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		Blood is thicker than water.

—JOHN RAY

		There will be time to murder and create.

—T.S. ELIOT

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			DEATH SMILED AT HER, AND KISSED HER GENTLY ON THE cheek. He had nice eyes. She knew they were blue, but not like the blue in her box of crayons. She was allowed to draw with them for one hour every day. She liked coloring best of all.

			She could speak three languages, but she was having trouble with the Cantonese. She could draw the figures, and loved to make the lines and shapes. But it was hard for her to see them as words.

			She couldn’t read very well in any of the languages, and knew the man she and her sisters called Father was concerned.

			She forgot things she was supposed to remember, but he never punished her—not like others did when he wasn’t there. She thought of them as The Others, who helped the father teach her and care for her. But when he wasn’t there, and she made a mistake, they did something that hurt her, and made her body jump.

			She wasn’t allowed to tell the father.

			The father was always nice, just like he was now, when he sat beside her, holding her hand.

			It was time for another test. She and her sisters took a lot of tests, and sometimes the man she called Father got wrinkles in his forehead, or a sad look in his eyes when she couldn’t do all the steps. In some of the tests he had to stick her with a needle, or hook machines to her head. She didn’t like those tests very much, but she pretended she was drawing with her crayons until they were over.

			She was happy, but sometimes she wished they could go outside instead of pretending to go outside. The hologram programs were fun, and she liked the picnic with the puppy best of all. But whenever she asked if she could have a real puppy, the man she called Father just smiled and said, “Some day.”

			She had to study a lot. It was important to learn all that could be learned, and to know how to speak and dress and play music, and discuss everything she’d learned or read or seen on-screen during her lessons.

			She knew her sisters were smarter, faster, but they never teased her. They were allowed to play together for an hour in the morning and an hour before bed, every day.

			That was even better than the picnic with the puppy.

			She didn’t understand loneliness, or might have known she was lonely.

			When Death took her hand, she lay quietly and prepared to do her best.

			“This will make you feel sleepy,” he told her in his kind voice.

			He’d brought the boy today. She liked when he brought the boy, though it made her feel shy. He was older, and had eyes the same color blue as the man she called Father. He never played with her or her sisters, but she always hoped he would.

			“Are you comfortable, sweetheart?”

			“Yes, Father.” She smiled shyly at the boy who stood beside her bed. Sometimes she pretended the little room where she slept was a chamber, like the ones in the castles she sometimes read about or saw on-screen. And she was the princess of the castle, under a spell. The boy would be the prince who came to save her.

			But from what, she wasn’t sure.

			She hardly felt the needle stick. He was so gentle.

			There was a screen in the ceiling over her bed, and today the man she called Father had programmed it with famous paintings. Hoping to please him, she began to name them as they slid on, then off.

			“Garden at Giverny 1902, Claude Monet. Fleurs et Mains, Pablo Picasso. Figure at a Window, Salvador Da . . . Salvador . . .”

			“Dalí,” he prompted.

			“Dalí. Olive Trees, Victor van Gogh.”

			“Vincent.”

			“I’m sorry.” Her voice began to slur. “Vincent van Gogh. My eyes are tired, Father. My head feels heavy.”

			“That’s all right, sweetheart. You can close your eyes, you can rest.”

			He took her hand while she drifted off. He held it tenderly in his while she died.

			She left the world five years, three months, twelve days, and six hours after she’d come into it.

		

	
		
			1

			WHEN ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS FACES ON OR off planet was beaten to a bloody, splintered pulp, it was news. Even in New York City. When the owner of that famous face punctured several vital organs of the batterer with a fillet knife, it was not only news, it was work.

			Getting an interview with the woman who owned the face that had launched a thousand consumer products was a goddamn battle.

			Cooling her heels in the plush-to-the-point-of-squishy waiting area of the Wilfred B. Icove Center for Reconstructive and Cosmetic Surgery, Lieutenant Eve Dallas was fully prepared to go to war.

			She’d had just about enough.

			“If they think they can turn me out a third time, they’re ignorant of the greatness of my wrath.”

			“She was unconscious the first time.” Content to lounge in one of the luxurious, overstuffed chairs and sip some complimentary tea, Detective Delia Peabody crossed her legs. “And heading into surgery.”

			“She wasn’t unconscious the second time.”

			“Recovery and Observation. It’s been less than forty-eight, Dallas.” Peabody sipped more tea and fantasized what she would have done if she were here for face or body sculpting.

			Maybe she’d just start with hair extensions. No pain, some gain, she decided, combing her fingers through her dark, bowl-cut ’do.

			“And self-defense looks pretty clear.”

			“She put eight holes in him.”

			“Okay, maybe a little excessive, but we both know her lawyer’s going to claim self-defense, fear of bodily harm, diminished capacity—all of which any jury’s going to buy.” Maybe blonde hair extensions, Peabody thought. “Lee-Lee Ten is an icon. Perfection of female beauty, and the guy played a mighty tune on her face.”

			Broken nose, shattered cheekbone, broken jaw, detached retina. Eve ran through the list in her head. She wasn’t looking to hang a homicide on the woman, for God’s sake. She’d interviewed the medical tech who’d treated Ten on-scene, and she’d investigated and documented the scene itself.

			But if she didn’t close this case down today, she was going to be dealing with the drooling hounds of the media yet again.

			If it came to that, she’d be tempted to play a tune on Ten’s face herself.

			“She talks to us today, and we shut this down. Or I’m slapping her bevy of attorneys and reps with obstruction of justice.”

			“When’s Roarke due home?”

			With a frown, Eve stopped pacing long enough to look at her partner. “Why?”

			“Because you’re getting a little edgy . . . edgier than usual. I think you have Roarke-withdrawal.” Peabody let out a wistful sigh. “Who could blame you?”

			“I’m not having anything-withdrawal.” She muttered it, and began pacing again. She had long legs on a long body, and felt a little confined in the overly decorated space. Her hair was shorter than her partner’s, a deer-hide brown worn carelessly choppy around a lean face with large brown eyes.

			Unlike many of the patients and clients of the Wilfred B. Icove Center, physical beauty wasn’t one of her priorities.

			Death was.

			Maybe she missed her husband, she admitted. It wasn’t a crime. In fact, it was probably one of those marriage rules she was still trying to learn after more than a year in the game.

			It was rare for Roarke to take a business trip that lasted more than a day or two now, and this one had stretched to a week.

			She’d pushed for it, hadn’t she? she reminded herself. She was very aware he’d set a lot of his work aside in the past months to help with hers, or just to be there when she needed him.

			And when a man owned or had interest in nearly every area of business, art, entertainment, and development in the known universe, he had to keep a lot of balls in the air.

			She could handle not being juggled in for a week. She wasn’t a moron.

			But neither was she sleeping very well.

			She started to sit, but the chair was so big, and so pink. It gave her an image of being swallowed whole by a big, shiny mouth.

			“What’s Lee-Lee Ten doing in the kitchen of her three-level penthouse at two in the morning?”

			“Late-night snack?”

			“AutoChef in her bedroom, another in the living area, one in each guest room, one in her home office, one in her home gym.”

			Eve wandered to one of the banks of windows. She preferred the dull, rainy day outside to the perky pink of the waiting area. Fall of 2059 had, so far, proved cold and mean.

			“Everyone we’ve managed to interview stated that Ten had dumped Bryhern Speegal.”

			“They were completely the couple over the summer,” Peabody put in. “You couldn’t watch a celeb report on-screen or pick up a gossip mag without . . . not that I spend all my time on celebrity watch or anything.”

			“Right. She dumps Speegal last week, according to informed sources. But she’s entertaining him in her kitchen at two in the morning. Both of them are wearing robes, and there is evidence of intimate behavior in the bedroom.”

			“Reconciliation that didn’t work?”

			“According to the doorman, her security discs, and her domestic droid, Speegal arrived at twenty-three fourteen. He was admitted, and the household droid was dismissed to its quarters—but left on-call.”

			Wineglasses in the living area, she thought. Shoes—his, hers. Shirt, hers. His was on the wide curve of the stairs leading to the second level. Her bra had been draped over the rail at the top.

			It hadn’t taken a bloodhound to follow the trail, or to sniff out the activity.

			“He comes over, he comes in, they have a couple of drinks downstairs, sex comes into it. No evidence it wasn’t consensual. No signs of struggle, and if the guy was going to rape her, he wouldn’t bother to drag her up a flight of steps and take off her clothes.”

			She forgot her image of the chair long enough to sit. “So they go up, slap the mattress. They end up downstairs, bloody in the kitchen. Droid hears a disturbance, comes out, finds her unconscious, him dead, calls for medical and police assistance.”

			The kitchen had looked like a war zone. Everything white and silver, acres of room, and most of it splashed and splattered with blood. Speegal, the hunk of the year, had been facedown, swimming in it.

			Maybe it had reminded her, just a little too horribly, of the way her father had looked. Of course, the room in Dallas hadn’t been so shiny, but the blood, the rivers of blood, had been just as thick, just as wet after she’d finished hacking the little knife into him.

			“Sometimes there’s no other way,” Peabody said quietly. “There’s no other way to stay alive.”

			“No.” Edgy? Eve thought. More like losing her edge if her partner could see into her head that easily. “Sometimes there’s not.”

			She rose, relieved when the doctor stepped into the room.

			She’d done her homework on Wilfred B. Icove, Jr. He’d stepped competently into his father’s footsteps, oversaw the myriad arms of the Icove Center. And was known as the sculptor to the stars.

			He was reputed to be discreet as a priest, skilled as a magician, and rich as Roarke—or nearly. At forty-four, he was handsome as a vid star with eyes of light, crystalline blue in a face of high, slashing cheekbones, square jaw, carved lips, narrow nose. His hair was full, swept back from his forehead in gilded wings.

			He had maybe an inch on Eve’s five-ten, and his body looked trim and fit, even elegant in a slate gray suit with pearly chalk stripes. He wore a shirt the color of the stripes, and a silver medallion on a hair-thin chain.

			He offered Eve his hand, and an apologetic smile that showed perfect teeth. “I’m so sorry. I know you’ve been waiting. I’m Dr. Icove. Lee-Lee—Ms. Ten,” he corrected, “is under my care.”

			“Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD. Detective Peabody. We need to speak with her.”

			“Yes, I know. I know you’ve tried to speak with her before, and again, my apologies.” His voice and manner were as groomed as the rest of him. “Her attorney’s with her now. She’s awake and stable. She’s a strong woman, Lieutenant, but she’s suffered severe trauma, physically and emotionally. I hope you can keep this brief.”

			“That’d be nice for all of us, wouldn’t it?”

			He smiled again, just a twinkle of humor, then gestured. “She’s on medication,” he continued as they walked down a wide corridor accented with art that highlighted the female form and face. “But she’s coherent. She wants this interview as much as you do. I’d prefer it wait at least another day, and her attorney . . . Well, as I said, she’s a strong woman.”

			Icove passed the uniform stationed at his patient’s door as if he were invisible. “I’d like to attend, monitor her during your interview.”

			“No problem.” Eve nodded to the uniform, stepped inside.

			It was luxurious as a suite in a five-star hotel, strewn with enough flowers to fill an acre of Central Park.

			The walls were a pale pink, sheened with silver, accented with paintings of goddesses. Wide chairs and glossy tables comprised a sitting area where visitors could gather to chat or pass the time with whatever was on-screen.

			Privacy screens on a sea of windows ensured the media copters or commuter trams that buzzed the sky were blinded to the room inside, while the view of the great park filled the windows.

			In a bed of petal pink sheets edged with snow-white lace, the famous face looked as if it had encountered a battering ram.

			Blackened skin, white bandages, the left eye covered with a protective patch. The lush lips that had sold millions in lip plumper, lip dye, lip ice, were swollen and coated with some sort of pale green cream. The luxurious hair, responsible for the production of bottomless vats of shampoo, conditioner, enhancements, was scraped back, a dull red mop.

			The single visible eye, green as an emerald, tracked over to Eve. A sunburst of color surrounded it.

			“My client is in severe pain,” the lawyer began. “She is under medication and stress. I—”

			“Shut up, Charlie.” The voice from the bed was hoarse and hissy, but the lawyer thinned his lips and shut up.

			“Take a good look,” she invited Eve. “The son of a bitch did a number on me. On my face!”

			“Ms. Ten—”

			“I know you. Don’t I know you?” The voice, Eve realized, was hissy and hoarse because Lee-Lee was speaking through clamped teeth. Broken jaw—had to hurt like a mother. “Faces are my business, and yours . . . Roarke. Roarke’s cop. Ain’t that a kick in the ass.”

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. Detective Peabody, my partner.”

			“Bumped hips with him four—no five years ago. Rainy weekend in Rome. Holy God, that man’s got stamina.” The green eye sparked a moment with bawdy humor. “That bother you?”

			“You bump hips with him in the last couple years?”

			“Regretfully, no. Just that one memorable weekend in Rome.”

			“Then no, it doesn’t. Why don’t we talk about what happened between you and Bryhern Speegal in your apartment night before last?”

			“Cocksucking bastard.”

			“Lee-Lee.” This gentle admonishment came from her doctor.

			“Sorry, sorry. Will doesn’t approve of strong language. He hurt me.” She closed her eyes, breathed slowly in and out. “God, he really hurt me. Can I have some water?”

			Her lawyer grabbed the silver cup with its silver straw and held it to her lips.

			She sucked, breathed, sucked again, then patted his hand. “Sorry, Charlie. Sorry I told you to shut up. Not at my best here.”

			“You don’t have to talk to the police now, Lee-Lee.”

			“You’ve got my screen blocked so I can’t hear what they’re saying about me. I don’t need a screen to know what the media monkeys and gossip hyenas are saying about all this. I want to clear it up. I want to have my goddamn say.”

			Her eye watered, and she blinked furiously to stem a tide of tears. And in doing so earned points of respect from Eve.

			“You and Mr. Speegal had a relationship. An intimate relationship.”

			“We fucked like rabbits all summer.”

			“Lee-Lee,” Charlie began, and she pushed her hand at him. A quick, impatient gesture Eve understood perfectly.

			“I told you what happened, Charlie. Do you believe me?”

			“Of course I do.”

			“Then let me tell it to Roarke’s cop. I met Bry when I got a part in a vid he was shooting here in New York last May. We were in the sack about twelve hours after the how-do-you-dos. He’s—he was,” she corrected, “gorgeous. Toss-your-skirt-over-your-head gorgeous. Dumb as a toad, and—as I found out night before last—vicious as a . . . I can’t think of anything that vicious.”

			She sucked on the straw again, took three slow breaths. “We had some laughs, we had great sex, we got a lot of play on the gossip circuit. He started to get a little too full of himself. I want this, you’re not doing that, we’re going here, where have you been, and so on. I decided to break it off. Which I did, last week. Just let’s chill this awhile, it’s been fun, but let’s not push it. Pissed him off some, I could tell, but he handled it. I thought he handled it. We’re not kids, for God’s sake, and we weren’t starry-eyed.”

			“Did he make any threats at that time, was he physical in any way?”

			“No.” She lifted a hand to her face, and though her voice was steady, Eve saw her fingers trembled lightly. “He played it like, ‘Oh yeah, I was trying to figure out how to say the same thing—we’ve about wrung this dry.’ He was flying out to New L.A. to do some promos for the vid. So when he called, said he was back in New York, wanted to come up and talk, I said sure.”

			“He contacted you just before eleven P.M.”

			“Can’t say for sure.” Lee-Lee managed a crooked smile. “I’d had dinner out, at The Meadow, with friends. Carly Jo, Presty Bing, Apple Grand.”

			“We spoke with them,” Peabody told her. “They confirm your dinner engagement, and stated that you left the restaurant about ten that evening.”

			“Yeah, they were going on to a club, but I wasn’t in the mood. Bad call on my part, as it turns out.” She touched her face again, then let her hand fall to the bed.

			“I went home, started reading this script for a new vid my agent sent me. Bored the shit—sorry, Will—out of me, so when Bry called, I was up for some company. We had some wine, talked the talk, and he made a couple moves. He has some good ones,” she said with a hint of a smile. “So we took it upstairs, had ourselves an intense round of sex. After, he says something like, ‘Women don’t tell me when to chill,’ and he’ll let me know when he’s finished with me. Son of a bitch.”

			Eve watched Lee-Lee’s face. “Pissed you off.”

			“Big-time. He’d come over there, got me into bed just so he could say that.” Color joined the bruising on her cheeks. “And I let him, so I’m as pissed at myself as I am at him. I didn’t say anything. I got up, grabbed a robe, went downstairs to settle down. It pays—and it can pay damn well—not to make enemies in this business. So I go in the kitchen, going to smooth out my temper, figure out how to handle this. I’m thinking maybe I’ll make an egg-white omelette.”

			“Excuse me,” Eve interrupted. “You get out of bed, you’re angry, so you’re going to cook eggs?”

			“Sure. I like to cook. Helps me think.”

			“You have no less than ten AutoChefs in your penthouse.”

			“I like to cook,” she said again. “Haven’t you seen any of my culinary vids? I really do that stuff, you can ask anybody on production. So I’m in the kitchen, pacing back and forth until I can calm down enough to break some eggs, and he waltzes in, all puffed up.”

			Lee-Lee looked over at Icove now, and he walked to her bedside, took her hand.

			“Thanks, Will. He strutted around, said when he paid for a whore, he told her when to clock out, and this was the same thing. Hadn’t he bought me jewelry, gifts?” She managed to shrug a shoulder. “He wasn’t going to let me spread it around that I’d tossed him over. He’d do the tossing when he was damn good and ready. I told him to get out, get the hell out. He pushed me, I pushed back. We were yelling at each other, and . . . Jesus, I didn’t see it coming. The next thing I know I’m on the floor and my face is screaming. I can taste blood in my mouth. Nobody’s ever hit me before.”

			Her voice trembled now, and thickened. “Nobody ever . . . I don’t know how many times he hit me. I think I got up once, tried to run. I don’t know, I swear. I tried to crawl, I screamed—tried. He pulled me up. I could hardly see, there was so much blood in my eyes, and so much pain. I thought he was killing me. He shoved me back against the counter—the island counter, and I grabbed it so I didn’t fall. If I fell, he’d kill me.”

			She paused, closed her eyes for a moment. “I don’t know if I thought that then, or later, and I don’t know if it’s true. I think—”

			“Lee-Lee, that’s enough.”

			“No, Charlie. I’m going to have my say. I think . . .” she continued. “When I look back now, I think maybe he was done. Maybe he was finished hitting me, maybe he realized he’d hurt me more than he’d meant to. Maybe he just meant to mess up my face some. But at that moment, when my own blood was choking me, and I could hardly see, and my face felt like someone had set it on fire, I was afraid for my life. I swear it. He stepped toward me, and I . . . the knife block was right there. I grabbed one. If I’d been able to see better, I’d have grabbed a bigger one. I swear that, too. I meant to kill him, so he didn’t kill me. He laughed. He laughed and he reared back with his arm, like he was going to backhand me.”

			She’d steadied again, and that emerald eye stayed level on Eve’s face. “I ran that knife into him. It slid right into him, and I pulled it out and stabbed him again. I kept doing it until I passed out. I’m not sorry I did it.”

			And now a tear escaped, ran down her bruised cheek. “I’m not sorry I did it. But I’m sorry I ever let him put his hands on me. He broke my face to pieces. Will.”

			“You’ll be more beautiful than ever,” he assured her.

			“Maybe.” She brushed carefully at the tear. “But I’ll never be the same. Have you ever killed someone?” she asked Eve. “Have you ever killed someone and not been sorry?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then you know. You’re never the same.”

			When they were finished, Lawyer Charlie followed them into the hall.

			“Lieutenant—”

			“Reverse your thrusters, Charlie,” Eve said wearily. “We’re not charging her. Her statement is consistent with the evidence and other statements we’ve documented. She was physically assaulted, in fear of her life, and defended herself.”

			He nodded, and looked slightly disappointed that he wouldn’t be required to jump on his expensive white horse and ride to his client’s rescue. “I’d like to see the official statement before it’s released to the media.”

			Eve made a sound that might have passed for a laugh as she turned and walked away. “Bet you would.”

			“You okay?” Peabody asked as they headed for the elevators.

			“Don’t I look okay?”

			“Yeah, you look fine. And speaking of looks, if you were going to go for Dr. Icove’s services, what would you pick?”

			“I’d pick a good psychiatrist to help me figure out why I’d let somebody carve on my face and/or body.”

			The security to get down was as stringent as it had been to get up. They were scanned to ensure they’d taken no souvenirs, and most important, any images of patients who were promised absolute confidentiality.

			As the scans were completed, Eve watched Icove rush by, then key into what she saw was a private elevator camouflaged in the rosy wall.

			“In a hurry,” Eve noted. “Somebody must need emergency fat sucking.”

			“Okay.” Peabody exited the scanner. “Back on topic. I mean, if you could change anything about your face, what would it be?”

			“Why would I change anything? I’m not looking at it most of the time anyway.”

			“I’d like more lips.”

			“Two aren’t enough for you?”

			“No, jeez, Dallas, I mean plumper, sexier lips.” She pursed them as they got on the elevator. “Maybe a thinner nose.” Peabody ran her thumb and forefinger down it, measuring. “Do you think my nose is fat?”

			“Yes, especially when you’re poking it into my business.”

			“See hers.” Peabody tapped a finger on one of the automated posters lining the elevator walls. Perfect faces, perfect bodies, modeled for passengers. “I could get that one. It’s chiseled. Yours is chiseled.”

			“It’s a nose. It sits on your face and allows you to get air through two handy holes.”

			“Yeah, easy for you to say, Chiseled Nose.”

			“You’re right. In fact, I’m starting to agree with you. You need plumper lips.” Eve balled a hand into a fist. “Let me help you with that.”

			Peabody only grinned and watched the posters. “This place is like the palace of physical perfection. I may come back and go for one of their free morphing programs, just to see how I’d look with more lips, or a skinny nose. I think I’m going to talk to Trina about a hair change.”

			“Why, why, why, does everybody have to change their hair? It covers your scalp, keeps it from getting wet or cold.”

			“You’re just scared that when I talk to Trina she’s going to corner you and give you a treatment.”

			“I am not.” She was, too.

			It was a surprise to hear her name paged through the elevator’s communication system. Frowning, Eve cocked her head.

			“This is Dallas.”

			“Please, Lieutenant, Dr. Icove asks that you come, right away, to the forty-fifth floor. It’s an emergency.”

			“Sure.” She glanced at Peabody, shrugged. “Reroute to forty-five,” she ordered, and felt the elevator slow, shift, ascend. “Something’s up,” she commented. “Maybe one of his beauty-at-any-price clients croaked.”

			“People hardly ever croak from face and body work.” Peabody ran a considering finger down her nose again. “Hardly ever.”

			“We could all admire your skinny nose at your memorial. Damn shame about Peabody, we’d say, and dash the tears from our eyes. But that is one mag nose she’s got in the middle of her dead face.”

			“Cut it out.” Peabody hunched her shoulders, folded her arms over her chest. “Besides, you couldn’t dash the tears away. You’d cry buckets. You’d be blinded by your copious tears and wouldn’t even be able to see my nose.”

			“Which makes dying for it really stupid.” Satisfied she’d won that round, Eve stepped off the elevator.

			“Lieutenant Dallas. Detective Peabody.” A woman with a—hmmm—chiseled nose and skin the color of good rich caramel rushed forward. Her eyes were black as onyx, and currently pouring tears. “Dr. Icove. Dr. Icove. Something terrible.”

			“Is he hurt?”

			“He’s dead. He’s dead. You need to come, right away. Please, hurry.”

			“Jesus, we saw him five minutes ago.” Peabody fell in beside Eve, moving quickly to keep up with the woman who all but sprinted through a hushed and lofty office area. The glass walls showed the storm still blowing outside, but here, it was warm, with subdued lighting, islands of lush green plants, sinuous sculptures, and romantic paintings—all nudes.

			“You want to slow down?” Eve suggested. “Tell us what happened?”

			“I can’t. I don’t know.”

			How the woman managed to stand much less sprint on whip-thin heels Eve would never understand, but she bolted through a pair of double doors of frosted sea green and into another waiting area.

			Icove, pale as death but apparently still breathing, stepped out of an open doorway.

			“Glad to see the rumors of your death are exaggerated,” Eve began.

			“Not me, not . . . My father. Someone’s murdered my father.”

			The woman who’d escorted them burst into fresh and very noisy tears. “Pia, I want you to sit down now.” Icove laid a hand on her shaking shoulder. “I need you to sit down and compose yourself. I can’t get through this without you.”

			“Yes. All right. Yes. Oh, Dr. Will.”

			“Where is he?” Eve demanded.

			“In here. At his desk, in here. You can . . .” Icove shook his head, gestured.

			The office was spacious yet gave the feeling of intimacy. Warm colors here, cozy chairs. The view of the city came through tall, narrow windows in this room, and was filtered by pale gold screens. Wall niches held art or personal photographs.

			Eve saw a chaise in buttery leather, a tray of tea or coffee that looked untouched on a low table.

			The desk was genuine wood—good old wood by her estimate, in a masculine, streamlined style. The data and communication equipment on it was small and unobtrusive.

			In the desk chair, high-backed and buttery leather like the chaise, Wilfred B. Icove sat.

			His hair was a thick, snowy cloud crowning a strong, square face. He wore a dark blue suit, and a white shirt with thin red pencil stripes.

			A silver handle protruded from the breast of the jacket, just under a triangle of red that accented the pocket.

			The small amount of blood told Eve it had been a very accurate heart shot.
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			“PEABODY.”

			“I’ll go get the field kits, and call it in.”

			“Who found him?” Eve asked Icove.

			“Pia. His assistant.” He looked, Eve thought, like a man who’d just taken an airjack in the gut. “She . . . she contacted me immediately, and I rushed up. I . . .”

			“Did she touch the body? Did you?”

			“I don’t know. I mean to say, I don’t know if she did. I . . . I did. I wanted to . . . I had to see if there was anything I could do.”

			“Dr. Icove, I’m going to ask you to sit down over there. I’m very sorry about your father. Right now, I need information. I need to know the last person who was in this room with him. I want to know when he had his last appointment.”

			“Yes, yes. Pia can look it up on his schedule.”

			“I don’t have to.” Pia had conquered the tears, but her voice was rusty from them. “It was Dolores Nocho-Alverez. She had an eleven-thirty. I . . . I brought her in myself.”

			“How long was she here?”

			“I’m not sure. I went to lunch at noon, as always. She needed the eleven-thirty, and Dr. Icove told me to go ahead to lunch, as usual, and he’d show her out himself.”

			“She’d have to go out through security.”

			“Yes.” Pia got to her feet. “I can find out when she left. I’ll check the logs now. Oh, Dr. Will, I’m so sorry.”

			“I know. I know.”

			“Do you know this patient, Dr. Icove?”

			“No.” He rubbed his fingers over his eyes. “I don’t. My father didn’t take many patients. He’s semiretired. He’d consult when a case interested him, and sometimes assist. He remains chairman of the board of this facility, and is active on several others. But he rarely did surgery, not for the last four years.”

			“Who wanted to hurt him?”

			“No one.” Icove turned to Eve. His eyes were swimming, and his voice uneven, but he held on. “Absolutely no one. My father was beloved. His patients, through over five decades, loved him, were grateful to him. The medical and scientific communities respected and honored him. He changed people’s lives, Lieutenant. He not only saved them, he improved them.”

			“Sometimes people have unreal expectations. A person comes to him, wants something impossible, doesn’t get it, blames him.”

			“No. We’re very careful with whom we take into this facility. And, to be frank, there was little my father would consider unrealistic in expectations. And he proved, time and again, he could do what others considered impossible.”

			“Personal problems. Your mother?”

			“My mother died when I was a boy. During the Urban Wars. He never remarried. He has had relationships, of course. But he’s been, by and large, married to his art, his science, his vision.”

			“Are you an only child?”

			He smiled a little. “Yes. My wife and I gave him two grandchildren. We’re a very close family. I don’t know how I’m going to tell Avril and the kids. Who would do this to him? Who would kill a man who’s devoted his life to helping others?”

			“That’s what I’m going to find out.”

			Pia came back in, a few strides ahead of Peabody. “We have her going through exit security at twelve-nineteen.”

			“Are there images?”

			“Yes, I’ve already asked security to send up the discs—I hope that was the right thing,” she said to Icove.

			“Yes, thank you. If you want to go home for—”

			“No,” Eve interrupted. “I need both of you to stay. I don’t want either of you to make or receive any transmissions or speak with anyone—or each other—for the time being. Detective Peabody is going to set you both up in separate areas.”

			“Uniforms coming up,” Peabody stated. “It’s routine,” she added. “There are things we need to do, then we’ll need to talk to you both, get statements.”

			“Of course.” Icove looked around, like a man lost in the woods. “I don’t . . .”

			“Why don’t you both show me where you’d be most comfortable while we’re taking care of your father?”

			She glanced back at Eve, got the nod while Eve opened her field kit.

			Alone, Eve sealed up, switched on her recorder, and for the first time moved over to examine the body.

			“Victim is identified as Wilfred B. Icove, Doctor. Reconstructive and cosmetic surgery.” Still, she took out her Identi-pad, checked his prints and his data. “Victim is eighty-two, widowed, one son—Wilfred B. Icove, Jr., also a doctor. There is no sign of trauma other than the death wound, no sign of struggle, no defensive wounds.”

			She took out tools, gauges. “Time of death, noon. Cause of death, insult to the heart—went right through this really nice suit and shirt with a small instrument.”

			She measured the handle, took images. “It appears to be a medical scalpel.”

			Manicured fingernails, she noted. Expensive, yet subtle, wrist unit. Obviously a proponent of his own medical area as he looked more a fit and toned sixty than eighty-plus.

			“Run Dolores Nocho-Alverez,” she ordered when she heard Peabody come back. “Either she stuck our friendly doctor, or she knows who did.”

			She stepped back, heard Peabody open a can of Seal-It. “One wound, only takes one when you know what you’re doing. She had to get close, had to be steady. Controlled, too. No rage. Real rage doesn’t let you just pop a blade in and walk away. Maybe pro. Maybe a hit. Woman’s pissed off, she’d mess him up.”

			“No blood on her with that kind of wound,” Peabody pointed out.

			“Careful. Well thought out. In at eleven-thirty, out by, what, twelve-oh-five, max. She’s through security at twelve-nineteen. It takes that long to get downstairs, through the scanners. Just long enough to make sure he’s dead.”

			“Nocho-Alverez, Dolores, age twenty-nine. Citizen of Barcelona, Spain, with an address in that city, another in Cancún, Mexico. Nice-looking woman—exceptionally nice.” Peabody looked up from the screen of her hand unit. “Don’t know why she’d need a consult for a face job.”

			“Gotta get a consult to get close enough to kill him. Check on her passport, Peabody. Let’s see where Dolores has been staying in our fair city.”

			Eve circled the room. “Cups are clean. She doesn’t sit and drink . . .” She lifted the top of the silver pot, wrinkled her nose. “Flower petal tea—and who can blame her? I bet she doesn’t touch anything she doesn’t need to touch, and deals with that when she’s done. Sweepers won’t find her prints. Sits there.” She gestured to one of the visitor chairs facing the desk. “Has to go through the consult, talk. Has to fill thirty minutes until the assistant goes to lunch. How’d she know when the assistant goes to lunch?”

			“Could have heard the vic and the admin talk about it,” Peabody put in.

			“No. She already knew. She’s scoped it out, or had inside data. She knew the routine. Admin’s at lunch till one, giving the killer plenty of time to do the job, get out of the building, before the body’s discovered. Moved in close.”

			Eve walked around the desk. “Flirting with him, maybe, or giving him some sad tale of having one nostril a millimeter smaller than the other. Look, look at my face, Doctor. Can you help me? And slide that blade right into his aorta. Body’s dead before his brain can catch up.”

			“There’s no passport issued in the name of Dolores Nocho-Alverez, Dallas. Or any combination of those names.”

			“Smelling like pro,” Eve murmured. “We’ll run her face through IRCCA when we get back to Central, see if we get lucky. Who’d put out a hit on nice old Dr. Wilfred?”

			“Will Jr.?”

			“That’s where we start.”

			I cove’s office was bigger and bolder than his father’s. He went for a sheer glass wall with wide terrace beyond, a silver console rather than a traditional desk. His seating area boasted two long, low sofas, a mood screen, and a fully stocked bar—health bar, Eve noted. No alcohol, at least visible.

			There was art here as well, with one portrait dominating. She was a tall, curvy blonde with skin like polished marble and eyes the color of lilacs. She wore a long dress of the same hue that seemed to float around her, and carried a wide-brimmed hat with purple ribbons trailing. She was surrounded by flowers, and the astonishing beauty of her face was luminous with laughter.

			“My wife.” Icove cleared his throat, gestured with his chin toward the portrait Eve studied. “My father had it done for me as a wedding gift. He was like a father to Avril, too. I don’t know how we’ll get through this.”

			“Was she a patient—client?”

			“Avril.” Icove smiled up at the portrait. “No. Just blessed.”

			“Big-time. Dr. Icove, do you know this woman?” Eve handed him a hard copy of the image Peabody had printed out from her hand unit.

			“No. I don’t recognize her. This woman killed my father? Why? For God’s sake, why?”

			“We don’t know that she killed anyone, but we do believe she was, at least, the last person to see him alive. Her information indicates she’s a citizen of Spain. Resides in Barcelona. Have you or your father connections to that country?”

			“We have clients all over the world, and off planet as well. We don’t have formal facilities in Barcelona, but I—and my father—have traveled extensively to consult when the case warrants.”

			“Dr. Icove, a facility like this, with its various arms and endorsements, its consultations, generates a powerful amount of income.”

			“Yes.”

			“Your father was a very wealthy man.”

			“Without question.”

			“And you’re his only son. His heir, I assume.”

			There was a beat of silence. Slowly, with great care, Icove lowered himself into a chair. “You think I’d kill my own father, for money?”

			“It would be helpful if we could eliminate that area of investigation.”

			“I’m already a very wealthy man myself.” He bit off the words as his color rose. “Yes, I’ll inherit a great deal more, as will my wife and my children. Other substantial sums will go to various charities, and to the Wilfred B. Icove Foundation. I want to request another investigator on this matter immediately.”

			“You can,” Eve said easily. “You won’t get one. And you’ll be asked exactly the same questions. If you want your father’s murderer brought to justice, Dr. Icove, you’ll cooperate.”

			“I want you to find this woman, this Alverez woman. I want to see her face, to look into her eyes. To know why—”

			He broke off, shook his head. “I loved my father. Everything I have, everything I am, began with him. Someone took him from me, from his grandchildren. From the world.”

			“Does it bother you to be known as Dr. Will rather than your full title?”

			“Oh, for God’s sake.” This time he put his head in his hands. “No. Only the staff call me that. It’s convenient, less confusing.”

			Won’t be any confusion anymore, Eve thought. But if Dr. Will had plotted and planned and paid for his father’s death, he was wasting his time in the medical field. He’d double his fortune in vids.

			“Your field is competitive,” Eve began. “Can you think of a reason why someone might want to eliminate some of the competition?”

			“I can’t.” He left his head in his hands. “I can hardly think at all. I want my wife, and my children. But this facility will continue without my father. He built it to last, he built toward the future. He always looked ahead. There was nothing to be gained by his death. Nothing.”

			There’s always something, Eve thought as they headed back to Central. Spite, financial gain, thrills, emotional satisfaction. Murder always offered a reward. Why else would it remain so popular?

			“Round us up, Peabody.”

			“Respected, even revered physician, one of the fathers of reconstructive surgery as we know it in this century, is killed, efficiently and in a controlled manner in his office. An office in a facility that has strong security. Our primary suspect for this crime is a woman who walked into that office, by appointment, and left again in a timely fashion. While reputedly a citizen and resident of Spain, she has no passport on record. The address given on her official documentation does not exist.”

			“Conclusions?”

			“Our primary suspect is a professional, or a talented amateur, who used a false name and information to gain entry to the victim’s office. Motive, as yet, murky.”

			“Murky?”

			“Well, yeah. It sounds chillier than unknown, and like we’re going to clear the air and see it.”

			“How’d she get the weapon through security?”

			“Well.” Peabody looked out the window, through the rain to an animated billboard celebrating vacation packages for sun-washed beaches. “There’s always a way around security—but why risk it? Place like that has to have scalpels around. Could’ve got an assist on the inside, had one planted. Or she might’ve gotten in at another time, copped one, planted it herself. They’ve got tight security, yeah, but they’ve also got privacy issues. So no security cams in patient rooms or in the hallways in patient areas.”

			“They’ve got patient areas, waiting areas, gift shop areas, office areas, operating and exam areas. And that’s not counting the attached hospital and emergency areas. Place is a fricking maze. You’re cool enough to walk in, stab a guy in the heart, and walk out again, you do your recon. She knew the layout. She’s been in there before, or done a hell of a lot of sims.”

			Eve threaded through the sluggish traffic and into the garage at Cop Central. “I want to review the security discs. We’ll run our suspect through IRCCA and imaging. Maybe we’ll pop a name or an alias. I want full background on the vic, and a financial from the son. Let’s eliminate him from the field. Or not. Maybe we’ll find unexplained and large sums of money transferred recently.”

			“He didn’t do it, Dallas.”

			“No.” She parked, slid out of the car. “He didn’t do it, but we run it anyway. We’ll talk to professional associates, lovers, ex-lovers, social acquaintances. Let’s get the why of this.”

			She leaned back against the wall of the elevator as they started up. “People like suing doctors, or bitching about them—especially over elective stuff. Nobody gets out clean. Somewhere along the line, he’s botched a job, or had a patient pissed at him. He’s lost one, and had the grieving family blaming him. Payback seems the most likely here. Killing the guy with a medical instrument. Symbolism, maybe. Heart wound, same deal.”

			“Seems to me heavier symbolism would have been to cut up his face, or whatever body part was involved if it was payback on a procedure.”

			“Wish I didn’t agree with you.”

			Cops and techs and Christ knew who else started piling on when they reached the second level, main. By the time they hit five, Eve had had enough, muscled her way off, and switched to a glide.

			“Hold on. I need a boost.” Peabody hopped off, arrowed toward a vending area. Thoughtfully, Eve trailed after her.

			“Get me a thing.”

			“A what thing?”

			“I don’t know, something.” Brow knitted, Eve scanned her choices. How come they put so much health crap in a cop shop? Cops didn’t want health crap. Nobody knew better that they weren’t going to live forever.

			“Maybe that cookie thing with the stuff inside.”

			“Gooey Goo?”

			“Why do they give this stuff such stupid names? Makes me embarrassed to eat it. Yeah, the cookie thing.”

			“Are you still not interacting with Vending?”

			Eve kept her hands in her pockets as Peabody plugged in her credits and choices. “I work with a mediator, nobody gets hurt. If I interact with one of these bastards again, someone will be destroyed.”

			“That’s a lot of venom for an inanimate object that dispenses Gooey Goos.”

			“Oh, they live, Peabody. They live and they think their evil thoughts. Don’t believe otherwise.”

			You have selected two Gooey Goos, the scrumptious crispy treat with the gooey center. Go with the Goo!

			“See,” Eve said darkly as the machine began to list the ingredients and caloric content.

			“Yeah, I wish they’d shut the hell up, too, especially about the calories.” She passed one of the bars to Eve. “But it’s programmed in, Dallas. They don’t live or think.”

			“They want you to believe that. They talk to each other through their little chips and boards, and are probably plotting to destroy all humankind. One day, it’ll be them or us.”

			“You’re creeping me out, sir.”

			“Just remember, I warned you.” Eve bit into the cookie as they turned toward Homicide.

			They split the duties, with Peabody veering off to her desk in the bull pen and Eve heading into her office.

			She stood in the doorway a moment, studying it as she chewed. There was room for her desk and chair, one unsteady visitor’s chair, a filing cabinet. She had a single window that wasn’t much bigger than one of the drawers in the filing cabinet.

			Personal items? Well, there was her current candy stashed, where it had—to date—gone undetected by the nefarious candy thief who plagued her. There was a yo-yo—which she might play with occasionally while thinking her thoughts. With her door locked.

			It was good enough for her. In fact, it suited her fine. What the hell would she do with an office even half the size of either of the doctors Icove? More people could come in and bother her if there was actually room for that. How would she get anything done?

			Space, she decided, was another symbol. I’m successful so I have all this room. The Icoves obviously believed in that route. Roarke, too, she admitted. The man loved to have his space, and lots of toys and goodies to fill it up.

			He’d come from nothing, and so had she. She supposed they just had different ways of compensating for it. He’d bring gifts back from this business trip. He always managed to find time to buy things, and seemed amused with her discomfort at the constant shower of gifts.

			What about Wilfred B. Icove? she wondered. What had he come from? How did he compensate? What were his symbols?

			She sat at her desk, turned to her computer, and began the process of learning about the dead.

			While she gathered data on her computer, she tagged Feeney, Captain of the Electronic Detectives Division.

			He came on-screen, hangdog face, wiry ginger hair. His shirt looked as if he’d slept in it—which was, always, oddly comforting to Eve.

			“Need a run through IRCCA,” she told him. “Big-deal face and body sculptor went out in his office this morning. Last appointment looks like our winner. Female, late twenties, name and address—which is Barcelona, Spain—”

			“Olé,” he said dourly, and made her smile.

			“Gee, Feeney, I didn’t know you spoke Spanish.”

			“Had that vacation at your place in Mexico, picked up a few things.”

			“Okay, how do you say ‘bull’s-eye in the heart with a small-bladed instrument’?”

			“Olé.”

			“Good to know. No passport under the listed name of Nocho-Alverez, Dolores. Addy in sunny Spain is bogus. She got in and out clean through heavy security.”

			“You smelling pro?”

			“I’ve got a whiff, but no motive on my horizon. Maybe one of your boys can match her through the system, or through imaging.”

			“Shoot me a picture, see what we can do.”

			“Appreciate it. Sending now.”

			She clicked off, sent the ID image, then, crossing fingers that her unit could handle another simultaneous task, fed the security disc from the Center into a slot to review.

			Eve hit her AutoChef up for coffee, sipped as she scanned. “There you are,” she murmured, and watched the woman currently known as Dolores walk to a security station at the main level. She wore slim pants, a snug jacket, both in flashy red. Mile-high heels in the same shade.

			Not afraid to be noticed, are you, Dolores, Eve mused.

			Her hair was glossy black, wore long and loosely curled around a face with cut-glass cheekbones, lush lips—also boldly red—and heavy-lidded eyes nearly as dark as her hair.

			She passed through security—bag scan, body scan—without a hitch, then strolled at an easy, hip-swaying pace toward the bank of elevators that would take her to Icove’s level.

			No hesitation, Eve noted, no hurry. No attempt to evade the cameras. No sweat. She was cool as a margarita sipped under a pretty umbrella on a tropical beach.

			Eve switched to the elevator disc and watched the woman ascend—serenely. She made no stops, made no moves, until she exited on Icove’s floor.

			She approached reception, spoke to the person on duty, signed in, then walked a short distance down the corridor to the ladies’ room.

			Where there were no cameras, Eve thought. Where she either retrieved the weapon where it had been planted for her, or removed it from her bag or person where it had been disguised well enough to beat security.

			Planted, most likely, Eve decided. Got somebody on the inside. Maybe the one who wanted him dead.

			Nearly three minutes passed, then Dolores stepped out, went directly to the waiting area. She sat, crossed her legs, and flipped through the selection of book and magazine discs on the menu.

			Before she could pick one, Pia came through the double doors to lead her back to Icove’s office.

			Eve watched the doors close, watched the assistant sit at her own desk. She zipped through, while the stamp flashed the passage of time until noon, when the assistant removed a purse from her desk drawer, slipped on a jacket, and left for lunch.

			Six minutes later, Dolores came out as casually as she’d gone in. Her face showed no excitement, no satisfaction, no guilt, no fear.

			She passed the reception area without a word, descended, crossed to exit security, passed through, and walked out of the building. And into the wind, Eve thought.

			If she wasn’t a pro, she should be.

			No one else went in or out of Icove’s office until the assistant returned from lunch.

			With a second cup of coffee, she read through the extensive data on Wilfred B. Icove.

			Guy was a fricking saint,” she said to Peabody. The rain had slowed to an irritating drizzle, gray as fog. “Came from little, did much. His parents were doctors, running clinics in depressed areas and countries. His mother was severely burned attempting to save children from a building under attack. She lived, but was disfigured.”

			“So he goes into reconstructive surgery,” Peabody finished.

			“Inspired, one assumes. He ran a portable clinic himself during the Urban Wars. Traveled to Europe to help with their urban strife. Was there when the wife got hit while volunteering. Son was a kid but already on his way to becoming a doctor, and would later on graduate from Harvard Medical at the age of twenty-one.”

			“Fast track.”

			“Betcha. Senior worked with his parents, but wasn’t with them when his mother was hurt, thereby escaping death or injury. He was also in another part of London working when the wife got hit.”

			“Either really lucky or really unlucky.”

			“Yeah. He’d already moved into reconstructive surgery by the time he was widowed, his mother’s case pushing him into making it his mission. Mom was, reputedly, a wowzer. I pulled out a file photo, and she looked pretty hot to me. There’s also file photos of what she looked like after the explosion, and we could say grim. They were able to keep her alive, and do considerable work on her, but they weren’t able to put her back the way she was.”

			“Humpty Dumpty.”

			“What?”

			“All the king’s horses?” Peabody saw Eve’s blank look. “Never mind.”

			“She self-terminated three years later. Icove dedicates himself to reconstructive, and continuing his parents’ good works, volunteers his services during the Urbans. Lost his wife and raised his son, devoted his life to medicine, founded clinics, created foundations, took on what were assumed to be hopeless cases—often waiving his fee—taught, lectured, sponsored, performed miracles and fed the hungry from a bottomless basket of bread and fish.”

			“You made that last part up, right?”

			“Doesn’t feel like it. No doctor’s going to practice for sixty years, more or less, without dealing with malpractice suits, but his are well below the average, less than you’d expect, especially considering his field of practice.”

			“I think you have sculpting prejudice, Dallas.”

			“I’m not prejudiced about it. I just think it’s dumbass. Regardless, it’s the kind of field that draws suits, and his record for them is dead low. I can’t find a single stain on his record, no political ties that might prompt a hit, no history of gambling, whoring, illegals, diddling patients. Nothing.”

			“Some people are really just good.”

			“Anybody this good has a halo and wings.” She tapped the generated files. “There’s something in there. Everybody’s got a deep and dark somewhere.”

			“You wear your cynicism well, sir.”

			“Interestingly, he was the legal guardian of the girl who grew up to become his daughter-in-law. Her mother, also a doctor, was killed during an uprising in Africa. Her father, an artist, ditched his little family shortly after Avril Hannson Icove was born. And was, subsequently, killed by a jealous husband in Paris.”

			“Lot of tragedy for one family.”

			“Isn’t it just.” She pulled up in front of the Upper West Side town-house where Dr. Icove, the surviving one, lived with his family. “Makes you think.”

			“Sometimes tragedy haunts families. It’s like a karma thing.”

			“Do Free-Agers believe in karma?”

			“Sure.” Peabody stepped out on the curb. “We just call it cosmic balancing.” She walked up a short flight of steps to what she assumed was the original door, or a hell of a reproduction. “Some place,” she said, running her fingers over the wood as the security system asked their purpose.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody.” Eve held her badge up to be scanned. “NYPSD, to speak with Dr. Icove.”

			One moment, please.

			“They’ve got a weekend place in the Hamptons,” Peabody continued. “A villa in Tuscany, a pied-à-terre in London, and a little grass shack on Maui. They’ll add two other prime properties to their personal geography with Icove Sr.’s death. Why couldn’t McNab be a rich doctor?”

			Ian McNab, EDD hotshot, was Peabody’s cohab and apparently the love of her young life.

			“You could ditch him for one,” Eve suggested.

			“Nah. Too crazy about his bony butt. Look what he gave me.” She dug under her shirt, drew out a four-leaf-clover pendant.

			“What for?”

			“To celebrate the completion of my physical therapy and complete recovery from being injured in the line. He says it’s to keep me from being hurt again.”

			“Riot gear might work better.” She saw Peabody’s pout form, and remembered partnership—and friendship—had certain requirements. “It’s pretty,” she added, taking the little charm in her palm for a closer look. “Nice of him.”

			“He comes through when it counts.” Peabody tucked it back under her shirt. “Makes me feel, I don’t know, warm knowing I’m wearing it.”

			Eve thought of the diamond—big as a baby’s fist—she wore under her shirt. It made her feel silly, and awkward, but warm, too, she supposed. At least since she’d gotten used to its weight.

			Not its physical weight, she admitted, but the emotional. It took time, at least in her experience, to grow accustomed to carrying love.

			The door opened. The woman from the portrait stood framed in the entrance with a shower of gold light behind her. Even eyes swollen from weeping couldn’t diminish her outrageous beauty.
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			“I’M SORRY TO HAVE KEPT YOU WAITING, AND IN the rain.” Her voice matched her, a lovely and rich tone, thickened by grief. “I’m Avril Icove. Please come in.”

			She stepped back into a foyer accented by a chandelier—each teardrop crystal was illuminated with soft gold light. “My husband is upstairs, finally resting. I hate to disturb him.”

			“We’re sorry to intrude at this time,” Eve said.

			“But . . .” Avril managed a sad smile. “I understand. My children are home. We took them out of school, brought them home. I was upstairs with them. This is so hard for them, so hard for all of us. Ah . . .” She pressed a hand to her heart. “If you’d come up to the second floor. We entertain on the main level, and it doesn’t seem appropriate for this.”

			“No problem.”

			“The family living areas are on the second floor,” she began as she turned to the stairs. “Can you tell me, is it all right to ask? Do you have any more information on the person who killed Wilfred?”

			“The investigation is in its early stages, and very active.”

			Avril glanced over her shoulder as she reached the top of the stairs. “You really do say things like that. I enjoy crime drama,” she explained. “The police really do say things like that. Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

			She gestured them into a living room done in lavenders and forest greens. “Can I get you some tea or coffee? Anything at all.”

			“No, thanks. If you’d come back with Dr. Icove,” Eve told her. “We’d like to speak to both of you.”

			“All right. This may take a few minutes.”

			“Nice,” Peabody commented when they were alone. “You expect elegant, like the main level, but this is nice and homey.” She looked around, taking in the sofas, the sink-into-me chairs, shelves holding family photographs and memorabilia. One wall was dominated by a nearly life-size family portrait. Icove, his wife, and two pretty children smiled out at the room.

			Eve stepped up to it, read the signature on the bottom right corner. “Her work.”

			“Beautiful and talented—I could hate her.”

			Eve wandered the room, studying, accessing, dissecting. Family-oriented look, she decided, with feminine touches. Actual books rather than disc copies, entertainment screen concealed behind a decorative panel.

			And all tidy and ordered, like a stage set.

			“She studied art at some fancy school, according to her records.” Eve slid her hands into her pockets. “Icove was named her legal guardian through parental stipulation in her mother’s will. She was six. After she graduated from college, she married Junior. They lived, primarily, in Paris for the first six months, during which she painted professionally, and had a successful showing.”

			“Before or after her father’s unfortunate demise?”

			“After. They came back to New York, to this residence, had two kids—she took professional-mom status after number one. She continues to paint, portraits being her primary interest, but rarely takes commissions, and donates the proceeds to the Icove Foundation, thereby keeping her professional mother status.”

			“You got a lot of data in a short amount of time.”

			“Straightforward,” Eve said with a shrug. “No criminal on her, not even minor brushes. No previous marriage or cohab, no other children on record.”

			“If you factor out the dead parents, dead in-laws, it’s a pretty perfect life.”

			Eve glanced around the room again. “Sure looks that way.”

			When Icove stepped in she was facing the doorway. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have heard him. The carpet was thick, and his shoes made no sound over it. He wore loose pants and a pullover rather than his suit. And still managed to look as if he were wearing one, Eve noticed.

			Roarke could do that, too, Eve thought. No matter how casually attired, he could radiate authority in a finger snap.

			“Lieutenant, Detective. My wife will be here in another moment. She’s checking on the children. We deactivated the domestics for the day.”

			He moved to a floor cabinet, opening it to reveal a mini AutoChef. “Avril said she offered you refreshment but you declined. I’m having coffee, if you’d like to change your minds.”

			“Coffee’d be good, thanks. Just black.”

			“Sweet and light for me,” Peabody added. “We appreciate you seeing us, Dr. Icove. We know this is difficult.”

			“Unreal, more like.” He programmed the unit. “It was horrible at the Center, there in his office. Seeing him like that, knowing nothing could be done to bring him back. But here, at home . . .”

			He shook his head, drew out cups. “It’s like a strange, sick dream. I keep thinking my ’link will buzz and it’ll be Dad, wondering why we don’t all have dinner on Sunday.”

			“Did you often?” Eve asked. “Have dinner together.”

			“Yes.” He passed the coffee to her, to Peabody. “Once a week, sometimes twice. He might just drop by to see the kids. The woman? Have you found the woman who . . .”

			“We’re looking. Dr. Icove, records indicate everyone on your father’s personal staff at the Center has been with him three years or longer. Is there anyone else, anyone he had cause to dismiss or who left unhappily?”

			“No, none that I know of.”

			“He’d work with other doctors and medical staff on cases.”

			“Certainly, a surgical team, psychiatrists, family services, and so on.”

			“Can you think of anyone in that area of his work he may have had issue with, or who may have had issue with him?”

			“I can’t. He worked with the best because he insisted on doing superior work, and giving his patients the very finest resources.”

			“Still he had unhappy patients and clients in his practice.”

			Icove smiled a little, humorlessly. “It’s impossible to please everyone, and certainly to please everyone’s lawyer. But my father and I, in turn, vet our patients very carefully, in order to weed out those who want more than can be given, or who are psychologically inclined to litigate. Even so, as I told you before, my father was semiretired.”

			“He was consulting with the woman who called herself Dolores Nocho-Alverez. I need his case notes.”

			“Yes.” He sighed, heavily. “Our lawyers aren’t happy, want me to wait until they do some motions and so on. But Avril convinced me it’s foolish to think of legalities. I’ve ordered them turned over to you. I have to ask, Lieutenant, that the contents be considered highly confidential.”

			“Unless it pertains to the murder, I’m not interested in who had their face retrofitted.”

			“I’m sorry I was so long.” Avril hurried into the room. “The children needed me. Oh, you’re having coffee after all. Good.” She sat beside her husband, took his hand in hers.

			“Mrs. Icove, you spent a lot of time in your father-in-law’s company, for many years.”

			“Yes. He was my guardian, and a father to me.” She pressed her lips together. “He was an extraordinary man.”

			“Can you think of anyone who would want to kill him?”

			“How could I? Who would kill a man so devoted to life?”

			“Did he seem worried about anything recently? Concerned? Upset?”

			Avril shook her head, looked over at her husband. “We had dinner together here two nights ago. He was in great spirits.”

			“Mrs. Icove, do you recognize this woman?” Eve took the print out from her file bag, offered it.

			“She . . .” Avril’s hand trembled, had Eve poised on alert. “She killed him? This is the woman who killed Wilfred.” Tears swam into her eyes. “She’s beautiful, young. She doesn’t look like someone who could . . . I’m sorry.”

			She handed the photo back, wiped at the tears on her cheeks. “I wish I could help. I hope when you find her you ask her why. I hope—”

			She stopped again, pressed a hand to her lips, made a visible effort to steady herself. “I hope you ask her why she did this thing. We deserve to know. The world deserves to know.”

			Wilfred Icove’s apartment was on the sixty-fifth floor, three blocks from his son’s home and a brisk five from the center he had built.

			They were admitted by the building concierge, who identified herself as Donatella.

			“I couldn’t believe it when I heard it, simply couldn’t.” She was a toned and polished forty, at Eve’s gauge, in a sharp black suit. “Dr. Icove was the best of men, considerate, friendly. I’ve worked here ten years, the last three as concierge. I’ve never heard a single bad word said about him.”

			“Somebody did more than say it. Did he have a lot of visitors?”

			The woman hesitated. “It’s not gossip, I suppose, under the circumstances. He socialized, yes. His family, naturally, visited here regularly. Individually and in a group. He might have small dinner parties for friends or associates here, though more often, he used his son’s home for that. He did enjoy the company of women.”

			Eve nodded to Peabody, who pulled out the photo.

			“How about this one?” Peabody asked, and the concierge took it, studied it carefully.

			“No, sorry. This would be the type, if you understand. He enjoyed beauty, and youth. It was his profession, in a way. Beautifying people, helping them keep their youth. I mean to say, he did amazing work with accident victims. Amazing.”

			“Do you log in guests?” Eve asked her.

			“No, I’m sorry. We clear visitors, of course, with a tenant. But we don’t require sign-ins. Except for deliveries.”

			“He get many?”

			“No more than his share.”

			“We could use a copy of the log, for the last sixty days, and the security discs for the last two weeks.”

			Donatella winced. “I could get them for you more quickly, and with less complication, if you’d make a formal request from building management. I can contact them for you now. It’s Management New York.”

			A dim bell rang in Eve’s head. “Who owns the building?”

			“Actually, it’s owned by Roarke Enterprises, and—”

			“Never mind,” she said when Peabody snorted softly behind her. “I’ll take care of it. Who cleans the place?”

			“Dr. Icove didn’t keep domestics, droids or humans. He used the building maid service—droid model. Daily. He preferred droid in domestic areas.”

			“Okay. We’ll need to look around. You’ve been given clearance for that from the next of kin.”

			“Yes. I’ll just leave you to it.”

			“It’s a really nice building,” Peabody said when the door closed behind the concierge. “You know, maybe you can get Roarke to make like a chart or something so you’d know before you asked what he owns.”

			“Yeah, that would work, seeing as he’s buying shit up every ten minutes, or selling it at an obscene profit. And no snorting in front of witnesses.”

			“Sorry.”

			The space, Eve thought, was what they called open living. Living, dining, recreational areas all in one big room. No doors, except on what she assumed was a bathroom. Above was another open area that would be the master bedroom, guest room, office space. Walls could be formed by drawing panels out from pockets, to add privacy.

			The idea made her twitchy.

			“Let’s go through it, level one then two,” she decided. “Check all ’links for transmissions, in or out, last seventy-two hours. Take a look at e-mail, voice mail, any personal notes. We’ll let the boys in EDD dig deeper, if necessary.”

			Space, Eve thought as she got to work, and height. The rich seemed to prize both. She wasn’t thrilled to be working on the sixty-fifth floor with a wall of windows the only thing separating her from the crowded sidewalk a very long drop down.

			She turned her back on it and took a closet while Peabody took drawers. Eve found three expensive topcoats, several jackets, six scarves—silk or cashmere—three black umbrellas, and four pairs of gloves—two pairs black, one brown, one gray.

			The first-floor ’link offered a call from his granddaughter asking for his support in campaigning for a puppy, and a transmission from him to his daughter-in-law, doing just that.

			Upstairs, Eve found that what she had assumed to be a sitting room or second guest room behind pebbled glass walls was in actuality the master bedroom closet.

			“Jeez.” She and Peabody stood, staring at the huge space organized with shelves, cupboards, racks, revolving rods. “It’s almost bigger than Roarke’s.”

			“Is that a sexual euphemism?” Peabody cocked her head, and this time it was Eve who snorted. “This guy really liked clothes. I bet there are a hundred suits in here.”

			“And look how they’re all organized. Color, material, accessories. I bet Mira’d have a field day with somebody this compulsive about wardrobe.”

			In fact, Eve thought, she might consult the psychiatrist and profiler on just that. Know the victim, know the killer, she decided.

			She turned, saw that the back of the glass wall was mirrored, with an elegant grooming station fit into it.

			“Appearance,” she said. “That was a priority with him. Personal, professional. And look at his living space. Nothing out of place. Everything color coordinated.”

			“It’s a beautiful space. Perfect urban living—upper-class urban living.”

			“Yeah, beauty and perfection, that’s our guy.” Eve walked back into the bedroom area, opened the drawer on one of the nightstands. She found a disc reader and three book discs, several unused memo cubes. The second nightstand was empty.

			“No sex toys,” she commented.

			“Well, gee,” Peabody said, and looked slightly mortified.

			“Healthy male, attractive, with another forty on his average life span.” She walked into the master bath. It held a large jet tub, a generous shower stall tiled in pristine white with a detached drying tube, and slate gray counters with a little garden of bright red flowers in shiny black pots.

			There were two sculptures, each of tall, slender nudes, fair of face.

			One entire wall was mirrored. “Guy liked to look at himself, check himself out, make sure everything was thumbs-up.” She went through cupboards, drawers. “Upscale enhancements, lotions, potions, standard meds and pricey ones for youth extension. He’s concerned with his own appearance. We might even say obsessed.”

			“You might,” Peabody commented. “You figure anybody who spends more than five minutes primping’s obsessed.”

			“The word ‘primping’ says it all. In any case, we’ll say he was highly aware of himself—his health and his appearance. And he enjoys having naked women around—artfully. But it’s not sexual, or not anymore. No porn vids, no sex toys, no dirty mag discs. Kept it clean.”

			“Some people set sex on the back burner at a certain period of their life.”

			“Too bad for them.”

			Eve wandered out, noted that there was another area devoted to exercise, which flowed into office space. She tried the computer. “Passcoded. Figures. We’ll let EDD play with this, and take all the discs back to Central for review.

			“Not a thing out of place,” she mumbled. “Everything in its slot. Neat, ordered, coordinated, stylish. It’s like a holo program.”

			“Yeah, sort of. Like those ones you play with when you’re fantasizing about your dream house.” She slanted a glance toward Eve. “Well, I do sometimes. You just happen to live in Dream House.”

			“You can look at this.” Eve stepped to the glass rail. “And you can see how he lived. Up in the morning—early, I’d say. Thirty minutes on his equipment—keep it toned—shower, groom, do a three-sixty in the mirror just to make sure nothing’s pudging or sagging, take daily meds, head on down for a healthy breakfast, read the paper or some medical journal crap. Maybe catch the morning reports on-screen, keep that on while you come back up to select today’s wardrobe. Dress, primp, check appointment book. Depending on that, maybe do a little paperwork here, or head out to the office. Walk most days, unless the weather’s ugly.”

			“Or pack a bag, a briefcase, cab it to a transpo station,” Peabody put in. “He lectured, consulted. Some travel in there.”

			“Yeah, have a nice meal, see the sights. Take a few appointments here and there, some board meetings, whatever. See the fam, hang out a couple times a week. Dinner or drinks with a lady friend occasionally, or a business associate. Come back to your perfect apartment, do a little reading in bed, then nighty-night.”

			“He had a good life.”

			“Yeah, looks like. But what does he do?”

			“You just said—”

			“It’s not enough, Peabody. Guy’s a big wheel, big brain, creates centers, foundations, all but single-handedly advances his field of expertise. Now he what, takes the occasional case, or consults, bops off to lecture or consult out of town. Plays with his grandkids a couple days a week. It’s not enough,” she repeated, shaking her head. “Where’s the kick? No sign he’s sexually active, at least not regularly. No sport or hobby equipment in here. Nothing in his data to indicate interests in those areas. He doesn’t golf, play retired-guy games. Basically, he’s pushing paper and buying suits. He’d need more than this.”

			“Such as?”

			“I don’t know.” She turned, frowned into the office space. “Something. Contact EDD. I want to know what’s on that computer.”

			More out of habit than necessity, Eve slated the morgue as next on her list. She found Morris, chief medical examiner, loitering in the tiled hallway at Vending—and if she wasn’t mistaken, flirting with a stupendously endowed blonde.

			Big breasts and batting lashes aside, Eve made the blonde as a cop. They broke off as she approached, and each turned eyes sparking with lust in her direction.

			It was more than a little disconcerting.

			“Hey, Morris.”

			“Dallas. Looking for your dead?”

			“No, I just like the party atmosphere around here.”

			He smiled. “Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Coltraine, recently transplanted to our fair city from Savannah.”

			“Detective.”

			“I’ve only been with the four-two for a couple of weeks, but I’ve already heard of you, Lieutenant.”

			She had a voice like melted butter and eyes of drowning blue. “Nice meeting you.”

			“Sure. My partner, Detective Peabody.”

			“Welcome to New York.”

			“Sure is different from home. Well, I’ve got to get along. Appreciate the time, Dr. Morris, and the Coke.” She held up the tube from Vending, batted those lashes again, then sort of glided down the hall of death.

			“Magnolia blossom.” Morris sighed. “In full bloom.”

			“You must be full up, sucking all that nectar.”

			“Just a little taste. Usually I steer clear of cops, in that area. But I may have to make an exception.”

			“Just because I’m not going to bat my lashes at you doesn’t mean you can’t buy me a drink.”

			He grinned at her. “Coffee?”

			“I want to live, and the coffee here’s poison. Pepsi, and the same for my pal, who will also not be batting lashes at you. Only the I’m-forever-on-a-diet variety for Peabody.”

			He ordered two tubes. “Her first name’s Amaryllis.”

			“Oh, Christ.”

			“Ammy for short.”

			“You’re making me sick, Morris.”

			He tossed her a tube, passed the second to Peabody. “Let’s go see your dead guy. That’ll make you feel better.”

			He led the way. He wore a suit the color of walnuts, with a dull gold shirt. His dark hair was pulled back into two queues, one stacked on the other and twined with gold cord.

			Snappy was Morris’s style of dress, and it suited his sharp face and avid eyes.

			They passed through the doors into Holding, where Morris walked to the bank of drawers. There was a puff of vapor as he unlocked one.

			“Dr. Wilfred B. Icove, aka Icon. He was a brilliant man.”

			“You knew him?”

			“Reputation only. I attended some of his lectures over the years. Fascinating. As you can see, we have a male, approximately eighty years of age. Excellent muscle tone. The single wound punctured the aorta. Common surgical scalpel.”

			He moved over to Imaging and flipped on a screen to show her the wound and surrounding area magnified. “One jab, bull’s-eye. No defensive wounds. Tox screen clear of illegals. Basic vitamins and health meds. Last meal, consumed approximately five hours before death, consisted of a whole-wheat muffin, four ounces of orange juice—the real deal—rose hip tea, some banana, and some raspberries. Your vic was a fan of his field of practice and has had superlative work done, face and body. Muscle tone indicates he believed in working for his health and youthful appearance.”

			“How long did it take him to die?”

			“A minute or two, though essentially he was dead instantly.”

			“Even with something as sharp as the scalpel, it would take a good solid jab to pierce through the suit, the shirt, flesh, and into the heart—not to mention accuracy.”

			“Correct. Whoever did this was up close and personal, and knew what they were doing.”

			“Okay. Sweepers got nothing on-scene. Frigging place is hydro-cleaned nightly. No prints on the weapon. It was coated.” Idly, Eve drummed her fingers on her thighs while she studied the body. “I watched her walk through the building—security discs. She never touched a thing. They don’t do audio, so no shot at a voice print. Her ID’s bogus. Feeney’s running her image through IRCCA, but since I haven’t heard from him, I’d say he’s not having any luck so far.”

			“Smooth operator.”

			“She’s that. Thanks for the drink, Morris.” To make him laugh, she batted her eyes.

			“What kind of name is Amaryllis?” Eve demanded when she and Peabody were back in the car.

			“Floral. You’re jealous.”

			“I’m what?”

			“You and Morris have a thing. Most of us have a little thing for Morris, who is oddly sexy. But the two of you have a special thing, and here comes Southern Belle Barbie getting him worked up.”

			“I don’t have a thing for Morris. We’re friendly associates. And her name was Amaryllis, not Barbie.”

			“The doll, Dallas. You know, Barbie doll. Jeez, didn’t you ever have dollies?”

			“Dolls are like small dead people. I have enough dead people, thanks. But yeah, now I get you. Ammy for short? How can you be a cop with a name like that? Hello, my name is Ammy, and I’ll be arresting you today. Please.”

			“It’s a nice little thing you’ve got with Morris.”

			“There is no thing, Peabody.”

			“Right, like you never thought of doing him on one of the slabs in there.” When Eve choked on her Pepsi, Peabody shrugged. “Okay, that’s just me, then. Hey look, it stopped raining, which is a big change of subject before I further humiliate myself.”

			Eve caught her breath, stared straight ahead. “We’ll never speak of this again.”

			“That’d be best.”

			When Eve walked back into her office carrying her share of the victim’s office discs, Dr. Mira was standing by her desk.

			Must be the day for sharp-dressing doctors, Eve thought.

			Mira was elegant in one of her trademark suits, this one a rosy pink with a short, nipped-in jacket that buttoned to the throat. Her mink-colored hair was swept back and sort of rolled at the nape of her neck. Small triangles of gold glinted at her ears.

			“Eve. I was just about to leave you a memo.”

			Sorrow, Eve noted, in those soft blue eyes, in that smooth, pretty face. “What is it?”

			“Do you have a moment?”

			“Sure. Sure. You want—” She started to offer coffee, remembered Mira favored herbal tea. And her AutoChef didn’t stock any. “Anything?”

			“No, thanks. No. You’re primary on Wilfred Icove’s murder.”

			“Yeah, caught it this afternoon. I was already on-scene on another matter. I was thinking of running what I’ve got on the suspect by you, and . . . And you knew him,” Eve realized.

			“Yes, I did. I’m . . . staggered,” she decided, and sat in the visitor’s chair. “Can’t get my head around it. You and I should be used to it, shouldn’t we? Death every day, and it doesn’t always pass by those we know, those we love or respect.”

			“Which was it? Love or respect.”

			“Respect, a great deal of it. We were never romantically involved.”

			“He was too old for you anyway.”

			A smile wisped around Mira’s mouth. “Thank you. I met him years ago. Years, when I was just starting my practice. A friend of mine was involved with an abuser. She finally broke things off, began to get her life back together. He abducted her, then he raped her, sodomized her. He beat her unconscious and threw her out of his car near Grand Central. She was lucky to live through it. Her face was shattered, her teeth broken, broken eardrum, crushed larynx, a medley of pain and potential disfigurement. I went to Wilfred, to ask him to take her as a patient. I knew he was reputed to be the best in the city, if not the country.”

			“And he did.”

			“Yes, he did. More, he was so kind, and so endlessly patient with a woman who’d had her spirit and her courage shattered as much as her body. Wilfred and I spent considerable time together over my friend, and became friends ourselves. His death, like this—it’s very hard to accept. I understand a personal connection like this might influence you to keep me a step back. I’m asking you not to.”

			Eve considered a minute. “You ever drink coffee?”

			“Now and again.”

			She went to the AutoChef, programmed two cups. “I could use some help understanding the vic and getting a profile on the killer. If you tell me you’re able to work the case, then you’re able to work the case.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Did you see the victim much in the last few years?”

			“Not really.” Mira accepted the coffee. “A few times a year socially. Dinner, or a dinner party, cocktails, the occasional medical conference. He had offered me the position of head of psychiatric at his center, and was disappointed, perhaps a little annoyed, when I declined. So we haven’t consulted professionally in some time, but maintained a social relationship.”

			“You know the family.”

			“Yes, his son’s another brilliant mind, and seems the perfect choice to carry on his father’s work. His daughter-in-law is a talented artist.”

			“Doesn’t do much with it now.”

			“No, I suppose not. I have one of her early works. Two grandchildren, about nine and six, I believe. Girl and boy. Wilfred doted on them. He always had new holos or photographs to show off. He adores children. The center here has the finest pediatric reconstructive department in the world, in my opinion.”

			“He have enemies?”

			Mira sat back. She looked tired, Eve noted. Grief, she knew, could sap the system, or energize it.

			“There are some who envy him—his talent, his vision—and some who’ve questioned it along the way. But no, I don’t know of any in our community who would have wished him harm. No one in the social circle I shared with him either.”

			“Okay. I might need some help going through his medical files. Interpreting the lingo.”

			“I’m happy to give you as much time as you need. It certainly isn’t my area of expertise, but I can help you understand his notes, I’d think, and his case files.”

			“It looks professional. Looks like a hit.”

			“Professional?” Mira set the untouched coffee aside. “That seems impossible. Even ludicrous.”

			“Maybe not. Doctors who build medical empires, financially lucrative empires, generate not only a lot of money, but a lot of politics, power, a lot of influence. Somebody may have wanted him taken out. The suspect used a bogus ID, claimed to be a citizen of Spain. That mean anything?”

			“Spain.” Mira ran a hand over her hair, over her face. “No, not immediately.”

			“Late twenties, an eye-popper.” She dug in her bag to give Mira a copy of the photo. “Never flicked an eyelash going through security. Stabbed him through the heart with a medical scalpel, timing it so his admin was at lunch, giving her time to exit the building—which she did, again without a flick. I’d consider droid, but that would’ve popped on the body scan. But that’s how cool she was—before, apparently during, and certainly after.”

			“Well planned, organized, and controlled. No reaction.” Mira nodded, and seemed steadier with work to balance her. “Possible sociopathic tendencies. The single wound would also indicate control, efficiency, and lack of emotion.”

			“It’s likely the weapon was planted. Ladies’ room. Which means someone inside, or with access inside, was an accessory or the driving force. They do a sweep of the building every week, and the cleaning system all but sterilizes the place every night. That weapon hadn’t been there long.”

			“You have the log?”

			“Yeah. I’m checking it out. A couple of patients, his staff. But other departmental staff or employees don’t log in if they pop up there. Then there’s the cleaning crew, maintenance. I’ll be running the security discs for the forty-eight hours prior to the murder, see what I see. I doubt the weapon was there longer than that. If it was there at all. Maybe she just had to pee.” Eve shrugged. “I’m sorry about your friend, Dr. Mira.”

			“So am I. If there’s anyone I’d want standing for a friend under these circumstances, it would be you.” She rose. “Anything you need from me, you have only to ask.”

			“Your other friend, the one who got smashed up back a ways, how’d she do?”

			“He gave her her face back, and that—along with several years of therapy—helped her get her life back. She moved to Santa Fe and opened a little art gallery. Married a watercolorist and had a daughter.”

			“How about the guy who smashed her?”

			“Apprehended, tried, and convicted. Wilfred testified regarding her injuries. The bastard’s still in Rikers.”

			Eve smiled. “I like happy endings.”
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			EVE SWUNG INTO EDD, WHERE, IN HER MIND, the cops dressed more like club patrons and vid stars than civil servants. Clothes were painfully trendy, hair was colorful, and gadgets were everywhere.

			Several detectives swaggered, swayed, or shimmied around the room, talking into headsets or reciting incomprehensible codes into their handhelds. The few who worked at desks or cubes seemed oblivious to the constant chatter of voices and clicks and hums of equipment.

			Like a hive of overactive bees, Eve thought, and knew she’d go crazy before the end of a single shift with the e-squad.

			Feeney, however—whom she considered the most sensible and stable of cops—seemed to thrive there. He sat at his desk in his wrinkled shirt, sucking on coffee as he worked.

			Some things you could count on, Eve thought, and walked in. So intent was his concentration that she’d skirted around his desk to take a look at his desk screen before he registered her presence.

			“That’s not work,” she said.

			“Yes, it is. End—”

			Without mercy, she slapped a hand over his mouth to stop him from ordering the program to end. “That’s not a sim or scene reconstruct.”

			He made some sound against her palm.

			“That’s a game. It’s a cops and robbers game. Roarke has this.”

			He shoved her hand off his face and struggled for dignity. “Technically it’s a game. But it exercises hand-eye coordination, tests reflexes and cognitive skills. It keeps me tuned.”

			“If you’re going to spread all this bullshit around, you could at least offer me boots first.”

			“End program.” He sulked at her. “Ought to remember whose office this is, and who outranks who.”

			“Ought to remember some of us are trying to find real bad guys.”

			He jabbed a finger toward his wall screen. “See that? There’s your image match running right now. I ran your girl through IRCCA—name, MO, image. Nothing. McNab ran a standard image match, nada. So I’m running a secondary myself. Got boys going over the equipment from the crime scene, and a pickup unit heading out to bring in the personal from the vic’s apartment. Any other little thing I can do for you today?”

			“Don’t get pissy.” She sat on the corner of his desk, helped herself to some of the sugared nuts he kept in a bowl. “Who the hell is she? Somebody who kills like that and doesn’t blip on the radar anywhere?”

			“Maybe a spook.” He scooped up a handful of nuts himself. “Maybe your vic was a sanctioned hit.”

			“Doesn’t play. Not off the data I have on Icove, not with this method. If you’re a deep underground government spook, why do you walk through heavy security? Flash your face around? Easier, cleaner, to take him out on the street somewhere. Or his apartment. Security there’s a hell of a lot lighter than it is at the Icove Center.”

			“Rogue?”

			“If she’d gone rogue, all the more reason to keep your face off the radar screen.”

			He shrugged, crunched. “Just tossing them at you, kid.”

			“She makes an appointment, goes through security, uses ID that passes their system. She knows when the admin’s going to be out for an hour, giving her a clear road out before the body’s discovered. The weapon was previously planted—had to be. It’s all slick as spit. But . . .”

			Feeney rolled his shoulders, waited for her to finish.

			“Why there? No matter how you slice and serve it, taking him out in his office was more complicated than doing him at home. Plus the guy walks to work, barring inclement. You’re that good, you stick him on the street and keep walking. He took his car today. Underground lot in his building. You could get to him there—security, sure, but still easier than his office.”

			“She had a reason to take him there.”

			“Yeah. And maybe she had something to say to him before she killed him. Or something she wanted him to tell her. Anyway, if this was her first time, she had some major beginner’s luck. No missteps, Feeney, not one. Not a single bead of sweat on her delicate brow after she stabs a guy through the heart. Dead through, too. Like he had a fucking target over it. Insert blade here.”

			“Practiced.”

			“Bet your ass. But jabbing a droid or a dummy or a sim, doing it in a holo, whatever. . . . It’s not the same as flesh and blood. You know that. We know that.”

			She munched, considered. “And the vic? He’s nearly as unreal as she is. Not a smudge, not a smear in eighty years of living, more than a half century of medical practice. Sure he’s got a few suits filed against him along the way, but they’re outweighed by good works and professional kudos. His apartment? It’s like a stage set. Nothing out of place, and I’m pretty sure the guy’s got more suits than Roarke.”

			“Not possible.”

			“Pretty sure. Of course, he’s got close to fifty years on Roarke, so that could be the difference. He doesn’t gamble, he doesn’t cheat, he doesn’t screw his neighbor’s wife—at least not so it shows. His son will benefit somewhat financially by his death, but it doesn’t fit. He’s solid in that area, and was at this point basically running the show at the Center. Center staff so far interviewed sings the vic’s praises to the point of hallelujahs.”

			“Okay. There’s a skeleton in his closet, some dirt under his rug.”

			She absolutely beamed as she punched Feeney’s arm. “Thank you! That’s what I say. Nobody’s that clean. No fricking body. Not in my world. The kind of money this guy generated, he could’ve greased the right palms to get something expunged from his data. Plus, he’s got too much downtime, the way I see it. Can’t figure what he did with it. Nothing shows in his office or his apartment. His appointment book shows at least two days and three evenings a week where he’s got nothing going. What does he do, where does he go?”

			She checked her wrist unit. “I’ve got to go fill in the commander. Then I’m taking my toys and going home to play with them. Anything pops for you, I’m ready to hear it.”

			She traveled the maze of Central to Commander Whitney’s office and was shown right in. He was at his desk, a big man with big shoulders that bore the weight of his authority. Over time, that authority had carved lines into his dark face and threaded some gray through his hair.

			He gestured to a chair, and Eve had to control a frown. After more than ten years as her commander, he knew she preferred giving her orals standing.

			She sat.

			“Before you begin,” he said, “there’s a somewhat delicate matter I need to address.”

			“Sir?”

			“During the course of your investigation you will likely be required to review the patient list for the Icove Center, cross-referencing names with the victim, and with his son.”

			Oh-oh. “Yes, sir, that’s my intention.”

			“During this process, you will find that the younger Dr. Icove . . .”

			Oh shit.

			“The younger Dr. Icove, with the victim as consultant, executed some minor cosmetic procedures on Mrs. Whitney.”

			Mrs. Whitney. Thank God, Eve thought, and felt her stomach unclench. She’d been terrified her commander had been about to tell her he’d used the Center’s services himself.

			“Okay. Excuse me. Yes, sir.”

			“My wife, as you may suspect, would prefer to keep this matter private. I’m going to ask you, as a personal favor, Lieutenant, that unless you see a connection between Mrs. Whitney’s . . . what she calls her tune-ups,” he said with obvious embarrassment, “and your investigation, you keep this matter, and this conversation, to yourself.”

			“Absolutely, Commander. Certainly I see no relation between, um, the aforesaid tune-ups and the murder of Wilfred Icove, Sr. If it would be helpful, please assure Mrs. Whitney of my discretion in this matter.”

			“Damn right I will.” He pressed his fingers to his eyes. “She’s hounded me via ’link since she heard about it on the media report. Vanity, Dallas, comes at considerable price. So who killed Dr. Perfect?”

			“Sir?”

			“Anna mentioned that some of the nurses called him that—affectionately. He’s known for being a perfectionist, and expecting the same from those who work with him.”

			“Interesting. And it fits what I’ve learned about him so far.” Deciding the personal aspect of the report was over, she got to her feet, gave her report.

			It was well past end of shift when she headed home. Not that it was unusual, she decided. And with Roarke out of town, she had less motivation to go home. Nobody there but the pain in her ass, in the form of Roarke’s majordomo, Summerset.

			He’d make some crack when she walked in, she thought. About her being late, not informing him—as if she’d voluntarily speak to him. He’d probably sneer, and congratulate her on making it home without getting blood on her shirt.

			She had a comeback for that one ready. Oh yeah. She’d say there was still time, fuckhead. No, no, fuckface. Still time, fuckface. Planting my fist through your needle-dick nose ought to get some blood on my shirt.

			Then she’d start up the stairs, stop like she’d just thought of something, and say: Oh wait, you don’t run on blood, do you? I’d just end up with viscous green goo all over me.

			She entertained herself all the way uptown with varieties of the same theme, and alternate intonations.

			The gates opened for her, and lights bloomed on to illuminate the curving drive that wound through the grounds toward the house.

			Part fortress, part castle, part fantasy, it was home now. Its peaks and towers, its juts and terraces silhouetted against the broody night sky. Windows, countless windows, glowed against the gloom of the evening in a kind of welcome she’d never known before he’d come into her life.

			Had never expected to know.

			Seeing it, the house, the lights, the strength and beauty of what he’d built, what he’d made, what he’d given to her, she missed him outrageously. She very nearly drove around the loop, headed out again.

			She could go see Mavis. Wasn’t her friend and music disc star in town? She was pregnant—a lot pregnant now, Eve calculated. If she went to see Mavis, she’d have to run the gauntlet first—touch the scary belly, listen to knocked-up talk, be shown strange little clothes and weird equipment.

			After that, it would be fine, it would be good.

			But she was too damn tired to go through the hoops first. Besides, she had work to do.

			She grabbed the loaded disc and file bag, left her car at the steps—mainly because it annoyed Summerset—and headed inside, somewhat cheered she’d be able to use her stored insults.

			She stepped inside, into the warmth of the grand foyer, into light and fragrance. Deliberately she stripped off her jacket, tossed it over the newel post—another little poke at Summerset.

			But he didn’t ooze like evil fog out of the walls or woodwork. He always oozed like evil fog out of the walls or woodwork. She had a moment to be puzzled, then irritated, then mildly concerned he’d dropped dead during the day.

			Then her heart picked up a beat, something shivered along her skin. She looked up, and saw Roarke at the top of the stairs.

			He couldn’t have become more beautiful than he’d been a week before, but it seemed to her, in that shimmering light, that he had.

			His face—the strength, power, and yes, the beauty of a fallen angel with no regrets—was framed by the thick black of his hair. His mouth—full, carved, irresistible—smiled as he came toward her. And those eyes—impossibly, brilliantly blue—dazzled her where she stood.

			He made her weak in the knees. Foolish, foolish, she thought. He was her husband, and she knew him as she knew no other. Yet her knees were weak, and her heart was tumbling in her chest. She only had to look at him.

			“You’re not supposed to be here,” she said.

			He stopped at the base of the stairs, lifted a brow. “Did we move while I was out of town?”

			She shook her head, dropped her bag. And jumped into his arms.

			The taste of him—that was home, that was true welcome. The feel of his body—lean muscle, smooth flesh—that was both thrill and comfort.

			She sniffed at him like a puppy, scented him, caught the whiff of soap. He’d just showered, she thought, while her mouth met his again. Changed out of business clothes and into jeans and a pullover.

			It meant they were going nowhere, expecting no one. It meant it was the two of them.

			“I missed you.” She caught his face in her hands. “I really, really missed you.”

			“Darling Eve.” Ireland drifted through his voice, as he took her wrist, turned his face so his lips pressed to her palm. “I’m sorry it all took longer than I’d hoped.”

			She shook her head. “You’re back now, and a hell of a better welcoming committee than the one I was expecting. Where is the walking dead?”

			He tapped a finger on the shallow dent in her chin. “If you mean Summerset, I encouraged him to go out for the evening.”

			“Oh, so you didn’t kill him.”

			“No.”

			“Can I kill him when he comes back?”

			“It’s comforting to see nothing’s changed in my absence.” He glanced down to look at the enormous cat that wound between his legs, then Eve’s. “Apparently Galahad missed me as well, and he’s already hit me up for some salmon.”

			“Well, if the cat’s fed and the butler from hell’s away, let’s go upstairs and flip a coin.”

			“Actually, I had another activity in mind.” When she bent to pick up the bag, he took it from her, winced at the weight. “Work?”

			Once, it had always been work. Only been work. But now . . . “It can wait a bit.”

			“I’m hoping this takes longer than a bit. I’ve been saving up.” He slid his free arm around her waist so they walked upstairs hip-to-hip. “What’s the coin toss for?”

			“Heads I jump you, tails you jump me.”

			He laughed, leaned down to nip her ear. “Screw the coin. Let’s jump each other.”

			He dumped her bag at the top of the steps, spun her back to the wall. Even as his lips crushed down on hers, she was boosting herself up to clamp her legs around his waist.

			Her hands fisted in his hair, and everything inside her went hot and needy.

			“Bed’s too far, too many clothes.” She dragged her mouth from his to bite his neck. “You smell so good.”

			He found and hit the release for her harness, just a flick of fast hands. “I’m about to disarm you, Lieutenant.”

			“I’m about to let you.”

			He turned, nearly stumbled over the cat. When he cursed, Eve laughed so hard her ribs ached.

			“Wouldn’t be so bloody funny if I’d dropped you on your ass.”

			Laughter still dancing in her eyes, she linked her arms around his neck as he navigated toward the bedroom. “I love you, a week’s worth more since the last time I touched you.”

			“Now you’ve done it. How can I drop you on your ass after that?”

			Instead he carried her up the steps of the platform where the wide bed stood, then laid her on sheets soft as rose petals.

			“You already turned down the bed?”

			He brushed her lips with his. “I favored my chances.”

			She yanked his shirt over his head. “So do I.”

			She pulled him down to her, steeped herself in the heat of it, the sizzle of blood, the fever of lips. So good to touch him, to feel the shape of him, to have his weight pressing on her. Lust and love were a glorious tangle in her system, and all of it was coated with simple happiness.

			He was with her again.

			He nipped his way down her throat, filling himself on the flavor of her skin. Of all of his appetites, his for her was the only one never quite sated. He could have her and still want her. And those days and nights without her, jammed with work and obligations, had still been empty.

			Drawing her up, he dragged off her harness, shoving it aside, opening her shirt while her teeth, her lips, her hands wrought havoc on him, in him. He cupped her breasts through the thin tank she wore, watched her face as his thumbs teased her nipples.

			He loved her eyes, the shape of them, the rich brandy color, and the way they stayed on his even when she began to tremble.

			She lifted her arms, and he tugged the tank up, off. Then took her—warm, soft, firm—into his mouth. She gathered him closer, purring in her throat, arching her back to offer more. He took, she took, peeling and pulling away clothes so flesh could find flesh. As he worked his way down her, exploring, it was his name that purred in her throat.

			Need gathered in her, a fist of excited pleasure that seemed to punch through her so that she moaned and shuddered on the release. Only to gather again, harder and tighter, until her fingers dug into him urging him up, drawing him back to her. Into her.

			Her hips lifted and fell, a silky rhythm that bound them together, that quickened even as hearts quickened.

			Deeper, he sank deeper into her, losing himself as he only could with her. And the sweetness of it followed him over.

			When his lips pressed to her shoulder, she stroked his hair. It was good to drift on this quiet, this contentment. She often thought of these as stolen moments, a kind of perfection that helped her—maybe helped them both—survive the ugliness the world shoved at them day after day.

			“Did you get everything done?” she asked him.

			Lifting his head, he grinned down at her. “You tell me.”

			“I meant with work.” Amused, she gave him a little poke.

			“Enough to keep us in fish and chips for a bit. Speaking of which, I’m starving. And by the heft of that data bag you hauled in, I’d say the chances of our eating in bed and having another round for dessert are slim.”

			“Sorry.”

			“No need.” He bent his head to kiss her, light and easy. “Why don’t we have a meal in your office, and you can tell me about what’s in that bag.”

			She could count on him for that, Eve thought as she pulled on loose pants and an ancient NYPSD sweatshirt. Not just to tolerate her work, the horrible hours, the mental distraction of it, but to get it. And to help whenever she asked.

			Well, whenever she didn’t ask, too.

			There’d been a time—most of the first year of their marriage, actually—when she’d struggled to keep him out of it a great deal of the time. Unsuccessfully. But it wasn’t simply the lack of success that had eased her toward using him on cases.

			The man thought like a cop. Must be the flip side of the criminal mind, she decided. The fact was, she often thought like the criminal. How else did you get into their heads and stop them?

			She’d married a man with a dark past, a clever mind, and more resources than the International Security Council. Why waste what was under your nose?

			So they set up in her home office, one Roarke had outfitted for her to resemble the apartment where she’d once lived. It was just that sort of thinking—of knowing what would make her most comfortable—that had made her a goner almost from the moment they’d met.

			“What’ll it be, Lieutenant? Does the case you’re working on call for red meat?”

			“I’m thinking fish and chips.” She shrugged when he laughed. “You put it in my head.”

			“Fish and chips it is, then.” He moved into her kitchen while she organized the data discs and files out of her bag. “Who’s dead?”

			“Wilfred B. Icove—doctor and saint.”

			“I heard that on the way home. I wondered if he’d be yours.” He came back with a couple of plates, steam rising from the fried cod and chipped potatoes, fresh from the AutoChef. “I knew him a bit.”

			“I thought you might. He lived in one of your buildings.”

			“Can’t say I knew that.” He’d walked back into the kitchen as they spoke. “I’d met him, and his son—son’s wife—at charity functions. Media report said he’d been killed in his office, at his landmark center here in New York.”

			“They got that right.”

			He brought back vinegar for the chips, salt—his woman used bloody blizzards of salt on damn near everything—and a couple of cold bottles of Harp.

			“Stabbed, was he?”

			“Once. Through the heart. No lucky jab.” She sat with him, ate with him, and filled him in, using nearly the same straight, efficient reporting style she had with her commander.

			“Can’t see the son for it,” Roarke said, forking up some fish—and memories of his own youth in Dublin with it. “If you want an outside opinion.”

			“I’ll take it. Why?”

			“Both devoted to their field of medicine—a lot of pride in that, and each other. Money wouldn’t be a factor. And power?” He gestured with his fork, then stabbed more fish. “From what I know the father’s been ceding that to the son, more as time went on. The woman looks professional to you?”

			“The hit looked pro. Clean, quick, simple, well planned. But . . .”

			He smiled a little, picked up his beer—as comfortable, Eve knew, with the brew and fried fish as he would have been with a two-thousand-dollar bottle of wine and rare filet.

			“But,” Roarke continued for her, “the symbolism—the heart wound, death in his office in the center he founded, the sheer cojones, to borrow the Spanish she purported to be—of the murder in a place so well secured. A point proven.”

			Yeah, Eve thought, she’d be wasting a valuable resource if she shut Roarke out of her work. “Maybe she’s a pro, maybe not. We’ve got no hits on her, not through IRCCA, not through Feeney’s imaging. But if she was hired, the motive was personal. Personal in a way, I think, that relates to his work. He could’ve been taken out quick and easy elsewhere.”

			“You’ve run his immediate staff by now.”

			“Whistle clean, every one. And nobody has a bad word to say about him. His apartment looks like a holo-room.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“You know, one of those programs used to fabricate a home for realtors. Perfect urban living. It was clean and coordinated to fricking death. You’d hate it.”

			Intrigued, he angled his head. “Would I?”

			“You got the high life, same as he did. Got it different ways, but you’re both drowning in money.”

			“Oh,” he said easily, “I can tread water quite well, and for quite a while.”

			“While you’re doing the backstroke, he’s got a two-level apartment, where everything’s squared off, the bathroom towels match the bathroom walls, sort of thing. No creativity, I guess I’m saying. You’ve got this place, which may be big enough to hold a small city itself, but it’s got—well, it’s got style and life. It reflects you.”

			“I think that’s a compliment.” He raised his beer to her.

			“It’s an observation. You’re both perfectionists in your ways, but his ran toward obsession—everything just so. You like to mix it up. So maybe his need for perfection caused him to bruise somebody, or fire them, or refuse to take them as a patient. I can’t make this just so, so forget about it.”

			“I’d say it was a big bruise to warrant murder.”

			“People kill for a chipped fingernail, but you’re right there. This was big enough to do something showy. Because under the efficiency, the tidiness, this was showing off.”

			Eve snagged another fry. “Take a look at her. Computer,” she ordered, “display ID image, Nocho-Alverez, Dolores, on wall screen one.”

			When it flashed on, Roarke lifted his eyebrows. “Beauty is often deadly.”

			“So why would somebody who looks like that consult with a face and body sculptor? Why would he take her?”

			“Beauty’s often irrational as well. She may have convinced him she wanted something more, something else. Being a man, and one who obviously appreciates beauty and perfection, he might have been curious enough to take the appointment. You said he was all but retired. Time enough to spend an hour with a woman who looks like that one.”

			“That’s one of the things. Too much time. A guy who’s spent all of his life working, dedicated, striving, making history—in his field—what does he do when he’s not working? I can’t find playtime for this guy. What would you do?”

			“Make love with my wife, steal her away for long, indulgent holidays. Show her the world.”

			“He doesn’t have a wife, or a specific lover. Not that I can find. Long blocks of time blank on his appointment calendar. He did something with it. Something on those discs. Somewhere.”

			“We’ll have a look then.” He polished off his beer. “How did you sleep while I was gone?”

			“Fine. Okay.” She rose, figuring since he got the meal, she had to clear it away.

			“Eve.” He laid a hand over hers to stop her, bring her eyes to his.

			“I bunked in here some nights, in the sleep chair. You can’t worry about that. You’ve got business out of town, you’ve got to go. I can handle it.”

			He brought her hand to his lips. “You had nightmares. I’m sorry.”

			She was plagued with them, but they were worse when he wasn’t with her. “I can deal.” She hesitated. She’d sworn she would go to her grave telling no one. But he’d be weighed down with guilt, she knew. “I slept in your shirt.” She tugged her hand free, gathered up dishes to keep the confession light. “It smelled like you, so I slept better.”

			He rose, took her face in his hands and said, softly, “Darling Eve.”

			“Don’t get sloppy. It’s just a shirt.” She stepped back, walked around him. Then stopped at the entrance to the kitchen. “But I’m glad you’re home.”

			He smiled at her back. “So am I.”
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			THEY SPLIT THE DISCS, ROARKE IN HIS ADJOINING office, Eve at her desk. Where Eve spent a frustrated ten minutes trying to cajole her unit into reading what turned out to be encoded data.

			“He’s got a block on the discs,” she called out. “Some sort of privacy protection thing. My unit won’t accept or override.”

			“Of course it will,” Roarke said and had her frowning up at him. He’d come back into her office without her hearing him move. He only smiled, and laying a hand on her shoulder, rubbing a bit, scanned the screen. “Here you are, then.” With a few keystrokes he bypassed the privacy mode and something resembling text popped onto her screen.

			“It’s still coded,” she pointed out.

			“Patience, Lieutenant. Computer, run deciphering and translation program. Display results.”

			
				Working . . .

			

			“I guess you already did yours,” Eve complained.

			“This unit’s equipped to handle code, my technologically challenged cop. You’ve only to tell it what to do. And . . .”

			
				Task complete. Text displayed.

			

			“Fine. I’ve got it now. Or would if I was a frigging doctor. It’s medical crap.”

			He kissed the top of her head. “Good luck,” he added, and strolled back to his own office.

			“Passcoded the unit,” she muttered. “Privacy protected the discs, and coded them. Reasons for that.” She sat back a moment, drummed her fingers. Could be just his perfectionist nature. Obsessive. Compulsive. Doctor-patient confidentiality. But it seemed like more.

			Even the text was secretive. No names, she noted. The patient was referred to throughout as Patient A-1.

			Eighteen-year-old female, she read. Height: five feet, seven inches. Weight: one hundred fifteen pounds.

			He listed her vitals, blood pressure, pulse rate, blood work, heart and brain patterns—all within normal range, as far as she could tell.

			The disc seemed to be a medical history, detailing tests, results, examinations. And grades, she realized. Patient A-1 had excellent physical stamina, intelligence quotient, cognitive abilities. Why would he care about those things? she wondered. Eyesight corrected to 20/20.

			She read quick details on hearing tests, stress tests, more exams. Respiration, bone density.

			Then was thrown again by notes on mathematic abilities, language skills, artistic and/or musical talents, and puzzle-solving ability.

			She spent an hour with A-1, spanning three years of similar tests, notes, results.

			The text ended with a final note.

			
				A-1 treatment complete. Placement successful.

			

			She rapidly scanned another five discs, finding the same sorts of tests, notes, with occasional additions of surgical corrections. Nose planing, dental corrections, breast enhancements.

			Then she sat back, propped her feet on the desk, and stared up at the ceiling to think.

			Anonymous patients, all referred to by numbers and letters. No names. All females—at least in her stash. Treatment was either complete or terminated.

			There had to be more. More notes, more complete case files. If so, there had to be another place. Office, lab, something. Most of the face or body sculpting, which was supposed to be his specialty, was minor on these cases.

			Tune-ups, she mused.

			The records were more an ongoing evaluation: physical, mental, creative, cognitive.

			Placement. Where were they placed after treatment was complete? Where did they go if and when it was terminated?

			And what the hell had the good doctor been up to with more than fifty female patients?

			“Experiments,” she said when Roarke came through the door. “These are like experiments, right? Is that how it reads to you?”

			“Lab rats,” he agreed. “Nameless. And these notes strike me as being his quick reference guide, not his official charts.”

			“Right. Just something he could flip through to check a detail or jog his memory. A lot of shields for something this vague, which is telling me it springs out of something more detailed. Still they fit my gauge of him. In each of the cases I reviewed, he’s aiming for perfection. Body type, facial structure—which would be his deal. Then he veers off to stuff like cognitive skills and whether they can play the tuba.”

			“You got a tuba?”

			“Just a for-instance,” she said with a wave of her hand. “What does he care? What does it matter if the patient can do calculus or speak Ukrainian or whatever? I’ve got nothing that indicates he worked on brain sectors. Oh, and they’re all right-handed. Every one, which goes against the law of averages. They’re all female—interesting—and all between the ages of seventeen and twenty-two when the notes end. With either ‘placement’ or ‘treatment terminated.’ ”

			“Placement’s an interesting word, isn’t it?” Roarke eased a hip onto the corner of her desk. “One might assume employment. If one weren’t of a cynical bent.”

			“Which you are, which makes you a good match for me. Some people would pay a lot of money for a perfect woman. Maybe running a slavery ring was Icove’s little hobby.”

			“Possibly. Where does he get the goods?”

			“I’m going to do a search. Coordinate the dates of the case notes with missing persons and kidnappings.”

			“There’s a start. Eve? It’d be a hell of an operation to keep this many people under control, and to keep such a thing concealed. Can you consider it might be voluntary?”

			“I’m going to volunteer to be sold to the highest bidder?”

			He shook his head. “Consider. A young girl, for whatever reason unhappy with her appearance or her lot, or simply looking for more. He might pay them as well. Earn money while we make you beautiful. Then we’ll match you up with a partner. One with enough money to afford the service, one who selects you out of all the others. Heady stuff for the impressionable.”

			“So he’s creating, basically, licensed companions, with their consent?”

			“Or spouses, for all we know. Both, either. Or—a thought that hit my perhaps overactive brain—hybrids.”

			Her eyes rounded. “What, half-LC, half-spouse? A guy’s wet dream.”

			He laughed, shook his head. “You’re tired. I was thinking more along the lines of an old, classic plotline. Frankenstein.”

			“The monster guy?”

			“Frankenstein was the mad doctor guy who created the monster.”

			She swung her feet off the desk. “Hybrids. Part droid, part human? And way, way illegal? You thinking he might dabble in hybridizing humans? That’s out there, Roarke.”

			“Agreed, but there were experiments a few decades ago. Military, primarily. And we see it every day on another level. Artificial hearts, limbs, organs. He made his name with his reconstructive surgery techniques. Man-made is often used in that area.”

			“So maybe he’s making women?” She thought of Dolores, absolutely calm before and after a murder. “And one of them turns on him. One of them isn’t happy with her placement, and comes back to off the creator. He agrees to see her because she’s his work. It’s not bad,” she decided. “Out there, but not altogether bad.”

			She slept on it, and woke so early Roarke was just out of bed and pulling on sweats.

			“You’re awake. Well then, let’s have a workout and a swim.”

			“A what?” She blinked groggy eyes at him. “It’s not morning.”

			“It’s after five.” He stepped back up to the bed, hauled her out. “It’ll clear your mind.”

			“Why isn’t there coffee?”

			“There will be.” He bundled her into the elevator and had it heading for the home gym before her brain woke fully.

			“Why am I working out at five in the morning?”

			“Five-fifteen, actually, and because it’s good for you.” He tossed her a pair of shorts. “Suit up, Lieutenant.”

			“When do you leave town again?”

			He tossed a top into her face.

			She dragged on the clothes, then set her equipment for a beach run. If she was going to work out before the sun came up, at least she could pretend she was at the beach. She liked the feel of sand under her feet, and the sounds and scents and sights of surf.

			Roarke set up next to her with the same program. “We could make this a reality after the holidays.”

			“What holidays?”

			Amused when she picked up her pace, he matched her. “We’re nearly to Thanksgiving. Which is actually something I wanted to discuss with you.”

			“It’s on a Thursday. You eat turkey whether you like it or not. I know about Thanksgiving.”

			“It’s also an American holiday. A . . . family holiday, traditionally. I thought it might be appropriate to invite my Irish relations here for dinner.”

			“Bring them to New York to eat turkey?”

			“Essentially.”

			She watched him out of the corner of her eye, noted he was slightly embarrassed. A rarity for him. “How many of them are there, anyway?”

			“About thirty or so.”

			Her breath wheezed in. “Thirty?”

			“More or less. I’m not entirely sure, though I doubt all of them could get away, with a farm to run and other work. All those children. But I thought Sinead, at least, with her family, might be able to take a day or two here, and the holiday seemed the right time. We might invite Mavis and Leonardo, Peabody and so on. Whoever you’d like. Make a right bash of it.”

			“Gonna need one big-ass turkey.”

			“I think the food will be the simplest of the details. How would you feel about having them here?”

			“A little weird, but okay. How about you?”

			He relaxed. “A little weird, but okay. I appreciate it.”

			“As long as I don’t have to bake a pie.”

			“God forbid.”

			The workout did indeed clear her mind, and she added a stint with weights, polished it off with twenty laps in the pool.

			She’d intended to do twenty-five, but Roarke caught her on the twenty-first turn. And she ended the workout with a different sort of water exercise.

			She was alert and ravenous by the time she’d showered and grabbed her first cup of coffee.

			She went for waffles, exchanged beady eyes with Galahad when the cat tried to slink up to her plate.

			“He’s got to have space.”

			“Cat’s got the run of the bloody house.”

			“Not the cat. Icove,” Eve said and got an absentminded mmm-hmm from Roarke as he scanned the morning stock reports on-screen in the sitting area of their bedroom. “Not in the apartment,” she continued. “Too many patients coming in and out. Lab. Maybe in the Center, maybe someplace else entirely. He’d need privacy. Even if it’s not anything illegal, it’s strange. He didn’t go through all the trouble to private the discs and his unit, then conduct all these exams or experiments or case studies in the open.”

			“It’s a big facility, the Center,” Roarke began, and switched to the media bulletins. “But there are a lot of people through there. Patients, staff, visitors, stockholders. Very possible, if he was careful enough, to have a private area. But wiser, I’d think, to do this other work—particularly if it skirts the law—off-site.”

			“The son would know. If they were as close, personally and professionally, as I think they were, the father and the son would both be involved with this . . . project. We’ll call it a project. Peabody and I’ll pay him another visit, see if we can go at this the direct way. We’ll take a deeper look at the financials. If this is a by-fee project, it would have generated big bucks. And I’ll look at property in his name, the son’s, the daughter-in-law, grandchildren, under the Center or his other arms. If he’s got a place, we’ll find it.”

			“You’ll want to save them. The girls,” he continued when she said nothing. “You’ll want to stop them from being arranged, let’s say, if that’s the case.” He turned from the screen to look at her. “If this is some sort of training ground, some kind of preparation area, you’ll see them as victims.”

			“Aren’t they?”

			“Not like you were.” He took her hand. “I doubt very much it’s anything like that, or that you’ll be able to stop yourself from seeing it that way regardless. It’ll hurt you.”

			“They all hurt me. Even when they have nothing to do with what happened to me. They all take a toll.”

			“I know.” He kissed her hand. “Some more than others.”

			“You’ll ask your family here for Thanksgiving, and it’ll hurt you. Because your mother can’t be here, and you’ll think of that. Won’t be able to stop yourself from remembering what happened to her when you were only a baby. It’ll hurt you, but it won’t stop you from asking them here. We do what we have to do, Roarke. Both of us.”

			“So we do.”

			She rose, reached for her weapon harness. “You’re off, then?” he asked her.

			“Might as well get an early start, since I’m up.”

			“Then I’d best give you your present.” He watched her face—the surprise, the chagrin, the resignation. And burst out laughing. “Thought you’d gotten away clean, did you?”

			“Hand it over, get it done.”

			“Gracious to the last.” To her surprise he went to his closet, opened it, and pulled out a large box. He set it on the sofa. “Open it, then.”

			Another fancy dress, she supposed. As if she didn’t already have enough of them to clothe an army of fashion plates. Of which she was the chipped one, hidden on the top shelf. But buying glam made him happy.

			She pulled off the top, stared. “Oh. Oh wow.”

			“An atypical reaction for you, Lieutenant,” he said with a grin, but she was already yanking the long black leather coat out of the box, burying her nose in it to sniff.

			“Oh boy, oh boy.” She whirled it around, swirled it on while he watched. It hit her an inch above the ankles, carried deep pockets, and was smooth as butter.

			“You make a picture,” he complimented, pleased that she’d already spun toward the mirror to see for herself. It was masculine—a deliberate choice on his part. No frills, no feminine touches. In it she looked sexy and dangerous, and just a little aloof.

			“Now this is what it is. This is a goddamn coat. I’ll bung it up before the end of shift, but it’ll look even better with a few scars.” She spun around, and the coat swirled around her legs. “Nice job. Thanks.”

			“My pleasure.” He tapped his lips so that she walked over to plant hers on them. Then he slid his arms under the coat and around her.

			My God, he thought, it was good to be home.

			“There are a number of inside pockets, if someone needed to secret a weapon of some sort.”

			“Frosty. Man, Baxter’s going to crap himself when I walk in wearing this.”

			“Lovely image, thanks.”

			“It’s really great.” She kissed him again. “I really love it. I gotta go.”

			“See you tonight.”

			He watched her walk away, and thought she looked like a warrior.

			Since she had nearly an hour before the start of her shift, Eve took a chance and headed to Mira’s office first. As she had expected, the doctor was in, and her dragon of an admin wasn’t.

			Eve knocked on Mira’s open office door.

			“Sorry.”

			“Eve. Did we have an early appointment?”

			“No.” Mira looked tired, Eve noted. And sad. “I know you usually try to get in before hours, catch up on paperwork or whatever. Sorry to get in the way of that.”

			“It’s all right. Come in. Is this about Wilfred?”

			“Wanted to run something by you.” And she felt lousy for doing it. “Doctor-patient relation sort of deal. You keep case files.”

			“Of course.”

			“And in addition to the consult position with the department, you do some private work. Counseling, therapy, and the like. You sometimes treat patients on an ongoing basis. Over the course of years, say.”

			“Certainly.”

			“How do you keep the files, the data?”

			“I’m not sure what you mean.”

			“You passcode your unit, for security?”

			“Absolutely. All files are confidential. The private cases. And the consults for the department are on a need-to-know basis.”

			“The discs themselves? Those protected, too?”

			“I would add a layer onto the more sensitive material, if I felt it necessary.”

			“You encode the data?”

			“Codes?” This time Mira smiled. “That would be a bit paranoid of me, wouldn’t it? Are you worried about leaks on my end, Eve?”

			“No. Other than paranoia, why would a doctor passcode unit, discs, then encode the data on the discs?”

			The smile had faded. “I would have to assume the structure in which the doctor worked required such precautions, or the data itself was hypersensitive. There is the possibility the doctor had reason to suspect someone might attempt to access the data. Or the work being documented was highly experimental.”

			“Illegal.”

			“I didn’t say illegal.”

			“Would you if you weren’t aware I was asking about Icove?”

			“There are a lot of reasons, as I’ve just told you, why such data might be particularly protected.”

			Eve sat without invitation, kept her eyes level with Mira’s. “He gave the patients labels rather than names. They were all female, all between the ages of seventeen and twenty-two. There was little surgery of the type he’s known for. They were all tested and graded in areas such as cognitive skills, language, artistic talents, physical prowess. Depending on their progress and level, treatment—which was never clearly detailed—was either continued or terminated. If continued, it ended in what was termed ‘placement,’ at which time the file was ended. What does it mean?”

			“I can’t say.”

			“Best guess.”

			“Don’t do this to me, Eve.” Mira’s voice trembled. “Please.”

			“Okay.” Eve pushed to her feet. “Okay, I’m sorry.”

			Mira only shook her head. Eve stepped back out of the office, and left her alone.

			On the way to Homicide, Eve pulled her ’link out of her pocket. It was still early, but as far as she was concerned, doctors and cops had no schedule. She had no problem waking Dr. Louise Dimatto.

			Louise looked dewy, her gray eyes blurry with sleep, her blond hair tousled. She said. “Ugh.”

			“Got some questions. When can you meet me?”

			“Morning off. Sleepy. Go far, far away.”

			“I’ll come to you.” Eve checked the time. “Thirty minutes.”

			“I hate you, Dallas.”

			The screen wavered a moment, then a handsome and sleepy male face joined Louise’s. “So do I.”

			“Hey, Charles.” Charles Monroe was a professional LC, and the other half of the couple who were Charles and Louise. “Thirty minutes,” she repeated, and ended the transmission before anyone could argue.

			She backtracked, deciding it would be simpler to pick up Peabody at her home and head straight out. When Peabody came on screen her hair was wet and she had a towel clutched to her breasts.

			“I’m picking you up in fifteen,” Eve told her.

			“Somebody dead?”

			“No. I’ll fill you in. Just—” McNab stepped out of what she saw now was the shower, and she thanked God the video cut off at his sternum. “In fifteen. And for the sake of all that’s decent and holy, learn to block video.”

			Peabody managed to pull it together in fifteen, Eve noted with satisfaction. She came quickly out of the door hustling on those airskids she favored. Dark green today, to go with a green-and-white-striped jacket that fell just past her hips.

			She jumped in the car, then her eyes went wide and glassy. “The coat! The coat!” Her hand shot out to rub leather, and Eve slapped it away.

			“No touching the coat.”

			“Can I sniff it? Please, please? Please!”

			“Nose one full inch from sleeve. One sniff.”

			Peabody complied, dramatically rolled her eyes. “Roarke got home early, right?”

			“Maybe I bought it for myself.”

			“Yeah, right. Maybe little pink piggies fly on gossamer wings. Okay, if nobody else is dead, why are we on the clock early?”

			“Need to consult a medical. It’s touchy with Mira—personal relationship with vic—so I’ve got Louise as backup. We’re heading there.”

			Out of her bag, Peabody dug lip dye. “Didn’t have time to finish,” she said when Eve slanted her a look. “And if we’re going to see Louise and Charles?”

			“Probably.”

			“I want to be spruced.”

			“Do you have any interest whatsoever in the progress of the investigation?”

			“Sure. I can listen, access, deduce while I spruce. Deduce while I spruce,” Peabody repeated in a jaunty rhythm.

			Eve ignored the lip dying, the hair brushing, the scent spritzing while she relayed the information and fought with traffic.

			“Off-the-record and potentially illegal experimentation,” Peabody mused. “His son would know.”

			“Agreed.”

			“Admin?”

			“She’s straight office drone. No medical training on her record, but we’ll interview her with this angle. What I want first is a medical opinion. I want a doctor’s eyes to see the data. Mira was too close to this guy.”

			“You said fifty or so patients. Seems like too many for him to handle alone.”

			“What I’ve got covers more than five years. Various stages of testing or prep, or whatever the hell it is. There were some groupings—A-one, -two, -three. Like that. But no, even with that schedule, he most likely had help. His son, certainly. Possibly lab techs, other doctors. If this placement business is fee-based, there have to be records of income, and somebody who handled that end.”

			“Daughter-in-law? She was his ward first.”

			“We’ll give that a push, but no medical training on record there, either. No business experience, no tech skills. Why is there never any parking around here?”

			“A question for the ages.”

			Eve considered double-parking. Considered further the probability that her fairly new ride would get bashed by a pissed-off commuter, and circled around until she found a second-level street slot two blocks from Louise’s building.

			She didn’t mind the walk, especially in her icy new coat.
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			THEY LOOKED LIKE A COUPLE OF SLEEPY CATS, Eve thought. All limber and loose, like they were ready to curl up together for a little morning nap in a block of sunlight.

			Louise wore some sort of long white tunic that struck Eve as a bit goddessy—but it suited her. Her feet were bare, the toes painted a shimmery pink. Charles hadn’t bothered with shoes either, but at least he didn’t go for pink toes. He’d chosen white as well, in roomy white pants and a generously sized shirt.

			They looked so rosy, Eve wondered if they’d managed to sneak in a quickie since her call. Then immediately wished her brain hadn’t delved in that area.

			She liked them both, had even started to get used to the idea of them as a couple. But she didn’t want to think about the coupling part.

			“Bright and early, Lieutenant Sugar.” Charles kissed Eve on the cheek before she could evade. “Look at you.” He took Peabody by the arms and gave her a quick, warm buss on the lips. “Detective Delish.”

			Peabody pinked and fluttered until Eve jabbed a finger in her side. “Official business.”

			“We’re having coffee.” Louise walked back into the living area, plopped on the sofa, lifted a cup. “Don’t ask me anything official until I’ve had my first jolt. Between the clinic and the shelter, I put in fourteen full ones yesterday. Today is for sloth.”

			“Did you know Wilfred Icove?”

			Louise sighed. “At least sit down, have some coffee that my gorgeous lover so gallantly arranged. Have a bagel.”

			“I already had breakfast.”

			“Well, I didn’t.” Peabody sat, plucked up a bagel. “She got me out of the shower.”

			“You look great,” Louise commented. “Cohabbing agrees with you. How are you feeling, physically?”

			“Good. Finished the PT, got a thumbs-up.”

			“You did good.” Louise patted Peabody’s knee. “The injuries you sustained from the assault were damned serious, and it was only a few weeks ago. You worked hard to come back this fast.”

			“Sturdy constitution helps.” Secretly, Peabody wished she were more delicate, more fine-boned, like Louise.

			“If we’re all caught up now?” Eve narrowed her eyes.

			“Yes, I knew Dr. Icove, and know his son a little, professionally. What happened is a tragedy. He was a pioneer in his field, and very likely had decades left to work and enjoy life.”

			“You knew him personally?”

			“Through my family somewhat.” Louise’s blood was wealthy blue. “I admired his work and his dedication. I hope you quickly find who killed him.”

			“I’m looking through some of his case files, particularly at this point the ones he kept in his home office. He had his unit passcoded, his discs sealed, and the text coded.”

			Louise pursed her lips. “Very cautious.”

			“In them, he refers to his patients by letter and number, never by name.”

			“Extremely cautious. He had many important people, political types, celebrities, business moguls, and so on as patients—or so one assumes as he never revealed names.”

			“Doubtful in this case. All female, all between the ages of seventeen and twenty-two.”

			Louise’s elegant eyebrows drew together. “All?”

			“More than fifty, all documented for treatment over the course of four to five years on these discs.”

			Her attention was caught now as Louise straightened. “What kind of treatment?”

			“You tell me.” Eve took out a hard copy of one of the discs, passed the several pages across the coffee table.

			As she read, Louise’s brow knitted. She began to murmur to herself, shake her head. “Experimental, certainly, and vague on the details. These can’t be his actual case notes. It’s an overview: physical, mental, emotional, intelligence. Treating the whole patient, as was his method. One I agree with. But . . . Young female subject, excellent physical condition, high intelligence quotient, small corrections to vision and facial structure. Four years of study and treatments wrapped in a few pages. There has to be more.”

			“Is the subject human?”

			Louise’s eyes flicked up, then back to the notes again. “The vitals and treatments all indicate a human female. One who was tested regularly, and thoroughly, not only for defects and disease but for mental and artistic progress and prowess. There were fifty of these?”

			“That I’ve found, to date.”

			“Placement,” Louise said softly. “Educational placement? Employment?”

			“Dallas doesn’t think so,” Charles commented with his eyes on Eve’s.

			“Then what—” Louise broke off, reading the look that passed between her lover and Eve. “Oh God.”

			“You have to be tested to get an LC license,” Eve began.

			“That’s right.” Charles picked up his coffee. “You’re tested physically to ensure against disease or condition. You undergo some psychiatric evals, to hopefully eliminate any sexual deviants or predators. And to keep your license current, you’re required to have regular exams.”

			“And there are various levels, with various fee scales.”

			“Of course. The level of your license is determined not only by your preference, but your skills. Intelligence, knowledge of art and entertainment, your . . . style. A street level, for instance, isn’t required to be able to discuss art history with a client, or know Puccini from pig Latin.”

			“The higher the level, the bigger the fee.”

			“Correct.”

			“And the higher the level placed, the bigger the placement fee for the agency that either trains or tests and certifies the LC.”

			“Also correct.”

			“It doesn’t make sense,” Louise interrupted. “First someone with Icove’s resources, skills, and interests testing potential LCs? For what purpose? And it doesn’t take years to train and certify. His fees would be nominal compared to his real work.”

			“Boy needs a hobby,” Peabody added, and considered another bagel.

			Charles played his fingers over the tips of Louise’s hair. “She’s not thinking traditional LCs, sweetie. Are you, Dallas? Not selling services, but the whole package.”

			“Selling . . .” Louise went pale. “Dallas, my God.”

			“It’s a theory. I’m working on a couple of them. You’d agree, as a doctor, that the security on these discs is more than usual.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“That the notes themselves are sketchy, and also unusual.”

			“I agree I’d have to see more to have an opinion to their purpose.”

			“Where are the images?” Eve asked. “If you, as a doctor, were documenting information such as this on a patient over the course of years, wouldn’t you have images of that patient. At certain points? Certainly before and after procedures?”

			Louise said nothing for a moment, then let out a long breath. “Yes. I’d also clearly document the steps of any procedure, who assisted, the duration of the procedure. I would’ve listed the names of the patient as well as the names of any medical or laystaff who assisted in tests. There would, most likely, be personal observations and comments added. But these aren’t thorough notes, certainly not medical charts.”

			“Okay. Thanks.” Eve held out her hand for the hard copies.

			“You think he may have been involved in some sort of . . . human auction? That’s why he was killed.”

			“It’s a theory.” Eve got to her feet. “A lot of doctors have God complexes.”

			“Some,” Louise said, coolly now.

			“Even God didn’t create the perfect woman. Maybe Icove figured he could one-up God. Thanks for the coffee,” Eve added, and let herself out.

			“I think you pretty much ruined her day,” Peabody commented as they walked to the elevator.

			“Might as well go for a streak and ruin Dr. Will’s day next.”

			A domestic droid opened the door of the Icoves’ home. She’d been created to replicate a woman in her comfortable forties, with a pleasant face, a trim build.

			She showed them directly into the main living area, offered them a seat, refreshment, then stepped out. Moments later, Icove came in.

			There were shadows under his eyes and a weary pallor to his cheeks.

			“You have news?” he asked immediately.

			“I’m sorry, Dr. Icove, we don’t have anything to tell you at this time. We do have some follow-up questions.”

			“Oh.” He rubbed the center of his forehead in a firm up-and-down motion. “Of course.”

			As he crossed over to take a seat, Eve saw the young boy peek around the doorway. His hair was so blond it was nearly white and spiked up—as the current fashion demanded—from a youthful and pretty face. He had his mother’s eyes, she noted. So blue they were nearly purple.

			“I think we might want to discuss this in private,” Eve told Icove.

			“Yes. My wife and children are still at breakfast.”

			“Not all of them.” Eve inclined her head, and Icove turned in time to catch a glimpse of his son before the boy scooted back out of sight.

			“Ben!”

			The sharp command had the boy sliding into view again, chin on chest. But those eyes, Eve saw, were bright and avid despite the shamed posture.

			“Haven’t we discussed eavesdropping on private conversations?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody,” Icove said, “my son, Ben.”

			“Wilfred B. Icove the Third,” the boy announced, straightening his shoulders. “Benjamin’s my middle name. You’re the police.”

			Because Peabody knew her partner, she took the front line with the boy. “That’s right. We’re very sorry about your grandfather, Ben, and we’re here to talk to your father.”

			“Somebody killed my granddad. They stabbed him right in the heart.”

			“Ben—”

			“They know.” Ben’s face was a study in frustration as he turned to his father. “Now they have to ask questions and follow leads and gather evidence. Do you have suspects?” he demanded.

			“Ben.” Icove spoke more gently and wrapped an arm around his son’s shoulders. “My son doesn’t want to follow family tradition and enter the medical field. He hopes to be a private investigator.”

			“Cops have to follow too many rules,” the boy explained. “PIs get to break them and they get big, fat fees and hang out with shady characters.”

			“He enjoys detective book discs and games,” Icove added with a light of amusement—and, Eve thought, pride—in his eyes.

			“If you’re a lieutenant, you get to boss people around, and yell at them and stuff.”

			“Yeah.” Eve felt a smile twitch at her lips. “I like that part.”

			There was the sound of footsteps moving fast down the hall. Avril appeared, apology on her face. “Ben. Will, I’m sorry. He got away from me.”

			“No harm. Ben, go back into the breakfast room now with your mother.”

			“But I want—”

			“No arguments.”

			“Ben.” Avril’s voice was a murmur, but it worked. Ben’s head drooped again as he dragged his feet out of the room.

			“Sorry for the interruption,” Avril said, curved her lips in a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, then retreated.

			“We’re keeping the children home for a few days,” Icove explained. “The media doesn’t always respect grief, or innocence.”

			“He’s a great-looking kid, Dr. Icove,” Peabody put in. “He favors your wife.”

			“Yes, he does. Both our children favor Avril.” His smile warmed, became genuine. “Fortunate DNA. What do you need to know?”

			“We have some questions regarding some information accessed from discs recovered from your father’s home office.”

			“Oh?”

			“The data they’re on was coded.”

			There was a change—just a flicker—when puzzlement became shock, a shock masked by mild interest. “Medical notes often seem like code to the layman.”

			“True enough. Even when the text was accessed, the contents are puzzling. Your father appears to have taken notes on the treatment of some fifty patients, female patients from their late teens to early twenties.”

			Icove’s expression remained neutral. “Yes?”

			“What do you know about those patients, those . . . treatments, Dr. Icove?”

			“I couldn’t say.” He spread his hands. “Certainly not without reading the notes. I wasn’t privy to all my father’s cases.”

			“These strike me as a special project, and one he took some care to keep secure. My impression was his field of interest was reconstructive surgery and sculpting.”

			“Yes. For more than fifty years, my father dedicated his skills to that field, and led the way to—”

			“I’m aware of his accomplishments.” Deliberately, Eve hardened her voice. “I’m asking about his interests, and his work, outside of that field, the field he’s publically known for. I’m asking about his sidelines, Dr. Icove. Those that involve testing and training young women.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

			Eve took out the hard copies, passed them to him. “These give a glimmer?”

			He cleared his throat, read through them. “I’m afraid not. You say you found these on disc in his home office?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Possibly copies from a colleague.” He lifted his head, but his eyes didn’t quite meet Eve’s. “There’s nothing on here to indicate to me that these are my father’s notes. They’re very incomplete. Case studies of some sort, of course. And honestly, I fail to see what these might have to do with your investigation.”

			“I determine what has to do with my investigation. What I found on discs in your father’s possession deals with more than fifty unidentified young women who were subjected to tests and evaluations, some surgeries, over a course of years. Who are they, Dr. Icove? Where are they?”

			“I don’t care for your tone, Lieutenant.”

			“I get that a lot.”

			“I assume these women were part of a voluntary test group which interested my father. If you knew anything about reconstructive surgery, or sculpting, you’d be aware that the body isn’t merely the box that holds the prize. When the body is seriously injured, it affects the brain, the emotions. The human condition must be treated as a whole. A patient who loses an arm in an accident loses more than a limb, and must be treated for that loss, must be treated and trained to adjust to it and live a contented and productive life. Quite possibly my father was interested in this particular case study as a means to observe individuals, over the course of a span of years, who were being tested and evaluated on every level.”

			“If this study took place in the Center, you’d be aware of it?”

			“I’m sure that I would.”

			“You and your father were close,” Peabody said.

			“We were.”

			“It seems if he was interested enough in a project like this one, enough to keep records in his home office, he would have discussed it with you at some point. Father to son, colleague to colleague.”

			Icove started to speak, then stopped, seemed to rethink. “It’s possible he intended to. I can’t speculate on that. Nor can I ask him. He’s dead.”

			“Killed,” Eve pointed out, “by a woman. A strong physical specimen, like those documented on the discs.”

			She heard him suck in a shocked breath, watched that shock, and a hint of fear, widen his eyes. “You . . . You actually believe one of the patients documented on those discs killed my father?”

			“Physically, the suspect fits the documented descriptions of most of the subjects. Height, weight, body type. One or more of these patients may have objected to what’s termed ‘placement.’ Potential motive. It would also explain why your father agreed to the appointment.”

			“What you’re suggesting is ludicrous, out of the question. My father helped people, he improved lives. He saved them. The president of the United States contacted me personally with condolences. My father was an icon, but more, he was a man who was loved and respected.”

			“Someone disrespected him enough to shove a scalpel into his heart. Think about that, Dr. Icove.” Eve rose. “You know how to reach me.”

			“Knows something,” Peabody commented when they were out on the sidewalk.

			“Oh yeah. What do you figure our chances are of getting a search warrant for the surviving doctor’s house?”

			“With what we’ve got? Slim.”

			“Let’s see if we can get more before we spin that wheel.”

			She hit Feeney next, back at Central, and got a frown on his mopey face.

			“Got into the unit, no problem. What you got in there’s medical mumbo. Can’t see anything hinky about it. But it turns out Jasmina Free’s tits didn’t come from God, and neither did those pillow lips of hers, or her chin. Or her damn ass either.”

			“Who’s Jasmina Free?”

			“Jesus, Dallas. Vid goddess. Starred in last summer’s biggest blockbuster, Endgame.”

			“I was a little busy over the summer.”

			“Took an Oscar last year for Harm None.”

			“I guess I was a little busy last year, too.”

			“Thing is, girl’s an eyepopper. Now that I know most of it came from the sculpting knife, it spoils things.”

			“Sorry to rain on your prurient fantasies, Feeney, but I’m a little busy now, too, just trying to close a case.”

			“Giving you what I got, aren’t I?” he grumbled. “A lot of other high-dollar names on his client list. Some just getting a couple of tweaks, others going the full-body and face route.”

			“Full names listed?”

			“Yeah, sure. It’s his patient list.”

			“Right.” She nodded. “Interesting. Keep going.”

			“I took a look around, poking for some underlayment. See if the doc had any sideline in changing faces and whatnot for new ID purposes.”

			“That’s a good thought.”

			“Didn’t find any. Came up and up. You know what Jasmina paid for those tits? Twenty grand each.” A faint smile ghosted around his mouth. “Guess I gotta say, money well spent.”

			“You’re scaring me, Feeney.”

			He shrugged. “The wife thinks it’s midlife crisis, but she doesn’t mind. Man doesn’t appreciate a good rack—God- or man-made—he might as well apply for a self-termination permit.”

			“You say. Lot of high-powered, famed names on his patient and consult lists. So it’s interesting that he keeps coded files in his home office.”

			She filled him in, then gave him copies on the off chance he might see or find anything on them she’d missed.

			When he left her office, Eve was curious enough to look up Jasmina Free on Icove’s records.

			Thoughtfully she studied the images. As Louise had verified, there were several, before and after, every procedure, various angles. She didn’t see anything wrong with the breasts in the before, but was forced to admit they were a reckoning force in the after.

			Now that she saw the image she recognized the vid star. She supposed people in Free’s profession looked at tit jobs and lip fattening as job security.

			A lot of young girls fantasized about being vid stars, she supposed. Or music stars like Mavis.

			Placement.

			Create perfect specimens then place them in their fantasy. But what teenager has the money for that?

			Rich parents. The newest underground method of fulfilling your little darling’s fondest wish.

			Happy birthday, honey! We got you some rocking new breasts.

			Not much more out there than Roarke’s Frankenstein theory.

			Following through, she brought up Free’s official data.

			Born twenty-six years ago in Louisville, Kentucky, one of three children. Father a retired city cop.

			Forget that theory as applies to Free, Eve decided. Cops didn’t make enough for big doctor’s fees.

			Of course, being a humanitarian, he could have taken some of them on for free. But she read through the data, found no gaps.

			Still, it was a thought to go down on her list. Something else to fiddle with.

			Curious, she brought up Lee-Lee Ten’s data. She and Will Icove had seemed pretty damn chummy.

			Born in Baltimore, no sibs. Raised by mother after termination of legal cohab with father. First professional modeling, age six months.

			Six months? What the hell did a six-month-old model? she wondered.

			Modeled, did screen ads, baby bits in vids.

			Jesus, Eve thought, reading. The woman had worked her entire life. No placement possibilities there, she decided. None of Icove’s records listed placements before the age of seventeen.

			But she ran the name through the Center’s records and noted Lee-Lee had had a number of “tune-ups” over the years.

			Was no one satisfied with the package God put her in?

			She ran probabilities on her computer, toying with various scenarios. Nothing rang for her. She got coffee, then settled in to wade through Icove’s many properties, arms, connections, looking for locations that might provide him with privacy for side projects.

			She found dozens: homes, hospitals, offices, treatment and health centers, research facilities, physical, mental, emotional rehabilitation centers, and combinations thereof. Some he owned outright, some were owned by his foundation, others he had interests in, or was affiliated with, or served in some capacity.

			She separated them into her own priorities, concentrating first on locations where Icove had held full control.

			Then she rose and paced. She couldn’t discount the sites that were out of the country, even off planet. Nor could she positively state she wasn’t chasing the wild goose by concentrating on this single angle.

			But she wasn’t, Eve thought as she stared out at the bleak November sky through her skinny window.

			The doctor had kept a secret, and secrets were what haunted. Secrets were what hurt.

			She should know.

			He’d given them labels, she thought. Denying people a name dehumanized them.

			They’d given her no name when she’d been born. Had given her none for the first eight years of her life while they had used and abused her. Dehumanizing her. Preparing her. Training her through rape and beatings and fear to make a whore of her. She’d been an investment, not a child.

			And it was that not-quite-human thing that had broken, that had finally broken and killed what had tormented and imprisoned her.

			Not the same. Roarke was right, it wasn’t the same. There was no mention of rape in the notes. No physical abuse of any kind. On the contrary, care seemed to have been taken to keep them at the height of physical perfection.

			But there were other kinds of abuse, and some of it looked so benign on the surface.

			Somewhere in those notes was motive. Somewhere beyond them was more specific documentation. That’s where she’d find Dolores.

			“Eve.”

			She turned at Mira’s voice. Mira stood in the open doorway, hollow-eyed. “I came to apologize for brushing you off this morning.”

			“Not a problem.”

			“Yes, it is. Mine. I’d like to come in. Close the door.”

			“Sure.”

			“I’d like to see what you wanted to show me this morning.”

			“I consulted another medical expert. It isn’t necessary for you to—”

			“Please.” Mira sat, folded her hands in her lap. “May I see?”

			Saying nothing, Eve got the papers, gave them to Mira.

			“Cryptic,” Mira said after a few moments of silence. “Incomplete. Wilfred was a meticulous man, in all areas of his life. Yet in their way these are meticulously cryptic.”

			“Why aren’t they named?”

			“To help him keep his distance, his objectivity. These are long-term treatments. I would say he didn’t want to risk emotional attachment. They’re being groomed.”

			“For?”

			“I can’t say. But they’re being groomed, educated, tested, given the opportunity to explore their personal strengths and skills, improve their weaknesses. Those in the lower percentile are terminated as patients after it’s deemed they’re unlikely to improve. He sets the bar high. He would.”

			“What would he need to pull this off?”

			“I’m not sure what this is. But he’d need medical and laboratory facilities, rooms or dormitories for the patients, food preparation areas, exercise areas, educational areas. He would want the best. He’d insist on it. If these girls were indeed his patients, he would want them comfortable, stimulated, well treated.”

			She looked up at Eve. “He would not abuse a child. He would not harm. I don’t say this as his friend, Eve. I say this as a criminal profiler. He was a fiercely dedicated doctor.”

			“Would he conduct experiments outside the law?”

			“Yes.”

			“You don’t hesitate on that.”

			“He would consider the science, the medicine, the benefits and the possibilities more important than law. Often, they are. And on some level, he would consider himself above the law. There was no violence or cruelty in him, but there was arrogance.”

			“If he was spearheading, or even involved in a project that was grooming—as you said—young girls into what some might consider perfect women, would his son have known?”

			“Without question. Their pride in each other—their affection for each other—was genuine and deep.”

			“The kind of facility you’ve described, long-term treatment as indicated by the data, the equipment, the security. All of that would cost big.”

			“I imagine it would.”

			Eve leaned forward. “Would he agree to meet with . . . let’s call her a graduate of his project? She was a label to him, a subject—and still he worked with her for several years, watched her progress. If she contacted him at some point after she was placed, would he meet her?”

			“His professional instinct would be to refuse, but both his ego and his curiosity would war with that. Medicine is risk, day after day. I think he would have risked this for the satisfaction of seeing one of his own. If indeed she was.”

			“Wasn’t she? Isn’t it more likely, given the method of the murder, that he knew her, and she him? She had to get close, had to want to. One stab wound, in the heart. No rage, but control. As he had control over her. A medical instrument as murder weapon, a clean cut. Objective, as he’d been objective.”

			“Yes.” Mira closed her eyes. “Oh God, what has he done?”
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			EVE SNAGGED PEABODY AT HER DESK IN THE bull pen. “We’re going to spin that wheel. Mira’s writing up a vic profile to add weight to what we’ve got. Then we’re pushing for a search warrant.”

			“I’ve got nothing that stands out on the financials,” Peabody told her.

			“Daughter-in-law, grandkids?”

			“Nothing out of line.”

			“There’s money somewhere. There always is. Guy has that many fingers in that many pies, he probably has some secret pies tucked away somewhere. For now, we’re going back to the Center, talking to people—admin down.”

			“Can I wear your new coat?”

			“Sure, Peabody.”

			Peabody’s face beamed like the sun. “Really?”

			“No.” With a roll of her eyes and a sweep of leather, Eve started out.

			Peabody sulked after her. “You didn’t have to get my hopes up.”

			“If I don’t get them up, how can I crush them? Where would I get my satisfaction?” She sidestepped for a pair of uniforms who were muscling a bruiser down the corridor. The bruiser sang obscenities at the top of his voice.

			“Well, he can carry a tune,” Eve remarked.

			“A very pleasant baritone. Can I try on the coat sometime when you’re not wearing it?”

			“Sure, Peabody.”

			“You’re getting my hopes up again, only to crush them, right?”

			“Keep learning that fast, you may make Detective Second Grade one day.” Eve sniffed the air as she hopped on a glide. “I smell chocolate. Do you have chocolate?”

			“If I did, I wouldn’t give it to you,” Peabody muttered.

			Eve sniffed again, then followed the aroma trail with her eyes. She spotted Nadine Furst crammed on the upcoming glide. The Channel 75 on-air reporter had her streaky hair swept up in some sort of twisty roll, wore a canary-yellow trench coat over a dark blue suit. And carried a hot-pink bakery box.

			“If you’re taking that bribe to my department,” Eve called out, “there’d better be some left for me.”

			“Dallas?” Nadine squeezed through the jam of bodies. “Damn it. Wait. Wait at the bottom. Oh my God, the coat! Wait. I need five minutes.”

			“Heading out. Later.”

			“No, no, no.” As they passed, nearly shoulder to shoulder, Nadine managed to shake the box. “Brownies. Triple chocolate.”

			“Bitch.” Eve sighed. “Five minutes.”

			“Surprised you didn’t just rip it out of her hands, then thumb your nose at her,” Peabody commented.

			“Considered, rejected. Too many witnesses.” Besides, Eve thought, she might be able to use Nadine as much as she could use a triple chocolate brownie.

			Nadine’s shoes matched her coat, and both the heels and toes looked sharp enough to sever a jugular. Yet somehow she managed to stride along in them as if they were as comfy as Peabody’s airskids.

			“Show me the chocolate,” Eve said without preamble. Obliging, Nadine lifted the lid of the box. Eve gave a brief nod. “Good bribe. Walk and talk.”

			“The coat.” Nadine said it like a woman praying. “It’s extreme.”

			“Keeps the rain off.” Eve swiveled her shoulder when Nadine stroked a hand over the leather covering it.

			“Don’t pet it.”

			“It’s like smooth black cream. I’d give an astounding sexual performance for a coat like this.”

			“Thanks, but you’re not my type. Is my coat going to be the topic of discussion during your five minutes?”

			“I could talk about that coat for days, but no. Icove.”

			“The dead one or the live one?”

			“Dead. We’ve got bio data up the ying, and we’ll be using it. Wilfred Benjamin Icove, medical pioneer, healer, and humanitarian. Philanthropist and philosopher. Loving father, doting granddad. Scientist and scholar, yaddah, blah. His life’s going to be covered endlessly by every media outlet on and off planet. Tell me how he got dead.”

			“Stabbed through the heart. Give me a brownie.”

			“Forget it.” And Nadine hooked both arms around the box to prevent a snatch-and-run. “A voice-cracking on-air for his high school data screen’s got that much. Chocolate’s not cheap. We’ve got the beautiful and mysterious female suspect angle. Security guards, medical and administrative staff don’t have to be bribed to blab. What have you got on her?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Come on.” Nadine reopened the lid of the box, waved her hand over it as if to waft the scent into Eve’s face.

			Eve had to laugh. “It’s believed the female individual who allegedly was the last person to see Icove alive used false ID. The investigating officers and the EDD section of the department are working with all diligence to identify this individual so that she can be questioned in regards to Icove’s death.”

			“An unidentified woman, using false ID, slipped through the elaborate security at the WBI Center, strolled into his office, stabbed him in the heart, strolled out again. Got it.”

			“I’m not confirming that. We are very interested in identifying, locating, and questioning this individual. Give me a damn brownie.”

			When Nadine lifted the lid, Eve snatched two. Before a protest could be voiced, she passed one to Peabody. “Further,” she said with a mouthful of chocolate so rich she all but heard her tonsils hum, “we are pursuing the theory that the victim knew his attacker.”

			“Knew her? That’s fresh.”

			The brownie was worth fresh. “We have not yet identified the attacker as male or female. However, the death blow was inflicted at close range, and there is no evidence of struggle, duress, no defensive wounds. There is no indication of robbery or other assault. There is a strong likelihood that the victim knew his attacker. Certainly, evidence doesn’t indicate he felt threatened.”

			“Motive?”

			“Working on it.” They’d made their way down to garage level. “Off the record.”

			“I hate that.” Nadine hissed. “Off the record.”

			“I think the doctor was into something slippery on the side.”

			“Sex?”

			“Possibly. If the trail we’re following leads to that, it’s going to be hot. The reporter who breaks it might get singed.”

			“I’ll dig out my heat shields.”

			“Save me time. Dig info instead. I want all the data your researchers have on Icove, then I want more. Anything that has to do with medical or social areas of interest that are off-center.”

			Nadine pursed her lips. “In which direction?”

			“Any. You get me something that helps me, when this is ready to go public, I’ll give you the whole ball, a full media cycle ahead of the pack.”

			Nadine’s eyes, a feline green, were vivid with interest. “You think he was dirty.”

			“I think anybody who looks that clean’s got grime washed down some drain.”

			When they were in Eve’s vehicle, the bakery box tucked in the back, Peabody produced finger wipes out of her bag. “You don’t believe someone can live a blameless life?” she asked. “Be intrinsically good, even selfless.”

			“Not if they’re made of blood and bone. Nobody’s spotless, Peabody.”

			“My father’s never hurt anyone. Just a for-instance.”

			“Your father doesn’t pretend to be a saint, or have a PR firm spinning his halos. Got himself arrested a couple times, right?”

			“Well, just minor charges. Protesting. Free-Agers mostly feel honor-bound to protest, and they don’t believe in permits. But that’s not—”

			“It’s a mark,” Eve interrupted. “A little one, sure, but a mark. He doesn’t try to erase it. A slate this squeaky clean? Somebody washed it.”

			The slate remained pristine as they worked their way through staff at the center. From his administrative assistant to lab techs, from doctors to orderlies. It was, Eve thought, more shrine than slate.

			Eve tried the admin again, from a different angle.

			“It seems, looking over Dr. Icove’s schedule, his personal calendar, he had a lot of free time. How did he use it?”

			“He spent a lot of time visiting patients, here and at other facilities where he was affiliated.” Pia wore black, head to toe, and had a tissue balled in her hand. “Dr. Icove believed, strongly believed, in the personal touch.”

			“From his surgical and consulting schedule, it didn’t appear he had a great many active patients.”

			“Oh, he also visited patients who weren’t his own. That is, he considered every patient or client who came into one of his facilities to belong to him. He spent several hours every week doing what you’d call informal visits. Keeping his finger on the pulse, he liked to say. He also spent considerable time reading the medical journals, keeping current. And writing papers for them. And he was doing another book. He’d published five. He kept busy, even though he was semiretired.”

			“How often, per week, did you see him?”

			“It varied. If he wasn’t traveling, at least two, sometimes three days a week. He’d also check in holographically.”

			“You ever travel with him?”

			“Occasionally, when he needed me.”

			“Did you ever . . . meet his needs in personal areas?”

			It took her a moment to translate, and Eve knew there’d been no sexual relationship here. “No! No, of course not. Dr. Icove would never have . . . Never.”

			“But he had companions. He enjoyed the company of women.”

			“Well, yes. But there was no one specific, or serious. I’d have known.” Pia sighed. “I wish there had been. He was such a lovely man. But he still loved his wife. He told me once there were some gifts, some relationships that could never be replaced or replicated. His work sustained him. His work, and his family.”

			“How about personal projects? Experimental projects he was working on that he wasn’t ready to make public. Where did he keep his personal lab, his personal charts?”

			Pia shook her head. “Experimental projects? No, Dr. Icove used the research facilities here. He considered them the best in the world. Anything he or the researchers worked on would have been logged. Dr. Icove was meticulous about recording data.”

			“I bet,” Eve replied. “His last appointment. How did they greet each other?”

			“He was at his desk when I brought her in. He stood up. I’m not sure . . .”

			“Did they shake hands?”

			“Um. No. No, I don’t think . . . I remember he stood up, and smiled. She said something first, even before I made the introductions. I remember that now.”

			Pia continued. “Yes, I remember, she said something like it was good to meet him, and that she appreciated him taking his valuable time for her. Something along those lines. I think he said he was very pleased to see her. I think that’s what he said. He gestured to the refreshments in the sitting area, maybe started to go around his desk, but she shook her head. She said thank you, but she didn’t care for anything. Then Dr. Icove told me they’d be fine. ‘We’ll be fine, Pia, you go ahead to lunch at your usual time. Enjoy yourself.’

			“It’s the last thing he said to me.” Now she began to cry. “ ‘Enjoy yourself.’ ”

			With Peabody, Eve closed herself into Icove’s office. Crime Scene had been through, leaving their faint scent behind. She’d already run the probabilities and the reconstruction programs, but she wanted to see it on-site, with people.

			“Be Icove. At his desk,” she ordered Peabody.

			As Peabody obliged, Eve crossed back to the door, turned. “What are you doing? With your face?”

			“I’m trying for an avuncular smile. Like a kind doctor.”

			“Cut it out. It’s creepy. Admin and Dolores enter. Icove stands. The women walk over. No handshake, because she’s probably sealed, and he’d feel it. How does she get out of it?”

			“Ah.” Standing in Icove’s place, Peabody considered. “Shy? Eyes downcast, maybe hands, both hands, on the handle of her bag. Nervous. Or—”

			“Or she looks him right in the eye, because they know each other already. And her face, the look, signals him that they’re going to skip the handshakes and how-are-yous. Think about what he said, according to his admin. He was happy to see her—Dolores. Not happy to meet her, or meet with her, but see her.”

			“Unspoken ‘again’?”

			“That’s what I’m hearing. Refreshments offered, refused. Admin leaves, shuts the door. They sit.”

			Eve took the seat across from the desk. “She has to bide her time, wait for the admin to go to lunch. They talk. Maybe he suggests they move to the sitting area for tea, but she wants him at his desk, turns it down.”

			“Why at the desk?” Peabody asked. “It would’ve been easier for her to get close if they were on the sofa there.”

			“Symbolic. Behind the desk is in charge, is the power. She wants him dead on his seat of power. Taking it back from him. There you are, she might think, behind your beautiful desk in your big office high above the city, reigning over the center you built in your own name. Wearing your expensive suit. And you don’t know you’re dead.”

			“Cold,” Peabody added.

			“The woman who walked out of here had plenty of chill. Time passes, she gets up.”

			As Eve rose, so did Peabody. “He’d stand,” Peabody stated. “He’s old school. A woman stands, he stands. Like he did when she first came in.”

			“Good point. So she says: ‘Sit, please.’ Maybe gestures him down. She has to keep talking, but nothing confrontational. No, she has to keep him at ease. She has to come around the desk to him.”

			Eve mimicked the move she saw in her head. Walking to the desk, unhurried, eyes calm. She saw the way Peabody instinctively swiveled in the desk chair to face her more truly.

			“Then she has to . . .” Eve leaned over until her face and Peabody’s were nearly on a level. And with the pen she’d palmed gave her partner a light jab at the heart.

			“Jeez!” Peabody jerked back. “No poking. I thought, for a really weird minute, you were going to kiss me or something. Then you . . . Oh.”

			“Yeah. The angle of the wound. She standing, he’s sitting, but with her height factored in, his seated height calculated, she leaned over him. She came from this angle, he turned in the chair—automatically—just like you did. Got the weapon palmed. He never saw it. He’s watching her face.

			“She shoves it in him, and it’s done. He knew her, Peabody. One of his placements, I give you odds. Maybe he even helped her get the fake ID, maybe that’s part of the service. She could still be a pro, but it feels less and less like a work for hire.”

			“The son didn’t know her. I’d give you odds on that.”

			“Didn’t recognize is different from didn’t know.”

			Frowning now, Eve circled the room. “Why doesn’t he have any data here? Here, where he works two or three days a week. Why doesn’t he have any of those coded files in his office, in his power seat?”

			“If it’s a sideline, maybe he wanted to keep it on the side.”

			“Yeah.” But Eve studied the desk, the file drawers in it had been locked. She had those files now, but that didn’t mean they were complete.

			The door opened. Will Icove strode in. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

			“Our job. This is a crime scene. What are you doing here?”

			“This is my father’s office. I don’t know what you’re looking for here, or why you seem more interested in smearing my father’s good name than apprehending his killer, but—”

			“Apprehending his killer is the goal,” Eve countered. “To do that we have to look at and for things that may not please you. Was the woman who called herself Dolores Nocho-Alverez your father’s patient?”

			“You’ve looked through his records. Have you found her?”

			“I don’t believe we’ve seen all of his records.” Eve opened Peabody’s file case, removed the photo of Dolores. “Take another look.”

			“I’ve never seen her before.” But he didn’t look at the still Eve held out. “I don’t know why she killed my father, or why you seem bent on blaming him for his own death.”

			“You’re wrong. I blame the person who put the knife in him for his death.” Eve replaced the picture. “It’s the why I question, and if he and his killer had a history, that speaks to the why. What was he working on? What had he been working on, privately, for so long?”

			“My father’s work was revolutionary. And it’s documented. Whoever this woman was she was unbalanced, obviously unbalanced. If you find her, which I’ve come to doubt you will, she’ll be found to be mentally defective. In the meantime, my family and I are in mourning. My wife and children have gone to our home in the Hamptons, and I’ll join them tomorrow. We need privacy, a time to retreat and finalize plans for my father’s memorial.”

			He paused, seemed to struggle with his emotions. “I don’t know anything about your sort of work. I’m told you’re very competent. Trusting that, I’m going to wait until we come back to the city. If at that time, there’s been no progress, and you’ve continued to investigate my father rather than his death, I intend to use whatever influence I have to have this matter transferred to another investigator.”

			“That’s your privilege.”

			He nodded, moved back to the door. With his hand on the knob, he drew a breath. “He was a great man,” he said, and left the room.

			“He’s nervous,” Peabody observed. “Grieving—I don’t think he’s faking that—but nervous, too. We’ve pushed on a sensitive spot.”

			“Sent the wife and kiddies away,” Eve mused. “Good time to clean out anything incriminating. We’re not going to get that search order in time to stop him, not if he moves right away.”

			“He wipes data, EDD will dig it out.”

			“Spoken like an e-groupie.” But Eve nodded. “We’ll push for the warrant.”

			She was still waiting for it at end of shift, and as a last resort hauled Nadine’s bakery box into the cell-like office of an assistant prosecuting attorney.

			APAs, Eve noted, didn’t fare much better than cops when it came to work environment.

			Cher Reo had a rep for being hungry. Eve earmarked her because if the brownies didn’t turn the tide, the prospect of having part in a scandal that would generate days of screen time should.

			Despite the sunny sweep of silky hair, the baby-doll blue eyes and curvy pink lips, Cher was known to be a piranha. She was wearing a stone-gray skirt—demurely to her knees—and a simple white shirt. The matching jacket was draped neatly over the back of her chair.

			Her desk was covered with files, discs, notes. She drank coffee out of a super-sized to-go cup.

			Eve waltzed in, dropped the candy-pink box on the desk. And watched Cher’s nostrils flare.

			“What?” She had a little Southern in her voice, like a dusting of sugar. Eve had yet to decide if it was genuine.

			“Brownies.”

			Cher leaned a little closer to the box, sniffed. Shut her eyes. “I’m on a diet.”

			“Triple chocolate.”

			“Whore.” Lifting the box a fraction, Cher peeked, groaned. “Filthy whore. What do I have to do for them?”

			“I’m still waiting for the warrant on Icove Jr.’s residence.”

			“You’ll be lucky if you get it at all. You’re poking pointy sticks in the eye of a saint, Dallas.” Cher sat back, swiveled. Eve saw she had airskids on her feet. And dignified gray heels tucked into the corner of the room. “My boss doesn’t want to give you the go to jam it in. He’s going to want more.”

			Eve leaned a hip on the edge of the desk. “Convince him otherwise. The surviving son knows something, Reo. While your boss is playing politics instead of throwing his weight with mine—and Mira’s—to a judge, data may very well be lost. Does the PA’s office want to hinder the investigation into the murder of a man of Icove’s stature?”

			“Nope. And it sure doesn’t want to toss shit into his grave either.”

			“Push for the warrant, Reo. If I get what I’m after, it’s going to be big. And I’ll remember who helped me get it.”

			“If you turn up nothing? Nobody’s going to forget who helped you screw this up either.”

			“I’ll turn up something.” She pushed off the desk. “If you can’t trust me, Reo, trust the brownies.”

			Reo blew out a breath. “It’ll take a while. Even saying I can convince my boss—and that’s going to take some doing—we’ve got to convince a judge to sign off.”

			“Then why don’t you get started?”

			This time when she got home, Summerset was where she expected him to be. Lurking in the foyer like some prune-faced gargoyle. She decided to let him take the first shot. She preferred retaliation, because it usually gave her the last word.

			She stripped off her coat while they eyed each other. And decided it made even more of a statement draped over the newel post than her usual jacket did.

			“Lieutenant. I need a moment of your time.”

			Her brow knit. He wasn’t supposed to say that, and in a polite, inoffensive tone. “What for?”

			“It regards Wilfred Icove.”

			“What about him?”

			Summerset, a brittle stick of a man in a stiff black suit, kept his dark eyes on hers. His face, usually grim in Eve’s mind, seemed even more strained than usual. “I’d like to offer any assistance I can in the matter of your investigation.”

			“Well, that’ll be the day,” she began, then narrowed her eyes. “You knew him. How’s that?”

			“I knew him, slightly. I served as a medic—somewhat unofficially—during the Urban Wars.”

			She glanced up as Roarke came down the steps. “Did you already know this?”

			“Just shortly ago. Why don’t we go sit down?” Before she could protest, Roarke took her arm, led her into the parlor. “Summerset tells me he met Icove in London, and worked with him at one of the clinics there during the wars.”

			“For him is more accurate,” Summerset corrected. “He came to London to help establish more clinics, and the mobile medical units that eventually transformed into Unilab. He had been a part of the team that had established them here in New York, where the outbreaks started before they bled into Europe. Some forty years ago now,” he added. “Before either of you were born. Before my daughter was born.”

			“How long was he in London?” Eve asked.

			“Two months. Perhaps three.” Summerset spread his bony hands. “It blurs. He saved countless lives during that period, worked tirelessly. Risked his own life more than once. He implemented some of his innovations in reconstructive surgery on that battlefield. That’s what the cities were then. Battlefields. You’ve seen images from that period, but it was nothing compared to being there, living through it. Victims who would have lost limbs, or gone through their lives scarred, were spared that due to his work.”

			“Would you say he experimented?”

			“He innovated. He created. The media reports that this might have been a professional assassination. I have contacts still, in certain circles.”

			“If you want to use them, fine. Poke around. Carefully. How well did you know him, personally?”

			“Not well. People who come together in war often bond quickly, even intimately. But when they have nothing else in common that bond fades. And he was . . . aloof.”

			“Superior.”

			Disapproval covered Summerset’s face, but he nodded. “That term wouldn’t be inaccurate. We worked together, ate and drank together, but he maintained distance from those who worked under him.”

			“Give me a personality rundown, deleting the sainthood level.”

			“It’s difficult to say with any accuracy. It was war. Personalities cope, or shine, or shatter during war.”

			“You had an opinion of him, as a man.”

			“He was brilliant.” Summerset glanced over, with some surprise, as Roarke offered him a short glass of whiskey. “Thank you.”

			“Brilliant’s on record,” Eve said. “I’m not looking for brilliant.”

			“You want flaws.” Summerset sipped the whiskey. “I don’t consider them flaws when a young, brilliant doctor is impatient and frustrated with the circumstances, with the equipment and the poor facilities where we worked. He demanded a great deal, and because he gave a great deal, accomplished a great deal, he usually got it.”

			“You said aloof. Just to other doctors, medics, volunteers, or to patients, too?”

			“Initially, he made a point of learning the names of every patient he tended, and I would say he suffered at each loss. And losses were . . . horrendous. He then implemented a system assigning numbers rather than names.”

			“Numbers,” Eve murmured.

			“Essential objectivity, I believe he called it. They were bodies that needed tending, or reconstruction. Bodies that needed to be kept breathing, or terminated. He was hard, but circumstances demanded it. Those who couldn’t step back from the horror were useless to those who suffered from that horror.”

			“His wife was killed during that period.”

			“I was working in another part of the city at that time. As I remember, he left London immediately upon being notified of her death, and went to his son, who was being kept safe in the country.”

			“No contact since.”

			“No. I can’t imagine he would have remembered me. I’ve followed his work, and was pleased that so much of what he’d hoped to do came to be.”

			“He talked about that? What he hoped to do.”

			“To me? No.” What might have been a smile passed over Summerset’s face. “But I heard him speak to other doctors. He wanted to heal, to help, to improve the quality of life.”

			“He was a perfectionist.”

			“There’s no perfection during war.”

			“That must have frustrated him.”

			“It frustrated us all. People were dying all around us. No matter how many we saved, there were more we couldn’t reach, couldn’t help. A man might be shot down in the street because he had decent shoes. Another might have his throat cut because he had none at all. Frustration is a small word.”

			Eve chased through her mind. “So his kid’s tucked away in the countryside, and his wife’s working beside him.”

			“Not beside, no. She volunteered in a hospital that had been set up to treat injured children, and to house those lost or orphaned.”

			“He fool around?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“It’s war, he’s away from his family. His life’s on the line. Did he sleep with anybody?”

			“I don’t see the purpose in so crude a question, but no, not that I was aware of. He was devoted to his family and his work.”

			“Okay. I’ll get back to you.” She got to her feet. “Roarke?”

			She moved out of the room, heard Roarke murmur something before he followed her. She waited until they were upstairs before she spoke. “You didn’t tell him anything about the data we found.”

			“No. And it’s an uncomfortable position.”

			“Well, you’re going to have to be uncomfortable for a while. I don’t know if his murder had its roots back as far as the Urban Wars, but it’s something I want to think about. Unless his killer was able to shed a good decade surgically or through enhancements, she wasn’t born during that time either. But . . .”

			“She had a mother, a father. And they would have been.”

			“Yeah. Another possibility. War orphans. Could’ve started experimenting, treating, placing.” She paced the bedroom. “It isn’t tidy, is it, just to leave kids scavenging around on the streets, during a war, after the madness of war? Some of them won’t survive, and you’re in the business of survival. You’re interested in improving that quality of life. But also appearance. See a lot of carnage during a war. Maybe it twisted him up.”

			She checked her wrist unit. “Where the hell’s my warrant?”

			She dropped down on the sofa, studied Roarke thoughtfully. “How’d you feel back then, when Summerset took you in off the streets?”

			“I got fed, got to sleep in a bed. And nobody was beating the bloody hell out of me on a daily basis.” The man who’d seen to that, Roarke thought, had given him a great deal more than clean sheets and food for his belly. “I was half dead anyway when he took me in. By the time I was able to think clearly, get out of bed, I was over my shock at my luck. Considered that he might be a mark, which he disabused me of the first time I tried to pick his pocket. And I learned to be grateful, for the first time in my life.”

			“So when he told you what to do, when he educated you, housed you, set rules, you went along.”

			“He didn’t put shackles on me. I’d’ve slipped the locks and run. But yes.”

			“Yeah.” She leaned her head back, stared at the ceiling. “And then he becomes family. Father, mother, teacher, doctor, priest. The ball of it.”

			“In essence. Ah, speaking of family. Several members of mine will be coming over from Clare. Now that I’ve done the thing, I don’t know quite what to expect.”

			She looked back at him. “Well, that makes a pair of us.”
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			TICK-TOCK, EVE THOUGHT, AND SCOWLED AT THE ’link she’d set on the dining room table. There was a cheery fire in the hearth and some sort of fancy pig meat on her plate.

			“Don’t you know a watched ’link never beeps.” She shifted her gaze to Roarke as he stabbed some meat from her plate onto his fork and held it out to her. “Be a good girl and eat your dinner.”

			“I know how to feed myself.” But because it was there, she took the offering. Damn good pig. “He’ll have wiped documents by now.”

			“Anything you can do about that?”

			“No.”

			“Then you might as well enjoy your dinner.”

			There were some sort of fancy potatoes to go with the fancy pig. She gave them a try. “They’ve got to have money hidden somewhere. You interested in finding it?”

			Roarke sipped his wine, cocked his head. “Lieutenant, I’m always interested in finding money.”

			“Whether or not this warrant comes through, I’m going to want the money trail. Funding for whatever this project is, fees or profit generated from it.”

			“All right. Plans are to have the meal in here.”

			She frowned at him. “We are having the meal in here.” She stabbed some pork, held it up. “See?”

			“Thanksgiving, Eve.” And he could admit he was a bit wound up about it as he was so completely unsure of his steps.

			He knew how to handle people, parties, meetings, his very complicated wife. He knew how to run an interplanetary empire, and still carve out time to dabble in murder cases. But how the hell was he going to handle family?

			“Oh, right. Turkey, sure.” Eve looked vaguely around the room with its huge table, stunning art, glints of silver, and warm, glowing wood. “Well, this would be the place for it. So this assignment? It would be official. No slippery stuff.”

			“Well, you take the fun out of it, don’t you?”

			“I can get authorization for a full-level financial search. Icove’s murder, the several working theories. Blackmail, whacked-out former patient, the possibility it was a professional and/or terrorist hit.”

			“None of which you subscribe to.”

			“I don’t eliminate them,” Eve said. “But they’re bottom of my list. I’ve also got the secured and encoded discs to add weight to the authorization. I can argue that whatever this project was, it led to the murder. Push all that together, and I can get authorization without offending any sensibilities. Not saying Icove was dirty, but that something to do with his work—and income from same—led to his murder.”

			“Clever of you.”

			“I’m a clever gal. Until I have more, I don’t make noises about possible human hybridization or sex slavery or companion training. Get me the money, so I can.”

			“Good as done, then.”

			He tried to relax into his dinner and not worry about the logistics of this event he’d started. The transportation was no problem. He’d already seen to that. And housing them, well, the place was big enough to tuck them in even if the whole lot of them hopped the shuttle.

			But what the hell was he going to do with them once they got here? It wasn’t like entertaining business associates or even friends.

			He had relations, for God’s sake. How was he supposed to get used to having them, dealing with them, when he’d lived nearly the whole of his life without them?

			Now they were going to be under his roof, and he hadn’t a clue what they would expect.

			“Should we have something separate for the children, do you think?”

			“What?” Eve frowned at him as she poked at the food on her plate. “Oh, that. Hell, I don’t know. You’re supposed to know how to do this stuff.”

			His face was a mirror of his frustration. “And how am I supposed to know how to do something I’ve never done before?” He scowled into his wine. “It’s unnerving, that’s what it is.”

			“You could contact them, say something’s come up. Cancel.”

			“I’m not a bloody coward,” he muttered in a way that made her think he’d considered doing just that. “And it would be rude as well.”

			“I can be rude.” Shifting work to one side, she gave it some thought. “I like being rude.”

			“That’s because you’re so good at it.”

			“True. You could tell them that due to my obsessive involvement in a juicy murder case, Thanksgiving’s been cancelled. No turkey for you. See, then it’s all on me. Me bloody wife’s driving me starkers,” she said in an exaggerated Irish accent while she waved the water glass around. “The lieutenant, she’s working all the day and half the night as well, and not giving me five minutes of her precious time. What’s a man to do, then? Bugger it.”

			He sat silent a moment, just staring at her. “I don’t sound a bit like that, nor does anyone of my acquaintance.”

			“You haven’t heard yourself when you’re drunk, which you would be out of frustration with my selfish behavior.” She shrugged, drank some water. “Problem solved.”

			“Not nearly, but thanks for the strange and generous offer. Well, back to murder, which as it happens is a simpler matter for both of us to deal with.”

			“Got that right.”

			“Why do you suppose a man of Icove’s stature would dabble, if your theory’s correct, in gray medicine?”

			“Because he could, that’s one. And because he was hoping to build a—what do you call it?—better mousetrap. The human body’s flawed, right. It breaks down, needs regular repair and maintenance. It’s fragile. He grew up seeing its fragility with his parents’ work. Then with his mother’s accident and subsequent suicide. His wife’s death, and the whole ugly nightmare of the Urbans. So how much of a rush would it be to try to make it perfect, to make it stronger, more durable, smarter? You’ve already done considerable work toward that goal, and gotten accolades for it. Gotten way rich for it. Why not take it up a level?”

			“With only women?”

			“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Maybe he had a thing for women. His mother, his wife. Maybe he focused on women because his women had proven too fragile.

			“And rich or not, he’s got to have income to sustain the work. Probably, that’s more your area than mine. It’s still easier to sell a female than a male. There are still more female LCs than male. Sexual predators are most usually male. You guys equate sex with power or virility, even life. Punishment, if you’re twisted. Women, mostly, equate it with emotion first. Or see it as a commodity or bargaining tool.”

			“Or weapon.”

			“Yeah, that, too. It’s how the machine ticks. See . . .” She ate without thinking about it now that the pieces of the case were shifting around in her mind. “You’ve got this big-deal doc—big brain, big name, big bucks. Big ego. You get that.”

			Roarke smiled. “Naturally.”

			“He’s already got a lot under his belt. Lots of good, public work, lots of important slaps on the back. And a hell of a good lifestyle. But there’s always more. More to do, more to want to do. More to just want. That Frankenstein guy, he must’ve been pretty smart.”

			He loved watching her wind her way through a case, he thought. The way her brain picked at details and knitted them together. “Well, creating life out of dead body parts.”

			“Okay, disgusting, but smart. Lots of medical, scientific, technological advances come through little bits of craziness, a lot of ego.”

			“Or happy accidents,” Roarke pointed out.

			She nodded toward the candles burning on the table. “Bet the first guy who made fire figured he was a god, and the other cavemen bowed down to him.”

			“Or bashed him in the head with a rock and stole his burning stick.”

			She had to laugh. “Yeah. Well, yeah, but you get me. So you make fire, then, hey, let’s see what we can do with this. Wow, no more raw mastodon! Make mine medium-well. Oh shit, I set Joe on fire!”

			Now Roarke’s laugh rolled out, and made her grin. “Oops, sorry, Joe,” she continued. “So now you have to figure out how to treat a burn. And how to deal with somebody who likes to set Joe on fire, and maybe torch the village. Next thing you know, you’ve got hospitals and cops and climate control and—” She forked up more meat. “Roast pig on demand.”

			“A fascinating capsule view of civilization.”

			“I think I got off my point somewhere around the mastodon. Anyway, what I’m saying is, you do something big—universal big, life-and-death big, and get known for it. What’s next?”

			“Bigger.”

			When her ’link beeped, she snatched it up. “Dallas.”

			“You’d better be right.” Reo’s Southern-comfort voice was all business. “Because our asses are sharing the same sling.”

			“Just shoot me the paper.”

			“No, I’m bringing the warrant personally. I’ll meet you at Icove Jr.’s residence in twenty minutes. Oh, and Dallas, if that sling rips, I’m tossing you out and using you to break my fall.”

			“Fair enough.” She clicked off, glanced at Roarke. “Well, here we go,” she said, and beeped Peabody.

			She beat Reo and Peabody, and used her waiting time to study Icove’s home. There was a light on, third-floor window. Home office, bedroom? Another, giving a backwash of pale light, second floor. Probably a hall light left burning for convenience.

			The main level was dark but for dim security lights, and the steady red blink at the entrance door indicating lockdown.

			It meant the doctor was in, which would make the entry easier and the search itself messier. She’d just leave the diplomacy of that to Reo.

			It was after nine now, full dark, with a cool, kicky breeze. A neighboring house had some sort of folk-arty decoration on its front door in the shape of a fat turkey.

			It made her think about Thanksgiving and having numerous Irish strangers underfoot.

			Roarke’s family, she reminded herself. She’d have to figure out how to get on with them—or get around them. She’d liked Sinead, his aunt, the only one of the group she’d met. But that didn’t mean she knew what to do with her, or the rest of them, when they were just hanging around.

			Family relations were way out of her orbit.

			He hadn’t said for how long, and she could admit now she’d been afraid to ask. Maybe it was just for the day. Just an overnight thing.

			What if it was longer? What if it was a week?

			Maybe she’d get lucky, catch some vicious, violent homicide that would keep her out of the house for most of their stay.

			And that, she thought with a sigh, was just sick.

			Roarke was nervous about this deal, she reminded herself. And he had ice for blood most of the time. So that meant it was important to him. Really important. Which meant she had to be supportive and wifely.

			God. It wouldn’t actually be her fault if a vicious, violent homicide landed in her lap, would it? She couldn’t control these things.

			She caught sight of Peabody coming up from the west corner. And of the skinny form in neon-green skin-pants and purple duster strolling beside her.

			“Mag coat,” McNab said. “Do they make it in brights?”

			“I wouldn’t know. Did I tell you to bring your boy toy?”

			“Figured we could use an e-man.”

			McNab smiled, his green eyes twinkling in his pretty face. “Not that I mind when she toys with me. Hey, Mavis says hi. We saw her as we were heading out. Getting large,” he added, rounding his arms over his belly to indicate the extent of Mavis’s pregnancy. “What size is the coat?”

			“Lieutenant size. You assist on the search,” Eve added. “No on-site e-duty unless so ordered. Since you’re here, you can oversee any transfer, should we deem appropriate, of any units, data, and communication, to Central.”

			“Got it.”

			“Aw, look at the turkey.” Peabody grinned over at the neighbor’s holiday door art. “We used to do stuff like that when I was a kid. Not that we ate turkey on Thanksgiving, that being considered a commercial and/or political symbol of oppression and commercialization to us Free-Agers.”

			Where the hell was Reo, Eve wondered, and dug her hands into her pockets. “We’re having a Thanksgiving thing, if you guys are interested.”

			“Really?” Surprise and sentiment covered Peabody’s face. “Aw, that’s so nice. I’d really like to, but we’re going out to spend a couple days with my family. As long as we’re not on active. It’s the first sort of family deal as a couple.”

			McNab showed his teeth in a smile, and Eve saw the nerves in it. What was it about family that scared the brave and true?

			“We’re saving up to spend a couple days in Scotland with McNab’s clan right after Christmas.” And now Peabody got that same sick smile on her face. “Get it all done in one year if we can swing the fare.”

			“No big.” But Eve was disappointed. It was going to cut into her I-actually-know-these-people portion of the party.

			She put the problem aside when she saw the city car swing to the curb. Reo, in her lady suit and matching heels, stepped out.

			Reo handed a paper warrant to Eve. “Let’s go find something. Detective Peabody, right?” Reo’s gaze skimmed over to McNab flirtatiously. “And?”

			“Detective McNab.” His skinny shoulders straightened. “E-unit.”

			“Cher Reo.” She offered him her hand before she drifted toward the entrance.

			And Peabody gave him an elbow when Reo’s back was turned.

			When Eve rang the bell, the security system blinked and responded.

			
				We’re sorry, the Icoves are neither expecting nor accepting visitors at this time. If you would care to leave a message, one of the family or household staff will get back to you if deemed appropriate.

			

			Eve held up her badge, and the warrant. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, NYPSD, along with Peabody and McNab, Detectives, and Reo, Assistant Prosecuting Attorney. We have a warrant authorizing us to enter and to search these premises. Inform Dr. Icove or a member of the household staff. If we’re not given entry voluntarily within five minutes, we will take other appropriate measures.”

			
				One moment, please, while your identification and documents are scanned and authenticated.

			

			“Go ahead. Clock’s ticking.”

			A pale green light washed over her badge and the seal of the warrant. A minute dribbled by while the security unit hummed.

			
				Your identification and documents have been authenticated. One moment, please, while the main household droid is activated. Dr. Icove has not yet acknowledged this inquiry.

			

			Interesting, Eve thought. “Record on, Peabody,” she ordered, and engaged her own as well.

			Three of the five minutes elapsed before the security light blinked to green. The door was opened by the same tidy female droid Eve had seen on her prior visit.

			“Lieutenant Dallas, I’m sorry you were kept waiting. I was not on active service.” She stepped back, politely. “Dr. Icove is upstairs in his office. I’m afraid I was ordered not to disturb him prior to being deactivated for the evening.”

			“That’s okay. I wasn’t.”

			“But . . .” As Eve turned toward the stairs, the droid clutched her hands together. “Dr. Icove is very particular about not being disturbed when he’s in his office. If you must speak to him, I wonder if you might go through household communications first.” She gestured toward a household scanner and ’link, similar to the ones Eve had at home.

			“Reo, go that route. McNab, check security. Peabody, with me.” Eve continued up the stairs

			“Reo put the eye on him,” Peabody muttered as they reached the second floor.

			“What?”

			“On McNab. She put the juicy eye on him. And she better make sure that’s all she puts on him, or I’ll have to kick her tiny Southern ass.”

			“Maybe you could make some pretense about actually being on duty,” Eve suggested. “Just for the frigging record.”

			“Just saying.” She glanced around as they turned toward the third-floor stairway. “Big place. Nice colors, pretty art. Quiet.”

			“Wife and kids are supposedly tucked into their summer house. I’d imagine his office is soundproofed. Deactivates his household droid for the night, puts a no-pass on his security. Yeah, he’s serious about not being disturbed.”

			The third floor had been reconfigured into three rooms. She noted the play area—kid world—with high-end arcade games, entertainment screen, lounging chairs, snack bar. Beside it was an area more adult, and more female by Eve’s gauge. A kind of woman’s sitting room/office done in pastels with arches and curves.

			Across from it, a door was closed. Assuming soundproofing, she didn’t knock, but pressed the intercom button. “Dr. Icove, this is Lieutenant Dallas. I’m accompanied by two detectives and an assistant prosecuting attorney. We’ve entered the residence with a warrant to search. You are legally obligated to open this door and cooperate.”

			She waited a beat, heard no response. “Should you refuse to cooperate, we are authorized to bypass the locks and enter. You may contact your attorney or representative for verification. You may request that your attorney or representative be present to supervise said search.”

			“Silent treatment,” Peabody commented after a moment.

			“Let the record show that Dr. Icove has been informed and has refused to respond verbally. We are entering without his acknowledgment.”

			Eve dug out her master, slid it through the standard interior lock.

			“Dr. Icove, this is the police. We’re coming in.”

			She opened the door.

			The first thing she heard was music, the soft, mindless mush often played in elevators or on ’link holds. The desk stood in front of a trio of windows. If he’d been working there, there was no sign. A door to the left opened into what she could see was a bath. Beside the door was a mood screen, set on a soft, mindless mush of colors to match the music.

			There was art, and books, family photographs, what she assumed were awards, diplomas.

			The privacy screens were engaged on the glass, the lights were on low, and the room was comfortably warm.

			A sitting area was stylishly arranged in the right front corner. On the table were a glossy black thermal pot, a plate of fruit and cheese, an oversized white cup and saucer, and a pale green cloth napkin.

			On a long merlot-colored sofa, its leather as rich as her coat, lay Wilfred B. Icove, Jr. His feet were bare, and a pair of black slippers were neatly tucked at the end of the sofa. He wore dark gray lounging pants and a pullover in a lighter tone.

			The heart blood stained the sweater, and the handle of the scalpel gleamed silver in the light.

			“Field kits,” Eve snapped out to Peabody. “Call it in. Have McNab seal up and hit the security discs right now. Seal the house.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Son of a bitch,” Eve said softly when she was alone. “Son of a bitch. Victim visually identified by investigating officer is Icove Jr., Dr. Wilfred B. Victim is DOS, visual determination. Until investigators are sealed, the body will not be examined, nor will the room be entered to avoid contamination of scene. What appears to be a medical scalpel, of similar or same type used in the case of Icove Sr., has been inserted in victim’s chest. It’s heart blood. As seen on record, victim is in a reclining position on a sofa in his home office. The door to the office was secured, lights were on low setting, privacy screens on all windows engaged.”

			She held up a hand as she heard footsteps—high heels. “APA Reo approaching scene. No entry, Reo. We seal up first.”

			“What’s happened? Peabody said Icove’s dead. I don’t—”

			She broke off, looking around Eve into the room. Her eyes tracked, from the bath, across the room, to the sofa.

			Then they rolled back in her head as she made a small sound, like a balloon deflating. Eve moved quickly enough to break her fall, then left the APA sprawled unconscious in the hallway to continue the oral portion of her incident report.

			“Entry to residence was gained through entry and search warrant. Single household droid was reactivated by automated security system. Crime scene shows no sign of forced entry, no sign of struggle.”

			Eve held her hand out for her field kit when Peabody came back. Her partner stepped over the APA. “What happened to her?”

			“Fainted. Do what you can.”

			“I guess Southern types are delicate.”

			Eve sealed up, then carried her kit inside. For form, she checked for vitals, found none. “DOS, confirmed.” She scanned his prints. “Identification confirmed. Peabody, do a sweep through the house, but secure the droid first.”

			“I already secured the droid. I’ll do the sweep once I wake up Sleeping Beauty. He go out the same way as his father?”

			“Looks that way.” She took the body temperature, worked the gauge. “He’s been dead less than two hours. Goddamn it.”

			Eve straightened, studied the angle of the body, the angle of the weapon. “In close again. He’s lying down. He’s deactivated the droid—leaving it and the house security programmed for do-not-disturb. But he’s lying here and he doesn’t worry about somebody coming in, leaning over him. Tranqs maybe. We’ll check the tox screen. But I don’t think so. I don’t think so. He knew her. He wasn’t afraid of her. He didn’t fear for his life when she came into the room.”

			She stepped back to the doorway to see it in her head. Reo was sitting up now, her head in her hands. Peabody stood by, smirking.

			“The sweep, Detective.”

			“Yes, sir. Simply making certain the civilian is all right.”

			“I’m okay, I’m okay. Just a little shaken up.” She waved a hand in Peabody’s direction. “Go ahead. I’ve never seen a body before,” she said to Eve. “Images, photographs. But I’ve never walked in on a real one. It just took me by surprise.”

			“Go downstairs, wait for Crime Scene.”

			“I will, in a minute. I heard you say he’d only been dead a couple hours.” Her eyes were still a little glassy, but they met Eve’s straight on. “I couldn’t get the warrant any faster. I did damn handsprings to get it at all. I couldn’t move it faster.”

			“I’m not blaming you.”

			Reo leaned her head back against the wall. “Maybe not. But it’s hard to convince myself not to. We sure as hell found something, didn’t we? Did you expect this?”

			“No. And it’s hard to convince myself I shouldn’t have. Go downstairs, Reo. I’ve got work here.”

			Reo got to her feet. “I can contact the next of kin.”

			“Do that. Don’t tell her he’s dead. Just tell her we need her back in the city, now. Do another handspring and get her into a police shuttle, and back here within the hour. Keep it under media radar, Reo. This is going to be one hell of a mess soon enough.”

			Eve lifted the thermal pot, sniffed. Coffee. She marked it, the cup, the plate of fruit and cheese for the lab.

			Leaving the body, Eve crossed to the desk and began to check incoming and outgoing transmissions, recent data input or deleted. She bagged all discs, marked the unit itself for EDD transfer.

			“House is empty,” Peabody reported. “Domestic droids—three in full—were all deactivated. All doors and windows were fully secured. No sign of tampering. McNab told me that the current security disc—which, in order from the previous, would have run since nine hundred hours this morning—is missing two hours.”

			Eve glanced back, frowned. “Two hours.”

			“Affirmative. There’s no record through the system of entry or exit of the premises during that time. The disc stops at eighteen-thirty, and picks up again at twenty hundred and forty-two hours. It clearly shows us approaching, being verified, and admitted at twenty-one sixteen.”

			Minutes, Eve thought. Missed her by minutes. She gestured toward the desk ’link. “He had that on privacy mode. Set it at seventeen hundred. No transmissions in the holding area. Let’s check the other ’links.”

			They headed down while the sweepers headed up.

			“Icove’s wife is being picked up now. She’ll be here in about twenty minutes,” Reo told them. “ME’s on his way now. I got you Morris.”

			“Then you got me good. I need to check with my e-man. You can hold here, or go.”

