, she gives her knowledge, her skill, her experience, and others take it and go on to become what she hasn’t. She’s written a couple of books, published some images, but she isn’t considered an artist, is she? She’s considered a teacher.”

			“It’s a very respected, and often under-appreciated vocation. You’re a really good teacher, for instance.”

			“I don’t teach anybody. Train maybe, but that’s different.”

			“I wouldn’t have the shot at a gold shield, not this soon, if you hadn’t taught me.”

			“Trained you, and let’s stay on target here. The other level is taking from the subject and seeing them as just that. A subject, not a person with a life, a family, with needs or rights. A subject, like—I don’t know—a tree. If you’ve got to cut down the tree to get what you want, well, too bad. Plenty more trees.”

			“You’re talking to a Free-Ager here.” Peabody shuddered. “Talking about indiscriminately mowing down trees hits me in a primal area.”

			“The killer isn’t killing just for the thrill of taking a life. It isn’t done with rage, or for profit. It isn’t sexual. But it is personal. It’s intimate—for the killer. This person, this specific person, has what I need, so I’ll take it. I’ll take what they have, then it becomes mine. They become mine, and the result is art. Admire me.”

			“That’s a pretty twisted route.”

			“It’s a pretty twisted mind. And a smart one, a cool one.”

			“You think it’s Professor Browning?”

			“She’s connected, so we line up the connections. Who knows her, and Hastings, and the two victims? Who had contact with all of them? Let’s find out.”

			She started at Juilliard, at the theater department. At some point in their young lives, Rachel Howard and Kenby Sulu had intersected.

			She sent Peabody off to make the rounds with the photograph of Rachel while she made her own.

			When her ’link beeped, she was standing at the back of a rehearsal hall watching a bunch of young people pretend to be various animals.

			“Dallas.”

			“Hello, Lieutenant.” Roarke’s face filled her screen, and almost immediately shifted from an easy smile to puzzlement. “Where are you? The zoo?”

			“In a manner of speaking.” Wanting to cut out some of the background noise, she stepped out into the hall. “Everything okay?”

			“Well enough. Eve, I have to go out of town for a few days.”

			“Oh.” It wasn’t unusual for him to have to buzz around the planet, or off it. The man had interests all over the developed universe. But the timing was poor. “If you could—”

			“I have to go to Ireland,” he said before she could finish. “I need to go back, and deal with this.”

			Stupid, she thought immediately. Stupid to have this blindside her. Of course he’d need to go back. “Look, okay, I can see how you’d feel that, but I’m in the middle of things here. I need to stick with this until I close the case, then I can take some time. I’ll put in for it when I get back to Central.”

			“I need to deal with this myself.”

			She opened her mouth, ordered herself to breathe before she spoke. “Right.”

			“Eve, it has to be done, and isn’t something you need to worry about. I don’t want you to worry about it, or me. I’m sorry to leave you to handle Summerset, and I’ll try to make it as quick as I can.”

			She kept her face blank, her voice even for both their sakes. “When are you leaving?”

			“Now. Immediately. Fact is, I’m on the shuttle now. I can’t tell you precisely where I’ll be—I don’t know yet. But I’ll have my personal ’link with me. You’ll be able to reach me anytime.”

			“You knew you were going.” She lowered her voice, turning her back on the corridor as students rushed by behind her. “You knew this morning.”

			“I had to see to some details first.”

			“But you’d already made up your mind to go.”

			“I had, yes.”

			“And you’re telling me like this so I can’t do anything to stop you.”

			“Eve, you wouldn’t stop me. And I won’t have to put your work in a holding pattern so you can come along and nurse me through this.”

			“Is that what you did when you went with me to Dallas? Nursed me through it?”

			Frustration ran over his face. “That was a different matter.”

			“Oh yeah, with you being a man and all, with unbreakable balls. I keep forgetting.”

			“I have to go.” He spoke coolly now. “I’ll let you know where I am as soon as I can manage, and I’ll be back in a few days. Probably sooner. You can kick my unbreakable balls then. Meanwhile, I love you. Ridiculously.”

			“Roarke—” But he’d already ended the transmission. “Damn it. Damn it.” She kicked the wall, twice.

			She marched back into the rehearsal room and vented her frustration by stalking through the slinking tigers and leaping chimps.

			The instructor was a pencil-thin woman with a high shock of blue hair. “Ah,” she said, “and here we have the lone wolf.”

			“Shut them down,” Eve ordered.

			“Class is in progress.”

			“Shut them down.” Eve whipped out her badge. “Now.”

			“Oh damn it, not another Illegals sweep. Stop!” For a thin woman, she had a big voice, and her order shut off the din.

			Eve stepped in front of her. “I’m Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD.” There was a communal groan at the announcement, and two students edged toward the rear doors. “Hold it! I’m not interested in what you’ve got in your pockets or your bloodstream, but anybody goes out those doors, I will be.”

			Movement stopped.

			“I have a picture. I want you to come up here, one at a time, and look at it. I want to know if you know this girl, have seen her, or have any information on her. You.” She pointed at a boy in a black unitard and baggy shorts. “Here.”

			He swaggered up. “Nope.”

			“Look at the picture, smart-ass, or this is going to turn into an Illegals sweep.”

			He smirked at her, but he looked. “Don’t know her, never seen her. Can I go, Officer?”

			“Lieutenant. No. Stand over there.” She pointed to the right wall, then gestured to a girl, also in black.

			She started up, flicking a toothy grin at the boy now lounging against the wall, as though they shared a private joke. But when she looked at the photo, the humor drained out of her face.

			“On the news. I saw her on the news. It’s that girl from Columbia who was killed. Like Kenby.”

			The murmuring started from the crowd of students, and Eve let it roll. “That’s right. Did you know Kenby?”

			“Sure. Sure I did. Everybody did. Man, oh man, this sucks so large.”

			“Have you seen this girl before?”

			Even as she shook her head, someone called out. “I have. I think.”

			Eve shifted, looked at the boy who stood with his hand raised. “Come up here. Go stand over there,” she told the girl.

			“I sort of think I saw her.” The boy wore the black uniform, and a forest of silver loops along the curve of his ear. He had a trio of matching hoops at the peak of his left eyebrow.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Mica, Mica Constantine. Kenby and I had a lot of classes together, and we hung out sometimes. We weren’t real tight, but sometimes we partied with the same group.”

			“Where did you see her?”

			“I think I saw her. When I saw her on the news reports, she looked sort of familiar. And when Kenby—when I heard about what happened to him, like with her, I thought, hey, isn’t that the chick from the club?”

			Eve felt the vibe at the base of her spine. “What club?”

			“Make The Scene. Some of us go there sometimes, and I think I’ve seen her there. I think I remember seeing her and Kenby dancing a couple of times. I’m not absolute about it, just it seems to me.”

			“When do you think you saw them together?”

			“Not together. I mean they weren’t like a thing. I think I saw them dancing a couple of times, like last month maybe. I haven’t been to the club in a while. Only reason I remember is they looked good, you know. I’m taking this class to learn how to free up my body, how to move it. So I was watching the dancing especially, and they really moved.”

			“I bet other people noticed them.”

			“I guess.”

			When she reconnected with Peabody, they had three witnesses between them who’d seen Rachel and Kenby dancing at the club.

			“They didn’t come in together, sit together, leave together,” Eve summed up as she headed back downtown. “A few casual dances, over a few weeks in the summer, from what we have so far. No way it’s a coincidence.”

			“Someone saw them there, and that cemented it?”

			“Saw them there, or saw them at some point, somewhere else. Individually or together. They both liked to dance, so maybe they hooked up elsewhere. Both college kids. She might’ve gone to see one of his performances. Diego and Hooper both frequent the club. Odds are either or both of them saw these two together. We’ll sweep Columbia again, see if any of Rachel’s friends or classmates remembers seeing her with Kenby. Or mentioning him.”

			 

			While Eve tugged on the next line, Roarke walked down the streets of South Dublin. The area had once been as familiar to him as his own face. There’d been changes since his youth, plenty for the good.

			The Urban Wars had crushed this part of the city, turned the projects into slums, and the streets into a battlefield. He remembered the aftermath only dimly. Most of it had been over and done before he’d been born.

			But the consequences had lasted a generation.

			Poverty and the thieves it bred still haunted this area. Hunger and the anger it fed lived here, day by day.

			But it was coming back, slowly. The Irish knew all about wars, conflicts, hunger, and poverty. And they dealt with it, sang of it, wrote of it. And drank around it of an evening.

			So, there was the Penny Pig. It had been a neighborhood pub when he’d been a boy and most of his neighbors were villains of one sort or the other.

			He supposed it wouldn’t be inaccurate to name him one of the villains.

			It had been a haunt for him, and those he ran with. A place to go and have a pint and not worry about the cops coming in to roust you. There’d been a girl there he’d loved as much as he was able, and friends he’d valued.

			All of them, dead and gone now, he thought as he stood outside the door. All but one. He’d come back to the Penny Pig, and the one friend alive from his boyhood. Maybe he’d find some of the answers.

			He stepped inside, to the dark wood, the smokey light, the smell of beer and whiskey and cigarettes, and the sounds of rebel songs played low.

			Brian was behind the bar, building a Guinness and holding a conversation with a man who looked to be older than dirt. There were a few at the low tables, drinking or having a sandwich. A miniscreen playing some Brit soap opera sat over the bar with the sound muted.

			It was early in the day yet, but never too early to stop by a pub. If you wanted conversation, information, or just a sociable drink, where else would you go?

			Roarke stepped up to the bar and waited for Brian to glance over.

			And when he did, Brian’s wide face creased in smiles. “Well now, here’s himself come to grace my humble establishment once more. We’d break out the French champagne had we any.”

			“A pint of that’ll do well enough.”

			“Do you see here, Mister O’Leary, sir, who we have among us today?”

			The old man turned his head, and his rheumy eyes stared at Roarke out of a face as flat and thin as a plank. He lifted the pint Brian had just passed him, drank slow and deep.

			“It’s Roarke, is it, all grown up and fancy as a prince. Bit rougher around the edges, you were, when you came around to pinch wares from my shop down the street.”

			“You chased me out with a broom more than once.”

			“Aye, and it’s no doubt your pockets were heavier when you lit out than when you came in.”

			“True enough. It’s good to see you again, Mr. O’Leary.”

			“Got rich, didn’t you?”

			“I did, yes.”

			“So he’ll pay for your pint as well as his own,” Brian said and slid a pint down to Roarke.

			“Happy to.” Roarke took out a bill large enough to pay for a dozen pints, set it on the bar. “I need to speak with you, Brian, on a private matter.”

			Friends or not, the note disappeared into Brian’s pocket. “Come back to the snug then.” As he turned, he pounded a fist on the door behind the bar. “Johnny, get off your lazy arse and mind the bar.”

			He walked down to a small room at the end, opened the door for Roarke. “And where’s Lieutenant Darling?”

			“She’s home.”

			“And well, is she?”

			“She’s well, thanks. Busy.”

			“Rounding up criminals, no doubt. You give her a kiss for me, and remind her when she’s done with you, I’m waiting to make her mine.”

			He sat at one of the spindly chairs at the single table gracing the little room. Then grinned. “I’ll be damned to hell and back, it’s good to see you. Happier circumstances I hope, than the last.”

			“I haven’t come to bury another friend.”

			“God bless him.” Brian clicked the glass he’d brought with him against Roarke’s. “To Mick then.”

			“To Mick, and the rest of them that’s gone.” He drank, then just stared into the foam.

			“What’s troubling your mind?”

			“Long story.”

			“Since when haven’t I had the time and the inclination to hear a long one? And when you’re buying?”

			“Do you remember when Meg Roarke left?”

			Brian’s eyebrows lowered, his lips pursed. “I remember she was here, then she was gone, and nobody was sorry to see the back of her.”

			“Do you have any recollection of . . . of someone else living with him—before she came. Do you remember anyone speaking of a young girl who was with him?”

			“Seems to me there were a number of women who came and went. But before Meg? Can’t say. Christ, Roarke, I’d’ve been in nappies, same as you.”

			“Your father knew him, and well. Did you never hear the name Siobhan Brody mentioned in your house, or around the neighborhood?”

			“I don’t remember, no. What’s this about then?”

			“She was my mother, Bri.” It still caught in his throat. “I’ve learned Meg wasn’t, and this young girl from Clare was.” Roarke lifted his eyes. “The bastard killed her, Brian. He murdered her.”

			“Sweet singing Jesus. I don’t know of this. I swear to you.”

			“I don’t think he could have managed it alone. Not without a bit of help, or not without someone knowing what he’d done.”

			“My father ran with him off and on, and did things—all of us did—that weren’t right along the clean side of the law. But murder a girl?” Looking Roarke dead in the eye, Brian shook his head. “My da wouldn’t have had any of that.”

			“No. He wasn’t one I thought of for this.”

			“But you’re thinking.” Brian nodded, and put his mind to it himself. “It was an ugly time. There were still petty little wars raging. Death was everywhere and cheaper in many ways than living.”

			“He had mates. Two I remember especially. Donal Grogin and Jimmy Bennigan. They would have known.”

			“Maybe. That may be,” Brian said slowly. “But Bennigan died in a cage sometime back, and would be no help to you.”

			“I know.” He’d done his research. “Grogin’s still around, and not far from here come to that.”

			“That’s true. He doesn’t come in here much, and hasn’t for the last years. Frequents a place a bit closer to the river, known as Thief’s Haven. Tourists think it’s a colorful name until they step inside. Then most step out again quick.”

			“He might be there now, but more likely at home this time of the day.”

			“More like.” Brian kept his gaze on Roarke’s face.

			“I can do this myself, and there’s no hardship between us if you’d rather not come along with me. But it’d go faster and cleaner with a friend.”

			“Now?”

			“I’d as soon move fast.”

			“Then we’d best be going,” Brian replied.

			 

			“Is this why you came without your cop?” Brian asked him as they walked one of the meaner streets.

			“One of the reasons.” Absently, Roarke fingered the mini-blaster in his pocket. “We have different methods of interviewing a witness.”

			Brian patted his own pocket, and the leather sap inside. “I recall getting my face busted a time or two by the cops.”

			“She can bust faces herself, but she tends to let the other throw the first punch. Her way’s effective, believe me, but it takes longer, and I want this done.”

			He worried the wedding ring on his finger as he walked along a street his cop would have recognized. She couldn’t have read the graffiti as most of it was in the Gaelic that had come into fashion with street toughs when he’d been a boy. But she’d have understood the meaning where it smeared the pocked sides of buildings, and have understood the faces of the men who loitered in doorways.

			Here a child would learn how to pinch a wallet from an unguarded pocket before he learned to read. And that child would be put to bed at night more often with a backhand rather than a kiss.

			He knew this street, too. It had spawned him.

			“She’s irritated with me,” Roarke said at length. “Hell, she’s right pissed, and I deserve it. But I couldn’t have her with me for this, Bri. I’ll kill him if it comes to it. I couldn’t have her in the middle of that.”

			“Well now, how could you? No place for a wife or a cop, is it?”

			It wasn’t. No, it wasn’t. But if he dealt death today, he’d have to tell her of it. And he wasn’t sure what it would do to what they’d become. He wasn’t sure if she would ever look at him the same way again.

			They went inside one of the ugly concrete boxes on the hard edge of the district. The stink of urine took him back to his own childhood. The sharp sting of it, the softer stench of vomit. It was the kind of place where rats didn’t wait until dark to come hunting, and where violence was so thick it clogged the corners like greased grime.

			Roarke looked toward the stairs. There were twenty units in the building, he knew, twelve of them officially occupied, with squatters in some of the rest. Few who lived in such a place worked by day, so there was likely forty or fifty people at home or within earshot of a shout.

			He doubted any would interfere. In such circumstances, people minded their own, unless it was to their advantage to do otherwise.

			He had money in his pocket along with the blaster, and would use whichever came most easily into play to convince anyone who needed convincing that he was conducting private business.

			“Ground floor for Grogin,” Roarke said. “Easy in and out.”

			“You want me to go outside, round to the window in case he gets past you?”

			“He won’t get past me.” Roarke knocked, then stepped to the side so Brian was in view of the Judas hole.

			“What the fucking hell do you want?”

			“A moment of your time, if you will, Mr. Grogin. I have a business opportunity I believe could be mutually profitable for both of us.”

			“Is that so?” There was a snorting laugh. “Well then, come right into my office.”

			He opened the door, and Roarke stepped through.

			The man looked old. Not so old as O’Leary, but much more used. His face hung in sags at the jaw, and his cheeks were an explosion of broken blood vessels. But his reflexes remained sharp. A knife appeared in his hand, a hand that moved as quick and smooth as a magician’s. But even as he started to sneer his eyes widened on Roarke’s face.

			“You’re dead. Saw you myself. How’d you climb out of hell, Paddy?”

			“Wrong Roarke.” Roarke bared his teeth. And rammed his fist into Grogin’s face.

			He had the knife in his own hand now, and crouching, held it to Grogin’s throat before Brian could finish shutting the door.

			Not a soul had stirred into the hallway beyond.

			“Still as quick as ever you were,” Brian said.

			“What’s this about? What the fucking hell is this about?”

			“Remember me, Mr. Grogin, sir?” Roarke spoke softly, a voice smooth as satin as he let Grogin feel the point of the blade. “You used to backhand me for sport.”

			“Paddy’s boy.” He licked his lips. “Now, come, you’re not holding a grudge all these years, are ya? A boy needs the back of a hand from time to time to help him grow to a man. I never meant you any harm.”

			Roarke nicked Grogin, just under the jaw. “Let’s say I don’t mean you any more harm now than you meant me then. I’m going to ask you some questions. If I don’t like your answers, I’m going to slit your throat and leave you for the rats. But I’ll let Brian have a go at you first.”

			Smiling cheerfully, Brian took the sap out of his pocket, slapped it on his palm. “You knocked me about plenty as well. I’d like a bit of my own back, so I wouldn’t mind if your answers don’t suit my mate here.”

			“I don’t have anything.” Grogin’s eye ticked back and forth, from face to face. “I don’t know anything.”

			“Better hope you do.” Roarke hauled him up, heaved him toward a filthy sofa. “You can try it,” he said, kicking a chair around when Grogin’s eyes flicked toward the rear window. “We’ll be on you like jackals, of course. But I’ll just hunt up someone else for the answers I need.”

			“What do you want?” he whined. “There’s no need for all this, lad. Why, I’m practically an uncle to you.”

			“You’re nothing to me but a bad memory.” Sitting down, Roarke ran the tip of the knife over his thumb, watched the thin line of blood bead. “Keep it honed, I see. That’s fine. I’ll start with your balls, if you’ve still got them. Siobhan Brody.”

			Grogin’s gaze stayed locked on the knife. “What?”

			“You’d best remember the name, if you want to live so long as another hour. Siobhan Brody. Young and pretty, fresh. Red-haired, green-eyed.”

			“Lad, now be reasonable. How many young girls such as that might I have known in my life?”

			“I’m only interested in this one.” Stone-faced, Roarke sucked blood from his thumb. “The one who lived with him more than two years. The one he planted a child in, and she gave birth to me. Ah there now.” Roarke nodded as he saw Grogin’s pupils widen. “That’s stirred the juices some.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Before Brian could move in, Roarke simply reached over, and snapped the bone in Grogin’s index finger. “There’s one for Siobhan. I’m told he broke three of hers, so I’ve two more to even that score.”

			Grogin went deathly white and let out a long, thin scream.

			“I’m feeling superfluous here,” Brian complained and settled himself on the ratty arm of the sofa.

			“He beat her,” Roarke said flatly. “Blackened her eyes, broke her bones. She was all of nineteen. He let you have a go at her, Grogin? Or did he keep her to himself?”

			“I never laid a hand on her. Not a hand.” Tears leaked from Grogin’s eyes as he cradled his injured hand. “She was Patrick’s woman. Nothing to do with me.”

			“You knew he beat her.”

			“A man, well, a man’s liable to need to teach his woman a lesson now and then. Paddy, he had a heavy hand, you’ve cause to know yourself. It’s not my doing.”

			“She left him for a while, took me and left him.”

			“I can’t say.” He jerked when Roarke leaned forward again, and yelping, cupped his hands at his own throat. “For God’s sake, have pity. It wasn’t me! How am I to know what went on behind Patrick’s door? I didn’t live in the man’s pocket, for Christ’s sake.”

			“Brian,” Roarke said smoothly. “Have a go here.”

			“All right, all right!” Grogin was shouting before Brian so much as shifted his weight. “She might’ve gone off for a bit. Seems I recall him saying something.”

			When Roarke’s hand snaked out, took a hold of Grogin’s wrist, the man curled into a ball, weeping as his bladder let go. “Yes! I’ll tell you. She took off with you, and he was mad to get her back. A woman didn’t walk out on a man, take his son that way. Had to be shown her place, you know? Had to be disciplined, so he said. She came back.”

			“And was shown her place?”

			“I don’t know what happened.” Grogin began to sob now, fat tears, snotty sobs. “Could I have a drink? God’s pity, let me have a drink. My hand’s broken.”

			“One bleeding finger, and he’s crying like a lass.” On a huff of disgust, Brian heaved himself up and fetched the bottle of whiskey from a table, poured some into a cloudy glass.

			“Here then. Fucking slainte to you.”

			Wrapping his good hand around it, Grogin brought the glass to his lips, gulped down the whiskey. “He’s dead now, you know. Paddy’s dead, so what does it matter? It’s him that done it,” he said to Roarke. “You know how he was.”

			“Aye. I know just how he was.”

			“And this night, well, he was drunk when he called me. Stinking. I heard the boy—heard you wailing away in the background, and him saying I was to come straight away, to cop a car and come. Well, you did what Paddy said you were to do in those days. You did it or you paid dear. So I boosted a car and came straight away. When I got there . . . I had nothing to do with it. I can’t be blamed for it.”

			“When you got there?”

			“Another drink, then? Just to ease my throat.”

			“Tell me the rest,” Roarke demanded. “Or you won’t have a throat to ease.”

			Grogin’s breath wheezed. “She was dead already. Dead when I got there. It was a bloody mess. He’d gone crazy on her, and there was nothing to be done about it. Nothing I could’ve done. I thought he’d killed you, too, as you were quiet. But he’d given you something to put you to sleep, a bit of a tranq, is all. You were on the couch sleeping. He’d called Jimmy, too. Jimmy Bennigan.”

			“Give him another drink, Bri.”

			“Thanks for that.” Grogin held out his glass. “So you see, you understand, the deed was done when I got there.”

			“What did you do with her? You and Jimmy and the one who murdered her.”

			“We, ah, we rolled her up in the rug, and carried her out to the car.” He gulped at the whiskey, licked his lips. “As Paddy said. We drove along the river, as far as we could. We weighed the body down with stones, and dumped her in. There was nothing else to be done. She was dead, after all.”

			“And then?”

			“We went back and cleaned things up, in case, and we put ’round that she’d dumped the boy and taken off. And how if anyone spoke of it, of her, they’d pay. No one lived in the neighborhood that wasn’t scared of Roarke. He got Meg to come back, don’t know how. Paid her I think, promised her more. And called her your mam, so everyone did.”

			He swiped his good hand under his dripping nose. “He could’ve killed you as well. Nothing to it. Bashed your brains in, smothered you.”

			“Why didn’t he?”

			“You had his face, didn’t you?” Grogin continued. “Spitting image. A man wants a legacy, doesn’t he? A man wants a son. If you’d been a girl, he might have tossed you in the river with your mam, but a man wants a son.”

			Roarke got to his feet, and whatever was on his face had Grogin cringing back. “His pocket cops went along with it?”

			“Wasn’t nothing to them, was it?”

			“No, it was nothing to them.” Just a girl, beaten to death and tossed aside. “They came looking for her, her family, some time after. Her brother, I’m told, was set on and laid into. Who’d have done that?”

			“Ah . . . Of course, Paddy would’ve wanted to see to that matter himself.”

			A lie, Roarke thought. “As I recall, that was the sort of petty business he had you for.”

			In a lightning flash, Roarke had the man’s head jerked back by a hank of dirty hair. And the knife at his throat.

			“How do I know?” Spittle slid out of Grogin’s trembling lips. “For pity, how do I know? I bashed heads for him. Too many to count. You can’t do me for it now. You can’t. It was years back.”

			One easy move of the wrist, Roarke thought. That was all it would take to have the man’s blood flooding out on his hands. He could feel his own muscles trembling for that single, simple action.

			He could hear ugly shouting on the street. A brawl brewing. He could smell Grogin’s terror in stale sweat, fresh blood, in the urine spreading a new stain over the crotch of his pants. For a heartbeat, for eternity, the keen edge of the blade bit against flesh. Then he stepped back, slid the knife into his boot.

			“You’re not worth killing.”

			They left Grogin sitting in his own piss and sobbing.

			“There was a time,” Brian said as they walked, “back in the day, when you’d have done more than break his finger.”

			“There was a time.” Roarke fisted his hand, imagined the satisfaction of pummelling it, again and again, into Grogin’s face. “Not worth it, as I said. He was nothing but Patrick Roarke’s pet cur. Still, he’ll wonder for a while, a long while, if I might come back and do more. And that’ll keep him cold at night.”

			“You knew already most of what he told you.”

			“I had to hear it said.” It was cooler in Dublin than in New York. And he could see the river. The River Liffey, with its lovely bridges shining in the summer sun. The river where they’d tossed the broken shell of her. “I had to see it, how it was, before I can go on to the next.”

			“What’s the next?”

			“She had family. They’re in Clare. They need to be told what happened to her, and why. Oh, Christ, Brian. I need to go and tell them, but I need a night’s drunk first.”

			“You’ve come to the right place.” Brian draped an arm over Roarke’s shoulder, steered him away from the river. “You’ll come home and stay with me tonight.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			It was probably cowardice, but Eve wasn’t going to worry about it.

			“We need to sort through all these interviews, coordinate the time lines, run these names.” She checked her wrist unit as if concerned with the time. “We’re coming up on end of shift. I’ll run you by your place so you can pick up what you need. It’ll be easier to work out of my home office, and bring the rest of the team in there in the morning.”

			“You want me to spend the night at your place?”

			“It’ll be easier.”

			“Uh-huh.” Peabody folded her hands neatly in her lap while Eve drove out of Columbia’s parking port. “One of the things I need to pick up is McNab.”

			“Fine.”

			“Fine,” Peabody echoed, pressing her lips together to hold back a grin. “So that means both of us will be bunking at your place.”

			Eve stared straight ahead. “We need to put in some time on this, so it’ll be easier this way.”

			“And you’ll have a Summerset buffer.”

			“What’s your point?”

			“You have less trouble with the idea of me and McNab bouncing on the gel bed in the guest room than you do with dealing one-on-one with Summerset. It’s kind of sweet.”

			“Don’t make me stop this vehicle, Peabody.”

			“Did you have a chance to ask Roarke if he’s got any apartments up for grabs?”

			“No. He’s been busy. He’s got stuff on his mind.”

			Peabody sobered. “So I gathered. Dallas, is he in trouble?”

			“Yeah. It’s a big mess, personal mess. He’s working it out. It’s a family thing.”

			“I didn’t think he had any family.”

			“Neither did he.” She couldn’t talk about it. Didn’t know how to talk about it. Didn’t know if she was supposed to talk about it. “He’ll work it out. He’ll be back in a couple of days.”

			Meanwhile you’re off, Peabody thought, because he’s off. “McNab and I can hang at your place until he’s back if you want.”

			“Let’s take it a day at a time.”

			She didn’t complain about waiting while Peabody packed a bag. Instead, she sat in her vehicle and began streamlining her notes into a report. She didn’t complain about swinging by Central to pick up McNab. Anything was better than going home alone.

			So it had come to that, she thought, tuning out the chatter Peabody and McNab insisted on making. She didn’t want to go home alone. A couple of years before she’d have thought nothing of it. In fact, she’d have preferred it. Closing herself into her own space and spending the bulk of any evening on her caseload.

			Of course, she hadn’t had Summerset hovering around somewhere. Broken leg or not, he was still in the house. Still breathing the same air as she was.

			But that wasn’t the whole reason she was dragging Peabody and McNab home with her. She wanted the company, the noise, the distraction. Something, anything, to keep her mind focused on the work so she’d stop worrying about Roarke for a while.

			Where the hell was he now, and what was he doing?

			Deliberately, she blocked that train of thought and tuned back in to the conversation.

			“Crimson Rocket is totally juiced,” McNab claimed. “They’re completely iced.”

			“Oh please. They blow.”

			“You don’t jive with rocking tunes, She-Body. Catch this.”

			He turned on his pocket player and had something screaming out. It sounded, to Eve’s ear, like a train wreck. “Off!” she ordered. “Turn that shit off.”

			“You gotta give it a chance, Dallas. Open up to the energy and irony.”

			“Two seconds, and I’m opening up the window and throwing you and your energy out on the street.”

			Peabody’s face settled into smug lines. “Told you they suck.”

			“You’ve got no musical taste.”

			“You don’t.”

			“You don’t.”

			Eve hunched her shoulders, trying to lift them over her ears. “What have I done?” she asked herself as she drove through the gates of home. “What have I done?”

			They argued all the way up the drive, taking jabs at each other’s musical preference with terms like Free-Ager pap, and retro-rock ripoff. She slammed on the brakes, all but leaped out of the car to escape it, but they were right behind her, bickering their way to the door.

			“Go. Go back there.” Eve stabbed a finger in the general direction of Summerset’s quarters. “Take the insanity back there. Maybe his head will explode, and I’ll have one less problem. Visit the patient, argue until your tongues turn black and fall out, have dinner, have monkey sex. Go away.”

			“But, sir, you wanted to work on the case,” Peabody reminded her.

			“I don’t want to see either of you for an hour. One full hour. I must have gone mad,” she mumbled as she started upstairs. “I went mad and didn’t know it, and now I need a nice, quiet padded room.”

			“What’s with her?” McNab wanted to know.

			“Roarke’s got some problems. It messes her up. Let’s go back and see how Summerset’s doing. Crimson Rocket still blows,” she added.

			“Man, how can I be in love with a woman who doesn’t recognize true musical genius?” He gave her butt a squeeze. “Oh yeah, that’s one reason.” He leaned down to her ear. “Think we can fit Summerset, chow, and monkey sex into an hour?”

			“Bet we can.”

			Eve went directly to her office, directly to the kitchen, directly to the AutoChef. “Coffee. Coffee will keep me sane.” She ordered a pot, considered drinking it straight down where she stood, but restrained herself. Taking it and a mug to her desk she sat, poured. Took a long, long breath.

			“Computer on.” She sat back and sipped the first mug. Cleared her head. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, primary, case numbers H-23987 and H-23992 connected. Additional notes. Connection between victims Howard and Sulu is established through various witness statements. Both frequented Make The Scene data club, and had interaction there. Both were photographed by Hastings. Connection between Hastings and Browning, one of Howard’s professors, one of the last people to see Howard alive, established. They know each other professionally and personally. Through her recommendation some of Browning’s students have served as photographic assistants for Hastings, giving them access to his files, and the images of the victims removed from said files. Browning also had access when escorting classes to Hastings’s studio for workshops.”

			She let that stand while she turned the known facts over in her head. “Browning’s alibi is loose and verified by her spouse. Suspect has capability to manipulate security discs. EDD will study discs for any sign of tampering.

			“It’s not her,” Eve said quietly. “Just doesn’t fit, but you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do. Considering Angela Brightstar, Browning’s spouse. Loose alibi also applies, giving her means and opportunity. Motive? Jealousy and/or artistic expression.”

			She picked up her coffee so she could pace and drink. “Computer, run probability. Given method of crimes and current profile, is perpetrator of the same age bracket as victims?”

			
				WORKING . . . WITH KNOWN DATA, PROBABILITY PERPETRATOR AND VICTIMS SHARE AGE BRACKET—18 TO 22—IS THIRTY-TWO POINT TWO PERCENT.

			

			“Yeah, that’s my take. Not impossible we’ve got a kid working here, some twisted wunderkind with a lot of patience, but it feels more adult.

			“Computer, run list noted in casefile of Hastings’s assistants. Give me the age span.”

			
				WORKING . . . AGE SPAN IS 18 TO 32.

			

			“Okay, display, wall screen, all names from age 25 up.”

			
				WORKING . . . DISPLAY ON.

			

			She scanned them, saw two of the names Peabody had listed as bogus. “All right, Brady, Adams, Olsen, Luis Javert. Cross check those names with students sent to Hastings from Browning. Search for match with family names, street addresses. Also run combinations. Run combinations for match to photographic or imaging artists of any note.”

			
				WORKING . . . ESTIMATED TIME TO COMPLETE ALL TASKS IS TWENTY-THREE POINT FIVE MINUTES.

			

			“Whatever. Switch display to map on file while working.

			
				SWITCHING DISPLAY . . .

			

			She moved forward, studying the routes and locations she’d already highlighted. Nothing matched the names she was running. In her mind, she ran those routes, trying to see what he’d seen.

			“Where do you work?” she queried aloud. “Where do you store your vehicle? Who are you? Why are you?”

			Light, she thought. Light equals energy, life. Light equals soul. There’s no image without light. No life without light.

			Something stirred in her brain. She tilted her head as if to bring it to the surface.

			And her ’link beeped.

			“Damn it.” She crossed over to answer. “Dallas.”

			“There she is. Hello, darlin’.”

			“Roarke.” Every other thought flew out of her head, slapped away by love and worry. “Where are you?”

			“In Dublin’s fair city.” He grinned at her.

			“Are you . . . Are you drunk?”

			“Well and truly pissed, that I am. We’re well into the second bottle now. Or maybe it’s the third. Who’s counting?”

			“Who’s we?”

			“Me and my old boyhood mate, Brian Kelly. He sends all his love and devotion.”

			“Right.” They’d gotten plowed before, foolishly buzzed on wine while on holiday. But she’d never seen Roarke stupidly drunk. His beautiful eyes were blurry, and his wonderful voice so thick with Ireland and slurred from drink, she could barely understand him. “You’re at the Penny Pig.”

			“We’re not, no. I don’t believe. No,” he verified after glancing around. “Don’t appear to be in the pub. This much whiskey deserves a more private setting. We’re drunk in Bri’s flat. Come quite some ways from the shanties, Bri has. Nice cozy flat here. That’s him you hear singing now about Molly Malone.”

			“Uh-huh.” So he was safe then, she thought, and wouldn’t go stumbling out of the pub and in front of a maxibus. “I guess it’s after midnight there. You should go lie down now, get some sleep.”

			“Not ready to sleep, don’t want the dreams. You’d understand that, wouldn’t you, my one true love?”

			“Yeah, I would. Roarke—”

			“Found out some things today that I don’t want to think about quite yet. Drowning them for the night. Found out some things from one of my father’s old mates. Bastard. Didn’t kill him, you’ll be pleased to know. But I wanted to.”

			“Don’t go anywhere tonight. Promise me you’ll stay in Brian’s flat. Drink yourself unconscious, but don’t go anywhere.”

			“Not going anywhere till tomorrow. Heading west tomorrow.”

			“West?” She got an image of cattle ranches and mountains and long, empty fields. “Where? What, Montana?”

			He laughed until she thought he’d burst. “Christ, is it any wonder I’m besotted with you? West in Ireland, my darling, darling Eve. I’m bound for Clare tomorrow. Odds are they’ll kill me the minute they see my face—his face. But it has to be done.”

			“Roarke, why don’t you stay with Brian another day. Let things settle down some. Then . . . What the hell was that?” she demanded when she heard a violent crash.

			“Ah, Brian’s down, and appears to have taken a table and lamp with him. Passed out flat on his face, poor sod. I’d best go try to haul his ass up and into bed. I’ll ring you up tomorrow. See that you take care of my cop. I can’t live without her.”

			“Take care of my drunk Irishman. I can’t live without him either.”

			He blinked those blurry eyes in confusion. “What, Brian?”

			“No, you idiot. You.”

			“Oh.” He grinned at her again, so foolishly her throat burned. “That’s good then. Makes us even. ’Night now.”

			“Good night.” She stared at the blank screen, wishing she could just reach through it and haul him back to where he belonged.

			 

			The computer was just detailing her matches when Peabody and McNab strolled in. “Summerset’s fine,” Peabody told her. “He gets the skin cast off tomorrow and can start walking for short periods.”

			“Picture me doing handsprings. Matthew Brady, Ansel Adams, Jimmy Olsen, Luis Javert. Who are these guys?”

			“Jimmy Olsen, cub reporter, the Daily Planet,” McNab supplied.

			“You know him?”

			“Superman, Dallas. You’ve got to get more exposure to pop culture. Comics, graphic novels, vids, games, toys. See, Superman’s this superhero from the planet Krypton who’s sent to Earth as a baby, and—”

			“Just the highlights, McNab.”

			“He disguises himself as mild-mannered reporter Clark Kent and comes to Metropolis to work at the Daily Planet, a newspaper. Jimmy Olsen’s one of the characters, a young reporter and photographer.”

			“Photographer, check. And the other two?”

			McNab shrugged his bony shoulders. “Got me.”

			“Ansel Adams was a photographer,” Peabody supplied. “My father’s got some of his prints. Nature stuff, powerful.”

			“And Matthew Brady.” She went to the computer for that one. “Another photographer. Three for three. No other matches in family names, street address. And behind door number two?”

			Her eyes went flat and hard. “We’ve got a winner. Not Luis but Henri Javert, photographer, primarily known for his portraits of the dead. Came to popularity early this century in Paris. Though Shadow Imagery, as this art form was termed, went quickly out of fashion, his work is considered the best of the style. Examples of his work can be viewed at the Louvre in Paris, the Image Museum in London, and the International Center of Photography in New York.

			“McNab, get me everything you can on Henri Javert.”

			“On it.”

			“Peabody, there’s a couple dozen matches here for Luis. Trim it down. Children,” she said with a fierce grin, “we’ve got his scent.”

			 

			She worked until she thought her eyes would bleed, worked long after she’d sent Peabody and McNab off to do whatever they were going to do on the gel bed.

			When her thoughts began to blur as well as her vision, she crawled into the sleep chair for a few hours down. She didn’t want another night alone in the big bed.

			And still the dreams found her, and tugged her with icy hands from exhaustion to nightmare.

			The room was familiar. Terrifyingly so. That hideous room in Dallas where the air was brutally cold and the light was washed with dirty red. She knew it was a dream and fought to will herself out of it. But she could already smell the blood—on her hands, on the knife clutched in them, splattered on the floor, seeping out of him.

			She could smell his death, and the vision of it—of what she’d done, what she’d become to save herself—was etched on her mind.

			Her arm screamed with pain. The child’s arm in the dream, the woman’s who was trapped in it. It was burning hot where he’d snapped the bone, burning cold up to the shoulder, down to the fingertips that dripped with red.

			She would wash it off. That’s what she had done then, that’s what she would do now. Wash off the blood, wash away the death in the cold water.

			She moved slowly, like an old woman, wincing at the sting between her legs, blocking out the reason for it.

			It smelled metallic—the water, the blood—how could she know? She was only eight.

			He’d beaten her again. He’d come home, not quite drunk enough to leave her be. So he’d beaten her again, raped her again, broken her again. But this time she’d stopped him.

			The knife had stopped him.

			She could go now, away from the cold, away from this room, away from him.

			“You never get away, and you know it.”

			She looked up. There was a mirror over the sink. She could see her face in it—thin, white, eyes dark with shock and pain—and the face behind it.

			So beautiful, with those magic blue eyes, the silky black hair, that full mouth. Like a picture in a book.

			Roarke. She knew him. She loved him. He’d come with her to Dallas, and now he’d take her away. When she turned to him she wasn’t a child anymore, but a woman. And still, the man who’d been her father lay bloody between them.

			“I don’t want to stay here. I need to go home now. I’m so glad you’re here to take me home.”

			“You’ve done Richie in, haven’t you?”

			“He hurt me. He wouldn’t stop hurting me.”

			“Well now, a father has to hurt the child now and again to teach them some respect.” He crouched, and taking a grip on her father’s hair, lifted the head to examine it. “I knew him, you know. Wheeled some deals. We’re two of a kind.”

			“No, you’re nothing like him. You never met him.”

			Those blue eyes sparked with something that made her stomach clutch like a fist. “I don’t like being called a liar by a woman.”

			“Roarke—”

			He picked up the knife, rose slowly. “You’ve got the wrong Roarke. I’m Patrick Roarke.” Smiling, smiling, he turned the knife in his hand as he stepped toward her. “And I think it’s time you learned a little respect for fatherhood.”

			She woke with the scream trapped in her throat, and sweat pouring off her like blood.

			 

			By the time her team arrived, she was steady. Bad dreams, worries about Roarke, even the conversation she knew she needed to have with Summerset were all locked away.

			“We’re looking for this Luis Javert, listed as Hastings’s assistant during the period in January the photographs of Rachel Howard were taken at a wedding. Going off profile, we’re going to assume he’s between twenty-five and sixty years of age. Highly functional, artistic, intelligent. Odds are he lives alone and owns or has access to imaging equipment. I’m saying owns. These are his tools, his work, his art.

			“Feeney, I want you to work Browning on this angle. The name doesn’t appear on her list of students sent to Hastings, but he might have changed it. I’m banking that he studied under her, and that she covered Javert in some of the classwork at one time or another. She’s tired of looking at me at this point, and maybe a fresh face will jog something loose.”

			“First time I’ve been called a fresh face in two decades.” Feeney munched on a danish.

			“McNab, I want you at Columbia. Work on students, play up the Javert angle. Who’s interested in that kind of work.”

			“Cops are.” His mouth was full of scrambled eggs. “Homicide cops are always photographing the dead.”

			“They don’t generally take pictures of them before they’re dead.”

			“How about doctors?” He scooped up bacon. “They take imaging records of patients, right? Then there’s the before and after records. Mostly it’s to cover their asses in case somebody decides to sue, but—”

			“You may not be as stupid as you look.” Eve snitched one of his slices of bacon. “Hard to believe, but you may not be. Light. Energy, health, vitality. I was playing with it last night, and got distracted. Maybe our boy’s sick. What if he’s convinced himself that by absorbing vital life through photography, he can be cured?”

			“It’s out there.”

			“Yeah, well, so is he. Peabody and I will follow this up. Baxter and Trueheart stick with the clubs.”

			“It’s a tough job.” Baxter drained his coffee. “Hanging out in clubs, watching all the nubile young bodies.” He winked at Trueheart. “Right, kid.”

			Trueheart’s blush turned his young, smooth face rosy pink. “There’s a lot going on there. The dancing, the music, the bar scene, the data flood.”

			“He got hit on three times,” Baxter added. “Two were girls.”

			“Talk photography,” Eve told him. “Bone up some on this Henri Javert and work the conversation around to him when you’re being hit on.”

			“It wasn’t like that, Lieutenant. They were just talking to me.”

			“I love this guy.” Baxter wiped an imaginary tear away. “Just fucking love him.”

			“If Baxter hits on you, Trueheart, you have permission to kick his ass. Moving on. Memorial service this evening for Rachel Howard. Baxter and Trueheart will be dancing among the nubiles, but I want the rest of us there. Our boy may show. Let’s move out. Peabody, I have a personal matter to deal with downstairs. Be ready in ten.”

			Eve went downstairs, and found Summerset in the middle of a fight with the PA.

			“If you want the cast off, you will cooperate and let me transport you to the health center. You require a doctor’s authorization and supervision for its removal.”

			“I can have this irritant off in two minutes. Move aside.” He started to haul himself up. She shoved him back down.

			Fascinated, Eve watched the show. “Madam, I have yet to strike a woman, despite considerable provocation. You are about to be my first.”

			“You piss him off even more than I do,” Eve commented and had two furious faces turning toward her. “I think we may have to keep you.”

			“I expect some cooperation,” Spence began, lifting her chin so high her curls bounced.

			“I will not have this person drag me to a health center for a simple procedure.”

			“It requires a doctor.”

			“Then bring the doctor here,” Eve suggested. “And get it done.”

			“I’m hardly going to request a doctor make a home call for something as minor as a skin cast removal.”

			“If it’s so minor, why do we need a doctor?”

			“Ah!” Summerset raised one long, bony finger. “Exactly.”

			“I bet I can zap it off with my weapon.” Thoughtfully, Eve drew it. “Why don’t you stand back, Spence, and I’ll just—”

			“Put that thing away,” Summerset snapped. “You lunatic.”

			“Might’ve been fun.” With a shrug, Eve holstered it. “Tag the doctor,” she ordered Spence. “Tell him Roarke wants him to come here and remove the cast, and do whatever the hell else is necessary to get this pain in my ass on his feet, and out of the house.”

			“I fail to see why—”

			“You’re not required to see, you’re required to do it. If the doctor has a problem with this,” Eve added, “he can speak to me.”

			Spence huffed off, and Eve stuck her hands in her pockets. “Sooner you’re on your feet, sooner you’re on vacation somewhere that’s not here. And I can start turning cartwheels.”

			“Nothing would please me more.”

			With a nod, she nudged at Galahad who left Summerset’s lap long enough to wind around her feet. “Roarke called last night. From Brian Kelly’s place in Dublin. He was drunk. Seriously drunk.”

			“Playfully so, or dangerously so?”

			“The first mostly. I guess.” Frustrated, she dragged a hand through her hair. “But not in control of himself, and that’s dangerous enough. He said something about getting some information out of one of his father’s old friends. You know who that might be?”

			“I didn’t know Patrick Roarke well. I tended to avoid him, and his like. I had a child to look after.” He paused a moment. “For a time, I had two to look after.”

			She said nothing to that. There was nothing to be said. “He said he’s going to Clare today. That’s in the west. That’s where she was from, his mother. He’s not looking for a warm welcome.”

			“If they blame him, it’s their loss. The father couldn’t break the child, nor could he turn the child into a monster. Though he tried.” He studied Eve, and wondered if she understood he wasn’t referring only to Roarke now.

			But her eyes showed him nothing as she stepped forward, leaned down, spoke quietly. “Did you kill Patrick Roarke?”

			Like hers, his face stayed blank. “There is no statute of limitations on murder.”

			“It’s not the cop who’s asking you.”

			“I had children to protect.”

			She let out a short breath. “Roarke doesn’t know, does he? You never told him.”

			“There’s nothing to tell. That’s old business, Lieutenant. Shouldn’t you be off, taking care of new?”

			Their eyes held another moment. “Yeah.” She straightened, turned. “Just remember, you won’t be sitting around on your flat ass much longer, and this house will be Summerset-free for three glorious weeks.”

			He smirked, then lifted a hand to stroke down Galahad’s back when the cat leaped back into his lap. “I believe she’ll miss me.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			When you had connections, you used them. Doctors, as a breed, were one of Eve’s least favorite species, yet somehow she’d managed to develop personal relationships with two of them.

			For this line of the investigation, she’d tug on Louise Dimatto.

			Knowing Louise’s scattershot schedule, she tagged her by ’link first, pinned down her location, then wheedled an appointment.

			The Canal Street Clinic was Louise’s baby. She might have gone against her family’s uptown grain to establish and run a free clinic on the verges of Sidewalk City where sidewalk sleepers made their beds in packing crates and unlicensed beggars trolled for marks, but she’d dug in with her manicured fingers.

			She’d put her own time and money on the line, and then had launched a campaign to drag more time, more money from every source at her disposal. Louise, Eve knew, had a lot of sources.

			She’d ended up being one herself. Or more accurately, Roarke had, she thought as she double-parked beside an ancient, rusted two-seater that had been stripped of its tires, seats, and one of its doors. It was his money, even if the sneaky bastard had dumped it into her account.

			Whatever the sources, it was money well spent. The clinic was a steady beam of light in a very dark world.

			The building was unimposing, unless you considered the fact it was the only one on the block with windows that were clean, and walls that were graffiti-free.

			Across the street a funky-junkie wearing thick black sunshades sat with her muscles jerking to whatever tune she crooned. A couple of badasses stood hip-shot in a doorway looking for trouble that was never far away in this sector.

			Behind their riot bars most of the upper-story windows were thrown open in the doomed hope that a lost breeze might stumble in on its way uptown. Out of them vomited the wail of babies, the burn of trash rock, and voices already raised in petty furies.

			Gauging her ground, Eve flipped on her On Duty sign, then strolled over to the badasses. They straightened and fixed appropriate sneers on their tough guy faces.

			“You know Dr. Dimatto?”

			“Everybody knows the doc. Whatiz to you?”

			“Anybody comes around here to hassle the doc,” his companion warned, “they gonna get hassled.”

			“Good to know, because the doc’s a friend of mine. I’m going in to talk with her. See that police vehicle?”

			One of them snorted. “Piece of shit cop car.”

			“My piece of shit cop car,” Eve acknowledged. “I want it in the same shitty condition it is now when I come out. If it’s not, well, the hassling will begin, starting with each of you fine gentlemen. Clear?”

			“Ooh, Rico, I’m shaking.” The first elbowed the second as he cracked up. “This skinny girl cop here, she’s gonna slap my face if somebody pisses on her tires.”

			“I prefer the term ‘bitch cop from hell.’ Isn’t that right, Peabody?”

			“Yes, sir,” Peabody called back from her stance by the vehicle. “It is absolutely correct.”

			With her eyes shifting from one badass face to the other, Eve asked, “And why is that, Peabody?”

			“Because, sir, you’re so damn mean. And rather than slap someone’s face for relieving his bladder on your official tires, you are more likely to twist off said reliever’s balls, then use them to strangle him.”

			“Yes. Yes, I am. And what would I do then, Peabody?”

			“Then, sir? Then you would laugh.”

			“I haven’t had a good laugh today, so keep that in mind.” Satisfied her vehicle would remain untouched, Eve sauntered back across the street and into the clinic.

			“The laugh was a good touch, Peabody.”

			“Thanks. I thought it added just the right tone. Boy.” She scanned the waiting area. It was full, jammed with people in varying forms of distress. A good many of them made the badasses across the street look like boy scouts, but they sat, and they waited.

			The room was clean. Fresh paint, spotless rug, thriving plants. A portion was sectioned off and held child-sized chairs and toys. In it she saw a boy of about four rhythmically bashing a boy of about two over the head with a foam mallet. He punctuated each bash with a cheerful: “Bang!”

			“Shouldn’t somebody make him stop doing that?” Eve wondered.

			“Huh? Oh, no sir. He’s just doing his job. Older siblings have to beat on younger ones. Zeke used to just about drill a hole in my ribs with his finger. I really miss him.”

			“Whatever.” Baffled, Eve walked to the reception desk.

			They were shown into Louise’s office. However much the clinic had evolved, Louise’s space was still small, still cramped. The clinic’s benefactors needn’t worry that the doctor was using their contributions to plump her own work nest.

			Eve used the wait time to check on any voice or e-mail that had come into her unit at Central, stewing when she found one, very brief transmission from Roarke.

			Louise dashed in, a pale green lab coat over jeans and a white T-shirt. Something that looked like curdled milk dribbled down the breast of the lab coat.

			“Hi, gang. Coffee! I’ve got ten minutes. Spill it.”

			“You’ve already spilled it.” Eve gestured to the dribble.

			“Oh, I’m running peds today. Just a little baby puke.”

			“Oh. Bleck.”

			With a chuckle, Louise grabbed coffee from the AutoChef. “I imagine you come home some days with a lot more interesting bodily fluids on your clothes than a little harmless baby puke. So?” She sat on the edge of the desk, then sighed. “Ah, I’m off my feet. Feels almost better than sex. What can I do for you?”

			“Are you up on the story about the two murdered college kids?”

			“I’ve caught the media reports. Nadine’s particularly.” She blew on her coffee, drank. “Why?”

			“I’m working on a theory that the individual who killed them may be sick, even dying. Some disease, some condition.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s a complicated theory.”

			“I’ve got ten minutes.” She dug in her lab coat pocket and came up with a red lollipop to go with her coffee. “You’ll have to simplify it.”

			“There’s an old superstition about absorbing the soul through the camera. I think he may be taking it to another level. He talks about their light—pure light. And how they belong to him now. It could be reaching, but what if he thinks he needs their light to live?”

			“Mmm.” Louise sucked on the lollipop. “Interesting.”

			“If he does, then it may follow he got some bad news regarding his life expectancy at some point. Don’t you guys call tumors and masses, the bad stuff, shadows?”

			“A tumor, a mass, would show as a kind of shadow—a dark spot—on an X ray or ultrasound.”

			“Those are like images, right? Like pictures?”

			“Yes, exactly. I see where you’re going, but I’m not sure how I can help.”

			“You know doctors, and they know other doctors. You know hospitals and health centers. I need to know who’s gotten bad news in the last twelve months. I can fine-tune that to male patients between the ages of twenty-five and sixty.”

			“Oh well then, piece of cake.” Louise shook her head, and drained her coffee. “Dallas, even with cancer vaccines, early diagnosis, the success rates of treatments, there are quite a number of people who fall to incurable or inoperable conditions. Add to those, the ones who for whatever reason refuse treatment—religious reasons, fear factor, stubbornness, ignorance—and you’ve got hundreds just in Manhattan. Maybe thousands.”

			“I can cull through that.”

			“Maybe you can, but there’s one big problem. It’s called doctor–patient confidentiality. I can’t give you names, and neither can any other reputable doctor or health care provider.”

			“He’s a killer, Louise.”

			“Yes, but the others aren’t, and are entitled to their privacy. I’ll ask around, but no one’s going to give me names and I couldn’t, in good conscience, give them to you.”

			Irritated, Eve paced the limited confines of the office while Louise pulled another lollipop out of her pocket and offered it to Peabody.

			“Lime. Thanks.”

			“Sugar-free.”

			“Bummer,” Peabody replied, but ripped off the clear wrapping.

			Eve huffed out a breath, settled herself. “Tell me this. What kind of shadow is most usually a death sentence?”

			“You don’t ask easy ones. Assuming the patient took the recommended vaccines, went in for routine annual exams so early detection was a factor, I’d go for the brain. Providing the mass hasn’t spread, we can remove, kill, or shrink most bad cells, or if necessary, replace the involved organ. We can’t replace the brain. And,” she added, setting her empty cup aside, “this is ridiculously hypothetical.”

			“Gotta start somewhere. Maybe you can talk to your brain doctor pals. The individual remains highly functional, able to plan and execute complicated acts. He’s articulate and he’s mobile.”

			“I’ll do what I can. It’s going to be very little. Now I’ve got to get back to my own front lines. By the way, I’m thinking of having a little dinner party. Just friends. Both of you, Roarke and McNab, me and Charles.”

			“Um,” Eve managed.

			“Sounds great. Just let us know when. How’s Charles?” Peabody added. “I haven’t had a chance to talk to him in a while.”

			“He’s great. Busy, but who isn’t. I’ll be in touch.”

			“Hey. Give me a damn sucker.”

			With a laugh, Louise tossed Eve one, then bolted out of the room.

			Outside, Eve walked around her vehicle. Crouched as if to examine the tires. Then sent the two men still in the doorway a big, toothy smile before popping the lollipop into her mouth. She didn’t speak until she and Peabody were pulling away.

			“Okay, none of my business, but why aren’t you weirded out by the idea of a cozy little dinner party with Louise and Charles?”

			“Why should I be?”

			“Oh, I don’t know, let me think.” As if contemplating, Eve rolled the round of candy in her mouth. Grape, she thought. Not bad. “Could it be that at one time you were dating Charles, and the fact that you were hanging around with our favorite licensed companion made your current bedmate swing so far out of orbit he knocked Charles on his undeniably adorable ass?”

			“Kind of spices up the stew, doesn’t it. Anyway, Charles, of the undeniably adorable ass, is a friend. He loves Louise. I like Louise. I wasn’t sleeping with Charles, and even if I had been, it shouldn’t matter.”

			Playing mattress tag always mattered, no matter what anyone said. But Eve kept that opinion to herself. “Okay. If it shouldn’t matter, why haven’t you told McNab that you and Charles never did the mattress mambo?”

			Peabody hunched her shoulders. “He acted like such a moron.”

			“Peabody, McNab is a moron.”

			“Yeah, but he’s my moron now. I guess I should tell him. I hate to give him the satisfaction though. It gives him the hand.”

			“What hand?”

			“The upper hand. See, now I have the hand because he thinks I was sleeping with Charles and I stopped sleeping with Charles because of him. McNab. But if I tell him I never did the deed with Charles anyway, I lose the hand.”

			“Now my head hurts. I should never have asked.”

			 

			She went back to the beginning. Rachel Howard.

			Carpet fibers. They’d identified the make and models of the vehicles that came standard with the type found on both victims, and the list of registered owners. Diego Feliciano’s uncle’s work van didn’t match, nor did Hastings’s.

			So far, this had been a dead end, but she’d push harder against the wall.

			There was the tranq. A prescription opiate, not street buzz. If her theory about the killer held, odds are it was his prescription. Something recommended to help him sleep, calm his nerves, block whatever pain he might have due to his condition.

			She’d cross-check the vehicle owners with local pharmacies. Cross-check both against imaging equipment purchases over the last twelve months.

			A tedious proposition, and time consuming. More so as she had to wait for the authorization to do some of the searches.

			Would she have cut through that if Roarke had been around? she wondered. Would she have used him, let him talk her into involving himself in the case, let him man his far superior equipment with his far superior skill, and his habit of bypassing the standard security and privacy codes?

			Probably.

			But he wasn’t around, so it wasn’t an option. Time was weighing on her. The killer had taken two lives within a week, and he wasn’t finished.

			He wouldn’t wait much longer to seek out the next light.

			Eve began her first level of cross-checks while she waited for the authorization to go deeper. And she worried about some faceless college kid already caught in the crosshairs of a camera lens.

			And she worried about Roarke, trapped in the cage of his own past.

			 

			He hadn’t traveled often to the west of the country where he’d been born. Most of his business was centered in Dublin, or south in Cork, north in Belfast.

			He had some property in Galway, but he’d never stepped foot on it, and had spent only a handful of days in the castle hotel he’d bought in Kerry.

			Though he didn’t share his wife’s ingrained suspicion of the countryside, he usually preferred the city. He doubted he’d know what do to with himself for long in this place of rolling green hills and flower-strewn yards.

			The pace would be too slow to suit him for more than a short holiday, but there was a piece of him that was glad it had been left much as it had been, century by century.

			Green, velvet green, and quiet.

			His Ireland, the one he’d fled from, had been gray, dank, mean, and bitter. This curve of Clare wasn’t simply another part of the country, but a world away from what he’d known.

			Farmers still farmed here, men still walked with their dogs across a field, and ruins of what had been castles and forts and towers in another age stood gray and indomitable in those fields.

			Tourists, he supposed, would take pictures of those ruins, and scramble around in them—then drive for miles on the twisting roads to find more. And the locals would glance at them now and again.

			There, you see, they might say, they tried to beat us down. Vikings and Brits. But they never could. They never will.

			He rarely thought of his heritage, and had never held the grand and weepy sentiment of Ireland so many did whose ancestors had left those green fields behind. But driving alone now, under a sky layered with clouds that turned the light into a gleaming pearl, seeing the shadows dance over the endless roll of green and the lush red blooms of wild fuchsia rise taller than a man to form hedgerows, he felt a tug.

			For it was beautiful, and in a way he’d never known, it was his.

			He’d flown from Dublin to Shannon to save time, and because the night’s dip into whiskey had given him a miserable head. Conversely, he’d opted to drive through Clare, to take his time now.

			What the hell was he going to say to them? Nothing that had run through his brain seemed right. He’d never be able to make it right, and could find no logical reason for trying.

			He didn’t know them, nor they him. Going to them now would do no more than open old wounds.

			He had his family, and he had nothing in common with these strangers but a ghost.

			But he could see that ghost in his mind’s eye, see her walking across the fields, or standing in a yard amongst the flowers.

			She hadn’t left him, Roarke thought. How could he leave her?

			So when the route map he’d programmed into the in-dash ’link told him to turn just before entering the village of Tulla, he turned.

			The road wound through a forest, much of it new growth, no more than fifty years old. Then the trees gave way to the fields, to the hills where the sun was sliding through the clouds in a lovely, hazy way.

			Cows and horses cropped, close to the fenceline. It made him smile. His cop wouldn’t be pleased with the proximity of the animals, and she’d be baffled by the little old man, neatly dressed in cap and tie and white shirt, puttering toward him on a skinny tractor.

			Why? she’d wonder in an aggrieved voice he could hear even now, does anyone want to do that? And when the old man lifted his hand in a wave as if they were old friends, she’d be only more puzzled.

			He missed her the way he would miss one of his own limbs.

			She’d have come if he’d asked her. So he hadn’t asked. Couldn’t. This was a part of his life that was apart from her, and needed to be. When he was done with it, he’d go back. Go home, and that would be that.

			
				DESTINATION, the ’link informed him, ONE-HALF KILOMETER, ON LEFT.

			

			“All right then,” he said. “Let’s do what needs to be done.”

			So, this was their land—his mother’s land—these hills, these fields, and the cattle that grazed over them. The gray barn, the stone sheds and fences.

			The stone house with its blossoming garden and white gate.

			His heart tripped a little, and his mouth went dry. He wanted, more than he wanted anything, to simply drive straight by.

			She’d have lived here. It was the family home, so she’d have lived here. Slept here. Eaten here. Laughed and cried here.

			Oh Christ.

			He forced himself to turn the car into the drive—what the locals would call the street—behind a small sedan and a well-worn truck. He could hear birdsong, and the distant bark of a dog, the vague sound of a puttering motor.

			Country sounds, he noted. She’d have heard them every day of life here, until she didn’t really hear them at all. Is that why she’d left? Because she’d needed to hear something new? The bright sounds of the city? The voices, the music, the traffic in the streets?

			Did it matter why?

			He stepped out of the car. He’d faced death more times than he could count. At times he’d fought his way around it until his hands ran with blood. He’d killed—in blood both hot and cold.

			And there was nothing in his life he could remember fearing as much as he feared knocking on the bright blue door of that old stone house.

			He went through the pretty white gate onto the narrow path between banks of cheerful flowers. And standing on a short stoop, he knocked on the blue door.

			When it opened, the woman stared back at him. His mother’s face. Older, some thirty years older than the image that was carved into his brain. But her hair was red, with just a hint of gold, her eyes green, her skin like milk tinted with rose petals.

			She barely reached his shoulder, and for some reason, that nearly broke his heart.

			She was neat, in her blue pants and white shirt, and white canvas shoes. Such little feet. He took it all in, down to the tiny gold hoops in her ears, and the scent of vanilla that wafted out the door.

			She was lovely, with that soft and contented look some women carried. In her hand was a red-and-white dishcloth.

			He said the only words he could think of. “My name is Roarke.”

			“I know who you are.” Her voice held a strong west county accent. Running the cloth from one hand to the other, she studied him as he studied her. “I suppose you’d best be coming in.”

			“I’m sorry to disturb you.”

			“Do you plan on disturbing me?” She stepped back. “I’m in the kitchen. There’s still tea from breakfast.”

			Before she closed the door, she took a look at his car, lifting her brows at the dark elegance of it. “So, the claims you’ve money coming out of your ears, among other places, are true then.”

			His blood chilled, but he nodded. If they wanted money from him, he’d give them money. “I’m well set.”

			“Well set’s a variable term, isn’t it? Depending on where you’re standing.”

			She walked back toward the kitchen, past what he assumed was the company parlor, then the family living area. The rooms were crowded with furniture and whatnots, and fresh flowers. And all as neat as she.

			The table in the big family kitchen could have fit twelve, and he imagined it had. There was a huge stove that appeared to be well-used, an enormous refrigerator, miles of butter yellow counters.

			The windows over the sink looked out over garden and field and hill, and there were little pots he supposed were herbs sitting on the sill. It was a working room, and a cheerful one. He could still smell breakfast in the air.

			“Have a seat then, Roarke. Will you have biscuits with your tea?”

			“No, thank you. I’m fine.”

			“Well, I will. Don’t get much of a reason to eat a biscuit in the middle of the day, might as well take advantage of it when I do.”

			She dealt with the homey chores, and had him wondering if she was giving them both time to settle. The tea was in a plain white pot, and the biscuits she put on a pretty blue plate.

			“Yours is a face I never expected to see at my door.” With the chores done, she sat, chose a biscuit. “So, why have you come?”

			“I thought I . . . felt I . . . Ah, well.” He sipped the tea. Apparently, she hadn’t given him time enough to settle. “I didn’t know about you—about Siobhan—until a few days ago.”

			Her eyebrow lifted. “Know what?”

			“That you—she—existed. I’d been told, I believed, that my mother . . . the woman I thought was my mother, had left. Left me when I was a child.”

			“Did you?”

			“Ma’am—”

			“I’m Sinead. Sinead Lannigan.”

			“Mrs. Lannigan, until a few days ago, I’d never heard the name Siobahn Brody. I thought my mother’s name was Meg, and I don’t remember her particularly well except she had a hard hand and she walked out, leaving me with him.”

			“Your mother, your true mother, wouldn’t have left you if there’d been breath in her body.”

			So she knows already, he thought. Knows her sister’s long dead. “I know it now. He killed her. I don’t know what to say to you.”

			She set her cup down, very carefully. “Tell me the story as you know it now. That’s what I want to hear.”

			He told her, while she sat in silence, watching him. And when he’d told her all he knew, she rose, filled a kettle, put it on the stove.

			“I’ve known it, all these years. We could never prove it, of course. The police, they didn’t help, didn’t seem to care. She was just one more girl gone astray.”

			“He had a few cops in his pocket back then. One or two is all it takes when you want something covered. You could never have proved it, however you tried.”

			Her shoulders trembled once on a long breath, then she turned. “We tried to find you, at first. For her sake. For Siobhan. My brother, Ned, nearly died trying. They beat him half to death, left him in a Dublin alley. He had a wife, and a babe of his own. Much as it pained us, we had to let you go. I’m sorry.”

			He only stared, and said, very slowly. “My father killed her.”

			“Yes.” Tears swam into her eyes. “And I hope the murdering son of a whore’s burning in hell. I won’t ask God to forgive me for saying it, for hoping it.” Carefully, she folded the red-and-white dishcloth, then sat back down while the kettle heated for more tea.

			“I felt, when I learned all this, what had happened to her, I felt you—her family—deserved to be told. That it was only right that I tell you, face-to-face. I realize it’s no easier hearing it from me, maybe harder at that, but it was the only way I knew.”

			Watching his face, she leaned back. “Come from America, did you, for this?”

			“I did, yes.”

			“We heard of you—your exploits, young Roarke. His father’s son, I thought. An operator, a dangerous man. Heartless man. I think you may be a dangerous man, but it’s not a heartless one sitting in my kitchen waiting for me to slap him for something he had no part in.”

			“I didn’t look for her, never thought of her. I did nothing to put it right.”

			“What are you doing now? Sitting here with me while your tea goes cold?”

			“I don’t know. Christ Jesus, I don’t know. Because there’s nothing I can do.”

			“She loved you. We didn’t hear from her much. I think he wouldn’t let her, and she only managed to sneak a few calls or letters off now and then. But she loved you, heart and soul. It’s right that you should grieve for her, but not that you should pay.”

			She rose when the kettle sputtered. “She was my twin.”

			“I know.”

			“I’d be your aunt. You have two uncles, grandparents, any number of cousins if you’re interested.”

			“I . . . it’s difficult to take it in.”

			“I imagine it is. Aye, I imagine it is. You have her eyes,” she said quietly.

			Baffled, he shook his head. “Hers were green. Her eyes were green, like yours. I saw her picture.”

			“Not the color, but the shape.” She turned around. “The shape of your eyes is hers. And like mine, don’t you see?” She stepped to him, laid a hand over his. “It seems to me that the shape of something is important, more important than the color.”

			When emotion stormed through him, Sinead did what came naturally. She drew his head to her breast, stroked his hair. “There now,” she murmured, holding her sister’s boy. “There now. She’d be glad you’ve come. She’d be happy you’re here, at last.”

			 

			Later, she took him out to where the edge of the yard met the first field. “We planted that for her.” She gestured to a tall, many-branched tree. “We made no grave for her. I knew she was gone, but it didn’t seem right to make a grave for her. So we planted a cherry tree. It blooms fine every spring. And when I see it bloom, it gives me some comfort.”

			“It’s beautiful. It’s a beautiful place.”

			“Your people are farmers, Roarke, generations back.” She smiled when he looked at her. “We held on to the land, no matter what. We’re stubborn, hotheaded, and we’ll work till we drop. You come from that.”

			“I’ve spent years trying to shake off where I came from. Not looking back.”

			“You can look back on this with pride. He couldn’t break you, could he? I bet he tried.”

			“Maybe if he hadn’t tried so bloody hard I wouldn’t have gotten away. I wouldn’t have made myself. I’ll . . . I’ll plant a cherry tree back home for her.”

			“There’s a good thought. You’re a married man, aren’t you, married to one of the New York garda.”

			“She’s my miracle,” he told her. “My Eve.”

			His tone stirred her. “No children though.”

			“Not yet, no.”

			“Well, there’s plenty of time for them yet. I’ve seen pictures of her, of course. I’ve kept tabs on you over the years. Couldn’t help myself. She looks strong. I suppose she’d have to be.”

			“She is.”

			“Bring her with you next time you come. But for now, we should get you settled in.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“You don’t expect to get away so easy, do you? You’ll stay at least the night, meet the rest of your family. Give them a chance to meet you. It would mean a great deal to my parents, to my brothers,” she added before he could speak.

			“Mrs. Lannigan.”

			“That’s Aunt Sinead to you.”

			He let out a half-laugh. “I’m out of my depth.”

			“Well then,” she said cheerfully, and took his hand, “sink or swim, for you’re about to be tossed into the deep end of the pool.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			She questioned over two dozen registered owners of vehicles with carpet matching the fibers found on the victims. Including a little old lady who used hers to transport other little old ladies to church on Sundays.

			Eve found herself trapped inside a two-room apartment that smelled of cats and lavender sachet. She wasn’t sure which was worse. She drank weak, tepid iced tea because Mrs. Ernestine Macnamara gave her no other choice.

			“It’s so exciting—terrible of me, but I can’t help myself. So exciting to be questioned by the police at my age. I’m a hundred and six, you know.”

			And looked it, Eve thought sourly.

			Ernestine was tiny and dry and colorless, as though the years had leached her. But she shuffled around the room with some energy in her faded pink slippers, shooing or cooing at cats. There appeared to be a full dozen of them, and from some of the sounds Eve heard, some were very busy making more cats.

			She supposed Ernestine would be considered spry.

			Her face was a tiny wrinkled ball set off by oversized teeth. Her wig—Eve hoped it was a wig—sat crookedly on top and was the color of bleached wheat. She wore some sort of tracksuit that bagged over what was left of her body.

			Note to God, Eve thought: Please, if you’re up there, don’t let me live this long. It’s too scary.

			“Mrs. Macnamara—”

			“Oh, you just call me Ernestine. Everybody does. Can I see your gun?”

			Eve ignored Peabody’s muffled snort. “We don’t carry guns, Mrs. . . . Ernestine. Guns are banned. My weapon is a police issue hand laser. About your van.”

			“It still shoots and knocks people on their butts, whatever you call it. Is it heavy?”

			“No, not really. The van, Ernestine. Your van. When’s the last time you used it?”

			“Sunday. Every Sunday I take a group to St. Ignatious for ten o’clock Mass. Hard for most of us to walk that far, and the buses, well, it isn’t easy for people my age to remember the schedule. Anyway, it’s more fun this way. I was a flower child, you know.”

			Eve blinked. “You were a flower?”

			“Flower child.” Ernestine gave a hoarse little chuckle. The sixties—the nineteen sixties. Then I was a New-Ager, and Free-Ager. And oh, whatever came along that looked like fun. Gone back to being a Catholic now. It’s comforting.”

			“I’m sure. Does anyone else have access to your van?”

			“Well, there’s the nice boy in the parking garage. He keeps it for me. Only charges me half the going rate, too. He’s a good boy.”

			“I’d like his name, and the name and location of the garage.”

			“He’s Billy, and it’s the place on West Eighteenth, right off Seventh. Just a block from here, so that’s easy for me. I pick it up and drop it off on Sundays. Oh, and the third Wednesday of the month when we have the planning meetings for church.”

			“Is there anyone else who drives it or has access? A friend, a relative, a neighbor?”

			“Not that I can think. My son has his own car. He lives in Utah. He’s a Mormon now. And my daughter’s in New Orleans, she’s Wiccan. Then there’s my sister, Marian, but she doesn’t drive anymore. Then there’s the grandchildren.”

			Dutifully, Eve wrote down the names—grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and God help her, the great-greats.

			“Ernestine, I’d like your permission to run tests on your van.”

			“Oh my goodness! Do you think it could be involved in a crime?” Her little wrinkled face flushed with pleasure. “Wouldn’t that be something?”

			“Wouldn’t it?” Eve agreed.

			She escaped, drawing in the humid, clogged air like spring water. “I think I swallowed a hair ball,” she said to Peabody.

			“You’ve got enough cat hair on you to make a rug.” Peabody brushed at her uniform pants. “Me, too. What is it with old women and cats?”

			“Cats are okay. I have a cat. But if I ever start collecting them like stamps, you have permission to blast me in the heart.”

			“Can I get that on record, sir?”

			“Shut up. Let’s go talk to Billy, the good Samaritan parking attendant.”

			 

			Good Samaritan, my ass, was Eve’s first thought.

			Billy was a long, loose-limbed black man with doe-brown eyes behind amber sunshades, and nimble feet inside five hundred dollar airboots.

			The shades, the boots, and the glint of gold she noticed shining in his ears were hardly in the range of budget for a vehicle jockey in a small parking garage in Lower Manhattan.

			“Miss Ernestine!” His smile lit up like Christmas morning, full of joy and innocence. “Isn’t she something? I hope I get around like that when I hit her age. She’s in here Sunday mornings like clockwork. Churchgoing.”

			“So I hear. I have her written authorization to search her van, and, if I deem it necessary, to impound it for testing.”

			“She wasn’t in an accident.” He took the authorization Eve offered. “I’d’ve noticed if there were any dings on the van. She drives careful.”

			“I’m sure she does. Where’s the van?”

			“I keep it down on the first level. Makes it easier for her.”

			And you, Eve thought, as she followed him back into the shadows and harsh lights of the garage.

			“There aren’t too many parking facilities with attendants in the city,” she commented. “Most that do have attendants use droids.”

			“Nope, not too many of us left. But my uncle, he owns this one, he likes the personal touch.”

			“Who doesn’t? Miss Ernestine mentioned that you give her a nice discount.”

			“We do what we can,” he said cheerfully. “Nice, elderly lady. Keeps her slot year round. Gotta give her a break, you know.”

			“And she only uses it five times a month.”

			“Like clockwork.”

			“Tell me, Billy, how much do you make, any average month, renting out vehicles.”

			He stopped by a small gray van. “What’s that?”

			“Somebody needs a ride, they drop in and see Billy, and he fixes them up. You get the codes, pocket the fee, vehicle comes back, you put it in its slot. Owner’s none the wiser, and a nice sideline for you.”

			“You’ve got no proof of something like that.”

			Eve leaned on the van. “You know, as soon as somebody tells me I’ve got no proof, it just makes me want to dig down and get it. I’m just that perverse.”

			He pokered up. “This van stays in this slot except on Sundays and every third Wednesday. I park and I fetch, and that’s all I do.”

			“You’re independently wealthy then, and provide this service to the community out of a spirit of altruism and benevolence. Nice boots, Bill.”

			“Man likes nice shoes, it’s no crime.”

			“Uh-huh. I’m going to run tests on this van. If I find this van was used in the case I’m investigating, your ass is in a sling. It’s homicide, Billy. I got two bodies so far. I’ll be taking you into Interview and holding you as an accessory.”

			“Murder? Are you crazy?” He took a stumbling step back, and Eve shifted to the balls of her feet in case he decided to run.

			“Peabody,” she said mildly, catching her aide’s movement to box Billy in. “Am I crazy?”

			“No, sir. Billy does have nice shoes, and appears to be in big trouble.”

			“I didn’t kill anybody!” Billy’s voice spiked. “I got a job. I pay rent. I pay taxes.”

			“And I bet when I do a run of your financials—income, outlay, and so on, I’m going to find some interesting discrepancies.”

			“I get good tips.”

			“Billy, Billy, Billy.” On a windy sigh, Eve shook her head. “You’re making this harder than it has to be. Peabody, call in a black-and-white. We’ll need our friend here transported down to Central and held for questioning.”

			“I’m not going anywhere. I want a lawyer.”

			“Oh, you’re going somewhere, Billy. But you can have a lawyer.”

			 

			Eve went with instinct and called in a team of sweepers.

			“You think this is the vehicle.”

			“Nondescript gray, no fancy touches. Who’s going to notice it? It’s parked and largely unused, only a good healthy walk from the data club. Quick subway ride or a longer but still healthy walk from there to the 24/7 where Rachel Howard worked. Same with Columbia. Drive it uptown to Juilliard, to Lincoln Center. Hey, you can take it out basically whenever you want. Safer than using your own, if you have one. Safer than officially renting anything. Slip friendly Billy the fee, drive off.”

			She stood back as the sweepers arrived and got to work. “It fits him. You don’t steal a vehicle. That makes the vehicle a target. Borrow a friend’s? What if the friend mentions it to another friend? What if you run into trouble, have a fender bender? Friend’s going to be pissed. But something happens to this, you just ditch it, and leave Billy holding the bag.”

			“But Billy knows him.”

			“Unlikely. Just another side customer. If he used it, he used it twice, and made certain he didn’t do anything to make him memorable. He’s smart,” Eve continued. “And he plans. He’d scoped out Ernestine, this place, the van, Billy, well in advance. He lives or works in this sector.”

			She tucked her hands in her back pockets and looked toward the garage entrance, toward the street. “But he didn’t kill them here. Don’t piss in your own pool.”

			“Should I run imaging and photographic businesses in this sector?”

			“Yeah.” Eve replied. “We’re closing in.”

			One of the sweepers popped out. “Getting a lot of human and feline hair, Lieutenant. And some synthetic. Plenty of prints.”

			“I want everything you get taken directly to Berenski at the lab. I’ll clear it.”

			“Shouldn’t take long. Vehicle’s pretty clean.”

			“Appreciate it. Peabody.” She headed back to her own vehicle, pulling out her pocket-link as she walked. “Berenski.”

			“Yeah, yeah, busy. Go away.”

			“Dickie. I’ve got a sweeper haul heading your way within the hour. Sucked up from what I believe is the van used to transport the vics in the two college homicides.”

			“Tell them to take their time. Won’t get to it till tomorrow, maybe the day after.”

			“You get to them before end of shift, give me verification, I’ve got two seats, owner’s box, for the Yankees. You pick the game.”

			He rubbed his chin with his long, long fingers. “You’re not even going to argue and threaten me first. Just the bribe?”

			“I’m kind of pressed for time myself, so let’s just cut to it.”

			“Four seats.”

			“For four, I want the results wrapped in a pink ribbon and delivered to me within two hours—from now.”

			“Done. Go away.”

			“Dickhead,” she spewed as she stuffed the ’link back in her pocket.

			“How come you never offer me seats in the owner’s box?” Peabody complained.

			“How come my ass has only managed to plop down in one twice this season? Life’s a bitch, Peabody.”

			 

			Billy probably thought so as he sat in an Interview room with his prune-faced public defender and waited for Eve to question him.

			She’d put him on ice for an hour, and was stalling a bit longer, waiting for Dickie to come through. While she waited, she watched Billy through the one-way glass.

			“No priors,” she said to Peabody. “Not on his adult record. A couple of minor brushes as a juvenile. He’s careful. Slick operator.”

			“You don’t think he’s involved.”

			“Not directly. He’s a scam artist with a nice, easy scam. His uncle probably taught it to him. I’m going to go get started on him. When Dickhead sends the lab results, bring them in.”

			 

			Billy glowered at her. The PD pursed her thin lips.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, you’ve held my client for more than an hour. Unless you’re prepared to charge him—”

			“Don’t tempt me. I’m well under the legal time frame, so don’t pull the ‘poor schmoe’ routine on me. Record on. Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, conducting a formal interview with Billy Johnson regarding case files H-23987 and H-23992. Your client, Billy Johnson, has been advised of his rights and obligations, and has opted to take advantage of his rights and avail himself of the services of a public defender. Correct?”

			“That is correct. At this point, neither my client nor I are clear on why he was forcibly brought in for questioning in—”

			“Forcibly? Anyone use force on you, Billy? Did you sustain any injuries during your transport to this facility?”

			“Took me off my job. Didn’t give me much choice.”

			“Let it be on record that the subject was remanded into police custody and transported to Interview at Central, without force. He has been read the Revised Miranda. He has availed himself of counsel. You want to muddy the waters, sister, I’ll muddy them right back. Now you and I can continue to play pushy-shovey, or I can question your client and get this done.”

			“My client was not given the opportunity to voluntarily—”

			“Oh, zip it,” Billy snapped and rubbed the crop of cornrows covering his head. “What the hell do you want?” he demanded of Eve. “I don’t know anything about anybody getting dead. What the hell do you want?”

			“We’ve swept Ernestine Macnamara’s van, Billy. Lots of prints, lots of trace evidence. We both know we’re going to find some of that trace evidence doesn’t go back to Ernestine or her faithful Sunday group.”

			“I park the car for her, so my prints—”

			“We’re going to find more than yours, too. And that puts you in the wringer.” She kept her focus on him. “Rachel Howard. Kenby Sulu.”

			She watched his mouth tremble. “Oh my Jesus. Those college kids. Oh my God. I watched the reports on the news. Those are the dead college kids.”

			“Mr. Johnson, I advise you to say nothing—”

			“Shut the hell up.” His breath came fast as he stared at Eve. “Look, maybe I make a little extra on the side, but I never hurt anybody.”

			“Tell me about the money on the side.”

			“Just a minute.” The PA rapped a fist on the table with enough force that Eve glanced at her with some admiration. “Just a damn minute. My client will cooperate, will answer your questions only on the condition of immunity. No charges will be forthcoming against him on this or any other matter.”

			“Why don’t I just give him one of our platinum get-out-of-jail-free cards?”

			“He will make no statement without guarantees. Cooperation is contingent on immunity from any charges regarding the parking facility and/or the homicides.”

			“I’ll just go ask Rachel Howard and Kenby Sulu how they feel about immunity from homicide,” Eve said coldly. “Oh wait, I can’t. They’re dead.”

			“I don’t need immunity from any homicides. I didn’t hurt anybody.” He leaned forward, grabbed Eve’s hand. “I swear to God. I swear on my son. I got a little boy. He’s three. I swear on his life I didn’t kill anybody. I’ll tell you anything I can.”

			He drew a little breath, sat back. “But, well, I could use that immunity when it comes to the parking garage. I got a little boy. I gotta think about him.”

			“I’m not interested in rousting you over the sideline, Billy. As long as the sideline is shut down. And believe me, I’ll know if it starts up again.”

			“It’s closed.”

			“Lieutenant.” Peabody stepped in, passed Eve a file. “Lab results.”

			“Thank you, Officer. Stand by.” She opened the file, did her best to smother the laugh when she spotted the pink ribbon tucked inside. At least Peabody had had the foresight to remove it.

			She skimmed the data. Not only did the carpet fibers match, but the sweepers had removed hair identified as Rachel Howard’s and Kenby Sulu’s from the van.

			No longer amused, Eve lifted cool, flat eyes to Billy’s face. “I want to know who took the van out on the nights of August eighth and August tenth.”

			“Okay, see here’s how it works. Somebody comes by, says to me, ‘I need a ride.’ Maybe they want a nice little two-seater to drive their girl someplace, or a cushy sedan to take their grandma to a wedding, or something.”

			“Or a set of wheels to drive away in after they’ve hit a liquor store. Maybe a nice sturdy all-terrain to bop around in when they’re making an illegals deal over in Jersey. This way they don’t have to jack it, or bother with any pesky paperwork.”

			“Maybe.” He gave her a slow nod. “I don’t ask. Don’t want to know, particularly. What I do is tell them what’s available, and for how long. Fee’s stiff and you gotta pay double up front. Get the deposit back when you return the vehicle in good condition. Still, we’re cheaper than standard rental, and there’s no paper.”

			“Everybody loves a bargain.”

			“See we got a lot of slots taken up on a yearly basis. We keep the rates down. Give regulars a good break. Some of these people, like Miss Ernestine, wouldn’t be able to keep a ride ’cause the slot rent’s so steep.”

			“Just your little community service. You’re going to have a long wait for your medal, Billy.”

			“Didn’t figure how it hurt anybody. The customer gets a good deal, and I get the bonus. It’s put my kid in a classy pre-school. You know what those cost?”

			“Who rented the van?”

			“See, that’s the thing. People come and they go. Repeaters, you get to know, get to figure what ride they like best. This guy, I just don’t remember too much. Only came by the two times, I’m pretty sure. Knew what he wanted, paid the fee, brought it back. I didn’t think anything of it. White guy,” he said quickly.

			“Go on.”

			“Average-looking white guy, I don’t know. Who pays attention?”

			“Old, young?”

			“Ah, twenty-five, thirty. ’Round there. Shorter than me, but not much. Maybe a little under six feet? Dressed neat. I mean not sloppy. Looked like an average working white guy. Could be I’d seen him around the neighborhood before. Could be. He didn’t look like anybody special.”

			“What did he say to you?”

			“Ah. Shit. Something like: ‘I need to rent a van. A nice, clean one.’ Probably I said something about does this look like a rental port to you—nice and polite though. Then he . . . yeah, yeah, I sort of remember. He pulled out the fee and deposit. All cash. And he said he’d take the gray van on the first level. I took the money, he took the code, and drove off. Brought it back about three A.M. My cousin logged it in.”

			His gaze shot back down, and he winced. “Damn. Damn. Is my cousin gonna get in trouble?”

			“Give me your cousin’s name, Billy.”

			“Shit. Fucking shit. Manny Johnson. He just logged it back in, Lieutenant Dallas. That’s all.”

			“Let’s go back to the guy who rented the van. See what else you remember?”

			“I didn’t pay enough attention. Ah, he had shades on. Dark shades, I’m thinking. And a ball cap. Maybe a ball cap? Me, I’m looking at the cash money and the threads more than anything else. He dressed neat, he had the fee. Maybe if you showed me his picture or something, I’d remember him, but I don’t see how. He had on the shades and the cap, and we’re doing the thing inside the port, where it’s shady. He just looked like an average white guy to me.”

			 

			“Average white guy,” Eve repeated after the interview. “One who’s killed two people. Who knew how to access a nearly untraceable vehicle to transport them, knew how to get them into said vehicle with minimal fuss, and when and where to dump the bodies without anyone noticing.”

			“But you did trace the vehicle,” Peabody reminded her. “We can start doing a canvass, maybe we’ll find someone who saw it around the universities, or the dumping sites.”

			“And maybe the Tooth Fairy’s going to come knocking on your door tonight. We’ll go there, Peabody, but first we take the van back to the garage. Average white guy lets Diego off the hook, at least for the pickup.”

			Too skinny, too slicked up, Billy had said when he’d looked at the printout of Diego’s ID shot.

			“We still got a maybe out of Billy on Hooper.”

			“Maybe. Maybe he was shorter, maybe he was older. Maybe he wasn’t. He’s not done yet, so maybe he’ll come back for it. The van and the garage go under surveillance.”

			She checked the time. “And now, we’ve got a memorial to attend.”

			 

			She hated memorials, that formal acknowledgment of grief. She hated the flowers and the music, the murmur of voices, the sudden bursts of weeping or laughter.

			It was probably worse when the dead were young, and the end was violent. She’d been to too many memorials for violent death.

			They’d laid Rachel in a glass-sided coffin—one of the trends of mourning Eve found particularly creepy. They’d put her in a dress, a blue one and probably her best, and fixed a little spray of pink roses in her hands.

			She watched people file by. The parents, both looking shell-shocked and too calm. Tranq’d to get through the event. And the younger sister who simply looked ravaged and lost.

			She saw students she’d questioned, the merchants from the shops near where she’d worked. Teachers, neighbors, friends.

			Leeanne Browning was there, with Angela at her side. They spoke to the family, and whatever Leeanne said had tears breaking through the drugs and trickling slowly down the mother’s face.

			She saw faces she’d already filed away; and new ones, as she stood by searching for an average white guy. There were plenty of them that fit into the age span. Rachel, a friendly girl, had met a lot of people in her short life.

			There was Hooper, neatly dressed in a suit and tie, his face somber, his shoulders straight as a soldier’s. A group of what Eve assumed was his peers surrounded him the way groups tend to surround the attractive.

			But when he looked around, his eyes were empty. Whatever they said didn’t reach him, and he turned and walked away, through those young bodies as if they were ghosts.

			He didn’t look at the people, nor, she noted, did he look at the box, the clear box that held the girl he’d said he thought he might have loved.

			She lifted her chin, a kind of reverse nod signal to McNab. “See where he goes,” she ordered when McNab moved into place beside her. “See what he does.”

			“Got him.”

			She went back to studying the crowd, though she wished she could have been the one to step outside after Hooper, into the night. Into the air. Despite the overworked climate control the room was too warm, too close, and the smell of the flowers cloying.

			She spotted Hastings across the room. As though he felt her eyes on him, he glanced toward her, then lumbered over.

			“Thought I should come, that’s all. Hate this kind of shit. I’m not staying.”

			He was embarrassed, she realized. And a little guilty.

			“They shouldn’t have dressed her up that way,” he said after a moment. “Looks false. I’d’ve put her in her favorite shirt. Some old shirt she liked, given her a couple of yellow daisies to hold. Face like that, it’s for daisies. Anyway . . .” He downed his glass of sparkling water. “Nobody asked me.”

			He shifted from foot to foot. “You’d better catch whoever put that kid in that glass box.”

			“Working on it.”

			She watched him go. Watched others come and go.

			“He went outside,” McNab reported. “Walked down to the corner and back a couple times.” McNab hunched his shoulders, stuck his hands in his pockets. “Crying. Just walking up and down and crying. A group came out, gathered him up, into a car. I got the make and tag if you want me to run and pick them up.”

			“No.” She shook her head. “No, not tonight. Pack it in. Get Peabody, and tell her she’s off the clock.”

			“Don’t have to tell me twice. I want to go somewhere people are talking about something stupid and eating lousy food. Always do after a memorial. You want to come along?”

			“I’ll pass. We’ll pick this up again in the morning.”

			As the crowd thinned out, she made her way over to Feeney. “Would he come, Feeney? Would he need to see her again, like this? Or are his images enough for him?”

			“I don’t know. You look at it from his perspective, he got what he wanted from her, so he’s done.”

			“Maybe, but it’s like a circle, and this closes it. Something tells me he’d want to see her like this. Still, if he was here, I couldn’t make him.”

			“Fucking average white guy.” He puffed out his cheeks. She looked beat, he thought. Beat and worried and under the gun. He patted her shoulder. “What do you say we go get a beer?”

			“I say, that’s a damn fine idea.”

			 

			“Been a while since we did this,” Feeney commented.

			“Guess it has.” Eve sampled her beer.

			By tacit agreement, they’d avoided the known cop bars. Kicking back in one of them meant somebody would stop by to shoot the shit or talk shop. Instead, they’d caught a booth in a place called The Leprechaun, a dim little bar with aspirations of simulating an Irish pub.

			There was piped in music with someone singing about drinking and war, and a lot of signs written in Gaelic, and framed pictures of what Eve assumed were famous Irish people. The waitstaff all talked with Irish accents, though their server’s accent had a definite Brooklyn edge to it.

			Since she’d had occasion to spend some time in an actual Irish pub, she could tell the owner—who she imagined was somebody named Greenburg—wasn’t even close to being Irish.

			And thinking it made her think of the Penny Pig. And Roarke.

			“Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind, kid?”

			“I think he’s going to move within the next forty-eight hours, so—”

			“No, not about the case.” There was a bowl of peanuts in the shell between them, but he shoved it aside, got out his bag of candied almonds. “You got trouble at home?”

			“Shit, Feeney.” Because it was there, she dug into the bag. “I’ve got Summerset at home. Isn’t that enough?”

			“And Roarke off somewhere while his man’s at home with a busted pin. Must’ve been important to pull him away just now.”

			“It was. It is. God.” She braced her elbows on the table, then dropped her head into her hands. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I don’t know if I should tell you. I don’t know if he’d want me to tell you.”

			“He doesn’t have to know you did. It doesn’t go beyond here.”

			“I know that.” He’d trained her, Eve thought. Taken her green from the Academy. And she’d trusted him. He’d partnered with her, gone through every door. And she’d trusted him.

			“I’ll have to tell him I told you. I think that’s one of those marriage rules. There are too fricking many of them.”

			Feeney didn’t interrupt her, and when he’d finished his beer, ordered another.

			“It’s got to mess him up, you know? You go your whole life thinking one thing, dealing with what you believe is truth, then you get slammed in the gut, and it all changes around on you.” She sipped her beer. “He doesn’t get drunk. He’ll dance up to the line, should the occasion call for it. But even when it’s just the two of us off somewhere, he doesn’t go over the line. He’s going to stay aware, in control. That’s core Roarke.”

			“You shouldn’t worry because a man ties one on.”

			“I wouldn’t, if the man wasn’t Roarke. He did it because he’s hurting and needed to get away from the pain. Feeney, he can take a hell of a lot of pain.”

			So can you, Feeney thought. “Where is he now?”

			“In Clare. He left me a message—damn time difference. He said I shouldn’t worry, he was fine. He was probably going to stay there, another day at least, and he’d be in touch.”

			“Did you tag him back?”

			She shook her head. “I started to, then I started second-guessing myself. Is it like nagging? I don’t know. He said he wanted to handle this himself. He’s made it pretty clear he doesn’t want me involved.”

			“And you’re letting him get away with that.” He sighed, heavy, and his basset hound eyes seemed to droop lower. “You disappoint me.”

			“What am I supposed to do? I’m in the middle of this investigation, and he says he’s going to Ireland. He won’t wait, won’t give me time to figure things out. Okay, he can’t wait—I can get that. He’s got a problem, and he’d want to deal, straight off.”

			“One of those marriage rules is if one of you’s in pain or trouble, you’re not in it alone. You suffering here, him there. That doesn’t work for either of you.”

			“Well, he left. He was on his way out when he told me, for Christ’s sake. I’m still pissed about that.”

			“So you should be out the door behind him.”

			She drew her brows together. “I’m supposed to go to Ireland? Now? He said he didn’t want me there.”

			“If he did, he’s lying. That’s a man for you, kid. We can’t help it.”

			“You think he needs me to be there?”

			“I do.”

			“But the case. I can’t just—”

			“What am I, a rookie?” Feeney had the wit to look insulted. “You don’t think I can manage as temporary primary for a couple days? Or do you just want the collar yourself?”

			“No. No! But I’m working all these angles, and the odds of him hitting again in the next couple of days are—”

			“If you got word Roarke was hurt, bleeding from the ears, would you worry about the case or get your ass moving?”

			“I’d get my ass moving.”

			“He’s bleeding from the heart. So you go.”

			It was so simple. A no-brainer when put just that way. “I’ll have to clear it, and set up some schedules for tomorrow. Get a report in.”

			“Then let’s go do it.” Feeney pocketed his nuts.

			“Thanks. Really.”

			“No problem. You buy the beer.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			It took some doing, asking for favors, fighting the urge to triple check every detail she’d already double checked.

			It took blocking every natural instinct and putting her travel arrangements into Summerset’s hands.

			She went home to pack a light bag, reminding herself she could be reached anywhere, at any time. That she could, if necessary, fly home as quickly as she was flying away. And that she could run an op by remote control. She had a capable team.

			She wasn’t the only cop on the NYPSD. But she was Roarke’s only wife.

			Still, she paced the plush confines of his fastest jet shuttle as it careened across the Atlantic in the dark. She reviewed her notes, reread the files and witness statements.

			Everything that could be done was being done. She’d ordered round-the-clock surveillance on the garage and the van. EDD had installed a homer on the van as backup.

			If he came for it, they’d move in and have him in custody before he could finish keying in the ignition code.

			All the trace evidence was being matched. Within twenty-four hours, forensics would have eliminated anything from Ernestine and her church group, the garage employees, the victims. What was left would be the killer’s.

			They’d have DNA, and a solid case.

			She had men in the data club, men at the universities, Louise on the medical front. Something would break, and soon.

			She tried to sit, relax. But couldn’t.

			That was all cop stuff. She knew what she was doing as a cop.

			But where she was headed was wife territory. She’d learned some of the ground, and considered she’d figured how to negotiate it fairly well. But this sector was uncharted.

			If he didn’t want her there, was she going to make things worse?

			She plugged a disc into her PPC and played back the message he’d left on her home office ’link while she’d still been at Central clearing the way to leave.

			“Well, I hope you’re sleeping.” He smiled, but he looked so tired, she thought. Worn out tired. “I should’ve called before. Things got . . . complicated. I’m about to go to bed myself. It’s late here. Early, more like. I can’t seem to remember the time change—imagine that. I’m sorry I haven’t spoken with you today—yesterday. What the hell.”

			He gave a half-laugh, pinched the bridge of his nose as if to relieve some pressure. “I’m punchy, need a couple hours down, is all. I’m fine, no need to worry. Things aren’t what I expected here. Can’t say what I expected. I’ll call you after I’ve slept a bit. Don’t work too hard, Lieutenant. I love you.”

			He wasn’t supposed to look so tired, she thought on a sudden spurt of anger. He wasn’t supposed to look so befuddled, so damn vulnerable.

			Maybe he didn’t want her there, but he was just going to have to deal with it.

			 

			Dawn was shimmering over the hills when Roarke stepped outside. He hadn’t slept long, but he’d slept well, tucked up into a pretty, slanted-ceiling bedroom on the top floor, one with old lace curtains on the windows and a lovely handmade quilt on the wide, iron bed.

			They’d treated him like family. Almost like a prodigal son returned home, and they’d served roast kid and pandy as the Irish version of fatted calf.

			They’d had a ceili, packed with food and music and stories. People, so many people gathering around to talk of his mother, to ask of him, to laugh. To weep.

			He hadn’t been quite sure what to make of it all, or them, the uncles and aunts and cousins—grandparents for God’s sake—that had so suddenly come into his life.

			The welcome had humbled him.

			He was still unsteady. This life they lived, and the world in which they lived it, was more foreign to him than the moon. And yet he’d carried a part of it, unknowing, in his blood throughout his life.

			How could he resolve, in a matter of days, something so enormous? How did he understand the truths buried more than thirty years under lies? And death?

			With his hands in his pockets, he walked beyond the back gardens with their tidy rows of vegetables, their tangled cheer of flowers, and fingered the little gray button he carried.

			Eve’s button. One that had fallen off the jacket of a particularly unattractive suit the first time he’d seen her. One he’d carried like a talisman ever since.

			He’d be steadier if she were here, he was sure. Christ, he wished she were here.

			He looked across a field where a tractor hummed along. One of his uncles or cousins would be manning it, he supposed. Farmers. He sprang from farmers, and wasn’t that a kick in the ass?

			Simple, honest, hard-working, God-fearing—and everything the other half of him wasn’t. Was it that conflict, that contradiction, that went into the making up of what he was?

			It was early enough that the mists snaked up from the green, softening the air, softening the light. A snippet of Yeats ran through his head—where hill is heaped upon hill. And so it was here. He could see those hills rolling back to forever, and smell the damp of dew on grass, the loamy earth beneath it, the wild rambling roses above.

			And hear the birds singing as though life was a singular joy.

			All of his life—certainly all of it after he’d escaped the bastard who’d sired him—he’d done as he wanted. Pursued the goal of success and wealth and comfort. He didn’t need a session with Mira to tell him he’d done so to compensate, even defeat, the years of misery, poverty, and pain. And so what?

			So the fuck what?

			A man who didn’t do what he could to live well instead of wallowing was a fool.

			He’d taken what he needed, or simply wanted. He’d fought for, or bought, or in some way acquired what made him content. And the fight itself, the hunt, the pursuit were all part of the game that entertained him.

			Now he was being given something, freely, something he’d never considered, never allowed himself to want. And he didn’t know what the hell to do with it.

			He needed to call Eve.

			He looked across the field, across the silvered mists and gentle rise of aching green. Rather than pull out his pocket-link he continued to toy with the button. He didn’t want to call her. He wanted to touch her. To hold her, just hold her and anchor himself again.

			“Why did I come without you?” he murmured, “when I need you so bloody much?”

			He heard the muscular hum, recognized it for what it was an instant before the jet-copter broke through the mists like a great black bird breaks through a thin net.

			And recognized it as one of his own as it skimmed over the field, startling cows, and causing his uncle—cousin—they were all a blur of faces and names to him yet—to stop the tractor and lean out to watch the flight.

			His first reaction was a quick clutch in the gut. Eve, something had happened to Eve. His knees went weak at the thought as the copter arrowed down for a landing.

			Then he saw her, the shape of her in the cockpit beside the pilot. The choppy cap of hair, the curve of her cheek. Pale, naturally. She hated riding in those machines.

			The grass of the field went swimming in the displaced air as the copter set down. Then the sound died, the air was still.

			She jumped down, a light pack slung over her arm. And his world righted again.

			He didn’t move, couldn’t seem to as he was so struck by the sight of her. Striding across the green, casting a wary look at the cows over her shoulder before her eyes met his. Held his.

			His heart rolled over in his chest; the most lovely sensation he’d ever known.

			He walked forward to meet her.

			“I was just wishing for you,” he said. “And here you are.”

			“Must be your lucky day, Ace.”

			“Eve.” He lifted a hand, not quite steady, skimmed his fingers along her jaw. “Eve,” he said again, and his arms were around her, banded like steel as he lifted her off her feet. “Oh God. Eve.”

			She felt the shudder run through him as he buried his face in her hair, against the curve of her neck. And knew she’d been right to come. Whatever else there was, she’d been right to come.

			“Everything’s okay now.” To soothe, she ran her hands over his back. “It’s okay.”

			“You landed in a field of cows, in a jet-copter.”

			“You’re telling me?”

			He rubbed his hands up and down her arms before linking them with hers and easing back to look at her face. “You must love me madly.”

			“I must.”

			His eyes were wild and beautiful, his lips warm and tender as he pressed them to her cheeks. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome, but you missed a spot.” She found his mouth with hers and let him sink in. When she felt the heat, the punch, her lips curved against his. “That’s better.”

			“Much. Eve—”

			“We’ve got an audience.”

			“The cows don’t mind.”

			“Don’t talk about the cows, they creep me out.” When he laughed, she nodded over his shoulder. “Two-legged audience.”

			He kept an arm around her waist, possessively, drawing her close to his side as he turned. He saw Sinead standing by the rambling roses, an eyebrow cocked.

			“This is my wife,” he told her. “This is my Eve.”

			“Well, I hope she’s yours, the way you’ve got a hold of her. A tall girl, isn’t she, quite handsome, too. Looks like she suits you.”

			“She does.” He lifted Eve’s free hand to his lips. “She does indeed. Eve, this is Sinead Lannigan. This is . . . my aunt.”

			Eve took the woman’s measure in a slow, careful study. Hurt him, her face said clearly, deal with me. She watched Sinead’s eyebrow wing higher, and a faint smile ghost around her mouth.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Lannigan.”

			“Sinead will do. Did you come all the way from New York City in that little thing?”

			“Just the last leg.”

			“Still, you must be a brave and adventurous soul. Have you had breakfast then?”

			“She wouldn’t have, no,” Roarke said before Eve could respond. “Brave and adventurous, she is, but a weak stomach for heights.”

			“I can speak for myself.”

			“I’ll wager you can.” Sinead nodded. “Come in then, and welcome. I’ll fix you breakfast. Your man hasn’t eaten either.”

			She walked back toward the house. Understanding his wife, Roarke gave Eve’s hand a quick squeeze. “She’s been nothing but kind. I’m staggered by the kindness I’ve found here.”

			“Okay. I could eat.”

			Still, she held her opinion in reserve as she found herself seated at the enormous kitchen table with Sinead manning the stove and the pots and skillets on it like a conductor mans an orchestra.

			She was given tea, nearly as black as coffee and so strong she was surprised it didn’t melt the enamel on her teeth. But it settled her as yet uneasy stomach.

			“So you’re a cop. One who hunts murderers.” Sinead glanced back over her shoulder as she wielded a spatula. “Roarke says you’re brilliant, and dogged as a terrier, with a heart big as the moon.”

			“He’s got a soft spot for me.”

			“That he does. We’re told you’re in the middle of a difficult case now.”

			“They’re all difficult, because someone’s dead who shouldn’t be.”

			“Of course, you’re right.” Intrigued, Sinead watched her as meat sizzled in the pan. “And you solve the thing.”

			“No. You never solve anything, because someone’s dead who shouldn’t be,” Eve repeated. “They can’t get up out of the grave, so it can’t be solved. All you can do is close the case, and trust the system for justice.”

			“And is there justice?”

			“If you keep at it long enough.”

			“You closed this one quickly,” Roarke began, then stopped when he saw her face. “You didn’t close it.”

			“Not yet.”

			For a moment, there was only the sound of the meat frying in the skillet. “Lieutenant, I wouldn’t have pulled you away from your work.”

			“You didn’t. I pulled myself away.”

			“Eve—”

			“Why are you badgering the girl, and here she’s not even had her breakfast.” To settle a matter that looked to her would heat up as quickly as the bacon, Sinead heaped food on plates, set them down. “If she’s as brilliant as you say, she ought to know what she’s about.”

			“Thanks.” Eve picked up a fork, exchanged her first comfortable look with Sinead. “Looks great.”

			“I’ll leave you to it then, as I’ve some things to see to upstairs. Don’t worry about the dishes when you’re done.”

			“I think I like her,” Eve commented when they were alone, then poked a fat sausage with her fork. “Is this from pig?”

			“Most likely. Eve, I want to be sorry you felt it necessary to leave in the middle of an investigation, but I’m so bloody glad you’re here. I haven’t been able to find my balance, haven’t been able to settle myself since I found out about my mother. I’ve handled the entire business badly. Bungled it, top to bottom.”

			“Guess you did.” She tried a bite of sausage, approved. “It’s nice to know you can screw up now and again, like the rest of us mortals.”

			“I couldn’t find my balance,” he repeated, “until I stood out there in the mist of the morning and saw you. Simple as that for me, it seems. There she is, so my life’s where it should be, whatever’s going on around it. You know the worst of me, but you came. I think what’s here, though I don’t understand it all yet, haven’t taken it all in, may be the best of me. I want you to be part of that.”

			“You went to Dallas with me. You saw me through that, even though it was about as rough on you as it was on me. You’ve shuffled your work and your schedule around more times than I can count to help me out—even when I didn’t want you to.”

			He smiled now. “Especially when you didn’t.”

			“You’re part of my life, even the parts I wanted you clear of. So, same goes, Roarke. For better or worse, or all the crap that’s in between, I love you.” She scooped up eggs. “We straight on that?”

			“As an arrow.”

			“Good.” And so were the eggs, she discovered. “Why don’t you tell me about these people?”

			“There’s a lot of them to start. There’s Sinead, who was my mother’s twin. Her husband, Robbie, who works the farm here with Sinead’s brother Ned. Sinead and Robbie have three grown children, who would be my cousins, and between them, there are five more children, and two more on the way.”

			“Good God.”

			“Haven’t even gotten started,” he said with a laugh. “Ned, he’s married to Mary Katherine, or maybe it’s Ailish. I’m good at names, you know, but all these names and faces and bodies were coming down like a flood. They’ve four children, cousins of mine, and they’ve managed to make five—no I think it might be six more. Then there’s Sinead’s younger brother, that’s Fergus, who lives in Ennis and works in his wife’s family’s restaurant business. I think her name’s Meghan, but I’m not entirely sure.”

			“Doesn’t matter.” Already feeling crowded, Eve waved her fork.

			“But there’s so many more.” He grinned now, and ate as he hadn’t been able to do for days. “My grandparents. Imagine having grandparents.”

			“I can’t,” she said after a moment.

			“Neither can I, though I appear to have them. They’ve been married nearly sixty years now, and they’re hearty. They live now in a cottage over the hill to the west. They didn’t want the big house, I’m told, when their children were grown and married, so it came to Sinead as she was the one who wanted it most.”

			He paused, and she said nothing. Just waited for him to finish.

			“They don’t want anything from me.” Still puzzled by it, he broke a slice of toasted brown bread in two. “Nothing that I expected them to want. There’s none of this, ‘Well now, we could use a bit of the ready since you’ve so much and we’re in the way of being family.’ Or ‘You owe us for all the years that’ve gone by.’ Not even the ‘Who the hell do you think you are, coming around here, you son of a murdering bastard.’ I’d expected any of those things, would have understood that. Instead it’s ‘Ah, there you are, it’s Siobahn’s boy. We’re glad to see you.’ ”

			With a shake of his head, he set the toast down again. “What do you do with that?”

			“I don’t know. I never know how to act, or feel, when somebody loves me. I always feel inadequate, or just stupid.”

			“We never had much practice at it, did we, you and I?” He covered her hand with his, rubbed it as though he needed the feel of her skin against his. “Two lost souls. If you’re done there, I’d like to show you something.”

			“I’m overdone.” She pushed the plate away. “She made enough food for half the residents of Sidewalk City.”

			“We’ll walk some of it off,” he said and took her hand.

			“I’m not going back with the cows. I don’t love you that much.”

			“We’ll leave the cows to their cow business.”

			“Which is what, exactly? No, I don’t want to know,” she decided as he pulled her out the door. “I get these weird and scary pictures in my head. What’s that thing out there?” she asked, pointing.

			“It’s called a tractor.”

			“Why’s that guy riding around with the cows? Don’t they have remotes, or droids, or something?”

			He laughed.

			“You laugh”—and it was good to hear it—“but there are more cows than people around here. What if the cows got tired of hanging around in the field and decided, hey, we want to drive the tractor, or live in the house, or wear clothes for a while. What then?”

			“Remind me to dig out Animal Farm from the library when we get home, and you’ll find out. Here now.” He took her hand in his once more, wanting the link. “They planted this for her. For my mother.”

			Eve studied the tree, the lush green leaves and sturdy trunk and branches. “It’s . . . a nice tree.”

			“They knew, in their hearts, she was dead. Lost to them. But there was no proof. Trying to find it, to find me when I was a baby, one of my uncles was almost killed. They had to let go. So they planted this for her, not wanting to put up a stone or marker. Just the cherry tree, that blooms in the spring.”

			Looking at it again, Eve felt something click inside her. “I went to a memorial for one of the victims last night. This job, you go to too many memorials and funerals. The flowers and the music, the bodies laid out on display. People seem to need that, the ritual, I guess. But it always seems off to me. This seems right. This is better.”

			He watched her now as she studied his mother’s tree. “Is it?”

			“The flowers just die, you know? And the body gets buried or burned. But you plant a tree and it grows, and it lives. It says something.”

			“I can’t remember her. I’ve searched back, making myself half-mad trying, somehow thinking if I could remember something, some small thing, it would make it better. But I can’t. And that’s that. So this tree here, it’s something solid, and more comforting to me than a stone marker. If there’s more than whatever time we have bumbling around here, then she knows I came. That you came with me. And that’s enough.”

			When they went back in, Sinead was in the kitchen clearing breakfast away. Roarke walked to her, touched a hand to her shoulder.

			“Eve needs to go back. I need to go with her.”

			“Of course.” She lifted her hand, touched his lightly. “Well then, you’d best go up and get your things. I’ll have just a moment here with your wife, if she doesn’t mind.”

			Trapped, Eve slid her hands into her pockets. “Sure. No problem.”

			“I’ll only be a minute.”

			“Ah . . .” Eve searched for something appropriate to say when she was alone with Sinead. “It means a lot to him that you let him stay.”

			“It means a lot to me, to us, to have had this time with him, however short. It was difficult for him to come, to tell us what he’d learned.”

			“Roarke’s no stranger to doing the difficult.”

			“So I gather, and neither would you be, if I’m a judge.” She wiped her hands on a cloth, set it aside. “I was watching him from the window before, sort of gathering up pictures of him you might say. Ones I can share with Siobhan when I speak with her. I talk to her in my head,” Sinead explained at Eve’s blank look. “And right out loud now and then when no one’s about. So I’m gathering up my pictures, and there’s one I’ll never forget. The way he looked—the change in his face, in his body, in the whole of him when he saw it was you. The love was naked on him when he saw it was you, and it’s one of the loveliest things I’ve ever seen. It’s a fine picture to have in my head, for he’s my sister’s child, grown man or no, and I want what’s good for him. You seem to be.”

			“We seem to be good for each other, God knows why.”

			She smiled now, bright and pretty. “Sometimes it’s best not to know all the reasons. I’m glad you came, so I had a chance to look at you, and see the two of you together. I want more chances with him, and you’ll be a large part of letting that happen, or preventing it.”

			“Nobody prevents Roarke.”

			“Nobody,” Sinead said with a nod, “but you.”

			“I wouldn’t do anything to get in the way of something he needed. He needed to come here. He’ll need to come back. Maybe you weren’t looking in the right place when he introduced me to you, when he looked at you. He already loves you.”

			“Oh.” Her eyes filled up before she could stop them, and she blinked, wiping at them quickly when she heard him coming back in. “I’ll fix you some food for the journey.”

			“Don’t trouble.” Roarke touched her shoulder again. “There’s plenty of it on the shuttle. I’ve made arrangements to have the car I drove here picked up.”

			“Well that’ll be sad news for my Liam, who thinks it’s as fine and fancy a machine as ever built. I’ve something for you.” She reached in her pocket, closing her fingers over the treasure as she turned to him. “Siobhan didn’t take all her things when she went to Dublin. She was going to come back and get them, or send for them, but, well, one thing and another.”

			She pulled out a thin chain and the rectangle of silver that dangled from it. “It’s just a trinket, but she wore it often. You see this is her name, in Ogham script. I know she’d want you to have it.”

			Sinead pressed it into Roarke’s hand, closed his fingers around it. “Safe journey then, and . . . ah, damn it.”

			The tears beat her, plopped onto her cheeks as she wrapped her arms around him. “Come back, will you? Come back sometime, and keep well until you do.”

			“I will.” He closed his eyes, breathed her in. Vanilla and wild roses. He murmured in Gaelic as he pressed his lips to her hair.

			She gave a watery laugh, pulled back to swipe at her cheeks. “I don’t have that much of the Gaelic.”

			“I said thank you for showing me my mother’s heart. I won’t forget her, or you.”

			“See that you don’t. Well, be off then before I start blubbering all over you. Good-bye to you, Eve, keep yourself safe.”

			“It was a pleasure to meet you.” She took Sinead’s hand in a firm grip. “A genuine pleasure. The shuttle runs both ways, if you decide to come to New York.”

			Roarke pressed a kiss to her temple as they walked to the field, and the waiting copter. “That was well done.”

			“She’s a stand-up.”

			“That she is.” He looked back toward the house, and the woman who stood in the back doorway to wave them off.

			 

			“You should get some sleep,” he said to her when they were settled on the shuttle.

			“Don’t start poking at me, pal. You’re the one who looks like he’s been on a week’s bender.”

			“Might stem from the fact that I’ve consumed more whiskey in the past two days than I have in the past two years, altogether. Why don’t we both stretch out for a bit?”

			She jiggled her foot, checked the time, did the math. “Too early to call Central and check in. I’ll be back in a couple hours anyway, won’t even have missed any time.”

			“Just missed sleep.” He engaged the mechanism that turned the wide sofa into a wide bed.

			“Too revved to sleep.”

			“Is that so?” Some of the light she loved was back in his eyes. “Well, what can we do to pass the time, help you relax? Cribbage, perhaps?”

			Her eyes narrowed. “Cribbage? Is that some perverted sexual activity?”

			He laughed, and grabbing her, tossed her onto the bed. “Why not?”

			But he was gentle, and so was she. Tender, as she was. They watched each other as they touched. So she could see the shadows that had haunted him these last days lift away, and leave that deep and vivid blue clear again.

			Love, she thought, the act of it, could chase away ghosts for a while, tuck the dead away. Here was life, with him filling her, life as she surrounded the hard length of him, and their fingers linked, their mouths meeting.

			Life, he thought, while she rose to him so he could only sink into her. Their life.

			 

			She was definitely relaxed, and not particularly sleepy when they arrived at the transport dock in New York. Then again, she figured, if a woman wasn’t relaxed after an energetic session of cribbage with Roarke, something was wrong with her.

			She let him take the wheel of the city vehicle she’d left in his personal parking slot for the drive home so she could use her energies to alert Central she was back, and on duty.

			“No point in mentioning you could have taken a couple of hours personal time before diving back in.”

			“I’ve had more than my quota of personal time. I’m fine.” She looked over at him. “We’re fine now.”

			He closed a hand over hers as he maneuvered through the early morning traffic. “We are, yes. My head’s clearer than it’s been in days. I guess I’m a bit anxious to get back to things myself.”

			“Good deal. So before we both get back to things, is there anything else you should tell me?”

			He thought of Grogin, and how close he’d come to crossing a line. Eve’s line. “No. Oh wait, there is one thing. It turns out I’m a year younger than I thought I was.”

			“No kidding. Huh. Does it feel weird?”

			“A bit, actually.”

			“I guess you’ll get used to it.” She snuck a look at the time. “Listen, I’ll dump you home, then head straight downtown to . . . Damn.” Her communicator signaled.

			
				DISPATCH, DALLAS, LIEUTENANT EVE.

			

			“Dallas, acknowledged.”

			
				REPORT EAST SIDE HEALTH CENTER, SECOND LEVEL UNDERGROUND PARKING FACILITY. HOMICIDE VERIFIED BY FEENEY, CAPTAIN RYAN, ON SCENE.

			

			“On my way. Dallas out. Goddamn it, goddamn it. I thought I had more time. I have to dump you now, Roarke.”

			“I’ll take you. Let me do this,” he said before she could object. “Let me do whatever I can.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Sirens were screaming, and the lights from the emergency vehicle whirled as it sped by. Someone was in trouble.

			But Alicia Dilbert had no more need for sirens or whirling lights; her trouble was over.

			The scene was already cordoned off, with cops doing their busy work. The morning was beginning to steam, with the hot breath from the subway belching up through the sidewalk vent adding another layer.

			On the corner, an enterprising glide-cart operator was set up and doing a brisk business selling coffee and fried egg sandwiches to cops and health workers—both of whom should have known better.

			Eve smelled the stink of fake eggs sizzling on the grill, the body odor from men who’d been at work too long, and the medicinal scent of hospital that clung to the crowded air.

			If the dog days of August didn’t take a breather soon, the city was going to parboil in its own sweat.

			She sealed up, and crouched with Feeney by the body.

			“Got word you were back, so I held off having her bagged.” He nodded toward Roarke who stood at the edge of the barricade. “Quick trip.”

			“Yeah. We’re fine. He’s fine. Shit, Feeney. Shit. I should’ve been here.”

			“Wouldn’t have made a damn, and you know it. He didn’t get past us. Van hasn’t been touched. Nobody approached it.”

			“She’s still dead, so he got past us one way or another.” She fixed on microgoggles and studied the neat heart wound. “He keeps things orderly, stays on pattern.” With the goggles in place, she could see the thin, faint line of bruises around the wrists.

			“He posed her. When Morris gets her in, he’ll find other marks from the wires he uses.”

			“Yeah. Dallas. He went a little off pattern this time around.” Though his face was cold and set, there was a little flare of fury in his eyes as he reached in his evidence bag and took out a sealed note.

			“She was holding this. He had it taped to her fingers.” He turned the bag to show Eve the envelope, and her name printed on it.

			Eve took the evidence bag, turned the note to read.

			
				Lieutenant Dallas. You don’t understand. How could you? Your scope is limited. Mine is expanded. You see here a victim, but you’re wrong. She has been given a gift, a great gift, and by a small sacrifice offers that gift to others.

				You think I’m a monster, I know. There will be those who agree with you and curse my name. But there will be more, many more, who will see, and finally understand the art, and the beauty, and the power I’ve discovered. 

				What I do is not simply for myself, but for all mankind. 

				Her light was brilliant, and is brilliant still. I hope one day you will know it. 

				You see too much death. One day there will only be life. And light. 

				It is almost done.

			

			“Yeah, it’s almost done,” she muttered. She slid the note into her bag. “My scope’s limited, Feeney, but what I see here is a pretty black girl, around twenty years of age, dressed in a medical uniform. About five-five, a hundred and thirty. No defensive wounds.”

			She bent close again, turned the girl’s right palm up. “Slight round mark, consistent with pressure syringe, on her right palm. Hi, how you doing, nice to see you again. And the bastard tranqs her with a handshake. Dressed for work, so she was coming or going. We know which?”

			“Med student, doing rotation here. Off shift at ten. We got statements from some of the staff who saw her clock out.”

			“Mmm.” She continued to study the girl. Pretty face, high, sharp cheekbones. Glossy black hair, curly and drawn tidily back with a band at the nape of her neck. A trio of studs along the lobes of each ear.

			“Pretty busy around here. Big risk to scoop her up right outside a health center at ten at night. You got her home address?”

			“Got that, and the rest.” Though he remembered, he pulled out his e-pad. “Alicia Dilbert, twenty. Student at NYU, Medicine. Residence on East Sixth, puts her place three blocks north of here. Next of kin’s a brother, Wilson Buckley.”

			“What?” Her head came up. “What did you say?”

			“Buckley, Wilson, next of kin.”

			“Damn.” She massaged the back of her neck. “Goddamn, Feeney, we know him.”

			 

			When she’d done all she could on scene, she walked to where Roarke stood beside Nadine. “Don’t ask me now,” she said before Nadine could speak. “I’ll give you what I can when I can.”

			Something in Eve’s expression had Nadine harnessing her natural instincts and nodding. “Okay. By ten, Dallas. I need something by ten, something more than the official line.”

			“When I can,” Eve snapped back. “He sent you the transmission at oh-six hundred.”

			“My usual wake-up call, yeah. I did my civic duty, Dallas. Feeney’s got everything.”

			“So he told me. I can’t give you more now, Nadine.” Eve combed a hand through her hair.

			Something’s here, Nadine thought. Something bad. “What is it?” In a gesture of friendship, she touched Eve’s tensed shoulder. “Off record, Dallas. What is it.”

			But Eve only shook her head. “Not now. I have to notify next of kin. I don’t want her name out until I do. You can get the official line from Feeney. He’ll be on scene for a while yet. I have to go. Roarke?”

			“What is it you won’t tell her?” he asked as they walked through the crowds and noise to her car. “What’s different about this one?”

			“Degrees of separation, I guess. I know her brother. So do you.” She looked back at the scene before climbing behind the wheel. “You said you wanted to do what you could, so I’m using you. I want Peabody with Feeney, talking to the staff here, interviewing people at her residence. I’m going to need some help with the next of kin.”

			“Who is it?”

			 

			He’d kept himself close to his baby sister, Eve noted. Not in the same building, not even in the same block, but close. And had kept her distant from his business. The simple geography spoke to her.

			Give her some room, let her spread her wings, but don’t let her fly too far. And don’t let the dregs that frequented the club smear her.

			His building had good security. He’d be careful about such matters. Her badge got her through it, and up to the fifth floor where she took a long breath before pressing the buzzer.

			Minutes passed before she saw the light blink on the scanner, and knew he was checking his security panel, seeing her standing there.

			It blinked green, and he opened the door.

			“Hey there, white girl. Why you gotta roust me during my sleeping time?”

			He was huge, a huge black man naked but for a purple loincloth and many tattoos.

			“I need to talk to you. Crack, we need to come in.”

			Puzzlement ran over his face, but he grinned. “Now, you ain’t hassling me ’bout some trouble down to the D&D. No more going on there than the usual.”

			“It’s not about the club.” The Down and Dirty was his baby, a sex and music club in the bowels of the city where the drinks were the next thing to lethal.

			She’d had what had passed for her bridal shower there.

			“Shit. Gonna need coffee if I gonna be talking to some skinny-assed cop this time of day. Roarke, can’t you keep this white girl busy enough so she leave me be?”

			She stepped inside. The place didn’t surprise her, nothing about Crack did. It was spacious and tidy, tastefully decorated in what she supposed was African art, the masks, the bright colors, the lush fabrics.

			As a testament to his preference for the night, the wide windows were covered with long thick drapes that blocked out the morning in shades of crimson and sapphire.

			“Guess you be wanting coffee, too,” he began, but Eve laid a hand on his arm before he could move toward what she assumed was the kitchen.

			“Not now. We need to sit down. I want you to sit down.”

			The first hints of irritation snapped into his voice. “What the hell’s this about that I can’t have me a hit of coffee when you get me out of bed before the crack of noon?”

			“It’s bad. It’s bad, Crack. Let’s sit down.”

			“Somebody hit my place? Sumbitch, somebody mess with the D&D? I locked up myself a couple hours ago. What the hell?”

			“No. It’s about your sister. It’s about Alicia.”

			“Alicia? Get out.” He snorted, waved one of his platter-sized hands in dismissal, but she saw the leap of fear in his eyes. “That girl’s not in any trouble. That girl’s good as gold. You messing with my baby girl, Dallas, you gonna mess with Crack.”

			No other way to do it, Eve thought. No other way. “I’m sorry to have to tell you, but your sister’s dead. She was killed some time early this morning.”

			“That is bullshit!” He erupted, grabbing her by the arms, hauling her to her toes. Even as Roarke stepped forward, Eve shook her head to hold him back. “That’s a goddamn lie. She’s in medical school. She’s going to be a doctor. She’s in class right now. What’s wrong with you, coming in here telling me lies about my baby?”

			“I wish it was a lie.” She spoke quietly. “I wish to God it was a lie. I’m so sorry, Wilson.” She said his given name, gently. “I’m so sorry for your loss, sorry to be the one to tell you. She’s gone.”

			“I’m going to call her right now. Right now, and get her out of class.” The jive vanished from his speech. “I’m going to get her out of class so you can see this is a lie. What you did, is you made a mistake. You make a mistake about this.”

			She let him go, resisted the urge to rub her throbbing arms where his fingers had dug into flesh. She waited while he barked into his ’link, waited while a musical female voice cheerfully told him she wasn’t able to take the call, to leave a message.

			“She’s just busy in class.” His voice, so big, so sure, was beginning to shake. “We’ll just go down to the college, get her out of class. You’ll see.”

			“I rechecked the ID personally,” Eve told him. “I rechecked it when I saw your name. Get dressed now, and I’ll take you to her.”

			“It won’t be her. It won’t be my baby.”

			Roarke stepped forward. “I’ll give you a hand. Bedroom through here?” He led Crack along as if the big man were a small child.

			Eve took a deep breath when the bedroom door shut.

			Then another as she called the morgue.

			“This is Dallas. I’m bringing next of kin in to Dilbert, Alicia. I want her presented as cleanly as possible. I want her draped, and I want the viewing room cleared. No civilians or personnel in the area when I come in.”

			She clicked off. She could give him that, she thought. It was little enough.

			 

			He didn’t speak on the way to the morgue, but hulked in the back of the car with his arms folded over his chest and dark sunshades wrapped around the top half of his face.

			But she felt him there—the blasts of cold that was his fear, the pumping heat that was his hope.

			He kept his face averted from hers, on the drive, on the walk down the chilly white corridors of the morgue. It was her fault now, she understood that. Her fault because there was no one else to blame for his terrible fear, his terrible hope.

			She took him into a private viewing room where she and Roarke could flank him.

			“If you’ll watch the monitor,” Eve began.

			“I ain’t watching no monitor. I don’t believe nothing I see on no screen.”

			“All right.” She’d expected this, prepared for this. The glass in front of them was still dark, the privacy screen engaged. She pressed a button under it.

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, escorting Buckley, Wilson, next of kin. Request viewing for personal identification of Dilbert, Alicia. Remove privacy shield.”

			The black faded slowly to gray, then cleared. Beyond the glass she lay on a narrow table, covered to the chin with a white sheet.

			“No.” Crack lifted his fists to the glass, pounded once, twice. “No, no, no.” Then he rounded on Eve, would have leaped on her if Roarke hadn’t anticipated and muscled Crack back, slapped him against the glass.

			“This isn’t what Alicia would want.” Roarke spoke quietly. “This won’t help her.”

			“I’m sorry” was all Eve could say.

			Though his face was murderous now, he made no move. “You let me in there. You let me in there with her right now, or I’ll throw him through this glass and you after him. You know I can do it.”

			He could, and she could stun him. But the grief was already raging up to smother the fury on his face.

			“I’ll take you in,” she said calmly. “I have to be with you, and the cameras have to stay on. That’s procedure.”

			“Fuck you, and your procedure.”

			She signaled Roarke back, spoke into the speaker again. “I’m bringing in the next of kin. Please vacate the area. Come with me.” She motioned with the hand low at her side for Roarke to stay where he was.

			She moved through the doors, down a short corridor, and through another set.

			There were other tables here, other victims waiting to be viewed. And more, she knew, in the refrigerated drawers lined in a steel wall along the back. She couldn’t shield him from them, could only walk directly to Alicia, and rest her hand on the butt of her weapon in case he lost control.

			But he stepped to the table, looked down at the pretty face with its sharp cheekbones. He stroked the glossy black hair gently, so gently.

			“This is my baby. My baby girl. My heart and my soul.” He leaned over, touched his lips to her forehead.

			Then he simply slid down, nearly seven feet of solid mass, into a weeping puddle on the floor.

			Eve knelt beside him, put her arms around him.

			Through the glass, Roarke watched as the huge man curled into her like a baby wanting comfort. And she rocked him while he wept.

			She pulled more strings and commandeered an office, got him water, and sat, holding his hand while he drank.

			“I was twelve when Mama came up pregnant again. Some bastard made her all kinds of promises, and she believed them. He didn’t stay around long after the baby came. Mama did domestic work, and whored some on the side. She put food on the table, a roof over our heads, didn’t have time for much more. Alicia, she was the prettiest baby you’d ever seen in your life. Good as gold, too.”

			“And you took care of her,” Eve prompted.

			“Didn’t mind it. Guess I wanted to. Alicia was about four when Mama died. Wasn’t the whoring that did it. Some asshole she was cleaning for got hold of a bad batch of Zeus and chucked her out a ten-story window. I was working in clubs already, picking up change. Got some breaks, got some money. I took care of my baby. Just because I run clubs and crack heads doesn’t mean I didn’t take care of my girl.”

			“I know that. I know you took good care of her. You saw she got into college. She was going to be a doctor.”

			“Smart as a whip, my girl. Always wanted to be a doctor. Wanted to help people. Why would anybody hurt that sweet girl?”

			“I’m going to find out. I’m promising you. I’m giving you my word that I’m going to take care of her now. You have to trust me to do that.”

			“If I find him before you—”

			“Don’t.” To cut off the words, she tightened her grip on his hand. “If you think I don’t know how you feel, you’re wrong. But it won’t help Alicia. She loved you as much as you loved her, didn’t she?”

			“Called me her big, bad brother.” Another tear slid down his cheek. “She was the best thing in my life.”

			“Then you help me help her. I want names of people she knew. People she worked with, played with. Did she have a boyfriend, anyone special?”

			“No. She’d’ve told me. She liked boys all right, wasn’t any prissy thing, but she studied hard, worked all she could at the health center. She’d go out with friends, let off steam. Not in my place,” he said with what passed for a smile. “Didn’t want her in my place.”

			“Other clubs, though. Did she mention any specifically? Did she ever mention spending time at a place called Make The Scene?”

			“Data place, sure. Lots of the college crowd go there. And she liked this little joint near the health center. Coffee bar called Zing.”

			“Crack, did she have her picture taken, professionally, any time recently. For any reason. Work maybe, or something at school. Maybe at a wedding or a party.”

			“For my birthday last month. She asked what I wanted, and I said I wanted a picture of her, in a gold frame. Not just one of those snap-it-yourself jobs, but a real portrait where she was all dressed up fine, and the photographer knew what he was up to.”

			She kept her voice cool as she noted it down. “Do you know where she had the portrait done?”

			“Someplace called Portography, uptown. Classy. I—” He broke off as his brain started to work through the grief. “I’ve been hearing this on the news. This is that son of a bitch who’s killing college kids. Taking their picture and killing them. He killed my baby.”

			“Yes, he did. I’m going to find him, Crack. I’m going to stop him and see he’s put in a cage. If I think you’re going to get in my way on this, I’ll have you put in one until I do.”

			“You can try.”

			“I won’t just try,” she said evenly. “You know me, and you know I’ll stand for her now, no matter what it takes. Even if it means locking you away until I do what’s right for her. She’s mine now, too. Mine as much as yours.”

			He tried to hold back the tears. “Any other cop said that to me, I wouldn’t believe it. Any other cop said that to me, I’d say whatever I needed to say to shake him loose so I could do what I wanted to do. But you’re not any other cop, white girl. You take care of my baby sister. You’re the only one I’d give her to.”

			 

			“What can I do?” Roarke asked her when they stood at her car outside the morgue.

			“You got any pull at the East Side Health Center?”

			“Money, Lieutenant, always has pull.”

			“Here’s what I’m thinking. Maybe he tagged her from the files at Portography. That’s a link. Maybe he tagged her from the data club. It pops every time. But, if he’s sick, and I think he’s sick, she might have recognized him from the health center. If he uses it, or has used it, the staff might not notice him hanging around. If he took her out there, it was because people are used to seeing him, or recognized his face and didn’t think anything of it. I’ve got Louise asking around, but she’s going at it from the doctor angle—no names, patient privacy, and blah blah.”

			“And you’d like someone who isn’t so particular about privacy.”

			“Three dead kids. Yeah. I don’t give a flying fuck about privacy. Grease whatever palms you need to grease and see if you can find me somebody—male, twenty-five to sixty—no, forty. He’s younger. That age span, with a serious, perhaps fatal neurological condition. Get me a name.”

			“Done. What else?”

			“Isn’t that enough for you?”

			“No, I’d like to keep busy right now.”

			“Summerset—”

			“I’ve spoken to him via ’link. What else?”

			“You could use that twisty brain and those clever fingers to dig me up all you can on Javert. Any combination with Henri or Luis. Anything that pops around the dump sites, the data club, the colleges, Portography and the suspect names I’m going to give you that I shouldn’t be giving you.”

			“Smells like drone work.”

			She smiled. “So?”

			“Happy to be of assistance, Lieutenant.”

			“Question. You own parking ports, garages, lots, undergrounds.”

			“I believe I have a few in my vast empire, why?”

			“Get me the ones that do sidelines?”

			His brow lifted. “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you’re insinuating.”

			He was back, she thought. Slick as ever. “Save it, pal. I especially want ones within a ten-block radius of Eighteenth and Seventh. He saw us roust Billy. He knew we were there, watching the van, so he found alternate transpo. He plans, so he had a backup already earmarked, and I’m betting he had it close. I’m looking for a backdoor rental, nondescript vehicle in good condition, probably another van. You pop me something good, and you’ll get a reward.”

			“You, naked, and a large quantity of chocolate sauce?”

			“Pervert. Round up your own transpo, pal. I’ve got to scoop up Peabody and get into the field.”

			He grabbed her for one hot kiss first. Oh yeah, she thought as the top of her head flew off, he was definitely back.

			“Nice being in tandem with you again, Lieutenant.”

			“Is that what we are?” She paused, studying him as he stood on the sidewalk. “You get Summerset on his feet and out of the country, and I’ll bring the chocolate sauce.”

			“There’s a date,” he murmured as she slid into her vehicle and drove away.

			 

			“I’m sorry about Crack, Dallas.”

			“So am I.”

			Seated in the passenger seat, Peabody lifted her hands. “I didn’t even know he had a sister. It feels like I should’ve.”

			“She’d still be dead,” Eve said flatly.

			“Yeah, she’d still be dead. Do you think we should, I don’t know, send flowers? Something.”

			“No, not flowers.” She thought of Siobhan’s cherry tree. “Put it away, Peabody. We do the job.”

			“Yes, sir.” Peabody struggled against the resentment. Crack was a friend. You did something for a friend. “I just want him to know we’re thinking about him, that’s all.”

			“The best thing to do for him is to close the case, see that the person who did his sister is locked away. Flowers aren’t going to comfort him, Peabody. Justice might, at least a little.”

			“You’re right, it’s just hard when it hits this close.”

			“It’s supposed to be hard. When you start thinking it’s easy, turn in your badge.”

			Peabody opened her mouth, insulted by the tone, then saw the fatigue, and the anger just under the shield. “Where are we going? I should know, I should be able to figure it out.” The detective’s exam loomed over her head like an ax. “But I can’t.”

			“How did he transport her?”

			“We don’t know. Yet,” she added.

			“Why don’t we know?”

			“Because he didn’t use the van we had under surveillance.”

			“Why didn’t he use the van we had under surveillance?”

			“Because . . . because he knew we were watching it.” At the last minute she managed to change the tone from a question to a statement. “Do you think Billy tipped him?”

			“Do you?”

			She struggled with it for a moment, worked it through. “No, sir. At least not deliberately. Billy’s small-time. He’s not holding hands with a serial killer. He copped to the sideline, he cooperated. He’s got a kid and the kid matters. He doesn’t want this kind of trouble.”

			“So, how did our guy know to steer clear of Billy’s garage?”

			“Somebody else could have tipped him.” But that didn’t gel for her. “He might’ve gotten nervous, using the same van. But no,” she continued, working it out, “he sticks to pattern. He likes his routine. So he had to know we’d made the van and were waiting. He had to see us there. He saw you. Recognized you from the screen, knew you were primary on this case, spotted my uniform. Jig’s up on the gray van.”

			“And how did he see us?”

			“Because . . . shit. Because he lives or works in the area! You already said you figured he did, and this adds weight. He spotted us from the street, or a window.”

			“Gold star for you.”

			“I’d settle for a gold shield.”

			Eve pulled up a half-block from the parking port. She’d wanted to see the area firsthand rather than on a computer screen. She wanted the feel of it, the rhythm of the sector, the viewpoints.

			Not too close, she mused. He’d be careful about picking his transpo from a port right next door. But close enough so he could watch it, see the deals being made, the operation. Scope it out, choose his mark.

			Yeah, the nice gray van driven by the old lady. Runs like a top, no special features. Blends. Plenty of space if things start going south and he has to muscle his mark into the back.

			“He lives here,” Eve said. “Not his work space. He sees the van go out on Sundays. He watches the port at night to see how the deals go through. He lives around here, keeps to himself, doesn’t bother his neighbors. Low profile. Blends, just like his vehicle of choice.”

			She climbed back in her unit and prayed the climate control would hold back the heat while she worked. “Start running the buildings for residents. I want single males first.”

			“Which buildings?”

			“All of them. The whole block.”

			“Going to take some time.”

			“Then you’d better get started.” Eve scanned the buildings a block west, and zeroed in on the upper floors. Guy with image equipment probably had some nice long-range lenses, she speculated.

			Using her ’link, she began a run of her own.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Nothing popped for her, and when the climate control began to waffle, she ignored it and kept working. Ugly clouds rolled in, shooting the street into a sludgy gloom. Fat, mean splats of rain began to pound the windshield, heralded by a long growl of thunder.

			“Storm looks nasty.” Peabody mopped at the back of her neck and shot a glance at her lieutenant’s profile. There was a light dew of sweat on Eve’s face, but it could have been the result of that vicious concentration as much as the heat. “Maybe it’ll cool things off.”

			“We’ll just have wet heat. Fucking August.” But she said it absently, almost affectionately. “He’s here, Peabody, but where’s his bolt-hole? Someplace nice and safe, where everything’s tidy, everything’s in its place.

			“Pictures,” she muttered, staring through the rain-washed window into the gloom. “Images tacked up all over the walls. He needs to see his work. Judge it, admire it, critique it. His work is his life. His work is life.”

			“Matted and framed.”

			“What?”

			“Not tacked up,” Peabody said. “Matted and framed. He’d want the best of it well presented, right?”

			With a considering frown, Eve turned her head. “Good. That’s damn good. Matted and framed. Where does he get the material? Local? Online? He’d want good stuff, wouldn’t he? The best he could afford. Lots of frames. Probably unified. He’s got a specific style, so he’d want them framed in a specific style. Get me the top ten outlets in the city to start.”

			“Yes, sir. Where are we going?” she asked as Eve pulled away from the curb.

			“Home office. Better equipment.”

			“Woo-hoo. Sorry.” But Peabody didn’t bother to suppress the grin. “Better food, too. Jesus.” She jumped when lightning lashed through the sky. “Serious stuff. Did you ever hide under the covers during a storm when you were a kid and count the seconds between the flash and boom?”

			She’d been lucky if she’d had covers as a kid, Eve thought. And storms weren’t the scary part of her life. “No.”

			“We did. I still do sometimes—habit. Like . . .” She watched the next flash and began to count out loud. “One, two, three. Pow.” She gave a quick shudder at the boom. “Pretty close.”

			“If you hear it, it’s not close enough to worry about. Outlets, Peabody.”

			“Sorry, coming up. I got three uptown, one midtown, two in Soho, one Tribeca—”

			“Cull it to ones near the parking port or the universities. Five-block radius.” While Peabody worked, Eve followed the next hunch and called Portography. “Give me Hastings.”

			“He’s in session,” Lucia said primly, and with a dislike not quite veiled. “I’d be happy to take a message.”

			“He gets out of session, or I come in and pull him out of session. Choose.”

			Lucia scowled, but switched the ’link to Hold where Eve was treated to shifting images of Hastings’s work and a musical accompaniment. He came on looking sweaty and red-faced.

			“What? What? Do I have to murder you in your sleep?”

			“Dumbass thing to say to a cop, pal. Where do you get your frames?”

			“What? What?”

			“Stop saying that. Frames? Where do you get the frames for your photographs. Your personal work?”

			“How the hell do I know? Freaking hell. Don’t we carry them downstairs? Lucia! Don’t we carry fricking frames downstairs?”

			“You know, Hastings, I’m starting to like you. Do you use the fricking frames you carry downstairs for your work in the gallery?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know.” If he’d had hair, Eve was sure he’d have been pulling it out. “If I find out, will you leave me the hell alone?”

			“I might.”

			“I’ll get back to you,” he snapped, and rudely shut off.

			“Yeah, I like him.”

			She was driving through the gates when he buzzed her back.

			“We got all kinds of fricking frames. We’re lousy with them. We don’t carry what I use because, Lucia tells me, then everybody’d use them and they’d no longer be unique or some happy horseshit. I get them from goddamn Helsinki.”

			“Helsinki,” Eve repeated, amazed.

			“Clean, simple, Scandinavian.” His mouth twisted in a rare smile. “Asinine, but there you go. Special order from some place called Kehys. Means Framework. Har de har. That it?”

			“Yeah, for now.”

			“Good.” He cut her off again.

			“Man after my own heart. Peabody?”

			“Already on it. Data on Kehys coming through.”

			“Follow it up.”

			“Me, sir?”

			“It’s your line. Tug it.” With this, Eve rolled out of the car and made a beeline for the house.

			She shook herself like a wet dog when she hit the foyer, started to strip off the jacket that had gotten soaked on the short run. And the voice, like God’s coldest wrath, rolled down the pristine hall.

			“Stop that immediately! This is a home, not a bathhouse.”

			With her jacket dripping in her hand, she watched Summerset come forward. He used a cane, and limped rather heavily, but his face was set in its usual pruney and disapproving lines. He carried towels over his arm.

			“If you’re able to walk on those ugly sticks you call legs, why are you still in my universe?”

			He handed her a towel, then adroitly snatched the jacket from her. “I will be leaving on my postponed holiday in the morning. Meanwhile, you’re making a puddle on the floor.”

			“Meanwhile you’re making a buzzing in my ears.” She turned toward the stairs just as Peabody rushed in.

			“Summerset!” The delight in her voice had Eve rolling her eyes heavenward. “Hey, it’s great to see you up and around. How’re you feeling?”

			“Quite well all in all, thank you.” He offered her a towel. “Your uniform’s damp, Officer. I’d be happy to get you something dry to wear and have your uniform laundered.”

			“I’d really appreciate that.” She broke off at the sound Eve made—a kind of guttural snarl. “I’ll be in her office,” Peabody whispered, then jogged up the stairs behind Eve. “It is damp,” she began. “I could catch a chill or something. Don’t want to get sick during an investigation, especially when I’m studying like mad during my off time.”

			“Did I say anything?”

			“Oh yeah. You said plenty.”

			Eve merely sent Peabody a long, bland stare that made the hair on the back of her aide’s neck stand at attention. “I’m going to change into something nice and comfy and dry.”

			She veered off and strode into the bedroom.

			Just for spite, she let her wet clothes fall into a soggy pile. That would burn his bony ass, she thought. She dragged on a T-shirt, jeans, strapped her weapon back into place, and considered herself done.

			To give Peabody extra time, she headed into Roarke’s office rather than her own.

			When he glanced up, when he smiled, she felt a number of the rocky areas of her life go smooth again.

			“Hello, Lieutenant.”

			“Hello, civilian.” Maybe she could take just a minute of extra time herself. She walked around his console, leaned down, and caught his face in her hands, pressed her mouth to his.

			“Well then,” he remarked, and started to yank her onto his lap.

			“Uh-uh, that’s all you get.”

			“So, you just came in to torture and torment me?”

			“There you go. What have you got for me?”

			“A very crude answer to that question springs to mind, but I take it you’re referring to my little homework assignment rather than my—”

			“Affirmative.” But relieved, she sat on the edge of his console to face him. It was good to see the tension gone from his face, from the set of his shoulders. “I’ve got Peabody working an angle, one she came up with. I’ve just spent a good hour stewing over one of my own without getting a bump.”

			“I don’t know how much I can add to that. Though spreading the grease around, per your request, has netted me a few names, none fit your profile.”

			“Maybe I’m off.” She pushed away from the console, paced over to the window to stare out at the storm. “I’ve been off since the get-go on this.”

			“If you have, I’ll take the blame for it.”

			“You don’t live inside my brain.”

			Don’t I? he wondered. “I haven’t been any help to you.”

			“Funny,” she said without turning. “I managed to be a pretty good cop for a full decade before you came waltzing along.”

			“I don’t believe I waltzed along. And I’ve no doubt you’d continue to be a great deal more than a pretty good cop without me. But the fact is I’ve distracted you. Worrying about me has split both your concentration and your priorities. I’m sorry for it.”

			“I guess you’ve never had them split because you were worried about me.”

			“I’d like to say something to you. Look at me, will you?” He waited until she’d turned. “I’m caught between pride and terror every time you put on that weapon and walk out the door. Every time. But I wouldn’t have it any other way, Eve. Wouldn’t have you any other way, as that’s who you are and who we are together.”

			“It’s not easy being married to a cop. You do a good job of it.”

			“Thanks for that.” He smiled again. “You do a good one being married to a former criminal.”

			“Hooray for us.”

			“It’s important to me to have a connection with what you do. Even if it’s only to listen, though I enjoy doing more than that.”

			“Tell me.”

			“I’m annoyed with myself for scattering your focus on this case because I didn’t do what I’d have demanded you do. I didn’t dump on you. If I had, we’d have pulled this all together sooner. Next time I’m troubled like this, be sure I’ll drag you into my worries straight off.”

			Her lips twitched. “Sounds good. And if you don’t drag me quick enough, I’ll just smack you around until you spill.”

			“Fair enough.”

			“Now, let’s take a look at the names.”

			He put them on a wall screen. “There’s nothing on any male in your age group. Not with a serious neurological problem.”

			“Maybe it’s not the brain. Maybe it’s some other part gone dinky.”

			“Well, I took that into consideration. There’s still no patient out of that particular health center with a life-threatening condition in that profile. I can expand it, by spreading more grease as it were, or simply saving time and money by sliding into records in other facilities.”

			She considered it. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d let him slither around the line. But even with his skills, it was bound to take hours, potentially days, to hack through the numerous medical facilities in the city.

			And it was just a hunch. Just a gut thing.

			“Let’s play it by the book, more or less, for now.”

			She scanned the names. People were dying, she noted, but there was no killer to hunt and cage. The killer was their own body, or fate, or just bad luck. Tumors sprouting up in inconvenient places, spreading, propagating, brewing inside the brain.

			Science could locate them, and if it was early enough, if the patient had the right insurance or bank account, treatment could and did eradicate. But it was often too late, she mused, reading the list of names. She’d had no idea death was so prevalent from inside the body.

			Most were elderly, it was true. Most had already celebrated their centennial. But there was a scattering of younger victims.

			Darryn Joy, age seventy-three. Marilynn Kobowski, age forty-one. Lawrence T. Kettering, age eighty-eight.

			Already dead or dying, she noted.

			Corrine A. Stevenson, age fifty. Mitchell B.—

			“Wait. Wait. Stevenson, Corrine A., full data.”

			“Get a bump, did you?”

			“Yeah, oh yeah.” She yanked out her PPC, pulled up the resident information on one of the buildings she’d run, the one a block west of the parking port.

			“Stevenson just happened to live within walking distance of the parking port. Twelfth floor—giving a nice view of the area, an excellent view if you happen to have long-range lenses.”

			“As a photographer would.”

			“Yeah.” She looked back on-screen. “She died, despite what—two years of treatments—last September. No spouse on record. One child, surviving son, Gerald Stevenson. Born September 13, 2028. There’s a goddamn bump. Run the son.”

			“Already on it,” Roarke said from behind her as Peabody burst through the adjoining door.

			“Dallas, I got something. Javert, Luis Javert.” Her face was flushed with the discovery. “Ordered frames—the same style as Hastings’s standing order, from the Helsinki outlet. One size—16 by 20. He’s had 50 of them shipped to a mail drop in New York, West Broadway Shipping, in Tribeca.”

			“How’d he pay?”

			“Direct transfer. I need authorization to request a warrant for the financials.”

			“You’ve got it. Use my badge number. Roarke.”

			“A bit of time here, Lieutenant. There’s more than one Gerald Stevenson in the flaming city. But none with that DOB,” he said after a moment. “None at that residence. He’s not using that name. If he’s changed it legally, I’ll have to . . . dig around a bit.”

			“Then get a shovel. Her name’s still listed as resident on the apartment. Somebody’s living there and wouldn’t it be Corrine Stevenson’s son Gerald? Peabody! With me.”

			“Yes, sir. One minute.”

			“Tag Feeney,” she called to Roarke as she strode out. “Give him what you’ve got. The more e-drones on this, the better.”

			“E-men, Lieutenant,” he corrected. “E-men.” Then he wiggled his fingers like a pianist about to play a complex sonata.

			It was good to be back.

			 

			She had to wait for Peabody to get back in uniform, so used the time to contact the commander and brief him.

			“Do you want uniform backup?”

			“No, sir. If he spots uniforms, it might spook him. I’d like Baxter and Trueheart, soft clothes, just to watch the egresses of the building. The suspect has not, to date, demonstrated any violent tendencies, but he may do if and when cornered. The apartment where I believe he resides is twelve floors up. Only way out is through the front door, or out the window and onto the emergency evac route. Peabody and I will have the door. Baxter and Trueheart can man the evac route.”

			“You’ve got a nice pile of circumstantial, Lieutenant, but having a mother die of brain cancer isn’t going to be enough for a warrant.”

			“Then I’ll have to be persuasive, sir, and convince him to let me inside.” She looked over her shoulder as Peabody came down the steps, in her freshly laundered, meticulously pressed summer blues. “We’re ready to go here, Commander.”

			“I’ll have your backup in place within fifteen minutes. Move softly, Dallas.”

			“Yes, sir.” She ended the communication.

			“Nothing like a clean uniform.” Peabody sniffed her own sleeve. “He uses something with just the faintest hint of lemon. Nice. I’ll have to ask him what it is when he gets back from his vacation.”

			“I’m sure the two of you will have a fine time exchanging household hints, but maybe we could focus on our pesky little op for the moment.”

			Peabody shifted her expression to somber. “Yes, sir.” But she admired the knife-edge crease of her uniform trousers as Eve filled her in.

			The building had twelve floors, and she considered the advantage of placing one of her backup on the roof. Waste of manpower, she decided. If her target bolted out the window, she could bolt right after him, and head up if that was his tact. He was more likely to shoot for the street, if he bolted at all.

			Would he have an escape route mapped out? He was a planner, so it was probable he’d considered the possibility of being cornered in his nest.

			She called Roarke. “I need a blueprint display of the target building. I want to see the setup on the twelfth floor, the layout of the target apartment. How fast can you transmit—” She broke off when the diagram filled her screen. “Pretty damn fast,” she replied.

			“I’d decided to take a look at it myself. As you can see, it’s a nice layout. Roomy living space, efficiently sized kitchen, two bedrooms.”

			“I got eyes. Later.”

			One bedroom for mom, one for son? She wondered. Did he work in the extra bedroom now? If he worked out of the apartment, why have the frames delivered so far downtown?

			If he worked there, how the hell did he get four tranq’d people through building security and up to the twelfth floor?

			She was hoping to be able to ask him directly, very soon.

			She met up with Baxter and Trueheart in the lobby. It was a small space, very quiet, very clean. Security cams swept the entrance and the two silver-doored elevators. It didn’t boast a doorman, live or droid, but it had required a scan of her badge to gain entrance.

			“The target is apartment 1208, east-facing unit, third in from the south corner. Windows are, from south to north, numbers six, seven, and eight.”

			She glanced at Trueheart—couldn’t help it. It was so rare to see him in civilian clothes. If possible he looked even younger in the sports shirt and jeans than he did in uniform.

			“Where’s your weapon, Trueheart?”

			He patted the base of his spine, under the long tail of his baby blue shirt. “I thought I’d attract more attention wearing a jacket in this heat. I know it looks a little sloppy, Lieutenant, but it’s more usual street wear.”

			“That wasn’t a fashion question.”

			“She’d be the last to ask one of those,” Baxter put in, and looked cool and casual in summer khakis and a faded green tee. “Not that she doesn’t always look hot. Especially since somebody with taste’s buying her threads these days.”

			“I’ll remind you to bite me later. Right now, we’re going to try to pinpoint and apprehend a serial killer, so maybe we can talk about how cute we all look some other time.

			“Communicators on,” she continued. “Weapons low stun. You two take the sidewalk across the street. Spread out. You see anybody at any of the target windows, I want a heads-up. Anybody fitting profile enters or exits the building while I’m inside, I want to know about it. Let’s pin him down.”

			She walked to the elevators, scooping up a fake potted fern on the way.

			“I didn’t know you liked houseplants, Dallas.”

			“Home decorating is always on my mind. He sees my face through his security peep, he’s not going to open the door. He knows me.”

			“Oh, camouflage.”

			“Stay out of the line of sight,” she ordered Peabody. “We need him to open the door, establish he’s in there, get a look at his face. Record on.”

			“So if he panics, slams the door again, we’ve got probable cause and a face.”

			“And he’s bolted in until we get a warrant. Nobody dies tonight,” she stated as she stepped out on twelve.

			She hitched the fern up, looking through the fronds as she approached the apartment. It had a security peep, full screen, a palm plate, and voice box.

			Taking no chances, are you, she thought. You’re a careful bastard. Don’t want some casual burglar lifting your locks and finding your goodies.

			She rang the bell, waited.

			The red locked light stayed steady.

			She rang again. “Delivery for 1208,” she called out.

			Hearing the door behind her open, Eve shifted her weight and put her free hand on her weapon.

			A young woman stepped out of 1207, eyes widening when she spotted Peabody’s uniform. “Is there some sort of trouble? Is anything wrong? Is Gerry okay?”

			“Gerald Stevenson.” Eve set the fern down. “Does he live here?”

			“Sure. Haven’t seen him for, I don’t know, a few days anyway. But that’s his place. Who are you?”

			“Dallas. NYPSD.” She took out her badge. “So, Gerry’s not home.”

			“No. Like I said, I haven’t seen him for a while. He’s probably out on assignment.”

			“Assignment.”

			“Yeah, you know, taking pictures.”

			Eve felt the quick leap in her blood. “He’s a photographer.”

			“Image artist. That’s what he calls it. He’s good, too. He took some of my husband and me last year. Of course, he hasn’t been doing much work since his mother died. What’s this about, anyway?”

			“When his mother died,” Eve prompted. “What happened?”

			“What you’d expect. He fell apart. They were really close. He took care of her through the whole thing, and believe me, some of it had to be horrible. She just died by inches. Mark and I did what we could, but really, what can you do? Has something happened to Gerry? God, has he been in an accident?”

			“Not that I know of. Mrs?”

			“Ms. Ms. Fryburn. Jessie. Listen, I’ve knocked a couple times in the last week, and I’ve tried to reach him on his ’link, just to check. He seemed better lately, a lot better, and said he was working pretty steady. If something’s happened, I’d like to help. He’s a nice guy, and Ms. Stevenson, well, she was a jewel. One in a million.”

			“You might be able to help. Can we come inside, talk to you?”

			“I . . .” She glanced at the time on a slim silver wrist unit. “Yes. Sure. I just have to call in, reschedule a few meetings.” She looked at Eve again, at Peabody, then at the fern Eve sat beside the door. And began to put some of it together. “Is Gerry in trouble?”

			“Yes. Yes, he’s in trouble.”

			 

			It took more time than Eve wanted to spend, but she wanted Jessie Fryburn’s cooperation. It took precious time to batter back the woman’s instinctive defense of Gerald Stevenson. Her refusal to believe he could be involved in anything illegal, much less murderous.

			She dug in on it until Eve wanted to take her loyal spine and twist it into a pretzel.

			“If, as you continue to insist, Gerry’s innocent, it’ll only be to his benefit for me to find him and clear all this up.” I’m just about through screwing around with you in any polite manner, Eve thought.

			“Oh, like an innocent man isn’t ever arrested and dragged through the mud until his life is ruined.” Jessie was so focused on the heat of her own outrage, she missed the warning flare of Eve’s. “You’re just doing your job, I understand that perfectly well, but it is a job. And people make mistakes on the job every day.”

			“You’re right. And it would probably be a mistake for me to slap restraints on you right now, haul your ass down to Central, and into lockup for impeding an investigation, for obstruction of justice, for just being a complete pain in the ass. But you know what?” She rose and tugged her restraints off her belt. “People make mistakes on the job every day.”

			“You wouldn’t dare.”

			“Peabody?”

			“She would dare, Ms. Fryburn. She would absolutely dare. And lockup isn’t very pleasant.”

			A flush from insult and temper stained Jessie’s cheeks. “I’m calling my lawyer. I’m not saying another word until I do. If she advises me to talk to you, fine. Otherwise.” She lifted her chin so that Eve had to resist taking the invitation to rap it with her fist. “You can do your worst.”

			“She really doesn’t understand just how good your worst is. Or how bad—depending on your point of view.” Peabody said this out of the corner of her mouth as Jessie stalked to a ’link.

			“The only reason she’s still standing is because I respect loyalty, and she’s clueless. He’s a nice guy, he took care of his dying mother. He didn’t cause any trouble. A nice, neat, quiet neighbor. Fits profile.”

			“Where do we go from here?”

			“Haul her in, if we need to. Plow through the lawyer and talk her into working with an Ident artist. I want a goddamn image. And I want a warrant to get through that door across the hall.”

			She yanked out her communicator. “Commander,” she began when he came on. “I need some pressure.”

			Time leaked out of the day, and the gloom edged into an early twilight. More storms circled, threatened, shot out heat lightning and threatening blasts of thunder.

			She danced with the lawyer, until she thought her ears might bleed, but in the end a reluctant Jessie agreed to a session with an Ident artist. As long as it took place in her own apartment.

			“You think I’m being stubborn.” Jessie sat, arms folded and frowned at Eve. “But I consider Gerry a friend. I watched what he went through with his mom, and it was heart-breaking. I’ve never seen anyone die before. She fought so hard, and he was right there, in the trenches with her. And when she was too weak to fight, he kept right on.”

			Obviously moved, she bit her lip to keep her voice steady. “He cleaned up after. He bathed her, fed her, sat with her. He wouldn’t let anyone else do the dirty work. I’ve never seen that kind of devotion. I don’t know if I have it in me.”

			“That kind of experience might push a person over the edge.”

			“Maybe. Maybe, but . . . God, I hate this. He’s already suffered so much. Whenever I saw him after, after it was over, he looked like a ghost. Just getting through, just getting by. He lost weight, looked nearly as sick as she had. Then he seemed to come back. The last few months, he seemed to find his feet again. You want me to think he’s crazy, some sort of insane monster. But I’ve lived across the hall from him for two and a half years, and he’s not.”

			“There are three young people dead who looked at him, who I believe looked right into his face. They didn’t think he was a monster either.”

			“He’s just out on assignment, you’ll see. He’s just out working, trying to get his life back on track. You’ll see.”

			“One of us will,” Eve replied.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Eve peered at the door of apartment 1208 as if some of the heat of her impatience would gather and bore holes through the panel so she could see.

			One simple authorization was keeping her out, one simple go-in-and-look was all she needed.

			Circumstantial, her ass. She knew.

			She believed in the working of law. The rules, the checkpoints. Cops had no right to break into a private home like stormtroopers. On hunches, on whims, on personal vendettas.

			Probable cause. She needed it. And she had it. Why in the hell didn’t a judge have enough working brain cells to see she had it?

			Patience, she ordered herself. The warrant would come through, and she’d go through the door.

			But waiting made her imagine how it might have run if she’d come here with Roarke. Would she have used her master to gain entrance? Hell, he’d have finessed the locks before she’d pulled it out of her pocket.

			And then, of course, whatever she’d found inside would be inadmissible. Going in the easy way would have presented Stevenson with a walk.

			Checks and balances, she reminded herself. The rules of law.

			God, what was taking so long?

			Peabody stepped out of Jessie’s apartment where Eve had stationed her. “She’s still stalling,” Peabody reported under her breath. “Yancy’s good, and he’s building up a rapport with her, gaining trust, but it’s not going to be quick.”

			Straining against impotence, Eve glanced in the apartment. Yancy, the Ident artist, kept up a cheerful banter as he worked with his kit. He was young, but he was good, he was solid.

			She had to leave him alone, Eve thought. Had to stay out of the mix. The witness already had a resentment against her, and if she went in, pressed, it would only gum up the works.

			“She keeps changing her mind on the details,” Peabody went on. “Jawline, nose, even skin tone. But he’s bringing her around.”

			“I’d like to plant my boot up her ass,” Eve commented. “That would bring her around.”

			Instead, she pulled out her communicator and tagged Baxter. She wasn’t going to leave her men out on the street, twiddling their thumbs and waiting for Stevenson to show.

			“Yo, baby” was Baxter’s response.

			“Yo, baby?”

			“Just making sure you haven’t forgotten me.”

			“I never forget irritants. I’m bringing in a couple of replacements. You and Trueheart take the club for a few hours.”

			“Ah, a cool libation would go down fine right now. Hear that, kid?”

			“You and the kid stick to nonalcoholic libations.” She considered how long they’d been on duty that day. “Give it an hour, just do a sweep. You want in if we locate this prick?”

			“Damn straight.”

			“I’ll let you know. If we don’t pin him tonight, consider yourselves sprung at twenty-one hundred.”

			“Copy that. Come on, Trueheart, let’s go raise a glass to our illustrious lieutenant.” He winked at Eve. “By the way, hubby’s on his way in.”

			“Hubby? Hubby who?”

			“Ah, I think he means Roarke,” Peabody said when Baxter clicked off on a bark of laughter. “Hubby—husband?”

			“Oh, Christ.” Annoyed all over again, she marched down to the elevator to wait for him.

			“I didn’t send for you.” She jabbed a finger at him the instant he stepped out.

			“And my heart aches at the lack. I’ve got some data you wanted, Lieutenant, and preferred giving it to you face-to-face.” He cocked his eyebrow, smiling down the hall at Peabody who hovered between apartments. “How’s it going here?”

			“Slow. What’ve you got?”

			“Bits and pieces. A few parking facilities that, and this shocks me, run sidelines. Then it happens I had a chat with Stevenson’s neurologist. I know, you didn’t ask me to, specifically, but I took my own initiative.” The smile flashed into a grin. “I’m banking on a raise.”

			“Yeah, you keep banking on that. What was the content of this chat?”

			“I’m told the patient was an extraordinary woman. Brave, optimistic, a classy woman who was dealt a very bad hand. She was, as it happens, a health care worker herself. A nurse, at—”

			“The East Side Health Center,” Eve finished.

			“There you are. Her son was completely devoted to her, and a bit more fanciful than optimistic. He simply refused to believe she would die, and when she did, took it very hard. He blamed the doctors, the health center, God, and whoever else was handy. Refused any and all grief counseling. The doctor was concerned the son might do something rash. Self-termination being top of his list.”

			“Too bad he wasn’t right. He’ll ID him?”

			“He’s willing, and anxious to cooperate.”

			She nodded, and pulled out her communicator. “I’ve got an Ident man in there with a neighbor who’s neither willing nor anxious to cooperate. He’ll get our image, but it’s taking too long. I’m going to arrange to have another artist work with the doctor. Give me his name and location.”

			When she’d completed the arrangements, she started to pocket her communicator again. It beeped in her hand.

			“Dallas.”

			“Lieutenant, your warrant’s coming through.”

			About damn time, she thought, but bit back the words. “Thank you, sir. Officer Yancy is still working with the neighbor. I’ve called in replacements for Baxter and Trueheart, so the building’s still covered, and ordered them to do an hour’s surveillance at the data club before clocking out. Peabody and I will enter subject’s apartment as soon as the warrant’s in hand. Am I clear to call in the sweepers I have on alert?”

			“Call them in, get it done. Let’s put this away tonight.”

			“Nothing I’d like better,” she agreed as she watched his face blink off.

			“Darling.” Roarke skimmed a hand down Eve’s hair while Peabody pretended to look elsewhere. “You needed to get into an apartment, and you didn’t call me?”

			“Thought about it.” She spoke under her breath, then turned to face him while she willed the warrant to come through. “I won’t deny I thought about just going in. But it wouldn’t wash clean, and it has to. I’m not giving this bastard any legal way out.”

			“You’re right, of course. Your patience—”

			He broke off as her communicator beeped again, signalling the authorization.

			“Son of a bitch, bite my ass! It’s about fucking time!” She spun around and strode down the hall. “Peabody, we’re going in.”

			“Perhaps patience wasn’t precisely the right word,” Roarke considered as he followed her.

			She shot him one brief look, and considered. Argue with him, give in. Or make it her idea. “You’re going in with us. Seal up.” She tossed him a can of Seal-It and enjoyed the quick wince on his face as he studied it. “It’ll come off your fancy shoes, Ace.”

			“But they’ll never be quite the same. Ah well, being a good citizen requires some sacrifice.”

			“Like you don’t have two hundred other pairs. He’s got a good eye,” she said to Peabody. “We can use him.”

			“Yes, sir. I often think of uses for your hubby.” And because Roarke was between them, the safety factor, she grinned.

			“That’s really amusing, Peabody. I’ll be chuckling when I tie your tongue into a knot later. Straighten up,” she ordered. “Record on.”

			Behind her back, Roarke passed the Seal-It to Peabody and added a wink.

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, Peabody, Officer Delia, and civilian consultant Roarke are duly authorized with warrant, signed by Judge Marcia B. Brigstone to enter apartment 1208 of this location on full search and seizure. All pertinent data regarding this procedure are listed in said warrant. Sweeper unit is en route. Using police master to disengage locks and security.”

			She inserted it, keyed in her code. And the access was denied.

			“Damn it. Subject has installed secondary security that repels standard master.” Deliberately she turned away from the door so the record showed the apartment across the hall. And she looked coolly at Roarke. “It will be necessary to send for and utilize a battering ram in order to gain entrance and fulfill the authorization of the warrant.”

			Understanding, Roarke slipped behind her and taking a slim device from his pocket went to work on the locks.

			“Officer,” Eve began, noting that Peabody was watching Roarke with obvious fascination.

			“Yes, sir, Lieutenant.” But her eyes never left Roarke, and her mouth formed a silent “wow” as she watched his fingers move, and okay, wondered if they were just that skilled in other, more personal activities.

			Imagining they were, she felt her heart give a quick, hard knock against her ribs.

			“Officer!” Eve repeated. “We’re going to try the master again momentarily. Contact Dispatch and request a unit with battering ram.”

			“Uh-huh. I mean, yes, sir.”

			“Perhaps you should try your master again, Lieutenant.” Expression bland, Roarke stepped away from the door. “Before your aide fulfills that order. Sometimes these things jam a bit.”

			“Affirmative. Belay that order, Peabody. Retrying master.”

			He’d done whatever magic he could do, and this time her code had the security flashing to green.

			“Locks are disengaged. Must’ve just been a jam,” she said, turning to Peabody.

			“Yes, sir.” Peabody gave her a sober nod. “Happens all the time.”

			“Entering Stevenson apartment.”

			Though she believed it to be empty, she drew her weapon. “This is the police,” she called out as she opened the door, swept the room. “We are duly authorized to enter. Stay where you are, with your hands above your head and in clear sight. Lights on.”

			Like the Fryburn apartment across the hall, it was spacious. It was clean, ruthlessly so, and appointed in such a way that made Eve think: female.

			Color, texture, thriving, live plants, pretty dust-catchers set around. The windows were privacy screened, and through them she could see a new storm boiling in the dark sky.

			The lights, on bright and full, illuminated the framed photographs lining the walls.

			Gotcha, Eve thought, but her face was set and cold as she gestured Peabody to the left, Roarke to the right.

			They’d check the entire apartment for Stevenson, or anyone else, before beginning the search.

			“This is an official NYPSD operation,” she said clearly, though she knew the place was empty. She closed the door at her back. If she was wrong, she didn’t want to give him an escape route.

			She moved through the living area with its homey floral sofa and deep, welcoming chairs. She checked closets—noted that a woman’s coat, a woman’s jacket, winter boots, a bright pink umbrella were still mixed in with a man’s outer gear.

			She moved into the kitchen, saw a bowl of glossy red apples on the counter and a quartet of oversized coffee mugs in the same flashy color.

			“Dallas?” Peabody stepped to the doorway. “Nobody home.”

			“He plans to come back.” She picked up an apple, tossed it lightly. “This is still home. Let’s get started.”

			She called Feeney, wanting him and McNab on the apartment’s ’links and electronics as soon as possible. But with Roarke already there, she didn’t see the point in waiting for them to arrive.

			“I want all incoming, all outgoings. Any communications that give us a line on his whereabouts, his place of employment, where he hangs, what he does. I want to know if he made any contact with any of the victims from this location.”

			“I know what to do.”

			“Yeah, you usually do. Peabody, start in his mother’s bedroom. We want anything that ties him to the vics, but we’re also looking for anything that points to his location. I’ll take his room.”

			But first she walked along his gallery, studying faces, images, trying to see him in them.

			There were several of his mother. An attractive woman, soft eyes, soft hair, soft smile. There was always a light around her. Had he done that deliberately, or was it just chance?

			He left nothing to chance.

			There were other faces, other themes. Children at play, a man in a ball cap hoisting a loaded soy dog. A young woman stretched out on a blanket by a pool of flowers.

			But none of the images that played in her head, none of the dead, graced these walls.

			Did he? she wondered. Were any of these faces his?

			She’d have Feeney run an image check for ID. It would take time, more precious time, but they might get lucky.

			She moved into his bedroom.

			It was neat and orderly, like the rest of the apartment. The bed tidily made, pillows fluffed. In his closet, the clothes were arranged by type, and by color.

			Obsessive/compulsive, she decided, though it ran through her mind that Roarke’s department store of a closet was similarly arranged.

			Young. She studied the wardrobe choices. Trendy shirts, airboots, gel sandals, plenty of jeans, lots of styling pants. Nothing too cheap, nothing too pricey. Lived within his means, but liked his clothes. Liked to look good.

			Image.

			She started on his desk first.

			In his organized files she found an orientation disc for Columbia University, another marked class notes from a course titled Exploring the Image, Professor Leeanne Browning, from the previous year.

			Piling up on you, Ger, she thought as she labeled them and sealed them into evidence.

			She moved to his dresser, began to search through the neatly folded socks and underwear. Tucked among them was a small, cloth-covered box, and inside some of his treasures.

			A dried rosebud, a shiny rock, an old ticket stub from Yankee Stadium, a scrap of cloth that might have been from a blanket.

			One of the toss-away coasters often found in clubs. This one had Make The Scene scrolled across it in electric blue letters. She sealed that and a business card for Portography into her evidence bag.

			She stepped back, took stock. Live here, but you don’t work here. This isn’t your work space. Got to keep that separate. This is your mother’s place, the place you come for a nice, quiet meal, for a good night’s sleep. But it’s not where you create.

			Haven’t been here in awhile. She ran a fingertip through the light layer of dust on the dresser. So much work to do. Too much to do to come home and relax. To come home and not find your mother waiting for you.

			“Eve.”

			She looked over at the doorway where Roarke stood. “Finished already?”

			“Not much there. He has a thirty-day clearing system. If you take the units in, you could dig out the deleted transmissions, but from here, without any tools, you’ll only get the month. And he wasn’t the chatty sort. He ordered pizza about three weeks ago, and fresh flowers for his mother’s grave—”

			“Location of cemetery?” she interrupted.

			“I’ve got it for you, yes. There aren’t any transmissions to or from friends, relatives, acquaintances. He’s left his mother’s voice announcement on the unit.”

			“But his voice is on there. We’ll get a clear voice print.”

			Something moved in his eyes before the shutter came down. “Yes, that’s no problem.”

			“You want me to feel sorry for him because he lost his mother? Because you’re still close enough to your own grief to relate in some way. Sorry, fresh out of sympathy here. People die. It sucks. You don’t deal with grief by murdering three innocent people.”

			“No, you don’t.” He sighed. “There’s just something pathetic about this place, about the way he’s living here with his mother’s things. Her clothes still in the closets, her voice still on the machine. I’ve been working out there and found myself looking up, time and again, at her face. Do you see what he’s done?”

			“No, what has he done?”

			“He’s made her into an angel. From all reports, she was a good woman, maybe a special one at that. But human, mortal. It’s that he hasn’t accepted, you see. She isn’t allowed to be human, so he deifies her. He’s killing for her, and God knows, it doesn’t seem she deserves it.”

			“It’s her you feel sorry for.”

			“A great deal. She would have loved him, wouldn’t she? Loved him very much by all accounts. Wouldn’t she love him still, even after all he’s done?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, I don’t suppose we ever will. Here’s Feeney now,” he added, and stepped out.

			Had he been talking about Gerald Stevenson’s mother, Eve wondered, or his own?

			She cleared the bedroom for the sweepers and huddled with Feeney. “Where’s McNab?”

			“Ah, he nipped into the other bedroom there. Said he’d give Peabody a hand.”

			“I bet it’s not his hand he’s hoping to give her.”

			Feeney could only wince. “Please. Don’t put such pictures in my head.”

			“I like to share, since they keep getting jammed into mine. Pictures,” she repeated and gestured to the wall. “I don’t think he’s here. No nice little photos sitting around his mother’s room. There would’ve been. She’d have had some of him in there, or sitting around.”

			“Mothers tend to,” Feeney agreed.

			“Figures, especially given his line of work or interest. So he cleared out any images of himself, just in case.”

			Trying to ignore what may or may not be going on in the bedroom, she tapped an evidence bag. “The mother liked Barrymore products. He left her enhancements in her room.”

			She jerked her head toward the open hallway door. “Yancy’s still working on the witness—stubborn twit. Hopefully, he’ll have it done soon, but I figure you should start an image search on the faces here anyway, see if anything pops.”

			“Take awhile.” He brightened. “I’ll have McNab do it. Keep his hands, and everything else on him, where it belongs.”

			“Works for me. I’m going to goose Yancy in a minute. If he’s making progress I’m taking Roarke and checking out the parking facilities he tagged for us. Be easier if we have the guy’s face to show around.

			“He’s coming back here, Feeney. His mother’s things are here, this gallery of photos, some of his clothes, his mom’s girl stuff. There’s still food in the kitchen, and he’s too compulsive and well-trained to let it spoil. But he’s got work to do. I think he wants to finish his work before he comes home. The neighbor was right. He’s on assignment.”

			“How close is he?”

			“Pretty close to done. He knows we’re moving in. He’s had to move to backup plans. It’s not that he planned to kill until he got caught.” Face set, she dropped the bag of enhancements back onto a table. “He planned to kill until he was finished. It’s not the thrill that drives him, it’s the work, so he has an endgame. He wants us to see it, wants us to see the finished work. He may have to move a little quicker now to get it done, so he can show it off before we stop him. He’ll have the next target in sight by now.”

			“Lieutenant.” Pretty-faced Yancy leaned against the doorway. “I think we’ve got it. Sorry it took so long. It’s tougher when the witness figures we’re, you know, full of shit.”

			“Are you confident she’s not stringing you?”

			“Oh yeah. I explained, really politely and apologetically, that she could be charged with obstruction and so forth if she knowingly gave me a false image. Her lawyer made lots of lawyer noises, then verified—that’s another thing that delayed the result.”

			“Let’s see what we’ve got.”

			He pulled out his Identi-pad, turned it so she could view the finished image.

			“Jesus Christ.” Her heart did a quick leap into her throat. “Transmit that image to Central. I want every black-and-white, every on-duty officer to have that image ASAP. Suspect is identified as Gerald Stevenson, aka Steve Audrey, employed as bartender at Make The Scene. Get it out, Yancy, now!”

			She yanked her communicator out of her pocket and tried to raise Baxter.

			 

			He’d given it the hour, and saw nothing more than the usual scene. A crowd of mostly kids, preening and parading, sipping ridiculously named drinks and heating up the keyboards when they weren’t jamming onto the dance floor.

			Not that he didn’t enjoy watching young, agile female bodies gyrate in skimpy summer clothes, but the music was too loud, too brash.

			It gave him a mild headache, and worse—much worse—made him feel old.

			He wanted to go home, prop up his feet, suck down a beer, and watch some screen.

			Christ, when had he become his father?

			What he needed was to get cozy with a woman again. A noncop type female with long lines and soft curves. The job had been eating up too much of his recreational time—which went to show what happened when you transferred to Homicide from Anti-Crime, ended up under Dallas—and not in a sexual way—and took on a green rookie.

			Nothing wrong with Trueheart, though, he had to admit it as he tracked his gaze across the room and saw his boy sipping a soda water and chatting up some fresh-faced young thing.

			Kid was bright as a polished star, eager as a puppy, and would work until he dropped. He’d never figured on taking on the responsibility of trainer, but by damn, he was enjoying it.

			Made him feel good the way the kid looked to him for advice, listened to his stories, believed his bullshit.

			Oh yeah, he was turning into his old man right in front of his own eyes.

			Time to clock out and go home.

			He paid his tab, noting the change of shift at the bar. He wasn’t the only one calling it a night.

			Casually, he made a circle, around the tables, scanning faces one last time, watching the data hounds, eyeballing the staff. He waited until Trueheart shifted his gaze, then Baxter tapped his wrist unit in the signal they were packing it in.

			Trueheart nodded, turned his glass on the bar to indicate he’d just finish up, then head on home himself.

			Working well together, Baxter decided as he walked out into the heavy air. Kid’s coming along fine. He glanced up once at the storm-tossed sky, and hoped to hell he made it home before it broke.

			He was in his car, and ten full blocks uptown, when his communicator signalled.

			“Ah, shit, Dallas. Can’t a guy go home once in a damn while?” Grumbling to himself, he pulled out his communicator. “Baxter. What the hell do you want now?”

			“Suspect’s ID’d. Gerald Stevenson is Steve Audrey, your friendly, fucking bartender.”

			He shot a look at his rearview, his sideview mirrors, then cut across a lane of traffic before he was pinned in by a maxibus and a streamline of Rapid Cabs. “I’m ten blocks away, heading north. I’ll double back. Suspect clocked off shift at twenty-one hundred. Trueheart’s still in there.”

			“Contacting him now. Keep your communicator open and active. Get back there, Baxter. I don’t want the kid handling this alone. I’m already on my way.”

			Baxter tried to squeeze between cabs, listening as Eve called for Trueheart.

			 

			He’d finished his drink, and was feeling a little flattered, a little nervous as the girl who’d come over to talk to him had asked for his number.

			She’d wanted to dance, too, but he was a terrible dancer. And he really had to get home, get a good night’s sleep. You never knew when the case was going to break.

			He knew he was blushing when he gave the girl, Marley, his private ’link number. He hated that color so easily washed into his face, and prayed he’d grow out of it. Soon.

			Cops didn’t blush. Dallas sure as hell didn’t. Baxter didn’t.

			Maybe there was some sort of medical treatment to prevent it.

			Amused at himself, he walked out of the club. Storm’s coming up, he thought, and found himself pleased. He loved a good booming storm. He debated whether to jump into the subway, head straight home underground, or walk a few blocks while the air turned electric.

			He wondered if—after the case was closed and he could tell Marley he was a cop—she would want to go out with him.

			Just pizza and a vid, maybe. Something really casual. You just couldn’t get to know somebody very well in a club when the music was loud and everybody was talking at once.

			He watched a snake of lightning uncoil overhead, and decided the subway was best. If he got home quick enough, he could watch the storm from his window. He started to walk south, still looking up at the sky.

			His communicator beeped. He pulled it out, engaged.

			“Hey! It’s gonna rain in a minute. Need a lift?”

			Trueheart looked over, felt the blush work up his throat again at being caught staring up at the sky like some kid in a planetarium. Automatically he palmed the unit, switched it to hold so it went silent and didn’t blow his cover.

			“Just about to catch the subway.” He gave the man he knew as Steve a friendly smile. “Done for the night?”

			“Actually, I’m heading to my other job. Did I see you talking to Marley?”

			“Yeah.” The color worked into his cheeks. “She’s nice.”

			“She’s very nice.” Gerry winked, chuckled, then stuck out a hand. “Good luck.”

			Without thinking, Trueheart took the offered hand. He didn’t need the quick prick in his palm to tell him he’d made a terrible mistake.

			It was in the eyes.

			He yanked his hand free, tried to reach for the weapon at the small of his back, but his balance was already gone. He stumbled, had the wit to close his fingers over the communicator even as they began to tingle.

			“Steve Audrey,” he mumbled as his tongue went thick. “Block south of Make The Scene.”

			“That’s right.” Gerry already had his arm and was leading him away. “Feeling a little dizzy? Don’t worry. I’ve got a car nearby.”

			Trueheart tried to pull away, tried to remember basic hand-to-hand, but his head was spinning, spinning. Gerry had an arm banded around his shoulder blades now.

			His vision was fading in and out, and all the lights, the headlights were blurring, haloing, speeding by him like comets.

			“Tranq’d,” Trueheart managed.

			“Don’t worry.” Gerry took his weight, like a brother-in-arms. “I’m going to take good care of you. You’ve got such a wonderful light, and it’s going to shine forever.”

			


		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Fear wanted to ice her gut, her brain, her throat. She shut it down.

			“Baxter?”

			“I copy. I’m going the wrong fucking way.” She heard the clashing chorus of horns as he maneuvered. “Shit. Fuck. Heading back. I’m better than ten blocks away, Dallas. Goddamn it.”

			“Parking port,” she snapped at Roarke. “Closest to the data club, on the south.”

			“Getting it.” He already had his book out, keying in for the data.

			“Feeney! He’s got Trueheart. Let’s move, let’s move. Yancy, get that image out. Now!”

			“E-Z Park, on Twelfth, between Third and Fourth,” Roarke told her as cops bolted for the door en masse.

			“All units, all units, officer in distress. Code Red.” She relayed the location. “Suspect ID’s as Gerald Stevenson aka Steve Audrey. Image forthcoming. Subject is believed to be responsible for multiple murders. May be armed.”

			Her communicator squawked with responses as units began to roll. She paused only to bore one long look at Jessie as the woman rushed into the hallway.

			“He’s got one of my men. Anything happens to my officer. Anything, I’m coming back for you.”

			Still snapping out orders and data, she dived into the elevator.

			“Quiet.” She tossed up a hand to stop the chatter, heard Gerry’s voice, light and cheerful.

			Nope, no problem. My friend here’s been partying pretty hard. Just going to take him home.

			Parking . . . facil . . . level . . .

			She closed down another leap of fear as she heard Trueheart’s weak, slurred voice.

			That’s right. Got a ride parked. Let’s get you in. Maybe you should just lie down in the back. Don’t worry about a thing, I’m going to take care of you. Just relax.

			“He’s got him in the vehicle. Baxter?”

			“Six blocks from the port. Got some jams on Third, breaking through.”

			“Tell me what kind of vehicle, Trueheart. Tell me.”

			“Itza van,” he muttered as if he’d heard the order. It’s . . . dark. Tired.

			“Stay with me.” Eve raced out of the building. “You stay with me.”

			She jumped into the passenger seat. It never occurred to her to drive—not with Roarke there. He was better at it, faster and slicker. Without a word, Peabody leaped into the back while Feeney and McNab ran to another car.

			“He’s thinking, he’s still thinking like a cop.” She swiped at the sweat on her face as Roarke screamed away from the curb. “He’s left his communicator open. Peabody, monitor his transmissions. That’s all I want you to do? Understood?”

			“Yes, sir. I’m on him. They’re on the move, Lieutenant. I can hear the engine, some traffic sounds. He’s got the radio on. Sirens. I hear sirens.”

			Come on, come on, come on, Eve chanted in her head while she continued to relay orders. “Subject is driving a van. Exiting parking facility.”

			Roarke punched into vertical, pushing the clunky police issue into a stomach pitching lift to skim over a clump of Rapid Cabs, and simultaneously wrenching to the left to take a corner at a speed that had Peabody bouncing in the back like dice in a cup.

			The tires kissed the top of an umbrella on the corner glide-cart, then hit the street again.

			“Holy God,” Peabody managed as buildings whizzed by.

			He was threading through traffic like a snake sliding around rocks. She didn’t have the courage to check out the speed.

			“Black van, Dallas. Trueheart said black van, no windows in the back. He’s fading.”

			“He’s not going to fade.”

			She wasn’t going to lose him. She wasn’t going to lose that young, fresh-faced, quietly dedicated cop who could still blush.

			“He needs to switch the communicator to homing pattern. That’s all he needs to do.” Her hand balled into a fist, bumped on her thigh. “Baxter, goddamn it!”

			“Block and a half. No van sighted.”

			 

			Pizza and a vid, Trueheart thought as he rolled helplessly in the back of the van. Wished he could dance better. Woulda asked her to dance if he wasn’t such a klutz.

			No, no, in a van. Black panel van. In trouble. Oh boy, in trouble. Steve. Bartender. Brown and brown, five-ten, a hundred and . . . what was it?

			Tranq’d me. Gotta think. Do something. Something . . .

			She was so pretty. Marley. Really pretty.

			But it was Eve’s face that blurred in his brain. Straighten up, Officer Trueheart. Report.

			Report, report. Officer down. I’m really down. Supposed to do something. He tried to reach the weapon at the small of his back, but his arm wouldn’t cooperate. Communicator, he thought. He was supposed to do something with the communicator.

			The procedure floated in and out of his brain as the music played and the van drove smoothly through the night.

			 

			Eve leaped out of the car at the parking port, sprang at Baxter who already had the operator in a choke hold against the kiosk.

			A half dozen cop cars and twice that many cops were blocking crosstown traffic. The air was full of sirens, shouts, threats, and the rolling boom of thunder.

			“Don’t know what you’re talking about. Don’t know.” The operator gasped out the words as his eyes bulged from a face going a dangerous shade of puce.

			“Stand down, Detective.” Eve grabbed Baxter’s arm.

			“My ass. You’re going to tell me, you flat-nose little shitfaced weasel, or I’m going to wring your neck like a Thanksgiving turkey.”

			“Stand down!” Eve boomed it out, knocked Baxter back two steps. Anticipating them both, Roarke locked Baxter’s arms behind his back as Eve stepped in to drill a finger into the operator’s heaving chest. “You got ten seconds, or I let him have you. Then I let the rest of these cops finish the job. I want the make, model, license number of the van you just sidelined.”

			“I don’t know what—”

			She leaned in, spoke very softly. “I will give you more pain than you can imagine. Your brains will leak out of your ears, and your bowels out of your ass. I will cause that to happen without leaving a mark, and every cop here will swear you died of natural causes.”

			He’d been afraid of Baxter, but it wasn’t fear he felt now. It was jittering, jelly-filled terror. The man cop had been all heat, and heat could give you a few bruises. But cold, this kind of cold killed.

			“Chevy Mini-Mule. 2051 model. Black, panel style. I gotta look up the license. I don’t want any trouble. Hey, the owners are out of town for two weeks. Guy just wanted a ride.”

			“Look it up, you pus-ball. You’ve got twenty seconds.”

			She pointed at a uniform to go with the operator into the kiosk. Baxter had stopped struggling against Roarke. He stood now, pale as ice, with grief already creeping into his eyes.

			“I was going the wrong way, Dallas. The wrong goddamn way. I left the kid in the club. Wanted to go home, put my feet up, have a beer. I left him there.”

			“What are you Psychic Cop now? You should’ve known this was coming down.” There was a sneer in her voice, a brutal one she knew would snap him out of it. “I didn’t know that about you, Baxter. We’ll have to have you transferred to Special Ops. They could use your talents.”

			“Dallas. He’s mine.”

			“We’re going to get him.” She let herself go long enough to take Baxter’s arm. “Pull yourself together, or you won’t be able to help him.”

			Her head was buzzing with the fear that wanted to sneak back, with the anger, with a sense of being just one step too late. Taking the license number, she drew it all in.

			“All units. All units. Subject vehicle is identified as a black Chevrolet Mini-Mule, 2051, panel style. License is NY 5504 Baker Zulo. Repeat. New York, 5504 Baker Zulo. Citywide APB on vehicle and on suspect Stevenson, Gerald, aka Steven Audrey. This is Code Red.”

			She slapped the communicator back in her pocket. “Peabody?”

			“Nothing for the last couple minutes, sir. They’re still in motion. I heard a tourist blimp. Pretty sure. Couldn’t catch much, but there was something about Chinatown.”

			“Downtown. He’s headed south. All units, sweep area south of Canal. Let’s move out. Baxter, you’re with me.”

			“I’ve got my ride—”

			“Leave it.” She didn’t trust him to drive, or to be on his own. “You’re with me. I’ll take the wheel,” she told Roarke. “You, Feeney, McNab, start working on finding residences below Canal. Look for something near West Broadway. Anything that pops. Javert, Stevenson, Audrey, Gerald. Single residences. It’ll be someplace that has parking close. Upper floors. He’ll want space, light, and a view.”

			She climbed into the car. She’d wasted time with Fryburn. Ten minutes sooner, five, and they’d have moved on him before he’d laid a hand on Trueheart.

			Minutes. It was coming down to minutes now.

			“Peabody?”

			“He’s still conscious, sir. He mumbles every once in a while. I can’t make much of it out.” But she’d made notes of every word. “Communicator. Bartender. Pizza and vid. Officer down. Report.”

			While she headed downtown Eve called in, requesting that Traffic give her the location of the tourist blimp.

			“You get any sense of the street, Peabody?”

			“It’s quieted down. I don’t hear many horns. I’m catching sirens, but nothing too close. Not yet. There’s some bumps. I think I’m getting them because the communicator’s on the floor of the van. I can hear the tires go over potholes. I think—”

			“Hold it. Wait.” Eyes straight ahead, Eve strained her ears. “Street crew. That’s an airjack.”

			“Ears like a cat,” Roarke murmured. “I’ll relay it to Feeney.”

			It took minutes, precious minutes, before Feeney’s voice punched through. “Street crews scheduled on West Broadway and Worth, Beekman and Fulton at Williams.”

			“We’ve got the blimp passing over Bayard.” She drew the map in her head even as Roarke brought it up on her ’link screen. “We split to all locations.” But she had to go with her gut. “Head west,” she told Roarke.

			“Lieutenant,” Peabody said from the back. “They’ve stopped.”

			 

			As the van stopped, Trueheart closed his numb fingers over his communicator. Something he needed to do. Switch to homing. Thank God, thank God, he remembered. Finally remembered. But his fingers felt so fat, so gone. He couldn’t quite make them work. Struggling to stay awake, he tucked the unit into his palm as the doors opened.

			Gerry was very gentle. He didn’t want to cause bruises. He didn’t want to give pain. He explained that in comforting tones as he pulled Trueheart out of the back.

			“This is the most important thing either of us will ever do,” Gerry told him, supporting Trueheart’s weight, moving steadily forward as Trueheart’s civilian shoes bumped over the sidewalk.

			“Murder,” Trueheart mumbled. “You have the right to. . .”

			“No, no.” Patiently, Gerry drew out his key card, used it, then the palm screen to gain access to the building. “You’ve been listening to the news reports. I’m pretty disappointed with the angle they’re taking, but I expected it. It’ll all change once they understand.”

			Trueheart struggled to pay attention to the scene. The lights were dim, or maybe it was his eyes. “White walls, mail chutes, secured entrance, two elevators.”

			“Observant, aren’t you?” Gerry laughed lightly as he called the elevator. “Me, too. My mother always said I noticed everything, and saw things other people didn’t. That’s why I became an image artist. I wanted to show people what they didn’t see.”

			Inside the car, he requested the fifth floor.

			“I noticed you right away,” he went on.

			“Fifth floor.”

			“Yeah, that’s right. As soon as you walked into the club, I knew. You’ve got such strong light. Not everyone does. Not strong and pure, anyway, like yours. It’s what makes you special.”

			“Five . . . B,” Trueheart mumbled as his vision faded in and out on the apartment door.

			“Yep, just A and B up here, and A works nights. Makes it easier. Come on in. You can lie down while I set things up.”

			“Loft. Village? Soho? Where?”

			“Here now, just stretch out here.”

			He wanted to fight, but with arms and legs weak as a baby, his struggles were more petulant than defensive.

			“Relax, relax. I don’t want to give you any more soother just now. You have a right to know what you’re about to do. About to become. Just give me a few minutes.”

			He had to save his strength, Trueheart thought dimly. What there was of it. Save it and observe. Observe and report. “Converted loft. Big space. Windows. Ah, God. Three large windows front, sky windows above. Top floor? Walls. Oh jeez, oh God. Walls . . . portraits. See the victims. I’m the victim. There’s me. I’m on the wall. Am I dead?”

			 

			“He’s losing it, Dallas.”

			“He’s not.” Eve clenched her fist, rapped once against the wheel. “He’s doing the job. Roarke, give me something. Goddamn it.”

			“I’m working it.” His hair fell like a black curtain over his face as he raced his fingers over a minipad. “I’ve got five possibles so far, more coming. These are popular sectors for singles.”

			“Five-story building, lofts.”

			“I heard him, Lieutenant.” His voice was calm as a lake. “I need a few minutes.”

			She wasn’t sure Trueheart had a few minutes.

			Going with her gut, she drove across Broadway to skim along the cross streets. It was funkier, she thought. More welcoming to artists, Free-Agers, the young bohemians, and the well-heeled urbanites who enjoyed them.

			He was young enough to want that sort of scene, and he had a solid financial backing. Nobody would think twice about seeing a guy help another guy—or girl—into a building. Quiet neighborhood. Young residents. Nobody would question that someone had been partying, was drunk or blissed out. Half of them would be the same.

			Sirens and thunder rocked the night, and she watched lightning slice like a jagged-edge knife through the sky. The rain gushed out.

			 

			“Let me explain,” Gerry said as he tested the lights and filters he’d set up. “My mother was an amazing woman. Pure and kind. She raised me on her own. She couldn’t afford to be a professional mother, but she never neglected me. She was a nurse, and she spent her life helping people. Then she got sick.”

			He stepped back, studied the stage he was setting. “It shouldn’t have happened. It’s wrong for someone so selfless and bright to have a shadow take her. They call them shadows, the medicals call tumors shadows. She had shadows in her brain. We did everything right, everything they said. But she didn’t get better. More shadows, deeper ones. It’s just wrong.”

			He nodded. “Just about ready here. Sorry to take so long, but I want this to be perfect. It’s the last one. You’re the one who’ll finish the work, so I don’t want to make a mistake. Light is so important to image. You can finesse it on the computer, and that’s an art, too, but the real art is in getting it right in the first place. I’ve studied for years, in school, on my own. Couldn’t get a showing in New York. It’s a tough town.”

			He didn’t sound resentful. But patient. As Trueheart struggled to make his fingers work, he watched Gerry step back to study his own work, the work that lined his walls.

			Rachel Howard. Kenby Sulu. Alicia Dilbert. All posed and perfected. All dead in their thin silver frames.

			There were other images of them, Trueheart saw dimly. The candid shots. He’d framed them as well, and grouped them on the wall.

			“I had a little showing in Philadelphia a year ago,” Gerry went on. “Just a little gallery, but still. It’s a good start. I was going places, just as I was meant to. But after Mom got sick, I had to put that on hold. Drop out of grad school, concentrate on her. She didn’t want me to, but how could I worry about fame and fortune when she was sick? What kind of a son would that make me?

			“I watched her die,” he said softly. “I watched the light go out of her. I couldn’t stop it. I didn’t know how. Then. But I figured it out. I wish . . . I only wish I’d known before it was too late for her.”

			He turned back, smiled kindly. “Well, we need to get started.”

			As he crossed the room, sweat ran down Trueheart’s face from the effort to key in his homer.

			 

			“Where’s the van?” Despite the storm, Baxter had the window open, his head stuck through as he scanned the streets. “Where’s the goddamn van?” He swiped his dripping hair out of his face. “Every cop in the city out looking, and we can’t find one stinking van?”

			He could have taken it underground, Eve thought. Into another port. But she didn’t think so. Not from the scene she’d heard through her communicator. Street parking, first level. They hadn’t clanged down steps.

			She was close. She knew she was close. But if they were even a block off . . .

			“Greenwich Street. 207, apartment 5-B.” Roarke lifted his head now, and his eyes were no longer cool. “Javert Stevens.”

			“All units,” Eve began, and ignoring all traffic codes, swung her vehicle into a hard, sliding U-turn. Cars parted for her like the Red Sea as she bulleted the wrong way up a one-way street.

			“Homer’s engaged!” Peabody lurched in her seat, grabbing Baxter’s arm. “He did it! We’re two blocks away.”

			Beside her, Baxter pulled his head in. Even as he began to pray, he checked his weapon.

			 

			He wasn’t sure he’d managed it, couldn’t be sure, but Trueheart let the communicator slide into the cushions on the sofa where Gerry had laid him.

			He tried to push the hands away as they reached for him, but only flailed once before his arms dropped weakly.

			“It’s going to be all right, I promise. It’s not going to hurt. I’m going to take care of that. Then you’ll see. It’s the most amazing thing. I want you posed standing. Very straight. Like a soldier. That’s what I see in you, a soldier—brave and true. But not stiff, so we have to work that a little.”

			He leaned Trueheart against a waist-high stand, drew wires he’d already attached around his ankles. “You want music? I’ll put some on in just a minute. I think I’m going to try this as—what do they call it? Parade rest? Let’s see how it looks.”

			He brought Trueheart’s arms back, hooking them by more wire to the post.

			“This is going to look good. See, I’ll take the post and wires out of the image with the computer. Maybe I should tuck your shirt in.”

			Another line of sweat dribbled down Trueheart’s back. If he found the weapon, it would all be over. Maybe it was over anyway.

			But Gerry stepped back, angled his head. “No, you know I like it out. Shows you’re relaxed, a little casual, but still on alert. You struck me as being on alert in the club. Looking around, watching people. That’s why I thought of the soldier pose.”

			He picked up a pressure syringe. “I’m going to give you a little more now, so you won’t be afraid, so you won’t feel any discomfort. And when I’m finished. When I have the image, you’ll understand everything. You’ll be part of everything.”

			“Don’t.” Trueheart’s head lolled on his neck.

			“Ssh. Ssh, don’t worry.”

			He felt the light push against his arm, felt himself going under—soft waves, gentle breezes. Lights out.

			 

			Eve roared up to the curb, and over it as her tires fought to find purchase on the wet street. The black van was parked just ahead.

			Even as the car shimmied, Baxter was out. Eve was steps behind him. “Hold it together,” she ordered.

			“I’m together. I’m so fucking together there are two of me in here.”

			He yanked out his master.

			“Palm plate—this is faster.” Roarke shoved him aside, and went quickly to work with illegal tools.

			“You didn’t see this,” Eve snapped out.

			“I don’t see a damn thing.”

			“You listen to me. Detective Baxter, you listen to me now. I am in command.” She nodded briskly when Feeney and McNab, then a trio of black-and-whites braked in front of the building. “We go in fast, but we go in organized.”

			She shoved through the door Roarke opened. “Stairs. Uniforms, elevator. Peabody with me.” She continued to toss orders as she pounded up. “Baxter, Trueheart is your priority.”

			“You don’t have to tell me that.”

			“You will find and safely secure Officer Trueheart. I want a medic up here,” she barked into her communicator. “I want a medi-van on site. Now. Leave the suspect to me unless directly engaged. Is that clear?”

			“I got it.”

			“He’s put music on, Lieutenant,” Peabody reported, huffing a bit as they hit the fourth level. “I can’t hear anything else now.”

			“Roarke, on the door. Give me two units on emergency evac. He isn’t going to rabbit on us. Get this building surrounded. Two men stationed on each floor at stairway. Disengage the elevators.”

			The next boom of thunder shook the floor under her feet as she rushed to 5-B.

			Her weapon was in her hand, her blood cold, her head clear.

			“I go in low,” she stated, rocking onto her toes as Roarke finessed the locks.

			He worked fast, elegant fingers flying. She kept her eyes on them, focused, focused, and watched them lift clear.

			“Go.”

			She kicked it open, surged through, and had her weapon trained dead between Gerry’s startled eyes.

			“Police. Drop it. Drop it now and step back, or I will shut your lights down permanently.”

			“You don’t understand.” His voice remained reasonable as he clutched the long, thin knife. “I’m going to make him live forever.”

			“Drop your weapon,” she repeated, and refused to let herself be distracted by the sight of Trueheart, shirt open, as he stood unconscious, at parade rest.

			“But—”

			“Screw this.” Baxter was already rushing across the room. To save them all the trouble, Eve lowered her weapon. And shot a stunning stream into Gerry, mid-body.

			The knife hit the floor seconds before he did. The clever lights and shadows streamed over him on the white floor.

			“Okay, kid, okay.” Baxter’s hands trembled visibly as he pressed his fingers to the pulse in Trueheart’s throat. “He’s breathing. We’re going to get you down from here.” His voice thickened as he fought with the wires. “I need some wire clippers. Goddamn it—”

			“Here.” Roarke handed him a tool. “Let me help you.”

			“Scene and suspect secure,” Eve announced into her communicator and set her boot on Gerry’s back in case he came out of it before she had him restrained. “Officer Trueheart appears to be unharmed. Where’s my medic?”

			She turned, found the loft full of cops. She gave it a minute, catching her breath, letting the adrenaline rush dissipate. She understood their need, wanted to give them this moment.

			But . . .

			“Too many cops in here. This scene is now secure, Code Red is ended. I need this area cleared. Officers, I imagine there’s some crime somewhere in the city that needs dealing with. Good job,” she added. “Thank you.”

			“Damn good job,” Feeney told her and laid a hand on her shoulder as they watched Roarke and Baxter lay Trueheart on the floor. “You okay, kid?”

			“A little shaky in the knees now. That was awful damn close.”

			“Close don’t mean shit.” He swiped at his forehead with his arm. “I’m getting too old to run up five flights of stairs. Want me to take this asshole in for you, book him?”

			“Yeah. Appreciate it. I want first crack at him, though. So put him in one of the cages, and if he says anything about lawyers—”

			“I’ve been having a little trouble with my ears. Gotta get them checked.” He grinned viciously, then crouched down and pulled out his restraints.

			She walked over to kneel by the medic.

			“Just buzz juice,” she was told. “Pulse is strong, bp’s low, but not dangerously. He’s going to need a lot of fluids, and he’ll have one bitch of a headache, but he’s young, strong, and fit.”

			“He’s coming around.” Baxter pushed a hand through his still dripping hair. “Look at that. Hey, kid, come on back. Can’t have you lying down on the job, making me look bad.”

			Trueheart’s lashes fluttered. His vision was blurry and his mind confused. “Sir.” He tried to swallow, coughed a little. “Lieutenant? Am I dead?”

			“Not even close.” She couldn’t resist, and took his hand. Baxter already had his other one. “You did the job, Officer Trueheart. You did good. Suspect is in custody.”

			“ ’Kay. Pretty tired now,” he said, then conked out again.

			“He’ll go in and out for a while,” the medic said cheerfully. “We’ll get some fluids in him, take him overnight for observation. He’ll be good as new by morning.”

			“Dallas, I want to stick with him.”

			“Affirmative,” she said to Baxter. “Update me on his condition. Contact his mother. Make sure she knows he’s okay first, then let her know he did the job.”

			She straightened up, and prepared to do hers.

			


		

	
		
			Epilogue

			“You see,” Gerry explained. “They’re inside me now. Not my body—the body’s just a shell. My mother explained all that to me. They’re in my soul. Light to light.”

			“Did your mother tell you to take their light, Gerry?”

			“No.” He shook his head, leaned forward earnestly. “I wish we’d understood it all before she died. It didn’t have to happen. It never has to happen. We’ll all live forever, we have the capacity. It’s just the body that needs to be shed off.”

			“So,” Eve said, just as reasonably. “You shed off Rachel Howard’s, Kenby Sulu’s, and Alicia Dilbert’s bodies for them?”

			“Yes. Their light was so strong, you see. If you really looked, really understood my portraits of them, you’d see that. My mother told me about the light, how as a nurse, she’d see the light in the eyes of the patients. It would be so strong in some, even when medically it seemed as though there wasn’t a chance for them. But she’d see that light, she said, and knew they were going to beat the odds. Others, well, you’d think they were going to be fine, but the light wasn’t there. And they’d die. Just slip away.”

			“Your mother’s light was strong.”

			“Yes, but not strong enough.” Grief shuddered over his face, and for a moment his eyes weren’t mad. They were young and shattered. “Too many shadows. The shadows smothered the light. You see . . .” He shifted in his chair again. When his face cleared of sorrow, the madness was back over it. “I studied the work of Henri Javert. He was—”

			“I know. He photographed the dead.”

			“It’s a fascinating art. I could see what my mother meant about the light. In the dead, once the light’s been taken, the shell is empty. Javert’s work was brilliant, and helped show me the way. Preserve the light, shed the body.”

			“Take the light into yourself, through the camera.”

			“The lens is magic. It’s not all technology, you know. It’s art and magic. Through it you can see the soul. You can look into a subject and see their soul through the lens. It’s amazing. I have the gift.”

			“Why did you use Hastings?”

			“I don’t understand the question.”

			“You took file images from him.”

			“Oh. I really admire his work. He’s a difficult man, but an incredible artist. I learned a lot from him, in a very short time. He also photographs the dead, but for commission. Not for pure art. This is art.”

			“Did you assist him in photographing the dead?”

			“Only once, but it was amazing. I’d been so down, you know, after my mother. Professor Browning helped get me back on track. She understood I was going through a rough patch and suggested I take the job as Hastings’s assistant. Keep busy. I only worked with him for a week or so, but it brought me back. When I saw Rachel Howard at that wedding, saw the light just spilling out of her . . . it was an epiphany. Hastings saw it, too. I had to stop myself from just grabbing the camera from him to take her portrait, but he saw it, too. So I realized he was part of the path. Like a guide.”

			“And you took the discs.”

			“I guess it wasn’t right, and I’m sorry. I’ll pay the fine,” he told her with an apologetic smile. “But it was for something so important—I’m sure Hastings will understand that. I went back later, once I had it all worked out. He’s a little careless and disorganized about his files. I just went through them to see. And the light—the faces—just jumped out at me.”

			“Trueheart wasn’t there.”

			“Trueheart?”

			“My officer. The one you had in your studio tonight.”

			“Trueheart. It’s a perfect name for him. I hadn’t completed my research on him because I had someone else in mind for the last. But as soon as I saw him in the club, I knew. I just knew, and tonight it fell into place.”

			“About the club. Why did you change your name?”

			“You have to be careful. I knew people wouldn’t understand, would try to stop me. I thought I’d set up an alter ego, just as a cushion.”

			“You’d already changed it once, as Hastings’s assistant. Were you already planning your . . . gallery?”

			“I think, somewhere in the back of my mind, I was. But lots of artists take a professional name, and I was just trying that one on. I took Javert’s name because I really admired him.”

			“When you took the job at the club,” she prompted, “you had your plan in place.”

			“Oh yeah. But for the club, I thought I’d just keep it simple—my name, I mean. Audrey is Mom’s middle name, so it was kind of an homage to her. I’m kinda thirsty? Can I get a drink?”

			“Sure.” She gestured to Peabody. “How’d you pick the data club?”

			“Oh, I used to hang there sometimes. A lot of the college kids come into the club. Almost all of them pass through sooner or later, so taking a job tending bar was a good way to observe and select. And the data club made sense. I could get the word out on my work efficiently, privately.”

			“How?”

			“I’d just slip back in after I’d done the portraits and discarded the shell. Slip the data disc to the dj, or dump it into an in-basket. Nobody pays attention. I knew Nadine Furst would get the story out. She’s really good, you know?”

			When Peabody offered him water, he took it gratefully. “And 75 has the best ratings in the city. I did my research.”

			“Bet you did.”

			Drinking, he nodded. “You’ve seen my work now. My studio, my gallery.” Dressed in the ugly orange NYPSD jumpsuit, his ankle chained to the table, the harsh lights from the overhead in Interview Room A spilling over him, he looked proud.

			“Yes, Gerry, I’ve seen it.”

			“So, you understand now. I did research on you, too. You’re smart and creative. You have strong light. It’s not pure, but it’s strong. You’ll let me finish, right? You have to let me finish the work. One more portrait and I’ll be immortal. People will see. We never have to die. No one ever has to lose someone they love, ever again. No one has to suffer or have pain.”

			“Gerry, I’m going to ask you again, just so we’re really clear. Do you understand your rights and obligations?”

			“Oh yeah. Sure.”

			“And you’ve waived your right to legal representation during this interview.”

			“I just want to tell you what it all means. I don’t want people to think I’m some kind of monster. I’m not. I’m a savior.”

			“And you did willingly take the lives of Rachel Howard, Kenby Sulu, and Alicia Dilbert?”

			“I preserved their light,” he corrected. “Forever.”

			“To do so, you took the aforementioned individuals to your studio on Greenwich, took them there in a drugged state that you induced, and there caused the death of their mortal bodies by inserting a knife into their hearts.”

			“I didn’t want to hurt them, that’s why I gave them the medicine they gave my mom. It made her sleep easy, took away the pain.”

			“You also took Officer Troy Trueheart to that same location tonight, in the same condition with the same purpose in mind.”

			“Yes, to shed their mortal bodies.” Relief washed over her face as he nodded. “Their shells. And by taking their portrait so near the instant of death, I took their light into myself, joining it to mine, preserving it, and giving them immortality. They live in me,” he told her. “With the last light joined, the work will be done. I’ll know all they knew. They’ll know me. Always.”

			“Understood. Record off.”

			“So I can go now?”

			“No, I’m sorry. There are some other people you’ll need to talk to. Explain things to.”

			“Oh, okay.” He glanced around, blankly. “But I really need to get back to work soon.”

			Sanity, Eve thought, was a thin and slippery line. Gerry had tipped over it. If he could still function, still plan, still make images, he’d be doing it all in a secured room in a mental health facility for the rest of his life.

			“I hope it won’t take very long,” he added as a uniform entered to take him back to a cage.

			When Eve didn’t rise, Peabody walked over, poured two cups of water. “My dad used to love these old cartoon vids. I remember this one, where this talking cat was crazy. Totally bonked. Anyway, to show it, they had these little birds flying around his head and chirping.”

			She drank her water while Eve stared at her own. “Anyway, that’s what I’d see with him. Little birds flying around his head, except it’s too sad and too awful for little birds.”

			“Sometimes, you do the job, you close the case, but the door just doesn’t shut for you. I guess this is going to be one of those. Roarke was right. He’s just pathetic. It’s easier when they’re vicious or greedy or just downright evil. Pathetic leaves the door open a crack.”

			“You should go home, Dallas. We should all go home now.”

			“You’re right.” She rubbed her eyes like a tired child.

			But she wrote up the report first, and filed it, hoping to close the door a little more. The department shrinks, and whatever private ones Gerry might eventually engage, would have a field day with him.

			But he would never step out of that secured room again.

			She detoured by the hospital to look in on Trueheart. He was sleeping like a baby, with the monitors recording the steady beat of his pulse. In the chair beside the bed, Baxter was slumped and snoring.

			Quietly, she moved into the room, stood beside the bed for a moment just looking at Trueheart. His color was good, she decided, his breathing even.

			Tied to the bed guard was some sort of novelty balloon that looked like giant female breasts.

			Leaning down she gave Baxter’s shoulder a quick shake and his snoring cut off with a shocked snort. He jerked awake and his hand went automatically to his weapon.

			“Stand down, Detective,” she whispered.

			“Kid okay?” He pushed up in the chair. “Shit. I was out.”

			“Tell me. The rhinoceros snoring’s going to wake Trueheart up. Go home, Baxter.”

			“I was just going to sit with him awhile, make sure . . . Guess I conked.”

			“Go home,” she repeated. “Catch a few hours horizontal. They’re going to release him mid-morning. You can come back and take him home. I’ll clear your personal time.”

			“Yeah.” He sighed. “Appreciate it. He did good, Dallas.”

			“He did good.”

			“Stevenson?”

			“He’s away.”

			“Well.” Baxter got to his feet. “I guess that’s that.”

			“That’s that,” she agreed, but when Baxter was gone, she sat and kept watch another hour herself.

			She drove home as the sun came up. The storm had passed, and the light was almost gentle, almost pretty over the city. She supposed there was a metaphor in there somewhere, but she was too damn tired to dig it out.

			But the light grew stronger as she turned toward home, and stronger yet as she passed through the gates. It showered over the house, the great house out of a sky that decided to be bright and summer blue.

			It was cooler, she noted as she stepped out of the car. Cooler than it had been in days. Weeks. Maybe years. Damn if there wasn’t a nice little breeze kicking up.

			She walked inside, peeled off her jacket, and just let it drop.

			Roarke came out of the parlor. “Good morning, Lieutenant.”

			“Pretty nice day out there.”

			“It is.” He crossed to her, skimmed a finger down the dent in her chin, studied her tired eyes. “How are you?”

			“Been better, but I’ve been a hell of a lot worse. Trueheart came out of it—they’ll release him today. He’s none the worse for wear, and Baxter was hovering over him like a mother duck. It’s kind of cute.”

			“Did you put him in for commendation?”

			She laughed a little. “What am I, transparent?”

			“To me.” He put his arms around her, drew her in.

			“How was he doing when you went by the hospital to see him?”

			He smiled into her hair. “Apparently you see through me, too. He looked young and eager, if a bit tired. Baxter bought him an obscene balloon in the shape of enormous breasts. With obvious embarrassment and delight, Trueheart tied it to his bed guard.”

			“Yeah, I saw it when I went by. All’s right with the world again. Or as close as it gets.”

			“You’re sorry for him.”

			She knew he didn’t speak of Trueheart now. “More than I want to be. He’s twisted. Maybe his mother’s death turned him, or maybe he’d have ended up that way anyhow. That’s for the head guys to figure out. I’m done. Guess I should go up and fall on my face for a few hours.”

			“I imagine so. We’ll have to keep our date later.”

			“What date?”

			He slipped an arm around her waist, turned for the stairs. “The date we outlined for when Summerset left for holiday.”

			“Wait a minute, wait a minute.” She jerked back, scanning the foyer. “He’s gone? The house is Summerset-free?”

			“Left not twenty minutes ago, still limping a bit, but—”

			“I must be slipping. I should’ve known. I should’ve felt it.”

			She kicked her jacket into the air, wiggled her hips, did what might have been a cha-cha down the hall.

			“You seem to have found a stored pocket of energy.”

			“I am reborn!” Cackling, she whirled around, pushed off with her toes and leaped on him. “Let’s have monkey sex,” she said as she wrapped her legs around Roarke’s waist.

			“Well, if you insist. It so happens I have a pint of very nice chocolate sauce in the parlor.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“One never kids about monkey sex with chocolate sauce.”

			She laughed like a loon, then crushed her mouth to his—hot and hard enough to make him stagger. And when they tumbled onto the floor, she thought she heard the door close, just a little more.
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			“No man ever yet became great by imitation.”

			—Samuel Johnson

			 

			“And the Devil said to Simon Legree: ‘I like your style, so wicked and free.’ ”

			—Vachel Lindsay

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Summer of 2059 was a mean and murderous bitch who showed no sign of lightening her mood. September dragged in on the sweaty heels of August and smothered New York in a wet blanket of heat, humidity, and foul air.

			Summer, Jacie Wooton thought, was killing business.

			It was barely two A.M., prime time with the bars spitting out customers, and those customers looking for a little extra action before heading home. The heart of the night, as she liked to think of it, when those with a yen and the price to satisfy it came trolling for a companion.

			She was licensed for street work, since she’d screwed herself up with a little illegals addiction and a couple of busts. But she was clean now, and intended to work her way back up the prostitution ladder until she was back on the arm of the rich and lonely.

			But for now, she had to earn a goddamn living, and nobody wanted to have sex, and pay for it, in all this heat.

			The fact that she’d seen only a couple of associates on the stroll in the last two hours told her there weren’t many willing to have sex and be paid for it in the current climate either.

			But Jacie was a pro, had considered herself a complete professional since the night, more than twenty years ago, she’d put her first license to use.

			She might sweat in the heat, but she didn’t wilt. Just as she’d cracked a bit under the probationary street license, but it didn’t break her.

			She’d stay on her feet—or her knees or her back, depending on the client’s preference—and do the job.

			Do the job, she told herself. Bank the pay, mark the time. And in a few months, she’d be back in a penthouse on Park where she belonged.

			If the thought passed through her mind that she’d gotten a bit old and soft for street work, she blocked it out and focused on making one more score. Just one more score.

			Besides, if she didn’t make that one more score tonight, she wasn’t going to have anything left over for body treatments after the rent. And she needed a tune-up.

			Not that she wasn’t still choice, she told herself as she strolled by a lamppost in the three-block area she’d staked as her own in the bowels of the city. She kept in shape. Maybe she’d traded the Push for a bottle of vodka—and she could sure as hell use a drink right now—but she still looked good. Damn good.

			And she was showing off the merchandise in a go-glo halter and crotch skirt, both pulsing red. Until she hit the body sculptor, she needed the halter to boost up her boobs. But her legs were still her best feature. Long and shapely, and given an erotic touch with the silver spike sandals with lattice straps that crossed to her knees.

			They were fucking killing her as she walked the streets looking for one more job.

			To give her feet a break, she leaned on the next lamppost, cocked out a hip, and scanned the all-but-deserted street out of tired brown eyes. She should’ve gone for the long silver wig, she told herself. Johns always went for hair. But she hadn’t been able to face the weight of a wig tonight, and had simply spiked up her own ink black, and given it a careless spray of silver netting.

			A cab streamed by, and a couple of cars passed. Though she leaned over, gave them each the standard come-on, nobody so much as paused.

			Ten more minutes and she’d call it a night. And she’d give the landlord a free blowjob if she was short on the rent.

			She pushed off the post and began to walk, slowly on aching feet, in the direction of the one room she’d been reduced to. She remembered she’d once had a high-toned apartment on the Upper West Side, a closet full of beautiful clothes, and a full appointment book.

			Illegals, as her counselor had told her, sent you into a downward spiral that often ended in miserable death.

			She’d lived through it, Jacie thought, but she was right dead center of misery.

			Six more months, she promised herself. And she’d be back on top again.

			She saw him walking toward her. Rich, eccentric, and out of place—you didn’t see many guys wandering around this area done up in evening clothes. With a cape and top hat, no less. He carried a black satchel.

			Jacie put on her game face, and slicked a hand down her hip. “Hey, baby. Since you’re all dressed up, why don’t we have a party?”

			He smiled at her, a quick, appreciative smile that showed her a flash of white, even teeth. “What did you have in mind?”

			His voice suited his dress. Upper-class, she thought, with both pleasure and nostalgia. Style, culture. “Whatever you want. You’re the boss.”

			“A private party then, somewhere . . . close.” He glanced around, then gestured toward a narrow alley. “I’m afraid I’m a bit pressed for time right now.”

			The alley meant a quick bang, which was fine with her. They could get the business done, and if she played it right, she’d get herself the fee and a nice tip. More than enough for the rent and the boob job, she planned as she led the way.

			“You’re not from around here, right?”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Don’t sound like it, don’t look like it.” She shrugged, none of her business. “Tell me what you want, baby, and we’ll get the financials out of the way.”

			“Oh, I want it all.”

			She laughed, then reached out to run a hand over his crotch. “Mmm. You sure do. You can have it all.” Then I can get out of these shoes and into a nice, cold drink. She named a fee, elevating it as much as she thought possible. When he nodded, didn’t blink at the inflated price, she cursed herself for not adding more.

			“I need to have it up front,” she told him. “Once you pay, we start having fun.”

			“Right. Payment first.”

			Still smiling, he spun her around to face the wall, jerked her head back by the hair. He slit her throat so she couldn’t scream, sliced it with one stroke with the knife he’d held under his cloak. Her mouth opened as she gaped at him, and she made a gurgling sound as she slid down the dirty wall.

			“And now the fun,” he said, and went to work on her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			You never saw it all. No matter how many times you walked through the blood and the gore, no matter how often you looked at the horror man inflicted on man, you never saw it all.

			There was always something worse, something meaner, or crazier, more vicious, more cruel.

			As Lieutenant Eve Dallas stood over what had once been a woman, she wondered when she would see worse than this.

			Two of the uniform cops on scene were still retching at the mouth of the alley. The sound of their sickness echoed back to her. She stood where she was, hands and boots already sealed, and waited for her own shuddering stomach to settle.

			Had she seen this much blood before? It was hard to remember. It was best not to.

			She crouched, opened her field kit, and took out her ID pad to run the victim’s fingerprints. She couldn’t avoid the blood, so she stopped thinking about it. Lifting the limp hand, she pressed the thumb to her pad.

			“Victim is female, Caucasian. The body was discovered at approximately oh three-thirty by officers responding to anonymous nine-one-one, and is herewith identified through fingerprint check as Wooton, Jacie, age forty-one, licensed companion, residing 375 Doyers.”

			She took a shallow breath, then another. “Victim’s throat has been cut. Spatter pattern indicates wound was inflicted while victim stood against the north-facing wall of the alley. Blood pattern and trail would indicate victim fell or was laid across alley floor by assailant or assailants who then . . .”

			Jesus. Oh Jesus.

			“Who then mutilated the victim by removing the pelvic area. Both the throat and pelvic wounds indicate the use of a sharp implement and some precision.”

			Despite the heat her skin prickled, cold and clammy as she took out gauges, recorded data.

			“I’m sorry.” Peabody, her aide, spoke from behind her. Eve didn’t have to look around to know Peabody’s face would still be pale and glossy from shock and nausea. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant; I couldn’t maintain.”

			“Don’t worry about it. You okay now?”

			“I . . . Yes, sir.”

			Eve nodded and continued to work. Stalwart, steady, and as dependable as the tide, Peabody had taken one look at what lay in the alley, turned sheet-white, and stumbled back toward the street at Eve’s sharp order to puke elsewhere.

			“I’ve got an ID on her. Jacie Wooton, Doyers. An LC. Do a run for me.”

			“I’ve never seen anything like this. Just never seen . . .”

			“Get the data. Do it down there. You’re in my light here.”

			She wasn’t, Peabody knew. Her lieutenant was cutting her a break, and because her head wanted to spin again, she took it, moving toward the mouth of the alley.

			She’d sweated through her uniform shirt, and her dark bowl of hair was damp at the temples under her cap. Her throat was raw, her voice weak, but she initiated the run. And watched Eve work.

			Efficient, thorough, and some would say cold. But Peabody had seen the leap of shock and horror, and of pity on Eve’s face before her own vision had blurred. Cold wasn’t the word, but driven was.

			She was pale now, Peabody noted, and it wasn’t just the work lights that bleached the color from her narrow face. Her brown eyes were focused and flat, and unwavering as they examined the atrocity. Her hands were steady, and her boots smeared with blood.

			There was a line of sweat down the middle of the back of her shirt, but she wouldn’t stumble away. She would stay until it was done.

			When Eve straightened, Peabody saw a tall, lean woman in stained boots, worn jeans, and a gorgeous linen jacket, a fine-boned face with a wide mouth, wide eyes of gilded brown, and a short and disordered cap of hair nearly the same color.

			More: She saw a cop who never turned away from death.

			“Dallas—”

			“Peabody, I don’t care if you puke as long as you don’t contaminate the scene. Give me the data.”

			“Victim’s lived in New York for twenty-two years. Previous residence on Central Park West. She’s resided down here for eighteen months.”

			“That’s quite a change of venue. What she get popped for?”

			“Illegals. Three strikes. Lost her top-drawer license, did six months in, rehab, counseling, and was given a probationary street license about a year ago.”

			“She roll on her dealer?”

			“No, sir.”

			“We’ll see what the tox screen tells us once she’s in the morgue, but I don’t think Jack here is her dealer.” Eve lifted the envelope that had been left—sealed to prevent bloodstains—on the body.

			
				LIEUTENANT EVE DALLAS, NYPSD

			

			Computer-generated, she guessed, in a fancy font on elegant cream-colored paper. Thick, weighty, and expensive. The sort of thing used for high-class invites. She should know, she mused, as her husband was big on sending and receiving high-class invites.

			She took out the second evidence bag and read the note again.

			
				Hello, Lieutenant Dallas:

				 

				Hot enough for ya? I know you’ve had a busy summer, and I’ve been admiring your work. I can think of no one on the police force of our fair city I’d rather have join me on what I hope will be a very intimate level. 

				Here is a sample of my work. What do you think? 

				Looking forward to our continued association.

				—Jack

			

			“I’ll tell you what I think, Jack. I think you’re a very sick fuck. Tag and bag,” she ordered with a last glance down the alley. “Homicide.”

			Wooton’s apartment was on the fourth floor of one of the housing structures thrown up as a temporary shelter for refugees and victims of the Urban Wars. A number of them stood in the poorer sections of the city, and were always slated for replacement.

			The city dickered back and forth between tossing out the low-rent LC’s, chemi-heads, and dealers along with the working poor and mowing down the shaky structures or revitalizing.

			While they dickered, the buildings decayed and nothing was done.

			Eve expected nothing would be done until the dumps collapsed inward on their residents and the city fathers found themselves in the throes of a class-action suit.

			But until that time, it was the sort of place you expected to find a down-on-her-luck whore.

			Her room was a hot little box with a stingy bump-out for a kitchen and a thin sliver for a bathroom. Her view was the wall of the identical building to the west.

			Through the thin walls Eve could clearly hear the heroic snoring from the apartment next door.

			Despite the circumstance, Jacie had kept her place clean, and had made some attempt at style. The furniture was cheap, but it was colorful. She hadn’t been able to afford privacy screens, but there were frilly curtains at the windows. She’d left the bed pulled out of the convertible sofa, but it was made, and the sheets were good cotton. Possibly salvaged from better times, Eve thought.

			She had a low-end desk ’link on a table, and a prefab dresser covered with the various tools of her trade: enhancements, scents, wigs, tawdry jewelry, temporary tattoos. The drawer and closet held work clothes primarily, but mixed in with the whore-wear were a couple of more conservative outfits Eve imagined she’d used for off-hours.

			She found a supply of over-the-counter meds, including a half bottle of Sober-Up and a full, unopened bottle as backup. Which made sense with the two bottles of vodka and the bottle of home-brew in the kitchen.

			She turned up no illegals, which caused her to assume Jacie had switched from chemicals to alcohol.

			She opened the desk ’link and replayed the transmissions received and sent over the last three days. One to her counselor to request an upgrade in her license, one received and not answered or yet returned from the landlord regarding overdue rent, another made to an uptown body sculptor requesting rates.

			No chats with pals, Eve mused.

			She scrolled through, located the financials, and found Jacie’s bookkeeping spare and efficient. Paid attention to her money, Eve mused, did the job, banked the pay, and pumped most of it back into the business. Expenses were high for wardrobe, body treatments, hair and face work.

			Used to looking good, Eve decided. Wanted to keep looking good. Self-esteem wrapped around appearance, which was wrapped around sexual appeal, which was wrapped around selling yourself for enough money to maintain appearance.

			A strange and sad cycle, in her opinion.

			“She made a nice nest for herself in a very ugly tree,” Eve commented. “I’ve got no transmissions or any correspondence from anyone named Jack, or any one guy in particular for that matter. No marriage or cohabitation on record?”

			“No, sir.”

			“We’ll talk to her counselor, see if there’s anybody she was close to, or had been close to. But I don’t think we’ll find him there.”

			“Dallas, it seems to me, what he did to her . . . it seems to me that it was personal.”

			“Does, doesn’t it?” She turned around, looked at the room again. Neat, girlie, with a desperate attempt at style. “I think it was very personal, but not specific to the victim. He killed a woman, and a woman who made her living from selling her body. That’s the personal part. You not only kill her, but you hack out the part of her that made that living. It’s not hard to find a street LC in this area any time of the night. You just have to choose your time and place. A sample of his work,” she murmured. “That’s all she was.”

			She walked to the window and, narrowing her eyes, visualized the street, the alley, the building just out of view. “He might have known her, or have seen her. Just as possible it was chance. But he was ready if chance presented itself. He had the weapon, he had the note written and sealed, and something—a case, a bag, a satchel, something to carry fresh clothes, or to store whatever he was wearing. He’d’ve been covered with her blood.

			“She goes in the alley with him,” Eve continued. “It’s hot, it’s late, business can’t be very good. But here’s a job, maybe one last job before she heads home. She’s experienced, been in the life for two decades, but she doesn’t make him as trouble. Maybe she’s been drinking, or maybe he looked okay. And there’s the fact that she’s not used to street work, wouldn’t have the instincts for it.”

			Too accustomed to the high life, Eve thought, to the sexual kinks of the wealthy and discreet. Coming down to Chinatown must’ve been like landing on Venus for her.

			“She’s up against the wall.” Eve could see it, see it perfectly. The dark, spiked hair shimmering with silver, the come-on-big-boy red of the halter. “And she’s thinking she needs the fee to make the rent, or she hopes he hurries because her feet hurt—Jesus, they had to be killing her in those shoes. She’s tired, but she’ll take one more mark before she calls it a night.

			“When he slashes her throat, she’s surprised more than anything. It had to be quick and clean. One quick slice, left to right, straight across the jugular. Sprayed blood like a son of a bitch. Her body’s dead before her brain computes it. But that’s only the beginning for him.”

			She turned back, scanned the dresser. Cheap jewelry, expensive lip dye. Perfumes, designer knockoffs, to remind you that you’d been able to bathe in the real thing once, and damn well would again.

			“He arranges her, lays her out, then cuts the woman out of her. Had to have a bag somewhere to put what he’s taken from her. He cleans his hands.”

			She could see him, too, the shadow of him crouched in the filthy alley, hands slick with blood as he tidied up.

			“I bet he cleaned his tools, too, but he certainly cleans his hands. Takes the note he’s written, sets it neatly on her breasts. He had to change his shirt, or put a jacket on. Something, because of the blood. What then?”

			Peabody blinked. “Ah, walks away, figuring job well done. He goes home.”

			“How?”

			“Um, walks if he lives close enough.” She took a breath, pushing herself out of the alley and into her lieutenant’s mind. Into the killer’s mind. “He’s on top of the world, so he’s not worried about being hassled by a mugger. If he doesn’t live close by, he’s probably got his own ride because, even changing, or covering up, there’s too much blood on him, and there’d be a smell. It’d be a stupid risk to take a cab or the subway.”

			“Good. We’ll check the cab companies for pickups around the crime scene during our time frame, but I don’t think we’ll find anything. Let’s seal this place up, canvass the building.”

			Neighbors, as was expected from neighbors in such places, knew nothing, heard nothing, saw nothing. The landlord operated out of a storefront in Chinatown, between a market that was running a special on ducks’ feet and an alternative medicine joint that promised health, well-being, and spiritual balance or your money back.

			Eve recognized Piers Chan’s type, the beefy arms in shirtsleeves, the pencil mustache over thin lips. The humble surroundings and diamond pinky ring.

			He was mixed-race, with enough Asian to have him set up in the business bustle of Chinatown, though she imagined his last ancestor to see Peking might have been at his prime during the Boxer Rebellion.

			Just as she imagined Chan kept his home and family in some upscale suburb in New Jersey while he played slumlord of the Lower East Side.

			“Wooton, Wooton.” While two silent clerks busied themselves in the back, Chan flipped through his tenant book. “Yes, she’s got a deluxe single on Doyers.”

			“Deluxe?” Eve repeated. “And what makes it deluxe?”

			“Got a kitchen area with built-in friggie and AutoChef. Comes with the package. She’s behind. Rent was due a week ago. She got the standard reminder call a couple days ago. She’ll get another today, then an automatic evict notice next week.”

			“That won’t be necessary as she’s changed her address to the city morgue. She was murdered early this morning.”

			“Murdered.” His eyebrows lowered into an expression Eve interpreted as irritation rather than sympathy or shock. “Goddamn it. You seal the place?”

			Eve cocked her head. “And you ask because?”

			“Look, I own six buildings, got seventy-two units. You got that many tenants, some of them are going to croak one way or another. You get your unattended death, your suspicious death, your misadventure, and your self-termination.” He ticked them off on his fat fingers. “And your homicide.” For that he used his thumb. “Then you guys come along, seal the place up, notify next of kin. Before I can blink some uncle or other is clearing the place out before I can put in a claim and get my back rent.”

			He spread his hands now, and sent Eve an aggrieved look. “I’m just trying to make a living here.”

			“So was she, when somebody decided to carve her up.”

			He puffed out his cheeks. “Person’s in that kind of work, they’re going to take some lumps.”

			“You know, this outpouring of humanitarianism is choking me up, so let’s stick to the point. Did you know Jacie Wooton?”

			“I knew her application, her references, and her rent payment. Never set eyes on her myself. I don’t have time to make friends with the tenants. I’ve got too many.”

			“Uh-huh. And if somebody falls behind on the rent, wiggles around the evict, do you pay them a little visit, try to appeal to their sense of fair play?”

			He rubbed a fingertip over his mustache. “I run by the book here. Costs me plenty in court fees annually to move the deadbeats out, but that’s part of the operating expenses. That’s part of the business. I wouldn’t know this Wooton woman if she stopped in to give me a handjob. And I was home, in Bloomfield, last night with my wife and kids. I was there for breakfast this morning, and came into the city on the seven-fifteen, just like I do every day. You need more than that, you talk to my lawyers.”

			“Creep,” Peabody stated out on the sidewalk.

			“Oh yeah, and I’d make book he takes some of his rent in trade. Sexual favors, little party bags of illegals, stolen goods. We could squeeze him if we had nothing but time and righteousness.” She angled her head as she studied the display of naked hanging fowls so skinny death must have been a relief, and the odd groupings of webbed feet for sale. “How do you eat feet?” Eve wondered. “Do you start at the toes and work up, or at the ankle and work down? Do ducks have ankles?”

			“I’ve spent many sleepless nights pondering just that.”

			Though Eve slanted over a bland stare, she was glad to see her aide back in tune. “They do some of the butchering right here, don’t they? Slice and dice the merchandise in the kitchens. Sharp knives, lots of blood, a certain working knowledge of anatomy.”

			“Cutting up a chicken’s got to be a lot simpler than a human.”

			“I don’t know.” Considering, Eve rested her hands on her hips. “Technically, okay. There’s more mass, and it’s going to take more time, and maybe more skill than your average fowl plucker. But if you don’t see that mass as human, it wouldn’t be so different. Maybe you practice on animals, get the feel for it. Then again, maybe you’re a doctor, or a vet, who’s gone around the bend. But he had to know what he was doing. A butcher, a doctor, a talented amateur, but somebody who’s been perfecting his technique so he could pay homage to his hero.”

			“His hero?”

			“Jack,” Eve said as she turned away to walk back to her vehicle. “Jack the Ripper.”

			“Jack the Ripper?” With her mouth dropping open, Peabody trotted to catch up. “You mean like over in London, back in . . . whenever?”

			“Late 1800s. Whitechapel. Poor section of the city during the Victorian era, frequented by prostitutes. He killed between five and eight women, maybe more, all within about a one-mile radius over a period of a year.”

			She got behind the wheel, flicked a glance over to find Peabody gaping at her. “What?” Eve demanded. “I can’t know stuff?”

			“Yes, sir. You know great bundles of stuff, but history isn’t generally your long suit.”

			Murder was, Eve thought as she pulled away from the curb. And always had been. “While other little girls were reading about fluffy as yet ungutted duckies, I was reading about Jack, and other assorted serial killers.”

			“You read about . . . that sort of thing when you were a kid?”

			“Yeah. So?”

			“Well . . .” She didn’t quite know how to put it. She was aware that Eve had been raised in the system, in foster homes and state homes. “Didn’t any of the adults in charge monitor your interests? What I mean is my parents—and they were big on not restricting our choices—would’ve brought the hammer down in that sort of area when we were kids. You know, formative years and all, nightmares, emotional scarring.”

			She’d been scarred, in every possible way, long before she could read more than a few basic words. As for nightmares, Eve didn’t remember a time she hadn’t had them.

			“If I was scrolling the Internet for data on the Ripper or John Wayne Gacy, I was occupied and out of trouble. Those were the essential criteria.”

			“I guess. So, you always knew you wanted to be a cop.”

			She’d known she wanted to be something other than a victim. Then she’d known she’d wanted to stand for the victim. That meant cop to her. “More or less. The Ripper sent notes to the police, but only after a while. He didn’t start off, like our guy. But this one wants us to know what he’s about straight off. He wants the play.”

			“He wants you,” Peabody said and got a nod of acknowledgment.

			“I’ve just come off a highly publicized case. Lots of screen time. Lots of buzz. And the Purity case, earlier this summer. Another hot one. He’s been watching. Now he wants some buzz of his own. Jack got plenty of it back in the day.”

			“He wants you involved, and the media focused on him. The city fascinated by him.”

			“That’s my take.”

			“So he’ll hunt other LCs, in that same area.”

			“That would be the pattern.” Eve paused. “And what he wants us to think.”

			Her next stop was Jacie’s counselor, who worked out of a three-office suite on the lower fringes of the East Village. On her large, overburdened desk was a bowl of colorful hard candies. She sat behind them in a gray suit that gave her a matronly air.

			Eve judged her to be on the shadowy side of fifty, with a kind face and, by contrast, a pair of shrewd hazel eyes.

			“Tressa Palank.” She rose to offer Eve a firm handshake before gesturing to a chair. “I assume this concerns one of my clients. I’ve got ten minutes before my next session. What can I do for you?”

			“Tell me about Jacie Wooton.”

			“Jacie?” Tressa’s eyebrows lifted, a slight smile touched her lips, but there was a look in her eyes, a steady look of dread. “I can’t believe she’d give you any trouble. She’s on a straight path, determined to earn back her A-Grade license.”

			“Jacie Wooton was murdered early this morning.”

			Tressa closed her eyes, did nothing but breathe in and out for several seconds. “I knew it had to be one of mine.” She opened her eyes again, and they remained direct. “As soon as I heard the bulletin about the murder in Chinatown, I knew. Just a feeling in the gut, if you understand me. Jacie.” She folded her hands on the desk, stared down at them. “What happened?”

			“I’m not free to give you the details as yet. I can only tell you she was stabbed.”

			“Mutilated. The bulletin said a female licensed companion had been mutilated in a Chinatown alley early this morning.”

			One of the uniforms, Eve thought, and there would be hell to pay for the leak when she found the source. “I can’t tell you any more at this time. My investigation is in its earliest stages.”

			“I know the routine. I was on the job for five years.”

			“You were a cop?”

			“Five years, sex crimes primarily. I switched to counseling. I didn’t like the streets, or what I saw on them. Here, I can do something to help without facing that day after day. This isn’t a picnic, by any means, but it’s what I do best. I’ll tell you what I can; I hope it helps.”

			“She spoke to you recently, about her upgrade.”

			“Denied. She has—had—another year’s probation. It’s mandatory after her arrests and addiction. Her rehab went well, though I suspect she’d found a substitute for the Push she was hooked on.”

			“Vodka. Two bottles in her flop.”

			“Well. It’s legal, but it violates her parole requirements for upgrade. Not that it matters now.”

			Tressa rubbed her hands over her eyes and simply sighed. “Not that it matters,” she repeated. “She couldn’t think of anything but getting back uptown. Hated working the streets, but at the same time never considered, not seriously, any alternative profession.”

			“Did she have any regulars you know of?”

			“No. She once had quite an extensive client list, exclusive men and women. She was licensed for both. But, to my knowledge, no one followed her downtown. I believe she would’ve told me, as it would’ve boosted her ego.”

			“Her supplier?”

			“She wouldn’t give a name, not even to me. But she swore there had been no contact since her release. I believed her.”

			“In your opinion, did she hold back the name because she was afraid?”

			“In mine, she considered it a matter of ethics. She’d been an LC nearly half her life. A good LC is discreet and considers her clients’ privacy sacred, much as a doctor or a priest. She considered this along the same lines. I suspect her supplier was also a client, but that’s just a hunch.”

			“She gave no indication to you during your last sessions that she was concerned, worried, afraid of anything or anyone?”

			“No. Just impatient to get her old life back.”

			“How often did she come in?”

			“Every two weeks, per her parole requirements. She never missed. She had her regular medicals, was always available for random testing. She was cooperative in every way. Lieutenant, she was an average woman, a little lost and out of her element. She was not street savvy as she’d been accustomed to a more select clientele and routine. She enjoyed nice things, worried about her appearance, complained about the rate restrictions at her license level. She didn’t socialize any longer because she was embarrassed by her circumstances, and because she felt those in her current economic circle were beneath her.”

			Tressa pressed her fingers to her lips a moment. “I’m sorry. I’m trying not to be upset, not to personalize it, but I can’t help it. One of the reasons I was no good out there. I liked her, and wanted to help her. I don’t know who could’ve done this to her. Just another random act, on one of the weaker. Just a whore, after all.”

			Her voice threatened to break, so she cleared her throat, drew air through her nose. “A lot of people still think that way, you and I both know it. They come to me beaten and misused, humiliated and battered. Some give it up, some handle themselves, some rise to a different level and live almost like royalty. And some are tossed into the gutter. It’s a dangerous profession. Cops, emergency and health workers, prostitutes. Dangerous professions with a high mortality rate.

			“She wanted her old life back,” Tressa said. “And it killed her.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			She stopped by the morgue. It was another chance, Eve thought, for the victim to tell her something. Without any real friends, known enemies, associates, family, Jacie Wooton was presenting a picture of a solitary woman in a physical contact occupation. One who considered her body her greatest asset and had chosen to use it to attain the good life.

			Eve needed to find out what that body would tell her about the killer.

			Halfway down the corridor of the dead house, Eve paused. “Find a seat,” she told Peabody. “I want you to contact and harass the lab guys. Plead, whine, threaten, whatever works, but push them on tracking the stationery.”

			“I can handle it. Going in. I’m not going to lose it again.”

			She was already pale, Eve noted. Already seeing it once more—the alley, the blood, the gore. She’d stand up, Eve was sure of it, but at a price. The price didn’t have to be paid, not here and now.

			“I’m not saying you can’t handle it; I’m saying I need the source of the stationery. The killer leaves something behind, we follow up on it. Find a seat, do the job.”

			Without giving Peabody a chance to debate, Eve strode down the hall and through the double doors where the body was waiting.

			She’d expected Morris, the chief medical examiner, to take this one, and wasn’t disappointed. He worked alone, as he often did, suited up in clear protective gear over a blue tunic and skin-pants.

			His long hair was corded back in a shiny ponytail and covered with a cap to prevent contamination of the body. There was a medallion, something in silver with a deep red stone around his neck. His hands were bloody, and his handsome, somewhat exotic face set in stone.

			He often played music while he worked, but today the room was silent but for the quiet hum of machines and the spooky whirl of his laser scalpel.

			“Every now and then,” he said without looking up, “I see something in here that goes beyond. Beyond the human. And we know, don’t we, Dallas, that the human has an amazing capacity for cruelty to its own species? But every once in a while, I see something that takes even that one hideous step beyond.”

			“The throat wound killed her.”

			“Small mercy.” Understanding, he lifted his head. His eyes behind his goggles didn’t smile, as they usually did, nor did they show any spark of fascination with his work. “She wouldn’t have felt the rest that was done to her, wouldn’t have known. She was comfortably dead before he butchered her.”

			“Was it butchery?”

			“How would you define it?” He tossed the scalpel in a tray, gestured with one bloody hand over the mutilated body. “How the hell would you define this?”

			“I don’t have the words. I don’t think there are any. Vicious isn’t enough. Evil doesn’t cover it, not really. I can’t get philosophical now, Morris. That won’t help her. I need to know, did he know what he was doing, or was it a hack job?”

			He was breathing too fast. To steady himself, Morris yanked off his goggles, his cap, then strode over to wash the sealant and blood from his hands.

			“He knew. The cuts were precise. No hesitation, no wasted motions.” He stepped to a friggie, took out two bottles of water. After tossing one to Eve, he drank deeply. “Our killer knows how to color inside the lines.”

			“Sorry?”

			“Your deprived childhood continues to fascinate me. I need to sit a minute.” He did so, scrubbed the heel of one hand between his eyebrows, up to his hairline. “This one got to me. You can’t predict when or how it might happen. With all that comes through here, day after day, this forty-one-year-old woman with her home-job pedicure and the bunion on her left foot got to me.”

			She wasn’t sure how to handle him in this mood. Going with instinct, Eve dragged over a chair, sat beside him, sipped water. He hadn’t turned the recorder off, she thought. It would be up to him whether he edited it or not.

			“You need a vacation, Morris.”

			“I hear that.” He laughed a little. “I was due to leave tomorrow. Two weeks in Aruba. Sun, sea, naked women—the sort who’re still breathing—and a great deal of alcohol consumed out of coconut shells.”

			“Go.”

			He shook his head. “I’ve postponed. I want to see this one through.” He looked over at her now. “There are some you have to see through. I knew as soon as I saw her, what had been done to her, I wouldn’t be sitting on a beach tomorrow.”

			“I could tell you you’ve got good people working for you here. People who’d take good care of her, and whoever else comes in over the next couple of weeks.”

			She sipped the water as she studied the husk of Jacie Wooton, laid bare on a slab in a cold room. “I could tell you that I’m going to find the son of a bitch who did this to her, and build a case that ensures he’ll pay for it. I could tell you all that, and all of it would be true. But I wouldn’t go either.” She rested her head back against the wall. “I wouldn’t go.”

			He mirrored her position, head resting on the wall, legs kicked out. With Jacie Wooton’s butchered body on the table a few feet in front of them.

			And their silence, after a moment, became companionable.

			“What the hell’s wrong with us, Dallas?”

			“Beats me.”

			He closed his eyes for a moment, knowing he was settling down again. “We love the dead.” When she snorted, he grinned, eyes still closed. “And not in a sick, boink the corpse sort of way, gutterbrain. Despite whoever they were when they were alive, we love them because they were cheated and misused. The ultimate underdogs.”

			“I guess we’re getting philosophical anyway.”

			“Guess we are.” He did something he rarely did. He touched her. Just a pat of his hand over the back of hers. But it was, Eve realized, a kind of intimacy. An affectionate contact between comrades, and more personal than any act the victim had ever exchanged with a client.

			“They come to us,” Morris continued, “from babies to the doddering old, and everything between. No matter who loved them in life, we’re their most intimate companions in death. And sometimes, that intimacy reaches down inside us and braids our guts like cornrows. Ah, well.”

			“She didn’t seem to have anybody, not really, in life. From the look I got at her place, the lack of—I guess you could say sentiment—she didn’t want anybody in life. So . . . it’s you and me now.”

			“Okay.” He took another drink, rose. “Okay.” Setting the bottle aside, he sealed his hands again, replaced his goggles. “I put a rush on the tox, for what it’s worth. Liver shows some wear, alcohol abuse. But even with that, I’ve found no major damage or disease. Last meal of pasta about six hours premortem. She’s had breast augmentation and an eye tuck, butt lift and some jaw sculpting. All good work.”

			“Recent?”

			“No. Couple of years, at least on the ass job, and I’d judge that as the last maintenance.”

			“Fits. Her luck took a turn, and she wouldn’t’ve had the price of good body work in the last little while.”

			“Moving to the job most recently done on her: The killer used a thin, smooth-bladed knife, probably a scalpel for the throat cut, going left to right, downward stroke. From the angle, her chin was up, head back. He came in from behind, likely pulled her head back by her hair with his left hand, sliced with his right.” Morris demonstrated, using both hands on an invisible form. “One stroke, severing the jugular.”

			“A lot of blood.” Eve continued to study the body, but imagined Jacie Wooton alive and on her feet, face against the dingy wall of the alley. Then the jerk of the head, the quick shock of the pull, the bright pain and confusion. “Lots of gush and splash.”

			“A great deal. He got messy, even coming from behind. For the rest, it’s one long incision.” This Morris drew with a finger in the air. “Quickly, even economically done, I’d say. You can’t call it neat, or surgical, but this wasn’t his first time. He’s cut into flesh before. More than sims, in my opinion. He had to have dealt with flesh and blood before this poor woman.”

			“Not surgical. Not a doctor then?”

			“I wouldn’t rule it out. He’d have been in a hurry, the light was poor, his own excitement, fear, arousal.” Morris’s exotic face mirrored his inner disgust. “Whatever drives this sort of . . . well, words fail me for once. Whatever drove him might very well have hampered his skill. He removed the female organs with, we’ll say, dispatch. It’s not possible to say if there was sexual contact before the removal. But from the time of death, the mutilation, there wouldn’t have been time for games as they were done minutes apart.”

			“Would you peg him as a medical? MT, vet, nurse?” She paused, deliberately, cocked her head. “Pathologist?”

			He gave Eve a small grin. “Possible, certainly. It took some considerable skill given the circumstances. But then again, he didn’t have to concern himself about the patient’s chances of survival. He needed some knowledge of anatomy, some knowledge of the tools he used on her. I would say he certainly studied, certainly practiced, but it may not have been with a medical license, and again may not have been with the goal of keeping the patient alive. I hear there was a note.”

			“Yeah. Addressed to me, which ensured I’d come on as primary.”

			“So he’s made it personal.”

			“You could even say intimate.”

			“I’ll have the test results and report to you as soon as I can. I want to run a few more, see if I can get a closer handle on the knives.”

			“Good. Take it easy, Morris.”

			“Oh, I just take it,” he said as she started for the door. “Dallas? Thank you.”

			She glanced back. “Sure.”

			She gestured to Peabody as she headed down the corridor. “Tell me what I want to know.”

			“The lab, after considerable brownnosing by yours truly, was able to discern that the material used in the note and envelope is of a particular grade of bond. It’s not even recycled, which not only shocks my Free-Ager heart, but means it had to be sold and manufactured outside of the United States and its territories. We have laws here.”

			Eve lifted her eyebrows as she walked back out into the heat. “I thought Free-Agers didn’t believe in man-made laws of government interference in society.”

			“We do when it suits our purposes.” Peabody slid into the car. “It’s English. The paper was manufactured in Britain, and is available in only a handful of outlets around Europe.”

			“Not available in New York.”

			“No, sir. In fact, it’s difficult to buy it through the Internet or mail order as we have unrecycled paper products on our banned list in this country.”

			“Mmm-hmm.” Eve’s brain clicked several steps ahead, but as Peabody was studying for her detective’s exam, she thought it was a good pop-quiz question. “So how did it get from Europe to an alley in Chinatown?”

			“Well, people smuggle all sorts of banned products into the States. Or use the black market. Or if you’re traveling on another passport, touring or visiting the U.S., you’re allowed a certain number of personal possessions that aren’t strictly kosher. You could even be a diplomat or something. But whatever, you’d have to pay the price, and it’s high. That particular paper goes for twenty Euro dollars a pop. One sheet. The envelope’s twelve.”

			“Lab boys tell you that?”

			“No, sir. Since I was sitting out there, I checked it out myself.”

			“Good work. You got the outlets?”

			“All the knowns. Though the paper’s manufactured exclusively in Britain, there are sixteen known retailers and two known wholesalers who carry this particular style and weight. Two are in London.”

			“Is that so?”

			“I thought, since he’s copying Jack the Ripper, the London angle was the best.”

			“Start there. We’ll pursue all the outlets, but London will be priority. See if you can get a list for purchases of that paper.”

			“Yes, sir. Lieutenant, about this morning. I know I didn’t do the job—”

			“Peabody,” Eve interrupted. “Did I say you didn’t do the job?”

			“No, but—”

			“Has there been any time since you came under my command that I’ve hesitated to tell you when I felt you didn’t do the job to my requirements, or that I was dissatisfied with your performance, or that you’d screwed up in any way, shape, or form?”

			“Ah, well, no, sir.” Peabody puffed out her cheeks, expelled air audibly. “Now that you mention it.”

			“Then put it away, and get me those client lists.”

			At Central, she was waylaid in the detectives’ bull pen with questions, rumors, speculation about the Wooton homicide. If cops were buzzing about a case, she knew the public would be screaming.

			She escaped to her office, hit the AutoChef for coffee first, then called for her messages and missed transmissions.

			She stopped counting the hits from reporters when she reached twenty. But six of those were from Nadine Furst at Channel 75.

			With coffee in hand, Eve sat at her desk. Drummed her fingers on it. She’d have to deal with the media sooner or later.

			Later would be better. In fact, sometime in the next millennium would suit her just fine. But she’d have to make a statement. Keep it short and official, she decided. Refuse and avoid any sound bytes and one-on-ones.

			That’s what he wanted. He wanted her going out, talking about him, getting airtime and print, giving him some glory.

			Many of them did, she reflected. Most of them did. But this one wanted to be sensational. He wanted the media shouting:

			
				MODERN DAY RIPPER
SLASHES THROUGH NEW YORK

			

			Yeah, that was his style. Big, bold, splashy.

			Jack the Ripper, she thought, and turned to her computer to make notes.

			Grandfather of the modern serial killer.

			Never caught, never positively identified.

			Central figure in multiple studies, stories, speculations for nearly two centuries.

			Subject of fascination and revulsion. And fear.

			Media hype fueled panic and interest during his spree.

			Copycat expects to escape detection. Wishes to instill fear and fascination, and pit himself against police. Would have studied the prototype. Would have studied medicine, formally or informally in order to commit initial crime. Classy stationery, possible symbol of wealth or taste.

			Some of the main suspects in the Ripper case had been upper-class, Eve mused. Even royalty. Above the law. Considering themselves above the law.

			Other speculation had run to the Ripper being an American in London. She’d always thought that bogus, but . . . was it possible her killer was a Brit in America?

			Or maybe a—what did you call it—an Anglophile? Somebody who admired things British. Had he traveled there, walked the streets of Whitechapel? Relived it? Imagined himself as the Ripper?

			She started to type up a report, stopped, then put in a call to Dr. Mira’s office and wrangled an appointment.

			Dr. Charlotte Mira wore one of her elegant suits, an icy blue she’d matched with a trio of long, thin gold chains. Her soft brown hair had a few sunny highlights around her pretty face. They were new, Eve noted, and wondered if that was the sort of thing she was supposed to comment on or pretend she didn’t notice.

			She was never fully at ease in girl territory.

			“I appreciate you making time,” Eve began.

			“I wondered if you’d contact me today.” Mira gestured to one of her scoop chairs. “Everyone’s talking about your case, your particularly gruesome case.”

			“The more gruesome, the more talk.”

			“Yes, you’re right.” Because she imagined Eve had subsisted on coffee all day, Mira programmed her AutoChef for tea. “I don’t know how much of what I’ve heard is accurate.”

			“I’m in the middle of writing my report. I know it’s early to ask you for a profile, but I don’t want to wait on this one. If I’m right, he’s just getting started. Jacie Wooton wasn’t his target, not specifically. I don’t think he knew her, or she him.”

			“You believe it was random.”

			“Not exactly. He wanted a particular type of woman, an LC. A whore. A street prostitute in a poor area of the city. He had very specific requirements; Wooton’s dead because she met them. Nothing more or less than that. I’ll give you everything I’ve got orally, then once I’ve worked it up, I’ll send you everything in a file. But I want, I need,” she corrected, “some sense that I’m going down the right road.”

			“Tell me what you know.” Mira handed her a delicate china cup, then sat and balanced her own on her knee.

			She began with the victim, giving Mira a sketch of Jacie Wooton, as she had been, as she’d been found. She described the note, her fieldwork thus far, and Morris’s preliminary findings.

			“Jack,” Mira murmured. “Jack the Ripper.”

			Eve leaned forward. “You know about him?”

			“Any criminal profiler worth her salt has studied Saucy Jack. You think we’re dealing with a copycat?”

			“Do you?”

			Settling back, Mira sipped her tea. “He’s certainly laid the groundwork for that conclusion. He’d be educated, egocentric. He abhors women. The fact that he chose that particular style of killing is telling. His prototype for this crime assaulted and mutilated women in different ways. He’s elected to mimic the one that attacks and removes that which makes the victim female.”

			She saw by Eve’s slow nod that the lieutenant had already reached that same conclusion.

			“He has, essentially, desexed her. Sex is equated for him with lust, violence, control, humiliation. His relationships with women are neither healthy nor traditional. He sees himself as elite, canny, even brilliant. So only you would do, Eve.”

			“Do for what?”

			“For his adversary. The greatest and most elusive killer of modern time couldn’t settle for just any cop to pursue him. He didn’t know Jacie Wooton, I agree. Or if he did, his knowing of her was only to select the right victim. But he knows you. You’re as much a target as she. More. She was a pawn, a momentary thrill. You’re the game.”

			She’d thought of that, too, and was still circling around how to make it useful. “He doesn’t want me dead.”

			“No, at least not yet.” A faint crease of concern marred Mira’s brow. “He wants you alive so that he can watch you chase him. Watch the media report his deeds and your pursuit. The style of note was taunting, and he’d want to continue to taunt you. You, not just a cop, but a high-profile cop, and a female. He’ll never lose to a woman, and his certainty that he’ll crush you, serve you your biggest defeat, is a large part of the excitement for him.”

			“Then he’s going to be seriously bummed when I take him down.”

			“He could turn on you if he feels you’re getting too close, ruining his fantasy. At first it’s a challenge, but I don’t believe he’ll tolerate the humiliation of being stopped by a woman.” She shook her head. “Much of this depends on how much of the Ripper personality he’s taken on, and which persona ascribed by the various theories to the Ripper he, himself, believes. It’s problematic, Eve. When he said, ‘sample of my work,’ did that mean his first, or has he killed before and gone undetected?”

			“It’s his first here, in New York, but I’m going to do a check through IRCCA. Some psycho tries to emulate Jack the Ripper every now and then, but I don’t know of anywhere he wasn’t caught.”

			“Keep me updated, and I’ll work up a more substantial profile.”

			“I appreciate it.” She rose, hesitated. “Listen, Peabody had a little trouble this morning. The vic was in pretty bad shape, and . . . well, she got sick. She’s brooding about it. Like she’s the first cop to puke on her shoes,” Eve muttered. “Anyway, she’s under some stress prepping for the detective’s exam, and then she’s hunting for a place to cohab with McNab—which I don’t really want to think about, but she does. So, maybe you could find a minute to pat her on the head about it or something. Whatever. Shit.”

			Mira let out a quick, bubbling laugh. “It’s very sweet for you to be worried about her.”

			“I don’t want to be very sweet,” Eve said with some passion. “Or to worry about her. This isn’t the time for her head to be up her ass.”

			“I’ll talk to her.” Mira cocked her head. “And how are you?”

			“Me? Fine. Good. No complaints. Um . . . things good with you?”

			“Yes, they are. My daughter and her family are visiting for a few days. It’s always nice for me to have them, and the chance to play Grandma.”

			“Uh-huh.” Mira with her icy suit and pretty legs wasn’t Eve’s picture of anybody’s grandma.

			“I’d love for you to meet them.”

			“Oh, well—”

			“We’re having an informal cookout on Sunday. I’d very much enjoy it if you and Roarke could come. About two,” she said before Eve could think of a response.

			“Sunday.” A little bubble of panic lodged in her throat. “I don’t know if he’s got anything going or not. I—”

			“I’ll check with him.” There was a laugh in Mira’s eyes as she set her cup aside. “It’s just family. Nothing fancy. Now, I’d better let you get back to work.”

			She walked to the door, opened it, and all but scooted Eve out. Then she leaned back on the door and laughed. It delighted her, absolutely, to see that slightly horrified and completely baffled expression on Eve’s face when confronted with the idea of a family cookout.

			She checked the time, then hurried to her desk ’link. She’d just contact Roarke immediately and box Eve in before she could find an escape hatch.

			Eve was still horrified, still baffled when she reached the Homicide Division again. Peabody leaped out of her cube and hot-footed after her. “Sir. Lieutenant. Dallas.”

			“What do you do at a cookout?” Eve muttered. “Why are you cooking at all, much less out? It’s hot out. There are bugs. I don’t get it.”

			“Dallas!”

			“What?” Brows lowered, Eve spun around. “What is it?”

			“I’ve got the customer lists. It took some fast talking, but I convinced the two outlets to give me the names of purchases, those on record, for the stationery found with Jacie Wooton.”

			“Did you run the names?”

			“Not yet. I just got them.”

			“Let me have them. I’ve got to do something to get my brain back in gear.”

			She snatched the disc out of Peabody’s hand and plugged it into her desk unit. “I don’t have a cup of coffee in my hand,” Eve commented as the names began to scroll. “And I’m sure I need it, immediately.”

			“Yes, sir, you certainly do. Did you see? There’s a duchess and an earl, and Liva Holdreak, the actress, and—”

			“The coffee isn’t in my hand. How can this be?”

			“And Carmichael Smith, the international recording star, has a standing order for a box of a hundred sheets and envelopes, every six months.” As she spoke, Peabody put the mug into Eve’s outstretched hand. “His music’s too wanky for me, but he, himself? Totally iced.”

			“I’m glad to know that, Peabody. It’s important for me to know he’s both wanky and iced should I arrest him for the murder of this very unfortunate LC. We need to keep these things in the forefront.”

			“Just saying,” Peabody grumbled.

			She scanned the names, shuffling those with only European residences on record to the bottom. She’d hit the ones with secondary residences in the States first.

			“Carmichael Smith keeps an apartment on the Upper West Side. Holdreak has a U.S. residence, but it’s in New L.A. We’ll just drop her down a notch or two.”

			She started a standard run, studying the names. “Mr. and Mrs. Elliot P. Hawthorne, Esquire. Ages seventy-eight and thirty-one, respectively. You wouldn’t think Elliot would be out cutting up LCs at his age. Married two years, third time around. Elliot likes them young, and I just bet he likes them stupid, too.”

			“Doesn’t seem stupid to marry a rich old guy,” Peabody replied. “Calculating.”

			“You can be stupid and calculating at the same time. Keeps houses in London, Cannes, New York, and Bimini. Made his money the old-fashioned way. Inherited it from his father. No criminal record, no nothing much. Still, we’ll see if he’s in New York at the moment. Could have servants, staff, assistants, crazy relatives hanging around him with access to his fancy paper.”

			She continued on down. “Take the names, Peabody. See if you can find out if any of them are in New York.”

			Would it be that easy? she wondered. Would he be that arrogant to leave something so easily traced back to him? Maybe, maybe. She’d still have to prove it, even if she targeted him through his fancy writing paper.

			“Niles Renquist,” she stated. “Thirty-eight. Married, one child. Brit citizen with residences in London and New York. Currently chief of staff for the U.N. delegate from Britain, Marshall Evans. Got yourself digs on Sutton Place, don’t you, Niles. Fancy stuff. No criminal on you either, but you’re worth a look-see.”

			She sipped coffee, thought vaguely about food.

			“Pepper Franklin. What the hell kind of name is Pepper? Actress? Of course you are. Brit actress currently starring in Broadway revival of Uptown Lady. No criminal. Nothing but squeaky-clean on this list.”

			It was a little depressing.

			But she hit with Pepper Franklin’s cohabitation partner, Leo Fortney.

			Sexual assault, indecent exposure, sexual battery.

			“Bad boy,” Eve reprimanded. “Bad and busy boy.”

			When Peabody came back, Eve already had her list in order of priority and was shrugging back into her jacket.

			“Carmichael Smith, Elliot Hawthorne, Niles Renquist, and Pepper Franklin are all in New York, or reputed to be in New York at this time.”

			“Suit up. We’re going to go pay some of our English friends a visit.” She started out. “Is the U.N. in session?”

			“U.N.? As in United Nations?”

			“No, U.N. as in Unidentified Numbskulls.”

			“I recognize sarcasm when I hear it,” Peabody said with some dignity. “I’ll check on it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It irritated her to jump through hoops. Every time she cleared one, there was another stack to hurdle. No amount of reason, demand, or threat got her through the maze of assistants, staffers, coordinators, and personal attendants to Carmichael Smith or Niles Renquist.

			She was forced to settle for appointments the following day.

			Which might have made her slightly less than diplomatic with the blonde touting herself as Mr. Fortney’s social secretary.

			“This isn’t a social call. See this?” Eve all but pressed her badge to the woman’s nose. “This means I’m probably not feeling particularly sociable. This is what we NYPSD people like to call an official inquiry.”

			The blonde set her face into stern lines and succeeded in looking like a cranky baby doll. “Mr. Fortney is very busy,” she said in an indignant lisp Eve just bet some brainless guy found sexy. “He can’t be disturbed.”

			“If you don’t tell your boss that Lieutenant Dallas of the NYPSD is out here waiting to speak to him, everyone in this building’s going to be disturbed.”

			“He’s unavailable.”

			Eve had taken that line on Smith, who might very well have been at his health center having a complete physical workup. And she’d taken it on Renquist, who quite possibly had been in back-to-back meetings with various heads of state.

			But she wasn’t taking it from some actress’s bimbo companion.

			“Peabody,” she said without taking her eyes off the blonde, “call for an Illegals sweep. I believe I smell Zoner.”

			“What are you talking about? That’s just silly.” Obviously incensed, the blonde danced on her four-inch platforms that had her impressive breasts bobbing like soccer balls. “You can’t do something like that.”

			“Oh, I bet I can. And you know what happens sometimes, on an Illegals sweep? It leaks to the media. Especially when there’s a celebrity type involved. I bet Ms. Franklin’s going to be a little annoyed about that.”

			“If you think you can intimidate me into—”

			“Illegals team will be here within thirty, Lieutenant.” Peabody tried her cold cop voice. She’d been practicing. “You’re authorized to lock down the building.”

			“Thank you, Officer. That was quick work. With me.”

			“What?” The blonde clattered after her as Eve strode out of the office. “Where are you going? What are you doing?”

			“I’m going to lock down. Once a sweep’s been authorized, no one is allowed to enter or leave the premises.”

			“You can’t—Don’t.” She grabbed Eve’s arm.

			“Oh-oh?” Eve paused enough to look at the lily-white hand with its baby pink nails that clutched her sleeve. “That might be construed as assaulting an officer, and an attempt to obstruct a police investigation. Since you seem a little dim to me, I’ll just cuff you instead of knocking you on your ass, then cuffing you.”

			“I wasn’t!” The blonde dropped Eve’s arm as if it had burst into flame, and scrambled back. “I didn’t! Oh, damn it, okay, okay, o-kay! I’ll tell Leo.”

			“Hmm. You know, Peabody.” Eve took another testing sniff of air. “I don’t think that’s Zoner after all.”

			“I think you’re right, Lieutenant. I think it’s gardenia.” Peabody let the grin spread as the blonde rushed back into the office. “She must be dim if she thinks you can call for a sweep that way.”

			“Dim or guilty. Bet she’s got a little goodie stash in here. Who did you call?” Eve asked.

			“Weather. It’s hot, and it’s going to stay hot. In case you wondered.”

			Chin up, the blonde stepped out again, and announced in her best lisp, “Mr. Fortney will see you now.”

			Eve followed in the wake of the woman’s intense dislike.

			Fortney was set up in one of the five office suites. The area appeared to have been decorated by the color-blind or the insane—possibly both—as even Eve’s casual sense of style was bombarded with the clashing colors and patterns that dominated walls, floors, ceiling.

			Fortney’s space had taken it one step further by adding animal prints that ran rampant over the walls in a jungle madness of leopard spots, tiger stripes, and splotches of unknown wildlife. Clear tables fashioned of glossy plates atop oddly phallic columns were used as accents.

			His desk was a larger version of the tables, with the penis-like columns painted a virulent red. He was pacing behind it as they entered, talking rapidly into a headset.

			“We need to move on this within twenty-four. Up or down, no in between. I’ve got the outline, the projections, and the Q-factor. Let’s wrap it up.”

			He gave a come-ahead gesture with a hand glittering with gold and silver bands.

			While he continued to talk and pace, Eve sat in one of the tiger-striped chairs and studied him. He was posing for her, she had no doubt of it. So, she’d accommodate him.

			He was artfully dressed in a tunic-jacket and pants, both the color of green grapes. His hair was a dark magenta, worn long and sleek around a narrow, deeply carved face. His eyes too closely matched the shade of his suit to be natural.

			Like his fingers, his ears glittered with gold and silver bands.

			About six two, Eve judged—with the heeled sandals—and well turned out for his type. Took his body seriously, she imagined, and enjoyed showing it off in fancy duds.

			Since he was working hard to show her what a busy and important man he was, she assumed he was neither.

			He removed the headset, smiled at her. “I’m so sorry, Lieutenant Dennis. I’m just swamped today.”

			“Dallas.”

			“Dallas, of course, Dallas.” He made a little ha-ha sound and walked to a long counter, bent down to the minifriggie beneath. He continued to speak in his rapid-fire style, in a accentless tone that said West Coast to Eve. “It’s just madness around here, my mind’s going a thousand directions at once. Parched. Just parched. Drink?”

			“No, thank you.”

			He took out a bottle of something orange and frothy and poured it into a glass. “Suelee tells me you were very insistent about seeing me.”

			“Suelee was very insistent I wouldn’t see you.”

			“Well, ha-ha, just doing her job. Don’t know what I’d do without my Suelee guarding the gates.”

			He beamed, sat in an I’m-a-busy-but-personable-son-of-a-bitch style on the edge of his horrible red desk. “You’d be amazed how many people try to get in to see me on any given day. Comes with the territory, of course. Actors, writers, directors.” He threw up a hand, waved it dramatically. “But I don’t often have an attractive policewoman looking for a meeting.”

			His smile glittered, white and perfectly even. “So, tell me, what’ve you got? Play, vid, disc book? Cop drama’s cooled off recently, but there’s always room for a good story. The girl cop angle’s good. What’s your pitch?”

			“Your whereabouts between midnight and three A.M. this morning.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I’m primary on a homicide investigation. Your name’s come up. I’d like to know your whereabouts during the time frame I just gave you.”

			“Murder? I don’t—Oooh!” With another laugh, he shook his head so his hair shook fashionably. “Interesting pitch. Let’s see, my first reaction would be what? Shock, insult, fear?”

			“A licensed companion was brutally murdered early this morning in Chinatown. You can speed up this process, Mr. Fortney, by telling me where you were between midnight and three.”

			He lowered his glass. “You’re serious?”

			“Midnight and three, Mr. Fortney.”

			“Well, my God. My God.” He laid his free hand on his heart, patted it there. “I was home, of course. Pepper comes straight home after the show. We tend to go to bed early during a run. It’s both physically and emotionally exhausting for her. People don’t understand the strain of performing, night after night, and how few reserves one has left after—”

			“I’m not interested in where Ms. Franklin was,” Eve interrupted. Or in your stalling tactics, she thought. “Where were you?”

			“Well, home, as I said.” His tone was a little testy now. “Pepper would have arrived by midnight, and she needs a bit of company and care after a show, so I always wait up to be there for her. We had a nightcap while she ran down, then we were tucked in before one, so she could get her beauty sleep. I can’t understand why you’d possibly question me. An LC, in Chinatown? What could that have to do with me?”

			“Can anyone verify that you were home during the time frame?”

			“Pepper, of course. Pepper. I was right there to greet her when she arrived home, just before midnight. And we were in bed, as I said, by one. She’s a very light sleeper. It comes from being so creative and sensitive. She’ll tell you she’d have known if I so much as stirred from the bed in the night.”

			He took another drink, a longer one. “Who was this woman who was killed? Do I know her? I don’t use the services of companions. I do, naturally, know many people, from various walks. Certainly some actors and hopefuls might moonlight as LCs.”

			“Jacie Wooton.”

			“It means nothing to me. Nothing.” The color that had come into his face during his rambling alibi began to diminish. He shrugged, carelessly now. “I don’t believe I’ve ever been to Chinatown.”

			“You bought stationery in London several months ago. Fifty sheets and envelopes, plain, cream-colored, unrecycled stock.”

			“Did I? It’s certainly possible. I buy quite a lot of things. For myself, for Pepper, as gifts. What in the world does stationery have to do with anything?”

			“It’s very expensive, very distinctive stock. It would be helpful if you could produce it.”

			“Paper, bought months ago, in London?” He made his ha-ha sound again, but this time it carried annoyance. “For all I know it’s still in London. I think I should call my lawyer.”

			“That’s your choice. You can ask your representative to meet us downtown, at Central, to discuss your priors. Assaults and sex crimes.”

			His face turned nearly the same shade as his hair. “Those incidents are in my past. If you must know the sexual assault charge was completely unwarranted. An argument with a woman I’d been dating that escalated, and her revenge when I broke things off with her. I didn’t fight the charge as I felt it would only generate more ugly publicity and drag things out.”

			“Indecent exposure.”

			“A misunderstanding. I’d had a bit too much to drink after a party and, impaired, was relieving my bladder when a group of young women happened to pass. It was foolish and ill-advised, but hardly criminal.”

			“And the battery?”

			“A shoving match with my ex-wife. Who started the incident, by the way. Just an unfortunate display of temper, which she used to skin me in the divorce. I don’t appreciate having all this thrown in my face, or being accused of murder. I was at home and in bed last night. All night. And that’s all I have to say without my lawyer.”

			“Funny,” Eve commented as she headed uptown. “A guy can be arrested and charged three times, but none of it was his fault. All misunderstandings.”

			“Yeah, the law’s a bitch.”

			“What we’ve got here, Peabody, is a weasely little man who likes to put on a big show. Look at me. I’m important, I’m powerful. I’m somebody. And he has a history of knocking women around, showing off his dick and losing his temper. Surrounds himself with phallic symbols and has a big-breasted blonde playing guardian of the gates.”

			“I didn’t like him. But it’s a pretty big leap from shaking his wang to slicing up an LC.”

			“Steps and stages,” Eve declared. “Let’s see if Pepper’s home, and how she slept last night.”

			The brownstone was lovely, old and elegant. And meant, Eve calculated as she walked toward the door, private security. The sort the owner could turn on and off at whim.

			She rang the bell, considered the entrance, the flow of flowers in pots running up the short set of steps, the proximity of neighboring houses.

			When the door opened, she had an immediate flash, and not very pleasant, of Roarke’s majordomo, and the bane of her existence, Summerset.

			The butler was dressed in stark black, as was Summerset’s habit. He was long and thin with pewter hair atop a narrow face.

			She actually felt her gorge rise.

			“May I help you?”

			“Lieutenant Dallas, Officer Peabody.” Prepared to plow through him if necessary, she flipped out her badge. “I need to speak with Ms. Franklin.”

			“Ms. Franklin is engaged in her yoga/meditation hour. May I be of some assistance?”

			“You can assist me by getting out of the way, telling Ms. Franklin she’s got a cop at the door who wants to question her regarding an official investigation.”

			“Of course,” he said so genially, she actually blinked. “Please come in. If you’d make yourself comfortable in the living area, I’ll inform Ms. Franklin. Would you care for any refreshment while you wait?”

			“No.” She eyed him suspiciously. “Thanks.”

			“I’ll just be a moment.” After gesturing them into a large, sunny room with long white sofas, he turned toward a staircase.

			“Maybe we can trade Summerset for him.”

			“Hey, Dallas, check it out.”

			Eve turned and studied what Peabody was currently gaping at. The life-sized portrait of Pepper Franklin rose above the sea green mantel of a white hearth. In it, she appeared to be dressed in nothing but mists. They curled and draped around her, shimmering and thin so that her impressive body was displayed. Her arms were stretched out as if welcoming an embrace.

			She was smiling, dreamily, her lips painted deep rose. Her hair was a tumble of gold around a heart-shaped face set off by wide, deep blue eyes.

			Striking, Eve mused. Sensual. Powerful.

			Just what, she wondered, was a woman with that much style and strength doing with a loser like Fortney?

			“I’ve seen her on-screen and in mags and stuff, but this is—you know—wow. She looks like, I don’t know, a fairy queen.”

			“Thank you.” The voice was silver wrapped in fog. “That was the goal,” Pepper said as she walked into the room. “It’s taken, more or less, from my role of Titania.”

			She wore a skin-suit now, in dark purple, and had a short towel hooked around her neck. Her face, still striking, was sheened with perspiration, and her hair was bundled up carelessly.

			“Lieutenant Dallas?” She offered a hand. “Excuse my appearance. I’m in the middle of yoga. It helps keep me in shape—body, mind, spirit. It also makes me sweat like a pig.”

			“I’m sorry to interrupt.”

			“I assume it’s important.” She sat, dropping down on the white sofa, letting out a long sigh. “Please, have a seat. Oh God, Turney, thanks.” She took the large bottle of water the butler brought her on a silver tray.

			“Mr. Fortney is on the ’link. He’s called three times in the last thirty minutes.”

			“He should know better than to call during yoga hour. Tell him I’ll get back to him.”

			She took a long drink, angled her head. “Well, what’s this about?”

			“I’d like you to verify Mr. Fortney’s whereabouts this morning between midnight and three.”

			The easy smile vanished. “Leo? Why?”

			“His name has come up in the course of an investigation. If I can verify his whereabouts during that period, we can eliminate it and move on.”

			“He was here, with me. I got home about eleven forty-five. Maybe a few minutes later. We had a drink. I allow myself one glass of wine before bed after a performance. We talked about various things, then I went upstairs. I suppose I was in bed and asleep by twelve-thirty.”

			“Alone?”

			“Initially. I’m always beat after a show, and Leo’s a night owl. He was going to watch some screen, make some calls. Something.” She lifted one elegant shoulder.

			“You a light sleeper, Ms. Franklin?”

			“Hell, I sleep like the dead.” She started to laugh, then caught the implication. “Lieutenant, Leo was here. Honestly, I can’t imagine what sort of investigation you might be pursuing where Leo’s name came up in any way.”

			“You’re aware it’s not the first time his name’s come up in a police investigation.”

			“Those incidents are in the past. He had some bad luck with women, until me. He was here when I got home, and we had coffee together this morning at about eight. What’s this about?”

			“Last fall Mr. Fortney purchased, in London, some stationery.”

			“Oh for God’s sake.” Pepper tipped the bottle back for another drink. “I’m still angry with him about that. Ridiculous, and careless. Unrecycled. I don’t know what he was thinking. Don’t tell me he brought it with him into the U.S.?” She rolled her eyes, then stared at the ceiling. “Really, I know it’s against the law, technically. I’m very active in environmental groups, which is why I could have skinned him for buying that stationery. In fact, we had a row about it, and I made him promise to get rid of it. I’m sure there’s a fine, and I’ll see he pays it.”

			“I’m not a Green Cop. I’m Homicide.”

			Those brilliant blue eyes went blank. “Homicide?”

			“Early this morning, a licensed companion identified as Jacie Wooton was murdered in Chinatown.”

			“I know.” Pepper’s hand crawled up to her throat. “I heard the report this morning. You can’t possibly believe . . . Leo? He’d never do such a thing.”

			“Stationery, of the type Mr. Fortney purchased in London, was used for a note left with the body.”

			“He . . . he’s certainly not the only idiot who bought that stationery. Leo was home last night.” She bit off the words so that each one was highlighted. “Lieutenant, he’s occasionally foolish, tends to be a bit of a show-off, but he’s not vicious or violent. And he was home.”

			She was going home herself, dissatisfied. She’d done all she could for Jacie Wooton in one day, but it wasn’t enough.

			She needed to clear her mind. Take a couple hours’ downtime, then go back, read over the reports, the notes, juggle it around in her home office.

			Fortney and Franklin just didn’t match for her. The guy was a putz, a braggart, a fake with a handsome face. Her impression of Franklin was that the woman was the real deal. Smart, strong, stable.

			Then again, you never could tell why people ended up together.

			She’d given up trying to figure out how she and Roarke had become a unit.

			He was rich, gorgeous, sneaky, just a little dangerous. He’d been everywhere and had bought most of it. He’d done everything, and a great deal of what he’d done didn’t fall on her side of the law.

			And she was a cop. Solitary, short-tempered, and unsociable.

			He loved her anyway, she mused, as she drove through the iron gates of home.

			Because he did, she’d ended up here, living in the huge stone palace draped in trees and flowers, surrounded by the stuff of fantasy. It was ridiculous, really, she thought, that someone who’d lived in reality, often the harshest wells of it, should end up in some sort of dreamscape.

			She parked in front of the house. She’d leave her pea green cop issue there, as sort of an homage to Summerset, the gnome in her personal dreamscape.

			He might’ve still been on holiday—sing hallelujah—but since he despised her habit of parking out front of the spectacular entrance, she saw no reason to stop.

			She stepped inside, into the cool and rarified air of the house that Roarke built, and was immediately greeted by the cat. The pudgy and obviously irritated Galahad pranced up, batted his head against her ankle, and mewed shrilly.

			“Hey, I’ve got to work for a living. I can’t help it if you’re alone all day with He Who Shall Not Be Named out of the country.” But she bent down, scooped the cat up. “You need a hobby. Or hey, maybe they make VR for pets. If not, Roarke will jump right on that.”

			She scratched the cat as she headed out of the foyer and downstairs to the gym. “Little VR goggles for cats, with programs about war on mice, kicking a Doberman’s ass, that sort of thing.”

			She dumped him on the floor of the gym, and knowing the true path to his heart, got a bowl of tuna from the AutoChef.

			With the cat occupied, she stripped down, changed into workout gear, and set herself a twenty-minute run on the video track. She opted for a beach run, and set out at a light jog, feeling her feet slap sand.

			By the time she was at full pace, she’d worked up a nice sweat and was enjoying the salty breeze of the sea, the sound of the surf.

			You could keep your yoga, Eve thought. Give her a good, full-out run, then maybe a couple rounds with a workout droid, follow it with a good strong swim, and you’d have your mind, body, and spirit tuned right up.

			When the machine blinked end of program, she grabbed a towel, scrubbed it over her sweaty face. With the intention of challenging the droid to a little hand-to-hand, she turned.

			And there was Roarke, sitting on a weight bench with a cat in his lap, and his eyes on his wife.

			Spectacular eyes, she thought. Violently blue in a face carved by clever angels. The dangerous poet, the poetic danger, whichever way you looked at it—at him—he was amazing.

			“Hey.” She tunneled her fingers through her damp hair. “How long have you been here?”

			“Long enough to see you wanted a hard run. You’ve had a long day, Lieutenant.”

			There was Ireland in his voice, dreamy wisps of it that could, unexpectedly, wind around her heart. He set the cat aside, and walked over to tip up her chin. Rubbed his thumb in the shallow dent in its center.

			“I heard about what happened in Chinatown. That’s what pulled you out of bed so early this morning.”

			“Yeah. She’s mine. Just clearing my head before I get back to it again.”

			“All right.” He touched his lips to hers. “You want a swim, then?”

			“Eventually.” She rolled her shoulders to loosen them up. “Hand-to-hand’s next up. I was going to use the droid, but since you’re here . . .”

			“Want to fight with me, do you?”

			“You’re better than the droid.” She stepped back, began to circle him. “Marginally.”

			“And to think some men come home after a day of work and are greeted by their woman.” He rolled up to his toes, and back, glad he’d changed with the idea of a workout. “A smile, a kiss, perhaps a cold drink.” His grin flashed. “How tedious for them.”

			She lunged, he countered.

			She kicked out, her foot coming within a half-inch of his face. He slapped it away, then swept her standing leg out from under her. She went down, rolled, and was up again in seconds.

			“Not bad,” she acknowledged, and scored a hit mid-body before their forearms slapped together in a block. “But I was holding back.”

			“Can’t have that.”

			She came in on a spin—left hook, right cross—that would have knocked his head back if she’d connected. His backhand stopped a hairbreadth from her nose.

			With the droid, she’d have pounded and gotten pounded in return. But this—the demand for control—was more challenging. And a hell of a lot more fun.

			She got under his guard, flipped him, but when she leaped on the mat to pin him, he was already up again. She had to somersault aside, and came up just enough off balance to give him the opening.

			Her breath whooshed out as she hit the mat, flat on her back, with his weight pinning her.

			She stared up into his eyes as she got her wind back, lifting a hand so she could trail her fingers through the wonderful mane of black hair that nearly hit his shoulders.

			“Roarke,” she murmured, and with a little sigh, tugged his hair to bring his lips to hers.

			And when he relaxed, started to sink into her, she scissored her legs, arched, and flipped him over.

			She was looking in his eyes again, and grinning as she pressed the point of her elbow lightly to his throat. “Sucker.”

			“I do tend to fall for that one, don’t I? Well then, it appears you’ve taken this—” He broke off, winced.

			“What? You hurt?”

			“No. Just must’ve jammed my shoulder a bit.” He rotated it, winced again.

			“Let me take a look.” She eased back, shifting her weight.

			And found herself flat on her back under him again.

			“Sucker,” he said and laughed when her eyes went to slits.

			“Foul.”

			“No more foul than the seductive murmur of my name. You’re down, darling.” He touched his lips to the tip of her nose. “Well pinned.” His fingers linked with hers as he held her hands down. “Now I’m going to have you.”

			“You think?”

			“I do. Victor, spoils, all that. Not going to be a sore loser, are you?” he asked with his mouth rubbing hers.

			“Who says I lost?” She arched her hips. “Like I said, you’re better than the droid.” She arched again. “Touch me.”

			“I will. Let’s start with this.”

			His mouth came down on hers, warm and soft, sliding her into the kiss, deepening it until, once again, she lost her breath.

			“It’s never quite enough,” he whispered, trailing his lips over her face, down her throat. “Never will be.”

			“There’s always more.”

			So he took more, skimming those lips, scraping his teeth over the swell of her breasts beneath the loose cotton T-shirt.

			Her heart began to thud, anticipation. Her fingers curled tighter against the ones that held her hands prisoner. She didn’t try to free herself, not yet. Here, too, was control. His and hers. And trust. Absolute.

			When he drew her hands down to her waist, roamed with that busy mouth over her torso, she braced herself for the onslaught of pleasure.

			Her skin was already damp, her muscles taut. He loved the feel of them, hard and strong, under all that smooth skin. He loved the lines of her, and the subtle, almost delicate curves.

			He released her hands, then drew the shorts down. With a slight frown, he traced a fingertip over her thigh. “You’ve a bruise here. You’re always coming up with bruises.”

			“Hazard of the job.”

			She faced worse hazards, they both knew. He lowered his head, touched his lips lightly to the faint discoloration.

			Amused, she stroked his hair. “Don’t worry, Mom. It doesn’t hurt.”

			The laugh caught in her throat as his mouth got to work.

			Her hand fisted in his hair now, and her other hand dug into the mat as her system shot from rest to revved. A shock-wave of heat, a stunning ache that gathered in a fist of pressure, then imploded inside her.

			“Teach you to call me mum,” he said, and nipped lightly at her thigh while she shuddered.

			She got her breath back, whistled it out again. “Mom,” she repeated, and made him laugh.

			He wrapped his arms around her so they rolled, playfully now. Hands sliding over flesh, tugging off clothes, lips meeting for nibbles or longer tastes.

			She felt free and careless, and foolishly in love as she held him against her. Easy enough to laugh even as her body quaked, to rub her cheek against his in innocent affection even as he slid into her.

			“Looks like I’ve pinned you again.”

			“How long do you think you can keep me down?”

			“Another challenge, is it?” His breath was backed up in his lungs, but he moved slowly, watching her watch him.

			With long, smooth, almost lazy strokes he urged her up again until he saw her eyes begin to blur, and the flush deepen in her cheeks. And then heard her low sound, that helpless sound, of pleasure.

			“There’s always more,” he said and captured her lips with his again and let himself fly with her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			They ate in the dining room at Roarke’s suggestion that they have a meal like people who have lives outside their professions. The remark was pointed enough to have Eve checking her intention of grabbing a burger at her desk in her home office. But her initial enjoyment of the crab salad was spoiled by his reminder that they had plans the following evening.

			“Charity dinner dance,” he prompted when she stared blankly. “Philadelphia. We need to make an appearance.” He sipped his wine and smiled at her. “Not to worry, darling. It won’t hurt very much, and we won’t have to leave until after seven. If you’re running late, you can change on the shuttle.”

			She poked sulkily at chilled crab. “Did I know about this?”

			“You did. And if you ever glanced at your personal calendar, you wouldn’t so often be surprised and appalled by these little obligations.”

			“I’m not appalled.” Dinner, dancing. Fancy outfit, fancy people. God. “It’s just that if something breaks at work—”

			“Understood.”

			She bit back a sigh because it was true. He understood. She heard enough comments from other cops about spouses or lovers who didn’t, or couldn’t, or wouldn’t, to appreciate it.

			And she knew she wasn’t nearly as flexible and understanding about the role she had to play as the wife of one of the richest and most influential men on or off planet.

			She stabbed more crab and made an effort to pull her marital weight. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“It might actually be fun. Sunday promises to be.”

			“Sunday?”

			“Mmm.” He topped off her wine, figuring she’d need it. “The cookout at Dr. Mira’s. It’s been a very long time since I attended something I suppose would be termed a kind of family picnic. I hope there’s potato salad.”

			She picked up her wine, drank deep. “She talked to you. You said yes.”

			“Of course. We should take a bottle of wine or I wonder if beer’s more appropriate.” Enjoying himself, he lifted an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

			“I can’t think. I don’t know about this stuff. I’ve never been to a cookout. I don’t understand the ritual. If we’re both off on Sunday, we could just stay home, in bed. Have sweaty sex all day.”

			“Hmm. Sex or potato salad. You’ve hit me at two basic levels.” Then he laughed at her, and passed her half a roll he’d already buttered. “Eve, it’s a simple family gathering. She wants you there because you’re important to her. We’ll sit around and talk about, I don’t know, baseball or some such thing. We’ll eat too much and enjoy ourselves. And you’ll have the chance to meet her family. Then we’ll come home and have sweaty sex.”

			She scowled at the roll. “It just makes me nervous, that’s all. You like having conversations with strangers. I don’t get that about you.”

			“You have conversations with strangers all the time,” he pointed out. “You just call them suspects.”

			Defeated, she filled her mouth with bread.

			“Now, why don’t we talk about something that won’t make you nervous? Tell me about the case.”

			There was a lovely twilight outside the windows, and candles flickering prettily on the table. Wine sparkled in crystal and silver gleamed. And her mind, she realized, kept slipping back to a hacked body in a cold drawer at the morgue. “It’s not exactly dinner conversation.”

			“Not for normal people. But it works for us. The media reports were sketchy.”

			“I’m not going to be able to keep them that way if and when he hits again. I ducked reporters all day, but I’m going to have to give them something tomorrow to stem the appetite. She was an LC, bumped down to street level because of some illegals busts. She seemed to be clean now, though I’d still like to find her supplier just to knot that thread.”

			“A down-on-her-luck LC shouldn’t have the media slathering very long.”

			“No, it won’t be who, it’ll be how that gets them drooling. He took her in an alley. The way it looked, she went in to do the job. He faced her to the wall, slit her throat. Even from behind, he couldn’t have avoided all the blood spatter.”

			She picked up her wine again, staring into it rather than drinking. “Then he laid her out, across the alley floor. Morris thinks a laser scalpel. He cut her pelvis out, took the whole works. You could all but swim in the blood.”

			She drank now, let out a breath. There was something about blood, she thought, the scent of death blood. Once you smelled it, you never completely got it out of your system.

			“Clean job, though, almost surgical. Had to have a bag to take it away in, had to work fairly quickly, had to clean himself up before he walked back out again. Even down there, that time of night, somebody’s going to notice a guy covered in blood.”

			“And no one did.”

			“No.” They’d check again, she thought. And again. But odds were they’d come up zero. “See no evil, hear no evil, speak all you want as long as it doesn’t put you in the mix. He didn’t know her, I’m almost sure. Otherwise, he’d have gone for the face some. That’s what they do. Thrill crime, lust driven. Woman hater. Peabody got dog sick, and spent a good part of the day kicking herself about it.”

			He thought of what the victim, what the alley must have looked like and rubbed a hand over Eve’s. “Have you ever? Gotten sick?”

			“Not on scene. It’s like saying you did more than I can take, more than I can handle, and I can’t stand over this body and look at what you did. But sometimes, later, it comes back on you. Middle of the night mostly. Then you get sick.”

			She drank now. “Anyway . . . he left a note, addressed to me. Don’t freak,” she said when she felt his fingers tighten over her hand. “It’s professional rather than personal. He’s admired my work, wanted to give me a chance to see his. He wanted me on this one, an ego thing. I’ve had two very hot cases this summer, with wall-to-wall media attention. He wants that sort of buzz.”

			His fingers stayed over hers. “What did it say?”

			“Just that—cocky. He signed it Jack.”

			“Emulating the Ripper then.”

			“You save me a lot of steps when you get it. Yeah, the choice of victim, the location, the method, even the note to a cop. Too much of it’s already leaked to the media, and if they get their teeth in it, it’s going to be a frenzy. I want to shut him down fast, before the panic. Been working with the note—the paper.”

			“What’s unique about it?”

			“Unrecycled, very pricey, manufactured in England, sold exclusively in Europe. Do you manufacture unrecycled paper products?”

			“Roarke Industries is green. Just our little contribution to environmental responsibility, which also earns a healthy tax break in most markets.” He ignored the server droid who came to clear the plates and bring out small dessert parfaits and coffee.

			“Where’s the paper taking you?”

			“I’m focusing on London outlets first, playing the Ripper angle. I’ve got a couple of celebs, a politician type, a retired financier, and the asshole lover of some actress named Pepper.”

			“Pepper Franklin?”

			“Yeah, she strikes me as straight up, but the guy . . .” She trailed off, narrowing her eyes as Roarke scooped up a spoonful of parfait. “You know her.”

			“Mmm. This is very nice, refreshing.”

			“You banged her.”

			Though his lips twitched he managed to maintain a sober expression as he sampled more parfait. “That’s a very unattractive term. I prefer saying we had a brief and mature relationship, which included the occasional banging.”

			“I should’ve known. She’s just your type.”

			“Is she?” he queried.

			“Gorgeous, elegant, sophisticated sex.”

			“Darling.” He sat back to sip his coffee. “How conceited of you. Not that you aren’t all those things, and more.”

			“I’m not talking about me.” She scowled at him a moment, then went to work on the parfait. “I should have figured her for one of your formers the minute I saw the portrait.”

			“Ah, she still has that, does she? The Titania portrait?”

			She shoveled parfait in her mouth. “You’re going to tell me you gave it to her.”

			“As what you might call a parting gift.”

			“What, like on a game show?”

			His laughter was rich and full of fun. “If you like. How is she? I haven’t seen her in, Christ, seven or eight years, I suppose.”

			“She’s dandy.” Watching him, she licked her spoon. “But her taste in men has seriously declined.”

			“Why, thank you.” He grabbed her hand, kissed it. “While mine, in women, has seriously improved.”

			She wouldn’t have minded working up a good head of jealousy steam, to see what it felt like. But it just didn’t work for her. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. She’s hooked up with a guy named Leo Fortney. Operator. He’s got operator all over him, and a couple of pops, including sexual assault.”

			“Doesn’t sound like Pepper’s usual fare. Is he your prime suspect?”

			“He’s number one right now, though he was home in bed during the time involved. She’s corroborating, but since she was sleeping, I’m not putting much weight there. Plus, he lied, said they went nighty-night together, and she said different before she realized she’d be blowing it for him. Still, she struck me as a straight shooter.” She paused, waited.

			“She is, yes.”

			“So whether or not he was there, she thinks he was. We’ll see where it goes. Meanwhile, I’ve got informals set up tomorrow with Carmichael Smith to start.”

			“Pop music king. Irritatingly saccharin lyrics, over-orchestrated melodies.”

			“So I’m told.”

			“You may not have been told, as I’ve been, that Smith enjoys young women, preferably more than one at a time. And makes considerable use of groupies, as well as professionals, to help him . . . relax between recording sessions and gigs.”

			“Minors?”

			“There’ve been rumblings that there might have been an underage fan now and again, though he’s usually more careful. No violence that I’ve heard of. Though he likes bondage games, he prefers being the one bound.”

			“He one of yours?”

			“No, he’s still with his original label. I could probably poach him, but his music just annoys me.”