			“Go?” Reo let out a short laugh. “Screw that. I’ve never been in on a homicide from the get. They’re going to want to pull this out from under me when you close it down. I need ammo, to stay at the table. I’m here.”

			“Fine. Where’s the security room?” she asked Peabody.

			“Utility and security space, off the kitchen. Rear of the house.”

			“Start checking the ’links for transmissions. Bag any discs for review. Let’s tag all the units. Wife’s, kids’, domestics’.” She looked back at Reo. “Did you speak with the wife, personally?”

			“Yes. At the connection the household droid gave me. Hamptons.”

			“Okay.” Eve nodded, walked off to find McNab.

			He may have looked like a victim of Fashion Trends R Us, but McNab could romance electronics. He sat, a skinny tube of neon, flipping through screens on a console and muttering commands into a handheld.

			“What are you doing? What’s the deal?”

			He spared Eve the briefest glance, and shoved his long, loose golden hair out of his face. “You really want to know?”

			“Bottom line it. In English.”

			“Checking the system for jams, glitches, bypasses. You got a top-line here. Multisource, full scan, motion, voice, and visual detection. Entry through code and voice print. All I got on me is my PPC, but it’s prime. I’m not finding any holes.”

			“So how’d they get through?”

			“That’s the question.” He swiveled on the stool, away from the security console, scratched the side of his jaw. “We’ll take a closer look in-house, but it’s looking like they came through on green.”

			“Meaning someone let them in, or they cleared security.”

			“I took a look at the door unit, and there’s no sign of tampering. Mostly it’s going to show. Mostly. We’ll take a closer at that, too, and other entries, but if you want my own site, yeah. Bad guy waltzed through. Either cleared through or was aided by an inside source. Maybe the dead guy let him in.”

			“Then went upstairs, locked his office door, and stretched out on the couch and waited for a knife in the heart?”

			He puffed out his cheeks, blew out air. Patting his pockets, he came up with a silver ring, then threaded his hair through it forming a tail. “Okay, maybe not. Anyway, whoever it was took the discs for the time frame he’d show on camera. Slid them right out. No sign of search or fumbling around in here. And I had to use my master to open the door. Locked up behind himself, nice and neat.”

			Eve studied the security room. It was about the size of her office at Central, and a hell of a lot slicker. A series of screens relayed images of various rooms and entryways. McNab had left them live, and she could see sweepers in their protective suits working the scene, Reo on the main level talking on her ’link, Peabody doing the tags on a data and communication center in the kitchen.

			She stood another moment, watching the screens. “Okay,” she said, then watched Morris come through the front door. He had a brief consult with Reo, who then directed him up the stairs.

			“Okay,” she said again, and left McNab to his e-work.

			The domestic droid was standing in the kitchen on wait mode. Eve engaged it.

			“Did Dr. Icove have any visitors after his wife left the house today.”

			“No, Lieutenant.”

			“Did Dr. Icove leave the house at any time after he returned from work today?”

			“No, Lieutenant.”

			One thing about droids, Eve thought, they kept to the point. “Who set the evening security? Who ordered the lockdown for the night?”

			“Dr. Icove locked down personally at seventeen-thirty, just prior to deactivating me for the night.”

			“And the other droids?”

			“Both deactivated before me. I was the last. Set on sleep mode at seventeen thirty-five, with do-not-disturb command.”

			“What did he have for dinner?”

			“I was not asked to serve an evening meal. I served soup—chicken and rice—at thirteen-fifteen. However, Dr. Icove only consumed a small portion of the serving, along with a cup of ginseng tea and three wheat crackers.”

			“Did he eat alone?”

			“Yes, Lieutenant.”

			“What time did his wife leave?”

			“Mrs. Icove and the children left the house at twelve-thirty. Mrs. Icove gave instructions for me to serve Dr. Icove soup and tea. She expressed concern that he wasn’t eating properly and would make himself ill.”

			“Did they have a conversation?”

			“Conversations between family members and guests are private.”

			“This is a murder investigation. Your privacy functions are overridden. Did they have a conversation?”

			The droid looked as uncomfortable as a droid could manage. “Mrs. Icove expressed the desire that Dr. Icove accompany them, or that he allow her to send the children with the nanny droid so that she could remain with him. Dr. Icove insisted that she go with the children, and told her he’d join them in a day or so. He communicated his desire to be private.”

			“Nothing else.”

			“They embraced. He embraced the children. He wished them a good trip. I prepared and served him the meal Mrs. Icove had ordered for him. Shortly thereafter, he left for the Center, informing me he would return by five, which he did.”

			“Alone.”

			“Yes, he returned alone, at which time he began deactivation of the domestics and lockdown.”

			“Did you serve fruit and cheese this evening?”

			“No, Lieutenant.”

			“All right. That’s all for now.”

			Upstairs, Morris was finishing his on-site. He wore a clear gown over a shimmery deep purple shirt and narrow black pants. His hair was pulled back in three stacked tails, perfectly aligned.

			“Did you dude up just for me?” Eve asked him.

			“Late date, with serious heat potential.” He straightened. “But I’ll get him started for you. What you got here is like father, like son. Same method, same weapon type, same cause of demise.”

			“Got it lying there.”

			“Yep.” Morris leaned over the body. “Killer at this angle, and round about this distance. Up close and personal.”

			“Need a tox screen.”

			“Yeah.” He straightened again, glanced at the tray. “None of that looks touched. Waste. That’s some good-looking fruit.”

			“Domestic droid reports he ate a little chicken and rice soup, a couple of crackers, and tea about thirteen hundred. He shut the droids down just after seventeen hundred. None of them served this tray of stuff.”

			“So he got it himself. Or the killer brought it to him.”

			“Maybe it’s tranq’d, maybe not. Either way, the guy just lies there and takes a knife in the heart.”

			“Knew his killer.”

			“Knew, and trusted. Comfortable enough to stretch out. Maybe he let the killer in himself, and was lured up here. But I don’t see it.” She shook her head. “Why bother bringing the vic upstairs, putting food on a tray? Why not just stick him downstairs, save the trouble? Maybe you want a conversation first, but hell, you can have that downstairs, too. Door’s locked. Inside lock.”

			“Ah, a locked-door mystery. And you our Poirot—minus the mustache and accent.”

			She knew who Poirot was because she’d dug into some Agatha Christies after viewing Witness for the Prosecution—and the murder that had gone along with it.

			“Not so mysterious,” Eve corrected. “Killer knows the codes. Just does the job, sets the codes from inside, shuts the door, and walks away. Takes the security discs for the time elapsed. Even resets the security.”

			“Knew his way around the place.”

			“Her. I’m betting her. And she had to. You get him in, I need a close check for any other wounds, any pricks, pressure marks, anything. But I don’t think you’ll find them. Or the tranq. Like father, like son,” she repeated. “Yeah, just like.”
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			EVE TOOK TIME TO CONTACT ROARKE.

			“Got into Icove’s place, found him dead. Gonna be late.”

			“There’s a pithy report, Lieutenant. Dead how?”

			“Same as his father.” She walked outside as she spoke, the better to keep an eye out for the new widow. “Wife and kids went to their weekend place earlier today. He was home alone, house locked up tight, domestics deactivated. And he’s taking a little lie-down on his office sofa. With a scalpel in his heart. Room’s locked, and there’s a tray of healthy snacks on the table.”

			“Interesting,” Roarke replied.

			“Yeah. More interesting that EDD, at this point, hasn’t found any holes or tampering in security, and the disc for the murder time is missing. Security was fully activated on our arrival, and in full DND mode as the domestic reports the doctor himself set it this evening. The killer entered approximately ninety minutes thereafter. This is slick business.”

			“Are you back to considering a professional?”

			“All the earmarks, none of the vibes. Anyway. See you later.”

			“Anything I can do from here?”

			“Find me the money,” she said and ended transmission as she watched a sedan draw up behind one of the black-and-whites.

			She walked down to meet Avril Icove herself.

			Avril was dressed in dove gray, pants and sweater, with a dark red coat thrown stylishly over her shoulders. Soft, heeled boots matched the coat.

			She leaped out of the car before her driver could make his way around to open her door. “What’s happened? What’s wrong? Will!”

			Eve blocked her path, and with a hand on the woman’s arm, felt the vibration of her body. “Mrs. Icove, I need you to come with me.”

			“What is it? What is it?” There was a jump in her voice, and her eyes stayed trained on the door of her home. “Was there an accident?”

			“We’re going to go inside and sit down.”

			“They called, they called and said I needed to come home right away. No one would tell me why. I tried to call Will, but he doesn’t answer. Is he here?”

			There were plenty of gawkers gathered behind the police barricades. Eve merely nudged them aside and steered Avril toward the house. “You left this afternoon.”

			“Yes, yes, with the children. Will wanted me and the children away from . . . everything. And he wanted some time alone. I didn’t like to leave him. Where is he? Is he hurt?”

			Eve got her inside, drew her away from the steps and into the living area. “Sit down, Mrs. Icove.”

			“I need to speak with Will.”

			Eve kept her gaze level. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Icove. Your husband’s dead. He was killed.”

			Avril’s mouth moved, but no sound came out as she lowered to a chair. Her hands fluttered once, then locked together in her lap. “Will.” Tears shimmered, turning her eyes to liquid amethyst. “An accident.”

			“He was murdered.”

			“How can that be? But how can that be?” The tears slid down her cheeks now, slowly. “We were only . . . he was going to join us tomorrow. He only wanted some quiet.”

			Eve sat. “Mrs. Icove, I’d like to record this, for my report. Do you object?”

			“No. No.”

			Eve switched on her recorder, fed the salient data into the record. “Mrs. Icove, I’m going to need to verify your whereabouts from five-thirty this afternoon to nine this evening.”

			“What?”

			“For the record, Mrs. Icove. Can you verify your whereabouts during that time frame?”

			“I took the children. I took the children to our house. The Hamptons.” She reached up absently, brushed the coat from her shoulders. It looked like a pool of blood against the quiet colors of the room. “We left . . . we left just after noon.”

			“How did you travel?”

			“Shuttle. Our personal shuttle. I took them for a walk on the beach. We’d hoped to have a picnic, but it was chilly. We had a swim in the indoor pool, and some lunch. Lissy, our little girl, she loves the water. We went into town and had ice cream, and saw our neighbors up there. They came over. Don and Hester. They came over for drinks.”

			“What time was that?”

			Her eyes had gone empty during the recital. She blinked now, like a woman coming out of a dream. “Excuse me?”

			“What time did your neighbors come over?”

			“At six, I think. At around six or a little before, and they stayed, they stayed for dinner. I wanted the company. Will likes to be alone when he’s stressed or upset, but I like company. We had dinner, about seven, and the kids went to bed at nine. We played cards. Three-handed bridge. Don and Hester and myself. Then they called—the woman, I can’t remember her name. She called and said I needed to come home. Hester stayed with the children for me. My children.”

			“What was your husband stressed about?”

			“His father. His father was murdered. Oh God.” Her arms crossed over her belly. “Oh God.”

			“Did your husband feel endangered? Threatened? Do you know if anyone made threats?”

			“No. No. He was grieving. His father. Of course, he was grieving and upset.” Avril cupped her elbows, rubbed her hands there as if chilled. “And he felt . . . I’m sorry, but he felt you weren’t doing a very good job. He was angry because he felt you were somehow trying to compromise his father’s reputation.”

			“How was I doing that?”

			“I can’t say. I don’t know. He was upset and wanted time alone.”

			“What do you know about his work?”

			“His work? He’s a surgeon, a very skilled and important surgeon. The facilities at the Center are among the finest in the world.”

			“Did he discuss his work with you? Most specifically his private project and research?”

			“A man with such a high-powered and demanding profession doesn’t like to bring that work home night after night. He needs a sanctuary.”

			“That doesn’t answer my question.”

			“I don’t understand the question.”

			“What do you know about projects your husband and father-in-law kept off the books, so to speak?”

			There were still tears but they were just glimmering now, blurring the eyes, the voice. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“I’m interested in a long-term private project, one your husband and your father-in-law have been pursuing, actively. One that would require extensive facilities—in or outside the center. One that involves treatment of young women.”

			Two tears spilled over, and for a moment, just an instant, those lavender eyes were clear. Something was in them, something sharp and cool. Then it was gone, wavering behind another shimmer of tears.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t know anything about it. I wasn’t involved in Will’s work. Are you saying you think his work is somehow responsible for his death?”

			Eve changed tacks. “Who has the security code for this house?”

			“Ah . . . Will and myself, of course. His father—his father did. The domestics.”

			“Anyone else?”

			“No. Will was very cautious about security. We changed the codes every few weeks. A bother,” she said with the barest hint of a smile. “I’m not very good with numbers.”

			“How was your marriage, Mrs. Icove?”

			“How was my marriage?”

			“Any problems? Friction? Was your husband faithful?”

			“Of course he was faithful.” Avril turned her head away. “What a terrible thing to ask.”

			“Whoever killed your husband was either let into the house or knew the codes. A man, under stress, might send his wife and children out of town for a day or two in order to spend time with a lover.”

			“I was his only lover.” Avril’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I was what he wanted. He was devoted. A loving husband and father, a dedicated doctor. He would never hurt me or the children. He would never stain our marriage with infidelity.”

			“I’m sorry. I know this is difficult.”

			“It doesn’t seem real. It doesn’t seem possible. Is there something I should do now? I don’t know what I should do.”

			“We’ll need to take your husband’s body in, for examination.”

			Avril winced at that. “Autopsy.”

			“Yes.”

			“I know you have to. I don’t like the thought of it, of what will happen. One of the reasons we rarely discussed Will’s work was because I don’t like the thought of the . . . the cutting and lasering.”

			“Squeamish? A doctor’s wife—and a woman who likes crime drama.”

			There was a hesitation before that ghost of a smile. “I guess I like the end results, but could do without the blood. Do I have to sign anything?”

			“No. Not now. Is there anyone you’d like us to call for you? Anyone you want to contact?”

			“No. There’s no one. I have to get back to my children.” Her hands came out of her lap, pressed to her lips as they trembled. “My babies. I have to tell my babies. I have to take care of them. How will I ever explain?”

			“Do you want a grief counselor?”

			Avril hesitated again, then shook her head. “No, not now. I think they’ll need me. Just me, for now. Me, and time. I have to go to my children.”

			“I’ll arrange to have you escorted back.” Eve got to her feet. “I’m going to need you to stay available, Mrs. Icove.”

			“Of course. Of course I will. We’ll stay in the Hamptons tonight. Away from the city. Away from this. The media, they won’t leave us alone, but it’ll be better there. I don’t want the children exposed. Will would want me to shield the children.”

			“Do you need anything from here?”

			“No. We have all we need.”

			Eve watched her go, drive away in the sedan, this time with a police escort.

			When she was satisfied with her on-site, Eve gestured to Peabody. “My home office is closer. I’m going to write the report from there, and arrange for your transport home.”

			“You want me with you?”

			“For the moment.” She headed out to her car, handing Peabody the record of her interview with Avril Icove. “Listen to it, then give me your impressions.”

			“Sure.”

			Peabody settled into the car, switching the replay on as Eve drove.

			Eve drove through her own gates, listening to Avril’s voice, her own questions.

			“Shaky,” Peabody said. “Teary, but holding up.”

			“What’s missing?”

			“She never asked how he died.”

			“Never asked how, never asked where or why or who. And never asked to see him.”

			“Which is strange, I grant you. But shock can make for strange.”

			“What’s the number-one question a shocked family member asks when informed?”

			“Number one’s probably: Are you sure?”

			“She never asks, never insists on proof. She starts off with the ‘Was there an accident?’ routine, fumbles around to find her balance. Okay on that. She was shaking when I took her in, that works, too. But she never asks how he died.”

			“Because she knew? That’s reaching, Dallas.”

			“Maybe. She never asked how we got in—how we found him. Never said: ‘Oh God, was there a break-in, a burglary?’ Never asked if he went out and got himself mugged. I never told her he was killed in the house. But if you watch her face on the record, she looked through the doorway toward the stairs going up several times. She knew he was dead up there. I didn’t have to tell her.”

			“We can verify whether or not she was where she said she was during the time frame.”

			“She’ll have been there. She had that pat. She’ll be alibied tight. But she’s in this somewhere.”

			They sat in front of the house, Eve frowning through the windshield.

			“Maybe he was catting around on her,” Peabody suggested. “She uses what happened to his father as inspiration, and gets somebody to off him. Maybe she was doing the catting, and figured she could lap up more cream with him dead. Gets her lover the security code, clears his voice print prior. He sticks the husband, mimicking the MO from the first murder.”

			“Where’d the tray of fruit and cheese come from?”

			“Shit, Dallas. Icove could’ve ordered himself a snack.”

			“Came from the kitchen unit. I checked.”

			“So.”

			“So why go downstairs, order a snack, haul it up. You want a snack, use the office AutoChef.”

			“Lee-Lee Ten,” Peabody reminded her. “Maybe it’s like that. Maybe he likes to putter in the kitchen when he’s got something on his mind.”

			“He’s no kitchen putterer. She might be, Avril, but not him. Not Dr. Will.”

			“He could’ve been downstairs, decided to go up. Ordered it to take up with him. Gets up there, decides, I’m not hungry right now, stretches out, falls asleep. Wife’s handsome yet sleazy lover slips into the house, goes up, goes in, shoves the scalpel into his heart, takes the disc, resets security, and walks away.”

			Eve made a noncommittal sound. “We’ll talk to friends and neighbors and associates, check her personal finances again, go through her routines.”

			“But you don’t like my handsome-yet-sleazy-lover angle.”

			“I don’t discount the handsome yet sleazy lover. But if so, they moved damn fast to have it this smooth. I’m betting this was planned as carefully, and as much in advance, as the old doc’s. Same people, same motive behind both.”

			“Maybe Dolores is her handsome yet sleazy lover.”

			“Maybe. In any case, we look at Avril, and find the link.”

			Eve pushed open her door. “Take the vehicle. Come back at seven hundred. We’ll put in a couple hours here before we go into Central.”

			Peabody checked her wrist unit. “Wow! Looks like I may get five hours’ sleep.”

			“You want sleep? Sell shoes.”

			Eve wasn’t surprised to find Summerset, still fully dressed, in the foyer. “Icove’s son’s now as dead as he is.” She peeled off her coat, tossed it over the newel post. “You really want to help, turn up the soft glow of memory light and look back hard. He was into something.”

			“Must everyone you see carry stains?”

			She glanced back as she walked upstairs. “Yeah. If you want to find out who killed him more than you want to canonize him, you’ll look for them, too.”

			She kept going up, and straight into her office. Roarke came through the adjoining door.

			“If I came home and a cop met me at the door,” she began, “and told me you’d been murdered, what do you figure I’d do?”

			“Fall into a pit of despair from which you would drown for the rest of your sad, empty life.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Get serious.”

			“I rather liked that one.” He leaned on the doorjamb. “First, I imagine you would kick the unfortunate messenger—and anyone else stupid enough to get in your path—out of your way. To see for yourself. I would hope you’d weep an ocean of hot and bitter tears over my body. Then you’d find out everything that could be found out and hunt my killer down like a rabid dog to the ends of the earth.”

			“Okay.” She sat on the edge of her desk and studied him. “What if I didn’t love you anymore?”

			“Then my life would no longer be worth living, and I’d have probably self-terminated or simply died of a broken, battered heart.”

			She had to grin at him, then sobered and shook her head. “She didn’t love him. The widow. She put on a dignified show, but she didn’t have all the lines, and she didn’t—What’s it when actors . . .” She threw out her arms, put a horrified expression on her face, slapped her arms crossways over her chest.

			“Miming? Please don’t do that again. It’s rather frightening.”

			“Not miming. People should be allowed—no, they should be required to chase mimes down the street with bats. Emote, that’s the word. Avril didn’t emote believably. See there was a tone when she talked about him, and another when she talked about her kids. She loves the kids. She didn’t love their father, or not anymore. Not through and through. Peabody figures she had some side action.”

			“Seems reasonable. You don’t?”

			“When do I have time for side action when you’re nailing me every chance you get?”

			He reached out, gave her hair a quick tug. “Quick tonight, aren’t you?”

			“Must be the buzz, because I’ve got one going on this. Maybe she had a side dish. And maybe she’s that smart and that quick and calculating. Duplicating her father-in-law’s murder to muddy the waters. But I’m thinking it is what it looks like. Connected murders by or on behalf of the same parties. And she’s in it.”

			“Why? Money, sex, fear, power, rage, jealousy, revenge. Aren’t those the headliners?”

			“Power’s in there. They were powerful men, killed with a tool of their own trade. If it’s rage, it’s ice cold. I don’t see fear, and money doesn’t give me the buzz. Jealousy’s unlikely. Revenge—that’s the unknown.”

			“The money’s plentiful, and well channelled. I haven’t, as yet, found any that’s questionable. Their accounts are ordered, extremely well organized and maintained.”

			“There’s more somewhere.”

			“Then I’ll find it.”

			“Here’s the gist.”

			Eve ran it through for him quickly. As she spoke, he came in, opened a recessed door, and took out brandy. He poured a snifter for himself, and knowing his wife, ordered her a cup of black coffee. He hoped it would be her last of a long day.

			She didn’t like them, her victims, he thought. It wouldn’t stop her from pursuing whoever was responsible for their deaths, but it wasn’t punishing her as murder often did.

			It was the puzzle that gave her the buzz she’d spoken of, the buzz she’d use and burn through until she found the answers.

			But the dead, this time, didn’t haunt her. The girls she believed they’d used would. And for them, he knew, she’d burn through until she found those answers and exhausted herself.

			“It’s not impossible the system was compromised,” he said when she’d finished. “Depends on the skill of your B-and-E man.” He passed her the coffee. “But in that neighborhood, at that time of the evening, you’d have to have extreme skill. Particularly extreme if when EDD examines the system they still find no sign of tampering.”

			“It’s more likely she had the codes, and a voice box or clearance. We’ve taken in the droids, too, and EDD will take them apart, see if any were compromised. If Icove’s orders were countermanded by the wife at some point earlier today, one of the droids could have opened the door for the killer, then had its memory washed.”

			“It would show. Unless, again, you’re extremely skilled.”

			“He wasn’t eating—Icove. No appetite. So if his tummy rumbled, okay, he wants a little bite. But he’s working in his office. Sequestered there. Wiping data, I’ll bet your fine ass.”

			She paced now, walking it through. “He doesn’t go downstairs to the kitchen to order a tray of food. It’s not efficient. And you know what it is—a pretty tray with pretty fruit, artfully arranged cheese and whatnot. It’s wifely.”

			“I wouldn’t know,” Roarke said dryly. “I don’t believe my wife has ever artfully arranged cheese on a tray for me.”

			“Bite me. You know what I’m saying. It’s female and fussy. The sort of thing fussy females do to cajole somebody to eat. But it wasn’t the wife. She’s in the Hamptons, eating ice cream with the kiddies, entertaining the neighbors. Making damn straight sure somebody can swear on a mountain of Bibles she was somewhere else when that scalpel went into Icove’s heart. So maybe Icove was fooling around and somehow his side dish and his wife are in league.”

			“Back to sex.”

			“Yeah. Maybe he was cheating on both of them. Maybe his sainted father was a perv and diddled with all three. But that’s not it.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t feel like sex. It’s the project. It’s the work. She lied to me about knowing about his work, knowing about any long-term private research. That was the missed beat in her routine. There was the rage, just a flicker. I saw it in her eyes.”

			She sipped her coffee. “She could’ve planted the weapon at the Center. Who’s going to question Dr. Will’s wife if she wanders around? Easy enough to palm a scalpel, conceal one. She’s the main link between the two victims. Former ward of one, wife of the other. Maybe, if this project goes back far enough, she was part of it.”

			“It’s a long time to wait to take your revenge,” Roarke pointed out. “A lot of emotional ties during that time. She couldn’t have been forced to marry and live with, have children with Will Icove, Eve. It had to be her choice. If she’s involved, isn’t it more likely she found out about this project—objected, was appalled or enraged?”

			“Then she’s still got a choice. If you’re that appalled, you report it. Could do it anonymously. Give the authorities just enough to make them investigate. You don’t kill the father of your children because you’re upset about his side work. You leave him, or you fry him legally. You kill two men like this? It’s a personal act, caused by a personal act.”

			She shrugged. “I think. I’m going to talk to Mira.”

			“It’s late. Let’s get some sleep.”

			“I want to write this up first, while it’s fresh in my mind.”

			He crossed to her, kissed her brow. “Don’t drink any more coffee.”

			Alone, she wrote the report, added some case notes. Then some questions.

			
				Avril Icove—living relatives?

				Exact date and circumstances of Icove’s guardianship?

				Daily, weekly routines? Times out of the house alone? Where? When?

				Possible connection to woman known as Dolores Nocho-Alverez. Any body or face work?

				Last visit to the Center prior to father-in-law’s death.

			

			I’m what he wanted.

			
				What, if anything, did she take to the Hamptons?

			

			She sat back, let it circle through her mind another time or two. Wished for coffee.

			She shut down and walked to the bedroom. He’d left the light on low, so she wouldn’t come into the dark. Eve stripped, dragged on a nightshirt. When she slid into bed, he drew her into his arms to spoon.

			“I wanted more coffee.”

			“Of course you did. Go to sleep.”

			“She didn’t want them to suffer.”

			“All right.”

			She started to drift, warm in his arms. “She wanted them dead, but she didn’t want them to suffer. Love. Hate. It’s complicated.”

			“It certainly is.”

			“Love. Hate. But no passion.” She yawned, hugely. “If I needed to kill you, I’d want you to suffer. A lot.”

			He smiled in the dark. “Thanks, darling.”

			She smiled along with him, and slipped into slumber.
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			AT SEVEN A.M., EVE WAS DRINKING HER SECOND cup of coffee and studying the data she’d pulled up on Avril Icove.

			She noted Avril’s date of birth, her parents’ dates of death, and that she’d become Icove’s legal ward before her sixth birthday.

			Eve read through Avril’s educational data—Brookhollow Academy, Spencerville, New Hampshire, grades one through twelve, with continuing education Brookhollow College.

			So the kindly doctor had put his ward in a boarding school straight off the bat. How had she felt about that? Eve wondered. Loses her mother—and where had the kid been while Mommy was off in . . . where had it been? Africa. Who’d kept the girl while the mother was off saving lives, and losing her own in Africa?

			Then she loses her mother and gets shipped off to school.

			No living relatives. Really bad luck there, Eve thought. No sibs; parents were both only children. Grandparents dead before she was born. No records of aunts or uncles or fricking second cousins twice removed.

			Kinda weird, Eve thought. Most everyone had some relation somewhere. However distant.

			She didn’t, but there were always some exceptions to the rules.

			Jeez, look what had happened to Roarke. Go around all your life thinking you’re it, then bam! Got yourself enough relatives to people a small city.

			But Avril’s records indicated no blood kin except her two children.

			So, she’s almost six years old, tragically orphaned, and Icove, her legal guardian, puts her in a swank school. Busy surgeon, busy becoming Icon Icove, raising his own kid, who’d have been, what, about seventeen.

			Teenage boys had a habit of getting into trouble, causing trouble, being trouble. But her run of Dr. Will had shown her a record as spotless as his father’s.

			Meanwhile Avril’s doing sixteen years at basically the same school, which struck her as close to a prison term. Of course, she considered as she sipped more coffee, school had been a kind of jail for her.

			Marking time, she remembered, until she’d been of legal age and could escape the system that had gobbled her up after she’d been found in that alley in Dallas. Then straight to the Police Academy. Another system, she admitted. But her choice. Finally, her choice.

			Had Avril had a choice?

			Art major, Eve read, with minors in domestic sciences and theater. Married Wilfred B. Icove, Jr., the summer after she’d gotten her degrees—putting him in his middle thirties, with no blemish on his official data, no cohabs.

			She’d have to nudge Nadine, see if the reporter could find any juice on serious relationships for the young, rich doctor in any old media records.

			No employment for Avril. Professional mother status after the birth of her first child.

			No criminal.

			She heard the faint swish of airskids and took another hit of coffee as Peabody came in.

			“Avril Icove,” Eve began. “Personality assessment.”

			“Well, hell, I didn’t know there was going to be a quiz first thing.” Peabody dumped her bag, squinted her eyes.

			“Elegant and contained,” she surmised. “Well-bred and -mannered, and I want to say correct. Assuming the house is her territory—as it most likely would be considering she’s a pro mom and he’s a busy doctor—I’d say tasteful and discreet.”

			“She wore a red coat,” Eve commented.

			“Huh?”

			“Nothing, maybe nothing. All that quiet elegance in the house, and she wears a bright red coat.” Eve shrugged. “Anything else?”

			“Well, she also strikes me as being subservient.”

			Eve’s gaze whipped over. “Why?”

			“Our first visit to the house, Icove told her what to do. It wasn’t ‘Hey, bitch, get your ass out in the kitchen.’ It wasn’t harsh, not even really direct, but the dynamic was there. He was in charge, he made the decisions. She’s the WIFE, in big letters.”

			Peabody glanced hopefully at the coffee, but kept going. “Which is something I’ve been thinking about. She’s used to him running the show, making the decisions. So it’s not that off-base that she’d be kind of blank and out of it when you tell her he’s dead. Nobody’s giving her a playbook now.”

			“She’s had sixteen years gilded private education, with honors.”

			“A lot of people are school smart and don’t have any practical skills.”

			“Get coffee, you’re starting to drool.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Her father took off, mother’s a medical missionary type, off in the wilds. Dies there.” Eve raised her voice as Peabody hotfooted it to the kitchen. “Only connection I find to Icove is the mother’s professional association. Could be they were lovers, but I don’t know that it matters.”

			Eve cocked her head, studied Avril’s ID image on screen. Elegant, she thought. Stunning. And at first glance, she would’ve said soft. But she’d seen that flash, that one instant. And there’d been steel in those eyes.

			“We’re going back to the scene,” she continued. “I want to go through the house, room by room. Talk to neighbors, other domestics. We’ll need to verify her alibi. And I want to know the last time, prior to her father-in-law’s death, she was in the Center.”

			“Going to be busy,” Peabody said with her mouth full of glazed doughnut. “They were right there,” she mumbled when Eve frowned at her.

			“Where?”

			“Under D on the menu.” She swallowed hastily. “McNab went in with the electronics, so he got home after me. Way. He said he red-flagged them. He’ll bring Feeney up to date this morning, save you the trouble.”

			“She wasn’t worried about the electronics. She wasn’t sweating the security, the transmissions, data.” Eve shook her head. “Either she’s ice, or there’s nothing there to point at her.”

			“I’m still leaning toward the adultery angle. If Avril’s in it, she had to have a partner. You don’t kill for someone unless you love them, or they’ve got you by the short hairs on something.”

			“Or you pay them.”

			“Yeah, that. But I was rolling it around. I know it’s high yuck factor, but what if the father-in-law had been up her skirt? We’re looking at him to have an interest in young women with that project. She was his ward. So he could’ve been using her sexually. Then passes her to the son so he could, um, keep her handy. Maybe they were tag-teaming her.”

			“It’s crossed my mind.”

			“Then how about this? She’s been dominated and used by men. So she turns to a woman. Emotionally, maybe romantically. They hatch it up.”

			“Dolores.”

			“Yeah. Say they meet, become lovers.” Peabody licked sugar off her fingers. “Between the two of them they figure out how to take out both Icoves, without implicating Avril. Dolores might have worked on Junior, hooked up, seduced him.”

			“He saw her picture after his father’s murder. He didn’t blink.”

			“Okay, that’s cold. But it’s not impossible. Or she might’ve looked different with him. Changed her hair, that kind of thing. We damn well know Dolores killed number one. The same method, same weapon used on number two. Probability is ninety-eight and change that she did both.”

			“Ninety-eight point seven. I ran it, too,” Eve said. “Going by that and adding my conviction that Avril’s in this, they know each other. Or Avril hired her. It also means Dolores was in town after the first murder. And may still be. I want to find her.”

			The door between the offices opened, and Roarke stepped through. The charcoal suit that showed off that lithe body somehow deepened the already staggering blue of his eyes. His hair was swept back from that gorgeous face, and the slow easy smile did something almost obscene to a woman’s belly.

			“You’re drooling again,” Eve muttered to Peabody.

			“So?”

			“Ladies. Am I interrupting?”

			“Running a few things,” Eve told him. “We’re going to head out shortly.”

			“Then my timing’s good. How are you, Peabody?”

			“Up, thanks. And I wanted to thank you for the invite to Thanksgiving. We’re bummed we can’t make it, but we’re going to shuttle it to my parents’ for a couple days.”

			“Well, it’s about family, isn’t it, and give them our best. We’ll miss you. I like your necklace. What’s the stone?”

			It was somewhere between red and orange, and chunky. Eve’s only thought on seeing it around her partner’s neck was that in a chase it would probably swing up and put Peabody’s eye out.

			“Carnelian. My grandmother made it.”

			“Really?” He stepped forward, lifted the pendant. “Lovely work. Does she sell her jewelry?”

			“Mostly through Free-Ager channels. Indie shops and fairs. It’s kind of a hobby.”

			“Tick-tock,” Eve grumbled, and had both of them glancing over at her, Peabody bemused, Roarke amused.

			“It certainly suits you,” he continued and let the pendant drop again. “But I have to confess, I rather miss your uniform.”

			“Oh, well.” She pinked up as Eve rolled her eyes behind Peabody’s back.

			“I’ll be out of your way in a minute, but I have a thing or two that might interest you.” Roarke glanced down at the cup Peabody had forgotten, in a hormonal haze, she held. “I could use some of that coffee.”

			“Coffee?” Peabody all but sighed it, then snapped back. “Oh yeah, sure. I’ll get it. I’ll get it.”

			Roarke smiled after her. “She is a treasure,” he stated.

			“You got her stirred up. You did it on purpose.”

			His expression was all innocence. “I haven’t any idea what you mean. In any case, I’m glad you’d asked her and McNab for dinner, and I’m sorry they won’t make it. Meanwhile, I’ve done some poking around for you, after my morning meeting.”

			“You had a meeting? Already?”

			“Holo-conference. Scotland. They’re five hours ahead of us, and I accommodated them. I needed to speak with my aunt in Ireland as well.”

			Which explained, she thought, why he hadn’t been in his usual spot in the sitting area of their room when she’d gotten up at six.

			“You find me money?”

			“In a sense.” He paused, smiling over at Peabody again as she brought in a tray.

			“I got fresh for you, Dallas.”

			“In the sense of what?” Eve demanded impatiently.

			But Roarke took his time, personally pouring coffee all around. “In the sense of large bequests and annuities channeled through various arms of Icove’s holdings. On the surface, extremely generous and philanthropic. But added up, pushed through the surface and carefully examined, questionable.”

			“How?”

			“Nearly two hundred million—so far—over the last thirty-five years that I can’t account for through his income. A man gives away that kind of green, it should put a bit of a dent here and there in his pockets. Not so.” He drank coffee.

			“Indicating another source of income. A hidden source.”

			“It would seem. I suspect there’s more. I’ve only just started on this line. Interesting, isn’t it, that a man with a questionable income would choose to donate it—quietly, even anonymously—to worthy causes. Most would buy themselves a nice little country.”

			“Anonymously.”

			“He’s gone to considerable trouble to distance himself from the donations. A lot of layers between. Trusts, nonprofits, foundations, all crisscrossing, padded between with corporations and organizations.” He shrugged. “I don’t imagine you need or want a lesson in tax shelters or the like, Lieutenant. Let’s just say he has excellent financial advice, and had elected to dump these funds without taking credit for them. Or the considerable write-off on his income. Then again, he isn’t reporting the income.”

			“Tax evasion.”

			“In a sense. Difficult though, even for the Internal Revenue to squeeze anything out, since the money was shifted to charities. But surely there’s an infraction.”

			“So we need to find the source of the income.” Eve took her coffee, circled the office. “There’s always a trail.”

			Roarke’s lips curved, slyly. “There isn’t, no. Not always.”

			She shot him a narrowed look. “Somebody who knows how to erase trails ought to be able to find one.”

			“Somebody should.”

			“Maybe start at the back end,” Peabody suggested. “Places that got the money.”

			“Give me, say, the five biggest beneficiaries,” Eve said to Roarke. “You can shoot it to my office at Central.”

			“I’ll do that. The biggest, by far, is a small private school.”

			“Brookhollow?” Eve felt the sizzle.

			“Gold star for you, Lieutenant. Brookhollow Academy, and its higher-education companion, Brookhollow College.”

			“Pop.” Eve turned back to her wall screen with a thin, satisfied grin. “Guess who got her entire education at those institutions.”

			“It rings,” Peabody agreed. “But it could be argued he sent his ward there because he believed in the school and put his money in it. Or he put his money in it because his ward went there.”

			“Check it out now. When was it established, by whom? Lists of faculty, directors, whatever the hell. Find me a list of the current students. And the names of female students who took the tour with Avril Hannson.”

			“Yes, sir.” Peabody hurried to Eve’s desk unit and set to work.

			“This feels hot,” Eve said, then looked over at Roarke. “It’s a good lead.”

			“My pleasure.” He tipped her chin up with his finger, touched his lips to hers before she could object. “On a personal front, would you like me to contact Mavis about Thanksgiving? We’re getting close to the mark, and it appears your plate’s more full than mine at the moment.”

			“That’d be good.”

			“Anyone else?”

			“I don’t know.” She shifted, uncomfortable. “I guess Nadine, maybe. Feeney’ll probably be doing a family deal, but I’ll run it by him.”

			“What about Louise and Charles?”

			“Sure. Fine. Are we really doing this?”

			“Too late to turn back.” He kissed her again. “Keep in touch, will you? I’m caught up now.” He strolled back into his office, shut the door.

			“I love McNab.”

			Even as she turned toward Peabody, Eve could feel the muscle under her right eye vibrating toward a twitch. “Oh man. Do you have to do this?”

			“Yeah. I love McNab,” Peabody repeated. “It took me a while to realize it, or get there, however it works. But he’s the one. If you were to drop down dead, and Roarke decided I could comfort him with wild sex, I probably wouldn’t do it. Probably. But even if I did, I’d still love McNab.”

			“At least I’m dead in your sexual fantasy.”

			“It’s only fair. I wouldn’t cheat on my partner. So I probably wouldn’t have sex with Roarke, should the opportunity arise, unless both you and McNab were killed in a freak accident.”

			“Thanks, Peabody. I feel a lot better now.”

			“And we’d probably wait a decent interval. Like two weeks. If we could control ourselves.”

			“It just gets better and better,” Eve remarked.

			“In a way, we’d really be celebrating your lives, and our love for you both.”

			“Maybe you’re the ones who die in a freak accident,” Eve tossed back. “Then me and McNab . . . No, Jesus. No.” She visibly shuddered. “I don’t love you that much.”

			“Aw, that’s not very nice. Too bad for you, because McNab’s an airjack in the sack.”

			“Shut up now. Save yourself.”

			“Brookhollow Academy,” Peabody said in dignified tones. “Established 2022.”

			“Just a couple years before Avril was born? Who’s the founder? Put the data on-screen.”

			“On screen one.”

			“Private educational institution,” Eve read, scanning. “For girls. Just girls. Founded by Jonah Delecourt Wilson—secondary run on him, Peabody.”

			“On that.”

			“Grades one through twelve, full boarding. Accredited by the International Association of Independent Schools. Ranked third in U.S., fifteenth worldwide. An eighty-acre campus. That’s a lot of ground. Six-to-one student-to-instructor ratio.”

			“Serious individual attention.”

			“College preparatory, full housing for students and staff. An Intentional Community. Huh, some phrase. A challenging, yet supportive, environment. Blah, blah. Foundation for Brookhollow College, and blah about that. Tuition . . . Holy Mother of God.”

			“Wowzer!” Peabody’s eyes widened. “That’s a semester. That’s a semester for a six-year-old.”

			“Get me a comparison to another top-level boarding school.”

			“Coming up. What are we chasing here, Dallas?”

			“I don’t know. But we’re gaining. Double,” she replied. “Brookhollow’s priced double a comparative facility.”

			“Got the founder. Jonah Delecourt Wilson, born August 12, 1964. Died May 6, 2056. That’s Dr. Wilson,” Peabody added. “M.D. as well as Ph.D. Known for his research and work with genetics.”

			“Really? Hmm.”

			“Married Eva Hannson Samuels, June of 1999. No children. Samuels—also doctor—predeceased her husband by three years. Private shuttle crash.”

			“Hannson. Avril’s maiden name. Gotta be related.”

			“Wilson founded the school, served as its first president for five years, then his wife took the helm. She remained in that position until her death. Current president is an Evelyn Samuels—listed here as her predecessor’s niece—and one of the first graduates of Brookhollow College.”

			“All in the family. Bet when you pump money into an institution like this, you get all sorts of perks. I bet you could have your own lab. Maybe send some of your subjects in as students. Get them a fine education, while you were monitoring them. A geneticist, a reconstructive surgeon, and a private all-girls’ boarding school. Mix well, what might you get?”

			“Um. Really, really major fees?”

			“Perfect females. Gene manipulation, surgical enhancements, specified educational programs.”

			“Jesus, Dallas.”

			“Yeah, pretty fucked up. Screwed squared if you take it a step further and speculate that the grads might be ‘placed’ for a stinging fee with interested parties. She said—last night during her statement—Avril said she was what Will Icove wanted. Just like that. Wouldn’t a doting daddy want to give his only son what he wanted?”

			“It’s a little science fiction, Dallas.”

			“DNA.”

			“And?”

			“Dolores Nocho-Alverez. DNA. I bet that alias is a little private joke.” She picked up her ’link when it beeped. “Dallas.”

			“Got a freaking tome so far on Senior. Due to the recent events, am working on one for Junior. What’s going on, Dallas?” Nadine demanded.

			“Is there anything in that tome regarding an association with a Dr. Jonah D. Wilson?”

			“Funny you should ask.” Nadine’s eyes sharpened. “They both gave their time and skill during the Urbans. Became friends, and associates. Helped found rehabilitation centers for children during and after the wars. There’s more on that, and other things, but I need to dig more. I’m getting a whiff of something—maybe a censure from the AMA, internal inquiries, but it’s buried deep.”

			“Mine it out, and if I’m on the right track, you might just have the story of your career.”

			“Don’t toy with me, Dallas.”

			“Send me everything you’ve got. Get more.”

			“Give me something to air. I need a—”

			“Can’t. Gotta go. Oh hey, if Roarke contacts you, it’s about an invite for Thanksgiving.”

			“Oh yeah? Frosty. Can I bring a date?”

			“I guess. Later.”

			She clicked off. “Let’s go take another look at Icove’s house.”

			Peabody saved data, jumped up. “Are we going to New Hampshire on this?”

			“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

			In a palatial house overlooking the sea, the privacy screens on the walls of glass protected those inside from intrusion. Through them, the water was a soft blue-gray stretching toward the horizon.

			She would paint it that way, she thought. Empty and quiet and wide, with only birds strutting along the surf.

			She would paint again, and paint vividly. No more of the soft and pretty portraits, but the wild and the dark, the bright and the bold.

			She would live—soon—she would live the same way. Freedom, she imagined, was all of those things.

			“I wish we could live here. I’d be happy if we could live here. We could live here with the children and just be who we are.”

			“Maybe someday, somewhere like it.” Her name wasn’t Dolores, but Deena. Her hair was dark red now, and her eyes a vivid green. She’d killed, would kill again, and her conscience was clear. “When it’s finished, when we’ve done all we can do, it’ll have to be sold. But there are other beaches.”

			“I know. I’m just feeling blue.” She turned, contained elegance, then smiled. “No point in feeling blue. We’re free. At least as close to it as we’ve ever been.”

			Deena walked over, took the hands of the woman she considered a sister. “Scared?”

			“Some. But excited, too. And sad. How can we help it? There was love, Deena. Even if it was twisted at its root, there was love.”

			“Yeah. I looked in his eyes when I killed him, and there was love in them. Sick and selfish and wrong, but love. I couldn’t think about it, couldn’t let myself.” She breathed deep. “Well, they trained me how to do just that, shut out feelings and do the job. But after . . .”

			She closed her eyes. “I want peace, Avril. Peace and quiet and days with nothing but both. It’s been so long. Do you know what I dream of?”

			She squeezed Deena’s fingers. “Tell me.”

			“A little house, a cottage really. With a garden. Flowers and trees, and birds singing. A big silly dog. And someone to love me, a man to love me. Days of that, quiet days of that with no hiding, no war, no death.”

			“You’ll have it.”

			But Deena could look back, year by year. There was nothing but hiding, nothing but death. “I made you a killer.”

			“No. No.” Avril leaned close, kissed Deena’s cheek. “Freedom. That was your gift.” She walked back to the wall of glass. “I’m going to paint again. Really paint. I’ll feel better. I’ll comfort the children, poor little things. We’ll take them away from all this as soon as we can. Out of the country, at least for a while. Somewhere they can grow up free. As we never were.”

			“The police. They’re going to want to talk again. More questions.”

			“It’s all right. We know what to do, what to say. And nearly all of it’s the truth, so it isn’t hard. Wilfred would have respected her mind, this Lieutenant Dallas. It’s so fluid, and somehow straightforward. She’s someone we’d like, if we could.”

			“She’s someone to be careful with.”

			“Yes. Very. How foolish of Wilfred, how egocentric of him to have kept personal records in his home. If Will had known—poor Will. Still, I wonder if it’s to the good that she knows about the project. Or knows something. We could wait, see if she’s able to follow it through. She might end it for us.”

			“We can’t take that chance. Not after we’ve come this far.”

			“I suppose we can’t. I’ll miss you,” she said. “I wish you could stay. I’ll be lonely.”

			“You’re never alone.” Deena went to her, held her. “We’ll talk every day. It won’t be much longer.”

			She nodded. “It’s horrible, isn’t it, to wish for more death. To want it to come quickly. In an awful way, she’s one of us.”

			“Not anymore—if she ever was.” Deena eased back, then kissed her sister’s cheeks. “Be strong.”

			“Be safe.”

			She watched while Deena put a blue bucket hat over her hair, dark glasses over her eyes, then picked up a bag to sling over her shoulder.

			Deena slipped out the glass door, jogged quickly over the terrace, down the steps to the sand. She walked away, just a woman taking a stroll on a November beach.

			No one would know what she was part of, where she’d come from. Or what she had done.

			For a long time, there was only the water and sand and birds. The knock on Avril’s door was soft, as was her voice command to release the lock.

			The little girl stood there, blonde and delicate like her mother, rubbing her eyes. “Mommy.”

			“Here, sweetie, here, my baby.” With love bursting inside her, she hurried over to lift the child into her arms.

			“Daddy.”

			“I know. I know.” She stroked her child’s hair, kissed her damp cheek. “I know. I miss him, too.”

			And in a strange way, one she couldn’t understand herself, she spoke the pure truth.
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			EVE CLEARED HER MIND AND LET HERSELF SEE. The quiet house. Familiar. Through the door, alone.

			She’d gone to the Center alone. Killed alone.

			Back to the kitchen. Why the tray? she asked herself as she took the route she imagined the killer had used. To comfort and distract.

			Someone he knew. Had he known his father’s killer, hidden that?

			In the kitchen, she stood a moment, gauging the ground.

			“The domestic didn’t put the food on a tray. It’s unlikely Icove did it for himself.”

			“Maybe he was expecting her all along,” Peabody suggested. “So he shut down the droids.”

			“Possible. But why lock down for the night? You’re expecting company, why set full night security? Could have set it, shut down the droids, then been contacted by her. Came down, let her in himself. Hey, let’s have a snack.”

			But she didn’t like it.

			“The way he was positioned on the couch up in the office. It’s not entertaining company. It’s ‘I just want to lie down awhile.’ Let’s try it this way for now. She comes in, knows the code or has clearance. She comes back here, puts the food together. She knows he’s upstairs.”

			“How does she know?”

			“Because she knows him. She knows. Could easily verify by the house scanner if she’s not a hundred percent. Probably used it, yeah, I would have. Confirm not only his location, but that he was alone in the house. Checks the droids, too, makes sure they’re shut down. Carries the tray up.”

			She turned, walked the way she’d come.

			Was she nervous? Eve wondered. Did the plate rattle on the tray, or was she calm as a sea of ice?

			Outside the office door, Eve mimed holding a tray, cocked her head. “If he’s locked in, she’d use voice command to unlock and open. Why put the tray down to free her hands? Let’s have EDD take a look, see what they see.”

			“Check.”

			Eve walked in, studied the angle. “He wouldn’t have seen her, not at first. He’d have heard her if he’d been awake, but he was facing away from the door. Crosses over, sets the tray down. Did they talk? I brought you a little something. You need to eat, take care of yourself. See, that’s wifely. She shouldn’t have bothered with the tray. That’s a mistake.”

			Eve eased a hip down near the outside center of the sofa. There’d been room for that, she thought, bringing the image of Icove’s body position into her mind. “If she sat like this, it blocks him from getting up, and it’s wifely again. It’s nonthreatening. Then all she has to do is . . .”

			Eve leaned forward, fisting her hand as if holding the handle of a blade, pressed it down.

			“Cold.”

			“Yeah, but not entirely. The tray’s the thing. Maybe the contents were tranq’d, and it was backup. Otherwise it was, I don’t know, maybe guilt. Give the guy a last meal. There was nothing like that the first time. Go in, do it, walk out. No frills.”

			She got up again. “Everything else is efficient. Lock the door behind you, take the discs, reset security. This tray keeps shouting at me.”

			She blew out a breath. “Roarke does stuff like that. Pushes food on me. It’s an instinct with him. If I’m feeling off or upset, he’s going to be shoving a bowl or plate under my nose.”

			“He loves you.”

			“That’s right. Whoever did this had feelings for him. A relationship of some sort.”

			She took a turn around the room. “Let’s go back to him. Why does he lock himself in here?”

			“To work.”

			“Yeah. But he lies down. Tired, off, maybe he thinks better on his back. Whatever.” She poked into the adjoining bath as she thought it through. “Kinda dinky bathroom for a swank house like this.”

			“It’s off the office, inaccessible from the rest. He wouldn’t need plush.”

			“Yes, he does,” Eve responded. “Look at the rest of the space. Oversized, fancy furniture, art. His private bath at the center was bigger than this, and this is his home.”

			Curious now, she stepped all the way in. “Dimension’s aren’t right, Peabody.”

			She hurried out, Peabody behind her, and went to Avril’s office on the other side of the bath. She stared at the wall, covered with art, the small table, two chairs precisely centered.

			“There’s something between. Something between this wall and the bath.” Walking back over, she studied the small linen and supply closet, pulled the doors open.

			She rapped the back with a fist. “Hear that?”

			“Solid. Heavy. Probably reinforced. Hot doggies! We got us a secret room, Dallas.”

			They searched for a mechanism, running hands over the walls, the shelves. Finally, Eve sat back on her heels, muttered a curse, and pulled out her ’link.

			“Can you squeeze out any time between formulating plans for world domination and buying all the turkey in all the land?”

			“Possibly. If there was incentive.”

			“I’ve got a hidden room. Can’t find entry. It’s probably electronically activated. I can call in EDD, but since you’re still home, you’re closer.”

			“Address.”

			She gave it to him.

			“Ten minutes.”

			Eve sat more comfortably on the floor. “I’ll wait for him, contact the alibi while I do. You want to have chats with some of the neighbors?”

			“No problem.”

			Eve made the call from where she sat, and wasn’t surprised when Avril’s Hamptons alibi checked out precisely. For the hell of it, she contacted the ice-cream parlor where Avril stated she’d taken the children. And was again unsurprised when the statement held up to the letter.

			“You were damn well prepared,” she muttered, and rising, walked back downstairs.

			She tagged Morris.

			“Just about to buzz you, Dallas. Stomach contents confirm the reported last meal. Tox shows a blocker. Standard stuff. And a mild tranq. Both ingested under an hour prior to death.”

			“How mild?”

			“He’d have been relaxed, a little sleepy. He had a standard dose in him of both meds. A cocktail you might take if you had a nasty headache and wanted to rest.”

			“Fits.” She thought of his position on the sofa. “Yeah, it fits. Got anything else?”

			“No other trauma. Healthy male, superior face and body work. He’d have been conscious at time of death, but groggy. Identical weapon, single wound to the heart.”

			The door opened, and Roarke strolled in. “All right. Appreciate the speed. Later. You didn’t have to pick the locks,” she said to Roarke.

			“Practice. Lovely home.” He studied the decor of the foyer and living area. “A bit overly traditional, not particularly creative, but lovely of its kind.”

			“I’ll be sure to put that in my report.” She jerked a thumb toward the stairs, then started up.

			“It’s good security, by the way,” he said conversationally. “It would have taken me longer if EDD hadn’t already fiddled with it. As it was, a couple of neighbors gave me the eye. I believe they took me for a cop. Amazing.”

			She glanced over at him, the god of eye candy in his ten-thousand-dollar suit. “No, they didn’t. It’s in here.”

			He looked around the office. He could see the trace dust left by the sweepers, noted the lack of electronics. Already in EDD, he assumed. “The paintings are the best part of the decor.”

			He walked to a chalk sketch, an informal family portrait. Icove sitting on the floor, one foot planted, his wife sitting beside him, head tipped toward his arm, her legs swept to the side. And the children snuggled in front of them.

			“Lovely, loving work. Pretty family. The young widow is talented.”

			“I’ll say.” But Eve took time out to stand beside him, study the portrait. “Loving work?”

			“The pose, the light, the body language, her lines and curves. It strikes me as a happy moment.”

			“Why do you kill what you love?”

			“We couldn’t count the reasons.”

			“You’re right on that,” Eve agreed, and turned toward the bathroom.

			“You believe she did it.”

			“I know she was part of it. Can’t prove dick at this point, but I know.” She hooked her thumbs in her front pockets, nodded. “It’s behind there, other side of that closet.”

			Like she had, he took scope of the room. “It would be.” From his pocket, he took a handheld. It shot out a thin red beam when he engaged it. Roarke ran the beam over the wall and shelves.

			“What does that do?”

			“Sssh.”

			She heard it, barely. A low hum emitting from the gadget he held.

			“You’ve got steel behind the wall,” he said, glancing at the readout.

			“I figured that out without the toy.”

			He merely lifted an eyebrow at her. Moving closer, he keyed something into the handheld. The hum became a slow, rhythmic beep. He played the beam of light, centimeter by centimeter, until she could hear her own teeth grinding.

			“What if you—”

			“Sssh,” he ordered again.

			Eve gave up and walked out to meet Peabody when she heard the front door open.

			“Snagged a couple neighbors. Nobody noticed any activity. Lots of shock and dismay over Icove. Nice, happy family, according to next-door. Caught the woman—Maude Jacobs—before she headed out to work. Belongs to the same health club as Avril Icove, and they’d work out together sometimes. Have a veggie juice after. Describes her as a nice woman, good mother, happy. Families did the dinner party thing every couple months. She never noticed any friction.”

			Peabody glanced upstairs. “I figured I’d come back since I saw Roarke was here. Check out the room before we hit more neighbors.”

			“He’s working on it. We’ll call EDD,” she continued as they headed back to the office. “Have them bring down—Never mind.”

			The back wall was open. The door, more accurately, Eve corrected. It was a good six inches thick, and she could see a complex series of locks on the inside now.

			“Frr-osty,” Peabody said as she moved toward the opening.

			From inside, Roarke turned, shot her a grin. “It’s an old panic room converted to a high-security office. Once you’re inside, door shut, engaged, there’s no getting in from the outside. All the electronics are independent.” He gestured to a short wall of screens. “You’ve got full surveillance of the house, inside and out. Stock provisions, you could hold out against home invasion, possibly a nuclear attack.”

			“Records.” Eve looked at the blank computer screen.

			“Unit’s passcoded and fail-safed. I could bypass, but—”

			“We’ll take it in,” she interrupted. “Keep the chain of evidence clear.”

			“Well, you can, but I can tell you it’s likely been wiped. And there’s not a single disc in the room.”

			“He destroyed them first, or she took them. If it’s the latter, she knew about the room. The wife would’ve known. Even if Icove didn’t tell her about it, she’d have known. She’s an artist for one thing. She’d understand symmetry, dimensions, balance, and the proportions are off in the bathroom.”

			She took a hard look at the room, walked back out, took another study of the office.

			“He’s not going to destroy the discs,” she decided. “He’s too organized, too like his father. And you know what, this project is their life’s work. It’s their mission. He didn’t think he was going to die, and he’s got that vault in there. He feels secure about that. He feels secure except I’m asking questions, and he realizes his father kept records—coded, sure, but a little too accessible. So maybe he checks the room, just reassures himself. And it’s under his skin.”

			“If he knew the woman who killed his father, wouldn’t he worry she’d come for him?” Peabody stepped out with Eve. “Could be why he sent his wife and kids away. For their safety.”

			“A guy thinks there’s a knife at his heart, he’s going to shed some sweat. He didn’t. He was pissy because I poked at his father. Concerned, even afraid that his father’s death was a result of their work and we might screw that up. But you’re afraid for your life, you run and hide. You don’t hunker down in your house and take a sedative. Standard, mild. Morris,” Eve said before Peabody could ask.

			“If there were records,” she added, “the killer has them. Question is, What was on them? And why does she want them?”

			She turned to Roarke. “Let’s look at it this way. You want to eliminate an organization, a company. Destroy it or take it over, whatever. What do you do?”

			“A variety of things. But the quickest, most ruthless would be to cut off its head. Detach the brain, the body falls.”

			“Yeah, like that.” Her lips curved, grimly. “The Icoves were pretty brainy guys. Even then, you’d want all the data, all the intel you can gather. Especially inside stuff. They didn’t run it alone. You’d want to know the other players. Even if you know them, or some of them, you’d want the data. And to cover your tracks.”

			“You think the killer will pick off others involved in this project?”

			She nodded at Roarke. “I’m thinking hey, why stop now. Let’s get the sweepers in here, Peabody. Then we’re at Central. We’ve got a lot of reading to do.”

			She started downstairs while Peabody called it in. “Oh, and Nadine’s on for Thanksgiving,” she said to Roarke. “With maybe a date.”

			“Good. I spoke with Mavis. She said she and Leonardo will be there, ringing.”

			“Ringing what?”

			“With bells on, I assume.”

			“What does that mean, anyway? Why would people come to your house wearing bells. It would just be annoying.”

			“Mmm. Oh, and Peabody, she said if I spoke with you before she . . . No, let me get this just right. If I tagged on you before she made the beep, I should tell you that she and Trina are jacked, and if it chills you, they’ll group it tonight at Dallas’s.”

			Eve went dead white. “Dallas’s what? Trina? No.”

			“There, there,” Roarke soothed, and patted her hand. “Be brave, my little soldier.”

			Instead, she rounded on Peabody like a panther. “What have you done?”

			“I was . . . it was just I was thinking about maybe doing something with my hair, and I was talking to Mavis.”

			“Oh. Oh. You bitch. I’ll kill you. Rip out your internal organs with my bare hands then strangle you with your own large intestine.”

			“Can I get my hair extensions first?” Peabody tried a game smile.

			“I’ll give you hair extensions.” She might have leaped, but Roarke wrapped his arms around her from the back, held her in place. “Better run,” he warned Peabody, but she was already heading out the door at a trot.

			“You could always kill Trina,” Roarke suggested.

			“I don’t think she can be killed.” Eve thought of the hair and skin specialist, and possibly the only entity on or off planet that terrified her. “Let go. I won’t murder Peabody—yet—because I need her.”

			He turned her around, gave her a squeeze. “Anything else I can do for you, Lieutenant?”

			“I’ll let you know.”

			On the street there was no sign of Peabody. Waving Roarke off, she sat down on the steps to wait for the sweepers. Since her day was already ruined with the prospect of an evening beauty treatment, she called the lab and had a round with the chief tech, Dick Berenski, not-so-affectionately known as Dickhead.

			“Fruit was clean—and delicious.” His skinny face oiled onto her screen. “Cheese, crackers, tea, the whole shot. Cheese from cows and goats. Prime stuff. Too bad for his bad luck on dying before he ate.”

			“Did you consume my evidence?”

			“Sampled. Ain’t evidence as it ain’t tampered with. Got a couple strands of blond hair—natural blond. One off his sweater, two off the sofa. Nada on the murder weapon. Sealed tight. No prints on the snack tray either. Nothing on the food, plate, napkin, utensils. Nothing nowhere.”

			No prints, she thought after she broke connection. If Icove had gotten the tray, odds are he’d have left prints on something. So that added weight to her theory.

			“Uh, sir?”

			Peabody stood a safe distance away on the sidewalk. She rolled to the balls of her feet like a woman prepared to run. “I spoke with another neighbor. Same tone. I did verify the domestic’s statement regarding family routine and schedule.”

			“Dandy. Why don’t you come over here and sit down, Peabody.”

			“No, thanks. Stretching my legs.”

			“Coward.”

			“No question about it.” Her face worked itself into an expression of mournful apology. “I didn’t really do anything. It’s not really my fault. I just ran into Mavis and said how I was thinking about new hair, and she grabbed that ball and sprinted for the touchdown.”

			“You couldn’t intercept from a pregnant woman?”

			“She’s fat, but she’s spry. Don’t kill me.”

			“I’ve got too much on my mind right now to plan your murder. You’d better hope I stay busy.”

			Back at Central, she set Peabody up with the masses of data Nadine had unearthed. Let her read until her eyes bleed, Eve thought, nearly satisfied.

			She whipped around from Peabody’s desk and grabbed Baxter by the collar. “You sniffing at me?”

			“The coat. I was sniffing at the coat.”

			“Cut it out.” She released him. “Sick bastard.”

			“Jenkinson is Sick Bastard.”

			“Yo,” Jenkinson called from across the room.

			“If you can’t keep your squad straight, Dallas, I worry about your command abilities.”

			She angled her head at Baxter’s winning smile. “You ever had face or body work, Baxter?”

			“My intense good looks are a product of exceptional genes. Why? Something wrong with my face and body?”

			“I want you to go through the Wilfred B. Icove Center. Soft clothes. You want a consult with their top face guy.”

			“What’s wrong with my face? Women melt when I use the power of my smile upon them.”

			“The top face guy,” Eve repeated. “I want to know exactly what process you go through for the consult. I want the fee schedule, the vibe. I want to know what kind of shape they’re in with both Icoves in the morgue.”

			“Happy to help, Dallas, but let’s consider this. Who’d believe I’d want something done to this face.” He turned his head, lifted his chin. “Check the profile, if you dare. It’s a killer.”

			“Use it to snuggle up to some of the female staff. Get me the what. You want a tour of the place before you put your face in their hands, and like that. Got it?”

			“Sure. What about my boy?”

			Eve looked over where Officer Troy Trueheart, Baxter’s aide, sat in his cube doing paperwork. He was still as fresh as spring grass, but Baxter was fertilizing. “How’s his lying coming along?”

			“Better.”

			Maybe, but he was young, built, and pretty. Better to send in a seasoned cop—self-described killer profile or not. “Give him a pass on this. It should only take you a couple hours.”

			She tagged Feeney, offered to buy him what passed for lunch at Central’s eatery.

			They squeezed into a booth and both ordered fake pastrami on marginally fresh rye. Eve disguised hers by drowning it in mustard the unfortunate color of infected urine.

			“First Icove,” Feeney began, slopping a soy fry through a puddle of anemic ketchup. “No transmissions in or out the night before the murder on his desk ’link, home office. Got copies of transmissions in and out on his office ’link, his pocket. Nothing to, from, or pertaining to the suspect.”

			He chewed, swallowed, tried the stringy substance masquerading as pastrami. “Took a look at Dr. Will’s ’links. Wife tagged him from her personal from the Hamptons about fifteen hundred the day of.”

			“She didn’t mention that.”

			“Quick check-in. Kids’re fine, had ice cream, friends coming over for drinks later. Wanted to know if he’d eaten anything, if he was getting any rest. Domestic stuff.”

			“I bet he told her he was going home, locking down.”

			“Yeah.” Feeney drowned another fry. “Told her he was going to try to get some work done, then close it down. He was tired, had a headache, and he’d had another round with you. Nothing on there anybody could call wonky.”

			“But she knew his plans for the rest of the day. What else you get on Senior?”

			“Patient records and charts are pretty extensive. I’ve got one of my boys with some med training weeding through those. But here’s the thing.” He washed down the sandwich with truly horrible fake coffee. “Got a memo book, separate from the appointment calendar his admin turned over. Personal reminder stuff—grandkid’s playdate, flowers for daughter-in-law, consult with one of the doctors on his staff, board meeting. He had the appointment with her in there. Just her first initial, just D, the time, the date. Every other, if he was meeting another doctor, talking to a patient, he used first and last name, the time, the date, and a little buzzword pertaining to the purpose. Every single time, except for this one. And there’s another ping.”

			“What?”

			“Memo book holds a year. We’re in November, so that’s eleven months. For eleven months, except when he’s out of town on business or pleasure, he’s got Monday and Thursday evenings and Wednesday afternoons clear. Not one booking. No dates, no appointments, nothing.”

			“I saw that in his other book, but it didn’t go back the full year.” Yeah, that was a ping, all right. “Regular activity he doesn’t note down.”

			“Regular like you never miss your daily portion of fiber.” Feeney wagged a soy chip. “Maybe you’re into something, and you’re organized, you manage to keep a night open regular. But two nights and an afternoon, every week for eleven months? That’s pretty damned focused.”

			“I’m going to need you to spread it out, go back further. Do the same on Icove Two. See if they took any of the same nights off. And I’m interested in any mention of Brookhollow Academy and/or College. Any mention of Jonah D. Wilson or Eva Hannson Samuels.”

			Feeney took out his own memo book to key in the names. “Going to tell me why?”

			She filled him in while they worked their way through lunch.

			“How bad could the pie be?” he wondered, and punched a selection into the table menu, along with requests for two more coffees.

			“Okay, Dr. Will,” he said. “Anybody tampered with locks or security, they had invisible hands. Nothing shows.”

			“They had to pass the voice print. Can you pull out the voice?”

			“Can’t.” He shook his head. “System doesn’t hold it. Security. Doesn’t leave room for somebody to pull it out, record it, clone it. I gotta say whoever came in was let in or was authorized, or is a freaking genius.”

			“She’s smart, but not a genius. Smart enough not to make it look like a break-in. More confusing,” she said when Feeney raised his brows. “The wife’s solid in the Hamptons. According to her, to the domestics, nobody outside the household had the codes or was authorized. So that leaves us with a ghost. We gotta look at the wife. Look again, but she’s got several independent witnesses who put her miles away while her husband was getting his heart cut open. We’re looking for an accomplice, for a connect between her and Dolores. And so far, there’s zip.

			“Except there’s this project.”

			“And the school.”

			Eve nodded. “Yeah. I think I’m going to have to take a trip to New Hampshire. What do people do in New Hampshire?”

			“Beats the hell out of me.” Feeney frowned at the plate that slid out of the order slot. On it was a mushy triangle on the brown side of orange.

			“Is that supposed to be pumpkin pie?” Eve asked. “It looks more like a slice of—”

			“Don’t say it.” Gamely, Feeney grabbed his fork. “I’m eating it.”

			Figuring Peabody would be at it hours yet, Eve went from lunch to Whitney’s office to update him.

			“You think a school with a reputation like Brookhollow is a front for what, sex slavery?”

			“I think it pertains.”

			Whitney dragged his fingers through his short crop of hair. “If memory serves, it was on my wife’s list of potential colleges for our daughter.”

			“Did you apply?”

			“Most of that process is, thankfully, a blur. Mrs. Whitney would remember.”

			“Sir, speaking of Mrs. Whitney . . .” Touchy, touchy. “I’ve sent Baxter in on an informal recon, under, as a potential client. Get him in, tour the facilities, check out the system. However, I wondered, should it become necessary, would Mrs. Whitney agree to talk with me about her, um, experience?”

			He looked, for a moment, as pained as Eve felt. “She won’t care for it, but she’s a cop’s wife. If you need a statement, she’ll give you one.”

			“Thank you, Commander. I doubt I will. I hope I won’t.”

			“So, Lieutenant, do I. More than you know.”

			From there, she went to Mira’s office, wheedled her way past the admin between patients. She didn’t sit, though Mira gestured to a chair.

			“You okay?” Eve asked her.

			“A bit dented, actually. Both of them gone. I knew Will, enjoyed him and his family on the occasions we got together.”

			“How would you characterize his relationship with his wife?”

			“Affectionate, a bit old-fashioned, happy.”

			“Old-fashioned in what sense?”

			“My impression is that he very much headed the house. That it ran around his needs and routine, but my impression is also that the dynamic suited them. She’s a very loving and devoted mother, and enjoyed being a doctor’s wife. She has talent, but seemed happy to dabble with her art rather than passionately pursue it.”

			“And if I told you she had a part in the murders?”

			Mira’s eyes blinked, then widened. “On the basis of my professional evaluation of her character, I would disagree.”

			“You saw them socially—now and then. You saw them as they wanted to be seen. Would you agree?”

			“Yes, but . . . Eve, my profile of the killer indicates a cool-headed, efficient, highly controlled individual. My impressions of Avril Icove—and these come over years—is of a soft-hearted, mild-tempered woman who was not only content with her life but enjoyed living it.”

			“He raised her for his son.”

			“What?”

			“I know it. Icove molded her, educated her, trained her, he all but fucking created her as the perfect mate for his son. He wasn’t a man to settle for less than perfect.”

			She sat now, leaned forward. “He sent her to school—small, exclusive, private, where he had control. He, and his friend and associate, Jonah Wilson. A geneticist.”

			“Wait.” Mira held up both hands. “Wait. Are you talking about gene manipulation? She was five or more when Wilfred took over her guardianship.”

			“Maybe, or maybe there was an interest in her long before. There’s a relationship between her and Wilson’s wife. They share a family name, yet there’s no data on the connection. There had to be a relationship between her mother and Icove, who became her guardian. Wilson and his wife founded the school—Icove sent Avril there.”

			“There may very well be some connection, which might very well be why he chose the school. The simple fact that he knew or had an association with a geneticist—”

			“There are bans on gene manipulations that veer outside of disease and defect control. Put there because people, and science, always want more. If you can cure or fix an embryo, why not make it to order? I’ll have a girl, thanks, blonde, blue eyes, and give her a pert little nose while you’re at it. People pay a hell of a lot for perfection.”

			“These are huge leaps, Eve.”

			“Maybe. But you’ve got a geneticist, a reconstruct surgeon, a tony private school. With those building blocks I don’t have to leap too far to wonder. I know what it’s like to be trained.” She sat back now, gripped the arms of her chair.

			“You can’t imagine that a man like Wilfred would physically, sexually abuse a child.”

			“Cruelty is only one training method. You can do it with kindness. Sometimes he brought me candy. Sometimes he gave me a present after he raped me. Like you give a dog a treat for doing a trick.”

			“She was fond of him. Eve, I saw it. Avril thought of Wilfred as a father. She wasn’t locked away. If she’d wanted to leave, she could have done so.”

			“You know better,” Eve replied. “The world’s full of people who are locked away without any bars. I’m asking you if he could have done something like this. Could the pull of it, the science, the thrill of perfecting have pushed him into manipulating a child, turning her into a wife for his son, a mother for his grandchildren.”

			Mira closed her eyes a moment. “The science of it would, certainly, have intrigued him. Coupled with his perfectionist tendencies, it may have seduced him. If you’re right on any level, on any level at all, he would have seen what he was doing as being for the greater good.”

			Yeah, Eve thought. Self-made gods always did.
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			WHEN EVE JUMPED ON THE GLIDE, BAXTER clomped on just behind her.

			“That place is a racket.”

			“Why? What have you got?”

			“What I don’t have is an asymmetrical nose that unbalances the proportions of my jaw, chin, brow ratio. That’s crap.”

			Frowning, she studied him. “I don’t see anything wrong with your nose.”

			“There isn’t.”

			“It’s right in the middle of your face where it belongs.” She got off the glide on their level, pointed to the soft drink machine, then passed him credits.

			“Get me a tube of Pepsi.”

			“You’re going to have to interact with the vending machines again sooner or later.”

			“Why? Did they give you a hard sell?” she asked. “Pressure you, push you to sign a contract.”

			“Depends on your point of view. I figured you wanted me to play some rich asshole, so I sprang for the electro-imaging analysis. Five bills, and I’m putting in for it.”

			“Five? Five? Shit, Baxter.” She thought of her budget, grabbed her tube and the spare credits she’d given him. “Buy your own drink.”

			“You wanted me in, getting a good look at the client areas and routine.” He pouted over the credits, then just plugged in his code and came up with a cream soda. “You’re lucky I didn’t go for phase two, and the full-body imaging program. That’s a grand. They put you up on-screen, magnified. My pores looked like moon craters, for crissake. And they’re drawing these lines over me, showing how my nose is off, and my ears should be closer to my head. My ears are fine. And talking about derma resurfacing. Nobody’s resurfacing my derma.”

			Eve just leaned against the wall and let him go.

			“And after they’re done destroying your self-esteem, they show you how you’d look after. I played like: Wow, I gotta have that, even though there was no difference. Hardly. Barely noticeable. It was a tribute to my prevarication skills. I sweet-talked the tech into showing me around, and the place is plush. Ought to be, for what they charge. The quote on the work they want to do on me? Twenty large. Two-oh, and look at me.” He threw out his arms. “I’m a damn good-looking son of a bitch.”

			“Get over yourself, Baxter. Did you feel anything off?”

			“Place was like a tomb. Penthouse of tombs if you get me. All the staff—everyone—wearing a black armband. I asked the tech what was up, and she got teary. Sincerely. She told me about the murders, at which time I pulled out my thespian skills. She thinks it’s a failed medical student turned serial killer targeting doctors out of professional jealousy.”

			“I’ll be sure to put that one in the hat. Did you speak to one of the surgeons?”

			“Being charming as well as a damned handsome son of a bitch, I got her to squeeze me into a Dr. Janis Petrie’s consult schedule. Or as I call her, Dr. Bombshell. She’s a walking ad for her trade, and touted to be one of their best. I got the murders into the conversation again, making like I was nervous to be there, or to consider treatment there, with what was going on.”

			He took a slug of cream soda. “Damp eyes again. She assured me that the Icove Center was the finest reconstructive and sculpting facility in the country, and that even with the tragedies, the center was in good hands. My continued nerves got me a tour through security with two guards. It’s solid. Couldn’t talk my way into any of the staff or med areas. Absolutely no patients, clients or potentials, allowed.”

			“Good enough for now. I’ll let you know if there’s more.” She stepped away, then narrowed her eyes at him. “Nothing wrong with your nose.”

			“Fucking A.”

			“But maybe the ears are a little off, now that I think about it.”

			She left him frantically trying to see his reflection in the vending machine.

			When she turned into the bull pen, Peabody sprang up from her desk and hotfooted after her. The minute they were in Eve’s office, Peabody tried the hangdog look.

			“Have I been punished enough?”

			“There is no punishment great enough for your crimes.”

			“How about if I tell you I think I’ve found a supporting link between Wilson and Icove for your theory on their partnership in questionable medical procedures?”

			“You may, should the information warrant, be eligible for parole.”

			“I think it’s good. Nadine is so thorough I think my brains started leaking out my ears sometime during hour three, but she saved us a lot of time we’d have spent generating the same information.”

			Then Peabody folded her hands as if in prayer. “Please, sir, may I have coffee.”

			Eve jerked a thumb at the AutoChef.

			“I waded through Icove, the early years,” Peabody continued as she programmed. “Education, his research into reconstructive areas, his innovations therein. He did a lot of work with kids. Good work, Dallas. He earned degrees up the wazoo, awards, grants, fellowships. Married a wealthy socialite whose family was known for their philanthropic philosophies. Had a son.”

			She stopped to drink a little coffee and make a long ahhhh sound. “So along come the Urban Wars. Chaos, strife, rebellion, and he volunteers his time, skill, and considerable funds to hospitals.”

			“You’re not telling me anything I don’t know.”

			“Wait. I have to put it in context. Icove and Wilson were instrumental in forming Unilab—which provided and provides mobile research and laboratory facilities for groups like Doctors Without Borders and Right to Health. Unilab won a Nobel Peace Prize for its work. That was right after Icove’s wife was killed in an explosion in London, where she was volunteering in a children’s shelter. Over fifty casualties, mostly kids. Icove’s wife was five months pregnant.”

			“Pregnant.” Eve’s eyes narrowed. “Did they have the sex of the fetus?”

			“Female.”

			“Mother, wife, daughter. He lost three females we assume were important to him. Very rough.”

			“Extreme. Lots written about the wife’s tragic and heroic death, and them as a couple. Big love story, shitty ending. Apparently, he went reclusive awhile after that, working in or for Unilab or cloistered with his son. Wilson, on the other hand, traveled around the world campaigning for the lifting of bans against less mainstream applications of eugenics.”

			“I knew it,” Eve said quietly. “I’d’ve made book.”

			“Wilson gave speeches, lectures, wrote papers, threw money at it. One of his platforms was the war itself. With gene modification and manipulation, children would be born with higher intelligence, lower violent tendencies. We’re using it to cure or prevent birth defects, so why not to create a more peaceful, more intelligent race? A superior race.

			“It’s an old argument,” Peabody continued. “One that’s been on the pro side of the debate for decades. He made some converts, powerful ones, in what was a war-weary atmosphere. But there’s the whole issue of who decides what’s intelligent enough, or what violence is acceptable, even necessary for self-preservation and defense. And while we’re at this master-race crap, should we only breed white kids, black kids? Blondes? And where are the lines between nature and science? Who will pay? And he’s pushing the line about how mankind has an innate right, even duty, to perfect itself, to eliminate death and disease and end war, to take the next evolutionary leap. Through technology we’d create a superior race, improve our physical and intellectual abilities.”

			“Wasn’t there another guy who talked a similar game, back in the twentieth century?”

			“Yeah, and his opposition didn’t hesitate to play the Hitler card. But Icove comes out of his cave, adds his weight. He’s got images of babies and kids he’s operated on and starts asking if there’s any difference in preventing these genetic defects before birth or fixing them after. And since law and science and ethics have allowed the research and gene manipulation on what they’ve deemed right and acceptable, wasn’t it time to expand? His voice went a long way to loosening some ties on the bounds, opening the areas of genetic modification to prevent genetic defects. But rumors started to spread that Unilab was experimenting in forbidden and illegal areas. Designer babies, for one, selection, genetic programming, and even reproductive cloning.”

			Eve had slumped in her chair. Now she straightened. “Rumors or fact?”

			“Never substantiated. I got bits—Nadine highlighted—that both men were investigated. But there wasn’t a lot of media or data on that. My guess would be that nobody wanted to blacken a couple of Nobel Prize winners, one of whom was a war hero, a widower raising a child alone. Add big vats of money to that, and the grumbles died down.

			“And when the tide began to turn—the whole natural era of post-war, where, by the way, Free-Ageism enjoyed its highest popularity—Icove and Wilson backed off. Wilson and his wife had already founded their school, and Icove moved forward in his field of reconstructive surgery, adding his cosmetic sculpting. He built a clinic and shelter in London in his wife’s name, continued to construct his medical empire, and began work on building his landmark center here in New York.”

			“And about the time Brookhollow’s getting off the ground and Icove’s designing clinics and centers, he becomes the guardian of an associate’s five-year-old daughter. The timing makes it pretty handy for her to be enrolled. Unilab’s got facilities worldwide.”

			“And two off planet. One of them’s in the Icove Center here in New York.”

			“Be convenient to have your work that handy,” Eve mused. “Risky, but convenient.” Two evenings and one afternoon blank, every week. What better way to use them than to work on your pet project? “He’d have been more apt to keep it segregated, but we’ll have to look. What the hell are we looking for?”

			“Beats the living crap out of me. I flunked biology, and barely got a skim through chemistry.”

			Eve sat, staring into space for so long Peabody finally snapped her fingers. “You in there?”

			“I’ve got it. Get ahold of Louise. See if she’s interested in getting her skin slathered or her hair fried, whatever’s on tonight’s menu. Push it.”

			“Sure. But what—”

			“Just do it.” She swiveled to her desk, engaged the ’link. Rather than go through channels and Roarke’s admin, she used his private code and left a voice mail.

			“Get back to me when you can. I have an underhanded assignment that’s right up your alley. I’m heading home shortly, so if you’re tied up awhile, I’ll just fill you in when you get there.”

			Two blocks from home she spotted him in her rearview. It amused her enough to have her use the dash ’link.

			“I can spot a tail, pal.”

			“I’m always delighted to see yours. Your message didn’t sound urgent, but it did sound intriguing.”

			“I’ll fill you in in a few. Just in case, you got a full dish tomorrow?”

			“A bit of this, a bit of that. All portions in my endless feast of world domination and turkey hoarding.”

			“Kick free for a couple hours?”

			“Will it involve sweaty and possibly illegal sex acts?”

			“No.”

			“In that case, I’ll just have to check my schedule.”

			“If the time you put in helps me close this case, you get the sweaty and illegal sex act of your choice.”

			“Well, fancy that. As luck would have it, I believe I have a couple hours free tomorrow.”

			She laughed, and led the way through the gates toward home.

			“I don’t think we’ve ever done this before,” she said when they both stepped out of their vehicles. “Gotten home at the same time.”

			“Then let’s do something we rarely do, and take a walk.”

			“It’s getting dark.”

			“Plenty of light yet,” he disagreed, and slung a friendly arm around her shoulders.

			She fell into step with him. “What do you know about Unilab?”

			“A multipronged organization, roots in the Urban Wars. Humanitarian prong provides permanent and mobile laboratories for volunteer medical groups. UNICEF, DWB, Peace Corps, and so on. Its medical research prong, with its main base here in New York, is considered one of the top in the country. It also has clinics in urban and rural areas worldwide to provide care for the financially challenged. Your first victim was one of the founders.”

			“And with him dead, his cofounder dead, his son dead, Unilab might be interested in an outside source with plenty of moolah.”

			“Most are interested in moolah, but why do you suppose the board of directors of Unilab would be interested in mine, particularly.”

			“Because it goes along with your brain, your contacts, your savvy. Seems to me if you made interested noises they’d agree to a meet, and a grand tour.”

			“More likely to get a warm welcome if there was the carrot of a substantial donation or endowment.”

			“If you took that angle, would it look wrong for you to take along your medical expert?”

			“No. It would look wrong if I didn’t have an entourage.” As they walked, soft lights winked on at ground level, triggered by motion. He wondered if he should plan any outdoor activities on the grounds for the children. Perhaps he should have some playground equipment installed.

			Perhaps he was making himself crazy.

			“What are we looking for?” he asked Eve.

			“Anything. The place is huge. I’d never get a warrant to go through the whole facility. If I tried they’d get a TRO, tie me up for months. If there’s anything to find it’d be gone if I ever broke that down. If they’re doing illegal gene engineering or manipulation, it’s likely they’re doing the serious work elsewhere. Private property.”

			“Like the school.”

			“Yeah. Or some underground bunker in Eastern Europe. Or off planet. It’s a great big freaking universe. But it strikes me that Icove, both Icoves, would want somewhere to work close by. The Center’s the likely candidate.”

			She gave him a thumbnail progress report as they strolled around the house. Twilight softened and cooled toward dark.

			“Perfect children,” Roarke declared. “That’s where you’re headed.”

			“I think that’s what drove him. He worked with children in his early career. He had a child. He lost one along with his wife. A female child. He has the ability through surgery not only to rebuild or repair, but to change—improve. Perfect. His close friend and associate is a geneticist, with radical leanings. I bet he learned a lot about gene research and treatment. I bet the good doctors had a lot of intense conversations.”

			“Then another child falls into his hands.”

			“Yeah. With a connection to Samuels. Funny Wilson and his wife weren’t named guardians—and I have to dig there. But they control her. Adults control children, especially if they isolate them.”

			Roarke turned his head, brushed a kiss over her hair. A silent message of understanding and comfort.

			“Wilson could have screwed around with Avril even before she was born.” The idea made Eve’s stomach roll. “I’m damn sure they experimented on her in one way or another after. Maybe her kids were part of the project, too. That could be what snapped her. Having her kids under the microscope.”

			By the time they’d circled the house—the equivalent, Eve thought, of hiking four crosstown blocks—she caught the glint of headlights turning through the gates.

			“Damn. I guess the circus is coming to town after all.”

			A circus, he thought. Maybe he could . . . stop the madness.

			“I love a parade.”

			She might’ve tried to bolt up the steps, hide out at least for a bit. But Summerset merely stood like a statue at the base.

			“Hors d’oeuvres are in the parlor. Your first guests are arriving.”

			Even as Eve curled her lips into a snarl, Roarke was nudging her away. “Come on, darling. I’ll pour you a nice glass of wine.”

			“How about a couple of double Zingers?” She rolled her eyes when he merely chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, a nice civilized glass of wine before the torture.”

			He poured, leaned down to buss her lips with his as he handed her the glass. “You’re still wearing your weapon.”

			She brightened immediately. “Yeah, I am.”

			But the brightness dimmed as she heard Trina’s voice riding along with Mavis’s chirpy tones as Summerset let them in. “Might as well take it off,” Eve grumbled. “She doesn’t have a nervous system to compromise.”

			She wasn’t sure how she’d ended up with a gang of females, or why all of them seemed so thrilled with the prospect of getting their faces, bodies, hair slathered with goo. They really didn’t have that much in common, to Eve’s mind. The dedicated doctor with blue blood, the ambitious and savvy on-air reporter, the stalwart cop with a Free-Ager background. Add in Mavis Freestone, the former street thief and current music vid sensation and the terrifying Trina with her bottomless case of glops and goos, and it was a strange mix.

			But they sat, stood, sprawled around Roarke’s lush and elegant parlor, happy as a pack of puppies.

			They chattered. She’d never understood why women chattered, and seemed to have an endless supply of stuff to talk about. Food, men, men, each other, clothes, men, hair. Even shoes. She’d never known there was so much to say about shoes, and that none of it actually correlated to walking in them.

			And since Mavis was knocked up, babies were high on the chatter list.

			“I feel completely mag.” Mavis gobbled up fancy cheese, crackers, stuffed veggies, and whatever else was in reach as if food were about to be declared illegal. “We’re going into week thirty-three, and they say he/ she can, like, hear stuff, and even see in there, and its head’s down now—assuming the position. Sometimes you can feel his/her foot poking.”

			Poking what? Eve wondered. The kidneys, the liver? The very idea had her avoiding the pâté.

			“How’s Leonardo handling it?” Nadine asked.

			“He’s aces. We’re taking classes now. Hey, Dallas, you and Roarke need to sign up for your coaching class.”

			Eve made some sound, but found it impossible to express the full terror.

			“That’s right, you’re coaching.” Louise beamed. “That’s wonderful. It’s so good for the mom to have people she loves and trusts with her during labor and delivery.”

			Eve was saved from coming up with a comment when Louise began to ask Mavis what method she planned to use, where she intended to give birth.

			But she did manage a muttered “Coward” under her breath when she spotted Roarke slipping out of the room.

			So she poured a second glass of wine.

			Despite her strange and expanding shape, Mavis never stopped moving. She had traded her usual heels or platforms for gel-soles, but even they were what Eve assumed was the height of fashion. The boots were some sort of abstract pattern of pink on green and rose to the knees.

			With them Mavis wore a sparkly green skirt with a snug green top that highlighted her protruding belly rather than disguising it. The sleeves of the shirt carried the same pattern as the boots and ended in a lot of pink and green feathers.

			Her hair was wound high, pink and green ropes. There were feathers hanging from her ears. And a sparkly miniature heart at the corner of one eye.

			“We should get started.” Trina, who’d transformed her own hair into a waterfall down her back, in blinding white, smiled—evilly, Eve thought. “Lots to do. Where we going for it?”

			“Roarke had the pool house set up,” Mavis said and popped something else in her mouth. “I asked if we could play there. Swimming’s good for me and the belly.”

			“I need to talk with Nadine and Louise. Separately,” Eve added. “Official.”

			“That’s chilly. We can split off down there. We can take the food, right?” Mavis grabbed a tray, just in case.

			It was no way to conduct official business, Eve thought, sitting in the steam room with Louise.

			“I’m in,” Louise said, and chugged from a bottle of water. “I’ll set up the time with Roarke. If I see anything suspicious, I’ll let you know. It’s doubtful—if there is illegal genetic manipulation or engineering going on—that they’d be in accessible areas, but I might get a sense of something.”

			“You agreed pretty fast.”

			“Adds a little excitement to my day. Plus, there are lines, or should be in medicine and science. This is one of them for me. I don’t have a problem with the illegality, frankly. Hell, birth control for women was illegal right here in the U.S. of A. less than two hundred years ago. Without research and underground movements, we might still be having kids every year and burning our bodies out by forty. No, thanks.”

			“So what’s the problem with tidying up genes until everything’s just perfect?”

			Louise shook her head. “Have you looked at Mavis?”

			“Hard not to.”

			With a laugh, Louise took another drink. “What’s happening to her is a miracle. Anatomy and biological process aside, creating life is a miracle, and should stay that way. Yes, we can—and we should—use our knowledge and our technology to insure the health and safety of the mother and child. Eliminate birth defects and disease whenever possible. But crossing that line into designing babies? Manipulating emotions, physical appearance, mental capacity, even personality traits? That’s no miracle. It’s ego.”

			The door to the steam room opened, and Peabody, her face covered in blue gunk, stuck her head in. “You’re up, Dallas.”

			“No, I’m not. I have to brief Nadine.”

			“I’ll go now.” With what Eve considered sick enthusiasm, Louise sprang up.

			“Send Nadine into my office,” Eve ordered Peabody.

			“Can’t. She’s in stage one of detoxification. Wrapped up like a mummy,” Peabody explained. “In a seaweed deal.”

			“That’s revolting.”

			Eve pulled on a robe. The pool area, always lush with plants and tropical trees, had become a horrifying treatment center. Padded tables with bodies stretched on them. Weird smells, weirder music. Trina had decked herself out in a lab coat. The splatters on it were a rainbow. Eve might have preferred blood. At least she understood blood.

			Mavis lay, her colorful hair covered with a clear, protective cap, the rest of her coated with various hues of substances Eve didn’t want to identify.

			The belly was . . . prodigious.

			“Check out the tits.” Mavis lifted her arms, waggled her fingers toward her breasts. “They’re, like, mongo now. It’s a total side benny of being pregs.”

			“Great.” She patted Mavis on the head and moved on toward Nadine.

			“I’m in heaven,” Nadine murmured.

			“No, you’re naked in a bunch of seaweed. Pay attention.”

			“The toxins are oozing out of my pores, even as we speak. Which means, yay, more wine for me when I’m done.”

			“Pay attention,” Eve repeated. “Off the record until I give you the go-ahead.”

			“Off the record,” Nadine mimicked, eyes still closed. “I’m going to pay Trina a thousand bucks to tattoo that on your ass.”

			“I believe the Icoves headed, or at least actively participated in, a project with its roots in gene manipulation, and a good portion of the funding for said project may have come from selling females who had been engineered and then trained to suit the needs of prospective clients.”

			Nadine’s eyes popped open, sharp green against skin painted pale yellow. “You are shitting me.”

			“No, and you look like a fish. Smell like one, too. It’s bad. I believe Avril Icove might have been part of this experimentation, and that she was an accessory in the deaths of her father-in-law and husband.”

			“Get me out of this thing.” Nadine tried to sit up, but the thin warming blanket was strapped around the table.

			“I don’t know how, and I’m not touching it anyway. Just listen. I’m hitting this from a lot of angles. I may be off on some of it, but I know I’ve got the gist. I want you on Avril Icove.”

			“Try to keep me off her.”

			“Wheedle an interview, you’re good at it. Get her to talk about the work both these guys are known for. Circle around the genetic stuff. You found the connection to Jonah Wilson, so you can touch on that. But you’ve got to keep it sympathetic, play up what they did for humanity and all that crap.”

			“I know how to do my job.”

			“You know how to get the story,” Eve agreed. “I want you to get data. And if I’m right, and she’s been part of two murders, if she thinks you’re digging close to that mine, why would she hesitate to eliminate you? You’re research, Nadine. I don’t have anything on her, nothing I can use to pull her into Interview.”

			“But she may say something to a sympathetic female reporter that could point you.”

			“You’re smart. That’s why I’m asking you to do this, even though you’re lying there looking like some sort of mutant trout.”

			“I’ll get you something. And when I break this story, the fucking sky’s the limit for me.”

			“It doesn’t break until the case is closed. The Icoves couldn’t have been the only ones involved in this. I don’t know if she’s going to be satisfied with taking only them out. So you’re looking for the human angle. Her father figure and her husband, father of her kids, both lost to inexplicable violence. Ask her about her education, her art. You want the woman, the daughter, the widow, the mother.”

			Nadine pursed her yellow lips. “The many facets of her, appealing to her individuality. So she leads me into her relationships with the men, rather than them leading me into her. She’s the spotlight. That’s good. And it’ll keep my producer very happy in the meantime.”

			There was a soft triple ding. “I’m done,” Nadine announced.

			“I’ll get the tarter sauce.”

			There was no getting around it. With Mavis sitting beside her, hands and feet in frothy blue water, and Peabody snoring lightly nearby under relaxation VR, Eve stoically endured a facial. The cum-like substance Trina swore by was already slicked through her hair.

			“What we’re gonna do is a full-body facial while your hair soaks up the joy juice.”

			“That doesn’t make any sense. The body is not the face.”

			“Some people’d be better off if their ass was their face.”

			Eve snorted out a laugh before she could stop herself.

			“Everybody but Mavis is getting hair. Did hers this morning. You want something different with yours?”

			“No.” Defensively, Eve reached for her hair, and got her hand covered in slime. “Oh man.”

			“Could give you a temp tint, or try extensions. Just for fun.”

			“My world can’t take any more fun. I don’t want different.”

			“Can’t blame you.”

			Eve opened one eye, suspiciously. “For?”

			“Keeping it as is. It’s working for you. But you don’t take care of it, or your skin, like you should. Doesn’t take that long for basic maintenance, you know.”

			“I maintain,” Eve said, but under her breath.

			“Your body, yeah. You got a prime one. Mag muscle tone. Some of my clients? They got shit under the sculpting.”

			Eve’s eyes blinked open. Fear, she thought in disgust, had blinded her to an excellent source.

			“You work on anybody who’s used the Icove Center?”

			“Shit.” Trina sniffed as she worked. “Probably fifty percent of my base. You don’t need them, take my word.”

			“Ever worked on Icove’s wife? Avril?”

			“She uses Utopia. I worked there about three years ago. She had Lolette, but I filled in on her body care one appointment ’cause Lolette was out with a black eye. Boyfriend was an asshole, which I told her, but would she listen. No, not until he—”

			“Avril Icove,” Eve interrupted. “Could you tell if she’d had any work done? Sculpting, reconstruction, surgical enhancements.”

			“You get a body naked under the scanners, you know all the dish. Sure, she had some. Little face work, little boob job. Top work, but you’d expect that.”

			Her husband had claimed she was just blessed, Eve remembered. “You’re sure about that?”

			“Hey, you know your job, I know mine. Why?”

			“Just curious.” Eve closed her eyes again. Thinking about murder made a facial almost bearable.
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			AFTER AN ENDLESS EVENING, AND MORE WINE than was probably wise—but extremely necessary—Eve trudged up to her office. Maybe a couple hits of strong coffee would counteract the alcohol, and she could squeeze in an hour of work.

			First on the list was a check of Avril’s standard medicals. She’d be interested to see just what sort of elective surgery she’d find.

			Then she wanted a closer look at Brookhollow Academy.

			She was taking the first slug of coffee when Roarke walked in from his office.

			“Yellow belly,” she said.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Your belly’s as yellow as Nadine’s was a couple hours ago.”

			“I don’t even want to know what that means.”

			“You skipped out, left me alone.”

			He gave her a look that would have passed for innocence on anyone else. “It seemed obvious that tonight’s festivities were for women only. Respecting female ritual, I discreetly got lost.”

			“To quote you, Yellow Belly, ‘Bollocks.’ You slithered out as soon as Mavis started yapping about coaching classes.”

			“Guilty as charged, and I’m not ashamed. Lot of good it did me, for all that.” He took her coffee, drank. “She hunted me down.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“Oh aye, look smug—for you’re in it, my friend, as deep as me. Sometime between the body scrub and polish, she scouted me out and gave me the contact information and schedule for the instruction we’re going to be forced to take in order to participate in the birthing. There’s no escape for us.”

			“I know. We’re doomed.”

			“Doomed,” he repeated. “Eve, there are vids.”

			“Oh God.”

			“And simulations.”

			“Stop. Stop now.” She grabbed her coffee mug and chugged. “It’s still months away.”

			“Weeks,” he corrected.

			“That’s like months. It takes weeks to make a month. It’s not now, that’s the important thing. I have to think of something else. I have to work. And you know,” she added as she walked to her desk, “things could happen. Like . . . we could get abducted by terrorists right before she goes into labor.”

			“Oh, if only.”

			She had to grin as she called up the Icoves’ client and patient lists. “It turns out Trina slopped cream on Avril Icove once, and claims she found sculpting when she was under the scan. Now, it’s most likely that one of the Icoves would’ve done the work, or at least consulted.”

			“Consulted, most likely. I’d think working on a family member might be tricky, ethically.”

			“If one or both of them consulted, she’d be listed. That’s legal standard. Computer, search for Avril Icove, medical consult and/or procedures.”

			
				Working . . . Avril Icove is not listed in selected files.

			

			“You see, that just doesn’t jibe for me. You’re in a medical family—top of the line—and you don’t use them for any of your elective work? You don’t have your beloved husband consult on a procedure, one in which he’s a leading expert?” She drummed her fingertips. “If I had a cargo ship of money I wanted to invest, I’d go to you, not to some stranger. If I wanted to break into the National Treasury—”

			“Now, wouldn’t that be fun?”

			“I’d go to you.”

			“Thank you, darling. They might have examined and consulted off record.”

			“Why? See that’s the thing. I can get Dr. Will claiming his wife’s perfect face and body is God-given—privacy. And hey, nosy cop, none of your business. But I don’t get this kind of secrecy for some fine-tuning or whatever. If she had the procedures, on record, and used the Icove Center—which is logical—why not document the consult? It’s covering your legal ass, for one thing.”

			“So she might have had the procedures off record, at another of their facilities.”

			“That’s my thought, which leads to another why. I need images of her. Old images, for comparison. Then there’s Brookhollow. The most logical place for Avril and Dolores to have met—if they’ve worked together on the murders—is the school. But there’s no Dolores listed on their registry, not as a graduate anyway. So I’m going to generate ID images of everyone who attended during Avril’s time there, then do a match search with the image I have of Dolores.”

			“Which is again logical. It’ll take a bit, and you smell delicious.”

			“It’s the stuff.”

			“I’m a helpless victim of cosmetic merchandising.” To prove it he slipped behind her and nipped the nape of her neck.

			She gave him an elbow nudge back. “I need to get started on this.”

			“Me, too. Computer. Access registry for Brookhollow Academy and College—”

			“Hey, this is my machine.”

			Ignoring her, he wrapped his arms around her waist. “Search and mark ID photos of students, staff—”

			“Female spouses and offspring of staff and any female employees, female spouses, and offspring of employees.”

			“Very thorough,” Roarke commented.

			“Let’s keep being thorough.”

			“Doing my best,” he said and slid his hands under her sweatshirt.

			“Not that way. I’m going to let it run for the whole time. Maybe she met Dolores at some alumni function. Computer, search for a match with—Jeez, Roarke, hold on a minute.”

			His hands were very busy. “What did Trina put on you this time? Let’s buy a vat of it.”

			“I don’t know. I’m losing my track. Match the generated images with the ID photo and security image on file for Nocho-Alverez, Dolores.”

			
				Multiple commands acknowledged. Working . . .

			

			“Or she met her off-site, at the center, at the fricking salon. Hired her. Dozens of options.”

			“Have to start with one.” Roarke turned Eve around to face him. “Your hair smells like autumn leaves.”

			“Dead?”

			“Burnished. And you taste like . . . let me see.” He nibbled his way down her temple, over her cheekbone, to her mouth. “Sugar and cinnamon, warmed together.” He flipped open the button of her pants as he deepened the kiss.

			“Now I have to do a search of my own, see if Trina’s left any surprises for me.”

			“I told her I’d twist her arms into knots if she put any temp tattoos on me this time.”

			He cruised his hands up, over her breasts, and her heart began to shudder.

			“You know that only challenges her. Nothing here,” he said as he drew her sweatshirt up, off. “Just my wife’s lovely, unadorned breasts.”

			“Mavis’s are mongo.” Eve let her head fall back as his lips skimmed over her.

			“Yes, I noticed.”

			“She had Trina paint one nipple blue and the other pink.”

			He lifted his head slightly. “That may be just a bit too much information. Why don’t I just say I prefer yours.”

			Her stomach tightened, pleasurably, as he closed his mouth over hers. “You could say that. I had too much wine. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be making this so easy for you.”

			He flipped open the next button, and her pants slid down her hips. “Step out,” he murmured.

			“You’re still dressed.” And her head was spinning.

			“Step out,” he repeated, sliding those hands over her as she did. “You’re all naked and soft, and I like the idea of riding my tongue over you, top to bottom, bottom to top until you . . . Well, well. What have we?”

			Her brain had gone dull on her, so she only blinked at first when she followed Roarke’s gaze down her own body.

			There, low on either side of her belly, were three small, sparkling red hearts, with a long silver arrow piercing through each trio. Pointing, she realized, at the goal.

			“For crap’s sake. What if somebody sees them?”

			“If someone other than me sees them, you’re in serious trouble.” He traced a finger down one trio, made her shudder. “And they’re very pretty.”

			“They’re sparkly hearts pointing at my crotch.”

			“They are, yes. And while I appreciate the directional assistance, I believe I could find my way all on my own.” To prove it, he slid his fingers down her. Into her.

			Her breath gasped out as she gripped his shoulders for balance.

			God, the heat of her. The quick, wet heat. That alone seduced him. “I love to watch your face when it goes through you. When I go through you. Love to watch when it takes you over. Eve.”

			Her knees had dissolved, and everything above them throbbed with sensation. Liquid excitement, pouring through her as his hands, his lips, tongue, teeth explored. To hear him say her name as he took her over, the music of his voice enticed her even as his hands teased, tormented.

			She let herself ride the wave, then let herself melt into it.

			Her pliancy, such a contrast to her strength and will, was arousing. Outrageously. Her absolute involvement in him, in them, while everything else around them washed away in pleasure and passion, in love and lust. When he pulled her with him to the floor, she slid down, slid under him like silk. There he had her mouth, warm and generous. Her skin, smooth and fragrant.

			Then he was inside her, where there was nothing else. And he let her yielding take him with her.

			She could have curled up to sleep on the floor without a word of complaint. Every cell in her body was relaxed and satisfied. But when she felt herself starting to drift off, she shook it off, sat up. And let out a startled yelp when she saw the cat perched on her desk, staring unblinkingly with different-colored eyes.

			Roarke studied the cat while he ran a hand lightly down Eve’s back. “Does he approve or disapprove, do you think? He never lets on.”

			“I don’t give a rat’s ass, but I don’t think he should be watching us while we’re having sex. It can’t be right.”

			“Maybe we should get him a girlfriend.”

			“He’s been fixed.”

			“He still might enjoy the companionship.”

			“Not enough to share his salmon fixes.” Because it was just weird to have the cat staring, especially when she was wearing little sparkly red hearts, she grabbed her pants, pulled them on.

			As she raked her fingers through her hair, her computer beeped. Galahad jumped a little, then immediately shot up a leg and began to lick his backside.

			
				Tasks complete . . .

			

			“Hey, there’s timing.” She leaped up now, grabbing her sweatshirt. “Plus I think the sex burned the alcohol out of my system.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			He said it with a laugh, but she’d learned a few things in over a year of marriage. “The way you touched me? It counteracted the trauma that is Trina. This is great power.”

			His eyes warmed for her as he got to his feet.

			“But the hearts have got to go. Computer, display matches, on wall screen.”

			
				Singular match displayed . . .

			

			“Score,” Eve bellowed when the images flashed on, side by side. “Hello, Deena.”

			
				Flavia, Deena, DOB June 8, 2027, Rome, Italy. Father, Dimitri, doctor, specializing in pediatrics. Mother, Anna Trevani, doctor, psychiatry. No siblings. No marriage, cohabitation on record. No offspring on record. No criminal on record. Last known address, Brookhollow College. No data on record after May 19–20, 2047. Image displayed is of official ID taken June 2046.

			

			“Lovely young woman,” Roarke stated. “Extremely lovely.”

			“And she poofs. Early graduation. Computer, search for any missing persons report on Flavia, Deena. International search.”

			
				Working . . .

			

			“Side task. Are her parents still living? If so, where, and under what employment?”

			
				Acknowledged. Working . . .

			

			“Her address was listed at the college, not a residence. No criminal, no marriage, no cohab, and she goes into the wind before her twentieth birthday.”

			“And surfaces,” Roarke put in, “a dozen years later to kill the Icoves.”

			“Couple years younger than Avril, but they’d have been at school at the same time. Exclusive boarding school, they’d have brushed up against each other.”

			“A long way from school chums to partners in crime.”

			“Yeah, but it connects them. She saw the image from the center, and didn’t say, ‘Hey, that’s Deena from Brookhollow. Haven’t seen her in years.’ And yeah,” she said, holding up a hand, “a defense attorney’s going to say Avril’s not required to remember everyone she went to school with. That it’s been a dozen years since she got out of college, which coincidentally coincides with Deena’s vanishing act. But it puts her in the same place, at the same time, with the suspect.”

			
				Secondary task complete. Flavia, Dimitri, and Trevani, Anna, reside in Rome, Italy. Both are employed on staff at The Children’s Institute in that city . . .

			

			“Cross-check the Children’s Institute for association with Icove, Wilfred B., Sr. and/or Wilfred B., Jr., also association with Wilson, Jonah Delecourt.”

			
				Added task. Working . . .

			

			“I can save you the time,” Roarke told her. “I’ve contributed to that institution through my Italian companies. I know that, at least at one time, Icove Sr. served on the advisory board.”

			“Better and better. So he connects with the Flavias, who connect with Deena, aka Dolores, who connects with Avril, who connects with Brookhollow. I’ve got me a fucking diagram.”

			
				Primary task complete. No missing person’s report was filed to any known authority on Flavia, Deena . . .

			

			“They don’t file because either they know where she is or because they don’t want the cops nosing around. If it’s the second, they hired private. Either way she’s under data radar for a decade. And—”

			
				Additional task complete. Icove, Wilfred B., Sr., served on advisory board and as guest surgeon, guest lecturer, for the Children’s Institute from its creation in 2025 to his death. Wilson, Jonah Delecourt, served on advisory board from 2025 to 2048.

			

			“Okay, now we’ve got—”

			
				Question . . .

			

			“What,” Eve snapped.

			
				Do you wish to end task involving images from Brookhollow at this time?

			

			“What other images are there?”

			
				Secondary match, current enrollment Brookhollow Academy correlating to Flavia, Deena.

			

			“You said singular match. Display, damn it.”

			
				Affirmative . . .

			

			The image that came on was rounder, softer than Deena Flavia. And it was a child.

			Eve’s heart fluttered into her throat. “Identify current image.”

			
				Rodriguez, Diana, DOB March 17, 2047, Argentina. Parents, Hector, laboratory technician, and Cruz, Magdalene, physical therapist.

			

			“Places of employment.”

			
				Working. . . Rodriguez, Hector, employed Genedyne Research. Cruz, Magdalene, employed St. Catherine’s Reconstructive and Rehabilitation Center.

			

			“Association of both places of employment to Icove, Wilfred B., Sr.; Icove, Wilfred B., Jr.; Wilson, Jonah; and Samuels, Eva or Evelyn.”

			“She’s not their child,” Roarke put in. “Not biologically. She’s the image of Deena Flavia.”

			“Breed them and sell them. Breed and sell. Sons of bitches. Manipulate the genes—make them perfect, made to order. Train, educate, program them. Then sell them.”

			He reached out, instinctively rubbing her shoulders. “Would she have wanted the child, do you think? Or just revenge.”

			“I don’t know. Depends on what drives her harder. Maybe she figures on getting both.”

			The computer came back, listing all four names with connections to the locations in Argentina.

			“Computer, start search and match images. Any graduate of Brookhollow Academy or College with current students. List all data on all results.”

			
				Working . . .

			

			“Let it task,” Roarke said softly. “Let’s get some sleep. You’ll need a clear head tomorrow. I assume you’re going to New Hampshire.”

			“Damn right I am.”

			She was up at dawn, and still Roarke was up and dressed ahead of her. With a grunted greeting she trudged into the shower, ordered jets on full at one-oh-one degrees, and boiled herself awake. She hit the drying tube, gulped down the first cup of coffee, and felt nearly human.

			“Eat something,” Roarke ordered, and switched from the financial reports on-screen to the morning media cast.

			“Something,” she repeated from inside her closet.

			When she stepped out, he glanced at the clothes she’d grabbed and said, “No.”

			“No, what?”

			“Not that outfit.”

			If the term aggrieved had an image beside its definition, it would have been her face. “Oh, come on.”

			“You plan to pay an official visit to an exclusive boarding school. You want to look authoritative.”

			She tapped the weapon holster she’d hung over the back of the chair. “Here’s my authority, Ace.”

			“A suit.”

			“A what?”

			He sighed, rose. “You do know the concept, and you happen to own several. You want power, prestige, simplicity. You want to look important.”

			“I want to cover my naked ass.”

			“Which is a shame, I grant you, but you may as well cover it well. This. Clean lines, and the dull copper color adds punch. Wear it with this.” He added a scooped-neck top in a kind of muddy blue. And go crazy, Eve. Wear a bit of jewelry.”

			“It’s not a fricking party.” But she pulled on the pants. “You know what you need? You need a droid, a dress-up droid. Maybe I’ll buy you one for Christmas.”

			“Why settle when I already have the real thing?” He opened the jewelry vault in her closet and selected etched gold hoops for her ears and a sapphire cabochon pendant.

			To save time and aggravation, she dressed as ordered. But she balked when Roarke made a little circle in the air with his finger.

			“Pushing your luck, pal.”

			“It was worth a try. You still look like a cop, Lieutenant. Just a very well tailored one.”

			“Yeah, the bad guys will be awed by my fashion sense.”

			“You’d be surprised,” he replied.

			“I’ve got work.”

			“You can call up the search results right here and eat some breakfast. If a machine can multitask, so can you.”

			It didn’t feel quite right, but then neither did the suit. But since he was already giving the order, she programmed a bagel from the AutoChef.

			“You can do better than that.”

			“I’m stoked.” Her office wasn’t the only place she could pace, she reminded herself, and began to do so while biting into the bagel. “Something’s going to come.”

			“Data on-screen then.”

			
				Acknowledged. Match one of fifty-six . . .

			

			“Fifty-six?” Eve stopped pacing. “That can’t be right. Even figuring the amount of time, number of students, you wouldn’t have so many visual matches. You can’t . . . wait.”

			She stared at match one.

			
				Delaney, Brianne, DOB February 16, 2024, Boston, Massachusetts. Parents Brian and Myra Delaney née Copley. No siblings. Married Alistar, George, June 18, 2046. Offspring: Peter, September 12, 2048; Laura, March 14, 2050. Resides Athens, Greece.

				Matched with O’Brian, Bridget, DOB August 9, 2039, Ennis, Ireland. Parents Seamus and Margaret O’Brian née Ryan. Both deceased. No siblings. Legal guardianship to Samuels, Eva, and upon her death Samuels, Evelyn. Currently enrolled and residing Brookhollow College, New Hampshire.

			

			“Computer, pause. She had a kid at twelve?” Eve asked.

			“It happens,” Roarke said, “but—”

			“Yeah, but. Computer images only, split screen, magnify fifty percent.”

			
				Working . . .

			

			As they came on, Eve stepped closer. “Same coloring, that’s fine. The red hair, the white skin, freckles, green eyes. I’d say the odds are reasonable for those inherited traits. Same nose, same mouth, same shape of the eyes, the face. I bet you could count the fricking freckles and get the same number for each. Kid’s like a miniature of the woman. Like a . . .”

			“Clone,” Roarke finished quietly. “Christ Jesus.”

			Eve took a breath, then another. “Computer, run the next match.”

			It took an hour, and the sickness came into the center of her belly and lay there like a tumor.

			“They’ve been cloning girls. Not just messing with DNA to boost intellect or appearance. Not just designing babies or tuning them up physically, intellectually, to enhance. But creating them. Flipping off international law and creating them. Selling them. Some into marriage,” Eve continued, staring at the screen. “Some into the marketplace. Some created to continue to work. Doctors, teachers, lab techs. I thought they were designing babies, training LCs. But it’s worse, worse than both.”

			“There are rumbles now and then about underground reproductive cloning research, even the occasional claim of success. But the laws are so strict, so onerous and universal, no one’s come out and proved it.”

			“How does it work? Do you know?”

			“Not precisely. Not remotely, actually. We do some research cloning—well within the parameters of the law. For tissue, organs. A cell implanted in a simulated female egg, triggered electrically. If it’s privatized, as ours would be, the cells are donated by the clients, who pay handsomely for the generated replacement tissues, which would have no risk of being rejected after transplant. I’d have to gather that in reproductive cloning, you’d have cells, and actual eggs—once merged—would be implanted in a womb.”

			“Whose?”

			“Well, that’s a question.”

			“I’ve got to get this to the commander, get the go-ahead and get to the school. You can fill Louise in on this.”

			“I can.”

			“He’d have made billions on this,” Eve added.

			“Grossed.”

			“I’ll say it’s gross.”

			“No, no.” It was a relief to laugh. “Gross income. It would cost—has to cost enormously to run the labs, develop the technology, the school, the network. The net income would be substantial, I’d think, but Eve, the cost, the risk? I think you’re looking at a labor of love.”

			“You think?” She shook her head. “We’ve got nearly sixty on record now attending the Academy. There must be hundreds more, already graduated. What happened to the ones that didn’t come out exactly right? How much do you think he loved the ones that weren’t perfect?”

			“That’s a hideous thought.”

			“Yeah. I’ve got a million of them.”

			She took time to put it together into a report, to contact Whitney and request an early briefing. She tagged Peabody on the way to Central and arranged to pick up her partner.

			Peabody hopped into the car, tossed her hair. It was longer by a good four inches and did a kind of flip at the tips.

			“McNab truly spiked on my hair. I’ve got to remember to shake things up more often.”

			Eve gave her a cautious sidelong glance. “It makes you look girly.”

			“I know!” Obviously pleased with the comment, Peabody snuggled back in her seat. “And it was great being a girl after I got home last night. He went ape shit over the papaya boob cream.”

			“Stop now, save us both. We’ve got a situation.”

			“Figured you didn’t offer to pick me up to save me a fight with the subway.”

			“I’m going to brief you on the way, then the commander. We’ll have a full briefing—EDD included—at ten hundred.”

			Peabody said nothing as Eve ran through the data she’d gathered overnight. Her silence carried through into the garage at Central.

			“No questions, no observations?”

			“I’m just . . . absorbing, I guess. It’s so contrary to my makeup. My DNA, I guess you could say. The way I was raised, taught. Creating life is the job of a higher power. It’s our job, our duty and our joy, to nurture life, protect and respect it. I know that sounds Free-Agey, but—”

			“It’s not so far off from what I think. But personal sensibilities aside, human reproductive cloning is illegal under the laws of New York, the laws of the country, and the laws governing science and commerce on and off planet. Evidence indicates the Icoves broke those laws. And their murders, which is our domain, were a direct result of that.”

			“Are we going to have to turn this over to the—Who handles this kind of thing? The FBI? Global? Interplanetary?”

			Eve’s face was set as she slammed out of the vehicle. “Not if I can help it. I want you to hit research mode. Get everything you can on human cloning. Technical areas, legal areas, equipment, techniques, debates, claims, histories, myths. We want to know what we’re talking about when we get to Brookhollow.”

			“Dallas, with what you found out, we’re going to find them up there. Some of them are just kids. They’re just kids.”

			“We’ll deal with it when we come to it.”

			Whitney wasn’t as reticent as Peabody, and peppered Eve with questions throughout her report.

			“This is a Nobel Prize winner, Lieutenant, whose memorial service, scheduled for fourteen hundred this afternoon, will be attended by heads of state, worldwide. His son, whose reputation and acclaim were rising to match his father’s, will be similarly honored next week. New York will hold both these events, and the security, the media—the fucking traffic details are already a nightmare. If a whiff of this leaks, it could go beyond nightmare into the realm of international clusterfuck.”

			“It won’t leak.”

			“You better be damn sure of that, and damn sure of your facts.”

			“Fifty-six matches, sir, through Brookhollow Academy alone. I believe many if not all of these correspond to the coded files Icove Sr. kept in his apartment—his currents, so to speak. He worked closely with a geneticist, and was, at one time, a vocal proponent of genetic manipulation.”

			“Genetic manipulation is a thorny area. Human cloning is a dark, dank forest. The ramifications—”

			“Commander, the ramifications already involve two deaths.”

			“The ramifications will echo beyond your two homicides. Political, moral, religious, medical. If your allegations are fact, there are existing clones, many of them minor. For some, they’ll become the monster, for others the victims.” He rubbed his eyes. “We’ll need some expert legal opinions on this. Every agency from Global to Homeland is going to jump on this.”

			“If you notify them of the recent findings, they’ll take it from us. They’ll shut down the investigation.”

			“They will. What’s your objection?”

			“They’re my homicides, Commander.”

			He was silent a moment, watching her face. “What’s your objection, Lieutenant?”

			“Beyond that, and that is my primary objection, sir. It’s . . . It needs to be stopped. Government—any government puts their finger in this pie, they’re going to want to pull out a plum. More hidden research, more experimentation. They’ll sweep all this under the rug, and put everything we’ve found under the microscope. They’ll Code Blue it, and block the media, block the information. The Icoves will be memorialized with all honors, and the work they did in the dark will never come to light. The . . . the subjects,” she said for lack of a better term, “created will be rounded up and examined, debriefed, confined, and questioned. They were manufactured, sir, but they’re blood and bone, like the rest of us. They won’t be treated like the rest of us. Maybe there’s no stopping that, no way to prevent that from happening, but I want to follow this through. Until I’ve got nowhere else to go.”

			He laid his palms on the desk. “I’ll need to bring Tibble into this.”

			Eve nodded. “Yes, sir.” They could hardly circumvent channels without the knowledge of the chief of police. “I think APA Reo could be useful, in the legal areas. She’s smart, and ambitious enough to keep the lid on until it’s time to take it off. I’ve used both Dr. Mira and Dr. Dimatto as medical experts thus far in the investigation. Their input could also be useful. I’ll need a warrant for records at the school and would like to take Feeney or his pick with me to go through data on-site.”

			He nodded. “Consider this investigation as Code Blue status. Need-to-know only, full media block. Put your team together.” He glanced at his wrist unit. “Brief in twenty.”
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			SHE’D ALTERED HER APPEARANCE. SHE WAS GOOD at it. Over the past twelve years she’d been many people. And no one. Her credentials were impeccable—meticulously generated, flawlessly forged. They had to be.

			Brookhollow Academy was red brick and ivy—no contemporary glass domes or steel towers, but dignity and blue-blooded tradition. It was expansive grounds, sturdy trees, lovely gardens, thriving orchards. There were tennis courts and an equestrian center, two of the sports deemed suitable for Brookhollow students. One of her classmates had won Olympic gold in dressage at the tender age of sixteen. Three years before she’d been sent away to marry a young British aristocrat as keen on horses as she.

			They were created for a purpose, and they served that purpose. Still she’d been happy to go, Deena remembered. Most of them were.

			Deena didn’t begrudge them their happiness, and would do all she could to protect the lives those like her had built.

			But every war had its cost, and some might be exposed. Still more would finally, finally taste the freedom that had forever been denied them.

			What of those who had resisted, or failed, or questioned?

			What of them?

			For them, and the others to come, she’d risk anything.

			Here at the Academy, there were three swimming pools—two indoors—three science labs, a holo-room, two grand auditoriums, a theater complex that rivaled any on Broadway. It boasted a dojo and three fitness centers as well as a fully staffed clinic for healing and for teaching. Inside its walls was a media center where students earmarked for media careers trained, and yet another studio for music and dance.

			Twenty classrooms with live and automated instructors.

			There was a single dining hall, where the food was well-balanced, tasty, and served three times a day, precisely at seven A.M., twelve-thirty and seven P.M.

			Midmorning and afternoon snacks were available in the solarium at ten and four.

			She’d loved the scones. She had good memories of the scones.

			The living quarters for the students were spacious and well decorated. If, at the age of five, you passed all the tests, you were moved into those quarters. Your memory of those first five years was . . . adjusted.

			In time, it was possible to forget—or nearly—the experience of being a mouse in a maze.

			You were given uniforms, and a suitable wardrobe. One that was designed to suit your personality type and background.

			You had a background, somewhere. You’d come from something, though it was not what they gave you. It was never what they gave you.

			Instruction was rigorous. A Brookhollow student was expected to excel, then to move on to the college, and continue. Until Placement.

			She herself could speak four languages fluently. That had been handy. She could solve complex math theorems, identify and date archaeological artifacts, execute a perfect double-gainer, and organize a state dinner for two hundred.

			Electronics were like toys to her. And she could kill with efficiency, using a variety of methods. She knew how to pleasure a man in bed and could discuss interplanetary politics with him in the morning.

			She had been intended not for marriage or mating, but for covert ops. In that, she supposed, her education had succeeded.

			She was beautiful, had no genetic flaws. Her estimated life span was one hundred and fifty years. Which might be considerably extended through continued advancement in medical technology.

			She had run at twenty, and had lived a dozen years in hiding, forging her way underground, honing the skills she’d been given. The thought of living another century as she had to this point in her life was her constant nightmare.

			She did not kill coldly, however efficiently. She killed in desperation, and with the fervor of a warrior defending the innocent.

			For this death, she wore a stark black suit custom-tailored for her in Italy. Money was no problem. She’d stolen half a million before she’d run. Since then, she’d accessed more. She could have lived well, avoided any detection. But she had a mission. In all of her life, she had only one.

			And was well on the way to accomplishing it.

			The starkness of the suit only made her look more feminine, and it set off the bright red of her hair, the deep green of her eyes. She’d spent an hour that morning subtly changing the contours of her face. A slightly rounder chin, a fuller nose.

			She’d added a few pounds to her body, all of them curves.

			The changes would be enough, or they wouldn’t.

			She wasn’t afraid to die, but she was terrified of being taken. So she had what she needed in a capsule should she be identified and captured.

			The father had allowed her to come in, had granted her audience, had believed her claim of loneliness and regret. He hadn’t seen his death in her eyes.

			But here, in this prison, they would know what she’d done. If they recognized her, her part was over. But there were others who would step forward if she fell. Too many others.

			If there was fear in the back of her throat, her face was calm and serene. She’d learned that, too. Show them nothing. Give them nothing.

			Her eyes met the driver’s in the rearview mirror. She worked up a smile, nodded.

			They paused at the gates for the security scan. Her heart tripped now. If it was a trap, she’d never go out those gates again. Dead or alive.

			Then she was inside, winding through the lovely grounds. The trees, the gardens, the sculptures.

			The main building loomed in front of her, five stories. Soft, soft red brick bedecked with ivy. Sparkling windows and gleaming columns.

			The girls, she thought, and wanted to weep. Young and fresh and lovely, walking alone or in pairs, in groups, to other buildings. For instruction, for recreation.

			For tests. For improvements. For evaluation.

			She waited for the driver to park, to come around and open her door. Offer a hand. And hers was cool and dry.

			She showed no reaction other than a small, polite smile when Evelyn Samuels stepped out of the great front door to greet her.

			“Mrs. Frost, welcome to Brookhollow. I’m Evelyn Samuels, the head of the Academy.”

			“A pleasure to meet you at last.” She offered a hand. “Your grounds and buildings are even more impressive in person.”

			“We’ll give you the full tour, but please come inside for tea.”

			“That would be lovely.” She passed through the doors, and her stomach curdled. But she glanced around, as a prospective parent might when visiting a school she considered for her daughter.

			“I’d hoped you’d bring Angel, so we could get acquainted.”

			“Not yet. As you know, my husband has doubts about sending our daughter so far away to school. I prefer coming alone, this time.”

			“I have no doubt that between us we can convince him that Angel will not only be happy here, but benefit from a superlative education and community experience. Our great hall.” She gestured. “The plantings were developed and nurtured through our horticultural programs, as are all our gardens. The art you see was created by the students themselves over the years. In this building, on this level, we have our administrative offices, our dining hall, solarium, one of our six libraries, the kitchens and culinary science areas. My day quarters are here, as well. I’d be happy to show you through now, if you like.”

			Her mind was screaming to get out, to run, escape, hide. She turned, smiled. “If you don’t mind, I’d love that tea.”

			“Absolutely. One moment.” She took out a pocket ’link. “Abigail, would you see that tea is set up in my quarters here for Mrs. Frost? Right away.”

			As Evelyn guided her, she gestured, explained.

			How much the same she was, Deena thought. Starched and handsome, boasting of her school in her cultured voice. Moving efficiently, always efficiently. She wore her hair short and soft now, and in a quiet brown. Her eyes were dark and sharp. The eyes were the same. Ms. Samuels’s eyes.

			Eva Samuels’s eyes.

			Deena let the words buzz in her ears. She’d heard all of it before, when she was a prisoner. She saw girls, neat as dolls in their blue and white uniforms, speaking in undertones as was expected in the great hall.

			Then she saw herself, so slim, so sweet, coming gracefully down the steps from the east wing. She trembled once—only once was allowed—and deliberately looked away.

			She had to pass the child, so close she could smell her skin. She had to hear her voice as she spoke: “Good morning, Ms. Samuels. Good morning, ma’am.”

			“Good morning, Diana. How was your cooking class?”

			“Very good, thank you. We made soufflés.”

			“Excellent. Mrs. Frost is visiting us today. She has a daughter who may join us at Brookhollow.”

			She made herself look, made herself look into the deep brown eyes that were her own. Was there calculation there, as there had been in hers? Was there the rage and the determination, bubbling, boiling under that serene surface? Or had they found a way to smother it?

			“I’m sure your daughter would love Brookhollow, Mrs. Frost. We all do.”

			My daughter, she thought. Oh God. “Thank you, Diana.”

			There was a slow, easy smile, and their eyes held one more instant before the child said her good-byes and walked away.

			Her heart bounded. They’d known each other. How could they not? How could you look into your own eyes and not see?

			As Evelyn led her away, she glanced over her shoulder. So did the child. Their eyes locked again, and there was another smile, a full one, a fierce one.

			We’ll get out, Deena thought. They won’t keep us here.

			“Diana is one of our treasures,” Evelyn said. “Bright and questing. Quite athletic, too. While we focus on giving all our students the most well-rounded of educations, we do comprehensive testing and evaluations so we’re able to showcase their strengths and main areas of interests.”

			Diana, was all she could think with emotions cartwheeling through her. But she said the right things, made the right moves, and was shown into Samuels’s quarters.

			Students were only admitted to this sanctuary when they were particularly good, or had committed some major infraction. She’d never been through the door.

			She’d been very careful to blend.

			But she’d been told what to expect, had been given the precise layout and specifications. So she concentrated on it now, on what needed to be done now, and forced all thought of the child away.

			The suite was decorated in the school colors—blue and white. White walls, blue fabrics. White floor, blue rugs. Two windows west, one double window south.

			It was soundproofed, contained no cameras.

			There was security, of course, windows and door. And Samuels wore a wrist unit that held a communicator. There were two ’links, one for the school, one private.

			A wall screen, and behind the screen a vault that held files on all students.

			Tea was spread on a white table. Blue dishes, white cookies.

			She took the chair she was offered, waited until Samuels poured tea.

			“Why don’t you tell me more about Angel?”

			Despite her efforts, she thought of Diana. “She’s my heart.”

			Evelyn smiled. “Of course. You mentioned she shows artistic abilities.”

			“Yes, she enjoys drawing. It gives her great pleasure. I want her happy, more than anything.”

			“Naturally. Now—”

			“What an interesting necklace.” Now, she thought, do it now, before you sicken. “May I?”

			Even as Evelyn glanced down at the pendant, Diana was rising from her chair, leaning forward as if studying the stone. The scalpel was in her hand.

			And into Evelyn’s heart.

			“You didn’t recognize me. Evelyn,” she added as Samuels gaped at her. Blood trickled onto her crisp white blouse. “You only saw what you expected to see, just as we thought. You perpetuate this obscenity. But then, you were created for that, so maybe you can’t be blamed. I’m sorry,” she said as she watched Evelyn die. “But it has to end.”

			She rose, sealing her hands quickly, moving to the screen. She found the control where she’d been told it would be, opened it, then used the decoder she’d tucked in her purse to unlock the vault.

			She took every disc. She wasn’t surprised or displeased to find a substantial amount of cash as well. Though she preferred electronic funds, paper would always do.

			She relocked the vault, swung the screen back in place, secured it.

			She left the room without a backward glance, set the privacy mode.

			Unhurriedly, pulse galloping, she walked out of the building to where the car and driver waited.

			She breathed, just breathed as they drove toward the gates. When they opened, the pressure on her chest lifted a fraction.

			“You were quick,” the driver said softly.

			“It’s best to be quick. She never knew me. But . . . I saw Diana, and she did. She knew.”

			“I should have done this part.”

			“No. The cameras. Even with an alibi, you couldn’t beat the cameras. I’m smoke. Desiree Frost is already gone. But Avril Icove.” She leaned up in the seat, squeezed Avril’s shoulder. “She still has work to do.”

			The push of his name, and the considerable billions behind it, bagged Roarke a ten o’clock meeting with the acting CEO of the Icove Center.

			“It’ll be informal, and very preliminary,” he told Louise as they were driven through ugly traffic. “But it gets us in the door.”

			“If Dallas is on the right track, the repercussions are going to be staggering. Not only the technology that’s been developed underground, the explosion of the Icoves’ reputation, and of this facility and all the others involved, but for God’s sake, Roarke, the ethical, legal, moral dilemma of dealing with the clones themselves. Medical, legislative, political, religious wars are inevitable. Unless it can be buttoned up, covered up.”

			He shifted to face her, lifted a brow. “Is that what you’d choose?”

			“I don’t know. I admit, I’m torn. As a doctor, the science of it fascinates. Even bad science is seductive.”

			“Often more so.”

			“Yes, often more so. The debate on artificial twinning crops up from time to time, and while I’m opposed to it on a basic level, it’s powerful stuff. In the end, too powerful. And too fraught. Replicating human beings in a lab, selecting traits, eliminating others. Who decides what are the parameters? What of the failures, as there must be in any sort of experimentation of procedures. And again, if she’s on track, what of the temptation a man as reputable as Icove allegedly gave in to—to use those clones as commodities?”

			“And if, and when, it gets out,” he added, “people will be horrified and fascinated. Is my next-door neighbor one of them? And if he is, and pisses me off, don’t I have the right to destroy him? Governments will vie for the technology. And yet, should those responsible go into history untainted? There has to be payment, balances. Justice. That’s what Eve will think.”

			“First things first, I suppose. We’re nearly there.”

			“Will you know what to look for?”

			She moved her shoulders. “I guess we’ll find out if I see it.”

			“Would you want it?”

			She glanced over at him. “What?”

			“To re-create yourself.”

			“Oh God, no. You?”

			“Not in a million. We tend to . . . reinvent ourselves, don’t we? We’re in constant evolution, or should be. And that’s more than enough. We change, we’re meant to. People and circumstances, experiences change us. Better or worse.”

			“My background, my blood, upbringing, early environment, all of that was supposed to—according to my family—predispose me for a certain kind of life and work.” She lifted a shoulder. “I didn’t choose it, and those choices and experiences I had changed me. Meeting Dallas changed me again—and it’s given me the opportunity to work at Duchas. Meeting the two of you put Charles in my path, and our relationship has changed me. Opened me. Whatever our DNA, it’s living and being that make us. We have to love, I think—as frothy as that sounds—we have to love to be fully alive, fully human.”

			“It was death that brought me and Eve together. And as frothy as it sounds, there are times I feel as though that was when I took my first breath.”

			“I think that sounds gorgeous.”

			He laughed a little. “Now we have a life, a complicated one. We’re hunting killers and mad science—and planning Thanksgiving dinner.”

			“To which Charles and I are delighted to be invited. We’re both looking forward to it.”

			“It’s the first we’ve done something this . . . familial. You’ll meet my relations from Ireland.”

			“Can’t wait.”

			“My mother was a twin,” he said, half to himself.

			“Really? I didn’t know that. Fraternal or identical?”

			“Identical, apparently. With all this going on, it makes you wonder a bit. How much does my aunt share with her, besides the physical traits?”

			“Family relationships are like any other. It takes time to find out. And here we are.”

			She flipped out a mirror, checked her face, fluffed at her hair as the car veered to the curb.

			They were met by three suits, expressed through security, then escorted to a private elevator. Roarke gauged the lone female, thirtyish, brunette, sharp eyes, sharp suit, was in charge.

			His impression was verified when she took the reins.

			“We’re pleased with your interest in the Wilfred B. Icove Center,” she began. “As you know, we’ve suffered from a double tragedy in recent days. The memorial service for Dr. Icove will be held today, here in the chapel. Our administrative and research-and-development facilities will close today at noon, out of respect.”

			“Understandable. I appreciate you fitting us in, on such short notice, and at such a difficult time.”

			“I’ll be available throughout your visit, to answer any questions—or find the answers to them,” she added with a brilliant smile. “To assist you in any way.”

			He found himself thinking what he’d predicted others would: Was she one of them? “And your function here, Ms. Poole?”

			“I’m chief operating officer.”

			“Young,” Roarke commented, “for the position.”

			“True.” Her smile never dimmed. “I came to the Center directly from college.”

			“Where did you go to university?”

			“I attended Brookhollow College, taking an accelerated course.” The doors opened, and she gestured. “Please, after you. I’ll escort you directly to Mrs. Icove.”

			“Mrs. Icove?”

			“Yes.” Poole gestured again, leading the way through the reception area, through the glass doors. “Dr. Icove served as CEO, with Dr. Will Icove retaining that position upon the death of his father. Now . . . Mrs. Icove is acting CEO until such time as a permanent successor can be named. Even through tragedy, the Center will run efficiently, and serve the needs of its clients and patients. Their care and satisfaction is our highest priority.”

			The doors to what had been Icove’s office were open. Poole stepped inside. “Mrs. Icove?”

			Her back was to the room as she faced the wide windows looking out on New York and a sulky sky. She turned. Her blond hair was swept back from her face, rolled under at the nape. She wore black, and her lavender eyes seemed weary and sad.

			“Oh yes, Carla.” Mustering a smile, she moved forward, extended her hand to Roarke, then Louise. “I’m very pleased to meet you both.”

			“Our condolences, Mrs. Icove, on your recent losses.”

			“Thank you.”

			“My father was acquainted with your father-in-law,” Louise put in. “And I myself attended a series of lectures he gave while I was in medical school. He’ll be missed.”

			“Yes, he will. Carla, could we have a moment, please?”

			Surprise flickered briefly over Poole’s face, and was quickly masked. “Of course. I’ll be outside when you need me.”

			She went out, closed the doors.

			“Shall we sit? My father-in-law’s office. Intimidating, I find. Would you like coffee? Anything?”

			“No, don’t trouble.”

			They settled in the sitting area, and Avril laid her hands in her lap. “I’m not a businesswoman, and have no aspirations in that area. Far from it. My function here is—and will continue to be—that of a figurehead. The Icove name.”

			She looked down at her hands, and Roarke saw her run a thumb over her wedding ring.

			“But I felt it was important that I meet with you personally when you expressed interest in Unilab and the Center. I need to be frank.”

			“Please do.”

			“Carla—Ms. Poole—believes you have intentions of acquiring majority shares in Unilab. At least that this visit is a kind of scouting expedition toward that end. Is it?”

			“Would you object to that?”

			“At this moment, I feel it’s important that we evaluate and reconstruct, as it were, the Center, and all its facilities and functions. That I, as the head of the family, be involved in that process as much as it’s feasible. In the future, possibly the near future, I would like to think that someone with your reputation and skill, your instincts, could be a leading hand in the work done here. I’d like time for that evaluation and reconstruction. As you know, probably with more comprehension than I, the center is a complex, multifaceted facility. Both my husband and his father were very hands-on, on every level. It’s going to be a laborious restructuring.”

			Forthright, Roarke thought. Logically so, and very well prepared for this meeting. “You have no desire to take a permanent, active part in running Unilab or the Center?”

			She smiled. Contained, polite, nothing more. “None whatsoever. But I want time to do my duty, and the option of then putting it in capable hands.” She rose. “I’ll leave you to Carla. She’ll be able to give you a much more comprehensive tour than I, and answer your questions more intelligently.”

			“She seems very capable. She mentioned she went to Brookhollow College. I’m sure you understand I had some research done before this meeting. You also graduated from Brookhollow, correct?”

			“Yes.” Her gaze stayed steady and level. “Though she’s younger than I, Carla actually graduated ahead of me. She was on an accelerated course.”

			At Central, Eve conducted the briefing in a conference room. Attending included the chief of police, her commander, APA Reo, Mira, Adam Quincy—chief legal counsel for the NYPSD—as well as her partner, Feeney, and McNab.

			Quincy, as was typical in Eve’s—thankfully rare—dealings with him, played devil’s advocate.

			“You’re seriously alleging that the Icoves, the Icove Center, Unilab, Brookhollow Academy and College, and potentially all or some of the other facilities with which these two lauded doctors were associated are involved in illegal medical practices that include human cloning, physiological imprinting, and the merchandising of women.”

			“Thanks for rounding it up for me, Quincy.”

			“Lieutenant.” Tibble was a tall man, lean, with a dark face that could set like stone. “As chief counsel points out, these are stunning and serious accusations.”

			“Yes, sir, they are. They aren’t made lightly. Through the investigation of the homicides we have ascertained that Wilfred Icove, Sr., was acquainted with and worked with Dr. Jonah D. Wilson—a noted geneticist who supported the lifting of bans on areas of genetic manipulation and reproductive cloning. After the death of his wife, Wilfred Icove came out publicly in support of his associate’s stand. While Icove ceased his public support, he never retracted his statements, and together these men built facilities—”

			“Medical clinics,” Quincy put in. “Laboratories. The respected Unilab, for which they won the Nobel Prize.”

			“Undisputed,” Eve snapped back. “Both these men were also instrumental in founding Brookhollow. Wilson served as its president, succeeded by his wife, then his wife’s niece.”

			“Another respected institution.”

			“Avril Icove, Senior’s ward, who subsequently became Junior’s wife, attended that institution. Avril’s mother was an associate of Icove Sr.’s.”

			“Which correlates logically to being named her guardian.”

			“The woman suspected of killing Icove Sr., and visually identified as Deena Flavia, also attended Brookhollow.”

			“First, visually identified.” Quincy lifted a hand, tapped one finger. “Second—”

			“Will you just wait?”

			“Quincy,” Tibble said mildly, “save the rebuttal. Continue, Lieutenant. Lay it out.”

			Somebody, somewhere, claimed a picture was worth a thousand words. She figured Quincy had a couple of billion words. But she had plenty of pictures. “Peabody, first images, please.”

			“Yes, sir.” Peabody keyed them in, as previously discussed.

			“This is the image generated by the security cameras of the woman calling herself Dolores Nocho-Alverez exiting Icove Sr.’s office moments after what has been confirmed as time of death. Sharing the screen is the ID image of Deena Flavia, taken thirteen years ago, shortly before her disappearance. A disappearance that was not reported to any authority.”

			“Look the same to me,” Reo commented and cocked an eyebrow at Quincy. “Granted there are ways to duplicate images, or to change your own appearance—temporarily or permanently. But, it could be argued, why? If Dolores accessed Deena’s ID image, it could also be argued she would have known or assumed either her cooperation or her death. Which ties them together again.”

			“Feeney?” Eve asked.

			“The data listed for Dolores Nocho-Alverez is fabricated. Right down the line: name, DOB, POB, parents, residence. It’s what we call a sleeve—just a quick, temporary cover, with nothing inside it.”

			“Next image, Peabody,” Eve said before Quincy could interrupt. “This is a student ID image, from Brookhollow. Age twelve.”

			“We’ve established the woman known as Deena Flavia attended the Academy,” Quincy began.

			“Yes, we have. But this isn’t Deena Flavia. This is Diana Rodriguez, currently age twelve, currently a student at Brookhollow Academy, and identified through computer verification of image matching and aging programs as Deena Flavia.”

			“Could be her kid,” Quincy murmured.

			“Computer puts them as the same person. But if this is her offspring, it still leaves the question of false identification and data records on this minor female. It still leaves the question of how a minor was allowed to become impregnated and give birth—off the records—at a respected institution. There are no records of adoption or guardianship. There are fifty-five more matches, just like this, of former students of Brookhollow and current minor females attending same. What do you figure the odds might be for fifty-six students giving birth to fifty-six female offsprings who so perfectly replicate their physical appearance?”

			Eve waited a beat, and was met with silence. “All one hundred and twelve of them educated or being educated at the same institution, none of the data on the offspring indicating adoption, guardianship, or fostering that included their true biological parents.”

			“I wouldn’t put money on it,” Tibble murmured. “You’ve bottled some lightning here, Lieutenant. We’re going to have to figure out how to keep it from frying our asses. Quincy.”

			He was rubbing his fingers down the bridge of his nose. “We need to see them all.” He lifted his hand up before Eve could speak. “We have to verify every one if we’re going to the wall on this.”

			“All right.” She felt time dribbling away from her. “Next images, Peabody.”
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			AT THE CENTER, ROARKE ALLOWED THE EFFICIENT Carla Poole to guide them through elaborate imaging and simulations labs, into state-of-the-art examination and procedure areas.

			He noted the cameras, particularly the ones that were prominently displayed. And the security at every egress. He made comments, asked the occasional question, but let Louise take the lead.

			“Your patient analysis facilities are superb.” Louise stood, looking around a large room equipped with a contour exam chair, medical and imaging computers, body and face scanners.

			“We have twelve rooms for this purpose, each of which is individually controlled and can be adjusted to meet patient or client needs or demands. The subject’s vital signs, brain wave patterns, and so on are monitored, analyzed, and documented throughout the examination or consult.”

			“And the VR options?”

			“As you know, Doctor, any procedure, however minor, causes stress in the client or patient. We find offering a selection of VR programs helps the client relax during the examination. We can also personalize a program to allow the client to see and feel how he or she will appear post-treatment.”

			“You’re also associated with the adjoining hospital and emergency facilities.”

			“Yes. In case of injury, if reconstruction is necessary or desired, the patient might be brought here after stabilization in our emergency sector. A full medical and technical team is assigned to each patient, chosen by an analysis of that patient’s needs. The same is provided for clients.”

			“But a patient or client can certainly select his or her primary doctor.”

			“Of course,” Poole said smoothly. “If, after our recommendation, the subject wishes alternate medical personnel, we bow to their wishes.”

			“Observation privileges?”

			“Limited due to our privacy policies. But we do permit, with the subject’s consent, some observation for teaching purposes.”

			“But the procedures are recorded.”

			“As the law demands,” Poole said smoothly. “Those records are then sealed, to be opened only at patient request or due to litigation. Now I believe you’d be very interested in seeing one of our surgical rooms.”

			“I would,” Louise agreed. “But I’m so interested in your research areas. What the Icoves and this center accomplished, well, it’s legendary. I’d love to have a look at the labs.”

			“Of course.” She didn’t miss a beat. “Some of those areas are restricted, due to the sensitivity of the research, contamination or security. But there are several levels I believe you’ll find interesting.”

			She did, and found the sheer volume of space, personnel, equipment astonishing. The lab area they were shown was fashioned like a sunburst, with individual rays spreading out from a hub where six people worked at screens, facing out along their channel. High walls framed each ray, and counters, workstations, screens. The walls in each sector were color coded, and the techs within wore lab coats of the same hue.

			There was no access, Roarke noted, between rays.

			She led them to a clear door at the wide end of the blue ray, and used her security card and palm print for access.

			“Each section here is specific to its own research area and team. I’m not able to explain all the work being done, but we have clearance for this. As you see, several medical droids are undergoing treatment or analysis. The droids here have been programmed not only to feed data into the core center, headed by each section’s chief, but to internally access response and reaction on human patients. It was through this process that the technology for what is commonly called derma was developed. Its use on burn victims, as you know, Dr. Dimatto, was revolutionary.”

			Roarke tuned them out, all the while portraying absolute attention. He had labs of his own, and recognized some of the sims and tests under way. He was more interested, just now, in the structure, the setup, the security.

			And the fact that he recognized the chief tech of the blue ray from the alumni data of Brookhollow College.

			Fifty-six perfect matches,” Eve concluded. “In addition to this substantial evidence, we add that thirty-eight percent of Brookhollow graduates are now employed in some capacity at one of Icove’s facilities. Another fifty-three percent are married or cohabitating, and have been so engaged from the year of their departure from the college.”

			“Pretty high ratio of marriages or cohabbing,” Reo commented.

			“Well over the national average,” Eve agreed, “and off the probability scale. The remaining nine percent of students, like Deena Flavia, fell off the radar.”

			“No data?” Whitney asked.

			“None. Captain Feeney and Detective McNab will run search matches through imaging. Though there is no relation listed, on official data, both Avril Icove and Eva Samuels carried the same family name of Hannson. It’s the conclusion of this investigative team, and all probabilities run, that entrance to the Icove residence on the night of Icove’s murder was gained through inside assistance, and that Icove himself knew his killer with some degree of intimacy.”

			“He knew Deena Flavia.” Reo nodded. “It makes sense.”

			“No, I don’t think so. I don’t think Deena Flavia killed Wilfred Icove, Jr. I think his wife did.”

			“She wasn’t in the city at the designated time,” Reo pointed out. “Her alibi is solid.”

			“Seems to be. But what if there’s more of her?”

			“Oh.” Reo’s jaw dropped. “Holy, please pardon me, shit.”

			“You think Icove cloned his own daughter-in-law?” Whitney sat back until his chair creaked. “Even if he went that far, the clone would be a child.”

			“Not if he cloned an infant. His early work, his predominant interest, was in children. He set up facilities, specifically for children during the wars. A lot of injured children then. A lot of orphaned children. She was his ward, since childhood, which separates her from the rest of the field. Something about her was special to him, or remarkable. Could he then resist creating her, replicating her? Dr. Mira.”

			“Given what we know and suspect, no. She was, in a very real sense, his child. He had the skill, the knowledge, the ego, and the affection. And she would know,” she continued before Eve could ask. “His affection would also demand she knew. She would have been trained, programmed if you will, to accept this, perhaps even to celebrate it.”

			“And if that programming broke down?” Eve asked. “If she no longer accepted?”

			“She may have been compelled to eliminate what bound her to that secret, that training, that life. If she was no longer able to accept what had been done to her as a child, by the man she should have been able to trust most, she may have killed.”

			Quincy held up a hand. “Why aren’t there—if this data is correct—more of her at the school?”

			“If this data is correct,” Mira repeated, and seemed to Eve to be holding on to the hope that it was flawed, “she married his son, gave him grandchildren. His son may have requested there be no further artificial twinning on his wife—or either or both of them may have her cells preserved for a future procedure. A kind of insurance. A kind of immortality.”

			“Dr. Mira.” Tibble folded his hands, tapped them on his bottom lip. “In your professional opinion, does Lieutenant Dallas’s theory have weight?”

			“Given the data, the evidence, the circumstances, the personalities of those involved, I would come to the same conclusions as the lieutenant.”

			Tibble got to his feet. “Quincy, let’s go get Lieutenant Dallas her warrant. Lieutenant, arrange for transportation for your team and APA Reo. Jack, you’re with me. Let’s see what we can do about keeping this mess from exploding in our faces.”

			He blew out a breath. “I’m not yet calling any federal agency. At this time, this continues to be a homicide investigation. Any criminal activity discovered through that investigation falls, until we’re boxed, within the aegis of the NYPSD. If you find what you’re looking for, Dallas, if it becomes necessary to shut those schools down, to take minors into protective custody, we’re going to have to alert Federal.”

			“Understood, sir. Thank you.”

			She waited until Tibble, Whitney, and Quincy left the room. “He bought us some time, so let’s use it. Peabody, field kits. Feeney, we need portable electronics—scanners, keys, data analyzers and retrievers—whatever you’ve got in your bag of tricks. The best you’ve got. We’ve taken a lot of time here, so I’m tapping my source. We’ll meet up on the main helipad, twenty minutes.”

			“Already on the way. Kid.” Feeney jerked a thumb toward the door for McNab.

			McNab headed out, then stopped and turned back. “I know this is inappropriate, but I gotta say, this is freaking arctic.”

			He zipped out before Eve could dress him down, but she figured she could leave that to Feeney.

			“I’m not part of your on-site team,” Mira began. “I’m consult, and I know those limitations. But it would be a great favor to me if I could go with you. I may be able to help. And if not . . . it would be a great favor to me.”

			“You’re in. Twenty minutes.”

			She pulled out her ’link, contacted Roarke on his personal.

			“Just got me,” he said. “We’ve only just left the Center.”

			“You can fill me in later, I’m going to New Hampshire. I need fast transpo, big enough to carry six people and portable electronics. And I need it here.”

			“I’ll have a jet-copter to you within thirty.”

			“Main helipad, Central. Thanks.”

			She was buzzed when she pushed open the door to the roof and the primary helipad. On other towers and flats, the traffic copters or emergency air vehicles were a constant hum and clatter. She hoped to Christ they didn’t shake their way to New Hampshire.

			Wind tugged at her hair and sent Peabody’s new ’do into wild waves. “Give me what you’ve got on cloning.”

			“I got a lot,” Peabody shouted back. “Organized discs into history, debates, medical theory and procedure—”

			“Just give me some basics. I want to know what I’m looking for.”

			“Lab work, probably a lot like what you’d see in infertility centers and surrogate facilities. Refrigeration and preservation systems for cells and eggs. Scanning equipment to test for viability. See, when you just bang and breed, the kid gets half its genes from the egg, half from the sperm.”

			“I know how banging and breeding work.”

			“Yeah, yeah. But see, in clonal reproduction, all the genes come from one person. You have a cell from the subject, and you remove the nucleus and implant it in a fertilized egg that’s had its nucleus removed.”

			“Who thinks of this stuff?”

			“Wacky scientists. Anyway, then they have to get the egg going. It can be triggered by chemicals or electricity so it develops into an embryo, which, if successful and viable, can be implanted in a female womb.”

			“You know, that’s just gross.”

			“If you leave out the single-cell bit, it’s not that different from in vitro conception. But the thing is, if the embryo is successfully brought to term, the result is an exact dupe of the subject who donated the original cell nucleus.”

			“Where do they keep the women?”

			“Sir?”

			“Where do they keep the women who get implanted? They can’t all be students. It had to start somewhere. And not all students are clones. You can’t have a bunch of women with Mavis bellies walking around campus. Have to be housing, wouldn’t there? They’d have to monitor them throughout gestation. They’d have to have facilities for labor and delivery, for whatever you call it after the kid comes out.”

			“Neonatal. And pediatrics. Yeah, they would.”

			“And security, to ensure nobody changes their mind or blabs. Like, ‘Hey, guess what? I gave birth to myself yesterday.’ ”

			“That is gross.”

			“And data fixers, crunchers, hackers. Techs who have the skill to generate IDs that’ll pass the system checks. That doesn’t even touch on the network for moving clones out of the facility and into the mainstream. And where’s the damn money? Roarke’s got them donating big fat chunks. Where’s the operating money?”

			She turned as Feeney and McNab came through the door. Each carried a large EDD field bag.

			“Got the works,” Feeney told her. “Any on-site contingency. Warrant come through?”

			“Not yet.” Eve looked at the moody sky. It was going to be a nasty ride.

			Feeney pulled a bag of cashews out of his pocket, offered them around. “You gotta wonder why, when there’s so many fricking people in the world anyway, some asshole would make a bunch more just because he can.”

			Eve bit into a nut and grinned.

			“Takes the fun out of it, too.” McNab opted for a square of gum over cashews. “You eliminate the good part right off. There’s no ‘Oh, Harry, look at our beautiful, bouncing baby. Remember that night we both got shit-faced and said to hell with contraception?’ I mean, hey, if you’re going to be wiping some kid’s butt for a couple years, you ought to get the bang at the start.”

			“And there’s no sentiment,” Peabody added, and popped a cashew. “None of the ‘Honey, he’s got your eyes, and my chin.’ ”

			“And oddly,” Eve added, “your admin’s nose.”

			Feeney spewed out cashew crumbs.

			They all sobered when Mira came through the door with Reo.

			She looked worn, Eve thought. Shadowed and tired. Taking her was probably a mistake, shoving the whole thing in her face.

			“My boss, Quincy, your bosses, working on a judge now,” Reo told Eve. “Hope to have it signed and sealed while we’re in transit.”

			“Good.” Eve nodded toward the east. “I hope that’s ours.” She shifted, stepped over, and spoke quietly to Mira. “You don’t have to do this.”

			“I do. I think I do. Truth isn’t always comfortable, but we have to live with it. I need to know what that truth is. Since I was younger than you are now, Wilfred was a kind of standard for me. His skill and accomplishments, his devotion to healing, to improving lives. He was a friend, and today I’m doing this rather than attending his memorial.”

			She looked directly into Eve’s eyes. “And I have to live with it.”

			“Okay. But if you need to take a step back, any time, nobody’s going to think less.”

			“Stepping back isn’t an option for people like you and me, is it, Eve? We step forward because that’s what we’ve promised to do.” She patted Eve’s arm. “I’ll be fine.”

			The copter was big, black, sleek as a panther. It stirred the air—and Eve smelled rain in it—then set down on the pad. It didn’t surprise her to see Roarke at the controls. It barely irritated.

			He flashed a smile as she climbed aboard. “Hello, Lieutenant.”

			“What a ride!” Louise was already unstrapping from the copilot’s seat to move rear. “I’m inappropriately excited about this whole business.”

			“Then sit with McNab,” Eve ordered. “And the two of you can giggle all the way. Just why are you and Louise included in this?”

			“Because it’s my copter—and,” he added, “we can give you a rundown on our trip to the center on the way.”

			“Something definitely off there,” Louise called up as Feeney and McNab stowed equipment.

			“Mmm, plush.” Reo rubbed a hand over the arms of her chair, then shrugged at Eve’s narrowed look. “If she can be inappropriate, so can I. Cher Reo, APA,” she said and offered Louise her hand.

			“Louise Dimatto, M.D.”

			“Eve Dallas, AK. Ass-kicker. Strap in,” Eve ordered. “Let’s move.”

			“Ladies, gentlemen, the air’s a bit rough so you’ll want to keep your seats until it smooths out.” Roarke tapped controls, waited for his screen to show him air clearance. Then he boosted the copter into a straight vertical that had Eve’s stomach rolling over and pitching toward Ninth Avenue.

			“Shit, shit, shit.” She muttered it under her breath, then sucked in air and braced. The copter punched forward, slapping her back. The first drops of rain splattered the windshield, and she prayed, sincerely, that she wouldn’t boot her morning bagel.

			She heard McNab’s delighted “Yee-haw!” as they streaked, shook, and scooped through the sky. She imagined choking the life out of him to take her mind off what she was doing.

			“Peabody, before we get official, let me say your hair is charming.”

			“Oh.” She colored a little as she lifted a hand to the new, flippy ends. “Really?”

			“Absolutely.” Roarke heard Eve’s low growl beside him. “Avril Icove, as acting CEO, met us in her father-in-law’s office.”

			“What?” Eve’s eyes—she didn’t remember squeezing them shut—popped open. “What?”

			He’d known that would distract her from her fear and queasiness. “She’s acting CEO, until the board designates a successor, and arranged to meet with us privately. She claims not to be a businesswoman, nor to have any desire to become one. I believed her. She also asked that if I had any plans to buy up a controlling interest in Unilab or the Center, that I give the facility a window of time to recover from the loss of its two main spearheads.”

			“She seemed sincere.” Louise leaned forward against her safety straps. “The controlled grief seemed equally sincere. She also, diplomatically, spoke of believing the Center would benefit from someone with Roarke’s skills and vision.”

			“You figured she’d be willing to see you take over?”

			“I do.” Roarke adjusted for the turbulence. “She has no medical or business training. But I doubt her board would be as amenable, which is why she met us privately. Develop a relationship, a foundation, with the general before the coup.”

			“But she needs time so she can get what she needs out of it, or cover it up, or break it down. What the hell does she want?”

			“That I can’t tell you, but the COO, a Brookhollow alumni, was very careful about the areas we toured.”

			“If you’re taking it at face value, the privacy obsession might not make you blink,” Louise explained. “But if you’re looking for undercurrents, it leads to all manner of questions.”

			“Particularly the hidden cameras in exam and procedure areas.”

			Eve measured Roarke. “If they were hidden, how do you know they’re there?”

			He gave her a look caught between smug and pitying. “Because, Lieutenant, I happened to have a sensor with me.”

			“How’d you get it through security?”

			“Perhaps because this particular canny device looks like, and reads like, a simple memo book. In any case, every area we toured had them, and they were active during our visit. You’re going to find, at the center, a substantial subsecurity and data sector.”

			“Then there was the lab,” Louise put in. “Architecturally interesting, elaborate, superbly equipped. And remarkably inefficient.”

			“How?”

			Louise explained the setup while rain slapped the windscreen. “You might have different security levels,” she continued. “You might have separate floors or tiers for specific areas of research and testing. You would certainly, on sensitive work, require high clearance. But this setup had no logical flow.”

			“Separate clearance required for every ray,” Eve repeated.

			“Exactly. And a separate chief, each completely isolated from the other lines.”

			“Standard security cams in view,” Roarke added. “An equal number hidden for area scans. And, most interesting, every station fed data into its hub. Not results, but every step, every byte of data.”

			Eve thought of the police lab. The chief tech could access any sector, review and/or study any test in progress. But the place was like a hive, a maze of rooms, glass walls. While some sectors required high clearance, most areas connected with the busy bees buzzing not only in their own chambers but in others as well.

			“Keep each line focused on its work. Limit or eliminate fraternizing and shop talk. Deny access to all but the top level. Not inefficient if you want to keep dicey stuff wrapped.”

			She rolled it around in her head, then peered through the rain. “There’d be room there to close off a sector from the rest. Room for . . . what do you call the having-a-baby area of medicine.”

			“Obstetrics,” Louise answered.

			“The patient room I saw was like a high-end hotel suite. So maybe you keep your human incubators in-house, in style, segregated from the general population. Peabody, run a list. See what graduates got themselves medical degrees—highlight obstetrics and pediatrics.”

			“Warrant’s coming through.” Reo had a small, bulky briefcase unit in her lap. As it started to hum, her face brightened. “We’re good to go.”

			“Need to practice, though,” Eve mumbled. “Practice makes perfect. School’s all about practice. Gotta have something going there.”

			“Hopefully, we’ll soon see.” Roarke tapped controls. “Starting descent.”

			She saw it shimmer out through the damp mists and splattering rain. Red brick and domes and sky walks. Stone walls and denuded trees. The dull blue of a swimming pool covered for the season, the bright green and white of tennis courts. Paths snaked through the gardens and grounds, for scooters, she thought, for walks or bikes or mini-shuttles. She saw horses, and to her shock what she recognized as cows in an outdoor enclosure.

			“Cows. Why are there cows?”

			“Animal husbandry, I imagine,” Roarke commented.

			The term gave her a horror flash of humans marrying bovines. She shook it off.

			“Cops. We’ve got cops. Three units, and an ME van. Goddamn it.”

			Not state, she decided, trying to get a bead on the vehicles and uniforms as Roarke angled toward the helipad. County, she decided. Probably county. She yanked out her PPC and did a quick search for the local police.

			“James Hyer, sheriff. Age fifty-three, born and bred this county. Did four years regular army, right out of school. Had the badge twenty years, current status the last twelve. Married eighteen years, one offspring, male—a Junior—age fifteen.”

			She studied his ID image as well as his basic data to try to get a bead on him as well. Fleshy face, ruddy. Maybe liked the outdoors and the local brew. Military haircut, light brown. Eyes light blue, plenty of crow’s-feet. So he didn’t go in for the face treatments, looked his age and maybe a few extra.

			She was already yanking off her safety strap as Roarke touched down. She was out, striding toward the school before the two uniforms were able to reach the pad.

			“This is a secured area,” one of them began. “You’re going to need to—”

			“Lieutenant Dallas.” Eve flipped up her badge. “NYPSD. I need to speak with Sheriff Hyer. Is he on-scene?”

			“This isn’t New York.” The second uniform stepped forward—leading, Eve thought dryly, with his balls. “The sheriff’s busy.”

			“That’s funny, so am I. APA Reo?”

			“We have a warrant to enter any and all of these facilities,” Reo began, and held up the copy she’d printed out. “To search same for evidence pertaining to two homicides in the State of New York, borough of Manhattan.”

			“We have a secured scene,” the second uniform repeated, and planted his feet.

			“Name and rank,” Eve snapped.

			“Gaitor, Deputy, James County Sheriff’s Department.”

			He sneered when he said it, and Eve allowed him to keep his skin, due to the possibility that he was just dirt stupid.

			“You’re going to want to check with your superior, Deputy Gaitor, or I will detain you and charge you with obstruction of justice.”

			“You don’t have any authority here.”

			“This warrant gives me authority to fill out its terms and requirements, which were agreed to by the State of New Hampshire. So you’re going to contact your boss, Gaitor, within the next ten seconds, or I’m going to take you down, cuff you, and toss your idiotic, puffed-up ass in the nearest confinement facility.”

			She saw it in his eyes, saw the twitch of his hand. “You reach for that weapon, Deputy, and you won’t have use of your hand for a week. But you won’t need it as I’ll have twisted your undersized dick into a pretzel so even the thought of jerking off will cause you unspeakable pain.”

			“Jesus, Max, ease back.” The first deputy took his fellow by the arm. “I contacted the sheriff, Lieutenant. He’s coming out. We can walk over and meet him.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			“I love watching her work,” Roarke commented to Feeney.

			“Was kind of hoping that asshole would reach for his weapon. Better show that way.”

			“Maybe next time.”

			Gaitor strode ahead, intercepting a man Eve recognized as Hyer. Hyer listened, shook his head. Then he pulled off his hat, rubbed his hand over his head before jabbing a finger toward one of the patrol cars.

			Gaitor peeled off, stiff-legged. Hyer walked toward Eve.

			“What’s New York doing dropping out of the sky in that big, black son of a bitch?”

			“Search warrant, relating to two homicides on my turf. Lieutenant Dallas,” she added, offering a hand. “Homicide, NYPSD.”

			“Jim Hyer, sheriff. And ain’t this a kick in the gonads? You threaten to manhandle and detain my deputy, New York City?”

			“I did.”

			“I’m betting he earned it. Got us a hell of a thing here. School president found dead as a split trout inside her private quarters.”

			“That would be Samuels, Evelyn?”

			“It would.”

			“And would cause of death be stabbing? Single wound, medical scalpel, to the heart.”

			His eyes leveled, considered hers. “That would be one hundred percent correct. Gonna have to get you a stuffed ladybird as your prize this afternoon. We going to do some tit for tat here, New York City?”

			“No problem for me. Peabody? My partner, Detective Peabody. I have with me the captain of our EDD sector and an EDD detective, two doctors, an APA, and an expert consultant, civilian. We’ll be at your disposal on your homicide, Sheriff, and will share the data that will link yours to ours.”

			“Can’t ask for better than that. You want to see the body, I expect.”

			“I do. If the rest of my team can be shown where to wait, my partner and I will take a look at your scene.”

			“Freddie, take care of these nice tourists. It’s the damnedest thing,” he continued as they walked toward the main building of the Academy. “Victim had an appointment with some rich woman from out of state. Witness statements—those we’ve taken so far—and security cameras show them doing a quick tour, then going into the victim’s quarters. Refreshments were ordered prior and already in place. Eleven minutes later, the woman walks out, shuts the door, strolls out of the building and into the car she came with. Driver heads out, and they’re gone.”

			He snapped a finger. “We got the vehicle, make, model, and its plates from the cameras. Duly registered in the name of the woman. We got her cold on the discs. Name of Desiree Frost.”

			“It’ll be bogus,” Eve told him.

			“Is that a fact?”

			Schools never failed to give Eve the jitters, but she walked with Hyer across the great hall. It was silent as a tomb.

			“Where do you have the students, the staff?”

			“Moved the whole kit and caboodle to the theater in another building. They’re secure.”

			They walked up the wide steps, stopped at the doorway of the scene. Eve saw, with some relief, that the body had not yet been moved. Inside were three people, two still wearing the protective suits of crime scene and the third examining the body.

			“What we got here is Dr. Richards, our local ME, and Joe and Billy—they’re forensics.”

			Eve nodded to them as she and Peabody sealed up. “Any problem if we record this?”

			“Not for me,” Hyer said.

			“Record on. Let’s get started.”
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			WHEN EVE COMPLETED HER EXAMINATION OF the scene and the body, she stepped back out. “I’d like my EDD team to run the electronics. And I’d like my civilian consultant to take a look at the scene.”

			“You going to tell me why?”

			“I have two victims, male, who were killed by the same method. Those victims have an association with this institution.”

			“You’re talking about the Icoves.”

			Impatience rippled through her. “If you know, why are you wasting my time?”

			“Just want to hear your angle. I see a body get that way by the same method used to kill two prominent doctors in New York, it gets me thinking. And I recall the picture flashed on of the suspect, and she’s a pretty young thing. I got a pretty young thing as my prime, too. Don’t look like the same pretty young thing, so maybe there’s more than one. Or maybe if I run those two images through the computer for a match, they will. So why does some woman—or women—who wants two city doctors dead come all the way out here to kill the head of a girls’ school?”

			“We have reason to believe the killer or killers attended this institution.”

			Hyer glanced back inside. “Must’ve been damn unhappy with her grade point average.”

			“School’s a bitch. You’ve been sheriff a number of years. How many times have you been called out here?”

			He had a thin mouth, but there was considerable charm in it when it curved up slow. “This would make one. Been out off duty plenty of times. The theater puts on plays three, four times a year. Open to the public. My wife likes that kind of thing. And they have a garden tour every spring. She usually drags me to that.”

			“Does it seem odd to you that in all this time, you never got a call about some homesick kid climbing over the wall. Or a theft, an unattended death, vandalism.”

			“Maybe it has. But I can’t come out and complain they’re not making trouble.”

			“You ever know of one of the girls hooking up with a local boy, or going into town and getting into trouble?”

			“Nope. They don’t go in, and yeah, I figured it odd. Enough that when my wife dragged me out here, I poked around a little, asked some questions. Nothing to go on,” he said with another glance around. “Nothing but a gut thing, you get me?”

			“Yeah, I get you.”

			“But it’s a snooty school and we’re small change, so there’s nothing I can pin that gut thing on. Now, there’s been a few times some of the young boys tried to get in, over the wall, over the gate. That’s natural enough. Security picks them up before they get on the grounds. I’m giving, New York,” he added. “I don’t feel like I’m getting.”

			“I’m sorry. I can’t tell you much. I’m under Code Blue.”

			Now his eyes widened. “That’s higher than I expected.”

			“I can tell you we have strong reasons to believe that there’s more going on here than education. Your gut’s not wrong, Sheriff. I need to let my team loose. I need to see the security discs and the student records. I need to interview witnesses.”

			“Give me something more. Show of faith.”

			“Wilfred Icove was murdered by a woman who attended this institution and subsequently vanished. There are no records of her after that date, and no missing persons was filed. We believe her official data was fabricated, by or with the knowledge of her victim. We believe she killed, or had a part in killing Wilfred Icove, Jr. And that she and an accomplice just dumped this homicide in your lap. This school is the breeding ground for that. I don’t think she’s finished. I think there’s data here that will help us both. I’ll give you everything I’m authorized to give. And when I’m able to give you more, you’ll get that, too.”

			“You think this place is some sort of cult?”

			“Not that simple. I’ve got two doctors with me. They could examine some of the students. One is a licensed counselor. She could help them with the trauma of the situation.”

			“They got doctors and counselors on staff.”

			“I’d like ours to handle it.”

			“All right.”

			“Thanks. Peabody, brief the team. You can help Sheriff Hyer with the ID match shortly. Have Roarke meet me at the scene in ten.”

			She studied the security vid. It was a good alteration, Eve decided. The hair was so bold, it drew the eye, and the face was fuller. Softer. Cooler skin tone, different eye color. Shape of the mouth, too. Must’ve used an appliance for that.

			“It’s her,” Eve said. “If you weren’t expecting her, if you weren’t looking, you wouldn’t make her. She’s good. You’ll want to run the program to be sure—and you’ve got her hands, her ears—but that’s her.”

			Or maybe one of her, Eve thought. How could she be sure?

			“Vic doesn’t make her,” Eve added. “It’s all . . .”

			She trailed off, staring as Diana Rodriguez came down the stairs on the vid.

			What was it like, she wondered, to see yourself walking toward you. The child you were.

			She thought of herself at that age. A loner, marking time, with so many wounds under the mask it was a wonder she hadn’t bled to death.

			She’d been nothing like this beautiful young girl who stopped and appeared to speak politely to the older women. Nothing near as poised, nothing near as confident.

			Eve swallowed the exclamation when she saw Deena’s and Diana’s eyes meet.

			She knows. The kid knows.

			And she watched them each glance back as they walked in opposite directions and thought: Not just knows. Understands. Approves.

			Well, why wouldn’t she? They’re the same person.

			“Want me to run it forward?” Hyer asked her when Samuels and Deena walked into the sitting room.

			“Huh? Yeah, please.”

			“Nobody came near the door during the elapsed time,” he continued. “No transmissions in or out, either.” He stopped the disc, resumed at real time. “Here she comes.”

			“Cool. The same as with Icove. She doesn’t hurry, she just . . . She took something from the room.”

			“How you figure?”

			“Her bag. Her purse, it’s heavier. Look how she’s got her body angled to adjust for the weight. Run it back, run it back to when she went inside, freeze and split the screen with her exit.”

			He obliged, pulled on his bottom lip as they both studied. “Could be, could be. Missed it. Bag’s not big, so she couldn’t have taken anything bigger than—”

			“Discs. What do you bet she took discs or records. She doesn’t kill to steal, not for profit. Vic had good jewelry on. It’d be information—that slides right in.”

			She took Roarke to the murder scene. “What do you see?” she demanded.

			“A nicely appointed sitting room. Female, but not overly fussy. Very neat, very upscale.”

			“What don’t you see?”

			“No security cameras, as there are in other areas. But,” he continued as he took out what appeared to be a memo book, “that’s what makes it private. And it is. No eyes in here.”

			“Okay. So we have private. No eyes, soundproofed. She’d have an office, and maybe more than one. She’d have living quarters, and we’ll get to all that. But this is her little sanctuary, in the main building. She might have secret data, journals, records, and so on elsewhere. But why have a little sanctuary if you don’t use it? Deena took something out of here, something she put in her handbag. But . . . what do you see?”

			He took another, longer measure of the room. “Everything in its place. Very ordered and tasteful. Balanced. Much like, though in smaller scale, the Icove home. No signs it’s been searched or anything taken. How long did she have in here?”

			“Eleven minutes.”

			“Then, particularly considering she killed in that time frame, whatever she took was in plain view, or she knew just where to find it.”

			“I’m going with door number two, because she wouldn’t have been after a damn vase, or a souvenir. And our vic isn’t going to have any incriminating data in the open. This isn’t thrill killing, it’s purposeful. She knew the routine.”

			Knew it, Eve thought. Practiced her way through it.

			“Samuels met with parents or guardians of potential students in here. Not that they took in many from the outside, just enough to add income and diversity. Keep up a strong public rep. She interviewed potential staff in one of her offices. Deena could’ve gone that route, but she chose this one. She wanted in here. She wanted something in here in addition to terminating Samuels. Let’s find the hole.”

			She went to a small desk first. It was obvious, but sometimes things were obvious for a reason.

			“I’m going to have to convince Hyer to let me transport the body to New York.”

			Roarke ran his fingers delicately over walls, around art. “Because?”

			“I want Morris on it. Just Morris. I want to know if she had face and/or body work. I want to run a match program on her with images of Wilson’s wife, Eva Samuels.”

			He stopped long enough to look back at her. “You think she was a clone. Eva Samuels’s clone.”

			“Yeah, I do.” She hunkered down to search under a table. “And when I was examining the body, I learned something.”

			“What?”

			“They bleed and die like anybody else.”

			“If you’re right about Deena, they kill, like their naturally conceived counterparts. Ah, there we are.”

			“Found it?”

			“Seems I have.” He drew out the wall screen as she rose and crossed to him. “Now this is a beauty,” he murmured, dancing his fingers over the face of the wall vault. “Titanium core with a duraplast shell. Triple combination including voice code. Incorrect sequence will automatically reset it to an alternate combination and code, while triggering silent alarms in all or any of five selected locations.”

			“And you know that by looking at it.”

			“As I’d recognize a Renoir, darling Eve. Art is art, after all. I’ll need some time with it.”

			“Take it, tag me when you’re in. I need to check in with the rest of the team and get some statements.”

			She contacted Mira and met her outside the theater. “What’s your take?”

			“They’re children, Eve. Young girls. Frightened, confused, excited.”

			“Dr. Mira—”

			“They’re children,” she repeated, and the strain showed in her voice. “However they came to be. They need to be comforted, protected, reassured.”

			“What the hell do you think I’m going to do, round them up for mass extermination?”

			“Some will want just that. They’re not us, they’re artificial. Abominations. Others will want to examine them, study them, as they would a mouse in a lab.”

			“What do you think he did? I’m sorry it hurts you, but what do you think he did with them, all these years, but examine and study them, test and train them.”

			“I think he loved them.”

			“Oh, fuck that.” Eve spun around, strode a few paces away in an attempt to cool her blood.

			“Was he right, was he moral?” Mira lifted her hands, as if to reach out. “No, not on any level. But I can’t believe they were nothing but experiments to him. Means to an end. They’re beautiful girls. Bright, healthy. They—”

			“He made damn sure of that.” Eve whirled back. “Damn sure they met and maintained his specifications. Where are the ones who didn’t? And these?” She swung her arm toward the theater doors. “What are their choices. None. His choices, his vision, his standards, every one. What makes him different, at the core, than a man like my father? Breeding me, locking me up like a rat in a cage, training me. Icove had more brains, and we’ll assume his training methods didn’t include beatings, starvation, rape. But he created, imprisoned, and sold his creations.”

			“Eve—”

			“No! You listen to me. Deena might have been a reasoned adult when she killed him. She may not have been in fear for her life. But I know what she felt. I know why she drove that knife into his heart. Until he was dead, she was still in the cage. It won’t stop me from tracking her down, from doing my job to the best of my capabilities. But she didn’t kill an innocent. She didn’t assassinate a saint. If you’re not capable of putting aside your image of him as one, I can’t use you.”

			“How objective are you, when you see him as a monster?”

			“The evidence portrays him as a monster,” Eve snapped back. “But I’ll use that evidence in my attempts to identify, apprehend, and incarcerate his killer or killers. Right now I’ve got nearly eighty minor females in there—and this doesn’t speak to the nearly two hundred at the college—who may or may not have legitimate legal guardianship. They have to be accessed and interviewed, and yes, fucking A, they have to be protected. Because none of this is their fault. It’s his. While I’m dealing with them, I want you to go back, wait in the transpo until such time as I can arrange to have you taken back to New York.”

			“Don’t you speak to me that way. And don’t treat me like one of the screwups you enjoy slapping back.”

			“I’ll speak to you any way I damn well please, and you will obey my orders. I’m primary on the homicide investigations of both Wilfred B. Icoves. You’re here under my authority. And you are screwing up. You either go back to the transpo on your own, or I’ll have you escorted.”

			She may have looked tired, but Mira went toe-to-toe. “You can’t interview those children without me. I’m a licensed counselor. You can’t interview minors without the presence of a licensed counselor without the express permission of said minor’s parents or legal guardians.”

			“I’ll use Louise.”

			“Louise isn’t NYPSD-authorized in this capacity. So to borrow a phrase, Lieutenant, bite me.”

			Mira turned on her heel and stormed back inside.

			Eve kicked the door behind her. When her ’link beeped, she yanked it out. “What, goddamn it.”

			“I’m in,” Roarke told her. “And have a look.”

			She scowled at her screen as he turned his ’link so she could view the empty vault. “Great. Terrific. Hit her offices next, pass anything you find to Feeney.”

			“Happy to oblige. Oh, Lieutenant, you might want to yank out whatever foreign entity’s crawled up your ass before it ruins the line of your suit.”

			“I’m too busy to be amused.” She snapped off the ’link, then marched into the theater. “I want Diana Rodriguez,” she told Mira, “in a private area.”

			“There’s a small lounge one level down.”

			“Fine. Bring her.” As she walked away, Eve took out her communicator. “Peabody. Report.”

			“Computer match on Flavia and Frost. No result, as yet, on the APB out on her or the vehicle. I’m checking all transpo stations within a hundred-mile radius.”

			Eve took a moment, cleared her mind. “Check on any flights leaving any local stations for New York City and the Hamptons. You have the list of other properties under the Icove name?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Add them. Whatever you find, we need passenger lists. We need all private transpos to all or any of those locations.”

			“On that.”

			Eve broke off, beeped Feeney. “Give me something.”

			“Working on it. School’s units have layers, more shields than the frigging Pentagon. But we’re knocking them out. Might have something for you on the exterior cams. Maybe a partial on the driver.”

			“I’ll take it. Send it to me.”

			“Let me play with it a little first. See if I can clean it up and enhance.”

			“ASAP, then.”

			She was calmer, Eve decided. That was good. The go-round with Mira had stirred her up. And had stirred up emotions and memories she’d worked viciously to suppress throughout the investigation. Couldn’t afford them, she reminded herself as she hunted up the lounge. Couldn’t afford to think about what she’d been, where she’d been, what had been done to her.

			The lounge was bright, cheerful, equipped with choice vending machines, three AutoChefs, long, clean counters, colorful tables and comfortable chairs. There was an entertainment unit, and she noted a prime selection of vids.

			She’d been kept in dirty rooms, often in the dark. Denied food. Denied companionship.

			But a silk-lined cage, she thought, was still a cage.

			She eyed one of the vending machines. She needed a hit, but there was no one around to run interference between her and the evil machine. She studied it, jingling loose credits in her pocket.

			She’d nearly cracked when she heard footsteps. Instead, she settled at one of the colorful tables and waited.

			The kid was a beauty. Gleaming dark hair, deep, dark eyes. Her face would fine down more, Eve supposed, lose some of the roundless of youth. She wasn’t quite gangly, but was closing in on that stage.

			“Diana, this is Lieutenant Dallas.”

			“Good afternoon, Lieutenant.”

			Eve dug out the credits. “Hey, kid, why don’t you get us something to drink. Whatever you want. I’ll have a Pepsi. Doctor?”

			“I’m fine, thank you.”

			At least someone else had a foreign entity up her butt, Eve thought.

			“I have academic and athletic credit,” Diana said as she approached Vending. “I’m happy to use them for our drinks. Diana Rodriguez,” she said to the machine. “Blue Level 505. One Pepsi and one orange fizzy, please. I have a guest.”

			
				Good afternoon, Diana. Request granted. Your credits will be deducted.

			

			“Would you like a glass and ice, Lieutenant Dallas?”

			“No, just the tube, thanks.”

			Diana brought both tubes to the table, sat, her movements neat and efficient. “Dr. Mira said you needed to speak to me about what happened to Ms. Samuels.”

			“That’s right. Do you know what happened to Ms. Samuels?”

			“She was killed.” Her voice remained polite, without a single tremor of upset or excitement. “Her personal assistant, Abigail, found her dead in her private quarters at about eleven-thirty this morning. Abigail was very upset, and she screamed. I was on the stairs, and I saw her run out and scream. Everything was very confused for a while, then the police came.”