			“Okay, moving on. There Niles Renquist, works for U.N. Delegate Marshall Evans.”

			“I know Renquist, slightly. So do you.”

			“I do?”

			“You met him, I think it was last spring, at another appalling obligation.” He watched her eyebrows draw together as she tried to place it—the place, the meet, the man. “More a quick introduction than a meet, actually. A silent auction benefiting, well, there you have me,” he murmured. “I’d need my book for that. But it was a few months ago, here in New York. You’d have been introduced to him and his wife at some point.”

			Because she couldn’t bring it in, she let it go. “Did I have an impression?”

			“Apparently not. He’s, let’s see . . . conservative, leaning toward stuffy. Late thirties, I’d say, well-spoken, well-educated. What you might call a bit prissy. His wife’s quite pretty in the British tea party style. They have homes here and in England, I know, as I recall his wife telling me she enjoyed New York, but much preferred their home outside London where she could garden properly.”

			“Did you have an impression?”

			“Can’t say I liked either of them overmuch.” He lifted a shoulder in a vague shrug. “A bit on the pompous side, and very aware of class distinctions and levels of society. The sort I’d find tedious if not downright annoying with regular exposure.”

			“You know a lot of people who fit that box.”

			His lip twitched. “I do. Yes, I do.”

			“Elliot P. Hawthorne?”

			“Yes, I’ve had dealings with him. Seventies, sharp, lives for golf. Apparently dotes on his third, considerably younger wife, and travels quite a lot now that he’s retired. I like him quite a bit. Is that helpful at all?”

			“Anybody you don’t know?”

			“Not worth mentioning.”

			The evening at home with Roarke had helped clear her mind, Eve decided as she rode up in the jammed elevator to the Homicide Division. Not only did she feel rested, well-fed, and tuned up, but his informal rundown of some of the names on her list gave her a different insight. It was more personal and certainly more informative than the dry facts from a standard ID run.

			She could shuffle his data around in her head as she questioned each party, and angle those questions around the more personal information. But first, she needed to check for any updates on lab and ME reports, round up Peabody, and face the media music.

			She elbowed her way out of the elevator and turned toward her sector.

			And all but ran into Nadine Furst.

			The on-air reporter had a new short and sleek hairdo. What was it, Eve thought, with new hair on everybody? It was blonder, swingier, and swept back from Nadine’s perfect, angular face.

			She was wearing a short, fitted jacket over slim, fitted pants, both in power red, which told Eve she was camera-ready.

			And she carried a huge white bakery box that smelled gloriously of fat and sugar.

			“Doughnuts.” There was no mistaking that scent, and Eve homed in on it like a hound on a fox. “You’ve got doughnuts in there.” She tapped a finger to the box. “That’s how you get through the bull pen, avoid the civilian and media lounges, and end up in my office. You bribe my men.”

			Nadine fluttered her lashes. “And your point is?”

			“My point is, how come I never get a damn doughnut?”

			“Because generally I time it better, dump my offering in the bull pen, sometimes it’s brownies, and while every cop in Homicide descends like a pack of coyotes, I settle down in your office and wait for your arrival.”

			Eve waited a beat. “Bring the doughnuts, leave the camera.”

			“I need my camera,” Nadine said, gesturing to the woman beside her.

			“I need a sunny Sunday at the beach where I can romp naked as a puppy in the surf, but I’m not going to get it anytime soon either. Doughnuts in, camera out.”

			To ensure obedience, and to prevent her men from rioting, she snatched the bakery box herself before striding into the bull pen.

			Several heads lifted, noses sniffed the air. “Don’t even think about it,” Eve ordered and kept right on walking through choruses of protests and complaints.

			“There are three dozen in there,” Nadine told her as she followed Eve into her office. “You can’t possibly eat them all.”

			“I could, just to teach those greedy hogs a lesson. However, this is a lesson in discipline and authority.” She opened the box, sighed deep as she perused her choices, all glossy, all hers. “I’ll let them think I’m keeping them all, and have my fill, then have them weeping with gratitude when I take out the leftovers to share.”

			She plucked one out, brought up coffee on the AutoChef, then bit in. “Cream filled. Yum.” Chewing, she checked her wrist unit, then counted back from ten as she crossed to the door. Peabody rushed to the doorway as Eve hit one.

			“Dallas! Hey! I was just—”

			Taking another enormous bite, Eve closed the door in her aide’s sorrowful face.

			“That was really cold,” Nadine commented and did what she could to swallow the laugh.

			“Yeah, but fun.”

			“Now that we’ve had our fun, I need an update on the Wooton murder, and a one-on-one. It would’ve been easier to set this up if you’d bothered to return any of my calls.”

			Eve sat on the corner of the desk. “Can’t do it, Nadine.”

			“I need to verify if there was, as rumored, some sort of communication left at the crime scene, and the contents therein. Also what progress has or has not been made since—”

			“Nadine, I can’t.”

			Undaunted, Nadine helped herself to coffee, sat in Eve’s battered visitor’s chair, crossed her legs. “The public has a right to know, and I, as media representative, have a responsibility to—”

			“Save it. We can go through the dance, but you’ve brought me these nice doughnuts and I don’t want to waste your time.” Giving Nadine a moment to stew, Eve licked sugar off her thumb. “I’m going to issue a press release, give a statement, and you’ll have it along with the other media reps within the hour. But I can’t give you a head start, or agree to a one-on-one. I need to pull back a little—”

			Nadine was finished stewing and ready to cut to the core. “What makes this case different? If there’s to be some sort of media shutdown—”

			“Stop. Shift out of reporter mode for one goddamn minute. You’re a friend of mine. I like you, and beyond that I think you do a good job, a responsible one.”

			“Great, fine, and right back at you, but—”

			“I’m not shutting you out. The fact is, I’m treating you as I would any other media rep.”

			Except, Eve thought, for the doughnut gorging and private chat. “My tendency to show favoritism toward you is one of the reasons you were pulled into the Stevenson case last month.”

			“That was—”

			“Nadine.” It was the quiet patience in Eve’s tone—something rarely heard—that had Nadine subsiding again. “There were complaints. And there’s speculation of the sort that could bring us both grief if I don’t throttle back on the cop/ reporter relationship a bit. So I can’t feed you this time. I need the rumbles to quiet down before I start to be known as Furst’s pet, or you as mine. Enough reporters get together and start crying foul and favoritism, it’s not going to be good for either of us.”

			Nadine hissed through her teeth. She’d heard the complaints, and the speculation, and had already weathered some resentment among her own rank and file. “You’re right, and that’s a pisser. Doesn’t mean I won’t hound you, Dallas.”

			“Goes without saying.”

			The battle light shone in her eyes again, and matched the sharp little smile. “Or bribe your men.”

			“I like brownies, especially the ones with those chunks of chocolate in them.”

			Nadine set the coffee down, got up. “Listen, if you need to leak something, give Quinton Post a try. He’s young yet, but he’s good, and the work matters to him as much, maybe even a little more, than the ratings. That won’t last,” she added cheerfully. “But you might as well get him while he’s fresh.”

			“I’ll keep it in mind.”

			Alone, Eve refined her official statement, then ran it through channels. Carting the bakery box back into the bull pen, she dropped it on the communal AutoChef.

			All movement stopped. Silence fell.

			“Peabody,” she said into the breathless hush, “with me.”

			She’d barely hit the doorway when the riot of rushing feet and clamor of voices erupted behind her.

			Cops and doughnuts, she thought. A well-honored tradition that almost brought a sentimental tear to the eye.

			“I bet there were jelly-filled. I bet there were,” Peabody muttered as they muscled onto an elevator.

			“Some of them had those little colored sprinkle things on top. Like edible confetti.”

			Peabody’s square and sturdy jaw wobbled with emotion. “All I had time for this morning was reconstituted banana slices on a stale bagel.”

			“You’re breaking my heart.” At garage level, Eve strolled off the elevator. “Carmichael’s first stop. We’re catching him between his morning aqua therapy and daily skin treatment.”

			“You could’ve saved me one. One little doughnut.”

			“I could have,” Eve agreed as they climbed in her vehicle. “I could have done that. In fact . . .” She rummaged around in her pocket, pulled out an evidence bag. Inside was a jelly doughnut. “I believe I did.”

			“For me?” Overjoyed, Peabody snatched it, sniffed through the bag. “You saved me a doughnut. You’re so good to me. I take back everything I was thinking—you know, how you’re a cold, selfish, doughnut-hogging bitch and all that. Thanks, Dallas.”

			“Don’t mention it.”

			“I really shouldn’t eat it though.” Peabody caught her bottom lip between her teeth, stroking the bag as Eve backed out of the slot. “I really shouldn’t. I’m on a diet. I’ve just got to lose some of the square footage of my ass, so I—”

			“Oh, for Christ’s sake. Give it back then.”

			But when Eve reached out, Peabody cringed back, doughnut bag clutched at her breasts, face screwed into dangerous lines. “Mine.”

			“Peabody, you continue to be a fascination to me.”

			“Thanks.” Slowly, savoring the moment, Peabody unsealed the bag. “Anyway, I deserve it. I’m using up lots of calories studying for the detective’s exam, and stressing about it. Stress sucks up calories like a vacuum. That’s why you’re so thin.”

			“I’m not thin, I’m not stressed.”

			“If you’ve got an excess ounce of body fat, I’ll eat it. Respectfully, sir,” Peabody added with a mouthful of jelly doughnut. “But I’ve really been hitting the discs and the simulators. McNab’s helping me out. He’s hardly even being an asshole right now.”

			“Wonder of wonders.”

			“It’s coming up really soon. I was wondering if you could tell me where you think my weak areas are so I could work on them.”

			“You question yourself. Even when your gut tells you you’re right, you don’t trust it enough. You’ve got good instincts, but you tend to be afraid to go with them without confirmation from a superior. You often question your own competence, and when you question yours, you’re questioning mine.”

			She glanced over, unsurprised to see Peabody keying her comments into her notebook between bites of doughnut. “You’re writing this down.”

			“It helps to see it, you know. Then to do these affirmations in the mirror. I’m a confident, competent officer of the law, and like that.” She flushed a little. “It’s just a method.”

			“Whatever.”

			Eve nosed into a narrow space at the curb. “Let’s confidently and competently see where Carmichael Smith was night before last.”

			“Yes, sir, but I also have to stress and obsess about having eaten that jelly doughnut. That’ll work off the calories and even it out. It’ll be like I never ate it at all.”

			“Then you might want to wipe the jelly off your lip.”

			Eve stepped out of the car, studied the building. It had been, she supposed, a small three-level apartment building at one time. Now it was a single residence on a tony street. Private security again, two entrances in the front. At least one in the back, she assumed.

			Not so far from an alley in Chinatown geographically, but worlds away in every other form. No LCs on the stroll here, no glide-carts on the corners. High maintenance and low crime.

			She circled around the walk and up to the main entrance on the second level.

			Security panel, palm plate, and a retinal scan. A very careful man. She engaged the panel and frowned at the music that soared out. A lot of strings and keyboard around a creamy male voice.

			“ ‘Love Lights the World,’ ” Peabody identified. “It’s sort of his signature song.”

			“It’s got more calories than your doughnut.”

			WELCOME, the computer said in polite, female tones. WE HOPE YOU’RE HAVING A WONDERFUL DAY. PLEASE STATE YOUR NAME AND YOUR BUSINESS.

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve.” She lifted her badge for a scan. “Police business. I’ve got an appointment with Mr. Smith this morning.”

			ONE MOMENT, PLEASE . . . THANK YOU, LIEUTENANT. MR. SMITH IS EXPECTING YOU. YOU’RE CLEARED.

			Almost immediately the door was opened by a dark-skinned woman in snowy white. There was more music here, quietly dripping its sweetness in the air.

			“Good morning. Thank you for being prompt. Please come in, make yourself at home in the living area. Carmichael will be right with you.”

			She glided, Eve thought, like a woman on rollers instead of feet, as she ushered them into a large room with blond walls. There was a mood screen taking up one of those walls, with an image of a white boat drifting on a blue sea as calm as a plate of glass. Thick gel cushions were spread over the floor in lieu of actual furniture, and all were in pastels. Tables were long and low, in that same blond tone.

			A fuzzy white kitten curled on one of the tables, and blinked emerald eyes at Eve.

			“Please relax. I’ll let Carmichael know you’re here.”

			Peabody walked over and poked at one of the floor cushions. “I guess you sink right in and it molds to your butt.” Experimentally, she reached back and patted a hand over her ass. “That could be embarrassing.”

			“That music is making my teeth ache.” Eve ran her tongue around them, then turned as Carmichael Smith made his entrance.

			He was tall, about six three with a well-toned body he was currently showing off in a fluid white vest that left his pecs and abs on display. His pants were black and snug, so he could display his other attributes. His hair was dramatically streaked black and white, and worn back in a queue to leave his face—wide, high-boned, and narrowed to a sharp, pointed chin—unframed.

			His eyes were deep, melted chocolate brown, his skin the color of coffee light.

			“Ah, Lieutenant Dallas. Or do I call you Mrs. Roarke?”

			Eve heard Peabody’s smothered snort, ignored it. “You call me Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Of course, of course.” He strode in, vest streaming, and took the hand she’d yet to offer in both of his. “It’s just that I only made the connection this morning.” He gave her hand an intimate squeeze, then turned his charm on Peabody. “And who might you be?”

			“My aide, Officer Peabody. I have some questions, Mr. Smith.”

			“More than happy to answer them.” He took Peabody’s hand as he had Eve’s. “Please, please, sit. Li’s bringing us some tea. I have a special morning blend for energy. It’s simply fantastic. Call me Carmichael.”

			He lowered smoothly to a peach-colored cushion and took the little cat into his lap. “There now, Snowdrop, did you think Daddy had forgotten you?”

			She didn’t want to sit on one of the cushions, nor did she want to remain standing and towering over him. So she sat on the table.

			“Can you tell me where you were, early yesterday morning, between midnight and three A.M?”

			Like the cat, he blinked. “Well, that sounds very official. Is there some problem?”

			“Yes, the murder of a woman in Chinatown.”

			“I don’t understand. Such negative energy.” He breathed deep. “We try to keep a positive flow in this house.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure Jacie Wooton found being sliced up a pretty negative experience. Can you verify your whereabouts, Mr. Smith?”

			“Li,” he said as the black woman in flowing white streamed in. “Do I know anyone named Jacie Wooton?”

			“No.”

			“Do we know where I was night before last, between midnight and three?”

			“Yes, of course.” She poured pale gold tea from a pale blue pot into pale blue cups. “You were attending the dinner party hosted by the Rislings until ten. You escorted Ms. Hubble home, had a nightcap with her in her apartment, and returned here about midnight. You spent twenty minutes in your isolation tank to eliminate any negativity before retiring. You were in bed by one-thirty, and had your usual wake-up call at eight the following morning.”

			“Thank you.” He picked up the teacup she’d set on the table. “It’s difficult for me to keep all those details in my head. I’d be lost without Li.”

			“I’d like the names and addresses of the people you were with, to verify this information.”

			“I’m feeling very unsettled about this.”

			“It’s routine, Mr. Smith. When I confirm your alibi, I can move on.”

			“Li will provide you with anything you need.” He made a gesture with his hand. “It’s important to my well-being, to my work, to keep my senses stimulated by the positive, by love and by beauty.”

			“Right. You have a standing order from Whittier’s in London for a certain type of stationery. Your last purchase of it was four months ago.”

			“No. I never purchase anything. I can’t go into shops, you see. My fans are so enthusiastic. I have things brought in to me, or Li, or one of my staff goes into the shops. I do enjoy good stationery. I feel it’s important to send personal notes, on good paper, to friends or those who’ve made some contribution.”

			“Cream-colored, heavy-weight bond. Unrecycled.”

			“Unrecycled?” He ducked his head, smiling into his cup like a small boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I’m ashamed to say I have been using something like that. Not very green of me, but it’s gorgeous paper. Li, does my writing paper come from London?”

			“I can check.”

			“She’ll check.”

			“Fine. I’d like a sample of it, too, if you don’t mind, and the names of any staff members who were authorized to make purchases for you in London.”

			“I’ll take care of that.” Li glided out again.

			“I don’t quite understand how my writing paper could interest you.”

			“There was a note, written on that style of paper, left with the body.”

			“Please.” He lifted both hands, drawing them up his own body as he breathed in, pushing them outward as he exhaled. “I don’t want that sort of image corrupting my senses. That’s why I listen only to my own music. I never watch the media reports, except for specially selected features on entertainment or society. There’s too much darkness in the world. Too much despair.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			When Eve left, she had a sample of his writing paper, and the names of his staffers in London.

			“He’s weird,” Peabody commented. “But he’s built. And he just doesn’t seem like the type who’d go hunting LCs.”

			“He likes to have multi-partner sex, occasionally with minors.”

			“Oh.” Peabody wrinkled her nose as she glanced back toward the house. “So much for my instincts on this one.”

			“Maybe he figures underage groupies have less negativity, sexually speaking, than any grown woman who could listen to that crap he plays and not run screaming after five minutes.”

			She got into the car, slammed the door. “If that stinking ‘Love Lights the World’ sticks in my head, I’m coming back here and beating him with a club.”

			“Now that’s positive,” Peabody decided.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Knowing the security at the U.N. was tight, Eve decided to avoid a possible pissing match with guards and parked in a second-level street ramp on First Avenue.

			The little cross-block hike would help work off the doughnuts.

			They still allowed tours—she’d checked—but they were stringently regulated with the threat of terrorism always a thunderhead ready to storm. But nations throughout the world, and the recognized off-planet factions, had their meetings and assemblies, their votes and their agendas, inside the huge white building that dominated its six-block stretch.

			The flags still waved, a colorful symbol, Eve supposed, of man’s willingness to get together and talk about the problems of humanity. And occasionally do something about them.

			Even with their names on the visitors’ list, she and Peabody went through a series of checkpoints. At the first, they surrendered their weapons, a requirement that always made Eve twitchy.

			Their badges were scanned, their fingerprints verified. Peabody’s bag was scanned, then hand-searched. All electronics, including ’links, PPCs, and communicators, were taken through analysis.

			They passed through a metal detector, an incendiary device detector, a weapon identifier, and a body scanner, all before being cleared through entry level.

			“Okay,” Eve declared. “Maybe they’ve got to be careful, but I’m drawing the line at a cavity search.”

			“Some of these security levels were added after the Cassandra incident.” Peabody stepped with Eve and a uniformed guard into a bomb-proof elevator.

			“Next time we need to talk to Renquist, he comes to us.”

			They were escorted off the elevator and directly to another checkpoint where they were scanned, analyzed, and verified again.

			They were passed from the guard to a female aide who was equally military in bearing. The aide’s retina scan and voice command unlocked a bomb door. Through it, they moved from paranoid security to daily business.

			It was a hive of offices, but a very big hive with very efficient chambers. Here, the high-level drones wore conservative suits and headsets, with heels that clicked briskly on tiled floors. The windows were triple-sealed and equipped with air-traffic detectors that would slam down impact shields at any threat. But they let in the light and a decent view of the river.

			A tall, thin man in unrelieved gray nodded at the aide, smiled at Eve.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, I’m Thomas Newkirk, personal assistant to Mr. Renquist. I’ll escort you from here.”

			“Some security you’ve got here, Mr. Newkirk.” She spotted cameras and motion sensors along the corridor. Eyes and ears everywhere, she thought. Who could work that way?

			He followed the track of her gaze. “You stop noticing. Just a price to be paid for safety and freedom.”

			“Uh-huh.” He had a square face, a jaw so sharp and straight it might have been sliced off with a sword. Very pale, very cool blue eyes and a ruddy complexion under short, bristly sandy hair.

			He walked very erect, with a purposeful stride, his arms straight at his sides.

			“You former military?”

			“Captain, RAF. Mr. Renquist has a number of former military on staff.” He used a key card to access another door, and Renquist’s suite of offices.

			“Just one moment, please.”

			While she waited, Eve studied the area. Another warren of rooms, most separated by glass panels so that the staffers were exposed to each other, and the cameras. It didn’t seem to bother them as they worked away at keyboards or headsets.

			She glanced in the direction Newkirk had taken and saw that it ended in a closed door with Renquist’s name on it.

			It opened, and Newkirk stepped out again. “Mr. Renquist will see you now, Lieutenant.”

			It was a lot of buildup for an ordinary man, which was her first impression of Renquist. He stood behind a long, dark desk that might have been wood, might have been old, with an East River view at his back.

			He was tall, with the kind of build that told her he used a health center regularly or paid good money to a body sculptor. She also figured his build was wasted in the dull gray suit, though the suit had probably cost him a great deal.

			He was attractive enough, if you went for the polished and distinguished type. He was fair-skinned, fair-haired with a prominent nose and a wide forehead.

			His eyes, a kind of sooty gray, were his best feature, and met hers directly.

			His voice was clipped, and oh-so-British she expected crumpets—whatever the hell they were—to come popping out of his mouth along with the words.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, I’m very pleased to meet you. I’ve read and heard quite a bit about you already.” He held out a hand, and she was treated to a firm, dry, politician’s shake. “I believe we met once, some time back, at a charity function.”

			“So I’m told.”

			“Please have a seat.” He gestured, and sat behind his desk. “Tell me what I can do for you.”

			She sat in a sturdy cloth chair. Not a comfortable one, she noted. Busy man, can’t have people sitting around in his office taking up too much of his time.

			His desk was another hive of industry. The data and communication system with the screen blinking on hold, a short stack of discs, another stack of paper, the second ’link. Among the work was a duet of framed photographs. She could see a slice of a young girl’s face and curly hair—both fair like her father’s—and assumed the other shot would be of his wife.

			She knew enough about politics and protocol to at least start out playing the game. “I’d like to thank you, for myself and on behalf of the NYPSD for your cooperation. I know you’re extremely busy and appreciate you taking the time to speak with me.”

			“I believe strongly in assisting the local authorities, wherever I am. The U.N. is, on an elemental level, the world’s police force. In a way, we’re in the same profession, you and I. How can I help you?”

			“A woman named Jacie Wooton was murdered the night before last. I’m the primary investigator.”

			“Yes, I heard of the killing.” He leaned back, but his eyebrows lowered. “A licensed companion, in the Chinatown district.”

			“Yes, sir. In the course of my investigation, I’ve had reason to research and trace a certain brand of stationery. You purchased this brand of writing paper six weeks ago in London.”

			“I was in London this summer for a few days, and did, indeed, buy stationery. Several different types, as I recall. Some for personal use, some for gifts. Am I to understand that this purchase makes me a suspect in this woman’s death?”

			He was cool, she thought. More intrigued than worried or annoyed. And, if she wasn’t mistaking that faint curve of mouth, he was a little amused. “In order to expedite my investigation, I need to check all the names of purchasers, and verify their whereabouts on the night in question.”

			“I see. Lieutenant, can I assume this line of investigation is secure and discreet? Having my name linked, however loosely, with a licensed companion and a murder would generate considerable unwanted media attention on myself, on Delegate Evans.”

			“The name won’t be made public.”

			“All right. Night before last?”

			“Between midnight and three.”

			He didn’t reach for his book, but instead steepled his fingers, watched Eve over the tips. “My wife and I attended the theater. A production of Six Weeks by William Gantry, a British playwright. At Lincoln Center. We were in the company of two other couples, left the theater at about eleven, then had a post-theater drink at Renoir’s. I believe we left there, my wife and I, around midnight. We’d have been home by twelve-thirty. My wife went to bed, and I worked in my home office for perhaps an hour. It might’ve been a little longer. Following habit, I would have watched about thirty minutes of news, then retired for the night.”

			“Did you see or speak with anyone after your wife went to bed?”

			“I’m afraid I didn’t. I can only tell you that I was home, tending to my work when this murder took place. I’m confused how buying this paper connects me to this woman, or her death.”

			“Her killer wrote a note on that stationery.”

			“A note.” Now Renquist’s eyebrows lifted. “Well. That was rather arrogant of him, wasn’t it?”

			“He’s not really covered for the time of the murder either,” Peabody pointed out as they walked back to the car.

			“That’s the problem when somebody buys it at two in the morning. Most of the suspects are going to claim they were home, innocently tucked into their own beds. They got their own security, or a way around hotel or apartment security, it’s tough to call them a stinking liar.”

			“Do you think he is a stinking liar?”

			“It’s early yet.”

			She tracked Elliot Hawthorne down on the eleventh hole of a private club on Long Island. He was a sturdy, tough man, with a shock of white hair fluttering around under a tan cap, matched by the luxurious white mustache that set off his tanned face. There were lines scored around his mouth, fanned out from his eyes, but the eyes themselves were sharp and clear as he drove the ball off the tee.

			He passed the driver back to his caddy, hopped in a small white cart, then signaled for Eve to join him. “Talk fast” was all he said as he sent the cart zipping forward.

			She did, giving him the details as Peabody and the caddy followed on foot.

			“Dead whore, fancy writing paper.” He gave a little grunt as he stopped the cart. “Used whores from time to time, never kept track of their names.” He jumped out, circled his ball, studied the lay. “Got a young wife, don’t need whores now. Don’t remember the paper. You got a young wife, you buy all sorts of useless shit. London?”

			“Yes.”

			“August. London, Paris, Milan. I still got my fingers in some business, and she likes to shop. If you say I bought the paper, I bought the paper. So what?”

			“It’s tied to the murder. If you could tell me where you were between midnight and three, night before last—”

			He let out a bark of laughter, stood from where he’d crouched by the ball and gave her his full attention. “Young lady, I’m more than seventy. I’m fit, but I need my sleep. I play eighteen holes every morning, and before I do, I have a good breakfast, read the paper, and check the stock reports. I’m up every morning at seven. I’m in bed every night by eleven unless my wife drags me out to some shindig. Night before last I was in bed by eleven, and after making love to my wife—a process that doesn’t take as long as it once did—I was asleep. Can’t prove it, of course.”

			He brushed her back, turned to the caddy. “Gimme the seven iron, Tony.”

			She watched him set, sight, then smack the ball into a pretty arch. It bounced on the green and rolled to within about five feet of the cup.

			From Hawthorne’s wide grin, she assumed it was a good shot.

			“I’d like to speak with your wife.”

			He shrugged, handed the club back to the caddy. “Go ahead. She’s over at the courts. Got a tennis lesson today.”

			Darla Hawthorne was dancing around on a shaded court in a candy pink romper with a flippy skirt. She was doing more dancing than actual connecting with the ball, but she looked damn good doing so. She was built like a teenager’s wet dream, lots of soft, jiggling breast barely contained, and long, long legs shown off by the little skirt and matching pink shoes.

			She was so evenly tanned, she might have been painted.

			Her hair, which must have hit her waist when unrestrained, was tied back in a ribbon—pink, natch—and scooped through the hole in her little pink visor. It swung happily back and forth as she pranced over the court and missed the bright yellow ball.

			When she bent over to retrieve it, Eve was treated to the sight of her heart-shaped butt in tight, high-cut panties under the skirt.

			Her instructor, a hunky guy with lots of streaky hair and white teeth, called out direction and encouragement.

			At one point, he came over to stand behind her, nuzzling her back against him as he adjusted her swing. She sent him a big, lash-fluttering smile over her shoulder.

			“Mrs. Hawthorne?” Before the balls could start flying again, Eve stepped onto the court.

			Tennis guy immediately rushed forward. “Boots! You can’t walk on this surface without the proper foot attire.”

			“I’m not here to whack balls.” She held up her badge. “I need a moment with Mrs. Hawthorne.”

			“Well, you have to take those off, or stand on the sidelines. We have rules.”

			“What’s the problem, Hank?”

			“There’s a policewoman here, Mrs. H.”

			“Oh.” Darla bit her lip, and patting her heart walked over to the end of the net. “If this is about that speeding ticket, I’m going to pay it. I just—”

			“I’m not Traffic. Can I have a minute?”

			“Oh, sure. Hank, I could use a break anyway. Getting all sweaty.” She walked, with a lot of swinging hip, to a bench, opened a pink bag and took out a bottle of designer water.

			“Could you tell me where you were night before last? Between midnight and three.”

			“What?” Beneath the glow on her perfect oval face, Darla paled. “Why?”

			“It’s just a routine stop in a matter I’m investigating.”

			“Sweetie knows I was home.” Her eyes, mermaid green, began to swim. “I don’t know why he’d have you investigating me.”

			“I’m not investigating you, Mrs. Hawthorne.”

			Hank walked over, handed her a small towel. “Any problem, Mrs. H?”

			“No problem here, go flex your muscles someplace else.” Dismissing him, Eve sat beside Darla. “Midnight and three, night before last.”

			“I was home in bed.” She shot Eve a defiant look now. “With Sweetie. Where else would I be?”

			Good question, Eve thought.

			She asked about the writing paper, but Darla shrugged it off. Yes, they’d been in Europe in August, and she bought a lot of things. Why shouldn’t she? How was she supposed to remember everything she’d bought or that Sweetie bought for her?

			Dallas circled around for another few minutes, then stood so Darla could walk back, and be comforted by Hank. He shot Eve a nasty look before leading his student toward what Eve assumed was the clubhouse.

			“Interesting,” Eve stated aloud. “Looks like our Darla was out, practicing on Hank’s balls during at least part of the time in question.”

			“Definitely getting more than instruction on her backswing,” Peabody agreed. “Poor Sweetie.”

			“If Sweetie knows his wife’s playing singles with her tennis pro, he could’ve used the time she was out pulling his racket to get downtown, do Wooton. You got a wife’s running cross-court on you, it pisses you off. So you not only kill a whore—and what’s your young, unfaithful wife but a whore—but you use the cheating bitch as your alibi. Game, set, match. Very neat.”

			“Yeah, and I liked your tennis metaphors, too.”

			“We do what we can. Anyway, it’s a theory. Let’s go see what else we can dig up on Hawthorne.”

			He’d been married three times, as Roarke had stated, with each successive spouse younger than the preceding one. He’d divorced both former Mrs. Hawthornes, and had nipped them off with the lowest possible financial package, as arranged through a premarital agreement. An iron-clad one from the results, Eve mused.

			The man was no fool.

			Would such a careful and canny man be oblivious to his current wife’s activities?

			He had no criminal record, though he’d been sued a number of times in civil court for various financial deals. A quick scan told her most of them were nuisance suits, brought by unhappy and unlucky investors.

			He owned four homes, and six vehicles, including a yacht, and was associated with numerous charities. His reported worth was just under a billion.

			Golf, according to the various media articles and features she scanned through, appeared to be his god.

			Every name on her list had an alibi corroborated by a spouse or partner or employee. Which meant none of them held much weight.

			Sitting back, Eve propped her feet on her desk, closed her eyes, and took herself back into the Chinatown alley.

			She walks in ahead of him. She leads the john. Her feet hurt. She’s got a bunion. Shoes are killing her. Two in the morning. Hot, airless. Not much business tonight. Only two hundred in her cash bag.

			Gives her four, maybe five johns on this circuit, depending what they wanted.

			Been in the game a long time, knows to get payment up-front. Did he take it back, or didn’t he give her a chance to take it? No chance, she decided. He’d want to move fast. Spins her around. Wants her facing the wall.

			Does he touch her? Run his hand over her breast, her ass, slide it over her crotch?

			No, no time for that. Not interested in that. Especially after the blood gushes out on his hands.

			Warm blood. That’s what got him off.

			Against the wall. Tug her head back by the hair. Left hand. Slice the scalpel over her throat with the right. Left to right, slight downward path.

			Blood gushes, splashes on the wall, splashes back at her face, her body, his hands.

			She’s alive for a few seconds, just a few, shocked seconds when she can’t scream, and her body jerks a little as it dies.

			Lay her down, head toward the opposite wall. Get out your tools.

			A light, some sort of light. Can’t do that sort of precision work in the dark. Laser scalpel, use the light from the laser scalpel to guide the way.

			Put what you came for in a leakproof bag, clean off your hands. Change your shirt or take off what you were wearing over it. Everything in a bag or case now. Check yourself, make sure you’ll pass on the street.

			Take out the note. Smile at it, amuse yourself. Place it carefully on the body.

			Walk out of the alley. Fifteen minutes, maybe. No more than fifteen, and you’re walking away. Carrying your prize back to your car. Excited, but controlled. Need to drive carefully. Can’t risk a routine stop when you smell of death and have that part of her with you.

			Back home. Reset security. Shower. Dispose of your clothes.

			You did it. You’ve imitated one of the great killers of the modern age, and no one’s the wiser.

			She opened her eyes, stared up at the ceiling. If it was one of her five current candidates, he’d have to dispose of the body part as well, or have a very secure place to keep it as a souvenir.

			Would a regular household recycler handle that sort of thing, or would you need something that handled medical waste? She’d need to check on that.

			Bringing up a map on-screen, she calculated time and distance from the murder site to each of the suspect’s residences. Giving fifteen minutes in the alley, the time to hunt the victim—likely scoped out at some point earlier—clean up, drive home. Any of them could have done the job in under two hours.

			Straightening up, she began to type up a report, hoping inspiration would strike. When it didn’t, she read over the facts, finished it off, and filed it.

			She spent another hour learning about recyclers and the availability of laser scalpels. And decided to go back to the scene.

			The street did a decent business during the day. A couple of bars, a storefront eatery, a market, and a money exchange were the closest businesses to the alley.

			Only the bars had been open after midnight, and both of them were at the far ends of the block. Though the neighborhood had already been canvassed, she swung through each place again, running the routine, asking the questions, coming away empty.

			She ended up standing at the mouth of the alley again with the beat cop, the neighborhood security droid, and Peabody.

			“Like I said,” the cop named Henley told her, “I knew her, the way you know the local LCs. She never caused any trouble. Technically, they’re not supposed to use the alley or any public access for work, but most of them do. We roust them now and again for it.”

			“She ever complain about any john getting rough or hassling her?”

			“Wouldn’t have.” Henley shook his head. “She steered clear of me, and the droid. Give me a little nod if we passed each other on patrol, but she wasn’t the friendly sort. We get some rough stuff in this sector—johns and janes slapping an LC around. You got some mopes coming through mugging them, and sometimes they wave a sticker around. Had some use ’em, but not like this. Never had anything like this.”

			“I want a copy of any reports where they used a sticker, any kind of blade.”

			“I can get that for you, Lieutenant,” the droid told her. “How far back do you want to go?”

			“Give me a full year. Keep it to attacks on women, with LCs the priority. Maybe he practiced first.”

			“Yes, sir. Where should I transmit?”

			“Send it to me at Central. Henley, where’s the safest place to park in this area? Street or underground, not a surface lot or port.”

			“Well, you want quiet, lower crime, probably you’d go west, maybe Lafayette. You want busy, so there’s too much going on for anybody to mess with your ride, you could hike it up the other side of Canal, into Little Italy. Restaurants stay open late.”

			“Okay, we’re going to try this. One of you take from here to Lafayette, the other head north. Ask residents, merchants who might have been around at that time of night, if they noticed a guy alone carrying a bag. Some kind of bag, good-sized one. He’d’ve been moving along pretty quick, no meandering, and going for a car. Talk to the LCs,” she added. “One of them may have tried to hustle him and got brushed off.”

			“Long shot, sir,” Peabody said when they’d split off again.

			“Somebody saw him. They don’t know it, but they saw him. We get lucky, jog a few memories.” She stood on the sidewalk, baking in the heat as she scanned the street.

			“We’re going to have to see how much we can stretch the budget for added security and surveillance for a square mile around this scene. He’ll stick to the mile, stick to the script. And it played too well for him the first time—he’s not going to want to wait too long before act two.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			It was a difficult meeting for him to take. It had to be done, and Roarke could only hope that some of the weight he was carrying at the base of his skull would lift once it was over.

			He’d put it off too long already, and that wasn’t like him. Then again, he hadn’t felt completely like himself since he’d met Moira O’Bannion, and she’d told him her tale.

			His mother’s story.

			Life, he thought, as he stared out the wide window wall of his midtown office, could take a big chunk out of your ass when you were least prepared for it.

			It was after five already, and his timing had been deliberate. He’d wanted to meet with Moira at the end of the day, so that there was no business to be done afterward. So that he could go home and try to shift it all aside with an evening out with his wife.

			His interoffice ’link beeped, and damn him, he nearly jolted.

			“Yes, Caro.”

			“Ms. O’Bannion’s here.”

			“Thanks. Bring her back.”

			He watched the traffic, air and sky, and thought idly that the trip home would be a bit of a bitch just now. The commuter trams were already loaded, and from his lofty perch he could see dozens of tired, irritable faces packed together like rowers on a slave ship for the hot journey home.

			On the street below, buses were chugging, cabs standing like a clogged river, and the walks and people glides were mobbed.

			Eve was down there somewhere, he expected. No doubt having an annoyed thought at the prospect of having to dress up and socialize after a day of chasing a killer.

			More than likely, she’d rush in, flustered, with minutes to spare and struggling to make that odd transition from cop to wife. He doubted she had any idea how it thrilled and delighted him to see her make that slippery change.

			At the knock on his door, he turned. “Yes.”

			His admin brought her in, so that he found himself amused, for a moment, at the sight of two neat, trim, well-dressed women of a certain age stepping into his office.

			“Thank you, Caro. Ms. O’Bannion, thank you for coming. Won’t you have a seat? Would you like anything? Coffee? Tea?”

			“No. Thank you.”

			He took her hand, felt hers tremble lightly as he shook it. He gestured to a chair, knowing his manner was smooth, practiced, cool. He couldn’t quite help it.

			“I appreciate you making the time for me,” he began, “especially so late in the day.”

			“It’s not a problem.”

			He could see her taking in his office—the space of it, the style. The art, the furniture, the equipment, the things he was able to surround himself with.

			Needed to surround himself with.

			“I thought to come to Dochas, but it occurred to me that having a man around the shelter too often may make some of the women, the children, nervous.”

			“It’s good for them to be around men. Men who treat them as people and wish them no harm.” She folded her hands in her lap, and though she met his eyes levelly, he could almost hear the quick beat of her heart. “Part of breaking the cycle of abuse is overcoming fear, and reestablishing self-esteem and normal relationships.”

			“I wouldn’t argue that, but I wonder—if Siobahn Brody had had more fear, would she have survived? I don’t know precisely what to say to you,” he continued before she could speak. “Or precisely how to say it. I thought I did. First, I want to apologize for taking so long to meet with you again.”

			“I’ve been waiting to be fired.” Like his, her voice carried Ireland in it, in wisps and whispers. “Is that why you brought me here today?”

			“It’s not, no. I’m sorry, I should’ve realized you’d be concerned after the way I left things. I was angry and . . . distracted.” He gave a short laugh and had to stop himself from raking a hand through his hair. Nerves, he thought. Well, she wasn’t the only one dealing with them. “That’s one way to put it.”

			“You were furious, and ready to boot me out on my ass.”

			“I was. I told myself you were lying.” His eyes stayed on hers, level and serious. “Had to be. Had to be some angle in there for you telling me this girl you knew back in Dublin was my mother. It was counter to everything I’d known, believed, my whole life, you see.”

			“Yes. I do see it.”

			“There have been others, from time to time, who’ve wormed their way to me with some story of a relation. Uncle, brother, sister, what have you. Easily refuted, ignored, dealt with.”

			“What I told you wasn’t a story, Roarke, but God’s truth.”

			“Aye, well.” He looked down at his hands and knew in their shape—the width of palm, the length of fingers—they were his father’s hands. “I knew that, somewhere in the belly, I knew it. It made it worse. Almost unbearable really.”

			He looked up again, met her eyes again. “You’ve a right to know I checked on you, deeply.”

			“I expected you would.”

			“And I checked on her. On myself. I’d never done so before, not carefully.”

			“I don’t understand that. I wouldn’t have told you the way I did if I hadn’t thought you’d know some of it. A man like you would know whatever he needed to know.”

			“It was a point of pride to me that it didn’t matter. Wouldn’t matter, particularly when I believed my mother was Meg Roarke and I was as glad to see the back of her as she was of me.”

			Moira let out a long breath. “I said no to coffee before because my hands were shaking. I wonder if I might trouble you for some after all.”

			“Of course.” He rose and walked over to open a panel in the wall. Inside was a fully equipped minikitchen. When she laughed, he turned in the act of programming coffee.

			“I’ve never seen the like of this office. So posh. My feet nearly sank to the ankles in the carpet. You’re young to have so much.”

			The smile he sent her was more grim than amused. “I started early.”

			“So you did. My stomach’s still jumping.” She pressed a hand to it. “I was certain you were bringing me in to fire me, maybe to threaten legal action of some sort. I didn’t know how I was going to tell my family, or the guests at Dochas. I hated thinking I’d have to leave. I’ve gotten attached.”

			“As I said, I checked on you. They’re lucky to have you at the shelter. How would you like your coffee?”

			“Plenty of cream, if you don’t mind. Is this whole building yours, then?”

			“It is.”

			“It’s like a great black spear, powerful and elegant. Thanks.” She accepted the coffee and took the first sip. Her eyes widened, then narrowed as she sniffed the contents of the cup. “Is this real coffee?”

			And that weight at the base of his skull vanished with a quick, appreciative laugh. Gone, at last. “It is, yes. I’ll send you some. The first time I met my wife, I gave her coffee and she had a similar reaction. I sent her some as well. Might be why she married me.”

			“I doubt that very much.” She kept her gaze steady on his now. “Your mother is dead, and he killed her, didn’t he? Patrick Roarke murdered her, as I always believed.”

			“Yes. I went to Dublin and verified it.”

			“Will you tell me how?”

			Beat her to death, he thought. Beat her bloody and dead, with hands so much like my own. Then threw her away in the river. Threw away the poor dead girl who’d loved him enough to give him a son.

			“No, I won’t. Only that I tracked down a man who’d been with him in those days, and who knew of it. Knew her and what happened.”

			“If only I’d had more experience and less arrogance . . .” Moira began.

			“It wouldn’t have mattered. If she’d stayed in the shelter in Dublin, or gone back to her family in Clare, or run. As long as she’d taken me, it wouldn’t have mattered. For whatever reason, pride, meanness, bloody-mindedness, he wanted me.”

			The knowledge of that would haunt him for all of his days. Maybe it was meant to. “And he’d have found her.”

			“That’s the kindest thing you could say to me,” she murmured.

			“It’s just truth.” And he needed to get past it as best he could. “I went to Clare. I saw her family. My family.”

			“Did you?” She reached out, laid a hand on his arm. “Oh, I’m so glad. I’m so glad for that.”

			“They were . . . extraordinary. My mother’s twin, Sinead, she opened her home to me. Just like that.”

			“Well, West County folks, they’re known for their hospitality, aren’t they?”

			“I’m still baffled, and grateful. I’m grateful to you, Ms. O’Bannion, for telling me. I wanted you to know that.”

			“She’d have been pleased, don’t you think? Not only that you know, but that you’ve taken these steps. I think she’d be very pleased.” She set her coffee aside, opened her purse. “You didn’t take this when you were in my office before. Will you have it now?”

			He took the photograph of a young woman with red hair and pretty green eyes holding the dark-haired little boy. “Thank you. I’d very much like to have it.”

			A guy in a white suit sang about love being quiet and tricky. Eve sipped champagne and had to agree. At least about the tricky part. Why else was she struggling to take her mind off murder and pretending to do something more than taking up space in a Philadelphia ballroom?

			God knew love—and she would kick Roarke’s ass later for deserting her—was the only reason she was standing here while some woman in lavender silk rambled on and on and on about fashion designers.

			Yes, yes, yes, she knew Leonardo personally. Jesus, he was married to her oldest friend. And she could’ve used a good dose of Mavis at the moment. Yes, for God’s sake, he’d designed the dress she was wearing.

			So the fuck what? It was clothes. You put them on and you weren’t naked or cold.

			Love obliged her to edit her thoughts so her part of the conversation—when she could shove a word through the wall of noise the woman built around her—went something like: Yes.

			“Ah, there’s the most striking woman in the room. Excuse us, won’t you?” Charles Monroe, smooth and handsome, beamed a smile at Eve’s tormentor. “I simply have to steal her.”

			“Kill me,” Eve muttered as Charles drew her clear. “Take my weapon out of my bag, press it to the pulse in my throat, and fire. End my torment.”

			He only laughed and swung her to the dance floor. “When I spotted you I thought you might be on the point of drawing that weapon and blasting the woman between the eyes.”

			“I imagined ramming it into her mouth. It was never shut anyway.” She gave a quick shudder. “Anyway, thanks for the rescue. I didn’t know you were here.”

			“Running a bit late, only just arrived.”

			“Working?” Charles was a top-level LC.

			“I’m with Louise.”

			“Oh.” And because he was a man who made his living selling himself, Eve couldn’t quite figure how he and the dedicated Dr. Louise Dimatto developed, and maintained, a relationship.

			Took all kinds, she reminded herself.

			“I was going to get in touch with you,” he continued. “About Jacie Wooton.”

			The cop shifted back to the forefront. “You knew her?”

			“I used to. Not well, really. I don’t think anyone knew Jacie well. But we ran in similar circles, so we’d bump into each other now and then. Or did, before she got busted.”

			“Let’s find a corner somewhere.”

			“I don’t know that this is the time—”

			“Works for me.” Taking charge, she pulled him from the dance floor, scanning the little packs of people, the tables, and decided to take it outside.

			There was a terrace festooned with flowers, scattered with more tables, more people. But it was quieter.

			“Tell me what you know.”

			“Next to nothing.” He wandered to the edge of the terrace, looked out over the lights of the city. “She was well-established before I got into the life. She liked everything top drawer. The best clothes, the best venues, the best clients.”

			“The best dealer, then?”

			“I don’t know about her dealer. I don’t,” he insisted. “I’m not going to claim I don’t know anything about that end of the business, but I stay clean. Spotless now that I’m dating a doctor,” he added with a smile. “Jacie’s busts took everybody by surprise. If she was an addict, she hid it well. If I knew anything, Dallas, I’d tell you. No hesitation, no bullshit. As far as I know she didn’t have friends. Not real friends. Or enemies. She was the job.”

			“Okay.” She started to slip her hands into her pockets, remembered the little copper-colored number didn’t have any. “If something occurs to you, however small or remote, I want to hear about it.”

			“That’s a promise. It’s shaken me, the way it happened, the rumors I’m hearing. Louise is worried.” He glanced back toward the terrace doors. “She hasn’t said anything, specifically, but she’s worried. When you love someone you can tell when they’re carrying stress.”

			“Yeah, I guess so. You’re going to want to be careful, Charles. You don’t fit the vic profile on this, but you’re going to want to be careful.”

			“Always,” he replied.

			She didn’t say anything to Roarke about the conversation on the shuttle ride home. But she turned it over in her mind, replayed it, considered it.

			When they were back in their bedroom and she was shimmying out of the tiny dress, she ran it by him.

			“Doesn’t sound like he’ll be much of a source on this,” Roarke commented.

			“No, but that’s not what I’m thinking about. After we went back in, I watched him and Louise together. They’re practically like turtledoves or something. You know they’re going to roll around naked tonight.”

			“Naked turtledoves. No, not an attractive visual. Let me think of another.”

			“Ha-ha. What I’m saying is how can she roll naked with him tonight knowing he’s going to be doing the same deal with however many clients are on his book tomorrow?”

			“Because it’s not the same.” He flipped down the bedspread. “One’s personal, one’s professional. It’s his job.”

			“Oh, that’s just bullshit. That’s just a bullshit rationalization. And if it’s not, can you stand there and tell me if I was a sex pro, you’d be perfectly fine, just iced with me riding some other guy’s stick?”

			“You have such a way with words.” He looked at her, standing with the glittery dress in one hand. She wore nothing but a matching triangle over her crotch, too small to be called panties, a triple chain of multicolored stones she’d yet to remove, and high, backless heels.

			And an annoyed scowl.

			“No, I wouldn’t be fine with it, or iced, or anything remotely like it. But then I don’t share. Christ, you look sexy. Why don’t you come over here and we’ll roll around, naked as turtledoves?”

			“We’re having a conversation.”

			“You are,” he corrected, as he stepped off the bed platform and toward her.

			“And speaking of conversations . . .” She evaded, nipping neatly behind the sofa. “I still have to beat you brainless for leaving me with that woman, the one who looked like a skinny purple tree.”

			“I was unavoidably detained.”

			“My ass.”

			“Oh, darling Eve, I’m thinking very fondly of your ass.” He feinted, she countered. And they circled the sofa. “Better run,” he said softly.

			And with a quick whoop, she did. When they were both breathless, she let him catch her.

			She had nothing. No breaks, no fresh leads, no old ones that looked promising. She juggled her list of suspects and possibles, looked for openings. She recanvassed the area around the crime scene, studied lab reports.

			She ran the elements through IRCCA, searching for similar crimes, and found one in London more than a year before that could fit. Still open. It wasn’t exact, she mused. Messier, sloppier.

			Practice session?

			There was no note on elegant stationery, just the mutilated body of a young LC. Not the same type as Wooton, Eve acknowledged, and wondered if she was grasping at straws.

			There were plenty of slice-and-dice, a number of LCs, especially on street level, who’d been assaulted, even killed, by clients or would-be clients. But nothing that matched the barbaric elegance of Jack.

			She spoke with neighbors, coworkers, associates of those on her possible list, keeping the interviews informal and discreet. Pushing, poking for that crack. But nothing broke.

			She faced her Sunday off with annoyance and irritability. Hardly a picnic of a mood. Her only hope of getting through it, Eve decided, was to get Mira in some quiet spot and pick her brain.

			“Maybe you should give her brain, and your own, a day off.”

			She frowned over at Roarke as they crossed the sidewalk to Mira’s pretty house, set in her pretty neighborhood. “What?”

			“You’re muttering out loud.” He patted her shoulder supportively. “I don’t know as talking to yourself when knocking on the door of a shrink is the best of behaviors.”

			“We’re only staying a couple of hours. Remember? We agreed on that.”

			“Mmm.” With this noncommittal sound, he pressed his lips to her forehead. And the door opened.

			“Hello. You must be Eve and Roarke. I’m Gillian, Charlotte and Dennis’s daughter.”

			It took her a beat as she rarely thought of Mira by her given name. But Mira was stamped, clearly, on her daughter’s face.

			Though her hair was longer, well past her shoulders and curling, it was the same rich sable. Her eyes were the same mild and patient blue, but they were homed in on Eve’s, looking deep. Her frame was longer, lankier like her father’s, and she’d draped it in some loose, airy top and pants that stopped inches short of her ankles.

			One of those ankles carried a tattoo, a trio of connecting chevrons. Bracelets jangled on her wrists, rings jingled on her fingers. Her feet were bare with the toes painted a pale pink.

			She was Wiccan, Eve recalled, and responsible for a couple of Mira’s grandchildren.

			“It’s lovely to meet you.” Roarke was already taking Gillian’s hand, and smoothly stepping between two women who were obviously taking each other’s measure. “You favor your mother, who I’ve always considered one of the world’s loveliest of women.”

			“Thanks. Mom said you were very charming. Please come in. We’re spread out”—she glanced back to where a baby’s strong wails poured down the stairs—“as you can hear, but most of us are in the back. We’ll fix you a drink, so you’ll be braced for the onslaught of a day at the Miras.”

			There were a considerable number of them there already, gathered in the kitchen/activity room that was as big as a barn, and nearly as noisy. Through the two-story glass wall of the back, others could be seen on a wide patio decked with chairs and tables and some sort of large, outdoor cooking device that was already smoking.

			She could see Dennis, Mira’s delightful and absent-minded husband, manning it with a long fork of some kind. He had a Mets cap over his explosion of gray hair, and baggy shorts nearly down to a pair of knobby knees Eve found secretly adorable.

			Another man was with him, his son maybe, and they seemed to be holding an intense and spirited debate with a lot of laughter and beer-swilling from bottles.

			There were kids of various ages milling or running around. And a girl of about ten who sat on a stool at the big work counter, sulking.

			Food was spread out all over, and urged on them while introductions were made. Someone pushed a margarita in her hand.

			When he opted for beer, Roarke was told he’d find them outside in a cooler. A young boy—Eve was already losing the names as they came at her like grapeshot—was given the task of escorting Roarke out and introducing him to the rest.

			With the boy’s hand clasped on his, Roarke looked over his shoulder, shot a wicked grin at Eve, and strolled outside.

			“It looks chaotic now, but . . . it’ll get worse.” With a laugh, Mira took a bowl of yet more food out of an enormous refrigerator. “I’m so glad you came. Lana, stop pouting and run upstairs. See if your aunt Callie needs any help with the baby.”

			“I don’t see why I have to do everything.” But the kid scooted down and away.

			“She’s irritable because she broke the rules and can’t have screen or comp privileges for a week,” Gillian commented.

			“Oh.”

			“Her life, as she knows it,” Gillian said as she bent to pick up a toddler—sex undetermined for Eve—from the floor, “is over.”

			“A week’s an endless stretch of time when you’re nine. Gilly, taste this coleslaw. I think it could use a bit of dill.”

			Obediently, Gillian opened her mouth, accepted the bite her mother held out on a fork. “Bit more pepper, too.”

			“So, um . . .” Eve already felt as if she’d entered a parallel universe. “You’re expecting a lot of people.”

			“We are a lot of people,” Mira said, chuckling.

			“Mom still thinks we all have the appetites of teenagers.” Gillian rubbed a hand absently over Mira’s back. “She always makes too much food.”

			“Makes it? You made all this?”

			“Hmm. I like to cook, when I can. Especially when it’s for family.” Her cheeks were pink with pleasure, her eyes laughing as she winked at her daughter. “And I drag the girls into helping out. It’s shamefully sexist, of course, but none of my men are worth two damns in the kitchen.” She glanced out the window wall. “Give them a big, complicated smoking grill, however, and they’re right at home.”

			“All our men grill.” Gillian gave the toddler a little bounce on her hip. “Does Roarke?”

			“You mean, like, food?” Eve looked out to where he stood, apparently enjoying himself, picnic casual in jeans and a faded blue T-shirt. “No. I don’t think he has one of those.”

			There were soy dogs and burgers, the potato salad of Roarke’s fantasy, cold pasta, big chunks of fruit swimming in some sweetened juice, fat slices of tomatoes, the slaw, and deviled eggs. Bowls, platters, trays of those and more were shuffled around. The beer was cold and the margaritas kept coming.

			She found herself in a conversation with one of Mira’s sons about baseball, and to her frozen shock had a small, blond child climb up her leg and into her lap.

			“Want some,” he burbled at her and grinned with his ketchup-smeared mouth.

			“What?” She looked around in mild panic. “What does he want some of?”

			“Whatever you’ve got.” Mira patted the boy’s head as she passed by to take the baby from her daughter-in-law and cuddle it.

			“Okay, here.” Eve offered her plate with the hope the boy would take it and go back about his business. But he just dipped his fat little fingers into her fruit salad and came out with a slice of peach.

			“Like it.” He took a bite, then generously offered her the rest.

			“No, you go ahead.”

			“Off you go, Bryce.” Gillian hefted him off Eve’s lap and instantly became her new best friend. “See what Granddad’s got for you.”

			Then she plopped down beside Eve, arched her eyebrows at her brother. “Go away,” she told him. “Girl talk.”

			He ambled away, good-naturedly. Amiability, Eve thought, appeared to be a common trait for the men in this family. “You’re feeling overwhelmed and just a little out of place,” Gillian began.

			Eve picked up what was left of her burger, bit in. “Is that an observation or the result of a psychic scan?”

			“A little of both. And a little of being the daughter of two observant and sensitive people. Large family gatherings can be odd for those who don’t have one of their own. Your Roarke adjusts more seamlessly.” She glanced around to where he sat with Dennis and Bryce. “He’s more a social animal than you, and part of it’s from the work he does, part’s just his nature.”

			Gillian took a forkful of pasta salad. “There are a couple of things I feel compelled to say to you. I hope you won’t be offended. I don’t mind offending people, but I prefer to do it deliberately, and this wouldn’t be deliberate.”

			“I don’t bruise easy.”

			“No, I don’t suppose you do.” She switched her food for her margarita. “Well, first, I have to say that your husband is, without question, the most magnificent piece of work I’ve ever seen in real life.”

			“I’m not offended by that, as long as you remember the mine part.”

			“I don’t poach, and if I did—and there was anything left of me after you’d got done, he wouldn’t even notice. Added to that, I’m very much in love with my husband. We’ve been together a decade now. We were young, and it concerned my parents. But it was right for us.” She nibbled on a slice of carrot. “We have a good and satisfying life, three beautiful children. I’d like to have another.”

			“Another what?”

			Gillian laughed, turned back. “Another child. I’m hoping to be blessed with one more. But I’ve wandered from my purpose, and I doubt this group will give me much more time alone with you. I’ve been jealous of you.”

			Eve’s eyes narrowed, flicked back in the direction where Roarke sat, then back when Gillian let out a low, almost purring laugh. “No, not because of him, though one could hardly be blamed there. Jealous of you and my mother.”

			“You lost me.”

			“She loves you,” Gillian said, and watched something like embarrassment pass over Eve’s face. “She respects you, worries about you, admires you, thinks of you. All the things she does for and about me. And this relationship, well, annoyed me on some primal level.”

			“It’s not at all the same,” Eve started to say, and Gillian shook her head.

			“It’s very much the same. I’m the daughter of her body, her heart and spirit. You’re not of her body, but you are, without question, of her heart and her spirit. I was of two minds when she told me you were invited today.”

			She licked salt from the rim of her glass as she studied Eve. “The first was purely selfish—why is she coming? You’re my mother. The other was rampant curiosity. At last, I’ll get a good look at her.”

			“I’m not in competition with you for Mira’s . . .”

			“Affections?” Gillian finished with a little smile. “No, you’re not. And it was my flaw, my self-absorption that caused those unattractive and destructive feelings in me. She’s the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever known. Wise, compassionate, strong, smart, giving. I didn’t always appreciate it, you don’t when it’s yours. But as I’ve gotten older, had children of my own, I’ve come to treasure everything about her.”

			Her gaze swept the patio, then stopped, held on her own daughter. “I hope, one day, Lana will feel that way about me. In any case, I felt you were stealing little bits of my mother from me. I was prepared to dislike you on sight—an attitude that is in direct opposition to what I believe, to what I am, but there you are.” She lifted her glass in a little toast, sipped. “I just couldn’t pull it off.”

			Gillian picked up the pitcher of margaritas, poured more in each of their glasses. “You came here today for her. Probably with a little persuasion from your gorgeous husband, but primarily you’re here for her. She matters to you, on a personal level. And I noticed the way you look at my father, with a kind of charmed affection. It tells me you’re a good judge of character, and I know from my mother—who’s one as well—that you’re a good cop, a good woman. It makes it easier for me to share her with you.”

			Before Eve could think of a response, Mira walked over, carrying the now sleeping baby on her shoulder. “Did everyone get enough?”

			“More than,” Gillian assured her. “Why don’t you give him to me? I’ll take him upstairs.”

			“No, he’s fine. I don’t get to hold him nearly often enough.” Agilely, she sat, lightly patting the baby’s back. “Eve, I should warn you, Dennis has convinced Roarke he can’t live without a grill.”

			“Well, he has everything else.” She polished off her burger. “And it works great.”

			“Dennis would tell you it’s all in the cook, not the cooker. Which I’ll claim when you’ve tasted my strawberry shortcake and peach pie.”

			“Pie? You made pie?” Obviously, Eve realized, there was a great deal to be said for family cookouts after all. “I could probably—”

			Eve’s communicator beeped. Her face closed down; Mira’s cheerful smile vanished.

			“I’m sorry. Excuse me a minute.”

			She rose, pulling it out of her pocket as she walked back inside the kitchen, back into the quiet.

			“What is it?” Gillian demanded. “What’s the matter?”

			“Her work,” Mira murmured, thinking of how Eve’s eyes went cool and flat. “Death. Take the baby, Gilly.”

			She was rising when Eve stepped back out. “I have to go,” Eve began, then lowered her voice as Mira walked over, took her arm. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

			“Is it the same?”

			“No. It’s him, but it’s not the same. I’ll get you the details as soon as I can. Damn, brain’s a little sloshy. Too many margaritas.”

			“I’ll get you some Sober-Up.”

			“Appreciate it.” She nodded to Roarke when he joined her. “You can stay. This is going to take awhile.”

			“I’ll take you, and if need be I’ll get myself home and leave you the car. Another LC?”

			She shook her head. “Later.” She took a breath, studying the patio, with its family sprawl, its flowers and food. “Life’s not always a goddamn picnic, is it?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“Drop me off on the corner. You don’t have to go down the block.”

			Roarke ignored her and breezed through the light. “But your associates would miss the opportunity to witness your arrival in this particular vehicle.”

			The vehicle was a shiny silver jewel with a smoked glass retractable top and a snarling panther of an engine. It mortified her, they both knew, for other cops to whistle and hoot about her connection with Roarke’s fancy toys.

			She sucked it up, yanked off her sunshades. They were new, one of the items that habitually, and mysteriously, appeared among her things. She suspected they were stylish, knew they were ridiculously expensive. To save herself a little grief, she stuck them in her pocket.

			“There’s no reason for you to hang. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

			“I’ll stick around awhile and stay out of your way.” He eased in behind a black-and-white and an emergency services vehicle.

			“That is some ride, Lieutenant,” one of the uniforms said even as she climbed out. “Bet it burns on a straightaway.”

			“Button it, Frohickie. What’ve we got here?”

			“Sweet,” he murmured, sliding a hand over the gleaming hood. “Female vic, strangled in her apartment. Lived alone. No sign of forced entry. Name’s Lois Gregg, age sixty-one. Son became concerned when she didn’t show up at a family event or answer her ’links. Came over, let himself in, found her.”

			He spoke briskly, though he did shoot one more look over his shoulder at the car as they trooped into an apartment building.

			“Strangled?”

			“Yes, sir. Definite signs of sexual assault with object. Fourth floor,” he said when they were in the elevator. “Looks like he used a broomstick on her. It’s pretty bad.”

			She said nothing, letting the new data filter through.

			“He left a note,” Frohickie said. “Addressed to you. Bastard stuck the envelope between her toes.”

			“DeSalvo,” she muttered. “Good Christ.”

			Then she blanked it out, blanked it all out so she would walk into the scene with no set images or preconceptions in her head.

			“I need a field kit and a recorder.”

			“Brought them up when we got word you were tagged away from home.”

			She forgave him for his comments about the car. “Scene’s secured?” she questioned.

			“Yes, sir. We’ve got the son in the kitchen, with a uniform and an MT. He’s in bad shape. He says he didn’t touch her.”

			“My aide’s on her way. Send her in when she gets here. You have to stay out,” she said to Roarke.

			“Understood.” But he felt a quick wrench that he would remain closed out while she walked into what was going to be another nightmare.

			She marched in the open door, noted there were no signs of forced entry nor of struggle in the neat, simple living area. There were plain blue curtains at the window, sheer enough to let in the light. No privacy screens were engaged.

			She squatted down to examine a few drops of blood on the edge of an area rug.

			She could hear weeping from another room. The son in the kitchen, she thought, then blocked it out. Rising, she gestured the other cops back, sealed up, fixed on her recorder, then went into the bedroom.

			Lois Gregg lay on the bed, nude, still bound, with the sash that had strangled her around her neck tied just under her chin in a festive bow.

			The creamy envelope with Eve’s name printed on the front was stuck between the toes of her left foot.

			There was more blood—not as much as Wooton—on the plain white sheets, on her thighs, on the broomstick he’d left on the floor.

			She was a small woman, probably no more than a hundred and ten pounds, with the caramel complexion that indicated mixed-race heritage.

			Broken capillaries in her face, in her eyes, the distended and swollen tongue, were signs of the strangulation. The body fought back, Eve thought. Even after the mind went dark, the body fought for air. For life.

			Eve spotted the long green robe beside the bed. He’d used the robe sash to strangle her.

			He’d have wanted you conscious when he hurt you. He’d want to see your face, the pain, the horror, the terror. Yes, he’d want that this time. He’d want to hear you scream. Nice building like this ought to have decent soundproofing. He’d checked it out, checked you out before today.

			Did he tell you what he was going to do to you? Or did he work in silence while you begged?

			She recorded the scene, documenting the position of the body, the placement of the robe, the broomstick, the carefully drawn curtains.

			Then she took the envelope, opened it, and read.

			
				Hello again, Lieutenant Dallas. Isn’t it a gorgeous day? A day that just begs for heading down to the shore or strolling through the park. I hate to interrupt your Sunday, but you seem to enjoy your work so much—as I do mine—that I didn’t think you’d mind.

				I’m a little disappointed in you, however, for a couple of reasons. First, tsk, tsk, on stonewalling the media reports on me. I was really looking forward to the buzz. Then again, you’re not going to be able to keep a lid on the barrel too much longer. Second, I thought you’d be giving me just a bit more of a challenge by this point. Hopefully, my latest offer will inspire you. 

				Best of luck! 

				—Al

			

			“Self-important bastard, aren’t you?” she stated aloud, then sealed the note and envelope before opening the field kit.

			She’d completed the preliminary exam when Peabody came in. “Lieutenant, I’m sorry. We were in the Bronx.”

			“What the hell were you . . .” She broke off. “What is that? What are you wearing?”

			“It’s a, um, ah, it’s a sundress.” Flushing a little, Peabody brushed a hand over the poppy pink skirt. “It took us so long to get back, I thought I should come straight here instead of heading home to change into uniform.”

			“Huh.” The dress also had skinny little shoulder straps and a very low bodice. It demonstrated what McNab was fond of saying: Peabody sure was built.

			Peabody’s ruler-straight hair was covered by a wide-brimmed straw hat, and she was wearing lip dye that matched the sundress. “How are you supposed to work in that getup?”

			“Well, I—”

			“You said we? You brought McNab?”

			“Yeah. Yes, sir. We were at the zoo. In the Bronx.”

			“That’s something anyway. Tell him to go check the outside security, and the discs for the lobby level and elevators. This building should have them.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			She went out to relay the order as Eve walked into the adjoining bath.

			He could’ve washed up after, she figured, but there was no sign of it. The bath was tidy, the towels looked fresh. Lois hadn’t liked fuss, Eve mused, or clutter.

			Must have brought his own soap and towel, too, or took some away with him.

			“We’ll want the sweepers to check the drains. Might get lucky,” she said as Peabody came back in.

			“I don’t get it. This isn’t like Wooton. Nothing like Wooton. Different type of victim, different method. There was another note?”

			“Yeah. It’s sealed.”

			Peabody studied the scene, tried to commit it to memory as the recorder did. She noticed, as Eve had, the little vase of flowers on the nightstand, the square catchall box on the dresser that said I LOVE GRANDMA in pink swirly letters on the top, and the framed photos and holos that stood on the dresser, the nightstand, the small desk by the window.

			It was sad, she thought. It was always sad to see those bits and pieces of a life when the life was over.

			But she tried to shake it off. Dallas would shake it off, she knew. Or bury it, or use it. But she wouldn’t let herself be distracted by the pity.

			Peabody looked again, making the deliberate shift from woman to cop. “Do you think there’s more than one killer? A team?”

			“No, there’s only one.” Eve lifted one of the victim’s hands. No polish, she noted. Short nails. No rings, but a faint pale circle where one had been, and habitually. Third finger, left hand. “He’s just showing us how versatile he is.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I do. See if you can find where she kept her jewelry. I’m looking for a ring, band style.”

			Peabody started on the dresser drawers. “Maybe you could explain what you understand, so I can.”

			“Victim is an older woman. No sign of forced entry or struggle. She let him in because she thought he was okay. He was probably suited up as maintenance or repair. She turns her back, and he hits her over the head. She’s got a laceration on the back of the skull, and there’s some blood on the living room rug.”

			“Was she an LC?”

			“Doubtful.”

			“Got her jewelry.” Peabody lifted out a clear-sided box with insets of varying sizes. “She liked earrings. Got a few rings, too.”

			She brought the case over, holding it while Eve poked through. Exposure to Roarke, and his propensity for dumping glitters on her had taught her to spot the real stuff from the costume. Lois’s body adornments were mostly costume, but there were a few good pieces as well.

			He hadn’t bothered with those. Unlikely he’d even looked. “No, I don’t think so. I think she was wearing a ring, a kind of wedding ring, and he took it off her finger. A symbol, a souvenir.”

			“I thought she lived alone.”

			“She did. Another reason he picked her.” She turned away from the box of pretty stones and metal, looked back at Lois Gregg. “He carries her in here. He’s got his equipment again, likely in a toolbox this time. Restraints for her hands and feet. Strips off her robe, ties her up. Finds what he wants to use to rape her. He’s going to wake her up then. He didn’t get to play with the other, but this one’s different.”

			“Why?” Peabody set the jewelry box back on the dresser. “Why is she different?”

			“Because that’s what he’s looking for. Variety. She screams when she comes around and realizes—when it comes into her like a flood what’s happened, and what will happen. Even though part of her rejects it, refuses to believe, she screams and struggles, and begs. They like it when you beg. When he starts on her, when the pain spurts into her, hot, cold, impossible, she screams more. He’d get off on that.”

			Eve lifted one of Lois’s hands again, then moved down to her feet. “She bloodied her wrists and ankles trying to get free, straining and twisting against the restraints. She didn’t give up. He’d have enjoyed that, too. It’s exciting for them when you fight, makes their breath come fast in your face, makes them hard. It gives them power when you fight and can’t win.”

			“Dallas.” Peabody kept her voice low, laid a hand on Eve’s shoulder as her lieutenant had gone pale and clammy.

			Eve shrugged, carefully took a step back. She knew everything Lois Gregg had felt. But it wouldn’t take her down, not now, into the memory, into the nightmare. The blood and the cold and the pain.

			Her voice was level and cool when she continued. “When he’s done raping her, he takes the sash from her robe. She’s incoherent now, from the pain and the shock. He gets on the bed, straddles her, looks into her eyes when he strangles her, listens to her fight to breathe, feels her body convulsing under his in that sick parody of sex. That’s when he comes, when her body bucks under his and her eyes bulge. That’s when he gets his release.

			“When he comes back to himself, he ties the sash into a bow, wedges the note between her toes. He takes the ring off her finger, amused by it. Such a female thing, to wear the symbol when there’s no man to go with it. He slips the ring in his pocket, or puts it in his toolbox, then checks how it all looks, and he’s pleased. Just as it’s supposed to. An excellent imitation.”

			“Of what?”

			“Of who,” Eve corrected. “Albert DeSalvo. The Boston Strangler.”

			She stepped out into the hallway, where cops were milling around, doing what they could to keep people from the neighboring apartments inside.

			And there was Roarke, she thought. There was a man with more money than God sitting cross-legged on the hallway floor, his back supported by the wall as he worked with his PPC.

			And would probably be content to do so, for reasons she could never understand, for hours.

			She moved to him, squatted down so their eyes were level. “I’m going to be here awhile. You ought to go on home. I can catch a ride into Central.”

			“Bad, is it?”

			“Very. I’ve got to talk to the son, and he’s . . .” She let out a long breath. “They tell me the MT gave him something, but he’s still pretty messed up.”

			“One is, when their mother’s murdered.”

			Despite the presence of other cops, she laid a hand over his. “Roarke—”

			“Demons don’t die, Eve, we just learn to live with them. We’ve both known that all along. I’ll deal with mine, in my way.”

			She started to speak again, then looked up when McNab came off the elevator.

			“Lieutenant, no disc run since eight this morning. Nothing from the outside unit, elevator, or the hall on this floor. Best I can tell, he jammed it by remote from outside before entering the building. I could verify, but I don’t have any tools on me.”

			He held out his hands, a half-ass smile on his face, to indicate his baggy red shorts, blue cinch vest, and toeless airsneaks.

			“Then go get some,” she began.

			“I happen to have a few things in the car that might help with that,” Roarke interrupted. “Why don’t I give you a hand, Ian?”

			“That would be mag. It’s pretty decent security, so I figure if he went remote, it had to be police-issue level or above. Can’t tell unless I can get into the panel and check the board.”

			Eve straightened, then held out a hand. Roarke grasped her forearm, and she his, to help him to his feet. “Go ahead. Get me best guess on what he used.”

			Oh eight hundred for entry, she thought. With the time of death she’d established, he’d spent no more than an hour on Lois Gregg. More time than Wooton, more time to play, but still fast.

			She went back in, walked to the kitchen.

			Jeffrey Gregg wasn’t weeping now, but the tears already shed had wrecked his face. It was red and swollen, much like his mother’s.

			He sat at a small laminated table, his hands cupped around a glass of water. His brown hair stood up in tufts from where she imagined he’d pulled at it, raked his fingers through it, in his grief.

			She judged him to be somewhere in his early thirties, and dressed in brown shorts and a white T-shirt for a casual summer Sunday.

			She sat across from him, waited until those damaged eyes lifted to hers.

			“Mr. Gregg, I’m Lieutenant Dallas. I need to talk to you.”

			“They said I couldn’t go in and see her. I should go in. When I—when I found her, I didn’t go in. I just ran out again, and called the police. I should’ve gone in—something. Covered her up?”

			“No. You did exactly the right thing. You helped her more by doing just exactly what you did. I’m sorry, Mr. Gregg. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

			Useless words, she knew. Goddamn useless words. She hated saying them. Hated not being able to count the number of times they’d forced themselves out of her mouth.

			“She never hurt anybody.” He managed to lift the glass to his lips. “I think you should know that. She never hurt anybody in her life. I don’t understand how somebody could do this to her.”

			“What time did you come here today?” She knew already, but would take him through the details, the repetition.

			“I, ah, came over about three, I think. Maybe closer to four. No, nearer to three. I’m so mixed up. We were supposed to have this afternoon cookout at my sister’s in Ridgewood. My mother was supposed to come by our place. We’re over on 39th. We were all going to take the train over to New Jersey. She was supposed to be at our place by one.”

			He gulped some water. “She runs late a lot. We tease her about it, but when it got to be like two, I started calling to move her along. She didn’t answer, so I figured she was on her way. But she didn’t show. I called her pocket number, but that didn’t answer either. My wife and kid were getting restless and annoyed. Me, too. I was getting pissed off.”

			Remembering that, he began to cry again. “I was really steamed that I had to come over here and get her. I wasn’t worried so much, not really. I never thought anything had happened to her, and all the time she was . . .”

			“When you got here,” Eve prompted, “you let yourself in. You have a key?”

			“Yeah, I got access to the outside door and her apartment. I was thinking, something wrong with her ’links, that’s all. She forgets to bump them sometimes and they go out. Something’s wrong with her ’links and she’s lost track of time. That’s what I was thinking when I let myself in. I called out to her, like: ‘Mom! Damn it, Mom, we were supposed to leave for Mizzy’s two hours ago.’ And when she didn’t answer, I thought, Oh crap, she’s on her way to my place and I’m over here, and this is so irritating. But I walked to the bedroom door anyway. I don’t even know why. And she was . . . God. God. Mom.”

			He broke down again, and Eve shook her head at the MT before he could move in with a tranq. “Mr. Gregg. Jeff, you have to hold it together. You have to help me. Did you see anyone near the apartment, anyone outside?”

			“I don’t know.” He mopped at his streaming face. “I was irritated and in a hurry. I didn’t see anything special.”

			“Did your mother mention being uneasy about anything, noticing something, someone who worried her?”

			“No. She’s lived here for a dozen years. It’s a nice building. Secure.” He took deep breaths to steady his voice. “She knows her neighbors. Leah and me, we’re only ten blocks away. We see each other every week. She’d’ve told me if something was wrong.”

			“How about your father?”

			“They split, God, twenty-five years ago. He lives out in Boulder. They don’t see each other much, but they get along okay. Jesus, Jesus, my father wouldn’t have done this.” The hitch came back in his voice, and he began to rock himself. “You’d have to be crazy to do this to somebody.”

			“It’s just routine. Was she involved with anyone?”

			“Nobody special now. She had Sam. They were together for about ten years. He was killed in a tram wreck about six years ago. He was the one for her, I guess. There hasn’t been anybody else special since.”

			“Did she wear a ring?”

			“A ring?” He looked at Eve blankly, as if the question had been posed in some strange foreign language. “Yeah. Sam gave her a ring when they moved in together. She always wore it.”

			“Can you describe it for me?”

			“Um . . . it was gold, I think. Maybe with stones on it? God. I can’t remember.”

			“It’s okay.” He’d had enough, she judged. And this line was a dead end. “One of the officers is going to take you home now.”

			“But . . . isn’t there something? Shouldn’t I do something?” He stared beseechingly at Eve. “Can you tell me what I’m supposed to do?”

			“Just go home to your family, Jeff. That’s the best thing you can do for now. I’m going to take care of your mother.”

			She walked out with him, turning him over to a uniform for escort home.

			“Tell me something,” she demanded of McNab.

			“Definitely a remote zap. He has to have a superior skill with electronics and security, or enough money to buy a jammer, and we’re talking mucho black-market buckaroos for a unit like this.”

			“Why?” she wanted to know. “A building like this, security’s good, but it’s not top level.”

			“Okay, it’s not that it jammed security, it’s how it jammed.” He pulled a pack of gum from one of his many pockets, offered Eve some, then folded a cube into his mouth when she shook her head.

			“It shut everything down—security-wise—without messing with other ops. Lights, climate control, home and personal electronics weren’t touched. Except—” Busily chewing, he pointed to the living room lamps. “In here. This apartment unit, and this specific room. Lights on,” he ordered, and Eve nodded when the lamps stayed dark.

			“Yeah, that fits. ‘Sorry to bother you, ma’am, but we’ve had reports of electronic malfunction in the building.’ He’s dressed like a workman. I’d make book he’s got a toolbox. A big helpful smile. Maybe he even tells her to try the lights, and when they don’t work, she opens the door.”

			McNab blew an impressive purple bubble, snapped it. “Plays for me.”

			“Check out the ’links, let’s be thorough. You find anything, I’m at Central. Peabody!”

			“With you, sir.”

			“Not while you’re wearing that stupid hat. Lose it,” Eve ordered and strode out.

			“I like the hat.” McNab kept his voice low. “Sexy.”

			“McNab, you think brick’s sexy,” Peabody replied. But with a quick check to see if the coast was clear, she gave his ass a fast squeeze. “Maybe I’ll wear it later. You know, just the hat.”

			“She-Body, you’re killing me.”

			He took a quick peek, saw Eve was gone, then dragged Peabody close for a sloppy kiss.

			“Blueberry.” Amused, she blew a purple bubble with the gum he’d passed to her. Then hurrying after Eve, she pulled the hat off her head.

			She found Eve outside standing beside the totally iced vehicle with the totally iced Roarke.

			“No point in it,” Eve was saying. “We’ll hitch in a black-and-white. If I’m going to be really late, I’ll let you know.”

			“Let me know regardless, and I’ll have transpo arranged to bring you home.”

			“I can arrange my own transpo.”

			“This isn’t transpo.” Peabody gave a feline purr as she stroked the car. “This is a total ride.”

			“We could easily squeeze in.”

			“No.” Eve cut Roarke off. “We’re not squeezing anywhere.”

			“Suit yourself. Peabody, you look delicious.” He took the hat from her hand, arranged it back on her head. “Absolutely edible.”

			“Oh. Well. Golly.” Under the hat, her head went wonderfully light.

			“Wipe that ridiculous look off your face, lose the hat, and get us a ride to Central,” Eve snapped.

			“Huh?” She let out a long sigh. “Oh, yes, sir. Doing all that.”

			“Do you have to do that?” Eve demanded of Roarke when Peabody walked dreamily away.

			“Yes. When she makes detective, I’m going to miss seeing our girl in uniform, but it should be interesting to see how she suits up otherwise. I’ll see you at home, Lieutenant.” And not caring if it annoyed her, he caught her chin in his hand, pressed his lips firmly to hers. “You are, as always, delicious.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Jamming her hands in her pockets, she stalked away.

			It was dark when she got home. Whether it was bullheadedness or not, she hadn’t tagged Roarke for transpo even after realizing she didn’t have cab fare on her. But she had dug up subway tokens, and found the underground ride jammed with people going home after a Sunday out on the town.

			She opted to stand, swaying with the rhythm of the train as it headed uptown.

			She didn’t ride the subway enough anymore, Eve thought. Not that she missed it. Half the ads were in languages not her own, half the passengers were zoned or irritated. And there would always be one or two who smelled as if they had a religious objection to soap and water.

			Such as the wizened, toothless beggar with his license around his grubby neck who gave her a gummy grin. Still, it only took one steely stare to have him looking elsewhere.

			She supposed she’d missed that, just a little.

			She shifted, whiling away the trip by studying the other passengers. Students, buried in their disc books. Kids heading out to the vids. An old man snoring loud enough to make her wonder if he’d slept through his stop already. Some tired-looking women with children, a couple of tough guys looking bored.

			And the skinny, geeky guy in the unseasonable trench coat currently masturbating at the far end of the car.

			“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” She started over, but one of the tough guys spotted the geek, and obviously taking exception to the activity smashed a fist into the whacker’s face.

			Blood spurted. Several people screamed. Though his nose was now a fountain, the geek kept himself in hand.

			“Break it up.” Eve surged, reached down to grab tough guy number one when a fellow passenger panicked, sprang to his feet, and knocked Eve into the fist of tough guy number two.

			“Goddamn it to hell!” She saw a couple of shooting stars, shook her head clear. “I’m the frigging police.” With her cheek throbbing, she smashed her elbow into tough guy number one to stop him from pounding on the giggling pervert still whacking off on the floor of the car, then stomped her foot on the instep of tough guy two.

			When she hauled up the geek, snarled, everyone else stepped back. Something about the glint in her eye did what the tough guy’s fist hadn’t. The geek went limp.

			She glanced down as he deflated, and let out a sigh. “Put that thing away,” she ordered.

			Screw the subway, she grumbled as she strode up the long drive toward home. The ride had given her a sore jaw and a headache, and cost her the time it had taken to get off the damn car and turn the idiot over to the transit authority.

			She didn’t much care that there was a nice breeze stirring up, an almost balmy one. Or that it carried hints of something sweet and floral into the air. She didn’t care that the sky was so clear she could see a three-quarter moon hanging in it like a lamp.

			Okay, it looked nice, but hell.

			She stomped inside, and after a terse inquiry, was told by the house system that Roarke was in the family media room.

			Which was opposed to the main media room, she thought. Where the hell was it again? Because she wasn’t entirely sure and the hike from the subway stop to the front door had been considerable, she went into the elevator.

			“Family media room,” she ordered, and was whisked up, and east.

			The main media room was for parties and events, she remembered. It could fit more than a hundred people in plush chairs, and offered a wall screen as wide as a theater’s.

			But the family media room was—she supposed he’d say—more intimate. Deep colors, she recalled, cushy seats. Two screens—one for vids, one for games. And the complex and complicated sound system that could play anything from the old-fashioned clunky vinyl records Roarke liked to fiddle with on occasion to the minute sound sticks.

			She stepped into the room to a blast of sound that seemed to come from everywhere. Her eyes widened in reaction to the fast-moving space battle being waged over the wall screen.

			Roarke was kicked back in a lounge chair, the cat in his lap, a glass of wine in his hand.

			She should go to work, she told herself. Do more research on the Boston Strangler, keep digging for a connection between Wooton and Gregg. Though she was dead sure there would be no connection.

			She should hound the sweepers, the ME, the lab. None of whom, she knew, would pay much attention to her at nearly ten on a Sunday night. But she could harass them anyway.

			She could run probabilities, go over her notes, her suspect lists, stare at her murder board.

			Instead, she walked over, plucked the cat off Roarke’s lap. “You’re in my seat,” she told him, and set him on another chair.

			She slid into Roarke’s lap, took his wine. “What’s this one about?”

			“It seems water is the commodity in fashion. This particular planet in the Zero quadrant—”

			“There isn’t any Zero quadrant.”

			“It’s fictional, my darling, literal-minded Eve.” He snuggled her in, pressing an absent kiss to her head as he watched the action. “Anyway, this planet’s all but out of water. Potable water. And there’s a rescue attempt being made to get the colony there a supply, and the means to clean up what they have. But there’s this other faction who wants the water for themselves. There’ve been a couple of bloody battles over it already.”

			Something exploded on screen, a shower of color, an ear-splinting boom of sound.

			“Nicely done,” Roarke commented. “And there’s a woman, head of the environmental police—the good guys—who’s reluctantly in love with the rogue cargo captain who’s helping deliver the goods—for a price. It’s about thirty minutes in. I can start it over.”

			“No, I’ll catch up.”

			She intended to sit with him for a few minutes only, let her mind rest. But she got caught up in the story, and it was so nice, so simple to stay, stretched out in the chair with him while fictional battles raged.

			And good overcame evil.

			“Not bad,” she said when the credits began to roll. “I’m going to get another hour or two of work in.”

			“Are you going to tell me about it?”

			“Probably.” She climbed out of the chair, stretched, then blinked like an owl when he turned on the light.

			“Well, damn it, Eve, what have you done to your face now?”

			“It wasn’t my fault.” Sulking a little, she touched fingers gingerly to her jaw. “Somebody knocked me into this guy’s fist when I was trying to stop him from beating this other guy who was whacking off in the subway to a bloody pulp. I couldn’t blame the guy, the guy with the fist, because he wasn’t aiming it at me. But still.”

			“My life,” Roarke said after a moment, “was gray before you walked into it.”

			“Yeah, I’m a rainbow.” She wiggled her jaw. “My face anyway. You up for some drone work?”

			“I might be persuaded. After we put something on that bruise.”

			“It’s not so bad. You know, the transit cop told me that guy’s a regular on that line. They call him Willy the Wanker.”

			“That’s a fascinating bit of New York trivia.” He pulled her toward the elevator. “It makes me yearn to ride the subway.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			In Peabody’s cramped apartment, McNab ran her through a series of intense computer simulations. He’d proven himself, Peabody had discovered in the last few weeks, a strict and fairly irritating instructor.

			With her shoulders hunched, she carefully picked her way through a murder scene, selecting her choices and options in a field investigation of a double homicide.

			And cursed when her selection resulted in a blasting buzz—McNab’s personal addition to the sim—and a stern-faced figure of a robed judge shaking his finger at her.

			Ah-ah-ah—improper procedure, scene contamination. Evidence suppressed. Suspect gets a free walk due to detective investigator’s screwup.

			“Does he have to say that?”

			“Cuts through the legal mumbo,” McNab pointed out, and stuffed potato chips in his face. “Digs down to the point.”

			“I don’t want to do any more sims.” Her face fell into a pout that had McNab’s libido jiggling. “My brain’s going to leak out of my ears in a minute.”

			He loved her, enough to mostly ignore the image of peeling her out of her clothes and doing her on the rug. “Look, you’re aces on the written. You’ve got a memory for details and points of law, blah blah. You get thumbs-up on the oral, once your voice settles down from a squeak.”

			“It does not squeak.”

			“Sort of like how it does when I bite your toes.” He grinned toothily when she scowled at him. “And while I like how it sounds myself, the test team’s going to be less romantically inclined. So you’re going to want to oil the squeaks.”

			She continued to pout, then her mouth dropped open in shock when he slapped her hand away from the bag of chips. “None for you until you get through a sim.”

			“Jesus, McNab, I’m not a puppy performing for a biscuit.”

			“No, you’re a cop who wants to make detective.” He moved the bag out of her reach. “And you’re scared.”

			“I’m not scared; I’m understandably anxious about the testing process and proving myself ready to . . .” She hissed out a breath as he merely studied her with patient green eyes. “I’m terrified.” Because his arm came around her, she snuggled into his bony shoulder. “I’m terrified I’ll blow it, and I’ll let Dallas down. And you, and Feeney, the commander, my family. Jesus.”

			“You’re not going to blow it, and you won’t let anyone down. This isn’t about Dallas, or anybody else. It’s all about you.”

			“She trained me, she put me up for it.”

			“So she must figure you’re ready. It ain’t no snap, She-Body.” He gave her cheek a quick nuzzle. “It’s not supposed to be. But you’ve got the training, you’ve got the field time, the instincts, the brains. And, honey, you’ve got the guts and heart, too.”

			She turned her head to look up at him. “That’s so damn sweet.”

			“It’s a fact, and here’s another one, here’s what you don’t have right now. You don’t have the balls.”

			Her gooey affection toward him transformed into brittle insult. “Hey.”

			“And because you don’t have the balls,” he continued calmly, “you’re not trusting your gut, or your training. You’re second-guessing yourself. Instead of going with what you know, you keep wondering what you don’t know, and that’s why you keep messing up on the sims.”

			She’d pulled away from him. Her breath hissed out. “I hate you for being right.”

			“Nah. You love me because I’m so damn good looking.”

			“Asshole.”

			“ ’Fraidy cat.”

			“ ’Fraidy cat.” Her lips twitched into a reluctant smile. “Jeez. Okay, set up another one. Make it tough. And when I nail it, I not only get the chips, but . . .” Her smile widened. “You wear the hat.”

			“You’re on.”

			She rose to pace and clear out her head while he programmed the sim. She’d been afraid, she admitted. Afraid she wanted it too much. So she hadn’t used the hunger, but had let it eat away at her confidence. That had to stop. Even if her palms were damp and her stomach in knots it had to stop.

			Dallas never let nerves get in the way, she thought. And she had them, nerves and something deeper, darker. It had peeked through on the Gregg scene, for just a moment that afternoon. Now and again on a sexual homicide, it peeked through. It turned her lieutenant’s cheeks pale. Took her back, Peabody was sure, to something horrible. Something personal.

			Rape, Peabody was sure, just as she was sure it had to have been brutal. And she’d have been young. Before the job. Peabody had studied Eve’s career with the NYPSD like a template, but there’d been no report of a sexual assault on Dallas.

			So it had been before, before the Academy. When she was a teenager, or possibly younger. In automatic sympathy, Peabody’s stomach roiled. It would take guts, and balls, to face that, to revisit whatever had happened every time you walked into a scene that reverberated with sexual violence.

			But to use it, instead of being used by it, that took more, Peabody determined. It took what she could only define as valor.

			“Ready here,” McNab told her. “And it’s a doozy.”

			She sucked in a breath, squared her shoulders. “I’m ready, too. Go in the bedroom or something, okay? I want to do it on my own.”

			He looked at her face, saw what he’d hoped to see, and nodded. “Sure. Nail the bad guy, She-Body.”

			“Damn right.”

			She sweated through it, but stayed focused. She stopped asking herself what Dallas would want her to do, even after a point what Dallas would do, and just concentrated on what needed to be done. Preserve and observe, collect and identify. Question, report, investigate. It began to click for her, the pattern emerging. She waded her way through conflicting witness statements, shaky memories, facts and lies, forensics and procedure.

			She built, she realized with rising excitement, a case.

			Though she wanted to hesitate on the final stage, the arrest, she bore down and selected. And was rewarded with the graphic of a prosecuting attorney.

			Pick him up. Murder One.

			“Yes!” She popped up from the chair, did her little victory dance. “I got an arrest. Nailed the murdering bastard. Hey, McNab, bring me those damn potato chips.”

			“Sure.” He stepped out, grinning. He carried the bag in one hand, and was naked but for her summer straw hat. Since it was perched jauntily at his crotch, she assumed her success made him as happy as it made her.

			She laughed until she thought her ribs would crack. “You’re such a moron,” she managed, and jumped him.

			For Eve it was a matter of merging bare facts with educated speculation. “He had to know their routines, which means he knew them. Doesn’t mean they knew him, doesn’t connect them, but he knew. He’s too cocky for them to have been random. He trolled first.”

			“That’s the usual pattern, isn’t it?” Roarke cocked his head at her look. “If my one true love was a dentist, I’d study up a bit on the latest thoughts on dental hygiene and treatments.”

			“Don’t say dentist,” Eve warned, automatically running her tongue warily over her teeth.

			“By all means let’s stick with bloody murder.” And knowing there was no talking her out of another cup of coffee at midnight, had another himself. “The trolling, the selecting, the stalking, the planning. They are all essential parts of the whole for the typical, if the word can be used, serial killer.”

			“There’s a rush in it, the control, the power, the details. She’s alive now because I allow it, she’ll be dead because I want it. It’s clear he admires the serial killers who made names for themselves. Jack the Ripper, the Boston Strangler, so he emulates them. But he’s very much his own man. Better than they were, because he’s versatile.”

			“And he wants you pursuing him because he admires you.”

			“In his own sick way. He wants the buzz. It isn’t enough to kill. That doesn’t heat the blood enough. The hunt, being both hunter and prey, that does it for him. He hunted these women.”

			She turned to the board she’d set up in her home office, with pictures of Jacie Wooton and Lois Gregg, alive and dead. “He watched them, learned their routines and patterns. He needed a prostitute for the Ripper imitation, and a certain type of LC. She fit the mold. He expected her to walk along that street at that time. It wasn’t chance. Just as Lois Gregg fit his need for a Strangler vic, just as he knew she’d be home alone on a Sunday morning.”

			“And knew someone would find her before the end of the day?”

			“Yeah.” Sipping coffee, she nodded. “Quicker gratification that way. More and more likely he called in the anonymous nine-one-one. Wanted Wooton found as soon as possible so the adulation and horror could begin.”

			“Which tells me he feels very safe.”

			“Very safe,” Eve agreed. “Very superior. If Gregg hadn’t had family or friends who were bound to check on her in a few hours, he’d have to wait to get the next kick, or risk another nine-one-one. So he targeted these women specifically, just as he’s targeted the next.”

			She sat, rubbed her eyes. “He’ll imitate someone else. But it’ll be someone who created a stir, and who left bodies where they could and would be found. We eliminate historic serial killers who buried, destroyed, or consumed their victims.”

			“Such a fun group, too.”

			“Oh yeah. He’s not going to copy someone like Chef Jourard, that French guy in the twenties, this century.”

			“Kept his victims in a large freezer, didn’t he?”

			“Where he carved them up, cooked them up, and served them to unsuspecting patrons of his fancy bistro in Paris. Took them nearly two years to catch him.”

			“And he was famed for his sweetbreads.”

			She gave a quick shudder. “Anybody who eats internal organs of any species baffles me. And I’m off the track.”

			He trailed a hand down her arm. “Because you’re tired.”

			“Maybe. He’ll stay more straightforward, won’t go for a play on someone like Jourard, or Dahmer, or that Russian maniac Ivan the Butcher. But people being what they are, he’s got plenty of others to work with. He’ll stick with women.”

			She walked back to the board. “When you kill women the way he did these two, you’ve got a problem with them. But he’s not connected to the actual victims. I’ll go back and push the paper—the note. See if anyone on the list has a particular interest in celebrity killers.”

			“There’s another you might want to speak with,” Roarke suggested. “Thomas A. Breen. He’s written what some consider the definitive book on twentieth-century serial killers, another on mass murderers throughout history. I’ve actually read some of his work, as the subject matter is of some interest to my wife.”

			“Breen, Thomas A. I might’ve read some of his stuff. Sounds vaguely familiar.”

			“He lives here in the city. I looked up the particulars when you were at Central, as I thought you might want a word with him.”

			“Smart guy.”

			This time when she reached for the coffeepot, he laid a hand over hers to stop her. “Smart enough to know you’ve had over your quota of coffee for the day, and despite it you’re starting to droop.”

			“I just want to run a couple of probabilities.”

			“Set them up then, and they can run while you’re sleeping. You’ll have the results in the morning.”

			She’d have argued, but she was too damn tired. Instead, she did as he suggested, and still her gaze was drawn back to the board. Back to Lois Gregg.

			She could hear the way the woman’s son, a grown man, had sobbed. She could see the utter devastation on his face when he’d pleaded with her to tell him what he should do.

			“Mom,” he’d said, the way she imagined a child would. Though over thirty he’d said “Mom” with a little boy’s helpless loss.

			She knew Roarke had felt some of that same helplessness, that young boy’s lost grief, when he’d learned the mother he’d never known had been murdered. Dead for three decades. Still he grieved.

			And just that afternoon, a grown woman had studied her with suspicion and resentment over a relationship with her mother.

			What was it that bound the child, so inexorably, with the mother? Was it blood, she wondered, as she stripped down for bed? Was it imprinted in the womb or something learned and developed after birth?

			Killers of women, lust killers, were often bred due to their unhealthy feelings or relationships with a mother figure. Just as she supposed saints were bred from healthy ones. Or all the normality of the human race between the extremes.

			Had this killer hated his mother? Abused or been abused by her? Was he killing her now?

			And thinking of mothers, she slipped into sleep to dream of her own.

			It was the hair, golden hair, so shiny and pretty, so long and curly. She liked to touch it, though she knew she wasn’t supposed to. She liked to pet it, as she’d seen a boy pet a puppy dog once.

			Nobody was home, and it was all quiet, the way she liked it best. When they were gone, the mommy and the daddy, nobody yelled or made scary noises or told her not to do everything she wanted to do.

			Nobody slapped or hit.

			She wasn’t supposed to go into the room where the mommy and daddy slept, or where the mommy sometimes brought other daddies to play on the bed without their clothes.

			But there were so many things in there. Like the long golden hair, or the bright red hair, and the bottles that smelled like flowers.

			She tiptoed toward the dresser, a thin girl in jeans that bagged and a yellow T-shirt that was stained with grape juice. Her ears were keen, as the ears of prey often were, and she listened carefully, prepared to dart out of the room at any moment.

			Her fingers reached out and stroked the yellow curls of the wig. The pressure syringe tossed carelessly beside it didn’t interest her. She knew the mommy took medicine every day, sometimes more than once a day. Sometimes the medicine made her sleepy, sometimes it made her want to dance and dance. She was nicer when she wanted to dance; even though her laughing was scary, it was better than the yelling or the slapping.

			There was a mirror over the dresser and she could just see the top half of her own face if she strained up high on her toes. Her hair was ugly brown and straight and short. It wasn’t pretty like the mommy’s play hair.

			Unable to resist, she put the wig over her own hair. It fell all the way to her waist and made her feel pretty, made her feel happy.

			There were all sorts of toys on the dresser, for painting faces with color. Once when the mommy had been in a good mood, she’d painted her lips and cheeks and said she’d looked like a little doll.

			If she looked like a doll, maybe the mommy and daddy would like her better. They wouldn’t yell and hit, and she could go outside and play.

			Humming to herself, she painted on lip dye, rubbing her lips together as she’d seen the mommy do. She brushed on cheek color and clumsily fit her feet inside the high-heeled shoes that were in front of the dresser. She teetered on them, but was able to see even more of her face.

			“Like a little doll,” she said, pleased with the golden curls and the smears of color.

			She began to use more, with enthusiasm, and was so intent on the game, on the fun, she failed to listen.

			“You stupid little bitch!”

			The scream had her stumbling back, tripping out of the shoes. She was already falling when the hand slapped across her face. It hurt where she banged her elbow, but even as the tears spurted out in response, the mommy was grabbing her by her sore arm and yanking her to her feet.

			“I told you never to come in here. I told you never to touch my things.”

			The mommy’s hands were white, so white, and painted red on the nails like they were bleeding. She used one to slap, and it stung the little painted cheek.

			The girl opened her mouth to wail as the hand raised up to strike again.

			“Goddamn it, Stel.” The daddy burst in, grabbing the mommy, shoving her away and onto the bed. “The soundproofing in here’s next to nothing. You want to bring the fucking social workers down on us again?”

			“The little shit’s been into my things.” The mommy jumped off the bed, curling those bloody fingertips into claws. “Look at the mess she made! I’m sick and tired of having to clean up after her and listening to her whine.”

			On the floor, curled up tight with her arms over her head, the child struggled not to make a sound. Not any sound at all so they’d forget she was there, so she’d be invisible.

			“I never wanted the brat in the first place.” There was a bite in the mommy’s voice, like sharp teeth snapping. The child imagined them snapping down on her fingers, her toes. Terror made her mewl like a cornered kitten and press her hands to her ears to block the sound.

			“Having her was your idea. You deal with her.”

			“I’ll deal with her.” He scooped the child up, and though she feared him, feared him on a deep and instinctual level, at the moment she feared the mommy more with her words that bit and her white hands that slapped.

			So she curled herself into him, and shuddered when he stroked a hand over the wig that had fallen over her eyes, and down her back, over her rump.

			“Have a hit, Stella,” he said. “You’ll feel better. I get this deal through, we’ll buy a droid to look after the kid.”

			“Yeah, right. About the same time we’ll have that big house and the fleet of fancy cars and all the other shit you promised me. The only thing I got out of you so far, Rich, is that whiny brat.”

			“An investment in the future. She’s going to pay off for us one day. Aren’t you, little girl? Have a hit, Stella,” he said again as he started out of the room with the child on his hip. “I’ll clean the kid up.”

			The last thing the child saw as he left the room with her was the mommy’s face. And the eyes, brown eyes painted gold on the lids that were, like the words, full of teeth and hate.

			Eve woke, not with the strangled panic of the nightmares that plagued her, but with a kind of cold, dull shock. The room was dark, and she realized she’d rolled herself to the far edge of the bed, as if she’d needed privacy for the dream.

			Shaken, vaguely ill, she rolled back, curled herself against Roarke. His arm came around her, drawing her in. Circled in his warmth, she pretended to sleep again.

			She said nothing to Roarke of the dream the next morning. Didn’t know if she should, or could. She wanted to lock it away, but she felt it pushing at her as she went through her morning routine.

			It was a relief that Roarke had a morning full of meetings and she could slip around him and out of the house with little conversation.

			He read her too well and too easily—a talent that was both a wonder and an irritation to her—and she wasn’t ready to explore what she’d remembered.

			Her mother was a whore and a junkie, and had never wanted the child she’d made. More than not wanted. Had despised and abhorred.

			What difference did it make? Eve asked herself as she drove downtown. Her father had been a monster. Was it any worse to know her mother had been the same? It changed nothing.

			She parked at Central, made her way up to her office. With every step inside the busy hive of Central, she felt more herself. The weight of her weapon comforted her, as did the knowledge that her badge was in her pocket.

			Roarke had called them her symbols once, and so they were. Symbols of who and what she was.

			She walked through the bull pen where the morning shift was settling in. She detoured by Peabody’s cube just as her aide was knocking back the last of a glide-cart coffee.

			“Thomas A. Breen,” Eve began, and rattled off an East Village address. “Contact him, set up a meeting ASAP. We’ll go to him.”

			“Yes, sir. Rough night?” At Eve’s silent stare Peabody shrugged. “Don’t look like you got much sleep, that’s all. Neither did I. Cramming for the exam. It’s coming up soon.”

			“You want regular eight straights, you don’t pick up the badge. Set up the interview. Then we’re doing follow-ups on the list, starting with Fortney.” She started to walk away, then turned back. “You can overstudy, you know.”

			“I know, but I was really blowing the sims. I nailed two last night. That’s the first time I felt like I had a handle.”

			“Good.” Eve stuck her thumbs in her pockets, drummed her fingers. “Good,” she repeated and headed to her office to nag the lab for updates on Gregg.

			The bickering with Dickhead put her in a cheerier mood as she read over the ME’s reports. Morris was going with surgical grade on the weapons used on Wooton. Her tox screen confirmed that her system was clear of chemicals.

			Since she wasn’t using, spending time trying to find her former dealer wasn’t priority.

			The canvasses of Chinatown and the surrounding areas had come up zero, one more time.

			“No trace of semen with Gregg,” Eve told Peabody as they headed to the Village. “ME findings indicate she was raped and sodomized, with the broomstick only. No prints on-scene other than hers, family members, and two neighbors who’re clear. Hair fibers, man-made. Dickhead thinks wig and mustache, but isn’t ready to commit.”

			“So we think he wore a disguise.”

			“In case he was seen around the neighborhood. He had to keep tabs on her, a few weeks, I’d say. Solidify her Sunday routine. How’d he pick her, though? Out of a fucking hat? How does he target this particular LC, this particular woman?”

			“Maybe there’s some connection. A place they shopped, ate, did business. A doctor, a bank.”

			“Possible, and it’s a good line for you to tug. I’m more inclined to think it was the area first. Neighborhood. Select the setting, then the character, then put on your play.”

			“Speaking of neighborhoods, this is really nice.” Peabody gazed out at shady sidewalks, large old houses, pretty urban gardens planted in window boxes or pots. “I could go for this one day. You know, when I settle down, start thinking family and stuff. You ever think about that? Kids and all.”

			Eve thought of the hate-filled eyes, staring at her out of a dream. “No.”

			“Tons of time and all. I figure maybe to think about it in six, eight years anyway. Definitely going to be taking McNab on a long test drive before I commit to more than cohabbing. Hey, your eye didn’t twitch.”

			“Because I’m not listening to you.”

			“Are, too,” Peabody muttered when Eve pulled to the curb. “He’s been really great working with me for the exam. It makes a difference having somebody rooting for me. He really wants it for me because I want it. That’s . . . well, that’s just solid.”

			“McNab’s a moron the majority of the time, but he’s in love with you.”

			“Dallas!” Peabody shifted in her seat so sharply her cap tipped over one eye. “You said the ‘L’ word and ‘McNab’ in the same sentence. Voluntarily.”

			“Just shut up.”

			“Happy to.” With a happy smile, she squared her cap. “I’m just going to savor in silence.”

			They walked three houses down to a three-story home that Eve imagined had once been a multifamily dwelling. Writing about killers was obviously profitable if Breen could afford something this up-market.

			She went up a short flight of flagstoned steps to the main entrance, noted the full security system that must have made the man confident enough to keep the etched glass panes on either side of the front door.

			There was a wife as well, she knew from her quick background check, and a two-year-old boy. Breen collected partial professional father pay from the government as primary at-home parent while his wife earned a substantial salary as a VP and managing editor of a fashion rag called Outre.

			A nice, tidy setup, Eve mused, as she rang the bell and held up her badge for scan.

			Breen answered the door himself with his son sitting astride his shoulders. The boy was holding on to Breen’s blond hair like the reins on a horse.

			“Go, ride!” the boy shouted and kicked his feet.

			“Only this far, partner.” Breen hooked his hands around the boy’s ankles, either to anchor him, Eve thought, or to stop the busy little heels from digging holes in his armpits. “Lieutenant Dallas?”

			“That’s right. I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me, Mr. Breen.”

			“No problem. Always happy to talk to the cops, and I’ve followed your work. I’m hoping to do a book on New York murders eventually, and figure you’ll be one of my prime sources.”

			“You’ll have to talk to public relations at Central about that. Can we come in?”

			“Oh yeah, sure. Sorry.”

			He stepped back. He was in his thirties, of strong, medium build. From the definition in his arms, Eve doubted he sat at a computer all day. He had a good face, handsome without being soft.

			“Blaster!” the boy called out as he spotted Eve’s weapon under her jacket. “Zappit!”

			Breen laughed, flipped the child off his shoulders in a rapid and smooth move that had the kid squealing in delight. “Jed here’s a little bloodthirsty. Runs in the family. I’m just going to set him up with the droid, then we can talk.”

			“No droid!” The kid’s face went from angelic to mutinous in a heartbeat. “Stay with Daddy!”

			“Just for a little while, champ; then we’ll go out to the park.” He tickled the boy into giggles as he charged up the steps with him.

			“Nice to see a guy handle a kid that way, and enjoy it,” Peabody commented.

			“Yeah. Wonder what a guy, a successful guy, thinks about pulling in a professional father stipend, dealing with an offspring, while the mother’s being a busy exec at a major firm every day. Some guys would resent that. Some might think the little lady’s pushy, domineering. Maybe his mother was the same—Breen’s mother is a neurologist and his father went the professional parent route. You know,” Eve added, looking up the stairs, “some guys would build up a nasty little resentment of women over that kind of setup.”

			“That’s really sexist.”

			“Yeah, it is. Some people are.”

			Peabody frowned up the steps. “It’s some brain that could take a nice, homey scene like we just witnessed and turn it on its head into a motive for murder.”

			“Just one of my natural-born talents, Peabody.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Breen set them up in a roomy office just off the kitchen. Two large windows faced the rear, where they could see a kind of tidy patio skirted by a low wall. Behind the wall were leafy trees. With the view, they might have been in some quiet suburb rather than the city.

			Someone had put pots of flowers on the patio, along with a couple of loungers. There was a small table shaded by a jaunty blue-and-white striped umbrella.

			A couple of big plastic trucks lay on their sides, along with their colorful plastic occupants, as if there had been a terrible vehicular accident.

			Why, Eve wondered, were kids always bashing toys together? Maybe it was some sort of primitive cave-dweller instinct that, if things went well, the kid outgrew or at least restrained into adulthood.

			Jed’s father looked civilized enough, sitting in his rolly chair that he’d scooted around from his workstation. Then again, he made the bulk of his living writing about people who restrained nothing, and rather than outgrowing any destructive instincts, had bumped it up from plastic toys to flesh and blood.

			It took, Eve was very aware, all kinds.

			“So, how can I help?”

			“You’ve done considerable research into serial killers,” Eve began.

			“Historical figures, primarily. Though I have interviewed a few contemporary subjects.”

			“Why is that, Mr. Breen?”

			“Tom. Why?” He looked surprised for a moment. “It’s fascinating. You’ve been up close and personal with the breed. Don’t you find them fascinating?”

			“I don’t know if that’s the word I’d use.”

			He leaned forward. “But you have to wonder what makes them who they are, don’t you? What separates them from the rest of us? Is it something more or something less? Are they born to kill, or does that need evolve in them? Is it a single instance that turns them, or a series of events? And really, the answer isn’t always the same, and that’s fascinating. One guy spends his childhood in poverty and abuse”—he tapped his index fingers together—“and becomes a productive member of society. A bank president, faithful husband, good father, loyal friend. Plays golf on the weekend and walks his pet schnauzer every night. He uses his background to springboard himself into something better, higher, right?”

			“And another uses it as an excuse to dive into the muck. Yeah, I get it. Why do you write about the muck?”

			He sat back again. “Well, I could give you a lot of jive about how studying the killer and the muck he wades in gives society insight into how and why. And understanding, information, is power against fear. It would be true,” he added with his quick and boyish smile. “But on another level entirely, it’s just fun. I’ve been into it since I was a kid. Jack the Ripper was the big one for me. I read everything about him, watched every vid ever produced, surfed the Web sites, made up stories where I was a cop back then and tracked him down. Along the way I expanded, studied up on profiling and types, the steps and the stages—you know, trolling, hunting, the rush and the lull.”

			He shrugged now. “I went through a phase where I thought I’d be a cop, chase the bad guys. But I got over that one. Considered going into psychology, but it just didn’t suit me. What I really wanted to do was write, and that’s what I was good at. So I write about my lifelong interest.”

			“I hear some writers need to experience the subject they’re writing about. Need that hands-on approach before they can put it down in words.”

			Amusement bloomed on his face. “So, you’re asking if I’ve gone out and carved up a couple of street LCs in the name of research?” His laughter rolled out, then stopped, like a wave hitting a wall as Eve only continued to watch him.

			He blinked, several times, then swallowed audibly. “Holy shit, you really are. I’m a suspect?” The healthy color in his face had drained away to leave it pale and shiny. “For real?”

			“I’d like to know where you were on September second, between midnight and three A.M.”

			“I was home, probably. I don’t . . .” He lifted both hands, rubbed the sides of his head. “Man, my brain’s gone fuzzy. I figured you wanted me to consult. Was pretty juiced about it. Ah . . . I was here. Jule—Julietta, my wife—had a late meeting, and didn’t get home until about ten. She was whipped and went straight up to bed. I put in some writing time. With Jed, the only time the house is really quiet is the middle of the night. I worked until one, maybe a little after. I can check my disc log.”

			He opened drawers in his workstation, began to root around. “I, ah, Jesus, did the man of the house routine. I go through it every night before I turn in. Check the security, make sure everything’s locked up. Look in on Jed. That’s it.”

			“How about Sunday morning?”

			“This Sunday?” He glanced up, over. “My wife got up with Jed.”

			He paused, and Eve could see the change taking place. The shock was ebbing and the interest, the enjoyment, even the pride in being considered a murder subject was rolling in.

			“Most Sundays I sleep in and she takes over. She doesn’t get as much one-on-one time with him as I do. She took him to the park. They go out early and have a picnic breakfast if the weather’s good. Jed loves that. I didn’t surface till close to noon. What’s Sunday? I’m not following . . .”

			Then he did. She could see it click. “The woman who was found strangled in her apartment on Sunday. Middle-aged woman, living alone. Sexual assault and strangulation.”

			His eyes were narrowed now, his color back. “The media reports were sketchy, but strangulation and sexual assault, that’s not Ripper style. An older woman, at home in her apartment, that’s not Ripper style either. What’s the connection?”

			At Eve’s steady stare, he scooted forward in the chair. “Listen, if I’m moonlighting as a killer, I already know so you won’t be telling me anything. If I’m just an expert on serial killers, giving me some details might let me help. Either way, how can you lose?”

			She’d already decided what she would and wouldn’t tell him, but held his gaze another moment. “The sash of the victim’s lounge robe was used as the murder weapon, and tied in a bow under the chin.”

			“Boston Strangler. That was his signature.” He snapped his fingers, and began to push through the piles of discs and files on his desk. “I’ve got considerable notes on him. Wow. You’ve got two killers imitating the famous? Teamwork, like Leopold and Loeb? Or . . .” He paused, took a long breath. “Not two, just one. One killer working his way down a list of his heroes. That’s why you’re looking at me. You’re wondering if the people I write about are heroes to me, and if I’m mixing up my work and my life. If I want to be one of them.”

			He pushed to his feet, pacing with what looked to Eve to be energy rather than nerves. “This is fucking amazing. He’s probably read my books. That’s sort of creepy, but icy in a strange way, too. DeSalvo, DeSalvo. Different type from Jack,” Breen mumbled. “Blue collar, family man, a sad sap. Jack was probably educated, likely a member of the upper class.”

			“If the information I just gave you finds its way to the media, I’ll know where it came from.” Eve paused until Breen stopped pacing and looked at her. “I’ll make your life hell.”

			“Why would I give it to the media, and let somebody write about it first?” He sat again. “This has best-seller written all over it. I know that sounds cold, but in my line of work I have to be as detached as you do in yours. I’ll help however I can. I’ve got mountains of research and data accumulated on every major serial killer since the Ripper started it all, and a few interesting minor ones. I’ll make it all available to you, pitch in as a civilian consultant, and waive the fee. And when it’s over, I’ll write it.”

			“I’ll think about it.” Eve got to her feet. And saw, under the mess he’d made of his desk, a box of cream-colored stationery.

			“Fancy writing paper,” she commented, stepping over to pick up the box.

			“Hmm? Oh yeah. I use it when I want to impress somebody.”

			“Is that so?” Her eyes flashed to his like lasers. “Who did you want to impress lately?”

			“Hell, I don’t know. I think I used it a couple weeks ago when I sent what my dad always called a bread-and-butter note to my publisher. A thanks for a dinner party thing. Why?”

			“Where’d you get it? The paper?”

			“Jule must’ve bought it. No, wait.” He rose himself, looking baffled as he took the box from Eve. “That’s not right. It was a gift. Sure, I remember now. Came through my publisher with a fan letter. Readers send stuff all the time.”

			“A token from a reader, to the tune of about five hundred dollars?”

			“You’re kidding! Five hundred. Wow.” He was watching Eve more carefully now as he set the box back on his desk. “I should be more careful with it.”

			“I’ll want a sample of that paper, Mr. Breen. It matches the type left at both homicides I’m investigating.”

			“This is just too fucking weird.” He sat, heavily. “Take it.” Several emotions seemed to run across his face as he scooped a hand through his luxurious hair. “He knows about me. He’s read my stuff. What the hell did the note say? I can’t remember, just something about how he appreciated my work, my attention to detail or something like that, and my—what—enthusiasm for the subject.”

			“Do you have the note?”

			“No, I wouldn’t keep it. I answer some of the mail personally, have a droid do the bulk. If it’s snail mail, we recycle the paper after it’s answered. He’s using my work as research, don’t you think? That’s horrible, and really flattering at the same time.”

			Eve passed one of the sheets and envelopes to Peabody to seal into evidence. “Give him a receipt for it,” she ordered. “I wouldn’t be flattered if I were you, Mr. Breen. This isn’t research, or words in a discbook.”

			“I’m part of it now. Not just an observer this time, but part of something I’ll write about.”

			She could see he was more pleased than appalled.

			“I plan to stop him, and soon, Mr. Breen. Things go my way, you’re not going to have much of a book.”

			“I don’t know what to think about him,” Peabody said when they were outside. She turned back, studied the house and imagined the good-looking Breen swinging his handsome son onto his shoulders and taking him to the park to play. And dreaming of fame and fortune written in blood. “The stationery was right out of the blue. He didn’t try to hide it.”

			“Where’s the excitement if we don’t find it?”

			“I get that—and he likes the rush, no question. But his story sounds solid, especially if the killer has read his stuff.”

			“He can’t prove where it came from, and we have to waste time trying to trace it. And Breen’s juiced by it.”

			“I guess it’s the sort of thing that’d juice him. His job’s on the sick side.”

			“So’s ours.”

			Surprised, Peabody hiked with Eve to the car. “You liked him?”

			“I haven’t made up my mind. If he’s no more than he claims to be, I’ve got no problem with him. People like murder, Peabody. They jive on it when it’s got at least one of those degrees of separation. Reading about it, watching vids about it, turning on the evening news to hear about it. As long as it isn’t too close. We don’t pay to watch a couple of guys hack each other to death in an arena anymore, but we’ve still got the blood lust. We still get off on it. In the abstract. Because it’s reassuring. Somebody’s dead, but we’re not.”

			She remembered, as she climbed into the car out of the vicious heat, how that thought raced through her head, again and again, when she’d huddled in the corner of that frigid room in Dallas and looked at the bloody waste of the thing that had been her father.

			“You can’t feel that way when you see it all the time. When you do what we do.”

			“You can’t,” Eve said as she started the car. “Some can. Not all cops are heroes just because they’re supposed to be. And not all fathers are good guys just because they give their little boys a ride on their shoulders. Whether I like him or not, his lack of alibi, his line of work, and his possession of the notepaper put him on the list. We’re going to do a very careful check on Thomas A. Breen. Let’s run the wife, too. What didn’t we hear from him in today’s conversation, Peabody?”

			“I’m not following you.”

			“He told us she came home from a late meeting. She went to bed. He worked. He slept in. She took the kid to the park. But I never heard anything about we. My wife and I, Jule and I. Me and my wife and Jed. That’s what I didn’t hear. And what impression do you suppose I get from that?”

			“You’re thinking the marriage isn’t good, that there’s friction or disinterest between Breen and his wife. Yeah, I can see that, but I can see how with two careers and a kid a couple could get into a routine that revolves around work and pass the toddler.”

			“Maybe. Doesn’t seem much point in being together if you never are though, does there? Good-looking guy like that might start getting resentful and frustrated with that sort of routine. Especially if he sees it as a repeat of his own childhood. A guy doesn’t want to look in the mirror at thirty-something and see his father looking back at him. We’ll take a good close look at Thomas A. Breen,” she repeated. “And see what we see.”

			Eve decided her next stop would be Fortney. But it was time to play it, and him, a different way. “I want to nudge Fortney on the second murder, revisit the first. His alibi’s bullshit. And since I tend to get cranky when people lie to me, I’m not going to be particularly friendly.”

			“As you are the epitome of cheer and goodwill by nature, sir, this will be somewhat of a stretch.”

			“I smell the distinct aroma of lame-ass sarcasm in this vehicle.”

			“We’ll have it fumigated.”

			“But fortunately I’m the epitome of cheer and goodwill and will not rub your nose in it at this time. A few minutes into my unfriendly conversation with Fortney, I’m going to get a tag on my pocket ’link.”

			“As I’m in awe of you in all ways, I’m unsurprised by this sudden psychic ability.”

			“I’ll be annoyed, but will have to take the communication, thereby passing the interview to you.”

			“Do you also know who’ll be tagging . . . What? To me?”

			That, Eve thought, had wiped the sassy little smirk off her aide’s face. “You’ll pick it up as good cop. The long-suffering, somewhat inexperienced, and apologetic underling. Play that up, fumble around.”

			“Sir. Dallas. I am the long-suffering, somewhat inexperienced, and apologetic underling. I don’t have to play it up or pretend to fumble around.”

			“Use it,” Eve said simply. “Make it work for you. Let him think he’s leading you. He’ll see a girl cop in uniform, who takes orders from me. Second-string. He won’t see past that to what you’re made of.”

			I don’t know what I’m made of, Peabody thought, but drew a deep breath. “I can see how it could work.”

			“Make it work,” Eve said again, and parked outside the office building to set the timer on her ’link.

			Eve bullied her way into Leo Fortney’s office and set the mood. Enjoyed setting it, she admitted. She put a little swagger in her step as she broke in on his holo-conference with a video producer.

			“You’re going to want to reschedule your little confab, Leo,” she told him. “Or let Hollywood here in on our conversation.”

			“You have no right pushing your way in here, throwing your weight around.”

			She flipped out her badge so the images in the room had a clear view. “Bet?”

			Fortney’s color was edging toward magenta. “I’m sorry, Thad. I need to take care of this . . . disturbance. I’ll have my assistant reschedule, at your convenience.”

			He shut the hologram down before Thad could do more than raise two thin eyebrows into sharp, questioning points.

			“I don’t have to tolerate this kind of ambush!” His magenta hair was pulled severely back from his face today, and the sleek tail of it whipped wildly as he flung out his arms. “I’m calling my lawyer, and I’ll see you’re reprimanded by your superior.”

			“You do that. And we’ll take this to Central where you can explain to me, your lawyer, and my superior why you handed me a pile of bullshit as an alibi.”

			Eve toed in, and punched a finger toward his chest. “Lying to a primary during a homicide investigation doesn’t earn you any points, Leo.”

			“If you think you can insinuate that I’m covering up some crime—”

			“I’m not insinuating anything.” She got right up in his face as she spoke, and enjoyed that as well. “I’m saying it. Flat out. Your meal ticket didn’t back you up, pal. You did not, as you claimed, retire with her on the night in question. She went to bed alone, and assumes you joined her at some point. Assume ain’t dick. So let’s start this over. Your place or mine, it doesn’t mean a damn to me.”

			“How dare you!” He lost all color now, insult and temper robbing his cheeks. “If you think I’m going to stand here and be insulted, have the woman I love insulted by some two-bit dyke bitch cop—”

			“What’re you going to do about it? Take me out, like you took out Jacie Wooton and Lois Gregg? You’re going to find it tougher. I’m not a used up LC or a sixty-year-old woman.”

			His voice piped out now, like an adolescent boy’s threatening to crack. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

			“Couldn’t get it up, could you, Leo?” She was careful to keep her hands off him, though she’d have liked to have given him a couple of mild shots. “Even when you had her tied up, and helpless, you couldn’t get the wood on.”

			“Get away from me. You’re crazy.” Little darts of fear shone in his eyes now as he danced behind his desk. “You’re out of your mind.”

			“You’re going to see just how crazy if you don’t tell me where you were on the night of September second, and the morning of September fifth. Shuffle me again, Leo,” she said and slapped her hands on the desk. “And you’ll see how crazy.”

			On cue, her ’link beeped. With a snarl, she ripped it out of her pocket. “Text only,” she snapped. Waited a few beats as if reading. “Goddamn it.” She muttered it, then rounded on Peabody. “Get the goddamn information from this asshole. I’ve got to take this, and I don’t have time to waste. Five minutes, Leo,” she said over her shoulder as she marched to the door. “Then I’m coming back for the next round.”

			He sat heavily when the door slammed behind Eve. “That woman is a menace. She was going to strike me.”

			“Sir. I’m sure you’re mistaken.” But Peabody cast an uncertain eye toward the door still shuddering on its hinges. “My lieutenant is . . . it’s been a difficult few days, Mr. Fortney, and Lieutenant Dallas is under a great deal of stress. I’m sorry she lost her temper. Can I get you some water?”

			“No. No, thank you.” He pressed a hand to his brow. “I just need to settle down. I’m not used to being treated that way.”

			“She’s very colorful.” Peabody tried a half smile when he looked up. “I’m sure we can straighten this all out before she gets back. There were some discrepancies in your earlier statement, sir. It’s easy to get confused or mix up times and dates when you’re not expecting to have to remember your movements.”

			“Well, of course it is,” he said with obvious relief. “I certainly wasn’t expecting to be questioned about a murder. For God’s sake.”

			“I understand that. And it seems to me if you’d killed Ms. Wooton or Ms. Gregg, you’d have arranged a solid alibi. You’re obviously an intelligent man.”

			“Thank you, Officer . . .”

			“It’s Peabody, sir. If I could take out my notebook, we could try to put things together for the times in question.” She smiled at him with whiffs of sympathy and nerves. “May I sit down?”

			“Yes, yes. That woman’s shaken my manners loose. I don’t see how you stand to work with her.”

			“It’s really for her, sir. I’m in training.”

			“I see.” He was relaxing, Peabody could see. Just as she could see his amusement at thinking he’d escaped the lion and gotten himself a pussycat. “Have you been with the police long?”

			“Not very. I do mostly administrative work. The lieutenant hates paperwork.” She started to roll her eyes, seemed to catch herself and worked up a blush.

			Fortney laughed. “Your secret’s safe with me. Still, I wonder what an attractive woman like you is doing in such a difficult field?”

			“Men still outnumber women on the job,” she heard herself saying, and felt the quick, flirtatious smile curve her lips. “That can be a pretty strong incentive. I’d just like to say how much I admire your work. I’m such a fan of musical theater, and you’ve been involved in wonderful projects. It seems so glamorous and exciting to someone like me.”

			“It has its moments. Maybe you’d like me to give you a tour of the theater, backstage, where the action really is.”

			“That would be . . .” She trailed off breathlessly. “I’d just love it.” She glanced back at the door again. “I’m not supposed to do something like that. You won’t say anything?”

			He mimed zipping his lip and made her giggle.

			“If I can just clear up some of these discrepancies before she gets back. Otherwise, she’ll skin me.”

			“Sweetheart, you can’t really believe I’d kill anyone.”

			“Oh no, Mr. Fortney, but the lieutenant . . .”

			He got up from the desk, came around, and sat on the corner of it. “I’m not interested in the lieutenant. The fact is, Pepper and I . . . well, our relationship has devolved, you could say. We’re really just business partners at this point, keeping up appearances for the public. I don’t want anything to damage her while she’s working so hard in this play. I have a great deal of affection and respect for her even though . . . even though things aren’t what they were between us.”

			He gave Peabody a puppy dog look, and she did her best to respond with one of sympathy. Even as she thought: Putz. Do I look that green? “It must be awfully hard for you.”

			“Show business is a demanding mistress, on both sides of the curtain. I did tell nearly the truth about that night. I didn’t mention that Pepper and I didn’t really speak or have contact with each other when she came back from the theater. I spent that night as I’ve spent far too many of them. Alone.”

			“So you have no one to corroborate your whereabouts?”

			“I’m afraid I don’t, not directly, though Pepper and I were in the same house together all night. It was just another lonely night, and to be frank, they blur together now. I wonder, maybe you and I could have dinner?”

			“Ummm . . .”

			“Privately,” he added. “I can’t be seen having dinner with a beautiful woman while Pepper and I still have to keep up this pretense. Gossip would hurt her, and she’s so temperamental. She needs to focus on the play. I have to honor that.”

			“That’s so . . .” The words that ran through her head were anything but flattering, but she choked out an alternative. “. . . so brave. I’d love to, if I can get the time off. These murders have the lieutenant working practically 24/7. And when she works, I work.”

			“Murders.” For a moment he looked genuinely puzzled. “Is that what all this business about this Gregg person is? Another prostitute’s been killed?”

			“There was another attack,” Peabody evaded. “It would help me out a lot if you could tell me where you were Sunday morning, between eight and noon. That would cover you, and I could probably smooth things out with Lieutenant Dallas so she won’t bother you again.”

			She tried a simper, but didn’t think it was her best look.

			“Sunday morning? Sleeping the sleep of the just until tenish. I indulge myself on Sundays. Pepper would have been up and out early. Dance class, she never misses. I would have had a light brunch, lingered over the Sunday paper. I doubt I was even dressed until noon.”

			“And alone again?”

			He gave a sad, crooked smile. “Afraid so. Pepper would have gone directly to the theater after class. Sunday matinee. I did go to the club, but not until at least one. For a swim, a steam, a massage.” He lifted his hands, let them fall. “I’m afraid I did nothing of any interest all day. Now, if I’d had a companion. Someone . . . simpatico . . . we’d have taken a leisurely drive in the country, stopped at some charming little inn for a champagne lunch, and whiled away our Sunday in a much more entertaining fashion. As it is, I have nothing but work, illusion, and solitude.”

			“Could you tell me the name of your club? Then I can give Lieutenant Dallas something solid.”

			“I use the Gold Key, on Madison.”

			“Thanks.” She rose. “I’ll see if I can head her off.”

			He took Peabody’s hand, looking into her eyes as he brought it to his lips. “Dinner?”

			“It sounds mag. I’ll contact you as soon as I know when I’m clear.” She hoped she had one more blush in her. “Leo,” she said shyly.

			She hurried out and straight to where Eve stood with her ’link. “I can’t break character yet,” Peabody reported. “He might ask one of his bimbos what went on out here, so you should look annoyed and doubtful, and like you could ream my ass at any moment.”

			“Fine. Then I don’t have to break character either as that’s the one I walk around in on a daily basis.”

			“He’s a total sleaze, and he doesn’t have a solid for either murder. Hard for me to see somebody that slimy being our guy, but he’s not covered.”

			She looked down at her shoes, studying the shine, and hoping the body language looked subservient. “He also cheats on Pepper, regularly by my take. He hit on me, and it seemed like a natural rhythm. Guy’s got more tired lines than an afternoon soap and less talent at selling them.”

			“You hit back?”

			“Enough to keep the rhythm up, not enough to get me a reprimand should there be an official inquiry. Maybe you could stomp off to the elevator now. It’s getting hard to keep looking naive and subservient.”

			Eve obliged and timed it so Peabody barely had time to nip in with her before the doors shut. “I thought that was a good touch.”

			“Good thing my butt isn’t any bigger than it already is. He’s shifting his story for the night of the Wooton murder. Says he and Pepper are just business partners now, and keeping up the pretext of otherwise so there isn’t any negative publicity through the run of the play. Still says he was at home all night, though, and home all Sunday morning. Alone. The original Lonely Guy.”

			“What kind of moronic female falls for that crap?” Eve wondered.

			“Lots, I guess, depending on the delivery.” She moved her shoulders. “His wasn’t bad, actually. But it was too quick, and too obvious. Anyhow, he claims he went to the Gold Key on Madison about one on Sunday. I say he’s twinking at least one of those bimbos on the side. He’s not the type for an LC. Isn’t going to pay for it when he can bullshit and brag his way into it. And I’d say it’d be news to Pepper that they’re just business partners now. I’d also say he doesn’t think much of women as a species.”

			Go, Peabody, Eve thought, and leaned back against the elevator wall as her aide ran it through. “Thinks about them, because he probably imagines fucking any woman who’s remotely attractive. But he doesn’t like them. He kept calling you that woman. Never referred to you by name or rank. And there was a lot of passion in the way he said it.”

			“Good job.”

			“I don’t know that I found out anything really useful. Except now that I think about it, I can see him doing the murders.”

			“You found out he’s lying to his lover, and if he isn’t actively cheating—which he likely is—he’s open to cheating. You found out that he had the opportunity to commit both murders. So he’s a liar and a cheat. Doesn’t make him a murderer, but he’s a liar and a cheat with opportunity, with access to the stationery found at both crime scenes, and that he has an attitude toward women. That’s not bad for the day.”

			Carmichael Smith was in the studio—in New L.A.—so she gave him a pass for the day. She found Niles Renquist so heavily wrapped in red tape that she decided to do an end run around him and aim for his wife.

			The Renquists’ New York home wasn’t Breen’s upwardly mobile family neighborhood, or Carmichael’s trendy loft. It was all dignity and restrained grace in faded brick and tall windows.

			The entrance hall, where they were admitted with considerable reluctance and disapproval by a uniformed housekeeper who could have given Summerset a run for his money, was done in creams and burgundies and the subtle sheen of religiously polished antiques.

			Lilies, white and burgundy in a crystal vase, sat on a long narrow table along the staircase and scented the air. Along with it was an echoing hush she associated with empty houses or churches.

			“It’s like a museum,” Peabody said out of the corner of her mouth. “You and Roarke have all this cool, rich people stuff, but it’s different. People live there.”

			Before Eve could respond there was the female sound of heels on wood. People lived here, too, Eve thought, but she had a feeling they were a different type altogether.

			The woman who walked toward them was as beautiful, as dignified, and as quietly elegant as the home she’d made. Her hair was a soft blonde, carefully coiffed into a short bob that caught the light. Her face was pale and creamy, with a hint of rose on cheeks and lips. This one, Eve thought, never left the house without sunscreen, top to toe. She wore wide-legged pants, killer heels, and a blousy shirt with a faint sheen, all in cream.

			“Lieutenant Dallas.” There was a high-toned drift of England in her voice, and the hand she offered was cool. “Pamela Renquist. I’m sorry, but I’m expecting company shortly. If you’d contacted my secretary, I’m sure we could have arranged an appointment at a more convenient time.”

			“Then I’ll try to keep the inconvenience short.”

			“If this is about the stationery, your time would be of more use speaking with my secretary. She handles the bulk of my correspondence.”

			“Did you buy the stationery, Mrs. Renquist?”

			“Quite possibly.” Her face never changed, held its mildly pleasant expression as she spoke with the kind of undiluted politeness Eve always found insulting. “I enjoy shopping when in London, but I rarely keep track of every little purchase. We certainly have the paper, so it hardly matters if I bought it myself, or Niles, or one of our assistants made the purchase for us. I was under the impression my husband had discussed this with you.”

			“He did. There is considerable repetition and overlap in a homicide investigation. Could you tell me where you and your husband were on the night—”

			“We were precisely where Niles has already told you we were on the night of that unfortunate person’s murder.” Her tone became frigid and dismissive. “My husband is a very busy man, Lieutenant, and I know he’s already taken the time to speak with you regarding this matter. I have nothing to add to what he’s already told you, and I’m expecting guests.”

			Not so fast, sweetheart. “I haven’t yet spoken to your husband regarding a second murder. I’d like you to tell me where you both were on Sunday, between eight and noon.”

			For the first time since the woman had walked down the hall, she looked flustered. It was momentary, just a slight heightening of color on that creamy skin, a slight frown around the rosy mouth. Then it was smooth and pale again.

			“I find this very tedious, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah, me, too. But there you go. Sunday, Mrs. Renquist.”

			Pamela drew air sharply through her chiseled nostrils. “We have brunch on Sundays at ten-thirty. Prior to that, my husband would have enjoyed a well-deserved hour in our relaxation tank, as he does every Sunday, when schedule permits, between nine and ten. While he was doing so, I would have joined him in our home health center for my own Sunday morning hour of exercise. At eleven-thirty, after brunch, my daughter would have gone with her au pair to a museum, while my husband and I prepared to go to the club for a doubles match with friends. Is that detailed enough, Lieutenant?”

			She said lieutenant as another woman might have said nosy, insolent bitch. Eve had to give her credit for it. “You and your husband were home on Sunday from eight until noon.”

			“As I’ve just said.”

			“Mummy.”

			They both turned and looked at the young girl—gold and pink and white, as pretty as a frosted cake—on the stairs. A woman of about twenty-five, with a spill of black hair clipped back neatly at her nape, held the girl’s hand.

			“Not now, Rose. It’s impolite to interrupt. Sophia, take Rose back upstairs. I’ll let you know when the guests have arrived.” She spoke to her daughter and the woman in the same polite and distant tones.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			She gave the girl’s hand a little tug—Eve saw it, and the slight resistance of the child before the girl went obediently back up the stairs.

			“If there’s nothing more, Lieutenant, you’ll have to make an appointment with either myself or my husband through our offices.” She walked to the door, opened it. “I hope you find who you’re looking for soon, so this can be put to rest.”

			“I’m sure Jacie Wooton and Lois Gregg feel exactly the same way. Thanks for your time.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			With the help of Lois Gregg’s daughter-in-law, Eve mapped out the daily routine of the victim’s life.

			Leah Gregg served iced tea in the compact nook off her compact kitchen. She wanted to keep her hands busy, Eve could see. And her mind occupied. More, Eve saw a woman who wanted to take some active part in standing for her husband’s mother.

			“We were close. Actually, Lois was closer to me than my own mother. Mine lives in Denver with my stepfather. We have issues.” She smiled when she said it, a tight-lipped grimace that indicated they were big issues. “But Lois was the best. Some of my friends have trouble with their in-laws. Unwanted advice, little digs, interference.”

			She shrugged, and sat across from Eve at the narrow service bar. Then she nodded at the ring on Eve’s left hand. “You’re married, so you know how it can be—especially with mothers of sons, who don’t want to let go of their baby boy.”

			Eve made a noncommittal sound. There was no point in saying no, she didn’t know how it could be. Her husband’s mother had been forced to let go of her baby boy a long, long time ago.

			“But I didn’t get any of that from Lois. Not that she didn’t love her kids. She just knew how to keep it all balanced. She was fun, and smart, and had a life of her own. She loved her kids, she loved the grands, she loved me.” Leah had to take a long, calming breath. “Jeff and his sister, all of us really, are just flattened by this. She was young and healthy, vital and active. The sort of woman you expect to live forever, I guess. To lose her this way, it’s just cruel. But well . . .” She took another breath. “I guess you know that, in your line of work. And it’s not why you’re here.”

			“I know this is hard, Mrs. Gregg, and I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me.”

			“I’ll do anything, absolutely anything, to help you find the bastard who did this to Lois. I mean that.”

			Eve saw that she did. “I take it you talked to her often.”

			“Two, three times a week. We got together very often: Sunday dinners, shopping sprees, girl days. We were friends, Lieutenant. Lois and I . . . she was, I guess I’ve just realized, she was my best friend. Oh, shit.”

			She broke off, pushing off to grab some tissue. “I’m not going to lose it, it won’t help her or Jeff or the kids for me to lose it. Just give me a second.”

			“Take your time.”

			“We’re having a memorial tomorrow. She didn’t want anything formal or depressing. She used to joke about it. ‘When my time comes,’ she’d say, ‘I want you to have a nice, tasteful memorial service and make it short. Then, break out the champagne and have a party. Celebrate my life.’ That’s what we want to do, we will do because she wanted it. But it wasn’t supposed to be now. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I don’t know how we’ll get through it. One minute at a time, I guess.”

			She sat again, breathed again. “Okay. I know what was done to her. Jeff told me. He tried not to, but he fell apart and it all came pouring out, so I know what was done to her. You don’t have to be delicate with me.”

			“She must’ve liked you a lot.” It was the first time Peabody had spoken, and the comment had Leah’s eyes tearing again.

			“Thanks. Now what can I do?”

			“She wore a ring, third finger, left hand.”

			“Yes, she considered it her wedding ring though she and Sam never made it formal. Sam was the love of her life. He died a few years ago in an accident, and she continued to wear his ring.”

			“Can you describe it?”

			“Sure. Gold band, channel set with little sapphires. Five little sapphires because he gave it to her on their fifth anniversary. Very classic, very simple. Lois didn’t like flashy jewelry.”

			She paused a moment, and Eve could see it sink in. “He took it? He took her ring? The bastard, the filthy son of a bitch. That ring mattered to her.”

			“The fact that her killer took the ring may help us find and identify him. When we find it, and him, you’ll be able to positively identify it. That will help us build our case.”

			“All right, all right. Thanks. I can think of it that way now, think of it as a way to lock him up. That helps.”

			“Did she mention anything, however casually,” Eve began, “about meeting someone, seeing someone hanging around the neighborhood?”

			“No.” Her kitchen ’link beeped, and she ignored it.

			“You can get that,” Eve told her. “We can wait.”

			“No, it’s someone calling with condolences. Everyone who knew her is calling. This is more important now.”

			Eve angled her head. “Officer Peabody’s right. She must’ve liked you very much.”

			“She’d have expected me to handle this, the way she would’ve handled it. So I will.”

			“Think carefully then. Any mention of anyone she might’ve met or seen in the last few weeks.”

			“She was friendly, the sort who talks to strangers on line at the market or strikes up conversations in the subway. So she wouldn’t have mentioned anything like that unless it was out of the ordinary for her.”

			“Take me through the places she’d go, the routes she’d take. Daily business sort of thing. I’m looking for repetition and habit, the kind of thing someone who was tracking her could use to determine she’d have been alone in the apartment Sunday morning.”

			“Okay.” Leah began to outline Lois’s basic routines as Eve took notes.

			It was a simple life, if an active one. Fitness classes three times a week, bi-weekly sessions at a salon, market on Fridays, Thursday evenings out with friends for a meal and a vid or play, volunteer work Monday afternoons at a local day-care center, her part-time job at a lady’s boutique on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays.

			“She dated once in a while,” Leah added. “But not so much recently, and nothing serious. As I said, Sam was it for her. If she’d been seeing anyone, even very casually, I’d have known about it.”

			“Customers in the shop? Men?”

			“Sure, she’d tell us about some of the guys who’d come in and throw themselves on her mercy, looking for something for a spouse or girlfriend. Nothing lately, not that she mentioned. Wait.”

			Her back went steel straight. “Wait. I remember her saying something about a man she ran into when she was shopping for produce. A couple of weeks ago. Said he looked sort of lost over the tomatoes or something.”

			As if to nudge the memory clear, Leah rubbed her temples. “She helped him pick out some vegetables and fruit, that was just like her. She said he was a single father, just moved to New York with his little boy. He was worried about finding good day care, so she told him about Kid Time, that’s the place she volunteers, gave him all the information. Being Lois, she pumped him for personal information. She said he was a good-looking guy, concerned father, looked lonely, and she was hoping he checked out Kid Time so she could maybe fix him up with a woman she knew who worked there. God, what did she say his name was? Ed, Earl, no, no, Al. That’s it.”

			“Al,” Eve repeated and felt it hit her gut.

			“She said he walked her part of the way home, carried her bags. Said they talked kids for a few blocks. I didn’t pay much attention, it was the kind of thing she did all the time. And knowing Lois, if they talked kids, she talked about hers, about us. She probably said how we got together Sunday afternoons, and how she looked forward to it. About how she knew what it was like to raise kids alone.”

			“Did she tell you what he looked like?”

			“She just said he was a good-looking boy. That doesn’t mean anything. Damn it! She’d call any guy under forty a boy, so that’s no help.”

			Yes, it was, Eve thought. It eliminated Elliot Hawthorne, as her own instincts already had.

			“She was a born mother, so if she saw this guy puzzling over tomatoes, she’d have automatically stepped up to give him a hand and talk to him, try to help him out with his problems. Southern,” Leah said on a rise of excitement. “That’s what she said. A good-looking Southern boy.”

			“She was a jewel. You know what I’m saying?”

			Rico Vincenti, proprietor of the family-run market where Lois Gregg did her weekly shopping, unashamedly wiped his tears with a red bandanna, then stuffed it away in the back pocket of khakis that bagged over his skinny butt. He went back to stacking a fresh supply of peaches in his sidewalk bin.

			“That’s what I’m hearing,” Eve said. “She came in here regularly.”

			“Every Friday. Sometimes she’d come by other times, pick up a couple things, but she was in every Friday morning. Ask me about my family, give me grief about prices—not bitchy,” he said quickly. “Friendly like. Some people they come in here, never say a word to you, but not Mrs. Gregg. I find the bastard . . .” He made an obscene gesture. “Finito.”

			“You can leave that part to me. You ever notice anybody hanging around, look like he was watching her?”

			“I see somebody bothering one of my customers, even if it ain’t a regular, I move ’em along.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder like an umpire calling out a base runner. “I been here fifteen years. This is my place.”

			“There was a man, a couple of weeks ago. She helped him pick out some produce, struck up a conversation.”

			“Just like her.” He pulled out the bandanna once more.

			“He went out with her, carried her bags. Nice-looking guy, probably under forty.”

			“Mrs. Gregg, she was always talking to somebody in here. Let me think.” He raked his hands through his thatch of salt-and-pepper hair, screwed up his narrow face. “Yeah, couple Fridays back, she took this guy under her wing, picked out some nice grapes for him, some tomatoes, head of romaine, radishes, carrots, got a pound of peaches.”

			“Can you tell me as much about him as what he bought?”

			Vincenti cracked his first smile. “Not so much. She brought him up with her—I always checked Mrs. Gregg out—and she says: ‘Now, Mr. Vincenti, I want you to take good care of my new friend, Al, when he comes in here by himself. He’s got a little boy who needs your best produce.’ I say something like, ‘I got nothing but the best.’ ”

			“What did he say?”

			“Don’t recall that he did. Smiled a lot. Had on a ball cap, now that I think. And sunshades. This heat, most everybody’s got on a cap and shades.”

			“Tall, short?”

			“Ah, damn me.” He mopped at his sweaty face with the bandanna now. “Taller than me, but who the hell isn’t? I top out at five six. We were busy, and I wasn’t paying much attention. She was doing all the talking, like always. She asked me to put some peaches aside for her the next week. She was going to her daughter’s in Jersey Sunday next, whole family deal, and she wanted to take her some peaches ’cause her girl had a fondness for them.”

			“She come in for them?”

			“Sure, this past Friday. Five pounds. I put them in a little basket for her, let her take them home in it ’cause she’s a good customer.”

			“The guy who went out with her, has he come back?”

			“I haven’t seen him again. I don’t come in on Wednesdays, like to golf on Wednesdays, so he coulda come in and I wouldn’t know. But if he’d come back any other day, I’m here. You think that’s the guy? You think that’s the sick prick who killed Mrs. Gregg?”

			“Just covering the ground, Mr. Vincenti. I appreciate the help.”

			“You need any more, you need anything, you come see me. She was a jewel.”

			“You think he might be the killer,” Peabody said as they walked the neighborhood, following the route Leah had outlined for them.

			“I think he was being a smart-ass, introducing himself with the name Al—Albert DeSalvo, the method he planned to use for her murder. I think it would have been a very smart way to feel her out, coming to the market, putting on the baffled single-daddy routine. If he’d scoped out the area, looking for a woman, a single woman of her age group, spotted her, considered her while he was trolling, he’d have watched her routine, gotten her name, looked up her data, so he’d know she volunteered at a kid care place.”

			He knew how to research, Eve thought. Knew how to take his time, get the data, digest it before he made a move.

			“A woman does time in day care, voluntarily, she’s into kids, so he tells her he’s got a kid when he makes his first contact.”

			She nodded as she spoke, as she studied the neighborhood. It was smart. It was simple. “Good place to make that contact is the market. Ask her for advice, give her a story about having a kid needing day care. Walk her part of the way home. Not all the way. He doesn’t have to, he knows where she lives. Just like he knows her plans for Sunday. Not the next Sunday, the following, so he can have plenty of time to watch her, get it all down, plan it out, enjoy the anticipation.”

			She stopped on the corner, watched people walk by, most with the native New York stare that stopped well short of eye contact. Not a tourist sector, she acknowledged. People lived and worked here, went about their business.

			“She’d have strolled, though,” Eve said aloud. “Strolled along with him, chatting, giving him what seemed like harmless little details of her life. Peaches for her daughter, but there wasn’t a basket of peaches in the apartment on Sunday. He took them. A nice edible souvenir to go with the ring. Walked out of her place after he did what he did, carrying a little basket of fruit. I bet he got a real kick out of that, really enjoyed taking a big juicy bite.”

			Feet planted, she hooked her thumbs in her pockets, too intent on what she was seeing in her head to notice the quick and wary glances tossed her way when her stance revealed her weapon. “But that’s a mistake, a stupid, cocky mistake. People might not notice some guy walking out of an apartment building with a toolbox, but they might, just might, notice one walking out with a basket of peaches and a toolbox.”

			She crossed the street, stood on the next corner, and judged the ground. “Glide-carts aren’t going to be up and running that early on a Sunday, not around here. But the newstands, the coffee shops, the delis, they would be. I want them canvassed. I want to know if anyone noticed a man in maintenance wear, carrying a toolbox and a friggin’ basket of peaches.”

			“Yes, sir. Lieutenant, I just want to say it’s a real pleasure to watch you work.”

			“What’re you angling for, Peabody?”

			“No, seriously, it’s an education to watch you, see what you see, and how you see it. But now that you mention it, it’s pretty hot. Maybe we could, since they are up and running this time of day, get a drink from the glide-cart there. I’m doing a Wicked Witch of the West here.”

			“A what?”

			“You know . . . I’m melting.”

			With a half-snort, Eve dug credits out of her pocket. “Get me a tube of Pepsi, and tell him if it’s not cold I’m going to come over there and hurt him.”

			While Peabody clomped off, Eve stood on the corner, her imagination running. He’d have left her here, she decided. Most likely here, a couple blocks short of the apartment. Had to part ways on a corner, makes the most sense. Probably told her he lived nearby, what he did for a living, little stories about his kid. Lies, all of them, if this was their man.

			And every cell of the cop told her it was.

			Southern, she thought. Had he told her he was from the South? Most likely. Used an accent, or had one. Used, she decided. Just another little flourish.

			Peabody came back with the drinks, a scoop of fries, and a veggie kabob. “Got you the scoop, heavy on the salt, so you wouldn’t sneer at my kabob.”

			“I can still sneer at a kabob. I’ll always sneer at veggies on a stick.” But she dug into the scoop. “We’ll head down this way, swing into the dress shop. Maybe he paid a visit there, too.”

			There were two clerks on duty at the boutique and both began to weep openly the minute Eve mentioned Lois’s name. One of them went to the door, put up the Closed sign.

			“I just can’t take it in. I keep expecting her to walk in and tell us it was some sort of horrible joke.” The tall clerk, with her greyhound’s lithe body, patted her companion’s back as the younger woman sobbed into her hands. “I was going to close the shop for the day, but I don’t know what we’d do with ourselves.”

			“This your place?” Eve asked.

			“Yes. Lois worked for me for ten years. She was great, with the staff, with the customers, with the stock. She could’ve run the place single-handedly if she’d wanted. I’m going to miss her so much.”

			“She was like a mother to me.” The sobbing woman lifted her head. “I’m getting married in October, and she was helping me with so much of it. We were having the best time with all the plans, and now, now she won’t be there.”

			“I know this is hard, but I need to ask you some questions.”

			“We want to help. Don’t we, Addy?”

			“Anything.” The woman got her sobbing under control. “Absolutely anything.”

			Eve took them through the usual questions, wound her way around to the man Vincenti had described.

			“I don’t remember anyone like that coming in recently. Addy?”

			“No, at least not by himself. We get men who come in with their wives or girlfriends, and the occasional solo. But nobody like that in the past few weeks. No one Lois helped or talked to while I was working.”

			“How about someone who came in, asked about her?”

			“There was that man last week, no, the week before. Remember, Myra? He had on a totally mag suit, carried a Mark Cross briefcase.”

			“Yes, I remember. He said Lois had helped him the month before on some gifts for his wife, and they were such a big hit he’d stopped by to thank her.”

			“What did he look like?”

			“Mmm. Late thirties, tall, nicely built, neat little goatee and wavy brown hair on the long side. He wore it tied back. He never took off his sunshades.”

			“Pradas, Continental style.” Addy added. “I bought my fiancé a pair for his birthday. They cost a mint. He smelled like money, and had a clipped Yankee accent. Ivy League type, I thought. I tried to steer him to accessories because he looked like he could afford to drop a bundle, and we’ve got some terrific new handbags, but he wasn’t biting. Just said he’d hoped to give his thanks and regards to Mrs. Gregg. I said I was sorry she wasn’t working today, because she’d have appreciated that. If he wanted to stop by again, he should shoot for Tuesday, Wednesday, or Saturday, and gave him her hours. Oh God.”

			Her face went sheet-white. “Was that wrong?”

			“No. This is just routine. Do you remember anything else?”

			“No, he just said he’d try to come by again if he was in the area, and left. I just thought how nice that was, because customers don’t usually bother, and the men sure don’t.”

			They followed Leah’s list and found that at every point there was someone who remembered a man, of subtly varied descriptions, who’d made some casual inquiry about Lois Gregg.

			“He stalked her,” Eve said. “Gathering data, taking his time. Had a couple of weeks for it anyway. He was going to do Wooton first, and she was easy. All you have to do to pick an LC at her level is wander around and watch the stroll, zero in on one who fits your requirements. You don’t have to worry about getting her alone because that’s her job, but with Lois, it had to be in her place to fit the imitation. She had to be home, she had to be alone, and not expecting anyone.”

			“He had to have plenty of time,” Peabody pointed out. “Had to be able to hit the market on Friday, the boutique, the day care, the fitness center—all on weekdays, all during regular work hours. Doesn’t sound like he’s a nine-to-fiver.”

			“No, and if we go back to our own list, anyone on it so far has the flexibility.”

			She’d tugged Baxter and Trueheart out to do the neighborhood canvass, and was hoping to get a call any minute telling her they’d found someone who’d seen the killer with his souvenir basket of peaches.

			Meanwhile, she had to keep it moving. He’d killed twice, and she was certain he’d already selected his next victim.

			She left Peabody to do the deeper runs on Breen and his wife, and headed out to beg or bribe a short consult with Mira.

			She had to wait, and pace the outer office, and ask herself, yet again, who their deadly mimic might imitate next.

			So far he’d picked two notorious and deceased killers, and she was willing to bet he’d stick to pattern. No one, she thought, who was still among the living. The Ripper had never been caught, DeSalvo had died in prison. So capture and incarceration were okay. That left the field pretty wide, even excluding anyone who’d destroyed or hidden or consumed their victims.

			Her communicator beeped as she was staring holes through Mira’s door and willing it to open.

			“Dallas.”

			“Baxter. I think we’ve got one for you, Dallas. A witness from the neighboring building who was heading out to church and saw a guy in a city maintenance uniform—or so she believes—walking out of the vic’s building carrying a toolbox and a plastic fruit basket.”

			“Time right?”

			“It’s dead on. Our witness knew Gregg. She insists on coming downtown and talking to the primary personally.”

			“Bring her on.”

			“We’re heading back. I’ll meet you in the break room.”

			“My office—”

			“Break room,” he insisted. “Some of us haven’t eaten our lunch as yet.”

			She opened her mouth to protest, and heard the click of Mira’s door. “Fine. I’m in a meeting. I’ll be there as soon as I’m clear.”

			Before Mira’s assistant could repeat the fact that the doctor had only a scant ten minutes free, Mira was stepping out, gesturing Eve inside.

			“I’m glad you found the time to come in. I’ve read all the available data.”

			“I have more,” Eve told her.

			“I need something cold. Cool enough in here,” Mira said as she went to the minifridge. “But just knowing what it’s like outside makes me feel hot. Mind over matter.”

			She took out a container of juice, poured two glasses. “I know you live on caffeine, in one form or another, but this is better for you.”

			“Thanks. The two vics are distinct types. Very distinct.”

			“Yes.” Mira sat.

			“The first, a recovering junkie LC, busted down to street level. A lifer, with no friends, family, or support group, though it appears her own choice. He wasn’t concerned about who she was, but what she was. A street whore, working the dingier section of Chinatown. But the second was a who and what.”

			“Tell me about the second.”

			“A single woman, living alone in a nice neighborhood. A woman who’d raised her family and kept close ties with them. Active in her community, friendly, well-liked by everyone. More well-liked than I think he understood, because he doesn’t get that.”

			“He has no strong feelings for anyone, but himself, so he doesn’t relate to those who do. Doesn’t understand the circle.” Mira nodded. “It was her situation—living alone, age, neighborhood, and the fact that she would be found quickly. That’s what drew him to her.”

			“But it was a mistake, because she had impact on everyone she was associated with. People liked her, loved her, and they’re not just willing to cooperate with the police, they’re eager to. She isn’t going to be forgotten like Wooton, not ever. Everyone I’ve spoken to had something specific to say about her, something personal and positive. It’s like what I imagine people would say about you when you . . .” She caught herself, coughed, but it was too late. “Jesus, that sounded creepy. I meant—”

			“It didn’t.” Mira cocked her head and quite simply beamed. “What a nice thing to hear. Why do you say it?”

			She wished to hell and back she hadn’t, but she was stuck now. “It’s just”—she downed the juice like medicine, in one huge gulp—“I—ah—interviewed Gregg’s daughter-in-law earlier, and it reminded me, that’s all, of the way your daughter talked about you. There was this real bright . . . connection. A total bond. And I got that same sort of thing from the guy at her market, the people she worked with, everybody. She left her mark. So do you. It’s that he wasn’t considering, the way people would rally for her. Stand for her.”

			“You’re right. He’d have expected the event itself to be the big story. Meaning he’d be the story. She, beyond her convenience for him, was incidental. Though the first victim made her living through sex, and the second was sexually brutalized, the killings aren’t a sexual act but a rage against sex. Against women. And this act makes him powerful, and makes them nothing.”

			“He stalked Gregg,” Eve said and led Mira through it.

			“He’s very careful. Meticulous in his way despite the fact that both killings were messy. His preparation is precise, as his imitations are. Each time he succeeds, he proves not only that he’s more powerful, more important than the women he kills, but more than the men he emulates. He doesn’t have to stick with a pattern—or so he tells himself because, of course, there is a pattern. He believes himself capable of any sort of murder, and the getting away with it. The outwitting you—the female he’s chosen, deliberately chosen, to play against. He beats you, a woman, and proves you’re less than him every time he leaves you a note.”

			“The notes, they’re not his voice. It doesn’t fit with everything else you’re saying. They’re broad and jokey. He’s not.”

			“Another disguise,” Mira agreed. “Another persona.”

			“He’s making himself sound different in them, the way he made himself sound different to the people he spoke with when stalking Gregg. Mr. Versatility again.”

			“It’s important to him that he not be pegged, labeled, pigeonholed. It’s very likely that he was, just that, during his upbringing, and by the female authority figure. He may maintain the illusion of the image she forced on him, but it’s not how he sees himself. It is the mother he kills, Eve. The mother as whore with Wooton, and now the mother as nurturer with Lois Gregg. Whoever he mimics next, the victim will be, in his mind, another form of mother.”

			“I’ve run probabilities, but even if I narrow down who he’ll copy, I don’t know how that leads me to the next victim before he gets to her.”

			“He’ll need some time to prepare, to assume the new face, the new method.”

			“Not much,” Eve replied. “He won’t need much, because he’s already worked it all out. He didn’t start this last week.”

			“Quite true. It began years ago. Some of his need would have manifested in childhood. The typical route of tormenting or killing small animals, secret bullying, sexual dysfunction. If his family or caregivers knew and were concerned, there may have been some therapy or counseling.”

			“And if they didn’t?”

			“If they did, or didn’t, we know his needs and his acts escalated. From the profile and your witness statements this man is in his mid to late thirties. He didn’t begin to kill at this age, didn’t begin with Jacie Wooton. There’ll be others. You’ll find them,” Mira said, “and they’ll create a path to him.”

			“Yes, I’ll find them. Thanks.” Eve rose. “I know you were squeezed, and I’ve got a witness heading in.” She started to speak again, then changed gears. “And thanks for the invitation for Sunday. Sorry I had to duck out the way I did.”

			“It was lovely to have you both there while you were.” Mira got to her feet as well. “I hope you’ll tell me what’s on your mind. There was a time you wouldn’t have—or wouldn’t have let me see there was something troubling you. I thought we were past that now.”

			“My ten minutes are up.”

			“Eve.” With that quiet word, Mira laid a hand on hers.

			“I had a dream.” The words came out fast, as if they’d been waiting to be disgorged. “Sort of a dream. About my mother.”

			“Sit.” Mira stepped to her desk, buzzed her assistant. “I’ll need another few minutes here,” she said and clicked off before her assistant could respond.

			“I don’t want to hold you up. It wasn’t a big deal. It wasn’t a nightmare. Exactly.”

			“You’ve had no real memory of your mother up until this.”

			“No. You know. Just one time before, I remembered hearing her voice, yelling at him, bitching about me. But I saw her this time. I saw her face. I have her eyes. Fuck it.”

			She sat now, just dropping down and pressing the heels of her hands against those eyes. “Why is that? Goddamn it.”

			“The luck of the gene pool, Eve. You’re too smart to think the color of your eyes means anything.”

			“Screw the science, I hate it. That’s all. I saw the way she looked at me with them. She hated me, gut-deep hate. I don’t get it, I just don’t get it. I was . . . I’m not good at judging ages of little kids. Three, four maybe. But she hated me the way you hate a lifelong enemy.”

			Mira wanted to go over, to enfold. To mother. But knew it wasn’t the way. “And that hurt you.”

			“I wondered, I guess.” She drew in air, let it out explosively. “I guess I wondered if—even though I knew from what I remembered—I wondered if maybe, somehow, he snatched me from her at some point. Beat the crap out of her maybe, and took off with me. I wondered if, even though she was on the junk, she had some feeling for me. I mean, you cart somebody around inside you for nine months, you ought to feel something.”

			“Yes, you ought.” Mira spoke gently. “Some people aren’t capable of love. You know that, too.”

			“Better than most. I had this fantasy. Didn’t even know I had it until it shattered on me. That she was looking for me, worried about me. Trying to find me all this time because . . . under everything she loved me. But she didn’t. There wasn’t anything but hate in her eyes when she looked at me. Looked at the child.”

			“You know it wasn’t you she hated because she never knew you. Not really. And her lack of feeling wasn’t—isn’t—your fault. It was—and is—her lack. You’re a difficult woman, Eve.”

			She laughed a little, jerked a shoulder. “Yeah. So?”

			“A difficult woman, often abrasive, moody and demanding, and impatient.”

			“Are you going to get to my good parts anytime soon?”

			“I don’t have that much time.” But Mira smiled, pleased to hear the habitual sarcasm. “But your flaws, as some might see them, don’t prevent those who know you from loving you, respecting you, admiring you. Tell me what you remembered.”

			Eve blew out a breath, and ran through it with the cool dispassion and attention to detail she’d use in a police report.

			“I don’t know where we were. I mean what city. But I know she whored for money and drugs, and that was okay with him. I know she wanted to ditch me, and that wasn’t okay with him because he had other plans for me. For his investment.”

			“They weren’t your parents.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“They conceived you—egg and sperm. She incubated you, and expelled you from her body when it was time. But they weren’t your parents. There’s a difference. You know there is.”

			“I guess I do.”

			“You didn’t come from them. You overcame them. There’s another difference. Let me say one more thing before my assistant chews through my door and punishes me for ruining her schedule. You’ve also left your mark, and had an impact on more lives than either of us can count. Remember that when you look in the mirror, and into your own eyes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			When Eve walked into the break room, Baxter was chowing down on an enormous sandwich that smelled too good and looked too fresh to have come out of the facility’s AutoChef, any of the vending machines, or the take-out counter at the Eatery.

			It looked civilian and delicious.

			Beside him at the square table, the sweet-faced Trueheart was making neat work of a leafy salad topped with chunks of chicken. Across from them, a woman who looked to have seen the dawn and dusk of a couple of centuries beamed goodwill over them.

			“There now,” she said in a reedy voice, “isn’t that better than anything you can get out of a machine?”

			“Glump,” Baxter responded over bread and meat in what was obviously delirious agreement.

			Trueheart, who was younger, nearly as green as his salad, and whose mouth wasn’t quite as full at the time, scraped back his chair when he spotted Eve. “Lieutenant.” He shot to attention as Baxter rolled his eyes in amusement over the rookie, and adoration over his sandwich.

			He swallowed. “Jeez, Trueheart, save the brownnosing until after I digest. Dallas, this is the amazing and wonderful Mrs. Elsa Parksy. Mrs. Parksy, ma’am, this is Lieutenant Dallas, the primary investigator you wanted to see.”

			“Thanks for coming in, Mrs. Parksy.”

			“My duty, isn’t it? As a citizen, not to mention as a friend and neighbor. Lois looked after me when I needed it, now I’ll look after her, best I can. Sit down, dearie. Have you had your lunch?”

			Eve eyed the sandwich, the salad, and ignored the envy that swirled in her mostly empty stomach. “Yes, ma’am.”

			“I told these boys I’d fix extra. Can’t abide food out of a machine. It’s not natural. Detective Baxter, you offer some of that sandwich to this girl. She’s too skinny.”

			“I’m fine, really. Detective Baxter told me you saw a man leaving Mrs. Gregg’s apartment building on Sunday morning.”

			“Did. I didn’t talk to the police before as I went straight on to my grandson’s after church and stayed overnight. Didn’t get back home until this morning. Heard about Lois on the news yesterday, of course.”

			The countless wrinkles in her withered raisin of a face shifted in what Eve took for sorrow.

			“I’ve never been so shocked and sad, even when my Fred, God rest him, fell under the Number Three train back in 2035. She was a good woman, and a good neighbor.”

			“Yes, I know she was. What can you tell us about the man you saw?”

			“Hardly paid him any attention. My eyes are pretty good yet. Got them fixed up again last March, but I wasn’t paying him much mind.”

			Absently, she pulled a pack of nap-wipes out of a cavernous handbag, and passed them to Baxter.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Parksy,” he said in a humbled, respectful voice.

			“You’re a good boy.” She patted his hand, then turned her attention back to Eve. “Where was I? Oh yes. I was just coming out to wait for my grandson. He comes by every Sunday at nine-fifteen, to take me to church. You go to church?”

			There was a quick and beady gleam in Mrs. Parksy’s eyes, causing Eve to hesitate between the truth and a convenient lie.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Trueheart spoke up, his face solemn. “I like to go to Mass at St. Pat’s when I can get into Midtown on Sunday. Otherwise, I go to Our Lady of the Sorrows, downtown.”

			“Catholic, are you?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Well, that’s all right.” She patted his hand in turn, as if it wasn’t his fault.

			“You saw the man come out from Mrs. Gregg’s building,” Eve prompted.

			“Said I did, didn’t I? He came out just a minute after I stepped out my own front door across the street. Had on a gray uniform and carried a black toolbox. Had a blue plastic basket in his other hand, like the kind they have down at the market. Couldn’t see what was in it, ’cause it was a ways, and I wasn’t staring at the man.”

			“What can you tell me about how he looked?”

			“Looked like a repairman, is all. White man, or maybe mixed. Hard to tell as the sun was blasting. Don’t know how old. Not as old as me. Thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, that’s all the same when you hit your century mark, and I hit mine seventeen years ago last March. But I’d say thirty or forty as a best guess.”

			“Congratulations, Mrs. Parksy,” Trueheart said and she smiled at him.

			“You’re a very nice young man. This other, he had a cap on, uniform cap, and sunglasses. Dark ones. Had mine on, myself. Sun was blazing even though it was early. He saw me. Couldn’t see his eyes, of course, but he saw me, as he sent me a big as life grin and gave me this little bow. Sassy’s what I call it, and I just sniffed and looked the other way, as I don’t hold with sass. Sorry about that now. Wish I’d watched after him more.”

			“Which direction did he go?”

			“Oh, he headed east. Spring in his step, like a man pleased with his morning’s work. Bad business, bad business when a man can all but skip out the door and onto the sidewalk when he’s killed a woman. Lois went to the market for me more than once when I was feeling poorly, and she brought me flowers to cheer me up. Always had a minute to chat. I wish I’d known what he’d done when I saw him. My grandson drove up just a minute or two later. He’s always prompt. I’d’ve told him to run that murdering bastard down on the street. As God is my witness, I would’ve.”

			She worked Mrs. Parksy until she was sure she had everything the woman could give her, then passed her to Trueheart, asking him to escort her to a uniform for transport home.

			“Baxter, another minute here.” She dug in her pocket and discovered she’d given Peabody all her credits earlier. “Got enough on you for a Pepsi?”

			“What’s wrong with using your badge number? You over your limit?”

			She gave him a disgusted look, with a sulk right on the edges. “I plug in my badge number, the machine will give me grief. The one up by our squad hates me, has a personal vendetta. And they talk to each other, Baxter. Don’t think they don’t communicate.”

			He studied her for one long minute. “You need a vacation.”

			“I need a friggin’ Pepsi. You want an IOU?”

			He walked to the machine, keyed in his badge number, ordered the tube.

			
				GOOD AFTERNOON. YOU HAVE ORDERED ONE EIGHT-OUNCE TUBE OF PEPSI. IT’S ICED! HAVE A SAFE AND PRODUCTIVE DAY, AND DON’T FORGET TO RECYCLE.

			

			He tugged it out of the slot, walked back, and handed it to her. “My treat.”

			“Thanks. Listen I know you’ve got backlog. I appreciate you taking the time for the canvass.”

			“Just put it in your report. I could use the shine.”

			She gave a head nod toward the door, so they’d walk and talk. “Trueheart looks good. He steady enough?”

			“Doc cleared him physically. Kid’s healthy as a horse. Shrink gave him thumbs-up, too.”

			“I read the evals, Baxter. I’m asking you.”

			“Truth is, I think what happened to him—nearly happened—a couple weeks ago shook me more than him. He’s solid, Dallas. He’s gold. Gotta tell you, I never figured on taking on a rookie, or putting on a trainer’s hat, but he’s a gift.”

			Baxter shook his head as they caught a glide. “Kid loves the job. Hell, he is the job, like nobody I know except you. He bounces in each shift, raring. I tell you, he makes my fucking day.”

			Satisfied, Eve headed down the hall with him.

			“Speaking of trainees,” Baxter continued, “I hear Peabody’s going to take the detective’s exam in a few days.”

			“Nothing wrong with your hearing.”

			“Nervous, Mom?”

			She shot him a narrow look. “Funny. Why should I be nervous?”

			He started to grin, then they both turned at the high-pitched howl. A skinny guy in restraints broke away from the uniform escorting him, sent another to his knees with a well-placed groin kick, then came flying toward the glide, eyes wild, spittle flying.

			Since her Pepsi was in her weapon hand, Eve winged it. It caught him between the eyes with an audible thud. It surprised more than hurt him, so that he stumbled, righted himself, then lowered his head and charged her like a battering ram.

			She had just enough time to pivot. She brought her knee up sharply, connecting with his chin. There was a nasty crunching sound that she figured was either his jaw snapping or the cartilage in her knee shifting.

			In either case, he went down hard on his ass, and was immediately tackled by two uniforms and one passing plain-clothes cop.

			Baxter reholstered his weapon, scratched his head at the melee on the floor. “Want another Pepsi, Dallas?” What was left of hers was making a brown puddle on the floor.

			“Goddamn it. Who’s in charge of this asshole?”

			“Me, sir.” One of the uniforms staggered up. He was winded, and bleeding from the bottom lip. “I was taking him to holding for—”

			“Officer, why didn’t you have control of your prisoner?”

			“I thought he was controlled, Lieutenant. He—”

			“Obviously, you thought incorrectly. It appears you need to refresh yourself on proper procedure.”

			The prisoner bucked and kicked, and began to scream like a woman. To demonstrate proper procedure for controlling prisoners, Eve crouched, ignoring the twinge in her knee. She grabbed the screamer by a hank of his long, dark hair, jerked his head until his crazed eyes met hers.

			“Shut up. If you don’t shut up, if you don’t cease resisting immediately, I will pull your tongue out of your mouth, drag it around your neck, and strangle you with it.”

			She saw from his eyes that he’d been enjoying some chemicals, but the threat got through, or maybe it was the tone that warned him she meant it, literally.

			When he sagged, Eve rose and gave the uniform the same cold glare. “Add resisting and assaulting an officer to our guest’s prize package today. I want to see a copy of your report before you file it, Officer . . .” She deliberately scraped her gaze down and scanned his name tag. “Cullin.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Lose him again, and I’ll use his tongue to strangle you. Move.”

			There was a scramble as a couple of uniforms moved in, a show of solidarity, to drag the prisoner up and haul him away.

			Baxter handed Eve a fresh tube of Pepsi. “Figured you’d earned this.”

			“Goddamn right,” she shot back, and limped into Homicide.

			She wrote her own report, and hand-carried it to Commander Whitney. He gestured her to a chair, which she took, grateful to get off her aching knee.

			When she’d finished her oral briefing, he nodded. “Is your block on the media going to fuel him or frustrate him?”

			“With or without the media, he’s hunting again. While his victims are random, they are deliberate, and the deliberation takes time. As for the media, I’ve fed a few statements through the department liaison. They’re concentrating on the first murder. It’s flashier than the rape and murder of a sixty-one-year-old woman in her apartment. We’re not going to be pressed too hard on that end until one of them gets the connection. They will eventually, especially if he hits again, but we’ve got some room.”

			“You’re misleading the media?”

			“No, sir. I’m just not leading them. I’ve given my statement to Quinton Post at 75, rather than Nadine Furst, as I felt that would cool any mumbling about favoritism. He’s sharp, but still a bit green. Once Nadine gets her teeth into this, she’ll make the connection. Until then, I don’t have to answer what isn’t asked.”

			“Good enough.”

			“On another front, sir, I don’t think, despite his claims, he cares overmuch about the media attention. Not at this time. He wants my attention, and he has it. Dr. Mira’s profile confirms his need to dominate and destroy women. The female authority figure is his nemesis. That’s me, that’s why he picked me.”

			“Are you a target?”

			“I don’t believe so, not as long as he sticks to pattern.”

			Whitney grunted, then steepled his fingers. “You should be aware that I’ve had complaints.”

			“Sir?”

			“One from Leo Fortney, who’s crying harassment, and threatening a suit against you and the department. A second from the offices of Niles Renquist, intimating . . . displeasure at having the wife of a diplomatic figure interrogated by a member of the New York Police and Security Department. And a third from the representative of Carmichael Smith, who ranted vigorously about the possibility of damaging publicity due to the hounding of his client by a . . . what was it? An insensitive, abrasive hotshot with a badge.”

			“That would be me. Leo Fortney gave false information during initial questioning. He’s changed his story, somewhat, during subsequent questioning by my aide, but it still reeks. Both Niles Renquist and his wife have been questioned, not interrogated. And while both were cooperative, neither was forthcoming. As for Carmichael, if anyone leaks his involvement in my investigation to the media, it would be him.”

			“You intend to pursue each of these individuals as suspects in this investigation.”

			“Yes, sir, I do.”

			“All right.” Satisfied, he nodded. “I have no problem fielding the complaints, but walk softly here, Dallas. Each of these people has considerable power in his own way, and all of them know how to spin the media.”

			“If one of them is a murderer, I’ll make the case. They can spin until they revolve to Saturn and back, but they’ll do it from a cage.”

			“Wrap them up then, carefully.”

			Dismissed, she got to her feet. Whitney lifted an eyebrow as she started out. “What’s wrong with the leg?”

			“It’s just the knee,” she said, annoyed she hadn’t remembered to control the limp on the way out. So she smiled, a little. “I ran into something stupid,” she said, and closed the door behind her.

			She left later than she’d intended, and got stuck in some bad traffic. Instead of fighting it, Eve waited it out, using the time to think, to review her notes, to think some more.

			She had suspects, though she was thin on evidence. She had threads that wove through both murders. The notes, the tone of them, the imitation.

			She had no DNA, no trace evidence, and no evidence that led her to believe the killer had known his victims. Witness reports described a white or possibly mixed-race male, of indeterminate age and coloring. He used accents, she thought. Because his voice was distinctive?

			Renquist, with his British tones. Carmichael, with his famous ones.

			Possible.

			Then again, Fortney ran his mouth to the media and the public often enough. He might assume someone would recognize his voice.

			Or it could just be ego again, and any one of them. I’m so important, everyone will recognize me if I don’t disguise myself.

			Look for the female authority figure, she told herself. That’s the core and that’s the key. What was the phrase? Cherchez la femme. She thought that was right.

			She stripped off her jacket on the way from the car to the house. The air felt close, heavy, and just a bit electric. Maybe a storm coming. Rain couldn’t hurt, she thought, and tossed the jacket over the newel. A good bitch of a storm might keep her man inside, and off the hunt.

			Before she went back to work, back to her own hunt, she’d track down another man.

			The home locator told her Roarke was on the rear patio, off the kitchen. She couldn’t figure out why he’d be out in the nasty air when the house was blissfully fresh and cool, and provided a room for any possible activity.

			But she walked the long stretch of it, and out the kitchen to find him. Then simply stood, struck speechless.

			“Ah, good, you’re here. We can get started.”

			He was wearing jeans—not his usual around-the-house attire—and a white T-shirt. He was barefoot, and a little sweaty, which appealed to her. The fact was, he would have appealed to her, or any woman, regardless of his attire, or the fact that he was standing on a sun-baked patio on a September evening where the air quality index had simply waved the white flag and surrendered the field.

			But at the moment, she was more interested in the enormous, shiny silver contraption beside him.

			“What is that thing?”

			“It’s an outdoor cooking system.”

			Warily, relieved she was still wearing her weapon just in case, she approached. “Like a barbecue deal?”

			“That, and more.” He stroked one of his beautiful hands over the lid, as a man might stroke a woman who bewitched him. “Gorgeous, isn’t she? Just arrived an hour ago.”

			It was massive, and the glare of the sun off its surface nearly blinding. There was, she noted, more than one lid as it had extensions on either side, and some doored compartment beneath the main unit.

			There were countless buttons, controls, dials. She wet her lips. “Um. It doesn’t look exactly like the one the Miras used.”

			“Newer model.” He opened the main lid and revealed another gleaming surface, this one full of shiny bars, with a bunch of silver cubes beneath, and a side surface of solid metal. “No reason not to have the latest.”

			“It’s really big. You could almost live in it.”

			“After a couple of practice runs, I thought we might have a barbecue of our own. In a few weekends perhaps.”

			“By practice run, I don’t guess you mean you’re going to drive it somewhere.” She gave one of its big, sturdy wheels a quick, testing kick.

			“Totally under control.” He crouched, opened one of the doors. “Refrigerator unit. We’ve got steaks, potatoes, some vegetables we’ll put on these skewers.”

			“We will?”

			“It’s just a matter of shoving them on.” He assumed. “And a bottle of champagne, to christen it. Though I thought we’d drink it rather than whack the unit with the bottle.”

			“I can get behind that part. Have you ever cooked a steak?”

			He sent her a mild look as he opened the champagne. “I read the tutorial and I watched how it was done at the Miras. It’s hardly rocket science, Eve. Meat, heat.”

			“Okay.” She took the glass he’d poured for her. “What happens first?”

			“I turn it on, then according to the timetable in the tutorial, the potatoes would go first. They take the longest. While they’re cooking, we’ll sit in the shade.”

			The idea of him turning on the monster unit had her taking a cautious step back. “Yeah, well, I’ll just get started on the sitting in the shade part.” Several buffering feet away.

			Still, she loved him, so she prepared to leap to his defense if the machine got testy. She watched Roarke arrange two potatoes on some of the smaller sections of grill, fiddle with controls.

			Whatever he did had a red light, like a single, unfriendly eye, beam on. Apparently this pleased him, as he closed the lid, patted it, then pulled a little tray of crackers and cheese out of the lower compartment.

			He looked pretty cute, she had to admit, carrying the tray, crossing the sunny patio in his bare feet, with his hair tied back as he often did for serious work.

			She grinned at him, popped a cube of cheese in her mouth. “You put all this together.”

			“I did. Very gratifying, too.” He stretched out his legs, sipped champagne. “I don’t know why I haven’t fiddled about in the kitchen before this.”

			The umbrella over the table broke the blast of the sun, and the champagne was ice cold. Not, she decided, such a bad deal after a long day. “So, how do you know when the potatoes are done?”

			“There’s a timer. It also suggested we might want to jab them with a fork.”

			“Why?”

			“Something to do with doneness. I assume it’ll be self-evident. What did you do to your knee?”

			Never missed a trick, she thought. “Some jerk in uniform let an asshole get away from him. I used my knee to discourage said asshole from ramming me down the glide. Now he’s crying because his jaw was dislocated, and he has a mild concussion.”

			“Knee to jaw. Sensible. How’d he get the concussion?”

			“He says it was from the tube of Pepsi I pitched at him, but that’s bogus. I figure he got it when a bunch of cops landed on him.”

			“You threw your Pepsi at him.”

			“It was handy.”

			“Darling Eve.” He picked up her free hand, kissed it. “Ever resourceful.”

			“That may be, but I had to waste time on more paperwork. Officer Cullin is going to rue this day.”

			“No doubt.”

			He poured more champagne, and they drank it in the shade. When she heard the distant rumble of thunder, she lifted her eyebrows, glanced toward the grill. “You may be rained out.”

			“There’s time yet. I’ll just turn it up a bit, and put on the steaks.”

			Fifteen minutes later, Eve sipped champagne and watched a little burst of flame erupt from one end of the grill. Since it wasn’t the first, she was no longer alarmed by it.

			Instead, she watched Roarke fight his new toy, curse it in two languages, and eye it with frustration.

			When jabbed, the potatoes proved to be hard as stone inside their blackened skin. The skewered vegetables were burned to a crisp, and had been on fire twice.

			The steaks were a sickly gray on one side, and black on the other.

			“This isn’t right,” he muttered. “It must be defective.”

			He stabbed one of the steaks, lifting it off the grill to scowl at it. “This doesn’t appear to be medium rare.”

			When the juice dripping from it sparked another pocket of flame, he tossed it back on the bars.

			More fire spurted, and the machine, as it had a number of times before, issued a dour warning:

			
				ACTIVE FIRE IS NEITHER ADVISABLE NOR RECOMMENDED. PLEASE REPROGRAM WITHIN THIRTY SECONDS, OR THIS UNIT WILL GO INTO SAFETY MODE AS EXPLAINED IN THE TUTORIAL, AND SHUT DOWN.

			

			“Bugger it, you bloody bitch, how many times do you need to be reprogrammed?”

			Eve took another hit of champagne, and decided not to point out that bitch was inappropriate as the unit’s voice mode was distinctly male.

			Men, she’d observed, habitually termed the inanimate objects they cursed by uncomplimentary female names. Hell, she did the same herself.

			A couple of lightning bolts popped in the sky, and the thunder rolled closer in one long, menacing growl. Eve felt the first splat of rain in the rising wind.

			She walked over to rescue the bottle of champagne while Roarke stared at the grill.

			“I’m thinking pizza,” she said and started into the house.

			“It’s just a glitch.” Roarke scraped what was left of the food into the unit’s garbage disposal feature. “This isn’t finished,” he grumbled to it, and followed Eve into the house. “I’ll have another look at it tomorrow,” he told her.

			“You know . . .” She crossed to the AutoChef, which was, in her opinion, the sensible way to cook. “. . . it’s sort of nice to see that you can screw up like the rest of us mortals. Get all sweaty and frustrated and curse out inanimate objects. Though I’m not convinced that thing outside is inanimate.”

			“A factory defect, no doubt.” But he was grinning now. “I’ll see to it tomorrow.”

			“Bet you will. You want to eat in here?”

			“That’s fine. We won’t likely eat in the kitchen much after tonight, with Summerset due home tomorrow.”

			She stopped dead, the glass halfway to her lips. “Tomorrow? That can’t be right. He just left five minutes ago.”

			“Tomorrow, noon.” He walked over to flick a finger over the dent in her chin. “It’s been considerably longer than five minutes.”

			“Make him extend it. Tell him to . . . he should take a trip around the world. In a boat. One of those boats you row by hand. It’ll be good for him.”

			“I offered him more time. He’s ready to come home.”

			“Well, I’m not ready.” She threw up her hands.

			He only smiled, leaned in, and kissed her forehead as he might a child’s.

			She huffed out a breath. “Okay then. Okay. But now we have to have sex on the kitchen floor.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“It’s on my to-do list, and we didn’t get to it yet, so we’ll have to go for it now. Pizza can wait.”

			“You have a to-do list?”

			“It was supposed to be spontaneous, and uncontrolled, but we’ll have to go with what we’ve got.”

			She drained the glass of champagne, set it down, then released her weapon harness. “Go on, strip it off, pal.”

			“A sexual to-do list?” Amused, fascinated, he watched her dump her harness on the counter, then start on her boots. “Was that bout we had last week on the dining room table, and the floor, on your list?”

			“That’s right.” She pried off a boot, kicked it aside.

			“Let me see the list.” He held out a hand, wiggled his fingers.

			Bent over for the second boot, she lifted her head. “It’s what you’d call a mental list.” She tapped her head. “All up here. You’re not stripping.”

			“I love your mind.”

			“Yeah, well, let’s just get this little chore ticked off, then we can—”

			She broke off when he swooped her up, then dumped her butt first on the kitchen counter. Taking her hair in two fists, he yanked her mouth to his, and ravished.

			“Spontaneous enough for you?” he asked when she sucked in a breath.

			“It might be—” The words tumbled back down her throat when he ripped her shirt open.

			“How’s that for uncontrolled?”

			It was a little hard to comment when her mouth was being assaulted again. He yanked what was left of her shirt down to her wrists. Her hands were trapped, tripping an instinctive panic that tangled messily with a spurt of excitement as he tugged the tattered material like a rope.

			Her hands were behind her back now, and the blood was buzzing in her ears. She couldn’t seem to draw a full breath. The champagne she’d drank began to spin giddily in her head, and her thigh muscles quivered.

			“My hands,” she managed.

			“Not yet.” He was mad for her. It seemed he spent his life mad for her. The shape and the scent of her, the taste and the feel of her. And now the sound she made as his hand raced over her.

			He feasted on her skin, the lovely rise of her breast with her heart raging under his mouth. She moaned again, trembled, losing herself, he knew, as he used his tongue, his teeth.

			Let go. There was nothing more arousing to him than when she let go.

			She still couldn’t breathe, but no longer cared. Sensations were storming her, too brutal, too dark, to be called something as mild as pleasure.

			She let him take, would have begged him to take more if she’d had the words. When he yanked her pants down her hips, she opened for him. And those hands, those wonderful hands, drove her over.

			She cried out as she came, as the orgasm flashed through her with such intense heat.

			Her head dropped weakly on his shoulder, and she managed one word. “More.”

			“Always.” His lips were on her hair, her cheek, then on hers again. “Always.”

			His arms came around her, and once freed, hers around him. She locked her legs around his waist and struggled to speak as her breath came in short, strained pants. “We’re not on the floor.”

			“We’ll get there.” He nipped at her shoulder, her throat, wondered how he could stop himself from simply eating her whole.

			He hitched her off the counter, taking her weight as their mouths fused again, as heartbeat slammed against heartbeat. Her hands had worked their way under his shirt, her short nails scraping over his damp skin.

			Then she tugged it up, tugged it off, and fixed her teeth on his shoulder. “God, your body. Mine, mine, mine.”

			They were on the floor, pulling at clothes, pulling in air as lungs threatened to burst. And this time when her legs locked around him, he buried himself inside her.

			Hot, so viciously hot, she trapped him there, rising up to take more of him, dragging him down to follow her. His hands slid off her slick skin, then found purchase on her hips. They dug in while he plunged.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			They were lying on their backs on the floor in a sweaty heap. Her throat was wild with thirst, but she wasn’t entirely sure she could swallow. Just breathing took all the energy she had left.

			As far as spontaneous, uncontrolled sex went, she thought they had a winner. She felt his fingers brush hers, and gave him top marks for recovery.

			“Is there anything left on your to-do list?” he asked softly.

			“No.” Her breath whistled in, whistled out. “That cleans it up.”

			“Thank God.”

			“We have to get up from here, before noon tomorrow,” Eve warned.

			“I think it has to be sooner. I’m starving.”

			She thought it over. “So am I. I don’t suppose you could pull one of your macho routines and carry me.”

			“I don’t suppose. I was hoping you’d carry me.”

			“Well.” They lay where they were another full minute. “Maybe we can try this together.”

			“On three then.” He counted it off. On three, they managed to pull each other to sitting positions, then just sat there, grinning.

			“That was really good. My idea,” she reminded him.

			“And one for the record books. We’d better try to stand up.”

			“Okay, but let’s not rush it.”

			They staggered to their feet, swayed, then held each other up like a pair of drunks.

			“Wow. I’d say I got a little trashed watching you lose a round to that grill, but that’s not it. You trashed me. Appreciate it.”

			“My pleasure.” He rested his head on hers. “Just hold a minute, until the blood starts circulating again.”

			“Your blood has a tendency to circulate straight to your dick, and I need pizza. And a shower,” she realized. “A shower, then pizza, because, pal of mine, we are a mess.”

			“All right. Let’s get what’s left of these clothes.”

			She found the rag of her shirt, what used to be her underwear, and other assorted apparel. Together, they carried the evidence out of the kitchen.

			“And don’t think you’re going to nail me again in the shower. We’re done.”

			He nailed her again in the shower, but only because she’d brought it up in the first place.

			They ate pizza in the sitting area of the bedroom. By the time she was working on the third piece, she felt the hollow in her belly might just fill again.

			“What did you do today?” she asked him.

			“About what?”

			She cocked her head. “Every now and again, I like to touch base with what it is you do. It reminds me you’re not just a pretty sex object.”

			“Ah, I see. I had meetings.” He lifted his shoulders as she continued to stare at him. “Most often, when I explain what it is I do, you get this glassy look in your eye, or fall into unconsciousness.”

			“I do not. Well, okay, the glassy look maybe, but I’ve never lost consciousness.”

			“I had a meeting with my broker. We discussed current market trends and—”

			“I don’t need every minute detail. Broker meeting—stocks and bonds and blah blah. Check. What else?”

			His lips twitched. “A conference regarding the Olympus Resort. Two new areas are ready to open. I’m expanding the police and security force. Chief Angelo sends her regards.”

			“Right back at her. Any trouble up there?”

			“Nothing major.” He washed down pepperoni pizza with champagne. “Darcia wondered when we might be coming back for a visit.”

			“The next time I pass out and can be dragged into a space shuttle.” She licked pizza sauce off her finger. “What else?”

			“Internal staff meeting, a number of security checks. Routine. Discussion of preliminary reports on a sheep farm in New Zealand I’m considering buying.”

			“Sheep? Baa-baa?”

			“Sheep, wool, lamb cutlets, and other by-products.” He passed her a napkin and that made her think of Mrs. Parksy. “I had an extended business lunch with a couple of developers and their rep, who’d like me to come aboard their project. A massive indoor recreation center in New Jersey.”

			“Will you?”

			“Doubtful. But it was entertaining to hear them out, and eat on their expense account. Is that enough for you?”

			“That was just through lunch?”

			“That’s right.”

			“You’re a busy guy. Is it harder for you to handle all this stuff out of New York than it was when you traveled?”

			“I still travel.”

			“Not like you used to.”

			“It used to hold more appeal for me. Before I had a wife who invited me to nail her on the kitchen floor.”

			She smiled, but he knew her too well. “What’s troubling you, Eve?”

			She nearly told him about her dream, her memory, but pulled back from it. The subject of mothers had to be sensitive for him yet. Instead she used work. It wasn’t an evasion. Work did trouble her.

			“My gut knows who he is already, has from the first time I saw him. But I can’t see him, so I don’t know for sure. Not in my head. He changes, and he’ll change again, so I can’t see him. Not his type, or even his mind. Because that changes, too. He’s good at what he does because he changes. Because he assumes the personality of what he imitates. I don’t know if I can stop him.”

			“Isn’t that what he’s hoping for? That he’ll frustrate you by assuming a different personality, different method, different victim type, all of it?”

			“So far, mission accomplished. I’m trying to separate him from, let’s say, the cloak he wears. To see him as he is so I’ll know if my gut’s right. So I can move from instinct to evidence to arrest.”

			“And what do you see?”

			“Arrogance, intelligence, rage. Focus. He has excellent focus. Fear, too, I think. I’m wondering if it’s fear that makes him imitate others, instead of striking out in his own way. But what does he fear?”

			“Capture?”

			“Failure. I think it’s failure. And maybe that fear of failure has its roots in the female authority figure.”

			“I think you see him more clearly than you give yourself credit for.”

			“I see the victims,” she continued. “The two he’s killed already, and the shadow of the one who’ll be next. I don’t know who she’ll be, or where, or why he’ll choose her. And if I don’t figure it out, he’ll get to her before I get to him.”

			Her appetite was gone, as was the euphoria of good sex. “You’re a busy guy, Roarke,” she said. “Got a lot on your plate.”

			“I prefer that to an empty one. So do you.”

			“Good thing for us. I need to look into my list of suspects. I need to find this female authority figure, because when I do, I find him. I could use a hand.”

			He took hers, squeezed it. “I happen to have one available.”

			The most practical way to begin, she thought, was alphabetically. And, though it still scraped the pride a bit, to let Roarke man the computer.

			He may have gotten spanked by a barbecue grill, but on a desk unit, he was king.

			“We’ll start with Breen,” she told him. “I want everything I can get on Thomas A. Breen and his wife, without trampling on privacy laws.”

			He sent her a pained look as he sat at her desk. “Now, what fun is that?”

			“Keep it clean, ace.”

			“Well then, I want coffee. And a cookie.”

			“A cookie?”

			“Yes.” The cat leaped on the desk to bump his head against Roarke’s hand. “You have a cookie cache in here. I want one.”

			She stuck her hands on her hips, tapped her fingers. “How do you know I have a cache?”

			He stroked the cat and smiled at her. “Unsupervised, you forget to eat half the time, and when you remember, you go for the sugar.”

			She took some exception to the “unsupervised” remark, but had another priority. Eyes slit, she came closer, watched his face as keenly as she would a prime suspect. “You haven’t been sneaking into my office at Central and riffling my candy stash?”

			“Certainly not. I can get my own candy.”

			“You could be lying,” she said after a moment. “You’re pretty slippery.”

			“And so you said in the shower.”

			“Har-har. But I don’t see you skulking around Central lifting my chocolate just to drive me buggy.”

			“Not when I can easily find more convenient ways to do so. Where’s my coffee?”

			“Okay, okay. Thomas A. Breen.”

			She went into the kitchen off her home office, felt the cat ribbon around her legs despite the fact he’d had a slice of pizza. She programmed a pot of coffee, got down mugs, then—sending a cautious glance toward the office—went to the small utility closet and dug into the space behind the cat food for the bag of triple chocolate chunk cookies.

			She started to take one out for Roarke, decided she could go for one herself. Then thought, what the hell, he was helping her out. They’d blow what was left in the bag.

			Sensing dessert, Galahad went into serious purr-and-rub mode. She poured a handful of cat treats into his bowl, watched him pounce on them like a lion on a gazelle as she loaded the coffee and cookies on a tray.

			“Initial data’s up, though I assume you already have the basics,” Roarke said. “More’s coming. Why are you looking at Breen?”

			“First, it’s standard to run anybody I interview during an investigation.” She set down the tray. “I’m going deeper because he flicked my switch. Don’t know why, exactly.”

			She walked toward the wall screen where Roarke had already brought up the standard data. “Thomas Aquinas Breen, age thirty-three, married, one child, male, age two. Writer and professional father. Decent reported income. He makes a solid living, and appears to be on the track to making more. One bust for illegals—Zoner—age twenty-one. College smoke, nothing surprising. Native New Yorker, NYU grad: fine arts with post-grad work in criminology—I like that one—and creative writing. Earns his living writing magazine articles, short stories, and the two published nonfiction books to date, both substantial best-sellers. Married five years, both parents living and in Florida.”

			“Sounds normal.”

			“Yeah.” But it wasn’t, Eve thought. It wasn’t quite the pretty picture it presented. “Got a nice house in a nice neighborhood. Couldn’t afford it on what he made prior to the second hit book, but the wife has a high-powered job, so you assume they combined incomes as they’ve lived there since their second year of marriage. He deals with the kid, she makes the more regular bucks.”

			He sampled a cookie. His wife, he thought as the chocolate exploded in his mouth, had an unerring sweet tooth. “I have any number of employees with a similar setup.”

			“There was just something off, that’s all. Hard to pin. Then you add that this guy spends his day thinking about murder, reconstructing it with words, reading about it, imagining it.”

			“Really?” He poured coffee for both of them. “Who would devote so much time and energy to murder?”

			“I heard the sarcasm. The difference is a murder cop’s supposed to find murder abhorrent. This guy gets off on it. Not that big a leap between fascination and experimentation. He’s got the education, the flexible schedule, the knowledge, and a motive if you figure over and above the thrill, these murders, once it hits the media big, will juice up sales of his books. His wife’s a fashion exec, and I bet she knows the value of publicity, too.”

			Studying the screen, she rocked back and forth on her heels. “He’s got the paper. Claims it was a gift from a fan, one he doesn’t remember. No way to prove or disprove. Yet. Be interesting if I find out he or his wife bought it though. That would be interesting.”

			“I could smudge those privacy lines a bit, see what I can dig up on that.”

			It was tempting, but Eve shook her head. “It wasn’t charged to his or his wife’s account. Not that we’ve found. Pushing that angle would mean more than a little smudge. We’ll stick to the bio for now.”

			“Spoilsport.”

			“He has the paper, and that’s enough. He has it, and he let me see it. That’s interesting enough for now.”

			“If he’s your man, wouldn’t the wife know?”

			“Seems to me, unless she’s an idiot. Her bio doesn’t read idiot to me. Julietta Gates, same age, another NYU grad. Bet they met in college. Fashion and public relations, double major. She had her path mapped out, and she’s moved right along it. Minimal break for birthing, then back to work. Made double what he did up until two years ago, and still pulls in about the same annually, and more regularly. Wonder how their financials are set up?”

			“What are you looking for?”

			“Who runs the show? Money’s power, right? I bet she calls the shots in that household.”

			“If that’s the criterion, I feel I’m not as fully in charge as I should be around here.”

			“Too bad for you. I don’t give a damn about your money. I bet Tom cares about hers.” She brought him, the house, the child, the feeling of the home back into her mind. “Needs her share to run that nice house, raise the kid the way he wants, until he rises up another level in his own line. Good clothes, good toys, good child-care droid as backup, while he works at his own pace, so he can take time off to play horsey with his son, take him to the park.”

			“And those marks of a good father make him a murder suspect. As I’m following you, I’m afraid that makes us a very cynical pair.”

			She glanced over her shoulder just to look at him. Cynical or not, she reflected, they were a pair. “He never talked about her as a partner, or as one of the points of the family triangle. You saw his stuff and the boy’s lying around. Toys, shoes, and so on, but nothing of hers. Interesting, that’s all. Interesting that they’re not a unit. Bring up the parental data.”

			She scanned it, filling in the blanks from the bare essentials she’d studied earlier. “See, the mother’s the alpha dog here, too. Important career, the main wage earner. Father retired from his job to take over as professional parent. And look here, Mom served as an officer, including president, of the International Women’s Coalition, and is a contributing editor to The Feminist Voice. An NYU alum, while Dad went to Kent State. Yeah, that’s interesting.”

			“Scenario being, Breen grew up in a female-dominant household, controlled by a woman with strong ideas and a political bent while his father changed the nappies and so forth. The mother pushed him to study at her alma mater, or he did so to gain her approval. And when choosing a mate, he selected another strong personality who would control his world while he took the more historically typical female role of nurturer.”

			“Yeah, which doesn’t make him a whacked-out psychopath, but it’s something to consider. Copy and file the data here and to my unit at Central.”

			He smiled as he did so. “It appears I’ve selected a strong personality as well. What does that say about me, I wonder?”

			“Please,” she added, and remembering the cookies walked over to take one. “I’ll have a face-to-face with Julietta Gates tomorrow. Meanwhile, let’s move on to Fortney, Leo.”

			Fortney was thirty-eight, and had two marriages, two divorces, no offspring. With Roarke’s quick work, and his understanding of what she wanted, she read that his first wife had been a minor vid star, in the porn category. The marriage had lasted just over a year. The second was a successful theatrical agent.

			“There’s some buzz here,” Roarke added. “The juicy gossip sort from media reports. You want them up, or do you want the highlights?”

			“Start with the highlights.”

			“It appears Leo was a very bad boy.” Roarke sipped coffee as he read from his own screen. “Got caught with his pants down, literally, in a hotel suite in New L.A., entertaining a pair of well-endowed starlets. Besides the two naked nubile starlets—that’s a quote, by the way—there were rumors that considerable chemical enhancements and appliances of a sexual nature were also involved. Obviously, suspecting something of the sort, his wife had a P.I. on him. He was skinned to the bone in the divorce, and endured considerable snickering publicity as several other women were happy to talk to the media about their experiences with the hapless Leo. One is quoted as saying: ‘He’s a walking hard-on, always coming on and usually petering out at the sticking point.’ Ouch.”

			“Sexually promiscuous, unable to maintain, and embarrassed publicly by a woman. Got a sheet with a couple of sexual assaults and an indecent exposure. I like it. And look at his financials. No way he can maintain the lifestyle he wants on what he pulls in. He needs a woman—currently Pepper Franklin—to keep him.”

			“I don’t like him,” Roarke muttered, continuing to read. “She deserves better.”

			“He hit on Peabody.”

			He looked up now, a dark gleam in his eye. “I really don’t like him. Did he move on you?”

			“Nah. He’s scared of me.”

			“At least he isn’t completely brainless then.”

			“What he is, is an ego-soaked liar who likes to take bimbos to bed—Peabody played up the bimbo angle on him—and use stronger women to take care of him, then cheat on them. He’s educated, knows how to put on a polished front. Likes the good life, including high-dollar writing paper, is theatrical enough to enjoy the imitation route, and has the necessary freedom to troll and hunt. What have we got on his parents, family background?”

			“On screen. You can see his mother’s an actress. Largely supporting roles, character parts. I actually know some of her work. She’s good, stays busy.”

			“Had Leo with husband number two out of five. I’ll say she stays busy. So he’s got a number of step- and half-sibs. Father’s a theatrical broker. Same as Leo. Somebody who puts projects together, right?”

			“Mmm. There you go. There are snippets of gossip here, too.” He was scanning quickly on this first pass, looking for buzz words. “Our man would’ve been six when his parents divorced, both having very public affairs during the marriage, and afterward. His mother also claimed the father was physically abusive. Then again, he claimed the same about her. Reading bits and pieces here, it sounds as if the household was a war zone.”

			“So add a violent childhood and potential parental neglect. Mom’s a public figure, which makes her powerful. They probably had household staff, right? Maids, gardeners, full-time child care. You could see what you could dig up on who looked after little Leo while you display the Renquists for me.”

			“Then I’m having another cookie.”

			She glanced back as he spoke, ready to make some sarcastic comment. But the look of him, just the look of him sitting there at her desk, his hair shining from the shower, his eyes vivid and focused on the screen, had her heart tripping.

			Ridiculous, it was ridiculous. She knew what he looked like, and he could still turn her inside out without even trying.

			He must have sensed her stare as he shifted his eyes, met hers. An absurdly handsome man with a cookie in his hand. “I think I deserve it.”

			Her mind blanked. “What?”

			“The cookie,” he said and took a bite. Then he cocked his head. “What?”

			“Nothing.” Vaguely embarrassed, she turned around again and ordered her heart to settle back down. Time, she told herself, to move to the next.

			Renquist, Niles, she thought. Self-important, snotty bastard. But that was just personal opinion. Time for facts.

			He’d been born in London, to a society deb who was half Brit, half Yank. Fourth cousin to the king on her mother’s side and tons of money on her father’s. His father was Lord Renquist, a member of Parliament and a staunch conservative. One younger sister who’d settled in Australia with husband number two.

			Renquist had the full British educational package. The Stonebridge School to Eton, Eton to Edinburg University. Served two years in the RAF, as commissioned officer, rank of captain. Fluent in Italian and French and joined the diplomatic corps at age thirty, the same year as his marriage to Pamela Elizabeth Dysert.

			She had a similar background and education. Well-placed parents, high-class education, which had included six years at a boarding school in Switzerland. She was an only child, and had considerable money of her own.

			They were, Eve supposed, what people of that class would call a good match.

			Eve remembered the little girl who’d come to the steps while she’d been questioning Pamela Renquist. The little pink-and-gold doll, Rose, who’d given the nanny’s hand one impatient tug before falling in.

			No, not nanny. She’d called her the “au pair.” People of that ilk always had a fancy name for everything.

			Wouldn’t Renquist have had an au pair growing up?

			His schedule, daytime, wasn’t as flexible as the others. But would an assistant or admin question him if he told them to block out a couple of hours? She studied the ID image of Renquist on-screen, and doubted it.

			No criminal on him or the wife. No little smudges as there had been with Breen and Fortney. Just a perfect picture, all polished and shiny.

			She didn’t buy it.

			He hadn’t married until thirty, she thought. A reasonable age, if you were going the “till death” route. Plus, a man with political ambitions did better in the field if he presented the package of wife and family. But unless he’d taken a vow of celibacy, there’d have been other relationships before the marriage.

			And maybe after it.

			It might be worth having a conversation with the current au pair. Who knew family dynamics better than live-in help?

			She went back for more coffee. “You could shoot up the data on Carmichael Smith.”

			“Do you want that before the data on the Fortney nanny?”

			“You’ve got that already?”

			“What can I say? I earn my cookies.”

			“Fortney first, smart guy. Let’s keep it ordered.”

			“Difficult, as it appears there were several child-care providers used. It appears his mother chewed through them like gumdrops. Baby nurses, au pairs, whatever. Seven total over a period of just under ten years. None stayed on the job longer than two years, with an average stay of six months.”

			“Doesn’t seem long enough to have any serious impact. So my thought would be the mother remained the authority figure.”

			“And from this data, one assumes an incendiary one. Three of the former employees filed hardship suits against her. All were settled out of court.”

			“I’m going to have to take a closer look at the mother.” She paced back and forth in front of the screen while she ran it through her head. “Leo has a mother who’s an actress, and his current lover is in the same profession. He goes into a profession where he’ll deal with actors, have some control over them—be controlled, I imagine, by them. That says something. The killer is acting. Assuming a role, and proving he can play the part better than the original, and with more finesse. When I run a probability with this data, it’s going to come out high on Leo.”

			She considered. “Let’s go down the list before we do another layer. Find me Renquist’s nanny, or whatever they call them over in England.”

			“Roberta Janet Gable,” Roarke announced, then smiled. “I’m multitasking.”

			“Usually do,” she replied, then looked up at the image on-screen. “Man.” Eve gave a mock shudder. “Scary.”

			“This is current. She’d have been considerably younger when working for Renquist’s mother, but”—having anticipated her, Roarke called up the earlier photo—“still scary.”

			“I’ll say.” She studied the split-screen images of a thin face with dark, deep-set eyes and an unsmiling mouth. The hair was brown in the younger, gray in the current, and in both cases pulled severely back. The lines that bracketed the no-nonsense mouth on the earlier image had dug themselves into disapproving grooves on the older woman.

			“I bet nobody called her Bobbie,” Eve commented. She started to struggle with the math, and could only be grateful Roarke had gotten there before her.

			“She took the job when Renquist was two, and held it until he was fourteen. He didn’t board at Stonebridge, but was a day student. Headed off to Eton at fourteen, and no longer required the services of a nanny. Roberta, don’t call me Bobbie, would have been twenty-eight when she took the position, and forty when she left it to take another position as private child-care provider. She’s now sixty-four and has recently retired. Never married, nor had any offspring of her own.”

			“She looks like she pinches,” Eve commented. “One of the providers at the state school was a pincher. She’s got all the credentials, but so did that bitch who decorated my arms with bruises when I was ten. Born in Boston, and went back there when she retired. Yeah, that’s a New England bedrock face, the kind that says shit like ‘spare the rod, spoil the child.’ ”

			“She could be an unfortunate-looking woman with a heart of gold who keeps sugarplums in her pocket to pass out to rosy-cheeked children.”

			“Looks like a pincher,” Eve said again, and sat on the edge of the desk. “Financially solid. I bet she saved her pennies and didn’t squander them on sugarplums. What is a sugarplum, anyway?”

			He was thinking of Eve at ten, with bruises on her arms. “I’ll buy you some. You’ll like them.”

			“Odds are. I think we’ll chat, and see what she has to say about Renquist’s early childhood training. Let’s see the annoying Mr. Smith.”

			“Come sit on my lap.”

			She tried a severe look, but couldn’t come close to Roberta Gable’s expression. “There’ll be no hanky or panky during a work session.”

			“As there was hanky on the kitchen floor followed by panky in the shower, I think we can shelve that activity. Come sit on my lap.” He sent her a persuasive smile. “I’m lonely.”

			She did it, and tried not to soften too much when his lips brushed her hair.

			“Carmichael Smith,” he said, but he was still thinking of the child she’d been, at the mercy of the system she now stood for. And wanted, more than anything, to lavish her with everything she’d done without. Especially love.

			“Thirty-one, my ass. I bet he greased some palms to have that stat adjusted. Born in Savannah, but spent part of his childhood in England. No sibs, and his mother opted for professional parent status, right up until his eighteenth birthday. Sealed juvie record, here and abroad, which might be worth the hassle of breaking. Not rolling in as much dough as he should be, considering. Must have himself some high expenses or habits.

			“Parents divorced, father remarried and moved permanently to Devon. England, right?”

			“The last I checked, yes.”

			“No adult criminal, but I bet there’s something. Something paid off or expunged. Looks like he’s done some time in a couple of snazzy rehab facilities. Let’s have a closer look at the mother.”

			“Suzanne Smith. Age fifty-two. Young when he was born,” Roarke commented. “And the marriage took place nearly two years later. Attractive woman.”

			“Yeah, he looks like her some. Well, lookie here. Mommy had an LC license for a while. Street level. And she’s got herself a sheet.”

			Intrigued, Eve started to rise, but Roarke clamped his arms around her waist. “If you can’t see the screen from here, I can put the data on audio.”

			“Nothing wrong with my eyes. Looks like she did some grifting, and got caught with illegals, tried a little minor fraud. Pleaded them all down,” she added. “Never served time. Rolled on somebody, I bet. Held on to the license after she applied for PP status, but claimed no income. Just kept it off the books, that’s all. She was still turning. Why pay the fee if you’re not going to turn tricks? So, little Carmichael’s sex education was likely early and hands on.”

			She considered, put herself in the scenario. “Let me see his medicals,” she asked. “As far back as you can find.”

			“Am I smudging now?”

			She hesitated, but her instincts were humming. “Keep it to a minimum.”

			He gave her hip a little pat, signaling her up so he could work. While he did, she poured the last of the coffee.

			“Standard exams and inoculations as an infant,” Roarke said. “He appeared to become accident-prone at about two.”

			“Yeah, I see.” She scanned the various reports, from various doctors, different health centers. Stitches, minor fractures, one fairly serious burn. Dislocated shoulder, a broken finger.

			“She knocked him around,” Eve noted. “The abuse continued after the divorce, and right up until he hit the teen years and probably got too big for her to risk it. So it was the mother, the female authority figure. She moved around enough to get away with it. Relocating here and there in the States, doing some time in England. And look at her earned income, Roarke, as opposed to her assets.”

			“The first is all but nil, while the second is very comfortable.”

			“Yeah. I’d say she’s still sucking on her little boy. Guy’s bound to resent that sort of thing. Maybe enough to kill.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Eve had very rational reasons for starting her shift in her home office. It was quiet. Of course anything compared to the division at Central—including an Arena Ball match—was quiet.

			She needed more thinking time. She wanted to set up a murder board here as well, so she could stare at it and study it whenever she was in the room.

			And, the number-one reason for loitering there rather than heading straight downtown was the expected arrival of Summerset. She intended to be well away before noon, but she wanted to brood, just awhile, over the fact that once she left the house today, he would have reclaimed the field upon her return.

			So she set up her board, sat, put her feet up on her desk. And drinking coffee, studied it.

			There were crime-scene photos—the Chinatown alley, the Gregg bedroom. There were maps, and the notes left on-scene. Victim photos, before and after. With them, she pinned copies of the original crime scenes these were based on. Whitechapel and Boston, and two of those victims that most closely matched hers.

			He’d studied those, too, she thought. Stared at those old photographs, read those old reports.

			He’d be studying others now. Refreshing himself, preparing for the next act.

			She had the lab reports, the ME’s, the sweepers’. She had statements from witnesses, next of kin, suspects, neighbors. She had the timelines. She had her own notes, her own reports, and now a mountain of background data on those who remained on her shortlist.

			She would go over them all again, and she would do more leg work, more interviews. She’d dig deeper, wider. But he would beat her to the next. Her gut told her he’d beat her in the short run, and someone else would die before she caught up.

			He’d made mistakes. She sipped coffee and stared at the board. The notes were a mistake. That was pride and a kind of glee. He had a need not only to toot his own horn, but to do it with a flourish. Notice me! See how smart I am, see what excellent taste I have.

			But the paper could be traced, could give her a list of names to pursue.

			The basket of peaches was another. That was arrogance. I can walk right out of here, leaving the brutalized dead behind, and eat a nice ripe peach.

			There might be other mistakes. She would pick everything apart until she found them. He would make other mistakes, because however smart he was, he was cocky.

			She looked toward the open door when she heard the sound of footfalls, and her forehead creased.

			“Hey,” she said, as Feeney walked in. The neatly pressed shirt told her his wife had handed it to him out of the closet. The broken-in shoes said he’d gotten away from her before Mrs. Feeney could nag him into putting on a less disreputable pair.

			He’d probably combed his hair, but it was already frizzing out in its usual wiry thatch of ginger and silver. There was a little nick on his chin because he claimed a man couldn’t shave proper unless he used an actual razor.

			“Got your message,” he said.

			“It was late, that’s why I dumped it to voice mail. I didn’t mean for you to come around this morning, go out of your way.”

			“It’s only out of my way if there aren’t any danishes back there.”

			“Probably are. If not there, somewhere else.”

			Taking that as invitation, he walked back to the kitchen. She could hear him scanning the menu, giving a grunt of approval as he found something that pleased him, calling it up.

			He came back in with a pastry and an enormous mug of coffee. “So,” he said, and sat, studying the board as she had. “He’s two for two.”

			“Yeah, and I’m batting zero. Clipped the ball a couple times, but it keeps curving foul. Once he hits again, the media’s going to pick up the scent, and we’ll have a holy mess on our hands: ‘Deadly Mimic Stalking New York.’ ‘Chameleon Killer Baffles Police.’ They love that shit.”

			Feeney scratched his cheek, ate more pastry. “Public does, too. Sick bastards.”

			“I’ve got a lot of data, a lot of angles. Thing is, I pull one line and six more drop down. I can push Whitney for more manpower, but you know how it goes. I keep it low profile, and the budget only stretches so far. Once it breaks and people start screaming, politics come into play and I can stretch it further.”

			“EDD’s got more manpower, more funds,” he finished.

			“I’ve got no direct need for EDD on this. The research and runs are standard stuff, nothing fancy. I’ve got no ’links or security to probe. But . . .”

			“My boys can always use the practice.” Feeney called his detectives and drones ‘boys,’ no matter how their skin was shaped.

			“I’d appreciate it. It would free me up for interviews and fieldwork. I started thinking last night: This guy, he’s careful and he’s precise. Look at the vic photos—the old ones, and his. Positioning, basic build and coloring of the vics, method of death. Everything. They’re good copies, careful copies. So how do you get so good?”

			Feeney polished off the danish, gulped coffee. “You practice. I’ll run that myself, through IRCCA, see if we get a pop.”

			“It won’t be exact,” she said, grateful. “I’ve got a hit on the first, and it’s not exact. But when I did the run I was only looking for the one style. Now we’ve got two styles, and the potential for others. He’s too careful for an exact match—he might do it that way, but he’d change it after. Wouldn’t leave the scene precisely as he intended to leave the ones he’d make public.”

			“Doesn’t want to show off until he’s got it down to a science,” Feeney said with a nod.

			“Yeah. Any that were exact, he’d get rid of the bodies. Bury them, dump them. But he’s not a kid. Not twenty. He’s mature, and he didn’t start killing with Wooton. He’s been at this awhile.”

			“I’ll work both styles, and whatever else you think he might go for.”

			“Everybody on my shortlist, but one I haven’t pinned yet,” she said, thinking of Breen, “travels. The States, Europe especially. They get around, and they get around well. First-class. If he’s on that shortlist, the world’s been his fucking playground.”

			“Send me the files.”

			“Thanks. I should tell you, there are some sensitive names on my list. We’ve got a diplomat, a well-known entertainer, a writer making a name for himself, and an asshole entertainment broker who’s hooked up with a top-name actress. There’ve already been complaints of police harassment and blah blah. There’ll be more.”

			He grinned. “Now this sounds like fun.” He pushed to his feet, set his empty cup aside, and rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get started.”

			Once Feeney left, she organized the files, sent them to his unit in EDD, noted the action in a memo to the commander. She ran another spurt of probabilities, toyed with some simulations, but they were really no more than an exercise to let her mind work.

			By the time she was done, the computer and she agreed on a list of prototypes her killer might emulate next.

			She eliminated any who had worked with a partner or targeted males. Any who concealed or destroyed the bodies. And highlighted any whose notoriety had outlived them.

			She was just beginning to wonder where Peabody was when one of the domestic droids came to her door.

			The droids always spooked her. Roarke rarely used them, and she rarely saw them in the house. She would have withstood any manner of hideous torture before admitting she actually preferred the flesh-and-blood Summerset to the automated staff.

			“Excuse me for interrupting, Lieutenant Dallas.”

			The droid was female, with a husky voice. The dignified black uniform did nothing to disguise the fact she’d been built to rival a porn star.

			Eve figured she didn’t have to be a trained investigator to deduce her amused husband had activated this one purposefully, just so she could compare the big-titted blonde to the bony-assed Summerset.

			She’d have to pay him back for this one, eventually.

			“What’s the problem?”

			“There is a visitor at the gate. A Ms. Pepper Franklin who wishes to speak with you. Are you available?”

			“Sure. She’s saving me a trip. Is she alone?”

			“She has arrived in a private car, with driver. But she has no companion.”

			Left Fortney at home, Eve thought. “Let her in.”

			“Shall I bring her up?”

			“No, show her into the—what is it—the front parlor.”

			“Would you care for refreshments?”

			“I’ll let you know.”

			“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

			When the droid backed out of the room, Eve drummed her fingers for a moment. She glanced at the door that adjoined her home office with Roarke’s. Probably just as well he was off doing what he did all day. It would keep the social portion of this visit to a minimum.

			Deliberately, she strapped on her weapon harness, left the jacket where she’d hung it over the back of her chair. A not-so-subtle way, Eve decided, to let Pepper know she was on the job.

			Then she finished off her coffee, sat and hummed for another couple of minutes.

			When she went down to the parlor, Pepper was waiting.

			The actress was dressed in perfect summer style: a breezy white blouse over a thin blue tank that matched the cropped pants. She’d added heeled sandals that made Eve’s arches ache and had bundled her masses of gilt hair in some complicated up-do.

			Eve caught her scent, something cool and floral, as she crossed the room.

			“I appreciate you seeing me.” Pepper flashed her professional smile. “And so early in the day.”

			“I’m Homicide. My day starts when yours ends.” At Pepper’s blank look, Eve shrugged. “Sorry. Little cop joke. What can I do for you?”

			“I take it Roarke’s not home?”

			“No. If you want to see him, you might be able to catch him in Midtown.”

			“No. No, actually, I’d hoped to catch you alone. Could we sit?”

			“Sure.” Eve gestured to a chair, took one of her own.

			Pepper rested her hands on the arms of the deep chair, sighed as she scanned the room. “This remains the most incredible home I’ve ever seen. Such wonderful style, but then it would have to be, since it’s Roarke’s.”

			“Keeps the rain off.”

			Pepper laughed. “It’s been some time since I’ve been here, but I recall a formidable manservant rather than the splashy domestic droid who let me in.”

			“Summerset. He’s on vacation. He’ll be back later today.” Unless he’s captured by desperados and held for ransom. Or falls madly in love with a young nudist and moves to Borneo.

			“Summerset. Yes, of course.”

			“You’re not here to see him either.”

			“No.” Pepper nodded. “My motive for coming is a woman-to-woman thing. I know you saw Leo again yesterday. He was very upset by it, feels hounded, and that you have some sort of personal grudge against him.”

			“I don’t have a personal grudge against him. Even if he’s a killer, it wouldn’t be personal. It’s my job to hound people.”

			“Maybe it is. But the fact is there is a personal connection here. Through me. Through Roarke. I wanted to address that frankly with you.”

			“Go ahead,” Eve invited.

			Pepper sat a bit straighter in her chair, folded her hands neatly in her lap. “You’re aware, I’m sure, that Roarke and I had a relationship at one time. I can certainly understand how you might feel uncomfortable or irritated by this. But it was several years ago, before he met you. I’d hate for any annoyance or resentment, however understandable it might be, to influence your attitude toward Leo.”

			Eve let the silence hang for a moment. “Let me see if I have this straight. You’re wondering if because you and Roarke rolled around naked a few years ago, I’m personally pissed off, and because I’m pissed off about it, I’m giving the guy you’re currently rolling around naked with a rough time.”

			Pepper opened her mouth, shut it again, then delicately cleared her throat before speaking. “In a nutshell.”

			“Let me ease your mind on this score, Ms. Franklin. If I were to get personally pissed off about every woman Roarke banged, I’d spend my life in a perpetual state of annoyance. You were one of many.” Eve lifted her left hand, tapped her wedding ring with her thumbnail. “I’m the only. You don’t worry me.”

			For a moment, Pepper did nothing but stare. Then she blinked, very slowly. And the corners of her mouth twitched. “That’s very . . . sensible, Lieutenant. And a very clever way to slap me back at the same time.”

			“Yeah, I thought so.”

			“But, in any case—”

			“There is no other case. Roarke and I were grown-ups when we met. What happened before doesn’t mean dick to me. And if I let petty jealousies interfere with or influence my work, I wouldn’t deserve my badge. I deserve my badge.”

			“I bet you do,” Pepper replied. “Just as I bet you deserve Roarke, too. He’s the most fascinating man I’ve ever known, just like his house, full of color and style and surprises. But he didn’t love me, and never pretended he did.”

			“And Leo does. Love you?”

			“Leo? Leo needs me. And that’s enough.”

			“I have to say, it sounds to me like you’re selling yourself short.”

			“That’s nice of you. But I’m no prize, Lieutenant. I’m selfish and demanding.” She gave a light, amused laugh. “And I like that about me. I expect to be given my own time and space when I require it, and any man in my life must understand that my work is the priority. If he does, and he’s loyal, needing me is enough. Leo’s weak, I know that,” she continued with an elegant little shrug. “Maybe I need a weak man, maybe that’s why I couldn’t hang on to Roarke for more than a few weeks. Leo suits me. And being weak, Lieutenant, is just one more reason he can’t be the man you’re looking for.”

			“Then neither of you have anything to worry about. He lied during our initial interview. Someone lies to me, I’m going to wonder why.”

			Her face softened in a way that told Eve whatever she said about need being enough, she loved Leo Fortney. “You frightened him. That’s natural, isn’t it, for someone to be frightened when they’re questioned by the police? Especially about a murder.”

			“You weren’t.”

			Pepper blew out a breath. “All right. Leo has trouble with the truth occasionally, but he’d never hurt anyone. Not seriously.”

			“Can you tell me where he was on Sunday morning?”

			Pepper’s lips firmed, and her eyes stayed direct. “I can’t. I can only tell you where he said he was, and he’s already told you that. Lieutenant, don’t you think I’d know if I was living with, sleeping with, if I were intimate with a murderer?”

			“I can’t say. You may want to tell him that if he wants to get clear of this, he can start being straight with me. As long as he . . . has trouble with the truth, I’m going to keep looking at him.”

			“I’ll talk to him.” She got to her feet. “Thanks for seeing me.”

			“No problem.” Eve walked her to the door, and opening it saw the waiting car. And her aide huffing down the drive on foot.

			“Officer . . . what was her name?” Pepper asked.

			“Peabody.”

			“Oh yes. Officer Peabody looks to have had a difficult morning already. That storm last night cooled things off a bit, but not enough. Not nearly enough yet.”

			“Last gasp of summer in New York. What else can you expect?”

			“Teach me to stay in London.” She offered her hand. “I’d still love for you and Roarke to come to the play. Just contact me anytime and I’ll arrange for seats.”

			“Soon as things cool off for me a bit, we’ll take you up on it.”

			She watched the driver get out, open the rear door of the small town limo. And waited until a breathless and sweaty Peabody rushed up the steps.

			“Sir. Sorry. Overslept, then the subway . . . breakdown. Should’ve contacted you, but didn’t realize—”

			“Inside, before you fall over with heatstroke.”

			“I think I’m a little dehydrated.” Peabody’s face was lobster red and starting to drip. “Can I have a minute? Splash some water on my face.”

			“Go. Christ, next time take a cab!” she called out as she jogged upstairs to get her jacket and what she needed for the day.

			She grabbed two bottles of water from her kitchen, and met Peabody coming out of the powder room. Her aide’s color had calmed down, her uniform was straightened, her hair neatly combed and dry again.

			“Thanks.” Peabody took the water, and glugged at the bottle to add to the water she’d slurped up in the powder room. “Hate to oversleep. I was up late studying.”

			“Didn’t I tell you that you can overstudy? You won’t do yourself any good going into the exam burned out.”

			“I just gave it a couple hours. Wanted to make up the time I took checking out apartments with McNab. I didn’t realize we had a meet with Pepper Franklin.”

			“We didn’t. She stopped by to defend Fortney.” Eve headed out the door and around to the garage. She hadn’t thought to tell one of the droids to have her car brought out in front. Summerset did it without her asking. The fact that it was the sort of detail that slipped her mind, and never slipped his, just annoyed her.

			“Well, at least I know I’m not losing my mind,” Peabody managed as she quickened her pace to match Eve’s. “So much going on right now. Jesus, Dallas, we signed a lease. It’s a good space. Got an extra bedroom we can set up as a shared office, and it’s close to Central. It’s in your old building, so Mavis and Leonardo will be neighbors, and that’s mag, and it was really great of Roarke to put us on to it, but . . .”

			“But what?”

			“I signed a lease, with McNab. It’s like, huge. We’re going to be moving in together in thirty days.”

			Eve coded into the garage, waited for the doors to open. “I thought you were already cohabitating.”

			“Yeah, but informally. Real informally. He just hangs at my place most of the time. This is the real deal. I got the jitters.” She pressed a hand to her stomach as she walked to Eve’s police issue. “So I dove into studying as soon as we got back, then I got the jitters from that. Then I couldn’t sleep because of the jitters, so I jumped McNab to sort of remind myself why I’m doing this, and that took awhile because, you know, I was pretty jittery—”

			“I don’t want to hear that part.”

			“Right. Well, I didn’t settle down until pretty late, and was so conked I must’ve deactivated the alarm before I was fully awake. Next thing I knew it was an hour later.”

			“If you got up an hour late, why are you only . . .” She checked her wrist unit. “Fifteen minutes behind?”

			“I skipped some of my usual morning stuff. Was okay until the subway breakdown. That threw me off, and now I’ve got the jitters again.”

			“You can just forget about jumping me to take your mind off them. Look, Peabody, if you’re not prepped for the exam by now, you’re not going to be.”

			“That doesn’t do a lot to calm me down.” She brooded out the window as Eve drove through the gates. “I don’t want to tank. Embarrass myself, you.”

			“Shut up, you’re giving me the damn jitters. You’re not going to embarrass anybody. You’re going to do your best, and it’s going to be good enough. Now pull yourself together so I can brief you on Smith before we talk to him again.”

			Listening, making her own notes, Peabody shook her head. “None of this stuff is in his official biographical data, or on any of the unofficial fan sites. I don’t get it. Guy’s a total publicity hound, and he likes to go for the heartstrings. So why not play up how he came from an abusive home, overcame it, and believes in the power of love, cha-cha-cha.”

			“Cha-cha-cha?” Eve repeated. “I can think of a couple reasons. First, it doesn’t fit his image. Strong, handsome, romantic male of the so-clean-I-squeak variety. Doesn’t mesh with the poverty level, physically abused son of a part-time LC—who’s still tapping him for money.”

			“I get that, but you could play that angle and sell discs out the yang.”

			“Yang. Does that go with cha-cha-cha?” Eve wondered. “Okay, yeah, it might make some women feel sorry for him, even respect him, and plunk down the price of a disc. But that’s not what he wants.”

			“What does he want?” Peabody asked, though she thought she was beginning to connect the dots.

			“It’s not money. That’s just a handy by-product. He wants adulation, hero worship, and fantasy. He boinks young groupies because they’re less likely to be critical, and he plays to older women because they’re more forgiving.”

			“And he surrounds himself with female staff because he needs to be taken care of by women, because he wasn’t taken care of by the woman who should have done so when he was a kid.”

			“That’s how it shakes for me.” Eve turned a corner and swung around a maxibus that was lumbering its contingent of commuters to their hives and cubes. “The public image doesn’t want to have to overcome anything, but just to be. The man of your dreams isn’t some kid who got knocked around by his mother after she turned a trick. Or I should say, his view of the man of your dreams isn’t. He’s built himself into an image, and he has to stick with it.”

			“So, theoretically, the pressure of concealing all that, his resentment, and the cycle of violence could have caused him to snap. And snapping, he killed two parts of the person who abused him. The LC and the mother.”

			“Now you’re thinking.”

			It was kind of like a sim, Peabody thought. She was a little slow, but she hoped she was picking her way through it. “You said a couple reasons. What’s another?”

			“Another is he just wants to bury it, put it away. This isn’t relevant to his life now—that’s what he tells himself. He’s wrong, it’s always part of the whole, but it’s private. It’s one thing he doesn’t want chewed over by a lip-smacking public.”

			Peabody slid her gaze toward Eve, but there was nothing to read on her lieutenant’s face. “So he could just be an abuse survivor who’s made a successful life for himself despite all the trauma and the violence.”

			“You’re feeling sorry for him.”

			“Yeah, maybe. Not enough to spring for a disc,” she added with a chuckle. “But maybe some. He didn’t ask to be hurt, and by the one person who should have been looking out for him most of all. I don’t know what it’s like to have a parent turn on you like that. Mine . . . well, you’ve met mine. My mom, she can pin your ears back with a look, but she’d never have hurt any of us. And my parents may be nonviolent New Agers, but you can believe they’d have ripped into anybody who tried to hurt us. That’s what I know,” Peabody added. “But it’s not all I know, because I’ve seen the other side. Handling double Ds before I transferred to you. Just being on the streets in uniform. And what I’ve worked on since I’ve been in Homicide.”

			“Nothing wipes the all-American family image out of a cop’s head faster than their first couple of domestic disturbances.”

			“One of the best reasons to be off patrol,” Peabody agreed, with feeling. “What I’m saying is I’ve seen what it can be like, and it’s toughest on the kids.”

			“Everything’s always toughest on the kids. Some get over it, under it, through it. Others don’t. And another theory on Smith is he feeds on the female adulation in one part of his life—and revels in it. Meanwhile he considers them whores and bitches—and he kills them in the most vicious and theatrical way he can devise.”

			“I guess that’s a pretty decent theory.”

			“Either way, he’s not going to like me throwing his background up in his face. So be ready.”

			Taking Eve at her word, Peabody rested a hand on her stunner as they walked from the vehicle to Smith’s front door. “Not that ready, Peabody. Let’s try to play nice first.”

			They were admitted by the same woman, and walked into the same music. At least Eve thought it was the same. How could you tell, she wondered, when everything the guy sang had the same sugar rush to it?

			Before they could be led into the room with floor cushions and the fluffy white kitten, Eve laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “Any place in here have actual chairs?”

			Li’s mouth turned down in disapproval, but she nodded. “Of course. Come this way, please.”

			She showed them into a room with wide, deep chairs done in pale gold, accented with tables of clear glass. On one table was a small fountain where blue water burbled over smooth white rocks. Another held a white box filled with white sand where some linear patterns had been drawn with, Eve assumed, the little rake that lay beside it.

			The curtains were closed, but when they entered the room the rim of the tables illuminated.

			“Please be comfortable.” Li gestured to the chairs. “Carmichael will be with you in just a moment.”

			Ignoring her, Eve studied a mood screen. Soft pastels dripped down in this one, melting from pinks into blues into golds into pinks again. Smith’s voice crooned in the background.

			“I already feel queasy,” Eve muttered. “I should’ve pressed to have him come into Central, where things are normal.”

			“I heard you dislocated some mope’s jaw yesterday.” Peabody kept her face sober. “Some people don’t consider that actually normal in the day to day.”

			“Some people don’t know diddly.” She turned back as Smith made his entrance.

			“How nice to see you both again.” He made a flowing movement with his arms to indicate chairs. It had the wide sleeves of his shirt fluttering. “We’re having something cool and citrus. I hope you’ll enjoy it.”

			He arranged himself in a chair as one of his staff placed a tray on a long glass table. “I’m told you’ve been trying to get in touch,” he continued as he poured liquid from pitcher to glasses. “I can’t imagine why, but must apologize for being unavailable.”

			“Your rep called my commander,” Eve said. “So I imagine you have some idea.”

			“Another apology forthcoming.” He picked up one of the glasses, held it in both of his handsome hands. “My agent is overprotective, which, naturally, is his job. Just the idea that the media could get wind that I’d spoken to you regarding such a terrible matter worries him. I told him I trusted you to be absolutely discreet, but . . .” He shrugged elegantly, sipped.

			“I’m not looking for publicity, I’m looking for a murderer.”

			“You won’t find one here. This is a place of peace and tranquillity.”

			“Peace and tranquillity.” Eve nodded, watching his face. “I’d guess that sort of thing’s important to you.”

			“Vital, as it should be to everyone. The world is a canvas, and on it is painted great beauty. All we have to do is look.”

			“Peace and tranquillity and beauty are more vital to someone who grew up without them. To a man who was systematically and regularly abused as a child. Battered and beaten. Do you pay your mother to keep quiet about it, or just to keep her away?”

			The glass in Smith’s hand shattered, and a thin line of blood dripped down his palm.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Shards of glass hitting the floor had, in Eve’s opinion, a more interesting musical note than the continued coo of Smith’s recorded voice.

			She doubted any of his fans would recognize him now, with all the negative energy twisting his face. His bloody hand still clenched the shattered drinking glass.

			She could hear his labored breaths before he sprang to his feet. She got to her own, slowly, and prepared to deflect any assault.

			But he simply threw his head back, like a great dog about to bay, and howled out for Li.

			She came on the run, bare feet slapping the floor and filmy robes flapping the air.

			“Oh, Carmichael! Oh, you poor thing. You’re bleeding. Should I call the doctor? Should I call an ambulance?” She patted her own cheeks in rapid tat-tats.

			While tears welled in his eyes, he held out his bleeding hand. “Do something.”

			“Jesus.” Eve stepped forward, grabbed his injured hand, twisted it over to take a look at the cut. “Get a towel, some water, antiseptic, bandages. It’s not deep enough to worry the MTs.”

			“But his hands, his beautiful hands. Carmichael is an artist.”

			“Yeah, well, he’s an artist with a cut across his palm. No puncture. Peabody? Got a handkerchief?”

			“Right here, Lieutenant.”

			Taking it, Eve wrapped the cut while Li raced off, probably to call up a cosmetic surgeon.

			“Sit down, Carmichael. You’re barely scratched.”

			“You have no right, no right to come into my home and upset me this way. No right, no decency. You can’t come here, upset the balance. Threaten me.”

			“I don’t recall threatening you, and I’ve got a pretty good memory for that kind of thing. Officer Peabody, did I threaten Mr. Smith?”

			“No, sir, you did not.”

			“You think because I live an ordered and privileged life I don’t know the darker corners.” His lips curled now, and he held his injured hand to his heart in a loose fist. “You want to extort money from me, payment to keep quiet about matters that are none of your business. Women like you always want to be paid.”

			“Women like me?”

			“You think you’re better than men. You use your wiles or your sex to control them, to suck them dry. You’re nothing but animals. Bitches and cunts. You deserve to . . .”

			“Deserve to what?” Eve prompted when he stopped himself, when she watched the war for composure rage over his face. “To suffer, to die, to pay?”

			“You won’t put words in my mouth.” He collapsed in the chair again, holding his hand by the wrist and rocking as if for comfort.

			Li rushed back in carrying a fluffy white towel, a bottle of water, and what looked to be enough bandage to wrap an entire squadron after a bloody battle.

			“Let my aide take care of it,” Eve told him. “She’s just going to mess it up, and hurt you considerably while she’s at it.”

			Smith nodded curtly, and turned his head away from Peabody and the blood.

			“Li, please go out now. Close the door.”

			“But, Carmichael . . .”

			“I want you to go.”

			She blinked at the slap in his voice and fled.

			“How did you learn about . . . her?” he asked Eve.

			“It’s my job to learn about things.”

			“It could ruin me, you know. My audience doesn’t want to know about that sort of . . . They don’t want the unseemly, the unattractive. They come to me for beauty, for romantic fantasy, not for the ugliness of reality.”

			“I’m not interested in your audience or in making any information public, until and unless it applies to my case. I told you, I’m not interested in publicity.”

			“Everyone is,” he retorted.

			“Think what you like, it doesn’t change why I’m here. Your mother was an LC. She was abusive to you.”

			“Yes.”

			“You support her, financially.”

			“As long as she’s taken care of, she stays away, and out of my life. She’s smart enough to know that coming forward, selling her story, might net her some quick money, but it would kill the golden goose. If my income suffers, so does hers. I explained this to her, very carefully, before the first payment was made.”

			“Your relationship with your mother is adversarial.”

			“We don’t have a relationship. I prefer not to think of the connection. It unbalances my chi.”

			“Jacie Wooton was an LC.”

			“Who?”

			“Wooton. The woman who was murdered in Chinatown.”

			“It has nothing to do with me.” More composed now, he waved it all away with his uninjured hand. “I also choose not to dwell on the darker shades of the world.”

			“A second woman was murdered on Sunday. The mother of a grown son.”

			He flashed her a look now, and there was a hint of fear in it. “That doesn’t have anything to do with me, either. I survived violence. I don’t perpetuate it.”

			“Victims of abuse often become abusive. Children who were beaten often become violent adults. Sometimes a killer is born, sometimes he is made. A woman hurt you, a woman who had control over you, authority over you. She hurt you for years when you were helpless to stop her. How do you make her pay for that pain, for that humiliation, for all the years you lived in fear?”

			“I don’t! She’ll never pay. Her type never pays. She wins, again and again. Every time I send her money, she wins again.” Tears tracked down his cheeks now. “She wins because you’re standing there pushing her into my head again. My life is not an illusion because I made it. I created it. I won’t let you come into it and try to shatter it, to smear it.”

			Empathy rolled into her stomach. His words, the passion behind them, could have been her own. “You have a home here, and one in London.”

			“Yes, yes, yes! What of it?” He jerked his hand, and glanced down at the tug of Peabody’s. When his gaze landed on the bloody cloth, his face went white as bone.

			“Go away. Can’t you go away?”

			“Tell me where you were Sunday morning.”

			“I don’t know. How can I remember everything? I have people to take care of me. I’m entitled to be taken care of. I give pleasure. I take pleasure. I deserve it.”

			“Sunday morning, Carmichael, between eight and noon.”

			“Here. Right here. Sleeping, meditating, detoxifying. I can’t live with stress. I need my quiet times.”

			“Were you alone?”

			“I’m never alone. She’s in every closet, under every bed, waiting in the next room to strike out. I lock her away, but it doesn’t mean she isn’t waiting.”

			She hurt, looking at him. Understanding the words, she hurt. “Did you leave the house on Sunday morning?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Did you know Lois Gregg?”

			“I know so many people. So many women. They love me. Women love me because I’m perfect. Because I don’t threaten them. Because they don’t know that I know what they are under it all.”

			“Did you kill Lois Gregg?”

			“I have nothing more to say to you. I’m going to call my attorneys now. I want you to leave my home. Li!” He put his injured hand behind his back as he rose, swaying a little. He stepped carefully to the side, away from the blood-smeared towel.

			“Li, make them go away,” he ordered, as she hurried into the room again. “Make them leave. I have to lie down now. I don’t feel well. I need my quiet room.”

			“There now, there.” Cooing, she put an arm around his waist, took his weight. “I’ll take care of everything, don’t you worry. Poor baby. Don’t you worry.”

			She shot a vicious look at Eve over her shoulder as she led Smith from the room. “I want you gone when I get back. If not, your superior will hear about this.”

			Eve pursed her lips, listening to Li’s voice fade as she cooed Smith away.

			“Guy’s got some serious problems,” Peabody commented.

			“Yeah. Maybe he thinks he can cover it up with meditation, herb drinks, and mind-numbing music.” Eve shrugged. “Maybe he can. He couldn’t look at the blood,” she added, studying the towel. “Made him sick to see blood. Hard to do what was done to those two women if blood makes you sick. Then again, maybe it’s just the sight of his own blood that does it.”

			She checked the time as they left the house. “We’re running a little early.”

			“Yeah?” Peabody perked right up. “Then maybe we could hit a cart, or a 24/7. I missed breakfast.”

			“Not that early.” When Peabody’s face fell, Eve sighed. “You know I hate that kicked puppy look. Whatever we pass first. And you have one minute to do the transaction, which will include getting me coffee.”

			“Deal.”

			They hit a cart, so Peabody settled for a scrambled egg wrap that Eve assumed tasted better than it smelled. The coffee didn’t but that was par. “We’re going to talk to Breen’s wife. I got a hassle when I called her office for her schedule, so I pulled in the reserves.”

			Peabody’s response was an egg-substitute–filled mumble. She swallowed. “I’m supposed to arrange the appointments.”

			“You’re going to bitch because I cut you a break?”

			“No.” But she had to fight the pout. “I don’t want you to think I can’t fulfill my duties because I’ve got all this stuff going on.”

			“If I have a complaint about your work, Peabody, you’ll be the first to know.”

			“That’s a given,” Peabody muttered and took a slug of her orange-flavored energy drink. “You said reserves?”

			“Julietta does fashion. I happen to know somebody in the fashion forefront. Ms. Gates’s schedule miraculously cleared when she got a call from Leonardo’s main squeeze.”

			“You tagged Mavis. Mag.”

			“It’s not a girl outing, Peabody, it’s a murder investigation.”

			“Silver linings, sir. I like a nice silver lining.” Peabody washed down egg substitute with reconstituted citrus product. “I can’t wait to tell her we’re going to be neighbors. At least until she has the baby. I guess they’re going to want a bigger place.”

			“Why? How much room could a baby take up?”

			“It’s not the baby so much, it’s all the stuff. You got your crib, your changing table, your activity center, your diaper unit, your—”

			“Never mind. Jeez.” It gave her the mild weirds just to think about it.

			“It was really smart to horn in using Mavis.”

			“I have my moments.”

			“Of course, you could’ve just told them you were Mrs. Roarke, and they’d have bowed to you.”

			“I don’t want them to bow to me, I just want a damn interview. And don’t call me Mrs. Roarke.”

			“Just saying.” Cheerful now, Peabody polished off the wrap. “Boy, nothing like a good breakfast to lift your mood. It’s not such a big deal, getting a place with McNab. It’s just another step in an evolving relationship. Right?”

			“How the hell do I know?”

			Fastidiously, Peabody dug out a wipe for her fingers, and made a mental note to replace the bloody handkerchief she’d left at Smith’s. “Well, when you moved in with Roarke you didn’t get all stupid and nervous and knotted up.”

			There was a long pause, a long silence.

			“You did?” Peabody’s head thunked back on the seat. “That’s so great. It makes me feel so much better. If you can get all screwed up over moving in with the god of men, into that palace, it’s okay for me to get wigged about moving to an apartment with McNab. It’s okay.”

			“Now that we’ve solved that thorny dilemma, maybe we can concentrate on the case.”

			“I just have one more question. When did you get over it? I mean, how long did it take for you to feel normal about hooking up with Roarke—living in the same space and all that?”

			“I’ll let you know when it happens.”

			“Wow. That’s . . .” She thought it over, and a dreamy smile bloomed on her face. “That’s sweet.”

			“Please shut up before I have to hurt you.”

			“Dallas, you said please. You’re mellowing.”

			“Insults,” Eve grumbled. “All I get are insults. Mrs. Roarke, sweet, mellowing. We’ll see how mellow I am when I stuff your head up your ass.”

			“And she’s back,” Peabody announced, and rode in contented silence.

			You could always count on Mavis, Eve thought. For a favor, for a laugh, for a shoulder. And most of all for sheer surprise.

			Being four months pregnant hadn’t depleted her energy or affected her bent for fashion risks. At least Eve assumed they were risks as nobody, absolutely nobody, looked quite like Mavis Freestone.

			She’d gone for summer pastels, for her hair in any case, and had swooped it up in some sort of snaky twists that twined gleaming hunks of blue and pink and greens together. They were anchored here and there with lavender pins in the shapes of what Eve took for tiny flowers, until she got a closer look and realized they were naked babies curled into the embryonic position.

			Talk about the weirds.

			A dozen thin chains of gold and silver dangled from each ear. On each chain, colorful balls hung that clanged together every time she moved. Which meant constantly.

			Her tiny body was decked out in a skirt the size of a table napkin, matched with a swingy vest, both in white, and both covered with tiny question marks that echoed the hues of her hair. She wore shoes with one clear strap. The thick soles and clunky heels were filled with more little balls that jingled with each step. Her toenails were painted in every color of the rainbow.

			For Mavis, it was business attire.

			“This is absolutely magalicious,” Mavis claimed. “Outre is like the cutting edge. It was my bible of style before I met my honeybear. I still go through it every month, but now I never have to think how I’m going to afford all the friggin’ clothes. Leonardo is the ult.”

			“I need five minutes with her.”

			“It’s a dunk, Dallas. If she could’ve kissed my ass over the ’link, I’d have lip dye smears on my butt. Just watch.”

			They crossed the wide lobby. It was done in sharp geometric patterns of white, red, and black. Fanning out from the central data desk were pathways that led to boutiques, a fancy café, and a home decor center.

			Between them on the walls were screens on which elongated models walked runways in outfits that might have been designed by a mental patient on Pluto.

			“Fall fashion shows,” Mavis told her. “New York, Milan, Paris, and London.” She let out a squeal and pointed. “See that? That’s my babycakes’s designs. Nobody comes close.”

			Eve studied the ensemble of skintight red stripes that boasted an explosion of gold tail feathers and a transparent skirt that glowed with little white lights at the hem.

			How could she argue?

			Mavis marched by the data center to the security station that guarded a bank of glossy red elevators. “Mavis Freestone to see Julietta Gates.”

			“Yes, Ms. Freestone, you’re to go right up to thirty. Someone will meet you.” The guard’s hand came up to stop Eve and Peabody. “Only Ms. Freestone is cleared for thirty.”

			“You don’t really think I travel alone, do you?” Mavis spoke in icy tones before Eve could work up a snarl. “If my entourage isn’t welcome, neither am I.”

			“I beg your pardon, Ms. Freestone. I just need to check upstairs.”

			“Quickly.” Mavis shot her little nose in the air. “I’m a very busy woman.”

			She made a show out of tapping her foot, examining her nails in the twenty seconds it took the guard to clear them.

			“You and your entourage are cleared for thirty. Thank you for your patience.”

			Mavis maintained the diva mode until the elevator doors shut behind them. “Subzero! I could eat that with a spoon. ‘You and your entourage are cleared for thirty.’ Is that hot shit, or what?”

			She did a quick butt-wiggling dance, then patted her belly. “I only said entourage because I thought you might punch him.”

			“I was thinking about it.”

			“I’m keeping the baby away from displays of violence. Not even watching much screen. I heard how serenity and positive energy’s really good for brewing babies.”

			With some trepidation, Eve glanced down at Mavis’s belly. Could the thing hear in there? “I’ll try not to punch anybody when you’re around.”

			“That’d be good.” Mavis shut off her beaming smile as the doors opened. The diva was back. She lifted her eyebrows at the woman who waited for them.

			“Ms. Freestone, such a pleasure to meet you. I’m an enormous fan of yours, and of Leonardo’s, of course.”

			“Of course.” Mavis extended a hand.

			“If you’ll just come with me, Ms. Gates is very anxious to see you.”

			“I dig this to China,” Mavis said out of the corner of her mouth as they walked through another generous lobby.

			In this one, clear cubes were set up for busy drones. Headsets and keyboards were fully manned by a troop that had obviously watched the fashion shows and tried to outdo them.

			The space once again fanned out, and at the far curve were double doors in what Eve now assumed was Outre’s signature murder red.

			Their escort hurried along in a skirt snug as a bandage, on heels sharp as scalpels. She pressed a button at the center of the left door. Seconds later, a brisk impatient voice snapped: “Yes.”

			“Ms. Freestone is here to see you, Ms. Gates.”

			Rather than a response, the doors slid back into the wall, revealing an enormous office, ribboned with privacy-screened windows.

			The black-and-white theme continued here. Black carpet, white walls, a massive white workstation. Wide chairs were covered in thin black-and-white stripes.

			The red came from the scarlet roses massed in a tall black vase, and from the sharp, powerful business suit that decked Julietta’s impressive body.

			She was tall, curvy with a simple sweep of honey blonde hair that swung around a diamond-shaped face. Keen cheekbones, keen chin, keen nose, with a mouth just a shade too thin for beauty. But the eyes, a deep, deep brown, pulled the attention away from the minor flaw.

			She was crossing the room as the doors opened, her hand extended, a delighted expression on her face. “Mavis Freestone, what a pleasure. I’m so glad you got in touch. I’ve been wanting to meet you for the longest time! Of course, I’ve known Leonardo forever. He’s such a sweetheart.”

			“He’s certainly mine.”

			“Please, sit down. What can I offer you? Iced coffee perhaps?”

			“I’m dodging caffeine these days.” Mavis remained standing, patted her belly.

			“Yes, of course. Congratulations. When are you due?”

			“February.”

			“What a nice Valentine’s present.” Ignoring Eve and Peabody, she drew Mavis toward a chair. “Get off your feet, and we’ll have a cold, sparkling juice.”

			“We’d love one. Got time for a drink, Dallas?”

			“I can make time, since Ms. Gates found an opening in her busy calendar.” Resting an arm on the back of Mavis’s chair, Eve cocked her hip. “My questions shouldn’t take long.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

			“Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD.” Eve took out her badge. “My aide, Officer Peabody. Now that we all know each other, and we’re all cozy, maybe you could answer some questions.”

			“I repeat”—Julietta walked around her desk to assume a position of command—“I don’t understand. I agreed to see Ms. Freestone. We’d very much like to do a major article on you, Mavis, with a photo layout.”

			“Sure, we can talk about that. After Dallas is done. Dallas and I go way back,” she added with a wonderfully guileless smile. “When she mentioned she was having trouble getting an interview, I said I was sure it was just a communication glitch, and you’d make time. Supporting our local police is a really important issue with me and Leonardo.”

			“Cleverly done,” Julietta replied.

			“I thought so.” Eve stayed on her feet as Julietta sat down. “If you’re not comfortable, I’m sure Mavis wouldn’t mind waiting outside the office until we’re finished.”

			“No need for that.” Julietta leaned back, swiveled in her chair. “You’ve already spoken to Tom. I don’t know what I can possibly add. I don’t get involved in his work, and he doesn’t get involved in mine.”

			“How about each other’s lives?”

			Her tone remained perfectly pleasant. “Which area of our lives do you have in mind?”

			“When was the last time you were in London?”

			“London?” Her brow creased. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

			“Humor me.”

			“I was there a few weeks ago on business.” With the annoyance still creased between her eyebrows, she picked up a small pocket calendar, keyed in for the date. “July eight and nine and ten.”

			“Alone?”

			There was a quick flicker in her eyes before she set the calendar down. “Yes, why?”

			“Your husband ever go over with you?”

			“We went in April. Tom thought the experience would be fun for Jed. I had business, and he wanted to do some research. We took an extra two days for a family holiday.”

			“Buy any souvenirs?”

			“What are you getting at?”

			“I guess you travel to Europe pretty regularly,” Eve said, changing tack. “For your business.”

			“I do. For fashion shows, for events, to meet with my counterparts in our European offices. Just what does this have to do with Tom helping you in an investigation?”

			“It’s part of my investigation.”

			“I don’t—” She broke off when her pocket ’link rang. “Excuse me, that’s my private line. I need to get this.”

			She shifted it to privacy mode, slid on a miniheadset, and angled away so Eve couldn’t see the ’link’s view screen.

			“Julietta Gates. Yes.”

			Her voice warmed, several degrees, and that just-a-little-too-thin mouth tipped up in a smile.

			“Absolutely. I have it on my calendar. One o’clock. Mmm-hmm. Yes, I’m in a meeting.” There was a long silence as she listened, and Eve noted the faint flush that rose to her cheeks. “I’ll look forward to that. Yes, I will. Good-bye.”

			She disconnected, slipped off the headset. “Sorry, afternoon meeting. Now—”

			“Can you tell me where you were Sunday morning?”

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She let out a huff of breath. “Sundays, I let Tom sleep in and take Jed to the park, or to some other activity. I’m trying to be cooperative, Lieutenant, since Mavis has asked me to, but I’m finding this very annoying.”

			“Almost done. How about the night of September second, between midnight and three?”

			Julietta snatched up her calendar again, keyed in. Again, Eve saw the slight change cross her face. “I had a meeting with an associate. I can’t tell you precisely when I got home as I didn’t make note of it, but I think it was after nine, maybe close to ten. I was tired, and went straight up to bed since Tom was working.”

			“So he was home the entire night.”

			“Why wouldn’t he be? He was working. I took a pill and went to bed. I told him I was going to, so he’d hardly have left the house because of Jed. Tom’s completely devoted, and somewhat overprotective of Jed. What is this?”

			“That’s it for now. Thanks for the time.”

			“I think I’m entitled to some sort of—”

			“If you still want, we can talk about that article.” Mavis popped to her feet. “I just need a minute first.”

			She scooted out of the office with Eve, then dropped her voice to a whisper. “So? Did she kill somebody or what?”

			“Doubtful. The worst I figure she’s done is cheat on her husband with whoever called her on her private ’link.”

			“She did? She is? How do you know?”

			“Plenty of tells. Look, if you don’t want to deal with her, you can leave with me and Peabody. We’ll get you home.”

			“No, it’s chilly. A spread in Outre’s like my fantasy. And it’ll give a boost to my disc sales. Won’t hurt Leonardo’s biz either. It cooks for all of us. We did good, right?”

			“We did good.”

			“Night or day, day or night. Hey, what do you think about Vignette or Vidal?”

			“What are they?”

			“My baby. Vignette for a girl, Vidal for a boy. They’re French. We’re experimenting with French names, and I ditched Fifi. I mean, who names a kid Fifi?”

			Eve didn’t know who might name a kid Vignette either, but made a noncommittal mouth noise.

			“Somebody will call her Viggy,” Peabody said. “Which rhymes with piggy, so she’ll be Piggy Viggy in school.”

			Mavis looked horrified. “You think? Deep-six Vignette.” She gave her belly a comforting rub. “Plenty of time to come up with something else. Catch you later.” She swung back into Julietta’s office.

			“Impressions, Peabody?” Eve asked as they rode down.

			“She looks great, and she’ll come up with something better than Vignette or Vidal.”

			“About Julietta Gates, you moron.”

			“I know, I just wanted to annoy you. Sir,” she added when Eve looked at her. “Used to running the show, and likes it. Dresses for power even more than style. Ambitious. She’d have to be to have gotten where she is at her age. Strikes me as a little cold-blooded. There’s no zing when she talks about her kid. That was a good catch with the extramarital. Blew right by me. Then when you said it, and I played it back, it was right there. The way her voice changed, the body language.”

			“And from the way her face flushed up, I’d say the voice on the other end was letting her know a few games they’d be playing at their one o’clock today. I’m going to want to confirm the dish on the side, in case we need to push on her later.”

			“We going to surveil?”

			“No, don’t want to risk her spotting either one of us this close to our little interview. I’ll see if Baxter can handle it. How much does a kid like hers talk?”

			“At that age, they rarely shut up. Hardly anybody but immediate family can understand them, but it doesn’t stop them from talking.”

			“She met her side piece on Sunday, you can take that to the vault. And she had the kid with her. Wouldn’t he tattle to daddy?”

			“She probably told him it was a secret.”

			“Huh.” This was foreign territory, so she took Peabody at her word. “Kids keep secrets?”

			“No, but she doesn’t strike me as the type who knows her own kid very well. And the boy seems pretty tight with his dad. My best guess is he kept the secret until she was out of hearing, then blabbed. Daddy, me and Mommy and Uncle Side Dish played on the swings, but it’s a secret.”

			Eve let it play in her head, and nodded. “And I doubt it’s the first time. Daddy knows what’s going on, and wouldn’t that irritate him? Wouldn’t he be a bit put out? Here he is, staying at home watching the kid, taking care of the house, while she’s running around town—and Europe—with some other guy. Playing with some other guy with his son in tow. Yeah, that’s a real pisser.

			“Mother and whore,” she said as they got back into the vehicle. “We keep coming back to that. No problem for him to get out of the house for either murder, and he might’ve picked up the writing paper—paying cash—on his spring trip to London. Hell, the paper could’ve been a gift from a fan for that matter. And he decided it fit the bill. He knows the prototype murders as well as the initial killers.”

			“Means, motive, opportunity.”

			“Yeah, Thomas A. just jumped to the top of our list.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Eve had barely disconnected with Baxter when her communicator signaled. Whitney’s face filled the screen.

			“He’ll see you at ten forty-five. Make it good.”

			“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

			Peabody studied Eve’s satisfied smile. “A person’s fifteen minutes late, one time, and she’s out of the loop?”

			“Get me some data on Sophia DiCarlo, the Renquist’s au pair, and I’ll fill you in on the way to the U.N.”

			“We’re going back to the U.N., to Renquist, and not risking federal imprisonment?”

			“We’re going back to apologize, grovel, and eat massive portions of crow.”

			“You don’t know how to do those things.” Peabody looked mournful. “We’re going to the pen.”

			“Just get the data. If I don’t know how to apologize, grovel, and eat crow, it’s because it’s rarely appropriate for me to do so. You have to be wrong first.”

			When there was silence, Eve glanced over. “No smart-ass comment?”

			“My grandmother always says, if you can’t say something positive about someone, keep your trap shut.”

			“Yeah, like you listen to her. Renquist is pissed, his wife is pissed, and they’re in the position to crimp the investigation. Nobody knows how to tie up red tape like a politician. And since my impression of them is that they are pompous assholes, I figured slathering on the ‘I’m just a public servant, ergo a bonehead’ line might get me in.”

			“You said ergo.”

			“It goes with pompous.”

			“Sophia DiCarlo, twenty-six and single. Citizen of Italy with green card and work permit. Parents and two sibs reside in Rome. Aha, parents are domestics, employed by Angela Dysert. Bet it’s a relation to Mrs. Pompous Asshole. Sophia’s been employed by the Renquists as domestic, child-care position, for the past six years. No criminal on record.”

			“Okay, the girl—Renquist’s girl, she’s old enough for school, right? See what you can find on that.”

			“It’s touchy getting data on minors, Dallas, especially foreign nationals, without more clearance.”

			“Get what you can.”

			Peabody went to work while Eve drove across town. Overhead in the hazy sky, ad blimps and tourist trams moved sluggishly. Inside the relative cool, Eve practiced groveling in her head. Even telling herself it was for the greater good, it rankled.

			“They’ve got the kid’s privacy blocked. That’s pretty standard,” Peabody told her. “Especially with more upscale family types. You don’t want kidnappers and unsavory types knowing stuff about your kids. You’re not going to get anything without clearance.”

			“Can’t ask for clearance. I don’t want the Renquists to know I’m looking at them. Doesn’t matter. The au pair’s bound to take the kid out sometime, or better, go out on her own. Has to have a day off.”

			Eve tucked her thoughts away as they approached the U.N., and prepared to go through the multiple security checks.

			It took twenty minutes to get through to Renquist’s outer office. It was his admin who greeted them, and invited them to wait.

			Eve figured the extra twenty Renquist kept them cooling their heels was just his way to show who was in charge. Crow was already sticking in her throat when they were admitted.

			“Please make it brief,” Renquist said immediately. “I’ve made time for you out of a very busy day only due to the direct request of your chief of police. You’ve already infringed on my time here, and my wife’s.”

			“Yes, sir. I’m very sorry to have intruded on you, and on Mrs. Renquist. In my zeal to further my investigation, I overstepped. I hope neither you nor Mrs. Renquist will take this offense personally, nor let it reflect on the department.”

			He arched his brow, and the surprise—the satisfaction—was obvious in his eyes. “Being considered a suspect in a murder is hardly usual for me, and could hardly be anything but personally offensive.”

			“I regret that I gave the impression you were a suspect. Investigative procedure demands that I pursue any and all possible connections. I . . .” She tried a little fumble, wished she could work up a flush. “I can only apologize again, sir, and tell you frankly that my own frustration in being unable to clear this case may have made my demeanor less than courteous to both you and Mrs. Renquist. In actuality, I’m only seeking to remove your name from any list as applies to this investigation. My interview with Mrs. Renquist, however ill-advised, did serve to confirm your whereabouts at the time of the murders.”

			“My wife was very distressed that the subject came up in our home, with guests on the point of arriving.”

			“I realize that. I apologize again for the inconvenience.”

			You schmuck.

			“I hardly see why my name should be on any sort of a list merely because I may have some writing paper in my possession.”

			She lowered her eyes. “It’s the only lead I have. The killer has taunted me with these notes. It’s very upsetting. But that doesn’t excuse my disturbing your wife at home. Please convey my apologies to Mrs. Renquist.”

			He smiled now, thinly. “I will do so. However, Lieutenant, I have the impression that you wouldn’t be here, offering this apology, had your superiors not insisted you do so.”

			She lifted her gaze, met his, and let a hint of the resentment show through. “I was doing my job as best I know how. I don’t play politics well. I’m just a cop. And I follow orders, Mr. Renquist.”

			He nodded. “I can respect someone who follows orders, and give some leeway to a public servant who allows her zeal for duty to cloud her judgment somewhat. I hope you weren’t reprimanded too harshly.”

			“No more than my actions warranted.”

			“And you remain as primary in this investigation?”

			“Yes, sir, I do.”

			“Then I’ll wish you luck with it.” He rose and offered a hand. “And hope that you identify and arrest the person responsible quickly.”

			“Thank you.” Eve took his hand, held it and his eyes. “I intend to put him into a cage, personally, very soon.”

			He cocked his head. “Confidence, Lieutenant, or arrogance?”

			“Whatever works. Thank you again, sir, for your time and your understanding.”

			“I take it back,” Peabody said when they were clear of the building. “You’re good. Frustrated apology, with just a hint of resentment. The foot soldier who’d tried to do her job, and got shafted by her superiors. Forced to eat that crow, and swallowing it down stoically. You really sold it.”

			“Wasn’t that far off. He could turn up a lot of heat under the department. He’s got both political and media connections. Nobody ordered me to apologize, but nobody’s going to be sorry I did, either. Fucking politics.”

			“You make rank, you’ve got to play them sometimes.”

			Eve merely shrugged and climbed back into the car. “Don’t have to like it. Don’t have to like him, either. In fact, every time I see him, I like him less.”

			“It’s the snooty factor,” Peabody explained. “It’s really hard to like somebody who has a high snooty factor, and his is top of the scale.”

			She looked back at the glossy white building, the shining tower, the waving flags. “I guess dealing with diplomats and ambassadors and heads of state every day makes a high snooty factor a prerequisite.”

			“Diplomats, ambassadors, and heads of state are supposed to represent the people, which makes them no different than us. Renquist can take his snooty factor and shove it.”

			She drove away from the white walls and flags, toward the heart of the city. “Wouldn’t hurt my feelings a bit if it turns out to be him. I’m going to lock the cage on this son of a bitch personally. I meant that. And I wouldn’t mind seeing Renquist’s snotty face on the other side of the bars when I do.”

			She hunkered down at Central and used the exercise of clearing her desk to let her thoughts brew. She forwarded a dozen messages and demands from reporters to the media liaison, and happily forgot about them. She imagined there was a press conference in her future, but she didn’t have to think about it now.

			She caught up on paperwork as much as she ever caught up on paperwork, then made some calls of her own.

			She took out the notes, reread them, searching for a rhythm, phrasing, word uses, anything that clicked with the speech patterns of the people on her list.

			It wasn’t his voice, she thought again. Deliberately not his voice. He assumes and mimics and becomes. Who did he become when he wrote the notes?

			Her desk ’link signaled an incoming, and wanting to avoid reporters she waited for the transmission location to flash on. When she read Feeney, Captain Ryan, EDD, she answered.

			“You work fast,” she said.

			“Kid, I’m a frigging rocket. Got a pop might be your guy. Case is cold. Vic was a fifty-three-year-old female. Schoolteacher. Found strangled in her apartment by a sister. Cooked for a few days first. Raped with a piece of statuary, which he also used to bash her over the head. Strangled with a pair of those panty hose you people wear. Tied in a bow under the chin.”

			“Bingo. How cold and where?”

			“Went down June of last year, Boston. I’ll send you all the particulars. No note with this one, and he smashed her head and face pretty good with the statue. ME report says she was already on the way out when he strangled her.”

			“Practice makes perfect.”

			“Could be. I got another with enough clicks to make me wonder. Six months before Boston, out in New L.A. Fifty-six-year-old vic. This one was a squatter though, and that doesn’t fit. But somebody did her in her flop, raped her with a ball bat, smashed her up with it before he strangled her with her own scarf. Got a bow there, too, which is what pulled it.”

			“Follows, doesn’t it? A squatter’s an easy hit. Not tough to get to, and nobody cares too much. It’d be a good place to perfect your technique.”

			“My thinking. I’ll send these to you. Haven’t got any hits on the mutilation. Plenty of slash and gash in the good old U.S. of A., but nothing that hums along with your guy. I’m widening to international.”

			“Thanks, Feeney. You got some vacation time coming, don’t you?”

			His mournful face drooped. “Wife’s nagging my ass red about putting in for a week. Frigging holiday brochures all over the damn house. Thinks we should rent some big beach house or some shit, take the whole damn family. Kids, grand-kids.”

			“How about Bimini?”

			“Who?”

			“Where, Feeney.”

			“Oh. Bimini. What about it?”

			“Roarke’s got a place there, big house, staffed. Beach, waterfall, blah blah. I can clear it with him, have your whole damn family fly down on one of his transports. Interested?”

			“Jesus Christ, I go home and tell the wife we’re taking the whole herd to Bimini for a week, she’ll keel over. Shit, yeah, I’m interested, but we don’t have to play payback.”

			“I’m not playing. Place is just sitting there. He flipped a deal to Peabody and McNab awhile back, so I figure I can flip one to you. Especially since I’m going to ask you to keep an eye on things when I do some out-of-town work.”

			“Sounds like I’m getting the shiny end of the deal. Data coming through.”

			She read it through, and felt that quick little buzz in the blood. A cop buzz. She was looking at his work. Practice strokes. Not that sort of thing that merited a signature, she thought, but a building of style and skill he preferred not to add to his credits.

			He’d have been sloppier, less cautious. There’d have been mistakes, and though the trail was cold, she might still find a shadow of them.

			She took the time to organize the data before taking it to Whitney for her pitch.

			With her commander’s go-ahead under her belt, she made tracks back to Homicide, already formulating her next pitch in her head. She breezed through the bull pen, giving Baxter a with-me signal when he called out her name.

			“So, you get a look at the guy she’s boinking on the side?”

			“She’s not boinking a guy on the side.”

			The rush Eve was still riding on drained. “Gotta be. Damn it, Baxter, she had big, secret affair written all over her. I could almost smell the sex.”

			“Please, you’re giving me a woody. I’m just going to have some of your coffee and calm myself down.”

			“If you couldn’t keep a tail on her—”

			“I kept a tail on her.” He ordered up an enormous mug, two sugars, splash of cream. Taking it, he leaned back against her filing cabinet to enjoy the first jolt. “Goddamn, this is coffee. Speaking of tails, which you were, the blonde had a superior one.”

			“Take your woody and your idiot brain out of my office. She’s screwing somebody on the side.”

			“Did I say she wasn’t?” He smiled, sipped again, and wiggled his eyebrows at Eve over the rim. “She just ain’t driving a stick.”

			“She’s . . . Oh. Well, well, well, this is interesting.” She lowered to the corner of her desk, thought it through. “Not just a side dish, a girl side dish. That has to be a real pisser for a guy.”

			“And the dish was prime. Tall, lanky, black, and beautiful. The kind you just want to start slurping on from the toes up. Waste from my point of view—two superior examples of the species, and they’re sliding all over each other. Of course, thinking about them sliding all over each other is entertaining. I had a good time with that, and have to thank you for the duty.”

			“You’re a sick perv.”

			“And proud of it.”

			“Do you think you could defer your lesbian fantasies until you give me a report?”

			“I’ve already had the fantasies, and plan to have them again, but I can postpone the next act. Your girl left the office, twelve forty-five, and caught a cab. Proceeded uptown to the Silby Hotel on Park. Went straight into the lobby, where her date was waiting. Hot side dish later identified as Serena Unger through detective’s charm, skill, and the fifty he passed the desk clerk.”

			“Fifty? Shit, Baxter.”

			“Hey, classy joint, classy bribe. Unger had preregistered. Both subjects proceeded to an elevator, which was, to the detective’s great joy, glass-sided. In this way he was able to use his keen observation techniques to watch them exchange a big, sloppy wet one on the way up to the fourteenth floor. They entered room 1405, where they remained, engaged in activities the detective was sadly unable to witness, until fourteen hundred. At which time Julietta Gates exited the room, and the hotel, procuring another cab. She returned to her place of employment with what the detective believed was a satisfied smile on her face.”

			“You run Unger?”

			“Had Trueheart do it while we waited for the lunchtime quickie to run its course. She’s a fashion designer. Thirty-two, single. No criminal. Currently employed with Mirandi’s second label arm. They’re New York–based.”

			“Question: Your woman cheats on you with another woman. Better or worse than her diddling with a guy?”

			“Oh, worse. Bad enough she’s playing you, but she’s doing it without a dick, which means she doesn’t think too much of your equipment. It’s a guy, you can maybe rationalize it some. You know, he took advantage of her, or she had a moment of weakness.”

			“Took advantage of her.” Eve snorted. “Men are really sad and simple.”

			“Please, a boy needs his illusions. Anyway, it’s another skirt, she had to go looking, and she had to go looking for something you don’t have. Makes you a double loser.”

			“Yeah, that’s how I see it. It’s going to give you a real hard-on against women. So to speak. We’re going to want to find out how long Julietta’s been going girl-on-girl.”

			He set the empty mug down and linked his hands in a gesture of prayer. “Please, please, please, let me do it. I never get the fun stuff.”

			“I need subtle on this.”

			“My middle name.”

			“I thought your middle name was Hornydog.”

			“That’s my first middle name,” he said with some dignity. “Come on, Dallas, how about it?”

			“Play ring-around-a-rosie with Unger. Talk to the staff at the hotel and keep the bribes to a minimum. Budget’s not going to stretch if you keep slapping down fifties. Talk to her neighbors. Sniff around her place of employment. She’s going to get wind of it, so keep the reason for the look-see quiet. Subtle, Baxter, seriously. I’ve got to do an out-of-town. If I get lucky, I’ll be back in tomorrow. If not, it may take another day.”

			“You can leave this in my very capable hands. Oh, and I won’t put in for the fifty,” he said as he started out. “It was worth the price of the ticket.”

			He’d handle it, she thought. She couldn’t be in Boston, New L.A., and poking around Serena Unger in New York at the same time. Baxter could work that angle, Feeney the like-crimes area, and she’d pursue other potential leads.

			It appeared she’d put together a team without intending to.

			Now, she thought, she was about to add another member. And it would be her turn to play it subtle.

			She didn’t expect to get through to Roarke on the first try, but the great god of meetings must have decided to cut her a break. His admin passed her on to him, with the polite comment that he’d just returned from a business lunch.

			“So what’d you eat?” she asked when he came on.

			“Chef’s salad. How about you?”

			“I’m getting something in a minute. You got any business in Boston?”

			“I could have. Why?”

			“I’ve got to make a run up there, maybe out to the West Coast. Check out some things. I don’t want to take Peabody. She’s got the exam day after tomorrow. She needs to stay here, plus I can’t be a hundred percent I’ll be back on time for her to make it. Thought you might want to tag along.”

			“I might. When?”

			“ASAP.”

			“This wouldn’t be a maneuver to avoid Summerset’s return?”

			“No, but it’s a handy side benny. Look, you want to go or not?”

			“I have to do some shuffling.” He angled away, and she saw him dance his fingers over a small keyboard. “I need . . . two hours will do it.”

			“That works for me.” Now came the tricky part. “I’ll meet you at the Newark transpo center, say seventeen hundred. We’ll grab a shuttle there.”

			“Public transpo? And at five o’clock? I don’t think so.”

			She just loved the way he sneered. “Timing can’t be helped,” she began.

			“Accommodations can. We’ll take one of my shuttles.”

			Which was exactly what she’d expected him to say. Thank God. The last thing she wanted was to squeeze on to a commuter sweatbox and deal with the inevitable delays and poor hygiene. But she knew how to play the game, and gave him an obligatory scowl.

			“Look, pal, this is police business. You’re just along for the ride, and possible out-of-town nookie.”

			“All nookie is appreciated, but the method of transpo’s a deal breaker. I’ll pick you up when I arrange things here. And if you argue, you’ll just put me behind.” He checked his wrist unit. “I’ll let you know when I’m on my way.” And clicked off.

			That, she thought, went perfectly.

			Shortly after five she was seated comfortably in Roarke’s private shuttle, nibbling on strawberries and studying her notes in the fragrant cool. As rides went, it beat the hell out of the public sardine cans.

			“You can go along for the interview with Roberta Gable,” she told Roarke. “But then I have to ditch you. I talked to the primary with Boston PD, and he’ll take a meet with me, but he’s cranky about it. I bring a civilian along, he’s going to get crankier.”

			“I believe I can find something to occupy me.” He was working manually at one of the onboard computers and didn’t glance up.

			“Figure you will, and I also figure that the shuffling you did had to be fast and furious. Thanks.”

			“I expect to be paid in out-of-town nookie at the first opportunity.”

			“You’re a cheap date, Roarke.”

			He smiled, but kept on working. “We’ll see about that. Oh, and by the way, your token protest about taking my shuttle lacked a certain panache. You might put a little more effort into it next time.”

			She bit down on a strawberry. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” And was saved from further comment by the beep of her ’link. “Dallas.”

			“Hey, kid, got a couple bumps. Figured you’d want to know while you were in transit.” Feeney’s droopy eyes narrowed. “You eating strawberries?”

			“Maybe.” She swallowed guiltily. “I missed lunch. So what? Give.”

			“First one’s messy, maybe too messy to be our guy. Mutilated body of an LC, female, twenty-eight, fished out of the river. The Seine. That’s gay Paree. Three years ago June. Cut to pieces, with liver and kidneys missing. Throat cut, and a number of defensive wounds on forearms. She was in the river too long for them to recover any trace evidence, had there been any. Investigation dead-ended, and the case remains open.”

			“Any suspects?”

			“Investigator pushed on the last john on her books, but it didn’t pan out. Did a press on her coordinator, too, who’s got a known for roughing up his employees, but that fizzled out, too.”

			“Okay. What else?”

			“Two years ago, London, Ripper-style murder in Whitechapel sector. Junked up LC who slipped through the tox screenings. She was thirty-six, had two female roommates of the same occupation. They tried to finger her on-again, off-again boyfriend for it, but he was alibied tight. Looks clear to me.”

			“How’d he do her?”

			“Slit her throat. Went for her works again, and said works were not recovered on the scene. He also cut her up. Slashes over the breasts, palms of both hands. Investigator puts it down to lust kill. But the ME’s got an interesting note here, and looking it over, I lean toward him. Says the slashes on breasts and palms were like an afterthought. No passion to them. You got one witness says he saw the vic head off with a guy dressed in a black cape and a fancy hat. Since the witness was trashed on Zoner, the investigator didn’t put much faith in his statement.”

			“It fits,” Eve told him. “You know, it fits. He dressed like DeSalvo did for the strangulations, in handyman garb. Why wouldn’t he costume himself up for the Ripper? Thanks, Feeney. Shoot the files to my office unit, copy to my home unit. I’m hoping to be back within twenty-four hours.”

			“Done. I’m going to take this search off planet. It’s got me hooked now.”

			She sat back, stared up at the ceiling.

			“Are we going to London and Paris?” Roarke asked her.

			“I don’t think I can risk the time, or the energy it’d take to hack through the international red tape. I’ll try to tie it in, talking to the primaries via ’link.”

			“If you change your mind, it wouldn’t take more than one extra day.”

			She’d like to see where he’d been, where he’d done some of his early work. But she shook her head. “He’s in New York. I need to be in New York. He’s been practicing a long time,” she said half to herself. “Honing his talents. That’s why he can afford to kill close together now. All the prep work, all the research, all the details are in place. He doesn’t have to wait because he’s waited long enough.”

			“Practiced or not, the speed is going to make him sloppy,” Roarke stated. “He may be meticulous, he may have honed his talents, but he’s moving too fast for caution.”

			“I think you’re right about that. And when he messes up, we’ll get him. When we get him, when I get him in the box and break him down, we’re going to find out there were more. Other bodies, hidden or destroyed, until he got better. Until he could leave them to be found, with some pride. But his early mistakes, he doesn’t want to be embarrassed by them. That’s the emotional reason. The other’s more practical. He didn’t want to leave too many like crimes on the books, draw attention until he was ready to make his splash.”

			“I’ve done some research of my own.” Roarke swiveled the workstation aside. “For fifteen months between March of 2012 and May of 2013, a man named Peter Brent murdered seven police officers in the city of Chicago. Brent, unable to pass the psych screen to become a member of the CPSD, joined a fringe paramilitary group where he learned how to handle what would be his weapon of choice, a long-range blaster, already banned for civilians at that time.”

			“I know about Brent. He liked rooftops. He’d hunker down on a roof, wait for a cop to come into range, and take him out with a head shot. It took a fifty-man task force more than a year to bring him down.”

			Understanding, she leaned forward, laid her hands on Roarke’s. “Brent didn’t kill women, he killed cops. Didn’t matter to him as long as they had the uniform he couldn’t wear. He doesn’t fit the profile for the prototype.”

			“Five of the seven dead cops were female officers. As was the chief of police who he tried, and failed, to assassinate. Don’t hose me, Lieutenant,” he said calmly enough. “You’ve thought of Brent, and you’ve run a probability just as I have. You know there’s an eighty-eight point six probability factor that he will emulate Brent, and target you.”

			“He’s not going to go for me,” she insisted. Not yet, she thought. Not quite yet. “He needs me to pursue, so he feels more important, more successful, more satisfied. Taking me out wouldn’t give him the same rush.”

			“So he’s saving you for his final act.”

			There was no point in dissembling, not with Roarke. “I figure he may have that for a long-range goal. But I can promise you, he won’t get there.”

			He took her hand, linked fingers. “I’m holding you to that promise.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			She’d decided to hang on to Roarke for her interview with Roberta Gable. He would, she considered, provide another set of impressions. The former child-care professional had agreed to speak with Eve as long as the interview lasted no longer than twenty minutes.

			“She wasn’t particularly gracious about it,” Eve told him as they approached the small apartment complex where Gable made her home. “Especially when I said we’d be here around six-thirty. She eats promptly at seven, and I was told I’d have to respect that.”

			“People of a certain age tend to develop routines.”

			“And she called me Miss Dallas. Repeatedly.”

			Companionably, Roarke swung an arm around her shoulders. “You already hate her.”

			“I do. I really do. But the job’s the job. No snuggling on the job,” she added.

			“I keep forgetting that.” Still he gave her a friendly squeeze before removing his arm.

			Eve stepped up to the security grid, gave her name, displayed her badge, stated her business. She was cleared so quickly she assumed Gable had been waiting for her.

			“I’m going to intro you as my associate,” she said as they walked into the tiny foyer. One look at his gorgeous face, the elegant suit, and the shoes that probably cost more than Gable’s monthly rent had Eve sighing. “And unless she’s blind and senile, she won’t buy it, but we’ll try to brush by that.”

			“It shows a definite bias to assume that cops can’t be well dressed.”

			“Your shirt lists for more than my weapon,” she chided. “So once in, you keep it buttoned, the lip as well as the shirt, and look firm and stern.”

			“And I was counting on shooting you quiet, adoring looks.”

			“Burst that bubble. Second floor.” They took the steps, turned into a short hall with two doors on either side.

			The absolute silence told her the building had excellent soundproofing, or everyone in the place was dead.

			Eve pressed the buzzer beside 2B.

			“Miss Dallas?”

			At the sound of the voice through the speaker, Roarke firmed his lips against a grin and stared dutifully at the door.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, Ms. Gable.”

			“I want to see your identification. Hold it up to the peep.”

			After Eve complied there was a long silence. “It appears to be in order. There’s a man with you. You didn’t indicate there would be a man with you.”

			“My associate, Ms. Gable. May we come in, please? I don’t want to take up any more of your time than necessary.”

			“Very well.”

			There was another stretch during which Eve assumed various locks were being turned. Roberta Gable opened the door, and scowled.

			Her identification photo was, if anything, flattering. Her thin face had the sort of hard edges Eve judged came from not only avoiding any of the softer areas of life but disparaging them. The grooves around her mouth indicated that the scowl was a regular feature. Her hair was pulled back so tightly it gave Eve a headache just to look at it.

			She was dressed in gray, like her hair—a crisp shirt and skirt that hung on her bony body. Her shoes were black and thick soled, with laces tied in very precise knots.

			“I know you,” she said to Roarke, and sucked in so much air her nostrils flared visibly. “You are not a police officer.”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Civilian consultants are often utilized by the police department,” Eve put in. “If you have any questions about this procedure, you can call my commanding officer in New York. We can wait outside until you verify.”

			“That won’t be necessary.” She stepped back until they entered the living area. It was ruthlessly clean, and spartan. None of the frilly business Eve generally expected from older women living alone was in evidence.

			No pillows or dust-catchers, no framed photos or flowers. There was a single sofa, a single chair, two tables, two lamps. It was as soulless, and just as welcoming, as a cage in a high-security prison.

			One would not, she was sure, hear the dulcet sounds of a Carmichael Smith CD within these walls. That, at least, was one small mercy.

			“You may sit, on the sofa. I will not offer refreshments this close to mealtime.”

			She took the chair, sat with her back straight as a poker, her feet flat on the floor with her knees pressed so tightly together they might have been glued. She folded her hands in her lap.

			“You indicated you wished to speak to me regarding one of my former charges, but refused to give me a name. I find that quite rude, Miss Dallas.”

			“I find murder quite rude, and that’s what I’m investigating.”

			“There is no need for sass. If you can’t conduct yourself with respect, this interview is over.”

			“Respect’s a two-way street. My name is Lieutenant Dallas.”

			Gable’s mouth folded in, but she inclined her head in acknowledgment. “Very well. Lieutenant Dallas. I assume since you’ve attained that rank you have some aptitude for your profession, and some sense. If you’ll explain, succinctly, why you’ve come to speak to me, we can conclude this matter and get back to our business.”

			“My questions will be of a highly confidential nature. I’m asking for your discretion.”

			“I lived and worked in private homes, among important families, most of my life. I am nothing if not discreet.”

			“One of those families included a son. Niles Renquist.”

			Gable’s eyebrows shot up, the first genuine animation she’d shown. “If you’ve come all the way from New York to ask me about the Renquists, you’re wasting my time and your own. Mine is valuable to me.”

			“Valuable enough, I’d imagine, to want to avoid being transported to New York and brought into formal interview.” The threat was hot air. No judge would give her the power to drag a civilian across state lines on what little she’d gathered. But the idea of the inconvenience was often enough to elicit cooperation.

			“I don’t believe you can have me taken to New York like a common criminal.” There was more animation now as temper put an almost rosy flush in Gable’s cheeks. “I have no doubt my attorney could prevent such a high-handed tactic.”

			“Maybe. Go ahead and contact him, if you want to go to the trouble, the time, and the expense. We’ll see who wins in the end.”

			“I don’t care for your attitude, or your demeanor.”

			Gable’s fingers had curled on her thighs, with the knuckles going white. A pincher. Eve was sure of it.

			“I get that a lot. Something about murder just gets me all irritable. You can talk to me here and now, Ms. Gable, in the comfort of your own home. Or we can start the bureaucratic ball rolling. Up to you.”

			Gable had a good stare, icy and unblinking. But it was no match for a cop with eleven years under her belt. “Very well. You can ask your questions. I’ll answer what I deem appropriate.”

			“Did Niles Renquist ever demonstrate violent or disturbing behavior under your watch?”

			“Certainly not.” She sniffed even the thought of it away. “He was a well-bred young man from good family. I believe his current position and circumstance bears that out.”

			“Does he keep in touch with you?”

			“I receive flowers on my birthday and a card at Christmas, as is proper.”

			“So, the two of you maintain an affectionate relationship.”

			“Affectionate?” Gable’s face drew together as if she’d scented something vaguely unpleasant. “I neither want nor expect affection from any of my charges, Lieutenant Dallas, as I doubt you expect any from your subordinates.”

			“What do—or did—you expect?”

			“Obedience, respect, and organized, well-disciplined behavior.”

			Sounded more like the army than the nursery to Eve, but she nodded. “And you received same from Renquist.”

			“Of course.”

			“Did you employ corporal punishment?”

			“When appropriate. My methods, which served me and my charges well, were to suit the disciplinary action to the child and the offense.”

			“To your memory, what disciplinary actions most usually suited Niles Renquist?”

			“He responded best to denial. Denial of recreation, society, entertainment, etcetera. He could and would become argumentative or sullen during the deprivation, but would, eventually, submit. He learned, as did all my charges, that there are consequences for unacceptable behavior.”

			“Did he have friends?”

			“He had a suitably selected number of playmates and acquaintances.”

			“Selected by?”

			“Myself, or his parents.”

			“And his relationship with his parents?”

			“Was all that it should be. I fail to see the pertinence of these questions.”

			“Nearly done. Did he have any pets?”

			“There was, I recall, a family dog. A miniature terrier of some sort. Sarah, the young girl, was particularly fond of it, and nearly inconsolable when it ran away.”

			“How old was Renquist when it ran away?”

			“Ten or twelve, I believe.”

			“How about the young girl, Renquist’s sister? What can you tell me about her?”

			“She was a model charge. Amenable, quiet, and well-mannered. A bit clumsy and prone to nightmares, but otherwise biddable and good-natured.”

			“Clumsy how?”

			“She went through a stage where she tripped over her own feet quite often, or bumped into objects and had more than her share of bumps and scrapes. At my recommendation the Renquists had her vision checked, but her sight was quite perfect. It was simply a matter of a lack of coordination, and a slightly skittish nature. She grew out of it.”

			“When would you say she grew out of it?”

			“At about twelve, I suppose. She developed grace at a stage when many young girls lose theirs. Puberty is a difficult period, but Sarah bloomed during hers.”

			“And about this time, when she developed grace and stopped turning up with cuts and bruises, her brother was sent to Eton. Would that be about right?”

			“I suppose it would. Doubtless having my undivided time and attention helped her gain more poise and confidence. Now, if that’s all—”

			“Just one more thing. Do you recall if there were any other family pets that went missing during your time with the Renquists? Other animals in the neighborhood that ran away?”

			“Other people’s pets weren’t my concern. I have no recollection.”

			“Were you following me in there?” Eve asked Roarke when they stood on the sidewalk.

			“Clear enough. You’re looking to establish whether or not this Renquist had an abusive female authority figure in his childhood. Whether or not he, in turn, abused his younger, female, sibling. Whether or not he may, as is often the case with serial or torture killers, killed or tortured pets.”

			“Textbook stuff,” Eve agreed. “And what’s funny is she didn’t follow the dots. That tells me she’s either oblivious or stupid, hiding something, or the possibility she might have helped raise a psychopath doesn’t enter her tidy little world.”

			“What’s your money on?”

			“The last one. She’s a pincher, all right, and worse. You get a lot of her type in the foster system. Somebody like her wouldn’t consider she had a mentally or emotionally twisted charge as long as the kid presented the illusion of submission.”

			“Did you?”

			“Not so much, but I could when it was worth my while. And I know a lot of kids, most kids, come through something like that and lead normal lives. Renquist could be one of them. His sister might very well have been clumsy. But I don’t like coincidence. I’ve got to mull this over and I’ve got to go meet the Boston cop.”

			“I’ll drop you.”

			“No, better I catch a cab or take the underground. This guy sees me show up in a hot car with a fancy piece behind the wheel, he’s not going to like me.”

			“You know how I love being referred to as your fancy piece.”

			“Sometimes you’re my love muffin.”

			He managed a strangled laugh. She could, at the oddest times, surprise him. “And I try my very best to earn the name. In any case, I’ve got some business I can take care of. Why don’t you contact me when you’ve finished, and let me know what comes next?”

			“You’re pretty amenable for a fancy piece.”

			He leaned down and kissed her lightly. “I’ve been thoroughly disciplined.”

			“My ass.”

			“Which is certainly part of the package. No rush,” he added as he slid into the car. “I’m going to be at least an hour myself.”

			It took Eve over a quarter of that to travel through the hideous Boston traffic. It still put her at the bar and grill a half block from Haggerty’s station house ahead of time.

			It was a typical cop haunt—good, cheap food and drink with no fancy notes. Booths, a scatter of two and four tops, and plenty of stools along the bar.

			There were a number of off-shift cops, in and out of uniform, winding down from the day. Attention slid her way when she entered, the brief beat of observation, then recognition of breed. Cop to cop.

			She’d expected Haggerty to come in early—marking his territory—and wasn’t surprised by the signal from a lone man at a table.

			He was toughly built—bull-chested, big-shouldered, with a ruddy, square face topped by a short crop of sandy hair. He studied her as she crossed the room.

			There was a beer, half gone, in front of him.

			“DS Haggerty?”

			“That’s me. Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Thanks for making time.”

			They shook hands; she sat.

			“Want a beer?”

			“Could use one, thanks.”

			She let him order it, since it was his territory, and let him take his time sizing her up.

			“You got an interest in one of my open cases,” he said at length.

			“I got a vic. A strangulation, rape with object. A run-through IRCCA for like crimes turned up yours. My theory is he was practicing, perfecting, before he did the New York job.”

			“He wasn’t sloppy in Boston. Neither am I.”

			She nodded, sipped her beer. “I’m not here to bust balls, Haggerty, or to question your investigation. I need a hand. If I’m right, the guy we’re both looking for is working in New York now, and he’s not done. So we help each other, and we shut him down.”

			“And you get the collar.”

			She drank more beer, let it simmer. “I take him in New York, I get the collar. That’s the way it works. But your boss will know if any information you share with me aided in the arrest and conviction of this son of a bitch. And you’ll close your case. Your cold case,” she added. “Unless you’re a fuckup, you’ll be able to hang another murder on him. When this goes down, there’s going to be a lot of media. You’ll get your share of that, too.”

			He sat back. “Pissed you off.”

			“I start off my day pissed off. My investigation has led me to believe this asshole has killed at least six people to date. I suspect there are more, and I know goddamn well there will be more.”

			He sobered. “Stand down, Lieutenant. I was testing the waters. I don’t give a skinny rat’s ass about the media. Not going to say I don’t care about the collar. Fucking right I do. My vic was beat to shit before he tied his goddamn bow around her neck. So I want him, and I got nothing. I worked the case hard, and got nothing. Yeah, officially it’s cold, but it ain’t cold to me.”

			He took a long drink of beer. “It’s under my skin, and I work it whenever I get the chance. So you tell me you got a case in New York, and it brings you back here, to mine, I want a piece of it.”

			Because she understood, she lowered her hackles and took the first step. “He’s imitating historic serial killers. One of the reasons he hit Boston—”

			“Boston Strangler?” Haggerty pursed his lips. “I played with that awhile. Copycat thing. Had enough of the same elements. I studied up on those cases, looking for an angle to work. Nothing gelled, and since he didn’t hit again . . .”

			“He did a homeless woman in New L.A. before Boston, and he’s hit New York. He’s also killed three LCs, Paris, London, New York, by emulating Jack the Ripper.”

			“You’ve got to be shitting me.”

			“It’s the same man. He left me notes with my two.”

			“Nothing like that with mine,” he said, answering her unspoken question. “Don’t have a single witness. The security system on the building, if you can call it that, was taken out the day before he killed her. Nobody got around to fixing it. Let me get out my notes.”

			She took her own from his. Before she’d drained her beer they’d agreed to exchange case files.

			She checked the time, calculated. A call to the West Coast netted her a meet with the primary there. Another got her Roarke.

			He seemed to be in some sort of a bar himself, but from the pretty lights, the quiet hum, and the glint of what she thought was crystal, it was several steps away from Haggerty’s hangout.

			“I’ve wrapped up here,” she told him. “I’m on my way to transpo. How much time do you need?”

			“Another half hour on this will do me.”

			“Fine. Just meet me there. I’ve got enough to occupy myself with until you show. Any problem for you if we head straight to the West Coast from here?”

			“I believe I can find something to occupy myself with there as well.”

			She didn’t doubt it. By the time he walked onto the shuttle, she’d reread her notes and was writing a report on her Boston leg for her team and her commander.

			Roarke set his briefcase aside, cleared the shuttle to take off when ready, then ordered them both a meal.

			“How do you feel about basketball?” he asked her.

			“It’s okay. Lacks the poetry of baseball and the sheer meanness of arena ball, but it’s got speed and drama. What’d you do, spend your hour buying the Celtics?”

			“I did, yes.”

			She looked up. “Get out.”

			“Actually, it took a bit more than an hour. We’ve been in negotiations for a few months now. Since I was here, I gave it the last push and we finalized it. I thought it would be fun.”

			“I spend an hour drinking a lukewarm beer and talking murder, and you buy a basketball team.”

			“We should all play to our strengths.”

			She ate because it was there, and filled Roarke in.

			“Haggerty’s thorough. Bulldog type, not just in build. In mindset. He hasn’t let go of the case, and a lot of cops would have after this amount of time. He’s kept picking at it but hasn’t gotten anywhere. I just can’t see what he missed. Might catch something when I see the full file, but he did the steps.”

			“And how does that help you?”

			“Knowing he was here. Being sure of it. The dates. I can backtrack there, see if anybody on my list was in Boston, or just unaccounted for on the corresponding dates. See if maybe, just maybe, there’s a connection between any of them and Haggerty’s victim.”

			“Someone else is a bulldog,” Roarke commented. “Not in body type, but certainly in mindset. I could check the transportation angle for you. See if any of your names show up on public or private transpos for those dates.”

			“I don’t have the authorization for that. Yet. I’m going to get it. I pull the New L.A. and the European murders into the mix, and I’ll get it. Any and all of my current suspects are high-profile enough that if I brush too close to the line, they could use it to get evidence tossed in trial.”

			“That’s assuming they, or their attorneys, saw the brush strokes.”

			They wouldn’t see Roarke’s, Eve knew. No one would. “I can’t use the evidence if I don’t have the authorization to seek the evidence.” But she’d know enough to be able to narrow the list. Enough, potentially, to save a life.

			“I take him down, give him any wiggle room in the courts and he gets off, he’ll kill someone else down the road. He won’t stop until he’s stopped. Not only because he enjoys it, he needs it, but because he’s been working toward this for a long, long time. If I screw this up, all I do is put a hitch in his stride. Once he gets his rhythm back, whoever he kills is on me. I can’t live with that.”

			“All right. I understand that. But, Eve, look at me now, promise me that if he kills someone else before you’re able to stop him, you won’t feel the same way.”

			She did look at him. “I wish I could” was all she said.

			Detective Sloan was a young, eager beaver who’d caught the case with his older, more experienced, and less interested partner. The partner had since retired, and Sloan was partnered with a female counterpart who’d come along for the ride for the meet with Eve.

			“It was the first homicide where I was primary,” Sloan told Eve over chilled juices in a health bar. New L.A.’s version, she supposed, of the cop haunt.

			The place was bright and cool, done in crisp colors and boasting a cheery waitstaff who were bouncy on their feet.

			Eve thanked God she lived and worked on the other coast, where waiters were appropriately surly and never felt obliged to offer you something called Pineapple-Papaya Phizz as the special of the day.

			“Trent gave it to me as a training exercise,” he added.

			“He gave it to you so he didn’t have to lift his fat ass off his desk chair,” the partner put in.

			Sloan grinned amiably. “Might’ve played into it. The victim was one of the disenfranchised. I did track some family after we identified her, but nobody cared to claim the body. I got conflictings from the witnesses I managed to convince to talk to me. Though they were impaired by some form of illegals, the most substantial described a male—race undetermined—wearing a gray or blue uniform who was seen entering the building at or around the time of the murder. Victim was squatting, and since anybody else in the building was also there illegally, everybody worked at ignoring everybody else.”

			“You’ve got a hot one back in New York with a similar MO.” The new partner’s name was Baker, and both she and Sloan were attractive, healthy specimens with sun-bleached hair. They looked more like a couple of professional surfers than cops.

			Unless, Eve mused, you looked at the eyes.

			“We, ah, did a little research after you contacted me,” Sloan explained. “Get a better handle on what you were looking for, and why.”

			“Good, saves me time explaining myself. You could reach out on this and let me have a copy of your case files, and walk me through the steps of your investigation.”

			“I can do that, and I’d like quid pro quo. My first case as primary,” Sloan added. “I’d sure like to close it.”

			“We’d like to close it,” Baker corrected. “Trent cashed it on his twenty-five, plans to spend the rest of his life fishing. He’s not in this.”

			“Fair enough,” Eve said.

			This time when she was finished, she let Roarke pick her up. To her mind, any cops who weren’t embarrassed to be seen drinking papaya juice couldn’t blink at a fellow officer getting into a sleek little convertible. She stashed her growing bag of notes and discs behind her seat.

			“I want to run by the scene, take a look at the setup.”

			“We can do that.”

			She gave him the address, waited until he’d programmed it into the onboard computer. “So, did you buy the Dodgers?”

			“I’m afraid not, but you have only to ask.”

			She leaned her head back, let her thoughts circle while he drove.

			“Can’t figure out why anybody lives out here,” she said. “Just because they’ve had the big one doesn’t mean there’s not another big one just waiting to flatten them.”

			“Nice breeze though,” Roarke commented. “And they’ve certainly battled back the smog and noise pollution.”

			“Whole place feels like a vid, you know? Or a VR program. Too much peachy, pinky, white. Too many healthy bodies with perfect smiling faces on top of them. Creeps me.

			“And I just don’t think you ought to have palm trees waving around in the middle of a city. It’s just not right.”

			“This should please you then. The building you want appears to be suitably shabby and unkempt, and the locals seem to be satisfactorily shady.”

			She sat up, stifled a yawn, and looked around.

			Only about half the streetlights were working, and the building itself was dead dark. Some of the windows were riot-barred, others boarded. Several people skulked and slithered around in the shadows, and in one she spotted an illegals deal winding up.

			“This is more like it.” Cheered, she stepped out of the car. “This thing got full security?”

			“It’s loaded.” He put the top up, engaged locks and deflectors.

			“Her flop was on the third floor. Might as well poke around since we’re here.”

			“It’s always a pleasure to poke around in a condemned building where someone might stab, bludgeon, or blast us at any moment.”

			“You’ve got your kind of fun, I’ve got mine.” She scanned the area, selected her target. “Yo, asshole!”

			The chemi-head in the long black jacket rocked to the balls of his feet.

			“If I have to chase you, it’s going to piss me off,” Eve warned. “Then I’ll probably slip so that my foot ends up planted in your balls. Just got a question. You got the answer, it’s worth ten.”

			“Don’t know nothing.”

			“Then you won’t make the ten. How long you flopped around here?”

			“While. Not bothering nobody.”

			“Were you around when Susie Mannery got strangled, up on three?”

			“Shit. I don’t kill nobody. I don’t know nobody. Prolly the men in white done it.”

			“What men in white?”

			“Shit, you know. The guys from under the world. Turn themselves into rats when they want, then kill people in their sleep. Cops know. Some prolly be cops.”

			“Right. Those men in white. Blow,” she told him, and started into the building.

			“Where my ten?”

			“Wrong answers.”

			She didn’t get any right ones on her way to the third floor. Mannery’s room was occupied again, but the current resident wasn’t at home. There was a ripped mattress on the floor, a box of rags, and a very old sandwich.

			Like the chemi-head outside, nobody she managed to roust inside had seen anything, knew anything, done anything.

			“Wasting our time,” she said at length. “This isn’t my turf. I don’t know who to push. And if I did, I don’t know what help it would be. Living like this, people think you’ve given up. But Mannery hadn’t. Sloan gave me a list of her personal effects. She had clothes, and a cache of food, and a stuffed dog. You don’t haul around a stuffed dog if you’ve given up. She was probably zoned out when he came in on her, but she was still breathing. And he had no right.”

			Roarke turned her so that she faced him in the hot, filthy room. “Lieutenant, you’re tired.”

			“I’m okay.”

			When he simply stroked her cheek, she closed her eyes a moment. “Yeah, I’m tired. I know about places like this. A couple of times, when he ran thin, we’d flop in places like this. Hell, it might’ve been here for all I know. I don’t have all of it back.”

			“You need to shut down for a bit.”

			“I’ll catch some sleep in the shuttle. No point in staying out here. I probably think better in New York anyway.”

			“Let’s go home then.”

			“I guess I reneged on the out-of-town nookie.”

			“I’ll put it on your account.”

			She dozed in the shuttle as it flew over the country, and dreamed of rats who become men dressed in white. Of a man without a face who strangled her with a long white scarf, and tied it with a pretty bow under her chin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Marlene Cox worked the ten to two shift, three nights a week at Riley’s Irish Pub. It was her uncle’s place, and his name was actually Waterman, but his mother had been born a Riley, and Uncle Pete figured that was close enough.

			It was a good way to help finance her post-grad work at Columbia. She was studying horticulture, though her plans for what she wanted to do with the degree once she’d earned it were vague. Mostly she simply liked college, so she remained a student at twenty-three.

			She was a slight and pretty brunette with long, straight hair and a pair of guileless brown eyes. Earlier in the summer her family had worried so much about her—several college students in New York had been murdered—that she’d canceled her summer classes.

			She had to admit she’d been a little scared herself. She’d known the first girl who’d been killed. Only slightly, but still, it had been a shock to have recognized the face of a fellow student in the media reports.

			She’d never known anyone who’d died before, much less known anyone who’d died violently. It hadn’t taken much persuasion to convince her to stick closer to home, to take extra precautions.

			But the police had caught the killer. She’d actually known him a little, too. That had been not only a shock but also a little exciting in a weird way.

			Now that things had quieted down again, Marlene didn’t give much thought to the girl she’d known slightly, or the killer she’d chatted with briefly at a cyber-club. Between her family, the part-time job, and her studies, her life was as normal as normal got.

			In fact, it was just a little too normal at the moment. She couldn’t wait for classes to get into a serious rhythm again. She wanted to get back in full swing, spending more time with friends. And she was toying with getting a bit more serious with a guy she’d started flirting with during her aborted summer session.

			She got off the subway two blocks from the apartment she shared with two of her cousins. It was a good location—family approved—with quiet streets and a neighborhood feel. The short walk didn’t worry her. She’d been taking the same route for over two years, and no one had ever bothered her.

			Sometimes she almost wished someone would, just so she could prove to her doting family she could handle herself.

			She turned the corner and saw a mini moving van, one of the rentals from the same company she’d used when she’d moved from her parents’ place to the one she shared with her cousins.

			It was a weird time for somebody to be moving in or out, she thought, but she heard thumps, and a couple of breathless male curses as she came up alongside of it.

			She saw the man struggling to get a small sofa into the back. He was well-built, and though his back was to her, she took him to be young enough to manage it. Then she saw the thick white cast on his right arm.

			He tried to muscle it up left-handed, using his shoulder, but the weight and angle fought against him, causing the end of the sofa to thump onto the street again.

			“Damn it, damn it, damn it.” He took out a white handkerchief, mopped at his face.

			She got a look at him now, and thought he was cute. Under his ball cap, curly dark hair—her favorite on a man—spilled out over the collar of his shirt.

			She started to walk by. Cute or not, it wasn’t smart to talk to strange men on the street in the middle of the night. But he looked so pitiful—hot, frustrated, and just a little helpless.

			Her good nature had her pausing; her New York caution had her keeping her distance. “Moving in or out?” she asked.

			He jolted, making her bite back a laugh. And when he turned and saw her, his already flushed face went pinker. “Ah, looks like neither. I guess I could just leave the stupid thing like this and live in the truck.”

			“Did a number on your arm, huh?” Curiosity had her edging a little closer. “I’ve never seen a cast like that.”

			“Yeah.” He ran his hand over it. “Two more weeks. Broke it in three places rock climbing in Tennessee. Stupid.”

			She thought she’d caught the South in his voice, and edged a little closer. “Pretty late at night for moving day.”

			“Well, my girl—ex-girlfriend,” he said with a grimace, “works nights. She said if I wanted my stuff, I had to haul it out when she wasn’t around. Another bad break,” he added with a hint of a smile. “My brother’s supposed to be here, but he’s late. Typical. I want to get this stuff loaded before Donna gets back, and I’ve only got the rental till six A.M.”

			He was cute. A bit older than her usual type, but she liked the hint of twang in his voice. Plus he was in a jam. “Maybe I could give you a hand with it.”

			“Really? You wouldn’t mind? I’d really appreciate it. If we could just get this bastard in, maybe Frank will show. I think I could handle some of the other stuff.”

			“No problem.” She stepped closer. “Maybe if you get up in the back, I could push it, and you could guide it or something.”

			“We’ll give it a shot.” He climbed in, hampered somewhat by the cast.

			She did her best to lift and shove, but the end of the sofa thudded on the pavement again.

			“Sorry.”

			“It’s okay.” He grinned at her, though she thought he looked exhausted. “You’re just a little thing, aren’t you? If you’ve got another minute, we could try it the other way. I can take the weight. Use my back, shoulders. Maybe you could come up in here, hold it steady, sort of pull while I push.”

			There was a vague ring from a warning bell in the back of her mind, but she ignored it. She clambered up into the truck, warmed by his grateful smile as he slid out.

			He called out instructions as he grunted and cursed his brother, Frank, in a way that made her laugh. As the sofa began to slide in, she backed up, tugging it along with a fine sense of accomplishment.

			“Mission accomplished!”

			“Hold on, just a minute. Let me . . .” He boosted himself in, swiping his good arm over his brow. “If we could just shove it, that way.”

			He started to point, and though the warning bell had pealed louder when he’d climbed in with her, into the small dark cave, she glanced over at the direction of his finger.

			The first blow caught her on the side of the head, and sent her staggering. She saw lights flash, and felt a terrible and confusing pain.

			She stumbled, catching her foot on the leg of the sofa and pitching to the left without any idea that the spill saved her skull from a second, brutal blow with the cast.

			It smashed her shoulder instead, had her whimpering as she tried to crawl away from the attack, from the pain.

			She could hear his voice through the screaming in her head, but there was something different about it. Something ripped—her clothes, her body—as he hauled her back.

			No, you don’t. Sneaky little twat.

			She couldn’t see now, there was only dark and those awful flashing lights. But she tasted blood, her own blood, in her mouth. And she could hear, just hear through the screams in her head, horrible things panted out in a horrible voice.

			She was crying, making tiny animal sounds that turned to moans as more blows rained on her back. With a trembling hand, she reached into her pocket, fighting to stay conscious, fighting to make her numb fingers grip the gift her uncle had given her when she’d gone to work for him.

			With blind instinct, she pointed it toward the sound of his voice.

			He howled—a grotesque sound that told her the mugger spray had hit the mark. The panic siren attached to the device wailed. Sobbing—she thought she was sobbing, but it might have been him—she tried to crawl again.

			Pain, more pain exploded inside her when a vicious kick hit her ribs, her jaw. She felt herself falling, falling, and the world was already dropping away when her head hit the pavement with a violent crack.

			At four A.M., Eve stood on the sidewalk studying the blood on the pavement. Marlene Cox had been transported to the hospital an hour before. Unconscious, she was not expected to live.

			He’d abandoned the rental, and his props, and left his victim bleeding on the street. But he hadn’t finished her.

			Eve crouched, and with her sealed fingers picked up a small shard of white plaster. She’d fought back long enough, hard enough to chase him away.

			She studied the ball cap and wig already sealed in evidence. Cheap models, she mused. Tough to trace. The sofa looked old, shabby, used. Something he picked up at a flea market. But they had the moving van, so maybe they’d get lucky.

			And a twenty-three-year-old woman was dying.

			She looked up as Peabody sprinted down the sidewalk. “Lieutenant?”

			“Twenty-three-year-old female,” Eve began. “Identified as Marlene Cox. Lives in that building,” she said, gesturing. “Apparently on her way home from work. I’ve checked with the hospital where she was taken before I arrived on scene. She’s in surgery, prognosis poor. She was beaten severely about the head, face, body. He used this—to start, anyway.” She held up a chunk of plaster.

			“What is it?”

			“Plaster. I’d say from a cast, an arm cast. Poor guy’s trying to haul the sofa in or out of the truck. Probably in. He’d want to get her inside. Got a busted wing, can’t quite manage it. He looks harmless, helpless, so she gives him a hand. He was probably charming. Lots of smiles and aw, shucks. Then when she’s inside, he hits her. Goes for the head, needs to knock her down, debilitate and disorient. Keep hitting her, hard enough to smash the cast.”

			She stepped up to the opening in the back of the van. Close quarters, small space. That was a mistake, Eve noted. Didn’t give himself enough room to really wind up for the hits, and the props—the couch, the packing boxes—got in the way.

			The imitation was good, she decided, but the stage had been cramped and spoiled his performance.

			“He didn’t move fast enough,” she said out loud. “Or maybe he was enjoying it too much. She had some mugger spray.” Eve lifted the evidence bag with the pocket bottle. “I figure she got off at least one good shot in his face or near enough to hurt him, and the panic siren tripped. So he ran. From the looks of it,” she added, nodding to the blood on the pavement, “she either fell out of the truck, or he shoved her out. Uniform that briefed me said there was so much blood from her head he thought she was DOS. But she had a pulse.”

			“Ted Bundy. I’ve been boning up,” Peabody said when Eve looked at her. “Especially on the serial killers you put on your hot sheet. He used this method.”

			“Yeah, and more successfully than our guy. That’s going to piss him off. Even if she dies, he’ll be pissed off. Let’s run the truck, Peabody. I’ve got some uniforms doing the knock-on-doors, and I’m about to set the sweepers loose on the rental. Let’s fucking find something on this bastard.”

			Marlene was still in surgery when Eve got to the hospital. The surgical waiting area was packed with people. The nurse on duty had already warned her the patient’s family was there, en masse.

			She recognized the mix of shock, fear, hope, grief, and anger on the faces as, nearly as one, they turned toward her.

			“I’m sorry to intrude. I’m Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD. I’d like to speak with Peter Waterman.”

			“That’s me.” He rose, a big, burly man with a military cut to his dark hair, and the shadows of worry in his eye.

			“If you could step out here, Mr. Waterman.”

			He bent to murmur to one of the waiting women, then followed Eve into the corridor.

			“I’m sorry to pull you away from your family, but my information is you were the last to speak with Ms. Cox before she left for home this morning.”

			“She works for me, for us. I got a bar, and Marley, she waits tables a few times a week.”

			“Yes, sir, I know. What time did she leave?”

			“Right after two. I sprang her, did the lock up myself. Watched her walk to the subway station. It’s only a few steps from the door. She’s only got two blocks to go once she’s off. It’s a good neighborhood. My two kids, they live there with her. My own daughters live right there.”

			And his voice shook on the statement so that he had to stop, just stop and breathe.

			“My brother, he lives half a block from them. It’s a good neighborhood. Safe. Goddamn it.”

			“It’s a good neighborhood, Mr. Waterman.” And small comfort. “When the panic siren went off, people came out. They didn’t burrow inside and ignore it. We’ve already got a couple of witnesses who saw the man who attacked her running away. He might not have run if it wasn’t a good neighborhood, if people hadn’t opened their windows or come outside to help.”

			“Okay.” He swiped the heel of his hand across his cheek, the back of his hand under his nose. “Okay. Thanks. I helped them find that apartment, you see. My sister, Marley’s mother, she asked me to check the place out.”

			“And you found her a place where people come out to help. Mr. Waterman, a guy runs a bar, he notices people, right? You get a feel. Maybe you got a feel for somebody who’d come in recently.”

			“People don’t come into my place looking for trouble. We got sing-alongs for Christ sake. We got regulars, and there’s some tourist trade. I got a deal going with a couple of hotels. It’s a middle-class, neighborhood pub, Sergeant.”

			“Lieutenant.”

			“Sorry. I don’t know anybody who’d do this to our Marley. I don’t know anybody who’d do this to anybody’s daughter. What kind of sick bastard beats a little girl like that? Can you tell me? What kind of sick bastard does something like this?”

			“No, sir, I can’t tell you. Did she mention anyone she met recently, or anyone she noticed around the neighborhood, around where she shopped or ate or hung out? Anything at all?”

			“No. Some guy she met in school earlier this summer. I don’t know his name. One of my girls might.” He took out a handkerchief, blew his nose. “We pushed her to drop her summer classes, because of those kids that were killed. Those college kids a few weeks ago. She knew one of them, the first one, so it upset her. Upset all of us. I got her that mugger spray, told her to keep it in her pocket. She did. She’s a good girl.”

			“And she used it. That means she’s smart and she’s tough. She drove him off, Mr. Waterman.”

			“The doctors won’t tell us.” Eve turned as a woman spoke behind her. She’d come to the door and stood there, leaning on the opening as if she couldn’t bear her own weight. “They won’t say, but I could see what they thought. That’s my baby they’ve got in there. My baby, and they think she’ll die. But they’re wrong.”

			“She’s going to be fine, Sela.” Waterman pulled her into his arms, held her tight. “Marley’s going to be just fine.”

			“Mrs. Cox, is there anything you can tell me that will help?”

			“She’ll tell you herself, when she wakes up.” Sela’s voice was stronger than her brother’s, and absolutely sure. “Then you’ll go after him, and you’ll lock him up. When you do, I’m going to come in, and look right at his face and tell him it was my girl, it was my baby who put him there.”

			Dallas left them alone, found a corner, a cup of coffee, and waited until Peabody returned and sat down beside her.

			“No luck on the rental yet, but McNab and Feeney are on it.”

			“Smart. Careful,” Eve commented. “Rents it via computer with a bogus name and license number, and pays to have it delivered to the bogus address. Nobody sees him. He seals up, so we’ve got no prints, no hair, no nothing inside the van except the wig he ditched and the pieces of plaster.”

			“Maybe some of the blood on-scene will turn out to be his.”

			Eve only shook her head. “He’s too smart for that. But he’s not as smart as he thinks he is because he didn’t get Marlene Cox. Not the way he wanted. And somebody’s seen him. Somebody saw him get in that rental or park it by her building. Just the way people saw him running like a scared rabbit away from the scene.”

			She took a long breath, a long sip of coffee. “The moving van, that was his stage set, so he was careful there. He wanted us to find her inside the van. But he had to run, with his eyes burning, his throat on fire from the spray. Had to get to his bolt-hole.”

			She looked over as a doctor in surgical scrubs came down the hall. On his face she could see what Sela Cox had seen—the grimness. “Damn it.”

			Eve got to her feet, and waited for him to go in and speak with the family.

			She heard weeping, male and female, and voices down to murmurs. She was waiting when he stepped back out.

			“Dallas.” She flipped out her badge. “I need a minute.”

			“Dr. Laurence. She can’t talk to you, or anybody else.”

			“She’s alive?”

			“I don’t know how she made it through surgery, and I don’t expect her to last the morning. I’m letting her family go in, to say good-bye.”

			“I wasn’t able to speak to the MTs on-scene. Can you tell me about her injuries?”

			He stalked over to a vending machine, ordered coffee. “Broken ribs. I’d say he kicked her. Collapsed lung, bruised kidneys, dislocated shoulder, broken elbow. Those are just some of the minor injuries. Her skull, that’s a different matter. Ever taken a hard-boiled egg, run it with your palm over a hard surface to break up the shell?”

			“Yeah.”

			“That’s about what her skull looked like. The MTs got to her fast, and they did a heroic job, but she’d lost a lot of blood before they responded. Her skull’s fractured, Lieutenant, and the damage is severe. There were bone splinters in her brain. The chances of her regaining consciousness, even for a few minutes, are slim to none. The odds of her being able to speak, have a coherent thought, motor functions—should that miracle occur?” He shook his head.

			“I’m told she sprayed the guy,” he added.

			“There was a container of mugger spray on-scene,” Eve confirmed. “The siren engaged. It was identified as belonging to her. My take is she got him; otherwise, he’d have finished what he started. I’m betting she got his eyes.”

			“I’ve put the word out. Anybody comes in this ER, or any other facility I’ve been able to reach with the symptoms, we’ll send up a flag.”

			“That’s helpful, thanks. Any change in her condition, one way or the other, I’d appreciate it if you’d contact me. Peabody? You got a card?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“One more thing,” Eve said when he’d slipped it into his pocket. “You have much call to use this anymore?” She offered him a shard of plaster.

			“Haven’t used this since my intern days,” he said, turning it over in his hand. “Still see it now and then, depending on the injury and the insurance. Plaster’s cheaper than the skin casts used more habitually now. A break takes longer to heal, and the cast’s cumbersome, uncomfortable. More likely to see these on low-income patients.”

			“Where do you get it, the stuff you make it from?”

			“Medical supply company, I imagine. Hell, probably pick some up at a higher end rehab place, for people who want the old stuff, want authentic plasterwork.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Appreciate it.”

			“Medical supplies or building supplies?” Peabody asked as they walked out.

			“I want both. Cash sales. He won’t want a paper trail. And I’m betting there aren’t that many cash sales for this sort of thing. Small amounts, self-pickup. Delivery means he had to give an address. He walked in and bought this, paid cash, walked out. Run building supplies first,” she decided. “Any Joe Blow can walk into one of them and nobody notices. That’s his first choice.”

			She checked the time as she slid into the car. “Briefing in one hour. When we’re done, we’re going shopping.”

			She walked into her office and wasn’t sure if she was annoyed or amused to see Nadine Furst sitting at her desk enjoying a cup of coffee and a tiny muffin.

			“Don’t snap and snarl. I brought you doughnuts.”

			“What kind of doughnuts?”

			“Cream-filled, sprinkled with colored sugar.” Nadine opened the small bakery box. “Six of them, and they’re all yours, fatso.”

			“I like a good bribe. Now get out of my chair.”

			She walked to the AutoChef, ordered up coffee. When she turned back Nadine was sitting in her single visitor’s chair, crossing her silky legs.

			“I should rephrase. Get out of my office.”

			“I thought we’d have breakfast together.” Nadine lifted the minuscule muffin to her lips, and took a bite Eve estimated contained three crumbs. “Dallas, I appreciate your stand on playing favorites, and the bitching and moaning from other members of the Fourth Estate. I’ve backed off. You have to agree.”

			“I’m not seeing your back, but with that shirt, I’m seeing a lot of your tits.”

			“Pretty, aren’t they? But to remain on track, I’ve respected your stand because you had a point. I know you’ve fed Quinton some information—no more, no less, than you wanted out there. I respect that as well.”

			“We’re just loaded with respect this morning.” She took a huge bite of pastry. “Bye-bye now.”

			“He hasn’t put it together. He may, especially after I give him a good nudge. He’s bright and he’s eager, but he’s green. As yet, he hasn’t wondered why you’re primary on what is now three seemingly unrelated homicides.”

			“Crime is running rampant in our city. Run and hide. Better yet, move to Kansas. And it’s two homicides, Nadine. Marlene Cox isn’t dead yet.”

			“Sorry, my information was she wasn’t expected to make it through surgery.”

			“She has. Barely.”

			“Even more curious then. Why our stalwart homicide lieutenant is picking at the threads of an assault.” She took a tiny sip of coffee, rubbed her lips together. “I say we’ve got one killer employing a variety of methods. And this occurred to me when I got wind of the last—”

			“Cox was attacked about two-thirty this morning. Shouldn’t you have been asleep, or banging your flavor of the month?”

			“I was asleep, and was awakened from my virginal bed—”

			“Pig’s eye.”

			“With an anonymous tip,” Nadine finished with a little cat’s smile. “I started wondering, then I started working, and I started asking myself what these three women had in common, besides you. I decided, the killer. The first was, obviously, an imitation of the infamous Ripper. What if the others were also imitations of previous crimes?”

			“I’m not going to comment on this, Nadine.”

			“Albert DeSalvo and Theodore Bundy.”

			“No comment.”

			“I don’t need you to comment.” She leaned forward. “I can put enough together to go on the air with a story, with supposition.”

			“Then what’re you doing here?”

			“Giving you a chance to confirm or deny, or to ask me to hold the story I’m putting together. I’ll hold it if you ask me, because you won’t unless you need to.”

			“You’re also thinking I won’t ask unless you’re right, and then you’ll have a big, sexy story with big, sexy ratings.”

			“That plays, too. But I’ll still hold it, if you need me to. And by holding it, I’m giving competitors the chance to come to the same conclusions I have.”

			Eve contemplated her doughnut. “I need to think a minute, so just be quiet.”

			There were pros and cons here, and Eve ran through them all while Nadine sat silently, eating her muffin crumb by crumb.

			“I’m not going to give you data. I’m not even going to give you hints. Because when I’m asked, and I will be, I want to be able to say honestly that I didn’t. That I wasn’t your source. I’m not going to confirm or deny your supposition, which is what you’ll have to say if and when you break this story. Lieutenant Dallas would neither confirm nor deny. I will, however, make a personal comment, between us girls. Besides having those pretty tits, you’ve got a sharp brain.”

			“Why, thank you. I’ve also got great legs.”

			“Now if I were doing this story, which I’m not, I’d wonder why this particular bag of nuts has so little personality, power, and imagination. He has to pretend he’s somebody else to do the job. And the last time out, he flubs it up so bad, a girl about half his size hurts him and he has to run away.”

			Eve picked a sprinkle of colored sugar from the doughnut, laid it on her tongue. “Word is the primary investigating officer has a good idea just who he is, and is, at this time, compiling the evidence so that she can make an arrest, and ensure conviction.”

			“Are you?”

			“I will neither confirm nor deny.”

			“You’re bluffing.”

			“No comment.”

			“Big bluff, Dallas. I go out with this, and you don’t make that arrest quickly, you’re going to look like an asshole.”

			“The story’s your business. Now that I’ve finished my doughnut, I’ve got to get back to my business.”

			“I break this, and it goes down this way, I’m going to deserve an exclusive one-on-one.”

			“I’ll see about that, as soon as I consult my crystal ball.”

			Nadine rose. “Good luck. Serious good luck.”

			“Yeah,” Eve murmured when she was alone. “I’m about due for some.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			She grabbed a conference room, brought in her disc files, set up her board. As she was finishing, Peabody came in.

			“Lieutenant, I’m supposed to do that. It’s my job to do that. How come you’re not letting me do my job?”

			“Bitch, bitch, bitch. I gave you another job. Did you inform Captain Feeney and Detective McNab of the time and place of this briefing?”

			“Yes, sir, I—”

			“Then why aren’t they here?”

			“Well, I . . .” She was saved as the door opened. “They are here.”

			“Good job then. All right, people, take a seat. I’m going to bring you up to speed on my out-of-town interviews, and why my conclusion is our target has practiced his skills in at least three other locations to date.”

			When she’d finished she was sitting on the corner of the table, drinking the coffee she noted Peabody provided her without request. “I’m pushing for the authorization to check travel on my suspects for the dates in question. The commander has agreed to put the pressure on, but as my list contains some influential names, it’s taking time. I’ve bumped Carmichael Smith to the bottom. My opinion is he’s too volatile and too pampered to fit the profile.”

			Peabody launched up a hand like the nerdy kid in class who screwed the grading curve for everybody else. “Yes, Officer?”

			“Sir, couldn’t the fact that subject Smith is volatile and pampered go toward profile rather than away?”

			“These traits could play in, and his travel will be checked along with the others. But he’s bottom of the list for now. Fortney’s ahead of him, but not by much. We—”

			When Peabody’s hand shot up again, Eve found herself caught between amusement and irritation. “What?”

			“Sir, sorry. I’m just trying to cross all the T’s like in a sim. Doesn’t Fortney fit profile, almost perfectly? His upbringing, his previously documented violence against women, his current lifestyle?”

			“Yeah, but he’s bumped down mostly because he’s just such an asshole.” She waited to see if Peabody would comment, and watched her aide’s brow knit as she chewed over the response. “I think our guy has more style, which is why Renquist and Breen are neck-in-neck in my mind. I’m going to corner Breen’s wife’s lover today, and we’ll see what that nets us.”

			“I hear she’s smoking,” McNab commented and earned a frigid look from Peabody.

			“Of course, one of my primary concerns is the fact that she’s smoking,” Eve said coolly. “I’ve no doubt this attribute will assist us in identifying and apprehending a man who’s killed two women and brutally assaulted another in under two weeks. Moving along,” she said when McNab at least pretended to look chastised. “As you EDD guys didn’t come in here doing the victory shuffle, I assume we haven’t locked down the rental.”

			“Why don’t you take this, bright boy?” Feeney said. “See if you can redeem yourself.”

			“He used a wireless unit,” McNab began. “He didn’t bother to bounce or filter, so it was fairly easy to trace back. The transmission for the order originated from the Renaissance Hotel. That’s the fancy place on Park. You gotta be worth minimum of a mil just to get past the doorman. The van was ordered four days ago, at fourteen thirty-six.”

			“Lunchtime crowd,” Eve commented.

			“My guess is he frequents the place, knows where to go to shoot off a quick trans. Lots of big business types cart their pricey little portables to lunch meetings. Since he had very specific requirements for the order, he either had the trans ready to go, or he sat down in one of the privacy booths, or at a nice table with a glass of wine, and generated it there.”

			“Good. We’ll see if any of our choices lunched at the Renaissance on the order date. Not smart,” she said with a satisfied nod. “Smarter would’ve been to dress down, use a cyber-hole somewhere. A place nobody knew him. But he likes to show off. He likes to play, so he goes to an exclusive hotel, where I just bet they know him by name.

			“Peabody? Tell me about the plaster.”

			“I’ve got building supply places in Brooklyn, in Newark, and in Queens who did cash transactions for small quantities of plaster in the past sixty days. None in medical supply places for that substance, cash transactions.”

			“None?”

			“No, sir. Credit or purchasing order from established accounts. Then I got a brainstorm and checked art supply outlets.”

			“Art supply?”

			“Yes, sir. You can sculpt with plaster, and other forms of art may utilize it. I got several hits in the city, several more in the boroughs and New Jersey for cash.”

			“Looks like we’re going to be busy then.” She checked her wrist unit. “The plaster from the scene’s been in the lab long enough. If they don’t have an exact match on the type, they should have. Let’s see if Dickhead can earn his salary and tell us if there’s a difference between household, medical, and art plaster.”

			She looked at Feeney. “Feel like getting out of the house?”

			“Wouldn’t mind a little fresh air.”

			“Let me know if you find any out there. Want to take the hotel?”

			“Long as I don’t have to wear a tie.”

			“Peabody and I will give Dickhead a push on our way to see the side dish.”

			“She might hit on you,” McNab commented. “Maybe we should take her. Ow!” He grabbed his side where Peabody’s elbow jabbed. “Jeez, just kidding. Since you’ve been studying your brains out, you’ve got no sense of humor.”

			“I’m going to laugh really hard after I kick your ass.”

			“Kids, kids.” Eve could feel her eye starting to twitch. “Let’s save all this until after we catch the mean man and send him to his room. Feeney, control your moron. Not another word, Peabody.”

			She gave her aide a solid push out the door.

			Peabody held it in until they’d driven five blocks. Eve figured it was a new record.

			“I just don’t think he should talk about other women that way. Or look at them with that gleam in his eye. We signed a lease.”

			“Oh Jesus Christ on stilts. You’ve got lease fear, Peabody. Official document phobia. Get over it.”

			“Jesus Christ on stilts?”

			“It just came to me. You’re obsessing because you signed up for—what is it, a year? And now you’re all, what if it doesn’t work out? Who moves out? Who takes the communal salad plates or some stupid shit.”

			“Well, maybe. But that’s normal, isn’t it?”

			“How the hell do I know what’s normal?”

			“You’re married.”

			Sincerely shocked, Eve jerked the vehicle to a halt at a light. “That makes me normal? It just makes me married. Do you know how many abnormal married people there are out there across this great land and beyond? Just take a look at the double Ds that get called in, Manhattan borough alone. Marriage doesn’t make people normal. Marriage isn’t normal, probably. It just . . . is.”

			“Why did you get married?”

			“I . . .” Her mind went blank. “He wanted to.” Hearing just how lame that sounded, she shifted in her seat, and punched the gas. “It’s just a promise, that’s all. A promise, and you do your best not to break it.”

			“Like a lease.”

			“There you go.”

			“You know, Dallas, that’s almost wise.”

			“Now I’m wise.” She sighed. “Let me give you my little tidbit for the day. You want McNab to stop thinking about, looking at, talking about other women, then you’d better take him to the vet and have him fixed. He’ll make a nice pet. Women are the worst. They zero in on some guy. Oh boy, he’s the one, gotta get me that one. So they do. Then they spend the rest of their time trying to figure out how to change him. Then if they manage it, they’re not all that interested anymore, because guess what? He’s not the one anymore.”

			Peabody was silent for several moments. “Somewhere in there is a lot of good sense.”

			“If you tell me I’m sensible in addition to normal and wise, I’m going to punch you in the stomach. I’m as screwed up as the next person, and I like it that way.”

			“In many ways, Lieutenant, you’re even more screwed up than the next person. It’s what makes you, you.”

			“I think I’ll punch you in the stomach anyway. Put it on my calendar.”

			She toyed with double parking, which always put her in a good mood, but found a spot on a street ramp.

			The Seventh Avenue building looked ordinary, even shabby, but the security there rivaled that at the U.N.

			She passed through the first post, which required her badge, a palm print, and a scan. At the second post a uniformed guard requested her business and a second scan.

			She looked around the small lobby with its aging linoleum floor and bare beige walls. “What, you keep government secrets in here?”

			“More vital than that, Lieutenant.” The guard offered a slight grimace as he passed her back her ID. “Fashion secrets. Competitors try every damn thing to get a peek. Delivery scams mostly, trying to get up to the design floor carrying deli bags or pizza boxes. But you get some more inventive ones, too. Phoney fire inspector last month. ID cleared, too, but the scan picked up his recorder and we booted him.”

			“You on the job?”

			“Was.” And he seemed pleased she’d made him. “Put in my twenty-five, most of it out of the one-two. This pays better, and it can get pretty lively around here before the big spring and fall shows.”

			“I bet. You know Serena Unger, designer here?”

			“I might if you draw me a picture.”

			“Tall, thin, black, beautiful. Thirty-two. Short black hair with a reddish overcast, sharp face, long nose. Likes the ladies.”

			“Yeah, I know the one you mean. Got a Caribbean accent. You got a line on her?”

			“She may be a line to somebody else. There’s a woman she’s playing with. About the same age. Blonde, snazzy looker. Five ten, curvy, slick, and professional. Married. Gates, Julietta.”

			“She’s cleared through here a few times. Fashion writer. Seen the two of them go out together. Lunchtime, end of business day. Hold on a minute.”

			He turned to his computer, called up his log. “Last, hmm, last eight months by my log, Gates checked in for Unger ten times. Six months before that, six hits for Unger. A once a month deal. Go back four more, you only get two visits.”

			“Eighteen months.” She considered the dates of the other murders. “Thanks.”

			“Happy to help. Here.” He unlocked a drawer and took out two lapel pins. “Put these on and you’ll clear through the rest of security, no hassle. You want the east elevator bank, fifteenth floor.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			“No problem. Miss the job sometimes. The rush, you know?”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			Fifteen was a working floor with a hive of offices and a huddle of cubes for the drones. Unger didn’t keep them waiting.

			“You’re prompt. I appreciate that.” She stepped around her desk to offer a hand. “My day’s stacked.”

			“We’ll try to let you get back to it.”

			She closed the door, which told Eve she was discreet. It was a corner office, which told Eve she was successful, and it was stylishly decorated with beachy prints rather than fashion posters.

			She gestured to two chairs, and took her own behind the desk.

			“I have to say I’m a little confused as to why the police would want to talk to me.”

			She was good, Eve thought. But not quite good enough. Julietta had talked to her, and she knew exactly why they were there.

			“If your day’s stacked, Ms. Unger, why should we waste time doing the routine? Julietta Gates would have told you we’ve spoken to her, and her husband. You look like a bright woman, so you’ve figured out that we know about your relationship with Julietta.”

			“I like keeping my personal life personal.” Unger swiveled in her chair, her body language relaxed, her voice cool and calm. “And I don’t see what my relationship with Julietta has to do with your investigation.”

			“You don’t have to see. You just have to answer questions.”

			Unger’s perfectly arched brows rose into her high forehead. “Well, that’s moving straight to the punch.”

			“I’ve got a pretty stacked day myself. You have a sexual relationship with Julietta Gates.”

			“We have an intimate relationship, which is different than a sexual one.”

			“So you just sit up in your hotel room at the Silby during your lunch breaks and chat?”

			Unger’s lips pressed together as insult moved across her face. Then she hissed out a breath. “I don’t like being spied on.”

			“I imagine Thomas Breen doesn’t much like being cheated on. We all have to live with what is.”

			She took a long breath. “You have a point. Julietta and I have an intimate relationship that includes sex, and one that she prefers her husband remain unaware of.”

			“How long have you had this intimate relationship?”

			“We’ve known each other, professionally, for about four years. Our relationship began to change about two years ago, though we didn’t become intimate right away.”

			“That would have been more like a year and a half ago,” Eve suggested, and Unger set her jaw.

			“You’re very thorough. We have a great deal in common, and were attracted to each other. Julietta was, and is, restless in her marriage. This was her first affair, and it remains the only time I’ve entered into such a relationship with a married woman, or man for that matter. I don’t like cheating.”

			“Must be hard doing something you don’t like for a couple years.”

			“It’s not without its difficulties, or its excitement. I won’t deny that. Initially, we just forgot ourselves. But rather than the one-time thing we both assumed it would be, our feelings deepened. I enjoy sex.” She shrugged. “In general, I find women more interesting in bed than men. But with Julietta I found more. A kind of mate.”

			“You’re in love with her.”

			“I am. I am in love with her, and it’s difficult as we can’t be together openly.”

			“She won’t leave her husband.”

			“No, she would. But she knows that I won’t be with her if she does.”

			“Now you’ve lost me.”

			“She has a child. A child deserves to have both of his parents when this is possible. I won’t be a party to removing that child, that innocent, from the security he has now. It’s not the boy’s fault that his mother loves me instead of his father. We’re adults, and responsible.”

			“And she doesn’t agree with your stand on this.”

			“If Julietta has a flaw, it’s that she’s not as good a mother as she could be. Not as devoted or involved as I think she should be. I’d like to have children one day, and I expect my mate to want and care for the child as I will. From all I know, Thomas Breen is an excellent father, but he can’t be the boy’s mother. Only she can.”

			“But he’s not so hot as a husband.”

			“As he’s not mine it wouldn’t be accurate or fair for me to judge. But she doesn’t love him, or respect him. She finds him tedious and too easily led.”

			“You were with her on the night of September second.”

			“Yes, at my apartment. She told her husband she had a late meeting.”

			“And you think he’s buying it?”

			“She’s careful. He hasn’t confronted her. She would have told me. To be frank, Lieutenant, I think she wishes he would.”

			“And the following Sunday morning, when she took the boy out. Were you with them?”

			“I met them in the park.” Her voice warmed. “I enjoy the boy.”

			“So you’ve spent time with him, the three of you together.”

			“Once a week or so. I want him to know me, so he’s comfortable. When he’s older, perhaps we’ll find a way to blend our relationships.”

			“Has Julietta ever told you her husband is violent?”

			“No. Believe me, if there was violence in the home, I would urge her to take the boy and leave. His work is odd, disturbing, but he appears to leave it at that. You suspect him of killing that woman in Chinatown. Lieutenant, if I believed him capable of such a thing, I’d get my lover and her son away from him. Whatever it took.”

			“You know the trouble with people having extramarital affairs, Peabody?”

			“Explaining why you never wear all that sexy underwear you bought at home?”

			“There’s that. But it’s the delusion. They really believe they’re getting away with it. Some do, for the short haul, but there are always tells. Too many late nights at the office, secret ’link transmissions, the friend of a friend who happens to see you having lunch with someone not your spouse in some out-of-the-way restaurant. And beyond all that, if that spouse isn’t in a coma, there’s a sense—a look, a smell, a change in touch. Serena Unger’s no dummy, but actually believes Breen hasn’t got a clue.”

			“And you don’t.”

			“He knows. His wife’s been playing pass the strap-on with another woman for a year and a half, he knows.”

			“But if he does, how can he ignore it, just go around pretending everything’s fine day after day? It would have to eat away at you, make you crazy . . . Which is exactly what you’re getting at. If Roarke was fooling around with somebody, what would you do?”

			“They’d never find the bodies.” She tapped her fingers on the wheel as she sat in traffic. “Women are ruining his happy home, threatening his family. Worse, it leaves him feeling dickless. You spend all day writing about murder. You’re fascinated with it. Why not give it a try? Show those bitches who’s boss. I think it’s time to bring him in and press him. But first we’ll check out some of your plaster outlets. Maybe we can add weight.”

			Peabody pulled out her PPC, did a search for the closest address. “Village Art Supplies, 14 West Broadway. Lieutenant, I know you’re looking sharp at Breen and Renquist, but I’ve got just the opposite direction, which I sincerely hope doesn’t piss you off so that you remember to punch me in the stomach. I’ve seen you punch, and it’s gotta hurt.”

			“If I got pissed off at everyone who disagrees with me . . . Oh, that’s right, I do. But in this case I’ll make an exception.”

			“Big thanks for that.”

			“Why do you disagree?”

			“Okay.” Peabody scooted around in her seat to face Eve’s profile. “I think Fortney fits the profile more. He has no respect for women. He hits them and hits on them because it’s a way to show what a big shot he is. He’s hooked up with a strong woman because she’ll take care of him, and the more she takes care of him, the more he resents it, and the more he cheats on her. He’s got two exes who skinned him financially because he couldn’t keep it in his pants, and without Pepper, he probably wouldn’t be able to get a meeting in his chosen field. He’s lied in interview to protect himself. His alibis have more holes than a pound of Swiss, and he’s theatrical.”

			“Those are all good points, and a proud tear threatens my eye.”

			“Really?”

			“About the tear? No. However, all those points you make are why he’s still on the list.”

			“But when you lean toward a guy like Breen, I just don’t see it. A man that sweet with his kid. And if he does know about the affair, isn’t it more likely he’s holding it together because he loves his wife and son, and just wants it to go away? As long as he doesn’t acknowledge it, it’s not real. I can see how somebody’d handle it that way. He could convince himself it doesn’t count because she’s not with another man. She’s going through a phase, experimenting, whatever.”

			“You could be right.”

			“I could?” Emboldened, Peabody pressed on. “And Renquist. He’s just too prissy or something. The whole Sunday brunch at ten routine. Then there’s his wife. I can see her looking the other way if he likes to try on her underwear occasionally in the privacy of their own home, but I can’t see her living with a psychopath. She’s too prissy. And she’d have to know. You could tell she has her finger on the pulse of that household, so she’d have to know something.”

			“I think you’re right about that. Nothing gets by her. But I think she could live with a psychopath just fine. As long as he doesn’t drip any blood on her floors. I met the woman who raised him, Peabody. He married the same basic type, just more upscale and stylish. But you think Fortney, I’ll tell you what. If we haven’t closed this by the day after tomorrow, you take him.”

			“Take him where?”

			“Work him, Peabody. Make him your focus and see what comes up.”

			“You think we’re going to close it.”

			“Soon. But you may get your shot.”

			They checked out three outlets before Eve decided it was time to go by the hospital to check on Marlene Cox. She acknowledged the guard she’d stationed outside the door, and told him to take a ten-minute break while Peabody stood as relief.

			Inside, she found Mrs. Cox reading aloud from a book beside the bed while machines kept her daughter tethered to the world.

			Sela looked up, then marked her place before setting the book aside. “They know people in comas can often hear sounds, voices, and respond to them. It can be like being behind a curtain you can’t quite open.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“One of us takes turns reading to her.” Mrs. Cox reached over, fussed with the sheet that covered Marlene. “Last night we put in a disc. Jane Eyre. It’s one of Marley’s favorites. Have you read it?”

			“No.”

			“It’s a wonderful story. Love, survival, triumph, and redemption. I brought the book today. I think hearing me read it would be comforting for her.”

			“I’m sure you’re right.”

			“You think she’s already gone. That’s what they think here, though they’re very kind, and they’re working very hard. They think she’s gone. But I know she’s not.”

			“It’s not for me to say, Mrs. Cox.”

			“Do you believe in miracles . . . I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”

			“I’m Dallas. Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Do you believe in miracles, Lieutenant Dallas?”

			“I’ve never thought much about it.”

			“I believe in them.”

			Eve crossed to the bed and looked down. Marlene’s face was colorless. Her chest moved gently up and down to the rhythm of the machine that breathed for her in constant, whooshing notes. She saw death all over her.

			“Mrs. Cox, he would have raped her. He would have been brutal. He would have done his best to keep her conscious during it so she’d have felt the pain and the fear and the helplessness. He would have reveled in that, and he would have taken some time to torture her. There were . . . instruments in the van he would have used on her.”

			“You want me to know that because she fought, she escaped that. She stopped him from doing those terrible things to her, and that’s a kind of miracle.” Her breath shuddered as she fought back a sob. “Well, where there can be one, there can be another. As soon as she can open the curtain she’ll tell you who it was. They told us she probably wouldn’t live through the morning. It’s past noon now. Can you tell me, if you believe she’s done, why you came in today?”

			Eve started to speak, then shook her head and looked back at Marlene. “I was going to tell you it’s routine. But the fact is, Mrs. Cox, she belongs to me, too, now. That’s the way it is for me.”

			When her communicator signaled, she excused herself and stepped out into the corridor.

			“Peabody,” she said the minute she ended transmission, “with me.”

			“Have we got something?”

			“I had a man watching Renquist’s place. The nanny just took a cab to the Metropolitan Museum, without the kid. I’ve been looking for an opening to talk to her solo.”

			 

			Sophia was doing a slow walk through French impressionism. Eve spoke briefly to the shadow, dismissed her, then wandered in the au pair’s direction.

			“Sophia DiCarlo.” Eve held up her badge and watched the woman jolt and go pale.

			“I didn’t do anything.”

			“Then you shouldn’t look so guilty. Let’s sit down.”

			“I haven’t broken the law.”

			“Then don’t start now by refusing to speak to a police officer.” It was hardly a criminal offense, but she could see Sophia didn’t know that.

			“Mrs. Renquist said I wasn’t to speak to you. How did you find me here? I could lose my job. It’s a good job. I do a good job with Rose.”

			“I’m sure you do, and Mrs. Renquist doesn’t have to know you spoke with me.”

			To ensure some cooperation, Eve took her arm and drew her to a bench in the center of the room. “Why do you think Mrs. Renquist doesn’t want you to talk to me?”

			“People gossip. If the family and the staff are questioned by the police, people will gossip. Her husband is a very important man, very important. People like to gossip about important men.”

			She wrung her hands as she spoke. It wasn’t often Eve saw someone actually wring their hands. Nerves, and something closer to fear, shimmered around the woman like warning lights.

			“Sophia, I checked with INS. You’re legal. Why are you afraid to talk to the police?”

			“I told you. Mr. and Mrs. Renquist brought me to America, they gave me a job. If they’re displeased, they could send me away. I love Rose. I don’t want to lose my little girl.”

			“How long have you worked for them?”

			“Five years. Rose was only a one-year-old. She’s such a good girl.”

			“What about her parents? Are they easy to work for?”

			“They . . . they are very fair. I have a beautiful room and a good salary. I have one full day and one afternoon off every week. I like to come here, to the museum. I’m improving myself.”

			“Do they get along? The Renquists?”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Do they argue?”

			“No.”

			“Not ever.”

			Sophia went from looking terrified to desperate. “They are very proper, at all times.”

			“That’s hard to swallow, Sophia. You’ve lived in their home for five years and have never witnessed an impropriety, never overheard an argument.”

			“It’s not my place—”

			“I’m making it your place.” Five years, Eve thought. At the going salary rate, the woman would have a reasonable financial cushion. The vague possibility of losing her job might upset her, but not frighten her. “Why are you scared of them?”

			“I don’t know what you mean.”

			“Yes, you do.” It was in her eyes now, too easily recognizable. “Does he come to your room at night, when the girl’s asleep? When his wife’s down the hall?”

			Tears welled up, spilled over. “No. No! I won’t talk this way. I’ll lose my job—”

			“Look at me.” Eve gripped Sophia’s busy hands, squeezed. “I’ve just left the hospital where a woman is losing her life. You will talk to me, and you’ll tell me the truth.”

			“You won’t believe me. He’s a very important man. You’ll say I’m a liar, and I’ll be sent away.”

			“That’s what he told you. No one will believe you. ‘I can do whatever I want because no one would believe it.’ He’s wrong. Look at me, look at my face. I’ll believe you.”

			The tears had to blur her vision, but she must have seen something, seen enough to have the words come flooding out. “He says I must, because his wife will not. Not since she learned she carried a child. They have separate rooms. It is . . . he says it is the civilized way of marriage, and that it’s my place to let him . . . touch me.”

			“It’s not the civilized way of anything.”

			“He’s an important man, and I’m just a servant.” Though she continued to cry, her voice held a cold finality. “If I speak of it, he’ll send me away, away from Rose, in disgrace. Shame my family, ruin them. So he comes to my room, and he locks the door, and he turns off the lights. I do what he tells me to do, and he leaves me again.”

			“Does he hurt you?”

			“Sometimes.” She looked down at her hands, and the tears that dripped on them. “If he’s not able . . . not able to, he becomes angry. She knows.” Sophia lifted her drenched eyes. “Mrs. Renquist. There is nothing that happens in the house that she doesn’t know. But she does nothing, says nothing. And I know, in my heart, she will hurt me more than he could if she finds out I spoke of it.”

			“I want you to think back, to the night, the early morning of September second. Was he home?”

			“I don’t know. I swear to you,” she rushed on before Eve could speak. “My room is at the back of the house, and my door is closed. I don’t hear if someone comes in or goes out. I have an intercom for Rose’s room. It’s always on, except . . . except when he turns it off. I never leave my room at night, unless Rose needs me.”

			“The following Sunday morning.”

			“The family had brunch, as they always do. Ten-thirty. Exactly ten-thirty. No minute sooner, no minute later.”

			“Earlier than that. Say eight o’clock. Was he in the house then?”

			“I don’t know.” She bit her bottom lip as she tried to remember. “I think not. I was in Rose’s room, helping her pick her dress for the day. She must wear a proper dress on Sunday. I saw, from the window, Mr. Renquist drive to the house. It was perhaps nine-thirty. He sometimes plays golf or tennis on Sunday mornings. It’s part of his work, to socialize.”

			“What was he wearing?”

			“I . . . I’m sorry. I don’t remember. A golf shirt, I think. I think. Not a suit, but something casual for summer. They dress carefully, both of them. Appropriately.”

			“And last night? Was he home all night?”

			“I don’t know. He didn’t come to my room.”

			“This morning. How did he behave this morning?”

			“I didn’t see him. I was instructed to give Rose her breakfast in the nursery. We do this if Mr. or Mrs. Renquist is very busy, or unwell, or if they have appointments.”

			“Which was it?”

			“I don’t know. I wasn’t told.”

			“Is there any place in the house where he goes that you and the child aren’t allowed?”

			“His office. He’s a very important man, doing very important work. His office is locked, and no one is to disturb him there.”

			“Okay. I may need to talk to you again. In the meantime, I can help you. What Renquist is doing to you is wrong, and it’s a crime. I can make it stop.”

			“Please. Please. If you do anything, I’ll have to leave. Rose needs me. Mrs. Renquist doesn’t love Rose, not the way I do, and he—he barely notices the child. The other, what he does, it’s not important. It isn’t so very often, not any longer. I think he loses interest.”

			“If you change your mind, you can contact me. I’ll help you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			A call to Renquist’s office netted her the information that he’d been called out of town, and would be unavailable for the next two days. She went through the formality of making an appointment upon his return, then drove to his house.

			The housekeeper gave her the same information.

			“You see him leave? You personally?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“You watch him walk out the door with his suitcase?”

			“I fail to see the relevance of such a question, but as it happens, I carried Mr. Renquist’s luggage to the car myself.”

			“Where’d he go?”

			“I’m not privy to that information, and would not be free to divulge it if I were. Mr. Renquist’s duties often require travel.”

			“I bet. I’d like to see Mrs. Renquist.”

			“Mrs. Renquist isn’t at home. Nor is she expected to be until this evening.”

			Eve looked past her, into the house. She’d have given a month’s pay for a search warrant.

			“Let me ask you something, Jeeves.”

			She winced. “Stevens.”

			“Stevens. When did the boss get this call to duty?”

			“I believe he made the arrangements very early this morning.”

			“How’d he find out he was hitting the trail?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“A transmission come in, a call, a private messenger whiz by, what?”

			“I’m afraid I don’t know.”

			“Some housekeeper you are. How’d his eyes look this morning?”

			Stevens looked perplexed, then simply annoyed. “Lieutenant, Mr. Renquist’s eyes are not my concern nor yours. Good day.”

			She thought about booting the door open when it started to shut in her face, but decided it was a waste of energy.

			“Peabody, start the EDD troops doing a search to find out where Renquist went, and how he’s getting there.”

			“I guess he’s the one.”

			“Why?”

			It was Peabody’s turn to look perplexed and she hurried after Eve to the vehicle. “He’s molesting the nanny. He and his wife lied about him being home all morning on Sunday. He’s got a private, locked room in his house, and this morning, he’s conveniently called out of town.”

			“So you cross off Fortney, just like that. Peabody, you’re an investigative slut.”

			“But it all fits.”

			“You can fit it this way, too. He’s molesting the nanny because he’s a royal shit and a perv. His wife’s not putting out, and he’s got a young, pretty girl in the house who’s afraid to say no. They lied because they’re both royal shits who don’t want to be hassled by the police, and saying he was home is more convenient. He’s got a locked home office because he’s got staff who might poke into sensitive material, and a kid he doesn’t want bothering him when he’s working. He’s called out of town this morning because his line of work demands he get up and go when the call comes.”

			“Well, hell.”

			“If you don’t think it from both ends, you don’t get the right answers. Now let’s see how Breen holds up in formal interview.”

			He was waiting, examining the one-way glass when Eve stepped into Interview Room B. He turned, and sent her one of his boyish smiles.

			“I know I should be pissed off, and yelling lawyer, but this is just iced.”

			“Happy to entertain you.”

			“I had to leave Jed with a neighbor though. I don’t trust the droid when I’m not in the house. So I hope this isn’t going to take too long.”

			“Then sit down, and let’s get started.”

			“Sure.”

			She engaged the recorder, recited the case data, and the Revised Miranda. “Do you understand your rights and obligations, Mr. Breen?”

			“Oh yeah. Look, I heard the media reports on the attack early this morning. Guy pulled a Bundy. What do you think—”

			“Why don’t you let me ask the questions, Tom?”

			“Sorry. Habit.” He flashed a grin.

			“Where were you this morning at two A.M.?”

			“At home, asleep. I knocked off work about midnight. By two, I was sawing them off.”

			“Was your wife at home?”

			“Sure. Sawing them off right beside me, but in a delicate, ladylike manner.”

			“You think you get points for witty remarks in here, Tom?”

			“Can’t hurt.”

			Saying nothing, Eve shifted her gaze to Peabody.

			“Well, yeah,” Peabody responded. “If you piss her off, it can hurt. Trust me.”

			“Are you going to do the good cop/bad cop gambit?” He rocked back in his chair, balancing it casually on its back legs. “I’ve studied all the basic interrogation techniques. I can never figure out why that one works. I mean, come on, it’s the oldest one in the books.”

			“No, the oldest one in the books is where I take you into a private room and during our little chat you trip and somehow manage to break your face.”

			He continued to rock while he studied Eve. “I don’t think so. You’ve got an attitude for sure, and some innate violent tendencies, but you don’t pound on suspects. Too much integrity. You’re a good cop.”

			He spoke earnestly now, obviously high on his own intellect and intuition. “The kind that digs in and doesn’t let go because you believe. More than anything else you believe in the spirit of the law, maybe not the letter, but the spirit. Maybe you take shortcuts now and then, stuff that doesn’t find its way into your official reports, but you’re careful about the lines—the ones you cross, the ones you don’t. And beating confessions out of suspects isn’t one of your shortcuts.”

			Now he looked at Peabody. “Nailed her, didn’t I?”

			“Mr. Breen, you couldn’t nail the lieutenant if you made the attempt your life’s work. She’s beyond your scope.”

			“Oh, come on.” He gave an irritated little twist of his lips. “You just don’t want to admit I’m as good at this sort of game as you are. Listen, when you study murder, you don’t just study murderers, you study cops.”

			“And victims?” Eve put in.

			“Sure, and victims.”

			“All that studying, researching, analyzing, writing . . . that would hone your observational skills, wouldn’t it?”

			“Writers are born observers. It’s what we do.”

			“So when you’re writing about crime, you’re writing about who committed it, who it happened to, who investigated it, and so on. In essence, you’re writing about people. You know people.”

			“That’s right.”

			“An observant guy like you, you’d pick up on nuances, on habits, on what people think, how they behave, what they do.”

			“Right again.”

			“So, being so observant, so in tune with human nature and behavior, you wouldn’t have missed the fact that your wife’s out having chick sex while you’re at home playing horsey with your kid.”

			That wiped the smug look off his face as if she’d hit a delete button. What replaced it was the shock that turned the skin shiny white before the heat of humiliation and rage bloomed.

			“You’ve got no right to say something like that.”

			“Come on, Tom, your amazing powers of observation haven’t failed you inside your own little castle where a man is king. You know what she’s been up to. Or maybe I should say down on.”

			“Shut up.”

			“It’s gotta be a pisser, doesn’t it?” Shaking her head, Eve rose, strolled around the table to lean over his shoulder, to speak directly in his ear. “She doesn’t even have the courtesy to fuck another guy while you’re home playing mommy. What does that say about you, Tom? The sex was so boring she decided to see what it was like in the other end of the pool? Doesn’t say much for your equipment, does it?”

			“I said shut up! I don’t have to listen to this kind of crap.”

			Fists balled, he pushed up from the chair. Eve shoved him down again. “Yeah, you do. Your wife wasn’t at a meeting the night Jacie Wooton was slaughtered. She was with her lover, her female lover. You know that, don’t you, Tom? You know she’s been sneaking off, cheating on you for nearly two years. How do you feel about that, Tom? How does it feel to know she wants another woman, loves another woman, gives herself to another woman while you’re raising the son you made together, keeping the house together, being more of a wife than she ever was?”

			“Bitch.” He covered his face with his hands. “Goddamn bitch.”

			“I’ve got to have some sympathy for you, Tom. Here you are, doing it all. The house, the kid, the career. An important career, too. You’re somebody. But you go the professional father route, and that’s admirable. While she spends her day in a big office, having meetings about clothes, for Christ’s sake.”

			Eve gave a hefty sigh, slowly shook her head. “About what people are going to wear. And that’s more important to her than her family. She ignores you and the kid. Your mother did the same. But Jule, she takes it another step. Lying, cheating, whoring herself with another woman instead of standing up and being a wife, being a mother.”

			“Shut up. Can’t you just shut up?”

			“You want to punish her for that, Tom, who could blame you? You want to get some of your own back, who the hell wouldn’t? It eats at you. Day after day, night after night. Makes you a little crazy. Women, they’re just no damn good, are they?”

			She sat on the edge of the table, close, pushing into his space, knowing he could feel her pushing, even as she felt him vibrating.

			“She looks me right in the eyes and lies. I love her. I hate her for that, hate her because I still love her. She doesn’t think about us. She puts that woman ahead of us, and I hate her for it.”

			“You knew she wasn’t at a meeting. Did you stew about that while she was gone? And she came home, and went up to bed. Tired, too tired to be with you because she’d been with another woman. Did you wait until she was upstairs, settled in, before you left the house? Did you take your tools down to Chinatown, imagine yourself as Jack the Ripper? Powerful and terrifying and beyond the law? Did you see your wife’s face when you cut Jacie Wooton’s throat?”

			“I didn’t leave the house.”

			“She wouldn’t know if you went out. She doesn’t pay any attention to you. She doesn’t care enough.”

			She saw him flinch when she said it, watched his shoulders hunch as if bracing for hammering blows. “How many times did you go down to Chinatown before you did Jacie in that alley, Tom? A guy like you does his research. How many trips did it take over there to scope out the whores and junkies?”

			“I don’t go to Chinatown.”

			“Never been to Chinatown? A native New Yorker?”

			“I’ve been there. Of course, I’ve been there.” He was starting to sweat now, and the cockiness had been replaced by shaky nerves. “I mean I don’t go there for . . . I don’t use LCs.”

			“Tom, Tom.” Eve clucked her tongue and sat across from him again. There was a pleasant smile on her face and a look of amused incredulity in her eyes. “A young, healthy man like you? You’re going to tell me you never paid for a quick blow job? Your wife hasn’t been inclined to give you much of a bounce for what, close to two years? And you haven’t made use of a perfectly legal service? If that’s true you must be pretty . . . wrought up. Or maybe you just can’t get it up anymore, and that’s why your wife checked out the competition.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with me.” His color came up again. “Jule’s just . . . I don’t know, she just has to get this out of her system. And, okay, so I’ve hired an LC a few times since things have gotten messed up at home. Jesus, I’m not a eunuch.”

			“She’s making you one. She’s insulted, belittled, betrayed you. Maybe you were just going out to pick up some stranger. Guy’s entitled when his wife shuts him out. Maybe things got out of hand. All that anger and frustration just built up. Thinking about how she’d lied to you, how she was in your bed fresh from another woman. Lying, cheating, making you nothing.”

			She let that single word vibrate in the room, let it slap at him. “You needed some attention, goddamn it. You’ve got a head full of men who knew how to get attention. Knew how to make a woman stand up and take notice. Had to feel good to rip into Jacie, into the symbol of her, to cut out what made her a woman. To make her pay, make them all pay for ignoring you.”

			“No.” He wet his lips, and his breath shuddered through them. “No. You’ve got to be out of your mind. Out of your mind. I’m not talking to you anymore. I want a lawyer.”

			“Are you going to let me beat you, too, Tom? You gonna let some female cop beat you down? Once you call the lawyer, I win the round. Start whining lawyer, and I charge you with suspicion of murder in the first, two counts. Assault with intent, one count. I get to squeeze your balls blue, that is if you’ve still got balls to squeeze.”

			His breath hissed in and out, in and out in the silence that followed. And he turned his face from hers. “I don’t have anything else to say until I’ve consulted with my attorney.”

			“Looks like it’s my point then. This interview is ended to allow the subject to arrange for legal representation at his request. Record off. Peabody, arrange for the standard psych exam for Mr. Breen, and escort him to holding where he can contact his legal rep.”

			“Yes, sir. Mr. Breen?”

			He got shakily to his feet. “You think you’ve humiliated me,” he said to Eve. “You think you’ve broken me down. But you’re too damn late. Julietta already took care of that.”

			She waited until he’d gone out, then she walked over and stared at her own reflection in the mirror.

			Exhausted, she went back to her office. For once she couldn’t face the buzz of coffee and opted for water. Standing by her stingy window, she drank like a camel, and watched the air and street traffic.

			People came, people went, she observed. They didn’t know what the hell went on in here. Didn’t want to know. Just keep us safe—that was the bottom line when they gave the cops inside the building a passing thought. Just do your job and keep us safe. We don’t care how you do it, as long as it doesn’t spill over on us.

			“Lieutenant?”

			Eve continued to stare out the window. “You got him tucked?”

			“Yes, sir. He’s contacted the lawyer, and he’s clammed. He requested a second transmission, re child care. I, um, I authorized it, with supervision. He contacted the neighbor and asked if she could keep Jed for several more hours. Said he’d gotten tied up with something. He made no request to contact his wife.”

			Eve simply nodded.

			“You were pretty rough on him in there.”

			“Is that an observation or a complaint?”

			“An observation. I know you’re going to say I’m an investigative slut, but he’s starting to look good to me. The way you sprang knowledge of the wife’s affair on him, he never recovered from that.”

			“No, he didn’t.”

			“And pushing the LC angle. The way he fumbled it, denying any association, then breaking down and admitting it to prove to you he was still sexually capable.”

			“Yeah, that was stupid of him.”

			“You don’t sound too juiced about it.”

			“I’m tired. I’m just tired.”

			“Maybe you want to take a break before you wrap him up. The lawyer’s got to get here, do the consult. You’ve got an hour anyway if you want to grab a bunk.”

			Eve started to speak, started to turn, and Trueheart stepped in. “Excuse me, Lieutenant, but Pepper Franklin is here, wants to see you. I didn’t know if you wanted me to pass her through.”

			“Yeah, go ahead.”

			“Do you want me to sit in?” Peabody asked her when Trueheart left. “Or go baby-sit Breen?”

			“Fortney was your pick before you decided to be fickle. Let’s both hear what she has to say.”

			She walked to her desk, sat, and swiveled toward the door when Pepper entered. The actress was wearing enormous silver sunshades and bright red lip dye. Her glamorous hair was pulled straight back in a long, sleek tail. The sunny yellow skinsuit was in direct opposition to the murderous expression on her lovely face.

			“Get us some coffee, Peabody. Have a seat, Pepper. What can I do for you?”

			“You can arrest that lying, cheating son of a bitch Leo, and drop him in the deepest, darkest hole you can find until the flesh rots off his fucking bones.”

			“No need to stifle your emotions in here, Pepper. Tell us how you really feel.”

			“I’m not in the mood for jokes.” She whipped off the shades and revealed an impressive shiner. It would be more impressive in a few hours, Eve judged, when the blood finished gathering in bruises.

			“Bet that hurts.”

			“I’m too mad to feel it. I found out he’s been boffing my understudy. My goddamn understudy. And the assistant stage manager. And Christ knows who else. When I confronted him, he denied it, just kept lying, telling me I was imagining things. Have you got any vodka?”

			“No, sorry.”

			“Probably just as well. I woke up about three this morning. I don’t know why, generally I sleep like I’m in a coma. But I woke up, and he wasn’t there. I was confused, and concerned, so I did a house scan. And damned if it didn’t tell me he was there, in bed. Well, he wasn’t there, in bed. He’d programmed it to say so, I suppose, if I ever got suspicious and ran a replay, the system would verify that he’d never left the house. Bastard!”

			“I guess you looked through the place to make sure it wasn’t a glitch, and he was in the kitchen raiding the AutoChef.”

			“Of course I did. I was worried.” Bitterness spewed out like acid. “That was my only thought then. I looked all over the house, and I waited, and I thought about calling the police. Then it occurred to me he might have just gone out for a walk, or a drive, or Jesus, I don’t know. And the security system was faulty. I convinced myself, and I actually dozed off in the chair about six. When I woke up a couple hours later, there was a message on the ’link.”

			She reached into a handbag the size of Nebraska and pulled out the disc. “Do you mind? I’d like to hear it again.”

			“Sure.” Eve took it, slid it into her own ’link, and requested message play. Leo’s voice spilled out.

			
				GOOD MORNING, SLEEPYHEAD! DIDN’T WANT TO WAKE YOU. YOU LOOKED SO BEAUTIFUL SNUGGLED UP IN BED. GOT UP EARLY, DECIDED TO HEAD STRAIGHT TO THE HEALTH CLUB, AND ENDED UP HAVING A BREAKFAST MEETING. YOU NEVER KNOW WHO YOU’LL RUN INTO. I’VE GOT A PRETTY FULL SCHEDULE, SO I WON’T BE BACK UNTIL AFTER YOU’VE LEFT TO RECORD THAT PROMO SPOT THIS AFTERNOON. YOU’LL BE GREAT! PROBABLY WON’T SEE YOU UNTIL AFTER THE SHOW TONIGHT. I’LL WAIT UP, ’CAUSE I MISS YOU, BABY DOLL.

			

			“Baby doll, my butt,” Pepper uttered. “He sent the transmission silent, about six-fifteen. He knows I’m never up before seven-thirty, never sleep past eight. He never came home last night, but he was covering himself. I went to his office, but he’d called that bimbo he’s probably been doing and told her he wouldn’t be in all day. She was surprised to see me as apparently he’d told her that I was having some sort of emotional crisis and he needed to stay with me. I’ll show him an emotional crisis.”

			She rose, saw there wasn’t room to pace, then dropped down again. “I postponed the promo spot, went home, and went through his office. That’s how I found out he’s been sending flowers and tasteful little gifts to his fucking harem, and I found receipts for hotel rooms, names and dates on his personal calendar. He showed up about three, looking all surprised to see me, all delighted.” Her bruised eye flashed fury. “He’d had a couple of cancellations, and wasn’t this lucky? Why didn’t we go upstairs to bed, and get lucky again.”

			“I’m assuming you told him his luck had run out.”

			“In spades. I hit him with not being home all night, and he tried to make me think I’d been dreaming or sleepwalking. When I showed him the copies I’d made of his personal receipts and date book, he had the nerve, the fucking nerve, to act hurt and insulted. If I didn’t trust him, we had a serious problem.”

			She paused, lifted a hand to indicate she needed a moment. “I couldn’t believe what I was hearing coming out of his mouth. So smooth, so practiced. Well. Well.”

			“I don’t have any alcohol in here,” Eve said into the silence. “How about a hit of coffee?”

			“Thanks, but just some water, if you don’t mind.”

			While Peabody moved to take care of it, Pepper picked up her shades by the earpiece, twirled them. “No point in going into all the ugly details, but when he realized I wasn’t buying, when I explained to him that it was done, he was out—out of the house, the office, the expense account, and my life—the shit hit the fan. And his fist hit my face.”

			“Where is he now?”

			“I have no idea. Thanks,” she said when Peabody handed her some water. “I expect you to find him, Dallas, and arrest him. I’d have worse than a black eye if I hadn’t had a security droid on standby. I’d done that because I wanted the droid to escort him upstairs, wait while he packed up what belonged to him, and escort him out. Instead, when I called out, it came in while Leo was coming toward me, ready to hit me again. It hauled him up and heaved him out.”

			She drank, slow sips, until the glass was empty.

			“He said vicious things to me,” Pepper continued. “Crude, vicious, horrible things. It was my fault he was seduced—his term—seduced by other women because I was so controlling, even in bed. How it was past time he showed me who was in charge around here because he was through taking orders from . . . from some bossy cunt.” She shuddered. “He was screaming that sort of thing at me before the droid came in. I was terrified. I didn’t know I could be terrified, not really. I didn’t know he could be the way he was in those few awful minutes.”

			“Get her some more water, Peabody,” Eve ordered when Pepper started to shake.

			“I’d rather be mad than scared.” She dug into the bag again, found a lace-edged handkerchief, and mopped at her streaming eyes. “I’m all right when I’m just mad. I know about the woman who was attacked last night, and the report speculated it’s connected with two murders—the ones you asked me about. And I thought, Oh God, oh God, I thought, Leo could have done it. The Leo I saw today could have done it. I don’t know what to do.”

			“You’re going to file a complaint, and we’re going to bring charges of assault. We’ll track him down and bring him in. He won’t touch you again.”

			This time she only stared into the water Peabody gave her, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m afraid to be alone. I’m ashamed that he’s made me a coward, but—”

			“You’re not a coward. You just had some guy who outweighs you by a good thirty sock his fist into your eye and threaten to do more. If you weren’t shaken up, you’d be stupid. You’re not stupid because you came in and you’re bringing charges.”

			“What if he killed those women? I slept beside him, I made love with him. What if he did those horrible things, then came home to me?”

			“Let’s take it one step at a time. Once we’ve done the paperwork, I can arrange for an officer to stay at home with you if you’d feel safer having a cop as well as your security droid.”

			“I would. I very much would. But I’d need him, or her, to come to the theater. I have a performance at eight.” She smiled wanly. “The show must go on.”

			By the time she’d sent Pepper and her police escort off to Broadway, the stress and fatigue had a headache swirling behind Eve’s eyes. She’d put out an APB on Fortney, and the dragnet was already spreading.

			She met with Breen’s attorney, let the preliminary complaints roll off her. But when he demanded his client be allowed to return home and tend to his minor child, she didn’t argue. In fact, she surprised the attorney by postponing further questioning until nine the next morning.

			And she assigned two men to stake out Breen and his house overnight.

			She sat back down in her office, already past the end of shift, and thought about coffee, about sleep, about work.

			When McNab jogged in, he looked so bright and energetic, it hurt to look at him.

			“Can’t you ever wear anything that doesn’t glow?” she demanded.

			“Summertime, Dallas. Guy’s gotta glow. Got some news should put a glow back in your cheeks. Fortney booked a first-class seat on a shuttle to New L.A. He’s en route.”

			“Quick work, McNab.”

			He shot out his index finger, blew on it. “Fastest EDD man in the east. Lieutenant, you look well and truly beat.”

			“Nothing wrong with your vision, either. Take Peabody home. Make sure she gets a good night’s sleep, which is my delicate way of saying restrain yourself from rabbiting together half the night. She needs a clear and alert mind tomorrow.”

			“You got it. You might try that good night’s sleep yourself.”

			“Eventually,” she mumbled, then started the process of extraditing Fortney and arranging for local authorities to meet him when he stepped off the shuttle.

			Peabody bounced in. “Lieutenant, McNab said you said—”

			“I should just put in a revolving door because everybody just walks in and out as they damn well please anyway.”

			“The door was open. It’s almost always open. McNab said I was relieved, but I haven’t yet contacted authorities in New L.A. re Fortney, or transmitted the warrant.”

			“It’s done. They’ll pick him up, ship him back, and have promised to take just enough time to ensure he’ll spend the night in a cell. He won’t wrangle a bail hearing until morning.”

			“It’s my job to—”

			“Shut up, Peabody. Go home, get a meal, get some sleep. The exam starts oh eight hundred, sharp.”

			“Sir, I believe it might be necessary to postpone the exam as this case is at a crucial point. Fortney—and I see that my initial instincts there were right—will have to be interviewed, and you’ll want to interview Breen and try to arrange an interview with Renquist to tie the matter up. I feel it’s inappropriate for me to take a half day, minimum, for personal business during this stage of the investigation.”

			“Got the jitters?”

			“Well, yeah, that, too, but—”

			“You’ll take the exam, Peabody. If you have to wait another three months to take it, one of us will jump off the nearest building, or more likely, I’ll just pitch you off. I think, somehow, I can muddle through the day without you.”

			“But I think—”

			“Report at Exam Room One, oh eight hundred, Officer. That’s an order.”

			“I don’t believe you can actually order me to take . . .” She trailed off, swallowed hard when Eve lifted her gaze. “But, ah, I understand the spirit of the statement, sir. I’m going to try not to let you down.”

			“Jesus, Peabody, you’re not going to let me down whatever you do on the exam. And you’ll be—”

			“Stop.” Peabody squeezed her eyes closed. “Don’t say anything that’ll jinx it. Don’t say it, or any sentence with the word luck in it.”

			“You’d better go take a pill.”

			“I might.” She gave a shaky smile. “Don’t wish me the ‘L’ word, okay, but maybe you could do like a signal or a sign. You could do this.” Peabody showed her teeth in a grin, widened her eyes to show enthusiasm, and punched out her fist with her thumb sticking up.

			Leaning back, Eve cocked her head. “What is that? I’m supposed to signal you to stick your thumb up your ass?”

			“No! It’s thumbs-up. Jeez, Dallas. Thumbs-up. Never mind.”

			“Peabody.” Eve rose, halting her aide before she could stalk out of the office. “Commencing at oh eight hundred hours, I expect you to kick exam butt.”

			“Yes, sir. Thanks.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			When Eve dragged herself home, there was one thought uppermost in her mind. To get herself horizontal on a flat surface for one blessed hour.

			Fortney was on his way back to New York, under wraps, and by God he could stew in a cage for a few hours. She’d deal with Breen in the morning, and Renquist. Though Smith was down on her list, he’d be watched for the next little while. But she couldn’t watch anyone with eyes that felt like a couple of burnt cinders stuck in her face.

			She just needed to stretch out, she told herself, give her head a chance to clear. She walked through a fog of fatigue into the cool and gorgeous quiet of the house.

			The fog shimmered and tore apart. And Summerset stepped through it.

			“You are, as usual, late.”

			She stared for a moment while her numbed brain struggled to process. Tall, bony, ugly, annoying. Oh yeah, he was back. She found the energy to peel off her linen jacket and tossed it on the newel just to irritate him.

			It was amazing how much better the act made her feel.

			“How’d you get through airport security with that steel pike up your ass?” Ordering herself not to stagger, she bent to pick up the cat who was busy threading himself between her legs. She stroked Galahad’s head. “Look, it’s back. Didn’t I tell you to change the security code?”

			“The disgrace you call a vehicle does not belong in front of the house, nor,” he added, picking up her jacket with two thin fingers, “is this the proper place for articles of clothing.”

			She started up the stairs, stifling a yawn. “Bite me.”

			He watched her go, smiled thinly at her back. It was good to be home.

			She went straight to the bedroom, managed to make it up to the platform, where she dumped the cat on the bed seconds before she fell facedown onto it herself.

			She was asleep before Galahad padded his way over and curled up on her butt.

			Roarke found her there, as he’d expected from the brief report from Summerset. “Finally hit the wall, have you?” he murmured, noting she hadn’t removed her weapon harness or boots. He gave the cat an absent scratch between the ears, then settled down in the sitting area to work while she slept.

			She didn’t dream, not at first, but simply lay at the bottom of a dark pool of exhaustion. Only when she began to surface did the dreams come, in vague shapes and muffled sounds. A hospital bed, with a pale figure on it.

			Marlene Cox, then herself as a child. Both battered, both helpless. Then the darker shapes that swirled around the bed. The cop she was, staring down at the child she’d been.

			There were questions to be answered. You have to wake up and answer the questions or he’ll do it again, to someone else. There’s always another victim.

			But the figure in the bed didn’t stir. The face changed: from her own to Marlene’s, to Jacie Wooton’s, to Lois Gregg’s, then back to her own.

			Something began to rise up inside her that was both anger and fear. You’re not dead, not like the others. You have to wake up. Damn it, wake up and stop him.

			One of those swirling shapes coalesced, stood on the opposite side of the bed. The man who’d battered the child, and haunted the woman.

			It’s never really over. His eyes were bright with humor in his bloody face. It never ends. There’s always going to be another, no matter what you do. You might as well sleep, little girl. Better to sleep than to keep walking with the dead. Keep walking, and you’ll be one of them.

			He reached over, pressed his hand over the child’s mouth. Her eyes opened, full of pain, full of fear. Eve could only stare, unable to move, to protect, to defend. Only stare into her own eyes as they glazed over, and died.

			She woke with a strangled gasp, and in Roarke’s arms.

			“Ssh. You’re just dreaming.” His lips pressed against her temple. “I’m right here. Hold on to me. Only a dream.”

			“I’m okay.” But she kept her face buried against his shoulder until she got her breath back. “I’m okay.”

			“Hold on to me anyway.” For he wasn’t, never really was, when she wandered through nightmares.

			“No problem.” She could already feel her pulse begin to level off and the ugly smear of terror over her mind fade. She could smell him—soap and skin, and there was the lovely brush of his hair against her cheek.

			Her world steadied.

			“What time is it? How long was I out?”

			“It doesn’t matter. You needed to sleep. Now you need food, and more sleep.”

			She wasn’t going to argue. She was starving. More, she recognized that tone in his voice, and it meant he’d find a way to pour a soother down her throat if she gave him the smallest opening.

			“I could use a meal. But I could use something else first.”

			“What?”

			“You know how sometimes you get in a mood when you touch me, when you love me, and it’s all tender. Like you know I’m feeling raw inside.”

			“I do.”

			She tipped her head back, touched his cheek. “Show me.”

			“Here now.” He feathered his lips over her brow, her cheeks, her mouth as he released her weapon harness. “Will you tell me what’s wrong?”

			She nodded. “Just be with me first. I need . . . I just need you.”

			He eased her back on the bed, slipped off her boots. He hated to see the shadows under her eyes, the shadows in them. She looked so pale, as if he could pass a hand through her, and if he did, she’d vanish like one of his own dreams.

			He didn’t have to be told to be gentle, didn’t need her long, quiet sigh to know it was love that would feed her now.

			“When I came in and you were sleeping, I thought: There’s my soldier, exhausted from her wars.” He lifted her hand, kissed her fingers. “Now, I look, and I think: There’s my woman, soft and lovely.”

			Her lips curved as he undressed her. “Where do you get this stuff?”

			“It just comes to me. I’ve only to look at you, and the world comes to me. You’re my life.”

			She reared up, threw her arms around him. The sob wanted to leap out of her throat, but she feared if she let it out, it would never stop. With her lips pressed to the warm curve of his neck, she rocked. Take me away, she silently begged. Oh God, take me away, just for a little while.

			As if he heard her, he began to stroke. Gently, to soothe, to comfort. Whatever he crooned quieted her troubled soul until she relaxed in his arms, and let him lead the way.

			His lips were soft, soft and warm when they found hers. He took the kiss deep, but slowly, so she could drift into it, and into him, degree by degree. He felt her surrender to it, his strong and valiant soldier until she was pliant as wax, fluid as water.

			Her mind misted over. There were no nightmares here, no shadows lurking in the corners. There was only Roarke, and those almost lazy caresses, those soft and dreamy kisses that took her under, into a quiet eddy of peace. Sensations layered, each one tissue thin, coating over the fatigue and the despair she hadn’t realized had bloomed inside her.

			His mouth cruised over her breast, stirred up her heartbeat as his tongue circled her, tasted her. She ran her hands over his back, tracing the shape of him, the muscle and bone. Death, with its infinite faces, was a world away.

			When his mouth, his hands became more demanding she was ready, ready for those first shimmers of heat. Those long, liquid pulls inside her belly turned her sigh into a moan.

			He took his time, endless time, arousing, fascinating, and being fascinated. Her body was a joy to him with its long, sleek lines, the supple skin, the surprising curves. He could watch the pleasure bloom on her, feel it spread through her with little quivers and shifts.

			And at last, when they were both ready, he felt it burst through her, that gorgeous throaty moan, that lovely and helpless shudder.

			The orgasm was a long hot wave that flooded body, heart, mind. The sheer release of it was glorious—like life. She would have folded herself around him then, wrapped him tight, taken him in, but he linked his fingers with hers and used his mouth to give her more.

			She couldn’t resist. He weighed her down with tenderness. And when a sob did escape, it was one of stunned joy as she crested again.

			A thousand pulses beat, thickly. Nerves danced over her skin, shivering at every brush of his lips. Her muscles had gone lax, and everything she was lay open to him.

			He watched her face as his lips rubbed lightly over hers. Her fingers tightened on his, and her lips curved before she said his name. Before she rose up to meet him.

			When they were still and quiet, he lay with his head on her breast. He thought she might sleep again, more peacefully now, but she lifted a hand, threading her fingers through his hair.

			“I was so tired,” she said quietly. “I had to put the car on auto. I felt so weighed down and punchy and stupid. I had a pretty crappy day in a really crappy case. It’s not just the victims, not just the women. It’s like he’s pointing a finger at me when he kills them.”

			“And that makes you one of them.”

			Thank God, was all she could think. Thank God he understands. “One of them, and not . . .” she said, thinking of her dream. “One of them, and the one who’s standing for them when it’s too late.”

			“Eve.” He lifted his head, looked into her eyes. “It’s not, it’s never too late. You know that better than anyone.”

			“Usually. Usually I do.”

			There was something in her tone that had him sitting up, drawing her with him, then cupping her face so he could study it. “You know who he is.”

			“Yeah, I know. But the trick’s stopping him, proving it, putting him away. I knew, in my gut, from the start. I needed to clear my head out so I could start taking the right steps.”

			“You need to eat, and tell me about it.”

			“I guess I need to eat, then I have to tell you about something else.” She scraped her hair back with both hands. “I want to take a shower and pull myself together first.”

			“All right.” He knew her well enough to give her room. “We’ll have something up here. I’ll take care of it.”

			Her throat filled, and she dipped her head so her brow rested on his. “You know something handy about you? You take care.”

			He wanted to gather her in then, to push her to tell him what troubled her mind. But he let her go.

			She would run the water too hot, he thought, as he rose to get robes for both of them, to select the sort of meal that would do her the most good. Then she would stand under the spray, willing it to beat the energy back into her.

			She wouldn’t waste time with a towel, but step directly into the drying tube, and more heat.

			No, she wouldn’t sleep again, he knew as he set the meal in the sitting area. Not yet, not for a time yet. She would fuel, then she would work, then she would collapse. It was one of the most fascinating and frustrating things about her.

			She came back wearing the robe he’d hung on the bathroom door, a thin and simple black robe he doubted she knew she owned.

			“What is that green stuff?”

			“Asparagus. It’s good for you.”

			She thought it looked like something you’d whack out of a cartoon garden, but the fish and rice with it looked pretty good. So did the glass of straw-colored wine.

			She went for the wine first, hoping it would make the green stalks go down easier. “How come stuff that’s good for you always has to be green and funny looking?”

			“Because nutrition doesn’t come in a candy bar.”

			“It ought to.”

			“You’re stalling, Eve.”

			“Maybe.” She stabbed one of the stalks, shoved it into her mouth. It wasn’t half bad, but she made a disgusted face for form.

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“I know.” She flaked off a bite of fish. “I had a dream about my mother.”

			“Dream or memory?”

			“I don’t know. Both.” She ate, scooped up rice. “I think both. I was in an apartment, or a hotel room. I don’t know which, but apartment, I think. Some dump. I was three, four. How do you tell?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Me, either. Anyway . . .”

			She told him of being alone, of going into the bedroom, playing with the enhancements, the wig, though she’d been forbidden.

			“Maybe kids always do what you tell them not to. I don’t know. But I . . . it was irresistible. I think I wanted to look pretty. I thought all that junk would make me look pretty. Dolling up, that’s what they call it, don’t they? I was dolling up because once, when she was in a good mood, she told me I looked like a little doll.”

			“Children,” Roarke said carefully, “must, I think, have an instinctive need to please their mothers. At least during those early years.”

			“I guess. I didn’t like her, I was afraid of her, but I wanted her to like me. To tell me I was pretty or something. Hell.”

			She shoveled in more food. “I got so into it I didn’t hear them come back. She walked in, saw me. She belted me. I think she was jonesing—that’s the cop talking, but I think she was. There were works on the dresser. I didn’t know what they were. I mean as a kid I didn’t, but . . .”

			“You don’t have to explain.”

			“Yeah.” She kept eating. She was afraid the food would stick in her throat, but she kept eating. “She was screaming at me, and I was crying. Sprawled on the floor bawling. She was going to clock me again, but he wouldn’t let her. He picked me up . . .” Her stomach roiled at the memory. “Shit. Oh shit.”

			When her fork clattered to her plate, Roarke reached over, gently eased her head down between her knees. “All right then, long and slow. Take long, slow breaths.”

			His voice was gentle, as was the hand on her head. But his face was murderous.

			“I can’t stand him putting his hands on me. Even then, it made my skin crawl. He hadn’t touched me yet, hadn’t raped me yet, but some part of me must’ve known. How could I have known?”

			“Instinct.” He pressed his lips to the back of her head as his heart ripped to pieces. “A child knows a monster when she sees one.”

			“Maybe. Maybe. Okay. I’m okay.” She sat up, let her head lean back. “I couldn’t stand to have him touch me, but I sort of curled into him. Anything to get away from her. From what I saw in her eyes. She hated me, Roarke. She wanted me dead. No, more. She wanted me erased. She was a whore. It was a whore’s tools on the dresser. A whore and a junkie, and she looked at me as if I were dirt. I came out of her. I think she hated me more because I did.”

			Though her hand wasn’t quite steady, she reached for the wine, used it to wet her dry throat. “I don’t understand that. I thought . . . I guess I figured she couldn’t be as bad as he was. I grew inside her, so there had to be something. But she was as bad as he was. Maybe even worse.”

			“They’re part of you.” She jerked when he said it, and he closed his hands over hers, kept his eyes fierce on hers. “What makes you, Eve, is the fact that you are what you are despite that. In spite of them.”

			Her voice was strangled, but she had to speak. “I love you a hell of a lot right now.”

			“Then we’re even.”

			“Roarke, I didn’t know, didn’t realize, I wanted there to be something, to have something from her, until I realized for certain there wasn’t. Stupid.”

			“It’s not.” His heart broke a little more as he brought her hands, one at a time, to his lips. “No, it’s not. Was tonight the first you’ve had the dream?”

			He saw it, the combination of guilt and embarrassment that rushed into her face. His fingers tightened on hers before she had a chance to draw her hands away. “That wasn’t what this was about tonight.” His tone was flat, a warning that made her hackles rise in defense. “How long ago, Eve?”

			“A while. A few days. Last week. How the hell do I know? I didn’t mark it on my damn calendar. Having a few dead bodies fall at my feet tends to prey on my mind. I don’t have some handy admin keeping track of my every move and thought.”

			“You think turning this into a fight will distract me from the fact you’ve kept this from me for days? Before we went to Boston.” Too angry to sit, he pushed to his feet. “Before that, before I asked you what was wrong, and you brushed me off with a handy lie.”

			“I didn’t lie, I just didn’t tell you. I couldn’t tell you because . . .” She trailed off, shifted gears quickly. “I wasn’t ready, that’s all.”

			“Bollocks.”

			“I don’t even know what that means.” She speared another asparagus and ate determinedly.

			“You made a decision not to tell me.” He sat again, crowding her. “Why?”

			“You know, ace, maybe you could bag your ego for five fucking minutes so this isn’t about you. It’s my deal, so—hey!”

			She nearly slammed him back when he gripped her chin, but he outmaneuvered her, nudging her back so he could stare into her eyes. “But it is about me, isn’t it? I’m following the path of your busy brain well enough now, I think. What I found out about my mother not long ago stopped you from letting me be there for you with this.”

			“Look, you’re still messed up about it. You don’t think you are—not the big, strong man, but you are. You’ve got bruises all over you, and I can see them, so I didn’t figure dumping this on you would do any good.”

			“Because thinking of your mother, who had no love for you, would only bring the grief for my own, who did love me, closer to the surface.”

			“Something like that. Let go.”

			He didn’t. “That’s a flawed and stupid logic.” He leaned in, kissed her long and hard. “And I’d have done the same, I imagine. I do grieve for her. I don’t know if I’ll ever stop completely. And I don’t know how I’d have begun to get through it without you. Don’t shut me out.”

			“I was just trying to give us both some time to settle.”

			“Understood. Accepted. But we seem to settle better together, don’t you think? Where did she hit you?”

			Staring at him, she touched the back of her hand to her cheek, then felt her heart stumble when he leaned in, touched his lips gently to the spot as if it were still painful.

			“Never again,” he told her. “We’ve beaten them, darling Eve. Separately, and together, we’ve beaten them. For all the nightmares and the bitterness, we’ve still won.”

			She took a breath. “Are you going to be pissed off when I tell you I talked to Mira about this a few days ago?”

			“No. Did it help?”

			“Some. This helped more.” She toyed with her food again. “Cleaned me out. Maybe my brain will start cooking again. I was so off when I got home. I couldn’t fling a decent insult at Summerset. And I’ve been saving up.”

			“Hmm” was Roarke’s only response.

			“I had some good ones stockpiled. They’ll come back to me. But my head’s crowded with this business, and the case. Then there’s Peabody driving me over the edge.”

			“It’s tomorrow for her, isn’t it?”

			“Thank God. I’ll hit Fortney and Breen tomorrow while she’s in exam. I can get Feeney to team with me. And then . . . oh, speaking of hitting, Fortney socked Pepper.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Blackened her eye. She came in, filed charges, so that smooths the way to holding him. I’ve shuffled things so he won’t be able to whine for bail until tomorrow. I already had round one with Breen today. He started out smirky, but I wiped that off his face. I’ve got him shadowed until our scheduled interview tomorrow. Renquist is reportedly out of the city on business. I thought I might tug on one of my connections and see if that’s the case or just a runaround.”

			“Would it be my ego talking again if I assume I’m that connection.”

			She gave him a quick, toothy grin. “You’re pretty handy to have around, even after sex.”

			“Darling, that’s so touching.”

			“I’ve got Smith locked down, too. I want to know where all of them are 24/7 until I can push for a warrant.”

			“And how do you know which of the four is your man?”

			“I recognized him,” she replied, then shook her head. “But that’s gut, and you can’t arrest on gut. There’s only one who fits the profile, right down the line. Only one who’d have needed to feed himself by writing the notes. I need to eliminate the other three, build the case on the one. Once I tie the travel to the other murders, I’ll have enough for a search warrant. He’s got stuff—the paper, the tools, the costumes. He’s kept all that. Tomorrow, the next day, I’ll get in. And I’ll have him.”

			“Are you going to tell me who it is?”

			“I think we’ll work on the elimination process, do the travel and murder dates. See if you start leaning in the direction I’ve taken. You’ve got a pretty good gut yourself. For a civilian.”

			“Such flattery. Then it appears we’re going to work.”

			“Yeah, I—Shit.” Her pocket ’link beeped. “I’ve got it,” she said, leaping up to scramble to the platform where the bed stood and grab her trousers from off of the floor.

			She dragged it out of a pocket, flipped it on. “Dallas.”

			“Lieutenant.” Sela Cox’s tear-streaked face filled the screen and had Eve’s heart dropping to her knees.

			“Mrs. Cox.”

			“She’s awake.” The tears kept falling even as she smiled. Brilliantly. “The doctor’s with her now, but I thought I should tell you as soon as I could.”

			“I’m on my way.” She started to click off, stopped herself. “Mrs. Cox. Thank you.”

			“I’ll be waiting for you.”

			“I just got a miracle,” Eve told Roarke and dragged on her trousers. Then she found she had to sit, just give into weak legs for one moment. “I saw her face. In my dream tonight. Hers, and the others, my own. I saw her face, and I thought she was dead. That I’d been too late for her, and she was dead. I was wrong.”

			She took a deep breath as Roarke came over to join her. “I saw him, too. My father, standing on the other side of the hospital bed. He said it never ended anyway. There’s always another victim and I might as well give up before I was dead, too.”

			“And he was wrong.”

			“You’re damn right.” She pushed to her feet. “I’m not tagging Peabody. I want her fresh for the exam. Want to stand in?”

			“Lieutenant, I already am.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			She strode down the hospital corridor. She’d hooked her badge on her belt to stop any medicals from getting in her way. Roarke wanted to tell her the fire in her eyes would have done the job, but he was afraid it might dim that fierce light.

			And he enjoyed seeing it too much to take the chance.

			The guard she’d placed at the door to ICU was at attention when she turned the corner. In Roarke’s opinion, the uniform had likely scented her energy and whipped himself on alert.

			Even as she reached for the door, it swung open. The doctor, Roarke thought, was a more courageous soul. He barred her path, folding his arms across his chest and using a frown as a shield.

			“I was told you’d been notified and were en route. The patient is barely conscious and drifting in and out. Her condition is still critical. I won’t risk having her interrogated at this point.”

			“Twenty-four hours ago, you told me she’d never regain consciousness. She has.”

			“Frankly, I consider it a miracle she’s come out of a coma, even briefly.”

			Sela Cox had asked for another miracle, Eve thought. And by God, she’d gotten it. “I don’t believe in wasting miracles. Somebody put her in that room, and there’s a chance she can tell me who before he puts someone else in the hospital. Or the goddamn morgue.” Now her voice lashed like a whip that had the uniform wincing. “You don’t want to get in my face on this.”

			“On the contrary.” Laurence kept his melodious voice low. “I am in your face on this, and this is my turf. My patient’s welfare is paramount.”

			“On that last point, we’re in perfect agreement. I want her alive and well.”

			“For her testimony.”

			“Goddamn right. If you think that makes me the enemy, then you’re just stupid. I put her in the dead column, Laurence, just like you. But she showed us both what she’s made of. Now, I want her to know the man who did this to her has been put away. I want her to know I’m going to do that for her, and that she had a part in making it happen. Right now, she’s just a victim. I’m going to help make her a hero. That’s something to live for. You’ve got two choices,” she said before he could speak again. “I have this officer restrain you, or you go in with me and supervise.”

			“I don’t like your tactics, Lieutenant.”

			“File a complaint.” She pushed open the door, glanced at Roarke over her shoulder. “I need you to wait.”

			When she stepped in her heart sank again. Marlene lay still and deathly pale in the bed. Her mother stood beside her, holding her hand.

			“She’s just resting,” Sela said quickly. “When you said you’d come, I asked my husband to go down to the chapel. They’ll only let two of us in here at a time.”

			“Mrs. Cox, I must tell you again, Lieutenant Dallas’s presence is against medical orders. Your daughter needs to remain calm and quiet.”

			“She’s been quiet since this was done to her, and she won’t be calm until he’s caught and punished. I’m grateful to you, Doctor, more than I can begin to say. But Marley needs to do this. I know my child.”

			“Watch your step,” Laurence warned Eve, “or you’ll be the one restrained.”

			She kept her focus on Marlene as she moved to the side of the bed. “You should talk to her, Mrs. Cox. I don’t want to scare her.”

			“I’ve told her you were coming.” Sela leaned over the bed, touched her lips to her daughter’s forehead. “Marley? Marley baby, wake up now. Lieutenant Dallas is here to talk to you.”

			“So tired, Mom.” The words were slurred and soft.

			“I know, baby. Just for a little while. The lieutenant needs your help.”

			“I know you’ve been through a lot.” Eve ignored the doctor as he edged closer. “I know this is hard. I’m not going to let him get away with what he did to you. We’re not going to let him get away with it, Marley. You and me. You got away from him. You stopped him once. You can help me stop him once and for all.”

			Her eyes fluttered open. It was painful to watch, the effort of lifting those lashes, the intense focus in those eyes. Eve recognized the look, the determination of fighting back pain.

			“It’s all blurred, all runs together. Can’t bring it clear.”

			“That’s all right. Tell me whatever you can. You were coming home from work. You took the subway.”

			“Always take the subway. Just a few blocks. Hot night. Feet hurt.”

			“There was a van.”

			“Little moving van.” Marlene shifted restlessly, but before the doctor could move, Sela was stroking her daughter’s hair.

			“It’s all right, baby. It’s all over now. Nobody’s going to hurt you again. You’re safe. I’m right here.”

			“Man. Big cast on his arm. Never seen big cast like that. Couldn’t, couldn’t get the sofa in. Kept sliding back out, thumping against the street. Felt sorry for him. Mommy.”

			Deliberately Eve stepped closer, took Marlene’s other hand. “He can’t get to you now. He’s never going to touch you again. He thinks he beat you, but he didn’t. You’ve already won.”

			Her eyes fluttered again. “I can’t remember much. I was going to help him, then something hit me. It hurt. I never hurt like that. I don’t know after that, I don’t know.” Tears began to leak. “I can’t remember anything after that, except Mom talking to me, or Dad or my brother. Uncle Pete? Was Uncle Pete here, and Aunt Dora?”

			“Yes, honey. Everyone’s been here.”

			“I was just floating somewhere while they talked to me, then I woke up here.”

			“Before he hurt you, you looked at him.” Eve felt Marley’s fingers twitch in hers. “I bet you hesitated a little, got an impression of him. You figured he was okay, just some guy in trouble. You’re too smart to go up to someone who looked dangerous.”

			“He had that big cast, and he looked so upset and frustrated. He was cute. Curly dark hair. Curly hair and a ball cap. I think. I can’t . . . He looked over at me and smiled.”

			“Can you see him now. In your head? Can you see him, Marley?”

			“Yes . . . I think. It’s not clear.”

			“I’m going to show you some pictures. I want you to look at them and tell me if one of them is the man with the cast. Just see his face in your head, and look at the pictures.”

			“I’ll try.” She wet her lips. “I’m so thirsty.”

			“Here you are, sweetheart.” All but crooning, Sela brought a cup and straw to her daughter’s lips. “Take your time. Remember you’re safe now.”

			“Hard to stay awake. Hard to think.”

			“She’s had enough, Lieutenant.”

			At Laurence’s voice, Marley stirred again, struggled to look toward him. “I heard you, when I was floating I heard you. You told me not to give up. That . . . you wouldn’t give up if I didn’t.”

			“That’s right.” It was the compassion in his voice, on his face that had Eve stifling her impatience.

			“And you didn’t give up,” Laurence said. “You’ve made me look real good around here.”

			“Give me one more minute,” Eve pleaded with him. “Just one more minute, Marley, and we’ll be all done.”

			“You’re the police?” Marlene turned her head on the pillow and looked impossibly young, impossibly frail. “I’m sorry. I’m getting mixed up.”

			“I’m the police.” Eve drew out photos of her suspects. “When you look at these pictures, remember he can’t touch you now. You got away, you didn’t give up, and he can’t touch you.”

			She showed them to Marlene one at a time, watching her eyes for that shock of recognition. She saw it, and the fear that rode with it.

			“Him. Oh God, him! Mom. Mommy.”

			“Lieutenant Dallas, that’s enough.”

			She elbowed the doctor back. “Marley. Are you sure?”

			“Yes, yes, yes.” She turned her face into her mother’s breast. “That’s his face. Those are his eyes. He smiled at me.”

			“It’s all right. He’s gone.”

			“I want you out. Now.”

			“I’m going.”

			“Wait.” Marlene groped for Eve’s hand again, and turned her bruised and exhausted face away from her mother. “He was going to kill me, wasn’t he?”

			“He didn’t. You beat him. And you stopped him.” She leaned over the bed, spoke very deliberately as Marlene’s eyes fluttered closed again. “You’re the one who stopped him, Marley. You remember that. Don’t ever forget that.”

			She stepped back while the doctor checked the vitals, the monitors. Then she turned and left the room.

			“Got that son of a bitch,” she said to Roarke and kept walking toward the elevator. “I need to go to Central, put this together. I still want you to check the travel dates. I want this ice cold and locked. I’ll have my warrant within two hours if I have to strangle a judge to get it.”

			“Lieutenant! Lieutenant, wait.” Sela rushed down the corridor. “You’re going after him now.”

			“Yes, ma’am, I am.”

			“Did you mean what you said, that she’d stopped him?”

			“I did.”

			She pressed her fingers to her lids. “That’s going to get her through. I know my girl, and that’ll get her through this. They didn’t think she’d ever wake up. I knew she would.”

			“You sure as hell did.”

			Sela laughed, then clamped a hand over her lips to hold back a sob. “Dr. Laurence, I know he was rude to you, but he’s been very kind to us, and worked very hard for Marley.”

			“I was rude right back. We’re all just looking out for her.”

			“I just wanted to say that I’ve thought of Dr. Laurence as her guardian angel, and you as her avenging one. I won’t ever forget you.” She rose on her toes, gave Eve a quick peck on the cheek, then hurried away.

			“Avenging angel.” Embarrassed, Eve hunched her shoulders as she stepped into the elevator. “Jesus.” Then she straightened, grinned fiercely. “I can tell you this, when I’m finished, Niles Renquist will see me as a demon from hell.”

			It was a tricky business, both politically and personally. Peabody was going to be pissed, and undoubtedly sulky, that she hadn’t been called in. She’d just have to suck it up, Eve thought, as she prepared to make her pitch to Commander Whitney.

			He was, she imagined, none too pleased himself to have been called back into Central. When she stepped into his office and noted the tuxedo covering his big frame, she fought back a wince.

			“Sir, I’m sorry to have interrupted your evening.”

			“I assume your reasons for doing so will be strong enough to placate my wife.” As Eve wasn’t quite as successful in holding back the wince this time, Whitney nodded. “You don’t know the half of it. You’d better have Niles Renquist cold, Lieutenant, because before I deal with my wife, I’ve got the ambassador, the U.N., and the British government in line.”

			“Marlene Cox has positively identified Niles Renquist as her assailant. I have a statement from Sophia DiCarlo, employed as au pair in the Renquist household, which conflicts with his and Mrs. Renquist’s claim that he was home during the time of one of the murders. He is in possession of the stationery used for the notes left at the murder scenes, and he fits the profile. At this time Captain Feeney and expert civilian consultant Roarke are doing a search and scan on travel. I believe we will confirm that the subject was in London, Paris, Boston, and New L.A. at the time of previous murders, which match the methods of this case. Under ordinary circumstances, this would be enough for a search warrant and a warrant to bring the subject in for questioning on suspicion.”

			“But these aren’t ordinary circumstances.”

			“No, sir. The subject’s diplomatic status and the political arena add a sensitivity and a level of bureaucracy. I request that you speak directly with the judge and the necessary parties to expedite the warrants. He will kill again, Commander, and soon.”

			“You want my head in the noose, Lieutenant?” He cocked his head. “You have the statement of a woman in severe physical and emotional distress. A woman with head trauma. You have a statement from a household employee, who in your report claims to have been sexually abused by the subject. Those are both shaky. Owning or purchasing the brand of paper used in the notes isn’t enough, and you know it, or Renquist would have been in a cage before this. And there are others who fit the profile. All of this will be argued by Renquist’s representatives and attorneys, and the British government. You need to lock this down.”

			“If I get into his house, into his office, I’ll lock it down. It’s him, Commander. I know it’s him.”

			He sat in silence, wide fingers tapping on the surface of the desk. “If you’ve got any doubt, if there’s any room for doubt, it would be best to hold off on taking these steps. We can surveil, watch his every move until there is no doubt, and the case is a noose around his neck.”

			Good luck watching his every move if he gets back inside the U.N., Eve thought, but tried to put it more diplomatically. “Renquist may already be in the wind. Without the search, he stays in control. He’s the only one who knows the identity and whereabouts of his next target. If he beats me to her, she may not be as lucky as Marlene Cox.”

			“Once the calls are made and the ball starts rolling, it could flatten both of us. I can survive it. I’ve had more years wearing a badge than you’ve had breathing. I can live with retirement. The ramifications of this should you be wrong will damage your career, perhaps irrevocably. Understand that.”

			“Understood, sir.”

			“You’re a solid cop, Dallas, perhaps the best under my command. Is it worth pushing this forward now? Is it worth possible reassignment, losing your status in Homicide, and your credibility?”

			She thought of the dream, of the dead and the victims yet to come. There’s always another, her father had said. And damn him, he was right. “Yes, sir. If I weighed status more heavily than the job, I shouldn’t be here. I’m not wrong, but if I were, I’d take the hit.”

			“I’ll make the calls. Get me a goddamn cup of coffee.”

			She blinked at the order, looked vaguely around his office. The little twinge of resentment she felt as she walked to his AutoChef told her maybe status wasn’t so far down on her list after all.

			“How do you want it, sir?”

			“Coffee regular. Get me Judge Womack,” he said into the ’link. Then barked out a “Come” at the knock on his door.

			Feeney hustled in, a grim smile on his face. Roarke strolled in behind him, grinned cheekily at Eve. “I wouldn’t mind a cup, while you’re at it.”

			“I don’t serve civilians.”

			“Serve and protect, Lieutenant,” he reminded her. “Protect and serve.”

			“Bite me,” she mumbled under her breath and carried the coffee to Whitney’s desk.

			“We got ’em,” Feeney said.

			“Hold that call. What have you got?”

			“Me and the civilian here did some E-finessing. If only the budget could afford this boy.” With sincere affection, he slapped Roarke’s shoulder. “Devious mind and magic fingers. Ah well.”

			“Cut through the bullshit, Feeney, and give me some weight.”

			“Our suspect took diplomatic, public, and private shuttles—and the private transpo was buried deep—to Paris, to London, to Boston, and to New L.A. He was in those cities during the time of the unsolved murders preceding the ones here. He frequently travels to London, as you’d expect. Less frequently to Boston. For London he uses the diplomatic transpo. For Boston, public, though it’s first-class and pricey all the way. But for the West Coast, he went private, and alone. Two trips by this method, the first, one month before the murder of Susie Mannery, the second, two days before with a return the following day—the day after the murder. Same pattern on the other unsolveds.”

			He turned to Eve. “Bull’s-eye, kid.”

			Even with the added weight, it was almost midnight before Eve had the warrants in hand. Still, her earlier fatigue had burned away in a rush of adrenaline.

			“How did you know?” Roarke asked as she drove uptown. “Walk the civilian through it.”

			“It had to be one of them. The stationery was too pointed, too much there for it not to be. He used it purposefully, to bring himself into it. The attention, the amusement, the excitement. He needs that.”

			She swung in behind a Rapid Cab, and let the cabbie plow the road for her. “But he’d have to know there’d be others, in New York, viable suspects. So he wouldn’t have been the first to buy it. Smith was, and Smith would be easy to track. He’s public, and he likes to make a splash.”

			“Go on,” Roarke prompted.

			“There’s Elliot Hawthorne with his supply of the same paper.”

			“Speaking of him, he’s divorcing his current wife. Something about a tennis pro.”

			She took time to smirk. “Figured Hawthorne would get around to it. He was a toss in, never seriously on my list. Too old for the profile, and nothing there. No pop.”

			“But you still had to take the time to check him out, had to have him in the general mix. That would’ve pleased Renquist.”

			“There you go. Then Breen, sending him the paper, just added a nice touch for Renquist. Breen was the expert, and someone Renquist probably admired. A month’s pay says we find Breen’s books in Renquist’s office. He’s studied Breen, the work and the man.”

			“You never thought it was Breen.”

			“Didn’t fit. Arrogant enough, knowledgeable enough. But this isn’t a guy who hates or fears women.”

			She remembered his devastated face as she hammered at him, remembered the broken look in his eyes. She’d have to live with her part in putting it there.

			“He loves his wife, and that makes him a sap, not a murderer. He likes being at home with the kid. Probably he’d do it whatever the mother did. But I pushed him anyway, pushed him hard.”

			He heard the regret in her voice, and brushed a hand over her arm. “Why?”

			“In case I misjudged him. In case . . .” She blew out a breath and tried to let the guilt blow out with it. “In case I was wrong. I liked him, right off, the same way I didn’t like Renquist.”

			“So you worried part of it was personal for you.”

			“Some. And Breen could’ve been involved, that was an angle I had to factor in. He could’ve provided the killer with data, pooled all of it to put into his next book. How he acted and reacted, answered, didn’t answer, in interview mattered.”

			“He’ll get through it, Eve, or he won’t. It’s his wife who betrayed him, not you.”

			“Yeah, all I did was shatter his nice fantasy shield. Anyway, anyway. Renquist’s got a good line on Breen. I bet he knows about the wife’s sidepiece. I’ll double that bet and say we’ll find unregistered equipment in his office, equipment he’s used to research and track the other suspects. He lined them right up for me, the son of a bitch.”

			“I value my money too much to take that wager. Why not Carmichael Smith?”

			“Because he’s pitiful. He needs a woman to adore him, and tend to him. He doesn’t kill them or who’d rub his feet and stroke his head?”

			“I appreciate a good foot rub myself.”

			“Yeah.” She snorted. “Take a number.”

			He reached out to twist a lock of her shaggy hair around his finger, just to touch. And asked the next question just to keep her talking. “Fortney, then.”

			“Peabody’s favorite. Mostly she leaned toward him because he offended her sensibilities. She’s soft yet, you know.”

			“Yes. I know.”

			“She’ll keep some of that, the soft.” Eve tried not to think about the exam in the morning, and how much of Peabody’s ego and esteem was wrapped up in it. “That’s good,” she added. “It’s good she’s got the makeup to keep some of it. You get too hard, you stop feeling, then the job’s just being on the clock.”

			You’ve never stopped feeling, he thought. You never will. “You’re worried about her.”

			“I’m not.” She shot the words out, then hissed when he chuckled. “Okay, maybe I am. A little. Maybe I’m worried she’s so nervous and sweaty about this damn, stupid detective’s exam that she’ll blow it. Maybe I wish I’d waited another six months to put her up for it. If she blows it, it’s going to set her back—inside. It’s so fucking important to her.”

			“Wasn’t it to you?”

			“That was different. It was,” she said with conviction when he raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t going to blow it. I had more confidence in myself than she does. Had to. I didn’t have anything else.”

			She surprised herself by smiling, looking over at him. “Then.”

			It didn’t surprise her to feel his hand brush her cheek. “Enough mush. Back to Fortney. He clouded Peabody’s thinking. He’s a putz, and just not smart enough for this. Not an organized thinker, and not cold enough. Violent tendencies toward women, but a sock in the eye isn’t mutilation. You gotta be cold to mutilate. And brave, in a screwed-up way. Fortney’s not brave enough to go the whole route. For him, sex is his way of humiliating women. He bought the paper second, and I imagine that gave Renquist a smile—if he was following the purchases.”

			“And you believe he was.”

			She gazed at the rearview to make sure the team was still behind her. “Dead sure, and he likely did a search on Fortney and knew he’d be in New York during this period. Takes time to put on a show, months of lead time. Renquist didn’t plan this overnight.”

			“Keep going.”

			Roarke was keeping her talking, she realized, so she wouldn’t lose her temper and her patience with the traffic. Which was hideous. She toyed briefly with hitting the sirens and punching it. But that violated procedure. She’d do this straight, right down the line.

			“He needed time to scope out his targets, so you’ve got several weeks between him sending the paper to Breen and the first murder. The first in New York,” she amended. “We’re going to find more bodies, or what’s left of them, scattered over the planet, and possibly off.”

			“He’ll tell you,” Roarke deduced.

			“Oh yeah.” Her face was grim as she threaded through a narrow break between bumpers. “Once we get him in, he’ll tell us. He won’t be able to stop himself. He wants his place in the history books.”

			“And you’ll have yours. Care about it or not, Lieutenant,” Roarke said when she scowled. “You’ll have yours.”

			“Let’s stick with Renquist. He’s a perfectionist, and he’s had years of practice. In his work, within the image he’s built, he has to be discreet, diplomatic, often subservient. And this goes against the grain, day after day. At heart, he’s an exhibitionist, a man who finds himself above others—even as he’s been hammered down by females all his life. Women are inferior, yet they have power over him, so they have to be punished. He hates us, and killing us is his greatest joy, his finest accomplishment.”

			“You were going to be his last.”

			She glanced over, saw him watching her. “Yeah, he’d have gotten around to me, later rather than sooner because he’d want to string this out. I saw it in his eyes the first time I met him. Just an instant. Couldn’t stand the son of a bitch. I wanted it to be him.”

			She pulled up in front of the Renquist home, and the search team pulled up behind her. “This is going to be fun.”

			She waited for Feeney, let the team file in behind. Home security scanned her badge, then the warrant, before shifting to a holding pattern. Within two minutes, the housekeeper, in a long black robe, opened the door.

			“I’m sorry,” she began, “there must be some mistake—”

			“This warrant authorizes me and my team to enter this residence and conduct a search thereof. I am also authorized to arrest Niles Renquist on multiple counts of suspicion of murder in the first degree, and a count of first-degree assault with intent. Is Mr. Renquist on the premises?”

			“No, he’s away on business.” She looked more baffled than annoyed. “I’ll need to ask you to wait here while I inform Mrs. Renquist of these . . . circumstances.”

			Eve held up the warrants again. “These mean I don’t have to wait. But go right ahead and tell her we’re here. After you direct me to Mr. Renquist’s home office.”

			“I’m not . . . I can hardly take the responsibility for—”

			“It’s my responsibility.” She signaled the team behind her to enter. “Split into groups of two. I want a complete and thorough room-by-room. All recorders on. The office?” she said to the housekeeper.

			“It’s on the second level, but—”

			“You’re going to want to lead the way, Stevens, then step back. You don’t want a part of this.”

			Without waiting for the housekeeper, Eve started up the staircase. Stevens came after her in a trot. “If you’d just let me wake Mrs. Renquist and inform her—”

			“As soon as you show me his office.”

			“It’s the last door, on the right. But it’s secured.”

			“You got the code?”

			She pokered up then, struggling for dignity as she stood in her nightrobe surrounded by cops. “Only Mr. Renquist has the code. It’s his personal office, and he handles sensitive material. As an official of the British government—”

			“Yeah, yeah, blah blah.” Eve decided she’d been right. This was fun. “My warrant gives me the right to open this door, with or without the code.” She pulled out her master. “I am employing that authorization at this time, and using a police master code to disengage the subject’s security on this door.”

			The housekeeper turned and fled up to the third floor. Mrs. Renquist, Eve thought, was about to get a rude awakening.

			She used the master, and wasn’t the least surprised to find the police code denied.

			“He’s taken extra precautions.” She looked over her shoulder at Roarke. “At this time I find it necessary and expedient to employ alternate methods. If the electronic experts on team are unable to disengage locks, I will utilize the battering ram.”

			“Let’s have a look first,” Feeney suggested, and Eve deliberately turned her recorder away so that it wouldn’t show Roarke crouching down with burglar tools in his hands.

			“Feeney, I’m going to need you to confiscate all security discs. I suspect the subject doctored them, so that he wasn’t scanned when he left the house for the murders and attack.”

			“If he did, we’ll find the shadows.” He tracked his gaze toward Roarke and had to bite down on a grin. Magic hands he thought again.

			“I want all ’links and transmission devices as well.” She didn’t look at Roarke, kept her back to him. But her mind was muttering: Hurry up, damn it, hurry up. I can’t stall much longer.

			“Lieutenant,” Roarke said a moment later, “I believe the locks are now disengaged.”

			“Good.” She turned back. “We’re now entering the private home office of Niles Renquist.” She opened the door, called for lights on full, then took a deep breath. “Let’s get to work.”

			The room was meticulously organized, even elegant in its choice of furnishings and decor. The antique desk held modern communication and data equipment, and what she concluded, after a puzzled study, was an old silver ink well and quill. There was a leather-bound notebook, an electronic calendar, and deeply cushioned chairs in dark, masculine green.

			There was a neat black-and-white bath attached with the towels perfectly aligned on the rack.

			He would wash up there after the murders, she presumed. She could see him perfectly, cleaning, grooming, watching himself in the long mirrors that shone on the walls.

			She turned back, mentally measuring the room, and gestured to what looked to be a closet door.

			“There. Five gets you ten his unregistered’s in there.”

			She crossed the room, found the door locked. Rather than waste time, she waved to Roarke, then planted her feet at the sound of rushing footsteps.

			With a pale peach robe swirling around her, Pamela Renquist rushed into the room. Her face was naked of enhancements, and looked older than it had. Her color was high, her teeth were already peeled back in a snarl.

			“This is outrageous! This is criminal. I want you, all of you, out of my home immediately! I’m calling the ambassador, I’m calling the consulate, and your superiors.”

			“Be my guest,” Eve invited, and all but slapped the warrant in her face. “I have all the proper authorization for this search, and I will complete same with or without your cooperation.”

			“We’ll see about that.” She started to march to the desk, and Eve blocked her. “You won’t be able to use this ’link, or any of the house ’links until the search is complete. If you wish to make a call or send a transmission, you are restricted to the use of your personal ’links, in the company of a duly authorized officer. Where is your husband, Mrs. Renquist?”

			“Go to hell.”

			“He’s going to beat me there, I promise you.”

			She caught the signal from Roarke out of the corner of her eye, and moved over to the unlocked door. She opened it.

			“Well, well, well, what have we here. A little hidey-hole, complete with data and communication center. We’re going to find this is unregistered, Feeney. And look at all these discs. Renquist is a big fan of Thomas A. Breen, and his ilk. All these books and data on serial killers tucked in here.”

			“It’s hardly against the law, even in this country, to have a private space, and to own books on any subject.” But Pamela was losing her furious color.

			Eve eased farther in, and opened a barrel-shaped leather bag. “Not against the law to own surgical tools either, but it sure is funny. I’m sure he cleaned these very well, but I just bet we find traces of Jacie Wooton’s blood on them.”

			She opened a long cupboard, felt her own blood pump when she studied the collection of wigs, the black cape, the city employee uniform, and other costumes. “Niles likes to play dress up?”

			She booted a container of plaster with her toe. “And does his own home improvements, too. A real Renaissance man.”

			Opening a drawer, she felt a little hitch in her heart. Then reached in with a sealed hand and picked up a gold band, set with five small sapphires.

			“Lois Gregg’s ring,” she murmured. “I think her family will want this back.”

			“Got another of that sick bastard’s souvenirs.”

			Eve turned, saw Feeney’s face was white. He held the lid of a portable cold box, and she knew before he spoke what was inside.

			“Looks like we found the rest of Jacie Wooton.” Feeney breathed slowly through his teeth. “Son of a bitch has it labeled, for sweet Christ’s sake.”

			Eve made herself look, made herself take the step over and look down into the container where the icy steam was already dissipating. Within was a clear, sealed bag, with its horror meticulously labeled:

			
				WHORE

			

			She whirled around quickly and caught the expression on Pamela’s face. “You knew. Part of you knew, and you covered for him. Don’t want any scandal, don’t want any smudges on your perfect little world.”

			“That’s ridiculous. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” There was a green tinge to her skin now, as she stepped back from the closet and its awful contents. But her chin stayed high and firm, and her tone dismissive.

			“Yes, you do. You know what goes on in your house. You make it your business to know. Why don’t you take a closer look.” Eve took her arm, gave it a little tug, though she had no intention of letting her into the closet. “Get a good up-close at what Niles has been up to. And think about when it might have been your turn. Or your daughter’s.”

			“You’re out of your mind. Take your hand off me. I’m a British citizen. I’m not under your aegis.”

			“You’re hip-deep in my aegis, Pam.” She stepped just a little closer. “I’m going to put him away. That’s priority. And after I’ve got him in a cage, I’m going to make it my mission in life to get you on accessory.”

			“You have no right to speak to me that way. In my own home. When I’m finished with you—”

			“We’ll see who finishes. Feeney, get her out of here. House arrest, female guard. She gets one call.”

			“Don’t you touch me. Don’t you dare put your hands on me. I’m not leaving this room until I’m satisfied every one of you has forfeited your badge.”

			Eve tucked her thumbs in her pockets, stood with hip thrust out, and hoped. “You go voluntarily with Captain Feeney, or I add resisting and have you forcibly restrained.”

			Pamela’s hand swung out. It was a girl move, and one Eve could easily have dodged or deflected. But she let it land, and got her wish. “I was so hoping for that. There’s resisting and assaulting an officer. You just made my night.” In a quick move, Eve had her restraints out. As Pamela blustered, she spun the woman around, jerked her arms back, and cuffed her.

			“Have her transported to Central,” Eve told Feeney. “Booked on resisting and assaulting an officer. She can stay in a box until we’re through here.”

			Pamela kicked, swore with a vehemence and creativity that had Eve’s eyebrows lifting. “I like her better that way.” Rolling her shoulders as Feeney muscled Pamela out, Eve turned to Roarke. “I need to verify that this is unregistered equipment, which gives me another nice ball to add to the weight against Renquist. And I need all data contained within. What are you grinning at, pal?”

			“You baited her so she’d take that swipe at you.”

			“So?”

			“So I’m surprised you didn’t take her out yourself.”

			“She’s small change. I’m going to pocket that change before I’m done, but I want him first. I’m going to update the commander.” She pulled out her communicator. “Get me that data.”

			Within fifteen minutes she had an all-points out on Renquist and was reading over Roarke’s shoulder.

			“It’s all here,” she noted. “Carefully logged. His travel, his trolling, his selection. Every victim, with chosen method. Tools, wardrobe.”

			“You’ll notice he has quite a file on you, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah, I can read.”

			“And,” Roarke continued in that same cool tone, “that he intended you to be his crescendo. Using Peter Brent’s cop-killing method. Long-range laser blaster.”

			“Which means he’s got one in here. Better find it.”

			“And him. I want him now, as much as you.”

			She shifted her gaze, met his. “It’s not personal.” She waited a beat, shrugged. “Okay, what is it you say to crap like that? Bollocks. It’s personal, but it can wait. I’m not next on his list.”

			She looked back to the screen. “Katie Mitchell, West Village. CPA. Twenty-eight, divorced, no kids. Lives alone, works primarily out of her loft. He’s got everything on her. Height, weight, habits, routines, even her fucking shopping preferences. Stores, purchases. He’s a thorough bastard. He’s looking to do a Marsonini on her.”

			“Gain initial entrance by posing as a client,” Roarke said. “Clone security. Enter again, when the victim is sleeping. Restrain, torture, rape, and mutilate, leaving a single red rose on the pillow beside them.”

			“Marsonini got six women with that method between the late winter of 2023 and the spring of 2024. All brunettes, like Mitchell, all home workers, all between the ages of twenty-six and twenty-nine. All bearing a slight resemblance to his older sister who had, reputedly, sexually and physically abused him in childhood.”

			She straightened. “We’ll get this Katie Mitchell under wraps. If we don’t find Renquist within the next forty-eight hours, he’s going to find us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			There was no choice but to risk going directly to Katie Mitchell’s apartment. If Renquist had it staked, it would spook him, but Eve couldn’t risk a life.

			If he bolted, she’d hunt him down.

			With help from EDD, she had a list of residents and a layout of the building where Mitchell had her third-floor loft. She left Feeney in charge of the ongoing search of Renquist’s home, and took Roarke along.

			For ballast, she told him.

			“You’re too good to me, darling. Really, I’ll get spoiled.”

			“Fat chance. Anyway, you’ve got a good touch with women.”

			“Now I’m blushing.”

			“I’m going to laugh my ass off any minute, then where will I sit? This woman may become hysterical. You’re better with hysterical females than I am.”

			“Excuse me, did you say something? I was busy thinking about your ass.”

			She whipped her vehicle up a ramp and squeezed it into a second-level spot a half block from Mitchell’s loft. “I’m sure that’s entertaining—”

			“You have no idea.”

			“But let’s try to keep to the program. It’s possible if we go in as a couple, straight in, he won’t make me if he’s staking out the building. I don’t think he’s around tonight. I think he’s in some bolt-hole, putting it all together. Odds are we’ve got time, but I can’t be sure. Marsonini always hit his victims between two and three A.M. We’re plenty early if he’s marked her for tonight. But I want us to walk straight to the building, and in. How fast can you get through the security?”

			“Time me.”

			“Let’s move.”

			“I think you should hold my hand,” he said as they started down the ramp. “You’ll look less like a cop.”

			“Take the left.” She switched sides with him. “I want my weapon hand free.”

			“Naturally.” Even as he gave her arm a playful little swing, he saw her eyes, those cop’s eyes, tracking, scanning, dissecting every shadow. “I’ll need my hands free at the door. You could ease behind me. It wouldn’t hurt to give my butt an affectionate little pat.”

			“What for?”

			“Because I like it.”

			She ignored that, but did move behind him slightly as they climbed the short flight of steps to the building’s entrance.

			“It’s cooled off considerably. I think we’re done with the worst of the heat for the year.”

			“Hmm. Maybe.”

			“Why don’t you lean in a bit, nuzzle my neck?”

			“For cover, or because you like it?”

			“As a kind of reward,” he said and opened the door.

			She hadn’t even seen him finesse the lock. “You’re pretty fucking slick,” she commented and stepped in ahead of him.

			She walked straight back to the steps rather than hassle with the elevator’s security system. That would open, once cleared, directly into Mitchell’s loft. Less traumatizing, Eve hoped, to knock on the hall door on the third level, and gain admittance that way.

			“His log shows an appointment with her here, this afternoon,” Eve continued. “That tells me he’s already bunged up her loft security, and plans to move in tonight, tomorrow latest. I need to get her out, but I don’t want cops around yet. We’ll set up a unit in the morning, early.” She knocked on the door, held up her badge, then turned to smile at Roarke.

			“So I’m giving her to you. You’ll transport her to Central, and she’ll be transferred to a safe house until this goes down.”

			“And you plan to stay here tonight, alone? I don’t think so.”

			“I outrank you.”

			Eve heard the click of the speaker engage, and the puzzled Yes? that came through it.

			“Police, Ms. Mitchell. We need to speak with you.”

			“What’s this about?”

			“I’d like to come in.”

			“It’s nearly midnight.” Katie opened the door a crack. “Is something wrong? Has there been a break-in?”

			“I’d like to discuss this inside.”

			She studied Eve’s badge again, then glanced at Roarke. The double take was almost comical. “I know you.” It was reverent. “Oh my God.”

			“Ms. Mitchell.” Eve had to order herself not to act annoyed as Katie brushed at her hair with her hand. “May we come in?”

			“Um. Yes. Okay. I was just going to bed,” she said, apology in her voice as she tugged at the belt of a thin pink robe. “I wasn’t expecting . . . anybody.”

			The living area was spacious and simple, with an opening on one side through which Eve could see a small bedroom. And through the opening on the other side was a larger, professional-looking office.

			A long, galley-style kitchen was behind a low wall. She imagined the other door, which was discreetly closed, led to the bath.

			Good windows, probably let in considerable light during the day, she judged. Two exits, including the elevator.

			“Ms. Mitchell, you had an appointment today with this man.”

			Eve took a photo of Renquist from her bag.

			“No,” Katie said after a quick look. Her gaze went back to, and held on Roarke’s face. “Would you like to sit down?”

			“Would you please look at this picture again, more carefully, and tell me if this man was your three o’clock appointment this afternoon.”

			“My three o’clock? No, he was . . . oh, wait. It is Mr. Marsonini. But he had red hair. Long red hair done in a braid. And he wore these little blue sunshades the entire time. A little affected, I thought, but he was Italian.”

			“Was he?”

			“Yes. He had a really charming accent. He’s relocating here, from Rome, though he’ll still have some business interests in Europe. He’s in oil. Olive oil. He needs a personal accountant to work with his corporate people. Oh my. Has something happened to him? Is that why you’re here?”

			“No.” She was measuring Katie as she’d measured the loft. As she’d concluded from the data and ID picture, Katie Mitchell was the same general build and coloring as Peabody. That might come in handy.

			“Ms. Mitchell, this man’s name isn’t Marsonini. It’s Renquist, and he’s suspected of murdering at least five women.”

			“Oh, you must be mistaken. Mr. Marsonini was perfectly charming. I spent nearly two hours with him today.”

			“There’s no mistake. Posing as a potential client, Renquist gained entrance to this loft for the purposes of cloning your security, having personal contact with you, and assuring himself that you did, still, live alone. Which I assume you do.”

			“Well, yes, but—”

			“He has stalked you for some time, as is his pattern with his victims, gathering information on your routines and habits. He intends to enter this residence within the next forty-eight hours, most likely when you’re sleeping. He would then restrain you, rape and torture you before using your own kitchen utensils to mutilate and kill you in the most painful way he could devise.”

			Eve listened to the little choked sound that creaked in Katie’s throat, then watched the brunette’s eyes roll back in her head.

			“All yours,” she said as Roarke swore and stepped in to catch Katie before she toppled over.

			“You could have done that in a more sensitive and delicate way.”

			“Sure. But this was quicker. When she comes to, she can pack what she needs. Then you get her out.”

			He hefted Katie, headed with her to a sofa. “You’re not staying here alone and waiting for him to come hunting.”

			“That’s my job,” she began. “But I’m calling for backup.”

			“Call for it now, and I’ll have her out of your way inside twenty minutes.”

			“Deal.”

			She pulled out her communicator and prepared to set up the next stage of her operation.

			She spent the hours until dawn sitting in the dark, waiting. A surveillance vehicle sat outside, and two armed uniforms were stationed in the living area of the Mitchell apartment. But the watch team had its orders.

			Renquist, when he came, was hers.

			And he sat in his quiet room in a small apartment on the edge of the Village. He’d decorated it carefully, selecting each piece so that it would have a European feel, and a rich one, rich and colorful and sexy.

			So unlike the cool, stagnant home he shared with his wife when he was Niles.

			When he was in this warm, deeply toned room, he was Victor Clarence. A small, amusing joke and a play on His Royal Highness Prince Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence, who some credited with the Ripper murders of Whitechapel.

			Renquist liked to believe it, enjoyed the notion of a killer prince. He considered himself no less.

			A prince among men. A king among killers.

			And like that famed stylist of death, he would never be caught. But he was more than his prototypes. Because he would never stop.

			He drank a brandy and smoked a thin cigar laced with just a whiff of Zoner. He loved these times alone, the quiet, reflective times when all the preparation was done.

			He was pleased he’d decided to feign a business trip, to get away on his own for a few days. Pamela was irritating him more than usual with her long, speculative stares, her pointed questions.

			Who was she to question him, to look at him?

			If she only knew how many times he’d imagined killing her. The many and creative ways he’d devised. She’d run screaming. The image of his cold and rigid wife running for her life made him chuckle.

			Of course, he would never do it. It would bring it all too close to home, and he was no fool. Pamela was safe simply because he was stuck with her. Besides, if he killed her, who would handle all the annoying details of his social life?

			No, it was enough just to have these periodic rests from her, and the female she’d saddled him with. Irritating, sneaky little brat. Children were, as he’d learned from his dear old nanny, meant to be neither seen nor heard.

			If they rebelled or failed to obey smartly, they were to be put somewhere, in the dark. Where they were no longer seen, where they couldn’t be heard no matter how loud they screamed.

			Oh yes, he remembered—remembered the dark room. Nanny Gable had had a way about her. He would like to kill her, slowly, painfully, while she screamed and screamed as he’d once done.

			But that wouldn’t be wise. Like Pamela, she was safe because he was stuck with her.

			In any case, she’d taught him, hadn’t she? Nanny Gable had certainly taught him. Children were meant to be raised by someone paid and paid well to discipline and tutor. Not that the sly little Italian thing disciplined his girl. Spoiled her, coddled her. But she was convenient. Her fear and loathing of him gave him such a rush of pleasure.

			Everything in his life had finally fallen into place. He was respected, admired, obeyed. He was comfortable financially, and had an active and rarified social life. He had a wife who presented the proper image, and a young mistress who was just fearful enough to do anything, absolutely anything, he required.

			And he had the most fascinating and entertaining hobby.

			Years of study, of planning, of strategy. Of practice. It was all coming to fruition now in ways even he hadn’t anticipated. How could he have known how much fun it would be to assume the guise of one of his heroes, and follow in their bloody footsteps?

			Men who took charge, who took life. Who did what they wished to women because they understood, as others couldn’t, that women needed to be debased, hurt, killed. They asked for death with their first breath.

			Trying to run the world. Trying to run him.

			He took a slow drag of the cigar, letting the Zoner calm him before one of his rages could take over. It wasn’t the time for rage, but for cool, calculating action.

			He worried that he’d been too clever. But really, could one be too clever? Some might consider it a mistake to have deliberately put himself forward as a suspect. But it was so much more satisfying, so much more exciting that way. It allowed him to participate on two levels and made it all so intimate.

			In a way, he’d already fucked the whore cop. What a thrill it was to watch her scramble around, unable to outthink him, to anticipate him. Being forced to come to him and apologize. He hugged himself as he played that scene over in his head. Oh, that had been a moment.

			Selecting Eve Dallas had been a brilliant stroke, if he did say so himself. And oh, he did.

			A man wouldn’t have given him nearly the same buzz. But a woman, a woman who like most of her kind considered herself superior to a man simply because she could trap him between her legs. That added spice to the brew.

			He could think about choking her, beating her, raping her, gutting her even as she watched him with those cool, flat eyes.

			He would never have known the same level of excitement with a male adversary.

			She would be punished, of course, when she failed to stop him. When others were killed, as the accountant bitch would be killed. The lieutenant would be punished and disciplined by her superiors, as it should be.

			And she would suffer, never knowing who’d bested her, she would suffer until the laser blast struck her in the back of the head.

			If only he could find a way to let her know, to tell her, reveal himself to her an instant before her death. Then it would be perfect.

			There was time, of course, to work that out.

			Content, he settled into bed, to dream his terrible dreams.

			They had obviously been off by a night, Eve thought, as she set up the morning briefing in her home office with a small, tight team. She didn’t want to risk Central, or a larger operation. A leak, even a trickle might send Renquist into the wind. Now they could tighten the trap so he’d never get away.

			She used her board, the wall screens, and one of Roarke’s new toys, a portable holo-unit.

			“We’ll have units set here, and here.” She highlighted the map on-screen with a laser pointer. “They are for observation only. I want to take Renquist inside the loft where he can be contained and no civilians are at risk. We moved Mitchell’s across-the-hall neighbor out at oh seven hundred on the pretext of a broken water pipe. The cooperation of the building super is ensured and we’ve got him under wraps in case he gets an itch to share any of this with the media. The empty loft will be Observation Post C.”

			She highlighted the third floor of the building blueprint on the second screen. “We’re installing cameras. The loft will be under constant observation. It’s unlikely Renquist will use the elevator, but we’ll have cameras there as well. And once he’s inside the loft, the power to the elevator will be shut down, giving him only one exit. A team will move in to block that exit, another will be set on the street below in case he decides to take a header from the windows.”

			“Rat in a trap,” Feeney commented.

			“That’s the idea. I’ll be inside the loft, as will Officer Peabody, who will be briefed when her examination is finished. Captain Feeney will run electronics from Mitchell’s home office inside the loft, and Detective McNab will head Observation Post C.”

			She ordered up the holo and brought a scaled-down version of the Mitchell loft into her office. “Memorize it,” she ordered. “Officer Peabody will be decoy. She and the target are approximately the same size and coloring. She’ll be in the bed here, I’ll be posted in this closet. Getting Renquist in the bedroom is optimum. No windows, no escape route.”

			“He’ll be armed,” McNab put in.

			She nodded, noting the worry in his eyes. That was the trouble, she thought, when a cop fell for another cop. “So will we. It’s possible he’ll bring his own blades, or that he’ll detour into the kitchen first to avail himself of Mitchell’s kitchen stock. He may have a blaster or another weapon, though he has yet to utilize one. We will go into this assuming he’s armed, as Marsonini habitually carried a blaster or stunner, and act accordingly.”

			She waited a beat. “We’re working on finding him before tonight. He’s in the city, and as he’s emulating Marsonini, it’s likely he’s settled in somewhere near his target’s home. Marsonini habitually had a good meal, with wine, on the evening before a murder. He dressed well, generally in suits by Italian designers, and carried his tools in an expensive briefcase. He did his work to opera, again Italian. He spoke with an accent, though it was affected as he was born in St. Louis. History, details, and a complete bio of this subject are in your packs.”

			She waited again while members of the team shuffled and took out the bio. “Renquist will become Marsonini, attempt and likely succeed in copying his mannerisms, habits, and routines. You also have, in your packs, the projected image of how he’ll look wearing the long red hair and sunshades. Now let’s go over the details. If Renquist follows this pattern, this is going down tonight.”

			She spent another hour before dismissing her team. Since she’d seen McNab look at his purple-banded wrist unit three times during the briefing, she held him back.

			“She’s got another two hours. You’d better chill.”

			“Sorry. She was just so wigged this morning. She’s going into the sims now. She keeps choking on the sims.”

			“If she chokes, she’s not ready to make the grade. The timing blows on this, McNab, but the fact is we’ve got a lot more at stake here than Peabody getting her detective shield.”

			“I know it. She’s so damn worried about letting you down she’s turned her guts inside out.”

			“Jesus. It’s not about me.”

			He pressed his lips together as if wrestling with a decision, then shrugged. “Yeah, it is. Sure it is. A big part of it. I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but I figure you gotta know so if she messes up on this, you can handle it. Handle her.”

			“She better handle herself. She’s going straight into this op when she’s done, and she won’t have the results. She better handle herself, and do the job.”

			He slipped his hands into his pockets and gave Eve a cheeky grin. “See, you know just how to handle her.”

			“Get out of here.”

			She sat on the corner of the desk for a moment, to clear Peabody out of her head. It was one thing to be responsible for lives, for justice. But it was a hell of a kick in the ass to be told you had somebody’s psyche in your hands.

			How the hell had it gotten there?

			“Lieutenant?” Roarke stood in the doorway of their adjoining offices, watching her. “A minute of your time.”

			“Yeah.” She rose to walk into the simulation of the Mitchell bedroom again, judging distances, angles, moves. “That’s about all I’ve got for you. We could take him on the street,” she said half to herself. “But Marsonini carried a blaster or stunner, so Renquist will have a blaster or stunner. If he gets to it, starts popping off heat . . . maybe some idiot civilian gets in the way. Potential hostage. Better do it inside. Contained and controlled inside. No place to run, no civilian targets. It should be cleaner inside.”

			She looked over, shrugged when she realized she’d walked in and out of the holographic bedroom closet. “Sorry.”

			“It’s not a problem. You’re worried because Peabody will be in the bed, in the open.”

			“She can take care of herself.”

			“So she can. But the fact that you’re worried should help you understand I’ve some concerns of my own. So I’m asking you to let me in on this operation.”

			Deliberately she cocked her brow. “Asking? Me? Why don’t you just go to your good pal Jack, or your buddy Ryan?”

			“One tries to learn by one’s mistakes.”

			“Does one?”

			“I want to be there for several reasons, and one is because it’s become personal for you. It’s trickier when it’s personal.”

			She turned back. “End hologram program. Screens off.” There was cold coffee on her desk. She picked up the cup, put it down. Then found herself reaching for the little statue of the goddess Peabody’s mother had given her.

			“It’s not the notes. They’re just irritating on a personal level, and helpful otherwise. It’s not the fact that he’s marked me as a future target. That goes with the territory. It’s not even that he’s a vicious, arrogant, sick son of a bitch. You get that all the time. It was watching Marlene Cox fighting to come back, and more than that, seeing her mother will her back. Sitting beside that hospital bed, reading to her, holding her hand, talking to her, believing—refusing not to believe because she loved her more than . . . Well, more than anything.”

			She set the statue down again. “The way the mother looked at me, with this utter faith that I’d make it right. In my line, you’re almost always trying to make it right for the dead. But Marlene’s alive. So it’s personal. It got turned on me, and yeah, it’s trickier when it’s personal.”

			“Can you use me?”

			“Slick operator like you? Don’t see why not. I’ll give you a ride into Central. You can report to Feeney in EDD.”

			Her first task at Central was to arrange for Pamela Renquist to be brought to an interview room. Renquist’s high-priced lawyers were already working on her release. Eve would consider herself lucky to hold the woman another twelve hours.

			Pamela came in without her attorney, but wearing her own clothes rather than prison garb. Used her pull for her priority, Eve assumed and gestured to the table.

			“I’ve agreed to speak with you, and alone, because I don’t want to give you the importance of my attorneys.” Pamela sat, brushed at her soft, silk pants. “I’ll be released shortly, and have already instructed my attorneys to initiate suit against you for harassment, false arrest and imprisonment, and slander.”

			“Gosh, I’m in big trouble now. Tell me where he is, Pam, and we’ll end this without anyone else getting hurt.”

			“First, I don’t appreciate your familiar form of address.”

			“Gee, now you hurt my feelings.”

			“Secondly,” Pamela continued in a voice iced as February, “my husband is in London on business, and when he returns he will use all his influence to destroy you.”

			“Hey, here’s a flash for you: Your husband is in New York City, finalizing his preparation to kill a female accountant using the method of Enrico Marsonini, who was infamous for the rape and torture of his victims before he cut them to pieces. He always took a finger or toe with him, as a kind of door prize.”

			“You’re disgusting.”

			“I’m disgusting.” Eve let out a baffled laugh. “You are some piece of work. To continue. Following the pattern of his latest mentor, Niles visited his intended victim in her home yesterday afternoon.”

			Pamela curled her fingers, examined her manicure. “That’s preposterous.”

			“You know it’s not. You know that your husband, the father of your child, the man you live with, is a psychopath. You’ve smelled the blood on him, haven’t you, Pam? You’ve seen what he is when you look at his face. You have a daughter. Isn’t it time for you to protect her?”

			Pamela’s gaze flashed up, and a hint of rage eked through. “My daughter is none of your concern.”

			“And apparently none of yours, either. I sent a child liaison officer to your home last evening. Rose, along with Sophia DiCarlo, has been taken into protective custody. The reason this is news to you is that you haven’t bothered contacting your daughter since you were brought in yesterday.”

			“You had no right to remove my daughter from my home.”

			“I do. But it was the liaison who opted to do so after speaking with her and her au pair, and other members of your staff. If you want your daughter back, it’s time to step away from the madman and stand with them against him. It’s time to shield your child.”

			The rage, that tiny hint of emotion, was iced over again. “Lieutenant Dallas, my husband is an important man. Within a year, he will be named the new British Ambassador to Spain. It’s been promised to us. You will not besmirch his reputation or mine with your horrendous and ugly fantasies.”

			“Go down with him then. It’s a nice bonus for me.” Eve rose, paused. “Eventually, he’d have done you, and your daughter. He wouldn’t have been able to stop himself. You’re not going to Spain, Pam, but wherever you end up, you’re going to have plenty of time to think about the fact that I saved your worthless life.”

			She walked over, gave the steel-reinforced panel two hard thuds. “On the door,” she called, and walked away.

			She was heading back to her office when she heard herself being hailed. Eve kept walking, and let Peabody catch up.

			“Dallas. Sir. Lieutenant!”

			“There’s paperwork in your cube. Deal with it. In my office in ten for a briefing. We head out in thirty.”

			“Sir, I’ve already been informed about the op. McNab nipped over to meet me when I came out of exam.”

			Good, Eve thought. Good for him. But she kept her cop scowl in place. “The fact that Detective Moron bypassed procedure does not negate the necessity for your briefing.”

			“He wouldn’t have had to tell me if you had.”

			It was the mutter that did it. Eve swung into Homicide. “My office. Now.”

			“You put the thumb on Renquist last night.” Peabody trotted behind Eve. “I should have been called in for the search. You bypassed procedure.”

			Eve shoved her door closed. “Are you questioning my methods or my authority, Officer?”

			“Your methods, Lieutenant. Sort of. I mean, jeez. If he’d been home last night, you’d have him, and I’d’ve missed it. As your aide—”

			“As my aide you do what you’re told when you’re told. If you’re dissatisfied with this arrangement, put it in writing and file it.”

			“You worked the case last night without me. You held an op briefing this morning without me. The exam shouldn’t have taken priority over my involvement in this case.”

			“I decide what takes priority. It’s done. If you have any more bitching and complaining to do about this matter, I repeat, do so in writing and file it through the proper channels.”

			Peabody’s chin jutted up. “I have no wish to file a complaint, Lieutenant.”

			“Your choice. Complete the paperwork on your desk. Meet me in the garage in twenty-five. You’ll be briefed en route.”

			It was going to be a long day, Eve imagined, as she walked through Katie Mitchell’s loft, just as she’d walked through the hologram. And a long night.

			Wherever Renquist had tucked himself, he’d done a good job of it.

			Your move, she thought, and gulped down more coffee.

			She’d thrown a net over every hotel in the sector, but she hadn’t found him. Even while she paced the loft, the search was widening.

			She stepped up to the doorway of the office where Roarke and Feeney worked.

			“Nothing,” Roarke said, sensing her. “It’s more likely he’s using a private residence. Short-term rental. We’re searching that area.”

			She checked her wrist unit once more. There were hours yet, and she couldn’t risk going in and out of the building. She walked back to the kitchen, poked at Mitchell’s AutoChef.

			“Restless?” Roarke said from behind her.

			“I hate the waiting, doing nothing but going over and over it in my head. Makes me antsy.”

			He leaned down to kiss the back of her head. “So does having a spat with Peabody.”

			“Why do men always say women have spats? Men don’t have spats. It’s a stupid, weenie word.”

			He rubbed her shoulders. Because they were like rock, he made a mental note to schedule a relaxation treatment for her. Whether she liked it or not. “Why don’t you ask her how the exam went?”

			“She wants me to know, she’ll tell me.”

			He leaned down closer, brushing his lips over her hair, then speaking directly into her ear. “She thinks she tanked it.”

			“Shit.” Eve fisted her hands. “Shit, fuck, damn.” She swung to the freezer, sorted through it, and confiscated a quart of Strawberry Fields Frozen Dessert.

			She found a spoon, stuck it in, then marched off toward the bedroom.

			“There’s my girl,” Roarke murmured.

			Peabody sat on the edge of the bed, studying the morning briefing on her PPC. She glanced up when Eve entered, nearly had her sulky look in place when she spotted the quart of ice cream.

			“Here.” Eve shoved it into her hand. “Eat this and stop pouting. I need you at a hundred percent.”

			“It’s just . . . I think I fucked up, really bad.”

			“I don’t want you to think. You put it out of your mind, all the way. You have to be focused. You can’t afford to miss a move, miss a signal. In a few hours, you’re going to be lying in that bed, in the dark. When he comes in, his whole purpose will be to kill you. He’ll be wearing night-vision goggles. He likes to work in the dark. He’ll see you, but you won’t see him. Until we make the move, you won’t see him. So you can’t fuck that up, or you’re going to get hurt. You get hurt, you’ll really piss me off.”

			“I’m sorry about this afternoon.” Peabody shoved in the strawberry ice cream. “I had myself all worked up. I’d kicked my own ass as many times as I could on the way back from the exam. I just needed to kick somebody else’s. And I started thinking, if you’d just called me in I wouldn’t have taken that stupid, goddamn exam.”

			“You did take it. And tomorrow you’ll know the results. Now put it aside and do the job.”

			“I will.” She held out a spoonful of ice cream to Eve.

			Taking it, Eve sampled. “Christ. That’s just horrible.”

			“I think it’s pretty good.” More cheerful, Peabody took the spoon back and dug in for more. “You’re just spoiled because you get the real thing now. Thanks for not being mad at me anymore.”

			“Who says I’m not? If I liked you, I’d have sent somebody out for real ice cream instead of stealing a civilian’s frozen crap.”

			Peabody just smiled, and licked the spoon.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			He’d be getting dressed now, Eve figured, as she looked out through the privacy-screened windows of Mitchell’s loft. It would be full dark soon. Marsonini had always had a long, leisurely meal, with two glasses of wine, before a kill. Always an upscale restaurant, booking a corner table.

			He could spend two, even three hours over it. Savoring the food, sipping the wine. Ending with coffee and dessert. A man who enjoyed the finer things.

			Renquist would appreciate that.

			Eve could see him now, in her mind’s eye. Buttoning a perfectly white, bespoke shirt. Watching his own fingers in the mirror. It would be a good room, well appointed. He wouldn’t tolerate anything but the best—as Renquist or Marsonini.

			A silk tie. Probably a silk tie. He’d like the way it felt in his fingers as he slipped it on, as he finessed the perfect knot.

			He would take it off after his victim was subdued and restrained. Carefully hanging every article of clothing to avoid creasing. He wouldn’t want creases any more than bloodstains.

			But for now, he’d enjoy the act of dressing well, of good material against his skin, and the anticipation of the food and wine, and what followed it.

			She could see him, Renquist, turning himself into Marsonini. Grooming the long red hair that was his pride and his vanity. Would Renquist see Marsonini’s face in the mirror now? She imagined he would. The darker complexion, the less even features, the fuller mouth, the pale, pale eyes that would peer out from behind tinted shades. He would need to see it or the night wouldn’t have the same flavor.

			Now the jacket. Something in light gray, maybe, perhaps with a faint pinstripe. A good summer suit for a man of discriminating tastes. Then the lightest splash of cologne.

			He would check his briefcase. Take a long breath to draw in the scent of the leather. Would he take out all of his tools? Probably. He would run his hands along the lengths of rope. Thin, strong rope that would leave painful grooves in his victim’s flesh.

			He loved the thought of their pain. Then the ball gag. He preferred the humiliation of that over cloth. The condoms, for his own safety and protection. The thin cigars and slim gold lighter. He enjoyed a good smoke nearly as much as burning those tiny circles into his victim’s skin and watching the agony scream in their eyes. The little antique bottle he’d filled with alcohol, to pour over the wounds for that extra panache.

			A retractable bat, honed steel. Strong enough to break bones, shatter cartilage. And phallic enough to suit another purpose should he be in the mood.

			Blades, of course. Smooth ones, jagged ones, in case he found the woman’s kitchen knives under par.

			His music discs, the night-vision goggles, the hand blaster or the ministunner, his paper-thin clear gloves. He detested the texture and scent of Seal-It or any of its clones.

			His own towel. White, Egyptian cotton, and his own fresh cake of unscented soap for washing up after the job was done.

			And lastly, the security codes, cloned the day before during his visit to the loft. The jammer that would disengage the cameras so that he could stroll into the building without leaving a trace.

			All neatly packed now, and locked into the elegant case.

			One last look in the mirror, a full-length to show himself the entire effect. It had to be perfect. A flick of the finger over a lapel to remove a minute speck of lint.

			Then he would stroll out the door, to begin his evening out.

			“Where were you?” Roarke asked when her eyes changed, when her shoulders relaxed.

			“With him.” She looked over, saw he held two mugs of coffee. “Thanks,” she said, taking one.

			“And where is he?”

			“Heading out to dinner. Soup to nuts. He’ll pay cash. He always pays cash. He’ll linger over it until nearly midnight, then he’ll take a long walk. Marsonini didn’t drive, and rarely took cabs. He’ll walk here, juicing himself up, block by block.”

			“How did they catch him?” He knew, but he wanted Eve to say it, to talk it out.

			“His intended victim lived in a loft, not so different than this. Makes sense. One of her friends had a major fight with her boyfriend, and came over to cry on Lisel’s—that was her name—came over to cry on her shoulder or whatever women do.”

			“Eat strawberry ice cream.”

			“Shut up. So the friend finally cried it out and bunked on the sofa. It was the music that woke her up. She hadn’t heard him come in—apparently they’d killed a bottle of cheap wine or brew. Something. Marsonini hadn’t spotted her sleeping there, which was a break. So the friend goes toward the bedroom to see about the music. Lisel was already bound, gagged, with a broken kneecap. Marsonini was naked. His back was to the doorway. He was climbing onto the bed, getting ready to rape Lisel.”

			She knew what had been in the victim’s head, swimming over the pain. She knew that the awful terror of what was to come was worse, so much worse than pain.

			“The friend kept her head,” Eve continued. “She ran back to the living room, called nine-one-one, then hurried back to the bedroom, picked up this bat he’d used to break Lisel’s kneecap, and she whaled on him. Fractured his skull, broke his jaw, his nose, his elbow. By the time the cops got there, Marsonini was unconscious and in a sorry state. She’d untied Lisel, covered her up, and was holding a knife to the bastard’s throat, hoping—she said in her statement—he’d come around so she could stick it in his gullet.”

			“I’d say it stuck in his gullet that a woman stopped him.”

			Her lips quirked a little, because she understood. “I’m counting on it. He died in prison two years later when an unidentified inmate or guard castrated him and left him lying in his own cage. Bled to death.”

			She breathed deep, found it had helped to talk it through. “I’m going to make the rounds. You’ve got two hours to stretch your legs around here, then we tuck in. And we wait.”

			At midnight, she hauled a stool into the closet. She kept the door open to an angle that gave her a view of the bed, and Peabody’s upper half.

			The apartment was full dark, and silent.

			“Peabody, check your communicator every fifteen, until I order radio silence. I don’t want you nodding off in there.”

			“Lieutenant, I couldn’t fall asleep if you gave me a high-powered soother. I’m revved.”

			“Do the checks. Stay icy.”

			What if I’m wrong? she asked herself. If he changed targets, changed methods, got a whiff of me? If he doesn’t come tonight, will he kill randomly or just rabbit? Does he have a back door? An emergency route, emergency funds, and ID?

			He’ll come, she assured herself. And if he doesn’t, I’ll track him.

			She ran through her own checks, got the all-quiet from the street teams, the house teams. After an hour, she stood up to stretch and keep herself limber.

			After two, she felt her blood begin to pump. He was coming. She knew he was coming seconds before her communicator hissed in her ear.

			“Possible sighting. Lone male, proceeding south toward building. Six-two, a hundred and ninety. Light-colored suit and dark tie. He’s carrying a briefcase.”

			“Observe only. Don’t approach. Feeney, you copy?”

			“Loud and clear.”

			“McNab?”

			“We’re on it.”

			“Looks like a false alarm. He’s moving past the building, continuing south. Wait . . . He’s watching, that’s what he’s doing. Scoping things out, checking the street. He’s turning back, approaching the building again. Something in his hand. Might be a security jammer. Turning in. He’s heading in, Lieutenant.”

			“Stay in the vehicle. Wait for my command. Peabody?”

			“I’m ready.”

			Eve saw the slight movement in the bed, and knew Peabody had her stunner in her hand. “Feeney, you and the civilian stay behind those doors until I clear it. I want him all the way in. McNab, I want that elevator shut down the minute he’s through the door, and your team out and blocking the hall a second after that. Copy?”

			“You’ve got it. How’s my sex queen?”

			“I beg your pardon, Detective?”

			“Um . . . Question directed at Officer Peabody, Lieutenant.”

			“No personal communications or stupid-ass remarks, for sweet Christ’s sake. Give me a twenty on the suspect.”

			“He’s using the stairs, sir. Moving between second and third floor. I’ve got a good clear view of his face, Dallas. Positive ID for Niles Renquist. Moving to your door now. Taking out a keycode. He’s through, and in.”

			“Move now,” Eve said in a whisper. “All units close in now, and hold.”

			She couldn’t hear him. Not yet. So she brought him into her head. Marsonini always removed his shoes before entering the bedroom. Shoes and socks. He would leave them neatly beside the entrance door, then take off the shades, put on the night-vision goggles. With them, he could move through the dark like a cat. Then he could stand over the victim, watching her sleep before he pounced.

			Eve drew her weapon. Waited.

			She heard the faintest creak of the floorboard, and willed him to come on, come on, you son of a bitch.

			Then with her eyes long adjusted to the dark, she saw the shape of him, saw him stroke a hand gently over Peabody’s back.

			She kicked the door open. “Lights!” She shouted.

			He whirled, with the goggles blinding him now. The bat was in his hand, and he swung out with it, toward the sound of her voice even as he ripped the goggles away.

			“Police. Drop the weapon! Drop your weapon and freeze or I will drop you.”

			His eyes were huge, blinking madly. But she saw the instant he recognized her and understood. She saw all his plans, his victories, drain out of his head. “Filthy cunt.”

			“Come on then.” She lowered her weapon, then stabbed a warning finger toward the doorway when Roarke shoved in with Feeney behind him. “Don’t do it,” she snapped at them.

			Renquist howled, threw the bat at her, then leaped.

			She shifted, let the metal glance off her shoulder. Because it was more satisfying than a stun, she used her body, tucking to drive that same shoulder into his gut, her knee to his groin. And when he started to fold, her fist found its way to the underside of his jaw.

			“That last one was for Marlene Cox,” Eve muttered.

			She planted her foot on the small of his back as she pulled out her restraints. “Hands behind you, you bucket of puke.”

			“I’ll kill you. I’ll kill all of you.” Blood trickled out of his mouth as he struggled. His eyes went wide and wild when Eve yanked the wig away.

			“Keep your hands off me, you revolting bitch. Do you know who I am?”

			“Yeah, I know just who you are.” She flipped him over because she wanted him to see her. She wanted him to look at her face. The hate was there, the sort she’d seen before. The kind of bone-deep loathing she’d seen in the eyes of her own mother.

			But seeing it now brought her only satisfaction.

			“Do you know who I am, Niles? I’m the woman, the revolting bitch, the filthy cunt who’s kicked your sorry ass. I’m the one who’s going to lock the cage on you.”

			“You’ll never put me away.” Tears began to shimmer in his eyes. “You won’t lock me in the dark again.”

			“You’re already gone. And when Breen writes about this one, he’ll make careful note that it was a woman who beat you.”

			He began to wail and to weep. She would’ve said like a woman, but it would’ve been an insult to her entire sex.

			“Read him his rights,” she told Peabody, who’d emerged from the bed in full uniform. “Have him transported to Central and booked. You know the drill.”

			“Yes, sir. Do you wish to accompany the prisoner?”

			“I’ll settle things here and follow you in. I think you should be able to handle him, Detective.”

			“I think a ten-year-old boy could handle him in this shape, sir.” She shook her head as Renquist continued to sob and drum his feet like a child in the throes of a tantrum. Then her head snapped up. “What? What did you say?”

			“Do I have to repeat a standard order for prisoner procedure?”

			“No. No, sir. Did you . . . did you say ‘detective’?”

			“Something wrong with your ears? Oh, by the way, congratulations. Suspect is contained and in custody,” she said into her communicator as she walked from the room. She paused only long enough to wink at Roarke. “All units, stand down. Nice job.”

			“Go ahead,” Feeney said to Peabody as she stood shell-shocked with McNab’s kissing noises and applause ringing in her earpiece. “I’ve got this bag of shit.”

			With a little whoop, Peabody leaped over Renquist. “Dallas! Are you sure? Really, really sure? The results aren’t posted until tomorrow.”

			“Why aren’t you following my direct order re the prisoner?”

			“Please.”

			“Jesus, what a baby.” But it took every ounce of will to hold back the grin. “I’ve got some pull. I used it. Results will be posted at oh eight hundred. You placed twenty-sixth, which isn’t shabby. They’re taking a full hundred, so you’re in. You could’ve done better on the sims.”

			“I knew it.”

			“But you did good. All in all you did good. The standard ceremony will be at noon, day after tomorrow. You will not cry during the cleanup of an operation,” she said when Peabody’s eyes teared up.

			“I won’t. Okay.” Peabody threw open her arms, lurched forward.

			Eve backpedaled. “No kissing! Mother of God. You get a handshake. A handshake.” She stuck out her hand in defense. “That’s it.”

			“Yes, sir. Yes, sir.” She took Eve’s hand, pumped it. “Oh screw it,” she said, and wrapped her arms tightly enough around Eve to crack ribs.

			“Get off me, you maniac.” But now it was touch and go whether she could hold back the laugh. “Go jump McNab. I’ll transport the damn prisoner.”

			“Thanks. Oh man, oh boy, thanks!” She started to run for the door when it flew open. McNab caught her—and Eve had to give him credit for keeping his feet—in mid-air.

			Rolling her eyes for form, she walked back into the bedroom.

			“I’ll load him up,” Feeney told her. “Let the girl have time to do her victory dance.”

			“I’ll be right behind you.”

			“You’ll be sorry.” Renquist’s eyes were still streaming, but the fury was in them again, lighting the tears. “Very sorry.”

			She stepped up, into his face, let the silence hang until she saw fear eat away at the anger. “I knew it was you, the first time I saw you. I saw what you were. Do you know what you are, Niles? Pitiful and weak, a coward who hid behind other cowards because he didn’t even have the balls to be himself when he killed innocents. Do you know why I ordered my detective to take you in? Because you’re not worth another minute of my time. You’re over.”

			She turned away when he began to weep again. “Give me a lift, sailor,” she said to Roarke.

			“It would be my pleasure.” He took her hand when they reached the door, and tightened his grip when she hissed and tried to shake him off.

			“Too late to worry about such things now. You winked at me during an operation.”

			“I certainly did nothing of the kind.” She folded her lips, primly. “Maybe I had something in my eye.”

			“Let’s have a look.” He backed her up against the wall of the hallway, and laughed when she swore at him. “No, I don’t see a thing, except those big, gorgeous cop’s eyes.” He kissed her between them. “Peabody’s not the only one who did good today.”

			“I did the job. That’s good enough for me.”

			Two days later, she read Mira’s preliminary psych report on Niles Renquist. Then she leaned back, stared at the ceiling. It was an interesting ploy, she mused. If his defense team was good enough, he might just pull it off.

			She looked to the vase of flowers on her desk—sent that morning by Marlene Cox, via her mother. Instead of embarrassing her as they might have done, they pleased her.

			Whatever the ploy, justice would be served. Niles Renquist would never see freedom again. And she had a decent shot at nailing his wife as accessory after the fact.

			At least the PA had agreed to press for it, and that would have to be enough.

			If she succeeded there, she was orphaning a young girl, deliberately seeing to it that a five-year-old child was without mother or father. Rising, she walked to the window. But some children were better off, weren’t they, without a certain type of parent?

			How the hell did she know. She dragged a hand through her hair, scrubbed them both over her face. She could only do the job and hope when the dust settled, it was right.

			It felt right.

			She heard her knob turn, then the knock. She’d locked it, pointedly, and now checked the time. Rolling her shoulders, she picked up her cap, set it in place.

			When she opened the door she saw the rare jolt of shock on Roarke’s face, then the interest, then the gleam that had color rising up on her neck.

			“What are you staring at?”

			“I’m not entirely sure.” He stepped in before she could step out, then closed the door behind him.

			“We’ve got to go. The ceremony starts in fifteen.”

			“And it’s a five-minute walk. Turn around once.”

			“I will not.” Another few seconds, she figured, and that damn flush would hit her cheeks. Mortifying her. “You’ve seen a cop in uniform before.”

			“I’ve never seen my cop in uniform before. I didn’t know you had one.”

			“Of course I’ve got one. We’ve all got one. I just never wear it. But this is . . . important, that’s all.”

			“You look . . .” He traced one of her shiny brass buttons. “. . . amazing. Very sexy.”

			“Oh, get out.”

			“Seriously.” He leaned back to take it in. That long, lanky form did wonders, he thought, for the spit and polish, the crisp formal blues.

			Medals, earned in the line of duty, glinted against the stiff jacket. She’d shined her black cop shoes—which he now imagined she’d kept buried in her locker—to mirror gleams. She wore her weapon at her hip, and her cap squared off on her short hair.

			“Lieutenant,” he said with a purr in his voice. “You’ve got to wear that home.”

			“Why?”

			He grinned. “Guess.”

			“You’re a sick, sick man.”

			“We’ll play cops and robbers.”

			“Out of my way, pervert.”

			“One thing.” He had fast hands, and had dipped one down her starched collar before she could move. And pulled out, to his delight, the chain that carried the diamond he’d once given her. “That’s perfect, then,” he murmured, and tucked it away again.

			“We’re not holding hands. I’m absolutely firm on that.”

			“Actually, I was planning to walk a couple steps behind you, so I could see how your ass moves in that thing.”

			She laughed, but pulled him out with her. “Update on Renquist if you’re interested.”

			“I am.”

			“He’s trying for insanity—not unexpected. But he’s giving it a good shot. Using multiple personality disorder. One minute he’s Jack the Ripper, next he’s Son of Sam or John Wayne Gacy. Trips from that to DeSalvo or back to Jack.”

			“Do you think it’s genuine?”

			“Not for a minute, and Mira doesn’t buy it. He could pull it off though. His defense will hire plenty of shrinks that go along, and he’s good at the game. It may keep him from a cement cage and put him in a padded cell, on the mentally defective floor.”

			“How would you feel about that?”

			“I want the cage, but you don’t always get what you want. I’m going by the hospital after shift so I can tell Marlene Cox and her family what may happen.”

			“I think they’ll be fine with it. They’re not soldiers, Eve,” he said when she looked at him. “They only want him put away, and you’ve done that. It’s payment enough for them, if not for you.”

			“It has to be enough for me because it’s over. And there’ll be another to take his place. Knowing that drags some cops under.”

			“Not my cop.”

			“No.” What the hell, she took his hand anyway as they walked into the meeting room for the ceremony. “It pushes me over. You just find a seat, wherever. I have to be up on the stupid stage.”

			He lifted her hand to his lips. “Congratulations, Lieutenant, on a job well done.”

			She glanced over, as he did, to where Peabody stood with McNab in the front of the room. “She did it herself” was all Eve said.

			It pleased her to see that Commander Whitney had made time to officiate. She stepped onto the stage with him, took the hand he offered.

			“Congratulations, Lieutenant, on your aide’s promotion.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“We’re going to start right away. We have twenty-seven promotions this session out of Central. Sixteen detective third grades, eight second grades, and three detective sergeants.” He smiled a little. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you in uniform since you made lieutenant.”

			“No, sir.”

			She stepped back with the other trainers, stood next to Feeney.

			“One of my boys made second grade,” he told her. “Thought we’d have a celebration drink across the street after shift. Suit you?”

			“Yeah, but the civilian’s going to want in. He’s soft on Peabody.”

			“Fair enough. Here we go. Jack’ll give his standard speech. Thank God it’s him and not that putz Leroy who stands in for him when he can’t make it. Leroy’s got the trots of the tongue. Can’t stop it running.”

			In her assigned seat, Peabody sat with her spine straight and her stomach doing cartwheels. She was terrified she’d burst into tears, as she had when she’d called home to tell her parents. It would be mortifying to cry now, but everything was so welled up, flooding her throat, that she was afraid when she opened her mouth to speak, it would all pour out.

			Her ears were buzzing, so now she was afraid she wouldn’t hear her name called and would just sit there like an idiot. She concentrated on Eve, and how she stood cool and perfect at parade rest in her uniform.

			When she’d seen her lieutenant walk in, in uniform, she’d nearly bawled then and there. She hadn’t been able to speak to her.

			But buzzing or not, she heard her name in the commander’s big voice. Detective Third Grade Delia Peabody. And got to her feet. She couldn’t feel her knees, but somehow she was walking to the stage, up the side steps, and across it.

			“Congratulations, Detective,” he said, and took her hand in his enormous one before he stepped back.

			And there was Dallas, stepping forward. “Congratulations, Detective. Well done.” She held out the shield, and for a moment, just a flicker, there was a smile.

			“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

			Then Eve stepped back, and it was done.

			All Peabody could think when she resumed her seat was that she hadn’t cried. She hadn’t cried and there was a detective’s shield in her hand.

			She was still moving through a daze when the ceremony was done, and McNab rushed forward to lift her off her feet. And Roarke leaned over and—oh my God!—kissed her right on the mouth.

			But she couldn’t find Eve. Through the congratulations and pats on the back, the ribbing and the noise, she didn’t see Eve anywhere. Finally, still clutching her badge, she broke away.

			When she tracked Eve down in her office, her lieutenant was back in street clothes, at her desk, hunched over paperwork.

			“Sir. You got out of there so fast.”

			“I had things to do.”

			“You were wearing your uniform.”

			“Why does everybody say that like it’s cause for a national holiday? Listen, congratulations. I mean it. I’m proud of you, and glad for you. But fun time’s over, and I’ve got a shit-pile of paperwork.”

			“Well, I’m going to take time to thank you, and that’s that. I wouldn’t have this if it wasn’t for you.” She kept the shield cupped in her hand as if it were the finest crystal. “Because you believed in me, you pushed me, and you taught me, I’ve got it.”

			“That’s not entirely untrue.” Eve tipped the chair back, put the heel of one boot on the desk. “But if you hadn’t believed in yourself, pushed yourself, and learned, I wouldn’t have done you a damn bit of good. So you’re welcome, for what part I played in it. You’re a good cop, Peabody, and you’ll be a better one as time goes by. Now, the paperwork.”

			Peabody’s vision was blurry, but she blinked back the tears. “I’ll get right on it, sir.”

			“That’s not your job.”

			“As your aide—”

			“You’re no longer my aide. You’re a detective, and part of this paperwork I’m slogging through is your new assignment.”

			The tears dried up, and the flush the excitement and joy had put in her cheeks drained away. “I don’t understand.”

			“Detectives can’t be wasted as aides.” Eve spoke briskly. “You’ll be reassigned. I assume you’d prefer to stay in Homicide.”

			“But . . . but. God! Dallas, I never considered that I couldn’t stay—that we wouldn’t work together. I’d never have taken the damn exam if I’d known you’d have to boot me.”

			“That’s a ridiculous thing to say, and shows a lack of respect for your shield. I can give you a short list of choices for your reassignment.” Eve flicked a key on the desk unit and had a spreadsheet coming up. “Or if you’re just going to whine about it, I’ll make the choice for you.”

			“I wasn’t thinking, wasn’t expecting.” And now her stomach hurt all over again. “I can’t take it in. Couldn’t I at least take a few days to adjust? Continue as your aide until you make other arrangements? I could clear up the pending—”

			“Peabody, I don’t need an aide. I never needed an aide, and got along fine without one before I took you on. Now it’s time for you to move along.”

			Eve turned back to her desk in a gesture of dismissal. With her lips pressed tightly together, Peabody nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“Don’t need a damn aide,” Eve repeated. “Could use a partner, though.”

			That stopped Peabody in her tracks. “Sir?” she managed in a croak.

			“If you’re interested, that is. And as the ranking officer, I’d still dump most of the shitwork on you. That’s the part I really like.”

			“Partner? Your partner.” Peabody’s lips trembled, and the tears won.

			“Oh for God’s sake! Close the door if you’re going to blubber. Do you think I want the bull pen to hear crying in here? They might think it’s me.”

			She sprang up, slammed the door herself, and then found herself caught in another of Peabody’s bear hugs.

			“I take this as a yes.”

			“This is the best day of my life.” Peabody stepped back, rubbed the tears off her cheeks. “The ult. I’m going to make you a hell of a partner.”

			“I bet you will.”

			“And I won’t do the hug and blubber thing except in extreme circumstances.”

			“Good to know. Get out of here so I can finish my work. I’ll buy you a drink after shift.”

			“No, sir. I’m buying.” She opened her hand, showed Eve her badge. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah. Yeah, it is.”

			Alone, Eve sat at her desk again, then took out her own badge and studied it. Tucking it away again, she looked up at the ceiling. But this time, she smiled.

			It felt right. It felt exactly right.
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			Sigh no more, ladies, sigh no more,
Men were deceivers ever.
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

			 

			Marriage is a desperate thing.
—JOHN SELDEN

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			KILLING WAS TOO GOOD FOR HIM.

			Death was an end, even a release. He’d go to hell, there was no question in her mind, and there he would suffer eternal torment. She wanted that for him—eventually. But for the time being, she wanted him to suffer where she could watch.

			Lying, cheating son of a bitch! She wanted him to snivel and beg and plead and slither on his belly like the gutter rat he was. She wanted him to bleed from the ears, to scream like a girl. She wanted to twist his adulterous dick into knots while he shrieked for the mercy she’d never give.

			She wanted to pound her fists into his beautiful liar’s face until it was a pulpy, pustulated mass of blood and bone.

			Then and only then, the dickless, faceless bastard could die. A slow, withering, agonizing death.

			Nobody, nobody cheated on Reva Ewing.

			She had to pull over and stop the car in the breakdown lane of the Queensboro Bridge until she calmed down enough to trust herself to continue. Because someone had cheated on Reva Ewing. The man she’d loved, the man she’d married, the man she’d believed in utterly was, even now, making love to another woman.

			Touching another woman, tasting her, using that skilled deceiver’s mouth, those clever cheating hands to drive another woman wild.

			And not just any other woman. A friend. Someone else she’d loved and trusted, believed in, counted on.

			It wasn’t just infuriating. It wasn’t just painful to know her husband and her friend were having an affair, and right under her oblivious nose. It was embarrassing to discover herself a cliché. The deceived wife, the clueless dolt who accepted and believed the adulterer every time he said he had to work late, or had a dinner meeting with a client, or was zipping out of town for a few days to nail down, or hand deliver, a commission.

			Worse, Reva thought now as traffic whizzed by her car, that she of all people had been so easily duped. She was a goddamn security expert. She’d spent five years in the Secret Service and had guarded a president before going into the private sector. Where were her instincts, her eyes, her ears?

			How could Blair have been coming home to her, night after night, fresh from another woman and she not know?

			Because she’d loved him, Reva admitted. Because she’d been happy, deliriously happy to believe a man like Blair—with his sophistication and amazing looks—had loved and wanted her.

			He was so handsome, so talented, so smart. The elegant bohemian with his dark silky hair and emerald green eyes. She’d been sunk, she thought now, the minute he’d turned those eyes on her, the instant he’d sent her that killer smile. And six months later, they’d been married and living in the big, secluded house in Queens.

			Two years, she thought, two years she’d given him everything she had, shared every piece of herself with him, and had loved him with every cell of her body. And all the while he’d been playing her for a fool.

			Well, now he’d pay. She dashed the tears from her cheeks, dug deep again for her anger. Now, Blair Bissel was going to find out just what she was made of.

			She pulled back into traffic, and drove at a rapid clip to Manhattan’s Upper East Side.

			The husband-stealing bitch, as Reva now thought of her former friend, Felicity Kade, lived in a lovely converted brownstone near the north corner of Central Park. Instead of reminding herself of all the time she’d spent inside, at parties, casual evenings, at Felicity’s famed Sunday brunches, Reva concentrated on the security.

			It was good. Felicity collected art and guarded that collection like a dog guarded his meaty bone. The fact was, Reva had met her three years before when she’d helped design and install Felicity’s security system.

			It would take an expert to gain entrance, and even then, there were backups and fail-safes that would foil all but the crème de la crème of burglars.

			But when a woman made her living, her very good living, looking for chinks in security, she could always find one. She’d come armed, with two jammers, a beefed-up personal palm computer, an illegal police master code, and a stunner she intended to slap right against Blair’s cheating balls.

			After that, well, she wasn’t quite sure what she’d do. She’d just play the rest by ear.

			She hefted her bag of tools, shoved the stunner in her back pocket, and marched through the balmy September evening toward the front entrance.

			She keyed in the first jammer as she walked, knowing she’d have thirty seconds only once she’d locked it on the exterior panel. Numbers began to flash on her handheld, and her heart began to race as she counted off the time.

			Three seconds before the alarm was set to trip, the first code scanned onto her jammer. She let out the breath she’d held, glanced up at the dark windows.

			“Just keep doing what you’re doing up there, you pair of slime,” she muttered as she set the second jammer. “I only need a few more minutes here. Then we’ll really party.”

			She heard the whiz of a car on the street behind her, and cursed softly as it braked. A quick look back and she spotted a cab at the curb, and the laughing couple in evening clothes who climbed out. Reva edged closer to the door, deeper in the shadows. With a minidrill she removed the side of the palm plate, noting that Felicity’s house droid kept even the screws spotless.

			Interfacing her PPC with a hair-thin wire, she keyed in a bypass code, waited the sweaty seconds for it to clear. Meticulously, she replaced the panel, then used the second jammer on the voice box.

			It took longer to clone, a full two minutes, but she felt a frisson of excitement work through her fury when the last voice entry played back.

			August Rembrandt.

			Reva’s lips twisted in a sneer as her false friend’s voice murmured the password. Reva had only to key in the cloned security numbers, then use her tools to lift the last, manual lock.

			She slipped inside, closed the door, and out of habit reset the security.

			Prepared for the house droid to appear, to request her business, she held her stunner at the ready. He’d recognize her, of course, and that would give her just enough time to fry his circuits and clear her way.

			But the house stayed silent, and no droid stepped into the foyer. So, they’d shut him down for the night, she thought grimly. So they could have a little more privacy.

			She could smell the roses Felicity always kept on the table in the foyer—pink roses, replaced weekly. There was a low light burning beside the vase, but Reva didn’t need it. She knew her way, and walked directly to the stairs to climb to the second floor. To the bedroom.

			When she reached the landing she saw all she needed to bring her rage back in full force. Tossed carelessly over the rail was Blair’s light leather jacket. It was the one she’d given him for his birthday the previous spring. The one he’d hooked carelessly with his fingers over his shoulder just that morning when he’d kissed his loving wife good-bye, and told her how much he’d miss her, told her as he’d nuzzled her neck how much he hated having to take even this quick out-of-town trip.

			Reva lifted the jacket, brought it to her face. She could smell him on it, and the scent of him nearly tore her grief through her anger.

			To stave it off, she took one of her tools out of her bag and quietly shred the leather to ribbons. Then, tossing it on the floor, she ground her heel into it before stepping away.

			Face hot with temper, she set her bag down, took the stunner back out of her pocket. As she approached the bedroom she saw the flicker of light. Candles, she could even smell them now, some spicy female perfume. And she could hear the low notes of music—something classic, like the roses, like the scent of the candles.

			It was all so Felicity, she thought furiously. All so female and fragile and perfect. She’d have preferred something modern, something today and gutsy for this altercation.

			Give her Mavis Freestone kicking some serious musical ass, she thought.

			But then it was easy to tune out the music with the buzzing of temper and the ring of betrayal in her head. She toed the door wider with her foot, eased in.

			She could see the two figures huddled together under the silk and lace of the coverlet. They’d fallen asleep, she thought bitterly. All cozy and warm and loose from sex.

			Their clothes were tossed over a chair, messily, as if they’d been in a hurry to start. Seeing them, the tangle of clothes, broke her heart in hundreds of pieces.

			Bracing against it, she strode to the bed, gripped the stunner in her hand. “Wake-up call, you piss-buckets.”

			And whipped the silk and lace cover away.

			The blood. Oh my God, the blood. The sight of it all over flesh, all over the sheets made her head spin. The sudden smell of it, of death, mixed with the scents of flowers and candles, made her gag and stumble back.

			“Blair? Blair?”

			She screamed once, shocking herself into action. Sucking in air to scream again, she lunged forward.

			Something, someone, slipped out of the shadows. She caught the movement, and another smell—harsh, medicinal. It filled her throat, her lungs.

			She turned, to flee or defend she wasn’t sure, and fought to swim through air that had gone to water around her. But the power had drained out of her limbs, numbing them seconds before her eyes rolled back in her head.

			And she collapsed in a heap beside the dead who had betrayed her.
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			 LIEUTENANT EVE DALLAS, one of New York’s top cops, sprawled naked with the blood beating in her ears and her heart pounding like an airjack. She managed to wheeze in a breath, then gave it up.

			Who needed air when the system was revving from the aftermath of truly spectacular sex?

			Beneath her, her husband lay warm and hard and still. The only movement was the knock of his heart against hers. Until he lifted one of those amazing hands and cruised it along her spine, from nape to butt.

			“You want me to move,” she mumbled, “you’re out of luck.”

			“I’d say my luck’s in.”

			She smiled in the dark. She loved hearing his voice, the way Ireland shimmered through it. “Pretty good welcome home, especially since you were gone less than forty-eight hours.”

			“It certainly put a nice cap on a short trip to Florence.”

			“I didn’t ask, did you stop off in Ireland to see your—” She hesitated just a beat. It was still so odd to think of Roarke with family. “Your family?”

			“I did, yes. Had a nice few hours.” He continued to stroke that hand, up and down, up and down her back so that her heartbeat slowed and her eyes began to droop. “It’s very strange, isn’t it?”

			“I guess it will be, for a while yet.”

			“And how’s the new detective?”

			Eve snuggled in, thinking of her former aide and how she was handling her recent promotion. “Peabody’s good. Still finding her rhythm. We had a family dispute gone sour. Two brothers mixing it up over inherited property. Knocked the shit out of each other before one of them takes a header down the steps and breaks his stupid neck. So the other brother tries to mock it up like a bungled burglary. Tosses all this stuff they were fighting over in a blanket, hauls it out to his car, shoves it in the trunk. Like we’re not going to look there.”

			The derision in her tone had him chuckling. Eve rolled off and stretched.

			“Anyway, it was pretty much connect the big, pulsing red dots, so I put Peabody on as primary. After she started breathing again, she did fine. Sweepers were already sucking up evidence, but she takes this jerk in the kitchen, sits down with him all sympathetic—used all that family business she knows so well. Had him babbling out a confession in about ten minutes. Got him on Man Two.”

			“Good for her.”

			“It’ll help build her confidence.” She stretched again. “We could use a few more walks in the meadow like that one after the summer we put in.”

			“You might take a few days off. We could walk in a real meadow.”

			“Give me a couple of weeks with her. I want to make sure she finds her feet before I let her solo.”

			“That’s a date, then. Oh, your . . . enthusiastic welcome, while much appreciated, drove this right out of my mind.” He got out of bed, calling for the lights at ten percent.

			In their subtle glow, she could watch him step off the wide platform where the bed stood, move toward the small bag he’d taken with him. Watching him move, graceful as some lean, elegant cat, gave her such pleasure.

			Was that kind of grace innate, she wondered, or had he learned it dodging cops and picking pockets as a child on the streets of Dublin? However it had come to him, it had served him well, as that clever boy, and as the clever man who’d built an empire out of guts and guile and a wily kind of genius.

			When he turned, and she saw his face in that shadowed light, it blew straight through her. The staggering love, the breathless wonder that he should be hers—that anything so beautiful should be hers.

			He looked like a work of art, one carved by some brilliant sorcerer. The keen bones of his face, the generous mouth that was sensual magic. Those eyes, that wild Celtic blue, that could still make her throat ache when they looked at her. And that miraculous canvas was framed by black silk that swept nearly to his shoulders, and continually made her fingers itch to touch it.

			They’d been married more than a year, and there were times, unexpected times, when just looking at him could stop her heart.

			He came back to sit beside her, cupped her chin in his hand, brushed his thumb over the little dent in its center. “Darling Eve, so still and quiet in the dark.” He touched his lips to her brow. “I’ve brought you a present.”

			She blinked, and immediately edged back. It made him smile, this habitual reaction of hers to gifts. Just as the uneasy look she gave the long, narrow box in his hand made him grin.

			“It won’t bite you,” he promised.

			“You weren’t even gone two days. There has to be some sort of time requirement for bringing back presents.”

			“I missed you after two minutes.”

			“You’re saying that to soften me up.”

			“Doesn’t make it less true. Open the box, Eve, then say: ‘Thank you, Roarke.’ ”

			She rolled her eyes, but she opened the box.

			It was a bracelet, a kind of cuff with a pattern of minute diamond shapes etched into the gold to give it sparkle. In the center was a stone—and as it was bloodred, she assumed it was a ruby—big as her thumb and smooth to the touch.

			It looked old, and important, in that priceless antique way that made her stomach jitter.

			“Roarke—”

			“You forgot the thank-you part.”

			“Roarke,” she said again. “You’re going to tell me this once belonged to some Italian countess or—”

			“Princess,” he supplied, and took the bracelet from her to slip it onto her wrist. “Sixteenth century. Now it belongs to a queen.”

			“Oh, please.”

			“Okay, that was laying it on a bit thick. Looks good on you, though.”

			“It’d look good on a tree stump.” She wasn’t much on glitters, despite the fact that the man heaped them on her at every opportunity. But this one had . . . something, she thought as she lifted her arm and turned her wrist so the stone and etching caught and scattered light. “What if I lose it, or break it?”

			“That would be a shame. But until you do, I enjoy seeing it on you. If it makes you feel any better, my aunt Sinead seemed equally flustered by the necklace I bought her.”

			“She struck me as a sensible woman.”

			He tugged a lock of Eve’s hair. “The women in my life are sensible, enough to indulge me as giving them gifts brings me such pleasure.”

			“That’s a slick way to box it in. It’s beautiful.” And she had to admit, at least privately, that she liked the way it slid fluidly over her skin. “I can’t wear this to work.”

			“I don’t suppose so. Then again, I like the way it looks on you now. When you’re wearing nothing else.”

			“Don’t get any ideas, ace. I’m on shift in—six hours,” she calculated after a glance at the time.

			Because she recognized the gleam in his eye, she narrowed her own. But the token protest she intended to give was interrupted by the bedside ’link.

			“That’s your signal.” She nodded toward the ’link, then rolled off the bed. “At least when somebody calls you at two in the morning, nobody’s dead.”

			She wandered off into the bathroom as she heard him block video, and answer.

			She took her time, then as an afterthought snagged the robe off the back of the door in case he’d reinstated the video on the ’link.

			She was belting it as she went back in, and saw he was up and at his closet. “Who was it?”

			“Caro.”

			“You’ve got to go now? At two in the morning?” His tone, just the way he’d said his admin’s name, had the skin on her neck prickling. “What is it?”

			“Eve.” He pulled out a shirt to go with the trousers he’d hastily put on. “I need a favor. A very large favor.”

			Not from his wife, she thought. But from his cop. “What is it?”

			“One of my employees.” He dragged on the shirt, but his eyes stayed on Eve. “She’s in trouble. Considerable trouble. Someone is dead, after all.”

			“One of your employees kill someone, Roarke?”

			“No.” Since she continued to stand where she was, he moved to her closet, took out clothes. “She’s confused and panicked, and Caro says somewhat incoherent. These are not traits one associates with Reva. She works in Security. Design and installation, primarily. She’s solid as stone. She was with the Secret Service for a number of years, and isn’t a woman who shakes easily.”

			“You’re not telling me what happened.”

			“She found her husband and her friend in bed at the friend’s apartment. Dead. Already dead, Eve.”

			“And finding two dead bodies, she contacted your administrative assistant instead of the police.”

			“No.” He pushed the clothes he’d chosen into Eve’s hands. “She contacted her mother.”

			Eve stared at him, cursed softly, then began to dress. “I have to call this in.”

			“I’m asking you to wait, until you see for yourself, until you talk to Reva.” He laid his hands on hers, held them there until she looked back at him again. “Eve, I’m asking you, please, wait that long. You don’t have to call in what you haven’t seen with your own eyes. I know this woman. I’ve known her mother more than a dozen years, and trust her to the level I trust very few. They need your help. I need it.”

			She picked up her weapon harness, strapped it on. “Then let’s get there. Fast.”

			It was a clear night with the heaviness that had dogged the summer of 2059 lightening toward the crispness of the coming fall. Traffic was light, and the short drive required little skill or concentration on Roarke’s part. He judged by his wife’s silence that she’d closed in. She asked no questions as she wanted no more information, nothing that would influence her from her own impressions of what she would see and hear and feel.

			Her narrow, angular face was set, the long golden brown eyes cop flat. Unreadable even to him. The wide mouth that had been hot and soft against his only a short time before was firm and tight-lipped.

			He parked on the street, in an illegal spot, and flicked the ON DUTY light in her vehicle before she could do so herself.

			She said nothing, but stepped onto the sidewalk and stood, tall and lanky, her shaggy brown hair still mussed from love-making.

			He crossed to her, gently combed his own fingers through her hair to order it, as well as he could. “Thank you for this.”

			“You don’t want to thank me yet. Prime digs,” she commented with a nod toward the brownstone. Before she could mount the steps, the door opened.

			There was Caro, her shiny white hair like a silvery halo around her head. Without that, Eve might not have recognized Roarke’s dignified and efficient admin in the pale woman wearing a smart red jacket over blue cotton pajamas.

			“Thank God. Thank God. Thank you for coming so quickly.” She reached out with a visibly trembling hand and gripped Roarke’s. “I didn’t know quite what to do.”

			“You did just right,” Roarke told her, and drew her in.

			Eve heard her stifle a sob, let go with a sigh. “Reva—she’s not well, not well at all. I have her in the living area. I didn’t go upstairs.”

			Caro eased away from Roarke, straightened her shoulders. “I didn’t think I should. I haven’t touched anything, Lieutenant, except a glass out of the kitchen. I got Reva a glass of water, but I only touched the glass, and the bottle. Oh, and the handle of the friggie. I—”

			“It’s all right. Why don’t you go sit with your daughter? Roarke, stay with them.”

			“You’ll be all right with Reva for a few minutes, won’t you?” he asked Caro. “I’ll go with the lieutenant.” Ignoring the flash of irritation over Eve’s face, he gave Caro’s shoulder a comforting rub. “I won’t be long.”

			“She said—Reva said it was horrible. And now she just sits there, and doesn’t say anything at all.”

			“Keep her quiet,” Eve advised. “Keep her down here.” She started upstairs. She glanced at the leather jacket, ripped to shreds and tossed into a heap on the floor. “Did she tell you which room?”

			“No. Just that Reva found them in the bed.”

			Eve glanced at the room on the right, another on the left. Then she scented the blood. She continued down the hall, stopped at the doorway.

			The two bodies were turned on their sides, facing each other. As if they were telling secrets. Blood stained the sheets, the pillows, the lacy cover that was tangled on the floor.

			It stained the hilt and blade of the knife jabbed viciously into the mattress.

			She saw a black bag near the door, a high-end stunner on the floor near the left side of the bed, a disordered pile of clothes heaped on a chair. Candles, still lit and wafting fragrance. Music still playing in soft, sexy notes.

			“This is no walk in the meadow,” she murmured. “Double homicide. I have to call it in.”

			“Will you stand as primary?”

			“I’ll stand,” she agreed. “But if your friend did this, that’s not going to be a favor.”

			“She didn’t.”

			He stepped back while Eve drew out her communicator.

			“I need you to take Caro in another room,” she told him when she was finished. “Not the kitchen,” she added with another glance at the knife. “There must be a den or a library or something like that down there. Try not to touch anything. I need to question—what was it? Reva?”

			“Reva Ewing, yes.”

			“I need to question her, and I don’t want you or her mother around when I do. You want to help her,” she said before he could speak, “let’s keep this as much by the book as we can from this point. You said she’s security.”

			“Yes.”

			“Since she’s one of yours I don’t have to ask if she’s good.”

			“She is. Very good.”

			“And he was her husband?”

			Roarke looked back at the bed. “He was. Blair Bissel, an artist of some debatable talent. Works—worked in metal. That’s one of his, I believe.” He gestured toward a tall, seemingly jumbled series of metal tubes and blocks that stood in the corner of the room.

			“And people pay for that?” She shook her head. “Takes all kinds. I’m going to ask you more about her later, but I want to get to her first, then take a closer look at the scene here. How long have they had marital problems?” Eve asked as she started down the hall again.

			“I wasn’t aware they had any.”

			“Well, they’re over now. Keep Caro tucked away,” she ordered, then walked to the living area to get her first look at Reva Ewing.

			Caro sat with her arm around a woman in her early thirties. She had dark hair, cut short in a style nearly as careless as Eve’s. She looked to have a small, compact body, the athletic sort that showed off well in the black T-shirt and jeans she wore.

			Her skin was icy white, her eyes a kind of sooty gray that was nearly black with shock. Her lips were colorless, a bit on the thin side. As Eve stepped closer, those eyes flicked up, stared blindly. They were red-rimmed and puffy, and showed none of the sharp intelligence Eve assumed she owned.

			“Ms. Ewing, I’m Lieutenant Dallas.”

			She continued to stare, but there was a faint movement of her head, as much shudder as nod.

			“I need to ask you some questions. Your mother’s going to go with Roarke while we talk.”

			“Oh, couldn’t I stay with her?” Caro’s arm tightened on Reva’s shoulders. “I won’t interfere, I promise, but—”

			“Caro.” Roarke moved to stand beside her, reached down and took her hand. “It’s better this way.” Gently, he drew Caro to her feet. “Better for Reva. You can trust Eve.”

			“Yes, I know. It’s just . . .” She looked back as Roarke led her from the room. “I’ll be right here. Reva, I’m right here.”

			“Ms. Ewing.” Eve sat across from her, set her recorder on the table between them. And saw Reva’s gaze fix on it. “I’m going to record this. I’m going to read you your rights, then ask you some questions. Do you understand?”

			“Blair’s dead. I saw. They’re dead. Blair and Felicity.”

			“Ms. Ewing, you have the right to remain silent.” Eve walked through the revised Miranda, and Reva closed her eyes.

			“Oh God, oh God. It’s real. It’s not some horrible dream. It’s real.”

			“Tell me what happened here tonight.”

			“I don’t know.” A tear dribbled down her cheek. “I don’t know what happened.”

			“Was your husband sexually involved with Felicity?”

			“I don’t understand it. I don’t understand. I thought he loved me.” Her eyes locked on Eve’s. “I didn’t believe it at first. How could I? Blair and Felicity. My husband and my friend. But then I could see it, could see all the signs I missed, all the clues, all the mistakes—those little mistakes they both made.”

			“How long have you known?”

			“Just tonight. Just tonight.” Her breath shuddered in and out as she used a balled fist to wipe at the tears on her cheeks. “He was supposed to be out of town until tomorrow. A client, a new commission. But he was here, with her. I came, and I saw . . .”

			“You came here tonight to confront them?”

			“I was so angry. They’d made a fool out of me, and I was so angry. They broke my heart, and I was so sad. Then they were dead. All that blood. All the blood.”

			“Did you kill them, Reva?”

			“No!” Her whole body jerked at the question. “No, no, no! I wanted to hurt them. I wanted them to pay. But I didn’t . . . I couldn’t have. I don’t know what happened.”

			“Tell me what you do know.”

			“I drove over. We have a house in Queens. Blair wanted a house, and he didn’t want to live in Manhattan where we both worked. Someplace private and away, that’s what he said. Someplace just ours.”

			Her voice broke on the words so that she covered her face with her hands. “I’m sorry. It all seems impossible. It seems I’ll wake up any minute and none of this will have happened.”

			There was some blood on her shirt. None on her hands, on her arms, her face. Eve noted it down among her observations and waited for Reva to compose herself and go on.

			“I was furious, and I knew just what I wanted to do. I’d designed the security here, so I knew how to get in. I broke in.”

			She dashed a tear off her cheek. “I didn’t want to give them time to prepare, so I broke in, and I went upstairs, to her bedroom.”

			“Did you have a weapon?”

			“No . . . Well, I had a stunner. My SS issue, reconfigured. It won’t go over minimum power, so I can carry it with a civilian license. I was . . .” She heaved a breath. “I was going to give him a jolt with it. On the balls.”

			“And did you?”

			“No.” She covered her face with her hands. “I can’t remember clearly. It’s like this smear over my brain.”

			“You tear up the leather jacket?”

			“Yeah.” She sighed now. “I saw it hanging over the rail. I gave him that goddamn jacket, and seeing it just made me crazy. I took out my minidrill and went to work on it. Petty, I know it was petty, but I was so angry.”

			“Doesn’t seem petty to me,” Eve said, keeping her tone mild and just a little sympathetic. “Husband’s cheating on you with your pal, you’d want to get some of your own back.”

			“That’s the way I felt. Then I saw them in the bed, together. And I saw them—dead. The blood. I’ve never seen so much blood. She screamed—no, no, I screamed. I must’ve screamed.”

			She rubbed a hand over her throat, as if she could still feel the sound ripping through it. “Then I passed out—I think. I smelled something. The blood, but something. Something else, and I passed out. I don’t know how long.”

			She reached for the glass of water, drank deeply. “I woke up, and I felt fuzzy and sick and strange. Then I saw them, on the bed. I saw them again and I crawled out. I couldn’t seem to stand up, so I crawled out, to the bathroom and got sick. I called my mother. I don’t know why exactly. I should’ve called the police, but I called Mom. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

			“Did you come here tonight with the intention of killing your husband and your friend?”

			“No. I came here with the intention of pitching a royal fit. Lieutenant, I’m going to be sick again. I need to—”

			She clutched her stomach, then sprang up and ran. Eve was on her heels when Reva flung open a door and dived into a powder room. Dropping to her knees, she was hideously ill.

			“Burns,” she managed, and gratefully took the damp cloth Eve offered. “Burns my throat.”

			“You take any illegals tonight, Reva?”

			“I don’t do illegals.” She mopped the cloth over her face. “Believe me, you’re raised by Caro, screened by the Secret Service, then Roarke, you don’t screw around.” Exhaustion in every line of her body, she leaned back against the wall. “Lieutenant, I’ve never killed anyone. I carried a weapon when I stood for the President, and once took a hit for her. I’ve got a temper, and when I’m riding on it, I can be rash. Whoever did that to Blair, to Felicity, wasn’t rash. They had to be crazy. Fucking out of their minds. I couldn’t have done it. I couldn’t have.”

			Eve crouched down so they were eye-to-eye. “Why do you sound like you’re trying to convince yourself of that, Reva, as much as me?”

			Her lips trembled, her eyes swam with fresh tears. “Because I can’t remember. I just can’t remember.” She covered her face with her hands, and wept.

			Eve left her long enough to get Caro. “I want you to sit with her,” Eve instructed. “I’m going to put a guard with you momentarily. That’s procedure.”

			“Are you arresting her?”

			“I haven’t made that determination. She’s cooperating, and that’s going to help. It’d be best if you bring her in here, keep her in this room until I come back.”

			“All right. Thank you.”

			“I’ve got to get my field kit out of the car.”

			“I’ll get it.” Roarke walked out with her. “What do you think?”

			“I’m not thinking anything until I secure and examine the scene.”

			“Lieutenant, you’re always thinking.”

			“Let me do my job. You want to help? Direct my partner and the CSU upstairs when they arrive. Until then, you need to back off or you’ll just muck up the works.”

			“Tell me one thing. Should I advise Reva to contact a lawyer?”

			“You put me in a hell of a fix.” She snatched the field kit from him. “I’m a cop. Let me go be a cop. You figure out the rest. Goddamn it to hell and back again.”

			She stomped upstairs. Breaking open the kit, she yanked out a can of Seal-It and coated her hands and boots. Then, fixing a recorder on her lapel, she re-entered the crime scene and got to work.

			She’d progressed to the bodies themselves when she heard the creak of a floorboard. She whirled, ready to snap at the intruder, and bit back the oath when she spotted Peabody.

			She was going to have to get used to her former aide’s lack of clomping. The new detective no longer wore the hard-soled cop shoes of uniform, but cushy airsneaks that were all but soundless. And just, in Eve’s opinion, a little spooky.

			She had them, apparently, in every color of the rainbow, including the mustard yellow she wore now to match her jacket. Despite them, and the straight-legged black pants and scoop-necked top, she managed to look pressed and polished and coplike.

			Her square face was sober and concerned, and framed by her standard ’do, the straight bowl cut that seemed to suit her dark hair.

			“It’s insult on injury to buy it naked,” Peabody said.

			“And embarrassing on top of it to buy it naked with another woman’s husband, or a woman not your wife.”

			“Is that what we’ve got? Dispatch wasn’t big on details.”

			“I didn’t give them details. Dead guy is Roarke’s admin’s son-in-law, and right at the moment, her daughter’s prime suspect.”

			Peabody looked at the bed. “Looks like a messy situation just got messier.”

			“Take the scene first, then I’ll fill you in on the players. “Stunner.” She lifted the sealed weapon. “Suspect claims—”

			“Holy wow!”

			“What? What?” Eve’s free hand slammed onto the butt of her weapon.

			“That.” Reaching out, Peabody danced her fingers delicately over the bracelet on Eve’s wrist. “It’s mag. I mean mondo mag, Dallas.”

			Mortified, Eve shoved the cuff under the sleeve of her jacket. She’d forgotten she was wearing the bracelet. “Maybe we could concentrate on the scene of the crime rather than my accessories.”

			“Sure, but that is some ultimate accessory. Is that big fat red stone a ruby?”

			“Peabody.”

			“Okay, okay.” But she was going to get a closer look, when Dallas wasn’t paying attention. “Where were you?”

			“Just playing around with evidence, amusing myself at a crime scene.”

			Peabody rolled her eyes. “Jeez, beat me with a stick.”

			“First chance,” Eve agreed. “To continue. The suspect claims that she brought a stunner with her, a reconfigured one that meets civilian licensee requirements. This is not a reconfigured stunner, but a military issue with full capabilities.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Succinct, as always.”

			“That’s inscrutable detective-speak.”

			“Said weapon, which I’ve already tested for prints, has suspect’s, and only suspect’s prints, all over it. As does the murder weapon.” Eve gestured to another sealed bag, and the bloody knife within. “The carry bag over there holds electronic jammers and burglar tools, also loaded with Reva Ewing’s prints.”

			“Is she security savvy?”

			“Works in that capacity for Roarke Enterprises, and is a former member of the Secret Service.”

			“From the setup, it appears that the suspect broke in, found her husband noodling strange, and hacked away.”

			But she moved closer to the bed, the bodies. “No defensive wounds on either vic, no signs of struggle. Somebody starts hacking away, most people tend to object, at least a little.”

			“Hard to when you’re stunned first.”

			With a fingertip, Eve indicated the small red dots between Blair’s shoulder blades, the matching ones between Felicity’s breasts.

			“Him on the back, her on the front,” Peabody noted.

			“Yeah. I’d say they were in the middle of noodling strange. Killer walks in behind, zaps him first, shoves him aside and zaps her before she can more than peep. They were unconscious, or at least incapacitated when the hacking began.”

			“Serious overkill,” Peabody commented. “There must be a dozen wounds on each of them.”

			“Eighteen for him, fourteen for her.”

			“Ouch.”

			“I’ll say. No heart wounds, which is interesting. Makes more blood if you don’t hit the heart.”

			She studied the way it spread over the sheets, the light spatter on the shade of the lamp beside the bed. Nasty work, she thought. Very nasty, very messy.

			“Also interesting that none of the holes in them struck the points where the stunner left the burn marks. Suspect has some blood on her clothes—not much, considering, but some. Hands and arms are clean.”

			“She’d have to wash up after something like this.”

			“You’d think. You’d think if she did, she’d have gotten rid of the shirt, too. But people dumb down a lot of times after they hack a couple people to death.”

			“Her mother’s here,” Peabody pointed out.

			“Yeah. So maybe her mother washed her up some, but Caro strikes me as more careful than that. Time of death is one-twelve A.M. We’ll have EDD check the security, see if we can determine when she bypassed and entered. I need you to check the kitchen, see if the murder weapon came from the premises, or if it was brought on scene.”

			She paused a moment. “You see what’s left of the leather bomber jacket on the floor down there?”

			“Yeah. Looked like nice material.”

			“I want it tagged, too. Ewing says she tore it up with her minidrill. Let’s see if that matches.”

			“Huh. Why’d she use a drill if she had a knife. Ripping away with a knife’s got to be more satisfying and efficient.”

			“Yeah, there’s a question. We’ll also run both vics, see if we can find anyone who’d want them dead besides the betrayed wife.”

			Hissing a breath out between her teeth, Peabody looked back at the bodies. “If it’s what it looks like, she’ll make diminished capacity in a walk.”

			“Let’s find out what it is, not what it looks like.”
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			“NO. NO, I didn’t wash her hands or face.” Caro sat, eyes level, face composed. But her hands were knotted together in her lap, as if she used them as a rope to anchor her body to the chair.

			“I tried to touch as little as possible, and just keep her calm until you got here.”

			“Caro.” Eve kept her gaze focused on the woman’s face, and tried to ignore the fact—and the small kernel of resentment in her belly—that Roarke remained in the room. At Caro’s request. “There’s a master bath upstairs, off the main bedroom. There are indications, though the sink was wiped down, that someone washed blood away.”

			“I didn’t go upstairs. I give you my word.”

			Because she did, because Eve believed her, she realized Caro didn’t understand the implications of her statement. But from the change in Roarke’s posture, the subtle shifting to alert, Eve knew he did.

			Because he remained silent, that kernel of resentment shrank a bit.

			“There’s blood on Reva’s clothes,” Eve said.

			“Yes, I know. I saw . . .” And the understanding dawned in her eyes, followed instantly by a barely controlled panic. “Lieutenant, if Reva—if she used the washroom, it would’ve been while she was in shock. Not to try to cover anything up. You have to believe that. She was in shock.”

			Sick, certainly, Eve thought. Her prints were on the bowl and rim of the toilet. Just as they’d be if she’d held on while being violently ill. But not in the master bath. The evidence of her illness was in the bath down the hall from the bedroom.

			While the blood traces were in the master bath.

			“How did you enter the premises, Caro?”

			“How did I . . . oh.” She brushed a hand over her face like a woman brushing absently at a cobweb. “The door, the front door was unlocked. It was open a little.”

			“Open?”

			“Yes. Yes, the lock light was green, then I saw it wasn’t quite closed, so I just pushed it open and came in.”

			“And what was the situation when you entered?”

			“Reva was sitting on the floor, in the foyer. Sitting there, in a ball, shaking. She was barely coherent.”

			“But she’d been coherent enough when she contacted you for you to understand Blair and Felicity were dead, and she—your daughter—was in trouble.”

			“Yes. That is, I understood she needed me, and that Blair—Blair and Felicity—were dead. She said: ‘Mom. Mom, they’re dead. Someone’s killed them.’ She was crying, and her voice was hollow and strange. She said she didn’t know what to do, what should she do. I asked where she was, and she told me. I can’t remember exactly what she said, or I said. But it’s on my ’link at home. You’ll hear for yourself.” Her voice tightened a little.

			“Yes, we will.”

			“I realize that Reva, then I, should have contacted the police immediately.”

			Caro smoothed a hand over the knees of her pajama pants, then simply stared at them as if she’d just realized what she was wearing.

			Her cheeks went a little pink, then she sighed. “I can only tell you that both of us, both of us were . . . we weren’t thinking clearly, and only thought to contact the person we each trusted most.”

			“Were you aware that your son-in-law was unfaithful?”

			“No. No, I was not.” The words snapped out, with anger just behind them. “And before you ask, I knew Felicity quite well, or thought I did,” Caro amended. “I considered her one of Reva’s closest friends, almost a sister. She was often in my home, as I was often in hers.”

			“Was she, Felicity, involved with other men?”

			“She had a very active social life, and leaned toward artists.” Her mouth went grim as her thoughts veered, obviously, to her son-in-law. “She used to joke that she wasn’t ready to settle on any one style or era—in men or in her art collection. She was, I thought, a clever woman, with a great deal of style and humor. Reva is often so serious and focused on her work. I thought . . . I believed Felicity was a good friend for her, someone who brought out her more frivolous side.”

			“Who was Felicity seeing now?”

			“I’m not sure. There was a man a few weeks ago. We were all here for one of her Sunday brunches. He was a painter, I think.” She closed her eyes as if to focus. “Yes, a painter. His name was Fredo. She introduced him as Fredo, and he struck me as very dramatic, very foreign and intense. But a few weeks before that, there was another. Thin and pale and brooding. And before that . . .”

			She shrugged a shoulder. “She enjoyed men, and from all appearance didn’t develop relationships with any beyond the surface.”

			“Is there anyone else who might have had the access codes for this residence?”

			“I don’t know of anyone. Felicity was very strict about her security. She wouldn’t employ any staff and kept only droids for domestic work. She used to say people couldn’t be trusted because they always trusted the wrong people. I remember once I told her I found that very sad, and she laughed, and reminded me if it wasn’t true, my daughter wouldn’t have a job.”

			Eve saw Peabody come to the doorway, and rose. “Thank you. I’ll need to talk to you again, and I need your permission, on record, to take your home ’links in for examination.”

			“You have it, and whatever else you need to clear this up. I want you to know how much I appreciate you handling this personally. I know you’ll find the truth. Can I go to Reva now?”

			“It would be better if you waited here, for a little while longer.” She shot a glance at Roarke, so that he understood she meant for him to do the same.

			In the hallway, she nodded a go-ahead to Peabody.

			“Sweepers got blood out of the bathroom drain upstairs, and Ewing’s print on the bowl, though it had been wiped pretty carefully. The murder weapon doesn’t match the kitchen cutlery here. There’s a pretty fancy set, and nothing appears to be missing.”

			She consulted her notes. “Reactivated the house droid. It was shut down at twenty-one-thirty. Prior to that time, it records that Felicity was at home with a companion. She’d programmed the droid not to give names or details. We’ll need to take it in to override.”

			“See to it, then. Any blood traces in the second bath upstairs?”

			“None. Just Ewing’s prints on the toilet.”

			“Okay. Let’s give Ewing a second pass.”

			They moved together into the living area where a uniform baby-sat Reva. The minute Eve stepped in, Reva surged to her feet.

			“Lieutenant. I’d like to speak with you. Privately.”

			Eve gestured for the uniform to leave the room, and spoke without looking at Peabody. “This is my partner, Detective Peabody. What would you like to speak with us about, Ms. Ewing?”

			Reva hesitated, then, when Eve sat, let out a resigned breath. “It’s just that my head’s clearing up, and I’ve realized what sort of jam I’m in. And the sort of jam I’ve put my mother in. She only came because I was hysterical. I don’t want any of the mess that’s on me to rub off on her.”

			“Don’t worry about your mother. No one’s looking to hurt her in this.”

			“Okay.” Reva gave a short nod. “Okay, then.”

			“You said when you pulled back the covers, you saw the bodies, the blood.”

			“Yes. I saw they were dead. I knew they were dead. Had to be.”

			“Where was the knife?”

			“The knife?”

			“The murder weapon. Where was it?”

			“I don’t know. I didn’t see a knife. Just Blair and Felicity.”

			“Peabody, would you show Ms. Ewing the weapon we’ve taken into evidence.”

			Peabody drew out the sealed knife, walked over to show it to Reva. “Do you recognize this knife, Ms. Ewing?”

			Reva stared at the smeared blade, the smeared handle, then lifted her gaze, full of stunned confusion, to Eve’s. “It’s Blair’s. It’s one of the set he bought last year, when he decided we should both take cooking classes. I told him to go right ahead, but I’d stick with the AutoChef or take-out. He actually took the classes, and did some cooking now and then. This looks like one of his kitchen knives.”

			“Did you bring it with you tonight, Reva? Were you so angry that you put it in your bag, maybe to threaten them, to scare them?”

			“No.” She took a step back from it. “No, I didn’t bring it.”

			This time Eve held out an evidence bag. “Is this your stunner?”

			“No.” Reva’s fingers curled into her palms. “That’s a recent military model. Mine’s over six years old, a reconfigured Secret Service make. That doesn’t belong to me. I’ve never seen it before.”

			“Both this and the knife were used on the victims. Both this and the knife have your fingerprints on them.”

			“This is crazy.”

			“The violence of the stabbings would have resulted in considerable blood spatter. On your hands, your arms, your face, as well as your clothes.”

			Dully now, Reva looked down at her hands, rubbed them gently together. “I know there’s blood on my shirt. I don’t know . . . Maybe I touched something up there. I don’t remember. But I didn’t kill them. I never touched that knife, that stunner. There’s no blood on my hands.”

			“There’s blood in the bathroom drain, and your fingerprints are on the sink.”

			“You think I washed my hands? You think I tried to clean up, cover up, then called my mother?”

			Eve could tell that Reva’s head was clearing, and her temper was coming back along with her coherency. Those dark eyes were hot, and her teeth clamped together as her color came up. “What the hell do you think I am? You think I’d rip my husband and my friend to pieces, to goddamn pieces because they made a fool out of me? And if I did, I wouldn’t have the fucking sense to get rid of the murder weapon and cover myself? For God’s sake, they were dead. They were dead when I got here.”

			She pushed out of her chair as she spat out the words, and the anger so alive on her face pushed her to whirl around the room. “What the hell is going on? What the hell is this?”

			“Why did you come here tonight, Reva?”

			“To confront them, to shout and yell and maybe to knee Blair in the balls. To slap Felicity in that gorgeous, lying face. To break something and create one hell of an ugly scene.”

			“Why tonight?”

			“Because I only found out tonight, goddamn it.”

			“How? How did you find out?”

			Reva stopped, stared at Eve as if trying to understand some odd, half-remembered language. “The package. Oh Jesus, the photographs and the receipts. There was a package delivered to my house. I was already in bed. It was early, just after eleven, but I was bored and went to bed. I heard the bell from the gate. It irritated me. I couldn’t think who’d be coming by at eleven, but I went down. There was a package left at the gate. I went out and got it.”

			“Did you see anyone?”

			“No. Just the package, and being a suspicious sort, I ran a scanner over it. I didn’t expect a boomer,” she said with a wry smile, “but, it’s habit. I got the all-clear and brought it in. I thought it was from Blair. An I-already-miss-you present. He did that sort of thing—silly, romantic . . .”

			She trailed off, struggled as her eyes went shiny with tears. “I just figured it was from him, and I opened it up. There were photographs, a lot of surveillance-type shots of Blair with Felicity. Intimate, unmistakable sort of photos of the two of them, and copies of receipts from hotels and restaurants. Shit.”

			She pressed her fingers to her lips. “Receipts for jewelry and lingerie he’d bought—and not for me. All from an account I didn’t know he had. And there were two discs—one of ’link calls between them, one of e-mail text they’d exchanged. Love calls, love letters—very intimate and graphic.”

			“There was nothing to indicate who’d send these things to you.”

			“No, and I didn’t look or even wonder at the time. I was too shocked and angry and hurt. The last transmission on the disc was the two of them talking about how they were going to have two days together, right here in her place while I thought he was out of town. They laughed at me,” she murmured. “Had a good laugh over how oblivious I was to what was going on right under my nose. Some security expert who couldn’t even keep tabs on her own husband.”

			She sat again, heavily. “This doesn’t make sense. It’s just crazy. Who would kill them, and set me up to take the fall?”

			“Where’s the package?” Eve asked her.

			“In my ride. I brought it with me in case I softened up on the way over, though there wasn’t much chance of it. It’s in the passenger seat where I could see it.”

			“Peabody.”

			Reva waited until Peabody walked outside to retrieve the package. “It doesn’t make me look any less guilty. I get proof my husband’s diddling my best friend, find out they have a rendezvous tonight, and I come over here, armed and ready. I walked right into this. I don’t know how or why I was set up. I don’t know why you’d believe me when I tell you I was set up. But that’s the truth.”

			“I’m going to have to take you in. I’m going to have to charge you. The charge is going to be Murder in the First, two counts.” She watched Reva’s color drain. “I don’t know you,” Eve continued, “but I know your mother, and I know Roarke. Neither of them are pushovers. They both believe in you, so here’s what I’m going to tell you. Off record. Get a lawyer. Get a damn good fleet of lawyers. And don’t lie to me. Don’t lie to me about anything I might ask you. Those lawyers are good enough, they’ll have you out on bond first thing in the morning. Stay clean, stay straight, and stay available to me. You hide something, I’ll find it, and that’ll piss me off.”

			“I’ve got nothing to hide.”

			“You might think of something. If and when you do, think again. I want you to volunteer for a Truth Test, third level. It’s hell, it’s intrusive, and it can be painful, but if you’ve got nothing to hide and you’re being straight with me, you’ll pass it. A third level will weigh heavy on your side.”

			She closed her eyes, breathed deep. “I can handle third level.”

			Eve smiled thinly. “Don’t go in with a chip on your shoulder. I’ve been there, and it’s going to flatten you. I can get a warrant to search your house, your office, your vehicles, everything. But if you give me permission to do so, on record, that’s going to weigh, too.”

			“I’m putting a hell of a lot in your hands, Dallas.”

			“It’s in them anyway.”

			She took Reva in, booked her. Due to the hour she could opt, without breaking procedure, to continue their interview until morning. But she still had work, and she still had Roarke.

			She walked through the bull pen in Homicide where the scatter of detectives on graveyard shift yawned their way through the last couple of hours of work. As she expected, Roarke waited in her office.

			“I need to speak with you,” he began.

			“Figured. Don’t speak until I have coffee.” She went directly to the AutoChef, programmed a double serving, strong and black.

			He stood where he was, only turned to stare out of her miserly window at the fitful predawn traffic. As she drank, she could all but see impatience and outrage snaking out of his skin like lightning bolts.

			“I arranged it so Caro could have fifteen minutes with her. That’s the best I can do. Then you need to take Caro out of here, take her home, settle her down. You’ll know how.”

			“She’s out of her mind with worry.”

			“I expect she is.”

			“You expect?” He turned around then, slowly. Slowly enough for her to understand his temper was on its shortest, thinnest leash. “You’ve just booked her only child for two first-degree murders. You have her daughter in a cage.”

			“And did you think because you’re fond of them, and I of you, I’d just let her waltz into the night when I have her prints all over a murder weapon? When I have her on the scene of a double murder and the victims just happen to be her husband and her pal, both naked in bed? When she fucking admits she broke in after learning he was sticking it to her good pal Felicity?”

			She took a deep gulp of the coffee, gestured toward him with the cup. “Hey, maybe I should’ve pulled the religious cop routine, and nudged her out the door with the advice to go forth and sin no more.”

			“She didn’t kill anyone. It’s obvious Reva was set up, and that whoever killed them marked her for it, planned it out and left her twisting in the wind.”

			“I happen to agree with you.”

			“And locking her up only gives whoever did this time and opportunity to—what?”

			“I said I agree with you, about the setup. But not with what you didn’t quite finish saying there.” She drank more coffee, slower this time, letting it slide deliciously into her system. “I’m not giving whoever did this the time and opportunity to get away. I’m giving them the time and opportunity to think they’ll get away—and keeping Reva safe in the meantime. And following the pesky little letter of the law while I’m at it. I’m doing my job, so get off my back.”

			He sat because he was suddenly tired, and because he, too, was sick with worry over the mother, the daughter. Both of whom he considered his responsibility. “You believed her.”

			“Yeah, I believed her. And I believe my own eyes.”

			“I’m sorry. I seem to be a little dull this morning. What did your own eyes tell you?”

			“That it was too staged. The scene. Like a vid set. Viciously murdered naked couple, knife—from the prime suspect’s own kitchen, sticking out of the mattress. Blood in the bathroom drain, suspect’s print on the sink—one little spot she just happened to miss on the wipe-down. Her prints all over the weapons, just in case the investigating officer needs to be led by the fucking nose.”

			“And you certainly don’t. Should I apologize for doubting you?”

			“You get a free one, seeing as it’s five in the morning and we’ve put in a long night.” She felt generous enough to give him the coffee, and program another mug for herself. “Classy frame job for the most part, though. Whoever did it had to know your girl—what she does for a living, how she reacts. Had to be dead sure she’d rush over to her pal’s house with blood in her eye. That she’d bypass security. Might have figured she’d just beat on the door first, but that she wouldn’t turn around and slink off home when nobody answered. But they missed a few.”

			“Which were?”

			“If she’d walked in with a big, nasty knife in her hand, she wouldn’t have dug into her bag of tricks for a minidrill to go at the jacket. If she washed up, why’d she use the other upstairs bath to get sick? Why leave her prints there? How come there’s no blood in her hair? Spatter hits the lamp, some of the wall, and to do what she did, she’d have been right on top of them, but there’s no spatter in her hair. She wash that, too? Then why didn’t the sweepers find any of her hair in the bathroom drains?

			“You’re very thorough.”

			“That’s why they pay me the big bucks. Whoever did this knows her, Roarke, and the victims. Wanted one or the other of them dead, maybe both. Or maybe just want Reva Ewing doing life in a cage. That’s a puzzler.”

			She sat on the corner of her desk sipping her coffee. “I’m going to turn her life inside out, and do the same job on the victims. At least one of them is the key. Whoever did it surveilled the vics, got the photos, the discs. Good quality. And they got into the house as slick as Reva did, so security’s no problem for them. Had a military-style stunner. I need it analyzed yet, but I’m betting it’s no black market knockoff. They think the cop’s going to step into that scene and gobble all that shit right up, then go eat a fricking doughnut.”

			“Not my cop.”

			“Not any cop in this division or that cop deserves a boot up the ass,” Eve said with feeling. “When something looks that perfect on the surface, it never is down below. Whoever set this up was just a little too creative. Maybe he figured she’d run. That when she woke up, she’d panic and run. But she didn’t. I’m having the medicals go over her, see if she was knocked out, or given a dose of something that knocked her out. She doesn’t strike me as the fainting type.”

			“I wouldn’t think so.”

			Still sipping, she looked at him over the rim of her mug. “You’re going to get in my face on this again?”

			“I am, yes.” He touched her arm, ran his hand down it, then let her go. “Both Caro and Reva are important to me. I’ll ask you to let me help. If you refuse, I’ll go around you. I’ll be sorry for it, but I’ll do it. Caro isn’t just an employee to me, Eve. She’s asked me for help, and she’s never asked me for anything before. Not once in all the years she’s been with me. I can’t step aside on this, not even for you.”

			She took another contemplative sip. “If you could step aside on this, even for me, you wouldn’t be the man I fell for in the first place, would you?”

			He set his coffee down, stepped over to frame her face in his hands. “Remember this moment, won’t you, the next time you’re furious with me? And I’ll do the same.” He lowered his head to press his lips to her forehead.

			“I’ll send you my files on both Caro and Reva, which contain considerable personal data. And I’ll get you more.”

			“That’s a good start.”

			“Caro asked me to do so.” He eased back. “I would’ve done it anyway, but it’s easier all around that she asked. You’ll find, in your dealings with her, she is scrupulous.”

			“How’d she get that way working for you?”

			He grinned now. “A paradox, isn’t it? You’ll call Feeney in?”

			“I’m going to need ace EDD men, so yeah, it’ll be Feeney—and he’ll bring in McNab.”

			“I could help with the electronics.”

			“If Feeney wants you, he can have you. I’ll clear it with the commander. But you know it’s going to be touchy, your connection to the suspect. If I don’t convince Commander Whitney this is a frame, he’s not going to go along, even unofficially.”

			“My money’s on you.”

			“Let’s take it a step at a time. Get Caro home.”

			“I will. I’m going to clear my calendar as much as possible until this is finished.”

			“You paying for the lawyers?”

			“She won’t let me.” A shadow of annoyance rippled over his face. “Neither of them will budge in that particular area.”

			“One more. Did you and Reva ever tango?”

			“Do you mean were we ever lovers? No.”

			“Good. Slightly less sticky that way. Clear out,” she ordered. “I’ve got to round up my partner and drive to Queens.”

			“Could I ask a question first?”

			“Make it snappy.”

			“If you’d walked into that scene tonight, and there’d been no connection, would you have looked at it the same way?”

			“There was no connection when I walked onto the scene,” she told him. “That’s how I could see it for what it was. I couldn’t take you in with me, not literally, not in my head. You’d’ve done the same.”

			“I like to think so.”

			“You would have. You know how to be cold when you have to be. I mean that in a good way.”

			“I believe you do,” he said with a half laugh.

			“I did let you in a minute after I stepped out of it.”

			“Did you?”

			“I thought: If Roarke had set this up, nobody would’ve seen the frame. Whoever did it should’ve taken lessons.”

			This time he did laugh, and she was pleased to see some of the worry warm out of his eyes. “Well now, that is high praise.”

			“Just calling them as I see them, and another reason I’ve agreed to use you. I want to find out the how and why of a classy frame, I might as well make use of somebody who’d know the hows and whys. Start thinking about what Reva’s working on for you—or what she has been working on, or will be.”

			“I already am.”

			“See, just one more reason. You’re going to want a bodyguard for Caro, just in case. She’d prefer private to a cop.”

			“It’s already done.”

			“And the reasons just keep on ticking. Beat it.”

			“Since you ask so nice.” He kissed her first, a soft touch of mouth to mouth. “Get something decent to eat,” he called out as he left.

			And though her gaze went to the ceiling tile where she was currently hiding her candy stash, she didn’t think that was quite what he had in mind.
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			 SHE WAS EXPECTING a midlevel suburban house. The Ewing-Bissel place was several steps up from mid. It was a very contemporary streamlined white box on box behind a recycled-stone riot fence. Lots of one-way glass and sharp angles.

			The entrance area was that same recycled stone, tinted a strong red. There were ornamental trees and shrubs growing out of large pots and several odd metal sculptures she attributed to Blair Bissel.

			But it struck her as cold, and more pretentious than gingerbread and gilt.

			“Ewing knows her security,” Peabody commented after they’d dealt with the layers of it just to get through the riot wall. “Fancy digs, too, if you go for this kind of thing.”

			“You don’t?”

			“Uh-uh.” Peabody grimaced as they walked over the red stone lawn. “This kind of design makes me think of a prison, and I can’t quite figure out if it keeps people in, or keeps them out. And the art.”

			She stopped to study a squat metal shape with eight spindly legs and an elongated triangular head, lined with sparkling teeth.

			“We’ve got a lot of artists in the family,” Peabody went on. “A couple who work primarily in metals, and some of the stuff’s odd. But it’s . . . interesting odd and usually kind of fun or poignant.”

			“Poignant metal.”

			“Yeah, really. But this, I guess it’s a cross between a watchdog and a spider. It’s creepy, and a little mean. And what about that?”

			She pointed to another sculpture. This, Eve saw when she wandered closer, was of two figures, closely entwined. Male and female, which was obvious when you saw the exaggerated length of the penis painted royal purple. It was honed to a knife-point at the end, and an inch away from penetrating the female figure.

			She was, Eve noted, bowed back in either passion or terror, the long gleaming tendrils of her hair streaming back.

			They were faceless, just form and feeling. And after a moment she decided that feeling wasn’t romantic, or even sexual. It was violent.

			“I’d say he was probably talented, and even talent can be sick.”

			Because it made her uncomfortable, she turned away from the figures and approached the door. Even with the codes and clearance Reva had provided, it took some time and some trouble to access entry.

			The door opened into a kind of atrium with tinted sky windows three floors up, and slick ocean blue tiles for the floor.

			There was a fountain in the center of the space, burbling as the half man, half fish figures that circled it vomited violently into the pool.

			The walls were mirrored, tossing back their reflections dozens of times. Rooms fanned off from this center, through wide, doorless rectangles.

			“This doesn’t fit her,” Eve said. “I’d say he picked the place and the decor, and she went along.”

			Peabody looked up, studied the nightmarish bird sculptures hanging high in the air. They looked like they were circling over a meal. “Would you?”

			“I don’t fit where I live either.”

			“That’s not true.”

			Eve shrugged, cautiously circled the fountain. “I didn’t when I moved into it. Okay, it’s not like this. It’s beautiful, and it’s livable, and it’s, well, it’s warm. But it was Roarke’s place. It’s still more his than mine, and that’s okay.”

			“She really loved him.” The place gave Peabody the creeps, which she didn’t bother to hide. “If she could live here because he wanted it, she had to really love him.”

			“That’s my take,” Eve agreed.

			“I’ll find the kitchen, verify the murder weapon was taken from here.”

			Eve nodded, and using the blueprint Reva had drawn for her, started upstairs.

			She’d been sleeping, Eve thought. Heard the gate bell. Got up, checked the security screen. Saw the package.

			She paused by a sheer window that looked down over a stone and metal garden. Nothing living, she mused. Nothing real.

			Got up, she continued, went down and out to retrieve the package. Took a scanner, checked the contents for explosives. Careful, cautious woman.

			Brought the package back inside.

			Eve entered the master bedroom and saw the first signs of life in the house. There were more mirrors, silvery panels of them on one wall, more forming a double door. The bed, wide as a canyon, was unmade, with a nightshirt tossed into a tangle over in one corner. One closet door was open—Reva’s closet, Eve noted after a glance.

			She’d opened the package, sat on the bed when her legs gave out from under her, Eve imagined. Looked at the photographs again and again while her brain tried to compute the meaning. Studied the receipts. Went to the data center across the room, loaded the discs.

			Some pacing, Eve was sure. That’s what she’d’ve done. Paced, cursed, shed a few tears of rage. Tossed something breakable.

			And she noted, with some satisfaction, the shards of glass in the far corner.

			Okay, then it’s time for action. Dress, gather the tools. Work out the plan in your head in between rages and more curses.

			It took, what, an hour, an hour tops, from the time she opened the package until she headed out.

			Eve turned to the bedroom ’link, and replayed the transmissions for the last twenty-four hours.

			There was one from Felicity that was timed in at fourteen hundred.

			Hi, Reev. I know you’re at work, but I hate to bother you there. Just wanted to let you know I’ve got a hot date tonight. Hoping we can get together Friday or Saturday. I’ll spill all the dirty deets. Be a good girl while Blair’s away. Or if you’re not, tell me everything. Ciao!

			Eve froze the visual and took a hard look at Felicity Kade. The wealthy, stylish bombshell type, Eve mused. Blonde and rosy, with ice-edged cheekbones and a full, seductive mouth. Eyes so deeply blue they were nearly purple, with a tiny black mole at the outside tip of the left.

			Eve was willing to bet she’d paid plenty for the face.

			She’d been covering herself with the transmission. Don’t call me tonight, I’ve got a hot one. It just happens to be your husband, but what you don’t know won’t hurt me.

			Or so she’d believed when she’d placed the bubbling call.

			And there was a look in those eyes, a kind of live-wire excitement that told Eve Blair Bissel had likely been with her already, just out of range of the ’link.

			And when he’d called home, at seventeen-twenty, Eve noted, he’d been very careful to have nothing but his own face on screen. His eyes, cat green, were heavy. The smile, curve of that handsome mouth, was weary, like his voice.

			She could see why Reva had fallen for him, more so on the transmission than in the ID still Eve had studied. You added that lazy animation to the face, that slow, sexy voice, and you got a powerful punch.

			Hey, baby. I was hoping you’d be home by now. Should’ve called your pocket ’link. Pretty fuzzy with the travel and time change. I’m going to shut down, so you won’t be able to reach me. I’ve just got to catch some serious zee’s. I’ll try you again as soon as I surface.

			Miss me, baby. You know I’m missing you.

			Covered his ass, too, and gave himself a clear night to play with his bed pal.

			Still, it was careless. Reckless. At least it would’ve been if she’d trusted him less. What if she’d tracked the transmission as Eve would do. What if she’d gotten a wild hare and decided to transport herself to where he’d said he’d be?

			What if . . . a dozen things that often happened to blow up the secret affair and leave the cheating spouse with his or her ass in the sling.

			Instead he’d ended up dead. Because someone else had been tracking, someone else had been watching and waiting for the right time and place.

			But why?

			“Matching set of cooking tools,” Peabody reported as she walked in. “Missing the bread knife.”

			“Would that be a bread knife in our evidence bag?”

			“Yes, sir, it would. I also checked the log on the AutoChef. It looks like Reva Ewing had a single serving of chicken piccata and a garden salad at nineteen-thirty last night. Prior to that, there was a double serving of wheat waffles and a pot of coffee at seven-thirty yesterday morning.”

			“So they had breakfast together before he left on his fake business trip and she went to work.”

			“Security logs also show Reva Ewing entering, alone, at eighteen-twelve. And the gate bell sounding, as per her statement just after twenty-three hundred. Her leaving to retrieve the package and returning with it to the house after a scan also checks.”

			“You’ve been busy.”

			Peabody grinned. “We detectives do what we can.”

			“You’re not going to be able to milk that much longer.”

			“I figure I’ve got at least a month to mention my detective status at least three times a day. After that, I’m weaning myself.”

			“So noted. I want to take the security discs and the ’links to EDD. If Reva’s being set up, whoever’s doing it knows as much about security as she does.”

			“You said if. Do you have doubts?”

			“There’s always room for doubts.”

			“Okay, so I was thinking—and it doesn’t really gel for me, but since there’s room . . . What if she set it up to look like a setup? It’d be cold, and it’d be risky. But it’d be smart, too.”

			“Yeah, it would.” Eve began to go through the desk drawers methodically.

			“You already thought of it.”

			“Peabody, we lieutenants are always thinking.”

			“But you don’t buy it.”

			“Look at it this way. If she did it, it’s a dunk. The case fell whole into our laps. Nothing to do but file the reports and wait for it to come to trial. But if she’s telling the truth, we’ve got a real, live mystery on our hands. I just fucking love a mystery.”

			She took all the discs into evidence for viewing at Central, added memo cubes, a PPC and what appeared to be a broken address book.

			“Pick a dresser,” Eve invited.

			They searched the bedroom, moving from the contents of the dressers to the contents of the closet. They turned up nothing of interest but for what Peabody referred to as monkey sex underwear.

			They split up on the home offices, with Eve taking Blair’s.

			He had, she noted, the better end of the deal there. His was twice the size of hers, and with a view of the stone garden—the garden she assumed he’d wanted. There was also a long leather couch, the color of light coffee, with a mirrored wall behind it, and an entertainment center loaded with the latest toys.

			It was, she thought, more a man-as-boy playroom than workspace. And when she called up his data unit, she found it wasn’t working at all.

			She gave it a quick slap with the heel of her hand, which was her usual way of dealing with recalcitrant machines. “I said, ‘Computer, on,’ ” she repeated and once again read in her name, rank, and badge number for override of standard passcodes.

			The screen stayed blank, the unit silent.

			Interesting, she thought as she circled around it as she might a sleeping animal. What did he have in there he didn’t want his wife to see?

			Still watching the unit, she pulled out her communicator and tagged Feeney at EDD.

			His hound dog face had been sun-kissed by his recent vacation in Bimini. He’d only been back a couple of days, and Eve was hoping it would fade soon. It was . . . disconcerting to see Feeney with a tan.

			She wanted his hair to grow back, too. He’d shorn his wiry ginger-and-gray mop painfully short while he’d been gone. It looked like he was wearing a snug, fuzzy helmet.

			When you added the post-holiday sparkle to his droopy brown eyes, it was a study in mixed signals, and made her head hurt.

			“Hey, kid.”

			“Hey. Did you get my request?”

			“First thing. Already cleared the time and manpower for you.”

			“I got more. Dead guy’s home unit. He must have it seriously passcoded. I can’t get it on.”

			“Dallas, there are times you can’t get your AutoChef on.”

			“That’s a dirty lie.” She poked the data unit with a finger. “I need a pickup for this, and for a houseful of ’links and data centers. A boatload of security discs I need studied and analyzed.”

			“I’ll send out a team for pickup.”

			She waited a beat. “Just like that? I don’t even get a token bitch?”

			“I’m in too good a mood to bitch. The wife made me pancakes this morning. Can’t do enough for me. I’m a fricking hero with my whole family. You flipped me that Bimini deal, Dallas, and I figure I’m going to reap the rewards for the next six months. I owe you.”

			“Feeney, you look sort of scary when you smile like that. So cut it out.”

			His grin only widened. “Can’t help it. I’m a happy man.”

			“I’ve got enough EDD work on this one to keep you and a full team buried for days.”

			“Sounds good.” He almost sang it. “I’m ready for a real challenge. Guy gets soft sitting on the beach sucking coconut juice all day.”

			This had to stop, was all she could think. And now. “Case is a slam,” she said and showed her teeth. “And I’ve already booked the suspect on two counts in the first. I’m using departmental time and money to pick the case apart from the inside out.”

			“Sounds like fun,” he said with a lilt in his voice. “Glad you called me in.”

			“I could learn to hate you like this, Feeney.” She rattled off the address, and cut transmission as he began to hum.

			“Do a favor for a friend,” she muttered, “and it bites you on the ass. Peabody!” She shouted it. “Tag all electronics for EDD pickup. Arrange for two droids to guard the premises and seal it after EDD has come and gone. And move it. We need to go check Bissel’s gallery and studio.”

			“If we’re partners now, how come I have to do all the tagging?” Peabody shouted back. “And are we ever going to eat? We’ve already been on the clock six hours, and my blood sugar’s dropping. I can feel it.”

			“Just move your ass,” Eve shot back, but she smiled. At least she still worked with somebody who knew how to bitch.

			Because she appreciated it, and she remembered she hadn’t eaten since the night before herself, she double-parked in front of a 24/7 and let Peabody make the dash in for some to-go food.

			They were both going to need to go off the clock for a couple of hours, get some sleep. But she wanted to get a look at Blair’s workspace and get all the electronics and security discs in evidence first.

			Because the only why she could think of equaled security. The only why made Reva the real target. The killings took her out, deliberately. Unless there was a personal reason to target her, and she’d explore that angle, it was professional.

			Any professional motive against Reva brushed a little too close for comfort to Roarke. So she intended to move fast, and get as much locked into Central as she could before moving on to the next stage.

			Peabody hurried out again, carrying an enormous take-out bag.

			“Got hoagies.” With a grunt, she dropped back in the seat.

			“What, for the whole squad?”

			“And other provisions.”

			“Because we’re going on safari?”

			With some dignity, Peabody pulled out a tidily wrapped hoagie and passed it to Eve. “Drinks, and a bag of soy chips, and a bag of dried apricots—”

			“Dried apricots, in case the rumor of the coming Armageddon is true.”

			“And some damn cookies.” Peabody’s face closed in on a scowl that was edging toward pout. “I’m hungry, and when you’re on a roll like this I might not see food again until I’m a withered sack of bones. You don’t have to eat, you know.” She made a fuss out of unwrapping her own sandwich. “Nobody’s holding a blaster to your head.”

			Eve peeked inside her sandwich and saw something that was pretending to have come from a pig. It was good enough. “In the event of Armageddon, I hope those cookies have some form of chocolate in them.”

			“Maybe.” Slightly mollified when Eve drove one-handed and bit into her sandwich, Peabody opened a tube of Pepsi and stuck it in the drink slot.

			By the time Eve got to the Flatiron Building, Peabody had mowed her way through the hoagie and a good portion of chips. As a result, both her mood and her energy were up again.

			“This is my favorite New York building,” she said. “When I first moved here, I took a day and went around taking pictures of the places I used to read about. This was one of the top on my list. It’s so yesterday, you know. But here it is, still standing. The oldest remaining skyscraper in the city.”

			Eve hadn’t known that. Then again she didn’t collect that sort of trivia. She supposed she’d admired its unique triangular style now and then, in an absent sort of way.

			But for her, buildings simply were. People lived or worked in them, and they took up space, gave the city shape.

			She decided against trying Broadway for parking, as this section always had a party going on. Instead she turned onto Twenty-third and crammed her unit into a loading zone.

			The next drop-off or pickup was going to bitch, but she flipped up her ON DUTY sign, and climbed out.

			“Bissel rented space on the top floor.”

			“Jesus, that’s got to be prime.”

			Eve nodded as they walked toward an entrance door. “I glanced through his financials, and he could afford it. Apparently that metal crap he built went for big bucks. And he had his own gallery, bought and sold art.”

			“His connection to Felicity Kade?”

			“Apparently. She was a client, according to Reva. So she bought from both Blair and Reva, and she’s the one who persuaded Reva to come to the art showing where Reva met Blair.”

			“Cozy.”

			With appreciation, Eve glanced at Peabody as they crossed the lobby. “That’s right. Too cozy for my liking, too. So why do you figure Felicity puts her lover and her friend together?”

			“Maybe they weren’t lovers yet. Or maybe she didn’t know they’d get serious about each other.”

			“Maybe.” Eve bypassed the security desk and used the code Reva had given her to access the elevator to the top floor. Instead of the doors opening, the computer gave a warning buzz.

			You are not cleared for this elevator. Please return to the security and/or information desk for instructions on how to access the public entrance of Bissel Gallery. This elevator is for private use only.

			“Maybe she gave you the wrong code,” Peabody suggested.

			“I don’t think so.”

			Eve walked to the main security station. “Who used that elevator last?”

			The young, prim woman in black curled her lip. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Don’t bother,” Eve told her and slapped down her badge. “Just answer the question.”

			“I’ll need to verify your identification.” With her nose still in the air, she scanned Eve’s badge, then slid over a palm plate. When Eve’s ID was verified, she tucked the palm plate away again. “Is this about what happened to Mr. Bissel?”

			Eve merely smiled. “I beg your pardon?”

			The woman sniffed, then turned to her log book. “Mr. Bissel himself was the last to use that elevator. It goes directly to his studio. His employees and clients use the one to the right. That will go to the gallery.”

			“You have the code for the studio elevator.”

			“Of course. It’s required that all tenants file their security and passcodes with us.”

			“What is it?”

			“I’m not permitted to give out that data, not without proper authorization.”

			Eve wondered if stuffing her badge up the woman’s snooty nose would qualify as proper authorization. Instead, she shoved her own memo book onto the desk, tapped the screen. “Is this it?”

			Once again, the woman turned to her data unit, keyed in a complex series of numbers. She glanced at her screen, then Eve’s. “If you have it, why are you bothering to ask me?”

			“It doesn’t work.”

			“Of course it works. You just didn’t do it properly.”

			“Why don’t you show me how to do it properly?”

			Heaving a sigh, the woman gestured to a coworker. “Watch the station,” she snapped, then clipped her way over to the elevators on hair-thin heels.

			She coded in, and when she got the same result as Eve, coded in again. “I don’t understand it. This is the proper code. It’s registered. Building security checks all passcodes twice a week.”

			“When was the last check?”

			“Two days ago.”

			“How long will it take maintenance to bypass?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“Is there access from the gallery to the studio?”

			Obviously aggrieved, she marched back to her station, called up the diagram for the top level. “There is. There’s a security door between them. I have the passcode for that.”

			“Which, I imagine, is about as much good as the one you have for the elevator. Give it to me anyway.”

			Eve pulled out her pocket ’link as she walked to the gallery elevator. “I need you at the Flatiron Building,” she said the minute Roarke answered. “Bissel Gallery, top floor. The security codes for the direct elevator to his studio has been changed, so I can’t access it. I’m going to try to get through the door between the gallery and the studio, but I’m figuring I’ll find the same block.”

			“Leave it be. If someone tampered with it, using the original code could add another block. I’m on my way.”

			“What could Bissel have in his studio he didn’t want his wife to see?” Peabody wondered.

			“Doesn’t make sense.” Eve shook her head. “Nothing in his file to indicate he’s that security savvy. It takes savvy to alter a code without building security sniffing it out. And a guy who risks an affair with his wife’s friend, all but under her nose? Why’d he do that? For the sex, sure, but also for the thrill. Look what I can get away with. Why does a man who goes for the thrill take such extensive precautions with his home office unit, his art studio. What does one have to do with the other?”

			She stepped off the elevator, into a space filled with sculpture, paintings, both static and animated. In the midst of the softly lighted room, a woman sat on the floor, sobbing her heart out.

			“Man,” Eve said under her breath. “I hate when this happens. You take her.”

			Pleased to have a concrete assignment, Peabody approached the woman, crouched in front of her. “Miss.”

			“We’re closed.” She wailed into her own hands. “Due to a de–de–death.”

			“I’m Detective Peabody.” Under the circumstances, she tried not to display too much glee in being able to say just that. “This is my partner, Lieutenant Dallas. We’re investigating the deaths of Blair Bissel and Felicity Kade.”

			“Blair!” She all but screamed it, and threw herself facedown on the floor. “No, no, no, he can’t be dead. I can’t stand it.”

			“I’m sorry, this is a difficult time for you.”

			“I don’t think I can go on! All the light, all the air’s gone out of the world.”

			“Oh, Jesus Christ.” Since enough was enough, Eve stalked over, took the woman by one arm and hauled her back to a sitting position. “I want your name, your connection with Blair Bissel, and the reason you’re here.”

			“Ch–ch–ch—”

			“Suck it in,” Eve snapped. “Spit it out.”

			“Chloe McCoy. I run the gallery. And I’m here, I’m here, because . . .” She crossed her arms over her heart, as if she were trying to hold it inside her. “We loved each other.”

			Barely old enough to buy a drink in a legit bar, Eve gauged. Her face was ravaged, swollen and splotchy, with huge brown eyes still busily pumping out the tears. Her hair was ink black and tumbled over her shoulders, over a pair of young and perky breasts shown off in a snug black shirt.

			“You had an intimate relationship with Bissel.”

			“We were in love!” She threw out her arms, then wrapped them tightly around her own body. “We were soulmates. Destined for each other from our first breaths. We were—”

			“Did you fuck him, Chloe?”

			The crudeness did what Eve had hoped, and the tears magically dried up. “How dare you? How dare you demean something so beautiful?” She threw up her chin, and though it trembled, it stayed so high it nearly pointed at the ceiling. “Yes, we were lovers. Now that he’s dead, my soul is dead, too. How could she do it? That horrible, horrible woman? How could she turn out the light on someone so good, so true, so perfect.”

			“So good and true he was sleeping with her friend and one of his employees?” Eve said pleasantly.

			“His marriage was over.” Chloe turned her head away, stared at the wall. “It was just a matter of time until it was legally ended, and we’d be together in the sunlight, instead of in shadows.”

			“How old are you?”

			“I’m twenty-one, but age means nothing.” She closed her hand over a heart-shaped pendant around her throat. “I’m as old as time now, as old as grief.”

			“When’s the last time you saw Blair?”

			“Yesterday morning. We met here.” She brushed her free hand over her brow while she stroked the little gold heart. “To say a sweet good-bye before he had to go on his trip.”

			“That would be his trip uptown where he snuggled in with Felicity Kade for a couple days?”

			“That isn’t true.” Her puffy eyes took on a mutinous expression. “I don’t know what happened, what that horrible woman made it appear, but Blair certainly wasn’t involved that way with Ms. Kade. She was a client, and no more.”

			“Uh-huh” was the kindest response Eve could think of. “How long have you worked here?”

			“Eight months. The most vital eight months of my life. I only started to live when—”

			“Did his wife come here?”

			“Rarely.” Chloe pressed her lips together. “She pretended an interest in his work, in public. But in private she was critical, and was draining his energies. Of course, she had no problem spending the money he made from the sweat of his soul.”

			“Is that so? He tell you that?”

			“He told me everything.” She beat her breast, her hand fisted around the locket. Heart tapped against heart. “There were no secrets between us.”

			“So you have the passcode into his studio.”

			She opened her mouth, firmed it again before speaking. “No. An artist such as Blair needs his privacy. I would never intrude. Naturally, he would open the door when he wanted to share something with me.”

			“Right. So you wouldn’t know if he ever had visitors in there.”

			“He worked alone. It was necessary for his creativity.”

			Dupe, Eve thought. Foolish, gullible, and probably no more than a casual toy for Bissel. She started to turn as the elevator opened again, and Chloe flung her arms around Eve’s legs.

			“Please, please! You must let me see him. You must let me say good-bye to my heart. Let me go to him. Let me touch his face one last time! You must. You must give me that much.”

			Eve saw Roarke quirk a brow in a kind of amused horror. Bending, Eve peeled Chloe off her shins.

			“Peabody, deal with this.”

			“Sure. Come on, Chloe.” Putting her back into it, Peabody hefted the weeping girl. “Let’s go splash some water on your face. Blair would want you to be strong. I’ve got some questions I need to ask you. He’d want you to help us, so we can see justice is done.”

			“I will! I will be strong, for Blair. No matter how hard it is.”

			“I know you will,” Peabody replied and led Chloe through an archway.

			“Second, much younger side dish,” Eve said before Roarke could ask.

			“Ah.”

			“Yeah. Ah. I don’t think she knows anything, but Peabody’ll coax it out of her if she does.”

			“I wonder if it’ll be easier on Reva, knowing what a complete bastard the man was. Her lawyer got her out on bail. She has to wear a bracelet, but she’s out. She’ll stay with Caro until this is cleared up.”

			He studied the wide double doorway taking up most of a wall, and strolling over gave it a light tap. “Steel, reinforced, I’d wager. Odd to go to all that for a space such as this.”

			“So I’m thinking.”

			“Hmm.” He wandered to the security panel. “Feeney contacted me shortly before you did. In fact, I was on the point of heading down to Central when you gave me this interesting assignment.”

			Taking a case of slim tools from his pocket, Roarke selected one, removed the plate. “He appears to have had a very fine time with his family in Bimini.”

			“He has a tan. He smiles all the time. I’m not entirely sure they didn’t replace him with a droid.”

			Roarke made not entirely sympathetic mouth noises before taking a small electronic unit out of another pocket.

			“What’s that?”

			“Oh, just a little something I’ve been toying with. A good time to try it out, in the field so to speak.” He interfaced it with the pad, waited through a series of beeps, and brushed Eve gently back when she tried to stare at it over his shoulder.

			“Don’t crowd me, Lieutenant.”

			“What’s it doing?”

			“All manner of things you wouldn’t understand, and you’d just get testy if I tried to explain. Simplest to say it’s mating—as machines do. And seducing Bissel’s unit into revealing all sorts of secrets. And isn’t this interesting?”

			“What? Damn it. Can you get in or not?”

			“I don’t know why I tolerate the insults.” He glanced over his shoulder, directly into her annoyed eyes. “Maybe it’s the sex. How lowering that would be. Then again, I’m as weak and vulnerable as the next man.”

			“Are you trying to piss me off?”

			“Darling, it’s no effort at all. Now what I’ve learned here, through my delightful new toy, is exactly when this passcode was changed. And I think you’ll find it as interesting as I do that it was done at nearly the same time someone was jamming a kitchen knife in Blair Bissel’s ribs.”

			Her eyes flickered, narrowed. “No mistake?”

			“None. He could hardly have done this himself.”

			“Hardly.”

			“Nor could his equally dead mistress, or his wife. Or, for that matter, his killer.”

			“But I’ll bet you whoever locked this up knew he was dead, or dying. Knew his wife was in the frame. This has to be another stage of the whole bloody mess. Get me inside.”
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			IT DIDN’T TAKE him long. Such things rarely did. He had thief’s hands—quick, agile, and sneaky—but since he used them for her, and on her, with cheerful regularity, it was tough to criticize.

			And when he was done, the heavy doors slid back with barely a sound into wall pockets to reveal Blair Bissel’s studio.

			He’d given himself a lot of space here, too. And it looked like he needed it. There was metal everywhere, in long beams, short stacks, in piles of cubes and balls. The floor and the walls were covered in some sort of fireproof, reflective material that did double duty and mirrored back vague ghosts of the equipment and works-in-progress.

			Tools that made Eve think of medieval torture devices lay on a long metal table. Tools that cut and snipped and bent, she assumed. And three large tanks fixed into rolling stands were in various positions around the room. From the attachments and hoses on each, she deduced they were filled with some sort of flammable gas and provided the heat used to weld or melt or whatever the hell people who made weird things out of metal did with fire.

			Another wall was covered with sketches. Some looked to have been done by hand, others computer generated. Since one matched the strange twists and spikes of a piece in the center of the room, she decided they were ideas or blueprints for his art.

			He may have spent his off time diddling anything female, but it appeared he took his vocation seriously.

			She skirted around the centered sculpture, and only then noted that there was a form of a hand, fingers spread as if desperately reaching, plunged out of the twist of metal.

			She glanced back at the sketch, read the notation at the bottom.

			ESCAPE FROM HELL

			“Who buys this shit?” she wondered.

			“Collectors,” Roarke supplied, eyeing a tall, obviously female form that was, apparently, giving birth to something not completely human. “Corporations and businesses that want to be seen as patrons of the arts.”

			“Don’t tell me you have some of this?”

			“Actually, I don’t. His work doesn’t . . . speak to me.”

			“That’s something, anyway.” Turning her back on the sculpture, she walked to the data station set up at the far end of the room.

			She glanced at the stack of beams. “How does he get the stuff in and out? No way some of this fits on the elevator.”

			“There’s another lift to the roof. There.” He gestured to the east wall. “Installed at his own expense. “It’s triple the size of the standard freight elevator. There’s a copter pad on the roof, and he has pieces and equipment airlifted.”

			She just looked at him. “Don’t tell me you own this place.”

			“Partially.” He spoke absently as he wandered, studying metal forms. “It’s a conglomerate sort of thing.”

			“You know, it gets embarrassing after a point.”

			He lifted his eyebrows, all innocence. “Really? I can’t imagine why.”

			“You wouldn’t. Which reminds me.” She shoved back her jacket sleeve and held out her arm so the bracelet glittered. “Take this thing, will you? I forgot I was wearing it when we headed out to the scene. Peabody keeps staring at it, and pretends she’s not staring at it. It’s freaking me out, and if I stuff it in my pocket or something, I’ll probably lose it.”

			“You know,” he began as she unclasped it, “people tend to wear jewelry so other people will notice it. Admire it, even covet it.”

			“Which is why people who hang baubles all over themselves end up getting mugged.”

			“That’s a downside,” he agreed and slipped the bracelet into his pocket. “But life’s full of risks. I’ll consider holding this for you my little way of saving some poor, foolish street thief from ending up with your boot stomped on his throat.”

			“Birds of a feather,” she murmured and made him grin.

			She went to work on the computer, with the same results she’d gotten from Bissel’s home unit. “Why is an artist so damn careful and paranoid about his data?”

			“Let me have a go at it, and let’s find out.”

			She stepped back, did a walk through the studio to get a sense of Bissel’s style, and to give those magic hands of Roarke’s time to work.

			There was a red-and-white bath off the main floor, complete with jet tub, drying tube, and the same sort of fancy towels Roarke favored. A bedroom had been set up as well. Small, she noted, but with all the comforts. Bissel had liked his comforts.

			The gel mattress was thick and cushy, the cover slick and black and sexy. One wall was mirrored, and she thought of the entrance to his house, the master bed and bath.

			Liked to look at himself, and to watch himself with women. Egoist, narcissist. Pampered and confident. There was a mini data and communication center near the bed, as blocked as the others.

			Chewing it over, she moved to a narrow three-drawer chest and began riffling. Spare underwear, extra work clothes.

			And ah, a locked bottom drawer. Roarke wasn’t the only one who could handle such things, she thought as she pulled out a pocketknife.

			She attacked the old-fashioned lock, hacking happily away, and gave a grunt of satisfaction as it gave. She jerked open the drawer. And even her cynical, seen-it-all-and-then-some eyes popped wide.

			“Holy jumping Jesus.”

			She pawed through satin restraints, velvet whips, leather strap-ons, the connoisseur’s collection of dildos. There were vials of the illegal substance known as Rabbit, a bag she identified as Zeus, another of Erotica. There were gel balls, butt plugs, blindfolds, numerous battery-operated toys and devices, cock and nipple rings of all description.

			And more. A great deal more she wasn’t entirely sure she could identify.

			It appeared Bissel not only took his work seriously, but his games as well.

			“The unit’s not blocked, Lieutenant. It’s . . .” Roarke trailed off as he stepped in and saw what Eve was examining. “Well, well, well, what have we here?”

			“The goodie drawer of all goodie drawers. This dildo not only throbs, vibrates, expands, and comes equipped with hands-free feature, it sings a choice of five popular tunes.”

			He crouched beside her. “You couldn’t have tried it out that quickly.”

			“Pervert. I turned it on to see. He’s got some illegals sprinkled through here, too.”

			“So I see. Oh, look, what fun. His and her VR. Maybe we could—” He started to reach for the matching goggles, and had his hand slapped away.

			“No.”

			“You’re so strict.” He walked his fingers along her knee. “Maybe you could be strict with me later.” Wiggling those eyebrows, he held up a pair of restraints. “We already have these.”

			A quick check proved the restraints were indeed her own, lifted right off her person without her feeling a thing. She snatched them back. “Cut that out. And don’t touch anything in there. I mean it. I have to log this crap. Even the mother of all goodie drawers is no reason for a guy to passcode his computers, lock the drawer in an already secured area. He—”

			“I said the unit wasn’t blocked.” He patted her knee and rose, resisting—though it was difficult—palming a couple of the goodies just for the fun of it. “It’s fried.”

			“What the hell do you mean ‘fried’?”

			“Fried, toasted, whacked, zapped, dead.”

			“I know what fried means, I meant—damn it.” She sprang up, kicked the drawer closed. “When? Can you tell when? When and how?”

			“I imagine so, given the right tools and a bit of time, but I can tell you this much just from this cursory exam: It was professionally and expertly fried.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Simply, the main board was destroyed so that all data was corrupted. My first guess would be a very insidious worm, with specificity for this purpose. Likely contained on a disc, inserted into the drive, used to infect, then removed when the task was complete.”

			“Can you tell if data was removed first?”

			“Trickier, but we can certainly try.”

			“How about retrieving anything? Digging in and finding what data was on there, uncorrupting?”

			“Trickier yet.”

			“It’s there. It’s always there, no matter what. I know that from Feeney.”

			“Well, that may not be quite true. Eve, there’s a group of techno-terrorists. They call themselves the Doomsday Group.”

			“I know who they are. Glorified hackers, like to infiltrate systems, upload what they can, screw with the data. They’ve got some good, twisted brains and plenty of financial backing.”

			“A bit more than glorified,” he corrected. “They’re responsible for downing a number of private shuttles by skewing data in air traffic control. They helped themselves to several works of art, and deliberately damaged others at the Louvre by shutting down their security. They killed twenty-six employees of a research lab in Prague by sabotaging their system, shutting down the air supply, and sealing all doors.”

			“I said they were twisted. I know they’re dangerous. What does it have to do with a fried unit in a dead man’s art studio?”

			“They’ve been working on a worm of just this nature for the past few years. Potent, portable. Its design is not simply to corrupt data or hijack it, but to eliminate it, and on a large scale. To network, to proliferate.”

			“How large a scale?”

			“Theoretically, a disc could be slipped into a drive on a networking unit—even a network with fail-safes and blocks, with virus detectors and bug zappers—and download the entire data bank from that network, then corrupt the units. An office, a building, a corporation. A country.”

			“Not possible. Even midlevel security detects intrusive viruses and bugs and shuts down before infection. You can’t download without detection from CompuGuard. Home units like this, okay, you might get it off and down before the security dropped on you. Small operations networks, maybe. Maybe even with the CompuGuard shields in place. But nothing over that.”

			“Theoretically,” he repeated. “And this faction is reputed to have some particularly brilliant minds on board this project. The intel indicates the worm is near completion, and could work.”

			“How do you know about this?”

			“I have connections.” He gave an easy shrug. “And it happens Roarke Industries is under government contract, a Code Red contract, to develop and create an exterminator program and shield against this potential threat.”

			She sat on the side of the bed. “You’re working for the government. Ours?”

			“Well, if by that you mean the U.S., yes. Actually, it’s also a conglomeration sort of thing. The U.S., the Euro Community, Russia, a few other concerned areas. Roarke Industries Securecomp arm has the contract, and R and D is working on it.”

			“And Reva Ewing works in R and D, for Roarke Industries Securecomp arm.”

			“She does. Eve, I said Code Red, that’s highest clearance. This isn’t something she’d have chatted about with her husband over dinner, I can promise you.”

			“Because you didn’t chat with me about it over dinner?”

			Irritation sparked, then was controlled. “Because she’s a pro, Eve. She wouldn’t hold the position she does if there was any doubt of that. She doesn’t leak data.”

			“Maybe not.” Coincidence, to her mind, was just a link between points. “But it’s certainly possible someone else doesn’t have the same confidence in her that you do. It sure adds an interesting angle.”

			She pushed off the bed, circled the room. “Check this out, will you?” she said absently with a gesture toward the mini data center. “Techno-terrorists. What does a philandering metal sculptor have in common with techno-terrorists besides his wife’s position? Why, if they found some use for him, do they kill him, his mistress, and frame his wife? Of course, with the wife in a cage on two counts in the first, this could put a crimp into the research and development of the extermination program and shields.”

			She looked toward Roarke for confirmation.

			“Somewhat. But not an insurmountable crimp. She’s heading this, and a couple of other sensitive projects, but there’s a very competent team as well. All data on the project would remain locked in-house. None of it is taken outside.”

			“Are you sure of that? Dead sure?”

			“I would have been. This is fried as well, same method.” Because he had the same cynical take on coincidence as Eve, anger began to rise through his concern. “Do you speculate that Bissel somehow got his hands on data pertaining to the programs, and was killed for it?”

			“It’s a good place to start. Did he, or Felicity, ever visit Reva at work?”

			“Not that I’m aware of, but I’ll find out. They’d never have been admitted into the lab—not this lab—but there are visitors’ areas, so I’ll see about that. I’ll also have a look, personally, at the security of the project, and the personnel assigned.”

			She knew that icy, controlled tone of voice. “No point in getting pissed off until you know you’ve got a leak.”

			“Just getting a jump on it. You’ll want to talk to Reva again, and press her on how her husband might have known something of this project.”

			“Like I said, it’s a place to start.”

			“She might talk to me more freely.”

			“Her boss? The man who hired her, pays her, and trusted her with the responsibility of a Code Red? Why should she?”

			“Because I’ve known her since she was in bloody university,” he said with some impatience. “And if she lies to me, I’ll know it.”

			“You’re on EDD duty on this,” she reminded him. “You wanted the gig, and you’ve got it. It looks to me as if we’re going to make some use of you in that area. I’ve got to call for a pickup here of all electronics. And I want the gallery and the studio swept. So that’s going to take a little time. I’ll give you ten minutes with her, then she’s mine.”

			“I appreciate it.”

			“No, you don’t. You’re still pissed off.”

			“At least I’m polite about it.”

			“If she leaked it—” She held up a hand to stop his automatic denial. “If she leaked it, how much of the fallout lands on you?”

			He wanted a cigarette, and denied himself that small weakness out of principle. “She’s mine, so it’s my responsibility. We’ll take a hit, a hard one. There are a number of other contracts pending. If this blows up in my face, I’d estimate seventy percent of them—and that’s optimistic—will cancel.”

			She couldn’t estimate the real value of seventy percent of pending contracts. Millions? Billions? But more, she knew, would be the damage to his pride, and his rep. So she kept her face sober. “Does that mean we won’t be able to afford live-in help?”

			Appreciating her, he angled his head, then gave her a quick poke with his finger in the belly. “We’ll muddle through somehow. I’ve a bit put by for a rainy day.”

			“Yeah, a couple of continents, I imagine. Just like I imagine your rep will stand the hit, if it comes. It will,” she repeated when he said nothing. “And I’d make book you’ll fast talk your way into keeping the bulk of those pendings.”

			The first gush of anger cooled. “That’s considerable faith in me, Lieutenant.”

			“Considerable faith in that Irish guile of yours, ace.”

			She pulled out her communicator and called for an EDD pickup. She stepped into the studio from the bedroom area as Peabody stepped in from the gallery.

			“Got the interview—the really long, rambling, theatrical interview with McCoy. Due to which, I just took a departmentally approved blocker for the amazing headache.”

			“Where is she?”

			“I let her go. She’s planning to lay prostrate in bed in her apartment, and permit herself to be swept away by the rising tide of her grief. That’s a direct quote. I did a standard run on her while she was babbling,” she added, and brightened considerably when Roarke stepped out. “She’s twenty-one, as advertised. Still working on her art and theater degrees, big surprise there. Employed here for the last eight months. No criminal. Born in Topeka.” She tried and failed to stifle a yawn. “Sorry. Was Farm Queen her senior year of high school, another shocker. Moved here at eighteen to attend Columbia, partial scholarship. She comes up as clean and green as a Kansas wheat field.”

			“Do a second-level run on her anyway.”

			“On her?”

			“I’ll fill you in on the way. You come in your own transpo?” she asked Roarke.

			“I did. I’ll follow you over.”

			“Good enough. Since you’re civilian consultant for EDD, contact Feeney and bring him up to date.”

			“Yes, sir.” He winked at Peabody as they stepped into the elevator. “You look tired, Detective.”

			“I’m whipped. It’s what . . . fourteen hundred. Twelve hours on the clock, on no sleep to speak of. I don’t know how she does it.”

			“Just focus,” Eve ordered. “I’ll give you an hour’s personal in the crib at Central after this.”

			“A whole hour.” Peabody gave up and yawned again. “Boy, that ought to set me up.”

			By the time they were double-parked in front of Caro’s building, Peabody’s droopy eyes were back on alert.

			“Techno-terrorists, Code Reds, government alliances. Jeez, Dallas, it sort of rocks. It’s like spy stuff.”

			“It’s like murder stuff, seeing as there are two bodies in the morgue.”

			Even as she got out of the car, the doorman, spiffy in hunter green with gold braid, marched over. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but you can’t leave your vehicle there. Public parking is available two blocks west, on . . .”

			He trailed off, snapped to attention like a new army recruit faced with a five-star general when Roarke strolled up to join them. “Sir! I wasn’t told you were expected. I was just informing this woman that her vehicle is in violation of the parking code.”

			“This is my wife, Jerry.”

			“Oh, I beg your pardon, Mrs.—”

			“Lieutenant.” She ground it out between her teeth. “Dallas, and that makes this a police vehicle. That means it stays where I put it.”

			“Of course, Lieutenant. I’ll make certain it’s not disturbed.”

			He hustled to the door, opened it with some flourish. “Just call down if you need anything,” he said. “I’m on the door until four.”

			“We’re fine. Nice to see you again, Jerry.”

			“Always a pleasure, sir.”

			Roarke walked directly to the automated security panel that was flanked by two tall urns filled with burnished gold fall flowers. “Why don’t I do it, and save time?” Without waiting for the go-ahead, he placed his palm on the plate, and was immediately cleared.

			Good afternoon, sir! the computer said with the same delighted enthusiasm as Jerry the doorman. Welcome back. What can I do for you?

			“Inform Ms. Ewing that I’m here, along with Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody. And clear the elevator.”

			Yes, sir. Enjoy your visit.

			“Now, wasn’t that better than having a pissing match with a machine?” Roarke asked as he led the way to a trio of silver elevator doors.

			“No. I like having pissing matches with machines. It gets my blood moving.”

			He patted her on the shoulder, nudged her into the car ahead of him. “Well, next time, then. Eighteenth floor,” he requested.

			“I guess this is one of your buildings.”

			He smiled over at Peabody. “It is, yes.”

			“Sweet. So, if I ever have any money to invest, would you maybe give me some pointers?”

			“I’d be delighted to.”

			“Yeah, like cops have investment funds.” Eve shook her head.

			“You just start out saving a little bit of each payday check,” Peabody explained. “Then you find the right place to put it, so you can increase the pot. Right?”

			“Exactly so,” Roarke agreed. “Just let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll find you a rainbow to bury that pot under.”

			He gestured when the doors opened on eighteen. “Ladies.”

			“We’re on duty. That makes us cops, not ladies.” But Eve stalked out, and to the door of the east corner apartment.

			It opened before she could bother with the buzzer.

			“Is there some news? Has there been a development?” Caro caught herself, drew a breath. “I’m so sorry. Please come in. Why don’t we sit in the living area?”

			She stepped back to welcome them into the spacious apartment with a river view. Twin sofas done in strong blue were grouped into a conversation area accented with pretty lamps with jeweled shades and glossy tables.

			In what Eve considered a female trait, she’d arranged plump and colorful pillows on the sofas.

			There were fresh flowers in vases, attractive little dust catchers, and books—the sort with pages—grouped on shelves.

			She’d changed, Eve noted, into what she imagined Caro considered around-the-house attire. Both the shirt and pants were bronze; both were meticulously tailored.

			“What can I get you?”

			“Coffee would be lovely,” Roarke said before Eve could reject the offer. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

			“Of course not. I’ll just be a minute. Please, sit down. Be comfortable.”

			Eve waited until Caro had walked through a doorway. “This isn’t a social call, Roarke.”

			“She needs something to do, something normal. She needs a moment to settle.”

			“This is really beautiful,” Peabody said into the silence. “This place. Simple, classy elegance. Just right, you know. Like her.”

			“Caro is a woman of quiet and unquestionable taste. She’s built a life that reflects her own style and desires, and she’s done it on her own. Something you’d respect,” he said to Eve.

			“I do respect her. I like her.” Am intimidated by her, she thought. “And you know I can’t let that get in the way of the job.”

			“No. But you might add it into the equation.”

			“If you get overprotective and defensive, this isn’t going to work.”

			“I’m only asking for you to go gently with her.”

			“And here I was planning on smacking her around.”

			“Eve—”

			“Please, don’t quarrel over me.” Caro stepped back in, carrying a tray. “This is a very difficult situation we find ourselves in. I don’t need or expect special handling.”

			“Let me take that.” Roarke took the tray from her. “You should sit down, Caro. You look worn out.”

			“Not very flattering, but certainly true. I’m a little worn at the edges.” She made herself smile as she sat. “But I’m perfectly capable of handling the tough stuff, Lieutenant. I’m not fragile.”

			“No, I’ve never thought of you as fragile. Formidable.”

			“Formidable.” Now her smile warmed. “I’m not sure that’s flattering either. You take yours black, as Roarke does. And you, Detective?”

			“I’ll have it light, thanks.”

			“I need to speak with your daughter,” Eve began.

			“She’s resting. I browbeat her into taking a soother a couple hours ago.” As she poured, Caro pressed her lips together. “She’s grieving for him. Part of me is angry that she could grieve for him, under the circumstances. She’s not fragile either. I didn’t raise a fragile child. But she’s damaged by this—by all of it. And afraid. We’re both afraid.”

			She passed the coffee around, then a plate of thin golden cookies.

			“You must have some questions you need to ask me. Couldn’t you interview me first, give her just a little more time to rest?”

			“Tell me what you thought of Blair Bissel.”

			“What I thought of him, before this morning?” Caro lifted her cup. It was a pretty floral pattern. “I liked him, because my daughter loved him. Because by all appearances he loved her. I never felt as much for him as I’d hoped to feel for my daughter’s choice of mate, which sounds . . . convenient under the circumstances, but doesn’t make it less true.”

			“Why? Why didn’t you like him as much as you’d hoped to?”

			“That’s a good question, and difficult to answer with specifics. I’d imagined when she married, that I’d love her husband, much as I might’ve loved a son. But I didn’t. I found him pleasant and amusing, considerate and intelligent. But . . . cool. On some inner level, cool and distant.”

			She set her cup down again, without drinking. “It was my hope that I’d have grandchildren, when they were ready. And my secret hope, one I never shared with Reva, that when the grandchildren came I’d find that love for Blair.”

			“And his work?”

			“It’s necessary to be honest now, isn’t it?” There was, for just an instant, a twinkle in her eyes. “I could never be honest before. Preposterous, occasionally offensive, and very often unseemly. Art should often be surprising, and even unseemly, I suppose. But I’m more traditional in my tastes. He did very well, though.”

			“Reva strikes me as an urbanite. What’s she doing in a house in Queens?”

			“He wanted it. A big house, in his own style. I admit it broke my heart a little to have her move even that far away. We’ve always been very close. Her father hasn’t been part of our lives since she was twelve.”

			“Why?”

			“He preferred other women.” She said it without any trace of bitterness. Without, Eve noticed, any trace of anything. “It seems my daughter was attracted to the same kind of man.”

			“She lived farther away from you at one time, during her time with the Secret Service.”

			“Yes. She needed to spread her wings. I was very proud of her, and extremely relieved when she retired and moved back, went into R and D. Safe, I thought.” Caro’s lips trembled. “So much safer for my girl.”

			“Did Reva ever talk about her work with you?”

			“Hmm? Oh, from time to time. We were often involved, in our different ways, in the same projects.”

			“Has she discussed with you the project she’s involved with now?”

			Caro picked up her cup again, but Eve had seen the quick widening of her pupils. “I imagine Reva’s involved in a number of projects at the moment.”

			“You know the one I’m talking about, Caro.”

			This time there was a faint line of confusion between her eyebrows, and a quick glance at Roarke. “I’m not at liberty to discuss any of the projects in development through Roarke Industries. Even with you, Lieutenant.”

			“It’s all right, Caro. The lieutenant is aware of the Code Red.”

			“I see.” But it was clear to Eve that she didn’t. “I’m privy to certain details on any project with this level of sensitivity. As Roarke’s admin, I assist in meetings and review contracts, evaluate personnel. These are part of my duties. So yes, I’m aware of the project Reva’s heading.”

			“And the two of you have discussed it.”

			“Reva and I? No. We wouldn’t speak of this, any details of it. With Code Red, all data—verbal, electronic, holographic—all files, all notes, all intel remains top level. I’ve discussed this with no one, until now, but Roarke himself. In the office. This is global security, Lieutenant,” she said with brisk disapproval in her tone. “It isn’t coffee talk.”

			“I’m not bringing it up to juice up the cookies.”

			“They’re great cookies,” Peabody piped up, and earned a scowl from Eve. “I bet you get them from a bakery.”

			Caro smiled a little. “Yes, I do.”

			“We always had fresh cookies in the house when I was a kid. Now that we’re grown up, my mom still has them around. Habit,” Peabody said, and took another bite. “You probably always had them around when Reva was a kid.”

			“I did.”

			“I guess especially when you’re raising a kid on your own, you tend to be close, and a mom gets to be even more protective.”

			“Probably.” The stiffness in Caro’s voice, in her body language relaxed. “Though I’ve tried, always, to give her room. Independence.”

			“Still worry, like you said. Like when she was with the Secret Service. Probably worried some, too, like moms do, when she got serious about Blair.”

			“Yes, a bit. Still, she was a grown woman.”

			“My mom always said we can get as old as we want, she’s still our mom. Did you run Bissel, Ms. Ewing?”

			Caro started to speak, then flushed and stared hard at the window. “I . . . she’s my only child. Yes. I’m ashamed to say I did. I know I asked you specifically not to,” she said to Roarke. “Made a point of it, even an issue of it with you.”

			“I did two levels anyway.”

			“Well, of course. Of course, you did.” Her hand fluttered to her face, then fell back into her lap. “She was an employee, after all.” She sighed now. “I knew you would do that much. You have to protect yourself, your holdings.”

			“I wasn’t only thinking of myself, Caro, or my holdings.”

			She reached out, touched his hand. “No, I know that. But I also knew, because I asked—well, demanded, really—you wouldn’t go deeper than that. And I swore to myself I wouldn’t. I absolutely would not interfere in such an underhanded way with my daughter’s life. Then I did. Another full level. And I used your resources to do it. I’m terribly sorry.”

			“Caro.” He picked up her hand, kissed her fingers gently. “I was perfectly aware of what you did. I had no problem with it.”

			“Oh.” She let out a shaky laugh. “How foolish of me. Remarkably.”

			“How could you do that, Mom?” Reva stepped into the room. Her eyes were ravaged, her hair disordered from sleep. “How could you go behind my back that way?”
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			ROARKE GOT TO his feet and moved so smoothly, so subtly between mother and daughter, Eve wondered if anyone noticed that he’d placed himself as Caro’s shield.

			“For that matter, Reva, so did I, go behind your back, as it were.”

			“You’re not my mother.” She bit the words off as she stepped forward, and Roarke simply shifted his body without seeming to move at all.

			“Which would mean, all in all, I had less of a right.” He spoke easily, drawing his cigarette case out of his pocket. The gesture, Eve noted, distracted Reva. If only for a moment. “Do you mind, Caro?” he asked, very pleasant.

			“No.” Flustered, she looked around, then rose. “I’ll get an ashtray.”

			“Thanks. Of course you could say I did the basic run on Blair as your employer. And that would be true.” He lit the cigarette. “True enough, but not fully true. You’re a friend of mine, as is your mother, so that was another factor.”

			Color was riding high in Reva’s cheeks, a full temper strike at the flashpoint, made no less volatile by the fact she was bundled into a petal pink robe and wearing thick gray socks. “If I can’t be trusted to—”

			“You I trust, and always have, Reva. Him I didn’t know, so why should I have trusted him? Still, I didn’t go beyond two levels out of respect for your mother.”

			“But not for me, not out of respect for me. Either of you,” she said with a furious look at her mother as Caro came back with a small crystal dish. “You were spying on him, checking up on him, and all the while you were making wedding plans, pretending to be happy for me.”

			“Reva, I was happy for you,” Caro began.

			“You didn’t like him, you never liked him,” Reva spat out. “If you think I didn’t know you—”

			“Sorry. If you want to get into a family spat, it’ll have to wait.” Eve made a show of getting out her recorder when Reva whipped around toward her. “Homicide investigations take precedence. You’ve already been read your rights—”

			“You agreed to give me ten minutes,” Roarke reminded her. “I’ll take it now.”

			Eve shrugged. “A deal’s a deal.”

			“Caro, is there somewhere private I could have a few moments with Reva?”

			“Yes. You could use my office. I’ll just show you—”

			“I know where it is.” Turning her back on Caro, Reva stalked away. The ensuing silence was punctuated by the violent slamming of a door.

			“I’m very sorry.” Caro sat again, folded her hands in her lap. “She’s understandably upset.”

			“Sure.” Eve glanced at her wrist unit. Ten minutes was all Roarke was going to get.

			In Caro’s office, with its streamlined D and C center on top of an antique rosewood desk, Reva stood as rigid as a blindfolded prisoner awaiting execution. “I’m so angry with her, with you. With every fucking thing.”

			“Well, there’s a bulletin. Why don’t you sit down, Reva?”

			“I don’t want to sit down. I’m not going to sit down. I want to punch something, kick something. Break something.”

			“Do what you need to do.” His tone was bored, a verbal shrug that caused embarrassed color to rise up and join the flush of Reva’s temper. “That’s between you and Caro, as these are her things. When you’ve finished your tantrum, you can sit down and we’ll talk like reasonable adults.”

			“I’ve always hated that about you.”

			“What’s that?” he asked and took a slow drag on his cigarette.

			“That control of yours. That ice you use instead of blood in your veins.”

			“Ah, that. The lieutenant can tell you there are times when even my astonishing control and marvelously even temper fails. No one snaps our composure quite like someone we love.”

			“I didn’t say you had an even temper, marvelous or otherwise,” she said dryly. “There’s no one scarier, or meaner. Or kinder.” Her breath hitched, forcing her to take a gulp of air, or sob. “I know you have to fire me, and that you’re going to try to do it gently. I’m not angry about that. I can’t blame you for that. If it makes things easier, less messy, I’ll resign.”

			He took another drag, then tapped the cigarette out in the little crystal dish he’d brought in with him. “Why would I need to fire you?”

			“I’ve been charged with murder, for God’s sake. I’m out on bail, the kind of bail that’s going to require me to sell my house and nearly everything else I own. I’m wearing this.”

			She shot out a hand, her fingers fisted tight below the dull silver tracking bracelet on her wrist.

			“I suppose it’s too much to ask for them to make those things even remotely stylish.”

			At the comment, she could only stare at him. “They know if I walk outside to go to the corner deli. They know I’m upset right now because they can read my pulse rate. It’s just a prison without the cage.”

			“I know it, Reva. I’m sorry for it. But the cage could be worse, a great deal worse. You’re not to sell your house, or anything else. I’ll lend you the money. Shut up,” he ordered even as she opened her mouth. “You’ll take it because I’m telling you to take it. It’s an investment for me. And when this is cleared up and you’re exonerated, I’ll have it back. Then you’ll work off what I consider a fair interest on the loan.”

			She did sit down, dropping onto the little love seat beside him. “You have to fire me.”

			“You’re telling me how to run my own business now?” His tone was cold, deliberately so. “However valued an employee you are, I don’t take orders from you.”

			She leaned forward, elbows on knees, and covered her face with her hands. “If this is for friendship—”

			“Partially, of course. The friendship and affection I have for you and for Caro. It’s also a matter of you being a very important part of Securecomp. And aside from that, I believe you’re innocent, and trust my wife to prove it.”

			“She’s almost as scary as you.”

			“And she can be more so, in certain areas.”

			“How could I be so stupid!” Her voice was wavering again, tears shimmering in it. “How could I be such a fool?”

			“You weren’t stupid. You loved him. Love’s supposed to make us fools, or what’s the point of it? Pull yourself together now. We don’t have much time, for believe me, when my cop says ten minutes, she means ten. The extermination program and shield, Reva, the Code Red.”

			“Yeah.” She sniffled, wiped her hands over her face to dry it. “We’re close, nearly there. All the data’s on the secured unit in my office—double passcoded and blocked. Backup copies in the vault, encrypted. The latest was hand-delivered to your office yesterday. Also encrypted. Tokimoto can take it over. He’s the best choice. I can brief him on the areas he doesn’t know, or you can. Probably best if you bump LaSalle up to second-in-command on that. She’s as smart as Tokimoto, just not as creative.”

			“Did you ever mention the project to your husband?”

			She rubbed her eyes, then blinked them. “Why would I?”

			“Think carefully, Reva. Any mention of it, however casual?”

			“No. I might’ve said something like I had a hot one and that was why I was putting in some extra hours. But nothing specific. It’s Code Red.”

			“Did he ask you about it?”

			“He can’t ask me about what he doesn’t know,” she responded in a tone tight with impatience. “He was an artist, Roarke. His only interest in my work pertained to how I’d design and implement security for our house, and his work.”

			“My wife’s a cop, and couldn’t be less interested in my business. But occasionally, for form anyway, she asks about it. How was your day, what are you working on, that sort of thing.”

			“Sure, okay, sure. I’m not getting this.”

			“Did he, or anyone else, ask you about this project, Reva?”

			She leaned back. Her face was pale again, her voice thin and weary. “I guess he might have. What’s so hot about this one, something like that. I’d’ve told him I couldn’t talk about it. He might’ve teased me about it. He sometimes did that. Top secret, hush-hush. My wife, the secret agent or something.”

			Her lip trembled so that she sank her teeth into it, biting back some control. “He got off on espionage, loved spy vids and games. But if he said anything it was just joking. You know how it is. Friends might do the same now and then, but they weren’t really interested.”

			“Felicity, for instance?”

			“Yeah.” And now those teary eyes opened, went hot. “She was all about art, fashion, socializing. Sneaky bitch. She’d say things like how could I stand being holed up in some lab all day, fiddling with codes and machines. And what was so damn interesting about that? But I never discussed details, not even on the minor projects. It would violate the confidentiality contract.”

			“All right.”

			“You’re thinking Blair’s dead and I’m in this fix because of the Code Red? That’s just not possible. He didn’t know anything, and nobody without clearance knew I was on it.”

			“It may be very possible, Reva.”

			Her head jerked around. Before she could speak, there was a brisk knock on the door. “Time’s up,” Eve called out.

			She opened the door just as Reva was getting slowly to her feet. Reading Reva’s expression, Eve nodded at Roarke. “I take it you laid the groundwork.”

			“He knew she was working on a top-level project, but the details weren’t discussed.”

			“This can’t have anything to do with what happened to Blair,” Reva insisted. “If this was a terrorist hit, why wouldn’t they come after me, or you?” she said to Roarke. “Or any active member of the team?”

			“Let’s try to find out,” Eve suggested. “Come back in here so we can lay this all out once, for everyone.”

			“What does killing Blair accomplish?” Reva hurried out behind Eve. “It doesn’t affect the project.”

			“Got you booked on a double homicide, didn’t it? Sit down. When’s the last time either of you were in Bissel’s studio?”

			“Months for me,” Caro responded. “I was there last spring. April? Yes, I’m sure it was April. He wanted to show me the fountain he was working on for Reva’s birthday.”

			“I was there last month,” Reva said. “Early August. I went there after work to meet him. We were going to a dinner party at Felicity’s. He cleared me, and I went up, waited a few minutes while he finished changing.”

			“Cleared you?” Eve prompted.

			“Yeah. He was a maniac about his studio security. Nobody, but nobody got the passcode.”

			“You gave me the passcode.”

			Reva flushed, cleared her throat. “I accessed it—on that same visit. I just couldn’t resist. And it seemed like the perfect time to field test a new security scanner we were working on. So I accessed the code, tested it, and got clearance. Then I reset the security, and called up to Blair. I didn’t tell him because it would’ve pissed him off.”

			“Did you ever go up there when he wasn’t around?”

			“What for?”

			“Poke around, see what he was up to.”

			“I never spied on him.” She sent a long look toward Caro. “I never spied on him. Maybe I should have, maybe if I had I’d’ve known about him and Felicity long ago. But I respected his space and his privacy, and expected the same from him.”

			“Did you know about him and Chloe McCoy?”

			“Who?”

			“Chloe McCoy, Reva. The pretty young thing who works in his gallery?”

			“The little drama queen?” She laughed. “Oh, please. Blair couldn’t possibly have . . .” She trailed off as the cool, direct gaze had her belly trembling. “No. She’s hardly more than a child. She’s still in college, for God’s sake.” She curled herself into a ball and rocked. “Oh God. Oh God.”

			“Baby. Reva.” Caro moved quickly to sit beside her daughter, wrap her arms around her. “Don’t cry. Don’t cry over him.”

			“I don’t know if it’s over him, or over me. First Felicity, and now that—that brainless little coed. How many others?”

			“It only takes one.”

			Reva turned her face into her mother’s neck. “Like mother, like daughter,” Reva murmured. “If what you’re saying is true, Lieutenant, maybe it was some jealous boyfriend who killed them. Somebody who knew they were being cheated on.”

			“That doesn’t explain why you were lured there at exactly the right time. It doesn’t explain why the passcodes on the elevator to the studio were changed at nearly the same time Blair Bissel and Felicity Kade were being murdered. It doesn’t explain why the computers at your home, at Bissel’s gallery and studio, and at Felicity Kade’s home—Feeney just verified”—she said to Roarke—“have all been infected with an as yet unidentified worm that has corrupted all data thereon.”

			“A worm?” She pushed away from Caro. “All those computers, in all those locations? Corrupted. You’re sure?”

			“I’ve examined two of them myself,” Roarke told her. “There’s every indication they were infected with the Doomsday worm. We’ll test to be certain, but I know what to look for.”

			“It can’t be done by remote. We know it has to be done on site.” Reva sprang up to pace. “It’s a flaw in the system. It has to be uploaded directly into one of the units in a network to infect the network. It requires an operator.”

			“That’s right.”

			“If the units were infected with the Doomsday, it means someone got through the security. At my house, at the gallery, the studio, at Felicity’s. I can check those systems. I designed and installed all of them. I can run scans to see if they were compromised, and when.”

			“If you run the scans, the results are inadmissible,” Eve told her.

			“I’ll run them.” Roarke waited until she’d stopped pacing long enough to look at him. “You’ll trust me for that.”

			“Damn right. Lieutenant.” Reva came back, sat on the edge of the sofa. “If this is—if what happened has something to do with the project, it means Blair was set up, too. It was all staged, all put together so I’d go running over there, so it would look to me, to everyone as if Blair and Felicity had been lovers. He’s dead because of what he was to me. They’re both dead because of me.”

			“You can believe that if you want. Me, I’d rather deal with the truth.”

			“But there’s no proof that he was ever unfaithful. It could all be faked. The photographs, the receipts, the discs. He could’ve been kidnapped and taken to Felicity’s. He might’ve been . . .”

			She was running down as the facts, the timelines, the sheer weight of her fantasy began to bear down. “It doesn’t make any sense that way. I know it. But it doesn’t make sense any other way either.”

			“It makes sense if Bissel was not only unfaithful with Felicity Kade and Chloe McCoy, but if the terrorists believed he had intel. More sense yet if they had reason to believe it.”

			“Because they think I talk to him? But—”

			“No. Because he talked to them.”

			She jerked back as if Eve had struck her. “That’s not possible.” The words came out in a croak. “You’re saying that Blair had knowledge of, had contact with this radical terrorist group? That he fed them information? That’s ludicrous.”

			“I’m saying it’s a possibility I’m going to explore. I’m saying person or persons unknown went to a lot of trouble to kill Bissel and Kade and point the finger at you. And if this had been taken as the classic crime of passion it appeared to be, those units wouldn’t have been given more than a cursory look.”

			She waited, just a beat, as she watched the possibilities hit home with Reva. “It would be assumed that you, with your knowledge of computers and your temper, destroyed them out of spite. That the changes in security at Bissel’s gallery would be considered a glitch.”

			“I can’t—I can’t believe this of him.”

			“What you believe or don’t believe is up to you. But if you look deeper, if you start tugging on all the threads, you start to see there’s a lot more here than a couple of murders and a suspect served up to the cops on a shiny, silver platter.”

			Reva got up, walked to the wide window that looked out over the river. “I can’t . . . You want me to believe this, to accept it, and if I do, it means everything was a lie. Right from the beginning, it was a lie. He never loved me. Or he loved me so little, he was seduced by whatever these people offered him. Money, or power, or just the thrill of playing techno-espionage for real instead of on VR. You want me to believe he used me, exploited everything I’ve worked for, the trust and respect I’ve earned in my field.”

			“If you look at it straight, it’s about him. It’s not about you.”

			Reva only stared out the window. “I loved him, Lieutenant. Maybe from where you’re sitting that’s weak of me, and stupid of me, but I loved him, the way I’ve never loved anyone else. If I accept all this, I have to let go of that, and everything it means to me. I’m not sure prison’s any worse.”

			“You don’t have to believe anything, or accept anything. That’s your choice. But unless you want to find out if prison’s any worse, you’ll cooperate. You’ll submit to Truth Testing, level three, tomorrow at oh eight hundred. You’ll agree to full psychiatric eval by the departmental psychiatrist, and you’ll instruct your attorneys to clear all of your records. All of them, and those of your husband. If there are any sealed records—either yours or his—you will authorize us to break them.”

			“I don’t have any sealeds,” Reva replied softly.

			“You were Secret Service. You’ll have sealeds.”

			She turned back, and her eyes were dazed like a woman living in a dream. “You’re right. Sorry. I’ll authorize.”

			“And yours,” Eve said to Caro.

			“Why hers?” The earlier resentment was forgotten as she leaped to her mother’s defense. “She’s not part of this.”

			“She’s connected to you, to the victim, and to the project.”

			“If you think she might be in danger, she should have protection.”

			“I’ve seen to it, Reva,” Roarke stated, and earned a quick, surprised look from Caro.

			“You might have mentioned it,” she mumbled, then sighed. “But I won’t argue. And I’ll take care of the authorization immediately.”

			“Good. Meanwhile, both of you think, go back over any conversations you might have had with either victim, or anyone else for that matter, about work. Particularly this Code Red. I’ll be in touch.”

			Eve started for the door, but Roarke lingered another moment. “Get some rest, both of you. Take tomorrow if you need it, but I expect you both back to work the following day.” He glanced over at Eve. “Any problem with that, Lieutenant?”

			“Not for me. That’s your deal.”

			“Thank you, Lieutenant. Detective”—Caro opened the door—“I hope you get some rest yourselves.”

			“We’ll get to it.”

			Eve waited until they were in the elevator and heading down before she spoke to Peabody. “That was a good hunch about Caro running Bissel. How’d you come to it?”

			“She strikes me as a thorough woman and a thorough mom. She didn’t much like Bissel.”

			“I got that part.”

			“So, she doesn’t much like him, but she loves her daughter and wants her daughter to have what she wants. Still, she’d want to be sure he was what he said he was. She had to look.”

			“And she looked deep enough that you’d figure he was straight.” Eve nodded. “Good catch, even if you did lead up to it with cookies.”

			“Hey, they were really good cookies.”

			“It earned you the rest of the day. Go home, get some sleep.”

			“Seriously?”

			“And report to my home office at seven hundred. Sharp.”

			“With bells on.”

			She looked down at Peabody’s colorful airsneaks. “It wouldn’t surprise me.”

			“I can put in a couple more hours if you want to keep pushing.”

			“Neither of us is going to do the investigation much good if we’re asleep on our feet. Let’s hit it fresh in the morning.”

			“Take my car,” Roarke offered and Peabody’s eyes all but popped out of her head and onto her shoes.

			“Really? What is this, be nice to Peabody day?”

			“If it’s not it should be. You’ll save me from having to have it picked up, as I’d like to ride with the lieutenant.”

			“Well, any little thing I can do.”

			He gave her the code, and watched with amusement as she sauntered off. Then indulged herself with a little boogie dance around the hot red sportster.

			“You know she’s not going to drive back to her place, not right away.” Watching Peabody’s happy dance, Eve fisted her hands on her hips. “She’s going to take it out on the freeway or the turnpike, open up that ridiculous engine, and end up somewhere in New Jersey, explaining to some traffic droid that she’s a cop, and on some bogus assignment. Then she’ll carom back to the city, get pulled over again, and give them the same story.”

			“Carom?”

			“That’s the sound that toy of yours makes. Carom. Then when McNab gets off shift, he’ll talk her into letting him take it out, and they’ll get pulled over again, have to flash their badges. And if any of the traffic droids interface, you’re going to get tagged and have to explain why a vehicle registered to you is being used by a couple of idiotic city detectives.”

			“Sounds like fun for everyone. In you go, Lieutenant. I’ll drive.”

			She didn’t argue. Lack of sleep had dulled her reflexes, and traffic was starting to heat up.

			“You were hard on her,” he commented as he nudged the police unit away from the curb.

			“If you’ve got a problem with my technique, file a damn complaint.”

			“I don’t. She needed you to be hard on her. And when she gets her feet under her again, she’ll respect that. She’ll also push back.”

			Eve stretched out as best she could, and shut her eyes. “That doesn’t worry me.”

			“It wouldn’t. I think you’ll like her better when she starts to push.”

			“I didn’t say I didn’t like her.”

			“No, but you think she’s weak and she’s not.” He skimmed a hand, lightly, over Eve’s hair. “You think she’s foolish, and she isn’t. What she is, is shaken, on every level, and grieving for a man she knows, at the core, isn’t worthy of that grief. So she grieves instead for the illusion. And that, I think, might be even more wrenching.”

			“If you ended up naked and dead with another woman, I’d do the rumba on your corpse.”

			“You can’t do the rumba.”

			“I’d take lessons first.”

			He laughed, rubbed a hand over her thigh. “You might very well, not that you’ll ever get the chance. But you’d also grieve.”

			“Wouldn’t give you the satisfaction,” she mumbled, half asleep. “You cheating fuckwit putz.”

			“You’d weep in the dark and call my name.”

			“Call your name all right: How are things in hell, you dickless bastard? and I’d laugh and laugh. That’s how I’d call your name.”

			“Christ Jesus, Eve, I love you.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” And she smirked in her sleep. “Then I’d put all your precious shoes in the recycler, take your fancy suits and burn them in a celebrational fire, and kick Summerset out of my house on his bony ass. After which I’d have a party where we’d drink all your expensive wine and whiskey. And after that I’d hire two, no three, of the top LCs in the business to come over and pleasure me.”

			When she noticed the car was stopped, she blinked her eyes open and saw he was staring at her. “What?”

			“It just occurs to me that you’ve given this matter a great deal of thought.”

			“No, not really.” She rolled some of the stiffness out of her shoulders and yawned. “It all just came to me in one big lump. Where’d I leave off?”

			“Being pleasured by three LCs. I assume you’d need three in order to be pleasured in the style to which you’ve become accustomed in the last couple years.”

			“Yeah, you’d think that. Okay, after the orgy, I’d start on your toys. First, I’d . . .” She broke off, narrowed her eyes as she focused out the car window. “Funny, that doesn’t look like Central.”

			“You can work from home, and plan my memorial from here as well. After we both get some sleep.”

			He got out, came around, and opened her door because she hadn’t budged. “I haven’t updated my report, or checked in with the commander.”

			“Which can be done from here, as well.” He simply reached in, gathered her up, and slung her over his shoulder.

			“You think this is all macho and sexy, right?”

			“I think it’s expedient.”

			She decided to play possum when he walked in the house. At least that way she wouldn’t have to speak to Summerset. But when she heard the irritating sound of his voice she wished she could screw up her ears as handily as she could her eyes.

			“Is she injured?”

			“No.” Roarke shifted his balance as he started up the stairs. “Just tired.”

			“You look tired yourself.”

			“I am. Hold any transmissions that aren’t emergencies for the next few hours, will you? And anything that’s not priority for an hour beyond that.”

			“I will.”

			“I’ll need to speak with you about several matters after that. Put up full security, and stay in the house until I do.”

			“Very well.”

			Because she’d opened one eye, she saw Summerset’s concerned frown before Roarke turned at the top of the stairs.

			“He in on this Code Red?”

			“He knows a great deal about a great deal. Anyone looking at me would look at him.” He booted the door closed behind him, then walked over to dump her on the bed.

			“I guess you do look tired.” She angled her head as she studied his face. “You hardly ever do.”

			“Been a long day, all around. Boots off.”

			“I can get my own boots off.” She brushed his hands away. “Deal with your own.”

			“Ah yes, a pair of my precious shoes, soon doomed to the recycler.”

			She had to admit, he had a great smirk. “If you don’t watch your step, pal.”

			She stripped off the boots, the jacket, her weapon harness, then crawled into bed.

			“You’d sleep better without the clothes.”

			“You get ideas when I’m naked.”

			“Darling Eve, I get ideas when you’re wearing riot armor. All I’m after is a bit of sleep, I promise you.”

			She wiggled out of the jeans, the shirt, then gave him a mock scowl when he slid in beside her, drew her against him. “Don’t even think about engaging thrusters.”

			“Quiet.” He kissed the top of her head, snuggled her in. “Go to sleep.”

			Because she was warm, comfortable, and her head was perfectly pillowed on his shoulder, she did. A moment after he felt her float off, he followed.