			“What were you doing on the stairs?”

			“We’d made soufflés earlier today in culinary science. I had a question I wanted to ask my instructor.”

			“You were nearby earlier that morning, and spoke with Ms. Samuels.”

			“Yes, that was when I was leaving culinary science for my next class, Philosophy. Ms. Samuels was greeting a guest in the great hall.”

			“Did you know the guest?”

			“I’d never met her before.” Diana paused, took a small, tidy sip of her drink. “Ms. Samuels introduced her as Mrs. Frost, and said that Mrs. Frost was interested in sending her daughter to Brookhollow.”

			“Did Mrs. Frost speak to you?”

			“Yes, Lieutenant. I said that I was sure her daughter would enjoy attending Brookhollow. She said thank you.”

			“That’s it?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“I was looking at the security discs, and it seemed to me that there was more. Both you and Ms. Frost looked back at each other as you walked away.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Diana said without hesitation, her dark eyes level and clear. “I was a little embarrassed that she caught me looking. It isn’t polite. But I thought she was pretty, and I liked her hair.”

			“Did you know her?”

			“I’d never met her before today.”

			“That’s not what I asked. Did you know her, Diana?”

			“I don’t know Mrs. Frost.”

			Eve sat back. “You’re smart.”

			“I have an intelligence quotient of one hundred eighty-eight, with a nine point six on the practical application scale and a ten-point comprehension. My problem-solving scale rate is also ten.”

			“I just bet. If I told you I know this school isn’t what it pretends to be, what would you say?”

			“What is it pretending to be?”

			“Innocent.”

			Something flickered over Diana’s face. “When a human trait or emotion is applied to an inanimate object, it poses an interesting query. Is it the human element that expresses that trait or emotion, or can an object itself hold that trait or emotion?”

			“Yeah, you’re smart. Has anyone hurt you?”

			“No, Lieutenant.”

			“Do you know of anyone else here at Brookhollow who’s been hurt?”

			There was the slightest sparkle in those careful eyes. “Ms. Samuels. She was killed, and I assume it hurt.”

			“How do you feel about that? About Ms. Samuels being murdered.”

			“Murder is illegal and immoral. And I wonder who will run Brookhollow now.”

			“Where are your parents?”

			“They live in Argentina.”

			“Do you want to call them?”

			“No, ma’am. If it’s necessary, someone from the school will contact them.”

			“Do you want to leave Brookhollow?”

			For the first time, Diana hesitated. “I think my . . . mother will decide if I’m to stay or go.”

			“Do you want to leave?”

			“I’d like to be with her, when she thinks it’s right.”

			Eve leaned forward. “Do you understand I’m here to help you?”

			“I believe you’re here to do your sworn duty.”

			“I’ll help you get out.”

			“Eve,” Mira interrupted.

			“I will help her get out. Look at me, Diana. Look at me. You’re smart, and you know if I say I’ll do it, I’ll find a way. If you’re straight with me, you’ll walk out of here with me today, and never have to come back.”

			There were tears, just a glimmer of them, but they never fell. Then her eyes were dry. “My mother will tell me when it’s time for me to leave.”

			“Do you know Deena Flavia?”

			“I don’t know anyone by that name.”

			“Icove.”

			“Dr. Wilfred B. Icove was one of the founders of Brookhollow. The Icove family is one of our biggest benefactors.”

			“You know what happened to them?”

			“Yes, Lieutenant. We had a small service in our chapel yesterday to honor them. It’s a terrible tragedy.”

			“Do you know why it happened to them?”

			“It would be impossible for me to know the reason they were killed.”

			“I know why. I want to make it stop. The person who killed the Icoves and Ms. Samuels wants to make it stop, too. But her way is wrong. Killing is wrong.”

			“In wartime killing is necessary and encouraged. In some cases it’s considered heroic.”

			“Don’t play games with me,” Eve said impatiently. “Even if she considers it a war, she can’t get them all. But I can stop it. I can make it stop. Where do they make you?”

			“I don’t know. Will you destroy us?”

			“No. Jesus.” Eve reached over, gripped Diana’s hands. “No. Do they tell you that? Is that one of the ways to keep you here, keep you in line?”

			“No one will believe you. No one will believe me. I’m just a little girl.” She smiled when she said it, and looked ageless.

			“I believe you. Dr. Mira believes you.”

			“Others—higher authorities, or smaller minds—if they believe, they’ll destroy or lock away. Life’s important; I want to keep mine. I want to go now, back with the other girls. Please.”

			“I’ll stop the tests, the training.”

			“I believe you. But I can’t help you. May I be excused?”

			“All right. Go on.”

			Diana rose. “I don’t know where I began,” she said. “I don’t remember anything before the age of five.”

			“Could it be here?”

			“I don’t know. I hope she does. Thank you, Lieutenant.”

			“I’ll take her back.” Mira got to her feet. “Would you like me to bring in another student?”

			“No. I want whoever’s next in line of authority. Vice president.”

			“Ms. Sisler,” Diana told Eve. “Or Ms. Montega.”

			Eve nodded, had gestured Mira to take Diana out, when her communicator beeped. “Dallas, what’ve you got?”

			“You alone?” Feeney asked.

			“Yeah, for the moment.”

			“I got enough of a match on the driver’s ear, left hand, profile to just squeak by getting a warrant on Avril Icove.”

			“Son of a bitch. Avril Icove was seen by numerous people, including Louise and Roarke, at the same time. Going to be an interesting interview. Wrap it up, haul it in. We’re going to organize a full search, cooperating with the locals. I need you heading that. We’ll get droids from our house to maintain the security of the operation. I’ll leave you McNab, but I need Peabody. Tag Reo, give her what you’ve got and have her arrange the warrant. I’m going to pick up our suspect.”
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			IT TOOK TIME, AND SHE CHAFED AT IT. TIME TO requisition, receive, and program a team of search droids that Feeney could oversee. Time to do the diplomacy dance with the locals. Time to wait while Reo argued her way into a warrant.

			“Questioning as possible witness to a crime,” Reo said. “That’s the best you’re going to get with Feeney’s partial match. Particularly given that Avril Icove gave a live screen interview at the WBI Center at eleven this morning to Nadine Furst, as part of a three-part series of one-on-ones. Furst sure as hell ropes them in. You can pull Avril Icove in for questioning, but you’re not going to get an arrest warrant.”

			“I’ll take what I can get.”

			Peabody came up at a half-jog. “No progress on the suspect or the vehicle. No name match on any of the known names she’s used on any transport, public or private. Had a number of privates, and was able to eliminate all but three. None to New York, city or state, but we’ve got privates to Buenos Aires, Argentina, Chicago, and Rome, Italy. Icove property or facilities in each location.”

			“Argentina. Shit.” Eve yanked out her communicator, keyed in her notes, and contacted Whitney. “Sir, I need International Relations. I believe Rodriguez, Hector, and Cruz, Magdalene, listed as Diana Rodriguez’s parents, may be in immediate danger. The probability is high that Deena is there, or en route. I need the locals to put them in protective custody.”

			“This widens to international, we won’t be able to keep our grip on it for long.”

			“I don’t think I’ll need long. I’m bringing Avril Icove in for questioning.”

			It was after eight P.M. when Eve approached the Icove residence. The house was dark but for the security lights.

			“Maybe she’s at the beach house. Or she’s grabbed the kids and gone rabbit.”

			“I don’t think so.” Eve pressed the bell, produced her badge for the security plate. The same do-not-disturb message relayed, and she countermanded.

			The household droid answered. “Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. Mrs. Icove and the children are in seclusion and don’t wish to be disturbed. I’m to ask if your business can wait until morning.”

			“It can’t. Tell Mrs. Icove to come down.”

			“As you wish. Will you step into the living room?”

			“Not this time. Just get her.”

			The droid started up the stairs, and Avril started down. Household security cameras, Eve thought. She’d watched and heard.

			“Lieutenant, Detective. You have some news on the investigation?”

			“I have a legal writ requiring you to accompany me to Central for questioning.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“We have reason to believe you were a witness to a homicide this morning at Brookhollow Academy.”

			“I’ve been in New York all day. My father-in-law’s memorial.”

			“Yeah, interesting how that works. We’ve identified Deena Flavia. I spoke with Diana Rodriguez personally. Yeah, that gives you a little jolt,” Eve observed when Avril visibly jerked back. “I’ve got enough to start blowing the schools, the Center, and several other facilities wide open. And when I do, I’m going to find more, enough to arrest you and Flavia on multiple counts of conspiracy to murder. But for now, Mrs. Icove, you’re a witness. We’re going downtown to talk about it.”

			“My children. They’re resting. It’s been a hideous day for them.”

			“I bet it has. If you’re not comfortable leaving them with their care droid, I can arrange for a representative from Child Protection—”

			“No! No,” she said more calmly. “I’ll leave instructions with the household. I’m entitled to contact someone, aren’t I?”

			“You’re entitled to ask for and receive a lawyer or representative or to contact the representative of your choosing. That party can demand to verify the writ, and be present during interview.”

			“I’ll need a moment to contact someone, to see to my children’s welfare.”

			She went to the ’link first, ordered privacy mode, turned her back. Her voice remained at a murmur throughout. When she clicked off, turned, the fear on her face was gone.

			She brought all three droids in, giving specific and detailed instructions on what to do should either or both of the children wake, what they were to be told. The do-not-disturb was to go on and remain on until she countermanded.

			“It’s important that my representatives meet me here, and that we all go in together. Can you indulge me an hour?”

			“Why is that?”

			“I’ll answer your questions. You have my word.” Avril linked her fingers together, seemed to dig for calm. “You think you know, but you don’t. An hour isn’t so long to wait, and it may be less than that. In any case, I’d very much like to change, then to look in on the children before we go.”

			“All right. Peabody.”

			“I’ll go with you, Mrs. Icove.”

			Alone, Eve used the time to check in with Feeney.

			“In a lab now, attached to a kind of clinic. They’re billing it as an in-house treatment, evaluation, and teaching center. How they monitor the kids’ health, well-being, nutritional index, and give instruction on medical shit. Treat minor injuries here, have sims for students. Got six medical staff, rotating, and two med-droids on, twenty-four/seven. Place is equipped with all the latest. So much latest I’ve never seen some of it before. I’m working on the data centers and scanners. It’s early yet, but it’s looking like students are required to have weekly exams.”

			“Extreme, but not illegal.”

			“Give me time,” Feeney promised.

			She moved from him to Roarke, who had made it home. “I’m going to be really late.”

			“I suspected as much. With my absolute confidence in you, I’m wagering you’ll close this by morning, then be entitled to—and willing to—take at least a few hours personal.”

			“For what?”

			“Mad sex would be nice, but as some of my relations will be here tomorrow afternoon—”

			“Tomorrow. It’s not Thanksgiving tomorrow.” Was it?

			“No, but it’s the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, and they’ll be staying a few days. As we discussed.”

			“Yeah, but we didn’t discuss Wednesday, specifically, right?”

			“You didn’t even know tomorrow was Wednesday.”

			“Beside the point. I’ll shake some time loose if I can. Right now, I’ve got a big, fat mess waiting to crap all over me.”

			“You’ve had the shittiest imagery going lately. Still, it might perk you up to know I’ve got a line on more of the money.”

			“Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Where—”

			“Darling, of course, you’re welcome. Don’t think a thing about the fact I’ve been wracking my brain over this little chore.”

			“Jeez. Okay, thanks. Kiss, kiss. Gimme.”

			“I adore you. There are times I don’t comprehend why, but still, I adore you. There’s what you could call a funnel leading out of Brookhollow, and—”

			“Out of the school? They used the schools to disburse funds? Forget kiss, kiss. This plays out, I’ll screw you blind and deaf, first op.”

			“That sounds lovely, I’ll check my schedule. Meanwhile, yes, they’ve used the school to wash the funds, then funnel it out to various accounts, under various nonprofit organizations—including Unilab—set up—”

			“Nonprofit?” She did a little victory dance. “I’ll wear costumes, your choice.”

			“Well now, that is interesting. I’ve always had a little yen for—”

			“We’ll talk about it later. Document it, get me every little detail you can manage. If I can show they used the school for laundering unreported income, channeling it into nonprofits, I can use RICO, tax fraud, all manner of juicy stuff, and have those schools shut down whether or not we find anything wonky on premises.”

			“You’ll have to hand it to Federal.”

			“I won’t give a rat’s ass. You know how long it would take to ferret out every facility where they might be doing this work, aspects of this work, moving girls out? But you cut off the funding, you cut off the work. I gotta go, somebody’s coming to the door. Might be Avril’s rep. I’ll get back to you.”

			She started toward the door with a little spring in her step. She could see how it could work, nearly all the way through.

			Then she heard the security green light go on. She drew her weapon as the front door opened.

			And held it steady even as her heart gave a little thud.

			Two women stood just beyond the threshold. They were identical—face, hair, body. Even down to clothes and jewelry.

			Both gave her a slow, sober smile. “Lieutenant Dallas, we’re Avril Icove,” they said together.

			“Hands behind your heads, turn and face the wall.”

			“We’re unarmed,” they said.

			“Hands behind your heads,” Eve repeated levelly. “Turn and face the wall.”

			They obeyed, their movements in synch. Eve took out her communicator. “Peabody, secure the witness. Bring her down now.”

			“On our way.”

			Eve patted each of them down. Weird, she thought, to feel exactly the same shape, the same textures.

			“We’ve come to answer your questions,” the one on the right told her.

			“We’ll waive the right to an attorney at this time.” Both glanced over their shoulders. “We’ll give you full cooperation.”

			“That’ll be peachy.”

			They glanced up, toward the stairs, and each smiled.

			“Oh wow.” Peabody’s voice had a kick that was both shock and excitement. “Surreal Town.”

			Eve waited while the woman with Peabody took her place with the others. “Which one of you is Avril Icove of this address?”

			“We are Avril Icove. We’re the same.”

			“Yeah.” Eve cocked her head. “This is going to be some party. In.” She gestured to the living area. “Sit. Quiet.”

			They moved the same, she noted. She couldn’t detect the slightest difference in rhythm or stride.

			“What do we do now?” Peabody spoke in undertones, her eyes locked on the three women.

			“Change of venue, for one. We can’t take them into Central, not on Code Blue. We take them out quickly, discreetly, to my place. We’ll set up there. Contact Whitney. He’s going to want to be in on this.” She pulled out her ’link, called home.

			“Moving to Plan B here,” she told Roarke.

			“Which is?”

			“Working on that. I’m going to need a contained interview area, and a secondary area for observation. I’m bringing in . . . Better just show you.”

			She turned her ’link, panned the three women who sat together on the sofa.

			“Ah. That’s interesting.”

			“Yeah, I’m riveted. We’re coming now.”

			She pocketed her ’link, holstered her weapon. “Here’s how it’s going to work. The three of you are going out, getting directly into the rear of my vehicle. Any one of you tries to resist or run, you’re all going to spend the night in a cage. You’ll be taken to a secure location where the interview will be conducted. You’re not under arrest at this point, but you are under obligation to attend this interview. You each have the right to remain silent.”

			They did so as she recited the Revised Miranda.

			“Do you understand your rights and obligations?”

			“We do.” Their voices blended like one.

			“Peabody, let’s move it out.”

			There was no resistance. Each slid gracefully into the waiting car, linked hands. And spoke not a word.

			Did they communicate telepathically? Eve wondered as she got behind the wheel. Or did they have to communicate at all? Were their thoughts simply the same thoughts?

			That didn’t work for her, but it was a hell of a puzzle.

			Clever of them, she decided, to have coordinated the outfits. Gave the observer a bigger jolt and merged them into a unit. It’d be wise to remember they were smart women.

			Intelligence had been one of Icove’s prerequisites in his work. Maybe if he hadn’t insisted his creations be so smart, he’d still be alive.

			She signalled Peabody to remain silent as well and began to outline her strategies.

			“You have a remarkable home,” one of them said when Eve drove through the gates.

			The next smiled. “We’ve always wanted to see the inside.”

			“Even,” the third finished, “under such unusual circumstances.”

			Rather than respond, Eve continued up the drive, then parked in front of the house. She and Peabody flanked the trio and escorted them to the door.

			Roarke opened it himself. “Ladies,” he said, smooth as ever.

			“Secured?”

			He glanced at Eve. “Yes. If you’d come this way.”

			He took them to the foyer elevator, a snug fit for six. “Level-three meeting room,” he ordered.

			Eve wasn’t sure she knew they had a level-three meeting room, but kept that information to herself as the elevator began to glide.

			When the doors opened she recognized the area, vaguely, as one Roarke used on occasions when he had live or holo-meetings too large to suit his office space.

			There was a glossy conference table in the center of the room, with two seating areas on either end. A long, gleaming bar rode one wall, backed with sparkling mirrors. On its opposite was a data and communication center.

			“Sit,” Eve ordered. “And wait. Peabody, stand for the moment.” She gestured to Roarke and walked out with him into the hall.

			“Observation behind the mirrors?”

			“There, yes. Also the room is under full video and audio. Your observers can sit comfortably in the adjoining lounge. Why aren’t you fascinated?”

			“I am, but I have to think. They’re tricky. They’ve been waiting for this, on some level, all their lives. They’re prepared.”

			“What they are is unified.”

			“Yeah. Maybe they don’t have a choice on the unification. I don’t know. How can we know? They’re not sweating this. She was—the first one. But as soon as she made the call, she smoothed out. Show me observation.”

			She went with him into a spacious sitting room, all muted colors and relaxation. Glass doors opened onto one of the many terraces, and an entertainment screen spread out on the connecting wall.

			“Screen on,” Roarke instructed. “Observation mode. Engage audio.”

			It seemed as though the wall melted. She could see the whole of the meeting room. Peabody stood by the door, her face schooled in professional blankness. The three women sat at one end of the table. Their hands remained linked.

			Eve slid her hands into the pockets of the coat she’d forgotten she had on. “They don’t say ‘I,’ they say ‘we.’ Is that smart or is it honest?”

			“Maybe it’s both. But smart’s a factor. Dress, hairstyle identical. That’s calculated.”

			“Yeah.” She nodded. She took out her communicator, buzzed Peabody. “Privacy mode,” she ordered, waited. “Leave them there for now, come out, turn right, come in through the first door.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“They’ll know you’re watching,” Roarke pointed out. “They’re used to being watched.”

			“Hey,” Peabody said as she came in, saw the observation window. “More frost in a series of frosty events and happenings. Is it just me, or does that have a very high creepy factor?”

			“Imagine how it is for them,” Eve countered. “Whitney?”

			“He’s coming in, as is Chief Tibble. He’s requested Dr. Mira attend.”

			Eve felt her back tighten. “Why?”

			“I don’t make a habit of questioning the commander.” She said it piously. “I like being a detective.”

			Eve paced the length of the glass. There wasn’t so much as a murmur from inside. And the women sat, relaxed. “We ID them through prints first, request they voluntarily provide DNA samples, test those. We’re going to make damn sure what we’re dealing with. We can start that before the observation team arrives.”

			Putting it into order in her head, Eve shrugged out of her coat. “Let’s separate them while we’re running the ID. They won’t like that.”

			As she expected, she saw the first crack in composure when she returned and ordered Peabody to escort one of the women from the room.

			“We want to stay together.”

			“Routine. You’ll need to be identified and questioned separately at this time.” She tapped one of the two remaining on the shoulder. “If you’ll come with me.”

			“We’re here to cooperate. But we want to stay together.”

			“This won’t take long.” She took her Avril out and into a small parlor where she’d placed an ID kit. “I can’t question you until I verify your identification. I’m going to ask you to submit to print scan, and to give me a DNA sample.”

			“You know who we are. You know what we are.”

			“For the record. Do you agree?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are you the Avril Icove I spoke with after Wilfred Icove Jr.’s murder?”

			“We’re the same. We’re one.”

			“Right. But one of you was there. One was at the beach. Where was the third?”

			“We can’t be together physically often. But we’re always together.”

			“That’s starting to sound like Free-Ager pap. Prints verified as Icove, Avril. DNA. Hair or spit?” she asked.

			“Wait.” Avril closed her eyes, drew a breath. When she opened her eyes again there were tears. She picked up a swab, coated it with her own tears, handed it to Eve.

			“Neat trick.” Eve inserted the swab into her portable scanner. “Are all your emotions manufactured?”

			“We feel. We love and hate, laugh and cry. But we’re well trained.”

			“I bet. We broke Icove’s code on his personal logs. This is going to take a few minutes.” She let the scanner hum, studied Avril. “What about your children? Did he create them?”

			“No. They’re only children.” Everything about her softened. “Conceived in our body. They’re innocent, and have to be protected. If you give us your word you’ll protect our children, we’ll believe you.”

			“I’ll do everything I can to protect the children.” She read the scanner. “Avril.”

			All three were tested. According to scanners and readouts, all three were the same person.

			Eve joined the observation team, which included Reo. Once again, she had Peabody remain in the room with the reunited women.

			“DNA matches. No question to the ID. What we’ve got in there are all legally, biologically Avril Icove.”

			“It should be unbelievable,” Tibble commented.

			“What it is, is fraught with legal minefields,” Reo put in. “How do you question a witness and/or suspect when you have three who are the same?”

			“By using the fact they’re coming here as a single unit,” Eve said to Reo. “That’s their stand, so we use it.”

			“Physiologically that may be true. But emotionally . . .” Mira shook her head. “They haven’t had the same experiences, they haven’t lived the same lives. There will be differences between them.”

			“DNA samples. One gave me a tear. Rolled it out on command. The other two went with saliva. Number one was showing off. But all three made identical requests that the children be protected.”

			“The relationship between mother and child is one of the most primal. While only one gave birth . . .”

			“Two kids,” Eve interrupted. “We don’t know, unless they agree to an exam, if two of the three gave birth.”

			A fresh flicker of horror ran over Mira’s face. “Yes, you’re right. If . . . in any case, with the intimate connection between these women, their primal instinct toward the children could very well be just as intimate.”

			“Could they communicate telepathically?”

			“I can’t say.” Mira lifted her hands. “Genetically, they’re identical. It’s likely their early environment was as well. But at some point they were separated. Identical siblings are known to have a unique bond, to sense each other’s thoughts. Even those separated by years of time or miles of distance have proved to have this connection. It’s also possible they might be sensitives. That this quality was either inherent in the cell used to create them or evolved due to their extraordinary circumstance.”

			“I need to get started.”

			They looked up, as one, as Eve entered the room. For form she walked to a recorder, engaged.

			“Interview with Avril Icove regarding the unlawful deaths of Wilfred B. Icove, Sr., and Wilfred B. Icove, Jr. Mrs. Icove, have you been informed of your rights and obligations?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you understand these rights and obligations?”

			“Yes.”

			“It would make it easier, for the purposes of this interview, if you would speak one at a time.”

			They glanced at each other. “It’s difficult to know what you expect from us.”

			“Let’s shoot for the truth. You.” She pointed to the woman at the corner of the table. “For now, you can answer. Which one of you lived at the location where Wilfred Icove, Jr., was murdered?”

			“We’ve all lived there, at one time or another.”

			“Through your choice or because you were directed into this situation by your husband or father-in-law?”

			“It was the arrangement our father dictated. Always. Choice? It isn’t always an option.”

			“You call him your father.”

			“He was the father. We’re his children.”

			“Biologically?”

			“No. But he made us.”

			“As he did Deena Flavia.”

			“She’s our sister. Not biologically,” Avril added. “But emotionally. She’s like us. Not us, but like us.”

			“He created you, and others like you, through illegal procedures.”

			“He called it Quiet Birth. Should we explain?”

			“Yeah.” Eve sat, kicked back in the chair. “Why don’t you?”

			“During the wars, the father became friends with Jonah Wilson, the noted geneticist, and his wife, Eva Samuels.”

			“First, what’s your relationship to Eva Samuels? You have the same maiden name.”

			“There’s no relation. We’re not of her. The name was a convenience for them.”

			“Were your biological parents those listed as such on your official data?”

			“We don’t know who our parents were. But it’s doubtful.”

			“Okay, go on. Icove, Wilson, and Samuels hooked up.”

			“They were very interested in each other’s work. Though the father was, initially, skeptical and wary of Dr. Wilson’s more radical theories and experiments—”

			“Even then, you see,” the second Avril continued, “there were experiments. Though he was skeptical, he couldn’t deny his fascination. When his wife was killed, grief took him. She was carrying their daughter, and both were lost. He tried to reach them in time, to get to her body. But nothing was viable. He was too late.”

			“Too late to attempt to preserve her DNA, and potentially re-create her.”

			“Yes.” The third Avril smiled. “You understand. He couldn’t save his wife and the baby she carried. For all of his skill and knowledge, he was helpless, as he’d been to save his own mother. But he began to see what could be done. How many loved ones might be saved.”

			“By cloning.”

			“Quiet Birth.” The first took over again. “There were so many dead, so many lost. So many in pain. So many children, orphaned, injured. He intended to save them. Was driven to.”

			“By extraordinary means.”

			“They, the father and Wilson, worked in secret. The children, after all, so many of the children would never have real lives. They’d give them better. They’d give them the future.”

			“They used children they found in the wars?” Peabody demanded. “They took kids?”

			“This appalls you.”

			“Shouldn’t it?”

			“We were a child in the war. Dying. Our DNA was preserved, our cells taken. Should we have died then?”

			“Yes.”

			They looked back at Eve. And each nodded. “Yes. It’s the natural order. We should have been allowed to die, to stop being. But we weren’t. There were failures. And the failures were destroyed, or used for further study. Again and again, day after day, year after year, until there were five who were viable.”

			“There are two more of you?” Eve asked.

			“There were. We were born in April.”

			“Back up a minute. Where did he get the women who were implanted?”

			“There weren’t any. We weren’t developed in a human womb. We weren’t given even that gift. The wombs are artificial, a great achievement.” Now her voice hardened, and the anger simmering under it flashed into her eyes. “Every moment of development can be monitored. Every developing cell can be engineered, adjusted, manipulated. We have no mother.”

			“Where? Where is it done?”

			“We don’t know. We don’t remember the first years. It was erased. Drugs, treatments, hypnosis.”

			“Then how do you know what you’re telling me?”

			“Will. He shared some of this. He loved us, was proud of what we are. Was proud of his father and the achievements. Some we know from Deena, and some we learned when we began to question.”

			“Where are the other two?”

			“One died at six months. We were not able to sustain. The other . . .”

			They paused, linked hands. “We learned the other lived for five years. We lived five years. But we weren’t strong enough, and our intellect wasn’t developing according to the required levels. He killed us. He injected us as you might a terminally ill pet. We went to sleep, and never woke. And so, we’re three.”

			“There’s documentation of this?”

			“Yes. Deena obtained it. He made her very smart and resourceful. Maybe he miscalculated the range of her curiosity, her . . . humanity. She learned she’d been two, but one hadn’t been allowed to develop past the age of three. When she told us, we couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to believe it. She ran away, she wanted us to come, but . . .”

			“We loved Will. We loved the father. We didn’t know how to be without them.”

			“She contacted you again.”

			“We were always in contact. We loved her, too. We kept her secret. We married Will. It was so important to make him happy, and we did. When we got pregnant, we asked only one thing of him and the father. One thing. Our child—any children we would have together—would never be re-created. They’d never be used this way. They gave their word.”

			“One of us had a son.”

			“Another a daughter.”

			“And a third carries a daughter.”

			“You’re pregnant?”

			“The child was conceived three weeks ago. He didn’t know. We didn’t want him to know. He broke his word. The one sacred thing. Eleven months ago, he and the father took cells from the children. It has to be stopped. Our children must be protected. We’ve done—and will do—whatever it takes to stop it.”
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			EVE ROSE, WALKED TO THE BAR, PROGRAMMED coffee for herself and Peabody. They were speaking one at a time now, but with the same unity. One picking up the recitation where the other left off. “Want anything?” she asked them.

			“We’d like water. Thank you.”

			“How’d you find out they’d broken their promise?”

			“We knew our husband, and knew something was wrong. While he was out of the house, we checked the logs in his private office, and found the records on the children. We wanted to take them, take our babies and run.”

			“But it wouldn’t protect the ones they’d create. Create, then alter and perfect. Test and evaluate.”

			“They grew inside us, warm inside us, and they’d take that and make replicas in the cold lab. In his notes Will said it was a precaution only, in case something happened to the children. But they aren’t things to be replaced. In all our years, it was the only thing we asked, and he couldn’t honor his promise.”

			“We told Deena, and we knew it had to be stopped. They’d never stop, as long as they lived. We’d never learn all we needed to learn until they were dead and we had more control.”

			“So you killed them both. You and Deena.”

			“Yes. We planted the weapon for her. We believed she wouldn’t be identified. Or if she was, we’d get to all the records first; we’d be able to shut down the project. And we took the children away, safely away, then came back for Will.”

			Eve worked with their rhythm, and in a strange way found it efficient. “You drove Deena to the school to kill Samuels.”

			“She was like us, taken from Eva Samuels’s DNA, and designed to continue the work. She’s Eva, replicated. You know that.”

			“Eva helped kill us and Deena when we weren’t perfect enough. She terminated others. Many others. Do you see us? We’re not allowed a flaw, no physical or biological flaw. This is the father’s directive. Our children have flaws, as any child does, should. We knew they would take what they were and alter it.”

			“They gave us no choice, not from the moment they made us. There are hundreds who had no choice, who were trained every day for up to twenty-two years to become. Our children will have a choice.”

			“Which one of you killed Wilfred Icove, Jr.?”

			“We’re the same. We killed our husband.”

			“It was one hand that held the knife.”

			Each held up an identical right hand. “We’re one.”

			“Bullshit. You’ve each got a set of lungs, a heart, kidneys.” Eve tipped a water glass so drops fell on the left hand on the one nearest her. “Only one of you has a wet hand. One of you walked into that house, into the kitchen, prepared a nice, healthy snack for the man you intended to kill. One of you sat down beside him where he lay on the sofa. Then stuck a knife in his heart.”

			“We were one to them. One of us would live in the house, mother to our children, wife to our husband. One would live in Italy, in the Tuscan countryside. The villa’s large, the estate beautiful. As is the château in France where one of us would live. Every year, on the day of our becoming, we would be switched. And the other of us would be given a year with our children. We thought we had no choice.”

			Tears glimmered now in three pairs of eyes. “We did what we were told to do. Always, always. One year of every three to be who we were made to be. Two years to wait. Because we were what Will wanted, and what the father deemed he could have. He made us to love, and we loved. But if we can love, we can hate.”

			“Where’s Deena?”

			“We don’t know. We contacted her when we agreed to cooperate with you. We told her what we intended, what had to be done, and that she should disappear again. She’s good at it.”

			“The school has a second generation.”

			“Of many. Not us. This was what Will requested of his father. But we know there are more of our cells preserved somewhere. In case.”

			“Some have been sold.”

			“Placement. He called it placement, yes. Made-to-order generated a great deal of money. It required a great deal of money to continue the project.”

			“Were all the . . . the base for the project . . . all from the wars?” Eve asked.

			“Children, some adults who were mortally injured. Other doctors, scientists, technicians, LCs, teachers.”

			“All female.”

			“That we know of.”

			“Did you ever ask to leave? The school?”

			“To go where, and to what? We were taught and trained and tested every day, all of our lives. We were given a purpose. Every minute was regimented and monitored. Even what was called our free time. We’re imprinted to be, to do, to know, to act, to think.”

			“If so, how do you kill that which made you?”

			“Because we were imprinted to love our children. We would have lived as they’d wanted us to live, if they’d left our children alone. Do you want a sacrifice, Lieutenant Dallas? Choose any one of us, and that one will confess to it all.”

			They linked hands again. “That one will go to prison for the rest of our lives, if the other two are free to go, to take the children away where they’ll never be touched or observed. Where they’ll never have to be stared at, pointed out. Be objects of fear or fascination. Aren’t you afraid of us, of what we are?”

			“No.” Eve got to her feet. “And I’m not looking for sacrifices, either. We’re breaking from interview at this time. Please remain here. Peabody, with me.”

			She went through the door, secured it, then went straight into the observation area. Reo was already on the ’link, having an avid conversation in undertones.

			“They’d know Deena Flavia’s location,” Whitney said.

			“Yes, sir. They know where she is, or how to find her. Certainly they have contact information. I can separate them again, go at them individually. With the confession on record, I can get a warrant to have them tested, find out which, if any, is pregnant. If so, that one would be the most vulnerable. Peabody could soft-pedal with them, one on one. She’s good at it. Next hit is to push on locations for the labs specifically used for the project, where they’ve put whatever data they’ve already taken, and who, if anyone, is on Deena’s termination list. They’re not done. They haven’t accomplished everything they were after, and they’re oriented to succeed.”

			She glanced at Mira for confirmation.

			“I agree. At this point they’re giving you what they want you to have. They want your help in shutting this down, and your sympathy. They want you to know why they did what they did, and why they’re willing to sacrifice themselves for it. You won’t break them.”

			Eve lifted her eyebrows. “Want to put money on it?”

			“It has nothing to do with your interview skills. They are the same person. Their life experiences are so minutely different it barely registers. They were created to be the same, then trained and given a routine that ensured they would be the same.”

			“One hand held the knife.”

			“You’re being literal,” Mira said impatiently. “In a very real sense, that one hand belonged to all of them.”

			“They can all be charged,” Tibble pointed out. “Conspiracy to murder. First degree.”

			“Never get to trial.” Reo shut her ’link. “My boss and I are in agreement on this. With what we just heard in there, what we know, we’d never get this to stick. Any defense would whoop our asses long before we got to a murder trial. Frankly, I’d like to defend them myself. Not only a slam dunk, but I’d be rich and famous by the end of it.”

			“So they walk?” Eve demanded.

			“You try to charge them, the media’s going to chew it bloody. Human rights groups are going to get in on it, and in five short minutes, we’ll have the newly formed Clone Rights organizations. You get them to lead you to Deena, that’s chummy, Dallas. I’d like to hear her story. And maybe, if there’s only one of her, we manage to cut some deal. But with these?”

			She gestured toward the glass, and the three women at the table. “You’ve got enforced imprisonment, brainwashing, diminished capacity, child endangerment. And if I were going to bat for them, pure old self-defense. I’d make it work, too. There’s no way to win this.”

			“Three people are dead.”

			“Three people,” Reo reminded her, “who conspired to break international laws, and who broke said laws for decades. Who, if you’re getting the truth in there, created life, then terminated those lives if they didn’t meet certain standards. Who created that which killed them. They’re smart.”

			She walked closer to the glass. “Did you hear what they said? ‘We were imprinted to be, do, feel,’ and so on. That’s a strong, impenetrable line of defense. Because they were created and engineered and imprinted. They acted as they’d been programmed to react. They defended their children against what many will see as a nightmare.”

			“Get what you can out of them,” Tibble ordered. “Get Deena Flavia, get locations. Get details.”

			“And then?” Eve asked.

			“House arrest. We’ll keep them under wraps until we get this closed down. They wear bracelets. Guards—droids—twenty-four/seven. We’re going to have to pass this up, Jack.”

			“Yes, sir, we are.”

			“Get details,” Tibble repeated. “We’re going to verify every one of them, cross every T. Twenty-four hours, max, and we’re passing this ball. Let’s make sure it doesn’t bounce up and smash into our faces.”

			“I’ve got to head in, start strategizing what we do when and if we do it.” Reo picked up her briefcase. “You get anything I can use, I need to know. Day or night.”

			“I’ll show you all out.” Roarke stepped to the door.

			“I need to speak with the lieutenant.” Mira stayed where she was. “Privately, if you don’t mind.”

			“Peabody, go in. Give them each a bathroom break, offer them food, drink. Then pick one. Take her out and start working her. Soft sell.”

			When she was alone with Mira, Eve walked to the large coffeepot Roarke must have put on a table. She poured a cup.

			“I’m not going to apologize for my comments and reactions of earlier today,” Mira began.

			“Fine. Me, neither. If that’s it—”

			“Sometimes you seem so hard it’s difficult to believe anything gets through. I know that’s not true, and still . . . If Wilfred and his son did the things they—she—claims, it’s reprehensible.”

			“Look through the glass. See them? I think that goes a long way toward corroboration of the statements given.”

			“I know what I see.” Her voice trembled a little, then strengthened. “That he used children—not consenting, informed adult volunteers, but innocents, minors, the injured, the dying. Whatever his motives, whatever his goals, that alone condemns him. It’s difficult, Eve, to condemn someone you considered a hero.”

			“We’ve been around that lap already.”

			“Damn it, have some respect.”

			“For who? Him? Forget it. For you, okay, fine. I do, which is why you’re pissing me off. You got any dregs of respect left for him, then—”

			“I don’t. What he did was against every code. Maybe, maybe I could forgive what he started to do, out of grief. But he didn’t stop. He perpetuated it. He played God with lives, not just in the creating of them, but in the manipulation of them. Of her, and all the rest. He gave her to his son as if she were a prize.”

			“That’s right, he did.”

			“His grandchildren.” Mira pressed her lips together. “He would have used his own grandchildren.”

			“And himself.”

			Mira let out a long, unsteady breath. “Yes. I wondered if you’d realized that yet.”

			“A man has the power to create life, why bow to mortality? He’s got cells preserved somewhere, with orders to activate on his death. Or he’s already got a younger version of himself working somewhere.”

			“If so, you have to find him. Stop him.”

			“She’s already thought of that.” Eve gestured toward the glass. “She and Deena. And they’ve got a big jump on me. She’d like the trial.”

			Eve moved to the glass, studied the two women still in the meeting room. “Yeah, if the kids were away, protected, she’d fucking love to face trial, and spill all this out. She’d spend her life in prison without batting an eye to make sure what was done is in the open. She knows she’ll never spend a day in a cage, but she’d do it if she had to.”

			“You admire her.”

			“I give her an A for balls. I admire balls. He put her in a mold, and imprint or no, she broke it. She broke him.”

			She knew what it took to kill your jailer. Your father. “You should go home. You’re going to have to spend time with them tomorrow if we’re going to cross all Tibble’s T’s. It’s too late to start that tonight.”

			“All right.” Mira started for the door, paused. “I’m entitled to some degree of upset,” she said. “To my irrational outbursts earlier, to anger and hurt feelings.”

			“I’m entitled to expect you to be perfect, because that’s how I see you. So if you go around acting flawed and human like the rest of us lower beings, it’s going to throw me off.”

			“That’s so completely unfair. And touching. Do you know there’s no one in this world who can annoy me so much as you, other than Dennis and my own children?”

			Eve slid her hands into her pockets. “I guess that’s supposed to be touching, too, but it sounds like a slap.”

			A smile whispered around Mira’s lips. “That’s a mother’s trick, and one of my favorites. Good night, Eve.”

			Eve stood at the glass, watched the two women. They nibbled on what looked to her like a grilled chicken salad, sipped water.

			They spoke little, then only about the innocuous. The food, the weather, the house. Eve continued to study them when the door opened and Roarke stepped in.

			“Does having a conversation with your clone constitute talking to yourself?”

			“One of the many questions and satirical remarks that will be made if and when this becomes public knowledge.” He moved to her, behind her, laid his hands on her shoulders. And found exactly the spot where the worst of the tension knotted.

			“Relax a bit, Lieutenant.”

			“Gotta stay up. I’m giving it about ten more minutes, then we’ll juggle them around again.”

			“I take it you and Mira have made up.”

			“I don’t know what we did. I guess we’re down to irritated rather than supremely pissed.”

			“Progress. Did you discuss the fact that Reo told you what you’d hoped to hear?”

			She let out a sigh. “No. I guess she was irritated enough that one got by her.” She glanced over her shoulder, met his eyes. “Not you, though.”

			“I’m not irritated with you, which is approaching a term record, I believe. You don’t want them punished. Charged and tried and judged.”

			“No. I don’t want them punished. Not my call, but it’s not what I want. It’s not justice to lock them up. They’ve been locked up all their lives. It has to stop. What’s being done, what they’re doing.”

			He leaned over, kissed the top of her head.

			“They’ve got a place to go already. Got a place to run already set up. Deena would have that nailed down. I could probably find it, sooner or later.”

			“Given enough time, I imagine so.” Now he stroked her hair. “Is that what you want?”

			“No.” She reached back to take his hand. “Once they get sprung, I don’t want to know where they are. Then I don’t have to lie about it. I’ve got to get back to this.”

			He turned her, kissed her. “Let me know if you need me.”

			She worked them. Took them as a group, separated them. She tag-teamed them with Peabody. She let them sit alone, then hit them once more.

			She was going by the book, right down the line. No one studying the record of the interview could claim it wasn’t thorough or correct.

			They never demanded a lawyer, not even when she fit them with homing bracelets. When she took them back to the Icove residence in the early hours of the morning, they showed considerable fatigue, but that same unruffled calm.

			“Peabody, wait for the droids, will you? Get that set up.” She left her partner in the foyer, moved the three women into the living area.

			“You’re not permitted to leave the premises. If you attempt to do so, your bracelets will send out a signal, and you’ll be picked up and—due to the violation—brought into Central holding. Believe me, you’ll be more comfortable here.”

			“How long do we have to stay?”

			“Until such time as you’re released from this restriction by the NYPSD or another authority.” She glanced back to make certain Peabody was out of earshot, and still kept her voice low. “The record’s off. Tell me where Deena is. If she kills again, it’s not going to help anyone. You want this stopped, and I can help stop it. You want this public, and I’ve got a line on that.”

			“Your superiors, and any government authority that gets involved, won’t want this public.”

			“I’m telling you I’ve got a line on it, but you’re squeezing me. They’ll block me out. They’ll block me and my team and the department out. They’ll scoop you up like hamsters, you and anyone else like you they can find, and put you in a fucking habitrail so they can study you. You’ll be back to where you started.”

			“Why would you care what happens to us? We’ve killed.”

			So had she, Eve thought. To save herself, to escape the life someone else planned for her. To live her own.

			“And you could’ve gotten out of this without taking lives. You could’ve gotten your kids and poofed. But you chose this way.”

			“It wasn’t revenge.” The one who spoke closed those strange and lovely lavender eyes. “It was liberty. For us, for our children, for all the others.”

			“They would never have stopped. They’d have made us again, replicated the children.”

			“I know. It’s not my job to say whether or not you were justified, and I’m already going outside the lines. If you won’t give me Deena, find a way to contact her. Tell her to stop, tell her to run. You’re going to get most of what you’re after. You’ve got my word.”

			“What of all the others, the students, the babies?”

			Eve’s eyes went flat and blank. “I can’t save them all. Neither can you. But you can save more if you tell me where she is. If you tell me where the Icoves have their base of operations.”

			“We don’t know. But . . .” The one who spoke looked at her twins, waited for their nod. “We’ll find a way to contact her, and do what we can.”

			“You don’t have much time,” Eve told them, and left them alone.

			Outside, the air was cold on her face, her hands. It made her think of winter, the long, dark months coming.

			“I’ll drive you home.”

			Peabody’s tired face brightened. “Really? All the way downtown?”

			“I need to think anyway.”

			“Think all you want.” Peabody climbed into the car. “Gotta get ahold of my parents in the morning. Let them know we’ll be delayed if we make it out there at all.”

			“When were you going?”

			“Tomorrow afternoon.” Peabody yawned, enormously. “Maybe beat the most insane of the holiday shuttle traffic.”

			“Go.”

			“Go where?”

			“Go as planned.”

			Peabody stopped rubbing her exhausted eyes to blink. “Dallas, I can’t just take off to go eat pie at this point of the investigation.”

			“I’m telling you that you can.” Traffic was blissfully light. She avoided Broadway and its endless party, and drove through the canyons of her city nearly as alone as a lunar tech on the far side of the moon. “You’ve got plans, you’re entitled to keep them. I’m stalling this,” she said when Peabody opened her mouth again.

			Peabody shut it, smiled smugly. “Yeah, I know. Just wanted you to say it. How much time you figure we can buy?”

			“Not that much. But my partner’s off with her face in the family pie. I got Roarke’s relations zeroing in on us. People start scattering with turkey on the brain, they’re harder to get in touch with, get balls rolling.”

			“Most federal offices are closed tomorrow, and through to Monday. Tibble knew that.”

			“Yeah. So maybe it slows things another few hours, maybe another day if God is good. He wants the same thing, so he’ll make noises, but he’ll stall, too.”

			“What about the school, the kids, the staff?”

			“I’m still thinking.”

			“I asked Avril, well one of them, what they were going to do about the kids. How they were going to explain that there were three mommies. She said they’d be told they were sisters who’d found each other after a long separation. They don’t want them to know, not about them. Not about what their father was doing. They’re going to go under, Dallas, first opportunity.”

			“No question.”

			“We’re going to give them one.”

			Eve kept her eyes straight ahead. “As police officers we won’t, in any way, facilitate the escape of material witnesses.”

			“Right. I want to talk to my parents. Funny how when something really twists up your thinking—the order of things for you—you want to talk to Mom and Dad.”

			“Wouldn’t know.”

			Peabody winced. “Sorry. Shit, I get stupid when I’m this tired.”

			“No problem. I’m saying I wouldn’t know because I didn’t have any—not normal ones. Neither did they. If that’s what makes them artificial, then so am I.”

			“I want to talk to my parents,” Peabody repeated after a long moment. “I know I’m lucky to have them, and my brothers, my sisters, all the rest. I know they’ll listen, that’s the thing. But not having that, having to make yourself out of what gets dumped on you, creating your life out of that . . . it’s not artificial. It’s as real as it gets.”

			The streets and sky were nearly empty. Occasionally an animated board bloomed out color and light. Dreams of pleasure and beauty and happiness. Bargain prices.

			“Do you know why I came to New York?” Eve said.

			“No, not really.”

			“Because it’s a place where you can be alone. You can step out on the street with thousands of other people and be completely alone. Besides being a cop, that’s what I thought I wanted most.”

			“Was it?”

			“For a while, yeah. For a long while it was what I wanted. I’d gone from being anonymous to being monitored constantly through the foster program and state schools. I wanted to be anonymous again, on my terms. To be a badge, period. I don’t know, if I’d caught this case ten years ago—five years ago—if I’d have handled it the way I’m doing now. Maybe I’d just have taken them down. Black and white. It’s not just the job, the years on it that bring in all the gray. It’s the people, dead and alive, you end up connected to who paint it in.”

			“I go with the last part. But no matter when you’d caught this, you’d go this way. Because it’s right. And that’s what counts, that’s what you do. Avril Icove’s a victim. Somebody needs to be on her side.”

			Eve smiled a little. “She has each other.”

			“Good one. A little bit of a cheap shot, but good nonetheless.”

			“Get some sleep.” Eve pulled up in front of Peabody’s building. “I’ll tag you if I need you to come in, but for now plan to catch some sleep, pack, and go.”

			“Thanks for the lift.” Peabody yawned again as she got out. “Happy Thanksgiving, if I don’t see you before.”

			Eve eased from the curve, and saw in the rearview that McNab had left a light on in the apartment for Peabody.

			There’d be a light on for her, too, she thought. And someone who’d listen.

			But not yet.

			She put her vehicle on autopilot, pulled out her personal ’link.

			“Blah,” Nadine said, and Eve could see the faintest of silhouettes on-screen.

			“Meet me at the Down and Dirty.”

			“Huh? What? Now?”

			“Now. Bring a notebook—paper not electronic. No recorders, Nadine, no cams. Just you, old-fashioned paper and pencils. I’ll be waiting.”

			“But—”

			Eve just clicked off, and kept driving.

			The bouncer on the door of the sex club was big as a sequoia, black as onyx. He wore gold. A skin-shirt stretched across his massive chest, boots molded their way up the leather pants that coated his legs, and the trio of chains around his neck she imagined could be used as a weapon.

			There was a tattoo of a snake slithering over his left cheek.

			He was rousting two mopes as she walked up. One white, maybe two-fifty of hard fat, the other mixed race, heavy on the Asian, who looked like a contender for the sumo arena.

			He had them both by the scruff of the neck and was quick-stepping them toward the curb.

			“Next time you try to stiff one of my em-ploy-ees, I’m gonna twist your cocks clean off before you get a chance to use ’em.”

			He knocked their heads together—a technically illegal action—then let them fall in the gutter.

			He turned, spotted Eve. “Hey there, white girl.”

			“Hey, Crack, how’s it going?”

			“Oh, can’t bitch much.” He slapped his palms together in a drying motion, twice. “What you doing down here? Somebody dead I ain’t heard about?”

			“I need a privacy room. I’ve got a meet,” she said when his eyebrows rose up into his wide forehead. “Nadine’s on her way. We were never here.”

			“Since I figure you two don’t want one of my rooms so you can roll around naked together—and ain’t that a shame—this must be official. I don’t know nothing about official. Come on in.”

			She stepped into the blast of noise, of smells that included stale brew, Zoner—and a variety of illegals that could be smoked or otherwise ingested—fresh sex, sweat, and other bodily fluids she didn’t choose to identify.

			The stage at the front was jammed with naked dancers and a live band outfitted in neon loincloths. Table dancers wearing feathers, glitter, or nothing at all jiggled or wiggled to the obvious delight of the paying patrons.

			The bar was jammed, most of the occupants well drunk or stoned.

			It was perfect.

			“Business is good,” she said at a conversational shout as he blazed a path through the packs of people.

			“Holiday time. We be slammed from now ’til January, then we be slammed ’cause it’s too fucking cold to party outside. Life’s good. How ’bout you, skinny white cop girl.”

			“Good enough.”

			He led the way upstairs to the privacy rooms. “Your man treating you right?”

			“Yeah. Yeah, he mostly has that down cold.”

			They backed up when a couple stumbled out of one of the rooms, half-dressed, laughing wildly, and smelling very ripe.

			“I don’t want their room.”

			Crack just grinned, uncoded another. “This here is our deluxe accommodations. Crowd tonight, mostly they’re going for economy. She be clean. Make yourself at home, sweet buns, and I’ll bring that sexy Nadine right on up when she shows.

			“Don’t you think about paying me,” he said when Eve dug into her pocket. “I went to the park this morning, had a talk with my baby girl by the tree you and your man had planted for her. Don’t ever think about paying me for a favor.”

			“Okay.” She thought about Crack’s younger sister, and how he’d wept in Eve’s arms beside her body in the morgue. “Ah, you got any plans for Thursday?”

			She’d been his family. His only family.

			“Gobble Day. I got me a fine-looking female. Figure we might fit some turkey-eating in between other festivities.”

			“Well, if you want the full spread, without certain areas of festivities, we’re having a dinner thing. You can bring your fine-looking female.”

			His eyes softened, and the street jive vanished from his voice. “I appreciate that. I’d be pleased to come and bring my lady friend.” He laid the slab of his hand on Eve’s shoulder. “I’ll go keep watch for Nadine, even though I haven’t seen either of you.”

			“Thanks.”

			She stepped into the room, gave it a quick study. Apparently “deluxe” meant the room had an actual bed rather than a cot or pallet. The ceiling was mirrored, which was a little intimidating. But there was a menu screen and an order slot, along with a very small table and two chairs.

			She looked at the bed, and a long, liquid longing rose up in her. She’d have given up food for the next forty-eight hours for twenty minutes horizontal. Rather than risk it, she went to the menu screen and ordered a pot of coffee, two cups.

			It would be hideous. Soy products and chemicals married together to, inexplicably, resemble rancid tar. But there’d be enough caffeine juiced through it to keep her awake.

			She sat, tried to focus her mind on the business at hand while she waited. Her eyes drooped, her head nodded. She felt the dream crawling into her, a monster with sharp, slick claws that snatched and bit at her mind.

			A white room, blazing white. Dozens upon dozens of glass coffins. She was in all of them, the child she’d been, bloody and bruised from the last beating, weeping and pleading as she tried to fight her way out.

			And he stood there, the man who’d made her, grinning.

			Made to order, he said, and laughed. Laughed. One doesn’t work right, you just throw it away and try the next. Never going to be done with you, little girl. Never going to be finished.

			She jolted out, fumbled for her weapon. And saw the pot and cups on the table, with the menu slot still closing.

			For a moment, she put her head in her hands, just to get her breath back. It was okay, she’d pulled out. She’d keep pulling out.

			She wondered what dreams bit at Avril’s mind when they were too tired to beat them off.

			When the door opened, she was pouring coffee.

			“Thanks, Crack.”

			“Anytime, sugar tits.” He winked, shut the door.

			“Lock it,” Eve ordered. “Engage privacy mode.”

			“This better be good.” Nadine complied, then dropped into the second chair. “It’s past three in the morning.”

			“And yet you look lovely, and apparently your tits are sugar.”

			“Give me some of that poison.”

			“Empty your bag on the bed,” Eve said as she poured a second cup.

			“Up yours, Dallas.”

			“I mean it. Empty the bag, then I’m going to scan you for electronics. This is the majors, Nadine.”

			“You should be able to trust me.”

			“You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. But I’ve got to go the route.”

			With obvious ill humor, Nadine opened her enormous handbag, stomped to the bed, and upended it.

			Eve rose, passed her a cup of coffee, and began going through the contents. Wallet, ID, credits and debits, two herbal cigarettes in a protective case, two notepads—paper—six pencils, sharpened. One electronic notepad—disengaged—two ’links, one PPC—also disengaged. Two small mirrors, three packs of breath fresheners, a little silver box holding blockers, four tubes of lip dye, brushes—face and hair—and eleven other tubes, pots, sticks, and cakes of facial enhancers.

			“Jesus. You carry all this gunk and put it on your face? Is it worth it?”

			“I’ll point out that it’s three in the morning, and I look lovely. You, on the other hand, have shadows under your eyes a pack of psychotic killers could hide in.”

			“NYPSD. We never sleep.”

			“Neither do the defenders of the Fourth Estate, apparently. Did you catch my interview with Avril Icove today?”

			“No, heard about it.”

			“Exclusive.”

			“What did you think of her?”

			“Quiet, dignified elegance. Lovely in grief. A devoted mother. I liked her. Couldn’t get much going on her personally as she insisted this interview deal with her father-in-law and husband, out of respect. But I’ll dig down the next layers. I’ve got a three-part deal.”

			The last two of which she would never collect, Eve thought. But there would be compensation. Big-time.

			She ran a scanner over Nadine. “Believe it or not, I did all that to protect you as much as me. I’m about to break Code Blue.”

			“Icove.”

			“You’re going to want to sit while I outline my conditions—nonnegotiable. First, we never had this conversation. You’re going to go home and get rid of the ’link you used to take my transmission. You never received the transmission.”

			“I know how to protect myself and a source.”

			“Just listen. You’ve already done extensive research on the Icoves—and connected them, independently, to Jonah Wilson and Eva Hannson Samuels, and from there to Brookhollow. Your police sources would not confirm or deny any of your research. You’re going to make a trip to Brookhollow. You’ll need that on your logs. You’re going to connect the murder of Evelyn Samuels to those of the Icoves.”

			Nadine started scribbling. “That’s the Academy’s president. When was she murdered?”

			“Find out. You’re going to be curious and smart enough to run ID checks on the students and cross them with same on former students. In fact, you’ve already done that.” Eve drew a sealed disc out of her pocket. “Get this in your log. Get your prints, only your prints on the disc.”

			“What’s on it?”

			“More than fifty student IDs that match—exactly match—former students’ IDs. Falsified data. Make another copy, put it wherever you put data you want to protect from confiscation.”

			“What were the Icoves doing that required falsifying data on students?”

			“Cloning them.”

			Nadine broke the tip of her pencil as her head snapped up. “You’re serious.”

			“Since the Urban Wars.”

			“Sweet little Baby Jesus. Tell me you have proof.”

			“I not only have proof, I have three clones known as Avril Icove under house restriction.”

			Nadine goggled. “Well, fuck me sideways.”

			“I’ve had a long day, I’m too tired for sex games. Start writing, Nadine. When we’re finished you go home, you make an electronic trail that’ll verify you found this information. You burn those notes and make new ones. Get to Brookhollow and dig. You can contact me, and probably should, demanding confirmation or denial. I’ll give you neither, and that’s on record. I’ll go to my superiors with the fact that you’re sniffing this out. I have to. So sniff fast.”

			“I’ve already done a lot of the legwork, put some of this together. I didn’t jump this far. I figured gene manipulation, designer babies, black-market fees.”

			“That’s in there, too. Get it all. I’ve got a day, maybe a few hours more, before the whistle’s blown and the government steps in. They’ll cover it. Spin what they can’t bury. So get it all, get it fast. I’m going to give you everything I can, then I’m walking out. I won’t give you any more. I’m not doing you a favor,” Eve added. “If you go out with this, you’re going to take a lot of heat.”

			“I know how to handle heat.” Nadine’s eyes were razor sharp as she continued to write. “I’ll be soaking in the rays while I blow this open.”

			It took an hour, another pot of the vicious coffee, and both of Nadine’s notebooks.

			When she left, Eve didn’t trust her reflexes and put her vehicle back on auto. But she didn’t sleep, didn’t close her eyes. Once home, she moved from the car to the house like a sleepwalker.

			Summerset was waiting for her. “God. Even vampires sleep sometime.”

			“There’s been no sanctioned or unsanctioned hit on either Icove.”

			“Yeah, fine.”

			“But you knew that. Are you also aware there is purportedly a fee-based operation that offers young women, educated through Brookhollow College in New Hampshire, to clients for purposes of marriage, employment, or sexual demands?”

			She struggled to focus her exhausted brain. “How did you get that?”

			“There are sources still available to me that aren’t available to you, and due to his relationship with you, that are less forthcoming with Roarke.”

			“And did these sources give proof of these purported activities?”

			“No, but I consider them to be very reliable. Icove was associated with Brookhollow. One of Roarke Enterprises’ jet-copters logged a route to that location today, where, it seems, the president of the institution was murdered. In the same manner both Icoves were murdered.”

			“You’re a fount of information.”

			“I know how to do my job. I believe you know how to do yours. People aren’t commodities. To use education as a mask, to use them as such is despicable. Your pursuit of the woman who, in all likelihood, struck back at that, is wrongheaded.”

			“Thanks for the tip.”

			“You of all people should know.” His words stopped her as she turned for the stairs. “You know what it is to be a child, trapped in a box, made to perform. You know what it is to be driven to strike back.”

			Her hand tightened on the newel post. She looked back at him. “You think that’s all this is? As vicious and ugly as that is, it doesn’t even scratch it. Yeah, I know how to do my job. And I know murder doesn’t stop the vicious and the ugly. It just keeps re-forming, and coming back at you.”

			“Then what stops it? A badge?”

			“The badge slows it down. Nothing stops it. Not a damn thing.”

			She turned away, drifted up the stairs feeling as insubstantial as a ghost.

			The light in the bedroom was on dim. It was that simple thing that broke her enough to have tired tears sliding down her cheeks.

			She shrugged off her weapon, took out her badge, and laid both on her dresser. Roarke had once called them her symbols. He was right, yes, he was right, but those symbols had helped save her. Helped make her real, given her purpose.

			They slowed it down, she thought again. That was all that could be done. It was never quite enough.

			She undressed, climbed the platform, and slid into bed beside him.

			She wrapped herself around him, and because she could, with him, let the tears fall on his shoulder.

			“You’re so tired,” he murmured. “Baby, you’re so tired.”

			“I’m afraid to sleep. The dreams are right there.”

			“I’m here. I’ll be right here.”

			“Not close enough.” She lifted her head, found his mouth with hers. “I need you closer. I need to feel who I am.”

			“Eve.” He said her name quietly, repeatedly, while he touched her in the dark.

			Gentle, he thought, gentle now that she was fragile and needed him to remind her of all that she was. Needed him to show her she was loved, for all that she was.

			Warm, he thought, warm because he knew how cold she could get inside. Her tears were damp on her cheeks, her eyes still gleaming with them.

			He’d known she would suffer, and still her pain, wrapped so tight in courage, tore at his heart.

			“I love you,” he told her. “I love everything you are.”

			She sighed under him. Yes, this was what she needed. His weight on her, his scent, his flesh. His knowledge of her, mind and body and heart.

			No one knew her as he did. No one loved her as he did. For all of her life before him, there’d been no one who could touch her, not all the way down to the tormented child who still lived in her.

			When he slid inside her, all those shadows were pushed back. She had light in the dark.

			When morning was blooming through the night, she could close her eyes. She could rest her mind. His arm came around her, and anchored her home.

			The light was still dim when she woke. It confused her, as she felt reasonably rested. A little hungover from overworking her brain and body, but better than she should have with just a snatch of predawn sleep.

			Obviously, she’d underrated the restorative powers of sex.

			It made her feel sentimental, and grateful. But when she slid her hand across the sheet, just to touch him, she found him gone.

			She started to sulk, then called for time.

			The time is nine thirty-six A.M.

			That news had her bolting straight up in bed. He’d darkened the windows, and the skylight.

			“Disengage sleep mode, all windows. Shit!” She had to slap her hands over her eyes as the sudden blast of sun blinded her.

			She cursed and squinted her way out of bed and into the shower.

			Five minutes later, she let out a muffled scream when she blinked water out of her eyes and saw Roarke. He stood, wearing a casual white shirt and dark jeans—and held an oversized mug in his hand.

			“Bet you’d like this.”

			She peered avariciously at the coffee. “You can’t set the bedroom on sleep mode without telling me.”

			“We were sleeping.”

			“We never set it on sleep mode.”

			“Seemed like the perfect time to change our habits.”

			She shoved her wet hair back, and walked, dripping, to the drying tube. She glared at him while warm air swirled around her.

			“I’ve got stuff to do, people to see.”

			“Just a suggestion, but you’ll probably want to dress first.”

			“Why aren’t you?”

			“Aren’t I?”

			“Why aren’t you wearing one of your six million suits?”

			“I’m sure I have no more than five million, three hundred suits. And I’m not wearing one of them because it seemed overly formal considering we have people arriving today.”

			“You’re not working.” She stepped out, grabbed the coffee. “Has the stock market obliterated overnight?”

			“On the contrary, it’s up. I can afford to buy another suit. Here you are.” He handed her a robe. “You can wear that while you have some breakfast. I’ll have another cup of coffee myself.”

			“I have to contact Feeney, the commander, and check in with the droids on Avril. I have to write a report, check the forensics on Samuels.”

			“Busy, busy, busy.” He strolled out and toward the AutoChef. And back, he thought with some relief. The exhausted woman had regenerated into the cop. “What you want’s a nice bowl of oatmeal.”

			“No sane person wants a bowl of oatmeal.”

			“Fortified.”

			She wouldn’t laugh. “Let’s go back to the beginning. You can’t set sleep mode without telling me.”

			“When my wife comes home weeping from exhaustion and stress, I’m going to see that she gets some rest.” He glanced back, and there was that steel in his eyes. The kind that warned her arguing would end in a fight. “And she’s lucky I did nothing more than darken the room to see she got some.” He crossed to the seating area with a bowl, set it down on the table.

			“Now, you’d better sit down and eat that, or we’re going to start the day with one hell of a fight.”

			“Figured that already,” she grumbled.

			“And your schedule’s already so full.”

			She came as close as she ever did to pouting when she studied the oatmeal. “It’s got disgusting lumps.”

			“It certainly doesn’t. What it’s got is apples and blueberries.”

			“Blueberries?”

			“Sit down and eat them like a good girl.”

			“Soon as there’s room in my schedule, I’m going to punch you for that.” But she sat, contemplated the bowl. It looked to her as if perfectly good fruit had been buried in mush. “Technically, I’ve been on shift since eight. But I’m entitled by regs, unless requested otherwise by a superior, to take eight hours between duty. It was after two when I left the Icove place.”

			“Have you decided to become a clock watcher?”

			“Peabody and McNab had put in for vacation time, starting today. I told her to go.”

			“Depleting your team by two.” He nodded, sat. “All within the confines of regulations, all perfectly aboveboard. The pace will slow. Add the holiday and it slows more. What do you intend to do with the time?”

			“I already started doing it. I broke Code Blue. I met with Nadine and gave her everything.” She poked a spoon into the oatmeal, lifted it, let the goop dribble out again. “I disobeyed a direct order, a priority order, and am prepared to lie through my teeth about it. I’m dragging my heels to give Avril Icove time to figure out how to disengage the bracelets, get the kids, and poof. And hoping they’ll give me Deena’s location, or at least the location or locations of operations.”

			“If you continue to beat yourself up over it, we’re going to start the day with a fight after all.”

			“I’ve got no right to make decisions based on emotion, to circumvent orders, ignore my duty.”

			“You’re wrong, Eve, on so many counts. First, you’re not making this decision based on emotion, or not solely. You’re basing it on instinct, experience, and your bone-deep sense of justice.”

			“Cops don’t make the rules.”

			“Bollocks. You may not write them, but you edit them every day, to suit the situation. You have to because if the law, the rules, the spirit of them doesn’t adjust and flex, it dies.”

			She’d told herself essentially the same a dozen times already. “I didn’t tell Peabody all of this, but some. And I said I didn’t think I’d have been able to play this the way I am, even five years ago. She said I would have.”

			“Our Peabody is astute. Do you remember the day I met you?” He reached in his pocket, took out the gray button that had come off the only suit she’d owned before he’d blasted into her life. He rubbed it between his fingers as he watched her.

			“You struggled then, with procedure, the book of it. But you had then, and always had, I think, a clear sense of justice. Those two things will always be true. You’ll struggle, and you’ll see. It’s what makes you as much as that badge makes you. Never in my life have I known anyone who has such a basic dislike of people, yet has such unstinting and bottomless compassion for them. Eat your oatmeal.”

			She took a bite. “It could be worse.”

			“I’ve got a ’link conference shortly, and there’s a list of messages on your desk.”

			“Messages?”

			“Three from Nadine, with increasing impatience. She demands you contact her regarding confirmation of information she had on Icove—plural—his connection with Brookhollow, and a further connection to Evelyn Samuels’s murder in New Hampshire.”

			“She’s right on schedule.”

			“There’s another from Feeney. He’s back from New Hampshire and has a report for you. He was circumspect, as I assume your Code Blue demands.”

			“Good.”

			“Commander Whitney wants your report, oral and written, by noon.”

			“You in the market to make admin?”

			He smiled, rose. “Some of Ireland will be arriving around two, which, I’m annoyed to admit, makes me nervous. If you’re delayed, I’ll explain.”

			She ate, she dressed. Then she picked up her badge and got to work.

			She met with Feeney first. In her office, with the door shut. She filled him in on everything, excluding her meeting with Nadine. Should she get busted for that, she’d go down alone.

			“Three of them. Doesn’t even seem that weird anymore.” Feeney munched nuts. “Plays right in with what we found at the schools. Got the records.”

			He tapped the discs he’d already dumped on Eve’s desk. “They ran two systems. One neat and tidy for your audits and checks. Had it fronting the second. Every student given a code number, and the code labeling the testing, the adjustments—”

			“Adjustments? Such as?”

			“Surgeries. Sculpting. They did some of that crap on eight-year-olds. Sons of bitches. Your basic eye fixes, hearing checks, disease control, that’s all on the front, but you got the other on the coded. ‘Enhanced intelligence training,’ they called some of it. Subliminal instruction, visual and audio. Students earmarked for LC status or what they called ‘partnerships’ got their advanced sex education. And here’s a kicker.”

			He paused to slurp down coffee. “Deena isn’t the only one who ran.”

			“There are others who got out, the ones who dropped off the data screens?”

			“Yeah. Files on their rogues. Got more than a dozen who poofed, after graduation, after ‘placement.’ She’s the only one who got out of the school, but she’s not the only one they lost track of. They started implanting the new ones, at birth, with an internal homer. That’s after Deena slipped the knot. They’ve implanted all the current students, too. That was Samuels’s brainstorm, and from her notes and records, it was an addition she didn’t share with the Icoves.”

			“Why?”

			“She figured they were too close—having one in the family, allowing her too much freedom. They’d lost their objective distance to the project, and to its mission statement. Which was to create a race of Superiors—their term—taking the next logical evolutionary leap through technology: eliminate imperfections and genetic flaws, and eventually mortality. Natural conception, with its inherent risks and questionable success rate, could, and should, be replaced by Quiet Birth.”

			“Just cut out the middleman, or -woman, so to speak. Then you do made-to-order in a lab. But to pull it off, you need more than technology, you need political punch. You’d have to get laws changed, bans overturned. You have to seed legislatures, state rooms.”

			“They’re working on it. They’ve got some graduates in key government positions already. In the medical field, in research, in the media.”

			“That blond bitch on Straight Scoop? I bet, I just bet she’s one of them. She’s got those teeth, you know what I’m saying? Those really big, really white teeth.” She caught herself at Feeney’s bland stare. “Anyway.”

			“The estimate was another fifteen years, outside, to have the bans rescinded internationally. Another century to implement others that would ban natural conception.”

			“They wanted to outlaw sex?”

			“No, just conception outside ‘controlled environments.’ Natural conception means natural flaws. Quiet Birth, they never refer to it as artificial, or cloning—”

			“Already got a spin started.”

			“You got that.” He took another hit of coffee. “Quiet Birth ensures human perfection, eliminates defects. It also ensures those who are deemed acceptable parents—”

			“Yeah, acceptable. Had to go there.”

			“Right. Acceptable parents are guaranteed the child will meet their specific requirements.”

			Eve pursed her lips. “How long does the warranty hold up? What’s the return policy?”

			He grinned despite himself. “That’s a kicker, isn’t it? Women will no longer be subjected to the indignities of gestation or child birth.”

			“Maybe they’re on to something.”

			“Their projections indicate sterilization laws will be in place in another seventy-five years.”

			Enforced sterilization, Quiet Birth, humanity created and tuned in labs. It was like one of Roarke’s science fiction vids. “They think ahead.”

			“Yeah, but you know, time isn’t a real problem for them.”

			“I can see the hype.” She scooped up some nuts. “Want a kid without the hassle? Pick from our designer selection. Meet a sudden and tragic death? Sign up now for our second chance program. We’ll preserve your cells and get you going again. Long for a mate who’ll fulfill your every fantasy? Have we got a girl for you—restricted to adults only.”

			“Why be one when you can be three?” Feeney added. “Watch yourself grow up, in triplicate. Gives a whole new meaning to the term ‘You’re just like your mother.’ ”

			Eve let out a half-laugh. “But no line on the base?”

			“Lots of references to the ‘nurseries,’ but no location or locations given. I’ve got a lot to go through yet.”

			“I’ve got to meet with Whitney, take him what we’ve got. The schools are secure?”

			“Droids on that. Droids guarding clones. It’s a fucked-up world. We got legal guardians starting to push. We’re not going to be able to keep a net over it for long.”

			“Oh yeah, we are.” She picked up the discs. “Holidays just bog everything up. By the time they get debogged, international law’s coming into it. Those ‘legal guardians’ are in for a world of hurt.”

			“You got that. Thing is, you got close to two hundred minors between the two schools. So far, only six guardians have made contact. Most are going to turn out to be ghosts.”

			Eve nodded, added her report disc to the carry file. “How are they going to mix in the mainstream, Feeney? Who’s going to take them?”

			“That’s a problem for a bigger brain than mine.”

			“You got plans for tomorrow?” she asked him when he rose.

			“Whole family’s heading over to my son’s new house. Did I tell you he upped and moved to New Jersey?” Feeney shook his head. “What’re you gonna do. You gotta let them live their lives.”

			She hit Whitney’s office at precisely noon. Her carefully written report was put into his hands, and she gave her oral rundown standing.

			“The information on the schools, and all updates pertaining to them, were just given to me by Captain Feeney and are not included in my written, to date. I have his report, sir, and copies of discs containing the data he extracted from Brookhollow’s records.”

			She laid those on his desk.

			“There’s no progress on locating Deena?”

			“None, sir. With the records Feeney located, we’ll be able to identify and locate all graduates, excluding those who’ve left their positions.”

			“And these nurseries referred to are not, to our knowledge, located on Brookhollow’s ground.”

			“There was no evidence of artificial twinning areas, cell preservation, or the equipment needed found in that location. Sir, by law, the implants carried inside any minor must be removed.”

			He sat back, folded his hands. “Getting ahead of yourself, Lieutenant.”

			“I don’t think so, Commander.” And she’d thought it through very carefully. “Internal implants are in direct violation of privacy laws. In addition, with the evidence in our hands, the law demands that any and all legal guardians or any and all students be investigated and verified. We cannot, legally, turn over any minor to what evidence clearly indicates are individuals who are—or have participated in—falsifying identification records in order to claim false guardianship over said minor or minors.”

			“You’ve thought this through.”

			“They’re entitled to protection. Brookhollow can be shut down. Evidence that purports violations of RICO and tax evasion gives local authorities this right until such time as federal authorities review. Sir, when that happens some of those involved in this are going to scatter, and some are going to circle the wagons. Those students are caught in the cross fire, particularly when the government moves into it.”

			“The government is going to want this handled quietly. The students will be debriefed, and . . .”

			And, Eve thought. It was the and that worried her. “Quiet may not be an option, sir. I’ve had multiple contacts from Nadine Furst. She’s asking me to confirm or deny several aspects of this investigation, which include the connection of the school, the murder of Evelyn Samuels. To this point, I’ve refused, given her the standard line about compromising an ongoing investigation, but she’s got her ear to the ground.”

			Whitney kept his eyes level on hers. “How much does she have?”

			“Sir, she’s already looked hard at the school, from what I can ascertain. She’s accessed student records. She’s putting it together. Previously, she had done extensive research on Wilfred Icove, Sr., as part of her assignment to cover his death and memorial. At that time she made the connection to Jonah Wilson and Eva Samuels. In fact, sir, she made it before I did. She has resources, and she’s got her teeth into this.”

			He steepled his fingers, tapped them together. “We know that circumspectly leaking information to media sources can and does aid an investigation, preserve public relations, and has its rewards.”

			“Yes, sir. But Code Blue expressly forbids any and all such leaks.”

			“Yes, it does. And if any member of this department should violate Code Blue status, for any reason, I would have to assume this individual would be smart enough to cover his or her ass.”

			“I couldn’t say, sir.”

			“Best you don’t. I note, Lieutenant, you did not elect to rescind Detective Peabody’s holiday leave.”

			“No, sir, I did not. Nor did Captain Feeney elect to rescind Detective McNab’s. We have Avril Icove on house restriction. The trail is currently cold as pertains to Deena Flavia. Brookhollow is secured, and this investigation is on the point of being passed to federal jurisdiction. It may not be feasible to make that pass comprehensively before Monday. What can be done from this point to that, sir, I can handle myself. It seemed unnecessary and unfair to cancel Peabody’s leave.”

			She waited a moment, but he didn’t speak. “Do you want me to have her and McNab called in, Commander?”

			“No. As you point out, the government’s damn near shut down for the holiday already. We’re moving to a skeleton staff administratively this afternoon at Central. You’ve identified the perpetrators of the homicides under your investigation, and have ascertained the method and the motive. The PA has chosen not to charge one of these perpetrators. And in all likelihood will choose the same if and when Deena Flavia is apprehended. Essentially, Lieutenant, your case is closed.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“I suggest you go home, enjoy the holiday.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“Dallas,” he said as she started out. “If you had to take a wild guess, off the record, just a guess, when would you say Nadine Furst is going to break the story?”

			“If I had to guess, sir, off the record, I’d say that Channel 75’s going to have a hotter story than the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.”

			“That would be my guess, too. Dismissed.”
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			THE TRAFFIC WAS MEAN AS A CONSTIPATED LION. New Yorkers, sprung from work early, were out to battle their way home to prepare for the holiday, where they’d give thanks for not having to battle their way to work. Tourists foolish enough to come to the city to see the parade—when, Eve thought, they should stay the hell home and watch it on-screen—thronged the streets, sidewalks, and air.

			Street thieves were rolling in the easy pickings.

			Tour blimps were doing extra duty, blasting out the highlights and landmarks as they lumbered along, bloating the sky and blocking the commuter trams. And thereby, Eve thought, stalling and inconveniencing the people who actually lived here who wanted to get home to prepare for the holiday, and blah blah.

			Billboards flashed and sparkled and sang brightly of the sales that would lure the certifiably insane into the hell-world of the city stores and outlying malls before their turkey dinners had been fully digested.

			Crosswalks, people glides, sidewalks, and maxibuses were so mobbed she wondered if there was anyone left outside the borough.

			The number of kids on airskates, airboards, zip bikes, and city scoots told her school was out, too.

			There ought to be a law.

			The street hawkers were doing brisk business selling their designer knockoff everything, their gray-market electronics, their wrist units that would keep time just long enough for the hawker to complete the sale, change location, and melt into the city fabric.

			Let the buyer damn well beware, Eve thought.

			She was stopped at a red when a Rapid Cab in the next lane attempted a maneuver and clipped the rental sedan behind Eve.

			She let out a sigh, pulled out her communicator to inform Traffic. Her intention to let her involvement end there was quashed when the sedan’s driver leaped out, began to screech and pound her fists on the cab’s hood.

			That brought the cabbie out, and just her luck, another woman. That had the pushy-shovey starting immediately.

			Horns blasted, shouts raged, and a number of sidewalk onlookers began to cheer and choose sides.

			She actually saw a glide-cart operator start making book. What a town.

			“Hold it, hold it, hold it!”

			Both women swung around at Eve’s shout, and the driver of the sedan grabbed what Eve identified as a panic button, worn on an ornamental chain around her neck.

			“Wait!” Eve snapped, but was blasted by the ear-splitting scream.

			“I know what this is, I know what you’re doing!” The woman blasted the button again and had Eve’s eyes watering. “I know the kind of scams you run in this godforsaken city. You think because we’re from Minnesota we don’t know what’s what? Police! Police!”

			“I am the—”

			She carried a handbag the size of her home state and swung it like a batter aiming for the fences. It caught Eve full in the face, and considering the stars that exploded in her head, must have been filled with rocks from her home state.

			“Jesus Christ!”

			The woman used her momentum to spin a full circle and swung at the cabbie. Forewarned, the cabbie nimbly leaped out of range.

			“Police! Police! I’m being mugged right on the street in broad daylight. Where are the damn police!”

			“You’re going to be unconscious on the street in broad daylight,” Eve warned, and ducked the next swing as she dug out her badge. “I am the damn police in this godforsaken city, and what the hell are you doing in my world?”

			“That’s a fake! You think I don’t know a fake badge just because I’m from Minnesota?”

			When she hefted her purse for another swing, Eve drew her weapon. “You want to bet this is fake, you Minnesota moron?”

			The woman, a good one-seventy, stared. Then her eyes rolled back. On the way down, she toppled over on the cabbie, who might have weighed in at one-twenty, fully dressed.

			Beside her, as Eve glared down at the tangle of limbs at her feet, the sedan’s window opened.

			“My mom! She killed my mom!”

			She glanced in, saw the sedan was packed with kids. She didn’t care to count the number. They were all screaming or crying at a decibel that put the panic button in the shade.

			“Oh, bloody, buggering hell.” It was one of Roarke’s favorites, and seemed most appropriate. “I didn’t kill anybody. She fainted. I’m the police. Look.” She held her badge to the window.

			Inside the weeping and wailing continued unabated. On the ground, the cabbie, obviously dazed, struggled to pull herself from under her opponent.

			“I barely tapped her.” New York was so thick in her voice an airjack wouldn’t have dented it. Eve felt immediate kinship. “And you saw, you saw, she started beating on my ride. And she shoved me first. You saw.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

			“She clocked you good. You’re coming up a bruise there. Damn tourists. Hey, you kids, button it. Your old lady’s fine. Slam the lid down, now!”

			The screams subsided to wet whimpers.

			“Nice job,” Eve commented.

			“Got two of my own.” The cabbie rubbed her bruised ass, shrugged. “You just gotta know how to handle them.”

			They stood a moment, studying the now moaning woman, as the hysteria of horns and voices raged around them. Two uniforms hotfooted it through people, through vehicles. Eve held up her badge.

			“Fender bump. Cab against rental. No visible vehicular damage.”

			“What’s with her?” one of the uniforms asked, nodding toward the woman who attempted to sit up.

			“Got herself worked up, took a swing at me, passed out.”

			“You want we should take her in for assaulting an officer?”

			“Hell, no. Just haul her up, load her in, and get her the hell out of here. She makes any noises about the bump, or pressing charges, then you tell her she pushes it, she’s going to spend Thanksgiving in a cage. Assault with a damn purse.”

			She crouched down, shoved her badge in the woman’s face again. “You hear any of that? You take any of that in? Do us all a favor. Get in that heap you rented and keep driving.” Eve rose. “Welcome to godforsaken New York.”

			She glanced at the cabbie. “You sustain any injuries in the fall?”

			“Shit, ain’t the first time my ass hit the street. She lets it go, I let it go. I got better things to do.”

			“Good. Officers, it’s your party now.”

			She got back in her car, checked her face in the mirror as she waited out the next red. The bruise was blooming from the tip of her nose right up her cheekbone to the corner of her eye.

			People were a hazard to the damn human race.

			Though her face throbbed, she swung by the Icove residence. She wanted another shot at Avril.

			One of the police droids opened the door after verifying her ID.

			“Where are they?”

			“Two are on the second level with the minors and my counterpart. One is in the kitchen. They’ve made no attempt to leave, and have made no outside contact.”

			“Stand by,” she ordered, and walked through the house to the kitchen.

			Avril was at the stove pulling a tray of cookies out of the oven. She was dressed casually in a blue sweater and black pants, and her hair was pulled back in a shining tail.

			“Ms. Icove.”

			“Oh, you startled us.” She set the tray down on the stovetop. “We enjoy baking on occasion, and the children love when we have fresh cookies.”

			“There’s only one of you in here, so why don’t you drop the trio bit? Why didn’t you tell me about the surgeries, the subliminal control programs performed on minors routinely at Brookhollow.”

			“They’re all part of the process, the training. We assumed you already knew.” She began to move the cookies from baking tray to cooling rack. “Is this an official, recorded interview?”

			“No. No record. I’m off duty.”

			Avril turned fully, and concern moved into her eyes. “Your face is bruised.”

			Eve poked a tongue at the inside of her cheek, relieved she didn’t taste blood. “It’s a jungle out there.”

			“I’ll get the med kit.”

			“Don’t worry about it. When’s Deena due to contact you, Avril?”

			“We thought she would by now. We’re starting to worry. Lieutenant, she’s our sister. That relationship is as true for us as if we were blood. We don’t want anything to happen to her because of something we did.”

			“What about something you didn’t do? Like telling me where to find her?”

			“We can’t, unless she tells us.”

			“Is she working with the others? The others who got away?”

			Avril carefully removed her apron. “There are some who formed an underground. There are some who simply wanted to disappear, to live a normal life. Deena’s had help, but what she’s done—what we’ve done,” she corrected, “is what she, and you, I imagine, would call unsanctioned. Deena felt something had to be done, now. Something strong and permanent. We felt, because of what we’d learned about our children, that she was right.”

			“By this time tomorrow, Quiet Birth will be all over the media. You want it stopped? Public outrage is going to go a long way to making sure it is. Help me clean up the rest of it. Where are the nurseries, Avril?”

			“What will happen to the children, the babies, the yet born?”

			“I don’t know. But I suspect there’ll be a lot of loud voices calling for their rights, their protection. That’s part of human makeup, too, isn’t it? Protecting and defending the innocent and the defenseless.”

			“Not everyone will see it that way.”

			“Enough will. I can give you my word I know how this story’ll be broken, the tone that’s going to be set. The odds of Deena going to prison for her crimes to date are slim to none. Those odds start climbing if she continues her mission now that we’ve taken steps to stop the project, to shut down the training area.”

			“We’ll tell her, as soon as we can.”

			“What about the data removed from the private office upstairs?”

			“She has it. We gave it to her.”

			“And the data she removed from Samuels’s quarters?”

			Surprise flickered. “You’re very good at your work.”

			“That’s right, I am. What was in the files she took from Samuels?”

			“We don’t know. There wasn’t time for her to share it with us.”

			“You tell her if she gets me the data, the locations, I can slam the door on this. She doesn’t have to do any more.”

			“We will, when we can. We’re grateful.” She lifted a platter already loaded with cookies. “Would you like a cookie?”

			“Why not?” Eve said, and took one for the road.

			There were kids in the yard. It gave Eve a jolt, especially when one dropped out of a tree like a monkey. He seemed to be of the male variety, and let out war whoops as he raced her car to the house.

			“Afternoon!” he said, with an accent much broader and somehow greener than Roarke’s. “We’re in New York City.”

			“Okay.” He didn’t appear to consider it godforsaken.

			“We’ve never been before, but we’re having an American holiday. I’m Sean, and we’ve come to visit our cousin, Roarke. This is his grand house here. Me da said it’s big enough to have its own postal code. If you’re after seeing Roarke, he’s inside. I can show you the way.”

			“I know the way. I’m Dallas. I live here, too.”

			The boy cocked his head. She was bad with ages when it came to the underaged, but she figured maybe eight. He had a lot of hair the color of the syrup she liked to drown pancakes in, and enormous green eyes. His face exploded with freckles.

			“I thought the lady who lived in the grand house with cousin Roarke was Eve. She’s with the garda, and wears a weapon.”

			“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve.” She shoved back her coat so he could see her sidearm.

			“Oh, brilliant! Can I—”

			“No.” She flapped the coat back before his reaching fingers made contact with her weapon.

			“Well, that’s all right, then. Have you blasted many people with it?”

			“Only my share.”

			He fell into step with her. “Were you in a fight, then?”

			“No. Not exactly.”

			“It looks like someone planted a right one on you. Will you be going with us on the city tour?”

			Did the kid do anything but ask questions? “I don’t know.” Did she have to? “Probably not. I’ve got . . . things.”

			“We’re after going skating at the place, the outside place. Have you done that already?”

			“No.” She glanced down, and with hopes of discouraging his inexplicable attachment to her, gave him her flat-eyed cop stare. “There was a murder there last year.”

			Instead of shock and terror, his face registered delicious excitement. “A murder? Who was it? Who killed him? Did the body freeze onto the ice so it had to be scraped off? Was there blood? I bet that froze so it was like red ice.”

			His questions slapped at her ears like gnats as she quickened her pace to, hopefully, escape into the house.

			She opened the door to voices, a great many voices.

			And there was a small, human creature of undetermined sex crawling over the foyer tiles. It moved like lightning, and it was heading her way.

			“Oh my God.”

			“That’s my cousin Cassie. Quick as a snake, she is. Best close the door.”

			Eve not only closed it, but backed up against it as the crawling thing made a series of unintelligible noises, quickened the pace, and cornered her.

			“What does it want?”

			“Oh, just to say hello. You can pick her up. She’s the sociable sort. Aren’t you, Cassie darling?”

			It grinned, showing a couple of little white teeth, then to Eve’s horror, got a grip on the bottom of her coat and hauled itself up on its chubby legs. It said: “Da!”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means most anything.”

			A man dashed out of the parlor. He was tall, beanpole thin, with a messy thatch of dense brown hair. He grinned and in other circumstances Eve might have found him charming.

			“There she is. I’m on watch, and I take my eyes off the monkey for a split second and she’s off to the races. No need to mention this to your aunt Reenie,” he said to Sean. Then to Eve’s vast relief, scooped the baby up to bounce her casually on his hip.

			“You’d be Eve. I’m your cousin Eemon, Sinead’s son. It’s lovely meeting you at last.”

			Before she could speak, he’d wrapped his free arm around her, pulled her into a hug, and into intimate proximity with what was on his hip. Tiny fingers shot out, grabbed her hair.

			Eemon laughed. “She’s a fascination with hair, as she has so little of it yet herself.” Competently, he tugged the fingers free.

			“Um” was all Eve could think of, but Eemon flashed that smile once more.

			“And here you are, barely in your own door and we’ve got you surrounded. We’re already scattered about the place, and sure a beauty of a place it is. Roarke and some of us are in the parlor there. Can I help you with your coat?”

			“Coat? No. Thanks.” She was able to ease away, peel it off, toss it over the newel post.

			“Gran!” Sean raced forward, and some of Eve’s tension faded when she saw Sinead step into the foyer. At least this was someone she’d already met.

			“You’ll never guess it.” Brimming with excitement, Sean danced in a circle. “Cousin Eve said there was a murder at the skating place. A dead body.”

			“Murder usually involves a dead body.”

			It occurred to Eve, quite suddenly, that murder probably hadn’t been an appropriate point of conversation. “It was last year. It’s okay now.”

			“I’m relieved to hear it, as there’s a considerable horde who’s looking forward to taking a spin on the ice.” She grinned, stepped forward.

			She was slim and lovely. Delicate white skin and fine features, golden red hair and sea green eyes. The same face, Eve thought, her twin—Roarke’s mother—would have had if she’d lived.

			She kissed Eve’s cheek. “Thank you for having us in your home.”

			“Oh. Sure, but it’s Roarke’s—”

			“Whatever he built, it’s the home you’ve made together. How is it you manage such a place?” She hooked an arm through Eve’s as she walked back toward the parlor. “Sure I’d be lost half the time.”

			“I don’t, really. Manage it. Summerset.”

			“Competent, he looks it. A bit intimidating as well.”

			“I’ll say.”

			But she’d have handled him better than the sight in the parlor. There were so many of them. Had he said there were so many? They were all talking and eating. More kids—the couple others she’d seen outside. They must have come around the side, she thought. Or just whizzed through, invisibly.

			Roarke was in the process of serving an older woman a cup of something. She sat in one of the high-backed chairs, her head crowned with white hair, her eyes strong and blue.

			There was another man standing by the fireplace having a conversation with yet another who might have been his twin if you carved away the twenty-odd years she judged came between them. They appeared to have no problem ignoring the two kids who sat at their feet and poked viciously at each other.

			Another woman, early twenties, sat in the windowseat, looking dreamily out while a baby of some kind sucked heroically at her breast.

			Jeez.

			“Our Eve’s home,” Sinead announced, and conversation trailed off. “Meet the family, won’t you?” Sinead’s arm tightened like a shackle, and moved Eve forward. “My brother Ned, and his oldest Connor.”

			“Ah, nice to meet you.” She started to extend a hand, and was enveloped in a bear hug by the older, passed to the younger for the same treatment.

			“Thanks for having us.”

			“That’s Connor’s Maggie there, nursing their young Devin.”

			“Pleasure.” Maggie sent Eve a slow, shy smile.

			“Scattered about on the floor would be Celia and Tom.”

			“She’s got a blaster.” Since it was the girl who made the whispered observation, Eve assumed it was Celia.

			“Police-issue combo.” Instinctively Eve laid her hand over it. “It’s on stun. Lowest setting. I . . . I’ll go up and put it away.”

			“Somebody punched her face.” Tom didn’t bother to whisper.

			“Not exactly. I should go up, and . . .” Hide.

			“My mother.” Sinead tugged Eve forward another step. “Alise Brody.”

			“Ma’am. I’m just going to—”

			But the woman got to her feet. “Let’s have a good look at you. Don’t you feed her, boy?” she demanded of Roarke.

			“I try.”

			“Good face, strong jaw. Good thing if you’re going to have to take a punch here and there. So you’re a cop, are you now? Running about after murderers and the like. Good at it?”

			“Yes. I’m good at it.”

			“No point in doing something and not doing it well. And your family? Your kin?”

			“I don’t have any family.”

			She laughed, hard and long. “God sake, child, like it or no, you’ve got one now. Give us a kiss here, then.” She tapped her cheek. “And you can call me Granny.”

			She wasn’t much of a cheek kisser, but there didn’t seem to be any choice.

			“I really need to just . . .” Eve gestured vaguely toward the doorway.

			“Roarke’s told us you’re in the middle of an investigation.” Sinead gave her an easy pat. “Don’t mind us if you need to be doing something.”

			“I just—a couple of things. For a minute.”

			She started out, started to take her first easy breath. Roarke caught up with her at the stairs. “How’d you get the bruise this time?”

			“Minnesota backhand. I should’ve done something about it before I got here. I should’ve locked my weapon in my vehicle.” The fact Roarke looked so ridiculously happy only flustered her more. “And I shouldn’t have tried to get the kid—the Sean kid—to stop hammering me with questions by telling him there’d been a murder in Rockefeller Center last year.”

			“Certainly not to the last, as you say murder to a young boy, you’ve only enticed him.” He slid an arm around her waist, rubbed his hand up and down her torso. “You don’t have to be what you’re not with them. That, at least, I’ve learned. I appreciate you tolerating this, Eve. I know it’s not entirely comfortable for you, and the timing turned out poor.”

			“It’s okay. It’s the number of them that threw me off, especially since so many of them are kids.”

			He leaned in, just to brush his lips over her hair. “Would this be the best time to tell you there are several more having a swim?”

			She stopped dead. “More?”

			“Several. One of the uncles stayed back, along with a scatter of cousins and my grandfather. They’re minding the family farm. But that leaves a number of other cousins, and their children.”

			Children. More. She wasn’t going to panic; what was the point. “We’re going to need a turkey the size of Pluto.”

			He turned her, drew her in, pressed his lips to the side of her neck.

			“How you holding up?” she asked him.

			“There are so many feelings coming and going inside me.” He rubbed her arms, stepped back.

			Touching her, she realized, keeping contact maybe because both of them needed it.

			“I’m so pleased they’re here. I never thought to have any blood of mine under my roof.” He gave a quick, baffled laugh. “Never thought I had any I’d care to welcome. And still, I can’t catch up with them. I don’t know what to make of them, that’s God’s truth.”

			“Well, Jesus, there’s so many it’d take you a couple years just to sort through and assign names to faces.”

			“No.” But he laughed again, more easily. “That’s not what I meant. I’m happy they’ve come, but at the same time, I can’t get used to having them. They . . . I can’t think of the word. Flummox is closest. They flummox me, Eve, with their acceptance, their affection. And there’s part of me, part that’s still the Dublin street rat, that’s waiting for one of them to say: ‘Roarke, darling, how about a little of the ready, since you’ve so much to spare.’ It’s uncalled for, and unfair.”

			“It’s natural. And it’d be easier for you if they did. You’d understand that. So would I.” She angled her head. “Am I really supposed to call her Granny? I don’t think I can get my mouth around it.”

			He brushed a kiss on her brow. “It’d be a great favor to me if you’d try. Just think of it as a kind of nickname, that’s what I’m doing yet. Now if you need to work, I’ll make your excuses.”

			“Nothing much left for me to do but wait. Mostly waiting now for the media to hit, and the feds to scramble. Departmentally, the case is essentially closed. Except, I was going to ask you to get me schematics, blueprints on the Center. If the base isn’t at the school, I’m betting it’s there. Maybe auxiliaries scattered. But there’s got to be an operation center.”

			“I can do that. I can get a search started, and check in on it by remote.”

			“That’d be good. And maybe we could run another search and match on Deena. Use the image from the discs from Brookhollow. Possibly she’s got more ID with that basic appearance. Could get lucky.”

			“But the case is essentially closed,” he said dryly.

			“Departmentally. But I’m damned if this is getting away from me until I’ve tried every avenue.”

			There were more of them. Eve let names and faces buzz through her brain. It seemed there was at least one of every specimen, from seventy years to less than that many days. Every one of them was inclined to talk.

			As Sean seemed determined to shadow her every move, she concluded that young boys were much like cats. They insisted on giving their company to those who most feared or distrusted them.

			As for her cat, Galahad made an appearance, regally ignored everyone under four feet until he clued in that this variety of human was more likely to drop food on the floor, or sneak him handouts. He ended in a gluttonous coma, tubby belly up under a table.

			She escaped the party Roarke escorted out for what Sean called the city tour, and with her head ringing from endless conversation, slipped up to her office.

			The case wasn’t closed, she thought, until it was closed.

			She sat at her desk, ordered the data from Roarke’s unit, and studied the blueprints on record for the Icove Center.

			There could be others, and Roarke agreed. His computer would continue to search for unrecordeds. For now, she’d work with these.

			God knew it was enough.

			“Computer, delete all public areas.”

			She crossed back and forth in front of the screens, studying the accesses, the floor space.

			Because it was there. She was sure of it now. It was ego as well as convenience. He’d have based his most personal project in the enormous center that bore his name.

			That’s where he spent his free time. Those days and evenings never booked. Just a quick walk or drive from home.

			“Delete patient areas. Hell of a lot of space yet, for labs, for staff sectors, for administration. Wasting my time, probably wasting my time,” she muttered. “Feds’ll run through the place like ants in another day, two at the most.”

			The NYPSD couldn’t lock it down. There were civilian patients to consider, privacy laws to wrestle, and the sheer size of the place would make a reasonable search all but impossible.

			But the feds would have the juice for it, and the enhanced equipment. Probably should leave this end to them. Let them wrap it up.

			“Screw that. Computer, give me lab areas, one at a time, beginning with highest security. Unilab’s got some research on this site, some of the mobiles must have pieces of the project,” she said quietly when the new image came up. “But how do you find which ones without slapping a lock on all of them?”

			Which meant legal wrangles from every country where they had facilities. Civil suits, undoubtedly, from staff and patients.

			“They’re mobile. Good networking tool, so maybe one of the ways they move graduates from school to placement. Maybe. Nobel Prize, my ass—they’re going to be shut down before this is over.”

			She swung around at the sound in her doorway. Sinead stopped, backing out.

			“I’m sorry. I’ve got myself turned around, and when I heard you talking I came this way. Then when I saw you were working, I tried to slip out again.”

			“I was just thinking out loud.”

			“Well now, I do the same all the time myself.”

			“You didn’t go with the others.”

			“I didn’t, no. I stayed back to help my daughter and daughter-in-law with their babies. The lot of them are sound asleep now. And I thought to myself I’d find that beautiful library Roarke showed us earlier, have a book and a little lie down. But I got lost as Gretel in the woods.”

			“Gretel who?”

			“Hansel’s sister. It’s a fairy tale.”

			“Right. I knew that. I can show you the library.”

			“Don’t trouble yourself, no. I’ll come upon it. You’re working.”

			“Not getting anywhere anyway.”

			“Could I see, do you think, just for a moment?”

			“See what?”

			“The police part of things . . . well, I’m not as bloodthirsty as our Sean, but I can’t help wondering. And it looks more like a little flat than a cop’s office.”

			It took Eve a moment to translate flat into apartment. “Actually, Roarke kind of replicated my old apartment. It was one of his ways of luring me in, getting me to move in here.”

			Sinead’s smile was very warm. “Clever, and sweet. I find him to be both, though you can see the fierceness in him, the power all over him. Do you wish us all back to Clare, Eve? I won’t be offended.”

			“I don’t. Really. He’s—” She wasn’t sure how to put it. “He’s so happy that you’ve come. He isn’t unsure about much, but he’s unsure about you—all of you. Especially you. He’s still, I guess, grieving, for Siobhan, still guilty on some level about what happened to her.”

			“The grief’s natural enough, and probably good for him. But the guilt is useless, and it’s aimed wrong. He was just a baby.”

			“She died for him. That’s how he sees it, and always will. So having you here . . . Especially having you here, it means a lot. I wish I knew more how to handle it all. That’s all.”

			“I wanted to come, so much. I’ll never forget the day he came, the day he sat in my kitchen. Siobhan’s boy. I wanted . . . Oh, look at me, going foolish.”

			“What’s wrong?” The sudden sheen of tears had Eve’s stomach knotting. “What is it?”

			“I’m here. And there’s part of me can’t stop thinking how much Siobhan would have loved to be. How proud she’d be of everything her son’s accomplished. What he has, what he’s become. I wish I could give her even an hour of my life that she could stand here and talk to his wife in their beautiful home. And I can’t.”

			“I don’t know much about it, but I’d guess she’d be glad you’re here. I guess she’d be grateful you’ve, well, you’ve taken him in.”

			“Just the right thing to say. Thanks for that. I’m happy to stand in as his mother, and sad that my sister had so little time with her child. He has our eyes. Not the color, the shape of them. It comforts me to look in them, and see that part of us. Of her. I hope it comforts him to see her in me. I’ll let you get back to work.”

			“Wait. Wait.” Eve held up a hand, let the thoughts circle. “Your brother, the one who’s here.”

			“Ned.”

			“He went to Dublin looking for your sister and her baby.”

			“He did.” Her mouth set. “And was nearly beaten to death for it. Patrick Roarke.” She all but spat it. “The police were no help. We knew she was gone, our Siobhan. We knew but had no proof of it. We tried to find him for her, and nearly lost Ned.”

			“Hypothetical. If you’d known where to find Roarke when he was a kid, how to get to him, what was happening to him, when he’d been a boy, what would you have done?”

			Those lovely eyes went hot and hard. “If I’d known where that bastard had my sister’s child, my blood and bone, my heart that he’d murdered? That he was treating that child worse than you’d treat a stray dog, trying to train him to be what he himself was? I swear before God, I’d have moved heaven and earth to get to that boy, to get him away, to get him safe. He was mine, wasn’t he? He was, is, part of me.”

			“Son of a bitch! Sorry,” she said when Sinead’s eyebrows shot up. “Son of a bitch.” And she leaped to her desk ’link. “Lieutenant Dallas. Get me the lead officer on duty,” she barked. “Now.”

			“This is Officer Otts, Lieutenant.”

			“Determine location of student Diana Rodriguez, age twelve. Immediately. Security check, full perimeter. I’m staying linked until you report affirmation on both. Move your ass!”

			Sinead’s eyes were wide, and for a moment resembled her grandson’s. “Well now, you’re formidable, aren’t you?”

			“Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Eve kicked her desk as Sinead looked on. “Her mother. Waiting for her mother. Well, who the hell’s her mother? Not that bogus data listing, that’s for damn sure. Deena. She meant Deena.”

			“I’m sure she did,” Sinead replied softly.

			“Lieutenant, Diana Rodriguez can’t be located. I’ve ordered a full search of the facilities and the grounds. There’s been an unreported breach in the southwest wall. I’m checking on that.”

			“You’re checking on it.”

			Sinead stood, fascinated, as Eve verbally chewed Officer Otts down to bare bone.
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			“I SHOULD’VE THOUGHT OF IT. I SHOULD’VE known.” She had to calm down, Eve told herself. Feeney was on his way. They’d use the homer implant. They’d track the kid.

			“You have thought of it,” Roarke reminded her.

			“After it was too late to stop it. To use it. You got a top security facility, you’ve got seasoned cops, and still she walks in, gets the kid, walks out.”

			“She’d studied the system, Eve. She’d gotten through it once before. And her motivation was very strong.”

			“Which makes me more of an idiot for not realizing the kid was key. She wants to stop it. Will kill to stop it. That’s what I focused on. But the kid, more than a replica of her. She’s from her.”

			“Her child,” Roarke agreed. “Obviously knowing Diana existed was one thing. Seeing her, face to face, pushed getting her out to priority.”

			“She wasn’t trained the same as Avril,” Eve pointed out. “Look at her records. Languages, electronics, comp sciences, martial arts training, international law and global studies, weaponry, explosives. Light on domestic sciences.”

			“Training her to be a soldier.”

			“No, a spook.” Furious with herself, she shoved at her hair. “I’m betting spook. Infiltrate covert ops, move up the ranks. But she used her training to get out, stay gone. The murders looked professional because they were. They looked personal because they were.”

			“They . . . encoded her . . .” Roarke said, for lack of a better term, “. . . to do exactly what she did.”

			“That’s the point, and the point Legal will use if and when she goes to trial. See here? They shifted training with Diana somewhat. Trying to prevent her from repeating the same pattern. Add in more of the domestic sciences, push art appreciation, theater, music. Blah, blah. Maybe, maybe it would’ve worked. But here comes the intangible. She sees the person she considers her mother.”

			He was working on the center, manually now, his sleeves rolled up, his hair tied back. “If they’ve based anything here, they’ve covered themselves brilliantly. Every area is fully accounted for.”

			“Okay, forget that, forget it.” She pressed her fingers to her temples as if to clear her brain. “This is your place, your base. Where do you put it?”

			He pushed back, considered. “Well, you go under. This isn’t the sort of thing you can run cleverly in plain sight. That’s the most fun, of course, but you can’t mix this—or not all of it, not the core of it—in with the work-a-day. Some of the lab business, yes. With the setup they’ve got, you’ve plenty of checkpoints there. Certainly you could do alterations, sculpting, the subliminals, whatever you liked in any number of locations. But for the creating, the—for lack of a better word—the gestating. You’d need maximum cover.”

			“Sublevel, then.” She leaned over him, studied the screen. “How do we get in?”

			“Are we breaking and entering, darling? You’ll get me stirred up.”

			“Cut it out. Nobody’s stirring anything with a houseful of relatives. It’s too distracting.”

			“I’d point out they’re all tucked up neatly in bed now, but the idea of breaking into the Center has me distracted. First you walk in.”

			“One of the public areas. Emergency care, maybe. Most vulnerable to security, right?”

			“Most likely. And as good as any. Let’s have a look.”

			“You look. I have to think. Would she take her along? Take the kid?”

			Because she felt a certain kinship with Deena, she asked herself what she’d do.

			“Doesn’t seem to follow. You pull her out of what you consider a dangerous situation, you don’t dump her into another. But she’d keep her close. She’d put her where she feels it’s safe. With Avril, or where Avril can get to her. If so, she has to contact Avril. Already has,” she said, nodding to herself. “No move on Diana’s legal guardians in Argentina. I’m betting Avril got word to her, and Deena caught another flight back, or aborted the flight she was on.”

			“Or never went at all,” Roarke suggested. “Tossed you a red herring.”

			“Maybe, yeah, maybe. If she’s had contact with Avril, she knows or will know that this whole thing’s about to go public. What does she do?”

			She paced. “She’s got her mission. Most of what she wants is going to come down. But . . .” Case is basically closed, she thought, but was that stopping her from pursuing it, from doing what she could to finish it out herself?

			“She’ll try to finish it. Hell, they trained her for this kind of work. They imprinted her to succeed. She’s already gone rogue from her own underground. She’s been in the Center once already that we know of. To kill Icove. But she doesn’t attempt to do anything else there.”

			“She’s focused.”

			“So far,” Eve agreed. “Icove to Icove to Samuels. Because even if she does get in, compromises their database, their equipment . . . Hell, even if she blows the place up, key members are still around to put it back together. Take out the human factor first, then the system.”

			She paced some more. “Don’t take the chance on the government getting the system, covertly continuing the program. I put the clock on her with Nadine. She’s got to move on it tonight.”

			She stopped when Feeney came in. He was, if possible, more rumpled than usual.

			“I need that tracking.”

			“I got the data from Samuels’s records on the type of implant.” He looked at Roarke. “You got anything in here that’ll track an internal?”

			“I’ve got a few things we can put together in the computer lab. There’s—”

			“Go do that,” Eve interrupted, sensing a compu-geek mode coming on. “I’m going to outline the op.”

			“What op?” Feeney wanted to know.

			“I’ll catch you up.” Roarke started out with him. “Have you ever worked with an Alpha-5? The XDX version?”

			“Only in my dreams.”

			“Your dream’s about to come true.”

			Eve gave them twenty minutes. It was all she believed they could spare.

			“Got her?”

			“Got something,” Feeney told her. “It’s being jammed, and it’s weak, but it matches the codes of the implant listed for Diana Rodriguez. We wouldn’t be getting anything, I can tell you, if we weren’t working with the Alpha, ’cause the jam is choice. Might not even get what we got with the Alpha, except the implant’s within a mile of our location.”

			“Where?”

			“Moving north. West of here. Got that map ready?” he asked Roarke.

			“Just coming. And on.”

			A city map flashed under the fuzzy blip on-screen. “The Center.” Eve set her jaw. “She’s less than a block from the Center. She’s taking the kid and going in. Feeney, don’t lose her. Contact Whitney. You’re going to have to convince him to let you break Code Blue on communications. Then you’ve got to convince him to get us a warrant and a team. Use the kid. Minor civilian, suspected abduction, imminent jeopardy. With or without, I’m going in. I’m changing to Delta frequency on my communicator. Use it only if you get affirmative.”

			She spun to Roarke. “Let’s gear up.”

			She yanked on her weapon, strapped on a clutch piece. She opted against body armor as it was too bulky and annoying, but hooked on a combat knife.

			When Roarke joined her he wore a knee-length leather coat. She had no idea what sort of weaponry and illegal electronics might be under and/or in it.

			She’d leave it to him.

			“Some couples,” he said, “go out to a club for an evening.”

			Her smile was thin and sharp. “Let’s dance.”

			Diana slipped into the Emergency Room. She knew how to look innocent, and better, knew how to move so that she was all but invisible to most adults. She kept her gaze down, away from their faces as she passed by those waiting to be treated, and those who would treat them.

			It was late, everyone was tired or angry or hurt. No one wanted to bother with a young girl who appeared to know where she was going.

			She knew because she’d heard Deena tell Avril.

			She’d known Deena would come for her. And she’d prepared for it. She’d taken only what she was sure she’d need and put it in her backpack. Food she’d squirreled away for emergencies, her journal discs, the laser scalpel she’d stolen from Medical.

			They thought they knew everything, but they hadn’t known about the food, the journal, the things she’d stolen over the years.

			She was a very good thief.

			Deena hadn’t had to explain when she’d climbed in the window. She hadn’t had to tell her to be quiet, to be quick. Diana had simply taken the backpack out of her hiding place and climbed out with her.

			There’d been something she’d scented in the air when they’d gone over the wall. Something she’d never scented before. It was freedom.

			They’d talked all the way to New York. That was a first time, too. To talk to someone without having to pretend anything.

			They would go to Avril’s first. Avril would disengage the security, then Deena would go in and disengage the two police droids. It would be fast, she’d promised. Then she would take her and Avril and their children to a safe location where they would wait until she’d finished what she’d set out to do.

			Quiet Birth would be shut down. No one would ever be forced to become again.

			She’d watched Deena go into the pretty house, watched her come out again only minutes later. And it was righteous.

			The safe house was only minutes away, and that was smart. To hide so close. They could stay there, undetected, until it was safe to go somewhere else.

			She pretended to go to bed.

			She heard Deena and Avril arguing, in low voices. It would be done, Avril said, all they could expect to be done would be done in a day.

			But it wasn’t enough. Deena said it wasn’t enough until she’d killed the root. Until she had, they’d never be free. They’d never be safe. It would never, never stop. She was going tonight, to finish it.

			Then she told Avril exactly what she intended to do.

			So she waited, and when Deena switched security to yellow to go out the front door, she went out the back.

			She’d never been in a city before—that she remembered. Never been completely alone. And it was exhilarating. She had no fear, none. She reveled in the sound of her footsteps on the sidewalk, at the sensation of cool air on her face.

			She worked out her route and her movements by treating the whole business like a logic puzzle she was required to solve. If Deena was going to the Center, she was going to the Center.

			It wasn’t far. Though she was on foot, she could run well, and run long. And Deena would have to park some distance from the target, then take the last two blocks on foot as well. If she timed it right they’d get there simultaneously, then she could follow Deena through the street-level emergency area.

			By the time she was discovered, it would be too late—and too illogical—to take her back.

			Simple was usually the most successful.

			Because she knew where to look, she spotted Deena quickly. She looked ordinary, everything about her from the light brown hair, the jeans, the hooded jacket. The bag she carried looked like one anybody might carry—just a lightweight shoulder sack.

			Simple is successful.

			She was waiting, but didn’t wait long. When an emergency vehicle raced up, Deena used someone’s misfortune to slide into the confusion and into the center.

			Diana counted to ten and bounded after. But she slowed, cast her gaze down, and moved with what she considered casual purpose once she was inside.

			No one bothered her. No one asked what she was doing, and there was another burst of freedom in that.

			She cut away toward Ambulatory, then watched from the corner as Deena casually dropped something in a recycler. Deena kept walking, even stopped a harried-looking intern to ask directions. Simple and smart.

			When she reached a fork, alarms began to peal. Deena quickened her pace, still not obviously hurrying, and split off to the left. Diana risked a quick look back, saw smoke rolling into the corridor. And for the first time allowed herself a grin.

			Deena came to a set of double doors marked STAFF ONLY. She swiped a code card in the slot, and the doors parted. Diana forced herself to wait until they’d started to close, then sprinted forward and nipped inside.

			Medical supplies, Diana noted. A lot of them. Some portable diagnostic equipment, secured drug cabinets. Why here? she wondered, then heard the faint swish of a bag being opened. She eased forward, and found herself against the wall with a stunner at her throat.

			“Diana!” Deena hissed as she jerked the stunner away. “What the hell are you doing?”

			“Going with you.”

			“You can’t. For God’s sake. Avril must be out of her mind by now.”

			“Then we’d better hurry, get done, get back.”

			“I have to get you out of here.”

			“You’ve come too far to turn back now. Someone might come looking soon.”

			“No, they won’t, not where I’m going. And where I’m going, what I’m going to do, you can’t have any part of that. Listen to me.” She took Diana’s shoulders. “There’s nothing more important than your safety, than your freedom.”

			“Yes, there is.” Diana’s eyes were clear and dark. “Ending it.”

			Alarms were shrilling when Eve strode into the ER. So were a lot of people, she noted. But then, they would. Panic was as natural to some as breathing.

			Health care workers, security guards were trying to restore order.

			“This will be her work.” Eve badged an ER nurse who barely gave her a glance. “Emergency entrance has to be the weakest point. Add some disorder to the natural disorder an area like this has, and go about your work.” She glanced at Roarke. “Let’s take a page out of her book.”

			He looked down at the scanner he’d palmed. “Beacon is a hundred meters northwest. No current movement.”

			They followed the trail, came to a dense cloud of smoke.

			“Sulphur cube,” Roarke said when Eve cursed at the stench. “Kids tend to make them up. I did myself. Messy, smelly, and harmless.”

			Eve sucked in a breath, moved into the stench at a jog. A maintenance worker wearing a safety mask waved her back. She shoved her badge into his visor, then kept going.

			“Harmless?” she said on the other side. “How about the hour we’re going to have to spend in fumigation?”

			“The fact it reeks to heaven and back is part of the fun.” He coughed, winced. “When you’re twelve. Forty-six meters, east.” He adjusted his earpiece. “We’ve still got her,” he told Feeney on the other end. “Got that. He says the commander’s authorized backup. Feeney’ll be guiding them in using the beacon. As long as he can hold it.”

			“Just so it’s long enough. She couldn’t pull this off alone. I don’t care how smart she is. She’s got to be with Deena.”

			“Smart timing. Make your sortie not only through the weak spot, but at the weak point in time. Late night, holiday eve. A lot of the sectors would be shut down, skeleton staff. People’s minds are on their holiday plans, or they’re aggravated they have to work while others are sitting about eating turkey or watching the game on-screen.

			“Through there.” He nodded toward the secured doors. “Wait. She’s heading down.”

			Eve tried her master through the security slot, and was rejected. “Get us through.”

			He pulled a device out of his pocket, attached it to the head of the slot, then tapped keys. “Try now.”

			The second swipe opened the doors.

			“Just a different kind of cloning,” Roarke told her. “She must’ve done something similar herself, blocking out any code but her own. Target’s still descending.”

			“From where?” Eve demanded, and Roarke tilted the scanner, aimed it at a floor-to-ceiling drug box. “There’s your point. Elevator, has to be.”

			“How the hell does it open?”

			“I doubt it’s ‘open sesame.’ ” He ran his fingers over one side while she searched the other. “It can’t be manual. Too easy to trigger it accidentally.”

			Eve gave it a vicious shove and earned a pitying glance from Roarke.

			“It’s fused to the wall.”

			“Not on this side,” he mused. “Switch.”

			He worked the opposite side while Eve bellied down to search the floor for any signs. “It’s got glides. It’s on a glide.”

			“I’m getting it,” he muttered. “I’m getting it.”

			He pried open a small panel, studied the controls with satisfaction. “Now I’ve got you.”

			“Where is she? Where’s the kid?”

			Rather than respond, he handed her the scanner and got to work on the controls. “Code slot has to be around here somewhere, but this should be quicker than hunting it up.”

			“She’s stopped descending, moving west. I think. We’re losing the signal. Hurry.”

			“There’s a certain amount of delicacy required to—”

			“Screw delicacy.” She whipped off her coat, tossed it aside.

			“Pipe down for two bloody seconds,” he snapped. Then sat back on his haunches as the cabinet and wall slid left. “You’re welcome.”

			“Sarcasm later, hunt down lair of mad scientists now.”

			
				Authorization required,

			

			the security panel announced when they stepped in.

			
				Red sector only.

			

			“Try your master,” Roarke suggested.

			
				Incorrect code. Please insert correct code, and stand for retinal scan within thirty seconds . . .

			

			Eve pulled back a fist. Roarke cupped his hand over it. “Don’t be hasty, darling.” Once again, he affixed his scanner to the panel, tapped keys. “Now.”

			
				Incorrect code. You have twenty-two seconds to comply . . .

			

			“Or what?” Eve snarled as Roarke reconfigured.

			“Again.”

			
				Code accepted. Please step to the rear of the unit for retinal scanning.

			

			“How the hell do we get by that?” Eve demanded.

			“She did. I’ll wager she’s done the work for us.”

			The scan beam shot out of the panel, but it wavered, then pulsed twice.

			
				Welcome, Doctors Icove. Which level do you require?

			

			“That’s good.” Roarke’s voice held quiet admiration. “That’s bloody good. I wonder if this Deena would like a job.”

			“Return to previous level,” Eve ordered.

			
				Level One is requested.

			

			The doors slid shut.

			“Fast work on compromising the scan,” Roarke commented. “Smarter than disengaging. Bound to be an alarm trigger for that. This way you skip some steps and add the irony. I could find quite the happy position for Deena.”

			“Damn it, damn it, the signal’s gone. Make sure Feeney has the last coordinates.”

			She drew her weapon as the computer announced arrival at Level One.

			She came out low, with Roarke taking high, into a wide, white corridor. The walls were tiled and glossy, the floors gleaming. The only color was from the large red “1” directly across from the elevator, and from the black eyes of the security cams.

			“A bit like the morgue,” Roarke commented, but she shook her head.

			There was no smell of death here. No smell of human. Just empty air pumped and recycled. They headed west.

			There were archways right and left, with codes posted, again in red, on the walls.

			“Lost Feeney. We’re deep.” Roarke looked up. The ceiling was white, too, and curved like a tunnel. “And there’s probably security plates to block unauthorized communications.”

			“Have to know we’re here.” She lifted her chin toward another camera. “Maybe security’s automated.”

			She strained to hear. Voices, footsteps. But there was nothing but the quiet hum of the air system. The tunnel curved, and she saw the remains of a droid scattered over the white floor.

			“I’d say we’re on the right track.” He crouched to study the pieces. “Bug, equipped with stunners and signals.”

			Because they looked like mutant spiders, they disgusted her on an innate level. And where there was one, there were bound to be more.

			Her theory proved out when she heard the scuttle behind her. She turned, fired, as the bug droid rounded the curve. Three more came behind it.

			She dropped to avoid the beam, clipped one, and was rolling to her feet when Roarke obliterated the third. The injured one let out a high-pitched signal before she kicked it, full force, and set it smashing against the wall.

			“Damn insects.”

			“That may be. But in a place like this, I’d say they’re the first wave.” Anticipating, Roarke drew a second blaster. “We can expect worse.”

			They hadn’t made it another ten feet when they got worse.

			They came, front and rear, and at quick march, in perfect formation. Eve counted more than a dozen before her back slapped against Roarke’s.

			Droids, she hoped they were droids. They were identical: stony faces, hard eyes, bulky muscle under what were outdated military uniforms.

			But young, oh Christ, no more than sixteen. Children. Just children.

			“This is the police,” she shouted out. “This is a sanctioned NYPSD operation. Stop where you are.”

			They kept coming, and as one entity, drew weapons.

			“Take them down!”

			She’d barely gotten the words out when the explosion rocked her. She flipped her weapon to full stun, fired first in a sweep, then in quick, focused bursts.

			Something seared her left arm, brought a quick shock of pain. Even as she fired into one of the oncoming’s face, the one behind him fell on her.

			She nearly lost her weapon as the force slammed her to the floor. She smelled blood, ripe and fresh, saw the human in his eyes. And without remorse, jammed her weapon against his throat, and fired on full.

			His body jerked, convulsed, and was dead before she shoved him aside. She avoided, narrowly, the combat boot that kicked toward her face. Yanking her knife free she drove it up, into the hard belly.

			Chips of tile flew, sliced at her exposed skin as she rolled. There was another jolt of pain, a pinch at her hip. She caught sight of Roarke battling two, hand to hand. And more were coming.

			She clamped her knife between her teeth, thumbed to maximum blast, and flipped her clutch piece out of its holster. She somersaulted back, took one of Roarke’s opponents out, cursed when she couldn’t get a clear shot of the other, then began to fire two-handed, like a mad thing, at what remained standing.

			Then Roarke was beside her, kneeling beside her. “Fire in the hole,” he said, dead calm, and heaved the miniboomer in his hand.

			He grabbed her, shoved her back, and threw his body over hers.

			The blast punched at her eardrums. She heard, dimly, shards of tile raining down. Then only her own labored breaths.

			“Get off, get off!” If there was panic now, it was for him, so she pushed, shoved, rolled him away, then snatched at him again. He was breathing hard now, and he was bleeding.

			A gash at the temple, a slice that had gone through the leather of his coat just above the elbow.

			“How bad? How bad?”

			“Don’t know.” He shook his head to clear it. “You? Aw, fuck them,” he said, viciously, when he saw the blood running down her arm, seeping through her pants at the hip.

			“Dings mostly. Mostly dings. Backup’s coming. Help’s coming.”

			He looked her dead in the eyes, and he smiled. “And we’re just going to sit here and wait for the cavalry, are we?”

			The smile loosened the sweaty fist around her heart. “Hell, no.”

			She pushed herself up, offered him her hand. What she saw around them made her stomach pitch and her heart shrivel. They’d been flesh, blood, bone. They’d been boys. Now they were pieces of meat.

			She shut herself down, began to gather weapons. “We don’t know what else we’ve got coming. Take all you can carry.”

			“Bred for war, that’s what they were,” Roarke said softly. “They had no choice. They gave us no choice.”

			“I know that.” She shouldered on two combat rifles. “And we’re going to exterminate, destroy, decimate what bred them.”

			Roarke hefted one of the weapons. “Urban War era. If they’d been better equipped and more experienced, we’d be dead.”

			“You had boomers. You had illegal explosives.”

			“Well, be prepared, I say.” He aimed the rifle at one of the cameras, blasted it. “You’ve only used one of these a couple of times in sims down in the target gallery.”

			“I can handle it.” She aimed, took out a second camera.

			“No doubt.”

			From their position, Diana looked over her shoulder. “It sounds like a war.”

			“Whatever it is, it’s keeping it off our backs.” For now, she thought. She’d estimated she’d had a fifty-fifty chance of coming out of tonight alive. Now she had to survive. She had to get it done and get Diana to safety.

			But her palms were sweating, and that only lowered the odds. Avril had been the only person she’d ever loved. Now even that strong current was tame beside the tidal wave of emotion that swept her. Diana was hers.

			Nothing was ever going to touch her child again.

			So she prayed that the data she and Avril had accessed was still valid. Prayed that whatever was behind them would wait until she got through the doors marked GESTATION.

			Prayed that her courage wouldn’t fail.

			At last the light glowed green. She heard the swish of air as the doors opened into an airlock. What she saw through it, through the glass, drained the heart out of her.

			She made herself go in, made herself look.

			While her vision blurred with tears, the monster, dead for a decade, stepped into the white stream of light.

			Jonah Delecourt Wilson was fit and handsome and no more than thirty. In his arms he carried a sleeping infant. One hand held a stunner and was pressed to the child’s throat.

			At his feet was the body of a young Wilfred Icove.

			“Welcome home, Deena. It’s a testament to both of us that you got this far.”

			Instinctively Deena pushed Diana behind her.

			“Saving yourself?” He laughed, and turned the baby to the light. “Which one of yourself will you sacrifice? Infant, child, woman? Fascinating conundrum, isn’t it? I need you to come with me now. We don’t have much time.”

			“You killed your partner?”

			“Despite all the work, all the adjustment, all the improvement, he proved to be inherently flawed. He objected to some of our most recent advances.”

			“Let her go. Give the baby to Diana, and let them go. I’ll go with you.”

			“Deena, understand I’ve terminated my closest associate, the man—well, men, as there are two more of him equally dead—who shared my vision for decades. Do you think I’d hesitate to kill any of you?”

			“No. But it’s wasteful to kill the children. It’s wasteful to terminate me, when you can take me, use me. Study me.”

			“But you’re flawed, you see. As Wilfred proved to be in the end. And you’ve cost me beyond measure. All this, about to be destroyed. Two generations of progress. Fortunately, I have countless generations to rebuild it, improve it, then see it flourish. You’ll all come with us, and be a part of that. Or you’ll all die here.”

			Another stepped out of the opposite door, and had a sleepy toddler by the hand. “Keep your hands up,” he ordered her, and stepped forward.

			“Transportation’s waiting for those selected,” the first told her.

			“What of the rest?”

			“Once we’re clear? Fail-safe. A difficult sacrifice. But we understand difficult choices, don’t we? We have all the records we need, and the funds, the time to rebuild. Move forward.”

			As she did, Diana pulled the laser scalpel out of her pocket and aimed it at the eyes of the one holding the toddler.

			The little girl screamed, and began to wail when the man holding her hand convulsed and fell. Equipment exploded as Diana swung the beam. Even as Wilson returned fire, Deena shoved Diana to the ground, then dove toward the younger child. As she scooped the toddler up, spun, she saw Wilson, and the infant, were gone.

			“Take her.” She pushed the screaming child—her child—into Diana’s arms. “You’ve got to take her. I’ve got to go after him. Don’t argue! Just listen. Someone must be trying to get through—all the fire we heard.”

			“You’re hurt.”

			“It’s nothing.” Deena dismissed the burn on her shoulder, and pushed past the pain. “You get her to safety. I know you can. I know you will.” She pulled Diana into her arms, kissed her, kissed the little girl. “I have to stop him. Now go!”

			She sprang up, ran out of the nightmare, and into hell. Diana struggled to her feet under the weight of the child. She had the laser still, she thought, and would use it again if she had to.
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			THEY SHOULD SPLIT UP. TIME-SAVING, MORE efficient, but the risks were too many. Her hip was a low, continual scream, but Eve kept moving, kept moving.

			At every fork, every turn, every doorway, she braced for the next assault.

			“There may be little else in direct defense. You’d assume with the level of security above, and the defense here, no one would get through.”

			Rather than finesse, he blasted the locks on a door marked EXPERIMENTAL STUDIES.

			“Mother of Christ,” he whispered as they saw what was in the room.

			Medical trays, preservation drawers, tanks filled with clear liquid. In them were fetuses at various stages of development. All were deformed.

			“Defects,” Eve managed while her blood ran cold. “Failures or defective results, stopped when defects were observed.” She studied the electronic charts. Something worse than sickness was clogged in her throat.

			“Or they were allowed to develop further, even created this way, so they could be studied. Experimented on,” she said, swallowing bile. “Kept viable until they were no longer useful.”

			There was nothing viable there now. No hearts beat in the room but hers and Roarke’s.

			“Someone’s turned off the life systems here, all of them.”

			“There have to be more.”

			“Eve.” Roarke kept his back turned to what couldn’t be changed, couldn’t be saved, and studied the equipment. “They haven’t just been turned off. It’s on a Yellow Alert.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Might be a level for the security breach, automated as you suggested. Or it could be a holding pattern before Red, and self-destruct.”

			She spun back. “Deena couldn’t have gotten that far ahead of us. She’s not that damn good. If . . . Someone else set it.”

			“Bury it,” Roarke said. “Bury all this and everything in it rather than have it taken.”

			“Can you abort?”

			He was working, manually, through his scanner. And shook his head. “Not from here at any rate. This isn’t the source.”

			“Then we find it, and whoever’s running this show, before it goes to Red.”

			She turned, pushed through the doors.

			In the white tunnel outside, she saw Diana standing with her hand gripped on a younger, smaller version of herself. In her other hand was a laser scalpel.

			“I know how to use it,” Diana said.

			“Bet.” And Eve knew exactly what it felt like to have the beam slice through flesh. “But that would be pretty damn stupid as we’ve come to get you the hell out of here. Where’s Deena? Has she set for self-destruct?”

			“He did. She went after him. He had a baby.” She glanced at the sniffling toddler. “Our baby sister.”

			“Who did she go after?”

			“Wilson. He had her.” She lifted the toddler’s hand a fraction. “Her name’s Darby. I killed him, one of him, with this. I set it on full and aimed at his eyes. I killed him.”

			“Good for you. Show me where they went.”

			“She’s tired.” Diana looked down at Darby. “I think they gave her something to make her sleepy. She can’t run.”

			“Here.” Roarke stepped forward. “I’ll take her. I won’t hurt her.”

			Diana studied his face. “I’ll have to kill you if you try.”

			“That’s a deal. More help’s coming.” He hoisted the child.

			“They better get here soon. This way. Hurry.”

			She went off in a sprint.

			Eve loped behind her, shoving her back at splits and turns until she’d checked for the all-clear.

			The Gestation area was still unsecured. Diana bounded right in, and for the second time Eve had shock slap her back.

			The room was full of chambers, interlocked and stacked like the inside of a hive. In each chamber a fetus floated, in thick, clear liquid. A tube—she supposed to replicate an umbilical cord—attached each one to a mass she assumed was artificial placenta. Each chamber held an electronic chart and monitor, recording respiration, heartbeat, brain waves, listing the date of conception, the donor, and the date listed for Quiet Birth.

			She jolted back when one of the occupants turned, like an alien fish swimming in strange waters.

			There was a record as well of stimuli. Music played, voices, languages, and the continual beat of a heart.

			There were dozens of them.

			“He killed Icove.” Diana gestured to the bodies on the floor. “This Icove anyway. He’s going to destroy it.”

			“What?”

			“He’s going to take what he wants, the ones he’s picked, and destroy everything else. Deena was going to destroy it, but she couldn’t.” Diana looked around. “We came in here, and we knew she couldn’t. She went that way, after him. One of them. There may be more than two.”

			“Get them out of here.” She swung to Roarke. “Get them up and out.”

			“Eve.”

			“I can’t do both. I need you to do this. I need you to get them to safety. Fast.”

			“Don’t ask me to leave you here.”

			“You’re the only one I can ask.” She gave him a long last look. Then she rushed in the direction Deena had taken.

			She passed into a lab, what she realized was a conception area. Life was being created in clear dishes in smaller chambers than the ones in Gestation. Electrodes hummed bloodlessly.

			Beyond that was a preservation area. Refrigeration units, every one labeled. Names, dates, codes. There were operating rooms, examination cubes.

			She came to a door, saw another corridor, another tunnel beyond. Stepping into it, she swept her weapon, and spun back inside as a laser stream blasted the wall.

			She swung the rifle off her shoulder—braced it so she could fire it with one hand—and gripped her blaster in the other. She sent out a stream of fire, right, left, right, then dove out, firing right again.

			She saw the man fall, white lab coat spreading up like wings. As she rolled, she caught a secondary movement and fired blindly left.

			There was a howl, more of rage than pain. She saw she’d winged him, that he was down, crawling, dragging his useless leg behind him.

			She let some of her fury free when she reached him, and kicked him hard over on his back.

			“Doctor fucking Wilson, I presume.”

			“You can’t stop it, it’s inevitable. Hyperevolution, man’s right to immortality.”

			“Save the hype, ’cause it’s done. And you’re getting mortal all over the place. Where’s Deena?”

			He grinned, young, handsome. And, Eve thought, completely mad. “Which one of her?”

			She heard the scream, desperate and terrified. “No!” To save time, she used the butt of her stunner and knocked him unconscious. She yanked off the security card he wore around his neck.

			She sprinted toward the sound and caught just a flicker of Deena rushing a doorway.

			It was marked STAGE ONE NURSERY, and through the glass Eve could see clear bins holding infants.

			When she saw Wilson inside, a weapon jammed under the soft jaw of an infant, she pulled up short. If she blasted inside, he’d kill. Deena possibly, the infant almost certainly.

			She scanned the corridor, looking for options. She saw doors marked STAGE TWO NURSERY, and beside them STAGE THREE, and felt her blood curdle.

			The kid was tireless, Roarke thought. She’d run, full out, down nearly a mile of corridor. He was only able to keep pace with sheer grit. Blood dripped into his eyes, seeped from his arm, and the little girl he carried weighed like lead by the time they’d reached the elevator.

			So did the fear at the base of his stomach.

			“I know how to get out. It’ll take too long for you to take us all the way, try to get back. Nobody tried to stop us. Nobody’s going to bother with us now.”

			He made his decision fast. “Straight up and out. I have a car outside, ER lot. It’s a black ZX-5000.”

			For an instant, she looked like what she was. A near-teenage girl. “Iced.”

			“Take her, take the code.” He pulled a key card out of his pocket. “Swear to me, Diana, on your mother’s life, that you’ll go to the car, get in the car, lock it. You’ll stay there, both of you, inside it until we come.”

			“You’re bleeding a lot. You’re bleeding because you tried to stop it, you tried to help. And she sent you with us, like Deena sent me with Darby.” She reached out for the child. “So I swear, on Deena’s life, my mother’s life, I’ll lock us in the car and wait.”

			“Take this.” He gave her the earpiece. “When you’re safely outside, you put this on, and tell the man on the other side where we are, how to get where we are.”

			He hesitated, then gave her a stunner. “Don’t use that unless you have no choice.”

			“Nobody’s trusted me before.” She jammed the stunner in her pocket. “Thank you.”

			When the door shut, he began to run.

			Eve bellied over to Stage Two, used the card she’d taken to open the doors.

			Inside were five cribs. The children in them—hell, what did she know? A few months, a year. Even in sleep they were monitored.

			As were the children she could see beyond—Stage Three—who slept on narrow cots in a kind of dormitory style. Fifteen, Eve counted.

			The doors connecting the sections required no card. At least not from the Stage Two area. She could see Deena inside One, her hands in the air. Her mouth was moving. Eve didn’t need to hear the words to know they were pleas. It was all over her face.

			Get him to put the kid down, Eve thought. Get him to lower the stunner, one damn inch for one damn instant. It’s all I need.

			She nearly took her chances, but saw the speaker system by the door. Engaging it, she listened.

			“There’s no point. There’s no point. Please, give her to me.”

			“There’s every point. Over forty years of work and progress, and hundreds of Superiors. You were a great hope, Deena. One of our finest accomplishments, and you threw it away. For what?”

			“For choice, of living, of dying. I’m not the only, I’m not the first. How many of us have self-terminated because we couldn’t go on existing, knowing what you’d made of us.”

			“Do you know what you were? Street garbage, a nit, nothing more. Already in pieces when they brought you to us. Even Wilfred couldn’t put you back together. We saved you. Again and again and again. We improved you. Perfected you. You exist because I permitted it. That can end now.”

			“No!” She jerked forward when he jammed the stunner harder under the baby’s jaw. “It won’t gain you anything. It’s over, you know it’s over. You can still get away. You can still live.”

			“Over?” His face was bright with excitement. A fever. “Barely begun. In another century what I’ve created will be existence for the human race. I’ll be there to see it. Death is no longer an obstacle for me. But for you . . .”

			He swung the stunner up, and Eve was through the door. Before she could fire, he swung the baby up like a shield, and dove with it.

			She hit the floor, rolled to avoid a stream that blasted the doors behind her. The air burst with the wails of infants, the shriek of alarms.

			“This is the police.” She shouted it over the din, and bellied to cover. “This facility is shut down. Throw out your weapon, put the kid down.”

			The comp unit just over her head shattered with another blast.

			“Well, that didn’t work,” she muttered.

			She couldn’t return fire, not when he had the infant. But she could draw it, she decided, and gauged the distance to the doors leading to the corridor.

			She saw a movement outside the glass, wasn’t sure whether to curse or cheer when she saw Roarke position himself.

			“You’re surrounded, Wilson. You’re done. I’ve already taken out two of you personally. You want to make it three, that’s up to you.”

			He let out a scream, and as she gathered herself to charge the far doors, she saw the child he’d held fly up. She had an instant to jerk her body around, but Deena was already leaping into the open.

			Wilson’s blast hit her in midair, just as her arms snatched the child.

			“You’ll die! And suffer and sicken and stumble your way through what pathetic lives you have. I would have made men gods. Remember who ended it, remember who damned you to mortality. Initiate fail-safe!”

			He rose, his face alive with a mad fervor. When he aimed at Eve, she fired even as Roarke slammed through the doors. Wilson went down between their blasts.

			Fresh alarms shrilled, and a passionless computerized voice began to drone.

			
				Warning, warning, fail-safe has been initiated. You have ten minutes to safely evacuate these facilities. Warning, warning, these facilities will self-terminate in ten minutes.

			

			“Perfect. Can you stop it?” she demanded of Roarke.

			He scooped up a small device beside Wilson’s body. “This is just a trigger. Single mode. I’d need to find the source before I could begin to override.”

			“Can’t.”

			Eve rushed to where Deena lay on the floor, still holding the screaming baby. “We’ll get you out.”

			“Get her out. Get the children out. Can’t override. Multiple sources and levels. Not enough time. Please get them out. I’m already gone.”

			“Police and medical assistance is on the way.” Eve glanced back toward Roarke. “I hear them coming. Kids in the adjoining rooms. Get them out.”

			“Take her, please take her.” Deena struggled to pass the baby to Eve.

			She fumbled to hitch the infant under one arm. And saw Deena was right. She was gone. Where her clothes had been singed by the blast, burned skin was exposed, some to the bone. Blood was already seeping out of her ears, her mouth. She’d never make it out the doors.

			“Diana, and the little one?”

			“Safe.” Eve looked at Roarke for confirmation. “They got out.”

			“Give them to Avril.” Deena clamped a hand on Eve’s arm. “Please. Please, God, give them to Avril, let them go. Deathbed confession. I’m giving you a deathbed confession.”

			“No time. Roarke.”

			She pushed the baby at him. “Get those kids out. Now.”

			
				Warning, warning, all personnel must evacuate. This facility will self-destruct in eight minutes.

			

			“I killed them all. Avril knew nothing about it. I killed Wilfred Icove, Sr. Wilfred Icove, Jr. Evelyn Samuels. I intended . . . Oh God!”

			“Save it. You’re right, you’re gone. I can’t help you.” She heard children crying, screaming, feet pounding, and kept her eyes on Deena’s face. “We’ll get everyone out.”

			“Gestation.” Deena gritted her teeth, hissed against the pain. “If you take them out of the tanks, unhook the tanks, tamper . . . they’ll die. They can’t . . .” Blood slid out of her eyes like tears. “They can’t be saved. I was going to do what Wilson did, knowing that. But I couldn’t. You have to leave them, save the rest. Please let them go. Avril . . . She’ll take care of them. She—”

			“Are there any others, in this facility?”

			“No. I pray no. Just care-droids this time of night. Wilson . . . Wilson must’ve shut them down. Killed Icove replicas. Son of a bitch. I’m going to die where I was born. I guess that’s okay. Tell Diana. Well, she’ll know. The little one . . .”

			“Darby. Her name’s Darby.”

			“Darby.” She smiled even as her eyes began to film over.

			Her hand slid off Eve’s arm.

			
				Warning, warning, this facility will self-destruct in seven minutes. All personnel must evacuate immediately.

			

			“Eve, the nurseries are cleared out. The response team’s taking the children up. We have to move. Now.”

			Eve got to her feet, turned. She saw Roarke still had the infant. “The Gestation area. She said it couldn’t be tampered with or they’d die. Prove her wrong.”

			“I can’t.” He gripped her arm, pulled her out. “The life support, the artificial wombs, are integral to the system. If it’s disengaged, the oxygen’s cut off.”

			“How can you—”

			“I looked. I’ve already checked. If there was time, there might be a way to bypass. There isn’t. We couldn’t get them out, Eve, we couldn’t get the chambers out and up in time, even if we could bypass. We can’t save them.”

			She saw the horror of it in his eyes, the same cold horror that was balled in her gut. “We just leave them here?”

			“We save her.” He shifted the baby awkwardly, and with his hand gripping Eve’s began to run. “We move now, or we’re all buried here.”

			She ran, past the husks of what she’d killed, through the shattered bodies of boys who’d been created to kill. She smelled death, and her own blood, Roarke’s blood.

			They’d shed it, and still it hadn’t been enough.

			Nothing stops the vicious and the ugly, she remembered. She’d said it herself.

			
				Warning, warning, red line for safe evacuation has been reached. All remaining personnel must evacuate immediately. This facility will terminate in four minutes.

			

			“I wish she’d shut the fuck up.”

			She kept up the limping run. Her hip was now an insane symphony of pain. A glance at Roarke showed her his face was bone-white and clammy under the smears of blood.

			She saw the elevator ahead, its doors shut.

			“Can’t leave them unsecured.” Roarke’s voice was labored, and Eve was nearly as horrified when he shoved the baby at her as she was with the countdown. “Wasn’t time to augment the security and keep them open.” Instead he swiped a card, once, twice.

			“Buggering hell. Gotten sweaty, bloody, too. Won’t read.” He dug out a handkerchief and began to polish it off while under his breath he cursed in Gaelic.

			Hooked in her arm, the baby screamed as if she were pounding it with a hammer.

			
				Red line plus sixty seconds. This facility will terminate in three minutes.

			

			He swiped the card a third time, and they leaped inside. “Street level,” he shouted, then cursed again when Eve pushed the baby at him. “What? You’ve got her.”

			“No, you’ve got her. I’m in charge of this op.”

			“Screw that. I’m a bloody civilian.”

			Eve tapped a hand on her weapon. “You even try to give it back to me, I’m stunning you. Self-defense.”

			
				Red line plus ninety seconds. All personnel should be at maximum safe distance.

			

			“Cutting it close,” Eve mumbled as sweat rolled down her back.

			“Is there any other way?”

			“This thing could go faster. This son-of-a-bitching thing could really go faster.” She gritted her teeth when the warning announced red line plus two minutes. “We’re still in this when it blows, it’ll take us out, too, right?”

			“Likely.”

			She stared at the controls as if her wrath could speed things up. “We couldn’t have gotten them out. No matter what we’d done.”

			“We couldn’t, no.” He rested his free hand on her shoulder.

			“You brought that one so I’d have to leave the rest. So I’d have to go, get her out. So I’d have something tangible to make me move my ass.”

			“I also figured you’d be the one holding her on the way out, while she’s screaming my eardrums ragged.”

			
				Terminate in thirty seconds.

			

			“If we don’t make it, I love you and blah, blah, blah.”

			He laughed, and shifted so his arm wrapped around her shoulders. “I’ll say the same. It’s been a hell of a ride so far.”

			When the final countdown commenced, she reached up, gripped his hand.

			
				Terminate in ten seconds, nine, eight, seven . . .

			

			The doors opened. They flew through them together. She heard the count go down to three as the doors secured behind them.

			She snatched her coat from where she’d tossed it, and bolted through the room with him.

			There was a rumble under her feet, a wave of vibration. She thought of what was below her, in tanks, in hives. Then pushed it away, shoved it back. Her nightmares would begin soon enough to go back there now.

			She shrugged back into her coat. If her hands shook, he was the only one who knew it. “This is going to take me a while.”

			He glanced toward the line of cops.

			“Take your time. I’ll be outside.”

			“You can pass that one onto one of the uniforms. We’ll have CP here shortly to deal with the minors.”

			“I’ll be outside,” he repeated.

			“Go get treated,” she called after him.

			“In this place? I don’t think so.”

			“Got a point,” she replied, then moved forward to do the job.

			Outside, Roarke went directly to his car. Only more relief washed over him when he saw Diana lying on the backseat with the younger girl curled against her.

			He opened the door, crouched down when Diana’s eyes opened. “You kept your word,” he said.

			“Deena’s dead. I know.”

			“I’m very sorry. She died saving . . . saving your sister.” He held out the baby when Diana opened her arms. “She helped save the children.”

			“Is Wilson dead?”

			“Yes.”

			“All of him.”

			“All we found, yes. The facilities are gone. Destroyed. The equipment in them, the records, the technology.”

			Her eyes were clear, level. “What are you going to do with us now?”

			“I’ll take you to Avril.”

			“No, you can’t. Then you’ll know where we are. She won’t stay if you know, and we need time before we go again.”

			She was a child, he thought, with two other children. Yet in some ways, she was older than he. All of them, older than he. “Can you get to her, with them, on your own?”

			“Yes. Will you let us go?”

			“It was all your mother asked, the last thing she asked. She thought of you, of what would be best for you.” As his own mother had, he thought. His mother had died doing what she’d thought best for him. How could he not honor that?

			She got out, her hand gripping the younger child’s, the baby in the crook of her arm. “We won’t forget you.”

			“Nor I you. Be safe.”

			He watched them until they were out of sight. “Well, Godspeed,” he whispered, then took out his ’link and contacted Louise.

			It was nearly two hours before Eve joined him. She took one look at the mobile clinic beside his car and hissed. “Look, I’m tired. I want to go home.”

			“Soon as I do a little triage, you’re off.” Louise pointed toward the mobile. “Unfortunately I don’t have fumigation facilities on board. The pair of you reek.”

			It was coming onto dawn. Rather than waste more time, she sat in the mobile. “No tranqs, no blockers. It’s bad enough without me getting goofy.” She gave Roarke a hard look, but he merely smiled.

			“I don’t mind the tranq myself. Smooths out nasty edges.”

			“He zoned?” she asked Louise, and hissed as the wand rolled over her arm wound.

			“A little bit. Mostly just exhausted. Lost considerable blood, too. Bad gash in his arm, and with that and the head wound, I don’t know how he managed to stay upright this long. Same for you. I’d rather take you both into the clinic.”

			“I’d rather be in Paris drinking champagne.”

			“We’ll go tomorrow.” Roarke stirred himself enough to sit beside her.

			“You’ve got a houseful of Irish relatives.”

			“Right you are. We’ll stay home and get drunk instead. My Irish relatives should appreciate a good drunk. If not, well, they’re no true relations of mine, are they?”

			“Wonder what they’re going to think when we get home, stinking, bloody, and beat to shit. God damn it, Louise!”

			“Easier on you with a tranq. You called it.”

			Eve blew air out her nose, then sucked it in to brace for the next medical onslaught. “I’ll tell you what they’ll think. That we lead full and interesting lives.”

			“I love you, darling Eve.” Roarke nuzzled a kiss at her throat. “And blah, blah, blah.”

			“More than a little zoned,” was Eve’s opinion.

			“Go home and get some sleep.” Louise sat back. “Charles and I will come early. I’ll give you another treatment.”

			“The fun never ends.” She hopped out, didn’t quite disguise the wince at the jar on her injured hip.

			“Thank you, Louise.” Roarke took her hand, kissed it.

			“All in a day’s work. I live a full and interesting life, too.”

			Eve waited until the mobile pulled out. “Where’s Diana, and the other two?”

			He looked toward the sky, noted the stars were going out. “I couldn’t say.”

			“You let them go.”

			His eyes were tired, but perfectly clear when they met hers. “Did you intend to do differently?”

			She didn’t speak for a moment. “I contacted Feeney to request he shut down the tracker. No need. When the place blew, the homers disengaged. Officially, Diana Rodriguez is dead. Lost in the explosion that took place in the Quiet Birth facilities. There’s no record of the other two minors. There won’t be.”

			“And no one exists, officially, without records.”

			“There’s technology for you. Avril Icove is missing. I have a deathbed confession that clears her of all involvement with the homicides under my jurisdiction. Even without it, the PA doesn’t intend to charge. It would be an inefficient use of departmental time and funds to attempt to locate her, at this time. Federal authorities may think different.”

			“But they won’t find her.”

			“Unlikely.”

			“How much heat will you take over this?”

			“Minimal. Nadine’s going to blast this out of the water in a couple hours. What was in there, belowground?” She turned to study the center. “It’s gone. Governmental authorities may be able to identify and track some of the clones, but most of them will blend into the mainstream. They’re smart, after all. Far as I can see, it ends here.”

			“Then let’s go home.” He cupped her face, kissed her brow, her nose, her lips. “You and I, we’ve a lot to be thankful for.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, we do.” She gripped his hand once, hard, as she had when death had been seconds behind them.

			Then she let it go to walk around the car, slide in beside him.

			The world wasn’t a perfect place, and never would be. But just now, watching dawn come over her godforsaken city, it seemed like a damn good deal.
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					There was an old woman who lived in a shoe,
She had so many children she didn’t know what to do;
She gave them some broth without any bread;
She whipped them all soundly and put them to bed.

					—NURSERY RHYME

				

			

			
				
					Memory, the warder of the brain.

					—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

				

			

		

	
		
			1

			DEATH WAS NOT TAKING A HOLIDAY. NEW YORK may have been decked out in its glitter and glamour, madly festooned in December of 2059, but Santa Claus was dead. And a couple of his elves weren’t looking so good.

			Lieutenant Eve Dallas stood on the sidewalk with the insanity of Times Square screaming around her and studied what was left of St. Nick. A couple of kids, still young enough to believe that a fat guy in a red suit would wiggle down the chimney to bring them presents instead of murdering them in their sleep, were shrieking at a decibel designed to puncture eardrums. She wondered why whoever was in charge of them didn’t haul them away.

			Not her job, she thought. Thank God. She preferred the bloody mess at her feet.

			She looked up, way up. Dropped down from the thirty-sixth floor of the Broadway View Hotel. So the first officer on-scene had reported. Shouting, “Ho, ho, ho”—according to witnesses—until he’d gone splat, and had taken out some hapless son of a bitch who’d been strolling through the endless party.

			The task of separating the two smashed bodies would be an unpleasant one, she imagined.

			Two other victims had escaped with minor injuries—one had simply dropped like a tree and cracked her head on the sidewalk in shock when the nasty spatter of blood, gore, and brain matter had splashed all over her. Dallas would leave them to the medical techs for the moment, and get statements when, hopefully, they were more coherent.

			She already knew what had happened here. She could see it in the glassy eyes of Santa’s little helpers.

			She started toward them in a boot-length black leather coat that swirled in the chilly air. Her hair was short and brown around a lean face. Her eyes were the color of good, aged whiskey and were long like the rest of her. And like the rest of her, they were all cop.

			“Guy in the Santa gig’s your buddy?”

			“Oh, man. Tubbs. Oh, man.”

			One was black, one was white, but they were both faintly green at the moment. She couldn’t much blame them. She gauged them as late twenties, and their upscale partywear indicated they were probably junior execs at the firm that had had its holiday bash rudely interrupted.

			“I’m going to arrange to have you both escorted downtown where you’ll give your statements. I’d like you to voluntarily agree to illegals testing. If you don’t . . .” She waited a beat, smiled thinly. “We’ll do it the hard way.”

			“Oh, man, oh, shit. Tubbs. He’s dead. He’s dead, right?”

			“That’s official,” Eve said and turned to signal to her partner.

			Detective Peabody, her dark hair currently worn in sporty waves, straightened from her crouch by the tangle of body parts. She was mildly green herself, Eve noted, but holding steady.

			“Got ID on both victims,” she announced. “Santa’s Lawrence, Max, age twenty-eight, Midtown address. Guy who—ha-ha—broke his fall’s Jacobs, Leo, age thirty-three. Queens.”

			“I’m going to arrange to have these two taken into holding, get a test for illegals, get their statements when we finish here. I assume you want to go up, look at the scene, speak with the other witnesses.”

			“I. . .”

			“You’re primary on this one.”

			“Right.” Peabody took a deep breath. “Did you talk to them at all?”

			“Leaving that for you. You want to take a poke at them here?”

			“Well . . .” Peabody searched Eve’s face, obviously looking for the right answer. Eve didn’t give it to her. “They’re pretty shaken up, and it’s chaos out here, but . . . We might get more out of them here and now, before they settle down and start thinking about how much trouble they might be in.”

			“Which one do you want?”

			“Um. I’ll take the black guy.”

			Eve nodded, walked back. “You.” She pointed. “Name?”

			“Steiner. Ron Steiner.”

			“We’re going to take a little walk, Mr. Steiner.”

			“I feel sick.”

			“I bet.” She gestured for him to rise, took his arm, and walked a few paces away. “You and Tubbs worked together?”

			“Yeah. Yeah. Tyro Communications. We—we hung out.”

			“Big guy, huh?”

			“Who, Tubbs? Yeah, yeah.” Steiner wiped sweat from his brow. “Came in about two-fifty, I guess. So we figured it’d be a gag to have him rent the Santa suit for the party.”

			“What kind of toys and goodies did Tubbs have in his sack today, Ron?”

			“Oh, man.” He covered his face with his hands. “Oh, Jesus.”

			“We’re not on record yet, Ron. We will be, but right now just tell me what went down. Your friend’s dead, and so is some poor schmuck who was just walking on the sidewalk.”

			He spoke through his hands. “Bosses set up this lunch buffet deal for the office party. Wouldn’t even spring for some brew, you know?” Ron shivered twice, hard, then dropped his arms to his sides. “So a bunch of us got together, and we pooled to rent the suite for the whole day. After the brass left, we brought out the booze and the . . . the recreational chemicals. So to speak.”

			“Such as?”

			He swallowed, then finally met her eyes. “You know, a little Exotica, some Push and Jazz.”

			“Zeus?”

			“I don’t mess with that. I’ll take the test, you’ll see. All I did was a few tokes of Jazz.” When Eve said nothing, merely stared into his eyes, he welled up. “He never used heavy stuff. Not Tubbs, man, I swear. I’d’ve known. But I think he had some today, maybe laced some of the Push with it, or somebody did. Asshole,” he said as tears spilled down his cheeks. “He was juiced up, I can tell you that. But man, it was a party. We were just having fun. People were laughing and dancing. Then Tubbs, he opens the window.”

			His hands were everywhere now. His face, his throat, his hair. “Oh, God, oh, God. I figured it was because it was getting smokey. Next thing you know, he’s climbing up, he’s got this big, stupid grin on his face. He shouts, ‘Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night.’ Then he fucking dived out. Head first. Jesus Christ, he was just gone. Nobody even thought to grab for him. It happened so fast, so damn fast. People started screaming and running, and I ran to the window and looked.”

			He mopped at his face with his hands, shuddered again. “And I yelled for somebody to call nine-one-one, and Ben and I ran down. I don’t know why. We were his friends, and we ran down.”

			“Where’d he get the stuff, Ron?”

			“Man, this is fucked up.” He looked away, over her head, out to the street. Fighting, Eve knew, the standard little war between ratting out and standing up.

			“He must’ve gotten it from Zero. A bunch of us chipped in so we could get a party pack. Nothing heavy, I swear.”

			“Where does Zero operate?”

			“He runs a data club, Broadway and Twenty-ninth. Zero’s. Sells recreationals under the counter. Tubbs, man, he was harmless. He was just a big stupid guy.”

			The big stupid guy and the poor schmuck he landed on were being scraped off the sidewalk when Eve walked into party central. It looked as she’d expected it would look: an unholy mess of abandoned clothes, spilled booze, dropped food. The window remained open, which was fortunate as the stench of smoke, puke, and sex still permeated.

			Witnesses who hadn’t run like rabbits had given statements in adjoining rooms, then had been released.

			“What’s your take?” Eve asked Peabody as she crossed the minefield of plates and glasses scattered on the carpet.

			“Other than Tubbs won’t make it home for Christmas? Poor idiot got himself hyped, probably figured Rudolph was hovering outside with the rest of the reindeer and the sled. He jumped, in clear view of more than a dozen witnesses. Death by Extreme Stupidity.”

			When Eve said nothing, only continued to look out the open window, Peabody stopped bagging pills she found on the floor. “You’ve got another take?”

			“Nobody pushed him, but he had help getting extremely stupid.” Absently, she rubbed her hip that still ached a bit now and then from a healing wound. “There’s going to be something in his tox screen other than happy pills or something to give him his three-hour woody.”

			“Nothing in the statements to indicate that anyone had anything against the guy. He was just a schmoe. And he’s the one who brought the illegals in.”

			“That’s right.”

			“You want to go after the pusher?”

			“Illegals killed him. The guy who sold them held the weapon.” She caught herself rubbing her hip, stopped, and turned around. “What did you get from the witnesses regarding this guy’s illegals habit?”

			“He didn’t really have one. Just played around a little now and then at parties.” Peabody paused a moment. “And one of the ways pushers increase their business is to spice the deal here and there. Okay. I’ll see if Illegals has anything on this Zero, then we’ll go have a talk with him.”

			She let Peabody run the show and spent her time getting the data on the next of kin. Tubbs had no spouse or cohab, but he had a mother in Brooklyn. Jacobs had a wife and a kid. As it was unlikely any investigation would be necessary into either victim’s life, she contacted a departmental grief counselor. Informing next of kin was always tough, but the holidays added layers.

			Back on the sidewalk, she stood looking at the police barricades, the throngs behind them, the ugly smears left behind on the pavement. It had been stupid, and plain bad luck, and had too many elements of farce to be overlooked.

			But two men who’d been alive that morning were now in bags on their way to the morgue.

			“Hey, lady! Hey, lady! Hey, lady!”

			On the third call, Eve glanced around and spotted the kid who’d scooted under the police line. He carried a battered suitcase nearly as big as he was.

			“You talking to me? Do I look like a lady?”

			“Got good stuff.” As she watched, more impressed than surprised, he flipped the latch on the case. A three-legged stand popped out of the bottom, and the case folded out and became a table loaded with mufflers and scarves. “Good stuff. Hundred percent cashmere.”

			The kid had skin the color of good black coffee, and eyes of impossible green. There was an airboard hanging on a strap at his back, and the board was painted in hot reds, yellows, and oranges to simulate flames.

			Even as he grinned at her, his nimble fingers were pulling up various scarves. “Nice color for you, lady.”

			“Jesus, kid, I’m a cop.”

			“Cops know good stuff.”

			She waved off a uniform hot-footing it in their direction. “I’ve got a couple of dead guys to deal with here.”

			“They gone now.”

			“Did you see the leaper?”

			“Nah.” He shook his head in obvious disgust. “Missed it, but I heard. Get a good crowd when somebody goes and jumps out the window, so I pulled up and came over. Doing good business. How ’bout this red one here. Look fine with that bad-ass coat.”

			She had to appreciate his balls, but kept her face stern. “I wear a bad-ass coat because I am a bad-ass, and if these are cashmere, I’ll eat the whole trunk of them.”

			“Label says cashmere; that’s what counts.” He smiled again, winningly. “You’d look fine in this red one. Make you a good deal.”

			She shook her head, but there was a checked one, black and green, that caught her eye. She knew someone who’d wear it. Probably. “How much?” She picked up the checked scarf, found it softer than she’d have guessed.

			“Seventy-five. Cheap as dirt.”

			She dropped it again, and gave him a look he’d understand. “I’ve got plenty of dirt.”

			“Sixty-five.”

			“Fifty, flat.” She pulled out credits, made the exchange. “Now get behind the line before I run you in for being short.”

			“Take the red one, too. Come on, lady. Half price. Good deal.”

			“No. And if I find out you’ve got your fingers in any pockets, I’ll find you. Beat it.”

			He only smiled again, flipped the latch, and folded up. “No sweat, no big. Merry Christmas and all that shit.”

			“Back at you.” She turned, spotted Peabody heading her way, and with some haste stuffed the scarf in her pocket.

			“You bought something. You shopped!”

			“I didn’t shop. I purchased what is likely stolen merchandise, or gray-market goods. It’s potential evidence.”

			“My ass.” Peabody got her fingers on the tip of the scarf, rubbed. “It’s nice. How much? Maybe I wanted one. I haven’t finished Christmas shopping yet. Where’d he go?”

			“Peabody.”

			“Damn it. Okay, okay. Illegals has a sheet on Gant, Martin, aka Zero. I wrangled around with a Detective Piers, but our two dead guys outweigh his ongoing investigation. We’ll go bring him in for Interview.”

			As they started toward their vehicle, Peabody looked over her shoulder. “Did he have any red ones?”

			The club was open for business, as clubs in this sector tended to be, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Zero’s was a slick step up from a joint, with a circular revolving bar, privacy cubes, a lot of silver and black that would appeal to the young professional crowd. At the moment the music was tame and recorded, with wall screens filled with a homely male face, fortunately half-hidden by a lot of lank purple hair. He sang morosely of the futility of life.

			Eve could have told him that for Tubbs Lawrence and Leo Jacobs the alternative probably seemed a lot more futile.

			The bouncer was big as a maxibus, and his tunic jacket proved that black wasn’t necessarily slimming. He made them as cops the minute they stepped in. Eve saw the flicker in his eyes, the important rolling back of his shoulders.

			The floor didn’t actually vibrate when he crossed the room, but she wouldn’t have called him light on his feet.

			He gave them both a hard look out of nut-brown eyes, and showed his teeth.

			“You got a problem?”

			Peabody was a little late with the answer, habitually waiting for Eve to take the lead. “Depends. We’d like to talk to your boss.”

			“Zero’s busy.”

			“Gosh, then I guess we’ll have to wait.” Peabody took a long look around. “While we’re waiting we might as well take a look at your licenses.” Now she showed her teeth as well. “I like busywork. Maybe we’ll chat up some of your clientele. Community relations, and all that.”

			As she spoke, she pulled out her badge. “Meanwhile you can tell him Detective Peabody, and my partner, Lieutenant Dallas, are waiting.”

			Peabody strolled over to a table where a man in a business suit and a woman—who looked unlikely to be his wife due to the amount of breast spilling out of her pink spangled top—were huddled. “Good afternoon, sir!” She greeted him with an enthusiastic smile, and all the blood drained out of his face. “And what brings you into this fine establishment this afternoon?”

			He got quickly to his feet, mumbled about having an appointment. As he rabbited, the woman rose. As she was about six inches taller than Peabody, she pushed those impressive breasts in Peabody’s face. “I’m doing business here! I’m doing business here!”

			Still smiling, Peabody took out a memo book. “Name, please?”

			“What the fuck!”

			“Ms. What-the-Fuck, I’d like to see your license.”

			“Bull!”

			“No, really. Just a spotcheck.”

			“Bull.” She spun herself and those breasts toward the bouncer. “This cop ran off my john.”

			“I’m sorry, I’d like to see your companion license. If everything’s in order, I’ll let you get back to work.”

			Bull—and it seemed the day for people to have names appropriate to their bodies—flanked Peabody, who now looked, Eve thought, like a slight yet sturdy filling between two bulky pieces of bread.

			Eve rolled to her toes, just in case.

			“You got no right coming in here rousting customers.”

			“I’m just using my time wisely while we wait to speak with Mr. Gant. Lieutenant, I don’t believe Mr. Bull appreciates police officers.”

			“I got better use for women.”

			Eve rolled onto her toes again, and her tone was cool as the December breeze. “Want to try to use me? Bull.”

			She saw the movement out of the corner of her eye, the flash of color on the narrow, spiral stairs that led to the second level. “Looks like your boss has time after all.”

			Another appearance-appropriate name, she decided. The man was barely five feet in height and couldn’t have weighed a hundred pounds. He used the short guy’s compensation swagger and wore a bright blue suit with a florid pink shirt. His hair was short, straight, reminding her of pictures of Julius Caesar.

			It was ink black, like his eyes.

			A silver eyetooth winked as he offered a smile.

			“Something I can do for you, Officers?”

			“Mr. Gant?”

			He spread his hands, nodded at Peabody. “Just call me Zero.”

			“I’m afraid we’ve had a complaint. We’re going to need you to come downtown and answer some questions.”

			“What sort of complaint?”

			“It involves the sale of illegal substances.” Peabody glanced to one of the privacy cubes. “Such as the ones currently being ingested by some of your clientele.”

			“Privacy booths.” This time he raised his spread hands in a shrug. “Hard to keep your eye on everyone. But I’ll certainly have those people removed. I run a class establishment.”

			“We’ll talk about that downtown.”

			“Am I under arrest?”

			Peabody lifted her eyebrows. “Do you want to be?”

			The good humor in Zero’s eyes hardened into something much less pleasant. “Bull, contact Fienes, have him meet me . . .”

			“Cop Central,” Peabody supplied. “With Detective Peabody.”

			Zero got his coat, a long white number that probably was one hundred percent cashmere. As they stepped outside, Eve looked down at him.

			“You got an idiot on your door, Zero.”

			Zero lifted his shoulders. “He has his uses.”

			Eve took a winding route through Central, giving Zero a bored glance. “Holidays,” she said vaguely as they mobbed onto another people glide. “Everybody’s scrambling to clear their desks so they can sit around and do nothing. Lucky to book an interview room for an hour the way things are.”

			“Waste of time.”

			“Come on, Zero, you know how it goes. You get a complaint, you do the dance.”

			“I know most of the Illegals cops.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “I don’t know you, but there’s something . . .”

			“People get transferred, don’t they?”

			Off the glide, she led the way to one of the smaller interview rooms. “Have a seat,” she invited, gesturing to one of the two chairs at a little table. “You want something? Coffee, whatever?”

			“Just my lawyer.”

			“I’ll go check on that. Detective? Can I have a minute?”

			She stepped out, closed the door behind Peabody. “I was about to check my pockets for bread crumbs,” Peabody commented. “Why did we circle around?”

			“No point letting him know we’re Homicide unless he asks. Far as he knows, this is a straight Illegals inquiry. He knows the ropes, knows how to grease them. He’s not worried about us taking a little poke there. Figures if we’ve got a solid complaint, he’ll fob it off, pay a fine, go back to business as usual.”

			“Cocky little son of a bitch,” Peabody muttered.

			“Yeah, so use it. Fumble around some. We’re not going to get him on murder. But we establish his connection to Tubbs, let him think one of his customers is trying to screw with him. Work him so we’re just trying to put this into the file. Tubbs hurt somebody, and now he’s trying to foist it off on Zero. Trying to make a deal so he gets off on the possession.”

			“I got it, piss him off. We don’t give a damn either way.” Peabody rubbed her palms on her thighs. “I’ll go Miranda him, see if I can establish a rapport.”

			“I’ll see about his lawyer. You know, I bet he goes to Illegals instead of Homicide.” Eve smiled, strolled off.

			Outside the interview room, Peabody steadied herself, then inspired, slapped and pinched her cheeks pink. When she walked in, her eyes were down and her color was up.

			“I . . . I’m going to turn on the record, Mr. Gant, and read you your rights. My . . . The lieutenant is going to check to see if your attorney’s arrived.”

			His smile was smug as she cleared her throat, engaged the record, and recited the Revised Miranda. “Um, do you understand your rights and obligations, Mr. Gant?”

			“Sure. She give you some grief?”

			“Not my fault she wants to go home early today, and this got dumped on us. Anyway, we have information that indicates illegal substances have been bought and sold on the premises owned by . . . Shoot, I’m supposed to wait for the lawyer. Sorry.”

			“No sweat.” He tipped back now, obviously a man in charge, and gave her a go-ahead wave. “Why don’t you just run it through for me, save us all time.”

			“Well, okay. An individual has filed a complaint, stating that illegals were purchased from you, by him.”

			“What? He complain I overcharge? If I did sell illegals, which I don’t, why does he go to the cops? Better Business Bureau, maybe.”

			Peabody returned his grin, though she made hers a little forced. “The situation is, this individual injured another individual while under the influence of the illegals allegedly purchased through you.”

			Zero rolled his eyes to the ceiling, a gesture of impatient disgust. “So he gets himself juiced, then he wants to push the fact he was an asshole onto the guy who sold him the juice. What a world.”

			“That’s nutshelling it, I guess.”

			“Not saying I had any juice to sell, but a guy can’t go whining about the vendor, get me?”

			“Mr. Lawrence claims—”

			“How’m I supposed to know some guy named Lawrence? You know how many people I see every day?”

			“Well, they call him Tubbs, but—”

			“Tubbs? Tubbs went narc on me? That fat son of a bitch?”

			Eve wound her way back, figuring she’d confused things enough that the lawyer would be hunting for them for a good twenty minutes. Rather than go into Interview, she slipped into Observation. The first thing she heard was Zero’s curse as he came halfway out of his chair.

			It made her smile.

			Peabody looked both alarmed and embarrassed, Eve noted. Good touch—the right touch.

			“Please, Mr. Gant—”

			“I want to talk to that bastard. I want him to look me in the face.”

			“We really can’t arrange that right now. But—”

			“That tub of shit in trouble?”

			“Well, you could say that. Yes, you could say . . . um.”

			“Good. And you can tell him for me, he’d better not come back to my place.” Zero stabbed a finger on her, setting his trio of rings glittering angrily. “I don’t want to see him or those asshole suits he runs with in my place again. He’ll get another kick for buying and possession, right?”

			“Actually, he didn’t have any illegals on his person at the time of the incident. We’re doing a tox screen, so we can get him for use.”

			“He tries to fuck with me, I’ll fuck with him.” Secure in his world, Zero sat back, folded his arms. “Say I happened to pass some juice—personal use, not for resale. We’re talking the usual fine, community service.”

			“That’s the norm, yes, sir.”

			“Why don’t you bring Piers in here. I’ve worked with Piers before.”

			“Oh, I think Detective Piers is off duty.”

			“You bring him in on this. He’ll take care of the details.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Dumbass comes into my place. He solicits illegals from me. Fat slob’s always nickel-and-diming me, you get it? Mostly Push—and not worth my time. But I’m going to do him a favor since he and his buddies are regulars. Just a favor for a customer. He wants a party pack, so I go out of my way to do him this favor—at cost! No profit. That keeps the fine down,” he reminded her.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Even gave him a separate stash, customized just for him.”

			“Customized?”

			“Holiday gift. Didn’t charge him for it. No exchange of funds. I ought to be able to sue him. I ought to be able to sue that rat bastard for my time and emotional distress. I’m going to ask my lawyer about that.”

			“You can ask your lawyer, Mr. Gant, but it’s going to be tough to sue Mr. Lawrence, seeing as he’s dead.”

			“What do you mean, dead?”

			“Apparently the customized juice didn’t agree with him.” The harried and uncertain Peabody was gone, and in her place was a stone-cold cop. “He’s dead, and he took an innocent bystander with him.”

			“What the hell is this?”

			“This is me—oh, and I’m Homicide, by the way, not Illegals—arresting you. Martin Gant, you’re under arrest for the murder of Max Lawrence and Leo Jacobs. For trafficking in illegal substances, for owning and operating an entertainment venue that distributes illegal substances.”

			She turned as Eve opened the door. “All done here?” Eve said brightly. “I have these two nice officers ready to escort our guest down to booking. Oh, your lawyer appears to be wandering around the facility. We’ll make sure he finds you.”

			“I’ll have your badges.”

			Eve took one of his arms, and Peabody the other, as they hauled him to his feet. “Not in this lifetime,” Eve said, and passed him to the uniforms, watched him walk out the door. “Nice job, Detective.”

			“I think I got lucky. Really lucky. And I think he’s greasing palms in Illegals.”

			“Yeah, going to have to have a chat with Piers. Let’s go write it up.”

			“He won’t go down for murder. You said.”

			“No.” As they walked, Eve shook her head. “Maybe Man Two. Maybe. But he’ll do time. He’ll do some time, and they’ll pull his operating license. Fines and legal fees will cost him big. He’ll pay. Best we get.”

			“Best they get,” Peabody corrected. “Tubbs and Jacobs.”

			They swung into the bull pen as Officer Troy Trueheart stepped out. He was tall, and he was built, and he was as fresh as a peach with the fuzz still on it.

			“Oh, Lieutenant, there’s a woman here to see you.”

			“About what?”

			“She said it was personal.” He glanced around, frowned. “I don’t see her. I don’t think she left. I just got her some coffee a few minutes ago.”

			“Name?”

			“Lombard. Mrs. Lombard.”

			“Well, if you round her up, let me know.”

			“Dallas? I’ll write up the report. I’d like to,” Peabody added. “Feels like taking it all the way through.”

			“I’ll remind you of that when this goes to court.”

			Eve walked through the bull pen and to her office.

			It was a stingy room with barely any space for the desk, a spare chair, and the skinny pane of glass masquerading as a window. She didn’t have any problem spotting the woman.

			She sat in the spare chair, sipping coffee from a recyclable cup. Her hair was reddish blond, worn in a cap that had apparently exploded into curls. Her skin was very white, except for the pink on her cheeks, the pink on her lips. Her eyes were grass green.

			Middle fifties, Eve judged, filing it all away in a fingersnap. A big-boned body in a green dress with black collar and cuffs. Black heels, and the requisite enormous black purse sitting neatly on the floor by her feet.

			She squeaked when Eve came in, nearly spilled the coffee, then hastily set it aside.

			“There you are!”

			She leaped up, the pink in her face deepening, her eyes going bright. There was a twang to her voice, and something in it set Eve’s nerves on edge.

			“Mrs. Lombard? You’re not allowed to wander around the offices.”

			“I just wanted to see where you worked. Why, honey, just look at you.” She rushed forward, and would have had Eve in an embrace if Eve’s reflexes weren’t so quick.

			“Hold it. Who are you? What do you want?”

			Those green eyes widened, went swimming. “Why, honey, don’t you know me? I’m your mama!”
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			COLD RIMED HER BELLY, FROSTED ITS WAY UP to her throat. She couldn’t breathe through the ice of it. The woman’s arms were around her now; she was powerless to stop them. She was smothered by them, by the overwhelming scent of roses. And the teary voice—Texas, Texas twang—pounded in her head like vicious fists.

			Through it she could hear her desk ’link beep. She could hear the chatter from the bull pen. She hadn’t closed the door. God, the door was open, and anyone could . . .

			Then it was all noise, a buzzing hive of hornets in her head. They stung at her chest and brought back the heat, a breathless roll of it that washed through her and grayed her vision.

			No, you’re not. No, you’re not. You’re not.

			Was that her voice? It was so small, a child’s voice. Were the words outside her head, or just buzzing there like the bees?

			She got her hands up, somehow she got them up and pushed at the soft, plump arms that clamped around her. “Let go of me. Let go.”

			She stumbled back, very nearly ran. “I don’t know you.” She stared at the face, but she couldn’t make out the features any longer. It was a blur, just color and shape. “I don’t know you.”

			“Eve, honey, it’s Trudy! Oh, look at me crying like I had to water the cats.” She sniffled, pulled a wide pink handkerchief out of some pocket, dabbed. “Silly, just silly old me. I figured you’d know me the second you saw me, just the way I did you. ’Course it has been more than twenty years, between us girls.” She gave Eve a watery smile. “I expect I show a few of them.”

			“I don’t know you,” Eve repeated, very carefully. “You’re not my mother.”

			Trudy’s lashes fluttered. There was something behind them, something in those eyes, but Eve couldn’t quite focus.

			“Sugar pie, you really don’t remember? You and me and Bobby in our sweet little house in Summervale? Just north of Lufkin?”

			There was a dull buzz of memory, just on the corner of her mind. But it was making her ill to search for it. “After . . .”

			“You were such a quiet little thing, no bigger than two cents’ worth of soap. Of course, you’d had a horrible time of it, hadn’t you, honey? Poor little lamb. I said I could be a good mama to that poor little lamb, and I took you right on home with me.”

			“Foster care.” Her lips felt bruised, swollen by the words. “After.”

			“You do remember!” Trudy’s hands fluttered up to her cheeks. “I swear, hardly a day’s gone by in all these years I haven’t thought of you and wondered how you’d turned out. And just look! A policewoman, living in New York City. Married, too. No babies of your own yet, though?”

			Sickness roiling in her belly. Fear scratching at her throat. “What do you want?”

			“Why, to catch up with my girl.” The voice was a trill, almost a song. “Bobby’s with me. He’s married now, and Zana’s the sweetest thing on two legs. We came up from Texas to see the sights, and find our little girl. We have to have ourselves a real reunion. Bobby’ll take the whole bunch of us out to dinner.”

			She sat back in the chair again, smoothed at her skirts while she studied Eve’s face. “My, my, you grew up tall, didn’t you? Still skinny as a snake, but it looks good on you. God knows I’m forever trying to shake off a few pounds. Bobby now, he’s got his daddy’s build—which is just about the only thing that no-account ever gave him, or me, for that matter. Just wait till he sees you!”

			Eve stayed on her feet. “How did you find me?”

			“Well, it’s the damnedest thing, excuse my French. There I was puttering around my kitchen. You’ll remember I set store by a clean kitchen. I had the screen on for company, and they were talking about those doctors who got murdered, and that cloning. Sin against God and humanity, you ask me, and I was about to switch to something else, but it was so interesting somehow. Why, the teeth nearly dropped out of my head when I saw you talking on there. They had your name, too, right there. Lieutenant Eve Dallas, New York City Police and Security Department. You’re a heroine, that’s what they said. And you’d been wounded, too. Poor little lamb. But you look to be fit now. You’re looking very fit.”

			There was a woman sitting in her visitor’s chair. Red hair, green eyes, lips curved in a smile of sweet sentiment. Eve saw a monster, fanged and clawed. One that didn’t need to wait for the dark.

			“You need to go. You have to go now.”

			“You must be busy as a one-armed paper hanger, and here I am just babbling on. You just tell me where you want to have dinner, and I’ll get on, have Bobby make some reservations.”

			“No. No. I remember you.” A little, some. It was easy to let it haze. It was necessary. “I’m not interested. I don’t want to see you.”

			“What a thing to say.” The voice registered hurt, but the eyes were hard now. “What a way to be. I took you into my home. I was a mama to you.”

			“No, you weren’t.” Dark rooms, so dark. Cold water. I set store by a clean kitchen.

			No. Don’t think now. Don’t remember now.

			“You’re going to want to go now, right now. Quietly. I’m not a helpless child anymore. So you’re going to want to go, and keep going.”

			“Now, Eve, honey—”

			“Get out, get out. Now.” Her hands were shaking so that she balled them into fists to hide the tremors. “Or I’ll put you in a fucking cage. You’ll be the one in a cage, I swear it.”

			Trudy picked up her purse, and a black coat she’d hung over the back of the chair. “Shame on you.”

			Her eyes as she walked by Eve were wet with tears. And hard as stone.

			Eve started to close the door, to lock it. But the room was overwhelmed with the scent of roses. Her stomach clenched, so she braced her hands on her desk until the worst of the nausea passed.

			“Sir, the woman who was . . . Lieutenant? Sir, are you all right?”

			She shook her head at Trueheart’s voice, waved him back. Digging for control, she straightened. She had to hold on, hold onto herself, until she got out. Got away. “Tell Detective Peabody something’s come up. I have to go.”

			“Lieutenant, if there’s anything I can do—”

			“I just told you what to do.” Because she couldn’t bear the concern on his face, she left her desk, the unanswered ’link, the messages, the paperwork, arrowed straight through the bull pen, ignoring the hails.

			She had to get out, outside. Away. Sweat was sliding down her back as she jumped on the first glide down. She could swear she felt her own bones trembling, and the cartilage in her knees sloshing, but she kept going. Even when she heard Peabody call her name, she kept going.

			“Wait, wait! Whoa. What’s the matter? What happened?”

			“I have to go. You’ll have to handle Zero, the PA. Next of kin of the victims may be calling in for more answers. They usually do. You have to deal with them. I have to go.”

			“Wait. Jesus, did something happen to Roarke?”

			“No.”

			“Will you wait one damn minute!”

			Instead, feeling her stomach revolt, Eve sprinted into the closest bathroom. She let the sickness come—what choice did she have? She let it come, the bitter bile of it, pouring through the fear and panic and memory, until she was empty.

			“Okay. Okay.” She was shaking, and her face ran with sweat. But there were no tears. There wouldn’t be tears to add to the humiliation.

			“Here. Here you go.” Peabody pushed dampened tissues into her hand. “It’s all I’ve got. I’ll get some water.”

			“No.” Eve let her head fall back on the wall of the stall. “No. Anything goes in now is just going to come up again. I’m okay.”

			“My ass. Morris has guests in the morgue that look better than you.”

			“I just need to go.”

			“Tell me what happened.”

			“I just need to go. I’m taking the rest of the day, comp time. You can handle the case, you’re up to it.” I’m not, she thought. I’m just not. “Any problems, just . . . just stall ’til tomorrow.”

			“Screw the case. Look, I’ll get you home. You’re in no shape to—”

			“Peabody, if you’re my friend, back off. Let me be. Just do the job,” Eve said as she got shakily to her feet. “And let me be.”