			How could things have gone so wrong? How could it have fallen apart when it was all so perfect, so meticulously planned? And executed, he reminded himself as he huddled in the dark.

			He’d done everything right. Absolutely everything. And now he was hiding behind locked doors and shaded windows, in fear for his life.

			His life.

			There’d been a mistake. That had to be it. Something had gone wrong, somewhere. But it made no sense.

			He calmed himself with slow sips of whiskey.

			He hadn’t made a mistake. He’d gone into the brownstone at exactly the right time. His skin sealed, his clothes protected by the thin, clear lab suit, and his hair covered with a zero-contamination skullcap. There would be no trace of him inside the house.

			He’d checked the house droid to verify it had been shut down for the night. Then he’d gone upstairs. God, how his heart had pounded. He’d been afraid, almost afraid, he amended, that they’d be able to hear the wild beat of it over the music, over their own moans as they’d fucked.

			He’d had the stunner in his hand, the knife in the sheath on his belt. He’d liked the way the sheath had bumped against his thigh. Anticipation.

			He’d moved quickly, just as planned. Just as he’d practiced. One shot between the shoulder blades, and the first half of the target was done. Maybe, just maybe he’d hesitated a fraction of a second then. Maybe, just maybe he’d watched Felicity’s eyes, and had caught the shock in them an instant before he’d rammed the stunner between those beautiful breasts.

			But he hadn’t hesitated after that. He hadn’t.

			The knife now, drawing steel out of leather with a sexy little swish.

			Then the killing. His first kills.

			He had to admit he’d liked it. More, much more than he’d expected. The feel of the knife driving into flesh, and the warm wash of blood.

			So primal. So basic.

			And so, well, easy, he mused as the whiskey soothed his nerves. So easy once you got started.

			He’d set the stage then, and he’d been very, very careful. So careful, so precise, he’d been barely finished when Reva had arrived, when his alarm had beeped quietly to signal she’d begun to disengage the security.

			But he’d stayed calm, he’d stayed cool. Silent as a shadow, he thought with some pride, as he’d waited for her to come into the room.

			Had he grinned when she’d marched to the bed, spewing temper? Maybe he had, but it hadn’t affected his performance.

			One quick spray of the anesthetic, and she’d been out.

			He’d added a few touches there. Genius, really. Dragging her into the bath to get her fingerprint on the sink, smearing a bit of blood on her shirt. And he thought the knife stabbed into the mattress spoke for itself.

			It was so Reva, after all.

			He’d left the front door ajar, just as planned, when he left. She should’ve been out long enough for security to find her on the routine check. All right, all right, maybe that had been a small miscalculation. He hadn’t sprayed enough, or he’d wasted a little time with the extra touches.

			But even that shouldn’t matter. She was charged. Blair Bissel and Felicity Kade were dead, and she was the only suspect.

			He should’ve been away by now. His accounts bursting with fresh money. Instead, he was a marked man.

			He had to get away. He had to protect himself.

			He wasn’t even safe here. Not completely safe. But he could fix that. He could fix that, he realized, and sat up as the clouds of fear and self-pity began to clear. And solve some of the financial squeeze at the same time.

			Then he’d deal with the rest.

			A little more time to think, and he’d deal with it all.

			Steadier, he rose to pour more whiskey, and to plan his next steps.
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			EVE WAS ALONE when she woke, and a quick check showed her she’d slept a half hour longer than she’d intended.

			Too groggy to curse, she crawled out of bed, stumbled to the AutoChef, and got coffee. She carried it with her to the shower, called for water on full at a hundred and one, then glugged down caffeine while the hot water pounded on her.

			She was halfway through with the oversized mug when she realized she was still wearing her underwear.

			Now she did curse. After downing the rest of the coffee, she peeled off the tank and panties and tossed them into a sopping heap in the corner of the shower.

			Dead philandering husband and mistress, she thought. Both connected to the art world. Possible connection to techno-terrorists. Super computer worm. Security compromised in several areas. Preplanned frame on security expert in charge of developing extermination program and shield.

			What was the point of the frame? Somebody else would step up to the plate. No one was indispensable.

			She worried it, juggled it, twisted it around, and didn’t like any of the patterns that formed. Why was something so neat and slick so sloppy once you chipped off the shine?

			Even if the case was treated as a straight crime of passion, even if Reva Ewing was charged, tried, convicted, and spent the rest of her life in a cage, what did it accomplish?

			She was on her second cup of coffee and another mental run-through when Roarke walked into the bedroom.

			“Somebody want you to take a major hit bad enough to kill two people and frame an employee?” she asked.

			“There are all kinds of people in the world.”

			“Yeah, that’s what’s wrong with the world. There are people in it. But there are easier ways to screw with you than double murder. I don’t think you’re it.”

			“Darling, I’m shattered. I was so sure I was it for you.”

			“But you could be it, on some level. Roarke Industries could, or more specifically Securecomp. We’ll have to play with that some. But first I want a closer look at the victims.”

			“I started the runs for you. I was up,” he said when she frowned at him. “Now that we both are, I’m thinking seriously about food.”

			“You’ll have to have it in my office.”

			“Naturally.”

			“You’re pretty agreeable.”

			“No, actually, just hungry.”

			Because he was, he ordered up steaks in her office. “You can have a look at the life and times of Blair Bissel while you eat. Computer, data on screen one.”

			“Any sealeds?”

			“No. At least none that show.”

			“What do you mean, none that show?”

			“Just that it’s all very, very tidy. See for yourself.”

			She cut into her steak as she read the data on screen.

			Bissel, Blair. Caucasian. Height: six feet, one inch. Weight: one hundred and ninety-six pounds. Hair: brown. Eyes: green. DOB . . . March 3, 2023, Cleveland, Ohio. Parents: Marcus Bissel and Rita Hass, divorced 2030. One brother, Carter. DOB: December 12, 2025.

			Occupation: sculptor.

			Resides: 21981 Serenity Lane, Queens, New York.

			“Serenity Lane.” Eve shook her head as she chewed. “What twink comes up with that stuff?”

			“I imagine you’d prefer Kick-Ass Drive.”

			“Who wouldn’t?”

			Because he’d gone deep, she was treated to educational history from Bissel’s formal play group at age three right through his two years abroad at an art school in Paris.

			She read through his medical—the broken tibia at age twelve, the standard sight checks and adjustments at ages fifteen, twenty, twenty-five, and so on. He’d had some face and body work—ass, chin, nose.

			He’d been a registered Republican, and had a gross worth of one million, eight hundred thousand and some change.

			There was no criminal record, not even a whiff as a juvenile.

			He’d paid his taxes in a timely fashion, lived well, but within his means.

			Reva was his only marriage.

			His parents were still living. His father remained in Cleveland with wife number two, and his mother in Boca Raton with husband number three. His brother—no marriage on record, no children registered—had entrepreneur listed as profession, a sure tip-off to the less polite: no gainful employment. His work history was varied as he’d moved from job to job and place to place. He was currently listed as residing in Jamaica, as part owner of a tiki bar.

			His criminal record was equally varied. Petty ante stuff, Eve noted. A little graft, a bit of grift, a touch of larceny. He’d served eighteen months in an Ohio state pen for his part in selling seniors nonexistent time-shares.

			His gross worth was just over twelve thousand, which included his part in the tiki bar.

			“I wonder if the younger brother has some issues with the fact big brother got the bucks and the glory. No violent crimes on record, but it’s different with family. People get worked up when it’s family. Add money and it gets messy.”

			“So little brother comes up from Jamaica, kills big brother and frames sister-in-law.”

			“Reaching,” she admitted with a purse of her lips, “but not that far if you speculate Carter Bissel knew about the project. Maybe he was approached, offered money for any information he could get. Maybe he gets some, maybe he doesn’t. But he’s slick enough to figure out his brother’s diddling on the side. Maybe a spot of blackmail, family fight. Threats.” She shrugged.

			“Yes, I see the picture.” While he ate, Roarke turned it over in his mind. “He may have been a conduit. A liaison. Sibling rivalry turns deadly, and he and whoever recruited him decided to eliminate the loose ends.”

			“Makes the most sense so far. We’ll want to chat with little bro Carter.”

			“That’s handy as we don’t spend nearly enough time in tiki bars.”

			Since it was there, she picked up the glass of cabernet and sipped while she studied her husband’s face. “You’re thinking something else.”

			“No, just thinking. Have a look at Felicity Kade. Kade data, on screen two.”

			She got the picture quickly enough of the only child of well-to-do parents. Extensive education, extensive travel. Homes in New York City, the Hamptons, and Tuscany. A socialite who earned some pin money as an art broker. Not that she needed extra to buy her pins, Eve thought, with a net worth—mostly inherited and through trust funds—of five million plus.

			Never married, though there was one brief cohabitation on record in her twenties. At thirty, she lived alone, lived well—or had.

			She’d had considerable body work, but had apparently been happy enough with her face. There was no unusual or unexpected medical data, and no criminal. No sealeds.

			“Spends a lot,” Eve commented. “Clothes, salons, jewelry, art, travel. Lots of travel. And isn’t it interesting that she’s been to Jamaica four times in the last eighteen months.”

			“Yes, it’s very interesting.”

			“Could be she was cheating on the cheating husband with the cheating husband’s feckless brother.”

			“Keep it in the family.”

			“Or maybe she did the recruiting, looking for a fall guy should the situation call for one.”

			He speared an artichoke heart. “It’s Reva who’s taking the fall.”

			“Yeah. Just let me play with it.” She picked up her wine again, sipping at it as she rose to pace. “First trip a year and a half ago. Feels him out, maybe. Could use him to double-team Reva or Blair. Or both. She likes money. She likes risks. You don’t sleep with your friend’s husband if you don’t like risk, or if you have a conscience. Playing with global techno-terrorists might appeal to her. She likes travel, and with all the people she meets—through traveling, through her social position, through the art world . . . yeah, she could’ve been approached.”

			“So, how did she end up dead?”

			“I’m getting there. Maybe little brother was jealous. That’s a time-honored motive for hacking your lover to bits.”

			“Or learning how to rumba.”

			“Har-har. Maybe he wanted a bigger cut, or maybe she double-crossed him. And maybe this is all bullshit, but it’s something to explore.”

			She gestured with the glass toward the wall screen. “I’ll tell you something else I think. They’re just too damn clean.”

			“Ah. I was hoping you’d feel that way.” He leaned back in the chair with his wine. “Just so very smooth aren’t they, our Mr. Bissel and Ms. Kade. Just so completely what one would expect. Educated, law-abiding, financially cozy. Not the least little smudge. It all fits so exactly—”

			“That it doesn’t fit at all. They’re liars and cheats, and liars and cheats generally have a smudge or two.”

			He sipped, smiling at her over the rich red in a crystal glass. “Enough skill, enough money, all matter of smudges can be erased.”

			“You’d know. We’re going to take this deeper, because I’m just not buying. Meanwhile, I want to see Reva.”

			“Screen three.”

			The data flashed on, and the ’link from Roarke’s adjoining office beeped.

			“I need to take that.”

			She nodded absently, and read as he went into his own office.

			Ewing, Reva. Caucasian. Hair: brown. Eyes: gray. Height: five feet, four inches. Weight: one hundred and eighteen pounds. DOB: May 15, 2027. Parents: Bryce Gruber and Caroline Ewing, divorced 2040. Resides: 21981 Serenity Lane, Queens, New York. Occupation: electronic security expert. Employed: Securecomp, Roarke Industries. Married: October 12, 2057, Blair Bissel. No children registered.

			Education: Kennedy Primary, New York. Lincoln High School—fast track—New York. Georgetown University, East Washington, with degrees in computer science, electronic criminology, and law.

			Joined Secret Service, January 2051. Assigned to President Anne B. Foster, 2053–55. Complete service record in attached file, including sealed records, opened by authorization of Ewing, Reva.

			Good as her word, then, Eve decided, and opted to read the service record later.

			Resigned from Secret Service, January 2056. Relocated to New York City. Employed Securecomp, Roarke Industries, January 2056 to present.

			No criminal record. Misdemeanor truancy charge, misdemeanor underage alcohol consumption charge, both expunged from juvenile record in compliance with court order. Community service completed.

			The medical included a broken index finger at age eight, a hairline fracture of the left ankle at age twelve, broken collarbone, thirteen. Doctor’s and social worker’s reports ascertained that the injuries, and the numerous subsequent injuries, were the result of various sports and recreational activities that included ice hockey, softball, martial arts training, parasailing, basketball, and skiing.

			But the most serious injury had come as an adult, and on the job. Reva had done what every SS agent vows to do. She’d taken a hit for the President.

			A full-body blast that had lain her up for three months, and had required treatment in one of the top clinics in the world. She’d been paralyzed from the waist down for six weeks.

			Remembering how hideous it had been when McNab had taken a similar hit earlier that summer, and how slim his chances had been if the nerves hadn’t regenerated on their own, she had a good idea of the pain, the fear, and the work Reva had gone through to recover.

			She remembered the assassination attempt as well. The suicidal fanatic who’d charged at the President, and had taken out three civilians and two agents before he’d been stopped. She now recalled seeing Reva’s image on the media. But she’d looked very different then.

			Longer hair, Eve recalled. Dark blonde, with a fuller, softer face.

			Eve glanced over her shoulder as Roarke came back. “I remember her now. Remember hearing about her when she took that hit. Lots of buzz. She took the guy out, didn’t she? Took him down while she used herself to shield Foster.”

			“They didn’t think she’d live. Then they didn’t think she’d walk again. She proved them wrong.”

			“You didn’t hear much about her after the first few days.”

			“That’s the way she wanted it.” He glanced over at the image of Reva, still on screen. “She didn’t like the attention. She’ll get it again now. They’ll make the connection quickly, and the buzz will start again. Heroic woman charged in double murder and so on.”

			“She’ll deal.”

			“She will, yes. She’ll bury herself in work, like someone else I know.”

			“How far will this set back the project?”

			“Half a day. That was Tokimoto. Reva’s already briefed him, though she plans to be back at it herself as soon as she’s done with Truth Testing. If two people are dead for the purposes of scrapping this project, it was severely misdirected.”

			“You’d think anybody smart enough to pull this off would be smart enough to know that. Desperation move?” she speculated. “Trouble in the rank and file? Carter Bissel. I really want to talk to Carter Bissel.”

			“Are we going to Jamaica?”

			“Don’t grab your beach towel yet. I’ll start by chatting up the local authorities. I’ve got to write my report, shoot a copy to Whitney. And I’ve got to follow through with the standard investigative routine. Check with the ME, the lab, the sweepers, EDD. Media’s going to start jumping by morning. You’re probably going to want to formulate an official statement as her employer.”

			“I’m already working on that.”

			“I want her under wraps, Roarke. No statements from her, so if she goes back to work, I need her tucked up tight.”

			“I can promise you, she knows how to stonewall the media.”

			“Just make sure of it. If you don’t have something else going, you could start digging deeper on Bissel and Kade.”

			“I’ve cleared the table for this.” He picked up his wineglass again. “I’ll get my shovel.”

			“You’re okay, you know.” She stepped to him, gave him a light bite on the bottom lip. “For a slick-talking, sticky-fingered civilian.”

			“You’re okay yourself. For a mean-tempered, single-minded cop.”

			“Aren’t we the pair? Give a yell if you find something interesting.”

			She sat at her desk to sort through her notes, the statements, preliminary findings. Then began to write up a report for her files, and her commander’s.

			Halfway through, she pulled out the crime scene stills and studied them yet again. Had they been conscious when the stabbing started?

			Unlikely, she thought, given the time frame. Whoever killed them had wanted them dead and hadn’t cared about causing pain. That left out rage, in her opinion. It had been too cold-blooded, too premeditated for rage.

			It was meant to look like rage.

			Front door was open. She frowned as she rechecked her notes. Caro’s statement asserted the front door was open when she arrived. Yet in Reva’s, she stated she’d reset the locks and the security. And Eve was inclined to believe she had. It would be habit, routine, training, the sort of thing she’d do automatically even when in a temper.

			Whoever had killed them, and incapacitated Reva, had gone back out the front door, leaving the locks open. Why not? What would it matter?

			In fact . . .

			She got up, went to the doorway. “Fancy security system like Kade’s. . . ,” she began, “ . . . if it’s shut down, and an egress is left open, how long before the company’d do a routine check of the premises?”

			“That would depend on the client’s request. It’s individualized.” He glanced up from his own work. “You’re wanting me to check.”

			“You could get the answer faster, seeing as you own the world.”

			“I only own specific parts of the world. Open Securecomp,” he ordered his computer. “Authorization Roarke.”

			Working . . . Securecomp open on Authorization Roarke.

			“Access client file for Kade, Felicity, residential account, NYC.”

			Working . . . Kade, Felicity, accessed. Do you want the data on screen or on audio?

			“On screen. Detail client’s profile for house security.”

			Profile displayed.

			“Let’s see, then . . . sixty minutes on the street-level doors and windows. The instructions are to monitor for motion, and to relay any questions to her house droid after a sixty-minute period.”

			“Is that standard?”

			“It’s rather long, actually. I’d have to assume she trusted the system, and didn’t care to be disturbed should there be a glitch.”

			“Sixty minutes. Okay. Okay, thanks.” She wandered back, running it around her head.

			Had they figured Reva would be out at least an hour, or if not out, disoriented? Security company activates house droid, house droid reports security has been compromised, and the company automatically reports same to the police and sends over a team.

			But Reva’s a tough customer. She surfaces quicker, and even though she’s sick, scared, confused, she makes a call. So that part of the plan—if it was part of the plan—didn’t work, because Caro, rushing the few blocks with a coat thrown over her pajamas, closed the door before the sixty was up.

			She added the detail to her report.

			What was left on scene?

			The kitchen knife from the Bissel-Ewing house. How long had it been missing? Unlikely they’d be able to determine.

			Military-issue stunner. Used by military personnel, Special Forces, certain city crisis-response teams. Who else?

			“Computer, what weaponry is issued to United States Secret Service agents, specifically those on presidential detail.

			Working . . . all agents are issued an M3 stunner and a neuron blaster, both handheld models. Agents may choose between a 4000 blaster and a 5200, as suits their personal preference.

			“An M3,” Eve murmured. “I was under the impression SS agents carried A-1s.”

			Prior to December 5, 2055, A-1 stunners were standard issue for Secret Service. The change to the more powerful M3 went into effect at this time. The attempt on the life of then President Anne B. Foster, on August 8, 2055, the loss of two agents and civilian casualties during this assassination attempt resulted in the upgrade of weaponry.

			“Is that so?”

			This is accurate data.

			“Right.” Eve tipped back in her chair. Whoever had used and planted the M3 had assumed Reva had one. She hadn’t left the SS until January. But she’d never gone back to active duty either. It was a simple matter to check to see if she’d ever been issued that style weapon.

			Another detail for her report. When she’d compiled everything she wanted, she dumped it all into a file, saved it.

			“Computer, analyze all data in case file HE-45209-2. Using known data, run a probability scan on Ewing, Reva, as perpetrator.”

			Working . . .

			“Take your time,” Eve murmured and rose to get more coffee.

			She wandered back to her desk. Sat, sipped, played idly with the stuffed cat Roarke had given her since Galahad appeared to be spending the evening with Summerset.

			Which just went to show, she thought, the cat’s lousy judge of character.

			Probability scan complete. Probability that Ewing, Reva, is perpetrator in the murders of Bissel, Blair, and Kade, Felicity, is seventy-seven point six percent.

			“That’s interesting. That’s pretty interesting for something that, on the surface, looked like a walk. She passes Level Three tomorrow, that’s going to drop another twenty points, easy. Then her lawyers are going to kick my ass.”

			“You don’t sound overly concerned about that.”

			She turned her head to look at Roarke, lounging against the doorjamb between their offices. “I can take my licks.”

			“I’ll owe you for it. Yes, yes,” he said, reading her face. “Doing your job, and so on and so forth. But you’ll be taking some of those licks to help a friend of mine. So I’ll owe you for it. The media loves to slap down anyone who’s at the top of their game, as you are.”

			“And gee . . .”—she held up the stuffed cat as if speaking to it—“ . . . the media worries me almost as much as a bunch of pussy lawyers.”

			“I beg your pardon, but my lawyers are not pussies.”

			Eve set the stuffed cat aside and gave Roarke a steely stare. “I figured she’d lawyered up with some of your suits. If they’re worth half of what you pay them, they’ll have the charges dropped within another twenty-four. It’d be better if they didn’t.”

			“Why is that?”

			“As long as whoever’s running this show thinks she’s in the squeeze, she’s safe and he won’t be as likely to blow. If he’s not already in the wind, and Reva shakes this loose, he’ll blow. Or they will.”

			“They.”

			“There’s got to be a team working on this. Someone for the murder, someone for the setup, someone for the hit on the security and data units at the gallery and studio. And somebody, I betcha, pushing all the buttons.”

			“It’s so nice when we agree. I need to move this to the unregistered.”

			“Why?”

			“Come with me, and I’ll show you.”

			“I’m working here.”

			“You’ll want to see this, Lieutenant.”

			“Better be good.”

			The equipment unregistered with, and undetectable by, CompuGuard was in a secured room.

			The wide wall of windows was screened against prying eyes, but let in the view of New York, with all its spires and spears rising into the night sky.

			The black, U-shaped console was slick, and studded with dozens of controls. It reminded Eve, always, of some sort of futuristic spacecraft. So much so, she wouldn’t have batted an eye if the entire thing had floated up from the floor, then zoomed off, to wink away in some time warp.

			He got a brandy from the fully stocked bar behind a wall panel, and because he intended for her to sleep shortly, poured her another glass of wine.

			“I’m on coffee now.”

			“Then it won’t hurt you to dilute some of the caffeine. And look what else I have.” He held up a candy bar.

			Greed shot into her eyes before she could disguise it. “You have candy in here? I’ve never seen candy in here.”

			“I’m just full of surprises.” Watching her, he waved the wrapped bar from side to side. “You can have the candy if you sit on my lap.”

			“That sounds like something perverted old men say to young, stupid girls.”

			“I’m not old, and you’re not stupid.” He sat, patted his knee. “It’s Belgian chocolate.”

			“Just because I’m sitting on your lap and eating your candy doesn’t mean you can cop a feel,” she said as she folded into his lap.

			“I’ll just have to live in hope that you’ll change your mind. Which you may when you see what I’ve found for you.”

			“Put up, or shut up.”

			“That’s my line.” He nipped her ear, passed her the candy bar, then inserted a disc. Reaching over, he laid a palm on the console. “Roarke. Open operations.”

			It hummed, more like a powerful animal waking than a machine booting up. Lights flashed on.

			“Upload data.”

			“If you’ve got data on the disc . . .” She swallowed a bite of candy. “ . . . Why do you need the unregistered? You’re already on record.”

			“It’s not what I have, but what I intend to do with it. Digging around, I ran into a couple of blocks. Nothing unusual initially. Standard privacy blocks, all very usual and law-abiding. But when I nudged them a bit, I got this. Computer, display last task from disc on screen one.”

			Screen one on. Display up.

			Eve frowned at the snowy-white screen and blurred black letters.

			RESTRICTED DATA
ACCESS DENIED

			“That’s it? Access denied? You run into a wall and I have to come in here and sit on your lap?”

			“No, you’re sitting on my lap because you wanted my candy.”

			Rather than admit that was true, she took another bite of chocolate. “Why’s the display fuzzy?”

			“Because, fortunately, I engaged filters before digging around. If I hadn’t, I’d have set off an alarm, and my little excavation would have sent up all manner of flags. So, we do it in here. Computer, redo last task.”

			Acknowledged.

			The screen flashed off, then on again, clear.

			Task complete.

			“So?”

			“You have no faith whatsoever. Just for that, sit over there and be quiet.”

			She shrugged, moved off his lap, and onto a chair. She finished off her candy bar, sipped lazily at her wine.

			It wasn’t exactly a hardship to watch him work. She liked the way he rolled his sleeves up to the elbow, tied his hair back—like a man preparing to do some serious physical labor.

			He used both manual and verbal commands, so she could watch his quick fingers fly over keys, hear his voice—more Irish as he concentrated—flow out.

			“Access denied? I’ll show you access denied, bloody wanker.”

			Smiling a little, she closed her eyes, telling herself she was just going to rest them while she walked mentally through the investigation to date.

			The next thing she knew, he was shaking her gently by the shoulder. “Eve.”

			“What!” Her eyes popped open. “I wasn’t sleeping. I was thinking.”

			“Yes, I could hear you thinking.”

			“If that’s some smart-ass way of saying I was snoring, bite me.”

			“I’d be more than happy to bite you later, but I really believe you’ll want to see this.”

			She rubbed her eyes, and focused on his face. “Since you’ve got that big I’m-the-cat’s-ass grin on your face, I guess you got into whatever you wanted to get into.”

			“Have a look.” He gestured toward the screen.

			Reading, Eve got slowly to her feet.

			HOMELAND SECURITY ORGANIZATION REDSTAR ACCESS ONLY!

			“Jesus Christ, Roarke, you hacked into the HSO?”

			“I have.” He toasted himself with a brandy. “By God, I have, and it took considerable doing. You were . . . thinking for over an hour.”

			She knew she was goggling, but she couldn’t stop. “You can’t hack into the HSO.”

			“Well, I hate to disagree, but as you can plainly see—”

			“I don’t mean you can’t. I mean you can’t.”

			“Relax, Lieutenant, we’re shielded.” He leaned over and kissed the tip of her nose. “Right and tight.”

			“Roarke—”

			“Ssh, you haven’t seen it yet. Computer, employ passcode. Now, you’ll see the file I dug for is encrypted, for obvious reasons. You’d think a gang like the HSO would employ more complex encryptions. Then again, I don’t suppose they counted on anyone actually getting through to this point. It was a bloody battle.”

			“I think you’ve lost your mind. You may be able to get off on an insanity defense. They’ll still torture you, brainwash you, and lock you in a cage for the rest of your life, but they might not beat you to death if they know you’re insane. This is the HSO. The antiterrorist organization that employs methods every bit as dirty as the terrorists they were initially formed to seek out and destroy. Roarke—”

			“Yes, yes.” He waved away her concerns. “Ah, here we are. Take a look.”

			She hissed out a breath, turned back to the screen, and stared at the ID photo and the personnel file of Bissel, Blair, level-two operative.

			“Goddamn! Goddamn!” She was grinning now, as wildly as Roarke. “We got us a freaking spook!”
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			“YOU HAVE A dead spook,” Roarke pointed out. “I wonder if that’s redundant.”

			“It makes sense. Don’t you see?” She punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Who gets through security slicker than a spook?”

			“Well, foregoing modesty, I must point out that I—”

			“You don’t have any modesty to forego. Bissel was HSO, so it jibes for him to have all those blocks on his studio, for him to hook up with a security expert, and for him to be dead.”

			“Assassinated by another spook, national or foreign.”

			“Exactly. They knew about Bissel and Kade, and when the time was right they let Reva know. Set her up to take the fall.”

			“Why? What’s the point in framing an innocent woman?”

			Frowning, she studied the screen. He looked like an ordinary man, she thought. Good-looking, if you went for the smooth type, but ordinary. That would, she imagined, be part of the point. Spooks needed to blend in to stay spooks.

			“Not sure there has to be a point, but if there is, it could be as simple as not wanting anyone looking too closely at Bissel, taking it on the surface. A philandering husband whacked by his crazed wife in the heat of passion. Homicide comes in, takes a look at the mess, hauls Reva off, and that’s the end of that.”

			“That’s simple enough, but it would’ve been simpler yet to stage a burglary gone wrong and leave Reva out of it.”

			“Yeah.” She looked back at Roarke. “And that tells me she was already in it.”

			“The Code Red.”

			“The Code Red, and other things she’s been working on over the past couple of years.” Jamming her hands in her pocket she began to pace. “This current isn’t your only government or sensitive project.”

			“Hardly.” Roarke studied Bissel’s ID image. “He married her because of her work. Because of what she was rather than who.”

			“Or because of what you are. They’ll have a file on you.”

			“Yes, I’m sure they do.” And he intended to take a look at it before he was done.

			“What’s level two mean? Level-two operative.”

			“I have no idea.”

			“Let’s take a look at his dossier. See when he was recruited.” Thumbs hooked in pockets, she read the data on screen. “Nine years ago, so he wasn’t a rookie. Based in Rome a couple of years, and in Paris, in Bonn. Got around. I’d say his artistic profession would make good cover. Spoke four languages—and that’d be a plus. We know he’s good with the ladies, and that couldn’t hurt.”

			“Eve, look at his recruiter.”

			“Where?”

			With a keystroke, he highlighted a name.

			“Felicity Kade? Son of a bitch. She brought him in.” She held up her hand for silence and paced out her thoughts. “She’d’ve been a kind of trainer to him, seems to me. A lot of times trainers and trainees develop a close relationship. They worked together, and they were lovers. Probably lovers, on and off, all along. They’re a type.”

			“Which type is that?” he wondered.

			“Slick, upper-class, social animals. Vain—”

			“Why vain?”

			“Lots of mirrors, lots of fancy duds, lots of money spent on body and face work, salons.”

			Amused, he studied his fingernails. “One could claim those attributes are simply natural elements of a comfortable lifestyle.”

			“Yeah, if they add up to you. You’ve got a big trunkful of vanity yourself, but it’s not the same as these two. You don’t throw mirrors onto the walls every damn place so you can check yourself out every time you move, like Bissel.”

			Thoughtfully, she glanced back at Roarke and decided if she looked as good as he did, she’d probably spend half the day staring at herself.

			Weird.

			“All those mirrors, reflective surfaces,” she continued when he just smiled at her, “you could argue that was as much lack of confidence as vanity.”

			“That would be my take, but it sounds like a question for Mira.”

			“Yeah.” She would get to that, and soon. “Anyway, they’re a type. Like the artsy scene, and showing themselves off. Even if it’s cover, they have to be into it. And on another level, it must take a certain type to go into covert work, on the long haul. You live a lie, you set up an identity, a persona that’s part reality, part fantasy. How else could you make it work?”

			“I’ll agree that Bissel and Kade appear to be more suited than Bissel and Reva—at least on the surface.”

			“Okay, but they need Reva. They need, want, or have been assigned to infiltrate Securecomp. Felicity approaches Reva first, makes pals. Maybe feels her out. But for whatever reason Reva’s not a good candidate for the HSO.”

			“She’s worked for the government,” Roarke pointed out. “Nearly died for it. She’s loyal, and the administration she was attached to had no great affection for the HSO, as I recall.”

			“Politics.” Eve blew out a breath. “Makes me screwy. But if we take it down to ‘she’s not a candidate for covert,’ it doesn’t mean she’s not a good resource for the HSO. So they bring in Bissel. Romance, sex. But the marriage, that says they expected her to be of long-term use.”

			“And disposable.”

			She turned back to him. “It’s tough to see a friend get kicked around this way. I’m sorry.”

			“I wonder if it’ll be easier on her, or harder, knowing all this.”

			“Whichever, she’ll have to cope. She doesn’t have a lot of options.” She nodded toward the wall screens. “These two were using her as an information source, and it’s probable they planted various devices in the home, in her data unit, her vehicles, maybe on her person. She was their plant, an unwitting mole, and odds are they tapped her for plenty. No point in keeping up the charade of marriage and friendship if it wasn’t paying off.”

			“Agreed.” And the fact that it must have been paying off was, he imagined, going to cause him considerable annoyance. “But what point is there in eliminating two operatives? If it was an in-house assassination, it seems wasteful. Outside, it seems like overkill. Messy, Eve, either way.”

			“Messy, but it had the potential of taking out three key players.” She drummed her fingers on her hips. “There’s more. Has to be more. Maybe Bissel and Kade screwed up. Maybe they tried playing both sides. Maybe they blew their cover. We need to pick our way through their lives. I need all the data you can get me on them. And since we’re playing with spooks, screw the rules.”

			“Could you say that again? The screw the rules part. It’s such music to my ears.”

			“You’re going to enjoy this one, aren’t you?”

			“I believe I am.” But he didn’t look pleased when he said it. He looked dangerous. “Someone has to pay for what’s been done to Reva. I’ll enjoy being part of that payment.”

			“There’s an advantage to having a friend as scary as you.”

			“Come sit on my lap and say that.”

			“Get the data, pal. I need to call in, check with the men on Reva’s house. I don’t want anybody sliding in there before we sweep it for devices in the morning.”

			“If there were bugs, they’d have had an exterminator of their own.”

			“They had to move fast between the time Reva received the package and the hit, then her arrival.” She combed a hand through her hair as she went over the time line. “If they moved right in maybe they swept it out. But somebody was at the Flatiron. Seems to me that an op like this, double murder, would require a small, tight team. Don’t want too many in the know.”

			“It’s Homeland,” Roarke reminded her. “Orders to sweep out a private residence wouldn’t require the exterminators being apprised of the reason.”

			“Just following orders,” she mumbled and envisioned the bloody mess in Felicity Kade’s bed. What kind of person gave orders for that kind of brutality? Not assassination, she thought. No way to clean up vicious, bloody murder.

			“Yeah, you’ve got a point. Still, if orders did come down, they could’ve missed something.”

			They worked another two hours before he convinced her it was all he could do for the night. He talked her into bed, and when he was certain she slept, he got up, went back. And did more.

			It wasn’t difficult to access his file as he was already into the main. They had less hard data on him than he’d anticipated. Hardly more, he noted, than was public knowledge—or that he’d adjusted, personally, for public knowledge.

			There were a number of suspecteds, allegeds, probables running through his somewhat checkered career. Most of them were true enough, but there were a few sins ascribed to him that weren’t on his actual plate.

			That hardly mattered.

			It amused more than annoyed him to find that twice he’d been romantically involved with an operative assigned to him in the hopes of eliciting information.

			He lit a cigarette, tipped back in his chair as he remembered the two women with some fondness. He supposed he couldn’t complain. He’d enjoyed their company, and was confident enough that though their primary mission had failed, they’d enjoyed his.

			They didn’t know about his mother, and that was a tremendous relief. Officially, Meg Roarke was listed as his mother, and that was fine by him. What did it matter to the HSO who had birthed him? A young girl foolish enough to love and believe in a man like Patrick Roarke wasn’t of any interest.

			Especially since she was long dead.

			Since they hadn’t bothered to go back that far, or dig that deep, they didn’t know about Siobhan Brody, or his aunt and the rest of the family he’d discovered in the west of Ireland. His newfound relations wouldn’t be watched or approached or have their privacy invaded by the HSO.

			But there was a fat file on his father. Patrick Roarke had been of considerable interest to the HSO, as well as Interpol, the Global Intelligence Council, and other covert organizations the HSO had pooled for data. He discovered that they’d considered recruiting him at one point, but had judged him too volatile.

			Volatile, Roarke mused with a dark chuckle. Well, he could hardly argue with that.

			They’d tied him to Max Ricker, and that was no surprise. Ricker had been a clever man, and his network spread all over the planet, and off, with rich pockets of weapons and illegals running among other business ventures. But he’d been entirely too vain to cover all of his tracks.

			Patrick Roarke was considered one of Ricker’s occasional tools, and not a particularly deft one. Too fond of the drink and other chemicals. And not discreet enough to warrant a higher position, much less a permanent one on Ricker’s payroll.

			But seeing the association in black-and-white made the fact that Eve had been the one to lock Ricker in a cage all the more gratifying.

			He’d nearly closed the file again when he caught a notation about travel to Dallas. The time, the place made his blood run cold.

			Patrick Roarke traveled from Dublin to Dallas, Texas, on circular route and under the name Roarke O’Hara. Arrived Dallas 5-12-2036 at seventeen-thirty. Was met at airport by subject known as Richard Troy aka Richie Williams aka William Bounty aka Rick Marco. Subjects traveled by car to Casa Diablo Hotel where Troy was registered as Rick Marco. Roarke rented a room under O’Hara.

			At twenty-fifteen, subjects exited hotel and traveled by foot to the Black Saddle Bar, where they remained until oh two hundred. Transcription of conversation attached.

			There was more—standard surveillance reports that covered three days with the two men coming and going, having meetings with others of their kind in bars, in dives.

			A great deal of drinking and posturing, and bits and pieces discussed about movement of munitions from a base in Atlanta.

			Max Ricker. Roarke didn’t need the transcript to tell him both his father and Eve’s had been on the fringes, at least, of Ricker’s network. They knew the men had met, in Dallas.

			Days before, he thought, only days before Eve had been found, battered and broken, in an alley.

			They’d known all that, he thought, and so had the HSO.

			Subject Roarke checked out of hotel at ten thirty-five the following morning. He was driven by Troy to the airport where he took a shuttle to Atlanta.

			Troy returned to hotel room shared with female minor. Surveillance on Roarke passed to Operative Clark.

			“Female minor,” Roarke repeated. “You bastards. You bloody bastards, you had to know.”

			And with a rage so strong it sickened him, he brought up Richard Troy’s HSO file.

			It wasn’t yet dawn when she stirred, and felt his arms go around her. So gently around her. Half dreaming, she turned to him, turned into him and found the warmth of his body, then the warmth of his lips on her lips.

			The kiss was so tender, so fragile somehow, that she could let herself drift into it even as she floated on that twilight sleep.

			In the dark, she could always find him in the dark and know he’d be there to soothe her or arouse her. Or to ask those things of her.

			She threaded her fingers through his hair, cradling his head as she urged him to deepen the kiss. Deeper, a mating of lips and tongues, and still soft as a dream she was already forgetting.

			For now there was only Roarke, the smooth glide of his skin over hers, the lines of him, the scent and taste. She was already filled with him as she murmured his name.

			His mouth trailed over her like a benediction. Cheeks, throat, shoulders, then pressed delicately on the slope of her breast to linger where her heart beat.

			“I love you.” His lips formed the words against her breast. “I’m lost in love with you.”

			Not lost, she thought, and smiled in the dark even as her pulse thickened. Found. We’re both found.

			He cradled his head there a moment—cheek to heart—and closed his eyes until he could be sure he had his fiercer emotions in check, until he could be sure his hands would be gentle on her.

			He had a searing need to be gentle.

			She sighed, soft and sleepy, and was content, he knew, to be wakened like this. No matter what had been done to her, her heart was open for him, and that open heart lifted him beyond anything he’d expected to become.

			So he was gentle when he touched her, and when he roused her to peak it was lovely and sweet.

			When he slipped inside her, they were one shadow moving in the dark.

			She held him there, close in the big bed under the sky window where the light was going pearl gray with dawn. She could stay like this for an hour, she thought. Stay quiet and joined and happy before it was time to face the world, the job, the blood.

			“Eve.” He pressed his lips to her shoulder. “We need to talk.”

			“Mmm. Don’t wanna talk. Sleeping.”

			“It’s important.” He drew away, though she groaned a protest. “I’m sorry. Lights on, twenty percent.”

			“Oh, man.” She clapped a hand over her eyes. “What is it? Five? Nobody has to have a conversation at five in the morning.”

			“It’s nearly half-five, and you’ll have your team here at seven. We need the time for this.”

			She spread her fingers, squinted through. “For what?”

			“I went back last night and accessed more files.”

			And through those spread fingers, he saw the annoyance. “I thought you said that was all you could do.”

			“For you, it was. I did this for me. I wanted a look at my own dossier, in case . . . Just in case.”

			She sat up quickly. “Are you in trouble? Christ, are you in trouble with the fucking HSO?”

			“No.” He put his hands on her shoulders, ran them up and down her arms. And suffered, knowing she would suffer. “It’s not that. While I was at it, I had a look at my father’s files.”

			“Your mother.” She reached for his hand, squeezed.

			“No. It seems she didn’t earn as much as a blip on their radar. They weren’t paying much mind to him that long ago, and she didn’t matter to them, wasn’t useful or interesting, which is all to the good. But Patrick Roarke became of more interest, and they spent time tracking his moves now and again. Mostly, it appears, on the chance he’d give them something to use against Ricker.”

			“I’d say he didn’t, as Ricker stayed in operation until last year.”

			“He didn’t give them enough. It’s a long, convoluted file, a great many cross-references, a lot of man-hours that didn’t amount to anything that would stick.”

			“Well, he’s away now. Ricker. What does that have to do with this?”

			“They had my father under surveillance, believing he was working as a bagman for Ricker, and they tracked him to Dallas, in May. The year you were eight.”

			She nodded, slowly, but had to swallow. “We knew he’d been in Dallas about that time, helping to set up for the Atlanta job, the sting where Skinner’s operation went to hell. It’s not important. Look, since I’m up, I’m going to get a shower.”

			“Eve.” He clamped his hands on hers, felt hers jerk as she tried to escape. “He was met at the airport by a man named Richard Troy.”

			Her eyes were huge now, with fear—the kind he saw when she woke from nightmares. “This has nothing to do with the case. The case is priority. I need to—”

			“I’ve never looked into your past, because I knew you didn’t want it.” Her hands had gone cold in his, but he held them. He wished he could warm them. “I didn’t intend to look now, but only to assure myself that my family wasn’t being watched. The connection . . .” He brought her rigid hands to his lips. “Darling Eve, the connection between your father and mine is there. We can’t pretend otherwise. I don’t want to hurt you. I can’t stand to hurt you.”

			“You have to let me go.”

			“I can’t. I’m sorry. I tried to talk myself out of telling you. ‘She doesn’t need to know, doesn’t want to know.’ But I can’t hold this back from you. It would hurt you more, wouldn’t it, and insult you on top of that if I treated you like you couldn’t take it.”

			“That’s tricky.” Her voice was scratchy and her eyes burned. “That’s pretty fucking tricky.”

			“Maybe, but no less true for all that. I have to tell you what I’ve found, and you’ll decide how much of it you want to hear.”

			“I need to think!” She yanked her hands free from his. “I need to think. Just leave me alone and let me think.” She sprang off the bed, rushed into the bathroom. Slammed the door.

			He nearly went after her, but when he asked himself if doing so would be for her sake or his own, he wasn’t at all sure. So instead, he waited for her.

			She took a shower, blistering hot. Halfway through her heart rate was nearly normal again. She stayed in the drying tube too long, and felt a little light-headed afterward. She just needed coffee, that was all. Just a few hits of coffee—and she needed to put this crap out of her mind.

			She had a job to do. It didn’t matter, it didn’t fucking matter about Patrick Roarke or her father, or Dallas. It didn’t apply. She couldn’t afford to crowd her head with that kind of bullshit when she had work to do.

			And she looked at her face in the mirror over the sink, her pale, terrified face. She wanted to smash her fist through it. Nearly did.

			But she turned away, yanked on her robe, and walked back into the bedroom.

			He’d gotten up, put on a robe of his own. He said nothing as he walked over and handed her a cup of coffee.

			“I don’t want to know about this. Can you understand? I don’t want to know.”

			“All right, then.” He touched her cheek. “We’ll put it away.”

			He wouldn’t call her a coward, she realized. He wouldn’t even think it. He would just love her.

			“I don’t want to know about this,” she repeated. “But you have to tell me.” She walked to the sitting area and lowered to a chair because she was afraid her knees would shake. “His name was Troy?”

			He sat across from her, keeping the low table between them because he sensed she wanted the distance. “He had a number of aliases, but that was his legal name, so it seems. Richard Troy. There’s a file on him. I didn’t read the whole of it, but just the . . . just the business in Dallas. But copied it for you in case you wanted to.”

			She didn’t know what she wanted. “They met in Dallas.”

			“They did. Yours picked mine up at the airport, brought him to the hotel where you . . . where you were. He registered. They went out later that night and got piss-faced. There’s a transcript of their conversation, such as it was, and the same over the three days they were there together. A lot of posturing and bragging, and some speculation on the operation in Atlanta.”

			“Ricker’s gun-running operation.”

			“Yes. My father was to go on to Atlanta, which he did the following day. There is speculation that he took payoff money from the cops who were using him as an inside man in Ricker’s organization. He took that, and Ricker’s money, and—double-crossing both sides—went back to Dublin.”

			“That confirms what we theorized when we dealt with Skinner. Sloppy job by the spooks if they didn’t cop to what your father had in mind, and warn the locals. Puts HSO on the trigger for the thirteen cops who died in that botched raid as much as Ricker, as much as anyone.”

			“I’d say HSO didn’t give a damn about the cops.”

			“Okay.” She could focus on that, pinpoint some of the rage on that. “They’d consider Ricker the prime directive. The Atlanta operation was major, but it wasn’t the whole ball. Maybe they were too focused on bringing down Ricker, crushing his network and doing the victory dance that they didn’t figure a small cog like Patrick Roarke was going to screw all sides. But it’s unconscionable they’d let cops die that way.”

			“They knew about you.”

			“What?”

			“They knew there was a child in that bloody room with him. Female, minor child. The bastards knew.”

			When her eyes went glassy, he cursed. Shoving the table away, he pushed her head between her knees. “Take it slow, breathe slow. Christ, Christ, I’m sorry.”

			His voice was a buzz in her ears. His beautiful voice, murmuring in Gaelic now as his control wavered. She could hear it wavering, feel it in the quiver of his hand on the back of her head. He was kneeling beside her, she realized. Suffering as much, if not more, than she was herself.

			Wasn’t that strange? Wasn’t that miraculous?

			“I’m okay.”

			“Just give it a minute more. You’re trembling yet. I want them dead. Those who knew you were trapped with him and did nothing. I want their blood in my throat.”

			She shifted enough to rest her cheek on her knee and look at him. At the moment, he looked every bit like a man who could rip out another’s throat. “I’m okay,” she said again. “It’s not going to matter, Roarke. It’s not, because I survived, and he didn’t. I need to read the file.”

			He nodded, then just laid his head on hers.

			“If you’d blocked this from me”—her voice was thick but she didn’t try to clear it—“it would’ve set me back. It would’ve set us back. I know this isn’t easy for you either, but telling me . . . Trusting us to get through it, that’s going to make it better. I need to look at some of this data.”

			“I’ll get it for you.”

			“No, I’ll go with you. We’ll look at it together.”

			They went back in his private room, and read what he brought up on screen together.

			She didn’t sit. She wasn’t going to let her legs go weak on her again. Not even when she read the field operative’s report.

			Sexual and physical abuse involving minor female purported to be subject’s daughter. No recorded data on minor, no birth mother or surrogate registered. Intervention is not recommended at this time. If subject becomes aware he is being observed, or if any social or law enforcement agency is informed of the situation with minor female, subject’s value would be compromised.

			Recommend nonaction re minor female.

			“They let it go.” Roarke spoke softly, too softly. “I hate fucking cops. Saving your presence,” he added after a moment.

			“They’re not cops. They don’t give a rat’s ass about the law, much less about justice. They sure as hell don’t give a damn about an individual. It’s all big picture to them, always was, from the moment they formed at the dawn of the Urban Wars, it was big picture and fuck the people in it.”

			She packed away her rage, her horror, and continued to read. It wasn’t until she came to the end that she had to reach out, lay her hand on the console for balance.

			“They knew what happened. They knew I killed him. My God, they knew, and they cleaned up after me.”

			“For security, my ass. To cover their own culpability.”

			“It says . . . it says the listening devices planted were defective and shut down that night. What are the chances?” she drew a deep breath and read the section again.

			Surveillance returned at seven hundred and sixteen hours. No sound or movement recorded on premises for six hours. Assumption that subject had moved on during dark period caused field agent to risk a personal check of room. Upon entering, agent observed subject DOS. Cause of death determined to be multiple stab wounds inflicted with small kitchen knife. Female minor child could not be located on premises.

			No data on premises pertaining to Ricker or Roarke. On orders from Home, area was cleaned. Body disposal team notified.

			Minor child, female, believed to be subject’s daughter, located under medical observation. Severe physical and emotional trauma. Local authorities investigating. Minor has no identification and will be assigned a social caseworker.

			Subsequently local authorities unable to identify minor child, female. Minor subject unable to remember and/or relate name or circumstances. No connection to Troy or this agency can be made. Minor subject has been absorbed by the National Agency for Minors and has been given the name Dallas, Eve.

			Case file Troy is closed.

			“Is there a file on me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did they make the connection?”

			“I didn’t read it.”

			“Aren’t you just full of willpower?” When he didn’t speak, she turned away from the screen, and took a step toward him.

			He took one back. “Someone will pay for this. Nothing will stop me. I can’t kill him, though God, I’ve dreamed of it. But someone will pay for standing by, standing back, and letting this happen to you.”

			“It won’t change anything.”

			“Aye, by God it will.” Some part of the fury he’d held inside him since reading the reports lashed out. “There are balances, Eve. You know it. Checks and balances, that’s what makes your precious justice. I’ll have my own on this.”

			She was cold, already so cold, but his words, the look of him now all but numbed her. “It’s not going to help me to think about you going off and hunting up some spook assigned to this over twenty years ago.”

			“You don’t have to think about it.”

			A little bubble of panic rose in her throat. “I need you focused on the work—do what you promised to do.”

			He stepped around the console, up to her. His eyes were blue ice as he took her chin in his hand. “Do you think I can or will let this go?”

			“No. Do you think I can stand back and let you hunt someone down and mete out your personal sense of justice?”

			“No. So we have a problem. In the meantime, I’ll give you whatever you need from me on this case. I won’t fight with you over this, Eve,” he said before she could speak. “And I won’t ask or expect you to change your moral ground. I only ask you do the same when it comes to me.”

			“I want you to remember something.” Her voice wanted to shake. Her soul wanted to tremble. “I want you to think about this before you do something you can’t take back.”

			“I’ll do what I have to do,” he said flatly. “And so will you.”

			“Roarke.” She gripped his arms, and was afraid she could already feel him slipping away from her. “Whatever happened to me back in Dallas, I came out of it. I’m standing here because of it. Maybe I have everything that matters to me, including you, because of it. If that’s true, I’d go through it all again. I’d go through every minute of the hell to have you, to have my badge, to have this life. That’s enough balance for me. I need you to think about that.”

			“Then I will.”

			“I need to get ready for the morning briefing.” To think about something else—anything else. “So do you. This has to be put away for now. If you can’t put it away, you’re no good for me, or your friend.”

			“Eve.” He said it gently, as he’d loved her gently, and he brushed the tear she hadn’t been aware of shedding from her cheek.

			She broke when his arms came around her. And because they did, she burrowed into him and let herself weep.
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			SHE WAS BACK in form by the time her team arrived for the briefing. Thoughts of what she’d survived in Dallas were locked away to be taken out later when she was alone, when she could stand them. When she could, she would figure out what could and couldn’t be done.

			He’d kill them. She had no illusions. Left to himself, Roarke would hunt down those responsible for the nonaction directive in Dallas, and . . . eliminate them.

			Checks and balances.

			He would do this, unless she found the key to his rage, his sense of justice, his need to punish. His need to stand for her and to spill blood for blood for the sake of a desperate and brutalized child.

			So she had to find that key, somehow. And while she was looking for it, she was going up against one of the most powerful and self-contained organizations on or off planet.

			Her prior plans of expanding the team, of including a strong showing of hand-selected EDD men, had to be put on hold. She had an intricate little bomb on her hands. Too much shifting and passing and it would blow up in her face.

			She would keep her team as small and tight as possible.

			Feeney. She couldn’t do without Feeney. He was currently chowing down on one of his favored danishes while he argued with McNab about some Arena Ball player named Snooks.

			EDD ace Ian McNab didn’t look like somebody who’d get riled up about Arena Ball. Then again, he didn’t look like a cop either. He was wearing purple leather-look pants, pegged tight as tourniquets at the ankles to show off his low-rider purple gel-sneaks. His shirt was purple stripes and snug enough to show off his narrow torso and bony shoulders. He’d pulled his blond hair back in a relatively simple braid that hung between his angel-wing shoulder blades, but had made up for the simplicity with a jungle of silver hoops that curved along his left ear.

			Though he had a pretty face, narrow and smooth and set off by clever green eyes, he didn’t look like the type the sturdy and steady Peabody would go for. But she did, and in a big way.

			You could see what was between them in the casual way his hand brushed Peabody’s knee, the way she jabbed him with her elbow when he tried to take her pastry.

			And the proof that love was in bloom when Peabody broke the pastry in half and gave it to him.

			She needed them, the three of them, and the man—her man—who sipped his coffee and waited for her to start the show.

			And once she did, she put them all at risk.

			“If everyone’s finished their little coffee break, there’s a little matter of a double homicide to discuss.”

			“Got your EDD report there.” Feeney nodded toward the disc packet he’d put on her desk. “Every one of the units—house, gallery, studio—was fried. Total corruption. I got some ideas on how to regenerate and access data, but it’s not going to be easy, and it’s not going to be quick. Easier and quicker with the use of some of the equipment our civilian consultant has at his disposal.”

			“Then it’s at yours,” Roarke said and had Feeney beaming in anticipation.

			“I can have a retrieval team here in an hour, with the units. We’ll set up a network and—”

			“That’s not going to be possible,” Eve interrupted. “I need to ask you to personally transport a sampling of the units here. Those that remain at Central will require top-level security. They have to be moved from the pen, Feeney. ASAP.”

			“Dallas, electronics isn’t your area, but even you should be able to figure out how long it’s going to take me to work this magic on more’n a dozen units. I can’t be hauling them over here a couple at a time, and without a retrieval team, six-man minimum, we’re looking at days, if not weeks before we pull out anything readable.”

			“It can’t be helped. The nature of the investigation has changed. Information has come into my hands that confirms involvement and possible participation in these murders by the Homeland Security Organization.”

			There was a moment of absolute silence, then McNab’s excited response. “Spooks? Oh baby, ultimately iced.”

			“This isn’t a vid, Detective, or some comp game where you play secret agent. Two people are dead.”

			“With all respect, Lieutenant, they’re dead anyway.”

			Since she couldn’t think of an argument for that, she ignored it. “I can’t reveal how this information came to me.” But she saw Feeney’s glance at Roarke, the speculation and the pride in it. “If it comes down to a court order demanding my source—as it very well may—I’ll lie. You need to know that up front. I’ll perjure myself without hesitation, not only to protect the source, but to maintain the integrity of this investigation, and to protect Reva Ewing, who I’m convinced is innocent.”

			“I like the anonymous tip myself,” Feeney said easily. “Untraceable transmission of data. There’s a couple of ways to set that up on your unit right here so it’ll look like you got one. Should hold up against most tests.”

			“That’s illegal,” Eve pointed out, and he smiled.

			“Just talking out loud.”

			“When each of you took this case, it was on the belief it was a standard homicide investigation. It’s not. You have a choice of stepping out of the investigation before I reveal the data in my possession. Once I relay it, you’re stuck. And it could get pretty fucking sticky. We can’t bring anyone else into this. It can’t be discussed outside of secured locations. Each of us will have to be swept daily for possible bugs and that includes home, workplace, vehicles, and person. You’ll be at risk, and certainly under observation.”

			“Lieutenant.” Peabody waited until Eve’s gaze shifted to her. “If you don’t know we’re in, you should.”

			“This isn’t business as usual.”

			“No, because it’s ultimately iced.” Peabody grinned when she said it and earned a snicker from McNab.

			Shaking her head, Eve sat on the corner of her desk. She’d known they were in, but she had to give them the out. “Blair Bissel was a level-two operative for the HSO, recruited and trained by Felicity Kade.”

			“It was an HSO hit?”

			She glanced at McNab. “I haven’t quite tied it all up in a bow for you, Detective. No notes,” she said when he got out his book. “Nothing logged or recorded except on cleared units. Here’s what I know. Bissel was in Homeland for nine years. At level two he functioned primarily as a liaison. Passing data from point to point, accessing data or accumulating intel, which he passed along to a contact. Kade generally, but not exclusively. Three years ago, Kade was assigned to Reva Ewing for the purposes of developing a relationship, a friendship.”

			“Why Ewing?” Peabody asked. “Particularly.”

			“They’ve had her under observation for a number of years, including her time with the Secret Service. This observation was beefed up after her injury, line of duty, and subsequent retirement. She was approached by a recruiter for the HSO during her recuperation, and—according to the file—was less than gracious in her refusal. As she was offered a substantial incentive package, her refusal and her subsequent employment were suspect.

			“Roarke . . . Industries,” Eve continued, “is a hot button for the HSO. They’ve spent considerable time and manpower trying to tie it to espionage, without success. Reva Ewing was considered a strong candidate for information due to her personal and professional relationship with the industry’s head, and her mother’s position as Roarke’s admin. The hope was Reva would chat about her work, her boss, her projects, and so on, and the HSO would be one up.”

			“But she didn’t,” Feeney prompted.

			“She didn’t give them what they were after, but they had a lot invested. And Felicity was committed. She brought in Bissel and set up for the long haul.”

			“He married her for intel?” Peabody queried. “Sucks wide.”

			“For intel,” Eve agreed. “And for a stronger cover, for the additional contacts that came from her. She’s still friendly with some of her associates from the Secret Service, and she has former President Foster’s ear, among others. Neither Foster nor the current administration has maintained very friendly relations with the HSO, or vice versa. There’s a lot of resentment, one-upmanship, a lot of secrets and backbiting.”

			“I’m following all this well enough, kid,” Feeney put in. “But it doesn’t explain why Bissel and Kade were hit, and Ewing set up.”

			“It sure as hell doesn’t. So let’s find out.”

			She glanced at Roarke, silently passing him the ball. “The Code Red must factor into it,” he began. “The units were taken out with the Doomsday worm, or a close clone of it. It’s possible, though it pains me, that they’ve infiltrated my security at Securecomp, using Reva as their conduit. The contract came through the Global Intelligence Council, and was heatedly protested by the HSO, and a few other acronyms.”

			“HSO would’ve wanted the contract themselves,” McNab speculated. “Privatization of this kind of work put the squeeze on the budget of some of these agencies.”

			“There’s that,” Roarke agreed.

			“Add that if they had the contract and the fee,” Peabody continued, “they’d also have all pertinent intel on the Code Red in-house. They don’t have to wait to be fed through channels.”

			Eve nodded. “Using Reva was a way to feed.”

			“Add that since Roarke Industries is considered suspect by some factions . . .” Roarke let that hang in the air a moment, almost as if amused. “The HSO found it expedient to focus on infiltrating and gathering data and intel—whatever came to hand—in order to attempt to build a case against the corporation. For espionage, double-dipping, tax evasion. Some such thing.”

			He shrugged it off. He was—since Eve, in any case—a completely legitimate businessman. And if he wasn’t, he had no doubt he’d have gotten around Homeland, just as he’d always done.

			“I’ll be looking into security and plugging any potential holes, but at this point it’s a bit like bricking up the hole after the rat’s slipped in to nibble the cheese.”

			“You can always lay out more cheese,” Feeney commented.

			Roarke smiled a little. “We’re of a mind there.”

			“What about the worm itself?” Peabody asked. “If this was an HSO hit, and the units were corrupted, that means the HSO has the worm, or a clone. Wouldn’t they be working on an extermination program and shield themselves instead of . . . Oh.”

			“Global espionage isn’t so very different from the corporate sort.” Roarke picked up the pot and topped off his coffee. “If they’re working on spec, or have another organization working on the protection programs, it would pay them to know what we’re up to.”

			“And to kill for it. Just another kind of organized crime.” Peabody flushed a little. “Sorry, Free-Ager roots showing. Realistically, I know governments need covert organization to gather intelligence, to help predict terrorist attacks, to help dismantle terrorists and politically fanatic groups. But it’s the fact that they don’t always have to play by the rules that can corrupt the individuals that make up the whole. And that sounded just like my father.”

			“It’s okay, She-Body.” McNab gave her knee a squeeze. “I think Free-Agers are hot.”

			“If the HSO ordered the hit on Kade and Bissel,” Eve continued, “they may not pay for it in the public courts. But, if they set up Reva Ewing and left her twisting in the wind, they’ll pay for that. She’s a citizen of New York, and that makes her ours. I’m going to speak with the commander, then I’m going to Reva Ewing and make full disclosure, unless ordered otherwise. I believe with her contacts I can work a meet with reps from the HSO. And we’ll play some ball.”

			When she’d completed the briefing, she started to walk out with Peabody, then stopped as if just remembering something. “Oh, Feeney, I need just another minute with you. Peabody, go on down. Put in a request with the commander’s office for some time, priority one.”

			“I don’t expect to be more than two or three hours at Securecomp,” Roarke told Feeney. “You know where everything is here. Set up however it suits you best. Summerset will be able to answer any questions you may have. I’ll be back to roll up my sleeves as soon as I can. Lieutenant.”

			He knew she would wince when he leaned down to kiss her. Which was only one of the reasons he couldn’t resist doing so. He let her close the door behind him, and after giving it one speculative look, walked away.

			Inside, Eve rubbed her hands over her face. “I’ve got to ask you for a personal.”

			“Okay.”

			“This is . . . a little tricky for me.”

			“I’m seeing that. We need a sit-down?”

			“No. I mean you can. I . . . can’t. Shit.” She paced away, stared hard out of the window. “I don’t know how much you know about when I was a kid, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

			He knew a great deal, enough that having her bring it up tightened his belly. But his voice stayed even. “All right.”

			“There was an HSO field operative in Dallas when . . . during a period when . . . Goddamn it.”

			“They had eyes on your father?”

			“Yes. Eyes and ears. They . . . it’s complicated, Feeney, and I don’t have it in me to go through it all. But the fact is there’s a file. Roarke’s read it and—”

			“Hold up. They had eyes and ears, they knew there was a kid, and they didn’t intervene?”

			“That’s not the point.”

			“Fuck the point.”

			“Feeney.” She turned back and was assaulted by the same rage shooting off him as it had with Roarke. “I shouldn’t be telling you any of this. If anything . . . You could, depending on the outcome, be considered an accessory before the fact. But maybe, by telling you, we can change the outcome. He’ll look for payback, and he can’t. It could ruin him. You know that. I’m asking you to help me stop him.”

			“Stop him? What makes you think I won’t give him a hand with it?”

			“Because you’re a cop,” she snapped. “Because you know you can’t take it down to the personal that way. You know what can happen when you do. I need you to keep him busy, too busy for him to spend any time moving on this other thing. I need you to find a way to try to talk him down from this. I think he’d listen to you.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know.” She dragged her hands through her hair. “I just do. Please God, Feeney, don’t make me go to Summerset with this. It’s hard enough asking you. I just need to buy some time so I can think it clear.”

			“Keeping him busy’s not a problem seeing as there’s only three of us working on fourteen units. Talking to him . . .” Feeney’s hands retreated to his pockets as he shrugged. “I’ll see if I can find an opening for it. Can’t promise I will.”

			“I appreciate it. I appreciate it, Feeney. Thanks.”

			“Let me ask you something, Dallas. Just between you and me, here and now. We don’t have to bring it up again, but I want a straight answer from you. You don’t want payback?”

			She looked down at the floor, then made herself lift her gaze and meet his eyes. “I want it so bad I can taste it. I want it so bad, so fucking bad, it scares me. I want it, Feeney, so bad that I know I have to put it away. I have to, or I’ll do something I’m not sure I can live with.”

			He nodded, and that was enough for both of them. “Let’s go do the job, then.”

			Commander Whitney was a big man who sat behind a big desk. Eve knew his day was filled with paperwork and politics, with diplomacy and directives. But it didn’t make him less of a cop.

			He had skin the tone of glossy oak, and the eyes that beamed out of his wide face were dark and intelligent. There was more gray in his hair than there’d been the year before, and Eve imagined his wife nagged him to deal with it.

			Personally, Eve liked it. It added one more aspect of authority.

			He listened, and she found his silence during her report both heavy and comforting.

			She remained standing when she was finished, and though she didn’t glance over at Peabody, she knew her partner was holding her breath.

			“Your source on this information is reliable?”

			“Sir, as this information came to me through unknown sources, I am unable to vouch for the reliability of same, but I’m convinced the data itself is reliable.”

			He raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Carefully said. It may stand if and when you’re pushed on it. How do you intend to proceed?”

			“I intend to disclose this information to Reva Ewing.”

			“That should make her lawyers stand up and dance.”

			“Sir, she didn’t kill Bissel and Kade. I can’t in good conscience withhold this information from someone who is, essentially, another victim.”

			“No. I just hate seeing lawyers dance.”

			There was the faintest snort from Peabody, hastily transformed into a cough.

			“The PA’s not going to be happy,” Whitney added.

			“He may be happy enough to dance himself if we tie the HSO into a double murder, and the deliberate framing of a civilian. That eventuality would make this case very hot,” Eve added when she saw the speculative look in Whitney’s eyes. “Hot enough to generate considerable media. Global media, with the prosecuting attorney in the forefront.”

			“That’s interesting, and political thinking, Dallas. You surprise me.”

			“I can push my mind in a political direction when pressed, and assume you’d be able to expand on that area when briefing the PA.”

			“You can be sure of it.”

			“Ewing may also prove useful in providing contacts to assist me in pursuing this HSO aspect of my investigation.”

			“The HSO, once made aware of this aspect of your investigation, will try, very hard, to end said investigation.”

			Nonaction, she thought. That would be the term, and what they’d want from her.

			She’d be damned if they’d get it.

			“They have no authority over the NYPSD on a homicide investigation. An innocent woman was implicated, deliberately, in a double homicide.”

			An innocent child, she thought, couldn’t stop the thought, was deliberately ignored and left to be beaten, to be raped. Left to kill to survive.

			“That isn’t national or global security, Commander, it’s just dirty.” Her throat was starting to burn, but she ignored it and ordered herself to stay with the facts. To stay with the now.

			“A legitimate corporation, for which Ewing works, has a viable government Code Red contract to develop an extermination program to block the alleged plans of a techno-terrorist organization. If the HSO has attempted to hamper the research and development currently underway at Securecomp, that isn’t a matter of national or global security either. It’s dangerous and self-aggrandizing corporate espionage.”

			“I can promise you, they’ll have a different spin.”

			“They can spin it until they create a new plane of gravity, it won’t alter the fact that two people were brutally murdered, and an innocent civilian deliberately framed for it. The media’s already smearing Reva Ewing’s name all over the screen. She doesn’t deserve it. She nearly died standing as shield for President Foster, because that was her job. No more, no less. She’s done her job, no more, no less, for Securecomp, and in doing so will be partly responsible for developing another shield against a threat that could, potentially, shut down the Pentagon, the NSC, the GSC, Parliament, and the damn HSO.”

			He held up a hand. “She’d do better with you than the lawyers. I’m not arguing with you,” he added as the insult flickered over Eve’s face. “I read her file. You understand you have the option of simply dropping the charges and allowing Ewing to do her own spin. The NYPSD, and you, might look overbearing or foolish initially, but that would wear off before long.”

			“Two people would still be dead.”

			“Two operatives, Dallas. By-product of the job.” He held up his hand again before Eve could speak. “Do you have an opinion on that, Detective Peabody?”

			“Yes, sir. If I went down, line of duty, that’d be a by-product of the job. But I’d expect Dallas and my fellow officers to do everything they could to get me justice. We don’t just let murder go because it’s a professional hazard.”

			“You stand up well for yourself, Detective. Now that I see we’re all on the same side of the line. Talk to Ewing. I’ll take this to Chief Tibble. Only Chief Tibble,” he added, “on a need-to-know.”

			“Thank you, sir. The EDD team will work primarily out of my residence. It has more levels of security than we have at Central.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me. Document everything, Dallas, but for now your reports to me will remain verbal only. I want to be informed the minute you have any kind of contact with any agent or representative of the HSO. Keep your ass covered, because if it takes a hit, so does this department.”

			That went well,” Peabody commented as they headed down to the garage.

			“Well enough.”

			“When he asked me if I had an opinion, I almost clutched.”

			“He wouldn’t have asked if he didn’t want to hear it.”

			“Maybe not, but brass usually wants to hear what they want to hear. There was this other thing I was thinking.” She ran a hand, very casually, down her jacket to smooth the line. “Due to the nature of this investigation and certain sensitivities, it might be more secure, all in all, if members of the team remained at your residence.”

			“Might it be?” Eve replied.

			“Well, yeah, seeing . . .” She trailed off, studied their pea-green city vehicle. “Unit swept and shielded?”

			“Maintenance said so, but they’re lying sacks of shit. It should be safe enough for you to make your pitch in general terms.”

			Peabody climbed in. “First, you have those extra layers of security in place, so we don’t have to watch what we say or do. Part of investigating is talking through data and information. Also EDD could take shifts, if necessary. And since McNab and I are getting ready to move to our new apartment, my place is a wreck.” She smiled prettily. “So how about it?”

			“It’s not a party.”

			“Absolutely not.” Peabody stifled the smile and looked stern. “I’m proposing this for the good of the team, and the investigation.”

			“And because there’s always ice cream stocked in the freezer.”

			“Well, yes. Do I look stupid?”

			It wasn’t unusual for Roarke to call for a spot-check on security in any department at any time. But it was less usual for him to run scanners personally—and to run tests on his own equipment.

			The level-ten lab at Securecomp could only be accessed by employees with the highest clearance. Still, none of them grumbled at the body scans, or the delay while the scanner was run through a series of checks, then the scans rerun.

			No one mumbled when a team of exterminators in their white skin-suits and black helmets were called in to sweep for bugs. Glances were exchanged, and a few shrugs, but no one questioned the man.

			The lab itself was pristine. Filters and purifiers kept the air absolutely clean. Floors, walls, ceilings were all unrelieved white. There were no windows, and the walls were a full six inches thick. Minicams were positioned to record every area, all personnel, every movement, every sound.

			Each workstation was a clear-sided cube or series of clear counters, and each held compact and powerful equipment. There were no ’links other than interoffice ones.

			Authorized personnel wore encoded badges, and passed through three staging areas each time they entered or exited the lab. Access required voice, retinal, and palmprint verification.

			The scanners, alarm, and preventatives made it impossible—so Roarke had believed—to remove any data from the lab without his knowledge and authorization. Planting a bug inside would require sorcery.

			He’d have bet his reputation on it. And, essentially, had.

			He signalled to the acting lab chief, Tokimoto, and walked into what the techs called “the vault.”

			It was an office—spartan, almost military—with a single streamlined desk, two chairs, and a wall of sealed drawers. The desk held a muscular data and communications system with a ’link that could only send or receive outside the lab with Roarke’s personal voiceprint and passcode.

			“Close the door,” he ordered Tokimoto. “Have a seat.”

			Tokimoto did both, then folded his long, neat hands in his lap. “If you’ve brought me in here to ask me about Ewing, you’re wasting our time. And we both value our time. She didn’t kill anyone, however much he deserved it.”

			Roarke sat, adjusted his thinking and approach as he studied Tokimoto.

			The man was forty, trim and long-limbed. He wore his black hair short and close to the scalp. His skin was very white, his eyes tawny beneath long, straight brows. His nose was narrow, his mouth pressed now into a thin line of annoyance.

			It was, Roarke estimated, one of the very few times he’d seen Tokimoto annoyed in the six years of their association.

			“This is interesting,” Roarke commented.

			“I’m pleased my opinion is of interest,” Tokimoto responded in his clipped, precise voice.

			“I didn’t realize you were in love with Reva. Obviously, I haven’t been paying attention.”

			Tokimoto remained still, face and body. “Ewing is—was—a married woman. I respect the institution. We are associates and colleagues, nothing more.”

			“So you haven’t told her, or moved on her. Well, that’s your business. Your personal business, and none of mine unless it pertains to what goes on inside this lab. But I will say that, at the moment, she could use a friend.”

			“I don’t want to intrude.”

			“Again, your business.” Roarke took a disc out of his pocket, inserted it in his computer. “Have a look at this. I’d like your opinion.”

			Tokimoto rose, walked lightly around the desk to study the screen. He pursed his lips over the grid, the complex lines and boxes. He scratched his chin.

			“Will you enhance? This area.” Tokimoto gestured to a section of the grid.

			Without speaking, Roarke keystroked to enlarge and enhance the requested area. “There’s a shadow, just here in Quadrant B, section five through ten. A bug was there, but is not there now. I think . . . wait. Does it move?”

			The question, Roarke knew, wasn’t directed at him. But to answer he magnified again and let the disc play forward.

			“Yes, yes, it moves. Barely a shadow when it moves. More detectable when it rests.”

			“And your conclusion?”

			“The device is planted on a movable object. A person or droid. It’s highly sophisticated. Minute and very well shielded. Ours?”

			“I don’t think so, but we’ll work on that. This is a security print of the lab, Tokimoto. And this . . .” He tapped a finger on the screen where the shadow was darkest. “This is Reva’s station.”

			“There is a mistake.”

			“It’s not a mistake.”

			“She would never betray you or her associates. She’s honorable.”

			“No, I don’t think she’d betray me, or you. I’m going to ask you this once. Have you been approached by any outside party regarding the Code Red?”

			“I have not.” It was said simply, with no hints of insult, annoyance, or fear. “Had I been, I would have reported to you.”

			“Yes, I believe that. Because you’re honorable, Tokimoto. I’m showing you this because you are. Because in this very delicate matter, I’m trusting you.”

			“You have my loyalty, but I won’t believe this of Reva.”

			“Neither will I. How, in your opinion, could this bug have infected the lab?”

			“On a person, as I said.”

			“On her person.”

			Tokimoto’s brow creased as he studied the screen again. “This is contradictory to me. She would know if she carried a device, and she would not enter the lab. Therefore, she could not have carried a device. In addition, lab security is meticulous and multilayered and would have detected a device. Therefore, a device could not have penetrated the lab. Yet it did.”

			“That’s very logical, Tokimoto, but expand your thinking. How might Reva have brought a device into the lab, unknowingly, that penetrated lab security?”

			“She’s an expert, and your scanners are the most powerful available. It’s impossible that a device was planted on her person and escaped her detection, and the scanners. It is . . .”

			He stopped, straightened, and Roarke watched the idea bloom on his face.

			“Internally,” Roarke supplied.

			“Such things are possible, in theory. Some have been tested. Those in development, including those worked on here, haven’t proven effective.”

			“The device can be injected, under the skin.”

			“In theory.”

			“All right, thank you.” Roarke rose.

			“Is she . . . Is Ewing in some sort of danger?”

			“She’s protected. It would do her good to hear from a friend who sympathized and believed in her. Meanwhile, I want work on the Code Red to move around the clock. Four shifts. If she’s up to it, Reva will be back tomorrow.”

			“It will be good to have her. She should know of this, but I won’t speak of it if that’s your wish.”

			“I’m on my way to tell her myself. If you discuss it with her, do it in the vault.” He started for the door, stopped. “Yoshi, life is never as long as we want it to be, and wasted time can never be recovered.”

			A ghost of a smile curved Tokimoto’s lips. “A proverb.”

			“No. It’s my way of telling you to make a goddamn move.”
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			EVE DIDN’T SEE how she could be concerned about total security at this point, but she took the cryptic transmission from Roarke on the odd little ’link he’d presented to her that morning.

			It strapped on the wrist, but she didn’t care for the weight of it, or the absurdity of talking to her sleeve. So she’d stuck it in her jacket pocket, and when it vibrated against her hip, she jolted as if she’d been struck with a laser blast.

			“Jesus. Technology is a pain in the—haha—ass.” She yanked it out. “What?”

			“That’s hardly a professional greeting, Lieutenant.”

			“I’m stalled in traffic. Why don’t these people have jobs? Why don’t they have homes?”

			“And some nerve they have being out and about on your streets. I’m on them myself, and about to pick up a package. I need to take it home. I very much want you to see it, so you’ll want to meet me there.”

			“What? Why? Goddamn asshole maxibus! I’m driving here. I’m heading to the East Side, if I don’t indulge in a major vehicular accident just to clear the goddamn roads!”

			“I’m running that errand for you myself. Come home, Eve.”

			“But I—” She snarled at the ’link when the transmission ended, then in disgust tossed it at Peabody. “It’s gone wonky.”

			“No, sir. He cut you off. He wants you to go back to the residence, where he’s bringing Reva Ewing.”

			“How do you get that?”

			“I watch a lot of spy vids. He must have found something, and he wants to discuss it with you in the most secure location. This is really chilled, you’ve got to admit.”

			“Yeah, so chilled, I’ve yet to talk to Morris, or have another look at the bodies. I haven’t booted Dickhead around the lab to see if there’s any forensics that might be useful. And, much as I hate it, I haven’t talked to the media liaison about a spin when we drop charges on Ewing.”

			“Those usual routines don’t apply as much when you’re Bonding.”

			“Bonding? How am I bonding? I’m not interested in bonding, in fact I dislike bonding intensely.”

			“No, no, Bonding. Like Bond, James Bond. You know, ult spy guy.”

			“God.” Eve shot down a cross-street, and made it a block before she stalled again. “Why me?”

			“I really dig the spy vids, even the old ones. Gadgets and sex and sophisticated quips. You know, Dallas, if Roarke was an actor he could completely play Bond on vid. He’s a total Bond.”

			Eve plowed through the light, cast her eyes to heaven. “God, I repeat. Why me?”

			She slammed into the house, bared her teeth at Summerset.

			“Your associates have arrived. Suitable quarters have been prepared for them. Going by previous experience, I am about to have food supplies completely restocked, with an emphasis on items without any nutritional value whatsoever.”

			“And you’re telling me this because, somehow, I look like I give a shit?”

			“You are mistress of this house, and responsible for the comfort of your guests.”

			“They’re not guests. They’re cops.”

			Peabody loitered as Eve charged upstairs. “Is it okay if McNab and I have the room we took last time?”

			Summerset’s stony countenance softened with a smile. “Of course, Detective. I’ve arranged it.”

			“Mag. Thanks.”

			“Peabody!” Eve’s aggrieved voice shot down the stairs. “With me, goddamn it.”

			“Bad traffic,” Peabody grumbled. “Terrible mood.”

			She had to bolt up the stairs, then streak down the hall to catch up with Eve.

			“If you’re going to brown-nose the resident cadaver, do it on your own time.”

			“I wasn’t brown-nosing.” But the comment had Peabody’s nose twitching. “I was merely inquiring about my quarters during this operation. Besides, I don’t have to brown-nose Summerset. He likes me.”

			“That ascribes to him the capacity for human emotions.” She swung into Roarke’s office, and frowned when she saw him serving coffee to both Reva and Caro. “You might’ve told me you were bringing them here,” she complained, “before I fought my way to the Upper East Side.”

			“Sorry for the inconvenience, but here is where we need to be.”

			“This is my case, my investigation, my op. I decide where we need to be.”

			“This isn’t about authority, Lieutenant. And when your knowledge of electronics meets or exceeds mine, we’ll re-evaluate.” His tone was entirely too pleasant. “In the meantime . . . coffee?”

			“I don’t have time for coffee.”

			“Help yourself, Peabody,” he invited, then took Eve’s arm. “If I could have a moment, Lieutenant.”

			She let him lead her into her office. She didn’t like it, but she allowed it. Then she blasted him when he’d closed the door. “We need to set some parameters. You’re working in conjunction with EDD. You do not have the authority to transport my suspect, and her mother, whenever and wherever you choose. Your personal feelings for them take a backseat, and if they can’t, you’re out.”

			“It was necessary. You’re irritable and annoyed,” he snapped as she started to steam. “Well, so am I. So we can stand here and piss on each other for the next ten minutes, or get on with it.”

			She had to take a breath, then two, before she managed to control her temper. He looked ready to brawl. Not that she minded that so much, but she was more interested in why.

			“Okay, you are irritable and annoyed. What set you off?”

			“If you’d give me a few minutes without crawling up my ass, I’ll show you.”

			“I don’t like what I see, ace, I’m crawling right back.”

			He stepped back to the door, then turned to her again. “I realize that I have, on occasion, acted in a way that failed to show the proper respect for your authority and your position. That was wrong. Not that it might not happen again, but it was wrong. This isn’t one of those times.”

			“It feels like it.”

			“That can’t be helped. On the other side, those two women are my employees. Spanking me in front of them demeans my authority and position, Eve.”

			“That can’t be helped either. They know you’ve got balls.” She offered a razor-thin smile. “Now they know I’ve got them, too.”

			“This isn’t about—” He cut himself off, offered a prayer for patience. “Christ, there’s no point to this. We’ll have a go at each other later.”

			“Count on it.” She reached around him and opened the door herself.

			Thinking of authority and position, she made sure that she strode through the door first. “You’ve got five minutes,” she told him.

			“It shouldn’t take longer. Computer, lock down this room only, for silent running.”

			Acknowledged. Commencing silent running.

			“What the hell is—” Eve whirled, hand on her weapon, as titanium shields lowered on the windows behind her. Others slid into place over the doors. The lights took on a red cast, and every machine in the room sent out a series of beeps and hums.

			“Totally Bond,” Peabody murmured with a big, dazzled grin on her face.

			Lockdown complete. Silent running fully engaged.

			“In your home office.” Reva got to her feet, walked over to examine the window shields. “A little paranoid, but excellent. Have you equipped the whole house with SR capability? I’d really like to see the—”

			“You kids can play with the toys later,” Eve interrupted. “Now I’d like to know why we need them.”

			“I ran some tests at Securecomp. Very detailed and exacting tests. They showed traces of a mobile bug.”

			“Mobile?” Reva shook her head. “Someone got through security, all the scanners, with a device on their person? That shouldn’t be possible. In fact, it isn’t possible.”

			“So I believed, but the device is also very sophisticated. It wasn’t on someone’s person, Reva, but in yours.”

			“In? Internal? That’s out of the question. Completely bogus.”

			“Then you won’t object to a body scan?”

			Her face went hard, her stance combative. “I submit to one every time I go in or out of the damn lab, Roarke.”

			“I’ve something a little more sensitive, a little more specific.”

			“Go ahead.” Reva threw out her arms. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

			“Computer, open Panel A.”

			Acknowledged.

			A section of the wall opened. Inside was a small room, hardly bigger than a closet. It held what looked like a high-end drying tube, with clear, rounded sides and a door with no apparent lock. There were no visible controls.

			“Something I’ve been working on, on my own,” Roarke said when Reva lifted her eyebrows. “An individual security scanner, higher intensity than what’s on the market currently. It’ll also read vital signs, which will come in handy for evaluating a subject’s state of mind during scan.”

			“Is it safe?” Caro had risen, walked over quietly. “I’m sorry, but if it hasn’t been approved, there may be some risk.”

			“I’ve used it myself,” he assured her. “It’s quite safe. It’ll feel warm on the skin as it scans,” he told Reva. “Not uncomfortably so, but you’ll notice the change in temperature as it moves from area to area.”

			“Let’s just get it done. I’ve got the Truth Testing scheduled today. I’d like a little time between scans and probes if it’s all the same to you.”

			“Computer, open scanner.”

			Acknowledged.

			A door opened on the tube with a little puff of air. At Roarke’s gesture, Reva stepped inside, turned to face the room.

			“Begin process on Ewing, Reva, full body, full power on my command. It needs to read and record your height,” he said. “Your weight, your body mass, and so on.”

			“Fine.”

			“When the door closes, the process should only take a few moments. There’ll be an audio and video readout, if you don’t object.”

			“Just do it.”

			“Computer, begin.”

			The door of the tube closed. The lights inside it turned to a cool blue. Eve listened as Reva’s body statistics were noted. A horizontal red beam rose up from the floor of the tube, slowly traveling up the body, down again. Her various injuries were listed, and the evaluation of healing.

			“Excellent.” Reva’s voice sounded hollow through the tube, but she was beginning to grin. Eve could see that most of the temper had drowned in professional fascination. “And thorough. You’re going to need to get this on the market.”

			“A few more tweaks,” Roarke said.

			Then came a series of red and blue beams, crisscrossing her body, pulsing as they scanned her, section by section from feet to head.

			Electronic device located, subdermal, sector two.

			“What the hell is it talking about?” Her tone a quick jerk of panic, Reva pressed her hands against the tube. “Where’s section two? This is bullshit.”

			Roarke noted the increase in her pulse rate, her blood pressure.

			“Let it finish out, Reva.”

			“Hurry up. Just hurry up. I want to get out of here.”

			“It’s all right, Reva.” Caro spoke softly. “Only a little more, and it’ll be done. Everything’s going to be all right.”

			“Nothing’s all right. Nothing’s going to be all right again.”

			No secondary device detected. Single electronic device, operable, subdermal, section two. Request command to mark location.

			“Do so,” Roarke ordered.

			There was a quick hum, a flash. Reva slapped a hand at the back of her neck, as though she’d been stung by a bee.

			Eval and scan complete.

			“Save and display all data. Release seal, end program.”

			The lights in the tube winked off, and the door opened.

			“Inside me? Under my skin.” She held her hand cupped over the back of her neck. “How could I not know? I swear to God, I swear I didn’t know.”

			“I never thought you did. Sit down now.”

			“An internal. It would require a procedure. I haven’t had a procedure. It can’t be there.”

			“It is there.” Roarke drew her to a chair, stepped back when Caro sat beside her, took her hand. “Planted there without your knowledge, without your acquiescence.”

			“I’d have had to have been unconscious. I haven’t been unconscious.”

			“You’ve been asleep, haven’t you?” Eve broke in. “Somebody’s asleep, it’s not hard to give them a little bump with a pressure syringe and take them under. Or to slip something into food or drink so they’d sleep through an implant.”

			“I sleep at home, in my own damn bed. The only person who’d be able to pull off something like that would’ve been . . . Blair,” she finished on a shaky breath. “But that’s crazy. He didn’t know anything about internals or subdermal devices.”

			She saw the look Roarke and Eve exchanged. “What is this? What the hell is this?”

			“I didn’t tell her, Lieutenant.” Roarke inclined his head. “It wasn’t my place to.”

			Eve stepped up to Reva. “You’re going to have to toughen up, because this is going to be a punch in the face.”

			She told Reva the way she’d want to be told. Straight, clean, without emotion. She watched her sag, lose color, saw the tears swim into her eyes. But they didn’t fall, and the color came back.

			“He . . . they marked me, as a source for information.” Her voice was hoarse. “To spy, through me, on Securecomp, and possibly other areas of Roarke Industries through my mother. Also . . .” She paused, cleared her throat and spoke in stronger tones. “It makes sense to assume they were using my connection with the Secret Service, President Foster, and members of her staff I remain friendly with. They would, through this implant, have recorded any and all conversations, professional and personal.”

			She took the glass of water Peabody brought over without glancing up. “I have, in my supervisory position at Securecomp, numerous discussions every day with techs, giving directives, receiving status reports. It’s my habit to log my own reports verbally. It helps me to see the progress, or any necessity for a new direction. They’d know everything about my projects, and any I assisted on since they put this thing in me. They were sucking me dry, the two of them. Every day. Every day.”

			She looked up at Roarke. “I betrayed you after all.”

			“You did not.” Caro’s tone was harsh and impatient. “You were betrayed, and that’s a difficult thing. But feeling sorry for yourself isn’t productive. No one’s blaming you, and blaming yourself at this point is an indulgence you can’t afford.”

			“I’m entitled to a little brooding time when I’ve been technologically raped, for God’s sake.”

			“Brood later. How do we remove it?” Caro asked Roarke, then shifted her gaze to Eve. “Or do we?”

			“I thought about leaving it in. It’s an option, but I’d rather have it out. I’d rather, if anyone’s still listening, that they know we’re onto them. It could bring them to the surface faster.”

			“They killed Blair and Felicity, and set me up. Why?”

			“The setup? I’d say because you were convenient. As to the hit, I don’t know yet. Maybe it was HSO, maybe it was the other side. Either way, they knew how to get in, how to corrupt data, and how to get you where they wanted you to take the fall. All that took some time and some planning. Either Bissel or Kade, maybe both of them, were marked for termination. When I find out why, I can work from there.”

			“We can have the device removed here. I have someone in-house with medical training,” Roarke explained.

			“Get it out.” Reva rubbed a hand at the nape of her neck. “I want a look at it.”

			“Set it up,” Eve told Roarke. “Reva, you can’t discuss any of this on the outside. Not even with your lawyers. Not yet. But I want you to contact someone in the SS, or on Foster’s staff, whoever you think best. I want them to set up a meet for me with someone in the HSO with enough grease to know about Bissel and Kade. I don’t have time to waste on some office drone. I want someone with juice.”

			“I’ll reach out.”

			“Good. I’m going to leave the electronics to the people who know what the hell to do about them.” She said this, looking at Roarke. “And I’m going to go do some cop work, if you’ll open this place up again.”

			“Computer, end lockdown. Resume normal operations.”

			Acknowledged.

			“I’ll be a few moments,” Roarke told Reva and Caro, then left them alone to walk out with Eve.

			“Peabody, go see how the EDD boys are doing. I’ll catch up with you.”

			“Sure.”

			Eve turned into her own office ahead of Roarke, slipped her hands in her pockets. “I thought you’d told her about the HSO angle, about the conclusions on Bissel and Kade.”

			“I’m aware of that, and aware that you’d have reason to assume it.”

			“The assumption factored in to the speed with which I crawled up your ass.”

			“Understood.”

			“I’m still irritable and annoyed.”

			“Well, so am I, so you’ve company.”

			“I might still want to have a go at you later.”

			“I’ll pencil you in.”

			She stepped up to him, and keeping her hands in her pockets, planted a hard kiss on his mouth. “See you,” she said, and strolled out.

			Since she didn’t understand what EDD was doing in Roarke’s home lab, she dragged Peabody away, and gave her the task of locating and contacting Carter Bissel while she begged a brief consult with Dr. Mira.

			“Your assistant’s starting to hate me,” Eve commented.

			“No, she’s just very inflexible about schedules.” Mira programmed her habitual tea and gestured toward her blue scoop chairs.

			She’d gone for red today. Not really red, Eve thought. There was probably a name for the color that looked like faded autumn leaves. She wore a trio of necklaces that were little gold balls strung together like pearls, and matched them with minute gold earrings.

			The shoes, some sort of textured heels, were the exact color of the dress. Eve could never figure out how women managed that sort of synchronicity—or really, why they bothered.

			But it looked good on Mira. Everything did. Her sable hair with its sunny highlights was drawn back today into some sort of twisty knot at the nape. She was letting it grow again.

			However Mira dressed or groomed herself, Eve decided she’d always look perfect, and nothing like the standard image of a top profiler and police psychiatrist.

			“I assume this has something to do with Reva Ewing’s Truth Test this afternoon, as you requested I handle the test personally.”

			“It does. This conversation, any conversation with Ewing, and the results of the test are highest classification. My eyes, yours, and Commander Whitney’s only.”

			Mira sipped her tea, pursed her lips. “And what warrants that classification?”

			“Global espionage,” Eve said, and told her the rest.

			“You believe her.” Mira rose for another cup of tea. “That she was duped, and is innocent of any involvement—deliberate involvement—in the murders and in the background that may have led to them.”

			“I do. I expect you to confirm that.”

			“And if the results contradict her, and your beliefs?”

			“Then she’ll go back into a cage until I figure out why.”

			Mira nodded. “She’s agreed to level three. That’s a very difficult process, as you know from personal experience.”

			“I got through it, so will she.”

			Mira nodded, her gaze on Eve’s face. “You like her.”

			“Yeah, probably. But it won’t get in the way. Either way.”

			“The murders were very violent, very brutal. One assumes that a government—even covert government—organization would be less so.”

			“I don’t assume anything about spooks.”

			Mira smiled a little. “You don’t like them.”

			“No. The HSO has a file on my father.”

			Mira’s smile faded. “I suppose that’s to be expected.”

			“They had a field operative monitoring him, and the rooms where we were in Dallas.”

			Mira set the cup aside. “They were aware of you? Of what was being done to you, and didn’t intervene?”

			“They were aware, it’s in the file. Just like they were aware of what I did to get away. They cleaned up after me, and they let it ride. So no, I’m no fan of the HSO.”

			“Whoever gave the order not to intervene when a child’s welfare—her very life—is at stake, should be locked away—like any abuser. This shocks me. After all I’ve seen, heard, all I know, this shocks me.”

			“If they could do what they did in Dallas, they could do what was done to Reva Ewing. But this time, they’re not going to get away with it.”

			“You’re going public with Ewing.”

			“Damn right.”

			Eve went back to Homicide, taking the glides rather than the elevator to give herself more time to think about her next steps. It still gave her a quick jolt to walk into the bull pen and see Peabody at a desk instead of a cube.

			Since her partner was on the ’link, Eve went straight into her own office. She locked the door, then climbed onto her desk to reach the ceiling panel, behind which she was currently secreting her personal stash of candy.

			She needed a hit. Genuine chocolate, real coffee. All would be right with the world during the ten minutes she took for this personal, and well-deserved, indulgence.

			But instead of her cache of candy, there was a single, empty wrapper.

			Son of a bitch!” She nearly snatched the wrapper down with the intention of tearing it into bits. But stopped herself. “We’ll just see about this, you vicious candy thief.”

			She hopped down and got her spare field kit. Sealing up, she climbed back on the desk to remove the wrapper with tongs, then set it on a protective surface on her desk.

			“You want to play. We’ll play.”

			Moments later, the knock on her door earned a snarl.

			“Dallas? Lieutenant? Your door’s locked.”

			“I know the damn door’s locked. I locked it.”

			“Oh. I have information on Carter Bissel.”

			Eve rose, kicked the desk, unlocked the door. “Relock it,” she ordered, then sat back at her desk with her tools.

			“Sure.” With a shrug, Peabody secured the door. “I contacted—what are you doing?”

			“What the hell does it look like I’m doing?”

			“Well, it looks as if you’re doing a fingerprint scan on a candy wrapper.”

			“Then that’s probably what I’m doing. You contacted Carter Bissel?”

			“No, I . . . Dallas, has a chocolate bar been entered into evidence on this investigation?”

			“This is a personal matter. Sealed up,” she muttered. “Bastard sealed up. But that’s not the end of this. I’ve got other ways.”

			“Sir, you also appear to have run a fingerprint scan on a ceiling tile.”

			“Do you think I’m unaware of what I’m running, Detective? Do I look like I’m in a fugue state?”

			“No, you look supremely pissed.”

			“Again, your powers of observation are keen and accurate. Congratulations. Fuck it.” She balled the wrapper up, tossed it. “I’ll deal with this later. And I will deal. Carter Bissel. And where’s my coffee?”

			“Uh, as you have declined the services of an aide—”

			“Oh, bite me.” She shoved away from the desk, stomped to the AutoChef.

			“I just wanted the opportunity to say that. But, you know, I don’t mind getting you coffee. You could even get it for me sometimes. Like now, for instance, since you’re right there.”

			Eve heaved a huge sigh, and got a second cup.

			“Thanks. Okay, Bissel, Carter. I tried the residence, but got no answer. Left a message on his ’link. Then I tried the bar he’s listed as owning, and tagged his partner, Diesel Moore. Moore went into a rant and jive the minute I asked about Bissel. Says he wants to find him, too, and called him several uncomplimentary names. He claims Bissel left him high and dry nearly a month ago, and skimmed out of the till. Moore claims to be in dire financial straits. He waited, assuring himself Bissel would come back with an explanation, but that hasn’t happened. He filed charges yesterday.”

			“You verify?”

			“Yep. Local authorities are looking for Bissel, and have no record of him leaving the island. Could’ve taken a boat or a seaplane, island-hopped. They’re looking into it, but not very hard. He only skimmed a couple thousand, and part of that would be his due. Also, he has a history of taking off for short periods of time without warning or explanation.”

			“They check his place?”

			“Affirmative. It appears some of his clothes may be missing, and a few personal items, but there’s no sign of struggle, foul play, or, for that matter, evidence that he was planning a long trip.”

			“A month ago. Felicity Kade made a trip to Jamaica. Just what did she and Carter Bissel have to talk about, I wonder?”

			“Maybe she was looking to recruit him, too.”

			“Or maybe she was looking for another goat. I think we should take another look at the crime scene.”

			Her desk ’link beeped, and she tossed the ceiling tile aside. “Dallas.”

			Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. See the officer at 24 West Eighteenth Street. Unattended death. Single victim, female. Identification verified as McCoy, Chloe.

			“Acknowledged. Responding. Dallas, out.”
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			SHE’D GONE WITH pills, and had dressed in a frothy pink nightgown, done her face and hair carefully, then draped herself on the bed among a mountain of pretty pillows and a stuffed purple bear.

			She smelled of something very young, very floral, and might have been mistaken for sleeping if her eyes hadn’t been wide and staring, and already clouded with death.

			The note lay on the bed beside her, just at her fingertips, with a single line written in dramatic, loopy script on cheap, reconstituted pink paper.

			There is no light, there is no life without him.

			The empty pill bottle sat on the nightstand, beside a glass of tepid water and a single pink rosebud, shed of all thorns.

			Eve studied the room and decided the rose fit with the frilly pink-and-white curtains, the framed posters of fantasy landscapes and meadows. The room was tidy, if overly female, but for a scatter of used tissues lying like snow over the floor by the bed, the remains of a melted pint of Sinful Chocolate frozen dessert, and a half bottle of white wine.

			“What does it look like?” Eve asked Peabody.

			“It looks like she had herself a major pity party. Wine and ice cream for comfort, lots of tears. Probably used the wine to help herself gear up for the pills. She was young, stupid, and theatrical. The combo led her to self-termination over a sleazeball.”

			“Yeah, that’s what it looks like. Where’d she get the pills?”

			With a sealed hand, Peabody picked up the bottle to examine the unmarked green plastic. “It’s not a prescription bottle. Black market.”

			“She strike you as the type who’d have black market connections?”

			“No.” And the question had Peabody frowning, studying scene and body more closely. “No, but you get fringe dealers working colleges and art circles. She moved in both.”

			“True enough, true enough. Could be. She’d have had to move fast, but from our brief meeting earlier, I’d peg her as the impulsive type. Still . . .”

			Eve walked around the room, into the little bath, out into the stingy living area with its mini kitchen. There were lots of knick-knacks, more art reproductions, romantic themes, on the walls. There were no dishes in the little bowl of the sink, no articles of clothing tossed around. No tissues scattered anywhere but the bedroom.

			And, she noted, running a sealed finger over a table, not a speck of dust.

			“Place is really clean. Funny that somebody so mired in grief they’d self-terminate would tidy up like this.”

			“Could’ve always been tidy.”

			“Could’ve been,” Eve agreed.

			“Or she might’ve buffed the place up, just the way she buffed herself up before she did it. One of my great-aunts is obsessed about making the bed as soon as she’s out of it every morning, because if she keels over and dies, she doesn’t want anybody thinking she’s a careless housekeeper. Some people are weird that way.”

			“Okay, so she gets the pills, buys herself a pink rosebud. Then she comes home, cleans the house, spruces herself up. Sits on the bed crying, eating ice cream, drinking wine. Writes the note, then pops the pills, lies down and dies. Could’ve gone down just that way.”

			Peabody puffed air into her cheeks. “But you don’t think so, and I feel like I’m missing something really obvious.”

			“The only thing obvious is a twenty-one-year-old girl’s dead. And from first look, it appears to be a straight, grief-induced self-termination.”

			“Just like Bissel and Kade appeared to be a straight, passion-motivated double homicide.”

			“Well now, Peabody.” Eve hooked her thumbs in her front pockets. “You don’t say?”

			“Okay, I’m picking up the trail, but if this, like the double homicide, is an HSO or terrorist hit, what’s the motive?”

			“She knew Bissel. She was his lover.”

			“Yeah, but she was a kid, a toss-away. If she knew anything relevant to Bissel’s work, or the Code Red, anything hot, I’ll eat my shiny new detective’s badge.”

			“I tend to agree, but maybe someone else didn’t. Or maybe it was just housecleaning. The fact is that there’s a connection between her and Bissel, and because there is we’re not treating this like a straight self-termination. We’ll start with the body, then I want this place picked apart. What’s the name of the woman who found her?”

			“Deena Hornbock, across-the-hall neighbor.”

			“Do a run. I want to know everything about her before I interview her. Have the uniform keep her in her apartment and under control.”

			“Check.”

			“Contact Crime Scene, and Morris. I want Morris personally on her. And I want CSU to sweep this place down to the last molecule.”

			Peabody paused at the door. “You really don’t think she killed herself.”

			“If she did, I’ll eat my no longer shiny lieutenant’s badge. Let’s get to work.”

			There were no signs of struggle, no evidence of insult or injury to the body that would indicate force. Eve hadn’t expected any. She’d died shortly after three A.M. Painlessly, quietly. Uselessly, Eve thought.

			Her ’links were in working order, though they’d been shut down shortly after midnight. Reactivating, Eve found her last transmission was an incoming from Deena across the hall at twenty-one hundred and involved a great deal of weeping and sympathy.

			I’m coming over, Deena had said. You shouldn’t be alone at a time like this.

			Much tearful gratitude, then the transmission ended.

			But the data unit wouldn’t boot. Infected, she’d bet the bank on it. What would a silly art student have on a data unit that could worry the HSO, or techno-terrorists?

			When she’d done all she could with the body and the bedroom, she moved into the living area where Peabody worked with the sweepers. “They’re bagging her for transport. Suspicious death. Give me Deena Hornbock.”

			“Student, single, twenty-one. A theater major, with a eye toward set design. She’s got considerable work on her résumé. Lived at this location for a year. Prior to that did the dorm thing at Soho Theatrical Studies. Prior to that, lived with mother and stepfather in St. Paul. One younger sib, brother. No criminal except a suspended for recreational Zoner when she was eighteen. Pays the rent on time. I contacted the landlord.”

			“Good.”

			“McCoy’s also up to date on rent, though she tended to pay just before the late fee would kick in. She paid up yesterday, an e-transfer at sixteen thirty-three.”

			“Yeah? Really tidy to pay the month’s rent when you’re planning to kill yourself. Let’s see what her pal has to say.”

			Deena Hornbock was shaken but composed as she sat in a plush red chair and sipped continuously from a bottle of water. She was a thin, striking black woman with a small tattoo of a pair of red wings at her left temple.

			“Ms. Hornbock, I’m Lieutenant Dallas, and this is Detective Peabody. We need to ask you some questions.”

			“I know. I’m really going to try to help. I didn’t know what to do. I just didn’t know, so I ran out and started yelling for somebody to call the police. Somebody did, I guess. I just sat down, right out in the hall until Officer Nalley came.”

			“How did you get into Chloe’s apartment?”

			“Oh, I have a key. She’s got one for mine, too. We were always in and out of each other’s places. Should I give it to you? The key?”

			“I’d appreciate that. We’ll get it before we leave. Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

			“Okay.” She drew breath in and out, scrubbed a hand over her face. “Okay. I got back from class, and I thought I’d see how she was doing. She was so upset about Blair’s death. Just flattened, you know?” Deena let out a long sigh. “I just went right in. When I left her last night I promised to come by this afternoon after class, so I didn’t bother to knock or anything. I just went in and called out that I was there.”

			“The door was locked?”

			“Yeah. When she didn’t answer, I went back to the bedroom. I was going to try to talk her into going out, or at least over to my place. Cheer her up. God. It’s hard to say it,” she managed. “It makes me see it again.”

			“I know.”

			“I went in. I saw her on the bed. I didn’t get it at first, just didn’t think . . . I said something like: ‘Oh, come on, Chlo.’ I said something like that . . .” Her voice started to break. “Jesus, ‘Come on, Chlo,’ a little impatient, I guess, because it was all so . . . stagey and dramatic. I was a little irritated with her as I walked over to the bed. And then . . .”

			“Take your time,” Eve instructed as Deena took a long, long sip from the bottle of water.

			“Her eyes were open. Staring and open, and I still didn’t get it. For just an instant, I couldn’t get it. It was like part of my brain shut down. I’ve seen someone dead before. My great-grandmother.” Deena knuckled a tear away. “She lived with us for a while, and she died in her sleep one night. I found her in the morning, so I’ve seen somebody dead before. But it’s not the same when they’re young, when you’re not expecting it.”

			It’s never the same, Eve thought. “Did you touch her, or anything else?”

			“I think I touched her shoulder, or her arm. I think I reached down to touch her because I didn’t see how she could be dead. But she was cold. God, her skin was cold, and I knew. That’s when I ran out and started yelling.”

			“You sat down in the hall, and stayed there until Officer Nalley came.”

			“Yeah, that’s right.”

			“Did you or anyone else go into the apartment before the officer responded?”

			“No. I just sat in front of her door, crying. Some people came out of their apartments, and asked me what was going on. I said, ‘She’s dead.’ I said, ‘Chloe’s dead,’ that she killed herself.”

			“Okay. You talked to her last night.”

			“I called when I got home. I’d been out working on a set for a play on the West Side. I knew she was having a rough time. We talked awhile, then I went over. Kept her company for a little while. I stayed till about eleven. I had an early class, and she said she was going to bed. Escape into sleep, that’s what she said. She said things like that, but I didn’t think she meant . . .” Deena reached out to grip Eve’s arm.

			“Officer Dallas. I’d never have left her alone if I’d understood what she meant. I’d never have let her do it.”

			“This isn’t your fault. You were a good friend.” And because she could see how the guilt was pricking, she didn’t correct Deena on her rank. “How was the apartment?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“I wondered what sort of state the rooms were in last night when you were there.”

			“Oh. It was pretty neat, I guess. Chloe liked to keep things neat. Well, there were tissues everywhere. She was crying a lot at first, and tossing them around.”

			“Did you have anything to eat or drink?”

			“We had some wine. I brought over a bottle, and we went through about half of it, maybe.”

			“Ice cream?”

			“Ice cream? No, I didn’t think of it. That would’ve been good, though.”

			“Did you clean up the wineglasses?”

			“The glasses? Ah, no. I didn’t think about it. I was tired, and she’d about cried herself out. We just left everything in the living room.”

			“Not the bedroom?”

			“No, we sat on the floor in the living room, just a couple hours. Maybe if I’d stayed over with her . . .”

			“I want to ask you to look at this note.” Eve took out the pink paper in an evidence bag. “Do you know if this is Chloe’s handwriting?”

			“Yeah. Big and splashy, that’s Chloe. But she was wrong. There was life without him. There’s always more life. And for Christ’s sake, it wasn’t going to go anywhere. It was all just a fantasy.”

			“Did you ever meet Blair Bissel?”

			“No.” She took a balled-up tissue, blew her nose. “She kept him really close. I didn’t even know about him. I mean, I knew there was somebody, and I knew the somebody was married, but she wouldn’t tell me his name, or anything. Made a vow, she said. A solemn vow. It’s so like her to say that: ‘I made a solemn vow.’ That, and the fact she knew I didn’t see him as the love of her life the way she did, meant she didn’t tell me a lot of specifics about him. I didn’t know his name, or that it was the guy she worked for part-time in the gallery until after it happened. After his wife killed him, I mean, and she told me about it last night.”

			“So he never came here.”

			“Yeah, he did. At least I think he did. We had this signal, Chloe and I. If either of us had something going on and didn’t want other company—if you get me—we’d hang this pink ribbon on the doorknob. That was her idea. As far as I know, and I’m pretty sure I’d know, she wasn’t seeing anybody but the artist for the last few months. And there’d be a pink ribbon on the door about once a week.”

			“Did she usually turn off her ’links when she was entertaining?”

			“Oh yeah. That was Chloe. She didn’t want anything from the outside world to disturb the ambiance.”

			“When you left her last night, did you hear or see anything?”

			“I went right to bed. I’d had a couple glasses of wine, and the whole emotional scene. I was wiped. I didn’t hear anything until the alarm kicked me out of bed this morning at six-thirty.”

			“What time did you leave for class?”

			“About quarter after seven. Give or take.”

			“See anything then?”

			“No, nothing. I thought about running in and checking on Chloe, but figured she’d be . . .” Her voice wavered again. “I thought she’d be asleep—and I was cutting it close anyway, so I just went straight out, and to class.”

			“I know this is a tough time for you, and appreciate you answering all the questions.” She started to rise, then sat again, as if just remembering something. “Oh, I noticed—when I reviewed the ’link transmissions—that she was wearing a necklace when she talked to you. A heart on a chain, I think. Pretty. She kept playing with it while she talked.”

			“The locket? I think the artist gave it to her a couple months ago. She never took it off. She was really sentimental.”

			She wasn’t wearing a locket,” Peabody said as they stepped back into Chloe’s apartment.

			“Nope.”

			“No locket found on premises.”

			“Negative.”

			“So, potentially, whoever killed her or induced her to kill herself took the locket.”

			“It sure as hell’s missing. People put things in lockets, don’t they?”

			“Sure, pictures, locks of hair, DNA samples.”

			“If Bissel gave it to her, could be there was something more than romantic inside it—or about it.”

			“Am I going to have to eat my shiny new badge?”

			Eve shook her head. “Doesn’t mean she knew what she had. But I’m betting she died because of it, and whatever she might have had on her data unit.”

			Peabody adjusted her thinking and looked around the living room. “She tidied up, or someone did. I can’t see why anyone who came in would wash the neighbor’s wineglass or pick up the place. If she did it, she had a reason. Expecting someone? That means she’d have gotten a call, but there’s no record of one on any ’link.”

			“None that show. The data unit’s down. Could be somebody sent her an e-mail.”

			“So we have the EDD whizzes look closer on data and on communication.”

			“There you go.”

			“The building’s got minimal security, but they should take a look at the run for last night through the 911 call.”

			“I’ll arrange a pickup.”

			“We can make all those contacts while fueling our bodies with nutrition. After all, you missed your candy fix.”

			“Don’t remind me.” She didn’t have to look over to know there would be the beginnings of a pout on Peabody’s face. “Okay, we’ll eat. I want to juggle some things in my head anyway.”

			Eve couldn’t have said why she picked the Blue Squirrel for anything resembling food, and a passing resemblance was as close as anything on the menu came to food. Maybe she needed to touch base with something from her old life—to indulge in a few memories of sitting at one of the sticky tables, half lit on a Zombie while Mavis bounced on stage and screeched out songs for the crowd.

			Or maybe, she thought as she studied the soy burger on her plate, she had a death wish.

			“I know better than to eat this,” she muttered, and took a bite anyway. “Nothing in this comes from the natural universe.”

			“You’ve gotten spoiled.” Peabody plowed through a chicken wrap and side of veggie chips with apparent pleasure. “Meat from actual cows, real coffee, genuine chicken eggs, and all that.”

			Eve scowled and bit into the burger again. Now she could say why she’d opted for the Squirrel. She’d wanted to prove to herself she wasn’t spoiled.

			“Somebody helps themselves to the coffee from my office AutoChef whenever she damn well pleases.”

			“Sure, it’s the first degree of separation rule.” Peabody wagged a veggie chip that was, remotely, carrot-colored. “I get spoiled by association. Or maybe it’s second degree, because the coffee comes from Roarke to you. So you’re first degree. But since you’re married—”

			“Shut up and eat.”

			Obviously, Eve thought, since she was eating the mysterious substance purporting to be meat substitute that was slapped between two bricks of some sort of bread matter, she wasn’t spoiled.

			A person got used to what they were used to, that’s all. And since Roarke insisted on having cow meat and other natural food products around the house, she was accustomed to them. She didn’t even notice the difference now. The food was just there, like a chair, or a picture on the wall that she didn’t really look at . . .

			Because it was day to day.

			She yanked out her communicator.

			“Feeney.” His face filled her screen. “And this better be good.”

			Eve noted that his hair, however he’d shortened it, was sticking up in mad tufts. Whatever he was working on, she concluded, wasn’t going well.

			“I need you to take the civilian and his magic fingers over to Queens. Take those sculptures apart.”

			“You want us to take sculptures apart.”

			“You didn’t find eyes and ears in the house yet, right?”

			“I got a couple of boys doing another sweep.”

			“Move them out, and you and Roarke move in. The sculptures, Feeney. She wouldn’t have thought twice about the sculptures. Reva wouldn’t have checked them because he brought them in. She wouldn’t have thought twice about them, and they’re every fucking where inside and out. Take them apart.”

			“Fine, fine. I could use a change of scene.”

			“Have Roarke talk to her, see if there was anywhere in particular where she might’ve done some work at home in addition to her office. Or had conversations with him or anyone regarding Securecomp. When you nail those locations, concentrate on the artwork—such as it is—in that sector.”

			“I got it. I’ll leave McNab on this detail here. Boy’s young enough a little frustration won’t kill him.”

			Eve stuck the communicator away. “Finish that off,” she said with a nod at Peabody’s plate. “We’re going back to the Flatiron, and tearing down Bissel’s works-in-progress.”

			“You got all that because I said you were spoiled?”

			“You never know what’s going to kick it off, do you? Another thing I’m thinking: Chloe didn’t have any of Bissel’s work in her place. Wouldn’t you think she’d have wheedled something? Some small piece of her lover’s work? She’s in love with him, or so she believes. She’s an art major, she works in his gallery, but she doesn’t have a sample of his genius.”

			“You’re thinking that’s gone the way of her locket.”

			“We’ll contact Deena on the way, and see.”

			Eve stood in the studio, hands on hips, as she studied the complicated twists and marriages of metals that formed the sculptures.

			“Okay, I miscalculated this. Taking these apart’s going to require specific tools. We’ve got them around here, but using them’s another matter.”

			“I actually know how to use some of them.”

			“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Eve circled the tallest of the works. “Thing is, if we cut or melt or just fucking blast, we’d damage or eradicate the device. If there is indeed a device. And we need EDD or one of those handy scanners to verify that.”

			“The sweepers went over them.”

			“I’m betting it wouldn’t register on a standard sweep. Even on a deeper one. A spook sweep, now that might be different. This guy sold these pieces of crap all over the world. Corporations, private residences, even government facilities.”

			“And if they’re bugged, it’s a pretty slick way of getting intel.”

			“Mmm.” Eve kept circling, studying. “I can’t see them wasting his talent. This makes sense to me. It’s logical. I bet they’d have loved to have had one of these inside one of Roarke’s companies. Trouble was, he didn’t like the work, and even with Reva’s influence he didn’t pony up. Didn’t matter so much, since they bugged her.”

			“It’s going to sound paranoid, but do you think somebody’s watching us now?”

			“Maybe.” In case, Eve offered a wide grin. Screw security and lockdowns and silent runnings. She hoped they were watching. It was time to go hand to hand.

			“If they are, they’d better come out and play real soon. Unless they’re sniveling cowards on top of murdering bastards and perverted peepers. I’m having these dissected. We’re shutting down this floor until I do. So they’d better take a good look while they still have the chance.”

			She called for the elevator, stepped in. “Peabody, I don’t like Carter Bissel in the wind. I want him found.”

			“I’ll give the locals a goose.”

			“Do that. In person.”

			“Huh?”

			“Go down, talk to the local PSD, interview the partner, and everyone who knew him. Get us a line on the brother. There’s a reason Felicity went to see him. I want the reason.”

			“To Jamaica?” Peabody’s voice rose three registers. “I’m going to Jamaica?”

			“One of us has to stay here, work this from here. You can get this done in forty-eight, max. I don’t want you skipping naked through the surf.”

			“Can I skip through the surf with appropriate swimwear for maybe one hour?”

			It took considerable effort for Eve to keep her lips from twitching. “I don’t want to hear about it. Especially since I’m sending McNab with you.”

			“Oh my God. I’m having the best dream.”

			Okay, maybe she couldn’t quite stop it from twitching. “You can leave as soon as Feeney clears him. This isn’t an island holiday.”

			“Absolutely not. But I could probably have one drink out of a coconut shell—in the line, Lieutenant, since I’ll be interviewing the owner of a tiki bar.”

			“They’ll watch you.” Peabody’s grin faded as Eve spoke. “Whoever’s responsible for this will know when you get on the transport, when you get off. They’ll know your hotel, what you have for dinner, what you have in that coconut shell. Believe that, and stay ready.”

			“You’re sending McNab with me so he can watch my back.”

			“So you can watch each other’s backs. I don’t anticipate anyone will move on you, but I didn’t anticipate anyone would move on Chloe McCoy either.”

			“No one could have, Dallas.”

			“You can always anticipate,” Eve stated as she stepped off into the lobby, and turned to seal off the elevator. “If I had, she wouldn’t be dead.”

			She sent Peabody off to pack and went solo to the morgue. Morris was just suiting up in his protective gear when she walked in.

			He had a nice golden tan, and a trio of colorful balls dangling from a temple braid. It reminded her that he’d just returned from vacation.

			“Good to see you back in the trenches,” she said.

			“My return would hardly be complete without a visit from my favorite murder cop. You’ve sent me three bodies in as many days. That’s a haul, even for you.”

			“Let’s talk about the new one.”

			“Haven’t gotten to her yet. Even I have human limitations. You’ve sent her in priority one. Since it’s you, I assume this poor young thing actually is priority one. Suspicious death.” He looked down at Chloe. “Then, I’m always suspicious of death. Called in as a probable ST?”

			“Yeah, but I’m not buying.”

			“No sign of force.” He fixed on his goggles, bent low. Eve waited until he’d run his eyes and his gauge over the body, studied readouts and images on his screen. “No punctures, no insults. The note written in her hand?”

			“It was, to the best of my knowledge.”

			“And she was alone, in her apartment. In her bed?”

			“On the bed. The security discs show no one other than residents entering the building. There’s no security floor to floor.”

			“Well, I’ll open her up and we’ll see what we see. Do you want to tell me what you’re looking for?”

			“I want to know what she took, or was given. The amount, the potency, the time. And I want to know fast.”

			“That I can do.”

			“How about the tox on the other two bodies—Bissel and Kade?”

			“A moment.” He walked over to his data center, called up the files. “Just in. It appears they’d both indulged in several ounces of champagne—French, excellent vintage. Last meal, three hours prior to death . . . very classy. Caviar, smoked salmon, brie, strawberries. No illegals or other chemical enhancements in the female. Small traces of Exotica in the male.”

			“They have sex?”

			“They certainly did. At least they should have died in a jovial and satisfied frame of mind.”

			“Verified the murder weapon?”

			“Yes. Kitchen knife, jagged-edge style. The one recovered from the scene matches the wounds inflicted.”

			“Zapped, stabbed.”

			“In that order,” he agreed. “No defensive wounds. Some skin under the female’s nails, that matches the other vic. Conclusion: a bit of passionate scratching, very minor, during the throes. They’d had sex, and from the positioning of the stunner marks, were likely having an encore when they were disabled. Someone was very annoyed with them.”

			“You’d think.” She glanced back at Chloe, lying white and naked and cold on the slab. “Some people would think she got off easy.”

			“But we know better. I’ll take care of her.”

			“You can reach me at home as soon as you have the results. Morris, repasscode the files on all three of these, will you? And don’t let anyone else work on them.”

			His eyes gleamed with interest behind his goggles. “More and more interesting.”

			“Yeah. In fact, I’ll come back and pick up the data when you’re done. Don’t send it.”

			“Now I’m fascinated. Why don’t I bring it to you? That way you can offer me some of Roarke’s wonderful wine while you explain.”

			“Works for me.”

			He’d bought time and space. That was the important thing. Nothing was going exactly as he’d planned, but he could think on his feet. He could, would, keep his head and think on his feet.

			He’d thought on his feet with Chloe McCoy, hadn’t he? He’d tied that right up.

			The police weren’t buying it, weren’t buying any of it. And that made no sense. No damn sense.

			He couldn’t have handed them a sweeter package if he’d tied a damn ribbon around it.

			Sweat wormed down his back as he prowled the well-appointed rooms that were, for now, his prison and his sanctuary. They couldn’t tie him to the murders, and that was what counted. That was priority one.

			The rest, he’d fix. He just needed more time.

			So it was all right, for now it was all right. He was safe. And he’d figure a way out.

			He had some money—not enough, not enough even now and a far cry from what he’d been promised—but it gave him some breathing room.

			And no matter how maddening it was, parts of it were very exciting. He was the star of his own vid, and he was writing it as he went along. He wasn’t the patsy people had taken him for, oh no, he wasn’t.

			He toked a little Zeus, a small reward, and felt like the king of the world.

			He’d do what he had to do, and he’d be smart about it. Careful and smart.

			Nobody knew where he was, or that he was.

			He was going to keep it that way.
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			ROARKE AND FEENEY stood contemplating a mixed-metal figure in the garden of the house in Queens.

			“What do you think it is?” Feeney asked at length.

			“I think it’s female. It may be partially reptilian. It may be partially arachnid. It seems to have been built out of copper and brass and steel. Bits of iron and perhaps tin.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, that’s a question, isn’t it? I imagine it’s symbolic of how woman can be as sly as a snake, as cruel as a spider or some such bullshit. I believe it’s unflattering to the female sex, and know it’s ugly.”

			“I got that part, the ugly part.” Feeney scratched his chin, then took out his bag of candied almonds. After dipping a hand in, he held it out for Roarke.

			So they munched nuts and studied the sculpture.

			“And people pay large bucks for this shit?” Feeney asked.

			“They do. Indeed they do.”

			“I don’t get that. Of course I don’t know nothing about art.”

			“Hmm.” Roarke circled the piece. “Sometimes it speaks to them on an emotional level, or an intellectual one. Whatever. That’s when the piece has found the appropriate home. Other times, more often than not, the money’s spent simply because the buyer feels it should speak to him, and is too idiotic or proud or afraid to admit the thing he’s just paid for speaks to no one because it’s, essentially, an insulting piece of crap.”

			Feeney pursed his lips, nodded. “I like pictures, the kind that look like what they’re supposed to be. A building, a tree, a bowl of fucking fruit. Looks to me like my grandson could’ve put this together.”

			“Strangely enough, I believe it takes considerable skill and talent and vision, however odd, to create something like this.”

			“You say so.” Feeney shrugged, but was far from convinced.

			“Canny way to conceal observation devices, if that’s what it’s about.”

			“Dallas thinks so.”

			“And she generally knows what she’s about.” Roarke opened the remote scanner he and Feeney had configured. “You want to run this, or shall I?”

			“Your tool.” Feeney cleared his throat. “Yeah, she knows what she’s about, like you said. A little nervy right now.”

			“Is she?”

			“Hit the jammer on that thing for a minute.”

			Roarke lifted a brow, but complied. “Are we about to have a private conversation?”

			“Yeah.” And Feeney didn’t relish it. “I said Dallas was a little nervy right now. About what you might do.”

			Roarke continued to set the gauges on the scanner. “About what?”

			“About the file on her father, about what the HSO pus buckets let happen to her back in Dallas.”

			Roarke looked over now and saw Feeney’s face was tight. Rage, he thought, and embarrassment. “She spoke to you?”

			“She circled around it some. She doesn’t know how much I know about it. Doesn’t want to. It’s not something I want to talk to her about either, if it comes to that. Since she feels the same, I didn’t have to say that you’d told me.”

			“The two of you amaze me,” Roarke replied. “You’re aware of what happened to her, and with her instincts she’d know you are. But the two of you can’t say the words to each other. You can’t say them, though you’re her father, more than that son of Satan ever was.”

			Feeney hunched his shoulders and stared at the mixed media ugliness of a squat toadlike creature several feet away. “Maybe that’s why, and it’s not the point. If she’s worried enough about you going after some asshole spook, then she’s plenty worried. You’re not fixing anything if you twist her up.”

			Roarke set the scanner to analyze the dimensions, weight, and chemical contents of the sculpture. “I don’t hear you saying I’m wrong to go after him. That he, or his superiors, don’t deserve to pay for standing back while a child was raped, beaten, and brutalized.”

			“No, I’m not going to say it.” Feeney folded his mouth firm, then met Roarke’s eyes. “First, it’d be a fucking lie, the sort that’d burn my tongue clean off because there’s part of me that’d like to give you a hand with it.”

			Feeney stuffed the bag back in his sagging pocket, then kicked the base of the sculpture. The gesture was so like Eve, Roarke felt a smile tug at his mouth.

			“And second?”

			“Second, you wouldn’t give a good goddamn about the right or wrong of it. But you give one about Dallas. You give one about how she feels, about what she needs from you.” His color came up as he spoke, staining his cheeks with embarrassment. “I don’t want to get into that whole thing. Makes me feel like an asshole. But I’m saying you should think, you should think long and hard about what it’d do to her before you do anything.”

			“I am. And I will.”

			“Okay. Then let’s just move on.”

			Though he was both touched and amused, Roarke nodded. “Moving on, then.” He disengaged the jammer, then studied the readout from the scan. “I’m getting the expected metals, solvents, finishes, and sealants. That’s using the strongest setting corporations and facilities would use in high-risk or sensitive areas.”

			“Bump it up. Let’s see what it’ll do with the bells and whistles we added.”

			“Best move aside,” Roarke warned. “The beam may not be friendly to cloth and flesh.”

			Feeney stepped back from the sculpture, then decided the best place was behind the scanner.

			The red beam shot out with a insectile hum. As it struck the metal, the entire sculpture seemed to shimmer.

			“Shit. Shit! If we set it too high it might melt that crap down to a puddle.”

			“It’s not too high,” Roarke responded. “It may soften a few joints, but other than that . . .” Still he pushed it, upping the speed so the beam scanned the piece faster than he’d planned. Even from behind the unit, he could feel the heat and smell the electric buzz in the air.

			When he shut down, Feeney gave a whistling breath. “That is some son of a bitch! Some son of a bitch. I’m doing the next one.”

			“Might be wise to wear goggles next run.” Roarke blinked. “I’ve dots in front of my eyes.” But he was grinning, as Feeney was. “Nice rush, wasn’t it?”

			“You got that right. And look here.” Feeney slapped Roarke on the back as he leaned over to scan the readout. “I’m seeing chips, and I’m seeing fiber optics, and some goddamn silicon.”

			“Bugs.”

			Feeney straightened, flexed his fingers. “Bugs. Give the girl the brass ring.”

			When Eve walked back into her office, she wasn’t particularly surprised to see on-air reporter Nadine Furst sitting in her visitor’s chair and carefully redoing her lip dye.

			She fluttered her long, silky lashes and turned that freshly tinted mouth up into a smile. “Cookies,” Nadine said with a gesture toward the little bag on Eve’s desk. “I culled six for you before bribing your men.”

			Eve poked into the box, and came out with chocolate chip. “There’s an oatmeal cookie in there. I see no reason for the existence of oatmeal, particularly in cookies.”

			“So noted. Why don’t you give it back to me, then it won’t offend your sensibilities?”

			Eve pulled out the fat round cookie, handed it over before closing her door. The closed door had Nadine lifting her perfectly arched brows before nibbling on the cookie.

			“Is that so you can yell at me for being in your office, or is it so we can exchange juicy girl secrets.”

			“I don’t have any juicy girl secrets.”

			“You’re married to Roarke. You’d have the juiciest on or off planet.”

			Eve sat, rested her boots on the desk. “Have I ever told you what he can do to the female body with a single fingertip?”

			Nadine leaned forward. “No.”

			“Good. Just wanted to be sure.”

			“Bitch,” Nadine said with a laugh. “Now about this double homicide, and Reva Ewing.”

			“The charges about Ewing are about to be dropped.”

			“Dropped.” Nadine all but jumped out of the chair. “Let me get my camera, set up an on-the-spot. Take me less than—”

			“Sit down, Nadine.”

			“Dallas, Ewing’s huge. The former American hero gone bad and now about to be exonerated? Add in the handsome artist and gorgeous socialite, the sex, the passion.”

			“It’s bigger than Ewing, and it’s not about sex and passion.”

			Nadine sat again. “What could be bigger than that?”

			“I’m going to tell you what you can go on-air with, and what you can’t.”

			Nadine’s expression went sharp as a blade. “Wait just a minute.”

			“Or I’m going to tell you nothing.”

			“You know, Dallas, one of these days you’re going to trust me to know what can go on-air and what can’t.”

			“If I didn’t trust you, you and your cookies wouldn’t be here.” She rose as she spoke, and took the scanner EDD had provided her—one Roarke and Feeney had upgraded—to check the office space for any new electronics.

			“What are you doing with that?”

			“Just being anal. But as I was saying,” she continued, when she was satisfied the room was clean, “the fact is, if you hadn’t been sitting here playing with your pretty face when I walked in, I was going to contact you. I’ve got reasons for wanting some of this to go public, Nadine, and they’re not all professional.”

			“I’m listening.”

			Eve shook her head. “I have to clear every word of the story, and any follow-ups, before you go out with them. I need your word on it. I trust your word, but I have to have it. You have to say it.”

			Nadine’s fingers itched for her recorder, but she curled them into her palm. “This must be big. You’ve got my word, on all of it.”

			“Bissel and Kade were HSO.”

			“You are shitting me.”

			“This information comes from an unnamed source, and it’s gold. Bissel’s marriage to Ewing was part of an op, and it was without her knowledge or consent. She was used and was framed for the murder of Bissel and Kade to cover up the op, and potentially more.”

			“Something this hot from an unnamed—gold or not—I need hard facts.”

			“I’m going to give them to you. No recorder,” she said and dug into her desk drawers until she unearthed a stingy pad of recycled paper and an ancient pencil. “Write it down, and keep it and any transcribed discs from your notes in a secure location until you’re cleared to air.”

			Nadine made a few testing squiggles with the pencil. “Let’s see how much of that shorthand my mother made me learn is still in my head. Go.”

			It took an hour, then Nadine flew out of the office to lock herself in at Channel 75 to write the story.

			It would explode, Eve knew, even when the initial pieces she cleared hit the airwaves. It deserved to explode. Innocent lives taken or ruined in the name of what? Global security? The sexiness of espionage?

			It didn’t matter, not when those lives, those innocent lives, looked to her.

			Eve finished up most of the grunt work she’d once dumped on Peabody. She had to admit, having an aide the last year or so had come in handy.

			Not that she’d gotten spoiled, she assured herself.

			She could, of course, pull rank, and continue to dump most of the grunt work on Peabody. And really, it was a learning experience. In the long run, she’d be doing Peabody a favor.

			She checked the time and decided to close up shop for the day. She could get considerably more work done at home. With the remaining cookies safe in her jacket pocket, she headed out.

			She squeezed into an overburdened elevator, which reminded her why she rarely left at change of shifts. Before the door closed, a hand shot through, yanking it open again to a chorus of groans and nasty curses from the occupants.

			“Always room for one more.” Detective Baxter elbowed his way on. “You never call, you never write,” he said to Eve.

			“If you can leave on the dot of COS, you must not have enough paperwork.”

			“I got a trainee.” He flashed his grin. “Trueheart likes paperwork, and it’s good for him.”

			Since she’d had the same thoughts about Peabody, it was hard to argue.

			“We got a manual strangulation, Upper East Side,” he told her. “Corpse had enough money to choke a herd of wild horses.”

			“Do horses come in herds or packs?”

			“I don’t know, but I think herds. Anyway, she had a miserable disposition, a mile-wide mean streak, and a dozen heirs who are all glad to see her dead. I’m letting Trueheart act as primary.”

			“He ready for it?”

			“It’s a good time to find out. I’m staying close. I told him I thought the butler did it, and he just nodded, all serious, and said he’d do a probability. Christ, he’s a sweet kid.”

			Cops popped out like corks on every level. There was almost breathable air by the time the elevator reached the garage.

			“Heard you had to spring the prime suspect on the double homicide. That’s gotta sting.”

			“It only stings if she did it.” She paused by Baxter’s shiny sports car. “How do you afford this ride?”

			“It’s not about afford, it’s about the deft juggling of numbers.” He looked over to where her pitiful police issue sat dolefully in its slot. “Me, I wouldn’t be caught driving that heap if I was wearing a toe tag. You’ve got rank enough to pull better.”

			“Maintenance and Requisitions both hate me. Besides, it gets me where I’m going.”

			“But not in style.” He slid into his car, gunned the engine so it roared like a mad bull, then, with another wide grin, zoomed off.

			“What is it about guys and cars?” she wondered. “I just don’t get how their dicks are attached to cars.”

			With a shake of her head, she started across the garage.

			“Lieutenant Dallas.”

			Instinctively, her hand slipped inside her jacket and onto the butt of her weapon. She held it there as she pivoted, and studied the man who stepped out from between parked cars.

			“This garage facility is NYPSD property, for authorized personnel only.”

			“Quinn Sparrow, Assistant Director, Data Resources, HSO.” He held up his right hand. “I’m going to reach, with my off hand, for my identification.”

			“Reach slow, AD Sparrow.”

			He did, drawing out the flip case with two fingers. He held it up, waiting for her to approach. Eve studied the ID, then his face.

			He looked young for any real juice in the HSO, but then she had no idea how early they recruited. He might’ve been forty, she supposed, but calculated he was missing a few years from that date. But he wasn’t green. His calm demeanor told her he’d had some seasoning.

			His body had the compact, ready look under its black, government employee suit that made her think boxer or ballplayer. His voice had no discernible accent, and he waited, without movement or word, until she’d finished summing him up.

			“What do you want, Sparrow?”

			“I’m told you want a conversation. Why don’t we have one. My car’s beside yours.”

			She glanced over at the black sedan. “I don’t think so. Let’s take a walk instead.”

			“No problem.” He started to dip a hand in his right pocket. She had her weapon out and at his throat. She heard him suck in air, let it out. She saw the quick flicker of surprise and alarm on his face before it settled into passive lines again.

			“Keep your hands where I can see them.”

			“That’s no problem either.” He held them out, and up. “You’re jumpy, Lieutenant.”

			“I’ve got reason, Assistant Director. Let’s walk.” Rather than holstering her weapon, she slid it inside her jacket as they walked toward the garage exit. “What makes you think I want a conversation?”

			“Reva Ewing spoke with a mutual contact in the Secret Service. Given the current situation, I was assigned to come over from the New York base and speak with you.”

			“What’s your function?”

			“Data cruncher, primarily. Administrative area.”

			“You knew Bissel?”

			“Not personally, no.”

			She turned, moved briskly down the sidewalk. “I assume this conversation is being recorded.”

			He gave her a very easy, very pleasant smile. “Is there something you don’t want on record?”

			“I bet there’s a lot you don’t.” She swung into a bar and grill, largely patronized by cops. Because it was change of shift, it was packed with them. Eve moved to a high-top where two detectives from her division were sharing beer and shoptalk.

			“I got a meet here.” She dug out credits, laid them down. “Do me a favor and let me have the table. Beer’s on me.”

			There was some grumbling, but the credits were scooped up, and the detectives moved off. Eve chose a stool that kept her back to the wall.

			“Felicity Kade recruited Blair Bissel for the HSO,” Eve began.

			“How did you come by that information?”

			“Subsequently,” she went on, “he functioned as a data liaison—data’s your territory, right?—transporting same to and from sources, and using his profession as a cover. Was he ordered to marry Reva Ewing, or was that his own suggestion?”

			Sparrow’s face had gone to stone. “I’m not authorized to discuss—”

			“Then just listen. He and Kade targeted Ewing due to her contacts with government officials, and her position in the private sector at Securecomp. She was, without her knowledge, injected with an internal observation device—”

			“You’re going to wait a minute.” He laid a hand on the table. “You’re going to wait a damn minute. Your data’s incorrect, and if you put this sort of skewed information in your reports, it’s going to cause trouble for you. I want your source.”

			“You’re not getting my source, and my data is on the mark. The device was removed from Ewing today. You’re finished using her. You shouldn’t have set her up on my watch, Sparrow. You want to take out a couple of your own, that’s your business, but you don’t set up civilians to take the fall for murder.”

			“We didn’t set her up.”

			“Is that the company line?”

			“There was no hit ordered or sanctioned by the HSO.”

			“You lied when you said you didn’t know Blair Bissel. You’re the AD, you damn well knew him.”

			Sparrow’s gaze never flickered, and Eve decided she’d been right about the seasoning. “I said I didn’t know him personally. I didn’t say I didn’t know him professionally.”

			“Being slippery, Sparrow, isn’t making me like you any better.”

			“Look, Lieutenant, I’m doing my job here. The incident involving him and Kade is being investigated, internally. It’s believed that the hit was carried out by a cell of the Doomsday Group.”

			“And why would a group of techno-terrorists bother to build a frame around Ewing?”

			“It’s being investigated. This is a global security matter, Lieutenant.” His voice was very low now, and very cold. “The termination of two operatives is an HSO matter. You’re required to step back.”

			“I’m required to do my job. Another of Bissel’s side dishes is dead. This one was a twenty-one-year-old girl, still wet enough behind the ears to believe in true love.”

			His jaw clenched, visibly. “We’re aware of the disposal. We—”

			“Disposal? Fuck you, Sparrow.”

			“It didn’t come from us.”

			“You know everything that goes on inside your organization?”

			He opened his mouth, then seemed to check whatever he was going to say. “I’ve been thoroughly briefed on these matters. This conversation is a courtesy, due to Ewing’s exemplary service to her country, and the desire of HSO to cooperate, as much as possible, with local authorities. However, it’s only a courtesy. There are details of these matters you are not cleared to know. The charges against Ewing have been dropped.”

			“And that smooths it all out? You think you can look and listen and sit back, playing with people, nudging them around like pawns in a chess game?”

			She recognized the pressure on her chest, knew she’d need to gulp for air if she let it take over. If she let herself think about that room in Dallas.

			So she blocked it out, slammed it down, and thought of a young woman in a frilly bedroom with a purple stuffed bear and a pink rosebud.

			“A few get broken along the way, well, that’s a shame. Chloe McCoy is dead. You got a way to smooth that out?”

			His tone never changed. “It’s being investigated, Lieutenant. It will be resolved. Responsible parties will be dealt with as appropriate. You need to back off.”

			“The way you people backed off in Dallas?” It was out before she could stop it. “The way you sat on your asses gathering intel no matter what the cost to the innocent.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Dallas isn’t a factor in this matter.”

			“You look like a smart guy, Assistant Director Sparrow. Look it up, put it together.” She slid off the stool. “And hear this: I don’t back off. Ewing’s not only going to be sprung, she’s going to be publically exonerated, with or without your cooperation. And whoever killed Chloe McCoy will be dealt with, as the law deems appropriate, not your gang of spooks.”

			She didn’t shout, but neither did she trouble to keep her voice low. A few heads turned—and, she knew, more than a few cops’ ears tuned in.

			“This time there’s going to be payment. You and your listening posts put that into your data banks and analyze it. You approach me again, be ready to deal. Or we have nothing to say.”

			She strode out of the bar. Her breath was starting to come too fast, and her head was going light. She had to bear down. She wasn’t going to think about what had been done to her, but about what she was going to do.

			There would be payment, she promised herself. She couldn’t get it for the battered, terrified child in Dallas, she would do everything in her power to ensure Roarke didn’t, but she would, she damn well would get it for Reva Ewing and Chloe McCoy.

			She ignored the tension at the base of her skull as she drove out of the garage. She resigned herself to the iron grip of it as she battled traffic.

			Ad blimps blasted out their evening siren song of SALES, SALES, SALES. Fall blow-out in EVERY store at The Sky Mall. One hundred lucky customers would receive an In-Touch palm ’link ABSOLUTELY FREE. While supplies lasted.

			The noise of it rolled down over her, punctuated by the whispering clack of traffic copter blades, horns blasting against the pollution codes.

			The tension began to sneak its way up, squeeze around her temples. When the headache kicked in full, she knew it would be a bitch.

			All through the noise of New York, the throb of its violent heart, she heard the cool, composed voice of Sparrow speaking of disposal.

			We are not disposable, she told herself when her hands gripped the wheel like iron. No matter how many bodies she’d stood over, no matter how many she’d ordered bagged, none of them, none of them, none of them were disposable.

			She punched through the open gates of home, and prayed for ten minutes of silence, for ten minutes without the noise screaming in her head.

			She rushed into the house, hoping to circumvent her nightly confrontation with Summerset, and was halfway up the stairs when she heard her name called.

			She looked around and saw Mavis at the bottom of the stairs.

			“Hey. Didn’t know you were here.” Absently, she rubbed at the ache in her temple. “I was bolting, hoping to miss my nightly treat of Ugly Guy.”

			“I told Summerset I wanted a few minutes. You look like you’re pretty busy, and tired. It’s probably a bad time.”

			“No, that’s okay.” A dose of Mavis was a better cure than any blocker.

			Just one more reminder of who she was, Eve thought. Of who she was now.

			She assumed Mavis was in a conservative mood, as she was wearing nothing that glowed. The fact was, she didn’t know the last time she’d seen Mavis in something as ordinary as jeans and a T-shirt. Even if the T-shirt stopped a couple inches above the waist and was covered with red and yellow fringe, it was pretty tame on the Mavis Freestone scale of fashion.

			Her hair was quietly brown, with only one red and yellow tuft poofed at the crown to liven it up.

			She looked a little pale, Eve noticed as she started down, then realized Mavis was wearing no lip dye or eye enhancements.

			“You been to church or something?” Eve asked.

			“No.”

			With a frown, Eve took another survey. “Wow, you’re sort of starting to poke out. I haven’t seen you in a couple of weeks, and—”

			She broke off in horror when Mavis burst into tears.

			“Oh shit. Oh damn. What did I say? Am I not supposed to say you’re poking out?” Frantic, she patted Mavis’s shoulder. “I thought you wanted to poke out with the baby and all. Oh boy.”

			“I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t know what to do.”

			“Is something wrong with the . . . thing? The baby?”

			“No. Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s wrong,” she wailed. “Nothing. Everything. Dallas.” On a pathetic sob, she threw herself into Eve’s arms. “I’m so scared.”

			“We should call a doctor.” She looked desperately around the foyer as if a medic would magically appear. In her panic, she actually wished, fiercely, for Summerset. “Or something.”

			“No, no, no, no, no.” Mavis wept on Eve’s shoulder in great, gulping sobs. “I don’t need a doctor.”

			“Sitting down’s good. You should sit down.” Lie down? Eve wondered. Be sedated? Oh, help me. “Maybe I should see if Roarke’s back yet.”

			“I don’t want Roarke. I don’t want a man. I want you.”

			“Okay, okay.” She eased Mavis onto a couch, tried not to be freaked when her friend all but crawled into her lap. “You’ve got me. Um . . . I was thinking about you today.”

			“You were?”

			“I had lunch at the Blue Squirrel, and . . . Oh, Mother of God,” she muttered when Mavis’s sobs increased. “Give me a hint, give me a clue. I don’t know what to do if I don’t know what’s going on.”

			“I’m so scared.”

			“I got that part. Why? Of what? Is somebody bothering you? You got a crazed fan or something?”

			“No, the fans are great.” Her shoulders shook as she burrowed into Eve.

			“Ah . . . you and Leonardo have a fight?”

			Now her head shook. “No. He’s the most wonderful man in the world. The most perfect human being in the universe. I don’t deserve him.”

			“Oh, that’s just crap.”

			“It’s not crap. I don’t.” Mavis jerked back, turned her tear-ravaged face up to Eve’s. “I’m stupid.”

			“No, you’re not. It’s stupid to say you’re stupid.”

			“I never even finished school. I ran away when I was fourteen, and I wasn’t even worth looking for.”

			“If your parents were stupid, Mavis, it doesn’t mean you are.”

			If mine were monsters, it doesn’t mean I am.

			“What was I when you busted me? On the grift. That’s all I knew, cons—short cons, long cons, lifting wallets or playing the beard for some other grifter.”

			“Look at you now. You’ve got the most perfect human being in the universe crazy about you, you’ve got a mag career, and this baby thing going. Oh God, oh God, please don’t cry like that anymore,” she begged when Mavis dissolved again.

			“I don’t know anything.”

			“Yeah, you do. You know . . . stuff. Music stuff.” Such as it was. “Fashion stuff. And you know about people. Maybe you learned it on the grift, Mavis, but you know about people. How to make them feel good about themselves.”

			“Dallas.” Mavis swiped her hands over her face. “I don’t know anything about babies.”

			“Oh. Ah . . . but you’re listening to all those discs, right? And didn’t you say you were going to go to some class about it? Something?”

			Not my area, she thought frantically. Definitely out of my orbit. Why the hell had she sent Peabody to Jamaica?

			“What good’s any of that?” Exhausted from the crying jag, Mavis flopped back, resting her head on the pillows on the end of the couch. “All that’s just how to feed a baby, or change one, or pick them up so you don’t break them. Like that. How to do things. They can’t tell you how to know, how to feel. They can’t tell you how to be a mom, Dallas. I don’t know how to do it.”

			“Maybe it just comes to you. You know, when you finally push it out, it just happens. And you know.”

			“I’m scared I’m going to mess it up. That I’m not going to be able to do it right. Leonardo’s so happy and excited. He wants this so much.”

			“Mavis, if you don’t—”

			“I do. I want it more than anything in the world and beyond. That’s what’s so scary. Dallas, I don’t think I could stand it if I messed this up. If I have this baby and I don’t feel what I’m supposed to, don’t know what it needs—the real needs, not the food and the diapers. How will I know how to love it when nobody ever loved me?”

			“I love you, Mavis.”

			Mavis’s eyes filled again. “I know you do. And Leonardo. But it’s not the same. This . . .” She laid a hand on her belly. “It’s supposed to be different. I know it is, but I just don’t know how. I guess I panicked,” she said on a long sigh. “I couldn’t talk about it to Leonardo. I just needed you.”

			She reached for Eve’s hand. “Some stuff you can only tell your best pal. I’m better now. Probably just hormones weirding me out.”

			“You’re the first real friend I ever had,” Eve said slowly. “You had it stuck in your head to get close to me, and I just couldn’t shake you off. Before I knew it, there we were. We’ve seen each other through some rough spots.”

			“Yeah.” Mavis sniffed, and the first hint of a watery smile touched her lips. “We have.”

			“And because you’re my first real friend, I’d tell you if you were stupid. I’d tell you if I thought you’d make a crappy mother. I’d tell you if I thought you were making a mistake having the baby.”

			“You would? Really?” Mavis clutched Eve’s hand, stared hard at her face. “Swear to God?”

			“Swear to God.”

			“That makes me feel better. It really does.” She let out a long, shaky breath. “Oh boy, it really does. Could I hang for a while? Maybe call Leonardo and tell him to—Oh God. Oh my God.”

			Eve popped up as Mavis’s teary eyes went wide, as she sat straight up, pressing a hand to her belly. “What? Are you going to get sick or something?”

			“It moved. I felt it move.”

			“What moved?”

			“The baby.” She looked up at Eve, and now her face glowed, as if someone had flicked a switch under her skin. “My baby moved. Like . . . like little wings fluttering.”

			Eve felt her own color drain, right down to the bone. “Is it supposed to do that?”

			“Uh-huh. My baby moved, Dallas. Inside me. It’s really real.”

			“Maybe it’s trying to tell you not to worry so much.”

			“Yeah.” Mavis wiped away fresh tears and smiled beautifully through them. “We’re going to be fine. Better than best. I’m glad you were here when it happened. When I felt it. I’m glad it was just you and me and the baby, this one time. I’m not going to screw it up.”

			“No, you’re not.”

			“And I’ll know what to do.”

			“Mavis.” Eve sat beside her again. “Looks to me like you already do.”
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			ROARKE WALKED INTO the house and saw Eve sitting on the steps, head in hands. Alarm twisted through his belly as he hurried to her.

			“What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

			She blew out a huge breath that hitched on the end. “Mavis.”

			“Ah, God. Is it the baby?”

			“It’s all about the baby. At least I think. What do I know? She wasn’t even wearing lip dye. What was I supposed to do?”

			“I think we’d better start over. I’ll go first. Is everything all right with Mavis and the baby?”

			“It must be. It moved.”

			“Where?” He caught himself, cast his gaze to heaven. “Now you’ve got me turned around. She felt the baby move, then? Isn’t that a good thing?”

			“She thought so, so it must be.”

			She sat back, looked at him. He was holding her hand still, studying her face. Waiting.

			All so normal, unless you felt, as she felt, that subtle change of rhythm. Things weren’t normal between them right now, and maybe they’d never be again. But they were both willing to pretend otherwise.

			The pretense that there was nothing hanging over them was oddly terrifying.

			But if it was all she had, she was as willing to hide behind it as he was.

			“She was all down and teary when I got back,” Eve continued. “Figured she’d mess up with the kid because she was messed up as a kid, or something. Afraid she wouldn’t know what to do or how to feel. Had herself a serious weep.”

			“I’ve heard that’s fairly normal for pregnant women. The weeping. I imagine she’s a bit scared. It must be considerably scary if you think about the whole process.”

			“Well, I don’t want to think about it, that’s for sure.”

			He’d let go of her hand, and he’d shifted, just the slightest bit away from her. So she knew he felt it, too.

			She called herself a coward, but she pushed it out of her mind.

			“Anyway, she calmed down mostly, then the baby did whatever it did in there and she got all happy again. She was practically doing handsprings when she left to go tell Leonardo.”

			“Well, then, why are you sitting here looking miserable?”

			“She’s coming back.”

			“That’s good. I’d like to see her.”

			“She’s bringing Trina.” Eve’s voice rose nearly an octave as she gripped Roarke’s shirt. “And their instruments of torture.”

			“I see.”

			“You don’t. They don’t gang up on you and come at you with strange, sharp implements or goop unknown substances all over your face and body. I don’t know what they’re going to do to me, and whatever it is, I don’t want it.”

			“It’s hardly as bad as all that, but you could actually have used work as an excuse and put all this off for a while.”

			“I couldn’t fight her.” She dropped her head back in her hands. “She had me with that naked face, how often do you see Mavis with a naked face?”

			He touched her hair, the lightest stroke. “Never.”

			“Exactly. And her eyes are all puffy and red—and shiny. And her belly’s poking out. This little white lump sticking out. What was I supposed to do?”

			“Exactly what you did.” He shifted to kiss the top of her head. “You’re a good friend.”

			“I’d rather be a bitch. It’s easier, and more satisfying emotionally, to be a bitch.”

			“And you’re so good at it. Well, this should be a fine time for me to fire up that barbecue grill again.”

			“I can’t believe you’d kick me when I’m down.”

			“I’ve a handle on it now. I’ve been practicing on the side. We’ll have burgers. They’re the simplest.”

			She could’ve told him she’d had a burger for lunch, but that would have put too glossy a shine on what she’d swallowed at the Blue Squirrel.

			“I just want to work,” she complained. But it was for form. It might do them, do everything some good, to have people around. Making noise, taking up energy.

			Keeping the illusion all was normal, in place.

			“I just want to spend a regular evening working through the insidious and murderous plots of the HSO and foreign techno-terrorists. Is that too much to ask?”

			“Of course not, but life will intrude. Would you like me to tell you how Feeney and I did in Queens?”

			“Shit. Shit!” She threw out her hands and nearly caught Roarke on the chin with a fist. “See? This has got me so messed up I didn’t even remember what’s going on with my own case. Where’s Feeney?”

			“He stayed back in Queens to supervise the removal of some of the sculptures. They’re being impounded. You were dead-on about the bugs.”

			Look how you watch me, he thought. Trying to see inside my head, to read what’s there. So we won’t have to talk about it again.

			What are we going to do about this? he wondered.

			“We found six sculptures—three out and three in—that were bugged.” He smiled. He couldn’t make it reach his eyes, but he smiled. “Very sexy technology, too, from the looks of it. It’ll be fun to take one of the devices apart for analysis once we hack it out of the metal.”

			“Eyes or ears?”

			“Both. From preliminary study, using a satellite bounce. No question whoever was watching and listening knows we’ve found them.”

			“Good.” She pushed to her feet. “If Bissel was spying on his own wife for the HSO, they already know we’re making moves. I had a meet with an assistant director today.”

			“Did you?” He said it very softly, very coolly, and sent a chill up her spine.

			“Yeah. And if Bissel turned and was working with the other side, though I don’t see a hell of a lot of differences between sides here, they’ll be scrambling. I’m going to handle it,” she said, and let the pretense drop, for a moment. “I’m going to handle it.”

			“No doubt. I don’t intend to tell you how to handle it,” he added, very carefully. “Can you say the same?”

			“It isn’t the same. It—” She pulled back, like a woman who felt herself sliding over a cliff. “Let’s just table that. Concentrate on what is.”

			“Happy to. What is?”

			“The investigation. We should take this upstairs, fill each other in.”

			“All right.” He touched her face, then leaned in, brushed his lips over hers. “We’ll do what’s most normal for us, for now. Go up and talk about murder, then have a meal with friends. That suit you?”

			“Yeah, it does.” She made the effort, kissed him back. Then got to her feet. She rolled her shoulders. “This is better. Briefing and a burger. Keeps my mind off Trina and her scary bag of tricks.”

			Because he wanted her to smile, needed her to, he walked his fingers up her arm as they started upstairs. “What flavor skin cream do you suppose Trina will put on you?”

			“Shut up. Just shut up.”

			This,” McNab said as he took in a gulp of tropical air, “is living.” “We’re not living. We’re investigating. There’ll be no living until we’ve completed the investigative purpose of this trip.”

			He cocked his head, studied her from behind his fuchsia-tinted sunshades. “You sounded just like Dallas. I find that strangely arousing.”

			She elbow-jabbed him, but didn’t put much behind it. “We’re going straight to Waves and interview Diesel Moore regarding Carter Bissel. We’ll go by Bissel’s residence, speak to any neighbors or associates.”

			“Now you sound bossy.” He gave her butt, currently covered in thin summer pants, a friendly pat. “I like that, too.”

			“You’ve got a grade on me, but I’m Homicide.” And boy, did she love saying that. “So I’m in charge of this hunting party. And I say first we do the job, then we . . . live.”

			“I hear that. Still, we gotta rent transpo.”

			He slid his gaze to a line of scooters chained outside a hut beside their hotel. They were as colorful and bright as a circus parade, and screamed tourist.

			Peabody grinned. “And I hear that.”

			Waves was a hole-in-the-wall joint screwed into a clapboard building on one of Kingston’s less welcoming streets. They’d gotten lost twice—or had pretended to get lost as they’d scooted along narrow streets with the island breeze fluttering over their urban cheeks. After some heated debate, they’d agreed that he’d drive to, and she’d drive from. Peabody found it just as much fun to ride pillion with her arms clutched around his waist as it would’ve been to man the controls.

			But as they made their way into the poorer and less hospitable section of the city, she was glad she had her weapon strapped under her summer-weight jacket.

			She saw three illegals transactions in a two-block radius, and spotted a pair of funky-junkies jittering together on a stoop. When a flash all-terrain sportster cruised by, and the driver aimed his dark, dangerous eyes at her, she almost wished she was wearing her uniform.

			Instead, she aimed hers right back, and deliberately, visibly, laid her hand on her weapon.

			“Nasty vibes,” she said into McNab’s ear as the car gunned and slid off down a side street.

			“Oh yeah. Penalties for illegals are stiff as a teenager’s dick down here, but nobody seems to care in this sector.”

			There were sex shops and clubs, and the street LCs who sold the same commodity. But none of them looked particularly alluring. She could hear music pumping out of a few doorways, but the exotic charm of it was lost in the bored and repetitive come-ons of the hookers and the front men.

			Tourists might wander in here, she thought, but unless they were looking for sex, illegals, or a blade in the back, they’d hurry out again quick.

			They parked the scooter in front of the mean little bar, and while McNab used the chain the rental agent had provided to lock it to a lamppost, Peabody looked around.

			“I’m going to try something,” she said. “You might have to back me up.”

			She selected the two young men, one black, one white, sitting on a stoop and smoking Christ knew what out of a black pipe they passed between them. Gearing herself up, she put on her coldest cop face and swaggered up to them. And ignored McNab’s hiss of warning from behind her.

			“See that scooter?”

			The black man smirked, took a long slow drag on the pipe. “Got eyes, bitch.”

			“Yeah, looks like you’ve got a pair each.” She shifted her weight, used her elbow to ease the jacket back so her badge and weapon peeked out. “If you want to keep them in your skulls, you’ll keep them on that scooter. Because if I come back out and it isn’t where I left it, in the same condition I left it, my associate and I are going to hunt you down like sick dogs. While he’s shoving that pipe up your ass,” she said, showing her teeth to the white guy, “I’m going to pop your fellow asshole’s eyes out. With my thumbs.”

			The white guy bared his own teeth. “Hey, fuck you.”

			Her stomach jittered, a little, but she kept the fierce and toothy expression in place. “Now, if you talk like that you’re not going to earn the nice prize I have for you at the end of our contest. The scooter’s there, untouched, when I come back out, I don’t haul your ugly asses into a cage for possession and use, and I give you a nice shiny ten credits.”

			“Five now, five later.”

			She shifted her gaze to the black. “None now, and none later unless I’m happy with you. Hey, McNab, what happens when I’m not happy?”

			“I can’t talk about it. Gives me nightmares.”

			“Do yourselves a favor,” Peabody suggested. “Earn the ten.”

			She turned, sauntered toward the bar. “I’ve got sweat running down my spine,” she said out of the corner of her mouth.

			“Doesn’t show. You even scared me.”

			“Dallas would’ve gotten in their faces more, but I thought that was pretty good.”

			“Frigid, babe.” He yanked open the door, and they were hit by a blast of cold air that smelled of smoke, liquor, and humans who didn’t have a working arrangement with soap and water.

			It wasn’t yet sundown and business was sluggish. Still there were pockets of patrons, such as they were, huddled at tables or slumped at the bar. On a narrow platform that stood as stage, a malfunctioning holographic band played bad reggae. The image of the steel drummer kept winking out, and the looping was just a hair off so that the singer’s lips moved out of synch, reminding McNab of the really poorly dubbed vids his cousin Sheila got such a charge out of.

			His toeless airsneaks made little sucking sounds as he crossed the sticky floor.

			Moore was manning the bar. He looked a little thinner and a lot more harassed than he had in the ID photo they’d studied. He wore his hair in dreadlocks, a kind of explosion of horsey black tails McNab admired. They suited the mahogany cast of his face, the diamond point of his chin.

			There was a necklace of what looked like bird bones around his neck, and his skin was glossy with sweat despite the chilly pump of air.

			His eyes, an angry black, skimmed over Peabody and McNab as if they were one unit. He shoved a muddy-looking brown brew into the waiting hands of a customer, then used his dingy bar rag to wipe at the shiny chest exposed by a snug electric-blue tank.

			He stepped down the bar, and curled his tattooed lip. “I’m paid up for the month, so if you’ve come in here to shake me down for another deposit go fuck yourselves.”

			Peabody opened her mouth, but McNab set his foot over hers to keep her quiet. “We’re not local badges. The locals got a Survivor’s Fund going here, we’re not in that mix. Fact is, we’ll be happy to make a contribution to your personal fund if you have information that merits it.”

			Peabody had never heard that cool and faintly bored tone out of McNab before.

			“Cop offers to give me money, he usually finds a way to skin me for it.”

			McNab took a twenty out of his pocket, palmed it on the bar while keeping his attention on Moore. “In good faith.”

			The money was exchanged, slick as a magic trick. “What’re you paying for?”

			“Information,” McNab repeated. “Carter Bissel.”

			“Asshole son of a bitch.” Somebody hammered a fist on the far end of the bar and called for some goddamn service. “Shut the fuck up,” Moore shouted back. “You find that goddamn Carter, I want a shot at him. He owes me two large, not to mention the ass pain I’ve had running this place solo since he decided to go on fucking holiday.”

			“How long did you run the place together?” Peabody asked him.

			“Long enough. Look, we had some previous business, you could call it shipping. Decided we’d go into this little enterprise here, and each anted up the rent. Carter, he’s got a good head for business in that asshole brain of his. We did okay. Maybe he’d go on a bender time to time. Guy likes his rum and his Zoner, and you run a place like this you can get ’em. Couple days off and on maybe he’d be no-show. I’m not his fucking mother, so what? He takes off, next time I take off. Works out.”

			“But this time,” Peabody prompted.

			“This time he’s just gone.” Moore pulled a bottle from under the counter, poured something brown and thick into a short glass, then downed it. “Took two thousand from the operating expenses, which damn near wiped them for the month.”

			“No warning?”

			“Shit. He talks about a big score. Big score and living high, maybe getting us a class place. Carter, he’s full of that crap. Always going to score big, and ain’t never gonna ’cause he’s small-time. Enough rum, he’d really get rolling on it, and how his brother got all the luck.”

			“You ever meet his brother?” Peabody asked.

			“Nope. Figured he was making it up till I saw this scrapbook deal Carter kept at his place. Full of media reports and some shit on his brother, the artist.”

			“He kept a scrapbook on his brother.”

			“Yeah, loaded with shit. Don’t know why ’cause the way he talked Carter hated the son of a bitch just for being.”

			“Did he ever talk about going to New York to see him?”

			“Shit. Carter, he talked about going everywhere to see everybody. Just talk.”

			“Did you ever hear him mention Felicity Kade?”

			“Mmm. Slick blonde.” Moore licked his lips. “She’s some number. She came around a couple of times.”

			“No offense,” Peabody said pleasantly, “but this doesn’t look like the sort of place a woman like that would spend much time.”

			“You never know what’s going on with a fancy piece like that. Why I steer clear of them. Come in one night and made a play for Carter. Didn’t have to play very hard. Didn’t get the nitty-gritty out of him. Usually, he’ll brag on the women he bags. Likes to think he’s king in the sack. But with this one, he buttoned up. Slylike.” Moore shrugged. “No big to me. I get my own action.”

			“She spend much time with Carter?”

			“How the hell do I know? She come in a couple of times. They went out together. Sometimes he’d take a couple of days. If you’re thinking he went off with that piece of work, your aim’s off. No way she’d take him for more than the quick ride.”

			“Did he have any other business, any other women, something along those lines that he might’ve gone off with?”

			“Been through all this with the locals. He banged women when he could get them. Didn’t shack with any for long. If he had any side jobs, he didn’t let me in. In or not, likely I’d’ve heard. It’s a small island.”

			“Small island,” Peabody agreed after they’d finished with Moore. “Not many places to hide.”

			“Not many ways to get off either. You got air, you got water.”

			She stepped out, saw with pleasure the scooter was in place, and apparently untouched. “Pay those guys off.”

			“Why do I have to pay them?”

			“I lined them up.”

			McNab grumbled, but he flipped them a ten before unchaining the scooter.

			“You handled that business about the shakedown really smooth.” She wanted to pinch his butt in appreciation, but decided it wouldn’t look professional. So it would wait. Instead, she climbed on the scooter. “Just as glad we’re getting out of this sector before dark.”

			“You and me both, She-Body.” Apparently he wasn’t as concerned with professional image as she was ’cause he pinched her butt as he slid on behind her. “Let’s ride.”

			Carter Bissel lived in a two-room shack that was hardly more than a tent pitched on a mix of sand and crushed shells. It had what Peabody considered a very slight appeal due to its proximity to the beach, but that same proximity made it a handy target for tropical storms.

			She could see where patches had been slapped on, just as she could see from the sagging rope hammock that Carter had preferred to spend his free time swinging rather than worrying overmuch about household maintenance.

			Scraggly tufts of beach grass poked up through the shells. An ancient and thoroughly rusted scooter was chained to a dead palm.

			“A long way from Queens,” McNab commented as he kicked a broken bottle aside. “He might have beat his brother out on the view, but the rest of the living conditions put him way back on the sib rivalry chart.”

			“When you look at this, you can see that he might just walk away.” Peabody took out the key they’d picked up from the local PD. “Everything we’re seeing spells out loser.”

			“It doesn’t spell out what Felicity Kade wanted down here.”

			“I’ve been thinking about that. Maybe they wanted to use him for a setup. It’s not the kind of place you’d expect an HSO branch office or a terrorist cell. And that could’ve been just the point.”

			She unlocked the door, creaked it open. Inside, the air was stale and hot. She saw an enormous bug scurry into the shadows and had to bite back a squeal. She was no particular fan of anything that skittered or slithered.

			She tried the lights, found them inoperable. Both she and McNab drew out penlights.

			“I’ve got a better idea. Hold on a minute.”

			She struggled not to cringe when he left her alone. She could almost hear the spiders spinning. She shined her light over the living area.

			There was a single couch. One cushion had exploded and left a kind of gray mushroom of filler growing up from the torn fabric. There were no rugs, no art, a lone unshaded lamp on a crate that served as a table. But the entertainment screen was new, top of the line, and, she noted after a quick scan, bolted to the floor.

			Not the most trusting of men, she decided. In addition to being a slob and a loser.

			The kitchen was along one wall of the living quarters. A counter cluttered with take-out boxes and a blender, a cheap AutoChef and a grimy minifridgie. She’d just opened the fridgie to peruse the contents of home-brew, a withered fuzzy tube that might have once been a pickle, and a golf ball–sized lime when McNab puttered in on the scooter.

			The headlight beamed brightly.

			“Good thinking,” she decided. “Strange but good.” She opened the lone cupboard and found three glasses, two plates, and an opened bag of soy chips.

			“You know, his financials weren’t stellar, but he had enough to live better than this.” She turned around as McNab poked under the cushions of the couch. “And you can bet not all his money was reported.”

			“Probably couldn’t hold onto it. Slippery fingers. Spent it on women and illegals.” He held up a small bag of white powder he’d pulled out of the damaged cushion.

			“How’d the locals miss that?”

			“Didn’t care enough to look. My question is why’d he leave it behind?”

			“Because he left in a hurry and planned to come back . . . or he didn’t leave voluntarily.” She started toward the bedroom. “Bring the scooter.”

			The bed was unmade. But the sheets, Peabody noted, were prime quality. They matched the entertainment unit more than the rest of the house. The skinny closet held three shirts, two pair of trousers, and one bunged-up pair of gel-sandals. The dresser held four pair of boxers, a dozen T-shirts or tanks, five pair of shorts.

			There was a ’link, but it had been turned off. The data unit sat on the floor and looked as if it had been through several wars. She left McNab to fiddle with it while she searched the tiny bathroom.

			“No toothbrush, but there’s a half tube of toothpaste,” she called out. “No hairbrush or comb, but there’s shampoo. There’s another set of sheets—whoa, baby, very smelly sheets—stuffed in the hamper in here, along with a moldy towel.”

			She stepped back out. “Looks to me like he packed up a few essentials, and before he did, he had company. Female company who earned the fresh, fancy sheets.”

			“What’re you doing?” McNab asked absently.

			“We’re taking the sheets in for testing. He put them on, but the bed’s not made. That tells me they got used. That says sex, so maybe there’s some DNA.”

			He grunted and continued to work with the computer.

			“I’ll tell you what else isn’t here, besides his toothbrush and comb. There’s no scrapbook on his brother. That’s interesting.”

			“So’s this.” He scooted around until he faced her, with the headlight from the scooter shining on his face. “It’s really interesting that this unit is fried. That it appears to have been infected with the same worm as the ones in New York.”

			In New York, Eve paced Roarke’s locked-down office with her secured ’link on privacy mode as she listened to Peabody’s report. It was, she supposed, still possible for someone to copy the transmission even through the lockdown, even through the layers of security, but it would take time and effort.

			“I’m going to pull strings, and pull them hard with the locals,” she told Peabody. “And get you cleared to transport any and all items from that location that you deem applicable to this investigation. It may take a few hours, but I’m going to see to it that you and those items are on a transport in the morning. Sit tight. I’ll be back to you.”

			She broke transmission, then paced a moment longer as she calculated how best to start the wheels turning.

			“If I may suggest,” Roarke put in. “I could have a private shuttle bring them back, circumventing any of the red tape with the local police.”

			She frowned, but considered it. “No. I don’t want to circumvent. It’ll take a little more time this way, but we’ll keep it clean. When this comes out, and I’m going to make damn sure it does, I want our end to sparkle. I’ll start by playing diplomat with the local chief, and if that doesn’t work, I’ll toss him to Whitney. But it should work. What do they care if we haul off a busted data center and some sheets?”

			“Then I’ll leave you to it and go back to our company. Some grilled meat should set you up for the ordeal yet to come.”

			“Don’t remind me. I don’t like the way Trina was eyeballing me.”

			He lifted the lockdown and left her alone. Once she’d re-established it, she sat down at his workstation. She could stay here all night, she mused. Locked in, nice and safe, away from hair products. There was access to food, to drink, to communications. It would be so . . . soothing to hunker down and work alone again.

			Then she thought of Mavis, who’d bounced in twenty minutes before with a beaming Leonardo.

			At times like this, Eve decided, alone was nothing but a fond and distant memory.

			She engaged the ’link and prepared to grease the wheels.
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			EVE CONSIDERED IT strength of character not to keep the room sealed, with her inside. But she braced herself, went downstairs, then wound her way through the house to the back patio.

			And stared at the scene.

			She knew her scenes. Normally, there would’ve been a corpse somewhere in the vicinity, but she still knew how to read a scene where death wasn’t part of the landscape.

			There was a bird singing a two-note repetitive chirp that was both cheery and insistent. Butterflies with wings of bold orange and black massed like a fanciful army on the purple spires of a bush that fountained just beyond the west corner of the stone patio.

			Roarke’s newest toy, an enormous silver monstrosity on wheels, was smoking away, with the man himself at the helm with a long-handled spatula. The smoke smelled like meat—real meat from real cows. Several individuals were currently chowing down on it in the form of thick burgers on buns.

			They were seated at tables or standing around chatting, in full party mode.

			The city’s medical examiner was swigging beer from the bottle and having what appeared to be an amusing conversation with Mavis. Mira—and where the hell had she come from—was seated at a table scattered with food and flickering candles while she held some sort of confab with Leonardo and the terrifying Trina.

			The captain of EDD stood munching a burger one-handed and giving Roarke advice on the mysteries and mystiques of outdoor cooking.

			Everyone seemed pretty damn jolly and well-fed, and to Eve’s mind out of place. Hadn’t she just left a sealed room where she’d spent considerable time picking her way through red tape and the land mines of diplomacy and palm greasing? Wasn’t she in the messy middle of a murder investigation involving covert organizations and state secrets?

			Now it was burgers and beer in the twilight with birds and butterflies.

			Her life, she decided, was just plain strange.

			Leonardo spotted her first, and with a wide grin splitting his big caramel-colored face, glided over to her in what Eve supposed was his casual cookout-wear of shimmery white pants and a bright yellow shirt that crossed over his impressive chest in a skin-tight X. He bent down, his soft, curling hair brushing her cheek just before his lips.

			“Mavis told me she’d been upset, and came to you. I wanted to thank you for being there for her, for giving her this time tonight to feel normal and steady again.”

			“She just needed to spew.”

			“I know.” Then he wrapped his big arms around Eve, pressing her hard against the rock wall of his chest. This time when he spoke, his voice was thick and shaky. “The baby moved.”

			“Yeah.” She wasn’t quite sure what response was called for, and gingerly patted him somewhere on the miles of exposed skin of his back. “She said. So, ah, everything’s good now.”

			“Everything’s perfect.” He heaved a sigh. “Perfect.” He drew back, and his gold eyes were gleaming. “Good friends, the woman I love with our child inside her. Life is so precious. I realize that now more than ever before. I know Dr. Mira needs to speak with you, but I just wanted to have a moment first.”

			Drawing her close to his side he all but carried her to the table where Mira sat.

			“Now don’t start.” He wagged a finger at Trina. “Dallas needs to speak with Dr. Mira, and to have a moment to relax.”

			“I can bide my time.” Trina grinned, a wide magenta smile that sent a chill up Eve’s spine. “I have plans. Lots of plans.” She scooped up her plate and wandered off on six-inch platform sandals.

			“Oh my God.”

			With a look caught between sympathy and amusement, Mira patted the chair beside her. “Sit. What a gorgeous evening. I’m stealing an hour of it to be here, on what was supposed to be a quick professional call. Now I’m having this lovely glass of wine and this rather magnificent hamburger.”

			“Did he actually cook it?” Eve glanced back at Roarke. “On that thing?”

			“He did. I’m probably telling tales out of school, but he talked to my Dennis at some length about how to use the grill.” Mira took another bite. “He seems to have figured it out.”

			“Nothing much gets over on Roarke. A professional call?” she prompted.

			“Yes. I could’ve waited until tomorrow, but I thought you’d like to know as soon as possible that Reva Ewing passed her level-three.”

			“Thanks. How’s she doing?”

			“A little shaky and tired. Her mother took her straight home. I think she’s in good hands there.”

			“Yeah, Caro’s another who always seems to know what she’s doing.”

			“She’s afraid for her daughter, Eve. However efficient and steady she is on the surface, under it, she’s desperately worried. I could speak with her, or Roarke could. I’m sure he will. But the fact is you’re the one in authority. And you’re the one whose thoughts and opinions she’d respect most in this.”

			“Did you come by to tell me about the level three, or to tell me I should talk to Caro?”

			“Both.” Mira patted her hand. “Also, I looked over the results of her blood tests taken just after she was taken into custody.”

			“There was nothing. No chemicals, illegal or otherwise. And the medicals found no trauma to indicate she’d been physically knocked out.”

			“No.” Mira picked up her wine. “But we both know there are some anesthetics that can debilitate quickly, and dissipate without a discernible trace within two or three hours.”

			“The sort of thing Homeland would have in its pantry.”

			“I imagine so. When I had Reva under, I took her back through the steps and stages of that night. She recalled a movement to her left as she was facing the bed. She doesn’t remember this, not clearly, except under hypnosis. A movement,” Mira went on, “then a scent, something strong, bitter, and the taste of it in the back of her throat.”

			“Probably sprayed her.” Eve looked over the gardens, but she wasn’t seeing the busy butterflies now, or hearing the insistent bird. She saw the candlelit bedroom, the bodies curled close together on bloody sheets. “Waited for her to come up, came in on her on her off-side, hit her with the spray. Set the rest of it up while she was out.”

			“If so, it was organized thinking. Cold and organized. And still . . . much of what was done was overly dramatic—beyond the violence that shows the capability for brutality, there were added steps, complications that were unnecessary for the result we’re assuming was desired.”

			“Because he was having fun with it.”

			“Yes.” Pleased, Mira enjoyed her hamburger. “He was. Several misjudgments and flourishes—when simplicity would have served his purposes better—indicate to me that he gets caught up in the role he’s playing. Enjoying it, and perhaps wanting to prolong it.”

			“Adding touches to a pretty tight and simple plan that unbalance the whole. What do they call it? Ad-libbing.”

			“Very well put. You have organized thinking but impulsiveness as well. I doubt he was working alone. I also doubt that the one who conceived the core of the plan was the one to carry it out. Now I’m going to pass you to Morris so you can get the business over with and enjoy some of your evening.”

			“It’s a little tough to enjoy anything when I know Trina has plans.” But Eve rose, walked over to Morris. “Got something for me?”

			“Dallas!” Mavis popped up. “Did you know Morris played the sax?”

			“The what?”

			“Saxophone,” Morris said. “Tenor. It’s a musical instrument, Lieutenant.”

			“I know what a saxophone is,” she muttered.

			“He used to play with a band in college,” Mavis went on. “And sometimes they still get together for private gigs. They’re The Cadavers.”

			“Of course they are.”

			“We’re going to jam sometime, right?” Mavis asked Morris.

			“Name the time, name the place.”

			“Too mag to lag!” she danced off and into Leonardo’s arms.

			“That’s a very happy young woman.”

			“You wouldn’t’ve thought so if you’d seen her two hours ago.”

			“Gestating ladies tend to swing. They’re entitled. Want a beer?”

			“What the hell.” She snagged one from the cooler. “What’ve you got for me?”

			“Nothing as wonderful as this cow patty. Chloe McCoy. No evidence of recent sexual activity. But . . . it would appear she’d expected some as she’d inserted protection. An over-the-counter product called Freedom. This coats the vaginal area with both spermicide and a lubricant, which protect against STDs and conception.”

			“Yeah, I know what it is. You can use it up to twenty-four hours before you rock. When did she use it?”

			“My best guess? An hour, possibly two premortem. And she’d also ingested fifty milligrams of Sober-Up at approximately the same time.”

			“Well now, isn’t that interesting?”

			To show their unity on that point, he tapped his bottle of beer against hers. “At least one hour before she ingested the termination pills. And if those were purchased on the black market, someone has a very valuable source. They weren’t generic or clones or homemade. And, the kicker: They were dissolved in the wine before they were ingested.”

			“So she protects herself against pregnancy or STD, sobers herself up, cleans her apartment, gets herself a sexy outfit, and does her face and hair. Then drops a couple of fatals in her wine and offs herself.” Eve took a long pull on the beer. “And you said you didn’t bring me anything as interesting as that burger.”

			“You haven’t tasted the burger yet.”

			“I’ll get to it. What’s the ruling on this matter by the Chief Medical Examiner of New York City?”

			“Homicide, staged to look like self-termination. That girl didn’t knowingly eat those pills.”

			“No, she didn’t.” And that made Chloe McCoy hers. “Termination pills require a prescription—after considerable testing and counseling. If she didn’t get them that way, and she didn’t, and they weren’t black market, would you say that a strong possible source for meds of that type and potency would be a covert government organization?”

			“I wouldn’t say no.”

			“Neither would I.” She pondered for a few minutes. “There’s something I’d like you to check out.”

			When she was finished with Morris, Eve headed over to the grill. “I’ve got some new juice,” she said to Feeney, then found a plate shoved into her hand.

			“Take a minute. There’s always time for meat.”

			The scent of the burger had saliva pooling in her mouth. “A lot of new juice, Feeney. ME’s ruling homicide on McCoy, and I’ve got the gears oiled in Jamaica so Peabody and McNab can haul the evidence back here. Mira says—”

			“Go ahead.” Roarke lifted the burger off her plate and to her mouth. “Take a bite. You know you want to.”

			“This isn’t the time for a family picnic.”

			“Think of it as a combination family and company event.”

			“You gotta eat, Dallas,” Feeney told her. “That’s primo cow. You don’t wanna waste it.”

			“Fine. Fine.” She bit in. “Mira says—okay, this is really good, and I see absolutely no reason I can’t sit down and eat this while I brief you.”

			“Just let me set this on auto, and you can brief both of us.”

			She moved to a table, and sitting, gripped the burger in both hands. Even as she took another bite, Roarke was dumping some sort of grilled vegetables on her plate.

			“To balance it out,” he told her.

			“Whatever.” If he wanted to play as if everything was dandy between them, she could get on board. There was enough inside her head without marriage weirdness. “Okay, here’s how I think it went down, and I need EDD to dig into McCoy’s links and verify. Whoever took her out contacted her. She’s happy and excited enough to take some Sober-Up to counteract the wine she’s been guzzling with her neighbor. She uses birth control. She fixes up the place, and herself.”

			“Sounds like someone expecting a hot date, not a girl getting ready to pop termination pills.” Feeney shook his head. “She’s been rolling with Blair Bissel, and Bissel’s dead. You figure she had another guy dangling?”

			“Possible. More possible that whoever contacted her made her think one of several options. That he had news on Bissel—the whole thing was a mistake, a coverup, maybe an operation. He’s going to bring Bissel to her place, for hiding out until it’s safe. Or he made her think he was Bissel.”

			“That’d be a trick.”

			“Not if you’re the man’s brother. You got a strong resemblance, and you could augment that. You’ve been jealous of the bastard all your life, and here’s your chance to get some young stuff on his back.”

			Feeney contemplated the beer he’d brought to the table. “That’s a good one. Damn good one. Had to contact her, though, if she had time to prep herself. We’ll go deep on the ’links, and put her unit in the mix. If he used e-mail, it’s going to be a bitch to find.”

			“That’s your deal. I’m looking at Carter Bissel. He knows what big bro’s been up to. He’s had a side deal going with his trainer. Blair’s working with Kade, and sleeping with her. She knows about McCoy, and about whatever Bissel gave her that was secreted in the locket. There’s a reason that was taken from the scene. McCoy’s a loose thread, and she has to be snipped.”

			“I said it’s good, but why not just go in and snip?” Feeney questioned. “Why the big show?”

			“Same deal as Ewing. Lots of bells and whistles, lots of show and smoke. He likes to improvise. He’s having fun with this. And maybe because the need for cover seemed to warrant it, maybe for the drama. Maybe both.”

			“Follows.” Feeney nodded at Roarke. “I did a good job with her.”

			“You did, yes. She’s cop to the bone.”

			“Let’s try to stick with the point.” But Eve took a healthy and satisfying bite of burger. “Either way, it’s the same MO under the surface. Kill, and go to considerable lengths to make it seem like what it’s not. Hang the murder on somebody else. Ewing in the first case, McCoy herself in the second.”

			“Plays well,” Roarke agreed. “When her killer arrived, however, wouldn’t she question or object if Bissel wasn’t along?”

			“He gets inside. Tells her they have to be careful. They need her help. The more theatrical the story, the quicker she’d buy it and go along. All he has to do is talk her into starting a note. Hell, she might’ve written it herself beforehand, just a dramatic sort of touch. He slips the meds into her wine. After she drinks it, all he has to do is lay her out, then walk away.

			“Or”—Eve ate a grilled pepper without thinking about it—“the HSO could’ve staged the whole thing. Gotten in, disabled her. But that doesn’t explain the BC, or the Sober-Up. Whoever killed her didn’t know she’d used either. He’s not as smart as he thinks he is.”

			Roarke remembered the young woman clinging tearfully to Eve’s shins in the gallery. It fit. It was just sad enough to fit. “You’re heading back to Bissel’s brother.”

			“Yeah, I’m liking the looks of him. He’s been MIA for almost a month. Plenty of time to have a little face work done, make himself look more like his brother.” She polished off her burger, took another drink of beer. “But there’s one more possibility, a little out there, but interesting.”

			“Blair Bissel killed her,” Roarke put in.

			“You’re pretty quick for a guy who grills burgers in his spare time.”

			“Smoke’s gotten to you two,” Feeney said. “Bissel’s in a cold drawer at the morgue.”

			“It looks that way. It probably is that way,” Eve agreed. “But let’s take this into spy vid territory for a minute—which Reva said was one of his hobbies—and which we know was his profession. What if Bissel was playing both sides? Or he was doing a double agent thing with, or without, HSO sanction. They find out Kade’s turned, or he’s just pissed she’s playing with his brother. He sets them up, knocks them down, and handily frames his wife, who he’s done with. He snips McCoy and gets back whatever she was holding for him in the locket.”

			“You don’t think somebody as sharp as Morris would see the body didn’t match the ID photo? Even with the couple of bashes in the face, there’s dental. There’s fingerprints. There’s fricking DNA. All of it matches Blair Bissel’s.”

			“Yeah, and he’s probably on ice. I said it was out there, and Carter Bissel heads my list. Morris is going to run a scan and see if he had any recent facial surgery. And because, if this is true, it would be another thread, I need you to hit IRCCA, find me a recently deceased face fixer. I’m betting Carter Bissel had work done—either to play Cain or to be tricked into playing Abel. One of the Bissel brothers is alive. We just need to figure out which.”

			Eve told herself not to think about what was being done to her. Otherwise, she might scream like a girl. Her hair was plastered to her head with a thick pink goop. A new product according to Trina, guaranteed to add luster, body, and bring out the natural highlights.

			None of which, to Eve’s mind, mattered.

			Her face and throat were slathered with something green, and sealed with some sort of spray. Before that, her skin had been buffed and scrubbed, examined and critiqued. And not just the skin on her face and throat, Eve thought, still inwardly shuddering, but every inch that covered her body. From the throat down she’d been painted yellow, then sealed with the same spray before having her mortified body wrapped in a heat sheet.

			At least she was covered. Small blessings.

			She’d quietly turned off the VR goggles Trina had programmed when Trina had given the delighted Mavis her full attention. Eve didn’t want the mindless nature sounds or the soft, swimming colors of the relaxation program.

			She might have been naked on a padded table and covered from head to feet in goo. But she was still a cop, and she wanted to think like one.

			Back to the victims. It was always back to the victims.

			Bissel, Kade, McCoy, with Bissel as the focal point. Who or what stood to gain from their deaths?

			The HSO. During the early days of the Urban Wars, the government had formed the arm as a way to protect the country, to police the streets and gather intel covertly from radical factions.

			It had done the job. It had been necessary. And over the years since, some said it had morphed into something closer to a legalized terrorist group than a protection and intel operation.

			She happened to agree.

			So, the murders could have been a cleanup operation. If Bissel and Kade had turned, and McCoy unwittingly knew too much, all three might have been terminated to protect some global security project. The Code Red was the obvious linchpin. The data units had been corrupted. What data needed to be eliminated? Or was the use of the worm simply a ploy to point toward the techno-terrorists?

			The Doomsday Group. Assassinations, terminations, large- and small-scale destruction and loss of life through technological sabotage were their reasons for being. Kade and Bissel could have been playing both ends, or on assignment to infiltrate. They could have been targeted by the terrorists, taken out, and McCoy treated as collateral damage.

			But then why weren’t they taking credit? Media play with a lot of bloody fist-pumping and skewed messages were a big part of the program for any terrorist group. There’d been enough time for an acknowledgment to have been leaked to the mainstream press.

			In either case, why the frame on Ewing? Why—if either organization for reasons of its own wanted to keep the lid on the terminations—go to so much time and trouble to implicate Reva Ewing?

			To slow, hamper, or eliminate her work on the extermination program, and utilize whatever data Bissel had gathered from his devices to create one first, in the HSO’s case, or to reformulate the worm to override the extermination, in Doomsday’s case.

			Possible, and she wouldn’t close those doors. She’d run probabilities and give them a push.

			But with either of those scenarios she still had Carter Bissel floating around like a goddamn dust mote. Had Kade recruited him with or without HSO sanction? With or without Blair Bissel’s knowledge?

			And where the hell was he?

			She tried to bring a picture of him into her mind, but it was blurry and kept dissolving in all the melting colors that swirled lazily in her brain.

			She’d stopped hearing Mavis’s and Trina’s birdlike chatter at the edge of her focus, so there was only the gentle whoosh, like a heartbeat inside a womb.

			Even as she realized the relaxation program had been reactivated, she sank under it.

			In Roarke’s home computer lab, Feeney sat back at his station and pressed the heels of his hands hard against his aching eyes.

			“You ought to take something for that eye strain headache,” Roarke commented. “Before it blows on you.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Feeney puffed air into his cheeks, let it out. “Don’t do as much geek work as I used to.” He studied the unit currently laid out in sections and small bits over his counter. “Got spoiled handing this sort of detail over to one of my young guns.”

			He glanced over at Roarke’s station and was somewhat mollified to see the civilian’s progress was as slow and exacting as his own. “You got an estimate on when we might have one of these up and running again—working like this, just the two of us?”

			“I figure sometime in the next decade if we’re lucky, into the fourth millennium if we’re not. This bitch is toasted.” Roarke shoved back, scowled at the burned-out guts of his current project. “We can replace, repair, reconfigure, and beat it with a hammer. We’ll retrieve data. I’m annoyed enough at the moment to make it my bloody life’s work. But Christ knows we could do it all faster and easier with a few more hands and brain cells. McNab’s good. He’s got the hands and the geek quotient to keep him at something like this for hours on end, but he won’t be enough.”

			They sat in brooding silence for a moment, then eyed each other.

			“You talk to her,” Roarke said.

			“Oh no, I’m not married to her.”

			“I’m not a cop.”

			“It’s your setup here.”

			“It’s an NYPSD investigation.”

			“Like that means a damn to you. Okay, okay.” Feeney waved a hand before Roarke could speak again. “Let’s settle this like men.”

			“Want to arm wrestle?”

			Feeney let out a snort, then dug into his pocket. “We’ll flip a coin. You call it.”

			Eve heard what sounded like flutes. For a moment she saw herself running naked through a flower-strewn meadow where small, winged creatures played long, reedlike instruments. Birds sang, the sun shone, and the sky was a perfect bowl of cerulean blue.

			She woke with a start and said: “Gak.”

			“Wow, Dallas, you were really out.”

			Blinking, Eve focused on the figure spread out on the table beside her. She thought it was Mavis. It sounded like Mavis, but it was tough to make a positive ID when the form was covered with hot pink from shoulders to toes, the face coated with electric blue, and the hair plastered down with a mix of green, red, and purple.

			She’d have said gak again, but it seemed redundant.

			“You didn’t drool or anything,” Mavis assured her. “In case you were worried.”

			“Let out a couple of sex moans.” Trina’s voice came from somewhere near her feet, and Eve froze.

			“What are you doing?”

			“My job. You’re all rinsed off. Blissed right through that part. Got your derma revitalizer rubbed in. Your man’s going to like this one. Going to finish up with your hair and face after I do your feet.”

			“Do what to my feet?” Gingerly, Eve boosted herself on her elbows and looked down. “Oh my God! God almighty! You painted my toes.”

			“Just a delux ped. It’s not a satanic ritual.”

			“My toes are pink.”

			“Yeah, I went conservative with you. Sun-kissed Coral. Nice with your skin tone. Your feet were a disgrace,” Trina added as she sprayed on sealer. “Good thing you were under VR while I was working on them.”

			“How come she’s not under?” Eve demanded, pointing at Mavis.

			“I get more out of it if I’m aware of the treatments. I like getting souped and rubbed and scrubbed down and painted. It’s the ult of ults for me. You hate it.”

			“Mavis. If you know I hate it, why do you make me do this?”

			Mavis smiled an electric blue smile. “ ’Cause it’s fun.”

			Eve lifted a hand to rub her face, then gaped in shock as she saw her nails. “You painted my fingers. People will see them.”

			“Neutral French job.” Trina walked back up, slid a finger over one of Eve’s eyebrows. “Need trimming. You oughta chill, Dallas.”

			“Do you understand that I’m a cop? Do you understand that should I have to restrain a suspect and he gets a load of my shiny yet neutral French job, he’s going to break his neck laughing? Then I’ll be under IAB investigation for the death of a suspect at my hands.”

			“I know you’re a cop.” Trina showed her teeth in a smile. The left eyetooth was decorated with a tiny green stud. “That’s why I threw in the little boob tat gratis.”

			“Boob? Tattoo?” Eve sat up as if she’d been propelled out of a catapult. “Tattoo?”

			“Just a temp. Came out really good.”

			She was almost too horrified to look. To counter the fear, she took a handful of Trina’s glossy black hair, yanked her tormentor’s head down. If necessary, she would beat that head against the padded table until unconsciousness ensued. Ignoring Trina’s yelps and struggles, and Mavis’s giggling calls for peace, Eve tipped down her chin and looked at her breast.

			There on the curve of the left was a painted replica of her badge, minutely detailed though it was no bigger than her own thumbnail. Her grip loosened a bit as she tilted her own head to read her name. And Trina escaped.

			“Jesus, are you whacked? I said it was a temp.”

			“Did you give me any hallucinogenic substance while I was under VR?”

			“What?” Obviously steamed, Trina shook back her abused hair, folded her arms, and glowered at Mavis. “What is wrong with her? No, I didn’t give you anything. I’m a certified personal body and style consultant. I don’t have illegals on my menu. You ask me something like that, and—”

			“I asked something like that because I’m looking at what you painted on a personal area of my body, and I kind of like it, so I want to make sure I’m not under some illusionary drug haze.”

			Trina sniffed, but there was a light that was both pleasure and humor in her eyes. “You like it, I can make it permanent.”

			“No.” In defense, Eve slapped a hand on her breast. “No, no, no. No.”

			“Got it. Just the temp. Mavis has to cook awhile more, so we’ll finish you up.” Trina pressed a mechanism on the table and a section lifted up like the back of a chair.

			“How come you’ve got all those colors in the gunk on your hair?”

			“I’m getting multied,” Mavis explained. “I’m going to have some red curls, and purple spikes, and—”

			“There wasn’t any of that in mine.” Fear clutched at her throat. “Was there?”

			“Relax.” To get back some of her own, Trina yanked Eve’s head back by the hair. “The pink streaks’ll wash out.”

			“She’s just kidding,” Mavis said as Eve went pale. “Honest.”

			By the time it was over, Eve was limp as a noodle. The minute she was alone, she dashed into the nearest bathroom, shut the door, and braced herself for a look in the mirror.

			Her knees went weak with relief when she saw there were no streaks of pink, or anything else, in her hair. Nor were her eyebrows the carnival of colors Mavis’s had been when Trina finished with them.

			She wasn’t vain, Eve assured herself. She just wanted to look like she looked. There wasn’t anything wrong with that. And since she did, the ball of tension between her shoulder blades dissolved.

			Okay, maybe she looked a little better than usual. Trina did something to her eyebrows whenever she got her hands on them that made the arch more defined and framed out her eyes. And her skin had a nice glow to it.

			She shook her head, pleased when her hair fell into place without any fuss.

			Then her eyes widened in shock. She was vain, or edging perilously close to it. And it had to stop. Deliberately, she turned away from the mirror. She needed to get out of this stupid robe and into clothes. As soon as she did, she’d check on the lab.

			Work, she assured herself, was the only thing worth being vain about.
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			14 SHE’D BARELY NIPPED into the bedroom when Roarke stepped in from the elevator.

			“I just need to change, then I was coming by the lab.”

			“Well, I need a minute to speak with you, and saw that Mavis and Trina had gone.”

			“What about?” She started rummaging through her dresser for old, comfortable sweats. It gave her something to do with her hands as she prayed it had nothing to do with a field operation in Dallas. “Did you guys have a breakthrough?”

			“No. It’s painstaking and exacting work. Slow and tedious. Feeney’s taking an hour restorative. It’s hell on the eyes.”

			“Okay.” She could hardly complain about the break when she’d spent a good chunk of the evening flat on her back and covered with goo. “I’m not much help in the comp-jock area, but I’ve got some probabilities to run, some theories I want to play with. Mind’s clear. I hate that.”

			“You hate that your mind’s clear?”

			“No.” Her shoulders relaxed again. She was tuned to every nuance in his voice, and everything was all right. For now. “I hate that the stuff Trina does actually works—on the brain. I’m pumped,” she said, hauling out a ragged and ancient short-sleeved sweatshirt she’d buried under a stack of silk and cashmere tees. “And I’m thinking . . . what’re you looking at?”

			“You. Darling Eve, you look—”

			“Don’t start.” She waved the shirt at him and backed up two steps. Even that was a fake, she thought. It was such a tremendous relief to know he could look at her that way. To know, when he did, her blood warmed, her body tightened. “Don’t even start.”

			“You’ve had a pedicure.”

			Instinctively, her toes curled in embarrassment. “She did it while I was under VR, and she won’t tell me how to get it off.”

			“I like it. Sexy.”

			“What’s sexy about pink toes? What could possibly be sexy about that? Wait, I forgot who I was talking to. If she’d painted my teeth pink, you’d think it was sexy.”

			“A fool in love,” he murmured and stepped close enough to brush a thumb over her cheek. “Soft.”

			“Stop it.” She slapped his hand away.

			“And you smell . . . exotic,” he said after easing closer for a testing sniff. “A bit tropical. Like a lemon grove in spring, with just a hint of . . . jasmine, I think. Night-blooming jasmine.”

			“Roarke. Down.”

			“Too late.” He laughed and gripped her hips. “A man needs his restorative, you know. Why don’t you be mine?”

			She was his, but still she gave him a shove as his lips came down on hers. “I’ve already had my break.”

			“You’re about to extend it. You taste incredible.” His lips skimmed over her jaw, then under it, and his busy hands had already unbelted her robe, slipped beneath it. “Let’s just see . . .”—he tugged on her bottom lip—“ . . . what else Trina’s been up to.”

			He eased the robe off her shoulders, skimmed his teeth over bare skin.

			The little ball of lust that had curled in her belly expanded. She tipped her head to the side to give him better access. “I’m giving you twenty minutes, thirty tops, to get yourself under control.”

			“Thirty should give me just enough time to . . .” He trailed off as his gaze lowered to her breast. “Well now.” His voice came out in a purr as he rubbed his thumb lightly over the replica of her badge. “What have we here?”

			“One of Trina’s little brainstorms. It’s just a temp, and actually I got kind of a kick out of it after I got over the shock.”

			He said nothing, only continued to stroke and circle the image with his thumb.

			“Roarke?”

			“I’m amazed to find myself ridiculously aroused by this. How odd.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			His gaze lifted to hers, and that hot blue slammed through her. “Okay.” Nerves danced under her skin. Over it. “Not kidding.”

			“Lieutenant.” He gripped her hips again, and hitched her up in one clean jerk until her legs wrapped his waist. “You’d best brace yourself.”

			There was no bracing against that kind of assault on the senses, that sort of brutal invasion of the system. Since the bed was too far away, he simply spilled them both onto the sofa and took her over with lips and hands.

			She clamped around him. It seemed if she didn’t hold on, hold tight, she might shoot out of her own body. Sensations crowded inside her, careening through blood and muscle and nerve until she was quivering, until she was coming in a screaming rush.

			Staggered, she fought for air, then met, finally met, those hungry lips with her own. Partly in lust, partly in desperate relief that they were together, at least here, they were together, she tugged at his shirt. He wasn’t the only one who wanted the taste and texture of flesh. His was hot, as if he burned from the inside out for her.

			Her miracle.

			“Let me.” She fought with his belt. “Let me.”

			And they rolled off the sofa, hit the floor with a solid thud.

			Her breathless laugh shimmered through him. God, he’d needed to hear her laugh.

			He’d needed to hold her, and be held.

			Her scent, her shape, her flavor all burned through the lines on his already straining control. He wanted to lap her like cream, to devour her like a feast after famine. He wanted to bury himself in her until the world ended.

			If it was possible to love, to want, to need too much, he’d already passed the boundary with her. There was no going back. She shuddered under him, moved under him. Her hand reached out and closed over him, and took the hard length of him into the wet, wild heat of her.

			Pleasure swamped him, drenched him, a saturation of mind and body as her hips plunged up, and he drove down.

			He could watch her dark amber eyes that were blurry with arousal, and he could see her lips tremble an instant before her head arched back and the throaty moan escaped her.

			Undone, he pressed his lips to the symbol of what she was, and felt the heart that thundered for him beneath it. His cop. His Eve. His miracle.

			He gave himself over to it, surrendered himself to her.

			Her pulse was nearly back to normal when he rolled so she was sprawled over his chest instead of pinned under his weight. From that vantage point, she folded her arms and propped her chin on them to study his face.

			He certainly looked relaxed at the moment, she thought, all loose and satisfied, like a guy about to take a nice little nap.

			“Pink toenails and boob tats. What is it with men?”

			His lips curved, though he didn’t yet open his eyes. “We’re so easily played. Really, we’re at the mercy of the female, with all her mysterious wiles.”

			“You’re at the mercy of your glands.”

			“That as well.” He sighed happily. “Praise God.”

			“So you really go for all that stuff? The potions and lotions and paints and all that?”

			“Eve. Darling Eve.” He opened his eyes now and stroked a hand over her hair. “I go for you. That should be obvious.”

			“But you get off on all the jazz.”

			“With or without the jazz.” He scooted her up until he could brush his lips to hers. “You’re my own.”

			Her lips twitched. “Your own what?”

			“Everything.”

			“Slick talker,” she murmured and gave in to nuzzle him. “You’re some slick talker. Just so you know, I’m not keeping the tattoo, even if it turns you into my sex slave. Just a few days, and that’s it.”

			“Your body, your choices. But I can’t say I’d want you to make it permanent. Something about the surprise of it certainly flicked a switch in me. A bit baffling, really.”

			“Maybe I’ll surprise you every now and again.”

			“You always do.”

			She liked knowing that, and gave him a quick pat on the cheek before she rolled away. “Restorative period’s over.”

			“There’s no surprise in that.”

			“Get some clothes on, civilian, and report.”

			“I’m not entirely sure I used up my full thirty minutes. Someone was in a bit of a hurry.”

			She picked up his pants, threw them into his face. “Cover up that pretty ass of yours, pal. You said you needed to speak to me before you were overcome by my pink toenails. What about?”

			“Before I get to that, I’d like to express the hope that you remain barefoot as much as possible the next several days. And moving on,” he said with a laugh when she sent him a steely stare. “Feeney and I both agree we need more jocks in the lab. With just the two of us this restoration may take weeks at best.”

			“McNab will be back tomorrow.”

			“So that’s three of us, except when at least one of us is pulled off for something else. If you want answers, Eve, you have to give us the tools to get them.”

			“Why isn’t Feeney, as head of EDD, requesting this?”

			“Because I lost the bloody flip, which wouldn’t have happened if I’d gotten my hands on the coin long enough to switch it for one of my own. But he said—I believe this is a direct quote—‘you don’t get bit by the same dog twice.’ Which is his colorful way of saying he’s aware I’ve rigged a coin toss on him before.”

			“He’s no easy mark.”

			“He’s not, no. And neither of us is green when it comes to electronics, nor are we slackers. As much as it pains both of us to admit it, we need help. I’ve some in mind who—”

			“If you’re thinking Jamie Lingstrom, forget it. I’m not dragging a kid into an unstable situation like this.”

			“I wasn’t. Jamie’s in classes, and I’m set on his remaining there. I want Reva. She’s already aware of the situation,” he continued before Eve could speak. “She’s one of the best, her clearance is top level, and she already knows what’s going on.”

			“Because she’s one of the elements. It’s a tricky business to bring in one of the prime elements. To bring in another civilian.”

			“She won’t have to be brought up to speed, which saves us all time. She has a personal investment so she’ll work harder than anyone. She’s not a suspect, Eve, but another kind of victim.” He paused, and his tone was cooler when he continued. “Shouldn’t a victim have a right to stand for herself, as much as to have someone stand for her, if the opportunity’s there?”

			“Maybe.” They were veering toward it, toward that gulf with the jagged edges. She wanted to step back from it, and worse, pretend it wasn’t there. But the gap was building even as she stood with her body still warm from him.

			“Did you run this by Feeney?”

			“I did. And circled the same ground you and I are dancing on now. Then I showed him her qualifications. He’s anxious to work with her.”

			“You seduced him.”

			That made him smile, just a little. “That’s a bit of an uncomfortable image for me. I prefer that I convinced him. Regarding Reva, and Tokimoto.”

			“Another of yours. Another civilian?”

			“Yes, and there are several reasons for the choice. First, civilians with as high a security rating as these two are less likely to leak something to the media. Don’t blow,” he said, mildly, when she showed her teeth. “These choices would be less likely to leak than any others. Reva for obvious reasons, and Tokimoto because he’s in love with her.”

			“Well, fucking A.”

			“She doesn’t know it,” Roarke continued without missing a beat. “And he may never move in that direction, but the facts are the facts. Due to his feelings for her, and his natural interest in the work, he’ll put more energy and effort into it than most. Love does that sort of thing to you.”

			When she didn’t respond to that, he turned to open a panel, and the minifridgie behind it. He took out a bottle of water. Opened it, sipped.

			It wet his throat, but didn’t cool the anger that was starting to build. “Aside from that, if you bring in cops, you have to do the paperwork, deal with the budget, clear them for this level of operation, and so on. I have a bigger budget than the NYPSD.”

			“You have a bigger budget than Greenland.”

			“Perhaps, but the point is I have a vested interest in solving this problem, and protecting my Code Red contract. I’ve quite a bit to lose if we don’t find the answers with some expediency. Because of that, because of what was done to a friend of mine, because I know what the bloody hell I’m about in this area, I’m recommending we bring in the best people for the job.”

			“You don’t have to get pissy about it.”

			“I feel pissy about it. About the whole shagging thing. I don’t sit easy when people I care about are in this kind of turmoil, and it’s fucking frustrating to be picking my way through the holy mess of those units working toward retrieval, and to be doing that, spending my time there instead of spending it finding out exactly who was responsible for what happened in Dallas.”

			A small, hard ball of ice dropped in her belly. And there it was, the big, glowing elephant in the room she’d hoped to ignore, and it was trumpeting. “That’s what’s under it, isn’t it? All of it.”

			“Aye, that’s under it and over it, it’s around it and through it.”

			“I want you to put it away.” Her voice stayed calm even as her belly clenched. “I want you to put it aside before you cross a line I can’t ignore.”

			“I have my own lines, Lieutenant.”

			“That’s right, that’s right. Lieutenant.” She picked up her badge that lay on the dresser, and slapped it down again. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, NYPSD. You can’t stand there and talk about doing murder to a murder cop and expect me to ignore it and pretend it’s nothing.”

			“I’m talking to my wife.” He slammed the bottle down so water sloshed out and onto the glossy surface of the table. “A woman I vowed to cherish. There’s no cherishing, there’s no living with myself if I stand back and do bloody nothing. If I fold my hands while those responsible for what happened to you go on with their lives as if that was nothing.”

			“Their lives don’t matter to me. Their deaths, at your hands, do.”

			“Goddamn it, Eve.” He spun away from her and dragged on his shirt. “Don’t ask me to be what I’m not. Don’t ask it of me. I never ask it of you.”

			“No.” She steadied herself. “No, you don’t. You don’t,” she repeated, very quietly as that one point struck her as truth, inarguable truth. “So I can’t talk about this. I can’t think about it or fight about something we’ll never come close to agreeing on. But you’d better think about it. And when you’re thinking, you should remember I’m not a child like Marlena. And I’m not your mother.”

			He turned slowly, and his face was cold, and set. “I never mistake who you are, or who you’re not.”

			“I don’t need your kind of justice because I survived what happened to me, and made my own.”

			“And you cry in your sleep, and shake from the nightmares.”

			She was close to shaking now, but she wouldn’t cry. Tears wouldn’t help either of them. “What you’re thinking about won’t change that. Bring in whoever Feeney agrees to. I have to work.”

			“Wait.” He walked to his own dresser, opened a drawer. He was angry, as she was, and wished he knew how they’d so seamlessly turned from intimacy to temper. He took out the small, framed photograph he’d placed there, then walked over to hand it to Eve.

			She saw a pretty young woman with red hair and green eyes, healing bruises on her face, and a splint on the finger of a hand she held against the boy.

			The gorgeous little boy with the Celtic blue eyes who had his cheek pressed against the woman’s. Against his mother’s.

			Roarke and his mother.

			“There was nothing I could do for her. If I’d known . . . I didn’t, so that’s that. She was dead before I was old enough to fix her face in my memory. I couldn’t even give her that much.”

			“I know it hurts you.”

			“It isn’t about that. They knew about him. The HSO, Interpol, all the global intel organizations. They knew about Patrick Roarke long before he traveled to Dallas to meet with Richard Troy. But she, the woman who birthed me, the woman he murdered and tossed away didn’t even merit a footnote in their files. She was nothing to them, as a small, helpless child in Dallas was nothing to them.”

			She hurt for him, for herself, and for a woman she’d never met. “You couldn’t save her, and I’m sorry. You couldn’t save me, and I’m not. I’m good at saving myself. I’m not going to argue with you about this because it doesn’t fix anything. We’ve both got a lot of work to do.”

			She set the photo on his dresser. “You should leave this out. She was beautiful.”

			But when Eve left the room, he put the photo away. It was still too painful to look at those images for long.

			They gave each other a wide berth, working in their separate areas late into the night. Sleeping, for once, with a sea of bed between them and neither attempting to bridge it. In the morning, they circled around the distance that had spread between them, carefully avoiding each other’s territory, and cautious of their moves when that territory overlapped.

			She knew Reva Ewing and Tokimoto were in the house, and was leaving them to Feeney while she bunkered in her office, waiting for Peabody and McNab to get in.

			She could focus on the work at hand for long periods, running her probabilities, then sifting through data to create other scenarios. She could study her murder board, and reconstruct the crimes, the motives, the methods from what evidence she had and begin to see a picture.

			But she only had to shift that evidence to one side and a different picture formed.

			And if her concentration wavered, even for an instant, there was yet another image. One of herself and Roarke on opposing sides of a bottomless chasm.

			She hated that her personal life interfered with work. Hated more that she couldn’t stop it from creeping into her thoughts when she needed to train them on the job.

			And what was she upset about, really? she asked herself as she stalked back into the kitchen yet again for coffee. That Roarke wanted to hunt up and bloody some HSO agent she didn’t even know? She was fighting with him, and just because they weren’t yelling and slamming around didn’t mean they weren’t fighting still.

			She’d figured out that much of the marriage game.

			They were fighting because he had a rage like a trapped tiger about what had been done to her as a child. Layered over it, sharpening the claws and teeth of the trapped tiger was the rage over what had happened to his mother.

			Brutality, violence, neglect. Christ knew they’d both lived with it and survived. Why couldn’t they live with it still?

			She shoved through the kitchen door to stand on the little terrace beyond, and just breathe.

			And how did she live with it? The work—and, yes, sometimes she used the work until it dragged her down to exhaustion, even misery, but she needed what it gave her, through the process, through the results. Standing not just over the victim but for the victim, and working to find whatever balance the system allowed. Even hating the system from time to time when that balance didn’t meet her own standards.

			But you could respect something, even when you hated it.

			The nightmares? Weren’t they some sort of coping mechanism, an unconscious outlet for the fear, the pain, even the humiliation? Mira could probably give her a whole cargoload of fancy terms and psychiatric buzz on the subject. But at the base they were just triggers, for events she could stand to remember. Maybe a few she wasn’t sure she could stand. But she coped.

			God knew she coped better with Roarke there to pull her out of the sticky grip of them, to hold onto her, to remind her she was beyond them now.

			But she didn’t deal with what had been done to her by meeting brutality with more of the same. How could she wear her badge if she didn’t believe, at the core, in the heart and soul of the law?

			And he didn’t.

			She scooped a hand through her hair as she stared out over the riotous late-summer gardens: the full green trees, the sheen and sparkle of the world he’d built, his way. She’d known when she met him, when she’d fallen in love with him, when she married him, that he didn’t, and never would, have the same in-the-bone beliefs as she had.

			They were, on some elemental plane, opposite.

			Two lost souls, he’d once said. So they were. But as much as they had in common, they would never meet smoothly on this one point.

			Maybe it was that opposition, the pull and tug of it, that made what was between them so intense. That gave that terrible and terrifying love such power.

			She could reach his heart—it was so open to her, so miraculously open. She could reach his grief, give a kind of comfort to him she hadn’t known herself capable of. But she couldn’t, and never would, fully reach his rage. That hard knot inside him he covered so skillfully with elegance and style.

			Maybe she wasn’t meant to. Maybe if she could reach in, take hold of that knot and loosen it, he wouldn’t be the same man she loved.

			But God, my God, what would she do if he killed a man over her? How could she survive that?

			How could they?

			Could she continue to hunt killers knowing she lived with one? Because she was afraid of the answer, she didn’t look too deeply. Instead she stepped back inside, filled her cup again.

			She walked back into her office, stood in front of her board, and pushed her mind back into work. Her answer was an absent and faintly irritated “What?” when someone knocked on her door.

			“Lieutenant. I’m sorry to disturb you.”

			“Oh. Caro.” It threw her off to see Roarke’s admin in her sharp black suit at her office door. “No problem. I didn’t know you were here.”

			“I came in with Reva. I’m going into the midtown office, to work. I needed some details from Roarke on a project. Well, that doesn’t matter.” She lifted her hands in a rare flustered move, then dropped them again. “I wanted to speak to you before I left, if you have a moment.”

			“Sure. Okay. You want coffee or something?”

			“No. Nothing, thank you. I . . . I’d like to close the door.”

			“Go ahead.” She saw Caro’s gaze go to the board, the stills of the murder scenes, the garish ones of the bodies. Deliberately, Eve moved to her desk and gestured to a chair that would put the images out of Caro’s line of vision. “Have a seat.”

			“You look at this sort of thing all the time, I imagine.” Caro made herself take a long look before she ordered her legs to move, and took the chair. “Do you get used to it?”

			“Yes. And no. You look a little wobbly yet. Maybe you shouldn’t be going back to work so soon.”

			“I need to work.” Caro straightened her shoulders. “You’d understand.”

			“Yeah, I get that.”

			“As does Reva. I know getting back to what she does will help her state of mind. She’s not herself. Neither am I. We’re not sleeping well, but we pretend we are, for each other’s sake. And this isn’t at all what I came here to say. Rambling isn’t like me either.”

			“Guess not. You always struck me as being hyperefficient. Have to be to handle Roarke’s stuff. But if something like this didn’t throw you off stride, I’d have to figure you for a droid.”

			“Just the right note.” Caro nodded. “You know what note to take with victims and survivors, witnesses or suspects. You were brisk, even brusque with Reva. That’s the sort of tone she responds best to when she’s stressed. You’re very intuitive, Lieutenant. You’d have to be . . . to handle Roarke.”

			“You’d think.” Eve tried not to let the words that had passed between them the night before replay in her head. “What do you need, Caro?”

			“Sorry. I know I’m taking up your time. I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done, and are doing. I realize you look at variations of what’s on that board every day. That you deal with victims and survivors, listen to statements and questions, and work toward finding the answers. It’s what you do. But this is personal for me, so I wanted to tell you, to thank you, in a personal way.”

			“Then you’re welcome in a personal way. I like you, Caro. I like your daughter. But if I didn’t, I’d be doing the same thing I’m doing now.”

			“Yes, I know. But that fact doesn’t change my gratitude. When Reva’s father left us, I was devastated. My heart was broken, and my energies scattered. I was only a bit older than you,” she added, “and it seemed the end of the world. I thought, ‘What will I do? How will I get through this? How will I get my baby through it?’ ”

			She stopped, shook her head. “And this isn’t of any possible interest to you.”

			“No.” Eve gestured Caro back down when she started to rise. “Finish it out. I am interested.”

			Caro sat again, sighed. “I will, then, as all this keeps running through my mind. I had, at that time, very few personal resources—some secretarial skills I’d let rust as I’d wanted to be a professional mother. There were debts, and though he’d incurred most of them, he was smarter and, well, meaner than I was.”

			“Must’ve been pretty smart, then.”

			“Thank you. I wasn’t as . . . seasoned then as I am now. And he had better lawyers,” she added with a ghost of a smile. “So I was in a pit, financially, emotionally, even physically as I let myself become ill with the stress and grief. I was very, very frightened. But it was nothing—no more than a bump that leaves you momentarily off-balance—compared to this. Reva might’ve been killed.”

			Caro pressed a hand to her lips, visibly fought for control. “No one’s said that, but it’s there, the possibility of what might have been. Whoever did this thing might have killed her instead of using her to cover the tracks.”

			“She wasn’t. Might-have-beens shouldn’t scare you.”

			“You don’t have children,” Caro said with another, stronger smile, but her eyes were beginning to shine with the tears she was fighting off. “Might-have-beens are the monster in the closet for parents. She might have been killed, or she might be in prison waiting for trial if you weren’t so very good at what you do. If you and Roarke hadn’t been willing to help. I owe him a great deal. Now I owe him, and you, a great deal more.”

			“You figure he wants payback for pitching in for you and Reva?”

			“No. He never does.” She opened her purse, took out a tissue and dabbed at her cheeks. Every movement was economical. “It annoys him. And you, I imagine. You’re so well-suited.”

			Eve felt her throat close, and only managed a shrug.

			“I wondered if you would be. When you first came to the office, so fierce and tough. And cold. At least that’s how I saw you. Then I saw him, after you’d gone. He was baffled and dazzled and frustrated. A rarity for Roarke.”

			“Really? Well, that made two of us.”

			“It’s been an education watching the two of you find each other.” She replaced the tissue, closed her neat black handbag. “He’s an important part of my life. It’s good to see him happy.”

			She didn’t know what to say to that, so asked a question that was circling in her brain. “How did you come to work for him?”

			“I took a secretarial position, entry level, and did drone work at an advertising agency here in New York. My skills weren’t as rusty as I’d thought, and I’d scraped together the money for some classes to reacquaint myself with them. For the most part I was a gofer in one of the legal departments for a time. Then I was a revolving clerk, moving from department to department, filling in where and how I was needed.”

			“Getting a little bit of everything.”

			“Yes. It pleased me, and I thought of it as training. It was good work, and paid well. At a point, I suppose it’s been about a dozen years ago now, Roarke took over the company where I worked, and the company—along with several others—moved into the midtown building.”

			Her voice was stronger now as she took herself back. Took some distance from the present.

			“Shortly after, I was promoted to an assistant to an assistant in one of the project development arms of the company. A year or so into that, I was asked to sit in on a meeting—just to keep notes, fetch coffee, and look presentable as Roarke himself would be attending. The New York branch was quite young then. There was such energy, and most of it came from him.”

			“He’s got more than his share,” Eve added.

			“He certainly does. During the meeting, one of the execs snapped at me when I didn’t move fast enough to suit him, and I responded with something about his manners being as unattractive as his suit, or some such thing.”

			“So Reva gets her temper from you.”

			Caro let out a half-laugh. “I suppose she does. Roarke ignored the little altercation—or so I thought—and continued with the meeting. At some point he asked me to run the holo of the building he was designing, and later to bring up the data on something else. He had me hopping around, doing tasks that weren’t in any particular domain, but those years of revolving had paid off. Still, once my annoyance with the exec was cleared, I was terrified I was going to be fired. The meeting lasted more than two hours, and it seemed like years. When it was over, all I wanted to do was find a corner and collapse. But he gestured to me. ‘It’s Caro, isn’t it,’ he said in that wonderful voice of his. ‘Bring those files and come with me, would you?’

			“Now I knew I was going to be fired, and I was frantic thinking of how I’d find another job, keep Reva in college, make the payments on the condo I’d bought three years before. He took me in his private elevator, and I was shaking inside, but I wasn’t going to let him see it. I’d had enough humiliation from my ex-husband to last me a lifetime, so I wasn’t going to let this young turk see how frightened I was.”

			“He knew,” Eve commented, picturing it.

			“Of course. He always knows. But at the time I was proud of my composure, and assumed it was about all I had left. He asked me what I thought of . . .” Her forehead creased. “I’ve forgotten his name. The exec who’d snapped at me in the meeting. I answered back, very crisply as I thought I was already heading out the door, did he mean personally or professionally, and he grinned at me.”

			She paused a moment, angled her head. “I hope you won’t take offense if I add something here.”

			“Go ahead. I don’t offend all that easy.”

			“I was old enough to be his mother, and when he looked down at me and grinned, I felt it in the pit of my belly. The power of his sexuality, in a situation that wasn’t, in any way, sexual. I’m surprised I could form a coherent thought or word after the exposure.”

			“I get that, too.”

			“Undoubtedly you do. When he grinned at me and said he was interested in both my personal and professional opinion of this exec, I was just mortified and stunned enough by my own completely inappropriate reaction to tell him I thought the man was competent enough in his job, but on a personal level he was an ass.

			“The next thing I know I’m in his office, and he’s offering me coffee, and asking me to wait just a moment. He went to his desk and went to work while I sat there in complete confusion. I didn’t know then that he’d pulled up my file, was checking my work evals, my security ratings.”

			“And very likely what you’d had for breakfast that morning.”

			“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Caro agreed. “Then he said, pleasantly, that he was looking for an administrative assistant who could think on her feet, who had good judgment of situations and people, and who wouldn’t serve him a plate of bullshit when he wanted the truth. She’d have to be efficient, tireless, and loyal, as she’d answer only to him and there would be times he’d ask the . . . unusual. He continued on, outlining the job description, but I’m not sure I was hearing it all clearly. And he named a salary that made me very grateful I was sitting down. Then he asked me if I was interested in the position.”

			“Guess you were.”

			“I said, with heroic calm, that, yes, sir, I would be very interested in applying for the position. That I’d be happy to sit for an interview and any tests required. He said we’d just had the interview and I’d already passed the tests, so I might as well start now.”

			“He’d had his eye on you before.”

			“Apparently so. And because of it, I was able to finish raising my daughter in comfort, in security. And to discover myself. So I owe him a great deal. You’ve settled me down,” Caro said with a sigh. “Just by taking me through all that. You’ve reminded me that you get through a crisis by doing what needs to be done next. So I’ll leave you to do what you have to do next.” She rose. “Thank you for taking the time.”

			“I figure Reva’s got some of your spine. So she’ll get through this and out the other side.”

			“I’m counting on that.” Caro walked to the door, then turned. “This is a small thing, but I think it might please you, that it might be just a little something I can give back. A lot of busy people have their assistants or admins select gifts for their spouses. Birthdays, anniversaries, tokens to make up for an argument. He never does. Whatever he gives you comes from him. Perhaps that’s not such a small thing after all.”
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			PEABODY HUSTLED IN on lime green high-tops. She no longer clopped, Eve noted, but sort of . . . boinged. It was just something else to get used to. She also had a big, toothy grin and a line of colorful little beads worked into her hair from crown to chin.

			“Hey, Dallas. I gotta say, Jamaica rocks.”

			“You have beads in your hair.”

			“Yeah, I got this little braid.” She tugged on it. “I can do that now. I’m not in uniform.”

			“But why would you? Never mind. Where are the units?”

			“Detective McNab and I transported the units, personally, through customs and security and accompanied them directly here to the off-site lab for analysis and study. They were never out of our control. McNab is with the EDD team at this location now. I left him there to come report to you. Sir.”

			“No point in getting sulky because I ragged on your beads.”

			“Maybe I just won’t give you your present.”

			“Why would you get me a present?”

			“To commemorate my first out-of-town as detective.” She dragged it out of her bag. “But you don’t deserve it.”

			Eve stared at the little plastic palm tree with the little plastic naked man lounging under it. He held a tiny bowl-shaped glass filled with shimmering green liquid. Alcoholic in nature, no doubt, Eve concluded, from the goofy grin on his face.

			“You’re right. I don’t deserve this.”

			“It’s kitschy.” Miffed, Peabody set it on Eve’s desk. “And amusing. So there.”

			“Uh-huh. I’m going to bring you and the rest of the team up to speed momentarily. We’ll have a short briefing that includes the civilians, then . . . Hold on,” she said when her ’link beeped. “Dallas.”

			“We’ve got trouble.”

			From the tone of Morris’s voice, and the grim look on his face, Eve knew the trouble was serious. “You at the morgue?”

			“I’m at the morgue,” he confirmed. “Bissel isn’t.”

			“You lost the body?”

			“Bodies aren’t lost,” he snapped, though he’d spent the last thirty-five minutes doing both a computerized and a personal search and scan. “And our guests rarely get up and take a walk to the corner deli for a bagel and schmear. Which means someone came in here and helped themselves to him.”

			“Okay.” He sounded more insulted than angry. She was about to change that. “Lock the place down.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Lock it down, Morris. Nobody in, nobody out—living or dead—until I get there. And it’s going to take me close to an hour.”

			“An hour to—”

			“Seal off the room where the body was stored. Retrieve all security discs for the last twenty-four, and have any and all records of your work on Bissel copied for me. And I want to know everyone who had work or business in the dead zone since the last time you, personally, saw the body. Kade still there?”

			“Yes, Kade’s still here, damn it, Dallas.”

			“I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She cut him off. “Get the rest of the team,” she told Peabody, then let out a curse of her own when her ’link beeped again. “Move.” She snapped out the order and had Peabody hot-footing it to the door. “Dallas.”

			“Lieutenant.” Whitney’s face filled the screen and looked no cheerier than Morris’s. “Report to the Tower for a meeting with the chief and Assistant Director Sparrow of the HSO. Nine hundred.”

			“It’ll have to wait.”

			He blinked once, and his voice went to ice. “Lieutenant?”

			“Sir, I’m about to brief my team. I’ll keep it to the bones, but it has to be done. My presence is then required at the morgue. I’ve just spoken to Chief Medical Examiner Morris. Bissel’s body is missing.”

			“Misplaced or gone?”

			“I assume gone, sir. I’ve ordered a lockdown, seal, and retrieval. Detective Peabody and I will meet with Morris and evaluate within the hour. I believe this takes precedence over the Tower meeting. Homeland and Sparrow will just have to wait their turn to dance with me.”

			“I want the details, every last one of them, ASAP. The meeting will be rescheduled for eleven hundred. Be there, Lieutenant.”

			She didn’t bother to respond as he’d cut her off as neatly as she’d cut off Morris. So she just scowled at the ’link and said, “Fuck.”

			Then she rose, turned the murder board face to the wall.

			She got her first look at Tokimoto when he walked in beside Reva, and had to remind herself to trust Feeney and Roarke to pick their own people, even when she didn’t know who the hell they were. She decided Reva looked sturdy enough, if a bit gaunt in the face, and that Roarke was off on the love vibes as Tokimoto didn’t touch her, or so much as glance at her as they took seats.

			“Captain Feeney will have briefed you on the electronics area,” she began, “so I’m not going there except to say that I need data, any data, and I need it fast. Retrieval is first priority. The Code Red is now secondary.”

			“Lieutenant.” Tokimoto spoke in his modulated voice, with his interesting face carefully bland. “May I say that by its very nature a Code Red cannot be secondary. In order to retrieve the data, we have to know how it was corrupted. Learning how it was corrupted will lead us to prevention. It is all of a piece, you see.”

			“No, I don’t, which is why I’m not EDD. You were brought in to assist in a homicide investigation. Since the units were corrupted, there was data on said units that concerned person or persons unknown who have killed at least three people. When I see the data, I’ll know why this was of concern, therefore the data is my priority. Understood?”

			“Yes. Of course.”

			“Good. The units that Detectives McNab and Peabody transported from Carter Bissel’s residence are now in-house. Carter Bissel is missing. It must be assumed he is or was part of this. The extent of his involvement is yet to be determined.”

			“Blair rarely mentioned him, but if he did he talked about him as a screwup. I don’t know if that helps at all,” Reva said to Eve. “But he gave me the impression that Carter was an embarrassment to him more than anything else.”

			“As far as you know, when was the last time they communicated with each other?”

			“I think about a year ago Carter might’ve contacted Blair and asked for money. I walked in while he was setting up an e-transfer and he said something about pissing away money on the monkey on his back named Carter. He was upset, and didn’t want to talk about it, so I let it go. Looking back, I can see I let a lot of things go.”

			“Is that the term he used? Monkey on his back?”

			“Yeah. He was upset, and pissed off. I remember being surprised he’d lend Carter money, and said so. He shut down the machine and yelled at me that it was his money, his business, and slammed out. Since it was, and I didn’t see the point in having a fight about some jerk I’d never met, I let it pass.”

			“Interesting. Roarke, squeeze out some time and find me whatever private and secret accounts Blair Bissel may have had. I’d like to see how often he fed the monkey.” She paused, scanned the room. “It will have been explained to the civilian members of this team that any and all information learned or imparted during this investigation is not to be discussed with anyone on the outside. Friends, neighbors, lovers, media, or the family pets. I’m going to reiterate that and add that if any information is passed, it will be considered an obstruction of justice. If there’s a leak, the leak will be plugged, prosecuted, and will spend some quality time in a cage. I don’t have time to play nice,” she added, reading Roarke’s mind. “These may be your people, but they’re not mine.”

			“I don’t believe anyone in this room could mistake your stand on that,” he said. “Lieutenant.”

			“If anyone’s offended by that,” she said evenly, “that’s the breaks. I don’t think Chloe McCoy’s too concerned about sensibilities and tender feelings just now. On another level, Bissel, working on his own or in conjunction with the HSO, inserted spy devices into his artwork. We know these devices were in place in various locations in the home he shared with Reva Ewing, and must assume the purpose was to gather intel on projects she was involved in for Securecomp.”

			She watched Reva as she spoke, saw her jaw tremble, then firm.

			“We’ll need the records of sales so we can track the locations of his other sculptures. They’ll have to be scanned. When that happens, this is going to blow out of the water. You’re going to get wet, Reva, by association.”

			“I can handle it.”

			“Surely as someone who was victimized, and so intimately, by this very plot, Ewing can’t be blamed for the actions of a man who used and deceived her.”

			Reva offered the irate Tokimoto a weak smile. “Sure I can. It’s the way of the world.”

			“Some of that backlash may come sooner than later,” Eve continued. “Bissel’s body is missing.”

			She watched, watched carefully. Reva’s face went blank as if she’d just heard a phrase in an unknown language. Beside her, Tokimoto jerked in his chair, then reached out without looking and closed his hand directly over Reva’s.

			So, Eve surmised, Roarke was right again. She should never bet against the house.

			“I don’t understand what you mean.” Reva spoke carefully. “I don’t think I understand.”

			“I’ve spoken with the ME, who informed me that Bissel’s body is no longer in the morgue. We’ll proceed on the assumption that it was removed.”

			“But . . . why would anyone take . . .” Reva’s hand came up, rubbed at her throat as if pushing the words out of a clog. “I just can’t follow this.”

			“It’s my job to follow it. Can you verify your whereabouts last night?”

			“You’re cruel,” Tokimoto said softly.

			“I’m thorough. Reva?”

			“Yes. Yes. Um. We had dinner in. My mother and I. We watched screen. Her idea, all comedies. We ate popcorn, drank wine. I had a lot of wine.” She sighed. “We sat up until about one. I fell asleep on the couch. I woke up about four. She’d covered me up. I just rolled over and went back to sleep. Best sleep I’ve had in days.”

			“All right. I need the civilians to go back to the lab.” She looked directly at Roarke. “I’d like a complete progress report by fourteen hundred.”

			“Yes, I’m sure you would.” He walked to Reva, offered her a hand to bring her to her feet. “Would you like some air first, or a moment to yourself?”

			“No. No, I’m fine. Let’s get to work. Let’s just get to work.”

			Eve waited until Roarke shut the door, after one last cool look at her.

			“Wow.” McNab gave a mock shudder. “Chilled down in here.”

			“Button it, moron,” Peabody said under her breath. “Sorry, Lieutenant, the five hundred tiny little braids have cut off the circulation to his brain.”

			“Hey.”

			“Let’s move on. I’ve run numerous probabilities, none of which has been satisfactory or particularly enlightening. It all depends on how I input the data. But what it comes down to is we don’t yet know what we’re dealing with. Covert operations, a rogue agent, family violence. What we do know is we have three murders, one missing body, a connection in Jamaica.

			“Chloe McCoy was killed for what she knew or had in her possession. The autopsy confirmed that she had inserted birth control. She was expecting a lover. The only lover who has come to light is Blair Bissel.”

			“Who’s dead, and among the missing,” Feeney put in.

			“There’s little doubt she believed she was expecting Blair Bissel. This was a naive, theatrical, and gullible young woman. Play it right and she would’ve believed her lover had risen from the dead and was coming over to play—to tell her all, to seek her help, to ride off into the sunset with her. The killer had only to gain access to her apartment, keep her calm, induce her to drink the drugged wine. I’m Blair’s friend, associate, brother. He asked me to explain everything to you. He’ll be here as soon as it’s safe.”

			“She’d have let him in,” Peabody agreed. “She’d have loved the excitement of it.”

			“She certainly would have let him in if it was Blair Bissel.”

			McNab stifled a snort. “Risen from the dead.”

			“He wouldn’t have to, if he’d never died at all. If he’d set it up.”

			“The body was identified, Dallas,” Peabody said. “Prints, DNA, the whole shot.”

			“He was HSO, so I’m not ruling out falsified identification. But McCoy throws it off for me. If she had something, knew something, why not take care of it before you perform the main act? Then there’s motive. Why die—taking your lover, setting up your wife? There’s nothing in his files to indicate he was in any trouble with Homeland. From all appearances, he had it locked. Sexy secret job, loving wife who unknowingly feeds you regular intel, a couple of lovers to add variety, a successful career, financial security. Life’s pretty damn good, so why die?”

			She sat on the side of her desk. “We could move to the brother. Jealousy, resentment. We know Kade went to see him in Jamaica, and have reason to believe she took him as a lover. Was this HSO sanctioned? Or was she working on her own, or in league with Blair Bissel? And why? Maybe it was a setup that went wrong. Maybe it was a Cain and Abel, and Carter upped the stakes, took out his brother—too bad about the woman—and set Reva up. It’s a nice nest egg, the estate. If Reva’s tried and convicted of the murders, she won’t inherit. He’d get a chunk of it.”

			“Maybe he was blackmailing Blair,” Peabody suggested. “The monkey on his back.”

			“Good, that’s what Roarke’s going to help us find out. Carter has something on Blair—the HSO connection, the extramarital, something else—and taps him regularly. Blair’s had about enough of that and decides to shake off the monkey. But killing three people seems a little over the top. Why not just slip down to the islands, do the brother, and go back to your life? Some of these answers have to be on those units. Feeney, I need some answers.”

			“Got one for you. Top-drawer face sculptor out of Sweden was killed in what appears to be a botched burglary at his office. Two weeks ago. His patient records have not been retrieved as his data unit was damaged.”

			“Damaged?”

			“According to the report. Jorgannsen, that was his name, had his throat cut. His drug supply was taken, and his data unit damaged. I’m figuring infected, but there’s no way to verify without seeing the unit.”

			“See if you can play nice with your counterpart in Sweden, maybe they’ll transport it to us.”

			“Give it a shot.”

			“Shoot fast.” She pushed to her feet. “I’ve been called to the Tower at the request of the fucking HSO. I’m taking steps to cover all of our asses because this isn’t going to be neat and pretty. The shit’s going to hit the fan, and if it blows the way I’m hoping, the spooks are going to be up to their knees in it. But there’s bound to be some backdraft. For the duration of this area of investigation, we bunker down here.”

			“God.” McNab grinned like an idiot. “How will we stand it?”

			“And work twenty-four/seven,” Eve added and watched the grin turn to a wince. “In shifts. Let’s get started. Peabody.”

			“Yes, sir. I’m with you.”

			“Communication by secured lines only,” she added as she walked out the door and nearly into Roarke.

			“Lieutenant, a moment of your time.”

			“Walk and talk. I don’t have any moments to spare.”

			“I’m just going to ah . . .” Be somewhere else, Peabody thought, and hurried past them.

			“If you’ve got a beef about the way I handled your people, you’ll have to save it. I’m in a hurry.”

			“It would take more than a moment to discuss the areas of your sensitivity and people skills. I realize you’re not looking at Reva and were, in your way, establishing her alibi.”

			“So?”

			“I won’t work in the dark, Eve. If you want my help you can’t give me tasks to perform one moment, then close me out the next. I expect you to trust me with the details.”

			“You know all you need to know. When you need to know more, I’ll tell you more.”

			He grabbed her arm, spun her around. “Is this your way of slapping at me because I refuse to stand on the same elevated moral ground as you?”

			“If I slap at you, pal, believe me, you’ll feel it. This, and that, are two separate issues.”

			“Bollocks.”

			“Oh, fuck you and the big-ass dick you rode in on.” She jerked away from him and lost control long enough to shove him back.

			She saw his eyes fire, but he didn’t shove back, didn’t touch her. She hated herself for resenting that he could keep that violence in line when she couldn’t.

			“This is my work, goddamn it, and I don’t have the time or the luxury to think about anything else right now. You don’t like the way I’m running this investigation and this team, then step out. Step the hell out. You don’t know what I’m dealing with.”

			“You’ve just made my point. I’ve some concerns, reasonable concerns, about having my wife go up against the HSO. This isn’t just a murderer, or even organized crime. It isn’t some wild-eyed group of terrorists. This is one of the most powerful organizations in the world. If they’re involved in this, as it seems they must be in some aspect, it logically follows that they’d have little compunction about harming a New York City cop who got in their way. Personally or professionally harming that cop. My cop.”

			“Deal with it. That’s part of the package you took on. You want to keep my ass out of the sling on this, get me the information. That’s what you can do. That’s all you can do.”

			“It’s part of the package I took on,” he agreed in a tone that was dangerously soft. “You’d do well to remember the whole of the one you took on. The whole of it, Eve. You have to live with that, or without it.”

			She stood, shocked to the bone, when he turned and walked away from her. Her skin went cold with it, and her stomach cramped and twisted as she rushed down the stairs out of the house. Something of it must have shown on her face as Peabody turned to her when she climbed into the car.

			“Dallas? You okay?”

			She shook her head. She wasn’t sure she could get out words. Her throat was burning. Punching the accelerator, she sent the car speeding down the drive, which was flanked by lovely trees and bushes beginning to fire with the first hints of autumn.

			“Men are tough nuts,” Peabody said. “The more I’m around them, the tougher they get. It seems to me that one like Roarke would be tougher than most.”

			“He’s pissed that’s all. Really pissed.” She had to press a hand to her troubled stomach. “So am I, goddamn it, so am I. But he got under my guard. He’s really good at getting under your guard. The son of a bitch.” Her breath wanted to hitch so she sucked it in, sucked it in hard. “He knows just where to jab.”

			“The more somebody loves you, the better their aim.”

			“Christ, he must really love me. I can’t do this now. He knows I can’t do this now.”

			“Never a convenient time for relationship upheaval.”

			“Who the hell’s side are you on?”

			“Well, since I’m sitting beside you, and you punch really hard, I’m on yours. You bet.”

			“Gotta put it away.” But she was afraid the sickness in her belly was going to plague her throughout the day. Still, she engaged the dash ’link and took the next step.

			“Nadine Furst.”

			“I can’t make lunch. We’ll have to reschedule. As soon as possible.”

			“All right.” Nadine didn’t bat a carefully groomed lash. “I’ll clear some time and let you know.”

			“Looking forward to it.” Eve signed off.

			“What the hell was that?” Peabody demanded.

			“Spooks aren’t the only ones who can be covert. That was me telling Nadine to break the story that Blair Bissel was HSO, with a few selected details to confirm and expand upon. We’re going to see whose ass is red by the end of the day.”

			“Roarke’s not going to be the only one who’s really pissed.”

			“Thanks.” Eve managed a weak smile. “That makes me feel considerably better.”

			Morris had done exactly as instructed. Because it took ten full minutes to clear her and Peabody into the morgue, she decided he was more than a little annoyed. He admitted them personally, then led the way through the chilly white tunnel toward the autopsy and viewing rooms.

			“What time did you get here this morning?” Eve asked his rigid back.

			“Around seven. Early, as I was doing a cop a favor, or had intended to do one by coming in ahead of schedule and running tests on Bissel to see if he’d had any recent facial enhancements or sculpting. I got coffee and reviewed my previous notes on the case, then came down here, about seven-fifteen.”

			He used his pass and a voice command to open the secured doors on one of the storage/viewing areas.

			“Was this door locked?”

			“It was.”

			“I’ll have Crime Scene check it for tampering,” Peabody said.

			“Bissel’s slot was empty,” Morris continued, and approached the wall of stainless steel refrigerator drawers. He opened one and it let out a whoosh of air and chilly white vapor. “Initially I was annoyed, assuming he’d been moved or misfiled, so I checked the last log-in, which verified he’d been stored properly. I called the AME, Marlie Drew, who was on the night shift. She was still here as she wouldn’t end shift until eight. She had no record of anyone entering this area, adding or removing anything.”

			“I’ll need to speak with her.”

			“She’s in her office, waiting. We ran a thorough search. His data is still here, his body is not.”

			“How many bodies do you have in at this time?”

			“Twenty-six. Four came in last night. There was a vehicular accident logged in at two-twenty.”

			“You’ve checked all storage areas?”

			Insult flashed over his face. “Dallas, this isn’t my first day on the job. When I tell you a body isn’t here, it isn’t here.”

			“Okay. So you only had twenty-two before the new ones checked in at two-twenty?”

			“No, we had twenty-three. Two were scheduled for disposal—city expense. Two sidewalk sleepers, unclaimed.”

			“Disposal.”

			Now, fresh irritation layered over the insult and made his voice an icy slash. “You know the damn drill. Unclaimed, indigent, the city cremates after forty-eight hours. We deal with them during the night shift, send them out to a crematorium.”

			“Who goes with them?”

			“Driver and orderly.” Because he saw where she was heading, he set his teeth. “They wouldn’t have taken Bissel by mistake, if that’s what you’re thinking. We don’t run a damn comedy hour around here. It’s serious and sensitive work to care for the dead.”

			“I’m perfectly aware of that, Morris.” Her own temper was beginning to fray as she stepped up to and into his face. “But Bissel’s not here, so let’s go through the steps.”

			“Fine. There’s a staging area. Bodies slated for transfer and disposal would be logged out from storage—and the records checked—by the AME on duty, and those records would be cross-checked to avoid any mistakes. The transfer team would take them to the staging area, log them out through another series of checks. This isn’t a matter of someone mistakenly slating Bissel for disposal and leaving one of the city jobs behind. I’ve got a damn body missing. The count’s wrong.”

			“I’m not thinking it was a mistake. Contact the crematorium first. See how many they did for you last night. And I want the names of the ones who transported the bodies. Are they still on site?”

			“Different shifts.” Looking more worried than angry now, Morris led the way out, resecured the door. “They’d have been off by six.” He walked quickly toward his office. He called up the previous night’s schedule even as he engaged his ’link.

			“Powell and Sibresky. I know both these men. They’re big on jokes but they’re efficient. They’re careful. This is Chief Medical Examiner Morris,” he said into the ’link. “I need to verify a delivery for disposal, city contract, made early this morning.”

			“One moment please, Dr. Morris, I’ll connect you with Receiving.”

			“Does anybody but me think this is kind of sick?” Peabody wondered. “I mean, Receiving. Yuck.”

			“Shut up, Peabody. Do a quick run on this Powell and Sibresky, get me pictures.”

			“I gave you pictures,” Morris objected. “People around here don’t just fry up any loose body. There’s a very exacting system in place to . . . Yes, this is Morris,” he said when Receiving got on the line. “We delivered a John and a Jane Doe early this morning for disposal. Order numbers NYC-JD500251 and 252. Will you verify?”

			“Of course, Dr. Morris. Just let me pull those up. I have those deliveries, and disposal was completed. Do you need the verification numbers?”

			“No, thank you. That’s enough.”

			“Do you need to verify the third delivery?”

			Eve didn’t need to see his stomach to know it sank. It showed by the way he slowly lowered his body into his desk chair. “A third?”

			“NYC-JD500253. All three were delivered and signed for by the Receiving supervisor, Clemment, at one-oh-six A.M.”

			“Disposal is completed?”

			“Oh yes, Doctor. Disposal was completed at . . . three-thirty-eight A.M. Is there something else I can help you with?”

			“No. No. Thank you.” He broke transmission. “I don’t know how this could happen. It makes no sense. The order is here, right here.” He tapped his screen. “For two, not three. There’s no third disposal order, no third body cleared from Staging.”

			“I need to talk to Powell and Sibresky.”

			“I’m going with you. I need to follow this through, Dallas,” he said before she could object. “This is my house. The guests may be dead, but they’re still mine.”

			“All right. Get Crime Scene in here, Peabody. And let’s get Feeney to pick us a hotshot from EDD to look at Morris’s unit. I want to know if any of the data’s been altered in the last twenty-four.”

			They got a very irritated Sibresky out of bed. Though he mellowed a bit when he saw Morris, he still scratched his butt and bitched.

			“What the hell? Me and the old lady work nights. You gotta sleep some time. You day people think everything runs on your clock.”

			“Real sorry to disturb your sleep, Sibresky,” Eve began, “and I’m real sorry you didn’t use a mouthwash before this little conversation.”

			“Hey.”

			“But the fact is I’m conducting one of those pesky daytime investigations. You took a delivery to the crematorium early this morning.”

			“Yeah, so what? That’s my fricking job, lady. Hey, Morris, what the fuck?”

			“Sib, this is important. Did you—”

			“Morris,” Eve interrupted, more gently than she might have with anyone else. “How many did you take in?”

			“Just the one run from the city morgue. We do ’em in groups if it’s under five. Five or more, you gotta take it in two trips. More of that in the winter when the sleepers kick off from exposure and shit. Good weather like this, it’s pretty slow.”

			“How many in the run?”

			“Shit.” He poked out his bottom lip in an expression Eve gauged as concentration. “Three. Yeah, three. Two Johns, one Jane. Jesus, we went through the routine, the logs, the paperwork, the sign off, sign in, and shit. Not my fault if somebody decided to claim one of the bodies after the forty-eight.”

			“Who authorized the transport for you and Powell?”

			“Sal, I guess. You know, Morris, Sally Riser. She logs ’em out usually from Staging. It was already done when I clocked in, but it wasn’t Powell.”

			“What wasn’t Powell?”

			“Powell called in sick, so the new guy was working. Real hotdogger,” Sibresky said with a grimace. “Had all the paperwork done when I clocked on. Don’t matter a shit to me. I just drive ’em.”

			“What was the new guy’s name?” Eve demanded.

			“Shit, I gotta remember everything at ten in the fricking morning? Angelo, I think his name was. What the hell do I care, he was just filling in for Powell. Wanted to do all the paperwork himself, and that’s fine with me. Like I said, he was a real hotdogger.”

			“I bet he was. Peabody.”

			Understanding, Peabody pulled photos of Blair and Carter Bissel out of her file bag. “Mr. Sibresky, are either of these the man you know as Angelo?”

			“Nah. Hotdogger had a big, stupid mustache, lots of eyebrows, hair all slicked back and hanging to his butt like some kinda fag-ass vid star. Scar on his face, too.” He tapped a finger on his left cheek. “Nasty one, went from the corner of his eye nearly to his mouth. Teeth bucked out, too. Guy was pretty damn ugly.”

			“Sibresky, I’m going to ruin your day,” Eve told him. “You’ll need to get dressed, and come down to Central. I need you to look at pictures and work with a police artist.”

			“Ah, come on, lady.”

			“That’s Lieutenant Lady. Go get your pants on.”

		

	
		
			16

			SHE WASN’T SURPRISED to find herself standing over Joseph Powell’s body, but she was furious. She had to control the fury, coat it thickly before it clouded judgment.

			He’d lived alone, and that had been one of the many breaks for his killer. He’d been scrawny, with little meat on his bird bones and a crop of hair cut short around the ears and trained, somehow or other, to stand up straight from his head in a six-inch crown dyed lightning blue.

			From the looks of his place, he’d liked music and cheese-flavored soy chips. He was still wearing his headphones, and an open bag of the chips was in bed with him.

			There were no privacy screens on the single bedroom window, but a shade, blue as his hair, had been drawn. It blocked out the sun well enough, turned the room to gloom, and let all the traffic sounds—air and street—rumble against the glass like a storm rolling in.

			He’d toked a little Zoner along with his chips. She could see the remnants of paper and ash in the dish shaped like a stupendously endowed naked woman on the table beside the bed.

			Another break for the killer. He’d been zoned out, music pounding in his head, and couldn’t have weighed more than one-thirty. It was unlikely he’d even felt the jolt from the laser pressed to his carotid artery.

			Small blessings.

			Across from the bed, tacked up for the view she was sure, was a life-sized poster of Mavis Freestone, exploding into a midair leap, arms extended, grin wide and full of fun. She wore little more than the grin and strategically placed glitter.

			MAVIS! TOTALLY JUICED!

			The sight of it, hanging on the dingy beige wall, laughing down at the dead made Eve incredibly sad and sick.

			Because Morris was there, and she knew he needed to take some control, she stayed back and let him handle the initial exam.

			“One jolt,” he said. “Full contact. Burn marks from the weapon are clearly evident. No other visible trauma. No signs of struggle or defensive wounds. His neurological system would have been immediately compromised. Death instantaneous.”

			“I need positive ID, Morris. If you want I can—”

			He whipped around. “I know the drill. I know what the fuck has to be done here, and don’t need you . . .” He lifted both hands. His breath shuddered in, then out. “And that was so uncalled for. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s all right. I know this is rough on you.”

			“Close to home. This hits very, very close to home. Someone came into this room and killed this . . . boy as carelessly as you might swat a fly. He did that without knowing him, without having any feelings about him. Did this only to remove a small barrier so he could walk into my house. This really meant nothing more to him than putting on his shoes so he wouldn’t stub his toe.

			“Victim is positively identified as Powell, Joseph. I’m going to take just a minute, Dallas, to pull myself together so I can do him, and you, some good.”

			She waited until he left the room. “Peabody, I need you to work this. Do the on-scene, call the sweepers, start the knock-on-doors. I have to get to the Tower.”

			“I need to be there.”

			“They ordered me, not you.”

			Peabody’s jaw tightened. “I’m your partner, and if your ass is getting fitted for a sling, mine is, too.”

			“I appreciate the sentiment, however strange the visual, but I need my partner to pull the weight here. He needs you,” she said, looking down at Powell. “You have to start the process for him, and you need to help Morris. And if they’re fitting my ass for a sling, Peabody, I need you to keep pushing this investigation through, to keep the team solid. I’m not protecting you. I’m counting on you.”

			“Okay. I’ll handle it.” She stepped up, stood with Eve over Joseph Powell. “I’ll take care of him.”

			She nodded. “Do you see what happened here? Tell me.”

			“He let himself in the door. He knows how to bypass security, and there’s not much here to bypass. No cams, no doorman. He picked Powell instead of Sibresky because Powell lived alone, and as orderly, probably handled more of the paperwork. It was business here, and he went straight for it. Powell’s in bed, zoned or asleep, probably both. He just leaned down, pressed the weapon to his throat, zapped him. Um . . .”

			She took a quick scan of the room. “There’s no pass or ID sitting around. He might’ve taken it, altered it for his own use. We’ll check on that. Then he just walked out again. We’ll get time of death, but it was probably middle of the day yesterday.”

			“Start with that. I’ll head back to the house as soon as I can. Morris may want to notify next of kin himself. If not—”

			“I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry about this end, Dallas.”

			“Then I won’t.”

			She started out, paused in front of the poster of Mavis. “Don’t ever tell her,” she said, and left the scene.

			Inside the lab, Reva worked side by side with Tokimoto. They rarely spoke, and when they did it was in an abbreviated computerese only the true data jock could translate. But for the most part, there were no words between them. One thought, the other anticipated.

			But Reva couldn’t anticipate how badly he wanted to speak, how the part of his mind not focused on the work formed and re-formed the words and phrases.

			She was in trouble, he reminded himself. She was just widowed, and widowed by a man she’d learned was using her. She was vulnerable, and emotionally fragile. It was . . . ghoulish—wasn’t it?—to even consider approaching her on any personal level at such a time.

			But when she leaned back on a quiet sound of exhaustion, the words simply popped out.

			“You’re pushing too hard. You need to take a break. Twenty minutes. A walk in the fresh air.”

			“We’re close. I know it.”

			“Then twenty minutes will make little difference. Your eyes are bloodshot.”

			She worked up a twisted smile. “Thanks for pointing that out.”

			“You have lovely eyes. You’re abusing them.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She shut them on a sigh. “You don’t even know what color they are other than red.”

			“They’re gray. Like smoke. Or fog on a moonless night.”

			She opened one eye, peered at him. “Where’d that come from?”

			“I have no idea.” Though he was flustered, he decided to push on. “Perhaps my brain is as bloodshot as your eyes. I think we should take a walk.”

			“Why not?” She studied him as she got to her feet. “Sure. Why not?”

			Across the room, Roarke watched them step out. “About damn time,” he muttered.

			“You got something?” Feeney asked, and nearly pounced on him.

			“No. Sorry. I was thinking of something else.”

			“You’re a little off today, aren’t you, boy?”

			“I’m on right enough.” He reached for his coffee mug, found it empty, and had to struggle against the urge to just heave it against the glass wall.

			“Why don’t I fill that up for you.” Feeney nipped it handily out of Roarke’s hand. “I was about to do my own.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			When he’d done so, Feeney came back, swiveled his chair beside Roarke’s. “She can handle herself. You know that.”

			“Who would know it better?” Roarke took a tool as thin as a dentist’s probe and scraped delicately at corrosion. Then because Feeney merely sat and sipped, he set the tool aside once more.

			“I gave her a difficult time before she left. She deserved it, by God, didn’t she deserve it. But I regret the timing of it.”

			“I’m not getting between a man and his wife. Those who do usually come out looking like they’ve been set on by wild dogs. I will say when the wife’s in a mood to cook my brains for breakfast, I can usually save myself with flowers. Pick ’em up from a street vendor, take them home to her—with a big sappy look on my face.” He sat, he sipped. “Flowers wouldn’t work on Dallas.”

			“Not in a million years,” Roarke confirmed. “A sack of diamonds from the Blue Mines on Taurus I wouldn’t work on her, unless you knocked her in that block of wood she calls a head with them. Christ Jesus, that woman’s a frustration to me. Beginning, end, and all the middle.”

			Feeney said nothing for five humming seconds. “See, you want me to agree with you. To say something like, ‘Oh yeah, that Dallas sure is a blockhead.’ If I did, you’d end up kicking my ass. So I’m just going to drink my coffee.”

			“That’s a big help to me.”

			“You’re a smart boy. You know what you have to do.”

			“And what would that be?”

			He patted Roarke on the shoulder. “Grovel,” he said, and scooted his chair out of harm’s way.

			It wasn’t over. No, by God, it wasn’t over, and he was in the pilot’s seat now.

			He paced and prowled his rooms—rooms he was so proud of, rooms he’d celebrated having completely to himself. No one knew about them.

			Well, no one living.

			They were a perfect place to strategize his moves. And to congratulate himself on yet another job well done.

			The blue-haired freak had been child’s play. Absolute child’s play. He took a minute hit of Zeus to keep his energies up, keep his mind alert as he had business, very personal business, to conduct shortly.

			He was protecting himself, step by stage by layer. And that, self-preservation, was paramount. The quick thrill of the kill, of outwitting those who would have erased him, was a nice benefit, but it wasn’t the point.

			The point was to cover his ass, which he had done—and beautifully, if he did say so himself. The cops were up the creek now, without a body to work with.

			The next was funding. And he couldn’t quite figure out, yet, how to get his hands on the money due him.

			He paused to study his reflection in a mirror. He was going to have to change that face, and it pained him. He liked the face that looked back at him. Still, sacrifices would have to be made for the good of the whole.

			Once he finished his work, tied up some more loose ends, he’d find a surgeon who wouldn’t ask too many questions. He had enough to pay for that, sure he did. And he’d find a way to get the rest, all the rest, when he could just think without all these complications springing up on him.

			So that was level one and two. But the third level was payback, and he knew exactly how to collect that debt. He wasn’t going to be used and betrayed, and played for a fool. What he was going to do was take care of business.

			Eve blanked everything out of her mind but the moment. She kept her sights on the goal, striding briskly toward the waiting area outside the vaulted office of Chief Tibble. And had to check that stride when Don Webster cut across her path.

			“Move it. I’ve got business.”

			“So do I. Same place, same business.”

			Her heart tripped. Webster was Internal Affairs. “I wasn’t informed IAB was part of this. That’s a serious breach, Webster. I’m entitled to a departmental rep.”

			“You don’t need one.”

			“Don’t tell me what I need,” she hissed. “Somebody sics the rat squad on me, I get a rep.”

			“The rat squad’s on your side.” He took her arm, then released it quickly when her eyes went to hot slits. “I’m not hitting on you, for God’s sake, Dallas. Give me a minute. One minute.” He gestured her around the corner.

			“Make it fast.”

			“First, let me say this isn’t personal. Or let me say this isn’t intimate. I don’t want Roarke trying to beat my brains into veggie hash again.”

			“I don’t need him to do that.”

			“Acknowledged. I’m here to help you.”

			“Help me what?”

			“Kick a little Homeboy ass.”

			They had a history, Eve reminded herself as she studied his face. That history included a single night between the sheets, years before. For some reason she never quite understood, that night had gotten under Webster’s skin. He had a . . . thing for her, which she was fairly sure Roarke had tromped out of him before she could do so herself.

			She supposed they were, in some strange way, friends by this point. He was a good cop—wasted, in her opinion, in IAB, but a good cop. And an honest one.

			“Why?”

			“Because, Lieutenant, IAB doesn’t like outside organizations trying to mess with what’s ours.”

			“No, you like to mess with us yourselves.”

			“Ease back, would you? We’re informed the HSO is looking at one of our cops, we’re obliged to take a look at that cop. That cop comes up whistle clean—and you do—we take exception to the waste of our time and resources. Somebody outside tries to target a good cop, IAB offers a shield. Consider me your knight in shining fucking armor.”

			“Get out.” She turned away.

			“Don’t ditch a shield, Dallas. IAB’s required to be in on this meet. I just want you to know going in where I’m standing.”

			“Okay, okay.” It wasn’t easy, but she buried her temper and her resentment. She was probably going to need all the help she could get. “It’s appreciated.”

			She kept her head up as she approached Tibble’s office. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve,” she said to the uniformed admin stationed outside. “Reporting as requested.”

			“Lieutenant Webster, IAB, as directed.”

			“One moment.”

			It didn’t take long. Eve stepped into Tibble’s office just ahead of Webster.

			Tibble was at the window, hands loosely held at the back of his waist, watching the city below. He was a good cop, in Eve’s opinion. Smart, strong, and steady. It had helped put him in the Tower, but it was his political dexterity, she knew, that kept him there.

			He spoke without turning, and his voice carried authority. “You’re late, Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Yes, sir. I apologize. It was unavoidable.”

			“You know Agent Sparrow.”

			She glanced at Sparrow, who was already seated. “We’ve met.”

			“Have a seat. And you, Lieutenant Webster. Webster is here representing Internal Affairs. Commander Whitney is present per my request.” He turned, swooped his hawk’s gaze over the room, then moved to his desk.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, it seems the HSO has some concerns about the nature of your current investigation, the direction thereof, and your techniques. They have requested, through me, that you halt the investigation and turn over all notes, data, and evidence to AD Sparrow, thereby passing this case into HSO aegis.”

			“I am unable to comply with this request, Chief Tibble.”

			“This is a matter of global security,” Sparrow began.

			“It’s a matter of murder,” Eve interrupted. “Four civilians have been killed, in New York City.”

			“Four?” Tibble asked.

			“Yes, sir. I was detained due to the discovery of a fourth victim. Joseph Powell, a city employee assigned to transportation and disposal at the morgue. My partner and ME Morris are on scene.”

			“How is this connected?”

			“Dr. Morris contacted me this morning to inform me that the body identified as Blair Bissel had been removed from storage.”

			Sparrow lunged out of his chair. “You lost the body? You lost a key factor in the investigation and you sit there and refuse to hand it over to us?”

			“The body was not lost,” Eve said evenly, “but removed. Covertly. That sort of thing falls under your aegis, doesn’t it, Assistant Director?”

			“If you’re accusing the HSO of stealing a corpse—”

			“I’ve made no such accusation, but merely commented about the covert nature of your work.” She reached into her pocket and drew out a microtracker. “This is the sort of thing you play with, right?” She held it up, turning it between her thumb and forefinger. “Funny. I found this on my vehicle—my official police unit—which was parked outside the morgue. Does the HSO consider it a matter of global security to track and spy on a NYPSD officer while she is carrying out her sworn duty?”

			“This is a sensitive matter, beyond your—”

			“Electronic surveillance of a police officer, who has not been charged or is not suspected of a crime or an infraction of law,” Webster put in, “violates federal and state privacy codes as well as departmental regs. If Lieutenant Dallas is suspected of a crime or an infraction by the HSO that requires said surveillance, Internal Affairs would like to see the paperwork, the order, the charge, the evidence that led to the surveillance.”

			“I am unaware of any such surveillance by my agency.”

			“Is that what you call plausible deniability, Sparrow?” Eve asked. “Or just a big, fat lie?”

			“Lieutenant,” Tibble said, quietly, authoritatively.

			“Yes, sir. I apologize.”

			“Chief, Commander, Lieutenants.” Sparrow paused, let his gaze scan the faces. “The HSO wishes to cooperate with local law enforcement whenever this cooperation is possible, but global matters take priority. We want Lieutenant Dallas removed from the investigation and all data pertaining thereto given over to me, as representative.”

			“I am unable to comply with the request,” Eve repeated.

			“Chief Tibble,” Sparrow continued. “I’ve given you the letter of request and authorization from the director.”

			“Yes, I’ve read it. As I’ve read the reports and the case file provided by Lieutenant Dallas. Of the two, I find hers more compelling.”

			“I can, if this request is denied, obtain a federal warrant for those reports and case files, and authorization to have the investigation terminated.”

			“Let’s cut the bullshit here, Assistant Director.” Tibble folded his hands and leaned forward. “If you could have, you would have rather than wasting this time. Your agency is hip-deep in the mud on this. Two of yours are dead, and they were, allegedly, exploiting an innocent civilian without her knowledge or consent to gather information from a private concern.”

			“Securecomp is on the agency’s watch list, Chief Tibble.”

			“I can only imagine what’s on your agency’s watch list. Regardless of this, or the very legitimate reasons you may have for that list, Reva Ewing was unforgivably—and illegally—used, her reputation impugned, her life turned inside out. She is not one of you. Chloe McCoy is dead. She was not one of you. Joseph Powell is dead. He was not one of you.”

			“Sir—”

			Tibble merely held up a finger. “My count makes it three victims to two, weighed on this side of the fence. I will not compel my lieutenant to step out of an active investigation.”

			“During the course of her investigation, your lieutenant illegally received or accessed data from the HSO. We can pursue charges on that issue.”

			Tibble spread his hands. “You are free to do so. It may be necessary for you to pursue charges against Commander Whitney and myself as well, as we have both received that data from the lieutenant.”

			Sparrow kept his seat, but Eve watched his hands ball into fists. The way things were going from his side, she couldn’t blame him for wanting to punch something.

			“We want her source.”

			“I’m not required to divulge my source.”

			“You’re not required,” Sparrow snapped out the words, “but you can be charged, you can be held, and you can very possibly lose your badge.”

			The more anger and frustration she read from him, the less she felt herself. “I don’t think you’re going to charge me, because if you do, it’s going to look really bad for your team. The media gets their teeth into some of the dirty little games the HSO authorized Bissel to play—and they start speculating that he was taken out, he and his partner brutally murdered by your organization, which then callously staged a frame for Bissel’s innocent and exploited wife—why they’ll just tear you to bloody pieces.”

			“Bissel and Kade were not HSO-sanctioned terminations.”

			“Then you really better hope I find the answers that prove your agency is not responsible.”

			“You hacked into government files,” he tossed at her.

			“Prove it,” she tossed right back.

			He started to speak, or, more likely from his expression, spew, but his ’link beeped. “I’m sorry for the interruption, but that’s a priority signal. I have to take it. Privately.”

			“Through that door,” Tibble told him with a gesture. “There’s a small office you can use.” When Sparrow closed the door at his back, Tibble tapped his fingers on the edge of his desk. “They may charge you, Dallas.”

			“Yes, sir, they may. But I don’t think they will.”

			He nodded, seemed to drift off into thought. “I don’t like their use of private citizens in this maneuver. I don’t like them planting devices to spy on my officers, and circumventing the standards of privacy and decency and law to do so. These organizations have their purpose, and require a certain amount of latitude, but there are lines. Those lines were crossed with Reva Ewing, and she’s a citizen of New York, of the goddamn United States, and as such has a right to expect her government to treat her fairly. As such, she deserves the full efforts of this police force. I’m backing you on this, but I’m warning you, get it wrapped quickly. They’re bound to send bigger guns than Sparrow to knock you out.”

			“Understood. Thank you, sir, for your support.”

			Sparrow stormed back in, and his face was a study in barely suppressed fury. “You went to the media.”

			Nadine worked fast, Eve thought, and kept her face blank. She’d just fall back on a little plausible deniability herself. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You leaked Bissel’s association with the agency to the press. And Kade’s. You’ve involved the HSO in a goddamn media circus to protect your damn hide.”

			Slowly, very slowly, Eve got to her feet. “I leaked nothing to the media to protect my hide. I can protect my own hide. You make accusations like that, Sparrow, you’d better be able to back them up.”

			“They didn’t pluck it out of thin air.” He spun toward Tibble. “With this development, it’s more vital than ever that this officer be removed from the investigation and her case files be turned over to the HSO.”

			“Media attention directed at the HSO doesn’t, in any way, alter the circumstances of my lieutenant’s position.”

			“Lieutenant Dallas has a personal vendetta against the agency and is using this investigation to revenge herself for what transpired over twenty years ago in—”

			“Hold it.” Her stomach shuddered. “Hold it right there. Sir,” she said to Tibble. “Assistant Director Sparrow is about to bring up a personal matter. One that has no bearing whatsoever on this investigation, or on my conduct as an officer. I’d like to discuss that matter with him, to resolve it. I request, respectfully, sir, that I be given that opportunity. In private. Commander . . .”

			Don’t lose it, she ordered herself. God, don’t lose it.

			“Commander Whitney is aware of the matter. I have no objection to him being present.”

			Tibble said nothing for a moment, then rose. “Lieutenant Webster, let’s step out.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			She used the time it took to clear the room to gather herself. And still, she couldn’t quite manage it. “You son of a bitch,” she said softly. “You son of a bitch, you’d throw that in my face. You’d use what was done to me—by him, by your precious agency—to get your way in this.”

			“I apologize.” He seemed nearly as shaken as she. “I apologize, sincerely, Lieutenant, for allowing my temper to cloud my judgment. The incident has no place here.”

			“Oh yes, it does. You bet your ass it does. You read the file?”

			“I read it.”

			“And you stomached it.”

			“Actually, Lieutenant Dallas, I couldn’t quite stomach it. I believe in the work we do, and I know that sometimes sacrifices have to be made, that choices are made that seem—that are—cold. However, I could find no rationale, no purpose, no excuse for the lack of intervention in your case. Knowingly leaving a minor in that situation was . . . inhumane. You should have been removed, and the decision to leave status quo was ill-advised.”

			“The HSO was aware of your situation in Texas?” Whitney asked.

			“They were surveilling him, due to his connection with Max Ricker. They knew what he did to me, they listened to it. They listened while he raped me, and while I begged. While I begged.”

			“Sit down, Dallas.”

			She could only shake her head. “Can’t. Sir.”

			“Do you know what I’ll do with this information, AD Sparrow?”

			“Commander,” Eve began.

			“Stand down, Lieutenant.” Whitney pushed to his feet, towered over Sparrow. “Do you, or your superiors, understand what I can and will do with this information if you continue to harass my officer, or in any way attempt to infringe on her duties or smear her reputation? It won’t be leaked to the media. It’ll be flooded to them. You will be washed away in the tidal wave of the public outcry. Your agency will need generations to recover from the legal tangle and the public relations nightmare. You take that back to whoever holds your leash, and you make sure they know who it came from. Then, if you want to take me on, you come ahead.”

			“Commander Whitney—”

			“You’re going to want to walk away now, Sparrow,” Whitney warned. “Walk away before you end up taking the punch for something that happened when you were still drooling on your bib.”

			Sparrow walked over to retrieve his briefcase. “I’ll relay this information,” he said and went out.

			“You need to pull yourself together, Dallas.”

			“Sir. Yes, sir.” But the pressure in her chest was outrageous. In defense, she dropped into a chair, lowered her head between her knees. “Sorry. Can’t breathe.”

			She waited until the worst of the weight eased and air squeezed down her throat, into her lungs.

			“Steady it out, Lieutenant, or I’m going to have to call the MTs.” She sat up, had him nodding. “Thought that would do it. Need water?”

			She could have swallowed a small ocean of it. “No, sir. Thank you. I understand that Chief Tibble may need to be apprised of—”

			“If Tibble needs to be apprised of incidents that took place in another state more than two decades ago, he will be so apprised. But in my judgment this is a personal matter. I think you can rest assured it will stay one. You fired the first volley with the media leak. They’ll have their hands full trying to spin and swim through that. They won’t want to risk a second whirlwind. You’d already calculated all that.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Then you’d better get back to work and close this up. And if you have to fry a few spooks along the way, that’s just a nice bonus.” He showed his teeth in a grin. “A real nice bonus.”
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			EVE WALKED OUT on the garage level at central, and laid her hand on her weapon as Quinn Sparrow stepped out from behind a column.

			“You take chances, Sparrow.”

			“You don’t know the half of it. I shouldn’t be speaking to you outside of authorized parameters, Lieutenant. But between us, we’ve got a hell of a mess on our hands. You won’t back off so we have to find some level ground, some area of compromise.”

			“I’ve got four bodies. Well, had four.” She eased her hand away from her weapon and moved toward her vehicle. “I don’t compromise.”

			“Two of those bodies are ours. You may not think much of our organization, of me, of our directives, but it matters when we lose people.”

			“Let’s get this straight. What I think or don’t about your organization isn’t relevant, but the fact is I’m not naive enough to think it doesn’t serve a purpose. Covert operations helped end the Urban Wars, prevented numerous terrorist attacks on U.S. soil, and globally. I might find some of your methods questionable, at best, but that’s beside the point.”

			“Then what is the point?”

			“You wired, Sparrow?”

			“You paranoid, Dallas?”

			“Oh yeah.”

			“I’m not wired,” he snapped. “I shouldn’t even be talking to you.”

			“Your choice. Here’s the point. Four people are dead, and your organization is part of it.”

			“The HSO does not murder its own operatives, then frame a civilian.”

			“No?” She lifted her eyebrows as she slid a scanner out of her pocket. “They just sit back and watch while a child is brutalized, raped, and tortured, then tidy up after her when she takes a life desperately defending her own. When she’s traumatized and broken. And they leave her alone, to wander the streets.”

			“I don’t know what happened.” He looked away from her. “I don’t know why. You’ve read the file, so you know data was deleted. Covered up. I’m not denying it, or the poor judgment of—”

			“Poor judgment?”

			“There’s nothing I can say to you. Nothing that can balance the scales after what was done. No excuses I can make, so I won’t make them. But I will say, as you have to me, that’s not the point.”

			“Score one for you.” She moved away from him to run a program on the scanner, checking her car for devices. “I’m pissed, Sparrow, and I’m tired, and it’s very, very difficult for me to accept that strangers know my private business. Because of that, I’ve got no reason to trust you, or the people you work for.”

			“I’d like to try to give you one, and to find some area of compromise that will satisfy us both. But I’ve got to ask you, where the hell did you get that thing?”

			She found herself amused, and she hadn’t expected to be, by the look of fascination and avarice on his face. “I have my connections.”

			“I’ve never seen one quite like it. Very compact. Will it multitask? Sorry.” He laughed a little. “I’m big on gadgets. One of the reasons I got into this line of work. Look, if you’re satisfied your car’s clear, maybe we could take a ride. I’ll give you some data that may convince you to find that compromise.”

			“Open the briefcase.”

			“No problem.” He set it on the trunk of her vehicle, manually entered a code on the lock. When he opened it, Eve blinked.

			“Jesus, Sparrow, got enough hardware?”

			She saw a stunner, a miniblaster, a complex little palm ’link, a recharger, and the smallest data system she’d ever come across. There was also a number of the same sort of tracking devices she’d taken off her vehicle earlier in the day.

			She took one out, held it up, and looked him dead in the eye.

			He gave her a winning smile. “I didn’t say the tracker you removed from your vehicle wasn’t HSO, I just said I was unaware of any directive to place said tracker on your vehicle.”

			“Smooth.” She tossed the tracker back in the briefcase, and watched as Sparrow meticulously fit it back in its slot.

			It occurred to her that under other circumstances he and Roarke would have bonded like brothers.

			“I like gadgets,” he repeated. “I didn’t bug your vehicle. That’s not to say I—or someone else from the organization—won’t do so if ordered, but I didn’t lay the tracker today. Nothing in here’s activated. Your scanner will verify.”

			When it did, she looked him up and down. “What about you?”

			“I’ve got a lot on me.” He held his arms out to the side for the scanner. “All deactivated. You see, we’re not having this conversation. We will have had it if the outcome’s satisfactory. Otherwise, we left things up in Tibble’s office.”

			Eve shook her head. “Get in. I’m heading uptown. I don’t like what you have to say, I’ll dump you in the most inconvenient spot I can manage. And I know all the inconvenient spots in this city.”

			He got in the passenger seat. “You really mucked up the works with that media leak.”

			She sent him her version of a winning smile. “I don’t believe I confirmed playing any part in any media leak.” She set the scanner on the seat beside her, activated. “Just in case you decide to flip something on,” she said when Sparrow frowned at it.

			“With that level of cynicism and paranoia, you ought to be one of us.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind. Start talking.”

			“Bissel and Kade were not in-house terminations. We believe, though we have no confirmed intel, that Doomsday broke Bissel’s cover, and took them out.”

			“Why?” She backed out of her slot. “If they knew about him, and his connection to Ewing and hers to the Code Red, it would make more sense to watch him, or haul him off and pull data out of his toenails.”

			“He was working a double. We worked over a year to set him up with a Doomsday operative. Look at his profile, and what do you see? An opportunist, a man who cheats on his wife—and his mistress, who likes the good life, spends lavishly. That’s how we wanted him to look, and that part was easy as what you see with Bissel was what you got. It’s how and why we used him to pass carefully arranged data to Doomsday. He took their money. There was no way they’d believe he was behind their philosophies. Just in it for the shine.”

			“You set him up to get close to Ewing to spy on Securecomp, and you set him up to get close to Doomsday to screw with them. You guys are something.”

			“It was working. The worm they’re developing, have developed,” he corrected, “could undermine governments, give the terrorists an open door. If our data banks and surveillance apparatus are severely compromised, we can’t track, we can’t know how and when they might hit. That doesn’t touch on internal crises: banks, military, transport. We needed to slow them down, and to gather intel, to have our defenses fully in place.”

			“And to steal the technology from them to create your own version of the worm.”

			“I can’t confirm that supposition.”

			“You don’t have to. Where does Carter Bissel come in?”

			“Loose cannon. He has serious issues with his brother, and took the time and trouble to learn about the extramaritals. Blackmailed him. That actually worked for us. Solidified Bissel’s cover, gave him another reason for needing quick money. We don’t know where he is, or if he’s alive or dead. Maybe they took him out, maybe they just took him. Maybe he ran or is on a fucking bender.” Frustration eked through. “But we’ll find him.”

			“This just doesn’t jibe for me, Sparrow. Not all the way.” She paused at the exit of the garage. “Terminating Bissel and Kade in that manner was sloppy. And Doomsday hasn’t taken credit. They like credit.”

			“Yeah, but they don’t like being conned. He conned them for months. We’ve gathered significant intel on the worm through Bissel. Enough bits and pieces that we should be able to develop the shield before . . .”

			“Before Securecomp? God, you’re a piece of work.”

			“Look.” He shifted in his seat. “Personally, I don’t give a flying fuck where the shield comes from, as long as we have it in place. But there are some who don’t like the idea of a man with Roarke’s . . . questionable connections having his fingers in a pie this sensitive.”

			“So you undermine Securecomp, get busy like bees to beat Roarke to the punch, so you can beat your red, white, and blue chests and add the big fee to your budget.”

			“Everything about the NYPSD is sunshine and roses, Dallas? You got a perfect system here?”

			“No, but I don’t screw somebody just so I can take the collar.” She eased out into traffic. “I’m seriously thinking about ditching you in front of this nice little cafe where Zeus addicts hang.”

			“Come on, Dallas, give a little, get a little. We need a look at the units you confiscated, and have locked down. The ones you took from the various crime scenes. Or at least the scan and analysis reports. Doomsday has the worm. Even Roarke can’t put together the brain trust we can to complete the shield and complete it now. Without it, we could be facing a crisis of goddamn biblical proportions.”

			At those words, the wrath of God hit. She felt the intense blast of heat, and saw the blinding flash of light. Glass imploded, and the dust of it spewed into her face.

			Instinctively, she wrenched the wheel sideways, slammed the brakes, but her tires were no longer in contact with the road. Dimly she realized they were airborne.

			She choked out a warning for Sparrow to hang on, and through the haze of smoke saw the world revolve. They hit, and the impact snapped her safety harness. She tumbled, stomach pitching, head ringing, and thudded hard on the safety bags that deployed with an explosive snap. The last thing she remembered was the taste of her own blood in her mouth.

			She wasn’t out long, the stink of the smoke, the quality of the screams told her she hadn’t lost consciousness more than a minute or two. That, and the fact that the pain hadn’t had time to fully process in her brain. Her vehicle—what was left of it—was on its top, like a turtle laying on its shell.

			She spat out blood and shifted enough to reach Sparrow, to check for a pulse in his throat. She found a weak one, though her hand came away slick with blood that was still running down his face.

			She heard the sirens now, and the rush of feet, the shouted orders that said cops. Dimly she thought, If you are going to take a sudden, unexpected air trip while still in road mode, it is good to do so within a block of Cop Central.

			“I’m on the job,” she called out and began to try to wriggle her way back, out of the smashed driver door and window. “Dallas, Lieutenant. There’s a civilian pinned in here—bleeding bad.”

			“Take it easy, Lieutenant. MTs are on the way. You probably don’t want to move until—”

			“Get me the hell out of here.” She tried to dig into the roadbed with the toes of her boots, searching for traction. She made it two inches before hands gripped her legs, her hips, and eased her out of the wreckage.

			“How bad you hurt?”

			She managed to focus on the face, recognized Detective Baxter. “I can still see you, so I’m in considerable pain. But I think I’m just banged up. Passenger’s bad.”

			“They’re getting to him.”

			She winced as Baxter ran his hands over her, checking for breaks. “You better not be using this to cop a feel.”

			“Just one of those little bonuses life hands you. Got some lacerations, probably going to have contusions all over that nifty bod of yours.”

			“Shoulder burns.”

			“You gonna punch me if I take a look?”

			“Not this time.”

			She rolled her head back, closed her eyes as he unbuttoned her ruined shirt. “Friction burns from the harness, looks like,” he told her.

			“I want to stand up.”

			“Just take it easy until the medicals look at you.”

			“Give me a damn hand up, Baxter. I want to see the damage.”

			He helped her up, and when her vision didn’t waver, she figured she’d gotten off lucky.

			The same couldn’t be said of Sparrow. The passenger side had taken the brunt when it rammed a maxibus on one of its revolutions. Trueheart was working with another uniform to shear away the metal trapping Sparrow inside.

			“He’s pinned between the door and the dash,” Trueheart called out. “Looks like his leg’s broken, maybe his arm, too. But he’s breathing.”

			She stepped back as the MTs hustled up. One wriggled into the driver’s side where she’d wriggled out. The calls turned to medical jargon and orders. She heard talk about spinal and neck injuries, and cursed.

			Then she looked at the car.

			“Holy Jesus Christ.”

			The front end was all but disintegrated. Metal was blackened, melted, fused to metal. Window glass had gone to powder and continued to smoke.

			“It looks like . . .”

			“Like it was hit with a short-range missile,” Baxter finished. “You’d be toast if it’d broadsided you instead of skimming the front end. I was heading in to Central, and saw this flash, this streak. Big boom, and a vehicle, yours, flew right over mine. Flew up, came down, flipped three times then spun around like a top. Smashed a couple of civilian vehicles, laid waste to a glide-cart, skipped the curb, skipped back, then plowed into a maxi like a torpedo.”

			“Civilian casualties?”

			“I don’t know.”

			She could see some of the injured, and hear weeping, some screaming. Soy dogs, soft drink tubes, candy sticks were scattered over the street and sidewalk like some nasty buffet.

			“Harness held, until the last minute.” She wiped absently at a trickle of blood on her temple. “It held, or God knows . . . Reinforcements in the roof kept us from being crushed like a couple of recycled milk cartons. Major damage on the passenger side from the crash. He got the worst of it.”

			Baxter watched the MTs fix the unconscious man to a back-and-neck board. “Friend of yours?”

			“No.”

			“You piss somebody off enough to fire missiles at you or did he?”

			“Good question.”

			“You need to have the MTs look you over.”

			“Probably.” The pain was seeping through now, making mincemeat of the adrenaline and shock. “I hate that. Really do. And you know what else? The guys in requisitions are going to slap me around for this. They’re going to slap me around, then give me some piece of shit transpo to punish me.”

			She hobbled over to the curb, sat among the confusion and noise. Then sneered in warning at the MT who headed, with his kit, in her direction. “You even think about using a pressure syringe on me,” Eve told her, “and I’m taking you down.”

			“You want the pain, you keep the pain.” The MT shrugged and opened his kit. “But let’s have a look.”

			It took her another two hours to get home, and then she had to catch a ride with Baxter as she’d been ordered not to drive. Since she didn’t have anything to drive, it wasn’t hard to follow orders.

			“I guess I’m supposed to ask you in for a drink now or some happy shit.”

			“That’s right, but I’ll take a raincheck. I got a date. Scorching date, and I’m running behind.”

			“Appreciate the ride.”

			“That’s your best comeback? You’re in bad shape. Take a pill, Dallas,” he suggested as she eased her aching body out. “Flake out awhile.”

			“I’m okay. Go bang the bimbo of the week.”

			“Now that’s more like it.” He gave a cheery chuckle and drove away.

			She limped into the house, but couldn’t quite limp past Summerset.

			He looked down his nose, sniffed. “I see you’ve managed to destroy several more articles of clothing.”

			“Yeah, I thought I’d rip and burn them while wearing them, just to see what happened.”

			“I assume your vehicle suffered similarly as it’s not in evidence.”

			“It’s trash. But then, it always was.” She headed for the stairs, but he blocked her path, then scooped up the cat who was trying to climb up her legs.

			“For God’s sake, Lieutenant, take the elevator. And you may as well take something voluntarily for the pain before you have to be humiliated into it.”

			“I’m walking it off so I don’t stiffen up and start to look like you.” She knew it was stubborn, she knew it was stupid, but she took the stairs. The worst was, if he hadn’t been there at the door, lurking, she’d have taken the damn elevator in the first place.

			She was dripping with sweat by the time she made it to the bedroom, so she simply stripped off her ruined clothes, tossed her weapon and her communicator on the bed, and whimpered her way into the shower.

			“Jets on half power,” she ordered. “One hundred degrees.”

			The soft spray of hot water stung, then soothed. She braced her hands against the tile wall, dipped her head, and let it flow over her.

			Who had they been after? she wondered. Her or Sparrow? She was betting on herself. Sparrow, and the civilians in the line of fire, were just what they’d call collateral damage. So why try to take her out, and why hadn’t they done a better job of it?

			Sloppy, sloppy, she thought. It’s all been sloppy.

			“Jets off,” she grunted, and feeling a bit steadier, stepped out of the shower.

			She knew her heart shouldn’t have jolted when she saw Roarke. Summerset—the big, fat tattletale—would have told him.

			“The MTs cleared me,” she said quickly. “I’m just banged up, that’s all.”

			“I can see that. You don’t want the drying tube. The hot air won’t do you any good. Here.” He picked up a bathsheet, walked to her, and wrapped it gently around her. “Do I have to force a blocker on you?”

			“No.”

			“Well, that’s something.” He feathered his fingers over the abrasions on her face. “We may be angry with each other, Eve, but you should have contacted me. I shouldn’t have heard you’d been in an accident from a damn media bulletin.”

			“They didn’t release names,” she began, then trailed off.

			“They didn’t have to.”

			“I didn’t think. I’m sorry, I really didn’t think about it. It’s not because I’m—whatever I am with you right now. I didn’t think about the media, or that you’d hear anything about it until I got back and could tell you myself.”

			“All right. You need to lie down.”

			“I’ll take the blocker, but I’m not going down. AD Sparrow’s bad. He was with me. His spine’s messed up, and there’s severe head trauma. The passenger side was—shit. Shit. I don’t know how he lived through it. It was a short-range missile.”

			She scooped her hair back and went into the bedroom to sit.

			“You said missile.”

			“Yeah. Probably one of those nifty one-man jobs. Handheld launcher. He must’ve fired from the roof across from Central. Had me staked out. Maybe Sparrow, but I’m thinking me. To mess up the investigation? To mess you up? Both?” She shook her head. “Maybe to put the HSO on the hot seat, taking out a cop when they couldn’t get her to pass the investigation over to them. Maybe to throw the suspicion onto the terrorists.”

			He handed her a small blue pill and a glass of water. “Your word you’ll swallow it or I’ll check under your tongue.”

			“I’m not quite feeling up to sex games. Leave my tongue alone. I’m swallowing it.”

			Some of the warmth came back in his eyes as he sat beside her. “Why isn’t it the HSO or Doomsday?”

			“Not very covert to launch a missile at a cop car in New York traffic in the middle of the day. If they wanted me out, they’d find a more subtle way and without losing one of the assistant directors in the process.”

			“Agreed.”

			“So, this is like a quiz?”

			“The MTs may have cleared you, but you look as if you’ve been run over by a truck. I’d like to see if you’re thinking clearly at least. Why not Doomsday, then? Subtle isn’t their style.”

			“First, technos don’t send a man out to shoot missiles. That’s why they’re technos. And if they did break pattern, they wouldn’t have missed. And it was a miss. Couple of feet down, hit the car broadside, and we’re gone. They send somebody to take out a cop and/or an operative, they’re not going to be so half-assed about it. Plus, I think they’d have gone bigger. If they could get a man into position, why not use a bigger toy, and take out a chunk of Central? Hit Cop Central and you’ve got the kind of media foray they love. Take out a car, and it’s a little bulletin. Not big. This has the earmark of desperation or temper, not organization. How’m I doing?”

			“Your brain doesn’t appear to have been unduly scrambled.” He rose, wandered to the window. “Why didn’t you tell me you’d been called to the Tower?”

			“We’re straddling a line here,” she said after a moment. “I don’t like it, I don’t like feeling . . . apart from you. But that’s the reality of it.”

			“So it seems.”

			“Someone tried to kill me today. Will you hunt them down?”

			He didn’t turn. “It’s entirely different, Eve. I’ve had to . . . adjust myself when it comes to your work, what you do, what may be done to you. I love you, and loving you I have to accept that you are what you are, and do what you do. It costs me.”

			He turned now, looked at her with those wild blue eyes. “Considerably.”

			“It was your choice. It was always your choice.”

			“As if I had one, from the minute I saw you. What you face now, I can accept, and admire you for facing it. What you faced then, what was forced on you when you had no defense, I can’t accept.”

			“It won’t change anything.”

			“That’s a matter of perspective. Does it change anything to put a killer in a cage after his victim’s in the ground? You believe it does, and so do I. And debating this now is only going to push us both further over on our own sides of that line. We both have work.”

			“Yeah, we both have work.” She got to her feet. She would stand, she thought. Had to. Even if she couldn’t stand with him.

			“Before we were so rudely interrupted, Sparrow told me that Bissel was a double agent. The HSO was using him to get intel from Doomsday. Giving them structured intel in return for payment. It was a long con. They wrapped Ewing up in it due to her position at Securecomp. They wanted a handle on your technology and projects, and most particularly in recent months, whatever they could get on your Code Red. They want, and apparently seriously want, to scoop you on the shield.”

			“I suppose the idea of the private sector having that kind of technology irritates them. Using Bissel was sensible. He plays all ends—using Reva to gain data on Securecomp, posing as the greedy turncoat to gain knowledge of Doomsday.”

			“His brother was blackmailing him over the extramaritals. But that suited their purposes. Sparrow claims they don’t know where Carter Bissel is. He might be telling the truth, but I’m not buying little brother as your standard blackmailer. No reason to corrupt his personal units, no reason for him to disappear or be disappeared. Doesn’t jibe.”

			“He who can play turncoat can actually be one.”

			She smiled. “There you go.”

			She hated to admit it but the blocker helped. Even so the thin cotton pants and loose T-shirt felt heavy on her abused body. When Peabody took one look at her and winced, Eve decided she probably looked worse than she felt.

			“You don’t look like you can hit me at the moment,” Peabody began, “so I’m going to ask. Don’t you think you should be in the hospital?”

			“Don’t let appearances deceive you. No, I shouldn’t be in the hospital, and yes, I can still hit you. Bring me up on Powell.”

			“Single full-contact, full-power shot with hand laser, as evaled on scene. Time of death, ten-fifteen yesterday morning. No forced entry. CSU believes a master was used. Powell’s ID, his vehicle code, his employee pass were all missing from the premises. He’d made no transmissions from his home ’link since the previous afternoon when he ordered pizza from a local place. But he did receive one at just after eight A.M. on the morning of his death. The caller cut transmission after Powell answered, groggily. We traced it to a public ’link at a subway station three blocks away from the scene. Conclusion: The killer verified Powell was home, and in bed. Gave him enough time to fall back to sleep, then entered the premises and killed him.”

			“Sweepers?”

			“Only the prelim, but they haven’t identified any prints other than the victim’s, no DNA, no trace. But I do have a neighbor, Mrs. Lance, who was coming back home from the deli. She saw a man coming out of the building at about ten-thirty. Description matches the one Sibresky gave us of this Angelo.”

			“How about the artist’s rendering? We got that?”

			“Working on it. When I checked I was told Sibresky isn’t being particularly cooperative or open-minded. I promised the artist a backstage pass to the next Mavis Freestone concert in the city if he got us something this afternoon.”

			“Good bribe. I’m so proud.”

			“I had an excellent trainer.”

			“Suck up later. Have you been in to see McNab?”

			Peabody pokered up. “I only stopped by the lab to check on the progress of their work.”

			“Yeah, and to give his bony ass a pat.”

			“Unfortunately, he was sitting on said bony ass at the time of my visit, so I was unable to complete that part of my mission.”

			“Because, despite all my efforts, the image of that bony ass is starting to form in my fevered mind, tell me about the rest of the mission. How’s it going in there?”

			Peabody wanted to ask why Eve hadn’t been in to see for herself, but from the snags of tension around her and Roarke, she thought she knew.

			“Well, there’s a lot of techno-talk, some pretty creative cursing. I like how Roarke says ‘bugger.’ Tokimoto stays iced, and Reva’s like a woman on a religious quest. McNab’s in heaven, hacking away. But what tipped me was Feeney. There’s this gleam in his eyes. I think they’re getting close.”

			“While they’re making the world safe for democracy, let’s see if we can solve a few murders.”

			“Excuse me, Lieutenant,” she said when her communicator signaled. “I’ll get on that little task as soon as I take this. Detective Peabody,” she announced. “Hey, Lamar, you got something for us?”

			“You got my backstage pass?”

			“My word’s my bond.”

			“Then I got your face. How do you want me to send it?”

			“Laser fax,” Eve ordered from her desk. “And a file to my unit here. I want a hard copy, and I want one on my computer.”

			Peabody relayed, then walked over to retrieve the fax herself. “Lamar’s good. Could probably make a better living doing portraits than detailing bad guys. Not the prettiest petal on the flower,” she added, passing the printout to Eve. “But not as ugly as Sibresky said. The scar just messes up the face.”

			“Yeah, it draws the eye, too, doesn’t it? You’re going to think scar when you see this face. Big, nasty scar, so maybe you don’t look too close, because, gee, that’s rude.”

			“Sibresky doesn’t seem to have had that problem.”

			“I get the feeling Sibresky’s not too big on sensitivity and etiquette. Let’s play a game, Peabody.”

			“Really? Okay.”

			“We’ll start by you going in the kitchen, getting a pot of coffee and . . . something. There’s gotta be something to eat.”

			“You want food?”

			“No, my stomach’s still shaky. You get food.”

			“Hey, so far I like this game.”

			“Don’t come back in until I tell you.”

			“No problem.”

			Eve turned to her computer, rubbed her hands together. “Okay, let’s play.”

			It didn’t take long because the process and the possibility had been brewing in her brain for some time. She used the imaging program, shooting the visuals on the wall screens as she worked the details.

			“Okay, Peabody, you’re up, and bring me coffee.”

			“You should have some of this apple-cranberry cobbler.” She came in with a bowl of it, and a mug for Eve. “It’s really mag.”

			“What do you see?”

			Peabody eased a hip onto the edge of the desk, spooned up cobbler. “The artist’s rendering of the suspect known only as Angelo.”

			“Okay. Computer split screen, keep current image and display image CB-1.”

			Working . . . Images displayed.

			“Now what do you see?”

			“Carter Bissel, split screen with Angelo.” She frowned, and though she understood immediately what direction Eve was taking, she shook her head. “I’ll go with the Angelo person being a disguise. I don’t see Carter Bissel in there. There’s no data on him being an expert on disguise. Buy a wig, slap on a mustache, sure. Even maybe manage the scar. But the line of the jaw’s off—an implant for the bucked teeth would change the shape of the mouth, but not the jaw. He’d need more for that, and even if Kade was working him, or with him for a few months, how’d he get so skilled in disguise?”

			She scooped up more cobbler and continued to study and compare the two images. “And Carter Bissel’s ears are bigger. That’s the tip. Ears are a good giveaway. He could make them bigger for Angelo, but not smaller.”

			“You’ve got a good eye, Peabody. But watch and learn.”
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			PEABODY ATE COBBLER and watched as Eve and the computer added the hair from image one onto the head of image two.

			“You know, you can do it all with one command if you—”

			“I know I can do it all with one command,” Eve said irritably. “It doesn’t make the same damn point that way. Who’s running this game?”

			“You know, getting shot at with a short-range missile makes you really testy.”

			“Keep it up, and the next short-range missile’s going straight up your ass.”

			“Dallas, you know how I love that sweet talk.” Shifting to a more comfortable position, Peabody licked her spoon, then waved it at the screen. “Okay, you add the bad hair, but it doesn’t change jaw structure or ear size and shape. Also, the witness makes Angelo slimmer, considerably slimmer than Carter Bissel. Fifteen pounds, easy. Bissel carried some extra weight according to his ID stats. The witness said Angelo was trim, in good physical shape. Again, you can add weight in a disguise, but you can’t shave off fifteen pounds overnight. If you could, I’d be signed up for the program.”

			“If you don’t want to play, take your cobbler and scram. Computer, replicate facial scar from image one onto image two.”

			“The entry into Powell’s apartment, as in the Bissel home, was slick.” Peabody scraped at the bowl, looking for any escaping cobbler as the computer complied with the command. “Has to be someone with experience or training. And all the murders in this case have been particularly cold, even the first ones, which were staged to look hot-blooded. It’s the very staging that makes them cold.”

			“Nobody’s arguing that. Give me motive. Computer, assume front top teeth of image one is an implant. Calculate and replicate same on image two.”

			“Covert organization screwup—either one. Or, I’ve been thinking about this—a kind of gang war. The worm is complete so Doomsday must want to utilize. They know a shield’s being created. HSO and its associates create havoc to slow technos down or circumvent, or destroy the worm. Doomsday creates havoc to scatter resources, create havoc, which is what terrorists do anyway, and circumvent the creation of the shield until they get some use out of all the time, trouble, and expense they’ve gone to. One side murders a couple of operatives, the other snips off a potential loose thread—McCoy. One side grabs operative’s brother. The other steals dead operative’s body, and does the overkill attack on the primary investigator. Escalated espionage,” Peabody said with a shrug. “Not as iced as Bond, but plenty convoluted. It seems to me spies convolute everything.”

			“Look at the images, Peabody.”

			Peabody complied, and tapped the spoon gently on her teeth. “I see a resemblance, largely superficial, between the two images. Dallas, you put my image up there and do computer composites, you could make me look like Angelo. But don’t, okay, ’cause I just ate.”

			“Still hung up on the variation of jawline and the ears?”

			“If you tried to take this into court, they’d throw you out.”

			“Guess you’re right. Computer, remove image two and replace with image three.”

			Peabody’s brows knit when the split screen showed two images of Angelo. “I don’t get it.”

			“Don’t get what?”

			“Why are you projecting two images of the same guy?”

			“Am I? You sure they’re the same guy? Maybe getting tossed around earlier’s messed up my vision.”

			“You got Angelo up there side by side.” Concerned, Peabody shifted to study Eve’s face. “Look, if you don’t want to go to the hospital, maybe you could call Louise. She’d make a house call for you.”

			“I don’t want to bother the busy Dr. Dimatto. Let’s just see what I . . . oh yeah, that’s right. Here’s what I meant to do. Computer, remove all replications from image three and display original.”

			Eve sat back with a very satisfied grin as Peabody dropped the spoon. “That’s Bissel. That’s Blair Bissel.”

			“It sure is, isn’t it? You know, I’m thinking reports of his death have been largely exaggerated.”

			“I know you ran that theory, but I never thought you put real weight on it. The DNA, the prints, were Blair Bissel’s. His own wife ID’d him.”

			“HSO training, several years on the job, even at a lower operative level, should give a guy the skills to doctor records, change his to his brother’s. Add overkill, the blood, the gore, the fact that Ewing was shocked, and the fact that in all probability Carter Bissel had undergone some recent surgery to enhance his fairly strong family resemblance to his brother. Body weight was high for Blair’s records, but not more than a lot of people lie about on official documents anyway. Nobody pays any attention to an extra ten or fifteen pounds.”

			“I skim ten off mine. I don’t know why. It’s a compulsion.”

			“We expect to see Blair Bissel, so we see him. Why should we question the identity of the victim?”

			“But why would he go along with it? Carter? There wasn’t any sign of force, no ligatures. How do you induce somebody to undergo surgery, change appearance?”

			“Could’ve paid him. Money, sex—probably both. Let’s screw with big brother and screw his girlfriend while we’re at it. No love lost between the brothers.”

			“There’s a wide gulf between no love lost and deliberately, coldly murdering your brother and your lover. If Kade was helping to set Carter up—”

			“Then Blair planned to do her all along. Yeah, that’s what I think. You want to fake your own death, do it in a big way. A vicious way that tosses the blood in your wife’s face, at least initially, and gets rid of the monkey on your back and one of the people who knew you intimately enough to muck the deal. They’ll say you were a cheat, a liar, a bastard. What do you care, you’re dead.”

			“I have to think about this.” Peabody pushed away from the desk to pace. “With this theory, Blair and Kade did a number on Carter outside the HSO directive.”

			“Maybe they started inside, probably did, but I figure they started coloring outside the lines at some point.”

			“As a solution for the blackmail.”

			“Partially. It’s money, it’s adventure, it’s risk. All those fit their profiles. But they had bigger goals. Keep going.”

			“Crap. Blair was a liaison, doubling under HSO directive, as a liaison for Doomsday. Feeding them selected data for payment, and establishing himself as a source, a traitor, a free agent. Part of this cloak was his marriage to Reva Ewing, blueprinted by the HSO.”

			“Corporate espionage on one hand—a lucrative game, and with so much privatization of intel- and data-gathering sources over the last couple of decades, the HSO has to compete with civilian companies for revenue.”

			“Like Securecomp.”

			“Like that, and the dozens of others on and off planet they arranged for Blair to plant his listening posts. And think about this, Peabody. You always have to have a backup plan. You require plausible deniability. What contingency plan do you suppose the architects of this blueprint drew up in the event one of the sculptures was detected?”

			Peabody stopped in front of the screens, studied the faces. “Blair Bissel, fall guy.”

			“You bet, and by association, Reva would fall with him and Securecomp is compromised. It could—and I think would—have been said that they’d worked together. After all, they were husband and wife.”

			“So they were building a frame after all.”

			“Contingencies. Blair’d been in the organization long enough for this to occur to him. And if not him, it occurred to Kade.”

			“So he took steps to protect himself?” Peabody shook her head. “Really big steps.”