			Peabody let her go, but she pulled out her pocket ’link as she headed back up to Homicide. Maybe she had to back off, but she knew someone who didn’t.

			And wouldn’t.

			Eve’s first thought was to set her vehicle on auto. But it was better to be in control, better to concentrate on navigating the trip uptown. Better, she thought, to deal with the traffic, the snags, the time, the sheer bad temper of New York than her own misery.

			Going home, that was the object. She’d be okay once she was home.

			Maybe her stomach was raw and her head pounding, but she’d been sick before, and unhappy before. The first eight years of her life had been a slow ride through hell, and the ones following it hadn’t been a damn picnic at the beach.

			She’d gotten through, she’d gotten by.

			She’d get through, she’d get by again.

			She wasn’t going to be sucked back in. She wasn’t going to be a victim because some voice from the past panicked her.

			But her hands shook on the wheel nonetheless, and she kept all the windows down to the harsh air, the city smells.

			Soy dogs smoking on a glide-cart, the sour belch of a maxibus, a curbside recycler that hadn’t been serviced in recent memory. She could take the stench of all that, and the sheer weight of aromas layering the air from the mass of humanity that thronged the streets and glides.

			She could take the noise, the blats and the beeps that thumbed their collective noses at noise pollution laws. The tidal wave of voices rolled toward her, through her, past her. Thousands crammed the streets, the natives clipping along, tourists gawking and getting in the way. People juggling and hauling boxes and shopping bags.

			Christmas was coming. Don’t be late.

			She’d bought a scarf off the street from a smart-ass kid she’d enjoyed. Green and black checks, for Dr. Mira’s husband. What would Mira have to say about her reaction to today’s ugly flashback?

			Plenty. The criminal profiler and psychiatrist would have plenty to say in her classy and concerned way.

			Eve didn’t give a rat’s bony ass.

			She wanted home.

			Her eyes blurred when the gates opened for her. Blurred with weariness and relief. The great, grand lawn flowed, acres of peace and beauty in the center of the chaos of the city she’d made hers.

			Roarke had the vision, and the power, to create this haven for himself, and for her the sanctuary she hadn’t known she’d wanted.

			It looked like an elegant fortress, but it was home. Just home, for all its size and fierce beauty. Behind those walls, that stone and glass, was the life they’d created together. Their lives, their memories, spilled out into all those vast rooms.

			He’d given her home, she needed to remember that. And to remember that no one could take it from her, no one could rip her back to when she’d had nothing, had been nothing.

			No one could do that but Eve herself.

			But she was cold, so cold, and the headache was tearing through her skull like demon claws.

			She dragged herself out of the car, swayed on a hip that now ached horribly. Then she put one foot in front of the other until she’d made it up the steps, through the door.

			She barely registered Summerset, Roarke’s majordomo, glide into the foyer. She didn’t have the energy to spar with him, hoped she had enough to get up the stairs.

			“Don’t talk to me.” She gripped the newel post, and the cold sweat on her palms made it slick. She pulled herself up the stairs, one tread at a time.

			The effort had her breath coming short. Her chest was so tight, so tight it felt as if someone had banded steel around it.

			In the bedroom, she pulled off her coat, let it fall, dragged off her clothes as she aimed for the bathroom.

			“Jets on,” she ordered. “Full. One hundred and one degrees.”

			Naked, she stepped under the spray, into the heat. And exhausted, lowered herself to the shower floor, curled up, and let the heat and force of the water battle the cold.

			That’s where he found her, curled on the wet tiles with water beating over her. Steam hung like a curtain.

			It ripped at his heart to see her.

			He grabbed a bath sheet. “Jets off,” Roarke ordered, and crouched down to bundle her up.

			“No. Don’t.” She slapped out at him, automatic defense without any sting. “Just leave me alone.”

			“Not in this lifetime. Stop it!” His voice was sharp, and the Irish in it had a bite. “You’ll have boiled your bones in another minute.” He hauled her up, lifting her off her feet and into his arms when she tried to curl up again. “Just hush now. Ssh. I’ve got you.”

			She closed her eyes. Shutting him out, he knew well enough. But he carried her into the bedroom, over to the platform that held their bed, and sitting with her on his lap rubbed the towel over her.

			“I’m going to get you a robe, and a soother.”

			“I don’t want—”

			“Didn’t ask what you wanted, did I?” He lifted her chin with his hand, traced his thumb down its shallow dent. “Eve, look at me. Look at me now.” There was resentment as well as fatigue in her eyes—and it nearly made him smile. “You’re too sick to argue with me, and we both know it. Whatever’s hurt you . . . well, you’ll tell me about it, then we’ll see what’s to be done.” He touched his lips to her forehead, her cheeks, her lips.

			“I’ve already taken care of it. Nothing has to be done.”

			“Well, that’ll save us some time, won’t it?” He shifted her, then rose to get her a warm robe.

			She’d gotten his suit wet, she noted. Damn suit probably cost more than the tailor made in two years. Now the shoulders and sleeves were damp. She watched in silence as he shrugged out of the jacket, laid it over the back of a chair in the sitting area.

			Graceful as a cat, she thought, and a lot more dangerous. He’d probably been in one of his hundreds of weekly meetings, making plans to buy a freaking solar system. Now he was here, flipping through the closet for a robe. Long and lean, a body of elegant and disciplined muscles, the face of a young Irish god who could seduce with one look out of those Celtic blue eyes.

			She didn’t want him here. Didn’t want anyone here.

			“I want to be alone.”

			He arched an eyebrow, cocked his head a little so that silky mane of midnight flowed around his face. “To suffer and brood, is it? You’d have a better time fighting with me. Here, put this on.”

			“I don’t want to fight.”

			He laid the robe beside her, bent so their eyes were level. “If I have the opportunity, I’ll take whoever put that look on your face, my darling Eve, and peel the skin from their bones. One thin layer at a time. Now put on your robe.”

			“She shouldn’t have called you.” Her voice hitched before she could steady it, and added another tear to humiliation. “Peabody contacted you, I know it. She should’ve left it alone. I’d’ve been all right in a little while. I’d be fine.”

			“Bollocks. You don’t go down easy. I know it, and so does she.” He crossed to the AutoChef, programmed for a soother. “This will take the edge off that headache, settle your stomach. No tranqs,” he added, glancing back at her. “I promise.”

			“It’s stupid. I let it get to me, and it’s stupid. It’s not worth all this.” She pushed at her hair. “It just caught me off guard, that’s all.” When she got to her feet, her legs felt loose and ungainly. “I just needed to come home for a while.”

			“Do you think I’m going to settle for that?”

			“No.” Though she wanted to crawl into the bed, pull the covers over her head for an hour, she sat, met his eyes as he brought her the soother. “No. I left Peabody with a mess. I let her take primary, and she did good, but right at the sticking point I left her to deal with it by herself. Stupid. Irresponsible.”

			“Why did you?”

			Because it was drink the damn soother or have him pour it into her, she drank it in three gulps. “There was a woman waiting for me in my office. I didn’t recognize her, not at first. Not at first.” She set the empty glass aside. “She said she was my mother. She wasn’t,” Eve said quickly. “She wasn’t, and I knew it, but having her say it knocked me. She’s probably about the right age, and there was something familiar, so it knocked me hard.”

			He took her hand, held it tight. “Who was she?”

			“Her name’s Lombard. Trudy Lombard. After they . . . When I got out of the hospital in Dallas, I went into the system. No ID, no memory, trauma, sexual assault. I know how it works now, but then, I didn’t know what was happening, what was going to happen. He told me, before, my father, that if the cops or the social workers ever got me, they’d put me in a hole, they’d lock me in the dark. They didn’t, but . . .”

			“Sometimes the places they put you aren’t much better.”

			“Yeah.” He’d know, she thought. He’d understand. “I was in a state home for a while. Few weeks, maybe. It’s sketchy. I guess they were looking for parents or guardians, trying to track where I’d come from, what had happened. Then they put me in a foster home. That was supposed to help mainstream me. They gave me to Lombard. Someplace in east Texas. She had a house, and a son a couple years older than me.”

			“She hurt you.”

			It wasn’t a question. He would know that, too. He would understand that. “She never hit me, not like he did. She never left a mark.”

			He swore, with a quiet viciousness that eased the tension balled in her more than the soother.

			“Yeah, it’s easier to cope with a direct punch than subtle little tortures. They didn’t know what to do with me.” She pushed at her wet hair, and now her fingers were steady. “I wasn’t giving them anything. I didn’t have anything to give. They probably figured I’d do better in a house with no male authority figure, because of the rape.”

			He said nothing, simply drew her toward him to brush his lips over her temple.

			“She never yelled at me, and she never hit me—no more than a few slaps. She saw to it I was clean, that I had decent clothes. I know the pathology now, but I wasn’t even nine. When she told me I was filthy and made me wash in cold water every morning, every night, I didn’t understand. She always looked so sad, so disappointed. If she locked me in the dark, she said it was only to teach me to behave. Every day there were punishments. If I didn’t eat everything on my plate, or I ate it too fast, too slow, I’d have to scrub the kitchen with a toothbrush. Something like that.”

			I set store by a clean kitchen.

			“She didn’t have domestics. She had me. I was always too slow, too stupid, too ungrateful, too something. She’d tell me I was pathetic, or I was evil, and always in this soft, kindly voice with this look of puzzled disappointment on her face. I was still nothing. Worse than nothing.”

			“She should never have passed the screening.”

			“It happens. Worse than her happens. I was lucky it wasn’t worse. I had nightmares. I had nightmares all the time, almost every night back then. And she’d . . . oh, God, she’d come in and she’d say I’d never get healthy and strong if I didn’t get a good night’s sleep.”

			Because she could, she reached for his hand, let it anchor her in the now while she took herself back. “She’d turn off the lights and lock the door. She’d lock me in the dark. If I cried, it was worse. They’d take me back, put me in a cage for mental defectives. That’s what they did to girls who wouldn’t behave. And Bobby, her boy, she’d use me there, too. She’d tell him to look at me, and remember what happened to bad children, to children without a real mother to take care of them.”

			He was touching her now, rubbing her back, smoothing her hair. “They did home checks?”

			“Yeah. Sure.” She dashed a tear away—tears were useless, then and now. “It all looked nice and clean on the surface. Tidy house, pretty yard. I had my own room, clothes. What would I have told them? She said I was evil. I’d wake up from a nightmare where I was covered with blood, so I must’ve been evil. When she told me someone had hurt me, thrown me away with the garbage because I was bad, I believed her.”

			“Eve.” He took both her hands, brought them to his lips. He wanted to gather her up, cover her in something soft, something beautiful. He wanted to hold her until every horrid memory was washed away. “What you are is a miracle.”

			“She was a vicious, sadistic woman. Just another predator. I know that now.” Had to remember that now, Eve thought as she drew a deep breath. “But then all I knew was that she was in charge. I ran away. But this was a small town, not Dallas, and they found me. I planned it better when I ran the second time, and I got over into Oklahoma, and when they found me, I fought them.”

			“Damn right you did.”

			He said it with such a combination of pride and anger, she heard herself laugh. “Bloodied one of the social workers’ noses.” And that memory, she realized, wasn’t so bad. “Ended up in juvie for a while, but it was better than her. I put it away, Roarke. I put it aside. Then there she was, sitting in my office, and I was back to being scared.”

			He wished she’d bloodied goddamn Trudy Lombard’s nose, gotten some little bit of her own back. She’d have been better for that. “She’ll never hurt you again.”

			Eve faced him now, eye to eye. “I fell apart. Disintegrated. I’m feeling just steady enough now for that to piss me off. The Icove case.”

			“What?”

			She lowered her head to her hands, rubbed them hard over her face before she lifted it again. “She said she’d seen me giving an interview about the Icove murders, the Quiet Birth fiasco. I asked how she’d found me, and she said she’d heard about the case.”

			He rolled his healing shoulder out of habit. “I doubt there’s anyone in the known universe who hasn’t by now. She came here, specifically, to see you?”

			“Said she wanted to catch up, see how I’d turned out. Wanted a nice reunion.” She was recovered enough that her tone was sour and cynical. It was music to Roarke’s ears.

			“She’s got her son and his wife with her, apparently. I kicked her out. At least I had enough left to do that. She gave me that look, that puzzled disappointment—with the nasty edge just under it.”

			“You’ll want to make sure she goes away, stays away. I can—”

			“No, I don’t.” She shoved back, stood up. “No, I don’t, and I don’t want you touching it. I want to forget this, forget her. Whatever jollies she thought she might get by taking me down some memory lane she’s swept and polished, she won’t get them. If Peabody had kept her nose out, I’d’ve been straightened out when you got home. We wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

			He waited a long minute, then rose as well. “And that’s how you’d have handled this? By telling me nothing?”

			“This one, yeah. It’s done, it’s over. It’s my problem. I let it twist me around. Now I’m untwisted. It doesn’t apply to us. I don’t want it to apply to us. If you want to help me out here, you’ll let it fade.”

			He started to speak, thought better of it, then shrugged. “All right, then.”

			But he took her shoulders, rubbed. He drew her in, and felt her body relax against his.

			She was more twisted up than she realized, he thought, if she believed the woman had tracked her across the country, across the years, for no real purpose.

			It was only a matter of time before that purpose became clear.

			“It’s going dark,” he murmured. “Holiday lights, on.”

			She turned her head on his shoulder, and together they studied the huge live pine in the window as the festive lights flashed on.

			“You always go overboard,” she said quietly.

			“I don’t think you can with Christmas, especially if you’re us, and had so many thin ones. Besides, it’s tradition for us now, isn’t it? A tree in the bedroom at Christmas.”

			“You’ve got a tree in nearly every room in the house.”

			He grinned at that. “I do, don’t I? I’m a slave to sentiment.” He kissed her, softly, then circled his arms around her again. “What do you say to a quiet meal up here? With no work for either of us. We’ll watch some screen, drink some wine. Make love.”

			She tightened her arms around him. She’d needed home, she thought, and here it was. “I’d say, ‘Thanks.’ ”

			And when she was asleep, he left her, briefly, for his private office. He crossed the tiles, laid his hand on the palm print.

			“Roarke,” he said. “Power up.”

			As the console hummed, flickered with light, he used the house ’link to contact Summerset.

			“If anyone by the name of Lombard attempts to reach Eve here, put them through to me. Wherever I might be.”

			“Of course. Is the lieutenant all right?”

			“She is, yes. Thanks.” He clicked off, then ordered a search. It would take a bit of time to pinpoint where this Lombard was staying while in New York. But it was best, always best, to know the location of an adversary.

			He doubted it would be much longer before he knew just what the woman wanted—though he was dead certain he already knew.
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			NORMAL, EVE THOUGHT, WHEN SHE STRAPPED on her weapon harness. She felt normal again. Maybe those whiners who were forever talking about expressing your feelings were onto something.

			God, she hoped not. If they were, she’d end up neck deep in mangled bodies.

			Regardless, she felt steady—steady enough to scowl at the nasty weather whirling outside the bedroom window.

			“What exactly do they call that business?” Roarke asked as he stepped beside her. “It’s not snow, not rain, not even really sleet. It must be—”

			“Crap,” she said. “It’s cold, wet, crap.”

			“Ah.” He nodded, rubbed the back of his knuckles absently up and down her spine. “Of course. Maybe it’ll keep people indoors and you’ll have a quiet day.”

			“People kill each other inside, too,” she reminded him. “Especially when they get fed up looking out the window at crap.” Because she sounded just like the woman he adored, he gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder.

			“Well, it’s off to work for you, then. I’ll be handling ’link conferences here for another hour or so before I have to go out in this.” He turned her, gripped the lapels of her jacket, kissed her quick and hard. “Be safe.”

			She reached for her coat, started to swing it on, and felt the slight bulge in the pocket. “Oh, I picked this up for Dennis Mira. Just a, you know, Christmas token thing.”

			“Looks like him.” Roarke nodded at the scarf she held, even as his eyes laughed at her. “Aren’t you the clever shopper?”

			“I didn’t shop. I picked it up. Do you think there’s any way it could get wrapped?”

			With a half smile, Roarke held out his hand for it. “I’ll notify the elves. And I’ll have it put with the antique teapot you bought for Mira—which you didn’t shop for either, but, as I recall, came across.”

			“That’d be good, smart ass. See you later.”

			“Lieutenant? You haven’t forgotten our Christmas party?”

			She spun around. “Christmas party? That’s not tonight. Is it? It’s not.”

			It was small of him, he could admit it. But he loved seeing that quick panic on her face as she tried to remember which day was which. “Tomorrow. So if you’ve anything you need or want to come across to pick up beforehand, it should be today.”

			“Sure. Right. No problem.” Shit, she thought as she headed downstairs. Was there anything else? Why were there all these people who had to be crossed off her pick-up-something list? Was she actually going to have to start making a list?

			If it came to that it might be best to move away altogether and start over.

			She could dump the whole business on Roarke, of course. He actually liked to come across stuff to pick up. The man shopped—something she avoided at all possible costs. But if you were going to end up with all these people in your life, it seemed you should at least spend a half a minute picking something up, personally. Plus, she thought it was another kind of rule.

			Relationships were lousy with rules, that much she’d learned. It was just her bad luck that she usually tried to play by them.

			One of the rules she enjoyed was verbally bitch-slapping Summerset on her way in or out the door. He was there—of course he was there, the skeleton in a black suit—in the foyer.

			“My vehicle better be right where I left it, Nancy.”

			His lips thinned. “You’ll find the object you call a vehicle currently embarrassing the front of this house. I require any and all additions or adjustments to your personal guest list for tomorrow’s gathering by two this afternoon.”

			“Yeah? Well, check with my social secretary. I’ll be a little busy serving and protecting the city for lists.”

			She strolled out, then hissed. List? She was supposed to have a list for this, too? What was wrong with just running into someone and telling them to come on by?

			She hunched against the nasty, freezing rain, slid into her car. The heater was already running. Summerset’s work, probably, which would have to go on the list of reasons not to strangle him in his sleep.

			At least that was a short one.

			She started down the drive, engaged the dash ’link and tagged Roarke.

			“Miss me already?”

			“Every second without you is a personal hell. Listen, am I supposed to have a list? Like a guest list for this deal tomorrow?”

			“Do you want one?”

			“No. No, I don’t want a damn list, but—”

			“It’s taken care of, Eve.”

			“Okay, good then. Fine.” Another thought wandered into her brain. “I probably have an entire outfit, down to the underwear, all picked out, too, don’t I?”

			“Showing exquisite taste—with underwear optional.”

			It made her laugh. “I never miss a trick. Later.”

			Peabody was already at her desk when Eve walked into Central. It added another little pinch of guilt. She crossed over, waited until Peabody glanced up from her paperwork.

			“Would you mind coming into my office for a minute?”

			There was a blink of surprise. “Sure. Right behind you.”

			With a nod, Eve headed into her office, programmed two coffees—one light and sweet for Peabody. That got her another blink of surprise when Peabody stepped in.

			“Shut the door, will you?”

			“Sure. Um, I have the report on . . . thanks,” she added when Eve handed her the coffee. “On Zero. The PA went in hard, Second Degree, two counts, using the illegals sale as a deadly weapon in the act of committing, with—”

			“Sit down.”

			“Jeez, am I being transferred to Long Island or something?”

			“No.” Eve sat herself, waiting, watched Peabody warily take a seat. “I’m going to apologize for walking out on you yesterday, for not doing my job, and leaving you to deal with it.”

			“We were all but wrapped, and you were sick.”

			“It wasn’t wrapped, and if I was sick, it was my problem. I made it yours. You called Roarke.”

			Eve waited a beat while Peabody got busy looking at the wall and drinking coffee. “I was going to slap you good for that,” she said when Peabody opened her mouth. “But it was probably the sort of thing a partner should do.”

			“You were in bad shape. I didn’t know what else to do. Okay now?”

			“Fine.” She studied her coffee a moment. Partnership was another thing with rules. “There was a woman in my office when we got back yesterday. Someone I knew a long time ago. It gave me a knock. A big one. She was my first foster mother—loose term on the mother. It was a rough patch, and having her come in like that, after all this time, it . . . I couldn’t—”

			No, Eve thought, you always could.

			“I didn’t handle it,” she corrected. “So I ditched. You handled the case, Peabody, and largely alone. You did a good job.”

			“What did she want?”

			“I don’t know, don’t care. I got her out. Door’s closed. If she wheedles her way through it again, she won’t be taking me by surprise. And I will handle it.”

			Rising, she went to her window, shoved it up. Cold and wet spilled in as she leaned out and tore free the evidence bag she’d fixed to the outside wall. In it were four unopened candy bars.

			“You have chocolate bars sealed and taped outside the window,” Peabody said with a mixture of awe and puzzlement.

			“I did have,” Eve corrected. She was giving up the best hiding place she’d devised from the nefarious candy thief. She unsealed the bag, handed the speechless Peabody a bar. “They’ll be somewhere else after you leave and I lock the door and find a new spot for my cache.”

			“Okay. I’m putting it in my pocket before I tell you we didn’t get Murder Two.”

			“Didn’t figure you did.”

			Not one to take chances with chocolate, Peabody shoved the bar into her pocket anyway. “PA told me we wouldn’t before we went in to pitch the deal. He wanted Zero bad, more than me, I think. Zero’s slipped through his fingers plenty, and the PA wanted to nail him.”

			Eve leaned against her desk. “I like a PA with an agenda.”

			“It helps,” Peabody agreed. “We spooked them with talk of two consecutive life sentences, off planet penal colony, made noises about eye witnesses.”

			Peabody tapped her fingers on her pocket as if to reassure herself the candy was still there. “We got ourselves a search and seize, and popped some illegals from the club and Zero’s residence. Petty stuff, really, and the claim they were for personal use might have been true, but we just kept piling it up. By the time we’d finished, Zero and his lawyer were looking at Man Two as a gift from the Higher Powers. Five to ten, and he probably won’t serve the full minimum, but—”

			“You got him in a cage, and that’s a check in the win column. He loses his license, he pays out the butt in fees and fines, his club will likely go tits up. You keep the chocolate.”

			“It was great.” And since the candy in her pocket was currently screaming her name, Peabody gave in, took it out, and unwrapped enough to break off a knuckle’s worth. “It was a rush to push it through,” she said with her happy mouth full. “I’m sorry you missed it.”

			“So am I. Thanks for covering.”

			“No problem. You can put the bag back outside. It’ll be safe from me.” At the narrowed, speculative look in Eve’s eye, she rushed on. “Ah, not that it wouldn’t be safe from me anywhere you put it. I’m not saying that I’ve ever had any part in taking any candy of any sort from this office.”

			Eve flattened the look—cop interrogating suspect. “And if we did a quick little truth test on that?”

			“What?” Peabody put a hand to her ear. “Did you hear that? Someone’s calling me from the bull pen. There may be crimes being committed even now while we lollygag. Gotta go.”

			Eyes still narrowed, Eve walked to the door, shut and locked it. Lollygag? What the hell kind of word was lollygag? A guilty one if she was any judge.

			She gave the bag a shake as she considered where her next candy vault might be.

			Between a meeting with the senior staff of one of his manufacturing arms and a lunch he had scheduled in his executive dining room with investors, Roarke’s interoffice ’link beeped.

			“Yes, Caro.” His brow winged up when he noted she’d engaged privacy mode.

			“The individual you mentioned this morning is downstairs, lobby level, and requesting a moment of your time.”

			He’d bet himself a half mil she’d contact him before noon. Now he went double or nothing she’d show her hand before he booted her out again.

			“Is she alone?”

			“Apparently.”

			“Keep her waiting down there another ten minutes, then escort her up. Not personally. Send an assistant, please, Caro—a young one. Keep her cooling out there until I buzz you.”

			“I’ll take care of it. Would you like me to buzz you again a few minutes after she’s in your office?”

			“No.” He smiled, and it wasn’t pleasant. “I’ll get rid of her personally.”

			He was looking forward to it.

			After checking the time, he rose, walked to the wall of glass that opened his office to the spires and towers of the city. It was just rain now, he noted. Dreary and gray and dull, shitting down on the streets from an ugly sky.

			Well, he and Eve knew all about being shit on. Life hadn’t dealt either of them a pretty hand, and had given them no stake to play it. What they’d done—each in his own way—was make a win out of it. Bluffing, bulling, and at least in his case, cheating their way to the pot at the end of the day.

			But there was always another game to be played, always another player willing to do all manner of nasty things to take a share. Or take it all.

			Well, come on, then, he thought. He wasn’t just willing, but more than able to do all manner of nasty things himself.

			He couldn’t go back, more’s the pity, and beat her bastard of a father into a gibbering, bloody pulp. He couldn’t make the dead suffer, as Eve suffered still. But here, fate had dropped a pale substitute right into his hands.

			A live one. Plump and pink and prime for skinning.

			Trudy Lombard was in for a very unpleasant surprise.

			He imagined the last thing that would be on her mind when she crawled out again would be to slither her way around Eve.

			He turned, glanced around his office. He’d made it what it was. Needed to. He knew what she would see when she came in, out of the cold and the gray. She’d see power and wealth, space and luxury. She’d scent the money, though if she wasn’t brainless, she’d have some idea of the pot on his table.

			An idea that would be considerably short, come to that, he mused. He may have been legal now, but that didn’t mean he felt the need to make public what was in all his pockets.

			He kept books in his private office at home, updating quarterly. Eve had access to them, should she ever have any interest. Which she wouldn’t, he thought with a faint smile. She was easier with his money than she’d once been, but he was still a faint embarrassment to her.

			He wished he knew the name of the gods who’d looked down on him the day he’d met her. If he could stack everything he owned, had done, had accomplished, on one side of a scale, it still wouldn’t outweigh the gift of her.

			As he waited for time to pass, he slid a hand into his pocket, rubbed the button he carried, one that had fallen off her suit jacket the first time he’d met her.

			And as he thought of her, he wondered how soon her mind would clear and snap back. How soon she’d realize why she’d encountered this ghost from her past.

			Once she did, he mused, and closed his hand over the button, she was going to be right pissed.

			Judging the time was right, he walked back to his desk, sat, buzzed his admin.

			“Caro, you can bring her in now.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			While he waited those last moments, he chained up what was inside him. What wanted the taste of blood and bone.

			She was what he’d expected from his research of her. What in some circles was called a handsome woman—big and bony, her hair freshly done, her face not unattractive and carefully enhanced.

			She wore a purple suit with bright gold buttons and a knee-length skirt. Good, sensible heels. Her scent was strong and rosy.

			He got to his feet, and though he remained in a position of power behind his desk, he offered a polite smile and his hand.

			“Ms. Lombard.” Smooth, he thought when her hand was in his. Soft and smooth, but he wouldn’t have said weak.

			“I so appreciate you taking a few minutes out of what I know must be a very busy schedule.”

			“Not at all. I’m always interested in meeting one of my wife’s . . . connections? Thank you, Caro.”

			He knew the brisk tone told his admin not to offer refreshment. She simply inclined her head, backed out. Shut the doors.

			“Please, have a seat.”

			“Thank you. Thank you so much.” Her voice and her eyes were bright. “I wasn’t sure if little Eve—sorry, I still think of her that way—if Eve had mentioned me.”

			“Did you think she wouldn’t?”

			“Well, you see, I feel terrible, just terrible, about the way I handled things yesterday.” She pressed a hand to her heart.

			Her nails, he noted, were long, well manicured, and painted boldly red. There was a ring on her right hand, a thick gold band around a sizable amethyst.

			Matching earrings, he observed, to make a well-put-together if unimaginative ensemble.

			“And how did you handle things yesterday?” he asked her.

			“Well, poorly, I confess. I realized I should have contacted her first, and instead I just jumped in head first, a habit of mine. I’m just too impulsive, especially when my feelings are engaged. Eve had such a hard, hard time back then, and seeing me, out of the blue, no warning at all, it must’ve taken her right back. I upset her.”

			Now she pressed that hand to her lips, and her eyes shimmered. “You have no idea what that poor, sweet child was like when she came to me. Like a little ghost in my house, hardly casting a shadow, and scared of even that just the same.”

			“Yes, I imagine so.”

			“And I blame myself for not thinking it through first, because I understand now that seeing me again just made her remember those terrible days before she was safe again.”

			“So, you’ve come to see me so I can pass your apologies along. I’m happy to do so. Though I think you’ve overestimated your impact on my wife.”

			He sat back, swiveled the chair lazily. “I believe she was a bit irritated by the unexpected visit. But upset? It isn’t the word I’d choose. So, please, rest your mind, Ms. Lombard. I hope you’ll enjoy your time in the city, however brief, before you return home.”

			It was a dismissal, flat and pleasant. A busy man idly brushing a speck of lint off his jacket pocket.

			He saw it register, saw that quick flick, like a snake’s tongue, flash in her eyes.

			And there she is, he thought. There’s the viper under the conservative dress and sugary accent.

			“Oh, oh, but I couldn’t go back to Texas without seeing my little Eve, without making personal amends, and being sure she’s all right.”

			“I can assure you, she’s fine.”

			“And Bobby? Why my Bobby’s fretting to see her. He was like a brother to her.”

			“Really? How odd then she’s never mentioned him.”

			Her smile was indulgent now, and just a little sly. “I think she had just a tiny little crush on him. I expect she doesn’t want you to be jealous.”

			His laugh was quick, rich and long. “Please. Now, if you’d like, you can certainly leave your name and address with my administrative assistant. If the lieutenant wants to contact you, she will. Otherwise . . .”

			“Now this just won’t do. This won’t do at all.” Trudy sat up straighter, and her tone took on a little lash. “I took care of that girl for over six months, took her into my home out of the goodness of my heart. And believe me when I say she wasn’t easy. I think I deserve more than this.”

			“Do you? And what do you think you deserve?”

			“All right now.” She shifted in her chair into what he assumed was her bargaining pose. “If you think that seeing me and my boy isn’t the right thing, then—and I know I’m talking to a businessman here—I think I should be compensated. Not only for the time and the effort, and the trouble I went to for that girl all those years back when nobody wanted to take her in, but for all the inconvenience and expense it’s taken for me to come here, just to see how she’s doing.”

			“I see. And do you have a measure of this compensation in mind?”

			“This has taken me by surprise, I have to admit.” Her fingers fussed with her hair, red against red. “I don’t know how you can put a price on what I gave that child, or what it’s costing me to turn away from her now.”

			“But you’ll manage to do so, I’m sure.”

			It was temper he saw deepen the color in her cheeks, not embarrassment. He merely kept that mildly interested look on his face.

			“I’d think a man in your position can afford to be generous with someone in mine. That girl would likely be in jail instead of putting people in one if it wasn’t for me. And she wouldn’t even speak to me when I went to see her yesterday.”

			She looked away, blinking at tears he noted she could call up at will.

			“I think we’re past that now.” He allowed a sliver of impatience to come into his voice. “What’s your price?”

			“I think two million dollars wouldn’t be unreasonable.”

			“And for two million dollars . . . that’s U.S. dollars?”

			“Of course it is.” Faint irritation took the place of tears. “What would I want with foreign money?”

			“For that, you and your Bobby will happily go back to where you came from and leave my wife alone.”

			“She doesn’t want to see us?” She raised her hands as if in defeat. “We won’t be seen.”

			“And if I find that measure of compensation a bit too dear?”

			“For a man of your means, I can’t imagine, but . . . I’d be forced to mention the possibility of my—being upset by all this—discussing the situation with someone. Maybe a reporter.”

			He swiveled lazily again. “And that would concern me, because . . .”

			“Being a sentimental woman, I kept files on every one of the children I was in charge of. I have histories, details—and some of those might be difficult, even embarrassing for you and for Eve. Did you know, for instance, that she’d had sexual relations repeatedly, and all before she was nine years old?”

			“And do you equate rape with sexual relations?” His tone was mild as milk, even as his blood boiled. “That’s quite unenlightened of you, Ms. Lombard.”

			“Regardless of what you call it, I think some people might feel a woman with that kind of thing in her makeup isn’t the sort who should be a lieutenant of the police department. I’m not sure of that myself,” she added. “Maybe it’s my civic duty to talk to the media, maybe her superiors at the police station.”

			“But two million—that’s USD—would outweigh your civic duty.”

			“I just want what’s coming to me. Did you know she had blood on her when she was found? She . . . or someone else . . . washed most of it off, but they did tests.”

			Her eyes were brighter now, as bold and as sharp as her long red nails. “And not all the blood was hers.

			“She used to have nightmares,” Trudy continued. “And it seemed to me that she was stabbing somebody to death in those nightmares. I wonder what people would make of that, if I was upset and said something. I bet people’d pay good money for a story like that, considering who she is now. And who she’s married to.”

			“They might,” Roarke agreed. “People often enjoy wallowing in another’s pain and misery.”

			“So I don’t think the compensation I mentioned is too dear. I’ll just take it and go back to Texas. Eve won’t have to think about me again, even after all I did for her.”

			“You’ve misspoken. It was to her, not for her. Now then, what you don’t understand, Ms. Lombard, is I’m compensating you right now.”

			“You’d better think before—”

			“I’m compensating you,” he interrupted, “by not getting up, coming over there, and twisting your head off your neck with my bare hands.”

			She gasped, theatrically. “You’re threatening me?”

			“Indeed, I’m not,” he continued in the same easy tone. “I’m explaining to you how you’re being compensated for walking away from this. I’m telling you what’s not happening to you, and believe me, it’s costing me dearly not to put my hands on you for what you did to my wife when she was defenseless.”

			He rose, slowly. There wasn’t a gasp this time, and no theatrics. She simply froze as all the blood drained out of her face. Finally, he decided, she saw what was under his own shell, under the sophistication, the style, the manners money had bought him.

			Even a viper hadn’t a prayer against it.

			With his eyes on hers, he came around the desk, then leaned back against it. Close enough that he heard her breath shudder out.

			“Do you know what could be done, what I could do like that?” He snapped his fingers. “I could kill you, here and now, without a flinch. I could have as many people as I deemed appropriate swear you’d left this office hale and hearty. I could have security discs altered to prove it. They’d never find your body—what was left of it when I was done with you. So consider your life—which I assume is worth a considerable amount to you—your compensation.”

			“You must be crazy.” She shrank back in her chair. “You must be out of your mind.”

			“Consider that if you ever think of bargaining with me again . . . If you consider lining your pockets by speaking of a child’s torture and nightmare for money. . . If you ever attempt to contact my wife again . . . Think of that, and be afraid. Be afraid,” he repeated, leaning toward her a bit, “because restraining myself from carving pieces of you away, slowly, one at a time, is irritating. I dislike being irritated.”

			He took one step toward her, had her scrambling to her feet and backing toward the door. “Oh, and you may want to pass the message on to your son, should he feel inclined to try my patience.”

			When she reached the door, fumbled behind her for it, he spoke softly. “There’s nowhere in or off this world you could hide from me if you do anything more to hurt my wife. Nowhere I wouldn’t go to settle with you for it.” He waited a beat, smiled, and said: “Run.”

			She ran, and he heard a thin scream, like a wheezing breath as her footsteps pounded away. He dipped his hands in his pockets, closed one over Eve’s button again as he walked back to study the dank gloom of the December sky.

			“Sir?”

			He didn’t turn as his admin stepped into his office. “Yes, Caro.”

			“Did you want Security to monitor Ms. Lombard’s exit?”

			“That won’t be necessary.”

			“She seemed to be in a hurry.”

			He watched the ghost of his reflection smile a little. “She had a sudden change of plans.” He turned now, glanced at his wrist unit. “Well, it’s time for lunch, isn’t it? I’ll go up, greet our guests. I have quite the appetite this afternoon.”

			“I imagine,” Caro murmured.

			“Oh, and Caro?” he said as he strolled toward his private elevator. “Would you notify Security that neither Ms. Lombard nor her son—I’ll see they have an ID print of him—should be given access to this building?”

			“I’ll take care of it right away.”

			“One more thing? They’re staying at the West Side Hotel, over on Tenth. I’d like to know when they check out.”

			“I’ll see to that, sir.”

			He glanced back as the elevator opened. “You’re a treasure, Caro.”

			She thought, as the door closed behind him, that at moments like this she was pleased he thought so.
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			TO KEEP HER MIND BUSY, EVE CONCENTRATED on paperwork and follow-ups. Dealing with the drone work had the added benefit of getting her desk reasonably clear before the holidays snuck up and bit her in the ass.

			She was making considerable headway when Peabody came to her office door.

			“Tubbs’s tox came back positive for traces of Zeus, and various others. Other vic was clean. The bodies, such as they are, will be released to next of kin tomorrow.”

			“Good job.”

			“Dallas?”

			“Mmm. I’m sending the squad’s expense chits up. Most of them,” she said with a sneer. “Baxter and I are going to have a little chat.”

			“Dallas.” Eve glanced up, saw Peabody’s face. “What?”

			“I’ve got to go to court. Celina.”

			Eve got to her feet. “We’ve already given our testimony.”

			“Prosecution called me separately, remember? As one of the victims.”

			“Yeah, but . . . I thought you weren’t coming up for that yet, not for another week or two anyway. With the holidays . . .”

			“It’s moving along pretty fast. I need to go in.”

			“When?”

			“Sort of now. It shouldn’t take long, but . . . You’re going with me?” Peabody asked as Eve grabbed her coat.

			“What do you think?”

			On a long breath, Peabody closed her eyes. “Thanks. Thanks. McNab’s going to meet me there. He’s out in the field, and he’s going to try to . . . Thanks.”

			On the way out, Eve stopped at one of the vending units. “Get yourself some water,” she told Peabody. “Get me the cold caffeine.”

			“Good idea. My throat’s already dry. I’m prepped,” Peabody continued as she entered her code, made her choices. “The prosecution team drilled me good. And it’s not like it’s the first time I’ve testified in court.”

			“It’s the first time you’ve testified as a victim. It’s different. You know it’s different.”

			She passed Eve a tube of Pepsi, and took a long pull from the water as they walked. “It wasn’t even Celina who hurt me. I don’t know why I’m so spooked.”

			“She was part of it. She had foreknowledge and did nothing. She’s charged with accessory for a reason, Peabody. You go in, you lay out what happened, you don’t let the defense shake you. Then you walk away from it.”

			You could walk away from it, Eve thought, but you never really got away. Peabody would remember every moment of that attack. She’d remember the pain and the fear. Justice might be served, but even justice couldn’t wipe away the memories.

			She went out the main doors. However crappy the day, the short walk would settle Peabody down. “You’re a cop,” she began, “and you took a hard hit in the line. That matters to juries. You’re a woman.” Eve slid her hands into her pockets, out of the cold rain. “Whether or not it should apply, that matters to juries, too. The fact that this big, crazy son of a bitch—one who’d killed and mutilated multiple women—kicked you around . . . it matters big time.”

			“He’s sewed up.” And that was a huge relief. “Too damn crazy to stand trial. He’ll be locked up in an institution for the mentally defective, violence sector, ’til he croaks.”

			“Your job here is to make what Celina didn’t do matter. To help the prosecution prove she was responsible.”

			“They’ll get her cold on Annalisa Sommers’s murder, the one she did herself. She’ll go up for that. Maybe it’s enough.”

			“Enough for you?”

			Peabody stared straight ahead, chugged more water. “I’m working on it being enough.”

			“Then you’re doing better than I am. You made it through, others didn’t. She watched. Every one of the dead after she linked psychically with John Blue is on her. Every minute you spent in the hospital, in recovery. Every bad moment you’ve had about it is on her, too. I damn well want her to pay.”

			As they walked up the courthouse steps, Peabody swallowed hard. “Hands are shaking.”

			“Toughen up” was all Eve said.

			Once they were through security, she could have badged her way into the courtroom. Instead she waited with Peabody while APA Cher Reo made her way over.

			“We’ve got a short recess,” Reo began. “You’ll testify next.”

			“How’s it going in there?” Eve asked.

			“She’s got good lawyers.” Reo glanced back toward the double doors. She was pretty and blonde, with perky blue eyes and a faint Southern drawl. She was also tough as titanium. “We’re both playing the psychic card, in different ways. Their stand is that the images Celina received—the murders, the violence—resulted in trauma, diminished capacity. They’ve got their experts swearing to it, and as a result they’re trying to hang all the responsibility on Blue. He’s crazy, he invaded her mind, and there you go.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“Well, yes.” Reo fluffed at her hair. “On our end we have her snuggled up safe in bed at home, watching Blue torture and mutilate and kill, which gave her the bright idea to do the same, with his MO, to her former lover’s fiancée. Under the guise of working with the cops, she held back while women were murdered, and while a NYPSD detective was critically injured. A decorated officer, who courageously fought back and was intimately involved in closing the case.”

			Reo put a hand on Peabody’s arm, gave it a little rub in what Eve recognized as a woman-to-woman support gesture. “You want to go over it again? We’ve got a few more minutes.”

			“Maybe. Okay, maybe.” Peabody turned to Eve. Her eyes were a little too bright, her smile a little too tight. “You can go on in. I’ll get one more briefing from Reo, then I might want to throw up. I’d do that better alone.”

			Eve waited until Reo took Peabody into a conference room, then she pulled out her communicator and tagged McNab. “Where are you?”

			“On my way.” His pretty face and the long blond tail he wore bobbed on her screen. “Three blocks south. I had to hoof it. Who the hell let all these people out on the street?”

			“There’s a recess, nearly over. You’ve got a few minutes. I’ll be in the back. Save you a seat.”

			She clicked off, walked in, and sat, as she had countless times in the course of her career. Halls of justice, she thought as she studied the bench, the gallery, the reporters and those who piled in out of curiosity. Sometimes—she liked to think most times—justice was served here.

			She wanted it for Peabody.

			They’d dunked the ball of the case in the net for the arrest, for the indictment. Now the ball was passed to the lawyers, to the judge, and to the twelve citizens who sat on the jury.

			She studied them when they filed in.

			A moment later, Celina Sanchez was led in with her legal team.

			Their eyes met, held with that quick, buzzing connection between hunter and prey. It all came back, all the bodies, all the blood, the waste, and the cruelty.

			For love, Celina had said at the end of it. She’d done it all for love.

			And that, Eve thought, was the biggest bullshit of all.

			Celina took her seat, faced front. Her luxurious hair was worn back and up—sleek and almost prim. Instead of her preferred bold colors, there was a staid gray suit.

			Just packaging, Eve noted. She knew what was inside it. Unless the jury was dirt stupid, they knew, too.

			Reo stepped in, leaned down briefly. “She’s going to be fine. It’s good you’re here.” Then she walked to the front to take her place with the State’s team.

			As the bailiff called for the court to rise, McNab bolted through the doors. His face was pink from cold and exertion, but was still a few shades calmer than the puce shirt he wore under a jacket with a blue and pink zigzag pattern so bright and busy it stung the eyes. On matching puce airboots, he nipped in beside Eve, spoke in a breathless whisper.

			“Didn’t want me to sit with her—needed a minute. We thought we had ’til Monday. Damn it.”

			“She knows how to handle herself.”

			There was no point telling him her stomach was tying itself into greasy knots. No point in telling him she knew what he saw in his head as they took their seats and the PA called Peabody.

			He’d see himself running, with his heart slamming in his throat, hear himself shouting, “Officer down!” into his communicator as he flew down the steps of the apartment building to get to her.

			Eve hadn’t been there, but she saw it, too. She hadn’t been there to see Peabody broken and bloody and crumpled on the street. But she could see.

			She wanted every member of the jury to see it, too.

			As directed, Peabody gave her name, her rank, her badge number. The PA was brisk with her—good strategy, in Eve’s mind. Treat her like a cop. He reviewed with her some of the testimony already given, and he and the lead for the defense did their little lawyer dance.

			When she was asked to take them through the evening of the attack, she started out strong. The timing, the steps, the way she’d contacted her cohab partner, Detective Ian McNab, as she’d walked home from the subway. So when her voice broke, the jury heard it, they saw it. And they saw a woman’s struggle to stay alive, a cop’s fight to survive.

			“I was able to deploy my weapon.”

			“You were severely injured, and in a life-or-death struggle with a man who was considerably bigger than you, but you were able to reach your weapon?”

			“Yes, sir. I got one off. He threw me, was throwing me. I remember being airborne, and firing. Then I hit the ground, and I don’t remember anything until I woke in the hospital.”

			“I have here a list of the injuries you sustained, Detective. With the court’s permission, I’ll read them off for your verification.”

			As it began, McNab’s hand groped for Eve’s.

			She let him hold it through the recitation, through the verification, the objections, the questions. She said nothing when the defense began their cross, and McNab’s fingers tightened like thin wires on hers.

			Peabody was shaky now, and the defense played on that. But that might be a mistake, Eve thought. Screwing with the victim, the only survivor in a series of hideous murders.

			“According to your own testimony, Detective, and the statements and testimony of other witnesses to the attack, John Joseph Blue was alone when he assaulted you.”

			“That’s correct.”

			“Ms. Sanchez was not there at the time you were injured.”

			“No, sir. Not physically.”

			“According to prior testimony, Ms. Sanchez had never met or spoken with or had contact with the man who attacked you, with John Joseph Blue.”

			“That’s not accurate. She had contact with John Blue. Psychically.”

			“I would qualify the word contact. Ms. Sanchez had observed, through her gift, violent murders committed by one John Joseph Blue, to which he has confessed. Isn’t it true that Ms. Sanchez came to you voluntarily to offer her assistance in your investigation?”

			“No, sir, it’s not.”

			“Detective, I have reports in evidence that clearly state Ms. Sanchez volunteered her help, without any fee, to the investigating officers, and that her assistance was accepted. That, in fact, she was instrumental in identifying Blue, and thereby stopping him.”

			While he’d spoken, Peabody lifted a water glass, drank deep. Her voice was steady again, a cop’s again when she continued. “No, sir, she did not give the investigative team or the department, or the victims or the city assistance. She, in fact, hindered the investigation by holding back key information in order to kill Annalisa Sommers, which was her primary objective.”

			“Your Honor, I ask that this witness’s speculative and inflammatory statement be stricken from the record.”

			“Objection.” The PA was on his feet. “This witness is a trained police officer, one of the key members of the investigative team.”

			The dance continued, but Eve could see Peabody relax into it now. She’d found her rhythm.

			“You’ve got two seconds to let go of my hand before I use the other to punch you,” Eve said mildly.

			“Oh. Sorry.” McNab released her, gave a nervy little laugh. “She’s okay, don’t you think?”

			“She’s fine.”

			There was more, then re-cross. When she stepped down, Peabody was a little pale, but Eve was pleased to see her turn her head, look directly at Celina.

			She’d remember that, too, Eve decided. She’d remember she’d stood up, and she’d looked.

			“That’s my girl,” McNab said the minute they were outside the courtroom. His arms went around her. “She-Body, you rocked!”

			“More like I was rocky, but I think I came around. And Jesus, I’m glad it’s over.” She rubbed a hand over her belly, mustered up a genuine smile. “Thanks for sticking,” she said to Eve.

			“No problem.” Eve checked the time. “Tour’s over in two. Take off, take the personal.”

			“I’m okay, I—”

			“Nothing’s shaking anyway.” She spotted Nadine Furst, Channel 75’s on-air ace, clicking her way over the tiles in her skinny-heeled boots, her camera in her wake. “At least, nothing official.”

			“There she is. How’d it go, Peabody?”

			“Okay. I think it went good.”

			“You up for a quick one-on-one?”

			Eve started to object on principle, then stopped herself. It would probably be good for Peabody to have her say outside the courtroom. And she could trust Nadine.

			“I guess. Sure. I can do that.”

			“It’s lousy out, but it’d make better screen if we did it on the steps. Give up your girl a minute, McNab.”

			“Nope, but you can borrow her.”

			“Dallas, looking forward to tomorrow.” They headed for the doors. “I could use a quick one from you, too. The sober, flat-eyed, ‘justice is being served’ kind of thing.”

			“No. It’s Peabody’s show. Take the personal,” Eve said to Peabody, and took a look up at the sky before she started down the steps.

			At the bottom, she turned, looked back. Nadine was right, it would make good screen—Peabody, damp in the drizzle, on the steps of the courthouse. It’d be something Peabody would want her family to see, how she’d stood there and talked of the job and justice.

			Since she liked seeing it herself, she watched a few moments. She turned away again, just in time to see the shove, grab, and go.

			“My purse! My purse!”

			“Oh, shit,” Eve muttered. She blew out a breath, and gave chase.

			Halfway down the steps, Nadine risked a broken neck by rushing. “Get on her!” she shouted to her camera. “Stay on her. Look at her go!” When Peabody and McNab whizzed by, Nadine all but danced on the courthouse steps. “Don’t lose them, for God’s sake.”

			The snatcher was about six foot, Eve judged, and looked a solid one-ninety. Most of his height was legs, and he was using them. He bowled people over like pins, leaving her to leap over the piles.

			Her coat streamed back, leather snapping in the wind.

			She didn’t waste her breath shouting for him to stop, identifying herself as the police. His eyes had met hers—as Celina’s had—and they’d recognized the hunt.

			He grabbed a glide-cart on the corner—operator and all—and shoved it. Soy dogs skidded onto the ground, drink tubes splatted and burst.

			She jigged away from a pedestrian he all but threw at her, then jagged from another. Judging the distance, she pumped her legs, shoved off. Her tackle took him down, sheered them both across the wet sidewalk an inch from the curb, where the brakes of a maxibus screamed like a woman.

			Her healing hip cried like a baby at the jolt.

			He managed to get one in while she was avoiding being crunched under skidding wheels. She tasted blood when the elbow jammed her jaw.

			“Now that was stupid.” She yanked his arms back, slapped on restraints. “That was bone stupid. Now you’ve got assaulting an officer on your tab.”

			“Never said cop. How’m I supposed to know? ’Sides, you were chasing me, you nearly threw me in front of a bus. Police brutality!” He shouted it, humping his body as he struggled to look for some sympathetic bystander. “I’m minding my own and you try to kill me.”

			“Minding your own.” Eve turned her head, spat out blood. At least her throbbing jaw took her mind off her hip.

			She tugged, pulled out the purse—and another three, along with assorted wallets. “Pretty good haul,” she commented.

			He sat up, shrugged, philosophical now. “Holidays. People come out, whatever the hell. Don’t slap the assault on, okay? Come on, cut me one, will ya? It was reflex.”

			Eve wiggled her jaw. “You’ve got good ones.”

			“You’re fucking fast, gotta admire it.”

			She shoved at her wet hair as Peabody and McNab ran up. “Disperse this crowd, will you? And get a black-and-white down here to haul this guy in. Multiple counts, robbery. Seeing as it’s this close to Christmas, I’ll give you a pass on the assault.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			“Let’s get—get that camera out of my face,” Eve snapped.

			McNab busied himself gathering the bags and wallets. “Your lip’s bleeding, Lieutenant.”

			“Nah.” She swiped a hand over it. “Bit my own damn tongue.”

			“Car’s on its way, sir,” Peabody reported. “Nice pedestrian-hurdling, by the way.”

			Eve crouched down to have another word with the snatcher. “If you’d run the other way, we’d be at Central, out of this damn cold drizzle.”

			“Yeah, like I’d be that stupid.”

			“Stupid enough to do the grab right in front of the courthouse.”

			He gave her a sorrowful look. “I couldn’t stop myself. The woman’s swinging the damn purse around, gabbing to the woman walking with her. She practically gave it to me.”

			“Right. Tell it to your PD.”

			“Lieutenant Dallas?” Nadine, huffing a little, stepped up. She had a hand clamped over the arm of a woman with huge brown eyes. “This is Leeanne Petrie, whose property you’ve just recovered.”

			“Ma’am. I just don’t know how to thank you.”

			“Start by not calling me ma’am. We’ll need you to come down to Central, Ms. Petrie, to make a statement and sign for your property.”

			“I’ve never had so much excitement. Why, that man just shoved me right down on the ground! I’m from a little place called White Springs—just south of Wichita, Kansas. I’ve never had so much excitement.”

			It had to be said. “You’re not in Kansas anymore.”

			Because she pulled rank and ordered Peabody home, straightening out the mugging mess kept her at Central until after shift. Dark had the temperatures dropping, and the incessant drizzle turned into sleet. The now tricky streets turned the drive home into a marathon of annoyance.

			Stuck in it, she sipped on ice water to soothe her sore tongue, and let her mind drift. She was a handful of blocks from home when it drifted to Trudy Lombard, and the light went off.

			“Not me. Jesus, it’s not about me. Why would it be? Damn it, damn it, damn it.”

			She flicked on sirens, shot into vertical. Cursing herself and the snarls that made the maneuver all but suicidal, she engaged her dash ’link.

			“Roarke,” she snapped when Summerset came on. “Is he there yet? Put him on.”

			“He’s just come through the gates, hasn’t yet reached the house. If there’s an emergency—”

			“Tell him I’ll be there in ten. I need to talk to him. If anyone named Lombard contacts the house, don’t put her through to him. You got that? Don’t put her through.”

			She flicked off, whipped her wheel, and nipped back down to the street to narrowly miss a trio of fenders.

			Son of a bitch! What else would she be after but money? Big, shiny piles of it. And who in the known universe had the biggest piles?

			She wasn’t getting away with it. And if he even thought of paying her off to make her go away, Eve vowed she’d personally skin him.

			She fishtailed, and roared through the gates of home. Roarke opened the door himself as she braked in front of the house.

			“Am I under arrest?” he called out, and circled a finger in the air. “Sirens, Lieutenant.”

			She called them off, slammed the door. “I’m so stupid! I’m a goddamn idiot.”

			“If you’re going to talk that way about the woman I love, I’m not going to offer you a drink.”

			“It’s you. It was never me. If I hadn’t let her turn me inside out, I’d’ve known it from the get. Lombard.”

			“All right. And what’s this?” He skimmed a finger gently over the faint bruise on her jaw.

			“Nothing.” Anger had smothered any lingering pain. “Are you listening to me? I know her. I know the type. She doesn’t do anything without a purpose. Maybe the purpose is jollies, but she didn’t go to all the trouble and expense to come here just to bust my balls. It’s about you.”

			“You need to calm down. In the parlor.” He took her arm. “There’s a nice fire. You’ll have some wine.”

			“Will you stop.” She slapped his hand off, but he simply shifted and tugged off her wet coat.

			“Take a minute, catch your breath,” he advised. “You may not be wanting a drink, but I am. Filthy weather.”

			She did take a breath, pressed her hands to her face to steady herself. “I couldn’t think, that was the trouble. Didn’t think. Just reacted. And I know better. She must’ve figured she’d come see me, try to play the reunion card. I was just a kid, and messed up with it. So maybe she banked that I didn’t remember what it had been like with her. Then she can be the long-lost mother, angel of mercy, whatever, grease those wheels so when she tapped me for money, I’d ask you to give it to her.”

			“Underestimated you. Here.” He handed her a glass of wine.

			“Backup plan.” She took the wine, paced to the hearth with its snapping fire, back again. “Someone like her has one. I’m not receptive, she’ll have a way to go straight to the source. Right to you. Try for sympathy, some hard-luck story. Move to threats if that doesn’t shake the money tree. She’d want a nice fat lump sum, come back for more later, but get a juicy bite right off . . .”

			She took a moment to study his face. “And none of this is news to you.”

			“As you said, you’d have come to it yourself right away if you hadn’t been so twisted up.” He lowered his head enough to brush his lips over her jaw. “Come, sit by the fire.”

			“Wait, wait.” She grabbed his sleeve. “You didn’t go warn her off. You didn’t go see her.”

			“I had and have no intention of going to her. Unless she continues to harass and upset you. Do you know she had eleven other children put in her care over the years? I wonder how many of them she tormented as she did you.”

			“You ran her? Of course you ran her.” She turned away. “I’m really slow on this one.”

			“It’s taken care of, Eve. Put it out of your mind.”

			She kept her back to him, took a slow sip of the wine. “How is it taken care of?”

			“She came to my office today. I made it clear that it would be best for all concerned if she went back to Texas and didn’t attempt to contact you again.”

			“You spoke to her?” She squeezed her eyes shut against the helpless anger. “You knew who she was, what she was, but you let her in your office.”

			“I’ve had worse in there. What did you expect me to do?”

			“I expected you’d leave this to me. That you’d understand this is my problem. This is for me to handle.”

			“It’s not your problem, but ours—or was. And it was for us to handle. Now it’s done.”

			“I don’t want you dealing with my problems, my business.” She whirled around and before either of them knew she intended it, she let the glass fly. Wine and glass splatted and shattered. “This was my personal business.”

			“You don’t have personal business from me any longer, any more than I do from you.”

			“I don’t need to be shielded, I won’t be shielded. I won’t be tended to.”

			“Oh, I see.” His voice softened, a dangerous sign. “So it’s perfectly fine, we’ll say, for me to see to those pesky little details. Can this get wrapped, for instance. But the things that matter, I’m to keep my nose out?”

			“It’s not the same. I’m a lousy wife, I get that.” Her throat was clogging up, and her voice thickening as the words fought their way through. “I don’t remember to do things—don’t know how and don’t give a rat’s ass about finding out. But—”

			“You’re not a lousy wife, and I’d be the one to judge that. But you are, Eve, an extremely difficult woman. She came to me, she tried to shake me down, and she won’t try it again. I have every right to protect you, and my own interests. So if you want to have one of your snits about it, you’ll have to have it alone.”

			“Don’t you walk away from me.” Her fingers actually itched to pick up something precious to throw at him as he started for the doorway. But that was too female, and too foolish. “Don’t you walk away and flick off my feelings.”

			He stopped, looked back at her with eyes searing with temper. “Darling Eve, if your feelings weren’t so important to me, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. If and when I walk away from you, it’s to prevent myself from taking the alternative, which at the moment would be to beat your head against some hard object until a little sense rattles into it again.”

			“Were you even going to tell me?”

			“I don’t know. There were good reasons on both sides of that, and I was still weighing them. She hurt you, and I won’t have it. That’s simple. For God’s sake, Eve, when I found out about my mother, and went into a spin, didn’t you knock it out of me? Didn’t you tend to me, even stand in front of me?”

			“It’s not the same.” Her stomach burned, and the acid of it spewed into words. “What did you get, Roarke? What did you fall into but people who love and accept you? Good, decent people. And what do they want from you? Not a damn thing. Yeah, you had it rough. Your father killed your mother. But what else did you find out? She loved you. She was a young, innocent girl who loved you. It’s not the same for me. Nobody loved me. Nobody and nothing I came from was decent or innocent or good.”

			Her voice hitched, but she bore down, let the rest spew out. “So yeah, you took a hard and nasty slap, and it sent you reeling. But what did you fall into? Right into gold. What else is new?”

			He didn’t stop her when she strode from the room. Didn’t go after her when she charged up the steps. At that moment, he couldn’t think of a single reason why he should.

			5

			THE GYM SEEMED THE OBVIOUS PLACE FOR HIM to work off steam, and he had plenty of it. His shoulder was still weak from wounds he’d incurred a few weeks before, helping his infuriating wife on the job.

			It was all right, apparently, for him to risk his bloody life, but not—according to the Book of Eve—to get rid of a fucking blackmailer.

			Bollocks to that, he thought. He wasn’t going to stew about it.

			It was time, he decided, to punish his body back into shape.

			He went for weights rather than one of the holomachines, and programmed a brutal session of reps and sets.

			Her solution, he knew, had she headed downstairs rather than up, would have been to activate one of the sparring droids. Then beat the bleeding hell out of it.

			To each his own.

			Knowing her, she’d be pacing her office, kicking whatever was handy, and cursing his name. She’d have to get over it. Never in his life, he thought as he pumped his way through bench presses, had he known such a rational woman who could flip so quickly and so stupidly into irrational behavior.

			What the bloody, buggering hell had she expected him to do? Give her a shout and ask her to pinch that ridiculous Texas fly off his neck for him?

			Well, she’d married the wrong man for that, hadn’t she? Too bad for her.

			She didn’t want to be protected when she damn well needed protection, didn’t want to be looked after when she was blind with grief and stress? That was too fucking bad for her as well, wasn’t it?

			He ripped through the session, taking dark satisfaction in the burn of his muscles, the ache of the healing wounds, and the drip of his own sweat.

			She was exactly where he’d assumed she’d be, doing precisely what he’d assumed she’d be doing. She stopped pacing long enough to give her desk three hard kicks.

			And the hip she’d injured battling beside Roarke protested.

			“Damn him. Damn him! Can’t he stay out of anything?”

			The fat cat, Galahad, padded in, plopped down in the doorway of the kitchen as if prepared to enjoy the show.

			“Do you see this?” she demanded of the cat, and slapped a hand on her sidearm. “You know why they gave me this? Because I can handle myself. I don’t need some—some man charging in to tidy up my mess.”

			The cat angled his head, blinked his dual-colored eyes, then shot a leg in the air to wash it.

			“Yeah, you’re probably on his side.” Absently, she rubbed her sore hip. “Male of the fricking species. Do I look like some wilting, helpless female?”

			Okay, maybe she had, she admitted as she resumed pacing. For a couple of minutes. But he knew her, didn’t he? He knew she’d pull it together.

			Just like he’d known Lombard would come sniffing around him.

			“But did he say anything?” She threw her hands up. “Did he say: ‘Well now, Eve, I think perhaps the sadistic bitch from your past will likely be paying me a visit?’ No, no, he did not. It’s all that damn money, that’s what it is. It’s what I get for getting hooked up with a guy who owns most of the world, and a good chunk of its satellites. What the hell was I thinking?”

			Since she’d exhausted a good portion of her energy with her anger, she flopped into her sleep chair. Scowled at nothing in particular.

			Hadn’t been thinking, she admitted as the worst of the blind, red rage faded. But she was thinking now.

			It was his money. He had a right to protect himself from poachers. She sure as hell hadn’t stepped up to do it.

			She sat up, dropped her head in her hands. No, she’d been too busy wallowing and whining and, screw it, wilting.

			And she’d attacked the one person who fully understood her, who knew everything she kept bottled inside. Attacked him because of that, she realized. Mira would probably give her a big gold star for reaching that unhappy conclusion.

			So, she was a bitch. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t made full disclosure before the I do’s. He’d known what he was getting, damn it. She wasn’t going to apologize for it.

			But she sat, drumming her fingers on her knee, and the scene in the parlor began to play back in her head. She closed her eyes as her stomach sank, and twisted.

			“Oh God, what have I done?”

			Roarke swiped sweat off his face, reached for a bottle of water. He considered programming another session, maybe a good, strong run. He hadn’t quite worked off all the mad, and hadn’t so much as started on the resentment.

			He took another chug, debated whether to sluice it off in the pool instead. And she walked in.

			His back went up, he swore he could feel it rise, one vertebra at a time.

			“You want a workout you’ll have to wait. I’m not done, and don’t care for the company.”

			She wanted to say he was pushing himself too hard, physically. That his body hadn’t healed well enough as yet. But he’d snap her neck like a twig for that one. Deservedly so.

			“I just need a minute to say I’m sorry. So sorry. I don’t know where it came from, I didn’t know that was in me. I’m ashamed that it was.” Her voice shook, but she’d finish it out, and she wouldn’t finish it with tears. “Your family. I’m glad you found them, I swear I am. Realizing I could be small enough somewhere inside to be jealous of it, or resent it, or whatever the hell I was, it makes me sick. I hope, after a while, you can forgive me for it. That’s all.”

			When she reached for the door, he cursed under his breath. “Wait. Just wait a minute.” He grabbed a towel, rubbed it roughly over his face, his hair. “You kick the legs out from under me, I swear, like no one else. Now I have to think, I have to ask myself, what would I feel, should that family situation have been reversed? And I don’t know, but it wouldn’t surprise me to find some nasty little seed stuck in my belly over it.”

			“It was ugly and awful that I said it. That I could say it. I wish I hadn’t. Oh Jesus, Roarke, I wish I hadn’t said it.”

			“We’ve both said things at one time or another we wish we hadn’t. We can put that aside.” He tossed the towel on a bench. “As to the rest . . .”

			“I was wrong.”

			His brows shot up. “Either Christmas has come early, or this should be made another national holiday.”

			“I know when I’ve been an idiot. When I’ve been stupid enough I wish I could kick my own ass.”

			“You can always leave that one to me.”

			She didn’t smile. “She came after your money, you slapped her back. It was just that simple. I made it complicated, I made it about me, and it never was.”

			“That’s not entirely true. I slapped her a good deal harder than was necessary, because for me, it was all about you.”

			Her eyes stung, her throat burned. “I hate that . . . I hate that—No, no don’t,” she said when he took a step toward her. “I have to figure out how to get this out. I hate that I didn’t stop this. Wasn’t even close to capable of stopping it. Because I didn’t, couldn’t, and you did, I stomped all over you.”

			She sucked in a breath as the rest came to her. “Because I knew I could. Because I knew, somewhere in the stupidity, that you’d forgive me for it. You didn’t go behind my back or betray any trust, or any of the things I tried to convince myself you had. You just did what needed to be done.”

			“Don’t give me too much credit.” Now he sat on the bench. “I’d like to have killed her. I think I’d have enjoyed it. But you wouldn’t have cared for that, not at all. So I settled for convincing her that’s just what I’d do, and very unpleasantly, should she try to put her sticky fingers on either of us again.”

			“I sort of wish I could’ve seen it. How much did she figure I was worth?”

			“Does it matter?”

			“I’d like to know.”

			“Two million. A paltry sum considering, but then, she doesn’t know us, does she?” His eyes—a bold, impossible blue that saw everything she was—stayed on her face. “She doesn’t know we wouldn’t give her the first punt. She doesn’t know there’s no limit on your worth to me. It’s only money, Eve. There’s no price on what we have.”

			She went to him then, dropping into his lap, wrapping arms and legs around him.

			“There,” he murmured. “There we are.”

			She turned her face, pressed it to his throat. “What’s a punt?”

			“A what? Oh.” He gave a baffled laugh. “It’s an old word for an Irish pound.”

			“How do you say ‘I’m sorry’ in Gaelic?”

			“Ah . . . ta bron orm,” he said. “And so am I,” he added when she’d mangled it.

			“Roarke. Is she still in New York?” When he said nothing, she leaned back, met his eyes. “You’d know where she is. It’s what you do. I made myself feel stupid. Don’t make me feel incapable on top of it.”

			“As of the time I left the office, she hadn’t yet checked out of her hotel, nor had her son and his wife.”

			“Okay, then tomorrow . . . No, tomorrow’s the thing. I’m not forgetting the thing, and I’m going to do . . . whatever.”

			And whatever the whatever was that went into preparing for a major party would be her penance for bitchy idiocy.

			“Somebody’ll have to tell me whatever it is I should do for the thing.” She framed his face with her hands, spoke urgently. “Please don’t let it be Summerset.”

			“There’s nothing you have to do, and the thing is called a party.”

			“You do stuff. Coordinate stuff, and approve it, blather with the caterer and that kind of thing.”

			“I never blather, not even with the caterer, but if it’ll make you feel better you can help supervise the decorating up in the ballroom.”

			“Am I going to need a list?”

			“Several. Will that help with the guilt you’re feeling?”

			“It’s a start. On Sunday, if Lombard’s still here, I’m going to see her.”

			“Why?” Now he framed her face in turn. “Why put yourself through that, or give her any sort of an opening to stab at you again?”

			“I need to make it clear to her she can’t. I need to do it face-to-face. It’s—and this is embarrassing enough that I’ll have to hurt you if you repeat it—but it’s about self-esteem. I hate being a coward, and I stuck my head in the sand on this.”

			“That’s an ostrich.”

			“Whatever, I don’t like being one. So, we do what we’ve planned to do tomorrow—because she’s not worth putting on the list—and if she’s still here on Sunday, I deal with her.”

			“We deal.”

			She hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah, okay. We deal.” She pressed her cheek to his. “You’re all sweaty.”

			“I used my temper constructively, as opposed to kicking my desk.”

			“Shut up, or I might not still feel guilty enough to offer to wash your back in the shower.”

			“Lips are sealed,” he murmured, and pressed them to her throat.

			“After.” She gripped his tank, yanked it up and off. “After I screw your brains out of your ears.”

			“Far be it from me to dictate how you should assuage your guilt. Do you have a lot of it?”

			She bit his good shoulder. “You’re about to find out.”

			She toppled them both off the bench and onto the mat. “Well, ouch. I take it guilt doesn’t bring out your gentler side.”

			“What it does is make me edgy.” She straddled him, planted her hands on his chest. “And a little mean. And since I’ve already kicked my desk . . .”

			She lowered down, her breasts skimming his damp chest, her nails raking lightly over his skin on their way to the waistband of his shorts. She tugged again, freed him.

			Then her mouth clamped over him like a vise.

			“Oh, well then.” He dug his fingers into the mat. “Have at it.”

			His mind switched off, his vision went red, and pulsed. She used her teeth—yes, just a little bit mean—and tore the breath out of him. Muscles he’d tuned and oiled in temper began to quiver, helplessly. And a moment before his world imploded, she released him. Slicked her tongue up his belly.

			He started to roll her over, but she scissored her legs, shifted her weight, and pinned him once more. Her eyes were dark gold and full of arrogance.

			“I’m starting to feel a little better.”

			He caught his breath. “Good. Whatever I can do to help.”

			“I want your mouth.” She crushed it under hers, using her teeth, her tongue, her lips, so his own blood pounded through him, a hundred drums.

			“I love your mouth.” Hers was wild on his. “I want you to do things to me with it.” She dragged and pulled at her own shirt. This time when her breasts skimmed his chest it was flesh to flesh.

			She let him flip her to her back, arched up to him so that his mouth, hot and ravenous for her, could take. Her stomach clenched, twisted, a fist of need and pleasure. Her breath was already going ragged when he yanked down her pants.

			His hands, she thought on a fresh leap, his hands were as skilled as his mouth. And the fist in her belly tightened, tightened, then flew open in release.

			Her fingers tangled in his hair, gripped all that black silk to guide him down, down to where the need was already blooming again, so full, so ripe, it took only a flick of his tongue to send her flying.

			And he was with her, right with her through every breath and beat.

			Now she quivered, and the heat poured off her. She was wet and wild and his. When he braced himself over her, looked down at her face, she gripped his hair again.

			“Hard,” she told him. “Hard and fast. Make me scream.” And pulled his mouth to hers even as he drove himself into her.

			He plunged, a beast on fire, and she raced with him. Her hips surged up, demanding more even as his lips muffled the scream.

			They whipped each other mercilessly to the edge, and over.

			She nearly had her breath back, and figured she’d recover the full use of her legs, eventually.

			“Just remember, it was my fault.”

			He stirred. “Hmm?”

			“It was my fault, so I’m the reason you just got your rocks off.”

			“Entirely your fault.” He rolled off her, onto his back, breathed. “Bitch.”

			She snorted out a laugh, then linked fingers with him. “Do I still have my boots on?”

			“Yes. It’s quite an interesting and provocative look, particularly since your trousers are inside out and hooked on them. I was in a bit of a rush.”

			She braced on her elbows to take a look. “Huh. I guess I’ll get them the rest of the way off, maybe take a swim.”

			“I believe you’re scheduled to wash my back.”

			She glanced over. “Strangely, I’m no longer feeling guilty.”

			He opened one eye, brilliant and blue. “But here I am, with my feelings so bruised.”

			She grinned, then levered up to work off her boots. When he sat up beside her, she turned so they sat facing each other, naked, forehead to forehead.

			“I’ll wash your back, but it goes on the credit side of my account, to be counted the next time I’m a complete asshole.”

			He patted a hand on her knee. “Done,” he said, then pushed up, and offered her a hand.

			In a small hotel room on Tenth Avenue, Trudy Lombard studied herself in the mirror. He thought he’d scared her, and maybe he had, but that didn’t mean she’d just turn tail and run like a whipped dog.

			She’d earned that compensation for tolerating that nasty little bitch in her home, nearly six months of her. Six months of having that dirty child under her roof. Feeding and clothing her.

			Now, the mighty Roarke was going to pay for the way he’d treated Trudy Lombard—make no mistake about it. It was going to cost him a lot more than two million.

			She’d taken off her suit, put on her nightgown. Preparation was important, she reminded herself, and washed down a pain blocker with the good French wine she preferred.

			No point in chasing the pain, she thought. No point at all. Though she didn’t mind a little pain. It sharpened the senses.

			She took slow, even breaths as she picked up the sock she’d filled with credits. She swung it at her own face, striking between jaw and cheekbone. Pain exploded, nausea rolled in her belly, but she gritted her teeth, struck a second time.

			Woozy, she lowered herself to the floor. It hurt more than she’d bargained for, but she could take it. She could take a great deal.

			Once her hands had stopped shaking, she picked up the homemade sap again, slammed it into her hip. She bit her lip to bring blood, and smashed it twice against her thigh.

			Not enough, she thought, even as tears leaked out of eyes that glittered with purpose and a kind of dark pleasure. Not quite enough, as the thrill of the pain coursed through her. Every blow was money in the bank.

			With a keening wail, she swung the sap into her belly, once, twice. On the third blow, her stomach revolted. She vomited in the toilet, then rolled away. And passed out cold.

			There was more to it than she’d realized, Eve admitted. The house was full of people and droids, and at this point it was tough to tell which was which. It looked as though an entire forest had been purchased and replanted in the ballroom, with another acre spreading to the terrace. Several miles of garlands, a few tons of colored balls, and enough tiny white lights to set the entire state aglow, were hung, about to be hung, waiting to be discussed where they should be hung.

			There were ladders and tarps and tables and chairs, there were candles and fabrics. The guy in charge of setting up the platform for the orchestra, or band—she wasn’t sure which it was—was arguing with the guy in charge of some of the miles of garland.

			She hoped they came to blows. That, at least, would be her territory.

			It seemed Roarke had taken her at her word about supervising the ballroom decorations.

			What had he been thinking?

			Someone was always asking her what she thought, what she wanted, if she’d prefer this to that, or the other thing.

			One of the crew had actually rushed from the room in tears the third time Eve said she didn’t care.

			Okay, she’d said she didn’t give a gold-plated crap, but it meant the same thing.

			Now she had a stress headache circling the top of her skull just waiting to clamp down on her brain and destroy it.

			She wanted to lie down. More, she wanted her communicator to beep and have Dispatch inform her there was a triple homicide that needed her immediate attention.

			“Had about enough?” Roarke whispered in her ear.

			Such was her state that she jumped like a rabbit. “I’m fine. I’m good.” And she broke, spinning to him, gripping his shirt. “Where have you been?”

			“Why, blathering with the caterer, of course. The truffles are spectacular.”

			A steely light came into her eyes. “The chocolate kind?”

			“No, actually, the sort the pigs snuffle out for us.” He ran an absent hand over her tousled hair while he scanned the room. “But we have the chocolate kind as well. Go, make your escape.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “I’ll take over here.”

			She nearly bolted. Every instinct had her out the door, running for her sanity. But it wasn’t only pride, it was marriage that held her in place. “What am I, stupid? I’ve run ops bigger than this when lives are on the line. Just back off. Hey, you!”

			Roarke watched as she strode across the floor, cop in every swagger.

			“I said you!” She shoved between Garland Guy and Platform Guy before blood was spilled. “Button it,” she ordered as each began to complain. “You, with the shiny stuff, put it where it belongs.”

			“But I—”

			“You had a plan, the plan was approved. Stick with the plan and don’t bother me, or I’ll personally stuff all that shiny stuff up your butt. And you.” She jabbed a finger in the other man’s chest. “Stay out of his way, or I’ll save some shiny stuff for you. Okay, you, tall blond girl with the flowers . . .”

			“Poinsettias,” the tall blonde clarified with New Jersey so thick in her voice Eve could have driven on it across the river. “There were supposed to be five hundred, but there’re only four hundred and ninety-six, and—”

			“Deal. Finish building your . . . what the hell is this?”

			“It’s a poinsettia tree, but—”

			“Of course, it is. If you need four more, go get four more from the poinsettia factory. Otherwise work with what you’ve got. And you, over there with the lights.”

			Roarke rocked back and forth on his heels and watched her rip through the various crews. Some of them looked a little shaky when she’d finished, but the pace of work increased considerably.

			“There.” She walked back to him, folded her arms. “Handled. Any problems?”

			“Other than being strangely aroused, not a one. I think you’ve put the fear of God into them and should reward yourself with a little break.” He draped an arm over her shoulders. “Come on. We’ll find you a truffle.”

			“The chocolate kind.”

			“Naturally.”

			Hours later, or so it seemed to her, she stepped out of the bathroom. She’d done the best she could with the lip dye and the eye gunk. On the bed, waiting for her, was what looked like a long panel of dull gold. She figured it became a dress of some kind once it was on a body.

			At least it wasn’t fussy, she decided as she fingered the material. There were shoes of the same tone, if you could call a couple of skinny straps with an even skinnier heel shoes. She glanced at the dresser and saw he’d thought of the rest. A black case was open, and the diamonds—nothing sparkled like that but diamonds, she assumed, though they looked to be the color of champagne—formed a circle against the velvet. Another held the dangle of earrings, and still another a thick bracelet.

			She picked up the panel of gold fabric, studied it, and concluded it was one of those deals you just wiggled into. Once that was done, she carried the shoes, which weren’t going on her feet until zero hour, and fumbled her way through the accessories at the dresser.

			The bracelet was too big, she noted. She’d probably lose it, then someone would pawn it and have enough money to buy a nice little island country in the South Pacific.

			“You’re wearing it wrong,” Roarke told her from the doorway. “Here.” He stepped in, walked to her, elegant in formal black. He slid the glittering triple band to just above her elbow. “A bit of a warrior touch, suits you.”

			He stepped back. “You look like a flame. A long golden flame on a cold night.”

			When he gazed at her like that, things started melting inside her, so she turned away, studied herself in the mirror. The dress was a column, sleek and fluid from just over her breasts to her ankles.

			“Is this dress going to stay up?”

			“Until the guests leave, at any rate.” He leaned over to brush his lips over her bare shoulder. Then he wrapped his arms around her waist so they studied the image they made in the glass.

			“Our second Christmas together,” he said. “We’ve stored up a few things in the memory box Mavis and Leonardo gave us last year.”

			“Yeah.” She smiled at him, and had to admit the two of them looked pretty damn terrific. “We have. Maybe things’ll stay quiet this year, so we can make more instead of running around after a deranged Santa.”

			“We can hope.” The bedroom ’link beeped twice. “Our first guests are arriving. Shoes?”

			“Yeah, yeah.” She bent down to tug on one, narrowed her eyes at the sparkle on the strap. “Oh, my Jesus, don’t tell me these are fricking diamonds on my shoes.”

			“All right, I won’t tell you. Hustle up, there, Lieutenant. The hosts can’t be fashionably late.”

			Diamonds on her shoes. He was a crazy man.

			The crazy man threw a hell of a party—she had to give him credit. Within the hour, the ballroom was crowded with people. Lights sparkled like wine, and the music streamed through. The tables were loaded with a good deal more than pig truffles. Fancy canapés, pâtés, mousse, glossy delicacies from around the world, and beyond it.

			The waitstaff was every bit as elegant as the champagne they served on silver trays. She didn’t bother to count the poinsettias, but the tree looked fine to her. In fact, it looked amazing, as did the pines that dripped more light, more color. The forest she’d seen that afternoon had become a wonderland.

			Yeah, the guy threw a hell of a party.

			“This is so totally juiced!” Mavis Freestone rushed up, leading with her very pregnant belly. At her velocity she bumped into Eve before Eve could avoid contact. “Nobody throws a splash like you guys.”

			Her hair was silver tonight, in a lot of long, shaggy layers. She wore red, so snug Eve wondered that the ball of her belly didn’t burst free. In concession to her condition, her silver boots had short, squat heels shaped like Christmas trees.

			Her eyebrows were a curve of silver stars. Eve didn’t want to ask how she’d managed that one.

			“You look absolutely radiant.” Roarke took her hand, then smiled at the giant of a man in silver and red at her side. “Both of you, in fact.”

			“We’re coming to the countdown.” Leonardo rubbed his big hand over Mavis’s back.

			“Almost at what they consider full-term. Um, what’s that? Can I have some of that?” She snatched three canapés off a passing tray, popped them like candy. “So when, you know, we’re there, we’re going to have sex day and night. Orgasms can kick you into labor. My teddy bear can sure do orgasm.”

			Leonardo’s wide, copper-hued face went red along the cheekbones.

			“So, you’re set for the classes, right?”

			Eve just couldn’t talk about it, couldn’t think about the coaching classes she and Roarke were scheduled to take. “Hey, there’s Peabody. I think she’s got a truffle.”

			“Truffle? Chocolate? Where? Later.”

			“There’s my clever girl,” Roarke murmured. “Saving us by baiting your best friend with food. The Miras have just arrived,” he added.

			Before Eve could comment, he was steering her toward them.

			It was going to be awkward, she knew. It had been awkward between her and Mira since the two of them had knocked heads and sensibilities over the Icove case.

			They’d both worked to keep it smooth, but there were still ripples. And Eve could feel them now as Mira glanced over and spotted her.

			“We were held up.” Mira kissed Roarke’s cheek, smiled at Eve.

			“Not literally, I hope,” Roarke said as he shook Dennis’s hand.

			“Misplaced my tie.” Dennis patted it. It was Christmas red with a pattern of little green Christmas trees running over it.

			“Actually, I hid it.” Mira slanted a look at her husband. “And was found out.”

			“I like it.” Something about Dennis Mira with his dreamy eyes and mussy hair went straight to Eve’s soft spot. “Festive.”

			“And look at you.” Dennis took her hands, pulled back, wiggled his bushy eyebrows. “Glamorous.”

			“His idea.” Eve tipped her head toward Roarke. “I’m ditching the shoes first chance.”

			“You look wonderful, both of you. And everything looks amazing.” Mira, lovely as always in midnight blue, glanced around the ballroom. She’d done something with her hair, Eve noted. Little sparkly things glinted against the rich sable sweep.

			“Let’s get you a drink.” Even as he spoke, a waiter magically appeared at Roarke’s elbow. He lifted a glass of champagne from it for Mira. “Champagne, Dennis? Or can I offer you something stronger?”

			“Stronger? Wouldn’t say no.”

			“Come with me. I have something a little special. Ladies.”

			That was on purpose, Eve thought, and her neck tensed. Small talk was bad enough, and she only had a limited supply. But in the strained small-talk department, she was all but empty.

			She fell back on the cliché. “So, I guess you’re all ready for the holidays.”

			“Just about. You?”

			“I don’t know. I think. Listen, the food’s—”

			“Actually, I have something for you. I didn’t bring it because I hoped you might be able to find a little time, come by the house tomorrow. For coffee.”

			“I. . .”

			“I badly want to be friends again.” Mira’s eyes, a quiet blue, went misty. “I miss you. I miss you very much.”

			“Don’t. We’re friends.” Or something more complicated, Eve thought, that was tangled in friendship. “I have something I have to do tomorrow, but after . . . I think I might want to talk about it. I think I might need to talk about it. After.”

			“Something serious.” Mira touched a hand to Eve’s arm, and the tension was gone. “I’ll be home all day.”
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			THE NEXT MORNING, SHE FELT BETTER THAN she’d anticipated. Her feet hurt a little because she’d never found the right moment to get rid of the shoes. But considering she hadn’t hit the mattress until nearly four A.M., she was doing okay.

			She couldn’t say it was because she had a rare two days off in a row. Preparing for a party, giving a party, recovering from a party wasn’t time off in her book. But it had kept the task she had today off her mind.

			In any case, she felt better in normal clothes and a good pair of boots.

			She found Roarke in his office, his feet propped on his desk as he talked on a headset. “That will do very well.” He held up a finger, signalling her that he was nearly done. “I’ll expect you then. Yes. Yes, I’m sure I will. Thank you.”

			He took off the headset, smiled at her. “Well, you look rested.”

			“It’s nearly eleven.”

			“So it is. I imagine some of our guests are still in bed—a sign of a successful party.”

			“Pouring Peabody and McNab into one of your limos so that Mavis and Leonardo could cart them into their apartment’s probably another sign. What was that all about? You don’t usually use a headset at your desk.”

			“A quick call to Santa.”

			“You haven’t, like, gone completely insane with the presents, right?”

			His smile remained easy and mild. “So, it seemed as if you and Mira were back to normal.”

			Of course he’d gone insane with presents, she thought. And there was no point fighting it.

			“Yeah, we’re good. In fact, she wanted me to stop by today, and I was thinking maybe I would.” She slid her fingers into her pockets, gave a little shrug. “Maybe talking to her about all this will put it to bed. Figuring that, you really don’t have to come with me to the hotel. If they’re still at the hotel.”

			“As of an hour ago, they were. And haven’t indicated they plan to check out today. I’m going with you.”

			“It’s really okay if you—”

			“I’m going,” he repeated, and swung his feet to the floor, rose. “If you want to speak with Mira alone, I’ll drop you there afterward. I’ll either come back for you myself and we could go have ourselves a nice meal somewhere, or I’ll send a car. Are you ready now?”

			No point fighting this either, she decided. Better to save all the energy for the face-to-face with Trudy. “As I’ll ever be.” She stepped up, put her arms around him, and squeezed. “In case I get all worked up and pissed off and forget to thank you later.”

			“So noted.”

			It wasn’t a fleabag, Eve decided when she studied the façade of the hotel. In a city of five-diamond hotels, it maybe earned a half carat. It didn’t run to parking, so Roarke had paid an obscene amount in a private lot a block east. But then his ride was probably worth more than the building that housed the hotel and some souvenir shop called Tokens on Ten.

			It didn’t run to doormen either, and what passed for its lobby was a double-wide alcove with a counter. Behind it and a security screen was a droid clerk fashioned to resemble a man in his forties suffering from male-pattern baldness.

			He wore a tired white shirt, and as bored an expression as a droid could manage.

			“Checking in? Luggage?”

			“Not checking in. No luggage. Try this instead.” Eve drew out her badge.

			Bored became long-suffering. “Was there a complaint? No one filed a complaint through me. All our licenses are in order.”

			“I need to speak to one of your guests. Lombard, Trudy.”

			“Oh.” He swiveled to his register comp. “Ms. Lombard has a Do Not Disturb on her room. She hasn’t taken it off yet today.”

			Eve kept her eyes on his, tapped a finger on her badge.

			“Yeah, well . . . She’s in four-fifteen. Do you want me to call up, let her know you’re here?”

			“I think we can find four-fifteen all by ourselves.”

			She eyed the single elevator with some distrust, but her feet were still a little achy from her diamond slippers.

			“Voice activation’s broke,” the desk droid called out. “You have to push for your floor.”

			She stepped on, pushed four. “This thing gets stuck, you can get us out, right?”

			“Not to worry.” Roarke took her hand. “Look at her the way you looked at the clerk, and you’ll be done.”

			“How’d I look at the clerk?”

			“Like he was nothing.” He lifted their joined hands, kissed hers as the elevator groaned its way upward. The droid wouldn’t have registered the nerves, Roarke thought, and he doubted Trudy would. But they were there, under the surface. “If you’re up for it after Mira’s, why don’t we do a little shopping?”

			“Have you lost your mind?”

			“No, seriously. We’ll stroll around on Fifth, look at the decorations, wander over to watch the skaters. Be New Yorkers.”

			She started to point out that no sane New Yorker would hassle with Fifth on a weekend this close to Christmas, much less stroll. But suddenly, it seemed like just the thing.

			“Sure. Why not?”

			The elevator squeaked open on four. The hall was narrow, but it was clean. A maid’s cart stood outside the open door of four-twelve, and a woman—curvy, blond, mid-twenties—was knocking lightly on four-fifteen.

			“Come on, Mama Tru.” The woman’s voice was soft as cotton. As she knocked again, she shifted from foot to foot, nervously, on simple canvas skids the same quiet blue as her pants. “We’re worried about you now. Come on and open the door. Bobby’ll take us out for a nice lunch.”

			She glanced over with eyes baby blue like her outfit, and gave Eve and Roarke an embarrassed smile. “Morning. Or afternoon by now, I expect.”

			“She doesn’t answer?”

			The woman blinked at Eve. “Um . . . No. My mother-in-law. She wasn’t feeling very well yesterday. I’m sorry, is the knocking bothering you?”

			“I’m Dallas. Lieutenant Eve. She probably mentioned me.”

			“You’re Eve!” She slapped crossed hands to her chest as her face lit up. “You’re Eve. Oh, I’m so glad you came by. This is going to make her feel so much better. I’m just so happy to meet you. I’m Zana. Zana Lombard, Bobby’s wife. Oh, gosh, and I’m just not fixed up like I wanted.” She brushed at her hair that fell in soft, shiny waves. “You look just like you did on-screen. Mama Tru played that interview for me a couple times. I’m just so distracted I didn’t recognize you. Goodness, we’re like sisters, aren’t we?”

			She made a move—an obvious hug move—which Eve evaded by stepping to the side. “No, we’re really not.” This time Eve knocked, three good, strong pounds with the side of her fist. “Lombard, it’s Dallas. Open up.”

			Zana bit her lip, twisted the silver chain she wore around her fingers. “Maybe I should get Bobby. We’re down at the end of the hall. I should get Bobby.”

			“Why don’t you give this a moment?” Roarke suggested, and drew her back gently with a hand on her arm. “I’m the lieutenant’s husband.”

			“Oh, Lord, oh my, of course you are. I recognize you, I sure do. I’m just so confused. I’m starting to worry that something’s wrong. I know Mama Tru went to see Eve—the lieutenant—but she wouldn’t talk to us about it. She was that upset. Then yesterday.” She gripped her hands together, twisted them. “I don’t know what’s going on. I hate when everyone’s upset.”

			“Then you’d better take a long walk,” Eve told her. She shook her head at Roarke, then signalled to the maid who was peeking around the corner of the open door of four-twelve. “Open it,” she ordered and flashed her badge.

			“I’m not really supposed to without permission from the desk.”

			“See this?” Eve waved her badge in the air. “This is permission. You open the door, or I break in the door. Take your pick.”

			“I’ll get it, I’ll get it.” The maid hustled over, digging her master out of her pocket. “Sometimes people sleep late on Sundays, you know. Sometimes they just like to sleep in.”

			When she’d used the master, Eve nudged her aside. “Stand back.” She thumped twice more on the door. “Coming in.”

			She wasn’t sleeping. Not in that position, not sprawled on the floor with her nightgown hiked up to her hips and her head resting in a pool of congealed blood.

			Odd to feel nothing, Eve realized as she automatically pulled her recorder from her coat pocket. Odd to feel nothing at all.

			She fixed it to her lapel, engaged. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve,” she began, then Zana was wiggling around her.

			“What is it? What’s . . .”

			The words became a gurgle, and the first screech erupted before Eve could push her aside. By the second, the maid had joined in with a kind of hysterical harmony.

			“Quiet. Shut up! Roarke.”

			“Wonderful. Ladies . . .”

			He caught Zana before she hit the floor. And the maid ran like a gazelle toward the stairs. Doors began to open here and there along the hall.

			“Police.” She turned, held her badge in clear view. “Go back in your rooms, please.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t have my field kit.”

			“I have one in the car,” Roarke told her, and laid Zana down on the hall carpet. “It seemed wise to store a few in various vehicles, as this sort of thing happens entirely too often.”

			“I’m going to need you to go get it. I’m sorry. Just leave her there.” She drew out her communicator to call it in.

			“What’s going on? What’s happening?”

			“Sir, I need you to go back to your room. This is . . .”

			She wouldn’t have recognized him. Why should she? He’d been a blip in her life more than twenty years before. But she knew by the way he paled when he saw the woman passed out cold in the hallway, it was Bobby Lombard who had rushed out of the room at the end of the hall.

			She eased the door to four-fifteen closed, and waited.

			“Zana! My God, Zana!”

			“She fainted. That’s all. She’ll be fine.”

			He was on his knees, clutching Zana’s hand, patting it the way people do when they feel helpless.

			He looked hefty, but in the way a ballplayer does, she thought. Strong and solid. His hair was the color of straw, cut short and neat. Water was beaded on it, and she could smell hotel soap. He hadn’t finished buttoning his shirt, and the tail was out.

			She had another flash of memory. He’d snuck her food, she remembered. She’d forgotten that, as she’d forgotten him. But sometimes he’d snuck a sandwich or crackers into her room when she was being punished.

			He’d been his mother’s pride and joy, and had gotten away with a great deal.

			They hadn’t been friends. No, they hadn’t been friends. But he hadn’t been unkind.

			So she crouched down, laid a hand on his shoulder. “Bobby.”

			“What? Who . . .” His face was a sturdy kind of square, and his eyes were the blue of jeans that had faded from countless washings. She saw recognition layer over confusion.

			“My God, it’s Eve, isn’t it? Mama’s going to get a thrill. Zana, come on, honey. We had an awful lot to drink last night. Maybe she’s . . . Zana, honey?”

			“Bobby—”

			The elevator opened, and the droid clerk came rushing out. “What happened? Who’s—”

			“Quiet,” Eve snapped. “Not a word. Bobby, look at me. Your mother’s inside. She’s dead.”

			“What? No, she’s not. God, almighty, she’s just feeling off. Sorry for herself, mostly. Sulking in there since Friday night.”

			“Bobby, your mother’s dead. I need you to take your wife and go back to your room until I come to talk to you.”

			“No.” His wife moaned, but he was staring at Eve now, and his breath began to hitch. “No. No. I know you’re upset with her. I know you’re probably not happy she came, and I tried to tell her so. But that’s no reason to say something like that.”

			“Bobby?” With her hand on the side of her head, Zana tried to sit up. “Bobby. I must’ve . . . Oh, God. Oh, my God. Mama Tru! Bobby.” She flung her arms around him and burst into wild sobs.

			“Take her back, Bobby. You know what I do? Then you know I’m going to take care of this. I’m sorry, but I need you to go back to your room and wait for me.”

			“What happened?” Tears swirled into his eyes. “Did she get sick? I don’t understand. I want to see Mama.”

			Eve got to her feet. Sometimes there was no other way. “Turn her around,” she said with a nod toward Zana. “She doesn’t need to see this again.”

			When he had, pressing Zana’s face to his shoulder, Eve eased the door open enough for him to see what he needed to.

			“There’s blood. There’s blood.” He choked and pulled himself up with his wife in his arms. “Did you do that? Did you do that to her?”

			“No. I just got here, and now I’m going to do my job and find out what happened, and who did this to her. I need you to go wait for me.”

			“We should never have come here. I told her.” He began to sob along with his wife as they helped each other back to their room.

			Eve turned back. “Looks like she should’ve listened.”

			She glanced over as the elevator clunked to a stop on the floor. One of the two uniforms responding looked familiar enough to have her nod in acknowledgment.

			“Bilkey, right?”

			“Sir. Howzit going?”

			“Not so good for her.” She jutted her chin toward the open doorway. “I need you to stand by. My field kit’s on the way. I was here on personal, so my . . .” She hated to say “my husband” when she was on the job. But how else did you say it? “My, ah, husband’s gone back to our ride for it. My partner’s being tagged. Vic’s son and daughter-in-law are down the hall in four-twenty. I want them to stay there. You can start the knock-on-doors when . . .”

			She trailed off as the elevator bumped to a stop again. “There’s my kit,” she said as Roarke stepped out. “Start knocking. Vic’s Lombard, Trudy, out of Texas.”

			She took the kit from Roarke, opened it for a can of Seal-It. “You made good time.” She coated her hands, her boots. “Might as well say it so I can say I said it. You don’t have to stay for this.”

			“And so I can say I said it, I’ll say I’ll wait. Do you want help?” He eyed the can of Seal-It with some disgust.

			“Better not, not in there anyway. Anyone comes out or onto the floor, you can look stern and tell them to move along.”

			“A boyhood dream of mine.”

			That got a wisp of a smile out of her before she stepped inside.

			The room was standard, which meant it was bland. Dull, washed-out colors, a few cheap prints in cheaper frames on the tofu-colored walls. There was a midget-sized kitchenette, which included a self-stocked AutoChef, minifriggie, and a sink the size of a walnut. A stingy entertainment screen was across from the bed, where the sheets were rumpled and a remarkably ugly spread was shoved down, draping its green leaves and red flowers at the foot.

			The carpet was green, thin, and pocked with a few burn holes. It had soaked up some of the blood.

			There was a single window, green drapes pulled tight, and a narrow bath where the short beige counter was jammed with various face and body creams and lotions, medications, hair products. There were towels on the floor. Eve counted one bath, one washcloth, and two hand towels.

			On the dresser—a just-up-a-level-from-cardboard affair with a mirror above—were a travel candle, a disc holder, a pair of faux pearl earrings, a fancy wrist unit, and a string of pearls that might have been the genuine deal.

			She studied, recorded, then stepped to the body that lay between the bed and a faded red chair.

			The face was turned toward her, those eyes filmed over the way death did. Blood had trickled and dried on the hair and skin of the temple, running there from where she could see the death blow at the back of the head.

			She wore rings—a trio of silver bands on her left hand, a blue stone in an ornate silver setting on the right. The nightgown was good quality cotton, white as snow where it wasn’t stained with blood. It was hiked up to the top of her thighs, and exposed bruising on both legs. The left side of her face carried a whopper that had blackened the eye.

			For the record, she took out her Identi-pad and verified.

			“Victim is identified as Lombard, Trudy. Female, Caucasian. Age fifty-eight. Vic was discovered by primary investigator, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, at this location. The body shows bruising on both thighs as well as facial bruising.”

			And that was off, Eve thought, but continued.

			“Cause of death appears to be a fractured skull caused by multiple blows to the back of the head. There’s no weapon near the body.” She took out her gauges. “Time of death is found to be one-thirty this morning.”

			A part of her unclenched at that. Both she and Roarke had been at home, with a couple hundred people, at the time in question.

			“Examination of the wound indicates your classic blunt instrument. There is no evidence of sexual assault. Vic’s wearing rings, and there is jewelry in plain sight on the dresser. Burglary is unlikely. There’s no evidence of struggle. No defensive wounds. The room is orderly. Bed’s been slept in,” she murmured as she re-examined the lay of the land from her crouch by the body. “So why is she over here?”

			Eve rose, crossed to the window, opened the drapes. The window was half-open. “Window’s open, emergency escape is easily accessible. Possibly the perpetrator entered through this route.”

			She turned around again, studied again. “But she wasn’t running toward the door. Somebody crawls in your window, and you’ve got time to get out of bed, you run—for the door, maybe the bathroom. But she didn’t. She was facing the window when she fell. Maybe he had a weapon, woke her, ordered her out of bed. Looking for a quick score. But he doesn’t take this very nice wrist unit? He smacks her around—an activity nobody hears, or at least reports—then bashes her over the head and leaves? It’s not like that. Nothing like that.”

			She shook her head as she re-examined Trudy. “Bruises on the face and body are older than one-thirty this morning. Hours older. ME will verify. What were you into Trudy? What were you up to?”

			She heard Peabody’s voice, just the rhythm of it out in the hall, then the muffled boing of airskids. “Peabody, Detective Delia, now on-scene. Record on, Peabody?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Check out the closet, and see if you can find her pocket ’link. I’ll want the room ’link replayed.”

			“On that.” She stepped to the body first. “Coshed, back of the head. Blunt. Classic.” Her gaze came up, met Eve’s. “Time of death?”

			“Just after one-thirty this morning.”

			And Eve saw the flash of relief. “Sexual assault?” Peabody asked as she turned to the closet.

			“No evidence thereof.”

			“She robbed?”

			“It’s possible her killer was after something specific, had no interest in some jewelry and a quality wrist unit.”

			“Or funds,” Peabody added, holding up a large handbag. “Wallet’s in here. Couple of credit cards, a debit, and some cash. No personal ’link or PPC. A couple of good-sized shopping bags in the closet here.”

			“Keep looking.”

			Eve moved into the bath. The sweepers would go over the room, inch by inch. But she could see quite a bit without their particular brand of magic.

			She had, unfortunately, a solid working knowledge of hair gunk and face crap and body slathering stuff. The feared and dreaded Trina seemed to find a way to torture her with all of it every few weeks.

			Trudy, it seemed, hadn’t stinted on the products—quantity or quality. She had, by Eve’s estimation, a couple grand in vanity crowded onto the bathroom counter.

			The towels were still damp, Eve noted. In fact, the single washcloth was sodden. She glanced toward the tub. She’d bet the sweepers would find traces of bath products in the tub, face products on one of the towels.

			So where were the missing bath towel and washcloth? Should be two of each.

			She’d had a bath. Eve recalled how Trudy had enjoyed what she’d called her long soaks. If you’d disturbed her during that hour, you’d better have lopped off an appendage. Otherwise, you’d end up locked in a dark room.

			Took a beating sometime yesterday, or as far back as Friday evening, Eve thought. Closes herself up, long soaks and pills. Trudy had liked pills, too, Eve remembered.

			Take the edge off my nerves.

			Why didn’t she have Bobby or Zana tending to her? Being tended to had been another of Trudy’s favorites.

			Least you can do is bring me a cold drink.

			You’re going to eat me out of house and home, I expect you could fetch me a cup of coffee and a piece of that cake.

			You’re the laziest damn thing on two legs. Get your skinny butt moving and clean up around here.

			Eve blew out a breath, settled herself. If Trudy had suffered in silence, there was a reason for it.

			“Dallas?”

			“Yeah.”

			“No ’link.” Peabody stood at the bathroom door. “More cash in a security pack. More jewelry in pouches tucked into her clothes. Couple of transmissions, in and out, between her and either her son or her daughter-in-law. In-hotel trans. Bottle of blockers on the night table by the bed.”

			“Yeah, I saw that. Let’s check the kitchen, see if we can determine the last time she got food.”

			“Nobody breaks in, kills someone, for a ’link.”

			“Depends what’s on the ’link, doesn’t it?” Eve moved to the AutoChef, hit replay.

			“Chicken soup, just after eight last night. Chinese wrap about midnight. A lot of coffee on and off until seven P.M.” She opened the friggie. “Wine, good stuff—about a glass and a half left in the bottle. Milk, juice—both opened—and a quart, half gone, of chocolate frozen nondairy dessert product.”

			She glanced at the sink and counter. “Yet there’s not a bowl, glass, spoon unwashed.”

			“She was tidy?”

			“She was lazy, but maybe she was bored enough to clean up after herself.”

			She heard Crime Scene arrive, took another minute. “Door’s locked from the inside.” Two clicks, she thought, when the maid had used her master. “Killer exited from the window. Possibly entered through same. Tourist hives like this one don’t go for soundproofing. Makes you wonder why she didn’t scream the place down.”

			She stepped out, saw not only the sweepers, but Morris, the Chief Medical Examiner.

			She remembered he’d worn a suit to the party, a kind of muted blue overlaid with a faint sheen. His long, dark hair had been intricately braided and he’d knocked back a few. Enough that he’d gotten up on stage with the band at one point and wailed away on the sax.

			His talents, she’d discovered, weren’t limited to deciphering the dead.

			Now he was in casual pants and a sweatshirt, and his hair was scooped back in a long, shiny tail. His eyes, slanted and oddly sexy, skimmed down the hallway and found her.

			“Have you ever considered, just for the hell of it, taking a Sunday off?”

			“Thought I was.” She drew him aside. “I’m sorry to call you in, especially since I know you were up late.”

			“Very. In fact, I’d just gotten home when you tagged me. I have been to bed,” he added with his slow smile. “Just not my own.”

			“Oh. Well. Here’s the thing. I knew her.”

			“I’m sorry.” He sobered. “Dallas, I’m very sorry.”

			“I said I knew her, not that I liked her. In fact, it’s the opposite. I need you to verify time of death. I want to be sure your gauge matches mine. And I want to know, as close as you can get it, when she obtained the other injuries you’re going to find.”

			“Of course. Can I ask—”

			“Lieutenant, sorry to interrupt.” Bilkey stepped beside her. “Vic’s son’s getting antsy.”

			“Tell him I’ll be there in five.”

			“No problem. Nothing on the canvass so far. Just fyi, two rooms this floor had check-outs this morning. Got you the data on that. Room next to the scene was a no-show. Contacted the desk last night about eighteen hundred to cancel. Got the name in case you need it. You want I should get the lobby security discs?”

			“Do that. Good work, Bilkey.”

			“All in a day’s.”

			She turned back to Morris. “I don’t want to get into it here and now. Just want to emphasize your confirmation of my time of death. I’ve got next of kin down the hall, and I have to deal with them. I’ll fill you in on whatever’s salient once you’ve filed your report. I’d appreciate if you’d handle all of it personally.”

			“Then I will.”

			With a nod, she signalled to Peabody. “This is bound to be messy,” she began as they started down the hall.

			“You want to separate them?”

			“No. Not yet, anyway. Let’s see how it goes.”

			She braced herself, and knocked on the door.
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			ODD, EVE THOUGHT, HOW LITTLE SHE REMEMBERED him. He was, essentially, the first child near her own age she’d ever known.

			They’d lived in the same house for months, and it had been a series of firsts for her. The first time she’d ever lived in a house, or stayed in one place night after night with a bed of her own. The first time she’d been around another kid.

			The first time she hadn’t been beaten or raped.

			But she could only see him vaguely the way he’d been—the pale blond hair cut short over a wide, almost chubby face.

			He’d been shy, and she’d been terrified. She supposed it wasn’t that odd that they hadn’t bonded.

			Now, here they were, in a bland hotel room with grief and death fouling the air.

			“I’m sorry, Bobby. I’m very sorry about what’s happened.”

			“I don’t know what happened.” His eyes were ravaged, and he clung to Zana’s hand as they sat together on the side of the bed. “No one will tell us anything. My mother . . . my mother.”

			“Do you know why she came to New York?”

			“Of course.” When Zana made a little whimpering sound, Bobby took his hand from hers so he could wrap his arm tight around her shoulders. “She wanted to see you. And we haven’t had a vacation in a while. She was excited about coming to New York. We’ve never been. And seeing you, and shopping for Christmas. Oh, God.” He dropped his head onto his wife’s shoulder, then just dropped it into his hands. “How could this have happened to her? Who could’ve done it?”

			“Do you know anyone who was bothering her? Who had threatened her?”

			“No. No. No.”

			“Well . . .” Zana bit her lip, then pressed them tight together.

			“You thought of someone?” Eve asked her.

			“I, well, it’s just that she’s got that feud going with Mrs. Dillman next door?” She knuckled tears away. “Mrs. Dillman’s grandson’s over there and out in the backyard all the time with that little dog he brings over, and they do carry on. Mama Tru and Mrs. Dillman had more than a few words over it. And Mrs. Dillman said she’d like to slap Mama Tru silly.”

			“Zana.” Bobby rubbed and rubbed at his eyes. “That isn’t what Eve meant.”

			“No, I guess not. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m just trying to help.”

			“What have you been doing in New York?” Eve asked. “What sort of things?”

			Zana looked at Bobby, obviously expecting him to take the lead, but he just kept his head in his hands. “Um, well, we got in. It was Wednesday, and we walked around, shopped a little bit, and we went to see the show at Radio City. Bobby got tickets from a man right out on the street. They were awfully expensive.”

			Scalped tickets generally were, Eve thought.

			“It was wonderful. I’ve never seen anything like it. Mama Tru said we didn’t have very good seats, but I thought they were just fine. And we went and had an Italian dinner after. It was awfully nice. We came back sort of early, because it’d been a long day with all the traveling.”

			She began to rub a hand up and down Bobby’s back as she spoke. The gold band of her wedding ring glinted dully in the poor light. “Next morning, we had breakfast in a cafe, and Mama Tru said how she was going to see you, and she wanted to go by herself this first time. So Bobby and I went to the Empire State Building, ’cause Mama Tru said she didn’t want to stand in those lines anyway, and—”

			“You’ve been doing the tourist thing,” Eve interrupted, before she got more play-by-play. “Did you see anyone you knew?”

			“No. You’d almost think you would, because it doesn’t feel like there could be anyone left out in the rest of the world with all these people.”

			“How long was she gone, out on her own?”

			“That day? Um.” Zana went back to biting her lip, creasing her forehead as she thought. “I guess I don’t know for sure, because Bobby and me didn’t get back until almost four, and she was here already. She was a little upset.”

			Zana glanced at Bobby again, took one of his hands and squeezed it. “I guess things didn’t go as well with you as she’d hoped, and she was a little upset and irritated that we weren’t here when she got back.”

			“She was spitting mad.” Bobby finally lifted his head. “It’s all right to say so, Zana. She was hopping because you’d brushed her off, Eve, and she felt put upon because we weren’t waiting for her. Mama could be difficult.”

			“Just got her feelings hurt, that’s all,” Zana soothed, brushing her hand over his thigh. “And you fixed it all up, like always. Bobby took her right back out, bought her a real nice pair of earrings, and we went all the way downtown for a fancy dinner. She was feeling just fine after that.”

			“She went out on her own the next day,” Eve prompted, and Bobby’s expression turned puzzled.

			“That’s right. Did she come to see you again? I told her to leave it alone, at least for a while. She didn’t go to breakfast with us, said she was going to be lazy, then go out for some retail therapy. Shopping always made her happy. We were booked for dinner that night, but she said she didn’t feel like going out. Said she was feeling tired, and she’d have something in her room. She didn’t sound like herself.”

			“How’d she look?”

			“I don’t know. She was in her room. When she didn’t answer the room ’link, I called on hers, and she had the video blocked. Said she was in the tub. I didn’t see her. I didn’t see her again after Friday morning.”

			“What about Saturday?”

			“She called our room, about nine, I guess. Zana, you talked to her that time.”

			“I did. She had the video blocked again, now that I think of it. She said we should go on with whatever we wanted to do. She wanted to be on her own. Truth is, I thought she was sulking a little, and I tried to talk her into coming out with us. We were going to take one of the sky trams, and we had a ticket already for her, but she said no. Maybe she’d go walking. She wasn’t feeling that well anyway. I could tell she was upset—didn’t I say, Bobby? ‘Your mama’s irritated, I can tell by her voice.’ But we let her be and went on. And that night . . . You tell it, Bobby.”

			“She wouldn’t come to the door. I was getting a little irritated myself. She said she was fine, but still wanted to stay in, watch the screen. We went out to dinner, just the two of us.”

			“We had a wonderful meal, and champagne. And we . . .” She slid her eyes toward Bobby in a way that told Eve they’d done some celebrating when they’d gotten back to their room. “We, ah, slept a little late this morning. We tried to call her room, and her ’link, but she didn’t answer. Finally, when Bobby was in the shower, I thought, ‘Well, I’m going down there and knocking ’til she lets me in. I’m just going to make her . . .’ ”

			She trailed off, pressed her hand to her mouth.

			“And all that time. All that time . . .”

			“Did you hear or see anything last night, anything unusual?”

			Bobby only sighed. “It’s loud here, even with the windows closed. And we’d had a bottle of champagne. We put on music when we got back, never turned it off. It was still playing when we got up this morning. And we . . . made love when we got back last night, and again this morning.”

			His color came up as he spoke. “The fact is, I was annoyed with her, with my mother. She pushed to come here, and she wouldn’t contact you by ’link before we came, no matter how much I talked to her about it. Then she started holing up in her room—sulking, I figured, because you weren’t playing the role she wanted you to play, I guess. I didn’t want Zana’s trip spoiled because of that.”

			“Oh, honey.”

			“My feelings were, ‘Fine, she wants to pout in there, she can stay in until we leave on Monday. I’m going to do the town with my wife.’ Oh hell. Oh hell,” he repeated and wrapped his arm around Zana. “I don’t know why somebody’d hurt her like that. I don’t understand it. Did they . . . was she—”

			Eve knew the tone, knew the look in the survivor’s eye. “She wasn’t raped. Did she have anything of value with her?”

			“She didn’t bring much of her good jewelry.” Zana sniffled. “Said it was asking for trouble, though she loved wearing it.”

			“I see you’ve got your window closed and locked.”

			Bobby glanced over. “It’s noisy,” he said absently. “And there’s that emergency escape out there, so it’s best to . . . Is that how they got in? Through her window? I told her to keep that window shut, keep it locked. I told her.”

			“We haven’t determined that yet. I’m going to take care of this, Bobby. I’m going to do everything I can. If you need to talk to me, either of you, you can contact me at Central.”

			“What do we do now? What do we do?”

			“Wait, and let me do my job. I’m going to need you to stay in New York, at least for the next few days.”

			“Yeah, okay. I . . . I’ll get in touch with my partner, tell him—tell him what happened.”

			“What do you do?”

			“Real estate. I sell real estate. Eve? Should I go with her? Should I go with Mama now?”

			He was no good to anyone now, Eve thought. He and his baffled grief would only be in the way. “Why don’t you give that some time? There’s nothing you can do. Other people are taking care of her now. I’ll let you know when there’s something more.”

			He got to his feet. “Could I have done something? If I’d made the manager open the door last night, or this morning, could I have done something?”

			And here, she thought, she could do the one thing, the single thing, that soothed. “It wouldn’t have mattered.”

			When Eve and Peabody walked out, she drew a clear breath. “Take?”

			“Comes off a decent guy. Shocky right now. So’s she. One holds up ’til the other goes down. Want me to run them?”

			“Yeah.” Eve rubbed her hands over her face. “By the book.” She watched as the morgue unit rolled out the body bag. Morris came out behind them.

			“One-twenty-eight A.M. on time of death,” he said. “On-scene examination indicates the fatal blow was a head wound inflicted with our old favorite—the blunt object. Nothing in the room, at my scan, matches. The other bodily injuries are older. Twenty-four hours or more. I’ll get you more exact once I’ve got her in my house.” His eyes stayed level on hers. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”

			“Yeah, it is.”

			“I’ll let you know what I know when I know it.”

			“Thanks.” Eve walked back into the crime scene, signalled one of the sweepers. “I’m looking, particularly, for a pocket or hand ’link, her personal communication device.”

			“Haven’t got one yet.”

			“Let me know when and if.” She moved straight to the window, glanced back at Peabody. “We’ll go down this way.”

			“Oh, man.”

			Eve ducked through and out the window, dropped lightly on the narrow evac platform. She hated heights, freaking hated them, and had to wait a moment for her stomach to stop rolling. To give her system time to adjust, she concentrated on the platform itself.

			“Got blood.” She hunkered down. “Nice little dribble of a trail. Over the platform.” She hit the release, watched the steps jut out. “And down.”

			“Logical route out and away,” Peabody commented. “Sweepers will get samples, and we’ll know if it’s the vic’s.”

			“Yeah.” Eve straightened, studied the access to other rooms on the floor.

			Tricky, she decided, with the gaps, but not impossible if you were athletic or ballsy enough. A good strong jump would do it, which she’d have preferred over the tiptoe route along the skinny spit of ledge. Which meant the killer could have come from inside or outside the hotel.

			But logic said in and out the emergency route. Down and away, to ditch the weapon just about any damn where.

			She looked down, breathed through her teeth as her head went light. People crawled along the sidewalk below. Four floors, she thought. She probably wouldn’t pull a Tubbs if she fell, and kill some innocent pedestrian.

			Then she crouched, examining a splat of pigeon dung. She cocked her head up as Peabody stepped out beside her. “See this flying rat shit.”

			“What a lovely pattern, abstract yet compellingly urban.”

			“Looks smeared to me, like somebody caught the side of it with a shoe.” She poked her head back in the window. “Yo! Got some blood and some pigeon crap out here. I want it scraped up and bagged.”

			“We get all the class work,” one of the sweepers commented.

			“Mark it, Peabody,” Eve ordered, then started down the zig-zagging stairs. “I want the hotel’s recyclers, and any recyclers in a four-block radius, searched. We got some luck there, it being Sunday.”

			“Tell that to the team pawing through the garbage.”

			“Emergency evac makes basically every room this side of the building accessible to the other. We’re going to want to take a look at the copy of the registration disc.”

			“No security cams in the hallways, stairways,” Peabody added. “If it’s an inside job, why not just go out the door when you were finished?”

			“Yeah, why not? Maybe you don’t know there aren’t any cams.” Her boots clanged on metal as she went down, and her stomach began to level out. “Maybe you’re really careful and don’t want to chance being seen by Mr. and Mrs. Tourist, who may be strolling in from a night on the town.”

			At the last platform, she hit the second release, and the short ladder rattled out. Steady now, she swung out, used the rungs, then dropped to the sidewalk.

			Peabody clambered down after her.

			“Couple of things,” Eve began as they skirted around to the front of the building. “Lombard went to Roarke’s office on Friday to try to shake him down.”

			“What? What?”

			“It needs to go in the report. It needs to be out there, up front. He met her, booted her out. End of story, but it needs to be up front. Sometime after that and several hours before she got bashed, she ran into trouble. It’s easy for both Roarke and myself to account for our time and our whereabouts at the time of her death, and should be just as easy to account for the period between her leaving his office and TOD.”

			“Nobody’s going to be looking at either of you.”

			Eve stopped. “I’d be looking at me if I didn’t know I was alibied. I wouldn’t be above smacking her in the face.”

			“Killing her?”

			Eve shook her head. “Maybe whoever tuned her up wasn’t the same person who killed her. Maybe she was working with someone, hoping to fall into easy money through Roarke. When she didn’t pull it off, he or she tuned her. It’s something to look at.”

			“All right.”

			“Here’s the deal.” She turned to Peabody and gave what she considered a statement. “We had a houseful of caterers and decorators and God knows crawling all over the house all day Saturday. All day. When Roarke has outside contractors on the premises, he keeps cams on, full. You’re going to contact Feeney, request that he pick up those discs, examine the equipment, and verify we were both there, all day.”

			“I’ll take care of it. I’m going to repeat: Nobody’s going to look at you.” She held up a hand before Eve could interrupt. “Neither would you, Dallas, after five minutes. A face punch, sure. You’re not above it. And so what? But that was more than a punch that left her face messed up. More than a fist, and you are above that. She tries to shake Roarke down? Shit, she had to be bird stupid. He’d scrape her off like, well, like you’d scrape flying rat shit off your shoe. It’s a nonissue. Trust me, I’m a detective.”

			“Been a while since you’ve managed to work that into a conversation.”

			“I’ve grown mature, and selective.” As they rounded the corner, Peabody dipped her hands into her pockets. “He’s going to have to be interviewed, you know.”

			“Yeah.” She could see him leaning up against the side of her vehicle—where had that come from—and working on his PPC. “I know.”

			He looked over, spotted her. His eyebrows lifted, and he tucked his PPC away. “Out for a stroll?”

			“You never know where cop work’s going to take you.”

			“Obviously. Hello, Peabody. Recovered this morning?”

			“Barely. It was a hell of a party.”

			“Give us a minute, will you?” Eve asked her.

			“Sure. I’ll go talk to people, and get those discs.”

			When they were alone, Eve gave her vehicle’s tire a little boot. “How did this get here?”

			“A bit of sleight of hand. I assumed you’d want your own.”

			“Yeah, you’re right.”

			“I contacted Mira, let her know what was going on and that you’d be tied up for a while.”

			“Mira? Oh, right, right.” She shoved a hand through her hair. “Forgot. Thanks. What do I owe you?”

			“We’ll negotiate.”

			“I’ve got to ask you for one more. I need you to come down, make an official statement regarding your conversation with the victim on Friday at your office.”

			Something sizzled in his eyes. “Am I on your short list, Lieutenant?”

			“Don’t pull that. Don’t.” She drew a breath in, slowly. Released it, slowly. “Another investigator catches this, we’re both on the short list until we clear it up. We both had motive to cause her pain, and someone caused her plenty. We’re out regarding the murder. Can’t kill someone in Midtown when you’re partying with the chief of police in another part of town. Still, we’ve both got connections, and the wherewithal to hire somebody to do it.”

			“And we’re both smart enough to have hired someone who wouldn’t be quite so obvious and sloppy.”

			“Maybe, but sometimes obvious and sloppy is purposeful. Added to it, somebody busted up her face earlier. We need to cover that, too.”

			“So, you don’t think I murdered her, but as for beating her up—”

			“Stop it.” She jabbed a finger into his chest. “Hitting me with this attitude isn’t helping.”

			“Which attitude would you prefer I hit you with? I have several available.”

			“Goddamn it, Roarke.”

			“All right, all right.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “It just pisses me off, having my wife interview me over assault.”

			“Well, cheer up, I won’t be. Peabody’ll handle it.”

			“Won’t that be delightful?” He took her arms, turned her so they were toe-to-toe and eye-to-eye. “I want you to tell me—I want you to look at me and tell me, right now, if you believe I put hands on her.”

			“No.” There was no hesitation. “It’s not your style, and if you’d lost it enough to jump out of character, you’d have told me already. The fact is, it’s my style, and I’ll be putting her visit to me in my report.”

			He swore. “Bloody bitch is as much trouble dead as she was alive. Don’t give me that look. I won’t be lighting a candle for her. You would, in your way. Because for better or worse, she’s yours now, and you’ll stand for her because you can’t do otherwise.”

			He continued to hold her arms, and now ran his hands lightly up and down. “I’ll come with you now, and have it done.”

			“Crappy way to spend a Sunday.”

			“Wouldn’t be the first,” he said and opened the car door.

			At Central, Peabody set up in one of the interview rooms. Her movements were a little jerky, and her eyes stayed down.

			“Relax,” Roarke advised. “I believe it’s traditional for the subject to be nervous rather than the investigator.”

			“It’s awkward. It’s just a formality.” Peabody looked up. “It sucks. It’s a sucky formality.”

			“Hopefully, it’ll be quick and painless for both of us.”

			“You ready?”

			“Go ahead.”

			She had to clear her throat, but read the data into record. “Sir, we understand you’re here voluntarily, and we appreciate your cooperation with this investigation.”

			“Whatever I can do . . .” He shifted his gaze to the long mirror, to indicate he knew very well Eve was observing from the other side. “For the department.”

			“You were acquainted with Trudy Lombard.”

			“Not really. I had the occasion to meet her once, when she requested a meeting with me, at my office, this past Friday.”

			“Why did you agree to meet her?”

			“Curiosity. I was aware that my wife was briefly in her charge many years ago.”

			“Ms. Lombard was Lieutenant Dallas’s foster mother for a five-and-a-half-month period in 2036.”

			“That was my understanding.”

			“Were you aware that Ms. Lombard had made contact with the lieutenant at her office in this facility this past Thursday?”

			“I was.”

			“And how would you describe the lieutenant’s reaction to that contact?”

			“As her business.” When Peabody opened her mouth, shut it again, he shrugged. “My wife had no desire to renew the relationship. Her memory of that time was unhappy, and I believe she preferred to keep it in the past.”

			“But you agreed to meet with Ms. Lombard, at your office in Midtown.”

			“Yes, as I said, I was curious.” His gaze tracked to the mirror again, and, he was sure, met Eve’s. “I wondered what she wanted.”

			“What was it she wanted?”

			“Money, naturally. Her initial pitch was to play on my sympathy, to enlist me to help her soften the lieutenant. Her claim was that my wife was mistaken in her feelings toward her, and her memory of that portion of her life.”

			He paused, looked at Peabody, and nearly smiled. “As the lieutenant is, as you know, rarely mistaken on such matters, I didn’t find the woman’s claims credible, and wasn’t sympathetic. I suggested that she leave things as they were.”

			“But she wanted you to pay her?”

			“Yes. Two million dollars was the suggestion. She would go back to Texas for that amount. She was unhappy when I informed her that I had no intention of paying her any amount, at any time.”

			“Did she threaten you in some way?”

			“She was no threat, to me or mine. She was an irritant at worst. A kind of leech, you could say, who’d hoped to suck a bit of blood out of what was a difficult time in my wife’s childhood.”

			“Did you consider her request for money blackmail?”

			Tricky area, Roarke thought. “She may have hoped I’d see it that way—I can’t say. For myself, I considered it ridiculous, and nothing that I, or the lieutenant, should concern ourselves with.”

			“It didn’t make you angry? Somebody comes into your office, tries to hose you down? It’d tick me off.”

			He smiled at her, wished he could tell her she was doing a good job of it. “To be frank, Detective, I’d expected her to try me. It seemed the most logical reason for her contacting the lieutenant after all these years.”

			He leaned back in his chair. “Angry? No. On the contrary, I got some satisfaction out of the meeting, by letting her know, unmistakably, that there would be no payment. Now or ever.”

			“How did you make that clear?”

			“By telling her just that. We spoke in my office for perhaps ten minutes, and I sent her on her way. I requested that my admin inform Security, to make certain she’d left the building. Oh, there’s a record of her entering and exiting the building, and my office. Standard security measures. I took it upon myself to contact Captain Feeney of EDD, and ask that he personally retrieve those discs so that you have them for your files. I thought that would be best.”

			“Good.” Peabody’s eyes went wide. “That’s good. Um, did you have contact with Ms. Lombard after she left your office on Friday?”

			“None. The lieutenant and I spent the evening at home on Friday, and she and I hosted a large holiday party on Saturday at our home. We were quite busy throughout the day with preparations. There are also security discs for that period, as we had numerous outside contractors in our home. Captain Feeney will also retrieve those. And, of course, Saturday evening we were among more than two hundred and fifty friends, acquaintances, and business colleagues from approximately eight P.M. until after three in the morning. I’m happy to provide you with the guest list.”

			“We appreciate it. Did you have any physical contact with Trudy Lombard, at any time?”

			His voice remained neutral, but he allowed just a hint of disgust to show on his face. “I shook her hand when we met. That was quite enough.”

			“Could you tell me why you and the lieutenant were at the West Side Hotel this morning?”

			“We’d decided it would be best if the lieutenant spoke to Lombard face-to-face, to inform her that she—my wife—had no desire for further contact, and that neither of us intended to pay for the privilege of choice.”

			Peabody nodded. “Thank you. Again, we appreciate your cooperation in this matter. Interview end.”

			She heaved out a breath, went comically limp in her chair. “Thank God that’s over.”

			He reached over to pat her hand. “How’d we do?”

			“She’ll let us know, believe me, but my take? You were forthcoming, articulate, and gave the details. You’re alibied up to your gonads—Oh, sorry.”

			“Not a problem, I like knowing that part of my anatomy is protected.” He glanced over as the door opened. “Now this one may bring out the rubber hoses. But I could learn to like it.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me you’d contacted Feeney?” Eve demanded.

			“I believe I just did.”

			“You could’ve—never mind. Peabody, let’s start those runs, and do a quick check of the other guests at the hotel. I’ll be a minute.”

			“See you later,” Peabody said to Roarke.

			“I’m going to—”

			“Be a while.” Roarke finished Eve’s sentence. “I can find my way home.”

			“It’s good you did this. Good it’s done and out of the way. She could’ve pushed a little harder, but she got the details, and that’s what counts.”

			“All right, then. About what you owe me? I’ve got my price.”

			She pursed her lips in thought. “We’ve probably got some rubber hoses in the basement somewhere.”

			And he laughed. “There’s my girl. Go by Mira’s when you’re done.”

			“I don’t know how long—”

			“It won’t matter. Go talk to Mira, then come home to me.”

			“Where else would I go?”

			“The gifts? They’re in the boot of your car.”

			“That’s trunk in the U. S. of A., mick-boy.”

			“Right.” He grabbed her arms, yanked her forward, kissed her good and hard. “I’ll be waiting.”

			He would, she thought. She had someone waiting for her, and that was her miracle.

			At her desk with an oversized mug of black coffee, Eve studied the official data on Lombard, Bobby. Not Robert, she noted. He was two years her senior, the product of a legal cohab that had dissolved when he’d been two. His father, when she did a cross-run, was listed as Gruber, John, married since 2046, and residing in Toronto.

			Bobby himself had graduated from business college and been employed at Plain Deal Real Estate from that time until eighteen months earlier, when he’d gone into partnership with a Densil K. Easton to form L and E Realtors, in Copper Cove, Texas. He’d married Kline, Zana, a year later.

			No criminal.

			Zana was twenty-eight, originally from Houston. No paternity listed on her record. She’d been, apparently, raised by her mother, who had died in a vehicular accident when Zana was twenty-four. She, too, had gone to a business college, and was listed as a C.P.A. One, Eve noted, who’d been employed by L and E Realtors almost from the onset.

			So she moved to Copper Cove, and married the boss, Eve thought.

			No criminal, no previous marriage or cohab.

			Officially, they came off as what they seemed, she decided. A couple of simple, ordinary people who’d had some extreme bad luck.

			Finally, she pulled up Trudy Lombard.

			She skimmed over what she already knew, and lifted her eyebrows at the employment record.

			She’d been a health care assistant, a receptionist in a manufacturing firm. She’d applied for professional mother status after the birth of her son, and had worked part-time—reporting an income just under the legal limit to retain that status.

			Retail clerk, Eve scanned. Three different employers. Data cruncher, two employers. Domestic coordinator? What the hell was that? Whatever it was, it hadn’t lasted either.

			She’d also lived in four different places, all in Texas, over a six-year period.

			On the grift, Eve thought. That’s what the pattern told her. Run the game, wring it dry, move on.

			She’d applied for, tested for, and been approved for foster parenting. Had applied and been granted the retention of full pro-mom status under the fostering waiver—make every penny count, Eve thought. Austin area, Eve noted, for a full year, before she’d moved again, applied again, been approved again.

			Fourteen months in Beaumont, then another move, another application. Another approval.

			“Itchy feet? You know what, Trudy, you bitch? I don’t think so. Then I came along, and look here, you pulled up stakes again three months after I went back inside. More applications, more approvals, and you just grifted your way around the big-ass state of Texas, taking the fostering fees, right up until Bobby graduated from college and your pro-mom status was up.”

			She leaned back, considered.

			Yeah, it could work. It was a good game. You’ve got your license and approval, in state. So you just move from location to location, pick up more kids, more fees. Child Services, busy agency. Always understaffed, underfunded. Bet they were pleased to have an experienced woman, a pro-mom, willing to take on some charges.

			Trudy had settled in one place after her professional mother status elapsed, and she’d gone out of the fostering business. Kept close to her son, Eve mused. Another handful of short-term jobs. Not a lot of income for a woman who supposedly liked to shop, and had jewelry valuable enough, reportedly, to leave home when traveling.

			Interesting, Eve thought. Interesting. And she’d bet a pound of real coffee beans that she hadn’t been the only child Trudy Lombard had traumatized.
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			SHE WISHED ROARKE HADN’T MADE HER FEEL obliged to go by the Miras. She was tired, and there was still a lot of work on her plate, a lot of thinking time to put in.

			Now she’d have to visit. Sit around, drink something, make conversation. Exchange presents. The last always made her feel stupid, and she didn’t know why. People seemed to have this unstoppable need to give and receive stuff they could easily afford to go out and get for themselves anyway.

			Now here she was, standing outside the pretty house in its pretty neighborhood. There was a holly wreath on the door. She knew holly when she saw it now, after her experience with the decorators. There were candles in the windows, pretty white lights glowing calm against the dark, and through one of those windows she could see the sparkle of a Christmas tree.

			There would be presents under it, probably a considerable haul as Mira had grandchildren. She’d also learned that if one present wasn’t enough to give a spouse for the holiday, a half dozen didn’t come up to snuff for a kid.

			She happened to know Peabody had already bought three—count them, three—presents for Mavis’s baby, and the kid wasn’t due to be born for over a month.

			What the hell did you buy for a fetus, anyway? And why did nobody else think that was kind of creepy?

			Roarke had shipped a damn cargo freighter of gifts to his relatives in Ireland.

			And she was stalling. Just standing out in the cold and dark, stalling.

			She shifted the packages under her arm, rang the bell.

			It was Mira who answered moments later. Mira in her at-home wear, soft sweater, trim pants, bare feet.

			“I’m so glad you came.”

			Before Eve could speak, she was being drawn inside, into warm, pine- and cranberry-scented air. There was music playing, something quiet and seasonal, and more candles flickering.

			“Sorry it’s so late.”

			“It doesn’t matter. Come into the living room, let me take your coat.”

			“I’ve got these things. Just some things I picked up.”

			“Thank you. Just sit. I’m going to get you some wine.”

			“I don’t want to hold you up from—”

			“Please. Sit.”

			She laid the gifts on the coffee table beside a big silver bowl full of pine cones and red berries.

			She’d been right about the mountain of gifts, Eve noted. There had to be a hundred packages under the tree. How many was that each? she wondered. How many of the Miras were there, anyway? They were kind of a horde. Might be almost twenty of them altogether, so . . .

			She got to her feet as Dennis Mira strolled in.

			“Sit, sit, sit. Charlie said you were here. Just came in to see you. Wonderful party last night.”

			He was wearing a cardigan. Something about the scruffy look of it with one of its buttons dangling from a loose thread turned her heart to mush.

			He smiled, and since she continued to stand, walked to stand beside her and turned that dreamy smile toward the tree. “Charlie won’t go for fake. Every year I tell her we ought to buy a replica, and every year she says no. I’m always glad.”

			He stunned Eve by draping an arm over her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “Nothing ever seems too bad, too hard or too sad when you’ve got a Christmas tree in the living room. All those presents under it, all that anticipation. Just a way of saying there’s always light and hope in the world. And you’re lucky enough to have a family to share it with.”

			Her throat had snapped shut. She found herself doing something she’d never have believed, and even as she did it, she couldn’t see herself doing it.

			She turned into him, pressed her face to his shoulder, and wept.

			He didn’t seem the least surprised, and only stroked and patted her back. “There now. That’s all right, sweetheart. You’ve had a hard day.”

			She hitched in a breath, drew away, appalled. “I’m sorry. Jesus, I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s . . . I should go.”

			But he had her hand. However soft and sweet he appeared, he had a grip like iron. “You just sit down here. I’ve got a handkerchief. I think.” He began patting his pockets, digging into them with that vague and baffled expression.

			It settled her more than a soother. She laughed, rubbed her face dry. “That’s okay. I’m fine. I’m sorry. I really need to—”

			“Have some wine,” Mira said, and crossed the room with a tray.

			As it was obvious she’d seen the outburst, Eve’s embarrassment only increased.

			“I’m a little off, that’s all.”

			“Hardly a wonder.” Mira set the tray down, picked up one of the glasses. “Sit down and relax. I’d like to open my present, if that’s all right.”

			“Oh. Yeah. Sure. Um . . .” She picked up Dennis’s gift. “I came across this, thought you might be able to use it.”

			He beamed like a ten-year-old who’d just found a shiny red airbike under the tree. And the twinkle didn’t fade when he drew out the scarf. “Look at this, Charlie. This ought to keep me warm when I take my walks.”

			“And it looks just like you. And, oh! Look at this.” Mira lifted out the antique teapot. “It’s gorgeous. Violets,” she murmured, tracing a finger over the tiny painted flowers that twined around the white china pot. “I love violets.”

			She actually cooed over it, Eve realized, as some women tended to do over small, drooling babies.

			“I figured you’re into tea, so—”

			“I love it. I absolutely love it.” Mira rose, rushed over and kissed Eve on both cheeks. “Thank you.”

			“No problem.”

			“I think I’m going to try my gift out right now, have myself a little walk.” Dennis rose. He walked over, bent down to Eve, tapped her chin. “You’re a good girl and a smart woman. Talk to Charlie.”

			“I didn’t mean to run him off,” Eve said after Dennis left the room.

			“You didn’t. Dennis is as astute as he is absentminded, and he knew we needed a little time alone. Will you open your gift?” She took a box from the tray, held it out to Eve.

			“It’s pretty.” She never knew the right thing to say, but that seemed appropriate when holding a box wrapped in silver and gold and topped by a big red bow.

			She wasn’t sure what it was—something round, with open scrollwork and small glittering stones. As it was on a chain her first thought was that it was some sort of necklace, though the disk was wider than her palm.

			“Relax,” Mira said with a laugh. “It’s not jewelry. No one could compete with Roarke in that area. It’s a kind of sun catcher, something you might hang at the window. In your office, I thought.”

			“It’s pretty,” Eve said again, and looking closer, made out a pattern in the scrollwork. “Celtic? Sort of like what’s on my wedding ring.”

			“Yes. Though my daughter tells me the symbol on your ring is for protection. This one, and the stones with it, are to promote peace of mind. It’s been blessed—I hope you’re all right with that—by my daughter.”

			“Tell her I appreciate it. Thanks. I’ll hang it in my office window. Maybe it’ll work.”

			“You don’t catch much of a break, do you?” Roarke had filled Mira in on the afternoon’s work.

			“I don’t know.” She studied the disk, ran her thumb over it. “I guess I was feeling sorry for myself, before, when Dennis put his arm around me. Standing there with him, looking at the tree, the way he is, the way the house smells, and the lights. I thought, I just thought if once—just once—I’d had someone like him . . . Just once. Well, I didn’t. That’s all.”

			“No, you didn’t, and that shame lies in the system. Not in you.”

			Eve lifted her gaze, steadied herself again. “Wherever, it’s the way it was. Now Trudy Lombard’s dead, and she shouldn’t be. I had to have my partner interview my husband. I have to be prepared to answer personal questions, put those answers on record if they apply to the investigation. I have to remember what it was like with her, because knowing her helps me know her killer. I have to do that when, a few days ago, if you’d asked me, I could barely remember her name. I can do that,” Eve said, fiercely now. “I’m good at pushing it out, shoving it down. And I hate when it jumps up and kicks me in the face. Because she’s nothing, nothing to who I am now.”

			“Of course, she is. Everyone who touched your life had a part in forming it.” Mira’s voice was as soft as the music that wafted through the air, and as implacable as iron. “You overcame people like her. You didn’t have a Dennis Mira, bless him. You didn’t have the simplicity of home and family. You had obstacles and pain and horrors. And you overcame them. That’s your gift, Eve, and your burden.”

			“I fell apart when I first saw her in my office. I just crumbled.”

			“Then you picked yourself up and went on.”

			Eve let her head fall back. Roarke had been right—again. She’d needed to come here, to say it out loud to someone she trusted. “She made me feel afraid, sick with fear. As if just by being there, she could drag me back. And it wasn’t even me she cared about. If I wasn’t hooked to Roarke, she wouldn’t have given me a second thought. Why does that bother me?” She closed her eyes.

			“Because it’s hard not to matter, even to someone you dislike.”

			“I guess it is. She wouldn’t have come here. Not much to squeeze out of a cop, unless that cop happens to be married to billions.”

			She opened her eyes now, gave Mira a puzzled look. “He has billions. Do you ever think of that?”

			“Do you?”

			“Sometimes, this kind of time, and I can’t really get a handle on it. I don’t even know how many zeros that is because my brain goes fuzzy. And I don’t know the number that goes ahead of them because once you have all those zeros it’s just ridiculous anyway. She tried to shake him down.”

			“Yes, he gave me the basics. I’m sure he handled it appropriately. Would you have wanted him to pay her off?”

			“No.” Her eyes went hot. “Not one cent out of the billions. She used to tell me I didn’t have a mother or a father because I was so stupid that they’d tossed me away because I wasn’t worth the trouble.”

			Mira lifted her wine, sipped, to give herself a chance to push back her own anger. “She should never have passed the screening. You know that.”

			“She was smart. I look back now, and I see she was smart, the way you have to be to run long cons or quick scams successfully. She played the system, figured the ins and outs. I think, well, you’re the head doctor, but I think she believed her own bullshit. You have to believe the lie to live it, to make others see you the way you need to be seen.”

			“Very possibly,” Mira agreed. “To have lived it for so long.”

			“She had to figure she deserved the money, had earned it. Had to believe she’d worked and sacrificed, and given me a home out of her humanitarian nature, and now, hey, how about a little something for old times’ sake? She was a player,” Eve said, half to herself. “She was a player, so maybe she played too deep with somebody. I don’t know.”

			“You could pass this off. In fact, you may be asked to do so.”

			“I won’t. I think I’ve got that covered. I’ll call in favors if I have to, but I’m going to see it through. It’s necessary.”

			“I agree. That surprises you?” Mira asked when Eve stared at her. “She made you feel helpless and worthless, stupid and empty. You know better than that, but you need to feel it, to prove it, and to do that you’ll need to take an active part in resolving this. I’ll say just that to Commander Whitney.”

			“That has weight. Thanks.”

			When she stepped through the door of her home, Summerset was looming like a black crow in the foyer, fat Galahad at his feet. She knew by the gleam in his beady eyes he was primed.

			“I find myself surprised,” he said in what she figured he considered droll tones. “You’re out for several hours, yet you return—dare I say—almost fashionably dressed, with nothing torn or bloodied. A remarkable feat.”

			“I find myself surprised that no one’s bothered to beat you into a pulpy mass just on the general principle of your ugliness. But the day’s young yet, for both of us.”

			She whipped off her coat, dumped it on the newel post just because she could, and strutted up the stairs. The quick and habitual sally made her feel marginally better. It was just the thing to take Bobby’s devastated face out of her head, at least temporarily.

			She went straight to her office. She would set up a murder board here, set up files and create a secondary base, on the off chance Whitney vetoed both her and Mira. If she was ordered to step aside, officially, she intended to be ready to pursue the work on her own time.

			She engaged her ’link to touch base with Morris.

			“I’m going to come by in the morning,” she told him. “Am I going to get any surprises?”

			“Head blow did the job, and was incurred about thirty hours after the other injuries. While those were relatively minor in comparison, it’s my opinion they were caused by the same weapon.”

			“Got anything on that?

			“Some fibers in the head wounds. I’ll be sending them over to our friend Dickhead at the lab. A weighed cloth sack would be my preliminary guess. Tox screen’s come back positive for legal, over-the-counter pain meds. Standard blockers. She took one less than an hour before death, chased it with a very nice Chablis.”

			“Yeah, there was a bottle of that in her room, and blockers on the bed table.”

			“She had some soup, mostly chicken broth, and some soy noodles about eight, and some soft meat in a wrap closer to midnight. Treated herself to some chocolate frozen dessert, more wine with her late supper. She was, at time of death, nicely buzzed on wine and pills.”

			“Okay, thanks. I’ll catch you in the morning.”

			“Dallas, are you interested in the fact that she’s had several sculpting procedures over the last, I’d say, dozen years? Face and body, tucks and nips. Nothing major, but considerable work, and good work at that.”

			“Always good to know the habits of the dead. Thanks.”

			She ended the transmission, sat back at her desk to study the ceiling.

			So she’d gotten herself roughed up sometime Friday after leaving Roarke’s office. Doesn’t, by their statements, tell her son or daughter-in-law, doesn’t report same to the authorities. What she does, apparently, is hole up with wine and pills and easy food.

			Either leaves her window unlocked, or opens the door to her killer.

			Now why would she do that if the killer had already played a tune on her the day before? Where was her fear, her anger? Where was her survival instinct?

			A woman who could run a game on CPS for over a decade had damn good survival instincts.

			Even if you’re in some pain, why would you get buzzed alone in a hotel room when someone’s hurt you, and obviously can hurt you again? Especially when you have family right down the hall.

			Unless it was what was down the hall that hurt you. Possible, she thought. But if so, why stay where they could so easily get to you, hurt you again?

			She glanced over as Roarke came in through his adjoining office.

			“You get yourself beat up,” she began, “you don’t want the cops involved.”

			“Certainly not.”

			“Right, okay, I get that. You don’t tell your son?”

			“I don’t have one to tell at the moment.” He eased a hip onto the corner of her desk. “But pride might very well prevent me.”

			“That’s guy thinking. Think like a woman.”

			“A stretch for me,” he said with a smile. “How about you?”

			“If I’m thinking like this woman, I whine ASAP to anyone who’ll listen. But she doesn’t, which gives me a couple of possibilities.”

			“One, she doesn’t have to tell her son, because her son’s the one who used her as a punching bag.”

			“That’s one,” she agreed. “One that’s not fitting so well into my memory of their relationship. If that relationship soured since, why does she stay where he can get to her again?”

			He picked up the little statue of the goddess, a symbol of mother, he thought, from her desk. He toyed with it idly as he spoke. “We both know relationships are thorny areas. It’s possible that he made a habit out of knocking her about. She was used to it, and didn’t consider telling anyone, or getting out of his way.”

			“There’s the daughter-in-law. No marks on her, no typical signs of an abusive relationship there. A guy who pounds on Mommy is likely to smack the little woman around, too. It doesn’t fit very well for me.”

			“If you bump that down the list”—he set the statue back on her desk—“what leapfrogs over it?”

			“She doesn’t want anyone to know. Which isn’t pride, it’s planning, it’s precaution. She had an agenda, a personal one.” And yeah, Eve thought, she liked that a lot better.

			“But it doesn’t explain why she drank a lot of wine, took blockers, got herself impaired.”

			She shuffled the close-up still of Trudy’s face to the top of her pile. And took a hard look at it. “That doesn’t say fear to me. She’s afraid, she uses her son as a shield, she locks herself up tight, or she runs. She didn’t do any of those things. Why wasn’t she afraid?”

			“There are some who enjoy pain.”

			Eve shook her head. “Yeah, there’s that. But she liked being tended to. Run me a bath, get me a snack. She’d used the tub, and I got a prelim sweeper’s report that tells me there was some blood in the bathroom sink, in the drain. So she washed up after she got tuned.”

			Missing towels, she remembered, and made another note of it.

			“And she turns her back on her killer. Blow came from behind. She’s not afraid.”

			“Someone she knows and mistakenly—as it turns out—trusts.”

			“You don’t trust somebody who smashes your face the day before.” Love them, maybe. She knew there was a kind of love that ran to that. But trust was different. “Morris thinks the same weapon was used throughout, but I’m thinking two different hands on it, two different times. You’ve got the run from your building security.”

			“A copy, yes. Feeney has the original.”

			“I want to see it.”

			He took a disc from his pocket. “Thought you might.”

			She plugged it in, ordered the review on the wall screen.

			“I’ve had the whole business put on here,” he said as Eve watched Trudy enter Roarke’s Midtown building. She crossed the acres of marble, passed animated screens, rivers of flowers, sparkling little pools, and moved straight to the information desk that handled the offices.

			That suit, she noted, had been in the closet of the hotel room. Neatly hung. The shoes had been tucked in there, too. She hadn’t been wearing that outfit when she was beaten.

			“Done her research,” Eve mused. “No fumbling around, no looking around to get her bearings.”

			“She presses at information, as you see. ‘No, I’ve no appointment, but he’ll want to see me,’ and so on. Look confident, look friendly, and as though you belong. She’s very good.”

			“She got upstairs, anyway.”

			“They called through, got to Caro, who passed the request on to me. I had them make her wait a bit. I’m good as well. She doesn’t care for it, as you can see by the way her face tightens up, but she has a seat in one of the lobby waiting areas. Unless you want to watch her twiddle her thumbs for the next bit of time, you can move forward.”

			Eve did, then slowed it down when a young woman approached Trudy.

			“Caro, who knows the ropes, sent one of the assistants down to escort her up on one of the public elevators. Takes her round about, up to my level, through outer areas, down the skyway. A goodly hike, and when she arrives, well, she can wait a bit more. I’m a busy man, aren’t I?”

			“She’s impressed,” Eve commented. “Who wouldn’t be? All that space, the glass, the art, the people at your beck and call. Good job.”

			“Here you see Caro coming to get her at last, to walk her back. Then Caro goes out, shuts the doors, and we have our little chat.”

			Eve ran the disc forward, marked the time elapsed at twelve minutes before Trudy came hurrying out.

			And there was fear, Eve noted, a hint of wildness in the eyes, a jerkiness to the walk that was nearly a trot.

			“She was a bit annoyed,” Roarke said with a wide, wide grin.

			Eve said nothing, simply watched as Trudy was escorted down, and quickly made her way out of the building.

			“Unharmed, as you see, and where she went from there, I couldn’t say.”

			“She wasn’t afraid of her killer.” Eve’s gaze met his. “But she was afraid of you.”

			He held up his hands, palms out. “Never laid a hand on her.”

			“You don’t have to,” Eve replied. “But you’re clear. You had a record going inside your office. You would have.”

			He lifted a shoulder. “And your point?”

			“You didn’t offer that to Feeney, to the investigation.”

			“It’s private.”

			She took a careful breath. “And if it comes to a squeeze?”

			“Then I’ll give it to you, and you can decide if it’s needed. I said nothing to her that I’m ashamed of, but it’s your privacy. It’s ours, and we’re bloody well entitled to it.”

			“If it has weight in the investigation—”

			“It doesn’t. Damn it, Eve, take my word and let it go. Do you think I had her done, for Christ’s sake?”

			“No. But I know you could have. I know a part of you could want that.”

			“You’re wrong.” He braced his hands on the desk, leaned forward until their eyes were level. And his were cold as arctic ice. “If I’d wanted her done, I’d have given myself the pleasure of seeing to it personally. That’s who you married, and I’ve never pretended otherwise. It’s for you to deal with.”

			He straightened, turned, started for the door.

			“Roarke.”

			When he glanced back, she had her fingers pressed to her eyes. It tugged at his heart even as temper and pride burned at his throat.

			“I know who I married.” She lowered her hands, and her eyes were dark, but they were clear. “And you’re right, you’d have done it yourself. The fact that you could and would do that, for me—the fact that you wouldn’t, didn’t do that, again for me, well, sometimes it’s a hell of a jolt.”

			“I love you, beyond all reason. That’s a hell of a jolt for me as well.”

			“She kept me afraid, the way I think a dog’s afraid of the boot that kicks him, again and again and again. It’s not even a human fear, it’s more primal, it’s more . . . sheer. I don’t know how to say it.”

			“You have.”

			“She played on that, she used that, kept me down in the fear until there was nothing but just getting through one day to the next. And she did it without the boot. She did it by twisting what was inside me until it was all there was. Until, I swear I’d have ended myself, just to get out.”

			“But you ran instead. And got out, and did more than anyone could expect.”

			“This, all this, makes me remember too well what it was like to be nothing but fear.” The fact that her breath shuddered out told her the memory was very close to the surface. “I have to see this through, Roarke. I have to end this the way I am now. I don’t think I can if you walk away from me.”

			He came back, took her hand, gripped it. “I never walk very far.”

			“Help me. Please? Will you help me?”

			“What do you need?”

			“I need to see the run from your office.” She tightened her hand on his. “It’s not mistrust of you. I need to get into her head. I need to know what she was thinking, feeling, when she left. It can’t have been many hours after that she got beat up. Where did she go, who did she go to? It might help me figure it out.”

			“All right then, but it’s not going into the file. Your word on that first.”

			“You’ve got it.”

			He left her to go back into his office. When he returned, he handed her a fresh disc. “There’s audio as well.”

			With a nod, she plugged it in. Looked and listened.

			She knew him, the ins and outs of him, and still, his face, his tone even more than his words, made her belly jitter.

			When the run ended, she took the disc out, gave it back to him. “It’s a wonder she didn’t piss herself and ruin your expensive chair and carpet.”

			“Would’ve been worth it.”

			Eve rose, paced around the room. “She had to be working with someone. But if it was Bobby . . . nothing I have on him clicks for this. It takes a certain type to punch out your own mother. I don’t like him for it. Someone else.”

			“She was an attractive enough woman. A lover, perhaps.”

			“Logical, and lovers are notorious for using fists and weapons. So, she’s scared, scared bad, maybe wants to drop the whole thing and head back to Texas, and this pisses him off. She had a job to do, a part to play, and she didn’t pull it off. He slaps her around to remind her what’s at stake. When he comes to see her later, she’s whiny, she’s half-drunk. I want to go home. I don’t want to be here, I don’t want to do this anymore. And he’s pissed again, and kills her.”

			“Logical.”

			Yeah, logical, she thought. But shook her head. “I don’t like it. She doesn’t give up that easy. Plus, while you scared her, he hurt her. Maybe she’s caught between the two—fear and pain. But she’s not running from either. And why kill her?” She lifted her hands. “Wait until she’s calmed down. With her dead, you’ve got nothing.”

			“He lost control.”

			She brought the murder scene, the body, back into her head. “But he didn’t. Three blows. Three deliberate blows. He loses control, he’s drunk or juiced or just plain murderous, he beats the shit out of her, he smashes her face. He whales on her, but he doesn’t. He just bashes the back of her head, and leaves her.”

			She rolled her shoulders. “I’m going to set up a board. I have to start putting this in order.”

			“Well then, let’s have a meal first.”
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			SHE ATE BECAUSE HE’D NAG HER OTHERWISE. And the mechanical act of fueling the body gave her more time to think. She had a glass of wine, nursing it throughout the meal. Small sips, like medicine taken reluctantly.

			She left the wall screen on, data scrolling over. More pieces of the players she knew, or knew of, thus far. Trudy herself, and Bobby, Zana, and Bobby’s partner, Densil K. Easton.

			Finances looked solid, if not spectacular, all around. Easton had attended the same college as Bobby, graduated with him. He was married, one offspring.

			A knuckle rap for disorderly conduct his last year in college. Otherwise, no criminal.

			Still, a good candidate if Trudy had a partner, or a lover. Who’d know the ins and outs of personal and professional data better than the son’s business partner?

			Easy enough to get from Texas to New York. Tell the wife you’ve got to make a quick trip out of town, wheel a deal.

			The killer had to be good with details. Remembering to take Trudy’s ’link, bringing the weapon, or using something handy, then taking it along with him.

			Quick temper, though, bashing a woman’s brains out with a couple of hard blows. But not rage.

			Purpose.

			And what was the purpose?

			“Why don’t you talk it through,” Roarke suggested, tipped his glass toward her. “It might help.”

			“Just circling around it. I need to see the body again, need to talk to Bobby and his wife again, check out this business partner, Densil Easton, get a line on if the vic had any lovers or tight friends. Sweepers didn’t find much. Plenty of prints. Vic’s, son’s, daughter-in-law’s, the maid’s. A couple of others that checked out as previous guests, back home and alibied at the time in question. No prints on the escape platform or ladder. Got blood there, and some smeared pigeon shit.”

			“Lovely.”

			“Little bit of blood in the drain, and I’m betting it’s the vic’s.”

			“Meaning the killer didn’t wash up at the scene, and either wiped whatever he touched, or sealed up. So you’d say prepared.”

			“Maybe prepared, maybe somebody who knows how to seize opportunity.” She was silent a long moment. “I don’t feel.”

			“Don’t feel what?”

			“What I’m used to feeling. They’re worried I can’t be objective because I knew her, but that’s not the problem. I don’t feel . . . I guess it’s a connection. I always feel some kind of connection. I knew her, and I don’t feel anything at all. I helped scrape two men off the sidewalk a few days ago.”

			Tubbs—Max Lawrence in his Santa suit—and Leo Jacobs, husband and father.

			“Their mothers wouldn’t have recognized them,” she continued. “I didn’t know them, but I felt . . . I felt pity and anger. You’re supposed to put that aside. It doesn’t help the victims, the investigation, that pity, that anger. But it does. If I can hold on to it, just enough of it to drive me on. But I don’t have it. I can’t hold what I don’t have.”

			“Why should you?”

			She looked up sharply. “Because—”

			“Because she’s dead? Death conveniently makes her worth your pity, your anger? Why? She preyed on you, an innocent and traumatized child. And how many others, Eve? Have you thought of that?”

			Her throat burned. But it was his anger heating it, she realized. Not her own. “Yes. Yes, I’ve thought of that. And I’ve also thought that because I don’t feel, or can’t, I should’ve passed on this. And I can’t pass because if you can walk away, even once if you can just turn your back and walk, you’ve lost what made you.”

			“Then use something else this time.” He reached over, just to brush his fingers over the back of her hand. “Your curiosity. Who, why, how? You want to know, don’t you?”

			“Yeah.” She looked back at the screens. “Yeah, I want to know.”

			“Then let that be enough this time. This one time.”

			“I guess it’s going to have to be.”

			So she set up her board, reviewed her notes, compiled lists, checked data. When her office ’link beeped, she checked the readout, glanced at Roarke. “It’s Bobby.”

			She answered. “Dallas.”

			“Um, sorry. I’m sorry to contact you at home, and so late. It’s Bobby Lombard.”

			“Yeah, it’s all right. What’s the problem?”

			Other than your mother being dead, she thought, and the fact that you look one thin step up from a ghost.

			“I wanted to ask, if we can move. I mean, if we can get another hotel.” His hand lifted, raked through his short, sandy hair. “It’s hard—it’s hard to be here, right down the hall from . . . It’s hard.”

			“You got a place in mind?”

			“I . . . no. I tried a couple of places. Things are booked. Christmas. But Zana said maybe we had to stay here, and I didn’t think of that, so I wanted to ask.”

			“Hold on.” She put the ’link on wait mode. “You saw the digs they were in. You got anything comparable to that, something that has a vacancy for a few days?”

			“There’s always something.”

			“Thanks.” She changed modes. “Listen, Bobby, I can have a place for you tomorrow. I need you to hang on there tonight, and I’ll have a new location for you in the morning.”

			“That’s nice of you. It’s a lot of bother. I’m not thinking so clear right now.”

			“You can hang on for tonight, right?”

			“Yeah. Yeah.” He passed his hand over his eyes. “I don’t know what exactly we should do.”

			“Just stay there. My partner and I will come by in the morning. About eight. We need to do a follow-up, and afterward you can relocate.”

			“Okay. That’s good. Okay. Can you tell me if you know anything about . . . if you know anything more?”

			“We’ll talk in the morning, Bobby.”

			“Yeah.” His breath came out in a sigh. “In the morning. Thanks. Sorry.”

			“No problem.”

			When she disconnected, Roarke moved over behind her chair, laid his hands on her shoulders. “You have pity enough,” he said quietly.

			She thought she would dream, thought the nightmares would chase her in sleep, hunt her down. But they stayed shadows, never took form. Twice she woke, her body tight and tensed for the fight that didn’t come. In the morning, tired and edgy, she tried to combat the fatigue with a blistering shower, with strong coffee.

			In the end, she picked up her shield, shouldered on her weapon. She’d do the job, she told herself. If there was an empty place inside her, she’d just fill it with work.

			Roarke walked in, already suited up for the day. Those staggering blue eyes alert, aware. Once all she’d had was the work, and those empty places.

			Now she had him.

			“I thought hell had frozen over during the night.” She took a slug out of her second mug of coffee. “Since you weren’t sitting here scanning the financials when I got up.”

			“Did that in my office, so hell’s still a fiery pit, if that’s a comfort.” He tossed her a memo cube. “Took care of this from there as well. Midlevel, Big Apple Hotel. It should suit them.”

			“Thanks.” She pushed it into her pocket as he cocked his head and studied her.

			“You don’t look rested.”

			“If I were a girl, a comment like that would piss me off. I think.”

			Now he smiled, moved in to touch his lips to hers. “Lucky for both of us, then.” And he laid his cheek to hers, rubbed. “Nearly Christmas.”

			“I know, seeing as the room smells like a forest from the big-ass tree you had hauled in here.”

			He smiled at it over her shoulder. “You had a fine time hanging the baubles on the boughs, didn’t you?”

			“Yeah, that was good. I had a better time banging your brains out under them.”

			“That did put a nice finish on things.” He eased back, smoothed his thumbs under her eyes. “I don’t like seeing shadows there.”

			“You bought the territory, Ace. They go with it.”

			“I want a date with you, Lieutenant, seeing as our Sunday plans were aborted.”

			“I thought dates went out with the I do’s. Isn’t that in the marriage rule book?”

			“You didn’t read the fine print. Christmas Eve, barring emergencies. You and me, in the parlor. We’ll open our gifts, drink a great deal of Christmas cheer, and take turns banging each other’s brains out.”

			“Will there be cookies?”

			“Without a doubt.”

			“I’m there. Gotta go.” She pushed the coffee into his hand. “Peabody’s meeting me at the crime scene.” Then she grabbed his hair, gave it a yank, and gave him a hard, noisy kiss. “See you.”

			He was better than hot showers and real coffee for getting the system up and running, she decided. And she had one more thing left to top it off.

			She jogged down the stairs, grabbed her coat from the newel post, and sent Summerset a wide, toothy smile as she swirled it on. “Figured out just what to get you for Christmas. A brand-new shiny stick for you to shove up your ass. The one you’ve had up there the past couple decades must be showing some wear.”

			She strode out to her car with the smile still on her face. She had to admit, despite a shitty night’s sleep, she wasn’t feeling half bad.

			Peabody was stomping up and down in front of the hotel when Eve pulled up. The way she was eating up sidewalk told Eve she was either trying to walk off a few calories, cold—which didn’t seem possible as she had some sort of long muffler deal wrapped about six times around her neck—or seriously pissed.

			It only took one look at her partner’s face to opt for door number three.

			“What is that?” Eve demanded.

			“What is what?”

			“That thing that’s strangling you. Should I call pest control?”

			“It’s a scarf. My grandmother wove it, sent it to me, and told me to open it now. So I did.”

			Eve pursed her lips, studied the length of zigzagging reds and greens. “Festive.”

			“It’s warm, and it’s pretty, and it’s the fricking season, isn’t it?”

			“Last I checked. You want me to call that exterminator after all, for the bug crawling around in your ass, or are you getting a thrill out of it?”

			“He’s such a jerk. He’s a total and complete asshole. What am I doing cohabbing with that moron?”

			“Don’t ask me. Really,” Eve said holding up a hand. “Don’t ask me.”

			“Is it my fault we’re in a budget crunch? It is not,” Peabody announced and jabbed a finger in Eve’s face. “Is it my fault his stupid family lives in stupid Scotland? I don’t think so. And so what if we spent a couple of measly days with my family at Thanksgiving?” The snaking scarf flew and billowed when Peabody threw up her hands. “They have the sense to live in the United States of America, don’t they? Don’t they?”

			“I don’t know,” Eve said cautiously as Peabody’s eyes seemed to pinwheel with passion. “There’re a lot of them.”

			“Well, they do! And I just mention, just casually mention, that maybe we should stick around home for Christmas. You know, seeing as it’s our first one as a couple—and maybe, considering his attitude, our last. Stupid fuckhead. What are you looking at?” she demanded of a man who glanced her way as he walked by. “Yeah, keep walking. Dumbass man.”

			“The dumbass man is an innocent bystander. One of those dumbasses we’re sworn to protect and serve.”

			“All men are dumbasses. Every mother’s son. He said I was selfish! He said I wasn’t willing to share. Well, bullshit. Doesn’t he wear my earrings? Doesn’t he—”

			“If he wears anything else of yours, I really, really don’t want to know about it. We’re on the clock, Peabody.”

			“Well, I’m not selfish, and I’m not being stupid. And if it’s so important to him to go roast his damn chestnuts in Scotland, then he can just go. Screw him. I don’t know those people.”

			Tears swam now, and had Eve’s stomach going on alert. “No, no, no. No. There’s no crying on the job. No crying on the damn sidewalk in front of a crime scene.”

			“His parents, and his family. And his cousin Sheila. You know how he’s always talking about her. I can’t just go over there. I still have five pounds to lose, and I haven’t finished doing this skin-care regimen that’s supposed to shrink my pores—which are currently the circumference of moon craters. And by the time we pay for the flight, we’ll be tapped for a month. We should stay home. Why can’t we just stay home?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know. Maybe because you did the holiday thing with your half, and—”

			“But he knew my parents. Didn’t he?”

			There were still tears threatening, Eve noted, but with the heat in those brown eyes, it was a wonder they didn’t turn to steam.

			“Didn’t he meet my parents before that? He wasn’t going in cold. Besides, my family’s different.”

			She knew it was a mistake to ask, but the words just popped out of Eve’s mouth. “How do you know?”

			“Because they’re my family. And it’s not like I don’t want to meet his. Eventually. But I have to go to a foreign country, and eat—I don’t know—haggis or something. It’s disgusting.”

			“Yeah, I bet the tofu surprise was a big winner over Thanksgiving.”

			Peabody’s pinwheeling eyes went to lethal slits. “Whose side are you on?”

			“Nobody’s. I’m neutral. I’m—what is it—I’m Switzerland. Can we go to work now?”

			“He slept on the couch,” Peabody said in a trembling voice. “And he was gone when I got up this morning.”

			Eve heaved a huge sigh. “What time is his tour?”

			“On at eight, same as me.”

			Eve pulled out her communicator, contacted EDD.

			“Don’t!” Now Peabody did the panic dance on the sidewalk. “I don’t want him to know I’m worried about him.”

			“Shut up. Lieutenant Dallas, Sergeant. Has Detective McNab clocked in?” When she got an affirmative, she nodded. “Thanks, that’s it.” She clicked off. “There, he’s on the job. Like we should be.”

			“Bastard.” Tears dried up in eyes gone hard. Her mouth tightened to the width of a scalpel blade. “Just strolls right in to work.”

			“Jesus. Jesus Christ. My head. My head.” Eve cradled it in her hands a moment. “Okay. I was going to do this later.” She dug into her pocket, pulled out a small wrapped box. “Take it now.”

			“My Christmas present? That’s nice. But I’m not really in the mood to—”

			“Open the goddamn thing or I’ll kill you where you stand.”

			“Sir! Opening it.” She ripped the paper, stuffed it hurriedly in her pocket, and pulled off the lid. “It’s a key code.”

			“That’s right. It’s to the ground transpo that’ll be at the airport over in that foreign country. Air transpo’s been arranged, for two, on one of Roarke’s private shuttles. Round trip. Merry fricking Christmas. Do what you want with it.”

			“I—you—one of the shuttles? Free?” Peabody’s cheeks went pink as a summer rose. “And—and—and—a vehicle when we get there? It’s so . . . It’s so seriously mag.”

			“Great. Can we go now?”

			“Dallas!”

			“No. No. No hugs. No hugs. No. Oh, shit,” she muttered as Peabody threw her arms around her and squeezed. “We’re on duty, we’re in public. Let me go or I swear I’ll kick your ass so hard that extra five pounds you’re whining about will end up in Trenton.”

			Peabody’s response was incoherent and muffled against Eve’s shoulder. “Get snot on my coat, and I’ll strangle you with that scarf after I kick your ass.”

			“I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it.” Sniffling, Peabody drew back. “It’s the ult. Thanks. Man. Oh boy, thanks.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

			“I guess I’ve got to go now.” Peabody stared down at the box. “I mean, the main part of the excuse—reason. I meant reason. The main part’s flipped, so . . . Gosh.”

			“Whatever.” She’d been feeling pretty good, Eve remembered. And now a frustration headache was circling just over the crown of her skull. “Do you think, maybe, we could go spend just a couple minutes on murder now? Will that fit into your schedule?”

			“Yeah. I can shuffle it in. I’m good now. Thanks, Dallas. Really. Thanks. God, I have to go now. I actually have to go.”

			“Peabody,” Eve said, darkly, as they entered the building. “Ice is thinning.”

			“I’m nearly finished obsessing. Just another minute.”

			The same droid manned the desk. Eve didn’t bother to flash her badge, but started up the steps as Peabody muttered to herself. Something about packing, a red sweater, and five pounds.

			Ignoring her, Eve checked the seal on the crime scene, found it undisturbed, then continued down the hall. “Once they’re out of the room and gone, I want sweepers. Full sweep,” she added. “Cover the bases.”

			She knocked, and seconds later Bobby opened the door. His face looked gaunt, as if grief had carved away some of the flesh. He smelled of soap, and indeed she could see the open bathroom doorway behind him, and the faint sheen of steam still on the mirror over the sink.

			There was a murmur from the entertainment screen, as the on-air reporter recounted the morning’s headlines.

			“Come in. Ah, come in. I thought you were Zana. That maybe she’d forgotten her key.”

			“She’s not here?”

			“She went out to get some coffee, some bagels and stuff. I thought she’d be back by now. We packed last night,” he said when Eve glanced at the two suitcases standing by the door. “We wanted to be ready to go. We just don’t want to stay here.”

			“Why don’t we sit down, Bobby. We can get some of this out of the way before Zana gets back.”

			“She should’ve been back by now. The message said she’d only be twenty minutes.”

			“Message?”

			“Um . . .” He looked around the room, one hand raking distractedly through his hair. “She set a message alarm for me. She does things like that. Said she woke up early and wanted to go down to this deli she’d seen a few blocks from here, get some stuff so you’d have coffee when you got here. I don’t like her being out there, alone. After what happened to Mama.”

			“Probably a line at the deli, that’s all. She say which one?”

			“I don’t remember.” But he went to the bed, picked up the little travel clock on the table, hit playback.

			Morning, honey. Time to get up now. Your clothes for today are in the top drawer of the dresser, remember? I’m already up, don’t want to wake you. I know you didn’t sleep very well. I’m just running out to get some coffee and some bagels or danishes, something. Doesn’t feel right to have your friend coming by and not have anything to offer. I should’ve stocked the AutoChef before. Sorry, honey. I’ll be twenty minutes—just running to that deli a couple blocks down. Or up. I can’t figure this city out. Deli Delish. I’ll have coffee for you when you get out of the shower. I love you, honey.

			Noting the time on the stamp, Eve flicked Peabody a glance.

			“Why don’t I walk out and meet her?” Peabody said. “Give her a hand.”

			“Have a seat, Bobby,” Eve told him. “I have a few questions.”

			“Okay.” He stared at the door Peabody closed behind her. “I shouldn’t worry. It’s just that she’s never been to New York. She probably turned the wrong way coming out, something like that. Got turned around, that’s all.”

			“Peabody’ll find her. Bobby, how long have you known your partner?”

			“D.K.? Since college.”

			“So you’re tight—on a personal level?”

			“Yeah, sure. I was best man at his wedding, and he was at mine. Why?”

			“He knew your mother then?”

			“I had to tell him, had to call and tell him yesterday.” When his mouth trembled, Bobby firmed it. “He’s covering for me back home. Said he’d come out here if I needed him to. Don’t want him to do that. Christmas coming, and he’s got a family.” Bobby put his head in his hands. “Nothing he can do anyway. Nothing to do.”

			“What kind of relationship did he have with your mother?”

			“Careful.” When he lifted his head, he nearly mustered a smile. “Oil and water, you know?”

			“Why don’t you explain it to me?”

			“Well, D.K., he’s what you’d call a risk-taker. I never would’ve gone out on my own if he hadn’t nudged me. My mama, she could be a little critical of people. She didn’t think we’d make it in the business, but we’re doing okay.”

			“They didn’t get along?”

			“Mostly, D.K. and Marita stayed out of her way. Marita’s his wife.”

			“Anyone else she didn’t get along with?”

			“Well, I guess Mama wasn’t what you’d call a people person.”

			“How about people she did get along with, people she was close to?”

			“Me and Zana. Always used to tell me she didn’t need anybody but me, but she made room for Zana. She raised me on her own, you know. That was hard. She had to give up a lot to make sure I had a good home. I came first. She always told me I came first.”

			“I know this is hard. How about her assets? She had the house, right?”

			“It’s a good place. Can’t have a son in the business and not have a good property. She was pretty well set. Worked hard all her life, was careful with her money. Frugal.”

			“You inherit.”

			He looked blank. “I guess. We never talked about it.”

			“How’d she get along with Zana?”

			“Good. Things were a little rough at first. Mama—I was all she had, and she wasn’t real happy about Zana right off. You know how mothers are.” He caught himself, colored. “Sorry, that was stupid.”

			“No problem. She had a problem with you marrying Zana?”

			“Just me getting married, I’d say. But Zana won her over. They get—got along fine.”

			“Bobby, were you aware that your mother went to see my husband on Friday afternoon?”

			“Your husband? What for?”

			“She wanted money. A lot of money.”

			He simply stared, shook his head slowly side to side. “That can’t be right.”

			He didn’t look shocked, she noted. He simply looked baffled. “Do you know who I’m married to?”

			“Yeah, sure. There were all those media reports after the cloning scandal. I couldn’t believe it was you, right up on the screen. I didn’t even remember you at first. It’s been a long time. But Mama did. She—”

			“Bobby, your mother came to New York for a reason. She wanted to contact me again because I happen to be married to a man who has a lot of money. She wanted some of it.”

			His face remained blank, his voice slow and careful. “That’s just not true. That’s just not.”

			“It is true, and it’s very likely she had an associate, and that associate killed her when there was no money given. Bet you could use a couple million dollars, Bobby.”

			“A couple million . . . You think I did that to Mama?” He got shakily to his feet. “That I’d hurt my own mother? A couple million dollars.” His hands went to the sides of his head, squeezed. “This is crazy talk. I don’t know why you’d say things like that. Somebody broke in, came in through the window, and killed my mother. He left her lying on the floor in there. You think I could do that to my own blood? To my own mother?”

			She stayed where she was, kept her tone just as brisk, just as firm. “I don’t think anyone broke in, Bobby. I think they came in. I think she knew them. She had other injuries, injuries she sustained hours before her death.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“The facial wounds, bruising elsewhere on her person, all were inflicted sometime Friday night. Injuries you claim you knew nothing about.”

			“I didn’t. It can’t be.” The words hitched and jumped out of his mouth. “She’d have told me if she was hurt. She’d have told me if somebody hurt her. For God’s sake, this is just crazy.”

			“Someone did hurt her. Several hours after she left my husband’s office, where she attempted to shake him down for two million. She left empty-handed. That tells me she was working with someone, and that someone was seriously pissed off. She walked into Roarke’s office and wanted two million to go back to Texas and leave me alone. It’s on record, Bobby.”

			There was no color left in his face. “Maybe . . . maybe she asked for a loan. Maybe she wanted to help me out, with the business. Zana and I are talking about maybe starting a family. Maybe Mama . . . I don’t understand any of this. You’re making it sound like Mama was—was—”

			“I’m giving you the facts, Bobby.” Cruelly, she thought, but the cruelty could take him off the suspect list. “I’m asking who she trusted enough, cared for enough to work with on this. The only ones you’re coming up with are you and your wife.”

			“Me and Zana? You think one of us could’ve killed her? Could’ve left her bleeding on the floor of some hotel room? Over money? Over money that wasn’t even there? Over anything?” he said and sank back onto the side of the bed.

			“Why are you doing this to me?”

			“Because someone left her bleeding on the floor of some hotel room, Bobby. And I think it was over money.”

			“Maybe your husband did it.” His head shot up, and his eyes were fierce now. “Maybe he killed my mother.”

			“Do you think I’d be telling you any of this if there was a chance of that? If I wasn’t absolutely sure, if the facts weren’t rock solid on his side, what do you think I’d do? Open window, escape platform. Unknown intruder, botched break-in. Sorry for your loss, and that’s that. Look at me.”

			She waited until he took a good long look at her face. “I could do that, Bobby. I’m a cop. I’ve got rank, I’ve got respect. I could close the door on this so nobody’d look back. But what I’m going to do is find out who killed your mother and left her lying on that floor. You can count on it.”

			“Why? Why do you care? You ran away from her. You took off when she was doing her best by you. You—”

			“You know better, Bobby.” She kept her voice low, kept it even. “You know better. You were there.”

			He lowered his gaze. “She had a hard time, that’s all. It was hard raising a kid on her own, trying to make ends meet.”

			“Maybe. I’ll tell you why I’m doing this, Bobby. I’m doing it for me, and maybe I’m doing it for you. For the kid who snuck me food. But I’ll tell you, if I find out you’re the one who killed her, I’ll lock you in a cage.”

			He straightened; he cleared his throat. His face, his voice, were very set now. “I didn’t kill my mother. I never once in my life raised a hand to her. Never once in my life. If she came for money, it was wrong. It was wrong, but she was doing it for me. I wish she’d told me. Or—or somebody made her do it. Somebody threatened her, or me, or—”

			“Who?”

			“I don’t know.” His voice cracked and shattered. “I don’t know.”

			“Who knew you were coming to New York?”

			“D.K., Marita, the people who work for us, some of the clients. God, the neighbors. We didn’t keep it a secret, for God’s sake.”

			“Make a list of everyone you can think of. We’ll work from there.” She rose when the door opened.

			Peabody came in all but carrying a pale and shaking Zana.

			“Zana. Honey.” Bobby sprang off the bed, leaped to his wife’s side, caught her in his arms. “What happened?”

			“I don’t know. A man. I don’t know.” Sobbing now, she threw her arms around Bobby’s neck. “Oh, Bobby.”

			“Found her a block east,” Peabody told Eve. “Looked lost, shaken up. She said a man grabbed her, forced her into a building.”

			“My God, Zana, honey. Did he hurt you?”

			“He had a knife. He said he’d cut me if I screamed or tried to run. I was so scared. I said he could have my purse. I told him to take it.

			“I don’t know. I don’t think . . . Oh, Bobby, he said he killed your mama.”

			Eve waded through the next flood of tears, muscled Zana away from Bobby. “Sit down. Stop crying. You’re not hurt.”

			“I think he—” With a trembling hand, she reached down the small of her back.

			“Take off the coat.” Eve noted the small hole in the red cloth, and the tear in the sweater Zana wore under it. There were a few spots of blood. “Superficial,” Eve said, then pulled up the sweater, examined the shallow cut.

			“He stabbed you?” Horrified, Bobby slapped at Eve’s hands to get a look for himself.

			“It’s a scratch,” Eve said.

			“I don’t feel very well.”

			When Zana’s eyes started to roll back, Eve grabbed her and shook. “You’re not going to faint. You’re going to sit down, and you’re going to tell me what happened.” She pushed Zana into a chair, then shoved the woman’s head between her knees. The thin silver dangles at her ears swung like bell clappers.

			“Breathe. Peabody.”

			“On it.” Already prepared, Peabody came out of the bathroom with a damp washcloth. “It really is a scratch,” she said gently to Bobby. “A little antiseptic wouldn’t hurt.”

			“In my travel kit. It’s already packed.” Zana’s voice was weak and wavery. “In my little travel kit in the suitcase. God, can we go home? Can’t we just go home?”

			“You’re going to make a statement. On record,” Eve said and showed Zana the recorder. “You got up, went out to get coffee.”

			“I feel a little sick to my stomach.”

			“No, you don’t,” Eve said brutally. “You left the hotel.”

			“I . . . I wanted to be able to offer you something when you got here. And Bobby’s hardly eaten a thing since . . . I thought I’d just run out, pick up a few things before he woke up. We didn’t sleep much last night.”

			“Okay, you went downstairs.”

			“I went down, and I said good morning to the desk clerk. I know he’s a droid, but still. And I went outside. It looked like a nice day, cool though. So I started buttoning up my coat as I walked. Then . . . he was just there. He had his arm around me so fast, and I could feel the point of the knife. He said if I screamed he’d ram it right into me. Just to walk, keep walking, look down, down at my feet and keep walking. I was so scared. Can I have some water?”

			“I’ll get it.” Peabody moved into the kitchenette.

			“He walked really fast, and I was afraid I’d trip. Then he’d kill me right there.” Her eyes went glassy again.

			“Focus. Concentrate,” Eve snapped. “What did you do?”

			“Nothing.” Zana shivered, hugged herself. “I said, ‘You can have my purse.’ But he didn’t say anything. I was afraid to look up. I thought maybe I should run, but he was strong, and I was too afraid. Then he pushed open this door. It was a bar, I think. It was dark and there was nobody there, but it smelled like a bar, you know. Thank you.”

			She took the water in both hands, and still it slopped over the rim as she brought it to her lips. “I can’t stop shaking. I thought he was going to rape me and kill me, and I couldn’t do anything. But he told me to sit down, so I did, and keep my hands on the table, so I did. He said he wanted the money, and I told him to take my purse. Just take it. He said he wanted the full two million, or he’d do to me what he did to Trudy. But he’d cut me up so nobody’d even recognize me when he was finished.”

			Tears streamed down her face, sparkled on her lashes. “I said, ‘You killed Mama Tru, you killed her?’ He said he’d do worse to me, and to Bobby, if we didn’t get him the money. Two million dollars. We don’t have two million dollars, Bobby. I told him, my God, where are we going to get that kind of money? He said, ‘Ask the cop.’ And he gave me what he said was a numbered account. He made me say it back, over and over, and said if I screwed it up, if I forgot the number, he’d come find me, and he’d carve it into my ass. That’s what he said. 505748711094463. 505748711094463. 505—”

			“Okay, we got it. Keep going.”

			“He said for me to just sit there. ‘You sit there, little bitch,’ that’s what he said.” She swiped at her wet cheeks. “ ‘You sit there for fifteen minutes. You come out before then, I’ll kill you.’ And he left me there. I just sat there in the dark. Afraid to get up, afraid he’d come back. I just sat until the time was up. I didn’t know where I was when I came out. I was all turned around. It was so noisy. I started to run, but my legs wouldn’t run, and I couldn’t find my way back. Then the detective came, and she helped me.

			“I left my purse. I must’ve left my purse. Or maybe he took it. I didn’t get the coffee.”

			She dissolved into tears again. Eve gave her a full minute of them, then pushed. “What did he look like, Zana?”

			“I don’t know. Not really. I hardly got a look. He was wearing a hat, like a ski hat, and sunshades. He was tall. I think. He had on black jeans and black boots. I kept looking down, like he said, and I saw his boots. They had laces, and they were scuffed at the toes. I kept looking at his boots. He had big feet.”

			“How big?”

			“Bigger than Bobby’s. A little bit bigger, I think.”

			“What color was his skin?”

			“I hardly saw. White, I think. He wore black gloves. But I think he was white. I only got a glimpse, and when he took me inside, it was dark. He stayed behind me the whole time, and it was dark.”

			“Facial hair, any scars, marks, tattoos?”

			“I didn’t see any.”

			“His voice? Any accent?”

			“He talked down in his throat, low down. I don’t know.” She looked piteously at Bobby. “I was so scared.”

			Eve pressed a little more, but the details were getting hazier.

			“I’m going to have you escorted to your new location, and I’m going to put a uniformed guard on you. If you remember anything else, however slight, I want you to contact me.”

			“I don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this. Why would he kill Mama Tru? Why would he think we could give him so much money?”

			Eve looked over at Bobby. Then she signalled for Peabody to arrange for the escort. “Bobby will tell you what we know.”
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			TO EXPEDITE THE TRANSFER, EVE PERSONALLY escorted Bobby and Zana to their new location. She assigned two uniforms to canvass for the location Zana said she’d been taken, fanning out in a four-block radius from the original hotel. Rather than search the vacated room herself, she left it to Peabody and the sweepers before heading to the morgue.

			At her request, Morris had Trudy waiting.

			Nothing, Eve thought as she looked down at the body. There was still nothing inside her. No pity, no anger.

			“What can you tell me?” Eve asked.

			“Facial and bodily injuries sustained twenty-four to thirty-six hours before the head wounds. We’ll get to them shortly.” Morris handed her a pair of microgoggles, gestured. “Have a look here.”

			She stepped to the slab with him, bent to study the fatal injuries.

			“Some ridges. And these circular or half-circular patterns.”

			“Good eye. Now let me bump it up for you.” He brought the section of the skull onto his screen, magnified.

			Eve shoved the goggles to the top of her head. “You said you found fibers in the head wound.”

			“Waiting for the labs on that.”

			“These patterns. Could be credits. Cloth sap filled with credits. Old-fashioned and dependable. You’ve got ridges, possibly from the edges, then those more circular shapes. Yeah, could be credits. Lots of them from the weight it would take to crush the skull.”

			She put the goggles back on, re-examined the wounds. “Three blows maybe. The first at the base—they’d be standing, vic with her back to the killer. Goes down, second blow comes from above—you’ve got more punch there, more velocity. And the third . . .”

			She stepped back, shoving the goggles back up. “One,” she said, miming a two-handed swing from her right and down. “Two.” Overhead, this time and down. “And three.” Swinging, still two-handed, from the left.

			She nodded. “Fits the spatter pattern. If the sap was cloth—a bag, a sock, a small pouch—you could get those imprints. No defensive wounds, so she didn’t put up a fight. Taken by surprise. From behind, so she’s not afraid. If the killer had another weapon—a knife, a stunner to force her to turn around—why not use it? And it’d be a quiet murder. First blow takes the vic down, she wouldn’t have time to scream.”

			“Simple, and straightforward.” Morris set his own goggles down. “Let’s go back, review our previous program.”

			With his sealed fingers, he tapped some icons on his diagnostic comp. He wore his long, dark hair in a braid today, and the braid curled up in a loop at the nape of his neck. His suit was a deep, conservative navy, until you added the pencil-thin stripes of showy red.

			“Here’s our facial wound. Let’s enhance it a bit.”

			“Similar ridged pattern. Same weapon.”

			“And the same on the abdomen, torso, thighs, left hip. But something interests me here. Look closely at the facial wound again.”

			“I’d say the attacker was close in.” She paused, puzzled. “From the bruising, the angle, it looks like an uppercut.” She turned to Morris, swung up toward his face, and had him blink and jerk his head back a fraction as her fist stopped a hairsbreadth from his skin.

			“Let’s use the program, shall we?”

			She couldn’t quite stop the grin. “I wouldn’t have tapped you.”

			“Regardless.” He moved back to the screen, cautiously keeping it between them. He pulled up his program, showing two figures. “Now, you see the angles and movements of the attacker, programmed to re-create the injuries we see. The facial injury indicates a left-handed blow, uppercut, as you said. It’s awkward.”

			Eve frowned as she watched the screen. “Nobody hits like that. If it’s a leftie coming at her that way, he’d’ve swung out, caught her here.” She flicked fingers on her own cheekbone. “If he swung up, he should’ve caught her lower. Maybe right-handed, and he . . . no.”

			She turned from the screen and back to the body. “With a fist, maybe, maybe you get bruising like that. But with a sap, you’ve got to swing it, even close in, you’ve got to lead with it.”

			Her brows drew together, and her eyes narrowed. Then she lifted them to Morris. “Well, for Christ’s sake. She did it to herself?”

			“I ran that, and got a probability in the mid-nineties. Have a look.” He brought up the next program. “One figure, a two-handed swing, right taking the weight, cross-body to the face.”

			“Sick bitch,” Eve said under her breath.

			“And a motivated one. The angles of the other injuries—save the head—could all be self-inflicted. Probability hits 99.8, when we factor in the facial injuries as self.”

			She had to wipe away previous theories, get her head around the self-inflicted. “No defensive wounds, no sign she struggled or was restrained.”

			While her mind whirled, Eve put the goggles on yet again, moved back to examine every inch of the body. “The bruising on the knees, the elbows?”

			“Consistent with a fall, timing coordinates with the head wounds.”

			“Okay, okay. Somebody clocks you in the face like this, comes at you to beat on you some more, you run, or you fall, you put your hands up to try to ward them off. Should be bruising on her forearms at least. But there isn’t, because she’s beating on herself. Nothing under her nails?”

			“Now that you mention it . . .” Morris smiled. “A couple of fibers, under the index and ring fingers of her right hand, under the index of her left.”

			“They’re going to be the same as what you found in the head wound.” Eve closed her right fist. “Digs into the cloth, gets her courage up. Crazy bitch.”

			“Dallas, you said you knew her. Why would she do this?”

			Eve tossed the goggles aside. She’d found her anger now, and it soaked into her bones. “So she could say someone else did. Me, maybe Roarke. Maybe go to the media with it,” she said as she began to pace. “No, no, you’re not going to get big fat piles of money that way. Attention, sure, and some dough, but not a bakery full. Blackmail. Figured she could go back on us. Pay up, or I go public, show people how you hurt me. But it turned back on her. Whoever she was working with decided they didn’t need her anymore. Or she got greedy, tried to cut them out.”

			“Takes some brass ones to try to blackmail a cop like you, or a man like Roarke.” He looked back at the body. “Takes some sick need to do this to yourself for money.”

			“Got paid back, didn’t she?” Eve said quietly. “All the way back.”

			Peabody took a detour. Dallas would roast her if she got wind, but she didn’t intend to be long. Besides, the sweepers hadn’t found anything so far in the rooms vacated.

			She wasn’t even sure McNab would be in-house. He could be out in the field for all she knew. Since he hadn’t bothered to leave her a message.

			Men were such pains in the ass, she wondered why she bothered to keep one. She’d been doing okay solo. It wasn’t as if she’d gone out looking for somebody like Ian McNab.

			Who would?

			Now she was cohabbing, with a lease in both their names. They’d bought a new bed together—a really uptown gel. And that made it theirs instead of hers, didn’t it? Which she hadn’t thought about until now.

			Which she wouldn’t have to think about now, except he’d been such a complete dick.

			And technically, he’d been the one to walk out, so he should be the one to make the first move. She hesitated, nearly jumped off the glide. But the box Dallas had given her was burning a hole in her pocket—and the idea that maybe she’d been partly to blame was burning one in her gut.

			Probably just indigestion. She shouldn’t have grabbed that soy dog on the corner.

			She stalked into EDD, her chin jutted up. There he was, in his cube. How could you miss him when even in the rainbow hues of the division his green zip pants and yellow shirt vibrated.

			She sniffed, then stomped over to jab him sharply on the shoulder twice. “I need to talk to you.”

			His eyes, cool and green, flicked to her face, away again. “Busy here.”

			The back of her neck sizzled at the dismissal. “Five minutes,” she said between her teeth. “Private.”

			He shoved back from his station, swiveled around fast enough to make his long tail of blond hair swing. He gave a jerk of the shoulder to indicate she should follow him, then strode off on his shiny yellow airboots.

			Color, from anger and from embarrassment, rode her cheeks as she wove through the clicks and clacks of EDD. The fact that no one paused long enough to hail her or send her a wave told her McNab hadn’t kept their situation to himself.

			Well, neither had she. So what?

			He opened the door to a small break room where two detectives were arguing in the incomprehensible terms of e-geeks. McNab simply jerked a thumb toward the door. “Need five.”

			The detectives took their argument and a couple of cherry fizzies out the door. One paused long enough to glance back at Peabody with a look of sympathetic understanding.

			Of course, Peabody thought, the look came from a female.

			McNab got himself a lime fizzy, probably color-coordinating his outfit, Peabody thought nastily. She closed the door herself as he leaned back against the short counter.

			“I’ve got something cooking, so make it fast,” he told her.

			“Oh, I’ll make it fast. You’re not the only one who’s got something cooking. If you hadn’t snuck out of the apartment this morning, we could’ve dealt with some of this before shift.”

			“I didn’t sneak.” He took a long drink, eyeing her over the neon tube. “Not my fault you sleep like a corpse. Plus, I didn’t feel like slamming up against your attitude first thing in the morning.”

			“My attitude?” Her voice came out in a squeak that would have mortified her if she’d noticed it. “You’re the one who said I was selfish. You’re the one who said I didn’t care.”

			“I know what I said. So if this is just a replay—”

			Peabody planted her feet. For once she was happy to know she outweighed him. “You make a move to that door before I’m done, I’ll flatten your bony ass.”

			Now temper flashed in his eyes. “Say what you’ve got to say, then. Odds are it’ll be more than you’ve had to say to me for the past week.”

			“What’re you talking about?”

			“You’ve always got something to do.” He slammed down his drink, and true to its name, lime-colored liquid fizzed over the lip. “Always got something going. Every time I try to talk to you, it’s ‘We’ll get into it later.’ You’re going to dump a guy, you could have the decency to wait until after the holidays. Wouldn’t fucking kill you.”

			“What? What? Dump you? Have you lost what little brainpower you had?”

			“You’ve been avoiding me. Coming in late, heading out early, every damn day.”

			“I’ve been Christmas shopping, you moron.” She threw her hands in the air as her voice pitched toward a shout. “I’ve been going to the gym. And I’ve been up at Mavis and Leonardo’s because . . . I can’t tell you why. And if I’ve been avoiding you, it’s because all you want to talk about is going to Scotland.”

			“We’ve only got a couple of days left to—”

			“I know, I know.” She slapped her hands to her head and squeezed.

			“I’ve got a line on some side work I can do, help pay for it. I just want to . . . You weren’t going to dump me?”

			“No, but I should. I should dump you right on your pointy head and save myself all this aggravation.” She dropped her hands, sighed. “Maybe I was avoiding you because I didn’t want to talk about going to Scotland.”

			“You always said you wanted to go one day.”

			“I know what I said, but that’s when I didn’t think we’d ever go. Now you’re pinning me to it, and I’m nervous. No, not nervous. Terrified.”

			“Of what?”

			“Of meeting your family—all at once. Of being the one you bring home for Christmas, for God’s sake.”

			“Jesus, Peabody, who the hell do you want me to bring home for Christmas?”

			“Me, you idiot. But when you bring somebody home for Christmas, it’s a big. It’s a real big. They’re all going to be looking at me and asking me questions, and I can’t lose a stupid goddamn five pounds, because I’m nervous, so I eat. And I figured if we could just stay home I wouldn’t have to worry about it until whenever.”

			He just stared at her in the baffled way men had stared at women across the ages. “You took me home for Thanksgiving.”

			“That’s different. It is,” she said before he could object. “You’d already met my parents, and we’re Free-Agers. We feed anybody and everybody on Thanksgiving. I feel fat and clunky, and they’re going to hate me.”

			“Dee.” He only called her Dee when he was particularly tender, or especially exasperated. This, from his tone, seemed to be some of both. “It is a real big to take someone home for Christmas. You’re the first I have.”

			“Oh, God. That just makes it worse. Or better. I don’t know which.” She swallowed, pressed a hand to her belly. “I think I feel sick.”

			“They’re not going to hate you. They’re going to love you because I do. I love you, She-Body.” He gave her the smile, the one that made her think of little puppy dogs. “Please come home with me. I’ve been waiting a long time to show you off.”

			“Oh, wow. Oh, boy.” Sentimental tears sprang to her eyes as she jumped him. His hands clamped on her ass.

			“I’ve got to lock the door,” he muttered as he bit cheerfully at her ear.

			“Everybody’ll know what we’re doing.”

			“I love being the object of envy. Mmm, I missed you. Let me just—”

			“Wait, wait!” She shoved back, dug into her pocket. “I forgot. God. It’s our present from Dallas and Roarke.”

			“I’d rather have one from you right now.”

			“Look. You’ve got to look. They’re giving us the trip,” she said as she opened the box, showed him the cards inside. “Private shuttle, ground transpo. The works.”

			Since his hands dropped off her ass, she figured he was as stunned as she’d been. “Holy shit.”

			“All we have to do is pack,” she said with a watery smile. “You don’t have to take the side job, unless you want it. I’m sorry I was such a freak about this. I love you, too.”

			She threw her arms around him, locked lips. Then eased back with a wicked wiggle of eyebrows. “I’ll lock the door.”

			Minutes after Eve stepped into her office to coordinate her next move, Peabody rushed in.

			“I’ve got the initial sweeper’s report on the room the Lombards vacated—nothing,” Peabody said hurriedly. “Canvassing cops found the bar—one block east, two south of the hotel. Door was unlocked. Zana’s purse was inside on the floor. I have a team heading there now.”

			“You’ve been busy,” Eve said. “How did you manage to fit in sex?”

			“Sex? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I bet you want coffee.” She darted to the AutoChef, then whirled back. “How do you know I had sex? Do you have sex radar?”

			“Your shirt’s not buttoned right, and you’ve got a fresh hickey on your neck.”

			“Damn it.” Peabody slapped a hand to the side of her neck. “How bad is it? Why don’t you have a mirror in here?”

			“Because, let’s see, could it be because it’s an office? You’re a disgrace. Go do something about yourself before the commander—” Her interoffice ’link beeped. “Too late. Step back. Step the hell back so you’re not on-screen. Christ.”

			Her head might have dropped in shame as she eased out of range, but a smile tugged at Peabody’s mouth. “We made up.”

			“Can it. Dallas.”

			“Commander Whitney would like to see you in his office, immediately.”

			“On my way.” She clicked off. “Give me the salient, make it fast.”

			“I’ll come. I just need to—”

			“Give me the salient, Detective. Then write your report.”

			“Sir. The sweepers found no evidence in the rooms vacated by Bobby and Zana to tie them to the murder under investigation. Zana Lombard’s handbag was located by canvassing officers inside a bar called Hidey Hole on Ninth between Thirty-nine and Forty. The officers entered the premises when it was noted that the security was off, and the lock disengaged. The officers sealed the building, and sweepers are responding.”

			“Name of the owner of the bar, the owner of the building.”

			“I intended to obtain that information after bringing you up to date.”

			“Do it now. Run the names. I want the data and your written report within thirty.”

			Eve let the steam of temper carry her out of her office, through the bull pen, into the elevator, where for once she didn’t have to use her elbows to maintain a little personal space.

			Good thing, she decided. She might’ve broken some asshole’s ribs.

			Then she shut it down, turned it off. She would show Whitney nothing but control and professionalism. She’d use them, and whatever else she needed, to keep the case.

			He was waiting, sitting back in his chair behind his desk. His wide, dark face showed no more than hers what was inside his head. His hair was salt and pepper, with the salt liberally dashed. There were lines carved in his face, around the eyes, around the mouth, etched there by time and, she was sure, the burden of command.

			“Lieutenant, you’ve named yourself as primary in a homicide investigation that is now in its second day, and this office has not been so informed by you.”

			“Sir, the investigation came into my hands yesterday morning. Sunday morning, sir, when both of us were off duty.”

			He acknowledged that with a slight dip of his head. “Yet you took charge of this matter while off duty, utilizing departmental personnel, and equipment, neglecting to inform your superior.”

			No point in bullshit, she decided. “Yes, sir, I did. I believed the circumstances warranted my actions, and am fully prepared to report said circumstances and actions at this time.”

			He lifted a hand. “In the ‘better-late-than-never’ category?”

			“No, sir. In the ‘immediate-need-to-secure-the-scene-and-gather-evidence’ category. Respectfully, Commander.”

			“The victim was known to you.”

			“She was. I haven’t seen or had contact with the victim for over twenty years until two days before her death, when she came to my office.”

			“You’re entering a boggy area, Dallas.”

			“I don’t believe so, sir. I knew the victim briefly when I was a child. Therefore—”

			“You were under her care for several months when you were a child,” he corrected.

			Okay, she thought, screw it. “The term ‘care’ is inaccurate, as she gave none. I would have passed her on the street without recognizing her. There would have been no further contact between us after her visit to me this past Thursday if she had not gone to my husband’s office the following day and attempted to shake him down for two million dollars.”

			His eyebrows winged up. “And this is not boggy territory?”

			“He showed her the door. Captain Feeney has the security discs from Roarke’s office, was requested to retrieve them by Roarke in order to aid this investigation. She left the same way she came in.”

			“Sit down, Dallas.”

			“Sir, I’d do better standing. I went to her hotel room Sunday morning as I felt it necessary to speak with her, to make it clear that she would not blackmail or extort funds from Roarke or myself. That neither of us were concerned regarding her threat to go to the media or the authorities with copies she claimed to have of my sealed files. At that time—”

			“Did she have copies?”

			“Very likely. None were found at the scene, though a disc holder was recovered. The probability is high that whoever killed her now has possession of them.”

			“Dr. Mira has spoken to me. She came to see me this morning, as you should have done.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“She believes that you’re capable of handling this investigation, and further that it’s in your best interest to do so.” His chair creaked as he shifted his weight. “I’ve also just spoken with the ME, so I’m not completely in the dark regarding this case. Before you give me your report, I want to know why you didn’t come to me. I want it straight, Dallas.”

			“I felt I would be in a better position to continue as primary if the investigation was ongoing. My objectivity on the matter would be less likely called into question.”

			He said nothing for a long moment. “You could have come to me. Report.”

			He’d shaken her, and she had to struggle not to fumble, to take him through clearly from her first contact with the victim to the data Peabody had just given her.

			“She self-inflicted in order to bolster her plan for blackmail. Would that be your opinion?”

			“It would, given the ME’s findings and the current evidence.”

			“Her partner or accomplice kills her, abducts the daughter-in-law, and through her continues the demand for money, using the threat of exposure of your sealed files.”

			“I don’t believe the killer would be aware that both Roarke and I were in the company of the chief of police and security, and yourself, sir, when the murder took place. It’s possible implicating one or both of us is part of the plan at this point.”

			“It was a good party.” He smiled a little. “The numbered account is being traced?”

			“Captain Feeney is taking that. With permission, I’d like Roarke to assist in that area.”

			“I’m surprised he isn’t already.”

			“I haven’t brought him fully up to date. It’s been a busy morning, Commander.”

			“It’s going to get busier. It’d be a mistake to keep your connection to the victim undercover. It’ll come out. Better if you bring it out. Use Nadine.”

			Eve thought of her media connection. She’d hoped for more breathing room there, but he was right. Get it done, get it out. Get it spun. “I’ll contact her right away.”

			“And the media liaison. Keep me informed.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Dismissed.”

			She started toward the door, stopped, and turned back. “Commander Whitney, I apologize for keeping you out of the loop. It won’t happen again.”

			“No, it won’t.”

			She walked out unsure if she’d been given a supportive pat on the back or a rap across the knuckles. Probably both, she decided, as she headed back to Homicide.

			Peabody popped up from her desk in the bullpen the minute Eve strode in, and trotted behind her into her office.

			“I have the data you requested, Lieutenant, and my report.”

			“Good. I don’t have coffee.”

			“That abhorrent oversight will be corrected immediately, sir.”

			“If you’re going to lick my boots, Peabody, try to be subtle about it.”

			“Was my tongue hanging out that far? I deserved the slap—I won’t say it wasn’t worth it, but I deserved it. McNab and I cleared the air, and straightened stuff out. He thought I was dumping him. Stupid idiot.”

			It was said with such affection, almost sung, that Eve just dropped her head in her hands. “If you want to wiggle out of another kick in the ass, spare me the details.”

			“Sorry. Coffee, sir, just the way you like it. Would you like me to get you something from vending? My treat.”

			Eve lifted her head, slanted her eyes over toward Peabody. “Just how long were the two of you banging? No, no, I don’t want to know. Just get me whatever, then contact Nadine. Tell her I need a meet.”

			“On that.”

			As Peabody scooted out, Eve tried Roarke on his personal ’link. She dragged a hand through her hair as she was transferred to voice mail.

			“Sorry to bump into your day. There are some complications. Get back to me when you get the chance.”

			She shrugged her shoulders, hissed, then contacted the dreaded media liaison. With that duty done, she plugged in Peabody’s data disc, began the scan as her partner came back.

			“I got you a Go Bar, tide you over. Nadine’s up for a meet—in fact, she said she had stuff to talk to you about, and wanted lunch.”

			“Lunch? Why can’t she just come here?”

			“She’s juiced about something, Dallas. Wants you to meet her at Scentsational, at noon.”

			“Where?”

			“Oh, it’s a real hot spot. She must be able to pull fat strings to get a reservation. I’ve got the address. She asked me to come, too, so . . .”

			“Sure, sure. Why the hell not. Just us freaking girls.”
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			THOUGH THE SWEEPER’S REPORT ON HIDEY HOLE told her the locks and security had been tampered with, Eve went to the scene herself and met with the owner.

			His name was Roy Chancey, and he was just as pissed to be hauled out of bed as he was with the break-in.

			“Probably kids. Mostly is.” He scratched the paunch of his belly, yawned, and gave her a good whiff of breath that had yet to be refreshed.

			“No, it wasn’t kids. Give me your whereabouts between seven and nine this morning.”

			“In my Christing bed, where d’ya think? Don’t close ’til three. Time I get locked up and hit the sheets, it’s damn near four. I sleep days. Nothing out there but sun and traffic days anyway.”

			“You live upstairs.”

			“ ’S’right. Got a dance studio second floor, apartments on three and four.”

			“Alone? You live alone, Chancey?”

			“ ’S’right. Look, why’d I wanna break into my own place?”

			“Good question. Do you know this woman?” She showed him Trudy’s ID photo.

			She gave him credit for taking a good look. Cops and bartenders, Eve thought. They knew how to make people.

			“Nope. She the one got pulled in here?”

			“Nope. She’s the one got dead a couple days ago.”

			“Hey, hey, hey!” His rheumy eyes finally showed some life. “Nobody got dead in my place. Some might mix it up a little now and then, but nobody gets dead.”

			“How about this one? You know her?” She offered Zana’s ID.

			“No. Jesus, she dead, too? What’s the deal?”

			“What time does the dance studio open?”

			“Like eight. Closed on Monday, though, thank Christ. Nothing but noise otherwise.”

			He’s not in it,” Peabody said when they stepped outside.

			“Nope.” On the street, Eve studied the building, the ground-level door, the exterior. “Easy enough to pick out. Locks were crappy, security crappier. Minimal skill required to get in.”

			She scanned the pedestrian and street traffic. “Midlevel risk to get her in. Guy quick-walking with a woman, her head’s down. Who pays attention? She’d drummed up a little spine, makes some noise, resists, maybe she shakes him off.”

			“Small-town girl, big city, dead mother-in-law.” Peabody shrugged. “Not surprising she went along, especially when he gave her that little stick.”

			“Sloppy, though, whole thing’s sloppy. Stupid on top of sloppy. And you’re hitting for two million when, as far as you know, the well’s a hell of a lot deeper. Chump change.”

			“You’re jaded.”

			“Yeah, so?”

			“No, I mean about money, if you can call two mil chump change.”

			“I am not.” The insult went deep. “You’re in for two, then you get bloody. Stakes go up when there’s blood, and you ask for more. Small-time, it’s small-time. Has to be another reason he took Trudy out.”

			“Lover’s quarrel, maybe. No honor among thieves. Maybe she was trying to cut him out.”

			“Yeah, greed always works.”

			Her ’link beeped on the way to the car. “Dallas.”

			“Complications?” Roarke said.

			“A few.” She filled him in. “You’re on for ECC status if you want and can fit it in.”

			“I’ve a few things to deal with I’d rather not shift, but I’ll touch base with Feeney. I should be able to work on it a bit at home this evening. In the company of my lovely wife.”

			Eve’s shoulders automatically hunched together, particularly when she noted Peabody looking her way with fluttering eyelashes. “My day’s pretty packed. I’m going to go by the lab now . . . No, shit, meet first, then lab. Gotta do some media spinning, so I’m tagging Nadine. Appreciate the assist if you manage it.”

			“Not a problem. Squeeze some food into your schedule.”

			“I’m having lunch with Nadine at some stupid place.”

			“Scentsational,” Peabody told him, leaning over enough to get a glimpse of his face on the ’link screen.

			“Well, now, the world’s full of surprises. Let me know what you think of it.”

			It only took Eve a beat. “Yours?”

			“A man’s got to keep his hand in. I’ve a lunch meeting myself. Try the nasturtium salad. It’s very nice.”

			“Yeah, that’s going to happen. Later. That’s flowers, right?” she asked Peabody when she ended transmission.

			“Edible ones.”

			“In my world, flowers aren’t on the menu.”

			Apparently they were in Roarke’s world. They could be sampled, sipped, and sniffed, all in one elaborate setting where the tables rose up on graceful stems and bloomed in a garden of colors.

			The air smelled like a meadow, which Eve assumed was supposed to be a good thing.

			The floor was some sort of green glass, translucent so the flowers thriving below shimmered in a sophisticated garden. There were various levels, up trios of steps. An arbor arched over the bar, where diners could order flowery or herbal drinks as well as the more pedestrian wines.

			Nadine sat at a table near a little lagoon where golden fish swam among water lilies. She’d done something to her hair, Eve noted, straightening its usual waves and fluffs so it was sleek, streaky rain angled around her face.

			She looked sharper, somehow honed, suited up in pansy purple. She wore an earpiece, and spoke softly into it between sips of something very pink and very frothy.

			“Gotta go. Hold everything for the next hour. Yes, everything.” She tugged off the earpiece, dropped it into her purse. “Isn’t this a place? I’ve been dying to come here.”

			“Your hair looks absolutely mag,” Peabody told her as they sat.

			“You think? First time I’ve taken it for a spin.” In the way of women, Nadine combed her hand through the angled ends. “I’m trying it out.”

			A waiter, decked out in leafy green, poofed beside their table like magic. “Welcome to Scentsational, ladies. I’m Dean, and I’m your server today. Can I get you a cocktail?”

			“No,” Eve said even as Peabody’s eyes brightened. She kept hers bland as Peabody’s dimmed. “Got Pepsi?”

			“Of course, madam. And for you?”

			“Can I get what she’s got?” Peabody gestured to Nadine’s drink. “Virgin.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Fantastic party the other night, by the way,” Nadine began when the waiter went off to fill the order. “I’m still recovering. Didn’t have a lot of time to talk to you then, and I didn’t think it was the right time and place for what I need to talk about. So—”

			“Hold that, will you? I’ve got something going, and I need some spin.”

			Nadine’s eyebrows shot up. “You’ve got a hot one already? Why haven’t I heard?”

			“Female vic, skull cracked, hotel room on the West Side.”

			“Mmmm.” Nadine shut her eyes a minute. “Yeah, I got some wind on that. Tourist, bungled break-in. What’s the big?”

			“I found the body. I knew her. It wasn’t a burglary gone wrong.”

			“Let me get this down.”

			“No, keep it in your head. No record, not now.”

			“You never make it easy. All right.” Nadine sat back, gestured with her glass. “Shoot.”

			Eve gave her the basics, quick and pointed. “The department feels it would be in the best interest of the investigation if my connection, however slight, with the victim was made known straight off. I’d appreciate some . . .” She couldn’t think of the right word. “. . . I guess delicacy. I don’t want big drums banging about the whole foster business.”

			“I won’t, others might. Are you going to be prepared to deal with that?”

			“Not much choice. The point is—and the point that should be banged is—a woman was murdered, police are investigating. Evidence indicates that the victim knew her assailant.”

			“We do a one-on-one, you can put it in your own words. Get your face out there while you do. The public hasn’t forgotten the Icove business, Dallas, believe me. Seeing you, hearing you, reminds them. Oh yeah, there’s that cop who busted those crazy doctors. And when I wrap the story with that tag, that’s what they’ll focus on more than your negligible connection to a recent murder victim.”

			“Maybe. Maybe.” Eve paused as their drinks were served and the waiter began his litany of the day’s specials and chef ’s recommendations.

			Because the descriptions were long and rapturous—lots of “infused with” or “scented with” and “delicately swathed in”—she tuned him out and turned over Nadine’s suggestion.

			“Give me the pasta thing,” Eve said when it was her turn to order. “How soon can you do the one-on-one?”

			“I’ll get a camera, do it right after lunch if we cut the meal a little short. I need to skip dessert anyway.”

			“All right. Good. Thanks.”

			“You’re always good for ratings. Speaking of which, mine are currently through the stratosphere. One of the things I wanted to discuss with you. I had the front line with the Icove story—thanks—and I’m raking in the offers. Book deals, vid deals, and the big one, for me . . . Drum roll, please,” she said while her face lit up. “. . . I’m getting my own show.”

			“Your own show!” Peabody all but bounced on her seat. “Wow! Mega-wow! Congratulations, Nadine. This is beyond uptown.”

			“Thanks. A full hour weekly, and I can call my own shots. I’m going to have a staff. Jesus, I can’t get over it. My own staff, my own show.” Laughing, she patted her heart. “I’m sticking with the crime beat, it’s what I know and what I’m known for. We’re calling it Now, as I’m going to deal with what’s happening up to the minute we air, every week. Dallas, I want you to be my first interview.”

			“Nadine, congrats and blah-blah. Seriously. But you know I hate that crap.”

			“It’ll be great, it’ll be good. You can take us into the mind of the NYPSD’s hottest cop.”

			“Oh, shit.”

			“How you work, how you think, the routine. The steps and stages of an investigation. We’ll talk about the Icove case—”

			“Hasn’t that horse been beaten dead yet?”

			“Not as long as people are interested, and they are. I’m going to start working with a writer on the book, and the vid script. I need you to meet with her.”

			Eve lifted a finger, slashed it through the air. “Line drawn.”

			Nadine’s smile was sly. “It’s going to get done with or without you, Dallas. You want to make sure it’s done right, don’t you?”

			“Who’s playing you in the vid?” Peabody wanted to know, and attacked the orange blossom chicken on her plate the minute it was in front of her.

			“Don’t know yet. We’re just getting started.”

			“Am I in it?”

			“Sure. The young, steady detective who hunts murderers alongside her sexy, seasoned partner.”

			“I’m going to boot,” Eve muttered, and was ignored.

			“This is too frosty! Entirely. Wait ’til I tell McNab.”

			“Nadine, this is good for you. Another round of big congrats and all that.” Eve shook her head. “But it’s not the kind of thing I want to get tangled in. It’s not what I do, what I am.”

			“Be iced if we could do some of the shoot for the show and the vid at your house. Dallas at home.”

			“Not in this lifetime.”

			Nadine grinned. “Figured as much. Think about some of it, anyway, will you? I’m not going to push it on you.”

			Eve sampled pasta, gave Nadine a wary look. “No?”

			“No. I’ll nag a little, finagle where I can, but I won’t push. Here’s why,” she said, tapping her fork in the air. “Remember that time you saved my life? When that psycho Morse had me in the park, ready to slice me to pieces?”

			“I have a vague recollection.”

			“This is bigger.” Nadine signaled the waiter. “Another round here. So I’m not going to push,” she continued. “Much. But if you could catch a juicy case mid-February when we debut, it wouldn’t hurt.”

			“Mavis is due then,” Peabody commented.

			“God, that’s right. Mama Mavis,” Nadine added with a laugh. “Still can’t get around it. You and Roarke started your coaching classes yet, Dallas?”

			“Shut up. Never mention it again.”

			“They’re dragging butt over it,” Peabody told her. “Procrastinating.”

			“The word’s ‘avoiding,’ ” Eve corrected. “People always want you to do stuff that’s not natural.”

			“Childbirth’s natural,” Peabody put in.

			“Not when I’m involved.”

			Going to the lab to boot some ass, Eve thought. That was natural. She found Dick Berenski, of the spidery fingers and egg-shaped head, at a work station, slurping coffee through his flabby lips.

			“Gimme data.”

			“It’s always ‘gimme’ with you cops. Always think your shit’s the priority.”

			“Where are my fibers?”

			“In the fiber department.” He snorted, obviously amused with himself as he rolled on his stool to a screen, gave a few taps. “Harvo’s working on it. Go hound her. She did your hair already. Out of the drains, out of both the rooms. Must not clean out the pipes in that shithole but every decade. Got the vic’s, and other unidentified—for now—on crime scene. No blood traces in the drains of the second room, just the vic’s on crime scene, bathroom sink. ID’d hair from vic, son of vic, daughter-in-law of vic, hotel maid, couple of former tenants already listed on your report. All the blood on crime scene was the vic’s. Surprise, surprise.”

			“In other words you can’t tell me anything I don’t already know.”

			“Not my fault. I can only work with what you give me.”

			“Let me know when you’ve compared hair and prints from the hotel scene and the bar.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

			“Cheery today,” Peabody muttered as they headed through the glass-wall maze of the lab.

			They found Harvo at her station studying the screen. Her red hair was stiff with spikes that contrasted with her pale, almost translucent skin. There were little Santas dangling from her ears.

			“Yo,” she said.

			“That my fiber?”

			“One and the same. Hair’s turned in.”

			“Yeah, I got that from Dickhead. I thought you were the Queen of Hair, not fiber.”

			“Queen of Hair,” Harvo agreed with a snap of her chewing gum. “Goddess of Fiber. Fact of it is, I’m just fucking brilliant.”

			“Good to know. What’ve we got?”

			“Synthetic white poly with traces of elastizine. Same constitution as the particles found in the unfortunate vic’s bone and gray matter. What you’re looking for is either a sock or a tummy tamer. But I’d say not a girdle—not enough elastizine.”

			“Sock,” Eve said.

			“And you’d win the prize. Compared fibers to a lone white sock taken from the scene. You got your match. New sock, never worn, never washed. Still traces of gum on the lone one, from the tag, and I got me a tiny bit of plastic jammed in the toe. You know how they snap the socks together with the little plastic string?”

			“Yeah, I hate those.”

			“Everyone does. You got to cut them apart, and who’s got a knife or scissors handy when you want to wear your new socks?” Harvo snapped the gum in her mouth and circled a finger in the air. The nail was painted Christmas red with little green trees. “Freaking nobody. So you—” She fisted her hands together, twisted. “And half the time you snag the socks, or end up with a little bit of plastic inside that stabs you in the foot.”

			“Pisser.”

			“Yeah.”

			“How about the tag?”

			“It’s your lucky day—the sweepers were thorough and brought in the contents of the trash can. Came from the bathroom. I took it since I was doing the fibers anyway.”

			She scooted, showed Eve the tag.

			“It was balled up, like you do, and a piece of it torn. Fibers stuck to the gummy side. Anyways, got it straightened out, put together, and you can see our handy bar code, and the type.”

			She tapped the protective shield over the evidence.

			“Women’s athletic socks, size seven to nine. Which is another pisser on my personal bitch list. See I wear a seven myself, and when I buy socks like this, I always got too much length in the foot. Why can’t they just make them fit? We have the technology, we have the skill. We have the feet.”

			“That’s a puzzler,” Eve agreed. “Prints?”

			“Vic’s, tag and sock. Got another on the tag. Ran it.” She bumped back to the screen. “Hitch, Jayne. Employed by Blossom Boutique on Seventh, sales clerk. I don’t know, call me crazy, but I bet Jayne sold the vic a pair of socks recently.”

			“Nice job, Harvo.”

			“Yeah, I awe myself regular.”

			It was a simple matter to track down Jayne. She was behind the counter at the boutique ringing up sales with the focused determination of a soldier on the front lines.

			The shop was jammed with customers, drawn, Eve imagined, by the big orange SALE signs on every rack, table, and wall. The noise level, punched upward by incessant holiday music, was awesome.

			You could shop online, Eve thought, if you were desperate to shop. Why people insisted on pushing into retail outlets with other people who probably wanted the same merchandise, where the lines roped around in endlessly confusing misery and torture, and where the sales clerks were bitter as raw spinach, was beyond her.

			When she said the same to Peabody, her partner’s answer was a chipper “Because it’s fun!”

			To various consumers’ annoyance and objections, Eve cut the line and muscled her way up front.

			“Hey! I’m next.”

			Eve turned to the woman all but buried under piles of clothing, and held up her badge. “This means I go first. Need to talk to you, Jayne.”

			“What? Why? I’m busy.”

			“Gee, me, too. Got a back room?”

			“Man. Sol? Cover register two. Back here.” She thumped her way on two-inch-thick airsoles down a short corridor. “What? Listen, we were having a damn party. Parties get loud. It’s Christmas, for God’s sake. My across-the-hall neighbor is a primo bitch.”

			“Next time ask her to the party,” Peabody suggested. “Hard to complain if you’re part of the noise.”

			“I’d rather eat worm shit.”

			The back room was loaded with stock, boxes, bags. Jayne sat down on a stack of underwear. “Anyway, I’m off my feet for a minute. It’s lunacy out there. Christmas makes people insane. And that bit about goodwill toward men? It sure as hell doesn’t apply to retail.”

			“You sold a pair of socks to a woman sometime between Thursday and Saturday,” Eve began.

			Jayne ground her fist into the small of her back. “Honey, I sold a hundred pairs of socks between Thursday and Saturday.”

			“Lieutenant,” Eve said and tapped her badge. “White athletics, size seven to nine.”

			Jayne dug in her pocket. She seemed to have a dozen of them between her black shirt and black pants. She pulled out a piece of hard candy, unwrapped it. Her fingernails, Eve noted, were as long as ice picks and painted like candy canes.

			Yeah, Christmas made people insane.

			“Oh, white athletic socks,” Jayne said sourly. “That’s a real tip-off.”

			“Take a look at a picture, see if you remember.”

			“I can barely remember my own face after a day like this one.” The candy made rattling noises against Jayne’s teeth as she played with it. But she rolled tired eyes and took the photo.

			“Jeez, what are the odds? Yeah, I remember her. Talk about primo bitch. Listen,” she said and sucked air through her nose. “She comes in, grabs a pair of socks. One lousy pair, complains we don’t have enough help after she gets to me, and demands the sale price. Now, it’s clear the socks are on sale in lots of three. Says so right on the display. One pair’s nine-ninety-nine. Buy three for twenty-five-fifty. But she’s squawking that she wants the socks for eight-fifty. She’s done the math, and that’s what she’ll pay. She’s got a line clear to Sixth behind her, and she’s busting on me for, like, chump change.”

			She crunched down hard on the candy. “I’m not authorized to cut a price, and she won’t budge. People are going to riot any minute, so I’ve got to call over the manager. Manager caves because it’s just not worth the aggravation.”

			“When did she come in?”

			“Man, it blurs together.” Jayne rubbed the back of her neck. “I’ve been on since Wednesday. Straight seven days from hell. I get two off starting tomorrow and I’m going to sit on my ass for most of it. It was after lunch, I remember, because I thought how this asshole woman was going to make me lurch my gyro. Gyro!”

			She snapped her fingers, shot her index up, leading with the festive ice pick. “Friday. Me and Fawn grabbed gyros on Friday. She had the weekend off, and I remember crabbing about it to her.”

			“Was she alone?”

			“Who’d hang with that type? If anybody was with her, they stayed back. She strutted out by herself. I watched her go.” She smiled a little. “Shot her the bird behind her back. Couple of the customers applauded.”

			“Have you got security discs?”

			“Sure. What’s this about? Somebody kick her ass? I’d’ve held their coat.”

			“Yeah, somebody did. I’d like to view the discs for Friday afternoon. We’ll need to make copies.”

			“Wow. Okay. Gee. I’m not in trouble with this, am I?”

			“No. But we’ll need the discs.”

			Jayne shoved herself to her feet. “I gotta get the manager.”

			Back at her office, Eve reviewed the disc again. She drank coffee and watched Trudy walk in through the street doors. Sixteen-twenty-eight on the time stamp. Time enough to stew about the result of her visit to Roarke, Eve decided. Time enough to discuss it with a partner, or just walk around until a plan formed.

			Pissed, Eve noted, when she paused, magnified Trudy’s face. She could almost hear the teeth grinding together. Seething anger, not cold deliberation. Not right now, anyway. Impulse, maybe. I’ll show them.

			Had to look for the socks, elbow people out of her way, skirt around tables. But she found what she wanted . . . and at a bargain price.

			Eve watched Trudy’s teeth bare in a snarl when she yanked the socks from the display. But she frowned at the price, at the sale display, before marching over to stand in line.

			Tapping her foot, glaring at the customers in line ahead of her.

			Impatient. And alone.

			She continued to watch, through the altercation with the clerk, Trudy looking down her nose, fisting her hands on her hips. Digging in. Turning briefly to snap something at the woman behind her in line.

			Making a scene over pocket change.

			Buying her own murder weapon on the cheap.

			She didn’t wait for a bag, didn’t wait for a receipt. Just stuffed the socks in her purse and stalked out.

			Eve sat back, perused the ceiling. Had to get the credits. Nobody carries enough to fill a sock around with them. And the way she’d slung the purse around didn’t indicate it was weighed down.

			“Computer, find and list all banks from Sixth Avenue to Tenth, between . . . Thirty-eighth and Forty-eighth.

			
				
					Working . . .

				

			

			Pushing up, she checked the time. Banks were closed for the day. But Trudy would have had just enough time to get to one, get herself a sackful of credits.

			Check that out tomorrow. “Print out data,” Eve ordered when the computer began to recite a list of banks. “Copy to file, copy to my home computer.”

			
				
					Acknowledged. Working . . .

				

			

			She could see it. She’d have to find the bank, verify, but she could see it. Closest one to the boutique, that’s the one it would be. Stride in, still steaming. Used cash if she was thinking, Eve decided. No point in having a transaction like that popping on a credit or debit report, so you use cash. And you dispose of the bank bag before you go back to the hotel.

			Alone, she thought again.

			Comes to the station alone, then to Roarke’s office. No sign anyone’s waiting for her in the lobby.

			Makes a call maybe, uses her ’link once she’s outside the building. No way to check that when the ’link’s gone. Smart to take the ’link from the murder scene.

			She paced, ordered more coffee.

			Scared when she leaves Roarke. Contacts her pal, her cohort. Cries the blues. Could’ve cooked up the next part together.

			She turned to her murder board, studied the photos of Trudy’s face.

			“What does it take to do that to yourself?” Eve muttered. “Plenty of motivation. Plenty of anger. But how the hell did you expect to prove you got tuned up by me or Roarke, or somebody we sicced on you?”

			Back to stupid, she thought with a shake of her head. That was leading with anger, that was impulse and fury. Smarter to have gotten one or both of us out of the house on some pretext, somewhere we wouldn’t be easily alibied. Stupid to assume we wouldn’t have one. Sloppy.

			A memory nudged at her, nearly faded once more. Eve closed her eyes, pressed and focused.

			Dark. Can’t sleep. Too hungry. But the door of her room was locked from the outside. Trudy didn’t like her to wander around the house—sneaking around, getting into trouble.

			She was being punished anyway.

			She’d talked to the boy across the street, a couple of his friends. Older boys. Taken a ride on one of their boards. Trudy didn’t like the boy across the street, or his friends.

			Hoodlums. Delinquents. Vandals. And worse. And you, nothing but a slut. Nine years old and already putting out. That’s nothing new for you, is it? Get upstairs, and you can forget about supper. I don’t feed trash in my house.

			Shouldn’t have talked to the boy. But he’d said he’d show her how to use the board, and she’d never ridden one before. They could do tricks on theirs—loops and wheelies and spins. She liked to watch them. The boy had seen her watching, and grinned at her. Motioned her over.

			Shouldn’t have gone—hell to pay. But he’d held that colorful board out, said she could take a breeze. He’d show her how.

			And when she’d shot off on it, he’d whistled through his teeth. His friends had laughed. He’d said she had balls.

			It was—she thought it was—the happiest, most liberating moment of her life at that time. She could remember, even now, the odd way the smile had fit on her face. The way her cheeks had stretched out, and the laugh that had rumbled up in her throat and hurt her chest a little. But a good hurt, like nothing she’d ever experienced.

			He’d said she could go again, that she was a natural.

			But Trudy had come out, came streaming out with that look on her face. That hell-to-pay look. She had yelled, screamed at Eve to get off that damn thing.

			Didn’t I tell you to stay in the yard. Didn’t I say? Who gets the blame if you break your fool neck? You ever think of that?

			She hadn’t. Had only thought of the thrill of riding the board for the first time.

			Trudy had screamed at the boys, too, told them she’d call the police. She knew what they were up to. Perverts, hoodlums. But they’d just laughed and made rude noises. The one whose board she’d ridden had called Trudy an old bitch, right to her face.

			Eve had thought it was the bravest thing she’d ever seen.

			He’d given Eve a quick grin, a quick wink, and told her she could have another ride whenever she shook the old bitch loose.

			But she’d never ridden it again. She’d stayed away from him, and his friends.

			And she’d paid for the momentary thrill with an empty gut.

			Later, with stomach growling, she had stood at the window of her room. And she’d seen Trudy go out of the front door below. Had watched her take rocks and smash the windshield of her car, then the side windows. Had watched her spray paint on the hood—and made out the gleam of the letters in the dark.

			
				
					OLD BITCH

				

			

			Trudy had then marched across the street, had wiped the can on a rag, and then tossed it into the bushes in front of the boy’s house.

			She’d been smiling, a bared-teeth snarl of a smile as she’d walked back toward the house.

		

	
		
			12

			EVE HAD ONE MORE CHORE BEFORE SHE WENT off duty, and took it solo.

			The hotel Roarke had provided for Bobby and Zana was a step up from the previous location. No big surprise there. Still, it was moderate, short on frills. Just the sort of place tourists or business-people on a budget might choose.

			Security was subtle, but it was there.

			She was stopped on her way across the tidy lobby before she could access the elevators.

			“Excuse me, miss. Can I help you?”

			The woman who tapped her shoulder had a pleasant face, an easy smile. And the faint bulge of a stunner under the armpit of her smart jacket.

			“Police.” Eve held up her right hand, reached for her badge with her left. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. My people are in five-twelve. I’m going up to check on them and the uniform on duty.”

			“Lieutenant. Orders are to scan ID. So . . .”

			“Good.” They were her own orders, after all. “Go ahead.”

			The woman took out a hand scanner—jazzier than any police issue—verified. She tapped a button, brought Eve’s ID photo onto the scanner’s screen. Satisfied, she handed Eve her badge.

			“Go ahead up, Lieutenant. Do you want me to call the uniform on duty and tell him you’re on your way?”

			“No. I like surprising them.”

			Fortunately for the uniform, he was at the door. They knew each other by sight, so rather than ask for ID, he simply sucked in his stomach, straightened his shoulders. “Lieutenant.”

			“Bennington. Status?”

			“Quiet. All the rooms this level are occupied except five-oh-five and five-fifteen. Few people in and out—shopping bags and briefcases. Not a peep out of five-twelve since I came on shift.”

			“Take ten.”

			“Thanks, Lieutenant. I’m relieved in thirty, so I can stand until.”

			“Good enough.” She knocked, waited while someone inside checked the security peep. Zana opened the door.

			“Hi. I wasn’t sure you’d be by today. Bobby’s in the bedroom talking to D.K. Do you want me to get him?”

			“No need.” Eve stepped inside the little parlor. Roarke had provided what she supposed was termed an ‘executive suite,’ with a jut of kitchenette off a cozy sitting area. The bedroom was separated by a pair of pocket doors, currently shut.

			“How you doing?” Eve asked.

			“Better, thanks. Better.” Her cheeks pinked a little. She fluffed nervously at the long waves of her sunny hair. “It occurred to me that you’ve mostly seen me hysterical. I’m not usually. Really.”

			“You had reason.” Eve scanned. Privacy screens engaged. Good. Entertainment screen on some sort of girlie talk show. No wonder Bobby had the doors shut.

			“Can I get you something? The kitchen’s got a good supply.” She smiled wanly. “No need to run out for bagels. I can get you coffee or—”

			“No, that’s okay.”

			“It’s a nicer room than the other. Terrible way to get it.”

			“No point in being uncomfortable and uneasy.”

			“No. No, I guess not.” She turned her wedding ring around and around on her finger. Another nervous habit, Eve thought. There was a ring with a little pink stone on her right hand, and the same pink stone, as studs, in her ears.

			They matched her lip dye, Eve noted. How—and why—did women think of that kind of detail?

			“I’m so glad you got my purse back. It had all my stuff, pictures and ID and this new lip dye I just bought, and . . . God.” She rubbed her hands over her face. “Want to sit down?”

			“For a minute. You’ve known Bobby and D.K. awhile.”

			“Since I started working for them. Bobby, he’s just the sweetest thing.” She sat, brushed at the thighs of her pants. “I fell right off. He’s a little shy, you know, with women. D.K. was always teasing him.”

			“Bobby mentioned that D.K. and Trudy didn’t get along.”

			“Oh, well.” Zana’s color resurfaced, just a little. “Mostly D.K. just kept his distance. Kind of a personality clash, I guess. Trudy, she’d just say what she was thinking, right out. And sometimes, well, people got a little offended.”

			“You didn’t?”

			“She’s—she was—the mother of the man I love. And she raised him single-handed.” Her eyes went starry. “Raised such a good man. I didn’t mind her giving me advice. I’ve never been married before, after all, or kept a home. Anyway, Bobby knew just how to handle her.”

			“Did he?”

			“He’d just tell me to nod and go along, then do what I wanted.” Zana laughed, then covered her mouth with her hand as if to smother the sound. “That’s what he did, mostly, and there was hardly ever a cross word between them.”

			“But there were some.”

			“Little spats now and then, like families have. Eve—is it all right if I call you Eve?”

			“Yeah, that’s fine.”

			“Do you think we can go home soon?” Her lips trembled before she pressed them together. “I was so excited about coming here, seeing New York, it was all I could think about. Now I just want to go home.”

			“At this point of the investigation, it’s more convenient if you and Bobby are here.”

			“That’s what he said.” She sighed. “And he doesn’t want to go home for Christmas. Says he just doesn’t want to be there for it. I guess I can understand. It’s just . . .” Tears shimmered in her eyes, but didn’t fall. “It’s selfish.”

			“What is?”

			“It’s our first Christmas married. Now we’ll spend it in a hotel room. It is selfish.” She sniffed back the tears, shook her head. “I shouldn’t even be thinking about it with his mama . . .”

			“It’s natural enough.”

			Zana cast her guilty look toward the pocket doors. “Don’t tell him I said anything. Please. He’s got enough on his mind.”

			She got to her feet when the doors opened. “Hi, honey. Look who’s here.”

			“Eve. Thanks for coming. I was just talking to my partner.” He worked up a smile for his wife. “We closed the deal.”

			She slapped her hands together, bounced on her toes. “The big house?”

			“The big one. D.K. got the contract and deposit from the buyer this morning.”

			“Oh, honey! That’s just wonderful. Congratulations.” She hurried around the sofa to give him a fierce hug. “You both worked so hard for that.”

			“Big sale,” Bobby told Eve. “Hell, a white elephant we took on. We’d just about given up, when we got a nibble last week. My partner tied it up in a bow this morning.”

			“Back in Texas.”

			“Yeah. Took them through it three times over the weekend. They just wouldn’t commit. Wanted to go through it again this morning, so he walked them through it again, and they finally bit. It’s a big commission for us.”

			And put the partner out of the running, Eve decided, unless he’d found a way to be two places at once. “Congratulations.”

			“Mama would’ve been on the moon.”

			“Honey.” Zana took his arms. “Don’t be sad. She wouldn’t want you to be sad. She’d be so proud. In fact, we’re going to celebrate. I mean it.” She gave him a little shake. “I’m going to order a bottle of champagne, and you’re going to take a little while to relax and be proud of yourself. Will you have some with us, Eve?”

			“Thanks, but I’ve got to go.”

			“I thought maybe you had some news, about my mother.”

			“The investigation’s moving forward. That’s the best I can tell you now. I’ll check in with you tomorrow. If anything breaks beforehand, I’ll let you know.”

			“Okay. Thanks. I’m glad it’s you, Eve. It’s easier somehow because it’s you.”

			She could go home, Eve thought, as she muscled her way into traffic. It was more than Bobby could do at this point. She could go home where things were normal, at least by her standards.

			As traffic snarled, she studied one of the bright, animated billboards, touting cut rates for holiday trips to Aruba.

			Everyone wanted to be somewhere else, she decided. People from Texas, and wherever, flocked to New York. New Yorkers crawled up the highway to the Hamptons, or got on a shuttle south for some island.

			Where did people on the islands go? she wondered. Probably to some noisy, overcrowded city.

			Why couldn’t people just stay put?

			Because they didn’t, the streets and sidewalks were clogged, with the airways overhead little better. And still, there wasn’t anywhere she’d rather be.

			She drove through the gates, finally, toward the lights.

			Every window was lit, candles or festooned trees glittering. It looked like a painting, she thought. Dark sky, rising moon, and the fanciful shapes and shadows of the house, with all those windows glowing.

			She could go home.

			So why was she depressed? It dragged at the base of her skull, at the pit of her belly as she parked the car, pushed herself out. She wanted to lie down, she realized, and not because she was tired. She just wanted to shut her head down for five damn minutes.

			Summerset was there, a dour skeleton amid the festive colors of the grand foyer.

			“Roarke is in his office, attending to some of your business.”

			In her current mood, the disapproval scraped over the weight in her belly. “Nobody held a stunner to his throat,” she snapped. “Which is what I dream of doing to you, night after night.”

			She stomped upstairs without bothering to take off her coat.

			She didn’t go to the office, which was petty and wrong. She knew it. But instead she went straight to the bedroom and, still in her coat, dropped facedown on the bed.

			Five minutes, she thought. She was entitled to five damn minutes of solitude and quiet. If only she could shut off her head.

			Seconds later, she heard the rapid pad of little feet, then the vibration of the bed as Galahad made his leap. She turned her head, stared into his bicolored eyes.

			He stared back. Then did a couple of lazy circles, curled up by her head, and stared some more. She found herself trying to out-stare him, to make him blink first.

			When she lost, she thought he smirked.

			“Pal, if you were a cop, you’d crack suspects like walnuts.”

			She shifted so she could scratch his ears. With the cat purring like a souped-up engine, she watched the lights glimmer on the bedroom tree.

			It was a good deal she had here, she told herself. Big bed, pretty tree, nice cat. What was wrong with her?

			She barely heard him come in, probably wouldn’t have if she hadn’t been listening for him.

			When the mattress depressed, she turned her head again. This time she stared into eyes of wild and vivid blue.

			Yeah, a pretty good deal.

			“I was coming in,” she murmured. “I just wanted a couple minutes.”

			“Headache?”

			“No. I’m just . . . I don’t know.”

			He stroked a hand over her hair. “Sad?”

			“What have I got to be sad about? I’ve got this big-ass house. Did you see how it looks all lit up?”

			“Yes.” His hand moved down to the nape of her neck where some of the weight lay.

			“I’ve got this fat cat hanging around. I think we should torment him on Christmas, make him wear some of those antler things. You know, like a reindeer.”

			“Undermine his dignity. Good idea.”

			“I’ve got you. The icing on my personal cake. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” She curled into him, burrowed into him. “I don’t even care that she’s dead, so what’s wrong with me?”

			“You’re too hard on yourself, that’s what’s wrong with you.”

			She breathed him in, because it was a comfort. “I went to the morgue and looked at her. Just another body. I looked at what she did to herself, to try to screw with us. And it disgusted me. Didn’t surprise me—not once I thought about it. I looked at what someone else did to her, and it was like: Well, what goes around. I’m not supposed to think that.”

			“What else did you do?”

			“Today? Reported to Whitney. Got a little spanking there. Had lunch with Nadine to get her to spin the connection up front. Hit the lab. Followed the fabric trail to a retail outlet where Trudy bought the socks she used to make a sap. I got a list of banks between there and the hotel. Figure she had to get the credits. Check that tomorrow. Went by the bar where Zana was taken, talked to the owner. Reviewed the discs. Um . . . updated reports. Checked in on Bobby and Zana. Good security at the hotel. You’ve got a solid frontman in your lobby.”

			“Good to know.”

			“Then I came home. Other stuff in there, but that’s the gist.”

			“In other words, you did your job. Whether or not you care she’s dead, you did the work that will lead you to her killer.”

			She rolled over, stared up at the ceiling. “I’ve got no juice.”

			“What did you have for lunch?”

			She gave a half laugh. “Taking my mind off my pity party? This pasta thing with some sort of herb stuff. It was good. Whatever Nadine and Peabody chowed on, they made a lot of girl yummy noises. The place was swinging, so I guess you’ve got a hit. Big surprise.”

			“The service?”

			“Spooky. The waiter sort of poofs at the table out of nowhere if you even think about wanting something. Nadine’s getting her own show.”

			“I heard about that just today. Good for her.”

			“And she’s got vid and book deals. You in on any of that?”

			“As a matter of fact.”

			“She wants to interview me, which maybe. And wants to do some of the vid here at the house, which is definitely no.”

			“Definitely.”

			She turned her head again to look at his face. How could one man be so beautiful, day after day? “I figured we’d line up in the same column on that.”

			“This is home.” His hand stroked over hers, then lay, quiet and warm, over it. “It’s private.”

			“I’m always bringing work home. Doing work here.”

			“As am I.”

			“You don’t fill it with cops on top of it.”

			“I don’t. And certainly don’t plan to in the future. If I had a problem with you doing so, I’d let you know.”

			“I had this memory flash today.”

			Ah, he thought, now we’ve got the root. “Tell me.”

			“I was thinking about the way she’d hurt herself, gone out, bought socks for God’s sake, for the sole purpose of bashing herself in the face, bruising her body. Vicious, self-destructive behavior. And I remembered this time . . .”

			She told him, just as the memory had come back to her. And more, as she remembered more. That it had been hot, and she could smell grass. Strange smell to her as she’d so rarely experienced it before. One of the boys had had a disc player, and there was music jingling out.

			And how the police car had slid almost silently up to the house that night. How the buttons on the cops’ uniforms had glinted in the moonlight.

			“They went across the street. It was late, it had to be late, because all the lights were out, everywhere. Then they came on, lights came on in the house across the street, and the boy’s father came to the door. The cops went inside.”

			“What happened?” he asked when she went silent.

			“I don’t know, not for sure. I imagine the kid told them he didn’t do anything. He’d been asleep. Couldn’t prove it, of course. I remember the cops came out, poked around. Found the spray can. I can still see how one of them bagged it, shook his head. Stupid kid, he was probably thinking. Asshole kid.

			“She went over, started shrieking. Pointing at the can, her car, their house. I just stood there and watched, and finally I couldn’t watch it anymore. I got into bed. Pulled the covers over my head.”

			She closed her eyes. “I heard other kids talking about it in school. How he’d had to go down to the police station with his parents. I tuned it out. I didn’t want to hear about it. A couple days later, Trudy was driving a new car. Nice shiny new car. I ran away not long after. I took off. I couldn’t stand being there with her. I couldn’t stand being there, seeing that house across the street.”

			She stared up at the dark window above her head. “I didn’t realize until today that’s the root of why I ran. I couldn’t stand being there with what she’d done, and what I hadn’t. He’d given me the best moment of my life, and he was in trouble. I didn’t do anything to help him. I didn’t say anything about what she did. I just let that kid take the rap.”

			“You were a child.”

			“That’s an excuse for doing nothing to help?”

			“It is, yes.”

			She sat up, pushed around so she could stare down at him. “The hell it is. He got dragged down to the cop shop, probably got a sheet, even if they couldn’t prove he did it. His parents had to make restitution.”

			“Insurance.”

			“Oh, fuck that, Roarke.”

			He sat up, took her chin firmly in his hand. “You were nine years old, and scared. Now you’re going to look back twenty years and blame yourself. Fuck that, Eve.”

			“I did nothing.”

			“And what could you have done? Gone to the police, told them you saw the woman—licensed and approved by Child Protection—deface her own car, then blame the kid across the street? They wouldn’t have believed you.”

			“That’s beside the point.”

			“It’s not. And we both know that boy survived that bump in his childhood. He had parents, a house, friends, and enough character to offer a little girl a ride on an airboard. I imagine he survived very well. You’ve devoted your adult life to protecting the public, risking your life to do so. So you can bloody well stop blaming yourself for once being a frightened child and behaving as one.”

			“Well, hell.”

			“I mean it. And take off your coat. Christ Jesus, aren’t you roasting?”

			It wasn’t often she felt—The only word she could think of was “abashed.” She tugged off her coat, left it pooled around her. “You’d think a person could wallow a little in her own bed.”

			“It’s my bed, too, and there’s been quite enough wallowing. Want to try for something else?”

			She picked up the cat, plopped him in her lap. “No.”

			“Go ahead and sulk, then, it’s a step up from wallowing.” He rolled off the bed. “I want some wine.”

			“He could’ve been scarred for life.”

			“Please.”

			She narrowed her eyes as he opened the liquor cabinet. “He could’ve become a career criminal, all because of that one frame job.”

			“There’s a thought.” He selected a nice white out of the cooler section. “Maybe you’ve put him away. Wouldn’t that be some lovely irony?”

			Her lips twitched, but she bore down on the laugh. “You could’ve done business with him in your nefarious past. He’s probably a kingpin somewhere in Texas right now.”

			“And he owes it all to you.” He came back to the bed with two glasses of wine, gave her one. “Better?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe. I’d forgotten about it, you know, the way you do even if it’s all normal. And when it came back, it just rushed in with all this guilt. He was only about fourteen, fifteen. He felt sorry for me. I could see it on his face. No good deed goes unpunished,” she said, toasting before she drank.

			“I can find him if you want. You can see what he’s up to, other than being a Texan crime lord.”

			“Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

			“Meanwhile, I’d like to ask you for something.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t have any pictures of you from before we met.”

			It took her mind a moment to catch up with the non sequitur. “Pictures?”

			“Yes, from when you were a nubile young girl, or a green rookie in uniform, which I’m hoping you’ll put on again one day soon. I do love my woman in uniform. I could access older ID photos, but I’d like it more if you could find something for me.”

			“I guess. Maybe. Probably. Why?”

			“Our lives didn’t start when we met.” He touched her face, just a feathering of those wonderful fingers over her skin. “Though I like to think the best of them did. I’d like to have a piece or two of you, from before.”

			“That’s pretty sappy.”

			“Guilty. And if you come across any photos of yourself at, oh, around eighteen, scantily clad, so much the better.”

			She couldn’t stop the laugh this time. “Perv.”

			“Again, guilty.”

			She took his glass, scooted over, and set both it and her own on the bedside table. She shoved the black butter of her coat carelessly onto the floor.

			“I feel like doing something else.”

			“Oh?” He cocked his head. “Such as?”

			She was quick, and she was agile. In a flashing movement, she rolled, reared up, and had her legs clamped around his waist, her hands fisted in his hair, and her mouth fused hotly to his. “Something like this,” she said when she let him breathe again.

			“I suppose I’ll have to make the time for you.”

			“Damn right.” She flipped open buttons on his shirt, leaned down to take a sharp nip at his jaw. “You scolded me. Counting my session with Whitney, that’s the second knuckle rap I’ve had today.”

			Her hands were very busy, and by the time they reached his zipper, he was hard as steel. “I hope you didn’t have the same reaction with your commander.”

			“He’s pretty studly, if you go for the big-shouldered, careworn type. Me, I like ’em pretty.” She took another nip at his ear as she overbalanced them and shoved him to his back.

			The cat might have been fat, but he was also experienced, and dodged aside.

			“You’re so pretty. Sometimes I just want to lap you up like ice cream.” She tugged his shirt open, spread her hands on his chest. “And look at this, all that flesh, all that muscle. All mine.” She scraped her teeth down the center of his torso, felt him quiver. “Now that’s something to make girl yummy noises over.”

			His hands were on her, little thrills. But he let her lead, let her set the pace. He would let her, she knew, for the moment at least. And not knowing when he might take her over was another thrill.

			She yanked open her own shirt, put her hands over his to slide them up her body, close them over her breasts. And cruised on the sensation of those long, strong fingers against her. Then bowed back, eyes closed, as his hands skimmed down to unhook her trousers.

			She came down to him again, bracing on her elbows. Mouth-to-mouth—long, sumptuous kisses punctuated by quick bites as her heart beat, beat, beat against his. When she offered her breast, he took it, and her breath caught, then released on a shudder.

			His now, as much as he was hers. Her body was fueled for him. He rolled her over, pinned her hands to either side of her head. Her eyes were heavy with passion, dark with challenge.

			“I want you naked. Lie still while I undress you.”

			He touched his lips to hers, then to the dent in her chin, lining little opened-mouth kisses down her throat, over her breasts, down to her belly.

			He rolled her pants down her hips, exposing more flesh, then traced his tongue over the tender dip where legs met her center. She arched, shivered.

			“Ssh.” A soothing murmur even as he used his mouth to drive her to the edge, finally to push her over it. When she went limp, he continued down her thighs.

			He tugged off her boots, let her trousers fall in a heap on top of them. Then began to work his way up, slowly, tortuously.

			“Roarke.”

			“Look at this flesh and muscle,” he said, echoing her earlier words. “All mine.”

			Again, her body began to churn, that outrageous and breathless pressure building and building until everything inside her burst open. She could only reach for him.

			He was inside her, deep and strong. His mouth on hers, his fingers linked with hers. Tasting, feeling, holding, they flashed together.

			She thought, blind with love, that, yes, she could go home.

			They lay quiet for a moment, settling. He’d rolled again so her head could rest on his shoulder, her hand on his heart that was still drumming.

			“I should scold you more often.”

			“Wouldn’t make a habit of it. Might tick me off next time. I felt off all day. I was doing the job, like you said, but I felt off. Almost like I was watching myself do the job. Passive or something. That’s not my rhythm. I need to tune it up.”

			He gave her belly a light rub. “You felt tuned to me.”

			“Sex’ll do that. With you, anyway.” She pushed herself up. “I need to start at the beginning of this, in my head. Rub off this film that’s been clouding my brain, and start over.”

			He stretched out to reach the wine. “Then that’s what you’ll do.”

			She took a sip of the one he handed her. “What I’m going to do is take a shower and get dressed. Go over my own notes and reports from the scene, the statements. Take an hour and just line it up in my head.”

			“All right. I’ll go back to the account, see what I can chisel out.”

			“Can I bounce some things off you after I line them up?”

			“I’d be disappointed otherwise. Why don’t we rendezvous in an hour, do that bouncing over dinner?”

			“That’ll work.” She took his hand, squeezed. “This works.”

			He kissed her knuckles. “It certainly does.”
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			SHE TOOK HER HOUR AND WENT BACK TO THE beginning. She walked back through it, step by step, using the crime scene record, her own notes, the reports from the sweepers, the ME, the lab.

			She listened to statements, judging inflection, expression, as much as the words themselves.

			She stood in front of her board and studied each photograph, every angle.

			When Roarke came in from his office, she turned to him. He acknowledged the light in her eyes with a grin and cocked brow. “Lieutenant.”

			“Goddamn right. I was acting like a cop, doing the cop walk, but I wasn’t feeling like a cop. I’m back now.”

			“Welcome.”

			“Let’s eat. What do you want?”

			“Since you’re feeling like a cop, I suppose it best be pizza.”

			“Hot damn. If I hadn’t already rolled you, I’d probably jump you just for that.”

			“Put it on my account.”

			They sat at her desk, one on either side, with pizza and wine between them. He’d even put a tree in here, she thought. A small one, by his standards, but, by God, she liked looking at it over by the window, sprinkling light out into the dark.

			“See, here’s the thing,” she began, “it doesn’t make any sense.”

			“Ah.” He gestured with his glass, sipped. “Glad that’s cleared up.”

			“Seriously. Here’s what you’ve got on the surface, when you walk cold into the scene: Dead woman, killed by multiple blows of a blunt instrument, head shots from behind. Previous bodily injuries indicating she’d been attacked and/or beaten the day before. Door locked from the inside, window not.”

			With a slice of pizza in one hand, she waved toward her board with the other. “Appearance, basic evidence points to intruder entering through the window, bashing her, exiting the same way. As there are no defensive wounds whatsoever, investigator would assume she probably knew her killer, or didn’t believe she was in jeopardy. Now, somebody pounds on you one day, you’re going to be a little concerned next time he pops around.”

			“Not if those initial injuries were self-inflicted.”

			“Yeah, but you don’t know that—why would you think that—when you find the body? The killer had to be aware of at least the facial injury. It’s right there. And the same weapon was used. So we go back over it, with that data, and we have the murder being set to look like she was killed by whoever tuned her up.”

			She took a huge bite of pizza, savored the spice. “We got the killer using the previous injuries as smoke. That’s not bad. Not bad at all. It’s good thinking, just like taking her ’link was good thinking.”

			“Exploiting the victim’s greed and violent impulses.”

			“Yeah. But there’s little things that blow that. Again, no defensive wounds. No indication she was bound when she was beaten, and no sign that she attempted, in any way, to fight back or shield herself. Doesn’t wash. Then you add the angles of the bruising. Comes up self-inflicted.”

			“Which moves you to a different arena.”

			“Exactly. Then there’s the crime scene itself, the position of the body, and TOD.”

			“Time of death.”

			“Yeah, somebody strange comes in the window middle of the night and you can get out of bed, you run and you scream. She didn’t do either. So the killer came through the door. She let the killer in.”

			“The window’s still viable. If indeed she and her partner were having differences, he may have chosen to come in that way rather than risk her not letting him in.”

			“The window was locked. That’s the thing about memory. It’s tricky.” She took another bite of pizza, washed it down. “It’s the thing about having a cop on an investigation who knew the victim—who, once that memory gets poked, clearly recalls how the victim always locked every door, every window. The world was full of thieves and rapists and bad business, according to the Bible of Trudy. Even during the day, when we were in the house, it was locked like a vault. I’d forgotten that. She’s not going to leave a window unlocked in big, bad New York. It’s out of character.”

			“She lets the killer in,” he prompted. “Late-night visit.”

			“Yeah. Late. And she doesn’t bother to put on a robe. She had one in the closet, but she doesn’t bother with it and entertains her killer while wearing her nightgown.”

			“Indicating a certain level of intimacy. A lover?”

			“Maybe. Can’t dismiss it. She kept herself in tune. Face and body work. I can’t remember any guys,” Eve murmured, trying to look back into the past again. “It was only about six months I was there, but I don’t remember any guys coming around, or her going out with any.”

			“From then to now would indicate a very long dry spell.”

			“Can’t rule out a booty call,” Eve continued, “but I went over the list of her possessions, everything she had in that room: no sex toys, no sexy underwear, no condoms or any shields against STDs. Still, could be a long-term relationship—I’m not finding indications, but could be. Not a partner, though. Not on equal terms.”

			“No?”

			“She had to be in charge. She had to give the orders. She liked telling people what to do and liked watching them do it. Look at her pathology—take her employment record. Scores of jobs over the years, none lasting long. She didn’t take orders, she gave them.”

			“So, in her mind, fostering was perfect.” Roarke nodded. “She’s the boss, she’s in charge. Total authority.”

			“She’d think,” Eve agreed. “She was cruising toward sixty, and no marriages on record. Only one official cohab. No, she wasn’t a team player. Partnership wouldn’t work for her. So maybe she tagged this individual on her ’link. Get over here, we need to talk. She’s had some wine, some meds. Probably just enough to be floaty and full of herself.”

			“Another reason she might not have taken as much care as she might have otherwise.”

			Eve nodded. “She’s relaxed, medicated. And she’s figuring on squeezing you for the two million. She’s cracked her own face for it. Yeah, she’s full of herself. But how’s she going to squeeze you when she’s holed up in a hotel room?”

			“I’ve considered that already. You were off your rhythm,” he reminded her when she frowned at him. “Documented the injuries, I imagine, with a shaky, perhaps teary, account of the attack. An attack which would implicate either or both of us as the assailant, or—if she were more clever—which had the unknown assailant warn her that either or both of us would see she got worse unless she did what she was told.”

			He topped off the wine in Eve’s glass. “There would be a statement that this record was made to protect herself, in the event of her untimely death. Or further injury. In which case the record would be sent to the media, and the authorities. This documentation would be sent to me, as she’d trust me to decipher the subtext: Pay, or this goes public.”

			“Yeah, well.” She took another slice of pizza. “Did all this considering tell you where that record might be?”

			“With her killer, no doubt.”

			“Yeah, no doubt. So why wasn’t it brought up along with the numbered account during Zana’s abduction? Why haven’t you received a copy of the documentation?”

			“The killer may have assumed the record would do the talking. And may have been foolish enough to trust it to regular mail.”

			“See.” She shook the slice at him, then bit in. “Smart, sloppy, smart, sloppy. And that doesn’t work for me. There’s no sloppy here. It’s all smart—smart enough to try to look sloppy. Crime of passion, covering it up, little mistakes. Bigger ones. But I think . . . I’m starting to wonder if some of those mistakes are purposeful.”

			She looked back at the board. “Maybe I’m just circling.”

			“No, keep going. I like it.”

			“She was a difficult woman. Even her son said so. And yeah,” she added, reading Roarke’s expression, “I haven’t eliminated him as a suspect. I’ll come back to why he’s not higher on my list. So you’re doing grunt work for a difficult woman. You’re going to get a cut, but no way you’re getting half. Maybe she tells you she’s going for a million, and you can have ten percent for your trouble. That’s not bad for grunt work. Maybe that’s the play, and she gives you the record to deliver or send.”

			“Sure of herself to do that,” he commented.

			“Yeah, and sure of her grunt. But it also takes her a step back if anything goes wrong. It all fits her profile.”

			“But her grunt isn’t as obedient as she assumed,” Roarke continued. “Instead of being a good doggy and delivering, you take a look at it first. And start thinking this is worth more.”

			Here was her rhythm, Eve realized. Batting it back and forth with him, seeing the steps, the pieces, the possibilities.

			“Yeah. Maybe you come back, tell her you want a bigger cut. Maybe you point out they could squeeze for more than a measly million.”

			“That would piss her off.”

			“Wouldn’t it.” Eve smiled at him. “And she’s loose. Been drinking, taking meds. Could be her tongue got away from her and it comes out she was going for two. Oops.”

			“Or she just flat out refuses to widen the slice of the pie.”

			“That’s a pisser either way. And any way it plays, you’re back in that room with her late Saturday night, early Sunday morning. She turns her back on you. You’ve got the record, you’ve got the weapon. You’ve got motive, you’ve got opportunity. You take her out. You bag up her ’link, her copy of the documentation, her disc files, anything else that might implicate you or help you out. You unlock the window, and you’re gone.”

			“Now you’ll get the whole pie.” Roarke glanced down at the pizza between them. They’d fairly well demolished it, he noted. Hungry work.

			“Then it angles back.” Eve licked a little sauce from her thumb. “Bright and early Monday morning, you’re right there, right on the spot to snatch Zana when she comes out. Happy coincidence for you that she’s out hunting bagels on her own.”

			“Maybe Trudy wasn’t the one with the lover.”

			“That’s a thought, isn’t it?” She inclined her head, and shoved the pizza away before she made herself sick. “Going to take a closer look at Bobby’s pretty little wife.”

			“Not Bobby?”

			“I’ll go down a few layers. But the thing with matricide is it’s usually uglier. More rage.”

			As was patricide, she thought. She’d all but swam in the blood when she’d killed her father.

			As that was one memory she didn’t need or want, she focused on the now. “Then the motive’s murky there. If it’s the money, why not wait until she scooped it up? Then you arrange for an accident back home, and you inherit. Could’ve been impulse, just of the moment, but . . .”

			“You’ve got a spot for him,” Roarke said. “A soft one.”

			“It’s not that.” Or maybe part of that, she admitted. “If he was putting on a show outside that hotel room, he’s wasting his talents with real estate. And I was with him when Zana had her adventure, so that means he’d have to have a partner. Or he and Zana are in this together. None of that’s impossible, so we’ll go down those layers. But it’s not what rings for me.”

			He studied her face. “And something does. I can see it.”

			“Back to the vic. She likes to be in charge, keep people under her thumb. Like you pointed out, she didn’t just take kids in for the fees. She took them in so she had sway over them, so they’d do her bidding, fear her. According to her, she kept files on them. So why would I be the first she’s hit on?”

			“Not a partner then. A minion.”

			“That’s a good word, isn’t it?” Eve sat back in her chair, swiveled back and forth. “Minion. Right up her alley. From the look back I already took, she always fostered females. Which plays into her being in her nightgown. Why bother with a robe when it’s another woman? No need to be concerned or afraid when it’s someone you bossed around when she was a kid and who, for whatever reason, is still under your control.”

			“Zana was abducted by a man, if we take her at her word.”

			“And if we do, going by this theory, there are two. Or Trudy had herself a man. I’m going to take a closer look at who she fostered.”

			“And I’ll play with my numbers.”

			“Getting anywhere?”

			“It’s a matter of time. Feeney got a start and a warrant. Which makes it possible for me to use my office equipment without dodging around CompuGuard.”

			“Only half the fun for you.”

			“Sometimes you settle.” He got to his feet. “I’ll get back to it.”

			“Roarke. Before, what I said about bringing work home, and cops into the house. I should’ve added pulling you into this mix.”

			“I put myself into the mix quite a few times, going around you to do so.” His lips curved, just a bit. “I’ve tried to learn to wait to be asked first.”

			“I ask a lot. And I haven’t forgotten you were hurt, took a couple of pretty serious hits on my last two major cases because I asked you first.”

			“As did you,” he reminded her.

			“I signed up for it.”

			He smiled fully now—it was enough to make a woman’s heart do a header—and walked around the desk to lift her hand, rub his finger over her wedding ring. “As did I. Go to work, Lieutenant.”

			“Okay. Okay,” she repeated quietly as he walked to his own office. She turned to her computer. “Let’s start earning our pay.”

			She brought up the list of the children Trudy had fostered, then began to pick at their lives.

			One was doing her third stretch for aggravated assault. Good candidate, Eve thought, if she wasn’t currently in a cage in Mobile, Alabama. She put a call through to the warden, just in case, and confirmed.

			One down.

			Another had been blown to bits while dancing at an underground club in Miami when a couple of lunatics stormed it. Suicide bombers, Eve recalled, protesting—with their lives, and more than a hundred others—what they considered the exploitation of women.

			The next had a residence listed as Des Moines, Iowa, one current marriage on record, with employment as an elementary educator. One offspring, male. The spouse was a data cruncher. Still, they pulled in a decent living between them, Eve mused. Trudy might have dipped into the well.

			Eve contacted Iowa. The woman who came on-screen looked exhausted. Banging and crashing sounded in the background. “Happy holidays. God help me. Wayne, please, will you keep it down for five minutes? Sorry.”

			“No problem. Carly Tween?”

			“That’s right.”

			“I’m Lieutenant Dallas, with New York City Police and Security.”

			“New York. I’ve got to sit down.” There was a huge sigh, and the screen tipped just enough for Eve to get a glimpse of an enormously pregnant belly. Another down, she decided, but followed through.

			“What’s this about?”

			“Trudy Lombard. Ring a bell?”

			Her face changed, tightened. “Yes. She was my foster mother for several months when I was a child.”

			“Could you tell me the last time you had contact with her?”

			“Why? Wayne. I mean it. Why?” she repeated.

			“Ms. Lombard was murdered. I’m investigating.”

			“Murdered? Wait, just wait, I have to move to somewhere else. I can’t hear with all this noise.” There was a lot of huffing before the woman gained her feet, and the screen swayed as she waddled across what Eve saw was a family living area into a small office space. She shut the door.

			“She was murdered? How?”

			“Mrs. Tween, I’d like to know the last time you spoke with or had contact with Ms. Lombard.”

			“Am I a suspect?”

			“The fact that you’re not answering a routine question makes me wonder.”

			“I was twelve,” Carly snapped. “I was under her care for eight months. My aunt was able to get custody and I went to live with her. Matter closed.”

			“Then why are you angry?”

			“Because a New York cop is calling my home and asking me questions about a murder. I have a family. I’m eight months pregnant, for God’s sake. I’m a teacher.”

			“And you still haven’t answered my question.”

			“I have nothing to say about this or her. Nothing. Not without a lawyer, so leave me alone.”

			The screen went black. “That went well,” Eve commented.

			While she didn’t see Carly Tween waddling her way to New York to bash Trudy’s brains in, she kept her on the list.

			On the next call she was switched to voice mail—two faces, two voices, both of them glowing to the point Eve wished for sunshades.

			Hi! This is Pru!

			And this is Alex!

			We can’t talk to you right now because we’re on our honeymoon in Aruba!

			They turned to each other, giggling insanely. Catch you when we come back. If we come back.

			Apparently someone was taking advantage of those low rates to the islands, Eve thought. If Pru and Alex had tied the knot, they’d done so recently enough that the data hadn’t caught up.

			She confirmed with vital records in Novi, Michigan. Pru and Alex had indeed applied for a marriage license, and had put it to use the previous Saturday.

			She doubted they’d detoured to New York to commit murder on their way to sun, surf, and sex.

			“All right, Maxie Grant, of New L.A., let’s see what you’re up to. A lawyer, huh? And with your own firm. Must be doing pretty well. I’d bet Trudy would’ve liked a piece of that.”

			Factoring the time difference, she tried Maxie Grant’s office number first.

			It was answered on the second beep, in brisk tones, by a woman with a great deal of curly red hair around a sharply defined face. Her mossy green eyes fixed on Eve’s. “Maxie Grant, what can I do for you?”

			“Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD.”

			“New York? You keep late hours, Lieutenant.”

			“You answer your own ’link, Ms. Grant.”

			“Entirely too often. What can I do for New York?”

			“Trudy Lombard.”

			The smile that curved across Maxie’s face was anything but friendly. “Tell me you’re Homicide, and the bitch is on a slab.”

			“That’s just what I’m going to tell you.”

			“No shit? Well, strike up the band and hand me a tuba. How’d she buy it?”

			“I take it you weren’t a fan.”

			“I hated her guts. I hated the atoms that made up her guts. If you’ve got who did her under wraps, I’d like to shake his hand.”

			“Why don’t you tell me your whereabouts from this past Saturday through Monday.”

			“Sure. I was right here. On the coast, I mean. Even I don’t spend every minute in this office.” She eased back in the chair, pursed her lips in consideration. “Okay, Saturday, eight to noon, I was volunteering at St. Agnes’s. I coach girls’ volleyball. Get you a list of names to verify if you want them. Did some Christmas shopping after, with a pal. Spent too much, but hell, it’s Christmas. Got the pal’s name, and my receipts. Party Saturday night. Didn’t get home ’til after two, and didn’t come home alone. Sex and breakfast in bed Sunday morning. Went to the gym, hung around the house. Did some work from home Sunday night. How about some details. Did she suffer? Please tell me she suffered.”

			“Why don’t you tell me why you’d enjoy that?”

			“She made my life hell for nine months. Unless you’re a total fuckup—and you don’t look like one—you’ve got my file right there. Went into the system when I was eight, after my old man finally beat my mother to death and got his sorry ass locked up. Nobody wanted me. I got shot to that sadistic bitch. She used to make me scrub floors with a toothbrush, locked me in my room every night. Cut the power to it sometimes, just so I’d be in the dark. Told me my mother probably deserved what she got, and I’d end up the same way.”

			She took a deep breath, then reached for the bottle of water at her elbow, drank. “I started stealing, squirreling money away for my escape fund. Got caught. She showed the cops all these bruises on her arms, her legs. Told them I’d attacked her. I never touched the bitch. So I’m slapped in juvie. Got bad, lots of fights.

			“You’ve seen this picture before.”

			“Yeah, a few times.”

			“I was dealing illegals by the time I was ten. Bad ass,” she said with a smile that said she was ashamed of it. “In and out of kid cages until I was fifteen and a deal went south. I got cut up. Best thing that ever happened to me. There was a priest . . . This sounds very Vid of the Week, but there you go. He stuck with me, wouldn’t quit. He turned me around.”

			“And you went into law.”

			“Just seemed to suit me. That sadistic bitch had me when I was eight, and I was scared. I’d watched my mother die. She used that, did her level best to ruin me. And she nearly did. I won’t be sending flowers to her wake, Lieutenant. I’ll be strapping on red shoes and drinking French champagne.”

			“When’s the last time you saw her?”

			“I haven’t seen her, face-to-face, in four years.”

			“Face-to-face?”

			She took another sip, slowly. “I’m a lawyer, good enough to know I should have representation. I shouldn’t be talking to you. But I’m so damn happy she’s dead, I’m going to walk on the wild side. Four years ago, I was working for a high-powered firm. Junior partner. I was engaged to a guy who had a solid shot at the Senate. I was pulling in a big salary, one I worked my ass off for. She shows up at my office. Where I worked, for God’s sake. She’s all smiles, and look at you, aren’t you something. Made me sick.”

			Maxie took one more slug of water, then slapped the bottle down again. “I should’ve kicked her out, but she caught me off guard. Then she hits me with it: She’s got copies of my record, all of it. The illegals, the cage time, the assaults, the thefts. It wouldn’t do, would it, for that to come out? Not with me in this cushy job, in this important firm. Not with me planning my wedding to a man favored to head to East Washington.”

			“She blackmailed you.”

			“I let her. So stupid. I gave her fifty thousand. In three months, she was back for more. That’s the way it works. I’m not green, I knew better. But I paid her again. Even when my relationship went down the sewer. My fault, I was so stressed, so determined not to let him know, that I torched it.”

			She broke off a moment, and her tone changed, softened. “I’m sorry for that. Still sorry for that. So, I paid her for two years. To the tune of a quarter mil. And I just couldn’t take it anymore. I quit my job. And the next time she contacted me, I told her to go ahead. Go ahead, you bitch, do your worst. I’ve got nothing to lose now. Already lost it,” she said quietly.

			“How’d she take it?”

			“She was steamed. At least I had that. She screamed and carried on like I was jabbing hot sticks in her eyes. Nice moment for me. I’d get disbarred, she said. And that’s bull, of course. No firm would ever hire me again. And there she might’ve had something. I didn’t give a cold shit. I stuck, and she went away. And now, thank the gods, she won’t be back.”

			“You should’ve gone to the cops.”

			“Maybe. Shoulda, coulda, woulda. I played my hand. I got my own firm now, such as it is. I’m happy. I didn’t kill her, but I’ll offer my services pro bono to whoever did. She made me bathe in cold water, every night. Said it was good for me. Cooled hot blood.”

			Eve shuddered before she could stop herself. She remembered the cold baths.

			“I’m going to want the names of the people who can verify your whereabouts, Maxie.”

			“No problem. Tell me how she bought it.”

			“Fractured skull, blunt instrument.”

			“Oh. I was hoping for something more exotic. Guess that’ll have to do.”

			Cold, Eve thought later. Cold and brutally frank. She had to respect that.

			Even better, she had her first step toward a pattern of blackmail.

			She found two more. Though they didn’t confirm it, she saw it in their eyes. Alibis would be checked for them, and for the two others she couldn’t reach.

			She got up for coffee, detoured into Roarke’s office. “Any progress?”

			“Continues to dead-end on me.” He shoved back from the desk, obviously annoyed. “Are we sure she had the numbers right?”

			“She was shook, so she may have screwed up. But she said them twice, in the sequence I gave you. No hesitation.”

			“I’m getting nothing. I’m going to have the computer run them, in various sequences. See what pops up. What about you?”

			“I’ve got one confirmed blackmail. Lawyer out in California. I don’t like her for the murder, but she claims she shelled out a quarter million over a couple of years before she cut Trudy off. That’s a lot from one source, and I’m banking there’s more. I’m also banking Trudy had herself a couple of quiet accounts, the sort she wouldn’t report for taxes.”

			“Now that I can find easily enough.”

			“I’ve got two account numbers from the lawyer where she transferred money to Trudy. But it’s been several years, and maybe Trudy shuffled funds around.”

			“The best way to keep the IRS from sniffing. I’ll start with those, find the rest.”

			“When you do, if they were e-transfers, we’d be able to track them to the source.”

			“Child’s play, and it’ll give me a break from this frustration.”

			“Want coffee?”

			“How wifely. I would, yes. Thanks.”

			“I was getting some for me anyway.”

			She heard him laugh as she started out, then she stopped by the board again. If Trudy had income from blackmail, money tucked away, just how much would Bobby inherit now?

			A nice boost to his business, she imagined.

			She thought briefly of the boy who’d snuck a sandwich into her room when she’d been alone and hungry. How he’d done so without a word, with the faintest of smiles and a finger to his lips.

			Then she got coffee, and prepared to find out if he’d killed his own mother.
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			SHE WAS STANDING IN A ROOM, BRILLIANTLY lit, drinking champagne with a group of women. She recognized their faces. The California lawyer was drinking right from the bottle and doing a hip-swinging dance in high red heels. Carly Tween was sitting on a stool with a tall back, sipping delicately while she rubbed her enormous belly with her free hand.

			The others—the others who’d been like her—were all chattering the way women do at girl parties. She’d never been fluent in the language of fashion and food and men, so she drank the frothy wine and let the sounds roll over her.

			Everyone was duded up. She herself was wearing the same outfit she’d donned for the holiday party. Even in the dream—even knowing it was a dream—her feet ached.

			Part of the room was sectioned off, and there the children they’d been sat, watching the party. Hand-me-down clothes, hungry faces, hopeless eyes—all closed off from the lights, the music, the laughter by a sheer glass wall.

			Inside it, Bobby served the children sandwiches, and they ate ravenously.

			She didn’t belong here, not really. She wasn’t one of them, not quite. And the others sent her quick, sidelong glances, and whispered behind their hands.

			Still, it was she who walked first to the body that lay on the floor in the middle of the celebration. Blood stained Trudy’s nightgown and congealed on the glossy floor.

			“She’s really not dressed for it,” Maxie said, and smiled as she chugged down more champagne. “All the money she carved out of us, you’d think she could afford a nice outfit. It’s a fricking party, isn’t it?”

			“She didn’t plan to be here.”

			“You know what they say about plans.” She gave Eve an elbow nudge. “Loosen up. We’re all family here, after all.”

			“My family’s not here.” She looked through that sheer glass, into the eyes of children. And wasn’t so sure. “I’ve got a job to do.”

			“Suit yourself. Me, I’m going to get this party started.” Maxie turned the bottle over, gripped the neck in both hands, and with a wild laugh smashed it against Trudy’s already shattered head.

			Eve leapt forward, shoved her back, but the others swarmed in. She was knocked down, kicked aside, trampled as they fell on the body like dogs.

			She crawled clear, struggled to stand. And saw the children behind the glass. Cheering.

			Behind them, she saw the shadow, the shape that was her father.

			Told you, didn’t I, little girl? Told you they’d toss you into the pit with the spiders.

			“No.” She jerked, struck out when someone lifted her.

			“Easy now,” Roarke murmured. “I’ve got you.”

			“What? What?” With her heart skittering, she shook herself awake in his arms. “What is it?”

			“You fell asleep at your desk. Small wonder as it’s nearly two in the morning. You were having a nightmare.”

			“It wasn’t . . .” She took a moment to steady herself. “It wasn’t a nightmare, not really. It was just weird. Just a weird dream. I can walk.”

			“I like this better.” Still carrying her, he stepped onto the elevator. “We’d have headed for bed sooner, but I got caught up.”

			“I’m fuzzy.” She rubbed her face, but couldn’t scrape away the fatigue. “You get anywhere?”

			“What a question. Three accounts so far. I suspect there are more. Feeney can take over with it in the morning. I’ve some work of my own to deal with.”

			“What are—”

			“Morning’s soon enough. It’s nearly here, in any case.” He stepped out of the elevator, took her straight to the bed. When he started to tug down her pants, she tapped his hands aside.

			“I can do that. You might get ideas.”

			“Even I have limits, broad though they may be.”

			Still, when he slid into bed with her, he drew her close to his side.

			She started to nag him into giving her some of the data. And the next thing she knew, it was morning.

			He was having coffee in the sitting area, with the viewing screen split between stock reports and the morning bulletins. At the moment, she didn’t care about either. So she grunted what passed for a morning greeting and slogged off to the bathroom.

			When she came out, she smelled bacon.

			There were two plates on the table. She knew his game. He’d fill her in if and when she ate. To expedite it, she plopped down across from him, grabbed the coffee first.

			“So?”

			“Good morning to you, too. Such as it is. Forecast is for sleet, possibly turning to snow by midmorning.”

			“The fun never ends. The accounts, Roarke.”

			He pointed a finger at the cat, who was trying to belly over toward the food. Galahad stopped, and began scratching his ears.

			“The accounts the lawyer gave you were closed. Timing coordinates with the cutoff. I found others, off shore and off planet. Numbered, of course, but with some finessing, I unearthed the certified names. Roberta True and Robin Lombardi.”

			“Not very imaginative.”

			“I don’t think imagination was her strong suit. Greed certainly was. She had close to a million in each. Tracing back, I’ve got the lawyer’s transfers. And another six figures transferred from an account under the names Thom and Carly Tween.”

			“Yeah, I knew she’d been scalped some.”

			“Also a chunk from a Marlee Peoples.”

			“Peoples—that’s the doctor, pediatrician, in Chicago. I wasn’t able to reach her yesterday.”

			“There’s more. I made you a list. Deposits that I’ve found so far go back about ten years.”

			“Round about the time she’d have lost the pro-mom status. You got a kid in college, you keep the status until he’s done, or turns twenty-four.”

			“A handy way to make up for the loss in income.”

			“But she doesn’t buy a nice outfit for the party.”

			“Sorry?”

			“Stupid dream.” Eve shook her head. “Or not so. What the hell did she do with her money, anyway? Comes to New York, stays in an economy hotel.”

			Roarke plucked up a piece of bacon, handed it to her. “For some, it’s simply the having, the accumulating. It’s not what you can buy with it.”

			Because it was in her hand, she ate the bacon. “Well, Morris said she’d had good face and body work, so she spent some on that. Daughter-in-law stated Trudy left her better jewelry at home, so she spent some there. Personal stuff,” Eve mused. “Appearance. That fits her. And maybe she invested in something. Bobby’s in real estate. Could be she’s got property. Something she figured to retire to when she was done bleeding her former charges.”

			“Does it matter?”

			“I don’t know. How much she had, who knew she had it, who had access. It might matter.” She ate as she thought about it. “I couldn’t find anything that points to Bobby or his bride. I went through financials, medical, education, criminal. But if either or both of them knew she had a couple million stashed away, and thought there was a shot at doubling that, maybe.”

			She toyed with it a moment. “If we can freeze the accounts, prove the funds were from illegal means . . . Might get the killer to try to follow Trudy’s path to blackmail. Might piss him off, too. And eventually, through the maze of red tape, we might even get the money back where it came from.”

			“And justice for all.”

			“In a perfect world, which isn’t even close to this one. But it’s an angle. If money was the motive, removing the money could stir things up.”

			With some surprise she realized she’d finished her breakfast. She rose. “I’m going to get dressed, get started. Maybe we’ll lower the visual on the security I’ve got on Bobby and Zana. Make it seem like it’s eased up. Need some bait, is what we need.”

			She went to the closet, remembered what he’d said about sleet and snow, so detoured to her dresser to dig out a sweater. “It’s the twenty-third, right?”

			“Only two more shopping days before Christmas.”

			“Makes sense, lighter duty this close to the big day. Couple of out-of-towners cooped up in a hotel. They’d start whining about getting out some. So we let them. See what we can see.”

			At Central, she set up a briefing in one of the conference rooms. She called in Detective Baxter and Officer Trueheart, as well as Feeney, Peabody, and McNab.

			She caught them up, then began to assign duties.

			“Feeney, you’ll continue to follow the money. I realize this isn’t your top priority, so whatever time and manpower you can spare.”

			“Things are pretty loose. Losing a lot of my boys over the next day or two. Including this one.” He jerked a thumb at McNab. “No reason I can’t work their asses off until then.”

			“Appreciate it. I’m going to need a couple of homers,” she told him. “I want small and discreet. I’m going for a warrant to use them on our two protective custodys.”

			“A warrant?” He scratched his fingers into his wiry, ginger-colored hair. “You don’t figure they’ll grant permission?”

			“I’m not going to ask for it. So I want something I can get on them without them being aware. You got something in your bag of tricks that’ll give me some audio, it wouldn’t hurt.”

			“Tricky.” Considering, he rubbed his chin. “Warrant for something like that, you generally got to have some evidence points to them as suspects, or have their prior knowledge and cooperation.”

			She’d already worked the skirt around that one in her head. “In the opinion of the primary, the subjects are already under duress and stress. The purpose of the homers is for their own safety, as the female subject was purportedly abducted once.”

			“Purportedly?” Peabody repeated.

			“We’ve only got her word on it. We’re running a thin line with these two, between victims and suspects. Homers are my method of walking the line. I’m going to do a dance for the warrant. I’ll call Mira in to back me up if necessary. We get them wired, and we open the cage.”

			She turned to Baxter. “That’s where you and your partner come in. I want you out there, soft clothes, tailing them. I want to know where they go, how they look.”

			“You’re tossing us out on the street on Christmas Eve—Eve . . . Eve.” Baxter grinned. “Somebody had to say it.”

			“It would be you. They split up, you split up. You stay in contact with each other, and with me. This is low risk, but I don’t want sloppy. They may be approached. It’s unlikely they’ll be harmed. Probability’s in the low twenties. Let’s take that down to zero and keep sharp.”

			“Lieutenant?” As was his habit, Trueheart raised his hand. He wasn’t as green as he once was, Baxter was ripening him. But a little color rose up his throat over his uniform collar when Eve turned to him.

			“If they are approached, do we move in to apprehend?”

			“You observe, use your own judgment. I don’t want you giving chase and losing this guy on the street. You take him if you’re close enough to do so without risk. Otherwise, you follow, give me the coordinates. From all evidence, the victim was target specific. There’s little risk to the populace, so let’s keep it that way.”

			She gestured to the board, and Trudy’s picture. “Still, he did that, so we’re dealing with someone who can and will kill if motivated. I want everybody home for Christmas.”

			She held Peabody back when the others left. “I’m going to see Mira, run this by her and get her behind me on this warrant. I’ve got names of former fosters. The ones I was unable to reach are marked. See what you can do with them. But first, contact Carly Tween from that list. She wouldn’t talk to me. She’s eight months pregnant, scared, and cranky. Use your soft sell. If you can confirm her husband’s whereabouts for the murder, so much the better.”

			“She got a father? Brothers?”

			“Shit.” Eve rubbed her neck. “Can’t remember. Doubtful on the father as she was in foster, but check it out.”

			“On that. Good luck with the warrant.”

			To Eve’s shock and surprise, Mira’s admin didn’t throw herself bodily in front of the office door. Instead, she beeped through, got the okay, then gestured Eve in.

			“Oh, Merry Christmas, Lieutenant, if I don’t see you before.”

			“Ah, thanks. Same to you.”

			She glanced back, still baffled, as the dragon at the gates began to hum “Jingle Bells.”

			“You’d better do a head exam on your admin,” Eve said to Mira as she shut the door. “She’s suddenly perky and she’s out there singing.”

			“The holidays do that to people. I told her to put you through at any time, unless I was in session. It’s important that I keep up, not just with the progress of your investigation, but with your emotional state.”

			“I’m fine. I’m good. I just need—”

			“Sit down, Eve.”

			Because Mira turned to her AutoChef, Eve rolled her eyes behind Mira’s back. But she sat, dropping into one of the pretty blue scoop chairs. “I’m hitting snags and dead-ends on the investigation, so I’m pushing it open. I want to—”

			“Have some tea.”

			“I really don’t—”

			“I know, but indulge me. I can tell you didn’t get much sleep. Are you having nightmares?”

			“No. Not exactly. I worked late last night.” She took the tea—what choice did she have? “I dropped off for a few minutes. Had a weird dream. Nothing major.”

			“Tell me anyway.”

			She hadn’t come for a session, damn it. But she knew that arguing with Mira on her own turf was like beating your head against rock.

			She described the dream, shrugged. “Weird, mostly. I didn’t feel threatened or out of control.”

			“Even when the other women stampeded you?”

			“No, that just pissed me off.”

			“You saw yourself, as a child, through the glass.”

			“Yeah. Having a sandwich. I think it was ham and cheese.”

			“And, at the end of it, your father.”

			“He’s always there. Can’t get around it. Look, I get it. Him on one side, her on the other. Me in the middle. Then and now. I’m squeezed on this, but it’s not a problem. For once, nobody’s trying to kill me.”

			“Do you really feel that different—that distance from the others? The other women?”

			“I feel different from most of the women I know. Never can figure out how I end up pals with them, when half the time they’re like another species. Okay, I understood where Maxie was coming from. I know why she felt the way she did, at least initially. Somebody who screwed with her is dead. I don’t feel the same way. Not like busting out the champagne. If I wanted everyone I disliked dead, the city’d be a bloodbath.

			“I don’t blame her, but I don’t agree with her. Death isn’t an answer, it’s an end. And murder’s a crime. That makes Trudy, whether I liked her or not, mine. Whoever ended her has to pay for it.”

			She hesitated a moment, then decided to finish it out, to close it off with what had just gone through her mind. “I wish I’d had the chance to say what I went there to say to her. To face her like that. More, I wish she were alive so I could help put her away for dogging those women all these years, exploiting them, taking their money and their peace of mind.”

			“And you can’t.”

			“No. Life’s full of disappointments.”

			“Cheery thought,” Mira added.

			“Here’s a cheerier one, then: She can’t take from me what I’ve got. I know that. She didn’t. She thought she could get under me, use me. She wouldn’t have. It helps knowing that. Part of what she couldn’t take was what I am. What I am is the cop who’s going to close this case. That’s it.”

			“All right. What do you need from me?”

			Eve told her of the plans to try for a warrant.

			Mira sipped at her tea, and from the expression on her face, Eve knew she was far from convinced. “That’s a shaky line, Eve.”

			“I’m freezing the accounts. Money’s cut off. Nobody can get to them in the hotel. Sooner or later I’ve got to spring them. So maybe he waits until I do, until they’re back in Texas. Maybe he goes after one of them there, when they’re not being protected. There’s no motive, at this point, to attack them. Approach, yes, but not attack. Not if money’s the root.”

			“What else?”

			“Payback, maybe. But I’m hitting dead ends there. The fact is, she could’ve—and probably did—piss off a lot of people we don’t know about. But Zana’s abduction points to money. So that’s our first stop.”

			“I’ll back you on this since I agree the physical jeopardy is low. It could be argued that their emotional state is exacerbated by being kept in the hotel, under guard. Some return of normalcy could benefit them, while aiding your investigation.”

			“That’s good enough. I’ll get on it.” She rose. “Peabody and McNab are heading for Scotland tomorrow.”

			“Scotland? Oh, his family, of course. They must be excited.”

			“Peabody’s running on nerves over it. His family and all that. If nothing breaks today, this is going to cool on me over the holiday. Right now, this is my best chance to keep it hot.”

			“Then I wish you luck. And if I don’t see you, have a lovely Christmas. Both you and Roarke.”

			“Yeah, thanks. I’ve got to take care of a couple things regarding that yet.”

			“Ah, another last-minute shopper.”

			“Not exactly.”

			She started toward the door, then turned back and took another study. Mira wore a suit in a kind of rusty red today, and the shoes matched. Her necklace was short, thick gold with a lot of little stones sparkling in it. Multicolored, triangular shape. Her earrings were thick gold triangles.

			“Something else?”

			“Just a passing thought,” Eve began. “How much time and thought did it take for you to deck yourself out this morning?”

			“Deck myself?” Mira looked down at herself.

			“You know, to pick the outfit and the stuff, to fiddle with your hair and face. All that. So you’re all put together just so.”

			“I’m not entirely sure that’s a compliment. Probably the best part of an hour. Why?”

			“Just wondering.”

			“Wait.” Mira held up a hand before Eve opened the door. “How long did it take you?”

			“Me? I don’t know. Ten minutes?”

			“Get out of my office,” Mira said with a laugh.

			Eve gave the warrant a good, solid push. It took over an hour, a lot of tap dancing, but at the end she got what she wanted.

			She was told to consider it a Christmas present.

			Satisfied, she headed out to the bull pen. “Suit up,” she told Baxter. “Get your boy. I want you in position, at the hotel, in thirty.”

			“It’s going to snow. Did you know it’s supposed to start snowing?”

			“Wear boots, then.”

			Ignoring his whine, she walked to Peabody’s desk, got a little brush-back. “I hear you, Carly.”

			Peabody used an earpiece on privacy mode. “You’ve only got one thing to worry about now, and that’s your family. Having another beautiful, healthy baby boy. It’s a big help to us that you cooperated. Now I want you to put it out of your mind, and go enjoy the holidays.”

			She listened for a moment, smiled. “Thanks. I’ll be in touch when we have more information. Merry Christmas to you and your family.”

			Peabody pulled off the earpiece, then made a show of buffing her nails on her shirt. “I’m good.”

			“Did you stop short of sending her a gift? Jesus. What’d you get?”

			“Husband’s out of it. He was with her Saturday, in the hospital. She had false labor, and they were there several hours. I ran a secondary check on that while I had her on ’link. Pans out. No brother, no father. Only child. Jeez, Dallas, she had it rough.”

			“Walk and talk. We’ve got a warrant coming through, and I want to head up, see what toys Feeney’s picked out for me.”

			“Mother was a junkie. Used while she was pregnant, so Carly was born an addict. She got passed around, various relatives. Too much for them to handle, too much expense, too much trouble.”

			They hopped on a glide, blissfully uncrowded as the holidays had everyone who could manage it copping time off.

			“She’s dumped in the system. Her physical problems are dealt with, but she’s a hard placement. Scrawny, possible physical complications. Mother cleans up, supposedly—at least enough to get the courts to put the kid back in her care. Then she starts using again, turning tricks. Kid’s ten, and it’s a bad life. Mother gets popped again, but not before she uses the kid to sell a little kiddie porn on the ’net. Back in the system, and she ends up with Trudy.”

			“Who made things worse.”

			“I’ll say. Made her scrub in cold water every night. And other various torments. Kid squeals, but nobody’s buying. Not a mark on her. No outward signs of abuse, and it’s all put down to her prior difficulties. Until she tried to off herself. Slashed her own wrists with a kitchen knife.”

			Eve paused long enough to breathe out. “Oh, hell.”

			“Said it was Bobby who found her, called an ambulance. When she woke up in the hospital, they told her she’d attacked her foster mother. She swore that was a lie, but Trudy had superficial stab wounds on her forearms.”

			“Bitch did it to herself.”

			“I’m with that. But she’s back in the system again, and this time she stays in state schools until she’s of age.

			“She turned her life around, Dallas, you gotta admire it. Scraped it together to go to college for a degree in Elementary Ed, snagged a couple scholarships. She settled out in Iowa, said she just wanted to put it away. Close that door. Met her husband five years ago, got married.”

			“Then Trudy comes back.”

			“Parents might not like the idea of someone with her background teaching their tots, that’s how Trudy put it. If she wanted to keep all that boxed up, it would cost. These aren’t wealthy people, but Carly was scared. They paid. When I told her we were going to try to get the money back, she cried.”

			“How much did Trudy take her for?”

			“Over the years, about a hundred and fifty thousand.”

			There was an account Roarke had opened in her name when they’d married. She’d never touched it, had never intended to do so. But, she thought now, if the system didn’t do right by Carly Tween this time, she’d do it herself.

			In EDD, Eve studied the homers Feeney offered. They were bigger than she’d wanted, almost thumb-sized.

			“How am I supposed to get these on the subjects without them being aware?”

			He gave her one of his morose scowls. “Hey, that’s your part of the show. You wanted audio. You settled for a simple beacon, I get you something not much bigger than a piece of lint.”

			“I want audio. I’ll figure it out.”

			“You’re welcome,” he muttered.

			“Sorry, sorry. Jesus. You’re the god of electronics. Appreciate you doing this. I know you’re shorthanded.”

			“Might as well be doing something.” He nodded toward his office door where the sounds of loud music, loud voices pressed.

			“They’re having a party. A quick one. I gave them an hour to blow off the steam, do the Secret Santa crap. Anybody who’s not on an active’s not coming in next two days.”

			“Cops know better than to figure crime takes holidays.”

			“Yeah, yeah. I got some boys on call. I’m coming in a half-day, just to round things up. Wife’s making Christmas dinner, and you’d think she was cooking for the royal freaking family. Says we gotta dress for it.”

			“What, you generally eat naked?”

			“Dress, Dallas. Like formal or some shit.” His already droopy face sagged. “She got the damn idea from you.”

			“Me? Me?” Insult, and a little fear, jumped into her voice. “Don’t hang your marital weirdness on me.”

			“It was the party at your place did it. Everybody all duded up and sparkly. Now she wants us all to get fancy. I gotta wear a suit in my own house. At my own table.”

			Because she felt guilty, Eve pulled her hands through her hair, and struggled to tug out an idea. “You could spill gravy on it right off.”

			His eyes brightened. “I knew I kept you around for something. The wife’s gravy’s lethal, too. I spill that on the suit, it’ll practically eat through the lining. Hey, Merry freaking Christmas, kid.”

			“Back atcha.”

			She toted the homers out, and had to slap a hand to her cheek as a muscle twitched. Straight in her line of vision, Peabody and McNab were locked in a big, sloppy kiss, hips grinding together as they used the music as an excuse for vertical humping.

			“Stop! Cease and desist, or I’m locking you both in separate cells for public lewdness.”

			She kept walking. When Peabody caught up, she was huffing. Eve didn’t think it was the quick trot that had her breathing heavy.

			“We were just—”

			“Say nothing,” Eve warned. “Do not speak. We’re heading to the hotel. I’m going to get these wires planted, give the subjects the talk. You’re going to check out the banks on the list I’m going to give you. Show them Trudy’s picture. See if anyone remembers her coming in for a big bag of credits on Thursday or Friday.”

			“Where do you want me after?”

			“I’ll tag you, let you know.”

			She dropped Peabody off, continued to the hotel. Spotting the security, she walked over.

			“I’m pulling my uniform. At least I want it to look that way. Can I plug him into one of your security areas, give him access to the cam on the fifth floor?”

			“We can do that.”

			“I’m keeping the Lombards unapprised.”

			“No problem. Just send him to me when you’re ready.”

			“Thanks.” She moved to the elevator, going over the steps in her head as she rode up.

			Once the uniform was given his orders, she knocked.

			Bobby answered. “You’ve got news.”

			“We’ve had some progress. Nothing much I can tell you at this point. All right if I come in?”

			“Sure, sure. Sorry. Zana’s in the shower. We slept in. Not much else to do.”

			“I want to talk to you about that,” Eve began. “Why don’t you go in and tell Zana I’m here.”

			“Oh. Okay. Be right back.”

			“No rush.”

			The minute he went into the bedroom, Eve hurried to the closet by the door. The tidy state of the suite told her these were people who put things in their place. She found their coats where she expected.

			She took out the two homers, slid one under the collar of each coat, secured them, then engaged. There were two jackets as well, and she considered.

			It was cold, she thought. They were from Texas. They’d wear the coats.

			She glanced toward the bedroom doorway. “Feeney, if you read, beep my communicator.”

			When the beep sounded, she closed the closet door, stepped away. Moments later, Bobby came out.

			“She’ll be done in a minute.”

			“I guess the two of you are getting antsy, stuck in here.”

			“Maybe.” He smiled a little. “I can do some work from here. And I’ve been making arrangements. For my mother. Zana’s been a big help. I don’t know what I’d do without her, don’t know how I managed before she came along. Lousy Christmas for her. I thought maybe I could order a little tree. Or something.”

			“I’m going to clear you to go out.”

			“Out?” He looked toward the windows as if they were prison bars. “Really? You think it’s safe, after what happened?”

			“I think the chances of you being approached or accosted, especially while you’re together, are pretty low. Basically, Bobby, I can’t keep the two of you holed up like this as material witnesses when you didn’t see anything in the first place. If you’ve thought of anything else, remembered anything, that might help.”

			“I’ve gone over it and over it. Not doing a lot of sleeping since . . . since it happened. I don’t understand why my mother would’ve gone to you for money. She’s—she was—pretty well set. And I’m doing good. Good enough, and better now that we closed that big deal. Somebody must’ve pushed her to do it. But I don’t know who’d do that. I don’t know why.”

			“Get out, clear your head a little bit. Maybe something will come to you.” If not, Eve thought, she was going to bring them both in, formal interview. Hit them with the facts, she decided, straight out. See what shakes.

			“We could—” He broke off when Zana stepped out.

			She was dressed in a white sweater and trim pants with tiny brown and white checks. Eve noted she’d taken the time to put on some lip dye, a little cheek color.

			“I’m sorry I kept you waiting. We’re getting a late start today.”

			“It’s okay. How’re you feeling?”

			“All right. It’s all starting to seem like some long, strange dream.”

			“Eve said we can go out for a while,” Bobby told her.

			“Really. But . . .” As he had, Zana glanced toward the window, bit her lip. “But what if . . . He could be watching.”

			“I’ll be with you.” Bobby walked over, put an arm around her. “We’ll go out, buy a little tree. We might get some real snow.”

			“I’d really like that, if you’re sure.” She looked back at Eve. “I guess we’re both going a little stir-crazy.”

			“Take your ’link,” Eve advised. “I’ll check in with you now and then.” She headed for the door, stopped. “It’s pretty cold. You’ll want to dress warm if you’re going to be walking around.”

			As she headed for the elevator, she pulled out her communicator again. “Peabody, status.”

			“Two blocks west. Got what we were looking for, first stop.”

			“Meet me in front of the hotel.”

			“Are we a go?”

			“We’re a go,” Eve said. She switched over to Baxter. “We’re in place. You have the signals.”

			“That’s affirmative.”

			“Give them some room. Let’s see how they spend their day.”

			On the street, she took a look around. If Trudy’s killer had tracked them to the new location—and anything was possible—where would he wait and watch? There were always places. A restaurant, another hotel room, even the street for a period of time.

			But those chances were slim. Tracking them wouldn’t have been a cinch. That would take skill, smarts, and luck. Finding a spot to watch for a couple of days would take a great deal of patience.

			And for what purpose? Money, if money was the object, would only come through them if she paid it out. Smarter, simpler, to try the direct blackmail route.

			Smarter, simpler, to try to shake her rather than the victim’s daughter-in-law.

			She leaned on her car as she waited for Peabody. If money was the motive for murder, why wasn’t the killer pushing harder for a payoff?

			Peabody hiked up, rosy-cheeked from the cold and the walk.

			“What if the money’s the beard?”

			“Whose beard?”

			“The beard, Peabody. I keep circling back to payback instead of payoff. It just slides in better. But if it’s payback, why do you wait until she’s in New York, coming after me? Why do you smash her head in after she’s made contact? Why don’t you wait until you see if she gets the dough first? Or you take her out at her home base, easier to make it look accidental.”

			“Maybe the killer lives here. In New York. Maybe she was playing two at once.”

			“Maybe. But so far, I’ve got nobody who’s local popping out of her file. If it was impulse, why hang around trying to threaten Zana into coughing up money she doesn’t have?”

			“Because now you’re greedy.”

			“Yeah, greed’s usually good.” But it wasn’t gelling for her.

			She got in the car. She didn’t want to be loitering out front when and if the Lombards came out.

			“What did you find out?” she asked Peabody.

			“National Bank, a block from the boutique. One of the tellers made her photo straight off. She was in right before they closed, Friday afternoon. Wanted two hundred single-dollar credits. Snippy about it, so says the teller. Wanted them loose. No bag, no rolls. Just dumped them into her purse. Oh, they want a warrant before they turn over any security discs.”

			“Get one. Let’s tie up all the threads.”

			“Where are we heading?”

			“Back to the murder scene. I’ve run re-enactments on the comp. I want to try it on the spot.” She dug out her homer, stuck it on the dash. “Baxter and Trueheart can handle the shadow, but we’ll keep an eye on them anyway.”

			“Haven’t moved yet,” Peabody observed.

			“They will.”

			Eve took a second-level street slot at the West Side Hotel. “How could there be anything left in the city to buy?” She clambered down, scowling at the masses of people. “What more could they possibly want?”

			“Speaking for myself, I want lots and lots. Piles of boxes with big shiny bows. And if McNab didn’t spring for something shiny, I’ll have to hurt him. Maybe we’ll get that snow.” She sniffed the air like a hound. “Smells like it.”

			“How can you smell anything in this city but city?”

			“I got a prime nose. I can scent soy dogs grilling. And there they are, down the block. I’m sort of going to miss being here for Christmas. I mean, it’s exciting—scary, too—going to Scotland, but it’s not New York.”

			Inside, the same droid worked the desk. “Hey!” He signaled. “When you gonna unseal the room?”

			“When justice is served.”

			“Manager’s busting me on it. We got reservations. Full house next week for New Year’s Eve.”

			“He’s got a problem with my crime scene, tell him to contact me. I’ll tell him what he can do for New Year’s.”

			She checked her homer on the way up. “They’re moving. Baxter?” she said into the communicator. “They’re coming out.”

			“We’ve got them. Got audio. They’re talking about heading over to Fifth, window shopping. Looking for a tabletop tree for the room.”

			“I can hear them. I’m tuning down the audio. Tag me if there’s anything I should know.”

			“They’re stepping out. My youthful companion and I will be taking a stroll. And we’re out.”

			Eve pocketed her communicator, took out her master to break the seal. A woman opened the door across the hall a crack.

			“Are you the police?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Eve drew out her badge.

			“Somebody said a woman was killed in that room, just a few days ago.”

			“There was an incident. There’s no reason for you to be concerned.”

			“Easy for you to say. Larry! Larry, I told you there was a murder. The cops are right here.” She poked her head back out. “He wants to get his vid cam. Get something we can show the kids tomorrow.”

			Larry, busting with smiles as he pushed the door open, led with the camera. “Hi! You think maybe you could put your hand on your weapon, maybe hold up your badge. Look tough. The kids’re going to love it.”

			“Now’s not really a good time, Larry.”

			“It’ll only take a minute. You going in? Great! I can just get a quick shot of the inside. Is there still blood?”

			“What, are you twelve? Put that thing down, go back in your room before I arrest you for being dirt stupid.”

			“Great! Great! Keep going.”

			“Jesus Christ, where do people come from? What dark hole vomits them out into my face? Peabody.”

			“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to go back inside now. This is a police investigation.” She lowered her voice as she moved to block his view. “You don’t want to tick her off. Trust me.”

			“Can you say your name? Like this is Officer Smith, ordering you to cease and desist.”

			“It’s detective, and, sir, you will have to cease and desist before—”

			Eve simply stepped forward, wrenched the little camera out of his hand.

			“Hey!”

			“If you don’t want me to drop it, and have it somehow end up under my boot, you’re going to go back inside.”

			“Larry, give it a rest.” The woman elbowed him back. “I’ll take it.”

			“I got some good stuff on there,” Larry said as his wife nudged him back inside. “You can’t buy this kind of stuff.” The door finally shut after him.

			Eve glanced back. She knew damn well Larry had that damn camera up to the security peep. She broke the seal on room 415, jerked a thumb at Peabody. She kept the door open just enough for her partner to squeeze through, then followed. Closed it. Locked it.

			“Asshole.” Eve scanned the room, shook off the incident in the hall. “She comes in Friday, worked up. Got herself a new plan. Following a pattern we’ve established. Doesn’t mind hurting herself or her property to pin it on someone else. Complicate their lives. Pay them back. She’s laid in some supplies. We’ll check some of the markets. Harder to pin that down, though. But she’s going to have some supplies. The wine, soup, easy food.”

			“She’s already planning how to take care of herself once she’s hurt. Blockers, then,” Peabody added. “Some soothers.”

			“If she didn’t travel with enough, yeah. We’ll check that, too. Bet she has a drink first. Yeah. A big gulp of wine maybe. Maybe some solid food. Thinking, working it out.”

			Eve walked the room as she imagined it. “Does she call her killer? I don’t know, I don’t know. Why? This is her deal. She’s in charge. And she’s hot. She’s plenty steamed.”

			“Have to be gritting down to do that to herself.”

			“She thinks how it’s going to play out. How it’s going to make Roarke scramble. Thinks he can brush her off? Well, she’ll show him. Rips the socks apart. Pulls off the tag, balls it up, tosses it and pulls the pair apart. Tosses the spare, floor, dresser. Fills the one with the credits. Checks the weight. Maybe takes a blocker first, gets ahead of the pain.”

			Eve strode to the bathroom. “In here. You’d do it in here, in case the pain makes you sick. Don’t want to puke on the floor. Who’s going to clean it up?”

			Eve stepped to the sink, looked into the mirror. “Takes a good look. She’s paid good money to keep her face in tune. But that’s all right, that’s okay. There’ll be more. And there’s no way that son of a bitch is going to get away with treating her that way. He doesn’t know who he’s dealing with.”

			Eve brought her fist up hard, right below the chin. Fast enough, violently enough to make Peabody jolt behind her.

			“Jeez, I could almost feel it.”

			“Saw stars. Pain grinds right down into the gut. Dizzy, half sick. Gotta do the rest, gotta do it while you’ve still got the courage, and the strength.” She mimed the blows, imagined them. Tipped forward, gripped the sink as if for support.

			“They got her prints off the sink? Where?”

			Peabody pulled out her PCC, called up the file. “Pretty much where your hand is. Good imprints—all four fingers and thumb, left hand.”

			“Yeah, cause she’s still holding the sap in her right, had to grab hold to stay upright. Good grip, good prints. Got to bleed a little, from the face.”

			She turned, reached out for a washcloth. “Should be two of these. She takes one, holds it to her face, maybe dampens it first. So we get a little of her blood in the sink. But the cloth’s not here when we find her.”

			“Killer took it? Why?”

			“To keep the illusion she was beaten. Trudy takes the cloth, probably puts some ice in it, just to cool her face. None of her clothes had blood on them, except for the nightgown. Most likely she wore it while she clocked herself. Don’t want to mess up a nice outfit. Besides, she’s going to want to lie down for a while anyway. Sleep off the pain.”

			“It still doesn’t make sense.”

			“Call up the list of her belongings. Is there a vid cam?”

			“Hold on.” Peabody shoved at her hair, then found the file. “No cam, but . . . hey. There’s a disc for one. Unused. It was in her purse.”

			“Tourists don’t come to New York without a vid cam. Just like our pal, Larry. And she used recordings before. Sleeps it off, first. Has to have her wits about her when she documents her injuries. Sets the stage, works up some tears, some shakes. Puts the finger on Roarke, or me. Or both of us.”

			Eve looked toward the bed, could picture Trudy sitting there, her face battered, tears streaming. “‘This is what they did to me. I’m afraid for my life.’ All she has to do is get a copy of it delivered to one of us. Have to have some subtext on the recording. ‘I don’t know what to do. Should I go to the police? But she’s the police. God help me,’ blah-blah. ‘He’s so rich, so powerful. What will happen if I take this recording to the media. Will I be safe?’ ”

			“Figuring you’d read between the lines.”

			“And when we contact her, she’ll insist one of us come here. No ’link conversations that can be turned around on her. Face-to-face. Give me the money, or I ruin you. But it doesn’t get that far.”

			“Because her delivery boy took her out.”

			“Had to come in the door. I just don’t buy the window, not with this scenario. Security’s not heavy here. Anybody wants to walk in, they walk in. Or he could’ve been staying at the hotel. Keep him close that way, under her thumb that way. At her beck and call. We’ll run the registration list again, go deeper there. Find a connection. Better if your minion’s close by. She tells him to come up.”

			“She couldn’t be feeling her best, even with the blockers, the alcohol.”

			“No, and she’d want to be able to complain to somebody. Fix me a drink. Get me some soup. Maybe bitching—if she’d sent the disc with him—why we hadn’t jumped already. What’s taking us so long? Maybe she slips about the amount she’s going to demand, or maybe she just pushes the wrong button. But she’s not concerned. Pacing around in her nightgown. She’s there.”

			Eve pointed so that Peabody would assume Trudy’s position. “Back to him. He picks up the sap, takes her down. Rug burns on the heels of her hand. Get down, Peabody.”

			“Cops have no dignity.” Peabody went down on her knees, shot her hands out as if catching herself.

			“And again, from above. One more to make sure. Blood. Had to get some blood on him. Now he’s got to figure it out, cover his tracks. Take the weapon, take the ’link, take the camera. Record would be on the hard drive, if anyone decided to look. Make sure. Washcloth, towel, sock. Anything with her blood on it. Wrap everything up in a towel. Go out the window. Leave the window open. Logic says the killer came in that way.”

			By the window now, Eve looked out. “Down and gone, no problem. Or . . .” She studied the distance to the window of the next room, the emergency platform. “Next room was empty. Maybe . . .”

			She turned back. “Let’s have the sweepers take a look next door. I want those drains checked for blood. Bring them in now. I’ll go down and deal with the desk droid.”

			He wasn’t happy about it. The room was occupied, and moving guests generally made them unhappy.

			“They’ll be a lot unhappier if they’re in there while my crime scene team’s tearing up the room. You’ll be a lot unhappier if I go through the trouble of getting a warrant to shut down this establishment until my investigation is closed.”

			That did the trick. While she waited, she checked in with Baxter.

			“What’s the status?”

			“They’re making up for lost time. I think we’ve walked five fricking miles. And it’s spitting some wet snow.”

			“So button up. What are they doing?”

			“Shopping mostly. Just bought a little tree after looking at all the little trees in the borough of Manhattan. They’re talking about heading back, thank the tiny baby Jesus. If anyone’s tailing them but me and my faithful sidekick, I’m a monkey.”

			“Stick with them.”

			“Like glue.”

			In Midtown, Baxter shoved his communicator back in his coat pocket. On his earpiece he heard Zana talk about lunch. Should they buy some dogs and stay out a while longer? Or go drop off their things, have lunch at the hotel?

			“Hotel,” he mumbled. “Go to the hotel. The one with a nice warm coffee shop across the street.”

			Trueheart shrugged. “It’s nice being out. Being able to see all the decorations. The snow just adds.”

			“You kill me, kid. It’s thirty degrees, windy, and this snow is more like sleet. The sidewalks are jammed, and we’re walking the soles of our shoes thin. Shit. Damn it. They’re going for the dogs.”

			“And glide-cart coffee.” Now Trueheart shook his head. “They’ll be sorry.”

			“And now she’s window-shopping. Typical female. He’s got to haul the bags, buy the dogs, juggle it all so she can sigh over a bunch of sparklers they’ll never be able to afford.”

			“If they’re blackmailers they can.”

			Baxter gave Trueheart a look of pride and approval. “Now that’s the kind of cynicism I like to hear. Take the point, move on the cart once he’s got his dogs. Order up a couple. It’s crowded. Hard to keep a visual going. I’ll hang back in case she talks him into going in the store.”

			Baxter eased right, toward the buildings, and caught a glimpse of Zana looking over her shoulder, smiling as Bobby came over, balancing food and packages.

			“I’m sorry, honey!” She laughed, took one of the bags, one of the dogs. “I shouldn’t have left you with all that. I just wanted a peek.”

			“You want to go in?”

			She laughed again. “I can hear the pain in your voice. No, I just wanted to look. I wish I’d thought to wear a hat, though. My ears are cold.”

			“We can go back, or we can buy a hat.”

			She beamed at him. “I’d really like to stay out just a little while more. There’s a place across the street.”

			“The one we walked by to get to this side of the street?”

			“I know, I know,” she said with a giggle. “But they had hats and scarves. On sale. You could use a hat, too, honey. Maybe a nice warm scarf. And I just can’t face that hotel room again right now, Bobby. I feel like I’ve been let out of prison or something.”

			“I know. I guess I feel the same way.” He shifted the bag holding their tree. “We’ll go buy hats. Then we could walk over, watch the skaters, get another look at the big tree.”

			“That’d be just perfect. What makes a soy dog taste so good when it’s cooked outside on a cart in New York? I swear you can’t get a real grilled dog anywhere on the planet outside of New York.”

			“Pretty damn good,” he agreed around a bite of it. “Especially if you don’t think about what’s in it.”

			Her laugh was light and blissfully happy. “Let’s not!”

			When they got to the corner, squeezed in by the crowd, he managed another bite. “I didn’t know I was so hungry. Should’ve gotten two.”

			They made it to the curb. He started to step out, when Zana gasped. His fingers closed over her arm like a vise.

			“I spilled my coffee, that’s all. Damn.”

			“You burned?”

			“No. No.” She brushed at the stain on her coat with her hand. “Just clumsy. I got bumped a little. Gosh, I hope this doesn’t stain. Oh, now we missed the light, too.”

			“There’s no hurry.”

			“Tell that to everyone else,” she murmured. “People weren’t pushing so much, I wouldn’t have coffee on my coat.”

			“We’ll get something and—”

			He pitched forward, straight into the path of an oncoming cab.

			The bag he held went flying. The last thing he heard before he hit the pavement was Zana’s screams and the shrill shriek of brakes.

			While Eve waited for the room to be cleared and the sweepers to arrive, she ran a check on Trudy’s debit and credit statements. The charges and withdrawals had just been put through. Spent a few bucks on Friday at the drugstore, she noted. Time stamp confirmed that that came after the socks, after the bank.

			Lining up your ducks.

			Market, too.

			What happened to the bags?

			As she was working out a theory, her communicator beeped.

			“Dallas.”

			“We’ve got a problem.” Baxter’s face held none of its usual sarcasm. “Male subject’s been hit by a cab, corner of Fifth and Forty-second.”

			“Well, Jesus Christ. How bad?”

			“Don’t know. MTs are on-scene. Wife’s hysterical. They were on the sidewalk, waiting for the light. I had them on audio, Trueheart had a reasonable visual. But the corner was packed. He only got a look at the guy doing a header into the street. He got clipped pretty good, Dallas, I know that. Damn near run over. I got the cabbie here.”

			“Have some uniforms take him down to Central until we can get his statement. Stick with the subjects. Where are they taking him?”

			“ER at Boyd Health Center. Straight shot down Fifth.”

			“I’ll meet you there. One of you go in the ambulance with him. I don’t want either of them out of your sight until I’m there.”

			“You got that. Jesus, Dallas. Guy was eating a dog, drinking bad coffee. Then he just flew. MTs are giving the wife something to calm her down.”

			“Make sure she’s coherent. Damn it, Baxter, I don’t want her put out.”

			“Let me get on that. I’m out.”

			She whirled toward the door, pulling it open just as Peabody pushed from the other side. “Sweepers are heading up.”

			“We’ll get them started. We’ve got to go. Bobby’s heading to the hospital. Hit by a cab.”

			“Hit by—what the hell—”

			“Don’t ask, I can’t tell you. Let’s just get this moving, and get there.”

			She went in hot, dodging clogged traffic as her sirens blasted. And doing her best to ignore quick, sharp pinches of guilt.

			Had she put Bobby in a position to be hurt? Two cops on him, a homer with audio. Still not enough?

			“Could just be an accident.” Peabody tried not to whimper as they threaded between a van and a cab with a layer of cheap paint to spare. “People, especially out-of-towners, have road accidents in New York every day. Step out too far, don’t look where they’re going. Gawking at the buildings instead of watching the lights.”

			“There’s no point in hurting him. No point.” She rapped her fist on the wheel. “What does it get you? Roarke’s not going to cough up two mil because some guy he doesn’t know is in the path. Why should he? Why would he? It serves no purpose to hurt Bobby.”

			“You said Baxter reported he was eating and drinking, at the curb. He gets bumped, or slips. It’s sleeting, things are slippery. Dallas, sometimes things just happen. Sometimes it’s just bad luck.”

			“Not this time. No bullshit coincidence.” Her voice was fierce and furious. “We missed it, that’s all. We missed something, someone, and now we’ve got a witness in Emergency.”

			“It’s not your fault.”

			“I made the call, so it’s on me. You make copies of the recording. Get a copy shot down to the lab. I want to be able to hear everything, every voice.”

			She pulled up to the emergency entrance. “Park it,” she ordered, jumping out. “I need to get in there.”

			She strode to the doors, through.

			It was the usual place of pain. Victims waiting to be heard, to be helped. The sick slumped in chairs. The healthy waiting impatiently for whoever they’d come with to be treated, released, admitted.

			She spotted Trueheart, somehow younger in a sweatshirt and jeans. He sat close to Zana, holding her hand, murmuring to her as she wept.

			“Eve! Eve!” Zana jumped up, threw herself into Eve’s arms. “Bobby. Oh, my God. It’s all my fault. Bobby’s hurt. He’s hurt so bad. I don’t know—”

			“Stop.” Eve pulled back, gave Zana one brisk shake. “How bad is he hurt?”

			“They didn’t say, they won’t tell me. He was bleeding. His head. His head, and his leg. He was unconscious.” Tears spurted. “I heard them say concussion, and something broken, and maybe—”

			“Okay, what happened?”

			“I just don’t know.” Now she sank back into the chair. “We were just waiting for the light. We’d gotten some soy dogs and coffee. It was cold, but it felt so good to get out. And I said I wanted to buy a hat, and they were across the street. Then I spilled my coffee, so we missed the light and couldn’t go. We were waiting and he just fell. Or slipped. I just don’t know. I tried to grab his coat. I got my hand on it. I think I did.”

			She stared down at her hand. Eve noted the light bandage. “What happened to your hand?”

			“I spilled the coffee. It splashed all over when I grabbed for him. Burned my hand a little. I started to fall. I think. Somebody pulled me back. But Bobby . . .”

			Zana wrapped her arms around her waist and rocked. “The cab hit him. It tried to stop, but it was too quick, and it hit him, and then he flew back, and fell. So hard.”

			“Where is he?” She looked at Trueheart.

			“They took him to Treatment Room Two. Baxter’s on the door.”

			“Zana, stay here. Trueheart, stand by.”

			She strode through the waiting area, straight by a nurse who called out for her to stop, and swung right when she saw Baxter at a pair of double swinging doors.

			“Goddamn it, Dallas. We were ten feet away. One on either side.”

			“Wife thinks he slipped.”

			“Yeah, yeah, maybe. What are the odds? They’re working on him. Arm’s broken, that’s for certain. Maybe the hip, too. Head took a hard crack. I couldn’t tell how bad, and the MTs wouldn’t say.”

			Eve rubbed her hands over her face. “You get any sense somebody helped him in front of that cab?”

			“Second-guessing myself now. We had a good tail on them, good observation. But it’s insane out there, Dallas. You know how it is this time of year. Sidewalk is a sea of people, and everybody’s either in an all-fired hurry, or they’re gawking and taking vids. You got street thieves making more this holiday week than they do in six regular months. If I had to swear nobody got by us, I couldn’t. The thing is . . .”

			“What?”

			“Just before, she spilled coffee on herself. Said she got bumped. And I got this little tingle, started moving in a little. Then our guy’s airborne.”

			“Fuck.”
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			EVE SENT BAXTER BACK TO STAND WITH TRUEHEART, then paced in front of the treatment room doors as the sharp scents and harried sounds washed over her.

			She hated hospitals, health centers, emergency treatment centers. Places, she thought, full of sickness and pain. Of death and misery.

			Of waiting.

			Had she put Bobby here? Had her need to push things forward put him in harm’s way? A personal need, she thought now. She wanted to slam the door on this part of her past, lock it away again. Not only for her own peace of mind, she admitted, but to prove she could. Because of that, she’d taken a risk—a calculated one, but a risk nonetheless.

			And Bobby Lombard was paying the price.

			Or was it just some ridiculous accident? Slippery, crowded streets, people in a hurry, bumping, pushing. Accidents happened every day. Hell, every hour. It could be just that simple.

			But she couldn’t buy it. If she ran it through a probability program and it came up one hundred percent, she still wouldn’t buy it.

			He was unconscious, broken and bloody, and she’d sent him out so she could sniff the air for a killer.

			It could be him, even now, it could be Bobby who’d done murder. People killed their mothers. A lifetime of tension, irritation, or worse, and something snapped inside them. Like a bone, she thought, and they killed.

			She’d killed. It hadn’t been only the bone in her arm that had snapped in that awful room in Dallas. Her mind had snapped, too, and the knife had gone into him. Over and over again. She could remember that now, remember the blood, the smell of it—harsh and raw—the feel of it wet and warm on her hands, her face.

			She remembered the pain of that broken bone, even now through the mists of time. And the howling—his and hers—as she killed him.

			People said that sound was inhuman, but they were wrong. It was essentially human. Elementally human.

			She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes.

			God, she hated hospitals. Hated remembering waking in one, with so much of herself—such as it was—gone. Evaporated.

			The smell of her own fear. Strangers hovering over her. What’s your name? What happened to you? Where do you live?

			How could she know? And if she’d remembered, if her mind hadn’t closed up and hidden away, how could she have told them?

			They’d hurt her to heal her. She remembered that, too. Setting the bone, repairing the tears and scars inside her from the repeated rapes. But they’d never found those secrets behind the wall her mind had built.

			They’d never known that the child in the hospital bed had killed like a mad thing. And howled like a human.

			“Dallas.”

			She jerked herself back, but didn’t turn. “I don’t know anything yet.”

			Peabody simply stepped up beside her. Through the porthole of glass, Eve could see the emergency team working on Bobby. Why, she wondered, did places like this have glass? Why did they want people to see what they did in those rooms?

			Hurting to heal.

			Wasn’t it bad enough imagining without actually seeing the splash of blood, the beep of machines?

			“Go back and check with Baxter,” Eve said. “I want whatever witness statements he has. Names of the wits. I want to verify the cabbie’s license. Then send him and Trueheart back. I want that record into the lab. You stay with Zana. See what else you can get out of her for now.”

			“Should we get uniforms for his room? For when they finish in there?”

			“Yeah.” Think positive, Eve decided. He’d be moved to a room, and not the morgue.

			Alone, she watched, made herself watch. And wondered what the girl she’d been—lying in a room so much like the one beyond the glass—had to do with what was happening now.

			One of the med team rushed out. Eve grabbed her arm. “What’s his status?”

			“Holding. The doctor will give you more information. Family members need to stay in Waiting.”

			“I’m not family.” Eve reached for her badge. “Your patient is a material witness in a homicide. I need to know if he’s going to make it.”

			“It looks good. He’s lucky. If getting hit by a cab a couple days before Christmas counts as luck. Got some broken bones, contusions, lacerations. Some internal bleeding we’ve stopped. He’s stabilized, but the head trauma’s the main concern. You’re going to need to talk to the attending.”

			“His wife’s in Waiting, with my partner. She needs to be updated.”

			“Go ahead.”

			“I’ve got a material witness on that table in there. I’m at the door.”

			Irritation flashed over the nurse’s face, then she brushed a hand through the air. “Okay, okay. I’ll take care of it.”

			Eve stood by. She heard the rush and confusion of the ER behind her, the beeps and the pages, the clop of feet with somewhere urgent to go.

			At some point someone began to call out “Merry Christmas!” in slurred, drunken tones, laughing and singing as he was carted off. There was weeping, wailing, as a woman was hurried down the hall on a gurney. An orderly streamed by with a bucket that smelled of vomit.

			Someone tapped her shoulder, and she turned, only to have homemade brew and poor dental hygiene waft into her face. The man responsible wore a filthy Santa suit with a white beard hanging off one ear.

			“Merry Christmas! Want a present? Got a present for you right here!”

			He grabbed his crotch, and flipped out his penis. At some more sober yet equally crazed time, he’d painted it up like a candy cane.

			Eve studied the red and white stripes.

			“Gee, that looks delicious, but I don’t have anything for you. Wait, yes, I do.”

			His wide grin faded when she held up her badge.

			“Aw, c’mon.”

			“The reason I don’t haul you in for lewd and lascivious behavior, for indecent exposure—though, hey, nice paint job—and for possibly having the foulest breath on or off planet, is I’m busy. If I decide I’m not busy enough, you’re going to be spending Christmas in the tank. So blow.”

			“Aw, c’mon.”

			“And put that thing away before you scare some kid.”

			“Santa, there you are.” The nurse who’d come out earlier rolled her eyes at Eve, then got a good grip on Santa’s arm. “Let’s go over here.”

			“Want a present? I got a present for you right here.”

			“Yeah, yeah. That’s all I want for Christmas.”

			Eve turned back as the doors opened. She grabbed the closest pair of scrubs.

			“What’s his status?”

			“You the wife?”

			“No, I’m the cop.”

			“Cab versus man, cab usually wins. But he’s stable.” The doctor veed his fingers, slid them up his nose to rub the inside corners of his eyes. “Broken arm, fractured hip, bruised kidney. Head trauma’s the worst of it. But barring complications, he should do. He got off lucky.”

			“Need to talk to him.”

			“He’s loaded up. We’ve got him stabilized. Going to send him up for some tests. Couple hours, maybe, things go right, he’ll be able to hold a conversation.” Curiosity washed over the fatigue in his eyes. “Don’t I know you? The cop, right? I’ve worked my magic on you before.”

			“Dallas. Probably.”

			“Yeah, Dallas. You get around. Look, I need to talk to the wife.”

			“Fine. I’m going to put a man on him. I don’t want anyone talking to him but me until I clear it.”

			“What’s the deal?”

			“Material witness. I’m Homicide.”

			“Oh, yeah. Yeah! Icove case. Crazy bastards. Well, your material witness should live to sing. I’m that good.”

			She shifted, watching as they wheeled Bobby out. He’d left some of his skin on the street, she noted. What was left was white as bone. When they cut back the drugs, he was going to hurt like a son of a bitch, but he was breathing on his own.

			“I’m going up with him, until the uniform reports.”

			“Suit yourself. Just stay out of the way. Happy holidays and so forth,” the doctor added as he headed toward the waiting area.

			Eve stood outside again, another floor, another door, while they ran their scanners and diagnostics. And while she waited, the elevators opened. Zana rushed out, Peabody on her heels.

			“The doctor said he was going to be okay.” Tears had tracked through Zana’s makeup, leaving their trail. She grabbed Eve’s hands, squeezed.

			“He’s going to be okay. They’re just running some tests. I was afraid . . . I was afraid—” Her voice hitched. “I don’t know what I would’ve done. I just don’t know.”

			“I want you to tell me what happened.”

			“I told the detective. I told her I—”

			“I want you to tell me. Hold on.”

			She walked to the uniformed officer as he got off the elevator. “Subject is Bobby Lombard. Material witness, homicide. I want you with him every step. You check the room they put him in, you check ID on everyone—I mean everyone—who attempts access. He grunts the wrong way, I want to hear about it. Understood?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Satisfied, she went back to Zana. “Okay, we’re going to find a place, have a seat. I want everything. Every detail.”

			“Okay, but . . . I just don’t understand any of this.” She chewed her lip, looking over her shoulder at the doors while Eve hauled her away. “Can’t I just stay, wait until—”

			“We’re not going far.” She hailed a nurse simply by holding up her badge.

			“Good,” he said. “I’m under arrest. That means I can sit down for five minutes.”

			“I need your break room.”

			“I have a vague recollection of the break room. Chairs, a table, coffee. Down there, make a left. Oh hell, you need a key card. Security’s getting to be a bitch. I’ll take you.”

			He led the way, keyed them in, then stuck his head in. “Okay, I smelled the coffee. It’s not all bad.” He headed off down the hall.

			“Sit down, Zana,” Eve told her.

			“I’ve just got to move around. I can’t sit still.”

			“I get that. Go over what happened.”

			“Just like I told you before. Like I told the detective.”

			“Repeat it.”

			As she did, Eve picked apart the details. “You got bumped, spilled coffee.”

			“On my coat.” Zana picked up the coat she’d tossed in a chair. “It wasn’t this bad. The first time. More spilled when Bobby . . . God, I can still see it.”

			“Was it a bump or a push?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. A bump, I guess. So many people. In part of my head I was thinking it was so exciting. Being out, the crowds, the windows, the noise. We had the soy dogs, and the packages. We should’ve gone back. I know Bobby wanted to. But—”

			“You didn’t. Did Bobby say anything? Did you see anything, before he fell?”

			“No . . . I was fussing with my coat, looking down and thinking how I hoped it would come out. I think he held a hand out, like he was going to take the coffee so I could deal with the stain. Then he was falling. I—I grabbed for him,” she managed, as her voice began to break. “Then the horn, and the squealing. It was horrible.”

			Her shoulders shook as she dropped her face in her hands. Peabody stepped up with a cup of water. Zana took a sip and a couple of shuddering breaths. “People stopped to help. Everyone says how New Yorkers are cold and kind of mean, but they’re not. People were nice, they were good. They tried to help. The police came up. The ones who came with us. Bobby was bleeding, and he wouldn’t wake up. The MTs came. Do you think they’ll let me see him soon?”

			“I’ll check.” Peabody turned toward the door, stopped. “Do you want some coffee?”

			“I don’t think I’ll ever drink another cup.” Zana dug in her pocket, pulled out a tissue. And buried her face in it.

			Eve left her there, stepped out with Peabody.

			“I didn’t get any more out of her either,” Peabody began. “She’s clueless about the fact that it may have been a deliberate attack.”

			“We’ll see what Bobby says. The record?”

			“Baxter was taking it to the lab personally and I got the homers off the coats.”

			“Good thinking.”

			“I’ve got his list of wits, and copies of statements taken on-scene. The cabbie’s holding at Central. His license is valid. Been hacking for six years. Few traffic bumps. Nothing major.”

			“Head down there now. Get his initial statement, and his particulars for follow-up. Spring him. Write it up, copy to me, copy to Whitney.” Eve checked the time. “Shit. Nothing more to be done. I’m sticking here until I interview Bobby. Get it wrapped back at the house, then go home. Merry Christmas.”

			“You sure? I can wait until you report in.”

			“No point. If there’s anything, I’ll let you know. Finish packing, go to Scotland. Drink . . . what is it?”

			“Wassail. I think it’s wassail, especially over there. Okay, thanks. But I’ll consider myself on call until the shuttle takes off tomorrow.

			“Merry Christmas, Dallas.”

			Maybe, she thought, and looked back toward the break room as Peabody walked away. But some people were going to have the crappiest of holidays.

			She waited an hour while Bobby was tested, transferred, and set up in a room. When she walked in, he turned his head, tried to focus with glassy eyes that were rimmed with red. “Zana?” he said in a voice slurred with drugs.

			“It’s Dallas. Zana’s fine. She’ll be here in a minute.”

			“They said . . .” He licked his lips. “I got hit by a cab.”

			“Yeah. So how’d that happen?”

			“I dunno. It’s mixed up. I feel really weird.”

			“It’s the meds. The doctor says you’re going to be fine. Got some broken bones, and took a good crack on the head. Concussion. You were waiting for the light. To cross the street.”

			“Waiting for the light.” He closed his bruised eyes. “Packed in on the corner like, what is it, sardines. Lots of noise. Zana made a noise. Scared me.”

			“What kind of noise?”

			He looked up at her. “Like, ah . . .” He sucked in his breath. “Sorta. But she just spilled some coffee. Coffee and dogs and bags. Arms loaded. Gonna get a hat.”

			“Stick with me here, Bobby,” she said as his eyes fluttered closed again. “What happened then?”

			“I . . . she gave me that smile. I remember that smile—like, ‘Oops, look what I did now.’ And I dunno, I dunno. I heard her scream. I heard people yelling, and horns blasting. I hit something. They said it hit me, but I hit, and I don’t remember until I woke up here.”

			“You slip?”

			“Musta. All those people.”

			“Did you see anyone? Did anyone say anything to you?”

			“Can’t remember. Feel weird, out of myself.”

			His skin was whiter than the sheets that covered him, so that the bruises and scrapes seemed to jump out—and slapped straight into her guilt.

			Still, she pressed. “You’d been shopping. You bought a tree.”

			“We had the tree. Cheer ourselves up some. What happened to the tree?” His eyes rolled, then refocused on her. “Is this really happening? Wish I was home. Just wish I was home. Where’s Zana?”

			Useless now, Eve decided. She was wasting her time and his energy. “I’ll get her.”

			Eve stepped out. Zana stood in the corridor, wringing her hands. “Can I go in? Please. I’m not going to upset him. I’ve got myself settled down. I just want to see him.”

			“Yeah, go on in.”

			Zana straightened her shoulders, put a smile on her face. Eve watched her go in, heard her say, in cheerful tones, “Why, just look at you! You got some way of getting out of buying me a hat.”

			While she waited, she tried the lab. Bitched when she was informed she couldn’t have what she wanted until the twenty-sixth. Apparently Christmas overrode even her wrath.

			She might not be able to make a dent there, but Central was another matter. From there, she ordered up uniforms in rotation to stick with Zana at the hotel, with Bobby at the hospital, twenty-four hours.

			“Yes,” she snapped. “That includes Christmas.”

			Irritated, she tagged Roarke. “I’m going to be late.”

			“Aren’t you cheerful. What are you doing in the hospital?”

			“It’s not me. Fill you in later. Things have just gone to shit, so I have to shovel it clear before I clock out.”

			“I have a considerable amount to clear myself in order to take time off. Why don’t I meet you somewhere for dinner? Get back to me when you’ve made a path.”

			“Yeah, okay. Maybe.” She glanced over as Zana came out. “Gotta go. Later.”

			“He’s tired,” Zana said, “but he was joking with me. Said how he was off soy dogs for life. Thanks for staying. It helped to have somebody here I know.”

			“I’ll take you back to the hotel.”

			“Maybe I could stay with Bobby. I could sleep in the chair by his bed.”

			“You’ll both do better if you’re rested. I’ll have a black-and-white bring you back in the morning.”

			“I could take a cab.”

			“Let’s take precautions now. Just to be on the safe side. I’ll put a cop back on the hotel.”

			“Why?”

			“Just a precaution.”

			Zana’s hand shot out, gripped Eve’s arm. “You think somebody hurt Bobby? You think this was deliberate?”

			Her voice rose several octaves on the question, and her fingers dug through to skin.

			“There’s nothing to substantiate that. I’d just rather be cautious. You need to pick up anything for back at the hotel, we’ll get it on the way.”

			“He slipped. He just slipped, that’s all,” Zana said definitively. “You’re just being cautious. You’re just taking care of us.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Could we see if they have a store, like a gift shop here? I could get Bobby some flowers. Maybe they even have a little tree. We bought one today, but I think it got smashed.”

			“Sure, no problem.”

			She fought back impatience, went downstairs, into the gift shop. Waited, wandered, while Zana appeared to agonize over the right flowers, and the display of scrawny tabletop trees.

			Then there was the matter of a gift card, which meant more agonizing.

			It took thirty minutes to accomplish what Eve figured she could have done in thirty seconds. But there was color back in Zana’s cheeks as she was assured the flowers and tree would be delivered upstairs within the hour.

			“He’ll like seeing them when he wakes up,” Zana said as they walked outside. With the wind biting, she buttoned her stained coat. “You don’t think the flowers are too fussy? Too female? It’s so hard to pick out flowers for a man.”

			What the hell did she know about it? “He’ll like them.”

			“Gosh, it’s cold. And it’s snowing again.” Zana paused to look up at the sky. “Maybe we’ll have a white Christmas. That’d be something. It hardly ever snows where we are in Texas, and if it does, it usually melts before you can blink. First time I saw snow, I didn’t know what to think. How about you?”

			“It was a long time ago.” Outside the window in another nasty little hotel room. Chicago, maybe. “I don’t remember.”

			“I remember making a snowball, and how cold it was on my hands.” Zana looked down at them, then tucked them in her pockets out of the chill. “And when you looked outside in the morning, if it had snowed at night, everything looked so white and clean.”

			She waited by the car while Eve unlocked the doors. “You know how your stomach would get all tied up with excitement, because maybe there’d be no school that day?”

			“Not really.”

			“I’m just babbling, don’t mind me. Happens when I’m nervous. I guess you’re all ready for Christmas.”

			“Mostly.” Eve maneuvered into traffic, resigned herself to small talk.

			“Bobby wanted to have his mama’s memorial before the end of the year.” As if she couldn’t keep her hands still, Zana twisted the top button of her coat. “I don’t know if we can do that, now that he’s hurt. He thought—we thought—it’d be good to do it before. So we’d start off the new year without all that sorrow. Are we going to be able to go home soon?”

			Couldn’t keep them, Eve thought. Could stall, but couldn’t reasonably demand they stay in New York once Bobby was cleared for travel. “We’ll see what the doctors say.”

			“I don’t think we’ll ever come back here.” Zana looked out the side window. “Too much has happened. Too many bad memories. I guess I’ll probably never see you again either, after we go.”

			She was silent a moment. “If you find out who killed Mama Tru, will Bobby have to come back?”

			“I’d say that depends.”

			Eve went into the hotel, up to the room to satisfy herself nothing had been disturbed. She asked for and received a copy of lobby security, posted her man, and escaped.

			She went back to Central and found two gaily wrapped boxes on her desk. A glance at the cards told her they were from Peabody and McNab. One for her, one for Roarke.

			Unable to drum up enough Christmas spirit to open hers, she set them aside to work. She wrote her report, read Peabody’s, and signed off on it.

			For the next half hour, she sat in the relative quiet, studied her murder board, her notes, and let it all circle.

			Before she left, she hung the prism Mira had given her.

			Maybe it would help.

			She left it shimmering dully against the dark window as she pulled out her ’link, tucked the presents under her arm, and left the office.

			“I’m clear.”

			“What are you hungry for?” Roarke asked her.

			“That’s a loaded question.” She held up a hand, acknowledging Baxter, and stopped. “Let’s keep it simple.”

			“Just as I thought. Sophia’s,” he told her, and rattled off an address. “Thirty minutes.”

			“That’ll work. If you get there first, order a really, really big bottle of wine. Big. Pour me a tumbler full.”

			“Should be an interesting evening. I’ll see you soon, Lieutenant.”

			She pocketed her ’link, turned to Baxter.

			“Don’t suppose I could tag along, share that really, really big bottle.”

			“I’m not sharing.”

			“In that case, can I have a minute? Private?”

			“All right.” She walked back to her office, called for lights. “I’ll spring for coffee if you want it, but that’s my best offer.”

			“I’ll take it.” He went to the AutoChef himself. He was still wearing his soft clothes, Eve noted. Light gray sweater, dark gray pants. He’d gotten some blood—Bobby’s blood, she imagined—on the pants.

			“I don’t know what to think,” he told her. “Maybe I was too loose. Maybe I’m just fucking losing it. I’ve gone over it in my head. I wrote it up. I still don’t know.”

			He took out the coffee, turned. “I let the kid take point. Not blaming him, it was my call. I sent him down for dogs, for Christ’s sake. Figured they were just getting theirs, and it put him in a decent position. And screw it, Dallas, I was hungry.”

			She knew guilt when she saw it, and at the moment, it was like looking in a mirror. “You want me to ream you for it? I’ve got some left.”

			“Maybe.” He scowled into the coffee, then downed some. “I’m listening to them, and there’s nothing. Just chatter. Can’t get a full visual, but he’s tall enough I can see the back of his head, his profile when he turns to her. I moved forward when she spilled the coffee, then I relaxed again. If they’re at noon, Trueheart’s at ten o’clock. I’m at three. Then she’s screaming in my ear.”

			Eve sat on the edge of her desk. “No vibe?”

			“None. Blimps are blasting overhead. One of those street-corner Santas ringing his damn bell. People are streaming by, or crowding in to get the light.”

			He drank more coffee. “I pushed in, soon as she screamed. I didn’t see anybody take off. Bastard could’ve stood there. Could be one of the wits, far as I know. Or he could’ve just melted back. It was a freaking parade on Fifth today. And some people slipped, tumbled.”

			Her head came up, lips pursed. “Before or after?”

			“Before, during, after. Putting it back, I see this woman—red coat, big blonde ’do. She slips a little. Right in back of where Zana was standing. That’d be the initial bump. Spilled coffee. I can see the male sub turn. I hear him ask her what happened. Anxious. Then he relaxes when she says she got coffee on her coat. So do I. Then he pitches forward. Chaos ensues.”

			“So maybe we’re both beating ourselves up because the guy lost his footing.”

			“Coincidences are hooey.”

			“Hooey.” At least she got a short laugh out of it. “Yeah, they are. So we’ll run the record backward and forward. He’s tucked up. Nobody’s getting near him. So’s she. We’ll run it when the damn lab stops playing Christmas carols. No point slapping ourselves, or me slapping you, until we know if this is the one in a million that actually is coincidence.”

			“If I screwed this up, I need to know.”

			She smiled thinly. “On that, Baxter, I can promise you. I’ll let you know.”
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			ROARKE WATCHED HER COME IN, HIS TALL, lanky cop in the rather spectacular black leather coat. Her eyes were tired, the stress showing in them even as he noted the way she scoped the room.

			Cops were cops, he knew, 24/7. She’d be able to tell him, should he ask, how many were in the booth at the opposite corner, what they were wearing, possibly what they were eating. And she’d be able to do so with her back to them.

			Fascinating.

			She checked her coat, brushed off the waiter who must have offered to escort her to their table. And crossed the restaurant alone, in that long, loose stride he loved.

			“Lieutenant,” he said, rising to greet her, “you make a picture.”

			“A picture of what?”

			“Confidence and authority. Very sexy.” He kissed her lightly, then gestured to the wine he’d poured when he’d seen her come in. “It’s not a tumbler, but you can consider it a bottomless glass.”

			“Appreciate it.” She took a good slug. “Crappy day.”

			“So I gathered. Why don’t we order, then you can tell me about it?”

			She glanced up at the waiter who materialized at her side. “I want spaghetti and meatballs, with the red sauce. You got that here?”

			“Of course, madam. And to start?”

			She lifted her wine. “I’ve started.”

			“Insalada mista,” Roarke told him. “Two. And I’ll have the chicken Parmesan.” He dipped some bread in the herbed oil already on the table, handed it to her. “Sop some of that wine up, why don’t you?”

			She stuffed the bread in her mouth.

			“Describe the waiter for me.”

			“What? Why?”

			“It’s entertaining. Go ahead.” And it would settle her down, he thought.

			She shrugged, took another good swallow of wine. “Caucasian male, mid-thirties. Wearing black pants, white shirt, black loafer-style shoes. Five eight, a hundred and fifty. Brown and brown. Smooth complexion. Full bottom lip, long nose with a good-sized hook to it. Crooked eyetooth on the left. Straight, thick eyebrows. Bronx accent, but he’s working on losing it. Small stud, right earlobe—some kind of blue stone. Thick silver band, ring finger, left hand. Gay. He’s probably got a spouse.”

			“Gay?”

			“Yeah, he checked you out, not me. So?”

			“So. As I said, entertaining. What went wrong today?”

			“What didn’t?” she answered, and told him.

			The salads arrived before she’d finished, so she stabbed at hers.

			“So, that’s where I’m at. Can’t beat up Baxter or Trueheart, because—as far as I can see—they did the job. Wouldn’t have been a job if I hadn’t worked it.”

			“Which means you beat up on yourself. What’s the point, Eve? If he was pushed, where does it come from? Where’s the gain?”

			“You can go back to money. Trudy was pretty well set, and he’s doing okay. Or you go back to revenge. He was there, living in the house, her blood relation, when she was fostering.”

			“He brought you food,” Roarke reminded her. “You wouldn’t have been the only one he’d done that for.”

			“Probably not. But he didn’t stand up. Maybe somebody figures he should have.”

			“Do you?”

			She stabbed more salad, drank more wine. “No. Blood’s thicker, and so’s self-preservation. I don’t blame him for anything. But he was a kid when I was there, just another kid. He was older before she gave up fostering. Someone could figure he should pay, too.”

			“His silence makes him an accessory?”

			“Something like that. And damn it, it would be easier to erase them at home, wouldn’t it? Yeah, you got a strange city, more people, so that’s a plus. But you’d be able to scope their routines more back in Texas. Which takes me back, at least part of the way, to impulse.”

			“Have you considered Bobby’s pretty new wife?”

			“Yeah, and still am. Maybe she wasn’t as tolerant of her mother-in-law as she claims. From my side, it would take a hell of a lot of tolerance. So she sees an opportunity, takes it. Get rid of Mama Tru, and put the money in Bobby’s pocket. Then, hey, why not ditch the middle man? He’s out, I’m in. Could she be stupid enough to think I wouldn’t look at her for it?”

			“When you look, what do you see?”

			“Nothing that pops up and screams ‘I’m a murderer,’ not on evidence, not on her record. But she’s a little too sweet and sissy for me.”

			He smiled a little. “Can girls be sissies?”

			“In my world. All that pink and pastel and ‘Mama Tru.’ ” Eve stuffed more bread in her mouth. “Cries if you look at her.”

			“Well now, you’ve a dead mother-in-law, an abduction, and a husband in the hospital. Seems a few tears are justified.”

			Eve just drummed her fingers. “There’s nothing in her record that leans toward this. I don’t see anyone marrying Bobby for money—just not enough of it, even if she’d known about Trudy’s dirty little nest egg.”

			“A million or so makes a comfortable life in some circles,” he reminded her.

			“Now you sound like Peabody. I’m not jaded about money,” she muttered. “But marrying somebody to get your hands on it, when you’re going to have to off him, and his mother. It’s a big stretch. And I don’t see how she could have known, beforehand, that Trudy had dough stashed here and there.”

			“A connection to one of the women who’d been blackmailed?” he suggested.

			She had to give him credit. He thought like a cop, something he’d wince over if she mentioned it. “Yeah, that was a thought. I did some digging, trying to see if I could find something there. Nothing, so far anyway. I read the witness reports, and two say she grabbed for him, tried to grab his arm as he went into the street. Just like she said.”

			“But you still wonder.”

			“Yeah, you gotta wonder. She’s the one, on the spot, for both incidents. She’s the one connected to both victims. And at this point, she’s the one who stands to gain the most if money is the motive.”

			“So you have guards on her, as much to keep track of her as for her protection.”

			“Can’t do much more until the twenty-sixth. Lab won’t push, half my men are out or their minds are. There’s no immediate danger to the populace, so I can’t get the lab to push. Even the sweepers didn’t get back to me on the results from the room next to my scene. Christmas is bogging me down.”

			“Bah, humbug.”

			“I get that,” she said and pointed a finger at him. “I turned down a candy cane today.”

			She told him about drunken Santa while their entrees were served.

			“You meet the most interesting group of people in your line of work.”

			“Yeah, it’s what you’d call eclectic.” Put it away, she told herself. Put the day away and remember you have a life. “So, you got things squared away in your world.”

			“More or less.” He poured them both more wine. “A bit of business tomorrow, but I’m closing the office at noon. There are a few little details I want to see to at home.”

			“Details.” She eyed him as she wound pasta around her fork. “What else could there be? You importing reindeer?”

			“Ah, if only I’d thought of it sooner. No, just a bit of this and that.” He brushed a hand over hers. “Our Christmas Eve was interrupted last year, if you recall.”

			“I recall.” She’d never forget the manic drive to get to Peabody, and the terror of wondering if they’d be too late. “She’ll be in Scotland this time. Have to take care of herself.”

			“She contacted me today, she and McNab, to thank me. She was surprised, and touched—both of them were—when I told them it had been your idea.”

			“You didn’t have to do that.”

			“It was your idea.”

			“It’s your shuttle.” She squirmed a little.

			“It’s interesting that you have as difficult a time giving gifts as you do receiving them.”

			“That’s because you always go overboard.” Frowning at him, she stabbed a meatball. “You went overboard, didn’t you?”

			“Are you fishing for a hint?”

			“No. Maybe. No,” she decided. “You just love stringing me along, seeing as you’re such a smart ass.”

			“What a thing to say. You might end up with a lump of coal in your stocking.”

			“Few thousand years, I’ll have a diamond, so . . . What was she going to do with the money?”

			He sat back, smiled. The cop was back.

			“Tuck it away? For what? She had funds tucked. Didn’t live high because she didn’t want anyone to know. But she had her pretty baubles, locked up so she could look at them. Had jewelry insured,” she told him. “I got the paperwork on that. Over a quarter mil in sparkles. And she had her tune-ups. But that’s all piddly. Because the money was coming in in what you could call dribbles. But this was her big score. Big, fat lump sum, she’s figuring on. Must’ve had a plan for some of it.”

			“Property, perhaps. Or a trip. Art, jewelry.”

			“Got jewelry, and can’t wear it too much outside her own house. People would get ideas. But if she planned to relocate . . . I’ve got to check, see if she had a valid passport. When she got it, or renewed it. She’s got Bobby, but he’s grown up now, married now. Not so much at her beck and call. That’s a pisser.”

			“A new home, a new location. Somewhere she can live in the manner she deserves to live. A staff of some kind.”

			“Need someone to boss around, sure. This isn’t the kind of stake you just put in a bank somewhere. Especially since—you can put money on it—she planned to keep tapping you. Can’t stick around good old Texas, where people know you. You’re freaking rich now. Gotta enjoy it.”

			“What does that tell you regarding the investigation? If you find she’d made inquiries about a property, or travel, what does it give you besides busywork?”

			“Busywork’s underrated. Maybe she let something slip, to Bobby, to Zana, to someone else. Maybe we use Peabody’s favorite—there’s a hot young lover out there, someone she had by the short hairs, or someone who got greedy. Can circle back to revenge. One of her former charges is keeping tabs on her, or is being used by her, and gets wind she’s got a big deal going.”

			She nudged her plate aside. “I want to play this angle. You finished?”

			“Nearly. No dessert?”

			“I’m fine as is.”

			“They have gelato.” His grin was quick, brilliant. “Chocolate.”

			“Bastard.” She fought her inner war, her weakness. “You think we can get it to go?”

			It was interesting, Eve decided, when you looked in a direction that didn’t seem relevant. The little pieces that shuffled down. Maybe not into the puzzle yet, but waiting for you to find the fit.

			“Her passport’s current.” She scooped up the decadent delight of rich chocolate. “Had one for twelve years. And she traveled. Funny nobody mentioned that. Spain, Italy, France. She liked Europe, but there’s Rio, and Belize, and Bimini. Exotic locales.”

			“Nothing off planet?” he asked.

			“Nothing she used this passport for. I’m betting she liked sticking to terra firma. Off planet takes a lot of time, and a lot of money. And while she traveled, she was in and out—with few exceptions—in a few days. Longest I find here’s ten days in Italy. Went in through Florence. And had another trip there, one day, the week before she came to New York.”

			“Maybe a weakness for Tuscany,” Roarke suggested.

			“Quick trips, though.” She drummed her fingers, ate more gelato. “Could be she made them on the q.t. Didn’t tell her son. I’ve got to go back, find out if she traveled alone or with a companion.”

			She studied the data. “Had a reason for going back to Italy right before she came here to make her score. Looking over there, you bet your ass. Thinking she might like to find herself a villa.”

			“It would take some time, but I could find out if she made inquiries about property with a realtor over there.”

			“She’d know something about the ins and out, wouldn’t she, with a son in the business.”

			She sat back, sighed. “So here’s one way. She’s looking to relocate, plop herself down to live the high life after she skins you.”

			“I object to the term. No one skins me.”

			“Yeah, but she doesn’t get that. Time to start enjoying her hard-earned nest egg. Deck herself out in all those glitters she’s been paying insurance premiums for. Time to kick up her heels. Got herself in tune for it. She’s tapped out a couple of her income sources, but they’re finite anyway. She hits the jackpot, and she can move on. Retire.”

			“What does she tell her family?”

			Think like her, Eve ordered herself. It wasn’t so hard to do. “Her son’s replaced her with a wife. Ungrateful bastard. Doesn’t have to tell him a damn thing. If she intended to tell him, you can bet she’s got something worked out: She won the lottery, got some inheritance, something out of the blue. But she doesn’t need Bobby anymore because she’s got someone on her string, someone who can do the grunt work when she needs it. They should be with her in New York, just in case.”

			She rolled her shoulders. “Or she’s going to shake her minion off, hire somebody fresh when she relocates. Who do you know in that area of Italy who handles real estate, could give us a hand with this?”

			“One or two people. However, it’s after one in the morning there.”

			“Oh, right.” She scowled at the clock. “I hate the whole time difference crap. It’s irritating. Okay, that waits until the morning.”

			“I hate to remind you, tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. We’re unlikely to find offices open, particularly in Europe where they believe in taking holidays. I can pull strings, but unless this is urgent, I hate to push this into someone’s holiday.”

			“See, see”—she waved her spoon—“Christmas is bogging me down. It can wait, it can wait,” she repeated. “More important to find out if she had a travel companion. It could just be the one little mistake. One little detail that moves this along.”

			“Then I’ll help you with that.”

			“What I want is to plug in all her flights.”

			“All?”

			“Yeah, all. Then we’re going to run the manifest through, each one, see if any dupe names pop. Or any name on my case file list.” She licked ice cream off her finger. “And yeah, I’m aware the transpo company offices are closed. Lazy bastards. And that accessing passenger information generally requires authorization.”

			He smiled, easily. “I didn’t say a thing.”

			“I’m just looking is all I’m doing. And if anything pops, then I’ll backtrack, go through channels. But I’m sick to fucking death of running in place.”

			“Still said nothing.”

			“But you’re thinking it.”

			“What I’m thinking is you need to move. I want your chair.”

			“Why?”

			“If I’m going to get this data, and we both know I can access it faster than you, I want the chair and the desk. Why don’t you deal with those dishes?”

			She grumbled, but got up. “You’re lucky I’ve got some holiday spirit and didn’t clock you for the ‘deal with those dishes’ crack.”

			“Ho, ho, ho.” He sat in her place and rolled up his sleeves. “Coffee’d be nice.”

			“Thin ice, Ace. Cracking under your expensive shoes.”

			“And a cookie. You ate most of my gelato.”

			“Did not,” she called from the kitchen. Well, yes, she had, but that was beside the point.

			Still, she wanted coffee herself, so she could as easily get two mugs. To amuse herself she got out a single minicookie, barely the size of her thumb. She put it and his mug on a plate.

			“I guess the least I can do is get you coffee and a cookie when you’re putting the time in for me.” She came up behind him, leaned down to plant a wifely kiss on the top of his head.

			Then she set the plate down. He glanced over at it, then up at her. “That’s cold, Eve. Even for you.”

			“I know. And fun, too. What’ve you got?”

			“I’m accessing her account, to determine what transportation company she used for her trips. When I have that, I’ll do a search on the dates that coordinate for her passport. Then I’ll get your manifests, and run a search there. I think that deserves a bleeding cookie.”

			“Like this one.” From behind her back she pulled a decorated sugar cookie. Whatever else she could say about Summerset, and there was plenty, the man could bake.

			“That’s more like it. Now why don’t you come and sit on my lap?”

			“Just get the data, pal. I know it’s insulting to ask, but are you going to have any trouble with CompuGuard on this?”

			“I’m ignoring that as you provided the cookie.”

			She left him to it, set up at her auxiliary comp.

			What, she wondered, did other married couples do after dinner? Hang and watch screen maybe, or go to their separate areas and fiddle with their hobbies or work. Talk on the ’link to pals or family. Have people over.

			They did some of that. Sometimes. Roarke had gotten her hooked on vids, especially the old black-and-whites from the early and mid-twentieth century. There were nights, here and there, they whiled away a couple hours that way—the way, she imagined, most considered normal.

			If it was normal to while away a couple hours in a home theater bigger—certainly lusher—than most of the public ones.

			Before Roarke had come into her life, she’d spent most nights alone, going over notes, gnawing at a case. Unless Mavis had pried her out for fun and games. She couldn’t have imagined herself like this, socked in with someone. So in tune with someone despite some of their elemental differences.

			Now she couldn’t imagine it any other way.

			With marriage on her mind, she moved to Bobby and Zana. They hadn’t been married long, so the assumption would be they’d spend a good deal of their time together. They worked together, lived together. Traveled, as least on this fatal trip, together.

			Her search turned up a passport for Bobby. The last stamp four years earlier. Australia. A couple of other, earlier trips, each spaced about a year apart. One to Portugal, one to London.

			Vacations, she decided. Annual jaunts. But nothing that required a passport since Australia.

			Other travel, maybe. Starting a new business—maybe shorter, cheaper trips.

			No passport for Zana, maiden name or married. Well, a lot of people never left the country. She hadn’t herself, before Roarke.

			But she sat back, considered. Wouldn’t Bobby want to take his new bride on some big trip? Honeymoon, whatever. Show her some part of the world, especially one he’d traveled to and enjoyed.

			That was one of Roarke’s deals, anyway. Let me show you the world.

			Of course, maybe they hadn’t had the time, or wanted to spend the money. Not yet. Maybe he’d decided to start with New York once the idea was popped by his mother. It made sense enough.

			But it was something to wonder about.

			She poked at the other fosters again, looking for some connection, some click. One in a cage, one dead, she thought.

			But what if—

			“Got your manifests here.”

			Distracted, she glanced over. “Already?”

			“One day you’ll afford me the awe I so richly deserve.”

			“You’re rich enough to afford your own awe. What about matches?”

			“If you’re in a hurry, you take half.” He tapped keys. “There. Transferring to you. Handle it from there?”

			“I know how to do a search and match,” she muttered, and set it up to run. She swiveled around to look at him. “I’ve got these two long shots. Just plucking out of the air. One of the fosters is in a cage. Assaults, mostly. No family, no known associates in particular. Nothing in her jacket to indicate any real smarts, or connections. But maybe Trudy tried to hit her up along the line. So this career violent tendency decides to get back some of her own. Works a deal with somebody who’s close, or can get close to the mark. Take her out—got your revenge—make some money while you’re at it.”

			“How would this person know Trudy was going to New York now, with the idea of shaking us down, and be able to put this kill together so quickly?”

			“The kill’s of the moment. I still say that. Could’ve had the shill in place already. And yeah, I know it’s a long one. But I’m going to have another chat with the warden after Christmas. Maybe reach out to her last arresting officer.”

			“And the other shot in the dark?”

			“One of the fosters worked as a dancer in that club that was bombed a few years ago. Miami. Remember, a couple of bonzos got through the door, protesting sin or something. Things went wrong and the boomers blew. Took out over a hundred and fifty people.”

			“I don’t remember, sorry. Before you, I can’t say I paid as much attention to that sort of thing.” But he stopped what he was doing, considered it. “So she survived?”

			“No. At least she’s listed among the dead. But it was an underground club, and they run loose. Explosions, body parts flying. Blood, terror, confusion.”

			“I get the picture, thanks.” He sat back, walking his mind along the path she was taking. “So, she somehow survives, is misidentified, and lives to plot Trudy’s eventual demise?”

			“It’s an angle,” Eve said stubbornly. “There are others. Somebody close to her comes back on Trudy. Revenge again. A lover or a close friend. I can talk to some of the survivors anyway, some of the people she worked with. Maybe get a clearer picture of her at least.”

			She got up to pace. “And there’s this other thing going through my head. Did Trudy ever catch Bobby sneaking food to one of the girls? If so, what did she do about it? To her, to him. Or later, when he was older, did he ever get in contact with one of them? Or did one of them ever approach him? He never said anything about that. Easiest way to get to Trudy, it seems to me, would be through him.”

			“You’re back to Zana.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Try this. What is it about Zana Lombard that keeps you circling back?”

			“Well, like I said, she cries a lot.”

			“Eve.”

			“It’s irritating. But beyond that personal annoyance, she’s on the spot, both incidents. She’s the only one who saw her alleged abductor.”

			“Why make up a story like that? It only brings her to the foreground. Wouldn’t she prefer to stay in the back?”

			She rose to walk over, study her murder board. “Criminals are always complicating things, saying or doing more than they should. Even the smart ones. Add ego. Look what I pulled off, but nobody knows. Nobody can say, ‘Wow, that was pretty damn clever of you. Let me buy you a drink.’ ”

			He lifted his eyebrows. “You think she did it.”

			She drew a line with her finger from the photograph of Trudy, to Bobby, to Zana. A very handy triangle, she decided. Neat and tidy.

			“I’ve thought she did it since I opened the door and found Trudy dead.”

			He turned in the chair now, studying her face. “Kept that one close to the vest, didn’t you?”

			“No need to get pissy.”

			“I never get pissy.” He rose, deciding it was time for a brandy. “I do, occasionally, become irked. Such as now. Why didn’t you say earlier?”

			“Because every time I circled around her, she’s come up clean. I’ve got no facts, no data, no evidence, no clear motive.”

			She stepped closer to Zana’s photo. Big blue eyes, wavy blond hair. The guileless milkmaid, whatever the hell a milkmaid was.

			“I’ve run probabilities on her, and they come up low. Even my head tells me it’s not her. It’s my gut saying otherwise.”

			“You generally trust your gut.”

			“This is different, because my gut’s already involved because of my connection to the victim.” She walked away from the board, back to her auxiliary station. “And the suspect on the top of my gut list hasn’t given me any solid reason to have her there. Her actions and reactions, her statements, her behavior are pretty much what they should be under the circumstances. But I look at her, and I think: It ought to be you.”

			“And Bobby?”

			“Could be working with her. One or both of them knew what Trudy was up to. One or both of them seduces the other, uses sex, love, money—all of the above.”

			She stopped, pulled the fresh scene photos of Bobby’s injuries out of her file, and moved over to tack them to her board.

			“But this, the incident that landed him in the hospital, doesn’t fit with that. I made sure I saw him before she did. He gave no sign she’d pulled a double-cross on him. They were wired on their walk around the city, and Baxter’s oral indicated they talked about shopping and lunch. Nothing about Trudy, nothing about any plot or plan. It just doesn’t feel like him, doesn’t feel like teamwork. But—”

			“You’re afraid your memory of him colors your instincts.”

			“Maybe. I need to push the pieces around some more.”

			
				Task completed. There are no matches in the manifest with files currently on record . . .

			

			“Well, that was a bust,” Eve complained. “We can try name combinations, look for aliases.”

			“I’ll set it up.”

			Eve poured more coffee, waiting until his back was turned to avoid a caffeine lecture. “You’re married to someone—and you work with them, live with them, sleep with them—don’t you figure you’d get an inkling if they were stringing you? I mean, day after day, night after night. The stringer’s got to make a slip sometime and put the stringee on guard.”

			“You’ve heard the expression ‘love is blind.’ ”

			“I think it’s bullshit. Lust dazzles, sure, at least for the short term. But love clears the vision. You see better, sharper, because you feel more than you did before.”

			His lips curved as he stepped to her, touched her hair, her face. “That, I think, is the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard come out of your mouth.”

			“It’s not romantic, it’s—”

			“Hush.” He laid his lips on hers briefly. “Let me enjoy it. You have a point, but love can also cause you to see things as you prefer to see them, as you want them to be. And you haven’t factored in—if we stick with your gut, and she’s responsible—that she may love him. Part of her motive might have been to free him from what she saw as a destructive, even dangerous influence.”

			“Now who’s being romantic? If I put her in as the killer, then she pushed her husband in front of a cab a few hours ago. No way—if she did Trudy—that was an accident, a coincidence.”

			“You have me on that one.”

			“No, what I have is nothing. I’ve got one material witness/suspect in the hospital. Another in a hotel room, under watch. I have no evidence that points to either of them, or anyone else at this time. I need to pick at it, that’s all. Shuffle things up and keep picking at it.”

			She thought of the recording, and Roarke’s skill, his fancy computer lab. She could ask him to work it for her, put in the time.

			Not right, not fair. Not starting so late.

			“Guess we’ll pack it in for now. Check the results of that last run in the morning.”