			“Not only protection. Factor in the satisfaction of getting back at his blackmailing brother, Homeland—the people, the government who’d use and discard him if things went wrong. Then add a big shit-pile of money.”

			“From the technos? He makes a deal with them. Unauthorized information. Something big.”

			“He’s the bridge between points A and B, and he knows more about both points, in this aspect, than either point knows of each other. Because he’s the one passing the data. He’s in control of that. Heady stuff for a guy with his personality profile. Why not take more? More control, more power, more money, and get out? Only one way out. Go rogue, and they’ll hunt you down. Both sides.”

			“But they won’t hunt if they think you’re dead.”

			“There you go. Add to that the HSO busy trying to cover up the mess you left behind, the cops busy investigating a prime suspect handed them on a platter, and the death of the only person who had knowledge of your plans, and you’re in the cozy part of fat city.”

			“What went wrong? Why isn’t he sitting in the surf on some island paradise, slurping rum punch and counting his money?”

			“Maybe the payment wasn’t made. You don’t want to go putting all your eggs in a terrorist’s basket. They often end up scrambled. But he’d been trained well enough to have a contingency plan of his own. He gave McCoy something. He had to go back for it. She had to die for it.”

			“And meanwhile, the primary isn’t buying his served-on-a-platter prime suspect. With the cops taking a closer look, so’s everyone else.”

			“Yeah, things got screwed for him, almost from the start. Roarke’s into this Yeats guy who’s an old, dead Irish writer. He said something about things falling apart. The center doesn’t hold. The center hasn’t been holding for Blair Bissel.”

			“And it’s been falling apart since you walked into the first crime scene.”

			“He’s desperate, and he’s pissed, and he overthinks. He’s so worried about covering his ass, he keeps exposing it. He needs to stay dead, needs to collect his fee. Hard to do both. Killing Powell and destroying the body identified as his own was stupid. It prevents positive ID, but it also turns the trail around and heads it right back at him. He’s the only one who’d want that evidence destroyed.”

			“Then he tries to take you out.”

			“Like I said, he’s pissed. And he’s desperate. And you know what he is, under all this espionage, artsy, woman-sniffing bullshit, Peabody? He’s a screwup. The kind that keeps making bigger, splashier mistakes to cover up the last one. He thinks he’s a stone-cold killer, but he’s a selfish, spoiled little boy playing—what’s that guy’s name—James Bond—then having a tantrum when he doesn’t quite pull it off.”

			“He may not be stone-cold, but he’s killed four people, knocked you around pretty good, and put an assistant director of the HSO in the hospital.”

			“I didn’t say he wasn’t dangerous. Kids having temper tantrums are pretty damn dangerous. Scare the hell out of me.”

			“So, according to your theory, we have a cranky, immature, HSO-trained killer.”

			“Pretty much.”

			Peabody blew out a breath that fluttered her ruler-straight bangs. “That is pretty scary. How do we catch him?”

			“Working on that.” Eve started to prop her feet on the desk, had the twinge of revolting muscles shoot straight through her body. “Shit.”

			“You’d better work on those bruises.”

			“I don’t have bruises on my brain. I can still think. Let’s get the rest of the team in here, civilians included, and kick this ball around.”

			“You want Ewing in on this?”

			“She was married to him for two years. It might have been a convenience to him, but she still would’ve learned something about him. Habits, fantasies, hangouts. If Sparrow lives, regains consciousness, and opts to share information on Bissel, that may help, but right now, Reva Ewing’s our best source.”

			“You’re going to tell her that the husband she was accused of murdering is not only alive, in your opinion, but is the one who set her up?”

			“If she can’t deal with it, she’s no help and we’re no worse off. Let’s see if she inherited any of her mother’s spine.”

			Feeney came in muttering figures and command codes into a PPC. His chin was stubbled with ginger and gray and the bags under his eyes could’ve held a week’s marketing for a family of three—but there was a gleam in them.

			“Bad time to interrupt, kid,” he said to Eve. “We’re on the verge.”

			“There’s another prong to this investigation, and that may be on the verge, too. Where are the others?”

			“Roarke and Tokimoto are finishing up running a series. Don’t want to walk away in the middle of that, not after what it’s taken to get there. We got one of Kade’s units as clean as it’s going to get. McNab and Ewing are just about done reinstalling some . . .”

			He stopped, pursed his lips as he finally lifted his head and took a good look at her. “Said you got slammed around. They meant it. Ought to put some ice on that eye.”

			“Is it going black? Damn it.” She pressed her fingers gingerly along the top edge of her cheekbone, and felt the bolt of pain right down to her toes. “I took a blocker. Isn’t that enough?”

			Peabody came out of the kitchen with an ice bandage. “If you let me put this on it, it’ll sting a minute, and look stupid. But it’ll decrease the bruising and swelling. You may not end up with a full shiner.”

			“Just do it, don’t talk about it.”

			Eve set her teeth while Peabody fixed the bandage. The sting drowned out the throbbing, which wasn’t that much of an improvement.

			“Ouch,” McNab commented with a sympathetic wince as he strolled in. “Heard you lost your ride, too.”

			“Wasn’t much of a loss. Where’s Ewing?”

			“Right behind me. Just had to make a pit stop. Okay if I pump some fuel? I’m empty.”

			“There’s cobbler,” Peabody called out as he was already heading to the kitchen. “Apple-cranberry.”

			“Cobbler?” Feeney repeated.

			“Jeez. Go ahead.” Eve threw up her hands. “Eat, drink, be merry. Every multiple homicide investigation should have cobbler.”

			“I’m going to get you something cold to drink,” Peabody decided. “You should probably be pushing fluids.”

			With that Eve found herself alone in her office, wondering how she’d so easily lost the reins of her team.

			Marital discord, she decided, was like some sort of low-grade fever that threw the whole system just slightly out of whack so you couldn’t manage to function at full capacity.

			She wasn’t at the top of her game, that was for sure, and had no idea how to get back there again.

			“You want food,” she snapped out the minute Reva came in, “get food. You want drink, get drink. But make it fast. This isn’t a damn twenty-four/seven.”

			Reva merely angled her head. “I’m fine, thanks. But I’m betting you feel as bad as you look. Roarke and Tokimoto are going to be a few more minutes. They’re at a flash point.”

			“They aren’t the only ones. We’re not going to wait for them. Or for anybody else!” she called out. “You’re going to want to sit down for this.”

			“Because this is going to be a really long lecture or because you’re going to, metaphorically, give me a punch?”

			“I’m hoping you can take a punch.”

			Reva nodded and took the closest chair. “Don’t pull it. Whatever it is, I’d rather you go for the knockout instead of a lot of testing jabs. I’m tired. And with every hour that passes, I feel more of an idiot for not seeing what was in front of my face, day after day, for over two years.”

			“What was in front of your face was a guy who behaved and portrayed himself as someone who loved you, and was brought into your life by someone else you trusted.”

			“Goes a long way to measuring how well I judge people.”

			“They were pros at what they did, and they worked hard to set you up, right along. Were you supposed to look at this guy and think: Hey, secret agent?”

			“No.” Reva’s lips curved. “But you’d think I’d get some vibes about liar and cheat.”

			“They screened you and they studied you. They knew everything there was to know about you before you met either of them. They knew what was public and private. You were laid up for months for shielding a president, for doing your job. Maybe they hoped you’d have some resentment about that, or that your work for the government would make you open to working with them.”

			“Fat fucking chance.”

			“And when they got that, they moved on you personally. He knew what you liked to eat, what flowers you preferred, your hobbies, your finances, who you slept with or cared about. You were nothing to them but a tool, and they knew how to use you.”

			“The first night, at the art showing, he asked me if I’d have a drink with him. Great-looking guy, funny, sweet, hey, why not. We sat for hours, talking. I felt like I’d known him all my life. Like I’d been waiting for him all my life.”

			She looked down at her hands. “I’d been involved before, pretty serious involvement before I was injured, then that fell apart. But nothing came close to what I felt for Blair. And it was all fabrication. It wasn’t perfect. He’d get sulky or irritated at the least slight or criticism, but I figured that was part of the deal, you know? Part of being married and figuring each other out, making each other happy. I wanted to make him happy. I wanted to make it work.”

			“It’s never perfect,” Eve said half to herself. “Whenever you think it is, something sneaks up and bites you on the ass.”

			“I’ll say. Anyway, I’m tired. Tired of feeling stupid, of feeling sorry for myself. So tell me why I’m sitting down. One punch.”

			“Okay. It’s my belief that Blair Bissel orchestrated and committed the homicides at Felicity Kade’s apartment, killing her and his brother in order to fake his own death and implicate you.”

			“That’s just crazy.” The words wheezed out as if the punch had landed hard on her throat. “He’s dead. Blair’s dead. I saw him.”

			“You saw what you were meant to see, just as you saw what you were meant to see when he approached you two and a half years ago. And this time, you were in shock and almost immediately incapacitated.”

			“But . . . it was verified.”

			“I think he switched his identification records with his brother’s, in preparation. I believe he set an elaborate stage so that you, the police, and the clandestine organizations he’d been playing against each other would believe him dead. Nobody looks for the dead, Reva.”

			“It’s insane. I’m telling you it’s insane, Dallas.” Reva got to her feet as the others came in from the kitchen. “Blair was a liar and a cheat. He used me. I’m doing everything I can to accept all that. I’ll live with that. But he wasn’t a killer, he wasn’t someone who could . . . could hack two people to death.”

			“Who stood to gain from his death?”

			“I—you mean financially?”

			“In any way.”

			“I did, I guess. There’s money, decent money. You know all that.”

			“Decent money,” Eve repeated. “You’ve got decent money of your own. He’ll have hidden accounts, and once we find them—”

			“Located, listed, and filed on your computer,” Roarke said as he walked in. “As requested, Lieutenant.”

			“How much?”

			“In excess of four million spread over five accounts.”

			“Not enough.”

			Roarke inclined his head. “Perhaps not, but it’s all there is. He was neither particularly frugal nor skilled in investment areas. All the accounts have slow, steady leaks over the six years they’ve been opened. He spends, and he speculates, and most usually loses his capital.”

			“That plays.” She began to re-evaluate. “Okay, that plays. He goes through money, he needs more money. A big score.”

			“So he kills Felicity and his brother to get it, implicates me? You’re painting a monster. I wasn’t married to a monster.”

			“You were married to an illusion.”

			Reva’s head jerked back as if the blow had landed. “You’re grabbing at air because you don’t have anything else. And because you don’t want to leave me with nothing. I loved him, whether or not he was an illusion. Do you understand the concept?”

			“I’m familiar with it.”

			“You want me to believe I loved someone capable of murder. Cold-blooded, cold-minded murder.”

			It took all her will to keep her gaze from flicking, even for an instant, toward Roarke. And to keep her heart and mind from asking herself that same question.

			“What you believe is your own business. How you handle this is up to you. If you can’t deal with the direction of my investigation, you’re no use to me.”

			“You’re the cold-blooded one. The cold-minded one. And I’ve been used just about enough.”

			When she strode out, Tokimoto eased away from the door and followed her.

			“Gee, she took that well.” Now Eve allowed herself a slow scan of faces. “Would anyone like to complete this briefing, or should we break for comments about my need for sensitivity training?”

			“It’s a hard knock, Dallas,” Feeney said. “No way for you to pretty it up for her. She’ll be back when she shakes it off.”

			“We’ll work without her. Bissel has accounts in various locations, odds are he’s got a bolt-hole—a lavish one, maybe more than one. He’s still in the city, cleaning up after himself, so he must have one here. We find it.”

			“I found two properties,” Roarke put in. “One in the Canary Islands, the other in Singapore. Neither were very well cloaked, meaning if I found them so easily, others would.”

			“So they’re probably blinds. He’s not completely stupid. Let’s look in his brother’s name, or Kade’s, Ewing’s. He might have set himself up, using them as cover, then if . . . No, no. Shit! McCoy. Chloe McCoy. He had to have more use for her than the occasional bang. Check it out. See if he tucked away funds and/or property in her name somehow. He killed her for a reason, and my take is this guy kills for money and self-preservation.”

			“I’ll take that,” McNab volunteered. “Working on a cobbler rush.”

			“Get started. I’m going to check on Sparrow, see if he’s coherent and I can dig anything out of him. Feeney, I’m leaving you and Roarke on the machines. If Reva’s backed out and Tokimoto’s busy patting her head, you’re going to be short-handed.”

			“Another tanker of coffee ought to keep us in the game.”

			“You may want an update before you rush off, Lieutenant. We’re retrieving data from Kade’s unit. It’s encrypted, but we’ll get through that.”

			“Great, good. Let me know when—”

			“I’m not finished. Each of Kade’s units was corrupted, but not through a networking worm. They were burned individually.”

			“So what? Look, this is EDD territory. All I need is the bottom line. I need the data.”

			“You don’t give electronics enough respect,” Feeney stated.

			“And neither, I’d venture, does Bissel.” As Eve hadn’t touched the glass of chilled juice Peabody had brought her, Roarke picked it up and helped himself. “The potential worm’s import is its theoretic ability to corrupt an entire networking system, however small or large, however simple or complex, with one stroke, to corrupt and shut down, irretrievably. That’s not what we’re dealing with. It’s a shade of that, an early version perhaps, but not nearly as powerful as we’ve been led to believe. It’s been relatively easy to clean and retrieve from the units we’ve got.”

			“Relatively.” Feeney rolled his aching eyes. “It’s nasty business, but it’s not global security shit. What it is, is smoke.”

			“Which means he doesn’t have what he thought he had—what he was going to parlay into a nice retirement fund. But maybe someone else does, or maybe . . . Son of a bitch. He wasn’t trying to take me out.” She tapped her fingers absently over her bruised eye. “He hit his target. Aim was a little off, but he hit.”

			Roarke inclined his head as his thoughts marched with hers. “Sparrow.”

			“It’d help to have somebody on the inside, somebody with some juice who could adjust or create data in-house. And provide protection. Sparrow. He’s the organized thinker. The planner. Look at Bissel. He’s not brave, he’s not very smart, he hasn’t been able to work himself up in the organization. Just a delivery boy. And here’s a big opportunity, handed to him from one of the brass. The big score. Little scores all along. The corporate espionage. Could be, just could be, some of that was outside Homeland, a little personal partnership. Bissel though, he can’t capitalize. Just a screwup with money. I bet his partner’s done better. A hell of a lot better.”

			“Why not just kill Bissel then?” Peabody asked.

			“Because you need a contingency. You need a fall guy. He set the putz up. Still the delivery boy. Bissel goes to deliver the worm disc to the high bidder, and it’s not the deal. He gets the shaft. Now he’s a dead man, a desperate one. He’s running, he’s hiding, and at all costs he has to stay dead. Our friend from the HSO wants him to stay dead, too, and he’s ready with the company line about global security when the investigation doesn’t turn the way he anticipated.”

			“I imagine he planned to make an honest man out of Bissel by turning him into a dead man,” Roarke said. “Quietly, at some point.”

			“Should’ve moved on that sooner rather than later, and he wouldn’t be in the hospital. I think he forgot to factor one vital element into the equation. When somebody like Bissel starts killing, it gets easier every time.”

			She pulled out her communicator. “I want a block on Sparrow. I don’t want anybody, not even the medicals, talking to him until I get my shot. Start reeling in that data.”

			“Hook up that tanker of coffee,” Feeney reminded her, then headed out.

			“I need a moment, Lieutenant.” Roarke glanced at Peabody. “A private one.”

			“I’ll wait outside.” Peabody slipped out, shut the door.

			“I don’t have time to go into personal business,” Eve began.

			“Sparrow has access to your data, to what happened in Dallas. If you’re right about all of this, he might very well use it against you. Make it public, even altering it in some way that twists the truth.”

			“I can’t worry about that.”

			“I can make it disappear. If you want that . . . element removed, I can remove it. You’re entitled to your privacy, Eve. You’re entitled to be secure that your own victimization won’t be used to draw speculation, gossip—and the pity you’d hate more than either.”

			“You want me to give you the nod to tamper with government files?”

			“No, I want you to tell me if you’d prefer those files didn’t exist. Hypothetically.”

			“Which would let me off the hook. Legally. I wouldn’t be an accessory if I just made a little wish, and poof. This is a hell of a day. This is a hell of a funny day.”

			Because emotion was flooding her throat again, she turned away. “You and me, we haven’t been this far apart from each other since the beginning. I can’t reach you, and I can’t let you reach me.”

			“You don’t see me, Eve. When you look at me, you don’t see the whole of me. Maybe I’ve preferred that.”

			She thought of Reva, of illusions, and a mockery of a marriage. Nothing could be further from what they were dealing with. Roarke had never lied, nor pretended to be something other than what he was. And she had seen him, right from the first moment.

			“You’re wrong, and you’re stupid.” There was more weariness than temper in the words, and as such struck him more forcefully. “I don’t know how to get through this. I can’t talk to you about it, because it just circles. I can’t talk to anyone else, because if I tell them what’s ripping at us, it makes them an accessory. You think I don’t see you?”

			She turned back, looked straight into his eyes. “I’m looking at you, and I see you. I know you’re capable of killing, and feeling justified, feeling right. I know that, and I’m still here. I don’t know what the hell to do, but I’m still here.”

			“If I wasn’t capable, I wouldn’t be who I am, what I am, where I am. Neither of us would be here, wrestling with this.”

			“Maybe not, but I’m too tired to wrestle. I have to go. I need to go.” She walked quickly to the door, wrenched it open. Then she shut her eyes. “Make it disappear. Fuck hypothetical. I take responsibility for what I say, what I do. Make it gone.”

			“Consider it done.”

			When she left him, he sat down at her desk in the quiet, and wished, with everything inside him, that he could make the rest of it vanish as easily.

			Reva waylaid her on the way outside. “I don’t have time,” Eve said curtly and kept moving. “It’ll only take a minute. I want to apologize. I asked you to give it to me straight, and when you did, I didn’t handle it. I’m sorry, and I’m pissed off at myself for reacting the way I did.”

			“Forget it. Are you going to handle it now?”

			“Yeah, I’m going to handle it now. What do you need?”

			“I need you to think. Where he might go, what his next steps would be in a crisis. What’s he doing now besides trying to find a way out? Think it through, lay it out. Have it ready for me when I get back.”

			“You’ll have it. He’d have to work,” she called out as Eve streamed out the door. “His art wasn’t just a cover, it couldn’t have been. It’s his passion, his escape, his ego. He’d have to have a place to work.”

			“Good. Keep it up. I’ll be back.”

			“That was well-done.” Tokimoto stepped out of the parlor, into the foyer.

			“I hope so. I’m not doing so well otherwise.”

			“You need time to adjust, to grieve, to be angry. I hope you’ll feel able to talk to me when you need someone.”

			“I’ve been talking you black-and-blue so far.” She sighed. “Tokimoto, can I ask you something?”

			“Of course.”

			“Are you hitting on me?”

			He stiffened like a rod. “That would be inappropriate under the circumstances.”

			“Because I might still be married or because you’re not interested?”

			“Your marriage would hardly be a factor, considering. But you’re not in a state of mind where . . . An advance of a personal nature is clearly inappropriate while your emotions and your situation are in flux.”

			She found herself smiling, just a little. And found something opening inside her again, just a little. “You didn’t say you weren’t interested, so I’ll just say I don’t think I’d mind. If you worked up to hitting on me.”

			To test it out, she rose on her toes and touched her lips lightly to his. “No,” she said after a moment, “I don’t think I’d mind. Why don’t you think about it?”

			She was still smiling, just a little, as she started back upstairs.
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			QUINN SPARROW WOULD live. He might, with several months of intensive therapy and treatments, walk again—if he had the same level of will and guts Reva Ewing had called upon to recover from her injuries.

			It was, to Eve’s mind, a solid kind of justice.

			He had broken bones, a fractured spine, and a concussion among other insults. He would require reconstructive surgery on his face.

			But he would live.

			Eve was glad to hear it.

			He was and would remain in Intensive Care for at least forty-eight hours. He was sedated, but Eve’s badge and some bullying got her through.

			She left Peabody posted at the door.

			He was either sleeping or zoned when she walked in. She was banking on the zoned and shut off his IV drip of blockers without a twinge of remorse.

			It only took a few moments for him to surface, moaning.

			He looked considerably worse for wear, brutally bruised around his bandages, with a skin cast on his right arm, another along with a stability cage—that looked a little like one of Bissel’s sculptures—around his right leg.

			The wedge of collar prevented any movement of his head or neck.

			“You in there, Sparrow?”

			“Dallas.” White at the lips, he shifted his eyes, tried to focus on her. “What the fuck?”

			She moved closer, making it easier for him to keep her in his line of vision, and laid a hand in what she considered a “survivors of the battle” gesture on his shoulder. “You’re in the hospital. You’re strapped in to restrict movement.”

			“I don’t remember. How . . . how bad?”

			It was, she thought, a nice touch to look away for a moment as if she was struggling to speak. “It’s . . . it’s pretty bad. He hit us, hard. You took the worst. Vehicle went up like a rocket, crashed like a bomb. Slammed into a maxi on your side. You’re messed up bad, Sparrow.”

			She felt his shoulder tremble as he tried to move. “Christ, Christ, the pain.”

			“I know. It’s gotta be rugged. But we got him.” She closed a hand over his now, squeezed. “We got the bastard.”

			“What? Who?”

			“We got Bissel, wrapped and locked. Still had the shoulder launcher he used on us. Blair Bissel, Sparrow, alive and well, and singing like a canary.”

			“That’s crazy.” He groaned. “I need the doctor. I need something for the pain.”

			“I want you to listen, to dig down and pay attention. I don’t know how much time you’ve got.”

			“Time?” His fingers jerked under hers. “Time?”

			“I want to give you a chance to clear your conscience, Sparrow. To set the record straight. You deserve that much. He’s dumping the whole ball on you. Listen to me. Listen.” She tightened her fingers on his. “I’ve got to give it to you, and you’ve got to prepare yourself. You’re not going to make it.”

			His skin went sickly gray. “What are you talking about?”

			She leaned in close so he could see only her face. “They did everything they could. Worked on you for hours. There’s too much damage.”

			“I’m dying?” His voice, already a weak tremble, cracked. “No. No. I want a doctor.”

			“They’ll be back in a minute. They’ll give you . . . they’ll give you a humane dose. You’ll go out easy.”

			“I’m not going to die.” Tears swam, and spilled over. “I don’t want to die.”

			She pressed her lips together, as if overcome. “I thought you’d want to hear it from me, from . . . a colleague. His aim had been better, we’d both be on our way out. But he just sheared the front end, and we flipped. They saved your leg,” she continued, and paused to clear her throat. “They hoped that . . . Christ. The impact messed up your insides, messed them up bad. The son of a bitch killed you, Sparrow, and tried for me.”

			“I can’t see. I can’t move.”

			“You’ve gotta stay quiet, still. It’ll buy you time. You’ve been out of it, Sparrow, and he’s using that. He tried to wipe us both, and because of that I’m trying to give you a chance to go out with some dignity. I’m going to read you your rights.” She paused again, shook her head. “Jesus, this sucks.”

			He began to tremble as she recited the revised Miranda. “You understand your rights and obligations, Assistant Director Sparrow?”

			“What the hell is this about?”

			“It’s about setting the record straight, and getting some of your own back here. A good lawyer’s going to get Bissel off with a few slaps if you don’t tell me how it went down. He’s counting on you just dying. Dying and taking the hard rap. He says you killed Carter Bissel and Felicity Kade.”

			“That’s bullshit.”

			“I know it, but he might convince the PA. Jesus, Sparrow, you’re dying! Tell me the truth, let me shut this down, put him away. He killed you.” She leaned in close, lowered her voice. “Make him pay.”

			“Stupid fuckup. Who knew he had it in him? How’d it all end up like this?”

			“Tell me, and I’ll see to it he goes down. You’ve got my word on it.”

			“He killed Carter Bissel and Felicity Kade.”

			“Who?”

			“Blair! Blair Bissel killed Carter Bissel and Felicity Kade. He sniffed a little Zeus to give himself some backbone and sliced them up.”

			“Why? Give me some juice so I can drown him in it.”

			“He was going to disappear, with a big chunk of change. Set up the wife so the cops closed the book. Open, shut. Shoulda been open, shut.”

			“You sent Reva the photographs of Blair and Kade?”

			“Yeah. I took them, dropped them on her when the rest was in place. I can’t feel my legs. I can’t feel my legs.”

			“Hold on. Just hold on. I’m recording this, Sparrow. You’re going on record. You’re going to put him away for doing this to you. Why’d he kill Kade?”

			“Needed her to tie the bow on the package. And she knew too much about both of us. Couldn’t risk it.”

			“You were the brains in this. You can’t tell me that jerkoff thought this up on his own.”

			“I had it all worked out. Should’ve been a walk. Couple more weeks, I’d be on a beach sipping fucking mai tais, but he just kept screwing things up.”

			“Kade was in on it? She pulled the brother in.”

			“Know a hell of a lot, don’t you?” He stared at Eve with dead eyes.

			“I’m putting it together. I’ve got to be straight with you. You deserve that. A deathbed confession . . .” She trailed off, watching his face blanch and crumble. “Well, you know the weight of that. You’ll be the one to lock the cage on him. I want to give you that last act. Professional courtesy. Felicity Kade drew Carter Bissel into the mix.”

			“Pulled him in.” Sparrow’s breath wheezed in, wheezed out, and Eve had the sudden thought that the bastard might die on her just through the power of suggestion. “Had the stupid son of a bitch convinced he was working for the HSO. Going to take over his brother’s position. He bought it. Change his face, make a few deliveries. Get to sleep with his trainer. He was a dunk.”

			“I bet. Who took out the guy who did the face and body work? Kade?”

			“No. No, she wouldn’t get her hands dirty. She had Bissel do it—Carter. She was good at getting men to do what she wanted.”

			“But you were the architect, right? Not Kade, certainly not Blair Bissel. You’re not stupid enough to go around killing people right and left, but you knew how to pull the strings. He thought he had the comp worm. He thought he could sell it. Live off the proceeds the rest of his life. But he never had it.”

			“Can’t have what doesn’t exist. I made it up.” His smile turned to a grimace. “I can’t take this pain, Dallas. I can’t take it.”

			His whine set her teeth on edge, but she gave his hand another bolstering squeeze. “It won’t be much longer. There’s no worm?”

			“Yeah, there’s a worm. It’s just not as advertised. I invented it, hyped it, documented the skewed data and intel. Doomsday’s been trying to create one, a fricking decade. Works in theory, but in practice it just self-cannibalizes or mutates when it hits the shields. You insert at port, it’ll mess up a unit, fry its ass, but it won’t network, and won’t infect by remote. But if it did . . .”—his pale, battered face shone for a moment with pleasure—“ . . . it’d be worth billions.”

			“So it was all just a con—on HSO and the global agencies, on Doomsday. You created the intel that supported the myth that the worm was real, that it was a threat. Then you planted your man with the project head of the company who nabs the Code Red. Feed the HSO data, sell same to interested parties. You’re raking it in on both ends, and all over something that doesn’t yet exist, and may never exist. But Securecomp’s working on it, and they might just create the worm for you. Yeah, you’re smart.”

			“They were getting close. Roarke’s got some brain trust at Securecomp. I get what they’ve got together with what I’ve got, what I’m pulling from Doomsday, maybe I can put it together and get myself a nice bonus. You know what you make annually as an AD? You make shit. Just like a cop.”

			“And being as we’re so underpaid, you didn’t figure the cops would dig too deep into the Bissel/Kade murders.”

			“Served it up so neat and pretty. But things went wrong.”

			“You could stall, though, pressure to have the locals turn over the investigation. And you had your goat with Bissel. He tries to sell the disc, and it’s worthless.”

			“Figured the buyer would execute him, bury the body, once they figured out the worm wasn’t what he claimed. That would take some time, put some distance between him and me. He wiggled out of that, though. He talks a pretty good game.”

			“But he can’t access his money without sending up a flag, to you. And even if he got desperate enough to try, we started finding and freezing his accounts. So he stages McCoy’s suicide. What did she have that he wanted?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know where she fits. He should’ve slipped off, counted his losses, but the stupid son of a bitch panics, kills her, kills that stupid orderly, steals the body. What’s he think the cops’re going to do? Might as well have taken out a fricking ad on an airblimp.”

			“How long have you two been doing the corporate espionage on the side?”

			“What the hell does it matter?”

			He was pouting now, she thought. Wimp was pouting because his big plans had blown up in his face and killed him.

			“The more you give me, the deeper I can bury him.”

			“Six, seven years. I’ve got a nice retirement fund, got a place on Maui, and another I’ve got my eye on in Tuscany. I’d’ve been set, living large, before I was forty. Had to start covering my tracks.”

			“Eliminate your partners,” Eve agreed. “Better, smarter, have them eliminate each other. And move to a one-man, more profitable organization. All those listening posts planted in Bissel’s sculptures all over the world—and off—all yours alone now. You can gather your intel, invest, anticipate. Yeah, you’d’ve been sipping mai tais, and still raking it in. I gotta say, Sparrow, it’s brilliant.”

			His damp eyes shone for a moment in pleasure. “It’s what I do. Crunch data, think up scenarios, blueprint dirty tricks to compromise or dispose of targets. You have to know how and when to use people.”

			“And you knew how to use Bissel. Both of them. And Kade. And Ewing.”

			“Wasn’t supposed to be so complicated. Bissel hits Kade, goes under. Was supposed to go under for a few weeks, then make the sale. But he went right after it. Didn’t give it time to settle, for me to see if it worked and cooled off.”

			“Cooled off so you could make certain you didn’t need him, so he could be eliminated.”

			“You don’t throw away tools until you’re sure they’ve outlived their usefulness. Terminations are part of the game. You know that. Death’s necessary. I’ve never killed anybody, and I wouldn’t have had to do him. Leak some intel, point the right person in the right direction. He’d be taken out. I’m not a murderer, Dallas. I just engaged a tool. Blair Bissel did the killing. Every one of them. I was at the Flatiron, corrupting his data units, when he did the hit on his brother and Kade.”

			“Why go there?”

			“I needed to upload any data he might’ve kept on the operation there, and to crash his units so he couldn’t use them. Just covering tracks. I wasn’t anywhere near Kade’s place when it went down, and I’ve got alibis for the hits on McCoy and Powell. Blair Bissel did the terminations. I’m going to die, but I’ll be damned if he’s going to hang me with murder.”

			“I think we can make that conspiracy to murder, accessory to murder, before and after the fact. Multiple counts. We can probably throw in all sorts of nice pluses like obstruction of justice, tampering with government files, espionage, and that big mama, treason. I think you can say bye-bye to Maui, Sparrow, and those pretty hills in Tuscany.”

			“I’m fucking dying. Give me a break.”

			“Right.” She pulled her hand free of his and smiled. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news. Good news, from your point of view, is you’re not dying. I exaggerated your medical condition a bit.”

			“What?” He struggled to sit up and only went sheet-white with the pain. “I’m going to be all right?”

			“You’ll live. You might not walk again, and you’re going to have some serious pain with the physical therapy and treatments over the next few months. But you’ll live. Bad news? Doctors say you’re pretty strong and healthy otherwise, so you should last decades in a cage.”

			“You said I was dead. You said—”

			“Yeah.” She hooked her thumbs in her front pockets. “Cops’re such liars. I don’t know why you assholes believe us.”

			“Bitch. Goddamn bitch.” He fought to raise himself, going white, then red as he strained against the stabilizers. “I want a lawyer. I want a doctor.”

			“You can have both. Excuse me, Sparrow, I’ve got to go arrange for a meeting between your superiors and mine. I bet they’re going to have a high old time with this recording.”

			“You walk out of here with that . . .” He gasped against the pain, and the fear. Eve read them both in his eyes. “You walk out of here with that recording, and I’ll have your records all over the media within the hour. Everything that happened in Dallas. Everything in that file, including the speculation that you committed patricide. You’re finished as a cop when I get finished spinning those records out to the media.”

			Eve tilted her head, and smiled. “What records?”

			She let her smile widen as she pushed open the door. “Nailed, to the wall,” she said to Peabody.

			And she could hear Sparrow screaming for a doctor as she strode away.

			“I need you to take the recording, copy it, write the report. I want him charged fast. Go through Whitney, push the grease.”

			“What are the charges?”

			“It’s all on the record. He’s not going anywhere,” Eve added as they started down in the overcrowded elevator. “And I don’t think Bissel will try for him again, but I want a man on the door.”

			“Okay. Are you going somewhere?”

			“I want to play some of this off of Mira, see if any of this new data gives her an idea how and where Bissel might move next. He’s seriously screwed with Sparrow alive and wrapped, and that might make him more dangerous. Nobody’s left for him to go for.”

			“There’s you.”

			“Yeah. That’d be a nice plus.”

			“You sure have a twisted sense of optimism.”

			“Yeah, I’m Polly-freaking-anna. Take the ride. I’ll track Mira down and grab public transpo.”

			“I get to drive the mag civilian vehicle. Again?” Peabody did a quick tap and shuffle. “Man, I love being a detective.”

			“Get Sparrow secured, write the report, get Whitney to push through the arrest warrant, then get back over here and serve it. Then see how much you love it.”

			She pulled out her pocket ’link. “Oh, and requisition us a new ride.”

			“You’re the superior officer,” Peabody reminded her. “The request should come from you.”

			“And my name is kick-her-ass in Requisitions. I put in, they’ll dig up some piece of shit heap with an attitude. They save them for me.”

			“That’s a factor. You know, we could bog down the request, and keep using one of Roarke’s. I mean, he’s got plenty of vehicles.”

			“We’re cops. We use a cop car.”

			“Spoilsport,” Peabody grumbled when Eve hiked away.

			She took a cab to Mira’s residence because her body was one massive ache, and the idea of the subway with its crowds and smells seemed like more punishment than she deserved.

			Mira answered the door herself, and had already changed out of her work gear into rust-colored pants and a roomy white shirt.

			“Thanks for making the time.”

			“It’s absolutely no problem. Look at you,” Mira said with concern as she lifted a hand to Eve’s face. “The incident’s all over the news. With speculation it was a botched terrorist attack on Central.”

			“It goes back to Bissel, and it’s a lot more personal. I’ll explain.”

			“You should sit down, and we’ll . . .” She turned, beamed as her husband came toward her with a loaded tray. “Dennis, you remembered.”

			“Eve likes coffee.” He winked at Eve with his dreamy eyes. He was wearing a baggy cardigan with a hole in the sleeve and worn brown trousers. He smelled, Eve thought, a little like cherries.

			His expression sobered as he scanned the bruises. “Was there an accident?”

			“It was pretty much deliberate. It’s nice to see you, Mr. Mira.”

			“Charlie, you should take care of this girl.”

			“Yes, I will. Why don’t we go upstairs, and I’ll take a look at you?”

			“Thanks, but I really don’t have time—”

			Dennis was already starting up with the tray. “We can discuss the case while I treat you,” Mira said, and took a firm hold of Eve’s arm. “Otherwise, I’ll be distracted.”

			“It looks worse than it is,” Eve began.

			“Yes, so they always say.”

			There was a lot of color. It was one of the things Eve always noted about Mira’s home. All the color and pretty little whatnots sitting around. Flowers and photographs.

			Mira took her into a cozy sitting room done in quiet blues and misty greens. Over a small fireplace was a family portrait of the Miras, their children and spouses, their grandchildren. It wasn’t a formal pose, but a casual kind of grouping, as if a conversation was taking place.

			“Nice,” Eve said.

			“Yes, isn’t it? My daughter had it done from a photograph and gave it to me last Christmas. The children have already grown so much since. Well. I just need to get a few things. Dennis, entertain Eve for a moment.”

			“Hmm?” He’d set down the tray and looked around absently.

			“Keep Eve company.”

			“Your husband’s not coming?” Dennis poured the coffee. “Nice boy.”

			“No, he’s . . . this is really a professional visit. I’m sorry to interrupt your evening.”

			“Pretty girl’s never an interruption.” He patted his pockets, looked around blankly. “I seem to have misplaced the sugar.”

			There was something about him—the mop of hair, the baggy sweater, the bemused expression—that stirred a little glow of affection inside her. “I don’t use any.”

			“Good thing. Don’t know where the hell I left it. Remembered the cookies, though.” He picked one up, handed it to her. “Look like you could use one, sweetie.”

			“Yeah.” She stared at it and wondered why it, the gesture, the room, the scent of the flowers on the mantel combined to make her eyes sting. “Thanks.”

			“It’s rarely as bad as we think it is.” He patted her shoulder and had her throat going hot. “Unless it’s worse. Charlie’ll fix you up. I’m going to take my coffee out on the patio,” he said when Mira came back. “Let you girls gab.”

			Eve bit into the cookie, swallowed hard. “I’ve got a crush on him,” she said when she and Mira were alone.

			“So do I. You’ll need to take off your clothes.”

			“Why?”

			“I can tell by the way you move you’ve got injuries, and pain. Let’s deal with it.”

			“I don’t want—”

			“And you can take your mind off what I’m doing by telling me about Bissel.”

			Accepting that an argument would only drag things out, Eve stripped off the shirt, then the trousers. Mira’s quick wince of sympathy had Eve hunching in defense.

			“Mostly from the safeties. You know, the harness, impact bags.”

			“And would have been considerably worse without them, yes. You were treated on scene?”

			“Yeah.” Eve felt her insides draw up as Mira opened a medical bag. “Look, they did all the stuff. And I took a blocker, so—”

			“When?”

			“When what?”

			“When did you take something for pain?”

			“Before . . . awhile ago. A few hours,” she mumbled when leveled by Mira’s patient gaze. “I don’t like meds.”

			“All right, let’s see what we can do without them. I’m going to put the chair back. Relax. Close your eyes. Trust me.”

			“That’s what they all say.”

			“Tell me what you’ve learned about Bissel.”

			It wasn’t so bad, Eve thought. Whatever Mira was doing didn’t add to the pain, or layer on any stings or twinges. Best, it didn’t make her feel light-headed and stupid.

			She ran through the progress of the case, and didn’t pause when Mira began to work on her face.

			“So he’s alone now,” Mira said. “Angry, displaced, and probably feeling very, very sorry for himself. A dangerous mix with a man of his emotional content. His ego has been severely attacked. He should be patting himself on the back now, lavishly. Instead things continue to go wrong—through no fault, in his mind, of his own. He has a very vaulted opinion of himself, so someone else must be to blame. He sacrificed his wife, his brother, both his lovers without a qualm. He has no capability for real emotion, real attachments.”

			“Sociopathic?”

			“Of a kind, yes. But it’s not simply that he has no conscience. It’s that he sees himself as above the behaviors, needs, attachments, rules of general society. An artist on one hand, a spy on the other. He’s wallowed in the thrill of these parts of himself, preened on the pleasure of his own cleverness. He’s spoiled, and wants more. More money, more women, more adulation. He would have enjoyed the risk of killing. The planning stages, the idea of playing both ends for his own means.”

			“Sparrow did the planning.”

			“Yes, our organized thinker, but Bissel wouldn’t see it that way. He was the field operative, thinking on his feet and getting the job done. Adding his flourishes. In his capacity for the HSO, he was, basically, a delivery boy. This has given him the opportunity to show them, show everyone, how much more he is.”

			“But if it had worked, no one would know.”

			“He would know. He’d have fooled everyone, and he would know. Eventually, he’d have been compelled to share this with someone, to brag. He’d had Kade, his associates within the HSO, he’d had Sparrow. He could show his true face to these people. With them gone, he’d have to seek other outlets. Self-satisfaction wouldn’t hold him long.”

			Gently, she brushed Eve’s hair back and treated the laceration on her temple. “Sparrow’s mistake was in not factoring in how much Bissel would enjoy the limelight, the thrill of killing and being a critical part of the plan.”

			“Now that it’s all gone to hell?”

			“Bissel will only have more to prove. He may go to ground, but he won’t stay there. In the past, his art fed that part of his ego that needed public acknowledgment, praise, admiration. That spotlight’s been taken, too. He needs a show. A platform.”

			“If I make it public that he’s still alive, that he’s . . . the star, that would give him the show. He’d need to come out, wouldn’t he? Take a bow.”

			“I believe he would. But with his violent tendencies, with his rapid descent into them, he’ll be dangerous. His killing pattern has escalated. The first, though the most brutal, was specific, and personal, and part of a blueprint already drawn for him. McCoy was more cruel, more cold, and orchestrated completely on his own. Powell took it beyond. This was a stranger. And the last—while his target was certainly the man he felt had ruined everything—injured a number of bystanders. They meant nothing to him. No one does but himself.”

			She closed her bag. “I’m going to bring the chair back up now. You can get dressed. And have another cookie.”

			Eve opened her eyes, looked down at herself. Cuts and bruises were covered with something pale gold that didn’t, in her opinion, look any better than the injuries themselves. But the aches had largely subsided.

			“Feels better.”

			“I imagine. I used topicals. An internal blocker would help, but we won’t push it.”

			“Appreciate it.” She rose, began to dress. “I’ve got the technos on my team working on finding any bolt-holes, and I can continue to tie up his funds, making it tough for him to access anything. The only people I can figure he might go for, out of spite, are his wife and his mother-in-law, and they’re both tucked up. I’m going to let the media have his name as suspect, and enough of the circumstances to light a fire under him. I’m going to smoke him out.”

			“It’ll be your fault then. He’ll panic first, but then he’ll try to find a way to punish you for upending the rest of his plans.”

			“He’s stupid.” Eve buttoned her shirt. “He’s gotten this far largely on dumb luck. His luck’s about to change. I’ve got to get back, work a release through the media liaison. I want this one real official.”

			“Could you sit down another moment?” To ensure she did, Mira sat herself. “Will you tell me what else is hurting you?”

			“I think you hit all the hot spots.”

			“I’m not talking about physical injuries. I know your face so well now. I know when you’ve exhausted yourself with work, and when there’s something more, something other that’s pushing you to the edge. You’ve worn yourself out. You’re hurt and you’re unhappy.”

			“I can’t talk about it. Can’t,” she said before Mira could speak. “There’s a problem, and there’s no point in me telling you there isn’t. I don’t know if it can be fixed.”

			“Everything can, one way or the other. Eve, whatever you tell me here stays here. In confidence. If I can help—”

			“You can’t.” Despair worked its way to the surface and made her tone sharp. “You can’t help, you can’t fix it, and there’s no point in you saying things you think I want to hear to draw me out, or to put a damn topical on it. I’ve got work.”

			“Wait.” Mira got to her feet as Eve did. “What does that mean—that I would say what I think you want to hear?”

			“Nothing.” Eve dragged her hands through her hair. “Nothing. I’m in a pisser of a mood, that’s all.”

			“I don’t think that’s all. We’ve had what I feel is a good, an important, personal rapport. If there’s something that’s interfering with that, I’d like to know.”

			“Look, Dr. Mira, it’s your job to dig under, and to use whatever tools it takes. I appreciate the help you’ve given me, the personal help as well as on the job. Let’s let it go at that.”

			“I certainly won’t. Do you think I’ve been dishonest with you?”

			She didn’t have the time, and less of an inclination to get into personal matters. But noting the set expression on Mira’s face, Eve calculated it was best to approach this as she had the treatment for her injuries: Strip down and get it over with.

			“I think you . . . Okay, it’s a method, right, for the therapist to find or create a mutual ground with a patient? A kind of connection.”

			“It can be, yes. And I did this with you by . . .”

			“You told me, a long while back, you told me you’d been raped by your stepfather.”

			“Yes. I gave you that personal information because you didn’t believe I could understand what you’d been through as a child. How you felt remembering being raped by your father.”

			“It opened me up, and that was your job. Mission accomplished.”

			Obviously baffled, Mira lifted her hands. “Eve?”

			“Earlier this summer, you sat on the patio of the house, drinking wine, relaxing. Just a nice little moment. It was after I told you Mavis was pregnant. And you told me about your parents. Your mother, your father, how they had this nice, long-term marriage, how you had all these pretty memories.”

			“Ah.” Mira let out a little laugh, and sat again. “And this has been troubling you ever since? Yet you said nothing.”

			“I couldn’t quite figure out how to call you a liar . . . and what would be the point? You were just doing your job.”

			“It wasn’t just the job, and I didn’t lie. Either time. But I certainly see why you’d believe I did and how it would make you feel. I’d like you to listen to me. Please.”

			Eve fought the urge to check the time on her wrist unit. “All right.”

			“When I was a girl, my parents’ marriage disintegrated. I don’t know why, except that there was some elemental problem, something they couldn’t, or wouldn’t resolve. They pulled away from each other, ripped the fabric of their relationship. They divorced.”

			“You said—”

			“Yes, I know. It was a difficult time for me. I was angry and hurt, confused. And like most children, self-absorbed. So, of course, I believed I was at fault. Believing that, I was only more angry, with both of them. My mother was, is, a very vital, attractive woman. She was financially well-off, had an important career. And she was miserably unhappy. Her way of coping was to surround herself with people, to keep busy. Mothers and daughters sometimes fall into a pattern of bickering, especially when they’re a great deal alike. We were, and we did.

			“During this difficult and hostile time, she met a man.” Mira’s voice changed, subtly, went just a bit tight at the edges. “Charming, personable, attentive, handsome. He swept her off her feet. Flowers, gifts, time. She married him impulsively, less than four months after she and my father divorced.”

			She rose, went to the coffeepot. “I shouldn’t have a second cup of this. I’ll be buzzing around driving Dennis to distraction half the night. But . . .”

			“You don’t have to tell me this. I get the picture. I’m sorry.”

			“No, I’ll finish it. Though I’ll shorten a long story for both our sakes.” She set the coffeepot down again, and spent a moment just tracing her fingers over the purple pansies that decorated it.

			“The first time he touched me, I was shocked. Outraged. He warned me that she’d never believe me, that she’d send me away. I’d been in a little bit of trouble. Acting out, you might say.” She smiled, sat again. “Won’t go into that. But my mother and I were at odds, very much at odds. He was convincing, and frightened me. I was young, and felt powerless. You understand.”

			“Yeah.”

			“She traveled quite a bit. I think—well, it came out later, that she’d realized she’d made a mistake, marrying him. But she’d already had one marriage fail, and she wasn’t going to give up so quickly. She focused on her career for a time, and he had many opportunities to molest me. He used drugs to keep me . . . quiet. It went on for a very long time. I told no one. In my mind, my father had deserted me, my mother loved this man more than she loved me. And neither of them cared if I lived or died. I attempted suicide.”

			“It’s hard,” Eve managed, “really hard to feel like you’re alone in all that.”

			“You were alone. But yes, it’s equally hard to feel alone, and helpless, and guilty. Fortunately, I bungled the suicide. My parents, both of them, were in my hospital room, at their wits’ end. It came spewing out of me, all of it. The rage, the fear, the hate. It all came out, two and a half years of rape and abuse.”

			“How’d they handle it?” Eve asked when Mira fell into silence.

			“In a most unexpected way. They believed me. He was arrested. Imagine my surprise,” she murmured. “That it could be stopped, just by speaking of it. That saying it out loud could make it stop.”

			“That’s why you became a doctor. So you could make it stop for other people.”

			“Yes. I didn’t think of it then. I was still angry, still hurt, but yes. I had therapy—individual, group, family. And sometime during that healing period, my parents found each other again. They mended what was ripped. We don’t often talk of that time. I don’t often think of it. When I think of my parents, I think of them as they were before things began to unravel, and as they’ve been since they repaired the damage. I don’t think of the bitter years.”

			“You forgave them.”

			“Yes, and myself. They forgave each other, and me. We were stronger for it,” Mira added. “And I think I was drawn to Dennis because of his bottomless well of kindness, and decency. I’d learned the value of those things because I’d seen their opposite.”

			“How do you find the way back? How do you find the way when a marriage crumbles under you, and you turn away from each other? When it’s bad, so bad you can’t talk about it, or think about it?”

			Mira reached out, laid her hands over Eve’s. “You can’t tell me what’s hurting you, and Roarke?”

			“I can’t.”

			“Then I’ll tell you the simple and most complex answer is love. It’s where you start, and where, if you work hard enough, want hard enough, you end.”
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			SHE DIDN’T WANT to go home. It was, Eve knew, evasion at its worst, but she didn’t want to go home to a houseful of people. She didn’t want to go home to Roarke.

			The answer couldn’t be love—simple or complex—she didn’t see how that could be it. She couldn’t find her way through this thing that was strangling her marriage. And if she loved the man any more than she did, she’d burn up from it.

			She didn’t see how the answer could be evasion either, though it helped at the moment. Walking in the city on a balmy evening, the familiar ground, the familiar sounds of irritable traffic, the smell of overdone soy dogs, the occasional whoosh through the vents of a train zooming by underground.

			Clutches of people, ignoring each other—ignoring her—as they went about their own business and thought their own thoughts.

			So she walked, and it occurred to her she never did this anymore. Never simply walked around the city when she didn’t have a specific destination, a specific purpose. She’d never been the meandering sort. And she sure as hell wasn’t interested in browsing from window to window to study whatever was being sold.

			She could’ve rousted a couple of the sidewalk grifters hawking knockoff wrist units, PPCs, fake python handbags—all the rage this season—but she didn’t feel quite mean enough to bother.

			She watched two women shell out seventy dollars each for snake bags complete with fangs for fasteners and wondered what the hell was wrong with people.

			More because it was there than because of hunger, she dropped some credits on a glide-cart for a soy dog. The stink of the cart’s smoke followed her, and the first bite reminded her how disgusting, and oddly addicting, the fake meat on a stingy bun could be.

			She watched a couple of teenagers weave through pedestrian traffic on an airboard. The girl riding pillion had her arms around the boy’s waist in what looked like a death grip, and she was squealing in his ear. From the expression on his face, he didn’t seem to mind. Probably made him feel like a man, Eve decided, to have some girl holding onto him and pretending she was afraid.

			Not bothering to pretend anything was why she’d been so lousy at the mating rituals, she supposed. Then, with Roarke, she hadn’t had to pretend.

			A messenger droid whizzed by on his zip-bike, risking smashed circuits and vehicular madness as he threaded through the breath of space between two Rapid cabs, then buzzed the bumper on another. The cab driver responded with a vicious blast of horn, which set off several other horns like dogs howling together at the moon.

			“I’m driving here!” The driver shouted with his head and upper body popping out his side window. “I’m driving here, you asshole!”

			But the red cap and boots of the messenger droid were only a blur as he cut through the light on the yellow, and kept jetting.

			She heard snatches of conversations as she walked—bits and pieces of sexual, shopping, or business escapades—all delivered with the same passion.

			A licensed beggar squatted on a rag of blanket and played a mournful tune on a rusty flute. A woman with a python bag and matching boots glided out of a shop trailed by a uniformed droid carting several glossy bags. She slid into a shiny black limo.

			Eve doubted she’d heard the flute—she’d bet the beggar wasn’t even on her plane of existence. People didn’t pay enough attention, she decided, and tossed a couple of credits into the beggar’s box as she passed by.

			The city was awash with color and sound and energy, with petty meanness and careless kindnesses. She didn’t pay enough attention. She loved it, but she rarely looked at it.

			And if that was some sort of subconscious metaphor for her marriage, it was time to ditch the rest of the soy dog and get back to work.

			She saw the bump and snatch. The man in the suit, carrying a briefcase who crossed toward the curb to hail a cab. The boy of about twelve who bumped against him, the quick exchange of words.

			Watch it, kid.

			Sorry, mister.

			And the fast hands, very fast, very light, that nipped into the pocket of the suit and palmed the wallet.

			Still munching her soy dog, she strode toward them just as the boy turned to melt into the crowd. She caught him by the collar.

			“Hold on,” she said to the suit.

			He sent her a look of irritation as the boy struggled against her hold. “I’m in a hurry.”

			“You’re going to have a hard time paying for that ride without your wallet,” Eve told him.

			Instinctively he patted his pocket, then whirled. “What the hell is this? Give me back my wallet, you little bastard. I’m calling the cops.”

			“I am a cop, so just throttle back. Hands off,” she snapped when he started to reach for the boy. “Give it over, ace.”

			“Don’t know what you’re talking about. Lemme go. My ma’s waiting.”

			“Whoever’s waiting missed the pass, so give me this man’s wallet and let’s call it a day. You’re good,” she said studying his soft, lightly freckled face. “Not only look harmless, but you’ve got good hands. Slick and smooth. If I hadn’t been right here, you’d have gotten away clean.”

			“Officer, I want this delinquent arrested.”

			“Give it a rest.” Eve reached into the goodie pouch inside the boy’s jacket, pulled out a billfold. Flipped it open and read the ID. “Marcus.” She tossed him the wallet. “You’ve got your property back. No harm, no foul.”

			“He belongs in jail.”

			She had a strong hold on the boy now, and felt him tremble. She thought of Roarke running the streets of Dublin, picking pockets and going home with his take to a father who’d likely beat him no matter what the day’s work had brought in.

			“Fine. Let’s all go downtown and spend the next couple of hours filling out forms.

			“I don’t have time—”

			“Then you’d better catch that cab.”

			“It’s hardly a wonder the city is overrun with crime when the police treat law-abiding citizens with such disdain.”

			“Yeah, that must be the reason,” she replied as he climbed into the cab, slammed the door. “And you’re welcome, sunshine.”

			She hauled the kid around, studied his young, angry face. “Name, and don’t bother to lie, just give me the first name.”

			“Billy.”

			She saw it was a lie, but let it pass. “Okay, Billy, like I said, you’re good. But not that good. Next time you’re going to get caught by somebody without my mushy compassionate nature and winning personality.”

			“Shit.” But he grinned a little.

			“Ever been in juvie?”

			“Maybe.”

			“If you have, you know it sucks. Food’s lousy and they lecture you every damn day, which is worse. You got a problem at home, or wherever, need some help, you call this number.”

			She dragged a card out of her pocket.

			“Dufus? What the hell is that?”

			“Duchas. It’s a shelter. Hell of a lot better than juvie,” she said when he sneered. “You can tell them Dallas sent you.”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			“Put it in your pocket. Don’t throw it away until you’re out of sight at least. No point in insulting me after I kept your ass out of lockup.”

			“You hadn’t caught me, I’d have the wallet.”

			Smartass, she thought. God, she had a weakness for a smartass. “Well, you’ve got me there. Scram.”

			He bolted, then spun around, grinned at her again. “Hey! You’re not a total asshole, for a cop.”

			And that, she figured, was a better thanks than the suit had managed. Feeling marginally better, she hailed a cab of her own.

			She gave the driver Reva Ewing’s home address. He turned around, gave her a pained stare.

			“You want I should drive you to fricking Queens?”

			“Yes. I want you should drive me to fricking Queens.”

			“Lady, I gotta make a living here. Whyn’t you take a bus or the subway or an airtram?”

			“Because I’m taking a cab.” She yanked out her badge, pressed it to the safety shield that caged in the driver. “And I gotta make a living here, too.”

			“Oh jeez, lady, now you’re gonna want the cop rate. Now I’m going to be driving you to fricking Queens at ten percent off. You know how long that’s going to tie me up?”

			“I’ll give you the standard fare, but get this bucket of shit moving.” She shoved her badge away. “And don’t call me lady.”

			She ruined the driver’s evening when she told him to wait, then recorded his name and license number to ensure he did. He drooped behind the wheel as she got out to unseal and unlock the gates.

			“How long am I supposed to wait?”

			“Let’s see. Oh yeah. Until I get back.”

			EDD had removed the statuary, and it was an improvement. Still, she imagined Reva would sell the place. She wouldn’t want to live where she’d lived with the man who used and betrayed her.

			She unsealed and unlocked the front door and stepped inside.

			It had the feel of an empty house, an abandoned one. A home that was finished, she supposed, being a home.

			She didn’t know what she was looking for, but she wandered the house much as she’d wandered the streets. Just to see what popped out at her.

			The sweepers and EDD had both combed the place. The faint, metallic smell of chemicals lingered.

			To satisfy herself she browsed through Bissel’s closet. Large wardrobe, expensive clothes. She knew how to recognize expensive material and cuts now.

			He’d indulged himself in the two-level space with its revolving racks, automatic drawers, computerized menu of contents, and their location.

			Jesus, even Roarke didn’t computerize his wardrobe. Of course, his brain was a damn computer so he probably knew just where the specific black shirt he wanted would be, when he’d last worn it, for what occasion, and with what pants and jacket. Shoes. Fricking underwear.

			She blew out a breath and scowled at the little wall screen.

			Bissel hadn’t fried his closet unit. Because there was nothing on there worth bothering with, or because there was something on there he wanted to retrieve?

			Curious, she engaged it. “List last wardrobe selection, and date.”

			Working . . . Last selection on September 16, at twenty-one sixteen, by Bissel, Blair. Contents removed as follows . . .

			She listened to the list, mentally matching it with the contents taken from Bissel’s bags and Kade’s closet after the murders. They seemed to jibe.

			“Okay, let’s try this. Last use of this unit by Bissel, Blair, for any purpose.”

			Last usage September 23, at oh six hundred twelve hours.

			“This morning, the son of a bitch was here this morning? What was the purpose of usage?”

			Purpose blocked. Privacy engaged.

			“Yeah, screw that.” She keyed in her police code, her badge number, and spent several annoying minutes trying to override the system. The fourth time the computer spat PRIVACY ENGAGED at her, she kicked the wall.

			The sound was hollow in the lavish space. “Well, what’s this?” She crouched and began to thump and press on the wall.

			She considered, briefly, hunting up a really big knife and just hacking at the wallboard. But cooler heads prevailed. Instead she pulled out her communicator and contacted Feeney.

			“I’m in Queens, in Bissel’s closet.”

			“What the hell you doing in a closet in Queens?”

			“Just listen, he was here. This morning. There’s a comp menu thing in the closet. He used it this morning, but the little bastard won’t tell me why. Privacy block. And there’s something behind the wall here, a hidey-hole or something. How do I get the computer to let me in?”

			“You beat on it yet?”

			“No.” She perked up a bit. “Can I?”

			“Won’t do any good. Can you open her up?”

			“I don’t have any tools.”

			“You can give me a look at it, and I can try to walk you through, or one of us can come over there and work on it. Probably be faster to deploy one of the team.”

			“That’s an insult, and don’t think I don’t know it. It’s a damn closet menu, Feeney, get me in.”

			He puffed out his cheeks, made little noises while she scanned the unit so he could see it on his screen. “Okay, key in this code.”

			He read it off as she input the numbers manually. “What’s this? A privacy override?”

			“Just keep going. Snap your fingers and say, ‘Open Sesame.’ ”

			She started to obey, then set her teeth. “Feeney.”

			“Okay, okay, just a little joke. Code’s from the data we’ve been pulling out here. Let’s see if he used it on that unit, too.”

			“Computer, what was removed by Blair Bissel at last usage?”

			Working . . . Contents listed as emergency package.

			“Emergency package. What was in the emergency package?”

			That data is not available.

			“Computer, open the compartment from which said emergency package was removed.”

			Acknowledged.

			The panel slid open, revealing a small safe. “Bingo. Computer, I said to open the compartment.”

			Acknowledged. Compartment is open.

			“You have to be specific, Dallas,” Feeney told her. “You want the safe open, you tell it you want the safe open. It can’t read your mind.”

			“Open the damn safe.”

			Acknowledged. Commencing interface.

			There was a low hum and some blinking red lights on both the safe and the wall unit as they communicated. When it stopped, Eve wrenched open the safe door.

			“Empty,” she said. “Whatever it was, he got it all.”

			She asked herself what Blair Bissel would have secreted away for an emergency. Funds, forged ID, codes or passkeys into bolt-holes. But surely he’d have taken all that with him before he killed Kade and his brother.

			What else, she thought, would a man who prepared to run require enough to risk breaking into his own house for?

			Weapons seemed the most logical.

			He hadn’t stored a rocket blaster in that little safe, but he might’ve stored smaller weapons and passkeys.

			Stupid to have left them behind in the first place, she thought as the cab drove through the gates of home. Sooner or later the safe would have been discovered, and whatever he’d left behind found.

			Then again, it would all have been a kind of mystery, wouldn’t it? His body would have been long since cremated, ensuring he’d stay dead. But people would wonder about the safe, its contents.

			He might have left behind something that would have hinted at the HSO, at his association. It would make him important, talked about.

			Another kind of immortality for the dead man who didn’t die.

			Yeah. Yeah. That would be right up his alley.

			“You want I should wait? Again?”

			Eve broke out of her thoughts, stared at the big house with lights gleaming in some of the windows. “No, last stop. You’re sprung.”

			She pulled out a debit card, swiped it over the scanner.

			“You telling me you live here?”

			She verified the meter charge and decided to cut him a break and give him a decent tip. “So?”

			“So then you ain’t no cop.”

			“Surprises me all the time, too.”

			She went straight in and straight up to her office. She wanted, very much, to go straight to bed. Still playing the evasion game, she bypassed the lab.

			She found her team had been busy in her absence. The full report on Quinn Sparrow was filed, and copied. He’d been charged. Peabody’s attached personal memo told Eve that there was already political wrangling taking place between the HSO and the NYPSD on who owned him.

			She couldn’t work up the spit to care who won that battle. Sparrow was done, and that was that.

			Reva had left her a list of Bissel’s habits, routines, favorite haunts and getaways. Most of those haunts and getaways leaned toward the trendy or exotic.

			She would, in the morning, contact local authorities in all the out-of-town and foreign locations Reva listed and ask for their assistance.

			But he wasn’t out of town, he wasn’t in some foreign location.

			He was, for now, in New York. Maybe not for much longer, but for now.

			She read McNab’s report. He’d found nothing under Chloe McCoy and was now pursuing variations and codes based on that name.

			What had she died for? What use had she been for him that had made her a victim when that use was over?

			A locket, a sculpture, and corrupted data on a cheap desk unit.

			She made a note to ask Feeney to have the team focus on McCoy’s unit.

			She worked late, and she worked alone, soothing herself with the quiet, the routine, with the puzzle until her brain began to fuzz.

			After shutting down for the night, she used the elevator. The bedroom was empty. It seemed Roarke knew how to play the evasion game, too.

			The cat padded in while she undressed. Grateful for his company, she picked him up, nuzzling as he purred. He curled up beside her in the dark, blinking his bicolored eyes at her.

			She didn’t expect to sleep. Prepared herself to spend most of the night staring at the dark.

			And was out in minutes.

			He knew the moment she’d passed through the gates in the cab. He knew she’d worked after most of the team had gone to bed. The fact that she hadn’t sought him out was a small ache. It seemed he had so many small aches these last days he’d forgotten what it was like without them.

			He stood over her now as she sprawled facedown on the bed in exhaustion. She didn’t wake. The cat did, enough to stare so those odd eyes gleamed at him in the dark. Roarke couldn’t have said why he was sure the stare was accusatory.

			“I’d think you’d understand well enough the primal, the instinctive, and be a bit more on my side in this.”

			But Galahad only continued to stare until Roarke cursed softly and turned away.

			He was too restless to sleep, too unsettled to lie beside her knowing there was a great deal more than a fat lump of feline between them.

			The knowledge so infuriated, so terrified, that he strode away from her, left her sleeping. He moved through the house where others slept, and accessed entry to the tightly secured room where he kept his unregistered.

			He’d given Eve and Reva all of his time. His work was suffering because of it and he would begin to mend that in the morning. But tonight was for himself. Tonight, he was himself, and he would gather the data he wanted on the people, all of them, who’d had a part in Dallas.

			In Eve.

			“Roarke,” he said, his tone was cold as ice. “Open operations.”

			She stirred in the dark, in the dead quiet just before dawn. The whimper sounded in her throat as she tried to turn herself out of the dream. And sweat pooled at the base of her spine as she fell into it.

			The room, always the same. Freezing, dirty, and washed with the erratic red light from the sex club across the street. She was small, and very thin. And very hungry. Hungry enough to risk punishment for a bite of cheese. A little mouse, sneaking toward the trap when the brutal cat was away.

			Her stomach clenched and knotted—part fear, part anticipation, as she cut the mold off the cheese with the knife. Maybe he wouldn’t notice this time. Maybe. She was so cold. She was so hungry. Maybe he wouldn’t notice.

			She held onto that even when he came in. Richie Troy. Somewhere in her unconscious brain his name echoed, over and over. She knew him now, she knew his name. Nothing, no monster was ever as terrifying if you could name him.

			She had a moment of hope. He would be drunk, drunk enough to leave her alone. Drunk enough not to care that she’d disobeyed and gotten food.

			But he came toward her, and she saw in his eyes there hadn’t been enough drink that night. Not enough to save her.

			What are you doing, little girl?

			And his voice turned her bowels to ice.

			The first blow stunned her, but she fell limply. A dog who’d been kicked often enough knew to stay down and submit.

			But he had to punish her. He had to teach her a lesson. Despite her fear, despite her knowing, she couldn’t stop herself from pleading.

			Please don’t please don’t please don’t.

			Of course he would. He did. Bearing down on her, striking her. Hurting her, hurting her while she begged, while she wept, while she struggled.

			Her arm broke with a sound as thin as her shocked scream.

			The knife she’d dropped was in her hand again. She had to make him stop. Make him stop. The pain, the horrible pain in her arm, between her legs. He had to stop.

			Blood gushed warm over her hand. Warm and wet, and she scented it like an animal in the wild. When his body jerked on hers, she plunged the knife into him again, again. Again and again as he tried to crawl away. Again and again and again as the blood splashed her arms, her face, her clothes, and the sounds she made were nothing human.

			When she crawled away, shivering, panting, to huddle in the corner, he was sprawled on the floor, drowned in his own blood.

			As always.

			But this time she wasn’t alone with the man she’d killed. She wasn’t alone with the dead in the hideous room. There were others, countless others, men and women in dark suits, sitting in row after row of chairs. Like people at a play. Observers with empty faces.

			They watched as she wept. Watched as she bled and her broken arm hung limply at her side.

			They watched, and said nothing. Did nothing. Even when Richie Troy rose, as he sometimes did. When he rose, pouring blood from all the wounds she’d put into him and began to shuffle toward her, they did nothing.

			She awoke bathed in sweat with the scream tearing at her throat. Instinctively she rolled and reached out for Roarke, but he wasn’t there. He wasn’t there to gather her in, to soothe away those horrible jagged edges.

			So she curled into a ball, battling the tears while the cat bumped his head against hers.

			“I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay.” She pressed her damp face against his fur, rocked herself. “God. Oh God. Lights on, twenty-five percent.”

			The low light helped, so she lay in it until her chest stopped burning. Then, still shivering, she rose to drag herself to the shower, and the heat of the water.

			Rose to drag herself into the day.
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			IT WAS TOO early for the team to be up, and she was glad of it. She wasn’t quite in the frame of mind for teamwork. She’d close herself up in her office and review everything again. She would walk through it all with Bissel one more time.

			She resisted checking the house monitoring system to see where Roarke was. It was more important where he hadn’t been, and that was in bed with her. If he’d slept—and there were times she thought he needed less sleep than a damn vampire—he’d slept elsewhere.

			She wouldn’t bring it up, wouldn’t mention it, wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of that. They’d finish the investigation, they would close this case, and when Bissel was wrapped, they would . . .

			She wished to God she knew.

			She programmed coffee in the kitchen off her office. Just coffee as even the thought of food made her stomach pitch. But she took pity on the pathetic begging from the cat, and poured him a double shot of kibble.

			She turned, and there he was, leaning against the doorjamb watching her. His beautiful face was unshaven—a rarity—and as expressionless and remote as those in her dream had been.

			The comparison turned her blood cold.

			“You need more sleep,” he said at length. “You don’t look well.”

			“I got all I’m getting.”

			“You worked late, and no one’s going to be up and around for at least another hour. Take a soother, for pity’s sake, Eve, and lie down.”

			“Why don’t you take your own advice? You don’t look so hot yourself, ace.”

			He opened his mouth. She could almost see the venom. But whatever poisonous thing he’d been about to say, he swallowed. She had to give him points for it.

			“We made some progress in the lab. I assume you’ll want to brief the team, and be briefed.” He moved in to program coffee for himself.

			“Yeah.”

			“Bruises look better,” he said as he lifted his cup. “On the face, anyway. How’s the rest?”

			“Better.”

			“You’re very pale. If you won’t lie down, at least sit and have something to eat.”

			“I’m not hungry.” She caught the petulant tone, hated it and herself. “I’m not,” she said in a calmer voice. “Coffee’s enough.”

			She braced the mug in both hands when the first one trembled, just a bit. He stepped forward, took her chin in his hand. “You had a nightmare.”

			She started to jerk her head away, but his fingers tightened. “I’m awake now.” She put a hand to his wrist, nudged it away. “I’m fine.”

			He said nothing as she walked back into her office, but stood staring down into the black pool of coffee in his cup. She’d pushed him away, and that was more than a small ache. It was a vicious tear through the heart.

			He’d seen she was exhausted and hurt, and knew how much more susceptible she was in those states to the nightmares. But he’d left her alone, and that was another tear.

			He hadn’t thought of her. He hadn’t thought, so she’d awoke in the dark alone.

			He walked to the sink, upended the contents into it, set the cup down very carefully.

			She was already at her desk when he walked in. “I want to review, shuffle some of this around. It’s easier for me to do that alone, in the quiet. I took a blocker yesterday, and I let Mira treat me when I went by her place. I’m not abusing or neglecting myself. But I have work. I need to do my job.”

			“You do, yes. You do.” There was a space, just under his tattered heart, that felt hollowed out. “I’m up early to catch up on a bit of my own.”

			She glanced up at him, then away with a small nod.

			So she wouldn’t ask, he realized, where he’d slept or what he’d been doing. She wouldn’t say what was so clearly in her eyes. That he was hurting her.

			“You’ve given a lot of time to this,” she said. “I know both Reva and Caro appreciate all you’re doing. So do I.”

			“They’re important to me. So are you.” And thought: Aren’t we polite? Aren’t we just fucking diplomats? “I know you need to work, as do I, but I need you to come in my office for a moment.”

			“If it could wait until—”

			“I think it best it doesn’t, for all involved. Please.”

			She rose and moved away from the desk without her coffee. A sure sign, he thought, that she was agitated. He led the way through the connecting door, then closed it, and called for a lockdown.

			“What is this?”

			“Given the circumstances, I prefer absolute privacy. I looked in on you last night. Must’ve been near to two. Your feline knight was guarding you.”

			“You didn’t come to bed.”

			“I didn’t. I couldn’t . . . settle. And I was angry.” He searched her face. “We’re both so angry, aren’t we, Eve?”

			“I guess we are.” Though anger seemed the wrong term somehow, and she thought he knew it as well as she did. “I don’t know what to do about it.”

			“You didn’t let me know when you got home.”

			“I didn’t want to talk to you.”

			“Well.” He drew a breath as a man did after a quick, surprising blow. “Well. As it happens, I didn’t want to talk to you either. So after I saw you were sleeping, I took myself off to the unregistered to do the business I needed to do.”

			Whatever color had still been in her cheeks drained now. “I see.”

			“Aye.” His eyes never left hers. “You see. You may wish you didn’t, but you do.” He unlocked a compartment with a quick play of fingers over a panel, and took from it a single disc.

			“I have here, the names, the whereabouts, the financials, the medicals, the professional evaluations, and all other matter of data on the field operative, his supervisor, the director of the HSO, and any who were attached to the task force involving Richard Troy in Dallas. There’s nothing about them that’s relevant—and quite a bit that likely isn’t—that’s not on this disc.”

			The weight dropped on her chest, pressing against her heart so she could hear the panicked beat of it roaring in her ears. “None of that changes what happened. Nothing you can do changes what happened.”

			“Of course it doesn’t.” He turned the disc in his hands, and its surface caught light and shot it out again. Like a weapon. “They’ve all had very decent careers, some more than decent. They continue to work, or consult, play golf or, in one case, squash, of all things. They eat and they sleep. Some cheat on a spouse, some go to church every bloody Sunday.”

			His gaze whipped up to hers, a bolt of blue. Another weapon. “And do you think, Eve, do you suppose any flaming one of them gives that child they sacrificed all those years back a single thought? Do they wonder, ever, if she suffers? If she wakes weeping in the dark?”

			Her head felt light now, and her knees weak. “What do I care if they think of me? It doesn’t change anything.”

			“I could remind them.” And his voice was utterly flat, more frightening than the hiss of a snake. “That would change something, wouldn’t it? I could remind them, personally, what they did by sitting back and leaving a child to defend herself against a monster. I could remind them how they listened and recorded and sat on their fat government asses while he beat and raped her, and she cried for help. They deserve to pay for that, and you know it. You bloody well do.”

			“Yes, they deserve to pay!” The words burst out, hot as the tears that burned behind her eyes. “They deserve it. Is that what you need to hear? They should fry in hell for what they did. But it’s not up to you, and it’s not up to me to send them there. If you do this thing, it’s murder. It’s murder, Roarke, and their blood on your hands changes nothing that happened to me.”

			He paused a long, long moment. “I can live with that.” He saw her eyes go dark, and dead. “But you can’t. So . . .”

			He snapped the disc in two, then shoved the pieces into the recycle slot.

			She only stared, and in the silence there was only the sound of her own shaky breaths. “You . . . you’re letting it go.”

			He looked down at the slot and knew his rage would never be so easily destroyed. He’d live with it, and the impotence that walked with it, the whole of his life. “If I did anything else it would be for myself, not for you. Hardly a point in that. So yes, I’m letting it go.”

			Her stomach fluttered, but she managed to nod. “Good. That’s good. Best.”

			“So it seems. End lockdown.” His cool order had the shields going up, and the light pouring in the windows. “I’ll give you some time later this morning, but I need to see to some matters. If you’ll close the door on your way out.”

			“Sure. Okay.” She started out, then pressed a hand on the door to brace herself. “You think I don’t know, that I don’t understand what that cost you. But you’re wrong.” She couldn’t keep her voice steady, gave up trying. “You’re wrong, Roarke. I do know. There’s no one else in the world who would want, who would need to kill for me. No one else in the world who would step back from it because I asked it. Because I needed it.”

			She turned, and the first tear spilled over. “No one but you.”

			“Don’t. You’ll do me in if you cry.”

			“I never in my life expected anyone would love me, all of me. How would I deserve that? What would I do with it? But you do. Everything we’ve managed to have together, to be to each other, this is more. I’ll never be able to find the words to tell you what you just gave me.”

			“You undo me, Eve. Who else would make me feel like a hero for doing nothing.”

			“You did everything. Everything. Are everything.” Mira was right, again. Love, that strange and terrifying entity, was the answer after all. “Whatever there is, whatever happened to me, or how it comes back on me, you have to know, you need to know that what you did here gave me more peace than I ever thought I’d find. You have to know that I can face anything knowing you love me.”

			“Eve.” He stepped away from the slot, away from what was gone. And toward her, toward what mattered. “I can’t do anything but love you.”

			Her vision blurred as she ran, wrapped herself around him. “I missed you. I missed you so much.”

			He pressed his face to her shoulder, breathed her. Felt the world steady again. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, no, no.” She clung, then eased back only to take his face in her hands. “I see you. I know you. I love you.”

			She watched the emotion storm into his eyes before she pressed her lips to his.

			“It was like the world was off a step,” he murmured. “Nothing quite in time when I couldn’t really touch you.”

			“Touch me now.”

			He smiled, stroked her hair. “That’s not what I meant.”

			“I know, but touch me. I need to feel close to you again.” She turned her lips back to his. “I need you, and I need so bad, so bad to show you.”

			“In bed then.” He circled her toward the elevator. “In our bed.”

			When the elevator doors closed, she pressed against him, strained.

			“Gently now.” He ran his hands down her sides, then boosted her into his arms. “You’re bruised.”

			“I don’t feel bruised anymore.”

			“All the same. You look so delicate.” When her brow creased, he laughed and dropped a kiss on it. “That wasn’t an insult.”

			“Sounds like one, but I’m going to let it pass.”

			“You look pale,” he continued as he walked off the elevator into the bedroom. “And a bit fragile. There are tears on your lashes yet, and shadows under your eyes. Do you know how I love your eyes, your long golden eyes, Eve. My darling Eve.”

			“They’re brown.”

			“I like the way they watch me.” He laid her on the bed. “There are tears still in them.” He kissed them closed. “It kills me when you cry. A strong woman’s tears can cut a man to ribbons faster than a knife.”

			He was soothing her, seducing her, with words and those patient hands. It amazed her that a man of his energy, his needs, could be so patient. Violent and cold, tender and warm. The contradictions of him, the whole of him that meshed, somehow, with the whole of her.

			“Roarke.” She bowed up, wrapping her arms around him.

			“What?”

			She opened her eyes, laid her lips on his cheek, and searched for her own tenderness. “My Roarke.”

			She could soothe, she could seduce. She could show him that whatever the world threw at them, whatever reared up from the past or lurked in the future, they were together.

			She unbuttoned his shirt, pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “You’re the love of my life. I don’t care how corny that sounds. You’re the start of it, and the end of it. And you’re the best of it.”

			He took her hands, cupping them in his own and bringing them to his lips as love washed through him. It cleansed, he thought, this flood of feeling between them. And despite all the odds, what it left behind was pure.

			He parted her shirt, then traced his fingers lightly over the bruises. “It hurts me to see you marked like this, and to know you’ll be marked again. At the same time it makes me proud.” He brushed his lips lightly over injuries, pressed them softly to the image of her badge. “I married a warrior.”

			“So did I.”

			His gaze came back to hers, and held, as their mouths found each other’s. Hands stroked, in comfort, in passion. They moved together in the quiet of the morning and words slipped into sighs.

			When she rose over him, took him in, their fingers linked. Locked. With the pleasure, with the thrill, was the steady beat of love.

			She curled up beside him, realizing they both needed this space of intimacy as much as they’d needed the reassurance and release.

			Her world had been rocked. She only understood how violent the shake had been now that it was steady again. Only understood, she thought, that it had been the same for him now that they were reconciled.

			Reconciled, she realized, because he’d given her what she needed. He’d submerged or denied his own ego for her. And there was nothing simple or easy about it. His ego was . . . she’d just call it healthy since she was feeling so grateful.

			He’d given in, given up his own needs, not because he stood on the same moral ground as she at the end of the day, but because he valued her and their marriage more than that ego.

			“You could’ve lied to me.”

			“No.” He watched the light strengthen in the sky through the window over the bed. “I couldn’t lie to you.”

			“I don’t mean you, I mean in a general sense.” She shifted, skimming his hair away from his face with her fingers, then running those fingers over the stubble he’d neglected to remove that morning. “If you were less of a man you could have lied to me, done what you wanted to do, stoked your ego, satisfied yourself and moved on.”

			“It’s hardly a matter of ego—”

			“No, no.” She rolled her eyes, but made sure she did so out of his range of vision. “Ego always plays a part, and I don’t mean that in an insulting way. I’ve certainly got an ego.”

			“Tell me,” he muttered.

			“Look, look, follow along here.” She shifted, scooting up so she could sit and face him.

			“Can’t we just lie here quietly for a few moments, so I can admire my naked wife?”

			“You should like most of this because it involves all sorts of compliments and admiring comments about you.”

			“Well then, don’t let me interrupt your train of thought.”

			“I really do love you.”

			“Yes.” His lips curved. “I know.”

			“Sometimes I think it’s because of that Plutonian-sized ego, sometimes despite it. Either way, I’m stuck on you, pal. But this isn’t about that.”

			He stroked the back of his fingers along her thigh. “But I’m liking this very much.”

			“I might be feeling a little sloppy yet, but—” She slapped his hand away. “I’m back on the clock.”

			“Yes, I’m admiring your badge right now.”

			The laugh snorted out before she could stop it, but she grabbed her shirt. “What I’m saying is you’re an important man, a successful man. Sometimes you make a splash about it, sometimes you don’t. Depends on the purpose. You don’t need to make a big deal about stuff because you are a big deal. That’s one part.”

			“Of what, exactly?”

			“Of the whole ego thing. Guys have a different kind of ego than women. I think. Anyway, Mavis claims it’s connected to the dick. She’s usually right about stuff like that.”

			“I don’t know how I feel about you discussing my dick with Mavis.”

			“I always say you’re hung like a bull and can go all night.”

			“That’s all right, then.” But since the direction of the discussion made him feel just a little exposed, he reached for his pants.

			“What I’m saying is you’ve got a . . . powerful ego. You needed it to get where you are, and, I must be feeling sloppy because I’m going to say you’ve earned it. You’re confident, confident enough in yourself, in who you are, to back away from a fight because it was important to me. You don’t agree with me. What you said before, that you’d be able to live with the consequences, is true. You’d have felt justified. You’d have felt right.”

			“There was complicity in their neglect. They’re guilty because they ignored you. More guilty because they were in a position of authority.”

			“I’m not arguing that.” She tried to put her thoughts into cohesive words as she dressed. “You understood me enough to know if you took action in that direction it would damage me. Us. You put that first, subjugating your own ego. It takes balls to do that.”

			“I appreciate the sentiment, but I wonder if you could formulate metaphors that didn’t include my genitalia. It’s beginning to weird me out.”

			“You’re courageous enough to do something that in some part of your heart you see as cowardly.” She stepped toward him when he stopped buttoning his shirt, when he looked over at her. “You think I don’t know that about you? That I don’t understand the nasty little war this waged?”

			She tapped a finger to his heart. “And what it cost you to surrender? It makes you the bravest man I know.”

			“There was nothing courageous about hurting you. And I was hurting you.”

			“You put me first. That was brave and that was strong. You didn’t circumvent the issue by pretending to go along, then going behind my back to do what you wanted. You didn’t want a lie between us.”

			“I don’t want anything between us.”

			“No, because you know how to love. You know how to get the job done. How to be a man. How to take care of the people who matter, even those who don’t. You’re really smart, and you’re capable of very scary behavior, and incredibly kind behavior. You see the big picture, but you never miss the details. You have power, more than most people could dream of, but you don’t trample the little guy with it. Do you know what that makes you?”

			“Words fail me.”

			“It makes you the exact opposite of Blair Bissel.”

			“Ah. So this entire praisefest was just your way of getting back around to your investigation. That certainly crushes my ego.”

			“You couldn’t crush your ego with a hydrovice. That’s part of my point. His is fragile, because it’s based on smoke. He’s not really smart or clever, he’s not even talented. His art is just crap, trendy and expensive crap. He doesn’t have relationships. He has conquests. He got sucked into this, initially, by a woman who undoubtedly got hooks in his cock, and therefore his ego. ‘Aren’t I iced? I’m a fricking spy.’ ”

			“And?”

			“He should never have been recruited. Look at his profile. He’s unstable, immature, reckless. But those are part of the reasons Kade and Sparrow wanted him. He has no genuine ties to anyone. He’s attractive, can be charming, has some arty connections, knows how to travel.”

			“He also has no conscience. It seems to me that would be useful in some areas of covert work.”

			“That’s right, as long as they controlled him. But Sparrow got greedy, and asked for more than Bissel could deliver. He used Bissel to kill, and never figured that Bissel would do more than scamper away with his tail between his legs when he realized he’d been set up just as Reva was. And if he caused any trouble, well, they’d keep it in the HSO, and he’d tag Bissel as rogue, schedule him for termination, or feed enough intel to Doomsday or some other group to have them do it.”

			“I’m sure you’re right, but I also think neither of them figured on you. They, or Sparrow at least, would have had some idea you’d be involved in some way. Using Reva meant using me, which meant you. But, it would seem, neither of them understood how far you’d go, not just for me or Reva, but for the emblem you’re currently wearing over your heart.”

			“So it got sticky. Sparrow does what you’d expect. He uses his position in his organization, tries muscle first, then reason, then cooperation, but always behind the shield of the HSO.”

			“If Bissel hadn’t put him in the hospital, he’d have tried to kill you, or, from what you say, have you killed as he didn’t have the stomach for doing the job himself. That would have been his next step.”

			“I’m sure that was in his pack of contingencies. But a last resort. He should’ve been smart enough to factor in what it would do to Bissel’s twisted ego when Bissel’s hands got bloody. He’d killed. He wasn’t a stinking level-two now. He’d succeeded in two terminations, and I guarantee he liked the rush.”

			“But the rush doesn’t last.”

			“No, then you’re out in the cold. Isn’t that what spies call it? Out in the cold.”

			She focused, with some surprise, on the plates Roarke set on the table in the sitting area. “Are we eating?”

			“Yes.”

			Thoughtfully, she pressed a hand on her stomach. “I could eat.” She sat down to eggs, crisp slices of bacon. “So anyway, he’s out in the cold. His direct supervisors are either dead by his own hand or hunting him. He’s been betrayed, used, fucked. Cops are looking into the murders in a way he’d been assured they would not, and sooner or later he’s going to get squeezed from that side, too. There’s nobody to tell him what to do, what to think. He kills twice more to protect himself, to cover his tracks. Both are unnecessary, and mistakes, because the murders only serve to lead the police investigation to the fact that he’s still alive. What would you have done?”

			“In his place?” He spread jam on toast as he considered. “I’d’ve gone under, deep. Accessed some of the funds I’d squirreled away, and buried myself until I could plan a way to either kill Sparrow or expose him as a traitor. Wait and watch. A year, two, maybe longer, then hit him. One way or the other.”

			“But he won’t. He can’t. He can’t suppress his ego that long, or think that clearly. That coldly. He needs to slap back at everything and everyone who had a part in screwing this up for him. At the same time he’s scared, like a little boy whose mommy and daddy left him home alone. And he needs to feel safe. He’s still in New York, somewhere he feels safe. And he’s going to make a move.”

			She could almost see him, almost see him. “Bigger, more violent, more reckless. Each of his kills was a degree away from the bull’s-eye. And each was less carefully thought through, and with more risk of collateral damage than the last. He doesn’t care who gets hurt now, as long as he proves himself.”

			“You think he’ll go after Reva.”

			“Sooner or later. She didn’t cooperate. She’s not curled up in a cage crying over her dead husband and proclaiming her innocence. But we’re not going to give him a chance to go after her.”

			She took the toast Roarke handed her, bit in. “We’re going to lock him down before that, before he starts contacting the targets again. He’ll try for Sparrow again sooner. I’m not averse to using that schmuck as bait, but I don’t like the idea of taking Bissel at the hospital and risking civilians. We need to track him down, take him in his hole, with minimal risk to civilians. Where would you hide? If you were staying in New York?”

			It soothed his soul to sit with her like this, sharing a meal and the work that drove her. It settled, and it comforted, he found, as much as the lovemaking. And when he smiled at her, she smiled back.

			“Am I thinking like myself, or like Bissel?”

			“Like you.”

			“A small apartment in a lower middle-class neighborhood where no one pays attention to anyone else. Better, something just outside the city, convenient to public transportation so I could get back and forth easily.”

			“Why not a house?”

			“Too much overhead, too much of a paper trail. I wouldn’t want to waste my capital on the roof over my head, or deal with lawyers and so forth. Just a simple, short-term lease on a modest couple of rooms where I’d be invisible.”

			“Yeah, that would be smart, and patient.”

			“Which means you think he’s likely in the heart of the city, in something more suited to his taste.”

			“Yeah, I do. Something big enough where he can work. Someplace with plenty of security where he can lock himself up, stew, rant, plot.”

			“You probably don’t need to be told that there are countless places in the city that fit those requirements.”

			“You should know, you own most of them. And I . . .” She trailed off with a forkful of eggs halfway to her mouth. “Jesus, would he be that dumb? Or that smart?”

			She shoveled in the eggs, snagged her coffee as she rose. “Let’s roust the team. I want to check something out.”

			“You may want to put some shoes on first,” Roarke suggested. “You look like you’re about to kick some ass, and there’s no point in bruising your pretty pink toes.”

			“Cute.” But she winced when she looked down at her feet. She’d forgotten about the pink toenails. Hauling open a drawer, she yanked out some socks and hastily covered all evidence of pedicure.

			“Lieutenant?”

			She grunted as she pulled on her boots.

			“It feels good to know you and I are a team again.”

			She reached out, took his hand. “Let’s go kick some ass together.”
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			AS THE TECHS outnumbered the nontechs on her team, Eve took the briefing to the lab.

			She didn’t understand the nature of the work, or the purposes of the tools meticulously arranged on work counters and workstations. She couldn’t decipher the patterns of the color-coded boards, the gibberish scrolling by on screens or the constant hum and clack that was the odd communication in the network of machines.

			But she knew what she was looking at was a great number of man-hours and a large dose of brain power.

			“You’ll kill the worm.”

			“We will, yes. It’s already failing.” Roarke glanced at the lines of code and commands on one of the screens. “It’s a clever bug that can look more dangerous than it is.”

			“You can say that makes it plenty dangerous.”

			“You could,” he agreed. “Its limitations don’t negate the fact that it can and would play hell with most home units. We’re tracking it back to Sparrow, and its origin.”

			“Tokimoto’s largely responsible for that,” Reva put in.

			“I’m hardly working alone. And,” Tokimoto added, “wouldn’t have researched or explored that possibility of origin without the data supplied to me.”

			“Which is what Sparrow counted on. He creates the worm, then assigns Bissel to play double agent. Our side believes Doomsday has the worm, they believe our side has it. Both sides, due to his planted intel, believe the worm is more powerful than it actually is, and shell out a lot of money. Bissel funnels the money, or most of it, back to Sparrow through Kade.”

			“A good con,” Roarke commented. “And might’ve been a tidy one in the short haul. He’d have been wiser to keep it on a smaller scale, induce a couple of corporations to haggle over it rather than involving the HSO and the like.”

			“Ambitious guy. And greedy,” Eve added. “He supplies the data on the progress Securecomp’s making on the worm, and in that way can cover himself anytime the direction the R and D’s taking gets too close. Good setup for him.”

			“But his thinking was narrow.” Roarke watched the codes whiz by, noted the progress. “He believed he could control it all, without getting his own hands bloody, and keep Bissel on a leash until he was of no more use.”

			“Coward.” Eve remembered how he’d wept and wailed in the hospital. “Bissel’s getting blackmailed and wants more. Kade wants more. And Securecomp’s getting close to ending his nice, profitable enterprise.”

			“He gives Bissel a new assignment that solves all those problems.” Peabody shook her head. “It’s way over the top, and Bissel’s too dim to see the frame going up. Sorry,” she said to Reva.

			“No problem.”

			“Not just too dim,” Eve added. “Too egocentric. He’s living his fantasy. He’s got his license to kill.”

			“Sir!” Peabody beamed. “You’ve been boning up on Bond.”

			“I do my homework. But now he’s in hip-deep. He can’t go to the HSO. He can’t go to the other side. He waited too long to run, so his accounts have been located and frozen. He killed to stay dead, but that cover’s been blown. He took a hit at Sparrow, but he missed. Instead of being dead, Sparrow’s in custody, and he’ll use whatever juice he can to cut a deal and bury Bissel. He’s lost his fantasy job, and all the glory and polish he garnered from his art.”

			“If you can call that crap art.” Reva grinned when everyone looked at her. “Hey, Blair isn’t the only one who can fake it. I never liked his stuff.” She rolled her shoulders as if shedding weight. “Feels good to be able to say that. It’s starting to feel good all around.”

			“Don’t get too happy yet,” Eve warned. “He needs to make a statement, but first he needs to lick his wounds, to reassert himself and find some satisfaction. Reva, you said his art was his genuine passion.”

			“Yeah. I don’t see how that could’ve been faked. He’s worked for years, studied, pursued. He’d sweat days over a piece, hardly sleep or eat when he was in full mode. I might not have liked the shit he turned out, but he put heart and soul into it—his black, withered and rotting heart and soul. I’m going to be bitter for a while,” she continued, “and take as many cheap shots at him as humanly possible.” She grinned again. “Just FYI.”

			“I think it’s healthy,” Tokimoto said. “And human.”

			“So his art, such as it is, is the real deal to him. They can take away his fantasy job, but he’s still an artist.” Eve nodded. “He can still create. He has to create. McNab, do a tenant search, look for any connection to Bissel. Target the Flatiron.”

			“Of course,” Roarke murmured. “I can help you with that, Ian,” he said to McNab, but he continued to look at Eve. “He’d want to be close to his work, to where he’d felt powerful, and in charge. If he had another place in the building, it’s possible Chloe McCoy knew of it.”

			“Guy like that, he’d want to take her there, to ball her, sure, but also to show her how important he was. Look, I’ve got this secret place. Nobody knows about it but you.”

			“And then things went wrong and he needed the place,” Peabody finished. “She had to die, just because she knew it was there.”

			“Lieutenant.” Roarke tapped the screen where he worked with McNab. “LeBiss Consultants. LeBiss is an anagram for Bissel.”

			“Yeah, he’d want his own name. Another ego thing.” She leaned over Roarke’s shoulder. “Where is it?”

			He gave a command and a diagram of the Flatiron came on screen, revolved, then magnified a highlighted sector. “One floor below his gallery. He’d have enough skill to be able to go between floors with minimal risk should he want to access his studio.”

			“Fully soundproofed, right?”

			“Of course.”

			“And privacy shades on the windows. Monitors. Add another level of security and he’d be able to know if anyone tried to get on the elevator or through the door. He could muck that up, the way Sparrow did on the night of the first murders. Then clear out before anybody got in.

			“Probably work at night,” she said half to herself. “Probably work mostly at night when the building’s shut down, offices closed, nobody’s going to bother him. Cops’ve already been through, and there’s nothing in there that applies to the investigation. Lease is paid up. So until the estate’s settled, he can use it without much risk of detection.”

			“He loved that studio.” Reva stepped forward, studying the diagram herself. “I’d bring up the possibility of him building one at home, and he wouldn’t consider it. I know it could’ve been because he wanted the freedom of being away, having accessibility to the women he was sleeping with, but I know, at the core, he just loved that place. Damn it, I’m slipping. I didn’t think to put it on the list you wanted of his habits and hangouts.”

			“Why would you? It was already on my list.”

			“Yeah, but this was his place, and if I’d had my head on straight, I’d have put it together. He always said he needed the stimulation, the energy of the city, of that spot, just as he needed the serenity and privacy of our house. One to charge him up, the other to relax him.”

			“We need to go in,” Eve said.

			“Dallas,” Reva added. “He wouldn’t just work at night, not if some piece had him. He wouldn’t be able to step away from it. I think, unless I’ve misjudged everything about him, that the risk wouldn’t factor into it. Or maybe it would, in some way, fuel the creative drive.”

			“Good. Good point. We need to assume he’s in there, just as we need to assume he’s armed and dangerous. The building’s full of civilians. We need to move them out.”

			Feeney, who’d continued to work on McCoy’s data unit throughout the briefing, finally glanced up. “You want to clear out a twenty-two-story building?”

			“Yeah. Without Bissel knowing it. Which means first we should verify he’s in there. Don’t want to clear it out while he’s around the corner picking up a sandwich at the deli. So let’s figure out how to verify, then how to clear out the civilians.”

			Feeney puffed out a breath. “She don’t ask for much. Side note: I’ve got some data out of this. Reads like a diary. Enough sex stuff with who she calls BB to make a seasoned LC blush.” He colored a bit himself when he glanced toward Reva. “Sorry.”

			“It’s not a problem. Not a problem,” she repeated in three viciously bitten off words. “He lied to me, screwed around on me, he tried to frame me for murder. Why should knowing some poor little twit romped around naked—”

			She paused, breathed deep when the room remained silent but for the machine. “Okay, I’m making it a problem by trying to prove it’s not. Let me put it this way.” She looked at Tokimoto now. Directly. “Love can die. It can be killed, no matter how alive it was, it’s not invulnerable. Mine’s dead. It’s dead and it’s buried. I just want one thing more, and that’s the chance to look him in the face and tell him he’s nothing. If I can do that one thing, it’ll be enough.”

			“I’ll make sure you have the chance,” Eve promised. “Now, how do we get him?”

			“A bomb scare would clear it, but there’d be injuries,” Peabody decided. “People panic, especially when you tell them not to. And even soundproofed, he’d get wind of it.”

			“Not if you go floor by floor.” Eve paced as she thought it through. “Not a bomb scare. An electrical problem? Something that irritates but doesn’t panic.”

			“A potential leak—hazardous waste, chemicals. And keep it vague,” Roarke suggested. “Floor-by-floor evac will take considerable time, and a great many cops.”

			“I don’t want to pull any more into this than necessary. A small, tight unit of the Crisis Team for backup. Move fast, keep it smooth, and we can evac in under an hour. We box him in, that’s what we do. We box him in.” She stopped, studied the diagram again. “Three exits on the studio?”

			“That’s correct. Main corridor, elevator to lobby, and the cargo elevator to the roof.”

			“No glides on the Flatiron, that’s a plus.”

			“And more aesthetically pleasing,” Roarke added.

			“We block off the elevators. We can bring in a unit from CT on the roof. And we come in from the corridor after he’s boxed. If we can get him in this end, the narrow end, he won’t have much room to maneuver. We work out the tacticals on this space, and we work out tacticals on the studio. And on the space below. He might be in there. But we need to know where he is when we go in, and we need to blindfold him to the fact we’re coming.”

			“We can do that.”

			She angled her head, looked down at Roarke. “Can we?”

			“Mmm.” He took her hand and, watching her horrified expression, brought it smoothly to his lips before she could jerk it free. “The lieutenant doesn’t like me to nibble on her when she’s coordinating an op. So I can never resist.”

			“There’s just too much sex around here,” Feeney grumbled from his station.

			“How can we verify his position inside the building and blindfold him?” Eve demanded with what she considered admirable patience.

			“Why don’t you work out your tacticals and leave those pesky details to me. Reva, how much time do you need to shut down the security and undermine the monitors in this sector of the building?”

			Brow creased, Reva fisted her hands on her hips. “I’ll let you know after I study the specs.”

			“You’ll have them in a minute. I’ll need a few things from Securecomp,” Roarke said to Tokimoto. “Would you mind getting them?”

			“Not at all.” His lips curved. “I think I know what you have in mind.”

			“Let’s leave the geeks to it, then.” Eve started out, turned back. “I meant the civilian geeks,” she said when Feeney and McNab stayed in place.

			It took her an hour to work out an approach that minimized risk to civilians and her team, and longer to push through the red tape for clearance to evacuate an entire building.

			“We know he’s got a short-range launcher. We don’t know what other toys he has in there. Boomers, chemical weapons, flash grenades. He won’t hesitate to use them to protect himself or to expedite an escape. He’s more dangerous because he’s not trained in weaponry. Guy who doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing with a few flash grenades will do more damage than one who does.”

			“We clear the building, we could pump some gas in the vents, put him to sleep,” McNab suggested.

			“We can’t be sure he doesn’t have filters or a mask. He likes the secret agent toys. Once we verify where he is, we box in that sector. We close off alternate exits, take down the door. We go in fast, and we get him under control. There’s nothing in his dossier that indicates any training or skill in hand-to-hand beyond the basics. That doesn’t mean he’s not dangerous.”

			“He’s going to panic.” Feeney pulled on his bottom lip. “First kills were incapacitated when he took them out. He drugs the McCoy girl, does Powell while he’s zoned. Tried to hit Sparrow from a distance. This is face-to-face, so if he isn’t taken quick, he’s going to panic. More dangerous that way.”

			“Agreed. He’s an amateur who thinks he’s a pro. His life’s screwed. He’s pissed off and scared, with no place to go and nothing much to lose. Civilians are our first priority because he won’t think twice about taking any out, and we don’t know what kind of firepower he’s got in there. We remove the civilians, box him in. Take him out. And we want him breathing. He’s a key to the case against Sparrow. I don’t want to lose him.”

			“You’re going to end up fighting the spooks for him,” McNab said. “They’re going to want him.”

			“Exactly. I need Bissel to lock down the case on conspiracy to murder. I want to win this one. Feeney, I need you working with the geeks—with Ewing and Tokimoto,” she corrected. “However much Roarke trusts them, I want you at the helm on whatever electronics go into this op. Ewing’s tough, and she’s pulling her weight, but she might lose it in the crunch.”

			“She’s held up better than most, but I’m with you on that.” Feeney dug out his bag of almonds. “This is going to shake her some. I’ll stay on top of it.”

			“The Crisis Team is backup, backup only. I don’t want them cowboying this. Four of us go in, two teams of two. McNab and Peabody, I don’t want you guys thinking of each other as anything but cops. No personal feelings go through the door. If you can’t deal, tell me now.”

			“It’s a little hard for me to think of McNab as a cop when he’s wearing a shirt the color of a persimmon.” Peabody sent him an arched look. “But otherwise, no problem.”

			“We’ll do the job,” McNab assured her. “And this shirt matches my underwear.”

			“That’s something we all needed to know. If we all agree to keep our minds off McNab’s underwear, let’s get started.”

			“You said four of us,” Peabody pointed out.

			“Roarke goes in. McNab can handle any electronics Bissel may have on site, but he’s not trained in weaponry. Not the kind we may have to handle. Roarke knows his war toys. And he knows how to go through a door. Any objections to that?”

			“Not from me.” McNab shrugged. “I’ve seen his weapon collection. It’s beyond.”

			“Then let’s put both ends of this team back together and close this down. Feeney, I just need a word with you.”

			She waited until they were alone, and shook her head when he held the bag of almonds in her direction. “The . . . data we discussed before, the personal data that had come into my hands. I wanted to let you know it’s not going to be a problem. No action will be taken.”

			“Okay.”

			“I put you in a bad spot by telling you about the data, and my concerns. I shouldn’t have done that.”

			He folded the top of the bag, put it back in his pocket. “We go back too far for you to say that to me. Because we do, and I know where it’s coming from, I’m not going to be pissed at you for saying it.”

			“Thanks. My head’s been pretty screwed up.”

			“On straight now?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Then let’s load up the rockets and get the sucker launched.”

			“I’ve got one more thing to do, then I’ll be right behind you.” She went to her desk when he walked out, turned on her ’link.

			“Nadine Furst.”

			“Dallas. It looks like I’m going to be able to clear my schedule in a couple hours. Three anyway. Since we missed that lunch, why don’t we get together today. Just you and me.”

			“Sounds like fun. Where should I meet you?”

			“I’ve got some business to take care of. Why don’t you meet me at Fifth Avenue, between Twenty-second and Twenty-third. Around two. My treat.”

			“Perfect. Looking forward to seeing you.”

			Eve disconnected, satisfied Nadine had understood the offer of a one-on-one. And that she’d be giving the top media hound in the city a story that would send the HSO scrambling for cover.

			She joined the others in the lab as Roarke demonstrated equipment for Feeney.

			She frowned at the screen, and the colors moving on it. “I assume this is not a new vid game.”

			“Sensor. Configured to body heat. You’re looking at Summerset puttering around in the kitchen downstairs. You input the coordinates of the location you want to scan, and the nature of the object you want to track. It’ll read through solid objects like walls, doors, glass, and so on. Steel. Flatiron’s a steel skeleton. The distance it will work depends on basic interference. Other objects with similar makeup will, of course, interfere. But once you’ve homed in on your target, you can lock and follow.”

			“What’s this?” She tapped the screen where a red-and-orange blob circled. “Is that—”

			“The cat.” Roarke grinned at her. “Hoping for a handout, I’d say. Got ears, Tokimoto?”

			“Nearly. Another moment.”

			“We’re locked on,” Roarke explained. “Interface the audio sensor, and find the right combination of filters, and we should be able to pick up sound.”

			“Two floors down? Without direct linking or satellite bounce?”

			“We’re utilizing satellite. With equipment we’ve got in the lab, we’d be able to see and count Galahad’s whiskers. But with this portable ’link, we’ll make do with body heat image.” Roarke glanced up. “It should be enough for your purposes.”

			“Yeah. It’ll work just fine.” She pursed her lips when she heard what might have been violins coming from the equipment, then the unmistakable sound of Galahad’s most persuasive meows.

			“This,” McNab said with an avaricious sigh, “kicks solid ass.”

			“How about his security and monitors?” Eve asked.

			“I can shut them down by remote. We can bypass his building audio so he won’t hear the evacuation orders. We can have this equipment set up, on site, in twenty minutes, have him scanned and locked within thirty.”

			“We start boxing and locking him first, then evacuate. We’ll need to clear out a space on the floor below his for base. Keep that quick and quiet, then set up this equipment there. Feeney?”

			“On that.”

			“Peabody, break out the body armor for the takedown team. Load up. Roarke, with me.”

			“Always,” he said and followed her out.

			She said nothing until they were back in her office. She checked her weapon, her clutch piece, then opened a drawer in her workstation and took out a stunner. “You’ll need this. I want you to go in with me.”

			He turned the weapon over in his hand. He had more powerful and certainly more efficient weapons of his own. But it was, he decided, the thought that counted. “You’re not going to make me ask.”

			“No. You’ve earned it. I want you going through the door with me. More than that, I don’t know what he’s got in there. When we go in, I need you to focus on the weaponry. Leave him to me. Leave him to me, Roarke.”

			“Understood, Lieutenant.”

			“There’s something else. I’ve given Nadine a head’s-up. When this is over, if you wanted to say something to the media about how Bissel and Sparrow screwed over an employee and attempted to steal data from Securecomp, to sabotage a Code Red and so on, it wouldn’t hurt my feelings.”

			“You’re feeding them to the dogs.” His lips twitched as he skimmed a finger down the dent in her chin. “Why, Lieutenant. You excite me.”

			“I figure they’ll be cleaning up the blood and bones for some time. And a lot of the blood and bones are going to be scattered throughout HSO. There’s all kinds of payback, Roarke.”

			“Yes.” He slipped the weapon into his pocket so he could take her face in his hands, lay his lips on her brow. “There is. If this satisfies you, it’ll do me as well.”

			“Then let’s go kick some righteous ass.”

			It made it stickier, and just a little nerve-racking, to have Commander Whitney and Chief Tibble step into the operation as observers. She did her best to ignore them as she coordinated her personnel.

			“Both protocol and courtesy demand that the HSO be informed if and when we verify the location of Blair Bissel,” Tibble commented.

			“I’m not immediately concerned with protocol or courtesy, sir, but with the locating, restraining, and capture of a multiple murder suspect. It’s entirely possible that other members of the HSO were involved in or privy to the plans and actions that involved three operatives. Informing the organization at this time of this operation may, in fact, compromise same if Bissel has some contact in-house.”

			“You don’t believe he does, not for a minute. But it’s good,” Tibble said with a nod. “Logical, and you can be sure I’ll use that angle when the shit falls. You miss Bissel here, or fail to wrap him up tight, some of that shit will fall on you.”

			“He’ll be wrapped.” She turned back to the monitors, marking the time. Waiting.

			They were in a suite of offices one floor below LeBiss Consultants. The occupants had been swept out, and she only needed Roarke’s confirmation that the security in LeBiss and the penthouse level had been shut down to start the next stage.

			“They’ll want to take him, Lieutenant,” Tibble added. “Move both him and Sparrow into federal territory.”

			“Bet they will,” she started. “As long as they both face the murder and conspiracy to murder charges, I don’t care who locks the cage.”

			“They’ll want it quiet. This sort of screwup within their own ranks won’t play well with the public.”

			Yeah, she thought, definitely stickier. “Are you ordering me to sweep this under the rug, Chief Tibble?”

			“I’m giving no such order, Lieutenant. But I will point out that public statements regarding certain details of this case would be politically unwise.”

			“I’ll bear that in mind.” She looked over as Roarke walked in.

			“Done,” he said. “Your man’s blind and deaf. The elevator to the studio is disabled.”

			“Acknowledged.” She picked up her communicator. “Dallas. I want those stairways blocked and manned. Do not, I repeat, do not move in on either target location. Begin evac.”

			She gestured to the monitor. “Find him.”

			“I’d like to scan and locate,” Reva said. “I’d like to man the controls on that.”

			“That’s Feeney’s call.”

			Feeney gave Reva a little pat on the shoulder and had to fight off the itch to run the program himself. “Go.”

			She input the designated coordinates for LeBiss, configured for body heat imaging, then did a slow scan. “Nothing there.” Her voice shook a bit, but she cleared her throat and changed the coordinates for the penthouse.

			When she saw the mass of red-and-orange light, she simply stared. “Target confirmed,” she said as Eve stepped forward. “He’s alone. Coordinates put him in the studio sector.”

			“What’s this?” Eve demanded, circling a line of blue.

			“Fire. Flame. Intense heat. He’s working.”

			“He’s armed,” Roarke put in. “See here, this space, the angle and position on the body. “Sidearms, would be my guess.”

			“Okay. Suit up.” She grabbed her own body armor.

			“Bringing up audio. He’s got music on. Trash rock,” Reva said after a moment. “He’s excited, buzzed up,” she added. “He listens to that when he’s revving. He’s got a lot of metal in there. Equipment, works-in-progress. It’s going to be tricky to tell if any of what I’m getting is weaponry.”

			“We assume he has it. Keep him locked.” Eve fit on her headset. “I want to know where he is and what he’s doing at all times. I want to know the instant the building’s clear. Let’s move into position.”

			“Go.” Feeney spoke into his communicator. “Unit Six, this is base. Friendlies moving into your sector. I repeat, friendlies moving through.”

			“They’ll give us the picture,” Eve began as they started toward the stairwell. “Weapons on stun. Dallas on the door,” she said into her headset, then opened the door to the stairwell.

			The two-man crisis unit stood ready. “All quiet,” she was told.

			“We stun him. I don’t want him drawing a weapon. Nobody gets hurt on this op. We put him down, restrain, and move him out clean.”

			“I can get behind that,” McNab muttered.

			A full frontal, she thought, all four through the same door, was too risky if he was armed.

			“You and Peabody on the gallery door. Roarke will open the door between the sections by remote on my command. We’ll go in the studio door. Take him in a pincer. Move on my signal.”

			She moved through the stairwell door, signaled McNab and Peabody to position on the other side of the corridor.

			She could hear the progress of the evacuation through her headset. It was slow, but it was moving. She rolled her shoulders.

			“Jesus, I hate these vests. Can they make them any more uncomfortable?”

			“In another age, Lieutenant, you’d have been my knight in shining armor. And that protection you’d have hated a great deal more.”

			“Could’ve taken him, probably could’ve taken him without the evac. Could wait, stake him out. He’s got to sleep sometimes. But . . .”

			“Your instincts told you to move people out of harm’s way and take him now.”

			She removed her headset, gestured at his. “If it’ll help you to be the one to take him down, I’ll hold back.”

			He skimmed a fingertip along her jawline. “Soft on me, aren’t you?”

			“Pretty much.”

			“Same goes. And no, don’t hold back. It doesn’t matter who.”

			“Okay, then.” She put her headset back in place. Then rolled on her toes a few minutes later when the all-clear came through.

			“Peabody, on the door. Roarke, get them into the gallery.”

			He keyed in on his remote. “Done.”

			“Move in. Stay ready.” She took her position by the studio door, nodded to Roarke. “Go!”

			She broke through the door, went in low with Roarke high beside her. An instant later, the door between sections opened and Peabody and McNab charged through.

			Bissel stood by one of his sculptures, wearing a safety helmet and goggles, light body armor. And two hand blasters in a cross-body harness. He held a torch that spurted a thin line of flame.

			“Police! Put your hands in the air. Do it now!”

			“It’s not going to matter. Not going to matter.” He swept the torch toward Peabody and McNab, and jerked back as he was stunned.

			“Not going to matter.” He tossed down the torch and flame bounced along the reflective surface of the floor. “I rigged this. Are you hearing me!” he shouted. “I’ve got a bomb. If you come at me, I’ll blow it. I’ll blow up half this building and everyone in it. You put down those weapons and listen to me.”

			“I’m all ears, Blair.” She heard the order go out for Bombs and Explosives through her earpiece. “Where’s the bomb?”

			“Put down your weapons.”

			“I’m not going to do that.” She watched out of the corner of her eye as Roarke shifted, then crouched to retrieve the torch and turn it off. “You want me to listen, I’ll listen. Where’s the bomb? You could be bullshitting me. You want me to listen, you’ve got to tell me where it is.”

			“This. The whole damn thing.” He slapped his hand on the twisting column of metal. His face was sheened with sweat. From the work, she imagined, and from excitement. And panic.

			“There’s enough in here to blow this place, hundreds of people, to hell and back again.”

			“You’d go with them.”

			“You listen.” He shoved back his helmet and she saw his eyes. Zeus, she thought. He was riding on it. Between that and the body armor, he’d take a few stuns before he went down.

			“I said I was listening. What do you have to say?”

			“I’m not going to jail. I’m not going in a cage. Sparrow, Quinn Sparrow’s the one who set this up, who set me up. I’m not going in a cage. I’m an HSO operative, on assignment. I don’t answer to the NYPSD.”

			“We can talk about that.” She kept her voice even, the tone interested. “You can tell me about your assignment, unless you blow yourself up first.”

			“We’re not going to talk. You’re going to listen. I want transportation. I want a jet copter, and pilot, on the roof. I want ten million in nontraceable currency. When I’m clear I’ll send you the deactivation code. Otherwise . . .”

			He held up his left hand and displayed the remote trigger strapped to his palm. “I use this. I’m HSO!” he shouted. “Do you think I won’t use this?”

			“I don’t doubt you’ll use it, Agent Bissel. But I have to verify the explosive exists. Unless I can confirm the threat and tell my superiors, they’re not going to listen. I need to verify, so you can stay in control.”

			“It’s there. And one twitch—”

			“You know procedure and protocol. We’re professionals. I’ve got to answer to my superiors. Let’s confirm, then we can move on to your demands and negotiate.”

			“It’s inside, you stupid bitch. I put it inside. You’d stayed out of this, I’d’ve had it drop-kicked to fucking HSO Base for screwing with me.”

			“We’ll scan it. No point in anybody getting hurt. We’ve got Sparrow. He’s enough for me. He’s the one who got you into this mess. I’ve just got to confirm, so we can start the process.”

			“Scan it, then. You’ll see. I want that jet copter. I want you to pull back, pull the hell back. I want transportation to a location of my choice.”

			Roarke held up both hands. “Let me just get out my scanner, configure it for reading an explosive device. You know I own part of this building. I don’t want it damaged.”

			Bissel shifted his gaze from Eve’s face to Roarke’s. Wet his lips. “Make one move, just one I don’t like, it goes.”

			Roarke reached in his pocket, held out the scanner for Bissel’s approval.

			“You’ve been dipping in Zeus, Agent Bissel,” Eve said to bring his attention back to her. “It’s not good for you. It can cloud your thinking.”

			“You think I don’t know what I’m doing?” Sweat was running down his face, pooling at the base of his throat. “You think I don’t have the balls?”

			“No. You couldn’t do what you do, be what you are if you didn’t have balls. Sparrow hadn’t screwed you up, you’d be fat city.”

			“The son of a bitch.”

			“He thought you were his dog, that he could keep you on a leash.” She didn’t look at Roarke, but sensed him at her side. “But you showed him what you were made of. I think all you wanted to do was get away after your assignment was complete. To get what was owed to you and get away, and things kept going wrong. You know, I bet Chloe would’ve gone with you. You didn’t have to kill her.”

			“She was an idiot! A decent roll, but she’d irritate the hell out of you out of bed. I used her data unit to store information, to formulate plans. I know how to make my own plans. Contingencies. And what do you think I saw when I peeked in through the listening device I planted in the bedroom? She was trying to get into it, trying to break my passcode. Probably thought I was screwing around on her. Stupid, jealous little bitch.”

			“What about the locket you gave her?”

			He looked blank, then his jittery eyes smiled. “Passkey, drop box. Think I don’t know how to cover myself? I had drop boxes all over the damn place. Emergency funds, weapons, whatever I needed. Can’t put everything in one spot. Gotta spread out.”

			“And she knew about this place. She knew, and she had that incriminating data buried on her unit, and one of your passkeys. I guess I was wrong. You did have to kill her.”

			“Damn straight. It should’ve worked. It should’ve. I even got her to write the note. Just write it down for me, baby. One line, just one to say how you felt when you thought I was dead. And she was stupid enough to do it.”

			“It was a good plan. So was Powell. It was just bad luck.”

			“Explosive device confirmed,” Roarke said coolly. “My, my, Bissel, you certainly put all your eggs into one very volatile basket. If you discharge that, they wouldn’t be able to sweep up the pieces.”

			“I told you. Didn’t I tell you? Now get me that copter. Get it now!”

			“If you discharged it,” Roarke continued. “But you won’t, as I’ve just deactivated the timer. You’re clear, Lieutenant.”

			“Thanks.” She aimed for Bissel’s unprotected legs. He staggered, roared, and his eyes went wild as he closed his hand into a fist to try to set off the explosive.

			She hit him a second time when he reached for the sidearms, and Peabody came in from the side, bowling in mid-body to send them both flying across the now scarred floor.

			Pumping on Zeus, he backhanded her, but she held on.

			McNab leaped, diving in to catch Bissel in a headlock, and, using his fist instead of his weapon, rammed three short, hard punches to the face.

			Her nose was streaming blood, but Peabody grabbed her restraints. Between the two of them, they held him down and cuffed his wrists.

			“Get his ankles, too,” Eve suggested, and tossed over her own restraints. “He’s still pretty hopped. This is Dallas,” she said into her headset. “Suspect is secured. Send in Bombs and Explosives to remove device.”

			When Peabody panted and sat hard on Bissel’s still bucking back, McNab offered her a polka-dotted handkerchief. “Here you go, baby. Your nose is bleeding. I mean, Detective Baby,” he added with a glance at Eve.

			“Doing okay, Peabody?” Eve asked her.

			“Yeah. It’s not broken.” She held the colorful cloth to her nose. “We got him, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah, we got him. Arrange to have the prisoner transported to Central. Good job, Detective Baby. You, too, McNab.”

			“You held back,” Roarke said when Eve stepped out of the way to let the bomb squad deal with the sculpture. “So McNab could punch him a few times for Peabody.”

			“I think Peabody might have handled it on her own, but he deserved a shot. Got a good, solid right for such a skinny guy.”

			She checked her wrist unit. It looked as if she was going to be right on time for Nadine.

			Screw political wisdom.

			“I’m going to have to go in, do the paperwork, warm up Bissel in Interview. Going to take some time. Maybe you could fill in Reva and Tokimoto, make sure they know their assistance and cooperation have been noted and appreciated. Let Reva know I’m going to clear it so she gets five private minutes with Bissel. And maybe you could tell Caro she did a good job raising her kid.”

			“You could tell her that yourself.”

			“Guess I could. Meanwhile”—she jerked a thumb so he’d step with her into the relative quiet of the gallery—“you’ve been putting in a lot of time and energy as regards this investigation. Personal interest or not, that’s also noted and appreciated.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I guess it’s going to take you some time to get your own stuff back in order. All that universal magnate and corporate god stuff.”

			“A few days. A week or so, we’ll be on balance again. I’m going to have to be out of town for a bit. Some of it needs to be hands-on.”

			“Okay. But you figure you’ll be back in order in about a week?”

			“More or less, why?”

			“Because when you’re all set, I’m going to take you away for a long weekend. So you can relax.”

			His eyebrows shot up. “Are you?”

			“Yeah. You’ve been revving on all engines. You need a break. So we’ll say . . . a week from Friday. Where do you want to go?”

			“Where do I want to go? And you’re doing this because I need a break?”

			She glanced through the doorway, just to make sure nobody was paying any attention. Then cupped his face in her hands. “You do. Then there’s the fact that I intend to make you my sex slave for a couple days. So where do you want to go?”

			“We haven’t been to the island in awhile.” He didn’t bother to check if anyone was watching, but leaned down and kissed her. “I’ll make the arrangements.”

			“No. I’ll make the arrangements. I can do it,” she said when he didn’t quite hide the wince. “I can. Jesus, I can coordinate a major op, I should be able to coordinate some damn travel. Have a little faith.”

			“In you I have more than a little.”

			“Then I’ll see you later. I’ve got to go let the dogs out.”

			She headed out, then walked back and gave him a hard, short kiss. “Later, Civilian Baby.”

			She heard him laugh as she walked out, skirted around other cops. And when she was alone, riding down alone, she tapped her finger—the one that wore her wedding ring—against the image of the badge on her heart.
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			Friendship cannot live with ceremony, nor without civility.


—LORD HALIFAX


Is this a vision?
is this a dream?
do I sleep?


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			She’d gotten through the entire evening without killing anyone. Lieutenant Eve Dallas, cop to the bone, figured the restraint showed enormous strength of character.

			Her day had gone smoothly enough. A morning court appearance that had been as routine as it was tedious, paperwork both extensive and mind-numbing. The single case she’d caught had involved pals and their dispute over who had dibs on the last of the illegals—a party mix of Buzz, Exotica, and Zoom—they’d been toking on while lazing around on the roof of an apartment building on the West Side.

			The dispute had been resolved when one of the afternoon partyers had taken a header off the roof, clutching the last of the illegals in his greedy fist.

			He probably hadn’t felt much, even when he’d splatted onto Tenth Avenue, but it sure as hell had broken the party mood.

			Witnesses, including an uninvolved Good Samaritan from a neighboring building who’d called in the nine-one-one, all stated that the individual who’d been scooped off the sidewalk and into a bag had leaped of his own volition onto the roof ledge, danced an energetic keep-away boogie, lost his precarious balance, and taken flight with a giggling wee-haw.

			Much to the surprise—and possible entertainment—of the afternoon passengers on an airtram who’d also witnessed the last dance of one Jasper K. McKinney.

			One inappropriately delighted tourist had managed to capture the entire incident on his pocket vid.

			It all jibed, and the books would close on Jasper as death by misadventure. Unofficially, Eve labeled it death by stupidity, but there wasn’t a place on the sheet for that particular observation.

			As a result of Jasper and his eight-story dive, she’d clocked out of Cop Central barely an hour past end-of-duty, only to get bogged down in ugly midtown traffic because the temporary vehicle some sadist in Requisitions had tossed at her limped along like a blind, three-legged dog.

			She had rank, for God’s sake, and was entitled to a decent ride. It wasn’t her fault she’d had two units destroyed in two years. Maybe she’d forget strength of character and go maim somebody in Requisitions in the morning.

			It sounded like fun.

			And after she’d gotten home—okay, almost two hours late—she’d had to transform herself from kick-ass murder cop to fashionable corporate wife.

			She was a good cop, she reminded herself, but more than a little shaky in the corporate wife arena.

			She supposed she’d been fashionable, since her husband had the entire getup—down to the underwear—set out for her. Roarke knew clothes.

			She just knew she was wearing something green with sparkles all over it, and where it wasn’t green and sparkly, it showed a lot of skin.

			There hadn’t been time to argue about it, but only to dive into the outfit and shove her feet into shoes—also green and sparkly. With high enough, needle-thin heels, she’d been nearly eye to eye with her man.

			It wasn’t a hardship to be eye to eye with Roarke. Not when his were that wild, unearthly blue in a face drawn by artistic angels. But it was tough being social with strangers when you were worried you might tip over and fall on your ass any second.

			But she’d gotten through it. Through the quick-change, the quick shuttle trip from New York to Chicago, through the cocktail hour where her brains were nearly bored to suet despite truly excellent wine, and the corporate dinner with Roarke entertaining about a dozen clients, with her playing hostess.

			She wasn’t quite sure what kind of clients they were since Roarke had his fingers in every pie known to man or beast, so she didn’t attempt to keep up. What she did know was that most of them could take the prize for most tedious during the four-hour ordeal.

			But there had been no casualties.

			Points for her.

			What she wanted now was to get home, get out of the sparkly green thing, and fall into bed to sleep for the six hours she’d have before the clock started ticking again.

			The summer of 2059 had been long, hot, and bloody. Fall, with its cooler temperatures, was coming. Maybe people wouldn’t be as inclined to kill one another.

			But she doubted it.

			She’d barely settled into her seat on the plush, private shuttle when Roarke lifted her feet into his lap and slipped off her shoes.

			“Don’t get any ideas, pal. When I finally get out of this dress, I’m not getting back in.”

			“Darling Eve.” His voice was a purr that echoed of Ireland. “That’s the sort of statement that gives me ideas. However lovely you look in that dress, you’d look even lovelier out of it.”

			“Forget it. No way I’m dragging this thing back on, and I’m surely not getting out of this shuttle wearing what you laughingly call underwear. So just . . . Oh, sweet baby Jesus.”

			Her eyes crossed, then did a slow roll to the back of her head when he pressed his thumbs into her arch.

			“I owe you a foot rub, at the very least.” He smiled as she let her head fall back and moaned. “For services above and beyond. I know you detest the sort of thing we did tonight. And I appreciate you not pulling out your weapon and stunning McIntyre over the canapés.”

			“The guy with the big teeth who laughed like a donkey, right?”

			“That would be McIntyre. He’s also a very important account.” He lifted her left foot, kissed her toes. “So thanks.”

			“It’s okay. Goes with the package.”

			Hell of a package, she thought, studying him through barely open eyes. All gorgeously wrapped six feet two inches of him. Not just the lean, muscled build or the heart-stopping face framed with the sweep of black silk hair. But the brains, the style, the edge. The whole shot.

			And best of all, he not only loved her, but he got her. Of all the things they fought about—and it was never hard to find something—they never butted heads over this.

			He never expected any more of her in the corporate wife area than she could give. A lot of people would, and she got that. Roarke’s enterprises included holdings, properties, factories, markets, and God knew, on and off planet. He was absurdly rich, with all the power that went with it. A lot of men in his position would expect a spouse to be at their beck, to drop everything and drape themselves over his arm at a moment’s notice.

			He didn’t.

			For every business event or social occasion she managed to attend as his wife, there were probably three she missed.

			Moreover, there were countless times he arranged his schedule to suit hers, or put in time as consultant on a case.

			In fact, when she thought about it, he made a much better cop’s husband than she made corporate wife.

			“Maybe I owe you a foot rub,” she considered. “You’re a pretty good deal.”

			He skimmed a finger down her foot, from toes to heel. “I certainly am.”

			“But I’m still not getting out of this dress.” She scooted down in her seat, closed her eyes. “Wake me up when we land.”

			She’d only started to drift when the communicator in her evening bag signaled. “Oh, come on.” She didn’t open her eyes but reached out, clamped a hand on the bag. “What’s our ETA?”

			“About fifteen.”

			With a nod, she pulled out the communicator and engaged. “Dallas.”

			
				
					DISPATCH, DALLAS, LIEUTENANT EVE. REPORT TO BELVEDERE CASTLE, CENTRAL PARK. OFFICERS ON SCENE. HOMICIDE, SINGLE VICTIM.

				

			

			“Contact Peabody, Detective Delia. I’ll meet her on scene. My ETA is thirty minutes.”

			
				
					ACKNOWLEDGED. DISPATCH OUT.

				

			

			“Shit.” Eve dragged a hand through her hair. “You can dump me and go on.”

			“I dislike dumping my wife. I’ll go with you and wait.”

			She scowled down at the fancy dress. “I hate going to scenes in these getups. I hear about it for weeks.”

			It was worse because she had to put the shoes back on, and then navigate in them over the grass and onto the paths of the city’s greatest park.

			The castle sat at the highest point of the park, with its skinny tower rising up into the night sky and the rocky ground giving way to the lake at its feet.

			It was a pretty enough spot, she supposed, for tourists to take their snaps and vids during the day. Once the sun set, areas like this were the natural habitat of the street sleepers, chemi-heads, unlicensed companions on the troll, and those with nothing better to do than look for trouble.

			The current city administration made a lot of noise about keeping the parks and monuments clean. And to their credit they even tossed money at the process with some regularity. There would be volunteers as well as city workers combing the park for litter, blasting off graffiti, sprucing up gardens and such.

			Then everyone would get cozy and comfortable and put their efforts into other matters until it all went to hell again.

			At the moment it was in decent shape with hardly enough litter to make the predawn cleanup crews work themselves into a lather.

			With Roarke beside her, she strode as best she could toward the barricades the cops had already put in place. The castle was lit up like day with crime-scene lights.

			“You don’t have to wait,” she told him. “I can catch a ride.”

			“I’ll wait.”

			Rather than argue, she shrugged and, pulling out her badge, went through the barricades.

			No one made any comments about the dress or shoes. She’d figured her rep for ass-kicking would have kept the uniforms quiet, but it surprised her not to detect a single grin or snicker behind her back.

			It surprised her more when her partner stepped toward her without a smart remark on her wardrobe.

			“Dallas. It’s bad.”

			“What’ve we got?”

			“Female, caucasian, about thirty. I got the scene recorded. I was about to run her for ID when they told me you’d arrived on scene.” They walked together, Peabody in her comfortable airskids, Eve in the arch-killing heels. “Sexual homicide. Raped and strangled. But he didn’t stop there.”

			“Who found her?”

			“A couple of kids. Jesus, Dallas.” Peabody stopped a moment, stood in her hastily thrown-on clothes, rubbing a hand over her tired face. “Snuck out of the house, thought they’d have a little adventure. Sure as hell got more than that. We’ve contacted the parents and child services. We’ve got them in a black-and-white.”

			“Where is she?”

			“Down there.” Peabody led the way, then pointed.

			She lay on the rocks, just above the dark, still water of the lake. She wore nothing but what looked to be a red ribbon tied around her neck. Her hands were clasped together between her breasts, as if in prayer, or plea.

			Her face was smeared with blood. Blood, Eve thought, that had spilled out of her when he’d taken her eyes.

			She had to ditch the shoes or risk breaking her neck. Using the can of Seal-It from the field kit Peabody handed her, she coated her hands, her bare feet. Even so, it wasn’t an easy climb down in the party dress, and she imagined she looked completely ridiculous, completely uncoplike, sparkling her way over rocks toward a body.

			She heard something rip, and ignored it.

			“Oh, man.” Peabody winced. “You’re going to ruin that dress, and it’s totally iced.”

			“I’d give a month’s pay for a goddamn pair of jeans and a normal shirt. A pair of fucking boots.” Then she put it out of her mind, set her feet solidly, and turned to the body.

			“Didn’t rape her down here. There’s going to be a secondary scene. Even a lunatic doesn’t rape a woman on a heap of rocks when there’s all this grass. Raped her somewhere else. Killed or incapacitated her somewhere else. Had to carry her down here. Had to have some muscle and bulk to manage that—unless there was more than one of them. She’s what, maybe a hundred and thirty pounds anyway. Deadweight.”

			More to protect the scene than the dress, Eve hitched the skirt up. “Let’s get an ID on her, Peabody. Find out who she is.”

			While Peabody used the Identi-pad, Eve studied the position of the body. “Posed her. Praying? Begging? Resting in peace? What’s your message?”

			She crouched to examine the body. “Visual evidence of physical and sexual assault. Facial bruises, torso, forearms—those look defensive. She’s got some matter under her nails. Tried to fight, scratched at him. It’s not skin. Looks like fibers.”

			“Her name’s Elisa Maplewood,” Peabody said. “Central Park West address.”

			“Not so far from home,” Eve stated. “She doesn’t look uptown. No pedicure. Hands aren’t smooth and pampered. Got calluses.”

			“Lists employment as a domestic.”

			“Yeah, that’s more like it.”

			“She’s thirty-two. Divorced. Dallas, she’s got a four-year-old kid. A daughter.”

			“Oh, hell.” Eve drew it in, then set it aside. “Bruises on her thighs and the vaginal area. Red corded ribbon around her throat.”

			It was dug into her skin so the bruised flesh puffed around it, then the tails draped down to her breasts.

			“Time of death, Peabody?”

			“Getting it.” Peabody drew back the gauge, studied the readout. “Twenty-two twenty.”

			“About three hours ago. And the kids found her?”

			“Just after midnight. First on scene responded, dealt with the kids, took a visual from above, and called it in at quarter to one.”

			“Okay.” Steeling herself, she took the microgoggles, slipped them on, then bent over the ruined face. “Took his time here. Didn’t hack at her. Neat, precise cuts. Almost surgical, like he was doing a fucking transplant. So the eyes were what he was after. They were the prize. The beating, the rape, those were just the prelude.”

			She eased back and took off the goggles. “Let’s turn her, check the back.”

			There was nothing but the darkened flesh from the settling of blood, and what Eve identified as grass stains on the buttocks and down the thighs.

			“Came at her from behind, that’s what he did. But it didn’t matter to him if she saw him. Knocked her down—sidewalk or pavement. No, gravelly path. See the scrapes on her elbows? Smacks her around. She tries to fight him off, tries to scream. Maybe she does scream, but he’s hauling her away, somewhere he can have his fun without anyone trying to interfere. Drags her, across the grass. Beats her into submission, rapes her. Ties the cord around her neck, kills her. When that part of the job’s over, it’s time for the real business.”

			Eve replaced the goggles. “Strip off what’s left of her clothes, take her shoes, anything else she was wearing. Jewelry, anything that individualizes her. Carry her down here. Pose her. Take the eyes—carefully. Check the pose, make any necessary adjustments. Wash off all that blood in the lake if you want. Clean up, take your prize, and be on your way.”

			“Ritual killing?”

			“His ritual anyway. They can bag her,” Eve said as she straightened. “Let’s see if we can find the kill site.”

			Roarke watched her slide her feet back into the shoes. She’d have been better off barefoot, he mused, but that wasn’t an option the lieutenant would consider.

			Despite the heels, the glamorous dress—worse for wear now—the glitter of diamonds, she was every inch the cop. Tall, lean, steady as the rocks she’d just climbed on to view some new horror. You wouldn’t see the horror in her eyes, those long, golden brown eyes. She looked pale in the harsh lights, and the glare of them only accentuated her sharp features. Her hair, nearly the same color as those eyes, was short, choppy, and mussed now from the breeze off the water.

			He watched her stop, hold a brief conversation with a uniform. Her voice would be flat, he knew, and brisk, and reveal nothing of what she felt.

			He saw her gesture, and saw the stalwart and more comfortably dressed Peabody nod. Then Eve was peeling off from the group of cops and heading back to him.

			“You’re going to want to go on home,” she told him. “This is going to take some time.”

			“I suspect it will. Rape, strangulation, mutilation.” He lifted a brow when her eyes narrowed. “I keep my ear to the ground when it involves my cop. Can I help?”

			“No. I’m keeping civilians—even you—out. He didn’t kill her down there, so we need to find where he did. I probably won’t make it home tonight.”

			“Would you like me to bring you, or send you, a change of clothes?”

			Since even with his amazing powers, he couldn’t just snap his fingers and put her in boots and trousers, she shook her head. “I’ve got spare stuff in my locker at Central.” She glanced down at the dress, sighed at the smears of dirt, the small tears, the stains from body fluid. She’d tried to be careful, but there you go, and God knew what he paid for the damn thing.

			“Sorry about the dress.”

			“It’s not important. Get in touch when you can.”

			“Sure.”

			She struggled—knew he knew she struggled—not to wince when he skimmed a finger down the dent in her chin, when he leaned down and brushed his lips to hers. “Good luck, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah. Thanks.”

			As he walked back to the limo, he heard her raise her voice. “Okay, boys and girls, fan out. Teams of two. Standard evidence search.”

			He wouldn’t have carried her far, Eve deduced. What would be the point? The added time, trouble, the additional risk of being seen. Still, they were talking Central Park, so it wasn’t going to be quick and easy unless they ran into incredible luck.

			She did, inside of thirty minutes.

			“Here.” She held up a hand to stop Peabody, then crouched. “Ground’s torn up some. Hand me the goggles. Yeah, yeah,” she said after she’d strapped them on. “We got some blood here.”

			She went down on hands and knees, her nose nearly to the ground, like a hound scenting prey. “I want this area cordoned off. Call the sweepers. I want to see if they can find any trace. Look here.”

			She got tweezers out of the field kit. “Broken fingernail. Hers,” she decided when she held it up to the light. “Didn’t make it easy for him, did you, Elisa? You did what you could.”

			She bagged the nail, then sat back on her heels.

			“Dragged her over the grass. You can see where she tried to dig in. Lost a shoe. That’s why she’s got grass stains and dirt on one foot. But he went back for it. Took her clothes with him.”

			She pushed to her feet. “We’ll check bins in a ten-block radius in case he dumped them. They’ll be torn, bloody, dirty. We’ll see if we can get a description of what she was wearing, but even without it, we’ll look. Kept them though, didn’t you?” she murmured. “Kept them as a memento.”

			“She lives a couple blocks from here,” Peabody commented. “Grabbed her close to home, dragged her here, did the job, then carried her over to the dump site.”

			“We’ll canvass. Let’s get this coordinated, then take her residence.”

			Peabody cleared her throat, studied Eve’s dress. “You’re going like that?”

			“Got a better idea?”

			It was hard not to feel a little ridiculous, striding in her ruined dress and mile-high shoes toward the night droid on door duty in front of Maplewood’s building.

			At least she had her badge. It was one of those things she never left home without. “Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody, NYPSD. Regarding Elisa Maplewood. She lives here?”

			“I’ll need to scan your IDs to verify.”

			He looked pretty spiffy for so early in the morning, but that was a droid for you. He wore a natty red uniform with silver trim, and was designed to replicate a man in his mid-fifties, just a bit of silver at the temples to match the braid.

			“These are in order. Ms. Maplewood is a live-in domestic, employed by Mr. and Mrs. Luther Vanderlea. What’s this about?”

			“Did you see Ms. Maplewood tonight?”

			“I’m midnight to six. Haven’t seen her.”

			“We’ll need to see the Vanderleas.”

			“Mr. Vanderlea is out of town. You’ll need to clear a visit with the desk. Comp’s on this time of night.”

			He unlocked the doors, walked in with them. “Secondary scan for ID,” he informed them.

			It irritated, but Eve passed her badge through the electronics on the fancy desk in the black-and-white lobby.

			
				
					YOUR IDENTIFICATION IS VERIFIED, DALLAS, LIEUTENANT EVE. WHAT IS THE NATURE OF YOUR BUSINESS?

				

			

			“I need to speak with Mrs. Luther Vanderlea, regarding her employee, Elisa Maplewood.”

			
				
					ONE MOMENT WHILE MRS. VANDERLEA IS CONTACTED.

				

			

			The droid hovered while they waited. Quiet music played. It had switched on when they’d started across the lobby. Set to activate, Eve assumed, when a human entered.

			Why people needed music to cross a room, she couldn’t say.

			The lights were dim, the flowers fresh. A few good pieces of furniture—in case you wanted to sit down and listen to the recorded music—were arranged tastefully. There were two elevators in the south wall, and four security cameras to sweep the lobby.

			The Vanderleas had a lot of bucks under the belt.

			“Where’s Mr. Vanderlea?” she asked the droid.

			“Is this an official inquiry?”

			“No, I’m just a nosy so-and-so.” She waved her badge under his nose. “Yes, this is an official inquiry.”

			“Mr. Vanderlea is in Madrid on business.”

			“When did he leave?”

			“Two days ago. He’s due back tomorrow evening.”

			“What—” She broke off as the comp signaled.

			
				
					MRS. VANDERLEA WILL SEE YOU NOW. PLEASE TAKE ELEVATOR A TO THE FIFTY-FIRST FLOOR. YOU WILL FIND MRS. VANDERLEA IN PENTHOUSE B.

				

			

			“Thanks.” Even as they crossed the checkerboard floor, the elevator doors opened. “Why do we thank machines?” Eve wondered out loud. “They couldn’t possibly give a shit.”

			“One of those innate human traits. That’s why programmers have them thanking us, too, I guess. You ever been to Madrid?”

			“No. Maybe. No,” she decided. She’d been a lot of places over the last couple of years. “I don’t think. Do you know who designs shoes like the ones I’m wearing, Peabody?”

			“The shoe god. Those are magolicious shoes, sir.”

			“No, not the shoe god. These are the product of a man, a devious flesh and blood man, who secretly hates all women. By designing shoes like this, he can torture them for profit.”

			“They make your legs look a hundred feet tall.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I want all right. A pair of hundred-foot legs.” Resigned, she stepped off on fifty-one.

			The door to Penthouse B was wide as a truck, and opened by a petite woman in her thirties wearing a moss green dressing gown.

			Her hair was long and sleep-tousled, and was a deep, dark red with subtle gold streaks streamed through it.

			“Lieutenant Dallas? God, is that a Leonardo?”

			Since she was goggling at the dress, it didn’t take Eve long to conclude she was talking about it. “Probably.” As Leonardo was not only the current darling of the fashionable set, but also the main squeeze of Eve’s closest friend. “I was . . . at a thing. My partner, Detective Peabody. Mrs. Vanderlea?”

			“Yes, I’m Deann Vanderlea. What’s this about?”

			“Can we come in, Mrs. Vanderlea?”

			“Yes, of course. I’m confused. When they called from downstairs and said the police wanted to see me, my first thought was something happened to Luther. But I’d have gotten a call from Madrid, wouldn’t I?” She smiled, uncertainly. “Nothing’s happened to Luther, has it?”

			“We’re not here about your husband. This concerns Elisa Maplewood.”

			“Elisa? Well, she’s in bed at this hour. Elisa can’t be in any trouble.” She folded her arms. “What’s this about?”

			“When did you last see Ms. Maplewood?”

			“Right before I went to bed. About ten. I went to bed early. I had a headache. What is this?”

			“I’m sorry to tell you, Mrs. Vanderlea, but Ms. Maplewood is dead. She was killed earlier tonight.”

			“That—that’s just ridiculous. She’s in bed.”

			The simplest, cleanest way, Eve knew, was not to argue. “You may want to check on that.”

			“It’s nearly four in the morning. Of course she’s in bed. Her suite is back here, off the kitchen.”

			She swept away, through the spacious living area, furnished in what Eve recognized as antiques. A lot of gleaming wood and curved lines, deep colors, complex patterns and sparkling glassware. It flowed into a media room, with the wall screen recessed, and the game and communication center housed in some sort of cabinet. Armoire, she corrected. That’s what Roarke called those big-ass cabinets.

			A dining room angled off to the side, with the kitchen behind it.

			“I’d like you to wait here, please.”

			Snippy now, Eve noted. Irritated and afraid.

			Mrs. Vanderlea opened a set of wide pocket doors and walked into what Eve assumed was Elisa Maplewood’s personal area.

			“This place is huge,” Peabody whispered.

			“Yeah, lots of space, lots of stuff.” She looked around the kitchen. Everything was silver and black. Dramatic, efficient, and so clean she doubted even a team of sweepers would come up with a single mote of dust.

			It wasn’t that different a setup than the one in Roarke’s house. She didn’t think of the kitchen as hers. That was Summerset’s province, and she was more than happy to let him rule there.

			“I’ve met her before.”

			Peabody glanced back from her ogling of the massive AutoChef. “You know Vanderlea?”

			“Met them, don’t know them. One of the ‘dos’ I got dragged to. Roarke knows them. I didn’t place the name, who the hell can remember all those people? But her face clicked.”

			She turned as Mrs. Vanderlea hurried back into the room. “She’s not there. I don’t understand. She’s not in her room, or anywhere in her suite. Vonnie’s sleeping. Her daughter, her little girl. I don’t understand.”

			“Does she often go out at night?”

			“No, of course she—Mignon!” With this, she dashed back into Elisa’s suite.

			“Who the hell is Mignon?” Eve muttered.

			“Maybe Maplewood switched to girls. Might have a lover.”

			“Mignon’s not here.” Deann was sheet-white now, and her fingers trembled as she held them to her throat.

			“Who is—”

			“Our dog.” She spoke quickly, the words jumping out of her mouth. “Really Elisa’s dog, emotionally. A little teacup poodle I bought a few months ago—for company, for the girls, but Mignon bonded with Elisa. She—she probably took her for a walk. She often does that the last thing at night. She took the dog for a walk. Oh, God. Oh, my God.”

			“Mrs. Vanderlea, why don’t you sit down? Peabody, some water.”

			“Was there an accident? Oh God, was there an accident?” There weren’t tears, not yet, but Eve knew there would be.

			“No, I’m sorry, it wasn’t an accident. Ms. Maplewood was attacked, in the park.”

			“Attacked?” She said it slowly, as if the word were foreign. “Attacked?”

			“She was murdered.”

			“No. No.”

			“Drink a little water, ma’am.” Peabody pressed the glass she’d poured into Deann’s hands. “Sip a little water.”

			“I can’t. I can’t. How can this be? We were just talking, a few hours ago. We were sitting right here. She told me to take a blocker and go to bed. And I did. We . . . the girls were tucked in for the night, and she made me tea and told me to go to bed. How did this happen? What happened?”

			No, Eve thought. It wasn’t the time to make it worse with details. “Drink some water.” She noticed Peabody going over to close the pocket doors.

			The kid, Eve remembered. This wasn’t a conversation a child should hear, if she should wake.

			When she did wake, Eve thought, her world would be changed, irrevocably.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“How long has she worked for you?” Eve knew the answer, but it would be easier to guide Deann over smooth ground before they moved to the rocks.

			“Two years. Two years. I—we—my husband travels a great deal, and I decided I wanted live-in help rather than just the day staff and droids. More for company, I suppose. I hired Elisa because I liked her.”

			She ran a hand over her face and made an obvious effort to settle. “She was qualified, of course, but we just hit it off right away. If I were to hire someone who’d live in my house, be a part of my household, I wanted it to be someone I was comfortable with, on a personal level. The other deciding factor was Vonnie. Yvonne, her daughter. I have a little girl, I have Zanna. They’re the same age, and I thought they’d be playmates. They are. They’re like family. They are family. Oh God, Vonnie.”

			She pressed her hands to her mouth, and now the tears came. “She’s only four. She’s just a baby. How will I tell her that her mother’s . . . How will I tell her?”

			“We can do that, Mrs. Vanderlea.” Peabody sat. “We’ll talk to her, and have a counselor from Child Protection available for her.”

			“She doesn’t know you.” Deann pushed to her feet, walked across the room to a drawer, took out tissues. “She’d only be more frightened and confused if she heard . . . from a stranger. I have to tell her. I have to find the way to tell her.”

			She dabbed her cheeks with a tissue. “I need a second.”

			“Take your time,” Eve told her.

			“We’re friends. Like Zanna and Vonnie. It wasn’t . . . our relationship wasn’t like employer and employee. Her parents . . .”

			Deann drew in a breath, long, deep. Eve gave her top points for control when she came back to the table. “Her mother lives downtown, with Elisa’s stepfather. Her father, ah, he’s in Philadelphia. I can . . . I can get in touch with them. I think, they need to hear this from me first. They need . . . I have to call Luther. I have to tell him.”

			“Are you sure you want to handle this yourself?” Eve asked her.

			“She would have done it for me.” When her voice broke, she pressed her lips together, bore down. “She would have taken care of my baby, and I’ll take care of hers. She would have . . . Oh, God, how could this happen?”

			“Did she mention any problems to you? Speak of being concerned about someone who bothered her, or made threats?”

			“No. No. She would have. People liked Elisa.”

			“Was she involved with anyone—romantically, socially?”

			“No. She really wasn’t dating at this point. She’d had a difficult divorce, and was interested in creating a stable home for her daughter, and just—as she put it—giving men a rest.”

			“Was there someone she rebuffed or discouraged?”

			“Not that I . . . was she raped?” Deann’s hands fisted on the table.

			“The medical examiner has yet to determine—” Eve broke off when Deann’s hand shot out, gripped hers.

			“You know, and I won’t have you holding back. She was my friend.”

			“The indications are she was raped, yes.”

			The hand tightened on Eve’s, trembled once, violently, then released. “You’ll find him. You’ll find him and you’ll make him pay.”

			“That’s my intention. If you want to help me do that, I need you to think. If there’s anything, however insignificant it seems to you. If she said anything, however casually.”

			“She would have fought,” Deann stated. “Her husband was abusive, and she got counseling, she got help, and she left him. She learned to stand up for herself. She would have fought.”

			“She did. Where’s the ex-husband?”

			“I’d like to say he’s sweating in hell, but he’s in the Caribbean with his current bimbo. He lives there, runs some sort of dive shop. He hasn’t seen his own child, not once, not ever. Elisa was eight months pregnant when she filed for divorce. I won’t let him have that child.”

			A combative light glowed on her face now, and the heat of it toughened her voice. “I’ll fight him if he tries to take custody. I can do that for her.”

			“When’s the last time she heard from him?”

			“A few months ago, I think, when his child support payment was late again. Bitching and complaining about having to give her his money when she had this cozy setup here.” She drew that long breath again. “The money went directly into an account for Vonnie, for her education. Not that he’d think of that.”

			“Did you ever meet him?”

			“No, I was denied that dubious pleasure. To my knowledge he hasn’t been back to New York in four years. I’m not thinking very clearly yet,” she admitted. “But I will. I can promise you, I’ll think very clearly, very carefully, and do anything I can to help you. But I need to call my husband now. I need to talk to Luther—and to be alone, please. To be alone so I can find the right way to tell Vonnie when she wakes up. To tell Vonnie and my own little girl.”

			“We’ll need to see her rooms, look through her things. Some time tomorrow. Is that a problem?”

			“No. I’d let you do it now, but . . .” She looked back toward the door. “I want Vonnie to sleep, as long as she can.”

			Eve rose. “If you’d get in touch with me in the morning then.”

			“I will. I’m sorry, I’ve completely forgotten who you are.”

			“Dallas. Lieutenant Dallas. Detective Peabody.”

			“Right. Right. I admired your dress when you came to the door. It seems like years ago already.” She got up, rubbing at her face as she studied Eve. “You seem familiar to me. I can’t figure out if it’s because it seems you’ve been here for years, or if you are.”

			“I think we met before, at some charity dinner or something.”

			“At a charity dinner? Oh, well, of course. Roarke. You’re Roarke’s wife. Roarke’s cop, people call you. I don’t have all my wits.”

			“No problem. I’m sorry to meet you again under these circumstances.”

			Her gaze sharpened now, and the warrior gleam still lit her face. “When people talk about Roarke’s cop over their cocktails and canapés, they say she’s a little scary, a little mean, and very relentless. Would that be a fair description?”

			“Close enough.”

			“Good. Good.” Deann held out her hand, took Eve’s firmly. “Because you’re my cop now, too.”

			“She’s got a tough road over the next few days,” Peabody commented as they rode down to the lobby. “She strikes me as the kind who’ll handle it when she gets her balance.”

			“She’s got spine,” Eve agreed. “We’ll look at the ex-husband. Could be he decided to come up to New York. Talk to the vic’s parents, other friends. Get a clearer picture of her routine from the Vanderleas.”

			“It wasn’t a chance kill. The mutilation takes it out of the box for me. The setup, the pose. If it wasn’t personal, a one-on-one sort of thing, it was planned, at least.”

			“Agreed.” They crossed the lobby, and headed out to the waiting black-and-white. “Maplewood walked the dog at night. A routine, a pattern. Killer notices her, notices the pattern, and lies in wait. Tells me he knew the dog wouldn’t go for him, or had a way to incapacitate the dog.”

			“Have you ever seen one of those little poodles?” Peabody held her hands together to form a little cup.

			“Still got teeth, right?”

			She stood just outside the car, scanning the neighborhood. Well lit. Security droids would patrol regularly. Doormen on duty 24/7. There would have been some vehicular traffic that time of night, during the attack.

			“She walked the dog into the park. Just the verges, probably, but she went inside. Felt safe. She lives here, knows the area. Probably stayed close to the street, but not close enough. He’d have to be fast. Have to be waiting, almost certainly.”

			She left the sidewalk herself, picturing it. “Let the dog sniff around the trees, do the dog thing. It’s a nice night. She’d relax, enjoy it. She and Vanderlea might’ve been pals, but she still worked in there, and hard. You could see by her hands. She’d enjoy a little time out here with the dog, just walking, just hanging.”

			She played her light over the grass, toward the grab spot that was surrounded by barricades. “He waited until she was out of sight of the street. Just far enough. Killed the dog or the dog ran off.”

			“Killed the dog?” Peabody’s immediate distress had Eve shaking her head.

			“A guy beats, rapes, strangles, and mutilates a woman, I don’t think he’s going to see offing a dog as crossing any lines.”

			“Jeez.”

			Eve headed back toward the car. She could go home, change. Home was closer than Central. It would save her the indignity of walking through Central in her current attire. A point that couldn’t be overvalued.

			“The black-and-white can take us to my place. We can put together what we’ve got, catch a couple hours’ sleep and start fresh in the morning.”

			“I hear that. I also hear the unspoken. You don’t want to go to Central in your party dress.”

			“Shut up, Peabody.”

			It was after five A.M. when Eve crept into the bedroom. She stripped off as she crossed to the bed, letting clothes lay where they fell, then crawled naked into bed.

			She hadn’t made a sound, had barely shifted the mattress, but Roarke’s arm circled her waist, and drew her back against him.

			“Didn’t mean to wake you up. I’m going to catch a couple hours. Peabody’s bunked in her favorite guest room.”

			“Turn it off, then.” His lips brushed her hair. “Just sleep.”

			“Two hours,” she murmured. And turned it off.

			Her next, not quite coherent thought was: Coffee.

			She could smell it. The seductive scent climbed into her sleeping brain like a lover up a flower-strewn trellis. Then she blinked her eyes open, and saw Roarke.

			He was invariably up before her, and as usual was already dressed in one of his master-of-the-world suits. But instead of being in the sitting area of the bedroom, as was his habit, scanning the early stock reports and whatever over his breakfast, he was sitting on the side of the bed, looking at her.

			“What’s up? Something happen? Was there another—?”

			“No. Relax.” He pressed a hand to her shoulder to hold her down when she started to spring up. “I’m your wake-up call, complete with coffee.” He moved the cup into her line of sight.

			And watched her eyes glaze over with longing.

			“Gimme.”

			He eased back, handed it over, waited while she took her first, desperate swallow. “You know, darling, if caffeine ever makes it to the illegals list, you’re going to have to register as an addict.”

			“They try to make coffee an illegal, I’ll kill them all, and it won’t be an issue. How do I rate coffee in bed?”

			“I love you.”

			“Yeah, you do.” She took another gulp, grinned. “Sucker.”

			“That’s no way to persuade me to get you a second cup.”

			“I love you back?”

			“That would probably work.” He rubbed a thumb along the shadows already dogging her eyes. “You need more than two hours, Lieutenant.”

			“It’s all I can spare. I’ll make it up. Eventually. Gonna grab a shower.”

			She was up, and took what was left of the coffee with her into the bathroom. He heard her call for jets on full, at one-oh-one. And only shook his head at her habit of boiling herself awake every morning.

			He’d see that she got some fuel in her, and hopefully wouldn’t have to tie her down and force-feed her. He’d just begun to program the AutoChef for breakfast, when he heard the quick padding steps behind him.

			“I’d swear there was a chip in your head that signals any time anyone so much as thinks of food.” Roarke glanced down at the pudgy cat rubbing hopefully against his leg. “I’ll wager you’ve already been fed in the kitchen.”

			Galahad purred like an engine and rubbed harder. Ignoring him for the moment, Roarke selected French toast for Eve, something she had a hard time resisting. He added a couple rashers of bacon, knowing his own weakness where the cat was concerned.

			Eve came out wearing a short white terry robe. “I’m just going to grab something at Central when . . .” She sniffed the air, spotted the plate of French toast. “That was low.”

			“Yes.” He patted the seat beside him, then moved the cat when Galahad took him up on the invitation. “Not you. Sit down, Eve. You can spare fifteen minutes for some breakfast.”

			“Maybe. Besides, I should fill you in on a couple things. Two birds, time efficiency.” She sat, poured syrup lavishly over bread.

			She took a bite, nudged the cat back as he tried to belly toward her plate, then reached for the fresh coffee Roarke poured. “The victim worked for Luther and Deann Vanderlea.”

			“Of Vanderlea Antiquities?”

			“That’s what it said when I ran his data. How well do you know them?”

			“I used Vanderlea extensively when furnishing this house, and others. Consulted with his father for most of it, but I know Luther and his wife. I wouldn’t call them personal friends, but certainly friendly acquaintances. He’s knowledgeable about his business, and very involved in the running of it at this stage. Pleasant enough people, and she’s very bright and charming. Are they suspects?”

			“Luther was in Madrid at the time of the murder. As far as I can confirm at this point. Wife’s not on my list. In fact, unless she’s an award-winning actress, she and the victim were as much friends as boss and domestic. More. She took it hard, but stood up to it. I liked her.”

			“I can tell you, from what I know of Luther, I can’t see him raping a woman, much less murdering one and cutting out her eyes.”

			“He the type who might try to diddle with the maid under his wife’s nose?”

			“One never knows what a man might try to diddle with under his wife’s nose, but it wouldn’t be my call where he’s concerned, no. They strike me as very happy together. I think they have a young child.”

			“Girl, age four. Same age as the victim’s daughter. Deann Vanderlea’s having a very hard morning.”

			“The victim have a spouse?”

			“Ex. Lives in the Caribbean. Abusive history. We’ll look at him close.”

			“Current lover?”

			“Not according to Deann. Victim, Elisa Maplewood, purportedly went out, between ten and midnight, to walk the little foo-foo dog. We’ll get the exact from building security. Strolled into the park where he grabbed her. Waited—had to be waiting—attacked, raped, strangled, then carted her over to the rocks to lay her out, finish his job. Are the eyes a symbol?” she wondered. “Windows to the soul, an eye for an eye? Or a twisted religious ritual? Maybe just a souvenir.”

			“You’ll want Mira.”

			“Oh yeah.” Eve thought of the city’s top profiler. “I’m pulling her in this morning.”

			She’d cleaned her plate while she’d talked and got up now to dress. “We could get lucky, and this was a one-time deal.”

			“Why do you think it’s not?”

			“Too organized and precise. Too many symbols. The eyes, red ribbon, the pose. Maybe we find all these apply directly somehow to Elisa Maplewood, but I think they apply to the killer rather than the victim. They mean something to him, personally. Elisa may have been a type: physically, her location, her background, something of the sort. Or it may have been enough for her to be female and available.”

			“Do you want my help with the Vanderleas?”

			“I might, at some point.”

			“Let me know. Darling, not that jacket.” More resigned than appalled, he rose to take the one she’d yanked out of her closet, and after a quick study, drew out one with pale blue checks over cream. “Trust me.”

			“I don’t know what I did before you were my fashion consultant,” she told him.

			“I do, but I don’t like to think about it.”

			“I know a dig when I hear one.” She sat to pull on her boots.

			“Mmm.” He slid his hands in his pockets, and fingered a small gray button. One that had fallen off possibly the most unattractive, ill-cut suit he’d ever seen. One she’d been wearing the first time he’d laid eyes on her.

			“I’ve a ’link conference shortly, then I’ll be in midtown most of the day.” He leaned over, laid his lips on hers. Left them there for a long, satisfying moment. “Take care of my cop.”

			“That’s my plan. You know, I hear your friends say your cop is scary, mean, and relentless. What do you say about that?”

			“Lieutenant, your friends say the same. Give my best to Peabody,” he added as he walked out.

			“I’ll keep your best,” she called out, “and give her what’s left over.”

			She heard him laugh, and decided that was every bit as good as coffee for setting her up for the day.

			Setting up the appointment with Dr. Mira was her first task when she got to her office at Central. Peabody’s to-do list included confirming Luther Vanderlea had been in Madrid, and ascertaining the ex-husband’s whereabouts.

			Eve fed the known data into her office computer and ran a check with IRCCA to search for any other like crimes.

			The number of sexual homicides involving mutilation didn’t surprise her. She’d been a cop too long. Even the number that involved damaging, destroying, or removing the victims’ eyes didn’t put a hitch in her stride.

			She eliminated those where the perpetrator was in a cage, or in the ground, and spent her morning studying the unsolved or unconvicted.

			Her ’link signaled a number of times—reporters on the scent. And these she easily ignored.

			Letting accumulated data cook, she shifted back to the victim.

			Who was Elisa Maplewood?

			Standard public education, she read. No college. One marriage, one divorce, one child. Professional mother’s stipend through first two years. Parents divorced when she was thirteen. Mother, also a domestic; stepfather, a laborer. Father in the Bronx, unemployed and with a sheet, Eve mused, and looked more closely at Abel Maplewood.

			Petty larceny, drunk and disorderlies, receiving stolen property, assaults—spousal assault, illegal gambling, public lewdness.

			“Well, well, Abel, you’re a little bit of a creep, aren’t you?”

			No sexual assaults on record, but there was always a first time. Fathers raped their daughters. She knew that only too well. They held them down, beat them, broke their bones, and pushed themselves into their own flesh and blood.

			She eased slowly away from the desk when she felt her heart begin to race. When she felt the memories, the nightmare of memories, begin to descend over her mind.

			She went for water rather than coffee, drank it, slowly as well, standing at her single, narrow window.

			She knew what Elisa had suffered during the rape—the pain, the terror that was more than pain—the degradation and shock. She knew, the way only another victim knew.

			But she had to use that knowledge to find the killer, to find justice, or she was no good. If she let those memories come down too hard, blur her focus, she was no good.

			Time to get back into the field, she told herself. Back in the field and do the job.

			“Dallas?”

			She didn’t turn, and didn’t ask herself how long Peabody had been there, watching her find her control. “You confirm Vanderlea?”

			“Yes, sir. He was in Madrid, as advertised. He’s on his way home now. Canceled his last day of business after his wife contacted him. He was at a breakfast meeting this morning—time difference, here and Europe—at seven Madrid time. Next to impossible for him to have zipped home, killed Maplewood, zipped back and made that meeting.”

			“The ex?”

			“Brent Hoyt. He’s clear. Seeing as he spent the night at the drunk tank on St. Thomas last night, he wasn’t in New York.”

			“All right. Maplewood’s father—Abel—has a sheet. We’ll need to look at him. We’re heading back to the Vanderleas first.”

			“Ah, there’s someone here who wants to speak to you.”

			“Pertinent?”

			“Well . . .”

			“I don’t have time to chat.” Eve turned around. “We’ll check in with Morris at the morgue, then head uptown. I have to be back here to meet with Mira.”

			“Yeah, well, she’s very insistent. Claims to have information. She looks normal.”

			“As opposed to? If someone’s come in with information regarding the current investigation, why didn’t you just say so?”

			“Because—” Peabody debated letting Eve find out for herself, or protecting her own skin. It was a short debate. “She says she’s a psychic.”

			Eve stopped dead. “Oh, come on. Feed her to the liaison. You know better than to let the loonies in.”

			“She’s registered and licensed. And she pulled the pal card.”

			“I don’t have psychic pals. It’s a firm policy.”

			“No, it’s the mutual friend deal.”

			“Mavis has all kinds of looney friends. I don’t let them into my office.”

			“Not Mavis. She claims to be a friend of Louise’s. Dr. Dimatto. The really normal, upstanding Dr. D. And she’s shook, Dallas. Her hands are trembling.”

			“Hell. We give her ten minutes.” She checked her wrist unit, and as a buffer set it to signal in ten. “Bring her in.”

			Eve sat, brooded. This is what happened when you went and made friends. They had to go out and make friends, and then those friends somehow insinuated themselves into your life, or your work. Before you knew it you were hip-deep in people.

			And half of them were crazy.

			All right, she amended. Not all psychics were crazy or scamming. Some of them—a very few some of them—were legit. She was well aware that law enforcement sometimes used sensitives to good effect.

			But she didn’t use them. She believed in doing the job through investigative procedure, technological processes, evidentiary study, deduction. Then you tossed in instinct, luck, and some ass-kicking.

			That worked just fine for her.

			She went for coffee now.

			She turned from the AutoChef, cup in hand as the woman came to the door with Peabody.

			She looked normal. Her hair was long, waving past her shoulders in a perfectly normal shade of brown. A dark and glossy brown that looked as if it might have been the one God opted for when he put her together. Her skin was dusky and smooth, her eyes a clear and pale green that showed nerves, but seemed sane, as they met Eve’s directly.

			The face was strong and sexy with one of those lush mouths and a thin, aquiline nose. Mexican or Spanish blood, Eve assumed. Ancestors who’d baked in the heat and strummed guitars. Exotic.

			Eve put her in the middle thirties. Judged her to be about five six, with a toned, disciplined build.

			She wore casual and well-cut pants with a long shirt, both the color of summer poppies, a couple of rings with deeply colored stones, and dangles at her ears—slim drops of gold.

			“Lieutenant Dallas. This is Celina Sanchez.”

			“Okay, Ms. Sanchez, have a seat. I’m pressed for time, so why don’t we get right to it.”

			“All right.” She sat, folded her hands tightly together on her lap. She breathed in and out once. “He took her eyes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Well, now that I’ve got your attention . . .” Celina unhooked her fingers to press two to her right temple, as if to compress a pain. “Could I have some of that coffee?”

			Eve stayed where she was, sipping her own. They hadn’t released the mutilation details to the media. But there were leaks, she knew. There were always leaks.

			Her voice was shaky, and carried no accent. It was husky, a shade on the provocative side. “How did you get this information, Ms. Sanchez?”

			“I saw it, and it’s not an image I enjoyed.”

			“You saw the victim in Central Park?”

			“Yes. But I wasn’t in the park. I was in my home. I’m here to explain it to you. I’d really appreciate the coffee.”

			Eve sent Peabody a brief nod. “You knew Elisa Maplewood?”

			“No. Before we go any further, I’ve never worked with the police. It’s not what I do and not something I aspire to.”

			She used her hands when she talked, lifting them, gesturing in a manner that told Eve it was habitual. Then she gripped them together in her lap as if to hold them still.

			“I don’t want to see what you see, Lieutenant. I don’t want to live with those images in my head. Primarily, I do private consultations and parties. I’m not a lunatic or a glory-seeker, though from what Louise has told me about you, I imagine you think I am.”

			“How do you know Louise Dimatto?”

			“We went to school together, and we’ve remained friendly since. Thanks.” She took the cup of coffee Peabody handed her. “You’re more open to extra-normal areas, Detective. Do you have sensitives in your family?”

			“Ah, I—”

			“Let’s keep this about you,” Eve interrupted.

			“All right.” Celina sampled the coffee, and smiled for the first time since she’d come into the room. “This is wonderful, and I can tell you, frankly, I need the jolt. I had a dream.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Celina’s smile only widened. “The snarkiness settles me down. Who knew? Louise also said I’d like you, Lieutenant Dallas. Oddly enough, I think she’s probably right.”

			“That’s real nice. Can we stay on line here?”

			“Of course. In the dream I saw a woman. She was young, attractive, light brown hair, I think. Straight hair, just brushing her shoulders. It looked light brown in the streetlights. She came out of a building, leading a little white dog on a leash. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. There was a doorman, and they exchanged a few words. I couldn’t hear; I was too far away.

			“She crossed the street—wide street—with the little dog prancing in front of her. In the dream, my heart started pounding with fear. I wanted to shout at her to go back, to go back inside the building, but I couldn’t speak. I watched her take the dog into the park. She rubbed her arm, and I thought that she was thinking she should’ve tossed on a jacket. The nights are getting cooler. She’ll go back for a jacket, and maybe it’ll be all right. But she didn’t.”

			Celina’s hands trembled again as she lifted the cup to her lips. “She kept walking, with the dog pulling on the leash. The shadow fell over her, but she didn’t see, she didn’t know. He came at her from behind. I couldn’t see him, just shadows. He’d been waiting, watching, as I’d been watching. Oh, I could feel his excitement, the madness of it, just as I could feel her fear. His was red, dark, vicious red, and hers silver. Red shadows, silver light.”

			The cup rattled as she set it aside. “This isn’t what I do. This isn’t what I want.”

			“You’re here. Finish it.”

			She’d lost all color, and her pale eyes were glassy. “He hit her, and the little dog ran away when he kicked at it. She tried to fight, but he was very strong. He hit her in the face, knocked her down. She tried to scream, but he kept hitting her. He kept . . .”

			Her breathing went shallow as she rubbed a hand over her heart. “He kicked her and hit her, and he dragged her deeper into the shadows. She lost a shoe. He wrapped a ribbon, a cord, around her neck. Red for power. Red for death. Tight. She fought for air, she fought him, but he was too strong. He tore at her clothes. Bitch, whore, cunt. Hating her, hating her, he raped her. Tightened the cord, tighter and tighter until she was still. Until she was dead.”

			Tears tracked down Celina’s cheeks. Her hands were back in her lap now, twisted together like wires. “He’d shown her what she was good for. Shown her who was in charge. But he wasn’t done. He picked up her clothes, put them in a small bag. And he carried it, and her, deeper into the park. He’s strong, very strong. He takes care of himself. Who’s more important, after all?”

			Her breath continued to hitch and jump. Her eyes stared.

			“There’s a castle, a castle on a lake. He’s king of the castle. He’s king of everything. He slings her over his shoulder, climbs down the rocks. And he lays her out, very carefully. She’ll like it there. Maybe this time she’ll stay.”

			Staring, Celina lifted her joined hands, pressed them between her breasts. “Rest in peace, whore. And he cuts out her eyes. God, God, he cuts out her eyes and puts them in a little pouch, and the pouch into the bag. There’s blood running down her face. Blood on his hands. And he, he leans down and kisses her. I woke up, I woke up from the dream with the chill of that bloody mouth on mine.”

			Eve’s wrist unit beeped, and had Celina jolting.

			“What did you do?” Eve asked her.

			“What did I . . . Well, after I finished shaking, I took a tranq. I told myself it was a nightmare. I know better, but I wanted it to be a nightmare, not a vision. My gift has never taken me anywhere so dark, and I was afraid. I took a tranq and used it to block it out. Cowardly, but I don’t claim to be brave. I don’t want to be brave, not about something like this.”

			She picked up her coffee again. “But this morning, I turned on the screen. I tend to avoid the news channels, but I was compelled to check. I had to know. And I saw the report. They ran her picture—the pretty woman with the light brown hair. They said her name. I didn’t want to come here. Most of the police are born skeptics. It’s why you are what you are. But I had to come.”

			“You say you saw—in this vision—the victim. But you didn’t see her attacker?”

			“I saw . . . his essence, you could say. I saw a form.” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “It frightened me, more than I’ve ever been frightened in my life. And, frankly, I wasn’t going to come here. I was going to try to put it away. Knowing that about myself made me feel small and ugly.”

			She lifted a hand, toyed with a chain around her neck. Her nails were painted a deep and shiny red, with the half moons picked out in vibrant white. “So I came to you, because Louise has spoken of you. And I’ll try to help.”

			“How do you intend to help?”

			“I might see more if I had something of his, something he’d touched. I don’t know.” A flicker of irritation ran over her face. “This isn’t my field. It’s new ground for me, and you’re not making this any easier.”

			“It’s not my job to make it easy, Ms. Sanchez. It’s my job to investigate.”

			“Well then, investigate me all you want,” she shot out. “I can only tell you what I know. I know the man who did this is big, or thinks of himself that way. I know he’s strong. Very strong. I know he’s mad. And I know this woman, Elisa Maplewood, wasn’t his first. He’s done it before. He doesn’t intend for her to be his last.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I can’t tell you so that you’d understand.” She leaned forward now, urgently. “It’s what I felt from him. He hated her, and the hatred thrills and frightens him. Hate and fear, hate and fear. Those are paramount. He’s hated all of them, and feared all of them. I don’t know why I saw her, saw him. Maybe she and I were connected in some other life, or will be in one to come. But I’m afraid. I’m more afraid than I’ve ever been, that I’m connected, somehow, to him. I need to help you stop him because I think I’ll go mad myself if I don’t.”

			“And your fee?”

			Celina’s lips twisted into a tense smile. “I’m very expensive, and well worth it. But I would do this pro bono. With one provision.”

			“Which is?”

			“I don’t want, under any circumstances, my name released to the media. I don’t want anyone to know, beyond those who are absolutely necessary, that I’m involved. Not only because it’s the sort of publicity I’d find irritating, not only because it’s the sort of exposure that would generate an interest in the sort of clientele I avoid, but because I’m afraid of him.”

			“We’ll let you know. Thank you for coming in.”

			On a half laugh, Celina got to her feet. “Are you always so hard?”

			“You tell me. You’re the psychic.”

			“I don’t read minds.” Celina’s tone took on an edge as she tossed her hair back. “And I don’t read people without their permission.”

			“I can promise you, you’ll never get mine. I’ve got a job to do, Ms. Sanchez. I’ll add what you’ve told us and your offer into the mix. We’ll be in touch.”

			“Looks like Louise was wrong after all. I don’t like you.” She strode out.

			“Well gee, she didn’t have to go and hurt my feelings.”

			“You were a little rough on her,” Peabody commented. “You didn’t believe her?”

			“I didn’t say that. My verdict on her is reserved until we check her out. Run her.”

			“Sir, she can’t be licensed if she’s got a sheet.”

			“She can’t be licensed if she’s been convicted,” Eve corrected, and headed out. “Run her. Thoroughly. And track down Louise Dimatto. I want to see what she has to say.”

			“Good thinking. Which, of course, goes without saying,” Peabody added when Eve sent her a cool look. “If she checks out, will you use her?”

			“I’d use a two-headed talking monkey if it helped nail this guy. But right now, let’s just do our tedious cop business in our tedious cop way.”

			The morgue was her first stop. She could count on Chief Medical Examiner Morris to do the job, give her the data she needed, without a lot of bureaucratic bullshit attached.

			She found him in autopsy, with his protective gear over a steel blue three-piece suit. On closer look, she saw the vest was decorated with abstract line drawings of naked women.

			Morris wasn’t considered a fashion plate without cause.

			His long, dark hair was drawn back in a glossy braid that hung neatly between his shoulder blades. He still carried his vacation tan. At the moment, his sealed hands were smeared with blood and bodily fluids. He hummed a jaunty tune under his breath as he worked.

			He glanced over when Eve and Peabody entered, and behind his goggles, his long, dark eyes smiled.

			“You nearly cost me twenty.”

			“How’d I do that?”

			“I bet Foster you’d be in before eleven. You cut it close.”

			“I got hung up by a psychic. What’s your stand on that kind of thing?”

			“I believe we’re all born with innate gifts, skills, potentials, and some of those gifts are not easily explained. I also believe ninety percent of those who claim to see are dirty rotten liars.”

			“I’d up the last part a couple of percentage points, but that’s about my take, too.” She looked down at the body now. “What do you see?”

			“A very unlucky young woman who, depending on your personal philosophies, no longer sees anything, or now sees everything. Severe trauma,” he began. “Premortem. He whaled on her, Dallas. Sexual assault with none of his fluids left behind. He’d sealed up for the rape. Strangulation, cause of death. The ribbon’s your murder weapon. Mutilation was postmortem. Clean cuts. Somebody’s been practicing.”

			“How clean? Surgically?”

			“If he’s a doctor—a cutter—he didn’t graduate top of his class. I’d say he used a laser scalpel and with good skill, but not exceptional skill. Several little jags.” He gestured to a second pair of microgoggles. “Want to see?”

			Saying nothing, Eve fit on the goggles, leaned over the body with Morris.

			“See here? Here?” He nodded to the screen where the wounds were magnified so Peabody could study them as well. “Not precise. Little tremors in the hand, I’d say. And I found fluid. He nicked the left eyeball a bit, though we’ll have Dickhead confirm that in the lab.”

			“Okay.”

			“I haven’t found any trace of him on her. Grass, dirt, a few strands of hair, none of it human. You’ll want Dickhead on that. Some could be canine, but that’s a guess since she was a dog owner. All the blood’s hers.”

			“That’s too damn bad. Fibers?”

			“A few, under her nails, on her person. She didn’t go down easy. They’re off to the lab, but I’d make them as cloth, most are likely from her own clothes. Some are probably from his shirt as there’s some sealant on them, too.”

			Eve straightened, pulled off the goggles. “You see anything like this before?”

			“From my lofty height, Dallas, you see every damn thing. But this precisely, no. You?”

			“Not all the elements together.”

			But her gut told her she’d see them again.

			“She’s clean, Dallas. Sanchez. No arrests, no criminal.” Peabody studied the readout as Eve drove uptown. “You want to hear the deal?”

			“The highlights.”

			“DOB, February 3, 2026, Madison, Wisconsin. Brrr. Both parents living, in Cancun. That’s more like it! No sibs. Private schools all the way. No marriage. One cohab, three-year stint that ended about fourteen months ago. No children. Registered and licensed as sensitive. Self-employed.”

			“How long’s she had the license?”

			“Fifteen years. Totally clean on it. A few civil suits brought against her, all judgment in favor of defendant. That’s pretty normal for working psychics. People get pissed that something didn’t work out the way they wanted, and they sue.”

			“People sue the clouds if it rains on their picnic.”

			“She does a lot of corporate work. Parties, conventions. Private consults. Makes a damn good living at it. About seven, eight times that of your lowly homicide detective. Resided current SoHo address for twelve years. Also has a residence in Oyster Bay. Nice. Sounds legit to me.”

			“Uh-huh. You track down Louise?”

			“She’s at the shelter today.”

			“Oh.” Eve had been hoping for the Canal Street Clinic. She’d yet to make a personal appearance at the women’s shelter Roarke had founded. “We take the vic’s residence first. If we clear enough time, we’ll go by, talk to Louise.”

			“I’ve been wanting to see Dochas for myself,” Peabody commented. “Charles says Louise is really juiced about it.”

			“You talk to Charles?”

			“Sure, now and then.”

			As Charles, a professional and licensed companion, was Louise’s guy, and had been Peabody’s guy, minus sexual fun, it just struck Eve as weird.

			But the ins and outs of relationships always struck her as weird. Her own included.

			“Any luck with the ribbon?”

			“If you call the fact that more than thirty retail outlets carry it in the borough of Manhattan alone luck, then yeah. Got the manufacturers, the distributors. It’s a pretty common item, Dallas, in craft stores, party stores. Some of the better department stores carry it in their gift wrap department. It’s going to be tough to find his source.”

			“If it was easy, everybody would be cops.”

			It was far from easy to question Deann Vanderlea again. The woman looked exhausted, ill, and weighed down with worry and grief.

			“I’m sorry we have to intrude.”

			“It’s all right. Luther, my husband, he’s been delayed. Air traffic. I’d do better if he were here. I couldn’t do much worse.”

			She gestured toward chairs in the living area. The lounging robe had been replaced with slouchy black pants and a white, oversized shirt, but her hair was still tousled, her feet still bare.

			“I haven’t slept, and I’m holding on by the fingernails at this point. Do you have any news? Did you find the man who did this?”

			“No. The investigation is ongoing, and we’re using all resources.”

			“It was too much to hope for.” She looked around, distractedly. “I should make coffee, or tea. Or something.”

			“Don’t trouble yourself.” Peabody spoke gently, a tone Eve never quite managed with the same ease. “If you’d like something, I’d be happy to get it for you.”

			“No. Thank you, no. Vonnie—she’s sleeping again. She and Zanna. I don’t know if she understands, really understands, her mother’s not coming back. She cried. Cried and cried. We all did. She fell asleep, worn out from it, and I put her back to bed. Zanna, too. I put them together, so neither of them would wake alone.”

			“She’ll need counseling, Mrs. Vanderlea.”

			“Yes.” Deann nodded at Peabody. “I’ve already made calls. I’m making arrangements. I want, I need . . . God. Luther and I, we want to make arrangements for Elisa. For her memorial. I’m not sure who I need to speak with about it, or how soon, or . . . I need to keep doing.” A shudder ran through her. “I’m all right as long as I keep doing something.”

			“We’ll put someone in touch with you,” Eve told her.

			“Good. I’ve called our lawyers as well, to arrange for emergency custody of Vonnie. To start proceedings to make it permanent as soon as we can. She’s not going to be ripped away from the only home she’s ever known. I’ve spoken with Elisa’s parents—well, her mother and stepfather. Her mother—”

			Her voice broke again, and she shook her head fiercely as if to deny herself the luxury. “They’re coming here later today, so we can sit down and talk about what’s best. Somehow.”

			“Elisa would be grateful that you’re taking care of her daughter. She’d be grateful you’re helping us do our job.”

			“Yes.” Deann squared her shoulders at Eve’s words. “I hope so.”

			“What do you know about Abel Maplewood? Elisa’s father.”

			“A difficult man, in my opinion. But he and Elisa managed to maintain a good relationship. I haven’t been able to reach him to tell him. He’s out West somewhere. Omaha, Idaho, Utah . . . I’m so scattered.” She dragged both hands through her hair. “He’s been out there a week or so, visiting his brother, I think. Probably sponging off him, to be frank. Elisa was always slipping him money. Her mother’s going to try to reach him today.”

			“It would help if we had his whereabouts. Just routine.”

			“I’ll see you get the information. And I know you need to look in her rooms. I put the girls in Zanna’s room, so they won’t be disturbed.” She started to rise, but Peabody put a hand to her shoulder.

			“Why don’t you stay here, try to rest. We know where her rooms are.”

			They left her there. “Record on, Peabody.”

			They stepped into a small, cheerful sitting room done in bold colors. There were a few toys scattered around, and a little basket with a red cushion Eve assumed was a kind of bed for the dog.

			She moved through it, and into Elisa’s bedroom. “Make a note to have EDD check out her ’links, her data units.” She went to the dresser first, began to go through drawers.

			She already had a sense of a settled, content, hardworking woman. The search of her quarters did nothing to change that. There were a number of framed photographs, most of the child. There were flowers and the little trinkets women enjoyed having around.

			Her wardrobe was casual, with two good suits, two pair of good shoes. There was nothing in it that spoke of a man.

			She checked the bedside ’link herself, pulled up the last incoming. It was from her mother, a chatty, affectionate conversation that included the child toward the end when the little girl ran into the room and babbled away at her gamma.

			“Dallas, I think I found something.” Peabody held up another basket. This was in the cupboard under the sitting room entertainment screen.

			“What is it?”

			“A craft basket. Handwork stuff. She did crafts.” Peabody held up a skein of ribbon. It wasn’t red, but it was the same basic type as what had killed her.

			Eve stepped forward to take it just as a little girl came into the sitting room. She was tiny, with curly hair so blonde it was nearly white spilling around a pretty, chubby-cheeked face. She was knuckling her eyes.

			“That’s my mommy’s. You’re not supposed to touch Mommy’s sewing basket, ’less she says.”

			“Ah . . .”

			“I’ll take her,” Peabody murmured and, handing off the basket to Eve, crouched down to child level. “Hi, are you Vonnie?”

			The child hunched her shoulders. “Not supposed to speak to strangers.”

			“That’s right, but it’s okay to talk to the police, isn’t it?” Peabody took out her badge, gave it to the little girl. “Did your mommy tell you about the police?”

			“They help people and catch bad guys.”

			“That’s right. I’m Detective Peabody, and this is Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Whatsa Loonat?”

			“It’s a job,” Peabody said without missing a beat. “It means she’s a policeman who catches lots of bad guys.”

			“Okay. I can’t find my mommy. Aunt Deann’s sleeping. Can you find my mommy?”

			Peabody’s eyes met Eve’s over the little girl’s head. “Why don’t we go find your aunt Deann?” Peabody suggested.

			“She’s sleeping.” Her voice spiked, her lips began to tremble. “She said a bad man hurt my mommy and she can’t come home. I want my mommy to come home now.”

			“Vonnie—”

			But she shook Peabody off, planted herself in front of Eve. “Did a bad man hurt my mommy?”

			“You should come with me now, Vonnie.”

			“I want her to say.” She pointed her little finger at Eve, poked out her bottom lip. “She’s the Loonat.”

			Jesus, Eve thought. Oh, Jesus. She jerked her head, signaling Peabody to get Deann, then she sucked it in, crouched as Peabody had. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Tears were gathering in big eyes the color of bluebells. “Did she go to the doctor?”

			Eve thought of Morris, the steel table, the cold, clear lights of the morgue. “Not exactly.”

			“Doctors make you better. She should go to the doctor. If she can’t come home, can you take me to her?”

			“I can’t. She’s . . . she’s in a place we can’t go. All I can do is find the person who hurt her, so he can be punished.”

			“He’ll have to stay in his room?”

			“Yeah, so he can’t ever hurt anyone else.”

			“Then she can come home?”

			Eve looked over, helpless and weak with relief when Deann rushed in. “Vonnie. Come with me, baby.”

			“I want Mommy.”

			“I know, baby. I know.” Deann gathered her up, snuggled her in as the child began to weep on her shoulder. “I fell asleep. I’m sorry.”

			“I know it’s hard. I know it’s bad timing all around. I need to ask you where she got the supplies in this basket.”

			“Her sewing basket? Here and there. She loved to make things. I went with her a few times. She tried to teach me, but I was hopeless. There was a place on Third—ah, God—um, Sew What. And a big supply house downtown, near Union Square. Total Crafts, I think. And the one at the Sky Mall. I’m sorry.”

			She rocked back and forth on her heels, stroking Vonnie’s hair. “She’d go in to a shop if she was passing, rarely came out empty-handed.”

			“Would you know where she bought this, specifically?” Eve held up the ribbon.

			“No, I don’t.”

			“I’m going to arrange for her data and communication equipment to be taken in. Would all her transactions and transmissions have been made and received by the ones in these rooms?”

			“She might have called her mother, say, from one of the other ’links. But she did all her personal work on her own unit. I need to settle Vonnie down.”

			“Go ahead.”

			Eve studied the ribbon. “It’s a good lead,” Peabody said.

			“It’s a lead.” She put the ribbon in her evidence bag. “Let’s run it down.”

			The main door of the penthouse opened as Eve walked back into the living area. The man who entered had a shock of gold hair, a pale, tired face. She saw Deann spring up from the couch where she was holding Vonnie and, with the child still in her arms, leap toward him.

			“Luther. Oh, God, Luther.”

			“Deann.” He enfolded both of them, dropped his head to his wife’s shoulder. “It’s not a mistake?”

			She shook her head, and let go with the weeping Eve imagined she’d been holding in for hours.

			“I’m sorry to intrude. I’m Lieutenant Dallas.”

			He lifted his head. “Yes. Yes, I recognize you. Deann? Sweetheart, take Vonnie in the bedroom.” He kissed them both, and let them go.

			“I’m very sorry for your loss, Mr. Vanderlea.”

			“Luther. Please. What can I do? Is there something I should do?”

			“It would help if you answered a few questions.”

			“Yes. All right.” He looked in the direction his wife had gone. “I couldn’t get here sooner. It seemed to take forever to get home. Deann told me . . . I’m still not clear. Elisa—she went out to walk the dog, and she was . . . Deann said she was raped and murdered. Raped and murdered right over in the park.”

			“Would she have told you if she was being bothered by anyone, if she was concerned about anything?”

			“Yes.” He said it without hesitation. “If not me, certainly she would have told Deann. They were very close. We . . . We’re family.” He sat, let his head fall back.

			“Were you and Ms. Maplewood close?”

			“You’re asking me if Elisa and I had a sexual relationship. I wondered if you would, and told myself not to be insulted. I’m trying not to be. I don’t cheat on my wife, Lieutenant. I certainly wouldn’t take advantage of a very vulnerable woman in my employ, a woman I liked very much, a woman who worked very hard to give her child a good life.”

			“I don’t ask to offend you. Why do you characterize Ms. Maplewood as vulnerable?”

			He pinched the bridge of his nose, dropped his hand. “She was a single parent who had been misused by her husband, who was dependent on me for her salary, for the roof over her head, come to that. Not that she couldn’t have found other employment. She knew how to work. But she might not have found a situation that allowed her child to grow up in a home like this, with a playmate, with people who loved her. Vonnie’s welfare was first for Elisa.”

			“Was she threatened by her ex-husband?”

			He smiled, humorlessly. “Not anymore. She was a strong woman, who’d put him where he belonged. In the past.”

			“Do you know of anyone who’d want to hurt her?”

			“Absolutely no one. That’s the God’s truth. I can’t resign myself, not fully, to the fact that anyone did. I know you have a job to do, but so do I. My wife needs me, the children need me. Can we do whatever else needs to be done later?”

			“Yes. I want to take this.” She pulled out the roll of ribbon. “I can give you a receipt.”

			“Not necessary.” He pushed to his feet, rubbed his hands over his face. “I’ve heard you’re good at your job.”

			“I am good at it.”

			“I’m depending on you.” He offered his hand. “We all are.”

			They hit crafts stores, crisscrossing Manhattan on the way downtown. Eve had no idea there was so much involved in the making of so many things easily available ready-made. When she expressed the opinion, Peabody smiled and fingered some brightly colored thread sold in hanks.

			“There’s a lot of satisfaction in making something yourself. Picking the colors, the materials, the pattern. Individualizing it, and seeing it come to life.”

			“You say so.”

			“A lot of craftsmen and artisans in my family. Goes with the whole Free-Ager philosophy. I’m pretty handy myself, but I don’t have a lot of time for it. I still have the tea cozy my grandmother helped me crochet when I was ten.”

			“I don’t even know what that is.”

			“What, the tea cozy or crocheting?”

			“Either, and I find I have no interest in finding out.” She studied the shelves and displays, full of supplies and finished products. “A lot of the clerks we’ve talked to remember Maplewood. Don’t see a lot of men in these joints.”

			“Needlework remains primarily the work and/or hobby of the female. Too bad. It can be very relaxing. My uncle Jonas knits up a storm and claims it’s one of the reasons he’s a healthy, vital one hundred and six. Or seven. Maybe it’s eight.”

			Eve didn’t bother to respond but headed out of the shop. “Nobody, thus far, remembers any man bothering Elisa or any other customer for that matter. Nobody asking questions about her, loitering around. Same kind of ribbon. There has to be a connection.”

			“He could’ve bought it anywhere, any time. He might’ve seen her in one of the stores, then gone back later to buy his own. You know, they have these craft fairs, too. He could’ve bumped into her at one of those. I bet she’d go to the fairs, maybe take the kids.”

			“That’s a good line. Check it out with the Vanderleas.” She stood on the sidewalk, thumbs in front pockets, fingers tapping idly on her hips as people streamed or trudged around her. “Do that later. They need some space. We’re only a few blocks from the shelter. We’ll ask Louise about the witch.”

			“Sensitives aren’t necessarily witches, just as witches aren’t necessarily sensitives. Hey, a glide-cart!”

			“Wait, wait!” Eve pressed a hand to her temple, stared at the sky. “I’m getting a vision. It’s you stuffing a soy dog in your mouth.”

			“I was going to go for the fruit kabob and perhaps a small, walkaway salad. But now you’ve put the damn dog in my head and I have to have it.”

			“I knew that. Get me some fries, tube of Pepsi.”

			“I knew that,” Peabody replied. But she was too happy with the idea she’d actually get lunch to complain about paying for it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			It didn’t look like a refuge, Eve thought. It looked, from the outside at least, like a well-maintained, modest, multiresident building. Middle-income apartments, sans doorman. The casual observer wouldn’t note anything special about it, even if he bothered to look.

			And that, Eve reminded herself, was precisely the point. The women and children who fled here didn’t want anyone to notice.

			But if you were a cop, you’d probably note and approve of the first-rate security. Full-scan cams, cleverly disguised in the simple trims and moldings. Privacy screens activated at all windows.

			If you were a cop and knew Roarke, you could be certain there were motion pads at every access, with top-of-the-line alarms. Entrée would require palm plate identification, keypad code, and/or clearance from inside. There would be twenty-four-hour security—probably human and droid—and you could bet your ass the entire place would lock down like a vault at any attempt to break in.

			Not just a refuge, but a fortress.

			Dochas, Gaelic for “hope,” was as safe—probably safer due to its anonymity—as the White House.

			If she’d known such places existed, would she have fled to one instead of wandering the streets of Dallas, a child broken, traumatized, and lost?

			No. Fear would have sent her running away from hope.

			Even now, knowing better, she felt uneasy stepping up to the door. Alleys were easier, she thought, because you knew there were rats in the dark. You expected them.

			But she reached up to ring the bell.

			Before she could signal, the door opened.

			Dr. Louise Dimatto, that blond bundle of energy, greeted them.

			She wore a pale blue lab coat over a simple black shirt and trousers. Two tiny gold hoops glinted in her left ear, with a third in the right. There were no rings on her competent fingers, and a plain, serviceable wrist unit sat on her left hand.

			Nothing about her screamed money, though she came from big green seas of it.

			She was pretty as a strawberry parfait, classy as a crystal flute of champagne, and a born reformer who lived to fight in the trenches.

			“About damn time.” She grabbed Eve’s hand and pulled her inside. “I was beginning to think I’d have to call nine-one-one to get you down here. Hi, Peabody. Boy, don’t you look great.”

			Peabody beamed. “Thanks.” After considerable experimentation, she’d found what she liked to think of as her detective look with simple lines, interesting colors, and matching airsneaks or skids.

			“We appreciate you making time,” Eve began.

			“Time’s constantly being made. My goal is to make enough so there’s twenty-six hours per day. That should be just about right. How about a tour?”

			“We need—”

			“Come on.” She kept Eve’s hand trapped in hers. “Let me show off a little. Remodeling and rehab are finally complete, though Roarke’s given me carte blanche for additional decorating or equipment. The man is now my god.”

			“Yeah, he likes that part.”

			Louise laughed, and hooked her arms through Eve’s on one side and Peabody’s on the other. “I don’t have to tell you the security is flawless.”

			“No security is flawless.”

			“Don’t be a cop,” she complained and gave Eve a little hip check. “We have common rooms down here. Kitchen—and the food’s great—dining area, library, a playroom, and what we call the family room.”

			Eve could already hear the chatter as Louise took them down a hallway, gesturing to rooms. Women and children chatter, Eve thought. The sort that always made her feel awkward and edgy.

			It smelled like girls, too—mostly—though she caught sight of what she thought were a couple of young boys loping off toward what was likely the kitchen area.

			There were scents of polish and flowers and what she thought might be hair products. Tones of lemon and vanilla and the hard-candy smell she always associated with groups of females.

			There was a lot of color in the place as well as a lot of room. Cheerful color, comfortable furniture, spots for sitting alone, spots for conversation.

			She saw immediately that the family room was the popular spot.

			There were about a dozen women of various ages and races gathered there. Sitting on sofas, on the floor with the kids, who were also of various ages and races. They were talking or sitting in silence, watching the entertainment screen or juggling babies on their laps.

			She wondered why people were forever bouncing babies when it seemed—from her wary observation—that the perpetual motion only caused whatever was in their digestive systems to come spewing out. Of either end.

			Not all the babies appeared to appreciate it, either. One of them was burbling in what might have been contentment, but two others were making sounds very reminiscent of emergency vehicles on the run.

			It didn’t seem to bother anyone, particularly. Certainly not the field of kids on the floor, playing or bickering over their chosen activities.

			“Ladies.”

			Conversation died off as the women looked toward the doorway. Children shut up like clams. Babies continued to wail or burble.

			“I’d like to introduce you to Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody.”

			In the moment’s pause, Eve saw the reaction to the thought of cops. The drawing into self, the nervous flicker of eyes, the gathering closer of children.

			The abuser might be the enemy and Louise the ally, but cops, Eve thought, were the unknown and could fall into either camp.

			“Lieutenant Dallas is Roarke’s wife, and this is her first visit.”

			There was relief for some—the easing of tension in faces and bodies, even tentative smiles. And for others, the suspicion remained.

			It wasn’t just a mix of ages and races. There was also a mix of injuries. Fresh bruises, fading ones. Mending bones. Mending lives.

			She knew their apprehension, felt it herself. And hated that while Louise looked at her expectantly, her skin was going cold, and her throat shutting down.

			“It’s a nice place you’ve got here,” she managed.

			“It’s a miracle.” The woman who spoke stood up. She limped slightly as she crossed the room. Eve pegged her at around forty, and from the looks of her face, she’d taken a nasty and recent beating. She held out a hand to Eve. “Thank you.”

			She didn’t want to take the hand offered. Didn’t want the connection, but there was no choice as the woman looked at her with expectation and, horribly, with gratitude. “I didn’t do anything.”

			“You’re Roarke’s wife. If I’d had the courage to come to a place like this, to go to the police, to look for help before now, my daughter wouldn’t be hurt.”

			She turned slightly, gestured toward a girl with dark curly hair and a skincast on her right arm. “Come say hello to Lieutenant Dallas, Abra.”

			The girl obeyed, and though she pressed her body against her mother’s legs, she stared curiously up at Eve. “The police stop people from hurting you. Maybe.”

			“Yeah. They try to.”

			“My daddy hurt me, so we had to go away.”

			There would be a horrible snapping sound when the bone broke. A terrible and bright pain. A flood of greasy nausea. A red haze of shock over the eyes.

			Eve felt it all again as she stood there, staring down at the girl. She wanted to step back, far, far back. Away from it.

			“You’re okay now.” Her voice sounded thin and distant under the roaring in her ears.

			“He hurts my mama. He gets mad and he hurts her. But this time I didn’t hide in my room like she said, and he hurt me, too.”

			“He broke her arm.” Tears flooded the woman’s bruised eyes. “It took that to wake me up.”

			“You don’t blame yourself, Marly,” Louise said gently.

			“We can stay here with Dr. Louise, and nobody hurts you, and nobody yells or throws things.”

			“It’s a good place.” Peabody hunkered down as much to take the focus off Eve as to speak to the child. Her lieutenant looked ill. “I bet there’s lots to do.”

			“We have chores, and teachers. You have to do your chores and go to school. Then you can play. There’s a lady upstairs, and she’s having a baby.”

			“Is that so?” Peabody glanced back at Louise. “Now?”

			“First-stage labor. We have full obstetric and natal facilities, and a midwife on staff full-time. Try to keep off that leg as much as possible for another twenty-four, Marly.”

			“I will. It’s better. A lot better. Everything is.”

			“We really need to speak with you, Louise.”

			“All right, we’ll just . . .” Louise trailed off as she got a look at Eve’s face. “Are you okay?”

			“Fine. I’m fine. A little pressed for that time, that’s all.”

			“We’ll head up to my office.” Deliberately, she laid her fingers on Eve’s wrist as they walked back toward the stairs. “Your skin’s clammy,” she murmured. “Pulse is rapid and thready, and you’ve gone pale. Let me take you into Exam.”

			“I’m just tired.” She eased away. “We’re running on two hours’ sleep. I don’t need a doctor, I need an interview.”

			“Okay, all right, but you don’t get the interview unless you down a protein booster.”

			There was activity on the second floor as well. Voices behind closed doors. And weeping.

			“Therapy sessions,” Louise explained. “Sometimes they can get intense. Moira, a moment?”

			Two women were standing outside of what Eve assumed was another therapy room or office. One turned, and her gaze skipped over Louise and fastened on Eve. She murmured something to her companion, gave her a long hug, then started down the hall.

			Eve knew who she was. Moira O’Bannion, formerly of Dublin. The woman who’d known Roarke’s mother, and after more than thirty years had told him that what he’d known of his beginnings was a lie based on murder.

			Sickness curdled in Eve’s belly.

			“Moira O’Bannion, Eve Dallas, Delia Peabody.”

			“I’m so glad to meet you. I hope Roarke is well.”

			“He’s good. He’s fine.” Sweat began to slide like cold grease down her spine.

			“Moira’s one of our treasures. I stole her.”

			Moira laughed. “Recruited, we’ll say. Though dragooned wouldn’t be far off. Louise is fierce. You’re having the tour.”

			“Not exactly. It’s not a social call.”

			“Ah. I should let you get to business then. How’s Jana doing?”

			“Four centimeters dilated, thirty percent effaced last check. She’s got a ways to go.”

			“Let me know when she’s ready, will you? We’re all excited about the new baby.” Moira smiled at Peabody. “It’s good to meet you both, and I hope you won’t be strangers. My very best to Roarke,” she said to Eve and stepped out of their way.

			“Moira’s brilliant,” Louise said as she led the way to the next level. “She’s making a big difference here. I’ve been able to—ha—dragoon some of the best therapists, doctors, psychiatrists, and counselors in the city. I bless the day you stomped into my clinic downtown, Dallas. It was the start of the twisty path that led me here.”

			She opened a door, gestured them inside. “Not to mention leading me to Charles.” Briskly, she walked to a cabinet, and opened it to reveal a minifridgie. “Which reminds me, we’re setting up that dinner party I keep trying to pull off. Night after tomorrow, Charles’s place—it’s cozier than mine—eight o’clock. Suit you and McNab, Peabody?”

			“Sure. Sounds like fun.”

			“I’ve cleared it with Roarke.” She handed both Eve and Peabody a bottled protein booster.

			She’d have preferred ice-cold water and an open window so she could lean out, just breathe. “We’re in the middle of an investigation.”

			“Understood. Doctors and cops learn to be flexible and live with canceled social engagements. Barring emergencies, we’ll expect you. Now sit, drink your protein. Lemon flavored.”

			Because it was quicker than arguing and she could use a boost, Eve opened the bottle and chugged.

			The office was a big step up from the one Louise kept at her clinic. Roomier, more fancily furnished. Efficient, as you’d expect, but with style.

			“Swankier digs here,” Eve commented.

			“Roarke insisted, and I confess, he didn’t have to twist my arm. One of the elements we’re aiming for here is comfort. Hominess. We want these women, these kids, to feel at ease.”

			“You’ve done a good job.” Peabody sat and savored her drink. “It feels like a home.”

			“Thanks.” Cocking her head, Louise studied Eve. “Well, you look better. Color’s back.”

			“Thanks, Doc.” Eve dumped the empty container in the recycler slot. “So. Celina Sanchez.”

			“Ah, Celina. Fascinating woman. I’ve known her for years. We went to school together for a couple of years. Her family’s loaded, like mine. Very, very conservative, like mine. She’s the black sheep. Like me. So, naturally enough, we’re friends. Why are you looking into her?”

			“She paid me a visit this morning. Claims she’s a psychic.”

			“She is.” Louise frowned, and got herself a bottle of fizzy water. “A very gifted sensitive, who practices professionally. Which is why she’s the black sheep. Her family disapproves of and is embarrassed by her work. As I said, very conservative. Why did she come to see you? Celina specializes in private consult, and party work.”

			“She claims she witnessed a murder.”

			“My God. Is she all right?”

			“She wasn’t there. She had a vision.”

			“Oh. That must’ve been horrible for her.”

			“So you buy it. Just like . . .” Eve snapped her fingers.

			“If Celina came to see you, told you she’d seen a murder, she saw one.” Thoughtfully, Louise sipped at her water. “She doesn’t hide her gift, but she keeps it all very professional and, well, you could say, surface.”

			“Define ‘surface’,” Eve prompted.

			“She enjoys what she does—what she has—and she’s geared it toward entertaining more than counseling, let’s say. She keeps it light. I’ve never known her to get involved with anything like this. Who was killed?”

			“A woman was raped, strangled, and mutilated in Central Park last night.”

			“I heard about that.” Louise sat behind a glossy and feminine desk. “There weren’t a lot of details. Your case?”

			“Yeah. Celina had a lot of the details that weren’t released. You’re vouching for her?”

			“I am. Yes, I’d believe her, no question. Can she help?”

			“Yet to be determined. What do you know about her, on a personal front?”

			Louise lifted the water bottle again, and took her time drinking. “I don’t like dishing about my friends, Dallas.”

			“I’m a cop. I don’t dish.”

			Louise blew out a breath. “Well, as I said, she’s from a wealthy, conservative family who doesn’t approve of her. It takes considerable strength of character to buck your family.” She toasted herself, drank. “Her father’s side is aristocratic Mexico, though he moved to Wisconsin for several years for some business or other. They live in Mexico now, and Celina bolted for New York, made it her place while we were still in college. As much, I’d say, because she wanted the city as because this particular city was several thousand miles from her family, yet on the same continent.”

			She shrugged, considered. “I’d say she’s a straightforward, goal-oriented type. She studied parapsychology in college, and related subjects. She wanted to know everything she could about her gift. For a sensitive, she’s a logical, somewhat linear woman. She’s loyal. It takes loyalty to keep friends for a decade or so. Ethical. I’ve never known her to intrude, psychically, or to use her talent to exploit. Did she know the woman who was killed?”

			“Not, she said, in this particular life.”

			“Hmm. I remember having discussions with her about connections, past, present, to come. Not your style, I know, but a valid and accepted theory, even in some scientific circles.”

			“What about personal relationships?”

			“Other than friendships, you mean. She was involved with someone for a few years. Songwriter, musician. Lovely man. They broke it off a while ago. Around a year ago.” She shrugged. “Too bad. I liked him.”

			“Name?”

			“Lucas Grande. Reasonably successful. He’s had a number of songs published and produced, and works regularly as a session musician. He scores vids, too.”

			“Why’d they split?”

			“That feels like dish. How does this relate?”

			“Everything relates until I know it doesn’t relate.”

			“Basically, things cooled off between them. They just weren’t happy together anymore, so they went their separate ways.”

			“It was mutual?”

			“I’ve never heard Celina trash him any more than a woman does when she splits with a guy. I don’t see her all that often—not enough time—but from what I could see, she handled it well enough. They loved each other, then they didn’t. They moved on.”

			“Did she ever mention Elisa Maplewood to you?”

			“That’s the woman who was killed? No. I never heard the name before this morning on the news.”

			“Luther or Deann Vanderlea?”

			“Antiques?” Louise’s eyebrows lifted in interest. “I know them a little. I think one of my uncles plays golf with Luther’s father, something like that. It’s possible that Celina knows them, socially. Why?”

			“Victim worked for them. Domestic.”

			“Ah. You’re reaching, Dallas.”

			“Yeah, but you never know just what you’ll grab out there.”

			“You must be really proud,” Peabody said as they got back into the car.

			“Huh?”

			“Place like that.” She looked back toward Dochas. “What Roarke’s done here.”

			“Yeah. He puts his money where a lot of people can’t even bother to put their mouths.” As Eve started to pull out, Peabody laid a hand on her arm. “What?”

			“We’re partners now, right?”

			“As you never fail to remind me.”

			“We’re friends.”

			Dubious, Eve tapped her fingers on the wheel. “Is this going to get sloppy?”

			“People have private stuff. They’re entitled. But friends and partners are entitled to unload on friends and partners. You didn’t want to go in there.”

			It shouldn’t show, Eve thought. It wasn’t allowed to show. “I went in there.”

			“Because you’re aces at doing things you don’t want. Things other people would walk away from. I’m just saying that if something gets over you, you can unload. That’s all. And it wouldn’t go beyond me.”

			“You see me doing anything that interferes with the job?”

			“No. I only—”

			“Some people have personal stuff that can’t be cleared up with a nice little heart-to-heart and ice-cream sundaes.” She whipped away from the curb, cut off a cab, and punched it through a yellow. “That’s why it’s personal.”

			“Okay.”

			“And if you’re going to sulk because I’m not crying on your shoulder, you can just suck it up.” She swerved down a side street without a thought to destination. “That’s what cops do. They suck it up, do the job, and don’t go around looking for somebody to pat their head and say, ‘There, there.’ I don’t need you to play the understanding friend so I can dump my guts all over the floor for your perusal. So just . . . shit, shit, fuck.”

			She yanked the wheel, double-parked and, ignoring the furious blasts of horns, slapped on the On Duty light.

			“Out of line. Out of orbit. Way out. None of that was called for. None of it.”

			“Forget it.”

			“I’m tired,” she said, staring out the windshield. “Beyond protein booster tired. And I’m edgy. And I just can’t get into all the whys of it. I just can’t.”

			“It’s okay. Dallas, I’m not sulking. I’m not pushing.”

			“No, you’re not.” Hadn’t been, Eve admitted. “And you’re not taking a punch at me, even when I deserve it.”

			“You’d hit me back, and you hit harder.”

			With a short laugh, Eve rubbed her hands over her face, then made herself shift in the seat, meet Peabody’s gaze. “You’re my partner, and you’re my friend. You’re good in both areas. I’ve got . . . the shrinks would call them issues. I have to deal with them. If you observe something in my behavior that affects an investigation, I expect you to call me on it. Otherwise, I’ve got to ask you, as my partner and my friend, to leave it alone.”

			“Okay.”

			“Okay. Let’s get moving before there’s a riot, and they drag us out of the car and stomp us to death on the street.”

			“I’m for that.”

			She drove the next block in silence. “I’m going to drop you off at home,” Eve said. “We need sleep.”

			“Does that mean you’re going home to work on the case alone?”

			“No.” Eve smiled a little. “I’m going to take my meeting with Mira, then go home and crash for a while. I’ll work some tonight. If you want to do the same, you could push at the ribbons some more. And verify Abel Maplewood’s whereabouts on the night of.”

			“Can do. What are we going to do about Sanchez?”

			“I’m going to sleep on it.”

			Since her head was messed up, Eve figured it was a really good time to see a shrink. Or a really bad time. Either way, it wasn’t smart to miss or cancel an appointment with Mira.

			Mira would take it fine, but her admin would punish you.

			So instead of lying facedown on some flat surface, catching some much-needed sleep, she was sitting in one of Mira’s cozy scoop chairs, accepting a cup of tea she didn’t want.

			Mira had a soft, pretty face surrounded by soft, pretty hair the color of natural mink. She enjoyed attractive, monochromatic suits. Today’s was the green shade of good pistachio ice cream. She wore a trio of beaded necklaces with it, in a darker shade of green.

			Her eyes were the same blue as her scoop chairs and, while invariably kind, rarely missed a detail.

			“You’re exhausted. Haven’t you slept at all?”

			“Couple hours. I drank a booster.”

			“All well and good. Sleep is better.”

			“Next on my list. Tell me about him.”

			“Angry and violent, with that anger and violence targeted toward women. I don’t believe his use of the red ribbon was accidental. Scarlet, the brand for whores. There’s a duality in his view on women. Whores to be used and abused, yes, but the pose, the location, indicate an awe of them. A religious pose, a castle. Madonna, queen, whore. He chooses his symbols.”

			“Why Maplewood, specifically?”

			“You believe she was specifically targeted. This wasn’t random?”

			“He lay in wait. I’m sure of it.”

			“She was alone and unprotected. She had a child, but no husband. This may play a part. She may also represent, by appearance, by lifestyle, by circumstances, the female in his life who influenced him. Sexual homicide with mutilation most often occurs when the perpetrator was abused or humiliated or betrayed in some fashion by a strong female figure. Mother, sister, teacher, spouse or lover. It’s unlikely he has or has been able to maintain a long-term, healthy intimate relationship with a woman.”

			“And sometimes they’re just fucking murdering bastards.”

			“Yes.” Mira calmly sipped her tea. “Sometimes. But there is a root, Eve. There’s always a root, whether real or fantasized. Rape is about power, more than it’s about violence, certainly more than it’s about sex. Penetration by force, for your own gratification while causing fear and pain. Not just forcing yourself on another person, but into them. Murder takes that power to another level. The ultimate control over another human being. The method, strangulation, is very personal, very intimate.”

			“I think he got off on it. He strangled her face-to-face. He watched her die.”

			“I’d agree. We can’t know if he ejaculated as there was no semen, but I don’t believe he’s impotent. He may be so without the violence, but if he’d been unable to orgasm, we would see more injuries, pre- and postmortem.”

			“Cutting out her eyes is pretty injurious.”

			“A symbol again. He enjoys symbols. He blinded her. She has no power against him as she can’t see him—or is allowed to see him only in a manner he directs. This is a powerful symbol to him, and possibly the most important. He took her eyes away from her—not destroying them, which would have been quicker and easier—and more violent—but with some care. Eyes are important to him. They have meaning.”

			She’d had blue eyes, Eve thought. Dark bluebell eyes, like her daughter. “Maybe he fixes them. Could be an eye doctor, a tech, a consultant.”

			Mira shook her head. “I’d be surprised if he could work with, treat, or interact with women on a day-to-day basis. It’s most likely he lives alone, works at a job where he can work alone, or primarily with men. He’s organized, but he’s also a risk taker. And he’s proud. He not only attacked and killed in a public place, but he left her there, displayed.”

			“Look at my work, and be afraid.”

			“Yes. If Elisa Maplewood was symbolic rather than target specific, his work isn’t finished. He’s organized enough to have his next victim in mind already. He’d study her habits, her routines, and strategize the best way to take her.”

			“Her father looked like a possibility, for about ten seconds. He’s got a sheet, but reports are he’s out of town. Verifying that, but it doesn’t feel like it was personal on that level.”

			“Because of the symbols.” Mira nodded. “Yes, I agree, unless you find those symbols relate between father and daughter. Probabilities would be he didn’t know Maplewood on that personal a level, but only what she symbolized to him.”

			“I’m going to run probabilities. We’re tracking down the ribbon. It’s a good lead.” But she brooded. “What do you think of psychics?”

			“Well, as I have a daughter who’s a sensitive . . .”

			“Oh yeah. Right.” She brooded a moment more while Mira waited patiently. “I had a visit this morning,” she began, and told her of Celina.

			“Do you have any reason to doubt she was telling the truth?”

			“Other than a reluctance to believe in woo-woo, no. She’s checking out. It’s a little annoying to admit that she’s the best lead I’ve got.”

			“You’ll speak with her again?”

			“Yeah. Personal prejudices and reluctance don’t belong on the job. If she’s a lead, I’ll use her.”

			“There was a time you were nearly as reluctant to consult with me.”

			Eve flicked a glance up, shrugged. “Maybe for the same reasons. You always saw too damn much to suit me.”

			“Maybe I still do. You not only look exhausted, Eve, you look sad.”

			There was a time she’d have shrugged that off as well, and walked out. But she and Mira had come a long way. “Turns out Louise Dimatto knows the psychic. Old pals. I needed to talk to her about it. She’s doing duty at Dochas today.”

			“Ah.”

			“That’s a shrink trick. Ah.” She set the tea aside, rising to pace the office, to jingle loose credits in her pockets. “And it works. It’s an amazing thing Roarke’s done, and only more amazing—to me—when you get down to the reasons he did it. Some for himself, sure, seeing as he was kicked around plenty as a kid. Some for me—more, for me—because of what I went through. But altogether more for us. Because of who and what we are now.”

			“Together.”

			“Jesus, I love him more than . . . it shouldn’t be possible to feel this way about someone. And still, knowing what he’d done there, knowing it was important to him I have some part in it, I’ve avoided going there.”

			“Do you think he doesn’t understand why?”

			“Another thing that shouldn’t be possible is the way he understands me. It’s a good place, Dr. Mira, and the name is right on target. And I was sick the whole time I was there. Sick in my heart, in my gut. Sick and shaky and scared. I wanted to walk out, away from those women with their bruises, those kids with their helpless faces. One of them had a broken arm. One of the kids. A girl, about six. I’m not good with kids’ ages.”

			“Eve.”

			“I could feel the bone snap. Could hear it. And it took everything not to just go down to my knees and scream.”

			“And you’re ashamed of that?”

			Shame? She wasn’t sure. Was it shame she felt, or anger, or some nasty brew of both? “You’ve got to get over it, sometime.”

			“Why?”

			Stunned, Eve turned back, stared. “Well . . . because.”

			“Overcoming and getting over are two very different things.” Mira spoke briskly now because she wanted to get up, to go over, to draw Eve into a hug that wouldn’t be appropriate, or understood. “Yes, you should strive to overcome. To survive, have a life, to be happy, to be productive. You’ve done all that, and a great deal more. But no, you’re not required to get over it. To get over being beaten and abused and raped and tortured. You ask more of yourself, Eve, than you ask of anyone else in the world.”

			“It was a good place.”

			“And in this good place you saw a child someone had tried to break. It hurt you. But you didn’t walk away.”

			She sighed, sat again. “Peabody caught a drift. When we’re out, she does the pal thing, offers to listen if I need to dump. So how do I respond to that?”

			“Snap her head off, I imagine,” Mira said with a little smile.

			“Yeah. I ream her. Slap her up and down, mind-your-own-business kind of shit, stuff just jumping out of my mouth.”

			“You’ll apologize.”

			“Already did.”

			“You work together, as a unit. And you have a friendship outside of the job. You may want to consider telling her, at least some of it.”

			“I don’t see what good it would do either one of us.”

			Mira only smiled. “Well, something to think about. Go home, Eve. Get some sleep.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Since all Eve wanted was a few hours of oblivion, Mira’s advice wasn’t hard to take. She pulled through the gates of home.

			Summer still reigned here, with perfect summer flowers in deep summer colors, with shimmering green grass that seemed to stretch for miles, and the tall leafy trees that spread cool shade.

			The house with its towers and peaks and graceful terraces lorded over them: part castle, part fortress, all home.

			The best part of it was there was a bed inside, with her name on it.

			She left the car at the front steps, and realizing she’d neglected to call Requisitions and bitch, she gave the door an irritated boot when she got out. Then she forgot it and dragged up the steps and into the house.

			He was lurking. Summerset was the universal champion of lurk. He stood in the foyer, bony in black, his snooty nose in the air and the fat cat at his feet. In Eve’s opinion, Roarke’s majordomo never missed the chance to give her the needle.

			“You’re earlier than expected, and appear to have gotten through the day without destroying any article of clothing. I must note this event down on my calendar.”

			“Bitch when I’m late, bitch when I’m early. You could go pro on the bitching circuit.”

			“Your current offensive mode of transportation has not been properly garaged.”

			“Your current offensive face hasn’t yet been beaten to a pulp by my fists either. Mark that on your calendar, Creepshow.”

			He had a couple more in his pocket, but decided to save them since there were circles of exhaustion under her eyes, and she was already heading up the steps. Hopefully to bed. He glanced down at the cat.

			“That should do for the moment.” He wagged a finger toward the stairs, and Galahad trotted up them.

			She thought about going to her office first, putting her notes and thoughts into a report, maybe checking in with the lab, running some probabilities.

			But her feet took her straight to the bedroom where the cat streaked in just behind her. He bolted up the stairs of the platform, took a running leap, and landed, with considerable grace for a tub of lard, on the bed.

			And sat, dual-colored eyes narrowed on Eve’s face.

			“Yeah, good idea. I’m right behind you.”

			She stripped off her jacket, tossed it on the sofa in the sitting area, peeled off her weapon harness, and dumped it on the jacket. Then she sat on the arm, pried off her boots, and decided that was good enough.

			She didn’t leap on the bed; it was more of a crawl. Stretching out on her stomach, ignoring the cat who slithered onto her butt and circled twice before settling, she ordered herself not to think. And dropped into sleep like a stone down a well.

			She felt the dream coming. Felt it oozing out of her system like blood from a wound. In sleep she twitched, and her hands balled into fists. But she couldn’t fight it off, and it took her.

			Took her back.

			It wasn’t the room in Dallas, the place she feared most. It was dark, without the wash of dingy red light, without the icy air. Instead there were shadows and a clammy kind of heat, the heavy smell of flowers going to rot.

			She could hear voices, but couldn’t make out the words. She heard weeping, but couldn’t locate the source. It seemed like a maze, sharp corners, dead ends, a hundred doors all closed and locked.

			She couldn’t find her way out, or in. Her heart was thundering in her chest. She knew there was something else in the dark, something close behind her, something horrible waiting to strike.

			She should turn and fight. It was always better to stand and fight, to face down what came after you and beat it back. But she was afraid, so afraid, and ran instead.

			It laughed, low.

			Her hand shook when she reached for her weapon, shook so hard she could barely draw it. She would kill it; if it touched her, she would kill it.

			But she kept running.

			Something stepped out of the shadows, and on a breathy scream she stumbled back and fell to her knees. Sobs clogged her throat as she brought her weapon up, sweaty finger poised to fire.

			And saw it was a child.

			He broke my arm. The little girl, Abra, held her arm close to her body. My daddy broke my arm. Why did you let him hurt me?

			“I didn’t. It wasn’t me. I didn’t know.”

			It hurts.

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			You’re supposed to make it stop.

			More shadows moved, circling her, taking form. She saw where she was now. In the room in the house called Hope, the room full of bruised and battered women, of sad-eyed, broken children.

			They stared at her, and their voices filled her head.

			He cut me.

			He raped me.

			He burned me.

			Look, look at my face. I used to be pretty.

			Where were you when he threw me down the stairs?

			Why didn’t you come when I was screaming?

			“I can’t. I can’t.”

			Elisa Maplewood, blind and bloody, stepped closer. He took my eyes. Why didn’t you help me?

			“I am. I will.”

			It’s too late. He’s already here.

			Alarms rang, lights flashed. The women and the children stepped back, stood like a jury at sentencing. The little girl called Abra shook her head. You’re supposed to protect us. But you can’t.

			He strolled in, the big, terrifying smile on his face, the vile and vicious gleam in his eyes. Her father.

			Take a look at them, little girl. Plenty of them, and there’s always more. Bitches just beg for it, so what’s a man to do?

			“Stay away from me.” On her knees, she lifted the weapon again. But her hands shook. Everything shook. “Stay away from them.”

			That’s no way to talk to your father, little girl. He swung out, smashing her face with the back of his hand in a blow that sent her sprawling onto her back.

			The women began to hum like bees trapped in a hive.

			Gotta teach you a lesson, don’t I? You never learn.

			“I’ll kill you. I killed you before.”

			Did you? He grinned, and she’d have sworn his teeth were fangs. Then I’ll just have to return the favor. Daddy’s home, you worthless little cunt.

			“Stay back. Stay away.” When she lifted her weapon, it was only a small knife held in a child’s trembling hand. “No. No. Please, no!”

			She tried to crawl away, away from him, away from the women. He reached down, as casually as a man might reach for an apple in a bowl. And snapped her arm.

			She screamed, a child’s terrified and baffled scream, as the white-hot pain flashed and burned.

			There’s always more of them. There’s always more of us.

			And he fell on her.

			“Eve. Wake up. You wake up now.” Her face was bone white, and her body had gone rigid when he’d rolled her over to gather her in. An instant before she’d screamed.

			An icy tongue of panic licked up Roarke’s spine. Her eyes were wide open, blind with shock and pain. He wasn’t completely sure she was breathing. “I said wake up!”

			Her body arched, and she sucked in air like a drowning woman. “My arm! He broke my arm, he broke my arm.”

			“No. It’s a dream. Oh, baby, it’s a dream. Come back now.”

			He trembled as much as she did as he rocked her. Catching a movement, he snapped his head up as Summerset rushed in. “No. I’ve got her.”

			“Is she injured?”

			He shook his head, stroked her hair as she wept against him. “Nightmare. A bad one. I’ll take care of her.”

			Summerset stepped back, then stopped at the door. “Get a soother in her, whatever it takes.”

			Nodding, Roarke waited until Summerset went out, shut the door behind him. “You’re all right now. I’m right here.”

			“They were all there, all around me in the dark.”

			“It’s not dark now. I’ve got the lights on. Do you want them brighter?”

			She shook her head, burrowed into him. “I didn’t help them. I didn’t stop him when he came in. Like he always comes in. Her arm was broken, the little girl’s arm was broken, just like mine. And he broke mine again. I felt it.”

			“He didn’t.” Roarke kissed the top of her head, eased her back even when she tried to cling. “Look here now. Eve, look here. Your arm’s fine. You see?”

			Though she tried to cradle it against her body, he drew it out, ran his hand gently from wrist to shoulder. “It’s not broken. It was a dream.”

			“It was so real. I felt . . .” She bent her arm at the elbow, stared at it. Echoes of that phantom pain still rolled through her. “I felt it.”

			“I know.” Hadn’t he heard her scream? Hadn’t he seen the glassy shock in her eyes? He kissed her hand, her wrist, her elbow. “I know. Lie back down now.”

			“I’m okay.” Would be. “I just need to sit here a minute.” She looked down as the cat wormed his way between them. Her hand wasn’t quite steady when she stroked along his back. “Guess I scared the shit out of him.”

			“Not enough to make him bolt. He was with you, banging his head against your shoulder. Doing what he could, I’d say, to wake you.”

			“My hero.” A tear plopped on her hand, but she was beyond being embarrassed by it. “I guess he rates some fancy fish eggs or something.” She breathed deep, looked up into Roarke’s eyes. “You, too.”

			“You’re having a soother.” Even as she opened her mouth to argue, he cupped her chin in his hand. “Don’t argue, and for Christ’s sake, don’t make me pour it in you. We’ll compromise this time and split one. I damn well need it as much as you, or close to it.”

			She could see it now. He was so pale his eyes were like blue fire against the white of his skin. “Okay. Deal.”

			He got up, went over to the AutoChef, and ordered two short glasses. When he came back, she took the one he handed her. Then switched them. “Just in case you got sneaky and tranqed mine. I don’t want to go out again.”

			“Fair enough.” He tapped his glass to hers, then downed his portion. After she’d done the same, he set both glasses aside.

			“I might point out that I know you, every suspicious and cynical inch. And if I’d tranqed one of the glasses, I’d have held on to it, knowing full well you’d switch them.”

			She opened her mouth, shut it again. “Damn it.”

			“But I didn’t.” He leaned forward, kissed her nose. “Deal’s a deal.”

			“Scared you. Sorry.”

			He took her hand again, just held on to it. “Summerset said you got home a bit before five.”

			“Yeah, I guess. Needed the zees.” She glanced toward the window. “Must’ve gotten some. It’s going dark. What time is it?”

			“Nearly nine.” He knew she wouldn’t sleep again, not now. He’d have preferred it if she would. If he could just lie beside her, holding her close, while they both slept off the dregs of the nightmare.

			“You could use a meal,” he decided. “And so could I. Want to have it in here?”

			“That works for me. I could use something else first.”

			“What do you want?”

			She laid her hands on his face, eased up to her knees to press her lips to his. “You’re better than a soother. You make me feel clean. And whole, and strong.” She slid her fingers into his hair when his arms came around her. “You make me remember, and you help me forget. Be with me.”

			“I always am.”

			He kissed her temples, her cheeks, her lips. “I always will be.”

			She slid into him, swaying a little as they knelt on the wide bed in the half light. The storm had passed, but something inside her still quaked from it. He would calm that. He would make it right again. She turned her head, her lips brushing his throat as she sought the taste, the scent of mate.

			And finding it, she sighed.

			He understood her needs, what she sought from him, sought to give him. Slow, tender, thoughtful love. There were aftershocks trembling inside him yet, but she would quell them.

			His lips skimmed a line along her jaw, found hers, then sank dreamily in. Deep and quiet. And she, his strong, troubled woman, melted against him. He held her there so they drifted together into the peace, mouth to mouth, heart to heart. This time, he knew, the flutter of her pulse signaled contentment.

			When he eased her back so their eyes met, she smiled.

			Watching her, he unbuttoned her shirt, felt her hands, steady again, loosen his. He slid it off her shoulders so he could trace his fingers over her. Skin, pale and smooth, surprisingly delicate over such disciplined strength. A low sound of pleasure hummed in her throat as she spread her hands over his chest.

			Then she leaned down, pressed her lips to his ear. “Mine,” she said.

			It shook him, down to the soul.

			Taking her hands in his, he turned them palms up and laid his lips in the center of each. “Mine.”

			They slid down together to lie facing one another, to touch, to explore, as if it were the first time. Long and lazy caresses that both stirred and soothed. Unhurried passion that lit low fires.

			She was warm now, and sure.

			His lips brushed her breast and made her sigh again. Closing her eyes, she floated on the bliss. She stroked his hair—all that glorious black silk; his back—hard strength.

			She heard him murmur aghra—my love. And thought, Yes, I am. Thank God. And arched to offer him more.

			Arousal was a long, slow climb up, gradually up until sighs became moans and pleasure became a quiver of anticipation. When he brought her to peak, it was like being lifted up on the rise of a warm blue wave.

			“Fill me.” She drew his head down until their mouths met again. “Fill me.”

			He could see her eyes, open now, dark and drenched. So he slipped inside her, was surrounded, welcomed. Then enfolded.

			They moved together, a gentle rise and fall in an intimacy so complete it squeezed his heart. He laid his lips on hers again, would have sworn he breathed her soul.

			And when she spoke his name, the tenderness shattered him.

			She watched the night sky through the window over the bed. It was all so still she could almost believe there wasn’t a world out there. That there was nothing beyond this room, this bed, this man.

			Maybe that was one of the purposes of sex. To isolate you, for a little while, from everything but yourself and your lover. To allow you to focus in on your body, its needs, the gratification that was physical and—if you were lucky in that lover—emotional as well.

			Without those pockets of solitude and sensation, you might just go mad.

			She’d used sex before Roarke, for the release, the physical snap. But she’d never known, or understood, the intimacy of the act before him, the complete surrender of self to another. She’d never experienced the emotional peace that followed until he’d loved her.

			“I have things to say to you,” she said.

			“All right.”

			She shook her head. “In a little while.” If she stayed like this much longer, saturated with him, she’d forget there was a world out there, one she’d sworn to protect. “I’ve got to get up. Don’t much want to, but I have to.”

			“You’re going to eat.”

			She had to smile. He hadn’t finished taking care of her, she thought. He never finished. “I’m going to eat. In fact, I’ll get dinner for both of us.”

			He lifted his head, and those eyes, those brilliant blue eyes, narrowed thoughtfully. “Will you?”

			“Hey, pal, I can work a stupid AutoChef as well as the next guy.” She gave him a light slap on the ass. “Roll over.”

			He complied. “Was it the sex or the soother?”

			“Was what the sex or the soother?”

			“That put you in a domestic frame of mind?”

			“A smart mouth won’t get you dinner.”

			Smart mouth or not, he figured he was probably getting pizza.

			She hooked a robe out of her closet then, while he watched her with some surprise, took one out of his and brought it to him. “And a smart mouth isn’t always verbal. I can see sarcastic thoughts in your head.”

			“Why don’t I shut up and get us some wine?”

			“Why don’t you?”

			He left her contemplating the AutoChef and opened the panel to the wine rack. He assumed she needed to keep busy, keep the nightmare at bay. Thinking pizza, he selected a bottle of chianti, opened it, and set it aside to breathe.

			“You’ll be working tonight.”

			“Yeah. I have to do some stuff. I’ve got Mira’s profile, and I want to walk through that again. Put together a progress report. I haven’t done any probabilities yet either. Plus I have to scan the eye banks, transplant facilities, that sort of thing. A time waster since he didn’t take them to sell them. But it’s got to be eliminated.”

			She brought two plates over to the sitting area, set them down on the table.

			“What’ve you got there?” he asked her.

			“Food. What does it look like?”

			He cocked his head. “It doesn’t look like pizza.”

			“My culinary programming skills run beyond pizza.”

			She’d chosen chicken sautéed in wine and rosemary, with wild rice and asparagus.

			“Well fancy that,” he murmured, flummoxed. “I’ve opened entirely the wrong wine.”

			“We’ll live with it.”

			She went back for a basket of bread. “Let’s eat.”

			“No, this won’t do.” He opened the wine rack again, found a bottle of Pouilly-Fuissé in the chilled section. He opened it, brought bottle and glasses to the table. “Looks lovely. Thanks.”

			She sampled a bite. “Pretty good. Doesn’t quite measure up to the soy fries I had at lunch, but it’s not bad.” When he winced, as she’d intended, she laughed.

			“Hopefully you’ll be able to choke down whatever Charles and Louise serve when we go to dinner.”

			She stabbed more chicken. “Don’t you think it’s weird? You know, Charles and Louise, Peabody and McNab, all having a cozy dinner at Charles’s place. I’m pretty sure the last time, the only time, McNab was ever over there was when he and Charles punched each other out.”

			“I doubt it’ll come to that again, but if it does, you’ll be there to break it up. And not weird, darling, no. People find each other. Charles and our Peabody were, and are, friends.”

			“Yeah, but McNab thinks they did the mattress rhumba.”

			“Whatever he thinks, he knows they’re not dancing now.”

			“I still say it’s going to be weird.”

			“A few awkward moments, perhaps. Charles and Louise love each other.”

			“Yeah, about that. How can they cruise along this way? He’s out there boinking other women professionally, then boinking her for love. What’s with that?”

			An amused smile curving his lips, Roarke sipped his wine. “You’re such a moral creature, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah, we’d see how open-minded and sophisticated you are if I decided to turn in my badge and become a licensed companion. I’d have a hard time working up a client list because you’d smash all their faces in.”

			He merely inclined his head, in agreement. “But you weren’t an LC when I met and fell for you, were you? A cop, and that took some considerable adjusting on my part.”

			“Guess it did.” And that, she thought, was as good a segue as she could ask for, considering what she wanted to say. “I know it did. But I think, under all that, you’d already done considerable adjusting. Meaning you weren’t just after the main chance, however you could get it. I don’t think you ever were.”

			“In my misspent youth, Lieutenant, you’d have hunted me down like a dog. Not that you’d have caught me, but you’d have tried.”

			“If I’d been hunting . . .” She trailed off, waved it away. “Not where I was going.” She picked up her wine, took a long sip, set it down. “I went to Dochas today.”

			“Oh?” His gaze sharpened on her face. “I wish you’d contacted me. I’d have made time to go with you.”

			“It was work related. I needed to talk to Louise about this psychic chick, and Louise was there today.”

			He waited, but she said nothing. “What did you think?”

			“I think—” She set down her fork, clasped her hands together in her lap. “I love you more than I can say. I don’t have the words to tell you how much. How much I love you, how proud I am of you for what you’re doing there. I was trying to come up with them, but I can’t.”

			Moved, he reached across, waited until she unclasped her hands to take his. “What’s being done there wouldn’t be if you weren’t part of it. Part of me.”

			“Yes, it would. That’s the thing. Maybe you did it sooner because of me. Because of us. But it was in you to do it. It always was. I’m sorry I haven’t gone before.”

			“Doesn’t matter.”

			“I was afraid to. Some part of me I didn’t want to look at was afraid to go there. It hurt to go.” She released his hand. She had to do this, say this, on her own. “To see those women, those kids. To feel that fear. Even more to feel the hope. Even more than that. It brought it back.”

			“Eve.”

			“No, you just listen. There was this girl—you know, sometimes I think fate just slaps something down in front of you and makes you deal. Her arm was in a skincast. Her father had broken it.”

			“Oh, Christ.”

			“She talked to me; I talked back. I can’t remember exactly. My head was buzzing and my stomach was clenched. I was afraid I’d be sick right there, or just fucking pass out. But I didn’t. I got through it.”

			“You don’t ever have to go back again.”

			She shook her head. “Just wait. I dropped Peabody at home, saw Mira, came here. I needed sleep. I thought I would just sleep, but it caught up with me. It was bad, you know it was bad. But you don’t know that in the nightmare I was back there, in the shelter. With all those battered women, all those broken kids. And they’re asking me why I didn’t stop it, why I let it happen.”

			She held up a hand so he wouldn’t interrupt, though she saw her own pain reflected on his face. “He was there. I knew he’d come. He said there’d always be more. More of him, more of them. I couldn’t stop it. When he reached for me, I wasn’t me anymore. I mean not who I am now. I was a kid. He broke my arm, just like before, and he raped me, just like before.”

			She had to pause, had to wet her throat with wine. “But here’s the thing. I killed him, just like before. And I’ll keep killing him, as long as it takes. Because he’s right. There’s always more of them—the brutal and the battered. There’s always more, and I can’t stop it all. But I can damn well do the job and stop some of it. I have to.”

			She let out a breath. “I can go back there. I want to go back there, because I know when I do I won’t be scared or sick—or if I am, it won’t be as much, as bad. I’ll go there because I can see what you’ve done, what you’re doing, is another way to stop it. Her arm was broken, but it’ll heal. So will she, because you’ve given her a chance.”

			It took him a moment, a long moment, before he could speak. “You are the most amazing woman I’ve ever known.”

			“Yeah.” She gave his hand a squeeze. “We’re a hell of a pair.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Eve took a detour to EDD. It was always a culture shock for her to walk into a division where cops dressed like partygoers or weekend loafers. Lots of airboots and neon hues, and as many people walking or trotting around talking on headsets as manning cubes and desks.

			Music blatted out, and she actually saw a guy dancing, or she assumed it was dancing, while he worked with a handheld and portascreen.

			She made tracks through the bull pen and directly into Captain Ryan Feeney’s office, where she expected to find sanity.

			She lost the power of speech when she saw him, the reliable Feeney, with his fading vacation tan, his wiry ginger hair threaded with gray. His face was comfortably creased and droopy, but instead of one of the rumpled shirts he habitually wore, he was decked out in a stiff and spotless one the color of raspberry sherbet.

			And he had on a tie. A tie. The closest she could come to describing the color was what you might get if you electrocuted grass.

			“Jesus Christ, Feeney. What’re you wearing?”

			The look he sent her was that of a man bearing up under a hideous emotional weight. “Wife said I needed to start wearing color. Bought this getup then hung over me, nagged my ears off until I put it on.”

			“You look . . . you look like a manager for street LCs.”

			“Tell me. Look at these pants.” He shot out a leg so Eve was treated to the sight of that skinny limb wrapped in modified skin-pants in the same electric shade as the tie.

			“God. I’m sorry.”

			“Boys out there think I look iced. What’re you going to do?”

			“I don’t honestly know.”

			“Tell me you’ve got a case for me, something that’s going to take me out in the field where I can get bloody.” He lifted his fists, a boxer’s pose. “Wife can’t bitch if these glad rags get ruined on the job.”

			“I’ve got a case, but I’ve got no fieldwork in the E area. Wish I could help you out. Can’t you at least take that noose off?”

			He tugged at the tie. “You don’t know the wife like I do. She’ll call. She’ll be doing a damn spot-check on me all through shift to make sure I’m suited up. It’s got a jacket, Dallas.”

			“You poor bastard.”

			“Ah well.” He let out a heavy sigh. “What’re you doing in my world?”

			“The case. Sexual homicide with mutilation.”

			“Central Park. Heard you caught that one. We’re doing the standard on the ’links and comps. You need more?”

			“Not exactly. Can I close this?” She gestured toward his door, got the nod. When she’d shut it, she went over to sit on the corner of his desk. “What’s your stand on consulting with psychics on the job?”

			He pulled his nose. “Not much call for it in my division. When I worked Homicide, we’d get calls now and then from people claiming they had visions, or information from the spirit world. You know that.”

			“Yeah, still do. We waste time and manpower following them up, then go along and investigate with our measly five senses.”

			“Got some genuines out there.” He pushed away from the desk to program for coffee. “Most departments these days have a sensitive attached as civilian consultant. More than a few carry badges, too.”

			“Yeah, well. We were partnered up for a long time.”

			He handed her a mug of coffee. “Those were the days.”

			“We never used a sensitive.”

			“No? Well, you use what you use when the tool fits.”

			“I’ve got one claims she saw the Central Park murder in a dream.”

			Feeney sipped contemplatively. “You check her out?”

			“Yeah, and she jibes. Licensed and registered. Got a reference from Louise Dimatto.”

			“Doc’s not an asshole.”

			“No, she’s not. If you were me, would you bring her in?”

			He lifted a shoulder. “You know the answer to that.”

			She frowned into her coffee. “You use what you use. Yeah, I know. I guess I just wanted to hear it from somebody who’s got his feet planted. Thanks.”

			She set the nearly untouched coffee down. She was getting spoiled, she thought. She was finding it easier and easier to walk away from the stuff if it wasn’t real coffee. “Thanks.”

			“No sweat. Let me know if you need somebody to dig in, get his hands, and personal attire, dirty.”

			“Will do. Ah, you know somebody could spill coffee on that getup. Wouldn’t be your fault.”

			He sent her a pitying look. “She’d know. Ain’t nobody more psychic than a wife.”

			She rounded up Peabody. If she was going to consult with a psychic, she was going to run the possibility by her commander first.

			Whitney listened as she gave her oral to back up the data she’d already sent to his attention. He didn’t interrupt, but sat quiet at his desk, a big man with dark skin and close-cropped silvering hair. Years of riding a desk hadn’t wiped the cop out of him. It reached right down to the bone.

			The only change in his wide, sober face was a quick lift of eyebrows when she mentioned Celina Sanchez. When her report was complete, he nodded, then eased back.

			“Psychic consultant. Not your usual style, Lieutenant.”

			“No, sir.”

			“The media liaison is handling the public information front for now. We’ll continue to omit the exact nature of the mutilation, as well as the description of the murder weapon. If you decide to consult a sensitive, that data will also be omitted.”

			“She’s firm on that, Commander. If I consult with her, I wouldn’t feel comfortable giving her name to the liaison, or anyone beyond the active investigative team.”

			“Understood. The name of your sensitive sounds familiar to me. I may have met her at some time or other. Socially. I’ll check with my wife, who has a better memory for that sort of thing.”

			“Yes, sir. Do you want me to wait to speak with Ms. Sanchez again until you’ve done so?”

			“No. This is your call. Detective, your opinion on this matter?”

			Peabody’s spine snapped straight. “Mine, sir? Ah . . . I might be more open to extrasensory gifts, Commander. We have sensitives in my family.”

			“Would you be one of them?”

			She relaxed enough to smile. “No, sir. I just have the basic five. I believe, as Lieutenant Dallas believes, that Celina Sanchez is worth at least a follow-up interview.”

			“Then talk to her. If and when the eyes leak to the media, we’ll see this case blasted on and through every media outlet. We need to close it before the circus comes to town.”

			Celina lived in a section of SoHo that ran to high-end art, trendy restaurants, and tiny one-room boutiques. It was the land of young, well-heeled, well-dressed urbanites who liked to hold intimate, catered brunches on Sunday mornings, voted Liberal Party, and attended esoteric plays they only pretended to understand, much less enjoy.

			Street artists were welcome, and coffeehouses were abundant.

			Celina’s two-story loft had once been part of a three-story sweatshop that had produced massive amounts of cheap, designer knockoff clothing. It, like other similar buildings in the sector, had been revitalized, rehabbed, and reclaimed by those who could afford the real estate.

			From the street, Eve noted the windows were as wide as shuttle ports, and a long, narrow terrace with an ornate iron railing had been added to the third floor.

			“You sure you don’t want to call for an appointment?” Peabody asked.

			“She ought to know we’re coming.”

			Peabody approached the sidewalk-level front entrance beside Eve. “That’s sarcasm, sir.”

			“Peabody, you know me too well.” Eve rang the buzzer for Celina’s loft. Moments later, Celina’s voice drifted through the intercom.

			“Yes?”

			“Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody.”

			There was another sound. It might have been a sigh. “Please come up. I’ll release the door and the elevator. Just ask for two.”

			The little security light over the door went from red to green. Locks snicked open. Eve stepped inside the entryway, scanned and observed three first-level apartments. To her left, an elevator door opened. They stepped in, requested two.

			When the door opened again, Celina stood on the other side of an ironwork gate. Her hair was up today, in some twisty coil that was secured by what looked like a couple of fancy chopsticks.

			She wore skin-pants that were cropped a few inches above the ankle and a snug tank that left her midriff bare. She wore no shoes, no facial enhancements, no jewelry.

			She opened the gate, stepped back. “I was afraid you’d come. We might as well sit down.”

			She gestured behind her to a wide space furnished with a generous S-shaped sofa the color of good red wine. There was an oversized table on each curve, and on one stood a long, shallow bowl filled with what appeared to be rocks. Beside it, a tall pillar candle rose out of a hammered cup.

			The floor was the original wood, by Eve’s guess, and had been sanded, sealed—whatever people did with old, original wood—to turn it into a glossy, honey-toned sea. Brightly patterned rugs were scattered over it, as brightly patterned art was scattered over the pale green walls.

			Through archways, she spotted the kitchen, a party-sized dining area. There were open-tread, metal steps, painted a deeper green than the walls and boasting a railing that was fashioned to resemble a slim, slithering snake.

			“What’s that?” Eve nodded toward the only door, shut and secured.

			“My consultant space. It has another entrance. I like the convenience of working at home when I can, but I also value my privacy. I don’t take clients in this part of my house.”

			She gestured again, toward the sofa. “Can I get you something to drink? I cancelled my consults today. I don’t think I’d do anyone any good. You caught me in the middle of a yoga session. I’d like some tea myself.”

			“No, thanks,” Eve responded.

			“I wouldn’t mind. If you’re making it anyway.”

			Celina smiled at Peabody. “Have a seat. It won’t take long.”

			Rather than sitting, Eve wandered. “You’ve got a big space here.”

			“Yes. I need open spaces. I’d go crazy, for instance, in your office. You spoke with Louise?”

			“She contacted you?”

			“No. But you strike me as a thorough woman. I assume you checked my license, my record, my background, and spoke with Louise before deciding to talk to me again. You’d consider it necessary.”

			“Louise said you were the black sheep.”

			Celina came out, carrying a tray with a squat white pot and two fragile-looking white cups and saucers. She shot Eve a wry smile. “Yes, that’s accurate. My family disapproves, and is mildly embarrassed not only by my gift but that I choose to make a living from it.”

			“You don’t need the money.”

			“Not for financial security.” She crossed the room to set the tray on the table. “But for personal satisfaction. In your circumstances, Lieutenant, you hardly need the salary the police department pays you. But I imagine you collect it just the same.”

			She poured two cups of tea, passed one to Peabody. “I can’t stop thinking about Elisa. I don’t want to think of her. I don’t want to be part of this. But I have to.”

			“The NYPSD may hire and attach, at the primary’s request, expert consultants, civilians.”

			“Mmm-hmm.” Celina arched one dark eyebrow. “And did I pass the audition?”

			“So far. If you’re willing and able to serve as such on this matter, you’ll be required to sign a contract. The contract will include a gag order, preventing you, by law, from discussing any aspect of the investigation.”

			“I’ve no desire to discuss any aspect of the investigation. If I agree to do this, I require you to sign a document ensuring that my name, my association with the investigation, will not be given to the media.”

			“So you said before. You’ll be paid a fee—standard rate.” Eve held out a hand to Peabody, waited while Peabody took documents out of her bag. “You’ll want to read these over. You’re free to consult a lawyer or legal representative before signing.”

			“You’re giving your word, I’m giving mine. I don’t need a lawyer for that.” But she crossed her legs, settled back, and read each document carefully. “I don’t have a pen.”

			Peabody pulled one out, offered it. Celina signed both documents, handed the pen off to Eve.

			“Well, that’s that, isn’t it?” Celina let out a breath after Eve scrawled her name on each contract. “That’s that. What do I do?”

			“Tell me again exactly what you saw.” Eve laid a recorder on the table. “For the record.”

			She went through it again, closing her eyes from time to time as she repeated details. Her hands didn’t shake, and her voice stayed strong and steady, but Eve watched her pale, degree by degree as she recounted the murder.

			“And where were you when you saw this happen?”

			“Upstairs. In bed. My security was on, all night, as always. I have full alarms, and cameras on all doors. You’re welcome to take the discs into evidence, check them.”

			“I will. It covers both of us. Have you had any visions since night before last?”

			“No. Just a . . . a sense of dread, and a feeling of anticipation. That could be my own nerves.”

			“Peabody? Evidence bag.”

			Saying nothing, Peabody took out a length of red corded ribbon, sealed. “Do you recognize this, Ms. Sanchez?”

			“Celina.” Even her lips had gone white. “It looks like what he used on her.”

			Eve unsealed the bag, held the ribbon out. “Take it. Tell me what you see.”

			“All right.” Celina set down her cup, then rubbed her palms nervously on her thighs. She breathed slowly, then took the ribbon.

			She ran it through her fingers, kept her gaze fixed on it. “I don’t . . . nothing comes, nothing clear. Maybe I need time to prepare, maybe I need solitude.” Baffled frustration ran over her face. “I thought . . . I expected more. I was so sure that I’d get something since I had this connection. I know he used this to kill her. They both touched it, but I get nothing.”

			Eve took the ribbon, resealed it, handed it back to Peabody. “Why do you think you didn’t see his face that night? You saw hers.”

			“I don’t know. My connection must be with the victim. Maybe Elisa didn’t see him clearly.”

			“Possible. Maybe you could try again, with the ribbon.”

			“I don’t know what difference it would make. Maybe if you left me alone with it,” she began as Peabody took out an evidence bag.

			“I can’t do that. Chain of evidence.”

			“It doesn’t give off anything. Not for me, in any case.” Still, Celina reached out for it when Eve unsealed the bag.

			When her fingers closed over it, her eyes went huge and blind. She dropped it to the floor, as if it had burst into flame. And her hand closed over her own throat as she choked.

			While Eve only eyed her narrowly, Peabody sprang up, took Celina firmly by the shoulders and shook. “Snap back!” she ordered.

			“Can’t breathe.”

			“Yes, you can. It’s not you. Take the air in, let it out. There, in and out again.”

			“Okay. Okay.” She let her head fall back, closed her eyes as a single tear slid down her cheek. “Give me a minute.” She kept breathing, kept her eyes shut. “You’re a cold bitch, Dallas.”

			“Yeah, I am.”

			“Testing me. The first ribbon was a blind, meant nothing. Just a test.”

			“Bought it yesterday. Sealed up before I bagged it.”

			“Smart. Thorough.” She had her breath back, and her color—and what might have been respect in her eyes. “Well, I suppose if I’d been murdered, I’d want a cold bitch looking for my killer.” Frowning, she looked at the ribbon Eve had picked up off the floor. “I wasn’t prepared. That’s why it hit so hard. I can prepare myself, to an extent anyway.”

			She held out her hand, and Eve let the ribbon flow into her palm.

			“She suffered. Terror and pain. She doesn’t see his face, not really. She’s dazed and afraid and hurt, but she fights him. God, he’s strong. Big, tough, strong. It’s not his face. I think it’s not his face. The rape is quick, almost mercifully quick. He’s in her, panting, pounding, when she feels this tighten around her neck. She doesn’t know what it is, but she knows she’s going to die. And she thinks: Vonnie. She thinks last of her child.”

			“Tell me about him.”

			She sat straighter, breathed slower. “He hates her. Fears her. Reveres her. But not her. So much rage, so much hate, rage, excitement. It’s hard to get more than that. It’s like blows raining down on my psyche. It’s hard to get through the madness. But I know he’s done this before.”

			“Why does he take her eyes?”

			“I . . . She needs to be in the dark. I don’t know, except he wants her in the dark. I’m sorry.” She handed the ribbon back to Eve. “It’s hard, and I can’t handle the ribbon for long. It’s too much. I can do it in short sessions.”

			Eve nodded, noting the sheen of perspiration covering Celina’s face. “I see that. I need you to come with me to the crime scene.”

			Celina pressed a hand to her belly. “I’d like to change first.”

			“We’ll wait.”

			After Celina had gone upstairs, Peabody let out a low whistle. “You gotta admit, she’s got stones.”

			“Yeah. She stands up.”

			“And from where I’m sitting, she’s the real deal.”

			“Looks like.”

			Restless, Eve got up. She liked the space, not just the amount of it, but the use of it. She admired the way Celina had held out her hand for the murder weapon.

			“Is it the civilian or the psychic aspect you don’t like?”

			Eve flicked a glance over her shoulder at Peabody’s question. “Little of both. I don’t like attaching civilians to an investigation, and don’t bother reminding me how often Roarke ends up that way. It’s bad enough he does, bad enough I’m getting used to it. And the psychic thing. How much good is that really going to do?”

			She turned back to Peabody. “What did she tell us? He’s big and strong and out of his fucking mind. That’s no bulletin.”

			“Dallas, it’s not like she’s going to give us a name and address. This stuff doesn’t work that way.”

			“Why the hell not?” Irritated, she jammed her hands in her pockets. “If you can see stuff, why can’t you see salient details? The killer is Murdering Bastard who resides at 13 Homicide Drive. That would be useful.”

			“Frosty. Just think of how quick we’d close a case. Then the department would hire a whole team of psychics—the, ah, the SDD—Sensitive Detective Division—and . . . You know what, I don’t like it after all. We’d be out of a job.”

			Eve shot a dark glance toward the stairs. “And I don’t like the idea that she could start poking around in my head.”

			“She wouldn’t do that, Dallas. Legitimate sensitives respect privacy. They don’t intrude.”

			Peabody’s father had, Eve remembered. Inadvertently, but all the same. And there, she admitted, was the core of her bias.

			“I like her,” Peabody added.

			“Yeah. She’s okay. We’ll take this little field trip, see what comes of it. Then you and me? We’re going back to straight cop work.”

			Celina changed into a pair of black pants and a blue, scooped-necked blouse. She wore several crystal drops on a chain around her neck.

			“For protection, intuition, the opening of the third eye.” She held them up as they stood at the edge of Central Park. “Not everyone ascribes to their benefits, but under the present circumstances, I’m willing to try anything.”

			She adjusted the enormous sunshades that hid half her face. “Pretty day,” she said. “Warm and sunny. The sort of day that brings people outside. I love New York this time of year. And I’m stalling.”

			“The applicable areas have been searched, swept, recorded,” Eve began. “From what we’ve learned, the victim walked the dog in this direction, and entered the park approximately at this point.”

			Eve started into the park.

			“So many people have been through here, I don’t know what I’m going to get. Truthfully, my gift is more direct, contact with someone or something. Usually.”

			About ten yards into the trees, Eve stopped. There was no one around, she noted after a sweep. People were at work, in school, at the shops, in restaurants.

			It was too close to the street, this tony street, for chemi-head gatherings or illegals transactions.

			“It was here, wasn’t it?” Celina took off her shades, pocketed them, stared at the ground. “Where he grabbed her, dragged her deeper into the woods.”

			Her breathing was slow and even as she walked. A very deliberate sound.

			“Struck her, in the face, knocked her down, dazed her. I can see the ground’s torn up, so this must be where he . . .”

			She took another breath, then squatted down and ran her hands over the grass and dirt. Yanked them back again. “God!”

			Eve could see her clench her jaw as she touched the ground again. “He raped her here. Control, humiliate, and punish. There’s a name in his mind—not hers. I can’t see it, can’t quite . . . but it’s not her name, it’s not Elisa he’s punishing.”

			She drew her hands back again, tucked them under her arms as if to warm them. “It’s difficult for me to get past her, and what was done to her. She’s my connection, and she doesn’t know him. She doesn’t know why this is happening. He’s just . . .”

			She lifted her head, looked at Eve. “I can see you.”

			Eve felt a chill in her belly. “I’m not why you’re here.”

			“You’re a very strong presence, Dallas. Strong mind, strong feelings. Strong instincts. You layer over it all.”

			With a half laugh, Celina straightened, stepped carefully back and away from the scene. “I’m surprised you’re so resistant and suspicious of sensitives when you have a gift yourself.”

			“I don’t.”

			Staring, Celina huffed out an impatient breath. “Bull. Do you think what you see and feel and know is just instinct? Only instinct?” Then she shrugged. “Whatever you call it, it’s a gift.”

			She rubbed her arms. “He carried her from here. It’s dim because she was already gone. Some part of her is still with me, but it’s thin.”

			“She weighed about a hundred and thirty. Deadweight now.”

			“He’s very strong.”

			“Have to be.”

			“Prides himself,” Celina murmured as she began to walk. “Yes, there’s pride. In his body, in his strength. She’s so much weaker than he is now.”

			“Not the victim.” Eve fell into step with her. “But who the victim symbolizes.”

			“Possibly. Probably.” Celina brushed stray hair away from her face. A trio of interlinked gold circles swung at her ears. “You probably see him more clearly than I do. You’re not as afraid of him as I am.”

			She paused to study the castle. “I wonder why he picked this spot. It’s fanciful. A landmark. He could have left her anywhere. It would’ve been easier.”

			Eve had her thoughts on that, but kept them to herself. “How tall is he?”

			“Well over six feet. Well over. Closer to seven. Thick-bodied, but hard—not fat. Not hard fat. Muscular. I could feel that, when he raped her.”

			She sat on the grass. “Sorry. I’m getting the shakes. I’m not used to this kind of work. It’s draining. How do you do it?”

			“It’s what I do.”

			“Yes. Both of you.” She opened her purse, took out a pretty box. “Blocker,” she said when she selected a pill from it. “Vicious headache. I can’t do anymore today. I’m sorry. Tapped out.”

			To Eve’s surprise, Celina stretched out full length on the grass. “Do you know what I’d normally be doing now?”

			“Can’t say.”

			Idly, Celina checked the time. “Oh, yes. Francine. Right about now I’d be settling down to a consult with Francine. I give her a weekly, because I’m fond of her. She’s a lovely, foolish, wealthy woman with a terminal case of husbanditis. She just keeps marrying them. She’s about to take on husband number five, though I’ve advised her against it. Just as I did with numbers three and four.”

			Lazily, Celina drew the pair of stylish sunshades back out of her pocket. She slipped them on. “She’ll get teary during our hour together, and protest that she must follow her heart.” Her lips quirked as she patted a hand on her breast. “That this time it’s going to be different. She’ll marry the opportunistic son of a bitch who will then cheat on her—he already has, but she’ll refuse to believe it—make her miserable, then walk off with her pride, her self-esteem, and a nice chunk of her portfolio.”

			She shook her head, pushed herself up to sitting. “Poor gullible Francine. And that, Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody, is about the most tragic case I allow myself to deal with.”

			“How do you know when you talk to a client that you won’t see something tragic?” Eve asked, and Celina smiled.

			“It’s my job to know. And if I miss something, then see it, I do what I can, then I step back. I don’t believe in suffering, particularly when it’s me doing the suffering. I don’t understand why people insist on causing it or enduring it. I’m a shallow creature,” she said, stretching like a cat in the sun. “But until a couple of nights ago, a damn contented one.”

			Peabody offered a hand to help her up. Celina studied it, grinned. “Can I take a peek? Just surface. Not deep probe, no secrets. You both interest me.”

			Peabody wiped her hand on her trousers, then offered it again. “I guess so.”

			Celina clasped hands, continued to hold it after she’d gained her feet. “You’re a dependable woman. Sturdy shoulders, and a loyal streak that encompasses every area of your life. You’re proud of your badge, and the work you do. Careful,” she said with a laugh, and released Peabody’s hand. “You open like a door. I didn’t intend to peek into your personal life. But he’s a cutie.” She winked. “She-body.”

			Peabody flushed. “We’re, ah, moving into a new place together. Going to cohabitate.”

			“Congratulations. Ain’t love grand?” Smiling, she turned to Eve. Raised her eyebrows.

			“No.”

			Laughing, Celina tucked her hands into her pockets. “One of these days, I predict, you’ll trust me enough. Thanks,” she said to Peabody. “You cleansed my palate. I’ll catch a cab in a bit. I want to walk off this headache before I go home.”

			She started to walk, directing herself away from the path they’d taken. Then she stopped, turned. There was none of the easy humor on her face now. “It’s going to be soon. The next. I don’t know how I know that, but I do. It’s going to be very soon.”

			Eve watched her go and, gift or no gift, knew she was right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“She’s really interesting.” Peabody waited a beat, then slid her gaze toward Eve as they cut west, then south toward Central. “Don’t you think?”

			“She’s not a yawn. But tell me, in specifics, what did we get from this?”

			“Okay, not a lot that we didn’t already know or believe or suspect.”

			Peabody shifted in her seat and regretted the tea. Now she had to pee, and she knew damn well Eve wouldn’t stop at a handy restaurant where the flash of a badge would get her toilet privileges. She crossed her legs tight, and tried to concentrate.

			“Still, the fact is it’s interesting to consult with a sensitive, one as obviously gifted as Celina. I am dependable and loyal, after all.”

			“Just like the family schnauzer.”

			“I prefer cocker spaniel ’cause they’ve got those cute, floppy ears.” She recrossed her legs. “And, in my experience, if a sensitive’s made this sort of connection, they can get more if they focus and keep open. I think she will. She’s hooked in, and wants to see it through.”

			Eve glanced in the rearview at the blast of siren. She recognized the subtle difference in tone and identified an emergency medical vehicle an instant before the spinning red light of the medical tech wagon came into view.

			She eased toward the curb, and the rattrap she was currently stuck with driving vibrated like gelatin in the wake of the speeding wagon.

			“I want you to call Requisitions the minute we get back to Central. Beg, bribe, threaten, offer sexual favors of any nature, but get us a decent ride by the end of shift.”

			Peabody had her teeth clenched and did her best to speak through them. “Who’s going to perform the sexual favors, should it come to that?”

			“You, Detective. I outrank you.”

			“The sacrifices I make for the badge.”

			“Health clubs.”

			“What?”

			“We’re going to start checking out health clubs.”

			“Sir, I don’t think I can tone up appreciably before dispensing sexual favors if you want the vehicle by end of shift.”

			“Jesus, Peabody, get your face out of the gutter.”

			“Well, you put it there.”

			Eve jockeyed through traffic. “Let us return to our sworn duty and our current investigation. If we’re after a solo—and there’s no evidence to lead us to suspect this was a duet or gang killing—this is one strong son of a bitch. Not just in shape, not muscle-bound, but a seriously strong guy. Guy who can carry one-thirty the distance from the kill site to the dump site, and haul that much deadweight down a small cliff of rocks, probably works out regularly and seriously.”

			“Could have his own equipment. Somebody really serious usually does.”

			“And we’re going to try tracking that, too. Full-scale home gyms to start. But if we’re going to use what the psychic queen gives us, she said he was proud—proud of his body. He’d want to show it off, wouldn’t he? Show what he can do.”

			“Health club.”

			“Health club.”

			“Dallas, just offhand, would you care to guess how many health clubs we have in our fair city?”

			“We start with ones who cater primarily to men. He doesn’t like women. So you scratch off the girly gyms where ladies prance around in their skin-suits and drink veggie juice or nibble nutribars before their massage. No day spa attached, no salons on premises. Forget the social clubs where guys go to play on the machines and pick up dates. Scratch off the facilities that cater primarily to same-sex orientation. The gay pickup cathedrals. We look for traditional, serious body-builder spots. The kind that pull in the sweaty guys with big necks.”

			“Oooh. Sweaty guys with big necks. Hubba. Lifting face out of gutter immediately, sir.”

			“Too late now,” Eve muttered. “We can try another canvass of the victim’s neighborhood. This guy surveilled her, got her routine. We go at it asking about an unusually tall, beefy guy. After you tackle Requisitions, contact the Vanderleas. See if either of them remembers seeing someone like that around.”

			“Check.” Just a few more blocks, Peabody thought. Then she’d be able to pee. She squirmed, crossed her legs the other way.

			“We run down home gym equipment: weight machines, virtual systems with bodybuilding programs. We check out subscriptions to magazines that—Squirming isn’t going to help, you know. You shouldn’t have downed all that tea.”

			“It’s really nice of you to point that out now,” Peabody shot back with some bitterness. “And squirming does too help. Oh, thank all the gods and goddesses,” she breathed when they drove into Central’s garage.

			“Free-Ageism pop out when your bladder’s full, Detective?”

			“That’s not all that’s going to pop out.” Peabody bolted from the car the instant it stopped, and ran/waddled to the elevator.

			In her office, Eve glanced at her ’link, noted several messages. She ordered them to play while she set up a murder board for Elisa Maplewood.

			As they ran, she ordered some to delete, some to save. Then stopped what she was doing to turn around and grin at the screen as Mavis came on.

			“Hey, Dallas! We’re back in town, my honey lamb and me. Maui is just iced. Totally TPD—tropical paradise deluxe. Everything was mag. The concert, our roll-on-the-sand-naked vacation part. And guess what? The belly’s completely poking out now. Honest to God, I am so knocked up. You gotta see. I’ll jet by, soon as I can.”

			Which was always a treat, Eve thought when the message ended. But if Mavis’s belly really was poking out now, she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to see. Why pregnant women wanted anybody to see their poked-out bellies was another mystery, and one she had no desire to solve.

			She turned to the AutoChef for coffee when Nadine Furst, Channel 75’s on-air ace, clicked on.

			“Dallas. I know you’re going to give me the usual yaddah-yaddah blah, but I really want to talk to you re the Maplewood case. If I don’t hear from you, I’m just going to show up at your office. I’ll bring you a cookie.”

			Eve considered. It might be smart to give a short on-air, especially with the bribe of baked goods. A brief one-on-one, and woman-to-woman. His profile indicated he hated and feared the female, so wouldn’t it burn his ass to be discussed on-screen by two women? It might push him into making a mistake.

			She’d think about it.

			The thought of cookies made her hungry. With a glance at the door, she reached behind the AutoChef, under the slight lip, and tugged off the candy bar she’d taped there.

			It was an obvious hiding place to her mind, but it had foiled the insidious candy thief who plagued her.

			She bit righteously into chocolate, dropped down at her desk, and engaged her computer.
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			“What the hell are you talking about?” She gave the machine a quick boot with the heel of her hand. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve.” She read off her badge number for authorization, repeated her password.

			The computer gave a cheerful little beep, then a long grinding buzz. The screen flickered.

			“Don’t you start on me. First my vehicle, now this. Don’t you even start.”
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			“No! Damn it, you bitch, you son of a bitching bastard whore, you know that’s not what I meant.” She smacked it again, set her teeth, and repeated the start-up process.

			After a series of mechanical hiccups, it hummed.

			“That’s better. Okay. Open case file 39921-SH. Maplewood.”
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			What flashed on-screen wasn’t a case file. It wasn’t police business unless the various naked couples writhing in athletic and impressive positions were a bunch of Vice cops undercover at an orgy.
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			“Mother of God. Computer, close and delete current area.”
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			“Like hell. Close this file.”
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			The cavorting figures disappeared.

			“Now you listen to me. This is Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. I own you. I want case file 39921-SH, and I want it now.”

			The screen jumped, filled with text. In what was possibly Italian.

			The sound Eve made was somewhere between a scream and a bellow. She rapped the machine with her hand, punched it with her fist, and considered just ripping it out of the network and tossing it out her window.

			Maybe, just maybe if her luck was in, there’d be a Maintenance guy strolling by under it. Two birds, one stone.

			As satisfying as that would be, she calculated she could expect a replacement unit sometime near the end of the current century.

			She swung to her ’link, intending to contact Maintenance and ream whoever was unfortunate enough to answer.

			“And where will that get you, Dallas?” she asked herself. “Those puss-faced jerks in Maintenance, they live for moments like this. They’ll sit around down there and laugh and laugh until you’re forced to go down and kill every last one of them and spend the rest of your life in a cage.”

			She punched the computer again, just for the hell of it. And, inspired, tried another angle.

			“EDD. McNab. Hey, Dallas!”

			Peabody’s main squeeze grinned at her from her ’link screen. His narrow, pretty face was surrounded by bright blond hair that sported a couple of skinny temple braids.

			“I was just about to shoot you the report on the e-work.”

			“Don’t bother. My unit’s funky. It’s giving me grief, McNab. How about doing me a favor and taking a look at it?”

			“You call Maintenance?”

			When she merely growled, he gave a heh-heh-heh sort of laugh.

			“Delete that. I can give you thirty in about fifteen.”

			“Good.”

			“Or if you officially requested I report to your office at once, to bring you a disc and hard copy of the e-work, I could come now.”

			“Consider yourself officially requested.”

			“Allying op.”

			“What?” But he’d already broken transmission.

			Annoyed, she dug out her pocket unit and set to work trying to transfer the data she wanted from the desk unit to the PPC. She wasn’t an e-geek, but she wasn’t stupid, she told herself. She knew how to handle basic tech.

			She was pulling her hair when McNab bopped in. He was wearing a purple shirt with a green placket down the center. It reached the thighs of baggy green pants with purple racing stripes. Both colors were picked up in his checked airsneaks.

			“E-Man to the rescue,” he announced. Today’s complement of silver ear hoops dangled with purple and green beads. “What seems to be the problem?”

			“If I knew the problem, I’d have fixed it myself.”

			“Right.” He dumped a little silver toolbox on her desk, plopped into her chair. Rubbed his hands together. “Wow. Chocolate.” He widened his grin, wiggled his brows.

			“Shit. Go ahead. Consider it payment in advance.”

			“Uptown!”

			“What?”

			“Uptown.” He bit into the candy. “You know, like . . . excellent. Let’s have a look. I’ll just open it for a standard diagnostic.”

			He gave a series of commands that might as well have been in Venutian to Eve’s ears. A lot of codes and symbols and strange little shapes spilled on-screen, and the computer’s voice responded in a kind of gasping croak.

			“See! See!” Eve sprang to lean over McNab’s shoulder. “That’s not right, is it? That’s not good.”

			“Well, hmm. Just let me—”

			“It’s sabotage, isn’t it?”

			“You expecting sabotage?”

			“You don’t expect sabotage. That’s why it’s sabotage.”

			“There’s a point. I need to look around some. Why don’t you, ah, take a break maybe.”

			“You want me to leave my own office?”

			He gave her a pained look. “Lieutenant.”

			“Okay, okay.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets. “I’ll be in the bull pen.”

			She heard his long, relieved sigh as she strode out.

			She marched straight to Peabody’s desk.

			“Comp woes?” Peabody asked. “McNab stopped by for a second on his way in to you.”

			“They sabotaged it.”

			“Who are they?”

			“If I knew who they were, I’d hunt them down and peel the skin off their bones while they begged for mercy.”

			“Uh-huh. Okay, so I got a hold of Deann Vanderlea. Somebody found the puppy.”

			“Huh. The dog?”

			“Yeah, Mignon. She was nearly on the other side of the park, and a couple joggers found her, checked her collar ID. They brought her back.”

			“Was it injured?”

			“No, just scared. Having the pup back will give them a little comfort. Anyway, she and her husband and the vic all used Total Health Fitness and Beauty for workouts and such, by the way. Not the kind of spot we’re looking for as regards the killer’s habits.”

			“It was good to check.”

			“She doesn’t remember seeing anyone suspicious around the neighborhood. Doesn’t recall noticing a big guy at any point, but she’s going to ask her husband and some of her neighbors. The doorman.”

			“We’ll canvass again anyway.”

			“Yeah. Father’s out of the picture. Alibied by a couple thousand miles, and he doesn’t fit the physical type we’re after.”

			“He’d have been too easy. How about my vehicle?”

			“I’ve got a line on that. Give me a little time.”

			“Everybody wants time today. Let’s do a search on the health clubs. Manhattan-based to start.”

			Eve watched with some irritation as Peabody’s unit responded smoothly to her commands.

			“How come the detectives and uniforms in this division have better equipment than I do? I’m the boss.”

			“You know, there’s a theory that some people have a kind of mechanical . . .” The term deficiency sprang to Peabody’s mind, but she was too concerned with her own health and safety to speak it. “Like an infection or something. And it affects the machines they operate.”

			“That’s bullshit. I don’t have any trouble with my home equipment.”

			“Just a theory,” Peabody said, and hunched her shoulders. “Do you have to lurk there while this is running?”

			“I have to lurk somewhere.” Disgusted, Eve strode out. She’d get a tube of Pepsi, that’s what she’d do. She’d cool off with a drink, then go back and hassle McNab.

			She wanted to sit in her own damn office and do her own damn job. Was that too much to ask?

			She approached a vending machine, then just stood there, staring at it resentfully. It would probably spit the Pepsi all over her, or send her some health drink just for spite.

			“Hey, you.” She signaled to a passing uniform, then dug out credits.

			“Get me a tube of Pepsi.”

			The uniform looked down at the credits Eve dumped in her hand. “Ah, sure, Lieutenant.”

			The credits were plugged in; the machine responded with a cheerful and polite announcement of the selection and its contents. The tube slid quietly out of the slot.

			“Here you go.”

			“Thanks.”

			Satisfied, Eve drank as she walked back toward the bull pen. That’s how she’d handle this deal, she decided. She’d have other people screw with the machines whenever possible. She was rank, after all. She was supposed to delegate.

			“Lieutenant?” McNab signaled her, and though she tried not to see it, watched him purse his lips toward Peabody.

			“No kissy faces in Homicide, Detective. Is my unit up and running?”

			“Good news, bad news. How about the bad first?” He gave her a come-with-me head signal and went back to her office. “Bad news. You got a dink system here.”

			“It was working fine before.”

			“Yeah, well, see it’s got some internal problems. That’s the easiest way to explain it. Some of its guts, we’ll say, were designed with planned obsolescence in mind. Only so many operating hours before they start to fail.”

			“Why would anybody build something that’s programmed to fail?”

			“So they can sell new ones?” Because she looked like she needed it, he risked patting her shoulder. “Administration and Requisitions buy cheap most times, I guess.”

			“Bastards.”

			“Absolutely. But the good news is I’ve got it up for you. Replaced some things. It’s not going to last more than a few days the way you use it. But I can get my hands on some parts. I’ve got connections. I can basically rebuild it for you. Meanwhile, if you could try not to smack it around, it should hold.”

			“Okay, thanks. I appreciate the quick work.”

			“No prob. I’m a genius. See you tomorrow night, right?”

			“Tomorrow night?”

			“Dinner? Louise and Charles?”

			“Right. Right. Don’t blow kisses in my bull pen,” she called when he pranced out.

			She sat, drank Pepsi, and stared at the machine. Dared it to give her trouble. Since Peabody was running Manhattan, Eve decided to expand to the Bronx for gyms.

			The machine responded to her search request as if nothing had ever happened between them. It gave her enough confidence to turn her back on it while the search ensued, and study her board.

			“Where’d he see you, Elisa?” she asked aloud. “Where did you come into his radar? He saw you, and something about you clicked in that sick mind of his. So he watched you and studied you and laid in wait for you.”

			A domestic. A single parent. Liked to make things with her hands. Divorced. Abusive husband.

			She didn’t need the file to remember the details on Elisa Maplewood.

			Early thirties, slightly-less-than-average height, average build. Light brown hair, long. Pretty face.

			Standard education, lower-middle-class upbringing. Native New Yorker.

			Liked nice clothes in simple styles. Nothing too trendy, nothing too provocative. No current personal partner or romantic entanglement. Minimal social life.

			Where did he see you?

			The park? Take the kids to the park. Walk the dog. The shops? Buy your craft supplies, window shop.

			She grabbed the hard copy of the report McNab had left on her desk. ’Link transmissions to her parents, to Deann’s pocket unit, to Luther’s office, to the craft store on Third to check on an order. Incomings ran along the same lines.

			Her web activity ran to parenting sites, craft sites, and chat rooms. Downloads of magazines showed crafts again, parenting again, and some home decorating stuff, some online shopping. Downloads of a couple books tagged as current bestsellers.

			Nothing popped from the search of the Vanderleas’ equipment.

			Chat room might be worth checking out, she thought, and made a note of it. But it was tough for her to see this big, muscular guy knitting . . . whatever people knit. More than that, Elisa struck her as being too sensible, too savvy, to give personal information to anyone in a chat room. He hadn’t tracked her through her discussions on making blankets or the like.

			He’s done it before.

			She thought of Celina’s words. And she agreed with them.

			What he’d done to Elisa had been well planned and well executed under risky conditions. Quick and efficient, and to Eve that meant practice.

			She hadn’t hit all the elements with her search for similar crimes. Maybe he’d added or adjusted. Maybe one or more of those hits had been his work.

			Pride. Celina had spoken of his pride. She wasn’t sure she liked depending so heavily on the opinion of a psychic, but it was another point she agreed with. There’d been pride, arrogant pride, in the way he’d displayed his victim.

			Look at what I’ve done, what I can do. In the city’s great park, so close to the home of the wealthy and privileged.

			Yeah, he was proud of his work. And what did a man with pride in his work do when that work didn’t reach the standards he wanted?

			He buried the mistakes.

			Her blood began to hum. It was the right track. She knew it. And she swung back to her machine. She saved and filed the results of her initial search, then brought up Missing Persons.

			She started with a twelve-month search, stuck with Manhattan, and keyed in Elisa’s basic description to narrow the parameters.

			“Dallas—”

			“Wait.” Attention focused on her screen, Eve shot up a hand to stop Peabody. “He had to practice. He had to. Guy builds his body up, stays strong and fit, it takes discipline. Takes practice. He lives and walks and exists day after day, holding in that kind of rage, it takes discipline, it takes willpower. But you have to let it out some time, you have to let go. You have to kill. So you practice until you get it just right.”
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			“What is it?” Peabody demanded.

			“Potentially? His practice sessions. Look at her. Same physical type as Maplewood. Same age group, same coloring, same basic build.”

			Peabody came in, mirroring Eve’s earlier position by leaning over her shoulder. “No resemblance—beyond surface I mean—but yeah, same basic type.”

			“Computer, split screen for second image, list date on each.”
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			“Thumbs-up for McNab,” Eve mumbled.

			“Don’t look like sisters,” Peabody commented. “Cousins, maybe.”

			“Marjorie Kates,” Eve read. “Age thirty-two. Unmarried, no kids, midtown address. Employed as restaurant manager. Reported missing by fiancé, April second of this year. Didn’t come home from work. Lansing and Jones caught this one. Second is Breen Merriweather. Age thirty. Divorced, one child—son, age five—Upper East Side. Employed as a studio tech, Channel 75. Reported missing by childcare provider, June ten, this year. Didn’t return home after her shift. Polinski and Silk caught it.

			“I need these files, Peabody. I need to talk to these detectives.”

			“On it.”

			Since Lansing and Jones worked out of Central, it only took trips on three glides and one elevator to get to their division.

			She found them both at desks, facing each other.

			“Detectives Lansing and Jones? Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. Appreciate the time.”

			“Lansing.” The bull-chested, redheaded cop of about fifty stuck out a hand. “No problem, Lieutenant. You think one of yours is connected to one of ours.”

			“I need to check it out.”

			“Jones.” The petite, thirtyish black woman shook Eve’s hand, then Peabody’s. “Fiancé, Royce Cabel, came in to make the report. She was only missing overnight, but the guy was a mess.”

			“Last seen when she left the restaurant—Appetito on East Fifty-eighth—at closing, about midnight, April first.”

			“She lived about three blocks away, usually walked back and forth. Guy’s expecting her home by twelve-thirty, he says, but he falls asleep. When he wakes up, about two, she’s not there. He flips, calls around to everybody he can think of. Then he’s here, bright and early next morning, to talk to the cops.”

			“She poofs three weeks before the wedding,” Lansing continued. “So you look at a couple things. Maybe her feet got cold and she took off. Maybe they had a fight and he offs her, comes in to report to cover it up.”

			“But it doesn’t play.” Jones shook her head. “We got copies of the reports, our notes, witness statements, interviews for you. You can see everybody we talked to said Kates was hip-deep in wedding plans. She and Cabel had been cohabbing for about eighteen months. Got nothing on him that points to violence.”

			“Took a Truth Test. Didn’t even blink when we suggested it.”

			“She got dead,” Jones said. “That’s my gut on it, Lieutenant.”

			“And we got nothing, until you buzzed us up.”

			“I don’t know if we’ve got anything now. Any problem if I talk to some of the people on your list?”

			“Nope.” Lansing pulled his lip. “How about a clue?”

			“We’re on the sexual homicide/mutilation in Central Park. Our vic’s the same physical type as your MP. I’m pursuing the theory that he’s done some practicing.”

			“Well, shit,” Jones said.

			“We can go by Polinski’s and Silk’s station on the way to see this Royce Cabel.”

			“How about the gyms with sweaty guys with thick necks?”

			“We’ll move on it.”

			Because it was faster, they squeezed on an elevator to ride down to garage level. Eve did her best to ignore the elbow wedged in her ribs. “I want us to give Nadine an interview.”

			“Because of the 75 connection?”

			“Not just. I’m thinking it might grate our big, strong man to see three women dissing him on-screen. To know two women are heading the investigation.”

			“There’s a thought.”

			Several people pushed their way off when the doors opened. Eve glanced up, noted she had three levels to go. “Why don’t we see if we can set up the interview later today?”

			“At Central?”

			“Yeah. Central Park. At last.” Eve all but leaped out of the doors when they hit the garage.

			“Dallas, wait!” Peabody grabbed her arm, dug in her heels. “I have something to tell you.”

			“Make it snappy.”

			“I want to say first, that in just a few moments, you’re going to be overcome with a powerful urge to kiss me on the lips. I won’t think less of you for it.”

			“Peabody, why, even in your wild, perverted dreams—dreams I want no part in or of—would I ever have the least compunction to kiss you on the lips?”

			“Close your eyes.”

			Eve spoke quietly, almost casually. “Have you lost your fucking mind?”

			“Okay, okay.” Peabody pouted a little. “You’re no fun.” She crossed over to Eve’s parking slot, spread her arms with a flourish and said: “Voilà!”

			“What the hell is that?”

			“That, Lieutenant, is your replacement vehicle. Pucker up.”

			Eve goggled. It was a rare thing to see the lieutenant goggle, and Peabody celebrated the moment with a snappy little tap dance.

			Slowly, Eve walked around the sleek, navy blue sedan. It shone under the hard garage lights like a dignified jewel. The tires were big, black, and clean. The glass and chrome sparkled.

			“This is not my vehicle.”

			“Is too.”

			“This is my vehicle?”

			“Uh-huh.” Peabody bobbed her head like a puppet on a happy string.

			“Get out.” Eve smacked her in the shoulder. “How’d you pull this off?”

			“A little fast talk, some slight exaggeration, a lot of prevarication, and a little assistance from an e-fairy who knows how to hack.”

			“You got it through unethical and possibly illegal means.”

			“Damn straight.”

			Eve set her hands on her hips, looked Peabody square in the eyes. “This is such a proud moment for me. A proud, proud moment.”

			“Are you going to kiss me on the lips?”

			“Not that proud.”

			“How about a peck on the cheek?”

			“Get in the car.”

			“Your codes, Lieutenant.” She handed them over, strolled around to the passenger side. “And you know what, Dallas? This bitch is loaded.”

			“Oh yeah?” Eve slid into a seat, grinned when she didn’t get the sensation of sitting on bumpy rock. “Well, let’s see what she can do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			It rocked. Not only was everything operational, but it moved. She could zip into vertical and down again, stream instead of muscle her way through traffic.

			All comp systems were go, as she was told, politely, by a computerized voice before she even thought to ask. The voice addressed her as Lieutenant Dallas, informed her the outside temp was a pleasant seventy-eight degrees with winds from the south, southwest, at a mild twelve per hour.

			It offered to calculate the most convenient route to her destination, or destinations, with projected traffic patterns and ETAs.

			It was a fricking miracle.

			“You love this car,” Peabody said with a smug little smile on her face.

			“I do not love a vehicle. I appreciate and expect efficient machines and tools, machines and tools that assist me in doing my job rather than inconveniencing and hampering me.”

			She whipped around a trudging maxibus, threaded through a mired mass of Rapid Cabs and, for the hell of it, executed a quick vertical maneuver that shot them east.

			“Okay. I love this car!”

			“Knew you would.” Peabody all but sang it.

			“If they try to take it from me, I’ll fight them. To the death. To the bloody death.”

			She smiled all the way to her destination.

			Since Polinski was out on personal time, she dealt with Silk, a stubby fireplug of a man who sat at his desk munching on no-fat soy chips while he gave her background on the Missing Person’s investigation.

			Breen Merriweather had been reported missing by her neighbor and childcare provider on June tenth. She’d left the studio between midnight and twelve-fifteen. And vanished without a trace.

			No serious romantic relationships, no known enemies. She’d been in good health and good spirits and had been looking forward to an upcoming vacation—she’d planned to take her son to Disney World East.

			Eve took copies of files and notes.

			“Tag Nadine,” Eve told Peabody. “Let’s do this setup at the castle. In an hour. Make it ninety minutes.”

			They met Royce Cabel at his apartment. He opened the door before they knocked, and looked at them with what Eve recognized as terrified hope.

			“You found out something about Marjie.”

			“Mr. Cabel, as I told you when I contacted you, we’re conducting a follow-up. I’m Lieutenant Dallas. This is my partner, Detective Peabody. Can we come in?”

			“Yeah, sure. Yeah.” He dragged a hand through his long, wavy brown hair. “I just thought—I wanted to meet you here instead of at work because I thought maybe you’d found something. Found her. And didn’t want to tell me over the ’link.”

			He glanced around the room, blankly, then shook his head. “Sorry. I guess we should sit down. Ah, aren’t Detectives Lansing and Jones still working?”

			“They are. We’re pursuing another angle. It would help us if you’d tell us what you know.”

			“What I know.” He sat on a deep green sofa heaped with pretty pillows.

			The apartment was painted a dull gold, and struck Eve as being female—the pillows, the soft, fancy throws, the sudden splashes of reds and dark blues.

			“I feel like I don’t know anything,” he said after a moment. “She was working nights. That was going to change in June, when she took over as day manager. We’d be on the same schedule again.”

			“How long had she been working nights?”

			“For about eight months.” He rubbed his hands on his thighs as if he didn’t know what else to do with them. “It was okay. She liked the work, and the restaurant’s only a couple blocks away. I’d go in and have dinner at least once a week. And having her days free gave her lots of time to handle the wedding stuff. She was doing almost everything herself. Marjie loves planning.”

			“Did the two of you have any problems?”

			“We didn’t. I mean we did—everybody does—but we were in a real up phase. The wedding. Hell, I didn’t have to do anything but show up because she had everything organized. We talked about starting a family.”

			His voice shook, and he cleared his throat, stared hard at the wall.

			“Did she ever mention anyone coming into the restaurant who disturbed her? Anyone coming by here, or anywhere else?”

			“No. I told the other detectives. If somebody’d been bothering Marjie, she’d have told me. If somebody’d pissed her off at work, she’d have told me. We talked all the time. I always waited up for her, and we’d hash out the day. She just didn’t come home.”

			“Mr. Cabel—”

			“I wish she’d just walked off.” Emotions pitched into his voice. Traces of anger now, anger circling around the fear. “I wish she’d gotten freaked or fallen out of love with me or found somebody else or just got a goddamn wild hair. But she didn’t. It’s not Marjie. Something happened to her, something terrible. And I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

			“Mr. Cabel, do you or Marjie belong to a health club or gym?”

			“Huh?” He blinked, sucked in a breath. “Yeah, who doesn’t? We, ah, we go to Able Bodies. We try to make it two, three times a week. Sundays for sure since we’re both off. We’d do a couple hours, maybe, then have brunch in their juice bar.”

			Brunch in the juice bar didn’t fit, Eve thought, and decided on another tack. Before she could speak, Peabody lifted one of the couch pillows.

			“These are really beautiful. Unique. They look handcrafted.”

			“Marjie made them. She was always making something.” He ran his hand over one of the pillows. “Used to call herself a craft addict.”

			Pop, Eve thought. “Would you know where she bought her supplies?”

			“Her supplies? I don’t get it.”

			“It’s details, Mr. Cabel,” Peabody told him. “Details help.”

			“It was one of the things we didn’t do together.” He mustered up a smile. “She’d dragged me along a few times, on her hunts, but I made her feel rushed, she said, because I was so obviously bored. She’s got a little studio set up in the second bedroom. There’s probably some record of where some of the stuff came from.”

			Eve rose. “Can we take a look?”

			“Sure.” He got up quickly, the enthusiasm for the new angle clear on his face. “It’s right in here.”

			He led them into a small room, full of material and threads and ribbons. Fringes and framing and objects Eve couldn’t begin to identify. It all appeared to be meticulously organized into groups. There were a couple of small machines, and a mini data and communication center.

			“Can we turn this on?”

			“Sure. Let me get it for you.” He walked over to the d and c, booted it up.

			“Peabody.” Eve tipped her head toward the unit.

			“She could make anything,” Cabel continued, and wandered the room, touching fabrics. “The quilt on the bed, the folk art scattered around the apartment. The sofa out in the living area? She picked it up off the street, hauled it home, fixed it up, re-covered it. One day, she’s going to start her own business, do home decorating, or maybe run her own craft school. Something.”

			“Lieutenant? There’s a transaction here for supplies, February 27, another March 14. Total Crafts.”

			Eve nodded, continued to riffle through wide baskets, painted boxes. And lifted out three rolls of corded ribbon. One in navy, one in gold. And one in red.

			“He trolls the craft shops.” Again, Eve crossed the park, her focus on the castle. “Why does a guy like that troll the craft shops?”

			“He could have spotted them somewhere else, followed them there.”

			“No. Two women, their only known connection a hobby. One dead, one missing and presumed. I guarantee you when we finish with Nadine and go talk to Breen Merriweather’s baby-sitter, we’re going to find she did crafts. We’re going to find she bought supplies, at one time or another, from Total Crafts, or one of the other locations either Maplewood or Kates used. He sees them there, they fit his requirements. He stalks them, studies them.”

			She tucked her thumbs in her pockets. “Then he lays in wait and takes them. If he did Kates, he almost certainly had to have his own transpo. There’s nowhere between the restaurant and the apartment where he could have raped, murdered, mutilated her, then hid the body. He had to do a snatch and grab, then take her somewhere.”

			“If we’re right about Kates, then he changed his method for Maplewood.”

			Eve shook her head. “Not changed. Perfected. Kates was one of his trial runs. Might have been more before her. Sidewalk sleepers, runaways, junkies, whatever. Someone who wouldn’t get reported missing, or was reported months before the grab. He had it down to a science when he killed Elisa Maplewood. He might have been working up to that for years.”

			“Happy thought.”

			“They represent somebody: mother, sister, lover, a woman who rejected him, refused him, abused him. Dominant female figure.”

			Why, she wondered, did the twisted tree of a murderer so often go back to the mother root? Did the gestation and birthing process come with the power to nurture or destroy?

			“When we get him,” Eve continued, “it’s going to come out that she—this symbol—knocked him around or boo-hoo broke his heart or made him feel weak and helpless. So his defense lawyers will come along saying: Oh, he was damaged, poor sick son of a bitch. He’s not responsible. And that’s a pile of shit, that’s a big, smelly pile of bullshit. Because nobody’s responsible for choking the life out of Elisa Maplewood but him. Nobody.”

			Peabody let the rant run, waited until she was sure it was over. “Preaching to the choir.”

			Eve drew it back in. “Yeah. Where the hell is Nadine? She doesn’t show in five, we cancel. We need to follow up on Merriweather.”

			“We’re a couple minutes early.”

			“I guess we are.” Eve sat on the grass, drew her knees up, and studied the castle. “You ever skip around parks when you were a kid?”

			“Sure.” Glad the storm had passed, Peabody sat beside her. “Free-Agers, you know. I was a regular nature girl. You?”

			“No. Couple of stints in what you could call summer camp.” Run by state-hired Nazis, Eve thought, who regulated every breath. “This one’s not so bad. You know it’s still in the city, so it’s okay.”

			“Not looking to make nature girl?”

			“Nature’ll kill you, just for the hell of it.”

			Eve glanced over and watched Nadine and her camera operator crossing to them. “Why would she wear those skinny heels when she knew she’d be hiking over grass?”

			“Because they’re jazzed, and make her legs look mag.”

			Eve supposed everything about Nadine looked mag, from her sweep of streaky blonde hair to the toes of her jazzed shoes. She had a foxy, angular face, observant green eyes, and a slim body that curved appropriately in her on-camera suit of power red.

			She was smart, she was sneaky, she was cynical.

			And for reasons Eve imagined neither of them fully understood, they’d become friends.

			“Dallas. Peabody. Don’t you two look relaxed and pastoral. Why don’t you set up there?” She gestured to the camera. “I want the castle in the background. You got any real juice,” she said to Eve, “I can take this live.”

			“No. And we’re keeping it short. We could even say pithy.”

			“Pithy it is.” Nadine took out a small compact to check her face, lifted a paper-thin sponge and dabbed her nose. “Who’s leading off?”

			“She is.” Eve jerked a thumb at Peabody.

			“I am?”

			“Let’s get to it.” Nadine nodded to the camera, angled her body. Gave her shoulders a roll, her hair a little shake. And her easy smile turned into a cool, serious look.

			“This is Nadine Furst, in Central Park with Lieutenant Eve Dallas and Detective Delia Peabody of the New York City Police and Security Department, Homicide Division. Behind us is Belvedere Castle, one of the city’s most unique landmarks, and the site of a recent, violent murder. Elisa Maplewood, a woman who worked and lived only a short distance from here, a single mother of a four-year-old child, was assaulted near the very spot where we’re standing. She was brutally raped and murdered. Detective Peabody, as a key member of the investigative team handling Elisa Maplewood’s murder, can you tell us what progress you’ve made in finding her killer?”

			“We are actively pursuing all leads and utilizing all the resources at our disposal.”

			“Are you confident you’ll make an arrest?”

			Don’t screw up, Peabody ordered herself. Don’t screw up. “The case remains open and active. Lieutenant Dallas and I will continue to work toward identifying Ms. Maplewood’s assailant, gathering evidence that will result in an arrest in order to bring this individual to justice.”

			“Can you tell us what specific leads you are pursuing?”

			“I’m unable to discuss specific details of this investigation as such might taint the case we’re building or affect the progress of said investigation.”

			“As a woman, Detective, do you feel this particular crime more personally?”

			Peabody started to deny, then remembered part of the purpose of the interview. “As a cop, it’s imperative to remain objective in every investigation. It’s impossible not to feel, on a personal level, compassion and outrage for any victim of any crime, but that compassion and outrage can’t be allowed to overcome objectivity and interfere. Because the victim must be our priority. As a woman, I feel that compassion and outrage on Elisa Maplewood’s behalf. Like Lieutenant Dallas, I want the individual responsible for her suffering and pain—for the suffering and pain of her family, her friends—identified and punished.”

			“Do you agree, Lieutenant Dallas?”

			“Yes, I do. A woman stepped out of her home, intending to walk her dog in the city’s greatest park. Her life was taken from her, and that’s enough for outrage. But it was taken viciously, violently, deliberately. As a cop, as a woman, I will pursue the man who took Elisa Maplewood’s life, however long it takes, until he’s brought to justice.”

			“How was she mutilated?”

			“At this point, that detail of the crime and investigation is not for public consumption.”

			“Don’t you believe in the public’s right to know, Lieutenant?”

			“I don’t believe the public has a right to know everything. And I believe the media has the responsibility to respect the department’s decision to hold certain details back. We don’t do so to deprive or deny the public of their rights, but to preserve the integrity of an investigation.

			“Nadine,” she said, and had Nadine blinking. Eve never referred to her by her first name on-air. “We’re women in what could be considered high-powered professions. However much a crime like this disturbs us, a crime in this case specifically targeted at women, we have to maintain that professionalism in order to do the job we’ve signed up to do. And in this case, the case of Elisa Maplewood, it will be women who stand for her, and who work toward seeing that her killer is punished to the fullest extent of the law.”

			Nadine started to speak again, but Eve shook her head. “That’s it. Camera off.”

			“I have more questions.”

			“That’s it,” Eve repeated. “Let’s take a walk.”

			“But—” Nadine only sighed as Eve was already hiking away. “Slow it down. Heels here.”

			“Your choice, pal.”

			“You wear a weapon, I wear heels. Tools of our respective trades.” She hooked her arm through Eve’s to slow her down. “So, what was that last bit about? Eve.”

			“A personal message to the killer. Off-record here, Nadine.”

			“Tell me how he mutilated her. Off-record, Dallas. It’s driving me crazy.”

			“He cut out her eyes.”

			“Jesus.” Nadine breathed in, stared off into the trees. “Oh, Jesus. Was she already dead?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Thank God for that. So you’ve got some psychotic out there who has a big hate on for women? Not Maplewood specifically.”

			“That’s my working theory.”

			“And the reason you suggested the interview. Us three girls. Clever of you.”

			“Tell me what you know about Breen Merriweather.”

			“Breen?” Nadine’s head snapped around. “Oh God, oh God, did you find her?” She gripped Eve’s arm now. “Is she dead? Did this bastard kill her, too?”

			“No, she hasn’t been found. I don’t know if she’s dead, but I suspect she is, and I believe it might be connected. What do you know about her?”

			“I know she was a nice, hardworking woman who adored her son . . . Jesus, is he targeting single mothers?”

			“I don’t think so, no.”

			“Let me take a second.” She walked a few feet away, hugged her arms. “We weren’t best pals or anything like that. More a working friendship. I liked her, and appreciated her efficiency. I saw her, evening shift, the night she disappeared. I left the station about seven. I know she was on till midnight, handling the eleven o’clock. Everything I’ve heard is second-hand, but it’s reliable.”

			She turned back. “She clocked out, left the station just after her shift ended. She would have taken the subway home, that’s what she always did. It’s just three blocks east. One of the guys saw her heading out, yelled good night. She waved to him. As far as I know he’s the last one in the station who saw her. He said she was walking east, toward the subway.”

			“Did she do crafts?”

			“Crafts?”

			“You know what crafts are, Nadine.”

			Interest, keen, replaced the sorrow. “As a matter of fact, she did. She did a lot of handwork, always had a bag of supplies with her, and some project going. She used to work on it during breaks or wait time. Is that the connection?”

			“It’s looking that way. You know any big, bodybuilder-type guys? Anybody like that at 75?”

			“We’re desk jockeys and faces.” She shook her head. “We on-air types work out, body-sculpt, whatever it takes to keep trim, but the public doesn’t want their news and entertainment from big bruisers. We got some burly techs, and some overweight drones, but none of them would qualify as bodybuilders. Is that your line on him?”

			“Another working theory.”

			“I need a full interview when this is wrapped, Dallas. If Breen was part of this thing, I need to do a full interview with you and Peabody for the station. She was one of ours.”

			“You’d want one anyway.”

			“I would.” Nadine smiled a little. “But if this hits home, I need it. Fuck objectivity. It’s personal.”

			“I hear that.”

			To save time, Eve requested Breen Merriweather’s childcare provider meet them at Breen’s apartment. Eve used her master to gain access, and stepped into a small, cheerful set of rooms with air stale from disuse.

			“Her family’s paying the rent.” Annalou Harbor, the sixtyish provider, looked around the apartment with sad eyes. “I still come in once a week, water her plants. Aired it out a couple times, but . . . I live upstairs.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Her husband took Jesse, her little boy. I miss that baby. Such a sweetie.” She gestured to a framed photo that showed a grinning little boy in a sideways ball cap. “Breen would never have left him. Not while there was breath in her body. So I know there isn’t. I know she’s dead. That’s why you’re here. You’re Homicide. I recognize you. I’ve seen you on-screen.”

			“We don’t know, Mrs. Harbor. But we’re pursuing—”

			“Don’t pad it for me, Lieutenant Dallas.” The tone was firm, and just a little prim. “I’m not a gossip, and I’m not looking for some sort of twisted excitement. I loved that girl like she was my own, and I can help you more if you don’t try to dance around it.”

			“We believe it’s highly possible that she’s dead, Mrs. Harbor, and that her death may be connected with another case we’re investigating.”