			“That suits me. What about a swim first? Work out the kinks.”

			“Yeah, that’d be good.” She started for the elevator with him, then narrowed her eyes. “Is this some ploy to get me wet and naked?”

			“Love certainly doesn’t blind you, Lieutenant. You see right through me.”
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			IT WASN’T SNOW FOR CHRISTMAS EVE, BUT another bout of nasty, freezing rain that made gleeful skittering sounds against the windows. It would, Eve thought in disgust, coat the streets and sidewalks and give the city employees who were on a shift another excuse to blow the day off.

			She was tempted, nearly, to join them. She could drag on a sweatshirt and work from home, avoid the ice rink of the streets. Stay warm and comfortable. It was sheer contrariness that had her preparing to go in.

			Knowing that didn’t bother her a bit.

			“You have everything you need here,” Roarke reminded her.

			“Don’t.” She shouldered on her weapon harness. “Don’t have Feeney, for one. Don’t have Mira. And I’m going to try to snag her long enough to get a profile on Zana and Bobby. Don’t have whoever’s bad luck has them in the lab today. And I want to go by the hotel, the hospital, do follow-ups there.”

			“Perhaps you haven’t heard.” He stretched out his legs to enjoy another cup of coffee. “There’s a marvelous invention called the telelink. Some, as we have here, are also equipped for holo-conferences.”

			“Not the same.” She pulled a jacket over her weapon. “You sticking home today?”

			“If I said I was?”

			“You’d be lying. You’re going in, same as me, finishing things up personally. Going to let your staff go early, you softie, but you’re heading in.”

			“I’ll stay if you do.”

			“I’m going, and so are you.” But she walked over, framed his face, and kissed him. “See you in a few hours.”

			“Well, have a care, will you? The roads are bound to be treacherous.”

			“So’s a chemi-head with a lead bat, but I’ve handled those.”

			“Figuring as much, I had one of the all-terrains brought around.” He lifted a brow when she frowned. “I’ll be using one myself, so you’ve no argument there.”

			“Fine, okay.” She glanced at the time. “Well, while you’ve got your worrywart on, maybe you could check with the shuttle, see if Peabody got off okay.”

			“Already did, they’re in the air and already out of the weather. Wear your gloves,” he called out as she went through the door.

			“Such a nag,” she mumbled under her breath.

			But she was grateful for them, and the thin, soft fur lining that had somehow found its way into her coat. How did he manage that stuff?

			Whatever was spitting out of the sky felt like nasty little needle pricks as cold as Mars. She climbed into the muscular vehicle, found its efficient heater already running. The man missed nothing. It was almost spooky.

			Even warm, and in a vehicle with the traction and power of a jet tank, she had an ugly fight on her hands all the way downtown. Where before she’d cursed people who ditched work for an extended holiday as lazy wimps, now she cursed them for not staying the hell home. Or for driving a vehicle that couldn’t handle the icy roads.

			Twice she came upon fender benders, felt obliged to stop and get out, determine if there were injuries before calling it in to Traffic.

			When traffic stalled, again, she imagined what it would be like just to roll over the cars in her path. The tank she was in could handle it, she thought.

			When she arrived at Central, she calculated that more than twenty percent of the slots on her level were empty.

			One of the detectives hailed her when she walked into Homicide.

			“Slader, aren’t you on graveyard?”

			“Yes, sir. Caught one a couple hours before end of tour. Got the guy in the cooler. Vic’s his brother, who was visiting from out of town for the holidays. Ends up with a broken neck at the bottom of the stairs. Guy in the cooler has some swank place over on Park. Vic’s a loser, no fixed address, no visible means of employment.”

			“He get helped down the steps?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Slader’s smile was thin and wry. “Guy claims the brother was stoned—and we’ll get the tox on that—but he did have some Juice on him. Suspect said he was in bed, heard the noise of the fall, and found his brother at the bottom of the steps. Thing is, he apparently didn’t think we’d notice the vic’s facial bruises, or hoped we put them off on the fall. But seeing as our guy’s got scraped knuckles, and a split lip, we’re figuring otherwise.”

			Eve scratched the back of her neck. People, she thought, could be unbelievably stupid. “You work him toward the self-defense or accidental angle?”

			“Yeah, but he’s sticking to his story. He’s an exec for an ad company. Figure he doesn’t want to get his name on-screen. We’re going to go at him again after he sweats a little more. Guy broke down and cried twice, but he’s not moving off the story. Thing is, Lieutenant, we’re into overtime.”

			“Keep at him, get it wrapped. I’ll clear the OT. Half the damn squad’s out. I’m not passing it off. He call for a lawyer?”

			“Not yet.”

			“You run into a wall, tag me. Otherwise, just put it to bed.”

			She left her coat in her office after skimming the waiting paperwork and what had accumulated overnight. It bred, she thought as she headed to EDD, like rabbits.

			For once, the walls of EDD weren’t bouncing with voices, music, or electronic chatter. There were a handful of detectives in cubes or at desks, and some of the machines humped away, but it was, for this division, eerily quiet.

			“Crime could run rampant with the number of cops at home hanging their damn Christmas stockings.”

			Feeney looked up. “Things are mostly quiet.”

			“That’s what happens before things blow up,” she said darkly. “Things get mostly quiet.”

			“You’re cheerful. Here’s something that’s going to put a kink in your hose.”

			“You still haven’t pinned down the account.”

			“I haven’t pinned down the account, because there is no account. Not with those numbers, in that order.”

			“Maybe she mixed up the numbers. If you do a random search, utilizing the numbers in any order, then—”

			“You’re going to stand there, tell me how to do e-work?”

			She blew out a breath, dropped into his visitor’s chair. “No.”

			“Thing is, we got too many numbers. At least one extra. So you run a random, taking out any number, or numbers, what you’ve got, Dallas, is a hell of a lot of accounts.”

			“Well, shit” was the best she could think of.

			“No way to pin it. I can pin the random accounts, but it’s going to take time if you want all of them. ’Cause what you’re doing this way, is pulling rabbits out of hats.”

			She drummed her fingers on her thigh. “I’ll take them when you get them. Start cross-referencing.”

			He gave her one of his hangdog looks. “Gonna be a headache of major proportions. Thing is, Dallas, you’re getting the data from a woman who was under duress and stress. No telling if she got the numbers she gave you right in the first place.”

			“Why didn’t he make her record them? Write them down. Have some way of being sure she got them right? He’s got two million on the line, and he trusts the memory of a terrified woman?”

			“People are stupid more than half the time.”

			It was God’s truth, to her mind, but it wasn’t helping her. “He’s smart enough, allegedly, to kill, remember the details to cover himself for the murder, get out and away undetected. He’s smart enough, allegedly, to be on the spot in order to get another woman into a closed establishment, without anyone they passed noticing the abduction. He leaves no trace there either. But he flubs up the main deal? He screws up on what we would be led to believe was the motive for murder? You buy that, Feeney?”

			“Well, you put it that way, I’ll save my money.” He pulled on his bottom lip. “You think she made it up?”

			“I think it’s a possibility that needs to be explored. You know, it doesn’t put a kink in my hose so much as it adds weight to a theory I’ve been working on.”

			“Want to walk it by me? Got time, got coffee.”

			He’d trained her, she thought. She could remember countless times they’d talked through a case, picking over, niggling over the details over bad food and worse coffee.

			He’d taught her how to think, how to see, and most of all how to feel an investigation.

			“Wouldn’t mind, but I don’t see why I should have to suffer through that sludge you call coffee. Figure maybe you could share the holiday token I brought you.”

			She tossed a gift bag on his desk, and watched his eyes light up like Christmas morning. “That coffee in there? The real deal?”

			“No point in bringing you the fake stuff if I’m going to be drinking it.”

			“Hot damn! Thanks. Hey, close the door, will you? Don’t want anybody getting wind while I set this up. Jesus, I’m going to have to put a lock on my AC, or my boys will be swarming in here like locusts.”

			Once the door was safely shut, he moved to the AutoChef to begin the homey tasks of loading and programming. “You know, the wife’s trying to stick me with decaf at home. Might as well drink tap water, you ask me. But this . . .”

			He took a long, deep inhale through his nose. “This is prime.” He turned his head, sent her a quick grin. “Got a couple of doughnuts in here. Logged ’em in as pea soup so the boys don’t get wise.”

			“Smart.” She thought of her travails with the candy thief who continually unearthed her office stash. She might give Feeney’s method a shot.

			“So what do you got pointing to the female wit?”

			She ran it through for him while he dealt with the coffee, shared his doughnuts.

			He listened, sipping his coffee, taking an occasional generous bite out of the glazed doughnut. Sugary crumbs dotted his shirt. “Probability’s going to favor the son, if it’s a family job. Blood kills quicker. Could be he brought the wife into it, pressured her. Hey, guess what, honey? I just killed Mom. So I need you to say I was in here with you, sleeping like a baby.”

			“Could’ve gone that way.”

			“But woman on woman, that’s another hot button.” He gestured with the last of his doughnut, then popped it in his mouth. “In-laws add to it. Sick and tired of you interfering, you old bat. Then she throws herself on the son. Oh, my God, there was a terrible accident. You have to help me.”

			“Doesn’t explain the scam, the supposed abduction, or Bobby in the hospital.”

			“Yeah, it could. You got one or both of your suspects either wanting nothing to do with the scam, or wanting all the cupcakes. The abduction is frills. Maybe just frills. That’d be on her. Trying to put a bow on it. Maybe it goes back, Dallas, like you think. Shit happens when you’re a kid, it sticks with you.”

			She said nothing to that, and he stared into his coffee. Each let the subject of her own childhood slide away.

			“You’ve got to get something on her—or him. Something you can use to put the pressure on. You’ve got yourself an onion.”

			“I’ve got a what?”

			“An onion. You’ve gotta start peeling away the layers.”

			An onion, Eve thought. Leave it to Feeney.

			But it had given her a fresh idea.

			She headed to Mira’s, caught Mira’s admin at her desk, dealing with busywork while Christmas carols played on low. “How’s her schedule today?”

			“It’s very light. We’re closing the office at noon until start of business hours on the twenty-sixth. She’s with another officer now.” The admin checked her watch. “Nearly done. She has another appointment in fifteen minutes, then she’s fairly well clear.”

			“I could use a minute with her between appointments. I can wait.”

			“All right, but I hope you don’t plan to add to her schedule. She and her husband have plans.”

			“I won’t keep her,” Eve began, then stepped back as another cop came out of the office.

			“Just a minute.” The admin held up a finger, got up to walk to Mira’s door herself. “Doctor, Lieutenant Dallas is here. She’d like a moment.”

			“Of course.” Mira got up from her desk as Eve entered. “I didn’t expect to see you again until after the holidays.”

			“Need a favor. I’m looking for a profile, maybe even just an impression of a suspect.”

			“On the Lombard matter.”

			“Yeah. I’m looking at the daughter-in-law.”

			“Oh?” Mira sat, leaned back while Eve ran quickly through her angle.

			“What I’d like is for you to go with me to her hotel, or the hospital. I don’t know yet where she’ll be in an hour. I’m going to try to corner her at the hotel first. I know you’ve got plans. I can run you home myself after.”

			“I suppose I could—”

			“Good. Great.” Eve backed toward the door before Mira changed her mind. “I’ll come back and get you in an hour. I’m going to set it up.”

			She hurried out, using her ’link to connect with Zana’s room at the hotel.

			“I’m swinging by in about an hour,” Eve told her.

			“Oh. I was hoping to go to the hospital. I just called, and they said Bobby was still sleeping, but—”

			“I’ll make sure you get there.” Eve waited a beat. “How’s his condition?”

			“Stable. They said he was stable. But they want to keep him another twenty-four hours at least. Observation. And we need to make some arrangements here before they’ll release him. I need to get a wheelchair, and these medications, and—”

			“Why don’t you start arrangements for what you need from there? That way you’ll be set for him tomorrow. I’ll have a uniform take you to the hospital, get you home.”

			“Well, all right, I guess. Since he’s asleep anyway.”

			“Good. I’ll be there in an hour.”

			She headed back to her office to write up an update for her commander. Halfway through, Slader stuck his head in the door.

			“Got him wrapped, Lieutenant.”

			“The brother? You got a confession?”

			“Junkie brother comes home, see, and the other guy’s waiting for him. He’s found out some stuff’s missing from the apartment. His pricey wrist unit, some electronics, that kind of deal. Gonna confront his brother, kick him out. Brother comes in late, stoned to the eyeballs.”

			“You got the tox to substantiate?”

			“Yeah. Vic had enough shit in him to fly all the way to Pluto and back. Looks like he pawned the shit he took from his brother to buy the stuff. Guy tells him to take a hike, and they get into it. Now our guy says the dead brother threw the first punch. Maybe yes, maybe no.”

			Slader shrugged. “But there’re swings on both sides. Asshole brother takes a header down the stairs, snaps his neck. Other guy panics, tries to set it up like he’d been in bed and the dead brother just took a tumble. We can squeeze him maybe on Man Two, but the PA doesn’t like it. Guy’s willing to cop to Man Three. So that’s how we’re doing it.”

			“Good enough. Make sure the dead guy’s the one who pawned the merchandise. Check that before you sign off on the deal.”

			“Partner’s doing that now. Checks out, we’re clearing it. Stupid bastard—the live brother—could’ve saved himself a lot of time and trouble he’d just copped to the fight. People just like lying to cops.”

			Truer words, Eve mused as another thought occurred. Layers. Yeah, she might try peeling one.

			In the garage, Mira studied the all-terrain. “This can’t be your city issue.”

			“No. Roarke. Icy roads.” Eve shrugged as she climbed in. “This thing would probably transverse the Arctic Circle, so he’s satisfied I can navigate New York in it.”

			“Well, I feel better in it.” Mira settled in. “I imagine there’s so little he can control regarding your safety, he pushes on the things he can.”

			“Yeah, I get that.”

			“Dennis made noises about me staying home today.” Mira adjusted the softly patterned scarf around her neck. “I ended up having to arrange for a driver to satisfy him. It’s nice to have someone who’ll worry.”

			“You think?” Eve glanced over as she reversed. “Maybe,” she decided. “Maybe it is. But it’s hard to know you’re always worrying them.”

			“It used to annoy me.”

			“Really?”

			“Charlie, he’d say, why do you take such chances, dealing with people who revel in that kind of darkness? If you’re inside them, don’t you see they can get inside you?” She smiled a little, stretching out her legs luxuriously in the warmth. “We went around that one, and variations on the theme, quite a bit when I took the position with the department.”

			“You had fights? You and Mr. Mira?”

			“We’re married, of course we had fights. Have them. He may seem easygoing, but he’s got a mile-wide stubborn streak in him. I love it.”

			She brushed her hair back as she turned her head to look at Eve. “I imagine we’ve had a few bouts that could compete with the rounds you and Roarke have. But they bought the package, didn’t they? Yours and mine, just as we bought theirs. So we find ways of dealing, of making it work. So you drive this big machine on a nasty day. Which, by the way, is a very sexy ride.”

			Eve had to grin. “It is, isn’t it? So, how soon did the two of you bump heads?”

			“Oh, God, we went at each other over buying our first sofa for our first apartment. You would have thought it was the most vital purchase we’d ever make. We ended up buying nothing for nearly a month because neither of us would give in. Then we settled on something completely different, opened a bottle of wine, and made very enthusiastic love on it.”

			“It’s stress, right? Mostly stress and figuring each other out. People who haven’t been hooked up long, they’re starry-eyed, sure, and spend a lot of time boinking like bunnies, but they snipe at each other over little stuff. And you add major stress, and there ends up being some tension.”

			“Generally speaking. Specifically speaking about the Lombards, I’d be surprised if there haven’t been some difficulties over the last several days. But often, most often, people tend to keep those private battles private.”

			“But they show, especially to a trained observer. And these two look smooth as glass. She’s like the poster girl for wifely behavior. It just hits me wrong.” She shifted in her seat. “I know I’m not much in the wifely department, but it makes me want to take another sniff at her. Going out for coffee and bagels, the morning after your mother-in-law’s been bludgeoned to death? Come on.”

			“It’s not unusual to do something basic, something everyday, to compensate for trauma.”

			“Well, how about tapping room service, then? Sure, it was an economy hotel, but it ran to room service.”

			“Devil’s advocate,” Mira said, holding up a hand. “She’s not used to that sort of thing, more used to doing the food shopping and preparation. I agree, it would’ve been simpler and more sensible under the circumstances, but it’s difficult to see that as suspicious behavior.”

			“It’s more the ball of it. Of her. She does everything just so. Like she’s got some checklist. Okay, turn on the tears. Now be brave, bite your lip, turn the guileless, supportive look on your husband. But don’t forget your makeup and hair. There’s a certain vanity in there that doesn’t click with the rest of her.”

			“You don’t like her.”

			“You know, I don’t.” Stopped at a light, Eve tapped her fingers on the wheel. Naked fingers, she realized. She’d forgotten her gloves back at Central. “And there’s no reason not to like her, on the surface. So it’s my gut telling me she’s off. Something about her is off, that’s all. And maybe I’m just full of shit, maybe I’m reaching. So your impression’s going to weigh.”

			“But no pressure,” Mira murmured.

			“I’m telling her I’m bringing you along to counsel,” Eve continued as she parked. “Just to offer a hand since she’s had a couple of tough blows back-to-back.”

			“And she’ll believe that?”

			Eve smiled thinly. “She’s not the only one who can put on a show. You want to be careful getting out. That sidewalk’s going to be slick.”

			“It’s nice,” Mira said easily, “to have someone worry.”

			Vaguely embarrassed, Eve waited until the street was clear to climb out. Inside, she nodded toward security, then logged Mira in. “Any movement upstairs?” she asked the woman on duty.

			“None reported.”

			“She order any food?” At the security woman’s raised brow, Eve spoke casually. “Just want to make sure she’s taking care of herself. Also, if my men have been hitting room service, I need to keep tabs for the budget.”

			“I can check on that for you.”

			“Thanks.” She moved to the elevator, got on with Mira. “Just want to see how well she’s taking care of herself,” she said to answer Mira’s unspoken question. “Be interesting to see what she’s been eating.”

			She acknowledged her man on the door. “I want transportation for the witness to and from the hospital, but I want a delay. I don’t want her leaving for thirty minutes after I do. Got that?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Eve knocked, waited. Zana opened the door with a quick, tremulous smile. “I’m so glad you’re here. I just talked with Bobby’s nurse, and she said he’s awake, so . . . Oh.” She stopped when she spotted Mira. “I’m sorry. Hello.”

			“Zana, this is Dr. Mira. She’s a friend of mine.”

			“Oh, well, it’s nice to meet you. Please come in. I can, uh, get some coffee?”

			“That’s all right, I’ll take care of that in a minute. Dr. Mira’s a counselor. I thought, under the circumstances, you might want to talk to someone. Maybe Bobby, too. Mira’s the best,” Eve added with a smile, laying a hand on Mira’s shoulder to make it seem more friendly than official. “She’s helped me a lot with . . . issues.”

			“I don’t know what to say. Thanks so much for thinking of me, of us.”

			“You’ve been through some hard knocks. Survivors of violence don’t always understand the full extent of the stress they’re under. Talking to me, well, even though Bobby and I go back, you’re still talking to a cop. But if you think it’s out of line, then—”

			“No, God. It’s so thoughtful of you. I’ve just been wandering around here, most of the night. No one to talk to. I’ve never talked to a counselor before. I don’t know where to start.”

			“Why don’t we sit down?” Mira suggested. “Your husband’s condition has improved?”

			“Yes. They said he’ll need to stay in the hospital another day, maybe two, then we can go to out-patient status. I don’t really understand all the medical terms.”

			“I can help you with that, too.”

			“Look, I’ll be in the kitchen. I’ll get the coffee, get out of the way.”

			“I don’t mind if you stay,” Zana told Eve. “You know everything.”

			“I’ll get the coffee anyway, give you a minute.”

			Eve moved across the room, into the narrow alcove. And gee, she thought, if she pushed the wrong buttons on an unfamiliar AC unit, who could argue?

			She could hear Zana’s voice, the thickness in it of suppressed tears. Oh, you’re good, she decided. But I’m better.

			She ran a quick scan, replaying orders over the last twenty-four hours.

			Cheese, raspberries, popcorn—extra butter. Bet somebody watched vids last night, Eve thought. And a hearty breakfast this morning: Ham omelette, toast, coffee, and orange juice.

			She programmed for coffee, then eased open the minifriggie. Bottle of red wine, she noted. Maybe two glasses left in it. Soft drinks. Frozen nondairy dessert, double chocolate—half gone.

			Trauma and tragedy didn’t seem to be affecting Zana’s appetite.

			When she came back with the coffee, Zana was mopping at her face with a tissue. “It’s just one thing after the next,” she told Mira. “I can’t find my balance, I guess. We were coming here to have fun. Bobby wanted to treat me to a trip, to somewhere exciting I’d never been. Part of my Christmas present since his mama was so hot to come, you know. To talk to Eve, after all the years. And then, everything’s been so awful.”

			She began to shred the tissue so pieces of it fell like snow into her lap. “Poor Bobby, he’s been trying to be so strong, and now he’s hurt. I just want to make it easier on him. Somehow.”

			“I’m sure you are, just by being there for him. Still, it’s important that you look after yourself as well, and let yourself grieve for a woman you were close to. To go through that process, Zana. And to get rest, keep your health.”

			“I can’t even think of myself right now. How can I?”

			“I understand. It’s human to put ourselves to one side at times of crisis. Especially for women to do so,” Mira added and gave Zana’s hand a pat. “Bobby will need you, emotionally and physically in the days and weeks to come. It’s difficult—thank you, Eve—it’s difficult to lose a parent, any family member. But to lose one through violent means adds another layer, even more stress and grief. You’ve both had a shock, several in fact. I hope when you’re able to go back to Texas, you’ll find someone there to talk to. I can certainly give you a list of recommendations for counselors in your area.”

			“I’d so appreciate that. I wouldn’t even know where to start. I’ve never talked to a counselor before.”

			“You didn’t go to grief counseling when your mother died?” Eve asked.

			“Oh, no. I didn’t even think about it. It’s just not the kind of thing I was raised to think about, I guess. I just . . . I don’t know, went on, I guess. But this is different, I can see that. And I want to do what’s best for Bobby.”

			“Then you will.”

			“If I could have a minute, Zana. We’re having trouble with the numbers you gave us. The ones your abductor made you memorize.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“We’re not finding anything with those numbers. Actually, there are too many numbers. Do you think you could’ve gotten them mixed up, or added some?”

			“Oh, I don’t know.” Her hands fluttered up from her lap. “I was so sure. I kept repeating them over and over, like he said to. I even said them in my head after . . . after he left. But I was so scared. What should we do? What can I do?”

			“We could try hypnosis.” Eve took a sip of coffee, met Mira’s eyes over the cup. “That’s another reason I brought Dr. Mira by today, so you could meet her, feel comfortable with her if we went this route. Dr. Mira often assists the department with this kind of thing.”

			“It could be helpful.” Mira picked up the ball. “We could, under hypnosis, take you back to the abduction, take you through it, while making certain you feel safe and secure.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. I just don’t know. Hypnosis.” She reached up, tangling her fingers in the trio of thin gold chains she wore around her neck. “I don’t know. The idea scares me some. I need to think about it. It’s hard right now to think of anything but Bobby.”

			“It would be a way to help us find whoever killed Bobby’s mother.” Eve pressed a little harder. “And knowing the person responsible has been identified, apprehended, and will pay for what was done helps the healing process. Dr. Mira?”

			“Yes, that’s very true. Why don’t I send you some information so you can see how this is approached? Help you understand the process a little better.”

			“That’d be okay, I guess. But gosh, I don’t know. Just the thought of going through that again, even in my mind. It really scares me. I’m not strong like you,” she said to Eve. “I’m just ordinary.”

			“Ordinary people do extraordinary things, every day.” But Mira smiled, rose. “I’ll get you that information, Zana, and I’d be happy to talk with you again, if you think I can help.”

			“Thank you so very much. Thank you. Both of you.” Zana got to her feet, held out both her hands to Eve. “It means a lot to know you’re working so hard for us.”

			“I’ll be in touch. I’ll arrange for transportation to the hospital. Someone will call up when it’s here. I’m going to try to get by to see Bobby, but if I don’t make it, give him my best.”

			“I will.”

			Eve waited until they were on the elevator. “What’s your take?”

			“I don’t know how helpful I’m going to be to you. Her actions and reactions are well within the expected range. Her responses plausible. I will say that—with your voice niggling in my ear—they were a bit too textbook. But the textbook was written simply because of these actions and reactions to trauma and violence.”

			“She balked at hypnosis.”

			“So do you,” Mira pointed out. “It’s often the first reaction to the suggestion.”

			“Me going under isn’t going to help find a killer. If she’d agreed to it, I’d’ve lost a million-dollar bet with myself. She had popcorn last night.”

			“Comfort food.”

			“And a bottle of wine’s in there, nearly empty.”

			“I’d be surprised if she hadn’t had a few drinks.”

			“You’re right,” Eve said irritably. “You’re not being helpful. She had herself a big, fat breakfast, and I’m betting she hit room service for a nice meal last night.”

			“Not everyone goes off food with stress. People often use food as comfort, often overeating, in fact, to compensate. It can swing either way, Eve. We both know what you’ve got is instinct, and no evidence. Not even circumstantial at this point.”

			“Shit. See if I give you a ride home next time.”

			Eve got off the elevator, headed straight for security. “Have you got those room service orders?”

			“I do. Nothing from your men. Our guest ordered roast chicken with new potatoes and carrots. She also had a starter of crab salad, and ended with key lime pie. A bottle of merlot went with that, as well as a bottle of spring water.”

			“Good appetite,” Eve commented.

			“Yeah. Sounds like she’s working to keep her strength up.”

			Eve heard the cynicism, appreciated it. “I’m going to want a record of any calls she made on the room ’link.”

			“I thought you would. Three outgoing. One to the hospital last evening, two to the hospital this morning. No incoming.”

			“Okay. Thanks.”

			Eve strode out. “God damn if somebody lolls around drinking wine and eating pie when her husband’s racked up in the hospital. Would you?”

			“No. And neither would you. But eating pie isn’t a crime, and I can’t tell you it’s out of the normal scope of reactions.”

			“How come she didn’t contact Bobby’s pal and partner to tell him Bobby was hurt?”

			“She might very well have done so, on her personal ’link.”

			“Yeah, we’ll check that. I’m betting she didn’t. Didn’t get in touch because she didn’t want him heading out here, or keeping her tied up talking out the details, buzzing her back for updates. She wanted a little alone time with her fucking pie.”

			Mira laughed out loud before she could cough it away, and earned a scowl. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not funny, it was just such an image. You want a profile, I’ll give you one.”

			She got back in the car, strapped in. “The subject is a young, inexperienced woman, who appears used to—and amenable to—being told what she should do. She looks to her husband to make decisions, while she deals with the more domestic areas. This is her comfort zone. She enjoys attention while having a tendency to be skittish and shy. She has an orderly, tidy, and, I would say, submissive nature.”

			“Or she’s slipped that persona on like a skin-suit.”

			“Yes, or, if you’re right, Eve, this is a very clever, very calculating woman. One who would be willing to subvert her own nature for a considerable length of time in order to reach her goal. She’s been married to this man for several months, which brings them into a very intimate relationship every day. She knew and worked for him before that, was courted by him. Maintaining a pose contrary to her nature would be a very impressive feat.”

			“I’m prepared to be impressed. I’m not pushing aside other possibilities, other suspects,” she added. “I’m just adding her in.”

			And keeping her at the top of my list, Eve thought.
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			BOBBY WAS SITTING UP IN BED WHEN EVE stepped into his room. His eyes were closed, and the entertainment unit was set, she assumed, for a book on disc. In any case, there were voices spilling out of it in what seemed to be an intense and passionate argument.

			If he was sleeping, he didn’t need to hear it. If he wasn’t, she needed his attention. So she stepped closer to the unit. “Pause program,” she ordered.

			In the sudden silence Bobby stirred, opened his eyes.

			“Zana? Oh, Eve. I must’ve nodded off. Sort of listening to a book. Crappy book,” he added with an attempt at a smile. “The nurse told me Zana was coming in soon.”

			“I just left her a little while ago. I’m having a couple of uniforms drive her to and from. It’s nasty outside.”

			“Yeah.” He looked out the window, his expression brooding.

			“So. How’re you feeling?”

			“I don’t know. Clumsy, stupid, annoyed to be here. Sorry for myself.”

			“You’re entitled.”

			“Yeah, that’s what myself’s telling me. The flowers, the tree. It’s nice.”

			He gestured toward the little fake pine decorated with miniature Santas. To Eve’s mind, it looked like the jolly old elf had been hanged, multiple times, in effigy.

			“Zana told me you helped pick them out.”

			“Not really. I was just there.”

			“She thinks of stuff like that. Little things like that. This is a really, really shitty Christmas for her.”

			“For you, too. It sucks out loud, Bobby, and I’m going to add to it by asking you if you’ve thought of anything else, remembered anything. About what happened to your mother, about what happened to you.”

			“Nothing. Sorry. And I’ve had a lot of time to think, lying here like an idiot who can’t cross the damn street.” He let out a sigh, lifted the hand of his good arm, then let it fall. “A lot of time to think, about what you said, about what you said my mother did. Wanted to do. She really asked for money?”

			Eve moved closer to the bed so she could stand at its side and watch his face. “How much shit can you take?”

			He closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, she hoped what she saw in them was strength. “I might as well get it all dumped on me. I’ve got nothing better to do.”

			“Your mother had several numbered accounts, which were fed by funds she extorted from women she’d fostered as children.”

			“Oh, God. Oh, my God. There has to be a mistake, some kind of mix-up, misunderstanding.”

			“I have statements from two of these women that verify that your mother contacted them, threatened to expose their juvenile records unless they paid the amounts she demanded.”

			She watched the blows land on his already battered face, until he was staring at her, not with disbelief or shock, but with the focused concentration of a man fighting pain.

			“Statements,” he repeated. “Two of them.”

			“There’re going to be more, Bobby, when it’s done. She also informed my husband that she had copies of my files and would sell them to interested media sources unless he paid her. She’s been blackmailing former charges for a number of years.”

			“They were just kids,” he said under his breath. “We were all just kids.”

			“It’s possible she used one of her former fosters to aid her in her attempt to blackmail me, through Roarke, and was killed by this individual.”

			“I would never have let her do without. Whenever she wanted something I did what I could to get it for her. Why would she do this? I know what you’re thinking,” he said, and looked beyond her, toward the window again. “I understand what you’re thinking. You think she used and mistreated you when you were in her care, when you were a kid. So why not use and mistreat you now?”

			“Am I wrong, Bobby? Is something wrong with my memory?”

			His breath shuddered out softly. “No. She used to say, used to tell me that you—the kids she took in—were lucky to have someone offer them a decent home. Care enough to take them, to teach them manners and discipline and respect. That’s what she said it was when she locked you up. Consequences for unacceptable behavior. Things would be a lot worse if you were on the streets.”

			“Did you buy that, Bobby?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe some. She never hurt me.” He turned his head now, met Eve’s eyes. “She never treated me that way. She said it was because I did what I was told. But I didn’t, not always. If she caught me, she’d usually laugh and say, ‘Boys will be boys.’ It was the girls she . . . I don’t know why. Something inside her. She hated her mother. Used to tell me we were lucky to be rid of the old bitch. Maybe—I don’t know—maybe her mother did those things to her. It’s a cycle, right? Isn’t that what they say about abuse? It’s a cycle.”

			“Yeah, it often is.” Maybe that comforted him, she thought. “What about you, Bobby? Did you cycle around, take care of your mother? She must’ve been a hardship on you. New wife, new business, and here’s this demanding woman, prying into your life. A demanding woman with a big pile of money stashed away.”

			His eyes filmed over for a moment. Tears he blinked away. “I don’t blame you for saying it, thinking it. And you can put on record that I’ll take a Truth Test. I’ll take one voluntarily, as soon as you can arrange it. I want you to find who hurt her.”

			He took a long breath. “I loved my mother, Eve. I don’t know if you can understand, but even knowing what she was, what she did, I loved her. If I’d known what she was doing, I’d have found a way to make it stop. To make her give the money back, and stop. That’s what I want to do. Give the money back. You have to help me get the money back to the people she took it from. Maybe it won’t make it right, but I don’t know what else to do.”

			“Yeah, I can help you with that. How would you have made her stop, Bobby?”

			“I don’t know. She’d listen to me. If she knew I was really upset, she’d listen to me.” Now he sighed a little. “Or pretend to. I don’t know anymore. I don’t know how to tell Zana all this. I don’t know how to tell her this is true. She’s already been through so much.”

			“She was tight with your mother.”

			“They got along. Zana gets along with everyone. She made a real effort with my mother—it takes one.” He tried another smile.

			“You know, women get tight in a certain way. When they do, they tend to tell each other things they might not tell a man. Could it be your mother told Zana about what she was doing?”

			“Not possible.” He tried to sit up straighter, as if to emphasize his point, and cursed the restriction of his broken arm. “Zana’s . . . she’s scrupulous. I don’t know anyone as intrinsically honest. She might not have argued with my mother about it, but she’d have been horrified, and she’d have told me. We don’t have secrets.”

			People said that, Eve knew. But how did they know the other party didn’t have secrets? How did they know there’d been full disclosure?

			“Zana the type to keep her word?”

			His face was full of love. “Probably cut off a finger before she’d break it.”

			“Then she’d be in a tough spot if she’d given your mother her word not to tell you, or anyone.”

			He opened his mouth, closed it, and Eve could see him wrestling with this new possibility. “I don’t know how she’d have dealt with it. But she’d have told me, at least after my mother was killed. She’d never have kept that to herself. I wonder where she is.” His fingers began to tug at the sheet. “I thought she’d be here by now.”

			“I’ll check in a minute, make sure she’s on her way. They say when they’re springing you?”

			“Not before tomorrow, but I’m pushing for that. I want to salvage something of Christmas. It’s our first, probably told you that. At least I bought a couple of things here, so Zana will have something to open. Man, this—how did you put it? Oh, yeah, this sucks out loud.”

			Reaching into the pocket of her coat, Eve brought out a little bag. “Thought you might like these. Cookies,” she said as she put the bag in his good hand. “I figure they might not run to Christmas cookies around here.”

			“Appreciate it.” He peeked inside, nearly smiled again. “Really. The food’s fairly crappy around here.”

			He’d brought her food once, and now she’d returned the favor. She thought that made them even, or wanted to think it.

			Eve checked with her uniforms, assured Bobby his wife would be there shortly.

			Then she let it all shuffle around in her mind during the long, ugly drive uptown.

			Her pocket ’link signalled, causing her to fumble a moment as she interfaced it with the unfamiliar system on the all-terrain so her hands stayed free to fight the fight. “Dallas, and this better be good because I’m stuck in lousy traffic.”

			“I’m not!” Peabody’s voice shot out thrills and excitement completely in contrast with the icy rain. On the dash screen, her face glowed like a damn candle. “I’m in Scotland, and it’s snowing. It’s snowing in big, fat, mag flakes.”

			“Yippee.”

			“Aw, don’t be that way. I just had to tell you we’re here, and it’s so beyond frosty. The McNabs have this amazing house, kinda like a really big cottage, and there’s a river and mountains. McNab’s dad has a burr.”

			“Well, why doesn’t he pull it out?”

			“No, no, the accent. It’s total. And they like me, Dallas. I mean, they just slathered, like, all over me.”

			“Again, I repeat: Yippee.”

			“I don’t know why I was so nervous and freaky. It’s just piles of fun on top of more. The shuttle ride was so uptown, and then, wow, the scenery is so completely mag. It’s like a vid or something, and—”

			“Peabody, I’m glad you’re having a good time. Seriously. But I’m trying to get home here, so I can grab a little Christmas cheer myself.”

			“Sorry, sorry. Wait, first, did you get the presents I left on your desk?”

			“Yeah, thanks.”

			“Oh.” Peabody’s face went through several expressions, ending on a pout. “You’re welcome.”

			“We didn’t open them yet.”

			“Oh! Oh, okay.” The pout turned into a nervous grin. “You want to wait until tomorrow. I just wondered. So, well . . . Anything I should know on the case?”

			“Nothing that can’t wait until you get back. Go eat some—what is it—haggis.”

			“I might. I’ve already had a really big whiskey, and it’s dancing in my head. But I don’t care! It’s Christmas. And last year you and I were mad at each other, and now we’re not. I love you, Dallas, and Roarke, and every bony inch of McNab. And his cousin Sheila. Merry Christmas, Dallas.”

			“Yeah, you bet.” She cut off before Peabody could get started again. But she was smiling as she rolled through the gates toward home.

			The house was lit as if it were night, and an icy mist rolled over the ground, sparkled just a little in the lights. She could see trees shimmering, candles glowing, and heard the patter of that cold, hard rain on the roof of her vehicle.

			She stopped, just stopped in the middle of the drive. Just to look, and to think, and remember. Inside was warmth, fires burning with the crackle of real wood. Everything in her life had somehow navigated her here. Whatever the horrors had been, the pain and blood, whatever dogged her dreams like a hound, had brought her here. She believed that.

			She had this because she’d survived the other. She had this because he’d been waiting on the other side of the road. Navigating his own trenches.

			She had home, where the candles were lit and the fires were burning. It was good, she thought, to take a moment to remember that, and to know, whatever else she faced, this was here.

			And if she couldn’t just enjoy it for twenty-four hours, what was the point?

			She dashed into the house, shook rain from her hair. For once, Summerset wasn’t lurking in the foyer, but even as she tugged off her coat, Roarke strolled out of the parlor.

			“And there you are.”

			“Later than I thought, sorry.”

			“I only got in a few minutes ago myself. Summerset and I are having a drink by the fire. Come, sit down.”

			“Oh, well.” Summerset. They’d have to be civil to each other. It was like a holiday law. “I have to take care of something first.” She concealed a small bag behind her back. “Need a few minutes.”

			“Secrets.” He wandered over to kiss her. And to peek over her shoulder. She shifted, poked a finger in his belly.

			“Cut it out. I’ll be down in a minute.”

			He watched her go up, then walked back into the parlor to sit by the fire with Summerset and enjoy his Irish coffee. “She’s smuggling in some last-minute gift.”

			“Ah. I’ll garage the vehicle she no doubt left out in this weather, in a moment.”

			“Of course. And as much as I believe the two of you enjoy your mutual sniping, we might try a moratorium on that until Boxing Day.”

			Summerset lifted a shoulder. “You look relaxed.”

			“And so I am.”

			“There was a time, not that long ago, when you’d have been out hounding some deal right up until the last moment. At which time, you’d have been off with the woman of the moment. Christmas in Saint Moritz or Fiji. Wherever your whim took you. But not here.”

			“No, not here.” Roarke picked up one of the little frosted cookies Summerset had arranged on a glossy red dish. “Because, I realize now, here would have made it impossible for me not to understand I was alone. Lonely. Despite all the women, the deals, the people, the parties, what have you. I was alone because there was no one who mattered enough to keep me here.”

			He sipped his coffee, watched the flames. “You gave me my life. You did,” he insisted when Summerset made a protesting sound. “And I worked—in my fashion—to build this place. I asked you to tend it for me. You’ve never let me down. But I needed her. The one thing, the only thing that could make this place home.”

			“She’s not what I’d have chosen for you.”

			“Oh.” With a half-laugh, Roarke bit into the cookie. “That I know.”

			“But she’s right for you. The one for you.” His smile was slow. “Despite, or maybe due to, her many flaws.”

			“I imagine she thinks somewhat the same about you.”

			When he heard her coming, Roarke glanced back. She’d taken off her weapon, changed her boots for skids. She took a package to the tree, placed it there with the others.

			He saw the expression on her face as she scanned the piles he’d stacked. Consternation, bafflement, and a kind of resignation that amused him.

			“Why do you do this?” She demanded with a wave at the gifts.

			“It’s a sickness.”

			“I’ll say.”

			“We’re having Irish in our coffee.”

			“If that means whiskey, I’ll pass. I don’t know why you want to muck up perfectly good coffee that way.”

			“Just another sickness. I’ll pour you some wine.”

			“I’ll get it myself. Peabody tagged me on the way home. She’s not only safe and sound in Scotland, she was half-piss-faced and insane with delight. She loves you, by the way, and me, and McNab’s bony ass—and even his cousin Sheila.” She gave Summerset a small smile. “She didn’t mention you, but I’m sure it was an oversight.”

			She sat down, stretched out her legs. “That’s one present that hit the mark, big time. You clear everything you needed to clear?”

			“I did,” Roarke told her. “You?”

			“No, but screw it. I tried to get the lab and got a recording of ‘Jingle Bell Rock.’ Why don’t songs like that ever die? Now it’s stuck in my head.”

			The cat deserted Summerset to jump into her lap, complain loudly, and knead his claws into her thighs.

			“He’s trying you.” Roarke gestured with his cup. “He wants the cookies, and got nowhere with me or Summerset in that area.”

			“Well, you can forget it, Fatso.” She lifted him, went nose-to-nose. “But I’ve got something for you.” She dumped him, then went to the tree, pawed around, and came up with a gift bag.

			She dug out a pair of feline-sized antlers, and a toy mouse.

			“He’s much too dignified to wear those, or bat about some ridiculous toy,” Summerset protested.

			Eve just snorted.

			“Catnip.” She held the mouse up by the tail in front of Galahad’s face. “Yeah, that’s right,” she said as Galahad reared up on his hind legs and grabbed the mouse with his front claws. “Zeus for cats.”

			“And you, a duly designated officer of the law,” Roarke said, “dealing.”

			“I’ve got my sources.” While the cat rolled deliriously with his new toy, Eve stuck the antlers in place. “Okay, you look really stupid, so this is only for tonight. We humans have to get our kicks somewhere.”

			“Is he trying to eat it,” Roarke wondered, “or make love to it?”

			“I don’t want to think that hard about it. But he’s not thinking about cookies anymore.”

			She sat again, propped her feet on Roarke’s lap. And when Roarke ran an absent hand up her calf, Summerset took it as his cue.

			“I’ve prepared something simple for dinner, assuming you’d enjoy having it in here. I’m having mine with some friends in the city.”

			“You have friends?” nearly popped out of Eve’s mouth, but Roarke squeezed her ankle in anticipation.

			“Everything is in the kitchen unit.”

			“Enjoy your evening, then.”

			“I will, and you, too.”

			Another ankle squeeze had Eve wincing. “Um, yeah. Merry.”

			When they were alone, she shoved at Roarke’s arm. “Take it easy, will you? I was going to say something.”

			“I know very well what you were going to say. We’re having peace on our particular square of Earth until Boxing Day.”

			“Fine, I can do it if he can. Besides, I plan to get really drunk.”

			“Why don’t I help you out with that?” He rose, and poured her more wine.

			“What about you?”

			“I’ll have some, but I think one of us has to keep his wits. That cat is stoned,” he commented, glancing down at the floor where Galahad rubbed himself lasciviously over the mouse.

			“Well, seeing as he’s fixed, he can’t ever have sex. I just figured he should have a little thrill for the holiday. I’m counting on getting some thrills myself.”

			Roarke lifted a brow. “I can help you with that, too.”

			“Maybe I was talking about cookies.”

			He dropped onto the couch, full-length beside her. And fastened his mouth on hers.

			“Not drunk yet,” she murmured.

			“Not done yet, either.”

			“You gotta close those doors if you’re going to start fooling around. He may be going out, but the spirit of Summerset haunts these halls.”

			“I’m simply kissing my wife.” He propped them both up, longways, so that they could watch the fire, sip wine. And neck.

			“Nice.” She took a breath, breathed him, and let every cell in her body relax. “I may not leave this room, hell, this couch, until after Christmas.”

			“We’ll have to take turns getting provisions. Feeding ourselves and the fire.”

			“Okay. You first.”

			He laughed, brushed his lips over her hair. “You smell delicious.” He sniffed down to her neck. “You’ve put something on.”

			“I can take a minute now and then.”

			“And it’s appreciated.”

			“Did you get in touch with your people in Ireland?”

			“I did, yes. It appeared to be a madhouse of baking and babies, which suits them very well. They wish you a happy Christmas.”

			“You’re okay, not being over there?”

			“I’m exactly where I want to be.” He turned her face up to his, met her lips. “Exactly. And you need more wine.”

			“Already got a buzz going.”

			“Likely because you didn’t have lunch.”

			“Oh, yeah, I knew I forgot something.” She took the wine he poured. “After I get plowed, and make love to every square inch of you, I’ll eat a ton.”

			Since he was up, he went over, closed the parlor doors.

			From the sofa, Eve grinned. “Come over here, and start unwrapping me.”

			Amused, aroused, he sat at her feet. “Why don’t I start down here?” he suggested, and slipped off her shoes. Then he pressed his thumbs to her arch, made her purr.

			“Good spot.” She closed her eyes, drank a little more wine. “Tell you what, later, you can get plowed and I’ll do you.”

			“Someone has the Christmas spirit.” He kissed a bracelet around her ankles.

			“You can’t avoid it, it’s winging around out there left and right.” Lovely little sensations shimmered up her legs. “You can dodge, but eventually it beans you.”

			She opened one eye when he unhooked her trousers. “Quick work.”

			“Want slow?”

			“Hell, no.” She grinned, reared up and grabbed him, spilling wine on both of them. “Uh-oh.”

			“Now look what you’ve done. We’ll have to get out of these clothes. Hands up,” he said, and tugged her sweater over her head. “Here.” He handed her back her wine, put both her hands on the bowl of the glass. “Mind that now.”

			“Prolly had enough.”

			“I haven’t.”

			He stripped her, then himself. He took the glass from her, upending it so drops scattered over her breasts, her torso.

			She looked down, looked up. “Uh-oh,” she said again and laughed.

			He licked wine and flesh, letting the combination go to his head while she moved and moaned under him. She arched up, a trembling bridge, when his hands roamed over her.

			Then she locked around him, arms, legs. And rolled hard. She plopped on top of him, giggling. “Ouch.”

			“Easy for you to say.” She’d stolen his breath in more ways than one. To pay her back he rolled her over. With lips and fingers he tickled her into shrieks, aroused her into gasps.

			She was riding on foolishness and passion, a giddy combination with the wine flowing through her. When he was inside her, still laughing breathlessly, she chained her arms around his neck.

			“Merry Christmas,” she managed. “Oh, God.” She came on a gasping laugh, then dragged him with her.

			“Merry Christmas,” he said and shot her over, one last time.

			She lay, all but cross-eyed, staring up at the tree. “Jesus, talk about putting a bow on it.”

			Later, at his insistence, she opened her first gift. So she’d be comfortable, he’d said. It was hard to be otherwise in the long cashmere robe of forest green.

			They ate by the fire, washing down Summerset’s simple lobster with champagne. When he asked about the case, she shook her head. She wouldn’t bring it into this. She was—they were—entitled to one night where blood and death stayed locked outside their world. A world where they sat like children, cross-legged under a tree, ripping at colored paper.

			“The Universe According to Roarke?” He read the label on a cased disc.

			“Feeney helped me put it together. Okay, Feeney mostly put it together, but I came up with the concept. It’ll go for holo or comp.”

			She reached up for another cookie. She was making herself half-sick with sugar, but what was Christmas for? “Personalized game, and what you do is start out at the bottom. Pretty much wits only. Then you can earn money, arms, land. Build stuff, fight wars. You can pull in other people—we’re all in there. And take on famous foes and stuff. You can cheat, steal, barter, and bloody. But there are a lot of traps, so you can end up broke, destitute, in a cage or tortured by your enemies. Or you can end up ruling the known universe. The graphics are very chilly.”

			“You’re in here?”

			“Yeah.”

			“How can I lose?”

			“It’s tough. Feeney’s had it up and running for a couple weeks and said he couldn’t get by level twelve. It’s pissing him off. Anyway, I figured since you don’t get to steal in real life anymore, you’d get a kick out of virtual.”

			“The best present is having a woman who knows me.” He leaned over to kiss her, tasted wine and sugar cookies. “Thanks. Your turn.”

			“I’ve already opened a million.” Which, she thought, ran the gamut from the sparkly to the silly, the sumptuous to the sexy.

			“Nearly done. This one.”

			She tugged the ribbon from the box he gave her, and though he winced, draped it around his neck. Inside was a magnifying glass with a silver handle.

			“It’s old,” he told her. “I thought, ‘What’s a detective without a magnifying glass?’ ”

			“It’s great.” She held up her hand, studied it through the glass, then grinning, shifted closer to Roarke, peered at him through it. “Jeez. You’re even prettier.” Then she turned it on the snoring cat. “You’re not. Thanks.”

			When he tapped a finger to his lips, she pretended to sigh before she leaned over to kiss him.

			“Here, do this one, it sort of fits.” She pushed a box at him while she played with the glass. “If I’d had one of these when I was a kid, I’d’ve driven people crazy.”

			“Rather the point of toys and tools.” He glanced up, found himself being inspected again. He tossed a bow at her. “Here, see what you make of that.”

			He opened the box, gently took out the pocket watch inside. “Eve, this is wonderful.”

			“It’s old, too. I know how you rev on old stuff. And I figured you could put it on a shelf somewhere with all the other old stuff. It was already engraved,” she added when he opened it. “But I thought . . .”

			“ ‘Time stops.’ ” He said it quietly, then just looked at her with those stunning blue eyes.

			“I thought, yeah, it does.” She reached for his hand. “It does.”

			He gathered her in, pressing his lips to her throat, her cheek, just holding on. “It’s a treasure. So are you.”

			“This is good,” she murmured. Not the things, she thought, and knew he understood. But the sharing of them. The being. “I love you. I’m really getting the hang of it.”

			He laughed, kissed her again, then drew away. “You’ve one more.”

			It had to be more jewelry, she noted from the size of the box. The man just loved draping her in sparkles. Her first thought when she opened the box was that they not only sparkled, they could blind you like the sun.

			The earrings were diamond drops—three perfect round stones in graduated sizes that dripped from a cluster of more diamonds that formed the petals of a brilliant flower.

			“Wowzer,” she said. When he only smiled, it hit her. “Big Jack’s diamonds, from the Forty-seventh Street heist. The ones we recovered.”

			“After they’d stayed hidden away nearly half a century.”

			“These were impounded.”

			“I didn’t steal them.” He laughed, held up his game disc. “Remember? Only virtually these days. I negotiated, and acquired them through completely legal means. They deserve the light. They deserve you. Without you, they might still be shut up in a child’s toy. Without you, Lieutenant, Chad Dix wouldn’t be celebrating Christmas right now.”

			“You had them made for me.” That touched her, most of all. She picked up the magnifying glass. “Let’s check them out,” she said, and pretended to inspect the gems. “Nice job.”

			“You can think of them as medals.”

			“A lot jazzier than any medals the department hands out.” She put them on, knowing it would please him. Seeing the way it did.

			“They suit you.”

			“Glitters like these would work on anybody.” But she wrapped her arms around him, snuggled in. “Knowing where they came from, why you had them made for me, that means a lot. I—”

			She jerked back, eyes wide. “You bought them all, didn’t you?”

			He cocked his head. “Well, aren’t you greedy.”

			“No, but you are. You bought them all. I know it.”

			He smoothed a finger down the dent in her chin. “I think we need more champagne. You’re entirely too sober.”

			She started to speak again, then buttoned it. The man was entitled to spend his money as he liked. And he was right about one thing. Big Jack’s diamonds deserved better than a departmental vault.

			“There’s one more under there,” he noticed as he started to rise. “The one you brought in today.”

			“Oh. Right.” Part of her had hoped he’d forget that one. “Yeah, well, it’s nothing much. No big.”

			“I’m greedy, remember? Hand it over.”

			“Okay, sure.” She stretched out for it, dumped it in his lap. “I’ll get the champagne.”

			He grabbed her arm before she could get up. “Just hold on a minute, until I see what I have here.” He shoved aside tissue paper, drew it out, and said only, “Oh.”

			She struggled not to squirm. “You said you wanted a picture, you know, like from before.”

			“Oh,” he repeated, and the expression on his face had color rising up her neck. “Look at you.” His eyes moved from image to woman, so full of pleasure, of surprise, of love, her throat went tight.

			“I just dug it out, and picked up a frame.”

			“When was it taken?”

			“Right after I went into the Academy. This girl I hung with a little, she was always taking pictures. I was trying to study, and she—”

			“Your hair.”

			She shifted, a little uncomfortable. In the picture she was sitting at a desk, discs piled around her. She wore a dull gray Police Academy sweatshirt. Her hair was long, pulled back in a tail.

			“Yeah, I used to wear it long back then. Figured it was less trouble because I could just tie it back out of my way. Then in hand-to-hand training, my opponent grabbed it, yanked, and took me down. I lopped it off.”

			“Look at your eyes. Cop’s eyes even then. Hardly more than a child, and you knew.”

			“I knew if she didn’t get that camera out of my face so I could study, I was going to clock her.”

			He laughed, took her hand, but remained riveted on the photograph. “What happened to her?”

			“She washed out, made it about a month. She was okay. She just wasn’t—”

			“A cop,” he finished. “Thank you for this. It’s so exactly what I wanted.”

			She leaned her head on his shoulder, let the lights of the tree dazzle her and thought, Who needs champagne?
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			SHE WOKE, THOUGHT SHE WOKE, IN THE BRILLIANTLY lit room with the glass wall. She was wearing her diamonds, and the cashmere robe. There was a towering pine in the corner, rising up to the ceiling. The ornaments draping its arching boughs, she saw, were corpses. Hundreds of bodies hung, covered with blood red as Christmas.

			All the women, only women, were gathered around it.

			“Not very celebratory,” Maxie, the lawyer, said, and gave Eve a little elbow poke. “But you’ve got to make do, right? How many of those are yours?”

			She didn’t need the magnifying glass weighing down her pocket to identify the faces, the bodies, the dead. “All of them.”

			“That’s a little greedy, don’t you think?” Maxie turned, nodded toward the body splayed in the center of the room. “She hasn’t been put up yet.”

			“No, she can’t go up yet. She isn’t finished.”

			“Looks done to me. But here.” She tossed Eve a white sock weighed with credits. “Go ahead.”

			“That’s not the answer.”

			“Maybe you just haven’t asked the right question.”

			She found herself in the glass room with the children. The child she’d been sat on the floor and looked up at her with tired eyes.

			“I don’t have any presents. I don’t care.”

			“You can have this.” Eve crouched down, held out her badge. “You’ll need it.”

			“She has all the presents.”

			Eve looked through the glass and saw that gifts were piled now around the body. “Lot of good they’ll do her now.”

			“It’s one of us, you know.”

			Eve glanced back, studied the room full of little girls. Then looked into her own eyes. “Yes, I know.”

			“What will you do?”

			“Take the one who did it away. That’s what happens when you kill someone. You have to pay. There has to be payment.”

			The girl she’d been held up her hands, and they were smeared with blood. “Am I going, too?”

			“No.” And she felt it, even in the dream she knew was a dream, she felt the ache in her belly. “No,” she said again, “it’s different for you.”

			“But I can’t get out.”

			“You will one day.” She looked back through the glass, frowned. “Weren’t there more presents a minute ago?”

			“People steal.” The child hooked the bloodied badge on her shirt. “People are just no damn good.”

			Eve woke with a hard jolt, the dream already fading. It was weird, she thought, to have dreams where you talked to yourself.

			And the tree. She remembered the tree with the bodies draped like morbid tinsel. To comfort herself she turned, studied the tree in the window. She ran a hand over the sheet beside her, found it cool.

			It didn’t surprise her that Roarke was up before her, or that he’d been up long enough for the sheets to lose his warmth. But it did give her a shock to see that it was nearly eleven in the morning.

			She started to roll out of her own side, and saw the blinking memo cube on the nightstand. She switched in on, heard his voice.

			“Morning, darling Eve. I’m in the game room. Come play with me.”

			It made her smile. “Such a sap,” she murmured.

			She showered, dressed, grabbed coffee, then headed down. Proving, she decided, she was a sap, too.

			He had the main screen engaged, and it gave her yet another jolt to see herself up there, in a pitched and bloody battle. Why she was wielding a sword instead of a blaster, she couldn’t say.

			He fought back-to-back with her, as he had, she remembered, in reality. And there was Peabody, wounded, but still game. But what the hell was her partner wearing?

			More important, what was she wearing. It looked like some sort of leather deal more suited for S and M than swordplay.

			Iced, she decided, when she lopped off her opponent’s head. Moments later, Roarke dispatched his, and the comp announced he’d reached Level Eight.

			“I’m good,” she announced and crossed to him.

			“You are. And so am I.”

			She nodded at the paused screen. “What’s up with the outfits?”

			“Feeney added costume options. I’ve had an entertaining hour fiddling with wardrobe as well as taking over most of Europe and North America. How’d you sleep?”

			“Okay. Weird dream again. I can probably blame it on champagne, and the chocolate soufflé I pigged out on at two in the morning.”

			“Why don’t you stretch out here with me? This game’s programmed for multiple players. You can try to invade my territories.”

			“Maybe later.” She ran an absent hand over his hair. “I’ve got this dream on my brain. Sometimes they’re supposed to mean stuff, right? There’s something in there. I’m not asking the right question,” she murmured. “What’s the right question?”

			Playtime, he decided, was over for now.

			“Why don’t we have a little brunch? You can talk it through.”

			“No, go ahead and play the game. I’m good with coffee.”

			“I slept in myself, didn’t get up until about nine.”

			“Has anyone looked outside, checked to see if the world is still spinning on its axis?”

			“At which time,” he continued dryly, “I had a workout—I had soufflé, too. Then, before I came down here to enjoy one of my gifts, I worked about an hour in my office.”

			She studied him over the rim of her cup. “You worked.”

			“I did.”

			“On Christmas morning.”

			“Guilty.”

			She lowered the cup, grinned hugely. “We’re really sick people, aren’t we?”

			“I prefer thinking we’re very healthy individuals who know what suits us best.” He rose, lithe as a cat in black jeans and sweater. “And what would suit us, I believe, is something light, up in the solarium where we can lord it over the city while you talk through your latest weird dream.”

			“You know what I said last night?”

			“Drunk or sober?”

			“Either. I said I loved you. Still do.”

			They had fresh fruit at the top of the house, looking through the glass at a sky that decided to give New York a break and coast over it bright and blue.

			She didn’t argue with his notion that as it was Christmas they should have mimosas.

			“You gave her—you, that is—your badge.”

			“I don’t know why exactly. Mira’d probably have interpretations and all that shrink stuff. I guess it was what I wanted most. Or would, eventually, want most.”

			“The tree ornaments are easy enough.”

			“Yeah, even I can get that. They’re dead, so they’re mine. But Trudy wasn’t up there.”

			“Because you haven’t finished with her. You can’t put her up with the others—I won’t say ‘aside’ because you never put them aside. You won’t put her up until you’ve closed the case.”

			“This lawyer keeps showing up. She’s not in it. I know she’s not, but she’s the one I talked to. Both times.”

			“She’s the one you understand best, I’d say. She was up-front with you on her feelings toward Trudy, didn’t quibble about them. And she fought back, eventually.”

			He offered her a raspberry. “She stood up, as you would.”

			“One of us. I knew it, or the kid did.”

			“A cop even then, in some part of you.”

			“She also knew people mostly aren’t any damn good.” She said it lightly, tried another raspberry. Then sat up straight. “Wait a minute, wait a minute. The presents. Let me think.”

			She pushed out of the chair, roamed the solarium with its potted trees, musical fountain.

			“Presents and greed and Christmas and shopping. She bought stuff. I know Trudy bought stuff before she hit on either of us. I went through her credits and debits. She went on a fast, hard spree.”

			“And?”

			“Bags in her room, shopping bags. I’ve got the stuff in inventory, but I never checked all the contents, one by one, with the accounts. She didn’t buy anything like, you know, diamonds. Clothes, some perfume, shoes. She wasn’t killed for new shoes, so I didn’t go through it all, do a checklist. Just a quick skim. Some of it wasn’t there, but she had some shipped from stores. I checked that. But I didn’t go through it all, every piece.”

			“Why would you?”

			“Greed, envy, coveting. Women are all the time, ‘Oooh, I love your outfit, your shoes, those earrings.’ Whatever.” She circled a hand in the air when he laughed. “They went shopping together, the three of them, when they got in. Zana knew what she bought. Some of the stuff got shipped. Why would we bother to make sure some damn shirt made it to Texas? Gives her open season, doesn’t it?”

			She whirled back. “She’s vain, under it. Always puts herself together. I bet Trudy bought some nice things for herself, and they’re close enough to the same size. Who’s going to know if her killer helped herself to a couple of things she liked best? Bobby’s not going to notice. Men don’t. Present company excepted.”

			“And you get that from dreaming about a corpse surrounded by presents.”

			“I get that because I’m groping. And I don’t know, maybe my subconscious is working something out. The thing is, it fits with my sense of her, of Zana. Opportunistic. If she took something, if I can prove she had something from the room . . . it’s still wild circumstantial evidence any PD in his first week could blow holes in, but it’s something to needle her with.”

			She sat again. “She was one of us,” Eve continued. “And we didn’t get the good stuff. Handouts, hand-me-downs. Crumbs from the table when everyone else is having a big, fat slab of cake.”

			“Baby.”

			“I don’t care about that.” She rubbed her hand over his shoulder. “Never really did. But I’m betting she does, and did. Opportunity.” She closed her eyes, sipped the mimosa without thinking. “Here in New York—big, bad city where anything can happen to anybody. Mark’s running a scam that just makes it easier. It’s like she’s putting herself on a platter. Weapon’s right there, easily used, easily disposed of. Gotta go out the window, but that’s no trouble. Room next-door is empty. She had to wash up somewhere, and it wasn’t in her own room or Trudy’s. Had to be there, in the empty room.”

			She pushed up again. “Shit, shit. She stowed the weapon there, her bloody clothes, the towels. It’s perfect—opportunity again. Stow the stuff, go back to your own room clean, where Bobby’s sleeping. He’d never know the difference. And who’s right on the spot the next morning, knocking on a dead woman’s door?”

			“Then you walk in.”

			“Yeah, she’s not expecting that, but she adjusts. She’s quick and she’s smart. Patient, too. Ducks out the next morning, gets the stuff from the empty room. She could’ve ditched it anywhere, any recycler from the hotel to the bar where she staged the abduction, left her purse to add a flourish. Gone now. Son of a bitch. We didn’t canvass that far, not for the weapon or bloody clothes.”

			“Keep going,” he said when she paused. “I’m fascinated.”

			“It’s speculation, that’s all it is. But it feels right.” For the first time since the beginning, it felt exactly right. “Now she has the cops out looking for some guy, and chasing down an account that doesn’t exist. Gives her time. Now she’s a victim. She’s got Trudy’s discs. The case files, and the record Trudy made of her injuries.”

			Yes, she could see it, Eve thought. Gather stuff up, take what you need, what you want, don’t leave any trace of yourself behind.

			“Does she keep the discs? Hard to toss away that kind of opportunity for a future date. You could try the squeeze down the road.”

			“She didn’t squeeze now, when it’s ripe for it,” Roarke pointed out. “Anonymous delivery of a copy of the recording—if it exists—an account number and instructions.”

			“It’s too ripe. Yeah, too hot. Why push her luck? She needs time to think that angle through. Is it worth taking on a cop and a guy with your resources? Maybe not. Maybe later. But if she’s smart, and she is, she checks, sees if we’re alibied tight for the times in questions. And we were. Could’ve hired somebody to do it, back to that, but she’s going to think if that’s going to fly. If we’re going to pay big piles of money over it or tough it out. More, go after her with a vengeance.”

			She paused. “Waiting’s smarter. Isn’t that what you’d do? It’s what I’d do.”

			“I’d have destroyed the camera and the discs. Anything that tied me to that room. If it could be tracked to me, I’m in a cage.” Roarke poured coffee for both of them. “Not worth it, especially not when I’m going to rake in whatever Trudy’s socked away.”

			“There’s that. Of course, you’d get it all if Bobby’s gone. More important, if he has an accident, fatal or otherwise, the cops’re going to investigate, looking for that invisible man again. Meanwhile, you play it like it was an accident altogether. Gee, it had to be an accident, and it’s all my fault for making him go shopping. I spilled my coffee. Boo-hoo.”

			He had to laugh. “You really dislike her.”

			“From the get. Just one of those itches between the shoulder blades.” She moved them now as if to relieve it. “Now you’ve got Bobby in the hospital, and everyone—including him—is all there. So you’re center, just where you deserve to be. Taken a backseat to that bitch long enough, haven’t you?”

			She looked back at him. Jeans and a sweater today, she thought. Day off, easy does it. Well, hell. “Listen, I’m going to ask, and it’s crappy to ask, but I’m going to. The record from the tail. I’ll be lucky to get them on it tomorrow. If I could just hear it clean, individual voices, tones, separate the sounds.”

			“Computer lab.”

			“Look, I’ll make it up to you.”

			“How? And be specific.”

			“I’ll play that game with you. Holo-mode.”

			“There’s a start.”

			“I’ll wear the getup.”

			“Really?” He expanded the word, lasciviously. “And to the victor will go the spoils?”

			“Which would be me.”

			“It’s medieval at the moment. You’ll have to call me Sir Roarke.”

			“Oh, step back.”

			He laughed. “That may be going too far. We’ll see how it goes.” He pushed to his feet. “Where’s the disc?”

			“I’ll get it. I’ll start on the shopping spree. Thanks. Really.”

			He handed her the coffee so she could take it with her. “How else would we spend our Christmas afternoon?”

			She went to work, happy, she realized, to be back at it. With a hot pot of coffee and reams of data. Whatever she found, or didn’t, this angle was going to mean interviewing sales clerks. Which meant the horror of going into retail establishments on the day after Christmas when everyone and their mothers would be in them exchanging gifts, looking for bargains, arguing about credit.

			Trudy’d done pretty well for herself, Eve decided. Six pair of shoes in one spot. Jesus, what was it with people and shoes? Shipped all but two pairs home. Well, she was never going to wear them.

			She cross-checked her inventory list, and came up with six pairs.

			And here were three handbags from the same shop. Two sent home, one taken with customer. When she checked her list, she smiled.

			“Yeah, I bet it was hard to resist a six-hundred-dollar purse. Six bills.” She shook her head. “Just to lug stuff around in, most of which no rational human being has a need to lug anywhere. Let’s see what else you helped yourself to.”

			Before she could continue, Roarke beeped on the house ’link.

			“I’ve got this for you, Lieutenant.”

			“What? Already? It’s only been about a half hour.”

			“I believe it was mentioned before: I’m good.”

			“On my way, and I seriously overpaid for this service.”

			“Pay to play,” he said and clicked off.

			She found him in the lab where he’d set up a group of units to handle individual commands. “This way,” he told her, “you can ask for any mix you want, or a combination. I’ve also got her voiceprint, in case you want to try to match it at some point.”

			“Might be handy. Let’s just run it through as it was first. I haven’t taken the time to listen to it all the way through.”

			Now she did, hearing the gaggle of voices. Her own, Baxter’s, Trueheart’s. Checks and rechecks. Zana’s, Bobby’s discussing where they might go. The rustling as they donned their outdoor gear.

			I’m so glad we’re getting out. It’ll do us both good. Zana.

			Hasn’t been much of a trip for you. Bobby.

			Oh, now, honey, don’t worry about me. I just want you to try to put all this awful business aside for just a couple hours. We’ve got each other, remember. That’s what counts.

			They went out with Zana chattering about Christmas trees.

			She heard New York as they went outside. Horns, voices, air blimps, the unmistakable belching of a maxibus. It was all a backdrop for more chatter. The weather, the buildings, the traffic, the shops. Interspersed were Baxter and Trueheart, commenting on direction, making small talk.

			Man, you see the rack on that one? God is a man, and he’s on my side. Baxter.

			God might be a woman, sir, deliberately tempting you with what you can’t have. Trueheart.

			“Not bad, kid,” Eve mumbled. “God, you could die of boredom listening to this crap. ‘Oooh, look at this, honey. Oh, my goodness,’ blah, blah, blah.”

			“Do you want to move forward?” Roarke asked her.

			“No. We’ll stick it out.”

			She drank coffee, and stuck, through the incessant shopping for and purchasing of a table tree, the extra ornaments. The giggles when Bobby made her turn around and close her eyes while he bought her a pair of earrings. Then the cooing about not opening them until Christmas.

			“This may make me sick.”

			They discussed lunch. Should they do this, do that?

			“Jesus, do something! Tourists,” she said. “They kill me.”

			More giggles, she thought, more excitement over soy dogs. Over a tube of fake meat, Eve thought in disgust, then straightened in her chair.

			“Wait, stop. Run that back. The bit she just said.”

			“If we must, but rhapsodizing about the menu of a glide-cart is a bit much, even for me.”

			“No listen, listen to what she says. How she says it.”

			What makes a soy dog taste so good when it’s cooked outside on a cart in New York? I swear you can’t get a real grilled dog anywhere on the planet outside of New York.

			“Stop record. How does she know that?” Eve demanded. “She doesn’t say, ‘I bet there’s no place.’ Or, ‘I’ve never tasted a damn dog that tastes like . . .’ whatever. She makes a statement: ‘You can’t get.’ ” Nostalgic, knowing. Not the statement, not the tone of a woman having her first corner dog in Manhattan—which is what she said it was, what decided them on the cart. Oh, gee, I’ve never had one before, it’d be fun. Bitch is lying.”

			“I won’t argue, but it could easily have been a slip of the tongue.”

			“Could, but isn’t. Resume play.”

			She listened, talk of hats, scarves, of just a little longer. Have to cross the street. Spilled coffee. Concern, just a hint of fear in his voice, the relief.

			Now screams, shouts, horns, brakes. Sobbing.

			Jesus, Jesus, somebody call an ambulance. Lady, don’t move him, don’t try to move him.

			Now Baxter moving in, moving fast, identifying himself, dealing with the mess.

			“Okay, what I want is just the two of them. No background noises, from the time they get the dogs until Baxter’s on-scene.”

			Roarke set it up, hit play.

			Conversation again, easy, breezy. Indulgent on his part, Eve thought. Then the little gasp, his immediate response. Irritation in her voice. Then the screams.

			“His,” Eve ordered, from the coffee spill on.

			She watched the graphic readout as well—breathing, volume, tone. “There, there, did you hear it?”

			“Breath sucked in. Expected as he’s falling into the street.”

			“A second before. An instant. Maybe a slip, sure, but maybe a push, too. Now hers. Same sequence.”

			She leaned forward, and she saw it, heard it. “Deep breath in. Quick, fast. Just a second before the record shows his. Then that little hesitation before she squeaks his name, starts screaming.”

			Eve’s gaze was flat and hard. “She helped him into the street. I’d bet on it. Opportunity. Of the moment again. Let’s go through the background voices, the noises, individually—that same sequence. See if anything else pops out.”

			It was tedious, but she listened to every variant before she was satisfied.

			“It’s building up,” she stated coldly. “Building for me. Can’t charge her. The PA’d laugh me out of his office, if I got this past Whitney. But I know what I know. Now it’s how to make it stick to her.”

			“He loves her.”

			“What?”

			“He loves her,” Roarke repeated. “You can hear it in his voice. It’s going to level him, Eve. This on top of his mother. If you’re right, and I have to believe you are, it’s going to take him out at the knees.”

			“I’m sorry. But better he take a shot than be duped every day by a murderer.”

			She couldn’t—wouldn’t—think how this would hurt him. Not now, not yet.

			“I didn’t get far on my checklist, but I’ve already found one handbag missing. I’ll get a full description of it, and anything else that doesn’t check, tomorrow. We’re going to find them in Zana’s possession. I’m bringing her into Interview. That’s where I’ll get her on this. Interview. I’ve got no proof, scattered piles of circumstantial. So it’s going to be me against her in the box, and that’s where I’ll turn it.”

			He was studying her face as she spoke. “You have, on occasion, commented that I can be scary. So, Lieutenant, can you.”

			She smiled, hard and thin. “You’re damn right.”
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			SHE STARTED THE MORNING POKING, PRODDING, bitching, and bellowing at the lab. She thought about bribing, and had courtside Knicks tickets as backup. But fear brought her quicker results.

			The minute it started to signal, Eve leapt toward her comp. “Computer, display incoming data on-screen, and produce hard copy.”

			
				Acknowledged. Working . . .

			

			She skimmed, then punched a fist into her palm. “Got you, bitch.”

			“I’ll take that as good news.” Roarke leaned on the jamb of the door between their offices. “Let me say first that the unfortunate lab tech is going to need therapy. Possibly years of therapy.”

			“It lit up.” She had to hold herself back from doing a victory dance. “Blood on the bedroom carpet, bathroom floor, shower of the empty room at the time in question. They haven’t typed it yet, but it’s going to be Trudy’s.”

			“Congratulations.”

			“Haven’t bagged her yet, but I will. Even better than the blood, so much better—neither Zana nor Housekeeping did what you could call a thorough cleaning job. I’ve got a print on the inside windowsill. And it’s hers. Another on the door leading to the hall.”

			“Pays to be thorough, or in her case, it doesn’t pay not to be.”

			“Yeah, you got that. Didn’t think that far ahead. Didn’t think we’d look there. Why bother when she’d left that nice blood trail leading down the emergency escape?”

			“And now?”

			“Now I dodge the laser stream of hassling with store clerks the day after Christmas.” Now she did do a quick dance. “The prints are going to be enough to get me a search warrant. Enough for me to bring her into Interview. I just want to check on a couple other things first, settle on my initial approach.”

			“Busy day for you.”

			“I’m ready for one. I’m going to start out here, where it’s quiet. Peabody’s not due in for a few hours anyway.”

			“I’ll leave you to it. I need to go.” But he crossed to her first, cupped her chin to kiss her. “It was nice having you to myself for a couple of days.”

			“Nice being had.”

			“Remember that, because I’m going to wheedle you into a few days away. Sun, sand, sea.”

			“That doesn’t sound like a hardship.”

			“Why don’t you mark down January second, then. We’ll make it work.”

			“Okay.”

			He started out, stopped at the door. “Eve? Will you ask her why? Does it matter?”

			“I’ll ask. It always matters.”

			Alone, she brought up the data and images on all former fosters. Once again, she looked for any connection between them. A school, a job, a case worker, a teacher. But there was only Trudy at the core of it.

			“One dead,” she said softly. “Everyone else alive and accounted for.”

			So she worked with the dead.

			Ralston, Marnie, mother deceased, father unknown. Just, she thought, as Zana’s records listed her mother deceased, with father unknown. It was smart to keep data close to the truth when switching IDs.

			She ordered Marnie’s files on-screen.

			Diverse juvenile record, Eve noted. Shoplifting, petty thefts, vandalism, malicious mischief, possession. Raised those stakes to grand theft auto at the tender age of fifteen.

			Psychiatric eval claimed recalcitrant, pathological liar with sociopathic tendencies. Strong IQ.

			She read the psychiatrist’s notes.

			
				Subject is extremely bright, clever. Enjoys pitching her wits against authority. She is an organized thinker who excels at becoming what she believes is most expedient to her goals.

			

			“That’s my girl,” Eve murmured.

			
				While she can and does appear cooperative for periods of time, this has proved to be a deliberate and conscious adjustment of behavior. Though she understands right from wrong, she chooses whatever course she believes will gain her the most, i.e., attention, privileges. Her need to deceive is twofold: One, for gain. Two, to illustrate her superiority over those in authority, which would be rooted in her history of abuse and neglect.

			

			“Yeah, maybe. Or maybe she just likes lying.” People like lying to cops, she remembered. For some, it was almost knee-jerk.

			Eve brought up the history, including the medical.

			Broken hand, broken nose, contusions, lacerations. Black eyes, concussions. All of which, according to reports—medical, police, child protection—were eventually hung on the mother. Mother did time, kid was tossed into the system. Landed in Trudy’s lap.

			But those injuries had been suffered before the psychiatric report. Before the worst of the criminal offenses. And Marnie Ralston had spent nearly a year with Trudy from the age of twelve to thirteen.

			Ran away, eluded authorities for nearly two years before the pop on GTA. Yeah, yeah, clever girl. A young girl had to be smart, resourceful, and just plain lucky to last on the streets that long.

			And when they’d snapped her up, the clever girl—despite the shrink’s findings—was placed in another foster home. Ran off weeks later, and stayed underground until turning eighteen.

			Kept out of trouble—or off the radar, Eve noted. Several short-term employments. Stripping, dancing, club work, bar work.

			Then, according to the records, boom.

			“I just don’t think so.”

			Eve brought up the last known ID image of Marnie Ralston, split-screened it with Zana’s. Brown hair on Marnie, worn short and straight, she mused. And there was a hard look to her, a kind of edge that said she’d been there and done it, and wouldn’t mind doing it all again.

			She toyed with the idea of calling in Yancy or another police artist, but decided to fiddle awhile on her own.

			“Computer, magnify eyes only, both images.”

			When the task was complete, she sat back, studied. The eye color was nearly the same—and any variant could be attributed to fluctuations in the imaging, or the subject’s enhancements. The shape was different. Downturned on Marnie, wide, more rounded on Zana’s.

			She tried the eyebrows—more of an arch on Zana’s. The nose—more narrow, slight uptilt.

			Was it reaching, she thought, to see those changes as improvements? The sort a vain woman might pay for if she believed they’d make her more attractive? Especially one who might want to change her appearance for other reasons?

			But when she tried the mouths, her own curved up. “Oh, now, I guess you liked your lips. Computer, run comparison of current images. Are they a match?”

			
				Working . . . Current images are a match.

			

			“Changed your hair, your eyes, your nose. Planed down the cheeks, but you left your mouth alone. Put on a few pounds,” she said aloud as she checked height and weight. “Softened yourself up. But you couldn’t do anything about your height.”

			She wrote it up, exactly as she saw it, listed all supporting evidence. She was going personally to the PA, to a judge, and pressing for the warrants.

			Her ’link signalled on her way down the steps. “Dallas, talk fast.”

			“Hey, I’m back, I’m here. You’re not. We had—”

			“Contact the PA’s office,” she interrupted Peabody’s cheerful greeting. “Get Reo if you can. She’s their golden girl right now.”

			“What—”

			“I need a consult ASAP, and their recommendation for a judge who’ll be most apt to sign a couple of warrants.”

			“For who? For what?”

			“For Zana. Search of the hotel room, her belongings. Suspicion of murder, suspicion of attempted murder. That’ll start the ball.”

			“Zana? But—”

			“Do it, Peabody.” She grabbed her coat from the newel post, swung it on as she walked by Summerset. “I’ll run the game for the PA. You want to catch up, read the reports I sent to your desk unit. I’ve got to run this by the commander. I’m on my way in.”

			“Jeez, every time I take a day off, something happens.”

			“Get it moving. I want her in Interview this morning.”

			She disconnected. Her car was, like her coat, already waiting. At the moment, she decided she was just juiced enough to be grateful for Summerset’s annoying efficiency.

			Her blood was up. Maybe it was running hotter than it should, but she’d analyze that later. Right now she knew she was on track. She’d have surprise on her side; something she thought she could use with an opponent like Zana. Like Marnie, she corrected. It was time to start thinking of her by that name.

			She was going to close this down, then it would be over. Something she would set aside and forget. Trudy Lombard and all those awful months, locked away again where they belonged.

			And when it was done, she thought, as she slid into traffic, sure, she’d take a few days off with Roarke. Go to their island, run around naked as monkeys, screw each other brainless in the sand. Grab some sun and surf and gear up for the long, cold winter to come.

			Her ’link signalled again. “Dallas, what?”

			“Hey, hi! Did you have a magolicious Christmas?”

			“Mavis.” Eve had to switch her mind, do a mental one-eighty. “Yeah, yeah. Listen, I’m heading to work. Why don’t I tag you later?”

			“Okay, no prob. Just mostly wanted to be sure you and Roarke remember the coaching classes. Coming up in a couple weeks.”

			“No, I remember.” The horror of it was etched on her mind like laser art on glass.

			“Leonardo and I can go with you, if you want. Have some dinner or whatever after.”

			“Um. Sure. Sure. Ah, isn’t this a little early for you to be awake?”

			“Baby gets me up early. I guess it’s good practice. Look, look what my honey pie made me with his own two hands!”

			She held up some sort of short, footed thing—a kind of miniature skinsuit, Eve decided, in bloody-murder red with a lot of silver hearts and squiggles on it.

			“Yeah. Wow.”

			“Because the baby’ll be here before Valentine’s Day. We’re getting so close. What do you think of Berry?”

			“What kind of berry?”

			“No, for a name, because the baby will be like our sweet little berry, and it could go for a boy or a girl.”

			“Fine, as long as it doesn’t mind being called Blueberry or Huckleberry or Boysenberry once it hits school-age.”

			“Oh, yeah. Ick. Well, we’ll keep thinking. Catch you later.”

			Imagining an enormous piece of fruit with eyes and legs inside her friend’s belly, Eve shuddered. To get rid of it, she contacted Whitney’s office.

			“Commander,” she began when she was put through, “I’ve had a break in the Lombard homicide.”

			She took the elevator straight up from the garage, taking on the body jam for the sake of speed. She wanted to move now, move fast. It must’ve shown on her face, as Peabody jumped up from her desk the minute Eve came into the bull pen.

			“Sir. Reo’s on her way. I shot her the data, up to current, so she’d have a sense before you spoke with her. Aw, you’re wearing the sweater I made you.”

			Baffled for a moment, Eve looked down. She’d been too distracted that morning to pay attention to something like wardrobe. But saw now she was wearing Peabody’s sweater.

			“Ah . . . it’s warm, but light. I like it. It’s . . . You made it?”

			“Yeah. Both of them—Roarke’s, too. And I made this really mag jacket for McNab. Worked on that up at Mavis’s, so he wouldn’t catch on. Been awhile since I did any serious weaving.”

			She reached out to fiddle with Eve’s sleeve. “McNab sprang for the material, and we worked on the colors together. It looks good.”

			Momentarily baffled, Eve looked down at the sweater, soft and warm and in shades of heathery blue. “It’s great.” She didn’t think anyone had ever made her a sweater, or much of anything else for that matter. Leonardo didn’t count, she decided. It was his business.

			“It’s really great,” she added. “Thanks.”

			“We wanted to do something unique, you know? Because you guys are. And personal. So I’m glad you like it.”

			“I do.” Or did now that she knew it was Peabody’s own work. Before that, it had just been a sweater.

			“Baxter, Trueheart. With me.” She headed into her office. It was too small for the four of them, but she didn’t want to take time to book a conference room.

			“I’m working on warrants. Zana Lombard.”

			“The Texas housewife?” Baxter interrupted.

			“The Texas housewife, who I believe I can prove was once fostered by Trudy Lombard. Who changed her identity for the purpose—at least in part—of ingratiating herself with the victim’s son in order to exact revenge on the mother. I want this bumping, so when those warrants come through, I’m having the subject escorted here. Ostensibly to go over her statements, update her, blah, blah. Once her hotel room’s clear, I want you in there. Here’s what I’m looking for.”

			She took out a disc. “Descriptions here of a handbag, perfume, a sweater, and some enhancements purchased by the victim. I think Zana, who is in actuality one Marnie Ralston, helped herself to them after she killed Trudy Lombard. Find them, and let me know when you do.

			“Peabody.”

			“We’re rolling.”

			“Contact the investigators of the Miami bombing. Club Zed, spring of 2055. Data’s in the file. I want to know exactly how body was ID’d. Exactly. Send Reo through when she gets here.”

			“She pushed him into the street,” Baxter said. “That’s why we didn’t see anybody tailing them, didn’t see anyone approach. She did it herself.”

			“That’s what I get.” She saw, too, both relief and anger wash over his face. “And what happened there’s on me because I didn’t see that step. Find those goods, and anything else that puts her with Trudy the night of the murder.”

			She shoved them out, shut her door. Sitting at her desk, she took a moment to smooth herself out, then contacted Zana at the hotel.

			“Hey, sorry. I woke you up.”

			“It’s okay. I’m not sleeping very well. Gosh, it’s after nine.” She rubbed her eyes like a child. “I think Bobby’s going to get out of the hospital this afternoon. It may not be until tomorrow, but I’m hoping for today. They’re going to call me, so I can have everything ready for him.”

			“That’s good news.”

			“The best. We had a really nice Christmas.” She said it, Eve noted, with the tone of a brave little wife, making the best of the bad. “I hope you did, too.”

			“Yeah, really nice. Listen, Zana, I hate to put you out, but I need to go over some things with you for reports. Paperwork, routine red tape that got bogged down with the holidays. It would really help me out if you could come down here. I’m buried under it. I can have you driven down.”

			“Oh . . . well, it’s just that if Bobby needs me . . .”

			“You’ve got some time before they release him, even if it’s today. And you’ll be downtown, nearer the hospital. Tell you what, if there’s anything you need to pick up, I’ll have the uniforms take you around. Then give you a hand getting Bobby home.”

			“Really? I could really use the help.”

			“I’ll try to get clear here, give you a hand myself.”

			“I don’t know what I’d have done without you the last few days.” Those big blue eyes went predictably damp. “It’ll take me a little while to get dressed and everything.”

			“No rush. I’ve got things I’ve got to get out of the way first. I’ll just have the uniforms bring you down when you’re ready. How’s that?”

			“Okay.”

			At the knock on her door, Eve sighed. “Gotta go. It’s crazed around here this morning.”

			“I can’t even imagine it. I’ll be down as soon as I can.”

			“Yeah, you will,” Eve muttered when she cut transmission. “Come on in. Reo.” She nodded at the curvy blond APA. “My Christmas was great, yours was, too. Blah, blah, blah, let’s get down to it.”

			“Nice sweater, blah, blah, blah. Everything you’ve got is circumstantial and speculative. We can’t charge, much less prosecute.”

			“I’ll get more. I need the warrants first.”

			“I can wrangle the search. Items missing from victim’s room, victim’s daughter-in-law’s prints, as well as the blood and the prints in the room next door. Getting the match on the mouth is good, it’ll give it a nice push, but it’s still in that speculative area. A pair of lips aren’t solid ID.”

			“I’ll get more,” Eve repeated. “I’m getting more. Get me the search and seizure. I’ve got her coming in for Interview. I know how to work her.”

			“You’re going to need a confession to lock this up.”

			Eve smiled. “I’m going to get one.”

			“Sounds like something I’ll want to watch. I’ll get the search warrant. Bring her in.”

			When it was done, she rounded up Baxter and Trueheart. “She’s on her way in. Go in, find me what I need. When you’re back here with it, give me a beep on my communicator. When I’m ready, I’ll send Peabody out for it.”

			“She seemed so normal,” Trueheart commented. “Nice, too.”

			“Bet she thinks she is. But that’s for Mira,” who was someone else Eve wanted to bring in.

			She called Mira’s office, plowed her way through the admin. “I need you in Observation, Interview Room A.”

			“Now?”

			“In twenty. I’m bringing Zana Lombard in. I believe she’s actually Marnie Ralston, who assumed a new identity in order to get inside the Lombard household. I’m sending you my report now. I’ve got the PA’s office moving with me. I need you on this.”

			“I’ll do what I can to shuffle things around.”

			That would have to do, Eve decided. She made a few more contacts, then sat back, cleared her mind.

			“Dallas?” Peabody stepped to the office door. “They’re bringing her up.”

			“Okay. It’s showtime.”

			She went out, met Zana and her escorts in the busy corridor outside her division.

			Dressed for it, Eve thought. If she wasn’t mistaken—and she was getting good at bull’s-eyeing wardrobe—Zana was wearing a light blue cashmere crew neck, with floral embroidery on the cuffs. And that matched the description of one of Trudy’s purchases.

			Ballsy, Eve decided. Smug.

			“I really appreciate you coming down. Things are wonky with the holidays.”

			“After everything you’ve done for me and Bobby, it’s the least I can do. I talked to him right before I left, told him you were going to try to help me bring him back to the hotel from the hospital.”

			“We’ll try to make that happen. Listen, I’m going to use one of the rooms to finish this up. It’ll be more comfortable than my office. You want something? Really bad coffee, vending drink?”

			Zana looked around the busy corridors like a tourist at a street fair. “Oh, I wouldn’t mind a fizzy, any flavor but lemon.”

			“Peabody? Would you take care of that? I’m going to take Zana into A.”

			“Sure, no problem.”

			Eve shifted the file folder as she walked. “Paperwork’s a killer,” she said casually. “And mostly a pain in the ass, but we want to have all the t’s crossed on this, so you and Bobby can get back home.”

			“We are getting anxious. Work’s really piled up, and Bobby wants to get back to it. Plus, I guess we’re just not big-city types.”

			She walked into the room after Eve opened the door, then hesitated. “Oh, is this an interview room, like you see on the cop shows on-screen?”

			“Yeah. Most efficient way to go through the statements. You okay with that?”

			“Oh, I guess. Actually, it’s kind of exciting. I’ve never been in a police station before.”

			“We’ll sign off on Bobby’s statements at the hotel, seeing as he’s injured. But we can get yours out of the way, start moving you back toward Texas. Have a seat.”

			“Have you brought many criminals in here?”

			“My share.”

			“I don’t know how you do it. Did you always want to?”

			“As long as I can remember.” Eve sat across the table from her, slouched back. “I guess Trudy’s part of that.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“That lack of control I felt when I was with her. Being defenseless. It was a pretty rough time for me.”

			Zana lowered her eyes. “Bobby told me she wasn’t very nice to you. And now, here you are, working so hard to find out who killed her. It’s . . .”

			“Ironic? That’s crossed my mind.” She glanced over as Peabody stepped in.

			“Got you a cherry,” she told Zana. “Tube of Pepsi for you, Dallas.”

			“I love cherry, thanks.” Zana accepted the tube, and a straw. “What do we do now?”

			“To keep everything official—and part of the formality, Zana, is my former relationship with Trudy—I’m going to read out the Revised Miranda.”

			“Oh. Oh, well, gee.”

			“It’s for your protection, and mine,” Eve explained. “If this case ends up in the cold file—”

			“Cold file?”

			“Unsolved.” Eve shook her head. “It’s tough to realize that may be what happens. But if it does, it’s better all around if we have everything very official.”

			“Well, okay.”

			“I’m going to set the record.” Eve read off the time, the date, the names of those in the room, the case file, then recited the Revised Miranda. “Do you understand your rights and obligations in this matter?”

			“Yes. Boy, I’m a little nervous.”

			“Relax, it won’t take long. You are married to Bobby Lombard, the son of the victim, Trudy Lombard. Correct?”

			“Yes. We’ve been married nearly seven months.”

			“You were well acquainted with the victim.”

			“Oh, yes. I worked for Bobby and his partner before Bobby and I got married. I got to know Mama Tru. That’s what I called her. Um, well, after Bobby and I got married, that’s what I called her.”

			“And your relationship with her was friendly.”

			“Yes, it was. Am I doing this right?” she added in a whisper.

			“You’re doing fine. The victim was, according to your previous statements and statements on record from others, a difficult woman.”

			“Well . . . she could be, I guess you could call it demanding, but I didn’t mind so much. I lost my own mother, so Mama Tru and Bobby are my only family.” She stared at the wall, blinked her eyes. “It’s just me and Bobby now.”

			“You’ve stated you moved to Copper Cove, Texas, looking for employment, sometime after the death of your mother.”

			“And after I finished business school. I wanted a fresh start.” Her lips curved. “And I found my Bobby.”

			“You had never met the victim or her son before that time.”

			“No. I guess it was fate. You know how you see somebody, and you just know?”

			Eve thought of Roarke, of the way their eyes had met at a funeral. “Yeah, I do.”

			“It was like that for me and Bobby. D.K., um, Densil K. Easton, Bobby’s partner, used to say every time we talked to each other, little hearts flew out of our mouths.”

			“Sweet. Whose idea was it to come to New York at this time?”

			“Um, well, Mama Tru’s. She wanted to talk to you. She’d seen you on media reports, about that cloning business, and recognized you.”

			“Who selected the hotel where you were staying at the time of her death?”

			“She did. I guess that’s just awful when you think about it. She picked the place where she died.”

			“We could call that ironic, too. At the time of the murder, you and Bobby were in the room across the hall and three doors down from the victim’s.”

			“Um, gee. I know we were across the hall. I don’t remember how many doors down, but that sounds right.”

			“And at the time of the murder, you and Bobby were in your room.”

			“Yes. We’d gone out to dinner, Mama Tru said she wasn’t up for it. And we got a bottle of wine. After we got back, we . . .” She blushed prettily. “Well, we stayed in the room all night. I went down in the morning, to her room, because she wasn’t answering the ’link. I thought maybe she was sick, or a little irritated with us for going out on the town. Then you came, and—and you found her.”

			She lowered her eyes again, worked up a few tears, Eve noted. “It was awful, just so awful. She was lying there, and the blood . . . You went in. I don’t know how you can do that. It must be so hard, being a policewoman.”

			“Has its moments.” Eve opened her file, pushed through some hard copies as if checking facts. “I’ve got my time line here. I’m just going to read through it, on record, and see if you concur.”

			While she did, Zana got busy biting her lip. “That sounds right.”

			“Good, good, now let’s see what else we need to go over. Nice sweater, by the way.”

			Zana preened, looked down. “Thanks. I just liked the color so much.”

			“Goes with your eyes, doesn’t it? Trudy’s were green. Wouldn’t have looked nearly as good on her.”

			Zana blinked. “I guess not.”

			There was a knock on the door. Feeney stepped in. Right on schedule, Eve thought. He held a pocket ’link, bagged for evidence, keeping his hand over it so that it couldn’t be clearly seen. “Dallas? Need a minute.”

			“Sure. Peabody, go ahead and go over the events and time line of the Monday after the murder.” Eve rose, walked over to Feeney while Peabody took the ball.

			“How long you want me to stand here jawing?” he said under his breath.

			“Just glance over at the suspect.” Eve did the same, over her shoulder. Then, taking Feeney’s arm, drew him out of the room. “Let’s give her a minute to think about that. You’re sure this is the same type registered to the victim.”

			“Yep, make, model, color.”

			“Good. She’d have gotten just enough of a look for that to register. Appreciate it.”

			“Could’ve sent one of my boys down with it, you know.”

			“You look more official and scary.” Since she wanted Zana to sweat another minute, Eve dipped her hands in her pockets. “So how’d it go yesterday? Fancy dress dinner.”

			“Had one of my grandsons tip the gravy boat. He’s a good kid, and we got a nice bond.” He smiled wide. “Plus I paid him twenty. Worth it. See, the wife can’t get too pissed at the kid, and I got to lose the suit. That was a winner, Dallas. Appreciate it.”

			“Happy to help.” Her communicator beeped. “Dallas.”

			“Baxter. Couldn’t find the sweater, but—”

			“She’s wearing it.”

			“No shit? Cocky little bitch. But we’ve got the handbag, the perfume, and the enhancements. Also—and you’re going to love this—since the warrant included communications and electronics, I had Trueheart take a look at her ’link log. We’ve got her scanning about flights to Bali. She’s got a hold on a reservation on one, under the name Marnie Zane, next month. Single. One way. Out of New York, not Texas.”

			“Isn’t that interesting? I’m sending Peabody out for the bag, and other items. Nice work, Baxter.”

			“Me and the kid had to make up for botching the tail.”

			“Got her in a corner, Dallas,” Feeney commented when she clicked off.

			“Yeah, but I want her in a cage.”

			She stepped back into the room, her expression sober. “Detective Peabody, I need you to retrieve some items from Detective Baxter.”

			“Yes, sir. We’ve completed the Monday time line.”

			“Okay.” Eve sat as Peabody went out. “Zana, did you communicate, by ’link, with the victim at any time on the day of her death?”

			“With Mama Tru? On that Saturday? She called our room, told us she wanted to stay in.”

			Eve laid the ’link on the table briefly, put the file over it. “Did you have further ’link communication with her, later that evening?”

			“Ah, I can’t really remember.” She nibbled on her thumbnail. “It’s all sort of muddled.”

			“I can refresh you on that. There were more communications from her ’link to yours. You had a conversation with her, Zana. One you didn’t tell me about during your previous statements.”

			“I guess maybe I did.” She looked warily at the folder. “It’s hard to remember all the times we talked, especially after everything that’s gone on.” She offered Eve a guileless smile. “Is it important?”

			“Yeah, a little bit important.”

			“Gosh, I’m sorry. I was so upset, and it’s hard to remember everything.”

			“It doesn’t seem like it should be so hard to remember going to her room that night, the night of her murder. She must’ve looked pretty memorable with her face all busted up.”

			“I didn’t see her. I—”

			“Yes, you did.” Eve nudged the folder aside so there was nothing between them. “You went down to her room that night while Bobby was asleep. That’s how you got that sweater you’re wearing, one she bought on the Thursday before her death.”

			“She gave me the sweater.” Tears swam, but Eve swore she saw a light of amusement behind them. “She bought it for me, an early Christmas present.”

			“That’s a pile of bullshit, and we both know it. She didn’t give you anything. Not the sweater. . .” She looked over at Peabody who’d brought in another evidence bag. “Not that purse, the perfume, the lip dye, and eye gunk. But you had to figure they wouldn’t do her any good, seeing as she was dead. Why shouldn’t you enjoy them? Why shouldn’t you have it all?”

			Eve leaned forward. “She was a stone bitch, you and I both know it. You just seized an opportunity. That’s something you’re good at. Have always been good at, haven’t you? Marnie.”
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			IT WAS IN HER EYES, JUST FOR AN INSTANT. Not just shock, Eve thought, but excitement. Then they rounded again, innocent and wholesome as a baby’s.

			“I don’t understand what you’re saying. I don’t want to be here anymore.” The lips she’d liked too much to change trembled. “I want Bobby.”

			“Did you ever?” Eve wondered. “Or was he just handy? But we’ll get to that. You’re going to want to drop the act now, Marnie. We’ll both be happier, as I can’t imagine you found someone as boring as Zana fun to cart around.”

			Marnie sniffled pitifully. “You’re being so mean.”

			“Yeah, I get that way when somebody lies to me. You’ve been having some fun with that. But you also got a little sloppy in the room next to Trudy’s, where you cleaned up. Left some blood. Better, left your prints.”

			Eve rose, walked around the table to lean over Marnie’s shoulder. She caught the subtle floral scent and wondered if Marnie had dabbed on Trudy’s new perfume that morning. How she’d felt spritzing on a dead woman’s choice.

			Probably just fine, Eve decided. Probably giggled while she sprayed.

			“You did a good job on the identity switch,” she said quietly. “But it’s never perfect. Then there’s Trudy’s ’link. Little things, Marnie, it’s always the little things that trip you up. You just couldn’t resist lifting a few things from her. You’ve got sticky fingers, always did.”

			She reached over, flipped open the file on the table, exposed the split-screen photos she’d generated, along with Marnie Ralston’s data and criminal record.

			“Busy, busy girl. That’s what I saw in you, I think, the first minute, outside Trudy’s room. The busy, busy girl inside the housewife.”

			“You didn’t see anything,” Marnie said under her breath.

			“Didn’t I? Well, in any case, you shouldn’t have kept the perfume, Marnie, shouldn’t have taken that pretty sweater, or that really nice purse.”

			“She gave me those. Mama Tru—”

			“That’s crap, and see now you’re lying stupid. Smarter, smarter if you worked up those tears again and told me you took them, just couldn’t help yourself. You’re so ashamed. You and I both know Trudy never gave anybody a damn thing.”

			“She loved me.” Marnie covered her face with her hands and wept. “She loved me.”

			“More crap,” Eve said easily. “More lying stupid. The problem is you ran into a cop who knew her, who remembers her. You didn’t count on me showing up that morning before you finished setting things up, cleaning things up. You didn’t count on me heading the investigation.”

			She gave Marnie a pat on the shoulder, then eased a hip on the table. “What were the odds of that?” Eve glanced over at Peabody. “I mean, really.”

			“Nobody could’ve figured that one,” Peabody agreed. “And it’s a really great purse. Shame to let it go to waste. You know what I think, Lieutenant? I think she overplayed it with that faked abduction. She’d’ve been smarter to stay in the background. But she just couldn’t resist grabbing a little spotlight.”

			“I think you’re right. You like being in the shine, don’t you, Marnie? All those years you had to play the game. Cops, Child Protection, Trudy. Busted out awhile, got your own back. Never enough. But you’re smart. Opportunity plants a boot in your ass, you know how to turn around and grab it.”

			“You’re just making things up because you don’t know what happened.”

			“But I do know. I admire you, Marnie, I have to say. All the planning, all the playacting. You really know how to pull it off. Of course, she walked right into it. Coming here, going after me. Then following her old pattern of messing herself up so she could blame somebody else. It might’ve taken you months more of being the good little wife, the sweet little daughter-in-law, before you could wrap it up. Come on, Marnie.” She leaned forward. “You know you want to tell me. Who’d understand better than somebody who’d been through it? She make you take those cold baths every night? Scrub up after her? How many times did she lock you in the dark, tell you that you were nothing?”

			“What do you care what happened to her?” Marnie said softly.

			“Who says I do?”

			“I don’t think you have anything. Those things?” She gestured to the evidence bag. “Mama Tru gave them to me. She loved me.”

			“She never loved a soul on or off planet but herself. But maybe you can swing that with a jury. You think, Peabody?”

			Peabody pursed her lips as if considering. “She’s got a shot, especially if she turns on the waterworks. But when you put them with the rest, chances drop sharply. You know, Lieutenant, there’s the case for lying in wait—the big picture. Assuming a false identity—not a big hit, but added up.” Peabody lifted a shoulder. “Assuming it’s for the purposes of murder. Man, you give the jury that, the fact that she married the victim’s son just to get in position to kill her former foster mother. ’Cause that’s fricking cold. Then factor in the money, murder for gain. She’s looking at life, off-planet facility. Hard time.”

			Peabody looked at Marnie. “Maybe you can convince us the actual murder was unpremeditated. Maybe you could make a case of self-defense for yourself. While you’ve got our sympathy.”

			“Maybe I should call a lawyer.”

			“Fine.” Eve pushed off the table. “No skin off mine, ’cause I’ve got you. You spring the lawyer, Marnie, that’s your right. Once you do, it cuts deep into my sympathy and admiration. You got a name?” Eve asked easily. “Or do you want court-appointed?”

			“Wait. Just wait.” Marnie picked up her fizzy, sipped. When she sat it down again, the guilelessness was replaced by calculation. “What if I tell you she was going to rake you to the bone, you and your man? I stopped her. That’s got to be worth something.”

			“Sure it is. We’ll talk about that.” Eve sat back down. “But you’re going to want to lay it out for me. Why don’t we start at the beginning?”

			“Why not? God knows I’m sick to death of Zana, you hit on that one. You got my sheet, there. Juvie, the works?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It doesn’t tell the whole story. You know how that goes. I got kicked around, since I was a kid.”

			“I saw your medicals. You had it rough.”

			“I learned to kick back. I looked after myself, because nobody else was going to.” In disgust, she shoved the remainder of the fizzy aside. “Can I get some coffee? Black.”

			“Sure, I’ll take care of it.” Peabody walked to the door, slipped out.

			“The system blows,” Marnie continued. “Beats me to hell and back how you can work for it, after what it did to you.”

			Eve kept her gaze level. “I like being in charge.”

			“Yeah, yeah, I get that. Got yourself a badge, that frosty weapon. Kick some ass regular. I can see how that could work for you, how you get some of your own back.”

			“Let’s talk about you.”

			“My favorite subject. So, they finally get me clear of my bitch of a mother, and what do they do? Dump me with Trudy. First, I figure, Hey, I can work this. Nice house, nice things, do-gooder and her boy. But she’s worse than my mother. You know.”

			“I know.”

			“She was strong. I was puny back then, and she was strong. Cold baths every night—every fucking night—like it was her religion. Locked up in my room every night afterward. I didn’t mind that, it was quiet. Plenty of time to think.”

			Peabody came in with the coffee, set it on the table.

			“You know, she put something in my food once to make me sick after I took a pair of her earrings?” Marnie sipped the coffee, made a face. “Been awhile since I’ve been in a cop shop. You guys still can’t come up with decent coffee.”

			“We suffer in our fight against crime,” Peabody said dryly, and made Marnie laugh.

			“Good one. Back to me. So, the second time the bitch caught me, she cut my hair off. I had nice hair. Wore it shorter back then, but it was nice.”

			She lifted a hand to it, shook it back. “She cut it off to the scalp—like, I don’t know, I was some kind of war criminal or something. Then she told the social worker I’d done it to myself. Nobody did a damn thing about it. That’s when I knew there’d be payback. One day, somehow. She cut my damn hair off.”

			Eve allowed herself a trickle of sympathy. “You ran away.”

			“Yeah. Thought about setting the house on fire, with her inside, but that wouldn’t’ve been smart. They’d come after me harder if I’d done that.”

			And the trickle went dry. “Arson, murder, yeah, they’d’ve come after you hard.”

			“Anyway, I was young. Plenty of time for payback. But they came after me anyway. You cops ever think about just letting somebody be?”

			She shook her head, took another sip of coffee.

			“You got away from her when you were thirteen. That’s half a lifetime ago for you, Marnie. Long time to hold a grudge.”

			Marnie’s voice was as bitter as the coffee. “What good’s a grudge if you don’t hold it? She told me I was a whore. Born a whore, die a whore. That I was ugly, useless. That I was nothing. Every day I was with her, she told me. She wanted new living room furniture, so she busted it up, said I did it. The state wrote her a check and put me on restriction. She made my life hell for damn near a year.”

			“You waited a long time to pay her back for it.”

			“I had other things to do. Kept my eye on her, though, just in case opportunity knocked. Then it did.”

			“The night of the bombing in Miami.”

			“Sometimes fate just drops it in your lap, what can I say? I was sick that night, got somebody to cover for me. Nobody gave a shit, joint like that. Had to give her my ID and pass code so she could get in the back, into my locker for costumes. Then I hear about it on-screen. Place is blown up, nearly everybody’s dead, and in pieces. Well, Jesus, lucky break for me, wasn’t it? I’d gone in, I’d be in pieces. Shook me up, let me tell you. Really made me think.”

			“And you thought, ‘Why not be someone else?’ ”

			“Well, here’s the thing. I owed a little money here and there. Can’t pay if I’m dead. I took the dead friend’s ID, what money we had between us, and lit out. She had a nice stash.”

			“You got a name on her?”

			“Who? Oh, shit, what was her name? Rosie, yeah. Rosie O’Hara. Why?”

			“She might have next of kin looking for her.”

			“Doubt it. She was a street LC with a funk habit.” She dismissed the woman who’d died in her place as callously as she’d dismissed the coffee. “Her ID wasn’t going to hold me long, so I knew I needed to ditch it, get fresh. That’s when I came up with the idea for Zana. It’s not so hard to get fresh ID and data if you know where to go, whose palm to grease. Had some work done, face work. Off the books. Good investment, the way I looked at it. Especially when I checked out Bobby.”

			“Nice-looking guy, single, ambitious.”

			“All that, and still tight with Mama. I wasn’t figuring on killing her, let’s get that straight.” She lifted both hands, pointed the index fingers across at Eve. “Let’s get that real clear. None of this ‘lying in wait’ crap. I just figured on stealing her boy, then making her life a misery, like she’d done to me. Maybe getting a nice nest egg out of it.”

			“Just a long con,” Eve supplied.

			“That’s right. Bobby was easy. He’s not a bad guy all in all. Boring, but he’s okay. Plus he’s got some moves in the sheets. And Trudy?”

			Marnie sat back, grinning ear-to-ear. “She was a pleasure. Figured she had a new slave, meek little Zana. Oh, Mama Tru, I’d be happy to do that for you. You got dirty work needs doing, I’m your girl. Then I get the big surprise. She’s got money tucked away. Pretty big money, too, so why shouldn’t I get some of it? I’ve got the run of her house, seeing as I’m her little helper. She’s got good stuff in there, stuff that costs. Now where’s this coming from? Just takes a little research, a little detecting. Blackmail. I can turn the tables on her with this. Just need a little time, need to figure it all out.”

			Propping an elbow on the table, Marnie set her chin on her fist. “I was looking for the best way to siphon off some of the money, then expose her. They’d lock her up, like she’d locked me up.”

			Enjoying this, Eve thought, enjoying every minute of this.

			“Then she sees you on that media report, and gets all worked up about going to New York. I was going to wrap this up in shiny paper, drop it right in your lap. Then I’d stand back, big wide eyes, horrified that my husband’s mother turned out to be a blackmailer. I’d be laughing my ass off.”

			“A good plan,” Eve acknowledged, “but opportunity jumped out at you again.”

			“If you’d fallen in, it would’ve turned out differently. You want to think about that,” Marnie said, and gestured with her drink. “I figured you’d pay her off, or at least take a couple days to think it over. Then I’d come to you, all dewy-eyed and upset, tell you what I’d found out about my darling husband’s mama.”

			Marnie nudged the coffee aside. “You and me, we’d both have gotten something out of that. Every kid she ever screwed with would’ve gotten something out of that. But you pissed her off good. Roarke? He shot her through the ozone. She was going to make you pay, and pay big. That’s all she could think about. Somebody screwed with her, she’d do anything to screw them back, and bigger. You saw what she did to herself.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

			“Not the first time, like you said. You ask me, that woman had some serious issues. She’d already bunged herself up good when she called me. Not Bobby—he wouldn’t put up with what she wanted to do. He’d have stopped her, or tried. But me? Her sweet, biddable daughter-in-law? She knew she could count on me, she knew she could bully me. It wasn’t much of a stretch to act stunned when I went into her room. Her face was a freaking mess. You know what she told me? You want to know?”

			“I’m riveted,” Eve answered.

			“She said you’d done it.”

			Eve sat back, as if stunned. “Really?”

			“Oh, yeah, she put it on thick. Look what she did to me. After I took her in, gave her a home. And she’s a policewoman! So I played the part right back. Oh, my, oh, gosh. We have to get you to the hospital, tell Bobby, call the police! But she lays it out. No, no, no. A cop did this, and she’s married to a powerful man. She’s afraid for her life, see? So she gets me to make the recording. For protection, she says, and I see just how she’s wheeling it. It’s all there, subtle-like. If you don’t do the right thing, she’ll send a copy of the recording to the media, to the mayor, the chief of police. They’ll know everything. I’m supposed to make a copy—so she keeps the original—and hand-carry it to you at Cop Central. No telling Bobby. She makes me swear.”

			Laughing, Marnie swiped a finger over her heart. “So I make her some soup, and I put a nice tranq in it, add some wine. And she’s out. Could’ve killed her then, you know. You want to think about that, too.”

			“I’m thinking about it.”

			“I searched the room, found the sap she’d made. Found a copy of the file she had on you, too. Interesting stuff. I took all of it. She called me later, but I said I couldn’t talk. Bobby was right there. I’d call her when we got back from dinner, after he was asleep. She didn’t care much for that, let me tell you. Well, you got the ’link right there, so you’ve heard.”

			“She pushed you,” Eve prompted. “Trudy didn’t like being told to wait.”

			“Nope. But I’m like, Oh, let me tell Bobby. We won’t go out, we’ll come down and take care of you. I know she won’t go for that, so she takes another pill, and I go out on the town. Long night for me, but God! It was fun. Just bat my eyes, ask Bobby if we can have champagne, and he pulls out all the stops in his middle-class way. I’m so juiced, you know?”

			She drew breath in her nose, letting her head fall back, closing her eyes as she relived it. “Lay him just right when we get back, give him a little something extra to make him sleep. Then I go on down the hall to have my talk with Trudy.”

			“You took the weapon with you?”

			“Sure. Not to use it,” she added quickly. “Get that straight. I’m putting that on record. What I figured was I’d show it to her, stay in character at least awhile. What have you done? You lied to me! I’m going to tell Bobby. I’m going to the police!”

			Marnie laid her hands on her belly and laughed. “God! You should’ve seen her face. She never expected it. So, she slapped me. Told me I was hysterical, and slapped me. Said I was going to do just what she told me, and no back talk. If I wanted to keep my cozy nest, I’d shut my mouth and do what she said. Otherwise I’d be out on my ass, she’d see to it.”

			Her face was grim now, and full of hate. “She said I was nothing, just like she did when I was a kid. ‘You’re nothing,’ she said, ‘and you’d better remember who’s in charge.’ Then she turned her back on me. I still had the sap in my hand. I didn’t think about it, didn’t even think. It just happened. I let her have it good. And she went down, right down to her knees, and I let her have it again. Nothing in my life ever felt better. Who was nothing now?”

			She held up her coffee. “Hey, can I get another? It’s crap, but it gives you a buzz.”

			“Sure.” Eve signaled to Peabody, then rose herself to get water from the jug kept in the room.

			“I didn’t plan it,” Marnie continued. “But sometimes you can’t stick to the plan. You got anybody behind the mirror?”

			Eve studied her own reflection. “Does it matter?”

			“Just like knowing if I have an audience. I didn’t murder her. I just lost my head for a minute. She slapped me, right across the face.”

			“Open palm,” Eve murmured, remembering. “Quick sting, not hard enough to leave a mark. She was good at it.”

			“She liked pain. Liked to give it, liked to get it.” Marnie scooted around in the chair, facing Eve so their eyes met in the mirror in a gesture of intimacy.

			Inside Eve, something twisted. She understood what it was to find a weapon in her hand, and to use it. Blindly, ferociously.

			“She was one of those S and M types, without the kick of sex,” Marnie went on. “That’s what I think. She was one sick bitch. But I didn’t set out to kill her. I didn’t even get a chance to tell her who I was. Watch her face when I did. Too damn bad. I used to dream about doing that.”

			“That must’ve been a disappointment.” Eve turned back as Peabody came in with fresh coffee, kept her face neutral. “You had to think fast after it was done.”

			“Thought about just running. But I kept my head. Probably shouldn’t have taken the sweater and stuff.” Marnie glanced down at the sweater, smiled. “But I couldn’t resist. Should’ve waited, gotten them later. But it was spur of the moment.”

			“You knew the room next door was empty.”

			“Yeah. The maid mentioned it. Thought we might want to take that room so we could be next door to each other. No, thank you. The window wasn’t locked on it, otherwise I’d have had to clean up on the escape platform, change, and walk around, go in the front. Crappy hotel, crappy security. Didn’t figure anyone would look next door. I left a trail leading down the escape. Open window, dead woman, blood trail. I was careful.”

			“Not half bad,” Eve agreed. “You shouldn’t have pushed it. You should’ve let Bobby find her.”

			“It was more fun the way I did it. You’ve got to get in a few kicks. You could’ve knocked me over with a feather when you and Roarke showed, though. Last people I expected to see come knocking on the old bitch’s door. Had to improvise.”

			“You must’ve sweated some, having to leave the ’link, the weapon, the bloody towels next door while we went over the scene.”

			“Some, yeah. But I figured if you found them, you still didn’t have reason to look at me. The business the next day was a little insurance. I get the stuff, head out, dump everything in different recyclers while I walk around, find the right spot. I used to live in New York. I knew that bar.”

			“I knew that.”

			Marnie snorted. “Come on.”

			“You slipped up with the dogs, made the wrong comment. I had a homer on both of you that day. A little insurance for me.”

			Marnie’s face went blank, then there was a snap of irritation before she shrugged. “Bobby slipped.”

			“You’re in it this far, Marnie, and you’re going to get points for cooperating. Don’t start bullshitting me now. Trudy’s dead, and she’s got all that money. Bobby’s sitting between you and it. Boring Bobby.”

			“You think this was about money? Money’s a little icing, but it’s not the cake. It’s payback. She deserved it, you know damn well she deserved it. Bobby’s an idiot, but he’s okay. If I gave him a little nudge, it was impulse, that’s all. Just a little something to keep you looking for the invisible man. And I tried to pull him back. I got witnesses.”

			She sulked over her coffee. “Tally it up, why don’t you? You’ve got one dead blackmailer. And she hit me first. I destroyed the discs of the recording she had me make. All of them: I destroyed the copies of your file—as a favor. If I was after money, I could’ve come after you with them. But I didn’t, ’cause the way I saw it, she put us in the same boat back then. I could’ve waited, and screwed with Bobby when we were back in Texas. I’ve got nothing but time.”

			“But you aren’t going back to Texas. Bali, isn’t it?”

			A smile glimmered again. “I’m thinking about it. A lot of people she screwed with are going to be glad I took care of her. You ought to thank me. She messed with us, Dallas. Preyed on and played with us. You know it. You know she got what she deserved. We come from the same place, you and me. You’d have done the same thing.”

			Eve thought of the way their eyes had met in the mirror. What she’d seen in Marnie’s. What she’d seen in her own. “That’s how you figure it.”

			“That’s how it is. I’m not going down for this. Not when it comes out what she was, what she did. Assault, maybe. I do a couple years for that and the ID gambit. But murder? You can’t make that stick.”

			“Watch me.” Eve pushed to her feet. “Marnie Ralston, you’re under arrest for the murder of Trudy Lombard. Further charges are attempted murder of Bobby Lombard. We’ll toss in the ID fraud, giving false statements to the police. You’ll do more than a couple years, Marnie. You’ve got my word on it.”

			“Oh, cut the crap,” Marnie insisted. “Turn off the record, shove your partner out so it’s just you and me. Then tell me how you really feel.”

			“I can tell you how I feel, Marnie, on or off record.”

			“You’re glad she’s dead.”

			“You’re wrong.” What had clutched inside of her loosened. Because Marnie was wrong. Completely. “If it was up to me, she’d be in a cage, the same as you’ll be. She’d be in a cage for what she did to me, to you, to every kid she ever abused, to every woman she ever exploited. That’s justice.”

			“That’s bullshit.”

			“No, that’s the job,” Eve corrected. “But you didn’t leave it up to me. You picked up that sap, and you cracked her skull open.”

			“I didn’t plan it—”

			“Maybe you didn’t,” Eve interrupted. “But you didn’t stop there. While she was lying there, bleeding, you stole from her. To get to that point, the point where you could exact your revenge, you used an innocent man. You left the bed where you’d made love with him, and killed his mother. Then you watched him grieve. You put him in the hospital, for kicks, for a little insurance. You did to him what she tried to do to us. You made him nothing. If I could, I’d send you over for that alone.”

			She braced her hands on the table, leaned over so their faces were close. “I’m not like you, Marnie. You’re pathetic, taking and ruining lives for something that’s over.”

			There were tears now, real ones, angry ones, glimmering in Marnie’s eyes. “It’s never over.”

			“Well, you’ll have a long time to think about that. Twenty-five to life, I’d say. I’m nothing like you,” Eve repeated. “I’m the cop. And I’m going to give myself the pleasure of taking you down to booking personally.”

			“You’re a hypocrite. You’re a liar and a hypocrite.”

			“You can think that, but I’ll be sleeping in my own bed tonight. And I’m going to sleep really well.”

			She took Marnie’s arm, pulled her to her feet. Pulling out her restraints, she snapped them on Marnie’s wrists. “Peabody, finish up here, will you?”

			“I’ll be out in six months,” Marnie said when Eve escorted her into the hall.

			“Keep dreaming.”

			“And Bobby’ll pay for my lawyers. She deserved it. Say it! She deserved it. You hated her, just as much as I did.”

			“You just piss me off,” Eve said wearily. “You robbed me of the chance to face her down, to do my job and see she paid for everything she’d done.”

			“I want a lawyer. I want a psych eval.”

			“You’ll get both.” Eve nudged her into an elevator, headed down to booking.

			When she was back in her office, Mira came in, closed the door.

			“You did a good job in Interview.”

			“I got lucky. Her ego was on my side.”

			“And you recognized that. She didn’t recognize you.”

			“She wasn’t off by much. I’ve killed, and I know I’ve got the violence in me that makes me capable of it. Then. Now. But murder’s got a different face. I don’t see that in my mirror.

			“Thing is,” she added, “she won’t see it in hers, either.”

			“But you’ll see the truth. She won’t. I know it wasn’t easy for you, to do what you did. To do it from the start of this. How do you feel?”

			“I’ve got to go to the hospital and tell that poor son of a bitch what she did, and why. I’ve got to go there and break his heart, leave that scar on him. I could feel a hell of a lot better.”

			“Do you want me to go with you?”

			“He’s going to need something, somebody, after. It’ll be up to him. But I think I have to do this, just the two of us. I think I owe him that. What do you think if I contacted the partner, they seem to be tight. Tell him to get his ass up here.”

			“I think Bobby’s lucky to have you looking out for him.”

			“Friends give you a cushion for the fall, even when you think you don’t need or want one. I appreciate you stopping by here, to see if I needed one. I’m okay.”

			“Then I’ll let you finish.”

			An hour later Eve was sitting beside Bobby’s hospital bed, helpless and miserable as tears tracked down his cheeks.

			“There has to be a mistake. You’ve made a mistake.”

			“There’s not. I haven’t. And I’m sorry, but I don’t know how else to tell you but straight out. She used you. She planned it. Parts of it maybe since she was thirteen. She claims she didn’t plan to kill your mother, and that may be true. It was of the moment. It always looked that way, so it could be that way. But beyond that, Bobby, and I know it’s a punch in the face, she planned, she covered up, she used. She wasn’t the woman she pretended to be. That woman never existed.”

			“She—she just isn’t capable . . .”

			“Zana Kline Lombard wasn’t capable. Marnie Ralston was and is. She confessed, Bobby, she walked me through it.”

			“But we were married, all these months. We lived together. I know her.”

			“You know what she wanted you to know. She’s a pro, a manipulator with a sheet as long as my arm. Bobby. Look at me, Bobby. You were raised by a manipulative woman, primed to be taken by another.”

			“What does that make me?” His hand fisted, punched lightly on the bed. “What the hell does all that make me?”

			“A target. But you don’t have to keep being one. She’s going to try to play you. She’s going to cry and apologize and tell you things like she started all this before she really knew you, that she fell for you on the way. She’ll say that part was never a lie. She’ll say things like she did this for you. She’ll have all the right words. Don’t be a target for her again.”

			“I love her.”

			“You love smoke. That’s all she is.” Impatient, a cinder of anger burning in her belly, Eve got to her feet. “You’ll do what you do. I can’t stop you. But I’m saying that you deserve better. I figure it took guts for a twelve-year-old kid to sneak me food, to try to make things a little easier for me. It’s going to take guts for you to face what you’re going to have to face. I’ll make it easier for you if I can.”

			“My mother’s dead. My wife’s in prison, charged with her murder. With maybe trying to kill me. For God’s sake, how can you make it easier?”

			“I guess I can’t.”

			“I need to talk to Zana. I want to see her.”

			Eve nodded. “Yeah, fine. You’re free to go down for visitation once they spring you.”

			“There’ll be an explanation. You’ll see.”

			You won’t, she decided. Maybe you can’t. “Good luck, Bobby.”

			She went home, hating that she’d closed a case and still carried a sense of discouragement, of failure. The man would be manipulated. Maybe the system would as well.

			She’d closed the case, but it wasn’t over. Sometimes, she thought, they never were.

			She walked in, glanced at Summerset. “Let’s just keep this moratorium going another few hours. I’m too damn tired to screw around with you.”

			She went straight to the bedroom. And there he was, stripped to the waist, pulling a T-shirt out of a drawer.

			“Lieutenant. I don’t have to ask you about your day. It’s all over your face. She slipped through?”

			“No, I got her. Full confession, for what it’s worth. PA’s going with Murder Two on Trudy, reckless endangerment on Bobby. She’ll go over, and for a long time.”

			He pulled on the shirt as he crossed to her. “What is it?”

			“I just left the hospital. Told Bobby.”

			“You would do that yourself,” Roarke murmured, and touched her hair. “How horrible was it?”

			“As much as it gets. He doesn’t believe it, or part of him does. You could see part of him knew I was giving it to him straight. It’s more he won’t see it, won’t accept it. He’s going to go down there, talk to her. She claimed he’d end up paying for her lawyers, and you know, she’s going to be right.”

			Roarke slid his arms around her. “Love. Who can argue with it?”

			“He’s a victim.” She dropped her forehead to his. “And one I can’t reach.”

			“He’s a grown man, making his own decisions. Not helpless, Eve.” He tipped her face up. “You did your job.”

			“I did my job. So what am I bitching about? It didn’t tie up the way I wanted. That’s the breaks. Nice that you’re here, though. Good that you’re here.”

			She turned, wandered over toward the tree.

			“What else?”

			“She said we were alike. We’re not, I know we’re not. But there’s a piece of me like her, and that piece knows how she could pick up that sap and whale away. There’s a piece of me that understands that.”

			“Eve, if you didn’t have that piece, didn’t understand why some use it and you don’t, you wouldn’t be such a damn good cop.”

			Weight simply slid off her shoulders as she turned and looked at him. “Yeah. Yeah. You’re right. I knew there was a reason I kept you around.”

			She walked back to him, tugged on the sleeve of his T-shirt. “What’s this for, ace?”

			“I thought I’d grab a workout, but my wife got home earlier than expected.”

			“I could use one myself. Burn off some of this annoyance.” She stepped back to remove her weapon harness, then angled her head. “If you found out I’d been putting on a sham, that I’d hooked you just to get to your bottomless vault of moolah, what would you do about it?”

			He gave her that wicked smile, that bolt of blue from the eyes. “Why now, darling Eve, I’d kick your sorry ass, then invest a great deal of that moolah in making the rest of your life bloody hell.”

			More weight lifted, and she grinned at him. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I’m a very lucky woman.”

			She tossed her weapon on the chair, dropped her badge beside it. Then she reached for his hand, linked fingers, and for a little while, put the job away.
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				THE WAYS AND MEANS OF FRIENDSHIP WERE murderous. In order to navigate its twisty maze, a friend could be called upon to perform inconvenient, irritating, or downright horrifying acts at any given time.

				The worst, the very worst requirement of friendship, in Eve Dallas’s opinion, was sitting through an entire evening of childbirth classes.

				What went on there—the sights, the sounds, the assault on all the senses—turned the blood cold.

				She was a cop, a Homicide lieutenant with eleven years on the job protecting and defending the hard, merciless streets of New York. There was little she hadn’t seen, touched, smelled, or waded through. Because people, to her mind, would always and could always find more inventive and despicable ways to kill their fellow man, she knew just what torments could be inflicted on the human body.

				But bloody and brutal murder was nothing compared to giving birth.

				How all those women with their bodies enormous and weirdly deformed by the entity gestating inside them could be so cheerful, so freaking placid about what was happening—and going to happen—to them was beyond her scope.

				But there was Mavis Freestone, her oldest friend, with her little pixie body engulfed by the bulge of belly, beaming like a mentally defective while images of live birth played out on the wall screen. And she wasn’t alone. The other women had more or less the same God-struck look on their faces.

				Maybe pregnancy stopped certain signals from getting to the brain.

				Personally, Eve felt a little bit sick. And when she glanced over at Roarke, the wince on his angel-kissed faced told her he was right there with her. That, at least, was a big red check in the Pro-Marriage column. You got to drag your spouse into your personal nightmares and into that twisty friendship maze right along with you.

				Eve let the images blur. She’d rather study a crime scene recording—mass murder, mutilation, severed limbs—than look up some laboring woman’s crotch and watch a head pop out. Roarke had horror vids in his collection that were less gruesome. She could hear Mavis whispering to Leonardo, the entity’s expectant father, but blocked out the words.

				When, dear God, when would it be over?

				Some setup here, all right, she thought, trying to distract herself by evaluating the birthing center. The whole damn building was a kind of cathedral to conception, gestation, birth, and babies. She’d managed to duck Mavis’s attempt to give her a tour of the entire place by pleading work.

				Sometimes a well-placed lie saved friendships, and sanity.

				The educational wing was enough. She’d sat through a lecture, several demonstrations that would haunt her dreams for decades, been forced as part of Mavis’s coaching team to assist in a mock birth with the labor droid and squealing droid infant.

				And now there was this hideous vid.

				Don’t think about it, she warned herself, and went back to studying the room.

				Pastel walls covered with pictures of babies or pregnant women in various stages of bliss. All filmy and rapturous. Lots of fresh flowers and thriving green plants arranged artistically. Comfy chairs, supposedly designed to aid the women in hauling their loaded bodies up. And three perky instructors who were available for questions, lectures, demos, and serving healthy refreshments.

				Pregnant women, Eve noted, were constantly eating or peeing.

				Double doors at the back, one exit in the front, left of the vid screen. Too bad she couldn’t make a run for it.

				Eve let herself go into a kind of trance. She was a tall, lanky woman with a choppy cap of brown hair. Her face was angular, and paler than usual, with whiskey-brown eyes currently glazed. The jacket she wore over her weapon harness was deep green and, because her husband had bought it, cashmere.

				She was thinking about going home and washing the memory of the last three hours away in a full liter of wine when Mavis grabbed her hand.

				“Dallas, look! The baby’s coming!”

				“Huh? What?” Those glazed eyes popped wide. “What? Now? Well, Jesus. Breathe, right?”

				Laughter erupted around them as Eve lurched to her feet.

				“Not this baby.” Giggling, Mavis stroked her basketball belly. “That baby.”

				Instinct had Eve glancing in the direction Mavis pointed, and getting a wide-screen blast of the bellowing, wriggling, gunk-covered creature sliding out from between some poor woman’s legs.

				“Oh, man. Oh, God.” She sat down, before her own legs went out from under her. No longer caring if it made her a sissy, she groped for Roarke’s hand. When he gripped it, she found it as clammy as her own.

				People applauded, actually clapped and cheered when the wailing, slippery-looking form was laid on its mother’s deflated belly, and between her engorged breasts.

				“In the name of all that’s holy…” Eve muttered to Roarke. “It’s 2060, not 1760. Can’t they find a better way to handle this process?”

				“Amen” was all Roarke said. Weakly.

				“Isn’t it beautiful? It’s the ult, the extreme ult.” Mavis’s lashes—currently dyed sapphire blue, sparkled with tears. “It’s a little boy. Awww, look how sweet….”

				Dimly she heard the lead instructor announce the end of the night’s coaching class—thank God—and invite people to stay for refreshments or questions.

				“Air,” Roarke murmured into her ear. “I’m in desperate need of air.”

				“It’s the pregnant women. I think they suck up all the oxygen. Think of something. Get us out of here. I can’t think. My brain won’t work right.”

				“Stand with me.” He hooked a hand under her arm, pulled her up.

				“Mavis, Eve and I want to take you and Leonardo out for a bite. We can do better than the offerings here.”

				Eve could hear the strain in his voice, but imagined anyone who didn’t know him as well as she would only hear that easy, fluid stream of Irish.

				There was a lot of chatter going on and women were making a bee-line for the food or the bathrooms. Rather than thinking about what was being said or done, Eve focused on Roarke’s face.

				If it couldn’t distract a woman, she was too far gone to worry about it.

				He might have been a little pale, but the white skin only intensified the wild blue of his eyes. His hair was a black silk frame around a face designed to raise a woman’s heart rate. And that mouth of his. Even in her current state it was tempting to just lean in a little and take a good bite of it.

				And the body only added to the fantasy: tall, leanly muscled, and slickly presented in one of his perfectly tailored business suits.

				Roarke wasn’t just one of the richest men in the known universe, he also looked the part.

				And at the moment, because he was taking her arm and leading her out of that nightmare, he was her ultimate hero. She grabbed her coat on the fly.

				“We’re sprung?”

				“They wanted to see if a friend of theirs could join us.” He still had Eve’s hand, and was rapidly walking toward the exit. “I told them we’d get the car, bring it around to the front. Save them steps.”

				“You’re brilliant. Freaking white knight. If I ever recover from this trauma, I’ll screw your brains out.”

				“I hope, eventually, my brain cells regenerate enough to make that possible. My God, Eve. My God.”

				“Total tandem here. Did you see how it sort of slithered out when—”

				“Don’t.” He pulled her into the elevator, called for their level of the parking garage. “If you love me, don’t take me back there.” He leaned back against the wall. “I’ve always respected women. You know that.”

				She rubbed at an itch on the side of her nose. “You’ve nailed plenty of them. But yeah,” she added when he just gave her a bland stare. “You’ve got respect.”

				“That respect has now risen to admiration of biblical proportions. How do they do that?”

				“We’ve just seen how. In graphic detail. Did you see Mavis?” Eve shook her head as they walked out of the elevator. “Her eyes were all glittery. And it wasn’t fear. She can’t wait to do all that.”

				“Leonardo looked a bit green, actually.”

				“Yeah, well, he’s got that thing about blood. And there was blood—and other stuff.”

				“That’s enough. There’ll be no talk of other stuff.”

				Because the late January weather was lousy, he’d driven one of his all-terrains. It was big and black and muscular. When he uncoded the locks, Eve leaned back against the passenger door before he could open it.

				“Look here, ace. We gotta face this, you and me.”

				“I don’t want to.”

				Now she laughed. She’d seen him face death with more aplomb. “What we did in there, that was just a preview. We’re going to be in the room with her when she pushes that thing out. We have to be there, counting to ten, telling her to breathe, or to go to her happy place. Whatever.”

				“We could be out of town, or the country. No, we could be called off planet. That would really be best. We’ll be called off planet to save the world from some criminal mastermind.”

				“Oh, if only. But you know and I know we’re going to be there. Pretty soon, probably, because that bomb inside her’s just ticking away.”

				He sighed, then leaned down to rest his brow to hers. “God pity us, Eve. God pity us.”

				“If God had any pity on us, He’d populate the world without the middle man. Middle woman. Let’s go drink. A lot.”

				 

				The restaurant was casual, a little noisy, and exactly what the midwife ordered. Mavis sipped some sort of exotic fruit punch that was nearly as sparkly as she was. Her riotous silver curls were tipped in the same sapphire as her lashes. Her eyes were a vivid, unearthly green tonight to match—Eve supposed—the tone of the sweater that fit over her breasts and belly like neon elastic. Numerous loops and squiggles hung from her ears and shot sparks of light as she moved her head. Her sapphire blue pants fit like a second skin.

				The love of Mavis’s life sat beside her. Leonardo was built like a redwood, and as he was a fashion designer neither he nor Mavis were ever at a loss for an eye-popping ensemble. He’d gone with a sweater as well, a crazed and intricate geometric pattern of colors against gold. Somehow—Eve could have said—it suited his strong form and burnished copper complexion.

				The friend they’d brought along was every bit as knocked-up as Mavis. Maybe even more so, if such things were possible. But in contrast to Mavis’s out-of-orbit style, Tandy Willowby wore a simple black V neck over a white tee. She was a tea-and-roses blonde, with pale blue eyes and a blunt-tipped nose.

				During the drive over, Mavis had chattered out introductions, explaining that Tandy was from London, and had only been in New York a few months.

				“I’m so glad I saw you tonight. Tandy wasn’t there for class,” Mavis continued as she mowed through the appetizers Roarke had ordered. “She dropped by toward the end to give the midwife the vouchers for the White Stork. It’s this completely mag baby boutique where Tandy works.”

				“It’s a lovely shop,” Tandy agreed. “But I didn’t expect to drop by, then get fed and watered.” She offered Roarke a shy smile. “It’s awfully kind of you. Both of you,” she added to Eve. “Mavis and Leonardo have told me so much about you. You must be so excited.”

				“About what?” Eve wondered.

				“Being part of Mavis’s coaching team.”

				“Oh. Oh, yeah. We’re…”

				“Speechless,” Roarke concluded. “What part of London are you from?”

				“Actually, I’m from Devon originally. I moved to London as a teenager, with my father. Now here I am in New York. I must have a bit of the wanderlust. Though I expect I’ll be grounded for a while now.” Dreamily, she stroked a hand over her belly. “And you’re a policewoman. That must be brilliant. Mavis, I don’t think you ever told me how you and Dallas met.”

				“She arrested me,” Mavis said between bites.

				“You’re having me on. No?”

				“I used to work the grift. I was good at it.”

				“Not good enough,” Eve commented.

				“I want to hear all about it! But now, I have to make my way to the loo. Again.”

				“I’ll go with you.” Like Tandy, Mavis levered herself up. “Dallas? Coming with?”

				“I’ll pass.”

				“I remember—vaguely—what it’s like not to have something planted on my bladder.” Tandy sent the table a smile, then waddled off with Mavis.

				“So…” Eve turned to Leonardo. “You met Tandy in the class?”

				“Orientation,” he confirmed. “Tandy’s due about a week before Mavis. It’s nice of you to let her come along. She’s going through all this without a partner.”

				“What happened to the father?” Roarke asked him, and Leonardo shrugged.

				“She doesn’t talk about it much. Just says that he wasn’t involved, or interested. If that’s the way it is, he doesn’t deserve her or the baby.” Leonardo’s wide face went tight and hard. “Mavis and I have so much, we want to help her as much as we can.”

				Eve’s cynic antennae hummed. “Financially?”

				“No. I don’t think she’d take money, even if she needed it. She seems okay there. I meant support, friendship.” He seemed to pale a little. “I’m going to be part of her coaching team. It’ll, ah, it’ll be like a dress rehearsal for Mavis.”

				“Scared shitless, aren’t you?”

				He glanced in the direction of the restrooms, then back at Eve. “I’m terrified. I could pass out. What if I pass out?”

				“Make sure you don’t land on me,” Roarke told him.

				“Mavis isn’t nervous. Not even a little bit. And the closer we get, the more my insides…” He lifted his big hands, shook them. “I don’t know what I’d do if the two of you weren’t going to be there. Backing me up.”

				Oh, hell, Eve thought, and exchanged a glance with Roarke. “Where else would we be?” She signaled the waiter for another glass of wine.

				 

				Two hours later, after dropping Leonardo and Mavis home, Roarke drove south and east toward Tandy’s apartment building.

				“Really, I can take the tube. Subway. It’s too much trouble, and only a few blocks.”

				“If it’s only a few blocks,” Roarke said, “it’s hardly any trouble.”

				“How can I argue?” Tandy let out a laugh. “And it’s so nice to sit in a warm car. It’s so bloody cold out there tonight.” She settled back with a sigh. “I feel pampered, and fat as a whale. Mavis and Leonardo, they’re the best. You can’t be around either of them for five minutes and not feel happy. And I see they’re lucky in their friends. Oops.”

				Eve’s head spun around so fast it might have flown off her shoulders. “No oops. No oopsing.”

				“He’s just bumping around in there a bit. Not to worry. Oh, you know, Mavis is just giddy about the baby shower you’re hosting for her next week. She bubbles over it.”

				“Baby shower. Right. Next week.”

				“Here we are. Just down the middle of this block. Thank you both so much.” Tandy adjusted her scarf, hauled up a purse the size of a suitcase. “For the lovely food and company, and the luxurious ride. I’ll see you both on Saturday, at the baby shower.”

				“Need any help, ah…”

				“No, no.” Tandy waved Eve off. “Even a whale must fend for itself. And even if I can’t see my feet these days, I remember where they are. Good night now, and thanks again.”

				Roarke waited, engine idling, until Tandy had keyed herself into the building. “Seems a nice woman. Stable and sensible.”

				“Not like Mavis. Except for the whale factor. Gotta be tough, being knocked up, on your own, and not even in your own country. She seems to be dealing. You know, Roarke, how come just because you’re pals you have to go to coaching classes, witness births, and give baby showers?”

				“I don’t have the answer to that question.”

				She heaved out a breath. “Neither do I.”

				 

				Eve was dreaming of fang-toothed, many-armed babies bouncing out of Mavis to tear around the room, sending the midwife into screaming retreat while Mavis cooed: Aren’t they mag? Aren’t they the ult?

				The signal of the bedside ’link had her popping out of the dream. She shuddered once.

				“Block video,” she ordered. “Lights on ten percent. Dallas.”

				 

				Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. See the officers at 51 Jane Street, apartment 3B. Possible homicide.

				 

				“Acknowledged. Contact Peabody, Detective Delia. I’m on my way.”

				 

				Acknowledged. Dispatch out.

				 

				Eve glanced over, saw Roarke’s laser blue eyes were open and on hers. “Sorry,” she said.

				“I’m not the one being pulled out of a warm bed at four in the morning.”

				“You’re right about that. People ought to have the courtesy to off each other at reasonable hours.”

				She rolled out of bed and into the bathroom for a lightning-quick shower. When she rolled back out, naked and warm from the drying tube, he was sipping a cup of coffee.

				“Why are you up?”

				“I’m awake,” he said simply. “And look what I’d’ve missed if I’d turned over and gone back to sleep.” He handed her the second cup of coffee he’d programmed.

				“Thanks.” She took it with her to the closet where she pulled out clothes. Had to be freaking freezing out there, she mused. And detoured to her dresser to yank out a V neck to go over the shirt, under the jacket.

				Twice they’d put off tentative plans to take a couple of days in the tropics. Mavis, plus baby, equalled a pregnant woman wigging out at the thought of part of her coaching team dancing off to sand and surf this close to delivery time.

				What could you do?

				“Babies don’t come out with teeth, do they?”

				“No. I don’t see how…” Roarke lowered his cup, gave her a baffled look. “Why do you put thoughts like that in my head?”

				“They’re in mine, pal, they’re in yours.”

				“See if I make you coffee again.”

				She dressed quickly. “Maybe this murder is the work of a criminal mastermind that will take me off planet. You’re nice to me, I could take you along.”

				“Don’t toy with me.”

				She laughed, strapped on her weapon. “See you when I see you.” She crossed to him, and because—hell, he was so damn pretty even at four in the morning—gave him a peck on both cheeks, then a long warm one mouth-to-mouth.

				“Stay safe, Lieutenant.”

				“Plan on it.”

				She jogged down the stairs, where her coat was draped over the newel post. She tossed it there habitually because it was handy—and because she knew it irritated Summerset, Roarke’s majordomo and the blight of her world.

				She swung it on, discovered a miracle had happened and her gloves were actually in the pocket. Because it was there, she tossed on the cashmere scarf. And still the cold was a shock to the system when she stepped outside.

				Hard to complain though, she decided, when you got yourself married to a man who thought to remote your vehicle to the front of the house with the heater already running.

				She strode through the cold, climbed into warm.

				She glanced in the rearview as she drove toward the gates. The house that Roarke built filled the mirror, stone and glass, juts and turrets—and the light glowing in their bedroom window.

				He’d have a second cup of coffee, she thought, while reviewing stock reports, early media bulletins, business news, on the bedroom screen. Probably make some overseas or off-planet transmissions. Starting the day before dawn wasn’t a biggie to Roarke, she knew.

				Lucky her again, to have ended up with a man who fell so easily into the crazed cop rhythm she often ran by.

				She drove through the gates that closed quietly behind her.

				This sector of prime and pricey real estate was quiet—the rich, privileged, or fortunate snuggled under the covers in their atmosphere-regulated homes, condos, apartments. But within a few blocks, the city burst into jittery, jumping life.

				Heat gushed up in steam from the grates as the underground world of the city moved and shook under the streets and sidewalks. Overhead ad blimps were already touting their bargain of the day. Who the hell cared about Valentine’s Day sales at the Sky Mall at this hour? Eve wondered. What sane person would push themselves into the insanity of a mall crowd to save a few bucks on a candy heart?

				She passed an animated billboard running a loop of impossibly perfect people frolicking over white-sugar sand into blue surf. That, at least, was more like it.

				The yellow streaks of Rapid Cabs were already darting. Runs to transpo centers, mostly, she mused. Early flights to somewhere. A couple of maxibuses belched along, likely carrying the poor suckers on early shifts, or the luckier ones heading home to bed after a graveyard tour.

				She detoured around the endless party on Broadway. Day or night, blistering or freezing, tourists and the street thieves who loved them thronged to that mecca of noise, light, movement.

				A few of the after-hours joints were still open down Ninth. She spotted a huddle of street toughs in their over-filled rip jackets and jump boots loitering—and most likely ingesting illegal substances. But if they were looking for trouble, they’d have a hard time finding it before five A.M. with the temps hovering around twelve degrees.

				She skirted through a working-class section of Chelsea, then into the more arty flavor of the Village.

				The black-and-white was nosed to the curb in front of a rehabbed townhouse on Jane. She took a loading zone a half block down, flipped her On Duty light, then stepped back out into the cold. By the time she retrieved her field kit and set her locks, she spotted Peabody hoofing it from the corner.

				Her partner looked like an Arctic explorer wrapped in a thick, puffy coat the color of rusted metal with a mile of red scarf wrapped around her neck and a matching cap tugged down over her dark hair. Her breath puffed out like engine steam.

				“Why can’t people kill each other after the sun comes up?” Peabody gasped out.

				“You look like an ad blimp in that coat.”

				“Yeah, I know, but it’s wicked warm and it makes me feel thin when I take it off.”

				Together they walked to the townhouse, and Eve turned her recorder on. “No security cams,” Eve observed. “No palm plate. Door lock’s been tampered with.”

				There were riot bars on the lower windows, she noted. And the paint on the door and window trim was graying, peeling. Whoever owned the building wasn’t big on maintenance and security.

				The uniform on the door gave them a nod as she opened it. “Lieutenant, Detective. Bitching cold,” she said. “Nine-one-one came in at oh three forty-two. Vic’s sister made it. My partner’s got her upstairs. We responded, arrived ’bout three forty-six. Observed the entrance door to the building’d been compromised. Vic’s on the third floor, bedroom. Hallway door lock’s compromised, too. Put up a fight from the looks of it. Hands and feet bound with your old reliable duct tape. Worked her over some before doing her. Looks like she was strangled with the tie of her robe, since she’s still wearing it around her neck.”

				“Where was the sister while this was going on?” Eve asked.

				“Said she just got in. Travels for work. Uses her sister’s place as a flop when she comes into New York. Name’s Palma Copperfield. Shuttle attendant for World Wide Air. She mucked up the scene some—sicked up on the floor in there, touched the body before she ran outside again to place the nine-one-one.”

				The officer glanced toward the elevator. “She was sitting on the steps out there, bawling, when we pulled up. Pretty much been bawling since.”

				“That’s always fun. Send in Crime Scene when they get here.”

				Thinking of the shoddy maintenance, Eve turned to the stairs, unpeeling her cold-weather gear as they climbed.

				One unit per level, she noted. Decent space, privacy.

				On the third floor she saw that the unit boasted what looked to be a spanking new security peep and cop-lock system. Both were broken in a way that indicated amateur—and effective.

				She stepped inside, into a living area where a second female officer stood over a woman who was bundled under a blanket, trembling.

				Early twenties, by Eve’s gauge, with a long blond tail of hair sleeked back from a face where tears had washed through the makeup. She held a clear glass of what Eve assumed to be water in a two-handed grip.

				She choked out a sob.

				“Ms. Copperfield, I’m Lieutenant Dallas. My partner, Detective Peabody.”

				“The Homicide police. The Homicide police,” she babbled in a flattened-vowel accent that told Eve Midwest.

				“That’s right.”

				“Somebody killed Nat. Someone killed my sister. She’s dead. Natalie’s dead.”

				“I’m sorry. Can you tell us what happened?”

				“I—I came in. She knew I was coming. I called her this morning to remind her. We got in late, and I had a wind-down drink with Mae, the other attendant. The door, downstairs…the door was broken or something. I didn’t need my key. I have a key. And I came up, and the lock—she had a new lock, and she gave me the code for it this morning, when—when I called? But it looked broken. The door wasn’t even locked. I thought, ‘Something’s wrong, something has to be wrong,’ because Nat wouldn’t go to bed without locking up. So I thought I should check, just look in on her before I went to bed. And I saw…Oh, God, oh, God, she was on the floor and everything was broken and she was on the floor, and her face. Her face.”

				Palma started to cry again, the tears running fat and steady down her cheeks. “It was all bruised and red and her eyes…I ran over and I called her name. I think I called her name and I tried to wake her up. Pull her up. She wasn’t sleeping. I knew she wasn’t sleeping, but I had to try to wake her up. My sister. Someone hurt my sister.”

				“We’re going to take care of her now.” Eve thought of the time it would take for her, then the sweepers, to process the scene. “I’m going to need to talk to you again, in a little while, so I’m going to have you taken down to Central. You can wait there.”

				“I don’t think I should leave Nat. I don’t know what to do, but I should stay with Nat.”

				“You need to trust us with her now. Peabody.”

				“I’ll take care of it.”

				Eve glanced at the uniform who nodded toward a doorway.

				Eve walked away from the weeping. Then, sealing up, walked into death.
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				IT WAS A GOOD-SIZED BEDROOM WITH A COZY little sitting area on the street side. She imagined Natalie had sat there to watch the world go by.

				The bed looked female and fussy. Lots of pillows scattered around the room—some of them bloody now—that had likely been piled on the lacy pink-and-white spread, as some women loved to do.

				There was a small wall screen angled to be seen from either bed or sitting area, framed pictures of flowers, a long dresser. There were bottles and whatnots on the floor—several broken—that had probably sat in some girlie arrangement on the dresser.

				A couple of fluffy rugs graced the floor. Natalie was sprawled over one of them, legs twisted and bound at the ankles, her hands bound in front and clenched together as if in desperate prayer.

				She wore pajamas, blue-and-white checked. They were spotted and streaked with blood. A robe, also blue, was tossed in a corner. The matching tie was wrapped around the woman’s throat.

				Blood stained both fluffy rugs, and a splotch of vomit pooled near the door. The room reeked of both, and of urine.

				Eve moved to the body, crouched to do the standard ID test and gauge for time of death.

				“Victim is Caucasian female, age twenty-six, identified as Copperfield, Natalie, residing this location. Facial bruising indicates trauma perimortem. Nose looks broken. Two fingers of the right hand also appear broken. There are burns visible on the shoulder where the pajama top is torn. More burns on the bottoms of both feet. Skin has a blue-gray cast consistent with strangulation. Eyes are bloodshot and bulging. Wit touched the body upon discovery, some scene contamination. TOD, one forty-five A.M., approximately two hours before discovery.”

				She shifted as Peabody started in. “Watch the puke,” she warned.

				“Thanks. I’ve got two uniforms and a departmental counselor picking up the sister.”

				“Good. Vic’s still wearing her pj’s. Sexual assault isn’t likely. Look here, around the mouth. See, was gagged at one time. Got some of the tape adhesive on her face. See the right pinky and ring fingers?”

				“Ouch. Snapped them.”

				“Broke her fingers, broke her nose. Burned her. Lot of damage to her things that could have been caused in a fight, or by the killer to make a point.”

				Peabody crossed to a doorway. “Bath through here. No ’link in place by the bed, and one on the floor here.”

				“What does that tell you?”

				“It looks like the vic grabbed the ’link, made a run for the bathroom. Maybe hoping to lock herself in, call for help. She didn’t make it.”

				“Looks like. Wakes up, hears somebody in the apartment. Probably figures it’s the sister. Maybe she calls out, or just starts to roll back over. Door opens. Not the sister. Grabs for the ’link, tries to run. Could be. New lock on the door—a good one, with a security peep. Maybe somebody’s been bothering her. Run her, see if she’s made any complaints in the last couple months.”

				She rose, walked to the hall door. “Killer comes in this way, she’d see him from the bed. Smart to grab the ’link, sprint off in the opposite direction toward a room with a lock. Pretty smart—quick thinking, too, if you’ve just woken from a sound sleep.”

				She moved back to the bed, walked around it, judging the distance toward the bath, and saw something glint just under the bed. She crouched down, then lifted a kitchen knife with her sealed fingers. “Now why would she have a carving knife in the bedroom?”

				“Big-ass knife,” Peabody returned. “Killer’s?”

				“Then why not use it? I bet it’s from her kitchen. New locks,” Eve continued, “and a knife by the bed. She was worried about someone.”

				“No complaints on file. If she was worried, she didn’t report it.”

				Eve searched the bed, under the mattress, shook the pillows. Then walked into the bath. Small, tidy, girlie again. Nothing to indicate the killer had been in it. But Eve pursed her lips when she went through the cabinet and found men’s deodorant, Beard-B-Gone, and men’s cologne.

				“She had a guy,” Eve said, moving back in to riffle through the nightstand drawers. “Condoms here, edible body oil.”

				“Bad breakup, maybe. New lock’s a given if you’d given an ex access prior to. Could be he didn’t like being dumped.”

				“Could be,” Eve repeated. “That sort of deal usually includes sexual assault. Check her ’link for the incomings and outgoings last couple of days. I want to see the rest of the place.”

				She stepped out, reexamined the living area. Bad breakup, she’d expect the ex to bang on the door awhile. Come on, Nat, goddamn it! Let me in. We gotta talk. Guy’s pissed enough, and the door’s flimsy enough, most likely kick it down. But you never knew. She went into the kitchen. Good-sized, and from the looks of it, a place the vic had used. A knife block, with one missing, sat on the spotless white counter.

				She worked her way into the second bedroom, set up as a home office. Lifted her brows. The place had been thoroughly tossed. The data-and-communication center Eve imagined had sat on the glossy steel desk was missing.

				“No d-and-c unit in the office,” she told Peabody.

				“What kind of office is that?”

				“Exactly. Not a single disc in there, either. As other electronics, just as easily lifted and hocked, are still on-scene, the comp was the target. The comp and the vic. So what did Natalie have that someone else wanted?”

				“Not only enough to kill her, but to make sure she hurt first.” Pity edged Peabody’s voice as she glanced back toward the body. “Nothing on this ’link but the call from the sister, ten this morning, and a call out, at seven-thirty A.M., to Sloan, Myers, and Kraus. She called in sick. It’s an accounting firm, offices on Hudson. Entries prior to this—actually yesterday morning—were deleted. EDD can dig them out. You want to listen to what there is?”

				“Yeah, but let’s take them in. I want a run at the sister again.”

				On the way to Central, Peabody read off background data on the victim from her PPC. “Born, Cleveland, Ohio. Parents—both teachers—still married. One sib—the sister, three years younger. No criminal. Accountant with Sloan, Myers, and Kraus the past four years. No marriages, no cohabs on record. Resided the Jane Street address past eighteen months. Previously on Sixteenth in Chelsea. Previous to that was Cleveland, parents’ addy. She worked for an accounting firm there, part-time. Looks like a kind of internship while she was in college.”

				“Numbers cruncher, moves to New York. What’s the lowdown on the firm here?”

				“Hold on. Okay, big-deal firm,” Peabody began, reading the data from her PPC. “High-dollar clients, several corporations. Three floors at the Hudson Street addy, employing about two hundred. Been around for over forty years. Oh, the vic was a senior account exec.”

				Eve chewed on it as she angled into the underground parking at Cop Central. “Guess she could get the skinny on some of those high-dollar clients. If somebody was running a second book, laundering. Tax evasion. Mobbed up. Another employee skimming. Blackmail, extortion, embezzlement.”

				“Firm’s got a good rep.”

				“Doesn’t mean all their clients or employees do. It’s an angle.”

				They parked, headed toward the elevators. “We need the name of the boyfriend—past or present. Do the knock-on-doors at her building. See what she may have mentioned to her sister about work, or personal troubles. Way it looks, the vic was expecting or prepared for a problem—and one she didn’t want to report, or hadn’t decided to report. To the cops, anyway.”

				“Maybe to a coworker, though, or a superior, if it was work-related.”

				“Or a pal.”

				The higher they rose in the elevator, the more people jammed on. Eve could smell minty soap from someone coming on tour, and old sweat from someone going off a long one. She muscled her way off on her level.

				“Let’s set up an interview room,” Eve began. “I don’t want to talk to her in the lounge. Too many distractions. She needs the grief counselor, she can have him with her.”

				Eve swung through the bull pen, and on into her office first. Ditched her coat, then did a check on the witness’s alibi. Palma Copperfield had worked the shuttle in from Las Vegas, and had been touching down in the downtown flight center just about the time her sister was strangled.

				“Dallas.”

				Eve glanced over at Baxter, one of the detectives in her squad. “I haven’t had coffee in two hours,” she warned. “Or maybe three.”

				“I heard you had a Palma Copperfield up in the crib.”

				“Yeah, witness. Sister was strangled early this morning.”

				“Ah, shit.” He scooped a hand back through his hair. “I was hoping I got it wrong.”

				“You know them?”

				“Palma, a little. Not the vic. Met Palma a few months back—friend of a friend of a friend—at a party. We went out a couple times.”

				“She’s twenty-three.”

				He scowled. “I’m not filing for frigging retirement any time soon. Anyway, it was nothing major. Nice woman. A real nice woman. Was she hurt?”

				“No. Found her sister dead in the sister’s apartment.”

				“Rough. Damn it. They were tight, I think. Palma said how she stayed with her sister when she came to New York. I dropped her off at the building—Jane Street—after we had dinner once.”

				“You still involved?”

				“No—we weren’t. Went out a couple of times, that’s all.” As if he didn’t know quite what to do with them, Baxter slid his hands into his pockets. “Listen, if a familiar face would help, I can talk to her.”

				“Maybe. Yeah, maybe. Peabody’s setting up an interview room. Lounge is too public for this. She was in bad shape when I took her initial statement. She mention if her sister was involved with anyone?”

				“Ah, yeah. Had a guy—money manager, broker, something like that. Serious, I think, maybe engaged. Can’t say that I paid much attention to that. I wasn’t after the sister, you know?”

				“You catch the wit, Baxter?”

				“Nah.” He smiled a little. “Like I said, she’s a nice woman.”

				Which translated to they hadn’t slept together, and made it less sticky to have him in on the interview. “Okay, let me get Peabody working the ’link. We’ll take the wit.”

				Eve let Baxter walk into Interview ahead of her, studied Palma’s tear-splotched face when the woman looked over. She blinked a few times as if trying to process new information, then a series of emotions streaked over her face. Recognition, relief, dismay, and finally the grief settled on it again.

				“Bax. Oh, God.” She held out both her hands, so when he crossed to the table, he took them in his.

				“Palma, I’m so sorry.”

				“I don’t know what to do. Nat. My sister, somebody killed her. I don’t know what to do.”

				“We’re going to help you.”

				“She never hurt anybody. Bax, she never hurt anybody in her whole life. Her face…”

				“This is hard. The hardest thing. But you can help us help her.”

				“Okay. Okay, but you can stay, right? He can stay?” she asked Eve.

				“Sure. What I’m going to do is turn the recorder on, and ask you some questions.”

				“You don’t think that I…You don’t think that I hurt her?”

				“Nobody thinks that, Palma.” Baxter gave her hand a quick squeeze. “We have to ask questions. The more we know, the faster we can find the person who did this.”

				“You’re going to find them.” She said it slowly, as if that, too, had to process. Then she closed her eyes for a moment. “You’ll find them. I’ll tell you everything I can.”

				Eve engaged the recorder, read in the necessary data. “You landed in New York early this morning, is that correct?”

				“Yes, on the Vegas run. We got in around two, clocked out, I don’t know, about twenty minutes later maybe. That’s about right. Then Mae—she had the run with me—we stopped at the bar in the airport for a glass of wine. Unwind a little. We shared a cab into the city. I dropped her first. She keeps a place with a couple other attendants, over on the East Side. Then I went on to Nat’s.”

				She stopped, took a breath, then a sip from the plastic cup of water on the table. “I paid off the cab, and started in. Had my key out, and I know Nat’s code. But the lock was broken. It happens sometimes, so I didn’t think that much about it. Not then. But when I got to her apartment, her lock—she told me she’d put in a new lock—that was broken, too. I had this little jump in my belly. But I thought, I don’t know, I told myself she hadn’t gotten the lock installed right.”

				“Did you notice anything off when you went inside—the living area’s first,” Eve said.

				“I didn’t really pay attention. I put the security chain on—she’d have left that off for me. And I left my overnight bag there by the door because I thought I’d just peek in, make sure everything was okay. But it wasn’t.”

				Tears trembled, spilled again, but she kept going. “She was on the floor, and there was blood, and the room was—it was like there’d been a fight. Broken glass from her perfume bottles and the little bowls she liked to collect. She was on the floor. The pink rugs. I was with her when she bought them. They were soft, like a cat. She couldn’t have pets. The rugs were soft. I’m sorry.”

				“You’re doing fine,” Baxter told her. “You’re doing just fine.”

				“I ran. I think—it’s all blurry. Did I scream? I think I screamed her name and I ran and I tried to lift her up, to shake her awake, even though I knew…I didn’t want her to be dead. Her face was bruised and bloody, and her eyes. I knew she was dead. There was tape around her hands.”

				As if she’d just remembered, she sent Eve a shocked look. “Oh, God, her hands, her ankles. They were taped.” Palma pressed a trembling hand to her mouth. “I needed to call for help, but I got sick before I could get out, get my ’link out of my bag, I got sick. Then I ran out. I couldn’t stay in there, so I ran out and called nine-one-one, and I sat down on the steps. I should’ve gone back in, stayed with her. I shouldn’t have left her alone like that.”

				“You did exactly the right thing.” Baxter picked up the water cup, handed it to her again. “Exactly the right thing.”

				“Did she tell you anyone was bothering her?” Eve asked.

				“No, but something was bothering her. I could tell. She looked upset when I talked to her earlier, but when I asked what was wrong, she said it was nothing to worry about. She just had a lot on her mind.”

				“She was seeing someone? A man?”

				“Bick! Oh, my God, Bick. I didn’t even think of him.” Eyes flooded again; she pressed both hands to her mouth. “They’re engaged. They’re going to be married next May. Oh, my God, I have to tell him.”

				“What’s his full name?”

				“Bick, Bick Byson. They work together—well, for the same company. Different departments. Nat’s a senior account executive at Sloan, Myers, and Kraus—accounting. Bick’s a money manager there. They’ve been together almost two years now. How can I tell him?”

				“It’d be better if we did that.”

				“And my parents.” She began to rock, back and forth, back and forth. “I have to tell them. I don’t want to do it over the ’link. Do I have to stay here? I need to go home, to Cleveland, and tell them Nat’s gone. Nat.”

				“We can talk about that after we’re done here,” Eve told her. “Were your sister and her fiancé having any problems?”

				“No. I don’t know of any. They’re crazy about each other. I guess I thought maybe they’d had a fight and that’s why she was upset earlier. All the wedding plans, you get stressed out. But they’re really happy together. They’re great together.”

				“Did she have an engagement ring?”

				“No.” Palma took another long breath. “They decided against one—saving their money. Bick’s great, but he’s pretty frugal. Nat didn’t mind. Well, Nat’s the same way, you know? Save it for a rainy day.”

				“He didn’t live with her? Save money paying rent.”

				“She wouldn’t let him.” For the first time Palma smiled again, and Eve could see how Baxter had been attracted. “She said they were going to wait for that until they were married. We’re pretty old-fashioned in my family. I think my parents like to believe Nat wasn’t even having sex with Bick. They loved each other,” she murmured. “They were good together.”

				“Were there any problems at work?”

				“She never said. I haven’t seen her for about three weeks. I had a chance to take the New L.A. to Hawaii run for ten days, then I took a vacation out there with a couple of girlfriends. I’d just gotten back on the Vegas to New York run. I talked to her a couple of times, but…We were going to catch up, go shopping, go over wedding plans. She never said anything about a problem, work or otherwise, but I know something was wrong. I just wasn’t paying enough attention.”

				 

				Eve stepped out with Baxter. “You know anything about this fiancé of the vic’s?”

				“No.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Palma said something about her sister getting engaged. She was lit up about it, which is why…I backed off. Those things can be catching.”

				“Your commitment issues don’t enter in, so set them aside. It helped you being in there with her, familiar face leveled her out some. Why don’t you get her to a shuttle—stay on the clock. See she gets off to her parents.”

				“Appreciate that, Lieutenant. I can take lost time to do it.”

				“Stay on the clock,” she repeated. “Make sure she understands I need her available. I want to know where she is, when she comes back. The usual routine.”

				“No problem. Feel so damn sorry for her. You’re going to look at the boyfriend.”

				“Next stop.”

				 

				Byson didn’t show at the office.” Peabody hoofed it onto a glide behind Eve. “Which, according to his assistant, isn’t the norm. Hardly ever misses, and always checks in if he’s going to take off or be late. She tried him at home, and on his pocket ’link, being concerned, and couldn’t reach him.”

				“Got his home addy?”

				“Yeah, he’s on Broome in Tribeca. According to his chatty assistant, he and the vic just bought the loft, and he’s staying there while they’re having some reno done before the wedding.”

				“We’ll try him there.”

				“Could have rabbited,” Peabody said as she hustled off one glide and hotfooted to the garage elevator. “Fights with fiancé, goes off on her, runs home. Runs away.”

				“It wasn’t personal.”

				Peabody’s eyebrows knitted as they clipped off the elevator and across the garage. “Those kind of facial injuries, and face-to-face strangulation often are.”

				“We find any tools on the crime scene?”

				“Tools?”

				“Screwdriver, hammer, laser scope?”

				“No. What does…Oh.” Nodding now, Peabody slid into the passenger seat. “The duct tape. If she didn’t have any basic tools, why would she have duct tape? Killer brought it with him, which lessens the possibility of crime of passion.”

				“No sexual assault added to that. Broken locks. When the vic’s sister talked to her hours before the murder, she got no indication of trouble in paradise. It wasn’t personal,” Eve repeated. “It was business.”

				The loft was in an old, well-preserved building in a neighborhood where people painted their stoops and sat out on them on warm summer evenings. The windows facing the street were wide, to afford the tenants a view of the traffic, and the shops ran from the mom-and-pop bakery/deli to the snazzy little boutiques where a pair of shoes cost the equivalent of a quick trip to Paris and would turn your feet into a study in misery.

				Some of the units sported the luxury of balconies where, Eve imagined, people stuck plants and chairs in the good weather so they could sit and sip something cold while they watched their world go by.

				From the looks of the exterior, it was a major step up from the Jane Street address, and one suited to the combined incomes of a couple of young, urban professionals on the rise.

				Byson didn’t respond to the buzzer, but before Eve could use her master, a woman’s voice piped through the speaker. “You looking for Mr. Byson?”

				“That’s right.” There was a security screen, and Eve held up her badge. “Police. You want to buzz us in?”

				“Hold on.”

				The door buzzed; the locks clicked. They stepped into a tiny communal lobby where someone had gone to the trouble to set a leafy green plant in a colorful pot. Because she heard the elevator clanging its way down, Eve waited.

				The woman who stepped off was dressed in a red sweater and gray pants, with her brown hair pulled back in a stubby tail from a pretty face. She had a baby of indeterminant age and sex perched on her hip.

				“I buzzed you in,” she said. “I’m Mr. Byson’s neighbor. What’s the problem?”

				“That’s something we need to discuss with him.”

				“I don’t know if he’s home.” She jiggled the baby as she spoke. The kid stared owlishly at Eve, then plugged its thumb in its mouth and sucked as if it contained opium. “He should be at work this time of day.”

				“He’s not.”

				“It’s weird, because I usually hear him leave. We’re on the same floor, and I hear the elevator. Didn’t catch it today. And he had the plumber scheduled, turns out. When they’re having one of the crews in—they’re rehabbing—he stops by, asks me if I can let them in, you know? He didn’t do that today, so I didn’t. You can’t be sure. Might be somebody with a pipe wrench just going in to rob the place.”

				“So you’ve got the key to his place?”

				“Yeah, key and code. Something’s wrong, isn’t it? You want me to let you in? You’ve got to give me some idea. I wouldn’t feel right letting you in if I don’t know something’s up.”

				“Something’s up.” Eve held up her badge again. “Mr. Byson’s fiancée was killed.”

				“Oh, no.” She shook her head slowly from side to side. “No. Come on. Not Nat.”

				Her voice rose and cracked. In response, the baby unplugged its mouth and wailed.

				“You knew her.” Eve took a subtle side step away from the baby.

				“Sure. She was here a lot. They’re getting married in a few months.” The woman’s eyes filled as she shifted to hold her baby closer. “I liked her a lot. We’re all looking forward to being neighbors. Bick and Nat, me and my husband. We…I can’t believe it. What happened? What happened to Nat?”

				“We need to talk to Mr. Byson.”

				“God. God. Okay, okay.” Obviously shaken, she turned to call for the elevator. “It’s going to kill him. Ssh, Crissy, ssh.” She bounced and jiggled and patted the baby as they jammed into the elevator. “They were nuts about each other—but not sickening about it, if you get me. I liked her so much. Maybe there’s a mistake.”

				“I’m sorry” was all Eve said. “Did she mention any problems? Anything, anyone bothering her?”

				“No, not really. Some wedding jitters, just typical stuff. They were getting married up in Cleveland, where she’s from. Hunt and I were going—our first trip since Crissy came. Hunt’s my husband. Look, I’ll go get the key,” she added when the doors opened into a hallway. “That’s his place, there. We share the floor.”

				“Just the two units up here?”

				“Yeah. Nice space. Good light. Hunt and I bought our apartment when I got pregnant. It’s a nice neighborhood, and we’ve got three bedrooms.”

				She unlocked her own door, tirelessly jiggling the baby who now had the slack-jawed, glaze-eyed look of a satisfied junkie. Holding the door open with one hip, she snatched a set of keys from a bowl on a table by the door.

				“We didn’t get your name,” Eve told her.

				“Oh, sorry. Gracie, Gracie York.” She turned the key in the lock, typed a code in on a minipad over it. “Maybe Bick had errands to run or something. I didn’t hear him go out before, so he must’ve left early. Crissy’s been fussy so I slept in a little this morning. She’s teething.” Gracie started to open the door, but Eve held up a hand to block her.

				“Just a minute.” Eve knocked. “Mr. Byson,” she called out. “This is the police. Open the door, please.”

				“I really don’t think he’s home,” Gracie began.

				“Even so, we’ll wait a minute before going in.” Eve knocked again. “Mr. Byson, this is Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD. We’re coming in.”

				The minute she opened the door, Eve knew Byson was home, and that his neighbor’s earlier words had been right on the mark. Natalie Copperfield’s murder had killed him. Or, Eve was banking, her murderer certainly had.

				“Ohmygodohmygodohmygod!” Gracie babbled the words so that they came out in a single high-pitched hysterical stream as she pressed her baby’s face to her shoulder and stumbled back from the doorway.

				“Ms. York, go back inside your apartment,” Eve ordered. “Go back in, lock your door. Either my partner or I will be over in just a minute.”

				“It’s Bick. Is it Bick? Right across the hall. We’re right across the hall.”

				At a wordless signal from Eve, Peabody took the woman’s arm. “Take Crissy back home,” Peabody said gently. “Take her on in. Nothing’s going to happen to her. Just go inside and wait.”

				“I don’t understand. He must be dead. Right across the hall.”

				Peabody got the neighbor inside, turned back to Eve with a resigned look on her face. “I guess you want me to take her.”

				“You’re damn right. Call it in first, Peabody, then go in, get a formal statement from the neighbor. I’ll get the field kits and start on the scene.”

			

		

	
		
			
				3

			

			
				ONCE SHE’D RETRIEVED THE KITS, EVE SEALED her hands, sprayed sealant on her boots. With her recorder engaged, she entered the crime scene.

				Side window, she noted, facing the neighboring building, and with a narrow balcony. “South-facing window is open,” she said for the record, and moved around the outer edge of the room for a closer look. “Appears to have been forced open from the outside. Emergency evac here, probably used to gain access. Possibly exited by the same route.”

				Safer that way, Eve thought. No chance of the next-door neighbors catching you coming or going.

				She turned from where she believed the killer had entered. “The body’s face up, hands and feet bound with duct tape, as previous vic. Second vic is mix-race male, late-twenties, wearing only a pair of white boxers. Woke up, didn’t you, Bick, heard somebody out here. Gave him some trouble. Signs of struggle apparent. Overturned table, broken lamp. Not all of this blood’s going to be the victim’s, so there’s a break for our side. Victim’s face and body show bruises and lacerations.”

				She worked her way in, then crouched by the body. “Some burn marks here, too, but these look like contact burns from a stunner mid-chest. They fight, killer incapacitates Byson with a stun, binds him, beats him. Questions him? Blue plastic cord of some kind used for strangulation.”

				Hunkered where she was, she scanned the room again. “There are some building materials in the north corner of the room, tied with blue plastic cord, like that around the vic’s neck.”

				She took the prints for confirmation of ID, bagged his hands. “Time of death,” she said as she read her gauge, “two forty-five A.M. Came here after doing Copperfield.” She bent closer. “Traces of adhesive around the mouth, as per previous victim. Why yank it off? Needed you to tell him something? Wanted to hear you choke as he strangled you? Maybe some of both.”

				She straightened to move from the body into the room off the living area. Bachelor’s bunking area, she deduced. Probably not the master, but where he was sleeping during the rehab. Mattress on a pallet, and the mate of the broken lamp on one of the two tables by the bed. Clothes strewn around, but in a way that said messy guy rather than search.

				“Woke up. Grabbed one of the lamps for a weapon. The woman, she grabs for her ’link and tries to run, but the guy’s got a different instinct. Protect the cave. Goes out, tangles with the killer. Surprises him maybe. Fight. Bruising on vic’s knuckles indicate he got a couple hits in anyway. Full-contact stun, and he goes down.”

				She walked back out, studied the positioning again. “Killer tapes hands and feet, gags him. Doesn’t kill him straight away, then. Why gag him if he’s stunned? Has something to say or do first, then. Questions to ask. Did you tell him what you did to Natalie? Bet you did.”

				She did a quick preliminary walk-through. The loft had three bedrooms, as the neighbor said hers did. The largest of them was empty but for more building supplies. The last was set up as an office. But there was no comp unit. She could see where there’d been one, probably covered with a protective cloth when construction was on the slate. There was a coat of dust on the folding table standing as a desk, and a clear spot on it where a computer would have stood.

				She was back in the living area studying the open window when Peabody came in.

				“Neighbor’s shook, but she’s solid. I let her contact her husband, ask him to come home from work. He left, by the way, about seven this morning. Wit says her husband and the vic here sometimes hit the health club together before work. They obviously didn’t hook up this morning.”

				“His TOD’s about an hour after Copperfield’s. Same MO. No comp on premises, no discs.”

				“They had something on someone,” Peabody concluded. “Work-related probably. Knew something, heard something, worked on something. That how he got in?” she asked, lifting her chin toward the window.

				“It’s been forced. Evac’s here on this level, but he likely exited that way. Could have sent it back up from the ground. We’ll want the sweepers to dust the controls. Won’t be prints, but it keeps them busy.”

				She ran through the scene, and her take of it, for her partner.

				“Maybe some DNA on the pieces of the lamp, some on the vic’s fists.” Peabody looked down at the body. “Guy was in good shape. Looks like he gave his attacker some trouble.”

				“Not enough.”

				They left the crime scene in the hands of the sweepers and headed for the accounting firm.

				“You know, seeing the kid back there reminded me. How’d the coaching class go last night?”

				“It’s not to be discussed,” Eve said. “Ever.”

				“Aw, come on.”

				“Ever.”

				To hide a smirk, Peabody glanced out the side window and looked longingly at a corner glide-cart. “Baby shower’s coming right up. You set?”

				“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Or she hoped she was.

				“I made her this sweet baby blanket while I was in the weaving mode over the holidays. It’s all rainbow colors. I’m doing these cute little booties and a hat, too. What’d you get her?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“You haven’t gotten her shower gift yet? Cutting it close.”

				“I got a few days.” Considering, Eve glanced over. “You could go buy something to cover it. I’ll pay you.”

				“Uh-uh. It’s not right.” Peabody folded her arms. “She’s your oldest friend, your best pal, having her first baby. You have to buy it yourself.”

				“Damn it. Damn it, damn it.”

				“I’ll go with you, though. We can swing by this baby place she’s been haunting after we hit the offices. Grab some lunch, too, maybe.”

				Eve imagined the process of shopping in a baby boutique, and had to fight off a shudder. “I’ll give you a hundred dollars to go on your own.”

				“That’s hitting below the belt,” Peabody replied. “But I’m too strong to be bribed. You have to do the thing, Dallas. It’s Mavis.”

				“Coaching classes, baby showers, now shopping. Is there no end to the price of friendship?”

				Eve put it aside—buried it—and made her way to the main reception area of Sloan, Myers, and Kraus.

				In keeping with their service of high-end clients, the area was plush, glass-walled, and full of green, leafy plants. The wide stone-gray counter served as a work area for three receptionists, all of whom wore headsets and worked busily on keyboards. A trio of waiting areas fanned out like sunbeams, boasting deep chairs, media screens, and a selection of entertainment discs.

				Eve laid her badge on the counter in front of a three-piece-suited man with streaked blond hair worn in short, tight curls. “I want to see someone in charge.”

				He gave her a cheerful smile. “That certainly wouldn’t be me. In charge of a specific department, or altogether in charge?”

				“Let’s start small. I want Natalie Copperfield’s and Bick Byson’s supervisors.”

				“Let’s see. Copperfield’s Senior Account Exec, Corporate, Foreign and International. That’s this floor. You’ll want Cara Greene. And ah, Byson, Byson. Byson, Bick,” he all but sang as he read his screen. “Vice President, Personal Finance, Domestic. That’s up a level, and it would be Myra Lovitz.”

				“We’ll take Greene first.”

				“She’s in a meeting.”

				Eve tapped her badge. “Not anymore, she’s not.”

				“Okay by me. I’ll call through. You want to have a seat?”

				“No, just Greene.”

				Swank place, Eve thought as she waited. A lot of money came through these doors. And nothing tempted murder so much as lots of money.

				Cara Greene wore a dark red suit, and though it buttoned to the throat, it was cut in such a way that showed she had a nice, perky rack. She also had an impatient expression on a smooth, caramel-toned face, and clipped out into reception on ice-pick heels.

				“You’re the police?” she demanded and shot an accusing finger at Eve.

				“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. You’re Greene?”

				“That’s right, and you’ve just pulled me out of an important meeting. If my son’s hooked school again, I’ll deal with him. I don’t appreciate the cops coming to my office.”

				“We’re not here about your son. We’re here about Natalie Copperfield, and if you’d prefer, you can come to my office. Now.”

				The irritation shifted immediately to wariness. “What about Natalie? You’re not going to tell me she’s in any trouble. She’d never break the law.”

				“Can we take this into your office, Ms. Greene?”

				The expression changed again, and this time there were hints of fear in bottle-green eyes. “Something happened to her? Was there an accident? Is she all right?”

				“Your office would be best.”

				“Come with me.” Moving fast, Cara skirted around the reception desk, through a pair of glass doors that swished open on her approach. She kept up the brisk pace, past a jungle of cubes where the drones slaved away, past offices where accountants crunched their numbers, to the corner office that suited her position.

				She shut the door behind them, turned to Eve. “Tell me fast. Please.”

				“Ms. Copperfield was murdered early this morning.”

				Her breath hitched, a quick in and out before she held up a hand. She moved, not so briskly now, to a refreshment station along one wall, pulled out a bottle of chilled water. And sank to a chair without opening it.

				“How? How? I don’t understand. I should have known something was wrong when she called in sick yesterday and didn’t make this meeting this morning. I should have known. I was so mad at her. This meeting…” She held up her hand again. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s such a shock.”

				Before Eve could speak, she lurched to her feet. “Oh, God, Bick. Her fiancé. Does he know? She’s engaged to one of the vp’s in personal finance. He should be upstairs. Oh, God. They’re getting married in May.”

				“She worked for you directly?”

				“She’s one of my senior account execs and on a fast track. She’s good. I mean…Oh, God, oh, God, she was good. Excellent. Personable, smart, hard-working. I planned to promote her, offer her a vp slot.”

				“You were friends,” Peabody put in.

				“Yes. Not best pals. I have to keep some distance being her boss, but yes.” Closing her eyes, she pressed the chilled bottle to her forehead. “We were very friendly. I can’t believe this is happening.”

				“Why don’t you tell us where you were between midnight and four this morning.”

				“You don’t think…” Cara sat again, and this time she opened the water bottle and drank. “I was home, with my husband and our twelve-year-old son. My husband and I went to bed just after midnight. God, how was she killed?”

				“We’re not releasing the details of that at this time. Since you were friendly, and you were in a position of authority, did she say anything to you about being worried or bothered? Threatened?”

				“No. No. No. I’d say she seemed a little off the past couple of weeks, but I put that down to distraction. Wedding plans. She’d have told Bick if someone was bothering her. She told him everything.”

				Yeah, Eve thought, most likely she did. And that’s why he was dead.

				“What was she working on?”

				“She had several accounts, heads quite a number and is on teams that hold others.”

				“We’re going to need a list of all her accounts, and we’ll need to see her files.”

				“I can’t do that. I can’t. We have to protect our clients’ privacy. We’d be sued up the butt if I turned confidential files over to the police.”

				“We’ll get a warrant.”

				“Please do. I mean that, sincerely. Please get a warrant and I’ll personally see that you have any and all data the law demands. I need to contact Mr. Kraus,” she continued as she got back to her feet. “I need to tell him what’s going on. What’s happened. And Bick. You’ll need to talk to Bick.”

				“Bick Byson was also murdered early this morning.”

				She lost all of her color, every drop of it. “I—I can’t think. I don’t know what to say. This is horrible.”

				“I’m sorry. I understand it’s a shock. We need to speak with Mr. Byson’s supervisor.”

				“Um, that’s—oh, God, I can’t think. Myra. Myra Lovitz. I can contact her for you.”

				“I’d prefer you didn’t talk to her until we have. Who else would have worked on accounts with Ms. Copperfield?”

				“I’ll get you a list of names. Sorry.” She clipped to her desk, yanked open a drawer, pulled out a tissue. “Sorry, it’s starting to sink in. I can call upstairs, have Myra’s admin tell her you’re coming. Would that help?”

				“That’d be good. Thanks for your cooperation. We’ll be back, with a warrant, for the files.”

				Upstairs, they were met by the admin and escorted straight back into an office similar to Cara’s.

				Myra Lovitz sat behind a desk covered with files, discs, notes. She was into her early sixties, Eve judged, and had let her hair go stone gray in a way that suited her tough, sharp-angled face. She wore a suit—blue pinstriped and all business. She smiled sourly as Eve and Peabody came in.

				“Okay, what is this, a raid?”

				“We’re here concerning Bick Byson.”

				Even the sour smile faded. “Something happen to the boy? We’ve been trying to reach him all morning.”

				“He’s dead. He was murdered last night.”

				Her lips folded in, her hands fisted on the desk. “Goddamn city. Goddamn it. Mugged?”

				“No.”

				Eve let Peabody take point on this one, ask the questions, get the statements. It was nearly a replay of the first interview, but with Myra’s more acerbic style.

				“He’s a damn good kid. Smart, reliable. Knows how to schmooze the clients when they need it, how to be all biz when they want that. Good reader of people, you know? He and that sweet kid from accounts downstairs? Both of them? God, what a world.”

				“What were they working on?” Peabody asked her.

				“They? Bick and Natalie didn’t work on the same accounts. He did individuals, domestic, she did corporate, primarily foreign.”

				“How did he seem to you the last couple of weeks?”

				“A little jumpy, now that you mention it. Wedding coming up, and they just bought a place in Tribeca. Having it rehabbed, doing decorating, furniture shopping. Man’s bound to be jumpy.”

				“He didn’t mention any concerns to you?”

				“No.” Her eyes sharpened. “This wasn’t just some random killing, was it? Are you telling me someone deliberately murdered those two kids?”

				“No, ma’am,” Eve interrupted. “We’re not telling you anything just now.”

				After starting the ball rolling on the warrant, Eve wanted only one thing. To get back to Central, and from there do both her written and oral reports, write up her timeline, start her murder board.

				But Peabody would not be denied.

				“You put it off, you’ll be sorry, and you’ll have to shop by yourself for baby stuff.”

				“I’m not shopping, with or without you. I’m just going to buy something. And it better not take over ten minutes.”

				“Then we can get food, right?”

				“It’s always something with you. There probably won’t be anywhere to park. I should just get something online. You can just tell me what I should get and I’ll get it. Isn’t that enough?”

				“No.”

				“Bitch.”

				“You’ll thank me when Mavis gets all soft and gooey.”

				“I don’t like soft and gooey unless it comes in chocolate.”

				“Speaking of chocolate, what kind of cake are we having for the shower?”

				“I don’t know.”

				Sincerely shocked, Peabody jerked around in her seat. “You didn’t get cake?”

				“I don’t know. Probably.” Because the idea of the shower, what she had to do, hadn’t done, should do, made her stomach jitter, Eve squirmed. “Look, I called the caterer, okay? I did it myself. I didn’t dump it on Roarke, I didn’t ask—God forbid—Summerset to handle it.”

				“Well, what did you ask for? What’s the theme?”

				The jitters escalated into a roiling. “What do you mean, theme?”

				“You don’t have a theme? How can you have a baby shower without a theme?”

				“Jesus Christ, I need a theme? I don’t even know what that means. I called the caterer. I did my job. I told her it was a baby shower. I told her how many people, more or less. I told her when and where. She started asking me all kinds of questions, which gives me a fucking headache, and I told her not to ask me all kinds of questions or she was fired. Just to do whatever needed doing. Why isn’t that enough?”

				Peabody’s sigh was long and heartfelt. “Give me the caterer’s info, and I’ll check in with her. Does she do the decorations, too?”

				“Oh, my God. I need decorations?”

				“I’m going to help you, Dallas. I’m going to run interference with the caterer. I’m going to come over early on the day and help get it set up.”

				Eve narrowed her eyes and tried to ignore the joy and relief bubbling in her breast. “And what’s this going to cost me?”

				“Nothing. I like baby showers.”

				“You’re a sick, sick woman.”

				“Look, look! That car’s going to pull out. Get the space! Get the space! It’s first level, almost at the door. It’s a sign from the goddess of fertility or something.”

				“Damn Free-Ager,” Eve mumbled, but beat out a Minibug for the parking slot.

				She thought she’d hate shopping in a baby boutique. And Eve was a woman who knew herself well.

				There were gargantuan stuffed animals and mind-numbing music. There were tiny little chairs, strange mesh cages, other animals, or poofy stars hanging from the walls and ceiling. Racks were full of odd miniature outfits. There were shoes no bigger than her thumb. Thumb-sized shoes, she thought, were unnatural. Nothing that small should be able to walk on two legs, so why did it require shoes?

				Things rocked and swayed and played more tinkling music if you looked at them crooked.

				And there were a number of gestating women, and others who carried the fruit of their wombs in colorful slings or strange padded seats that hooked over their shoulders. One of those fruits was wailing in a thin, alien cry.

				And there were others, bigger ones, who sat in pushcarts or wandered around free to pummel the animals or climb on everything in sight.

				“Courage,” Peabody soothed, and clamped a hand on Eve’s arm before Eve tried to bolt.

				“Just point at something and I’ll buy it. Whatever it is. Cost is no object.”

				“It doesn’t work like that. We go to one of the screens, see? She registered. So we find out what she wants, and what people already bought for her. They have great stuff here.”

				“Why does something that can’t walk, talk, or feed itself need so much stuff?”

				“For exactly those reasons. And babies need stimulation, and comfort. Here we go.” Peabody engaged a screen. A fresh-faced young woman popped on, smiling cheerfully.

				“Welcome to the White Stork! How can we help you?”

				“Registration list for Mavis Freestone, please.”

				“Right away! Would you like to see the entire list of Ms. Freestone’s choices, or what is left to be fulfilled?”

				“What’s left,” Eve said quickly. “Just what’s left.”

				“Just one moment!”

				“Why does she talk like that?” Eve questioned Peabody. “Like I’m brain dead.”

				“She’s not—”

				“Dallas?”

				Such was the state of Eve’s nerves she nearly jumped at the sound of her name. Turning, she saw Tandy Willowby waddling toward her. “Oh, and it’s Peabody, right? We met at Mavis’s once.”

				“Sure, I remember. How you doing?”

				“Really good.” Tandy patted her belly. “Nearly coming to countdown. Are you here for Mavis?”

				“Just tell me what to buy.” Eve was ready to beg. “I’m on the clock.”

				“No problem. Actually, I’ve got just the thing. Cancel registration search,” she ordered. “It may be more than you want to spend—”

				“I don’t care about that. Just wrap it up.”

				“It’s a little too big. You know, I’ve had to waylay Mavis a dozen times, convince her not to buy the place out, to wait until after the shower. She’s got her heart set on this rocker system.”

				Tandy moved through the aisles, leading the way through forests and meadows of baby merchandise with her long tail of sunny hair swinging. “I talked my boss into ordering one in, in Mavis’s colors. I knew if she didn’t get it as a gift, she’d snag it after the shower. I’ll show you our display model, then you can look at the one we ordered on screen. It’s in the warehouse.”

				“It’ll be fine. Great. I’ll just pay for it. Hey!” Eve snapped when Peabody elbowed her.

				“At least look at it.”

				“Oh, you’ve got to see it,” Tandy agreed, her baby blue eyes wide and guileless. “It’s absolutely mag.”

				What Eve saw when Tandy gestured was a minty green cushy deal sort of shaped like a long S, that for some reason made Peabody coo.

				“It reclines, rocks, sways, vibrates, and plays music. There are twenty tunes in the default, and you can record and playback or download others. Or just the sound of the mother’s voice, the father’s voice, whatever you like.” Tandy ran a gentle hand over the top curve. “The material is stain and water resistant, and so soft. Just feel.”

				Because it was obviously a requirement, Eve patted the chair. “Nice. Soft. Cushy. I’ll take it.”

				“You have to sit in it,” Tandy insisted.

				“I don’t—”

				“Go on, Dallas.” Peabody gave Eve a nudge. “Try it out. You have to.”

				“Jesus, all right, all right.” Feeling idiotic, Eve lowered to the chair, and felt it shift, just a bit, like a live thing. “It moved.”

				“The gel cushions mold to your shape.” Tandy beamed. “It’ll adjust to you, or you can program a preferred setting—manually, or by voice recognition. Positions, movements, all can be adjusted manually or by voice—controls are under both arm pads—for right- or left-hand use. Just flip it open with a finger.”

				Tandy demonstrated, revealing the board. “And there’s a new feature on the Delux model Mavis is loopy for. Baby sleeping, Mum’s tired?” Tandy tapped three buttons, and the chair hummed gently as its side opened and a small padded box lifted out and up.

				“You just shift, lay the baby in the chair-side cradle, and both of you can take a little nap.”

				“That is so completely uptown.” Peabody cooed again, like a mourning dove.

				“It’s safe for up to twenty pounds, will also rock independent of the chair. There’s also a small storage compartment on the other side, to hold burp cloths, nursing pads, extra receiving blankets. I swear, it’ll do everything but feed and change the baby for you.”

				“Okay.” With some relief, Eve pulled herself out of the chair.

				“It got top ratings from Baby Style, Parenting, and Today’s Family magazines. The Mommy Channel had it as their top pick last year.”

				“Sold.”

				“Really?” A happy flush pinked Tandy’s cheeks. “Oh, that’s brilliant. That’s mag.”

				“You can get it to the house, right, for the shower?”

				“Absolutely. And since I have some pull around here, I’ll arrange for the second delivery to Mavis’s apartment to be included. No extra charge.”

				“Appreciate it.” As an afterthought, Eve studied the chair again. “How much is this thing?”

				When Tandy named the price, Peabody gulped audibly. Eve just stared and said, “Holy crap.”

				“I know, it’s awfully dear, but it’s really worth the price. And I can offer you a ten percent discount on anything purchased today if you open a White Stork account.”

				“No, no thanks.” That, Eve thought as she rubbed her hands over her face, might just be tempting fate. “I’ll pay the full shot. The one in the colors Mavis likes.”

				“It’s a fully awesome gift, Dallas,” Peabody told her.

				“It is. It really is.” Tandy’s eyes actually went damp. “She’s so lucky to have a friend like you.”

				“Damn right.”

				It’s only money, Eve reminded herself as she completed the transaction. Only a whole shitload of money. While she reeled from sticker shock, Peabody and Tandy bubbled on about babies, the shower, baby gadgets. When they segued into breast-feeding, Eve drew her line.

				“We gotta go. Crime and stuff.”

				“I’m so glad you stopped in, and not just because of the sale. I just can’t wait until the shower on Saturday. My social life’s a little thin these days,” she added with an easy laugh. “Mavis’s baby shower is the highlight on my calendar. Except for this one’s birthday.” She patted her belly. “The rocker system will be delivered the day before, by noon. Any problems, any at all, just contact me here.”

				“Will do. Thanks, Tandy.”

				“See you soon!”

				It was with gratitude that Eve stepped out of the warm, scented, musical air and into the cold, windy noise of the city. “What time is it, Peabody?”

				“Ah, about thirteen-thirty.”

				“I want to go lie down in a dark room.”

				“Well…”

				“On duty, no rest for the traumatized. Soy fries will have to substitute for the comfort of oblivion.”

				“We eat?” Peabody nearly did a dance. “We should go shopping more often.”

				“Bite your tongue.”
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				EVE WASN’T SURE WHAT IT SAID ABOUT HER that she was more comfortable in the morgue than in a baby boutique. And she didn’t actually care. The cold white walls, the scent of death under the piney odors of cleansers were the familiar.

				She pushed through the thick door into Autopsy as Morris, the chief medical examiner, transferred Bick Byson’s brain from his skull to a scale.

				“A two-for-one sale, I see.” Morris—his spiffy suit of the day protected with a clear plastic cape—paused to enter data. Then he set the brain in a tray.

				He wasn’t tall, but he was built in a way the chocolate brown suit and dull gold T-shirt exploited. He was oddly sexy with those dark, slightly slanted eyes and the ink black hair scooped back in a tight, intricate braid.

				“That’s how I see it,” Eve agreed. “You concur. Same method, same killer?”

				“Physical force and trauma. In technical terms, he whaled away on them. Binding, ankles, wrists. I’d be very surprised if the CSIs don’t find the tape came from the same roll for both your vics. Death by strangulation on each. Male vic was stunned—full contact just above the sternum. He also has, as you noted in your on-scene, bruises and lacerations on his knuckles. He fought back. I removed a few bits of ceramic from his back and buttocks.”

				“Broken lamp. Looks like he grabbed it from the bedroom, came out into the living area, tried to use it as a weapon on the intruder.”

				“No postmortem trauma on either. When your killer was done, he was done. No sexual assault on either. Your female vic…”

				Morris wiped his sealed hands, then skirted around to where Natalie lay, cleaned, naked, and tagged.

				“That’s not your Y-cut,” Eve observed with a frown as she studied the body.

				“Quite an eye you have there, Dallas.” And his own twinkled with amusement. “No, I supervised a new ME. Our motto around here is Die To Learn. The female was tortured before death. Broken fingers. The angle and position of the breaks indicate a backward thrust.”

				Morris held up his own hand, gripped his pinky with the other, and pulled it back and down. “Effective, and painful.”

				Eve remembered the breathless, shocking pain when her father had snapped the bone in her arm. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.”

				“Burning—shoulder, belly, bottoms of the feet. Looks like contact burns with a laser pointer or something very similar. See the circular shape? It had to be pressed down very hard, very firm to not only burn the skin, but to leave that defined a burn.”

				To get a better look, she slid on a pair of microgoggles. “No blurring, or very little on these. Her feet were bound tight at the ankles, but she’d jerk and struggle when he burned her. Had to clamp onto her foot with his hand, hold it still. Very serious about his work.”

				She pulled off the goggles. “Her nose is broken.”

				“Yes, but when we use the micros, you can see the detail bruising, both sides of the nostrils.” He picked up the pair Eve had laid aside, then offered them to Peabody when Eve jerked a thumb at her partner.

				Putting them on, Peabody leaned down. “I just see a big mess of bruising.” She focused, frowning, as Morris shined a pinpoint light over the side of Natalie’s nose.

				“Okay, yeah. I get it. I don’t think I’d have seen it, but I get it now. He had her mouth taped, then he clamped her nose closed—hard, with his thumb and finger. Cut off her air.”

				“With the broken nose she’d have had considerable trouble breathing. He made it harder.”

				“Interrogating her,” Eve said to Morris. “If it was a straight torture killing, he’d have done more. Cut her up some, broken more bones, burned her more severely and over more of her body. There’d most likely be some sexual abuse, or trauma to the breasts and genitals.”

				“Agreed. He just wanted to hurt her. On the male, he skipped the interrogation portion of the program. Went from beating to strangling.”

				“Because the woman told him what he needed to know, gave him what he needed to have,” Peabody concluded.

				“And the second vic had to die because the first told the killer her boyfriend knew what she knew, or had seen what she’d seen. The motive’s in her,” Eve murmured.

				 

				At Central, Eve sat at her desk downing coffee and adding data and notes to her initial reports. She put in another call to the PA’s office to check on the warrant, got the runaround.

				Lawyers, she thought. The accounting firm’s lawyers had knee-jerked a motion to block the warrant. Not unexpected, Eve mused, but they’d get it—not likely before the end of the business day, however.

				She knee-jerked herself and called to harass the lab. The evidence had been gathered, was being processed. They weren’t miracle workers. Blah, blah.

				What she had was two DBs—a couple—killed in their separate homes a few blocks apart, about an hour apart. Female first. Same employer, different departments. Violent deaths, missing comp units and data discs.

				No known enemies.

				The killer had to have personal transportation, she mused. Can’t go hauling d-and-c units from murder scene to murder scene.

				Frowning, she checked her incoming to see if Peabody had determined the types of units the victims owned. And found her efficient partner had copied her the list of units registered to both. Two desk units, two PPCs.

				And that didn’t include the memo books—no required registration with CompuGuard—they must have owned, which, like the comps, hadn’t been on either scene.

				Good equipment and fairly compact, she thought as she took a look at the models, but she couldn’t see the killer hauling Copperfield’s machines up Byson’s emergency evac.

				No, he’d had a vehicle to transport them, to lock them safely away while he finished his night’s work.

				Where did he park? Did he live close to either scene? Did he work alone?

				Brought the binding tape with him, and probably the stunner, the laser pointer or whatever tool he’d used for the burns—preparation. Used weapons on hand for the killings. Opportunistic.

				Knew female vic’s building lacked security cams, alarms. And that the second scene had better security. Scoped them out first, preparation again. And/or had personal knowledge of the scenes.

				Had he been inside before the murders?

				Prior personal contact with the victims?

				She rose, set up her board, then sat again, angling her chair so she could study the faces of her dead.

				“What did you know, Natalie? What did you have? What did you figure out? Had you worried, whatever it was.”

				Called in sick the morning of the murder. Put on an extra lock, security peep, in a place you were moving out of in a few months. Yeah, you were worried.

				But not enough to tell the sister, or the boss she was allegedly friendly with.

				But Bick went into work that morning. Maybe not as worried, maybe to keep an ear to the ground.

				And not worried, not scared enough to have the boyfriend come over, stay the night.

				Not scared for your life, Eve concluded, despite the knife in the bedroom. Shook, upset, nervous—careful. But not scared for your life. Probably felt stupid, even a little embarrassed when you brought that knife into the bedroom with you. But you’re not scared enough to call the cops, even move in with the fiancé for a few days.

				Maybe working on something. Liked your space, your quiet. But it gets dark, you’re a little wiggy.

				To refresh herself, she called up the replay from Palma’s pocket ’link, reviewed the transmission to her sister.

				
					Hey, Nat!

					Palm. Where are you?

					Somewhere over Montana. Vegas/New York runs, remember. We’re loaded with them today. Back and forth, full shuttles. I’m getting into New York late. Still okay if I crash with you, right?

					Sure. I really want to see you. I’ve missed you.

					Me, too. Hey, something wrong?

					No. No. Just a lot on my mind.

					You had a fight with Bick.

					No. We’re fine. I’m just…there’s a lot going on. It’s…listen, you’re off tomorrow, right?

					After a shift like this, you bet. Want to ditch work and have a girl day?

					I really do. We could do some shopping.

					Wedding plans.

					Yeah. And I could clear my head, maybe run something by you.

					You’re not changing your colors?

					What? No, no. It’s nothing to do with that. It’s about—

					Damn, Five A’s beeping me again.

					You go. We’ll talk about it tomorrow morning. Oh, you’ve got the new key, the code I sent you this morning?

					Right here. Sweetie, you look so tired. What—oh, for God’s sake. Beep, beep, beep. Sorry, Nat.

					It’s okay. You go. I’ll see you soon. Palma, I’m really glad we’ll have some time.

					Me, too. Pancakes for breakfast?

					You bet.

					Bye!

				

				Stress level up on the vic, Eve thought. No need to run a voice analysis. She could hear it plainly and see it in the vic’s eyes. Not fear, but tension and fatigue.

				She was going to tell her sister, whatever it was. Lay it out for her as she’d laid it out, Eve was sure, for her fiancé. Lucky for Palma, she’d been out of the loop at the time of the murders.

				Looking for advice, someone to share the burden. I know this thing, found this thing, suspect this thing. I’m not sure what I should do.

				Closing her eyes, Eve brought Natalie’s apartment back into her mind. Female, tidy, matching this and matching that. The clothes Eve had pawed through had been the same. Definite style. Hard-working accountant. Practical and organized. New lock. Careful and cautious.

				Whatever she’d known or had that had killed her, she hadn’t known or had it long. Eve judged Natalie Copperfield as a woman who knew her mind.

				Shared the information with someone else besides the boyfriend, maybe. If so, it had been the wrong person.

				Taking the list provided, Eve began a standard run on the victim’s coworkers, superiors, and the heads of the firm. Then she tagged Peabody on the interdepartment ’link. “Do a search and run on the other tenants in Copperfield’s building. Maybe she saw something at home, or in the neighborhood.”

				“I was heading there. Just went over the statement from the neighbors, both scenes. Nothing on the surface on either.”

				“So we go under. I got the click on a search of their financials. I’ll look there.”

				“They weren’t blackmailers. There’s no vibe.”

				“We look anyway.”

				No vibe, Eve agreed, but brought up Natalie’s data. What she found was, she supposed, what should be expected for a number cruncher. Organized, frugal, balanced accounts. The occasional spree, and a big, fat chunk laid out three months before at White Wedding for a dress, veil, undergarments.

				There hadn’t been any fancy wedding dress in the apartment. Eve relayed the same to Peabody.

				“It would have to be fitted,” she was informed. “They’d probably keep it at the shop, and schedule fittings up to a week or so before the big day.”

				“Oh. Right. Let’s check anyway, be sure.”

				“Got a couple minor possessions—illegal substance—on the first-floor tenant, first scene. Pauli, Michael. Last one three years back. A D-and-D, and a shoplifting charge on tenant on second scene. Neither recent.”

				“I’ve been running the office. I’m going to shoot that data to you—you keep at it—and head up to EDD. See if they’ve dug anything off her pocket ’link.”

				“I can go to EDD.”

				“I’m not sending you up there to play grab-ass with McNab.”

				“Aw.”

				“Run the names, Peabody. Anything pops, tag me. Otherwise, send the results back to my unit here, and at home. Clock out when you’re done. You can go home and play grab-ass.”

				“He doesn’t have much to grab, but what there is—”

				To save herself, Eve cut the transmission. She saved herself again by taking the glides rather than the elevator to EDD. At change of tour, the elevators were a box of bodies and odors. The glides were bad enough, jammed with cops coming on, going off, bringing in subjects for questioning, hauling others down to Booking.

				Eve squirmed her way off and took the stairs to the last level. She came out into the corridor of the EDD unit and was all but blinded by the wild squiggly pattern of blue lightning bolts on violent pink that only Ian McNab would call a shirt.

				“I want to know where you shop,” she demanded.

				“Huh? Hey, Dallas.”

				“Because I never want to make the lethal mistake of going there.” She dug out credits. “Get me a tube of Pepsi from that sarcastic, sadistic thing people call a vending machine.”

				“Sure.” He caught the credits she tossed him.

				Peabody was right, at least about the fact he didn’t have much ass. He was built like a reed, dressed like a circus star, and had the soul of an e-geek.

				His hair was slicked back in a blond tail leaving his thin, pretty face unframed. There were countless silver hoops in his left ear. She wondered why he didn’t list to that side when he walked.

				“I caught your case,” he told her, and tossed her the tube. “Just on my way back from making a pit stop. About to tag you.”

				“You got something for me?”

				“Got the first vic’s trans, seven days back. Can get you more. See, even when you clear the ’link, the trans are on the hard drive for—”

				“I don’t want a nerd lesson, just the results.”

				“Come on back.”

				If Homicide was business casual, EDD was haute couture. On Venus. McNab’s lightning bolts sizzled among a storm of clashing colors, shiny materials, gel-boots, and pounds of body adornments. Where Homicide hummed, EDD sang. Shrieked, actually, Eve thought, with beeps and buzzes, voices, music, and electronic whistles.

				She’d go mad in an hour under these conditions and often wondered how her old partner, Feeney, captain of the division, survived. In fact, she corrected, thrived among the peacocks and passion flowers.

				McNab grabbed a disc from his workstation. “We’ll take a booth.”

				He wound his way through the jungle. Most of EDD danced around, talking on headphones. It gave her the jitters. She followed McNab through glass doors where a dozen clear booths were lined up like soldiers. More than half of them were occupied.

				McNab snagged one, then slid the disc into a slot on a sleek little comp unit. “Most of the trans are to the second vic. Some to her mother, her sister, the office. Others to shops and stuff—she was getting married, right?”

				“That was the plan.”

				“Yeah, doing checks on flowers, the dress, that kind of stuff.”

				“Can we skip those?”

				“Figured as much so I made two files. This one just has the trans to the boyfriend. You can review the other if you need it. Replay,” he ordered.

				The computer recited the date of the transmission, the time, the codes used. Byson came on screen, as he would have on Natalie’s pocket unit.

				He’d been a good-looking guy, Eve mused, before he’d had his face smashed in.

				
					Hey, Nat.

					Bick. Are you alone?

					Yeah, I’m about to head into a meeting. What’s up?

					I need to talk to you—about…what I’ve been looking into. Can you take lunch?

					I can’t. I’ve got one scheduled. What is it?

					I don’t think we should talk about it on the ’link. After work—we’ll go to my place. I need to show you. Come down when you’re finished for the day, okay? I think this is really important.

					Okay, see you later.

				

				The computer announced end of transmission, time elapsed.

				“A little stressed, a little jumpy, but excited, too,” Eve mused. “Like, Look what I found.”

				The next was a day later, an incoming.

				
					Hey, babe. I’m trying to move this dinner meeting along, but it’s dragging. Do you want me to come by after?

					No, no, that’s okay. I’m working. Bick, I’m finding more. I think a lot more. I’ll fill you in tomorrow. Meet me for breakfast maybe? Our spot.

					I’ll be there. Seven-thirty good?

					Perfect. God, Bick. I just can’t believe all this. We have to find it all. It has to be stopped.

					We could go to the cops.

					Not yet. We have to be absolutely sure. We don’t know who’s involved, not on this end. Not for certain. We have to be careful. I’ll tell you about it in the morning.

					Don’t work too late. Love you.

					Love you right back.

				

				There were a handful of others, increasingly tense, equally cryptic, ending with one near midnight, only a couple of hours before the first murder.

				
					Just wanted to talk to you. See your face.

					Nat, listen, I’ll just come over.

					It’s late, and you had such a long day. I’m fine, really. Just edgy, I guess. And Palma will be here later. I always feel so odd having you sleep here when she’s staying over.

					You puritan.

					Guess I am.

				

				But she laughed a little.

				
					I’m going to tell her, Bick, talk it through with her.

					I don’t like the way you were approached. Nat, they tried to bribe you.

					And as far as they know I’m thinking about it.

					It was more ultimatum than bribe. They might try to hurt you.

					I asked for forty-eight hours to think about it. I’ve got time. There’s no reason for them to try anything before I give them my answer. I’ve got the new lock, the security peep, Palma’s coming. I’m in this now, Bick. I want to finish it. I just want to put it all together, talk to Palm. Tomorrow, we’ll take everything to the authorities.

					I’ll come over in the morning. We’ll go together.

					Don’t bring your file copies. Let’s just…like insurance, you know. If cops don’t work, we’ll go to the media. This has to be exposed.

					One way or the other, Nat. We’ll fry their asses.

					And get back to our lives. I can’t wait to marry you.

					Crazy about you. Sleep tight, babe. This’ll be over tomorrow.

					I can’t wait for that either. Love you. Night.

				

				“Civilians,” Eve said with a churning mix of pity and anger. “Playing detective. They’d gone to the cops, they’d be alive.”

				“Had something hot,” McNab agreed. “Bribes and threats, ending in bloody murder. I’ll push back further, maybe she dropped more detail earlier in the game. Seems pretty clear it was something she came across at her work.”

				“Still waiting for the fucking warrant for her files. Lawyers. Damn it. Somebody wants to, they’ve had plenty of time to pull incriminating, do some major covering up.”

				“Everything leaves a trail. EDD bloodhounds will sniff it out.” He pulled out the disc, passed it to Eve. “Damn shame about them. You could see they had the real thing going.”

				“They’d stuck with numbers, left the bad guys to us, they’d still have it going.”

				But she was heavy with that pity as she pushed out of the booth.

				“Go back,” she said to McNab. “Keep going back. Seems to me if someone had contacted her via ’link on this thing, she’d have kept a record of the transmission. She thought she was setting up a case. Accountants, they’re all about columns and balancing things out, keeping records. If there was electronic contact, she’s got it somewhere.”

				Or had it, Eve thought as she gratefully headed out of Club EDD. She’d have told her killer anything he wanted to know before he was done with her.

				Eve hit the lab on her way home. Her goal was to pin down Dick Berenski, chief lab tech, into passing on whatever they had to this point. But as she moved through the tunnels and glass-walled labs and cubes, she spotted Harvo, a tech she’d worked with before.

				Harvo’s short, spiked red hair was covered with a protective cap painted, Eve noted, with naked men. “Nice hat.”

				“Fun where you find it.” Harvo snapped gum the color of healthy lungs. “You looking for Dickhead, he’s gone. Got leave, a few days south—probably half-juiced by now and hitting on some unfortunate woman who just wants to drink her piña colada in peace.”

				“Who’s running the asylum?”

				“Yon’s got this tour, but he’s in the field. Pulled up a floater from the East River. Being that’s his favorite variety, he went out to the scene. You want, I can run you through what we’ve got on your double murder.”

				“Appreciate it.”

				“Live to serve.”

				Instead of taking Eve to Berenski’s domain, Harvo wound her way through the maze to her own workstation. “You looking to do field work, Harvo?”

				“Nah. I like my hive.” She boosted onto her stool, hooked her thick-soled, high-topped black and green sneakers on the rung. “And the whole dead body thing isn’t big on my list of appeals. I just cruise on the evidence, you know?” Wiggling her butt on the stool, she played her long, varnished nails over a keyboard.

				“I didn’t process your tape. Tech who did just left for the day. Prob’ly shot you the report before, but since you’re here…”

				“Since I’m here.”

				“Tape on both murders came from the same roll. See here? You got your end from female vic’s ankles, dead match with the end from the male vic’s hands. Took hours to straighten those suckers out, but you got your match. Garden variety duct tape.”

				“Don’t suppose we got a miracle and found prints.”

				“Not a one. Some DNA though. None on the female DB, nothing under her nails. Prints on the scene—murder one—vic’s, second vic, sister of first vic. Blood spatter, all vic’s. She didn’t do any damage. But your male DB got some licks in.”

				“You got DNA from scene two.”

				“Not all the blood at the second scene was your vic’s. Got nice samples off the second vic’s knuckles. He popped the bastard. You get him, we can match him. Prints up the waz, second scene.”

				“Doing reno there.”

				“Yeah, we got that. You got plenty there to clear. We’ll run them for you, give you names and locations. Nothing on the body, as per your first. But what we got on your male vic was blood and saliva—not his. Cord used to strangle second vic was cut from binding on scene.”

				“Took his fun where he found it, too.”

				“You could say. Here’s a little something. Outside locks on female’s building were complete shit. Broke ’em in with a smooth, round object. Little hammer maybe. Whack, whack, you’re in. Better locks upstairs. Used locksmith tools on those.”

				She’d seen that for herself, but Eve nodded. “Came prepared. Knew about the fresh lock.”

				“So, anyways, we’ll get your ID on the prints, second scene, so you can run ’em.”

				“Appreciate it.”

				Kept an eye on her, Eve thought as she battled her way home through the cranky wall of traffic. Bribed her first—probably going to kill her anyway. Copperfield thought the bribe bought her time, but it bought her killer time, too. Planning and prep time.

				Something hot enough to kill for twice was too hot to take chances with a payoff.

				Back to the accounting firm—just had to be. She needed those damn files. Using the dash ’link, she contacted Assistant Prosecuting Attorney Cher Reo.

				“I’m on my way out,” Reo said. “I have an actual date. Don’t screw with me.”

				“I have two bodies in the morgue. I want my warrant. Don’t screw with me.”

				“Do you know how much paper a lawyer can generate in a few hours?”

				“Is that one of those questions like how many angels can dance on the head of a pin?”

				Reno smiled sourly. “Runs down the same channel.”

				“Why would angels dance on a pin? Wouldn’t they rather boogie in the clouds?”

				“I would.” Reo’s lips curved slyly. “But I’m not an angel.”

				“Me either. Now, enough of this philosophizing. About those lawyers, about my warrant.”

				“I’m going to get it, Dallas, but I’m not going to get it before morning. We’re not just talking lawyers, we’re talking really rich lawyers with big, fat retainers and hordes of legal drones who can find a precedent in a haystack.”

				“A haystack? What does that mean?”

				“Never mind.” Reo sighed, long and deep. “It’s been a day, that’s the best I can say about it. I’ve got a judge reviewing their last block right now. If he’s not too big on having, say, an actual meal or a life, he may rule on it within a couple hours. I hear, you hear.”

				“The minute,” Eve said, then cut off.

				Too much time, she thought. Too much time screwing around the system. Whoever killed Natalie and Bick—or ordered them killed—had probably started deleting or adjusting the files immediately.

				She hoped McNab was right about the EDD hounds digging up the scent she had a feeling was being covered up even as the lawyers dug through their haystack.

				But if EDD let her down, she had a very sleek, very smart hound of her own.

				So thinking, she drove through the gates of home.
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				BECAUSE HER MIND WAS ON OTHER THINGS, Summerset caught Eve off guard as she came in the door.

				“Do you require change-of-address forms?”

				“Huh? What?” She yanked herself back to the moment, then immediately regretted it. He was in her moment, the bony, black-suited pain in her ass. “Can’t you find another place to haunt? I hear there’s one available down on East Twelfth.”

				His lips thinned—if, she thought, it was possible for what passed as his lips to compress in an even tighter line. “I assumed as you no longer appear to live here, you’d need the proper forms.”

				She pulled off her coat, tossed it on the newel post. “Yeah, get those forms, I’ll fill them out.” She started up the stairs. “How many M’s in Summerset anyway?”

				She left him behind in the grand foyer. Roarke was probably home, she decided, but she’d wait until she was out of the hearing of those demon ears before she checked on one of the house scanners.

				She was tempted to go straight into the bedroom, fall flat on the bed for twenty minutes. But with the case weighing on her, she continued up to her office.

				He was there, pouring wine.

				“Long day for you, Lieutenant. Thought you could use this.”

				“Couldn’t hurt.” Either the man was psychic or she was pretty damn predictable. “Been home long?”

				“A couple of hours.”

				She frowned, checked the time. “It’s later than I thought. Sorry. I should have done the call home thing, probably.”

				“Couldn’t have hurt.” But he moved to her, handed her the glass. Then he took her chin in his free hand, studied her face before he touched his lips to hers. “Long, hard day.”

				“I’ve had shorter and easier.”

				“And from the look of you, you’re going to make it longer. Red meat?”

				“Why is everyone speaking in code around here?”

				He smiled, ran his fingertip along the dent in her chin. “You could use a steak. Yes, pizza would be easier to eat at your desk,” he continued, anticipating her. “Consider having a meal that requires utensils payment for not checking in.”

				“I guess that’s fair.”

				“We’ll have it up in the conservatory.” To avoid protest, he simply took her arm and led her to the elevator. “It’ll clear your head.”

				He was probably right, and in Roarke’s world it was a simple matter to order real meat and all the trimmings, have a meal with wine, even candles, in a lush setting where the lights of the city twinkled and gleamed beyond black glass, and a cheerful fire crackled away.

				There were times she wondered that she didn’t get whiplash from the culture shock.

				“Nice,” she said and tried to adjust her mind, her mood.

				“Tell me about the victim.”

				“Victims. It can wait.”

				“They’re in your head. We’ll both do better if you talk it through.”

				“So, you don’t want to chat about politics, the weather, the latest celebrity gossip over dinner?”

				He smiled, sat back, gestured with his glass.

				She told him, going step by step through both murders, the timing, the method, the background.

				“Listening to them talk to each other? It just hit. They had something. It went beyond the surface, you get me? Beyond that gooey first stage of attraction.”

				“The potential they had…It’s not just one or even two people being snuffed out, but the potential of what they might have made together.”

				“Yeah, I guess that’s it.” She stared through that black glass to the lights of a city that offered the very best, and the very worst. “Pisses me off.”

				“You’re rarely anything but pissed at murderers.”

				“That’s a given. I mean they piss me off, the vics. What the hell were they thinking?” Frustration rippled through her, into her eyes, her voice. “Why didn’t they go to the cops? They’re dead not only because somebody wanted them dead, but because they were playing at something they couldn’t possibly win.”

				“Many of us don’t automatically run to the police.”

				“Some of you run from them,” she said dryly. “She had that new lock installed just two days before. Tells me she’s got some concerns. She takes a knife into the bedroom with her—or I have to assume she did from my read of the scene. Tells me she was scared. But…” She stabbed viciously at a bite of steak. “At the same time she says nothing to her defenseless sister who’s coming to spend the night. She doesn’t, at the very least, hole up with her boyfriend.”

				And you’re suffering some, Roarke thought, because it could have been prevented if she’d come to someone like you. “She had a sense of independence, then, and an underlying certainty she was handling and could handle the situation.”

				Eve shook her head. “It’s that ‘It can’t really happen to me’ attitude. The same one that gets people to stroll around in bad neighborhoods or flip off the expense of decent security. Violence happens to the other guy. And you know what else?” she added, waving her fork. “They were into it. Wow, look what we’ve uncovered. We’re going to blow it open—and do interviews, be important.”

				“Ordinary people, ordinary lives, and then something that pulls them out of that. The accounting firm has an excellent reputation.”

				“But you don’t use them. I checked. Mostly because I thought what a big, complicated mess if you did.”

				“I considered them once upon a time. I found Sloan too stuffy and rigid.”

				“Isn’t that the definition of accountants?”

				“Shame on you,” he said with a laugh. “Such a cliché. There are people, darling Eve, who enjoy and are skilled with numbers and finance who are neither stuffy nor rigid.”

				“And here I figured you were the exception to the rule. No, I’m just being pissy,” she admitted. “Feel pissy. The firm’s had their lawyers tangling up the warrant all damn day. They’ve got two employees murdered and they’re blocking me from doing my job.”

				“By doing theirs,” he pointed out. “Sorry, Lieutenant, but if they didn’t use their muscle, and the law, to do whatever possible to protect their clients’ privacy, they wouldn’t have the reputation they hold.”

				“Somebody in there knows what Copperfield and Byson knew. They were cogs, moving into the center of the wheel, but still cogs. Somebody closer in knows.”

				He cut another slice of steak. “It wouldn’t be impossible for someone with superior hacking skills to access the files on Copperfield’s office unit.”

				She said nothing for a moment because she’d thought the same. She’d considered this streamlined approach. “Can’t do it.”

				“Didn’t think you could. And the why is the same as why the firm is paying their lawyers to paper the PA. It’s the job. At this point, you aren’t aware of other lives on the line. You can’t justify the shortcut.”

				“No, I can’t.”

				“You would be, I imagine, working your way into the wheel. Copperfield’s immediate supervisor.”

				“Interviewed her, ran her. I’m not crossing her off, but if she wasn’t genuinely shocked and distressed about Copperfield’s death she’s missed her calling. Doesn’t mean she isn’t aware of, potentially, part of what Copperfield discovered. Why wouldn’t Copperfield go to her supervisor, with whom she had—allegedly—a friendly relationship? Had to assume Greene, the supervisor, knew the secret. Or was afraid of that.”

				“You’re so sure it was something discovered at the firm?”

				“It all points there. Money laundering, tax evasion, fraud, skimming? Some legit front for something not legit.” She shrugged. “Could be all manner of things. You probably know people who use the firm.”

				“I’m sure I do.”

				“Something for the back pocket,” she added. “Not just a little skimming or whatever,” she continued. “Not with the level of nerves and excitement it generated, not with the violence of the murders. A big deal. Something that drew an offer of a bribe, and ended with two deaths.”

				He considered topping off their wine, but it would be wasted. His dedicated cop wouldn’t indulge herself in a second glass if she was going back to work. “Are you looking at professional hits?”

				“Doesn’t feel like it, doesn’t look like it. And why cover that up, if so, and not go further? Make it look like burglary. Rape, personal vendetta. But it wasn’t sloppy either. When I get him, I’m going to be surprised if these were his first kills.”

				 

				Down in her office again, she set up a board as she had at Central. With the cat ribboning between his legs, Roarke stood and watched. And studied.

				“Hot-tempered and cowardly.”

				She stopped, turned. “Why do you say that?”

				“Her face, for one. It took several blows to do that to her face. That wouldn’t have been necessary. Would it?”

				“No. Keep going.”

				Roarke lifted a shoulder. “Binding her hands and feet tightly enough to leave those bruises. That’s anger, I’d think. The burns, bottoms of her feet. There’s a meanness there. And it’s cowardly to strangle her when she was bound—same with the male victim. And the use of the stunner. It just strikes me.”

				“Struck me the same. But you missed one. He got some kick out of it. No point seeing their faces when he killed them otherwise. Makes it intimate. Not sexual, but intimate. And he pulled the tape off their mouths before he killed them. Took that extra step. It’s powerful to watch the life go out, to see it and hear it while you cause it. Could’ve done it a lot of other ways, but this method?”

				Her eyes flattened as she looked at the pictures she’d tacked up. “You feel it, your muscles, your hands. You hear the chokes, the gasps the tape would’ve muffled. Yeah, there’s temper here, but the power’s bigger.”

				She settled into work, unsurprised when the cat padded out after Roarke—who would no doubt be more attentive than she would for the next couple of hours.

				She studied the data Peabody had sent to her unit. Copperfield’s neighbors were low on the list, in her opinion. Why bother with a new lock when your potential problem could just make a grab at you in the hallway, in the elevator?

				As for Byson’s, they didn’t fit for her either. The source was Copperfield, not her fiancé.

				International accounts, Eve thought. That had been Copperfield’s bailiwick. Smuggling was always popular. A glossy client fronting illegals, arms, people smuggling?

				She replayed the conversations between the two victims, watched faces, tuned in to voices. Upset, she concluded, some shock, excitement, but not horror or real fear.

				Wouldn’t there have been if what they’d found had involved loss of life?

				It said white-collar crime to her. High-dollar, white-collar, and at least to their knowledge, nonviolent.

				A thought occurred that had her getting up, walking to the door between her office and Roarke’s. But his was empty. Even as she frowned, he spoke from behind her.

				“Looking for me?”

				“Jesus, you make less noise than the damn cat.”

				“Tubs of lard aren’t particularly stealthy. Come to bed.”

				“I just wanted to—”

				“Twenty hours is enough.” Once again, he took her arm. “Did your warrant come through?”

				“About a half hour ago. I’m just going to—”

				“Get back to it in the morning.”

				“Okay, okay.” She agreed because if he could drag her off without her blocking the move, fatigue was slowing her reaction time. “I was just wondering, as a mogul and all, how many layers does one of your minions have to go through to get to you?”

				“It would depend on the minion and the reason he or she wanted to get through to me.”

				“But whatever, whoever, there’d be the Caro layer, right?” she asked, referring to his admin.

				“Yes, in all probability.”

				“Even if the minion made up a bullshit reason, Caro would know there was an appointment, a meeting.”

				“Certainly.”

				“And each one of those top guys at the firm would have a Caro.”

				“There’s only one Caro, and she’s mine. But again, yes, they’d have an admin, and I’d assume an efficient one.”

				In the bedroom, she pulled off her boots, then began to undress in a haze that told her whatever she’d had left had dropped out when she’d walked away from the work.

				“Going there bright and early,” she mumbled. “Get my hands on those damn files. Asshole lawyers cost me a damn day. Like to kick their asses.”

				“That’s right, darling.”

				“I heard that smirk.”

				She slid into bed, let him draw her in so they were close and warm. “Bought the baby shower present thing today.”

				“Good.”

				She had a little smirk of her own in the dark. “If Mavis goes into labor during the deal here, you have to drive her to the birth center.”

				There was utter silence for a solid ten seconds. “You’re trying to give me nightmares. Very small of you.”

				“Somebody told me today you take your fun where you find it.”

				“Is that so? Well then.” His hand slid slickly under her nightshirt and cupped her breast. “Look what I found.”

				“Sleeping here.”

				“I don’t think so.” His thumb stroked over her nipple as his teeth nipped into the nape of her neck. “But go on to sleep if you must. I’ll just have my fun and ward off nightmares. Multitasking.”

				As his mouth and hands were all very busy, she could state without question the man knew how to multitask. And the slow, steady simmer of arousal burned away at fatigue until she arched from the pleasure of it.

				Her mind went quiet; her blood went hot.

				She turned to him, reached for him, her mouth seeking his.

				The taste of it, of her, seeped into him until he was drenched in her. With the long line of her pressed against him, her hands gliding, the feel of her seduced the seducer.

				He wanted her skin, the rapid beat of the pulse in her throat, the firm curve of her breast. Soft and strong and warm. Her breath caught, released on a low sound of approval; her hips rose in both invitation and demand.

				As she moved with him, trembled for him, the need inside him that was never quite tamed leaped free.

				Yes, now, she thought. Right now.

				It was flash and burn when he plunged inside her, the glorious shock of being taken. She could see his eyes, watching her, even as she flew over the crest. Over it and into a storm of speed and heat.

				“With me,” she managed. “Come with me.”

				When his lips crushed down on hers, and the storm reached its peak, she felt him fly with her.

				Breathless, with her system starting its long slide back, she blinked up at the dark sky window over the bed. He lay over her, his weight pressing hers into the mattress, his heart drumming with hers.

				She felt wonderfully sleepy again, as she imagined Galahad might if he came across an unexpected bowl of cream and gorged himself.

				“Guess you never know where you’ll find the fun.”

				His lips brushed her hair, then he shifted, drawing her back against him again. “I do.”

				Snuggled against him, she fell asleep with a smile on her face.

				 

				When she woke, Roarke was in the sitting area of the bedroom, scanning the morning reports as was his habit. She smelled coffee, but headed in to shower first.

				When she stepped out of the shower, the scent struck her again. Sniffing like a hound she turned and saw a thick mug of it sitting on the counter by the sink.

				It made her smile, and go a little soft inside just as she had as she’d drifted into sleep. She took the first glorious hit of coffee naked and dripping, then left it to use the drying tube and pull on a robe.

				Carrying the mug with her, she came out, went directly to him. Bending down, she gave him a kiss nearly as strong as the coffee.

				“Thanks.”

				“You’re welcome. I did consider joining you and getting your blood moving in a different manner, but I’m already dressed.” Still looking at Eve, Roarke shot out a finger to his left, and warned Galahad as the cat tried to belly his way toward a bowl of berries. “You look fairly well rested.”

				“Sleepy sex then six solid. Not shabby.”

				“Said with a smug smile, just to finish off your alliteration.”

				“Hah. You’re a sharp, sexy son of a bitch. See, I finish my own alliterations.”

				He had to laugh. “Now that you have, sit and have some breakfast, and I’ll tell you what I learned of your top accountants from a business associate.”

				“What associate?” She lowered the coffee she’d started to drink. “When?”

				“You wouldn’t know him, and shortly ago.”

				“Tell me while I get dressed.”

				“Eat.”

				She heaved a sigh, but dropped down and scooped some of the berries into a smaller bowl. “Spill.”

				“Jacob Sloan founded the firm with Carl Myers, the father of the current Carl Myers on the letterhead. Sloan has a very small handful of accounts he continues to oversee personally. He does, however, according to my source, take a very active part in the running of the firm.”

				“His ball, he wants to watch where it bounces.”

				“I’d say so, yes. Myers handles domestic, corporate, and individual—as did his father—more of the very top individual accounts. Robert Kraus—who was made partner about a decade ago—heads up the legal department, and oversees some of the cream of the foreign and international.”

				Roarke nudged a bowl of what looked suspiciously like flakes of tree bark toward her.

				“Does he, your associate, know how active any or all of them are in the day-to-day?”

				“He tells me very. While they are a layered and multifaceted firm with various departments, department heads, and so forth, they hold a weekly partners’ meeting—that would be only the three of them—a daily briefing, and there are quarterly account reports and employee evals, which each partner is copied on. Very hands on.”

				“And if so, difficult for one to slip something shaky by the other two.”

				“It would seem, but difficult isn’t impossible or even improbable.”

				“Sloan’s the top dog,” Eve muttered. “Probably the hardest for an account exec to get to, one-on-one. And the one who’d make the most sense to try to seek out if you hit on something that seemed off. At least if you believed he wasn’t in on it.”

				“And if you did, or weren’t sure, a reason to try to gather as many facts and as much evidence as possible before you went to the authorities.”

				“Yeah, yeah.” She ate some of the tree bark without thinking about it. “Bio data I got on Sloan is that self-made stuff. Worked his way up, took risks, beat his own drum, built his firm and rep brick by brick. One marriage—and she has some family dough and prestige—one male offspring, conservative bent. Got a second home in the Caymans.”

				“Makes excellent sense, tax-wise,” Roarke said. “And a good way to shelter income. He’d know all the ins and outs there.”

				“Copperfield handled foreign accounts. Might be she stumbled on something he was into. Guy founds a firm that takes on a big shine over the years, puts all that time and effort into it, he’d have a lot of pride in it—and a lot at stake.”

				She pushed up. “Well, I’m going to go see what I think of him.” Leaning over, she kissed him. “If I need help interpreting some of the numbers, are you up for it?”

				“I could be.”

				“Good to know. Later.”

				 

				She had Peabody and McNab meet her in the lobby of the building that housed the accounting firm. As ordered, four uniforms with banker’s boxes for transporting items were already in place.

				McNab wore a coat that looked as if it had been used as a canvas for fingerpainting by a hyperactive toddler.

				“Couldn’t you just try to look like a cop?”

				He only grinned. “We get up there, I’ll wear a really stern expression.”

				“Yeah, that’ll make a difference.”

				She strode across the lobby, flashed her badge and the warrant at Security. He was already wearing a stern expression, and kept it in place as he scanned IDs and paperwork.

				“My orders are to have you escorted up.”

				“See these?” Eve tapped both badge and warrant. “These override your orders. You want to hitch onto the elevator with us, no problem. But we’re going up now.”

				He signaled quickly to another guard, then fell in step behind Eve as she crossed to the elevators. They rode up in silence. When the doors opened there were two suits, one of each gender, waiting.

				“Identification and authority, please.” The woman spoke snippily, then studied the three badges and the warrant. “These appear to be in order. My associate and I will accompany you to Ms. Copperfield’s office.”

				“Suit yourself.”

				“Mr. Kraus is on his way. If you’ll just wait—”

				“Did you just read this?” Eve lifted the warrant again. “It doesn’t require me to wait.”

				“Simply courtesy—”

				“You should have thought about courtesy before you held my investigation hostage for more than twenty-four hours.” Eve headed off in the direction she and Peabody had taken the day before.

				“Privacy matters,” the woman began as she quickened her pace to match Eve’s stride.

				“Yeah, so does murder. You bogged me up. Kraus wants to talk to me, he can talk while we’re getting the files and electronics.” She swung into Natalie’s office. “This warrant authorizes me to confiscate any and all data, disc, and hard copy, any and all files, notes, communications, personal property—hell, let’s cut it down. I’m authorized to take everything inside this room. Let’s load it up,” she said to Peabody and McNab.

				“Our client files are highly sensitive.”

				In a flash, Eve rounded on her. “You know what else is sensitive? The human body. You want to see what was done to Natalie Copperfield’s?” Eve made a move to reach into her file bag.

				“No, I don’t. And we’re very distressed about what happened to Ms. Copperfield and Mr. Byson. We’re very sympathetic to their families.”

				“Yeah, I slapped up against your distress and sympathy a few times yesterday.” Eve pulled open a desk drawer.

				“Lieutenant Dallas.”

				The man who entered was well turned-out, middle fifties in a stone-gray suit and blinding white shirt. He had a prominent nose and dark eyes in a strong face with an olive complexion. His hair was ink black, brushed back in waves that made wings out of the silver he’d either let come into his temples or had put there for effect.

				She recognized him from the ID shot she’d accessed as Robert Kraus.

				“Mr. Kraus.”

				“I wonder if I could impose on you for a short time. If your associates could continue to deal with this business, my partners and I would like to speak with you in our conference room.”

				“We’ve got Byson’s office to do next.”

				He looked just a little pained, but nodded. “Understood. We’ll try not to keep you long.”

				Eve turned to Peabody. “Everything. Boxed and labeled. Uniforms to transport if I’m not back before you’re done. I’ll find you.”

				“First let me apologize for the delay,” Kraus began as he gestured Eve into the corridor. “Ethically and legally we’re obliged to protect our clients.”

				“Ethically and legally I’m obliged to protect the rights of the victims.”

				“Understood.” He walked past the bank of office elevators to a private car. “I knew both Natalie and Bick, and they had both my professional and personal respect. Kraus to sixty-five,” he said into the speaker.

				“Did either of them speak with you about a potential problem, personal or professional?”

				“No. But it would have been highly unusual for either of them to do so, certainly if it was personal. If there was a problem or question with one of their accounts, they would have gone to their department head, who—if necessary—would have reported to me or one of the other partners. Certainly, the partners would expect a report or memo on such a circumstance, even if it was resolved.”

				“And did you receive such a report or memo?”

				“No, I did not. I’m puzzled why you believe or suspect that what happened to them has anything to do with Sloan, Myers, and Kraus.”

				“I haven’t told you what I believe or suspect,” Eve said evenly. “Investigating all areas of their lives, their movements, their communications, is standard and routine.”

				“Of course.”

				The car stopped, and once again he gestured Eve ahead of him.

				Here was the power center, she realized. As was so often the case, power—like heat—rose to the top.

				A wall of glass with a pale gold sheen let in the city with a gilded light that made statements of industry and wealth. Plush carpeting of deep red was bordered with dark, thick wood. There was no reception area here, no waiting alcove. Eve imagined any client worthy of this floor would never be expected to check in or cool heels.

				Instead there was a seating area of lush sofas, thick tables, obviously arranged for informal or personal chats. It boasted a small, stylish bar where she assumed the tony clients could request their drink of choice.

				Space and silence were the watchwords here. Office doors were few and distant, and all were dominated by an inner wall of that golden glass. Kraus escorted her over to the wall, subtly waving a hand in front of a small security eye. Glass whisked open to reveal the large conference room behind it.

				With the city rising behind them, the other two partners sat at a mile-long table.

				The younger, Carl Myers, rose. His black suit was softened by a thin silver chalk stripe. There was a black mourning band around the left sleeve. His hair was a wavy, medium brown brushed high off his forehead. His eyes, a soft hazel, met Eve’s directly as he came around the table and extended his hand.

				“Lieutenant Dallas, I’m Carl Myers. We’re sorry to meet you under such tragic circumstances.”

				“I meet most people under tragic circumstances.”

				“Of course.” He never missed a beat. Handsome, fit, he gestured toward the head of the table where Jacob Sloan sat. “Please, have a seat. Is there anything we can get for you?”

				“No, thanks.”

				“Jacob Sloan, Lieutenant Dallas.”

				“Roarke’s cop.”

				It was a term she was used to now, even when it was said with a hint of derision. Still, she tapped the badge she’d hooked on her belt. “This makes me the NYPSD’s cop.”

				He acknowledged that with a faint lift of silver eyebrows. He struck her as honed, face and body, as though he whittled himself down to sheer power. His eyes were stone gray, his suit stark black. Like his face, his body, his hands were thin but with a look of steely strength.

				He didn’t offer one to Eve.

				“You, as a representative of the police department, are infringing on the rights of our clients.”

				“Somebody really infringed the hell out of the rights of Natalie Copperfield and Bick Byson.”

				His mouth tightened, but his eyes never wavered. “This firm takes both of those difficult circumstances very seriously. The death of two of our employees—”

				“Murder,” Eve corrected.

				“As you say,” he agreed with a nod. “The murder of two of our employees is shocking and tragic, and we will cooperate with your investigation to the letter of the law.”

				“Not much choice there, Mr. Sloan. How about the spirit of it?”

				“Please, let me get you some coffee,” Myers began.

				“I don’t want any coffee.”

				“The spirit of the law is subjective, isn’t it?” Sloan continued. “Your concept of it may very well veer from mine, and certainly is bound to veer from our clients’—who expect, who demand, that we protect their privacy. The circumstances of this terrible thing will reverberate throughout this firm. The concern that sensitive financial data will be viewed by eyes not cleared by this firm to do so will distress our clients. I’m sure as the wife of a powerful, influential, and wealthy man, you understand that.”

				“First, I’m not here as anyone’s wife but as the primary investigator of a double murder. Second, the distress of your clients, whoever they may be, isn’t a priority for me.”

				“You’re a sarcastic, difficult woman.”

				“Having a couple of dead bodies on my hands that were beaten, tortured, and strangled just doesn’t bring out my sunny side.”

				“Lieutenant.” Myers spread his hands. “We understand completely that you have a responsibility to fulfill. As we do. And believe me, everyone here wants those responsible for what happened to Natalie and Bick caught and punished. Our concerns on a secondary front are for our clients who trust and depend on us. There are people—competitors, if you will—business adversaries, ex-spouses, the media, who would go to considerable lengths to learn the contents of the files you’re confiscating today.”

				“Are you insinuating I’d be open to a bribe by one of these parties to pass on that information?”

				“No, no, not at all. But others who lack your integrity may be tempted.”

				“Any and all who’ll have access to the information in those files will be hand-picked by me or my commander. You want reassurance that the data will remain secure, you have it. On my word. Unless such information is determined to be the motive behind or connected to the murders of Copperfield and Byson. That’s the best you get.”

				She waited a beat. “Since we’re all here, let’s clear up some business. I’ll need your whereabouts for the night of the murders. Midnight to four A.M.”

				Sloan laid his hands on the table in front of him. “You consider us suspects?”

				“I’m a cynical so-and-so. Your whereabouts, Mr. Sloan.”

				He drew breath through his nose, expelled it. “Until approximately twelve-thirty, my wife and I were entertaining our grandson and his friend. At that time, they left our home and my wife and I retired. I remained home with my wife until the following morning when I left for the office. At seven-thirty.”

				“Names, please? Grandson and his friend.”

				“His name is mine. He was named for me. His friend is Rochelle DeLay.”

				“Thank you. Mr. Myers?”

				“I was entertaining out-of-town clients—Mr. and Mrs. Helbringer from Frankfurt, their son and daughter-in-law—until sometime after one A.M. We were at the Rainbow Room.” He smiled wanly. “And, naturally, I have the receipts. My wife and I returned home, went to bed just before two, I believe. I left for work the next day about eight-thirty.”

				“And how can I contact your clients?”

				“Oh, God.” He pushed a hand through his hair. “I suppose you must. They’re staying at the Palace. Your husband’s, I believe.”

				“Small world. And Mr. Kraus.”

				“Also entertaining clients with my wife, in my home. Madeline Bullock, and her son Winfield Chase, of the Bullock Foundation. They were our guests for a couple of days while they were in New York. We had dinner and played cards. Until about midnight, I believe.”

				“I’ll need to contact them.”

				“They’re traveling. I believe they’re making a stop or two on their way back to London, where the Foundation is based.”

				So, she’d track them down.

				“Mr. Kraus has stated that neither of the victims approached him with any questions or any problems pertaining to their jobs, or their personal lives. Did they approach either of you?”

				“No.” Sloan said it flatly.

				“I spoke with Bick a few days before this happened,” Myers began. “Regarding the execution of a trust fund for a client’s new grandchild. He never mentioned a problem.”

				“Thank you. It may be necessary for me to speak with all of you again, and will certainly be necessary for me to interview the supervisors and associates of the victims in this matter.”

				“Gentlemen, would you excuse us.” Sloan lifted a hand. “I’d like a word with Lieutenant Dallas in private.”

				“Jacob,” Kraus began.

				“I don’t need legal counsel, for God’s sake, Robert. Leave us alone.”

				When they were, Sloan pushed away from the table, walked to the wall of glass. “I liked that girl.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Natalie. I liked her. Fresh, bright, had a spark in her. She was friendly with my grandson. Friendly,” Sloan repeated as he turned. “They worked in the same department. Her department head was about to put her up for promotion. She would have gotten it. I spoke with her parents this morning. You think there’s no compassion here? No sympathy? There’s more.”

				Those thin hands fisted. “There’s rage. This firm is a home to me. I built it. Someone came into my home and killed two of my people. I want you to find the bastard. But if, in the course of your investigation, confidential data regarding clients of this firm leaks, I’ll have your job.”

				“Then we understand each other, Mr. Sloan. As long as you understand that if, during the course of my investigation, I learn that you had any part—directly, indirectly—in those murders, I’ll have you in a cage.”

				He crossed to her, and this time, held out his hand. “Then we have a perfect understanding.”
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				EVE FOUND PEABODY AND THE REST OF THE team finishing up in Byson’s office.

				“McNab, I want you to go with the officers to transport all these items to Central. I want you with the boxes and their contents every step of the way. You personally log them in. And lock them up—conference room five. I’ve cleared that with the commander. Take the electronics directly to Feeney.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Those electronics are to be logged a second time into EDD, with your code and with Feeney’s.”

				He lifted his brows. “We got national security in here?”

				“We’ve got our asses in there, so if you don’t want yours in a sling, log and document every step. Peabody, you and I are going to get some statements from associates. You take this department, and Byson’s people. Do another round with his supervisor. I’ll take Copperfield’s.”

				She started out. “Every step of the way, McNab,” she repeated, then took the elevator to Natalie’s department. She knew just where she wanted to start.

				“I need to speak with Jacob Sloan, the grandson.”

				This time around the receptionist didn’t hesitate, but simply beeped an interoffice ’link. “Jake? A Lieutenant Dallas would like to speak with you. Of course.”

				“Third door, left,” Eve was told. “Excuse me? Would you—do you know anything about a memorial?”

				“No. Sorry. I’m sure the family will make an announcement.”

				She followed the direction and found Jake Sloan waiting just outside his office door. He was built like his grandfather, but youth made him lanky. His hair was a dark blond, pulled back in a fat little tail at the nape of his neck. His eyes were a bleak sea foam.

				“You’re the one who’s in charge of Natalie and Bick’s murders. Investigating their murders, I mean. I’m Jake Sloan.”

				“I’d like to speak to you. Privately.”

				“Yeah, come on in. You want something?” he asked as he closed the door behind her.

				“No, thanks.”

				“I can’t settle.” He paced around a small office with posters in geometric shapes and primary colors on the walls. There were toys on his desk—or what she thought of as toys, in any case. A bright red squeeze ball mocked up like a devil with horns, a cartoon dog on a fat spring, a curly tube that rocked on a string and changed colors with the movements.

				He walked to a tiny refreshment area and pulled a bottle of water from a minifriggie.

				“I almost didn’t come in today,” he told Eve. “But I couldn’t stand the idea of staying home. Staying alone.”

				“You and Natalie knew each other well.”

				“We were pals.” His smile was shaky and brief. “Had lunch together a couple days a week maybe, with Bick if he could make it. Gossip in the break room, hang out. We’d go out together a couple of times a month, usually. Nat and Bick, me and whatever girl I was seeing. One girl the last six months.”

				He dropped down in his chair. “I’m rambling. You don’t care about any of that.”

				“Actually, I do. Do you know anyone who’d want to hurt Natalie?”

				“No.” She saw the gleam of tears before he turned his head to stare hard at the image of a blue circle inside a red triangle framed on the wall. “People liked Nat. I don’t understand how this could happen. Her and Bick. Both of them. I keep thinking it’s going to be some awful mistake and she’ll poke her head in the door and say, ‘Skinny latte?’”

				He turned back, tried that smile again. “We’d get lattes in the break room.”

				“Were you and Natalie ever involved romantically, sexually?”

				“Oh, jeez, no. It wasn’t like that.” Spots of color rode on his cheeks now. “Sorry, it’s kind of like thinking about nailing my sister, you know? We just hit it off, day one. Friends, like we’d known each other already. And I don’t guess either of us were what the other was looking for that way. Nat, she was looking for Bick. They were, like, fated, you know? You could just see it. God.”

				He propped his elbows on the desk, lowered his head to his hands. “It just makes me sick to think what happened to them.”

				“Did she say anything to you about any concerns, any problems? Since you were close, would she have told you if something was bothering her?”

				“I’d have thought she would, but she didn’t. And something was.”

				Eve zeroed in. “How do you know?”

				“Because I knew her. I could see it. But she wouldn’t talk about it. Said she was handling it, not to worry. I teased her that she was getting wedding jitters, going to do a runaway bride, and she played along. But you know, that wasn’t it.” He shook his head. “She was anxious about the details of the wedding, but not getting married, if you get what I mean.”

				“So what was it?”

				“I think it was an account. I think she was having trouble with one of her accounts.”

				“Why?”

				“Worked with her door locked a lot the last couple weeks. That wasn’t Nat.”

				“Any idea which account?”

				He shook his head again. “I didn’t push. All of us have at least a couple of accounts that we can’t discuss with other people in the department. I guess I thought she was losing a big client and trying to put out the fire. Happens.”

				He looked away again, back to the blue circle inside the red triangle. “We were all supposed to go out this Saturday. The four of us. I don’t know how they could be dead.”

				There was a knock, then the door opened. “Jake. Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

				“Dad.” Jake pushed to his feet. “Ah, this is Lieutenant Dallas, with the police. My father, Randall Sloan.”

				“Lieutenant.” Randall took her hand, held it firm. “You’re here about Natalie and Bick. We’re all in…I guess we’re in a daze.”

				“You knew them.”

				“Yes, very well. It’s such a shock, such a loss. I’ll come back later, Jake. I just wanted to see how you were.”

				“It’s all right,” Eve told him. “I’m about done.” She flipped through her memory of the pecking order. “You’re a vice president of the firm.”

				“That’s right.”

				But not a partner, Eve thought, despite his expensive suit, his glossy looks. “As such, did you have much contact with either victim?”

				“Not much, not at the office. Of course, Nat and Bick were friends of my son’s, so I knew them better outside the office than most of our account execs.” Randall moved to his son, laid a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “They were a lovely couple.”

				“Did either of them express any concerns to you, inside or outside the office?”

				“Why, no.” Randall’s brow furrowed. “They were both excellent at their work, and happy—as far as I know—in their personal lives.”

				“I need to ask—it’s routine—about your whereabouts on the night of the murders.”

				“I was entertaining clients. Sasha Zinka and Lola Warfield. We had cocktails and dinner at Enchantment downtown, then went on to Club One to hear some jazz.”

				“What time did you pack it in for the night?”

				“It must have been close to two when we left the club. We shared a cab uptown, I dropped them off. I can’t be sure, but I think it was nearly three when I got home.”

				“Thanks.”

				“My girlfriend and I were at Pop’s—my grandfather’s,” Jake said when Eve looked at him. “I guess we left there around midnight, twelve-thirty. Went to my place from there. She stayed over.”

				“Appreciate the time.” Eve got to her feet. “If I have any more questions, I’ll be in touch.”

				Eve went from office to office, interrupting meetings and ’link calls, wading through tears and anxiety. Everyone liked Nat and Bick, nobody knew of any problems. She got a little more out of the account assistant Natalie had shared with two other execs.

				She found Sarajane Bloomdale in the break room, sniffling over a cup of tea that smelled like wet moss. She was a tiny woman with a short black balloon of hair that cut across her eyebrows in thick, ruler-straight bangs. Her eyes were rimmed with red, her nose pink.

				“Been out for a couple days,” Sarajane told Eve. “Caught a head cold. Sucks, you know? Mostly, I was sleeping it off, and then yesterday Maize—she’s one of the other assistants—she called me. Hysterical, crying. She told me. I didn’t believe her. I kept saying, ‘That’s just bullshit, Maize.’ I kept saying that, and she kept saying how it’s true, they’re dead. And I’d say—”

				“I get it. How long did you work with Natalie?”

				“About two years. She was great. Didn’t expect me to run around doing all the grunt work like some. They’ll run your feet off around here. But Natalie was great. Organized, you know? You didn’t have to forever find where she forgot she put something. And she’d remember stuff like your birthday, or just bring in pastries now and then. And when I broke up with my boyfriend a couple months ago, she took me out to lunch.”

				“Was she working on anything specific the last couple weeks? Did she make any unusual requests?”

				“Nothing out of the usual. She was working on something, locked her door a lot lately.” Sarajane glanced around Eve, checking the doorway. “I sort of figured she was doing wedding stuff,” Sarajane whispered. “We’re not supposed to do personal business on company time, but, you know, your wedding and all.”

				“How about transmissions made through you, correspondence she asked you to send?”

				“Just the routine stuff. But you know, she logged back in after hours a couple times lately. I happened to notice when I checked her daily calendar on her office unit. Just noticed the log-in. I guess I said something to her about it. Like I said, ‘Gee, Natalie, your nose is going to fall off if you keep it to the grindstone.’ And she looked kinda funny about it and asked if I wouldn’t mention it to anybody. She was just catching up on some work.”

				“Did you mention it to anyone?”

				“I might’ve. Just in passing.”

				“To?”

				“I dunno. Maybe to Maize, or to Ricko down in Legal. We’re kind of going out, me and Ricko. I might’ve said how she was working too hard and it was too bad, ’cause it was making her tired. I could tell. And she should relax more with her guy. And watch out for that piranha who worked with him.”

				“Which piranha would that be?”

				“Lilah Grove. Quinn—she’s an assistant down there—she says Ms. Grove’s flirting with Mr. Byson every chance, asking him to come into her office and help her out, discuss clients over coffee or lunch.”

				Sarajane managed an expression between a scowl and a sneer. “Got her sights on him, you know? Guys can fall for that crap. I even told Natalie about it. She was my boss, right? So I told her, but she just laughed it off.”

				“Okay. Do you know if Natalie made any appointments to talk to one of the brass around here? If she intended to have a meeting with any of them?”

				“Didn’t ask me to set anything up. Um, you cops have mostly taken all my work stuff. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

				“Couldn’t tell you.”

				Eve finished up with Cara Greene, stepping to the office doorway just as the woman was popping a tiny blue pill.

				“Blocker,” she said. “Vicious headache. It’s a completely horrible day.”

				“Do you know why Natalie logged back into the office unit after working hours?”

				“No.” Cara frowned. “We all work late, and this time of year we’ve revved up into tax season. But…I’ve certainly known Natalie to work late, to stay at her desk for a couple of hours after end of business. And we won’t even talk about the four weeks before April fifteen when most of us just live here. But it wasn’t her usual routine to go then come back.

				“Do you want to sit? I need to sit. I’m not feeling very well.” She lowered to a chair. “Fielding frantic or angry calls from clients about their accounts being pawed over by the police is very unpleasant. Trying to play mother to the staff here when they come by to cry on my shoulder about Natalie, or allay their fears that something might happen to them. And trying to think, to think if you’re right and this horrible thing has anything to do with her work, what I missed. What I should know.”

				“And nothing comes to mind.”

				“Nothing does. I have to think it was some sort of personal business. Someone who wanted to hurt them, was jealous or angry. I don’t know.”

				“Was there jealousy here in the office?”

				“A sense of competition, certainly. And certainly not everyone is best friends. But I honestly can’t think of anyone who held a grudge or genuinely bad thoughts about Natalie.”

				“Do you know Lilah Grove?”

				“The Femme Fatale of Individual Accounts.” Cara’s lips curved in a little smile. “And, yes, I’ve heard the gossip that she was overly friendly with Bick. It didn’t worry Natalie, and I never heard anything about Lilah and Natalie arguing or even having strong words.”

				Maybe they saved them for end of business, Eve thought as she went down to meet Peabody.

				“Did you get a statement from a Lilah Grove?”

				“What is this, a sixth sense thing?” Peabody demanded. “She was the first I was going to brief you on.”

				“Department’s sex queen. Hit on Byson. What’s your take on her?”

				“A little hard, with a very sharp edge. Vain, ambitious. Likes to flaunt both. Claimed the flirtation was mutual and harmless and expressed disgust and annoyance—both seemed false—that anyone in her department of the firm would gossip about her that way. Watered up a few times when talking about the vics, but never smeared her enhancements—which appear to be expertly applied and really pricey. She wears Do Me.”

				“What?”

				“It’s perfume. The real thing, not the off-brand or the cheaper eau de whatever. I like to go in and get sprayed with it when I troll the higher-end department stores.”

				“You’re the one?”

				“The one what?”

				“The one person in the known universe who likes to get sprayed by those spritz guerrillas.”

				Peabody stiffened her shoulders, lifted her head high. “We are more than one. We are a small, yet sweet-smelling army.”

				“Yeah, I bet Do Me smells like a sweet, sunny meadow. I’m going to do a quick follow-up with Grove before we head back.”

				“Second office, right.”

				“I’ll do it solo. Check in with McNab.”

				“Yes, sir. And, Dallas?” Peabody’s smile was sly. “When I wear Do Me, he does.” She strolled off, whistling.

				“Asked for that one,” Eve mumbled.

				The door to the office was open. Eve saw a blonde with long, sleek waves, tipped back in a caramel-colored leather chair, examining her manicure as she talked on a headset.

				There were flowers in the office, and a chrome coat rack held a long red coat and white scarf. The coffee mug on the desk was also red with a flashy white L scripted on it.

				The blonde wore a blue suit with a frill of lace in the V in lieu of a blouse. The eyes that flicked to Eve were a bold cat green. “Hang on. Can I help you?”

				Eve held up her badge, and Lilah cast her eyes to the ceiling. “I’m very sorry, but I’m going to have to get back to you. I’ll have that information for you before two o’clock. Absolutely. Bye.”

				She pulled off the headset, laid it on the desk. “I’ve already talked to one of you.”

				“Now you can talk to me. Lieutenant Dallas.”

				“At least I’m going up the ladder. Look, I’m sorry about Bick and Natalie. It’s an awful shock for everyone who knew them. But I’ve got work.”

				“Funny, so do I. You and Bick have something going on the side?”

				“Well, you’re certainly more direct than the other detective I spoke with. Just a little office flirtation. Harmless.”

				“And out of the office?”

				She shrugged, a careless and fluid gesture. “Didn’t get that far. Maybe with a little more time.”

				“No problem poaching, then.”

				Smiling, Lilah took another look at her nails. “He wasn’t married yet.”

				“What’s the problem, Lilah? Can’t get a man of your own?”

				Eve saw it, a flash of temper—hot and sharp. “Anyone I want.”

				“Except Bick.”

				“You’re a bitchy one, aren’t you?”

				“You bet. Why Bick?”

				“He was great to look at, going places, terrific body. Looked to me like he’d be good in the sack. We might’ve made a good team, in and out of it.”

				“Must have pissed you off he wasn’t biting.”

				“He didn’t want to bang me, that was his problem, and his loss. If you think I killed him and his little sweetheart because of that, you should check with your detective. I’ve got two alibis. Twins. Six-two, two-twenty, and dumb as posts. I wore both of them out, but it took me until after three in the morning.”

				“What was Bick’s top account?”

				“Wendall James, LLC,” she said without a second’s hesitation.

				“And who gets that account now that he’s dead?”

				Lilah angled her head. “Officially? It hasn’t been decided. Unofficially? I’ll make sure I do. I don’t have to kill for accounts, honey. I just have to be good at what I do.”

				“I bet you are,” Eve said, and leaving it at that went back to join Peabody downstairs.

				 

				She’s what my granny calls a tough cookie.”

				“I don’t get that.” Eve whipped away from the curb and headed back to Central. “If a cookie’s tough, you throw it away. She’s the type that knows how to stick.”

				“It just means…never mind. You think she’s in it?”

				“Could be. But that kind doesn’t have to kill to get what she wants. She’d use her brains, her sex, cheat, maybe steal. She could seduce someone else into doing her dirty work, but what’s the point here? Byson’s out of the picture, maybe she cops some of his accounts, gets promoted quicker. But why Copperfield? And she was primary target. What did you get on the alibis?”

				“Okay, on Jake Sloan it’s DeLay, Rochelle. Twenty-five, single, works in Catering at the Palace.”

				“She’s one of Roarke’s?”

				“Well, sort of. Her father’s DeLay, hot-shot head chef at the Palace. She’s been employed there for about two years. No criminal.”

				Eve hung a left. “We’ll drop by, confirm the alibi face-to-face. Next?”

				“On Randall Sloan. Sasha Zinka and Lola Warfield. Forty-eight and forty-two respectively. Married for twelve years. Big money—generational money on Zinka. They’re Femme.”

				“Which is?”

				“Extreme high-end enhancements. The company was founded by Zinka’s great-grandfather, and remains one of the few independent companies of its size and scope. They own designer spas, where their products are used and sold. Few little brushes here and there on Zinka. Assault, property damage. Punched a cop.”

				“Really?”

				“No time served. Lots of big fines, a number of civil suits. Nothing in the last decade on her.”

				“Youthful hijinks. Got a temper.”

				“More big money on Kraus’s alibis, Madeline Bullock and Winfield Chase. Mother and son. Bullock, Sam, was her second husband—no offspring from there. Bullock, Sam, died at the age of one-twelve. They’d been married five years. She was forty-six.”

				“Isn’t that romantic?”

				“Heart-tugging. First husband was younger, a callow seventy-three to her twenty-two.”

				“Wealthy?”

				“Was—not Sam Bullock wealthy, but well-stocked. Got eaten by a shark.”

				“Step off.”

				“Seriously. Scuba diving out in the Great Barrier Reef. He was eighty-eight. And this shark cruises along and chomp, chomp.”

				She gave Eve a thoughtful look. “Ending as shark snacks is in my top-ten list of ways I don’t want to go out. How about you?”

				“It may rank as number one, now that I’ve considered it a possibility. Any hint of foul play?”

				“They weren’t able to interview the shark, but it was put down as death by misadventure.”

				“Okay.”

				“While Bullock, the company, is varied, it started out primarily with pharmaceuticals. The Foundation, which the widow heads since her husband’s death eight years ago, is a whopper, and annually disburses multiple millions to charities. Children’s health care is priority. Nothing criminal on the widow, sealed juvie on the son, who is now thirty-eight. No marriage or cohabs on record.”

				“London-based, right?”

				“Yep. They do have other homes, but none in the States. Mother and son share the same address. He’s VP of the Foundation.”

				“Ought to be able to afford his own place.”

				“Last from this: For Myers we have Karl and Elise Helbringer, Germany. Married thirty-five years, three offspring. Karl went into business with Elise when they were both in their twenties. Making boots, which led to shoes and skids and bags and all sorts of things. Including romance, apparently, as they married shortly afterward. Hit big in the fashion and the outdoorsy-type worlds and built a nice little German empire. So, as bootmakers, I wouldn’t say they’re rolling in it, but stomping in it.”

				“Boots.”

				“Their foundation, and the original Helbringer is still their top seller. You’re wearing a pair right now.”

				“Of boots.”

				“Helbringer boots. Very distinctive in their simplicity. Anyway, nothing on them or their offspring.”

				“We’ll check for corroboration when we get back to Central.”

				Eve pulled up in front of the grand front entrance of Roarke’s Palace. The doorman started over immediately. Eve saw recognition and then resignation flicker into his eyes as she climbed out of the car.

				“Good morning, Lieutenant. Would you like me to have your vehicle parked?”

				“What do you think?”

				“I think you want it to stay exactly where it is.”

				“There you go.” She jogged up the steps and into the glossy marble, the elaborate and enormous flowers, the sparkling fountains.

				She wound her way under the waterfall of crystal chandeliers to the desk. When she saw another flicker of recognition on the face of one of the sleek, nattily uniformed desk clerks, she decided Roarke had called a staff meeting with her picture.

				Regardless, she took out her badge. “I need to speak with Rochelle DeLay.”

				“Certainly, Lieutenant. I’ll contact her immediately. If you’d care to have a seat.”

				At the gesture, Eve considered. Since everyone was being so cooperative, she could take the same page. “Sure.”

				Eve took one of the high-backed velvet chairs arranged in the elegant jungle of flowers.

				“If my granny—the tough-cookie granny—ever gets out here, I’m going to take her to tea at the Palace.” Peabody drew deep of the floral-scented air as she sat. “I think she’d get a charge out of it. Anyway, so while we’re waiting it’s a good time to talk about Mavis’s shower.”

				“It couldn’t possibly be.”

				“Come on, Dallas. We’re on serious countdown now. Anyway, I got the theme. Thinking it’s Mavis, and then with that chair you bought, I went with rainbow. I hit this party store on the way home last night and got all kinds of mag stuff.”

				“Great. Go you.”

				“Then there’s the flowers. I figured on bopping by this place I know. But the thing is, um…I can’t really afford to you know, pay.”

				Though she’d been trying to tune Peabody out, the last hit a chord. “Well, Jesus, Peabody, you don’t have to pay. You’re not supposed to pay.”

				“I want to help and everything, but—”

				“Not with the dough.” Eve forced herself to focus and deal with it. “Listen, you’re right. There should be stuff. The more stuff, the more of the large charge Mavis gets. You’re willing to get the stuff, I’ll pay for it.”

				“That’s good, that’s great. Um, I never asked about, like, a budget.”

				Eve just sighed. “I guess the sky’s the freaking limit.”

				“Yay. It’s just completely ult. I mean, it’s a total event.”

				“Put the squealy girl away,” Eve said as she got to her feet. “Be a cop.”

				Eve spotted the pretty young thing headed toward them. Willowy build in a streamlined, almost military-style suit. The leafy green shade suited the coffee-and-cream complexion, and the hair—worn in a sleek updo—was dense brown.

				Her lips curved in a polite, restrained welcome, but even that small smile didn’t reach the melting chocolate eyes.

				“Lieutenant Dallas, and…”

				“Peabody. Detective,” Peabody told her.

				“I’m Rochelle DeLay. You must be here about Natalie. Is it all right if we sit out here? My office is a little box of a thing, and currently loaded with supplies for a party.”

				“This is fine.”

				“I just talked to Jake. I wish he’d go home. I don’t think he’s ready to be there, see everyone, not where he saw and talked to Nat almost every day.”

				“You were friends.”

				“We were. We got to be good friends when Jake and I started seeing each other. But Nat and Jake?” She looked away a moment, as people did when their composure wavered. “They were like family to each other.”

				“It didn’t bother you that the guy you’re dating was so tight with another woman?”

				“It might have if there’d ever been anything romantic between them, or maybe it would have if it had been anyone but Nat. She was so into Bick, and I liked her so much. We had a lot of fun together, the four of us. We just clicked. I don’t know what to do for Jake.”

				“Ms. DeLay,” Peabody said, “sometimes women tell their women friends things they don’t tell a man, no matter how close they are. Did Natalie say anything to you about being worried, concerned?”

				“I can’t think of anything. But…we were supposed to have lunch the day before she…the day before. She called and told me she wasn’t feeling very well, was staying home from work, just going to stay in, catch up with things. Chill. I was busy. I was busy,” Rochelle repeated in a voice that broke. “So I was kind of relieved. And now, when I think back, she sounded, I don’t know, a little shaky, maybe nervous. I didn’t think about it at the time. I could’ve gone over, taken her something to eat. It’s what I do, but I didn’t because I was busy. If there was something wrong, she might have told me. I keep thinking that.”

				“Hindsight’s a choke chain,” Eve told her. “You need to let that go. Tell me where you were the night she and Bick died.”

				“We had dinner at his grandparents’. We played bridge afterward. Well, they played,” she said with a weak smile. “They’re teaching me, and I blow at it. It was after midnight when we left, and we went back to Jake’s. We’re sort of cohabbing—unofficially. Sliding into it, I guess you could say. I was in the East Ballroom.”

				“I’m sorry?”

				“The next morning. I was in the East Ballroom helping to set up for a luncheon. Jake came in, came to find me. He was crying. I’d never seen him cry before. And he told me. We sat on the floor, right on the floor in the ballroom.”
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				EVE TOOK ONE LOOK AT THE BOXES COVERING the table in the conference room she’d ordered and felt a headache coming on.

				“Okay, here comes the monkey work. We’re going to go through the discs and hard copies, memo, memo books, appointment books, everything, going back—for now—two weeks. From the wit statements it was two weeks, ten days, when people started noticing something off with Copperfield, and just under two weeks when the transmission went from Copperfield to Byson that she had something she needed to show him.”

				“We’ll get through the names, the notes—eventually,” Peabody said. “But the accounts? We could probably use a numbers guy on this.”

				“Probably could,” Eve agreed. “But for now, it’s you and me. We’ll look for repetition, a file or account she went back to repeatedly during the time frame. Any of them copied to her home unit, or any data she copied to Byson.”

				Eve glanced unhappily at the conference room’s AutoChef, knowing it wasn’t loaded with her personal stash of coffee.

				“Any mention of meetings or appointments with the higher-ups,” she continued. “Appointments with reps of accounts.”

				“Going to be awhile,” Peabody commented. “Maybe I should order in some sandwiches.”

				“Whatever. Her assistant said she logged in after hours a couple times recently. Let’s find what she accessed after business hours.”

				She turned as the door opened.

				“Anything?” Baxter asked her.

				“It’s looking like she found something off at work, was pursuing it on her own, and shared her concerns with her fiancé. We’re digging there.”

				“Want another shovel?”

				Eve dipped her hands into her pockets. “What’s on your desk?”

				“A few things, mostly leg and ’link work. Nothing the boy can’t handle,” he added, referring to his trainee, Trueheart. “Look, the kid’ll let me know if he needs me on anything active. I’ve got some personal time coming. I can take it to work this.”

				“You work it, you work it on the clock. Anything of your own heats up, you’re on that.”

				“No problem.”

				When her communicator beeped, she glanced at the readout. “Peabody, fill Baxter in. It’s Whitney’s office. I need to update him.”

				She was ordered up, and found Commander Whitney behind his desk. She thought he looked tired, maybe burdened was the better word. His big shoulders carried considerable weight.

				Gray was sprinkled generously through the dark hair that was closely cut around his wide, coffee-colored face. He watched her, saying nothing, as she ran through the movements and details of the investigation.

				“The data you confiscated is secured?”

				“Yes, sir. Detectives Peabody and Baxter are starting the search. Captain Feeney is supervising the e-work, using Detective McNab.”

				“Other avenues?”

				“Sir?”

				“Exploration of this being personal business. Jealous ex?”

				“I haven’t eliminated the possibility, Commander, but nothing points to that. While everything points to this being a double murder motivated by something the female vic discovered at her place of employment.”

				He nodded. “You understand the sensitivity of the data now in the possession of this department?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				His eyes stayed on hers. “Have you considered the sensitivity of you, personally, having access to that data?”

				“Personally, Commander?”

				“You’re married to a powerful businessman who has interests in many areas of industry and finance—interests that most certainly will be in competition or conflict with some of the parties whose data you now have in your possession.”

				Something hot formed a tiny ball in Eve’s belly. “I have potential evidence in my possession.”

				“Don’t be naive, Dallas.”

				“I never was. I’m the primary investigator on two murders looking for evidence of motive and culpability. I’m not looking, and have no interest in, inside information on my husband’s business competition.”

				“There’s concern that, should this data come into his hands, it might be used to his advantage against those competitors.”

				The hot little ball expanded. “He doesn’t need my help to compete in business. And he wouldn’t walk over two dead bodies to make some extra bucks. Respectfully, sir”—though her tone had taken on an edge that had nothing to do with respect—“to imply otherwise is an insult to me and to him.”

				“It’s not a matter of a few extra dollars, but the potential of millions. Perhaps more than millions. And yes, it’s insulting. It’s also necessary to be understood. If the information now at your disposal should be used in any way unrelated to your investigation, you, this office, this department, will be responsible.”

				“My understanding of my responsibility to the victim, to the people of New York, and to this department is and always has been crystal.” It wasn’t a ball in her belly now, but a flood. Like lava. “If you have any doubts of my understanding of that responsibility or my ability to fulfill it, you’re not only obliged to remove me from this investigation, but you should be asking for my badge.”

				“You want to be pissed, be pissed. Now, Lieutenant, go back to work.”

				She turned on her heel, struggling to keep that fury down, hold it in. But she didn’t quite block all of it. She looked back as she yanked open the door. “I’m not Roarke’s goddamn stooge,” she snapped, and shut the door behind her.

				She hauled the temper with her back down to Homicide and into the conference room. One look at Eve’s face made whatever bright comment Peabody was about to utter wither and die.

				“Sir,” she said instead, “Baxter’s taking Byson’s data. So far we’ve found nothing transferred to his data records from Copperfield’s.”

				“We keep looking.”

				“On the e-front, McNab reports that files have been deleted from Copperfield’s office unit.”

				“Is Detective McNab now reporting to you? Was there a change in command during the last twenty minutes?”

				Knowing that tone, Peabody kept her own very even. “Detective McNab believed we were together, sir, either here or in the field. As I understood you were with the commander, I took his report, and am now reporting same.”

				“I’m in EDD.”

				Baxter and Peabody exchanged eye rolls behind her back. And fortunately for their welfare, had instincts quick enough to have those eyes focused on the work when she spun around.

				“Nobody enters this room or approaches these files without my authority. Clear?”

				“Yes, sir!”

				When the door was slammed, Peabody let out a long, whistling breath. “Whitney put a really nasty bug up her butt.”

				 

				Eve stormed into EDD and through to the comp lab to find McNab. He was hunkered over Copperfield’s office unit. A handful of other detectives or techs worked on various comps in the same area.

				“You’re to use a privacy cube at all times when working on this case.”

				“Huh? What?” He dragged off a headset.

				“This case is now flagged Blue. Privacy cube, verbal reports. Need-to-know basis.”

				“Oooo-kay.” He stepped back, just a little, as if he felt the heat pumping off her and was afraid he’d get burned. “I’ve got some deletions. They were—”

				“Privacy cube,” she snapped. “Now.”

				“Yes, sir. It’s going to take me a few minutes to set it up.”

				“Then get started.” She stormed out, veered off, and swung into Feeney’s office. He was sitting at his desk, machine-gunning on his keyboard while he hummed a tune.

				Every so often he’d mutter, “Almost got you, you little bastard.”

				“Your detectives have trouble understanding direct orders, or the chain of command?” she demanded.

				He cursed, glanced up. He saw what Peabody had seen on her face. Easing back, he jerked his chin at the door. “Wanna shut that?”

				She slammed it. “When I’m primary, the men assigned to the team, whether they’re EDD or Homicide, report to me.”

				“You got a complaint about one of my boys?” They were all his boys to Feeney, regardless of their chromosomes.

				It caught her just before she spewed. What was she doing? Playing tattletale over nothing just because she was pissed. “I’ve got a sensitive case,” she began.

				“Yeah, I know about it. My boys report to me, and I logged in the electronics as you requested. So?”

				“Big money sensitive. You figure Roarke would climb over my two vics, use that big money sensitive data to edge out a competitor? You figure he’d use my investigation or any information I might share with him therein for personal gain?”

				“What the fuck you talking about? McNab make some idiot comment?”

				“No. Whitney made a direct statement.”

				Feeney pursed his lips, then blew out a breath. Then dragged his fingers through his wiry tangle of ginger and gray hair. “I got some of that coffee left you gave me for Christmas. Want a hit?”

				“No. No,” she repeated and walked to his window. “Goddamn it, Feeney. He wants to slap at me for something I did or didn’t do on the job, something one of my squad did or didn’t, that’s okay. But to imply Roarke would use me, that I’d permit it, that’s over the line.”

				“Have some almonds.”

				She only shook her head.

				Feeney dipped his fingers into the bowl of candied nuts on his desk. “Want my take?”

				“I guess I do. I come pushing in here when you’re busy, I must need your take.”

				“Then I’ll give it to you. I expect some of those honchos—and the lawyers who love them—have been stomping their feet, flapping their jaws. Complaining to the mayor, the chief. Mayor and chief give Whitney the word. He’s got to take the departmental line, give you the warning. Want my take on his personal line?”

				“I guess I do.”

				“I’ve known him a long time. If he had any genuine concerns in this area, he’d take you off the case. Period. By doing that, he’d cover his ass. Instead, he gave you the word, and he’s leaving his ass hanging out there.”

				“Maybe.”

				“Dallas?” He waited until she’d turned around. “You got any worries about Roarke on this?”

				“No. Goddamn no.”

				“You think I do, or that any member of the team currently working the case has any worries?”

				The tightness in her chest eased a little. “No. But I’ve got to go to Roarke with this—even if I don’t share a single byte of data with him, I have to go to him with this. If you think I was pissed when I came in here, let me tell you, that was a sunny day at the beach.”

				He shoved the bowl of nuts in her direction, and for a moment there was a touch of amusement on his hangdog face. “Marriage is a freaking minefield.”

				“Fucking A.” But she relaxed a little, enough to sit on the corner of his desk and pluck up a few nuts. “Sorry.”

				“Forget it. We go back a ways, too.”

				“I don’t know how much you’ve got on your plate, but if you’ve got room for more I could sure use you on this.”

				“I can probably clear a space. Me, I like a full plate.”

				“Thanks. All around.”

				 

				With her temper defused, Eve headed back down to the conference room, where she found Peabody and Baxter deep into search mode and a mountainous pile of sandwiches. When she entered, Baxter kept his eyes on his screen, but Peabody risked a glance up. Obviously encouraged by what she saw on her partner’s face, she nodded toward the pile of food.

				“Figured some hoagies would keep us going through this.”

				“Fine.” Though her pissed level was down, so was her appetite. Eve culled out a pile of discs and took a comp unit. Moments later a mug of coffee appeared beside her elbow.

				“Ah, also figured you’d want your own brew while we’re at this.”

				“Thanks. I imagine you figured I’d share that brew and loaded the AC on that assumption.”

				“Would that be an incorrect assumption?” Peabody smiled winningly.

				“My assumption would be you’re already slurping it down.”

				“Baxter slurps. I, however, sip delicately.”

				Eve took a breath. “Listen. The commander wanted more than an update. He had some concerns—or some jerk has concerns—about Roarke being privy to some of this data, through me. Then using same to outswing competitors.”

				“No wonder you were ready to kick the first available ass,” Peabody commented.

				“Well.” Baxter paused long enough to scratch his cheek. “I’d guess Whitney said what he had to say, even knowing it was flammable bullshit. Must suck being brass.”

				The last of Eve’s temper simply dwindled away. “Must. Let’s dig down into this fucking morass and find some goddamn gold.”

				 

				They dug for hours. Natalie Copperfield’s data files were organized and efficient, and gave them nothing.

				“McNab said there were deletions.” Eve pushed back. “I’ve got what could be interpreted as lost time, or deletions in files. Little holes, if you look at them that way. You got a serious worker bee here.”

				“Makes me feel like a slacker,” Peabody agreed, then pokered up. “Which, of course, I’m not. Being a detective, and a dedicated member of the NYPSD trained by the best in the department.”

				“Ass kisser,” Baxter said with a grin.

				“I have three gold stars for ass kissing.”

				“That’s all really fascinating,” Eve said dryly. “But my point is, Copperfield kept superior records of her work, of her time. And I’m seeing gaps. A pattern of gaps going back about five, six months.”

				“I’ve got some of that,” Peabody agreed. “Could be just wedding planning. A little personal business leaked into the workplace. Happens to the best of us.”

				“Maybe. And maybe it’s an account that was passed to her at that point. Those gaps start widening ten days before her death. About the time we believe she found something questionable.”

				“If her killer deleted those client files altogether,” Baxter began, “he or she had access to her work unit, her data files. Doesn’t strike me that a client would be able to access.”

				“Could hack in by remote, or pay someone with the necessary skills to do so,” Eve replied. “Or it could be someone on the inside. Could be both. What we’re not finding in her files is evidence there was something her killer didn’t want found there.”

				“Her supervisor would know all her accounts,” Peabody put in.

				“Yeah. I’m going to go by, have another talk with her before I take this home. Peabody, I need all this data secured. Baxter, if you want to do a little leg work, you can check with the vic’s sister. See if Copperfield mentioned getting a new account within the last six months. It should be a big one.”

				“Got that.”

				“Check on Trueheart and your actives. If you need to put in extra time, run it through me. I’ll clear it.”

				“Appreciate it.”

				“Peabody, if McNab has anything, I want a tag. Whenever, wherever. I’m in the field.”

				The ferocity of the traffic reminded Eve of the time. The accounting firm would be closed for the day. She called up Cara Greene’s home address from her memo book, then tried her on the ’link. At the transfer to voice mail, she left a message to be contacted ASAP. On the off chance Greene was putting in some overtime, Eve tried the office ’link, and left the same message.

				No point in going by to bang on the door of an empty apartment, she decided. She’d wait for the callback, or hunt Greene down in the morning.

				Now she had to figure out the best approach with Roarke.

				Keeping her mouth shut just wasn’t an option. Even if she wanted to play that game, he’d sense something. The guy had senses like a frigging hawk. And evading would lead, unquestionably, to lying. Lying would put her in the wrong.

				Goddamn if she wanted to take the heat for this.

				Straight out was probably the best way, she decided. Let him blow, let him spew, and seethe over the insult. He was entitled.

				The problem was he was going to blow, spew, and seethe all over her. So she’d take the high road, she’d be the good wife and take the lumps. Then he’d have to apologize, maybe even grovel a little.

				How bad could that be?

				She was feeling fairly steady about the entire matter when she drove through the gates of home.

				Considering various openings, she jogged through the bitter cold and into the warmth. The gilded light, the lightly spiced scent of the air were spoiled momentarily by the looming figure in black that was Summerset.

				“I didn’t realize you were taking a few days off,” he began as the cat left its squat at his side to prance toward Eve.

				“What are you talking about?”

				“As you’ve returned home unbloodied, without any of your clothing torn, I assume you’ve spent the day in some leisurely pursuit.”

				“Day’s not over yet.” She tossed her coat over the newel post. “I could end it pursuing your bony ass, but you’d be the one bloodied and torn.”

				She picked up the pudgy cat and hauled him with her up the stairs. He purred like a jet copter as she idly scratched his ears, then dumping him on the sofa in the bedroom, she checked Roarke’s whereabouts on the house scanner.

				“Where is Roarke?”

				 

				Roarke has not yet returned to the house this evening.

				 

				Bought some time, she decided, and stripped off her clothes to change into workout gear. The best way to clear her mind and tune up, she thought, was a good sweaty session in the gym.

				To avoid Summerset, she took the elevator down, then programmed a hill climb on the cardio machine. She did a hard twenty minutes until her quads felt the burn, then switched to a flat-out sprint.

				She was well into a series of upper-body reps on the weight machine when Roarke strolled in.

				“Long day?” she managed, puffing out air.

				“A bit.” He bent over, touched his lips to hers. “Getting started or finishing up?”

				“Finishing. I’ve got enough in me for a spar if you’re looking for a workout.”

				“I had mine this morning. I’m looking for a very large glass of wine and a meal.”

				She studied his face. “Was a long day, then. Problems?”

				“Irritations, mostly, and mostly eliminated. But now that I’m thinking of it, I wouldn’t mind a swim before that wine. If I had some company.”

				“Sure.” She picked up a towel, scrubbed it over her face. Get it over or put it off until he mellowed out? Tough to know, she thought, but it seemed wrong to let him mellow then hit him with a sucker punch.

				“Ah, there’s this thing.” To give herself another moment, she walked over, got a bottle of water from the minifriggie. “The double murder I’m investigating. The accounting firm element.”

				“You got your warrant?”

				“Yeah. That’s part of the thing.”

				“The thing being?”

				She braced inside, as she might before diving into a very cold pool. “There’s a concern at some levels regarding the sensitivity of the data on the files now in the possession of the NYPSD, and the primary—being me, who’s married to you.”

				“There’s a question, on some levels, about your ability to handle sensitive data?” His voice was perfectly pleasant, even amiable. And had her antennae quivering.

				“There’s a question, on some levels, about the ethics, I guess, of you having some close proximity to private financial information belonging to current or future business competitors. I want you to know that I—”

				“So the assumption,” he interrupted smoothly, “is that I would use my wife, and her investigations into a double torture murder, to not only learn the financial situation of competitors—current or future—but would then use that information to my own gain? Do I have that right?”

				“Nutshelling. Listen, Roarke—”

				“I haven’t finished.” He whipped the words out, one quick lash. “Did it occur to any of these levels that I don’t need to use my wife or her investigation to beat bloody hell out of a competitor, in a business sense, should I choose to do so. And that I somehow managed to compete and succeed on my own before I met the primary on this case?”

				She hated when he used my wife in that tone. Like she was one of his fancy wrist units. Temper bubbled into her throat and was a very hard swallow down. “I can’t speak to what occurs or occurred there, but—”

				“Goddamn it, Eve. Do you think I’d use you for fucking money?”

				“Not for a single second. Look at me. Not for one single second.”

				“Crawl over the bloody bodies, risk your reputation and my own, come to that, for an edge in some shagging deal?”

				“I just said I didn’t—”

				“I heard what you said,” he snapped back and his eyes were lethal. “But I see for some it’s ‘once a thief.’ I’ve worked side-by-side with the NYPSD, given it considerable time, taken considerable physical risks, and now they question my integrity over this? Over this? Well, fuck them. If they can’t and won’t trust you after all you’ve given them, or me, fuck them to hell and back. I want you to pass the case.”

				“You want—whoa, wait.”

				“I want you to pass it,” he repeated. “I’ll not have one byte of that bloody sensitive data in my home, or in my wife’s head, or anywhere I can be suspected of using it. Damned, goddamned if I’ll be accused somewhere down the line of using something like this over some deal I close over someone else. I bloody well won’t have it.”

				“Okay, let’s just calm down a minute.” She had to take a breath, then another, before her head stopped whirling. “You can’t ask me to hand over the investigation.”

				“That’s precisely what I’m asking. And if memory serves, I’ve asked for very little when it comes to your work. You aren’t the only qualified investigator. Pass it,” he demanded. “And do it now. I won’t be insulted this way. And bugger me if I’m going to tolerate having my wife be the one who has to bring the insult to me because your superiors don’t have the balls to do it themselves.”

				She stood stunned and speechless as he turned on his heel and strode out.
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				HIS ANGER HAD TEETH AND WAS GNAWING AT his own throat as he stormed up to his office, closed the doors. And he knew if he hadn’t walked away that anger would have taken more than a bite of Eve.

				Her goddamn job, he thought. Bloody, buggering cops. Why in hell had he ever deluded himself into believing they could accept who and what he was?

				He was no innocent and never claimed to be one.

				Had he stolen? Frequently. Had he cheated? Most certainly. Had he used wit, wiles, and whatever came to hand to fight and claw his way out of the alley to where he was now? Goddamn bloody well right he had, and would do it all again, without remorse or regret.

				He didn’t ask to be considered pure and saintly. He’d been a Dublin street rat with certain skills and specific ambitions, and had used one to achieve the other. And why not?

				He’d come from a man who’d murdered in cold blood, and yes, he’d done some of the same.

				But he’d made himself into more, into better. Into other, in any case. And when he’d fallen in love with a cop, with a woman he’d respected on every possible level, he’d given up a great deal. Every one of his businesses was legitimate now. He could be considered a shark in the business world, but he was a bloody law-abiding one.

				More, he’d actually worked with the cops, the very element that had once been the enemy. He’d offered his resources to the department countless times. The fact that doing so amused, intrigued, and satisfied him didn’t change the principle of the thing.

				Infuriating, insulting, unacceptable.

				With his hands jammed in his pockets, he stood at the window, glowering out at the sparkling lights of the city he’d made his home.

				He’d made himself, he thought again. He’d carved out this life, and he loved this woman above everything else. To have anyone, anyone suspect he would use her—that she would allow herself to be used—was enraging.

				Well, they could have someone else work themselves to the bone, labor into exhaustion to find their bloody murderer. And if they thought somewhere down the road they could tap him again to play expert consultant, civilian, they could shag a monkey.

				He heard the door open between his office and Eve’s, but didn’t turn.

				“I said all I have to say on this,” he told her. “It’s done.”

				“Fine, you can just listen then. I don’t blame you for being upset.”

				“Upset?”

				“I don’t blame you for being murderously pissed off. I felt the same way.”

				“Fine. We’re in tune.”

				“I don’t guess we are. Roarke—”

				“If you think this is a tantrum or something I can be sweetened out of, you’re wrong. It’s a line. We’ve reached my line in this, Eve. I expect you to respect my stand on this matter.” He turned now. “I expect you to put me first, and that’s all.”

				“You get both of those. But you’ve got to hear me out. Line or no line, you can’t just go around flinging orders at me.”

				“It was a statement.”

				“Screw this, Roarke. Just screw this.” Her own anger was rising, but there was a layer of sick fear over it. “I’m pissed, you’re pissed, and if this keeps up, we’re going to be seriously pissed at each other, maybe enough to cross some other line we can’t come back over easily, when we’re the ones getting slapped by outside parties.”

				“When has the department been an outside party to you?”

				“I have to prove something to you now?” And there was hurt, churning through the anger, and the sick fear. “To you? What needs to be proven here? My loyalty? The pecking order of that loyalty?”

				“Maybe it does.” He angled his head, spoke coolly. “I wonder where I’ll come in that order.”

				“Yeah, seriously pissed.” But she took a deep breath before she lost what was left of her temper. Or worse, lost the fight to hold back the tears that were stinging the back of her eyes. “I’ve got things to say, goddamn it, and I’m saying them. If when I’m done, you want me to pass the investigation, it’s passed.”

				Something inside him clenched and released, but he only shrugged. “Have your say, then.”

				“You don’t believe me,” she said slowly. “I can see it. You think, or wonder at least, if I’m just snowing you so I win on this. And that’s insulting, and I’ve had enough insults for the day, damn it. So you listen. When someone kicks at you, they kick at me. That’s the way it is. And not just because I’m your wife, because I’m not some stupid bimbo who takes orders from her husband.”

				“I don’t believe the word bimbo came out of my mouth.”

				“It sounds like bimbo, occasionally, when you say ‘wife.’”

				“Oh, bollocks to that.”

				“And right back at you, ace. They slap at you, they slap at me because we’re a unit. Because I may not get all this being married crap right, but I’ve damn well got that one nailed. So, believe me when I tell you the department knows just how I feel about this business.”

				“Fine, then—”

				“I’m not finished,” she spat out. “Sweeten you up, what a crock. But you want some oil on the water? When I spewed this business out on Feeney, then out on Baxter and Peabody, they had the same take. That it was insulting bullshit. And I’m damned, Roarke, if I want to put my tail between my legs and pass this ball. Not just for the victims—and they matter, they matter a hell of a lot to me now. But for my own pride, and for yours. Screw that, for ours. I’m not going to back off because the mayor or the chief or the commander—whoever—needs to cover their chicken-shit asses because some jerks are whining because you’re just better and smarter and slicker then they are in the first damn place.

				“And I’m pissed!” She kicked his desk. “Pissed, pissed, pissed about being disrespected. Like I’m some idiot female who’d compromise an investigation for her man’s gain. Or that my man is some callous cheat who can’t bury his competitors without breaking a sweat. They’re not getting away with it. We’re not going to let them shove us back from this. We’re not going to let them put two innocent people who died because they were trying to do something right, however stupidly, in the backseat over fucking politics.”

				She kicked his desk again, and felt calmer for it. “You’ve done more than stand by me on the job. And you deserve better from the department. So I’ll do more than stand by you, and if stepping back from this is what you need, that’s what I’ll do.”

				She caught her breath. “That’s what I’ll do, because if you don’t know you come first, you’re just stupid. But it’s not the way to stick it to the ones who deserve to have it stuck to them. Staying on it is, putting you on in an official capacity as consultant is. Finding the person or persons who killed those two people is. I want to close this case, and I want you with me when I do. But on this one, you get to decide.”

				She tunneled her fingers through her hair and realized she was exhausted. “Your call.”

				He said nothing for a long, humming moment. “You’d do this, pass this case, because I asked you?”

				“No. I’d do this, pass this case, because in these circumstances I figure you’ve got the right to ask me. I don’t lift off when you say jump, ace, any more than you do for me. But when it matters, it matters. Is that what you want me to do?”

				“It was, before you came in here.” He crossed to her now, and took her face in his hands. “It was, I’m forced to admit, when I was near certain you’d refuse, and given me a handy outlet where I could blame you for the whole mess of it. Then I could have worked off some of this mad with a good, bloody row with you.” He kissed her brow, her nose, her lips. “You didn’t, so I guess that good, bloody row is out of the question.”

				“I’m always up for one.”

				Now he smiled. “Hard to work up the energy for one when I’m also forced to admit you’re right. Actually, thinking about it, that’s a considerable irritation. Everything you just said bull’s-eyed the entire ugly situation. The victims deserve you, and I’m damned if the department gets the satisfaction of having you toss this one back because of me. And damned again if I’ll have fingers pointed at me as a cheat who’d use his wife. I’ve done plenty in my time to deserve finger-pointing, but not this.”

				“Are we square?”

				He gave her shoulders a light rub before he stepped back. “It seems we are. But the term wife is not synonymous with bimbo. I love my wife very much. I’ve only slept with bimbos—occasionally. In the past.”

				He was still seething mad though, she noted. However cool and collected he might seem, she knew him, and saw the black temper bubbling under the surface. She couldn’t blame him. But there were other ways to work off a rage than a sweaty session in the gym, or a good, bloody row.

				“I still need that shower.” She headed for the door, glancing over her shoulder on the way out. “Wouldn’t mind some company.”

				 

				She ordered the jets on full, at a temperature of 101, and let the heat punch its way into her bones. With her eyes closed and the water pulsing over her head, the worst of the headache she’d been carrying eased off.

				When arms came around her, the tension inside her body shifted to a different arena.

				“Sorry,” she said with her eyes still closed. “You’ll have to get in line. I’ve already got a guy scheduled for shower sex.”

				Hands slid up to cover her breasts; teeth nipped lightly into her shoulder.

				“Well, maybe I can squeeze you in.”

				She started to turn, but those hands held her in place while his mouth roamed over her neck and shoulders. Little bites while the steam began to rise.

				With an arm hooked around her waist, he flipped open the compartment in the glass block and let a river of fragrant soap pool into his hand. He slicked it over her breasts, torso, belly. Slow circles while the water pumped and pulsed.

				Everything inside her tightened into delicious knots that released only to snap taut again. The wet heat, the smooth hands teased all of her senses to the edge of nerves, drenching her in sensations.

				She lifted her arms, taking them back to wind around his neck, to open herself. Those lazy circles traveled down her again, slid slippery between her legs. Her body bowed, her breath escaping in a moan as he tipped her over the edge.

				She shuddered for him, shuddered and bucked against his busy hands, fueling his needs even as he sated hers. His own system began to churn, greed and want and lust and love so twisted together they created one mass of heat that spread from heat to heart to loins.

				A unit, he thought. Two lost souls, steeped in shadows, that had found each other. He shouldn’t have forgotten, even in temper, the miracle of that.

				When he pulled her around to face him, her eyes were heavy, her face flushed—and her lips slowly curved.

				“Oh, it’s you. I thought there was something familiar, but I wasn’t sure.” She reached down, took the hot, hard length of him in her hands. “Yeah, I recognize this.”

				She kept those sleepy eyes open and on his when he pushed her back against the wet wall. While the jetting water thundered he took her mouth, took her taste and quivered with the thrill when her lips met his with equal passion.

				Then, gripping her hips, he plunged into her, swallowing her cries, her gasps, her moans, as he drove them both.

				Her fingers slid down him, dug in for purchase as shock and excitement ripped through her. There was nothing but the heat, the wet, the glorious hard body against her, in her. The pleasure shot her up so high she had to fight for breath to even moan his name.

				Then it wrung her out, made her weak, made her woozy. She felt him let go, felt him give himself to her as she went limp.

				“Ta cion agam ort.” With his body warm and pressed to hers he murmured it.

				I love you, Eve thought, in Gaelic. Knowing he used it when it mattered most to him, she smiled.

				 

				Feeling relaxed and accommodating, she let him pick the meal and ended up eating some sort of lightly grilled fish with a side of spicy rice mixed with crispy vegetables. She might have preferred a burger and fries drenched in salt, but she couldn’t complain.

				And the chilly glass of Italian white made it all go down smooth as silk.

				“Before we go any further,” he began, “I want to say more than feeling kicked, I felt I’d been sucker punched by this. And it bruised.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“Hardly your fault. The fact is, I was equally furious with myself. I should have seen it coming.”

				“Why? How?”

				“A prominent accounting firm, with prominent clients.” He moved his shoulders. “There had to be some question that I’d have access to the financial data of some competitors. And the ensuing uproar over it.”

				“Hey.” She stabbed out with her fork. “You’re not going to take their side on this one. That’ll just piss me off all over again.”

				“I’m not, no. I think it was poorly handled. Still, I should have expected something along those lines, and been better prepared to deal with it.”

				“They bitch-slapped both of us. I’m not going to forget it.”

				“Nor will I. Why don’t you tell me about the progress of the investigation. If nothing else, it’ll make me feel we’ve given them a good poke in the eye.”

				“Sure.”

				He listened while she brought him up to date.

				“So somebody accessed her files and deleted whatever it was she was looking into. A clean job, according to McNab. They’re going to keep digging.”

				“Smarter if they’d taken the units, as they did on the crime scenes.”

				“Yeah, in hindsight. I’m guessing the killer couldn’t be sure we’d pin it to an account and start looking there. And until I talk to her supervisor, I don’t know that we will pin it to a specific account. When you take a scan of her office unit, even a hard look, you just see her tidy, organized files and data. The missing pieces only show up if you’re looking for them—those specific times and dates.”

				“Foreign accounts,” he mused. “It would be, most likely, a company—or individuals attached to it—that has interests here as well. Most likely directly here in New York. EDD hasn’t yet determined if the access was remote or on site?”

				“Not yet. My gut tells me on site. The killer hauled off their home units. If he had solid hacker skills, why not just delete the files from them? Or better, do that by remote before or after the killing? He hauled them away so he could get rid of them, ditch the data and dispose of the units. Not so easy to walk off with office equipment.”

				“Good security?”

				“Damn good. I don’t think anyone could have wandered in after hours without it showing up on discs. And nothing has. He deleted the files during working hours. Maybe got the passcodes and deleted from another station inside the building, maybe got into her office while her assistant was busy elsewhere. With the delay getting the warrant to confiscate, there was time. The killer or an accessory is inside the firm.”

				He sipped a little wine. “Did your first victim gain any new accounts in the last few weeks?”

				“Thought of that, and no. Nothing new in the last couple that I can see, so there’s no way to narrow it down from that route. If she flagged anything hinky, that’s gone. Maybe one of the accounts suddenly didn’t jibe, and she took a closer look. Could be the client recently started doing the shadowy stuff. Or she just happened to stumble across something because they’d gotten sloppy. Happens. But she didn’t discuss a problem with an account to any of the higher-ups or with her assistant. Not that any of them is copping to, at any rate.”

				“Just the fiancé.” Roarke nodded. “Because she trusted him completely.”

				“I get that. But I don’t believe she didn’t at least mention something to one of the partners or her supervisor, her department head. She was meticulous. You’ll see what I mean when you look at her files.”

				“I’ll take your word on that for now.”

				Eve set down her glass. “I thought we’d squared this, and you’d step onto the team—at least when you had time for it.”

				“For now,” he repeated, “I’d rather wait to look at the files. By meticulous, you mean she kept everything in excellent order.”

				Eve struggled back her annoyance. “That, yeah, but she was meticulous in the way she kept her office space, her apartment, her closet. She never had a single work eval that wasn’t glowing. She had a good relationship with her department head, and apparently with everyone she worked with. She was tight pals with the grandson of one of the partners.”

				“Romantic link?”

				“No. It comes off as pals. Good, platonic pals. Grandson has a girlfriend, and the four of them hung. But she doesn’t mention there’s this problem to her pal.”

				“Blood’s thicker?”

				“Maybe, maybe.” She pushed away from the little table where they’d eaten. “It’s inconsistent with her type, her pathology. She was a team player, and she was a rule keeper. She took this to one of them, Roarke, and the one she took it to was the wrong choice.”

				“She must have dealt with some clients directly.”

				“In the office, or in theirs—New York–based. Some travel, too, sure. But nothing out of the ordinary I’ve found. No last-minute appointments worked in, according to her assistant. No last-minute travel to meet with a client or their representatives. If you look at her office, on the surface, it’s straight business as usual. Taking the home units without making it look like a bungled burglary was a mistake.”

				“I don’t know.” He considered it. “Simpler, as you said, to take the units than to stay there and fiddle with them. Especially since the killer had a second job to do. It could simply be confidence. Go ahead and look at her office files, I’ve taken care of that. Covered the tracks.”

				“Nobody ever covers them all the way. Okay, okay, present company excepted,” she added when he lifted an eyebrow. “If he was as good as you, and as—let’s say—meticulous—he’d have found a better way to do Copperfield and Byson.”

				“Such as?”

				“Arrange a meet, take them out together outside their apartments. You make it look like a mugging or a thrill kill. Rape the woman, or him, or both. Send the investigators mixed signals. I figure I’m looking for someone focused on the task—eliminate the threat, remove the evidence. That’s straight-line thinking, leaving out the flourishes.”

				“Perhaps the only way he could take lives was to block out all but the target. Reach the goal, don’t consider the enormity of the action to get there.”

				“I don’t think so, or not completely. Yeah, okay, reaching the goal. But if he’d needed to distance himself emotionally from the action, he wouldn’t use strangulation. It’s intimate. And it was face-to-face.”

				Narrowing her eyes, she brought the crime scenes, the bodies, back into her mind. “He experienced the killings. You don’t want an active part in it? You got the tape right there. You slap it over their mouths, over their nose, and you walk away. You don’t have to see them suffer and die. But he looked right into their eyes as they did.

				“And this isn’t what I need you for,” she snapped. “I can get into his head. Or I can get a profile from Mira, talk it through with her. I need a numbers man. I need a business man. Big business, big risks, big benefits. I need you to look at the data, analyze it in a way I can’t.”

				“And I will. But tonight I’d prefer the generalities. I can take a look at her client list, give you a take on what I know that might not show on records or bios.”

				“Why tonight?”

				He considered again. Easier to evade, but she’d been straight with him and deserved the same. “I’m going to have my lawyers draft a contract of sorts which will prohibit me from using any of the data I may be privy to during the course of this investigation.”

				“No.”

				“It covers our respective asses. It will also prohibit you, or any member of the team, from revealing the name of the organization, corporation or company whose data I analyze. I can, quite easily, work with the figures only.”

				Frustration nearly blew out of the top of her head. “This is a crock. Your word’s good enough.”

				“For you, and thank you for it. But it’s simple enough to do, and it’s logical. It’s very likely I’m in competition, or certainly will be at some point, with some or all of the clients on your victims’ list. And at some point, while I can promise you I wouldn’t use the data you’ve put in my hands—”

				“I don’t want your damn promise!” she exploded.

				Her fury over it was like a warm, comforting kiss. “Then none of that between us. But, let’s be practical. It could appear, or be argued that I have or will use it. It still could, come to that, but this shows good intent at least.”

				“It’s insulting to you.”

				“Not if I offer it—more, insist on it. Which is exactly what I’m doing.” He knew how to calculate the odds, he thought. How to manipulate them. And how to win. “I won’t look at any of the data unless you agree to this provision. We can argue about it if you like, but that’s my line. I’ll have it taken care of, then we’ll move forward.”

				“Fine. Fine. If that’s the way you want it.” She had to fight back the urge to kick something again.

				“It is. I’m happy to look at the client list.”

				She moved to her desk, pulled out a hard copy from her file bag. “Look it over, think it over. I’ve got some runs to do meanwhile.”

				And some sulking, he imagined. “I’ll be in my office, then.”

				She did sulk, but she worked while she was at it.

				She did probabilities and was satisfied that the computer agreed—at 93.4 percent—that someone inside the firm was connected to the double murder.

				She studied her notes, Peabody’s reports, the lab’s, the ME’s, the crime-scene records. And put up a second murder board.

				New lock on the door, she reminded herself. Kitchen knife in the bedroom. But Natalie hadn’t been afraid enough to bunk with her boyfriend, or hole up in a hotel. Not afraid enough to tell her sister not to come and stay with her.

				“Knew the killer,” Eve said aloud. “Or the go-between. Nervous, excited, cautious, but not seriously afraid for her life. Knife in the bedroom. Girl thing.”

				She paced in front of the board as she thought. Any serious attacker could probably have disarmed a woman of Copperfield’s build. But she’s alone, starts wigging just a little. Takes the knife like she could use it if she had to.

				“Not a stupid woman, but seriously naive,” Eve added. “Gonna handle this deal herself, with her guy. A little excitement in their lives. But who else did she tell?”

				When her ’link beeped, she turned, answered it absently. “Dallas.”

				“Hey, I know it’s late but I got this brainstorm.” Peabody’s brows drew together on the display screen. “Are you still working?”

				“Who did she tell?”

				“Who, what?”

				Obviously, Eve thought as she pulled her mind away from the murder board, Peabody wasn’t still working. “What brainstorm?”

				“About the shower?”

				“Oh, Christ on a plastic crutch.”

				“Look, it’s the day after tomorrow.”

				“No, it’s not. It’s on Saturday.”

				“And tomorrow being Friday, Saturday follows. At least in my pretty little world.”

				“Damn it, damn it, damn it.”

				“So anyway, I’ve got the theme going, and picked up some stuff on my way home. I thought if I came by there tomorrow night, stayed over, we could put it all together in the morning.”

				“What does that mean, putting it all together?”

				“Well, the decorations, and these flower things I ordered, and, well…stuff. Plus I got this idea about the rocker system you bought her and how we can use it as a focal point, but disguise it like a throne until—”

				“Please, in the name of God, don’t tell me any more.”

				“So it chills with you if me and McNab bunk there tomorrow night?”

				“Sure, bring the family, all your friends, strangers you find on the street. All are welcome here.”

				“Uptown! Catch you in the morning.”

				She clicked off, then sat on the edge of her desk staring at nothing in particular. Baby showers and double murders. Was she the only one who could see they didn’t mix? She wasn’t equipped for the first. It wasn’t in her makeup.

				But she’d tried, hadn’t she? She’d called the caterer, and she’d let Mavis invite a horde of people—many of whom would be stranger than alien mutants. And still, it wasn’t enough.

				“Why do I have to decorate?” she demanded when Roarke stepped to the doorway.

				“You don’t. In fact, I sincerely wish you wouldn’t. I like our home as it is.”

				“See? Me, too.” She threw out her arms. “Why does it have to get tricked out for a baby shower?”

				“Oh. That. Well…I have no idea. I really choose to remain ignorant in this particular area of societal customs.”

				“Peabody said we have to have a theme.”

				He looked momentarily baffled. “A song?”

				“I don’t know.” Confused, Eve covered her eyes with her hands. “And there’s going to be a throne.”

				“For the baby?”

				“I don’t know.” Now she pulled at her hair. “I can’t think about it. It throws me off. I was thinking about murder, and I was fine. Now I’m thinking about themes and thrones, and I feel a little sick.”

				Eve took a huge breath. “Who did she tell?”

				“Peabody? I thought she just told you.”

				“No, God, not Peabody. Natalie Copperfield. Who did she trust or respect or feel obliged to report to if she found something off? Which of her clients did she believe, while they might do something illegal, unethical, might offer a bribe, wouldn’t cause her real physical harm? Because there’s no way she’d have let her sister come over, talked about pancake breakfasts, if she believed there might be actual danger.”

				“First, I’d say who she told would depend on the level of the illegality she uncovered. It’s not impossible she went directly to the client or their representative. But more likely that she showed the data to a superior.”

				“Back where I started, running rings. No way to pin down who she might have told other than the boyfriend.”

				“As for her client list, there are some high-end companies here. Any or all of them has very likely had some slippery moments. You can’t operate large companies without some slippage. Then you pay lawyers to slide you out of it, or you pay fines, settle suits out of court. But I don’t know of any major scandal involving those on her lists. And I haven’t heard anything murmuring on the wind about illegal practices. I can tune myself to that wind a little closer for you.”

				“That’d be good.”

				She frowned at the board again. “Wait. What if the client isn’t the problem? What if someone inside the firm did something like Whitney suggested you could do.”

				Roarke cocked his head, nodded. “Fed one client private data on another. Interesting.”

				“You could demand a percentage, a kickback, even a monthly retainer for information given. One client’s got a deal coming up. You just access the files on any competitors your firm might also represent. Pass along some inside data for a fee. Maybe she sees something, like one client consistently nipping out another, or others in competitive areas. She questions the percentages of that, pokes around.”

				“It would explain her reason for not telling a superior—if she didn’t do so.”

				“Can’t tell someone over her head if she’s not sure who’s part of the unethical practice. I can do an analysis of comparative operations over the last twelve months, check out the clients who most consistently pump out above the rest of the field.”

				“I can do that for you.”

				“Yeah?” That seriously brightened Eve’s day. “You’d probably see it faster if there’s anything to see. I can take a closer look at the financials—incomes, outlays of the partners.”

				“They’d know how to hide income. They’re accountants.”

				“Gotta start somewhere.”
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				IN THE MORNING WITH A SKY THAT LOOKED LIKE soured milk, Eve sat bleary-eyed over her second cup of coffee. It wasn’t the hours, she thought. It was the figures.

				Roarke plopped an omelette down in front of her. “You need it.”

				She glanced at it, then looked over at him as he sat. “Are my eyes bleeding? They feel like they’re bleeding.”

				“Not so far.”

				“I don’t know how you do it, day after day.” She made the mistake of looking toward the wall screen where he had the morning stock reports running. And slapped a hand over her aching eyes. “Have mercy.”

				He chuckled, but switched to the morning media. “Had enough of numbers, darling?”

				“I saw them in my sleep. Dancing. Some were singing. I think some might have had teeth. I’d rather lie bare-assed naked on the sidewalk and be trampled by tourists from South Dakota than be an accountant. And you.” She stabbed her fork in his direction. “You love them. The fives and twenties and the profit margins, overheads, the trading fees and tax-free fuckwhats.”

				“I love little more than a tax-free fuckwhat.”

				“How does anybody keep track of money anyway, when it’s zinging around all over the place? This guy puts it here for five minutes into pork asses, then whap! he kicks the asses and slaps it into gizmos, then shuffles some of that into peanut brittle.”

				“It’s never wise to put all your eggs into one pork’s ass.”

				“Whatever.” She had to struggle back a yawn. “Those accountant guys rake it in and spread it around.”

				“Money’s a bit like manure. You can’t get anything to grow if you don’t spread it around.”

				“I couldn’t find anything off, but then I think my brain fried in hour two. Lifestyles jibe with the incomes, incomes jibe with the business fees and profits, investments and blah-de-blah. If any of them are pulling some in on the side, they’ve got it buried.”

				“I’ll see if I can scrape off any of the dirt there. Meanwhile, I’ve got a couple of clients that have shown fairly consistent upswings and profits over the last two years. Could be good management,” he added as he ate. “Good luck. Or good information.”

				“With New York branches?”

				“Yes.”

				“Excellent. Gives me someone to harass and intimidate. Makes up for the long night with numbers.” She ate with more enthusiasm. “Roarke. Say you were doing something off the books, under the table, or in the gray area of law and ethics.”

				“Me?” He gave a good imitation of insulted shock. “What a thing to imply.”

				“Yeah, right. But if you were, and one of your employees tapped in. How would you handle it?”

				“Denial. Complete and utter denial, and while I was denying, I’d be busy covering up anything potentially damaging, crunching numbers, altering data. Depending on how matters shook out, I’d give the employee a raise or transfer them.”

				“In other words, there are lots of ways around this, if it’s a money deal. Killing two people is extreme, brings more heat. Now you’ve got cops digging.”

				“A strong and foolish reaction, yes. Someone took it personally, when it’s simply business.”

				“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.”

				Since it was something she wanted to run past Mira, Eve copied the files to the profiler’s office unit, and contacted Mira’s obsessively protective admin for an appointment.

				On the way downtown, an ad blimp cruised overhead blasting the news of an INVENTORY BLOWOUT! and a RED DOT EXTRAVAGANZA! at Aladdin’s Cave at Union Square.

				She wondered about people who got juiced up about blowouts and extravaganzas at places called Aladdin’s Cave. What were they after, cut-rate lamps with genies? Overstocked flying carpets?

				It was too early for bargain hunters or for any but the most determined tourists. New Yorkers clipped along the sidewalks, heading to or from work, to breakfast meetings. By-the-day domestics huddled in the chill waiting for their buses to rumble up to take them to the apartments or townhouses they’d spend their days cleaning.

				More, she knew, would be jammed under the streets, zoning while the subway thundered along the rails.

				On corners, glide-cart operators were set up to hawk their hideous excuse for coffee and tooth-chipping bagels to the early commuters. Steam poured off the grills to accommodate those hungry enough or just crazy enough to eat the fake egg pouches the carts fried up.

				A few enterprising street hawkers were spreading their designer rip-offs and gray market wares on tables and blankets. Scarves and hats and gloves would be the hot sellers, she thought, on a day with the bitter wind cutting at the bone, and the sky just waiting to dump snow.

				Which it did, along with nasty little bits of ice, minutes before she turned into the garage at Central.

				In her office, she got another cup of coffee, put her feet up on her desk, and stared at the murder board.

				Personal, she thought again.

				Jake Sloan had personal relationships with both vics.

				Lilah Grove attempted to develop one with the male vic.

				Cara Greene, first vic’s department head, purportedly had friendly personal relationship with both vics.

				All three generations of Sloans had a personal interest in Copperfield.

				And all of the above had considerable investment in the firm, its success, and its reputation.

				Eve angled her head, shifted her thoughts. So what connection within the firm do or did any or all of those people have?

				She plugged in the data Roarke had given her and began to look for one.

				While she was working, Roarke was walking into Commander Whitney’s office. Whitney rose, offered a hand.

				“I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice,” Roarke began.

				“It’s not a problem. Can I offer you coffee?”

				“No. I won’t keep you long.” Roarke opened his briefcase, took out a file. He’d kept his lawyers busy through the night. “I understand there’s some concern regarding the Copperfield/Byson investigation, and the ethics of my relationship with the primary.”

				“Why don’t you sit down?”

				“All right. What you have there,” Roarke continued in the same cool tones, “is a document my attorneys have drafted that binds me from utilizing any of the data I may come across through the primary in the course of her investigation.”

				Whitney flicked a glance down at the file, then shifted his eyes back to Roarke’s. “I see.”

				“It also stipulates that should I be given access to any of that data, I’ll be given it blind. Figures only, without names or organizations. The document is quite detailed, and the penalties, should I break any of the stipulations therein, are quite stiff. Naturally, you’ll want your legal department to vet it, and should there be any changes or additions requested, those changes and/or additions can be discussed with my legal reps until the document suits all parties.”

				“I’ll see that it’s done.”

				“All right, then.” Roarke got to his feet. “Of course, legalities and documents don’t take into account the fact I may lie and cheat my way around the stipulations, and use my wife and two brutally murdered people for my own financial gain. But I would hope this department, and this office, understands—clearly understands—the primary in this investigation would never allow it.”

				Roarke waited a beat. “I’d like to hear you say you don’t question the lieutenant’s integrity. In fact, I bloody well insist on it.”

				“Lieutenant Dallas’s integrity is not at issue for me. And is not in question.”

				“Just mine, then?”

				“Officially, this department and this office must insure the privacy of the citizens of New York—that information generated or uncovered during the course of an investigation is not utilized for harm, for personal gain, or in any illegal capacity.”

				“I thought you knew me better than that,” Roarke shot back, barely able to hold on to the slippery edge of his fury. “At least well enough to be sure I’d do nothing to reflect poorly on my wife, to put her reputation or her career on the line.”

				“I do.” Whitney nodded. “I know you well enough to be absolutely sure of that. So, unofficially, all this is bullshit.” Whitney flicked his fingers at the file sharply enough to scoot it over the surface of his desk. “Bureaucratic, political, ass-kissing bullshit that infuriates me nearly as much as you. I can offer you my personal apology for it.”

				“You should have offered her one.”

				Now Whitney raised his brows. “Lieutenant Dallas isn’t a civilian, and is under my command. She knows the departmental line. I don’t apologize for informing a subordinate of a potential problem within an investigation. Nor would she, I expect, in my place.”

				“She intends to bring me in, officially as expert consultant, civilian.”

				“She would, wouldn’t she?” Whitney sat back, frowned. “Thumb her nose at anyone who’d question her integrity or yours. Still…” Now he tapped his fingers, thinking it through. “That would also put you under the department’s aegis throughout the investigation, which goes some way of covering us. And your document, which I’d assume is as complicated as it is detailed, should take care of the rest.

				“Some media spinning if we need it.”

				“That can be handled,” Roarke told him.

				“I’ve no doubt about it. I’ll have this vetted by Legal, and run it through with Chief Tibble.”

				“Then I’ll let you get to it.”

				Whitney rose. “When you speak to the lieutenant, tell her I have every confidence this case will be closed in a timely fashion.”

				And that, Roarke thought, was as close to an apology as Eve would get. “I’ll do that.”

				 

				When Peabody poked her head into Eve’s office, Eve was pinning names to the back side of her board. “Baxter and I have been through the lot,” she told Eve. “Nothing pops out of line, and Copperfield and Byson didn’t share any clients.”

				“You gotta go under it,” Eve said half to herself. “Forget the numbers for now, look at names. Look at people. Numbers make you crazy anyway.”

				“I kind of like them.” Peabody moved in, squeezing around the desk to view the back of the board.

				“You got your big three,” Eve began, and tapped names. “Sloan, Myers, Kraus. Under Sloan you’ve got the son, then the grandson. Connect Copperfield to Jake Sloan, putting them both under Cara Greene. Under Copperfield, you’ve got the assistant, Sarajane Bloomdale. Rochelle DeLay connects to Jake Sloan, to Copperfield, and also to Byson, who comes over here, under the big three, and under Myra Lovitz, with another connect to Lilah Grove.”

				“You need a bigger board.”

				“Maybe. Then you’ve got your alibis. Myers and Kraus with clients.”

				“And all checked out,” Peabody added.

				“Jacob Sloan’s got his grandkid and the girlfriend, his wife. Doubling that back as Sloan alibiing the grandson. Handy.”

				“Yet feasible.”

				“Randall Sloan has clients covering his ass for the time in question.”

				“Also checked. And none of the alibis were Copperfield’s clients.”

				“Nope. However, the Bullock Foundation is represented in the legal world by Stuben, Robbins, Cavendish, and Mull, who were Copperfield’s. And one of the accounts—according to Greene when I contacted her this morning—Copperfield copped within the last year.”

				“Aha!” Peabody hunched her shoulders at Eve’s beady stare. “I just wanted to say it.”

				“The British law firm has a New York branch, which is also handy. Byson connects there, as he represented the number crunching for Lordes Cavendish McDermott—”

				“Sounds like an opera singer.”

				“Socialite and widow of Miles McDermott, really rich dude. Meanwhile, other under-the-surface connections. Randall Sloan is alibied by Sasha Zinka and Lola Warfield. Zinka has a sister living in Prague, who, along with two partners, owns and runs a five-diamond hotel. And whose number crunching is done by…”

				“Sloan, Myers, and Kraus. I did Copperfield’s. I don’t remember a Zinka. It would’ve clicked.”

				“Sister’s name is Kerlinko, Anna. And the hotel group was Copperfield’s. Also copped within this last year.”

				“Either a lot of coincidence or a lot of connections.”

				“I like connections. Pull the data on these companies, and the New York–based staff for now. I’ve got a quick consult with Mira, then we’re in the field.”

				Heading out, Eve stopped to scowl at a vending machine. She and Vending currently had a cold war in progress. But she wanted a damn Pepsi. In fact, if she took a tube with her to Mira’s, the doctor wouldn’t insist on pushing into her hands that flower tea she always brewed.

				Eve jingled the loose credits in her pockets. She wasn’t going to just key in her code. That wasn’t just asking for trouble, it was begging for it.

				She took out the credits she needed, was about to risk the annoyance and disappointment by plugging them in herself, when a couple of uniforms came her way, quick-stepping a skinny guy in restraints between them.

				The skinny guy was squawking like a parrot on Zeus about harassment, constitutional rights, and someone named Shirley.

				“Hey.” She held up a hand, then held out the credits. With her free hand she stabbed a finger at the parrot. “You. Zip it.”

				Even with the illegals in his system whirling his eyes around in his head, the mope must have caught the tone of her voice. He went down to whimpers.

				“Use this, gimme Pepsi.”

				“Sure, Lieutenant.”

				Because the uniform didn’t blink at the request, Eve assumed her cold war was known throughout the department.

				“What he do?” she asked with a nod toward the now sniveling parrot.

				“Pushed a woman down a couple flights of stairs at his flop. She didn’t bounce.”

				“Slipped. She slipped. I wasn’t even there. I hardly knew her. Cops tossed me down on the street. I’m gonna sue.”

				“Three eyewits,” the uniform said dryly as he handed Eve her tube. “Fled the scene. Took a little spill during pursuit.”

				“Who’s got it?”

				“Carmichael’s primary.”

				Satisfied Eve nodded. “Thanks.”

				The squawking renewed as she walked off to take the glides to Mira’s sector.

				She supposed Mira’s area would be considered more civilized than hers. You weren’t likely to see junked-up suspects being hauled around. Here there was quiet, easy colors, and a lot of closed doors.

				Mira’s was open, and the admin guarding the perimeter looked relaxed, so Eve decided she wasn’t going to have to do a dance to gain admission.

				Mira spotted her from her desk. “Eve. Come right in. I’m just finishing up some paperwork.”

				“Appreciate the time.”

				“I have a little to spare today.”

				As always, Mira looked perfectly put together without being obvious about it. She was letting her sable-colored hair grow some so that it waved softly to the nape of her neck. Her suit was a monochromatic three-piece in a rich, plummy tone worn with sparkling silver chains and little glittery hoops in her ears.

				She smiled easily, a lovely face with soft blue eyes Eve knew could see right through the skull into whatever secrets the brain might hold.

				“Did you get a chance to look at the reports?”

				“I did. Have a seat. It’s a shame, isn’t it, all that youth and optimism cut off so abruptly.” She sat back. “Their lives were just beginning, really.”

				“Now they’re over,” Eve said flatly. “Why?”

				“Why is rarely straightforward, is it? On the profile,” she said in brisk, professional tones, “I agree, as you’d expect, with your conclusions and the ME’s, that you’re looking for one killer. Most likely male, between thirty-five and sixty-five. He isn’t impulsive, and wasn’t looking for thrills. He didn’t rape either victim because it wasn’t part of the business at hand. And, very likely, he doesn’t equate sex with power and control. He may be in a sexual relationship where he is accustomed to being subservient.”

				“Rape takes time,” Eve added. “He had a schedule to keep, and priorities.”

				“Agreed. But rape, or the threat of it, is often used in torture killings, as is mutilation. No sexual assault, no mutilation, no serious vandalism. He came prepared, and with a purpose. He fulfilled it, using brute force and physical—very likely emotional—torture.”

				Mira spread the crime scene photos out on her desk.

				“Binding the victims put them under his control, kept them helpless. Removing the tape from both victims’ mouths tells me he wanted, or needed, to see their faces. The whole of their faces as he strangled them.”

				“Pride in his work.”

				“Yes. A job fulfilled, and the acknowledgment of his power and his control. As he was able to overcome a man of Byson’s years and physical build, he’s likely in good physical condition himself. Utilizing weapons on scene—the robe tie, the binding cord—shows presence of mind and clear thinking. The lack of any DNA on the first scene indicates he took precautions. The fact that there was DNA on the second tells me he lost that control long enough to lead with temper.”

				“Because he got clocked.”

				“Exactly,” Mira said with a ghost of a smile. “Byson hurt him, and he reacted poorly to the pain. Copperfield was the primary target.

				“And I’m not telling you anything you don’t know.”

				“No, but it solidifies it.”

				“This was a desperate act committed without desperation. He certainly feared them, or what they could do, but there’s no indication of panic on the bodies or on the scenes. He was in control, and illustrated that control to them, to himself, by the face-to-face strangulations.”

				“Watch me kill you while I watch you die.”

				“Yes. And while he may have—almost certainly—experienced some sort of thrill through that, he remained controlled enough to move quickly to the secondary target and finish his job.”

				“But not a pro. It’s too messy for a professional.”

				“I agree. But his focus was very tight, his preparations well thought out.”

				“A good sense of self-preservation can do that.”

				“It can. Following that train, he may have been protecting himself, his own interests, or someone close to him. He was very careful.”

				“But didn’t know enough about forensics to know that we’d be able to get his DNA off the scrapes on Byson’s knuckles.”

				“Perhaps not, but I’d judge him as educated, organized, and thorough. I’d be very surprised if he hasn’t destroyed or disposed of anything he took from the scenes, anything he used to gain entry. I expect if you interview him during the course of your investigation, he’ll be cooperative. If he knew the victims, he’ll attend their memorial with every sign of sorrow for their loss. He’ll have thought all of that through as well.”

				“As well as an alibi for the time in question.”

				“I’d be surprised if he didn’t have one. Some in these circumstances might deliberately avoid having an alibi to add to the thrill and excitement during the investigation. The game of it. I don’t think that’s your type here. He’d have dotted all his i’s beforehand.”

				Eve nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

				“I’m looking forward to tomorrow,” Mira said as Eve rose.

				“What’s—oh. Oh, yeah.”

				With a laugh, Mira swiveled in her chair. “I’ve never known any sort of an event at your home to be less than entertaining. Mavis must be thrilled.”

				“I guess. Truth? I’m kind of ducking her. We had to do the class thing—the coach class? Which was a nightmare beyond the speaking of it. I’m afraid she’s going to tag me and do, like, a quiz to make sure I was paying attention!”

				“And were you?”

				“You couldn’t look away. It was like watching a horror movie. Freaky,” she muttered, and had to struggle not to shudder. “Tomorrow, I’m going to be surrounded by those women who’re brewing babies. What if one of them decides to pop?”

				“Unlikely, but you will have a couple of doctors on hand. I’ll be there, so will Louise.”

				“Right.” The idea relieved her. “I forgot. Okay, that’s a load off. Maybe you could be sure to hang around until all of them leave. Just in case.”

				“Eleven years and counting on the force, and you’ve never delivered a baby?”

				“That’s right, and I’m going to keep that record intact.”

				 

				Eve’s first thought when she entered Sasha Zinka’s office was that it rivaled Roarke’s for space, for plush, for taste. The clean lines and surprising slashes of bold color against the muted made it female without being fussy.

				She thought the same of Sasha herself.

				The woman could have easily passed for a decade younger than her age on her official records. Honeycomb hair was swooped back and up from a heart-shaped face dominated by clear blue eyes. She wore a suit of rusty red as restrained and subtle as the jewelry she’d matched to it.

				She crossed the thick silver carpet in an easy glide in skinny heels as she held out a hand.

				“Lieutenant Dallas. We met in passing at some gala or other last spring.”

				“I remember.”

				“Lousy way to meet again. You’re Detective Peabody. We spoke by ’link.”

				Peabody accepted the hand held out to her. “Thanks for seeing us.”

				“Please, have a seat. Tell me what I can do. You wanted to see Lola as well. She’s on her way. Would you like anything while we wait for her?”

				“We’re fine, thanks.” Eve sat in a chair of amber leather so buttery she was surprised her butt didn’t just melt through it. “You knew Natalie Copperfield?”

				“A little. Knew of her more.” She took a seat of her own. “It’s terrible, what happened to her and the young man. But I’m not sure where Lola and I come into it.”

				“You’ve stated that you and Ms. Warfield had dinner with Randall Sloan on the night of the murders.”

				“That’s right. Business primarily, but Lola and I enjoy Ran’s company. We were out until after two in the morning, as I told the detective when she contacted me. You don’t seriously consider Ran—”

				She broke off as the door opened. Lola Warfield rushed in looking flushed and scattered with her wild brunette curls flying. Her eyes, nearly the same color as the chair where Eve sat, were full of laughing apology.

				“Sorry, sorry. I got hung up. Dallas, right? I took my life in my hands and snatched your gorgeous husband for a dance at the Marquis event last spring. If he were mine I’d beat any woman who looked at him with a stick, even if she plays for the other team.”

				“Then the city’d be hip-deep in bodies.”

				“That’d be a problem. I’m sorry.” She flashed a brilliant smile at Peabody. “I can’t remember your name.”

				“Detective Peabody.”

				“Nice to meet you. Well, not nice, I guess. It’s awful, but a little exciting, too.”

				“Lola glues herself to the screen for the crime reports,” Sasha explained.

				“And here we are in the middle of one. Or right on the sidelines. And I’m being horrible. I met Natalie a couple of times. She was very sweet, it seemed to me.”

				As she spoke, she moved to the long bar at one end of the office, took a bottle of water from a cold box. “Anyone?”

				“No, thanks.” Eve waited a beat while Lola moved to perch on the arm of Sasha’s chair. “When was the business dinner set up with Randall Sloan?”

				“Mmm.” Lola glanced down at Sasha. “Couple of days before, wasn’t it? We generally meet with him every quarter.”

				“That’s right,” Sasha confirmed. “We’d had to postpone an earlier meeting because we were out of the country for a few days right after the first of the year.”

				“Who set it up?”

				“Hmm.” Lola furrowed her brow. “I guess Ran did. It’s usual for him to get in touch, set up a meeting, or an evening out.”

				“In the course of your business or conversations with Mr. Sloan, did he mention any difficulties with Natalie Copperfield or Bick Byson?”

				“No.” Sasha took the ball. “Their names never came up. We work directly with Ran. We did meet her, and her fiancé, as I said. At Jacob Sloan’s home. She—Natalie—was friendly with his grandson.”

				“Ms. Copperfield handles your sister’s financials.”

				“That’s right. When Anna and her friends went into business, I recommended the firm, and spoke with Ran personally on who he thought would be best for them. He assigned Natalie. She and Anna hit it off well—so I’m told—when Natalie flew out to meet with her.”

				“Your sister was satisfied with Ms. Copperfield’s work.”

				“I didn’t hear any complaints. And I would have.”

				“Would you ever,” Lola confirmed. “Anna doesn’t suffer in silence. Are you looking inside the firm for a suspect? I assumed it was something personal and—well—passionate. Like a jealous ex or unrequited love.”

				“We’re looking everywhere,” Eve told her, and rose. “If you remember anything or think of something, you can contact me at Central.”

				“That’s all?” Lola’s lips moved into a pout of disappointment. “I was hoping we’d get grilled.”

				“Maybe next time. Thanks for your time,” Eve added.

				She waited until they were outside, hiking back to their vehicle. “Impressions?”

				“Straightforward, confident, calm. Business as usual on the date for the dinner with Sloan, and they don’t strike me as the type to cover for an employee—even if they are on friendly terms. There’s Zinka’s sister’s connection to the first vic, but if I go with the gut, I can’t see either or both of them committing double murders, or attaching themselves to same to keep the sister out of a jam. And they’re way rich. If this is about money, they don’t need to cheat to make more.”

				“It’s not about need, it’s about greed and power,” Eve corrected. “But I didn’t get any vibe there. If it was the sister’s account that sent up the red flag for Copperfield, and either of them knew about it, they’re damn cool. What do we have on Anna Kerlinko’s whereabouts on the night?”

				Peabody took out her memo book as she slid into the car. “Figuring the time difference, she was having breakfast with her current lover when Copperfield was murdered, and in her office by nine, her time. Got wits. She couldn’t have zipped here, done them, zipped back.”

				“We move on.”

				Using geography as much as her own checklist, she maneuvered the six blocks east to take the New York branch of the law firm representing the Bullock Foundation. They’d been assigned to Copperfield within the last few months, Eve mused, and had yet another connection with Byson representing one of the partner’s nieces.

				The firm had its offices in an elegant old brownstone with the outer office as quiet as a church and manned by a woman who sat bathed in the colored light that seeped through the stained glass of the streetside window.

				She was a sharp looker with her red hair in a long, swooping curve. Eve badged her and got several surprised blinks in response.

				“I don’t understand.”

				“Badge,” Eve said helpfully. “Cops. Now you buzz your boss and tell him we need to speak with him.”

				“Golly. I mean, I’m sorry, but Mr. Cavendish is in a meeting. I’d be happy to check his schedule with his assistant and set up an appointment.”

				“No, no, you’re getting it wrong. Let me repeat. Badge. Cops.” Eve glanced around, saw the straight angle of polished wood stairs. “Offices up that way?”

				“Oh, but—but—but—”

				Eve left the redhead sputtering and moved with Peabody to the stairs.

				The second level changed Eve’s opinion from church to museum. The carpets were old, worn, and expensive. The wainscotting the real deal, and very likely original. Paintings of country landscapes adorned the walls.

				A door swung open on the left. The woman who stepped out was older than the girl at the downstairs desk, and twice as sharp.

				She wore her jet hair in a no-nonsense twist that complimented a striking, angular face. The pinstriped suit might have been no-nonsense as well, but it had been tailored to mold a very fine body.

				“I believe you were told Mr. Cavendish is in a meeting and unavailable at this time. What can I do for you?”

				“You can get him out of his meeting and see that he’s available,” Eve returned. “That would be helpful.”

				She felt an entertaining little buzz up the back of her spine at the woman’s silent, burning stare. “Got a name, sister?”

				“Ms. Ellyn Bruberry. I’m Mr. Cavendish’s administrative assistant. And a paralegal.”

				“Good for you. We need to talk to Mr. Cavendish in connection with an investigation.”

				“Mr. Cavendish is, as you’ve now been told twice, unavailable. And as you must know, is under no obligation to speak with you without notice.”

				“Got me there,” Eve said cheerfully. “We’ll be happy to give Mr. Cavendish, and you, and every one in these offices notice of your obligation to come into Cop Central for formal interviews, which—being a paralegal—you must know could take a few hours to, oh, next Christmas. Or gee, we could just talk to him now, in the comfort of his own office. And probably be out of your hair in under twenty minutes.”

				She paused. “Pick a door.”

				Eve actually heard the woman suck air through her nose.

				“You’ll have to tell me what this is about.”

				“No, I really don’t. You may want to ask your boss if he’d rather speak to me now, or come into Central in the immediate future and spend considerable time being interviewed formally. Or you can make that decision for him. Up to you.”

				“But…” Peabody tapped her wrist unit. “Time’s a-wasting.”

				“Wait here.”

				Eve waited until Bruberry had clicked off on her sharply heeled boots. “Time’s a-wasting?”

				“It just worked for me. Kind of pissy, wasn’t she? And she knows why we’re here.”

				“Oh, yeah, she does. Interesting.” Idly, Eve turned to study one of the countryscapes. “How come people live and work in urban areas, then put up pictures of rural areas on the wall? Can’t they make up their minds where they want to be?”

				“A lot of people find rural landscapes relaxing.”

				“Sure, until you start wondering what’s creeping behind those trees, or slithering along in the grass.”

				Peabody shifted uncomfortably. “Some people think bounding instead of creeping, as in pretty little fawns, and frolicking as opposed to slithering, like cute little bunnies.”

				“Some people are fools. Let’s entertain ourselves, Peabody, and start a run on Bruberry. And one on Cavendish.”

				“It could be fawns and bunnies,” Peabody muttered, and took out her PPC to do the runs.

				Moments later, Bruberry stepped out of another door. Her back was poker straight, her tone cool and aloof. “Mr. Cavendish will see you now. Ten minutes.”
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				FROM CHURCH TO MUSEUM, EVE THOUGHT, THEN through the door into the men’s club.

				Walter Cavendish presided over an office with wide-armed, port-colored leather chairs and sofas, and dark, heavy woods. The carpets were thickly padded Orientals, likely the real deal, in rich tones and complex patterns. Amber liquid swam in thick crystal decanters that would have doubled as very effective murder weapons.

				A trim black data and communication center stood alongside leather and brass accessories that were arranged just so on the antique desk where Cavendish sat looking prosperous, tailored—and to Eve’s gauge—nervy.

				He was in his early fifties, with a good head of the hair people called sandy in men, mousey in women. His face was ruddy, his eyes a light blue that skipped over Eve’s face, then over her shoulder. His suit was a muted brown with just a hint of a gold stripe to show he liked a little pizzazz.

				He rose, and his not-quite-handsome face set in solemn lines. “I’d like to see some identification.” He spoke, to Eve’s mind, in the rounded, fruity tones of a hammy Shakespearean actor.

				Both she and Peabody took out badges. “Lieutenant Dallas,” Eve said, “and Detective Peabody. Looks like your meeting broke up. Funny, we didn’t see anyone leave.”

				He looked momentarily confused, and those nervous eyes slid to Bruberry even as the admin spoke.

				“It was a ’link conference.”

				“Yes, a ’link conference. With London.”

				“That’s handy.” She kept her eyes on Cavendish in a way that told him she knew he was already lying. “Since you’ve got a few minutes now, we have some questions in connection with an investigation.”

				“So I’m told.” He gestured, started to sit. When he didn’t offer a hand, Eve shot hers out deliberately. She wanted the feel of his.

				He hesitated, and she saw his gaze dart toward his admin yet again before he took Eve’s hand in his.

				A little soft, she noted, a little damp.

				“What’s the nature of your investigation?”

				“Homicide. Natalie Copperfield and Bick Byson. Are those names familiar to you?”

				“No.”

				“You don’t watch the media reports, I take it. Don’t scan the newspapers.” She flicked a glance of her own toward a wall screen framed in the dark wood that dominated the room. “These individuals were murdered three nights ago in their respective residences. Both were employed by the accounting firm of Sloan, Myers, and Kraus. And funnily enough, Natalie Copperfield handled the accounts for your home operation. But that name doesn’t ring for you?”

				“I don’t retain the names of everyone I might hear of or read of. I’m a very busy man. As far as accounting, Ellyn—my assistant—deals with that area.”

				“I’m aware of Ms. Copperfield,” Bruberry stated. “What does her death have to do with this firm?”

				“At this point, I’ll be asking the questions,” Eve said coolly. “Where were you, Mr. Cavendish, three nights ago between the hours of midnight and four A.M.?”

				“At home, in bed. With my wife.”

				Eve lifted her eyebrows. “You can’t remember the names of two people who’ve been all over the media reports, but you know—without a second’s hesitation or without checking your book—where you were three nights ago?”

				“At home,” he said again. “In bed.”

				“Have you had any contact with Ms. Copperfield or Mr. Byson?”

				“No.”

				“That’s odd. Don’t you find that odd, Detective, that Mr. Cavendish would have no contact whatsoever with the person who handles his firm’s accounts?”

				“I have to say I do. Me, I’m on a first-name basis with the guy in Payroll back at Central.”

				“I may have, at some point, met—”

				“I corresponded and met with Ms. Copperfield,” Bruberry interrupted. “When necessary. Such matters are, primarily, dealt with through our home office in London.”

				“And just what do you do here?” Eve asked, speaking directly to Cavendish.

				“I represent our firm’s New York interests.”

				“Which means?”

				“Exactly that.”

				“That clarifies it. And you also represent the legal interests of Lordes C. McDermott, who was a client of Bick Byson.”

				“Ms. McDermott is a family relation, and naturally is represented by our firm. As to her financial manager, I couldn’t say.”

				“Really? Gee, seems like one hand doesn’t keep a grip on the other around here. And, second gee, I don’t think I said Byson was her financial manager, just that she was a client.”

				Cavendish fiddled with the knot of his tie. Nervous tell, Eve thought.

				“I assumed.”

				“While we’re at it, your whereabouts on the night of the murders, Ms. Bruberry?”

				“At home. I was in bed before midnight.”

				“Alone?”

				“I live alone, yes. I’m afraid that’s all the time Mr. Cavendish can spare.”

				Eve got lazily to her feet. “Thanks for your cooperation. Oh,” she continued. “Your firm also represents…” She took out her memo book as if to check on a name. “The Bullock Foundation.”

				And there, she noted, just that little ripple over the face. The tightening of the jaw, the flicker in the eyes. Another brush of the fingers over the knot of his tie. “That’s correct.”

				“Ms. Madeline Bullock and Mr. Winfield Chase were recently in the city. I suppose you met with them while they were here.”

				“I…”

				“Ms. Bullock and Mr. Chase had a luncheon meeting here with Mr. Cavendish. That would have been on Monday afternoon. At twelve-thirty,” Bruberry added.

				“You had your meeting, and your lunch with them here. In the office.”

				“That’s correct,” Bruberry snapped before Cavendish could respond. “Would you like me to find my notes on the menu?”

				“I’ll let you know. This has been just swell. Thanks for the time.” Eve turned to go, hesitated at the door. “You know, it’s odd that while you’re so busy representing your firm’s New York interests, you didn’t take regular meetings with the senior accountant who looks after their finances.”

				“I’ll see you out,” Bruberry said when Cavendish remained silent.

				“That’s okay. We can manage it.”

				 

				Somebody’s got a secret,” Peabody said when they were back on the street.

				“Bet your ass. That guy had guilt and fear plastered all over him. Could be we’ll find he’s just cheating on his wife or wearing women’s underwear.”

				“Or both if he’s cheating with his admin. She’s definitely the alpha male in that duet.”

				“You got that right. Stupid to lie about knowing Copperfield, and he was.”

				“Puffed up. You know,” Peabody continued when Eve lifted a brow. “I’m too important to know the little people. And it’s a way of distancing himself from the big stew.”

				“Big stew being murder.” She got behind the wheel, tapped her fingers on it. “They weren’t prepared. Never considered the cops would question them, so they went with first instinct. Deny everything. Let’s see if we can track down Lordes McDermott, get another angle on this.”

				Peabody pulled out her PPC to get an address. “Got a place on Riverside Drive.”

				“’Link number?”

				“Right here.”

				“Try it first. Let’s make sure she’s home, or where she might be if not.”

				Lordes McDermott was not only home, but appeared to have no problem having her day interrupted by the police.

				They were escorted into her home by a uniformed maid, and through a wide, two-story atrium into a spacious sitting room done in a bold contemporary style with flashing color, glinting metallics, and glittering glass.

				Lordes looked comfortably at home in New York black, soft boots, dull gold jewelry. Her hair was short, near the color of a ripe eggplant, and worn with short, spiky bangs over a pair of sapphire eyes.

				On the low glass table was a skinny white pot, three oversized white mugs, and a white triangular platter loaded with donuts.

				“Don’t tell me cops, coffee, and donuts is a cliché.”

				“It’s a cliché for a reason. Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody.”

				“Have a seat. You must be here about Bick and his Natalie. I’m damn sick about it. He was a lovely guy.”

				“When did you last see him?”

				“December fifteenth.”

				“Good memory,” Eve commented.

				“No, not really. I looked it up when I heard about what happened. We had a wrapping-up year-end business meeting right before the holidays. Here in this room, actually. He was a nice guy.”

				“Did you know Ms. Copperfield?”

				“I met her a few times. Bick brought her to a couple of dinner meetings at my request. I like knowing who the people handling my business are involved with. I liked her, too. They had that nice glow on together, anticipation. How would you like your coffee?”

				“Black, thanks.”

				“Light and sweet for me,” Peabody added.

				“Are you talking to all of Bick’s clients?” Lordes asked. She poured the coffee with the gold wedding band on her hand gleaming. “I was surprised when you contacted me.”

				“We’re talking to a lot of people. In fact, we’ve just come from speaking to Walter Cavendish. He’s a relative of yours, isn’t he?”

				“Second cousin.” She wrinkled her nose, just a fraction, just an instant. Another tell, Eve thought. Lordes doesn’t much care for Walter.

				“My cousin—Walter’s father—is one of the partners in the firm, London-based. I think that makes us second cousins,” she said with a thoughtful little frown. “Whatever, it’s one of those things. Help yourself to those donuts. I’m going to.” To prove it, she selected one loaded with colorful jimmies.

				“Was it your connection with your uncle that sent you to the accounting firm, and then to Bick?”

				“Mmm.” Lordes nodded, mouth full. “God, these are obscene. They’ve handled my financial affairs for years. After Miles died—the idiot—I inherited another bundle. I just let it all lay for a while, huddled in Europe. Then when I came back, I asked for a young, savvy account manager. I got Bick—and he was.”

				“How did your husband die, if you don’t mind me asking?” Peabody tried to be delicate with a cream-filled.

				“Playing around in this little plane he’d built. He loved to fly. Crashed and burned. I loved the stupid jerk. Nearly killed me when I lost him. And it’s been five years this spring—I’m still pissed at him.”

				“Can you tell us where you were three nights ago, between midnight and four?”

				“That sounds so ominous. I wondered if it would. I looked that up, too, after you got in touch to say you were coming by. I had a little dinner party, just a couple of friends. Female friends. I’m dating again, but it’s such work, especially when you’re not really interested. They left about midnight, and I went on to bed. Watched some screen first. Fell asleep watching some old vid.”

				“Considering the relationships,” Eve continued, “did you ever have meetings, or have occasion to socialize together with Ms. Copperfield, Mr. Byson, and your cousin—second cousin, that is?”

				“With Walter?” Lordes let out a hooting laugh. “No. Absolutely not. I try not to socialize with Walter at all. He really is an idiot.”

				“You don’t get along?”

				“I can get along with anyone. I just get along better with some if I keep the contact limited.”

				“Doesn’t he represent your legal interests here in New York?”

				“Not really. My cousin in London looks out for them, and Walter handles some of the busy work. To be frank, he’s not all that bright. He follows directions, files papers, looks good enough in a tux. Anything complex goes through the London office, at least as far as I know.”

				She angled her head. “You’re not thinking Walter had anything to do with the murders? I’ve known him all my life. I can tell you he’s not only not smart enough to have done it, he wouldn’t have the stones.”

				 

				Eve was just sliding behind the wheel when her ’link beeped. “Dallas.”

				“Lieutenant.” Summerset’s biting tone fit his stony face. “You failed to notify me that you were expecting a delivery.”

				“I probably failed to notify you that you get uglier every day, but I’ve been busy.”

				“The rocker system from a retail establishment called the White Stork has been delivered. What would you like me to do with it?”

				She waited a full beat. “Boy, you must be slipping to open yourself up like that. I’ll avoid the obvious answer. Put it in that drawing room place, second level. Where the party’s happening.”

				“Very well. In the future I’d appreciate it if you’d inform me of any deliveries.”

				“In the future I’d appreciate it if you’d wear a hood over your face before you come on my ’link screen.”

				She clicked off, satisfied.

				“You guys sure are entertaining,” Peabody commented. “After shift, I’m going to go home, get all the stuff together, then head uptown to your place. I can’t wait to see the rocker and get it decked out for tomorrow.”

				“Whoopee.”

				“You know she’ll love it.”

				“Yeah. Yeah, she will.”

				“She’ll be like the Fertility Queen or something. Big kick for her.”

				“Queen Mavis.” Amused, Eve slipped through a yellow light. “She ought to have a…” She wiggled her fingers over her head.

				“A crown! Sure.”

				“No, not a crown, too big and formal. The other deal. The whatsit. Tiara.”

				“Perfect! Man, that’s mag. See?” She poked Eve’s arm. “You can do this.”

				“Looks like I’m doing it.”

				 

				Eve took it all back to Central with her—the statements, impressions, instincts. There, she lined them up, wrote the reports, stewed over them. At her board, she began to tack up keywords beside photos, names, connecting arrows.

				“You need a bigger board.” Roarke stepped inside, a topcoat slung over his arm.

				“I keep hearing that.”

				“God knows you need a bigger office.”

				“Works okay for me. What are you doing here?”

				“Looking for a ride home. A little business upstairs,” he continued when she only frowned at him. And when her frown deepened, he stepped over, flicked a finger down the shallow dent in her chin. “It’s done, and everyone’s as satisfied as possible.”

				“It sucks.”

				“As life so often does. This makes sense to you, I imagine.” He tossed his coat idly over the back of her desk chair before circling the board. “Ah, yes. I see. Links within links. For such a big world there are so many interesting and tight little patterns, aren’t there?”

				“What did Whitney say?”

				“Officially or unofficially?” Roarke asked as he continued to study her board.

				“I know what he said officially.”

				“Unofficially then. He said it was all bullshit. That’s a direct quote.” He shifted his gaze to her face, shook his head. “And that’s enough for you, I see. You don’t need him to look you in the eye and tell you he trusts and respects you. To apologize on a personal level.”

				“No.”

				He moved over, closed the door. “Bullshit it may be, but it’s the sort of thing that keeps you in this broomstick of an office instead of in a captain’s seat.”

				“I want to be in the office. Let’s not murk this up with that kind of crap. I’m doing exactly what I want to do, and what I’m good at doing.”

				“Don’t tell me you don’t want the bars, Eve.”

				“I thought I did.” She pushed a hand through her hair as she shifted her mental gears. “I wouldn’t turn them down if they held them out to me—on my terms. Listen, you’ve got the Irish thing going. Fate, destiny, woo-woo.”

				His lips twitched. “You’re the one who exorcised a ghost recently.”

				“I cleared a case,” she corrected. “And what I mean is sometimes things are just meant. I’m meant to be in the office, doing this work. I believe that.”

				“All right.” The office was so small he had to do little more than reach out to take her arms, to run his hands up and down them. “I’ll add that your commander said to relay to you that he had every confidence you’d close this case in a timely manner.”

				“Okay.”

				“Should I find myself alternate transportation, or are you heading home soon?”

				“I can pick this up there. Give me ten. Hey,” she said when he opened the door. “Maybe you should buy me dinner.”

				He smiled. “Maybe I should.”

				“But we have to make a stop first. I need a tiara.”

				“To go with your scepter?”

				“Not for me. Jeez. Mavis. Thing tomorrow. It’s a theme or something. Is a scepter one of those…” She fisted her hand, pumped it up and down in a way that made his eyebrows shoot up as he grinned.

				“God, gutter-brain.” But she laughed, shifted her arm well out to the side of her body. “You know, like a staff deal?”

				“I believe so.”

				“We should find one of those, too. So maybe you could figure out a costume store or something where we can get them on the way to dinner.”

				It was remarkably simple to find a rhinestone tiara and plastic scepter, especially when he was shopping with a woman who made a habit of grabbing the first thing that came close to the mark and making an escape.

				And since he knew his woman, for the meal he chose Italian in a crowded little trattoria where the atmosphere was simple and the food stupendous. By the time she’d dug into spaghetti and meatballs and hadn’t brought up the case, he let it lie.

				“You missed lunch.”

				She spun pasta around her fork. “Probably, but I had a donut in there. And I think I forgot to inform you that Peabody and McNab are bunking at our place tonight.”

				“Inform me?”

				“Summerset. He got pissy because I forgot about a delivery coming in today. Anyway, Peabody wants to decorate for the shower—which I don’t get. You’re getting a party, presents, food. What more do you need?”

				“I suppose we’ll find out. That’s handy though. I can pluck McNab up tomorrow, and we’ll go do something manly.”

				“Go? Leave?” Absolute panic rushed into her face. “You’re not going to stay for the thing?”

				He took a bite of manicotti. “There’s nothing you could do, say, nothing you could possibly offer—including deviant sexual favors—that would induce me to be within a hundred yards of that baby shower.”

				“Crap.” She forked up a nice chunk of meatball. “Not even if I combined chocolate sauce with the outfit?”

				“Not even.”

				“There could be whipped cream. And choreography.”

				“An excellent bribe, I grant you, especially for a desperate woman. But no. I’ve already made arrangements to escape with Leonardo. We’ll just add McNab to our happy little troupe.”

				“But what if something goes wrong?” She grabbed his arm. “Like the caterer goes whacko, because sometimes they do. Or we lose one of the pregnant women in the house.”

				He merely picked up his wine with his free hand.

				“Okay, okay.” She rolled her eyes. “I can handle it. But it stinks, if you ask me, really stinks, that you get to go out somewhere drinking beer while I’m stuck at Baby Central. Just because you have a penis.”

				“We’ll think fondly of you over beer, me and my penis.”

				She ate a little more, then smiled slowly. “You’ve still got to be in the birthing room when she pushes it out.”

				“Shut up, Eve.”

				“Your penis won’t save you then, pal.”

				He picked up a breadstick, broke it in half to offer her a share. “And are you playing games tomorrow? Will there be prizes?”

				She winced at his perfect delivery of the perfect stinger. “Okay, I’ll shut up. Want to talk about murder?”

				“Please.”

				She brought him up to date as they finished the meal and lingered over cappuccino.

				“So Cavendish and his admin struck you wrong.”

				“Vibes all over the place. Something off there, and the admin pulls his strings.”

				“I don’t know him, though I have met the other players in today’s cast.”

				“I’ve got the basics on him. Forty-six, trust-fund baby. Likes squash—the game, not necessarily the food. Two marriages, ditched the first wife eight years ago. One child, female, age twelve. Mother has custody, and moved to Paris. Married wife number two as soon as the divorce was final. She’s twenty-nine. Former model. My take there is he went from starter wife to trophy wife and fools around with the admin on the side.”

				She narrowed her eyes as she sipped the frothy coffee. “And she wears leather, high-heeled boots, and makes him bark like a dog when they do it.”

				“Really?” Amused, Roarke sat back. “And you know this because?”

				“Because, of the two of them, she’s the one with the balls. He pushes paper, attends events, takes meetings, and does what he’s told.”

				“And did someone tell him to kill Copperfield and Byson?”

				“Maybe, and wouldn’t that be tidy?” She frowned over it. “But I’m leaning away from that. The killer was too level-headed, too confident. Cavendish broke a sweat just talking to me. But he knows something, and one of the things he knows is who did it.”

				“So you’ll sweat him a bit more.”

				“I can do that. I can talk to him again, poke at him a little. But I don’t have enough to charge him with anything and make him flip. I need more. A direct line. I have to find more because I’m betting he was just where he said he was on the night of the murders. Home in bed, and with the covers over his head because he knew what was going on.”

				“If the New York branch of the law firm was part of it, used to funnel money or wash funds, I’ll find it.”

				He would, Eve thought, not only because he was good, but because his pride was on the line this time out. “Counting on it,” she said. “Maybe we should go get started.”

				 

				She knew Peabody and McNab were already there because she could hear the music and the voices coming from what she’d designated as the party room. If it made her a coward, she’d live with it, but Eve made a bee-line for her office.

				There she updated her board, then sat down to take a closer look at Ellyn Bruberry.

				Forty, she mused as the data scrolled onto her wall screen. No marriages, no offspring. The West Side address listed would give Bruberry a grand view of the park and the price tag to match. Not bad for a paralegal and administrative assistant.

				American born, though she’d moved from Pittsburgh to London in her early twenties. To join the firm of Stuben, Robbins, and Cavendish—Mull came later—as a legal secretary. Relocated to New York, and the branch there, as Walter Cavendish’s admin six years before.

				After the second marriage, Eve mused.

				No criminal record.

				Eve took a dip into the financials. Hefty salary, she decided, but it wasn’t illegal to pay employees well. Major influxes in income jibed with Christmas, Bruberry’s birthday, and the time she’d come into the law firm—and would be easily explained as bonuses.

				But wasn’t it interesting that her personal accounts were handled by Sloan, Myers, and Kraus?

				Not Byson’s client though, she confirmed after a check of his list. She made a note to find out who at the firm handled Bruberry’s financials.

				Direct lines, she thought again. What was the most direct line from Copperfield/Byson to Cavendish/Bruberry?

				The firm again, but if she spiked out from there it was the Bullock Foundation. Clients of both the law firm and the accounting firm. And Cavendish had been flustered when she’d asked if he’d seen the foundation people during their time in New York.

				It was the youngest partner, Robert Kraus, who’d been entertaining Bullock and Chase—and who was alibied by them.

				“Hey, Dallas.”

				She grunted as she called up Kraus’s data.

				“You’re not still working. Come on.” Peabody stood beside the desk, hands on her hips. “You need to look at the decorations we’ve got going. I need to run some stuff by you.”

				“You just do what you’re doing. It’s fine.”

				“Dallas. It’s after ten.”

				“Golly, Mom, did I miss curfew? Am I grounded?”

				“See, you’re cranky.” Peabody pointed an accusing finger. “Take a break, take a look. It’s for Mavis.”

				“Okay, okay. Jesus.” But if she was going to be dragged into decorations, she wasn’t being dragged alone. Eve marched to Roarke’s office. “We’re going to look at decorations and see what else needs to be done. I think.”

				“Have fun.”

				“Un-uh. We is you, too.”

				“I don’t want to.” But he made the mistake of glancing up, and met the same glowering look on Eve’s face she’d seen on Peabody’s. “All right, then. But when this whole business is finally over, you and I are taking that postponed holiday, and doing naked handsprings on the sand.”

				“Right with you, ace.”
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				IT WASN’T NUMBERS THAT DANCED IN HER dreams, but rainbows and strange winged babies. When the flying babies began to buzz like wasps and form into packs, Eve clawed her way out of sleep.

				She sat up as if her shoulders were on springs and said, “Whoa.”

				“Nightmare?” Roarke was already rising from the sofa in the sitting area.

				“Flying babies. Evil flying babies with evil wings.”

				He stepped onto the platform, sat on the side of the bed. “Darling Eve, we need a vacation.”

				“There were balloons,” she said darkly. “And the wings cut through them like razors so they popped. And when they popped, more evil flying babies zoomed out.”

				He trailed a finger along her thigh. “Maybe you could make an effort to dream about, oh, let’s say, sex.”

				“Somebody had sex, didn’t they, to create the evil flying babies?” Suddenly she reached forward, grabbed fistsful of his sweater. Her eyes radiated desperation. “Don’t leave me alone with all these women today.”

				“Sorry. I’m falling back on the penis clause. Which sounds vaguely obscene, when spoken aloud, but I’m using it in any case. No negotiation.”

				“Bastard,” she said, but with more envy than heat as she released him to flop back.

				“There, there.” He gave her an absent pat.

				“Maybe it’ll snow. There could be a blizzard, and people won’t be able to come because it’s a blizzard—a big mother—that brings New York to its trembling knees.”

				“Forecast is for a high of twenty-two degrees under clear skies.”

				“I heard that. I heard it.” Rearing up again, she jabbed a finger at him. “Not the words, the tone. You think this is funny.”

				“No. I know it is. And you’ll end up having a good time, first because Mavis will be so happy, and next because you’ll spend some nonprofessional time with a number of women you like.”

				“But, Roarke, there have to be games.”

				“You don’t play them.”

				Her eyes went cop flat. “Why not?”

				He couldn’t help it if he was amused. She managed to be panicked and suspicious at the same time. “You’re the hostess, and it would be wrong for you to participate in the games and win any of the prizes.”

				“Is that true?”

				“It should be, and that’s your stand on it.”

				“Yeah, that’s my stand on it.” She perked up considerably. “Thanks.”

				She revved herself up with a workout, a long swim, and a hot shower. Then she snuck into her office to run probabilities on different scenarios.

				“You’re working again!”

				She actually jolted upright, and felt a small twinge of guilt. “What are you,” she demanded of Peabody, “the work police?”

				“You don’t need a cop, you need a keeper. Dallas, the caterer’s going to be here any minute.”

				“Okay, fine, good. Somebody can tell me when they’re here.” Eve waved a hand. “I’m just checking some things that have to do with pesky details like double murders.”

				But she shut down the machine when Peabody merely stood, gimlet-eyed, actually tapping her foot. “You’re not the work police.” It was said with some bitterness. “You’re the party gestapo.”

				“Mavis just called. She didn’t try your ’link because she knew you’d be busy with the shower preparations. She’s on her way over because she can’t wait anymore.”

				“Man. I turned my machine off, didn’t I? I’m leaving the office. See, walking out, shutting the door behind me.”

				Peabody only smiled. Guilt was the best tool, she knew. She’d learned that one at her mother’s knee.

				 

				Eve’s first surprise was that the caterer didn’t want her to do anything. In fact, they wanted Eve and everyone else completely out of the way. Her second was that Summerset had already left the house, and wouldn’t be back until the following day.

				“You won’t find any Y chromosomes on the premises this afternoon,” Roarke told her. “Except the cat.”

				He stood with Eve in the second-level sitting room. It was larger than the downstairs parlor they used most often, and boasted double fireplaces with malachite surrounds. Sofas, chairs, and an abundance of pillows had been arranged in conversation areas, with a long table, covered now with a rainbow hue of cloths and candles, running along the back wall. Over it, rainbow streamers, pink and blue balloons, and some sort of arty flowered vine flowed out of a sparkling circle and formed a kind of canopy over what Peabody had designated as the gift table.

				Baby roses, baby iris, baby’s breath—and an assortment of other baby-type posies Eve had already forgotten—were spilling out of little silver baskets shaped like cradles.

				Buffet tables, also rainbow-hued, were already set up. The caterer had dressed one with china following the color scheme, more miniature candles, more flowers, and an ice sculpture of a stork carrying a little sack in its beak.

				Eve had been sure it would be silly, and instead it was sort of charming.

				Both fires simmered low, and in the center of it all the rocker was draped in rainbows and decked in flowers.

				“I guess it looks pretty good.”

				“Very sweet.” Roarke took her hand. “Very female. Congratulations.”

				“I didn’t do that much.”

				“That’s not true. You dragged your feet every chance you got, but you picked them up and did the job.” He brought her hand to his lips, then leaned down to kiss her.

				“Oops.” Peabody stopped in the doorway and grinned. “Don’t mean to interrupt if the stork and all the cradles are giving you guys ideas.”

				“Don’t make me hurt you,” Eve warned.

				“I’ve got Mavis out here. I thought maybe you’d want to show her in.”

				“Has pregnancy affected her eyesight?”

				“No, I just—never mind,” Peabody said with a laugh. “Okay, Mavis.”

				She might have been carrying an extra twenty pounds, but Mavis could still bounce. She all but boinged into the room on pink airboots that slicked up to her knees. Her blue and white skirt fluttered like flower petals beneath the basketball bulge of her belly. The sleeves of her dress displayed a geometric pattern of color that came to points over the backs of her hands.

				Her hair—a soft, pale blonde today—was scooped back in a long, twisty tail as bouncy as she was.

				She stopped short, slapped both hands over her mouth. And burst into tears.

				“Oh shit. Oh shit” was all Eve could manage.

				“No, no, no.” Still sobbing, even as Leonardo rushed in behind her, Mavis waved one of her hands. “I’m so knocked-up. I’m a total victim of the hormones. It’s so pretty! Oh, oh, it’s all rainbows and flowers. It’s so mag. It’s so mag, Dallas.”

				She sobbed her way across the room and threw herself into Eve’s arms—bulging belly first.

				“Okay, good then. Glad you like it.”

				“I abso love it. Peabody!” Mavis flung out a hand, pulling Peabody into a three-way embrace. “Thank you. Thank you.”

				“Maybe you should sit down.”

				“No, I’m okay. I just flood off and on. Isn’t that right, honey-pie?” she said to Leonardo.

				“We had baby carrots last night.” He was already passing her tissues. “She cried for ten minutes.”

				Obviously the memory made her laugh, as she grinned and turned to give the bulk of him a squeeze. “I don’t know how you put up with me. Three in the morning? I woke up starved. Like shackled-in-the-cellar-for-a-week starved. And my baby bear got up and fixed me scrambled eggs. Oh, oh, check it out!” She bounced again as she looked at the canopied chair. “It’s like a throne, right? I get to sit there.”

				“That’s your spot,” Eve confirmed.

				“Can I give you a hand, your majesty?” Roarke offered his.

				“This is TTF. Too Totally Frosty. You’re going to run away for the day with my sweetie, aren’t you?”

				“As soon as humanly possible,” he told her, and helped her into the chair.

				“Well, okay. I give you leave.”

				“Give her the stuff,” Peabody whispered.

				“She might start crying again.”

				“I get stuff? Already?” Since she was sitting, the best Mavis could do was bounce on her butt. “What? Where? Oh, God, I love stuff.”

				Uneasy about the results, Eve went to a cabinet, took out the scepter and tiara.

				“Oh, boy! Uptown squared.”