			“The murder in Central Park, the rape-murder. I keep up.” She pressed her lips together until they turned white, but she didn’t crumble. “What can I do to help you?”

			“Where does Ms. Merriweather keep her craft supplies?”

			“In here.” She led the way into a tiny room equipped with two counters, several hand-painted cabinets, and the machines Eve was now accustomed to seeing in such places.

			“See, she set it up as an activity room, for her and Jesse. His toys and games over there, her supplies here. That way they could be together when they had leisure time. Breen liked making things. She knit me a beautiful throw last Christmas.”

			Eve opened cupboards while Peabody tackled communications and data. There were several samples of the corded ribbon.

			“I got hits on Total Crafts, and a couple of the others on the list,” Peabody announced.

			“Mrs. Harbor, we’re going to need to take her ’links and computer, and some other items into evidence. Can you give me the contact number for her next of kin?”

			“Take what you need. Her mother told me to cooperate with the police in any and every way. I’ll get in touch with her.”

			“My partner will give you a receipt.”

			“All right. It’ll be easier for them, for all of us, to know.” She looked around the room, and though her lips trembled once, she firmed them. “However bad it is, it’ll be easier to know for certain.”

			“Yes, ma’am, it will. I realize the other detectives interviewed you, but I’d like to ask you some questions.”

			“That’s fine. Can we sit down? I’d like to sit down.”

			“It’s hard to think,” Peabody began when they were back in the car, “that if these three women are linked, that nobody connected to them saw this guy. If he’s the physical description we believe, you wouldn’t see him blending.”

			“He’s careful.”

			“Are we going to try another push with Celina?”

			“Not yet. I need think time.”

			She settled down to it in her office, her feet on her desk, her head back. She visualized the pattern. He wouldn’t have expected them to recognize the pattern so quickly, because he wouldn’t have expected the police to link the murder with the disappearances.

			But if—when—he killed again, he’d know they’d see the connections between victims. It didn’t worry him.

			Why?

			The murder weapon was available at the shops the murder victim, and the suspected victims, had frequented. It wouldn’t take much longer for the exact location to be identified. Did he think, because it was a fairly common item, the cops couldn’t nail the source through basic lab work? Possibly.

			But even so, he’d have to believe the investigation would include the point of purchase. Even if someone else had bought the ribbon, he’d been inside or within sight of the store or stores in order to select his victim.

			But he wasn’t worried about it any more than it seemed he’d worried about being seen or caught assaulting Elisa in a public park.

			Because, like many psychopaths, he believed he was invulnerable? That he wouldn’t be caught, or because a part of him was begging to be caught?

			Stop me. Find me, catch me.

			Either way, wasn’t he enjoying the risk factor? Wasn’t he aroused by the chances he took?

			Arousal: in the selection, in the trolling, in the stalking. All that anticipation building.

			Gratification: physical violence, sexual violence, murder committed with an item considered more traditionally female, then left on the victim like a decoration.

			Enjoyment: possessing the strength to overpower and control and kill. And more, the strength to bear the weight of the dead, more than the average man could manage.

			Final satisfaction: removal of the eyes. Owning the eyes, Eve thought. Arranging the body in a specifically chosen manner and location.

			He’d be back to the arousal stage again. If not now, soon.

			She swung her legs off, wrote up her daily, then gathered what she needed for an evening session at home.

			She went out to Peabody’s desk. “I’m hitting some of the gyms, working my way uptown toward home. If you’re with me, you’ll have to get yourself back downtown when we call it a day.”

			“I’m not missing a chance to ogle and interrogate big, sweaty guys. I might cut out at six, though, unless we’ve got something. McNab and I have a packing date tonight.”

			“A packing date?”

			“Yeah, we’ve got to get some serious packing done at my place. We’ll be moving into our place in a few days. Our place.” She patted her belly. “Still gives me a little bit of the jitters.”

			“You can’t imagine what it gives me,” Eve said, and walked away when Peabody snorted.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			They spent a couple of hours talking to men with big pecs and tree-trunk legs in workout facilities that carved out the frills and concentrated on the testosterone.

			Peabody’s main complaint was that a large percentage of the members seemed to be more interested in ogling themselves or each other rather than a certain police detective.

			It was a fishing expedition, Eve thought as she swung toward home. And she didn’t feel any appreciable tugs on her line. Yet.

			She’d start running names, that’s all. The few hundred of them she’d compiled from membership and subscription lists. See if she got any pops on sex crimes. He hadn’t started down his current path yesterday.

			He’d be single, so that would eliminate more. He wasn’t gay, or hadn’t recognized himself as such. He didn’t work nights; that’s when he killed.

			No human hair recovered on the victim or from the murder or dump sites. Had he sealed that up thoroughly, or did he—like some of the obsessive body guys she’d seen today—regularly remove his head and body hair?

			She could almost, almost, get a picture of him in her head.

			Trying to define it, she turned toward the gates of home. Then was forced to stomp on the brakes when they remained shut.

			“Summerset, you prick.”

			She lowered the window, barked into the intercom. “Open the damn gates, you rat-faced, pointy-assed—”

			“One moment, please. Your voice print is being identified.”

			“I’ll give you my voice print. I’ll give you my voice print all over your—”

			She broke off again, hissing as the gates slid open. “Thinks he’s got a new trick up his sleeve to bust my chops. Thinks he’s going to keep me stewing outside the gates now while he runs his little game. If he had balls, I’d kick them into his throat.”

			She slammed out of the car, jogged up the steps, and burst into the house ready to rumble.

			“If you wish automated entry, Lieutenant,” Summerset said before she could spew, “you’ll need to inform us when you intend to arrive in a strange vehicle. One not yet scanned and cleared for security. Otherwise, as you know, you’re required to announce yourself so the system can read and verify your voice identification or access codes.”

			Shit. He had her there.

			“It’s not a strange vehicle. It’s my vehicle.”

			He gave her his sour smile. “Come up in the world, have we?”

			“Just blow me.” Annoyed at the missed opportunity to pound on him, she started up the stairs.

			“You have guests. Roarke is entertaining Mavis and Leonardo on the west terrace, first level. I’m about to serve canapés.”

			“Goodie.” But since the half candy bar was now a far, fond memory, she could admit, privately, that anything involving food sounded fine to her.

			She wound her way through the house, and found everyone sipping drinks. Not exactly, she corrected. Mavis was gesturing with her glass as she bubbled, more frothy than the lemon fizz in her hand.

			She stood on the patio in a pair of shimmering green boots that ran up to her knees like a thin coat of paint, where they met equally tight pants in red, no blue, no red.

			Eve narrowed her eyes as the pants changed hues every time Mavis wiggled, which was always. The shimmering green top floated down to her hips, where a lot of beads dangled.

			Her hair was red today and, to Eve’s relief stayed that way, even when she danced in place. She’d left it down so it trailed along her butt, with the ends picking up that same shimmering green, as if they’d been dipped in paint.

			The two men watched her, Roarke with a bemused and affectionate smile, and Leonardo with open adoration.

			Roarke shifted his gaze, winked at Eve.

			Rather than interrupt, Eve crossed over to where a wine bottle and glasses were set up. She poured herself a drink, then crossed the patio to sit on the arm of Roarke’s chair.

			“Dallas!” Mavis threw out her arms, and somehow didn’t spill a single fizzing drop. “Did you just get here?”

			“Just.”

			“I didn’t know if we’d get to see you. But we wanted to come by so I could give Summerset a smoochie.”

			“Please, you’re going to make me sick.”

			Mavis only laughed. “Then Roarke came in right behind us, so we’re having a little hang. We’re getting snacks.”

			Her eyes, green to go with the shimmer, danced.

			“So I hear.” Eve leaned around Roarke. “How’s it going?” she asked Leonardo.

			“Couldn’t be better.” He beamed at Mavis. He was a giant of a man, with skin of coppery gold. A wide face with dark eyes that were currently accented with a sweeping line of silver studs at each corner.

			He wore boots as well, pale blue that rode up his calves. There his loose sapphire pants sort of poofed into them, reminding Eve of pictures she’d seen of—she thought—Arabia.

			“Oh, boy, here’s food!” Mavis made the dash over as Summerset rolled out a two-tiered trolley, laden with trays of fancy appetizers and sweets. “Summerset, if it wasn’t for Leonardo, I’d scoop you right up and make you my love slave.”

			He smiled, a wide, toothy smile. Fearing nightmares, Eve turned away and stared into her wine.

			“I believe I have several of your favorites here. You’re eating for two.”

			“Tell me! I’m like an oinker every five minutes. Oooh, that’s the salmon thingy with the stuff! This is just mag.”

			She popped it into her mouth. “I just love eating.”

			“You sit down now, honeypot.” Leonardo walked over, rubbed her shoulder. “I’m going to fix you a plate.”

			“Cuddle bear,” she cooed. “He totally spoils me. This pregs business is the top deal of the day. You gotta look.”

			Even as Mavis reached for the hem of her shirt, Eve was curling into herself and wincing. “Oh, Mavis, I don’t . . . oh well.”

			There was the belly, in all its glory and accented by an interlinking trio of belly-button rings.

			“Now check this.” Still holding the shirt up, Mavis turned to the side. “See? It’s poking. I know I said it was poking before. You know like five seconds after I found out I was knocked up, but now it completely is.”

			Eve tilted her head, pursed her lips. There was a little bit of a slope in that area. “Are you pushing it out?”

			“No. Feel.”

			Eve wasn’t quite quick enough to whip her hand behind her back. “I don’t wanna. Don’t make me touch it again.”

			“You can’t hurt it.” She pressed Eve’s hand to her belly. “Solid baby.”

			“That’s good, Mavis.” Her palm was going to go damp any second. “Really good. You’re feeling okay?”

			“At the summit. Everything is totally uptown.”

			“You look beautiful,” Roarke told her. “And cliché or not, you glow.”

			“I feel like I’m sending off waves.” She laughed and bounced to a chair. “I still get the weepies sometimes, but they’re happy weepies mostly. Like Leonardo and I were talking a couple days ago about how Peabody and McNab are moving into the building soon, and we’re going to be neighbors, at least until we get a bigger place, and I just flooded.”

			She took the plate Leonardo brought her and cuddled up with him on the padded love seat. “So what do you think they want for, like, a housewarming?”

			“Don’t they have regulation temp control?”

			“Jeez, Dallas.” With a giggle, Mavis popped something else in her mouth. “Housewarming. You know, where people move into a new place and you get them a gift.”

			“Hold on. You have to give them a gift for moving?”

			“Uh-huh. Plus they’re shacking, so it should be a couple thing.” She ate another canapé, fed one to Leonardo.

			“Why does there have to be a gift for every damn thing?” Eve complained.

			“Retail conspiracy.” Roarke patted her knee.

			“I bet it is,” Eve said darkly. “I just bet it is.”

			“Anyway.” Mavis waved it all away. “We really came by—and we’re all pumped that you’re both here—because we wanted to talk to you about the baby.”

			“Mavis, since you got pregnant, when haven’t you wanted to talk about the baby?” Eve leaned over, took a canapé from her plate. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

			“Yeah, but this is a specific thing, that involves you.”

			“Me?” Eve licked her thumb and decided to steal another loaded cracker from Mavis’s plate.

			“Uh-huh. We want you to be my backup coach.”

			“You’re taking up baseball?” Eve bit into the salmon thingy with the stuff, and decided it wasn’t half bad. “Shouldn’t you wait until you get the kid out of there?”

			“No. Labor and delivery coach. You’d back up Leonardo when I have the baby.”

			Eve choked on the canapé and turned white.

			“Take a drink, darling,” Roarke said with a laugh in his voice. “Put your head between your knees if you feel dizzy.”

			“Shut up. Are you talking about . . . like, being there? In the actual place at the actual time? In the same room as . . . it.”

			“You can’t coach me through it if you’re in Queens, Dallas. You gotta have a backup coach, somebody who takes the class, learns about the breathing and the positions and the . . . stuff. Daddy Bear’s first string, but you have to have one on the bench.”

			“Can I just stay on the bench? Outside?”

			“I need you there.” Tears swam into her eyes until they shimmered brighter than her boots. “You’re my best friend in the whole universe. I need you with me.”

			“Oh man. Okay, okay. Don’t flood. I’ll do it.”

			“We feel,” Leonardo said, and offered Mavis a green cloth to dab at her eyes, “that first for friendship there’s no one who we want to share this miracle with more. Added to that, you’re the most steady and solid people we know. In a crisis, you’d keep your heads.”

			“Our heads?” Eve repeated.

			“We want Roarke there, too.” Mavis sniffed into her cloth.

			“Me? There?”

			Eve turned her head and saw—with pleasure—the rare sight of utter panic on his face. “Not so damn funny now, is it, ace?”

			“We’re permitted, even encouraged, to have family present,” Leonardo explained. “You’re our family.”

			“Ah, I’m not sure it’s quite proper for me to be . . . to see Mavis in that condition. Under those . . . circumstances.”

			“Get out.” Sniffles forgotten, Mavis giggled and tapped Roarke playfully on the arm. “Anybody with a vid player’s seen me mostly naked. And this isn’t about the proper. It’s about family. We know we can count on you. Both of you.”

			“Of course.” Roarke swallowed a great deal of wine. “Of course, you can.”

			When they were alone, sitting in the soft light of dusk with the candles Summerset had lit flickering, Roarke reached out, gripped Eve’s hands in his.

			“They could change their minds. It’s still months away, and they could easily change their minds and want this . . . event to be a private one between them.”

			She looked at him as if he’d sprouted a second head. “Private? Private? This is Mavis we’re dealing with.”

			He shut his eyes. “God pity us.”

			“And it’s just going to get . . . more.” She pulled away, sprang up. “Before you know it, before you know it she’s going to want us to deliver the thing. They’ll want to do it here, in our bedroom or something, with cameras—live feed to her fans. And us pulling the thing out of her.”

			Utter and genuine horror leaped into his eyes. “Stop it, Eve. Stop it now.”

			“Yeah, live feed, that’s Mavis to the ground. And we’ll do it.” She spun back to him. “We’ll do it because she’s just sucking us in. Sucking us in like some . . .” She windmilled her arms. “Like some big sucking thing. Some big pregnant sucking thing.”

			“Let’s just calm down.” With the images Eve painted playing in his head, Roarke took out a cigarette. Lighting it, he ordered himself to think rationally. “Surely you’ve done this sort of thing before. You’re a cop. You must have at least been on hand during a birthing.”

			“Uh-uh. Nope. No. Once, when I was still on patrol, we had to take this woman into a health center. Jesus, she was screaming like somebody was ramming steel spikes into her crotch.”

			“Merciful Jesus, Eve, could you dispense with some of the imagery?”

			But she was wound up now. “And something gives way in there, and stuff’s pouring out of her. Fluids, you know?”

			“I don’t, no. And I don’t care to.”

			“Made a hell of a mess in the cruiser. But at least she had the decency—the common courtesy—to wait until she was inside, with the doctor or midwife or whoever the hell, before she pushed it out.”

			For a moment, Roarke pressed his fingers to his temples. “We can’t think about this anymore. We’ll go mad if we do. We have to think about something else.” He stabbed the cigarette out. “Entirely.”

			She drew one long, shaky breath. “You’re right. I’ve got work.”

			“Murder. Much better. Let me help. I beg you.”

			She had to laugh. “Sure. It’s the least I can do. Step into my office.”

			She took his hand, filling him in as they went inside and up.

			“How much do you intend to use this Celina Sanchez?”

			“I’d like to keep it minimal.” She sat at her desk, kicked back to prop her feet on the edge. “She’s got the Dimatto seal of approval, and she’s even likable enough. I’d even call her steady. But it’s not a good fit for me. Still, she’s cued in to this, so I can’t ignore what she can give me.”

			“I knew a man who kept a sensitive on staff and wouldn’t make a decision without her. Worked well enough for him, as it happened.”

			“You got any?”

			“I do. Precogs, clairvoyants, sensitives. I don’t dismiss what they’ve been given, or what they can offer. But I prefer making my own decisions in the final run. You’ll do the same.”

			“So far, her—let’s call it intel—isn’t adding much to my basic, nonsensitive cop work. But it matches it.”

			She frowned, mentally picking her way through the data and speculation. “Impressions we could pick up at the kill site, and the ones we got leading to the dump site, indicate a size fifteen shoe. We may be able to make the tread, or at least a partial, if Dickhead in the lab works some magic. Ground and grass were dry, but when he added her weight, he left some impressions.”

			“Well, that’s a large foot you’ve got there, but not all men with big feet are big men.”

			“Big enough to leave impressions on dry grass, strong enough to lift and carry a hundred and thirty pounds of deadweight. You’ve got to speculate, do the probabilities. And when you do, you come up with a man between two hundred and seventy and eighty pounds. My guess would be a height of between six four and six eight.”

			He nodded, imagined he was building a picture in his mind similar to the one in hers. “And if you take it further, you assume that kind of strength and body type comes from discipline and dedication.”

			“Body sculpting procedures can give you the build, but they can’t give you the strength.”

			“Hence, your foray into the world of musclemen.”

			“Reminded me I like my guys more on the lanky side.”

			“Lucky for me.”

			“I can’t find any connection between the two missing and presumed and my vic, other than their predilection for fussy stuff and frequenting at least some of the same outlets for supplies.”

			“I could spare you time and look deeper there.”

			“That’s what I was thinking.”

			“You can’t buy a fifteen shoe just anywhere,” Roarke continued. “You’d have to special order, or use a specialty outlet. For that matter, if your man is as described, he wouldn’t be able to buy anything off the rack.”

			“Right. He’d need Enormous Guys ‘R’ Us, or the like.”

			“Catchy,” Roarke mused. “I’ll keep it in mind if I ever open a specialty retail outlet of that nature.”

			“I’m going to do a search and locate on specialty retail outlets of that nature,” she said, mimicking his accent and making him grin. “Tonight.”

			“Well then, we should both be busy enough to keep our minds off things best not thought about. Before we go to our respective corners, tell me this: Why does he do it?”

			“Control. Abuse is always about control. Rape is about control, and at its core, so is murder. Even if the motive for murder is greed, jealousy, self-preservation, rage, or entertainment, it still comes down to control.”

			“All crime comes down to it at its base, don’t you think? I’ll take this from you, be it your wallet or your life, because I can.”

			“Why did you steal when you did?”

			A hint of a smile played around his mouth. “All manner of selfish and entertaining reasons, Lieutenant. Certainly to possess something I hadn’t had, before I took it for myself. And the pleasure of doing so successfully.”

			“To punish the person who possessed it first?”

			He inclined his head, acknowledging the point. “No. They were, in most cases, purely incidental to the goal.”

			“There’s the difference. Doesn’t paint the thief white, but murder often roots in punishment. I think it does here. Someone controlled him, punished him. A female, and now he’s showing her who’s boss. That’s why he left her naked. She probably wasn’t naked when he raped her. Tore her clothes—fibers still on her indicate—but he wouldn’t have bothered to strip her down. He bothered after because it added humiliation.”

			She paused, considered. “He didn’t mutilate the female part of her, which expresses another kind of rage and control. It wasn’t sexual, but it was personal. He strangles, not with his hands—and odds are he could have snapped her neck like a twig—but he uses the ribbon. So it means something to him. The red cord is also personal. He takes her eyes, carefully, so he can blind her. Naked and blind, more humiliation. But he takes them so he can have that part of her. Does she watch him? I think, somehow, he wants her to watch him. Because he’s in charge now.”

			“Endlessly fascinating,” he replied.

			“What?”

			“Watching you work.” He came around the desk, lifted her chin, kissed her lightly. “And there’s nothing nonsensitive about it. I’ll just put together a meal before we settle in.”

			“That’d be good.”

			While he went into the kitchen off her office, she set up a second murder board. To this one she added pictures of Marjorie Kates and Breen Merriweather.

			She was standing, studying them, when Roarke came back in. He set a plate on her desk. “They’re yours now, too.”

			“Yeah. I’m afraid they are.”

			“Attractive women. Comfortably attractive rather than stunning. It’ll be the hair, won’t it? It’s the hair that’s the greatest similarity.”

			“Build’s close, too. Average build. Caucasian women around thirty with a nice average build and long light brown hair. That’s a big pool for him to fish in.”

			“Not so big when you add in the other factors.”

			“No, that shrinks it. They have to poke around craft shops, and they have to be out, alone, sometime at night. He works them at night. Still gives him plenty to choose from.”

			She stepped back. “I’d better get to it before he picks another one.”

			When she went to her desk, she was delighted to see he’d brought out a burger and fries—even though there were a few little broccoli trees alongside them. She could ditch the broccoli—how would he know? But then she’d feel guilty. Since she was more ambivalent toward broccoli than guilt, she ate it first, to get it out of the way, while she started a search for retail shops that specialized in large men.

			More than she’d expected, Eve noted as she poured coffee from the pot Roarke had set beside her plate. Upscale—well, think about it, she reminded herself—where else did the Arena Ball players, the basketball dudes, and tall or porky rich guys drop their fashion bucks?

			There were midline and discount and, she discovered, design and tailoring services offered by a couple of the major department stores and a number of boutiques.

			Didn’t exactly narrow the field.

			When she altered the search to shoes, it bounced a few out, and tossed a few new sources in.

			He could buy primarily or even exclusively online, she thought as she bit into her burger. A lot of people did. But wouldn’t he—a man who worked hard to build his body, who was proud of the results—want to select his clothes in real life? Check himself out in the mirror, have some fawning clerk tell him how good he looked?

			A lot of projection, she admitted, out of a scarcity of solid facts.

			But when she did a geographic run, she found a shop called The Colossal Man was two crosstown blocks from Total Crafts.

			“Isn’t that interesting?” She nabbed a fry. “Computer, list any gyms currently in this case file located within a six-block parameter of Total Crafts.”

			
				
					WORKING . . .

				

			

			She ate another fry.
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			“Display map on wall screen, applicable sector. Highlight locations of retail shops and gyms.”

			She rose, the burger in one hand, to walk closer to the wall screen. Sometimes, she thought, you saw a pattern because you wanted to, and sometimes it was just there.

			He’d walked those streets, she was sure of it. Walked from gym to shop to shop. Because he lived or worked, or both, in that sector. This was his neighborhood. People saw him there, knew him there.

			And so would she.

			She walked into Roarke’s office, where he sat at his desk enjoying what looked like seafood pasta while he worked. His laser fax was humming, and his comp signaled an incoming.

			“You’ve got stuff coming in.”

			“Project reports I’m expecting,” he said without looking up. “They can wait. I don’t have anything for you yet.”

			“Put that on hold a minute, come take a look at this.”

			He brought his coffee with him, went with her into her office.

			Eve gestured to the wall screen. “What do you see?”

			“A sector of the West Village. And a pattern.”

			“So do I. I want to start with residences in this sector. Before you say anything, no, I can’t even guess how many there must be. It’s a long shot, a really long shot, but . . .”

			“He may live there. So you start with residential, get owner and tenant lists, eliminate families, couples, single women, and fine-tune it down to men who live alone.”

			“You should’ve been a cop.”

			He shifted his gaze from the screen to her face. “Don’t I have enough horror in my head with potential midwifery without you heaping more in there?”

			“Sorry. It’ll take a lot of time. He may live a block outside my parameter. Hell, he may live five blocks out and work inside it. Or work one block out. Or he could just do his shopping and bodybuilding there and live in fricking New Jersey.”

			“But you go with the percentages, and the percentages say here.”

			“It’d go quicker if you gave me a hand with the runs.”

			Nodding, he continued to study the screen. “Your place or mine?”

			When Eve crawled into bed just after one in the morning, she knew she was on the scent. And hoped, could only hope, he waited long enough for her to track him down.

			“Two months between Kates, Breen, and Maplewood. If he sticks with that schedule, I’ll have him before he kills another one.”

			“Shut it down, Lieutenant.” Roarke drew her in so her head settled against his shoulder. She rarely had the dreams when he kept her close. “Shut it down, and sleep.”

			“I’m close. I know I’m close,” she murmured and drifted off.

			He was waiting for her. She would come. She always walked this way. Briskly, her head down, her steps nearly soundless in her gel-soled shoes. She’d have put them on after her shift, after she’d taken off the whore shoes she wore to serve the men who leered at her over their drinks.

			Whatever she wore, she remained a whore.

			She’d walk by, head down, and the streetlights would shine on her hair. It would look almost gold. Almost.

			People would think: That’s a pretty woman, a nice, quiet pretty woman, going about her business. But they didn’t know. He knew what was inside the shell. Bitter, black, and dark.

			He could feel it rising in him now as he anticipated her. Rage and pleasure, fear and joy. You’ll look at me now, you bitch.

			And we’ll see how you like it, see how you like it.

			Thought she was so pretty. Liked to parade and pose in front of the mirror without her clothes. Or parade and pose for the men she let touch her.

			Won’t look so pretty when I’m done.

			He slipped a hand into his pocket, felt the long length of ribbon.

			Red was her favorite. She liked to wear red.

			He saw her, as he once had. Screaming, screaming, naked but for the red ribbon she’d worn around her throat. Red as his blood when she’d beaten him. Beaten him until he’d passed out.

			Only to wake in the black. In the dark, in the locked room.

			She’d be the one to wake in the black now. Blind in hell.

			There she was . . . there she was now, walking along in her brisk way, head down.

			His heart thundered in his chest as she came closer.

			She turned, as she always did, through the iron gates and into the pretty park.

			For an instant, just one trip of that heart, her head came up. And there was fear and shock and confusion in her eyes when he leaped out of the shadows.

			She opened her mouth to scream, and his fist broke her jaw.

			Her eyes rolled back to white, to blind, as he dragged her away from the lights.

			He had to slap her several times to bring her around. She had to be awake for it, awake and aware.

			He kept his voice down—he was no fool—but he said what he needed to say as he used his fists on her.

			How do you like it now, bitch? Who’s the boss now, whore?

			And there was both shame and unspeakable delight in ramming his body into hers. She didn’t fight, only lay limp, and that was a disappointment.

			She’d struggled before, and sometimes she’d begged. That was better.

			Still, when he pulled the cord around her neck, when he yanked it tight and saw her eyes bulge, the pleasure was so keen he thought he, too, might die of it.

			Her heels drummed, soft little thumps on the grass. Her body convulsed, and brought his—at last, at last—to completion.

			“Go to hell.” He panted it out while he stripped off her clothes. “Go to hell now, where you belong.”

			He stuffed her clothes in the bag he’d brought with him, then hooked the strap crossways over his massive chest.

			He picked her up as if she weighed nothing. And he reveled in his strength, in the power it gave him.

			He carried her to the bench he’d selected, so lovely under the big, shady tree, so close to the dignified fountain. There he laid her out, carefully bringing her hands together, tucking them up between her breasts.

			“There now. There now, Mother, don’t you look nice? Would you like to see?”

			He was grinning, a mad grin that all but burst through the thick layers of sealant he wore. “Why don’t I help you with that?”

			So saying, he took the scalpel from his pocket and set to work.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			When her bedside ’link signaled, Eve rolled toward the sound, said: Shit, crap, damn it, when she fumbled in the dark.

			“Lights on, ten percent,” Roarke called out.

			Eve dragged a hand through her hair, shook her head to clear sleep. “Block video,” she ordered. “Dallas.”

			“He’s killing her. He’s killing her.”

			The voice was so thin and breathy, Eve needed the readout to identify. “Celina. Pull yourself together. Pull it together and give me a clear report.”

			“I saw . . . I saw like the other. Oh, God. It’s too late. It’s already too late.”

			“Where?” She leaped out of bed, tossed her voice toward the ’link as she raced for clothes. “Central Park? Is he in the park?”

			“Yes. No. A park. Smaller. Gated. Buildings. Memorial Park!”

			“Where are you?”

			“I—I’m at home. I’m in bed. I can’t stand what’s in my head.”

			“Stay there. Understand me. Stay where you are.”

			“Yes. I—”

			“End transmission,” Eve snapped, and cut off Celina’s wild weeping.

			“Will you call it in?” Roarke asked.

			“I’ll check it out myself first. I should say we’ll check it out,” she amended as he was up and dressing as she was.

			“Celina?”

			“She’ll have to deal.” Eve strapped on her weapon. “We all have to deal with the stuff in our heads. Let’s move.”

			She let him drive. It might have irked that he handled a vehicle—any vehicle—with more skill than she, but it wasn’t the time to quibble about it.

			It wasn’t the time, she admitted, to quibble about psychics either. She yanked out her communicator and requested a patrol to report to Memorial Park to check out a possible assault.

			“Look for a male, between six four and six eight, muscular build. Approximately two-seventy. If found, detain only. Consider said individual armed and dangerous.”

			Eve leaned forward, as if to give them more velocity as they streaked toward southern Manhattan. “She could be seeing something that’s going to happen, not that has. It could be—what do you call it?”

			“Precognition.”

			“Yeah.” But there was a heaviness in her belly that told her otherwise. “I’m close. Goddamn it, I know I’m on the right track.”

			“If he’s killed tonight, he didn’t wait two months.”

			“Maybe he never has.”

			They chose the west entrance, off Memorial Place, and pulled up behind the black-and-white snugged to the curb.

			“How many ways in and out of this?” Eve asked. “Three, four?”

			“About that, at a guess. I don’t know for sure. It’s only about a block square, I think. One of the smaller and more tasteful of the original WTC memorials.”

			She crossed the sidewalk and, drawing her weapon, moved through the stone archway that led into the green.

			There were benches, a small pond. Big trees, plots of flowers, and a large bronze statue depicting firefighters raising a flag.

			She moved past it, and heard the retching.

			Swiveling toward the sound, she walked quickly south and saw the uniform on his hands and knees, puking into a bed of red and white flowers.

			“Officer—” But she saw the bench a few feet away, and what was on it. “Deal with him,” she told Roarke and walked to the second uniform who was holding his communicator.

			She had her badge up. “Dallas.”

			“Officer Queeks, Lieutenant. Found her just a minute ago. I was about to call it in. We didn’t see anyone. Just her. To ascertain death, I checked her pulse. She’s still warm.”

			“I want this scene secured.” She glanced back. “Is he going to do us any good?”

			“He’ll be okay, Lieutenant. Rookie,” he added with a small, pained smile. “We’ve all been there.”

			“Get him on his feet, Queeks. Secure the scene and do a sweep of this park. Carefully. This isn’t where he killed her. There’ll be another site. I’ll call it in.”

			She drew out her communicator. “Dispatch, this is Dallas, Lieutenant Eve.”

			“Acknowledged.”

			“Homicide, single victim, female. Location Memorial Park, southwest sector. Contact Peabody, Detective Delia, and crime scene.”

			“Acknowledged, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. Dispatch out.”

			“You’ll want this,” Roarke said from behind her, and offered her a field kit.

			“Yeah. I need you to stay back.” She sealed up, hooked on a recorder.

			He watched her approach the victim, begin to record the scene visually and verbally.

			It was fascinating to watch her work, he thought again. And sometimes it was unspeakably sad.

			There was pity in her eyes, and there was anger. She wouldn’t know it showed, and he doubted anyone but himself could see it. But it was there, inside her as she put a madman’s latest work on record.

			She’d study the dead, he thought, and the details. She’d miss nothing. But it wouldn’t only be murder she’d see. She’d see the human. That made all the difference.

			A little more slender than the others, Eve thought. Not as curvy. More delicate, and maybe just a bit younger. But still in the ballpark. Long, light brown hair—a little bit of a wave, but nearly straight. Had probably been pretty, too, though you wouldn’t know it now. Not now that her face was ruined.

			The beating she’d sustained was more severe than Maplewood’s. He was enjoying that part more, she thought. He was less able to control himself.

			Punish her. What she stood for.

			Destroy her. What she stood for.

			Whoever this woman was, it hadn’t been her he’d killed. Whose face had he seen when he’d tightened the cord around her neck? Whose eyes had stared back at him?

			When the position of the body, the visual injuries, were on record, she drew the hands apart to run prints.

			“Lieutenant!” Queeks called from her right. “I think we’ve got your kill site.”

			“Secure it. Block it off, Queeks. I don’t want anyone walking around on my scene.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Victim is identified through fingerprints as Lily Napier, age twenty-eight. Listed address is 293 Vesey Street, apartment 5C.”

			You were pretty, Lily, Eve thought, as she studied the ID picture on her screen. Soft, slight. A little shy.

			“Employed O’Hara’s Bar and Grill, Albany Street. Walking home from work, weren’t you, Lily? It’s not very far. Saves the transpo fare, and it’s a warm night. It’s your neighborhood. You’d walk through the park, and then you’d be home.”

			She fit on goggles, examined the hands, the nails. Death hadn’t yet leeched all the heat from her body.

			“Looks like dirt, some grass. We can hope for fibers or skin. Broken wrist, looks like a broken jaw. Multiple contusions and abrasions on face, torso, shoulders. Did a number on you, Lily. Appearance of sexual assault. Some evidence of vaginal bleeding. Contusions, abrasions on thighs and genital area. Removing some fibers into evidence.”

			She worked meticulously, plucking tiny fibers from the body, never flinching as she took them from the genital area.

			She sealed them tagged them, logged them.

			And if part of her system revolted, much as the rookie’s had, if part of her wanted to scream at the visions of rape, she refused them and continued on.

			Still wearing the goggles, she leaned down into the dead face and studied the bloody holes where the eyes had been.

			“Smooth, clean cuts, similar to those inflicted on Elisa Maplewood.”

			“Dallas.”

			“Peabody.” She didn’t look around, and thought only briefly that she had missed, for some reason, the telltale clomp of Peabody’s uniform shoes. “We’ve got the kill site just south. First on scene is Queeks. Verified that scene’s secured.”

			“Crime scene’s right behind me.”

			“Take part of the team with you, have them start looking in a direct path from that scene to this for impressions in the grass. But don’t let anybody mess with that scene until I’ve seen it.”

			“On that. Uniforms found her?”

			“No.” Eve straightened now. “Celina Sanchez had another vision.”

			Eve finished her exam of the body and the dump site, then walked to where Roarke stood, just behind the crime scene sensors Queeks had set up.

			She’d remember that, she thought. Remember that Officer Queeks worked quick and quiet and didn’t annoy the primary with a lot of chatter and questions.

			“You don’t have to wait.”

			“I’ll wait,” Roarke said. “I’m in it now.”

			“Guess you are. Well, come with me. You’ve got good eyes. Maybe you’ll spot something I miss.”

			She took a wide circular route to the second scene. If he’d left impressions in the grass again, she didn’t want to disturb them.

			She nodded to Queeks. “Good work. Where’s the rookie?”

			“I got him out securing the entrances with a couple of the guys. He’s okay, Lieutenant, just green. Only been on the job three months, and this was his first body. It was a tough one, too. But he maintained until he was well away from the scene.”

			“I’m not writing him up for hurling, Queeks. You see anything I should know about other than the body?”

			“We came in the same entrance as you. Got one on all four sides. We headed south, intending to make a circle. Saw her pretty quick. Didn’t observe anyone else. Not in the park or on the street. We were just coming out of a double D on Varick when the call came through on this. Some street people out, some die-hard LC’s trolling, but no one that fit the description we were given.”

			“How long have you worked in this sector?”

			“About a dozen.”

			“You know O’Hara’s?”

			“Sure, Mick place down on Albany. Decent place, food’s tolerable.”

			“What time does it close?”

			“Two, earlier if it’s slow.”

			“Okay. Thanks. Peabody?”

			“Some blood. Some of the grass is ripped up, some’s tamped down. Got a couple of small scraps of cloth. Might be from an article of clothing.”

			“I can see all that, Peabody. What do you see?”

			“Well, I think he took her just inside the south entrance as she’d started in to cut across the park. Could’ve grabbed her outside, but more likely she cut in. He took her down here, assaulted, overpowered, tore some of her clothes in the struggle, though there’s no indication she put up much of a fight. Raped her here. I haven’t examined the body, but it looks like maybe she dug her fingers into the grass. As it appears to be the same MO as Maplewood, he would have strangled her at this point, taken her clothes, then carried her to the other location where he could pose her and remove her eyes.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I see. Inside, though. She cut through, shortcut home. Patrols go by here regularly. Park stays pretty clean. Safe. He’d have to work fast, but that’s no problem for him. He’s got the routine knocked now. Time of death was oh two hundred, almost on the dot. First arrived two hundred twenty minutes. You factor in the time it took him to undress her, carry her, pose her, mutilate her, he cut it close this time.”

			“He could’ve still been in the park when they arrived.”

			Eve glanced back at Roarke, lifted her eyebrows.

			“He could have heard them. Car pulls up, doors slam. He moves off, out of the lights, behind any number of trees. Wouldn’t he, if he could, enjoy watching her be discovered?”

			“Yeah. Yeah, he would.”

			“He’d only just finished with her. And wouldn’t he need a moment to pat himself on the back for the fine job he’d done?” Unable to help himself, Roarke glanced back to where Lily Napier lay on the bench. “He hears someone coming, and nips back. He’d kill them if he had to, that would be his thinking. But how gratifying it must have been to see cops find her, so quickly, so fresh, with him able to see. Then he’s out, the opposite direction, with a nice bonus to his evening.”

			As she’d speculated along the exact same lines herself, she nodded. “You’re getting good at this. I want a thorough sweep of the entire park, every blade of grass, every flower petal, every tree.”

			“He seals up, Lieutenant,” Peabody reminded her. “We don’t have his DNA, his blood type, his hair, nothing to match if they could find anything in an area this size.”

			“He seals up.” Eve held out a hand, turned it over so the smears of blood shone in the light. “Me, too. We’re not looking for his DNA. We’re looking for hers.”

			Again, she stepped back, but this time she gestured to Roarke. “Let’s take a little walk.”

			“You’re hoping to be able to see his direction. Where he moved, how he moved.”

			“Anything that adds a line to his picture’s good.” She needed to get away from cop eyes, from cop ears, and kept going until they were out of the park again, on the sidewalk. “I think, geographically, he’s closer to home here than he was with Maplewood. But it doesn’t matter to him. He’ll go where he needs to go.”

			“And you didn’t come all the way out here to tell me that.”

			“No. Look, there’s no point in you waiting. We’re going to be at this awhile, then I’ve got to go into Central.”

			“Déjà vu.”

			“Yeah. This guy likes night work.”

			“You haven’t had more than an hour’s sleep.”

			“I’ll catch some in my office.” She started to wipe her hand absently on her trousers, but he caught her wrist.

			“Hold on.” He opened her field kit, took out a rag.

			“Right.” Cleaning the blood off her hands, she stared back through the stone arch. The park was brilliant with light now. The sweepers, in their protective suits, moved through it like silent images on a screen. The media would pounce soon—they always did—and would have to be dealt with.

			Before much longer, lights would go on in the windows of surrounding buildings. Some would glance out, see and wonder. Then civilians would have to be dealt with.

			She was going to shut down the park. So the mayor would have to be dealt with.

			The fun never quit.

			“What’s on your mind, Lieutenant?”

			“Too many things, and I’ve got to start lining them up. I’m going to be calling Celina into Central, get a detailed report of her . . . vision. I’m going to have a couple of soft-clothes cops escort her in. Eight hundred.”

			She stuck her hands in her pockets, pulled them out again when she remembered she’d wiped off the blood but hadn’t cleaned off the sealant. “Here’s the thing.”

			When she said nothing else, only continued to stare into the park, Roarke cocked his head. “And that thing would be?”

			“She said she was home in bed when she contacted me. I’d just like to verify that, that’s all. Just like to nail that down.”

			“You don’t believe her?”

			“I don’t not believe her. I just want to verify, so it’s off my mind. So I don’t find myself wondering. That’s all.”

			“And if someone could . . . gain access to her bedroom when she was elsewhere, check her ’link, you wouldn’t find yourself wondering.”

			“Yes.” She looked at him then. “And I can’t believe I’m standing here asking you to commit a crime. I know if she was home in bed when she contacted me, she couldn’t have been here when the murder took place—not when she called minutes after Napier’s death. I could request a check of her ’link, send an e-man to her place with her permission, but—”

			“It seems rude.”

			She rolled her eyes. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about seeming rude, but I do about making an ass of myself. I do about potentially alienating a valuable source.”

			“Eight o’clock then.”

			She was torn between relief and worry. “Listen, I’ll contact you when she comes in. Just to make sure it’s clear. If you get caught—”

			“Darling Eve.” There was a deliberate wealth of patience in his tone. “I love you more than life itself and have, I believe, demonstrated that regularly throughout our relationship. So I can’t understand why you persist in insulting me.”

			“Me neither. Just in and out. Just the ’link. Don’t go poking around. If it checks out, don’t contact me. If it doesn’t, tag me on my personal.”

			“Shouldn’t we have code words?”

			She sent him a withering look as he grinned at her. “Yeah. Bite me.”

			Laughing, he jerked her forward and did just that, giving her a quick nip on the chin before brushing his lips over hers. “I’ll find my own way home. Get a little sleep.”

			Eve turned back toward the arch, back toward death, and didn’t see how she could.

			Notifying next of kin was always hideous, but it was worse, somehow worse, when it had to be done in the middle of the night. She depressed the buzzer on an apartment on the Lower West Side and prepared to take a slice out of someone’s world.

			There was a wait, long enough she was preparing to ring again when the intercom blinked on.

			“Yes? What is it?”

			“Police.” Eve held up her badge, stood with it in view of the peep. “We need to speak with Carleen Steeple.”

			“It’s four in the fricking morning. What’s this about?”

			“Sir, we need to come inside.”

			The intercom clicked off, followed by an irritated rattle of chains and locks. The man who opened the door wore nothing but a pair of loose cotton pants and an annoyed expression. “What’s this about? Some of us are trying to sleep, and I don’t want you waking up the kids.”

			“We’re sorry to disturb you, Mr. Steeple.” The brother-in-law, Eve thought, according to the data. “I’m Lieutenant Dallas. This is Detective Peabody. We need to speak to your wife.”

			“Andy?” A woman with short, curly, sleep-ruffled hair poked her face out of a doorway. “What’s going on?”

			“Cops. Look, we reported the illegals’ deals we saw, and the junkies roaming around in the broad fricking daylight. We did our civic duty, and don’t appreciate getting hassled in the middle of the night.”

			“We’re not with Illegals, Mr. Steeple. Carleen Steeple?”

			The woman eased out, tugging at the belt of a robe. “Yes.”

			“Your sister is Lily Napier?”

			“Yes.” There was a flicker over her face. That first dawning of fear. “Is something wrong?”

			“I’m sorry to inform you, your sister’s dead.”

			“No.” She said it quietly, the single sound on the verge of a question.

			“Oh Jesus. Jesus.” Andy Steeple transformed from pissed-off man to concerned husband in a snap. He walked quickly to his wife, gathered her against him. “Oh, honey. What happened?” he asked Eve. “What happened to Lily?”

			“No,” Carleen said again. Just: No.

			“Can we sit down, Mr. Steeple?”

			He gestured toward a seating area with comfortably worn chairs, a sofa cheerfully covered in bright, overblown flowers. “Come on, honey. Come on, sweetie.” With his arm around his wife, he led her to the sofa. “Let’s just sit down.”

			“Daddy?” A little girl, all curls and sleepy eyes, padded into the room.

			“Go back to bed, Kiki.”

			“What’s wrong with Mommy?”

			“Go on back to bed, baby. I’ll be there in a minute.”

			“I’m thirsty.”

			“Kiki—”

			“Would you like me to take care of her?” Peabody asked.

			“I . . .” He looked undone for a moment, then nodded.

			“Hi, Kiki, I’m Dee.” Peabody walked over, took the little girl’s hand. “Why don’t we get a glass of water?”

			“My partner’s good with kids,” Eve told him. “She’ll be fine.”

			“Could there be a mistake?”

			“No, sir.”

			“An accident?” Carleen turned her face into her husband’s shoulder. “An accident?”

			“No. Your sister was murdered.”

			“Junkies,” Steeple said. Bitterly.

			“No.” Eve studied Carleen’s face, the pallor, the tears, the plea in her eyes. “I know this is difficult. It’s going to get more so. It appears that your sister was attacked on her way home from work. In Memorial Park.”

			“She always cut through the park.” Carleen groped for her husband’s hand. “It’s quicker. It’s safe.”

			“A mugging?”

			Get through it, Eve told herself. Get it done fast, so they don’t suffer in the speculation. “She was raped and strangled.”

			“Lily?” Carleen’s teary eyes went huge in shock. “Lily?” She would have slid to the floor if her husband hadn’t held her. “No, no, no.”

			“The city should be safe.” There were tears in Steeple’s eyes now as he rocked his wife. “A woman should be able to walk home from goddamn work and be safe.”

			“Yes, sir. She should. We’re going to do everything we can to find who did this to her. We need your help. I need to ask you some questions.”

			“Now?” He tightened his hold on his wife. “Can’t you see we’re grieving?”

			“Mr. Steeple.” Eve leaned forward so he met her eyes, so he saw what was in them. “Did you care for your sister-in-law?”

			“Of course I did. Jesus.”

			“Do you want the man who did this to her punished?”

			“Punished?” He spat out the word. “I want him dead.”

			“I want to find him. I want to stop him. I will find him, and I will stop him. But with your help, I may be able to do it faster. I may be able to do it before he does this to someone else’s sister.”

			He stared at her for a long moment. “Could you give us a minute? A minute alone?”

			“Sure.”

			“You could go in the kitchen over there.” He gestured.

			Eve left them alone, walked into a galley-style kitchen with a bump out for eating. There were benches for seating covered by cushions with zigzagging patterns of yellows and blues. Yellow curtains with blue borders framed the windows. Place mats, she supposed you called them, lay on the table at each space, and matched the bench cushion.

			Eve picked one up, fingering it.

			“Lieutenant Dallas?” Steeple came to the doorway. “We’re ready now. I’m going to make some coffee. I think we could all use some.”

			They sat in the living area, and with the little girl settled down, Peabody joined them. Carleen’s eyes were stark and damp, but she was making an effort to compose herself, Eve saw.

			“Nothing about this is easy,” Eve began. “We’ll be as brief as possible so we can give you some privacy.”

			“Can I see her?”

			“Not at this time, no. I’m sorry. Your sister worked at O’Hara’s Bar and Grill?”

			“Yes. Five years now. She liked it there. It’s a friendly place, and close to her apartment. She made good tips. She liked working nights and having most of her afternoons free.”

			“Was she in a relationship?”

			“Not right now. She dated some, but she’s been a little shy of men since the divorce.”

			“And the ex-husband?”

			“Rip? He’s remarried and lives in Vermont. I think, really, he was the love of her life, but she wasn’t his. Things just fell apart. It wasn’t ugly. It was just sad.”

			“Don’t go looking at him for this.” Temper spiked in Steeple’s voice. “Some junkie maniac did this, and you waste time hassling a decent guy. A moron, but a decent guy, while the bastard who—”

			“Andy.” With a muffled sob, Carleen gripped his hand. “Don’t. Just don’t.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. But whoever did this is out there running around right now, and we’re just sitting here. Next thing, she’s going to ask where I was, and shit like that. Oh, goddamn.” He lowered his head to his hands. “Oh, goddamn.”

			“The sooner questions are asked and answered, the sooner we can leave you alone. Do you know if anyone’s been bothering her?”

			“No.” Carleen stroked her husband’s hair as she spoke. “Some of the guys at the bar tease her, but it’s not like that. She’s shy. Lily’s shy, but she’s comfortable there. They’re nice people. We go in sometimes. She never hurt anyone. I have to tell our parents. They live in South Carolina now. On a houseboat. They . . . how do I tell them Lily’s gone? How do we tell Kiki?”

			“Don’t think about that yet,” Steeple said before Eve could speak. He lifted his head, appeared to have regained some composure. “One step at a time, sweetie. Is this like the other woman?” he asked Eve. “I saw it on the news. I saw you. Is this the same?”

			“We’re pursuing that probability.”

			“She was—”

			Eve saw it in his eyes. Mutilated. But he stopped himself from saying the word, and drew his wife closer. “She was killed uptown.”

			“Yes. Mrs. Steeple, did Lily do crafts?”

			“Crafts? Lily?” A smile trembled onto her lips. “No. She didn’t like to play house, as she called it. It was part of the problem between her and Rip. He wanted a homebody, and Lily just wasn’t.”

			“You have what look like handcrafted pieces in the other room.”

			“Kiki’s room, too,” Peabody added. “It’s a lovely quilt on her bed.”

			“That’s my work. When I got pregnant with Drew, our son, I decided—well, we decided,” she amended, linking her fingers with her husband’s, “that I’d try the professional mother route. I wanted to be able to stay home with the children. Then I realized, pretty quickly, I’d need something to do. I started quilting, then that expanded to needlepoint, macramé. I enjoy it.”

			“Where do you get your supplies?”

			“What does this have to do with Lily?”

			“Mrs. Steeple, where do you get your craft supplies?”

			“A number of places.” She named several on Eve’s list.

			“Did Lily ever go with you, when you shopped for supplies?”

			“Well, yes. We often shopped together, for a lot of things. She liked to shop, to spend time with me and the kids. We shopped together at least once a week.”

			“Thank you for your help.”

			“But . . . Isn’t there something else?” Carleen asked when Eve got to her feet. “Isn’t there something more we can do?”

			“There may be. We’ll stay in touch, Mrs. Steeple. You can reach either Detective Peabody or myself through Central, any time. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

			“I’ll show you out. Carleen, you should check on the kids.”

			He walked them to the door, waited until he was sure his wife was out of earshot. “Look, I’m sorry I shot off like that.”

			“No problem.”

			“I want to know. Was she mutilated—like that other woman? I don’t want Carleen to see her if . . .”

			“Yes. I’m sorry.”

			“How?”

			“I’m not going to give you those details, not at this time. They’re confidential to the investigation.”

			“I want to know when you find him. I want to know. I want—”

			“I know what you want. But what you need to do is take care of your wife, of your family. You need to leave the rest of it to us.”

			“You didn’t know her. You didn’t know Lily.”

			“No. But I know her now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			It was after five A.M. when Eve walked into Homicide. The skeleton squad from the graveyard shift was handling the ’links, catching up on paperwork. Or sleep. She gestured a come-ahead to Peabody so her partner would follow her into her office.

			“I’ve got to contact Whitney.”

			“Better you than me.”

			“While I do, you tag Celina. Inform her we’re sending a couple of plainclothes to bring her in for a statement. I want her here at eight hundred hours. Then find me two cops to take the detail. When you get that set, you should catch a couple hours in the crib.”

			“Don’t have to tell me that twice. Gonna join me?”

			“No, I’ll stretch out in my office.”

			“Where?”

			“Just get this set up and close the door behind you.”

			Alone, Eve stared at the ’link, and recited a little mantra in her head.

			Let the commander answer and not his wife, let the commander answer and not his wife. In the name of all that’s holy, let the commander answer and not his wife.

			Then, sucking it up, she sat down and made the call.

			She nearly let out a cheer when Whitney’s tired face popped on screen.

			“I’m sorry to wake you, sir. There’s been a homicide in Memorial Park. Single victim, Caucasian female, age twenty-eight. Sexual homicide with mutilation. The same MO as Maplewood.”

			“Scene secure?”

			“It is, sir. I’ve closed the park and have men at every entrance.”

			“Closed it?”

			“Yes, sir. It’s necessary, for the next ten to twenty-four hours.”

			He let out a long, long sigh. “Which means it’s necessary for me to wake up the mayor. I want a full report on my desk by eight hundred hours. I’ll see you in my office at nine hundred.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Eve looked at the blank screen. No, she didn’t see how she was going to manage sleep.

			She input her notes and the record from on scene. Preparing for the long day ahead, she programmed a full pot of coffee, then sat to refine her report.

			She read it over, searching for any missed details. Finding none, she ran standard probabilities, included the results. Then she saved it, filed it, and copied her commander, her partner, and Mira.

			Rising, she pinned Lily Napier’s photos, alive and dead, to her board.

			At seven-fifteen, she set her wrist unit, stretched out on the floor and slept, restlessly, for twenty minutes. Primed with another cup of coffee, she took a shower in the facilities off the locker room. Briefly, she considered popping some Stay-Up, but it always made her feel jittery and strange.

			If she was going to be heavily caffeinated, she preferred doing it with coffee.

			She opted to use a conference room rather than her office for her session with Celina, and since Peabody didn’t appear to be up from her nap, scheduled it herself.

			Then she called down to the desk sergeant on duty and requested to be informed when Celina Sanchez checked in.

			Rather than tolerate the swill the department offered, she culled another pot of coffee from her office and carried it to the conference room.

			The desk sergeant beeped her just as Peabody came in. She sniffed the air. “God. Just pour it in a saucer and I’ll lap it up.”

			“Get us some bagels or something from vending first,” Eve told her. “Charge them to the squad budget.”

			“You’re actually thinking about food. I must be dreaming.”

			“Sanchez is on her way up. So get your ass moving.”

			“That’s the Dallas I know and love.”

			When the door was shut again, Eve pulled out her personal ’link and beeped Roarke’s.

			He answered quickly.

			“Okay, she’s . . .” Eve narrowed her eyes. “Where are you?”

			“About to continue my little adventure in Daytime Breaking and Entering.”

			“I told you to wait until I contacted you.”

			“Hmm.” He smiled and continued to work on Celina’s bedside ’link. “It appears I’ve disobeyed, once again. I expect to be roundly punished at the first opportunity.”

			“Damn it—”

			“Would you like to continue this chat, or let me get on with things?”

			“Do it.”

			In Celina’s bedroom, Roarke smiled to himself. He had a habit of irritating his wife, and was afraid he was just small enough to enjoy it.

			He’d watched the cops pull up, go into Celina’s building. Casual shirts and trousers aside, he’d have made them as what they were at two blocks, heading in the opposite direction.

			Cops looked like cops, especially to the eye of a criminal. Even a former criminal.

			And though he trusted his cop implicitly, he preferred casing a job personally.

			Ten minutes after Celina had come out and driven off with her escort—it was always best to make certain the mark didn’t turn around and go back for something forgotten—he jammed her security cameras with a remote. And strolled across the street.

			Under three minutes later he was through the outside locks and alarms, and strolling inside.

			A short time later, he’d verified the source of the transmission and was replacing the ’link. Celina had made the call exactly as she’d claimed. From her own bedside unit, moments after two A.M.

			His cop could stop wondering.

			It was hard to resist that poking around Eve had warned him against. It was, after all, in his nature. She, his cop, would never understand the hum in the blood that came from simply being where you were not allowed to be.

			He gave himself a moment of it, admiring the art on the bedroom walls—fanciful, sensual, evocative. The color scheme that was richly and confidently female.

			And if he wandered the second level of the loft, he was, technically, on his way out.

			He liked the style, the openness of space, and again what he saw as the confidence of a woman who knew how she wanted to live, and did so.

			He thought it might be interesting to hire her for some business event down the road.

			He strolled out, as he’d strolled in. And with a check of the time, calculated he’d be in midtown in plenty of time for his first meeting of the day.

			He didn’t beep her. Eve knew Roarke and his clever fingers. When her personal ’link hadn’t signaled by the time Celina was brought into the conference room, she knew the transmission was verified as being made from the bedroom ’link as stated.

			No need to wonder, she thought. And no mistaking the emotional state of the stricken and exhausted woman who came into the room.

			She looked drawn and sallow, like someone who was recovering from a long and severe illness.

			“Dallas.”

			“Have a seat. Have some coffee.”

			“I will.” She sat at the conference table and used both hands to lift the mug. Her rings clinked lightly against the cheap stoneware. “I took a soother after we spoke last night. Didn’t help very much. I took another right before I came in. That doesn’t seem to be doing the job either. What I’d like to do is tranq myself into a coma. But I’m not sure that would help either.”

			“It wouldn’t help Lily Napier.”

			“That’s her name?” She drank. Paused. Drank again. “I didn’t turn on the media reports this morning. I was afraid I’d see her.”

			“You saw her last night.”

			Celina nodded. “It was worse than the last one. What I mean is, for me. I’m not equipped for this.”

			“It’s very difficult for someone with your gift to witness or experience violence,” Peabody said, and was rewarded with a grateful smile.

			“Yes. God, yes. It’s not that I experience the same extent—the full physical extent of the violence as the victim, but enough. And if . . . when you’re linked, psychically, the emotions reverberate in you. I know how she suffered. I’m alive. I’m alive and whole and drinking coffee, while she’s not. But I know how she suffered.”

			“Tell me what you saw,” Eve ordered.

			“It was . . .” Celina held up a hand, as if halting everything until she gathered herself. “The other time, it was like a dream. A vivid and disturbing dream, but something I could dismiss as just that. Until I saw the media reports. This was more. I wouldn’t have, couldn’t have mistaken it for anything but a vision. One of the most powerful I’ve ever had. It was like being there. Walking alongside her.

			“She walked quickly, with her head down.”

			“What was she wearing?”

			“Ah, dark skirt—black, I think—short. A white shirt. Long sleeves, open collar, and a little cardigan-style sweater over it. Flat shoes with thick soles. Gel-soles, perhaps. She barely made a sound. She had a bag. A small purse she wore on a strap over her shoulder.”

			“What was he wearing?”

			“Dark. I don’t know. She didn’t know he was there, waiting, inside the park. In the shadows. He was dark, everything about him is dark.”

			“Skin? Is he black?”

			“No . . . I. No, I don’t think. I see his hands when he strikes at her. They’re white. Glossy and white and big. Very big. He struck her in the face. There was horrible pain. Horrible, and she fell, and the pain went away. She . . . passed out. I think. He hit her, kept hitting her even when she was unconscious. In the face, in the body.

			“ ‘See how you like it. See how you like it.’ ”

			Celina’s eyes went glassy, the pale, pale green of the irises nearly translucent. “ ‘Who’s the boss now? Who’s in charge now, you bitch?’ But he stops, he stops beating her, slaps her cheeks lightly with those big hands. Bringing her around. She needs to be awake for the rest. There’s such pain! I don’t know, don’t know if it’s his or hers, there’s so much pain.”

			“It’s not your pain,” Peabody said quietly and shook her head before Eve could speak. “You’re a witness, and you can tell us what you see. It’s not your pain.”

			“Not mine.” Celina breathed in deep. “He tears her clothes. She can’t fight, barely struggles. And when she tries to push at him, he yanks her hand away. Something in her breaks. She’s confused, the way an animal’s confused when it’s caught in a trap. He rapes her, and it hurts. It hurts deep inside. She can’t see him. It’s too dark and the pain is overwhelming. She goes under again. It’s safer there, there’s no pain there. She doesn’t feel when he kills her. Her body reacts, convulsing. And that . . . there’s a thrill in that for him. Her death throes bring him to orgasm.

			“I’m sick.” Celina pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m sick. I need to—”

			“Here, come on.” Peabody was up, drawing Celina to her feet. “Come with me.”

			As Peabody helped her out of the room, Eve pushed away from the table. She walked to one of the windows, shoved it open so she could lean out. Lean out and breathe.

			She understood the nausea all too well. What it was like to see, again and again. To feel, over and over. And the sickness that came with it.

			She let the air and the noise, the life of the city, push it out of her again. She watched an airtram crammed with commuters streak by, and an ad blimp hover, spewing out its announcements for sales, events, tourist packages.

			Her legs felt watery yet, so she stayed where she was, listening to the click of chopper blades, the blast of horns from the street below, the rattle of an airbus.

			It all teemed together, a cacophony that was a kind of music to her. A song she understood, and one that gave her a sense of place.

			She was never really alone in the city. Never helpless with her badge.

			Remembering pain, knowing its source, could make her stronger. It was good to know that.

			Steadier, she closed the window, walked back to the table, and poured more coffee.

			Some of the color had seeped back into Celina’s cheeks when Peabody brought her back in. She’d fussed with her face a little—bright lip dye, eye gunk to cover the worst of the damage. Women, in Eve’s opinion, could worry about the strangest things at the strangest times.

			Once Celina was seated, Peabody went over to get a bottle of water.

			“You’re better off with this than the coffee,” she said, setting it on the table.

			“Yes, you’re right. Thanks.” She held out a hand, gave Peabody’s a squeeze. “Thank you for staying with me, helping me pull myself back together.”

			“No problem.”

			“You must think me very weak,” she said to Eve.

			“You’re wrong. I don’t think anything of the kind. I . . . We . . .” she amended. “We come to them after it’s done, and we see, day after day, the results of what people can do to each other. The blood, the gore, the waste. It’s not easy. It should never be easy. But we don’t see it happening—how it happens. We don’t feel what the victim feels and have to take it in.”

			“Yes, you do.” Celina wiped her fingers under her eyes. “You’ve just found a way to handle it. Now, I have to.”

			She steadied herself with more water.

			“He undressed her after. I think. There was a part of me, by now, resisting the vision. Fighting it. But I think he took her clothes; they were torn from the rape. He carried her . . . Not her—damn it.”

			She sipped water, took three long breaths. “What I mean is she’s someone else to him. He sees someone else, and he’s punishing someone else. Someone who punished him. In the dark. He’s afraid of the dark.”

			“He kills at night,” Eve pointed out.

			“He has to. He has to overcome it?”

			“Possibly. What else?”

			“I broke out of the vision. I broke out because I couldn’t stand it. And I called you. I know I should have let it run its course. I might have seen something that could help. I was panicked, and I fought it until I broke out.”

			“We got to her, to the scene, quicker because you contacted me. We were able to preserve the scene because we were able to get there so fast. That matters.”

			“I hope to God it does. Are you any closer to him?”

			“I think we are.”

			Celina closed her eyes. “Thank God. If you have anything of his, I can try to see him.”

			“We have the murder weapon.”

			Celina shook her head. “I’ll try, but it’s bound to be like it was before, so what I see—feel—is the act itself, and the emotions raging through it. I need something he’s touched with his bare hands. Something he’s worn or held to really see him, to add to what you already know.”

			Eve laid the cord on the table. “Try anyway.”

			Celina wet her lips, then reached out, touched the ribbon.

			Her head snapped back, and her eyes rolled up so only a slice of green showed in the white. As she started to slide out of the chair, her fingers went limp and released the ribbon.

			Eve leaped up, caught her before she hit the ground.

			“All him. Nothing of her. She’s gone. Hidden away when he puts it around her neck. There’s just his rage and fear and excitement. It’s all over me like—like insects biting at my skin. Horrible.”

			“What does he do when he’s done with her?”

			“Goes back to the light. He can go back to the light. I don’t know what it means. My head. My head’s splitting.”

			“We’ll get you something for it, and have you taken home. Peabody?”

			“Let’s get you a blocker. Do you want to rest before you go home?”

			“No.” She leaned against Peabody. “I just want to go.”

			“Celina.” Eve covered the red ribbon with her hand so when the woman turned she didn’t see it. “You might want to talk to Dr. Mira, a little counseling.”

			“I appreciate the thought, I really do, but counseling—”

			“Her daughter is Wiccan, and a sensitive.”

			“Ah.”

			“Charlotte Mira. She’s the best, and it might help you to talk to someone who’d understand your . . . situation.”

			“It might. Thanks.”

			When she was alone, Eve lifted the red cord, studied it. She didn’t need to hold it to see, or to feel. Gift? she wondered. Or curse?

			Neither, she decided, and sealed the ribbon again. It was a tool, nothing more or less.

			She was trying to find the energy just to stand when the door opened, and Commander Whitney came in.

			She rose immediately. “Sir. I’ve just finished interviewing Sanchez, and was on my way to your office.”

			“Sit. Where’s that coffee from?”

			“My office, Commander.”

			“Then it’ll be well worth it.” He got himself a mug, poured, then sat across from her. Saying nothing, he scanned her face while he drank. “How much sleep you bank?”

			“A couple hours.” Less, but who was counting?

			“Looks it. And the fact of that occurred to me when I came in and read your report. You’ve been eleven years, give or take a few months, under my command, haven’t you, Lieutenant?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“That length of time, and your rank, and you don’t feel it would be justified—even reasonable—to inform me that you’re not only running on fumes but have a vital interview scheduled for eight hundred hours when I ordered you to report to my office at nine hundred?”

			Since he seemed to want an honest answer, she took a moment to consider the question. “No, sir.”

			He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I thought as much. You eat any of those?” He jerked his chin toward the bagels.

			“No, sir, but they’re fresh from vending. Well, as fresh as we get from vending.”

			“Eat one now.”

			“Sir?”

			“Eat, Dallas. Indulge me. You look like hell.”

			She picked one up. “Matches how I feel.”

			“I spoke with the mayor, and have a meeting with him and Chief Tibble in about thirty. Your presence was requested.”

			“At the mayor’s office, sir, or The Tower?”

			“Mayor’s office. But I will inform His Honor and the Chief that you’re unable to attend as you are in the field.”

			She didn’t speak, but something must have run over her face. Something that made him smile. “Tell me what just went through your mind. And don’t clean it up. That’s an order.”

			“I wasn’t thinking anything, actually, sir. But I was mentally kissing your feet.”

			He laughed, picked up half a bagel, broke that in half, and bit in. “You’ll miss some fireworks. Shutting down a public park.”

			“I need the scene preserved while the sweepers comb it.”

			“And the mayor will counter, after all the political malarkey, that according to all reports, this perpetrator seals, and therefore you’re wasting public funds, police man-hours, and denying the citizens of New York access to public grounds while you chase the wild goose.”

			Politics weren’t her forte, but she’d already gotten there on her own. “The timing. In all probability he was still inside the park, very likely still with the victim at the dump site, when the first officers on scene arrived. He had to have her blood on him. If the timing was that close, he might not have had the time or the inclination to clean up. I know he didn’t. We found blood trails already. From kill site to dump site, and from there heading east. If I can mark his trail, his movements—”

			“Do you think because I’ve sat at a desk I don’t remember how it works in the thick? Every piece you find is another piece, simple as that. And while the mayor may not understand that, Tibble will. We’ll handle it.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“What’s your next move?”

			“I want to bring in EDD. I’ve been compiling a list, residents in a sector that rays out from the craft shop that each of the vics frequented, and a couple of gyms I need to check out that may apply. I need to juggle it down, cross-check. We find names. We find matches—residents, members, customers. We match and we eliminate and we find him. Feeney can cut through it faster, faster than I can, and then I can stay in the field instead of at a comp.”

			“Get it started.”

			She walked out with him, and parted ways to go back to her office.

			It was easy to brief Feeney. He understood her shorthand, her direction.

			“Won’t be quick,” he warned her. “But we’ll get on it as soon as you get us the data.”

			“I’m going to pressure the customer lists from the craft shop. Actually, two of them. One’s out of the parameter, but not by much. I’ll do the same at the gyms for membership lists. I’ll feed you what I get as I get it, and shoot the data we gathered last night to your office unit.”

			“Works for me.”

			“I’ve been running eye banks. Donors and receivers. I think it’s a time waster, but it has to be factored in. I’m going to give you what I’ve got on that, so you can add it to the mix.”

			“Give me all you got. You’re looking pretty peaky there, Dallas.”

			“Peaky? Jeez.”

			She cut transmission. She zipped files, lists, even her work notes to Feeney. Despite the peaky remark, she thought, he had a cop’s brain. Maybe outside of the e-work, he’d see something she’d missed.

			She grabbed the jacket she’d forgotten to put back on after her shower. Striding into the bull pen, she gave Peabody a come-ahead.

			“Let’s roll out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“What does peaky mean?”

			Peabody wrinkled her brow. “I dunno. Ah, a little look-see—you know, peekaboo?”

			“No.” Eve idled at a light. “As applies to someone’s appearance. They look peaky.”

			“Beats me, but it doesn’t sound good. Want me to try to look it up?”

			“No. I asked Feeney to do the matches, looking for names that come up residentially, and in consumer and/or employee lists from the area we’ve outlined, the shops and fitness facilities within. We need to get the lists.”

			“Feeney will find matches quicker than either of us. But it’s still going to take time, considering the size of the area and the number of people we’re dealing with. Then there’s the number of matches to wade through. People tend to do at least some of their shopping and business in their own neighborhoods.”

			“Then we profile them. Unmarried males to start.”

			“I can follow the detecting dots. He likely lives alone, is between thirty and fifty.”

			“Closer to thirty,” Eve interrupted. “Close, I think, to the ages of his victims.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know, just feels right. It could be a kind of trigger, couldn’t it? The age. The age he is himself, the age he sees her—the one he’s really killing. He’s grown up, he’s on equal ground now. He can punish her.” Eve jerked a shoulder. “I sound like Mira.”

			“Some. And like Mira, it sounds plausible. So, we assume he’s around thirty. We know he’s strong, has big feet. According to our civilian consultant, he also has big hands and is well over six feet in height. But we can verify through evidence, the strength and the feet.”

			While negotiating traffic, Eve glanced at her partner. “Doesn’t sound like you’re convinced by our civilian consultant.”

			“I believe her, but her visions aren’t hard fact. We work with the facts, and consider the rest.”

			“Now that’s the kind of cynicism I like to hear.”

			“She isn’t making this stuff up, and she didn’t fake her reaction to the murder weapon. Dog-sick in the bathroom. Another couple of minutes I’d have called an MT. But visions can be tricky.”

			“Can they?”

			“You know, when it comes to sarcasm, you have perfect pitch. What I’m saying is, visions often twist around reality.”

			Interested, Eve glanced over. “For instance?”

			“For instance, Celina may see the killer as unusually big—tall, large hands, and so on—because he’s powerful. Not only physically, which we can determine by the MO, but in some other way. Professionally, say, or financially. Or she sees him this way because he kills, and that’s frightening to her. The boogie man’s a big guy.”

			“Okay.” Eve nodded as she began the hunt for parking. “Keep going.”

			“We know his shoe size, and that it’s considerably larger than average. From this we can extrapolate that he is probably taller than average for a man. We know he’s strong enough—powerful enough, you could say—to carry a woman, the dead weight of that woman, nearly fifty yards, and down a short but fairly steep cliff. It’s cop work that’s giving us the most likely picture of his physical type, not visions.”

			“Does the cop work confirm her visions, or do her visions confirm the cop work?”

			“It’s both, isn’t it?” Peabody held her breath when Eve utilized the vertical and lateral modes to squeeze into an empty slice of space at a curb. Then let it out when it actually worked. “Civilian consultants are tools, but we have to know how to use them.”

			Eve eyed the traffic, waiting for a break in it where she could get out of the car without being slammed into the pavement. “She doesn’t see his face.”

			“Could be he wears a mask. Or it could be she’s too afraid to look, that she blocks it.”

			Eve stepped onto the sidewalk. “Can she do that?”

			“If she’s strong enough, and scared enough. And she’s plenty scared. She’s not a cop, Dallas,” Peabody continued as they walked. “She’s seeing murder, and it’s not her choice the way it is ours. We don’t want to see it, we don’t pick up the badge. We sure as hell don’t work in Homicide. I chose this because I wanted to live and work in New York, always did. I wanted to be a cop, and the kind of cop who found the big answers to the big questions. Who worked for people who’d been victimized, and against the ones who’d made them victims. You?”

			“Close enough.”

			“Okay, but Celina didn’t choose. She didn’t decide, hey, I want to be a psychic, that’d be frosty. But she took what was laid on her and made her life work with it.”

			“Gotta respect that.” Eve gave a brief glance at the sidewalk sleeper with his grimy license hung around his neck who was happily posing for tourists.

			“Now, this comes along,” Peabody added. “And I think one of her biggest fears is that this new deal isn’t a one-shot. That she’s afraid murder is going to be something she sees, even after this one’s over. It’s weighty.”

			“That must’ve been some puke session.”

			Peabody snorted out a laugh. “Gold metal status. But what I’m saying is she’s trying, and it’s costing her. She may help us, but in the end, it’s our job, not hers.”

			“Agreed.” Eve stopped outside the craft shop. “Using sensitives is problematic under the best of circumstances—the best being the sensitive is cop-trained and elects to be part of the investigative team. We’ve got neither of those things in this case. But she’s linked into this, locked in. So none of us has a choice. We’ll use her, ask the questions, follow up on her visions. And you hold her head when she barfs.”

			She reached for the door, stopped. “Why New York, Peabody?”

			“Big, bad city. Hey, you want to be a crime fighter, you want to fight big, bad crime.”

			“Lots of big, bad cities out there.”

			“None of them is New York.”

			Thoughtfully, Eve studied the traffic jammed on the streets. Horns blasted in arrogant defiance of city ordinances. On the corner, a glide-cart vender shouted out colorful insults to the retreating back of a customer who’d obviously annoyed him.

			“You got that right.”

			“Well. Well. This is a very unusual request.”

			The store manager dithered in her tiny office, where the single chair was covered in what looked to Eve to be a lot of scraps stuck together in a pattern that worshipped some demanding and possibly psychotic god of color.

			She was a fortyish woman with apple cheeks and a constant smile. She continued to use it even as she stood wringing her hands together and looking confused.

			“You do keep a customer list, Ms. Chancy?”

			“Well, of course. Of course, we do. Most of our clientele repeat, and they appreciate being notified of specials and sales and events. Why, just last week we had—”

			“Ms. Chancy? We just want the list.”

			“Yes. Well, yes. Lieutenant, is it?”

			“It sure is.”

			“You see, I’ve never had a request of this nature, and I’m unsure how to proceed.”

			“Let me help you out with that. You give us the list, and we say thank you for your cooperation.”

			“But our customers. They may object. If they feel I’ve, somehow, infringed on their privacy, they may object, you see. And shop elsewhere.”

			It wasn’t difficult, in the confined space, for Peabody to nudge Eve. “We can assure you of our discretion, Ms. Chancy,” she said. “This is a very serious matter we’re investigating, and we need your help. But there’s no reason for us to reveal to any of your customers how we obtained their name.”

			“Oh, I see. I see.”

			But she continued to stand, biting her smiling lip.

			“What a beautiful quilt chair.” Peabody ran her hand over it. “Is this your work?”

			“Yes. Yes, it is. I’m particularly proud of it.”

			“I can see why. It’s exceptional work.”

			“Thank you! Do you quilt?”

			“A little. I do a little of this, a little of that. I’m hoping to make more time for my handwork in the future, especially since I’m moving to a new apartment shortly. I’d like to have it reflect my interests.”

			“Well, of course,” Ms. Chancy said, enthusiastically.

			“I noticed how well supplied and how organized your shop is. I’ll certainly be back, in an unofficial capacity, as soon as I’ve settled into my new place.”

			“Wonderful! Let me give you our store information. We hold classes, you know, and have monthly clubs for any interest.” She plucked a disc out of a box covered with fabric daisies.

			“Great.”

			“You know, Lieutenant, handcrafting not only gives you the opportunity to create beautiful things that reflect your own style and personality while honoring centuries of traditions, but it is very therapeutic. I imagine anyone in your line of work needs to be able to relax and cleanse the soul.”

			“Right.” Peabody swallowed the tickle of laughter at her field promotion by the shopkeeper. “I couldn’t agree more. I have a number of friends and associates who could use the same.”

			“Really?”

			“If we could have your customer list, Ms. Chancy.” Peabody gave her a bright, toothy smile. “We’d very much appreciate your cooperation, and your support of the NYPSD.”

			“Oh. Hmm. When you put it that way.” She cleared her throat. “But you’ll be discreet?”

			Peabody kept the smile plastered on her face. “Absolutely.”

			“I’ll just make you a copy.”

			Back on the street Peabody’s smile turned smug, and there was a little bounce to her step as she walked. “Well?”

			“Well what?”

			“Come on.” She jabbed Eve with her elbow. “Spread a little glory.”

			Eve stopped at a glide-cart. Caffeine was going to be an essential part of the day. “Couple tubes of Pepsi,” she ordered.

			“One straight, one Pepsi Fitness. Watching the weight,” she said to Eve.

			Eve shrugged, dug out credits. She took the first hit and decided there was hope left in the world. “You did a good job. Maybe a longer dance than the one with me smashing Chancy’s face into her desk, but not as messy.”

			“See, now that we’re partners, I can be the one with the voice of reason.”

			“Uh-huh. What was up with that chair?”

			“Quilt chair. They can be a real focal point—homey or amusing or striking. And it’s a clever way to recycle scraps from other projects. I didn’t like her choice of fabrics, but the workmanship was first class.”

			“Gee, the things you learn,” Eve said. “That have absolutely no use. Pick up the pace, Peabody, it’s a quicker way to ditch the weight than drinking PFs.”

			“But see, I’m drinking the PF and exercising. Which means I can have dessert at the dinner party tonight. So, what are you wearing?”

			“What am I . . . oh shit.”

			“I don’t think that’s appropriate attire for a casual dinner. We have to go,” she continued before Eve could speak. “Unless things heat up, we have to. A couple, three hours—after shift—socializing and recreating with friends isn’t going to hamper the investigation, Dallas.”

			“Jeez.” She chugged Pepsi as she strode the half a block north toward the first fitness center. “It’s weird enough, this whole cozy gathering, but now I have to do it on no sleep and with bodies piling up. My life used to be simple.”

			“Mmm.”

			“It did. Because it didn’t have all these people in it.”

			“If you need to shove somebody out, you know, to simplify? Could you give Roarke the push? See, McNab and I have this understanding. If Roarke’s clear, I get to take my shot at him. McNab gets one at you.”

			When Eve choked on the last swallow from the tube, Peabody gave her a helpful thump on the back. “Joking. Just sort of joking.”

			“You and McNab have a sick, sick relationship.”

			“We do.”

			Peabody beamed. “It makes us very happy.”

			Jim’s Gym was a hole in the wall down a dingy flight of stairs and through a muscular iron door. Eve assumed if a prospective member couldn’t handle the door, he was laughed back up to the sidewalk where he could slink away holding his puny biceps.

			It smelled male, but not in a flattering sense. It was the kind of odor that hit you dead center of the face, like a fist wrapped in a sweaty jock strap.

			Paint was peeling from the walls that had been tuned up to an industrial gray around the time she’d been born. There were rusty splotches in the ceiling from water damage and a grimy beige floor so soaked with sweat and blood the fumes of both rose up like fetid fog.

			She imagined the men who frequented the place breathed it in like perfume.

			The equipment was elemental—no frills. Weights and bars, a couple of heavy bags, a couple of speed bags. There were a few clunky machines that looked to have been manufactured in the last century. A single spotted mirror where a man built like a cargo shuttle was doing biceps curls.

			Another was bench-pressing what looked like your average redwood, without a spotter. She imagined the concept of spotters would be spat upon in such facilities.

			A third man pummeled one of the heavy bags like it was an adulterous ex-wife.

			All were stripped down to baggy gray sweatpants and shirts with the arms ripped off. Like a uniform, she thought. All that was missing were the words Bad Ass emblazoned over the chest.

			When Eve and Peabody stepped in, all movement stopped. Biceps Curls held his fifty-pounder suspended, Bench Press clanked his redwood in the safety, and Heavy Bag stood, pouring sweat, with his fist laid into the bag.

			In the silence, Eve heard the echoing thuds from the next room, and the encouraging: “Lead with your left, you stupid fuck!”

			She scanned the faces, then went with Heavy Bag because he was the closest. “Place got a manager?”

			To her amazement, he flushed scarlet—all two hundred twenty-five pounds of him. “Ah, just Jim. He’s, um, he owns the place. He’s, um. Um, he’s got Beaner sparring over in the ring. Ma’am.”

			She started across the room. Bench Press sat up, eyed her with open suspicion and considerable dislike. “Jim, he don’t take no females in here.”

			“Jim must be unaware that it’s illegal to discriminate due to sex.”

			“Discriminate.” He barked a laugh and sneered. “He don’t discriminate. He just don’t take no females.”

			“A fine distinction. What you got there? Two seventy-five. That be about your weight?”

			He swiped sweat from his wide, cocoa-colored face. “Guy can’t bench his weight, he’s a girl.”

			With a nod, Eve unlocked the weights, adjusted them. “That’s my weight.” Then she wagged a thumb, inviting him to rise.

			Heavy Bag stepped over as she positioned herself on the bench. “Ma’am. You don’t want to hurt yourself.”

			“No, I don’t. Spot me, Peabody.”

			“Sure.”

			Eve curled her hands around the bar, set. And did ten slow, steady reps. She replaced the bar, slid off the bench. “I ain’t no girl.”

			She nodded to Heavy Bag, who blushed again, then strolled toward the next room.

			“I can’t bench my weight yet,” Peabody said in an undertone. “I guess I’m a girl.”

			“Practice.”

			She stopped to watch the sparring match.

			There was a bruiser in the ring with black skin so glossy it looked oiled. He had tree-trunk legs, abs that looked like ridges of steel. A punishing right, she noted, but he telegraphed it by dropping his left shoulder.

			His opponent was in the Nordic god style, and quick on his feet. When she stepped closer, she made it as a droid.

			The trainer was wrapped in gray sweats and jogged to different spots outside the ring to shout instruction and insult with equal fervor.

			He was about five eight, Eve judged, and on the shady side of fifty. From the looks of it, his nose had had the occasion to meet someone’s fist with some regularity. When he peeled back his lips to spew abuse on his fighter, Eve caught the glint of a silver tooth.

			She waited until the end of the round and watched the black guy—heavyweight division—hang his head as the flyweight berated him from outside the ropes.

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Eve began.

			Jim’s head whipped around. “I don’t like women in my place.” He heaved a towel at his fighter, then rolled toward Eve like a small tank. “Out.”

			Eve took out her badge. “Why don’t we start over?”

			“Female cops. Worse than a regular female. This is my place. Man oughta be able to do what he wants to do in his own place and not have some female cop come around telling him he has to cater to women.”

			He was working up a good head of steam, eyes bulging, head bopping like a pigeon’s, feet dancing in place. “I’ll shut down before I have females prancing around here and asking me where’s the fucking lemon water.”

			“Aren’t we both lucky I’m not here to bust your chops about your overt violations of discrimination laws.”

			“Discrimination, my ass. This is a serious gym, not some froufrou palace.”

			“So I see. I’m Lieutenant Dallas, this is Detective Peabody. We’re Homicide.”

			“Well, I sure as hell haven’t killed anybody. Lately.”

			“That’s a big relief to me, Jim. You got an office?”

			“Why?”

			“So we could go there and have a discussion instead of me cuffing you and hauling your disagreeable ass into Central to have the discussion there. I’m not interested in shutting you down. I don’t give a rat’s skinny ass if you block women from your membership list or if you haul them in by the bargeload to dance naked in the showers. Providing you have shower facilities, which from the smell of things, you don’t.”

			“I got showers. I got an office. This is my place, and I run it my way.”

			“Fine and good. Your office or mine, Jim?”

			“Goddamn females. You.” He jabbed a finger at his fighter who continued to stand, gloves dangling, head down. “You do an hour with the rope till you learn what to do with your damn clumsy feet. I gotta go have a discussion.”

			He marched off.

			“Things started going downhill,” Peabody commented as they started after him, “as soon as they gave us the vote. Bet he has that sad day circled in funeral black on his perpetual calendar.”

			They had to climb a set of rusty iron stairs to a second level. The amazing stench of body odor, mildew, and flatulence identified the shower facilities. And made the eyes water.

			Even Eve, who didn’t consider herself overly fussy, was forced to agree with Peabody’s whispered: gross.

			Jim turned into a room identified as his office by the desk buried under sparring gloves, mouth guards, paper, and used towels. The walls were decorated with photos of a younger Jim in boxing trunks. In one he held a title belt aloft. Since his right eye was swollen shut, his nose bloody, and his torso black-and-blue, she assumed it hadn’t been an easy victory.

			“What year did you take the title?” Eve asked him.

			“Forty-five. Twelve rounds. Knocked Hardy into a coma. Took him three days to come out of it.”

			“You must be proud. We’re conducting an investigation into the rape and strangulation of two women.”

			“Don’t know nothing about it.” He tossed what might have been a pile of dirty laundry off a chair and sat. “Got two ex-wives. Gave up on women after the second one.”

			“Wise choice. We believe the killer lives, works, or frequents this area.”

			“Which is it? Typical female, can’t make up your mind.”

			“I can see why you have those two ex-wives, Jim. You’re such a charmer. Two women are dead. They were beaten, raped, strangled, and mutilated, for no reason other than they were women.”

			The cocky grin faded from his face. “That’s why I don’t watch nothing but the sports channels. You think I go around beating and raping and killing women? I gotta get me a damn lawyer now?”

			“That’s up to you. You’re not a suspect, but we believe the man who killed these women, who may have killed others, is serious about his body maintenance. He’s big, and he’s very strong. You’d get that type in here.”

			“Well, Jesus H. Christ, what am I supposed to do? Ask a guy when he comes in to lift if he’s going out to strangle some woman after?”

			“You’re supposed to cooperate with the authorities and give me your membership list.”

			“I know laws and shit. I don’t have to do that unless you slap me with a warrant.”

			“Try this instead.” Eve reached into Peabody’s bag and took out Elisa Maplewood’s ID photo. “This is what one of his victims looked like. Before. I won’t show you the after. You wouldn’t recognize her, not after what he’d done to her. She had a four-year-old daughter.”

			“Jesus H. Christ.” He looked away from it, glowered at the wall. “I know the guys who come in here. You think I’d let some crazy woman-killer use my place? I’d sooner have females.”

			“The membership list.”

			He puffed out his cheeks. “I don’t hold with rape. Man’s got a hand, doesn’t he? Plenty of LCs around if he’s got to stick his dick in something. I don’t hold with rape. Worse than killing, you ask me.”

			He shoved at the debris on his desk until he unearthed an ancient portable computer.

			Peabody heaved out a breath when they were back on the street. “That was an experience. My olfactory sense is still in shock. It may take a week to recover. Some of the places we hit yesterday were a little ripe, and you could say colorful. But that wins the trophy.”

			“We’ve got another one to go. Second craft place is two blocks west. We’ll hit that, double back, and take the next gym.”

			Peabody calculated the distance already hiked, the distance yet to go. “I get two desserts tonight.

			It took more than two hours. It would’ve taken longer, but they caught an assistant manager at the craft center who was so excited at the prospect of being even a peripheral part of a murder investigation she would have given them every scrap of data at her fingertips.

			The second gym was cleaner, more crowded, and a great deal less pungent. But the manager insisted on speaking with the owner, who refused any cooperation until he, himself, could come in to deal with the situation.

			He was a hard-bodied six three, a light-skinned Asian with a skullcap of salt-and-pepper hair. He offered Eve a hand and took hers in the careful way of a big man who was aware of his size and strength.

			“I’ve heard about these murders. It’s a terrible thing.”

			“Yes, sir, it is.”

			“Why don’t we sit down?”

			His office wasn’t any larger than Jim’s, but it looked to have been cleaned and outfitted not only within the last quarter century, but perhaps within the last week.

			“I understand you want a list of our members.”

			“That’s right. Our investigation indicates the killer may use facilities such as this.”

			“I don’t like to think I’m acquainted with, or doing business with, anyone who could do something like this. It’s not that I don’t want to cooperate, Lieutenant, but it seems I should consult with my lawyer first. Membership lists are confidential.”

			“You’re free to do so, Mr. Ling. We’ll get a warrant. It’ll take some time, but we’ll get one.”

			“And the time it takes may give him the opportunity to kill another woman. I hear the subtext, loud and clear. I’m going to give you the list, but I’m going to ask if you need anything else, to come directly to me, rather than my manager. I’ll give you my private number. Men gossip, Lieutenant, the same as anybody. I don’t want our members put off by the idea they may be pumping iron or showering off next to a homicidal maniac.”

			“That’s no problem.” She waited a moment while he ordered his computer to access the membership list and copy to disc. “You don’t cater to women?”

			“Female members are welcome,” he said with a hint of a smile. “Otherwise I’d be in violation of federal and state statutes regarding discrimination. But oddly enough, you’ll see we have no women on our membership list currently.”

			“Surprise, surprise.”

			“We’ll let Feeney run with this awhile and grab a couple hours’ sleep,” Eve said when she and Peabody walked back toward Homicide. “We’re going to need follow-ups with Morris and Mira, and if there’s no report from the lab by fifteen hundred, we need to kick Dickhead.”

			“Want me to set them up?”

			“No, I’ll . . .” She stopped when she saw the big man rise from a bench outside her division. “Yeah, go ahead. Then take the two hours of personal.”

			Eve hung back until Peabody moved off into the bull pen, then, dipping her hands in her pockets, walked forward.

			“Hey, Crack.”

			“Dallas. Good thing you came along when you did. Cops, they get nervous when a big, beautiful black man hangs around.”

			Big he was. Black he was. But beautiful, not even close. He had a face even a besotted mother would have a hard time loving—and that was before the tattoos. He wore a skintight silver T-shirt under a long black leather vest. Snug black pants followed the acreage of his legs. Thick-soled black boots added another inch to his already impressive height.

			He owned a sex club called the Down and Dirty, where the drinks were next to lethal, the music was hot, and many of the patrons had spent as much time in a cage as out of one.

			They called him Crack as he claimed that was the sound he made when he knocked people’s heads together. And that summer, Eve had held him while he’d wept like a baby beside the body of his murdered sister.

			“You just here to scare cops?” she asked.

			“Nothing scares you, white girl. You got a minute? Maybe some place without so many ears.”

			“Sure.” She led the way into her office, shut the door.

			“Cop shops,” he said with a glimmer of a smile. “Don’t know as I’ve ever been in one in what you might call a voluntary capacity.”

			“Want coffee?”

			He shook his head, shifting his bulk to look out the window. “Ain’t much of a place here, hot stuff.”

			“No, but it’s mine. You going to sit?”

			Again, he shook his head. “Ain’t see you in a while.”

			“No.” The silence hung a moment, as they both thought of the last time they’d seen each other.

			“Last time I did was when you come by my place to tell me face-to-face that you got the bastard killed my sister. I didn’t have much to say to you.”

			“Wasn’t much to say.”

			His shoulders lifted, fell. “No. Too much to say.”

			“I went by your place a couple weeks ago. Barman said you were out of town.”

			“Couldn’t stay here after what happened to my baby. Had to get away awhile. Did me some traveling. Big-ass world out there. Took a look at some of it. Never thanked you for what you did for me and my baby sister. Couldn’t get the words out before.”

			“You don’t have to get them out now.”

			“She was beautiful.”

			“Yes, she was. I’ve never lost anybody really close to me, but—”

			He turned back to her now. “You lose people every day. Don’t know how you get through one and into the next.” He drew a deep breath. “I got the letter from your man saying how the two of you had a tree planted in the park for my girl. That was a fine thing to do. I went by to see it, and it’s a fine thing. Want to thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			“You did right by her, I wanted to say that. Wanted to say I know you took care of her, and I won’t forget it. The living’s got to live, no matter what. So now I’m gonna try to do that, best I can. You come down to the D and D now, I’ll be there. Kicking ass and cracking heads, like always.”

			“I’m glad you’re back.”

			“You need anything from me, you just ask. Now, I gotta tell you, hot lips, seen you look better.”

			“Long couple of days.”

			“Maybe it’s time you got out of town awhile.”

			“Maybe.” She angled her head as she considered him. “You’re a big guy.”

			“Sweetcheeks.” He patted his crotch. “I got written testimony to that effect.”

			“Bet. But just keep that big dog on the leash.” She was thinking of geographics again. “Big, beautiful black man wants to maintain his big, beautiful build he goes to the gym regular.”

			“I got me some equipment of my own.” He winked lasciviously. “But I use a place a couple times a week. Keeps mind and body disciplined.”

			“You know Jim’s Gym?”

			“Shithole.”

			“I hear that. What about Bodybuilders?”

			“Ain’t no ladies there. Why I want to waste this body on a buncha men? ’Sides, man with my attributes gets hit on in a place like that. Then I have to be busting somebody’s face, and I use up my valuable time. Me, I use Zone to Zone. Man can get himself a full massage—a full massage—after his workout if he’s inclined.”

			“But you know the other places, and you could check them out from the inside, if you were so inclined?”

			His grin spread. “Could, if a skinny white girl cop asked me to.”

			“I’m looking for a guy, between six four and six eight, around two-seventy. Light-skinned. Woman hater. Loner. Seriously strong.”

			“Maybe if I moseyed into those places, like I was maybe considering changing my fitness allegiance, I’d see somebody like that.”

			“Maybe you would. Then you could tell me.”

			“See what I can do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Eve banked an hour’s sleep at her desk. When she woke, she was almost disappointed to find the lab reports holding in her incoming. There would be no way to justify trouncing the chief lab tech.

			She read them over, listened to the interoffice memo from Peabody clearing the follow-ups, then scanned her voice and e-mail.

			A message from the commander’s office informed her she was required at a media conference at sixteen hundred. She’d seen that one coming. And she was going to be both unprepared and late if she didn’t get her butt in gear.

			She scrubbed her hands over her face, and put through a call to Morris at the morgue.

			He was at his desk, and answered himself.

			“What can you tell me?” she asked him.

			“I’m about to send you the report, but I can tell you Lily Napier had a short life, that it was ended in the same manner as Elisa Maplewood’s, and in my opinion by the same individual. There was more violence to the face and body, which would lead me to believe his rage is increasing.”

			He shifted, and she could see him bring up a file. “Your on-site was thorough, as always. To that I can add she consumed some pork-fried rice four hours prior to her death, and was mildly anemic. There was no semen. I found fibers inside the vagina. My guess would be they’re from her panties, and were carried inside during the rape. There were other fibers that will likely be identified as textile, and almost certainly be from her own clothing. Grass and dirt under her nails, in accordance with your observation. She dug them into the ground. No hair, other than her own.”

			“Hair from Maplewood turned out to be from the dog, and a squirrel,” Eve told him. “Dog’s obvious, and it’s probable she picked up the squirrel hair on the grass in the park. Dickhead’s report IDs the fibers under Maplewood’s nails as man-made, black. Ubiquitous black cloth. We’ll match it when we get him, but for now we’ve got nothing from him.”

			“Lunatics are, unfortunately, rarely stupid.”

			“Yeah. Thanks, Morris.”

			She was about to try Mira’s office when she felt her blood sugar bottom out. Since her chocolate supply was tapped for the moment, vending was her only choice. She walked out to the hallway and stared at a snack machine with pure dislike.

			“Problem?”

			She glanced over, saw Mira. “No. I was just going to grab something, then tag you.”

			“I had a consult in this section. Thought I’d come to you.”

			“Good, fine.” After a brief hesitation, Eve pulled credits out of her pocket. “Do me a favor? Get me a Booster Bar.”

			“All right.” But she waved Eve’s credits away. “My treat.”

			“Thanks.” Eve stuck them back in her pocket, jiggled them. “I’m avoiding contact with machines unless absolutely necessary. It’s an experiment.”

			“Hmm. Fake fruit or fake caramel?”

			“Fake caramel. Did you have time to read the report on Napier?”

			“Only to scan it, I’m afraid.” Mira made the selection, and the machine—in what Eve considered particularly snotty tones—raved about the Booster Bar’s delicious flavor, energy snap, and on-the-go convenience before reciting the ingredients and nutritional data.

			“There ought to be a mute feature on these things. There really should.” Eve ripped the wrapper, bit in. “Do you need more time to study the case file?”

			“I’ll certainly take it, but I can tell you what you’ve probably already concluded. He’s escalating. Since he killed again so quickly, it’s logical to assume he’s already selected and stalked more targets. Your on-site indicates no defensive wounds, and a more violent beating premortem.”

			“She was smaller than Maplewood. Sort of delicate. And he clocked her in the face first off, I’d say. Broke her jaw. Didn’t have any fight in her.”

			“From the premortem injuries, my conclusion would be he was more angry, more frustrated, by the fact this victim didn’t fight. He can only truly demonstrate his superior strength and power if his victim struggles.”

			“Beating on somebody’s not much fun if they can’t feel it.”

			“In this case, I’d agree with that. She would have been somewhat of a disappointment to him.”

			“If he’s disappointed, he may kill again more quickly. He may need the satisfaction.” Eve took another bite of the bar, paced up and down the corridor while Mira waited patiently.

			“I’ve got a media conference coming up. Do I tell women with long brown hair to stay off the streets after dark? Jesus. I feel like I’m building a box around him. I feel that, but I haven’t got all the sides steady in place yet. While I’m getting them, while I’m looking for the goddamn lid, he’s going to get another one.”

			“Yes, he probably will.” Mira spoke with complete calm. “He may very well kill more than one before you finish the sides of that box and close the lid. And those deaths will be his doing, his responsibility. Not yours.”

			“I know that, but—”

			“But it’s hard for you to think there’s a woman out there, going about her day, her life, unaware that someone’s planning to end it, violently. Horribly. It’s hard for you to know he may succeed despite everything you’re doing.”

			“While he’s planning it, I’m going to a fricking dinner party tonight.”

			“Eve.” Mira took her arm, eased them a little farther away from the traffic pattern in the corridor. “There was a time you did nothing but the work.”

			“Dinner party.” Eve held her hands out like scales, juggled the right. “Stopping a killer.” And dropped the left as if with great weight. “No-brainer.”

			“It’s not that simple or clear-cut, and you know it.” The stubborn set of Eve’s jaw had her pushing the point. “I’ll tell you now that I estimated you had two, maybe three more years before you burned out. Before you couldn’t stand over another body and keep your sanity. That would’ve been a tragedy, for you, for this department, for the city.”

			Even the thought of it rolled ice into Eve’s gut. “I wouldn’t have let it happen.”

			“It’s not a choice. Two years ago February,” Mira said quietly. “You came in for standard Testing after terminating a suspect.”

			“Suspect’s a little vague description-wise when the guy was holding the bloody knife with the kid he’d just ripped apart in the blood pool at his feet.”

			“You almost didn’t make it through Testing. Not because of the termination, which was justified and necessary, but because of the child. You got through it on sheer will. You know it, and so do I.”

			She remembered. She remembered perfectly the way she’d raced up the stairs, the screams tearing through the air, tearing through her head. And what she’d seen when she’d broken in the door. Too late.

			She’d looked like a doll. A tiny, staring doll in the hands of a monster.

			“I can still see her. Her name was Mandy.” Eve eased out a breath. “Some hit you harder than others.”

			“I know it.” Unable to prevent herself, Mira laid a hand on Eve’s arm, rubbed lightly from elbow to shoulder. “You did the job, but couldn’t save the child. And it hit you, very hard. You’ve had others, will have others, that hit you equally. And the fact that you’ve opened your life, that you will go to a dinner party tonight, even if the job is still circling in part of your mind, may or may not make you a better person, a better cop, but I can promise you it’s given you more years. A great many more years on the job.”

			“There was a time what you’re saying would’ve just pissed me off.”

			A smile quirked Mira’s lips. “Something else I know.”

			“Since it doesn’t—much—maybe you’re right. It’s just dinner. You gotta eat.” She looked down at the wrapper in her hand, gave a half laugh. “Eventually.”

			“I’ll read the case file more thoroughly. If there’s anything else, I’ll contact you right away. And I’m going to red-flag this investigation. I’ll be available to you for consult anytime. Day or night.”

			“Thanks.” She rolled the wrapper into a ball, pitched it into a recycler. “And thanks for the boost. All around.”

			She stopped off in the bathroom to splash ice water on her face. And pulled out her communicator as she dried off.

			“Peabody.”

			“Sir!”

			Eve could see her white face, her startled eyes, in the dim light of the crib. “On your feet, soldier. Media conference in fifteen. One Police Plaza.”

			“Got it. Just let me slap myself around and wake up. I’m on my way.”

			“Get there now. I’ll slap you around.”

			“You sweet-talker.”

			Eve’s lips twitched as she broke transmission. Maybe it wasn’t such a hardship to open up her life—here and there.

			In the grand scheme, Eve considered media conferences more of an ache in the ass than an actual pain. It was an annoyance, like a mild digestive disorder.

			She could see the politics of the setup—using the steps of Central to make it a cop deal, rather than a mayoral one. Having the mayor make a brief statement before stepping back and giving the podium to the chief.

			Tibble was terse and to the point, as she expected from him. He looked powerful and concerned and angry. All the traits you’d want in the city’s top cop when a killer was brutalizing innocent women in the public parks. He wore a dark gray suit with a somber blue tie, and a small gold NYPSD badge in the form of a pin glinting on his lapel.

			A formal and distinguished look, Eve supposed, that fit him like a glove. He took no questions but, like the mayor, issued a statement.

			We’re in charge, Eve concluded. But we’re not in the trenches. We work for order, and send our soldiers out to maintain it.

			It was a good theme, a strong stand, and a wise move to yield the podium to Whitney.

			It all took time, and though no new information was really dispensed, it gave the media bones to gnaw on, and let the public know their top officials were on the job.

			It was a good city, tightly run, Eve thought. For all its dark corners and jagged edges, it was a good city. That was important to remember. You didn’t want to lose sight of the value and the strengths because you spent too much time wading through the wastes.

			So she could stand here, in the bright light of a September afternoon on the steps of her house, and know there was murder and meanness and casual cruelties, and still it was a good city.

			A good city, and the only home she’d ever had.

			“As primary on this investigation, Lieutenant Dallas will take more questions.” Whitney turned to her. “Lieutenant.”

			Pecking order, Eve thought, and on impulse, took Peabody’s arm, ignored the shocked jerk from it, and drew her to the podium.

			“My partner, Detective Peabody, and I have little to add to the previous statements and the answers Commander Whitney has already given. This investigation is our priority. It is ongoing and active, and we are pursuing any and all leads.”

			Questions spewed out like a geyser of hot air. She let them wash over her, then picked one out of the flood.

			Both victims were mutilated. Do you believe these to be cult killings?

			“None of the evidence we’ve accumulated during this investigation indicates cult involvement. We believe Elisa Maplewood and Lily Napier were both killed by one individual, acting alone and on his own volition.”

			Can you give us the nature of these mutilations?

			“Due to the nature of the investigation, our desire to apprehend this individual with dispatch, and the necessity of building a strong case to bring said individual to justice, we can’t reveal specifics as pertains to said investigation.”

			The public has a right to know.

			Did they never tire of swinging that splintered bat? Eve wondered.

			“The public has a right to be protected, and we’re doing everything in our power to do so. The public has a right to be confident that its police force and city officials will work diligently to identify, apprehend, and prosecute the person responsible for the deaths of Elisa Maplewood and Lily Napier. The public does not have a right to all the salient and sensitive details of this case.”

			And you, she thought, don’t have the right to clock up your ratings by slathering over the dead.

			What connection is there between the two victims?

			“Peabody,” Eve murmured, and heard her partner gulp.

			“They were both killed by the same method,” Peabody stated. “They were both female, in the same age group, the same racial group. They were both in public parks at the time of the attacks.”

			What other connections? What are your leads?

			“We’re not able to disclose or discuss specific details of the investigation for reasons already stated.”

			Do you consider him a sexual predator?

			“Two women,” Eve began with what she considered Herculean patience, “were brutalized, raped, and murdered. I think you can draw your own conclusions.”

			Do you believe he’ll kill again?

			Can you describe the murder weapon in more detail?

			Do you have any suspects?

			Do you expect to make an arrest soon?

			Will you close more parks?

			Was the mutilation sexual in nature?

			“I wonder.” Her eyes had been flat and cold, but now hints of temper glinted in them. Eve interrupted the barrage of questions, and this time there was an edge in her voice. “I sincerely wonder which part of ‘we will not disclose or discuss specifics’ you fail, as a group, to comprehend. I wonder why you insist on wasting your breath and our time asking questions we cannot and will not answer. So let me save us all the effort and tell you what I know.”

			They quieted, as if she were about to reveal a new set of commandments. “Two women, and let me repeat their names in case you’ve forgotten them. Because I haven’t forgotten who they were, nor has my partner, nor has any member of this department forgotten them. Their names are Elisa Maplewood and Lily Napier. These women’s lives were violently and unrightfully taken. They were taken near their own homes, in our city. It is their rights that were violated in the most heinous way. It is their rights we will seek to defend as we continue our investigation. We will continue this investigation, with all the resources available, until such time as the individual who violated them is identified, apprehended, and incarcerated. I work for Elisa Maplewood and Lily Napier, and now I’m going to get back to it.”

			She turned away, strode back into Central, and ignored the questions hurled at her back.

			The moment she was back in, a handful of cops, drones, and civilian liaisons broke into applause.

			“Shit” was all Eve said, and that was under her breath.

			“I thought you were brilliant,” Peabody said from behind her. “Sincerely.”

			“Doesn’t do any good to get pissed off, or to preach.”

			“I think you’re wrong. I think Maplewood’s and Napier’s friends and families will appreciate what you said, and how you said it. Aside from that, I think it sends a message to the killer. Loud and clear. We’re hunting him, and we’re not going to stop.”

			“Yeah. Well, there’s that.”

			“And since I enjoy watching you tear a small strip off the more ass-holey reporters, I can forgive you for tossing me into the deep end of the pool, without so much as a ‘Hold your breath.’ ”

			“You did fine.”

			“I did,” Peabody agreed. Then closed her mouth quickly when Tibble and Whitney entered.

			“Lieutenant, Detective.” Tibble nodded to both of them. “You had considerable to say this afternoon, Lieutenant. Not your usual taciturn self.”

			“No, sir.”

			“Well said. Commander?”

			Whitney paused as Tibble strode off. “Mayor’s closing it down. A moment of silence for the victims.” Whitney glanced toward the doors, cynicism in every pore. “An inspired touch and a good visual for the evening reports. Chill down a little,” he suggested, “and get back to work.”

			“I’m as chilly as I’m going to get,” Eve decided after he’d moved off to join Tibble. She checked the time. “It’s early for anyone who was on Napier’s shift, but let’s take a shot at O’Hara’s.”

			Her pocket ’link signaled. “Hell,” she muttered when the readout warned her it was Nadine.

			“I’ve made my statement, answered the questions. I’m done, Nadine.”

			“I’m not calling as a reporter. Give me five minutes.”

			She’d sneak, Eve thought, she’d prevaricate, but she wouldn’t lie.

			“Heading down to the garage. Can you get in there?”

			The smirk twisted her lips. “Please.”

			“Level One, Section Three. I don’t have time to wait for you.”

			She didn’t have to wait. Nadine was already there, and the fact that she was idly buffing her fingernails told Eve she wanted to rub it in a little.

			“I know this is your slot,” Nadine began. “But since when is this your ride?”

			Eve skimmed a hand over the fender of the shiny blue vehicle. Soon, when she was absolutely sure of privacy, she might just kiss it.

			“Since my devious partner used the right bribe on the right person.”

			“Go, Peabody.”

			“It was nothing. A couple vids of Dallas naked in the shower, and we’re cruising.”

			“Very funny. What do you want, Nadine? I’m on a tight schedule.”

			“Breen Merriweather.” There was no smirk now.

			“You have information?”

			“I don’t know that I do. I’ve very carefully asked some questions,” she added before Eve could speak. “I know how to ask questions, and I comprehend all manner of things, including we will not discuss or disclose. Asking questions with the idea that Breen was one of this bastard’s targets puts a different complexion on the answers. She made an offhand comment, a few nights before she disappeared, to some of the tech crew.”

			“What comment?”

			“Coffee-break talk, some of the girl techs. One of them man-hunting. No good men left in the city. No big strong heroes, blah, blah. And Breen said she should come ride home with her some night. There was this big, silent type starting to ride her train. She made some joke about that old horse—you know, the size of a man’s thumbs indicating the size of his equipment. Said this guy must be hung like a bull because his hands were the size of turkey platters.”

			“That it?”

			“No.” She pushed at her hair. “They were joking around, just chilling. So there was a lot of how big is he, Breen, and your expected lewd conversation. She—Breen—she said she’d pass him to one of the other girls, because he wasn’t her type. She liked men with hair, and he was probably an asshole anyway, because he always wore sunshades. Middle of the night, and he’s wearing sunshades.”

			“Okay.”

			“It had to be him.”

			“A lot of people ride the subway at night, Nadine. Some of them are men. Some of the men are large. But yeah, it’s possible.”

			“Trains have security cams.”

			“Yeah, they do.” It was hard to look at hope, insistent hope, in the eyes of a friend. “And the discs are recycled every thirty days. She’s been gone a lot longer than that.”

			“But you could—”

			“I’ll look into it.”

			“The sunshades, Dallas. He’s got a thing for eyes.”

			“I comprehend things, too. I’m going to follow up on it.”

			“All right.” She backed off though Eve could all but see her quiver to say more, to ask more. “You have to promise to let me know.”

			“Soon as I can.”

			Nadine nodded, then shook herself and looked back toward the vehicle. “So, how long you figure before you trash this one?”

			“Shut up.”

			To discourage further conversation, she got in the car. She started it up, reversed around Nadine, and drove out of the garage.

			And immediately contacted Feeney.

			“I’ve got a tip.”

			“Me, too. Let a smile be your umbrella and you’re gonna get your dumb ass wet.”

			“Huh. I’ll remember that. Merriweather, Breen, missing and presumed. She commented to a coworker a couple days before she poofed about a big guy who started riding her train. Made a lot of comments regarding his size. Also described him as bald and wearing sunshades.”

			“Discs are recycled by now, if not destroyed.” He pulled his lip. “We can go to the Transit Authority, cull through until we find discs, if they still exist, for that time period. We can pick through the images, try to find echoes of previous images. Lot of luck involved there, but we might find him.”

			She noticed—tried not to, but couldn’t avoid it—that today’s shirt was the color of lime juice. “I can ask Whitney for the extra manpower and OT you need.”

			“I can do my own begging, thanks. I’ll send a couple of boys down to get started. Got the train route in the file.”

			“Keep me in the loop.”

			“McNab’s eyes are going to bleed,” Peabody commented when Eve ended transmission. “That’s what he gets for being an e-man.”

			“We get a visual of this guy, we nail that visual, we nail the box.”

			It was going to take time, Eve thought. Not just hours, but days. And more than luck, it was going to require a small miracle.

			O’Hara’s was as advertised: a small, reasonably clean Irish-style pub. More authentic in that area, Eve noted, than some billed as such in the city that attempted to prove it by slapping up shamrocks everywhere and requiring the staff to speak with fake Irish accents.

			This one was dimly lit, with a good, solid bar, deep booths, and low tables scattered around with short stools bracketing them rather than chairs.

			The man working the stick was wide as a draft horse, and pulled pints of Harp, Guinness, Smithwick’s, with an easy skill that told her he’d likely been doing so since he could stand.

			He had a ruddy face, a thatch of sandy hair, and eyes that skimmed and scanned the room like a cop’s.

			He’d be the man to see.

			“I’ve never had a Guinness,” Peabody commented.

			“You’re not having one now.”

			“Yeah, on duty and all. But I’m going to have to try one sometime. Except they look a little scary and they cost beyond.”

			“Get what you pay for.”

			“Huh. Yet another tip.”

			Eve stepped up to the bar. Its tender pushed pints into waiting hands, then worked his way down. “Officers,” he said.

			“You’ve got good eyes. Mr. O’Hara?”

			“I’m O’Hara. My father was on the job.”

			“Where?”

			“In merry old Dublin.”

			She heard it in his voice, the same lilt that crept into Roarke’s. “When did you come over?”

			“When I was but a green and cheery twenty, off to seek my fortune. And did well enough.”

			“Looks like.”

			“Ah well.” His face sobered. “You’re here about Lily. You want my help, or that of any here, to find the bastard who murdered that sweet girl, you’ve got it. Michael, take the stick. We’ll sit down a moment,” he said to Eve. “Will you have a pint?”

			“On duty,” Peabody said, a little morosely, and he grinned.

			“Beer’s next thing to mother’s milk, but I’ll pour you out something soft. Take that booth down there. I’ll be right along.”

			“Pretty nice place.” Peabody settled in the booth, looked around. “I’m going to come back with McNab, try the Guinness. Does it come in light?”

			“What would be the point?”

			O’Hara brought two soda waters and a pint to the booth, and slid his bulk in across from them.

			“To our Lily then.” He lifted his glass. “Bless her sweet soul.”

			“What time did she leave here that night?”

			He sipped. “I know you’re cops, but I haven’t your names as yet.”

			“Sorry.” She pulled out her badge as she spoke. “Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody.”

			“Roarke’s cop. I thought so.”

			“You know Roarke?”

			“Not in a personal manner of speaking. I’ve a few years on him, and we ran in different circles back in the day. My father knew him,” O’Hara said with a twinkle.

			“I bet.”

			“Did well for himself, too, didn’t he now?”

			“You could say. Mr. O’Hara—”

			“I don’t know him personally,” O’Hara interrupted, and leaned in, his eyes keen on hers. “But I know of him. And one of the things I know is that he’s a man who tends to want and have the best. Would that include his cop?”

			“I’m sitting here, Mr. O’Hara, as Lily’s cop. And I’m going to make damn sure she’s got the best.”

			“Well.” He sat back, lifted his pint again. “Well now, that’s a fine answer. She left about half-one. It was a slow night so I scooted her along a bit early. I should’ve had someone walk her home. I should’ve thought of that after what happened to that uptown woman. But I never thought of it.”

			“You’ve got good eyes, Mr. O’Hara. Did you notice anyone in here that made you look harder?”

			“Girl, doesn’t a week go by someone doesn’t make me take a harder look. I run a pub, after all. But not what you’re meaning. There was nobody I saw who made me think I’d need to worry for my girls.”

			“He’d be big,” Eve continued. “A big man, strong-looking. He’d keep to himself, wouldn’t socialize or make conversation. He might have worn sunshades. He wouldn’t sit at the bar, unless there was no choice. He’d want a table—in Lily’s section—and he’d make it clear he didn’t want company.”

			“I’d remember someone like that.” He shook his head. “But I don’t. I’m here most nights. But not every.”

			“We’d like to talk to whoever worked Lily’s shift.”

			“There’d be Michael, there at the bar now. And Rose Donnelly, Kevin and Maggie Lannigan. Ah, Pete, back in the kitchen at the dishes. Peter Maguire.”

			“Regulars?”

			“Ah well. Why don’t I write some of this down for you, get you addresses where I can. You can talk to Michael now, for he’s a clever enough lad and can work the bar and talk at the same time.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Let me tell you something about Lily. She was a shy thing, and we teased her about it. She had a kind and quiet nature, and worked well. When she got to know you, got comfortable so to speak, she was easier. She had a smile for you, and she remembered your name and what you ordered. She didn’t shine, but she was steady and sweet. We won’t forget her.”

			“Neither will we.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			The interviews took them past end-of-shift. And, Eve thought, unless she was going to screw up her personal life, she had to set the rest aside and head uptown.

			“We could manage Rose Donnelly, that would finish it off.” Peabody gestured west. “She doesn’t live far.”

			“If it wasn’t her night off, we might’ve caught her here. We can swing by, then I’ll dump you and . . . Hold that thought.” She dragged out her signaling ’link. “Dallas.”

			“I’m hoping I could speak to you.” Celina’s tired face filled the screen. “I can come to you.”

			“Something new?”

			“No. Just . . . I’d like a few minutes.”

			“I’m downtown anyway. I’ll come by now.”

			“Good. Thanks.”

			“I’ll take Sanchez,” Eve told Peabody. “See if you can link up with Donnelly, get her statement.”

			“Works for me. I’ll see you later, at dinner. Walking another two blocks.” Peabody rubbed her hands together. “I get to eat everything that’s not nailed down.”

			Eve jumped back in the car, headed for SoHo. And called Roarke. “Hi. I’m running a little late.”

			“Shock and amazement.”

			“Everybody’s got a joke today. I’ll be there. I’ve just got to make another stop first.”

			“Don’t worry about it. If little becomes very, do you prefer to go straight to Charles’s, meet me there?”

			“I’ll let you know, but I hope to hell not. I want a goddamn shower. I think I can make it in an hour. Probably. Around.”

			“Close enough. I saw your press conference. They ran its entirety, and are following up with various sound bites.”

			“Goodie.”

			“I was very proud of you.”

			“Well . . . jeez.”

			“And I thought, if I were the man this woman with the cold and tired eyes was after, I would tremble.”

			“You wouldn’t tremble if I was holding my weapon at your throat, but thanks. I’m going to take this last meet, then I’m heading home.”

			“Me, too.”

			“Oh.” She brightened a bit. “You’re still at work, didn’t realize. That’s good, that’s better. I’m not the only one scrambling. See you.”

			Pleased with the situation, she pulled up in front of Celina’s loft. Even as she crossed to the entrance, Celina’s voice came through the intercom.

			“I’ve cleared locks. Come right up.”

			Anxious, Eve thought as she went inside and entered the elevator. When it reached level two Celina was waiting to open the gate.

			“Thanks for coming. Thanks for being so quick.”

			“I wasn’t that far away. What’s going on?”

			“I need to . . . can I get you something? Tea? A glass of wine?”

			“No. I’m heading home. I’ve got a thing.”

			“Oh.” Distractedly, Celina brushed a hand through her hair. “Sorry. Let’s sit down anyway. I made tea. Needed to keep busy while I waited for you.”

			Tea, Eve noted, along with little cookies, some neat wedges of cheese. Looked like girl-chat time to her, and she didn’t have the time or the inclination. “You said there wasn’t anything new.”

			“I haven’t had another vision.” She sat, poured tea for herself. “I kept some of my appointments today. Thought I should try. But I ended up cancelling the rest after taking the first two. I just can’t concentrate.”

			“Tough on business.”

			“I can afford the time off. The regulars understand, and as for new clients . . .” She moved her shoulders, elegantly. “It adds to the mystique. But that’s not the point.”

			“And the point is?”

			“I’m getting to it.” Celina tilted her head. “Not much on small talk, are you?”

			“I figure there’s a reason it’s called small.”

			“Suppose you’re right. To begin, I watched your media conference. I wasn’t going to, but I felt, I thought, I should.”

			She curled up her legs. “And it made me think.”

			“It made you think what?”

			“I can do more. I should do more. There’s a reason I’m getting these visions. I don’t know what it is, not specifically, but I know there’s a purpose. And while I’m doing the minimum I feel is required of me, I could do more.”

			She sipped tea, then set the cup down. “I want to discuss going under hypnosis.”

			Eve lifted her eyebrows. Just when you’re ready to bail, she thought, something interesting comes along. “How would that help?”

			“There’s a part of me that’s blocking.” Celina touched her hands to either side of her head, then her heart. “Call it a survival mechanism, which I like better than yellow-bellied cowardice. Something in me that doesn’t want to know, to see, to remember, so I don’t.”

			“Blocking the way you block picking up impressions or whatever you call them from people without their consent?”

			“Not really. That’s a conscious act, though it becomes as elemental as breathing. This is subconscious. The human mind is a powerful and efficient tool. We don’t use it to its capacity. I don’t think we dare.”

			She picked up one of the little golden cookies she’d set out with the tea, and nibbled. “We are able to block. Trauma victims often do. They’re unable or unwilling to remember the trauma, or details of it, because they can’t or won’t face it. You must see this sort of thing in your work.”

			And in herself, Eve thought. In all the years she’d blocked out what had happened in that room in Dallas. “Yes.”

			“Under hypnosis, those blocks can be removed or lowered. I may see more. I know there’s more, and I may see it. With the right practitioner . . . I’d need someone—I’d insist on someone very skilled not only in hypnosis, but in dealing with sensitives. I’d want a medical doctor present as well. I’d want Dr. Mira to do it.”

			“Mira.”

			“After you gave me her name, I did some research. She’s very qualified in all the areas I’d need. She’s also a criminologist, so it seems to me she’d be more cognizant of what to ask me, where to guide me while I was under. You trust her.”

			“Absolutely.”

			Celina gestured with the cookie. “And I trust you. I don’t put myself in just any hands, Dallas. To be honest, I’m afraid of this. But I’m more afraid of doing nothing. And you know what’s worse?”

			“No.”

			“I’m terrified I’ve been pushed into a new arena. That what I have, what I am, is moving down a path I never wanted for myself.” She hugged her right arm, rubbing it gently as if to soothe a spasm. “That I’m going to spend the next phase of my life seeing murder and violence, linking with victims. I liked my life the way it was. It makes it harder to realize it may never be just that way again.”

			“And still you want me to contact Dr. Mira?”

			She nodded. “The sooner the better. If I stall, I might lose the courage to follow it through.”

			“Give me a minute,” Eve said as she pulled out her ’link.

			“Oh. Right.” Celina rose, picked up the tea tray. She carried it into the kitchen.

			With slow, deliberate moves, she put the clean cup and saucer away, set her own in the sink.

			Then she laid her hands on her face, pressed her fingers to her closed lids. And hoped, with everything she was, that she was ready for what was coming.

			“Celina?”

			“Yes.” On a quick jerk, she dropped her hands, then turned to the doorway where Eve stood.

			“Dr. Mira can see you tomorrow, at nine. She’ll need to do a consult first, and a physical exam before she agrees to hypnotherapy.”

			“Yes, good.” She squared her shoulders as if adjusting to a weight, or shrugging one off. “That makes sense. Will you—could you be there?”

			“If and when the hypnosis is approved, yes. Up until you’re set to go under, you can change your mind.”

			Clasping a hand over the crystals dangling from her neck chain, Celina shook her head. “No, I won’t. I thought this through, up and down and sideways before I contacted you. I won’t change my mind. We’re going to move ahead. I can promise you, I won’t turn back now.”

			Eve dashed in the house, slammed the door at her back. “I’m late,” she snapped before Summerset could speak. “But here’s the thing, I’m not always late, but you’re always ugly. Who’s got the real problem?”

			Since she finished the question at the top of the stairs and kept going, she wasn’t annoyed with any reply he might have made.

			She stripped off her jacket as she hit the bedroom door. Released her weapon harness and tossed it on the sofa. Yanked off boots by hopping one-footed toward the bathroom, and had her shirt off when she heard the water running.

			Damn, he’d beaten her home after all.

			She peeled off the rest. “Turn that water temp up.”

			“Done. I adjusted when I heard the graceful patter of your delicate feet stomping about in the bedroom.”

			Knowing Roarke wasn’t above being hysterically amused by having her scream after jumping into cold water, she stuck her hand in the spray first.

			“Trusting soul,” he said, grabbing her hand and hauling her in. “Let’s stay home and make hot, wet love in the shower.”

			“Forget it.” She elbowed him aside, pumped soap into her hand. “We’re going to dinner. We’re going to sit around somebody else’s house and make stupid conversation and eat food we don’t even get to pick for ourselves and pretend not to wonder exactly where in the apartment McNab and Charles punched each other out.”

			“I can hardly wait.” He pumped shampoo and began to lather it into her hair.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Saving you time. What have you done here?”

			She hunched her shoulders. “Nothing.”

			“You have. You’ve been whacking at your hair again.”

			“It was in my eyes.”

			“Back here?” He tugged. “Fascinating. Does the NYPSD know they have a cop with eyes in the back of her head? Has the CIA been notified?”

			“I can do this myself.” She pulled back, scrubbing vigorously at her hair while glaring at him. “Don’t tell Trina.”

			He smiled, wolfishly. “And what would my silence be worth to you?”

			“You want a quick hand job?”

			“See, you’re being deliberately crude to put me off.” He tapped her chin. “Oddly enough, it doesn’t work.”

			“She’ll know anyway,” Eve muttered, and stuck her head under the jets. “She’ll know, the next time she gets her hands on me. And she’ll make me pay. She’ll pour goo all over me, and lecture, and paint my nipples blue or something.”

			“What an interesting picture that creates in my fevered brain.”

			“I don’t know why I did it.” She jumped out and into the drying tube. “I couldn’t help myself.”

			“Tell it to the judge,” Roarke advised.

			They weren’t very late, Peabody thought. And when you had two cops—two currently overworked, sleep-deprived cops—being on time wasn’t even in the realm.

			Besides, she’d wanted to take as much time as she could squeeze out to make sure she looked her best. Since McNab had given her a big, “Oh, baby!” she figured she’d pulled it off.

			He looked pretty adorable himself. His hair was all shiny and slick, and his cute little butt was nice and snug against the seat of black pants—saved from being too conservative by the fluorescent silver stripe running down each leg.

			She had her hostess gift—a clutch of fairly fresh tiger lilies she’d snagged from a vender near her subway stop—and they’d been cleared through the lobby to the elevator.

			“Now, you’re going to play nice, right?”

			“Of course I’m going to play nice.” He fiddled with the collar of his silver shirt and wondered if he should’ve added a tie. Give Monroe a run for his sophisticated money. “Why wouldn’t I?”

			She rolled her eyes at him as they stepped into the elevator.

			“Then. Now. Then you were sleeping with him, and I was drunk and pissed off. Now you’re not and neither am I. Drunk and pissed off,” he qualified.

			She ordered Charles’s floor, fluffed at her hair, and wished she’d had time to curl it, just for a change. “Neither was I.”

			“What did you have to be drunk and pissed off about?” he asked.

			“Sleeping with him. You sure my ass doesn’t look fat in these pants?”

			“What?”

			“My ass.” She craned her head around to try to see for herself. “It feels like it looks fat.”

			“What do you mean you weren’t sleeping with him? After Louise? You mean after Louise.”

			“I mean ever. There ought to be a mirror in here so I could check my fat ass.”

			“Your ass isn’t fat, and shut up. You were going around with him for months.”

			She gave the flowers she carried a little sniff. “You sleep with everybody you go around with?”

			“Pretty much. Now just a damn minute.”

			“We’re going to be late,” she said as she stepped off the elevator and into the hall.

			“We’re going to be later. You telling me you never boinked the LC? Ever?”

			“Charles and I were, are, friends. That’s it.”

			McNab grabbed her arm, hauled her back a step. “You let me think you were boinking him.”

			“No, you let you think I was.” She poked a finger into his chest. “And made an ass of yourself, which is a pretty short walk, really.”

			“You—he—” He paced down the hall and back again. “Why?”

			“Because we were friends, and because I was boinking you, moron.”

			“But we broke up because . . .”

			“Because, instead of asking what was going on, you accused and you ordered, and took that short walk to Assville.”

			“And you tell me now, a minute before we walk in his door.”

			“Yeah.”

			“That’s cold, Peabody.”

			“Yeah.” She patted his cheek. “I wait for payback, and I deliver. You were a jerk coming over here toasted and punching him, but I like that part. Which is why I was magnanimous enough to forgive you for sleeping with the twins.”

			“I didn’t.” He tapped a finger on her nose. “Gotcha.”

			“You didn’t?”

			“I was going to, and I could have because we were on the breakup shuttle. But I didn’t want the twins.”

			“You bragged about it.”

			“Hey, I’ve got a dick. Man’s got a dick, he’s gotta have pride in it.”

			“You are a dick,” she said, but with a sloppy grin. “Now I forgive you for thinking I was bouncing back and forth between you and Charles like some sex bunny.”

			“She-body, you’re my little sex bunny.”

			“Aw.” She flung her arms around him to exchange the sloppy grin for a big, sloppy kiss.

			The elevator doors opened behind them. “Oh God! There goes my appetite.”

			“Dallas.” Peabody sent a dreamy look over McNab’s shoulder. “We’re making up.”

			“Next time make up in a dark, locked room. McNab, your hands are in violation of several civil codes.”

			“Whoops.” Still, he gave Peabody’s butt a final squeeze.

			“You start on the transit discs?”

			“Eve.” Roarke laid a hand on her shoulder, aimed her toward Charles’s apartment. “Let’s at least try to make it through the door before you grill the detectives. Peabody, you look charming.”

			“Thanks. This is going to be fun.”

			They answered together, Charles Monroe, the urbane LC, and Louise Dimatto, the blue-blooded doctor dedicated to the downtrodden. Eve had to admit, they looked good together. He with his handsome vid king looks, and she with her polished-gold beauty.

			It didn’t mean she didn’t consider it one of the oddest couplings of her acquaintance, but they looked good together.

			“Everyone at once.” Louise laughed and reached for Eve, the closest. “Come in. It’s so good to see everybody when none of us is working.”

			She kissed Eve’s cheek, then made a fuss over the flowers Peabody offered.

			“Lieutenant Sugar.” Charles went for the hello kiss as well, but he aimed for the mouth. There was a twinkle in his eye shot in McNab’s direction, as he gave Peabody the same greeting.

			It was going to be, Eve decided, a really weird evening.

			The wine Roarke brought was welcomed, and opened. Conversation, Eve realized after ten minutes, wasn’t stilted or sparse. Everyone appeared to be in a party mood. She’d just have to tuck the case into another area of the brain and get into the personal game for a few hours.

			There was Louise, looking happy and picture pretty perched on the arm of Charles’s chair, and wearing the casual gear of a dark pink sweater and black pants. Bare feet with pink toenails. And to Eve’s considerable surprise, a little gold toe ring.

			Charles kept touching her in that absent and intimate way a man touched a woman who was his focus. A brush on the arm, a stroke on the knee.

			Didn’t she wonder about the women who paid him to touch them and a hell of a lot more? Apparently not, Eve decided, by the gooey looks they sent each other every five minutes.

			And there were McNab and Peabody, snuggled together on the cushy leather couch laughing and talking without any sign of awkwardness. Just one big happy family.

			As a trained observer, she could safely say she was the only one weirded out.

			Even as she thought it, Roarke leaned toward her, laid his lips close to her ear. “Relax.”

			“Working on it,” she mumbled.

			“Louise has been fussing half the day,” Charles commented.

			“I have.” Louise shook back her cloud of hair. “It’s the first time we’ve entertained friends together. And I like to fuss.”

			Fussing, Eve concluded, ran to putting small arrangements of color-coordinated flowers in little clear vases and positioning them in strategic spots throughout the apartment, and marrying the flowers with lots of white candles in different shapes and sizes so the light was subtle and gold.

			She’d probably selected the background music, too. Something muted and bluesy that suited the lighting. The table was already set with lots of candles and flowers there, too. And glassware that glinted.

			Put it all together with the wine and predinner finger food, and you had a cozy, relaxing atmosphere for an intimate gathering of friends.

			How did people know how to put it together? she wondered. Did they take classes? Punt and hope for the best? Buy instruction discs?

			“It was worth it,” Peabody commented. “Everything looks mag.”

			“I’m just glad we’re all here.” Louise sent her smile around the room. “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to make it—you particularly, Dallas. I’ve been following the case in the media reports.”

			“People keep telling me I need an actual life outside the job.” Eve shrugged. “I figure if you get away from it for a little while, maybe you’ll come back fresh.”

			“A healthy attitude,” Louise said.

			“Yeah, that’s me.” Eve leaned over and plucked one of the colorfully topped crackers from a canapé tray. “My ’tude’s always healthy.”

			“Especially when she’s kicking your ass.” With a grin, McNab ate a tiny stuffed shrimp.

			“Skinny as yours is, pal, it doesn’t take much.”

			“Do you ever get your skinny ass back to Scotland?” Louise asked him.

			“Not really. I was born here and all that. Went back and forth a lot when I was a kid. My parents decided to roost back there, outside Edinburgh about five years ago, I guess. I was thinking, maybe next time Peabody and I have some real time, we could go check it out.”

			“Scotland?” She goggled at him. “Really?”

			“They’ve got to meet my girl.”

			Her cheeks pinked. “I always wanted to go over and see Europe. You know, the countryside. Tromp around in fields and gawk at ruins.”

			Conversation turned to travel.

			“Dallas,” Louise said in an aside. “Give me a hand in the kitchen?”

			“The kitchen? Me?”

			“For a minute.”

			“Ah. Okay.”

			Eve followed her in, looked around. “We’re not going to actually cook or anything?”

			“What, do I look simple? Everything’s stocked from a very nice restaurant around the corner. It’s just a matter of putting it together for the table, which I’ll take care of in a minute.”

			Louise sipped her wine, studying Eve over the rim. “Are you taking care of yourself?”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because you look tired.”

			“Well, shit. I spent a good five minutes slapping goop on my face. What’s the point?”

			“Your eyes look tired. I’m a doctor, I know these things. And I would’ve understood if you’d needed to cancel tonight.”

			“Thought about it, but the fact is I couldn’t do anymore. Maybe I needed a break from it. Maybe I’ve got to learn how to take a break from it.”

			“That’s good. But we’ll make this an early evening.”

			“We’ll see how it goes. You and Charles . . . things cruising there?”

			“They are. He makes me awfully happy. No one has, in just that way, in a very long time.”

			“You look happy. Both of you.”

			“Funny, isn’t it, how you find someone when you’ve stopped looking.”

			“I don’t know. I never looked.”

			“Now that hurts.” With a laugh, Louise leaned back against the counter. “You don’t even bother to look, and you end up with Roarke.”

			“He just got in my way. Couldn’t get around him, so I figured I might as well keep him.” And oddly, she realized, it wasn’t small talk when it was with a friend. It was just . . . talk.

			“We’re thinking about taking a little holiday together, maybe next month. Go up to Maine or Vermont, look at the fall foliage and stay in some quaint little inn.”

			“You’re going to go look at trees?”

			Laughing, Louise brushed Eve aside to set up the salads. “People do, Dallas.”

			“Yeah.” Eve drank. “Takes all kinds.”

			Bitches. Whores.

			All but consumed with rage, he stormed around the apartment. He had the screen on repeat, playing the Channel 75 interview and the media conference over and over and over.

			He couldn’t help himself.

			They’d sent women out after him. Women discussing him, analyzing him, condemning him. Did they think he was going to take that?

			Look at them. Pretending to be so good, so clean, so righteous. But he knew better. He’d seen, and he knew. Underneath they were cheap and vicious. Weak and vile.

			He was stronger. Look at him now. Just look.

			He did, turning to one of the walls of mirrors to admire his body. The sheer shape and strength. The perfection he’d worked so hard to achieve. He was a man.

			“Do you see? Do you see what I am?”

			He turned, holding out his arms, and a dozen pairs of eyes stared back at him as they floated in their jars.

			They could see him now. She could see him. She had no choice but to look at him. Forever.

			“What do you think now, Mother? Who’s in charge now?”

			They were all hers. All those staring eyes. But she was still out there, judging him, ready with her punishing hand, her slashing belt. Ready to lock him in the dark so he couldn’t see. So he wouldn’t know.

			He’d take care of that. Oh, yes, he would. He’d fix her little red wagon. He’d show her who was boss. He’d show all of them.

			They’d pay. This mother’s son would make them pay, he thought as he stared back at the screen. He’d show them what he could do.

			These three. He moved closer to the screen, gritting his teeth as he looked at Eve, at Peabody, at Nadine. They’d have to be punished. Sometimes you had to deviate from the plan, that’s all. So they’d have to be punished. You were punished when you were bad. You were punished when you were good.

			He’d save the top bitch for last, that’s what he’d do. He smiled fiercely at Eve.

			It was always smart to save the best for last.

			It was a good meal, with good company. For nearly two hours, murder didn’t play in her head. She enjoyed, particularly, watching Roarke relate. The way he slid, so smoothly, between Charles’s urbane sophisticate and McNab’s street-smart wiseass. How he mixed with the women, flattering without being oily, flirting without being obnoxious.

			Effortlessly. Or it seemed effortless. But wouldn’t he have things on his mind, too? The big wheels and complex deals that made up his work and a large part of his life. He would’ve spent the day buying and selling God knew what, coordinating and supervising projects she couldn’t begin to imagine. Taking meetings, making decisions, contemplating the enormous chessboard of his empire.

			Then he could sit, over coffee and dessert, telling a story about some bar fight from his youth to make McNab roll with laughter, or exchanging opinions about great art with Charles.

			On the way home, he reached over, brushed a hand over hers. “That was a very nice evening.”

			“It didn’t even nearly suck.”

			“High praise indeed.”

			She laughed at herself, stretched out her legs. Somewhere along the line she’d taken his advice. She’d relaxed. And after she’d relaxed, damn if she hadn’t enjoyed. “I mean it.”

			“Darling Eve, I know you do.”

			“You’re a layered guy, Roarke.”

			“I’m nothing if not.”

			“I don’t know why I’m surrounded by smart-asses.”

			“Birds of a feather.”

			“Anyway,” she said after a beat. “It was educational to watch you schmooze.”

			“I wasn’t schmoozing. Schmoozing is business, or business-related. This was personal and friendly conversation.”

			“Ha. The things you learn.” She leaned her head back. She was tired, but she realized she wasn’t weighed down by fatigue. “There was a lot of conversation. And it wasn’t even boring or irritating.”

			“God.” He picked up her hand, pressed it to his lips as he drove through the gates. “I adore you.”

			“Lot of that going around tonight, too.”

			“It was pleasant to spend time with two couples so obviously in love.”

			“Hard to miss it with all the gooey looks and pats and strokes. Sex sizzling in the air and all that. You ever think how it’d be if you switched them around?”

			“Sizzling looks, gooey sex? I think of little else.”

			She snickered as they got out of the car to walk to the door. “No. The people. You put Peabody with Charles and McNab with Louise. It’d be totally screwed up.”

			“You could put Peabody with Louise.”

			“Sick. You’re a sick man.”

			“Just playing the game.” He took her hand as they walked upstairs to the bedroom. “You seem to have your second wind, Lieutenant.”

			“I think it’s my third, maybe fourth of the day. I actually feel pretty good.” She booted the door shut behind her. “In fact, sitting around in all that sizzle’s got me hyped. How about some gooey sex?”

			“Thought you’d never ask.”

			Hooking an arm around his neck, she jumped so he could catch her in his arms. She calculated her weight, his, narrowed her eyes. “How far do you figure you can carry me?”

			“To the bed would be my first guess.”

			“No, I mean how far do you think you could haul me like this? Especially if I’m . . .” She went limp, dropped her weight, let her arms dangle.

			She felt him shift and adjust, not quite stagger. “Tougher this way, right?”

			“I still think I can manage the bed, where I certainly hope you plan to revive a bit.”

			“You’re in good shape, but I bet you’d feel it if you had to carry me, say, twenty, thirty yards like this.”

			“Since I haven’t strangled you, yet, I won’t have to.”

			She boosted back up as he climbed the platform with her. “Sorry. No murder in the bedroom tonight.”

			She kept her arms locked around his neck when he lowered her to the bed. “You touch me.”

			Obviously amused, he nipped at her chin and that wonderful hair brushed her cheeks like strands of silk. “That’s definitely on the agenda.”

			“No.” She laughed again, then rolled over on top of him. “When we’re just hanging out, when you don’t even think about it. I like it.”

			She leaned down to rub her lips over his and, linking fingers, stretching sinuously down, slid his arms over his head. “I like this.”

			“Enjoy yourself,” he invited.

			“Probably should make it fairly quick, in case I lose this third, fourth wind.” She closed her teeth over his jaw, nipping lightly.

			Keeping his hands locked with hers, she ran her lips down his throat, traced them back to his. Then she curled back like a cat to unbutton his shirt.

			“Yeah.” She rubbed her hands over his chest. “You’re in shape.” Then her lips.

			She could feel his heartbeat pick up, drum lightly under her hands and lips. He wanted. Wasn’t it amazing he always wanted her?

			The muscles of his belly quivered when she tasted there, and jumped when she ran her tongue under his waistband. She slid down the zipper, freed him. Tormented him.

			Then uncurling, she watched him as she peeled off her shirt, as she took his hands and pressed them to her breasts.

			On a low hum of pleasure her head fell back. His hands were hard and smooth and skilled. The long, liquid tugs began, from heart to belly, from belly to loins, when he used them on her.

			“Let me. Let me have—” He reared up, clamped his mouth on her, and the hum became a sob, the tugs a burn.

			Now it could be desperate, now it could be urgent. Slick body straining to slick body, hands and mouths greedy for more. The sharp nip of teeth, the quick bite of nails, the hot slide of tongues.

			She was trembling when she straddled him. Once again their hands and eyes locked. She took him in, took him deep. And cried out.

			Breathless, she lowered her brow to his, fought for breath, for sanity. “A minute,” she managed. “It’s too much. Wait a minute.”

			“It’s not too much.” His mouth seared over hers. “It’s never too much.”

			Never would be. She rose up, and rode.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			While Eve was curled in dreamless sleep against Roarke, a woman named Annalisa Sommers split her part of the check and said good night to a few friends.

			Her monthly post-theater club had broken up a little later than usual as everyone had a lot of news to share. The club was just an excuse, really, for her to get together with some of her friends and have a bite to eat, a few drinks—and talk about men, work—men.

			But it also gave her the benefit of several opinions on whatever play they’d seen. She used them, as well as her own, for her weekly column in Stage Right Magazine.

			She loved the theater, and had since she’d played a yam in her first-grade Thanksgiving Day pageant. Since she couldn’t act—though she’d pulled the yam off well enough to have her mother cry a little—had no skill for design or direction, she’d turned hobby into career by writing observations, rather than straight reviews, on plays on and off—and way, way off—Broadway.

			The pay was lousy, but the benefits included free seats and regular backstage passes as well as the buzz of being able to make a semblance of a living doing something she enjoyed.

			And she had a good feeling that the pay was going to improve, very soon. Her column was growing in popularity for the very reasons she’d hyped when talking herself into a job with Stage Right. Regular people wanted to know what other regular people thought about a play. Critics weren’t regular people. They were critics.

			After ten months on the job, she was beginning to get recognized on the street and enjoyed having people stop her to discuss, to agree or disagree, it didn’t matter.

			She was having the time of her life.

			Everything was going so well. With work, with Lucas. New York was her personal playground, and there was no place else on earth she’d rather be. When she and Lucas got married—and her friends agreed things were definitely heading in that direction—they’d find a mag apartment on the West Side, throw fun and quirky little parties, and be ridiculously happy.

			Hell, she was ridiculously happy now.

			She tossed back her hair, and hesitated at the northwest corner of Greenpeace Park. She always cut through the park, knew the route through like she knew the route from her own kitchen to her own bedroom.

			A very short walk, she admitted, until that pay raise.

			But two women had been killed in city parks in the last week, so a shortcut at one in the morning might not be a smart move.

			That was ridiculous. Greenpeace was practically her backyard. She’d be through it in five minutes, and home safe, tucked into her own little bed and counting sheep before two.

			She was a native New Yorker, for God’s sake, she reminded herself as she veered off the sidewalk and into the leafy shadows. She knew how to handle herself, how to stay aware. She’d taken self-defense courses, stayed in shape. And she had Anti-Mugger spray with panic alarm in her pocket.

			She loved this park, day or night. The trees, the little play areas for kids, the co-op gardens for vegetables or flowers. It showed, to Annalisa, just how diverse the city was. Concrete and cucumbers, spreading within feet of each other.

			The image made her laugh as she walked quickly along the path toward home.

			She heard the kitten mewing before she saw it. It wasn’t unusual to find a stray cat, even a feral one in the park. But this one, she saw as she walked closer, wasn’t a cat. It was just a kitten, a little ball of gray fur, curled on the path and crying pitifully.

			“Poor little thing. Where’s your mama, you poor little thing?”

			She crouched down, picked it up. It was only when she held it she realized it was a droid. She thought: Weird.

			The shadow fell over her. Her hand dived into her pocket for the spray even as she started to spring back to her feet.

			But the blow to the back of her head sent her sprawling.

			The droid continued to mew and cry as blows rained down on her.

			At seven hundred and twenty hours the next morning, Eve stood over Annalisa Sommers. The park smelled green. Verdant—she thought that was the word. Sort of alive and burgeoning.

			You could hear the morning traffic, on the street and overhead, but here, there was a small slice of countrified with a vegetable patch spread out in tidy rows behind a screen of pest and vandal fence. She didn’t know what the hell was growing in it. Leafy stuff and viney stuff and things that sprawled over small, neat hills.

			Part of that verdant smell was probably fertilizer or manure or whatever the hell these people mixed in the dirt to grow things they’d eventually put in their mouths and call natural.

			Well, come to think of it, there wasn’t anything much more natural than shit.

			Except blood and death.

			At the end of the patch, behind the odd little vertical triangles where vines grew, behind the screen to keep dogs and street people out, was a statue of a man and a woman. Each wore a hat. He carried some sort of hoe or rake, and she a basket loaded with what was meant to be the fruits of their labor. A harvest.

			Harvest was the name of the statue, she knew, but everyone called it Ma and Pa Farmer. Or just Ma and Pa.

			Annalisa lay at their feet, like an offering to the gods with her hands clasped between her naked breasts. Her face was bloody and ruined, her body covered with bruises.

			“Crappy way to start the day,” Peabody commented.

			“Yeah. A lot crappier for her.”

			Eve fixed on her goggles, got out her gauges. “Get her ID.”

			She began to recite what the recorder could already see.

			“Victim is Caucasian female. Evidence of violence on face, torso, limbs. Broken clavicle. No defensive wounds evident. Red corded ribbon at the throat apparent murder weapon. Strangulation. There is evidence of sexual assault. Bruising and lacerations on the thighs and genitals.”

			“ID’d as Annalisa Sommers, age thirty-two. Resides Fifteen West Thirty-first.”

			“Identification now on record. Victim’s eyes have been removed in a manner similar to previous victims Maplewood and Napier. Manner of assault, death, mutilation, location type, and position of body all in accordance with previous victims.”

			“He doesn’t vary much from pattern,” Peabody said.

			“Not much. Why mess with success? Got some hair fibers. On her right hand, adhering to the dried blood.”

			She tweezed them off, bagged them. And sat back on her haunches.

			“What was she doing in here, Dallas? Walking through here in the middle of the damn night. They four-walled the media conference. She had to know this guy trolls the parks.”

			“Not going to happen to her. People always think it can’t happen to them, instead of thinking it’s going to happen to somebody, why not me.”

			She studied the body. “She lives close. That fits with the others, too. Odds are she had a pattern, coming through here, on her way home, or away from home. She cuts through, knows her way around. Hair’s not right,” Eve muttered.

			“A little shorter than the others, a little darker. But still in the ballpark.”

			“Yeah.”

			“He’d have to be a little flexible, wouldn’t he?”

			“Apparently.”

			With the scene on record, the body’s position logged, she turned the victim’s head, lifted it. “Took a blow to the back of the head. Hard blow. Maybe he comes up behind her, comes up, hits her, takes her down. She’s got some scrapes at the knees, grass and dirt in the cuts. She goes down, hands and knees.”

			She lifted one of the hands, showed the abrasions on the heels. “Then he lays into her. Beating, kicking. Violence is escalating each time. More premortem violence. Losing it. Rapes her, carts her over, finishes the job.”

			“We didn’t hear from Celina on this one.”

			“Noticed that?” Eve pushed to her feet. “We’ll tag her in a few minutes. Let’s look at the kill site.”

			It wasn’t far this time, just on the other end of the vegetable patch, along the path. Traces of blood were in splotches or sprinkles or smears, over grass and dirt.

			Made it easier for him, Eve thought. He only had to carry this one about eight feet.

			“Lieutenant?” One of the sweepers held out an evidence bag. “Found this at point three there. Standard pocket-sized Anti-Mugger. Might be hers. Didn’t do her a lot of good.”

			“We’ll check for prints.”

			“Got some hair, too. Few strays on the path, point one. Gray, so they aren’t hers. Eyeballing, they don’t look human.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Probably squirrel again,” Peabody said.

			“Maybe. What was her employment, Peabody?”

			“Columnist, Stage Right Mag.”

			Eve nodded. “Coming home then. Walking home. Oh-one hundred’s late for theater. A drink after, maybe, or dinner. A date. Shortcut it through the park. It’s her neighborhood. She’s got her spray in her pocket just in case, so no worries. Quick breeze through and you’re back on the street and almost at your own doorstep. He’s waiting for her. Got the spot picked out, knows she’ll walk right by. Takes her down from behind.”

			She frowned at the slight impression on the grass one of the sweepers had already marked. “Carts her over to lay her under Ma and Pa. Finishes the job.” She shook her head again.

			“Get what else you can on her. Next of kin, spouse, cohabit partner. I’m going to try Celina before we look at the vic’s residence.”

			She moved away from the crime scene areas, put in the call.

			Impatient, she jammed her hand into her pocket. The ’link had just switched to voice mail when Celina answered. “Cancel answering system.” Celina pushed at her hair. “Sorry, I was asleep. I barely heard the signal. Dallas? Shit, shit! Am I late for my appointment?”

			“You got time. Get a good night’s sleep, Celina?”

			“I did. Tranq’d the hell out of myself.” Her eyes were a little dopey, a little vague. “Still groggy. Look, can this wait until I get some coffee?”

			“We had another one.”

			“Another what?”

			Eve saw the realization seep in, widen Celina’s heavy eyes. “Oh God. No.”

			“I want some time with you. I’ll meet you at Mira’s office.”

			“I’ll . . . I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

			“Just keep the nine o’clock. I can’t get there sooner.”

			“I’ll meet you there. I’m sorry. Dallas, I’m sorry.”

			“Me, too.”

			“Got a mother and a sister in the city,” Peabody told Eve. “Father’s remarried and lives in Chicago. No spouse. Never married. No kids.”

			“Let’s take the apartment, then the mother.”

			It was a small place—dramatic and messy, as Eve thought was often the case with single women. Playbills and theater posters were her decorator’s choice. A playback of her ’link transmissions turned up several in just the last twenty-four hours of her life.

			“Chatty girl,” Eve commented. “We’ve got the mother, the sister, coworkers, gal pals, and a guy called Lucas who’s apparently her romantic interest. All this chatter tells us she went to see a play at the Trinity last night, then out for supper and drinks with friends. Let’s run the friends, and see if we can ID this Lucas.”

			“I’ll see what I can get from the neighbors.”

			When Peabody went out, Eve continued to look around. Lived alone, she decided, but entertained men—or a man—from time to time. Date underwear in the drawers, along with a few standard sex toys. There were a few photos and holos, and two of them showed the victim with the same man.

			Coffee-light skin, dark hair, neat goatee with soul patch, big smile with lots of teeth. Nice-looking guy, she thought, and she’d bet the bank his name was Lucas.

			She took the photo into evidence. If they didn’t get a last name, she’d run the picture for an ID match.

			A gregarious, sociable woman who liked the theater, Eve mused. Kept up a friendly relationship with her mother and sister, had several pals, and from the conversations on the ’link had a monogamous romantic relationship with a man named Lucas.

			And was dead because she cut through the park to save herself three blocks.

			No, Eve corrected. She was dead because someone selected her, stalked her, and killed her. If she hadn’t cut through the park last night, there’d have been another time or another way.

			She’d been a target. Mission accomplished.

			“Lucas Grande.” Peabody came back in. “Songwriter and session musician. They’ve been seeing each other for a while. Neighbor said six months, or a little more. She saw the vic on her way out last night, about seven. Just waved at each other, but the neighbor thinks she was wearing jeans and a blue sweater, short black jacket.”

			“Get an address for Grande. We’ll take him after we see her mother.”

			Eve wasn’t sure which was worse, telling a mother her daughter was dead and watching her shatter, or telling a man his woman was dead and watching him dissolve.

			They’d woken him. He’d come to the door sleepy-eyed, rumpled, and mildly annoyed.

			“Look, I turned the music down. I don’t play it loud after ten o’clock. Nobody complains on this floor. I don’t know what bug’s up the ass of that guy upstairs. He’s so freaking hyped, he can spring for soundproofing.”

			“This isn’t about a disturbance or complaint, Mr. Grande. We’re going to need to come in.”

			“Well, shit.” He backed up, gestured impatiently. “If Bird got busted for Zoner again, it’s got nothing to do with me. We do sessions together. We’re not joined at the damn hip.”

			“We’re here about Annalisa Sommers.”

			“Annalisa?” His mouth quirked. “Did she and her girlfriends get polluted and do something stupid last night? I gotta bail her out or something?”

			“Mr. Grande, I’m sorry to tell you, Ms. Sommers was killed last night.”

			The tickled smile dropped off his face. “That’s not funny. What the hell’s wrong with you to say something like that?”

			“Mr. Grande, her body was found this morning, in Greenpeace Park.”

			“Come on. Come on.” He retreated as he said it, his hands coming up as if begging her to stop.

			“Let’s sit down.”

			“Annalisa?” Tears flooded his eyes. “Are you sure it’s Annalisa? It could be somebody else.”

			Anybody else, he’d be thinking, Eve knew. Anybody but mine.

			“I’m very sorry, Mr. Grande. There’s no mistake. We need to ask you some questions now.”

			“I just saw her yesterday. Grabbed lunch with her yesterday. We’ve got a date Saturday. How can she be dead?”

			“We’re going to sit down now.” Peabody took his arm, led him to a chair.

			The room was crowded with instruments. Some sort of keyboard, a music comp, a couple of guitars, sound boxes. Eve snaked between them to sit across from him. “You and Annalisa were seeing each other.”

			“We’re going to get married. As soon as I ask her. I was going to ask her at Christmas. Wait until Christmas, make it special. What happened to her?”

			“Mr. Grande, tell us where you were last night.”

			He had his hands to his face, and the tears were trickling through his fingers. “You think I could hurt her? I couldn’t ever hurt her. I love her.”

			“No, I don’t think that, but I need to ask.”

			“I had a session, ran until midnight, maybe later. After we hung around the studio, had some brews, some pizza, jammed. Got home, I don’t know, around three. Jesus, did somebody hurt her?”

			“Yes, somebody hurt her.”

			His face was already splotchy from weeping, but now it went white under the stain. “You said the park. Oh, my Jesus Christ. You said the park. Those other women. It was like those other women? Annalisa?”

			“Tell me where you had your session, and who was there, and we’ll get that out of the way.”

			“Tunes, on Prince. Um. Bird. God, God.” His hands were all over his face, into his hair, fingers trembling. “John Bird, and Katelee Poder and I can’t think straight. Her mother, have you told her mother?”

			“We’ve just come from there.”

			“They’re tight. Really tight. Gave me the once-over about five times. But she’s okay. We get along good. I gotta go over there.”

			“Mr. Grande, do you know if anyone was bothering Annalisa? Someone you noticed, someone she mentioned.”

			“No. She’ll mention if her nose itches, so she’d say if there was. I’ve gotta go see her mom. I’ve gotta go be with her family. We need to go see Annalisa together. We need to do that together.”

			She’d had a solid seven hours’ sleep, Eve thought, and had ended the previous day with a nice dinner with friends, and very satisfying sex. Despite all that, she carried a vicious headache with her into Mira’s section.

			Mira’s admin informed her, with more amiability than usual, that the doctor was in session with Ms. Sanchez, but she would let them know Lieutenant Dallas had arrived.

			“Let them finish,” Eve told her. “It’s better I’m not in there anyway. I’ve got some things I can take care of while I wait.”

			She checked her messages first, and found one from Berenski in the lab, gleefully relating that he’d nailed her shoe from the imprint.

			“My genius knows no borders or boundaries. Took your pathetic imprint on grass, worked my magic, and reconstructed the tread. Matched the tread. Big foot was in a size fifteen Mikon, style called Avalanche. It’s a modified hiking boot, and there’s not a lot of wear on this one. Retails at about three-seven-five. Eleven outlets in the city deal with that brand and carry it in that size. Got your list attached. You can come in and plant a big, wet one on me later.”

			“Yeah, that’ll happen.”

			But she appreciated the magic, and scanned the attachment. After highlighting the outlets inside or bordering her downtown parameter, she spent the rest of her wait time writing her preliminary report.

			She glanced up when the door opened.

			“Dallas.” Celina hurried out. Her eyes were swollen from a recent crying jag.

			“Eve, why don’t you come in.” Mira gestured. “Celina, why don’t you both come back in for a moment.”

			“I let you down.” Celina closed a hand over Eve’s arm as they walked toward Mira’s office. “I let myself down.”

			“You didn’t.”

			Eve sat, prepared to accept flowery tea, then sniffed like a hound when she smelled coffee.

			“I knew you’d want it, and probably need it,” Mira said as she offered a cup. “It’s station house, but it’s coffee.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I didn’t check the media reports this morning. Thank you,” Celina said to Mira, and took the tea. “I wanted to hear it from you. I’ve cried all over Dr. Mira and gotten the worst of it out. I won’t break down again. But first, I want to tell you. I never even considered that he’d be out . . . that he’d hurt anyone last night. I was so damn tired, Dallas, and I wanted to get a good night’s sleep before my appointment this morning. I just wanted to close everything out, so I took a couple of tranqs.”

			“That sort of thing block visions?”

			“It can.” Celina glanced toward Mira, got a nod. “The drug suppresses. I might have seen something, but I’d have been under so deep I wouldn’t know. Hypnosis could bring it out. Just as it could lower the blocks on the others, so I would see in more detail. See what I hadn’t allowed myself to see.”

			“Quite possibly,” Mira confirmed. “Just as it can take a witness to an event back to the event, and bring more details, focus them in, through the practitioner’s direction, to specifics. The things you see,” she continued, “that you don’t consciously recall.”

			“I get that,” Eve said. “When can you do it?”

			“We haven’t done the physical exam as yet. If I don’t find any problems, we could begin the sessions tomorrow.”

			“Sessions? Tomorrow?”

			“It will almost certainly take more than one, Eve. And I prefer to wait twenty-four hours, to make certain the drugs are completely out of Celina’s system, and that she’s settled emotionally.”

			“Can’t we start sooner? I’ll meditate and cleanse. I’d like to start as soon as possible. I feel . . .”

			“Responsible,” Mira finished. “You feel responsible for the woman who was killed last night. But you’re not.”

			“If she clears the physical, does the meditation thing, can you go sooner?”

			Mira looked at Eve, sighed, then rose to check her calendar. “We could begin at four-thirty today. You may not get your answers, Eve. It depends on how receptive Celina is to the technique, and how much she actually saw and can bring back.”

			“Will you be here?” Celina asked her.

			Don’t depend on me, Eve wanted to say. Don’t look at me as your anchor. “If I can. I’ve got a line I’ve got to follow, and a lot of routine to deal with on the latest victim.”

			“If you can.”

			“Anything I should know?” Mira came back to sit. “As applies to profile?”

			“Close to the same pattern. It looks like this Annalisa Sommers was cutting through—”

			She broke off as Celina’s tea cup shattered on the floor.

			“Annalisa?” She pressed her hands down as if to push herself from the chair, then simply fell back again. “Annalisa Sommers? Oh, dear God.”

			“You knew her.”

			“Maybe it’s someone else, with the same name. Maybe it’s . . . of course, it’s not. This is why. This has to be why I’m linked to this.” She stared down at the broken china. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, sit still. Don’t worry.” Mira crouched down, laid a comforting hand on Celina’s knee before picking up the shattered pieces. “Was she your friend?”

			“No. I mean, not really.” She pressed her hands to her temples. “I knew her a little. I liked her. You had to like her, she was so bright and full of life.” She dropped her hands, and her eyes went huge and dark. “Lucas. Oh, my God, Lucas. He must be out of his mind. Does he know?” She reached out, grabbed Eve’s hand. “Does he know what happened?”

			“I’ve talked to him.”

			“I didn’t think it could get worse, but it can. It does when it’s someone you know. Why would she be in the park?” She thumped a fisted hand on her leg. “Why would any woman go near a park now? After what’s already happened?”

			“Because people do what they do. How did you know her?” Eve asked.

			“Through Lucas.” She accepted the tissue Mira gave her, stared at them as if unaware tears were sliding down her cheeks. “Lucas and I were involved. We lived together for a long time.”

			“Right.” Eve nodded. “He’s your ex.”

			“My ex-lover, yes, but not my ex-friend. It wasn’t a nasty breakup. We just drifted apart, and moved on. We cared about each other, very much, but we weren’t in love anymore.” Finally, she pressed the tissue to her eyes. “We’ve kept in touch. We even see each other now and again for lunch, for a drink.”

			“For sex?”

			She lowered her hands, slowly. “No. I suppose you have to ask something like that. No, we weren’t intimate anymore. And some months ago, almost a year ago, I think, he and Annalisa began seeing each other. I know, because I could see it, and because he told me, it was serious between them. They were happy together, and I was happy for them.”

			“Broad-minded of you.”

			“Oh, for—” She broke off, swallowed whatever angry remark she’d been about to make. Took a calming breath. “Haven’t you ever had someone in your life you loved, then you didn’t—not in the same way?”

			“No.”

			Celina gave a kind of sobbing laugh. “Well, people do, Dallas. And still manage to care about each other. Lucas is a good man. He must be devastated.”

			“He is.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut. “Should I go see him? No, not now, not yet. My being part of this would only make it worse, for everyone. Can we start sooner?” She reached for Mira again. “Couldn’t we start right after the physical?”

			“No. You need this time, particularly now. If you want to help, you need to take this time.”

			“I’m going to help.” She balled her hands again. “I’m going to see his face. I swear it. When I do. . . .” Her eyes burned as they lifted to Eve’s. “When I do, you’ll find him. You’ll stop him.”

			“I’ll stop him.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“She knew the vic?” sympathy rippled over Peabody’s face. “Lucas, Lucas Grande, her ex. Didn’t click before. Man, that’s got to be rough. Especially rough. Must’ve been the trigger all along. It’s the kind of logic in paranormal elements.”

			“You can’t use logic and paranormal in the same sentence.”

			“Sure you can, oh stubbornly grounded one.”

			They were going to check out shoes, Eve thought. That was logical.

			“When can I drive the new ride?”

			“When you learn that a yellow light means haul ass to get through it before it turns red instead of slowing down to a crawl a half a block away.”

			“You force me to point out that you drive offensively rather than de-fensively.”

			“Damn straight. You drive like one of those prissy ladies at lunch who won’t take the last cookie in case somebody else wants it. No, please, please,” Eve said in a high, satisfyingly prissy voice, “you go ahead. Hell with that. I want the cookie, I eat the cookie. Now, give me a for instance and stop sulking.”

			“I get thirty seconds of sulk time when my driving abilities have been so brutally and unjustly insulted. Besides, taking the last cookie is rude.”

			“And you and your prissy lady pals end up letting the waiter chow down on it after he takes the plate back to the kitchen.”

			With a huff, Peabody folded her arms over her chest because she realized that was probably true. And there were many cookies she’d missed due to manners. “For instance what?”

			“Say you’re shacked up with this guy.”

			Her mood lifted instantly. “I am shacked up with a guy,” she said proudly.

			“Peabody.”

			“Yeah, yeah, this is a hypothetical.” She sulked a little more as Eve plowed through a yellow light. “Is he really cute and sexy, and does he bring me cookies and let me eat the last one to show his love and devotion?”

			“Whatever. So you and this guy call it off.”

			“Aw. I don’t like this part.”

			“Who does?”

			“Was it because I ate all those cookies and my ass got fat?”

			“Peabody!”

			“Okay, okay. Sir. I’m just trying to understand the motivation. Like who called it off, and why, and . . . never mind,” she said when she saw Eve bare her teeth.

			“You call it off, go your separate ways. You still pals?”

			“Maybe. Depends. Don’t bite through my jugular or anything, because it really does. Did the breakup involve calling each other unflattering names and hurling small, breakable objects, or was it sad, yet reasonable, a mutual decision. See?”

			Eve didn’t see it, but stayed the course. “No, but we’ll say, for this case, it was sad, yet reasonable. So later this guy hooks up with another skirt. How would you feel about that?”

			“Depends again. Am I hooked up with a guy? Is the other woman thinner than me, or better looking, or rich or something? Does she have perkier boobs? These factors play in.”

			“Goddamn it, why does it have to be so complicated?”

			“Because it is.”

			“No, you’re with the guy, then you’re not, then he’s with somebody else. Simple, straightforward. Are you all chummy?”

			“Okay, let’s see. I was hot for this guy before I moved to New York. We weren’t cohabbing, but we were pretty involved. Stuck together, in every sense, for nearly a year. Then it fizzled. I wasn’t wrecked or anything, but I was pretty, well, moony for a while. You get over it, though. We stayed friendly, you could say, and I used to see him around.”

			“Is this going to take much longer? Will I need a hit of Stay-Up to get through the rest?”

			“You asked. Anyway, he hooked up with this skinny blonde with big tits. IQ of a rabbit, but hey, his choice, right? I felt a little pissy about it, but I got over that, too. Maybe, in some dark recesses of my soul, I wouldn’t mind so much if he got a mild case of genital warts, but his dick doesn’t have to actually fall off or anything. And if me and McNab ever take a spin out West, I can show him—McNab—off. And so there. No big.”

			She waited a beat. “Still awake?”

			“Barely.”

			“If you’re thinking Celina’s got some mojo vengeance thing going because of Grande and Sommers, I don’t see it. Doesn’t work that way anyhow.”

			“What doesn’t work that way? You just said depends about six million times.”

			“The psychic angle doesn’t work that way. It’s not like she could put a spell on some guy, have him go around whacking women and make sure one of them was Sommers. Second, she came to us. If she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have made a blip on the investigative radar when Sommers got dead. Third, all evidence points to the fact that Sommers went into the park voluntarily and alone. Then there’s the profile. Guy’s a loner, a woman hater, and a predator.”

			“You’re right, all the way down the line. I guess I don’t like paranormal logic, which smacks mightily of coincidence.”

			“I think there’s another factor working in your head.”

			Eve said nothing for a long moment. “Okay. I don’t like the whole setup. Depending on psychic visions or hypnosis. And I don’t like Sanchez depending on me to bolster her up or hold her hand.”

			“No more room at the Dallas Inn for another friend?”

			“Full up. Maybe if one of you moved off planet or met with a tragic accident I could juggle another one in.”

			“Come on. You like her.”

			“Yeah, so what? Do we have to be pals just because I like her? Does that mean we have to start hanging? Am I supposed to give her the last damn cookie now?”

			Peabody laughed, patted Eve’s arm. “There, there. You’ll get through this trial. You had a good time last night.”

			Now Eve wanted to sulk, but she put her energy into scouting for a parking space. “Yeah, yeah. And don’t think I don’t know how this stuff works. Now we have to have everybody over to our place. Then you’re going to have to have us over to yours, and—”

			“We’re already planning on having a housewarming party.”

			“See? See?” She zipped, with a deliberate recklessness she knew would have Peabody’s heart stuffed into her throat, up to a second level, curbside. “It never ends. Once you start, you can’t get off the friendship ride. You just keep circling around and around and around, with more people trying to cram on. Now I have to buy you a goddamn present just because you’re shacked up in a new place.”

			“We could really use some nice wineglasses.” She was laughing as she climbed out of the car. “You know, Dallas, you’re pretty lucky in your friends, of which I am one. They’re smart and fun and loyal. And diverse. I mean, could Mavis and Mira be any more different? But they both love you. Then the chilly thing happens, and your friends get to be friends.”

			“Yeah, and they go out and make other ones, and I get stuck with somebody like Trina.” Self-consciously, she ran a hand over the back of her hair.

			“She’s unique.” They walked down to street level. “And you’ve got a man like Roarke, so you’ll never lack for cookies.”

			Eve blew out a breath. “Wineglasses?”

			“We don’t have any nice ones, like for company.”

			Eve had felt more at home in Jim’s Gym than she did in the high-end clothing store for the discerning king-sized man.

			The shop was three floors: the main with one up and one down. Since the one down dealt with foot apparel—couldn’t they just call it shoes and socks?—they headed down.

			It seemed, she discovered, foot apparel didn’t just mean shoes and socks. It included house slippers, boots, something called leg slickers—with or without belly control panels. There were shoe protectors, shoe boxes, heating inserts, foot and ankle jewelry, and any number of products that dealt with foot care or decoration.

			Who knew there was so much involved dealing with a guy’s feet?

			The salesman she approached gave her the usual hem and haw before striding off to contact the store manager.

			Eve zeroed in on the shoes in question while she waited.

			Sturdy, she decided, hefting one. Practical and efficient, and well made from the look of it. She wouldn’t mind having a pair herself.

			“Madam?”

			“Lieutenant,” she corrected and turned with the shoe in hand. And had to take a step back, angle her head up to make eye contact.

			He was seven feet if he was an inch, and skinny as the beanpoles she’d seen in Greenpeace Park. His skin was dark as a new moon so that the whites of his eyes, his teeth, gleamed like ice. As she gave him the once-over, his mouth quirked in a little smile that told her he was used to it.

			“Madam Lieutenant,” he said, very smoothly. “I’m Kurt Richards, the store manager.”

			“Power forward?”

			He seemed pleased. “Yes. For the Knicks once upon a time. Most people automatically ask if I played basketball, but rarely guess the position.”

			“I don’t get the chance to follow much round ball. I bet you moved over the boards.”

			“I like to think so. I’ve been retired nearly eight years now. It’s a young man’s game, as most are.” He took the shoe from her. His palms were so wide, his fingers so long, it no longer looked outsized. “And you’re interested in the Mikon Avalanche?”

			“I’m interested in your customer list for purchases of this model in size fifteen.”

			“You’d be Homicide.”

			“You’re good at guessing positions, too.”

			“I saw a clip of yesterday’s media conference, so have to assume this has to do with the Park Murders.”

			“That what they’re calling them?”

			“In large, red letters, yes.” Lips pursed, he turned the shoe over in his hand, studied it. “You’re looking for a man who wears this particular model in that particular size?”

			“It would be of help to me if I could have your customer list for those specifics.”

			“I’d be happy to be of help.” He replaced the shoe on its stand.

			“And the names of any employees who purchased same.”

			That stopped him. “Well. I’m going to consider myself fortunate that I wear a seventeen in footgear. Would you like to come up to my office while I get that data for you, or browse the store?”

			“We’ll come up. Peabody—”

			She broke off, frowning as she scanned the area and spotted Peabody with a handful of colorful socks. “For God’s sake, Detective!”

			“Sorry. Sorry.” She hustled over. “Ah, my brother and my grandfather. Both big feet. I just figured . . .”

			“No problem.” Richards gestured to a clerk. “I’ll have them rung up and boxed for you. You can pick them up at the main-level counter on your way out.”

			“You know, Christmas isn’t that far away.” With the business done, Peabody scrambled out of the store, purchases in hand, behind Eve.

			“Oh please.”

			“Really. Time zips, and if you pick up stuff when you see it, you don’t get that holiday crazy look in your eyes. Besides, these are really nice socks, and they were on sale. Where are we going? The car’s—”

			“We’re walking. Next stop’s only six or seven blocks. Hike’ll do your ass good.”

			“I knew it looked fat in these pants.” Then she stopped, squinted at Eve. “You just said that to pay me back for buying the socks. Right?”

			“You’ll just never know, will you?” She kept walking, digging out her communicator when it signaled. “Dallas.”

			“Got your first matches,” Feeney said over a mouthful of nuts. “We’re starting the next level, eliminating females, families, and those outside the profile parameters.”

			She wound and swerved through foot traffic. “Shoot the initial matches to my office unit, in case I need to backtrack. Appreciate the rush job, Feeney.”

			“My boys put in the time.”

			“How about the discs from Transit?”

			“Slow going there. No promises.”

			“Okay. Lab ID’d the shoe. I’ve got a customer list from the first outlet. I’ll send it to you. You get a bang from that, I need to know ASAP.”

			“On that. How many outlets altogether?”

			“Too many, but we’ll knock them down.”

			She paused at the intersection and ignored the steam from a nearby glide-cart that carried too much rehydrated onion, the pedestrian beside her who muttered under his breath about hell-demons, and the chatter, ladened with the Bronx, from the two women behind her that appeared to center on the purchase of an outfit that was going to make one of them look like a freaking goddess.

			“He’s a New York guy,” she told Feeney, and strode into the street along with the horde an instant before the signal changed. “And I’m banking he does his buying in the city. We have to go outside—’burb, out of state, Net—it’s going to take days, if not weeks. And he’s stepped up the pace.”

			“Yeah, so I hear. We’ll keep to the grindstone here. You need more feet in the field, let me know.”

			“I will. Thanks.”

			They hit two more retail outlets before Eve took pity on her partner and grabbed soy dogs at a glide-cart. It seemed like a good day to eat outdoors, to take advantage of the balmy weather.

			So she sat on the grass of Central Park and studied the castle.

			It hadn’t begun there, but it was her jumping point.

			A king-sized man. King of the castle. Or was that just stretching things?

			He’d placed the second victim on a bench, near a memorial that honored heroes. Men, particularly men, who’d done what needed to be done. Manly men. Men who were remembered for their actions in the face of great trauma and adversity.

			He liked symbols. King of the castle. Strength in adversity.

			The third laid out near a garden, under a statue of farmers.

			Salt of the earth? Salt purified, or it flavored. And that was bullshit.

			Making something grow. Using your own hands, your sweat, and muscle to bring life? To bring death.

			She blew out a breath. It could play in with the crafts. It could. Self-reliance, then. Do it yourself.

			Parks meant something to him. The parks themselves. Something had happened to him in a park, something he paid back every time he killed.

			“We could go back,” she muttered. “Look back, see if there were any sexual assaults on a male in one of the city parks. No, a kid, that’s the key. He’s big now, nobody’s going to mess with me now. But when he was a kid, helpless, like a woman. How do you fight back when you’re a kid? So you’ve got to get strong, so it can’t happen again. You’d rather be dead than have it happen again.”

			For a moment, Peabody said nothing. She wasn’t entirely sure Eve was speaking to her. “Could be he got beat up, or humiliated rather than assaulted sexually. Humiliated or hurt in some way by the female authority figure.”

			“Yeah.” Eve rubbed absently at a headache at the base of her skull. “Most likely the female he’s killing symbolically now. And if it was his mother or sister, something along those lines, it probably wasn’t reported. We’ll check anyway.”

			“If a woman who had charge of him, control of him, abused him—physically, sexually—it would have twisted him from a young age, and later, the trigger gets pressed and he pays her back.”

			“You think getting knocked around as a kid is an excuse?”

			The snap in Eve’s voice had Peabody speaking carefully. “No, sir. I think it’s a reason, and it goes to motive.”

			“There is no reason for killing innocent people, for bathing yourself in their blood because someone messed you up. No matter how, no matter when, no matter who. That’s a line for the lawyers and the shrinks, but it’s not truth. Truth is you stand up, and if you can’t, you’re no better than the one who beat and broke you. You’re no better than the worst. You can take your cycle of abuse and your victim as victimizer traumatized bullshit and—”

			She stopped herself, tasted the acrid flavor of her own rage in the back of her throat. So she pressed her forehead to her updrawn knees. “Fuck it. That was over the top.”

			“If you think I sympathize with him, or find any excuse for what he’s done, you’re wrong.”

			“I don’t think that. That rant came to you courtesy of personal neuroses.” It was hard, it would be bitter. And it was time. Eve lifted her head.

			“I expect you to go through the door with me, without hesitation. And I know you will, without hesitation. I expect you to stand with me, to walk through the blood, to handle the shit, and to put your personal safety and comfort second to the job. I know you will, not only because it’s who you are but because, by God, I trained you.”

			Peabody said nothing.

			“It was different when you were my aide. A little bit different. But a partner’s got a right to know things.”

			“You were raped.”

			Eve simply stared. “Where the hell did that come from?”

			“Conclusion drawn from observations, association, logical speculation. I don’t think I’m wrong, but you don’t have to talk about it.”

			“You’re not wrong. I don’t know when it started. I can’t remember everything.”

			“You were abused habitually?”

			“Abuse is a clean word, Peabody. Really, it’s a soft word, and you—people—tend to use it so easy, to cover a lot of territory. My father beat me, with his fists or whatever was handy. He raped me, countless times. Once is plenty, so why count?”

			“Your mother?”

			“Gone by then. Junkie whore. I don’t really remember her, and what I do remember isn’t any better than him.”

			“I want . . . I want to say I’m sorry, but people say that easy, too, to cover a lot of territory. Dallas, I don’t know what to say.”

			“I’m not telling you for sympathy.”

			“No. You wouldn’t.”

			“One night, I was eight. They said I was eight. I was locked in this dump he’d brought us to. Alone for a while, and I was trying to squirrel some food. Some cheese. I was starving. So cold, so hungry, and I thought I could get away with it before he came back. But he came back, and he wasn’t drunk enough. Sometimes, if he was drunk enough he’d leave me alone. But he wasn’t, and he didn’t.”

			She had to stop, gather herself for the rest. “He hit me, knocked me down. All I could do was pray that was going to be all. Just a beating. But I could see it wasn’t going to be all. Don’t cry. I can’t take it if you cry.”

			“I can’t take it without crying.” But she used one of the stingy napkins to mop at her face.

			“He got on top of me. Had to teach me a lesson. It hurt. You forget after each time how much it hurts. Until it’s happening again, and it’s more than you can imagine. More than you can stand. I tried to stop him. It was worse if I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t stand it, and I fought. He broke my arm.”

			“Oh, God; oh, Jesus.” Now it was Peabody who pressed her face to her knees. And wept, struggling to do so soundlessly.

			“Snap!” She focused on the lake, on the calm water, and the pretty boats that glided over it. “It makes a snap, a thin, young bone. And I went crazy from the pain. And the knife was in my hand. The knife I’d been using on the cheese. Fallen on the floor, and my fingers closed over it.”

			Slowly, face drenched, Peabody lifted her head. “You used it on him.” She swiped at her face with the backs of her hands. “I hope to holy God you ripped him to pieces.”

			“I did. I pretty much did.” There were ripples on the surface of the lake, Eve saw. It wasn’t as calm as it looked with those little ripples spreading. Spreading.

			“I just kept stabbing until . . . well, bathed in blood. There you go.” She drew a shaky breath. “I didn’t remember that part, or most of the rest until right before Roarke and I got married.”

			“The cops—”

			Eve shook her head. “He had me scared of cops, social workers, anybody who might’ve stepped in. I left him there, in that room. I don’t know how, except I was in shock. I washed up, and I walked out, walked for miles before I crawled into an alley and passed out. They found me. I woke up in the hospital. Doctors and cops asking questions. I didn’t remember anything, or if I did, I was too scared to say. I’m not sure which. I’d never had the ID process, so there was no record of me. I didn’t exist until they found me in the alley. In Dallas. So they gave me a name.”

			“You made the name.”

			“You see it affecting the job, you tell me.”

			“It does affect the job. It’s made you a better cop. That’s the way I see it. It’s made you able to face anything. This guy we’re after, whatever happened to him, whether it was as bad as what happened to you, or somehow worse, he’s used it as an excuse to kill, to destroy, and cause pain. You use what happened to you as a reason to find justice for people who’ve had it taken away from them.”

			“Doing the job isn’t heroism, Peabody. It’s just the job.”

			“So you always say. I’m glad you told me. It says you trust me, as your partner and as your friend. You can.”

			“I know I can. Now let’s both put it away, and get back to work.”

			Eve rose, held her hand down. Peabody gripped it, held it a moment, then let Eve pull her to her feet.

			As much to see Annalisa Sommers again as to grill Morris, Eve made another trip to the morgue.

			She found him, removing the brains of a male cadaver. It was enough to put you off, she thought, even without the soy dog in her system. But Morris cheerfully gestured her in.

			“Unattended death. Fair means or foul, Lieutenant?”

			Morris loved his guessing games, so she obliged by moving toward the body for a closer look. It had already started to decompose, so she put time of death at twenty-four to thirty-six hours before he’d been brought in and chilled. As a result, he wasn’t pretty. She judged his age in the upper reaches of seventy, which meant he’d been robbed out of forty or fifty years on the average life expectancy table.

			There was some bruising on his left cheek, and his eyes were red from broken blood vessels. Curious now, she walked around the body, looking for other signs.

			“What was he wearing?”

			“Bottom half of pajamas, and one slipper.”

			“Where was the top half?”

			Morris smiled. “On the bed.”

			“Where was he?”

			“In the Conservatory, with Professor Plum.”

			“What?”

			Morris chuckled, waved a hand in front of his face. “Joke. He was beside the bed, on the floor.”

			“Signs of disturbance, forced entry?”

			“None.”

			“He live alone?”

			“He did, indeed.”

			“Looks like he stroked out, had a big-ass brain pop.” Since Morris was sealed up, she gestured. “Open his mouth for me, peel the lips.”

			Morris obliged, shifted aside so she could lean in. “But I’d talk to the domestic and find out if he or she’s the one who gave dead guy the laced nightcap that popped his brain. Reddish splotches on the gums and under the lips indicate he downed, and probably OD’d on, an illegal. Booster, or a derivative, would be my guess before tox eval. Guy was going to self-terminate for any reason, he’d have finished putting his pajamas on and gotten into bed nice and comfy first. So means are foul. Where’s Sommers?”

			“I don’t know why they bother to keep me around here.” But he was grinning as he slid the brain into a tray for scan and analysis. “I expect the tox eval will verify both our suspicions shortly. Sommers is done, and in a cold box. Her family and boyfriend came in together this morning. I was able to block them from seeing her, though it wasn’t easy. I had to use official grounds.”

			“The eyes aren’t public yet, and I don’t want them to be, not even to next of kin. Even family and lovers can leak to the media. More so if they’re grieving or pissed. No access outside of need-to-know to any of the vics in this investigation.”

			“You want to see her again.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Let me clean up a bit. Our gentleman friend will hold.”

			He went to the sink to scrub blood, matter, and sealant from his hands. “Her body was more traumatized than the others.”

			“Violence is escalating. I know.”

			“So is his pace.” Morris dried his hands, then removed his protective gear, dumping it in a hamper.

			“We’re closer. Every minute, we’re closer.”

			“I have no doubt. Well.” He stepped over in his pristine blue shirt and red necktie, offered his arm. “Shall we?”

			She laughed, as only he could make her in the company of the dead. “Jesus, Morris, you’re some number.”

			“I am, indeed, I am.” He led her to storage, checked the logs, then opened the seal on one of the drawers. The puff of cold vapor steamed out as he drew out the body tray.

			Ignoring the marks of Morris’s work, Eve studied the body. “Face took more of a beating this time. Face and upper body. Maybe he’s straddling her.” She put it into her head. “Straddling her while he pounds on her.”

			“Her jaw wasn’t broken, as with Napier, but her nose was, and several teeth. The blow to the back of the head wasn’t fatal. She may or may not have come around for the rest of it. My guess is not, mercifully.”

			“The rape. More brutal this time.”

			“If there can be degrees of brutality in rape, yes. More abrasions, more trauma. She was a bit small, vaginally. Smaller, that is, than the other two victims in this particular area. And our killer sports one hell of a woody.”

			“The eyes. Surer cuts than the first, not quite as clean as the second.”

			“You’re very good at what you do, and again cause me some concern about my own paycheck. Yes. They’re all three within a range of skill, but this one falls between the others.”

			“Okay.” She stepped back so he could replace the tray, seal the door.

			“How close, Dallas? It’s beginning to depress me, hosting all these pretty young women in my house.”

			“It’s not close enough,” Eve said flatly, “until he’s in a cage.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Dickie, less affectionately known as Dickhead, Berenski was sitting at a long white counter in the lab, apparently compiling or assessing data on a screen.

			When Eve came up behind him she saw the data consisted of a role-playing game involving a bevy of scantily clad, stupendously endowed women battling each other with swords.

			“Hard at work, I see.”

			In response, he waved a hand in front of the screen. The battling beauties laid down weapons, bowed low enough to show considerable cleavage before calling out: “At your pleasure, my lord.”

			“Jesus, Berenski, are you twelve?”

			“Hey, maybe the program’s evidence from a crime scene.”

			“Yeah, one where several adolescent boys masturbated to death. You may not be on the clock, but I am.”

			“Ten minutes recreational. Got you the shoe, didn’t I?”

			He had, and she told herself to remember that and not crush his egg-shaped head between her hands. “Annalisa Sommers. Hair anal.”

			“Work, work, work.” He swiveled around on his stool. “Gave that to Harvo, my best hair guy. She’s a fricking genius, even if she won’t put out.”

			“I like her already. Where is she?”

			He pointed one long, skinny finger toward the right. “That way, then left. Redhead. Hasn’t sent me a report yet, so she’s not done.”

			“I’ll check it out.”

			Peabody let Eve get a few strides away, and kept her voice low. “That program come with male characters?”

			Dickhead grinned. “Oh yeah.”

			“Ice.”

			Eve made her way into one of the glass-walled analysis rooms and saw the redhead. “Harvo?”

			“That’d be me.” She looked up from her work, studied Eve with eyes the color of spring grass.

			Eve figured Harvo was the whitest white woman she’d ever seen still breathing. Her skin was the color of milk powder against those bright green eyes and the thin slash of mouth dyed the same screaming red as her hair.

			She wore the hair in a tuft, maybe three inches high and straight up from the crown of her head. She wore a baggy black tunic in lieu of a lab coat.

			“Dallas, right?” Her nails were short, and painted in thin, diagonal stripes of black and red.

			“That’d be me.”

			“Peabody, Detective.”

			Harvo nodded at both of them, gestured them in. “Harvo, Ursa, Queen of Hair.”

			“What have you got for me, Your Majesty?”

			Harvo snickered, scooted a bit to the left on her stool. “Hairlike trace recovered from vic and surrounding scene,” she began. Strands of it were secured in a clear, disc seal on the work counter. Harvo popped it in the comp slot, brought its magnified image on screen.

			“Hairlike?”

			“Yeah, see, it’s not human hair or animal hair. Dickhead bounced it to me because when he eyeballed it, he made it as man-made fiber. Guy’s freaking brilliant. Too bad he’s a complete ass-wipe.”

			“Hear me loudly not disagreeing.”

			Harvo chuckled again. “I also serve as Fiber Princess. What you got here . . .” She revolved the image, increased magnification. “Is manufactured.”

			“As in rug?” Eve tugged her own hair.

			“Not so much. Not likely to find this in hair enhancements or replacements. This is more fur than hair. Something you’d find on a toy—stuffed animal, droid pet. It’s coated, meeting federal flame retardant standards and child safety laws.”

			“A toy?”

			“Yep. Now, we analyze the makeup, the dye, the . . .” She glanced up at Eve as text and shapes began to flash on her screen. “You want the process and deets?”

			“No, though I’m sure they’re endlessly fascinating. Bottom-line it.”

			“Gotcha. Through my amazing, almost mystical powers, I’ve made the manufacturer of the fiber, and its various uses for it with this particular gray dye. Droid pet, feline, common tabby. They do kittens, young cats, full-grown, even your aged family mouser. Manufacturer is Petco. I can hunt up retail outlets if you want.”

			“We’ll take it from here. Fast work, Harvo.”

			“I am also Goddess of Speed and Efficiency. Oh, and Dallas, fibers were clean. No skin oils, no detergents, no soil. I’d say this little kitty was new.”

			“Thoughts, Detective?”

			“How do you think Harvo gets her hair to stand up like that? It’s really jazzed. But that’s not what you meant.”

			“Not even remotely.”

			“Someone could’ve given Sommers the droid. We’ll need to check with the friends she had dinner with after the play. It’s also possible somebody lost the thing in the park before Sommers came along, and she saw it, picked it up. Not so easy to check that out. If we crap out with the friends, we start checking the retail outlets for purchases, and try to match any with the lists EDD is already running on the chance the kitty cat was his.”

			“Sounds like a plan. Start running with that,” Eve said as they started back to Central. “I need to check with Feeney on EDD’s progress, then get to Mira’s for the you’re-beginning-to-feel-sleepy hour.”

			“You think he’ll hit again tonight?”

			“I think if we don’t lock some names in, if Celina doesn’t have a breakthrough, and women don’t stay the hell out of the parks in the middle of the damn night, Morris is going to be hosting another guest real soon.”

			On her way up to Feeney, she snagged a drone from Illegals and had him pump her out a tube of Pepsi from vending. She thought her new method was working out well. The machines didn’t balk, and she wasn’t tempted to beat them into rubble.

			A good deal all around.

			She spotted McNab doing the standard EDD pace, dance, chatter when she swung in. He saw her and pranced in her direction. “Hold program,” he said, and tipped down his headset. “Hey, Lieutenant. Where’s your curvaceous partner?”

			“If you refer to Detective Peabody, she’s working. Most of us do.”

			“Just wondering if you’re figuring to split end of duty. We’re hoping to finish up with pack-it-up mode tonight and start the haul-it-over mode tomorrow.”

			He looked so damn happy, she couldn’t work up any sarcasm. Any minute, she suspected the words would float visibly out of his mouth in the shape of little red hearts.

			Was it something in the air? Peabody and McNab, Charles and Louise, Mavis and Leonardo. It was like a smooch epidemic.

			Come to think of it, she and Roarke hadn’t had a single spat, skirmish, or spew in . . . well, days. “Can’t say when we’ll clock out. She’s tugging a couple lines right now, and after I talk to Feeney, we’ll have more, so . . . What?”

			He’d winced. Just a quick flicker, but she’d caught it.

			“Nothing. No thing. Man, I gotta get back to this or my ass’ll be in the flames. Continue program.”

			He pranced off, double-time.

			“Shit.” Eve muttered to herself, and made a beeline for Feeney’s office.

			Feeney had a headset, and was also running two comps simultaneously, biting out orders, tapping screens or keys in a method she supposed she’d have admired if she understood it. She thought he looked a little like one of those orchestra conductors, in charge, focused, and slightly mad.

			Today’s shirt was the color of egg substitute, but to Eve’s relief was showing some wrinkles and a little coffee stain bloomed between the third and fourth button.

			When she stepped into his line of sight, she caught the same flickering wince she’d seen on McNab’s face. She said, “Goddamn it.”

			“Pause all programs.” He pulled off the headset. “Doing another run, all data, but what I’m going to tell you isn’t going to make you happy.”

			“How can there not be matches?” She opened the soft-drink tube, violently.

			“We got a few—from residential to craft shop, from residential to gyms. But we get nothing on the shoe. None of the purchases of your shoe were made by names on the other lists.”

			She dropped into a chair, drummed her fingers on the arm. “What about the other matches?”

			“Got a couple residents—male, within age parameters, who made purchases at one of the craft shops within the last twelve months. Can’t put the red cord in their hands, but they’ve patronized the establishments. Got you a few more who use or have used the gyms. But we don’t get any dupes—no name or names that pop in both places, and none on record as purchasing the shoe.”

			“Well, he did it all. Ribbon, shoe, gym. I know it.”

			“Doesn’t mean he paid for the murder weapon or the shoes come to that. Guy who rapes and strangles and cuts out eyes isn’t going to blush over some shoplifting.”

			“Yeah, I’ve considered that. Could be on the murder weapon. Tougher sell on the shoes. Not a snap to slip a pair of shoes the size of airboards out of a store. Hell, he could’ve lifted them off a delivery van. He might drive a damn delivery van. Had to have transpo to take out Kates and Merriweather. Could’ve gotten the ribbon the same way.”

			“We can start looking at the delivery services and drivers.”

			“Yeah, Christ. I’ll start that. You still up for some fieldwork?”

			“Get me up from this desk? Sure.”

			She drank contemplatively. “We could split up the matches we’ve got. Have to check them out. Split them up, move faster through them.”

			“I can help you out in a couple hours. Got some things to finish up.”

			“Good. Peabody’s running something else. I’d want her with experience if she hits on our guy. She can handle herself, but it’d be better if she had somebody with her who’s clocked more field time. You partner with her for this?”

			“Sure. What about you?”

			“I’ll see if my personal expert consultant, civilian’s got some time. I’ve got a session with the psychic and the shrink. Depending on how it goes, I may have a little more data to input.”

			She pushed to her feet. “Feeney,” she said before she started out. “Why would anybody buy a droid cat?”

			“Litter box issue?”

			“Huh. That’s a point.”

			“I’m a little nervous.”

			Celina lay back in a sleep chair, with the lights dim and a whisper of music Eve thought sounded like water flowing into a pool.

			She’d left her hair loose and curling lavishly. Around her neck was a silver chain that dangled with several crystals in wand shapes. She wore a dress today, a long straight column in severe black that stopped inches above her ankles.

			Her hands gripped the arms of the chair.

			“Try to relax.” Mira moved around the chair, checking, Eve supposed, the subject’s vital and brain wave patterns.

			“I am. Really.”

			“We’re recording this, you understand?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you’ve voluntarily agreed to undergo hypnosis.”

			“Yes.”

			“And you’ve requested that Lieutenant Dallas be present during the session.”

			“Yes.” Celina smiled a little. “Thanks for making the time.”

			“It’s okay.” Eve ordered herself not to shift in her chair. She’d never witnessed a session, and wasn’t sure she was going to like it, even as an observer.

			“Are you comfortable?”

			Celina breathed slowly, in and out. Her hand relaxed on the arms of the chair. “Yes. Surprisingly.”

			“I want you to continue to breathe, slow and deep. Picture the air coming inside you, soft and blue, expelling, clean and white.”

			Mira lifted a small screen, and Eve could see the silver star on a deep blue background. The star pulsed, gently, like a quiet heartbeat. “Look at the star. Your breath comes from the star, returns to it. The star is your center.”

			Uneasy, Eve looked away from the screen, pushed her thoughts back to the case to block out the soothing tone of Mira’s voice.

			She didn’t think you could get hypnotized by accident, but why risk it.

			Time drifted—the liquid music, Mira’s quiet voice, Celina’s deep breaths.

			When Eve risked a glance back, she saw the silver star now filled the screen, and that Celina’s gaze was riveted on it.

			“You’re floating toward the star now. It’s all you see, all there is to see. Close your eyes now, and see the star inside you. Let yourself float with it. You’re very relaxed, light as air. You’re absolutely safe. You can sleep now, and while you sleep you’ll hear my voice. You’ll be able to speak and respond. You’ll keep the star inside you, and know you’re safe. I’ll count, and when I reach ten, you’ll sleep.”

			As she counted, Mira set the screen aside, and once again moved around Celina to check her medicals.

			“Are you sleeping, Celina?”

			“Yes.”

			“And are you comfortable?”

			“I am.”

			“You can hear my voice, and respond to my voice. Will you lift your left arm?”

			When she did, Mira nodded to Eve. “And lower it. You’re safe, Celina.”

			“Yes, I’m safe.”

			“Tell me your name.”

			“Celina Indiga Tereza Sanchez.”

			“Nothing can hurt you. Even when I take you back, when I ask you to see something difficult to see, to tell me something difficult to tell, you’re safe. Do you understand?”

			“Yes. I’m safe.”

			“Go back to the park, Celina. To Central Park. It’s night, a cool night, but comfortable. What do you see?”

			“Trees and grass and shadows, streetlights glowing through the leaves.”

			“What do you hear?”

			“Cars passing on the street. Music, a little music through an open window as one goes by. Neo-punk. It’s harsh. I don’t care for it. Footsteps. Someone’s crossing the street. I wish she wouldn’t come here.”

			“Do you see the woman? The woman coming toward you. She has a little dog on a leash.”

			“Yes. Yes, I see her. It’s a little white dog, silly little dog trotting along. She laughs at the dog.”

			“What does the woman look like?”

			“She’s pretty. A homey sort of pretty. She has brown hair, light brown hair, straight to her shoulders. Her eyes are . . . I can’t see the color, because it’s dark. They might be brown, too, but it’s too dark to tell. She’s white, and looks very fit and healthy. She looks happy as she walks the dog. She talks to the dog. ‘Just a quick walk tonight,’ she says. ‘You be a good doggy now.’ ”

			Her breath hitched, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “There’s someone there. There’s someone watching.”

			“It’s all right. He can’t hurt you. He can’t see you or hear you. Can you see him?”

			“I . . . It’s dark. Shadows. In the shadows, watching her. I can hear him, breathing—fast—but she can’t. She can’t hear him. She doesn’t know he’s watching. She should go back now, go back into the lights, away from the shadows. She needs to go back! But she doesn’t. She doesn’t know he’s there until he . . . No!”

			“He can’t hurt you, Celina. Listen to my voice. Nothing can hurt you. You’re safe. Breathe in the blue, breathe out the white.”

			Celina’s breathing evened, but her voice continued to shake. “He’s hurting her. He jumped at her, hit her, and the little dog ran away, trailing his leash. He’s hurting her, hitting her. She fights. Blue, her eyes are blue. I see them now, and they’re afraid. She tries to run, but he’s too big. He’s too fast! She can’t scream, can’t scream when he’s on top of her. Crushing her.”

			“Celina. Can you see him?”

			“I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to. He might see me. If he sees me, he’ll—”

			“He can’t see you. You’re floating, and he can’t see you. You’re safe, and floating.”

			“He can’t see me.”

			“That’s right.”

			“There’s nothing I can do.” She shifted restlessly in her chair. “Why do I have to see this? I can’t help her.”

			“Yes, you can. If you look at him, if you tell me what you see, it will help her. Look at him, Celina.”

			“He’s big. He’s very big. Strong. She can’t push him away, she can’t fight. She—”

			“Look at him, Celina. Just him now.”

			“He’s . . . Black, he’s wearing black. Like the shadows. His hands . . . his hands are pulling and tearing at her clothes. He calls her a whore. ‘See how you like it now, whore. It’s your turn now, bitch.’ ”

			“His face, Dr. Mira,” Eve murmured. “Give me his face.”

			“Look at his face, Celina.”

			“I’m afraid.”

			“He doesn’t see you. You don’t have to be afraid of him. Look at his face. What do you see?”

			“Rage. Rage. Contorted. His eyes are black, black and blind. I can’t see his eyes. He’s wearing something over them. Shades, shades over his eyes, with a strap around his head. His head shines. His face shines. Horrible. He’s raping her. Grunting and slamming himself into her. I don’t want to see.”

			“Just his face.”

			“There’s something over it. A mask? It shines. Not a mask. Something shiny and slick. Not white. Not white under the shine. Brown. Tanned. I don’t know.”

			Her breathing went rapid, thready as she turned her head side to side. “His face is wide, wide and square.”

			“Eyebrows,” Eve prompted.

			“Do you see his eyebrows, Celina?”

			“Very dark and thick. He’s killing her now. Pulling the red ribbon tight, tighter. She can’t breathe. We can’t breathe.”

			“I have to bring her out,” Mira said when Celina started to gasp for air. “Celina, turn away now. Turn away from them now and look at your star. Watch your star. Can you see it?”

			“Yes, I . . .”

			“It’s all you see. Only the star. It’s beautiful, it’s peaceful. It’s guiding you back now. Bringing you home. You’re floating down now, very slowly. You feel relaxed, refreshed. When I tell you to open your eyes, you’ll wake up, and you’ll remember everything you saw, everything we talked about. Do you understand?”

			“Yes. I want to wake up.”

			“You’re waking up now, coming up through the layers of sleep. Open your eyes, Celina.”

			She blinked them open. “Dr. Mira.”

			“Yes. Just stay still for a moment. I’m going to get you something to drink. You did very well.”

			“I saw him.” She turned her head, looked at Eve. “I saw him, Dallas.” A smile trembled onto her lips, and she reached out a hand.

			Eve rose, gave Celina’s hand a brief squeeze, since it seemed called for, then stepped back so Mira could give Celina a cup.

			“Would you recognize him?” Eve asked.

			“His face.” Celina shook her head and sipped. “It’s hard. The shades hid his eyes, and whatever was on his face—over it?—distorted it. I know the body type as I’d told you before. I know now he’s either mixed race, dark skinned or tanned. And the shape of his face. He’s bald. Smoothly, like a man who removes or has his hair removed. I don’t understand what he had on his face.”

			“A sealant, most likely. Thickly applied. What about his voice? Any accent?”

			“No . . . No. It was guttural, but that might have been the rage. He didn’t shout, though, not even when he . . . He kept his voice down.”

			“Rings, jewelry, tats, scars, birthmarks?”

			“I didn’t see anything. Didn’t notice. Can we try again, and I’ll—”

			“Absolutely not.” Mira brought up the lights. “I won’t authorize another session until tomorrow evening, soonest. I’m sorry, Eve. This sort of thing can’t be rushed.”

			“I feel fine,” Celina protested. “Better, in fact, than I did before we started.”

			“And I want you to continue to feel fine. You’re to go home, relax, have a meal.”

			“Can that meal include a really big glass of wine?”

			“Certainly.” Mira patted Celina’s shoulder. “Do what you can to keep your mind off this, and we’ll take the next step forward tomorrow.”

			“I feel like I did take a step. It won’t be as hard tomorrow. Are there photos I can look at?” she asked Eve. “Before the session tomorrow? I might recognize him if I saw his picture.”

			“I’ll see what I can put together by then.”

			“Well.” Celina set the cup aside. “I’m going to go have that wine.”

			“I’ll walk you out.”

			Mira’s admin was closing up for the day, and a check of the time told Eve it was nearly six. Time to get moving.

			“Maybe when this is over, we can have a glass of wine together.”

			Eve led the way to a glide. “Sounds good. This hypnosis thing, does it make you feel like somebody slipped you a tranq? You know, so you’re out of yourself?”

			“No. Well, maybe a little. But you’re tethered, if you know what I mean. There’s some part of you that’s aware you’re being held safe, and you can come back.”

			“Hmm.”

			“It was a little strange, but not really unpleasant. The process, I mean, not what I saw during it. Where I had to go was very unpleasant, so I think that colors it somewhat. But, essentially, it’s not that different than having visions.”

			“You got that part nailed.”

			“I certainly should. I’m hoping this is a one-shot, this turn my gift’s taken. But if it’s not, I’ll handle it better next time.”

			“You’ve handled yourself. You find your way out of this maze from here?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’ve got to head back.” She gestured toward her sector.

			“Haven’t you been on since early this morning?”

			“That’s how it goes.”

			“You can keep it,” Celina said sincerely. “I’ll see you tomorrow, at Mira’s? Let me know if you want me to come in earlier and look at pictures.”

			“You’ll hear from me.”

			Eve peeled off, wound her way back to Homicide. She detoured by Peabody’s desk, thumped on it, gestured, and headed to her own office. “Got a basic description. Added to ours, he’s a really big son of a bitch. Mixed race or—”

			“She said white before.”

			“Sealant threw her off. Sounds like he coats it on thick, probably uses one that’s not completely clear. “Mixed race, brown skin or tanned. Bald—smooth dome. Square face, dark, thick eyebrows. No distinguishing marks that she made this time out. He wears dark shades when he does them.”

			“Jesus.”

			“Could be something’s wrong with his eyes, could be another symbol or part of his pathology. We’ll research eye diseases or sensitivities.”

			“Funky-junkies are light sensitive.”

			“He’s not on the funk. Steroids, maybe, to give the body a boost. What do you have for me?”

			“None of the people Sommers spent the evening with gave her or remember her with a droid or a toy. No cat. I’ve started running purchases, haven’t hit anything yet.”

			“Run it through, then you’re going to hook up with Feeney for some OT in the field.”

			“Feeney?”

			“We’re splitting his match list, such as it is. I want to cover as much territory as we can, tonight. You saddle with Feeney. I’m bringing Roarke in. He’s mostly up to speed anyway. Saves me briefing another badge.”

			She paused, sat on the corner of her desk. “Listen, if you get lucky, and pop on this guy tonight, remember, he’s not going to let you take him down easy.”

			“You’re not going to tell me to be careful, are you?”

			“I’m going to tell you to be good. Stay sharp. You pop him, and he goes for either of you, he’ll go for you first.”

			“Female.”

			“Right. He’ll hurt you if he can.”

			“So don’t let him. And right back at you, sir.”

			“Give Feeney the rest of the description. Keep it in your head. Maybe he wears a rug, so—”

			“Dallas, this isn’t my first flight out of the nest.”

			“Right. Right, right.” Restless, she got up, but bypassed coffee for water. Overcaffeinated, she told herself as she opened the bottle. “I got bad vibes, is all.”

			“Want me to call and check in when I get home, Mommy?”

			“Scram.”

			“Scramming.”

			Eve dropped down at the desk, added her record of the session with Mira to her case file, and organized her notes into her daily report.

			Roarke had told her he’d meet her at her office at seven-thirty if not before, so she had time. A little time. She started the research on eye sensitivities, then let the computer hum along while she got up, paced to the window.

			Bad vibes, she thought again, and looked out at her city.

			It wasn’t extrasensory. What she had, what she did was, in her opinion, the antithesis of paranormal. It was elemental, maybe on some level even primitive—the way early man had known when to hunt and when to hide.

			She’d say visceral except the word always sounded sort of pompous to her. And there was nothing pompous about cop work.

			The vibes, for lack of a better word, were a combination of instinct and experience and a knowledge she had no inclination to analyze.

			She knew he’d marked his next target. And could only wonder who, and where, he’d strike tonight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			In his elegant dark business suit, Roarke circled Eve’s new vehicle while it was parked in her slot in Central’s garage. “Haven’t had a chance to really examine your upgrade. Long overdue, Lieutenant.”

			“It does the job.”

			“Better, one hopes, than your previous one.” He tapped the hood. “Release the hood latch.”

			“Why?”

			“So I can look at the engine.”

			“Why? It runs. What else is there to know? Looking at it doesn’t change anything.”

			He gave her a long, pitying smile. “Darling Eve, your absolute lack of interest and aptitude for mechanics is so female.”

			“Watch it, pal.”

			“Wouldn’t you like to know what’s under here?” He tapped the hood again. “What’s getting you where you’re going?”

			“No.” Though he had stirred some mild curiosity. “Besides, I’m getting a later start on this than I’d planned. Let’s just move.”

			“Well, let’s have the codes.” He lifted a brow when she frowned. “If you won’t let me play with it, you can at least let me drive it.”

			She supposed it was fair. He was giving her the evening for work. She gave him the codes, then walked around to the passenger side. “The department appreciates your time and assistance, blah, blah.”

			“Please, you’re much too effusive in your gratitude.”

			He settled behind the wheel, adjusting the seat to his preference, scanning the dash. He judged the data and communication system to be middle-range. It baffled him that the NYPSD didn’t spring for top-of-the-line for their mobile situations.

			He engaged the engine and wasn’t displeased by the sound. “You’ve got more power under you this time, at least.” Then he smiled at her. “Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.”

			“It’s okay. I kept busy. And Feeney couldn’t wiggle loose until about twenty minutes ago, so he and Peabody are getting a late start with this, too.”

			“Then let’s catch up.” He eased out of the slot, drove at a discreet speed to the entrance. Flicked a glance at the pattern of traffic.

			And punched it.

			“Jesus, Roarke!”

			He whipped through, skimming his way around cabs and cars and one-seaters, and nipped through a light a blink before it went to red. “Not bad,” he decided.

			“If I bung this thing up the first week, I’ll never live it down.”

			“Umm-hmm.” He went vertical, maintaining it until he’d swung around a corner. “Could be a bit more elastic on the turns, but it handles well enough.”

			“And if Traffic lights you up, I’m not flashing my badge to kill the violation.”

			“Lateral’s fairly smooth,” he decided after testing it out. “So, where are we going?”

			She sighed, long and deep, but at least the question allowed her to relay the first name and address to her map system. “You want the route displayed on windshield or the dash monitor?”

			“Dash will do.”

			“On monitor,” she ordered and couldn’t suppress the smile when it popped on. “I ditched the vocals. It’ll only blab at me if I specifically order it to. Too bad people don’t come with the same accessory.”

			She rattled off the route.

			“How did Celina’s session go?” Roarke asked her.

			“She handled it. We got a few more details, but it’s tough going. Mira won’t approve another session without a twenty-four-hour break.”

			“A slow process.”

			“Yeah, and he’s not going to move slow. It’s not just women he’s after, but women he sees as having control over him.”

			“Symbolically.”

			“Maybe I pushed him the wrong way, pushed him when I did the interview with Nadine, then the media conference. He’s escalating.”

			“Whether you push or not, he’ll continue to kill until you stop him.”

			“Yeah, I’ll be doing that. I’ll damn well be doing that soon.”

			Her first stop was named Randall Beam, and he wasn’t happy about having a cop at the door.

			“Listen, I got a thing. I’m just about out the door already. What gives?”

			“If we can come in, Randall, we’ll tell you what gives, then maybe you can keep your thing.”

			“Hell. How come a guy has a coupla assaults on his sheet, cops’re always yanking him?”

			“It’s a mystery all right.”

			Eve stepped in, scanned the room. It was small, man messy without being revolting. There was the faintest whiff of something in the air that could get Randall a little visit from Illegals, but she’d let it pass unless she had to squeeze him.

			There were curtains at the windows, which was a surprise, and a couple of nice-looking pillows tucked into the corners of a sagging couch.

			Physically, Beam didn’t fit her profile. He was about six feet tall, a solid and muscular one-eighty. But compared to a size fifteen, his feet were almost dainty. His complexion leaned toward jailhouse white, and he sported a long brown ponytail.

			Still, she’d need to take the time with him. He might have a friend, a brother, whatever, who fit her needs more closely.

			“Need your whereabouts, Randall.” She gave him the nights of the three murders, waited while he stood looking put-upon and sad.

			“How’m I supposed to know?”

			“You can’t tell me where you were last night?”

			“Last night? One of them’s last night? Last night, after I got off work? I got gainful employment.”

			“Good for you.”

			“So, after work, me and a couple of the guys stopped in at the Roundhouse. Bar on Fourth? Knocked back a few, grabbed some chow, played some pool. LC works the joint. Name’s Loelle? I was flush, so I took her up to one of the privates—Roundhouse’s got two—for a bang. Had a couple more drinks, got home, I dunno, about two? This here’s my day off.”

			“Loelle and your buddies going to confirm all that?”

			“Sure. Why not? Loelle’s down there most nights; you can ask her. And you can ask Ike—Ike Steenburg—we work together. He was there last night. What gives?”

			“Let’s get through the other two nights.”

			He was clueless about his activities on the night of Napier’s murder—but he balked on explaining what he was doing on the night of Maplewood’s.

			“I had a thing. Was there till after eleven. Went out with . . . with some people after for, you know, coffee. Got home, I dunno, maybe midnight. I really gotta go now.”

			“What’s the thing, Randall?”

			He shuffled his feet, stared at them while color came up on his cheeks. “Why I gotta say?”

			“Because I have a badge, you have a sheet, I need to know, and if you make me ask again I’m going to be a lot more interested in the Zoner I smell.”

			“Jesus. Cops. You’re always hassling a guy.”

			“Yeah. It’s the part of the job that gets me up out of bed every morning with a big smile on my face.”

			He blew out a breath. “I don’t want the guys to hear about it.”

			“I’m the soul of fricking discretion.”

			He shifted his gaze up, ran it over her face, shifted it to Roarke, and hunched his shoulder. “You shouldn’t oughta get the wrong idea. I ain’t no fairy or nothing. Don’t know why guys want to bang each other when there’s women around. But you know, live and let.”

			“That’s a touching philosophy, Randall. Spill.”

			He pulled on his nose, shuffled his feet. “Just that . . . last assault bust, they say I gotta take anger management and shit. So I stop punching people and starting fights. But I never punched nobody didn’t ask for it.”

			Eve supposed the flaw was in her, but she was starting to like him. “I know the feeling.”

			“So they, shit, they say I should do some therapy kind of deal. Occupational, recreational, relaxational. What all. I sign up for this class in, ah, crafts.”

			“You do crafts.”

			“Don’t make me no fairy or nothing.” He gave Roarke a steely look as if daring him to disagree.

			“Did you make the curtains?” Roarke asked, pleasantly.

			“Yeah. So?” His fists bunched at his sides.

			“It’s very good work. A nice use, I’d say, of fabric and color.”

			“Well.” He eyed Roarke, eyed the curtains. Then shrugged. “They come out okay. It’s constructive and, you know, therapeutic. I sorta got into it. I was working on the pillows there at Total Crafts, they got clubs and shit, and instructors. That’s where I was the night you’re saying. They give you a break on the supplies and shit, and you can use their machines you need to. And it’s kinda interesting is all. I got a class tonight, on needlepoint. You can make all kinds of shit, you know what you’re doing.”

			“Your instructor and classmates verify this?”

			“Yeah. But, hey, you go down there asking questions, talking about my sheet, it’s gonna mess me up. Coupla skirts in there I’m thinking about hitting on, and it’s gonna mess me up.”

			“You forgot about me being the soul of discretion, Randall. Any of your buddies know about your hobby?”

			His face went to stark, stupefied shock. “Hell, no. You think I’d mouth off about fricking curtains and pillows to the guys? They’d rag me till I had to pound on them. Then I wouldn’t be managing my anger issues and all that.”

			“Got a point,” Eve agreed.

			“You knew it wasn’t him when he opened the door.” Roarke slid back behind the wheel.

			“Yeah, but you’ve got to run the lap. He says his buddies don’t know, but it’s possible one does. Or somebody he works with, somebody he’s played pool with. A neighbor.” She lifted a shoulder. “He nips the cord from Randall, or uses his name to buy it. You can’t discount long shots. Let’s hit the next.”

			She went through the paces because it had to be done, but she didn’t quibble when Roarke announced it was time for a meal. Nor did she quibble over his choice of a French place with candles on the table and waiters with their noses in the air.

			His name got them a corner booth in thirty seconds flat, with the expected fawning service. But the food was choice.

			Still, she brooded over it, picked at it, and did more rearranging of it on her plate than eating it.

			“Tell me what’s troubling you.” He laid a hand over hers. “It’s more than the case.”

			“I guess there’s a lot going around in my head.”

			“Give me one.”

			“I told Peabody about . . . I told her about when I was a kid.”

			His fingers tightened on hers. “I wondered if you ever would. It would’ve been difficult for both of you.”

			“We’re partners. You’ve got to trust your partner. I’m rank, and I expect her to follow an order without hesitation. And I know she will, and that my rank isn’t why she will.”

			“That’s not the only reason you told her.”

			“No. No, it’s not.” She looked at him through the candlelight. “Cases like this, they get into my gut. I can make a mistake because I’m looking too hard, or I’m looking away because I can’t stand to look too hard.”

			“You never look away, Eve.”

			“Well, I want to. Sometimes I want to, and the difference is a pretty thin line. She’s with me every day, and she’s a good cop. She’ll see if I’m off, and she’s got a right to know why I am, if I am.”

			“I agree with you. But there’s still one more reason you told her.”

			“She’s a friend. The tightest, I guess, next to Mavis. Mavis is different.”

			“Oh, let me count the ways.”

			She laughed, as he’d wanted. “She’s not a cop and she’s Mavis. She’s the first person I ever told any part of it to. The first person I could tell any part of it to. I should’ve told Feeney. We were partners and I should’ve told him. But I didn’t know, didn’t remember most of it when we were hooked, and besides . . .”

			“He’s a man.”

			“I told you. You’re a man.”

			“I’m not your father figure,” he said and watched her reach quickly for her water glass.

			“I guess. I mean, no, you’re sure as hell not. And maybe Feeney . . . in some kind of way. Doesn’t matter,” she decided. “I didn’t tell him. Telling Mira was almost an accident, and she’s a doctor. I’ve never dumped it, in a big lump, on anybody but you, and now Peabody.”

			“You told her the whole of it then?”

			“That I killed him? Yeah. She said something about hoping I ripped him to pieces. She cried. Jesus.”

			She dropped her head in her hands.

			“Is that what troubles you most about this? That her heart hurts for you?”

			“That’s not why I told her.”

			“Friendship, partnership. They aren’t just about trust, Eve. They’re about affection. Even love. If she didn’t feel pity for and anger over the child, she wouldn’t be your friend.”

			“I guess I know that. I’ll give you one of the other things on my mind, then we have to finish the list. I watched the whole hypnotherapy deal today. Mira’s brought it up before, she doesn’t push it, but she’s told me it might help bring things back to the surface, clear it out of me. Maybe the more you remember, the more control you have over it. I don’t know. But I don’t think I can go there, Roarke. I don’t know if I can, even if it means getting rid of the nightmares.”

			“Were you considering it?”

			“I hadn’t ruled it out, completely, for later. Sometime later. But it’s too much like Testing. If you terminate somebody on the job, you have to go through Testing. That’s SOP, and you deal. You hate it, but you deal. This is like saying, sure, put me through the wringer, take away my control, because maybe—possibly—it’ll make things better.”

			“If you want to find out more, and you’re not comfortable with hypnosis, there are other ways, Eve.”

			“You could dig details out of my past for me, the way you dug them out for yourself.” She picked up the water again. “I’ve thought about it. I’m not sure I want to go there either. But I’ll think about it some more. I guess finding out what we did before, about Homeland surveilling him, knowing about me, knowing what he was doing to me, and letting it happen to preserve the integrity of their investigation—”

			Roarke said something particularly vile about Homeland and integrity. Something, she thought with dark humor, that didn’t belong in snooty French restaurants.

			“Yeah, well. It’s played on my head some, finding out other people knew. And it’s made me ask myself, would I sacrifice a civilian for a collar?”

			“You would not.”

			“No, I wouldn’t. Not knowingly, not willingly. But there are people out there, people who consider themselves solid citizens who would. Would, and do, sacrifice others to get what they want or need. Happens every day, in big ways, in little ways. For the greater good, for their good, for their interpretation of someone else’s good. By action, by omission of action, people sacrifice other people all the damn time.”

			Peabody stepped off the subway and stifled a yawn. It was still shy of eleven, but she was beat. At least she wasn’t hungry on top of it, as Feeney had been as happy as she to break for food. Her belly was nicely full of fried chicken strips—at least it had been billed as chicken, and she didn’t want to question what else might have been inside the batter.

			Dipped into some sort of bright yellow sauce, they hadn’t been half bad.

			Of course, they’d crapped out on everything else, but that was life with a badge.

			She flipped out her palm-link as she trudged up the steps to street level.

			“There she is.” McNab’s face, split by a big, welcoming grin, filled the screen. “Heading home yet?”

			“Just a couple blocks away. We covered a lot of ground, didn’t pick anything up.”

			“That’s the way it goes.”

			“You said it. Did you get any more packing done?”

			“Baby, you’re going to give me a really big sloppy one when you walk in the door. It’s done, and we’re ready to rock and roll out of here.”

			“Really? Really?” She did a little skip-step on the sidewalk. “There was a lot left, you must’ve worked the whole time.”

			“Well, I had the really big sloppy one as incentive.”

			“You didn’t throw out any of my—”

			“Peabody, I want to live. I didn’t ditch anything, including your little stuffed bunny.”

			“Mister Fluffytail and I go back. I’ll be there in five. Be prepared for the sloppy one.”

			“When it comes to sloppy ones, I’m a fricking Youth Scout.”

			She laughed, stuffed the ’link back in her pocket. Life was really good, she thought. Her life was really good. In fact, just at the moment it was absolutely mag. All the little nerves about moving into a new place, with McNab—signing a lease, blending lives, furniture, styles, sharing a bed with the same guy for . . . well, possibly forever—were gone.

			It felt right. It felt solid.

			It wasn’t as if he didn’t irritate her cross-eyed sometimes. It was that she got he was supposed to. It was part of their thing, their style.

			She was in love. She was a detective. She was partnered with the best cop on the NYPSD—possibly the best cop anywhere. She’d actually lost three pounds. Okay, two, but she was working off number three even now.

			As she walked, she looked up, smiled at the lights glowing in her apartment—her old apartment, she corrected. McNab would probably come to the window any minute, to look out, wave, or blow her a kiss—a gesture that might’ve looked silly on another guy, but gave her such a nice little rush when it came from him.

			She’d blow one back, and wouldn’t feel silly at all.

			She slowed her pace, just a bit, to give him time to come to the window, fulfill the fantasy.

			She never saw him coming.

			There was a blur of movement. He was big—bigger than she’d imagined—and he was fast. She knew, in that fingersnap of time that she saw his face—eyes obscured by black sunshades—that she was in trouble. Terrible trouble.

			Instinct had her pivoting, reaching for the weapon she wore at her hip.

			Then it was like being rammed by a stampeding bull. She felt the pain—crazy pain—in her chest, in her face. She heard something break, and realized with a kind of sick wonder that the something was inside her.

			Her mind stopped working. It was training rather than thought that had her pumping out with her legs, aiming for any part of his mass so she could knock him back far enough to give her room to roll.

			She barely budged him.

			“Whore.”

			His face loomed over her, features obscured by the thick layers of sealant, the wide, black shades.

			It seemed time dripped, slow as syrup. That her limbs were weighed down like lead. She reared up to kick again—all in slow, painful motion—struggling to suck in air to a chest that burned like fire. Ordering herself to remember details.

			“Cop whore. Going to mess you up.”

			He kicked her, so she doubled up in agony as her fingers fumbled for her weapon. Parts of her, separate parts of her went numb, and still she could feel the violent impact of his feet, his fists. She could smell her own blood.

			He plucked her up, as if she were no more than a child’s doll. This time she heard—felt—something rip.

			Someone screamed. She felt herself hurled into the dark as she fired.

			McNab put on music. She’d sounded tired when she’d called, so he went for some of her Free-Ager flutey shit. Since he’d finished packing the lot—including sheets—they were going to bunk in her sleepbag. He thought she’d get a bang out of it. Last night in the old place, all cuddled up together on the floor, like kids camping out.

			It was just totally frosty.

			He poured her a glass of wine. He liked doing it for her, thinking how she’d do it for him when he caught a late night. It was the sort of thing cohabs did. He supposed.

			It was the first official cohabitation for both of them. They’d live, he decided, and learn.

			He was thinking maybe he’d go to the window, toss her out a noisy kiss as she walked up, when he heard the screaming.

			He raced out of the kitchen, leaping over packing boxes and across the living area to the window. And his heart stopped dead.

			He had his weapon in one hand, his communicator in the other, without any memory of grabbing either, and was running out the door. “Officer needs assistance! All units, all units, officer needs immediate assistance.”

			He shouted out the address as he bolted down the stairs. Praying. Praying.

			She was half on the sidewalk, half on the street. Facedown, with blood, her blood, staining the concrete. A man and a woman were crouched beside her, and another was huffing toward them.

			“Get away. Get away.” He shoved blindly at the nearest. “I’m a cop. Oh God, oh Jesus God, Dee.”

			He wanted to scoop her up, gather her in, and knew he didn’t dare. Instead he pressed shaking fingers to the pulse in her throat. And felt his heart hitch when he felt the beat.

			“Okay. God, okay. Officer down!” He snapped it into his communicator. “Officer down. Require immediate medical assistance this location. Hurry, goddamn it. Hurry.”

			He touched her hand, struggled not to squeeze it. Got his breath back.

			“Be on the lookout for a black or dark blue van, late model, heading south from this location at high speed.”

			He hadn’t seen it clearly enough, not enough. He’d only seen her.

			When he started to strip off his shirt to cover her, one of the men pulled off his jacket. “Here, cover her with this. We were just coming out, across the street, and we saw . . .”

			“Hold on, Dee. Peabody, you hold the hell on.” Still gripping her hand, and seeing now she had her weapon in the other, he looked up at the people around him. His eyes went flat and cold as a shark’s.

			“I need your names. I need to know what you saw.”

			Eve’s heart was knocking on her ribs when she shoved off the elevator and strode double-time down the hospital corridor. “Peabody,” she said, slapping her badge on the counter of the nurse’s station. “Detective Delia. What’s her status?”

			“She’s in surgery.”

			“That’s not telling me her status.”

			“I can’t tell you her status because I’m not in surgery.”

			“Eve.” Roarke put a restraining hand on her shoulder before she simply leaped over the counter and throttled the nurse. “McNab will be in the waiting area. We should go there first.”

			She struggled to draw a breath, even out her terror and temper. “Get somebody to go into surgery and get her status. Do you understand me?”

			“I’ll do what I can. You can wait down the hall, to your left.”

			“Easy, baby.” Roarke murmured to her, slid his arm around her waist as they went toward the waiting area. “Try to take it easy.”

			“I’ll take it easy when I know what the hell’s going on.” She stepped into waiting, and stopped.

			He was alone. She hadn’t expected him to be alone. Such places were usually filled with people agonizing. But there was only McNab standing at one of the windows, staring out.

			“Detective.”

			He spun around—and the grief and hope on his face shuddered into only grief. “Lieutenant. They took her. They took her into . . . They said . . . I don’t know.”

			“Ian.” Roarke crossed to him, laid an arm around McNab’s shoulders and drew him toward a chair. “You’ll sit a minute now. I’ll get you something to drink, and you’ll sit a minute. They’re taking care of her now. And in a bit, I’ll go and see what I can find out.”

			“You have to tell me what happened.” Eve sat beside McNab. He had a ring on each thumb, she noticed. And blood on his hands. Peabody’s.

			“I was in the apartment. All packed up. I’d just talked to her. She’d tagged me to tell me she was a couple blocks away. She was only . . . I should’ve gone out and met her. That’s what I should’ve done. Gone out, and then she wouldn’t be walking alone. I had music on. Fucking music on, and I was in the kitchen. I didn’t hear anything until the screams. Wasn’t her. She didn’t have a chance to scream.”

			“McNab.”

			Roarke turned from the vending AutoChef at the tone of her voice. He was about to step in, draw her away, when he saw the change.

			She reached out, took one of his blood-smeared hands in hers, held it. “Ian,” she said. “I need you to give me a report. I know it’s hard, but you have to tell me everything you know. I didn’t get any details.”

			“I . . . give me a minute. Okay? Give me a minute.”

			“Sure. Here drink . . . whatever he’s got here.”

			“Tea.” Roarke sat on the table in front of them, faced McNab. “Have a bit of tea now, Ian, and catch your breath. Look here a minute.”

			He laid a hand on McNab’s knee until McNab lifted his head, met his eyes. “I know what it is to have the one you love, the only one, hurt. There’s a war in your belly, and your heart’s so heavy it doesn’t seem as if your body can hold it. This kind of fear doesn’t have a name. You can only wait with it. And let us help.”

			“I was in the kitchen.” He pressed the heels of his hands, hard, against his eyes. Then he took the tea. “Hadn’t been more than two, three minutes since she told me she was a couple blocks away. Probably just got off the subway. I heard a woman scream, and shouts. I ran to the window, and I saw . . .”

			He used both hands to lift the tea, then drank it like medicine. “I saw her lying, facedown. Head and shoulders on the sidewalk, the rest in the street. Two males and a female were running toward her from the northwest. And I saw—caught a glimpse of a vehicle heading south at high speed.”

			He stopped to clear his throat. “I ran down. I had my weapon and communicator. I don’t know how, I don’t remember. I called for assistance, and when I got to her, she was unconscious, and bleeding from the face and head. Her clothes were bloody, torn some.”

			He squeezed his eyes shut. “She was bleeding, and I checked her pulse. She was alive. She had her weapon out and in her right hand. He didn’t get her piece. The son of a bitch didn’t get her piece.”

			“You didn’t see him.”

			“I didn’t see him. I got names and partial statements from the three witnesses, but then the MTs got there. I had to go with her, Dallas. I left the witnesses to the uniforms who responded. I had to go with her.”

			“Of course you did. You get a make on the vehicle? Plates?”

			“Dark van. Couldn’t tell the color, just dark. But I think black or dark blue. Couldn’t see the plates, light was out on them. Witnesses didn’t make it either. One of the guys—Jacobs—he said it looked new, really clean. Maybe it was a Sidewinder or a Slipstream.”

			“Did they see her assailant?”

			His eyes went flat again, and cold. “Yeah, they made him pretty damn good. Big, beefy guy, bald, sunshades. They saw him kick her, fucking stomp on her. They saw her lying on the ground and the bastard kicking her. Then he hauled her up, like maybe he was going to heave her into the back of the van. But the woman started screaming, and the guys shouted and started running. He threw her down. They said he threw her down and jumped into the van. But she got a shot off. That’s what they told me. She got a shot off when he was throwing her down. Maybe it hit him. Maybe he staggered. They weren’t sure, and I had to go, go with her, so I couldn’t follow up.”

			“You did good. You did great.”

			“Dallas.”

			And now she saw he was struggling against tears. If he broke, she’d break. “Take it easy.”

			“They said—the medicals—they said it was bad. We were riding in, they were working on her. They told me it was bad.”

			“I’m going to tell you what you already know. She’s no pushover. She’s a tough cop, and she’ll come through.”

			He nodded, swallowed hard. “She had her weapon in her hand. She kept her weapon.”

			“She’s got spine. Roarke?”

			He nodded and, walking out to gather information, left her and McNab waiting alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			He paced and prowled and keened like an animal. And wept like a child as he crossed back and forth, back and forth, in front of the staring eyes. The bitch had hurt him.

			It wasn’t allowed. Those days were over, and he wasn’t supposed to be hurt anymore. Ever. Look at him. He swung around toward the wall of mirrors to reassure himself. Look at his body.

			He’d grown tall, taller than anyone he knew.

			Do you know how much clothes cost, you damn freak? You better start pulling your weight around here, or you’re gonna go around naked as far as I’m concerned. I’m not going to keep popping for them.

			“I’m sorry, Mother. I can’t help it.”

			No, no! He wasn’t sorry. He was glad he was tall. He wasn’t a freak.

			And he’d made himself strong. He’d worked, he’d strained, he’d sweated, until he’d created a strong body. A body to be proud of, a body people respected. Women feared.

			You’re puny, you’re weak, you’re nothing.

			“Not anymore, Mother.” Grinning fiercely, he flexed the biceps of his uninjured arm. “Not anymore.”

			But even as he looked, as he preened in front of the glass to admire the brawny form he’d spent years building, he saw himself shrink, whittling down until it was a gangly boy with pinched cheeks and haunted eyes staring back at him.

			The boy’s chest was crisscrossed with welts from a beating, his genitals were raw from the vicious scrubbing she’d given them. His hair hung dank and dirty to his shoulders the way she made him keep it.

			“She’ll punish us again,” the little boy told him. “She’ll put us back in the dark.”

			“No! She won’t.” He swung away from the mirror. “She won’t. I know what I’m doing.” Cradling his injured arm, he tried to pace off the pain. “She’ll be punished this time. You can bet your bottom dollar. Took care of the cop bitch, didn’t I? Didn’t I?”

			He’d killed her. He was damn sure he’d broken her into a few nasty pieces, oh yeah. But his arm! It was hot and numb—the kind of numb that came with prickling needles—from shoulder to fingertip.

			He cradled it against his body, moaning, as he was caught between boy and man.

			Mommy would kiss it and make it all better.

			Mommy would slap him silly and lock him in the dark.

			“We haven’t finished.”

			He heard the little boy, the sad, desperate little boy.

			No, he hadn’t finished. He’d be punished unless he could finish it. Put in the dark, blind in the dark. Burned and whipped, with her voice pounding in his head like spikes.

			He shouldn’t have left the cop behind, but it had happened so fast. The screaming, the people running toward him, the shocking pain in his arm.

			He’d had to run. The little boy had said: Run! What choice had he had?

			“I had to.” He dropped to his knees, pleading with the eyes that floated in silence, that stared without pity. “I’ll do better next time. Just wait. I’ll do better.”

			In the bright lights that were never turned off, he knelt and rocked and wept.

			Eve couldn’t sit. She wandered to the vending area, ordered up more coffee. She carried the thin, bitter brew to the window. Stared out as McNab had done. She ran over in her mind what she’d done, what was left to be done, but she couldn’t keep her thoughts from stealing into surgery where she envisioned Peabody’s lifeless body on an operating table, and faceless doctors with blood on their hands to their wrists.

			Peabody’s blood.

			She spun around as she heard footsteps approaching. But it wasn’t Roarke or one of those faceless doctors. Feeney hurried in, his stylish shirt rumpled from the long day, a flush of anxiety riding on his cheeks.

			He shot her a look, and when she only shook her head, he went straight to McNab, and sat—as Roarke had—on the table.

			They spoke in murmurs, Feeney’s low and steady, McNab’s thin and disjointed.

			Eve circled around them, and into the corridor. She needed to know something. To do anything.

			When she saw Roarke coming toward her, when she saw his face, her knees went to water.

			“She’s not—”

			“No.” He took the coffee from her because her hands had started to shake. “She’s still in surgery. Eve . . .” He set the coffee on a rolling tray so that he could take both of her hands in his.

			“Just tell me.”

			“Three broken ribs. Her lung collapsed on the way in. Her shoulder’s torn up, hip’s fractured. There’s considerable internal damage. Her kidney’s bruised, and her spleen—they’re trying to repair, but they may have to remove it.”

			God. “They—if they do, they can replace it. They can replace anything. What else?”

			“He shattered her cheekbone, dislocated her jaw.”

			“That’s bad. It’s bad, but they can fix—”

			“There’s head trauma. It’s a concern.” He ran his hands rhythmically up and down her arms, kept his eyes on hers. “It’s very serious.”

			The attending physician he’d collared in ER had told him Peabody looked as if she’d been struck head-on by a maxibus.

			“They . . . they say her chances?”

			“They wouldn’t, no. I can tell you they have a full team on her, and if there’s a need for outside specialists we’ll get them. We’ll get whatever she needs.”

			Her throat was flooded, and closed like a dam. She managed a nod.

			“How much do you want me to tell him?”

			“What?”

			“McNab.” He rubbed her shoulders now, waited while she closed her eyes, gathered herself. “How much do you want me to tell him?”

			“All of it. He needs to know all of it. He—” She broke off, let herself cling for a moment when Roarke drew her in. “God. Oh God.”

			“She’s strong. She’s young and strong and healthy. It weighs on her side. You know that.”

			Broken. Shattered. Fractured. “Go tell him. Feeney’s here, Feeney’s with him. Go tell them.”

			“Come, sit down then.” Gently, he kissed her forehead, her cheeks. “Wait with them. We’ll all wait together.”

			“Not yet. I’m okay.” She eased back, but took his hands, squeezed them before releasing them. “I just need to settle down. And I . . . I need to contact some people. I need to do . . . things, or I’ll go crazy.”

			He drew her to him again, held tight. “We won’t let her go.”

			An hour ticked by, minute by endless minute.

			“We get any more?”

			Eve shook her head at Feeney. She’d taken to leaning up against the wall outside the waiting area when she wasn’t pacing. The waiting room had started to fill with cops. Uniforms, detectives, civilian drones, who settled in to wait or stopped by for news.

			“Her family—”

			“I talked them into staying put, at least until we know more.” She sipped from another cup of coffee. “As soon as we do, I’ll give them her status. I played it down, a little. Maybe I shouldn’t have, but—”

			“Nothing they can do, for now.”

			“Right. If they have to get here, Roarke’s already made arrangements for transpo. How’s McNab?”

			“Hanging on by a couple of greasy threads right now, but hanging all the same. Helps to have other cops around.” His eyes went to slits. “He’s meat, Dallas. There’s not one badge in the city who won’t put in the time to track him now he came after one of ours.”

			“He’s meat,” Eve agreed. “And he’s mine.”

			She stayed leaning against the wall, only turning her head when she heard the clip of heels. She’d been expecting them.

			Nadine streamed down the corridor, two uniformed officers at her back.

			Good, was all Eve thought. She needed the distraction of going a round with someone.

			But Nadine stopped in front of them, laid one hand on Feeney’s arm, the other on Eve’s. “How is she?”

			Friendship first, Eve realized. When it came to the wire, friendship crossed the line first. “She’s still in surgery. Nearly two hours now.”

			“Did they give you any idea when—” She stopped herself. “No, they never do. I need to talk to you, Dallas.”

			“Talk.”

			“Alone. Sorry, Feeney.”

			“No problem.” He slipped back into the waiting area.

			“Is there somewhere we can sit down?” Nadine asked.

			“Sure.” Eve simply slid down the wall until her butt met the floor. And looking up, sipped her coffee.

			After a tap of her foot and a shrug, Nadine sat on the floor beside her. “As far as Peabody’s concerned, I won’t air anything you don’t want aired. That’s for her.”

			“Appreciated.”

			“She’s my friend, too, Dallas.”

			“I know she is.” Because her eyes stung, she closed them. “I know it.”

			“You give me what you want out there, and I’ll get it out. Now let’s take a minute to discuss the gorillas you’ve put on my tail.”

			Eve looked over at the uniforms, satisfied they were—per her orders—burly guys and seasoned. “What about them?”

			“How do you expect me to work with a couple of storm troopers in my shadow?”

			“That would be your problem.”

			“I don’t—”

			“He went after her, he could go after you. We were on screen together. Little push,” she murmured. “A little push. I didn’t expect him to go for Peabody.”

			“He was supposed to go for you.”

			“Makes more sense, goddamn it. I’m primary. I’m in charge. But he goes for my partner. So he could go after you. Working through the lineup, I get that now. Wants me to see he can take out my people under my nose. Wants me to know it before he comes for me.”

			“I can follow the dots, Dallas, but it doesn’t address how I’m supposed to gather data and report same when I come as a trio, and two of that trio are badges. Nobody’s going to talk to me.”

			“Deal with it,” Eve snapped. “Just fucking deal, Nadine. He’s not going to put his hands on another friend. He doesn’t get the chance for another.”

			Nadine studied the icy rage on Eve’s face, and said nothing. She leaned back, took the coffee out of Eve’s hand, sipped. “Tastes like warm piss,” she commented, then sipped again. “No, maybe a little worse than that.”

			“It’s not so bad after the first gallon.”

			“I’ll take your word,” she decided, and handed it back. “I don’t want him to get his hands on me. I do want to mention I know how to take precautions. Particularly after my own romp in the park with a homicidal maniac a year or so ago. And I haven’t forgotten who got me out of that. I’m also smart enough, and have a healthy enough sense of self-preservation to accept that there might be times I need someone to take an interest in my welfare. So I’ll deal, Dallas.”

			She shifted, looking for comfort on the hard floor. “And actually, the one on the left is kind of hot.”

			“Try not to have sex with one of my men when he’s on duty.”

			“I’ll try to restrain myself. I’m going to go see McNab for a minute.”

			She nodded. Eve considered pacing again, or just closing her eyes and pushing herself into oblivion. Roarke came out before she’d decided, crouched in front of her.

			“It might be an idea to go down, get some food—other than the slop available through vending—for the horde in there.”

			“Trying to give me something to do with myself?”

			“Both of us.”

			“Okay.”

			He straightened, took her hand to pull her to her feet.

			“It just seems like we should know something more by now. It just seems like—”

			She looked toward the elevators and saw Louise and Charles rushing in.

			“News?” Charles demanded.

			“Nothing. Nothing for over an hour now.”

			“I’ll go into surgery.” Louise squeezed Charles’s arm. “I’ll scrub up, get a look for myself.”

			“That’ll be better,” Eve said when Louise dashed off. “We’ll know more, and that’ll be better.”

			“What can I do?” Charles gripped Eve’s hand. “Give me an assignment—something.”

			She looked into his eyes. The friendship deal came in a lot of layers, she thought, a lot of measures. “Roarke and I were talking about getting some food for everybody.”

			“Let me take care of that. I’ll just go let McNab know we’re here, and I’ll take care of it.”

			“It keeps rippling, doesn’t it?” Roarke watched Charles move through the groups of cops to where McNab stood. “All the people, the relationships, the connections. Lieutenant.” He framed her face with his hands, kissed her gently on the forehead. “It wouldn’t hurt you to find a flat surface, close your eyes for a few minutes.”

			“Can’t do it.”

			“I didn’t think so.”

			She waited. And felt she was at the center of a vortex as she contacted or was contacted by Whitney, Mira, Peabody’s family. Cops came. Some went, more stayed. EDD and Homicide, uniforms and rank.

			“Get McNab,” she murmured to Roarke when she spotted Louise. “Keep it low. I don’t want the whole department out here when she fills us in.”

			Bracing herself, she stepped forward to meet Louise. “Roarke’s getting McNab, so you only have to say it once.”

			“Good.” She wore scrubs now, pale green and baggy. “I’ll go back, observe, but I wanted to give you what I could.”

			Roarke came out with McNab, with Feeney and Charles. The first circle, Eve supposed, of all those spreading ripples.

			“Are they finished?” McNab said quickly. “Is she—”

			“They’re still working on her. It’s going well. She’s got a solid surgical team, Ian, and she’s holding her own.” She reached out, took his hands. “It’s going to take a while longer. There was extensive damage, and the fact is she’s undergoing more than one surgery. Her vitals are good, and everything that can be done is being done.”

			“How much longer?” Eve demanded.

			“Two, three hours more. At least. She’s critical, but she’s holding. Now I’m going to suggest you go down and give blood. It’s something positive you can do. I’ll go back in, observe. The head of the surgical team will give you more details when it’s done, but I’ll keep you updated as much as possible.”

			“Could I go in with you? If I scrubbed—”

			“No.” Louise leaned in, kissed his cheek. “Go down, give blood. Do the positive, think strong thoughts. Those things matter, I promise.”

			“Okay, I’ll go down now.”

			“We’ll both go down,” Feeney said, then jerked his chin toward the waiting room. “We’ll go down in shifts. Time we’re finished, you’ll have more cop blood in this place than you know what to do with.”

			A little woozy from the loss of a pint of blood—Eve would rather have lost it through injury than by syringe—she sat back in the waiting area. Her hands stayed in Roarke’s while her mind drifted.

			She thought of the first time she’d seen Peabody, looking efficient in her uniform. There’d been a body between them. There was always another body.

			She remembered when she’d pulled Peabody off patrol and into Homicide as her aide. And how Peabody had nearly “Sir, yes, sir’d” her to death in the first hour.

			Those days were over.

			Hadn’t taken the smart mouth long to surface—in, over, and around the “sirs.”

			Stood up for herself is what she did. Respected the rank, but stood up for herself. Learned fast. Quick brain, good eyes. Good cop.

			God, how much longer?

			Fell for a detective who turned out to be a wrong cop. Shook her confidence, hurt her feelings. Then McNab had pranced in. Charles had glided. But in spite of the looks of that strange triangle, it has always been McNab.

			A couple of hard bumps and they’d bounced away from each other. Bad feelings, bitter words. Spitting at each other if they were in the same space more than ten seconds. Bounced back together eventually. Maybe that’s what people did, bounced back where they were supposed to be, bumps or not.

			“Eve.” At Roarke’s voice, she stirred, blinked her eyes open. And followed his look toward the doorway and Louise.

			She got up quickly, joined the group already gathering around Louise.

			“She’s out of surgery. They’ll be bringing her into Recovery, and the surgeons will come through shortly to talk to you.”

			“She came through it.” McNab’s voice was hoarse with fatigue and emotion. “She came through.”

			“Yes. She’s critical, and they’ll almost certainly put her in ICU for the time being. She’s in a coma.”

			“Oh, God.”

			“It’s not unusual, Ian. It’s a way for her body to rest, to recover. The early scans look good, but she’ll need more. They’ll need to keep a close eye on her for the next several hours.”

			“She’ll come out of it.”

			“There’s every reason to believe so, yes. There are some concerns—the kidney, for instance. But she came through the surgery well. Strong.”

			“I can see her, right? They’re going to let me see her.”

			“Absolutely. In just a little while.”

			“Okay.” That seemed to settle him. The shakes smoothed out of his voice. “And I can just sit with her, until she wakes up. She shouldn’t wake up alone.”

			“I’m sure you can. No more than two in the room at once. But it’ll be good for her to know someone’s there. She will know,” Louise promised. “She’ll know.”

			Eve took her turn, stepping in with Roarke while McNab hovered just outside the room in ICU. She’d prepared herself, but it wasn’t enough.

			Nothing would’ve been enough to brace her for that first look.

			Peabody lay on the narrow bed, tethered by more tubes than Eve cared to count. Maybe the steady hum and beep of monitors was supposed to be reassuring, but they made her jittery.

			But she could have taken that. She’d visited hundreds of victims, fellow cops, perps in hospital rooms, and knew what to expect.

			But none of them had been Peabody lying utterly still with her face so bruised it was barely recognizable.

			The sheet covered her to the neck, but Eve imagined there were many other bruises under it. Strapping, bandaging, suturing, and God knew what under that white sheet.

			“They’ll treat the bruising,” Roarke said from behind her. “It wouldn’t have been a priority.”

			“He broke her face. The son of a bitch.”

			“And he’ll pay for it. Look at me. Eve.” He turned her, gripped her arms tight. “She’s mine almost as much as she’s yours. I’m in this until the end of it. I want my chance at him as well.”

			“It can’t be personal. That’s the primary rule on any investigation. And that’s bullshit.” She stepped away from him, stepped toward the bed. “That’s just raging bullshit, because it’s as personal as it gets. He doesn’t get by doing this to her. So yeah.” She looked up, met his eyes, then turned her icy gaze to Peabody. “We’re both in it, till the end.”

			She leaned over, spoke quiet and clear. “I’m going to kick his ass for you, Peabody. You’ve got my word on it.” She reached out, then hesitated, unsure where to touch. In the end, she laid her hand on Peabody’s hair. “We’ll be back.”

			She waited as Roarke bent to touch his lips to Peabody’s bruised cheek, then her lips. “Soon. We’ll be back soon.”

			They went out to where McNab and Feeney waited.

			“He messed her up bad.” McNab’s eyes looked hollow, like caves of anger and anguish.

			“Yeah, yeah, he did.”

			“I want to be there when you take him down. I want to be there, Lieutenant, but . . . I can’t leave her. I can’t leave until . . . until she wakes up.”

			“As far as I’m concerned, that’s your primary assignment.”

			“I could do some work from here, while I was sitting with her. If I had the equipment, I could do runs or data searches, anything. We’re still trying on the Transit discs. I could keep punching that.”

			“I’ll get your work,” Eve promised.

			“And I’ll get you what you need to do it.” Feeney laid a hand on his shoulder. “You go on, son, sit with her. I’ll bring you what you need.”

			“Thanks. I don’t think I’d’ve made it through tonight if . . . thanks.”

			Feeney drew a long breath when they were alone, and his eyes were bright and fierce. “We’re going to burn this bastard.”

			“Damn right,” Eve promised.

			She’d start at home, shower off the night, marshall her thoughts and resources. The moment they walked in, Summerset was there.

			“Detective Peabody?”

			He might be an asshole, Eve thought, but right now he looked like an asshole who hadn’t slept, and who was carrying a load of worry.

			“She came through it. She looks like somebody tossed her in front of a train, but she came through.”

			“She’s in ICU,” Roarke continued. “She hasn’t regained consciousness yet, but they’re hopeful. McNab’s with her.”

			“If I can be of any help.”

			Eve had started up the stairs, but now she stopped, looked down on him, and considered. “You know how to run the unregistered?”

			“Of course.”

			“I’m taking Roarke with me, so you’re on e-duty. I’m going to get a shower, then I’ll tell you what you’re looking for.”

			“Tell me what you’re looking for,” Roarke prompted when they reached the bedroom.

			“I have to think it through.”

			“Think out loud, while we both grab a shower.”

			She worked up the energy to narrow her eyes at him. “Shower’s strictly for body maintenance.”

			“I consider sex body maintenance, but we’ll catch up with that another time.”

			She talked it out while the hot water helped rinse some of the fog out of her head. And, though she hated them and the jumpy way they made her feel, she popped a Stay-Up, shoved a couple more in her pocket for later.

			“Maybe I’m off, but I want to turn all the stones.”

			“Whether you’re on or off,” Roarke replied, “we’ll turn the stones and see what’s under them. You’re going to eat.”

			“We can chomp a couple nutribars on the way.”

			“No. Foot firmly down on this one. Fuel. You’ll shovel in some fuel. It’s barely six in the sodding morning,” he reminded her as he programmed the AutoChef. “You want to interview the witnesses, you’ll do better when they’re awake.”

			He had a point, and arguing would only slow things down. So she sat, shoveled in what he put in front of her.

			“You said something to McNab, about how it feels when somebody—when somebody you love gets hurt. I’ve put you through that a few times. Maybe not as bad as this, but—”

			“Close enough,” Roarke replied.

			“Yeah. I . . . How do you stand it?” Hints of the fear and the worry of the night eked through. “How do you get through it?”

			He said nothing, only took her hand and, watching her over it, brought it to his lips. It made her eyes sting again, and her throat constrict and burn. So she looked away.

			“I can’t let go, even a little. It feels like if I let go at all, I’ll just break to pieces. And I can’t stop. I’ve got to keep moving, keep going forward, and I have to keep telling myself there’s going to be payment. Whatever it takes, whatever it costs, there’s going to be payment.”

			She shoved her plate away and stood. “I’m supposed to say justice. There’ll be justice, and I’m supposed to mean it. But I don’t know if it’s going to be enough. I should step back from it. If I don’t know if that’s enough, I should step back, but I won’t. I can’t.”

			“And will you continue to ask more of yourself than is human?”

			She reached down, picked up her badge. She studied it for a long moment before she slid it into her pocket. “Yeah. Let’s get started.”

			She briefed Summerset, kept it short, to the point, then headed out to her car. “I can’t believe I’m asking him to commit an illegal act.”

			“It would hardly be the first of his life.”

			“And that I’m asking him to assist in a police investigation.”

			“That may very well be a first.”

			“Ha. No, I’m driving. I’m all buzzed from the chemicals.”

			“Well now, that inspires confidence in your passenger.”

			“I gotta do stuff or I’ll just rev. You take anything?”

			“Not yet.”

			She got behind the wheel. “Talk about more than human.”

			“Just metabolism, darling. I’ll likely need something by midday if we’re still at it.”

			“You can count on that. Witness lives same block as Peabody. Get me the exact address.” Then she looked over at him as he called up the data. “Thanks.”

			“You’re welcome. But this isn’t just for you.”

			“No. I know.” Needing the contact, she reached over, gripped his hand as she drove through the gates. “But thanks.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			She didn’t bother to hunt up a parking space, but doubled beside a clunky solar mini that looked as if it hadn’t moved in six months.

			Flipping the ON DUTY light, she stepped out and ignored the shouted “Cops suck!” from the driver of a rusted compact stuck behind her. If she’d been feeling more chirpy, she’d have taken the time to stroll over and have a little chat with him.

			Instead, because she couldn’t help herself, she walked across the street and studied the bloodstains on the pavement.

			“Laid in wait. That’s his style. Maybe he followed her sometime, tracked her home sometime, and she didn’t make the tail.”

			But she shook her head even as she said it. “You can’t just pop a cop’s address out. You work at it, maybe you can finesse it, but there are blocks on cops’ personal data. Had to tail her, or do some heavy hacking.”

			She thought about the interview for Nadine, and the media conference. Both times she’d pushed Peabody forward.

			“How long would it take a decent hacker to pop a blocked address?”

			“Depending on talent and equipment . . .” Roarke was studying the bloodstains as well, and thinking of Peabody. Her steadiness, her sweetness. “Anywhere from an hour to a few days.”

			“An hour? Jesus, why do we bother?”

			“It’s a shield against the general populace. Tapping into a cop’s data is an automatic flag for CompuGuard. It’s a heavy risk unless you don’t give a bloody damn, or you know how to get around the blocks and guards. You have any reason to think he’s got above-average hacking skills?”

			“Just thinking. He knew his victims’ schedules, their routes, their habits. Where they lived. And all but one lived without a partner.”

			“Elisa Maplewood lived in a family unit.”

			“Yeah, a family unit with the male portion of that unit out of the country. Maybe he factors that element in. He tailed them, yeah. Had to do some of that. And we’ve got Merriweather’s comment about the big, bald guy on her subway. But he could’ve done some comp research. Gather as much data as possible. He takes risks, sure—big ones. But they’re calculated. And the guy we’re projecting doesn’t blend. Merriweather spotted him. So I’m thinking he doesn’t do extensive fieldwork.”

			“Preps as much as possible by remote.”

			“It’s possible. Probable. He moved fast with Peabody. Faster, I think, than the others. That’s because she wasn’t the standard for him. She’s an add-on—prove a point because he was pissed. Or threatened.”

			She stayed as she was, tilted her head to look up at the apartment windows. “And you know what else?”

			“He didn’t know enough about her to know there was another cop up there. Waiting for her. Or enough about the neighborhood to consider someone might spot him and try to help.”

			“Didn’t do as much research. Too mad, too threatened, in too much of a hurry.”

			Eve angled back to look down the street. “She takes the subway most times, and she wouldn’t be looking for a shadow. He could’ve stalked her, like he stalked the others. But I don’t think it worked that way because she’d have made him. She’d have made a tail. She’s got good eyes, good instincts.”

			“Hacking her address would cut back on the time, and the risk of being seen.”

			“Yeah. And she was putting in overtime. You have to log any assigned OT. If he could get her address, he could get her schedule, because when I hooked her with Feeney and brought you in, I plugged it into the system.”

			He took her chin, turning her head so their eyes met. “Eve.”

			“I’m not blaming myself.” Or was trying not to. “I’m blaming him. I’m just trying to see how it went down, that’s all. He nails her home location, knows she’ll be late. If he knows all that, he knows she doesn’t have a personal vehicle registered in her name, and that she’ll most likely be on foot. So he comes here, parks, and just waits. Patient bastard. He just waits until she comes along.”

			“Still risky. This street’s well-lighted, and she’s less than a half a block from her door. And she’s a cop, armed and able. It wasn’t smart,” Roarke said. “It wasn’t like the others.”

			“No, with her—me—he was pissed. Prove a point, like I said. But at the base of it, he doesn’t figure she’ll give him trouble. Not like she did. She’s just a woman, and he’s a big, strong man. Take her down, take her down, toss her in the back of the van, and poof.”

			She crouched down, laid her hand on the stain of her partner’s blood. “Where was he going to take her? Same place, same place he took the others, the ones before? The missings and presumeds.”

			“She’ll have gotten a good look at him. She’ll be able to describe him more thoroughly, even more than Celina.”

			Eve glanced up. “If she remembers. Head trauma, she might not remember. But if she does, she’ll make him. She’s sharp and she notes the details. She’ll be the one who takes him down. When she wakes up. If she remembers.”

			Eve pushed to her feet. “Let’s see what the witnesses saw. We’ll take the female first.”

			“Essie Fort. Single, age twenty-seven. Paralegal at Driscoll, Manning, and Fort. Tax lawyers.”

			Eve worked up a smile as they approached the building. “You’re handy.”

			“We do what we can.” He pressed the button for Fort in 3A.

			While they waited, Eve turned, judged the distance between the door and the point of attack. A male voice came through the intercom. “Yeah?”

			“Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD. We’d like to speak with Ms. Fort.”

			“I want to see your . . . oh, there it is,” the voice said when she held her badge up to the security cam. “Come on up.”

			He buzzed them in. And was waiting at the door when they got off on three. “Essie’s inside. I’m Mike. Mike Jacobs.”

			“You also witnessed the incident, Mr. Jacobs?”

			“I’ll say. Essie, Jib, and I were just coming out, going to head over and pick up Jib’s date. And we . . . come on in. Sorry.” He opened the door wider.

			“I stayed here last night. Didn’t want to leave Essie alone. She was pretty shook up. She’s getting dressed.” He glanced toward a closed door. “The woman who got beat up was a cop, right? Did she make it?”

			“She’s holding her own.”

			“Glad to hear it. Man, that guy was whaling on her.” Mike pushed at his curly mop of blond hair. “Look, I was hunting up some coffee. You want?”

			“No, thanks. Mr. Jacobs, I’d like to get statements from both you and Ms. Fort, and ask some questions.”

			“No problem. We talked to some cops last night, but everything was messed up. Look, let me get this coffee, okay? We didn’t get much sleep last night, and I need the jolt. Sit down or something. I’ll try to move Essie along.”

			She didn’t want to sit, but she perched on the edge of a chair in bold red. Gave herself a moment to settle by glancing around the room. Lots of strong colors, weird, geometric art on the walls. A bottle of wine and a couple glasses left over from the night before.

			Mike Jacobs was wearing jeans and a shirt he hadn’t buttoned. Probably what he’d had on the night before. Probably hadn’t planned on staying the night.

			New relationship maybe, without the understanding sex would follow an evening out.

			But he’d stayed. And he had, according to McNab, come to Peabody’s aid. Maybe he didn’t think cops sucked.

			The bedroom door opened. The woman who came out looked fragile and slight. Her hair was a short wedge of glossy, raven-wing black, and her eyes a blue strong enough to fit her decor, though they looked exhausted.

			“I’m sorry. Mike said the police were coming up. I was getting dressed.”

			“I’m Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Do you know her? The woman who was hurt. I know she’s a police officer. I’ve seen her walking across the street. She used to wear a uniform, but now she doesn’t.”

			“She’s a detective now. She’s my partner.”

			“Oh.” Those blue eyes filled—sympathy, distress, fatigue, Eve didn’t know. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. Is she going to be all right?”

			“I . . .” Eve felt her throat close again. It was harder, somehow harder, to take concern from strangers. “I don’t know. I need you to tell me exactly what you saw.”

			“I—we—were going out.” She looked over as Mike brought out two thick red mugs. “Thanks. Mike, would you tell it?”

			“Sure. Come on, let’s sit down.” He led her to a chair, and sat on the arm of it beside her. “We were coming out, like I said. We heard the noise as soon as we walked out the door. Shouts and, well, the sounds you hear from a fight. He was a big guy. Seriously big. He was kicking her and shouting. Kicking her when she was down. She pumped up her legs, knocked him back a little. It all happened really fast, and I think we all froze for a second or two.”

			“It was just . . .” Essie shook her head. “We were all laughing and joking around, then we heard, and looked over. It was just bam!”

			“He jerked her up, off the ground, just hauled her up.”

			“And I screamed.”

			“It got us moving,” Mike continued. “Like holy shit, don’t just stand here. We yelled, I guess, and Jib and I started running for them. He looked around, and he just threw her. Like heaved her, you know?”

			“She went down so hard.” Essie shuddered. “I could hear her hit the sidewalk.”

			“But while she was airborne, there was this flash. I think she fired at him as she was flying.” Mike looked at Essie and got a nod. “Maybe she hit him, I don’t know. She went down hard, sort of rolled, like she was going to try to fire again, or get up or . . .”

			“She couldn’t,” Essie murmured.

			“He jumped into the van. Moved like lightning, but Jib said he thought the guy was holding his arm. Like it was hurt? Anyway, he jetted. Jib chased the van for a few yards. Don’t know what he’d’ve done if he’d caught it. But she was hurt really bad, and we figured that was more important. We were afraid to move her, so I was calling for an ambulance when the guy—the other guy—the cop—comes running out.”

			Fired at him, Eve thought. Flying through the goddamn air, but she’d fired at him. And had held on to her weapon. “Tell me about the van.”

			“Black or dark blue. Almost sure it was black. It was new, or really well kept. Lieutenant . . . I’m sorry.”

			“Dallas.”

			“It happened really fast. Like—” He snapped his fingers. “And we were all yelling and running, so it’s pretty jumbled up. I tried to catch the plate, but it was dark, and I couldn’t make it out. It had windows on the side, and in the cargo doors. They might’ve been blacked out or covered, I couldn’t tell, but there were windows.”

			“You may think it’s jumbled, Mr. Jacobs, but every detail you’re giving me matters. Tell me about the assailant. Did you see his face?”

			“We got a look. When he heard us yelling and turned our way, we got a decent look, I think. Essie and I spent some time last night trying to put it together. Hold on a minute.”

			“He was like something out of a nightmare,” Essie added when Mike went into the bedroom. “I couldn’t sleep last night because I kept seeing him, and hearing the way it sounded when he threw her down.”

			“I think this is the best that we’ve got.” Mike came back in with a sheet of paper, handed it to Eve.

			She felt her heart thud when she looked at the sketch. “You drew this?”

			“Art teacher.” He smiled a little. “We only saw his face for a second or two, but I think that’s close.”

			“Mr. Jacobs, I’m going to ask you to come into Central, work with an Ident artist.”

			“Sure. I’ve got a class at nine, but I can call in. You want me to go in now?”

			“It would be a great help if both of you and Mr. Jibson could go in. This sketch can be used in an ID program. And the three of you can help the police artist create the closest possible likeness.”

			“I’ll get a hold of Jib now, tell him to meet us there. Where do we go?”

			“I’ll take you. Tell your friend to go to Level Three, Section B. Identification Procedure. I’ll have him cleared and escorted.”

			“Give me ten minutes.”

			Eve got to her feet. “Mr. Jacobs, Ms. Fort, I want to tell you how much the department, how much I personally appreciate what you did last night, what you’re doing now.”

			Mike moved a shoulder. “Anybody’d do the same.”

			“No. Not everybody.”

			Her luck was turning, Eve decided when she was able to collar Yancy as her Ident artist. There were others who were as good with a sketch or a comp-generated image, but Yancy had a way of helping a witness remember details, of talking them through the process.

			“What’s the latest with Peabody?” he asked Eve.

			She couldn’t count the number of times she’d been stopped with a variation of the question on her way through Central. “No change.”

			He looked down at the sketch she’d handed him. “We’ll get this fucker.”

			Her brows lifted. Yancy wasn’t just known for his skill with imaging, but for his mild manner. “Count on it. I need you to run me a copy of that, for now.”

			“Get that right for you.” He moved to his imaging comp, slid the sketch in.

			“He’s got layers of sealant on his face and it distorts it some. You need to factor that. I know I shouldn’t ask how long, but I have to.”

			“I wish I could tell you.” He handed her the copy. “How cooperative are they?” He nodded to the anteroom where the witnesses waited.

			“Unbelievably. Almost make me want to hang up my cynic’s cap and wear the badge of the optimist.”

			“Then it’ll be quicker.” He studied the sketch again. “Artist is good. That’ll help considerably. I’m pushing everything else aside till we have him for you, Lieutenant.”

			“Thanks.”

			She wanted to stay, watch the process, somehow hurry it along. She wanted to be at the hospital with Peabody, somehow bring her back. She wanted to yank and draw on every line and thread at once.

			“You can’t be everywhere, Eve.”

			She glanced over at Roarke. “Shows? I feel like I’m running in place. Goal’s in sight, but I’m stuck in this spot. Maybe you could contact the hospital again, charm some information out of somebody. I just make them mad.”

			“People tend to get cross when someone threatens to pull their brains out of their nostrils.”

			“You’d think they’d give me points for creativity. I’m too wired.” She shook herself as they headed toward her division. “Damn chemicals. You take the hospital, check in on Summerset. Talk the e-talk with Feeney, and I’ll cut through the rest. Do you need me to find you a space?”

			“I’ll manage.”

			“Dallas!” Celina sprang off a bench. “I’ve been waiting. They said you were on your way in. You haven’t answered your voice or e-mail.”

			“Been busy. Getting to it.”

			“Peabody.” She clamped a hand over Eve’s arm.

			“She’s holding. I’m really pressed, Celina. I can give you a few minutes in my office. You set?” she asked Roarke.

			“I am, yes. I’ll meet you out here.”

			“I’m sorry.” Celina pushed her hands through her luxurious hair. “I’m upset.”

			“We all are,” Roarke told her. “It was a long, difficult night.”

			“I know. I saw . . .”

			“Let’s take it in here.” She led the way into her office, shut the door. “Have a seat.” Though she knew caffeine wasn’t the best idea at the moment, she wanted coffee. Ordered two. “What did you see?”

			“The attack. On Peabody. God, I was in the tub. Hot bath before bed to relax me for today. I saw her walking—sidewalk, buildings. He—he just leaped out at her. It was like a blur, and the next thing I know I’m floundering around in the tub like a damn trout. I tried to contact you.”

			“I was already in the field, and went straight to the hospital. I haven’t gotten to a lot of my messages.”

			“He knocked her down. He was kicking her, and she was fighting him. He hurt her. It was terrible. For a minute, I thought she was dead, but—”

			“She’s not. She’s holding.”

			Celina clutched the coffee in both hands. “She’s not like the others. I don’t understand.”

			“I do. Just tell me what you saw. I want the details.”

			“They’re not clear. It’s so damn frustrating.” She set the mug down with a snap. “I talked to Dr. Mira, but she won’t budge on the time element for the next session. I wanted to go under immediately. I know, I know I’d see more. But I saw—I heard—screaming, shouting, and he threw Peabody down. I saw him jump into . . . It was a van. I’m sure it was a van. Dark. But everything seemed dark. He was hurt. There was pain.”

			“She got to her weapon.”

			“Oh. Good. Good. He was afraid. I feel . . . it’s hard to explain it, but I feel it. His fear. And not just of being seen, or caught, but of something else. More. Of not finishing? I want to know, I want to help. Can you convince Dr. Mira?”

			“She won’t budge for you, she won’t for me.” Sitting on her desk, Eve tapped her fingers on her knee. “If I could get a personal item from someone I believe was a victim, a previous victim, would you get anything from it?”

			“Very possibly.” Excitement shone in Celina’s eyes as she leaned forward. “It’s more what I do. That connection. If I could link, I might see something.”

			“I’ll work on that. I don’t know if I can be there for your session today. We’ve caught a break and I’m following it through. The witnesses from last night got a pretty good look at him.”

			“Thank God. If you can identify him, this will be over. Thank God.”

			“I’ll work on getting you something as soon as I can.”

			“Anytime. Absolutely anytime. I’ll come in as soon as you want me. I’m sick about Peabody, Dallas. Just sick about it.”

			Some time during the endless night, McNab dropped off in the chair beside Peabody’s bed. He’d lowered the guard so he could reach her more easily, and when fatigue won, he rested his head beside her breast with his hand under the sheet and linked with hers.

			He didn’t know what woke him—the pings of the monitors, the shuffle of feet outside the room, the light that spilled through the window. But he lifted his head, winced with the crick in his neck, rubbing it out as he studied her face.

			They hadn’t yet treated the bruising, and it broke his heart to see her face so damaged. It twisted his belly to see her so still.

			“It’s morning.” He cleared the worst of the hoarseness from his voice. “Morning, baby. Ah, sun’s out, but it looks like we might get some rain. You, ah, had a lot of people in and out, checking on you. If you don’t wake up, you’re going to miss all the attention. I was going to get you flowers, but I didn’t want to leave you that long. You wake up, and I’ll take care of that. Want some flowers? Come on, She-body, rise and shine.”

			He slipped her hand out, pressed it to his cheek. There were nasty abrasions down the arm where it had skidded over the sidewalk.

			“Come on, come on back. We got a lot to do, you know. Moving day.”

			He kept her hand there as he turned his head and watched Mavis come in.

			She said nothing, only walked to him, laid a hand on the back of his head.

			“How’d you get by the dragons?”

			“Said I was her sister.”

			It made him close his eyes. “Close enough. She’s still out.”

			“Bet she knows you’re here.” Mavis leaned over, touched her lips to his cheek. “Leonardo’s down getting her some flowers. She’ll like having them when she wakes up.”

			“We were just talking about that. Oh, Christ.” He turned his head, pressed his face into Mavis’s side as he fought to hold on.

			She waited, stroking his hair until the tremors passed, and he was able to draw a steady breath. “I’ll sit with her if you want to take a walk, get some air.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Okay.”

			He shifted, but stayed close so they watched the steady rise and fall of Peabody’s chest together. “Louise checked on her a few times. I think she and Charles stayed most of the night.”

			“I saw him in the waiting area. Dallas?”

			“She’s going after the bastard. She’s hunting the animal who did this to her.”

			“Then she’ll get him.” After giving him a pat, Mavis turned away to pull over a chair.

			“Wait, sorry, let me get that. You shouldn’t be hauling stuff.”

			At best, the folding chair weighed four pounds, but she let him move it over for her. “McNab, there isn’t a lot we—me and Leonardo—can do. But we can move your stuff, set up your new place.”

			“It’s a lot of stuff. I don’t want—”

			“We can do that, if you let us. Then when she’s better, you can just, you know, carry her in. It’ll be done. You need to be here, with her. We can do this for you. For both of you.”

			“I . . . that’d be mag. Thanks, Mavis.”

			“Hey, we’re going to be neighbors.”

			“You, ah, don’t go lifting anything heavy. With that bun in the oven.”

			“Don’t worry.” She rubbed a hand over her belly. “I won’t.”

			“I feel like I’m going to fall apart any second. Then the second passes, and it’s the next, and I . . .” He jerked straight in the chair. “I think she moved. Did you see that?”

			“No, but I—”

			“She moved. Her fingers.” He turned over the hand he held in his. “I felt them move. Come on, Peabody. Wake up.”

			“I saw it that time.” With her fingers gripping his shoulders, she leaned forward. “Look, she’s trying to open her eyes. Do you want me to get somebody?”

			“Wait. Wait.” He pushed up, leaned over. “Open your eyes, Peabody. You can hear me. No sliding back under again. Come on, you’re going to be late for your tour.”

			She made some sound—part gurgle, part moan, part sigh—and he’d never heard sweeter music. Her lids fluttered, and her swollen, blackened eyes opened.

			“There you are.” The tears flooded his throat; he swallowed most of them and grinned at her.

			“What happened?”

			“You’re in the hospital. You’re okay.”

			“Hospital. Can’t remember.”

			“Doesn’t matter now. You hurt anywhere?”

			“I . . . everywhere. God, what happened to me?”

			“It’s okay. Mavis.”

			“I’ll get somebody.”

			When she dashed out, McNab pressed his lips to Peabody’s hand. “It’s going to be okay now. I promise. Dee. Baby.”

			“I was . . . coming home.”

			“You’ll get there. Soon.”

			“Can I have drugs first?”

			He laughed, as tears rolled out of his eyes.

			Eve caught herself leaning over Yancy’s shoulder, and eased back.

			“It’s okay. Used to it. Let me tell you first, if everybody brought me witnesses like yours, my job would be a hell of a lot easier. Maybe a little boring.”

			Then he glanced back at Roarke. “This is one of your programs.”

			“So I see. It’s one of the best image programs on the market though we’re working on some upgrades. Still, it’s only as efficient as its operator.”

			“I like to think so.”

			“Can you guys get back to your admiration session later?”

			“Well, take a look. Here’s the sketch your wit brought in, and here’s my revised image, after the session. See? We got a little more detail, subtle alterations, but they can boost time on an ID match.”

			“Less Frankenstein,” Roarke commented.

			“Yeah. The behavior of the subject tends to influence the witness’s memory of his physicality. They see this big guy pounding on a woman, and he takes on giant characteristics. Monster shit. But your wit had the basics, and he had them down. Square face, lots of forehead, shiny dome. Knowing about the sealant lets me program that element. The shades hamper the ID—eyes are the best element for a match. But from here, we start building, using the program.”

			He initiated, took the sketch through the building stages. “Profile. Adding dimension, skull shape.”

			Eve watched Yancy use a stylus to prompt the program, section by section, on the image.

			“Ears, line of neck. Revolve to back view, other profile. Full face. Shape of the mouth, nose, angle of bone. Get it to three dimensions, add skin tone. Okay, this is the best probability, given current data. To take it the last step, you have to go with a combo of your own judgment and the comp’s. Remove shades.”

			Eve stared at the eyeless face, felt a shudder run through her.

			“Apt,” Roarke stated.

			“Yeah.”

			“His eyes could be damaged, but for ID purposes, we’re going to try the highest probabilities for the shape. Color’s not an option, though I’d lean toward dark with this skin tone and the eyebrows. Highest percentage. Going that direction, this is what I get.”

			Eve studied the finished image. The hard, square face, soft mouth, thick eyebrows over small, dark eyes. The nose was large, slightly hooked, the ears prominent against the bald skull.

			“There he is,” she said quietly.

			“If it’s not damn near close as a photograph, you can spank me,” Yancy said. “I’ll toss this to your office unit. Got you plenty of hard copies. I’ll pass some out myself. You want me to run the ID match?”

			“Shoot it to Feeney in EDD. Nobody’s faster.” Then she glanced at Roarke, saw him smile. “Hardly. That’s a hell of a job, Yancy. One hell of a job.”

			“Your wits were gold.” He handed her a stack of hard copies. “Tell Peabody we’re pulling for her.”

			“Bet your ass.” She punched him lightly on the shoulder, a sign of affection as much as appreciation, and hurried out. “Going to run for a match myself. Feeney’ll probably beat me to it, but we’ll get this started. And once we—shit, shit, shit.”

			She yanked out her beeping communicator. Seeing McNab’s code on the readout, she stopped short. Instinctively, she reached for Roarke’s hand as she answered. “Dallas.”

			“She’s awake.”

			“On my way.”

			Eve all but sprinted down the hospital corridor, and when an ICU attendant held up a hand, she only snarled. “Don’t try it.”

			She surged through the door and straight into Peabody’s room. And stopped short.

			Peabody was propped up in bed, a vague smile on her battered face. The short counter under the single window had been transformed into a garden, with flowers jammed together in such abundance their scent overpowered even the hospital scent.

			McNab stood beside her, holding her hand as if he’d been glued there. Louise was on the other side. And perched on a chair was Mavis, doing some blooming of her own in florid purple and green.

			“Hey, Dallas.” Peabody’s voice was slightly slurred and absolutely cheerful. “Hello, Roarke. Jeez, he’s just so gorgeous, what’re ya gonna do? You gotta think about it.”

			Louise chuckled. “And who could blame you? You’ll have to excuse her,” she said to Eve. “They gave her something for the pain.”

			“Something really, ’specially good.” Peabody grinned. “Totally iced drugs.”

			“How’s she doing?”

			“Very well.” Louise gave Peabody a light pat. “She’s got more treatments in store. Tests, scans, therapy—all that fussy medical business. And she’ll need to be monitored carefully for a while yet. But they’ve bumped her all the way down to stable. She’ll move to a standard room within a few hours if she stays stable. I expect her condition will be deemed good by the end of the day.”

			“You see my face? I mean, whoa shit! Messed me up good. They had to—what was it—reconstruct my cheekbone. I don’t know why they couldn’ta done both while they were in there, and given me some. Cheekbones, you know? And he dislocated my jaw, so I’m talking funny. But it doesn’t hurt a bit. I love drugs. Can I have more?”

			“Can you cut them back a little?” Eve asked.

			“Aw.” Peabody poked out her bottom lip.

			“I need to talk to her, get her statement. I need her a little more coherent for that.”

			“I’ll check, see what I can do. But you’ll need to keep it short.”

			“She’s in a lot of pain without them,” McNab said when Louise stepped out.

			“She’d want to do this.”

			“I know.” He sighed, smiled as Peabody examined the fingers of her free hand. “She’s really wonked.”

			“How come we don’t have six fingers, you think? Six would be frosty. Hey, Mavis!”

			“Hey, Peabody.” Mavis moved across the room, slid an arm around Eve’s waist. “She says, ‘Hey, Mavis,’ about every five minutes,” she whispered. “It’s cute. I’m going to go out, sit with Leonardo and Charles while you do this part. Anybody you want us to tag to update them?”

			“We spread the word, but thanks. Thanks, Mavis.”

			Louise and Mavis passed, going in and out. “I’m going to cut her IV down a little and give you ten minutes tops. She doesn’t need to deal with pain right now.”

			“Can I kiss Roarke first? Come on. Please, please, please!”

			Though Eve rolled her eyes, Roarke laughed and walked to the bed. “How about I kiss you, gorgeous?”

			“Not so pretty right now,” she said. Coyly.

			“You’re beautiful to me. Absolutely beautiful.”

			“Awwww, see? What’re ya gonna do?”

			He leaned down, laid his lips softly on hers.

			“Mmmm.” She patted him on the cheek when he lifted his head. “Better’n drugs even.”

			“Remember me?” McNab asked.

			“Ah, yeah, skinny guy. Crazy about the skinny guy. He’s just so cute. Got the cutest little butt. Oughta see it naked.”

			“Louise, cut them back. Have mercy,” Eve demanded.

			“Takes a minute.”

			“Stayed with me all night. Sweet boy. Love the sweet boy. Heard you talking to me sometimes. You can kiss me, too. Everybody can kiss me because . . . oh-oh.”

			“Give me some room,” Eve demanded. “Peabody.”

			“Sir.”

			“You get a look at him?”

			“Yes, sir.” She drew a breath, shakily. “Jesus, Dallas, he messed me up. Came at me like a hell-god. I kept feeling stuff breaking and tearing inside me. Hell of a thing.”

			Her fingers moved restlessly on the sheet, then dug in as she struggled with the pain. Eve covered it with hers, stilled it.

			“I got to my weapon, though. I hit him. I know I did. Arm, shoulder maybe, but I nailed one in him.”

			“You see his vehicle?”

			“I didn’t. Sorry. I just—”

			“Forget it. He say anything to you?”

			“Called me a whore. Whore cop.”

			“You make the voice if you hear it again?”

			“Bet your ass. Sir. I think I heard him. . . . It sounds weird, but I think he called for his mother. Or called me Mother. Maybe it was me, calling for mine, because I can tell you, I wanted her.”

			“Okay.”

			“I can give you a full description.”

			“I’m going to show you a picture. Tell me if it’s him.”

			She held it up, adjusting the position so Peabody could study it without moving.

			“That’s him. He had a lot of sealant on his face, but that’s him. You got him?”

			“Not yet. We will. Can’t take you on the bust because you’ll be having your drug party, but we’ll take him, and you’re part of it.”

			“Will you tell me when you’ve got him?”

			“You’ll be the first.”

			She stepped back, nodded to Louise. “You want to get sprung from here, you can recoup at our place if you need to.”

			“Appreciate it. I . . . whee!” She laughed as the drugs bumped up. “That’s more like it.”

			“We’ll be back,” Eve promised. McNab was on her heels as she went out.

			“Dallas? We’re crapping out on the Transit discs. Since you got your ID, you won’t need me on that anyway. Anything else you need me to do?”

			“Get some sleep.”

			“Not until.”

			She nodded. “Stick with her. I’ll let you know if anything comes up. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			She strode away, headed straight for the women’s bathroom. Inside, she just sat on the floor, pressed her hands to her face, and cried.

			Her chest hurt with it, heaved with it as the pressure finally broke free. Her throat was raw, her head thumping as the emotions she’d stifled took over, poured out in a hot, violent flood.

			And sucked her dry.

			She started to spring up when she heard the door open, then stayed where she was when she saw Mavis.

			She just lifted her hands, let them fall. “Shit, Mavis.”

			“I know.” Mavis settled down beside her. “Scared everybody. I had my jag already. You can go ahead, finish yours.”

			“I think I did.” But because she could, she let her head lean on Mavis’s shoulder a moment. “Maybe after she’s better, Trina could give her the full works. Peabody’d like that. She can be a real girl.”

			“Good thinking. We’ll have a complete girl party.”

			“I didn’t mean . . . sure, whatever. You got any sunshades on you?”

			“Do monkeys screw in the jungle?” She reached into the purple fringe worked into her shirt and drew out a pair of purple shades with green lenses.

			“What the hell.” Deciding they were marginally better than going around with red, swollen eyes, Eve put them on.

			“Uptown!”

			“No, I’m thinking down.” Eve got up, helped Mavis to her feet. “Thanks for the loan. I’ve gotta go bust this bastard.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Roarke said nothing until they were back in the car, Eve behind the wheel.

			“Not your usual fashion accessory.”

			“Huh?”

			He tapped a finger on the frames.

			“Oh. Mavis. I, ah, borrowed them because . . .” She blew out a breath.

			“You don’t need to hide them from me.” He slipped the glasses off, leaning over to lay light kisses on her eyelids.

			“Aw,” she said with a half smile. “What’re ya gonna do?” She threw her arms around him, burrowing in. “I didn’t want to break down and start blubbering all over McNab. I got most of it out, so you don’t have to worry about me blubbering all over you.”

			“I never worry. You were due for a breakdown, and you timed it until you were sure our girl was going to be all right.”

			“Yeah, I guess.” It was so good to hold, to be held. “Now we’re going to take care of business.” She eased back. “Eyes bad?”

			“They’re beautiful.”

			She rolled them. “This is not Peabody on drugs.”

			“By the time you get to Central, good as new.”

			“Okay.” But she stuck the sunshades back on. “Just in case.”

			They weren’t even out of the parking garage when her communicator beeped. “Dallas.”

			“Got him.”

			“Oh Jesus, Feeney. Send it through to my vehicle’s unit. I want to see him. We’re on our way to Central now. Can you meet me in my office?”

			“I’ll be there. Take a look.”

			Quickly, she programmed the vehicle for Central’s garage and shifted to auto so she could give the image her full attention.

			“There you are, you son of a bitch. Blue, John Joseph. Age thirty-one. Damn it.”

			Since auto didn’t allow her to exceed speed limits or outrun reds, she switched back, hit the sirens. “I don’t want audio,” she said to Roarke. “I don’t need to hear it all. Just give me the salient.”

			“Single, mixed-race male. No spouse, no legal cohabitation partner. No offspring on record. No criminal on record.”

			“He’s got something. Juvenile, I’ll bet your ass. And sealed. We’ll worry about that later.”

			“Residence listed as Classon Avenue, Brooklyn.”

			“Brooklyn?” She shook her head as she screamed through traffic. “No, that’s not right. Can’t be.”

			“That’s what’s here. Resided that address eight years. Owner, operator, Comptrain, Inc.—same address. Want the details on that?”

			“Yeah.” But he didn’t live in Brooklyn. Not now.

			“Ah, small data-analysis company. There’s your hacking skills, Lieutenant. He’d do most of the work right out of his home for this. Tech support and the like.”

			“Cross with the customer and member lists.”

			“Moment. You’ve got him as a member, ten years standing, at Jim’s Gym downtown.”

			“And he didn’t pop because of the Brooklyn addy. We’d’ve gotten to him, but he wasn’t in the first layer. He’s not coming to the city from Brooklyn to stalk and kill. I don’t buy it. And they’ve got gyms in Brooklyn, for Christ’s sake.”

			She flew into the garage, cut speed seconds before she arrowed into her slot. Roarke, made of sterner stuff than Peabody, never flinched. He was out of the car with her, moving double-time to the elevator.

			“A second residence in the city then. One he hasn’t listed, or rents, has bought under another name.”

			She jumped off the elevator on the first floor and dashed to a glide, hot-footing it up, elbowing passengers aside on the way.

			Ignoring protests, she hopped off, jumped on another. “I’m going to put this op together, fast. Two tactical teams. One to Brooklyn.”

			“And the other?”

			“I’ve got an idea on that.”

			She streamed up the glide at a run, pivoted, and rushed through her bull pen without acknowledging any of the calls or questions.

			“Full data up,” she snapped at Feeney.

			“Up. What’s with the shades.”

			“Hell.” She yanked them off, tossed them on the desk. “Mother. Ineza Blue, age fifty-three. Address listed on Fulton. Bingo, you rat bastard.”

			“Ineza Blue,” Roarke said, working rapidly on his PPC. “Retired licensed companion. One child, son.”

			“You get me the mother’s image from, say twenty years ago, I bet you get me a white woman with long, light brown hair.” She slapped Feeney on the back.

			“Lieutenant?” Roarke held out his palm unit. “She’s a hit on your customer list for Total Crafts.”

			“Get me details on her purchases, last six months. Look for the cord.”

			She snapped back to Feeney. “Let’s get started,” she said and turned to her ’link to contact the commander.

			Fifteen minutes later, she was in a conference room briefing her tactical teams. “Team One takes the target in Brooklyn. Briscoll goes in as delivery to ascertain if the subject is on the premises. Target is to be surrounded at all points. We’re also looking for a black van, now identified as registered to subject’s mother. Last year’s model, Sidewinder. If said van is spotted, lock it down. Baxter, you’re heading this team.

			“Team Two will deploy to the Fulton Street residence. The same procedure applies, with Ute taking the delivery position. I head this team. In both locations, we go in fast and we go in hard. Warrants are coming through. If the subject isn’t located, we wait for him. I don’t want this asshole making a cop. He makes any of you, I fry you. We take him down, and we take him today. If there are any screwups on this one, any screwups in procedure, in chain of evidence, if somebody fucking sneezes at the wrong time, I will personally put their neck in a wringer and hit go. Questions?”

			“Just one.” This from Baxter. “The subject is a large individual with considerable muscle. It may take some extreme measures to restrain him. Just want to make sure everyone on my team is prepared to take these measures, whatever they may entail.”

			Eve angled her head. “I want him conscious for Interview. Other than that . . .” She let it hang. “Don’t let those measures get out of hand. Move out. Feeney, round up Team Two.”

			She ordered her team to strap on protective gear. Though she didn’t see it as an issue, she wasn’t taking chances. She didn’t want to visit another cop in the hospital.

			“You don’t figure the mother’s in on this,” Feeney said as they waited inside the surveillance van.

			“No. We got the cord, twenty-yard length of it, delivered to the Fulton Street address five months ago. I’m saying she had some in stock previous to that, and the new supply was ordered by the son. She didn’t have any deliveries listed before that, or after. She always picked up her supplies. I figure she’s dead or incapacitated.”

			She shifted to the balls of her feet, back again. Squatted and straightened to be sure the gear didn’t hamper movement. “If he offed her, maybe that’s what set him off on the rest. Maybe she just kicked, and that set him off, but I’m betting he helped her out.”

			She looked over at Roarke. “You and I are going in the front, once we’ve determined he’s inside. Feeney and his man in the back. Communications remain open, at all times. I want everyone with a badge, and the civilian consultant, to know where everyone is. Good-sized house,” she commented, studying it through the screened window of the van. “One floor down below street level, two above. Two men take the below, and we go in on my signal. I want every door, every window covered. He moves fast, and he’s not going to fall down and surrender. He’ll run.”

			“Team’s in position,” Feeney told her. “Go to Ute?”

			“Go.”

			She watched Ute zip down from the east corner on a compact jet-bike. He secured it at the curb, bounced off and up to the door with his misdirected package. He rang the bell, bounced his head around as if bopping to the beat of music through headsets.

			And she heard, clear as a bell, the answer from the security-com. “What?”

			“Delivery, man. You wanna sign. Shit. Starting to rain.”

			The first thin drops splat the streets and sidewalks when the door opened.

			“Hold positions.”

			“You got the wrong place,” Blue said. “This is 803, not 808.”

			“Hell, it looks like a three. Are you—” The door slammed in his face. Ute made a business out of turning his back, pointing at his ass, and making a kissing sound before bouncing back to his bike.

			“Subject verified. No visible weapons.”

			Eve jerked her head, and slipped out the side door of the van with Roarke. He hefted the small battering ram. She crouched behind a parked car as Feeney drove off.

			“Gonna get wet,” she murmured. She rolled her shoulders, rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet.

			“You know, Lieutenant, I can get through the door nearly as quickly myself as with this ram. And with more finesse, and considerably less noise.”

			“Not looking for finesse.” She nodded when Feeney’s voice came through her earpiece. “Move in! Go, go, go!”

			Still crouched, she dashed across the street, noting the movements of her team out of the corners of her eyes as she charged up the steps. “Take it down!”

			He reared back, slammed it twice, then let it fall as the door crashed open. They were through, weapons drawn.

			Every light blared on full, and she could hear the fast and heavy rush of feet. She veered right toward the sound and caught sight of Blue streaking up the stairs.

			“Police! Stop where you are.” She was already running up behind him. “You’re surrounded. You’ve got nowhere to go. Stop or I will fire.”

			He swung back, his face red with exertion and what she took as panicked temper. She knew, though she couldn’t see his eyes, she knew in that instant from the stiffening of his body, he recognized her.

			And he lunged.

			She fired a stream midbody that crossed with the stream Roarke fired. The combination knocked Blue back three staggering steps.

			To her amazement, he shook it off like a man hyped on Zeus. Lunged again. “Bitch! You hurt me!”

			She didn’t question herself, the need, the motive, but rather than firing on him, she got a running start, pumped her legs, and slashed into a flying kick that landed both feet in his face.

			Blood erupted from his nose, spilled out of his mouth, but he was still on his feet when she dropped back to hers. “Don’t fire,” she shouted at Roarke, and whoever was pounding up the steps behind them.

			“Screw this,” she muttered as he came for her again. “Let’s see how you like it.” And she curled down, locking her hands around her weapon. Brought them up with as much force as she could muster, into his balls.

			He screamed, a high-pitched sound that made her heart sing. He dropped to his knees and rolled.

			“That seems to have done it. Subject is secured! I need extensions for these restraints,” she called out as she pressed her weapon to his cheek. “You’re a big boy, Blue, big, strong boy, but if I fire this weapon from here, you’re going to lose a chunk of your face. While I might consider that an improvement, you may not.”

			“See if these work.” Feeney stepped over Blue, muscled his arms behind his back, and fought extended restraints into place as the man began to cry like a baby. “Barely. Maybe hurts a little, but gee, what can you do?”

			“Get him in the tank, read him his rights.”

			When she started to get to her feet, she winced, crouched down again.

			“Give you a hand, Lieutenant?”

			“Thanks.” She took the one Roarke offered, and stretched her left leg. “Might’ve pulled a little something on that kick. It was a little high for me.”

			“Well placed, though I did enjoy the second maneuver.”

			“First was for Peabody. Second was . . .”

			“I know. For all of them.” He knew it embarrassed her, but he couldn’t help himself. He leaned down, kissed her. “You are my hero.”

			“Get out.”

			“Lieutenant?” One of the team called out from below. “You’re going to need to see this. Basement level.”

			“On my way.”

			It was a horror she’d never forget. No matter how many she’d already witnessed, how many were yet to come.

			The basement had been converted, some years before from the look of it, into a small warren of rooms. His primary living space, Eve concluded, with some recent adjustments.

			His office was tidily and efficiently set up. Three complete d and c units, a wall of discs, minifridgie, miniAutoChef. And lights so bright they almost burned the eyes.

			He’d set up a personal fitness center, equipment, mirrors, a sparring droid nearly as big as he was. The lights seared.

			In the third room, the walls were also mirrored, and the lights burned bright, bouncing their reflections everywhere. She could see the fitness area from that position.

			It was his bedroom—a young boy’s room with toys on a shelf, Space Invaders paper on one of the walls. The bed was narrow and neatly made with a cover that boasted interplanetary warriors in full battle.

			There was a chair, child-sized, fit with restraints. Wrist and ankle shackles. Tied on one of its arms was a bright red cloth.

			She’d cast him into the basement, Eve thought. And despite the toys, the touches of youthful decor, had made it his prison.

			He’d kept it as one.

			But he’d made an addition.

			There was a single long shelf bracketed into the wall. New from the looks of it, and the metal brackets shone clean and silver.

			On it were fifteen clear jars filled with a pale blue liquid.

			Floating in the pale blue were fifteen pairs of eyes.

			“Fifteen,” Eve said and forced herself to look. “Fifteen.”

			Eve stood with Roarke in Observation. Inside Interview A, Blue was shackled to the table—hand and foot.

			He’d screamed like a madman—mad child—when they’d muscled him down, snapped them on. Had only calmed when, at his terrified demands, they’d boosted the lights in the room to full.

			She imagined, if he got riled enough he could lift the whole shebang and do some damage.

			“You’re not going in alone.” It wasn’t a question Roarke asked, it was a statement with the subtle edge of warning.

			“I’m not stupid. It’s me, Feeney, and two uniforms built like Arena Ball tackles. You sure you want to watch this?”

			“I wouldn’t miss it for worlds.”

			“Patching it through to Peabody’s hospital room, so she and McNab can watch. They’ll put him away in an institution. Mental defectives. It’s not the cage I’d choose for him, but it’ll have to do.”

			“You need him to tell you where the bodies are.”

			She nodded. “He’ll tell me.”

			After one last look, she moved out of Observation. Signaling to Feeney, she unlocked the door, stepped inside ahead of him and the two guards.

			“Record on.” She recited the data, smiled. “Hello, John.”

			“I don’t have to talk to you. Bitch.”

			“No, you don’t have to talk to me.” She sat down, hooked an arm around the back of her chair. “And that’s Lieutenant Bitch to you. You don’t want to have a chat, we can send you back to a cage. You’re booked, John. All those murder charges. Rape, murder, mutilation. Got you cold, and you’re smart enough to know it. Crazy as a shithouse rat, maybe, but you’re not stupid.”

			“You shouldn’t call him crazy, Dallas.”

			“Oh, yeah, right.” She smirked at Feeney. “Probably got a bunch of sob stories to tell. Traumas and emotional scarring. Shrinks’ll eat that up. Me, I don’t give that shithouse rat’s skinny ass. You’re going down, John. Fact is, you are down. We got evidence flying out our butts on you. You go and leave us the eyes. What’s with that? What’s with the eyes, John?”

			“Fuck you.”

			“Rape isn’t fucking. Didn’t your mother ever tell you that?”

			He reared back, face contorting. “You shut up about my mother.”

			Got your trigger, she thought. “I don’t have to shut up about anything. See, how it works is I’m in charge here. I’m the boss. I’m the woman who busted your balls and locked you up. You messed up my partner, John, so I’m not going to shut up until you squeal like a pig.”

			She slapped her hands on the table, shoved her face into his. “Where are they, John? Where are the rest of the bodies that go with the eyes?”

			“Fuck you, whore bitch.”

			“Sweet-talking me isn’t going to work.”

			“Come on, Dallas.” Feeney patted her shoulder. “Ease back a little. Listen, John, you want to help yourself here. You got trauma, I can see that.”

			Eve made a rude noise.

			“We saw the shackles, John. We saw how it must’ve been for you when you were a kid. I bet you’ve been through a lot, and maybe you didn’t know what you were doing. Not really. You couldn’t help it. But you need to help yourself now. You need to show us some remorse. You need to tell us where the others are, John. You do that, you volunteer that, and it’s going to make a difference with the PA.”

			“She says you’re going to lock me away for killing a bunch of whores. How’s telling you where anything is going to help me?”

			“Listen, the police officer’s going to be okay.”

			“Her name’s Peabody,” Eve interrupted. “Detective Delia. She got one into you, didn’t she, John. Gave you back some pain.”

			She arched her eyebrows when he drew one of his arms toward his chest. “Stings like a bitch, doesn’t it, when the stream hits.”

			“Doesn’t bother me.” His gaze tracked to the mirror, and his shoulders relaxed again. “Look at me. I can take anything.”

			“Ran, didn’t you? Ran like a rabbit.”

			“Shut up, you bitch! I did what I had to do.”

			“Let’s calm down.” Feeney gestured down with his hands, keeping the tone and rhythm of good cop in play. “The important thing for you, John, is Detective Peabody’s all right. That counts a lot. Maybe we couldn’t help you out if she’d taken a downturn, but she’s okay. There are things we can do for you, John. You cooperate, you show remorse, you give us the information we need to bring some closure to the families of those other victims, we’re going to put in some good words for you.”

			“I did what I had to do. Why do you lock a man up for doing what he has to do?”

			Eve pulled a red cord out of her pocket. “Why did you use this?” When he only stared, she wrapped it around her own throat, watched his eyes go glassy. “You like how it looks on me? Want to get your hands on the ends, John, and pull?”

			“Should’ve killed you first.”

			“Yeah, you got that right.”

			His gaze was locked on the cord, and beads of sweat were popping out on his face, on the dome of his head. “Where’s your mother, John?”

			“Shut up, I said, about my mother!”

			“She liked to do crafts. We got her account from Total Crafts. But you know what, word is nobody’s seen her around in months. Damn near a year now. You kill her first, John? You take some of her ribbon, like all that red ribbon we found in the house, and wrap it around her neck? You rape your own mother, John? Did you rape and strangle your mother, and take her eyes?”

			“She was a whore.”

			“What did she do to you, John?”

			“Deserved what she got.” Breathing shallow, he stared at the mirror again. Nodded slowly. “Deserved it. Every time.”

			“What did she do?” There was nothing wrong with his eyes. She could see that, and she’d checked his medicals. And she thought of the bright lights. Sunshades and bright lights. Eyes in jars.

			“It’s a little bright in here,” she said conversationally. “Lights, fifty percent.”

			“Turn them back up.” The sweat was rolling now. “I’m not talking to you in the dark.”

			“You’re not saying anything I want to hear. Lights, thirty percent.”

			“Turn them on, turn them on! I don’t like the dark. Don’t leave me in the dark. I didn’t mean to see!”

			His tone had gone high. A boy’s voice in panic and plea. It touched something in her, but she tamped it down. “See what? Tell me, John. Tell me, and I’ll turn the lights up again.”

			“Whore, naked in bed. Letting him touch her, touching him. I didn’t mean to see.”

			“What did she do to you?”

			“Put the cloth over your eyes. Tie it tight. Little prick, got no business spying on me when I’m working. Lock you in again. Lock you in the dark. Maybe I’ll poke your eyes out next time, then you won’t see what you’re not supposed to see.”

			Chains rattled as he struggled in the chair. “I don’t want to be in the dark. I’m not weak and puny and stupid.”

			“What happened in the park?”

			“Just playing, that’s all. Just playing, me and Shelley. I just let her touch it. It hurts, it hurts when Mommy hits it with a stick. Burns, burns when she scrubs it with the powder. Pour acid on it next time and see how you like it. In the dark, can’t see, can’t get out.”

			He fell against the table, weeping.

			“You got strong, didn’t you, John? You got strong and paid her back for it.”

			“She shouldn’t have said those things to me. She shouldn’t laugh at me and call me names. I’m not a freak. I’m not good-for-nothing. I’m a man.”

			“And you showed her you were a man. A man who can rape whores when he wants to. You shut her up.”

			“Shut her right up.” He lifted his head, and madness rolled in his eyes even as tears streamed out of them. “How do you like it now? She only sees what I tell her to see now. That’s what. I’m in charge now. And when I see her again, I know what to do.”

			“Tell me where she is now, John. Where the rest of her is.”

			“It’s dark. Too dark in here.”

			“Tell me so I can turn the lights back up.”

			“Buried. Decent burial, but she kept coming back! It’s dark in the ground. Maybe she doesn’t like it there. Put her outside, put her in the park. Make her remember! Make her sorry.”

			“Where did you bury her?”

			“Little farm. Granny’s farm. She liked the farm. Maybe she’ll live there one day.”

			“Where’s the farm?”

			“Upstate. Not a farm anymore. Just an old house. Ugly old house, locks on the doors. She’ll lock you in there, too. Maybe leave you there for the rats to eat you don’t do what she says, when she damn well says it. Granny locked her in plenty, and that’ll teach you to mind your p’s and q’s.”

			He was jerking on the chains as he spoke, rocking back and forth in the chair, teeth bared, skin shining with sweat.

			“But she won’t sell it. Greedy bitch won’t sell it and give me my share. She won’t give me anything. Not giving her hard-earned to some freak. Time to take it, take it all. Bitch.”

			“Lights on full.”

			He blinked against them, like a man coming out of a trance. “I don’t have to say anything to you.”

			“No, you’ve said enough.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			She ordered droids and dogs, a search unit, and the equipment necessary for multiple-remains location, identification, and removal.

			And knew it would be a very long, very difficult procedure.

			She requested Morris personally, and asked that he select a team. She expected and was unsurprised when Whitney and Tibble arranged to make the trip upstate.

			For the moment, for a small window of time, they would keep the media at bay. But it would leak soon enough, she knew, and the ugly carnival would begin.

			Because she wanted time to prepare, to think, without the distraction of cop chatter or questions, she traveled upstate in one of Roarke’s jet-copters, with him in the pilot seat.

			They flew through a steady, dreary rain. Nature’s way of weighing in, she thought, to make a hideous job more so. She saw a little burst of lightning bloom on the horizon, far to the north, and hoped it stayed there.

			Roarke didn’t ask questions, and his silence throughout the flight helped steady her for what was to come. This sort of procedure would never be routine. Never could be routine.

			“Nearly there.” Roarke glanced at the comp map highlighting their destination, then nodded toward the windscreen. “At two o’clock.”

			It wasn’t much of a house. She could see that from the air as they started the descent. Small, ill-kept, poorly maintained, if she was any judge. It looked to her as if the roof sagged—probably leaked, and the lawn fronting the steep, narrow road was weedy and littered with trash.

			But the back was blocked in with trees, and in front of them ranged a high fence. The lawn, such as it was, spread up, dipped down, following the rise and fall of land.

			There were other houses, and the curious would come out of them before long. None of those houses were close, not to the bumpy land back of the house. A man with a mission, she thought, a man with a job to do, could carry it out in relative privacy in such a place.

			Uniforms would knock on doors and ask about the Blues, and a dark van, and any odd activities.

			They set down. Roarke killed the engines.

			“You feel some sympathy for him. John Blue.”

			Through the rain, she stared at the house, the dark, dirty windows, the scabs of paint puckering its skin. “I feel some sympathy for a defenseless child tortured by a parent, by a woman who most certainly was vicious and cruel. We know what that’s like.”

			She turned her head, looked at him. “We know how it can twist and scar. What it can drive you to. And I feel a twinge, maybe more than a twinge, at the way I played the child in Interview. You saw how I went after him.”

			“I saw you doing what needed to be done, even when it hurt you. Hurt you, Eve, as much as him. Maybe more.”

			“Needed to be done,” she agreed, and would live with that. “Because a child didn’t kill these women. A child didn’t rape and beat and strangle them, mutilate their bodies. A child didn’t put Peabody in the hospital. So no, when it comes down to the line, I don’t feel for John Blue. We had as bad.”

			“You had worse.”

			“Maybe.” She breathed deep. “Maybe. And like him, I killed my tormentor.”

			“Not like him, Eve. Nothing like him.” It was that point, that vital point, he’d wanted to make to her. “You were a child, in desperate terror and pain. Defending yourself, doing whatever you could to make it stop. He was a man, and had the choice of walking away. However she twisted him, he was a man when he committed these acts.”

			“The child lives inside. I know that’s shrink pap, but it’s true enough. We’ve both got that lost child in us.”

			“And?”

			“And we don’t allow that lost, damaged child to strike the innocent. I know. You don’t have to soothe me. I know. We use, I guess, that child to stand for the innocent. Me with my badge, you with places like Dochas. We could’ve gone the other way, but we didn’t.”

			“Well, I had a few detours.”

			It made her smile, and thank God for him. “And we haven’t finished the trip yet. Roarke.” She touched a hand to his. “You don’t know how hard this is going to be.”

			“I have some idea.”

			She shook her head, and her face was already bleak. “No, you don’t. I’ve done this before. It’s worse than you can imagine. I’m not going to ask you to go back or hang around the edges, because you won’t. But I’m saying, if you need a break from it, take it. Walk away for a while. Others will, believe me. There’s no shame in it.”

			She, he thought, would never walk away. “Just tell me what you need me to do.”

			She had the back of the house cordoned off. While the dogs and droids were sent in, she took a team into the house. It was dank and foul inside, dark as a cave, but when she called for lights, the place illuminated like a torch.

			No dark rooms for John Blue, she thought.

			He’d killed them in the bedroom, the smaller of the two. His room, Eve assumed, whenever they’d made the trip here. There were locks on the outside of the door—old locks. Locks she’d undoubtedly installed to keep the boy inside. Lock him in the dark, as her mother had locked her.

			So he’d killed her there, on the stained mattress, lying naked on the floor. Killed others there, in her image.

			She saw lengths of red cord, remnants of women’s clothing, and the smears and stains of blood that had dried on the mattress, on the floor.

			“Everything bagged and tagged,” she ordered. “I want a full sweep. Personal items of some of the vic’s may include their identification. When it’s done, I want the porta-lab and tech in here to get samples of the blood. We’re going to ID every victim he brought here.”

			“Lieutenant?” One of the team stepped up. He wore his full protective suit, but had yet to attach the mask and filter. “We’re locating them.”

			“How many so far?”

			“Dogs just found number seven, and it doesn’t look like they’re done.”

			“On my way.”

			Feeney hustled over to join her. His Mrs. Feeney suit was smeared with cobwebs and muck. “Found a Robo-dig in the basement. Looks fairly new. Been used.”

			“Why use a shovel when you can use a machine? And one that makes a manly hum. Neighbors could’ve heard that.”

			“I’ll dispatch some uniforms, start the knock on doors.”

			“Get it started.” She pulled on her protective suit, carried her mask out into the rain.

			Found seven, she thought. No, they hadn’t finished yet. She knew exactly how many more would be found.

			Droids scooted along the uneven ground. One of the dogs barked, and his body went into a shiver of wagging as he snuffed along the ground. At his handler’s signal, he sat, waited.

			He’d done his job. And they put up the marker for number eight.

			Eve walked to Whitney who stood under a wide, black umbrella. “Sir. Do you want me to begin evacuation?”

			“Eight.” His face was set like granite as he stared out at the scene. “This is your procedure, Lieutenant.”

			“Evac can confuse the dogs. It would be my choice to leave that until we believe all remains are located and marked.”

			“Do so. There’s nine,” he murmured.

			They worked, inside the house, outside in the rain. Dozens of cops moving like ghosts in their gray gear. Dogs barked, droids signaled, and flags were marked on the ground.

			“Call them off,” she ordered when thirty minutes passed without an alert. “Move in the evac team. Let’s have some lights,” she called out as she started across the spongy ground. “Two evac teams, one far west, one far east. Morris.”

			“I’m with you.”

			“I need IDs as soon as possible. Sooner.”

			“I’ve got dental for the missings on the city list, and those we’ve culled from this area. It doesn’t come up to this number.” He scanned the ground where the evac units were beginning to dig. “But I’ve got equipment in the portable that will match the dentals for what we have. Others are going to take a little longer.”

			“Ground’s rocky under this sponge,” Roarke commented. “Muddy now as well. It’ll take awhile for the robot diggers to get through this muck.”

			“Can you operate one?”

			“I can, yes.”

			“Get this man a machine,” Eve shouted out, and turned to Roarke. “Start due south. Morris, assign one of your guys to Roarke. Let’s get this done.”

			She shoved on the mask, engaged the filter, and strode toward the first marker. She stood, much as the search dog had, and waited.

			“Got remains,” the operator announced. The robot was shut down. It was handwork now, a careful excavation with sensors beeping, reading out hair, flesh, bone, beneath the thin layer of dirt.

			She saw hands first, fingers laced—or what was left of them. The filter couldn’t mask the full impact of what death slowly does to flesh. But still she crouched, came closer, as the shell of a woman was unearthed.

			Her hair was long. Longer than it had been at death, Eve thought. In one of those mysteries, hair continued to grow after life winked out. It was dark with dirt, but it would be light brown.

			You’re found now, Eve thought. We’ll give you back your name. The one who did this to you is boxed and caged. That’s all I can do.

			“How long she been in there?” Eve asked Morris.

			“Few months, maybe six, I’d say. I’ll tell you more when we get her in.”

			“Get her out,” Eve said, and, straightening, moved to the next marker.

			The false twilight the rain brought deepened toward night. The air was cold, damp, and carried the pitiful stench of death. Tagged bodies lay bagged beside gaping holes in the earth until they could be transported. Remains lay on tarps shielded by tents while the ME’s team worked to identify.

			The yard took on the look of a mass grave.

			Overhead, the media copters circled, spun out their lights. Word was more reporters were camped on neighbors’ lawns. It hadn’t taken them long. Even now, she assumed, the scene where she stood, the misery and horror of it was being relayed to screens all over the state—the country. The damn world.

			And people sat in their homes and watched. Grateful to be warm and dry and alive.

			Someone brought her coffee, and she drank it without tasting it, without thought. Snagging another, she walked to Roarke.

			“This is the third I’ve done.” Absently, he wiped rain from his face. He shut down the machine, boosted it aside so the hand team could work. “And you were right. It’s worse than anything I could imagine.”

			“Take a break.” She handed him the coffee.

			He stepped back and shoved up the mask as she had done. It barely helped now in any case. Beneath it his face was pale, damp with sweat. And grim as a grave.

			“I won’t be put in the ground when my time comes,” he said, quietly. “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, whatever the hell, I won’t make that transition in the bloody dirt. I’ll take the fire, quick and clean.”

			“Maybe you can bribe God and live forever. You’ve got more money than He does.”

			He managed a small smile to please her. “It’s worth a try in any case.” He drank coffee, and looked, was unable not to look at the horror surrounding him. “Sweet Jesus, Eve.”

			“I know. His personal cemetery.”

			“I was thinking his private holocaust.”

			And she stood with him for a moment, in silence, listening to the mournful sound of rain pattering on the bags.

			“Morris has ID’d a few, through dental. Marjorie Kates, Breen Merriweather—from the city. Lena Greenspan—thirty-year-old mother of two from three miles away. Sarie Parker, twenty-eight, adult ed instructor, worked at the local school. Some of them are going to be street people, or LC’s. But we’ll ID them all. However long it takes, we’ll ID them all.”

			“It matters, who they were, where they came from, who loved them. You have to make it matter or they’re just rotting flesh and bone after all. They’re only what he made them. Isn’t that so?”

			“Yeah.” She watched as another was bagged. “And they’re more. Much more than he made them.”

			When it was done, as much as could be done then and there, Eve stripped off her gear, tossed it into the pile for sanitizing and disposal. She wanted a shower. She wanted hours in hot water, as hot as she could stand, then more hours in oblivion.

			But she wasn’t finished. Not yet.

			She dug in her pocket for another Stay-Up, dry-swallowing it as she walked to the copter where Roarke waited.

			“I’m going to ask you for one thing,” he began.

			“You’re entitled to more than one after the night you put in. Above and beyond, Roarke.”

			“We see that differently, but I will ask for one thing from you. When this is done, when you’ve closed it down, I want two days. Two days away from this, from all of it. We can stay at home, or go anywhere you like, but I want that time—for both of us. To—I’d say to get this out of our system, but we never will. Not really.”

			He pulled off the leather strap he’d used to tie back his hair. “To rebalance ourselves, I’ll say.”

			“It’s going to take some time yet. I need to be around until Peabody’s on her feet.”

			“That goes without saying.”

			“Yeah.” Because she understood it did, she pointed, then walked to the other side of the copter. Maybe it was silly to need it as a shield, but there were still a lot of cops on scene. She’d given her official statement to the media, though a few lingered, hoping for more.

			They’d get no more from her tonight, and she wanted private moments to stay private.

			She slid her arms around his waist, pressed her cheek to his. “Let’s just hold on here a minute.”

			“Gratefully.”

			“It shakes me. You can never get yourself ready for something like this. No matter what. And you know there'll never be enough payment made for it. There can’t be. I’m sick. I’m sick in every part of myself.”

			She turned her head so it rested on his shoulder. “So yeah, I’ll give you two days—and take them. Somewhere away, Roarke. Away, where it’s just us. Let’s go to the island.”

			She tightened her grip, tried to envision the sugary sand, the blue water, and erase the vision of the muddy ground and body bags. “We don’t even have to take any clothes.”

			With a small sigh, he rested his head on top of hers. “I can’t think of anything more perfect.”

			“I got to finish up tonight’s work. A couple days more, maybe after that. Then we’ll get the hell out.”

			He gave her a boost into the copter. “You sure you’re up to the rest of this tonight? You’re running on chemicals.”

			“I sleep better when I tie off the ends.” She strapped in, then used the ’link to check on Peabody while the copter rose into the rain.

			Celina opened the gate to the elevator in her loft. “Dallas, Roarke. You both look exhausted.”

			“You’re not wrong. I know it’s late. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t worry about that. Come in and sit.” She gestured them in. “Let me get you something. Have you eaten?”

			“Not thinking about food for some time yet. But wouldn’t say no to a chair.”

			“And some tea, I think.”

			“She could use it,” Roarke said before Eve could speak. “We both could.”

			“Just give me a minute.”

			She hurried away on bare feet with her lounging robe floating around her ankles. “Peabody?” she asked from the kitchen.

			“She’s pretty good, considering. In a regular room—well in the hospital palace Roarke finagled for her. She’ll need a couple more days in anyway, then maybe she can switch to at-home care until she’s a hundred percent again.”

			“I’m so glad to hear it. I don’t know if you’ve talked to Mira, but we made more progress today, and I think I could work with a police artist tomorrow.”

			She carried a tray back in, hesitated when she saw Eve’s face. “What?”

			“We ID’d him this afternoon. We got him.”

			“My God.” Celina set the tray down with a little thunk and rattle. “You’re sure? I can’t believe it.”

			“We’re sure. It’s one of the reasons we came by. Guess you haven’t had the screen on.”

			“No, I haven’t. Clearing the mind, and all that. How? When?”

			“I figured I’d left you out of the loop, but everything moved fast once it started moving.”

			“That’s not even an issue. He’s locked up? It’s done.” She breathed out slowly, then reached for the teapot. “I don’t even know how to think, or feel. It’s such a relief. How did you find him?”

			“Witnesses who saw him assault Peabody got a decent look at him, and his ride. We worked from there. Picked him up. He broke in Interview in less than an hour.”

			“You must be not only exhausted but very pleased.” She passed cups of tea around. “It came down to straight cop work, after all.”

			“And some luck.”

			“I guess I didn’t contribute much, at the end of things.”

			“Not so. You did quite a bit.”

			“You have a gift,” Roarke continued. “You’ve utilized it.”

			“It’s not something I have a choice over.”

			“Oh, I disagree.” Eve sipped tea. “You certainly chose to use it when you murdered Annalisa Sommers.”

			“What?” Celina’s cup rattled in her saucer. “What did you say?”

			“You must’ve been watching John Blue—visioning him—for months. Did you see him kill his mother, Celina? Did it go back that far? Is that when you started to plan how you could get rid of your competition?”

			As she stared, her face went stark white. “This is horrible. This is hideous and horrible. You’re accusing me of murder? Of killing poor Annalisa? You have the man responsible. How could you say this to me?”

			“I have the man responsible for murdering fifteen women. Fifteen, Celina. He had their eyes on display. Over the past few hours we’ve been disinterring bodies from the backyard on his mother’s place upstate. Bet you know about that place, too. We have thirteen bodies. Thirteen—including his mother whose remains have been positively ID’d. Thirteen women he practiced on.”

			Eve’s face wasn’t pale. It was hard as stone, cold as ice, but a faint flush of rage tinged it. “Did you watch him kill them, too? Add Elisa Maplewood, add Lily Napier, and you’ve got your fifteen.”

			Celina’s hands fluttered up, crossed over her breasts. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I think you must have pushed yourself over some edge.”

			“Right up to it, but not over. If I’d gone over, I’d be breaking your face right now, the way Blue broke my partner’s.”

			“You’d accuse me, after I came to you, after I’ve tried to help, because you have one too many bodies to fit your case? For God’s sake. I want you to leave my house. I want you—”

			When she started to rise, Roarke simply reached out, shoved her back into place. “You want to sit quietly, Celina.” And his voice was deathly calm. “We’ve both had a miserable few hours and may be less courteous than you’re accustomed to. So I’d sit still if I were you.”

			“Now you’re threatening me. I’m calling my lawyer.”

			“Haven’t read you your rights yet, so you don’t get any. I’ll read them to you, Celina, and you can call your lawyer, but right now, we’re just having a conversation.”

			“I don’t like the tone of this conversation.”

			“You know what I don’t like? I don’t like being used. I don’t like being hosed by some selfish bitch with a sixth sense so she can kill her boyfriend’s new woman.”

			“Listen to yourself! I was at home, all night, when she was killed. I took a tranq. I never left the house.”

			“Not at all true,” Roarke commented. “Oh, you’ve got the security discs that’ll prove you didn’t go out the front, use the elevator. But interestingly enough, you’ve no tenants down below and haven’t for the last few months.”

			Summerset’s little contribution, Eve thought. “You didn’t renew their lease.”

			“It’s certainly my choice—”

			“And that made it very simple,” Roarke went on. “You went out the door there—where you shut down the security cams—down the stairs, into 1-A, and out the emergency evac. I checked it myself, and you didn’t think to seal up first. We’ve your prints on the door, on the window, on the evac mechanism.”

			“It’s my property.” But her hands were moving restlessly now, from her lap, to her throat, to her hair. “My fingerprints might be anywhere.”

			“Annalisa didn’t fit. She was close,” Eve considered. “In the ballpark, but she didn’t quite fit Blue’s vision. Hair’s too dark, too short. Then there’s the kitten. He didn’t use props with the others. But you needed that moment of distraction. You’re not a two-hundred-eighty-pound man. You needed to distract her, to get her down so she didn’t have time to fight.”

			“For heaven’s sakes. He raped her. In whatever fantasy you’ve dreamed up, for whatever reason, you can hardly accuse me of raping another woman.”

			“Couldn’t have been pleasant for you. What appliance did you use? They make all kinds. Some of them are so realistic, you can hardly tell them from the real McCoy.”

			“Please.”

			Eve patted Roarke’s knee. “Sorry.”

			“You’ll never prove this.”

			“Oh, Celina, I will.” Eve leaned forward so Celina could look directly into her eyes. “You know I will. Just like you knew I’d get John Blue, with or without you. You wanted me to, just not before Annalisa. You have the right to remain silent,” she began.

			“This is insane,” Celina said when Eve finished the Revised Miranda. “Why would I come to you, to help?”

			“Always better to be in the inner circle, closer to data, if you can. That was clever of you.”

			“I’m going to call a lawyer.”

			“Go ahead.” Eve gestured toward the ’link. “Once you do, I’ll make it my mission in life to take you down harder. I’m tired. I want to close this down. Because I’m tired, I’m inclined to work with you on this, see what we can manage.”

			She saw speculation, just an instant of it, flicker over Celina’s face. “Blue’s got no reason to lie, Celina. He knows how many women he killed, and what he did to and with every one of them. The number is fifteen. He wasn’t in Greenpeace Park the night Annalisa was killed. He’s alibied.”

			“Then it was—”

			“Someone else?” Eve suggested. “Yes, it was. Someone who knew the details, details not released to the media. Someone who could use them, copy them. But that someone wasn’t a man. Because there was no man that night. Only you. He left you. Lucas left you, and ended up with her.”

			“We left each other, and he wasn’t seeing her when we were together.”

			“No, he wasn’t. Decent guy, honest guy. He didn’t two-time you. But he’d met her before you split. He confirms that, by the way. He’d met her, and he’d felt something click. I bet you knew he was interested, maybe before he really knew it himself. I bet you read him every chance you got.”

			“I told you I don’t intrude.”

			“You’re a liar. Up till now, your gift’s been more a game to you than anything else. Entertaining, interesting, lucrative. You told me once you were shallow, and that’s one absolute truth. Lucas wasn’t in love with you anymore, he was pulling away. Had to save your pride and make it seem amiable. And now, look at this, his new lady meets with a terrible death, and there you are, arms open to comfort. Did you weep a few tears when you went over to comfort him this afternoon?”

			“I had every right to see Lucas. Decency—”

			“Don’t tell me about decency.” The whip of Eve’s voice had Celina’s head snapping back. “You knew what John Blue was, where he was, what he was doing long before you came to my office. You watched him kill, over and over again. And you used them, used him, used me. One of the clerks uptown—you were smart to go uptown—at a craft shop remembers you, Celina. You’re a striking woman, and she remembers you coming in four months ago. Four months ago, and buying three yards of red corded ribbon.”

			Her cheeks weren’t pale now. They were going gray. “That—that doesn’t prove—”

			“You think it’s all circumstantial, and maybe. But it adds up so nice. Means, motive, opportunity.” She flipped out three fingers. “You knew the victim, you knew the details of the other murders, you had the murder weapon in your possession. We can trace it back to that uptown shop. It’ll take a little time, but we can do it. When we do, it’s as good as around your neck.”

			She waited a beat to let that factor sink in. “You’re the only one who could have killed her. You’re boxed. Stand up to it, Celina. One thing you’re not, is weak.”

			“No, I’m not.” She picked up her tea, wrinkled her nose in distaste. “I’d rather a brandy, I think. Would you mind?” She gestured vaguely. “On the shelf by the kitchen. A double.”

			Roarke obliged her, walked across the room.

			“You love him very much,” Celina said to Eve. “We could say outrageously.”

			“You can say whatever you like.”

			“What would you do, how would you survive if he fell out of love with you? If you knew you’d become an obligation, a duty he didn’t quite know how to avoid, because being a decent man, he didn’t want to hurt you. To hurt you. How could you stand it?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I let him go.” She closed her eyes a moment, and when she opened them again they were clear. Steady. “I tried to let him go, to be reasonable and sophisticated. But it hurt.” She pressed a fist to her heart. “So much. Unbearably. Worse when he fell in love with her. I knew he’d never come back to me, there was no chance he’d love me again as long as he loved her.”

			She looked up at Roarke as he brought her the brandy. “Men enslave us, even when they don’t mean to. I sought the first vision. I was grieving, and I sought it out. I don’t know what I intended to do, but I was so unhappy, so angry, so lost, and I opened myself up. And I saw him, as clearly as I see you. John Blue. I saw what he did.”

			She swirled brandy, sipped. “It wasn’t his mother. It wasn’t the first. I didn’t know how many before. It was Breen Merriweather. I didn’t see him take her from the city. But I saw him lifting her out of a van. It was dark. Very dark. Her hands and feet were bound and she was gagged. I could see her fear. He took her inside, and all the lights, so many lights came on. So I saw everything he did to her in that horrible room, and I saw him bury her in the backyard.”

			“And you started to plan.”

			“I don’t know. That’s sterling. I didn’t know what to do, what I would do. I almost went to the police. It was my first instinct, I swear it. But I . . . didn’t, and I wondered who he was and how he could do the things he did.”

			“So you watched him,” Roarke finished. “To find out.”

			“Yes. I was fascinated and repelled, but I was able to link to him, and I . . . studied him. And I wondered: Why doesn’t he kill Annalisa? Everything would be the way it should be again, if he’d kill Annalisa. I wondered if I could pay him to do it, but that was too risky. And he’s mad, so he might’ve hurt me. And I realized, maybe, there’d be a way for me to do it. Then he killed Elisa Maplewood. Right here in the city, and I knew how it could be done.”

			She let her head fall back. “I didn’t just come to you for information,” she said to Eve. “I needed to know how you would handle the investigation, how quickly you would find him, what you thought of me. And a part of me, I swear to you, a part of me hoped you’d find him quickly, before I . . . But you didn’t. I gave you information hoping, in some part of myself, that you’d find him, stop him, before . . .”

			“So you could put the blame on the investigation, on me, when you killed her.”

			“Maybe. I agreed to the hypnosis before Annalisa,” she reminded Eve. “I volunteered for it. I asked Mira to start it right away, but she was so cautious.”

			“Her fault, too.”

			“It plays in, certainly. If any one factor had gone differently, it all would be different. I told myself if the information I gave you led you to him quickly, that was what was meant. If she, if Annalisa didn’t walk into the park that night, I’d stop the whole thing. If she didn’t take the shortcut, I’d walk away from her, that I was meant to. I’d tell you everything I saw. But she did. She did, so it seemed that was meant, and I let myself become him, in a way, so I didn’t have to think about what I was doing. I let myself become him so I could stand apart and watch, with a kind of horror. Then it was too late to go back.”

			She shuddered, drank more brandy. “She saw me, just for an instant. And she was so confused. But it was too late to go back. I couldn’t stop myself. Well.” She breathed out. “When did you know?”

			“When I learned her connection to Lucas Grande.”

			“Please.” She waved that away. “You’re a very clever woman, but you had no idea at that point. I read you in Mira’s office, and after the attack on Peabody just to cover myself.”

			“You’re not the only one who can block.” Eve angled her head. “I told you Mira has a daughter who’s Wiccan and a sensitive. She gave me a few pointers.”

			“You played me.”

			“That’s right. But not well enough, not fast enough, or my partner wouldn’t be in the hospital.”

			“I didn’t know he’d go after her. By the time I did, it was too late. I tried to contact you. I like Peabody.”

			“Me, too. Guess you didn’t have the same sensibilities about the other women he butchered.”

			She lifted her shoulders a little, let them fall. “I didn’t know them.”

			“I do.”

			“I did it for love. Whatever I did, it was for love.”

			“Bullshit. You did it for yourself. For control, for power, for selfishness. People don’t kill for love, Celina, they just like to pretty up the mess they’ve made by saying so.”

			Eve stood. “On your feet.”

			“I’ll make a jury understand. It was a kind of madness, that’s all. And that madness took me over—my gift makes me all the more susceptible—until what he was got inside of me and killed Annalisa.”

			“You go on believing that. Celina Sanchez, you’re under arrest. Why don’t I give you a rundown of the counts?” She nodded to Roarke who moved to the elevator. “First degree sexual assault, first degree murder, mutilation of Annalisa Sommers, a human being. Accessory to sexual assault, murder, and mutilation, before and after the fact. Fifteen counts.”

			“Fifteen . . . You can’t blame me for what he did.” She tried to swing around when Eve snapped on the restraints.

			“Oh yeah, we can. We do. And I’ll bet mine against yours we’ll make a jury understand why.” Eve looked over as McNab and Feeney got off the elevator. “Additional counts, accessory before and after the fact, attempted murder, assault and battery on a police officer. Take her in, Detective. Book her.”

			McNab took Celina’s arm. “My pleasure.”

			“List Detective Peabody as arresting officer, in absentia.”

			He opened his mouth, then cleared his throat. “Thank you, sir.”

			“Go home, kid,” Feeney told her as he took Celina’s other arm. “We’ve got it from here.”

			Eve listened to the elevator start down. “Should get a team in here tonight, see what we can dig up. Add a few bars to her cage.” Then she rubbed her tired eyes. “Screw it, we’ll lock it down. Tomorrow’s soon enough.”

			“Music to my ears.” He recalled the elevator. “That was well done, Lieutenant. Giving the collar to Peabody.”

			“She earned it. I’m still buzzed.” She rolled her shoulders and stepped into the elevator. “My eyes want to close, but my body’s still jumping.”

			“I believe we can fix that when we get home. You can close your eyes.” He leaned down, kissed her, long and deep. “And I’ll jump your body.”

			“Sounds like a deal.”

			She walked outside, fixed a police seal to the door. “Rain’s stopped,” she commented.

			“Still a bit misty yet.”

			“I like it.”

			“You liked her,” he added.

			“I did.” She stood in front of the door, looking out at the street, the wash of puddles as a Rapid Cab slewed through. “I did like her. Still do on some level, even knowing what she is.”

			He slung an arm around her shoulders, she hooked hers around his waist. “Do you think she loves him? Lucas?”

			“No.” She knew what love was now. “But she thinks she does.”

			Eve dropped into the passenger seat this time, yawned comfortably when Roarke took the wheel. She leaned back, closed her eyes, trusting he’d get her home.

			Yes, she knew what love was.
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			So shalt thou feed on Death, that feeds on men, And Death once dead, there’s no more dying then.

			—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

			 

			 

			Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

			—LEO NIKOLAEVICH TOLSTOI

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			A LATE-NIGHT URGE FOR AN ORANGE FIZZY SAVED NIXIE’S life. When she woke, she could see by the luminous dial of the jelly-roll wrist unit she was never without that it was after two in the morning.

			She wasn’t allowed to snack between meals, except for items on her mother’s approved list. And two in the morning was way between.

			But she was dying for an Orange Fizzy.

			She rolled over and whispered to her best friend in the entire galaxy, Linnie Dyson. They were having a school-night sleepover because Linnie’s mom and dad were celebrating their anniversary in some fancy hotel.

			So they could have sex. Mom and Mrs. Dyson said it was so they could have a fancy dinner and go dancing and crap-o, but it was for sex. Jee-zus, she and Linnie were nine, not two. They knew what was what-o.

			Besides, like they gave a woo. The whole deal meant Mom—the Rule Monster—bent the rules about school nights. Even if they’d had to turn the lights out at nine-thirty—were they two?—she and Linnie had the most magolicious time.

			And school was still hours away, and she was thirsty. So she poked Linnie and whispered again.

			“Wake up!”

			“Nuh. Not morning. Still dark.”

			“It is morning. It’s two in the morning.” That’s why it was so frosty. “I want an Orange Fizzy. Let’s go down and get one. We can split it.”

			Linnie only made grunting, mumbling noises, rolled away, and tugged the covers nearly over her head.

			“Well, I’m going,” Nixie said in the same hissy whisper.

			It wasn’t as much fun on her own, but she’d never get back to sleep now, thinking of the Fizzy. She had to go all the way down to the kitchen because her mother wouldn’t allow her to have an AutoChef in her room. Might as well be in prison, Nixie thought, as she scooted out of bed. Might as well be in prison in 1950 or something instead of her own house in 2059.

			Mom had even put child codes on all the household AutoChefs so the only thing Nixie or her brother, Coyle, could program was health sludge.

			Might as well eat mud.

			Her father said, “Rules is rules.” He liked to say that a lot. But sometimes he’d wink at her or Coyle when their mother was out and order up some ice cream or potato crispies.

			Nixie sort of thought her mom knew and pretended she didn’t.

			She tiptoed out of her room, a pretty little girl, just going gangly, with a wavy mass of platinum blonde hair. Her eyes, a pale, pale blue, were already adjusted to the dark.

			Still, her parents always kept a low light on in the bathroom at the end of the hall, in case anybody had to get up and pee or whatever.

			She held her breath as she walked by her brother’s room. If he woke, he might tell. He could be a complete butt-pain. Then again, sometimes he could be pretty chilly. For a moment, she hesitated, considered sneaking in, waking him, and talking him into keeping her company for the adventure.

			Nah. It was sort of juicy to be creeping around the house by herself. She held her breath again as she eased by her parents’ room, hoping she could stay—for once—under her mother’s radar.

			Nothing and no one stirred as she crept down the stairs.

			But even when she got downstairs, she was mouse quiet. She still had to get by Inga, their housekeeper, who had rooms right off the kitchen. Right off the target. Inga was mostly okay, but she’d never let her get away with an Orange Fizzy in the middle of the night.

			Rules is rules.

			So she didn’t turn on any lights, and snuck through the rooms, into the big kitchen like a thief. It only added to the thrill. No Orange Fizzy would ever taste as frigid as this one, she thought.

			She eased open the refrigerator. It occurred to her, suddenly, that maybe her mother counted stuff like this. Maybe she kept a kind of tally of soft drinks and snack food.

			But she was past the point of no return. If she had to pay a price for the prize, she’d worry about paying it later.

			With the goal in hand, she shuffled to the far end of the kitchen where she could keep an eye on the door to Inga’s rooms and duck behind the island counter if she had to.

			In the shadows, she broke the seal on the tube, took the first forbidden sip.

			It pleased her so much, she slipped onto the bench in what her mother called the breakfast area, and prepared to enjoy every drop.

			She was just settling in when she heard a noise and dived down to lie on the bench. From beneath it, she saw a movement and thought: Busted!

			But the shadow slipped along the far counter, to the door of Inga’s room, and inside.

			A man. Nixie had to slap a hand on her mouth to stifle a giggle. Inga had a boogie buddy! And she was so old—had to be at least forty. It looked like Mr. and Mrs. Dyson weren’t the only ones having sex tonight.

			Unable to resist, she left the Orange Fizzy on the bench and slid out. She just had to look, just had to see. So she crept over to the open door, eased inside Inga’s little parlor, and toward the open bedroom door. She squatted down on all fours, poked her head in the opening.

			Wait until she told Linnie! Linnie would be so jealous.

			With her hand over her mouth again, her eyes bright with laughter, Nixie scooted, angled her head.

			And saw the man slit Inga’s throat.

			She saw the blood, a wild gush of it. Heard a horrible, gurgling grunt. Eyes glazed now, she reared back, her breath hissing and hitching into her palm. Unable to move, she sat, her back pressed to the wall and her heart booming inside her chest.

			He came out, walked right by her, and out the open door.

			Tears spilled out of her eyes, down her spread fingers. Every part of her shook as she crawled over, using a chair as a shield, and reached up to the table for Inga’s pocket ’link.

			She hissed for emergency.

			“He’s killed her, he’s killed her. You have to come.” She whispered the words, ignoring the questions the voice recited. “Right now. Come right now.” And gave the address.

			She left the ’link on the floor, continued to crawl until she’d reached the narrow steps that led from Inga’s parlor to the second level.

			She wanted her mommy.

			She didn’t run, didn’t dare. She didn’t stand. Her legs felt funny, empty, like the bones in them had melted. She started to belly crawl across the hall, sobs stuck in her throat. And to her horror, she saw the shadow—two shadows now. One went into her room, the other into Coyle’s.

			She was whimpering when she dragged her body through her parents’ bedroom doorway. She heard a sound, a kind of thump, and pressed her face into the carpet while her stomach heaved.

			She saw the shadows pass the doorway, saw them. Heard them. Though they moved as if that’s what they were. Only shadows.

			Shuddering, she continued to crawl, past her mother’s bedroom chair, past the little table with its colorful lamp. And her hand slid through something warm, something wet.

			Pulling herself up, she stared at the bed. At her mother, at her father. At the blood that coated them.

		

	
		
			1

			MURDER WAS ALWAYS AN INSULT, AND HAD been since the first human hand had smashed a stone into the first human skull. But the murder, bloody and brutal, of an entire family in their own home, in their own beds, was a different form of evil.

			Eve Dallas, NYPSD Homicide, pondered it as she stood studying Inga Snood, forty-two-year-old female. Domestic, divorced. Dead.

			Blood spatter and the scene itself told her how it must have been. Snood’s killer had walked in the door, crossed to the bed, yanked Snood’s head up—probably by the mid-length blonde hair, raked the edge of the blade neatly—left to right—across her throat, severing the jugular.

			Relatively tidy, certainly quick. Probably quiet. It was unlikely the victim had the time to comprehend what was happening. No defensive wounds, no other trauma, no signs of struggle. Just blood and the dead.

			Eve had beaten both her partner and Crime Scene to the house. The nine-one-one had gone to Emergency, relayed to a black-and-white on neighborhood patrol. The uniforms had called in the homicides, and she’d gotten the tag just before three in the morning.

			She still had the rest of the dead, the rest of the scenes, to study. She stepped back out, glanced at the uniform on post in the kitchen.

			“Keep this scene secure.”

			“Yes, sir, Lieutenant.”

			She moved through the kitchen out into a bisected space—living on one side, dining on the other. Upper-middle income, single-family residence. Nice, Upper West Side neighborhood. Decent security, which hadn’t done the Swishers or their domestic a damn bit of good.

			Good furniture—tasteful, she supposed. Everything neat and clean and in what appeared to be its place. No burglary, not with plenty of easily transported electronics.

			She went upstairs, came to the parents’ room first. Keelie and Grant Swisher, ages thirty-eight and forty, respectively. As with their housekeeper, there was no sign of struggle. Just two people who’d been asleep in their own bed and were now dead.

			She gave the room a quick glance, saw a pricey man’s wrist unit on a dresser, a pair of woman’s gold earrings on another.

			No, not burglary.

			She stepped back out just as her partner, Detective Delia Peabody, came up the steps. Limping—just a little.

			Had she put Peabody back on active too soon? Eve wondered. Her partner had taken a serious beating only three weeks before after being ambushed steps outside her own apartment building. And Eve still had the image of the stalwart Peabody bruised, broken, unconscious in a hospital bed.

			Best to put the image, and the guilt, aside. Best to remember how she herself hated being on medical, and that work was sometimes better than forced rest.

			“Five dead? Home invasion?” Huffing a bit, Peabody gestured down the steps. “The uniform on the door gave me a quick run.”

			“It looks like, but we don’t call it yet. Domestic’s downstairs, rooms off the kitchen. Got it in bed, throat slit. Owners in there. Same pattern. Two kids, girl and boy, in the other rooms on this level.”

			“Kids? Jesus.”

			“First on scene indicated this was the boy.” Eve moved to the next door, called for the lights.

			“Records ID twelve-year-old Coyle Swisher.” There were framed sports posters on his walls. Baseball taking the lead. Some of his blood had spewed onto the torso of the Yankees current hot left fielder.

			Though there was the debris of an adolescent on the floor, on the desk and dresser, she saw no sign Coyle had had any more warning than his parents.

			Peabody pressed her lips together, cleared her throat. “Quick, efficient,” she said in flat tones.

			“No forced entry. No alarms tripped. Either the Swishers neglected to set them—and I wouldn’t bet on that—or somebody had their codes or a good jammer. Girl should be down here.”

			“Okay.” Peabody squared her shoulders. “It’s harder when it’s kids.”

			“It’s supposed to be.” Eve stepped to the next room, called for lights, and studied the fluffy pink and white bed, the little girl with her blonde hair matted with blood. “Nine-year-old Nixie Swisher, according to the records.”

			“Practically a baby.”

			“Yeah.” Eve scanned the room, and her head cocked. “What do you see, Peabody?”

			“Some poor kid who’ll never get the chance to grow up.”

			“Two pair of shoes over there.”

			“Kids, especially upper income, swim in shoes.”

			“Two of those backpack deals kids haul their stuff in. You seal up yet?”

			“No, I was just—”

			“I have.” Eve walked into the crime scene, reached down with a sealed hand, and picked up the shoes. “Different sizes. Go get the first on scene.”

			With the shoes still in her hand, Eve turned back to the bed, to the child, as Peabody hurried out. Then she set them aside, took an Identipad out of her field kit.

			Yes, it was harder when it was a child. It was hard to take such a small hand in yours. Such a small, lifeless hand, to look down at the young who’d been robbed of so many years, and all the joys, all the pains that went in them.

			She pressed the fingers to the pad, waited for the readout.

			“Officer Grimes, Lieutenant,” Peabody said from the doorway. “First on scene.”

			“Who called this in, Grimes?” Eve asked without turning around.

			“Sir, unidentified female.”

			“And where is this unidentified female?”

			“I . . . Lieutenant, I assumed it was one of the vics.”

			She glanced back now, and Grimes saw the tall, lean woman in mannish trousers, a battered leather jacket. The cool brown eyes, flat cop’s eyes, in a sharply featured face. Her hair was brown, like her eyes, short, choppy rather than sleek.

			She had a rep, and when that icy gaze pinned him, he knew she’d earned it.

			“So our nine-one-one calls in murder, then hops into bed so she can get her throat slashed?”

			“Ah . . .” He was a beat cop, with two years under his belt. He wasn’t ranking Homicide. “The kid here might’ve called it, Lieutenant, then tried to hide in bed.”

			“How long you had a badge, Grimes?”

			“Two years—in January. Lieutenant.”

			“I know civilians who’ve got a better sense of crime scene than you. Fifth victim, identified as Linnie Dyson, age nine, who is not a fucking resident of this fucking address. Who is not one Nixie Swisher. Peabody, start a search of the residence. We’re looking for another nine-year-old girl, living or dead. Grimes, you idiot, call in an Amber Alert. She may have been the reason for this. Possible abduction. Move!”

			Peabody snagged a can of Seal-It out of her own kit, hurriedly sprayed her shoes and hands.

			“She could be hiding. If the kid called it in, Dallas, she could be hiding. She could be afraid to come out, or she’s in shock. She could be alive.”

			“Start downstairs.” Eve dropped on her hands and knees to look under the bed. “Find out what unit, what ’link placed the nine-one-one.”

			“On that.”

			Eve strode to the closet, searched through it, pushed into any area of the room where a child might hide. She started out, moving toward the boy’s room, then checked herself.

			You were a little girl, with what seemed to be a nice family. Where did you go when things got bad?

			Somewhere, Eve thought, she herself never had to go. Because when things got bad for her, the family was the cause.

			But she bypassed the other rooms and walked back into the master bedroom.

			“Nixie,” she said quietly, as her eyes scanned. “I’m Lieutenant Dallas, with the police. I’m here to help you. You call the police, Nixie?”

			Abduction, she thought again. But why slaughter an entire household to snatch a little girl? Easier to boost her off the street somewhere, even to come in, tranq her, carry her out. More likely they’d found her trying to hide, and she’d be curled up somewhere, dead as the rest.

			She called for lights, full, and saw the smears of blood on the carpet on the far side of the bed. A small, bloody handprint, another, and a trail of red leading to the master bath.

			Didn’t have to be the kid’s blood. More likely the parents. More likely, but there was a hell of a lot of it. Crawled through the blood, Eve thought.

			The tub was big and sexy, double sinks in a long peachy-colored counter, and a little closet-type deal for the toilet.

			A smudged and bloody swath stained the pretty pastel floor tiles. “Goddamn it,” Eve mumbled, and followed the trail toward the thick, green glass walls of a shower station.

			She expected to find the bloodied body of a small dead girl.

			Instead she found the trembling form of a live one.

			There was blood on her hands, on her nightshirt, on her face.

			For a moment, one hideous moment, Eve stared at the child and saw herself. Blood on her hands, her shirt, her face, huddled in a freezing room. For that moment, she saw the knife, still dripping, in her hand, and the body—the man—she’d hacked to pieces lying on the floor.

			“Jesus. Oh Jesus.” She took a stumbling step back, primed to run, to scream. And the child lifted her head, locked glassy eyes on hers, and whimpered.

			She came back, hard, as if someone had slapped her. Not me, she told herself as she fought to get her breathing under control. Nothing like me.

			Nixie Swisher. She has a name. Nixie Swisher.

			“Nixie Swisher.” Eve said it out loud, and felt herself settle. The kid was alive, and there was a job to do.

			One quick survey told Eve none of the blood was the child’s.

			Even with the punch of relief, the stiffening of spine, she wished for Peabody. Kids weren’t her strong suit.

			“Hey.” She crouched, carefully tapped the badge she’d hooked to her waistband with a finger that was nearly steady now. “I’m Dallas. I’m a cop. You called us, Nixie.”

			The child’s eyes were wide and glazed. Her teeth chattered.

			“I need you to come with me, so I can help you.” She reached out a hand, but the girl cringed back and made a sound like a trapped animal.

			Know how you feel, kid. Just how.

			“You don’t have to be afraid. Nobody’s going to hurt you.” Keeping one hand up, she reached in her pocket with the other for her communicator. “Peabody, I’ve got her. Master bath. Get up here.”

			Wracking her brain, Eve tried to think of the right approach. “You called us, Nixie. That was smart, that was brave. I know you’re scared, but we’re going to take care of you.”

			“They killed, they killed, they killed . . .”

			“They?”

			Her head shook, like an old woman with palsy. “They killed, they killed my mom. I saw, I saw. They killed my mom, my dad. They killed—”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			“I crawled through the blood.” Eyes huge and glassy, she held out her smeared hands. “Blood.”

			“Are you hurt, Nixie? Did they see you? Did they hurt you?”

			“They killed, they killed—” When Peabody turned into the room, Nixie screamed as if she’d been stabbed. And launched herself into Eve’s arms.

			Peabody stopped short, kept her voice very calm, very quiet. “I’ll call Child Protection. Is she injured?”

			“Not that I can see. Shocky, though.”

			It felt awkward holding a child, but Eve wrapped her arms around Nixie and got to her feet. “She saw it. We’ve got not only a survivor, but an eye witness.”

			“We’ve got a nine-year-old kid who saw—” Peabody spoke in undertones as Nixie wept on Eve’s shoulder, and jerked her head toward the bedroom.

			“I know. Here, take her and—” But when Eve tried to peel Nixie away, the child only wrapped herself tighter.

			“I think you’re going to have to.”

			“Hell. Call CPS, get somebody over here. Start a record, room by room. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			She’d hoped to pass the kid to one of the uniforms, but Nixie seemed glued to her now. Resigned, and wary, she carted Nixie down to the first floor, looked for a neutral spot, and settled on what looked like a playroom.

			“I want my mom. I want my mom.”

			“Yeah, I got that. But here’s the thing: You’ve got to let go. I’m not going to leave you, but you gotta loosen the grip.”

			“Are they gone?” Nixie pushed her face into Eve’s shoulder. “Are the shadows gone?”

			“Yes. You have to let go, sit down here. I have to do a couple of things. I need to talk to you.”

			“What if they come back?”

			“I won’t let them. I know this is hard. The hardest.” At wit’s end, she sat on the floor with Nixie still clinging to her. “I need to do a job, that’s how I can help. I need to . . .” Jesus. “I need to get a sample from your hand, and then you can clean up. You’d feel better if you got cleaned up, right?”

			“I got their blood . . .”

			“I know. Here, this is my field kit. I’m just going to take a swab for evidence. And I need to take a recording. Then you can go to the washroom over there and clean up. Record on,” Eve said, quietly, then eased Nixie back. “You’re Nixie Swisher, right? You live here?”

			“Yeah, I want—”

			“And I’m Lieutenant Dallas. I’m going to swab your hand here, so you can clean up. It won’t hurt.”

			“They killed my mom and my dad.”

			“I know. I’m sorry. Did you see who they were? How many there were?”

			“I have their blood on me.”

			Sealing the swab, Eve looked at the child. She remembered what it was to be a little girl, covered in blood not her own. “How about you wash up?”

			“I can’t.”

			“I’ll help you. Maybe you want a drink or something. I can—” And when Nixie burst into tears, Eve’s eyes began to ache.

			“What? What?”

			“Orange Fizzy.”

			“Okay, I’ll see if—”

			“No, I went down to get one. I’m not supposed to, but I went down to get one, and Linnie didn’t want to wake up and come. I went down to the kitchen, and I saw.”

			With blood smeared on both of them now, Eve decided washing up would have to wait. “What did you see, Nixie?”

			“The shadow, the man, who went into Inga’s room. I thought . . . I was going to watch, just for a minute, if they were going to do it, you know.”

			“Do what?”

			“Sex. I wasn’t supposed to, but I did, and I saw!”

			There were tears and snot as well as blood on the kid’s face now. With nothing else handy, Eve pulled a wipe rag out of her field kit and passed it over.

			“What did you see?”

			“He had a big knife and he cut her, he cut her bad.” She closed her own hand over her throat. “And there was blood.”

			“Can you tell me what happened then?”

			As the tears gushed, she rubbed the wipe and her hands over her cheeks, smearing them with blood. “He left. He didn’t see me, and he left and I got Inga’s ’link and I called Emergency.”

			“That’s stand-up thinking, Nixie. That was really smart.”

			“But I wanted Mom.” Her voice cracked with tears and mucus flowing. “I wanted Dad, and I went up the back way, Inga’s way, and I saw them. Two of them. They were going into my room, and Coyle’s room, and I knew what they would do, but I wanted my mom, and I crawled in, and I got their blood on me, and I saw them. They were dead. They’re all dead, aren’t they? Everybody. I couldn’t go look. I went to hide.”

			“You did right. You did exactly right. Look at me. Nixie.” She waited until those drenched eyes met hers. “You’re alive, and you did everything right. Because you did, it’s going to help me find the people who did this, and make them pay.”

			“My mommy’s dead.” Crawling into Eve’s lap, she wept and wept and wept.

			It was nearly five a.m. before Eve could get back to Peabody, and the work.

			“How’s the kid?”

			“No better than you’d expect. Got the social worker and a doctor with her. Cleaning her up, doing a physical. I had to swear an oath I wouldn’t leave the house before she’d unclamp herself.”

			“You found her, came when she called for help kind of thing.”

			“She made the nine-one-one on the housekeeper’s pocket ’link, from down there.” She caught Peabody up with Nixie’s timetable.

			“From what she was able to tell me so far, it jibes with how it looks to me—efficient professional job. Come in. Bypass or jam alarms and security. One takes the housekeeper. That’s the first hit. She’s isolated, on another floor, and they need to deal with her first, insure she doesn’t wake up, catch a whiff and tag the cops. Other guy’s probably upstairs, ready to move if anybody up there wakes up. Then they do the parents together.”

			“One for each,” Peabody agreed. “No noise, no struggle. Deal with the adults first. Kids aren’t a big worry.”

			“One takes the boy, one takes the girl. They’re expecting one boy, one girl. It was dark, so the fact they killed the wrong kid doesn’t necessarily mean they didn’t know the family personally. They were expecting to find one small blonde girl, and they did. Job’s done, and they walk out.”

			“No blood trail leading out of the house.”

			“Seal up in protective gear, strip it off when you’re done. No muss, no fuss. You get time of deaths?”

			“Oh two-fifteen on the housekeeper. Maybe three minutes later on Dad, Mom right after. Another minute or so for each kid. Whole deal took five, six minutes. Cold and clean.”

			“Not so clean. They left a witness. Kid’s messed up now, but I think we’ll get more out of her. She’s got a brain, and she’s got spine. Doesn’t scream when she sees her housekeeper get her throat cut.”

			She put herself into the child, imagined those few minutes when murder cut quietly through the house.

			“Terrified, she’s got to be terrified, but she doesn’t go running away so she can get caught and hacked up. She stays quiet, and she calls nine-one-one. Gutsy.”

			“What happens to her now?”

			“Safe house, sealed record, uniform guards, a rep from Child Protection.” The cold steps, the impersonal stages. The kid’s life, as she knew it, had ended at approximately two-fifteen. “We’ll need to see if she’s got other family, or if there’s legal guardianship. Later today, we’ll talk to her again, see what more we can squeeze out. I want this house sealed up like a biodome, and we’ll start running the adult vics.”

			“Dad was a lawyer—family law—Mom was a nutritionist. Private practice, run primarily out of an office space on the lower level. Those locks are still in place, and it doesn’t appear anything’s been disturbed in that area.”

			“We look at their work, their clients, their personals. This kind of hit, it’s pro, and it’s thorough. Maybe one or both of them—or the housekeeper—had a sideline that linked up with organized crime. Nutritionist, could be a front for Illegals. Keep the client thin and happy the easy way.”

			“There’s an easy way? A way that includes unlimited portions of pizza and no hideous stomach crunches?”

			“A little Funk, a little Go as part of your basic food groups.” Eve lifted a shoulder. “Maybe she screwed with her supplier. Maybe one of them had an affair with a wrong number that ended bad. You’re going to wipe out a whole family, you’ve got one hell of a motivation. We’ll see if the sweepers turn up something on scene. Meanwhile, I want to go through each room again myself. I didn’t get much of a . . .”

			She broke off when she heard the steady clip of shoes, and turned to see the social worker, sleepy-eyed but neat as a church, walk into the room. Newman, Eve remembered. CPS drone, and from the looks of her not too happy with the early call.

			“Lieutenant, the doctor has found no physical injuries. It would be best if we transported the minor subject now.”

			“Give me a few minutes to arrange security. My partner can go up, pack some things for her. I want to—”

			She broke off again. This time it wasn’t a steady clip of shoes, but running bare feet. Still wearing the bloodied nightshirt, Nixie ran in, and threw herself at Eve.

			“You said you wouldn’t leave.”

			“Hey, standing right here.”

			“Don’t let them take me. They said they were going to take me away. Don’t let them.”

			“You can’t stay here.” She pried Nixie’s fingers from her legs, crouched until they were eye-to-eye. “You know you can’t.”

			“Don’t let them take me. I don’t want to go with her. She’s not the police.”

			“I’m going to have police go with you, and stay with you.”

			“You have to. You have to.”

			“I can’t. I have to work. I have to do what’s right for your mom and dad, for your brother and your friend. For Inga.”

			“I won’t go with her. You can’t make me go with her.”

			“Nixie—”

			“Hey.” Voice pleasant, a non-threatening smile on her face, Peabody stepped in. “Nixie, I need to talk to the lieutenant for a minute—just over here. Nobody’s going anywhere yet, okay. I just need to talk to her. Dallas?” Peabody walked to the far side of the room, where they were still in Nixie’s line of sight.

			Dallas joined her.

			“What? Can I make a break for it?”

			“You should take her.”

			“Peabody, I need to do a more thorough on-scene.”

			“I’ve done one, and you can come back and do your own.”

			“So I ride with her to the safe house? Then she wigs on me when I have to leave her with uniforms. What’s the point?”

			“I don’t mean take her to a safe house. Take her home. No place safer in the city—probably on the planet—than your place.”

			Eve said nothing for ten full seconds. “Are you out of your mind?”

			“No, and just listen first. She trusts you. She knows you’re in charge, and she trusts you to keep her safe. She’s the eye witness, and she’s a traumatized kid. We’ll get more out of her, bound to, if she feels safe, if she’s settled, at least as much as she can be. A few days, like a transition, before she ends up in the system. Put yourself in her shoes, Dallas. Would you feel better being with the icy, kick-ass cop, or the bored, overworked CPS drone?”

			“I can’t babysit a kid. I’m not equipped.”

			“You’re equipped to pull information out of a witness and this would give you full access. You wouldn’t have to go through the annoyance of clearance from CPS every time you want to question her.”

			Thoughtfully now, Eve glanced back at Nixie. “Probably only be a day, two tops. Summerset knows about kids. Even if he is an asshole. How much more traumatized could she get looking at his ugly face, considering? Basically I’d be housing a witness. Big house.”

			“That’s the spirit.”

			Eve frowned, studied Peabody’s face. “Pretty clever for somebody who’s only been back on the job for a couple of days.”

			“I may not be up for chasing down suspects on foot quite yet, but my mind? Sharp as ever.”

			“Too bad. I was hoping concussion and coma might have honed that area, but you get what you get.”

			“Mean.”

			“I could be meaner, but it’s five in the morning and I haven’t had enough coffee. I gotta make a call.”

			She stepped away, and saw Nixie tense out of the corner of her eye. Eve just shook her head, and pulled out her pocket ’link.

			Five minutes later she was signalling the social worker.

			“Absolutely out of the question,” the woman said. “You’re not qualified or approved to transport a child. I’m required to accompany—”

			“What I’m doing is taking a witness into protective custody. She doesn’t like you, and I need her settled in order to interview her more thoroughly.”

			“The minor subject—”

			“The kid had her family whacked in front of her eyes. She wants me. I say she gets what she wants—and as a ranking member of the New York City Police and Security Department, I’m seeing that she’s taken to a safe place, and kept safe and secure until her safety is no longer an issue or other arrangements can be made. You can buck me on this, but why would you?”

			“I’m obliged to consider what’s in the best interests of—”

			“The minor subject,” Eve concluded. “Then you know that it’s in her best interests to feel safe, to avoid more stressful situations. She’s scared shitless. Why add?”

			The woman looked back. “My supervisor won’t like it.”

			“Your supervisor can deal with me. I’m taking the kid. Go file a report.”

			“I need the location, the situation where—”

			“I’ll let you know. Peabody? Pack what you figure Nixie needs.”

			She walked back to Nixie. “You know you can’t stay here anymore.”

			“I don’t want to go with her. I don’t want—”

			“And you’ve had it hit really hard tonight that you can’t always have what you want. But for right now, you can come with me.”

			“With you?”

			While Newman stalked away, Eve drew Nixie across the room. “That’s right. I can’t stay with you, because I’ve got to work. But there’ll be people there who’ll look out for you. People I trust, so you can trust them, too.”

			“But you’ll be there? You’ll come back?”

			“I live there.”

			“Okay.” Nixie took Eve’s hand. “I’ll go with you.”
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			ALL THINGS BEING EQUAL, EVE WOULD RATHER have been transporting a three-hundred-pound psycho hopped on Zeus in the back of her police issue than a little girl. She knew how to handle a homicidal chemi-head.

			But it was a short ride, and she’d be able to pass the kid off soon enough, and get back to work.

			“After we notify . . .” Eve glanced in the rearview, and though Nixie’s eyes were drooping, she left off next of kin. “We’ll set up in my home office. I’ll swing back to the scene later. For now, we’ll work with your record.”

			“EDD’s picking up all the home and personal ’links and comps, and they’ll run a check on house security.” Peabody shifted so she could keep Nixie in the corner of her eye. “Maybe they’ll have something by the time we do a second pass through the scene.”

			Had to get back in the field, Eve thought. Work to do. Interviews, reports, runs. She needed to get back to the scene. Her concentration had been fractured by finding the child. She needed to get back there, get the vibe.

			Walked in the front door, she thought, going back in her head. Kid was in the kitchen, would’ve seen if someone had come in the back. Through the front, through security like it wasn’t there. One up, one down. Fast and efficient.

			Housekeeper first. But she wasn’t the target, she wasn’t the goal. Otherwise, why go upstairs at all? The family was the target. Parents and kids. Don’t even deviate for a second and scoop up an expensive wrist unit lying in plain sight.

			Straight kill, she thought. Impersonal. No torture, no talk, no mutilation.

			Just a job, so—

			“You live here?”

			Nixie’s sleepy question broke Eve’s rhythm as she drove through the gates toward home.

			“Yeah.”

			“In a castle?”

			“It’s not a castle.” Okay, maybe it looked like one, she admitted. The vastness of it, the stones gleaming in the early light, with all those juts and towers, all that space of green and the trees shimmering with the last sparks of fall.

			But that was Roarke for you. He didn’t do ordinary.

			“It’s just a really big house.”

			“It’s a mag house,” Peabody added, with a smile for Nixie. “Lots of rooms, tons of wall screens and games, even a pool.”

			“In the house?”

			“Yeah. Can you swim?”

			“Dad taught us. We get to go on vacation for a week after Christmas to this hotel in Miami. There’s the ocean, and there’s a pool, and we’re going to . . .”

			She trailed off, teared up, as she remembered there would be no family vacation after Christmas. No family vacation ever again.

			“Did it hurt, when they got dead?”

			“No,” Peabody said, gently.

			“Did it?” Unsatisfied, Nixie stared hard at the back of Eve’s head.

			Eve parked in front of the house. “No.”

			“How do you know? You never died before. You never had somebody take a big knife and cut you open in your throat. How do you know—”

			“Because it’s my job.” Eve spoke briskly as Nixie’s voice rose up the register toward hysterics. She shifted, looked back at the child. “They never even woke up, and it was over in a second. It didn’t hurt.”

			“But they’re still dead, aren’t they? They’re all still dead.”

			“Yeah, they are, and that blows wide.” Typical, Eve thought, letting the fury roll off her. Anger usually held hands with grief. “You can’t bring them back. But I’m going to find out who did it, and put them away.”

			“You could kill them.”

			“That’s not my job.”

			Eve got out of the car, opened the back. “Let’s go.”

			Even as she reached out a hand for Nixie’s, Roarke opened the front door, stepped out. Nixie’s fingers curled into hers like little wires.

			“Is he the prince?” she whispered.

			As the house looked like a castle, Eve supposed the man who’d built it looked like its prince. Tall and lean, dark and gorgeous. The flow of black hair around a face designed to make a woman whimper with lust. Strong, sharp bones, full, firm mouth, and eyes of bold and brilliant blue.

			“He’s Roarke,” Eve answered. “He’s just a guy.”

			A lie, of course. Roarke wasn’t just anything. But he was hers.

			“Lieutenant.” Ireland cruised out of his voice as he came down the steps and walked toward them. “Detective.” He crouched. Eve noted that as he looked into Nixie’s eyes he didn’t smile.

			He saw a pretty, pale little girl, with dried blood in her sunlight blonde hair, and bruises of fatigue and grief under eyes of quiet blue. “You’d be Nixie. I’m Roarke. I’m sorry to meet you under such terrible circumstances.”

			“They killed everybody.”

			“Yes, I know. Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody will find who did this horrible thing, and see that they’re punished for it.”

			“How do you know?”

			“It’s what they do, what they do better than anyone. Will you come inside now?”

			Nixie tugged on Eve’s hand, kept tugging until Eve rolled her eyes and bent down. “What?”

			“Why does he talk like that?”

			“He’s not from around here, originally.”

			“I was born across the sea, in Ireland.” Now he did smile, just a little. “I’ve never quite shaken the accent.”

			Roarke gestured them inside the spacious foyer, where Summerset stood, with the fat cat sprawled at his feet. “Nixie, this is Summerset,” Roarke said. “He runs the house. He’ll be looking after you, for the most part.”

			“I don’t know him.” And eyeing Summerset, Nixie cringed back against Eve.

			“I do.” It was a big cup of bile to swallow, but Eve gulped it down. “He’s okay.”

			“Welcome, Miss Nixie.” Like Roarke, his face was sober. Eve had to give them both credit for not plastering on those big, scary smiles adults often wore around vulnerable kids. “Would you like me to show you where you’ll sleep?”

			“I don’t know.”

			He reached down, picked up the cat. “Perhaps you’d like some refreshment first. Galahad would keep you company.”

			“We had a cat. He was old and he died. We’re going to get a kitten next . . .”

			“Galahad would be pleased to have a new friend.” Summerset sat the cat down again, waiting while Nixie loosened her grip on Eve’s hand and moved closer. When the cat bumped his head against her leg, a ghost of a smile trembled on her lips. She sat on the floor, buried her face in his fur.

			“Appreciate this,” Eve said to Roarke under her breath. “I know it’s a major.”

			“It’s not.” There was blood on her as well. And the faint scent of death. “We’ll talk of it later.”

			“I need to go. I’m sorry to dump this on you.”

			“I’ll be working here most of the morning. Summerset and I will deal well enough.”

			“Full security.”

			“Without question.”

			“I’ll get back as soon as I can, work out of here as much as possible. Right now, we need to go notify the parents of the minor female vic. Peabody, you have the Dysons’ address?”

			“They’re not home.” Nixie spoke with her voice muffled against Galahad’s fur.

			“Nothing wrong with your hearing,” Eve commented, and walked across the foyer. “Where are they?”

			“They went to a big hotel, for their anniversary. That’s why we could have a sleepover on a school night, me and Linnie. Now you have to tell them she’s dead instead of me.”

			“Not instead of. If you’d been in the room, you’d both be dead. Where does that get you?”

			“Lieutenant.” The irritated shock in Summerset’s voice had her doing no more than lifting a hand to jab a finger at him for silence.

			“She’s not dead because you’re not. This is going to be hard on the Dysons, just like it is on you. But you know who’s to blame for what happened.”

			Nixie looked up now, and those quiet blue eyes hardened like glass. “The men with the knives.”

			“Yeah. Do you know what hotel?”

			“The Palace, because it’s the best. Mr. Dyson said.”

			“Okay.” It was the best, Eve thought, because it was one of Roarke’s. She shot him a look, got a nod.

			“I’ll clear the way.”

			“Thanks. I’ve got to go,” she said to Nixie. “You’re going to hang with Summerset.”

			“The men with knives could come looking for me.”

			“I don’t think so, but if they do, they can’t get in. There’s a gate, and it’s secure, and the house is secure. And Summerset? I know he looks like a bony, ugly old man, but he’s tough, and you’re safe with him. This is the deal if you’re staying here,” she added as she rose. “It’s the best I’ve got.”

			“You’re coming back.”

			“I live here, remember? Peabody, with me.”

			“Her bag’s right here.” Peabody gestured to the duffle she’d packed. “Nixie, if I forgot anything you want, or you need something else, you can have Summerset contact me. We’ll get it for you.”

			Eve’s last look was of the child sitting on the floor between the two men, and seeking comfort from the cat.

			The minute she was outside, Eve rolled her shoulders, rolled the weight off. “Jesus” was all she said.

			“I can’t imagine what’s going on inside that kid.”

			“I can. I’m alone, I’m scared and hurt, and nothing makes sense. And I’m surrounded by strangers.” It made her sick, just a little sick, but she pushed past it. “Check in with EDD, see where they are.”

			As she drove back toward the gate, Eve used the dash ’link to contact Dr. Charlotte Mira, at home.

			“Sorry. I know it’s early.”

			“No, I was up.”

			On screen Eve could see Mira dab a white towel at her soft sable hair. There was a dew—either sweat or water—on her face.

			“Doing my morning yoga. What’s the matter?”

			“Multiple homicide—home invasion. An entire family, save the nine-year-old daughter. Sleepover friend murdered through mistaken ID. Kid’s a witness. I’ve got her stashed at my place.”

			“Yours?”

			“Fill you in later, but that’s how it stands. I’m heading over to notify next of kin on the daughter’s friend.”

			“God’s pity.”

			“I know you’ve probably got a full slate, but I’m going to need to interview this kid today. I’m going to need a shrink—sorry.”

			“No problem.”

			“I’m going to need a psychiatrist on hand, one who’s got experience with children and police procedure.”

			“What time do you want me?”

			“Thanks.” And relief rolled in where the weight had rolled off. “I’d prefer you, but if you’re squeezed I’ll take your best recommendation.”

			“I’ll make room.”

			“Ah.” Eve checked her wrist unit, tried to gauge the timing. “Can we make it noon? I’ve got a lot to push through before then.”

			“Noon.” Mira began to make notes in a mini memo book. “What’s her condition?”

			“She wasn’t injured.”

			“Emotional condition.”

			“Ah, she’s fair, I guess.”

			“Is she able to communicate?”

			“Yeah. I’m going to need an eval for Child Protection Services. I’m going to need a lot of things for the red tape brigade. I’m on borrowed time here since I went over the rep’s head. Have to notify the supervisor there. Soon.”

			“Then I’ll let you get to it, and see you at noon.”

			“EDD’s on scene,” Peabody said when Eve ended transmission. “Their team’s going through security and checking ’links and data centers on site. They’ll transport the units to Central.”

			“Okay. Next of kin on the other vics?”

			“Grant Swisher’s parents divorced. Father’s whereabouts currently unknown. Mother remarried—third time—and living on Vegas II. Works as a blackjack dealer. Keelie Swisher’s parents are deceased—back when she was six. Foster care and state schools.”

			And that, Eve knew, was just tons of fun. “When we’ve talked to the Dysons, contact Grant Swisher’s next of kin and inform. She may have legal guardianship of the kid, and we’ll need to deal with that. You got an addy on Swisher’s law firm?”

			“Swisher and Rangle, on West Sixty-first.”

			“Close to the hotel. We’ll hit there after the Dysons. See how it goes and tap in another pass at the scene if it fits.”

			This, as hard as it was, she knew how to do. Shattering the lives of those left behind was a job she did all too often. Roarke had, as promised, cleared the way. Since she was expected, she avoided the usual wrangle with the doorman, the time-consuming conversation with desk clerks and hotel security.

			She almost missed it.

			But she and Peabody were efficiently escorted to the elevators and given the Dysons’ room number.

			“Only child, right?”

			“Yeah, just Linnie. He’s a lawyer, too, corporate. She’s a pediatrician. Reside about two blocks south of the Swishers. Daughters go to the same school, same class.”

			“You’ve been busy,” Eve commented as they rode up to the forty-second floor.

			“You were wrapped up with the kid awhile. We detectives do what we can.”

			Out of the corner of her eye, Eve saw Peabody shift her stance, wince just a bit. Ribs still bothering her, she thought. Should’ve taken a few more days medical. But she let it pass.

			“Get any financials on the Swishers?”

			“Not yet. We detectives are not miracle workers.”

			“Slacker.” Eve stepped off, walked straight to 4215. She didn’t allow herself to think, to feel. What good would it do?

			She pressed the buzzer, held her badge up to the security peep. Waited.

			The man who answered was wrapped in a plush hotel robe. His thatch of dark brown hair stuck up in wild tufts and his square, attractive face held the sleepy, satisfied look of someone who’d just enjoyed some early morning nookie.

			“Officer?”

			“Lieutenant Dallas. Matthew Dyson?”

			“Yeah. Sorry, we’re not up yet.” He cupped his hand over a huge yawn. “What time is it?”

			“Just after seven. Mr. Dyson—”

			“Is there a problem in the hotel?”

			“Can we come in, Mr. Dyson, speak to you and your wife?”

			“Jenny’s still in bed.” The sleepy look was fading into mild irritation. “What’s the problem?”

			“We’d like to come in, Mr. Dyson.”

			“All right, all right. Hell.” He stepped back, waved at them to shut the door.

			They’d sprung for a suite—one of the dreamy, romantic ones with banks of real flowers, real candles, fireplace, deep sofas. There was a bottle of champagne upended in a silver bucket on the coffee table. Two flutes, and she noted, some lacy portion of female lingerie draped like a flag over the back of the sofa.

			“Would you get your wife, Mr. Dyson?”

			His eyes were brown like his hair. And irritation flashed into them. “Look, she’s sleeping. It’s our anniversary—or was yesterday—and we celebrated. My wife’s a doctor, and she works long hours. She never gets to sleep in. So tell me what the hell you want.”

			“I’m sorry, we need to speak with both of you.”

			“If there’s a problem with the hotel—”

			“Matt?” A woman opened the bedroom door. She was sleep-tousled and robed, and smiling as she shoved a hand through her short, disordered blonde curls. “Oh, I thought you must’ve ordered room service. I heard voices.”

			“Mrs. Dyson, I’m Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD. This is my partner, Detective Peabody.”

			“The police.” Her smile became uncertain as she walked to her husband, hooked an arm through his. “We weren’t that loud last night.”

			“I’m sorry. There was an incident at the Swishers’ early this morning.”

			“Keelie and Grant?” Matt Dyson went stiff and straight. “What kind of incident? Is everyone all right? Linnie. Did something happen to Linnie?”

			Fast, Eve knew. Like a short-armed punch to the face. “I’m sorry to tell you that your daughter was killed.”

			While Jenny’s eyes went blank and frozen, Matt’s went hot with rage. “That’s ridiculous. What is this, some sort of sick joke? I want you out of here, I want you to get out.”

			“Linnie? Linnie?” Jenny shook her head. “This can’t be true. This can’t be right. Keelie and Grant are too careful. They love her like their own. They’d never let anything happen to her. I need to call Keelie.”

			“Mrs. Swisher is dead,” Eve said flatly. “Persons unknown entered the residence last night. Mr. and Mrs. Swisher, their housekeeper, their son Coyle, your daughter were murdered. Their daughter Nixie was overlooked, and is now under protective custody.”

			“This is a mistake.”

			Jenny squeezed a hand on her husband’s arm as he began to shake. “But they have security. They have good security.”

			“It was compromised. We’re investigating. I’m sorry for your loss. I’m extremely sorry.”

			“Not my baby.” It wasn’t a cry so much as a wail as Matt Dyson crumbled, as he turned to his wife and collapsed against her. “Not our baby.”

			“She’s just a little girl.” Jenny rocked, herself, her husband, as her shattered eyes clung to Eve’s. “Who would hurt an innocent little girl?”

			“I intend to find out. Peabody.”

			On cue, Peabody stepped forward. “Why don’t we sit down? Can I get you something. Water? Tea?”

			“Nothing, nothing.” With her arm still wrapped around her husband, Jenny sank with him onto the couch. “Are you sure it was my Linnie? Maybe—”

			“She’s been identified. There’s no mistake. I’m sorry I have to intrude at this time, but I need to ask you a few questions. Did you know the Swishers well?”

			“We . . . Oh God, dead?” The barrage of shock had turned skin to paste. “All?”

			“You were friends?”

			“We were, God, like family. We . . . Keelie and I shared patients, and we . . . we all . . . the girls, the girls are like sisters, and we—Matt.” She encircled him, rocked again. Said his name over and over.

			“Can you think of anyone who wished them harm? Who wished anyone in the family harm?”

			“No. No. No.”

			“Did any of them mention being worried about anything? About being threatened or bothered by someone.”

			“No. I can’t think. No. Oh God, my baby.”

			“Was either of them involved with someone, outside of the marriage?”

			“I don’t know what you . . . Oh.” She closed her eyes as her husband continued to weep on her shoulder. “No. They had a good marriage. They loved each other, enjoyed each other. Their children. Coyle. Oh my God. Nixie.”

			“She’s all right. She’s safe.”

			“How? How did she get away?”

			“She’d gone downstairs for a drink. She wasn’t in bed at the time of the murders. I don’t believe she was seen.”

			“She wasn’t in bed,” Jenny said softly. “But my Linnie was. My baby was.” Tears flooded her cheeks. “I don’t understand. I can’t understand. We need to . . . Where is Linnie?”

			“She’s with the Medical Examiner. I’ll arrange for you to be taken to see her, when you’re ready.”

			“I need to know, but I can’t.” She turned her head so her shoulder rested on her husband’s as his did on hers. “We need to be alone now.”

			Eve dug a card out of her pocket, laid it on the coffee table. “Contact me when you’re ready. I’ll arrange the rest.”

			She walked away from their grief, and she and Peabody rode down to the lobby in silence.

			The law offices boasted a comfortable waiting area, divided by theme rather than walls into distinct parts. A child’s corner, with a mini-comp and a lot of bright toys, flowed into a section designed, Eve imagined, with the older child in mind. E-mag vids, puzzles, trendy comp games. Across the room, adults could wait their turn in pastel chairs, and watch vids on parenting, sports, fashion, or gourmet cooking.

			The receptionist was young, with a cheerful smile and a shrewd eye. She wore her streaked red and gold hair in what Eve assumed to be a stylish fringe of varying lengths.

			“No appointment, but then cops don’t usually need one.” She made them as cops before badges were shown, and angled her head. “What’s up?”

			“We need to speak to Rangle,” Eve said and pulled out her badge for form.

			“Dave’s not in yet. He in trouble?”

			“When do you expect him?”

			“He’ll swing in any minute. Early bird. We don’t open for business until nine.” She made a point to gesture to the clock. “Still nearly an hour shy.”

			“That makes you an early bird, too.”

			The woman smiled, toothily. “I like coming in early, when it’s quiet. I get a lot done.”

			“What do you do here?”

			“Me, personally? Manage the office, assist. I’m a paralegal. What’s up with Dave?”

			“We’ll wait for him.”

			“Suit yourself. He’s got an appointment at . . .” She turned to a data unit, tapped the screen with short, square-shaped nails painted gold like the streaks in her hair. “Nine-thirty. But he likes to get here, line up his ducks beforehand like me. Should be in soon.”

			“Fine.” Because she wanted Peabody off her feet, Eve gestured her partner to the chairs, then leaned casually on the reception counter. “And you’d be?”

			“Sade Tully.”

			“Got an eye for cops, Sade?”

			“Mother’s on the job.”

			“That so? Where?”

			“Trenton. She’s a sergeant, city beat. My grandfather, too. And his daddy before him. Me, I broke tradition. Seriously, is Dave in trouble?”

			“Not that I know of. Anybody else here, in the office?”

			“Dave’s assistant isn’t due until ten. Health appointment. Receptionist generally clocks in about quarter to nine. Grant Swisher, Dave’s partner, should be in pretty soon. Grant’s between assistants, so I’m filling in that slot. We got a droid clerk, but I haven’t activated it yet today. Law student comes in about noon—after class—today. Well, if you’re going to hang, you want coffee?”

			“I would. We would,” Eve corrected. “Thanks.”

			“No prob.” Sade popped up, walked two steps to an AutoChef. “How you take it?”

			“Black for me, sweet and light for my partner.” As she spoke, Eve wandered, gave herself the chance to study the setup. Friendlier than most law offices, she decided. Little touches of hominess in the toys, the cityscape wall art. “How long’s your mother been on the job?”

			“Eighteen. She freaking loves it, except when she hates it.”

			“Yeah, that’s the way.”

			Eve turned when the outer door opened.

			The man who came in was black and trim, in a trendy suit of rusty brown with pencil thin lapels and a flashy striped tie. He carried a jumbo cup of takeout coffee in one hand, and was biting into a loaded bagel.

			He made a mmm sound, nodded to Eve and Peabody, winked at Sade. “Minute,” he managed with his mouth full, then swallowed. “Morning.”

			“Cops, Dave. Want to talk to you.”

			“Sure. Okay. Wanna come back?”

			“We would. Sade, would you join us?”

			“Me?” The paralegal blinked, then something came into her eyes. A knowledge of trouble, bad trouble. She might have broken tradition, Eve thought, but she had cop in the blood. “Something happened. Did something happen to Grant?”

			No point in going back to an office, Eve decided. “Peabody, on the door.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“I’m sorry, Grant Swisher is dead. He, his wife, and his son were killed last night.”

			Coffee streamed out of Dave’s cup as it tipped in his hand and spilled a pool onto the company carpet. “What? What?”

			“An accident?” Sade demanded. “Were they in an accident?”

			“No. They were murdered, along with their housekeeper and a young girl named Linnie Dyson.”

			“Linnie, oh God. Nixie.” Sade was around the counter and gripping Eve’s arm in a flash. “Where’s Nixie?”

			“Safe.”

			“Mother of God.” Dave staggered to the sofa, slid onto it, crossed himself. “Merciful Jesus. What happened?”

			“We’re investigating. How long have you worked with Swisher?”

			“Um, God. Ah, five years. Two as a partner.”

			“Let’s get this out of the way. Can you give me your whereabouts between midnight and three a.m.?”

			“Shit. Shit. Home. Well, I got home just after midnight.”

			“Alone?”

			“No. Overnight guest. I’ll give you her name. We were up and . . . occupied until around two. She left about eight this morning.” His eyes were dark, and when they met Eve’s again, they were shattered. “He wasn’t just my partner.”

			Sade sat beside him, took his hand. “It’s just what she has to ask, Dave. You know. Nobody thinks you’d hurt Grant or his family. I was home. I’ve got a roommate,” she added, “but she wasn’t home last night. I was talking to a friend on the ’link until just after midnight. She’s got man trouble. You can check my machine.”

			“Appreciate it. I’m going to want the name of your overnight guest, Mr. Rangle. It’s routine. Ms. Tully, you said Mr. Swisher was between assistants. What happened to his assistant?”

			“She just had a baby last month. She took maternity, but was planning to come back, so we did the temp thing. But a few days ago, she opted for professional mother status. There wasn’t any friction, if that’s what you’re after. God, I’ll have to tell her.”

			“I’ll need her name, and the names of all the staff. Just routine,” Eve added. “Now I want you to think, to tell me if you know of anyone who’d wish Mr. Swisher or his family harm. Mr. Rangle?”

			“I don’t have to think. I don’t.”

			“A client he’d pissed off?”

			“Honest to God, I can’t think of anybody who’s ever walked in that door who would do something like this. His kid? Coyle? My God.” Tears swam into his eyes. “I played softball with Coyle. The kid loved baseball. It was like his religion.”

			“Swisher ever cheat on his wife?”

			“Hey.” When Dave started to rise, Sade pressed a hand on his thigh.

			“You can never say a hundred percent, you know that. But I’d give you a ninety-nine point nine percent no, and that goes for her, too. They were tight, they were happy. They believed in family, since neither of them had much of one before they hooked up. And they worked to keep it together.”

			Sade took a steadying breath. “You work as close as we work in this firm, you know that kind of thing. You get the vibes. Grant loved his wife.”

			“Okay. I want access to his office, his files, his client list, court transcripts, the works.”

			“Don’t make her get a warrant, Dave,” Sade said quietly. “Grant wouldn’t if it had been one of us. He’d cooperate. He’d help.”

			He nodded. “You said Nixie was safe. She wasn’t hurt.”

			“No. She wasn’t injured, and she’s in protective custody.”

			“But Linnie . . .” He passed a hand over his face. “Have you told the Dysons?”

			“Yes. Do you know them?”

			“Yeah, God, yeah. Parties at Grant’s, weekends at this place they have in the Hamptons on time share. Grant and Matt and I golfed a couple times a month. Sade, can you make calls, close things down for the day?”

			“Sure. Don’t worry.”

			“I’ll show you Grant’s office—sorry, I can’t remember if I got your name.”

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Um, they didn’t have close family. Arrangements . . . Will we be able to make arrangements?”

			“I’ll see if I can clear that for you.”

			When they got back in their vehicle, they had a box full of discs, several files of hard copies, Swisher’s office calendar, address, and memo books.

			Peabody strapped in. “Picture’s coming clear of a nice, happy family, nicely secured financially, good circle of friends, close relationships with associates, satisfying careers. Not the sort you expect to get murdered in their beds.”

			“Plenty of layers to pick through. A lot of families might look happy on the surface, even to friends and coworkers. And they hate each other like poison in private.”

			“Cheery thought.” Peabody pursed her lips. “That makes you the cynical cop, and me the naive one.”

			“That’s about right.”
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			SHE FELT SQUEEZED FOR TIME, BUT GOING BACK to the scene, moving through it, feeling it was essential. A nice three-story single-family, she thought, bumped up against other nice two- or three-story single- or multiple-families in a tony Upper West Side neighborhood.

			More solid than flashy.

			Kids went to private schools, one live-in domestic. Two full-time careers, one outside the home, one based in it. Two front entrances, one rear.

			Security, she noted, on all doors and windows, with the addition of decorative—but efficient—riot bars on the below street level where Keelie Swisher based her office.

			“They didn’t come in from below,” Eve noted as she scoped out the house from the sidewalk. “Security was active on the office entrance, and on the rear.” She turned, scanned the street, the curbs. “Parking’s a bitch in neighborhoods like this. You need a permit, curb scanners verify. If you park at the curb without one, it’s an automatic ticket. We’ll check, but I can’t see these guys making it that easy for us. Either they walked from another point, or had a permit. Or they live right around here.

			“Walked, more likely walked. Block or two anyway,” she said as she crossed, opened the useless little iron gate and stepped up to the door. “Walked to the front door. Jammed the security, the alarms, the cameras, the ID pads by remote before they moved into scanning distance. Had the codes, or knew how to bypass locks quickly.”

			She used her police master to deactivate the seal, open the locks. “Not a lot of people on the street around here that time of night, but some. You could have some. Walking a dog, taking a stroll, coming home from a night out. People watch people in this kind of area. Had to be slick, move fast, and casual.”

			She stepped inside the narrow hall that separated living from dining areas. “Whatcha got? A couple of bags, likely. Nothing big or bold. Soft black bags, probably, to carry the weapons, the jammers, protective gear. Couldn’t gear up outside, too risky. Right here, I’d wager, right here just inside the door. Pull on the gear, split up. One upstairs, one straight back to the housekeeper. No talking, just business.”

			“Hand signals maybe,” Peabody suggested. “Night vision equipment.”

			“Yeah. Tools in the pouch, but you know the route, the routine. You’ve done sims. Bet your ass you’ve done sims.” She walked back toward the kitchen, imagining the dark, the utter quiet. Straight back, she thought. Been here before or had a blueprint. She flicked a glance toward the table and benches where Nixie had been.

			“Wouldn’t see the kid, wouldn’t be looking.”

			She went into a crouch, and had to angle her body to see the police marker where Nixie’s soda had been found. “And even if you glanced around, you wouldn’t see a little girl lying on the bench. Attention’s this way, toward the housekeeper’s rooms.”

			Inga had been neat, as she’d expect of someone who made her living cleaning up other people’s debris. She could see the order under the disorder caused by the sweepers. Catch the fresh scents, and the death scents, under the smear of chemicals.

			And she imagined Nixie creeping in, the excitement of a child hoping to catch adults in a forbidden act.

			In the bedroom, blood patterned the walls, the bedside table and lamp, pooled on the sheets, had dripped to the floor.

			“She liked the right side of the bed, probably a side sleeper. See?” Eve moved into the murder zone, gestured to the spatter pattern.

			“He walks up to this side, has to—or wants to—lift her head up. The spatter shows that her head was turned a little, so her body’s on her left side, facing away from the bed—the way he left her after he cut her throat. Her blood’s on him now, but he doesn’t worry about that. Take care of that before he leaves. Walks right out again, walks right by the kid.”

			Illustrating, Eve turns, heads out. “Must’ve passed inches away from her. Smart kid, scared kid. She doesn’t make a peep.”

			Turning again, she studied the bedroom. “Nothing out of place. He doesn’t touch anything but her. Isn’t interested in anything but her, and the rest of the mission.”

			“Is that how you see it? A mission?”

			“What else?” Eve shrugged. “Leaves, work’s done here. Why doesn’t he take the back steps?”

			“Ah . . .” Peabody frowned in concentration, looked at the layout. “Positioning? Master bedroom’s actually closer to the main stairs. That’s probably where his partner was stationed. Does another sweep by going around that way.”

			“Adults have to come first, have to be done at the same time.” Eve nodded as they made the trip around. “He probably has a way to signal his partner that the first wave is complete and he’s on his way.”

			She glanced at the blood, the occasional drops of it staining floor or carpet, stair treads. “He leaves a little trail, but no big. It’s her blood, not his. This down here, on the right, will all be the housekeeper’s. They removed the bloody gear, stuffed it in the bags before they came down again.”

			“Cold,” Peabody commented. “No hand slapping, no good job. Slice five people, strip off the gear, and move on.”

			“Straight up, straight in while the kid pulls it together enough to get the pocket ’link and call nine-one-one. Y off in here, in the main bedroom, one to each side of the bed. Same pattern as the housekeeper. They’ve got a rhythm down. Terminate the targets, move out and on.”

			“They slept back-to-back,” Peabody pointed out. “The ass-to-ass snuggle. McNab and I do that, mostly.”

			Eve was seeing them, husband and wife, mother and father, sleeping butt-to-butt on the big bed with its sea green sheets, its downy quilt. Sleeping in a tidy, relaxing room, with its windows facing the back patio. Him in black boxers, her in a white sleepshirt.

			“Lift the head, expose the throat. Slice, drop, head out. No chatter. They’re out and heading for the two other bedrooms as the kid’s coming up the stairs. They’ve already designated who takes which room. Split off. One takes the boy—going in as Nixie crawls across the hall behind them.”

			Eve walked out as she spoke, and into Coyle’s room. “Boy’s a sprawler, flat on the back, covers kicked off. Don’t have to touch this one to do the job. Take him out while he’s flat.”

			She saw it in her head, the cold horror of it as she walked across the hall to the other bedroom. “Girl’s room, girl in bed. Too sure of yourself to think twice. Too steeped in the routine to deviate. Just cross over. Why would you notice the shoes, the extra backpack? You’re not looking at anything but the target. She’s mostly buried under the covers—stomach sleeper. Yank her up, by the hair probably. A lot of blonde hair, as advertised. Slice her throat, dump her back, walk away.”

			“Not as much spatter here,” Peabody commented. “He probably took most of it on his person, and the rest went on the bed and covers.”

			“Steps out into the hall, coordinating with his partner. See the blood in this spot. From their gear, dripping off the gear as they strip it off. Shove it in the bags with the knives. Go downstairs and out, clean. Walk away. Mission accomplished.”

			“Except it wasn’t.”

			Eve nodded. “Except it wasn’t. And if they’d taken a few more minutes, just a few, if they’d taken time to pick up a few goodies on the way out, or linger over the job, the black-and-white would have pulled up before they walked out. As it was, it was close. The kid acted fast, but they acted faster.”

			“Why kill the kids?” Peabody asked. “What threat were they?”

			“For all we know at this point, one or both of the kids was the main target. Saw something, heard something, knew something—was into something. We can’t assume the adults were the primary. The point is they all had to go, the entire household. That’s where we start.”

			She was late for Mira, but it couldn’t be helped. Eve found her sitting in the parlor, drinking tea and working on her PPC.

			“Sorry. I got hung up.”

			“It’s all right.” Mira set the PPC aside. She wore a simply cut suit in a smokey color that wasn’t quite blue, wasn’t quite gray. Somehow her shoes managed to be the exact same in-between tone. There were twists of silver at her ears and a trio of hair-thin chains around her neck.

			Eve wondered if she had to strategize to put herself together with such elegant perfection, or if it came naturally.

			“She’s sleeping. The child,” Mira said. “Summerset has her on monitor.”

			“Oh, good. Okay. Listen, I’ve got to get some real coffee or my brain’s going to melt. You good?”

			“Fine, thanks.”

			Eve walked over to a wall panel and, opening it, revealed a mini AutoChef. “You got the report.”

			“Yes, it’s what I was going over when you got here.”

			“It’s sketchy yet, but I haven’t had time to fill in the fine points. Peabody’s getting the clearance for the minor victims’ data—heading to their schools, see what we can find there.”

			“Do you expect to find anything there? Do you think the children were the targets?”

			Eve lifted a shoulder, then closed her eyes and let the jolt of coffee do its work. “The boy was old enough, certainly, to be involved in illegals, gangs, and all sorts of bad behavior. Can’t discount that. Or the possibility he and/or his sister witnessed something or were told something that required their termination. Odds are higher it was one of the adults, but it’s not a certainty, especially this early on.”

			“There was no additional violence, no destruction of property.”

			“None, and if anything was taken from the premises, we don’t know about it yet. The timing was quick and slick. Teamwork, timetable. Damn good job.”

			“From anyone else, I’d say that was a cold and heartless remark.”

			Eve’s eyes flattened. “From their point of view, it was. Cold, heartless, and a damn good job. Except they missed. They’ll know they missed soon, once the media gets going on this.”

			“And they may try to finish the job,” Mira said with a nod. “So you brought the child here.”

			“One of the reasons. This place is a fucking fort. And if I keep CPS at a distance, I’ve got unlimited access to the eye witness. Plus, the kid freaked at the idea of going with the social worker. She’s no good to me if she’s hysterical.”

			“Remember who you’re talking to,” Mira said mildly. “You would have managed full access even if she’d been placed under CPS and put in a safe house. Feeling for her doesn’t make you less of a cop.”

			Eve slid one hand into her pocket. “She called nine-one-one. She crawled through her parents’ blood. Yeah, I feel for her. I also know a kid who can do that can stand up to what comes next.”

			She sat across from Mira. “I don’t want to push the wrong buttons on her. I could do that, and if I do, she’s going to pull in, shut down. But I need details from her, information from her. Everything I can get. I need you to help me.”

			“And I will.” She sipped her tea. “My preliminary profile of your killers is that they were indeed a team. Have likely worked together before, and have certainly killed before. They would be mature, and likely have some training. Military or paramilitary, or organized crime. There was nothing personal in this act, but the murder of the children—a family as a unit—is certainly personal. I’m sure it wasn’t a thrill kill, nor was it sexual.”

			“For profit?”

			“Very possibly, or because they were given orders, or simply because it had to be done. The motive?” She sipped her tea thoughtfully. “We’ll need more on the victims to speculate on the why. But the who? They’ll be experienced, and they’ll trust each other. They’re organized and confident.”

			“It was an op. That’s how it ran for me. An operation, planned and practiced.”

			“You think they had access to the house before last night?” Mira asked.

			“Maybe. In any case, they knew the layout, where everyone slept. If the housekeeper was primary, there was no reason to take the second floor and vice versa. So it was a clean sweep.”

			Eve checked her wrist unit. “How long do you figure she’ll be out? The kid?”

			“I couldn’t say.”

			“I don’t want to hold you up.”

			“And you’re anxious to get to work yourself.”

			“I haven’t talked to the ME, or finished my report, harassed the lab, or yelled at the sweepers. People are going to think I’m on vacation.”

			With a smile, Mira rose. “Why don’t you contact me when . . . Ah,” she added when Summerset stepped into the doorway.

			“Lieutenant, your young charge is awake.”

			“Oh. Right. Fine. You still got time to start this now?” she asked Mira.

			“Yes. Where would you like to speak with her?”

			“I figured my office.”

			“Why don’t you bring her down here? It’s a nice, comfortable space, and might help put her at ease.”

			“I’ll bring her down.” Summerset faded out of the doorway, and left Eve frowning.

			“Am I going to owe him for this?” she wondered. “For, you know, riding herd or whatever you’d call it. Because I’d really hate that.”

			“I think you’re fortunate to have someone on premises who’s willing and able to tend to a young, traumatized girl.”

			“Yeah, shit.” Eve sighed. “I was afraid of that.”

			“It might help to remember the child’s welfare and state of mind is priority.”

			“Looking at him on a regular basis might send her back into shock.”

			But when Nixie came in, the cat on her heels, she had her hand firmly in Summerset’s bony one, releasing it only when she saw Eve. Nixie walked directly to her. “Did you find them?”

			“Working on it. This is Dr. Mira. She’s going to help—”

			“I already saw a doctor. I don’t want to see a doctor.” Nixie’s voice began to rise. “I don’t want—”

			“Throttle back,” Eve ordered. “Mira’s a friend of mine, and she’s not only a doctor, she works with the cops.”

			Nixie slid her eyes toward Mira. “She doesn’t look like the police.”

			“I work with the police,” Mira said in calm, quiet tones. “I try to help them understand the people who commit crimes. I’ve known Lieutenant Dallas quite a while. I want to help her, and you, find the people who hurt your family.”

			“They didn’t hurt them, they killed them. They’re all dead.”

			“Yes, I know. It’s horrible.” Mira’s gaze and her tone stayed level. “The worst thing that can happen.”

			“I wish it didn’t.”

			“So do I. I think if we sit down and talk, we might be able to help.”

			“They killed Linnie.” Nixie’s bottom lip began to tremble. “They thought she was me, and now she’s dead. I wasn’t supposed to go downstairs.”

			“We all do things we’re not really supposed to sometimes.”

			“But Linnie didn’t. I was bad, and she wasn’t. And she’s dead.”

			“Not so very bad,” Mira said gently, and taking Nixie’s hand led her to a chair. “Why did you go downstairs?”

			“I wanted an Orange Fizzy. I’m not supposed to have them without permission. I’m not supposed to snack at night. My mom—” she broke off, knuckled her eyes.

			“Your mom would have said no, so yes, it was wrong of you to go behind her back. But she’d be very glad you weren’t hurt, wouldn’t she? She’d be happy that, this once, you broke the rules.”

			“I guess.” Galahad leaped into her lap, and Nixie stroked his wide back. “But Linnie—”

			“It wasn’t your fault. Nothing that happened was your fault. You didn’t cause it, and you couldn’t have stopped it.”

			Nixie looked up. “Maybe if I’d yelled really loud, I’d’ve woken everyone up. My dad could’ve fought the bad guys.”

			“Did your father have a weapon?” Eve demanded before Mira could speak.

			“No, but—”

			“Two men with knives, and him unarmed. Maybe if you’d yelled he’d have woken up. And he’d still be dead. Only difference is they’d have known someone else was in the house, hunted you down, and killed you, too.”

			Mira shot Eve a warning look and turned her attention back to Nixie. “Lieutenant Dallas told me you were very brave and very strong. Because she’s both of those things, I know she’s telling the truth.”

			“She found me. I was hiding.”

			“It was good that you hid. It was good that she found you. I know what Lieutenant Dallas just said is hard for you to hear, but she’s right. There was nothing more you could have done last night to help your family. But there are things you can do now.” Mira glanced at Eve, signalling her.

			“Listen, Nixie,” Eve said, “this is rough, but the more you can tell me, the more I know. This is my recorder.” She set it on the table, sat across from Mira and the child. “I’m going to ask you some questions. Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, in interview with Swisher, Nixie, minor female, with Mira, Dr. Charlotte, in attendance. Okay, Nixie?”

			“Okay.”

			“Do you know about what time it was that you got out of bed?”

			“It was more than two o’clock. Like ten after, about. I had my Jelly Roll on.”

			“Wrist unit,” Mira translated.

			“What did you do when you got up? Exactly.”

			“I went downstairs—really quiet. I thought, for a minute, since Linnie didn’t want to wake up, I’d get Coyle. But maybe he’d tell, and I liked being up by myself. I went to the kitchen and got an Orange Fizzy out of the friggie, even though I’m not supposed to. And I went to sit down and drink it in the breakfast area.”

			“What happened then?”

			“I saw the shadow come in, but it didn’t see me. I got down on the bench. It went into Inga’s room.”

			“What did the shadow look like?”

			“It looked like a man, I guess. It was dark.”

			“Was he tall or short?”

			“As tall as the lieutenant?” Mira prompted and gestured for Eve to stand up.

			“Taller, probably. I don’t know.”

			“What was he wearing?”

			“Dark stuff.”

			“What about his hair?” Eve tugged her own. “Short, long?”

			On a short sigh, Nixie nuzzled the cat. “It must’ve been short, ’cause I couldn’t really see it. It was . . . it was . . . covered. Like.” She made a gesture, as if pulling something over her head. “It covered him up. His whole face, and his eyes, they were all black and shiny.”

			Protective gear, Eve surmised. Night goggles. “Did you hear him say anything?”

			“No. He killed her, with the knife. He killed her, and there was blood. And he didn’t say anything.”

			“Where were you?”

			“On the floor, at the door. I wanted to look inside and see . . .”

			“It was dark. How could you see?”

			Her eyebrows came together a moment. “From the window. The streetlight through the window. He had a light.”

			“Like a flashlight?”

			“No, a little dot, a little green light. It was blinking. On his hand. On his . . . here.” She closed her fingers around her wrist.

			“Okay, what happened then?”

			“I got against the wall. I think. I was so scared. He killed Inga, and he had a knife, and I was so scared.”

			“You don’t have to be scared now,” Mira said. “You’re safe now.”

			“He didn’t see me, like I wasn’t there. Like hide-and-seek, but he didn’t look for me. I got the ’link and I called. Dad says if you see somebody getting hurt, you call Emergency and the police will come and help. You gotta call, you gotta be a good neighbor. My dad—” She broke off, bowed her head as tears dripped.

			“He would be very proud of you.” Mira reached for her own bag, took a tissue from it. “Very proud that you did just what he taught you, even when you were scared.”

			“I wanted to tell him, to tell him and Mom. I wanted Mom. But they were dead.”

			“You saw the man again, and someone else,” Eve prompted, “when you went upstairs. You went up the back way.”

			“The man who killed Inga was going into Coyle’s room.”

			“How do you know? Nixie, how do you know it was the man from Inga’s room who went into Coyle’s?”

			“Because . . .” She looked up again, blinking against the tears. “The light. The green light. The other didn’t have one.”

			“Okay. What else was different?”

			“The one who killed Inga was bigger.”

			“Taller?”

			“A little bit, but bigger.” She flexed her arms, indicating muscle.

			“Did they talk to each other?”

			“They didn’t say anything. They didn’t make any noise. I couldn’t hear anything. I wanted Mom.”

			Her eyes went dull again, and a tremor shook her voice. “I knew what they were going to do and I wanted Mom and Dad, but . . . And there was blood, and it got on me. I hid in the bathroom, and I didn’t come out. I heard people come in, but I didn’t come out. You came.”

			“Okay. Do you remember, before any of this happened, if your parents said anything about being concerned, about anybody who was mad at them, or if they’d seen somebody hanging around who shouldn’t be?”

			“Dad said Dave said he was going to beat him unconscious with his nine iron because he won the golf game.”

			“Did they fight a lot, your dad and Dave?”

			“Nuh-uh, not for real.” She knuckled her eyes. “Just ripping.”

			“Was there anybody he did fight with? Not just ripping?”

			“No. I don’t know.”

			“Or your mom?” When Nixie shook her head, Eve eased into a dicey area. “Did your mom and dad fight, with each other?”

			“Sometimes, but not like bad. Gemmie’s mom and dad used to yell at each other all the time, and Gemmie said they threw things. And they got divorced because her dad couldn’t keep his pants zipped. That means he screwed around.”

			“Got that. But your parents didn’t fight like that.”

			“They didn’t, and they didn’t screw around either. They danced on the beach.”

			“Sorry?”

			“In the summer, when we went to the beach and got the house. Sometimes they went out to walk at night, and I could see them from my window. They’d dance on the beach. They weren’t going to get divorced.”

			“It’s good to have a memory like that,” Mira said. “When you start to feel too sad, or scared, you can try to see them dancing on the beach. You did very well. I’d like to come back and talk to you again some time.”

			“I guess it’s okay. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.”

			“I think you should have some lunch. I have to go soon, but Lieutenant Dallas will be here, working upstairs in her office. Do you know where the kitchen is?”

			“No, the house is too big.”

			“Tell me about it,” Eve muttered.

			Mira rose, held out a hand. “I’ll take you back, and maybe you can help Summerset for a little while. I’ll be back in a minute,” she said to Eve.

			Alone, Eve paced to the windows, to the fireplace, back to the windows. She wanted to get to it, start the process. She needed to set up her board, do the runs, write her report and file it. Calls to make, people to see, she thought, jingling loose credits in her pocket.

			Shit, how was she going to deal with this kid?

			She wondered if the cops who’d had to interview her all those years ago had been equally unsure of their footing.

			“She’s coping very well.” Mira came back into the room. “Better than most would. But you should expect mood swings, tears, anger, difficulty sleeping. She’s going to require counseling.”

			“Can you handle that?”

			“For the moment, and we’ll see how it goes. She may require a specialist, someone trained primarily in children. I’ll look into it.”

			“Thanks. I was thinking I should check the department, Youth Services, find a couple of officers who I can assign to her.”

			“Take it slow. She’s dealing with a lot of strangers at once.” She touched Eve’s arm, then picked up her bag. “You’ll handle it.”

			Maybe, Eve thought when Mira left. Hopefully. But at the moment, she had plenty of doubts. She headed upstairs, detoured into Roarke’s office.

			He was at his desk, with three of his wall screens scrolling various data, and his desk unit humming. “Pause operations,” he said, and smiled. “Lieutenant, you look beat up.”

			“Feel that way. Listen, I didn’t have a chance to really run all this by you. I know I just more or less dumped some strange kid on you and blew.”

			“Is she awake?”

			“Yeah. She’s with Summerset. I did a second interview with her, with Mira in attendance. She holds up pretty well. The kid, I mean.”

			“I’ve had the news on. The names haven’t been released yet.”

			“I’ve got that blocked—for the moment. It’s going to break soon.”

			Knowing his wife, he went to the AutoChef, programmed two coffees, black. “Why don’t you run it for me now?”

			“Quick version, because I’m behind.”

			She gave him the details, brief and stark.

			“Poor child. No evidence, as yet, that anyone in the household was into something that could bring down this kind of payback?”

			“Not yet. But it’s early.”

			“Professional, as I’m sure you’ve already concluded. Someone trained in wet work. The green light she saw was most likely the jammer—green for go—as the security had been bypassed.”

			“Figured. On the surface, these people seem ordinary, ordinary family. Straight arrows. But we haven’t done much scratching on that surface yet.”

			“Sophisticated electronics, special forces–type invasion, quick, clean hits.” Sipping coffee, he ignored the beep of his laser fax. “In and out . . . in, what, ten or fifteen minutes? It’s not something for nothing. Home terrorism would have left a mark, and the targets would have been higher profile. On the surface,” he added.

			“You still have some contacts in organized crime.”

			A smile ghosted around his mouth. “Do I?”

			“You know people who know people who know scum of the earth.”

			He tapped a fingertip on the dent in her chin. “Is that any way to talk of my friends and business associates? Former.”

			“Damn straight. You could make some inquiries.”

			“I can, and I will. But I can tell you I never associated with child killers. Or anyone who would slaughter a family in their sleep.”

			“Not saying. I mean that. But I need every angle on this. The little girl? The one he killed in place of the kid downstairs? She was wearing a little pink nightgown with—what do you call it—frills around the neck. I could see it was pink from the bottom. The rest was red, soaked through with blood. He’d slit her throat open like it was an apple.”

			He set his coffee down, walked to her. He put his hands on her hips, laid his brow on her brow. “Anything I can do, I will.”

			“It makes you think. You and me, we had the worst most kids can get. Abuse, neglect, rape, beatings, hate. These kids, they had what it’s supposed to be, in a perfect world: nice homes, parents who loved them, took care of them.”

			“We survived,” he finished. “They didn’t. Except for the one downstairs.”

			“One day, when she looks back on this, I want her to know the people who did this are in a cage. That’s the best I can do. That’s all I can do.”

			She eased back. “So, I’d better get to work.”
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			HER FIRST STEP WAS CONTACTING FEENEY, CAPTAIN of the Electronic Detectives Division. He popped on her ’link screen, wiry ginger hair threaded with silver, saggy face, rumpled shirt.

			It was a relief to her that his wife’s recent attempt to spruce him up with eye-popping suits had gone belly-up.

			“I’m catching up,” she said briskly. “You got word on the Swisher case, home invasion?”

			“Two kids.” His face, comfortably morose, hardened. “When I got wind, I went to the scene myself. I got a team working on the ’links and data centers. I’m doing the security personally.”

			“I like getting the best. What can you tell me?”

			“Good, solid home system. Top of the line. Took some know-how to bypass. Camera shows squat after one hundred fifty-eight hours. Remote jammer, with secondary jam as the system had an auto backup.”

			He tugged on his earlobe as he read data from another screen. “Visual security shuts down, backup pops within ten seconds, with alarms both in-house and at security center. Compromised the works.”

			“They knew the system.”

			“Oh yeah, they knew the system. Deactivated camera alarm, lock alarm, motion alarm. I’m going to pin it for you, but my prelim indicated entrance ten minutes after the camera blanked, four minutes after the secondary jam.”

			“Ten minutes? That’s a stretch of time. Might’ve held, insurance the system didn’t make the signal, in-house, to the security company. Four after hitting the secondary. Is that as slick as I think it is?”

			“Slick enough. They worked fast.”

			“Did they know the code?”

			“Can’t tell you that yet.” He lifted a mug to his lips that had MINE printed on it in murderous red. “Either knew it or had a first-class code breaker. Couple of kids not safe in their own bed, Dallas, it’s a fucked-up world.”

			“It’s always been a fucked-up world. I’m going to need all the transmissions, in and out, personal and household. All security discs.”

			“You’ll have them. I’m putting weight on this one. Got grandchildren that age, for Chrissake. Whatever you need on this one, you got it.”

			“Thanks.” Her eyes narrowed as he sipped again. “That real coffee?”

			He blinked, eased the mug out of sight. “Why?”

			“Because I can see it on your face. I can see it in your eyes.”

			“What if it is?”

			“Where’d you get it?”

			He shifted. Even with her screen view she could tell he squirmed. “Maybe I swung by your office, to update you, and you weren’t there. And maybe since you’ve got a damn unlimited supply of the stuff I got myself one lousy mug. Don’t see why you have to be so stingy when you’ve—”

			“You help yourself to anything else while you were there? Such as candy?”

			“What candy? You got candy in there? What kind?”

			“That’s for me to know, and you to keep your hands off. I’ll get back to you.”

			Thinking of coffee and candy reminded her she’d missed breakfast and lunch. She ordered up data on Grant Swisher, then strode into her office kitchen to grab a nutribar and another hit of caffeine.

			Settling, she ordered the data on wall screen, and scanned.

			
				
					Swisher, Grant Edward, DOB March 2, 2019. Residence 310 West Eighty-first, New York City, September 22, 2051 to present. Married Getz, Keelie Rose, May 6, 2046. Two children of the marriage: Coyle Edward, DOB August 15, 2047, male. Nixie Fran, DOB February 21, 2050, female.

				

			

			Three of those names would be listed as deceased by end of the day in Vital Records, she thought.

			She read through the basic data, requested any and all criminal records, and got a pop for possession of Zoner when Grant Swisher had been nineteen. Medical was just as ordinary.

			She dug into finances.

			He did well. Family law paid enough to handle the mortgage on the house, a time share place in the Hamptons, private schools for both kids. With the wife’s income factored in, you had a cozy buffer for a live-in domestic, family vacations, restaurants, and other recreational activities—including a hefty golf tab—and enough left over for a reasonable savings or emergency account.

			Nothing over the top, she mused. Nothing, from the looks of it, under the table.

			Keelie Swisher, two years younger than her husband, no criminal, standard medical, had a master’s degree in Nutrition and Health. She’d put it to use, prior to children, with a position on staff at a high-end city spa. After the first kid, she’d done the professional mother gig for a year, then gone back to the same employment. Repeated the routine with kid number two, but instead of going back as an employee, she’d opened her own business.

			Living Well, Eve mused. Didn’t sound much like Nutrition, but it must have worked. She tracked the business, shaky first year, middling second. But by the third year, Keelie Swisher had developed a solid clientele, and was cruising.

			She ran the boy. No criminal, no flag for sealed juvenile records. No flags on the medical to indicate violence or abuse—though there were some bumps, some breaks. Sports related, according to the medicals. And it fit.

			He had his own bank account with his parents listed on it. She pursed her lips over the regular monthly deposits, but the amounts weren’t enough to arrow toward illegals sales or criminal profits.

			She found the same pattern, with smaller amounts, in Nixie’s account.

			She was pondering it when Peabody came in carrying a white bag, stained with grease and smelling like glory. “Picked up a couple of gyros. Ate mine, so if you don’t want yours, I’ll be happy to take it off your hands.”

			“I want it, and nobody should eat two gyros.”

			“Hey, I lost five pounds when I was on medical. Okay, I put three back on, but that’s still two by anybody’s math.” She dropped the bag on Eve’s desk. “Where’s Nixie?”

			“Summerset.” Eve dumped the nutribar she’d yet to open in her desk drawer and pulled out the gyro. She took a huge bite and mumbled something that sounded like “Slool ressa.”

			“Got the school records on both.” Translating, Peabody pulled out two discs. “Their school officials were pretty broken up when I notified. Nice schools. Coyle did well, no suspicious dips in grades or attendance. And Nixie? That kid’s a blade. Aces all the way. Both scored high on IQ tests, but she’s a level up from her brother, and makes the most of it. No disciplinary problems on either. A couple of warnings about talking in class or sneaking game vids, but no major. Coyle played softball and basketball. Nixie’s into school plays, does the school media flash, school band—plays the piccolo.”

			“What the hell is that?”

			“It’s a wind instrument. Kinda like a flute. These kids have a lot of extracurricular, good grades. Didn’t have time to get in trouble, from my view.”

			“They both have their own bank accounts, and make regular monthly deposits. Where do kids get up to a hundred bucks a month?”

			Peabody turned to the wall screen, scanned the data. “Allowance.”

			“Allowance for what?”

			She looked back, shook her head at Eve. “Their parents probably gave them a weekly allowance, spending money, saving money, that sort of thing.”

			Eve swallowed more gyro. “They get paid for being a kid?”

			“More or less.”

			“Nice work if you can get it.”

			“Household like that, the way this is shaping up, the kids probably had regular chores, even with a full-time domestic. Keeping their rooms clean, clearing the table, loading the recycler. Then you got your birthday or holiday money, your school report money. Being a Free-Ager, we did bartering more than pay, but it comes to the same.”

			“So if everybody stayed a kid, nobody’d have to get a job. They could have seen something at school,” she continued before Peabody could comment. “Heard something. Something off. We’ll take a look at teachers and staff. We can run the adults’ business associates and clients, fan out from there to friends, neighbors, social acquaintances. These people weren’t picked out of a hat.”

			“Doesn’t feel like it, but can we discount straight urban terrorism?”

			“It’s too clean.” Roarke had it right on that one, she thought. “You want to terrorize, you’re messy. Kill the family, rape and torture first, wreck the house, slice up their little dog.”

			“They didn’t have a little dog, but I get you. And if it was terrorism, some whacked-out group would be taking credit by now. Did we get any reports in? EDD, sweepers, ME?”

			“I talked to Feeney. He’s on it. Fill you in on the way.”

			“To?”

			“Morgue, then Central.” She rose, stuffing the last of the gyro in her mouth.

			“Want me to let Summerset know we’re leaving?”

			“Why? Oh. Hell. Yeah, do that.” She crossed to the door joining her office with Roarke’s. “Hey.”

			He was rising from his desk, slipping on one of his dark suit jackets.

			“I’m heading out,” she told him.

			“So am I. I’ve rearranged a few things. Should be back no later than seven.”

			“I don’t know when.” She leaned against the jamb, frowning at him. “I should put the kid in a safe house.”

			“This house is safe, and she’s fine with Summerset. A more detailed media bulletin’s come through. It doesn’t list the names, as yet, but reports on an Upper West Side family, including two children, killed early this morning, in their home. Lists you as primary. Details to follow.”

			“I’ll have to deal with that.”

			“And so you will.” He came to her, cupped her face, kissed her. “You’ll do your job, and we’ll figure out the rest. Take care of my cop.”

			As she’d expected, the chief medical examiner had taken charge of the Swisher homicides. It wasn’t the sort of detail Morris would pass to someone else, however qualified or skilled.

			Eve found him, suited up, over the body of Linnie Dyson.

			“I’ve taken them in order of death.” Behind his microgoggles his dark eyes were cool and hard.

			There was music playing. Morris rarely worked without it, but this was somber, funereal. One of those composers, she imagined, who’d worn white wigs.

			“I’ve ordered tox screens on all victims. Cause of death is the same in all. There are no secondary wounds or injuries, though the minor male vic had several old bruises, two fresh, with minor lacerations—long bruising scrapes on his right hip and upper thigh. His right index finger had been broken, set, and healed at some point within the last two years. All injuries look consistent to me with a young boy who played sports.”

			“Softball primarily. Fresh deal sounds like he got it sliding into base.”

			“Yes, that fits.”

			He looked down at the little girl, at the long slice in her throat. “Both minor vics were healthy. All vics had a meal at approximately seven p.m., of white fish, brown rice, green beans, and mixed-grain bread. There was an apple dish with wheat and brown sugar topping for dessert. The adults had a glass of white wine, the children soy milk.”

			“The mother, the second adult female, was a nutritionist.”

			“Practiced what she preached. The boy had a cache somewhere,” Morris added with a faint smile. “He’d consumed two ounces of red licorice at about ten p.m.”

			Somehow it cheered her to know it. At least the kid got a last taste of sweet. “Murder weapons?”

			“Identical. Most likely a ten-inch blade. See here.”

			He gestured to the screen, magnified the wound on the child’s throat. “See the jags? There, on the edge of the diagonal. Swipe down, from his left to his right. Not a full smooth blade, or a full jagged. Three teeth serrating from the handle, the rest smooth-bladed.”

			“Sounds like a combat knife.”

			“That would be my take. It was employed by a right-handed individual.”

			“There were two.”

			“So I’m told. Eyeballing it, I’d have said the same hand delivered the killing blows, but as you can see . . .” He turned to another screen, called for pictures, split screen on Grant and Keelie Swisher. Magnified the wounds.

			“There’re slight deviations. Male vic’s wound is deeper, more of a slicing motion, more jagged, while the female’s is more of a draw across. When all five are put up . . .” He nodded as the screen shifted to show five throat wounds. “You can see that the housekeeper, the father, and the boy have the same slicing wound, while the mother and the girl have the more horizontal drawing across. You’ll want the lab to run some reconstructs, but it’s going to be a ten-inch blade, twelve at the max, with those three teeth near the handle.”

			“Military style,” she stated. “Not that you have to be military to obtain one. But it’s just one more piece of the operation. Military tactics, equipment, and weapons. None of the adults did military time, or appear to have any connection to the military. Can’t link any of them, at this point, to paramilitary or game playing.”

			Then again, she thought, sometimes a cozy family was the perfect cover for covert or dark deeds.

			“I’ve cleared the Dysons.” Eve glanced back at Linnie. “Have they seen her yet?”

			“Yes. An hour ago. It was . . . hideous. Look at her,” he urged. “So small. We get smaller, of course. Infants barely out of the womb. It’s amazing what we enlightened adults can do to those who need us most.”

			“You don’t have any kids, right?” Eve asked.

			“No, no chick nor child. There was a woman once, and we were together long enough to consider it. But that was . . . long ago.”

			She studied his face, slickly framed by black hair pulled cleanly back in one sleek tail that was bound in crisscrossing silver twine. Under the clear, protective suit, stained now with body fluids, his shirt was silver as well.

			“I’ve got the kid, the one they didn’t get. I don’t know what to do with her.”

			“Keep her alive. I would think that would be priority.”

			“Got that part handled. I’ll need those tox reports, and anything that pops, as soon as.”

			“You’ll have them. They wore wedding rings.”

			“Sorry?”

			“The parents. Not everyone does these days.” Morris nodded toward the scribed band Eve wore on the ring finger of her left hand. “It’s not very fashionable. Wearing them is a statement. I belong. They’d made love, about three hours prior to death. They used a spermicide rather than long-term or permanent birth control, which tells me they hadn’t ruled out the possibility of more children in the future. That, and the rings, Dallas? I find that both comforts and angers me.”

			“Anger’s better. Keeps you sharper.”

			When she walked toward Homicide in the massive beehive of Cop Central, she spotted Detective Baxter at a vending unit, getting what passed for coffee. She dug out credits, flipped them to him. “Tube of Pepsi.”

			“Still avoiding contact with vending machines?”

			“It’s working. They don’t piss me off, I don’t kick them into rubble.”

			“Heard about your case,” he said as he plugged in her credits. “And so did every reporter in the city. You got most of them hassling the media liaison and hammering for an interview with the primary.”

			“Reporters aren’t on my to-do list right at the moment.” She took the tube of Pepsi he offered, frowned. “You said most. Why is Nadine Furst of Channel 75 even now sitting on her well-toned ass in my office?”

			“How do you know? Not about the ass, anybody could see Furst’s got an excellent ass.”

			“You’ve got cookie crumbs on your shirt, you putz. You let her into my office.”

			With some dignity, he brushed off his shirt. “I’d like to see you turn down a bribe of Hunka-Chunka Chips. Every man has his weakness, Dallas.”

			“Yeah, yeah. I’ll kick your well-toned ass later.”

			“Sweetheart, you noticed.”

			“Bite me.” But she studied him as she broke the tube’s seal. “Listen, how’s your caseload?”

			“Well, as you’re my lieutenant I should say I’m ridiculously overworked. I was just coming in from court when I was distracted by Furst’s ass and cookies.”

			Keying in his code, he ordered a tube of ginger ale from the machine. “My boy’s writing up the three’s on one we caught last night. Double D that went nasty. Guy’d been out drinking and whoring, according to the spouse. They got into it when he crawled home, smacked each other around—as per usual according to the neighbors and previous reports. But this time she waited until he’d passed out, then cut off his dick with a pair of shears.”

			“Ow.”

			“Fucking A,” Baxter agreed, and took a long gulp. “Guy bled out before the MTs got there. Damn ugly mess, let me tell you. And the guy’s dick? She’d stuffed it in the recycler, just to make sure it didn’t get in any more trouble.”

			“Pays to be thorough.”

			“You women are cold and terrifying creatures. This one? She’s damn proud of it. Says she’s going to be a hero to neofems throughout our fair land. Maybe so.”

			“You got that closed. Anything else hot?”

			“We don’t have any more actives than we can handle right now.”

			“Anything you don’t feel comfortable passing on?”

			“You want me to dump my caseloads on somebody else. I’m your boy.”

			“I want you and Trueheart on witness duty. My residence.”

			“When?”

			“Now.”

			“I’ll get my boy. They did two kids?” His face sobered as they walked toward the bull pen. “Did them while they slept?”

			“It’d have been worse if they’d been awake. You and Trueheart are babysitting the eyewitness. Nine-year-old female. Keep it off the log for now. I still have to report to Whitney.”

			She moved through the bull pen, then into the glorified closet that was her office.

			As predicted, Nadine Furst, Channel 75’s on-air ace, sat in Eve’s ratty desk chair. She was perfectly groomed, her streaky blonde hair swept back from her foxy face. Her jacket and pants were the color of ripe pumpkin, with a stark white shirt beneath that somehow made the whole getup more female.

			She stopped recording notes into her memo book when Eve walked in. “Don’t hurt me. I saved you a cookie.”

			Saying nothing, Eve jerked a thumb, then took the chair Nadine vacated. When the silence went on, Nadine cocked her head. “Don’t I get a lecture? Aren’t you going to yell at me? Don’t you want your cookie?”

			“I just came from the morgue. There’s a little girl on a slab. Her throat’s cut from here, to about here.” Eve tapped a finger on both sides of her own throat.

			“I know.” Nadine sat in the single visitor’s chair. “Or I know some of it. A whole family, Dallas. However hard-shelled you and I might be, that gets through. And with a home invasion like this, the public needs some of the details, so they can protect themselves.”

			Eve said nothing, just lifted her eyebrows.

			“That’s part of it,” Nadine insisted. “I’m not saying ratings aren’t involved, or I don’t want my journalistic teeth in something this juicy. But the sanctity of the home should mean something. Keeping your kids safe matters.”

			“See the media liaison.”

			“The ML doesn’t have squat.”

			“Should tell you something, Nadine.” Eve lifted a hand before Nadine could sound off. “What I’ve got at this point isn’t going to help the public, and I’m not inclined to give you the inside edge. Unless . . .”

			Nadine settled back, crossed her exceptional legs. “Name the terms.”

			Eve stretched out, flipping the door shut, then turned around in her chair so that she and Nadine were face-to-face. “You know how to slant reports, how to spin stories to influence the public who you love to claim has a right to know.”

			“Excuse me, objective reporter.”

			“Bullshit. The media’s no more objective than the last ratings term. You want details, you want the inside track, one-on-ones, and your other items on your reporter’s checklist? I’ll feed you. And when this goes down and I get them—and I will get them—I want you to bloody them in the media. I want you to skew the stories so these fuckers are the monsters the villagers go after with axes and torches.”

			“You want them tried in the press.”

			“No.” It wasn’t a smile that moved over Eve’s face. Nothing that feral could be called a smile. “I want them hanged by it. You’re my secondary line, if the system gives them a loophole even an anorectic bloodworm has trouble wiggling through. Yes or no.”

			“Yes. Was there sexual assault on any or all of the victims?”

			“None.”

			“Torture? Mutilation?”

			“No. Straight kills. Clean.”

			“Professional?”

			“Possibly. Two killers.”

			“Two?” The excitement of the hunt flushed onto Nadine’s cheek. “How do you know?”

			“I get paid to know. Two,” Eve repeated. “No vandalism, destruction of property, no burglary that can be determined at this time. And at this time, it is the opinion of the primary investigator that the family in question was target specific. I’ve got a report to write, and I have to speak to my commander. I’m cooking on three hours’ sleep. Go away, Nadine.”

			“Suspects, leads?”

			“At this time we are pursuing any and all blah, blah, blah. You know the drill. Disappear now.”

			Nadine rose. “Watch my evening report. I’ll start bloodying them now.”

			“Good. And Nadine?” Eve said as Nadine opened the office door. “Thanks for the cookie.”

			She set up her office case board, wrote her report, read those submitted by EDD and Crime Scene. She drank more coffee, then closed her eyes and went through the scene, yet again, in her mind.

			“Computer. Probability run, multiple homicides, case file H-226989- SD,” Eve ordered.

			
				
					Acknowledged.

				

			

			“Probability, given known data, that the killers were known by one or more of the victims.”

			
				
					Working . . . Probability is 88.32 percent that one or more of the victims knew one or more of the killers.

				

			

			“Probability that the killers were professional assassins.”

			
				
					Working . . . Probability is 96.93 percent that the killers were professional and/or trained.

				

			

			“Yeah, I’m with you there. Probability that killers were hired or assigned to assassinate victims by another source.”

			
				
					Working . . . Wholly speculative inquiry with insufficient data to project.

				

			

			“Let’s try this. Given current known data on all victims, what is the probability any or all would be marked for professional assassination?”

			
				
					Working . . . 100 percent probability as victims have been assassinated.

				

			

			“Work with me here, you moron. Speculation. Victims have not yet been assassinated. Given current known data—deleting any data after midnight—what is the probability any or all members of the Swisher household would be marked for professional assassination?”

			
				
					Working . . . Probability is less than five percent, and therefore these subjects would not be so marked.

				

			

			“Yeah, my take, too. So what don’t we know about this nice family?” She swiveled around to the board. “Because you’re dead, aren’t you?” She shoved another disc in the data slot. “Computer, do a sort and run on subsequent data pertaining to Swisher, Grant, client list. Follow with sort and run on Swisher, Keelie, client list. Highlight any and all subjects with criminal or psych evals, highlight all with military or paramilitary training. Copy results to my home unit when complete.”

			
				
					Acknowledged. Working . . .

				

			

			“Yeah, you keep doing that.” She rose, walked out.

			“Peabody.” She gave a come-ahead that had Peabody pushing back from her desk in the bull pen.

			“I’ve got a complaint. How come Baxter and most of the other guys always get the good bribes? How come being your partner means I get shafted on the goodies?”

			“Price you pay. We’re heading to Whitney. Do you have anything new I should know about before we report?”

			“I talked with McNab. Purely professional,” Peabody added quickly. “We hardly made any kissy noises. Feeney put him on the household ’links and d and c’s, and Grant Swisher’s units from his office. He’s running all transmissions from the last thirty days. So far, nothing pops. Did you see the sweepers’ report?”

			“Yeah. Nothing. Not a skin cell, not a follicle.”

			“I’m doing runs on the school staff,” Peabody continued as they squeezed onto an elevator. “Pulling out anything winky.”

			“Winky?”

			“You know, not quite quite. Both schools are pretty tight. You gotta practically be pure enough for sainthood to work there, but a few little slips got in. Nothing major at this point.”

			“Pull out military, paramilitary backgrounds. Even those—what are they?—combat camps. Those recreational places where you pay to run around playing war. Take a hard look at teachers in the e-departments.”

			Eve rubbed her temple as they stepped off the elevator. “The housekeeper was divorced. Let’s eyeball the ex. We’ll get the names of the kids’ pals. See if any of those family members should be checked out.”

			“He’s waiting for you.” Whitney’s admin gestured even as Eve strode toward her desk. “Detective Peabody, it’s good to have you back. How are you feeling?”

			“Good, thanks.”

			But she drew in a deep breath before they entered Whitney’s office. The commander still intimidated her.

			He sat, a big man at a big desk, his face the color of cocoa, his short cropped black hair liberally dusted with gray. Peabody knew he’d done his time on the streets, nearly as much time as she’d been alive. And he rode his desk with the same fervor and skill.

			“Lieutenant. Detective, it’s good to see you back on the job.”

			“Thank you, sir. It’s good to be back.”

			“I have your writtens. Lieutenant, you’re walking a thin line taking a minor witness into your own custody.”

			“Safest place I know, Commander. And the minor was emotionally distressed. More so at the prospect of going with CPS. As she’s our only witness, I felt it best to keep her close, to have her monitored, and to attempt to keep her emotionally stable in order to gain more information from her. I’ve assigned Detective Baxter and Officer Trueheart to witness protection, off the log.”

			“Baxter and Trueheart.”

			“Baxter’s experience, Trueheart’s youth. Trueheart has a kind of Officer Friendly way about him, and Baxter won’t miss the details.”

			“Agreed. Why off the log?”

			“At this time the media is unaware there was a survivor. It won’t take much longer, but it gives us more of a window. Once they know, the killers know. These men are trained and skilled. It’s highly possible this was an operation executed under orders.”

			“Do you have evidence of that?”

			“No, sir. None to the contrary either. There is, at this time, no clear motive.”

			It was going to be the why, Eve thought, that led to the who.

			“Nothing that pops in any of the victims’ data or background,” she added. “We’re beginning further runs, and I will continue to interview the witness. Mira has agreed to supervise, and to counsel.”

			“Nothing in your report indicates this as a spree killing or home terrorism.”

			“No, sir. We’re running like crimes through IRCCA, but haven’t hit anything with these details.”

			“I want your witness under supervision twenty-four/seven.”

			“It’s done, sir.”

			“Mira’s name will have considerable weight with CPS. I’ll add mine.” The chair creaked when he leaned back. “What about legal guardians?”

			“Sir?”

			“The minor. Who are her legal guardians?”

			“The Dysons, Commander,” Peabody said when Eve hesitated. “The parents of the minor female who was killed.”

			“Jesus. Well, they’re unlikely to give us any trouble over the situation, but you’d do better to get their permission, officially. Doesn’t the child have any family left?”

			“Grandparent. One on the father’s side who lives off planet. Maternal grandparents are dead. No siblings on either side.”

			“Kid can’t catch a break, can she?” Whitney muttered.

			She caught one, Eve thought. She lived. “Detective Peabody? You spoke with the grandmother.”

			“Yes, Lieutenant. I notified next of kin. At that time, I was told the paternal grandmother was not legal guardian in case of parental death or disability. And, to be frank, while shocked and upset, she made no statement to indicate she intended to come here and attempt custody of the minor.”

			“All right then. Dallas, speak with the Dysons at the first opportunity, and tidy this up. Keep me updated.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			When they were walking back toward the elevator, Peabody shook her head. “I don’t think now’s the best time—for the Dysons. I’d let that slide another twenty-four anyway.”

			The longer the better, Eve thought.
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			SECURITY AND STREETLIGHTS WERE POPPING ON by the time Eve headed back uptown from Central. Normally, the vicious traffic would have given her plenty of reason to snarl and bitch, but tonight she was grateful for the distraction, and the extra drive time.

			It was gelling for her.

			She could see the method, the type of killers. She could walk through the scene over and over in her mind and follow the steps. But she couldn’t find motive.

			She sat in stalled traffic behind a flatulent maxibus and circled around the case again. Violence without passion. Murder without rage.

			Where was the kick? The profit? The reason?

			Going with instinct, she called up Roarke’s personal ’link on her dash unit.

			“Lieutenant.”

			“What’s your status?” she asked him.

			“Healthy, wealthy, and wise. What’s yours?”

			“Ha. Mean, crafty, and rude.”

			His laugh filled her vehicle, and made her feel slightly less irritable. “Just the way I like you best.”

			“Location, Roarke?”

			“Maneuvering through this sodding traffic toward hearth and home. I hope you’re doing the same.”

			“As it happens. How about a detour?”

			“Will it involve food and sex?” His smile was slow, and just a little wicked. “I’m really hoping for both.”

			Odd, damn odd, she thought, that after nearly two years of him that smile could still give her heart a jolt. “It might later, but first on our lineup is multiple murder.”

			“Teach me to marry a cop.”

			“What did I tell you? Hold on a minute.” She leaned out the window, shouted at the messenger who’d nearly sideswiped her vehicle with his jet-board. “Police property, asshole. If I had time I’d hunt you down and use that board to beat your balls black.”

			“Darling Eve, you know how that kind of talk thrills and excites me. How can I keep my mind off sex now?”

			Eve pulled her head back in, eyed the screen. “Think pure thoughts. I need to do another walk-through of the crime scene. I wouldn’t mind having another pair of eyes.”

			“A cop’s work is never done, and neither is the man’s who’s lucky enough to call her his own. What’s the address?”

			She gave it to him. “See you there. And if you beat me to the scene, for God’s sake don’t tamper with the seal. Just wait. Oh, shit, parking. You need a permit. I’ll—”

			“Please” was all he said, and signed off.

			“Right,” she said to dead air. “Forgot who I was talking to for a minute.”

			She didn’t know how Roarke dispensed with such pesky details as parking permits, and didn’t really want to. He was just stepping onto the sidewalk when she arrived. She pulled up behind his vehicle, flipped on her on-duty light.

			“Pretty street,” he said. “Especially this time of year with the leaves scattered about.” He nodded toward the Swisher house. “Prime property. If they had any equity in it, at least the child won’t be penniless as well as orphaned.”

			“They had a chunk, plus standard life policies, some savings, investments. She’ll be okay. That’s one of the deals, actually. She’ll be set pretty well, coming into the bulk of it when she hits twenty-one. They both had wills. Trust-fund deal for the kids, supervised by legal guardians and a financial firm. It’s not mega-dough, but people kill for subway credits.”

			“Did they make contingencies for alternate beneficiaries should something happen to the children as well?”

			“Yeah.” Her mind had gone there, too. Wipe out the family, rake in some easy money. “Charities. Shelters, pediatric centers. Spread it out, too. Nobody gets an overly big slice of the pie. And no individual gets much above jack.”

			“The law firm?”

			“Rangle, the partner, gets the shot there. His alibi is solid. And if he has the connections, or the stomach, to order a hit like this, I’ll toast my badge for breakfast. This family wasn’t erased for money. Not that I can see.”

			He stood on the sidewalk, studying the house as she did. The old tree in front, busily shedding its leaves onto the stamp-sized courtyard, the attractive urban lines, the sturdy pot filled with what he thought were geraniums beside the door.

			It looked quiet, settled, and comfortable. Until you saw the small red eyes of the police seal, the harsh yellow strip of it marring the front doors.

			“If it were money,” he added, “one would think it would take a fat vat of it to push anyone to do what was done here. The erasing, as you put it, of an entire family.”

			He walked with her to the main entrance. “Put my ear to the ground, as requested. There’s no buzz about a contract on these people.”

			Eve shook her head. “No. They weren’t connected. But it’s good to cross that off the list, at least the probability of it. They didn’t have ties to any level of the underworld. Or government agencies. I played around with the idea that one of them had a double life going, thinking of what Reva dealt with a couple months ago.” Reva Ewing, one of Roarke’s employees, had had the misfortune of being married to a double agent who’d framed her for a double murder. “Just doesn’t slide. No excessive travel; not much travel at all without the kids. Nothing that sends up a flag on their ’links or comps. These people lived on schedules. Work, home, family, friends. They didn’t have time to mess around. Plus . . .”

			She stopped, shook her head. “No. I’ll let you make your own impressions.”

			“All right. By the way, I’ve arranged to have my ride picked up. That way I can have my lovely wife drive me home.”

			“We’re ten minutes from our own gate.”

			“Every minute with you, Darling Eve, is a minute to treasure.”

			She slid a glance toward him as she uncoded the seal. “You really do want sex.”

			“I’m still breathing, so that would be yes.”

			He stepped inside with her, scanning when she called for lights. “Homey,” he decided. “Tastefully so. Thoughtfully. Nice colors, nice space. Urban family style.”

			“They came in this door.”

			He nodded. “It’s a damn good system. Took some skill to bypass without tripping the backups and auto alarms.”

			“Is it one of yours?”

			“It is, yes. How long did it take them to get in?”

			“Minutes. Feeney figures about four.”

			“They knew the system, possibly the codes, but certainly the system. And what they were about,” he added, studying the alarm panel. “It’s a tricky one, and would take good, cool hands, and just the right equipment. You see, the backups are designed to engage almost instantly if there’s any sort of tampering. They had to know they were there, and deal with them simultaneously, even before they read or input the codes.”

			“Pros then.”

			“Well, it certainly wasn’t their first day on the job. Likely they had an identical system to work with. That would take time, money, planning.” He stepped back from the panel, trying to ignore the outrage he felt that one of his designs had failed to serve. “But you never supposed this was random.”

			“No. What I put together from the scene and the witness report is that one went upstairs—or at least stayed back—while the other went through here.”

			She led the way, moving directly to the kitchen. “It was dark—some glow from security and streetlights through the windows—but they had night vision. Had to. Plus the witness described blank, shiny eyes.”

			“Which could be a child’s imagination. Monster eyes. But,” he said with another nod, “more likely night vision. Where was she?”

			“Over there, lying on the bench.” Eve gestured. “If he’d looked, taken enough time to do a sweep through the kitchen, he’d have seen her. The way she tells it, he just walked straight to the domestic’s door.”

			“So he knew where he was going. Knew the layout, or had been here at some time.”

			“Checking on household repairs, deliveries, but that doesn’t feel like it. How do you get the layout of the whole house if you, what, install a new AutoChef or fix a toilet? How do you know the layout of the domestic’s quarters?”

			“Someone involved with the domestic?”

			“She wasn’t seeing anyone, hadn’t been for several months. A few friends outside the family, but they pan out. So far.”

			“You don’t think she was the primary target.”

			“Can’t rule it out, but no. He moved straight in,” she repeated, and did so. “Sealed all the way. Had to be. Sweepers didn’t find a fricking skin cell that wasn’t accounted for. Witness said he didn’t make any noise, so I’m thinking stealth shoes. Went directly to the bed, gave the head a quick yank up by the hair, sliced down, right-handed.”

			Roarke watched her mime the moves, quick and sure, cop’s eyes flat.

			“Combat knife from Morris’s report—lab should be able to reconstruct. Then he lets her drop, turns, walks out. Witness is there, just outside the doorway, down on the floor, back to the wall. If he looks, he sees. But he doesn’t.”

			“Confident or careless?” Roarke asked.

			“I’d go with the first. Added to it, he’s not looking because he doesn’t expect to see anything.” She paused a moment. “Why doesn’t he expect to see anything?”

			“Why would he?”

			“People don’t always stay tucked in through the night. They get up to whiz, or because they’re worried about their work and can’t sleep. Or because they want a damn Orange Fizzy. How come you’re this thorough, this much a pro, but you don’t sweep an area when you enter?”

			Frowning, Roarke considered, studied the layout again. Yes, he thought as he pictured himself moving through the house in the dark. He would have. Yes, and he had on those occasions when he’d lifted locks and helped himself to what was behind them.

			“Good question, now that you pose it. He—they—expect everything, everyone in their proper place because that’s how it works in their world?”

			“It’s a theory. Goes out,” she continued, “goes back to the main stairs and up. Why? Why, when there are back stairs right over there.”

			She gestured to a door. “That’s how the witness got up to the second floor. Back stairs. Peabody’s take was that the front steps were closer to the adults’ room, and it’s not implausible. But you know what, it’s a waste of time, steps, and effort.”

			“And they wasted nothing. They didn’t know there was a second set of steps.”

			“Yeah. But how did they miss that detail when they knew everything else?”

			Roarke walked over to the door, ran a hand over the jamb, examined the steps. “Well, they’re not original.”

			“How do you know?”

			“The house is late nineteenth century, with considerable rehab work. But these are newer. This rail here, it’s manmade material. Twenty-first-century material.” He crouched down. “So are the treads. And the workmanship’s a bit shoddy. I wouldn’t be surprised if this was a home job—something they added themselves without all the permits and what have you. Without filing the work, so it wouldn’t show on any record, any blueprint your killers might have studied.”

			“How smart are you? You’re right. They’re not on the on-file blueprints. I checked. Still, that doesn’t mean one or both of the killers wasn’t in the house, wasn’t even a friend or neighbor. This is the domestic’s room, and her stairs.”

			“That would, however, go further to eliminating the housekeeper as primary target. And it would be less likely the killers were close acquaintances of hers, or privy to her quarters.”

			“She was excess. It was the family that mattered.”

			“Not one of them,” he put in, “but all.”

			“If it wasn’t all, why kill all?”

			She took him back through, following the assumed path of the known killer. “Blood trail from domestic’s, through here, up the right side of the steps. More concentrated blood pattern here, see?”

			“And none coming back down the stairs. Removing protective gear here, before going down.”

			“Another point for the civilian.”

			“I think you should have another term for me. Civilian’s so ordinary, and just a bit snarky when you say it. Something like ‘nonpolice specialist on all things’.”

			“Yeah, sure, my personal NPS. Focus in, ace. They’d done the adults before the witness got up to this level. She saw them walking away from this room, then split off. One in each of the other bedrooms. Two more rooms up here—one a home office, the other a playroom deal. Kids’ bathroom, end of hall. But they went straight for the bedrooms. You couldn’t be a hundred percent from a blueprint which room was which up here.”

			“No.” To satisfy his curiosity, he walked over, glanced into one of the rooms. Home office—work station, minifriggie, shelves holding equipment, dust catchers, family photos. A small daybed, all coated now with the sweepers’ residue.

			“This is certainly large enough to be used as a bedroom.”

			She let him wander, watched him step to the doorway of the boy’s room and saw his face harden. Blood spatter on sports posters, she thought, blood staining the mattress.

			“How old was the boy?” he asked.

			“Twelve.”

			“Where were we at that age, Eve? Not in a nice room, surrounded by our little treasures, that’s for bloody sure. But Christ Jesus, what does it take to walk into a room like this and end some sleeping boy?”

			“I’m going to find out.”

			“You will, yes. Well.” He stepped back. He’d seen blood before, had shed it. He’d stood and studied murder when it was chilled. But this, standing in this house where a family had lived their ordinary lives, seeing a young boy’s room where such a tender life had been taken, left him sickened and shaken.

			So he turned away from it. “The office has as much space as this bedroom. The boy could easily have been across the hall.”

			“So they had to surveil the house—or know it from the inside, enough to know who slept where. If they cased it from outside, they’d need to watch the patterns. Which lights went on, what time. Night vision and surveillance equipment, and they could see through the curtains easy enough.”

			She moved to the master bedroom. “Morris tells me the same hand that did the domestic did both males. The other took the females. So they had their individual targets worked out in advance. No conversations, no chatter, no excess movements. Thought about droids, assassin droids.”

			“Very costly,” Roarke told her. “And unreliable in a situation like this. And why have two—double the cost and detail of programming, when one could do it all? That’s if you had the wherewithal and the skill to access an illegal droid, and program it to bypass security and terminate multiple subjects.”

			“I don’t think it was droids.” She walked out, into the little girl’s bedroom. “I think human hands did this. And no matter how it looks on the surface, no matter how cold and efficient, it was personal. It was fucking personal. You don’t slice a child’s throat without it being personal.”

			“Very personal.” He put a hand on her back, rubbed it gently up and down. “Sleeping children were no threat to them.” There were demons in this house now, he thought. Brutal ghosts of them with children’s blood staining their hands. Lurking ones in him, and in her, that muttered, constantly muttered, of the horrors they’d survived.

			“Maybe the kids were the targets. Or there’s the possibility one or more of the household had some information that was a threat, so they all had to go in case that information had been shared.”

			“No.”

			“No.” She sighed, shook her head. “If the killers were afraid of information or knowledge, they would need to ascertain, by intimidation, threat, or torture, that the information hadn’t been passed outside of the household. They would need to check the data centers, the whole fricking house, to be certain such information wasn’t logged somewhere. The tight timing—entrance, murders, exit, doesn’t leave room for them to have searched for anything. It’s made to look like business. But it’s personal.”

			“Not as smart as they think,” Roarke commented.

			“Because?”

			“Smarter to have taken the valuables, to have torn the house up a bit. The entire horror would point more to burglary. Or to have hacked away at the victims, to make it seem like a psychopath, or a burglary gone very wrong.”

			She let out a half laugh. “You know, you’re right. You’re damn right. And why didn’t they? Pride. Pride in the work. That’s good, that’s good, because it’s something, and I’ve got nothing. Fucking bupkus. I knew there was a reason I liked having you around.”

			“Any little thing I can do.” He took her hand as they started downstairs. “And it’s not true you have nothing. You have your instincts, your skill, your determination. And a witness.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” She didn’t want to think about her witness quite yet. “Why would you wipe out an entire family? Not you you, but hypothetically.”

			“I appreciate the qualification. Because they’d messed with mine, had been or were a threat to what’s mine.”

			“Swisher was a lawyer. Family law.”

			Roarke tilted his head as they went out the front door. “That’s interesting, isn’t it?”

			“And she was a nutritionist, did a lot of families, or had clients with families. So maybe Swisher lost a case—or won one—that pissed one of his clients or opposings off. Or she pushed the wrong buttons on somebody’s fat kid, or had a client die. And the kids went to private schools. Maybe one of the kids screwed with somebody else’s kid.”

			“A lot of avenues.”

			“Just have to find the right one.”

			“One of the adults might have had an affair with someone else’s spouse. It’s been known to annoy.”

			“Looking there.” She slid behind the wheel of her vehicle. “But it’s not solidifying. These two, they had what looks like a pretty solid marriage, and a lot of focus on family. Took trips together, went out together. Like a group. The picture I’m getting doesn’t leave much time for extramarital. And sex takes time.”

			“Done well, certainly.”

			“I haven’t found anything in their data, their possessions, their schedules that points to an affair. Not yet, anyway. Neighborhood canvass didn’t shake out anything,” she added as she pulled away from the curb. “Nobody saw anything. I figure one of them lives in the area, or they had a bogus permit, or—Jesus—they took the goddamn subway, hailed a cab a couple of blocks away. I can’t pin any of it down.”

			“Eve, it’s been less than twenty-four hours.”

			She glanced in the rearview, thought of the quiet house on the quiet street. “Feels longer.”

			It was always weird, in Eve’s opinion, to have Summerset materialize in the foyer like a recurring nightmare the minute she walked in the door, but it was weirder yet to see him there, with a small blonde girl at his side.

			The kid’s hair was shiny, wavy blonde, as if it had been freshly washed and brushed. Who did that? Eve wondered. Did the kid deal with her own hair, or had Summerset done it? And the thought of that gave her the heebies.

			But the kid looked comfortable enough with him, even had her hand in his, and the cat at her feet.

			“Isn’t this a fine welcome?” Roarke shrugged out of his coat. “How are you, Nixie?”

			She looked at him—all blue eyes—and nearly smiled. “Okay. We made apple pie.”

			“Did you now?” Roarke bent to pick up the cat when Galahad slithered over to rub against his legs. “That’s a favorite of mine.”

			“You can make a little one with the leftovers. That’s what I did.” Then those eyes, big and blue, lasered into Eve’s. “Did you catch them yet?”

			“No.” Eve tossed her jacket over the newel post, and for once Summerset didn’t snark or sneer at the habit. “Investigations like this take some time.”

			“Why? Screen shows with cops don’t take very long.”

			“This isn’t a vid.” She wanted to go upstairs, clear her mind for five minutes, then start back over the case, point by point. But those eyes stayed on her face, both accusing and pleading.

			“I told you I’d get them, and I will.”

			“When?”

			She started to swear, might not have choked it back in time, but Roarke played a hand gently down her arm and spoke first. “Do you know, Nixie, that Lieutenant Dallas is the best cop in the city?”

			Something, maybe it was speculation, passed over Nixie’s face. “Why?”

			“Because she won’t stop. Because it matters so much to her that she takes care of people who’ve been hurt, she can’t stop. If someone of mine had been hurt, I’d want her to be the one in charge.”

			“Baxter says she’s a major butt-kicker.”

			“Well, then.” Now Roarke smiled fully. “He’d be right.”

			“Where are they?” Eve asked. “Baxter and Trueheart?”

			“In your office,” Summerset told her. “Dinner will be served in fifteen minutes. Nixie, we need to set the table.”

			“I’m just going to—”

			This time Roarke took Eve’s hand, squeezed. “We’ll be down.”

			“I’ve got work,” Eve began as they went up the stairs. “I don’t have time to—”

			“I think we need to make time. An hour won’t hurt, Eve, and I’d say that child needs as much normalcy as we can manage. Dinner, at the table, is normal.”

			“I don’t see what’s more normal about shoveling in food off a big flat surface than shoveling it in at your desk. It’s multitasking. It’s efficient.”

			“She scares you.”

			She stopped dead, and her eyes went to lethal slits. “Just where the hell do you come off saying that?”

			“Because she scares me, too.”

			Temper flickered over her face for a moment, then everything relaxed. “Really? Really? You’re not just saying that?”

			“Those big eyes, full of courage and terror and grief. What could be more frightening? There she stands, such a little thing, all that pretty hair, tidy jeans and jumper—sweater,” he corrected. “And that need just radiating out of her. We’re supposed to have the answers, and we don’t.”

			Eve let out a breath as she looked back toward the stairs. “I haven’t even figured out all the questions.”

			“So we’ll have dinner with her, and do what we can to show her that there’s normalcy and decency left in the world.”

			“Okay, okay, but I need to debrief my men.”

			“I’ll meet you downstairs. Fifteen minutes.”

			She found normal in her office, where a couple of cops—who’d obviously raided her AutoChef—were chowing down while they studied murder. On her wall screens, each Swisher bedroom, each victim, was displayed while Baxter and Trueheart chomped on cow meat.

			“Steak.” Baxter forked up another bite. “Do you know the last time I had real cow? I’d kiss you, Dallas, but my mouth’s full.”

			“Summerset said it was okay.” Trueheart, young and fresh in his uniform, offered her a hopeful grin.

			She merely shrugged, then turned so that she, too, had full view of the screens. “What’s your take?”

			“Big red check to everything in your report.” Baxter continued to eat, but his expression was sober now. “Slick job. And a mean one. Even without the eyewit, I’d have said two or more to pull it off, and even then it went down damn fast. The tox came in from the ME. No illegals, no drugs of any kind in any of them. No illegals on the premises. Even the pain remedies were herbal and holistic.”

			“Fits with the adult female’s career choice,” Eve murmured. “No defensives, no struggle, no missing valuables.”

			“No trace,” she added. “Sweepers got zip. You dump your currents?”

			“With pleasure.” Baxter stabbed his fork into another bite of steak. “Carmichael now hates me like a case of genital warts. Made my day.”

			“The two of you are relieved here. Report back at oh eight hundred. Double duty. You babysit, and start running the names I pulled out of the Swishers’ client lists. Anybody with so much as a parking violation gets a deeper look. We look at them, their family, their friends and associates, their next-door neighbors, and their little pets. We look until we find.”

			“The housekeeper?” Baxter asked.

			“I’ll do her tonight. We look at them all, kids included. School, activities, neighbors, where they shopped, where they ate, where they worked, where they played. Before we’re done, we’ll know these people better than they knew themselves.”

			“A lot of names,” Baxter commented.

			“It’s only going to take one.”

			Though she now had steak and murder on her mind, Eve ate roasted chicken and tried to keep her conversation away from the investigation. But what the hell were you supposed to talk to a kid about over dinner?

			They didn’t use the dining room often—well, she didn’t, she admitted. So much easier to grab something upstairs. But she couldn’t call it a hardship to sit at the big, gleaming table, with a fire simmering in the grate, the scent of food and candles in the air.

			“How come you eat so fancy?” Nixie wanted to know.

			“Don’t ask me.” Eve jabbed a fork toward Roarke. “It’s his house.”

			“Do I have to go to school tomorrow?”

			Eve blinked twice, then realized the question was directed at her, and Roarke wasn’t stepping in to field the ball.

			“No.”

			“When do I go back to school?”

			Eve felt the back of her neck begin to ache. “I don’t know.”

			“But if I don’t do my work, I’ll get behind. If you get behind, you can’t be in the band or the plays.” Tears started to shimmer.

			“Oh. Well.” Shit.

			“We can arrange for you to do your school work here, for now.” Roarke spoke matter-of-factly. As if, Eve thought, he’d been born answering thorny questions. “You enjoy school?”

			“Mostly. Who’ll help me with my work? Dad always did.”

			No, Eve thought. Absolutely not. She wasn’t moving into that area if somebody planted a boomer under her ass.

			“The lieutenant and I weren’t the best of students. But Summerset could help you, for the time being.”

			“I’ll never get to go home again. Or see my mom and dad, or Coyle or Linnie. I don’t want them to be dead.”

			Okay, Eve decided. Maybe she was a kid, but she was still the eyewit. The case was back on the table along with the chicken.

			Thank God.

			“Tell me what everybody was doing. The whole day before it happened.” When Roarke started to object, Eve only shook her head. “Everything you remember.”

			“Dad had to yell at Coyle because he got up late. He’s always getting up late, then everybody has to rush. Mom gets mad if you rush your breakfast because it’s important you eat right.”

			“What did you eat?”

			“We had fruit and cereal in the kitchen.” Nixie cut a spear of asparagus neatly, and ate without complaint. “Inga fixes it. And juice. Dad had coffee, ’cause he gets to have one cup. And Coyle wanted new airskids, and Mom said no, and he said that sucked, and she gave him the look because you’re not supposed to say ‘suck,’ especially at the table. Then we got our things and went to school.”

			“Did anyone use the ’link?”

			“No.”

			“Did anyone come to the door?”

			She ate a bite of chicken in the same tidy way. Chewed and swallowed before she answered. “No.”

			“How did you get to school?”

			“Dad walked us, because it wasn’t too cold. If it’s too cold, we can take a cab. Then he goes to work. Mom goes downstairs to work. And Inga was going shopping because Linnie was coming after school and Mom wanted more fresh fruit.”

			“Did either your mother or father seem upset by anything?”

			“Coyle said ‘suck’ and didn’t finish his juice, so Mom was down on him. Can I see them even though they’re dead?” Her lips trembled. “Can I?”

			It was a human need, Eve knew. Why should it be different for a child? “I’ll arrange it. It may take a little while. You do okay today with Baxter and Trueheart?”

			“Baxter’s funny, and Trueheart’s nice. He knows how to play a lot of games. When you catch the bad guys, can I see them, too?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay.” Nixie looked back down at her plate, nodded slowly. “Okay.”

			I feel like I’ve been in the Interview box, getting sweated by a pro. Eve rolled her shoulders when she walked into her office.

			“You handled it, and very well. I thought you’d overstepped when you asked her to go over the day before the murders, but you were right. She’ll need to talk about this. All of this.”

			“She’ll think about it anyway. She talks, maybe she’ll remember something.” She sat at her desk, brooded a minute. “Now here’s something I never thought would come out of my mouth—and if you ever repeat it, I’ll twist your tongue into a square knot, but thank God Summerset’s around.”

			He grinned as he eased a hip onto the corner of her desk. “Sorry, I don’t think I quite heard that.”

			Her look, her voice, went dark. “I meant it about the square knot. I’m just saying the kid’s easy with him, and he seems to know what to do with her.”

			“Well, he raised one of his own, then took me on besides. He has a soft spot for troubled children.”

			“He has no soft spots whatsoever, but he’s good with the kid. So yay.” She dragged a hand through her hair. “I’ll be talking with the Dysons again tomorrow. Depending on how things go, we could be moving her into a safe house with them in a day or two. Tonight, I’m going to focus on the housekeeper, see where that takes me. Need to send a memo to Peabody,” she remembered. “She’s already hit the school, so she can swing by there in the morning, get the kid’s work and whatever. Listen, let me ask you, why would you want, I mean, actually want to do the school thing if you had an escape hatch?”

			“On that, I have absolutely no idea. Maybe it’s like your work is to you, mine is to me. Somehow essential.”

			“It’s school. It’s like prison.”

			“So I always thought, too. Maybe we’re wrong.” He leaned over, traced his finger down the dent in her chin. “Want some help with this?”

			“Don’t you have work?”

			“A bit of this, a bit of that, but nothing I can’t do while assisting New York’s best cop.”

			“Yeah, that was a good one. You know the security at the scene. Maybe you could tag Feeney at home, exchange data. See if you can figure out what kind of equipment these bastards needed to bypass. And where they might’ve come by it.”

			“All right.” This time he brushed her cheek. “You’ve put in a long day already.”

			“I’ve got another couple hours in me.”

			“Save some for me,” he said, and walked into his own office.

			Alone, she set up a second murder board, programmed a short pot of coffee, then ordered Inga’s data on-screen.

			She studied the ID photo. Attractive, but in a nonthreatening, homey sort of way. She wondered if Swisher had specified nonthreatening, nothing too young and pretty to tempt her husband.

			Whatever the requirements, the match seemed to have worked. Inga had put plenty of years in with the Swishers. Enough, Eve noted, to see the kids grow up.

			None of her own, Eve saw. One marriage, one divorce, full-time domestic since she was in her twenties. Though Eve couldn’t understand why anyone would volunteer to clean up for someone else, she supposed it took all kinds.

			Her financials were steady, reasonable considering her occupation, and her outlays within the normal range.

			Normal, normal, normal, Eve thought. Well, Inga, let’s go deeper.

			An hour later she was circling her board.

			Nothing, she thought. If there were hidden pockets, they were expertly concealed. Inga’s life had been so utterly normal it was bordering on boring. She worked, she shopped, she took two vacations a year—one with the family she worked for, and the other, at least for the last five years, with a couple of other women to the same relaxation spa in upstate New York.

			She’d check with, and on, the other women, but nothing had popped out on them when she’d run their data.

			The ex lived in Chicago, had remarried, and had one offspring, male. He was a drone for a restaurant supply company, and had made no on-record trips to New York in over seven years.

			The idea that the housekeeper had heard or seen something dire while buying plums or cleaning supplies just seemed ludicrous.

			But life was full of the ludicrous that ended in bloody murder.

			She acknowledged Roarke when he came in. “Nothing jingles my bell on this one.” She nodded toward the screen. “Still a lot of legwork to do to cover the bases, but I think she’s going down as innocent bystander.”

			“Feeney and I are of the same opinion regarding the bypass equipment. It could have been homemade by someone expert in the field, with access to prime materials. If it was purchased, it had to come from military, police, or security sources. Or black market. It’s not something you’d find in your local electronics store.”

			“Doesn’t narrow the field much, but it jibes.”

			“Let’s shut it down for the night.”

			“Nothing much more I can do.” She ordered her machine to save, file, close. “I’m going to start here tomorrow, then leave Baxter and Trueheart on wit duty.”

			“I’ll take it to some of my R&D people tomorrow, see if anybody in my brain trust comes up with something more specific on the security system.”

			“None of the vics had any military or security training—or as far as I’ve found, any connections thereto.” She pushed it around in her head as they walked toward their bedroom. “I can’t find any link with organized crime, with paramilitary. As far as my data shows, they didn’t gamble, fool around, were not overly political. The closest to an obsession I can get is the woman’s devotion to nutrition.”

			“Maybe something had come into their possession, even by accident, that had to be reclaimed.”

			“Then if you’re so damn good at B&E, you go in when the house is empty and you take it. You don’t go in, kill everybody. The only thing taken from the house was lives. The Swishers are dead because someone wanted them dead.”

			“Agreed. What do you say we have a glass of wine and relax for a bit?”

			She nearly refused. She could just think, let it all wind around in her head awhile. Pace and let it play until something jiggled loose, or she was too damn fried to do anything but pass out for a few hours.

			Their lives would never be like the Swishers’. She didn’t want them to be, didn’t think she could handle trying to navigate something quite that straightforward. But they did have a life. And lives deserved attention.

			“I’d say you’ve got a pretty good idea. I’ve got to let it simmer.” She tapped the back of her head. “Since boiling it up front isn’t doing the job.”

			“How about this for a better idea?” He shifted so they faced each other and a dip of his head had his teeth closing lightly over her jaw.

			“Getting me naked is your usual idea.”

			“But with variation, and that’s the key.”

			It made her laugh. “Sooner or later even you have to run out of variations.”

			“Now there’s a challenge. Why don’t we take that wine down to the pool, have a little water sport?”

			“I’d say your ideas get better and—” She broke off, and sprinted when she heard Nixie scream.
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			SHE DIDN’T KNOW WHICH ROOM, SO COULD ONLY race toward the sounds of a child screaming. At a turn in the corridor, Roarke passed her. She kicked in so together they shot through an open door.

			The bedroom was washed by soft light. The bed was a four-poster with a mountain of pillows and a lacy white spread. Someone—Summerset, she imagined—had placed yellow flowers, cheerful and bright, on a table by the window. As she bolted in, Eve nearly tripped over the cat, who was either in retreat or on guard.

			In the middle of the sumptuous bed, the little girl sat, her arms lifted and crossed over her face as she shrieked as if someone was waling on her with a hammer.

			Roarke reached Nixie first. Later Eve would think it was because he was used to dealing with a female in the grip of nightmares, while she was simply used to having them.

			He plucked Nixie straight up and into his arms, holding her, stroking her, and saying her name even when she struggled and slapped at him.

			Eve had yet to speak or decide what best to do, when the elevator on the far wall whizzed open, and Summerset strode out.

			“Natural,” he said. “Expected.”

			“Mommy.” Exhausted from the fight, Nixie let her head drop on Roarke’s shoulder. “I want my mommy.”

			“I know, yes, I know. I’m sorry.”

			Eve saw him turn his head to brush his lips over Nixie’s hair. That, too, seemed natural. Expected.

			“They’re coming to get me. They’re coming to kill me.”

			“They’re not. It was a dream.” Roarke sat, Nixie curled in his lap. “A very bad dream. But you’re safe here, as you can see. With me, and the lieutenant and Summerset.”

			He patted the bed, and the cat gathered his porky self and leaped up nimbly. “And here, here’s Galahad as well.”

			“I saw the blood. Is it on me?”

			“No.”

			“We’ll get a soother in her.” Opening a wall panel, Summerset pressed buttons on a mini AutoChef. “She’ll be the better for it. Here now, Nixie, you’ll drink this for me, won’t you?”

			She turned her face into Roarke’s shoulder. “I’m afraid in the dark.”

			“It’s not very dark, and we’ll have more lights if you like.” Roarke ordered them up another ten percent. “Is that better, then?”

			“I think they’re in the closet,” she whispered, and her fingers dug into his shirt. “I think they’re hiding in the closet.”

			That, Eve thought, was something she could do. She went directly to the closet, opened it, did a complete search while Nixie watched her.

			“Nobody can get into this place,” she spoke flatly. “Nobody can get past us. That’s the way it is. It’s my job to protect you. That’s what I’ll do.”

			“What if they kill you?”

			“A lot of people have tried. I don’t let them.”

			“Because you’re a major butt-kicker.”

			“You bet your ass. Drink the soother.”

			She waited, watched, while Nixie drank, while Summerset took over. He sat on the bed, talking to the child in a quiet voice until her eyes began to droop.

			And waiting, watching, Eve felt raw and scraped inside. She knew what it was to be chained in nightmares where something unspeakable came for you. The pain and the blood, the fear and the agony.

			Even after it was over, the dregs of it stained the edges of your mind.

			Summerset rose, stepped away from the bed. “That should help her. I have her room on monitor, should she wake again. For the moment, sleep is the best thing for her.”

			“The best thing is me finding who did this,” Eve stated. “Yeah, her parents will still be dead, but she’ll know why, and she’ll know the people who did it are in a cage. That happens, it’ll be better than a soother.”

			She walked out, straight to her own bedroom. Cursing, she sat on the arm of the sofa in the sitting area to drag off her boots. It relieved a little tension to heave them across the room.

			Still, she was glaring at them when Roarke came in.

			“Will she have them all of her life?” Eve pushed off the sofa. “Will she relive that in her dreams all her life? Can you ever get rid of the images? Can you cut them out of your head like a fucking tumor?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I didn’t want to touch her. What does that say about me? For Christ’s sake, Roarke, a little kid, screaming, and I didn’t want to touch her, so I hesitated. Just for a minute, but I hesitated, because I knew what was in her head, and knowing it, put him in mine.” She yanked off her weapon harness, tossed it aside. “So I’m standing there, looking at her and seeing my father, and the blood. All over me.”

			“I touched her, and you showed her there were no monsters in the closet. We each do what we do, Eve. Why ask yourself for more than you can do?”

			“Goddamn it, Roarke.” She whirled around, spun by her own demons. “I can stand over a body and not blink. I can grill witnesses, suspects, and not break stride. I can wade through blood to get where I need to go. But I couldn’t cross the room to deal with that kid.” It sat in her belly like lead. “Am I cold? God, am I that cold?”

			“Cold? Sweet Jesus, Eve, you’re nothing of the kind.” He went to her, laying his hands on her shoulders. Firming his grip when she started to shrug him away. “You feel too much, so much I wonder how you stand it. And if you have to close off certain things at certain times, it’s not coldness. It’s not a flaw. It’s survival.”

			“Mira said . . . she said to me not long ago that once—before I met you—she’d figured I had maybe three years left before I burned out. Before I couldn’t do the job anymore.”

			“Why?”

			“Because the job was it. It . . .” She lifted her hands, dropped them. “It was all I had at the center of it. I didn’t—maybe couldn’t—let anything else in. And maybe, no matter how much I felt, there was too much cold with it. If things had gone on that way—I think I’d have been more than cold . . . I’d’ve been brittle by now. I’ve got to do what I do, Roarke, or I couldn’t survive. I’ve got to have you, or I wouldn’t want to survive.”

			“It’s no different for me.” He pressed his lips to her brow. “Winning was my god, before you. Winning, whatever it took. And no matter how much gain you stuff in your pocket, there are still empty spaces. You filled them for me. Two lost souls. Now we’re found.”

			“I don’t want the wine.” Craving the connection, she locked her arms around him. “Or the pool.” Crushed her mouth to his. “Only you. Only you.”

			“You have me.” He swept her up. “Now and always.”

			“Fast,” she said, already tugging at the buttons of his shirt as he carried her to bed. “Fast and rough and real.”

			He climbed the platform, and didn’t lie her down so much as fell with her, pinning her arms as they hit the sea of bed. “Take what I give you, then.”

			His mouth covered her breast over her shirt, teeth nipping so that the pricks of heat stabbed through her. Filled all the cold, dark corners.

			She reared up, ground herself to him, let herself be overpowered. For a moment, for a shuddering moment, that lusty desperation flooded her, washing away all the doubts, the fears, the smears of the day. Now just her body and his, hard and eager, strong and hot.

			When he freed her hands to take more of her, she tangled her fingers in his hair, dragged his head up so that her mouth fixed urgently to his.

			There was his taste, those firm, full lips, that quick and clever tongue. The scrape of his teeth, small, erotic bites that stopped just short of pain.

			Feel me, taste me. I’m with you.

			Her hands were more impatient now, greedier now, as they pulled at his shirt. As he pulled on hers.

			Her skin was like a fever and her heart a thundering storm under his hands, his lips. The demons that haunted her, those monsters they both knew forever lurked in closets, were cast out by passion. For now, for as long as they had each other.

			The violence of her need whipped at his own, burning like a sparking wire in the blood.

			He dragged her up, fixing his teeth into her shoulder, ripping what was left of her shirt away. She wore his diamond, the sparkling teardrop on a chain around her throat. Even in the dark he could see its fire. Just as he could see the gleam of her eyes.

			The thought passed through his mind that he would give anything he had—life and soul—to keep her looking at him with everything she was in those strong, brown eyes.

			She pulled him back with her, so that they rolled now, a sweaty tangle over the midnight ocean of the bed.

			She locked her legs around him, locked those eyes on his. “Now,” she said. “Now. Hard and fast and . . . Yes. Oh God.”

			He drove into her, felt her clamp around him, a wet, velvet vice, as she came. Felt that long, lean body shudder and shudder as he plunged. Still her hips pistoned, taking him in deeper, driving him brutally on.

			“Don’t shut your eyes. Don’t.” His voice was thick. “Eve.”

			She lifted her hands, and though they trembled, they framed his face. “I see you. I see you. Roarke.”

			And her eyes were open, on his, when they fell.

			In the morning she was relieved it didn’t appear on the “normal” list to have breakfast with Nixie. It might’ve been small, even cowardly, but Eve didn’t think she could face the questions, or those steady, seeking eyes, without a couple of quarts of coffee first.

			She did what was normal for her instead and took a blistering shower, and a quick spin in the drying tube while Roarke did his usual scan of the stock reports on-screen in the bedroom.

			With the first cup of coffee down, she opened her closet and pulled out a pair of pants.

			“Have some eggs,” Roarke ordered.

			“I’m going to go over some data in my office before the rest of the team get here.”

			“Have some eggs first,” he repeated, and made her roll her eyes as she shrugged on a shirt.

			She marched over, picked up his plate, and shoveled in two forkfuls of his omelette.

			“I didn’t mean mine.”

			“Be more specific, then,” she said with her mouth full. “Where’s the cat?”

			“With the girl, I’d wager. Galahad’s shrewd enough to know she’ll be more likely to share her breakfast with him than we are.” To prove it, Roarke took the plate back. “Get your own eggs.”

			“I don’t want any more.” But she nipped a piece of his bacon from the plate. “I expect to be in the field most of the day. I might need to relieve Baxter and Trueheart, pull in a couple of uniforms. That a problem for you?”

			“Having a house full of cops? Why would that be a problem for me?”

			The dry tone made her smile. “I’m going to see the Dysons. Could be we’ll move her by tonight, or tomorrow anyway.”

			“The child is welcome as long as need be, so that goes for whoever you need to look out for her. I mean that.”

			“I know. You’re nicer than me.” She leaned down, kissed him. “I mean that.”

			She reached over for her weapon harness, strapped it on. “With the Dysons as legal guardians, I can bypass Child Protection and get them moved into a safe house without any sort of data trail.”

			“You’re concerned whoever did this to her family will want to clean up the loose end.”

			“It’s a good bet. So her location will be need-to-know, with no paperwork.”

			“You told her you’d arrange for her to see her family. Is that wise?”

			Eve picked up the boots she’d thrown in temper the night before. “She’ll need to. Survivors of violent crimes need to see the dead. She’ll have to wait until it’s safe, and until Mira clears it, then she’ll have to deal. It’s her reality now.”

			“You’re right, I know. She looked so small in that bed last night. It’s the first I’ve dealt with this, specifically. A child who’s lost so much. It wouldn’t be the first for you.”

			After dragging on the boots, she remained sitting on the arm of the sofa. “Not many firsts left in my line. You’ve seen this at Dochas,” she said, thinking of the shelter Roarke had built. “And worse than this. That’s why you made the place.”

			“Not quite so personally. Would you want Louise to help in this?”

			Louise Dimatto, crusader and doctor, head of Dochas—she’d be a plus, Eve thought, but she shook her head. “I don’t want to pull anyone else in, not at this point anyway. Especially a civilian. I’ve got to get set up before the rest get here. If you get anything on the security system, let me know.”

			“I will.”

			She leaned down, brushed his lips with hers. “See you, ace.”

			She was revved to work, ready to do what she knew how to do. While Baxter and Trueheart plowed through some drone work, Feeney, his EDD team—along with their civilian expert—pushed on the security angle, she and Peabody would continue the interview process.

			It was likely, she thought, that the killers had been hired, and were even now out of the city. Even off planet. But once she found the root, she’d work her way up the stem, then break off those branches.

			And that root was buried somewhere in the lives of an ordinary family.

			“Ordinary family,” she said when Peabody walked in. “Mother, father, sister, brother. You know about that.”

			“And good morning to you, too.” Peabody all but sang it. “It’s a lovely fall day. Just a bit brisk, with the trees in your beautiful, personal park just—what is it—burnished with that last stand of color. And you were saying?”

			“Jesus, what happy bug jumped up your ass?”

			“I started out my day with what you could call a bang.” She showed her teeth. “If you know what I mean.”

			“I really don’t want to know. Really don’t.” Eve pressed the heel of her hand against her left eye as it twitched. “Why do you do that? Why do you insist on making me see you and McNab having sex?”

			Peabody only flashed a wider grin. “Gives my day an extra bounce. Anyway, I saw Nixie for a minute downstairs. How’d she do last night?”

			“Had a nightmare, took a soother. Would you also like to discuss fashion, or any current events while we’re chatting?”

			“No happy bug up your ass,” Peabody grumbled. “So,” she said when Eve merely studied her with steely eyes, “you said something about families.”

			“Oh, I see we’re ready to work now.” Eve gestured to the board where, in addition to the on-scene pictures, she’d pinned photos of the family, alive and smiling for the camera. “Routines, families have routines. I had Nixie take me through the morning before the murder, so I’ve got a sense of theirs: breakfast together, hassling the kids, father walks them to school on his way to work, and so on.”

			“Okay.”

			“So, somebody surveilling them would get a good sense of their routine, too. Easy enough to snatch and grab one of them, if one of them is the problem. A little persuasion and you know if you’ve got a problem. Tells me the whole family was the problem. That’s one.”

			She stepped back from the board. “Two, they have contact with a number of people during the course of this routine: clients, coworkers, neighbors, merchants, friends, teachers. Where do one or more of them cross with someone who not only wants them dead, but has the means?”

			“Okay, from what we know, no one in the family felt threatened or worried. From that we can deduce, no dangerous type came up to one of them and said: ‘I’m going to kill you and your whole family for that.’ Or words to that effect. From the profile on this family, if they’d been scared, they’d have made a report. They were law abiders. Law abiders generally believe in the system, and that the system will find the way to protect you from harm.”

			“Good. So while there may have been an argument or a disagreement, none of the adults in the household took it seriously enough to take those steps. Or it happened long enough ago they no longer felt threatened.”

			“Oh. There might have been a previous threat, a previous report,” Peabody responded.

			“Start looking.” She turned as Baxter and Trueheart came in.

			Within the hour, she had her team on their respective assignments and was driving out of the gates. “Dysons first,” she told Peabody. “I want to handle that one, then we’ll do formal interviews with the neighbors.”

			“I’m not finding any official complaints filed by any of the Swishers or the domestic. Not in the last two years.”

			“Keep going. Somebody who could do this would have a lot of patience.”

			The Dysons had a two-level apartment in a security-conscious building on the Upper West Side. Even before Eve swung toward the curb, she spotted a pair of media vans.

			“Goddamn leaks,” she muttered, and slammed out, leaving Peabody to flip the on-duty light.

			The doorman had called out reserves—a smart move, Eve thought—and had two burly types helping him hold off the reporters.

			She flashed her badge, saw the relief on the doorman’s face. Not the usual reaction. “Officer.”

			The minute he said it, the hungry horde swung on her. Questions shot out like laser blasts and were ignored.

			“A media conference will be scheduled later today, at Central. The liaison will give you the details on that. Meanwhile, you will remove yourselves from this entrance or I’ll have the lot of you arrested for creating a public nuisance.”

			“Is it true Linnie Dyson was killed by mistake?”

			Eve reined in her temper. “In my opinion, the murder of a nine-year-old child is always a mistake. My only statement at this time is that all resources of the NYPSD will be utilized to identify those responsible for the death of that child. This case is open and active and we are pursuing any and all possible leads. The next one who asks me a question,” she continued as they were hurled at her, “will be banned from the official media conference. Moreover, you will be cited for obstruction of justice and tossed in the tank if you don’t get the living hell out of my way so I can do my job.”

			She strode forward; they scrambled back. As the doorman pulled open the door for her, he muttered, “Nice work.”

			He came in behind her, leaving the two wide-shoulders to deal with any loitering press.

			“You’ll want to see the Dysons,” he began. “They’ve asked not to be disturbed.”

			“I’m sorry. They’ll have to be.”

			“I understand. I’d appreciate it if you’d let me call up first, let them know you’re down here. Give them a couple of minutes to . . . Mother of God.” His eyes filled with tears. “That little girl. I saw her every day. She was a sweetheart. I can’t believe . . . Sorry.”

			Eve waited while he pulled out a cloth, mopped at his face.

			“You knew her, and the Swisher girl. Nixie.”

			“Nixie Pixie.” He balled the cloth in his hand. “I’d call her that sometimes when she came over to visit. Those kids were like sisters. The reports this morning are saying she’s okay. That Nixie, she’s alive.”

			She judged him to be six feet, and in fighting trim. “What’s your name?”

			“Springer. Kirk Springer.”

			“I can’t give you any information right now, Springer. It’s against procedure. You see a lot of people come in and out of here, a lot of people pass on the street. Have you noticed anybody hanging around, maybe a vehicle that was parked in the vicinity that wasn’t familiar?”

			“No.” He cleared his throat. “Building’s got security cameras on the entrance. I can get clearance, get you copies of the discs.”

			“I’d appreciate it.”

			“Anything I can do. That kid, she was a sweetheart. Excuse me, I’ll call upstairs.” He paused. “Officer?”

			“Lieutenant.”

			“Lieutenant. The Dysons, they’re good people. Always got a word for you, you know? Don’t forget you on your birthday or Christmas. So anything I can do.”

			“Thank you, Springer.” When he walked away to make the call, Eve said, “Run him.”

			“Sir, you don’t think—”

			“No, but run him anyway. Get the names of the other doormen, and the security staff, the building manager, the maintenance staff. Run the works.”

			“It’s 6-B, Lieutenant.” Springer’s eyes were still teary when he came back. “To the left of the elevator. Mrs. Dyson’s waiting for you. Again, appreciate you dispersing the hounds out there. These people deserve their privacy.”

			“No problem. Springer, you think of anything, give me a heads-up at Central.”

			When they stepped into the elevator, Peabody read off from her pocket unit. “He’s married, two kids, Upper West Sider. No criminal. Employed here the last nine years.”

			“Military or police training?”

			“No. But he’d have to have security orientation—personal and building—to rate a gig on a building like this.”

			With a nod, Eve stepped off, turned left. The door to 6-B opened before she rang the bell.

			Jenny Dyson looked older than she had the day before. Older, pale, with that distant look Eve saw in accident victims struggling between shock and pain.

			“Mrs. Dyson, thank you for seeing us.”

			“You found him. You found the man who killed my Linnie.”

			“No, ma’am. Can we come inside?”

			“I thought you’d come to tell us. I thought . . . Yes, come in.” She stepped back, glanced around her own living space as if she didn’t quite recognize it. “My husband, he’s asleep. Sedated. He can’t . . . They were so close, you see. Linnie, she’s Daddy’s girl.” She pressed a hand to her mouth, shook her head.

			“Mrs. Dyson, why don’t we sit down?” Peabody took her by the arm, led her to a long sofa done in a striking, in-your-face red.

			The room was bold, splashy colors, big shapes. A huge painting that looked to Eve to represent some sort of swollen sunset in shades of searing red and gold and vivid orange dominated the wall behind the sofa.

			There was a wall screen and a mood screen, both turned off, tables in sheer and glossy white, and a tall triple window, with its red curtains tightly closed.

			In the excited cheer of the room, Jenny Dyson seemed only more pale. More a faded outline of a woman than flesh and blood.

			“I haven’t taken anything. The doctor said I could, probably should, but I haven’t.” Her fingers worked as she talked, linking together, pulling apart. “If I did, I wouldn’t feel, would I? What I need to feel. We went to see her.”

			“Yes, I know.” Eve sat across from her, in a chair of lively purple.

			“The doctor said she wouldn’t have suffered.”

			“No. I understand this is a very difficult time—”

			“Do you have children?”

			“No.”

			“I don’t think you can understand, I really don’t.” There was a hint of anger in the tone—the how-dare-you-presume-to-understand. Then it fizzled into dull grief again. “She came from me, from us. And she was so beautiful. Sweet and funny. Happy. We raised such a happy child. But we failed. I failed, you see. I didn’t protect her. I didn’t keep her safe. I’m her mother, and I didn’t keep her safe.”

			“Mrs. Dyson.” Sensing a meltdown, Eve spoke sharply. Jenny’s head snapped up. “You’re right, I can’t understand, not really, what you feel, what you’re going through, what you have to face. But I do know this. Are you listening?”

			“Yes.”

			“This isn’t about what you did or didn’t do to protect Linnie. This isn’t your failure, not in any sense. This was beyond your control, beyond your husband’s, beyond anyone’s but the men who did this thing. They’re responsible, and no one else. And this I do understand, the way you can’t, at least not now. Linnie is ours now, too. We can’t protect her now, but we will serve her. We will stand for her. You have to do the same.”

			“What can I do?” Her fingers kept moving. Together, apart. Together, apart.

			“You were friends with the Swishers.”

			“Yes. Good friends. Yes.”

			“Did either of them say anything to you about being worried, even uneasy, as regarded their safety.”

			“No. Well, sometimes Keelie and I talked about what a madhouse the city can be. All the precautions you have to take to live here. But there was nothing specific.”

			“What about their marriage?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“You were friends. Would she have told you if she had a relationship outside of the marriage, or if she suspected her husband did?”

			“They—they loved each other. Keelie would never.” Jenny touched a hand to her face—temple, cheek, jaw—as if assuring herself she was still there. “No, Keelie wasn’t interested in anyone else, and she trusted Grant. They were very steady, family-oriented people. Like us. We were friends because we had a lot in common.”

			“They both had clients. Any trouble there?”

			“There were irritations, of course. Some difficulties. Some people would come to Keelie looking for miracles, or instant gratification. Or they’d sign up with her when they’d have been better off just going to a body sculptor, because they weren’t willing to alter their lifestyle. And Keelie’s philosophy was about health and lifestyle. Grant handled a number of custody cases that weren’t always pleasant.”

			“Any threats?”

			“No, nothing serious.” She stared beyond Eve to the red wall of curtains. “A client demanding their money back from Keelie, or filing suit because they didn’t get the results they wanted when they were stuffing their faces with soy chips. And Grant would get the sort of outrage or anger lawyers deal with because they’re lawyers. But for the most part, their clients were satisfied. Both of them built a solid base because of referrals and word of mouth. People liked them.”

			“Were they ever involved in anything or with anyone illegal? This isn’t about protecting them,” Eve added.

			“They believed in doing the right thing, in setting an example for their children. Grant used to joke about his wild college days, and how he’d once been arrested for possession of some Zoner. How it scared him enough to straighten him out.”

			She curled her legs up in a way that told Eve the gesture was habitual, thoughtless. “They didn’t have a strong family base, either of them. It was important to them to make one, and to raise their own children on that base. The closest either of them would have come to doing something against the law was jaywalking or cheering too loudly at one of Coyle’s games.”

			“How did you arrange to have Linnie stay the night in their house?”

			Jenny shuddered once. She uncurled her legs, sat very straight with her busy fingers twisted tight in her lap. “I . . . I asked Keelie if she’d be able to have Linnie over after school, keep her for the night. A school night. Normally, she didn’t allow sleepovers on school nights. But she was happy to do it, pleased that Matt and I were able to get the suite, have the anniversary celebration.”

			“How long ago did you arrange it?”

			“Oh, six, seven weeks. We’re not spur-of-the-moment people. But we didn’t tell the girls until the night before, in case something came up. They were so excited. Oh God.” She clutched her belly and began to rock. “Linnie said, she said, it was like a present for her, too.”

			“Nixie came here a lot, too.”

			“Yes, yes.” She kept rocking. “Play dates, study dates, sleepovers.”

			“How would she get here?”

			“How?” She blinked. “One of them would bring her, or one of us would pick her up.”

			“She and Linnie ever go out by themselves?”

			“No.” Her eyes were wet now, and Jenny wiped at them in the same absent way she’d curled her legs up on the cushion. “Linnie would complain sometimes because a lot of her schoolmates were allowed to go to the park by themselves, or to the vids or arcades. But Matt and I felt she was too young to be on her own.”

			“The Swishers, with Nixie?”

			“The same. We had a lot in common.”

			“With Coyle?”

			“He was older, and a boy. I know that’s sexist, but it’s the way it is. They kept a tight rein on him, but he could go out with his friends, on his own, as long as they knew where. And he had to carry a pocket ’link so they could check on him.”

			“Did he ever get in any trouble?”

			“He was a good kid.” Her lips trembled. “A very good kid. His biggest rebellion, that I know of, was sneaking junk food, and Keelie knew about it anyway. He was sports mad, and if he screwed up, they’d limit his activities. Coyle wouldn’t risk not being able to play ball.”

			When Eve sat back, Peabody touched Jenny on the arm. “Is there someone we can call for you? Someone you want to be here with you?”

			“My mother’s coming. I told her not to, but then I called her back. My mother’s coming.”

			“Mrs. Dyson, we’re going to need to talk about arrangements for Nixie.”

			“Nixie?”

			“You and your husband are her legal guardians.”

			“Yes.” She pushed a hand through her hair. “We—they wanted to make sure Nixie and Coyle had . . . I can’t, I can’t think—” She shot off the sofa when her husband came down the curve of the stairs like a ghost.

			His body swayed; his face was slack with drugs. He wore only a pair of white boxers. “Jenny?”

			“Yes, baby, right here.” She dashed toward the stairs to enfold him.

			“I had a dream, a terrible dream. Linnie.”

			“Shh. Shh.” She stroked his hair, his back, staring over his shoulder at Eve as he bowed his body to hers. “I can’t. I can’t. Please, can’t you go now? Can you go?”
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			MARRIAGE, TO EVE’S MIND, WAS A KIND OF OBSTACLE course. You had to learn when to jump over, when to belly under, and when to stop your forward motion and change direction.

			She had work, and at the moment would have preferred that forward motion. But figured when you dumped a strange kid on a spouse, you should at least give him a heads-up when it looked like the stay might be extended.

			She took five minutes personal—as personal as she could manage on a pocket ’link while standing on the sidewalk.

			She was surprised he answered himself, and guilty when she caught the flicker of annoyance in his eyes at the interruption.

			“Sorry, I can get back to you later.”

			“No, I’m between—but just. Is there a problem?”

			“Maybe. I don’t know. Just a gut thing, and I thought I should let you know the kid might be around a little longer than I expected.”

			“I told you she’s welcome as long as . . .” He glanced away from the screen, and she saw him raise a hand. “Give me a minute here, Caro.”

			“Look, this can wait.”

			“Finish it out. Why do you think she won’t be with the Dysons in the next day or so?”

			“They’re in bad shape, and my timing didn’t help. Mostly, it’s a gut feeling. I’m thinking about contacting the—what is she—the grandmother?—when I find a minute. And there’s a stepsister, his side, somewhere. Just a backup. Maybe a temporary deal until the Dysons are . . . better equipped or whatever.”

			“That’s fine, but meanwhile she’s all right where she is.” He frowned. “You’re thinking it might be considerable time before they’re able to take her. Weeks?”

			“Maybe. Family member should take the interim. I could bring CPS in, but I don’t want to. Not if I can avoid it. Maybe I didn’t read the Dysons right, but I figured you should know the kid might be around longer than we thought.”

			“We’ll deal with it.”

			“Okay. Sorry to hold you up.”

			“No problem. I’ll see you at home.”

			But when he clicked off, he continued to frown. He thought of the child in his home, and the dead ones. He had half a dozen people waiting for a meeting, and decided they could wait a few moments. What good was power if you didn’t flex its muscles now and again?

			He called up Eve’s file on the Swishers from her home unit, and scanned the names of the family connections.

			They started knocking on doors, working their way east then west from the Swisher home. A lot of doors remained unopened, people in the workforce. But those that did open shed no light.

			Saw nothing. Terrible thing. Tragedy. Heard nothing. That poor family. Know nothing.

			“What are you seeing, Peabody?”

			“A lot of shock, dismay—the underlying relief it wasn’t them. And a good dose of fear.”

			“All that. And what are these people telling us about the victims?”

			“Nice family, friendly. Well-behaved children.”

			“Not our usual run, is it? It’s like stepping into another dimension where people bake cookies and pass them out to strangers on the street.”

			“I could use a cookie.”

			Eve walked up to the next building, listed in her notes as a multi-family. “Then there’s the neighborhood. Families, double incomes primarily. People like that are going to be beddy-bye at two in the morning, weekday.”

			She took another moment to look up and down the street. Even in the middle of the day, the traffic was pretty light. At two in the morning, she imagined the street was quiet as a grave.

			“Maybe you catch a break and somebody’s got insomnia and looks out the window at just the right time. Or decided to take a little stroll. But they’re going to tell the cops, if they spotted anything. A family gets wiped out on your block, you’re scared. You want to feel safe, you tell the cops if you saw anything off.”

			She rang the bell. There was a scratching sound from the intercom as someone inside cleared their throat.

			“Who are you?”

			“NYPSD.” Eve held her badge to the security peep. “Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody.”

			“How do I know that for sure?”

			“Ma’am, you’re looking at my badge.”

			“I could have a badge, too, and I’m not the police.”

			“Got me there. Can you see the badge number?”

			“I’m not blind, am I?”

			“As I’m standing out here, that’s impossible to verify. But you can verify my ID if you contact Cop Central and give them my badge number.”

			“Maybe you stole the badge from the real police. People get murdered in their own beds.”

			“Yes, ma’am, that’s why we’re here. We’d like to speak with you about the Swishers.”

			“How do I know you’re not the ones who killed them?”

			“Excuse me?”

			Eve, her face a study in frustration, turned to look at the woman on the sidewalk. She was carrying a market sack and wearing a great deal of gold-streaked red hair, a green skin-suit, and a baggy jacket.

			“You’re trying to talk to Mrs. Grentz?”

			“Trying being the operative. Police.”

			“Yeah, got that.” She bounced up the stairs. “Hey, Mrs. Grentz, it’s Hildy. I got your bagels.”

			“Why didn’t you say so?”

			There was a lot of clicking and snicking, then the door opened. Eve looked down, considerably. The woman was barely five feet, skinny as a stick, and old as time. On her head was perched an ill-fitting black wig only shades darker than her wrinkled skin.

			“I brought the cops, too,” Hildy told her, cheerfully.

			“Are you arrested?”

			“No, they just want to talk. About what happened with the Swishers.”

			“All right then.” She waved a hand like she was batting at flies and began to walk away.

			“My landlady,” Hildy told them. “I live below. She’s okay, except for being—as my old man would say—crazy as a shithouse rat. You ought to go on in and sit down while she’s in the mood. I’m going to stick her bagels away.”

			“Thanks.”

			The place was jammed with things. Pricey things, Eve noted as she made her way between tables, chairs, lamps, paintings that were tilted and stacked against the walls.

			The air had that old-lady smell, what seemed to be a combination of powder, age, and flowers going to dust.

			Mrs. Grentz was now perched in a chair, her tiny feet on a tiny hassock and her arms crossed over her nonexistent breasts. “Whole family, murdered in their sleep.”

			“You knew the Swishers?”

			“Of course I knew the Swishers. Lived here the past eighty-eight years, haven’t I? Seen it all, heard it all.”

			“What did you see?”

			“World going to hell in a handbasket.” She dipped her chin, unfolded one of her bony arms to slap a gnarled hand on the arm of the chair. “Sex and violence, sex and violence. Won’t be any pillar of salt this time out. Whole place, and everything in it, is going to burn. Get what you ask for. Reap what you sow.”

			“Okay. Can you tell me if you heard or saw anything unusual on the night the Swishers were killed?”

			“Got my ears fixed, got my eyes tuned. I see and hear fine.” She leaned forward, the tuned-up eyes avid. “I know who killed those people.”

			“Who killed them?”

			“The French.”

			“How do you know that, Mrs. Grentz?”

			“Because they’re French.” To emphasize her point, she slapped a hand on her leg. “Got their der-re-airs kicked the last time they made trouble, didn’t they? And believe me, they’ve been planning a payback ever since. If somebody’s murdered in their own bed, it was the French who did it. You can take that to the bank.”

			Eve wasn’t sure the little sound Peabody made was a snicker or a sigh, but she ignored it. “I appreciate the information,” Eve began, and started to rise.

			“Did you hear someone speaking French on the night of the murders?”

			At Peabody’s question, Eve sent her a pitying look.

			“You don’t hear them, girl. Quiet as snakes, that’s the French for you.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Grentz, you’ve been very helpful.” Eve got to her feet.

			“Can’t trust people who eat snails.”

			“No, ma’am. We’ll let ourselves out.”

			Hildy stood just outside the doorway, grinning. “Buggy, but somehow fascinating, right? Mrs. Grentz?” She lifted her voice, moved into the doorway. “I’m going on down.”

			“You get my bagels?”

			“All put away. See you. Keep walking,” she instructed Eve, “and don’t look back. You never know what else is going to pop into her head.”

			“You got a few minutes to talk with us, Hildy?”

			“Sure.” Still carrying the market bag, Hildy led the way out, down the stairs, and around to her own entrance. “She’s actually my great-great-aunt—through marriage—but she likes to be called Mrs. Grentz. The mister’s been dead thirty years. Never made the acquaintance myself.”

			Though below street level, the apartment was bright and cheerful with a lot of unframed posters tacked to the walls and a rainbow scatter of rugs on the floor. “I rent from her—well, her son pays the rent. I’m a kind of unofficial caretaker—her and the place. You saw upstairs? That’s nothing. She’s loaded. Wanna sit?”

			“Thanks.”

			“Seriously loaded, like millions, so I’m here to make sure the security’s always on, and that she doesn’t lie around helpless if she trips over some of that furniture and breaks her leg. She’s got this alarm deal on.” Hildy pulled a small receiver out of her pocket. “She falls, or if her vitals get wonky, this beeps. I do some of the marketing for her, listen to her crab sometimes. It’s a pretty good deal for the digs. And she’s okay, mostly, sort of funny.”

			“How long have you had the place?”

			“Six months, almost seven now. I’m a writer—well, working on that—so this is a good setup for me. You guys want something to drink or anything?”

			“No, but thanks. You knew the Swishers?”

			“Sort of, the way you do when you see the same people all the time. I knew the parents to nod to, like that. We weren’t really on the same wave.”

			“Meaning?”

			“They were totally linear, you know. Put the con in conservative. Nice. Really nice. If they’d see me out, they’d always ask about Mrs. Grentz, and if I was doing okay. Not everybody bothers with that. I knew the kids a little more.”

			She held up a hand, shut her eyes a minute. “I’m trying to put it in its place, to get to ‘they’re where their destiny took them to,’ that place. But Jesus!” Her eyes opened again, swam a moment. “They were just kids. And Coyle? I think he had a little crush on me. It was really sweet.”

			“So you saw them around the neighborhood.”

			“Sure. Coyle mostly. They didn’t let the little girl run around as much. He’d volunteer to run to the market, or walk with me there. Or I’d see him out boarding with some friends, and wave, or go out to talk.”

			“Did you ever see him with somebody you didn’t recognize from around the neighborhood?”

			“Not really. He was a good kid. Old-fashioned, at least from the way I was raised. Really polite, a little shy, at least with me. Way into sports.”

			“How about the comings and goings? Writers notice things, don’t they?”

			“It’s important to observe stuff, file it away. You never know.” Hildy twirled a hunk of her colorful hair around her finger. “And I did think of something I didn’t remember before, when the other cops came by to ask stuff. It’s just—I couldn’t keep anything in my head when I heard about it. You know?”

			“Sure. What do you remember now?”

			“I don’t know if it’s anything, but I started thinking about it this morning. That night . . .” She shifted, gave Eve a weak smile. “Listen, if I tell you something I did that’s not a hundred percent legal, am I going to get in trouble?”

			“We’re not here to hassle you, Hildy. We’re here about five people who were murdered in their beds.”

			“Okay.” She drew a long breath. “Okay. Sometimes, if I’m up writing late, or if Mrs. Grentz has been a particular pain—I mean, you got a load right? She’s funny, but sometimes she wears.”

			“All right.”

			“Sometimes, I go up on the roof.” She pointed a finger at the ceiling. “There’s a nice little spot up there, and it’s a place to hang out, look around, sit and think. Sometimes I go up there to, you know, smoke a little Zoner. I can’t do that in here. If Mrs. Grentz was to come down—and she does sometimes—and smell it—she’s got a nose like a bloodhound—she’d wig. So if I’m in the mood for a toke, not like every night or anything . . .”

			“We’re not Illegals, and we’re not concerned if you had a little recreational Zoner.”

			“Right. So I was up there. It was late because the book had been chugging. I was just hanging up there, about ready to go down, because the long night plus the Zoner made me sleepy. I just sort of looked around, like you do, and I see these two guys. Nice builds—that’s what I thought, you know. Prime meat. I didn’t think anything much of it, even when the cops came by and I heard about the Swishers, but I was thinking back, and I remembered.”

			“Did you see what they looked like?”

			“Not so much. Except they were white guys, both of them. I could see their hands, and a little bit of their faces, and they were white. I didn’t really see faces, couldn’t from the angle up there. But I remembered how I thought, ‘Look at the beef,’ and how they walked, side-by-side, almost like they were marching. Not talking or anything, like you do if you’re out walking with a pal late at night. Just one, two, three, four, all the way to the corner.”

			“Which corner?”

			“Um, west, toward Riverside.”

			“What were they wearing?”

			“Okay, I’ve thought about this, really hard. Black, top to toe, with—what do they call those wooly hats you pull down on your head?”

			“Watch cap?”

			“Yeah, yeah! Like that. And they each had a bag, long strap, cross-body. I like to watch people, especially if they don’t know. And they really were built.”

			“How old were they?”

			“I don’t know. Honest. I didn’t see their faces. They had those caps pulled down, and hell, I was checking the bods. But the other thing I thought later? I never heard them. I mean, they didn’t just not talk, I didn’t hear their footsteps. If I hadn’t gone over to the rail just as they were passing below, I’d never have known they were down there.”

			“Let’s go up to the roof, Hildy.” Eve got to her feet. “Take us through it again.”

			It’s a break,” Peabody said when they were out on the sidewalk again. Eve was staring up at the roof. “Not much of one, but a break.”

			“It’s details. And details count.” She walked back down to the Swisher house, looked up toward the roof where they’d recently stood with Hildy. “Probably would have seen her, if they’d looked. Seen her standing up there, or the silhouette of her, when they got closer. But they were done, confident. Maybe scanned the street, yet careful to keep out of the brightest beams of the security lights. Walked—marched. No hurry, but disciplined—to the corner of Riverside. Had a ride somewhere, you bet they did. Legally parked, street or lot. Street’s better, no paperwork of any kind if you snag a street spot, but you can’t count on finding a space, so maybe a lot.”

			“Stolen ride?” Peabody suggested.

			“Be stupid. Stupid because it leaves a trail. You steal something, the owner gets pissy and reports it. Maybe take a vehicle out of long-term somewhere, put it back. But why? You’ve got all this equipment, expensive equipment. You’ve got money or backing. You’ve got a ride of your own. It won’t be anything flashy.” She rocked back and forth on her heels. “Nothing that catches the eye, and the driver obeys all traffic regs.”

			She walked west as she visualized it. “Do the job, walk out, walk away. No hurry, no noise. Eyes tracking left and right—that’s training. Don’t think to look up, though, and that’s sloppy. Just a little sloppy, or cocky. Or under it, they were revved from the kill. Pro or not, you’ve got to get a little revved. Walk straight down, no conversation. Go straight to the ride, no detours. Stow the bags for later cleaning or destruction. Back to HQ.”

			“Headquarters?”

			“Bet that’s how they referred to it. Someplace to be debriefed, or to exchange their war stories, to practice, to clean up. And I’ll bet you it’s squared away.”

			She had their scent. She knew it wasn’t a logical term, but it was the right term. She had their scent, and she would track it until she had them.

			She stood on the corner of Eighty-first and Riverside, looking north, and south, and further west. How far had they walked? she wondered. How many people had seen them walking away from that death house, fresh blood in their bags?

			Just a couple of guys heading home after a quick night’s work.

			“Tag Baxter,” Eve ordered. “I want some names.”

			Her name was Meredith Newman, and she was overworked and underpaid. She’d be happy to tell you so, given the opportunity. Though she liked to think of herself as a contemporary martyr, long suffering and sweating blood for the cause.

			Once, in her younger days, she’d visualized herself as a crusader, and had worked and studied with the fervor of the converted. But then a year on the job had become two, and two had become five, and the caseloads, the misery and uselessness of them, took their toll.

			In her private fantasies, she’d meet a handsome, sexy man, swimming in money. She’d quit. Never have to drag herself through the endless paperwork, the disheartening home checks. Never have to see another battered woman or child.

			But until that fine day, it was business as usual.

			Now she was heading toward a routine home check, where she fully expected to find the two kids filthy, the mother stoned or on her way toward oblivion. She’d lost hope that it would ever be any different. She’d lost the will to care. The number of people who eventually turned themselves around and became decent, contributing members of society was about one in fifty, in her estimation.

			And she always seemed to pull the other forty-nine.

			Her feet hurt because she’d been stupid enough to buy a pair of new shoes, which she couldn’t afford. Not on her salary. She was depressed because the man she’d been seeing on and off for five weeks had told her she depressed him, and had broken things off.

			She was thirty-three years old, single, no boyfriend, a joke of a social life, and so sick and tired of her job she wanted to kill herself.

			She walked with her head down, as was her habit, because she didn’t want to see the dirt, the grime, the people.

			She hated Alphabet City, hated the men who loitered in doorways and rubbed their crotches when she passed by. She hated the smell of garbage—urban perfume—and the noise. Engines, horns, voices, machinery all pulsing against her ear drums.

			Her vacation wasn’t scheduled for eight weeks, three days, twelve hours. She didn’t know if she could make it. Hell, her next day off was three days away, and she didn’t know if she could make that.

			She wouldn’t.

			She didn’t pay any attention to the squeal of brakes, just more of the cacophony of the city she’d come to loathe like a wasting disease.

			The little shoulder bump was just another annoyance, just more of the innate rudeness that infected everyone who lived in this shit hole.

			Then her head spun, and her vision went gray. She felt, as if in a dream, the sensation of being lifted off her feet and thrown. Even when she landed in the back of the van, with the tape slapped over her face and her eyes, it didn’t seem real. Her body had barely registered the need to scream when the faint nudge of a pressure syringe had her going under.

			By midafternoon, Eve and Peabody had spoken with three of Keelie Swisher’s clients and two of her husband’s. They were working geographically and took another of Keelie’s next.

			Jan Uger was a hefty woman who smoked three herbals during their twenty-minute interview. When she wasn’t puffing, she was sucking on one of the brightly colored candy drops in a dish beside her chair.

			Her hair was done up in a huge glossy ball, as if someone had slicked it up, around, then sprayed it with silicone. She had long jowls, a trio of chins, sallow skin. And a pisser of an attitude.

			“A quack.” She puffed, jabbed with her smoking herbal. “That’s what she was. Said she couldn’t help me if I didn’t keep up the regimen. What am I, in Christing boot camp?”

			“You were, at one time,” Eve prompted.

			“Did three years, regular Army. Where I met my Stu. He put in fifteen, serving our country. I spent those years being a good Army wife and raising two kids. Was the kids put the weight on me,” she claimed and chose another candy. “I tried diets, but I’ve got a condition.”

			Which was, Eve decided, the inability to stop putting things in her mouth.

			“Our insurance doesn’t cover body sculpting.” She worked the candy around in her mouth, gave it a couple of good crunches. “Cheapskates. Except on the provision you see a licensed nutritionist for six months, and they sign off for you. So, that’s what I did, went to that quack, listened to her bullshit. And what happened?”

			She sucked so hard on the candy in her fury, Eve wondered it didn’t lodge in her throat and choke her to death.

			“I’ll tell you what happened. I gained four pounds in two months. Not that Stu minds. More to love, is what he says. But I did the drill, and would she sign off? No, she would not!”

			“You had a problem with that.”

			“Damn right. She said I didn’t qualify. Who was she to say? What skin off her nose is it to sign the damn paper so my insurance will foot the bill? People like that make me sick.”

			She lit another cigarette, scowled through smoke that smelled like burning mint.

			“You argued with Mrs. Swisher?”

			“Told her just what I thought of her and her Christing regimen, and said I was going to sue. Would have, but her husband’s a damn lawyer, so what’s the point? Everybody knows they stick together like a pile of shit. Sorry they’re dead, though,” she added as an afterthought.

			“Your husband’s retired military now, and employed with . . .” Eve pretended to check her notes.

			“He’s security at the Sky Mall. Hard to live on retirement, plus my Stu, he likes to get out and do a job. Better insurance there, too. He works there another eighteen months, and I can get the sculpting, on them.”

			Keep eating, sister, and it’s going to take more than sculpting. It’s going to take an airjack to whittle you down. “Meanwhile, you were both very dissatisfied with Mrs. Swisher.”

			“Of course we were. She took our hard-earned money and did nothing for it.”

			“That’s upsetting, and feeling unable to sue successfully, you must have wanted to be recompensed in some other way.”

			“Told everybody I knew she was a Christing quack.” Her triple chins wagged with satisfaction. “I got plenty of friends, and so does Stu.”

			“If it’d been me, I’d have wanted something more personal, more tangible. Maybe you and your husband went to Mr. or Mrs. Swisher to complain, to demand your money back.”

			“No point.”

			“Was your husband home last night? Between one and three a.m.?”

			“Where else would he be at one o’clock in the morning?” she asked hotly. “What is this?”

			“A homicide investigation. Your husband’s military records indicate he was an MP.”

			“Eight years. So what?”

			“I wonder, when he complained to his buddies about Mrs. Swisher’s treatment of you, they must have gotten heated up—on your account.”

			“You’d think, wouldn’t you? You’d think. But people don’t have much sympathy for a woman with my condition.”

			“That’s a shame. You don’t have any friends, or relatives, who could front you the money for the body work?”

			“Shit.” She blew out smoke, reached for another candy. “Who are we going to know with that kind of money? I was an Army brat, and my father died serving his country when I was sixteen. Stu’s family’s mostly factory workers out in Ohio. You know what sculpting costs?” she demanded. Then she swept her gaze over Eve, curled her lip. “How much did it cost you?”

			Eve paused outside the building. “Do you think I should’ve been insulted?” she wondered. “The ‘how much did it cost you’ crack?”

			“She probably meant it as a kind of compliment. But still, I’ve got a great-aunt who’s half French and I was sort of insulted with Mrs. Grentz’s French cracks.” She slid into the vehicle. “This one gets checked off.”

			“Yeah. No way she’s smart enough, no way they have the resources. Husband’s military record’s clean, and even the MP stint wouldn’t give him the kind of training we’re after. And he’s too old, too weighty himself according to his ID data.”

			“Could just be pulling the strings, but—”

			“Right. Hard to believe anyone married to her, living in a place full of smoke and candy, is disciplined and clever enough to outline an operation like this one.”

			“Or working as a security drone at the mall, chasing off kids, mostly. Bad-mouthing and complaining, that’s what these people do.”

			“And they don’t kill off an entire family because they’re pissed off at somebody. No,” Eve agreed. “She was irritating, and he’s likely the same, but they’re not masterminds or cold-blooded kid killers.”

			“You know what else? I don’t think whoever did this, or is behind it, made any noise. I mean, none of this, I’ll-sue-your-quack-ass business. I know we have to check those out, but that’s not going to be the hit.”

			Eve kept her attention on the road as she drove. “Why?”

			“Because he has to think ahead, right? Has to be controlled and organized. Whenever this happened—I mean whatever it was that made him target these people—he had to pull it out. Because he’d have been thinking payback. Someday, somehow. But you don’t leave a trail.”

			Now Eve turned her head. “My pride in you bubbles in my heart. Unless it’s that soy dog you talked me into earlier.”

			“Gosh, Dallas, a blush rises to my cheeks. Unless that, too, is the soy dog.” She thumped a fist on her chest, gave a small, somehow ladylike belch. “Guess it was the dog.”

			“Now that we’ve established that, let’s have the next on the list.”

			Peabody called up the list, the next name, the location, and the directions from the dash menu. Then leaned forward, stroking the dash and crooning. “Nice vehicle, pretty vehicle. Smart vehicle.” She slid her gaze toward Eve. “And who got the nice, pretty, smart vehicle for us?”

			“You’ve already milked that one, Peabody.”

			“Yeah but—Aww, and see, look at its little ’link beeping.”

			Shaking her head, Eve answered the beep. “Dallas.”

			“A little tit for tat coming your way,” Nadine said, “so don’t forget it. Scanner picked up a snatch-and-grab report. Female on Avenue B, tossed in the back of a van quick as a wink.”

			“Unless she’s dead, she’s not my table. Sorry.”

			“Cold, cruel, true. Thing is, one of the witnesses recognized her, and actually bothered to say so to the uniforms responding. Said she was a social worker named Meredith Newman. I get wind of that and I think, hey, isn’t that the name of—”

			“The CPS drone on the Swisher case.”

			“I’m heading down there, to do some interviews. Thought you’d want to know.”

			“We’re on our way. Don’t talk to anybody on scene, Nadine. I need a shot first. You’re going to give me tit,” she added when Nadine’s mouth opened. “Don’t be stingy with it.”

			She broke off, whipped around a corner, and headed south.
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			EVE SPOTTED THE CHANNEL 75 VAN PARKED IN a loading zone on Avenue B. She whipped by it, then double-parked beside the black-and-white already at the curb.

			She spotted Nadine as well—it was hard not to when the perfectly streaked hair and the vivid royal blue of the reporter’s on-air suit sprang out like an exotic bloom against the faded forest of dingy shirts and smudgy concrete.

			She was cozied up with a trio of the daily doorway lurkers but peeled off toward Eve.

			“I never said I wouldn’t ask questions,” Nadine said immediately. “But I’ve kept it off record. For now. Your uniform’s inside with the woman who claims to have seen the grab and recognized the grabee. Hi, Peabody. How are you feeling?”

			“Better and better, thanks.”

			Eve sent a hard stare at the van. “Keep the cameras off.”

			“Public street,” Nadine began. “Public—”

			“Nadine, do you know why I often give you an inside track? Because it’s not just the story with you. You actually give more than a passing thought to the people in the story. And you wouldn’t, not even for ratings, sacrifice those people to get your pretty face on air.”

			Nadine blew out a long breath. “Shit.”

			“Keep the cameras off,” Eve repeated and strode toward the lingering lurkers. “What did you see?” she began. “What do you know?”

			The skinniest of the lot, a mixed-race stick with a pitted complexion, grinned—illustrating that his dental care was slightly below the standard of his skin care—and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together.

			“Detective Peabody.” Eve spoke in mild tones, her eyes cold as a shark’s. “In your professional opinion, did this individual, who has possibly witnessed a crime, just solicit a member of the NYPSD for a bribe in exchange for information regarding that crime?”

			“That does appear to be the case, Lieutenant.”

			“Me and my ’sociates need some jack. You give, you gets.”

			“And, Detective, what would be my most usual response to such a solicitation?”

			“Your response, Lieutenant, would be to haul said individual, and possibly his associates, into Central, possibly charged with obstruction of justice and impeding a police investigation. You would also determine if subject and/or his associates had sheets. If so, you would then spend considerable time ruining their day and potentially making their lives, for the short-term at least, a stinking hell.”

			“That’s exactly correct, Detective. Thank you. You catch any of that, asshole?”

			He actually looked hurt. “No jack?”

			“That is also exactly correct. Now I’ll repeat: What did you see, what do you know?”

			“You gonna take me in I don’t say?”

			“Two correct answers in a row. Want to try for three?”

			“Well, shit. I seen the big nose sluffling along, coming along looking like she smell something she don’t like. Ain’t worth two looks, but we just hanging, so I start to give her a blow. Then the van thing, it flies up. Fast! And the two dudes, they pop out the back. Got one on each sida her. Lifts her up, toss her in, slam, bam, gone. Me and my ’sociates, we’da taken them on but they was rat fast, man. You gets?”

			“Yeah, I get. What did they look like? The men who popped out the back?”

			“Like ninjas, man.” He looked at each of his pals for nods of agreement. “Like a coupla kick-face ninja dudes in black threads with the mask thing.”

			“How about the van?”

			“Black, too.”

			“Make, model, plate?”

			“Hell, what I know? I don’t drive no van. Big and black, and moved slick as goose shit. Musta been a dude in the front, but I didn’t see nothing. Wasn’t lookin’. And the big nose? She don’t even squeak. Got her grabbed and stashed so fast, she don’t even squeak. We chill now?”

			“Yeah, we’re chill now. Name?”

			“Man.” He shuffled his feet. “Ramon. Ramon Pasquell. I got legitimate parole, man. I be looking for a job now, but I’m standing here jawing you.”

			“Right. Ramon, if you or your associates remember anything else, you can contact me at Central.” She handed him a card and a twenty.

			“Hey!” No amount of joy lighting his face could make it any less ugly. “You fridge for a big nose.”

			“Sweet talker,” she said and walked into the building.

			“You don’t have a big nose,” Peabody pointed out. “In fact, it could be called narrow and elegant.”

			“Big nose—nosey—cops, CPS, probation officers, and so on. We’re all big noses to mopes like Ramon.”

			“Ah, I gets. Report has the witness on the third floor. Cable, Minnie.”

			It only took one glance at the grimy, dented door of the single skinny elevator to have Eve taking the grimy stairs instead. She had a moment to wonder why the stench of urine and puke always seemed to permeate the walls in such places when a uniform stepped out of a door on the third floor.

			She noted he made them as cops even before he eyed the badge she’d hooked in her belt. “Lieutenant, you’re quick. I just called for detectives.”

			“Belay that, Officer. This incident may be related to one of our cases. She going to give me anything worthwhile?”

			“Saw the whole thing. She’s excitable, but she saw the grab, recognized the victim. Meredith Newman. Child Protection. I contacted CPS, and it checks. Newman was due here for a home check.”

			“Okay. Rescind the request for a detective. I’ll contact Central after I’ve talked to the wit. I’d like you to wait downstairs. I’ve got your unit boxed in anyway. I’ll want your report when I’m done up here.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			As he went down, Eve glanced at Peabody, noted the beads of sweat on her partner’s face. Should’ve risked the elevator, she thought. “You holding, Peabody?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine.” She dug out a tissue, wiped her face. “Still get a little winded, but the exercise is good for me. I’m good.”

			“You’re otherwise, I want to know. Don’t pussy around.” Eve stepped up to the door, knocked. She could already hear the shouts, the crying, the voices. A trio of voices, if she wasn’t mistaken. And two of them kids.

			It seemed to be her week for kids.

			“Police, Ms. Cable.”

			“I just talked to the police.” A woman, looking harassed—and who wouldn’t with one kid on the hip and the other pulling at your leg?—opened the door. Her hair was a short, spiky blonde, her build going toward bottom heavy. And her eyes had the rabbit pink hue of a funky-junkie.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. We’d like to come in.”

			“I told the other guy the works. Jeez, Lo-Lo would ya stop for two seconds. Sorry, the kids’re riled up.”

			“This Lo-Lo?” Peabody smiled. “Hi, Lo-Lo, why don’t you come on over here with me.”

			Kids responded to Peabody, Eve noted. And this one, a pint-size with hair as blonde and spiky as her mother’s, peeled off her mother’s leg, put her hand in Peabody’s, and walked off babbling.

			There wasn’t far to go. The room was a little L, with a kitchen forming the jag. But there were a few toys scattered around, and the kid arrowed toward the pile to share them with her new pal.

			“I saw from the window, there.” Minnie pointed, shifting the smaller child on her hip. This one had eyes as big and unblinking as an owl’s, and a crop of smokey brown curls. “I was watching for her, for Ms. Newman. She don’t—didn’t think I’d clean up, she didn’t think I’d kick the funk. But I did. Been off it six months now.”

			“Good.” And if she hadn’t been on it too much longer than she’d been off, her eyes might one day lose the red rims and pinkish whites.

			“They were going to take my kids. I had to clean up for my kids, so I did. Not their fault I got screwed up. I’m off the funk, and I go to meetings. I get spot checked, and I’m clean. I need Ms. Newman to say I can keep my temp professional mother status. I gotta have the money, gotta pay the rent and the food, and—”

			“I’ll contact CPS and tell them I was here, saw you were clean, and your children cared for. Your place is clean,” she added.

			“I made sure. It gets messy, with the kids, but I don’t let it get dirty. I get some more money together, I’m going to move us to a better neighborhood. But this is the best I can do now. I don’t want to screw up my kids.”

			“I can see that. CPS will send another rep out. You won’t lose your status due to these circumstances.”

			“Okay.” She turned her face into the little one’s neck. “Sorry. I know I shouldn’t be so into what’s going on with me when that lady got herself grabbed like that. But I don’t want to lose my kids.”

			“Tell me what you saw.”

			“I was standing there, at the window. I was nervous, because she didn’t like me. That’s not right,” she corrected. “She didn’t care. Didn’t give a dried-up turd.” She winced, looked over at her older girl. “I try not to use bad language in front of the kids, but I forget.”

			“Don’t worry about it.” Eve stepped to the window. There was a clear view of the street. She could see the black-and-white, and her own vehicle. And the shaking fists of drivers who were fighting the logjam the double-parking caused. “Here?”

			“Yeah. I’m standing there, with Bits on my hip, like now. I’m telling her and Lo-Lo they have to be good. My eyes.” She touched a finger just below her left. “You’ve been on the funk, even when you’re off awhile, they get worse when you’re nervous or upset, or just tired. Guess I was all. I saw her coming, walking from that way.”

			Stepping closer, Minnie pointed. “Had her head down, so I didn’t see her face at first. But I knew it was her. I was going to get back—so in case she looked up she wouldn’t see me watching—but I saw the van. It just flew up, you know? Real fast. Squealing when it stopped. These two guys jumped out the back, and they were on her so fast. Pow! Grabbed her up, right off her feet. I saw her face then, just for a second. She hardly looked surprised, but it was—” She snapped a finger. “Tossed her through the open doors, jumped in after her, and were gone.

			“I called right away. It might’ve taken me just a minute, because I was so surprised. I mean it was so fast, then it was like it never happened. But it did. I called nine-one-one and I said what I saw. They won’t think I had anything to do with it, will they? Because she was coming here, and I’m a junkie?”

			“You don’t sound like a junkie to me, Minnie.”

			A smile lit up in her red-rimmed eyes.

			“Cute kids,” Peabody commented on the way down. “Looks like that woman’s pushing against the odds. Good chance she’ll make it.”

			Eve nodded. The junkies she knew—including vague memories of her own mother—cared more about the next fix than any child. Minnie had a shot.

			She stepped back onto the street, signalled to Nadine. “Do your interviews. But keep our names out. I don’t want whoever did this to know we suspect a connection to the Swisher murders.”

			“And you do.”

			Eve started to say “off-record,” but decided it would be an insult under the circumstances. “No. I know there is. But we make that known, Newman is dead. Probably is anyway, but that would seal the deal. And it wouldn’t hurt to pump up the human interest regarding Minnie Cable—recovering funk addict, working to stay clean and do right by her kids, so on. She stood up, called this in. But make it clear, Nadine, like crystal, that she was unable to give any description of the perpetrators.”

			“Was she?”

			“No. Couple of guys, dressed in black. Masked, moved fast. She couldn’t make height, age, weight, race, nothing. Just make it clear on-air.”

			“Got that. Hey!” She strode, high heels clipping, as Eve walked away. “Is that all I get?”

			“All there is, at this point. Nadine?” She paused long enough to glance around. “Your heads-up is noted, and appreciated. Officer,” she continued, stepping up to the uniform. “Give me your report.”

			Eve sat in the double-wide cube at Child Protection and fought not to squirm. She hated places like this. An atavistic loathing with an unreasonable current of fear rushed through her. She knew it was unreasonable, knew its root was in a monster spinning horror tales to make her believe he was the lesser of evils.

			Lies, of course, vicious lies to keep her in control.

			How long did it take to shed the fear-skin of childhood?

			Did we ever?

			The woman sitting at the workstation in the cube didn’t look like a monster. They’ll toss you in a pit, little girl. Black and deep and full of spiders. She looked like someone’s plump and comfortable grandma. At least the way Eve envisioned plump and comfortable grandmas. Her hair was in a neat circle around a round, rosy-cheeked face, and she wore a long, shapeless print dress. She smelled like berries. Raspberries, Eve thought.

			But when you looked in her eyes, the cozy granny was nowhere to be seen. They were dark and shrewd, tired and concerned.

			“She hasn’t checked in, and doesn’t answer her ’link.” Renny Townston, Newman’s supervisor, frowned at Eve. “All our reps—male and female—are issued panic alarms. They often visit rough neighborhoods, and rougher subjects. They’re given standard defense training and are required to update that training, along with their other job qualifications, annually. Meredith knew how to take care of herself. She’s no rookie. In fact . . .”

			“In fact,” Eve prompted.

			“She’s on the edge of the board, in my opinion. A year, maybe two left in her for this job. She does the job, Lieutenant, but she’s lost the heart. Most do after a few years. In six months, if it doesn’t turn around, all she’ll be doing is putting in time. The fact is . . .”

			“The fact is?”

			“She should never have allowed you to override her on the Swisher matter. Never have permitted you to take that child out of her care or supervision. She didn’t even demand the location, and barely followed up on the matter the following morning.”

			“I pushed pretty hard.”

			“And she didn’t stand up to it, to you. At the very least, she should have gone with you and the child, reported in. Instead, she went home, and didn’t file the report until morning.”

			Annoyance, then worry, pursed Townston’s lips. “Now, I’m afraid one of her clients grabbed her up. They blame us, you know, same as you cops get blamed, for their own screwups and failings.”

			“How about her personal life?”

			“I don’t know much about it. She isn’t a chat-in-the-breakroom sort. I know she was dating someone for a while recently, but that’s over. She’s a loner, which is part of the problem. Without a life outside, you don’t make it to retirement age.”

			Though she knew it was a time waster, it was a routine one, so Eve took the data on Newman’s case files. She took the names, the addresses. And with Peabody, went next to Newman’s apartment.

			The living/kitchen area was larger than Minnie Cable’s, but lacked the color and life of clutter. It was clean to the point of sterile with its blank, white walls, engaged privacy screens, its straight-lined sofa and single chair.

			There was a data unit on a workstation in the bedroom—bed tidily made—and two boxes of discs, clearly labeled.

			“Kinda sad, isn’t it?” Peabody glanced around. “Thinking about the different places we’ve been in today. Say, Mrs. Grentz’s insane treasure house, the wild space where Hildy lives below. Even Minnie Cable’s pitiful little rooms. People lived there, you could see. Stuff happened there. This is like a vid set. Single professional female with no life.”

			“Why didn’t they take her here, Peabody? Why risk a street grab when they can slide into a secured family dwelling and kill five people in less time than it takes to get pizza delivered?”

			“Um. They’d be in a hurry. They’d want to get her fast, see what she knows.”

			“Part of it. Yeah, part of it. Maybe this place looks dead, feels dead, but she was smart enough, careful enough to rent in a building with good security. Still, no real problem for our boys. But they didn’t wait until she got home, didn’t take her here. They want her awhile. That’s what I’d want. Want to make sure they get it all out of her, and that might take some time. Take privacy. And there’s more.”

			She turned a circle, thinking. “Because they can. They know how to move fast, to do a job like this fast, so any potential witnesses see mostly a blur. Couple of guys in black, big black van. Pow, pow. Might not have figured that anybody’d do more than scratch and spit over it in that neighborhood, too. Nobody reports, it takes more time for anybody to realize Newman’s among the missing. Longer yet to make any connection to the Swisher murders.”

			Eve looked at the blank walls, the lonely, neatly made bed. “They’ve got her somewhere, right now. When they’re done with her, she’ll be as dead as this room.”

			Eve pulled out her communicator. When Baxter came on, she snapped: “Private communication. Get to a secure location or go to text only.”

			“Just me and Trueheart here, Dallas. Kid’s downstairs. We’ve got her on monitor.”

			“The social worker on her case has been grabbed. Unsubs match description of our suspects. I don’t want the wit out of your sight.”

			“She isn’t and won’t be. Do you expect they’ll come after her?”

			“If they can find out where she is, they’ll try. I want her inside, at all times. Stay on this until the next time you hear from me.”

			She clicked off, called Roarke. “They’ve got the social worker,” she said when he went to private. “She doesn’t know the location, and it’s a big leap. But I’ve alerted Baxter.”

			“Understood. I’ll pass this on to Summerset,” he added in a tone that told her he was in a meeting. “I can be there myself in thirty minutes.”

			“I don’t think they can move faster—and Newman just knew I took her, not that I took her home, but watch your back. They put the kid with me, they put you with me. Another grab isn’t out of the question.”

			“I’ll offer you the same advice, and say that in both cases it’s unnecessary.”

			This time it was Roarke who ended transmission.

			“Scoop up her discs, address books, memo books. Contact EDD for a pickup on her equipment. Let’s do this by the book.”

			“How long do you think she’s got?”

			Eve looked around the stark, soulless room. “Not long enough.”

			When Meredith surfaced, she thought there was an ice pick dead center of her forehead, radiating sharp shards of pain. The headache was so blinding, she assumed at first that was the reason she couldn’t see.

			Her stomach rolled a bit, as if she’d eaten something past its expiration date, but when she tried to press her hand to it, her arm wouldn’t move.

			From somewhere, far off, she heard voices. A watery echo of voices.

			Then she remembered. She’d been walking on Avenue B, on her way to a home check, and something . . . someone . . .

			The fear came fast, spearing through the pain. When she tried to scream, the only sound she could make was a wild, whimpering moan.

			She was in the dark, unable to move her arms, her legs, her head. Unable to see or speak, and when something brushed her cheek, her heart punched against her ribs like a fist.

			“Subject’s conscious. Meredith Newman, you are in a secured location. You will be asked questions. If you answer these questions, you will not be harmed. I’m going to remove the tape from your mouth at this time. Once I do, tell me if you understand.”

			Having the tape ripped off in the solid dark brought on a scream that was more from utter terror than pain. She was slapped, open-palm, on one cheek, followed by a quick answering backhand on the other.

			“I said tell me if you understand.”

			“No. I don’t. I don’t understand. What’s the matter? Who are you? What—” She screamed again, her body straining against the restraints as pain exploded. Like a thousand hot needles jabbed into her bones.

			“It will hurt every time you refuse to answer, any time you lie, any time you don’t do as you’re told.” The voice was quiet, flat. “Do you understand?”

			“Yes. Yes. Please, don’t hurt me.”

			“We’ll have no reason to hurt you if you answer our questions. Are you afraid, Meredith?”

			“Yes. Yes, I’m afraid.”

			“Good. You’ve told the truth.”

			She couldn’t see, but she could hear. She heard little beeps and pings, his breathing—steady. No, someone else, too. She could hear, she thought, movement—but not where the breathing was. Two of them. There’d been two of them.

			“What do you want? Please tell me what you want.”

			There was another jolt, shocking, quicker, that left her gasping. She thought she smelled something burning, like raw meat. And thought, through the shocking pain, she heard a woman laugh.

			“You don’t ask questions.”

			A second voice. A little deeper, a little harsher than the first. Not a woman. Must have imagined. What does it matter?

			God, oh God, help me.

			Her eyes wheeled, and she saw there was faint light, just a slit of light to her left. Not in the dark. Thank God, not in the dark. Her eyes were taped as her mouth had been.

			They didn’t want her to see them. Didn’t want her to be able to identify them. Thank God, thank God. They weren’t going to kill her.

			But they would hurt her.

			“I won’t. I’ll answer. I’ll answer.”

			“Where is Nixie Swisher?”

			“Who?”

			The pain struck like a fiery ax, slicing her up the center. Her screams burst into the air, and tears of shock spilled down her cheeks. Her bowels went to water.

			“Please, please.”

			“Please, please.” It was a woman’s voice, a sneering mimic of her own. “Jesus, she shit herself. Pussy.”

			Meredith screamed again when the icy water struck her. She began to weep now, thick, wet sobs, as she realized she was naked, wet, soiled.

			“Where is Nixie Swisher?”

			“I don’t know who that is.”

			And sobbing, she braced for the agony that didn’t come. Her breath came in pants now, her eyes tracking back and forth, from the dark, to the sliver of light, to the dark, to the light.

			“Your name is Meredith Newman.”

			“Yes. Yes. Yes.” Her skin was on fire, her bones were like ice. “God. God.”

			“Is Nixie Swisher one of your cases, as an employee of Child Protection Services?”

			“I—I—I get so many. There are so many. I can’t remember. Please don’t hurt me, please, I can’t remember.”

			“Register blue,” one of them said from behind her.

			“Overworked, Meredith?”

			“Yes.”

			“I understand that. The system sucks you up, sucks you dry. The wheel of it runs over and crushes what’s left of you. Revolution comes because of all it crushes. You’re tired of the wheel, aren’t you?”

			“Yes. Yes.”

			“But it’s not done with you yet. Tell me, Meredith, how many families have you destroyed?”

			“I—” Tears spilled into her mouth. She swallowed the salt of them. “I try to help.”

			Impossible, unspeakable pain seared into her. Her screams were mindless pleas for mercy.

			“You’re a cog on that wheel. A cog on the wheel that crushes out the lifeblood. But now it’s turning around to crush you, isn’t it? Do you want to escape, Meredith?”

			She tasted vomit on her tongue, in her throat. “Yes. No more, please, no more.”

			“Nixie Swisher. Let me refresh you. A girl, a young girl who wasn’t in her bed as she was told to be. Disobedient child. Disobedient children should be punished. Isn’t that right?”

			She opened her mouth, unsure. “Yes,” she said, praying it was the answer he wanted.

			“Do you remember her now? Do you remember the little girl who wasn’t in her bed? Grant and Keelie Swisher, deceased. Executed for heinous acts. Their throats were slit, Meredith. Do you remember now?”

			His voice had changed, just a little. There was a fervor that hadn’t been there before. Part of her brain registered the fact while the rest gibbered in fear. “Yes. Yes, I remember.”

			“Where is she?”

			“I don’t know. I swear I don’t know.”

			“In the blue,” the other voice reported.

			“Jolt.”

			She screamed and screamed and screamed as the pain tore into her.

			“You reported to the Swisher residence on the night they were executed.”

			Her body continued to shudder. Spittle dribbled down her chin.

			“Did you speak with Nixie Swisher?”

			“Interview, exam. Exam, interview. Standard. No injuries, no molestation. Shocky.”

			“What did she see?”

			“I can’t see.”

			“What did Nixie Swisher see?”

			“Men. Two men. Knives, throats. Blood. We’ll hide now. Hide and be safe.”

			“Losing her.”

			“Stimulant.”

			She wept again, wept because she was back, aware, awake, and the dregs of pain still lived in her. “No more, please. No more.”

			“There was a survivor of the Swisher execution. What did she tell you?”

			“She said . . .” Meredith told them everything she knew.

			“That’s very good, Meredith. Very concise. Now where is Nixie Swisher?”

			“They didn’t tell me. The cop took her. Against procedure, but she had weight.”

			“As her caseworker, you must be informed of her location. You must supervise her.”

			“Over my head. Under the table. I don’t know. Cop took her. Police protection.”

			She lost track of the pain now, of the times it ripped through her like burning arrows. Lost track of the times they brought her back from the edge of oblivion, pounded her with questions.

			“Very well, Meredith. I’ll need the address of every safe house you know. Every hidey-hole the system digs.”

			“I can’t—I’ll try,” she screamed against the next wave of agony. “I’ll try to remember.” She blurted out addresses between sobs and whimpers. “I don’t know all of them, I don’t know all. Only what they tell me. I’m not in charge.”

			“Just a cog in the wheel. Who took Nixie Swisher?”

			“The cop. Homicide cop. Dallas. Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Yes, of course. Lieutenant Dallas. That’s very good, Meredith.”

			“I’ve told you everything. Everything I know. Are you going to let me go?”

			“Yes, we are. Very soon.”

			“Water, please. Could I have some water?”

			“Did Lieutenant Dallas indicate where she could take Nixie Swisher?”

			“No, no. I swear, I swear. Into her custody. Not regs, but she pushed it through. I wanted to get home. It was a bad place to be. I wanted to get out. Supposed to check into the safe house with the subject, but Dallas overrode me. I let her.”

			“Have you been in contact with Lieutenant Dallas since that night?”

			“No. The bosses took it over. They don’t tell me. It’s high-profile. It’s sensitive. I’m just—”

			“A cog on the wheel.”

			“I don’t know anything. Will you let me go now?”

			“Yes. You can go now.”

			The knife slashed so fast, so cleanly across her throat, she never felt it.
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			EVE WALKED INTO HER OWN HOME AS IF SHE were walking into an op. “No one comes in, no one goes out,” she snapped to Summerset, “without my clearance. Savvy?”

			“Certainly.”

			“Where’s the kid?”

			“In the game room with Officer Trueheart.” Summerset hitched back the cuff of his black jacket to reveal a wrist unit. Not a time piece, Eve noted, but a monitor. On it, she saw Trueheart and Nixie battling it out on one of Roarke’s classic pinball machines.

			“I took the precaution of pinning a homer on her sweater,” he added. “If she moves from one location to another, it signals.”

			Despite herself, Eve was impressed. “Sweet.”

			“They will not lay a hand on that child.”

			She looked at him. He’d lost a child, a daughter, not that much older, really, than this one. Whatever else she thought of him, she understood he would stand as Nixie’s shield.

			“No, they won’t. Roarke?”

			“He’s here. In his private office.”

			“Right.” The office where he kept his unregistered—and therefore illegal—equipment. However much she trusted Peabody, there were lines. “Head up, will you,” she said to Peabody. “Give Baxter the current. I’m going to update Roarke, then we’ll conference. My office.”

			As her partner started up the steps, Eve moved out of the foyer and to the elevator. There she paused. “I need them alive,” she said to Summerset. “Best-case scenario.”

			“One of them alive would do.”

			She turned back. “She will be protected. Extreme measures, including termination, will be employed if necessary. But consider this before you get your juices up. Two men grabbed Meredith Newman off the street—and one to drive, so that makes three. There may be more. I don’t get one healthy, that I can sweat, she may never be safe. The more of them I get healthy, the better chance I have to get them all. To get the why. Without the why, she may never be safe. And she’ll never know. You don’t know the why, you don’t always heal.”

			Though his face remained unreadable, Summerset nodded. “You’re quite right, Lieutenant.”

			She stepped into the elevator, ordered Roarke’s private office.

			He knew when she came through the gates, and that she’d come up before much longer. So he closed the file, went back to evaluating his security.

			He didn’t think it was appropriate right at the moment to tell her one of the tasks he’d chosen for the unregistered was in-depth—and technically illegal—background checks on all of Nixie’s family connections.

			The grandmother was out. She’d had a few misdemeanor illegals charges, any number of cohabs, and had a part-time licensed companion standing.

			Perhaps the moral judgment was ironic as he was currently an official guardian for the child and had done worse. Considerably worse.

			But he was making it nonetheless. He wouldn’t see a child turned over to a woman of that sort. She deserved better.

			He’d found Grant Swisher’s biological father. It had taken a bit of time, but the moral judgment there had come swiftly.

			The man was rarely employed, had done a short stint for petty theft, and another for jacking vehicles.

			The step-sister looked more promising. She was married, a corporate lawyer out of Philadelphia. Childless. No criminal on record, and financially solvent. She’d been married, to another lawyer, for seven years.

			The child could have a home with her, temporarily, even permanently should it become necessary. A good home, he thought, with someone who’d known her parents, who felt some connection.

			He sat back, tipped back in the chair. It was none of his business. Not a bit of it.

			The hell it wasn’t. He was responsible for that child now, whether he’d chosen to be or not. Whether he wanted to be or not.

			He had stood outside her bedroom, had seen what had nearly been done to her.

			He had stood outside her brother’s room, had seen what had been done. A young boy’s blood drying to rust on the sheets, the walls.

			Why was it that seeing it made him see his own? He didn’t think of those days, or so rarely it didn’t count. He wasn’t—wouldn’t be—haunted by nightmares as Eve was. He was done with those days, and what had been.

			But he thought of them now, had thought of them too many times since he’d been inside the Swisher home.

			He remembered seeing his own blood. Coming to, barely. Obscene pain swimming through him as he stared at his own blood on the filthy ground of the alley after his father had beaten him half to death.

			More than half, come to that.

			Had he meant to kill him? Why hadn’t he ever wondered that before? He’d killed before.

			Roarke looked at the photo of his mother, of himself as a baby. Such a young, pretty face she’d had, he thought. Even bruised by the bastard’s fists, she’d had a pretty face.

			Until Patrick Roarke had smashed it, until he’d murdered her with his own hands and tossed her in the river like sewage. And now her son couldn’t remember her. He’d never remember her voice, or her scent. And there was nothing to be done about it.

			She’d wanted him, this pretty girl with the bruised face. She’d died because she’d wanted to give her son family.

			Those few years later, had Patrick Roarke, God rot him, meant to leave his own son for dead, or had he simply used his fists and feet as usual?

			A lesson for you, boy-o. Life’s full of hard lessons.

			Roarke dragged his hands through his hair, pressed them to his temples. Christ, he could hear the cocksucker’s voice, and that would never do. He wanted a drink, and nearly rose to pour himself a whiskey, just to take off the edge.

			But that was a weakness—drinking because you wanted to blunt the edge. Hadn’t he proved every day, every bloody day of the life he’d been given that he wouldn’t be weak?

			He hadn’t died in that alley, as poor young Coyle had died in his bed. He’d lived, because Summerset had found him, had cared enough to take a broken boy in—a nasty little son of a bitch, as well.

			He’d taken him in, and tended him. And given him a home.

			In a human world, even one of murder and blood, didn’t an innocent girl like Nixie Swisher deserve that much? Deserve more than he’d been given?

			He’d help her get it, for her sake—and for his own. Before his father’s voice got too loud in his head.

			He didn’t get the whiskey. Instead he pushed aside the memories, the questions, and as much of the sickness of heart as he could manage, and waited for his wife to step into the room.

			The room was full of light, the wide windows uncovered. She knew no surveillance device could penetrate the privacy screens on them. Unless he’d built surveillance devices himself, she thought. Then he’d have built better screens.

			At the wide black U of the control console, he sat, jacket discarded, sleeves rolled up, the silk of his hair tied back with a cord.

			Work mode.

			The console always looked a bit futuristic to her, just as the man who piloted it could remind her of a pirate at the helm of a spaceship.

			Lights flashed on that glossy black like jewels as he worked the controls, manually, and by voice.

			On the wall screens were different areas of his domain, and the various computer responses gave brisk reports.

			“Lieutenant.”

			“I’m sorry about this. I’m sorry about what I may be bringing here.”

			He stopped what he was doing. “Pause operations. You’re upset,” he said, as coolly as he’d spoken to the equipment. “So I’ll forgive that insulting remark.”

			“Roarke—”

			“Eve.” He rose, crossed the wide black floor toward her. “Are we a unit, you and I?”

			“Doesn’t seem to be any way around it.”

			“Or through it.” He took her hands and the contact steadied him. “Or under it, over it. Don’t apologize to me for doing what you felt was right for that child.”

			“I could’ve taken her to a safe house. I second-guessed myself on that half a dozen times today. If I had, Newman would know some of the locations. If they get them out of her . . . hell, not if, when. There are cops scrambling right now to move people out of what should be secure locations. Just in case.”

			Something flickered in his eyes. “A minute.” He moved back, fast, to the console, switched on a ’link. “Dochas,” he snapped into it. “Code Red, immediate and until further notice.”

			“Oh Christ.”

			“It’s handled,” he said, turning from the ’link. “I have built-in procedures for just this sort of thing. It’s unlikely they’ll believe you would take her there—with so many others. Less likely yet they can find it. But it’s handled. Just as this is.”

			He stepped back to her, nodded toward the screens. “I have every inch of the wall and gate secured.”

			“A teenager once got over using a homemade jammer.”

			The fact that he looked momentarily perturbed by the memory lightened her load. “Jamie is no ordinary teenager. Nor was he able to get through the secondaries. And I’ve upgraded since then. Believe me, Eve, they won’t get in.”

			“I do believe you.” Still she paced to the window, to look out, to see the walls for herself. “Newman doesn’t know I brought the kid here. Went over her on it, and didn’t tell her, mostly because she irritated me. Just a little slap. My balls are bigger than your balls kind of thing. Petty.”

			“Being petty—and I do love that about you—has added another layer of protection over Nixie.”

			“Dumb luck. But why argue with dumb luck? I’ve had her supervisor picked up, taken into protective. Had all the paperwork buried.” She huffed out a breath. “I’ve got Mira locked down, too, just in case her involvement leaks. She’s not happy with me.”

			“Her safety’s more important than her happiness.”

			“Put surveillance on Peabody’s place. She’s mine, so they may go for her.”

			“She and McNab can stay here.”

			“One big, happy family. No. We deviate from routine too much, they’ll know we’re waiting for them to make a move.”

			“Eve. You and I both know they’re unlikely to move on this house tonight, even if they believe the child is here. They’re careful, they’re organized. They’re controlled. They would have to obtain or simulate my system. Believe me when I say that alone would take them weeks. Then they’d have to find the chinks—of which there are none—they’d have to practice. If you haven’t run a probability on that, as I have, I’d be very surprised.”

			“A little over twelve percent.” She turned to him, framed now by the wide, wide glass. “But we don’t take chances.”

			“And the probability they’ll try for you?” He lifted his eyebrows when she said nothing, when he saw the faint irritation on her face. “Ninety-six.”

			“You’re right behind me, pal, at ninety-one.”

			“Bloody annoying to have you slip by me by five percent. You were working up to asking me—and I use that verb tongue in cheek—to lock myself down in here. Are we going to argue about that so that I have to throw that five percent probability in your face?”

			Thoughtfully, she rocked back and forth on her heels. “I had a pretty good argument worked out.”

			“Why don’t you save it for another time?”

			“I can do that.”

			The in-house ’link signalled. “This is Roarke,” he said from where he stood, his attention still on Eve.

			“As per her instructions, I’m informing the lieutenant that Captain Feeney and Detective McNab are requesting entrance at the gate.”

			“You verify ID visually and by voice print?” she asked Summerset.

			“Of course.”

			“They’re cleared to come through. I want to go talk to my team,” she said to Roarke. “Okay if that includes you?”

			“I wouldn’t have it any other way. Give me a couple of minutes to finish in here. I’ll be along.”

			She walked to the elevator, stood looking at the door when it opened at her command. “Roarke? The thing is about probabilities, they don’t always factor in every element. They can’t fully and successfully analyze every human emotion. The computer doesn’t factor in that if someone got to you, it would take me down. If they used you, bargained your life, there isn’t much I wouldn’t do to get you back. So you factor that in, and I figure you’ve cut ahead of me on the probability scale.”

			She entered the elevator quickly, closed the door before he could respond.

			Eve let them settle in first, go through the chatter, the greed for food. She even ignored the cooing flirtation between her partner and EDD ace Ian McNab, the recent cohabs.

			The fact was, Peabody’s color had been off since they’d hauled up the steps to interview Minnie. The cooing, however unseemly, had her pinked up again.

			And while they settled, Eve organized the conference in her head.

			“Okay, boys and girls.” She remained standing. She handled such meetings better on her feet. “If everyone’s had their afternoon snack, maybe we can get started.”

			“Uptown grub.” McNab scooped up the last of leftover apple pie.

			His skinny frame was festooned—Eve figured that was the word for it—in a neon orange skin-tank with sizzling blue pants that had some sort of silver clamps running up the outside of each leg. The overshirt was a headache of dots, outdone only by the glowing checks covering his airboots.

			His shining blond hair was pulled back from his thin, pretty face. The better to show off the trio of orange and blue coils adorning each ear.

			“I’m glad you approve, Detective. Now maybe you can give your report. Unless, of course, you’d like seconds.”

			Sarcasm, even delivered in mild tones, could hit like a hammer. He swallowed the last of the pie quickly. “No, sir. Our team has reviewed and completed search-and-scans on all ’links, all d and c’s owned or used by any and all of the vics, and the survivor. We found no transmissions on the ’links other than ordinary communications from and to the Swishers and their domestic. While there were numerous transmissions over the last thirty days, they check. Friends, clients, each other, personal and business transmissions. A list of all, with transcription, is now on disc for your file.”

			“Thirty days?”

			“The Swishers cleared their ’links every thirty. That’s common. We’re digging in, and will retrieve the deleted transmissions prior to the thirty. As to the data centers, the files are pretty much what you’d expect.”

			“What would I expect, Detective?”

			He was warming up, she could see, losing the stiffness her reprimand had caused. He slouched more comfortably in his chair and began to gesture as he spoke. “You know, Dallas, games, to-do lists, meal planning, appointments, birthday reminders. Family stuff, school stuff, upcoming vacation data. Got case files from each of the adult’s business units, comments, reports, financials. Nothing pops out. If they had trouble, or suspected they might have trouble, they didn’t make a record of it. They didn’t discuss it with anyone via ’link.”

			He glanced toward the murder board, the death photos, and his eyes—a misty green—hardened. “I’ve been spending a lot of time with that family the last few days. My opinion—from their electronic records and transmissions—they didn’t have a clue.”

			She nodded, shifted to Feeney. Beside the fashionable McNab, he looked blessedly dull. “Security.”

			“Bypassed and shut down. Remote and at site. Diagnostic scan couldn’t locate the source, but when we took the system apart we found microscopic particles—fiber-optic traces. They hooked in—portable code-breaker, most likely. Had to be prime equipment to read the code, to get through the failsafes without tripping any alarm. Equipment and operator had to be prime to do it in the time frame we’re working with. We’re looking for at least one suspect who has a superior knowledge of and skill with electronics, and the equipment to match.”

			Since Feeney looked to him for confirmation, Roarke nodded. “Their equipment would have had to have been small, possibly palm-sized. From your description, Lieutenant, of the men seen walking away from the location of the murders.”

			“They each had a bag, but no,” she confirmed, “nothing large.”

			“Your ordinary, even better-than-average, B and E man isn’t likely to have access to a palm-sized breaker in the range capable of reading that system, certainly not at that speed. As the system showed no signs of tampering, the men you’re looking for probably didn’t have the burglary skills to go manual.”

			“Meaning they had to rely on equipment, not . . .” She lifted her hands, wiggled her fingers. And made him smile.

			“Exactly. The equipment would also have to be tailored specifically for that system. The time frame means it was tailored prior to their arrival.”

			“Confirming they knew the system, knew what they’d find, and had studied it either by duplicating or purchasing the same system, or spending time on site.”

			“The only way they could have studied it on site thoroughly enough to have pulled this off means they had considerable time—hours—both inside the house and outside, with no one questioning them.”

			Eve pursed her lips at Roarke. “Hours?”

			“It’s a solid system, Dallas,” Feeney commented. “They didn’t get through by eyeballing it.”

			“Then it’s unlikely they ran sims with the Swisher’s actual system. Peabody, you’ve done a search of purchases of that security system?”

			“Yes, sir, and it’s a whale of a list. I’ve started on it, dividing it into city, out of city, out of state, out of country, and off planet. I’ve then eliminated purchases made before the Swishers obtained their system. I’ve started runs on purchases in city, and have eliminated approximately another six percent.”

			“By what process?”

			“Well, by separating out single female purchasers and married with family, then checking those to determine if they had any maintenance and repair on the system since the purchase date. Profile indicates the killers are not family men, and the probability run gave me in the nineties that this process was the most efficient. At this time.”

			“Have you run those systems purchased that were not installed by the company?”

			Peabody opened her mouth, then closed it long enough to clear her throat. “No, sir. I’ll do so.”

			“Split the list between all members of this team. Probability or not, do not—at this time—eliminate families or single females. Maybe one of them has a girlfriend, or a female accomplice. Maybe he’s a licensed installer. Maybe he’s just the handy neighbor who says, ‘Hey, I’ll take care of that for you and save you some dough.’ These are home security systems, but there’s no law saying a business couldn’t purchase one. Let’s get on this.”

			She leaned back against her desk, remembered the coffee she’d poured before she’d begun. She picked it up, drank it lukewarm. “Baxter. Client lists.”

			“Both the Swishers had a good thing going. Successful in their professions. Family law firm was busy, and Swisher had a good win rate. His caseload weighs heavy on protection of children’s rights, custody suits, divorce, while his partner takes more of the straight abuse, palimony, cohab dissolutions, and competency stuff. But they both have a mix, and both have a good percentage of pro bono work.”

			He cocked his ankle onto his knee, brushed the line of the pants of his well-cut suit smooth. “She was no slouch either. Lots of referrals. Liked to do families or couples, but didn’t turn away the individual. She would also work on a sliding scale, ratio of fee to income. Not just fatties,” he added. “Dug into various eating disorders, health conditions. Consulted with her client’s health care provider, and made house calls.”

			“House calls?”

			“She’d visit the client’s home and workplace. Do a study on their lifestyle, recommend changes, not just in eating habits, but in exercise, entertainment, stress levels, the works. That kind of treatment didn’t come cheap, but like I said, she had a lot of referrals. Satisfied customers. You got your dissatisfied, too, both sides.”

			“Do a cross-check. See how many times their clients crossed. Do another, see which cases Swisher’s firm worked on where Meredith Newman was listed as CPS rep. It could be interesting data. Trueheart.”

			“Sir.” Long and lanky, and almost tenderly young in his uniform, he came to attention.

			“You’ve been spending time with the witness.”

			“She’s a nice kid, Lieutenant.”

			“Any further data from her?”

			“Sir, she doesn’t talk much about it. She’s broken down a couple of times. Not hysterical, just sits down and cries. I’m trying to keep her busy. She seems comfortable with me, and with Summerset, though she asks about you.”

			“Asks what?”

			“When you’re coming back, what you’re doing. When you’re going to take her to see her parents and her brother. If you’ve caught the bad guys yet. I don’t know much about, well, I guess you’d say child psychology, but I’d say she’s holding on to herself until you do. Catch them. To date, she hasn’t said anything that would add to her previous statements.”

			“All right. Moving on to Meredith Newman. CPS reps in cases like this are kept confidential. However, it’s not that complicated to access the data. Anyone with serious interest and reasonable hacking capabilities could slither into the CPS files like a snake through grass. Feeney, I’ll want your department to check the d and c’s for any evidence of hacking. Maybe we’ll get a bounce. The subject was abducted off the sidewalk on Avenue B, daylight grab, with witnesses. The speed and success of the grab indicates the suspects have some experience in daylight abductions. It also indicates there were three. It’s unlikely these two would trust their vehicle to auto under the circumstances. We must assume Newman’s connection to Nixie Swisher was the motive for the grab. We must assume that the perpetrators had experience in making grabs of this nature, in electronics and security, in stealth assassinations.”

			“Military or para,” Feeney said. “Espionage or special forces. Average citizens, they’re not.”

			“If they were military, it’s likely we’ll find they washed out—or were promoted to fucking general because of their particular skills. One way or the other, these men have been in the field, and they’ve gotten wet. They’re not rusty, either, so they’ve kept in the game.”

			“Paramilitary seems more probable,” Roarke commented. “There’s testing in standard military that would question the personality type or predilection of killing for personal gain or satisfaction—particularly children.”

			“Mercenaries kill for personal gain, and are often attached to military ops.”

			“True enough.” But he shook his head at Eve. “That’s most usually monetary. Where is the monetary gain here?”

			“We might not have found it yet, but let’s say I agree. And I agree that it takes a certain kind of personality to slit a child’s throat while she sleeps. That’s terrorist tactics, and fringe at that. I think that’s where this arrow’s going to point.”

			“More cross-checking then,” Baxter put in. “Known terrorists or members of fringe organizations.”

			“Look for teams. Two or more who are known to work together, or known to have trained together. Then we need to put one of them, at least, in New York during the last few years.”

			“Could be hirelings,” Baxter pointed out. “Brought into New York to do the job.”

			“Low odds. Hirelings would’ve been smoke an hour after the Swisher hit. But they’re still in New York, still here to grab up Newman. One or both of them targeted the Swishers, and for a reason. This means, at some point, one or more of them crossed paths with one or more of the Swishers. Security and wet work, and they’re in shape. No desk jockeys or data crunchers. These are field operatives. Males, between thirty and sixty to start. White or light-skinned males. Either they or their organization has deep pockets. Look for the money.”

			She rubbed the back of her neck, finished off the cold coffee. “They’ve got a place, in or near the city. Headquarters. They’d need something local, and they’d need something private. The only logical motive for grabbing Newman would be for information on Nixie Swisher. They’d need somewhere they could take her, work it out of her.”

			“We’ll be cross-checking until the blood runs out of our ears. Not complaining, Lieutenant,” McNab said quickly. “You can’t look at that board and complain. Just feels like the time’s dripping away.”

			“Then you’d better get busy.” She checked her wrist unit. “Baxter, you’re all right where we set you up?”

			“It’s prime.”

			“Trueheart, maybe you could spell Summerset with the witness for fifteen. Mira’s due here shortly, then she’ll take her. Work with Baxter when you’re off babysitting duty. Feeney, you and McNab can work here in the computer lab?”

			“No problem.”

			“I’ll join you,” Roarke told them. “But first, Lieutenant, a minute of your time.”

			“That’s about all I’ve got to spare. Peabody?”

			“I’ll head down with Trueheart, say hi to Nixie.”

			Then, to Roarke, she said, “I have to contact the commander, give him a report, so this has to be quick.”

			He merely went to the door, closed it behind Peabody.

			“What?” Eve’s hands went automatically to her pockets. “You pissed about something?”

			“No.” Keeping his eyes, deep and blue, on hers, he walked to her. “No,” he repeated, and taking her face in his hand, kissed her. Long, deep, soft.

			“Jesus.” It took longer than it should have for her to pull her hands out of her pockets and nudge him back. “I can’t play lock the lips with you now.”

			“Quiet.” He took her arms, and the look on his face, so strong, so serious, had her going still. “I value my skin—a very great deal. I’ll do what it takes to protect it. I’ll do more yet, I promise you, to protect it so that you’re not distracted from this with worry for me. I love you, Eve. I’ll keep safe because I love you.”

			“I shouldn’t have hung that on you. I—”

			“Quiet,” he repeated. “I’m not finished. You’ll keep yourself as safe as you can. You’re courageous, but not reckless. I know. Just as I know there are risks you’ll take, risks you’ll feel duty-bound to take. Don’t keep them from me. When you find a way to use yourself as bait on this, I want to know about it.”

			He knew her, she thought. Knew her, understood her, accepted and loved anyway. You couldn’t ask for more. “I wouldn’t do anything like that without telling you.” When his gaze stayed steady, she shrugged. “I’d think about doing it without telling you, but then I’d cave. I’m not doing anything on that angle until I’m dead sure they won’t get me. Because if they get me, they’ve got a better chance of getting her. And because I love you, too: I get sure, decide to try something, I’ll tell you first.”

			“Good enough, then. I didn’t ask before, and I know you’re pressed now, but were you able to speak to the Dysons about Nixie?”

			“To her. He was out of it. She’s not in much better shape. I’m going to give them another couple days. I know it’s inconvenient, but—”

			“It’s not. I just assume that she’d feel steadier if she had those familiar faces, if she were able to have her friend’s parents with her.” He considered telling her what he’d dug up regarding Nixie’s remaining family, then let it go. She had enough on her plate. And for reasons he couldn’t explain, even to himself, he wanted to handle that part of it. “Summerset told me basically what Trueheart told you. She holds up, she breaks down, and holds up again. She’s grieving, and there’s no one here who can grieve with her, who knew her family.”

			“I’ll talk to Mira about it. Maybe she can speak to the Dysons. Might be better coming from her than me.”

			“Maybe. I’ll go join the EDD boys and leave you to your commander. Grab a nutribar at least with the next gallon of coffee you drink.”

			“Nag, nag, nag,” she said as he walked out the door. But she got the nutribar out of her desk drawer.
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			AFTER MIRA AND HER SECURITY ESCORT WERE cleared through the gates, Eve met her at the door. Since she had the extra men, she ordered security to do a patrol around the grounds, with electronic sweep.

			“You’re being very cautious,” Mira commented. “Do you really expect them to try an invasion on this house?”

			“Newman doesn’t know where I took the kid, so trying a hit here isn’t the next logical step.” She swept a glance down the hall. Trueheart had Nixie in the game room, but that didn’t mean the kid couldn’t come wandering out. “Why don’t we step outside for a minute?”

			Eve led the way through the parlor and the doors to the side terrace. She had a momentary pause when she saw a little silver droid, a low, shiny box, busily sucking up fallen leaves. “Huh, how about that.” At her voice, it glided off the terrace and slid down one of the paths into the garden. “Wonder what it does with them once it sucks them up.”

			“I think it chops them into a kind of mulch, or compost. Dennis talks about getting something like it, then doesn’t. I think he secretly enjoys raking the leaves by hand.”

			Eve thought of Mira’s kind-eyed, absentminded husband. “Why?”

			“Mindless work that gets him outdoors. Of course, if we had grounds this extensive to deal with, it’d be a different story. It’s lovely out here, isn’t it, even so late in the year with so much of the gardens fading away toward winter.”

			Eve looked over the gardens, through the ornamental and shade trees, past arbors and fountains to the thick stone walls. “Lot of ways in, lot of ways out, but as secure as it gets.”

			“And still your home. That makes it difficult.”

			“I made the call. Look, it’s cooler out here than I thought. You okay for a minute?”

			“I’m fine.” Mira wore a jacket, and Eve was currently in shirtsleeves. “It must be inconvenient, having so many people in your home.”

			“Place is starting to smell like Central. Anyway, if they click on the idea Nixie’s here, they might see it as a challenge, get revved at the idea. The bigger the mission, the bigger the payoff.”

			“But you don’t think they know Nixie’s here.”

			“I think your average CPS rep would spill data out like a gushing pipe under torture. And I wouldn’t hold it against her. Best I can speculate, she doesn’t know the witness is here, but knows I took her and bypassed regs. They could put it together. I would.”

			“Taking a civilian witness into your personal residence isn’t usual, or even standard procedure. But yes, they might put it together. And you also assume that under extreme duress, I would also gush like a broken pipe.”

			“It’s not a reflection on your standards or your integrity.”

			“No.” Mira brushed back a wave of hair the breeze blew across her cheek. “And I don’t take it as such. I imagine you’re right. While I’d like to think I’d suffer torture and painful death to protect another, it’s much more likely I’d succumb. So you have me and my home under surveillance and security. Sensible of you, and I apologize for objecting.”

			“I had you under security before, and Palmer got to you.”

			Mira as psychologist and profiler and Eve as primary had helped put Palmer away. His revenge spree after his prison escape the previous winter had nearly cost Mira her life. Could have cost both of them, Eve remembered, when he’d abducted Mira and caged her in a basement to lure Eve to his sick New Year’s Eve celebration.

			“He didn’t serve you a tea party, either, and you stood up.”

			“He just wanted me to suffer and die. In this case . . . where is Nixie?”

			“I’ve got Trueheart riding her. I didn’t know where you wanted to set up with her.”

			“Where do you think she’s most comfortable?”

			Eve stared, blank. “Ah, I don’t know. She did okay in the parlor last time.”

			“A stunning room, and certainly comfortable. But maybe a little intimidating for a child used to less opulence. Where does she spend most of her time?”

			“I don’t know that either, exactly. She hangs with Summerset a lot, but he’s all over the damn house. Like termites. She and Trueheart were hanging out in the game room before.”

			“Game room?”

			“Roarke’s got a damn room for everything. Fancy toys, you know, arcade stuff.” She gave a shrug, though she had to admit, privately, she got a charge out of the deal. “A lot of classic game stuff.”

			“Child friendly, then. That sounds very good.”

			“Okay.”

			When Eve didn’t turn back to the door, Mira asked, “How do you feel she’s coping?”

			“Had a nightmare last night. A real screamer. Thought they were coming for her, hiding in the closet, under the bed.”

			“Natural enough. I’d be more concerned if she wasn’t afraid. If she was repressing.”

			“Like I did.”

			“You coped in your own way.” And because they’d come quite a distance in the last two years, Mira touched a hand to Eve’s arm. “And still do. This child has a firm foundation, which has been broken out from under her. But that foundation will mean she’ll most likely have an easier time regaining her footing. With counseling, with care, and a return to normalcy.”

			Eve gathered herself. “There’s a thing. The situation she’s in, the one I was in, they’re nothing alike. Not even close. But—”

			“A young traumatized child.”

			“She had murder done around her. I did murder.”

			“Why do you call it murder?” Mira’s voice sharpened. “You know very well it was nothing of the kind. You were a child fighting for her life. If one of those men had found Nixie, and through some miracle she’d been able to kill him, save herself, would you call it murder? Lieutenant.”

			“No.” Eve closed her eyes, bore down before the image could form. “No. I know I did what I had to, like she did what she had to. I killed, she hid.”

			“Eve.” Her tone gentle now, Mira laid a hand on Eve’s cheek. “Eve. You had nowhere to hide.”

			“No, I had nowhere.” She had to step away from that touch, from that quiet understanding, or dissolve. “It’s good she did. Good she was smart enough to do what she did, strong enough to crawl through blood to survive.”

			“And so did you, so were you smart enough and strong enough. And terrified enough. You can’t help seeing yourself, as you were, when you deal with her.”

			“I did see myself. When I found her, huddled in that bathroom, blood all over her. For a minute, I saw myself in that fucking freezing room in Dallas. And I nearly walked away from her. Hell, I nearly ran away from her.”

			“But you didn’t. And what you felt is normal. What similarities you see—”

			“I’m projecting. I know the term.” She felt temper rise up in her, shoved it back. “I’m handling it. I’m telling you because I figure you should know there’s a thing. Off and on.”

			“And I expect you to tell me if it becomes too much to handle. For your sake as well as hers. At this point, I believe your empathy with her is helpful—for her. She senses it, and it adds to her sense of safety. You’re not just an authority figure. You’re her savior.”

			Eve turned to the door, opened it. “She saved herself.”

			After going back inside, Eve had to stand for a moment, orient herself and bring the location of the game room into her head.

			“If you need to talk about this further—”

			“I’ll let you know.” She closed the door on it. “This way. We keep her on monitor. Got a homer on her.”

			“No precaution is overdone, in my opinion.”

			“On authority figures, I talked with her legal guardians. Linnie Dyson’s parents. They’re still pretty torn up. I thought if you talked to them it might come easier than having a cop on their doorstep again.”

			“I’ll do what I can. It would be good for Nixie, certainly, to see them, to talk to them. And it would help them as well.”

			Eve paused. She could hear the beeps and bells of machines. They’d left the door to the game room open. “Listen, before you go in. Grabbing up Newman like that. It was ass covering, and a logical step. But it was strutting, too. Daylight, in front of witnesses. Pulling off something that risky, it’s going to juice you up. Coolheaded, cold-blooded, organized planners, sure, but you’re going to feel the juice.”

			“Those who, even routinely, perform in risky professions or situations get the adrenaline kick. It’s part of the reason they do what they do.”

			“And the more they get out of Newman, the bigger the rush.”

			“Yes.”

			Eve let out a deep sigh. “She’s dead, isn’t she? As soon as they determine they’ve gotten all the information out of her, there’s no reason to keep her alive.”

			“Unfortunately, I agree. You couldn’t have saved her.”

			“I could’ve thought ahead. I could’ve ordered this protection lockdown sooner on all connected parties. But I didn’t.” Restless, she moved her shoulders. “Hindsight doesn’t change anything, so I’ll think ahead now.”

			She gestured toward the room. “They’re in there. You can tell by the insanity of noise.”

			“You should come in with me. She needs to see you routinely,” Mira continued when Eve instinctively stepped back. “To remember me in connection to you, so that she’s comfortable with me. Once she’s seen you, you can go.”

			“All right. Jeez.”

			Nixie was standing on a stool and pushing the buttons for the flippers on a pinball machine. The one, Eve noted, with cops and robbers—Roarke’s particular favorite.

			Trueheart was cheering her on, and looked about two years older than his charge.

			“You got it now, you got it! Blast ’em good, Nix. In pursuit, armed suspects! You rock.”

			The tiniest smile tugged at her cheeks, but her eyes were focused, her brow knitted in fierce concentration.

			Eve smelled popcorn, and saw a bowl of it on one of the tables. The wall screen was on, volume up to scream, with one of Mavis’s videos blaring. Mavis Freestone herself, in little more than a sparkle of paint, cavorted on that screen with what looked to be a number of mostly naked pirates. Black patches weren’t just worn over the eye in Mavis’s world, Eve observed.

			She recognized the song—so to speak. Something about having your heart sunk and your love shipwrecked.

			“I’m not sure that video, however entertaining, is appropriate for a girl Nixie’s age.”

			“Huh?” Eve looked back at Mira. “Oh, well, shit. Am I supposed to turn it off?”

			“Never mind.” Mira patted Eve’s hand, and waited until Nixie lost the ball.

			“I still didn’t get high score.”

			“Beat the pants off of me,” Trueheart reminded her.

			“But I can’t beat Roarke. Maybe he cheats.”

			“Wouldn’t put it past him,” Eve said. “But I’ve watched him on that thing. You just can’t beat him.”

			She’d hoped the casual, somewhat cheerful tone would keep Nixie in the game mood. But as soon as the kid stepped down from the stool, she stared at Eve, the question in her gaze clear.

			“No.” Eve spoke tersely now. “Not yet. When I get them, you’ll be the first to know.”

			“Hello, Nixie.” Mira stepped up to the machine. “You may not have gotten high score, but that looks very impressive to me.”

			“It’s not good enough.”

			“When it’s the best you can do, it’s good enough. But maybe Roarke will play it with you sometime. Maybe he’ll show you some of his tricks.”

			A spark of interest lit her face. “Do you think?”

			“You can ask him and see. Hello, Officer Trueheart.”

			“Dr. Mira. Nice to see you.”

			“Do you know all the police?” Nixie wanted to know.

			“No, not all. But quite a few. I’d like to talk to you again, Nixie, but first I wonder if you could show me how to play that machine. It looks like fun.”

			“I guess. If you want.”

			“I do. I’ll need to turn off the screen first.”

			“But it’s Mavis. She’s the ult.”

			“Oh, I think so, too.” Mira smiled at the cool suspicion in Nixie’s eyes. “I have quite a few of her discs myself. Did you know Lieutenant Dallas and Mavis are friends? Very good friends.”

			“Get back!” Then she bit her lip. “Excuse me, I’m not supposed to sass adults.”

			“That’s all right. You were just surprised. Eve?”

			“Huh?” She’d been wondering why seeing a mostly naked Mavis, and company, on-screen was inappropriate for a kid who’d seen murder up close and personal. “Oh, yeah. Yeah, Mavis and I are pals.”

			“You talk to her, in person?”

			“Well, sure.”

			“Does she ever come here, right to the house?”

			“All the time.” Eve was treated to that long, unblinking stare again. Shifted her stance. Thought about security and procedure. Felt her bones start to burn under that stare. “Listen, if I can swing it, and she’s not busy, I’ll see if she can come by sometime. You can meet her and . . . whatever.”

			“For real?”

			“No, for false. Jesus, kid.”

			“You’re not supposed to swear in front of me.” Nixie informed her of this, quite primly.

			“Then turn around so I can swear behind you. You straight here now?” Eve asked, just a little desperately, of Mira. “I’ve got work.”

			“We’re fine.”

			“Trueheart, with me.”

			“Yes, sir. See you later, Nixie.”

			But before she got to the door, Nixie trotted up behind her. “Dallas. They all call you Dallas,” she said when Eve looked back. “Except for her. For the doctor.”

			“Yeah, so?”

			“Are you going away to work?”

			“No, I’m going to work here for a while.”

			“Okay.” She walked back to Mira. “I’ll show you how to play now.”

			Awhile” was hours. McNab might’ve exaggerated about their ears bleeding, but Eve thought her eyes might. She ran search after search, waiting for names to cross. When the sun went down and the light in her office dimmed, she programmed more coffee, and kept going.

			“Food.” Roarke walked in. “You’ve sent your team home for food, to recharge, to rest. Do the same for yourself.”

			“There’s going to be a match. Has to be.”

			“And the computer can continue the runs while you eat. We’re going downstairs.”

			“Why down—oh.” She scrubbed her hands over her face. “Right. What are we supposed to talk to her about now?”

			“I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

			“You know what? She’s a little scary. I think all of that breed is. Kids I mean. It’s like they know stuff you’ve forgotten, but they still hammer you with questions. She rocked up, though, when Mira told her I was friends with Mavis.”

			“Ah.” He sat on the corner of the desk. “A Mavis fan. Considerable conversation to be mined there.”

			“And she wants you to play pinball with her. She’s got a competitive streak, seems like. She’s a little bent she can’t meet your scores.”

			“Really?” His smile bloomed. “I’d enjoy that. I’ll take her down for a bit after dinner. Good practice for when we have a brood of our own.”

			She didn’t pale, but her eyes did go glassy. “Are you trying to wig me?”

			“It’s fairly irresistible. Come on.” He held out a hand. “Be a good girl and come to dinner.”

			Before she could rise, her ’link beeped. “Minute,” she said, and noted the commander’s home data on the ID. “It’s Whitney.” Without thinking about it she straightened up in the chair, squared her shoulders. “Dallas.”

			“Lieutenant. The safe house on Ninety-second has been hit.”

			“Ninety-second.” Not trusting her mental file, she flipped her fingers over the keyboard to bring up the data. “Preston and Knight.”

			“They’re both down.”

			Now she did pale. “Down, sir?”

			“DOS.” His face was grim, his voice was flat. “Security was compromised. Both officers were terminated. Report to the scene immediately.”

			“Yes, sir. Commander, the other locations—”

			“Additional units have been dispatched. Reports are coming in. I’ll meet you on-scene.”

			When the screen went blank, she sat just as she was. Sat just as she was when Roarke came around the desk to lay his hand on her shoulder.

			“I hand-picked them. Preston and Knight. Because they were good, solid cops. Good instincts. If there was going to be a hit on one of the locations, I wanted solid cops with good instincts covering them.”

			“I’m sorry, Eve.”

			“Didn’t have to move a wit from that location. Didn’t have anybody there, but it was one of the addresses Newman should have known, so it had to be covered. She’s dead, too, by now. Stone dead. Tally’s up to eight.”

			She rose then, checked her weapon harness. “Two good cops. I’m going to hunt them down like dogs.”

			She didn’t argue when he said he was going with her. She wanted him behind the wheel until she was more sure of her control.

			As she jogged down the stairs, pulled her jacket on, Nixie came out into the foyer. “You’re supposed to come to dinner now.”

			“We have to go out.” There was a firestorm raging in Eve’s head she’d yet to be able to shut down to cold.

			“Out to dinner?”

			“No.” Roarke stepped to Nixie, brushed a hand lightly over her hair. “The lieutenant has work. I’m going to help, but we’ll be back as soon as we can.”

			She looked at him, then focused on Eve. “Is somebody else dead?”

			She started to fob it off, even to lie, but decided on truth. “Yes.”

			“What if they come while you’re gone? What if the bad guys come when you’re not here? What—”

			“They can’t get in.” Roarke said it so simply it could be taken as nothing less than fact. “And look here.” He took a small ’link out of his pocket as he crouched down to her level. “You keep this. If you’re afraid, you should tell Summerset or one of the police we have in the house. But if you can’t tell them, you push this. Do you see?”

			She moved closer, her blonde hair brushing his black. “What does it do?”

			“It will signal me. You can push this, and my ’link will beep twice, and I’ll know it’s you, and you’re afraid. But don’t use it unless you really have to. All right?”

			“Can I push it now, to see if it works?”

			He turned his head to smile at her. “A very good idea. Go ahead.”

			She pressed her finger on the button he’d shown her, and the ’link still in his pocket beeped twice. “It works.”

			“It does, yes. It’ll fit right in your pocket. There.” He slipped it in for her, then straightened. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

			Summerset was there, of course, hovering a few feet back in the hall. Roarke sent him their own signal as he put on his coat. “Lieutenant,” he said, turning. “I’m with you.”

			When Summerset stepped forward to take Nixie’s hand, she waited until the door shut. “Why does he call her ‘Lieutenant’? Why doesn’t he call her ‘Dallas’ like most everybody else?”

			“It’s a kind of endearment between them.” He gave Nixie’s hand a little squeeze. “Why don’t we eat in the kitchen tonight?”

			It wasn’t rage. Eve wasn’t sure there was a word for what gripped the throat, the belly, the head, the bowels when you looked down at the slaughter of men you’d sent into battle. Men you’d sent to their death.

			Going down in the line was a risk they all took. But knowing that didn’t loosen the grip, not when she’d been the one to give them their last orders.

			The other cops were quiet, a silent wall. The scene had been secured. Now it was up to her.

			The safe house was a post–Urban Wars construction. Cheap, never meant to last. But it had stood, a narrow box of two stories, bumped up against a few more narrow boxes that were all dwarfed and outclassed by the sturdiness of the buildings that had survived the wars, and the sleekness of those built since the hurried, harried aftermath.

			She knew the city had bought this, and others, on the cheap. Maintained them on a shoestring. But the security was better than decent, with full-panning cams, alarms backed up by alarms.

			Still, they’d gotten in. Not only gotten in, but had taken out two seasoned cops.

			Knight’s weapon was still holstered, but Preston’s was drawn, lying useless at the base of the stairs while he was sprawled and bloody on them.

			Knight’s body was facedown, a full stride out of the kitchen. A broken plate, spilled coffee, a veggie ham on rye were scattered in front of him.

			The miserly entertainment screen was showing an Arena Ball game. The security screen was black as death.

			“Took Knight first.” Her voice was slightly hoarse, but she continued to record the scene and her impressions. “Took him coming out of the kitchen. Surprised him. If they’d taken Preston, Knight would’ve come out with his weapon drawn. Preston heads down, ready, but they take him.”

			She crouched, picked up the weapon. “Got a blast off, at least one, before he went down. Officer, start a canvass. I want to know if anyone heard weapons’ fire. If they heard shouts. If they saw a fucking cockroach pass this way.”

			“Lieutenant—”

			She merely turned her head, and the expression on her face had the uniform nodding. “Yes, sir.”

			“Cut their throats—their favorite game. But they didn’t cut two cops’ throats without a fight. Had to disable first. Long-range stunners,” she said, studying the faint singe on Preston’s shirt. “That’s what they had. No chances this time. Not just killing little kids. So they come in the front. God damn how did they get through? How did they compromise this system so fast two cops are caught with their pants down?”

			“It’s a standard police system,” Roarke said quietly because he heard more than rage in her voice. He heard pain. “A good system, but standard issue for cop houses. If they had the kind of knowledge we believe, they could have set for this, taken it out, got through the door in under two minutes. Very likely considerably under two minutes with the equipment they must have at their disposal.”

			“These were good cops,” she reminded him. “Too good to sit still for a breach like this. Knight’s in the damn kitchen making a sandwich. There’s a security monitor in there. There are security monitors upstairs. Screen goes out, you go straight to Code Red. So it didn’t go out. Not at first. Why is Knight upstairs?”

			She stepped over the body, over the blood, and went up to the second floor.

			There were two bedrooms, one bath. All windows were privacy screened, barred, and wired. She looked at the ’link in the first bedroom, crossed to it and replayed the last incoming.

			It was audio only, and it was her voice.

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. The suspects are contained. Repeat, the suspects are contained and being transported. Stand down and report to Central.”

			“Fucking A.” Eve muttered.

			“Lieutenant?” There was puzzlement, but no alarm in Preston’s voice. “You’re on the house ’link.”

			“I’m aware of that. Did you copy your orders?”

			“Yes, sir, but—”

			“Dallas out.”

			“Well, shit.” Preston’s voice was perturbed now, and he didn’t immediately end the transmission on his end. “Yo, Knight! Dallas collared the bastards. . . . How the hell do I know, she was her usual chatty self. Make me a damn sand—”

			There was a blasting sound, a shout, then the sound of running feet.

			“Voice simulator,” Roarke said from behind her. “There was a tinny quality to it, and the lack of inflection in your tone. I suspect, if he had another moment or two, he’d have considered that, and checked in with you.”

			“One working the simulator, two coming in. Pull one of them up here with the ’link call, keep him occupied just long enough. Good surveillance equipment, maybe body heat sensors. Knew where they were. One up, one down. Took Knight before he could blink, but Preston got a stream off. They’ve homed in on him, though, so he’s down before he can signal there’s trouble.”

			“If they had sensors, they’d have known there were only two people here. Both adults.”

			She tagged the ’link for EDD. “Some of the safe houses have cold rooms, just to screw with that kind of surveillance. Subject under protection can be in the cold room. No point in not checking that out, once you’ve got the locations.”

			She headed out, and down. Whitney came in the front as she reached the bottom of the stairs.

			“Commander.”

			“Lieutenant.” He nodded at Roarke, then crossed to the first body. He said nothing. Then, continuing to look at his fallen men, spoke in a voice dangerously soft. “They don’t yet know the wrath. But they will. Report.”

			She went through the steps, reporting, recording, collecting, and repressed the storm inside. She stood over Morris as he conducted his on-scene exam. “Stunned first. Midbody hit on both.”

			“Preston would have been four or five steps down. He got off a stream,” Eve added. “Might’ve caught one of them. There’s no sign of a hit on the walls, anywhere in the room. Crime Scene ran over it. No residue. No wasted shots here,” she noted. “Everyone who fired hit something they were aiming at.”

			“My guess would be he crumbled more than fell. I’ll know more when I get him in, but the bruising, the position of the body indicates he was thrust back by the stream, then folded, slid. His throat slit where he lay.”

			“They had to lift Knight’s head to cut him. Blasted back, plate and cup flying. Hits the floor and rolls facedown.”

			She walked back to the front door. “Came in together, one high, one low. It’s low guy who takes Knight, from the angle of the hit. High hits Preston. Moving fast, moving smooth.”

			She simulated, weapon drawn, heading forward. “One takes Knight.” Blood cold, she moved straight to the body, lifted the head by the hair, mimed drawing a knife over the throat. “Left-handed this time. Versatile bastards. Had the stunners in the right, knives in the left.”

			Morris said nothing, only watched.

			“Second moves straight to Preston, bends down, slices. Combat grip, one quick stroke. Then he heads up, his partner takes the first floor. Place this size, they can confirm it’s empty in under ninety seconds.”

			“Have you walked it off already?”

			“Yeah, I went through. They’re in, they’re out. Three minutes. The blood on the floor down here, going into the kitchen and into the toilet’s going to be from Knight. Upstairs it’s going to be Preston’s. Coming off the knives, coming off the gear. The trail of it, the pattern, shows they were moving fast. See, look.”

			She strode to the kitchen doorway, swung her weapon right, left. “See the blood there? Pause, sweep the room, move in.”

			She looked back up the stairs. “Preston shouldn’t have come down like that, exposed. Two seconds where he acts before he thinks—he’s thinking about his partner instead of with cop instinct—and he’s dead.”

			She lowered her weapon, holstered it. “Fuck.”

			“Truer words. I’ll take care of them now, Dallas.” He didn’t touch her—his hands were smeared with blood—but the look in his eyes was as steady as the clasp of a hand.

			“We’re going to bury them for this, Morris.”

			“Yes. Yes, we are.”

			She went outside. Most of the reporters who’d gathered had scattered after Whitney had given them a brief statement. Stories to file, she thought.

			But she saw Nadine over with Roarke by her vehicle. Some of the anger, the cold hard tips of it, clawed through. She strode toward them, ready to rake the reporter bloody—and have a few swipes left over for her husband—when Nadine turned.

			Her face was streaked with tears.

			“I knew them,” she said before Eve could speak. “I knew them.”

			“Okay.” The anger retracted, scraping those keen tips over her own gut on the way. “Okay.”

			“Knight . . . We used to flirt. Nothing serious, nothing that either of us meant to go anywhere, but we did the dance.” Her voice broke. “Preston used to show off pictures of his kid. He’s got a little boy.”

			“I know. You ought to take some time off, Nadine. A couple of days.”

			“After you get them.” She swiped her fingers over her cheeks. “I don’t know why it’s hit me this way. It’s not the first time somebody I know . . .”

			“Preston may have hit one of them. I’m telling you that friend to friend, not cop to reporter. Because you knew them. Because I knew them, and thinking he might’ve hit one of them helps me.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I’ve got to go finish up here, seal the scene, then go in,” Eve said to Roarke. “I don’t know when I’ll be home.”

			“Call, will you, when you do?”

			“Sure.” She thought of what he’d said earlier about the risks she had to take. And what it might be like for him to see other cops, bloody and dead.

			So despite Nadine, despite the other cops, the techs, the few gawkers who’d yet to be nudged on their way, she stepped to him, stepped into him. Laid her hands on his face, laid her lips on his.

			“I can get you a ride in one of the black-and-whites.”

			He smiled at her. “There is nothing I’d like less. I’ll take care of my own transpo. Nadine, I’ll give you a lift.”

			“If I could have a kiss like that, I’d be lifted into orbit. But I’ll settle for a ride to the station. Dallas, if you need some research on the side, another pair of hands or eyes, mine are yours. No strings on this one.”

			“I’ll keep it in mind. Later.” She strode back up the sidewalk, and back into the narrow box that smelled of death.
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			WORD SPREAD QUICKLY WHEN COPS WENT DOWN. By the time Eve reached Central, that word had streamed through the maze, slid into cubes and offices, and had the air thick with fury.

			She stepped into the bull pen, paused. She wasn’t much for speeches. She preferred briefings or orders. But she was rank here, and the men deserved to hear from her.

			They were at desks, in cubes, answering ’links, writing reports. A couple were taking statements from civilians who’d either been victimized or had victimized someone else.

			There was the smell of bad fake coffee, sickly sugar substitute, sweat, and someone’s greasy dinner. And under it was that fury, a ripe, rich, dangerous odor.

			Most of the noise stopped when she came in, but one of the civilians continued to weep in soft, liquid sobs. ’Links beeped, and for the moment were ignored.

			She knew she had blood on her, and she knew every cop in the room saw it and thought of where it had come from.

			“Detectives Owen Knight and James Preston went down in the line at approximately twenty-fifteen this evening. They were murdered while doing the job. Detective Knight leaves a mother, father, and sister. Detective Preston leaves a wife, a three-year-old son, his parents, grandparents. Donations to the Survivors’ Fund can be made in their names. Detective Jannson,” Eve said, “will you coordinate?”

			The woman nodded. “Yes, sir. Can you give us the status, Lieutenant?”

			“We believe tonight’s events are connected to the Swisher homicides. Five civilians, two of them minors, were murdered. Preston and Knight, and every one of us, is charged with protecting and serving the people of New York, of seeing to their safety. Those of us here, in Homicide, are equally charged to serve those whose lives have been taken, of searching out and apprehending those who take lives. We close cases here, and we’ll close this one. For those five civilians, two of them minors, and the people they left behind. Now they’ve taken two of our own, and we will search them out and apprehend.”

			She waited a beat, and there was only silence. “Until such time any and all requests for personal time, vacation time, sick leave must be cleared by me or the ranking officer on shift. You’ll be working this case in addition to your currents, reports to be filed daily. No exceptions. At change of shift, report to the ready room for a full briefing and assignments. We’re going to hunt them down, and we’re going to take them out. That’s it.”

			She heard no complaints at the additional load as she walked into her office, shut the door.

			She got coffee, then just sat.

			A police representative and department counselor would have delivered the news by now to the families of the dead. So she was spared that. She would have to speak to them at the memorials, offer some words.

			She wanted the words to include: We got the sons of bitches who did this. Who left you a widow, who killed your son, your brother. Who left you without a father.

			She pinched the bridge of her nose, then rose to pin the stills from the scene onto her board.

			Then she sat to write her report.

			None of the other safe houses had been hit. Didn’t hit them, she thought, because you knew the target wasn’t there. Knew that when you found two armed cops guarding an empty house.

			Killing them was a flourish, she decided. A message. No need to finish them off when they were down. Already decided to do that, though. Part of the mission. Take out everybody inside, another clean sweep.

			And what’s the message? Why add cop killing to the mix when it brings down the full force of the NYPSD? Because you think you’re better—smarter, slicker, better equipped. And you know we’ve made the connection. You know we’ve got the kid and you want her.

			Newman would have told you the kid can’t ID you. But she’s a detail, she’s a miss, and you can’t risk it.

			I wouldn’t, Eve thought. No, I wouldn’t chance leaving that thread dangling when I’d been so careful. It’s not squared away, and it’s a little bit insulting. Some snot-nosed kid slips out from under you?

			Pride in the work. She tipped back just a bit, rolled her shoulders. Got to have pride in the work to be that damn good at it. And the mission wasn’t accomplished, is not complete until Nixie Swisher is dead.

			“So what will you do next?” Eve asked aloud. “What will you do?”

			There was a sharp knock on her door, then Peabody shoved it open. “You didn’t call me in. I heard it on the goddamn screen.”

			“I need you tomorrow. I need you fresh.”

			“Bullshit.”

			Eve sat where she was, though a low vibration had begun to hum in her blood. “Crossing a line, Detective.”

			“I’m your partner. This case is mine, too. I knew those guys.”

			“I’m also your lieutenant, and you’re going to want to be careful before you end up with an insubordinate in your file.”

			“Fuck my file. And fuck you, too, if you think I give a rat’s ass about it.”

			Slowly, Eve rose out of her chair. Peabody’s chin jutted out, her jaw clenched—and so did her fists. “Going to take a shot at me, Detective? You’ll be on your ass and bloody before you finish the swing.”

			“Maybe.”

			In all the time they’d worked together, Eve had seen Peabody pissed, hurt, sad, and ready to rumble. But she’d never seen her boiling with all of it. A choice had to be made, and quickly. Plow in, step back.

			And just as quickly, Eve decided to do neither. Her eyes stayed steady, her stance at the ready. “You’re beautiful when you’re angry.”

			There was a blink, then two. “Dallas—”

			“All hot and steamy. If I went for girls, I’d jump you right now.”

			There was a tremble along the jaw that rippled into a reluctant smile. And just like that, the crisis passed.

			“I didn’t call you in for the reasons I just told you. Plus this one.” Her hand snapped out, fast as a flicked whip and connected with Peabody’s ribs.

			Peabody’s breath sucked in, and her face lost all color—until it came back with a faint tinge of green. “That was just mean. Even for you.”

			“Yeah, and telling. You’re not a hundred percent yet. You don’t get your downtime, you’re no good to me.” Eve crossed to the AutoChef, ordered up a bottle of water as Peabody leaned against the desk and got her breath back. “I can’t afford to worry about you, and I am. I don’t like seeing you hurting.”

			“That nearly makes up for the punch in the ribs.”

			“The fact that you called that tap a punch ought to tell you something.” She handed Peabody the water. “You nearly died.”

			“Well, Jesus, Dallas.”

			“You nearly died,” Eve repeated, and it was partner to partner now, a unity tighter than most marriages. “I was afraid you would. Sick and afraid.”

			“I know,” Peabody replied. “I get that.”

			“I cleared you to come back because medical said you could handle light duty. This isn’t turning out to be light. I’m not taking you off this case because I know if I were in your shoes—which would never happen, as I’d have to be beaten unconscious before you’d get those pink airboots on my feet—”

			Peabody’s lips twitched. “Salmon.”

			“What, you’re hungry?”

			“No.” Peabody took another sip of water and laughed, then winced and rubbed her ribs. “The shoes. The color’s salmon.”

			“More the reason. I’m really going to wear fish shoes. So—God, what was I saying?”

			“You’re not taking me off because . . .”

			“Because if it were me, the job’s going to take my mind off the fact I nearly got taken out.”

			“It does. I’ve woken up sweaty a few times the last weeks, which has nothing to do with mattress dancing with McNab. But it’s getting better. I’m getting better. I need to work.”

			“Agreed. In addition to the above reasons, I didn’t call you in tonight because . . .”

			She reached past Peabody to close the door. “ . . . I sent them in. Knight and Preston. I knew them, too, and I sent them in, and now they’re dead. I had to deal with that first, on my own. Now I have, so let’s get to work.”

			Peabody sat. “I wasn’t mad at you. Well, yeah, I was, but it was easier to be mad at you, to let it center there, than . . .”

			“I know that, too. Get some coffee.”

			“Hey, you actually offered me coffee.”

			“I meant get some coffee for me, but you can have some, too.”

			Peabody pushed up, went to the AutoChef. While she programmed, she studied the board. “What have we got?”

			It didn’t take long to brief her.

			“Have you got a copy of the ’link transmission? I’d like to hear it.”

			Eve took out a disc, plugged it in, called up the recording.

			While it played, Peabody sipped coffee. “It’s off—just a little, but it’s close. The way it says, ‘I’m aware of that,’ when he questions you contacting him on the house ’link. I’d have known it wasn’t you, but he doesn’t talk with you every day, so yeah, he’d have bought it. Initially. Then, give him another ten seconds, and he’s going to think: blocked video, you never addressed him by name or rank, and you don’t do drone work. You wouldn’t be the one to contact all the plants and inform. You’d be too busy with the suspects.”

			“He didn’t have the additional ten seconds. He goes up to answer the ’link. Only house ’link in the place, and in that room because that room’s secured, for police only when there’s a witness on the premises. Good spy equipment, they can locate that, and it’s good for them. Separate the two of them. Up and down, keeping one on the ’link just long enough to finish bypassing. He hasn’t even ended the transmission when they’re in.”

			“Who called it in? Who called in the officer down?”

			“They didn’t make their required hourly check-in. Backup team sent in, found them. Canvass turned up zilch, so far.”

			“Those locations are soundproofed. Nobody would have heard the weapons’ fire.”

			“It’s street level, they had to close the door behind them. Don’t miss a trick. In, one of them gives it a boot. Knight comes out, shouts the warning, and he’s down before he can draw his weapon. Preston responds, gets off one stream, and he’s down. Finish them off, do a quick search—not going to miss anything this time. Then they’re out.”

			“Had to have a vehicle somewhere, running the surveillance, the electronics.”

			“The third man, at least one more. Possibly two now. One to drive, one to handle the equipment. Inside guys report the target’s not there, the vehicle heads for a pickup spot, or just back to HQ. These guys walk away. Walk away from the scene because somebody might notice and remember seeing two guys get into a van outside a place where two cops got their throats cut. Too many people around there, walking, running shops, hailing cabs. It’s not a pit like where they snatched Newman.”

			“Somebody might’ve noticed two guys entering and leaving the scene.”

			“Yeah, and we’ll hope so, but it’s less of a risk. A couple of pedestrians, as opposed to two men jumping into the back of a van—especially since the reports of how Newman was abducted are all over the screen. Better to mix things up than form too recognizable a pattern.”

			“And we still don’t know why.”

			“We work with what we know. Extreme knowledge of electronics and surveillance, commando-style hits. Multiple participants. This is a team, and well-lubed. This team, or a member of it, ordered or requested the hit on the Swishers. And there’s a good chance they—What?” she called out, irritated at the knock on her door.

			“Sorry, Lieutenant.” Jannson stood in the doorway.

			“What is it, Detective?”

			“I started making the rounds, for the Survivors’ Fund.”

			“We’ll have to discuss that later.”

			“No, sir. I was down in Booking, and when one of the uniforms was digging out a donation, he said they had an LC in the tank who was mouthing off about knowing something about what went down. He was pissed about it, the uniform, because she’s a regular visitor—street level. Always looking for an angle, mostly full of it. He figured she heard some of the men talking about Knight and Preston and wants some attention, a little glory. It’s a long shot otherwise, but I didn’t want it overlooked. Lieutenant, she was picked up on West Eighty-nine. Just blocks from the scene.”

			“Bring her up, into Interview. We’ll take her for a spin. Check which room’s available.”

			“I already did. Interview A’s clear.”

			“Bring her up. You want in?”

			Jannson hesitated, and Eve could see the struggle on her face. “Three of us in there, gives her too much thumb. I’ll take the Observation Room.”

			“Have Booking shoot up her sheet. Nice catch, Jannson.”

			Ophelia Washburn was more than worn around the edges. She was heading for tattered. She was a wide-hipped black woman with breasts of such enormity and stature no angel of God had bestowed them. Her top was spangled and feathered and strained mightily to hold those mountains in place.

			Her hair was a towering shock of white. Eve always wondered why street-levels felt huge hair was as big a drawing card as huge breasts. And why either were needed, when most customers either wanted a fast bang or a quick blow job.

			Her lips were full, large, and dyed to match the top. A gold eyetooth glinted between them, while the rest of her face was painted and slathered in a manner that shouted out, “Whore here! Inquire regarding rates.”

			But all the paint and polish didn’t disguise the fact that Ophelia was past prime. Limping toward fifty, a decade beyond the age most street-levels burned out and took jobs as irritable waitresses or riders at sex clubs. Maybe bit actors in porn vids.

			“Ophelia.” Eve kept her voice light, even friendly. “I see you’re operating on a suspended license and have three other violations within the last eighteen months.”

			“No, see, that’s the thing. That cop, he said I was carrying illegals and I told him the john musta put them on me. You can’t trust a john, take it from me. But they don’t pay any mind, and I get my license suspended. Now how’m I supposed to make a living I can’t trick? Who’m I hurting out there? I get my health checks regular. You can see that in my file. I’m clean.”

			“It also says you’ve tested positive for Exotica and Go.”

			“Well, musta been a mistake, or some john, he slipped me some. Some rub Go on their dicks. Give a bj, and there you are.”

			Eve cocked her head as if she found this information fascinating. “You know with this last bust, they’re going to lift your license permanently.”

			“You can fix that. You can fix that for me, ’cause I got something for you.”

			“What have you got for me, Ophelia?”

			“First you fix it.”

			“Peabody, do I look as if most of my brain has recently been surgically removed?”

			“No. You certainly don’t look nearly dim enough to fix a sheet of this length without first being given salient information.”

			Ophelia sent Peabody a scowl. “What she mean salient?”

			“Ophelia, two cops are dead.” The light, friendly tone turned cold as Pluto. “You heard about that. If you’re using that, if you’re playing me with that so you can get your license clear, I will personally see that it’s not only lifted, but that you’re hounded by the cops to the extent you won’t be able to give away blow jobs for old times’ sake.”

			“No need to get pissy.” Ophelia’s large lips seemed to gain weight with a pout. “Just trying to help us both outtava jam.”

			“Then you tell me what you know, and if it helps, you walk out.”

			“With a license?”

			“With a license.”

			“Phat. So, here’s what. I’m doing the stroll on Ninety-two. My usual area of business is downtown, but with my current situation, I changed. And you get better tricks Upper West. That time of day, lots of nine-to-fives heading home after a quick drink. I give them a bj to go with it, maybe a fast bang.”

			“On the street.”

			“Well . . . See, I got an arrangement with a guy has a deli with a back room. He takes a cut, and I got some privacy for my business.”

			“Okay. Keep going.”

			Obviously cheered by the fact she wasn’t going to get slapped for another violation, Ophelia beamed. “So I’m starting the stroll. Got one quickie in, so I’m feeling pretty good. Nice night out, people walking around. Lots of potentials, you know? And I see these two. Mmmmmmm. Big, handsome guys. Look rough, look tough. Think maybe I can get me a twofer. I sway on up to them, leading with the champs here.” She laid her hands on her breasts, gave them a squeeze. “And I say, how about you gentlemen and me have ourselves a party. Offer them a special rate. I’m standing in front of them. You gotta slow a john down, show off the merchandise, you gonna have a shot. And this one looks at me, hard. But not like he’s thinking about doing me, but like he’s thinking about kicking my sweet ass down and giving it a stomp. You been in the life long as I have, you know that look. They don’t say nothing, just part ways and walk by on either side of me. That’s when I smelled it.”

			“Smelled what.”

			“Blood. Fresh. So you best believe while they’re walking that way, I’m walking quick, fast, and in a hurry in the other. It’s ’cause I’m shaken up some that I end up offering to party with a cop in soft clothes, and he asks to see my license. And I end up in the tank where I hear talk about two cops getting dead on Ninety-second. And I’m saying how I have information, but—”

			“Let’s go back a minute. Did you see blood on these men?”

			“No, smelled it.”

			“How did you know it was blood?”

			“Well, shit, you ever smelled it? Especially when it’s fresh. You can almost taste it, like you sucked on an old credit. My granddaddy’s got a little farm down in Kentucky. Raises pigs. I did some time there as a kid—hog slaughtering time. I know what blood smells like. And those guys had been bloody, you can take that to the bank.”

			Eve felt that fizz in her own blood, but kept her tone even. “What did they look like?”

			“Big, built. White boys. Had to look up at them, but I don’t have much height, even in my work shoes. But they looked big ’cause they were solid, you know?”

			“Handsome, you said.”

			“Yeah, good lookers, what I could see. Wearing sun shades and caps. I didn’t see the eyes, but when they send that look at you, you don’t have to. Sorta looked alike, I guess, but they were white boys and sometimes they just do.”

			“What were they wearing?”

			“Dark.” She lifted a shoulder. “Didn’t pay much attention, but they looked like good stuff—quality—so I figured they had fee and tip on them. Had bags, too, on long straps.” She held her hands about a foot apart. “ ’Bout that big. Now I’m thinking, one of the bags bumped me when they walked by. Felt solid, and that’s when I smelled the blood.”

			“Which way were they walking, west or east?”

			“West, heading on over toward Broadway. One of ’em had a hitch in his stride.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Gimpy. Limping some. Like his leg was paining him or his shoes didn’t fit right.”

			Got one of them, Preston, Eve thought. Gave them a little pain. “Hair color, distinguishing marks, anything else?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Eve drew herself back. If she pushed too hard, the woman could start making things up, just to fill in the blanks. “Do you think you’d recognize them if you saw them again?”

			“Might.”

			“I’d like you to work with a police artist.”

			“No shit. Never did that before. I must’ve given you good stuff.”

			“Maybe. Good enough I’ll fix your license.”

			“You’re stand-up. I don’t do girls as a rule, but you want a bang sometime, I’ll give you a freebie.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind. Meanwhile, I need you to stay here while I arrange for an artist.”

			“I don’t gotta go back to the tank?”

			“No.” As she rose, Eve decided she could do one better. “There hasn’t yet been a reward posted, but there will be by morning. There’s a standard reward in cases of cop killing. If this information you’ve given us leads to an arrest, I’ll see that you get it.”

			This time Ophelia’s jaw dropped. “You are shitting me.”

			“We appreciate your cooperation.”

			The minute they stepped out, Peabody clutched a hand on Eve’s arms. “That’s the real deal, Dallas. She saw them.”

			“Yeah, she did. Goddamn street hooker. You just never know.” Eve nodded as Jannson came out of Observation. “Nice work, Detective.”

			“Back at you, sir. You drew that out of her like it was candy tied to a string. I can arrange for the artist.”

			“Tag Yancy, he’s the best. Call him in. I don’t want this leaking to the media as yet. And the LC’s name is now Jane Doe on any and all records.”

			“On that.”

			Eve turned to Peabody. “I want her to stay in Central. I don’t want her back on the street. They get wind, they’ll find her. She gets out, she’ll tell anyone who’ll listen. No safe houses. We put her up in one of the cribs here. Get her whatever she wants, within reason. Let’s keep her happy.”

			“On that,” Peabody said and returned to the interview room.

			As she headed to her office, Eve yanked out her pocket ’link. Roarke’s face filled the screen so quickly, she knew he’d been waiting.

			“I may not make it home for a while. I got something.”

			“What can you tell me?”

			“Street LC, tried to solicit them a couple of blocks from the scene. I’ll fill you in later, but I’ve got her here, bringing Yancy in to work with her. I’m going to stick, see if we can get a good picture.”

			“What can I do?”

			“Funny you should ask.” This time she walked straight through the bull pen, ignoring the questioning looks, into her office, and shut the door.

			“You up for some drone work?”

			“I prefer to call it expert computer tasking. You’ve got a look in your eye, Lieutenant, that I’m very pleased to see.”

			“I’m on them.” Ophelia had smelled the blood, she thought. And now, so did she. “I’ve been thinking, and was about to pursue the theory that the Swishers might not have been first. That’s a kind of crescendo—isn’t that the thing you call it when you drag me to symphonies and crap?”

			“It is, my darling, uncultured Eve.”

			“Crescendos, the big noise. But mostly, you lead up to that, build up to it. So maybe they weren’t the only. And maybe not the first.”

			“Both you and Feeney have run IRCCA for like crimes.”

			“Not like—not home invasion, necessarily, with a slaughter. But connected. So, here’s a theory. If somebody was pissed enough or worried enough about one or more members of the Swisher household to wipe them out, could be there are one or more individuals this dick is pissed off at or worried about. So we need to go back, we need to do a search of logical connections—at least we’ll stick with logical to start. School staff—anyone connected with the school who died or disappeared within, let’s say, the last three years. These guys are patient, but they’re cocky, too, proud. They wouldn’t spread it out much longer than that.”

			“Then there’s health care workers and physicians Keelie or Grant Swisher worked with.”

			“You do connect the dots. Lawyers who went up against Swisher in court, presiding judges, social workers. Clients on both—dead or missing.”

			“Same time period?”

			“Yeah—shit, let’s make it six years. Better have a buffer. If I’m right and the Swishers were to be the big finish, we’ll find something. What’s happened since is cleanup, because of one small mistake. We connect something, that’s going to connect to something else. Then I’ll wrap them up and choke them with it.”

			“Sexy talk.”

			“Find me something, it’ll get sexier. You’re slicker than me on this stuff.”

			“Darling, you’re an amazon in bed.”

			“Drone work, ace.” She could feel the juices bubbling inside now. “I’ll take the school angle, because it’s the least likely. Anything pops, anything, tag me.”

			She walked over to the AutoChef, then backed off. She was too damn revved for more coffee. Better to flush some of it out. She grabbed water instead before organizing what she needed for the ready room.

			She opened her door, and stopped short before she walked into Whitney.

			“Sir. I didn’t realize you were in the house.”

			“I’ve just come from paying condolence calls on Knight’s and Preston’s families.” He glanced down at the bottle in her hand. “Does coffee now come clear and in bottles?”

			“It’s water, sir.”

			“And has hell frozen over without me getting a report?”

			“I’m sorry, I don’t . . . Oh.” She gave the bottle a little frown. “I thought I should offset the caffeine.”

			“I, on the other hand, could use the jolt.”

			“Yes, sir.” She set her things down, went to the AutoChef.

			“I’m aware you have a briefing in a moment. It’ll keep. I’m also aware you have an artist coming in to work a potential witness.”

			“I think she’s solid, Commander. I’ve requested Detective Yancy. I haven’t yet written my report on the interview.”

			He accepted the coffee. “I saw Detective Peabody, so I have the main points. I’ll attend your briefing and expect to be filled in more completely at that time. But we need to discuss something else first.”

			When he closed the door, her shoulders squared. When she realized it, she reminded herself of Trueheart.

			“Sit down, Lieutenant.”

			She took the visitor’s chair, leaving him the marginally sturdier one at the desk. But he didn’t sit, simply stood with the coffee in his hand.

			“It’s difficult to lose men. It’s difficult to accept that your orders put them in harm’s way.” He looked toward her board, toward the pictures of two cops. “These aren’t the first men either of us has lost.”

			“No, sir.”

			“But each is like the first. Each is difficult. Taking orders is less of a burden than giving them. You need to carry that weight, and stop yourself from asking if you should have done something different. You did what you had to do, just as your men did what they had to do. We may lose more in our pursuit of the scum who did this, and you are not allowed to hesitate to give the orders, you are not allowed to second guess what you know has to be done.”

			“I’ve dealt with it, Commander.”

			“You’ve started to. It’ll come back on you when you stop, when you’re away from here and the work. It’ll come back on you, and you’ll have to finish dealing with it. And put it away. If you have trouble doing that, speak with Mira or one of the department counselors.”

			“I’ll put it away. There isn’t an officer in my division or in this department who should trust me if I can’t. Or don’t. I understood that I’d face this when I accepted the promotion to lieutenant. I understand that I’ll be here again, with the faces of men I know on my board.”

			“You should be captain,” he said, and she said nothing. “You know there are reasons, mostly political, why you haven’t yet been offered the opportunity to test for a captaincy.”

			“I know the reasons, sir, and accept them.”

			“You don’t know them all. I could push it, push the chief, call in some markers.”

			“I don’t want markers called in on my account.”

			He smiled a little. “Markers are made to be called in. But I don’t—not yet—because, frankly, Dallas, I’m not ready to have one of my best street cops riding a desk. And you’re not ready to comfortably ride one.”

			“No, sir. I’m not.”

			“We’ll both know when you are. Good coffee,” he said and took another swallow. “I’ll see you in the ready room.”

		

	
		
			12

			IN HIS OFFICE, ROARKE SET UP FOR HIS ASSIGNMENT. It continued to surprise him how much he enjoyed doing cop work. Most of his life had been spent avoiding, evading, or out-thinking cops.

			Now he was not only married to one, ridiculously in love with one, but he spent a great deal of his time in a consultant capacity for the NYPSD.

			Life was a bloody strange game.

			Then again, perhaps it was the game of it that accounted for part of the entertainment. The puzzle that needed to be solved, with facts, with evidence, and with instinct.

			They made a good team, he and his cop, he thought, as he poured himself a brandy before getting down to it. She with her ingrained cop senses, he with his ingrained criminal ones.

			Just because he was retired from the shadier aspects of the law didn’t mean the instincts weren’t still humming.

			He’d killed. Brutally, coldly, bloodily. He knew what it was to take a life, and what could drive one human to end the existence of another.

			She accepted that in him, his justice-seeking Eve. Maybe not forgave, but accepted. Even understood, and that was one of his miracles.

			But even at his worst, he’d never killed an innocent. Never ended the life of a child. Still, he could comprehend it, even as Eve could. They both knew evil not only existed, it flourished and grew fat, and it reveled in its pursuit of the weak and the innocent.

			He had an abrupt and crystal-clear image of himself—filthy shirt, bloody nose, hard and defiant eyes—standing at the top of the steps in the stinking dump where he’d once lived in Dublin.

			And there was his father—big, strapping Patrick Roarke—weaving a bit from too much drink.

			You think you can pass off a couple of thin wallets as a day’s take? I’ll have the rest of it, you buggering little bastard.

			He remembered the boot coming up—he remembered that still—and his quick dodge. Not quick enough, though, not that time. He felt now as he’d felt then, the stomach-dropping sensation of falling, of knowing it would be bad. Had he cried out? Odd that he couldn’t remember. Had he yelled in shock, cursed in fury, or just gone down those steps in a bone-banging roll?

			What he could remember, and wasn’t that a bitch, was the sound of his father laughing as the boy he’d been tumbled down the stairs. What was his age then? Five? Six? No matter.

			And, well, hell, he had been holding back, hadn’t he? And considered the cuts and bruises worth the ten pounds he’d stashed away.

			Nixie had never been booted down the stairs by a drunken bastard who’d happened to share her blood.

			And yet the child would understand about evil and cruelty, too. Poor little bit.

			He glanced at his monitor, where he could see her curled under the covers of the bed they’d given her, in a room provided by strangers, with the light left dim.

			She would come to understand it. Now there was only pain and confusion and grief. But she would come to, and make her choices to rebuild her life on that broken ground.

			He’d made his, and didn’t regret them. He could regret nothing that brought him where he was, that brought him to Eve. But he didn’t wish the same for this small, fragile survivor.

			The best that could be done was to win her some sort of justice.

			He began a series of simultaneous searches. One on each of the Swisher adults, another cross-checking for duplicate names. Then one more on the Dysons. He doubted Eve would approve, but these were the people who would step in to raise the child. And the child was sleeping in his home, trusting him to keep her safe. He wanted to be sure they were clean.

			At the same time, he continued the search for names of known terrorists, members of paramilitary or fringe military groups.

			He intended to do one more, but would need the unregistered for that. Even with it, it would be tricky—which appealed to him. He wanted names of covert and special forces operators—military and government agencies who specialized in wet work and electronics. When he had those, he’d run another cross-reference on the Swishers.

			He intended to leave his more standard work running while he took himself and his plan into his private office. But he glanced at the monitor again, and saw Nixie stirring in her bed.

			He watched, hoping her subconscious wasn’t tuning her up for another nightmare. And wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake, insisting he take the night shift from Summerset. Nightmares may have become his province, but when it came to children, he was a pathetic novice.

			But in another moment, she sat up in bed. She took the ’link he’d given her out from under her pillow, studied it, skimmed her fingers over it. Then she stared around the room, looking so small, so lost and sad it broke his heart.

			He thought he should go in to her, try at least to soothe her back to sleep, but she climbed out of the bed. Just needs the loo or a drink of water, he decided. The sort of things a girl her age could handle on her own. He hoped.

			But instead of walking to the bathroom, she went to the house scanner.

			“Is Dallas here?”

			There was a plaintive quality in her voice that touched him, even as he thought, “Clever girl.”

			
				
					Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, is not on premises at this time.

				

			

			Nixie knuckled her eyes, sniffled, and again he thought he should go to her.

			“Is Roarke here?”

			
				
					Roarke is in his primary office.

				

			

			“I don’t know where that is. You have to tell me.”

			Roarke rose, then sat back down as the computer relayed location and directions. Let her come to him, he decided. It seemed more normal somehow than having him intercept her, letting her know—though she was smart enough to know it anyway—that she was being monitored even while she slept.

			He looked at the work yet to be done, rubbed the back of his neck. “Computer, continue searches, text mode only, internal save. No display at this time.”

			
				
					Acknowledged.

				

			

			He opened other work, his own, and began to refine construction plans on another sector of the Olympus Resort while Nixie made her way to him.

			He glanced up, cocked a brow, offered a smile when Nixie stepped into his doorway. “Hello, Nixie. Late for you, isn’t it?”

			“I woke up. Where’s Dallas?”

			“She’s still working. Would you like to come in?”

			“I’m not supposed to be up in the night.” Her voice trembled, and he imagined she was thinking of what had happened the last time she’d wandered in the night.

			“I wouldn’t mind the company, since you’re up. Or I can walk you back to your room if you’d rather.”

			She walked over to his desk in her pale pink pajamas. “Is she with the dead people?”

			“No. She’s working for them.”

			“But my mom and dad, and Coyle and Linnie, and Inga, they were dead first. She said she would find out who. She said she—”

			“She is.” Out of my sphere, he thought. Out of my bloody solar system. “Finding out who is her priority. It’s the most important thing she’s doing. And she’ll keep doing it until she knows.”

			“What if it takes years and years?”

			“She’ll never stop.”

			“I had a dream that they weren’t dead.” The tears spilled over, slid down her cheeks. “They weren’t dead, and we were all there like we’re supposed to be, and Mom and Inga were in the kitchen talking, and Dad was trying to sneak a snack and making her laugh. Me and Linnie were playing dress-up, and Coyle was teasing us. And they weren’t dead until I woke up. I don’t want them to be dead. They left me alone, and it’s not fair.”

			“It’s not, no. It’s not at all fair.” He came around, picked her up so she could lay her head on his shoulder while she cried. This, he thought, was something a man could do. He could hold a child while she wept, while she grieved. And later he could do what he could to help piece her broken life back together.

			“They left me alone.”

			“They didn’t want to. Still, I imagine all of them are so glad you weren’t hurt.”

			“How can they be glad when they’re dead?”

			Terrifying logic, he thought, and carried her around the desk, sat with her in his lap. “Don’t you think that when you die you might go to another place?”

			“Like heaven.”

			“Aye, like that.”

			“I don’t know. Maybe.” She turned her head, sighed. “But I don’t want them to be there. I want them to come back, like in my dream.”

			“I know. I never had a brother. What’s it like?”

			“They can be mean sometimes, especially if they’re bigger than you. But you can be mean back. But sometimes they’re fun and they play with you and tell jokes. Coyle played baseball, and I like to go to the games and watch. Is there baseball in heaven?”

			“I think there must be. It could hardly be heaven if it wasn’t fun.”

			“If I’d been in bed, I’d be in heaven with them. I wish—”

			“You mustn’t.” He drew her back so she could see his face. “You mustn’t wish for that, and they wouldn’t want you to wish it. There was a reason you didn’t go with them. Hard as that is, you have to live your life and find out what it is. It hurts to be alone, I know.”

			Her face bunched up like a fist. “You don’t. You’re not.”

			“There was a time I was. Someone took my mother from me before I was old enough to know her.”

			“Is she in heaven?”

			“I’m sure she is.”

			“That’s not fair either.” She laid her head on his chest again, patted him with her hand in a gesture of comfort that moved him, amazingly. She could offer him comfort, Roarke thought. Even now she had the heart in her to give solace. How did she come by that? Was it born in her or had it been instilled by her parents?

			“I won’t tell you I know how you’re feeling, but I will tell you I know what it is to be alone and angry and afraid. And I’ll tell you it’ll get better, however much you don’t think so, it will get better.”

			“When?”

			“Bit by little bit.” He touched his lips to her head.

			She sighed again, then turned her head to study the painting on the wall. He shifted her, studied it himself. He and Eve, under the blossoming arbor on their wedding day.

			“She doesn’t look like police there.”

			“Not on the outside anyway. She gave that to me on our anniversary. It’s out in the garden here, on our wedding day. I hung it there, though it’s a bit selfish of me, so I could look at it whenever I’m working here. I can see her when I’m missing her.”

			“We’ve got pictures at my house.”

			“Would you like someone to bring some pictures to you?”

			“I could look at them.”

			“I’ll see to it, then.”

			“Can I stay in here for a while, with you?”

			“You can. Do you want to see what I’m doing here?” He swiveled so they could both look at the wall screen. “Those are plans for some developments on an off-planet resort and housing colony I’ve an interest in.”

			“It says Olympus Resort. I’ve heard of that. It’s got big hotels and amusement parks, and a beach and arcades. We were maybe going to go there one day. Maybe.”

			“These are for a different sector than what’s been done so far. See the first screen? Those are plans for villas, vacation villas. We’re going to put a river in.”

			“Do you build rivers?”

			He smiled. “I’m going to build this one.”

			“How do you?”

			“Well, why don’t I show you what I have in mind?”

			While Roarke showed Nixie how a river was built on an off-planet colony, Eve met with Yancy.

			“Give me good news.”

			“How about cautiously good?”

			He was young, and what Peabody would have called a cutie. And he was the best Ident artist in the city. Eve tracked him down in his domain, a generous cube filled with comp screens, portables, paper sketch-pads, and pencils.

			“How cautiously?”

			“Your wit’s enthusiastic, and she’s got a good eye. Our favor. She’s also prone to what I call dramination. She’s rocking on the drama, and using her imagination to juice it all up. I can work with that, and we’re making progress.”

			“Where is she?”

			“In the crib. Hey, Peabody.”

			“Just settled her in,” Peabody said as she joined them. “Got her an entertainment screen, extra pillows, a meal, a brew.”

			“A brew?” Eve demanded.

			“You said within reason,” Peabody reminded her. “Not within regs. She’s happy, though she squawked some about having to give up her pocket ’link, and not having access to another. Anyway, she’s down, and I’ve got Invansky babysitting.”

			“I wonder—just a thought that passes through my mind—why our wit is watching screen and drinking brew instead of giving us a picture of a couple of stone murderers.”

			“My call, Lieutenant.” Yancy held up a hand. “She was tapped for the night. She’s given us a good start, but she was starting toward hyperbole. She comes back to what we’ve got fresh, it’s a better chance other details will spring for her.”

			“Okay, okay.” Eve raked both hands through her hair, at war with her own impatience. “Show me what you’ve got.”

			“Split screen,” he ordered, scooting over. “Current images.”

			Eve looked at rough sketches—rougher, she noted, than usual when working with Yancy. Both were of square-faced, square-jawed men she’d judge to be in their early forties to early fifties. The eyebrows were straight and pale, the mouths grim but sensuously full. Dark watch caps were pulled low over both foreheads, and most of their upper faces were concealed by them and the dark, wraparound shades.

			“You’ve got to ditch the shades. I need best probability on the eyes.”

			“I will. I’m going to work some from these, but I’ve got a better chance of hitting it closer after I have another session with Ophelia.”

			“I can’t go out with this, Yancy.”

			“Give me until tomorrow. She’s got a good eye, like I said, but it’s more impressionistic, more big-picture. It’ll take a little more work for me to finesse the details out of her.”

			“Just how much is she going to forget while she’s slurping down a brew and watching vids? I’ve got two cops in the fucking morgue.”

			“I know what I’m doing.” For the first time in her memory, Yancy shoved up and into her face. “Just because I never worked with Knight or Preston doesn’t mean I’m stringing this out. You want results, get off my ass.”

			She could have slapped him down for it. Nearly did. God knew she wanted to take a swing at someone. Close ranks, she thought, and sometimes you end up taking a bite out of one of your own.

			“Step back, Detective.”

			He vibrated, the muscles in his jaw worked, but he stepped back.

			“You’re right,” Eve said. “You know what you’re doing and I’m on your ass. We’re all on edge about this. I requested you because I consider you the best we have. I also know you were off duty, and came in on your own time.”

			“None of us are on our own time now.” His shoulders relaxed. “Sorry for the spew, Dallas. It’s frustrating for me not to be able to put this together faster. I pushed her a little longer than I should have first session. Now I’ve got to pull back.”

			“How sure are you about the facial structure on these?”

			“Sure as I get. She’s got that big-picture style. I’d say the shape of the faces is on target—at least for one. If she’s right on both, these guys might be brothers or cousins. Father and son.”

			“Shoot me copies, will you? I’ll start with what you’ve got—and try to stay off your ass until you have more.”

			He smiled a little. “Appreciate it.”

			The house was quiet when she walked in. She’d nearly bunked at Central, would have if there wasn’t a nine-year-old witness in her house. She had three cops patrolling the grounds, another three inside—a situation she imagined Roarke detested more than he would a stock market crash.

			He might’ve built himself a fortress, but he wouldn’t care to be under siege.

			She checked in with all the night duties and got the all-clear before she went upstairs.

			She’d thought he’d be in bed—it was closing in on three in the morning—but her house scan showed him in his office yet. She went into her own, dumped some files, then opened the connecting door to his.

			She wasn’t quite sure what to think when she saw the kid curled up in the spare bed Roarke must have brought out of its panel—and the man himself sitting beside her, eyes closed.

			It was rare for her to see him sleep—he was so often up before her—but she didn’t see how that position, with his back up against the wall, could be comfortable.

			Even as she debated, he spoke. Eyes still closed. “She was restless. I took the night shift, and let her come seek me out when she woke.”

			“Nightmare?”

			“Worse, really. She said she dreamed they were all still alive. Woke up, and they weren’t.” He opened his eyes now, heavy and blue. “She sat with me awhile, but was so worried about going back to her room, I put her here. She asked if I’d sit with her. Apparently we both nodded off. I’ve had the searches going on silent, haven’t been able to check them.”

			“Morning’s good enough, since it’s only a couple hours away. What do we do with her? Can’t leave her here.”

			“Well . . .” He looked over, studied Nixie. “I could try carrying her back. If she wakes up, it’s your turn.”

			“Shit. Make sure she doesn’t wake up.”

			He slid off the bed. “This usually works with you.” He tucked his hands under her, lifted. Nixie gave a moan, stirred, and had them looking at each other in mild panic. Then her head dropped on his shoulder.

			“Don’t breathe,” Eve said in a whisper. “Don’t talk. And maybe you could sort of glide instead of walk.”

			He merely cocked his head, then inclined it toward the elevator.

			She used manual instead of voice, held her own breath until they’d completed the trip and he was easing Nixie into bed. They backed out of the room together as if the bed contained a homemade boomer.

			“When does Summerset take over?”

			“Six.”

			“Three hours. We should be okay then.”

			“I sincerely hope so. I need to sleep and so do you.” He rubbed a thumb on the smudges under her eyes. “Anything new?”

			“Yancy’s working on a sketch, but he wants to get back to it in the morning.” In their bedroom, she shed her jacket, then her harness. “I need a few hours down myself. Brain’s mushy. I want to be back at Central around oh-seven hundred. You get any names that look good, you can shoot them to me there.”

			She peeled out of her boots, her clothes. “You tired enough not to argue if I ask you to work from here tomorrow?”

			“At the moment. But I may revive by sunup.”

			“We’ll argue then.”

			They crawled into bed, his arm came around her, snuggled her back against him. “That’s a date.”

			He didn’t wake before her—another surprise. The low beep from the monitor across the room woke her, and a check of her wrist unit confirmed it was six hundred hours.

			The room was still dark, but she could see him, the shape of him. The line of cheek and jaw, the sweep of hair. She’d turned to face him sometime during that short rest. Seeking . . . what, she wondered. Connection, solace, warmth.

			For a moment she wished she could simply close her eyes again, curl closer, escape everything but him in the silence of sleep. Her body, her brain, felt so heavy with fatigue. She’d have to dig in, dig deep to find the energy and purpose she’d need to face the day.

			As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she could see more of him. The plane of his nose, his cheek, the curve of his mouth. Beautiful. And every plane, every line, every inch was hers.

			It made her feel lighter, body and mind, just to look at him.

			“I can feel you staring.” His voice was a sleepy murmur, but the thumb and finger of the hand resting on her butt gave her a sharp pinch.

			“How come you’re not up making another million and generally laying waste to the business world?”

			“Because I’m sleeping. I’ll make another million later, and let someone else start the day laying waste.”

			Yes, she thought, lighter and lighter.

			“Why are you tired?”

			“Because someone won’t shut up and let me sleep.”

			“Batteries run down, huh? Maybe you need a recharge.” She wrapped her fingers around him, squeezed, and grinned when he hardened. “Apparently, not running too low.”

			“Reserves. You know what happens to sexual predators?”

			“You bet. I’m a cop.” She rolled on top of him. “My bats are on low, too. Need a jolt. You know how sex can rev you up?”

			“I’ve heard rumors.” His hand stroked over her hair as she worked her way down—and his body flashed fully awake when her mouth replaced her fingers. “I don’t think that’s playing quite fair, but keep it up.”

			She laughed, bit his thigh. “Keeping it up’s never been your problem.”

			“You’ve got a smart mouth.” His breath caught when she used it again. “Make that brilliant.”

			She worked her way up, shifted to straddle him. And from across the room a child’s voice demanded, “Where is Dallas?”

			“Shit! Shit a brick!” Eve sprang around, instinctively reaching for her weapon and slapping her own naked side. On the monitor she saw Nixie standing in the guest room by the house scanner. “Jesus, does she ever sleep?”

			“Summerset will go settle her down.” But he sat in the warm bed with his naked wife and watched the child.

			“We can’t have juicy sex with a kid right there. It’s . . . perverted.”

			“I don’t mind perverted. What it is, is intimidating. It’s not like she can see or hear or . . . it’s just that there she is. And now there’s Summerset.” He sighed, pushed back his hair as he watched his majordomo go into Nixie’s room. “Bugger it. Let’s try the shower. It could work in the shower, you know, with the door closed, the water running.”

			“It’s weirded me out now, him as much as her. I’ve got to slap it together and get to work. Go back to sleep.”

			He dropped back on the pillows when she jumped out of bed and dashed toward the bath. “Right. That’ll happen.”

			She was smart enough to get in and out of the shower in a blink, knowing he might try to talk them both into a quick water game. She was shutting the door on the drying tube when he came in.

			“She wants pictures,” he said. “Pictures of her family. Can you get some for her?”

			“I’ll take care of it. Gotta check some things in my office,” she added. “See if anything came in while we slept. Then I’ve got to get back downtown.”

			“I’ll check the search results for you before you go—on the condition you have some breakfast.”

			She watched him—the man had the best ass on the planet—step into the shower. “Get something in the office.” She stepped out of the tube, combed her fingers through her hair as she reached for a robe. “Update you in there if you want.”

			“I’ll come up as soon as I’m dressed. We’ll have some breakfast while you do.”

			“Deal.” She went into the bedroom, pulled out some underwear, grabbed some trousers, reached for a shirt. She was pulling it on when the in-house ’link beeped.

			“Video off. What?”

			“As you’re up, Nixie would like a word with you,” Summerset said.

			“I’m heading to my office in a minute.”

			“As none of you has had breakfast, perhaps she could join you.”

			Put me right in that corner, Eve thought with a snarl for the ’link. “I’m still—”

			“I can program coffee.” Nixie’s voice piped through. “I know how.”

			“Okay, fine, sure. Do that. I’ll be there in a minute.”

			She buttoned the shirt, pulled on her boots, and muttered to herself about having to have conversations with witnesses before she’d had her coffee. Sex might’ve given her a charge, cleared the cobwebs, but no. Kid’s got to start nagging at her before she’s out of the damn bed.

			She strapped on her weapon harness, strode to the closet for a jacket. She had work to do, damn it. Serious, concentrated work, and what was going to happen? The kid was going to start out the day with one of those long, soulful looks. And she’d have to tell her for the umpteenth time that no, she hadn’t caught the murdering bastards who’d slaughtered her family.

			“Oh fucking shit!”

			The murder board, Eve thought, standing in plain sight in her office. She streaked out of the room, swung into the one Nixie was using. When she found it empty, she charged toward her office.

			Still in her pink pajamas, the child stood, staring at the stark images of murder and death. Cursing herself, cursing Summerset, Eve strode across the room, put herself directly between Nixie and the board.

			“This isn’t for you.”

			“I saw them before. I saw them for real. My mom and dad. I saw them before. You said I could see them again.”

			“Not like this.” Her eyes were huge, Eve thought. So big in her face it seemed they’d swallow it whole.

			“It’s my mom and dad. They’re not yours.” She tried to push pass Eve.

			Going with instinct, Eve hauled Nixie up, turned around. “It doesn’t help to see them like that. It doesn’t help them or you.”

			“Why do you then?” Nixie pushed, shoved. Kicked. “Why do you have pictures of them? Why do you get to look at them?”

			“Because it’s my job. That’s it. You have to deal with that. Stop it. I said stop! Look at me.” When Nixie went limp, Eve tightened her grip. She wished desperately for Roarke, for Peabody, even—God—for Summerset. Then she fell back on training. She knew how to handle the survivor of violent death.

			“Look at me, Nixie.” She waited until the child lifted her head, until those drenched eyes met hers. “You want to be mad, be mad. They stole your family from you. Be pissed off. Be sad and sorry and outraged. They had no right. The bastards had no right to do this.”

			Nixie trembled a little. “But they did.”

			“But they did. And last night, they killed two men I knew, men who worked for me. So I’m pissed off, too.”

			“Will you kill them now? When you find them, will you kill the bastards because they killed your friends?”

			“I’ll want to. Part of me will want to, but that’s not the job. Unless my life or someone else’s life is in danger, if I kill them because I’m just pissed off and sad and sorry, it puts me in the same place as them. You have to leave this to me.”

			“If they try to kill me, will you kill them first?”

			“Yes.”

			Nixie looked into Eve’s eyes, nodded gravely. “I can do the coffee. I know how.”

			“That’d be good. I take mine black.”

			When Nixie went into the kitchen, Eve grabbed the blanket off her sleep chair, tossed it over the board. Then she pressed her hands to her face.

			The day, she thought, was already sucking large.
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			“THAT WAS JUST WEIRD.” EVE WENT STRAIGHT to her desk to check any incomings the minute Summerset led Nixie out of the office.

			Roarke poured the last of the coffee from the pot into his cup before he rose. “Spending twenty minutes over breakfast is considered fairly normal in some primitive societies.”

			“And now I’m behind.” She scanned the ME reports on Knight and Preston, the preliminaries on the security and electronics on the safe house. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

			“Let me see what I’ve got for you first.”

			“Roarke? She saw the board.”

			“Bloody hell. When—”

			“I told Summerset to send her up, so I can’t even blame him. I wasn’t thinking—was just a little annoyed that I was going to have to deal with her before I got to work. And then—” She shook her head. “By the time I thought of it, hauled ass up here, it was too late.”

			He set the coffee down, forgot it. “How did she handle it?”

			“She’s got more spine than you’d expect from a kid. But she’s not going to forget it—ever. I’ll need to tell Mira.” With no other target handy, she kicked her desk. “Shit, shit, shit! How could I be that stupid?”

			No need to ask how Eve was handling it, he thought. “It’s not your fault, or not exclusively. It’s on all of us. We’re not used to having a child in the house. I didn’t think of it either. She might have wandered in here last night when she was coming up to see me. I never gave it a thought.”

			“We’re supposed to be smarter than this, aren’t we? You know, responsible?”

			“I suppose we are.” And he wondered just how hard he’d be kicking himself if Nixie had come through Eve’s office to come to him the night before. “Still it is a bit like diving straight into the pool without learning first how to swim a bloody stroke.”

			“We need to get her with the Dysons, with people who know what they’re doing with a nine-year-old girl. She’s already got a cargo ship of issues she’ll have to work through. I don’t want to add to them.”

			“You’ll want them here and that’s fine,” he said before she could speak. “The sooner the better, I’d say, for her sake.”

			“I’ll put a call through to them, ask them to meet me at Central.”

			“Let me get you the search results from last night.”

			He moved into his office, called for the results on screen and on disc. “Nineteen names,” he mused. “More than you might expect, I’d think. Natural causes would cut that back considerably, but . . .”

			“A lot of names.” She turned to study the wall screen. “Five that cross with both of them. The Swishers weren’t the first,” she said again. “No way I buy that. I’ll take these in, give them a run.”

			“I can help you out in . . . later,” he decided when he checked the time. “I’m behind myself. I’ve work I have to get to here, then I have some meetings in midtown starting at nine.”

			“You said you’d work from here.”

			“No, I said we’d argue about it this morning.” He reached out, skimmed a finger down her chin. “My work can’t stop anymore than yours, Lieutenant—and if someone’s paying attention, they might wonder why I’m hunkered down here when I should be out and about. I’ll promise you to be careful, very. No unnecessary chances.”

			“We might have different definitions of unnecessary chances.”

			“Not so very much. Come here.”

			“I am here.”

			“A bit closer than that.” With a laugh he yanked her forward, into his arms. “I’ll worry about you, you worry about me.” He rubbed his cheek to hers. “And we’re even.”

			“You let something happen to yourself, I’ll kick your ass.”

			“Ditto.”

			Since she had to be satisfied with that, Eve fought the traffic downtown. Even the sky seemed more crowded this morning, jammed with sky trams and airbuses and the traffic copters that struggled to keep things moving.

			However quicker they claimed it was to use the sky routes, she’d stick with the creep and stink of the streets.

			She fought her way down Columbus and straight into a fresh logjam caused by a glide-cart that had overturned into the street. A number of pedestrians were helping themselves to the tubes and food supplies that were rolling on the asphalt while the operator jumped up and down like a man on springs.

			For a moment she regretted she didn’t have the time to wade in to the potential riot. It would’ve been an entertaining way to start the day. Instead, she called the incident in, and solved her own commute dilemma by blasting her sirens—wow! look at those assholes scramble—and hit vertical mode.

			Okay, she admitted, she loved her new ride.

			She breezed over the jam—caught a glimpse of the glide-cart operator shaking a fist into the air—then settled back down three blocks south in relatively reasonable traffic.

			She decided to trust auto long enough to make the calls on her list. She left messages for the Dysons, for Mira, reserved a conference room for ten, and left more voice mails for each member of the team she wanted in attendance.

			And thought how much of this drone work she’d been able to avoid when Peabody had been her aide rather than her partner.

			When she got to Central, there was Peabody right outside the bull pen, fit up against McNab like they were two pieces in some strange and perverted jigsaw puzzle.

			“I actually had breakfast this morning.” Eve stopped beside them. “This is the sort of thing that could make me boot.”

			“Just kissing my sweetie good-bye,” Peabody said, and made exaggerated kissy noises against McNab’s lips.

			“Definitely booting material. This is a cop shop, not a sex club. Save it for after shift.”

			“Still two minutes before shift.” McNab gave Peabody’s butt a squeeze. “See you later, She-Body.”

			“Bye, Detective Stud.”

			“Oh, please.” Eve pressed a hand to her uneasy belly. “I want to keep the waffles down.”

			“Waffles?” Peabody spun on the heels of her checked airskids. “You had waffles. What’s the occasion?”

			“Just another day in Paradise. My office.”

			“Tell me about the waffles,” Peabody begged as she scurried after Eve. “Were they the kind with strawberries and whipped cream all over them, or the kind you just drown in syrup? I’m dieting, sort of. I had a low-cal nutridrink for breakfast. It’s disgusting, but it won’t expand my ass.”

			“Peabody, I’ve observed—unwillingly and with considerable regret—that the person you have chosen to cohabitate with appears to have a nearly unnatural fondness for your ass.”

			“Yeah.” She smiled, dreamily. “He does, doesn’t he?”

			“So why—I ask unwillingly and with some regret—are you so obsessed with the size and shape of that particular part of your anatomy?”

			“I’ve got the body type and metabolism that means I have to watch it or you’ll be able to serve a five-course meal off the shelf of that particular part of my anatomy. It’s a matter of pride. Not all of us are preordained to go through life skinny as a snake.”

			“Now that we’ve cleared that up, I want coffee.”

			She’d planned to wait a couple of beats, then give Peabody the Look of Destruction. But her partner moved directly to the AutoChef and programmed. “I guess what happened last night with Knight and Preston got me and McNab both thinking, and just appreciating what we’ve got. Knowing what can happen sort of makes the moment more intense. He doesn’t usually walk me to Division.”

			She handed coffee to Eve, took one for herself. “We just wanted a few minutes more.”

			“Understood.” And because it was, Eve gestured to the chair before she leaned back against her desk. “I left you a message, as well as leaving one for the rest of the team. Conference Room C, ten hundred. We’ll brief, and hope Yancy’s got a better picture of our suspects. Meanwhile, I have some names to be run. Potentials. Morris worked on Knight and Preston last night. Nothing new or unexpected there. Stun took them down, knife took them out. Tox was clear. I’m waiting for the lab to confirm that Preston’s weapon was fired before he went down.”

			“Hope he got off a good stream.”

			“Ophelia said one of them was limping. I’d say Preston got some of his own in before the end. EDD doesn’t give us anything new, but it establishes pattern. Let’s see if we can find it again with any of the names on the list of people the Swishers knew who are now missing or dead.”

			“I’ll get started.”

			“Your portion of the list is attached to the voice mail I sent you. You get any sort of a ring, I need to know.”

			“I’m there.” She started out, paused. “The waffles. Come on, Dallas, smothered in whipped cream or swimming in syrup?”

			“Syrup, drowning.”

			“Mmmmm.”

			Peabody gave a little sigh and walked out. To satisfy her curiosity, Eve peered through the door and watched her go. She didn’t think overmuch about female asses, but Peabody’s looked fine to her.

			She sat, called up her own list.

			Brenegan, Jaynene, age 35 at TOD, February 10, 2055. Emergency care physician. Killed by multiple stab wounds in robbery attempt in parking lot of West Side Memorial Hospital. Suspect identified, apprehended, tested positive for Zeus. Currently serving twenty-five to life, Rikers.

			Brenegan treated Coyle Swisher for a fractured arm—sports injury—and testified in Swisher’s custody case Vemere v. Trent, May 2055, and Kirkendall v. Kirkendall, September 2053.

			The addition was Roarke’s, she noted. The guy was nothing if not thorough.

			She’d take a look at Vemere and Trent and Kirkendall, and keep Brenegan on the active list for now. She was thorough, too.

			Cruz, Pedro, age 72. Court reporter. Died of heart condition, October 22, 2058. Medical files confirm.

			Cruz served as reporter in several of Swisher’s trials in family court, and consulted Swisher regarding nutrition.

			Unlikely, Eve decided, and bumped him down the list.

			Hill, Lindi and Hester, ages 32 and 29 respectively. Same sex spouses. Died in a vehicular accident, August 2, 2057. Driver at fault, Fein, Kirk, charged with DWI, speeding, two counts of vehicular manslaughter. Serving term in Weizt Rehabilitation Complex.

			Yeah, she thought, kill a couple of women because you’re drunk and stupid and serve it out in a country club for ten years.

			The Hills retained Swisher and Rangle to assist them in their plans to adopt a child. This was in process when they were killed. Both women also were clients of Keelie Swisher.

			No motive, Eve thought, and crossed them off.

			Mooreland, Amity, age 28 at TOD, May 17, 2059. Dancer. Killed by ex-cohabitation partner in rape/homicide. Lawrence, Jez, convicted. Serving life sentence, Attica.

			Mooreland retained Swisher to terminate her cohabitation and to sue Lawrence for lost wages due to injuries. She consulted with Keelie Swisher on nutrition and health during her rehabilitation from injuries, and continued to consult until her death.

			Lawrence, Jez, would bear another look. Mooreland stayed on the list.

			Moss, Thomas. Age 52 at TOD, September 6, 2057. Family Court judge. Killed, along with son, Moss, Evan, age 14, in car bomb explosion.

			“Ring,” Eve mumbled.

			Moss served as judge in several of Swisher’s trials. His wife, Suzanna, consulted Keelie Swisher. The homicide cases remain open.

			“Computer, search and list all court cases wherein Swisher, Grant, served as attorney with Judge Thomas Moss presiding.
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			She pushed up, paced. Car bomb. Not the same pattern, not up close and personal like a knife to the throat. But a military assassination technique. A terrorist tactic. So within the profile parameters.

			Took a child out that time, too. By plan or circumstance?

			She swung back to the computer, considering other health and medical types that might be on the list. Then pulled back. Her unit was going wonky, even though McNab had jury-rigged it. She didn’t trust it to run complex multitasks.

			“Dallas.” Peabody came to the door. “I got a pop. I think. Social worker, attached to some of Swisher’s cases. Strangled in her bed last year. Investigators looked hard at the boyfriend, they were having some trouble, but couldn’t pin him. Case is still open. Her apartment showed no signs of forced entry. No sexual assault, no evidence of burglary. Manual strangulation. No trace evidence of anyone but the vic, the boyfriend, and a coworker, who were both alibied up.”

			“Who worked it?”

			“Ah . . .” She lifted her memo book. “Detectives Howard and Little out of the six-two.”

			“Tag them, get everything they’ve got. And check the vic’s data. See if she was on one of Swisher’s cases with a Judge Moss, Thomas, on the bench.”

			“You got a pop, too.”

			“It’s looking that way.”
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			Eve swung toward her screen. “Display. Okay, Moss and Swisher had a lot of business together. We’ll cross these with your vic. What’s the name?”

			“Karin Duberry, age 35 at TOD, single, no children.”

			“Lieutenant? Sorry.” One of her detectives moved into the doorway. “You’ve got a couple of visitors. A Mrs. Dyson and a lawyer.”

			Eve scooped up her hair. She was running hot, she thought, but couldn’t put this off. “Put them in the lounge. I’ll be there. Peabody, do the cross. Work that list for names that have the kind of training or connections we’re looking for. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve dealt with this.”

			She called Mira’s office, left a message with her admin when told the doctor was in session. Grinding her teeth, Eve decided she’d have to handle this one alone.

			She found Dyson in what the Central cops lovingly—or sarcastically—called the lounge. It was a step up from the Eatery as far as the noise factor, and a step down on the food choices. Which, given the Eatery, wasn’t saying much.

			Dyson sat at one of the round tables, her head bent close to Dave Rangle’s. Both of them looked as if they’d seen much better days.

			“Mrs. Dyson, Mr. Rangle. I appreciate you making the time to come in.”

			Jenny Dyson sat up, sat straight. “I had planned to come today, before I got your message. I’d like to ask you first if there’s any progress in the investigation.”

			“We have what we believe may be a couple of good leads. We’re pursuing them. In fact, Mr. Rangle—”

			“Dave,” he told her.

			“Dave, if I could speak to you for a few moments when we’re done here, I’d appreciate it.”

			“Of course.”

			Eve took a seat. “Are you here as Mrs. Dyson’s legal representative or as Mr. Swisher’s partner?”

			“Both. I’m aware, as you are, that Jenny and Matt were named as Coyle and Nixie’s legal guardians should something happen to Grant and Keelie. I . . .” He shook his head. “How’s she doing? How’s Nixie doing? Do you know?”

			“She’s dealing. She’s being counseled. She’s safe.”

			“If you could somehow communicate to her that she’s in my thoughts. Mine and everyone at the office. We—” He broke off when Jenny laid a hand over his. “I’ll get to that later. We’re here at this time to discuss the guardianship.”

			“We can’t take her,” Jenny blurted out.

			“For her own safety and security, as well as the security of this investigation, I’d be unable to turn her over to you at this time. However—”

			“Ever.”

			“I’m sorry. What?”

			“Jenny.” Dave spoke to her gently, and when his gaze came back to Eve’s, it was full of sorrow and regret. “Jenny has asked me to represent her in dissolving the guardianship. She and Matt feel unable to fulfill the terms. I’ve agreed to begin the process, and will file in Family Court today.”

			“She has no one.”

			“My child is dead.” Jenny’s breath rushed out, rushed in. “My baby is dead. My husband is devastated beyond any words I can use to tell you. We’re burying her today, our Linnie, and I’m not sure he’ll last through the service.”

			“Mrs. Dyson.”

			“No. No! You listen.”

			Her voice peaked up in a way that had other cops in the room glancing over, weighing the situation.

			“We can’t take her. It wasn’t supposed to happen. If there’d been an accident, we would step in, we’d have taken Nixie and Coyle.”

			“But it was murder, so you won’t?”

			“Lieutenant,” Dave began, and was silenced again.

			“Can’t. We’re not capable of this. My baby is dead.” She pressed both hands to her mouth. “We loved Keelie and Grant, those children. We were almost like family.”

			“The bits and pieces of family Nixie Swisher have left show no interest in providing for her welfare,” Eve put in. “There was a reason you were named guardians.”

			“Do you think I don’t know that?” The words whipped out. “That I feel nothing for that child, even through my own grief? Part of me wants to go to her, take her in my arms, and hold onto her. In that part of me, my arms ache to hold her. But the other part can barely say her name. Can’t bear the thought of seeing her, of touching her.”

			Tears slid down her cheeks. “Part of me can’t stop thinking it should have been her, and not my child. It should have been her we’re burying today and not my Linnie. I may hate that part of myself, Lieutenant, but it’s there.” She let out a shuddering breath. “It’s always going to be there. I’ll never be able to look at her without wondering why, without wishing. And my husband . . . I think it would drive him mad.”

			“Nothing that happened that night is her fault.”

			“Oh, I know it. I know it. But I wonder how long, if I did what Keelie and Grant asked, it would take for me to have her blaming herself. I have to go.” She pushed to her feet. “My husband needs me.”

			“Jenny, if you could give me a few minutes with the lieutenant.”

			“Take all the time you need. I’ll get myself home. I want to be alone right now. I just want to be by myself.”

			“I don’t know if she should be.” Dave made to rise as she hurried out.

			“Hold on.” She took out her communicator, gave Dyson’s name, the description, her current location, and requested a plainclothes team follow her to make sure she arrived home safely.

			“She’s a good person, Lieutenant. I know how this must seem to you, but it’s costing her to walk away from this.”

			“It should. Don’t you Family Court suits stand for the rights of the child?”

			“For the family—and for what’s in the best interests. After talking with Jenny, after seeing Matt, I can’t state that trying to hold them to their agreement is in Nixie’s best interests.”

			“You could hold off a few days, see if they change their mind.”

			“I have to file the papers, at her request. But I can slow things down a little. And I will. But I can tell you, they won’t change their minds. They’re leaving the city after the funeral. They’ve already made arrangements to move upstate, with her family. Matt’s been given a leave of absence, and she’s closed her practice. It’s . . .”

			He lifted his hands, let them fall again as he sat back. “The lives they had are destroyed. They may build another—I hope they do. But it won’t ever be the same. Nixie’s part of what they lost. They can’t—won’t—have that reminder. I’ll do whatever I can for Nixie. I can probably swing temporary custody. I’ll speak with the blood relative she has left, see if that’s the right direction.”

			“I’ll need you to keep me apprised of any movement or progress in the resolution of her guardianship.”

			“I will. My God, I’m sorry. Sick and sorry for everyone. Look, can I get you something? I need some water. Gotta pop a blocker. I’ve got a headache coming on.”

			Don’t we all, she thought. “No, I’m good. Go ahead.”

			He rose, went to Vending for a bottle of water. When he returned, he popped a small pill, washed it down.

			“Lieutenant, the Dysons are good people. It’s costing Jenny to walk away from Nixie, from the promise she gave to people she loved. She’s never going to forgive herself for it, but she just doesn’t have anything left. And Matt, he’s broken to pieces. I’m not having an easy time holding it together myself.”

			“I need you to do just that. I need to ask you about some of Grant Swisher’s cases.”

			“Anything I can tell you.” He drank more water, capped the bottle off. “If I can’t, Sade can. She’s got a brain like a motherboard.”

			“Cases where Judge T. Moss presided.”

			“Judge Moss? He was killed some years ago. Horrible tragedy. His boy, too. Car bomb. They never caught who did it.”

			“I’m aware of that. Can you remember any cases, anything that stands out where Swisher was attorney of record, Moss on the bench, and a caseworker named Karin Duberry was involved?”

			“Duberry.” He rubbed the back of his neck as he concentrated. “Something vaguely familiar, but I don’t know anybody by that name. Hold on.”

			He reached for his pocket ’link. Within seconds, Sade was on-screen. “Did Grant work with a CPS rep, Karin Duberry?”

			“The one who was strangled last year?”

			“I don’t—” He looked toward Eve, got a nod. “Yeah.”

			“Sure. They were on cases—same side and opposing. Why?”

			“How about both of them going before Judge Moss?”

			“Had to, I’d think. Odds in favor. What’s the deal, Dave?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Mind?” Eve asked, and before he could answer took the ’link herself. “Lieutenant Dallas. Do you remember any threats by any participant in a case where Moss, Duberry, and Swisher were all involved?”

			“Nothing springs. You’ve got copies of the case files. There’d be notes. Jesus, these are connected? You think the people who killed Grant blew up Judge Moss, killed the caseworker?”

			“I’m looking into it. I’ll need you available if I need to talk to you again.”

			“You can count on it.”

			Eve handed the ’link back.

			“Thanks, Sade. I’ll pick you up at two-thirty.” He shut off the ’link. “We’re going to the funeral together. Look, Lieutenant, I can go over the case files myself. See if any of them bring back any coffee-break chatter. Grant and I bitched to each other plenty. You know, partners.”

			“Yes, I know partners. If you think of anything, get in touch.”

			“I will. I wondered, before I go . . . I wondered if you could give me an idea when I could hold the memorial? I thought as Grant’s partner, as their friend, I’d make the arrangements. I’d want to talk to Nixie, make sure we do this in a way that makes it as easy for her as possible.”

			“You need to hold off awhile. I can’t allow her to attend a memorial until we’re satisfied she’s no longer in any jeopardy.”

			“All right, but could you just . . .” He lifted his briefcase, opened it. “This is the picture Grant kept on his desk. I think she’d want it.”

			Eve looked down at the four smiling faces, the family grouped together in what seemed to be a casual photograph at the beach. The father’s arm slung around the son’s shoulder—the hand reaching to lay on the wife’s, his other drawing his daughter back to him. The mother with her arm around the son’s waist—fingers hooked in the belt loops of her husband’s jeans. Her other hand holding her daughter’s.

			Happy, she thought, carefree summer day.

			“I took it, actually. It was one of those weekends at their beach place. I remember I said, ‘Hey, let me try out my new camera. You guys get together.’ They moved together just like that. Big smiles.” He cleared his throat. “It was a good weekend, and Grant really loved that picture. Christ, I miss him.”

			He broke off, shook his head. “Nixie, I think Nixie would like to have it.”

			“I’ll make sure she gets it.”

			When he left she sat there, looking at the summer moment, that frozen slice of careless family fun. They hadn’t known there wouldn’t be another summer.

			What was it like to have that sort of bond? That sort of sunshine ease, as a family? To grow up knowing there were people there to lay an arm over your shoulder, reach for your hand. Keep you safe?

			She’d never known that. Instead she’d grown up knowing there were people who would hurt you, just for the sport of it. Beat you, rape you, break you because you were weaker.

			Until you got stronger, until there was that one mad moment when the knife was in your hand. And you used it until your skin, your face, your hands were slick with blood.

			“Eve.”

			She jolted, dropped the photograph, and stared up at Mira. Mira sat, turned the photograph around on the table to study it. “A lovely family. Look at the body language. A loving and lovely family.”

			“Not anymore.”

			“No, you’re wrong. They’ll always be a family, and moments like this one are what make that last. This will comfort Nixie.”

			“Father’s partner brought it in, along with Jenny Dyson. She and her husband are dissolving the guardianship. They won’t take her.”

			“Ah.” The sound came out as a sigh as Mira sat back. “I was afraid of that.”

			“You figured something like this?”

			“Was afraid,” she repeated, “that they might feel unable, unwilling to take Nixie into their home. She’s too strong a reminder of their loss.”

			“What the hell is she supposed to do now? End up in the system because some son of a bitch decided to massacre her family?”

			Mira closed a hand over the fist Eve bunched on the table. “It may very well be in Nixie’s best interest to go into foster care, or with a relative, if possible. While she’s a reminder of loss for the Dysons, they’d also be a reminder to her. She’s still dealing with survivor’s guilt, along with her shock, her grief, her fears.”

			“Plunk her down with strangers, then spin the wheel,” Eve said bitterly. “See if she gets lucky and gets somebody who actually gives a flying fuck, or isn’t so lucky and gets one who’s just in it for the fee.”

			“She isn’t you, Eve.”

			“No, she by God isn’t. Isn’t even close. Maybe she’s got it worse than I did.”

			“How?”

			“Because she had this.” Eve laid her hand on the photograph. “And now she doesn’t. You come from the bottom of the pit, there’s no place but up. She’s got a long way she can go down.”

			“I’ll help. As far as the process of placing her, finding the right family situation for her, I’ll put my weight in. Yours wouldn’t hurt either.”

			“Yeah.” She leaned her head back, and for a moment, just a moment, closed her eyes. “I can’t think about this now. We’ve got some leads that may pan out.”

			“Was there something else you needed to speak with me about?”

			“Need to walk and talk.” She rose, and told Mira about the incident with Nixie and the murder board.

			“We’ll talk about it in our next session.”

			“Fine, good. I need to go harass Yancy about the composite.”

			“Good luck.”

			She could use some, Eve thought as she caught a glide. It was about time a little luck headed her way.
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			SHE FOUND YANCY IN A LITTLE GLASS BOX CONFERENCE room in his sector, drinking station-house coffee with Ophelia. The LC wore the same feathers and paint as the night before. In the harsh lights she looked the way Eve had always thought carnies looked in daylight—a little worn, a little tawdry, and not particularly inviting.

			But Yancy was chatting her up, flirting.

			“So, asshole tells me he wants me to sing. Says it’s the only way he can get the wood on. Wants me to sing ‘God Bless America.’ Can you dig it?”

			“What did you do?”

			“What you think? I sing. I got the tune okay, but I gotta make up the words mostly. Giving him a hand job, and he’s singing with me, fixing the words. There we are, squeezed in a doorway, having ourselves a duet.”

			“What happened?”

			“He got up, got in, and round about the third time around the tune, got off. Got to be a regular after that. Every Tuesday night, we had ourselves a performance. I got me a red, white, and blue outfit, too. Give him a little more bang for his buck.”

			“You see a lot of characters in your line of work.”

			“Honey, you been on the stroll long as me, there’s nothing you haven’t seen. Why just last week—”

			“Excuse me.” Eve’s voice was hard as baked earth. “Sorry to interrupt your chat, but I need to see Detective Yancy for a moment. Detective?”

			“Be right back, Ophelia.”

			“Oooh, she looks mean enough to chew rock and spit pebbles in your eye.” Voice low, Ophelia winked at Yancy. “You watch that fine ass of yours.”

			The minute they were outside, the door closed behind them, Eve tore in. “What the hell are you doing? Drinking coffee, chatting about her exploits on the stroll.”

			“I’m warming her up.”

			“She had a bed, her meals, her entertainment, courtesy of the NYPSD. If you ask me, she’s warm enough now to sweat. I need results, Detective, not amusing anecdotes for your case file.”

			“I know what I’m doing, you don’t. And if you’re going to rip me a new one, wait until I’m finished.”

			“I’ll schedule that—as soon as you tell me when the hell you’re going to be finished.”

			“If I don’t have something you can use in an hour, I’m not going to have it at all.”

			“Do it. Get it. Bring it to Conference Room C.”

			They turned their backs on each other. Eve walked away, ignoring the interested parties at desks and cubes.

			When she arrived at the conference room herself, Peabody was already there, setting up. At least she hadn’t forgotten the duties of an aide.

			“Got three names for you, Dallas, that fit the parameters of our profile.”

			“At least somebody’s doing what they’re supposed to do today.”

			Peabody preened a little as she arranged labeled discs. “One still lives in the city, one is still on active and based at Fort Hamilton in Brooklyn. The last is co-owner of a martial arts studio in Queens and has it listed as business and personal.”

			“All still in New York. Handy. What was their deal with Swisher?”

			“First one, retired sergeant, was a client—divorced with kids. Swisher got him a decent enough deal, at least when you’re looking in from the outside. Reasonable split of marital property and assets, liberal visitation with minor children.”

			“And where’s the missus?”

			“Westchester. Remarried. Spouse was the client with the second. Custody deal. She claimed emotional and physical abuse, and Swisher nailed him with it. Spouse got full custody and a stinging percentage of the guy’s monthly as child support. She moved to Philadelphia, single-parent status.”

			“Lost the wife and kiddies, and had to pay for it. That’ll piss you off. The last?”

			“Similar deal as the second, with the wife—Swisher’s client—testifying under wraps. Regular and consistent abuse claimed over a period of twelve years. Two minor children. Her documentation was shaky, but Swisher pulled it through. And she went into the wind.”

			“She’s missing?”

			“No record of her or the kids the day after the court decided in her favor. I haven’t got all the details yet, but it looks like she ran. Or—”

			“He got to her. Any papers on her?”

			“Sister filed a missing persons. Actively pursued. Sister and family moved to Nebraska.”

			“Nebraska? Who lives in Nebraska?”

			“Apparently they do.”

			“Yeah, with the cows and sheep.”

			“Parents live there, too. The missing woman and her sister’s parents. Not the cows’ and sheep’s—though I’m sure there are lots of parental farm animals in Nebraska.”

			The thought actually brought on a shudder. “I don’t like to think about those things. Cows banging each other in the field. Bizarre.”

			“Well, if they don’t, all we’ve got are manmade—”

			“Don’t go there. It’s almost worse. Some science guy creating them in the lab.” Her voice darkened. “One day they’re going to make a mistake—a big one—and mutant clone cows are going to revolt and start eating people. You wait and see.”

			“I saw this vid once where these clone pigs developed intelligence and started attacking people.”

			“See?” She jabbed a finger in the air. “From vid to reality is one small, slippery step. I hope to Christ I don’t have to go to Nebraska.”

			“I’ve been there. It’s actually very nice. Some good cities, and the countryside’s interesting. All those cornfields.”

			“Cornfields? Cornfields? Do you know what can hide in cornfields—what might be lurking in the corn? Have you thought about that?”

			“No, but I will now.”

			“Give me a nice dark alley. Okay.” She shook it off, looked at the murder board Peabody had set up for the briefing. “We talk to all three of the guys you popped. We visit the investigators on the Duberry and the Judge Moss cases, and we review the missing-persons report and that case file. I want to talk to the primary on a robbery homicide. ER doc, taken out in the parking lot of her hospital. They got a guy for it, but she popped on this Kirkendall custody deal, too. We reinterview any witnesses to those cases, recanvass. And if we ever get a goddamn composite from Yancy, we find a match.”

			“Yancy’s sketches are gold,” Peabody reminded her. “If he pulls a decent description out of the LC, we should be able to run it through the system, pop a name.”

			“Step at a time.” She glanced over as Feeney walked in with McNab. She caught the suggestive look McNab sent Peabody, and tried to ignore it. They were in a cuddle stage of their relationship—new cohabs. She wasn’t sure what it said about her to know she’d be relieved when they got back to sniping at each other.

			“Put your hands, or your big, goofy mouth on my partner in this room, McNab, I’ll rip those stupid hoops out of your ears so bloody strips of lobe fly around the room.”

			In reflex, he lifted a hand to his ear and the quartet of bright blue hoops.

			Feeney shook his head, spoke under his breath to Eve. “Hornier now, you ask me, than before they moved in together. Wish they’d start swiping at each other like before. This shit’s getting creepy.”

			It was good, Eve thought, to have someone on the team who showed good sense. To show solidarity, she gave him a slap on one of his slouched shoulders.

			When Baxter and Trueheart arrived, they got coffee, the updated files.

			“Detective Yancy should be joining us shortly,” Eve began. “If the wit comes through, we’ll have faces. Meanwhile, we’ve found connections.”

			Using both the board and the screen, Eve briefed the team on the potential links between the Swishers and the two other victims.

			“If this same person or persons killed or arranged to have killed Moss, Duberry, and the Swisher family, we can see by the time frame that these murders are not only carefully planned, but that the person or persons behind them are controlled, patient, careful. This is no psychopath on a spree, but a purposeful man on a mission. One with connections of his own, with skill and/or the money or resources to hire those with skill. He does not work alone, but as part of a well-honed team.”

			“Cop killers,” Baxter said without any of his usual humor.

			“Cop killers,” Eve confirmed. “But the fact that they were cops was irrelevant. They were obstacles, nothing more.”

			“But not collateral damage.” Trueheart looked surprised, even slightly embarrassed to realize he’d spoken aloud. “What I mean, Lieutenant, is that Detectives Knight and Preston weren’t bystanders or innocent victims from the killers’ points of view. They were what I guess we could call enemy guards?”

			“Agreed. This is a small, very personal war. With very specific objectives. One of those objectives has not been met. Nixie Swisher.” She brought the child’s ID image on-screen.

			“Given what we know, we can speculate that the survivor is no threat to them. She is a child, one who saw nothing that can lead to the identification of the individuals who killed the family. In any case, what she saw, what she knew, had already been reported. Her death gains nothing. It is probable they abducted Meredith Newman, likely they interrogated her, under duress, and gained the knowledge that the survivor knew nothing that would lead us to their identity.”

			“But they don’t give it a wash.” Baxter studied the child. “They don’t move on, consider it done. They put together another operation to try to find and eliminate her, and instead take down two cops.”

			“The mission isn’t complete, therefore the mission has not been successful. What did they want from the Swishers?”

			“Their lives,” Baxter answered.

			“Their family. The destruction of their family. You take mine, I’ll take yours. So they continue to hunt the last remaining member, illustrating a need for completion, for perfection, for a fulfillment of the work. With the murder of Knight and Preston, a message was sent. They will engage the enemy, they will eliminate obstacles. They will complete their mission.”

			“Hell they will,” Feeney voiced.

			“Hell they will. Detective Peabody?”

			Peabody jolted, blinked at Eve. “Sir?”

			“Brief the rest of the team on the results of your recent search.”

			“Ahhh.” She cleared her throat and rose. “At Lieutenant Dallas’s orders, I conducted a search for any individuals who fit our current profile who were involved in a trial or case that included Swisher, Moss, and Duberry. The search resulted in three individuals. The first, Donaldson, John Jay, Sergeant USMC, retired.”

			She ordered image and data on-screen and relayed the details of the divorce case.

			“Looks like a jarhead.” Baxter shrugged when Eve frowned at him. “That’s what my grandfather called marines. He was regular army during the Urbans.”

			“You and Trueheart will take the jarhead. It’s possible he wasn’t satisfied with the court’s decision. Peabody, next up.”

			“Next is Glick, Viktor, Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Army, active and based at Fort Hamilton, Brooklyn.”

			When Peabody finished the data, Eve gestured to Feeney. “You and McNab up for some field work in Brooklyn?”

			“Can do. I’m going to enjoy seeing what the army makes of our E-Division fashion plate.”

			“Peabody and I will take the last. Peabody?”

			“Kirkendall, Roger, Sergeant, U.S. Army, retired.”

			When the data was complete, she sat down with obvious relief.

			“Kirkendall,” Eve continued, “also has a connect to a Brenegan, Jaynene, who was stabbed to death in a parking lot outside the health center where she served as an ER doc. They got a guy for that, but it bears looking at. Baxter, reach out to the investigators on that. Let’s see if anything rings.”

			“You thinking they hired somebody to hit the doctor?”

			“No. They’re too smart to hire some junkie and leave him alive after. Just covering all the ground. We’ll need clearance in order to acquire the full military records of these three individuals,” Eve added. “Which, let’s face it, isn’t going to be a snap. I’ll start fighting through the red tape there. Unless I get clear to handle it myself, I want you to talk to the primary on the Duberry case.”

			She stopped when Yancy entered.

			“Lieutenant.” He walked over, handed her a disc. “As ordered.”

			“Have a seat, Detective. Give us the rundown.”

			She plugged in the disc herself, called up the images on two screens.

			On each screen a nearly identical face appeared. Squared, tough, pale brows, close-cut hair. The lips were firm, noses sharply planed. Ears close to the head, she noted. Eyes cold and pale. She judged them both to be early fifties.

			“The witness was cooperative, and got a good, close-up look at both men. However, she, at least initially,” Yancy added with a flick of a glance at Eve, “had trouble with details. Both men wore watch caps and sun shades which can be seen in the next sketch. But working with the witness, and adding probability of certain details, i.e, natural eye color, given the lightness of the brows, eye shape given the facial structure, we can assume.”

			“How close an assumption?”

			“Close as I can get. I ran probabilities on these, with the data received from the wit. It comes to ninety-six and change. I was also able to get full-length composites. The witness recalled the body types in detail. Next sketch.”

			Now Eve studied two muscular, well-built men, wide at the shoulders, narrow at the hip. Both wore black—turtleneck-style shirt; loose, straight pants; jump boots—and carried bags cross-body. Yancy had added projected heights and weights.

			Six foot one, and one-ninety to two hundred on suspect one, five foot eleven, same weight range on suspect two.

			“You confident in these, Detective?”

			“I am, yes, sir.”

			“None of them match the men Peabody dug up,” McNab said. “Body type’s close enough on her first guy and her last, but the faces aren’t.”

			“No, they’re not.” And that was a severe disappointment. “But that doesn’t preclude the possibility that these were soldiers—hirelings or under orders—and that one of the men we’ve found is in a command position. We’ll put these images and the data through the system, see what we find.”

			She hesitated briefly. “You can take that, Yancy. You’d have the best eye for it.”

			The rigor eased out of his shoulders. “Sure.”

			“Then let’s get started. You do good work, Yancy, even when you’re dealing with a pain in your ass.”

			“Would that be my witness, sir, or you?”

			“Take your choice.”

			She walked it by Whitney first, compiling copies of all data along with her oral. “I’ve done the first pass at both military branches for full disclosure of records, and as expected on first pass, request was denied. I’m working my way up with the second.”

			“Leave that to me,” Whitney told her. He studied the sketches. “You’d have to say brothers. The resemblance is too strong otherwise. Or your witness projected the resemblance.”

			“Yancy was thorough. He’s standing by the composites. Brothers isn’t far out of reach, sir, considering the smoothness of the teamwork. Twins, as they appear to be, often have a close, almost preternatural bond.”

			“We’ll give them adjoining cages when you bring them in.”

			Brothers they were, a unit of beliefs, desires, and training. Machines. Though they were human, though they ran on blood, humanity was lost in them.

			The obsession of one was the obsession of the other.

			They rose at the same hour every day, retired at the same hour in their identical rooms. They ate the same food, worshipped the same gods, in a synchronicity of discipline and objective.

			They shared the same cold, harsh love for each other that each would have termed loyalty.

			Now, as one worked, sweat streaming down his face while he executed punishing squats and lunges on his injured leg, the other sat at a command console, pale eyes tracking screens.

			The room where they worked had no windows and a single door. It contained an emergency underground exit, and the capability for self-destruct should their security be compromised.

			It was outfitted with enough supplies to last two men a full year. Once, they had planned to use it as both shelter and command post when the primary vision of the organization they both had served had been met, and the city above was in their hands.

			Now, it was shelter and command post for a more personal vision.

			They had worked together for the larger cause for nearly a decade, and this more personal one for six years. They had seen the larger fractured, scattered. But the smaller, the personal, they would complete. Whatever the cost.

			One stopped, sweat still dripping as he reached for a jug containing filtered water and electrolytes.

			“How’s the leg?” his brother asked.

			“Eighty percent. A hundred by tomorrow. Bastard cop was fast.”

			“Now he’s dead. We’ll terminate more, strike the other locations, but that can wait until we’ve hit the primary target.”

			On one of the screens, Nixie’s young face smiled out at the spartan room and the two men who wanted her life.

			“They might have moved her out of the city.”

			His brother shook his head. “Dallas would want her close. All the probabilities indicate she’s still in the city. Cops coming and going out of Dallas’s home location, but the probabilities are low that she’d take the target there. But she’ll be close.”

			“We bring Dallas in, ascertain the target’s location.”

			“She’ll be ready for it, waiting for it. We can’t rush it. Roarke’s security and intelligence may be as good as ours. It may be better. His pockets are deeper, even with our contingency funds.”

			“They have nothing that leads to us. That gives us time. It would be a coup, the kind that would boost morale and bring the primary mission back in place, if Roarke’s home location was breached, if he was terminated in his own bed, and the cop taken. We’d have the message needed to regroup our members, and the information needed to complete our mission here.”

			The man at the console turned. “We’ll start on tactics.”

			The martial arts studio in Queens was more of a palace, in Eve’s opinion. Or a temple.

			The entrance was decorated in a spare yet somehow lustrous style—an Asian flavor with the Japanese sand gardens she’d never understood, gongs, the whiff of incense, a glossy red ceiling against cool, white walls and floor.

			Tables were low, and the seats were red cushions decorated in gold thread that formed symbols.

			Doorways were the papery screens she’d seen in Asian restaurants.

			The woman who sat cross-legged on a cushion by a neat and tiny workstation nodded, placed the palms of her hands together, and bowed.

			“How can I serve you?”

			She wore a red robe with a black dragon flying across the bottom. Her head was shaved clean, the shape of her skull somehow as tidy and lustrous as the room.

			“Roger Kirkendall.” Eve showed her badge.

			She smiled, showing white, even teeth. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kirkendall isn’t with us. May I inquire as to the nature of your business?”

			“No. Where is he?”

			“I believe Mr. Kirkendall is traveling.” Despite the clipped response, the woman’s tone never altered. “Perhaps you’d like to speak with Mr. Lu, his partner. Should I inform Mr. Lu that you’d like to speak with him?”

			“Do that.” She turned, rescanned the room. “Pretty kicked for a dojo. Must do a hell of a business. Not bad for former Army.”

			“Mr. Lu will come out and escort you. May I serve you some refreshments? Green tea, spring water?”

			“No, we’re good. How long have you worked here?”

			“I’ve been employed in this capacity for three years.”

			“So you know Kirkendall.”

			“I have not had the pleasure of meeting him.”

			One of the screens slid open. The man who came out wore a black gi, with the black belt around it scored in a way that told Eve he was a master.

			He was no more than five-eight in his bare feet. Like the woman, his head was hairless. And like her, he put his palms together and bowed.

			“You are welcome here. You inquire about Mr. Kirkendall. Do you require privacy?”

			“Never hurts.”

			“Please, then.” He gestured to the opening. “We will speak in my office. I am Lu,” he told them as he escorted them down a narrow white hallway.

			“Dallas, Lieutenant. Peabody, Detective. NYPSD. What are these rooms?”

			“We offer privacy rooms for meditation.” He bowed to a white-robed man who carried a white pot of tea and two handleless cups on a tray.

			Eve watched the man slip through one of the sliding screens and close it behind him.

			She caught the sounds of hand-to-hand ahead. The slap of flesh, the thud of bodies, the hiss of breath. Saying nothing, she moved past Lu and walked to another opening.

			The studio spread out, in sections. In one she saw a class of six executing the sharp, silent movements of an elaborate and graceful kata. In another, several students of various ranks fought under the supervision of another black belt.

			“We instruct in tai chi, karate, tai kwon do, aikido,” Lu began. “Other forms and methods as well. We offer instruction to novices and continuing instruction and practice to the experienced.”

			“You offer anything but tea and meditation in those privacy rooms?”

			“Yes. We offer spring water.” He neither smiled nor seemed insulted by the question. “If you would like to examine one of our meditation rooms, not currently in use, I would only request you remove your boots before entering.”

			“We’ll leave that for now.”

			He led her through another doorway, into a small, efficient, and attractive office. More low tables and cushions. Painted screens on the walls, a single white orchid bowing out of a red pot.

			His desk space was stringently ordered with its compact d and c unit and a miniature ’link.

			“Would you care to sit?”

			“Standing’s fine. I need to speak with Kirkendall.”

			“He’s traveling.”

			“Where?”

			“I can’t tell you. He is, to my knowledge, traveling extensively.”

			“You don’t know how to reach your partner?”

			“I’m afraid I don’t. Is there a problem that involves my business?”

			“He lists this as his address on his official data.”

			“He does not live at this address.” Lu’s voice remained smooth and untroubled. “There is no residence here. I fear there is some mistake.”

			“When’s the last time you spoke with him?”

			“Six years ago.”

			“Six years? You haven’t spoken with your partner in six years.”

			“That is correct. Mr. Kirkendall approached me with a business opportunity that I found interesting. At that time I owned a small dojo in Okinawa. I was afforded this by some success in tournaments and instructional discs.”

			“Lu. The Dragon. I recognized you.”

			There was the faintest of smiles, the slightest of bows. “I am honored.”

			“You kicked some serious ass. Three-time Olympic gold medalist, world record holder. They use some of your vids at the Academy.”

			“You are interested in the art?”

			“Yeah, especially when it’s executed by a master. You were undefeated, Master Lu.”

			“The gods favored me.”

			“Your signature flying kick didn’t hurt either.”

			A gleam of humor brightened his eyes. “It occasionally hurt my opponent.”

			“Bet. What business opportunity did Kirkendall bring to you?”

			“Partnership, with considerable funds, this location, and the freedom to operate this school personally. His money, my expertise and reputation. I accepted.”

			“You don’t consider it odd that he hasn’t come to check up on you in six years?”

			“He wished to travel and not to be encumbered by business. He is, I believe, eccentric.”

			“How does he get his cut?”

			“The business reports and figures are sent to him electronically, as is his share of the profits, which goes to an account in Zurich. I am sent confirmation of the receipt of these. Has there been some difficulty with the funds and their transfer?”

			“Not that I’m aware of. That’s it?” Eve asked. “You don’t speak with him at all, don’t deal through an intermediary, a representative?”

			“He was specific in his requirements for this arrangement. As it benefits me, and harms no one, I agreed to it.”

			“I’m going to need the paperwork, the information on all e-transfers and communications.”

			“I must ask the reason before I agree or refuse.”

			“His name has come up during an investigation of several homicides.”

			“But he is traveling.”

			“Maybe, or maybe he’s a lot closer to home. Peabody, show Lu the composites.”

			Peabody took them out of her file bag, offered them. “Mr. Lu, do you recognize either of these men?”

			“They appear to be twins. And no, they are not familiar to me.” The first sign of distress eked through his considerable calm. “Who are they? What have they done?”

			“They’re wanted for questioning on seven murders, including two children.”

			Lu drew in a breath. “The tragedy, the family, a few days ago. I heard of it. Children. I have a child, Lieutenant. My wife, who greeted you, we have a child. He’s four.” His eyes weren’t calm now, nor did they show distress. They were simply cold. “The media reports that this family was in their home, in their beds, sleeping. They were unarmed, they were defenseless. And the throats of these defenseless children were slashed. Is this truth?”

			“Yes, it’s truth.”

			“There is no punishment that will balance this scale. Not even death.”

			“Justice doesn’t always balance the scale, Master Lu, but it’s the best we have.”

			“Yes.” He stood very still for a moment. “You believe the man I call partner may be in some way involved with these deaths?”

			“It’s a possibility.”

			“I will give you whatever you require. Do whatever can be done. A moment.” He moved to his desk, gave his unit several commands in what Eve took to be Japanese.

			“When would Kirkendall expect to hear from you again, to receive a report or a payment?”

			“Not until December, and the last quarter of this year.”

			“Do you ever contact him otherwise? With a question, a problem?”

			“It’s not usual, but there has been the occasion.”

			“Maybe we can work with that. I’d like to send someone from our E-Division in to do a scan on your unit, on any unit you might have used to send communication to Kirkendall.”

			“Only this one, and you may send an officer. Or you may take it with you. I apologize that this will take a few moments. I have ordered all communications and transmissions since the beginning of the partnership.”

			“No problem.” He was upset, Eve thought. Holding it in, but struggling with the emotion of realizing he may have done business, years of business, with a murderer. His cooperation could very well lead them to close the case.

			“Master Lu.” She spoke with respect and his eyes lifted toward her. “It takes more than skill—even the level of yours—it takes more than training and discipline to go undefeated, to accomplish what you have without once falling to an opponent. How did you do it?”

			“Training, yes, skill developed through that training and through discipline—both physical and mental. Spiritual, if you will. And with that, instinct. Anticipation of the opponent and a belief that you can, indeed must, prevail.”

			Now he smiled, quickly, charmingly. “And I like to win.”

			“Yeah.” Eve grinned back at him. “Me, too.”
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			THE SHUTTLE TRIP TO PHILADELPHIA PLAYED hell with Roarke’s schedule. He’d just have to put in some long hours, perhaps make a few out-of-town trips, to make up for it. It couldn’t be helped.

			He couldn’t—wouldn’t—discuss Nixie’s situation, her custody, her life, via ’link or holo. In any case, he wanted a face-to-face with Leesa Corday, a personal meeting that would give him a sense of her rather than just straight background data.

			His name had cleared the way, gotten him an immediate appointment with her. He imagined she thought he was considering putting her and her firm on retainer. That could be arranged.

			It would be simple enough for him to throw some of his business her way as support for Nixie. Money had its uses, after all.

			The firm had a strong reputation—he’d checked on that, as well. And while the nature of his business was unknown, he was given what he recognized as the VIP treatment as he was met in the black and silver lobby by Corday’s assistant, whisked across the marble floor, and into a private elevator.

			The assistant—young, male, in a conservative gray suit—offered him coffee, tea, beverages of any nature. Roarke imagined he’d been primed to arrange to have a trio of LCs deliver it—and anything else—should it be requested.

			It was the sort of brown-nosing that irritated him.

			Corday’s office level was done in strong reds and frothy creams. Lots of translucent automatic doors and a single massive workstation manned by five more assistants.

			He was shown through a set of doors into what he recognized as one of the power centers. Corday hadn’t yet climbed to the corner office, but she was next in line.

			And waiting for him, standing—strategic position—behind her L-shaped black desk, the city’s skyline behind her.

			Her ID photo had been a good one, reflective of the woman. He knew her to be thirty-eight. He knew where she had her hair styled and where she’d bought the black pinstriped suit she was wearing.

			He knew she’d be financially able to hire good child care providers, to afford good schools. And if she needed a bit of incentive, he would offer to set up a trust fund for Nixie’s care and education.

			He was willing to negotiate.

			She had an attractive, soft-featured face, which she sharpened with enhancements—discreet ones. Her hair was a quiet brown worn short, with a kind of triangle at the nape.

			The suit showed off a good body as she came around the desk to offer her hand and a welcoming smile. “Mr. Roarke. I hope your trip in was uneventful.”

			“It was.”

			“What can we offer you? Coffee?”

			“Thanks, if you’re having some.”

			“David?” She turned away from the assistant, obviously expecting him to jump into action.

			A point in her favor, in Roarke’s opinion.

			She gestured to a seating area, waited until he chose one of the wide, black chairs.

			“I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice,” he began.

			“It’s my pleasure. Do you have other business in Philadelphia?”

			“Not today.”

			The assistant hurried over with a tray, the coffeepot, cups and saucers, a little bowl of sugar cubes, and a small pitcher of what might have been actual cream.

			“Thank you, David. Hold my calls. Now, how would you like your coffee?”

			“Just black, thanks. Ms. Corday, I’m aware your time is valuable.”

			Her smile was easy as she crossed her legs. “I’m happy to invest as much of it as you need.”

			“Appreciated.” He accepted the coffee, and cut through the amenities. “I’m actually here on a personal matter. I’m here on behalf of your niece.”

			Her eyes, as quiet a brown as her hair, met his. The brows above them lifted in puzzlement. “My niece? I don’t have a niece.”

			“Nixie, your stepbrother’s daughter.”

			“My stepbrother? I assume you’re speaking of . . .” He could almost see her flip through her files for a name. “Grant. My father was married to his mother for a short time. I’m afraid I don’t consider him my stepbrother.”

			“Are you aware that he and his wife, and his son, were recently murdered?”

			“No.” She set her coffee down. “No. God, that’s horrible. How?”

			“In a home invasion. They were killed, along with a young girl who was spending the night with their daughter, with Nixie. Nixie wasn’t in her bedroom, but in another part of the house, and survived.”

			“I’m very, very sorry to hear this. Tremendously sorry. I did hear something in the media about these murders. I’m afraid I didn’t put it together. I haven’t seen or had contact with Grant in years. This is shocking.”

			“I’m sorry to tell you this way, but my concern now is for Nixie.”

			“I’m a little confused.” She shook her head, touched her fingers to the seed pearls at her throat. “Did you know Grant?”

			“I didn’t, no. My involvement in all this happened after the murders.”

			“I see.” Those quiet eyes sharpened. “Your wife is with the NYPSD, isn’t she?”

			“She is, yes. This is her case.” He waited a beat, but she failed to ask what the status of that case might be. “At the moment, Nixie is in an undisclosed location, in protective custody. She can’t stay there indefinitely.”

			“Surely Child Protection—”

			“Your stepbrother and his wife named legal guardians, but circumstances prevent those guardians from fulfilling the agreement. As a result, this child has no one who knew her family, no one who had a connection with them, with her, to care for her. I’m here to ask you to consider doing so.”

			“Me?” Her head snapped back as if he’d slapped her. “That’s impossible. Out of the question.”

			“Ms. Corday, you’re the closest thing she has to family on planet.”

			“Hardly family.”

			“All right, then. A connection to family. And her family was murdered, all but in front of her eyes. She’s a child, grieving and frightened, and innocent.”

			“And I’m sorry, truly sorry for what happened. But it’s not my responsibility. She’s not my responsibility.”

			“Then whose?”

			“There’s a system in place for circumstances like this for a reason. Frankly, I don’t understand your involvement, or why you’d come here expecting me to take on a child I’ve never even met.”

			He knew when a deal had gone south, and when it was best to let it go. But he couldn’t quite make himself. “Your stepbrother—”

			“Why do you insist on calling him that?” Irritation snapped in her voice. “My father was hooked up with his mother for less than two years. I barely knew the man. I wasn’t interested in knowing him, or his family.”

			“She has no one.”

			“That’s not my fault.”

			“No. It’s the fault of the men who walked into her home, slit the throats of her parents, her brother, her young friend. So now she has no home.”

			“Which is a tragedy,” Corday agreed, with no emotion. “However, I’m not interested in stepping in to save the day—even for the possibility of Roarke Industries as a client, and I resent you coming here, pushing this on me.”

			“So I see. You didn’t even ask if she’d been hurt.”

			“I don’t care.” Anger, or perhaps just a hint of embarrassment colored her cheeks. “I have my life, I have my career. If I wanted children, I’d have my own. I have no intention of fostering someone else’s.”

			“Then I’ve made a mistake.” He got to his feet. “I’ve taken up too much of your time, and wasted my own.”

			“Grant’s mother booted my father out when I was ten, and she was just one of many. What possible reason would I have to take responsibility for his daughter?”

			“Apparently none at all.”

			He walked out, more angry with himself than with her.

			Eve stepped out of the dojo, surveyed the street, eyes tracking over parked vehicles, pedestrians, street traffic.

			“Odds are low they’d have been able to trail us here,” Peabody said from behind her. “Even if they had the equipment, and the man power, to keep round-the-clock surveillance on Central, they’d have to be really good or really lucky to make our unit.”

			“So far they’ve been really good and really lucky. We don’t play the odds on this one.” She drew the scanner out of her pocket.

			“That’s not standard issue.”

			“No, it’s Roarke issue. Cop issue would be what they’d expect, and they could have planted any number of devices with that in mind.”

			“Dallas, you make me feel all safe and snuggled. And hungry. There’s a deli right next door.”

			“I’m off delis for a while. I’ll always wonder if somebody’s getting a blow job in the back room, with the extra veggie hash.”

			“Oh, well, thanks. Now I’m off delis, and I didn’t have waffles this morning. Chinese place across the street. How about an egg roll?”

			“Fine, just make it fast.”

			She ran the scan for explosives, homing devices, while Peabody hotfooted it. She gave a shoulder roll—the light body armor irritated her—then slid into the car as Peabody dashed back across.

			“Didn’t have Pepsi.”

			“What?” Eve stared at the take-out bag. “Is this America? Have I crossed over into some dark continent, some alternate universe?”

			“Sorry. Got you a lemon fizz.”

			“It’s just not right.” Eve pulled away from the curb. “It should be illegal to run a food-service operation and not offer Pepsi.”

			“Speaking of food-service operations, you know what Ophelia told me she’s going to do with the reward?”

			“If she gets it.”

			“If. Anyway, she and the deli guy talked about going in together if she ever got enough scratch. So, with the reward, she’d be solid. They want to open a sex club.”

			“Oh, like New York doesn’t have enough of those.”

			“Yeah, but a sex club deli. It’s pretty innovative. Get your salami hard, get your hard salami, all in one venue.”

			“Christ, I’m never eating in a deli again.”

			“I think it might be interesting. Anyway.” Peabody popped a mini eggroll. “You want me to tag Feeney, have him start trying to trace the transmissions?”

			“No. I’ll take that. Tag Baxter, tell him to prioritize the Brenegan case. And contact the commander, see if he’s had any luck cutting through the red tape. Let him know Kirkendall is now prime, and we’ve got Baxter looking into a closed case that may connect. No, not the ’link,” she added. “Let’s mix up the communication devices. Use your personal for this. Then do a check with the rest of the team, using your communicator.”

			“You think they might try to triangulate our location through communication?”

			“I think we’ll be careful.” Eve used the dash unit for Sade Tully’s home address. Her next stop.

			It was a modest building, easy walking distance to the law firm. No doorman, Eve noted. Average security. A scan of her badge got them through—and she imagined a couple of buzzes on various apartment intercoms would have done the same. In the narrow lobby, she pushed the button for Sade’s floor and studied the setup.

			Dual security cams—that may or may not have been working. Fire-door leading to stair access. There was another cam in the single elevator, and the standard set of them on opposite sides of Sade’s floor.

			The apartment door was fitted with an electronic peep and a sturdy police lock. Eve buzzed, saw the peep engage a few moments later. Locks snicked, and Sade opened the door.

			“Has something happened? Oh, Jesus, did something happen to Dave?”

			“No. Sorry to alarm you. Can we come in?”

			“Yeah, yeah.” She pushed a hand through her hair. “I guess I’m on edge. Getting myself together for Linnie’s funeral. I’ve never been to one for a kid. You should never have to go to one for a kid. We closed the office for the day. Dave’s going to pick me up soon.”

			The apartment was pretty and bright, the trendy gel sofa done in shimmering shades of blue and green with a small eating area set up in front of a pair of windows framed with fabric. Inexpensive posters of some of the city’s highlights decorated the walls.

			“Dave says you’ve got a good memory for names, for details.”

			“That’s why they pay me the big bucks. You want to sit? Do you want . . . God, I don’t know what I have. I haven’t been to the market since . . .”

			“It’s all right, we’re fine.” Peabody went into comfort mode. “This is a nice place. Great sofa.”

			“I like it. I mean the whole shot. It’s a quiet building, close to work. And when I want to play, I can scoot half a block to the subway and head toward the action.”

			“Full apartment in this neighborhood doesn’t come cheap,” Eve commented.

			“No. I have a roommate. Had,” she corrected. “Jilly’s a flight attendant—handles the New York to Vegas II route, mostly. She’s gone so much we don’t get in each other’s way, or on each other’s nerves.”

			“Had?” Eve prompted.

			“She got in touch a couple of days ago. She’s going to base on Vegas II now, so . . .” Sade shrugged. “No big for me. I can handle the rent now on my salary. Grant and Dave—hell. Dave’s not stingy. I’ve gotten raises along the way.”

			She looked down at herself. “Do you think this is the right thing to wear? Maybe it’s too morbid. Black suit. I mean, a funeral’s morbid, but maybe—”

			“I think it’s very appropriate,” Peabody told her. “Respectful.”

			“Okay. Okay. I know it’s a stupid thing to worry about. Why the hell should they care what I’m wearing when . . . I’m going to get some water. Do you want any water?”

			“No, go ahead.” But Eve rose, wandered toward the trim galley kitchen. “Sade, do you remember a case Grant worked on? Kirkendall. His client was Dian.”

			“Give me a sec.” She got a bottle of water from a minifriggie, leaned back on the lipstick-red counter. “Divorce and custody deal. Guy used to knock her around. Army guy—well, he was retired army by then. But one mean son of a bitch. They had a couple of kids—boy and girl. Dian finally got her butt in gear when he started on the kids. Well, not straight off.”

			She opened the bottle, sipped thoughtfully. “Seems he ran the show like he was the general. More the tyrant. Schedules, orders, discipline. Had the three of them pretty well cowed. She went into a shelter, finally, and one of the people who ran it recommended our firm. Woman was terrified, seriously terrified. We see that sometimes. Too many times.”

			“The court ruled in her favor.”

			“All the way. Grant worked hard on that case.” Her eyes went shiny, and she paused to take a long drink, fight back the tears. “She’d screwed herself pretty good along the way, a lot of them do. Not calling the cops, or telling them that there was no trouble if somebody else called them. Going to various health clinics so she wouldn’t send up a red flag. But Grant, he put a lot of hours in—pro bono, too—finding doctors, health techs, getting psych evals. The guy had some slick lawyers. Tried to make it like Dian was unstable, that her injuries were both self-induced and a result of affairs with abusive men. It didn’t wash, especially when Grant put Jaynene on the stand.”

			“Jaynene Brenegan?”

			“Yeah.” Sade frowned. “You knew her?”

			“Why was her testimony important?”

			“Trauma expert—and she just blew the bastard’s lawyers out of the water. Made it clear that her exam of Dian showed consistent and long-term physical abuse, impossible to self-inflict. They couldn’t shake her, and it was one of the things that really turned the tide. She was killed two, no, must be three years ago now. Some goddamn junkie knifed her after her shift. Bastard claimed he found her dead, just helped himself to her money, but they slapped his ass away.”

			“Dian Kirkendall got full custody.”

			“Right, with him getting monthly supervised visits. He never got the chance to make one. She whiffed a day or two later. Grant was sick about it, we all were. Worried he might have gotten to her somehow.”

			“You believed he might’ve done her violence.”

			“Grant did. Cops never found a trace of her, or the kids.”

			“Did Kirkendall make any threats to her, or to Grant?”

			“He was too cool for that. Like arctic. Never broke a sweat, never said a word that you could construe as threatening. But believe me, you could see he had it in him.”

			Eve nodded to Peabody who drew the sketches out of her bag. “Do you recognize these men?”

			Sade set the bottle down, took a good long look. “No. And I’d remember if I’d seen them. Scary. Are these the men who—” She broke off. “Kirkendall? You think he had something to do with what happened to Grant and his family? That bastard son of a bitch!”

			“We have questions we’d like to ask him.”

			“He could have done it,” she said softly. “He’s capable. You know how you see someone, or brush up against them on the street, and everything in you freezes? That’s the thing with him. Makes your blood run cold. But, Jesus, it was so long ago. It was years ago. I’d just started with the firm, was living in this one-room box up on One Hundred and Seventh.”

			“We’re checking several leads,” Eve said. “Thanks for the details on this. Oh, just curious. How’d you find this place, the roommate?”

			“They found me, basically. I met Jilly at this club I used to hang at. Friend of a friend of a friend sort of thing. We hit it off. Then she told me she had this place, was looking for a roommate since she was away so much. Just wanted somebody there, you know, so it wasn’t empty half the time. I snapped it.”

			“And this was after the trial?”

			“Right after, now that you mention it. Just a couple of weeks.” Sade’s hand trembled a little as she reached for her water. “Why?”

			“Did you ever talk with Jilly about work? About cases? Details.”

			“Nothing confidential, but yeah. Oh shit, yeah. Just the broad strokes of something hot or funny. I talked about the Kirkendall case—no names. Just about how hard Grant worked on it, how much he’d wanted to get what was right for this poor woman and her kids. Oh God, oh God. But we lived here together, for six years. Almost six years.”

			“I’d like her full name.”

			“Jilly Isenberry,” Sade said dully. “She went with me to Grant’s place. I don’t know how many times. She went to parties there, to barbecues. She had dinner at their table. I got in touch with her when this happened, and she cried. She cried, but she’s not coming back. I took her into their home.”

			“You’re not responsible. This may be nothing, but if it’s not, you’re still not responsible. What you’ve just told us may help us find the people who are.”

			Eve stepped back, drew Sade out of the kitchen. “Sit down. Tell us more about her.”

			Sharp-looking woman,” Peabody commented. She brought Jilly Isenberry’s data and image up on the dash screen so Eve could see. “Thirty-eight, mixed race, single. No marriage or cohab on record. Employed as flight attendant, Orbital Transportation, since 2053. Previous employment listed as—hoohaw—”

			Eve, fighting traffic, only furrowed her brow. “Hoohaw?”

			“I think it’s a military exclamation. Maybe. Which fits, as prior to her employment at Orbital, she was Corporal Isenberry, U.S. Army. Put in twelve years. You’d think she’d make more than corporal in a dozen.”

			“And you’d think a dozen years as a soldier would point her toward something other than serving drinks and passing out vids to yeehaws heading to the gambling world.”

			“Yeehaws?”

			“Another military term. We get the military records, you can bet she served with Kirkendall somewhere, sometime.”

			“And that kind of coincidence—”

			“Isn’t. She didn’t change her data, change her name, nothing. They thought they’d be gone by the time we got this far, if we ever got this far. We’ve got our who, we’ve got our why. Now we find the son of a bitch. Dallas,” she said into her communicator when it signalled.

			“A legal adjutant for military services requests a meeting,” Whitney informed her. “My office. ASAP.”

			“Heading toward Central now, sir.”

			Eve judged the traffic, the distance, then hit the sirens and went in hot.

			Peabody was still catching her breath when they caught the glide to Whitney’s floor. “Are my eyes back down where they belong? I don’t like to go into a meeting when they’re rolled up white. Looks bad.”

			For the hell of it, Eve gave her a thump on the back firm enough to have Peabody nearly wheeling off the glide. “There. They’re back.”

			“I don’t think that was funny. I don’t think that was funny especially after you nearly killed us three times flying back here.”

			“It was twice, and really, it was only maimed. People don’t respect sirens in this city, that’s the problem. They just keep la, la, la, when an emergency vehicle needs to get the hell where it’s going.”

			“The Rapid Cab you nearly creamed wasn’t going la, la, la. It was more a scream of abject terror.”

			“Yeah.” It made Eve smile to remember it. “So he should’ve gotten the hell out of my way.” She bounced her shoulders a couple of times. “You know, that little ride buzzed me up. Almost as good as coffee.”

			They were passed straight into Whitney’s office, where her commander and the rest of the team were already in place. Along with a holo-projection of a woman in dress whites.

			Spruced up for it, Eve thought, but couldn’t bother to be here in person.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody, Major Foyer, United States Armed Forces, legal branch. Major Foyer requires further incentive to release the full military records of the individuals we have requested.”

			“Those records are the property of the U.S. government,” Foyer said in clipped tones. “We have a duty to protect the men and women who serve.”

			“And we have a duty to protect the citizens of this city,” Eve put in. “Information has come into my hands during the course of a multiple homicide investigation that leads me to believe Kirkendall, Roger, former sergeant, U.S. Army, is involved.”

			“Disclosure of this nature requires more than the belief of an officer in the civilian sector, Lieutenant. The Revised Patriot Act, section 3 implemented 2040, specifically—”

			“Gives the government carte blanche to demand and receive personal data on any citizen, while secreting data on their own. I know how it works. However, when a member of the armed forces is under suspicion for acts against the government or its citizenry, those records can be turned over to both military and civilian authorities.”

			“Your suspicions, Lieutenant, are not enough. Evidence—”

			“Commander, with your permission?”

			He raised his brow when Eve stepped toward his computer, then nodded.

			Eve ordered the file on the Swishers. “Images of victims, crime scene, on-screen.”

			They flashed on, stark and bloody. “He did that.”

			“You believe—”

			“I know,” Eve corrected. She ordered the images of Knight and Preston on screen. “He did that. You trained him, but that’s not on you. He twisted his training. But it’s on you if you don’t cooperate, if you don’t assist this department, this investigation. If you hamper in any way our pursuit of Roger Kirkendall, then the next one he kills is on you.”

			“Your evidence is far from conclusive at this stage of your investigation.”

			“Let me give you some more. And since you look like a woman who does her job, not a lot of what I’m going to give you is news. He owns part of a successful business in Queens, but hasn’t been seen by his partner in six years. Grant Swisher represented his wife in a custody suit—and won. Judge Moss, presiding, was assassinated, along with his fourteen-year-old son, in a car bomb two years ago. Karin Duberry, the case worker from Child Protection Services, was strangled in her apartment last year. I believe when I complete the investigation into the stabbing of the medical authority who testified for Mrs. Kirkendall, we will find that Kirkendall was also responsible for this death.”

			“Circumstantial.”

			“Bullshit, Major. Jilly Isenberry, former corporal in the U.S. Army, was until recently the roommate of Sade Tully, the paralegal in Swisher’s office. Isenberry spent time in the Swisher home, was considered a friend. Isenberry arranged to meet Tully shortly after the Kirkendall trial, with the happy coincidence of a nice apartment within walking distance of Swisher’s office. She, like Kirkendall, seems to travel a good deal. And I’ll bet my next month’s salary against yours that Kirkendall and Isenberry not only knew each other, but served together.”

			“One moment, Lieutenant.” The holo vanished.

			“Checking it now, aren’t you? Tight-assed bitch.” Eve caught herself, turned to Whitney. “I beg your pardon, Commander.”

			“No need.”

			“You’ve been busy,” Feeney said. “Good going, kid.”

			“We’re rolling. We don’t really need the military details at this point, but I’m not going to let her stonewall us. I want them.”

			“Holes in the ER doc’s case,” Baxter put in. “If you’re looking at them. Guy who went down for it claimed he found her that way, just decided to rob the body—and got himself busted with her wallet and personal effects before he got off the lot. Her blood all over him. But they never found the murder weapon.”

			“Anything in his statement? He claim to see anything?”

			“He was juiced. Had a homemade stunner in his pocket. No evidence vic was stunned. Already had a sheet. He’d gone down for illegals, and for assault, and for robbery. Cops find him a hundred feet from a dead body, dead body’s possessions and blood on him, they didn’t look elsewhere.”

			“I want copies of the case file, the ME’s report, the whole shot.”

			“Already done.”

			The holo shimmered back on. “The records requested will be made available to you.”

			“Add Isenberry’s.”

			“Along with former Corporal Isenberry’s. These officers are no longer under military jurisdiction. If either or both are responsible for these deaths, I hope you get them.”

			“Thank you, Major.” Whitney gave the holo a nod of acknowledgment. “My department and the city of New York appreciate your help in this matter.”

			“Commander. Lieutenant.” The holo faded away.

			Whitney settled at his desk again. “I’d like an update while we wait for the data.”

			Eve ran through it for him, for the team.

			“Patient isn’t the word.” Baxter huffed out a breath. “Patient’s a cat at a mouse hole. This guy’s like a spider who’ll work for years to spin a web from the Bronx to the Bowery. Our retired USMC seemed clean. He was out of town the night of the Swisher murders. Golf tourney in Palm Springs. Transpo checked out, hotel, and he’s got plenty of witnesses.”

			“Ours was running night maneuver drills the night of.” McNab spread his hands. “He’s got a whole platoon to back him up. Maybe they had solids because they needed to cover, but they seemed straight.”

			“This is our man.” Again, Eve called on Whitney’s computer, and brought Kirkendall’s image on-screen. “Swisher helped cost him his wife and kids. And that wife, those kids, went missing directly after the trial.”

			“He got them.”

			“Maybe. Maybe. But then why spend years planning and executing the assassinations of those he blamed for the loss? Payback maybe, for the time and trouble, but if you got them back, or punished them, why plant a cohort with Swisher’s paralegal? For six years.”

			“Because they got away from him,” Peabody put in. “Whiffed. Vanished.”

			“I’m thinking they did just that. She probably planned to go, no matter how the trial came out. So that’s a pisser. She not only gets custody, she gets away, with his kids. He loses his control over them. So, plant somebody with Tully, and maybe she talks about where they went. Except she didn’t know, she figures they’re dead. Only thing left to do is take out the enemy. The people who went up against him, and won.”

			“Data incoming.” Whitney checked his unit. He removed the images currently on-screen, replaced them with the new data.

			“Eighteen years in,” Eve read. “Went in a fresh young kid. Why didn’t he do his twenty? Yeah, yeah, there it is. Special Forces, covert ops. Grade-five rating.”

			“That would be termination grade.” Baxter lifted a shoulder. “My grandfather does a lot of yapping about this stuff. Non-wartime termination level. Means you can off somebody outside of a declared situation. You can be ordered to assassinate targets.”

			“Continue, Lieutenant. Split screen, Isenberry data.”

			“They served together. Based in the same unit in Baghdad. He’s listed as her sergeant during her covert training. Bet they were good pals. War buddies. Jilly and the good old Sarge. They both stepped out of uniform about the same time, too.”

			“They both have a couple of conducts not becoming,” Feeney pointed out.

			“Dallas,” Peabody interrupted. “There are no siblings listed under Kirkendall’s data. No male cousins.”

			“We’ll need to study this further. I have to see what Yancy’s got for us, and I’ve got a meet.” Eve checked her wrist unit. “Feeney, I’ve got the go-ahead from Tully for EDD to check all her communication equipment at home. Off chance Isenberry might have used it to contact someone involved in this. Also, I’ve requested an expert consultant, civilian, to work on other electronic traces.”

			“If it’s your usual ECC, no objections.”

			“Baxter, Trueheart, Linnie Dyson’s funeral is starting shortly. Attend as reps from the department and keep your eyes peeled.”

			“Kid’s burial.” Baxter shook his head. “We get the choice assignments.”

			Nothing,” Yancy told her. “Nothing above a seventy-two percent match, so far. I’ve got another hour or two to run, but I’ve gone through IRCCA—so no criminal matchups.”

			“We’ve got cooperation from the military. Request Whitney contact them re doing a search for a match with members of any of Kirkendall’s units during his stint. Guys with the same training as his. Ah, start with the inactive and retired. These two don’t have time to answer reveille.”

			“Okay. But I’ve been thinking. Doing this sort of search gives you plenty of time to think, to speculate. Look at these guys again.”

			He brought them up on a secondary screen. “These faces are close. Twin close.”

			“We’ve agreed on that. Most likely brothers, but Kirkendall’s got no bro. Hirelings maybe.” But she didn’t like it. Where was the rush if you paid someone to do the job?

			“Well, thinking twins, identical faces—but not identical heights. That’s not a stretch, but what don’t you see when you look at them?”

			“Humanity.”

			“Besides. I spend most of my time with faces. What you don’t see, Dallas, are lines or scars, bumps, flaws. You said they’d had strong physical training, most probably military. Seen action. But you don’t see action on their faces. You don’t see wear. She’d have given it to me,” he said almost to himself. “Ophelia would, because you nudge them along there instinctively. You want identifying marks when you can get them. But other than the one favoring his leg, they were perfect.”

			“I considered droids, but the probability’s low. Two of that caliber would cost, and it’s difficult to program one for wet work, for covert and assassinations. That’s why the military doesn’t use them for intricate work.”

			“I’m not thinking droids. I’m thinking sculpting, surgery. They could look so much alike, so unmarked and identical, if they paid for it.”

			“Shit. Shit. The height, the weight of the first one runs with Kirkendall’s data. The coloring’s close.”

			“The face isn’t,” Yancy continued. “But if he had it built up here . . .” He pulled out a copy of Kirkendall’s ID photo and began to change it. “Widen, square off the jaw, plane down the nose. Build up the lower lip. It would take a top guy, mucho dinero, but you could do it. I know the eyes don’t match, but—”

			“They were wearing shades, you were going with probables.”

			“You can have the shape changed, too, and the color.”

			“I got a friend changes her eye color as often as she does her underwear.” She paced away, paced back. “It makes more sense to me. Why go through all the years of planning, the perfecting, the anticipation, then not be in on the kill?”

			“If we’re right, who’s the other one?”

			Eve studied the twin images. “Good question.”
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			LEAVES, GOING CRISP, SKITTERED ACROSS THE sweep of the drive as Eve drove through the gates. New sets of possibilities, probabilities, and the action required for both circled in her mind.

			“Wind’s coming up,” Peabody observed. “Rain’s coming in.”

			“Thank you for the forecast.”

			“It’s going to strip the trees. I always hate to see that happen. Then they’re all naked out there, at least until we get the first snow.”

			“You’re that worried, maybe you and some of your Free-Ager relations can knit them some sweaters.”

			“I’m better at weaving.” Peabody’s voice remained placid while Eve parked in front of the house. “Haven’t hit the loom in a good long while, but I bet I could pick it up again. I should think about that, with Christmas right around the corner.”

			“Oh, stop. It’s fricking October.”

			“Nearly November. I’m not going to let it get away from me this year. I’ve already started picking up gifts. Easier to afford it now because—hey, I made detective.”

			“The fact of which you never forget to remind me, and anyone else within hearing.”

			“I added time in due to being injured in the line. Still, I’ve cut it back to once or twice a week.” She climbed out, drew in a deep breath. “Don’t you love the way it smells?”

			“What smells?”

			“The air, Dallas. The it’s-almost-November-and-the-rain’s-rolling-in-on-the-city air. All brisk and damp. And you got those mums and asters going over there—just a little spicy. Makes me want to rake up a big pile of leaves and jump in them.”

			That put a hitch in Eve’s stride, enough for her to stop and stare. “Christ” was all she could think of, and she strode to the door and in.

			Summerset was there, the specter of the foyer, with his stark black suit and thin, disapproving face.

			“I see you’ve decided to make an appearance.”

			“Yeah. And for my next act I’ll boot your ugly ass out of my way.”

			“You brought a child into this home, who needs and expects some of your time and attention.”

			“I brought a witness, minor, into this home, who needs and expects me to find out who killed her family. If you can’t deal with her while I’m doing that, I’ll bring in a child care droid to handle it.”

			“Is that all she is to you?” His voice was a blade, edgy and slicing. “Witness, minor. A droid has more feeling. She’s a child, one who isn’t through her first decade and who has endured unspeakable horror and suffered unspeakable loss. And you have to be manipulated into spending a few spare moments with her over the morning meal.”

			“I know just what she’s endured and suffered.” She matched him tone for tone, even as her fingers dug hard into the newel post. “I’m the one who walked through the blood they left behind. So don’t you get in my face on this. You son of a bitch.” She started up the stairs, stopped, looked down at him. “She’s not yours. You better remember that.”

			Peabody stayed where she was a moment, breathing in air that was no longer brisk and damp but thick and seething. “You were off.” She said it quietly, drawing Summerset’s gaze to her. “I make it a policy to stay out between the two of you. But you were off. Her mind’s on that kid, one way or the other, every minute, every day.”

			She crossed to the steps, followed Eve up.

			Long, angry strides had carried Eve to her office and taken her on one turn around it when Peabody came in.

			“Dallas—”

			“Don’t talk to me.”

			“He was wrong. I’m going to say it.”

			“Just don’t talk to me for a minute.”

			She had to burn it off—the rage, the insult, and the damning suspicion creeping under it that he was right.

			She’d taken that step back, the step away necessary to maintain professional objectivity. She wouldn’t apologize for it. But she’d taken another step back, a personal one. The one she needed to keep herself from projecting, from seeing too much of herself in the girl she needed to protect. Lost, alone, terrified, damaged.

			It was different, different, different, Eve repeated to herself as she paced. As she yanked off her jacket, heaved it toward a chair. But the results, weren’t they horribly the same?

			They’d toss her into the system, as she’d been tossed. Maybe she’d get lucky. Maybe she wouldn’t. And maybe she’d spend the rest of her life reliving what Summerset had called the unspeakable in nightmares.

			She stepped to the window and, looking out, didn’t see the leaves dancing in that rising wind, or the burnished fall color that was already fading toward November dull. She saw the face of the cop who’d stood over her hospital bed when she’d been eight.

			Who hurt you? What’s your name? Where’s your mom and dad?

			Give me the facts, she thought now. Give me some data so I can help you. I’m not going to feel too much, standing here over this broken kid, because I’ve got to do the job.

			She closed her eyes a moment and pulled it back in. So did she have to do the job.

			“Start running Kirkendall for known associates, for other family members,” she said without turning. “Do the same on Isenberry. You get any who cross, we push it.”

			“Yes, sir. Want coffee?”

			“Yeah I want coffee, as I’m still among the living. Thanks.”

			She turned just as Roarke came into the room. Something must have shown on her face still, as he stopped, frowned. “What’s wrong?”

			“A pile of dead bodies at the morgue. Same old same old.”

			“Eve.”

			“Leave it, would you?”

			He started to speak again, she could see the struggle. Then he gave a quick nod. “All right. Where do I sign up for my assignment?”

			“Gotcha covered right here. Suspect, Kirkendall, Roger, former army, rank of sergeant. Swisher repped the spouse in a custody suit, won. Presiding judge was hit a couple years back. Vehicular explosion device. CPS rep was strangled in her bed. Expert medical wit stabbed, and it looks like the asshole they pinched for it might have just been wrong place, wrong time.”

			“Looks like you’ve got your man.”

			“He’s not in a cage yet. He co-owns a dojo in Queens. Flash place with Master Lu, his partner.”

			“Lu the Dragon?”

			“Yeah.” She was able to smile now, though it didn’t quite move up into her eyes. “Who says we’ve got nothing in common? You catch him wiping the floor with the Korean to take his third Olympic gold?”

			“I did, yes. Front row.”

			“Okay, not so much in common, as I caught it on a screen in a bar in Hell’s Kitchen. Anyway, Lu comes up clean. He deals with Kirkendall through the magic of E. Sends required paperwork and profits electronically. Says he hasn’t seen his partner in six years. I believe him.”

			“And you’d like me to trace the transmissions and deposits.”

			“Check. Lu’s equipment’s in your comp lab. Pickup officer confirmed its delivery.”

			“I’ll get started.” But he crossed to her first, stroked his fingers down her cheek. “I don’t like to see you sad.”

			“I’ll have a big, toothy smile on my face when I close this case.”

			He kissed her lightly. “I’ll hold you to that, Lieutenant.”

			Discreetly, Peabody waited until he’d left before coming out with the coffee. “You want me to set up on your secondary unit?”

			“Yeah.” Eve took the coffee. “I’m going to take a poke at Yancy’s theory. If Kirkendall’s had major face sculpting, wouldn’t he trust—first—a military surgeon? Guy spends nearly twenty in, it doesn’t seem like he’d go to a civilian.”

			“That kind of change has to be recorded,” Peabody pointed out. “You can’t radically change your appearance without filing fresh ID. If Yancy’s right, and he did, we wouldn’t be looking for a surgeon on the up.”

			“Covert ops, guys have work done. Temp and permanent. We’ll see if he had any before, and who he trusted to do the job.”

			She sat at her desk, called up Kirkendall’s military data. And Mira walked in.

			“I’m sorry to interrupt you.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Teeth set in frustration, Eve sat back, lifted her hands. “What?”

			“I need to speak with you regarding Nixie.”

			“Look, you’re in charge of her counseling. You want to do a session, pick your spot. As long as it’s not in here.”

			“We’ve had a session. She’s having a difficult day.”

			“She should get in line.”

			“Eve.”

			“I’m doing what I need to do.” Her earlier rage began to bubble back. “And I can’t do it if somebody’s forever in my face telling me I’ve got to go pat the kid on the head and give her a there, there. I can’t—”

			“Lieutenant.”

			Safely across the room, Peabody hunched her shoulders. It was the same tone her own mother used to stop any one of her children in their tracks.

			“Fine. What? I’m listening. I’m all fricking ears.”

			And that, Peabody thought as she slid down another inch in her chair, was the tone that would have resulted in immediate annihilation should she, or a sibling, have dared to use it.

			“I hope you find it cathartic to take your frustration out on me.”

			If she’d been sure no one would notice, Peabody would have chosen that point to slink out of the room.

			“However,” Mira continued in a voice cool enough to scatter frost on the windows, “we’re discussing a child in our charge, not your poor manners.”

			“Well, Jesus, I’m just—”

			“Regarding that child,” Mira interrupted. “She needs to see her family.”

			“Her family’s in the damn morgue.”

			“I’m aware of that, and so is she. She needs to see them, to begin to say good-bye. You and I are both aware of the importance of this step with survivors. The stages of her grief require this.”

			“I told her I’d fix it so she’d see them. But for Christ’s sake, not like this. You want to take a kid to the morgue so that she can see her family pulled out of containment drawers?”

			“Yes.”

			“With their throats cut.”

			Impatience rippled over Mira’s face. “I’ve spoken with ME Morris. There are ways, which you very well know, to treat wounds and injuries on the dead, to spare their loved ones. He’s agreed to do so. It’s not possible for her to attend any sort of service or memorial for her family until this case is closed and her safety is insured. She needs to see them.”

			“I’ve got her here in lockdown for a reason.” Eve dragged her hands through her hair when Mira only stood, gaze cool and level. “Okay, fine. I can get you secure transpo there and back. I’ll need to coordinate it with Morris. We get her in the delivery door—no record, no ID scans. He clears the area so you can take her straight into a view room. Out the same way. It’ll have to be quick. Ten minutes.”

			“That’s acceptable. She’ll need you there.”

			“Wait a minute, wait a minute.”

			“Like it or not, you’re her touchstone. You were there when she last saw them. You’re the one she believes will find the people responsible. She needs you to be there in order to feel safe. We’ll be ready to leave as soon as you arrange secure transportation.”

			Eve sat, too stunned to work up a glare as Mira walked out.

			She decided on Roarke’s jet-copter. It would be fast, and it wasn’t unusual for him to buzz off in it to a meeting. It meant she had to pull him away from the trace as she didn’t trust anyone else to get them there and back without incident. Not only the crashing sort of incidents she tried not to obsess over when zipping along a couple hundred feet above street level, but the assault incident she was risking by following Mira’s edict.

			“Risks are minimal,” he told her as the copter landed gracefully on the lawn. “We’ll engage the privacy shields and the antiscan equipment. Even if they’re watching, they wouldn’t be able to jam—in the amount of time we’ll need—to detect her on board.”

			Eve frowned pessimistically at the sky that was beginning to bruise with Peabody’s predicted rain. “Maybe they’ll just blow us out of the air.”

			He smiled at her dour tone. “If you thought that a possibility, you wouldn’t be sending her up.”

			“Okay, no. I just want this the hell over with.”

			“I’ll be doing my own scans. I’ll know if anyone’s trying to track us or jam the equipment. We should be able to do this in thirty minutes. Not an appreciable delay in your schedule.”

			“Then let’s do it.” She signalled for Mira to bring Nixie out while Roarke exchanged a quick word with the pilot, then took the controls himself.

			“I’ve never been in a copter,” Nixie said. “It’s mag.” But her hand crept over the seat, found Mira’s.

			Roarke looked over his shoulder, smiled at her. “Ready?”

			When she nodded, he lifted off.

			Smoother, Eve noted, than he did when she was the only passenger. He liked to cowboy it, bursts of speed, quick dips—just to make her crazy. But this time, he piloted the copter with the care and grace, despite the speed, of a man hauling precious cargo.

			He’d think of that, she realized. The little things. Is that what she lacked, the ability to consider the compassionate, because she was so focused on brutality?

			Trueheart played with her, Baxter joked with her. Peabody had no trouble finding the right words, the right tone. Summerset—frog-faced demon from hell—he was handling her overall care and feeding without a single bump.

			And there was Roarke being Roarke—no matter what he said about the kid being scary and intimidating. He interacted with her as smoothly as he drove the damn copter.

			And, Eve admitted, every time she got within five feet of the kid she wanted to walk the other way. She didn’t know how to deal with the entity of a child. Just didn’t have the instincts.

			And just wasn’t able to—bottom line—close out the horror of her own memories the kid pushed into her head.

			She glanced down, saw Nixie watching her.

			“Mira says they have to be in places that are cold.”

			“Yeah.”

			“But they don’t feel cold anymore, so it’s okay.”

			Eve started to nod, dismiss it. Jesus, she thought, give her something. “Morris—Dr. Morris,” Eve corrected, “has been taking care of them. There’s nobody better than Dr. Morris. So yeah, it’s okay.”

			“Tracking us,” Roarke said softly and she swung around to him.

			“What?”

			“Tracking.” He tapped a gauge bisected with green and red lines. “Or—more accurately—trying. Can’t get a lock. Ah, that must be frustrating.”

			She studied the dash gauges, tried to decipher the symbols. “Can you track it back to source?”

			“Possibly. I engaged the tracking equipment before we took off, so it’s working on it. It’s mobile, I can tell you that.”

			“Ground or air?”

			“Ground. Clever. They’re attempting to clone my signal. And yes, detected me doing precisely the same to theirs. They’ve shut it down. We’ll call that one a draw, then.”

			Still he detoured, spent a few minutes cruising to see if they’d attempt another trace. His equipment continued to sound the all-clear when he landed on the roof of the morgue.

			As arranged, it was Morris himself who opened the by-air delivery doors. Closing and latching them when everyone was inside.

			“Nixie.” He offered his hand. “I’m Dr. Morris. I’m very sorry about your family.”

			“You didn’t hurt them.”

			“No, I didn’t. I’ll take you to them now. Level B,” he ordered, and the wide elevator began its descent. “I know Dr. Mira and Lieutenant Dallas have explained some of this to you, but if you have any questions you can ask me.”

			“I watch a show about a man who does work on dead bodies. I’m not really supposed to, but Coyle can, and sometimes I sneak.”

			“Dr. Death? I watch that sometimes myself.” The doors opened into the long, cool white corridor. “It’s a little more entertaining than it is accurate. I don’t chase the bad guys, for instance—I leave that in the capable hands of the police, like Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“You have to cut them open sometimes.”

			“Yes. I try to find something that will help the police.”

			“Did you find something with my mom and dad, with my brother?”

			“Everything Morris has done has helped,” Eve said.

			They stopped by double doors, their small, round observation windows screened now. Nixie reached for Eve’s hand, but they were jammed in pockets. She settled for Mira’s. “Are they in there?”

			“Yes.” Morris paused again. “Are you ready to go in?”

			She only nodded.

			She would smell it, of course, Eve thought. No matter what sterilizer they used, it never quite masked the smell of death, the fluids and liquids and flesh.

			She would smell it, and never forget it.

			“Can I see my daddy first? Please.”

			Her voice trembled a little, and when Eve looked down she saw Nixie was pale, but her face was set with a concentrated determination.

			So nor would she forget it, Eve thought. She wouldn’t forget this kind of courage, the kind it had to take for a child to stand, to wait while her father—not a monster, but a father—was drawn out of a steel drawer.

			Morris had masked the throat wound with the magic of his enhancers. He had draped the body with a clean white sheet. But dead was dead.

			“Can I touch him?”

			“Yes.” Morris set a stool by the drawer, helped her climb onto it, and stood by her, his hand lightly on her shoulder. She brushed her fingers—light as a wish—over her father’s cheek.

			“He has a scratchy face. Sometimes he rubs it on mine to make me laugh. It’s dark in the drawer.”

			“I know, but I think where he is now, it’s not.”

			She nodded, silent tears trickling down her face. “He had to go to heaven, even though he didn’t want to.” And when she leaned over, touched her lips to her father’s cheek, Eve felt the hot ball of tears in her own belly.

			“You can put him back now.” She climbed off the stool, took the tissue Mira offered her. “Maybe I can see Coyle now.”

			She touched her brother’s hair, studied his face in a way that made Eve think she was trying to see him alive again. “Maybe he can play baseball all the time now. He likes baseball best.”

			She asked for Inga, touched her hair as well. “Sometimes she baked cookies—the ones with sugar. She’d pretend it was a secret, but I knew Mom told her it was okay.”

			She stepped off the stool again. Her face wasn’t pale now, but flushed from the tears. Eve could see her chest tremble with the effort to hold them back.

			“Linnie’s not here. They took her already. They didn’t let me see her or say good-bye. I know they’re mad at me.”

			“They’re not.” Eve looked down when Nixie turned to her. “I saw Linnie’s mother today, and she’s not mad at you. She’s upset, like you are. She’s sad and upset, but she’s not mad at you. She asked about you. She wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			“She’s not mad? You swear?”

			Her belly churned but she kept her eyes steady. If the kid could maintain, by God, so could she. “She’s not mad. I swear. I couldn’t let you go say good-bye to Linnie, so that’s on me. It wasn’t safe, and it was my call.”

			“Because of the bad guys?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Then it’s on them,” Nixie said simply. “I want to see my mother now. Will you come with me?”

			Oh Christ, Eve thought, but she took Nixie’s hand and stepped toward the drawer Morris pulled out.

			Eve knew the face well now. Pretty woman who’d passed the shape of her mouth on to her daughter. White as wax now, with that faint tinge of unearthly blue, and soft as wax as well, in the way the dead go soft.

			Nixie’s fingers trembled in hers as the girl reached down to touch that soft, white face. And the sound she made as she lay her head on the sheet over her mother’s breast was a low, painful keening.

			When it quieted to whimpers, Mira stepped forward, stroked her hand over Nixie’s hair. “She’d be glad you came to see her, proud that you could. Can you say good-bye to her, Nixie?”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“Oh, baby, I know, and so does she. It’s so hard to say good-bye.”

			“Her heart doesn’t thump. If I sat in her lap and leaned my head here, I could hear her heart thump. But now it doesn’t.” She lifted her head, whispered good-bye, and stepped off the stool for the last time.

			“Thank you for taking care of them,” she said to Morris.

			He merely nodded, then walked to the door to hold it open. When Eve passed behind Mira and Nixie, he murmured to her, “You think you can handle anything in this job.” His voice was thick and raw. “Stand anything, stand up to anything. But my sweet Christ, that child almost had me on the floor.”

			“ ‘Grace was in all her steps, heaven in her eye, In every gesture dignity and love.’ ”

			Looking at Roarke now, Morris managed a small smile. “Well said. I’ll get you out.”

			“What was that from?” Eve asked. “What you just said.”

			“Paradise Lost. Written by a poet named Milton. It seemed apt as what we just witnessed was a wrenching form of poetry.”

			She drew in a breath. “Let’s get her back.”

			When they returned, Mira sent Nixie upstairs with Summerset and the promise to be up in a moment.

			Gauging the ground, Roarke excused himself and went back to work.

			“I know that was difficult for you,” Mira began.

			“It’s not about me.”

			“Every case is about you, to some extent, or you wouldn’t be able to do what you do so well. You have the gift of being able to mate your objectivity with compassion.”

			“That’s not the way I hear it.”

			“She needed what you gave her. She’ll heal. She’s too strong not to. But she needed this to begin.”

			“She’ll need a hell of a lot more since the Dysons won’t take her.”

			“I’d hoped . . . well, it may be for the best on all sides. She would remind them of their loss, and they of hers.”

			“It’s not best for her to end up a ward of the court. I may have another possibility. I know some people who’d qualify to take her on. I was thinking maybe we could contact Richard DeBlass and Elizabeth Barrister.”

			“It’s a good thought.”

			“They took that kid, the boy, we found on a murder scene last year.” Eve shifted, not entirely comfortable with the role of family planner. “I figure they decided to foster him because their daughter was murdered. Though she was an adult, and—”

			“Your child is always your child. Age doesn’t factor.”

			“If you say so. Anyway, I guess they wanted another chance to . . . whatever. I know Roarke waded in with that kid, ah, Kevin. Gave them a little nudge to take him in. From what I know, it worked out okay, and like I said, they’re qualified. Maybe they’d consider taking in another.”

			“I think it’s a very good idea. You’ll talk to them.”

			Boggy area, Eve thought. “Ah . . . I need to talk to Roarke because he knows them better. I’m the cop who closed their daughter’s murder case—and uncovered some ugly family secrets. He’s their friend. But if this pans out, I’m going to need you to add your weight with CPS.”

			“You’ve given this considerable thought.”

			“No, but it’s the best thought I’ve had on it since Mrs. Dyson dropped the boomer on me this morning. She’s been kicked around enough. I don’t want her kicked around by the system that’s supposed to protect her.”

			“Once you’ve talked to Roarke, let me know. We’ll work to get what’s best for Nixie. I should go up to her now.”

			“Ah, just one more thing.” Eve got out the photograph Dave Rangle had given her. “Her father’s partner sent this for her. Swisher kept it on his desk. His partner figured Nixie would want it.”

			“What a lovely family,” Mira said as she took the photograph. “Yes, she’ll want this. And it couldn’t come at a better time. She’ll see this, remember this, and imagine them this way rather than as they were at the morgue.”

			She looked back at Eve. “Wouldn’t you like to give this to her yourself?” When Eve only shook her head, Mira nodded. “All right, then. I’ll take it to her.”

			Mira turned toward the steps, stopped at the base. “She doesn’t know how hard that was for you, to stand with her while she said good-bye to her family. But I do.”

			Upstairs, Summerset sat with Nixie in his lap. “They didn’t look like they were sleeping,” she said, with her head on his chest, his heart beating in her ear. “I thought maybe they would, but you could tell they weren’t.”

			His long, thin fingers stroked through her hair. “Some people believe, as I do, that when we die the essence of ourselves—the spirit or the soul—has choices.”

			“What kind?”

			“Some of those choices might depend on how we’ve lived our lives. If we’ve tried to do our best, we might then decide to go to a place of peace.”

			“Like angels on a cloud.”

			“Perhaps.” He continued to stroke her hair as the cat padded into the room, then leaped up to join them on the arm of the chair. “Or like a garden where we can walk or play, where we see others who made this same choice before us.”

			Nixie reached out, petted Galahad’s wide flank. “Where Coyle can play baseball?”

			“Yes. Or we might decide to come back, live again, begin a new life at the very start of it, inside the womb. We may decide to do this because we want to do better than we did before, or right some wrong we may have done. Or simply because we’re not quite ready to go to that place of peace.”

			“So maybe they’ll decide to come back, like babies?” The idea made her smile a little. “Would I know them if I got to meet them some time?”

			“I think you would, in some part of your heart. Even if you don’t realize it, you recognize in your heart. Do you understand?”

			“I guess. I think so. Did you ever recognize somebody who had to die before?”

			“I think I have. But there’s one I keep hoping I might recognize one day.” He thought of his daughter, his beautiful, lost Marlena. “I haven’t found her yet.”

			“Maybe she made the choice to go to the garden.”

			He bent to touch his lips to Nixie’s hair. “Maybe she did.”

			Summerset waited nearly an hour, monitoring Eve’s office until he saw Peabody leave the room. He hoped whatever task she’d been sent to perform took long enough for him to finish what he had to do.

			When he stepped into Eve’s office, she was just coming out of the kitchen with another mug of coffee. Her hand jerked slightly, lapping hot liquid over the rim.

			“Oh, fuck me. Consider this area police property and restricted to tight-assed fuckwits I don’t want around. Which is you.”

			“I only need a moment of your time. I would apologize.”

			“You would what?”

			His voice was as stiff as hers and only went more rigid. “I would apologize for my remarks earlier. They were incorrect.”

			“As far as I’m concerned, your remarks are always incorrect. So fine. Now make tracks. I’m working.”

			He would damn well finish swallowing this hideous crow. “You brought the child here for safe-keeping, and you’ve seen that she’s been safely kept. I’m aware that you’re working diligently to identify and capture the people who killed her family. It’s visibly apparent that you’re giving this considerable time and effort as you have circles under your eyes and your disposition is even more disagreeable than usual due to lack of proper rest and nutrition.”

			“Bite me.”

			“And your clever repartee suffers as a result.”

			“How’s this for clever repartee?” She jabbed her middle finger into the air.

			“Typical.” He nearly turned and left. Very nearly. But he couldn’t forget that Nixie had told him Eve stood with her when she’d said good-bye to her mother.

			“She had a very hard day, Lieutenant. Grieving. And when I coaxed her to take a nap, she had another nightmare. She asked for you, and you wouldn’t . . . couldn’t,” he corrected, “be here. I was overwrought when you arrived, and I was incorrect.”

			“Okay. Forget it.”

			When he turned to leave, she took a deep breath. She didn’t mind giving as good as she got, when it came to cheap shots. It was harder to give as good when it was conciliatory. But if she didn’t, it would itch at her and distract her from the work.

			“Hey.” He stopped, turned. “I brought her here because I figured it was the safest place for her. And because I figured I had someone on site who’d know how to take care of a nine-year-old girl. Knowing she’s comfortable with you gives me the space I need to do what I have to do.”

			“Understood. I’ll leave you to do it.”

			It’s about time somebody did, Eve thought as he left. Then she sat down, propped her feet on her desk, sipped her coffee. And studied her murder board while the computer ran the next search.
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			EVE MADE NOTES FROM SEARCH RESULTS, RAN probabilities, continued her notes. She was tired of riding a desk on this one. She wanted action. Needed to move.

			Instead, she rolled her shoulders, went back to her notes.

			Kirkendall v. Kirkendall to Moss.

			To Duberry. To, most likely, Brenegan.

			To Swisher, Swisher, Swisher, Dyson, and Snood.

			To Newman.

			To Knight and Preston.

			Kirkendall to Isenberry.

			Isenberry to Tully and Tully to Rangle.

			No harm to Tully or Rangle, with countless opportunities.

			Target specific.

			And all circling back to Kirkendall v. Kirkendall.

			“What time is it in Nebraska?”

			“Ah.” Peabody blinked her tired eyes, rubbed them. “Let’s see, it’s five-twenty here, so I think it’s an hour earlier there? Do they do daylight savings? I think. An hour. Probably.”

			“Why does it have to be an hour earlier there, or an hour later here? Why can’t everybody just run on the same time and end the madness?”

			“It has to do with the earth turning on its axis as it orbits the sun and . . .” She trailed off, catching Eve’s narrowed glare. “You’re right. Everybody should run on the same time. Dallas time. I’d vote for it. Are we going to Nebraska?”

			“I’m going to do everything in my power to avoid it.” Going out in the field didn’t mean she wanted to go out in actual fields. With hay or grass or spooky corn. “Let’s try the wonder of the ’link first.”

			She opened Dian Kirkendall’s file, found her sister’s data. “Turnbill, Roxanne. Age forty-three. Married to Joshua, mother of Benjamin and Samuel. Professional Mother status. Okay, Roxanne, let’s see what you know about your brother-in-law.”

			The face that popped on her screen was a child’s—a boy, Eve thought, despite the sunny halo of hair. He had a big, wide open face with the dazzle of green eyes. “Hello, hi, this is Ben. Who are you?”

			“Is either your mother or your father”—or any rational adult—“at home?”

			“My mom’s here, but you’re supposed to say who it is, then say if you can—if you may,” he corrected, “speak with somebody.”

			Now kids were lecturing her on manners. What had happened to her world? “This is Dallas. May I speak with your mother?”

			“Okay.” There was a blur and a jumble on-screen, then a piercing shout. “Mom! Dallas is calling you. Can I have a cookie now?”

			“One cookie, Ben. And don’t shout near the ’link. It’s rude.” The mother had the son’s curls, but in a deep brunette. Her smile wasn’t as open, but polite, and just a little annoyed around the edges. “Can I help you?”

			“Mrs. Turnbill?”

			“Yes. Look, we’ve blocked solicitations, so I’m sorry, but if you’ve—”

			“I’m Lieutenant Dallas with the New York City Police and Security Department.”

			“Oh.” Even that polite smile faded. “What is it?”

			“I’m calling regarding your former brother-in-law, Roger Kirkendall.”

			“Is he dead?”

			“No, not to my knowledge. I’m trying to locate him for questioning in connection with a case. Do you have any information as to his whereabouts?”

			“No. I can’t help you. I’ve been very busy so—”

			“Mrs. Turnbill, it’s very important that I locate Mr. Kirkendall. If you could tell me if you’ve had any contact—”

			“I haven’t, and I don’t want any contact with him.” Her voice was strained, like a wire snapped tight. “How do I know you’re who you say you are?”

			Eve held her badge to the screen. “Can you read my ID and my badge number?”

			“Of course I can, but—”

			“You can verify by contacting Cop Central in Manhattan. I can give you a contact number that won’t cost—”

			“I’ll get the number. You’ll have to hold.”

			“Careful,” Peabody noted when the screen went to holding blue. “And a little pissy.”

			“Not just careful, not just pissy. A little scared on top of it.” As she waited, Eve considered. She began to calculate how long a round trip to Nebraska, including interview time, might take.

			Roxanne came back on screen. “All right, Lieutenant, I’ve verified your information.” Her face was pale now. “You’re with Homicide.”

			“That’s correct.”

			“He’s killed someone. Dian—” She broke off, bit down on her lip as if to block words. “Who has he killed?”

			“He’s wanted for questioning in the murders of at least seven people, including two police officers.”

			“In New York,” she said carefully. “He killed people in New York City?”

			“He’s wanted for questioning for murders that occurred in New York.”

			“I see. I’m sorry. I’m very sorry. I don’t know where he is, I don’t know what he’s doing. Frankly, I don’t want to know. If I did, if I knew anything, I’d tell you. I can’t help you, and this isn’t something I want to discuss. I have to get back to my children.”

			The screen went black.

			“She’s still scared of him,” Peabody commented.

			“Yeah. And her sister’s still alive. That’s what she thought, just for an instant there. Oh God, he finally got to Dian. She may know more than she realizes. She needs a face-to-face.”

			“We’re going to Nebraska?”

			“No, but you are.”

			“Me? Just me? Out there in the wilderness?”

			“Take McNab. Backup and ballast.” And, Eve thought, as someone who’d keep Peabody from overdoing. “I want you there and back tonight. You’ll do better with the mother type, the family type, than I would first shot. She’ll trust you faster.”

			Eve used the house ’link, interrupted Roarke in the computer lab.

			“I need fast, secure transpo.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“Not we—Peabody. Nebraska. I’m sending McNab with her, so something that’ll hold two. But quick and small. They shouldn’t need to be there more than a couple of hours. I’ve got the exact location.”

			“All right, I’ll arrange it. Give me a minute.”

			“Wow, just like that.” Peabody gave a little sigh. “What’s it like being with a guy who can snap his fingers and get you pretty much whatever you need?”

			“Convenient. Use the sister on her if you have to. Show her the dead kids.”

			“Jesus, Dallas.”

			“She’s got kids. It’ll help crack her if she’s hiding anything. We can’t play nice. Have McNab take the edge if you need one. Can he handle bad cop?”

			“He does it really well during personal role-playing games when I’m the reluctant witness.”

			“Oh crap.” Eve pressed her fingers to her eyes and prayed the image wouldn’t form. “Just work her, Peabody. She must know where to find the sister. Kirkendall’s ex would be a valuable tool in this investigation.”

			Roarke walked in, handed Peabody a memo cube. “There’s your transpo. The pilot will be waiting for you.”

			“Thanks.” She gathered her file bag. “I’ll contact McNab, have him meet me there.”

			“I want to know when you arrive, when you leave, and when you get back,” Eve told her.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Safe trip,” Roarke said, then turned to Eve when Peabody headed out. “I’ve got some bits and pieces, but I’m going to need the unregistered to pull them together.”

			“Show me what you’ve got.”

			“Let’s take it in there.” He ran a hand down her arm as they walked. “You’re tired, Lieutenant.”

			“Some.”

			“It’s been a stressful, emotional day.”

			She jerked a shoulder when he unlocked his private office with palm and voice ID.

			“And Nixie?”

			“Mira came by on her way out. She said the kid was doing a little better. That the trip to the morgue . . . Jesus.” She covered her face with her hands. “God, I didn’t think I was going to be able to hold it together in there.”

			“I know.”

			She shook her head, struggling even now to maintain. “The way she looked at her father, touched him. What was in her eyes when she did. Sorrow, something beyond sorrow. And you knew, seeing that, how much she loved him. That she was never afraid of him, never had to worry if he’d hurt her. We don’t know what that’s like. We can’t. I can find the man who did this, but I can’t understand what she feels. And if I can’t understand, how can I make it right?”

			“Not true.” He brushed her face with his fingers, took away tears. “Who are you weeping for, if not for her?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know. She doesn’t know what I do, but she’s living through it. I can’t know what she knows. That kind of bond? It’s different than what we’ve got. It’s got to be. Child to parent, parent to child. That was taken from her.”

			She reached up with her own hands, wiped the tears away. “I stood over my father, with his blood all over me. I can’t really remember what I felt. Relief, pleasure, terror—all of it, none of it. He comes back, in my head, in my dreams, and he tells me it’s not over. He’s right. It’s not over. It’s never going to be. She makes me see it.”

			“I know.” He rubbed an errant tear away with his thumb. “Yes, I know. It’s wearing on you, I can see that, too. There doesn’t seem to be anything either of us can do about it. You won’t pass the case to someone else.” He lifted her chin with his hand before she could answer. “You won’t, and I wouldn’t want you to. You’d never forgive yourself for stepping aside because of personal distress. And you’d never trust yourself again, not fully, not the way you need to.”

			“I saw myself when I found her. Saw myself, instead of her, huddled in a ball, coated in blood. Not just thought of it, but saw it. Just a flash, just for an instant.”

			“Yet you brought her here. You face it. Darling Eve.” His voice was like balm on the burn. “The child isn’t the only one who shows grace in her steps.”

			“Grace isn’t the issue. Roarke.” She could tell him, say this to him. “On days like this, part of me wants to go back there, to that room in Dallas. Just so I can stand over him again, with his blood all over me and the knife in my hand.”

			She closed her fist as if she held the hilt. “Just to kill him again, but this time to know what I feel when I do, to feel it because maybe then it’ll be done. Even if it doesn’t, to feel that moment when I carved him up. I don’t know what that makes me.”

			“On days like this, all of me wants to be the one to go back to that room in Dallas. To have his blood on me, and the knife in my hands. I know exactly what I would feel. And what it makes us, Eve, is who we are.”

			She let out a long breath. “I don’t know why that helps when it should probably scare me. She won’t feel this way, because she had that base. Because she could lay her head on her mother’s dead heart and cry. She’ll have sorrow, and nights when she’s afraid, but she’ll remember why she was able to touch her father’s face, her brother’s hair, and cry on her mother’s breast.”

			“She’ll remember a cop who stood with her, and held her hand when she did.”

			“They’re going to throw her into the system, Roarke. Sometimes it’s salvation, sometimes it’s good, but not for her. I don’t want her to be another case file. To cycle through that like I did. I have an idea what could be done, but I wanted to run it by you.”

			His face went absolutely still, absolutely blank. “What?”

			“I was thinking we could approach Richard DeBlass and Elizabeth Barrister.”

			“Oh.” This time it was Roarke who let out a long breath. “Of course. Richard and Beth, good thought.” He turned away, walked away from her to stare out the window.

			“If it’s a good idea, why are you upset?”

			“I’m not.” What was he? He didn’t have the name for it. “I should’ve thought of them myself. I should have thought more clearly.”

			“You can’t think of everything.”

			“Apparently not.”

			“Something’s wrong.”

			He started to deny it, push it aside. And had to accept that it would just be one more mistake. “I can’t get my mind off the child. No, that’s not it, not altogether. I can’t get it out of my head, all of it, not since I went to that house with you. Stood looking at those rooms where those children had been sleeping.”

			“It’s rougher when it’s kids. I should’ve thought of that before I asked you to do the walk-through.”

			“I’m not green.” He whirled around, his face lit with fury. “I’m not so soft in the belly I can’t . . . Ah, fuck me.” He broke off, ran his hands through his hair.

			“Hey, hey, hey.” Obviously alarmed, she crossed over quickly, rubbed his back. “What gives?”

			“They were sleeping.” Christ Jesus, would that single thing always sicken him the most? “They were innocent. They had what children are supposed to have. Love and comfort and security. And I looked in those rooms, saw their blood, and it tears at me. Tears at my gut. Tears at the years between. I never think of it. Why should I, goddamn it.”

			She didn’t ask of what, not when she could see it on his face. Had it only been a short time ago he’d told her he hated to see her look sad? How could she tell him what it did to her guts to see him look devastated?

			“Maybe we should sit down a minute.”

			“Bloody hell. Bloody buggering hell.” He stalked to the door, booted it closed. “You can’t forget it, but you can live with it. And I have. I do. It doesn’t beat at me as it does you.”

			“So maybe when it does, it’s worse.”

			He leaned back against the door, stared at her. “I see myself lying in a puddle of my own blood and puke and piss after he beat me unconscious. And yet here I am, aren’t I? Damn good suit, big house, a wife I love more than life. He left me there, probably for dead. Didn’t even bother to throw me away as he had my mother. I wasn’t worth the trouble. Why should I give a damn about that now? But I wonder, what in God’s name is the purpose, Eve? What is the purpose when I come to this, and those children are dead? When the one who’s left has nothing and no one?”

			“You don’t deal the cards,” she said carefully. “You just play them. Don’t do this to yourself.”

			“I cheated and stole and connived my way to what I have, or to the base of it in any case. It wasn’t an innocent lying in that alley.”

			“Bullshit. That’s just bullshit.”

			“I’d have killed him.” His eyes weren’t devastated now, but winter cold. “If someone hadn’t done it before me, when I was older and stronger I’d have gone for him. I’d have finished him. Can’t change that either. Well.” He sighed, heavily. “This is useless.”

			“It’s not. You don’t think it’s useless when I flood it on you. I like your dick, Roarke, like it fine. But it’s irritating when you think with it.”

			He opened his mouth, hissed out a breath just before a choked laugh. “It’s irritating when you point it out. All right then, let’s finish this out with me telling you I went to Philadelphia today.”

			“What the hell for?” She snapped it out. “I told you I needed to know where you were.”

			“I wasn’t going to mention it, and not to spare myself your wrath, Lieutenant. I wasn’t going to mention it because it was a waste of time. I’d thought I could fix it—I’m good at fixing, or buying off if fixing won’t work. I went to see Grant Swisher’s stepsister. To talk to her about stepping in for Nixie, now that the legal guardianship’s been voided. She couldn’t be less interested.”

			He sat now, on the arm of a chair. “I decided to make all this my concern. Magnanimous of me.”

			“Shut up. Nobody rips on you but me.” She stepped to him, caught his face in her hands, kissed him. “And I’m not because—even being pissed off about you taking an unscheduled trip—I’m proud that you’d try to help. I wouldn’t have thought of doing it.”

			“I’d have bought her off, if that had been an option. Money fixes all sorts of problems, and why have so bloody much if you can’t buy what you like? Such as a nice family for a little girl. I’d already eliminated the grandparents—found the grandfather, by the way—on my high moral grounds. But the one left, the one I hand-selected, wouldn’t fall in.”

			“If she doesn’t want the kid, the kid’s better off somewhere else.”

			“I know it. I might’ve been disgusted with this woman’s callousness, but I was furious with myself for assuming I could just snap fingers and make it all tidy. And furious that I couldn’t. If it was tidy, I wouldn’t feel guilty, would I?”

			“About what?”

			“About not considering, not being able to consider keeping her with us.”

			“Us? Here? Us?”

			He laughed again, but the sound was weary. “Well, we’re on the same page there anyway. We can’t do it. We’re not the right people for it—for her. The big house, all the money, it doesn’t mean a damn when we’re not the right people.”

			“Still on the same page.”

			He smiled at her. “I’ve wondered if I’d be a good father. I think I would be. I think we’d be good at it, either despite or because of where we came from. Maybe both. But it’s not now. It’s not this child. It’ll be when we know we’ll be good at it.”

			“That’s nothing to feel guilty about.”

			“How does it make me any different from Leesa Corday? Swisher’s stepsister?”

			“Because you tried to make it right. You’ll help to make it right.”

			“You steady me,” he murmured. “I didn’t even know how far off-balance I’d been, and here you steady me.” He took her hands, kissed them. “I want children with you, Eve.”

			The sound she made brought on a quick and easy grin. “No need for the panic face, darling. I don’t mean today, or tomorrow, or nine months down the road. Having Nixie around’s been considerable education. Children are a lot of bloody work, aren’t they?”

			“Big duh.”

			“Emotional, physical, time-consuming work. With undoubtedly amazing rewards. That bond you spoke of, we deserve to have it. To make it, when we’re ready. But we’re not, either of us, ready. And we’re not equipped to parent a girl nearly ten. It would be like—for us, anyway—starting a twisty, laborious, fascinating task somewhere in the middle, without any time for that learning curve.”

			He stepped to her again, laid his lips on her brow. “But I want children with you, my lovely Eve. One day.”

			“One day being far, far in the future. Like, I don’t know, say a decade when . . . Hold on. Children is plural.”

			He eased back, grinned. “Why, so it is—nothing slips by my canny cop.”

			“You really think if I ever actually let you plant something in me—they’re like aliens in there, growing little hands and feet.” She shuddered. “Creepy. If I ever did that, popped a kid out—which I think is probably as pleasant a process as having your eyeballs pierced by burning, poisonous sticks, I’d say, ‘Whoopee, let’s do this again?’ Have you recently suffered head trauma?”

			“Not to my knowledge.”

			“Could be coming. Any second.”

			He laughed, kissed her. “I do love you, and the rest is all in the vague and misty future. In any case, we’re talking about this child. I think Richard and Beth are a fine thought.”

			She locked the rest away—where hopefully it would stay in some deep, dark mind vault. “They took that kid last year.”

			“Kevin. Yes, they recently finalized the adoption.”

			“Yeah, you mentioned it. Kid had it rough—bouncy for all of that, but he had it rough. Junkie LC of a mother who knocked him around, left him alone. They have to know how to handle kids with baggage, so . . .”

			“They may be a good choice for Nixie. I’ll talk to them, tonight if I can manage it. They’ll need to meet her, and she them.”

			“You could give that a push. With the Dysons bowing out, CPS is going to start squawking about fostering pretty soon. Okay. Let’s get down to it. What’ve you got for me?”

			“Some names I’ve ferreted out that intersect in one way or another with both Kirkendall and Isenberry.” He moved over to his console as he spoke. “Some connect to CIA, some to Homeland Security.” He glanced over at her, and thought this would be one more punch to her psyche. “Are you going to be all right with that?”

			“Are you?”

			“I’ve made my peace there, best I can. They watched an innocent, desperate child suffer for what they deemed a bigger cause. I don’t forget it, but I’ve made my peace with it.”

			“I don’t forget it,” she said quietly. Eve knew it was for love of her that he’d walked away from taking vengeance on the HSO operatives who’d witnessed her abuse those many years ago in Dallas—they’d witnessed a man beating and brutalizing his own daughter, and done nothing to stop it. “I don’t forget what you did for me.”

			“Didn’t do, more accurately. In any case, to nudge this any further, to access the data on these people through these organizations, I’ll need this. Roarke,” he said, laying his hand on a palm plate. “Open operations.”
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			The console came to life, lights flashing on, equipment going to a low, holding hum. She came around the console to stand with him. And saw the framed photo he kept here. The baby, all vivid blue eyes and dark thick hair, held close to the young mother with her bruised face and bandaged hand.

			That was private, too, she thought, and why he kept it here in this room. Something else he was making his peace over.

			“Another thing I found interesting,” he told her. “Take a look.”

			He ordered an image on a wall screen.

			“Clinton, Isaac P., U.S. Army, retired. Sergeant. Looks like Kirkendall,” she commented. “Around the eyes, the mouth. Same coloring.”

			“Yes, that caught me, too. Particularly when I noticed the birth date.” He brought up Kirkendall’s image and data.

			“The same date. Same health center. Son of a bitch. Different parents listed. But if the records were altered. If—”

			“I think someone was naughty, and decided it would be worth a bit of hacking into those health center records.”

			“Illegal adoption? Twins separated at birth. Could it be that strange?”

			“Strange,” Roarke agreed, “but logical for all that.”

			“They have to know. They end up in the same regiment, the same training. Guy’s got your face—or close enough to make people notice—you’re going to ask questions.”

			“I take it you’d like that as first order of business.”

			“Go.”

			“This won’t take long.”

			He sat, began to work by voice command and manual while she paced.

			Brothers, she thought. Teamwork. Twins, pulled apart, then brought back together. By fate? Luck? A higher power’s vicious sense of humor?

			Would the bond be stronger then, somehow? The anger deeper. And the murders even more personal. Denied their rightful family at birth. Denied one’s rightful family by the courts.

			Life’s a bitch, so you kill.

			“Was this Clinton ever married?”

			“Shush,” was Roarke’s response, so she looked for herself.

			“Lot of mirrors here,” she noted. “He was married—the same year as Kirkendall. One kid for him, male. Both son and wife are listed as missing, the year before Kirkendall’s punching bag and kids whiffed. They take off?” she wondered. “Or not get the chance?”

			“Birth mothers on hospital records are the same as on later data,” Roarke said as he worked.

			“Poke around, find others listed for that same day. Twin boys, deceased.”

			“Already there, Lieutenant. Another moment. And here. On-screen. Smith, Jane—original—delivered twin boys, stillbirths. I imagine the health center, and the doctor of record, gained a healthy fee on this.”

			“Sold them. Yeah, betcha that’s what she did. It happened. Happens,” she corrected, “even with the laws coming down on women getting themselves inseminated and incubating fetuses for big, fat fees, it happens.”

			“Target couples—with the finances for it—can outline the physical characteristics they’d like, the ethnicity and so on, bypass mainstream routes with their screenings and regulations.” Roarke nodded. “Yes, healthy newborns are always a hot commodity on the black market.”

			“And this Jane Smith hits the jackpot with twins. The Kirkendalls, the Clintons, walk away with bouncing boys—and their baby broker collects the fees, divvies up the rest of the shares. I’ll pass this data to somebody in Child Protection Services. They’ll want to dig into it, see if they can find the birth mother, the brokers. Long shot since we’re talking fifty years, and I can’t take time out for it unless it leads to Kirkendall. Selling kids. Pretty low.”

			“It could be better to be wanted, even bought and paid for, than to be unwanted, discarded.”

			“There are legitimate agencies to handle this stuff. Even ways to conceive—if that’s what you want—if you have physical limitations. People like this want to cut corners, want to ignore the law and the system in place to protect the child.”

			“I agree with you. And I’d say, in these cases, the ones who were wanted, bought and paid for, when learning of it, reacted badly.”

			She paced. “I had a brother, and you stole him from me. I lived a lie that was beyond my control. I will take charge. So, we’ve got a couple of pissed-off guys who’ve been trained with our tax dollars to kill. Brothers, brotherly loyalty along with semper fi.”

			“I think that’s the marine corps, not the army.”

			“Whatever. They meet up at some point, figure it out. Or one of them figures it out and seeks out the other. You’re going to end up with two halves of one coin kind of deal, and the worse for it. They’ve changed their faces. Not only to avoid detection, but to look more alike, to what, honor their bond? Not just fraternal twins, identical. Or as close as can be to identical. Two bodies, one mind. That’s how it looks to me.”

			“Both their files, as well as a few others I found, indicate assignments from both CIA and Homeland, as well as Special Ops.”

			I see you now, Eve thought. I know you now. I’ll find you now. “How long will it take you to get in, pull it out?”

			“A bit. You’re restless, Lieutenant.”

			“I need . . .” She rolled her shoulders. “Something physical. A good workout. Haven’t managed one in a few days. More, I just want to pound on something awhile. Something that hits back.”

			“I can help you with that.”

			She lifted her fisted hands. “Want to go a round, ace?”

			“Actually, no, but give me a minute to set this up.” He gave the machines orders, in the e-speak Eve could never fully translate. “It can start without me, then I’ll come back to finish it off. Come with me.”

			“It’d go quicker with you working it.”

			“An hour or so won’t make much difference.” He drew her into the elevator. “Holo-room.”

			“Holo-room? What for?”

			“A little program I’ve been playing with. I think you’ll like it. Especially considering our recent discussion of Master Lu and our mutual admiration for his skill.”

			He stepped with her into the blank square of the holo-room. “Initiate martial arts program 5A,” he said with a smile whispering around his lips. “Eve Dallas as opponent.”

			“I thought you said you didn’t want to—”

			The room shimmered, swam, and became a dojo, with a wall of weapons and glossy wood floor. She looked down at herself, studied the traditional black gi.

			“Icy” was all she could think of saying.

			“How much of a workout do you want?”

			She rolled to the balls of her feet, back on the heels. “Hard and sweaty.”

			“I’ve got just the thing. Triple threat,” he ordered. “Full cycle. Have fun,” he added to Eve when three figures appeared.

			Two male, Eve noted, one female. The woman was small, with her siren red hair pulled back in a sleek tail to leave her stunning face unframed. One male was black, well over six feet, solid muscle, good long reach. The second was Asian, black eyes like marbles, and the lithe sort of build that told her he’d be quick and agile as a lizard.

			They waited for her to step forward, then with a snap of their gis, bowed. She mirrored the gesture, then shifted smoothly to fighting stance as they began to circle.

			The woman came first, a graceful handspring followed by a scissoring kick that whizzed by Eve’s face. To counter, Eve dived, swept out her legs, and landed the first blow on the Asian. Gained her feet on a roll, blocked with a forearm.

			And felt the smack of flesh to flesh vibrate.

			Testing moves at first, backhand, jump kick, pivot, punch.

			She parried, caught the movement out of the corner of her eye, and spun to meet the woman with a stomp on her instep, a hard elbow jab to the jaw.

			“Nicely done,” Roarke called out, and leaned against the wall to watch.

			She took a blow that knocked her down, used her hands and her quads to flip herself back before the next landed. And the Asian spun in, caught her with a flying kick to the kidneys that sent her skidding over the floor on her belly.

			“Ouch.” Roarke winced. “That one stung a bit.”

			“Woke me up is all.” Breathing through her teeth, she pushed up on her arms, kicked back, and took the black guy down with two hard heels to the groin.

			“That stung more,” Roarke decided, and ordered himself a glass of cabernet from the AutoChef.

			He sipped contemplatively while watching his woman battle. Outnumbered, and in two cases well outweighed. But holding her own. And she needed this, this hard, physical challenge. To help vent some of those hard, emotional fists pummeling inside her.

			Still, he hissed in sympathy as she took a punishing blow to the face.

			Well, he thought, she was more or less holding her own.

			They came at her at once, and she blocked one by flipping him over her back, evaded another with an agile shoulder roll, but the third caught her with a sharp backward kick that sent her down again.

			“Why don’t I tone it down a bit,” Roarke suggested.

			She gained her feet, blood in her eye now. “You do, and I’ll kick your ass when I’m done with these.”

			He shrugged, sipped. “Your call, darling.”

			“Okay.” She shook her arms, circling as they did, noting the female was favoring her left leg now, and the black male was winded. “Let’s finish this up.”

			She went for the black guy. He might’ve been the biggest, but the groin shot had hurt. Using the woman as a decoy, Eve flew into a double spin, a snapping side kick, easily blocked, and used the momentum to carry her around, push her forward so that her upper body, head, and fists all connected with the black man’s crotch.

			This time he went down, and stayed down.

			She blocked blows with her forearms, her shoulders, gauging her ground, taking the defensive and drawing both her opponents in close.

			A short-armed punch to the jaw snapped the female’s head back, and the elbow Eve jabbed into her throat took her out.

			Eve grabbed her falling body and shoved it at her last opponent.

			He had to spin away, but came back at her. They were both puffing now, and the sweat stung her eyes. She doubled over when his foot landed in her gut. And he was fast—but not quite fast enough to snap his leg back before she gripped his ankle and heaved.

			He used the move to carry himself over into a flip, punched the landing with a grace she admired. Even as she was hurling at him, springing up to a flying kick. Her heel landed on the bridge of his nose, and she heard the satisfying crunch.

			“That’s game,” Roarke said. “End program.”

			The figures faded away, as did the dojo. She stood, in her work clothes now, catching her breath. “Good fight,” she managed.

			“Not bad. You finished them up in . . . twenty-one minutes, forty seconds.”

			“Time flies when you’re . . . ow.” She rubbed her right inner thigh. “What I get for not warming up.”

			“You pull something?”

			“No.” She bent to stretch it out. “Just a little tender.” She blew her hair out of narrowed eyes as she glanced toward Roarke. “Twenty minutes?”

			“Twenty-one forty. Not quite the high score. I did it in nineteen twenty-three.”

			She lifted her head, squinted at him as she pulled the heel of her right foot to her butt in a stretch. “Under twenty first time out?”

			“All right, no, not the first time. That took me twenty and change.”

			“How much change?”

			He laughed. “Fifty-eight.”

			“I’d say the difference is negated as you programmed the game. Gimme a sip of that.”

			He offered her the glass. “Feel better?”

			“Yeah. Nothing like punching your fist into a face to brighten up the day. I don’t know what that says about me either, but I don’t care.”

			“Then we’ll have another game. Recreational hour’s not up,” he said before she could protest. “Initiate Program Island-3.”

			They were on a white sand beach that flowed into water of blue crystal. There were flowers—pink, white, rosy red—strewn along the shoreline. Jewel-colored birds winged into a sky as clear and blue as a glass bowl.

			Floating gently on the sea was a wide white bed.

			“There’s a bed on the water.”

			“I’ve never made love to you on the water. In it, somewhat under it, but never on it. You like the beach.” He lifted her hand to his lips. “I like the idea of floating away with you.”

			She looked at him. He wore a thin white shirt now, unbuttoned so it rippled in the breeze, and loose black pants. His feet were bare, as hers were.

			He’d programmed her for white as well, she noted. Floating white dress with wire-thin straps. There were flowers in her hair. A long way from a black gi and flying fists. “From combat to romance?”

			“Can you think of anything that suits us more?”

			She laughed. “Guess not. I wouldn’t have been able to step away like this for an hour, not a couple of years ago. I hope I’m better for it, all around.”

			She took his hand, walked with him into the warm, clear water. And laughed as they rolled onto the bed. “It’s like a really sexy raft.”

			“And infinitely more comfortable.” He brushed his lips over hers. “I stepped away whenever I chose. But I was never able to take myself away, as I can with you. I know I’m better for it.”

			In another world there was death and pain, grief and rage. And here was love. The white sand and blue water might have been fantasy, but this world was as real as the other. Because he was real, they were real.

			“Let’s take ourselves away, then. Float away.”

			She drew him to her, mouth to mouth, heart to heart. The bed dipped gently on the blue water, and the restlessness inside her eased.

			She tasted the wine on him, rich, and felt the warm, moist air bathe her skin as he touched her.

			A dreaming time now, she thought. Without the hard brightness of that other world. Without the pain and the blood and the incessant violence of the everyday. Calming and soothing, a kind of easy arousal that steadied the heart and fed the soul.

			When she held him like this, when her mouth was on his in a long, long kiss, she could forget what it was to be hungry and hurting. Being held like this, she knew she could go back to the hurt stronger.

			She slid the shirt from his shoulders, let her hands explore warm skin, tough muscle, let herself float as the bed floated, when he nudged those thin straps down her arms.

			The warrior was his. The woman who had only moments before waged combat, defeated foes with a concentrated and fearsome violence, was soft beneath him, pliant and eager and impossibly sweet.

			She would battle again and again, shed blood and spill it. Yet, miraculously, she would come back to him, again and again. Soft and pliant and eager.

			He murmured in Irish. My love. And trailed kisses over those strong shoulders, those long arms where muscles were carved in alabaster. He slipped a flower from her hair. Tracing it over her even as his lips traced. Making her shiver.

			“This is something special.”

			“The flower?”

			“The flower, yes. Extra.” He twirled it on its stem while he watched her. “Will you trust me?”

			“I always trust you.”

			“I want to give you this. To give it to both of us.”

			He flicked the petals over her breast. And with his tongue he tasted them, and her.

			She arched up, floating still, still floating, but higher now as if the wave of heat lifted her. Desire shimmered through her like the wine. She could hear birdsong, some exotic, erotic music with the quiet underscore of water lapping against the shore. She could hear his voice, the music of it, as he drew the white gown away.

			The sun, his hands, his lips, all on her skin—as hers were on his. The bed rocked on the water, soothing as a lullaby.

			Then he swept the flower between her legs.

			The sensation had her fingers digging into him. “God.”

			He watched her, watched that baffled pleasure run over her face. His cop, his warrior, and still oddly innocent about her own pleasures.

			“It’s called the Venus Bloom, and is grown on a colony on Green One. Hybridized,” he said, brushing it over her, watching her eyes blur, “with certain properties that enhance and heighten sensation.”

			Her breasts were tingling from it as if the nerves were raw-edged and exposed. And when his mouth closed over her, his teeth a light nip on her nipple, the shock of it had her crying out. He pressed the flower against her as he suckled.

			Her body erupted.

			She lost her mind. It was impossible to think through the barrage of sensations, the unspeakable pleasure. The shock of it had her body pulsing, plunging as the orgasm gushed through her.

			“When I’m inside you . . .” His voice was thick with Ireland now, his eyes wild and blue. “When I’m in you, Eve, it will do the same to me. Taste it.” His mouth crushed to hers, his tongue sweeping in. “Feel it.” He crushed the flower against her. “Come again, I want you to come again, while I’m watching you.”

			She bucked, riding out the storm, brilliantly aware of every cell in her body and the pleasure that flooded them. “I want you inside me.” She gripped his hair, dragged his mouth back to hers. “Feel what I feel.”

			He eased into her, slowly, so slowly she knew from the tremors in his body how rigidly he controlled himself. Then his breath caught, and his eyes, his beautiful eyes, went blind. “Christ.”

			“I don’t know if we’ll live through it,” she managed, and wrapped her legs around him. “Let’s find out. Don’t hold back.”

			He wasn’t sure he could have, not now, not with the sensations that pounded him, not with her reckless words ringing in his ears. He let the chain snap and rode it with her, wave by hot, towering wave.

			When the last swamped him, it swamped them both.

			She wasn’t sure she would ever get her breath back, or the full use of her limbs. Her arms had slid away from him, limply, until her fingers trailed in the water.

			“Is that thing legal?”

			He was flat out on top of her, breathing like a man who’d climbed up, or fallen off, a mountain. And his laugh rumbled against her skin. “God, only you.”

			“Seriously.”

			“We really ought to have Trina tattoo that damn badge on your breast permanently. Yes. It’s been tested, and approved, and licensed. A bit tricky to acquire yet. And as you can see, its effects are transitory.”

			“Good thing. Wicked effective.”

			“Erotic, arousing, enhancing, without taking away the will or choice.” He lifted the flower, twirled it, then tossed it into the water where it floated. “And pretty.”

			“Are all of these like that?”

			“No, just the one.” He kissed her again, savored the fading heat on her lips. “But I can get more.”

			“I bet.” She started to stretch, and frowned at the sound of a beep.

			“Ah. Looks like we’re through the first levels, and my attention’s required.”

			She sat up, shoved at her hair. She took one last look at blue water, white sand, and flowers strewn like jewels on the shoreline. “Playtime’s over.”

			He nodded. “End program.”

		

	
		
			18

			EVE SAT AT ONE OF ROARKE’S SUBSTATIONS AND began to pick her way through the lives of Kirkendall and Clinton. They needed a base of operations, a place to set up, to store equipment, to plan strategies and do sims.

			A place to take someone like Meredith Newman.

			She started with childhood—Kirkendall in New Jersey, Clinton in Missouri. Kirkendall relocating to New York with custodial parent at the age of twelve. Clinton doing the same, to Ohio, at the age of ten. And both had enlisted in the army at eighteen. Both had been recruited into Special Forces at twenty.

			Corporals Kirkendall and Clinton had both trained at Camp Powell, Miami.

			“It’s like a mirror,” Eve said. “No, like magnets. They just kept duplicating each other’s moves until they slapped together.”

			“No talking.”

			Eve frowned over at him. Sleeves rolled, hair tied back, he hammered at a keyboard with one hand and tapped icons on a viewboard with the other. And for the last ten minutes, he’d been muttering in a stylish combination of Gaelic—she supposed—and the weird Irish slang he fell into when revved up.

			Bugger this, bollocks to that, shagging, bloody, and a heavy sprinkling of fucks that sounded more and more like fook as he geared up.

			“You’re talking.”

			“Feisigh do thoin fein!” He rattled that off, sat back for a moment, and studied his board. “What? I’m not talking, I’m communing. Ah yes, there you are, you bitch.”

			Communing, she thought as he hunkered over the keys. Get him. But she turned back to her own work. If she wasn’t careful, she’d get caught up watching him. He made a hell of a picture when he was in the zone.

			The army had—as the army did—shuffled them around over the next few years. They’d lived in military housing, even after they married their respective spouses—within three months of each other. And when they had opted to leave the military, to buy homes, they’d plunked down in the same development.

			She toggled back and forth between locations, financials, added Isenberry into the mix. And slid into her own zone.

			When the in-house ’link beeped beside her, she wished she could curse in Gaelic.

			“Detective Baxter and Officer Trueheart have arrived and would like to speak with you.”

			“Have them wait in my office.” She clicked off, then shot the data and the notes she’d been working on to her office unit. “I’ve got some stuff,” she said to Roarke.

			“So do I. I’m in Kirkendall’s CIA file right now. Busy, busy boy.”

			“Tell me one thing. Do agencies like that pay fees—outside fees—for wet work? For special assignments?”

			“Apparently. I’m finding a number of what’s listed as ‘op fees’ in his file. His top seems to be a half mil—USD—for the termination of a scientist in Belingrad. He worked fairly cheap.”

			“How do we manage to live in the same world when you actually exist on a plane where half a million is cheap?”

			“True love hobbles us to the same post. Freelancers can get double that for an assassination. Easily.” He looked up from his work. “I was once offered that, at the tender age of twenty—to do away with the business rival of a weapons runner. A bit difficult to turn it down—quick money—but murder for pay has always struck me as tacky.”

			“Tacky.”

			He just smiled at her. “I’m in now, so I’ll keep with it, and run through Clinton’s and Isenberry’s. It won’t take long now, as I’ve already punched through.”

			“I’ll be in my office. Just for curiosity, what does . . .” She paused, brought the Gaelic phrase back in her mind, and mangled it in the repeating.

			Surprise flickered over his face as he angled his head. “Where did you hear that?”

			“Out of your mouth a little while ago.”

			“I said that?” He looked mildly shocked—and if she wasn’t mistaken, a little embarrassed. “Well, what does come back to you. Just a flash from my youth. A very crude one.”

			“Oh, then, as a cop who’s worked the tidy and genteel streets of New York for eleven years and counting, I’d be shocked by crude language.”

			“Very crude,” he repeated. Then shrugged. “Basically, it’s fuck yourself in your own ass.”

			“Yeah?” She brightened. “How do you say it again—the right way? I could use it on Summerset.”

			He laughed, shook his head. “Go to work.”

			She walked out, mumbling the phrase.

			And walked into her office in time to see Baxter take a big bite of a loaded burger. Since there were no takeout bags in evidence, and the smell was real meat, she deduced it came from her own kitchen.

			“Help yourself.”

			“Thanks.” He grinned and chewed, and gestured toward Trueheart, who was chewing on an identical meal—with the grace, at least, to look slightly shamefaced. “We didn’t stop for fuel. Eats are better here.”

			“I’ll give your compliments to the chef. Are you going to report, or just push dead cow in your mouth?”

			“Both. Reached out to the primary on Moss, and on Duberry. Team working Moss, they crossed all the hatches. Nothing to go on. No specific threats filed. Moss hadn’t mentioned anything to his wife, his associates, friends, neighbors, about any threats. He and his kid drove upstate to this cabin he owned one weekend a month. Man-to-man time. Fishing and shit. Vehicle was parked, private garage—full vid surveillance, droid security. Droid on showed no tampering, but had a thirty-minute break on his disc. Same with the security cams.”

			“What kind of cabin?”

			Baxter nodded, picked up one of the fries he had ordered along with the burger. “We thought the same. Why go through all that when it’d be easier to take him out in a cabin upstate. Troy?”

			Trueheart swallowed hastily. “The cabin’s in a gated, recreational community, and the security is good. The investigators believed, due to the nature of the explosive device and the ability to jam the lot security, that the possibility was strong on urban terrorism. Several other vehicles were destroyed, and the lot suffered some structural damage.”

			“Yeah,” she murmured. “Smarter. Add the urban terrorism element to murk the waters.”

			“There was no evidence to conclude Moss was target specific, but if so, they concluded it was because he was a judge, not because of any particular case. Moss had also been approached as a possible mayoral candidate, so the team factored in politics.”

			He cleared his throat, and continued when no one commented. “There was no evidence, no reason for them to look at Kirkendall at that time. He’d made no threat, and his case had been resolved about three years prior to the incident. With, ah, what we have now, we can look at Kirkendall, his pattern and pathology, and conclude that he hit Moss in the city rather than at the cabin because it, um, murked the waters. And it was more of a challenge. More of a statement.”

			“Agreed,” Eve said and watched Trueheart take an easing breath. “What about the device?”

			“Well, that’s pretty interesting.” Baxter gestured with his burger. “And another reason the primary and team concluded urban terrorism. What they were able to sweep up from scene, then sim, indicated a military-style device. This wasn’t any homemade boomer some yahoo stuck together in his basement because he was pissed off some judge made him pay child support. Lab guys creamed over it—primary’s words—plaston base, and it don’t come cheap, electronic trigger designed to blow when the engine engaged, and . . .” He made a wide gesture, pulling his arms apart. “ . . . explode outwards for additional damage.”

			Something flickered in her mind. “Okay, how could they be sure Moss would be the one to engage the engine? What about the wife?”

			“Didn’t drive.”

			“Not good enough. Even private lots can make a few extra fees by renting out a vehicle. You got to factor that in. And Kirkendall would want a hundred percent success rate. I want the lab to take another look. I’m betting there was a fail-safe on it. That he had control, and could detonate or abort by remote if necessary. Clinton’s their E and B man,” she stated. “That’s the specialty that pops out of his data, but Kirkendall would want the control.”

			“I’ll give the lab a push,” Baxter agreed. “We also spoke with the primary on the Duberry murder. Now there’s a guy who’s dug in.”

			“Meaning?”

			“He figured the ex-boyfriend. He still figures the ex-boyfriend. I’m not going to say he missed anything on the investigation, but I’ll be going over it again myself. He homed on this guy and that’s that.”

			“Boyfriend alibied?”

			“Right and tight. Get this.” He wiggled a fry at her, bit it in two. “He’s home alone, and the building’s scan cams are crap. So yeah, you might think, hey, he could slip out, do the deal, slip back, no big. But in the apartment above him, there’s this guy with this big-ass water bed. Snuck that in past building regs. Weighs a fricking ton. Top it off, he likes to party. Got himself two economy-sized ladies up there for a three-way. And while they’re surfing, they get pretty enthusiastic. Bed pops, and you got yourself a frigging ocean. Water comes gushing through the ceiling, and nearly drowns the guy below. Big altercation between upstairs and down, all witnessed by neighbors—and taking place at the time Duberry was strangled.”

			“Huh.” Eve stepped over, stole one of Baxter’s fries.

			“Primary’s sure the guy was behind it. You got a woman with no known enemies, ordinary life. You got no sexual assault, no burglary, so you gotta figure personal.”

			“Ex-boyfriend’s going to rape her—high probability,” Eve put in. “Do some damage to her face, too. That’s personal.”

			“Yeah, but the primary figures he hired somebody to do her. But the guy doesn’t have the financials for a hit. He’s barely making rent. And this was a prime hit. He’s got no priors, no known association with the dark side. The guy’s not in it, Dallas. We started the interviews again. Nobody comes up with any motive, nobody remembers the vic talking about any worries. Her communication and data equipment is long gone, but EDD did the scans, and came up zip.”

			“Okay, clock out for the night. Peabody and McNab are out talking to Kirkendall’s former sister-in-law. We’ll brief here, oh eight hundred.”

			“Good enough. Listen, Trueheart and I thought we could take the night shift on the kid. We can bunk here.” He shrugged a shoulder when Eve frowned at him. “She’s a cutie. Gets to you. Rough day for her. We could hang out with her awhile, take her mind off it.”

			“Talk to Summerset about where you should bunk. I appreciate the extra duty.”

			“No problem.” He lifted the burger to his mouth again, then paused. “Where did Peabody head to interview the sister-in-law?”

			“Nebraska.”

			“Nebraska.” He bit in, chewed thoughtfully. “Do people really live there? I thought it was one of those myths. You know, like Idaho.”

			“People live in Idaho, too, sir,” Trueheart told him.

			“Step out.” Baxter laughed, and swept a fry through ketchup. “The stuff you learn.”

			The two-passenger shuttle landed in a small cargo station in North Platte. As per Roarke’s memo, there was a vehicle waiting for the last leg of the trip.

			Peabody and McNab stood in the chilly evening air, staring at the sleek black jewel.

			“Oh my God. I thought the shuttle was mag.” Heart skipping, Peabody circled. “You know, the sleep chairs, the comp stations, the menu on the AutoChef.”

			“The speed,” McNab added with a dopey grin.

			Peabody sent him one back. “Yeah. Way uptown. But this—”

			“It’s a beast.” McNab trailed his fingers over the hood. “Man, this baby’s gotta wing.”

			“Bet your ass.”

			But when she started to open the driver’s-side door, he took her arm. “Wait. Who says you get to pilot?”

			“My partner’s primary.”

			“Not good enough.”

			“Her husband provided the transpo.”

			“Not even,” he said with a shake of his head. “I’ve got a grade on you, Detective Baby.”

			“I wanna.”

			He laughed, and dug into one of the many red pockets on his baggy pants. “I say we flip for it.”

			“Let me see that credit first.”

			“This level of trust is sad,” he said, but handed it over.

			She studied it, turning it over, and back. “Okay, you call, I flip.”

			“Tails, due to how much I like yours.”

			“Fine, I’ll take heads due to the fact yours is so empty.” She tossed the credit, snatched it out of the air, and slapped it on the back of her hand. “Damn it!”

			“Woo-wee! Strap it in, She-Body, ’cause we’re going to orbit.”

			She sulked as she walked around to settle in the passenger’s side. Not that it wasn’t bodacious, even in that position. The seat molded to the tail McNab admired, like a lover’s hands, and the dash was a gleaming curve armed with enough gauges to make his claim of going into orbit not out of the realm.

			Still pouting, she engaged the map, programmed the desired location. And was told in the computer’s melodious male voice the most direct route, given an ETA of twenty minutes at posted speed limits.

			Beside her, McNab put on black-framed sun shades with hot red lenses. “We gonna beat that down cold.”

			He was right, she thought. The beast did wing. The thrill of it infected her enough to order the sky roof open.

			“You pick the tunes,” McNab shouted over the roar of engine and wind. “And pump it up!”

			She went for trash rock—it seemed to fit—and screamed along with the song as they tore south.

			The insanity that was McNab cut the travel time nearly in half. She took a portion of the time saved to rake at what was now a bird’s nest on her head, and tame it down to her usual ruler-straight bowl cut. McNab pulled a folding brush out of another pocket and whacked at his knotted ponytail.

			“Nice place,” he commented, looking around the yard, the field of corn that ran alongside it. “If you go for rural.”

			“I do. To visit anyway.” She studied the neatly painted red barn, the smaller, trimmer outbuilding, and the pasture where a few spotted cows grazed. “Somebody takes good care of this.”

			She got out, looked at the narrow patch of lawn, the ordered beds of fading fall flowers that led to a two-story white house with a covered porch.

			There were festive pumpkins, two with grinning faces carved out, on the steps, reminding her Halloween was only days away.

			“Do some dairy,” she observed. “Some row crops. Probably got some chickens out back.”

			“How do you know?”

			“This stuff I know. My sister’s farm’s bigger than this, and she does okay. Hard work, you have to love it to do it, I think. Place like this is small, but well-run. Mostly they self-provide, sell some of the harvest and the by-products at a local market for transport. Maybe they got a hydro out back, too, so they can grow through the winter. But that costs.”

			He was out of his element. “Okay.”

			“She was an exec at one of the top communication companies in New York. Fast track. Husband was a producer—daytime drama. Individually they were pulling down double our combined salaries.”

			“Now they’re working a farm in Nebraska.” He nodded. “I get you.”

			“Somebody already knows we’re out here.”

			“Yeah.” Behind the shades, his gaze tracked to the dot of yellow blinking above the front door. “They got motion and cams, bet it’s a three-sixty scan. More on the fence lines, east and west. A lot of security for a little farm in West Bumfuck, Nebraska.”

			They went to the door, knocked. Steel-reinforced, MacNab thought, and noted the shimmer on the windows. Lockdown alarms.

			“Yes?” The voice through the intercom was female, and firm.

			“Mrs. Turnbill? We’re the police. Detectives Peabody and McNab with the New York City Police and Security Department.”

			“That’s not a police vehicle.”

			“No, ma’am, it’s private.” Peabody held up her badge. “We’d like to speak with you, and will wait until you verify our IDs.”

			“I don’t—”

			“You spoke with my partner, Lieutenant Dallas, earlier today. I understand your caution under the circumstances, Mrs. Turnbill, but it’s important we speak with you. If you refuse, we’ll contact the local authorities and arrange for a warrant. I don’t want to do that. We’ve gone to some trouble to keep this visit quiet, to ensure your safety.”

			“Wait.”

			Like Peabody, McNab kept his badge up, and watched the thin red light shimmer out, scan both. Somebody, he thought, isn’t just cautious, but scared. Right into the bowels.

			The door opened. “I’ll speak with you, but I can’t tell you any more than I told Lieutenant Dallas.” As she spoke a man came down from the second floor. His face was grim, his eyes cold.

			“Why can’t you people leave us alone?”

			“The kids?” his wife asked him.

			“Fine. I told them to stay upstairs.”

			He was stocky in the way that told Peabody he did manual labor routinely. His face was tanned, squint lines scoring out from his eyes, his hair bleached by the sun.

			Six years, she thought, had made him more farmer than urbanite. And the way he kept one hand in the pocket of his work pants warned her he was carrying.

			“Mr. Turnbill, we’ve come a long way, and not to harass you. Roger Kirkendall is wanted in connection with seven homicides.”

			“Only seven.” His lips twisted. “You’re way off.”

			“That may be, but it’s the seven that concern us at the moment.”

			Taking his cue, McNab kept his voice as brittle as Turnbill’s, and drew crime scene photos from his field bag. “Here’s a couple to start.”

			He’d gone straight to the kids, and saw by the way Roxanne paled, it had been the right move. “They were sleeping when he cut their throats. I guess that’s a mercy.”

			“Oh God.” Roxanne wrapped her arms around her belly. “Oh my God.”

			“You’ve got no right to come in here and do this.”

			“Oh yeah.” McNab’s eyes were merciless as they met Turnbill’s. “We do.”

			“McNab.” Peabody murmured it, deliberately reached out and pulled back the photos. “I’m sorry. Sorry to disturb you, sorry to upset you. We need your help.”

			“We don’t know anything.” Turnbill put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “We just want to be left alone.”

			“You left high-powered, high-paying jobs six years ago,” McNab began. “Why?”

			“That’s none of your—”

			“Joshua.” Roxanne shook her head. “I need to sit down. Let’s just sit down.”

			She turned into a living room showing the chaotic debris of young children, the comfortable wear of family. Roxanne sat, gripped her husband’s hand. “How do you know he did it? He’s gotten away with so much for so long, how do you know?”

			“We have evidence linking him to the crimes. Those children, their parents, and a domestic were all murdered in their beds. Grant Swisher was your sister’s attorney in her divorce and custody case.”

			“Six years ago,” she replied. “Yes, he could wait six years. He could wait sixty.”

			“Do you have any idea where he is?”

			“None. He leaves us alone now. He leaves us alone. We’re not important anymore. We don’t want to be.”

			“Where’s your sister?” McNab demanded, and Roxanne jerked.

			“She’s dead. He killed her.”

			“We believe he’s capable of doing so.” Peabody kept her eyes level on Roxanne’s. “But he hasn’t. Not yet. What if he finds her before we find him? What if you have some information and refuse to cooperate with us, impede our investigation long enough for him to hunt her down?”

			“I don’t know where she is.” Weary tears filled Roxanne’s eyes. “Her, my nephew, my niece. I haven’t seen them in six years.”

			“But you know she’s alive. You know she got away from him.”

			“I thought she was dead. For two years. I went to the police, but they couldn’t help. I thought he’d killed them. And then—”

			“You don’t have to do this, Roxie.” Her husband drew her closer. “You don’t have to go through this again.”

			“I don’t know what to do. What if he comes here? What if he does, after all this time? Our babies, Joshua.”

			“We’re safe here.”

			“You’ve got a good security system.” McNab drew Turnbill’s attention back to him. “So did the Swishers. The nice family on the Upper West Side he slaughtered. Their good security system didn’t help them.”

			“We’ll help you,” Peabody assured them. “We’ll arrange for police protection for you, for your family. We took private transpo out of New York, under the radar. He doesn’t know we’re here. He doesn’t, at this time, know we’re looking for him. The longer it takes to find him, the better the chance he’ll know.”

			“When will this be over?”

			“When we find him.” McNab shut down on compassion as the tears slid down Roxanne’s cheeks. “We’ll find him sooner with your help.”

			“Joshua. Please, would you get me some water?”

			He studied her face, then nodded. “Are you sure?” he asked as he rose. “Roxie, are you sure?”

			“No, but I know I don’t want to live like this.” She took slow breaths as he left the room. “It’s worse for him, I think. Worse. He works so hard for so little. We were happy in New York. Such an exciting city, full of so much energy. We both had careers we loved, we were good at. We’d just bought a townhouse. Because I was pregnant. My sister . . .”

			She trailed off, managed a smile when her husband came in with a glass of water. “Thanks, honey. My sister was damaged, I guess you could say. He damaged her. Years of abuse, physical, emotional, mental. I tried to get her to leave, to get help. I’d talk to her, but she was too afraid, or too entrenched, and I was the little sister who didn’t understand. It was her fault, you see. I did a lot of studying on battered syndrome in those days. I’m sure you’ve seen your share of it.”

			“Too much,” Peabody agreed.

			“He was worse than anything, than anybody. Not just because she was my sister. It’s not that he likes to cause pain, to harm. It’s that it means nothing to him. He might snap the bone in her finger for having dinner on the table two minutes late—according to his schedule—then sit down and eat a hot meal without a single flicker of emotion. Can you imagine living like that?”

			“No, ma’am. No,” Peabody repeated, “I can’t.”

			“She was property to him, Dian and the children. It was when he began to hurt the children that she was able to pull out of the mire. He’d already damaged them, too, but she thought she was protecting them, keeping the family together. He brutalized them, punishments, his brand of discipline. Solitary confinement, he’d call it, or he’d make them stand in cold showers for an hour, deny them food for two days. Once he cut off all of my niece’s hair because he said she’d taken too long brushing it. But then he began to beat Jack, my nephew. Toughen him up, he claimed. One day, when Roger was out, she found her son with Roger’s army-issue stunner. He’d put it on full, he was holding it here . . .”

			She pressed her fingers to the pulse in her throat. “He was going to kill himself. This eight-year-old boy was going to end his own life rather than face another day with that monster. It woke her up. She left. She took the kids, nothing else. She didn’t even pack a bag. There were shelters I’d told her about, and she ran to one.”

			Roxanne closed her eyes, drank deeply. “I don’t know if she’d have gone through with it, except for the children. But once she did, it was like a miracle. She got herself back. And a few weeks later, she hired a lawyer. It was horrible, going through the trial, but she did it. She stood up to him, and she won.”

			“She never intended to adhere to the conditions, to stay in New York, to allow him to see the kids again,” Peabody said.

			“I don’t know. She never told me, never even hinted, but no, I think not. I think she must have planned to run all along. I don’t know how else she could have managed to get away from him.”

			“There are undergrounds, for people in her situation.”

			“Yes. I didn’t know then. When she vanished, I was sure he’d killed her and the kids. He’s not only capable, but he has the means, the training. Even when he took me, I thought—”

			“He abducted you?”

			“I was on the subway coming home, and I felt a little sting.” She cupped a hand around her biceps. “I felt sick and dizzy—and I don’t remember. I remember waking up, still sick. It was a room, a big room. No windows and just this ugly greenish light. He’d taken my clothes, all of my clothes.”

			She pressed her lips together until they went white, reached blindly for her husband’s hand. “I was on the floor, my hands in restraints. And as I woke I was lifted up, by some sort of pulley, so that I was standing, had to stand on my toes. I was six months pregnant with Ben.”

			Turnbill pressed his face into his wife’s shoulder, and Peabody could see now that he wept.

			“He stepped in front of me. He had some sort of rod. He said, ‘Where is my wife?’ Even before I could answer, he pressed the tip of the rod here.” She laid a hand between her breasts. “Horrible pain, electrical shock. He told me, very calmly, that he had the rod on low, and would up the power every time I lied.

			“I told him I knew he’d killed her, and he shocked me again. And again and again. I begged, I screamed, I pleaded, for myself, for my baby. He left me there, I don’t know how long, then he came back and did it all again.”

			“He had her over twelve hours.” Turnbill sucked in breath, ignored the tears on his face. “The police—you can’t file a report, a missing person’s, that soon. I tried, but they said it wasn’t enough time, when I called. But it was a lifetime, for both of us. It was a miracle she didn’t miscarry. When he was done with her, he dumped her on the sidewalk in Times Square.”

			“He believed me, finally. He must have known that I would’ve told him anything just to stop the pain. So he believed me, and before he knocked me out again, he told me if I went to the police—if I implicated him in any way—he would find me again. He would cut the brat out of my belly and slit its throat.”

			“Roxanne.” Peabody spoke quietly. “I know this is very hard for you to speak about. But I need to know: Was Kirkendall alone when he held you?”

			“No. He had that bastard with him. They were joined at the hip, claimed to be brothers. Isaac, Isaac Clinton. They were in the army together. He . . . he sat at some sort of console, controls. I don’t know. I think he was studying some kind of readout. They had some sort of hookup on me, like in a hospital. He sat, the whole time Roger tortured me, and he never spoke. Not one word. At least not when I was conscious.”

			“Was there anyone else?”

			“I’m not sure. Sometimes I thought I heard voices, maybe a woman’s. But I was out of my mind. I didn’t see anyone else, and I was unconscious when they took me out, when they tossed me onto the street.”

			“You didn’t tell the police that you knew your abductors?”

			“When I . . . when I came out of it, I was in the hospital. I was afraid for my life, for my baby’s life. So I said nothing. I told them I couldn’t remember anything.”

			“What do you expect—” Turnbill began, but Peabody sent him a look of such sympathy his voice broke.

			“I expect I would have done exactly the same,” she told him. “I expect my only clear thought would be to protect my child, my husband, myself.”

			“We said nothing,” Roxanne continued, her voice a little stronger. “We left New York, we left our lives there, and came here. My parents live nearby. I realized she’d run—Dian—but I thought he’d find her. Kill her. Two years, I was sure she was gone. Then I answered the ’link. She’d blocked the video, but she said my name. She said my name and we’re safe. That’s all. She broke the connection. I get those calls every few months, sometimes more than a year between. That’s all she ever says.”

			“When was the last time she contacted you?”

			“Three weeks ago. I don’t know where she is, and if I did I wouldn’t tell you, for the same reasons I said nothing after the abduction. We’ve made a life here. We have two sons now, and they’re happy. This is their home. And still, we live in a prison because of this one man. I’m afraid every day, every single day.”

			“We’re going to find him, Roxanne, and when we do, you won’t have to be afraid again. Tell me about the room where they held you,” Peabody said. “Every detail you remember.”
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			EVE WAS BACK AT HER DESK WHEN ROARKE CAME into her office. He immediately sniffed the air.

			“You had a burger?”

			“What? No. Baxter, Trueheart. Let cops loose near food, it’s a free-for-all. They’d want a place in the city, wouldn’t they?”

			“Baxter and Trueheart? Is there something about their relationship I’ve missed?”

			“What?”

			“You keep saying that. You need to eat.”

			Her mind cleared slightly as he moved into the kitchen. “I’m not talking about Baxter and Trueheart.”

			“I’m perfectly aware of that. And yes, I agree. Kirkendall and associates would want a place in the city. Why risk running into pesky commuter traffic, or pesky commuter traffic cops?”

			“I bet it’s Upper West.”

			“We agree again.” He came back in with two plates, and this time Eve sniffed the air. “What is that?”

			“Lasagna.” Veggie lasagna, he thought. One of the easiest ways to get something green in her system that wasn’t a gumdrop was to disguise it in pasta.

			“Why do you agree? About the Upper West?”

			He set one of the plates in front of her, the other across the desk. Then went to get a chair, and two glasses of wine. When a man wanted to eat a meal with his wife, and his wife was Eve, Roarke thought, the man learned to make adjustments.

			“Considerable time and effort went into casing out the Swisher property. Not only the electronics, but lifestyle. They knew where to go and when to go. So—”

			He set her wine down, tapped his glass against it, then sat. “More efficient to have a location near the target point. You can do drive-bys, walk-bys, test your jammers and so on against their system. And you’d want to watch them.”

			She watched him as she cut into the lasagna. “Because you’d want to see them alive before you saw them dead.”

			“Oh yes. It’s personal. So though the kill is clean and quick, you’d want the rush beforehand. Look at them, they don’t know I have the power to end them. When and how I like.”

			“It’s a little strange being hooked up with someone who can think that much like a killer.”

			He lifted his glass to her. “I’ll say precisely the same. And make a considerable wager that your thoughts ran parallel to mine.”

			“Yeah, you win.” She sampled the lasagna. Something in there tasted like spinach. But it wasn’t half bad. “You come up with anything for me?”

			“I’m a little hurt you’d have to ask. Eat first. You’ve heard from Peabody?”

			“They’re on their way back. Want to hear the roundup?”

			“Of course.”

			She told him while they ate.

			“Torturing a pregnant woman,” Roarke commented. “Lower and lower. But he should’ve killed her, in hindsight. It seems his long-suffering wife learned enough from him to keep her location—more likely locations, as she’d be smarter to move every few months at least—from everyone. He kept the sister alive assuming that his wife would, at some point, run to her family.”

			“Then they’d all be dispensable. I really want this guy.”

			This time Roarke reached over, laid a hand on hers. “I know.”

			“Do you? He’s not like my father. There’s a world of difference, but somehow they’re exactly the same.”

			“Brutalizing his children, day after day. Training them in his own sick fashion. Breaking their spirit, destroying their innocence, driving a young boy to contemplate suicide. The difference between him and your father, Eve, is Kirkendall has more skill, more training, and a sharper brain. But inside, they couldn’t be more alike.”

			It helped that he saw that, and understood why her mind kept circling around it. “I have to get past it, or I’ll mess up. Location.” She nodded toward the map on her screen. “Lots of prime property Upper West. Have to be solo occupants. He can afford it. All those hefty fees, combined with his brother’s hefty fees—and possibly Isenberry’s. Investments like the dojo show me he likes business, making money from money. Yeah, he’s plush. You have any luck with the money?”

			“Again, my sensitive feelings are bruised.”

			“You can take a punch, ace. Let me have it.”

			He merely sent a meaningful glance at the food still on her plate.

			“Jeez.” She forked up a huge bite, stuffed it in. “Spill.”

			“He has what we’ll call his dumping account, which coordinates with the profits from the dojo. Hefty, but not enough to finance this sort of operation.”

			“So he’s got other accounts.”

			“Has to. He doesn’t dip into this one, just dumps the funds, and his personal data on it leads to a law firm out of Eden.”

			“Eden? Like the garden thereof?”

			“Based on. A manmade island in the South Pacific created ostensibly for recreation and in reality for tax evasion, money laundering. It takes considerable doing to get past the legal blocks there to gain information. And it takes considerable funds to open accounts there, or utilize any of their legal protection.”

			“You’ve used it.”

			“Actually, I helped create it. Before I saw the light of truth and justice.” He grinned when she just stared at him. “I sold out my interests there before we were married. However, since I did have some part in the design, I have ways of getting to information. Kirkendall’s covered himself very well. His law firm there leads to an off-planet financial firm, which leads—Do you want to hear all this?”

			“Bottom-line it for now.”

			“It all circles back to other numbered accounts. Five. All very plush indeed, and all under various aliases. The most interesting is one with a single deposit of just under twenty million.”

			“That’s million? Two-oh.”

			“A tad under. But doing the math, that’s well over and above any of the recorded fees I’ve found so far—that is, including the other accounts, which jibe with those fees, and expenses.”

			“He hired out to more than sanctioned U.S. agencies.”

			“There will be other accounts, I haven’t swept them all up yet. It’s going to take some time. But this account is interesting for a couple of reasons. The lump-sum deposit, for one. Have a look at this.”

			He drew a disc out of his pocket, plugged it in her unit himself. “Data on-screen.”

			Eve skimmed the data—another CIA file on Kirkendall. “Subject is considered nonsecure. Get them,” she muttered. “Train yourself a killer, then oops, he’s no longer secure. Last psych eval, eighteen months ago. Sociopathic tendencies—another huge surprise. Suspected ties to Doomsday—and the big surprises keep rolling. Suspected ties to . . . Cassandra.”

			Doomsday Group, she thought. Techno-terrorist organization she’d brushed up against, by default, on a recent case. But Cassandra, they’d been more flexible in the terrorist game, and her involvement with them the year before much more personal.

			They’d nearly killed her, and Roarke, in their quest to destroy New York’s landmarks. Took out a couple, too, she remembered with some bitterness, before she’d put the hurt on the ring leaders.

			“And the bell rings. They were keeping him active as much to watch him as to utilize his skills. Look at the dates.” Roarke gestured with his fork. “When they lost him. When he went rogue according to both this file and the one I dug out of Homeland—which also coordinates with the same entries on his brother’s file and Isenberry’s.”

			“September of last year. Just a few months before we got the first Cassandra letter. Before things started blowing up in the city.”

			“And the date of the hefty deposit.”

			“After we broke their back. We got most of them—figured we got most of them, but you never get all the rats crawling off the sinking ship. We got to most of the money, too, but they were a well-financed terrorist organization.”

			“And it appears Kirkendall scooped up a chunk of the funds, or was given them for safekeeping.”

			“One more reason to take him down. I don’t like leaving rats outside the cage.”

			“He went rogue,” Roarke pointed out. “All three of them are on various agencies’ lists. Though, again, you can see by the file that the status was lowered after Cassandra scattered. And there’s no indication he’s had any facial surgery.”

			“We had doctors on Cassandra. I’ll pop up that file, start looking at them. He’s left a trail. Everyone does.” When Roarke gently cleared his throat, she slid her gaze in his direction. “Even you, ace. If I wanted to find yours, I’d just put you on as consultant.”

			It made him laugh. “I imagine I could find myself, if I tried hard enough. I’ll get back to it. I have to say the ins and outs are fairly fascinating.”

			“You find any connection to a building in the city—especially Upper West—to any of those aliases or blinds, you get a big bonus.”

			Those blue eyes went wicked. “Of my choosing.”

			“Pervert.” She swung back to her computer.

			“I got the meal, you deal with the dishes.” He rose, then waited when her communicator beeped.

			“Dallas.”

			Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. The body of a woman identified as Newman, Meredith, has been discovered. Report Broadway and Fordham as primary. Scene is being secured.

			“Acknowledged. Dallas out. Up to eleven—twelve if we add Jaynene Brenegan,” she said as she rose. “That’s nearly to the Bronx.”

			“I’ll go with you.”

			“No. She’s found because he wanted her found. Takes manpower away from the Swisher case. No big if we make that connect, because it doesn’t connect him with Moss and Duberry or Brenegan. So he thinks. I need you here doing that thing you do. I’ll take Trueheart. It’s good training for him. I’d rather have Baxter here on the kid.”

			“He knows they’ll pull you in on this. Primary on Swisher, she’s the caseworker on Nixie. He could be waiting for you.”

			She walked to the closet, pulled out a vest. She stripped off her shirt, put it on. “I hope so. I won’t be going in blind,” she added as she tugged the shirt back in place.

			She moved to her desk, took out her clutch piece and strapped on her ankle holster. “I know he’s hoping to get a shot at me.”

			“Then make sure he doesn’t get one.” He walked over, buttoned her shirt himself. “And make sure you come home.”

			“I’ll be back.” She hitched on her weapon harness, motioned toward her desk. “Your bad luck. You’re stuck with the dishes.”

			You’ve got good eyes,” Eve said to Trueheart. “Use them. Suspects may be observing the scene. They may be mixed with the lookie-loos, or based farther away using long-range. You spot anything that gives you a tingle, I hear about it.”

			She stepped out of her vehicle, looked at him over the roof. “At this point, Baxter would add, ‘Especially if the tingle comes from seeing a hot skirt loitering in the vicinity who looks like she’d put out for a couple of overworked cops.’ ”

			She waited a beat while Trueheart’s face reddened.

			“I, however, am not interested in that kind of tingle.”

			“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir.”

			She saw the scene was secured with police barricades. And that, as expected, the usual gang of gawkers had gathered. It was the sort of area, she thought as she scanned street, sidewalk, windows, roofs, where a good percentage of the gawkers would be pickpockets, and another good percentage would go home with those pockets handily emptied.

			Their problem.

			She hooked her badge to her waistband, headed in.

			“Suit’s here,” one of the uniforms called out, and she stopped in her tracks.

			She turned, very slowly, caught him in the crosshairs of her cold gaze. “Don’t ever call me a suit.”

			She left him, withered, and moved toward the crumpled body of Meredith Newman. “First on scene?” she asked the uniform standing by.

			“Yes, sir. My partner and I responded to a call from this location, reporting a body in the alley between the buildings. One of the owners of the restaurant stepped out in the alley on her break, and observed what appeared to be a body. Upon responding, we—”

			“I got it. Have you secured the witness?”

			“Yes, sir, along with other kitchen staff who also entered the scene in response to the first witness’s screams.”

			Eve puffed out her cheeks as she looked around the alley. “How many people have tromped around on my scene?”

			“At least six, Lieutenant. I’m sorry, they’d already come out, looked around—and moved the body—by the time we arrived. We moved the civilians back into the restaurant and secured the scene.”

			“All right.” She did another study of the alley. Short and narrow, dead-ending into the graffiti-laced wall of another. Confidence, arrogance again, she decided. They could have dumped her anywhere, or simply destroyed the body.

			Still, there was no security here. No cams on any of the exit doors. Pull in, dump, pull out. And wait for somebody to trip over what’s left of her.

			“Seal up, Trueheart,” she ordered, and continued to examine the body as she drew out her own can of Seal-It. “Record on. What do you see?”

			“Female, early thirties, clothes removed.”

			“You can say naked, Trueheart. You’re of age.”

			“Yes, sir. Ligature marks, wrists, ankles. What appear to be burn marks on shoulders, torso, arms, legs, indicate torture. The throat’s been deeply cut. There’s no blood. She wasn’t cut here, but killed elsewhere and put here.”

			Eve crouched, turned one of the dead hands at the wrist. “She’s cold. Like meat you put in a friggie to keep it fresh. They had her stowed. She’s been dead since the day they grabbed her.”

			But she got out her gauge to estimate the time of death and confirmed. “Burn marks on her back and buttocks as well. Bruising might be from the grab. Abrasions are consistent with the body hitting the pavement, rolling. Way postmortem.”

			She fit on her goggles, examined the area around the mouth and eyes. “It looks like they taped her up. Skin’s reddened here, shows a pattern that would match tape, but there’s no residue.”

			She sat back on her heels.

			“What else do you see, Trueheart?”

			“The location—”

			“No, the body. Focus on her. She’s been dead for days now. There’s evidence of considerable torture. She had her throat cut, and going with previous pattern, she was alive when the knife went in. What do you see?”

			Concentration settled over his face. Then he shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir.”

			“She’s clean, Trueheart. What do you do when somebody inflicts burns on your body strong enough to singe flesh? You don’t just scream your lungs out and beg for mercy. You piss yourself, you soil yourself, you puke. Your body erupts, and it voids. But she’s clean. Somebody washed her down, even to removing the residue from whatever they used to blindfold and gag her. We won’t find any trace on her.”

			She bent close, sniffed the skin. “Smells like hospital. Antiseptic. Maybe the lab boys can give us more there. For what it’s worth. She bit right through her own lip,” Eve observed, then pushed to her feet.

			She put her hands on her hips, studied the alley. The usual overworked recyclers, but it was clean, too, as alleys went. Some graffiti—sort of artsy—but none of the nasty debris left behind by sidewalk sleepers or junkies, even the street LCs and their clients.

			She turned to the first on-scene. “What do you know about this place—this restaurant here, this business next door.”

			“Actually, it’s a Free-Ager center—classes, crafts, like that. And the restaurant’s run by the group. Grow a lot of the stuff in Greenpeace Park, bring it in from some of their communes. Run a clean place, even if it is mostly health food.”

			“Run a clean alleyway, too.”

			“Yeah. I mean, yes, sir. We don’t get many calls here.”

			“The woman who found her, what’s her name?”

			He had to consult his book. “Leah Rames.”

			“Trueheart, stay here, sweepers should be on-scene momentarily.”

			Eve walked into the storeroom, took a quick glance at the tidy shelves of supplies, and moved into the kitchen beyond.

			Tidy was the watchword here, as well. Something was steaming on the stove, but that stove was huge and scrubbed to a gleam. Counters were simple white, covered with signs of meal prep in progress. Who knew it took so much stuff to make food? There were friggies and cold boxes, some kind of gargantuan oven, and not a civilized AutoChef in sight.

			Several people, all wearing long white aprons, were seated on stools around an island counter. Some of them were chopping at things with wicked-looking knives. Others just sat. And all looked at her when she entered.

			“Leah Rames?”

			A woman, mid-forties, lean, long sandy hair thickly braided, lifted a hand like a schoolgirl. Her face was milk-white.

			“I’m Leah. Do you know what happened to that poor woman?”

			The gash in the throat should’ve been a clue, but something about the earnest question and the earnest setup of the kitchen sucked up Eve’s sarcasm.

			“I’m Lieutenant Dallas, with Homicide. I’m the primary on this matter.”

			“You’re Dee’s boss—partner,” Leah corrected with an attempt to smile. “Is she with you?”

			“No, she’s on another assignment. You know Detective Peabody?”

			“Yes, and her family. My life partner and I lived near the Peabodys until we moved here.” She reached out to lay her hand over the hand of the man who sat beside her.

			“We opened our center and restaurant about eight months ago. Peabody and her young man came for dinner once or twice. Can you tell us what happened? We know everyone in this area. We’ve made a point of it. I know there are some rough characters, but I can’t believe anyone who comes here could have done this.”

			“You don’t have security on your alley exits.”

			“No.” It was the man who spoke now. “We believe in trust. And in giving back.”

			“And in community relations,” Leah added. “We give food out in the alley after closing every night. We spread the word that we would provide this service as long as the alley was kept clean, that no one used it to do illegals, to harm anyone else, or littered. The first few weeks it was touch and go, mostly go, but eventually the food, given freely, turned the tide. And now . . .”

			“Why did you go out in the alley?”

			“I thought I heard something. Like a thud. I was in the storeroom getting some supplies. Sometimes people come, knock on the door early. I opened the door, thinking if they didn’t seem in dire need, I’d tell them to come back at closing. She was right there, right by the door. She was naked, and facedown. I thought, By the goddess, someone’s raped this poor woman. I bent down, I spoke to her. . . . I touched her, her shoulder, I think, I’m not sure. I touched her, and she was so cold. I didn’t think dead, not immediately. I just thought, oh, poor, poor thing, she’s so cold, and I turned her over, calling for Genoa.”

			“She called.” The life partner took up the story. “I could tell something was wrong, by the tone, and I stopped what I was doing in here. She started screaming before I got to the storeroom. Several of us rushed out then. I thought she was injured—the woman—and tried to pick her up. Then I saw she was dead. We called for the police. I stayed with her, with the woman, until they came. I thought someone should.”

			“Did you see anyone else in the alley? See any vehicle or person leaving the alley?” she asked Leah.

			“I saw, just for a second, taillights. They were gone so fast, I just saw the blocks of them.”

			“Blocks?”

			“Like building blocks. Three red squares, one on top of the other on either side. It was only a glimpse, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have seen even that if I’d looked down instead of over first.”

			“Did you hear them drive in, drive out?”

			“I might have. I’m not sure. We have music playing back here while we work. I’d only been in the storeroom a minute or so, and I was humming. You can hear the street traffic from there, but you tune it out. You understand? You hear it, but you don’t. I think—I wish I could be sure—but I think I might’ve heard an engine in the alley before I heard the thump, and then the sound of driving away. I’m almost sure, now that I put myself back there, almost sure.”

			“Have you ever seen this man?” Eve offered the composite of Kirkendall.

			“No, I’m sorry. Did he—”

			“Pass this around,” Eve interrupted. “See if anyone else recognizes him. Or her.” She handed Leah a copy of Isenberry’s ID photo.

			When she exited, Eve gestured to Trueheart. “Any tingles?”

			“No, sir. So far the canvass hasn’t turned up anybody who saw a vehicle entering or leaving the alley.”

			“Witness heard the body hit—and caught a glimpse of the taillights at the mouth of the alley. Three vertical squares on each side. Little bits and pieces. If the witness hadn’t been all but on top of the exit door when she hit, nobody would have seen even that much.”

			“Bad luck for them,” Trueheart said.

			“Yeah, bad luck for them. We’ll let the CSU and sweepers do their thing, for what it’s worth, and write this up from my home office. We’ve got another face to pin to our board, Trueheart.”

			She looked at the black bag being loaded into the morgue wagon. “Bad luck for her.”

			“I didn’t mean any disrespect before, Lieutenant, regarding the bad luck comment.”

			“I didn’t hear any disrespect.” As she walked back toward her vehicle, she scanned as she had before. Street, sidewalks, windows, roofs, faces. “Meredith Newman was dead the minute they laid hands on her. There was nothing we could do for her. So we do for her now.”

			“I shouldn’t have missed the points on-scene. The fact that the body had been sanitized.”

			“No, you shouldn’t have. You won’t next time.” She drove south, taking her time. “You learning anything working under Baxter?”

			“He pushes the details, and he’s patient. I’m grateful you gave me the chance to work in Homicide, Lieutenant, and to train under Baxter.”

			“He hasn’t corrupted you yet.” She turned east, cruised.

			“He says he’s working on that,” Trueheart said with a quick smile. “He speaks highly of you, Lieutenant. I know he kids around, that’s his way. But he has nothing but the greatest respect for you as a police officer.”

			“He didn’t, he wouldn’t be on this investigative team.” She checked the rearview, the sideview, back to the front. She turned south again. “And if I didn’t have the same for him, he wouldn’t be on this team.”

			She pulled up at a bodega, dug out credits. “Run in, will you, get me a tube of Pepsi. Whatever you’re drinking.”

			The fact that he didn’t appear to find the request odd told her Baxter sent the kid off on similar errands routinely. While he dashed out and into the shop, Eve sat, watched, tapped her fingers lightly on the butt of her weapon.

			Trueheart came out with her Pepsi, and a cherry fizzy for himself. She waited until he’d strapped in, then began to cruise as before.

			“Do we have another stop to make, sir?” he asked a few moments later.

			“Why do you ask?”

			“You’re well east now of your home.”

			“That’s right. Keep drinking that fizzy, Trueheart, keep facing front. But check the side mirror. You see that black panel van about five vehicles back?”

			He did as ordered. “Yes, sir.”

			“Same one’s been on us since we left the scene. Not all the time, didn’t pick us up until we were about four blocks south, but it keeps sliding in, four, five, six back. Gave them a chance to come at me when I sent you in for refreshing beverages.”

			“Sir!”

			“They didn’t take it. They’re just watching awhile. Just watching, maybe trying to catch a transmission, maybe thinking I might lead them to wherever we’ve got the kid stashed. Careful, careful, careful. Me, I’m getting a little tired of watching.”

			“I’ll call it in.”

			“No! They’re close enough, maybe they can monitor transmissions. You don’t call anything in until I say different. You strapped in all right and tight, Trueheart?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good. Hold on to your fizzy.”

			She’d gone as far east as Second, and now at an intersection, whipped the wheel, slapped into a steep vertical lift, and executed a rapid and airborne three-sixty.

			“Hit the sirens,” she snapped at Trueheart. “Call it in now! Street and air support. Black panel van, New York plates. Abel-Abel-Delta- 4-6-1-3. And up they go.”

			The van shot into vertical, then blasted like cannon shot down Second. A white light exploded in front of Eve’s windshield and shook the air like thunder.

			“Shit on a stick. They’ve got laser rifles. Fricking armed and fricking dangerous, heading south on Second at Seventy-eight. Make that west on Seventy-seven, approaching Park. Look at that bastard move.”

			“Juiced up.” Trueheart’s voice was even as he spoke, as he gave dispatch a rapid-fire report of their direction. But it had gone up a full octave.

			The van shot out another blast, then dropped to street level, punching up speed in a shower of sparks as they streamed onto Fifth and aimed south.

			She saw two black-and-whites cut over from the west at Sixty-fifth, move to intercept. Pedestrians scattered, and some of them went airborne as the next blast boomed out. One of the black-and-whites was flung into the air to spiral like a top.

			Eve was forced to slap vertical again to avoid collision and panicked civilians. She lost nearly half a block before she could set down and increase speed. Then she screamed downtown after the building-block red squares of the van’s taillights.

			Another blast knocked her back, had her fighting to keep control. Icy red liquid splattered over the dash.

			She was gaining. The shops of midtown were a colorful blur as she careened south. Lights and animated billboards were nothing but sparkle.

			Overhead, one of the ad blimps boomed out about a buy-one-get-one-half fall sale on winter coats.

			She stayed on him, weaving, dodging, matching maneuver to maneuver as he swung west again. She heard the scream of sirens, her own and others.

			She would tell herself later she should have anticipated, should have seen it coming.

			The maxibus was lumbering in the right-hand lane. The blast from the van rolled it like a turtle, had it skidding over the street. Even as she switched to a straight lift, the maxi’s spin caught a Rapid Cab, flipped it into the air like a big yellow ball.

			On an oath, Eve whipped right, dived down, managed to thread between the bus, the cab, and a pocket of people on the sidewalk who were standing with eyes and mouths wide open at the free show.

			“Abort standard safety factors!” she shouted and prayed the computer would act quickly enough. “Abort cushioning gel, goddamn it!” An instant later, she landed with a bone-crunching slap of tires to pavement.

			Safety factors aborted. Please reset.

			She was too busy swearing, shooting into reverse. But when she pulled out on Seventh, she saw nothing but chaos. And no sign of the van.

			She yanked the harness clear, shoved out of the door, and slammed a fist on the roof. “Son of a bitch! Tell me air support’s still got him. Tell me one of the black-and-whites still has him.”

			“That’s a negative, sir.”

			She studied the overturned bus, the wrecked cars, the still screaming pedestrians. There was going to be hell to pay.

			She looked over at Trueheart, and for one moment her heart stopped. His face, his uniform jacket, his hair were covered with red.

			Then she let out a breath. “Told you to hold on to that damn fizzy.”

		

	
		
			20

			SUMMERSET GLANCED UP FROM HIS BOOK WHEN Roarke tapped on the jamb of his open parlor door. It was rare for Roarke to come into his private quarters, so he put the book aside, rose.

			“No, don’t get up. I . . . have you got a minute?”

			“Of course.” He looked over at the monitor, saw that Nixie was in bed, sleeping. “I was about to get a brandy. Would you like one?”

			“Yes. I would, yes.”

			As he picked up the decanter, Summerset pondered over the fact that Roarke continued to stand, trouble written on his face. “Is something wrong?”

			“No. Yes. No.” Roarke let out a frustrated laugh. “Well now, I’ve been stepping on my own feet quite a bit the last days. I’ve something I want to say to you, and I’m not sure quite how to start it.”

			Stiffly now, Summerset handed Roarke a snifter of brandy. “I realize the lieutenant and I have had a number of difficulties. However—”

			“Christ, no, it’s nothing to do with that. If I came around every time the two of you locked horns I’d put in a bleeding revolving door.” He stared down at the brandy a moment, decided maybe it would be better done sitting.

			He took a chair, swirled the brandy while Summerset did the same. And the silence dragged on.

			“Ah, well.” It annoyed him that he had to clear his throat. “These murders. This child—the children—they’ve made me think about things I’d rather not. Things I make a point of not thinking of. My father, my own early years.”

			“I’ve gone back a few times myself.”

			“You think of Marlena.” Of the daughter, the young, pretty girl who’d been murdered. Raped, tortured, murdered. “I told Nixie the pain lessens. I think it must. But it never goes completely, does it?”

			“Should it?”

			“I don’t know. I’m still grieving for my mother. I didn’t even know her, and I’m still grieving when I thought I’d be done. I wonder how long that little girl will grieve for hers.”

			“In some part of her, always, but she’ll go on.”

			“she’s lost more than I ever had. It’s humbling to think of. I don’t know how . . . You saved my life,” Roarke blurted out. “No, don’t say anything, not until I manage this. I might have lived through that beating, the one he gave me before you found me. I might have survived it, physically. But you saved me that day, and days after. You took me in, and tended to me. You gave me a home when you had no obligation. No one wanted me, and then . . . You did. I’m grateful.”

			“If there was a debt, it was paid long ago.”

			“It can never be paid. I might have lived through that beating, and the next, and whatever came after. But I wouldn’t be the man I am, sitting here now. That’s a debt I’m not looking to pay, or one you’re looking to collect.”

			Summerset sipped brandy, two slow sips. “I would have been lost without you, after Marlena. That’s another debt that’s not looking for payment.”

			“There’s been a weight inside me,” Roarke said quietly. “Since this began, since I found myself faced with the blood of children I didn’t know. I could shift it aside, do whatever I needed to do, but it kept rolling back on me. I think, like grief, it might stay there awhile. But it’s less now.”

			He drank down the brandy, got to his feet. “Good night.”

			“Good night.” When he was alone, Summerset went into his bedroom, opened a drawer, and took out a photograph taken a lifetime ago.

			Marlena, fresh and sweet, smiling out at him. Roarke, young and tough, with his arms slung around her shoulder, a cocky grin on his face.

			Some children you could save, you could keep, he thought. And some you couldn’t.

			She got home late enough to consider just going up and dropping fully dressed onto the bed. A headache clamped the back of her neck, digging its hot fingers into the base of her skull. To avoid increasing it with sheer irritation, she pushed Trueheart at Summerset the minute they came in the door.

			“Do something with his uniform,” she said, already heading up the stairs. “And put him to bed. I want him daisy fresh by seven hundred.”

			“Your jacket, Lieutenant.”

			She peeled it off, still walking, and tossed it over her shoulder. He probably had some household magic that got cherry fizzy off leather.

			She aimed straight for the bedroom, then only stood, rubbing the back of her neck, trying to dissolve the rocks that were forming a small mountain range from that point and out to her shoulders. The bed was empty. If he was still working, and likely on her behalf, she could hardly crawl into bed and pull the covers over her head until morning.

			She turned, her hand automatically slapping to her weapon, when she saw the movement behind her.

			“Christ on airskates, kid. What is it with you and skulking around in the dark?”

			“I heard you come in.” Nixie stood, this time in a yellow nightgown, with those sleep-starved eyes locked on Eve’s face.

			“No, not yet.” Eve watched the gaze drop to the floor and didn’t know whether to curse or sigh. “But I know who they are.”

			Nixie’s eyes flew up again. “Who?”

			“You don’t know them. I know who they are. And I know why.”

			“Why?”

			“Because your father was a good man who did good work. Because he was good, and these people aren’t, they wanted to hurt him and everyone he loved.”

			“I don’t understand that.”

			She looked, Eve thought, like a wounded angel with all that tangled blonde hair surrounding a face haunted by fatigue, and worse. “You’re not supposed to understand it. Nobody’s supposed to understand why some people decide to take lives instead of living decent ones of their own. But that’s the way it is. You’re supposed to understand that your father was a good man, your family was a good family. And the people who did this to them, to you, are wrong people. You’re supposed to understand that I’ll find them and put them in a goddamn cage where they’ll spend what’s left of their miserable, selfish lives. That has to be good enough, because that’s all we’ve got.”

			“Will it be soon?”

			“Sooner if I’m working instead of standing here in the damn hallway talking to you.”

			The slightest flicker of a smile curved Nixie’s lips. “You’re not really mean.”

			Eve hooked her thumbs in her front pockets. “Am, too. Mean as spit, and don’t you forget it.”

			“Are not. Baxter says you’re tough, and sometimes you’re scary, but it’s because you care about helping people, even when they’re dead.”

			“Yeah? Well, what does he know? Go back to bed.”

			Nixie started toward her room, then paused. “I think, when you catch them, when you put them in a goddamn cage, my dad and my mom, and Coyle and Inga and Linnie, I think they’ll be okay then. That’s what I think.”

			“Then I better get working on it.”

			She waited until Nixie was back in her room, then walked away.

			She found Roarke still working with the unregistered, and with barely a grunt of greeting crossed over to take the coffee he had on the console and gulp some down.

			A second later she was coughing and shoving it back in his hand. “Oh, blech. Brandy.”

			“If you’d asked, I’d have warned you there was brandy in it. You look a bit worse for wear, Lieutenant. Brandy might be a good idea.”

			She shook her head and got herself a cup, strong and black and without additives. “How’s it going here?”

			“He’s very good—or one of them is very good. Every thread I tug on leads to another knot, which leads to another set of threads. I’ll unravel it—I’m bloody determined now—but it won’t be quick. But a thought occurred while I’ve been picking these threads apart. I wonder how he’d feel if his funds were frozen.”

			“I’ve got no forensics, nothing solid tying him to the murders. The best I’ve got is a composite from a street LC’s perspective, which looks nothing like him. I know it’s him, but I’ll never get the flag to freeze his assets based on nothing much more than my gut.”

			“It would be a fairly simple matter for me, at this point, to make a sizable withdrawal from these accounts.”

			“Steal the money.”

			“Let’s say transfer the money. Steal is such a . . . Well, it’s a fine word, isn’t it? But transfer would be more to your taste.”

			She thought it over. Tempting, tempting, tempting. Still, it wasn’t only not by the book, it exploded the book entirely. “Nixie intercepted me, for a change. She said she thought her family would be okay once I caught these guys, once I put them in a goddamn cage.”

			“I see.”

			“She probably shouldn’t swear, I’m a bad influence. Spank me. But—” She broke off at the wide grin that spread over his face, and found herself laughing. She covered her face, rubbed it. “Just stop. Anyway, that kind of thing gives me a nudge to go out of bounds—more out of bounds,” she added, looking around the room. “But say you did. Say it pisses him off enough to make the kind of mistake that opens him up to me. Hooray for our side. But it could, given his profile, piss him off enough to have him taking out a couple of Swiss bankers first, or a lawyer in—what was it? Eden. So let’s just hold that in reserve.”

			“You make a point.”

			“You know, this day has just been crap.” She sprawled in the chair, stretched out her legs. “Making progress, I can feel it, but overall it’s been weighed down with big piles of crap. And I finished it up with a cargo ship of shit.”

			“Would it have something to do with the blood on your trousers?”

			She looked down, saw the streaks and sprinkles of red. “It’s not blood. It’s cherry fizzy.”

			She drank her coffee and began to take him through. “So when I made them, I pulled up at a twenty-four/seven, sent Trueheart inside for drinks, and—”

			“Hold.” He held up a hand. “You realized one or more of these people, people responsible for several murders and who are, very likely, hoping to get to you, were trailing you, and you sent your backup off for sodas?”

			She didn’t squirm under his gaze, one she imagined he aimed at underlings who’d cocked up some deal and were about to be demolished by his iciest wrath.

			But it was close.

			“I wanted to see what they’d do.”

			“You were hoping they’d move on you, and got Trueheart out of the way.”

			“Not exactly. Close, but—”

			“I asked one thing, Eve. That when you decided to use yourself as bait you’d tell me.”

			“I wasn’t—it was an immediate sort of . . .” She trailed off as the headache moved along from the base of her skull to squeeze into the top of her head. “Now you’re pissed, at me.”

			“What gave you your first clue?”

			“You’ll have to be pissed, then.” She shoved to her feet to prowl. “You’ll just have to be pissed because I can’t stop and check every move with you when I’m out there. I can’t stop and say, ‘Hmm, would Roarke approve of this action, or gee, should I tag Roarke and run this by him?’ ”

			“Don’t you swat away my concerns like they’re gnats around your ears.” He got to his feet as well. “Don’t you dare make light of them, Eve, or what it is to me to sit and wait.”

			“I’m not.” But of course she was, a knee-jerk defense mechanism. Before she could say anything else, he was plowing on.

			“I bury my own instincts every bloody day to stay out of your way as much as I do. Not to let myself think, every minute of every bloody day you’re out there if tonight’s the night you don’t come back.”

			“You can’t think that way. You married a cop, you took the package.”

			“I did, and I do.”

			It wasn’t ice in his eyes, she noted. It was fire, strong and blue. And that was somehow worse. “Then—”

			“Have I asked you to change what you are, what you do? Have I complained when you’re called away in the middle of the night, or when you come home smelling of death?”

			“No. You’re better at this than I am. Media flash.”

			“Bollocks. We’ve both managed to fumble our way through nearly two years of each other, and quite well. But when you give your word to me, I expect you to keep it.”

			The headache had reached behind her eyes now, stabbing fingers gleefully poking. “I guess that cargo ship hasn’t quite finished dumping shit on me today. And you’re right. I broke my word. It wasn’t intentional. It was of the moment. And it was wrong. I let it get to me. The kid, the body in the alley, dead cops, children killed in their beds. I let it ball up in my throat, and I know better.”

			She shoved the heels of her hands into her temples in a desperate attempt to relieve the pressure. “It was worth the chance, I believe it was worth the chance, but it turned out to be the wrong call. You’re not the first one to scrape me over about it tonight. Whitney’s already taken off a few layers of skin.”

			Saying nothing, he moved back behind his console, pressed a button. He took a small bottle out of a drawer, tapped two little blue pills into his hand. Then he fetched a small bottle of water out of the friggie behind a panel.

			“Take the blockers. Don’t argue,” he snapped when she opened her mouth. “I can see the fucking headache pounding as I’m standing here.”

			“It’s past headache. It feels like my brains are being squeezed out my ears.” She took the blockers, dropped back into the chair, and dropped her head in her hands. “I fucked up. Goddamn clusterfuck. Cops and civilians in the hospital, private and city property damage up the wazoo. Three murder suspects still at large. Because I made the wrong call.”

			“I guess that’s why they call you lieutenant instead of God. Sit back now, relax a minute.”

			“Don’t baby me. I don’t deserve it. I don’t want it. They were too close. Had to figure they’d stick that close because they were trying to monitor any communications. The vehicle has screens, but they’ve got choice toys, so I had to figure they were within visual for a reason. If they could track me or monitor me, they needed to be close. I didn’t want to risk calling it in.”

			“That seems reasonable. Logical.”

			“Yeah, seems. I call it in, they catch the signal, they poof. So I pulled over, sent Trueheart into the twenty-four/seven so it looked like I had a reason, so it looked casual. To see what they did. They drove by, circled around, and picked me up again. So then I figure I’ll switch it on them. Get behind them, call in support, keep on them until we can box them in, take them down. But Jesus Christ, that van moved. I don’t know how they’ve juiced it up, but I clocked it at one-twenty-six, airborne. Then there were the laser rifles, and God knows. They took out a couple of black-and-whites, a number of civilian vehicles, and a maxibus. And I lost them.”

			“All by yourself?”

			“It was my call. The wrong call. Best I got was make and model of the van. And the plate. Turns out the plate belongs to a black panel van of that make and model, but not that panel van. Dupe plates, and they were smart enough to dupe them from the same type of vehicle. Guy who owns the legal van—which was legally parked at his place of business—is a licensed home handy. He’s clean, and he was home watching screen with his wife.”

			She took a swig of water. “So we got injuries, property destruction, possible—hell, probable—civil suits against the department, and the suspects know I’ve made their ride.”

			“And Whitney dressed you down right and proper.”

			“Ho boy.”

			“I doubt he’d have done differently than you, under the same circumstances.”

			“Maybe not. Probably not. Still a wrong call. And the mayor will chew out the chief, the chief will chew out the commander, and down to me. Nobody below me on this particular feeding chain. The media will have a feeding frenzy.”

			“So, you got your ass kicked a bit. A little ass kicking from time to time builds character.”

			“Hell it does. It results in a sore ass.” She let out a sigh. “I’ve got data on all purchases of that make and model. Popular. I left the color open. Figured it’d be easy to paint. I don’t expect to have bells ring on that angle. If it were me, I’d’ve bought it out of town. Or jacked it off some lot outside New York. There won’t be a record, there won’t be a bill of sale.”

			“You’re discouraged.” And he hated to see it. “You shouldn’t be.”

			“No, just feeling a little beat up tonight. Sorry for my sorry self.”

			“So get some sleep. Start fresh in the morning.”

			“You’re not.”

			“Actually, I will.” He gave commands to save, lock, and shut down.

			“You’ve got your own work tomorrow.”

			“I’ve rescheduled some things.” He walked her out, secured the doors. “I spoke with Richard and Beth. They’re coming to meet Nixie tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow? I’d asked for quick but I didn’t expect immediate.”

			“Actually, they’ve been talking about taking another child. Have just put in applications. And Richard tells me Beth hoped for a girl this time. They both see this as a kind of sign.”

			He laid his hand on the base of her neck as they walked to the bedroom and rubbed what she thought of as his magic fingers on the dulling ache. “Fate’s a fickle and often insensitive bitch, isn’t she?” he commented. “And yet, there are moments you see the work. If their daughter hadn’t been murdered, they would never have looked to take a child into their home. If a friend of mine hadn’t met the same fate, I wouldn’t have met that little boy, or paid mind to him, thought of suggesting they might give him a home.”

			“If Grant Swisher hadn’t helped Dian Kirkendall, he and his family would still be alive.”

			“Insensitive, yes. Still, now Nixie will have a chance for a life with Richard and Beth. She’ll grow up knowing there are people in the world who try to balance the scales.”

			“You don’t say if Sharon DeBlass hadn’t been murdered, you and I wouldn’t have met in the first place.”

			“Because we would have. Another time, another place. Every step of my life was bringing me to you.” He turned her, kissed her forehead. “Even the ones on the darkest road.”

			“Death brought us here.”

			“No. That’s discouragement talking. It’s love that brought us here.” He unhooked her weapon harness himself. “Come now, you’re asleep on your feet. Into bed.”

			She stripped, climbed the platform, slid in. And when his arm came around her, she closed her eyes. “I would’ve found you,” she murmured, “even on the darkest road.”

			The nightmare crept in, stealthy feet tiptoeing over her mind. She saw herself, the small, bloody child, packed into a blinding white room with other small, bloody children. Fear and despair, pain and weariness were thick in the room, crowding it like yet more small, bloody children.

			No one spoke, no one cried. They only stood, bruised shoulder to bruised shoulder. Waiting for their fate.

			One by one they were led away by stone-faced adults with dead eyes. Led away without protest, without a whimper, the way sick dogs are led away by those charged with ending their misery.

			She saw this, and waited her turn.

			But no one came for her. She stood alone in the white room, with the blood that coated her face, her hands, her arms, dripping almost musically onto the floor.

			It didn’t surprise her when he walked into the room. He always came, this man she’d killed. The man who’d broken her and ripped her and beaten her down into a quivering animal.

			He smiled, and she smelled it on him. The whiskey and candy.

			They want the pretty ones, he told her. The good ones, the sweet ones. They leave the ones like you for me. No one will ever want you. Do you wonder where they go when they leave?

			She didn’t want to know. Tears slid down, mixed with the blood. But she didn’t make a sound. If she was quiet, very quiet, maybe he would go and someone else would come. Anyone else.

			They take them to the pit, didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I warn you if you screwed with me, they’d throw you into the pit with the spiders and snakes? They say: Oh, let me help you, little girl. But what they do is eat you alive, bite by chomp by bite. But they don’t want you. You’re too scrawny for them, too bony. Do you think they don’t know what you did?

			He came closer, and now she could smell something else. Rot. And her breath began to hitch even as she fought to hold it in.

			Killer. Murderer. And they leave you to me.

			When he fell on her, she screamed.

			“No. Eve, no. Shhh.”

			Fighting for breath, she locked her arms around him. “Hold on. Just hold on to me. I’ve got you.” He pressed his cheek to hers. “Easy now. I won’t let go.”

			“They left me alone, and he came for me.”

			“You’re not alone. I won’t leave you alone.”

			“They didn’t want me. No one ever did. He did.”

			“I want you.” He stroked her hair, her back, calming the tremors. “From the first moment I saw you, I wanted you.”

			“There were so many other children.” She loosened her grip, let him lay her back, hold her close. “Then only me, and I knew he’d come. Why won’t he leave me alone?”

			“He won’t come back tonight.” Roarke took her hand, pressed it to his chest so she could feel his heart beating. “He won’t come back because there’s the both of us here, and he’s too much the coward.”

			“Both of us,” she repeated, and left her hand on his heart while she slept.

			He was up and dressed when she woke, and monitoring the stock reports on-screen in the sitting area over a cup of coffee. He turned as she rolled out of bed.

			“How are you?”

			“About half,” she said. “I think I can make three-quarters after a shower.”

			She started to walk toward the bath, then paused, changed directions, and walked to him. She bent, touched her lips to his forehead in a simple gesture of affection that left him moved and puzzled.

			“You’re there with me even when you’re not. So thanks.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			She crossed to the bath, glanced over her shoulder. “Sometimes you being there is annoying. But mostly it’s not.”

			The worry in his own mind cleared. With a laugh he turned back to the financial news and drank his coffee.

			Just before seven, Eve opened her own office door to find Baxter at her desk, enjoying what appeared to be a hearty breakfast.

			“Detective Baxter, your ass seems to have somehow ended up in my chair. I’d like it removed immediately so I can kick every inch of it.”

			“Soon as I’m done. This is actual ham in these actual eggs.” He jerked a chin toward the wall screen where updated reports were displayed. “You don’t sleep much, do you, Dallas? Damn busy night. I see you took my boy for a hell of a ride.”

			“Your boy complain?”

			“Hey, Trueheart’s no whiner.”

			His instinctive defense of his aide cooled Eve’s temper. “Oh right. I must’ve mixed him up with you.”

			“Must’ve been some flight.”

			“Yeah, fun while it lasted.” Since he’d been courteous—or greedy—enough to program an entire pot of coffee, she poured herself a cup. “Whitney ripped me a new one over it.”

			“He’s been off the street a long time. You had a call to make and made it.”

			She jerked a shoulder. “Maybe he’d have done the same, and maybe he knows I’d do the same again, given the same circumstances. But it was a hell of a screwup, and a righteous ripping. It won’t come down on Trueheart.”

			“He’d handle it if he had to. Appreciate you seeing it doesn’t. How much of a punch are you going to take?”

			“Written and oral reports to the review board. Fuck. Might get myself a departmental censure in my file. I can back up my actions, justify the call, but they won’t like it, and will like it less when the civil suits start piling up.”

			“You collar three mercenary terrorists responsible for the deaths of twelve people—including cops—the heat gets turned way down.”

			“Yeah. The same way if I don’t get them soon, the heat keeps heading up. I’ll handle it; I’m not a whiner either. But I want these fucking guys, Baxter.”

			She turned to the door as the rest of the team began to arrive. “If you’re going to eat, get it and chow it down fast,” she ordered. “We’ve got a lot to go over in a short amount of time.”

			Briefings and reports, cop chatter and coffee. And the chatter cut off, as if a knife had sliced down, when Don Webster, Internal Affairs Bureau, strolled in.

			“Morning, boys and girls. Dallas, you should’ve sold tickets to that show last night.”

			“I thought this briefing was reserved for real cops.”

			At Baxter’s comment, Eve shook her head in warning. She’d been expecting IAB to poke its sharp nose in. If it had to be IAB, Webster was a mixed bag. She trusted him, as she trusted no one else in that sector. But they had a dicey personal history, and she didn’t need a former lover and Roarke butting heads again.

			“There’s data on this case that’s on a need-to-know basis,” she began.

			“The Tower,” he said, referring to Chief of Police Tibble’s office, “has decided I need to know. You’ve got considerable OT banked on this, multiple injuries civilian and department, property damage. You’ve got multiple dead civilians and two dead cops.”

			He waited a moment, scanned the faces in the room. “You’ve been questioning the investigating officers on other cases, one of which is closed. IAB needs to know. And I’m going to say this here and now, to all of you before the record goes on, that I’m not here to bust anybody’s balls for doing what needs to be done to get the bastards responsible for Knight and Preston. I pulled some levers to get this duty. I’ve worked Homicide. I’ve worked with you,” he said to Eve. “It’s me or somebody who hasn’t.”

			“The devil we know,” Eve said.

			“That’s right.”

			“Find a seat. You’ll have to catch up.”

			She continued the briefing, picking her way carefully now through data Roarke had gained. “We believe Kirkendall, Clinton, and Isenberry executed individuals on a freelance basis for various covert agencies. We have reason to believe they were connected to the terrorist group Cassandra.”

			“How do you come by that?” Webster asked.

			She’d barely hesitated when Feeney spoke up. “It’s data we were able to extrapolate from the military files provided,” he said smoothly. “EDD knows how to do its job, and this team knows how to put a case together.”

			“With the Cassandra connection,” Eve continued, “these individuals had access to weaponry, electronics, and funds. The philosophy of this group—a world order in their image—correlates to the personal philosophy displayed by Kirkendall. His family was made to perform according to his specifications, his orders, or was disciplined accordingly. We know, through the statement given to Detectives Peabody and McNab by Roxanne Turnbill, that she was abducted and tortured by Kirkendall after his wife’s disappearance. The time elapsed makes it likely she was taken to a location in or near the city. Cassandra operated and had a base in New York last year.”

			“The current murders don’t seem to be part of a terrorist threat,” Webster put in.

			“No, they’re personal. Screw with me, I don’t just screw with you—I kill you and your whole family. It’s not revenge. It’s pride. Who insulted his pride?”

			“Everyone he’s killed had a part in it,” Peabody commented.

			“No, not everyone.”

			“Well, the kid.” McNab glanced toward the door as if she might be listening on the other side.

			“No. He wants her dead because his mission isn’t complete until that time. His wife. It’s his wife who dared to oppose him, dared to not only walk out with his kids, but who took him through the embarrassment of a custody trial. Who won. And who got away clean.”

			“He can’t find her.” Peabody spread her hands. “Neither can we.”

			Eve thought of Roarke. He could, given the time, he could. But she wasn’t going to endanger another family. “We can make him think we have her. It’ll take a while to set up. Find a female cop who can handle it, one close to her build. We can use some enhancements, but she doesn’t have to look identical. If he can have facial sculpting, he’d buy she could, too. We’d have to leak it so he didn’t suspect it’s a leak. And we’ve been pretty damn careful so far, so we’d need to trickle it.”

			“Need a location.” Feeney pulled on his lip as he took up the thought. “Secure, so he’d buy we were holding her. Lure him in, box him in, shut him down. With the equipment and know-how he’s got, you’ve got a hell of a trick on your hands, Dallas.”

			“We put it together. I want it together within thirty-six hours, another twelve for sims. When we lay this trap out, I want it to spring shut right on their necks. Feeney, you and McNab take the computer lab.”

			“We’ll get on it.”

			“The rest of you, give me five minutes with Lieutenant Webster.”

			She waited until the room emptied and the door clicked closed. “This investigation, and last night’s events, are my responsibility. The chief, IAB, or God Himself wants to file a complaint, it’s on me.”

			“So noted. I said I wasn’t here to bust balls, and I meant it. The Duberry case, I’ve had a look at the files. While I wouldn’t call the investigation sloppy, I’d call it narrow. Brenegan? It looked like a righteous bust that resulted in a righteous conviction. But this data calls that into question.”

			“The cops on those cases complained to IAB?”

			“Cops don’t complain to IAB,” he returned with the slightest of sneers. “You avoid us like a case of the clap. But we get wind. Fact is, Dallas, if the primary on Duberry had done a more thorough job, scratched out that connection to Moss, then back to Brenegan, this hunt might’ve started a year ago.”

			“Figuring a connect between a strangulation and a car bomb’s a stretch.”

			“You made the stretch.”

			“I had more. If you’re looking for fuel against another cop on this from me, you’re not going to get it.”

			“That’s up to his superiors, not IAB. Regarding the media that’s going to . . . has already started to explode on the incident last night, you spin that right—and you’ve got excellent media connections—you can circle it into a positive. Heroic cop risks life to protect the city from baby killers.”

			“Oh fuck that.”

			“Don’t think that’s not just how Tibble will have it spun. Not just your ass in the sling if you don’t get some shine on this. Turn it around, get that sexy, fierce-eyed face on camera. Shake this off so you can get back to work.”

			“I am back to work.” But she considered. “The spin lower the heat on the rest of the team, on the investigation?”

			“Couldn’t hurt. It couldn’t hurt if you tell the rest of your team to cut me some serious slack. I was a good murder cop.”

			“Yeah, too bad you didn’t stick with that.”

			“Your opinion. I can help, and that’s why I’m here. Not to roust you, and not because I’ve still got a torch going. Maybe just a little smoulder now and then,” he added with an easy smile.

			“Cut it out.”

			The door between the offices opened. Though Roarke leaned against the jamb, he looked about as lazy as a wolf eyeballing quarry. “Webster,” he said in the coolest of tones.

			Eve had a flash of the two of them beating the crap out of each other right where she now stood. She felt the tickle that might have been panic in the back of her throat as she stepped between them.

			“Lieutenant Webster is here—at the directive of Chief Tibble—as a representative of IAB and for the purposes of—”

			“Christ, Dallas, I can talk for myself.” And he held his hands up, palms out. “Never touched her, don’t intend to.”

			“Good. She’s on a difficult investigation, as I’m sure you’re aware. She hardly needs either of us complicating things.”

			“I’m not here to complicate things for her, or you.”

			“Standing right here,” Eve said sharply. “You can stop talking around me.”

			“Just clearing the air, Lieutenant.” Roarke nodded to her, to Webster. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

			“A minute,” she muttered and stalked into the office behind Roarke, shut the door with a decisive click. “Listen—”

			He cut her off, pressing his lips to hers, then eased back. “I like to wind him up—and you as well. It’s small of me, but there you are. I know perfectly well that he won’t move on you, and if he lost his mind and did, you’d bloody him. Well, unless I got there first, which I sincerely hope would be the case. Actually, as I’ve told you before, I like him.”

			“You like him.”

			“Yes. He has superb taste in women, and a rather fine left jab.”

			“Great. Good.” She shook her head. You figured you knew what made men tick, she thought. But you never did. “I’m going back to work.”
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			WITH A FROWN ON HER FACE, EVE SURVEYED Roarke’s computer lab. Several of the units were up and running, several of the screens had words, codes, strange symbols that might as well have been hieroglyphics whizzing over them. Computerized voices intoned incomprehensible statements, questions, comments.

			And the rumpled Feeney, the neon McNab, scooted around on wheeled chairs, somehow miraculously avoiding collision with work stations and each other, like a couple of kids in a strange, strange game.

			Stepping into the room was, for her, like stepping into an alternate universe.

			“Yo.” Feeney gave her a finger point, then tapped icons on a screen that slid up out of the counter. “Got something going.”

			“Okay. I assume it’s not Maximum Force 2200.”

			“Hey.” McNab looked over. “You cruise MF?”

			“No.” Well, maybe she’d played it a couple of times, but just to test her comp skills. “What’s going?”

			“What we’ve got over here is a diagnostic on the Swisher security system. We ran all the standards on it, stripped her down. Nice system, by the way.”

			“We already know it was jammed, remote. Bypassed the failsafes and backups.”

			“Yeah, yeah, but not how, not what they used. We’re getting that. You work back from the system, code by code, signal by signal, and maybe you put together, code by code, signal by signal, the device that pulled it off.”

			“They had to get it somewhere.” Eve nodded. “Even if they reconfigured, added flourishes, they had to get the basic device somewhere.”

			“Yep. And what we got going over there is the security on the hospital lot where Jaynene Brenegan was taken out—and the system on the apartment where Karin Duberry was murdered. Hitting correlations. Gonna be the same device, or one configured the same way. When you get them, it’ll help burn them.”

			“Have you got room for one more deal?”

			“Shoot.”

			“I need you to alter my communicator. A fault, but nothing that I’d reasonably notice as a non-EDD cop. Just a blip, so that someone who’s trying to monitor communications might get through, catch a transmission.”

			“You want to leak data?”

			“Once we get this set up, select our location, put the op together, I want them to be able to monitor my communicator. Maybe it’s fuzzy, but they should get the details. Like the communicator’s going bad on me. Like the shield’s thinning out. It happens, right?”

			“Yeah, but there’s a default warning.”

			“Wouldn’t be the first time departmental equipment went bad. You should see my damn computer.”

			“Still giving you grief?” McNab asked.

			“It’s holding. I haven’t gotten any foreign porn when I ask for a file. Lately.”

			“Hand it over.” Feeney held up his palm. “We’ll play with it. You got your backup?”

			“Yeah.” She pulled both out of her pocket. “Just dink with the one. Can you make it so the signal coming into it is still shielded? So they only get bits of what I transmit?”

			“We’ll get you covered.”

			There were enough rooms in the house to billet a military battalion. It was risky tucking Webster away with Baxter, but she didn’t want IAB strolling around her office. He wanted to observe, she thought, he could observe Baxter and Trueheart. Before rounding up Peabody, Eve slipped into her bedroom to make a private call.

			“How about some more tit for tat?” she asked when Nadine came on-screen. “I need a spin, apparently. An incident last night—”

			“Your air show through midtown?” Nadine gave a wicked laugh. “We got some extreme footage on that. Bought it off a tourist from Tokyo. It’s aired twice this morning.”

			“Great.”

			“You’re taking some heat on that? I’ve never known you to worry about a little sweat.”

			“They’ve sicced IAB on me, and it could get in the way of the investigation. Trueheart was with me, and shit trickles even if you plug the dam. I’m advised to spin this around so it’s the courageous cop in pursuit of kid killers. Risking life and limb to apprehend cop killers and protect the known universe.”

			“Boy, that’s killing you.” But Nadine angled her head. “That’s what you were doing, wasn’t it?”

			“The point is this kind of thing doesn’t reflect well on the department.”

			“And the department will take a sacrifice, if deemed necessary.”

			“It’ll be Trueheart, Nadine. They’ll give me a slap, maybe a smudge on my record, but if they have to roast somebody, it’ll be him. He’s more disposable. I put him on the line.”

			“So you’re asking me to spin the story so the crap doesn’t clog up the momentum of your investigation, and so the cutie-pie doesn’t get his tight little ass fried.”

			“That’s the idea. And in return—”

			“No, don’t tell me.” Nadine sat back, held up both hands. “Because it’ll kill me to turn it down.”

			“Look, Nadine, it’s not that big a spin.”

			“Obviously you didn’t catch my pithy and insightful morning report. Spin’s already spun. The cool-headed, nerveless Lieutenant Dallas and the young, dedicated Officer Trueheart, risking their lives in pursuit of the vicious killers of children and their fellow officers. Killers who discharge weapons with no thought to the welfare of innocent strangers—men, women, and children who live in or visit our great city. And so on.”

			“Okay. You’ve got another IOU.”

			“Slate’s clear. This played better—and the vid showed the blasts coming out of that van. Most of the competition worked the same angle, but there’s still some heat, some stirring of the urban terrorism pot and why aren’t we safe walking the streets, in our own homes.”

			“It’s a good question. Could it be because a portion of society sucks?”

			“Can I quote you? Better, how about a quick talking head while you repeat that?”

			Eve considered. “How about you say, ‘When contacted, Lieutenant Dallas stated that every member of the NYPSD will work diligently to identify and apprehend those responsible for the deaths of their fellow officers, for Grant, Keelie, and Coyle Swisher, for Inga Snood, for Linnie Dyson. We serve them, we serve New York. We serve Nixie Swisher because surviving the brutality that was brought into her home isn’t enough. She deserves justice, and we’ll get it for her.’ ”

			“Good. Got it. As for the other IOU, toasting these bastards from my media vantage point? I’d be doing it now anyway. I’d be doing it for Knight and Preston. Both of their memorials are tomorrow.”

			“I’ll see you there.” Eve hesitated. “An unnamed source at Cop Central has confirmed that the abduction and murder of Meredith Newman has been connected to the recent home invasion and murder of five people, including two children, on the Upper West Side. Meredith Newman, a Child Protection Services caseworker, was abducted—fill in the rest.”

			“Can I say Newman was assigned to the invasion survivor, nine-year-old Nixie Swisher?”

			“Yes, get it out there. And that multiple premortem burns on Newman’s body indicate she was tortured before her throat was cut in the same manner as the members of the Swisher household. Ms. Newman’s body was discovered in an alley—”

			“We’ve got all that.”

			“Say it again. Say it again—her naked body, covered with electrical burns, with its throat slit, was discovered after being dumped in an alley. Witnesses saw a black FourStar van, forged New York license AAD-4613, exiting the alley moments before the body was discovered. Lieutenant Eve Dallas, primary, and Officer Troy Trueheart, acting as aide, encountered a van of this description when leaving the scene.”

			“And pursued,” Nadine finished. “Which leads right back to the flight show. Good. Solid. Thanks. How many witnesses?”

			One, Eve thought, and only on the taillights. But why quibble. “When contacted, Lieutenant Dallas would neither confirm nor deny the report.”

			“A formal one-on-one would round this off sweet.”

			“I’m cutting back on sweets. Later.”

			Juggling plans in her head, Eve headed to her office, then swung toward Roarke’s. She gave a quick knock, opened the door. And winced.

			It was full of people. Or more accurately, it was full of Roarke and holos. His admin, Caro, sat in her tidy way, her hands folded in her lap. Two men in square, collarless suit jackets, and three women in similar conservative corporate gear studied yet another holo of some sort of elaborate development, complete with winding river and a sheer tower ringed with people glides.

			“Sorry.” She started to back out, but Roarke lifted a hand.

			“Ladies, gentlemen, my wife.”

			They all looked over at her. She saw, clearly enough, the measuring of the females—and the reactions of puzzlement, even amusement. And she could understand it. There was Roarke, rangy and stunning in his dark suit, power like an aura around him.

			And here she was, banged-up boots, hair she couldn’t quite remember if she’d even finger-combed that morning, and a weapon harness over her shirt.

			“We’re just wrapping up,” he told Eve, then turned back to the group. “If you have any further questions, relay them through Caro. I want the changes discussed and implemented by this time tomorrow. Thank you. Caro, stay a moment.”

			The holos, save Caro’s, winked off. Caro rose. “Lieutenant Dallas. It’s good to see you.”

			“Good to see you, too.” Now, Eve thought, she’d have to make chatty talk. “Ah, how’s Reva?”

			“She’s very well. She’s moved back to the city.”

			“Well, good. Tell her hi.”

			Caro turned to Roarke. “You’re conferencing again at eleven with the engineers on the project. And have a one o’clock with Yule Hiser that we’ve switched to ’link. Your two o’clock is Ava McCoy and her team. Then you’re clear for your five o’clock. The Fitch Communications meeting is tentatively scheduled for nine p.m., via holo.”

			“Thank you, Caro. Anything urgent, you know where to reach me.”

			She nodded. “Lieutenant,” she said, and winked out.

			“Who were the suits?” Eve asked.

			“Architects. I’m still making some refinements on a new development on Olympus.”

			“Six architects for one development.”

			“A rather large and complex one—and that includes buildings, landscape, water, interiors . . . And you don’t care.”

			She felt a little pinch of guilt, right between the shoulder blades. “Not much, but that’s not the same as not being interested. Which I am, in a supportive kind of way.”

			He chuckled. “What do you need?”

			Now annoyance slapped over the guilt. “Just because I said I was interested and supportive doesn’t mean I need something from you.”

			“It doesn’t, no.” He leaned back on his desk. “But you came in here because you did. There’s no need to feel guilty about it, or to start worrying that I’m carving off my own worktime to help with yours. I wouldn’t if I didn’t want to do it.”

			“Well, how do you feel about giving me a building downtown?”

			“Which would you like?”

			This time she chuckled. “Showoff. Have you got something untenanted? Something we can secure and wire up within twenty-four?”

			“I imagine we can come up with something. That’s your trap. Why downtown?”

			“Because I know they’re based uptown. Because when this goes down, I want it as far away from the kid as I can make it and stay in the city. I need a place where I can post up to a dozen men inside, where I can place snipers and tech response in select locations. I need to make it look like a safe house—cop security on doors and windows. And I need to be able to lock the place down tight as soon as I have them inside.”

			“I’ll give you some possibilities by this afternoon. That soon enough?”

			“Good. There’s this other thing. I’ll make it quick. You said Richard and Elizabeth were coming today.”

			“Yes, at four. I’ll take care of that.”

			“Much as I’d like to let you, it’s not right.” She didn’t have to be told the meetings Caro had rattled off weren’t all he had on the big, shiny plate of Roarke Industries. “I dumped her here, I’ve got to do my part in it. I figure you’ve dealt with their security.”

			“It’s done.”

			“I’m bringing Mavis in.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“The kid’s a big fan. She brightened up when she heard I knew Mavis, and before I knew it I’d said something about yeah, she could meet her. Anyway, it seems like if I had Mavis come in, Mira—we’d need Mira to give an opinion on the kid’s reaction to the fostering—it would look more casual. Like we’re having guests over.”

			His communication system beeped and buzzed, lights signalling incoming data. She wondered how he stood all the interruptions. Of which, she knew, she was one.

			“In the real world of good and evil, good doesn’t have a party if they’ve got a reason to think evil might try to crash.”

			He gave her an easy nod. “Thereby giving the impression that there’s certainly no young girl evil might want to get its hands on around here.”

			“It’s sort of braining a lot of birds with one stone. Leonardo’s in Milan or Paris or someplace over there.” She gestured vaguely in what might’ve been the direction of Europe. “So if I bring her in, it’d be best to keep her here. Just in case.”

			“I’d say the more the merrier—and merrier it tends to be with Mavis around—but it’s not quite the phrase that comes to mind with a houseful of cops.”

			There came the guilt again, with a more enthusiastic pinch. “I’ll get them all out as soon as I can.”

			“Holding you to that. Oh, I caught your performance on a media flash right before my meeting.”

			“Yeah. Heard it got screen time.”

			“Some impressive maneuvers, both air and ground. Still you’re lucky you didn’t splat that new police issue of yours into the face of a building.”

			“I couldn’t. I wreck another ride this soon, even with Peabody offering a variety of perverted, possibly illegal sexual favors, I’d be lucky to score an airboard out of Requisitions.”

			“An offer of a variety of perverted, possibly illegal sexual favors would score you any vehicle you might like from me.”

			“Peabody doesn’t need the incentive. She already wants to jump you.”

			“Flattering. But I was actually thinking of you in regard to those favors. But I’m sure Peabody and I can work something out.”

			“I’d hate to put her back in the hospital this soon. Catch you at four.”

			With Peabody, Eve made a point of going back to every crime scene she attributed to Kirkendall. She stood on the sidewalk, studied the building where Judge Moss and his family had once lived. Another family lived in the pretty brownstone now.

			Did they think about it? Talk about it? Entertain their friends with the horror story?

			“Baxter and Trueheart recanvassed here,” Peabody commented. “Showed off the composite and the military ID photos. Nobody remembers seeing them around. Two years since,” she added. “It was a long shot.”

			“He didn’t go after the wife on this one. You could speculate that he was more focused in on the judge. Or that he opted to leave her alive, to suffer. But he knew the routine, so he’d watched them.” She turned a circle. “A lot of places around here a guy could rent or buy, settle in, stake out. Isenberry probably handled this end. Smarter. Original canvass probably interviewed her. We’ll re-evaluate the reports, see if we see anything on that.”

			She got back in the car, drove toward the Swisher’s. “Property around here’s a good investment. He likes good investments. Maybe he bought in somewhere near the Moss residence, held on to it, rents it out. He partners up with Master Lu for investment, for income. Why not do some real estate?”

			“Vary your portfolio.”

			“Let’s tug that line. See if we can find a property bought after the trial, before the bomb. It may not lead us to him, but it builds evidence. When these bastards go to trial, I’m going to have them sewn in a titanium shroud. Goddamn it!” She punched the accelerator as the Swisher house came into view. “Look at those idiot kids.”

			The trio—teenagers, at her guess—were huddled together at the police seal on the front entrance. Their lookout, a curvy little number in a black skin-suit and wrap shades, let out a shout and took off on a silver airboard.

			Kids scattered, leaping solo or in tandem on other boards, plowing through shrubbery, onto the sidewalk, into the street between vehicles that squealed and honked.

			Eve heard looney, loopy laughter as they whipped around the corner.

			“You’re not going after them?” Peabody asked when Eve zipped to the curb. “Squish them like bugs?”

			“No. It’s just as likely one of them will end up getting squished by a cab while I’m chasing them. Pricks.” She slammed out, jogged to the entrance to check the seal. “Tinkered with it, didn’t get through far enough to set off the alarm. Slap on a fresh one anyway, Peabody. Asshole kids. What did they plan to do, break in and have a party in the death house? Why aren’t they in school, or better yet in juvie?”

			“Saturday.”

			“What day?”

			“Today’s Saturday, Dallas. No school on the weekends.”

			“There ought to be,” she said darkly. “There ought to be school twenty-four/seven for little disrespectful creeps like that. Give them a day out, all they do is cause trouble.”

			“You’d have felt better if you’d gone after and squished them.”

			“Yeah.” She let out a breath. “Next time.” She forced herself to set it aside. “Recanvass was zip here, too. But we know Isenberry used the paralegal to get inside, get close to the family. We know the killers walked away, headed down the block, not into a neighboring building. Still, we’ll try the same investment angle here, too. They might have bought one, rented one, used it for stakeout previously.”

			Her last stop was the hospital parking lot. “Not just a quick slice here. Multiple stab wounds, defensive wounds. She put up a fight, or tried to. Played with her some. Jab here, jab there. I think this was girl on girl. They let Isenberry do this one. Her file says she likes to mix it up. Clinton, he likes a silent kill—manual strangulation a specialty. Kirkendall let his brother take point there. But the other kills were his. Cold and clean. But everybody got bloody. You trust your comrades more when they get bloody along with you.”

			“Easiest one to take here.” Peabody frowned at the lot, the health center. “You either hack in, get her schedule, or you hang around—who notices?—get a feel. Both, probably. You do it end of shift, late. And yeah, if it’s another woman walking your way, you don’t get the alarm bells. Little friendly nod, or Isenberry stops her, asks for directions. How do I get to the surgery wing? Vic turns, knife comes out. Sticks here, vic tries to block or run, gives her another jab. Works her back, away from the building. Some of the wounds were shallow, just nasty little sticks. Finishes her off. Rendezvous, and you’re gone.”

			Yeah, Eve thought, that was the way. “They’d have watched. Kirkendall and Clinton. Close enough for visual, or Isenberry wore a recorder. You’re not part of the kill unless you see the kill. We find their base, we’re going to find vids of every murder. They’d study them like Arena Ball players study the vid of a game. Looking for flaws, for moves, ways to improve.”

			“Sick. Dallas, it’s going on fifteen hundred.”

			“And?”

			“We’re due to get Mavis at fifteen hundred.”

			“Right. I got this buzz.” She rocked on her heels, studying the spot where Brenegan’s body had been found years before. “I know we’re close. We push the right buttons, we pull them in, and they’re gone. They’re smart, they’re crafty, but they’re vulnerable because they won’t walk away until they’re done. They’d rather fail than walk away without the mission complete.”

			“It’s hard to stop, change tracks, and deal with the other areas.”

			“Yeah, it’s a pisser all right. Let’s go get Mavis.”

			Eve had been to some of Mavis’s concerts. She’d been backstage and watched the adoring fans lucky enough to gain entrance. But she’d never seen a nine-year-old girl rendered speechless by the mere sight of her friend.

			Not that the sight couldn’t render anyone incapable of speech. Mavis wore her hair in hundreds of ringlets, bright gold and shimmery green, that spilled around her face like some sort of electric mop. Her eyes were gold today as well, tipped with green lashes. She wore a deep purple calf-length coat, which she peeled off upon entering the house to reveal a crotch-length dress in swirls of purple and gold. Her green tights were accented with shiny knee and ankle bracelets and a pair of gold shoes with transparent heels filled with those same colorful swirls.

			Her pregnancy had progressed far enough that her belly popped out of the swirls in a small, neat lump.

			Her bracelets—knee, ankle, wrist—rang like bells as she danced across the floor toward a slack-jawed Nixie.

			“Hi! I’m Mavis.”

			Nixie only nodded, her head like a puppet’s on a string.

			“Dallas says you like my music.”

			At the next nod, Mavis grinned. “I thought maybe you’d like this.” Apparently there was a pocket somewhere in the dizzying swirls as Mavis drew out a disc. “It’s my new vid, for ‘Inside Out Over You.’ It’s not hitting until next month.”

			“I can have it?”

			“Sure. You want to watch it? Okay if we go plug it in, Dallas?”

			“Go ahead.”

			“This is the ult,” Nixie exclaimed. “The serious ult. Linnie and I . . .” She trailed off, stared hard at the disc. “Linnie’s my best friend, and we watch your vids all the time. But she’s . . .”

			“I know.” Mavis’s voice softened. “I’m really sorry. Dallas is my best friend. I’d feel so bad if anything happened to her. It would hurt for a long time. I guess I’d have to think about the fun we had together whenever I could, so it didn’t hurt so much.”

			She nodded. “You’re having a baby. Can I touch it?”

			“You bet. Sometimes it bumps around in there, and it feels really frosty.” Mavis laid her hand over Nixie’s. “Gotta cook a while longer. In the new vid I’ve got this totally mag belly painting going on. Why don’t you go plug the disc in. I’ll come watch it with you.”

			“Okay, thanks.” Nixie looked up at Eve. “You said you’d bring her, and you did. Thanks.”

			When Nixie raced off to the parlor, Eve stepped up, laid a hand on Mavis’s shoulder. “I appreciate this.”

			“Poor kid. Man, makes you misty.” She laid a hand on her belly, blinked her emerald lashes. “Look, if I can give her a couple hours of fun, that’s what it’s all about. Hey! Bump!” She grabbed Eve’s hand, slapped it to the side of her belly.

			“Jesus, don’t! Whoa!” She jerked when something kicked against her palm.

			“Is that uptown or what?”

			“Or what.”

			But curiosity had her eyeing the ball of Mavis’s belly as the little kicks continued. It was kind of . . . she wasn’t sure. A happy little beat, and not nearly as creepy as she’d expected. “What the hell’s it doing in there, dancing?”

			“It’s swimming and stretching and rolling. I’m so knocked up now its nostrils are opening, and he’s got these little air sacs—”

			Eve whipped her hand clear, tucked it safely behind her back as Mavis laughed. And her own hands gently caressed her belly as she looked toward the stairs. “Hi, Dr. Mira.”

			“Mavis. I’d say you’re glowing, but I’ve never known you otherwise. I will say you look wonderfully healthy.”

			“Feeling TIT these days. Totally In Tune.”

			“I didn’t know you were already here,” Eve said.

			“A few minutes before you. I’ve been upstairs speaking to Roarke. He’ll be right down. Ms. Barrister, Mr. DeBlass, and their son have just been cleared through the gate.”

			“I’ll go keep Nixie entertained.” Mavis gave Eve a bolstering pat on the arm and swirled her way into the parlor. “Hit it, Nix!” she called out, and there was a blast of what could be called, in some cultures, music.

			“I guess that’s showtime,” Eve declared, and walked to the front door.
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			IT WAS AN ODD GROUP UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES, Eve supposed. Odder yet when she was trying to pay attention to the chitchat, watch the kid for reactions, structure a major operation, coordinate her team, and play hostess.

			Richard and Elizabeth had weathered the storm of murder, scandal, and horror, and looked the stronger for it. She watched them both engage Nixie in conversation, together and separately. The kid was polite, and distracted enough, Eve thought, by both Mavis and a child near her own age, to enjoy herself.

			It was a strange group. But from the sound of conversation, Eve seemed to be the only one who thought so.

			She slipped away long enough to check on Peabody’s progress with the real estate angle, and thought it showed strength of character to leave the comfort of cop work to head back down to social hour.

			Elizabeth Barrister waylaid her in the foyer. “She’s a beautiful child.”

			“She’s got spine.”

			“She must, and she’ll need it as time goes on. Grief comes in waves. Just when you think you’ve weathered one, another swamps you again.”

			Elizabeth Barrister, Eve thought, knew plenty about grief. “It’s a lot to take on, from your position.”

			Elizabeth shook her head as she glanced toward the parlor. “We made mistakes, Richard and I. So many. Too many. And we’ve accepted that our daughter paid for them.”

			“Senator DeBlass was responsible.”

			“From your position,” Elizabeth agreed. “But she was our child, and we made mistakes. We’ve been given another chance with Kevin. He’s lit up our lives.”

			There was no question of that, Eve noted, when just saying his name lit Elizabeth’s face.

			“We’d give Nixie a home, if she wants it. Give her a chance to heal. We’d be good for her, I think. Kevin certainly would. They’re already making friends. She’s been telling him about the game room, which is, apparently, the ult. I wonder if I could take them in for a while.”

			“Sure. I’ll show you where it is.”

			Eve remembered Kevin as a scrawny kid of about six with ragged clothes and a bony cat in tow. He’d filled out, cleaned up, grown a couple of inches, and showed a gap-toothed grin as he clutched a pudgy Galahad in his arms.

			“He’s fat,” Kevin said cheerfully. “But he’s soft.”

			“Yeah, well . . .” Galahad aimed his dual-colored eyes at Eve in a way that promised payback for the indignity. “You don’t have to carry him.”

			“I like to. I have a cat named Dopey, and now I have a puppy, too, named Butch. I go to school and I eat like a horse.”

			Behind them, Elizabeth laughed. “He certainly does.”

			“If I had a horse.” The way Kevin slid his eyes slyly in his mother’s direction told Eve he knew where the butter was best slathered. “I would ride him like a cowboy.”

			“One step at a time, little man. Let’s see how you handle Butch. Do you like horses, Nixie?”

			“I got to pet one that pulls a carriage around the park. It was nice.”

			At his first sight of the nirvana of Roarke’s game room, Kevin let out a shout, dumped Galahad on the floor, and raced to the closest arcade game.

			“I’ll take it from here,” Elizabeth told Eve. “I’ve become an expert in this arena.”

			With considerable relief, Eve left her to it. And took the opportunity to head back upstairs.

			This time, Webster was leaning over Peabody’s shoulder.

			“Stop crowding my partner,” Eve snapped.

			Webster straightened, but held his ground. “I have to head downtown shortly, give my report.”

			“Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out. What’ve you got?” she asked Peabody.

			“Looks like you hit on something with the properties. I’ve got what you call a townstone on the Moss’s block. Purchased three months after the custody resolution in the name of the Triangle Group. No financing, so they plunked down the whole—considerable—shot. No income until six weeks after Moss’s death. Got rentals coming in after that. Tenants are clean and unconnected as far as I can tell. Triangle Group also owns, since March 2054, a two-family building two blocks south of the hospital where Brenegan was murdered. Tenants in and out, every six months like clockwork. I think we might find some of the names from Cassandra or Doomsday in here.”

			“Kirkendall, Clinton, Isenberry. Triangle Group. Cute. We tie them to it.”

			“It’s a tangle, Dallas.”

			She paced away, paced back. Webster was a solid cop, she knew. But he was still IAB. Overtime was racking up, and nothing made the review board, the brass, the nut crunchers bitch like unauthorized OT.

			But there were ways around it.

			“You’re past shift,” she said to Peabody. “You and the rest of the team. Clock out.”

			“But we’ve got—”

			“You’re off the clock.” She smiled thinly at Webster as she spoke. “What you do with your own time, in your own home, isn’t my business. Or the department’s. You want to do something useful,” Eve told Webster. “Go file your report. Get them off my back for the next forty-eight.”

			“I can do that. Give the detective her orders. I’ve gone suddenly and strangely deaf.”

			“Shoot this to your desk unit and get down to Central.”

			“Do you want to move on these buildings?”

			“Tomorrow. Try for at least six hours’ downtime. We’re going to put this in place tomorrow. We move this team back to Central, avoid inquiries from IAB about what the hell we’re doing here. Get a conference room booked for seven hundred tomorrow. Tell the rest of the team to do the same or work from home.”

			She could see it, and in her head was already outlining strategy.

			“Start looking for other properties under that name or similar ones. Under any of the tenants’ names who lived in the building near the hospital. I want their base. We get their base, we change this op around, and that’s where we move on them.”

			“Will you work from here?”

			“I’ll be pursuing the same data. I want your unit talking to mine. Something breaks, I’ll come downtown. Got all that?”

			“Got it.”

			“Then get all these cops out of my house.”

			“Dallas.” Webster stopped her as she turned to the door. “Nobody’s business what I do on my own time, either. If I happened to get copies of this data Detective Peabody’s finessed, I could entertain myself by seeing if I could beat her, or you, to the rest.”

			“Peabody, have you got any problem having a race with an IAB suit?”

			“I thrive on competition.”

			“There you go. Beat his ass.”

			Better yet, she thought as she walked out. She’d get Roarke to work unraveling. And she’d work with him, and they’d ring the goddamn bell. There had to be enough civilians in the damn house to ride the controls on a couple of kids while she worked.

			She swung by the computer lab, and the lounge where Baxter and Trueheart were set up to relay the data. “Check out the owners before the buy,” she ordered. “See if there’s a connect—military, paramilitary—siblings, spouses, offspring in same. Get current status. Let’s see if we can squeeze out a weasel. But do it from home. You’re officially off the clock.”

			She veered off to start downstairs, and Summerset intercepted.

			“Lieutenant, your guests require some of your attention.”

			“Cram the etiquette lesson. Tell Roarke I’m working in his office and I require some of his attention. Now.”

			Pleased to save time, and to have been able to tell Summerset to cram anything, she backtracked and sat at Roarke’s desk.

			“Engage computer.”

			
				
					One moment, please, to verify authorization by voice scan. Verified, Darling Eve. Engaged.

				

			

			“Christ, what if somebody hears that? Don’t you know there are cops in the damn woodwork around here? Search all data, Triangle Group.”

			
				
					Searching . . . Triangle Group, licensed real estate brokerage company, subsidiary of Five-By Corporation.

				

			

			“Location or locations of Triangle Group’s offices or company headquarters.”

			
				
					Working . . . Triangle Group is listed as an electronic company with base office 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, East Washington.

				

			

			“Display map, East Washington. Highlight given address.”

			
				
					Map displayed. Highlighted location is The White House.

				

			

			“Yeah, even I knew that. Little power trip. Search data on Five-By Corporation.”

			She leaned back as the computer fed her data, then glanced over as Roarke came in.

			“You needed something?”

			“Kirkendall acquired real estate near two of the targets. Prime stuff, good investment. Looks like he kept them. Using a couple of blinds, or a couple we’ve got so far. Triangle Group out of Five-By Corporation.”

			“Triangle.” He moved toward her, brushed her out of his chair. “Logical. Five-By? Is that an indication there are two more prime players in this?”

			“Five-by-five.”

			“Is twenty-five?”

			“No, not math. Military term.”

			“You’ve got one on me.”

			“It’s like loud and clear. Like I hear you fine. Everything’s solid. Like that.”

			“Ah.” He looked over what she’d already done. “The White House. Don’t we think a lot of ourselves? And the parent organization is ostensibly housed in the Pentagon and the UN, and I believe this is Buckingham Palace. However grand their delusions, they don’t make much of a blip in the business world. I’ve never heard of either company. Let’s just see what we see.”

			“Can I leave you on this a minute? I need to update the commander. It might keep them off my ass a while longer.”

			“Go on, but pop downstairs and see if all’s well, will you? I left Mavis as acting host, and Christ knows what she might think up.”

			She made the call, and put off her social obligations long enough to pop in on Feeney as he was wrapping up.

			Once she made it down, she found all the adults, including Elizabeth, in the parlor.

			“They’re fine,” Elizabeth told her. “Having such a good time I thought I’d let them hang together, as Kevin says, for a little while.”

			“Good. Okay. Fine.”

			“Don’t worry about us,” Mira told her. “It’s obvious you’ve had something come up. We can easily entertain ourselves for a while.”

			“Even better.”

			In the game room Nixie and Kevin took a break from the machines. She liked having another kid around, even if he was a boy. And his mother and father seemed nice. His mother had even played Intergalactic War with them. And nearly won, too.

			But she was glad she’d gone away for a while. There were things you couldn’t say with adults around.

			“How come you don’t talk like your mom and dad?” Nixie wanted to know.

			“I talk like everybody.”

			“No, they have a sort of accent. It’s different. How come you don’t?”

			“Maybe because they haven’t been my mom and dad the whole time. But they are now.”

			“They, like, adopted you?”

			“We had a party when they did. Almost like a birthday. There was chocolate cake.”

			“That’s nice.” She thought it was, but there was a jittery feeling in her stomach. “Did somebody kill your real mom and dad?”

			“My other mom,” he corrected. “Because I have a real mom. You get to be real when you’re adopted.”

			“I mean your other. Did somebody kill her?”

			“Nuh-uh.” He began to pet Galahad, who’d deigned to stay and have his belly rubbed. “Sometimes she’d go away, and I’d get hungry. Sometimes she’d be nice, and sometimes she’d hit me. ‘Smack the crap out of you, little bastard.’ ” He grinned when he said it, but it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “That’s how her face looked when she hit. But my mom now, she never hits, and she never has that face. My dad either. Sometimes they get this one.”

			He drew his eyebrows together and tried to look stern. “But mostly they don’t. And they don’t go away, and I don’t get hungry, not like before.”

			“How did they find you?”

			“They came and got me from the place where you have to go if you don’t have a mom or something. You get to eat there, and they’ve got games, but I didn’t want to stay there—and I didn’t for very long. Then they came and we got to go live in Virginia. We have a big house. Not as big as this,” he said, stringently honest. “But it’s big and I have my own room, and Dopey came with us.”

			Nixie moistened her lips. “Are they going to take me to Virginia?” She knew where that was, sort of. She knew the capital was Richmond because she had to learn all the states and their capitals in school. But it wasn’t New York. It wasn’t here. It wasn’t home.

			“I don’t know.” Obviously intrigued, Kevin cocked his head and studied her. “Don’t you live here?”

			“No. I don’t live anywhere. People came in our house and killed my mom and dad.”

			“Killed them dead?” Kevin’s eyes popped wide. “How come?”

			“Because my dad was good and they were wrong people. That’s what Dallas said.”

			“That’s the doom.” He gave her a pat, as he had Galahad. “Were you scared?”

			“What do you think?” she snapped back, but the sympathy on Kevin’s face didn’t fade.

			“I think I’da been so scared I wouldn’t even be able to breathe.”

			The little flash of anger died. “I was. They killed them, and they didn’t kill me, and I have to stay here for protection. Dallas is going to find them and put them in a goddamn cage.”

			He slapped a hand over his mouth and slid his gaze to the door. “You’re not supposed to say goddamn,” he whispered. “Mom gets that look on her face if you forget and say it.”

			“She’s not my mom.”

			When tears glimmered, Kevin scooted over and put an arm around her. “It’s okay. She can be your mom, too, if you want.”

			“I want my own mom.”

			“She got dead.”

			Nixie dropped her head to her drawn-up knees. “They won’t let me go back to my house. They won’t let me go to school. And I don’t know where Virginia is, exactly.”

			“We have a big yard, and we have a puppy. Sometimes he pees on the floor. It’s pretty funny.”

			She sighed, rested her cheek on her knees. “I want to ask Dallas if I have to go to Virginia.” She swiped at her cheeks, rose, and used the house scanner. “Where is Dallas?”

			
				
					Dallas is in Roarke’s office.

				

			

			“You have to keep this.” Carefully, she unpinned the homer from her shirt, pinned it on Kevin’s. “It’s how Summerset knows where I am. I just want to talk to Dallas and nobody else, so you have to stay here and play games until I get back.”

			“Okay. When you come back, we can look Virginia up on a map, then you can see.”

			“Maybe.”

			She knew the house, or at least the parts of it Summerset had shown her. To avoid the parlor, she took the elevator up a floor, then dashed down the corridor, and used the steps.

			Part of her wanted to run away. But where would she go? She didn’t want to be alone. She knew kids were sometimes. Coyle had told her there were places like Sidewalk City where kids nobody wanted lived in boxes and had to beg for food.

			She didn’t want to live in a box, but it wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair that they were going to send her away. No one even asked.

			Creeping past a door, she paused to listen.

			She heard nothing inside, so eased around to look. It was Dallas’s office, and no one was there.

			She crept to the next door.

			“Gonna nail those sons of bitches. Look at the tenant list, two blocks from the Brenegan murder scene, and we’ve got a fucking revolving door.”

			There was a sound in Dallas’s voice, Nixie thought. Kind of mean, and kind of excited, too. Like she’d heard one of the bigger kids sound at free-time in school when he talked about punching another kid.

			“Two of those names are known aliases for Cassandra disciples. And one of them’s a face sculptor—a dead one. Bet your excellent ass he’s the one who did the work on Kirkendall and Clinton. The other’s off planet doing life. I’m going to have to go squeeze him, and I hate going off planet.”

			“We get lucky here, you won’t have to. Every property or company I find is one away from pinning their base. Just give us some room here, Lieutenant.”

			“Right, right.”

			Nixie heard footsteps, crouched.

			“And stop pacing about. It’s annoying. Why don’t you leave me to this for a half hour, go downstairs—or at the very least go hound someone.”

			“I sent my team home. You’re what’s left for me to hound.”

			“Just my lucky day.”

			There was a beeping, an oath that would have gotten Nixie grounded for a month if she’d so much as thought it.

			“Dallas.”

			Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. Compromised police seal, main front entrance, Swisher murder scene.

			“Goddamn kids.”

			Patrol dispatched. Acknowledge you have been informed of compromise.

			“Acknowledged. Have the patrol hold at scene. Have officers in light armor as precautionary measure. I want to check it out myself. ETA, ten minutes.”

			Acknowledged. Seal requires replacement. Dispatch out.

			“If there’s a patrol heading there, it seems unnecessary for you to go as well.”

			“I chased a bunch of kids away earlier. Should’ve kicked some butt, but I didn’t want to chance another chase. If they’re inside, I want to correct that error in judgment, personally. If they’re nearby, I’m going to take a few minutes of my time to round them up, and kick said butt.”

			“I’ll go with you, then.”

			“Jesus, Roarke, it’s a kid butt-kicking detail. I can handle it.” There was a long pause, a hiss of breath. “Okay, okay, no unnecessary risks. I’ll catch Baxter, take him along. I need you to stay on this and coordinate with Peabody once she gets to Central.”

			“Wear your vest.”

			“Oh Christ!” There was a sharp thud, as if something had been kicked. “Yes, mommy.”

			“And later when I take it off of you, you’ll be calling me something entirely different.”

			“Ha-ha. Ten minutes there, ten back, ten to kick teenage butt. Back in thirty.”

			In the hall, Nixie streaked away. With her heart drumming, she raced down the stairs, found an elevator, and ordered it to take her to the ground-floor library.

			There was an outside door there, and she knew which car Dallas drove.

			Eve caught Baxter on the stairs. “I need you to ride with me. Seal’s compromised at the Swisher house. I chased a bunch of teenagers away from it this afternoon. Looks like they came back. Trueheart, take the vehicle. I’ll stick your partner in a cab when we’re done slapping around a bunch of kids.” She tossed Baxter a vest. “Suit up. I take no chances.”

			He started to take off his jacket.

			“Upstairs. Jesus, you think I want to see what you refer to as your manly chest?” She took a small remote out of her pocket, tapped in a code.

			“What’s that?”

			She felt the heat rise up the back of her neck. “It’s a remote, brings my ride around on auto.”

			“Sweet. Let me—”

			She stuck it back in her pocket. “Just suit up, Baxter. I’d like to get this annoying little detail accomplished so I can get back to work.”

			She took enough time to signal Mavis out of the parlor. “Listen, I’ve got to go out for a few, and I might be pretty jammed up when I get back. Can you keep everybody happy?”

			“It’s what I do best. Hey, maybe I’ll get everybody down to the pool before we eat. That chilly with you?”

			“It’s great.” She tried to envision Mavis cavorting in the water with Elizabeth and Mira. “Ah . . . But wear a suit, okay?”

			Outside, Nixie dashed behind a tree when she heard the engine. She watched, breath quick and short as Dallas’s car streamed out of the garage and toward the front of the house. She watched it stop, heard locks click.

			It was wrong. She shouldn’t do it. But she wanted to go home. Even for a little while. Before they sent her away, before they made her have another mom and dad.

			She took one last glance toward the house, then ran for the car and crawled onto the floor of the backseat. She pulled the door shut only a moment before the door of the house opened. And she lay there, eyes squeezed shut.

			“Some smooth ride you scored this time, Dallas.”

			Baxter. He was nice, funny. He wouldn’t be too mad if they found her.

			“Don’t play with my controls. When we’re done with this, I need you to hook up with Peabody, keep pushing the property angle. We’re going to find them Upper West. Shit, they could be a fucking block away.”

			“There goes the neighborhood. We scattering for the night because of the IAB hound?”

			“Webster’s okay—but if I’ve got the team officially on the clock, and working out of my home, it’s a gray area. Politicians grumbling, and they don’t like gray unless they’re painting it. We got dead cops, we got injured cops, we’re poking into other cops’ cases—one of them closed with a guy doing cage time for it. And I’m not shutting it down fast enough to suit them. I’m not going to give them a reason to pull me off.”

			“Taking the kid into your place opened you up to it.”

			“I know it.”

			“It was the right thing, Dallas. The right thing for her. Kid didn’t just need protection. She needed . . . comfort.”

			“She needs me to close this thing, and I can’t if I get jammed up with bullshit. So we straddle the line, and Webster will keep the brass off our ass until we do. There’s the black-and-white. Let’s get this done.”

			Eve strode to the two uniforms. “Either of you go inside?”

			“No, sir. We were ordered to hold. Light was on up there, right front window, second floor.” One of them nodded toward the house. “Switched off when we pulled up. No one’s come out.”

			“You check the back?”

			“We were told to hold.”

			“Jesus, don’t either of you have possession of a brain today? Kids’ve probably scrambled. Baxter, go around the back. I’ll take the front. The two of you stand here and give the appearance of being cops.”

			She approached the front entrance, examined the seal and lock. Both had been hacked and mangled. It screamed kids, but she followed the suggestion of the tingle at the base of her spine and drew her weapon before she booted the door.

			She swept, center, right, left, back to center. Called for lights and listened.

			There was some debris scattered around. Home brew bottles, bags of soy chips. Snack food littered the floor, and had been crushed underfoot. It all said kids, disrespect, party.

			When she heard a soft creak overhead, she crossed to the stairs.

			Because she couldn’t hear anything, Nixie risked easing her head up, peeking out the window. She saw the two policemen and bit her lip when her eyes welled with tears. They wouldn’t let her go inside. If she tried to, they’d see her.

			Even as she thought it, there were two bright flashes, and the policemen flew backwards and fell down the steps to her mother’s office. So quickly it seemed like pretend, two figures in black ran across the sidewalk and into her house.

			The shadows.

			She wanted to scream, to scream so loud, but nothing came out of her throat as she squeezed her body down onto the floor again. The shadows would kill Dallas and Baxter, just like they’d killed everybody. While she hid. They would cut them up while she hid.

			Then she remembered what was in her pocket, and fumbled out the ’link Roarke had given her. She pushed the button, hard, and began to weep as she crawled out of the car. “You have to come, you have to help. They’re here! They’re going to kill Dallas. Hurry and come.”

			Then she ran home.

			At his desk Roarke felt the cool satisfaction of outwitting a foe. He was peeling away layers. He didn’t have the core yet, not yet, but it was only a matter of time. Dig deeply enough, and there were always footprints under the muck. He could follow them now. Triangle to Five-By, Five-By to Unified Action—another military term. And all the crisscrossing threads between. He came across the name Clarissa Branson, listed as president of Unified. Jolt from the past, he thought. One of Cassandra’s top-level operatives.

			Eve had caught her, he remembered, before the crazy bitch could kill them both and blow up the Statue of Liberty for good measure. Clarissa and William Henson, the man who’d trained her. Both dead now. But . . .

			He pulled up another program and ordered a search for New York properties under Clarissa Branson, William Henson, or any combination thereof.

			He checked the time, judged Eve would have arrived at the Swisher house. No point in interrupting her fun, he decided. Which she would gain, whatever she said, from busting down on a bunch of foolish kids.

			“Ah, well now, there you are you shagging bastards. Branson Williams, West Seventy-third. My cop’s right again. Best interrupt her after all.”

			“Roarke.” Summerset, normally the most restrained of men, rushed into the office without knocking. “Nixie’s missing.”

			“Be specific.”

			“She’s not in the house. She took off the homer, put it on the boy. She told him she wanted to talk with the lieutenant, and left him in the game room. I’ve checked the scanners. She’s not in the house.”

			“Well, she could hardly get off the property. Likely she’s just . . .” He thought of Eve leaving with Baxter. “Oh bloody hell.”

			As he swung to his desk ’link, the one in his pocket signalled. He yanked it out, heard the child’s voice.

			“Call for backup,” he snapped out and uncoded a drawer. “Contact Peabody and the rest, give them the situation.”

			“I’ll do it on the way. I’m going with you. That child was my responsibility.”

			Rather than argue, Roarke checked the weapon he’d taken out, tossed it to Summerset, and chose another. “You’ll have to keep up.”
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			AS SHE REACHED THE STEPS, EVE EASED HER communicator out of her pocket. She keyed in a code, ordering Baxter in as backup. When there was no response, she let the curses roll in her head. She tapped into Dispatch, keyed in for officer-needs-assistance. If it was kids playing hide-and-seek upstairs, she’d live down the humiliation.

			She backed down, made her way quietly toward the rear of the house. She’d call Baxter again, and she’d use the domestic’s steps.

			She’d reached the kitchen when the lights shut off.

			She crouched in the dark, and though her heart gave three solid bumps, her mind stayed cool. They’d sprung a trap before she did, but it didn’t mean she wouldn’t take the cheese and walk away.

			She keyed her communicator again, intending to order armed response, and found it dead in her hand.

			Jammed all electronics. Smart. Goddamn smart. Still, they had to find her before she found them. She thought briefly of Baxter, and blocked emotion. He was down, no question. The cops out front, too.

			Just me and you, then. Let’s see who brings it first.

			She stayed low, and with her eyes adjusting to the dark, slipped toward the domestic’s quarters. A movement from behind had her swinging around with her finger trembling on the trigger.

			She recognized Nixie by scent almost before she recognized the small shape of girl. Biting off curses, she slapped her hand over Nixie’s mouth and dragged her into Inga’s parlor.

			“Are you fucking crazy?” Eve whispered.

			“I saw them, I saw them. They came in the house. They went up the stairs.”

			No time for questions. “You listen to me. You hide in here, you hide good. You don’t make a sound, not a fucking sound. You don’t come out until I say so.”

			“I called Roarke. I called him on the ’link.”

			Oh Christ, what was he walking into? “Fine. Don’t come out until one of us says so. They don’t know you’re here. They won’t find you. I’ve got to go up.”

			“You can’t. They’ll kill you.”

			“They won’t. I’ve got to go up, because my friend’s hurt.” Or dead. “Because it’s my job. You do what I tell you, and you do it now.”

			She half-carried Nixie across the room, shoved her under the sofa. “Stay there. Stay quiet, or I’m going to beat the crap out of you.”

			Eve eased open the door to the stairs, breathing again when she found the housekeeper had kept the hinges well-oiled. Take it to the second floor, she thought. Away from the kid. Take it to them.

			Roarke would get backup, she could trust him for that. Just as she could trust he was already on his way—fighting back worry for her. And he might not fight it off well enough.

			She slipped up the steps like a shadow, and listened at the door.

			Not a sound, not a breath. Night-vision, certainly. They’d spread out now, looking for her. Cover the exits, sweep room by room. She’d lied to Nixie. They’d find her. They’d find her because they were looking for a cop, and they’d look everywhere.

			Unless she showed herself.

			They thought she was looking for kids, so they wouldn’t expect she’d have her weapon out—or even so, that she’d be primed.

			Time she gave them a surprise.

			She rolled her shoulders and, laying down a stream right and left, went through the door.

			There was answering fire from her left, but it was high and she was already down and rolling. She was blasting in the direction of the returning stream.

			She saw the shadow, heard the thud of it when the blast kicked it back against the wall.

			She leaped forward. One of the males—she couldn’t tell which. Good and stunned. She ripped off his night goggles, grabbed both his blaster and his combat knife. And was running for cover when footsteps pounded up the stairs.

			She fixed on the goggles, and it was light, that faint green tinge that made everything look surreal. She slipped the knife into her belt, gripped both blasters, and came out firing.

			She barely made the movement behind her, was able to pivot, but not quickly enough to avoid the knife. It sliced through the leather of her jacket, missed the vest, and ripped into her shoulder.

			Using momentum and pain, she swung, back-fisted, and heard the satisfying crunch of cartilage.

			She blasted toward the main steps again—keep him off me!—as her assailant leaped at her again.

			The kick landed in Eve’s sternum, stole her breath, and had the blasters squirting out of her fingers like soap.

			She could see Isenberry, blood streaming out of her nose, grinning. Her blaster was holstered, her knife in combat grip.

			Likes to party, she thought. Likes to play.

			“Unfriendlies approaching!” Isenberry’s cohort shouted from downstairs. “Abort!”

			“Like hell. I’ve got her.” The grin widened. “I’ve been looking forward to this. Get up, bitch.”

			Drawing the knife out of her belt, Eve pushed through the pain and rose. “Lieutenant Bitch. I broke your fucking nose, Jilly.”

			“Going to pay for that now.”

			She came in with a swipe, spun, and missed Eve’s face with a vicious back-kick by a breath. The knife slashed down toward Eve’s chest, ripped cloth, and skidded over shield.

			“Body armor?” Isenberry spun back, planted her feet. “Knew you were a pussy.”

			Eve feinted, jabbed, then rammed her fist into Isenberry’s grin. “Sticks and stones.”

			In fury, Isenberry reached for her blaster. Eve rose on her toes to leap. And the lights flashed on, blinding them both.

			Roarke came in the front like lightning, rolled to his left an instant before the blast hit—two instants before Summerset engaged the lights.

			He saw the man ripping off goggles, pivoting behind a doorway.

			He could hear the sound of combat up the stairs. She was alive, and she was fighting. The cold fear that had squeezed his heart loosened. He sent out another blast, rolled in the opposite direction.

			“See to Eve!” he ordered Summerset and bolted through a doorway to intercept his quarry.

			The lights were bright now, and he listened for any sound. There might have been sirens, far off yet. It was best to wish for them, he knew. But there was that cold, hard center of him that wanted the fight, and the blood.

			Leading with his weapon, he started to ease around a corner when the scream, the sound of tumbling bodies, broke his concentration for an instant.

			In that instant the blast seared across the top of his shoulder, singeing skin, tearing pain. He smelled blood, burned flesh, and—gripping the weapon in his left hand now—shot out streams, somersaulting under them.

			Glass imploded. Shards flew. He saw a blast knock his opponent back, and was on him like a dog.

			Eve lay at the base of the steps in Inga’s parlor, body vibrating with pain, hands slick with blood. The knife was still in her hand, gripped as if her fingers had welded around it. Isenberry was beneath her, their faces so close Eve could see the life drain out of her eyes.

			She heard the child under the sofa whimpering, but it was like a dream. Blood, death, the knife hot in her hand.

			She heard footsteps rushing down the stairs and forced herself to roll off Isenberry.

			Pain screamed through her arm, her shoulder, so her vision wavered. She saw a room washed with red light, heard herself pleading for mercy.

			“Lieutenant.” Summerset crouched until she saw his face. “Let me see where you’re injured.”

			“Don’t touch me.” She lifted the knife, showed him the blade. “Don’t touch me.”

			She saw the child huddled under the sofa, face white. White so that some of the blood that had spilled on the fall dotted it like red freckles.

			She saw the eyes, glassy with shock. Somehow they were her own eyes.

			She pushed herself up, stumbled into the kitchen.

			He was alive. Blood on him, too. Well, there was always blood. But Roarke was alive, standing up now, turning toward her.

			She shook her head, dropped to her knees as her head spun and her legs trembled. And crawled the last few feet to where Kirkendall was sprawled.

			Blood on him, too. But he wasn’t dead. Not yet. Not yet. She turned the knife in her hand, gripping it blade down.

			Was her arm broken? Had she heard it snap? The pain was there, but it was like a memory. If she put the knife in him, if she drove it through him, again and again, knowing what she did, feeling what she did, would the pain go away?

			She watched the blood drip from her fingers and knew she could do it. She could, and maybe it would end.

			Killer of children, raper of the weak. Why was a cage good enough?

			She laid the point over his heart and her hand shook. It shook until her arm shook, until her heart shook. Then she drew it back.

			Pushing up to her knees, she managed to shove the knife into her belt. “I’ve got men down. We need the MTs.”

			“Eve.”

			“Not now.” There was a sob—or it might’ve been a scream—trying to claw out of her throat. “Baxter went around back. He’s down. I don’t know if he’s still alive.”

			“Cops out front were stunned. I don’t know how bad, but they were alive.”

			“I need to check on Baxter.”

			“In a minute. You’re bleeding.”

			“He—” No, no not he. “She caught me a little. The fall was worse. I think I dislocated the shoulder.”

			“Let’s have a look.” He was gentle, helping her to her feet, and still she went pale.

			“Get a good hold,” she told him.

			“Baby, you’d do better with a blocker first.”

			She shook her head. “Get a good hold.” She got a strong grip on him as well, hissing out three readying breaths as she stared into his eyes.

			Wild blue eyes, concentrate.

			And with a jerk, one that brought her stomach to the base of her throat, turned her vision bright white, he snapped the shoulder back in place.

			“Shit. Shit. Shit.” She caught her breath, nearly nodded, and was grateful he was holding her upright. “Okay. That’s okay. It’s better.”

			And she’d needed the jolt, she thought, not just to dull the pain in the shoulder, but to bring her back, fully, to where she was.

			“The kid,” she began.

			“Summerset.”

			He came out with Nixie clinging to his neck. “She hasn’t been hurt.” There was the faintest of tremors in his voice. “Only frightened. She needs to be taken out of here.”

			“I want to see him.” Nixie’s voice was thick when she lifted her face from Summerset’s neck. Her cheeks were wet, her eyes still streaming. But they met Eve’s. “I want to see who killed my family. Dallas said I could.”

			“Bring her over here.”

			“I don’t think—”

			“I’m not asking you to think.” Eve crossed over herself, and when she wiggled down, took one of Nixie’s hands in her bloody one. “The woman’s dead,” she said flatly. “Neck snapped when we took that header down the steps.”

			Not my arm, Eve thought, though it ached like a rotten tooth.

			“There’s another upstairs.”

			“He’s unconscious, unarmed, and restrained,” Summerset said.

			“This one’s hurt bad,” Eve went on. “But he’ll live. He’ll live a long time—the longer the better—because he’ll never be free again. He’ll eat and piss and sleep where and when he’s told. Where he’s going . . . you getting this, Kirkendall?” she demanded. “Where he’s going, it’s like death. Only you live through it, day after day after day.”

			Nixie looked down, and her fingers tightened on Eve’s. “She’s going to put you in a goddamn cage,” she said, clearly now. “Then, when you die, you’re going to hell.”

			“That’s quite right.” Summerset went to Nixie again, picked her up. “Now let’s go outside and let the lieutenant do her job.”

			Peabody rushed in, a few strides ahead of an army of cops. “Jesus loving Christ.”

			“Baxter’s down. Out in the back most likely. See if he’s alive.” She turned to a uniform as Peabody raced out. “One suspect down on the second floor, unconscious and restrained. A second in that room over there, dead. This one makes three. I want MTs, CSU, the ME, sweepers, and Captain Feeney from EDD.”

			“Sir, you don’t look so good yourself.”

			“Get that going, I’ll worry about how I look.” She started to go out to check on Baxter herself, and saw him being helped toward the house by Peabody.

			Her knees trembled in relief. “Should’ve known the sick bastard wouldn’t be dead. Where the hell was my backup, Baxter?”

			“Got me dead in the shield. Must’ve.” He pressed a hand to the back of his head, showed the smear of blood. “Gave me a whale of a kick. Cracked my head on the frigging patio. Got the mother of all headaches.”

			“Concussion,” Peabody said. “Needs a health center.”

			“See he’s transported.”

			“What the hell happened here? Anybody dead?”

			“One of them,” Eve told him.

			“Okay then. Tell me later. Peabody, my beauty, get me drugs.”

			Roarke touched her lightly on the back. “Let’s have a look at that arm then, and the rest of you.”

			“Got a couple of jabs in past my guard. I got a couple of sticks into her. Tit for fricking tat.”

			“Your nose is bleeding.”

			Eve swiped at it. “I broke hers. See who’s the pussy now. Kicked her ass right through the door, but she was just quick enough to take me on a ride down that flight of stairs with her. Fall—I think it was the fall—snapped her neck. She was dead when we landed.”

			She wrapped a hand around her bloody shoulder, turned toward him. And really saw him for the first time. “You’re hit. How bad?”

			“He got a couple of streams past my guard,” he said, and smiled. “Hurts like a bitch, too.”

			She touched his cheek with her bloody fingers. “Got a black eye coming on.”

			“He got worse. Why don’t we—oh, well now, that’s extreme,” he said when she ripped away the tattered sleeve of his shirt.

			“It was trashed anyway.” She poked and prodded at his wound and made him curse in two languages. “Shoulder’s nasty.”

			“As is yours.” He lifted his brows as two MTs came through. “Ladies first.”

			“Civilians first. And I ain’t no lady.”

			He laughed, and kissed her solidly on the mouth. “You’re mine. But we’ll suffer through the first-aid together.”

			It seemed fair enough, and she could bitch at the MTs, threaten them with violence if they so much as thought of tranqing her. She could coordinate the various teams, get her report on record, and watch three killers—two live, one dead—hauled away.

			She’d take her shot at the live ones in the morning.

			“I’ll go in, take care of the paperwork,” Peabody told her. “There are too many cops volunteering to handle it. One of them’s bound to try to get in some kicks for Knight and Preston.”

			“We’ll take them in separate interviews tomorrow.”

			“You might want to send a team over to secure this address tonight. One on West Seventy-third.” Roarke handed her a memo. “I believe you’ll find their headquarters.”

			She took the memo, and standing in her bloody shirtsleeves now, grinned. “I knew it. Peabody, find uniforms you can trust and have them sit over Kirkendall and Clinton. Call in the team and screw the OT. We’re moving on this tonight.”

			“Hot damn!”

			“E-men first,” she added. “And I want, let me think, I want Jules and Brinkman from Bombs and Explosives. We don’t know how they may have that place wired, or what booby traps they might’ve set inside. I want body armor on everyone, full riot gear. These three may not be it. I’ll contact the commander and clear it.”

			She turned to Roarke. “You’re in if you want it.”

			“I can’t think of a more entertaining way to spend the evening.”

			“Give me five.” She walked away, yanking out her communicator. “That’s my weapon, you putz,” she snapped at one of the Crime Scene techs as he bagged it. “Give it back.”

			“Sorry, sir, it has to go in.”

			“Goddamn it, do you know how long it takes to get—Commander, we have two suspects in custody and one suspect DOS.”

			“I’m on my way to the scene now. I’m told four officers, including yourself, are injured.”

			“MTs treated on-scene, three are being transported to the hospital. The suspects are secured. We have what we believe is the location for their base of operations. I’ve called in my team, as well as two members of B and E. As it’s more efficiently located to both this scene and the suspected base, I’ll be coordinating the maneuver from my home office. With permission, sir.”

			“I’ll meet you there. How extensive are your injuries, Lieutenant?”

			“I’ll do, sir.”

			“Yes, you will.”

			“Okay then,” she muttered when he clicked off. “I want the evidence from this scene so clean I could eat off it,” she told anyone from CSU within hearing. “I want this scene secured so tight a fucking flea couldn’t squeeze under a doorway. Any screwups, I’ll be eating asses for breakfast.”

			She nodded to Roarke, who fell into step beside her. “I love when you snarl. Stirs me up.”

			“You’ll be plenty stirred before the night’s over.” She stepped out, amused when he draped her ruined jacket over her shoulders.

			And the smile fell away when she saw Summerset sitting in one of Roarke’s vehicles with Nixie in his arms. The window rolled down as she approached.

			“I had to promise we wouldn’t leave until she’d spoken to you.”

			“I don’t have time to—” She broke off when Nixie lifted her head. “What?”

			“Can I talk to you, just you, for a minute? Please.”

			“Sixty seconds and counting. Come on then.”

			When Nixie climbed out, Eve started to walk down the sidewalk. Gave a snarl Roarke would’ve enjoyed as she stared down the gawkers already pressed against the barricades. She detoured to her vehicle, gestured Nixie in.

			“You hid in the backseat?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I ought to pound every square inch of you. I won’t because my arm still hurts, and because—maybe—by being a stupid ass you helped. I could’ve taken the three of them.” She pressed a hand to the throb of her shoulder. “But it was handy having Roarke pull down the third.”

			“I wanted to go home.”

			Eve laid her head back on the seat. Taking down three armed and dangerous was easier than picking through the minefield of a child’s emotions.

			“You did. What did you find there? It sucks wide, the widest, but that’s not home anymore.”

			“I wanted to see it again.”

			“I get that. It’s just a house, building materials. It’s what you had there before the bad stuff happened that counts. That’s how I see it.”

			“You’re going to send me away.”

			“I’m going to give you a chance, the best I’ve got to offer.” She lifted her head, shifted in the seat. “You got kicked hard. You can get up, or you can stay down. I’m saying you’re going to get up. Elizabeth and Richard are good people. They know about getting kicked hard. They want to give you a place, give you a family. It’s never going to be what it was, but it can be something else. You can make it something else and never forget what it was like in that house there, before the bad stuff happened.”

			“I’m afraid.”

			“Then you’re not as stupid an ass as I thought. Another thing you’re not is a coward. You’ve got to give this a chance, see how it goes.”

			“Is Virginia really far away?”

			“Not all that much.”

			“Can I see you and Roarke and Summerset sometimes?”

			“Yeah, I guess. If you actually want to see Summerset’s ugly face again.”

			“If you promise, I know you mean it. You said you’d find them, and you did. You keep promises.”

			“I promise, then. I have to go, finish this.”

			Nixie knelt on the seat, leaned over, and kissed Eve’s cheek. Then she laid her head on Eve’s good shoulder, sighed once. “I’m sorry you got hurt helping me.”

			“No big.” She found her hand lifting to stroke over the soft, pale hair. “Just part of the job.”

			She sat where she was when Nixie got out. Sat and watched the little girl walk to Roarke, and him bend down as they spoke. The way he gave the child a hug when she kissed him.

			Summerset put her in the car, secured her himself, brushed those bony fingers gently over her cheek. As they drove away, Roarke got in beside Eve.

			“All right?”

			She shook her head. “Need another minute.”

			“Take all you need.”

			“She’ll be okay. She’s got guts, and heart. Scared ten years off me when she came running in, but she’s got guts.”

			“She loves you.”

			“Oh, Jesus.”

			“You found her, you protected her, you saved her. She’ll love you more for it as her life heals. You were right to let her see his face.”

			“I hope, because I wasn’t thinking clear yet. The fall down the stairs—” She broke off, hissed. “Not just the fall. The blood, the knife, the pain. I heard her neck snap, and it was like an echo in my head. When I came out and saw you, there was this dull relief. Distant, in another part of me.”

			She drew a long breath. “You’d have let me do it. You’d have stood back and let me put that knife in him.”

			“Yes. I’d have stood back and let you do what you needed to do.”

			“Even cold-blooded murder.”

			“Nothing cold-blooded about it. Eve.” He touched her face, turned it to his. His eyes weren’t wild and blue now, she thought, but calm and deep and sure. “You couldn’t have done it.”

			“I nearly did, I could feel the way it punched through his body.”

			“Nearly did. And if something had snapped that clean inside of you, we’d have dealt with it. But what’s inside of you, what you are down to the bone, wouldn’t have allowed it. You needed to kneel there with that knife in your hand, and to know that.”

			“Guess I did.”

			“Tomorrow, you’ll face him, both of them, in Interview. What you do will be worse to him than a knife in the heart. You beat him, you stopped him, you caged him.”

			“Cage him, and another crawls out from under the next rock.” She pressed her shoulder, gave her arm a testing turn. “So I guess I’d better get back in shape, so I can go after the next one.”

			“I love you, madly.”

			“Yeah, you do.” She smiled and, praying nobody was watching, touched her lips to his burned shoulder. “Let’s go clean up, and get back to work.”

			She flicked a glance in the rearview as they drove away. Just a house, she thought. They’d clean up the blood, sweep out the death. Another family would move in.

			She hoped they had a nice life.
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