				Relieved because this time Mavis’s eyes glittered with laughter instead of tears, Eve passed the tiara to Leonardo.

				“You probably know how to get it on right.”

				“Crown me, moonpie,” Mavis told him. “And let the games begin.”

				 

				Within the hour, the room was so full of estrogen Eve thought she could bottle it and sell it on the black market. Women nibbled, sipped, cooed over other women’s protruding bellies and chatted about the things she understood they chatted about when they got together as a species.

				Hair. That’s a great look for you, and what a mag color! Where do you go?

				Clothes. Absolutely fabulous shoes. Are they comfortable?

				Men. He just doesn’t listen to what I need to say.

				And due to the nature of the event, they talked of babies, babies, and more babies.

				The new fact she discovered was that women who’d already had children felt compelled to share their childbirth experiences with those about to head to the labor mines.

				Sixteen hours, and two and a half of that pushing. But it was worth it.

				Titania popped out as soon as my water broke. If I’d been ten minutes later getting to the birthing center, she’d have been born in the cab!

				I had to have a C. Wiley just wouldn’t turn.

				They were also full of advice.

				You have to get Magdelina’s Symphony For Giving Life! I’d have been lost without it. So empowering.

				Water births are the only way to go. I had both of mine in a birthing lagoon. It’s a religious experience.

				Take the drugs.

				And that one, Eve thought, was the most sensible statement of the day.

				With a frosty bellini in her hand, Nadine Furst—ace reporter and soon-to-be host of her own crime-beat show—wandered over. “You give a good party, Dallas. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Mavis look happier. She’s literally radiating.”

				“Wait, she could start bawling any minute.”

				“Hormones.” Nadine shrugged. She was wearing her streaky blonde hair sleek these days around her sharp face. “Wanted to talk to you.”

				“Hair looks great, fantastic shoes, and I’m sure whatever man you’re currently banging is handsome and wise. Does that cover it?”

				“No, but you got three out of three. We’re fine-tuning the format for my show, and the producers and I thought it would just top it off if we had a monthly segment with you. An intense hour every four weeks that not only focuses on whatever case you’re working, but gives a roundup of what you’ve handled through the month.”

				Nadine lifted her glass in a kind of toast before she sipped. “Adds a nice punch to the format, and it’s good exposure, good PR for the NYPSD.”

				“A monthly deal? Let me think about it a minute. No.”

				Nadine merely sipped her drink, cocked a brow. “Which is exactly what I told my team you’d say. So I have this alternative, which I think would suit us both. A monthly segment with Homicide. Someone in your division comes on every four weeks. All you have to do is assign the detective, give me the heads-up so I can prep. It’s good screen, Dallas. And it gives the viewing public a face.”

				“Maybe.” The reality was there had to be some give and take with the media, and the plus was Eve knew she could trust Nadine to give a balanced view. “Something like that I’d have to run by the brass.”

				“You’re still first up.” She tapped Eve’s shoulder. “The one you’re working now would have a kick. Two lovers—young, attractive, and seemingly ordinary—bound, tortured, and killed. How’s it going?”

				“That’s what I like about you, Nadine. You know how to make party conversation.”

				“Would you rather talk about childbirth and breast-feeding?”

				“I’d rather be stabbed in the eye with a burning stick. It’s going. You got any dish on a Walter Cavendish? Rich lawyer.”

				“No, but I can poke around.”

				“How about the Bullock Foundation?”

				“Huge. Donates mucho moolah, funds programs, gives grants. London-based with a worldwide reach and some off-planet interests. Headed now by Bullock’s widow and second wife, who enjoys the limelight, and her son, who’s rarely far from her side. Just what does the respected and generous Bullock Foundation have to do with two dead accountants?”

				“That’s the question.”

				Because she saw Peabody rushing over and knew she was about to be tossed back into Babyland, Eve grabbed a bellini for herself.

				“We have to do the games.” Peabody had a gleam in her eye that might have come from the bellinis, or the overdose of estrogen.

				“Go ahead,” Eve told her.

				“Nuh-uh! You have to run them. If I do it, I can’t play. I wanna play.”

				“Don’t look at me,” Nadine said when Eve turned to her.

				“Oh, hell. Fine, great. I’m on it.”

				She’d run ops, she ran a squad of detectives. She could handle a hundred women over a bunch of stupid games.

				They were insane, Eve discovered within the first fifteen minutes. The room was packed with women who were psychotic and certifiable. Screaming, shouting, laughing like mental patients over the race to decipher each rubric she held up.

				She wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t be forced to subdue a brunette who looked big enough to be carrying triplets.

				“Cradle Robber!” The woman screeched out.

				“Okay, good. You got it. Settle down.” Eve pressed a finger to her eyes, breathed, and prayed she’d make it through the next two rounds without becoming a gibbering idiot.

				At last she got a break as the victor insisted on being hauled to her feet to waddle over to inspect the prizes and select her spoils.

				“Dallas?” From her throne, Mavis reached up for Eve’s hand.

				“You need something? You okay?”

				“Yeah, I’m better than good. It’s just Tandy’s not here. I don’t know what could’ve happened. I tried her place, and her pocket ’link, but she’s not picking up. Maybe she went into labor, but I tried the birthing center, and she hasn’t checked in.”

				“Maybe she forgot.”

				“Just couldn’t. Last time I talked to her she was all about it. I’m kind of worried.”

				“Don’t be.” A worried Mavis could turn on a dime into a blubbering Mavis. “Listen, she was pretty close to popping, right? Maybe she was just too tired or whatever. She turned off her ’links and took a nap. Try her again later.”

				“Yeah, maybe. Sure, she’s fine. Just needed to rest. I hate that she’s missing it. It’s the ult party. Everything’s just frosty, and she was really looking forward to it.”

				When Mavis started to water up, Eve crouched beside her. “Hey, don’t get upset. We’ll, um, we’ll put some cake away for her. And one of the favor things.”

				“That’d be good. I’m never going to forget today, Dallas. Not if I live to be a zillion and five.”

				“Just relax and enjoy. I’ve got to start the next round.”

				Crazed game-playing females were slightly less scary than an emotionally wound-up, extremely knocked-up Mavis.

				She got through the games, and with Peabody happily volunteering to deliver the booty, the party shifted to the present portion of the program.

				Hoping to distance herself from the coos and squeals that broke out each time Mavis ripped at wrapping paper, Eve dropped into a chair across the room. Moments later, Mira joined her.

				“Quite a celebration.”

				“How do they stay so charged?” Eve wondered. “I was afraid I’d have to put on my riot gear.”

				“Babies, particularly when they’re so wanted, bring unparalleled joy. And for us, for women—whether or not we choose to have them—we know we’re the only ones capable of bringing them into the world. We’re the power.” She patted Eve’s hand. “You’ve done a lovely thing for your friend.”

				“I wasn’t sure I’d be able to pull it off. Not sure I would have without Peabody cracking the whip. It’s been worth it.”

				“Like sixteen hours of labor?” Mira said with a smile.

				“Oh, God, why? Why do they revel in talking about all that? It’s creepy.”

				“It’s the power, and the love. And each experience is unique, no matter how long the human race has propagated. It’s intimate and astonishing, and it binds us as women. One day, when you’re ready, you’ll know.”

				“Seeing all this—and that birthing class I had to take—it’s pushed the idea—which is actually more of a concept—way, way down on my to-do list.”

				“When you’re ready,” Mira repeated. “I like watching them. Women. The different sizes and shapes, the colors. The dynamics that form. Look at Louise and Nadine, sitting over there with their heads together. And Mavis’s friend Trina, huddled with those two women. Probably giving them hair and skin-care advice for during pregnancy. And Peabody, hauling gifts in her efficient way, so happy to be useful. Mavis on her throne—a charming concept, by the way—looking so healthy and vital.

				“And here we sit, you and I. The observers.”

				“A lot of it, for me, is like watching aliens. Still, not without it’s entertainment value,” Eve admitted. “Take that blonde over there, in the red dress. Her feet are killing her. But people complimented her shoes, and she claimed they were comfortable. Now she’s stuck. And the brunette—short, green skirt? She keeps wandering back to the food table. She takes this little sliver of cake each time. Hit it about a dozen times now. But she can’t just go and take a human-sized piece straight off. She tells herself the sliver doesn’t count.”

				When Mira laughed, Eve relaxed into a game she knew how to play. “And Trina? First, let me thank God she’s been too busy to corner me about my hair. She’s soliciting clients—no point letting an opportunity like this go by. But at the same time, she’s rarely more than three feet away from Mavis. Watching out for her. Brought her a fizzy, some cake. Went with her every time Mavis made one of her countless trips out to pee.”

				“She told me she had a new product that, quote, ‘Kicks the ass out of winter dryness.’ She even gave me a sample. Ah, Mavis is about to open Peabody’s gift. I can’t wait to see it.”

				“She’s nervous. Peabody,” Eve added. “Standing there sweating, afraid Mavis won’t like it as much as she hoped. Giving gifts is torture.”

				But when Mavis lifted the lid on the box, there was a stunned look on her face, followed by a collective gasp by those close enough to see the contents.

				“Oh, Peabody!”

				And the awed, almost reverent joy in Mavis’s voice told Eve her partner had hit the bull’s-eye.

				She lifted out, gently, the little booties and hat done in a rainbow of pastels. It seemed to Eve every woman in the room went gooey. And when Mavis took out the blanket, there were exclamations, and fingers reaching out to touch and stroke.

				“It’s lovely,” Mira commented. “Absolutely lovely. She’s just given Mavis an heirloom.”

				Obviously thrilled, Mavis managed to level herself out of the chair to grab Peabody in a giddy hug. Flushed and shiny, Peabody accepted the compliments.

				“Um, since you’re up,” Peabody began. “You got one last gift coming from your hostess. Dallas?”

				“Jeez. That’s my cue.” Eve set her drink aside, crossed the room. Since Peabody had nagged her brainless on just how it had to be done, Eve took one edge of the cover as Peabody took the other.

				When they whipped it off the chair, Mavis actually slapped her hands to her heart. “Holy shit! Holy shit! It’s the exact one I wanted. Oh, oh, look at the colors! And I’ve been sitting in it this whole time. Dallas!”

				It was Eve’s turn for a hard hug. “It’s the ult in rocker systems. The absolute! You didn’t have to give me a present. The party was enough.”

				“Now you tell me.” It was the exact response needed to make Mavis laugh instead of cry. “Go ahead, take it for a spin.”

				 

				When it wound down and thinned out, and there’d been no catastrophes, no emergency child-birthing procedures, and happy faces all around, Eve figured she’d scored a winner.

				She also figured on dumping herself into a hot jet tub with a double bellini until she was comatose.

				“The guys are heading back,” Peabody announced. “They’re going to load up your haul, Mavis. Leonardo, McNab, and I will get it all up to your apartment.”

				“I’ll give you a hand,” Trina told her. The beauty consultant had her hair in a complicated pattern of braids and curls today, and in showy magenta. She turned her eyes on Eve. “You’re due for a treatment.”

				“Don’t start on me. I’m riding on alcohol and sugar.”

				“You did good. You get a break. Sit down, Mav, take a load off.”

				“I’m too juiced. I can hardly wait till Leonardo gets a load of all this stuff. It was the best of the best, Dallas. And now I’ve got to ask you for something else.”

				“We forgot something?” She glanced around. “There can’t be another baby item left in Manhattan.”

				“No, it’s about Tandy. She’s still not answering. It’s like hours now, and I keep seeing her in her apartment, in labor. I want to go by. Would you come with me. Please?”

				“You’ve had a really big day,” Trina reminded her. “You should go on home and rest.”

				“I just can’t, not until I make sure she’s okay. She doesn’t really have anybody. And I…I’ve got so much of everything.”

				Sensing a new jag, Eve stepped in. “Sure, no big. We’ll run by there, and I’ll take you on home after.”

				Which meant a long delay in becoming comatose, but it got her out of hauling presents out of the house. Of course, it meant she was now solely responsible for a tired, emotional, churned-up pregnant woman.

				“Don’t have the baby on my watch, Mavis,” Eve warned as she loaded her friend into her vehicle.

				“I’m solid, don’t worry. Just a little tired. And I know I’m probably being a zero about the Tandy thing, but I can’t help it. She’s been like my knocked-up buddy for months now, and I talked to her just a couple days ago. It was all ‘I can’t wait till Saturday,’ and how she’d sprung for this new outfit for the shower. She wouldn’t have forgotten about it, Dallas.”

				“Okay, so we’ll check on her. If she’s not home, we’ll talk to a couple of her neighbors. She went into baby mode, one of them probably knows.”

				“Sure, sure. Could be she went to a different center for some reason. The midwives work at more than one. That’s probably it. Wow, she’s probably had her baby! Or she’s having it now.” Mavis began to rub her belly. “I might be up next.”

				“Just not today, okay?” she slanted Mavis a leery eye. “Absolutely not today.”

				“No way! I want time to play with all the gifts, and put all the little outfits away, and make it all abso perfect before little Roofus or Apricot come along.”

				“Roofus? Apricot?”

				“Just trying them out.”

				Eve glanced at her friend. “My advice? Keep trying.”
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				AFTER SHE LED EVE TO TANDY’S APARTMENT door, Mavis shifted from foot to foot. “Gotta pee again. My bladder feels about the size of a chickpea lately, and what there is of it keeps getting kicked.”

				“Just…think about something else.” Eve knocked. “Don’t bounce like that. It can’t possibly help, and you might shake something loose.”

				“She’s not answering. I really, seriously, completely need to pee.”

				Changing tactics, Eve turned and knocked on the door across the hall from Tandy’s. Moments later, the door cracked open to the security chain, and a woman peered out the crack suspiciously.

				“What?”

				“Hey, Ms. Pason! Remember me? I’m Tandy’s friend, Mavis.”

				“Oh, yeah.” The eyes warmed fractionally. “You’re looking for Tandy?”

				“Uh-huh. She missed my baby shower, and didn’t answer the ’link, so I was…Wow, Ms. Pason, I really have to pee.”

				“’Course you do. Come on in and use the bathroom.” She unhooked the chain. “I don’t know you,” she said, pointing a finger at Eve.

				“This is my friend, Dallas. She gave me the most magolicious baby shower today. I’ll be right back.”

				Ms. Pason folded her arms as Mavis dashed off. “I don’t like letting strangers in.”

				“I don’t blame you. I can wait in the hall.”

				“It’s okay, this once, since you’re her friend. Tandy and Mavis are nice girls.”

				“You seen Tandy lately?”

				“Couple days ago, I guess. We left for work at the same time.”

				“That would have been…”

				“Wednesday, Thursday?” Ms. Pason shrugged. “One morning’s the same as the next. And I keep my nose out like I expect people to keep theirs out of mine.”

				“Good policy.”

				“Gosh, thanks, Ms. Pason.” Mavis beamed a smile when she came back in. “You’re a lifesaver. Did you maybe see Tandy today?”

				“No. Couple days ago, like I told your friend here.”

				“A couple days?” Mavis reached out, gripped Eve’s arm. “Dallas.”

				“Stay calm. Anybody come see her since you saw her that morning?” Eve asked Ms. Pason.

				“Didn’t notice. I keep—”

				“Your nose out, yeah.”

				“Dallas, we need to go inside. We need to go into Tandy’s. You could use your master.”

				“Master what?” Ms. Pason demanded. “You can’t just go around going into people’s homes.”

				Eve pulled out her badge. “Yeah, I can.”

				“You’re the police? Well, why didn’t you say so? You think something happened to that nice girl?”

				“No,” Eve said quickly. “But since she’s not answering her ’links or her door, and you can’t remember seeing her today, it may be best to check her apartment. Maybe Mavis can wait here.”

				“I’m going with you.” Mavis clung to Eve’s arm. “I want to go in, make sure.”

				“Fine, fine.” And if Tandy objected to having her premises entered without a warrant or probable cause, it was just as well to have Mavis there to run interference.

				Eve knocked again, then pulled out her master. “Tandy, if you’re in there it’s Dallas, and Mavis. We’re coming in.” She uncoded the locks, eased the door open.

				The room was the same size as the one across the hall, which meant it felt claustrophobic. Tandy had it spruced up in soft colors with ruffled curtains at the single window. They were open so that a couple of live plants in white pots could soak up the winter sunlight.

				On the table in front of a small sofa was a box wrapped in white paper with purple cows dancing over the surface. It was topped by a huge purple bow.

				“See, that’s my gift.” Mavis pointed. “I told her how cute that paper was when I was in the baby store a few weeks ago. Tandy! Tandy! Are you all right?”

				The place was empty—Eve could feel it—but she let Mavis go in.

				No sign of struggle, she mused as she scanned the area. No evidence of hurried departure. The place was neat, ordered, and organized.

				“I’m going to check the bedroom. She’s using it for a nursery, too.” Mavis started for a door, but Eve moved past her, checked it herself.

				The bed was neatly made, and beside it was a white cradle already dressed with blue sheets. A little stuffed lamb sat in it looking, to Eve’s mind, very out of place, and just a little creepy.

				Why did people put farm animals in kids’ beds?

				“She’s not here. And that’s her go-to-the-hospital bag.” Mavis pointed at a little tote standing next to the door.

				Saying nothing, Eve moved into the bathroom. There was a white towel hanging over the shower rod. Bone dry.

				As was the living room, the bedroom, the bathroom were spotless and organized. Spare would have been another word Eve would have chosen for it. Except for the baby gear, it didn’t seem as though Tandy was one for collecting things.

				She had the basics, and coordinated them in a pleasing way, but there was none of the excess most people—and most women, to Eve’s mind—surrounded themselves with.

				She moved back into the bedroom where Mavis stood hugging her elbows. “Dallas, I think—”

				“Don’t think yet. There’s no sign of trouble in here, so you take that as a good.” She moved to the closet, glanced through Tandy’s wardrobe. Spare again. The basics in nice fabrics and colors, and nearly all of them clothes for the very knocked-up. No coat—and there’d been no coat on the chrome rack beside the front door.

				There was a purse, a brown one, hanging in the closet. But it was empty. Eve recalled Tandy had carried a huge black one the night they’d met.

				“No sign of her coat, her purse. Every appearance that she went out, and just hasn’t gotten back yet.”

				“Then why doesn’t she answer her pocket ’link? Why didn’t she show at the shower?”

				“Okay. Good questions. We’re not done yet.”

				And the fact was there was a little twinge at the base of Eve’s spine. Something was off here, but there was no point winding up Mavis any more than she already was.

				Eve walked back into the living room where the pretty box sat waiting on the table. She moved to the window and the pair of leafy green plants. When she tested the soil she found them like the towel in the bath. Bone dry.

				She turned toward the kitchen, a smaller box off the box of the living room. Counters were clean and uncluttered. There was a white bowl holding three red apples, a smaller bowl, a mug, a small glass, and a spoon left to drain beside the sink.

				Breakfast dishes, Eve concluded. Cereal, she decided after a glance in the cupboards, juice and herbal tea or a decaffeinated coffee substitute.

				Eve took out a couple of bottles of pills.

				“Those are her supplements for the baby. Like vitamins.”

				“Okay. She’s got service for four—plates, flatware. She do much entertaining?”

				“No. I don’t think. She had Leonardo and me over once, and we had her to our place a couple of times. She isn’t seeing anyone. Like a guy, I mean. She’s completely focused on the baby.”

				Mavis shifted her own gaze as she saw Eve studying the wall. “Oh, that’s her calendar. Isn’t it cute, with the baby dressed up like a tulip?”

				While Eve thought the idea of dressing a human, even a new one, like a flower was just plain silly, Mavis bubbled on. “There’s a different baby for each month, and…She didn’t cross off the last two days.”

				Eve had seen that already. There were red x’s in each boxed date, through the past Thursday. Mavis’s fingers shook as she curled them around Eve’s arm.

				“She marked off each day, heading for B-Day. Baby Day. See, see? January thirty-first. She’s got it circled in a heart. She crossed them off every morning for the countdown. But not yesterday.”

				Full of fear, Mavis’s eyes latched onto Eve’s. “Not today. And she’s got today marked with little raindrops and my name. Mavis’s shower. Oh.” Mavis pressed a hand to her side. “Oh.”

				“You’re not going to do that. You’re not doing that now. Breathe or something.”

				“Baby’s kicking, that’s all. And I guess I feel a little shaky in the knees. Maybe a little bit sick.”

				Moving as fast as she dared, Eve hooked an arm around Mavis’s waist, moved her into the living area and a chair. “Just sit, close your eyes. Breathe. I’d suggest putting your head between your knees, but I think that’s physically impossible for you at the moment.”

				It brought a half-laugh out of Mavis as she obeyed. “I’m okay, really. Just scared and worried. Something happened to Tandy, Dallas. You have to find her.”

				“That’s what I’m going to do. She had ‘Max’ and ‘eight’ written on the Friday box. Who’s Max?”

				“I don’t know. She wasn’t seeing anybody. She’d have told me.”

				“Listen.” Eve crouched down in front of the chair. “First thing, I’ll check the health centers, birthing places. I’ll get the name of her boss at the store, give her a call, see if Tandy was at work on Thursday.”

				“That’s good. Maybe she went into labor at work, and they took her to the closest birthing place. That could be.”

				“Sure. Simple is usually true.”

				“But if that happened on Thursday, why haven’t I heard from her? Oh, God, what if she lost the baby!” Mavis reached out, gripped Eve’s hands with fingers that were like little vices. “Or she had an accident, and—”

				“Or she had one of those sixteen-hour deals and is too whipped to talk to you, or anyone. Chill it out, Mavis.”

				“You’ll find her.”

				“I’m going to make the calls, and if that doesn’t ring the bell, I’ll tag Missing Persons. Just as a precaution.”

				“No. No. You have to find her.” Mavis gripped harder. “You can’t give her to someone else. If you look for her, you’ll find her. I know you will.”

				“Mavis, I’m Homicide, and up to my ears in a double murder. Missing Persons is set up to handle this kind of thing. I’ll start the legwork, and we’re probably going to find her fast and fine. But if I don’t find her by tomorrow—”

				“Please.” Tears shimmered in her eyes, swam in them. The fact that they didn’t fall, that she didn’t simply collapse into a jag, was more wrenching. “I need you to do this, Dallas. I don’t know anybody in Missing Persons. I know you. I know you’ll find Tandy. She doesn’t have anyone to look out for her. But if she has you, she’ll be okay.”

				“Mavis—”

				“I’m scared for her.” She pressed their joined hands to her own belly. “And her baby. If I know you’re looking for them, I won’t be so scared.”

				“Okay, I’ll fix it. But you have to go home now and lie down.”

				“But I want to help you—”

				“That’s the deal, Mavis. I’ll do this, but you go home. I’m going to contact Leonardo, have him come get you.”

				“But you’ll tell me as soon as you know anything?”

				“The minute.”

				It wasn’t just Leonardo who showed, but Roarke, Peabody, and McNab as well.

				“We’d just finished loading up the gifts,” Peabody explained. “No sign of Tandy?”

				“Not yet. You go ahead, give Leonardo a hand. I’m just going to make a few inquiries.”

				“Dallas is going to find her,” Mavis said.

				“Of course she is.” Leonardo’s voice was easy and confident as he draped his arm around Mavis, but his eyes, meeting Eve’s, were full of concern. “I’m just going to get you home, baby doll. You’ve had a long day.”

				“Dallas?” McNab held up a hand. “How about if I go along, give Leonardo a hand with the loot. I can tag you when we’re done, and swing on back if you need more hands on this.”

				“That’ll work.” As long as they got Mavis home and horizontal. The rosy glow she’d had all day had changed into a strained pallor.

				“Find her quick, okay?”

				“Sure,” Eve said to Mavis. “Don’t worry.”

				“It’ll be all right now.” She stepped over, wrapped her arms around Eve, sighed. “It’ll be all right since you’re taking care of it.”

				“You’re tired, sweetie-pie.” Leonardo drew her away. “Let Dallas get started. You and the belly need a nice nap.”

				The minute the door was closed behind them, Eve dragged her hands through her hair. “Shit.”

				“Want me to do the knock-on-doors or take the ’link?” Peabody asked her.

				“Take the ’link, thanks. All health and birthing centers. Contact her boss, find out what went down Thursday, anything out of routine.”

				“You think something happened to her,” Roarke said.

				“Yeah, I do. Maybe Mavis’s nerves are contagious, but something’s wrong here. Look at this place.” She spread her arms. “Neat and tidy, everything in its place.”

				“Nesting,” Peabody put in. “Making everything nice for the baby.”

				“Whatever. She’s organized, and I’d say habitual.” She told them about the kitchen calendar. “Going by that, the plants, bath towel—all dry—I don’t think she’s been back here since she left for work Thursday morning.”

				She took a breath. “I don’t know much about it, but if she went and had the baby unexpectedly, why didn’t she contact someone—Mavis or her boss—and have them come get her hospital bag?”

				“Something could’ve gone wrong with the baby.”

				Eve nodded at Peabody. “Let’s find out.”

				“What can I do?” Roarke asked, and Eve blew out a breath.

				“Well, since we’re already stomping all over Tandy’s civil rights by just being in here, you could take a look at her ’links, her comp unit. See if you find anything unusual.”

				“Do you want me to contact Missing Persons?” Peabody asked.

				“Not yet. I have to figure out—if we don’t find her in the next few hours—how to convince them to let me handle it. Otherwise, Mavis is going to wig out on me again.”

				Eve started with Ms. Pason across the hall, but got nothing more there than had already been told.

				She worked her way, floor by floor. Most of the tenants who answered knew Tandy by name—which was a small surprise—the rest knew her by sight. None of them recalled seeing her in the last couple of days.

				She was on the ground floor about to knock on the last door when a woman gripping the hand of a kid—so bundled in outdoor gear Eve could only see the huge dark eyes—came up behind her.

				“You looking for someone?” As she spoke, the woman shifted just a little so the kid was behind her.

				“As a matter of fact. You live here?”

				“That’s my door you’re standing in front of. What do you want?”

				Eve pulled out her badge, and the woman frowned at it.

				“Look, if the disaster that is my ex is in trouble again, it’s nothing to me. I haven’t seen him in over a year and that’s the way I like it.”

				“It’s about Tandy Willowby. Apartment 4B.”

				“If Tandy’s done something to earn a visit from a badge, I’ll fly on the first pig that wings by.”

				“When’s the last time you saw her?”

				“Look, no offense, but cops’ve been a pain in my ass. You’re looking to hassle Tandy, you won’t get anything from me.”

				“I’m not looking to hassle her, just find her. Apparently nobody’s seen her for a couple of days. I’m a friend of a friend of hers.”

				“Who’s the friend you’re a friend of?”

				“Mavis Freestone.”

				“You’re a friend of Mavis’s.” The woman narrowed her eyes.

				“That’s right. Mavis had a baby shower today. Tandy didn’t show, and Mavis is worried. We came by to see if she was here. She’s not. Looks like she hasn’t been since Thursday. Have you seen her since?”

				“Well, hell. Come on inside. Me and Max are roasting in these coats.”

				“Max?” Eve looked down at the dark eyes framed in a puffy red hood.

				“Yeah, Max is my son, and the only thing worth spit I got out of the ex. Come on, pal of mine,” she said to the boy. “Let’s go inside. Zeela,” she added to Eve. “I’m Zeela Patrone.”

				“Dallas. Lieutenant Dallas.”

				Zeela unlocked the door, led the boy inside. Then she crouched down, grinned into his face. “You in there, Maximum Force? Let’s see. Hey, there you are!”

				He giggled as she stripped off the coat, unwound the scarf, pulled off mittens. Under it all, he was sturdy and dressed in some sort of overalls with a bright plaid shirt.

				“You go play in your room for a few minutes, okay?”

				“Can I have juice?”

				“Soon as I’m done.”

				Then he tugged her hand, whispered in her ear. “I don’t think so, handsome. Get your trucks, why don’t you, and we’ll have a race with them when Mommy’s done talking to the lady. That’s my boy.”

				When he toddled off, Zeela smiled, rose. “Kid’s a fricking miracle. Not a chromosome of his old man’s, far as I can tell. Sweet and fun and smart. Somebody decided to cut me one huge break. He asked me if maybe the tall lady could stay for a tea party.”

				“Appreciate it, but I have to pass. Tandy Willowby.”

				“Yeah. No, I haven’t seen her. That’s the thing. She was supposed to baby-sit Max Friday night.” Absently, Zeela tunneled her fingers through the hair that had been flattened by her cap. “I was going out on a limb and taking in a vid with this guy I keep running into at the deli down the block. I’ve been off dating since Max came along, so this was like a maiden voyage. Tandy was supposed to come down, watch Max for the evening.”

				“She didn’t show.”

				“No. I called up there, then I went up. No answer. I gotta say, I was pretty steamed.” As she spoke, she hung up the outdoor gear on little pegs by the door. “Figured she forgot or was too tired. Max was bummed because he likes her a lot. We were both looking forward to Friday night, and she let us down. I decided to be pissed. Now I’m trying to decide if I should be worried.”

				“How well do you know her?”

				“We got to be friendly over the last few months. I’ve been there, done that—the having a kid on my own deal. Have you checked with her midwife? She could’ve gone into labor. She’s close to due.”

				“My partner’s up in Tandy’s apartment, making inquiries about that. Did she tell you anything about the baby’s father?”

				“Not much. Just he was back in England, and wasn’t part of the picture. No rancor, so I figure they’d just split amicably like.”

				“She ever mention his name?”

				“I don’t think so. Don’t remember anyway. Most she told me was that somebody’s bc didn’t do the job—happens—and she got pregnant. He wasn’t looking for permanent or family, she wasn’t sure she was ready to take it on by herself. Then she decided she was—the family thing. She decided to come to New York. Fresh start, new scene. That’s about it.”

				“How about other friends, men she was seeing?”

				“She was friendly. Mavis came by off and on. I met one of the women she works with, and sometimes she’d walk out with Ms. Pason from across her hall. They went to work about the same time most days. But as for men, she wasn’t into it. Not now.”

				“Did you get the sense she was worried about anything, anyone?”

				“No, just the opposite. She was revved up and ready to be a mother. But now I’m starting to worry. This city can eat you up. I don’t like thinking it could’ve taken a bite out of Tandy.”

				 

				Nothing,” Peabody reported when Eve returned to Tandy’s apartment. “I know she has the same midwife as Mavis, so I contacted her. Randa Tillas. She states she hasn’t seen or heard from Tandy since her appointment on Monday. She was fine, right on schedule. Checked with her boss. She had Friday off. She’s slated to work tomorrow, noon to six. They’ve lightened her hours.”

				“She show for work Thursday?”

				“Right on time. Worked a full eight, last full day for her. She got in at just after nine, left at six. Nothing out of the ordinary during the day. She had three breaks. A full hour for lunch—maternity benny. She took them in their back room, with her feet up. Didn’t leave the shop all day, until six. No contact via the store ’link for her. Can’t say on her personal.”

				“How did she get to and from work, as a rule?”

				“Boss said she takes the bus. I got the route. The Thursday driver’s off today. We can track him down at home, or talk to him tomorrow. He’s on.”

				“We’ll take him at home.”

				“I’ve contacted the health and birthing centers nearest her work and her residence. Nobody by her name has checked in.”

				Eve rubbed her eyes. “Okay, we’ll spread out from that. And we’ll check if any MTs did a run with a pregnant woman matching her description.”

				She glanced over as Roarke came out of the bedroom. “I’ve checked her ’links and her comp,” he told her. “No outgoing on the ’links since Wednesday evening when she talked to a Zeela Patrone, this building.”

				“Yeah, I’ve gotten her statement. Tandy was supposed to run herd on Patrone’s kid Friday night. Didn’t show, didn’t contact her to cancel. Incomings?”

				“Nothing Thursday. Friday evening, from the same neighbor’s little boy. Came in at about seven in the evening, obviously coached by his mother. ‘Are you coming down to play with me’ sort of thing. Another transmission from the mother just after eight, faintly irritated. Asking where Tandy was, did she forget. Transmissions from Mavis today, from our house. Nothing else.”

				“And the comp?”

				“Nothing that seemed useful. She surfs baby boards, pregnancy and childhood sites. E-mails Mavis. She has Mavis’s e-address in her book, along with the addresses of her midwife, the downstairs neighbor, her work, her coworkers. Precious little, really,” he replied. “There’s nothing on there, Eve.”

				“And nothing that shows that indicates she’d rabbit,” Eve added. “If there was an accident, they’d have contacted her medical group. A woman this organized would have that data in her bag. Listed in her memo book, on her pocket ’link. Why does someone snatch a woman that close to giving birth?”

				“For the baby,” Peabody finished.

				“Yeah, for the baby.” A grim and nasty thought, Eve decided. But there was more grim, more nasty. “Or because they’re some sicko who rapes and/or kills pregnant women. We’ll do a run through IRCCA, see if we have any like crimes. And I want a full background run on Tandy. Things look this quiet, this normal, this settled, there’s often something shaky underneath.”

				“Does Mavis know who the father is?” Roarke asked.

				“No. But we’re going to find out.”

				“I’ll contact McNab,” Peabody began. “He can meet us at Central.”

				“No. I need to do that, work this out with MPU. We’re stepping on toes here.”

				She stopped a moment, lined up the steps in her mind. “Go back to your place, go ahead and do the search for like crimes. If Mavis is up to it, go there and ask her if she knows anything about what Tandy did back in England, what she might have said about the baby’s father, her family, that kind of thing. We’ll do the data run on Tandy, but Mavis may know more than she thinks. Keep her calm, you’re good at that. Let her know I’m talking to the people I need to talk to.”

				“We can help Leonardo set up some of the baby stuff. That’ll do the trick.”

				“If you say so. Roarke? With me?”

				“Always.”

				When they were in her vehicle, Roarke turned to her. “You think she was taken.”

				She thought of the pretty, cheerful blonde, the way she’d talked about looking forward to Mavis’s shower. “I see no reason for her to walk. I can’t jump to abduction or foul play from there, but yeah, that’s the way it feels.”

				“If you give Mavis a little time to calm down, I think she’d be satisfied if Missing Persons took this over, and you simply stayed in the loop.”

				“You didn’t see her, you didn’t hear her.” Resigned to it now, Eve shook her head. “And besides that—which is plenty—I told her I’d do it. All I have to do is convince MPU to leave it with me, then convince Whitney I can take this on without it infringing on the investigation I’ve already got going.”

				He brushed a hand over her hair. “You might want to convince yourself of that first.”

				She smiled thinly. “Working on it.”
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				AT CENTRAL, SHE SPLIT OFF FROM ROARKE, asking him to go straight to Homicide and wait for her in her office while she arrowed off to MPU.

				“I may need to offer whoever I deal with on this an incentive,” she told him.

				He cocked his head and those wonderful lips curved in an easy smile. “You mean a bribe.”

				“Bribe’s such a strong word. Yeah, I may need a bribe. Sports or booze, probably. Those are the usual hot tickets. I’ll keep it within reason.”

				“Bribing cops not to do work is a time-honored tradition.”

				“Hey.”

				He laughed. “Do what you need to do, Lieutenant. I’ll be in your office.”

				She didn’t know who might have caught weekend duty, or who might be at a desk, but she hoped it was someone she had at least a passing and cordial relationship with.

				Otherwise, she’d have to start from scratch with whoever had the weekend command—and if things got sticky, and an incentive didn’t make the cut, she’d go straight to Whitney. But that was something she hoped to avoid.

				She figured she lucked out when she spotted Lieutenant Jaye Smith grabbing what looked like an energy bar at Vending.

				“Smith.”

				“Hey, Dallas. Caught a Saturday tour, too?”

				“Not exactly.” Eve dug credits out of her pocket. “Grab me a tube of Pepsi, will you?”

				“Sure. It’s on me.”

				“Thanks.”

				“Great coat. Hell for leather, huh?”

				“You could say. Thanks,” Eve repeated when Smith offered the tube. “You got a minute for me?”

				“Sure. Want the lounge or the office?”

				“Let’s take your office.”

				“Business, then.” With a nod, Smith led the way.

				She was near fifty, Eve remembered, and had better than a quarter century on the job. Married with a kid, maybe two. She was on the short side, about five-three with a boxer’s kind of build. Tough and muscular. Her hair was many shades of blonde, and worn straight with shaggy ends that swung past her jaw.

				She wore her weapon as a sidearm at the hip, low, with a navy sweater over it.

				Eve knew her to be a solid cop, so tucked away the idea of waving sports or booze into the mix. With Smith, she could be direct, and put it all straight up.

				Lieutenant Smith’s office was bigger than Eve’s—but most were—and boasted what appeared to be two reasonably comfortable visitor chairs as well as a brushed steel desk that looked new.

				On it were the standard d-and-c unit, stacks of files, and a framed picture of a couple of teenagers—one of each kind—who Eve took to be Smith’s kids.

				From her office AutoChef, Smith got herself a mug of tea so dark it looked like coffee, then gestured to a chair. Instead of taking the desk, Smith settled into the other visitor’s seat.

				“So, what’s up? Lose somebody?”

				“Somebody looks to be lost. And I need you to do me a solid on it.”

				“You want me to shuffle a MP to the top of the pile for you, I can do that.” Rising, she opened a desk drawer. She was reaching for a recorder and a note pad when Eve shook her head.

				“That’s not exactly it either. Let me give you the situation.”

				Eve ran through it, watched Smith’s face, saw she was taking it in. “You’re thinking a snatch, and could be. But you got a pregnant woman, no partner, no known family, foreign. That’s a big plate heaped with several helpings of emotion. Could have snapped, taken off.”

				“Could, yeah. Thing is, nobody who knows her sees that.”

				“But you don’t,” Smith pointed out, “know her. Really.”

				“No. But I met her myself, twice, and I got a good gauge of her. I wouldn’t peg her to rabbit, or even to take a few days off somewhere. Not without telling anyone, missing an event she was juiced about, leaving all her things behind.”

				“You said you checked her ’links. No communication in or out that indicated any plans.” Smith pursed her lips. “An appointment she didn’t keep, a party where she didn’t show—with the gift wrapped and waiting. Okay, looks like you’ve got one to me.”

				“Time line and circumstance point to something going down after she left work, before she got home.”

				“I’d agree with that.” Sitting back, Smith sipped her dark, strong tea. “But you don’t want me to open a file and move on this?”

				“This friend of mine? The other pregnant one? She’s turned around about this, and she…” Eve blew out a breath. “Okay, she put me on a spot with this. So I’m going to ask you to let me handle the case.

				“I’m not looking to elbow you out,” Eve continued, when Smith frowned over her mug. “And I’d welcome any help or direction you could give me, but Mavis is holding one of those emotion-heaped plates, too, and she’s looking to me to take care of it.”

				“Knows you, doesn’t know me or anybody in the unit.”

				“That’s the big of it, yeah. Mavis and I go back a long time. I don’t want her any more screwed up over this than she has to be.”

				“How far along is she?”

				“Mavis?” Eve pushed at her hair. “Heading to the final countdown. Couple more weeks, I guess. I told her I’d do this. I’m asking you to let me keep my word.”

				“This would be Mavis Freestone, music sensation?”

				“It would.”

				“I got an eighteen-year-old daughter who’s a major fan.”

				Eve felt the tension in her shoulders ease. “She might like backstage passes next time Mavis performs in the city. Or anywhere, for that matter, if you wouldn’t mind her being transported by a private shuttle.”

				“I’d be her hero for life, but that sounds suspiciously like a bribe.”

				Now Eve grinned. “And a damn good one. I had booze or sports lined up if I needed them. I appreciate this, Smith.”

				“I’ve got friends, too, and I don’t like to let them down. Here’s what I’d need. You’d copy me on every report, every statement, every note you make. I’m apprised of every step of your investigation as you make it. I’ll keep my own file on her here, and if I feel at any point I need to step in, or assign someone to step in—to work with you, or to take over—I don’t want to hear the squawk.”

				“You won’t. I owe you one.”

				“Find them—the woman and the baby—and we’ll call it even.” Smith dug up a card. “I don’t have anything current that mirrors this one, but I’ll do a search, see if there’s anything in the city that reflects a like crime.”

				“Appreciate it. All of it.”

				“The missing’s who matters, not who runs the show from here. My home ’link, pocket ’link numbers are on the back. Day or night.”

				Eve took the card, offered her hand.

				Back in her office she found Roarke at her desk working on her comp. He glanced up at her, lifted his brows in question.

				“I’m clear. I got lucky.”

				“That’s good then. I got started on your background checks. Do you want to work here or at home?”

				“Neither, not yet. Right now we’re going to see a man about a bus.”

				The bus driver’s name was Braunstein, and he was about two hundred pounds of hard fat in a New York Giants football jersey. He was fifty-two, married, and was spending his Saturday evening watching a post-season game on-screen with his brother-in-law and son while his wife, his sister, and niece took in some—in his words—“girlie vids” at a local theater.

				His irritation at having his viewing interrupted was obvious, until Eve mentioned Tandy’s name.

				“London Bridge? That’s what I call her. Sure I know her. Rides with me most every night. Always has her fare card ready, lots don’t. Got a nice smile. She sits right behind me. Somebody takes that seat, I make ’em get up, give it to her. Her delicate condition and all.

				“She gave me a nice tin of cookies for the holidays. Made them herself. She got trouble?”

				“I don’t know that yet. Did she ride with you Thursday evening?”

				“Thursday.” He scratched his chin, which badly needed a shave. “Nope. Funny now you mention it, ’cause I remember her saying, ‘See you tomorrow, Mr. B,’ when she got off at her stop on Wednesday. She calls me ‘Mr. B.’ I remember because she was carting this box wrapped in funny paper with a big-ass bow on it.”

				He glanced around as both of his companions erupted with rage at a call on the field. “Offside, my rosy red ass,” one of them shouted.

				“Goddamn refs,” Braunstein muttered. “’Scuze the language. Anyway, I asked her about it—the box—when she got on, and she said how she had a baby shower on the weekend. Listen, that little girl get hurt or something? I told her she ought to take the maternity leave, close as she was. She okay? She and the baby okay?”

				“I hope so. On the bus, you ever notice anyone paying too much attention to her? Hanging too close, keeping an eye? Anything like that?”

				“No, and I woulda.” He scratched his prominent belly. “I kinda looked out for her during the run, you know? Got some regulars, and some of them might strike up a conversation with her the way people do when a woman’s carrying a bun. You know, ‘How you feeling?’ ‘When are you due?’ ‘Pick out any names,’ that kind of thing. But nobody bothered her. I wouldn’a let them.”

				“How about people who got off at her stop?”

				“Sure, there’d be some. Regulars and otherwise. Never noticed anybody looking funny, though. Someone hurt that girl? Come on, I feel like her uncle or something. She hurt?”

				“I don’t know. No one’s seen her, as far as we can tell, since Thursday, at around six o’clock.”

				“Well, Jesus.” This time Braunstein showed no reaction to the shouts and curses coming from the living room. “Jesus, that’s not right.”

				 

				People like her,” Eve said as she drove. “Like people liked Copperfield and Byson.”

				“Bad things happen to likable people,” Roarke pointed out.

				“Yeah, yeah, they do. I’m going by where she worked. Walk from there to her bus stop. Get a feel.”

				 

				Outside the White Stork, Eve watched traffic zing uptown on Madison. It was later than it would have been when Tandy left work, and a Saturday rather than a weekday. But it would’ve been going dark at six, and, as she recalled, that day was gloomy.

				Streetlights on, she mused, headlights cutting through the dank light.

				“Cold,” she said aloud. “People bundled up, like they are now. Walking brisk, most of them walking brisk. Want to get home, or get where they’re going. Early dinner, after-work drinks, errands to do on the way home. She comes out. Has to walk over to Fifth to catch her bus. Two blocks down, one block over.”

				Eve started to walk it with Roarke beside her. “She’s going to move with the lights. If she hits the walk, she’ll go on down the second block, then over. If she doesn’t, she’ll do the cross-town block first. You want to keep moving.”

				“No way to know which way she did it.”

				“No.” But since they caught the light, Eve continued through the intersection. “Least likely place to snatch her—if it was a snatch—is the corner. More people, closer together. You want to come up behind her.”

				She demonstrated when they were near the middle of the block, falling back a few steps, then coming in quick, banding an arm around Roarke’s waist.

				“Using a weapon?” he speculated. “Otherwise she’d react—call out, struggle. Even the most jaded would stop when an obviously pregnant woman is in trouble.”

				“A weapon,” Eve agreed. “Or it was someone she knew. Hey, Tandy!” Eve shifted her arm, firmed it tight around Roarke. “How’s it going? Boy, you sure are carrying a load there. How about a lift home? Got my car right down there.”

				“Possibly.” He turned west as she did to walk to Fifth. “Who does she know?”

				“Customers, neighbors, someone through the birthing class or center. Someone from back in England. Baby’s father. Had to be force or familiarity. Maybe both. Had to be quick and quiet, because, yeah, somebody’s going to notice a pregnant woman struggling with someone. We’ll show her picture around this area, in case someone did.”

				Once they hit Fifth, she turned north to walk back on the alternate route.

				“Probably took her on the cross street,” Eve said. “Always less foot traffic than the avenues. Had to have a vehicle, or possibly…” She scanned up, frowning at the apartments overhead. “Possibly a place close by. But then you’ve got to get her inside without anybody making note of it. I don’t like that one, but it could be.”

				“And why wouldn’t she resist once she was in a vehicle?”

				“Force? She could have been sedated, or she was afraid. Maybe there was more than one abductor. Familiar, she could have been pleased to see someone she knew, and to be off her feet, catch a ride home.”

				She scanned the area as they crossed back to Madison. Most people moving quickly, most with their heads or at least their eyes down. Thinking their thoughts, bubbled inside their own worlds.

				“Somebody willing to take a risk, moving quick and smooth. Sure, you could pluck a woman right off the sidewalk. It happens. One of the cross streets,” she repeated. “Makes the most sense, but you can’t be sure which one she’ll use. Wouldn’t park the vehicle, if you’re using one, on the street. Not if you’re doing the snatch alone. And if you were lucky enough to find a spot anyway. Closest parking lot to her work, that’s what you’d use.”

				“Logical,” Roarke agreed, and took out his PPC. He tapped a few buttons, nodded. “There’s a lot on Fifty-eighth, between Madison and Fifth.”

				“That’d be handy, wouldn’t it? You’d only have to walk her a couple of southbound blocks. Let’s go have a look at it.”

				She wanted to walk it, again taking the most logical route. It was an automated lot with no attendant, human or droid, and on this Saturday evening, at capacity.

				It boasted a security cam, but even if it worked, she knew the disc would have been dumped every twenty-four hours. She noted down the number posted for contact. “Maybe we’ll get lucky on the security disc,” she told Roarke. “They should have records, in any case, of payments. We’ll want ID on any vehicles leaving the lot between eighteen and nineteen hundred on Thursday.”

				She dipped her hands in her pockets. “Or he could’ve had a partner circling the blocks, and we’re screwed on this angle.”

				Or they paid in cash, Roarke thought. Used a stolen vehicle. Eve would be considering those possibilities as well, he knew, so didn’t bother to comment. “If she was taken the way you’re theorizing, it was planned out, timed. Do you think she was stalked?”

				“I’d say the probability of it being a random snatch is low, but I’m going to run it. Somebody knew her routine, her schedule, her routes. Somebody wanted her and/or the baby she’s carrying specifically.”

				“Leans toward the father, then, doesn’t it?”

				“High on the list. All I have to do is identify him.”

				“I’d like to think that would mean he’d be less likely to hurt her or the child, but that’s probably not true.” He thought of his own mother, and what she’d suffered at the hands of his father, and tried to shake that off. “I’ve seen too much of what happens in these circumstances with the women at Duchas.”

				“Primary COD in pregnant women is violence at the hands of the father.”

				“That’s a bloody sad state of affairs.” He looked out over the street, over the people who rushed by in the cold, blowing air. But for a moment he saw the alleyways of Dublin, and the hulking figure of Patrick Roarke. “A bloody sad commentary on the human condition.”

				Because she thought she understood where his thoughts had gone, she took his hand. “If he took her, we’ll find him. And her.”

				“Before he does for her—or them.” He looked at her now, and she saw the past haunting his eyes. “That’s the key, isn’t it.”

				“Yeah. That’s the key.” Eve shook her head as they continued to walk. “She told somebody who he was. Maybe not once she moved to New York, but back in England. Somebody knows who he is.”

				“She might have moved to New York to get away from him.”

				“Yeah, I’m circling that. So, let’s go home and try to arrow in.”

				 

				Tandy Willowby, age twenty-eight.”

				Eve sat at her desk in her home office, reading the data Roarke had already run. “Born London. Parents Willowby, Annalee and Nigel. No sibs. Mother deceased, 2044. Tandy would’ve been twelve. Father remarried, 2049, to Marrow, Candide—divorced with one offspring from first marriage. Briar Rose, female, born 2035.”

				She continued scrolling. “Willowby, Nigel, deceased 2051. Bad luck. But that leaves her with a stepmother and stepsister still alive and kicking. Computer, contact information for Willowby, Candide, or Marrow, Candide, and Marrow, Briar Rose, London. Use birth dates and identification numbers in file already running.”

				
					Working…

				

				“Eve, if you’re thinking of contacting them now, I’ll remind you it’s after one in the morning in England.”

				She scowled, glanced at her wrist unit. “That’s such a pisser. Okay, we take that in the morning.”

				The computer told her Candide now lived in Sussex while Briar Rose retained a London residence.

				“Okay, back to Tandy. See here, she was employed over six years at this dress shop in London. Carnaby Street. Position, manager. Kept the same apartment there—”

				“That would be ‘flat,’” Roarke interrupted.

				“Why would it be flat? How can you live—oh.” She rubbed the back of her neck as she cued in. “Right, she’d call it a flat, which makes no sense to me. But she kept it, just like she kept the same employer, for more than six years. She settles in, she roots, she’s habitual. We’ll want to talk to the owner of the shop.”

				Now she leaned back, stared up at the ceiling. “If she had a guy, I bet she kept him a good chunk of time, too. She doesn’t bounce around. But she relocates not just to another part of England, even of Europe, but goes three thousand miles. Gives up her longtime home, longtime job. That’s not a whim, not for someone like Tandy. That’s a big step, and one she would have thought about a lot, one she had to have a strong reason for taking.”

				“The baby.”

				“Yeah, I’d say it comes back to that. She put an ocean between someone or something and the kid. Strong reason, or she’d be nesting in her flat in London.”

				“A creature of habit,” Roarke put in. “As were your other two victims.”

				“Let’s hope Tandy makes out better than they did. I’m going to set up a board for her, and do a timeline.”

				“All right. Unless there’s something specific I can do for you here, you might send me some of those blind accounts on the Copperfield/ Byson case. I’ll start looking at numbers.”

				The fact was, he wanted to step away—at least for the time being—from the thought of a woman so completely vulnerable at the mercy of someone who wished her harm. Someone, he thought, she might have loved once.

				Eve stopped for a moment, turned to him. “If I’d been in your place on that one, I’d’ve told Whitney to kiss my ass.”

				“What?” He pulled himself back, into the now. “Ah, well, all in all, I’d rather have your lips in that vicinity than his.”

				“Find me something useful, they might find their way there.”

				“And my incentive keeps rising.”

				She swiveled away from the screen, looked him in the eyes. “Are you all right on this? The Tandy thing.”

				Foolish, he admitted, to believe she didn’t see, didn’t know. More foolish, he supposed, for him to try to block it from her, or from himself. “I’m not, actually, not completely. It resonates a little too deep for me. I don’t know if it’s anger or grief I’m feeling. It must be both.”

				“Roarke, we don’t know Tandy’s in the same kind of situation as your mother was.”

				“We don’t know she isn’t.” Idly, he picked up the little statue of the goddess Eve kept on her desk. A symbol of the female. “He waited until after I was born to murder her, my mother. But she was trying to protect me, do what she thought best for me. As I expect Tandy is doing, whoever has her now.”

				He set the statue down. “I just want my mind off it for a while.”

				He so rarely hurt, she thought. So rarely let himself, she corrected. “I can take this one back to Central. Keep it out of here.”

				“No.” He moved to her then, taking her face in his hands. “That won’t do, not for either of us. What once was made us who we are, one way or another. But it can’t stop us from doing what we do. They’ll have won then, won’t they?”

				She put her hands over his. “They can’t win. They can only screw with us.”

				“And so they do.” He leaned down, pressed his lips to the top of her head. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll steep myself in numbers for a while. They always clear my head.”

				“God knows how. I’m going to make coffee. All around?”

				“If I had some cake to go with it. I got shafted on that end of the deal.”

				“Cake?” Her mind circled around. “Oh, right. Mavis. I think there was some left. Those women were like vultures when something had icing on it. Maybe the Dark Shadow stocked some of the leftovers in the AutoChef. I could probably choke down a piece myself.”

				And thinking that sugar and caffeine kept the blood moving, she made it a large piece along with strong, black coffee. He’d be all right, she told herself, because he wouldn’t let himself be otherwise. But she’d keep a finger on the pulse, and if she didn’t like the beat, she’d move the Tandy investigation out of the house.

				For convenience, she set Tandy’s board next to the one she’d already started on her other case. And on the side with a slick white surface began to handwrite a time line.

				She made lists of names. People she’d already spoken with on one side, those she would contact in the morning on the other. She tacked up Tandy’s ID photo.

				Her first step was to call the contact number of the parking lot. As she expected, she was transferred to an endless menu of choices, and quickly selected operator before the droning litany could bore her into a coma.

				“Courtesy Messaging Service.” The voice was nasal as a trombone and dense with Queens.

				“This is Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD,” Eve began and gave her badge number. “I need information on the Park and Go, Fifty-eighth Street.”

				“For information, please call Customer Service between the hours of eight A.M. and—”

				“I need information now, and I don’t want to talk to some hand-patter at Customer Service.”

				“Well, jeez. This is a messaging service, you know, for, like, twenty businesses in Manhattan alone. I don’t have information about a parking lot.”

				“Put me through to the owner.”

				“I’m not supposed to bother the client with—”

				“Maybe you should give me your name and location. I’ll send a couple of uniforms to pick you up, and you can tell me how you’re not supposed to bother the client when you get down to Cop Central.”

				“Well, jeez. You gotta wait a minute.”

				Eve was put on wait mode while music sweeter than the icing on her cake tinkled in her ear.

				During the ten minutes it played—with periodic computer-generated bulletins assuring her that her call was important—she began a series of probability runs.

				By the time an actual human came back on, she was drinking her second cup of coffee and studying the results.

				“Lieutenant, is it?” The man looked slick and sounded same.

				“That’s right. And you are?”

				“Matt Goodwin. You’re inquiring about the Park and Go on Fifty-eighth?”

				“That’s right. Do you own it?”

				“I represent the corporation that does. What seems to be the problem?”

				“I’m investigating a possible crime in which this lot may be involved. I need the security discs as well as the logs for Thursday last, between eighteen and nineteen hundred hours.”

				“What possible crime?”

				“It’s a Missing Persons matter. I need the discs and the logs as soon as possible.”

				“I believe those discs are dumped every twenty-four, Lieutenant. As for the logs, I assume you have a warrant?”

				“I can get one.”

				“Well, when you do—”

				“And when I do, I’ll see it includes logs for an entire week, as well as a search into the lot’s—and the corporation that owns it—standards and practices. I’ll have to bring you and your client into Central for questioning. Or, you can get me the logs for that single hour of that single day.”

				“Of course my client would want to cooperate with the authorities.”

				“Good for your client.”

				“I’ll have to contact my client, and with their permission, arrange to have the logs you specified copied and made available to you.”

				“You do that. Relay to me at this number where the logs can be picked up. By nine A.M. tomorrow morning.”

				“Lieutenant, it is the weekend.”

				“I’ve heard that. Nine A.M., or I get that warrant.”

				She clicked off, went back to studying her probability results. Even with the sparse data at her disposal, it was running in the mid-nineties that Tandy Willowby had been target specific.

				Tandy had no criminal record on either side of the Atlantic, no known association with criminal elements. She had a small, tidy nest egg that jibed with someone who lived carefully on the salary she’d pulled in since the onset of employment. Her parents were dead, and from the basic data Eve could access without a warrant, her stepmother and stepsister had no wealth. Middle-income salaries.

				There were no suspicious deposits or withdrawals in Tandy’s accounts that indicated blackmail on either side.

				On the surface it appeared the only thing of true value Tandy owned was what she carried in her womb.

				Playing a hunch, she contacted the owner of the White Stork.

				“Lieutenant Dallas. You’ve found Tandy.”

				“No.”

				“I just don’t understand this.” Liane Brosh was a youthful sixty, with a face strained with concern. “She must have just taken a weekend away. Maybe a quick trip to a spa to rev up before the baby comes.”

				“Did she talk about doing that?”

				“No, not really. I suggested it a couple times, but she always said she was already revved.” Liane smiled weakly. “We had a little shower for her here at the store, and I gave her a gift certificate to a day spa in the city. She said she was saving it until after the baby. But I’m sure she’s fine. Maybe she just wanted to get out of the city for the weekend.”

				“Does that strike you as something she’d do?”

				“No, it doesn’t.” Liane sighed. “It doesn’t sound like her at all. I’m so worried.”

				“Can you tell me if anyone came into the store to see her specifically, to speak with her?”

				“Tandy worked with several expectant parents. All the staff is available for personal shopping, for helping with registries, decor, layettes.”

				“How about someone she might’ve worked with, or who might have frequented your shop whose expectations weren’t realized. Miscarriage, for instance.”

				“It does happen. I can’t think of anyone offhand, but I can certainly check the records, ask the other girls.”

				“I appreciate that. Did she ever speak about the baby’s father?”

				“In general, and vaguely. No specifics, and since she didn’t want to talk about it, I didn’t press.”

				“If you think of anything, even if it doesn’t seem important, I want you to contact me. Twenty-four/seven.”

				“I will. We love Tandy. All of us will do anything we can to help.”

				 

				Eve tried another hunch and contacted Tandy’s midwife.

				“This is Randa.”

				“Randa Tillas, Lieutenant Dallas.”

				“Tandy.”

				“Nothing yet.”

				“Well, damn it.” She was a striking black woman with the faintest hint of the islands in her voice. Her rich brown eyes filled with concern. “I contacted members of her birthing circle, in case she was spending a couple of days with one of them. But no one’s heard from her since Wednesday.”

				“Any member of that circle have a problem pregnancy?”

				“I’ve got one with high blood pressure and another on bed rest, but nothing major, no.”

				“Maybe a birthing coach who’s had trouble conceiving, or carrying to full term.”

				“I don’t have full medical on coaches, but that sort of thing usually comes up during the class. I’d try to discourage coaching by anyone who might be in a dark place. It wouldn’t be good for them, or the mother.”

				“Did she ever talk to you about the baby’s father?”

				“Some, yes. It’s important for me to know as much as the mother is comfortable telling me. For a single mother, more so. Especially one, like Tandy, without family support.”

				“Can you tell me what she told you about him?”

				“I’m treading a line here, but I’m worried enough I’m stepping over it. He was someone she dated for about a year back in London. I think she was very much in love with him. The pregnancy was unplanned, and wasn’t something he wanted or was looking for. She decided it was something she wanted, so she broke things off and moved to the U.S.”

				“Long way to go.”

				“I thought so, but she said she’d wanted everything fresh, and it seemed reasonable. I’d say she’s very resolved to have this baby and to raise it on her own, with no murky feelings toward the father. She was very spare on the details about him, but she did slip once or twice and call him by name. Aaron.”

				“That helps. Thanks. Anything else, contact me.”

				“I’m going to go through my file on her, and ask the other members of the team if she spoke to them about anything that seems important. We all want her and the baby back, safe and healthy.”
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				SHE WENT OVER THE DATA PEABODY SENT TO her computer on like crimes. IRCCA had popped a few for her. Abductions, abduction/murders, rapes, rape/ murders. Abductions where the baby had been delivered then stolen, and the mother left behind.

				Alive or dead.

				In the majority of the abductions, the woman had known her kidnapper, or had had previous contact.

				Eve separated them into known or unknown, into family strife, cases where the abductor had been mentally ill, and those done for profit.

				She culled out the rapes into a separate file.

				Then she worked them geographically.

				There had been cases in New York with similar elements, and those involving family members of the victim she separated out again. She set aside those cases where the perpetrator was doing time, earmarking those to check other family members, and any possible contact with Tandy.

				She outlined Missing Person cases where the investigator found the woman had gone into a shelter to escape an abusive relationship, or simply walked out. And others where neither mother nor child had ever been found.

				Because Tandy had come from London, Eve moved there next. A smattering of like cases again, but none that had any outward link to hers.

				So she branched out to Europe.

				The most interesting was a case, still open, in Rome where the missing woman had walked out of her regular OB exam in her thirty-sixth week, and poofed. Like Tandy, earlier in the pregnancy she had relocated to another city, moving from Florence three months before she went missing. She was single, had no family in that area. She’d been healthy, and lived alone. Unlike Tandy, this woman had applied for and received paid maternity leave during her second trimester.

				A struggling artist, she had been in the process of finishing a mural of a fairyland on the walls of the nursery she’d outfitted in her apartment.

				Or was it ‘flat’ in Italy, too? Eve wondered.

				Sophia Belego had been missing for nearly two years. Gone without a trace.

				After making a note of the investigator’s name, Eve stewed over the time difference. Italy was another place she couldn’t contact yet.

				“Lieutenant.”

				“What? Huh?”

				“It’s now after two in the morning. New York time.”

				“What is it in London?”

				“Too early.” Roarke laid his hands on his wife’s shoulders, dug at the rocks that had taken up residence there. “And time for both of us to recharge.”

				“I’ve got more in me.”

				“You’ll have more yet after a few hours of sleep.”

				“I’m working something from the data Peabody got from IRCCA.”

				“And how much further can you take it tonight?”

				Nowhere really, she thought. But still. “I haven’t written it all down. I need to put it into a report for the file, and copy MPU.”

				“Which can wait until morning.”

				“If she got snatched, she’s going on better than fifty hours missing. I need the damn data from the parking lot. And I’m not going to get that until morning,” she argued when he only looked at her. “Okay, a couple hours down.”

				Because she was looking glassy-eyed, he moved to the elevator with her.

				“You got anything for me?” she asked him.

				“Nothing concrete. It’s going to take longer without names. With them, I could do more thorough excavating.” And, he thought, make use of his unregistered equipment and avoid CompuGuard’s beady eye if he went down a bit deeper than was technically allowed. “I’ve left a couple of programs running. We’ll see what we get in the morning.”

				“I have to do some digging myself on that.” She pushed her tired brain from possible abduction into murder. “Cavendish to Bullock to Robert Kraus to Jacob Sloan—maybe three generations of Sloans—and from there to my vics. Something there. I think if I squeeze Cavendish right, he’ll spurt.”

				As her mind shifted between two investigations, she undressed. “Why does a firm with that kind of—what is it—panache—use a guy like Cavendish to head up its New York branch? Nepotism, maybe, because he’s not as smart as he could be. Bruberry, his admin, she’s smart. But she’s not blood, so you put his name on the letterhead, and let her run it behind the scenes? That’s how it feels.”

				Eve slid into bed. “Copperfield said she was offered a bribe. If I can show contact around the time of the murder between her and Cavendish’s office, I could squeeze from that angle. Or—”

				“Too much coffee for you.” He drew her close. “Turn off that head of yours and go to sleep.”

				And how the hell was she supposed to do that? Because he was right, as usual. She’d poured too much coffee into her system. Her brain was running sloppy loops inside her head, from Copperfield to Byson to Tandy and back again.

				“Might have to go to London,” she murmured. “Huh. Wouldn’t it be a kick in the head if I really did have to be out of the country hunting a criminal mastermind when Mavis goes into labor?”

				“I, my ass. That goes to we or I’ll hurt you.”

				“Yeah, big talk.”

				Since her brain was up, and her body insisted on following suit, she didn’t see why she shouldn’t put both to good use.

				She trailed her fingers up his spine, then down while she angled her head and found his lips with hers in the dark.

				“Are you trying to take advantage of my weakened state?”

				“Damn right.”

				“Just checking.” His lips curved against hers. “Go ahead then. I can’t stop you.”

				“Guess you’ll have to lie there and take it.” She nipped at his jaw, slicked her tongue down his neck. “You could call for help.”

				“My pride prevents me.”

				Chuckling, she slid a hand down, found him already hard. “Yeah, you’re just full of pride.”

				He tasted so good, all warm and ripe, and as her body pressed to his, rubbed bare flesh to bare flesh, she felt his heartbeat kick. She shifted, stretched herself over him so she could press her lips where that heart beat for her.

				More than desire, she thought lazily. Here was knowledge and comfort, and a kind of communion. Turn to me, and I’ll be there. That was the simple answer they could always find together no matter what shadows hung over them. Through the past, through the present, they could always find the answer, and each other.

				She felt his hands on her now, stroking to soothe or to arouse, and succeeding in doing both. For another moment, she stayed as she was, eyes closed, absorbing the sheer and simple pleasure of knowing where she belonged. Then, in the deep dark, in the deep quiet, she slid up him again until their lips met.

				Movement and heat, he drifted into both as she did and rode on the warm current of sensation. The shape of her, the scents and the sounds, were so familiar, and so alluring. She, as no other ever could, reached every corner of his heart. His woman with her long, lean body, her courageous spirit and questing mind. His joy, and his salvation.

				Here it was so clear, so easy, with only the two of them in a dance either could lead, both could follow.

				And the need for her sang through him like a favorite melody.

				She straddled him, laying her hands over his as he took her breast in his mouth. Letting her head fall back as she immersed herself in the next thrill, letting her mind empty of everything but what they gave to each other.

				She took him in, slow, slow.

				He quivered for her, he murmured to her, and at last he filled her. Her body bowed back, a slim white curve in the shadows. Then forward to rock them both breathless in the dark.

				They wrapped around each other, sliding languidly down from that peak, her leg tossed intimately over his hip. She rested her brow lightly against his jaw until sanity returned.

				“Better than cake,” she said, and made him laugh.

				“So it was. And it was damned good cake.”

				“Mmmm. What time is it anyway?”

				“Ah…somewhere after three.”

				She did the calculation in her head. “Good enough.” She tipped her head up, pressed her lips firmly to his. Then rolled away and sat up.

				“And what are you about, Lieutenant?”

				“I’m about waking up some people in Europe. Light on, five percent. Going to grab a shower first,” she said when the lights glowed dimly. “Wash the rest of the cobwebs out.”

				He folded his arm behind his head. “So I served as a way to use up a bit of time till you determined it was reasonable to wake some poor sod up on a Sunday morning.”

				“Yeah.”

				“I feel so used. Thanks.”

				“Welcome.” She felt clearheaded now, a good second wind. “I’m just going to get some things rolling, then I’ll catch a couple hours down.”

				“Too right you will.” Then he sat up. “A bit longer then.”

				“You don’t have to stay up.”

				“You weren’t singing that tune a few minutes ago.” When she grinned, he walked by her, giving her a quick pat on the ass. “Let’s have that shower, and maybe both of us will be back in bed before dawn.”

				 

				Eve tried Candide Marrow first, and was bumped to voice mail. She left a message, then moved down the list to the stepsister.

				A hoarse, muffled voice said, “Bugger off.”

				“Briar Rose Marrow?”

				“Do you know what bloody time it is?”

				“Where you are or where I am? This is Lieutenant Eve Dallas, from the New York City Police and Security Department. Are you Briar Rose Marrow?”

				The lump in the bed had a mad thatch of black hair streaked with gold, and muttered, “What the fuck is it to you?”

				Since Eve figured she might’ve had the same attitude under the circumstances, she held onto her patience. “Are you Briar Rose Marrow, and do you have a stepsister by the name of Tandy Willowby?”

				“So fucking what?”

				“When did you last have contact with your stepsister, Ms. Marrow?”

				“Well, Christ.” The lump moved, shoved at the mad thatch and revealed a pale face with sleepy and improbable purple eyes heavily lined with black, and full lips where the lip dye had faded to splotches of crimson. “How the bleeding hell should I know when it’s eight bleeding o’clock in the bloody morning? Who the hell are you again?”

				“Lieutenant Dallas, in New York.”

				“Cops? What do the cops want with Tandy? New York? I haven’t had my sodding coffee.” Briar Rose scrubbed at her face with her hand, then pressed it over the sheet in the vicinity of her belly. “Oh, fuck me, how many orgasms did I have last night?”

				“That would be your personal business.”

				The woman snorted. “The drinks, more’s the pity. Why are you waking me up on a Sunday morning about Tandy?”

				“Are you aware she’s been living in New York for the past several months?”

				“New York? Well, fuck me. You serious? Handy Tandy in New sodding York.”

				“I take it you haven’t spoken to her recently.”

				“Not since…” She scratched her fingers in her hair, and crawled across the bed to a little table where she shoved around at debris and came up with some sort of cigarette. “I’m trying to think. June maybe. Why? You’re not going to tell me she’s done something illegal. Not our girl.”

				“She’s missing.”

				“Missing what?” She fumbled with a lighter, then lowered it before it sparked. “Missing? What do you mean, missing?”

				“She hasn’t been seen since Thursday.”

				“Maybe she had herself a massive piss-up.”

				“Which would be?”

				“You know, a bender? A drinking binge. Though that isn’t much like Tandy.”

				“I doubt it, particularly given her condition.”

				“Condition of what?”

				“Are you aware Tandy’s pregnant? Due to give birth in a matter of days?”

				“What? What the fuck? Up the duff? Tandy? Oh, bollocks to that.” But the sleepiness cleared out of her eyes. “Just a bloody minute.” She rolled out of bed, and to Eve’s mild relief was at least wearing underwear. She grabbed some sort of baggy red shirt out of a pile of clothes and dragged it over her head. “You’re telling me Tandy’s knocked up, and nobody knows where she is?”

				“That’s exactly what I’m telling you. You said you hadn’t spoken to her since June. Is that usual? That long a gap?”

				Briar Rose walked back to sit on the side of the bed. This time she lit the cigarette. “Listen, we were steps less than a couple of years, really. Her widower father married my stone bitch of a mother when I was about fourteen. He was all right, too, nice sort. Then he ups and gets killed in a pile-up on the M4.”

				She paused a moment, let out a long breath and a cloud of smoke. “Tandy was finishing up at University, and already had a job. My mother dragged me off to Sussex for Christ’s sake. Tandy made some tries at keeping up a kind of relationship, but the stone bitch wasn’t interested. I moved back to London first chance, but I was in a phase, you know? Mostly interested in piss-ups and getting laid. I didn’t want the big sister deal, especially with one who was bog standard while I was busy shagging wankers and gits. Cocking up right and left. I’d see her now and again, if she cornered me.”

				She drew deep on the cigarette. “Even when I got myself a decent job and eased back some, we just didn’t have much in common. I saw her last spring, it was. She rang me up, said she needed to talk to me.”

				“And you talked about?”

				“We didn’t, not really. I knew she was wound up about something, and thought she’d probably got herself engaged, or got a bloody promotion, again. I acted a pillock because the bloke I’d been seeing turned into a berk and dumped me for some bit of fluff. And bollocks to him. I just met her for coffee and had a right go at her and buggered off. Bloody hell.”

				It was a challenge, but Eve thought she’d picked her way through the foreign slang and idioms to the meat of it. “No contact after?”

				“Well, I felt a right arse, didn’t I? A couple weeks later, I did penance and went by her flat, but she’d moved. All they said was she’d moved, maybe to Paris. It pissed me off that she didn’t let me know where she’d gone but there was bugger all I could do about it. She’s having a baby?”

				“That’s right. Do you know Aaron?”

				“Met him a couple of times. They were all but shacked up. Is he there in New York with her?”

				“Not to my knowledge. Do you have his full name, a contact number or address?”

				“Aaron Applebee, in Chelsea, I think. He’s a writer for The Times. You telling me that git got her up the duff, then turned her out?”

				“I’ll have to speak to him about that. Was she seeing anyone else?”

				“Tandy? Not our girl. One at a time for her, and they’d been tight for months and months. Bastard. Maybe she’s come back home, come back to confront him. I’ll ring up a few people. A girl wants to be home, doesn’t she, when she’s about to be a mum.”

				“I appreciate the information. If you think of anything else, or find out anything about her whereabouts, contact me.”

				Eve did a search for Aaron Applebee and got his number and address.

				When she hit his voice mail, she did a standard run on him instead.

				
					Applebee, Aaron, the computer recited, DOB June 5, 2030, Devonshire, England.

				

				It listed his parents, and a complicated series of half-sibs through each side. He was employed, as Briar Rose had said, as a staff writer for the London Times, and had been employed there for eight years. No marriage on record, no criminal. Several pings for traffic violations. He’d resided at the same address, in Chelsea, for five years.

				His ID photo showed an attractive blond man with a long jaw. A height of five feet ten inches, a weight of one-sixty.

				On the surface, he looked steady, ordinary. A regular bloke, she mused.

				“Want to talk to you, Aaron.”

				She tried his home ’link again, bounced to voice mail and clicked off. After looking up the name of the investigator on the like crime in Rome, she began to wind her way through the maze of the Italian cops until she found one in his unit who not only spoke perfect English but agreed to contact Inspector Triveti, and ask him to get in touch.

				She updated her notes, then rose to add the printout of Aaron Applebee’s ID photo. When she turned toward the kitchen, Roarke stepped out of his office.

				“No more coffee,” he said, definitively.

				“Just one more hit. I’m waiting for a callback from Rome.”

				“Then order a cappuccino—decaf—and make it two.”

				She very nearly pouted. “Decaf’s got no punch.”

				“The depth of the shadows under your eyes makes it look like you’ve already been punched. What’s in Rome?”

				“A like crime, and a cop who I hope speaks English.” Since Roarke followed her into the kitchen, she couldn’t sneak real coffee. “I talked to Tandy’s stepsister.”

				She relayed the gist of the conversation as the AutoChef served up two frothy coffees. “How are you on Brit slang?”

				“Reasonably fluent.”

				“I could’ve used you as an interpreter. What’s ‘bog standard’?”

				“Boring, basically.”

				“I wasn’t far off. She had this Aaron’s full name—it’s Applebee. He works for the London Times, lives in Chelsea. Both parents married or cohabbed multiple times, but not currently with each other. Got a brood of half- and stepsibs.”

				“Which might put a man off the idea of marriage or family.”

				“Might. Reporters have a lot of sources. If he’d wanted to find Tandy, it seems he could and would have. Maybe he decided he wanted the kid, and they’re just off playing kissy-face. Or maybe he found out she was having it when he thought she wasn’t, and he came over pissed. Or he’s just at home, sleeping off a Saturday Night Special and not answering his ’link.”

				“Or, it’s still possible she just walked away. She’d done it before, leaving London.”

				“Yeah, there’s that.” And the probability run she’d done on that angle had given her a near fifty-fifty. “But I’m betting when she left London, she packed her things, all nice and neat. She gave her landlord and her employer notice. I already know she did none of those things here. No, she didn’t work all day, leave the shop, and decide somewhere between Madison and Fifth to just keep walking.”

				“No.” Roarke laid a hand on Eve’s shoulder and rubbed. “She didn’t.”

				“So.” She struggled with a yawn. “You getting anywhere with the numbers?”

				“A couple of interesting things. I want to come at them from another angle, then I’ll put it together for you.”

				“Sounds like a plan. Look, why don’t you pack it in for now, go on to bed? I’ll just wait for the Italian, then head in, too.”

				“Not a chance. If I leave you on your own, I’ll come back in a few hours and find you facedown at your desk, snoring.”

				“I don’t snore.”

				“Wake the dead.”

				“I do not.” Did she?

				He only smiled, then wandered off to study the Willowby side of the board. “You’ve gathered quite a bit in a short amount of time.”

				“Nothing that points to where she is and why. In the Italian case, they never found the woman, or the kid.”

				“They didn’t have you.” Nor had his mother, he thought. She’d had no one, and there was nothing that could change it. He turned to Eve. “Look at you. You’re running on empty, and pushing at two fronts.”

				“It may already be too late for her.” She nodded at Tandy’s photo. “Pushing’s all I can do.”

				When her ’link signaled, she spun around to answer. “Dallas.”

				“Triveti. I am returning to you.”

				His accent was thick and exotic, his face lean and handsome. “Thank you for getting back to me so quickly, Inspector.”

				“I am pleased. My English, scuzi, it is small.”

				“My Italian’s smaller.” She glanced toward Roarke. “I have someone with me who can help if we get in a bind. You investigated a Missing Persons case a couple years ago. A pregnant woman.”

				“Sophia Belego. You have the same.”

				“Tandy Willowby,” she told him, and gave him the bones of the case, with Roarke refining some of the details in Italian when the Inspector expressed confusion.

				“Like yours, my Sophia, she had no close family, no ties to the city where she disappeared in. She left her—momento—her, ah banking account. It had not been used, or her credit cards, since the time of her disappearing. Her clothes, her possessions remained in her apartment. In this place, her neighbor speaks to her that morning when she is leaving. The statement says that Sophia was—what is lieto?”

				“Happy,” Roarke translated.

				“Si, she is happy and full of excite. She is going to see her dottore.”

				“Doctor,” Roarke translated.

				“And she will shop for the baby. She sees the dottore, and is well. Healthy. Her spirits are good, and she makes the appuntamento?”

				“Appointment.”

				“Appointment,” Triveti repeated, “in one week. She is very great with child, you see?”

				“Yes,” Eve told him.

				“But she does not shop for the baby, not in Rome. I am talking to everyone in these places. Some, they know her from other times, but not from that day. She is not seen after she leaves the dottore. There is none of her at transportation—bus, train, shuttle. There is no use of her passport, and I find it in her apartment. There are no messages, no communications that take me to leads.”

				“Nothing in the hospitals, the birthing centers, the morgues?”

				“Nothing. I look for the father of the child, but no one knows. Not in Rome, not in Florence. In all our efforts, she is not found.”

				Using Roarke, Eve took Triveti through the steps again, squeezed out a few more details. She requested a copy of his file, and agreed to reciprocate with hers.

				After, she sat frowning at the notes she’d taken. “I need to write all this up.”

				“Sleep first.”

				“I told the LT in MPU that I’d copy her all reports and notes. I need to—”

				“You think she’s sitting by her comp waiting for your report at…” he glanced at his wrist unit, “…four forty-eight on bloody Sunday morning.”

				“No, but—”

				“Don’t make me haul your ass up and drag you to bed. I’m tired, and I might rap your head against the wall on the way. I’d hate to damage the paint.”

				“Ha-ha. Okay, okay. Just let me try Applebee one more time. Listen, listen, if she’s gone off to see him, I can go to bed with a clear head.”

				“You know damn well she hasn’t. One more, and that’s the end of it.”

				“You get bitchy when you’re tired.”

				“I get bitchier yet when I watch you run yourself into the ground.”

				She tried Aaron again, and again got voice mail. “Damn it.”

				“Bed. Sleep. Or being in a bitchy frame of mind, I might hold you down and pour a tranq into you.”

				“You and what army?” She got to her feet, and the ensuing head rush told her he was right. She needed to put the circuits on pause for a few hours.

				Two hours, she thought, three tops. And she glanced back at Tandy’s picture on her board as she walked out with Roarke.

				“It’s harder than homicides,” she stated.

				“Is it?”

				“They’re already gone. You’re there to find who took their life, to find out why if you can, to build a case that will give the dead justice. But this, you just don’t know. Is she alive, dead, hurt, trapped, or did she just say screw it and walk? If she’s alive and in trouble, you can’t know how much time you have to find her. And if you don’t, not in time, she may end up being yours again, as a homicide.”

				“We’re going to find her.”

				Eve glanced at the bedroom clock. Seventy-one hours missing, she thought.
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				EVE CAME OUT OF THE BLANK BLACK OF EXHAUSTED sleep into a bright flash of white. There were babies crying, women screaming, and though they seemed to be all around her, she was alone in the white box. She pushed at the walls, but they were strong as steel, and all she managed was to smear bloody handprints against the white.

				Looking down, she saw that her hands were covered with fresh blood.

				Whose blood? she wondered, and reached for her weapon. But in her harness was only a small knife, already gorey. She recognized it—of course she did. She’d used that very knife to hack her father to death once upon a time.

				If it was good enough for him, it would be good enough now.

				Shifting it to a combat grip, she began to walk along the white wall.

				Did they ever stop crying? she wondered. She supposed she couldn’t blame them. Babies were squeezed and pushed out of the nice, warm dark and dumped into the cold hard light of reality. With pain, she thought, and with blood. With their mothers screaming through it.

				It was a tough start.

				The wall angled, and she followed it as the box narrowed into a tunnel. Not unlike the morgue, she noted. Birth and death, the beginning and the end of the human journey.

				Angling again, she saw Mavis stretched out on the floor.

				“Hey! Hey!” But as she rushed forward, Mavis smiled, waved at her.

				“I’m good, I’m fine. Next to magolicious. Just cooking the bun ’till it’s done. You better go help the others.”

				“What others? Where are they?”

				“That’s the big problem, right? You gotta fix it so you can get back before I pop. You remember all the stuff from the class?”

				“I got an A.”

				“Knew I could count on you. B-day’s coming, Dallas. Don’t be late. Tandy’s counting on you, too.”

				A white stork flew overhead, a white sack swinging from its beak. Eve ducked and cursed.

				“There goes another one!” Mavis laughed. “Maybe it’s Tandy’s. Better go after it, better hurry. Could be a COD!”

				Eve started off at a jog, glanced back. Mavis was standing on her head, her feet propped on the white wall. “I’m keeping it in the oven until you finish.”

				“That can’t be right,” Eve muttered, but chased after the stork.

				In a cube built into the wall, Natalie Copperfield was tied to a desk. Her eyes were blackened and bloody and running with tears. There was a blue robe belt wrapped tight around her throat.

				“It won’t add up,” she sobbed. “It won’t come out right. I have to make it right. That’s my job. They killed me for it,” she said to Eve, “but it still has to add up.”

				“You have to give me more than that.”

				“It’s all right there, all right there in the numbers that won’t add up. Haven’t you found her yet? Haven’t you found her?”

				There was a door. Eve yanked at it, then kicked it in when it refused to give way. Inside was a white room, and Tandy, strapped to a labor/ delivery chair like the one used as a demo in the birthing class.

				Blood stained the sheets, her face was shiny with sweat. Her engorged belly rippled obscenely.

				“The baby’s coming,” she panted out. “I can’t stop it.”

				“Where’s the doctor? Where’s the midwife?”

				“I can’t stop it,” she repeated. “Hurry, hurry.”

				Even as Eve ran forward, Tandy vanished.

				The floor opened under her feet. As she fell, the babies were crying, the women screaming.

				She landed hard, heard and felt the bone snap in her arm. The room was cold, so cold, and washed with a dirty red light.

				“No.” Shuddering, she pushed to her hands and knees. “No.”

				He was lying in a pool of his own blood, the same blood that dripped from her hands, from the blade of the little knife she still gripped.

				And as she watched, her father turned his head, and those dead eyes smiled at her. “It always comes back to the beginning, little girl.”

				She came out of it on a muffled cry to find herself wrapped in Roarke’s arms.

				“Dreaming, that’s all. You’re all right. I’m here.”

				“It’s okay.” She drew in his scent to steady herself. “I’m okay. It wasn’t bad.”

				“You’re shaking.” He ordered the lights on low, and the fire on so the room glowed softly, and the flames burst into life in the hearth.

				“It was just mostly weird. Weird and creepy.”

				“Dancing numbers?” He kept his voice light, but held her close and tight. “Flying babies?”

				“Not this time.” She ordered herself to relax, just relax against him. “Tangling up my cases,” she said after she told him of the dream. “And ended with the big finish. Bastard always manages to get in there.”

				“Lie back down now. Let it go.”

				She let him draw her back, let herself curl in. But she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep, or to let it go. “There was this sense of urgency. I had to find Tandy, but even when I did, I couldn’t get to her. And there was Natalie Copperfield, and all I could think was that she deserved better from me. She’s trapped there, with those damn numbers, until I can fix it. Add it up. Make it come out right.”

				“No point in telling you you’re spread too thin.”

				“No, no point. Sorry.”

				“Then let me remind you that you’re not alone in that white room, that white tunnel, or even in that goddamned room in Dallas. Not anymore.”

				She tilted her head so she could see his face, lifted her hand so she could touch it. “Thank God.”

				He kissed her forehead. “Well now, you managed a rousing three hours of sleep. Back on the clock, are we?”

				She didn’t argue about eating a decent breakfast first. Instead she programmed a couple of whoppers herself while he dressed.

				“And here’s my lovely wife, serving me breakfast on a Sunday morning.”

				“You earned it.” She gave the cat a baleful stare as he meandered over from the spot of sunlight where he’d been curled. “You haven’t.” But Galahad sent her such a mournful look, she rolled her eyes, went back to the AutoChef and ordered him up some breakfast kibble and a small side of tuna.

				“Played you,” Roarke said as he dug into his eggs.

				“Maybe, but it’ll keep him from begging and sneaking while we eat. I’m thinking,” she began.

				“As ever.”

				“The Italian case, too close to mine for comfort. If they connect, it most likely puts this Applebee in the clear. And it points to someone who targets women in this situation.”

				“Pregnant, no family to speak of, new city—toward the end of their term.”

				“Right. And while I don’t pop out others that match just so, who’s to say there haven’t been others—women who weren’t reported missing. Or others that came through IRCCA that didn’t play out exactly the same way as these two. And if so, it could lean several ways.”

				Considering, he cut into the short stack of pancakes he’d drizzled with syrup. “A long way from Rome to New York if you’re talking about someone who stalks women in this situation, abducts them. And Sophia Belego has never been found, leading to the assumption that the abductor then disposes of them.”

				“Or disposes of the woman. Babies are a commodity.”

				“Black market sales, slavery, illegal adoptions. Yes, a commodity they are.”

				She forked up some pancakes, and though they were already swimming in syrup, dunked them in more. Across from her, Roarke actually winced.

				“It should make your teeth hurt,” he commented.

				“What? Oh, no it’s good.” She popped them into her mouth. “I like the sugar rush. Anyway, could be a psycho, who likes to travel, likes variety. Could be with enough digging I’ll find some strange connection between Tandy and Belego. Could be a business. Both had to be planned out. Women snatched off the street—in Belego’s case, in broad daylight. But there’s another connection. Both women started their terms in Europe.”

				He watched, somewhat fascinated as she swished a slice of bacon through the pool of syrup. His steely-minded cop had the appetite of a five-year-old. “You think the root of it may be there rather than here.”

				“It’s a thought. I’m going to let it circle around some while I write it up for Smith in MPU. Maybe she’ll have some thoughts on it. It’s more her area than mine.”

				“Let me know when you’re done, and I’ll bring you up to date on my little project.”

				“Run it by me now.”

				“There’s one of the files that appears to add up, but doesn’t. Not when you peel it apart, shake it out. An outlay and an income that double back on each other, and a separate expense that pulls out of that same income again and gets funneled through yet another account—a nontaxable one, where it shouldn’t be. Not as far as I can tell, blindfolded as I am.”

				“Your call.”

				“So it was. There are repetitions of that, and subtle variations on it. Could be someone trying to tuck away a bit of the ready, someone hoping to avoid a bit of tax, or a little laundry.”

				“How little?”

				“I’m not sure yet. Thanks,” he added when she topped off his coffee, then her own. “It’s cleverly done, and I’ll need to peek under a few more covers. But it’s considerable.”

				“Ballpark?”

				“So far, mid–seven figures, for the time frame I’m working with.”

				“Millions then?”

				“So it seems.” He brushed a hand over her hair. “Motive enough, I’d think, for two murders.”

				“A handful of credits dropped in the gutter’s enough motive for some. But yeah, for this type of thing, motive enough. Why don’t you let me have a look so I can match it with the client?”

				“Why don’t you let me finish first?”

				“You’re working blind, so I work blind, too?”

				“Now, would I be that small and petty?” He considered a moment. “I might be, but in this case, I’d just rather put it all together first. Not as if you’ve nothing to do in the meanwhile.”

				True enough, she thought. “I’m calling some more hands and eyes.”

				“We work on Sunday, so everyone does?”

				“Would I be that small and petty?”

				He grinned, and this time patted her hand. “Peas and pods. If you’re pulling in troops, Lieutenant, I could make use of McNab.”

				“You’ll have him,” she said, and sitting back laid a hand on her stomach. “I think I feel a little sick.”

				“Small wonder after you sucked down a liter of maple syrup.”

				“Couldn’t have been that much.” But she thought she could almost hear it swish inside her as she turned to her ’link.

				She had a message from the garage manager on Fifty-eighth. The discs were wiped—that was a dead end.

				She’d barely finished waking up cops and moving into her office when Mavis walked in with Leonardo.

				“I knew you’d be working.” With shadows dogging her eyes, Mavis gripped Leonardo’s hand. “See, I told you she’d be working. Have you found anything?”

				“I’m talking to people. I told you I’d let you know as soon as something broke.”

				“I know. But…”

				“She barely slept all night,” Leonardo put in. “She wouldn’t eat this morning.”

				“I’m standing right here,” Mavis said irritably. “Don’t talk like I’m stupid.” She pulled away from him. “I can’t think about anything else. How could I? I should be able to help. There has to be something I can do.”

				“You can go home and let me do my job.”

				“Don’t you talk to me that way either,” Mavis snapped. “Like I’m defective or whatever just because I’m pregnant. Tandy’s my friend, and she’s in trouble. I’m not going to sit home and do nothing.”

				“Why don’t you sit here then,” Roarke began, and she rounded on him.

				“I don’t need to sit. Do you see these?” She pointed down at purple gel-sole boots. “They call them feet, and I can stand on them. The next person, the next who says I should sit down, or lie down, or eat is going to get bloody.”

				There was absolute silence as three people eyed Mavis as if she were a homemade boomer with a questionable fuse.

				“I’m strong and I’m healthy.” She took an audible breath. “And I’m not sitting home on my fat, knocked-up ass while Tandy’s missing. Look at you.” She jabbed her finger at Eve now. “You think I can’t look at you and see you haven’t slept either? You think I don’t know I asked you for a major? If you were in my place, you wouldn’t be brushed off either.”

				“I can’t be in your place as I don’t have a fat, knocked-up ass to sit on. Yeah, you asked me for a major, and if you want me to come through on it, you’ll sit down, shut up, and let me work. Bitch.”

				There was a second moment of humming silence as color flooded into Mavis’s face. Then she jerked up her chin. “That’s über bitch to you.” Now she sat, and the room seemed to sigh in relief. “I’m sorry.” Mavis pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “I’m sorry. Multiple apologies all around. Don’t make me go home. Please.” She dropped her hands. “Please give me something to do.”

				“You can write up the time line from my notes for my report. And you can make coffee.”

				“Okay. Okay.”

				“I could make the coffee.” Leonardo glanced at Mavis. “I’d like something to do, too.”

				Mavis reached for his hand, then pressed it to her cheek. “Maybe you could make me one of your special breakfast frappés.” When he leaned down to kiss her, she took his wide face in her hands. “You’re the best thing that ever was, and I’m so sorry.”

				“Now that we’ve all kissed and made up…” Eve began.

				“I haven’t kissed you yet. Or you,” Mavis added with a flirty smile for Roarke.

				He responded by crossing to her and brushing his lips over hers.

				“Maybe we could all get something done,” Eve finished. “Roarke, I’ll pass McNab on to you as soon as they get here. Leonardo, make the coffee strong and black.” Eve rose as the men moved in opposite directions, then rolled her auxiliary computer to where Mavis sat.

				“Thanks for calling me a bitch. I needed it.”

				“Anytime.”

				“Dallas, would you tell me what you know?”

				Eve ran through it briefly while she set up the comp so Mavis could work.

				“You found out so much already, so much I didn’t know. I guess Tandy and I were always talking about now, and tomorrow. She didn’t go into yesterday. Do you think…maybe do you think she and the baby’s father got together? Maybe they’re just taking a couple days alone?”

				“I’m going to try to contact him again. We’ll find out.”

				“Dallas? Whatever happens with this, I want you to know I’m really grateful. And I love you.”

				Eve laid a hand briefly on Mavis’s shoulder. “No mushy stuff while I’m doing cop work. Timeline.”

				“I’m all over it.”

				Eve went back to her desk to try Aaron Applebee again. With a glance toward Mavis, she put the transmission on privacy mode.

				And this time he answered.

				“Applebee here.”

				“Lieutenant Dallas, New York Police and Security. You’ve been tough to track down, Mr. Applebee.”

				“I’ve been on assignment in Glasgow. Just got in.” He rubbed a hand over a face that was shadowed by several days’ worth of light brown beard. “Who did you say you were?”

				“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. NYPSD.”

				“Well, good morning, and I’m baffled. What can I do for you?”

				“You can tell me the last time you had contact with Tandy Willowby.”

				“Tandy?” His face changed in a fingersnap. Eve would have said what came into it was a burst of hope. “You’ve seen Tandy. Is she there? In New York. I never would have thought…She’s had the baby. She’s all right? They’re all right? Oh, God, I can get a shuttle and be there in a few hours.”

				“Mr. Applebee, you’re the father of the child Ms. Willowby’s carrying?”

				“Yes, yes. Of course. Carrying? You said carrying?” Another flash of hope lit his face even as his voice trembled. “I’m not too late.”

				“You claim you didn’t know she was living in New York.”

				“No, she—we—It’s complicated. What do you mean ‘was’?”

				“Ms. Willowby’s been missing since Thursday evening.”

				“Missing? I don’t understand what you mean by missing. Wait, wait a bloody minute.”

				She could see him shift, sit down, struggle to orient himself. “How do you know she’s been missing since Thursday?”

				“She left work at six P.M. on that evening. She did not return to her residence. She didn’t keep appointments. She hasn’t contacted her midwife, her employer, or her friends. I’m investigating.”

				“She’s pregnant. She’s due any time now. Have you checked the birthing centers? Of course, you have,” he said before Eve could answer. “All right, let’s just keep calm. Let’s not lose our heads.” But he gripped the back of his neck with his hand as if to hold his own head in place. “Maybe she came home. She came home and I wasn’t here.”

				“There’s no record of her boarding any transportation out of New York. Mr. Applebee, what was your relationship with Ms. Willowby when she left London?”

				“Strained, maybe shattered. Stupid, stupid. I was such a bloody berk about it all. I was just panicked, or God knows. We hadn’t planned…it just happened. The pregnancy, and I bungled it. I buggered it up, that’s what I did. I suggested she terminate, and she got upset. Of course, she got upset.”

				He pressed his fingers to his eyes now. “God. God. What an idiot I am. We quarreled, and she said she’d have the baby, and give it up for adoption. That I wouldn’t have to be bothered. She went to an agency, I think. She was barely speaking to me and I was so bloody righteous.”

				“What agency?”

				“I don’t know. We weren’t talking so much as sniping at each other. But she changed her mind. At least she left me a message that she had, and that she was going away. She quit her job, and left her flat. I was sure she’d get in touch with me, that she’d come back. I’ve been trying to find her, but I never thought to try the States. She didn’t take a shuttle from here, or from Paris. That’s where, after I’d begged and groveled, one of her coworkers said she’d gone, at least for a bit.”

				“Let’s just get this out of the way. Give me your whereabouts on Thursday.”

				“I was here, at my office through Thursday until about eight. I left for Glasgow that night, straight from there. I work for The Times, the London Times. I’ll give you my editor’s name and number, and the hotel where I stayed in Glasgow, so you can verify. Whatever you need. I can make some calls from here—friends of hers, coworkers, the OB she saw when she found out she was pregnant. Maybe someone knows…she might have contacted someone.”

				“Why don’t you give me a list of names and contact numbers?”

				“Yes, all right. Better from you than the git who mucked the whole business up. I’m coming to New York. I’ll be there this afternoon. I’ll give you my pocket ’link number, in case…”

				By the time Eve had taken all the data, she had a cup of coffee on her desk along with her time line, in hard copy and disc.

				“We can make calls,” Leonardo began. “Mavis and I can contact the birthing centers and the hospitals again, on the chance Tandy checked in this morning.”

				“Call the midwife,” Eve told him. “Have her do it. They’ll talk to her quicker than either of you. Mavis, did Tandy ever mention she’d considered putting the baby up for adoption?”

				“She did.” At her station, Mavis sat very still, her hands crossed over her belly. “She told me once she’d considered all the options. And she’d even gone to an agency, taken the first steps toward that one. But she’d changed her mind.”

				Reading Eve’s expression, Mavis shook her head. “You think she changed it again, and went into a shelter or agency. She didn’t. She wouldn’t have. She was committed, Dallas, to making a family.”

				“It’s worth looking into. Do you remember the name of the agency?”

				“I think maybe she said the name.” Mavis pressed her fingers to her temples as if to push the name out of her head. “God, I can’t remember. It was just one of those nights we were sitting around, talking about stuff.”

				“If you remember, tell me.” Eve looked over as Peabody and McNab came in. “McNab, you’re with Roarke next door. E-work on the Copperfield/Byson case. Peabody, I’ve got a list of names and contacts in London regarding Tandy Willowby. You take those. Mavis, you and Leonardo can do a search on adoption agencies with London offices. Go through and see if one rings for you. Peabody’s going to need that unit, so you’ll have to take it into another room.”

				“We’ll start right now.” Mavis levered herself up. “I feel better doing something. I feel like it’s going to be okay now.”

				Peabody waited until Leonardo led Mavis out. “And now that you’ve got her out of the way?”

				“Look over the file I got from Italy. Like crime. Woman poofed at thirty-six weeks. No trace of her or the baby. He’s got names from Florence, where she lived before she moved to Rome and vanished. Do followups.”

				“I don’t speak Italian. Except for, like, manicotti, linguini, and the occasional caio.”

				“Me, either. Improvise. Try this new angle, see if anyone knows if she explored other options. Termination or adoption.”

				For herself, Eve went back to Peabody’s IRCCA data and took a harder look at the other cases. Possible, she thought, possible one or more of the other open cases was a bungled abduction, resulting in death. Cover up the mistake with rape or assault or theft. Ditch the body.

				She picked through the details, pored over the autopsy reports. Then narrowed her eyes at the data on a twenty-one-year-old victim in Middlesex. The mutilated body and fetus had been found in the woods, which the local police had determined was a dump site rather than the murder scene. Mutilation postmortem. COD: head trauma.

				Following through, Eve contacted the primary investigator. Fifteen minutes later, she sat back, frowned over at her murder board.

				There were differences, she mused. This victim had been married—but only weeks before her death. She had family in Middlesex, had lived there most of her life.

				Except for a brief period when she’d gone to London. Gone there, according to the statements taken by the investigator, specifically to look into placing the baby with an agency.

				She held up a hand when Peabody crossed the room.

				“Just getting coffee,” Peabody told her.

				“Twenty-one-year-old vic, England. Pregnant with casual boyfriend, opts to have the baby. Family is upset, don’t like boyfriend much. He’s been in trouble a couple times, doesn’t have regular employment. After some hand-wringing, vic goes to London to look into adoption options. Stays at a hostel for a few days, then moves to a midpriced hotel. Remains in London six weeks before returning to Middlesex. Boyfriend gets steady job, love conquers, and plans are made to marry and keep the baby.”

				“But?”

				“A couple weeks before her due date, she goes missing. Turns up two days later in the woods near the house she and new husband have rented. It’s a dump site. Murder occurred elsewhere, never determined.”

				“They look at the new husband?”

				“With a laserscope. Alibied tight. COD was head trauma, most likely from a fall. DB also showed signs of restraints, hands and feet, and minor perimortem bruising on the arms. The body was mutilated after death. Hacked up, and the fetus removed. Nonviable.”

				“Nasty.” Peabody glanced toward the door to make sure Mavis wasn’t within earshot. “But there are essential differences to Tandy.”

				“And similarities. If you theorize that whoever took these women wanted the babies, and when this vic died, the abductor attempted to retrieve the baby. Too late for that, so he or she covers it up by mutilating the body, then dumping both of them.”

				Eve rose to add the new picture and name to her board. “What have we got? Three young, healthy pregnant women. None of whom were legally attached to the father at the time they conceived. At least two of them sought information on adoption.”

				“Make it three for three,” Peabody put in. “Italian vic’s cousin confirms Belego researched that option, and made an appointment with a counselor regarding same.”

				“Got a name?”

				“No. But the cousin’s going to ask around, see if Belego mentioned it to anyone.”

				“Three for three speaks to me. Let’s try this. Search for agencies that have offices in London, and Florence and/or Rome. I’ve got the name of Tandy’s obstetrician in London. We’ll tag him, too. But first, let’s see if the doctor’s associated with any adoption agencies or counselors.”

				A quick search revealed that Tandy’s OB volunteered three days a week at a women’s clinic. The same clinic, she noted, that the woman from Middlesex had used while in London.

				Worth a conversation, she decided, and spent the next fifteen minutes tracking down the doctor.

				After she’d spoken to him, she added his name and the clinic to her board. “He confirms that he gave Tandy the name of some agencies, and counseling services. He can’t confirm whether she visited any as she canceled her followup appointment with him, and requested copies of her medical records. He’ll check his book, get back to me with the date she called to cancel, and he’s sending a list of the agencies and services they routinely give to patients.”

				“All that’s in Europe,” Peabody pointed out. “If Tandy was taken, it was here.”

				“It’s a small world,” Eve answered and turned as Roarke stepped in.

				“I think you’ll be interested in our findings, Lieutenant,” he said, and handed Eve a disc.
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				EVE SHIFTED TANDY ASIDE WHILE ROARKE INPUT data into her unit, and ordered it on-screen. It seemed like a lot of numbers to her, in a lot of columns in a complicated and overly detailed spread sheet.

				He, apparently, saw a great deal more.

				“Two accounts were questionable for me,” he began. “The first, McNab and I agree, has gaps, little voids. A precise, methodical accountant such as Copperfield wouldn’t have these voids in one of her files.”

				“Tampered with?”

				“Again, McNab and I agree.”

				“Yeah.” McNab nodded. “I might not get the financial mumbo, but I know when a file’s been diddled with. At least some of that diddling corresponds with the dates you gave me when Copperfield first talked to Byson about finding something, when her assistant claimed she’d logged on after hours. Some of it goes back farther.”

				“Someone very carefully removed and/or doctored her work,” Roarke continued. “Someone, in my opinion, with a good working knowledge of accounting.”

				“Inside job. What’s the file number?”

				When he gave it to her, Eve looked up the corresponding file name. “Well, well, well, it’s our old friends Stubens, Robbins, Cavendish, and Mull.”

				“Interesting.”

				“You said it was a law firm.” Grinning, McNab pointed at Roarke. “Blinders on, but you slammed it.”

				“Billable hours.” Roarke used a laser pointer to highlight columns from his blind copy still displayed on-screen. “Retainers, partners’ percentages. Odds were.”

				“But do we have them on anything?” Eve asked. “Illegal practices, finances, taxes?”

				Roarke shook his head. “You have the gaps, and when they’re filled in you may. But the numbers jibe, and nothing on the surface appears off.”

				“But it is,” Eve complained. “It is off.”

				“On the second account I’ve brought up, something certainly is.” He switched displays. “The bottom lines add up precisely,” he continued. “And the account would, I believe, hold up under most standard audits. But what I found, and what I suspect your victim found, were areas of income and outlay that were carefully manipulated in order to add up. On their own, they simply don’t. There are fees—here.”

				He used the laser pointer to highlight a section. “These fees repeat—not in amounts, but in precise percentages of coordinating areas of income—and simply don’t jibe. Always forty-five percent of the take, if you will, and with the corresponding amounts, that same percentage appears first under an area of nonprofit contributions, making it exempt from taxes. Which, in the way this is manipulated, makes that fee exempt.”

				“Tax fraud,” Eve said.

				“Certainly, but that’s only one piece of the pie. The income itself is split into parts, juggled into subaccounts, with expenses attached to, and deducted from it. The income, minus this, is then tumbled back into the main. It’s then disbursed—the sum of it—in a way that, since I have to guess, I assume is through some sort of charitable trust. The client received a hefty write-off, straight from the top, which you see here. Annually.

				“The amounts vary, year to year, but the setup remains constant.”

				“How much are they washing?”

				“Between six and eight million a year, for the time frame I’ve been working with. But it’s more than that. There are simpler ways to evade tax, and to launder money. I’d have to say this particular client has income that is perhaps not strictly legal. It’s an operation,” he told Eve. “Slickly run and profitable, and with these fees and expenses, I’d say a number of people have a piece of it.”

				“Copperfield would have found this?”

				“If she was looking. Or if she had a question and dug back to find the answer to it before she took over the account. Once you start to peel at the layers, they lift off systematically, simply because the setup is very systematic.”

				“I don’t get it.” She shook her head. “I don’t mean the numbers, it’s a given I don’t get them. But I don’t get why. If this is an operation like you say, why didn’t they just keep a second set of books?”

				“Greed’s a powerful incentive. There are hefty tax breaks under this system not only for the questionable income, but for all of it. But you have to report the income, the outlay, to get them.”

				She nodded. “What’s the blind number on this file?”

				“024-93.”

				She went back to her desk, called it up. “Sisters Three. A restaurant chain. London, Paris, Rome, New York, Chicago.”

				“A restaurant?” Roarke frowned. “No, that’s not right. These aren’t the accounts of a restaurant.”

				She rechecked. “That’s how it comes out.”

				“That may be, but these aren’t the files and accounts for a restaurant.”

				“Roarke, I’m looking at the file, the file Copperfield marked ‘Sisters Three’…And none of the names in the account are listed anywhere but on the label.”

				“She switched files.”

				“Labels. Discs. Now why would she do that? And who did she switch it with?”

				Eve began to scroll down the file, scanning her computer screen. “Madeline Bullock. Son of a bitch. These are the accounting files for the Bullock Foundation. They weren’t her client.”

				“Cavendish, etc., was,” Roarke recalled. “And they represent the Bullock Foundation.”

				“She accessed the foundation’s files,” Eve murmured. “Labeled it under another account. Nobody would bother going into that file on her unit if they were looking for what she had on the law firm, and through them the foundation. Kraus, Robert Kraus. He headed this account, and was—allegedly—entertaining Bullock and her son the night Copperfield and Byson were killed. If you need an alibi, why not pick the client whose books you’re cooking?”

				She paced around her desk. “Copperfield sees something in the law firm’s accounts that doesn’t balance for her. Something that connects to the Bullock Foundation—both clients of her firm. Wouldn’t she go to one of the big bosses on this and the foundation’s accountant? She goes to Kraus, expresses some concern, asks some questions. Maybe he brushes her off, or says he’ll look into it. But she’s curious and she’s precise. Something doesn’t add up so she wants to fix it. She takes a look on her own. Sees what you see,” she said to Roarke.

				“Makes a copy.” He nodded. “She couldn’t be sure she could go back to Kraus, because she’d asked herself why he hadn’t seen what she’d seen. Who can she talk to about this?”

				“Her fiancé. But since she’s come in with questions, Kraus is careful. And he’s going to see she’s accessed, made copies. Time to panic a little. So you threaten, you bribe.”

				“And set up a double murder, alibied by two people with a vested interest. Two people who are the face of one of the most prestigious and philanthropic charitable foundations in the world.”

				“And who are now accessories to murder, times two. I think I want to have a chat with Bob. Peabody, with me.”

				“Ah, Dallas, always happy to be with you, but I think in this case, you should take your number cruncher. No way I can talk the talk.”

				Eve pursed her lips, studied Roarke. “She’s got a point. You up for it?”

				“Should be fun.”

				“And a big sigh of relief from the math-impaired,” Peabody stated. “McNab and I can work the Tandy Willowby case while you’re talking to Kraus.”

				“Good. You’re on Mavis duty. Let’s move,” she said to Roarke.

				They didn’t find Kraus at home, but his wife interrupted her Sunday bridge game to tell them he was playing golf at The Inner Circle in Brooklyn.

				She was a comfortable-looking woman, spiffed up for the bridge party in baby-blue cashmere.

				“This is about that sweet girl and her darling young man, isn’t it? It’s just horrible. I spent such a lovely little while chatting with her at the company holiday party last December. I hope you find whatever vicious person did this.”

				“I will. You were here that night, entertaining, I understand.”

				“Oh, yes. We had Madeline and Win as our guests. Dinner, some cards. And all that while—”

				“You played late?”

				“Until nearly midnight, as I recall. I was ready to drop. Actually thought I was coming down with something, I was that tired. But after a good night’s sleep, I was fine. We had a lovely brunch the next morning.”

				“Give your wife a little something to help her sleep,” Eve theorized as they drove to Brooklyn. “Plenty of time to get to Copperfield’s, take care of her. Get to Byson’s, do him, get home. Catch a few z’s, then have a lovely brunch.”

				“What did he do with the computers and discs?” Roarke asked.

				“Yeah, there’s that. Hauled them home. Probably has an office there the wife doesn’t fool with. Or he rented a place to hold them until he could properly dispose of them. Only one little hitch with that particular theory though.”

				“Which is?”

				“Robert Kraus has never had a driver’s license or owned a car. Whoever did this had to have private transportation. So he worked with an accomplice.”

				“Bullock or Chase?”

				“Maybe. Likely. Or someone else in the firm. Cavendish or his keeper. It spreads out, the way I see it. One or more people in the accounting firm had to know what was going on. One or more people in the foundation. One or more in the law firm. You said it was an operation. I’m going with that. Where does the money come from? The funds they’re laundering, funneling, juggling? What’s the source?”

				“It’s listed as donations, charitable trusts, privatized income. I couldn’t dig deeper without specific names and companies.”

				“The fees, the percentages. They’d likely be kickbacks, or hush money to the accountant, the lawyer. We’ll need to follow that, because it landed somewhere.”

				 

				The Inner Circle was an indoor golf course and driving range where aficionados of the sport could play a round, practice their putting, and have a friendly drink. For added fees, there were tony locker rooms with sports channels cued into wall screens, efficient attendants, shower facilities, and the services of a masseur or masseuse. The wet area included whirlpools, saunas, a lap pool, steam room.

				They found Kraus in a party of four, on the ninth hole.

				“A few minutes of your time,” Eve told him.

				“Now?” His brows drew together under a tweed golf cap. “I’m in the middle of a round, with clients.”

				“You’ll have to catch up later. Or I could walk along with you,” Eve said obligingly, “and we can discuss the discrepancies in the Bullock Foundation’s account in front of your clients.”

				“Discrepancies? That’s ridiculous.” But he glanced at the woman and two men at his tee. “A moment.” He moved to them, hands spreading in apology. His face was full of annoyance as he walked back to Eve. “Now what’s this about?”

				“It’s about a multimillion-dollar motive for murder. Natalie Copperfield came to you regarding questionable accounts in the Stuben and Company file.”

				“Stuben? She did not. You asked me if she discussed anything of the sort regarding a client with me, and I told you she hadn’t.”

				“The questionable accounts relate to the Bullock Foundation, which is your client. And your alibi for the murders.”

				He flushed, glanced around. “Would you mind keeping your voice down?”

				Eve merely shrugged and hooked her thumbs in her coat pockets. “If you have a problem with someone overhearing this conversation, we can take it back to Central.”

				Looking thoroughly put out, he gestured for them to follow. “We’ll take this to the clubhouse.” Kraus strode off the ninth green toward an open patio under simulated sunlight, and after swiping a key card in a slot, gestured them to an umbrellaed table.

				“I don’t know what you think you’ve come across,” he began.

				“The laundering of funds through charitable trusts,” Roarke began. “The disbursement of funds claimed as tax exempt to subaccounts, which is then funneled back into the trust and redisbursed. It’s a clever circle, washing considerable income annually.”

				“The Bullock Foundation is above reproach, as is our firm. What you’re saying is impossible.”

				“Natalie Copperfield accessed the Bullock accounts.”

				“I don’t understand you, and obviously you don’t understand how we run our business. Natalie wasn’t cleared for that data.”

				“But you were. They’re yours. Her killer got her home unit, her discs. Got to her office unit and deleted files. But he couldn’t delete all of them, certainly not files that were on record as her clients. She changed the label on the file. The Bullock data was still there.”

				“Why would she do such a thing?”

				Eve leaned forward. “We’re going to get you cold for money laundering, for tax fraud. You’re going to want to talk to me now, if you want any kind of help with two counts, murder one.”

				“I didn’t kill anyone. My God, are you insane?” His hand trembled a little as he pulled off his cap. “I’ve never doctored an account. It’s ludicrous.”

				“Your wife states you played cards on the night of the murders until after midnight. And she was extremely tired. She went to bed, giving you more than enough time to get to Natalie Copperfield’s apartment. To break in, to restrain her, torture her, kill her, and take her data unit.”

				He wasn’t just pale now, he was gray. “No.”

				“From there, to travel to Bick Byson’s loft, struggle with him, stun him, restrain and question him before you killed him and took his data unit. Have you disposed of them already?”

				“I’ve never hurt another human being in my life. I never left the house that night. My God, my God, what is happening?”

				“So you let Bullock or Chase do the dirty work?”

				“This is absurd. Of course not.”

				“I’m going to get a warrant for your other files, Mr. Kraus. What you did with one, you did with others.”

				“You can get a warrant for whatever you like. You’ll find nothing because I’ve done nothing. You’re mistaken about the Bullock accounts. Natalie must have been mistaken, because there can’t be anything wrong with them. Randall—”

				Eve pounced. “What does Randall Sloan have to do with it?”

				Kraus rubbed his hands over his face, then signaled to the waiter he’d initially waved away. “Scotch, straight up. A double. My God, my God.”

				“What does Randall Sloan have to do with the Bullock account?”

				“It’s his account. It’s my name of record, but it’s his account.”

				“Why don’t you explain to me how that works?”

				“He brought them into the firm, years ago. I had just come on as a junior partner. But his father wouldn’t allow him to head the account. There’d been some question of Randall’s reliability, his—ah—skills and work ethic. He’s better suited in public relations. But he brought the account in, and I was new. He came to me, asked me…It wasn’t precisely asking.”

				Kraus took the glass the waiter brought him, downed a quick swallow. “I felt pressured, and to be honest, I thought it was unfair that he wasn’t given the account. So I agreed to keep my name on it, and he would do the actual business. I’d check the bottom line, of course, every quarter. And if there was any problem, any question, I’d take over. But the client was satisfied.”

				“I bet they were,” Eve replied.

				“She didn’t come to me. I swear to you, Natalie didn’t come to me about any problems, any questions.”

				“Who knew that Sloan was doing the books for Bullock?”

				“I didn’t think anyone did. He told me it was just a matter of pride, and I believed him. But he’d never hurt Natalie. She was almost like a daughter to him. This has to be some horrible mistake.”

				“Does Madeline Bullock normally stay at your home when she and her son come to New York?”

				“No. But Madeline was talking to my wife and mentioned that she loved our home, how welcoming it was, how peaceful. One thing led to another, and they agreed to stay with us. I need to see those records. I’m entitled to see them. I’m sure there’s just some misunderstanding.”

				“Tell me about Randall Sloan’s lifestyle.”

				“Please don’t ask me to speak behind the back of an associate. A friend. The son of my partner.”

				Eve said nothing, just waited.

				Kraus drank the rest of his scotch, signaled for another. “He gambles. Or he did. And poorly. There were rumors that some time ago—before I came to the firm—he skimmed a bit from one or two clients, and his father had to replace the funds. But he went into a program, for the gambling. There’s been no hint of anything improper for years. His father…Jacob’s a hard man, integrity is a god. His son smeared that. Randall will never be a partner. He accepts it. He prefers the work he does, in any case, to the administration, the accounting.”

				“Yet he pressured you into giving him, under the table, we’ll say, a major account.”

				“He brought them in,” Kraus repeated, and Eve nodded.

				“Yeah, that’s interesting, isn’t it?”

				 

				You believe him,” Roarke said when they left Kraus sitting under the umbrella in the pseudosunlight with his head in his hands.

				“Yeah. You?”

				“I do, yes. The outsider, the last man in, so to speak, doing a favor for the big man’s son. It’s reasonable. And clever of Sloan and the Bullock people not to use each other for alibis.”

				“You got a dupe, you use the dupe. You drive,” she told him, and gave him Randall Sloan’s address. “Looks like I’m tagging London again.”

				She put in a transmission to Madeline Bullock’s home in London and got what she thought of as a Summerset clone. Not quite as bony in the face, she decided, but just as dour.

				“Ms. Bullock is traveling.”

				“Where?”

				“I couldn’t say.”

				“If Scotland Yard knocked on your door in the next thirty minutes, could you say then?”

				He actually sniffed. “I could not.”

				“Okay. Say the house burns down. How would you reach Ms. Bullock to tell her the bad news?”

				“On her private number, on her pocket ’link.”

				“Why don’t you give me that?”

				“Lieutenant, I am under no obligation to provide foreign authorities with Ms. Bullock’s private business.”

				“Got me there. But even in the colonies we have our ways of getting information.” She clicked off. “Do they go to school for that?” she demanded of Roarke. “Is there a Tight-Ass University? Did Summerset graduate cum laude?”

				“First in his class. Do you want to drive while I find the number you need?”

				“I somehow managed to fumble my way through such pesky chores before I met you.” She started the search, then stopped. Sat back. “You know what? I’ve got a better.” She got Feeney at home.

				He was wearing a baggy and faded New York Liberties Arena Ball jersey with a ball cap pulled over his explosion of ginger hair. “There’s a costume party at your house and I didn’t get invited?”

				“Game, two o’clock.”

				“You look ridiculous.”

				He pokered up. “My grandson gave me this jersey. You tag me on a Sunday to critique my wardrobe?”

				“Need a quick one. I’m looking for a pocket ’link number, private, and its current location.”

				“Game,” he repeated, “two o’clock.”

				“Murder. Twenty-four/seven. It’ll be quick. I just need the number and the area. The fricking country. Madeline Bullock. It may be registered to her, or to the Bullock Foundation. Probably her as it’s a personal ’link. London home base.”

				“Right, right, right,” he said. And hung up on her.

				“I could have done that for you,” Roarke pointed out.

				“You’re driving.” And she contacted Peabody. “Take another look at Randall Sloan. Finances, travel, property, real estate. He’s a gambler, so look at it with an eye to that.”

				“You got a scent?”

				“Yeah, I’m following it now. Mavis?”

				“She conked. Been out about a half-hour.”

				“Good. If I can track down Randall Sloan, I’m bringing him in for questioning. I’ll let you know.”

				“Dallas, I’ve got that list of agencies and counselors from England. All European-based.”

				She shifted gears, focused on Tandy. “Give them to the investigating officers, Rome and Middlesex. Meanwhile, run them yourself, zero in on any that have offices in both countries. Especially those that have multiple locations in Europe. And shoot them to my PPC while you’re at it.”

				“Got that. Good luck.”

				Eve rubbed her eyes, blinked them open.

				“Why don’t you get a little sleep before we get to Sloan’s?”

				She shook her head, wished she’d thought to bring a vat of coffee with her. “No way of knowing if she’s still alive. If it’s the baby they want, if they just went in there and took it out. She’d be, what, like a vessel.” Eve turned to Roarke. “When she gives up what she’s holding, she’s expendable.”

				“You can’t do any more than you’re doing, Eve.”

				“Maybe not, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to be enough. If she’s alive, she has to be out of her mind with fear. Not just for herself, but the baby. You’re carrying that…potential inside you, it’s the whole focus of your world, I guess. You’re creating it, protecting it, bringing it—you know—forth. Through all the discomfort, inconvenience, pain, and blood and fear, it’s vital. Its health, its safety, that’s paramount. I see that in Mavis, the way she looks, holds herself, holds it.

				“I don’t know if I’ve got that in me to give.”

				“You have to be joking. Darling Eve, you give all that, and more, to complete strangers.”

				“It’s the job.”

				“It’s you.”

				“You know how fucked up I am about kids, parents, the whole ball of it.”

				He took her hand as he drove, brought it to his lips. “I know the two of us have strange, dark places inside us, and we might need some time for a little more light to seep in before we’re ready to add to the family we’ve already made.”

				“Okay, good. More light. I’m for it.”

				“Then I think we should have five or six.”

				“Five or six what? What?” She thought…for a moment she thought her heart actually stopped. The buzz in her ears was so thick she barely heard his laugh. “That’s not funny.”

				“It certainly was, especially from my point of view. You couldn’t see your face.”

				“You know, one day, perhaps in our lifetime, medical science will find a way to implant an embryo into a man, incubating it there while said man waddles around looking like he swallowed and is unable to digest a pot-bellied pig. Then we’ll see what’s funny.”

				“One of the many things I love you for is your delightful imagination.”

				“Remember that when I put your name on the implant list. Why don’t people stay home on Sunday?” she wondered, bitterly, as she cued into the traffic. “What’s wrong with home? What kind of transpo did Bullock and her son take out of New York?”

				“Another thing I love you for is the many and varied channels of your mind. No doubt private, given the depth of the Bullock wells.”

				“Foundation shuttle. They came, ostensibly anyway, on foundation business. If they’re still traveling, they’ve probably made use of the same shuttle.”

				“Where were they when you originally verified Kraus’s alibi?”

				“I don’t know. Peabody did the verify, and she had to contact a foundation number and get a callback. It wasn’t pertinent at the time. But I can track that shuttle if I have to. Have to hack my way through international law and relations, and I hate that, but I’ve got enough to hold them for questioning. And I think the British government’s going to be very interested in their accounts.”

				“They may take a hit there,” Roarke agreed. “But if they’re smart, and their legal representatives will be, they can dump that on Randall Sloan personally, and the firm.”

				“I can tangle that, seeing as their legal reps fall under the same shadow. I’m going to have to turn this over to Global. After I talk to Randall Sloan.”

				Randall Sloan lived in a trim and elegant old brownstone on the edge of Tribeca. From the sidewalk, Eve could see that the third floor had been converted into a solarium so that it was topped with curved, pale blue glass.

				“He has a current driver’s license,” Eve said. “And keeps a vehicle four blocks from here in a private garage. Means, motive.”

				“Opportunity is dicier, isn’t it, given that he has an alibi. Or do you think his dinner companions for that evening are covering for him?”

				“Didn’t feel like it, but we’ll go back over that. He may have been a tool. Tools don’t always get dirty. If he didn’t do the murders himself, he knew about them.” She started up the three steps that led to the main entrance. “Alarm’s on green,” she pointed out.

				As she lifted her hand to press the buzzer, she noticed there was more, and engaged her recorder.

				“Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, and Roarke, Expert Civilian Consultant, at the residence of Sloan, Randall. Upon arrival I’ve found the security system disengaged and the front door unlatched.”

				Automatically, she drew her weapon. She buzzed, and called out, “Randall Sloan, this is Lieutenant Dallas with the police. I have a civilian consultant with me. Please acknowledge.”

				She waited, ears cocked for any sound. “Mr. Sloan, I repeat, this is the police. Your residence is unsecured.” When there was no response, she circled around the line she had to walk, and eased the door open.

				“Nothing in plain sight,” she stated. “He could have gone rabbit. I need a warrant.”

				“Door’s open.”

				“Yeah, and I could go in, check it out. I can argue probable cause, but without authorization I risk giving his lawyers something to whine about. I can get a warrant quick enough.”

				She started to call in when someone hailed her from behind.

				Turning, she saw Jake Sloan and Rochelle DeLay walking toward the house, hand-in-hand, faces rosy from the cold.

				“Lieutenant, Jake and Rochelle, remember?”

				“Yes. This is Roarke.”

				“I recognize you.” As he came up the first step, Jake shot out a hand. “Good to meet you, and so you know, any time you’re looking for a young, hard-working accountant, I’m available.”

				“I’ll keep that in mind.”

				“This is Rochelle.”

				“Nice to meet you both.”

				“You come to see Dad? He keeping you waiting in the cold?” Jake nodded toward the door. “It’s open.”

				“We found it that way,” Eve told him.

				“Really? That’s weird.” He moved by them and inside to give a shout. “Hey, Dad! You’ve got company. Come on in,” he said to Eve and Roarke. “We’re swinging by to get him for a Sunday deal at Grandpa’s.” Jake pulled off his watch cap, stuffed it messily in his coat pocket. “You want to have a seat? He must be upstairs.”

				Eve had slipped her weapon into her pocket when he’d called out to her from the street, and kept her hand on it now. “Mind if I come with you?”

				“Well…”

				“Door was open, Jake, security off. It’s the cop in me.”

				“Sure. Okay. He probably just opened it to look out for us. We’re running a little late. He forgot to engage it again. That’s all.”

				But she could see she’d put worry in him as he turned to the stairs. “Dad? Hey, Dad. I’m coming up, and I’m bringing the law.” He tried a smile as he said it, but when there was no answer, it faded.

				Her senses caught something all too familiar. “You want to stay behind me?” she said it casually, and shifted in front to take the lead. “Which is his bedroom?”

				“Second on the right. Listen, Lieutenant—”

				Eve eased the bedroom door open with a knuckle.

				Randall Sloan wasn’t going to make Sunday brunch, she thought, restraining Jake as he tried to rush into the room.

				An elaborate chrome chandelier dripped from the vaulted ceiling. Randall Sloan hung from the rope that had been tightly looped around its gleaming post.
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				“HE’S GONE.” EVE HAD TO HOOK JAKE’S ARMS behind his back, hold him against the wall. “You can’t help him.”

				“Bullshit! Bullshit! That’s my father. It’s my father.”

				“I’m sorry.” He was young, strong, and desperate, so it took all of Eve’s muscle to keep him from shaking her off and running inside. And compromising the crime scene. “Listen to me. Listen, goddamn it! I’m the one who has to help him now, and I can’t do it if you go in there and screw up any evidence. I need you to go downstairs.”

				“I’m not leaving here. I’m not leaving him. Go to hell.” And Jake pressed his face to the wall and wept.

				“Give him to me.” Roarke stepped up beside her. “Downstairs,” he said before she could ask about Rochelle. “I convinced her to stay put when we heard the shouting. Let me take him.”

				“I need a field kit.”

				“Yes, I know. Here now, Jake, you have to leave him to the lieutenant now. This is what she does. You come with me. Rochelle’s frightened, and she’s alone. Come downstairs and stay with her.”

				“It’s my dad. My dad’s in there.”

				“I’m very sorry. I’ll get him settled,” Roarke told Eve, “best I can, then go get your kit out of the car.”

				“I don’t want him to contact anyone yet.”

				“I’ll see to it. Come on, Jake.”

				“I don’t understand. I don’t understand this.”

				“Of course not.”

				As Roarke pulled Jake away, Eve contacted Central for Crime Scene, then turned back to the room. “Victim is hanging from a rope attached to the master bedroom chandelier,” she began for the recorder. “Visual identification is of Sloan, Randall. There’s no apparent sign of struggle.”

				She scanned the room as she spoke. “The bed is made and appears undisturbed. The privacy screens are engaged, curtains open.”

				The bedside lamps were on, she noted, and a single wine glass with a bit of white left in it sat beside the one on the right. While Sloan was barefoot, there were slippers—leather from the look of them—under the body. He wore a tan sweater, brown pants. A chair was overturned. Behind him in a work area the minicomp was on. She could see its active light blinking.

				She brought the front entrance back into her mind. No sign of break-in.

				She nodded to Roarke as he came back with her kit. “Thanks.”

				“Do you want me to contact Peabody?”

				“Not yet. She’s got enough on her hands. Can you keep them under control down there? I don’t want them touching anything, talking to anyone.”

				“All right.” He set somber eyes on Randall. “I suppose he knew you’d follow the trail that led to him.”

				“Looks like that, doesn’t it?” she said as she sealed up.

				Roarke shifted his gaze to her, lifted his brows. “But?”

				“Doesn’t feel like it. He knows his son is coming today. Is this how he wants Jake to find him? He leaves his security off, door unlatched. Why not run instead?”

				“Guilt?”

				“He’s been dirty for a long time. Suddenly, he gets a conscience?”

				“Fraud and murder are far apart on the scale.”

				“Maybe, but he strikes me as a runner, not a suicide.”

				She stepped inside, got to work.

				She took the room first. Slick and stylish, like the man. Pricey clothes, pricey decor, high-end electronics. A man who liked his comforts, she thought, his conveniences, and his symbols of status.

				Lifting the wineglass, she sniffed. Left a marker in its place before she sealed the contents, then the glass itself.

				She tapped the comp unit with a gloved finger, and the screen engaged. She read the text written on it.

				 

				I’m sorry. So sorry. I can’t live this way. I see their faces, Natalie and Bick. It was only money, just money. It got out of hand. I must have lost my mind to pay to have them killed. I lost my mind, and now I’ve lost my soul. Forgive me, because I can’t forgive myself. I take this terrible act with me to Hell, for eternity.

				 

				She turned from the screen to the body. “Well, one thing on there’s pure truth: It got out of hand.”

				She identified the body for the record by the fingerprints, then examined the hands, bagged them. Her gauge put time of death at twenty-fifteen, Friday evening.

				Moving to the adjoining bath, she recorded while she studied. Clean, she noted, with a few men’s toiletries on the counter along with a big leafy plant in a glossy black pot. Separate steam shower, drying tube, glossy jet tub with a marble surround. An oversized black towel was draped over a chrome warmer.

				She opened the cabinet, scanned the contents.

				Lotions, potions—anti-age skin and hair products for the most part. Male birth control tabs, pain blockers, sleep aids. In the counter drawer were more grooming aids, dental hygiene products.

				She looked back up at the body.

				“You practice tying that noose, Randall?” she wondered. “It sure is perfect. Takes a steady hand and some skill to create a textbook hanging noose.”

				She stepped out of the room when she heard the buzzer and went down to meet the sweepers and give them the lay of the land.

				She found Roarke sitting with Jake and Rochelle in the living area. Jake sat hunched over, his arms dangling between his legs. His eyes were red and swollen as were Rochelle’s, who sat beside him in silence.

				“I need to see my father,” Jake said without looking up. “I need to see him. I need to talk to my grandparents.”

				“I’m going to arrange for that soon.” Since it was handy, Eve sat on the low table in front of him. “Jake, when’s the last time you saw or spoke to your father?”

				“Friday. We had a memorial service for Nat and Bick at the offices. Their families aren’t having one in the city. We wanted to do something. We were all there.”

				“What time was that?”

				“Toward the end of the day. About four. The partners let everyone who wanted to go home leave immediately after. We left together, my father and I, about five. He asked if I wanted to go have a drink, but I just went on home. I should’ve gone with him. I should’ve talked to him.”

				“Did he seem upset, depressed?”

				Jake’s head snapped up, and his eyes went hot. “It was a memorial service, for Christ’s sake.”

				“Jake,” Rochelle murmured, and rubbed a hand over his thigh. “She’s trying to help.”

				“He’s dead. How can she help? Why would he kill himself?” Jake demanded. “Why would he do that? He was young and healthy and successful. He—Oh, God, was he healthy? Did he have something wrong with him, and we didn’t know?”

				“I’m going to ask you again. Did he seem upset or depressed recently?”

				“I don’t know. Sad. We were all sad, and shocked. I guess he seemed edgy on Friday. Jumpy. He asked me if I wanted to go have a drink, but it was knee-jerk. He didn’t want to hang any more than I did.”

				“Do you know where he did his gambling?”

				“That was before. Jesus, that was years ago. He doesn’t do that anymore. He stopped.”

				“All right. Did he mention where he was going when you left him on Friday?”

				“No. I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention. I was upset. God, I have to tell my mother. They’ve been divorced forever, but she has to know. My grandparents.” He put his head in his hands again. “I don’t know how much more they can take.”

				“Would you say your father was a religious man?”

				“Dad. No, not at all. He says you have to get all you can out of life, because once it’s done, it’s done.” His voice cracked. “It’s done.”

				“He do any sailing, Jake?”

				“Sailing?” His head came up again, his eyes clouded with grief and confusion. “No, he didn’t like the water. Why?”

				“Just curious. Was he in a relationship?”

				“No. He liked women, but he just cruised.”

				“He takes care of his house? Cooking, cleaning.”

				“He’s got a droid.”

				“Okay. I’m going to have a uniform take you and Rochelle to your grandparents.”

				“I want to see my father. I need to see him.”

				“I’ll make arrangements for you and your family to see him as soon as I can. But not now, not here. Go, be with your family now.”

				Once she’d seen them off, she began to work her way through the first level of the house. “He left a note on the computer,” she said to Roarke.

				“Handy.”

				“Yeah. Actually, only a small percentage of self-terminations leave a note. Confessed to hiring the hit on Copperfield and Byson.”

				“Also handy.”

				“Yeah, you’re following me.” She moved through a small media room, a dining room. “They weren’t professional hits, number one. So sure, he could’ve hired some mope. But who’s he going to trust with the info that was tortured out of Copperfield?”

				“Only someone else directly involved.”

				“Bingo. He wrote about losing his soul and going to Hell. Upper case H on Hell. That says a religious bent to me, or some sort of belief in the big fire down there. Also, the noose looked like it was tied by a professional executioner. Or a very skilled sailor or Youth Scout. Someone very calm and precise.”

				She moved to the kitchen, opened the doors on the pantry—well stocked—the utility closet. “Where’s the droid?”

				“Not down here. Upstairs?”

				“I’m going to check. Why don’t you play e-man and check his security, the discs and so on?”

				“Is this a homicide, Lieutenant?”

				“Smells like one to me. We’ll see what the ME says. But fingers point. Why is the door open, the security off?”

				“Someone wanted the body found easily, and expeditiously.”

				“There you go. Why does a man contemplating offing himself ask his son out for a drink a couple hours before the act? He just doesn’t. Or if he does, he insists. ‘I’ve got to talk to you. I have to get something off my chest.’ But he doesn’t.

				“What you’ve got here is a man who liked to live well, by whatever means available. No steady relationships, no real vestige of interest in the family business. Hard-line father, up-and-coming son, and you’re the black sheep. But you know how to see to your own comfort. You’ve got a gambling problem.”

				“Had or have?”

				“Well, he’s dead as a doornail, whatever a doornail is, so it’s ‘had.’ But I’m betting he had one right up until the last hour. Great way to wash unexplained income is playing with it. I’m not seeing a man with a heavy conscience here. I’m seeing an opportunist, and one who’d have run like the freaking wind if he thought we were sniffing at him. And I’m seeing somebody’s patsy.”

				 

				There was no droid on the premises, and according to her e-man the discs for Friday had been removed and replaced with blanks.

				“There’s going to be a tranq in his system,” Eve said. “Something that can be put down to calming himself before he put the noose over his head. We might find, since we’ll be looking, a stunner mark on him.”

				“Why kill him?”

				“Maybe he got greedy, wanted a bigger cut. Maybe he didn’t like having his son’s friends murdered, or got nervous. One way or the other, he was a liability—and a handy goat. I buy the note, the scene, I pack up my toys and walk away. Putting the finger on this guy also smears the accounting firm. Apologies, sorry about that, but the Bullock Foundation will require a new firm. Too much scandal, bad for the image. Their lawyers demand their files, and there’s no record at the firm of any fraud or whisper thereof. All parties involved in Sloan, etc.—as far as we know—are now dead.”

				“Clean and tidy.”

				“The killer likes it that way. Two strangulations, one hanging. Same basic method. He takes the droid in case there’s any record in the banks of his visiting this residence. Because he’s been here before. He knew his way around.”

				“And came prepared,” Roarke prompted.

				“Oh, yeah. Comes to the door. Let’s have a chat. How about a drink with that? Slips a tranq into the vic’s wine. Let me help you upstairs. Gets him up there, lays him on the floor. Stuns him if he has to. Writes the note on the computer. Mistake there, I figure, because he puts too much of himself into it. Lost my soul, going to the big H. Fixes the rope, hauls the woozy or stunned vic onto the chair, gives it a kick, and watches the show.

				“He’d watch,” she mused. “Like he watched Natalie and Bick. Watch the face, the eyes. Randall kicked, kicked off the slippers, grabbed at the rope. I’ve got what looks like rope fibers and tissue under the vic’s nails. Takes awhile. It’s not a quick death unless the neck breaks on the drop. He suffered, but I guess he earned it.”

				She frowned at the now empty bedroom. “Might’ve had his own transpo, but that’s not an absolute. He could’ve come on public—subway’d work best, and taken the droid away by the same method if he deactivated all but its mobility.”

				“So you’re looking for a man with a droid.”

				She smiled a little. “Maybe.” She pulled out her ’link when it beeped. “Dallas.”

				“It’s halftime, so I’m making this quick.”

				She frowned at Feeney. “If you were making it quick, you’d have gotten back to me two hours ago.”

				“Can’t do a locate if the ’link’s not in use, can I? I got the number.” And he read it off to her. “Put a tracer on that, but it wasn’t engaged until a few minutes ago, and then only for fifteen seconds.”

				“You got a location?”

				“Best I can give you is Upper East.”

				“New York? The ’link’s in New York?”

				“Yeah, where’d you expect it to be? Listen, Dallas, they got cheerleaders.”

				“Who has cheerleaders?”

				“The Liberties. I’m missing halftime.”

				“For God’s sake, they’re young enough to be your kids. Your kids’ kids.”

				“A man don’t watch a bunch of half-naked girls doing jumps and high kicks, he might as well be dead. You got what you need?”

				“Yeah, yeah, and thanks. Keep the trace on, will you? Cheerleaders,” she grumbled when Feeney clicked hurriedly off. “Men have simple minds.”

				“It’s not our minds that are simple,” Roarke corrected.

				She had to laugh. “New York. Son of a bitch. They probably never left the city. Upper East. Hotel maybe, or a private residence. I need to run a check, see if the foundation or either Bullock or her son own or have interest in any properties in that area.”

				“I can run that for you from home. Home’s where we’re going. You can write up your report on this just as easily from there,” he said, and took her arm before she could argue. “You need food, and so do I. You’re running on empty, Eve. I can see it in your eyes.”

				“However I’m running, I need to move. I’d moved faster on this, Randall Sloan would still be alive and I’d be closing this.”

				She started for the door with him, then stopped. “Wait. Wait. A guy like Randall. He’d have insurance.” She turned a circle. Three-story house, she mused. Twelve rooms, and the solarium. Lots of places to hide insurance.

				“He wasn’t stupid. The way he got Kraus to keep his name as account exec, but did the work himself. Something goes wrong, he just palms off the trouble on Kraus. Insurance.”

				“The goat kept a backup goat in Kraus.”

				“You bet. Randall had trouble, needs to needle his client, he’s got a copy of those books somewhere. If he didn’t before, he sure as hell copied them when he doctored Natalie’s files.”

				“I imagine they thought of that as well, and got the location out of him.”

				“Maybe, maybe not. He wasn’t tortured, and the place wasn’t tossed. Could be they figure they have all the copies, or already got his. But suppose he was smarter than that, more careful than that. This place needs to be gone over, top to bottom.”

				“Which will take hours,” Roarke pointed out. “If you think you have hours left in you, you’re mistaken. Compromise,” he said, anticipating an argument. “Send Peabody and McNab back to do that. An e-man and a detective. If there’s something here, they’ll find it.”

				“I’ll let them take first swing at it.”

				She went out, sealed the door.

				“It’s possible, if you’re right about the copy, he kept it off-site. A bank box.”

				“Possible, but it seems to me he’d want it easily accessible, especially now. Shit’s flying, he needs his shield. What if he wants it after banking hours, or on Sunday? Traveled a lot,” she continued as she got into the car. “If he used a vault, it could be anywhere. Guy who travels that much would know how to run, know how to move fast and light if he had to.”

				And thinking that, she dropped into sleep.

				She woke, stretched nearly horizontal as Roarke stopped in front of the house. Rather than refreshing her, the mobile nap left her groggy and disoriented, and fumbling for the controls to bring her seat back up.

				Roarke lifted it, as he’d lowered it, from his side of the controls. “You need actual sleep.”

				“I need actual coffee.”

				She’d have food to go with it, Roarke determined as he walked with her into the house.

				“Red meat,” he said to Summerset. “Her office AC. If the others haven’t eaten, send up a bloody cow.”

				“Right away.” As they headed up, Summerset lifted the cat that ribboned between his legs. “We’ll just put some nice green beans along with that steak. She won’t like it, but he’ll make her eat them, won’t he?”

				Mavis didn’t exactly pop up when Eve entered the office, but she managed to shove herself out of the chair. “You’re back.”

				“Yeah, sorry, things got complicated. You’ve got to give me a few minutes to deal with another thing.”

				“You get the list?” Peabody asked her. “There are a couple that look good to me.”

				“List of what?”

				“The agencies, counselors. You said I should send it to your PPC.”

				“Right, right.” Her brain felt like mush. “I didn’t get the chance to review. Something came up. I would give you the world drenched in chocolate for a cup of coffee.”

				“I’ll get it for you.” Leonardo eased Mavis back in a chair.

				“Chocolate thief,” Peabody said, hoping to make Mavis smile. “Anyway, a couple stand out for me. So—”

				“I’ll look it over in a few minutes. I need to pull you and McNab off this, put you on another assignment. Randall Sloan is dead.”

				“Well, shit, you’ve had a busy day.”

				“Staged suicide, that’s my take. I worked the scene, sweepers will be processing.”

				Peabody opened her mouth, glanced at Mavis, then nodded. “Okay.”

				“I’ll fill you in, then I need you and McNab back at the scene.”

				“You’ll fill them in over a meal,” Roarke added.

				“As soon as I look over the list.”

				“It’ll wait.” It was Leonardo who spoke as he carried in a mug of coffee. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he said to Mavis, “but she needs to eat, to rest for a little while.”

				“Jeez.” Eve took the coffee as if it contained the staff of life. “What is it with men?”

				“He’s right.” Mavis pushed her hands though her hair. “He’s right. You look whipped and kicked. We’ll eat. We’ll all sit down and eat.”

				They brought in a table, dragged up chairs. While the coffee helped cut through the fog in her brain, Eve had to admit the protein got her blood moving again.

				“A hell of an operation,” McNab commented when she’d run through the bulk of it. “What’s funding it?”

				“That’s another question. Illegals, weapons, mob money?” Eve lifted a shoulder. “We’ll dig it out. Or Global will. Bullock, Chase, or someone on their payroll murdered three people—that we know of—to protect that operation.”

				“And they’re still in New York.” Peabody tried not to hum out loud in pleasure as she swallowed steak. “Why? I mean, after killing Randall Sloan, why not make tracks? It seems they’d want to be long gone before his body was discovered.”

				“Another question. They still have business here. They feel safe where they are. From their point of view, they’re removed from the investigation. They were an alibi for a man who was not involved—and he, in turn, covers them. Another man has confessed to the murders, and being dead, can’t recant that confession. But you’re right, they’d need a reason to stay here, when they could be anywhere else.”

				She contemplated as she ate. “They wanted the body discovered, and in good time. No reason to leave the security off and the door unlatched otherwise. The sooner it’s found, the sooner they can put this whole untidy business behind them. Must be irritating,” she decided, “to be so rich and powerful and have little people picking at your foundation. Like ants.”

				“I don’t think ants pick,” Peabody said. “They more dig, probably.”

				“Whatever. You are what you are, and they’re nothing. Tried to buy the nosy accountant off, but she’s annoyingly honest. You’re not going to see your whole lifestyle, your rep, your wealth put in jeopardy by some number cruncher. That’s why the murder was personal. She got in your face, so you got in hers. I can come right into your home, you stupid bitch. What are you going to do about it? And I’m going to hurt you because you had the nerve to threaten me and mine. Then, when I’m satisfied you’ve told me everything I need to know, I’m going to kill you with my own hands, and watch you die. But not before I tell you that I’m going to do the same thing to your lover. So you die in pain, in fear, and in grief.”

				She forked up a tiny new potato. “What?” she demanded as the table sat in silence, staring at her. “What?”

				“Creepshow.” Mavis picked up her water glass, drank deep. “Squared.”

				“Oh. Sorry.”

				“How do you know he thought those things, felt those things?” Leonardo stroked Mavis’s arm as he goggled at Eve.

				“Well, he sure as hell wasn’t thinking about the weather.” Then she narrowed her eyes. “Randall Sloan kept a car garaged. He didn’t use it that night. Both he and his alibis stated they used cabs. Let’s see if there’s any sort of log in and out of the garage. The killer may have borrowed it for the job. If not, we start checking rental companies. Or car services. The Bullock Foundation may keep a car in the city, or use a specific service when they’re here.”

				When Peabody dug out her memo book to note it down, Eve shook her head. “No, you’ve already got enough going. I’m going to tag Baxter. He wanted in on this. He can take that assignment.” She pushed back from the table. “I’ll contact him now, then I want to look at the lists of those agencies you got on Tandy.”

				Across the table, Mavis closed her eyes, took a long breath. “Thanks. Thanks, Dallas.”

				Eve waited until she’d talked to Baxter, then asked Mavis to come with her to a sitting room. Closed the door.

				“You’re going to tell me you think Tandy’s dead.”

				“No, I’m not. Sit down.” When she did, Eve sat across from her, leaned in so their eyes were level. “But I am going to tell you that you need to prepare yourself for that possibility. She was taken for a reason, and everything’s pointing to the baby being that reason.”

				“And once she has it…It’s been since Thursday. She could—”

				“A lot of things could,” Eve interrupted. “We’re going to deal with what is. Look, I know it might seem like I’m not paying much attention to this, not looking hard enough. But I promise you, it’s in my head. And Peabody’s working it when I’m not.”

				“It doesn’t seem like you’re not paying attention.” Mavis reached out now, took Eve’s hands. “I don’t think that. And I know Peabody’s doing everything she can, and—and that she’s good. But Dallas? She’s not you. That’s a bitch-weight of pressure, I know, but—”

				“Don’t water up. Come on, give me a break on the tears.”

				“I’m so scared for her. And I keep thinking, what if it was me? What if I was locked up somewhere, couldn’t protect my baby. It’s going to sound Princess of Drama, but I’d rather die than have anyone take my baby, or hurt it. I know Tandy feels the same. She said once that’s why she decided to have it, to keep it, even though she’d be on her own. That even though there were good people who wanted babies, who’d give hers a good life, it was hers. And she’d never be absolutely sure they’d love it as much as she did.”

				“What kind of good people? Did she ever give any details, anything specific?”

				“No, it was just…wait.” Eyes closed again, hands rubbing light circles over her belly, Mavis breathed slowly in and out.

				“Oh, shit. Shit! Are you—”

				“No, no, don’t go wig. I’m just trying to focus. We were talking once, me and Tandy, about raising a kid in the city. Pros, cons, la-la. She said how she hoped she was doing the right thing, choosing the urban deal when she could’ve given her baby a plush life as a country squire. She talked like that sometimes,” Mavis added and opened her eyes. “You know, squire. What is a squire?”

				“How would I know, I’m a New Yorker. Okay, let’s you and me go over Peabody’s list. Maybe something else will ring for you.”
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				EVE SET MAVIS DOWN WITH THE LIST, THEN gestured Leonardo to sit down beside her. “Why don’t you be another pair of eyes, another brain on memory mode? You were in on some of the baby talk?”

				“Sure. Tandy’s having a boy.” He laid his big hand gently on Mavis’s belly. “Tandy wanted to find out, and I talked to her about the baby, and herself, and her plans. I wanted to get a sense of it, not just because I’m her birthing coach, but because I’m designing a few basic—and a couple of special—outfits as a gift for her.”

				“Is he the sweetest huggie-bear in the universe and beyond?” Mavis cooed.

				“You bet. Look at the list. Remind yourself of conversations you had with her, about her. Individually and together. One of you may prompt something out of the other’s memory. I’ll be back in a minute.”

				She moved into Roarke’s office where he sat at his desk running her search. She shut the door.

				“Problem?” he asked her.

				“Our house is full of people, one of whom could go off like a bomb of emotionally charged hormones at any moment. You’re doing drone work for me on two cases, one of which started with a huge personal insult to you. I dragged you to Brooklyn on a Sunday, then dumped you into another crime scene, and left you in charge of a hysterical witness. There’s probably more in there, but those are the high points.”

				“Just another day in paradise.”

				“I love you. I just wanted to give you a heads-up on that.”

				It came into his eyes, that charge of pleasure and love, and blew right through her. “It’s nice to be reminded. You’re so tired, Eve.”

				“You’re looking a little worn yourself.”

				“Am I now?” He rose. “Maybe you should hold onto me a minute then.”

				“Maybe I should.”

				She came around the desk, and they held onto each other. She could stand on her own—God knows she’d proven it. But it was an amazing gift to have a man you could lean on without either of you thinking you were weak.

				“I postponed that winter holiday deal we were planning a couple of times now.”

				“Hmm.” With his eyes closed, he swayed a little with her, drawing in the scent of her hair, her skin. “Things came up.”

				“They’ll always come up. As soon as Mavis pops that kid out, and we’ve done our duty, we’re going.”

				“Are we?”

				“You got my word.” She drew back to look him in the eye. “I need you, the just you and me time. I don’t know why I let myself forget that. Besides, I’m thinking after the doing-our-duty deal in the fun house that is the birthing room, we’re really going to need to go somewhere where we can stay zoned on alcohol and sex for a few days.”

				“You just had to bring that up.”

				“What? Sex?” She lifted her hands, patted both of his cheeks. “It’s wormed its way into my brain like a tumor. If I have to think about it, so do you.”

				“I always think about sex.”

				“Funny guy.” She pressed her lips to his just as his computer signaled his task complete. “That my data?” She pulled away, grabbed up the hard copy that spit out.

				“So ends a charming interlude.”

				Ignoring him, she scanned various properties, holdings, addresses, then zeroed in on one that made her smile spread, saber-sharp. “And look here, Madeline has herself a pied-à-terre on East End Avenue, off of Eighty-sixth.”

				“I take it we’re about to pay another Sunday call.”

				“I can handle it on my own if you want to hang here.”

				“With the ticking bomb of explosive hormones? No, thank you.”

				When they stepped back into Eve’s office, Leonardo sat alone at the auxiliary unit, brows knit as he studied the screen.

				“Mavis?”

				“Oh, peeing. Again.” He smiled. “She has the cutest little bladder these days.”

				“Adorable. Tell her I’ve got to follow up this lead on the homicides while it’s hot. I’ll be back as soon as I can. If you hit on anything that seems familiar, even like a maybe, earmark it. We’ll give it a push when I get back. Peabody and McNab get back first, give it to them.”

				“We will. Dallas, Roarke, would it be all right if we stayed here tonight? She’ll just want to come back tomorrow, or sit down at Central if you’re working there. I hate to have her going up- and downtown when she’s so worn down.”

				“You’re always welcome,” Roarke told him. “Why don’t you ask Summerset to fix her a soother? He’d know what was safe for her and the baby.”

				“You ought to take one yourself,” Eve added. Then because she knew he loved her friend, she stepped to Leonardo, gave his wide shoulder a squeeze. “Tell her Tandy’s in my head. I do some of my best work there.”

				“She believes in you. That’s getting her through this.”

				But no pressure, Eve thought wearily as they headed out.

				“You drive,” she told Roarke. “I’m going to do some of that work in my head.”

				She tipped back her seat a few inches, closed her eyes, and brought Tandy into focus.

				Young, healthy, single, pregnant, no close family ties. Relocated. Why not keep in contact with friends/coworkers back home?

				Hiding?

				From what? From whom?

				Father of the baby? Possible, but unlikely. No bitching to new coworkers or new pregnant pal about the lousy bastard who knocked you up.

				Eve thought of Tandy’s apartment. A nest, Peabody had said. Not a hidey-hole. Hiding, maybe, but not obsessively. More like the fresh start angle.

				The like crime victims had been similar there, too. Relocation—at least initially on the other Brit vic. New job, new place, new life. So maybe it was more getting away than hiding.

				Getting away from what? From whom?

				One woman dead, two missing. She’d get a doctor—Louise or Mira, or maybe Mavis’s midwife—to look over the autopsy report on the Middlesex vic. If the vic was injured, dead or dying, the killer might have tried to carve the baby out.

				And God, that was gross.

				No attempt to hide the body. Dump it instead near the vic’s home base. Away from where she’d been held, Eve thought. Away from the killer’s location.

				But Belego never surfaced, alive or dead. Take the baby? Dispose of the body? Logical, she mused. Cops are looking for an abductee, pregnant or with infant. Or a runaway. Changed location once, change again.

				They’re not looking for a nice healthy baby newly placed with some nice couple. In the country maybe, well away from the location of the abduction.

				Healthy baby, priority one. Can’t put a woman that far along on a shuttle or any air transpo. Mavis said she couldn’t travel after her—what had it been—thirtieth week?

				“She’s still in New York,” Eve mumbled. “Unless they drove her outside the city. Not far, though. They wouldn’t want to put any more stress on her than necessary. Any stress on her is stress on the fetus. And she’s still alive.”

				“Because?”

				“Unless she went into labor on her own, she’s still got the package in her. I don’t think they’d push that—give her whatever you give to start the whole process up. All these women were taken in the last weeks of their pregnancy. Maybe that’s coincidence, or maybe the kidnapper waits until they’re near end-of-term.”

				She let it run through her head. “Maybe he or she is a frustrated midwife or OB. Likes to deliver babies. Then the mother had to be disposed of, somehow. Can’t keep the babies. Somebody’s going to notice if this guy, this woman keeps adding newborns to the household. Or…”

				“Maybe he continues to botch it,” Roarke said quietly. “Loses both, and keeps trying.”

				“Yeah. Yeah. That’s one we won’t mention to Mavis. Could be a moral fanatic. Except one of the vics that coordinates for me got married to the baby’s father.”

				“If you’re fanatical enough, she still conceived out of wedlock.”

				“Can’t rule it out.” She glanced idly at a corner glide-cart, grill smoking. “But the fact we’ve got echoing vics in three countries points me to profit. A business. Snatch, grab, deliver, sell. Destroy evidence.”

				“Cold.”

				“The coldest,” she agreed, then straightened as Roarke parked on East End Avenue. “But I’m thinking this ranks up there on the ice scale, too.”

				It was a little palace of glass and stone, built on the ashes of the Urban Wars. There were a few like it—in size and style—along New York’s rivers, affording lofty views of the waterways. The glass reflected gilded bronze to any who stood outside its walls to admire it. Since the sun had set at the end of the long day, the security lights beamed that same rich color over the blind glass and warm brown stones.

				It spired up, with generous terraces on the riverside, and a tall, wide arch at the entrance.

				After pressing the buzzer, Eve held her badge up to the security screen. The red beam of the laser scanned it before the door opened.

				She made the attractive, uniformed maid as a droid even before it spoke. “May I help you?”

				“Lieutenant Dallas, NYPSD, and associate, to see Ms. Bullock and/or Mr. Chase.”

				“Neither Ms. Bullock nor Mr. Chase is at home to callers. Would you care to leave your card?”

				“When I show you this,” Eve held the badge up in the droid’s face, “it means I’m not here to socialize. Do you think Ms. Bullock and/or Mr. Chase would prefer to call on me at Cop Central?”

				“If you’ll wait here, I’ll inform Ms. Bullock.”

				Here was a formal foyer with gold and silver tiles for the floor, complex shapes in thin red glass dripping light from the ceiling. There were paintings in sleek gold frames—all flash and color, and to Eve’s mind, no substance or sense.

				Benches, tables, chairs were all ebony and trimmed in deep, dark red.

				She wandered away from the entrance, glancing up a sweep of silver stairs and looking east into a spacious room where the decor colors had been reversed—black and red for the floor, gold and silver for the furnishings.

				A fire roared away in the ruby hearth, and beyond the wall of gilded glass was the long, dark river.

				Nothing soft, she thought, nothing quiet or feminine or comforting. Just meticulous, somewhat regimented decor—the sort that gave her a mild headache.

				No one would dare put their feet up on the gleaming silver table, or curl up for a nap on the gold cushions of the straight-lined sofa.

				She heard the click of heels on the tiles and turned to study Madeline Bullock, in the flesh.

				The ID photos hadn’t done her justice, Eve decided. She was a presence. Tall, stately, handsome, with silver-blonde hair sleeked back from a youthful face and rolled smooth at the nape of her neck.

				Her eyes were arctic blue, her lips painted red as the hearth. She wore a sweater and full-legged pants that matched her eyes, and diamonds glittered like drops of ice from her ears and her throat.

				“Lieutenant Dallas.” She crossed the room the way a well-appointed yacht sails a calm sea. Smooth and important. The hand she offered sparkled with both diamonds and rubies. Eve wondered if she’d accessorized to match the room.

				“I spoke with your associate a few days ago,” Madeline continued, “about that terrible tragedy at Sloan, Myers, and Kraus.”

				“That’s right.”

				“And you’re Roarke.” Her smile warmed several degrees. “I don’t believe we’ve ever met. How odd, considering.”

				“Ms. Bullock.”

				“Please, please, sit. Tell me what I can do for you both.”

				“I was under the impression you’d left the country, Ms. Bullock,” Eve began.

				“And you’ve caught us out.” She laughed lightly, crossed her legs with a whisper of silk. “My son and I decided we wanted a little time, incognito, if you understand.”

				“I know the term,” Eve said dryly, and Madeline’s smile didn’t falter a fraction.

				“We did tell Robert—Robert Kraus—and several others that we were leaving New York. I’m sure you understand that being entertained can be just exhausting. Of course, you’re both young. You must enjoy the constant round of dinners and parties and fêtes.”

				“I live for fêtes. Can’t get enough.” This time, that smile flickered toward a frown for just an instant. “You couldn’t just refuse an invitation? Or explain that you and your son wanted a few quiet evenings?”

				“So much is expected of people in our position.” On a heavy sigh, Madeline lifted her hands, let them fall gracefully to her lap. “Sometimes those expectations are a burden. Accept this invitation, and refuse that one, feelings are hurt. It was just a little ploy to avoid all that and have those quiet evenings. We do love your city. Ah, here’s some refreshment.”

				The droid wheeled in a cart holding decanters, a teapot, plates of fruit and cheese, and little frosted cookies.

				“May I offer you brandy or tea? Perhaps a bit of both.”

				As he anticipated her refusal, Roarke laid a hand on Eve’s knee, squeezed lightly. “Tea would be lovely.”

				“Wonderful. I’ll pour. You’re excused,” she said to the droid, who slipped silently away. “Cream, lemon?”

				“Neither, for either of us. No sugar, thanks.” Roarke took the lead. “You have an impressive home. Marvelous view.”

				“The view was the pull. I could sit and watch the river for hours. All of our homes are near water of some kind. I feel very drawn to it.”

				“You have this lovely home,” Eve put in, “but you stayed in Robert Kraus’s this trip.”

				“We did. His wife—have you met her? Lovely woman. She extended the invitation, and it seemed like fun. We do have a nice time together. We enjoy cards.” After passing out the tea, she poured her own. “I’m afraid I don’t understand why that would be of interest to you.”

				“Every detail of a murder investigation is of interest to me.”

				“Then it’s still being investigated? I’d hoped it was all settled by now. Terrible thing. They were both so young. But surely you’re not looking at Robert?”

				“Just getting the full picture. You knew Randall Sloan.”

				“Of course. Now there’s a social butterfly. Such energy! Nothing stay-at-home about him.”

				“I don’t know. He died there.”

				“I’m sorry? What did you say?”

				“Randall Sloan was found early this afternoon, hanging from the chandelier in the bedroom of his brownstone.”

				“My God.” Madeline pressed a hand to her breasts. “Dear God. Randall? Dead?”

				“When did you see or speak to him last?”

				“I don’t…I can’t take this in. It’s such a shock. I…Please.” She reached over, tapped open a silver box. Inside was an intercom system. “Brown, please tell Mr. Chase to come down right away.”

				Madeline sat back, pressed her fingers to her brow. “I’m sorry, this is such a shock. I knew the man nearly a decade. We were friends.”

				“How close friends were you?”

				Hot color streaked Madeline’s cheeks as she dropped her hands into her lap. “I realize you must ask questions at such a time, but I find the implication in that question in very poor taste.”

				“Cops have very poor taste. Were you and he involved on a personal level?”

				“Certainly not in the way you mean. We enjoyed each other’s company.”

				“I’m told he persuaded you to bring your business to his father’s firm.”

				“He did. Years ago. I found the firm’s reputation, ethics, and service more than satisfactory.”

				“Robert Kraus was listed as your accountant.”

				“That’s correct.”

				“Yet Randall Sloan kept your books, the books for the foundation.”

				“No, you’re mistaken. Robert does.”

				“Randall Sloan oversaw the finances of the Bullock Foundation from day one, until his death.”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Oh, God! Win! Sloan is dead.”

				Winfield Chase stopped short in his stride across the room. He had the look of his mother, the same strong build, same strong face, same glacier eyes. Then he moved quickly to take the hand she’d thrown out toward him.

				“Randall? How did this happen? Has there been an accident?”

				“His body was found today, hanging from a rope in his bedroom,” Eve said.

				“He hanged himself? Why would he do such a thing?” Winfield demanded.

				“I didn’t say he hanged himself.”

				“You said…” Winfield checked himself as he stroked his mother’s hand. “You said he was found hanged, I assumed…” He widened his eyes. “Are you telling us he was murdered?”

				She had to give him credit for the fancy British play on the word. It made it sound as if Randall should have been wearing a smoking jacket while he choked to death.

				“I didn’t say that either. The matter is under investigation. And as the investigator I’ll ask you both where you were on Friday between the hours of six and ten P.M.”

				“This is insulting! How dare you question my mother in this manner.” His fingers linked with Madeline’s now, and her free hand moved to rest on his thigh. “Do you know who she is?”

				“Bullock, Madeline. Formerly Chase, born Madeline Catherine Forrester.” Their body language had something curling in her gut, but she kept her eyes steady. “And in case you don’t know who I am, it’s Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. Until the cause of death is determined by the Medical Examiner, this matter is being treated as an unattended, suspicious death. Answer the question.”

				“Mother, I’m going to ring our solicitor.”

				“Go ahead,” Eve invited. “You’ll need one if you’re afraid to tell me your whereabouts on Friday.”

				“Calm down, Win. Calm down. This is all so upsetting. We were home all evening. Win and I discussed plans for our spring gala, a fund-raiser the foundation is hosting in April in Madrid. We dined about eight, I believe, then listened to music and played cards. I suppose we retired about eleven. Does that sound right to you, Win?”

				He looked down his nose at Eve. “We had lamb cutlets for dinner, preceded by a smoked tomato soup.”

				“Yummy. Have either of you ever been to Randall Sloan’s New York residence?”

				“Of course.” Madeline kept a firm hold on her son’s hand. “He often entertained.”

				“On this trip?”

				“No. As I explained before, we were looking for quiet evenings.”

				“Right. Do you do any driving in the city, Mr. Chase?”

				“In New York.” He gave her a look of mild distaste. “Why would I?”

				“Couldn’t say. Well, thanks for your time.” Eve got to her feet. “Oh, your accounts, as overseen by Sloan, Myers, and Kraus will be turned over to the U.S. and British tax authorities—and, I imagine, those same agencies in several other countries.”

				“That’s outrageous!” Winfield might have lunged forward, but his mother surged to her feet and kept the reins on him.

				“What’s the meaning of this?” she demanded.

				“There are a number of questions regarding those accounts. Me, I’m a murder cop. What do I know? I’m sure the proper agencies will find the answers.”

				“If there are any questions regarding the foundation accounts, they’ll be answered by Sloan, Myers, and Kraus. Robert Kraus…” Madeline paused, laid her free hand on her breast again. “But, no, you said it was Randall who, in actuality, kept the accounts for us. That alone is an outrageous breach of trust. Has he embezzled? Dear God, we trusted them, trusted him.”

				She leaned into Chase, and his arm draped around her shoulders. “Was he using us?” Madeline demanded. “Is that why he killed himself?”

				“That would be tidy, wouldn’t it? Thanks for your time.”

				And that, Eve thought, would give them plenty to think about.

				She was grinning darkly when she slid into the car.

				“I don’t believe we’ll be invited to the spring gala in Madrid,” Roarke commented.

				“Breaks my heart. You get a load of them? They’re like one of those Brit drawing room vids you like—the old-time ones? She thinks on her feet, I’ll give her that. She never figured we’d come knocking on the door, but she was ready for us when we did. He, on the other hand, needs direction, and a short leash. Got a temper, he does.”

				“He killed them.”

				“Bet your righteous ass he did. Question me, will you? Threaten me? Oh yeah, he did them all, then he came home and told Mommy all about it. Bet they’re pissed off to realize three murders haven’t covered up the accounts after all.”

				“They’ll push it onto Randall Sloan.”

				“They’ll try. I’ll let the Feds and Global worry about that end. Murder in the First, three counts. Conspiracy to commit, accessory before and after. I’m going to roll them up in a ball on this.”

				“I might ask how?”

				“He left his DNA on Byson’s fist. So science is going to get him. And my canny investigative skills are putting together enough to get a warrant to compel him to give us a sample of that DNA. Peabody and McNab get lucky, Sloan will have something incriminating on them at his place. I get that one, Win, into Interview, I’ll piss it out of him. Without his mother holding him back, he’ll come at me, and he’ll spew. I can see it in him.”

				“They could take off for England, for anywhere, tonight.”

				“Could. Won’t. Flight makes them look suspicious. She’s got too much control for that. What they have to play is shocked and outraged. Their pal, their handily dead pal, deceived and abused them. He used their lauded foundation for his own gain. Shame and horror! She’s working that out right now, and she’s calling Cavendish—or one of the contacts on that in England—to give him the lowdown, have them start injunctions, restraining orders, anything they can pull out of the hat.

				“Gotta get Cavendish in the box, too. I’ll sweat it out of him inside thirty minutes. He hasn’t got the spine. He’ll flip on them. He knows about the murders, and he’ll flip for a deal that keeps him out of a cage on accessory.”

				Roarke stopped at a light, studied her. “Pretty damn wound up, aren’t you, Lieutenant?”

				“Yeah, I am. It’s falling for me, piece by piece. I’m going to get started on that warrant on Chase, and one for Cavendish.” She dug out her ’link. “I can have them both in the box by morning.”

				She interrupted both an APA and her commander’s Sunday night, put them on conference on the dash ’link and was still running the case through when Roarke drove through the gates.

				“I need the mandatory DNA sample on Chase,” Eve argued.

				Dressed in something slinky, APA Cher Reo scowled on-screen. “Allegedly questionable accounting practices, allegedly overseen by a man who was not the accountant of record, and who has left a suicide note confessing to the murders before hanging himself.”

				“The ME isn’t going to rule self-termination.”

				“You can’t be sure.”

				“I fucking am sure.” Eve winced. “Excuse me, Commander.”

				Whitney only sighed. “If the lieutenant ‘fucking’ is sure, Reo, we should push for this. If Chase is clean, the worst that happens is he’s insulted and complains to his embassy, has his lawyers screw with us.”

				“I’ll find a judge who agrees with you,” Reo said. “The same’s going to go on Cavendish. It’s shaky, Dallas.”

				“I’ll make it solid. I want them both in by eight-hundred tomorrow. Thank you, Commander. I’m sorry to interrupt your evening.”

				“How about me?” Reo demanded.

				“You, too.”

				“Nice work.” Roarke leaned over to kiss her. “I’d give you a warrant.”

				“Bet you would. They’ll lawyer up the gonads, but it’s not going to help them. I’m going to nail them, Roarke. For Natalie, for Bick, and for that asshole Randall Sloan. And by the time I’ve finished, the Feds and Global will have to pick up the pieces to add time for tax fraud and money laundering and whatever the hell else they want to stick to them.”

				She hooked an arm around his waist as they climbed the steps to the front door. “Really needed you on this one, ace.”

				“Pay me.”

				Her laugh turned to a sneer as she stepped into the house and saw Summerset. “Can’t you ever be somewhere that’s not here?”

				He ignored her, spoke directly to Roarke. “The soother calmed Mavis enough that she’s sleeping. I’ve put her and Leonardo in the blue guest room on the third level. It’s quiet, and she needs to rest.” Now he aimed those dark eyes toward Eve. “She’s been much too active and upset today.”

				“Yeah, blame me.”

				“Whoever kidnapped Tandy Willowby is to blame,” Roarke said. “And we all want Mavis to get as much rest and care as she needs.”

				“Of course.” Summerset cleared his throat. “I’m concerned.” He looked at Eve again with what might have been an apology in those same dark eyes. “I’m concerned.”

				If a broomstick with legs could have affection for anyone, Eve knew Summerset had it for Mavis. “I can’t keep her down unless I tie her down. All I can do is find Tandy Willowby.”

				“Lieutenant,” Summerset said as she started up the steps, “I can make you an energy booster, one that contains no chemicals as you dislike them.”

				“You could make me a booster, and I’d consume it into my body?” She gave a snort. “Do I look like I’ve recently lost my mind?”

				She kept going, and glanced back at Roarke. “I’m not taking any witch’s brew he concocts, so forget it.”

				“I said nothing.”

				“You were thinking it. I’m getting coffee, and tagging Peabody. If Mavis is down for the count tonight, I can go over there myself, relieve her and McNab. I have to update Baxter. He’ll want in on the interviews tomorrow.”

				“Eve, Christ Jesus, you need sleep.”

				“I thought you were saying nothing.”

				“Bloody goddamn shagging hell.”

				It was as far as he got when her ’link signaled. “I guess you’d better hold that Irish thought. Dallas.”

				“Check it out,” Peabody sang, and turned her ’link so Eve saw the dark mouth of a safe.

				“Hot diggity damn!”

				“It’s the second we found. Nearly gave up, but my guy here is stubborn.” A very tired-eyed Peabody made kissy noises.

				“Cut that out.”

				“Aw, he earned it. First safe was in the library. False front, nothing any burglar with a working brain couldn’t have found and popped. Cleaned out. We were very sad, figuring whoever killed Sloan got to it first.”

				“I bet that’s just what he did, too. Figures he cleaned up anything incriminating Sloan had tucked away.”

				“But McNab said, ‘Screw that, She-Body’—speaking to me. How you said the vic has some brains, so why wouldn’t he have another hole, and a deeper one. If not here, somewhere else, but we’re here, so we’ll keep right on looking and looking and—”

				“You’re babbling.”

				“Sorry. My brain went to sleep an hour ago. The rest of me hasn’t figured it out yet. Anyway, we found this one in the kitchen. It’s built into the pantry—where, I might add, the guy had prime consumable goodies. We didn’t eat anything. It was hard and painful, but we resisted. And in this nice little safe—which took my Scottish stud thirty-five minutes to crack—we found cash. Two hundred and fifty large—some jewelry. And…a shitpot load of discs. They’re labeled, Dallas, and some of that shitpot is Bullock Foundation records.”

				“Motherload. Bag it all, log it all, bring it all.”

				Eve turned to Roarke with a toothy grin. “Got the bastards.” The grin faded when she saw the tall glass of murky green liquid in his hand. “Where’d you get that?”

				“From the faeries.”

				“I don’t want faerie juice.” She planted her feet, lifted her fists into a boxer’s stance. “And if you try to pour that into me, you’re going to bleed.”

				“Oh, dear, I’m terrified. Threatened with bodily harm by a woman who can barely stand upright. Half for me,” he said as she snarled. “Half for you.”

				“Damn it.” She couldn’t punch him if he was going to be reasonable. “You first.”

				With his eyes on hers he lifted the glass, drank half of the contents. Then cocked his head, held the glass out.

				“Disgusting, isn’t it?”

				“Absolutely,” he agreed. “Your turn.”

				She made a face he thought a recalcitrant twelve-year-old would have been proud of, but she snatched the glass, squeezed her eyes shut, and gulped the rest down. “There. Happy now?”

				“I’ll be happier when we’re dancing naked under the tropical sun, but this will do.”

				“Okay.” She rubbed her gritty eyes. “Let’s start tying this up.”
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				WHEN SHE CONTACTED BAXTER, HE WAS NEARLY at her gates. “Figured I could give you what I got, you give me yours. In person. I got Trueheart with me. Ought to be something the kid can do.”

				There was always something, Eve thought, and began to cobble together her notes. Trueheart could play drone and write her report. Despite the months working with Baxter, Trueheart was still fresh as daisies in May and eager as a puppy gamboling through them. He wouldn’t squawk about drone work.

				“More cops,” Roarke said. “More coffee, then.”

				“Dancing naked, tropical sun, near future.”

				“I don’t suppose we could take fifteen minutes in the holo-room to practice.” He set coffee at her elbow.

				“We’ve been practicing every chance we get the last couple years. I think we’re ready to go pro. Where’s the money they’re washing coming from?”

				“I thought you were going to let the Feds and Global worry about that?”

				“Yeah, but it bugs me.” She rose to walk to the board, to study the photos of Bullock and Chase. In her mind she saw the way they’d stood together, the way they’d touched each other. “They’re not just mother and son.”

				When Roarke said nothing, she turned to look at him. Nodded. “You saw it, too.”

				“I suppose you and I may be more attuned to that kind of thing than most. I saw…we’ll say…the intimacy between them.”

				“That’s too clean a word for it, but to my mind, so’s incest. It just doesn’t get to the base of it. She runs it, runs him.” It made something curdle inside her. “She’s the spider when she should have been shielding him from the bad stuff. Instead, she uses him and twists him…and this isn’t about me.”

				He crossed to her, laid his hands on her shoulders, his lips on her hair. “How can you stop it from resonating with you, just as what may be happening to Tandy does with me?”

				Eve reached up until her hand covered his. “He’d have been the one to do the killing. You could see that in him, the violence under the polish. But she’d be the one pushing the buttons. And maybe I’m reading too much into it.”

				“If you are, I’m reading the same page.”

				“Well.” She drew a breath, lowered her hand. “If we’re right, it’s something I’ll use when I’ve got them in Interview. But for now…What’s the source of the money? Illegals, weapons? It just doesn’t feel right. Mob money. I don’t know. They don’t give that off. Lots of other ways,” she mused. “Lots of ways to make money off the books, but it seems to me—it feels to me,” she corrected, “like it would be something they’re into. Or enjoy. Or believe in. They’re self-satisfied fuckers.”

				“A perfect description.”

				“You get me.” She nodded. “Prissy and righteous and full of themselves. I can’t see them hooking up with organized crime, because she likes to run the show. Wish I could walk through this with Mira, get a profile.”

				“It sounds like you have one of your own.”

				“She wears diamonds around the house. He’s wearing a suit on a Sunday night when they’re hanging at home. They have this image, even when no one’s around to see it. That’s what they’ve created and nurtured, even when they’re coupling in the dark. And the sex, that’s another level of the unity, the being above the rest. Do you know who she is? Smuggling maybe—it’s got that thin sheen of class and romance.”

				“Why thank you, darling.”

				She rolled her eyes at him. Trust him to remind her that that was how he’d earned a good portion of his fortune in his youth. “Jewelry, art, fine wines. That kind of thing might be it. Maybe some subtle blackmail.”

				“The discs Peabody and McNab are bringing in should tell you, at least some of it.”

				“Yeah. Probably encoded. Pain in the ass. A lot of their houses, other property, are in the foundation’s name.” Restless, she paced in front of the board. “But that’s just a way big wheels loop the loopholes in tax laws. And I’m betting a lot of the jewelry, the art, the high-dollar items were bought with cash.”

				Then she jerked a thumb at the data she had on-screen. “And you look at him. Hitting onto fifty, no marriages, no cohabs, still lives with his mother. Works with his mother. Travels with his mother. They don’t feel they have to bother with a cover over what goes on between them. He didn’t say: ‘Do you know who we are,’ but who she is. She’s the power. She’s the control.”

				Eve pushed that avenue aside as she heard cop feet heading toward the office.

				It was always a surprise to see Trueheart out of uniform. They walked in looking, to Eve’s mind, like the leads in a buddy vid. The slick-looking veteran cop and his young studly apprentice.

				“Coffee.” Baxter said it like a prayer. “Hook me up, kid. Dallas, Roarke.”

				“What’s the word on the vehicle?” Eve demanded.

				“Dump the discs every twenty-four, so the night in question’s long gone. No logs.”

				“You brought me squat?”

				“Would I bring you squat?” He took the coffee from Trueheart, sat, stretched out his legs. “Private garage, with monthly rates that cost more than the rent on my apartment and the kid’s here combined. Key card and passcode to get in. Place holds a half-dozen vehicles, and let me tell you, they were all flash. Vic’s is a sinewy all-terrain. Four-seater. Loaded.”

				“That’s fascinating, Baxter.”

				“Gets that way. We’re looking it over—had to call the manager in, and he’s the one gave us squat. But while we’re there, this guy whose ride is this classic Sunstorm—Triple X model, jet charger, six on the floor. Black and shiny as the mouth of hell, silvered glass roof. You know the model?” he asked Roarke. “First run in 2035?”

				“I do indeed. A very fine machine.”

				“I nearly wept when he drove it in.”

				“It was a sweet ride,” Trueheart agreed, then flushed a little when Eve flicked him a glance.

				“Sounds like you boys had tons of fun playing with the toys. But what does that give me?”

				“In the course of the conversation, the Sunstorm’s owner—one Derrick Newman—stated that while he’d never actually met Sloan, he had admired his vehicle, and was considering purchasing one like it for hard weather and off-roading.”

				“Maybe he can get a deal on it seeing as the owner’s dead.”

				“While he’d never met Sloan,” Baxter repeated, “he had noticed that the all-terrain was, always and habitually, backed into its slot. It was parked in that manner a week ago Wednesday at approximately seven P.M. when Newman retrieved his own vehicle to pick up his current squeeze and drive to Oyster Bay for a rehearsal dinner for his brother’s wedding—which was the following Saturday. He returned his vehicle to the garage at just after three on Thursday morning as the current squeeze did not deign to put out that evening. At which time he noticed, with some curiosity, that the all-terrain was front-in.”

				Eve pursed her lips. “That may not be squat.”

				“It ain’t. When Newman mentioned Sloan’s parking habit, the manager corroborated. Sloan’s rented that space for three years, and has never parked front-in. Until a week ago Wednesday night or early Thursday morning.”

				“I want that vehicle impounded. I want the sweepers going over it molecule by molecule.”

				“Thought you would. I made the call while we were there. It’s on its way in now.”

				“Good work.”

				“Feel like I’ve done something, anyway,” Baxter said with a shrug. “I’ve been talking to Palma every day. She wants to come in, pack up her sister’s things as soon as the scene’s cleared.”

				“Working on that.” Eve filled him in, nodded toward Peabody and McNab, who came in as she was wrapping up.

				“Bagged, tagged, logged, delivered.” Peabody yawned as she and McNab dumped evidence bags on Eve’s desk. “Money smells pretty. ’Specially lots of it.”

				“Get her coffee,” Eve ordered.

				“Have this first.” Roarke held out another booster he’d already poured.

				“Looks yucky,” Peabody said and pouted at it.

				“I made it just for you.”

				“Aww.” With stars in her heavy eyes, she gulped it down. “Is yucky.”

				“Yes, I know. You, too, Ian.”

				“Energy booster? I kinda like them.” He drank his without complaint while Trueheart passed around more coffee.

				“Now, if everyone’s refreshed.” Eve unsealed the evidence bags marked with Peabody’s initials that contained the Bullock Foundation discs. “We’ll start with last year, work back.”

				She plugged the first disc into her computer. “Display data, screen one.”

				Not encoded she thought, and would have done a little happy dance if she’d had the energy. “Roarke? Translation?”

				“Monthly accounts,” he verified. “I’d say Randall Sloan’s personal copy. It’s spelled out quite clearly here, unlike the files registered with the firm. You see his monthly fee.” Roarke picked up a laser, pointed. “And Madeline Bullock’s, Winfield Chase’s commissions—as they’re listed. Also deductions for legal fees, Cavendish, in New York. The London law firm takes a cut through monthly retainer, and billable hours.”

				“Which means, in English.”

				“The way these accounts were done, officially, the funneling and turnovers are more clearly documented here. And very, very illegal. The tax hounds will be wiping drool off their faces for years.”

				“I’m looking at income here,” Eve said, scrolling through. “Primarily through individuals. Fees out of that to other individuals, and some institutions. Hospitals, medicals…food, lodging, transpo.

				“Samuel and Reece Russo, a quarter million paid.”

				“That’s an installment,” Roarke explained. “One of four.”

				“A million for Sam and Reece, and a like amount from a Maryanna Clover. More of the same—you got, what, four—no, that’s five installment payments here from individuals, just in the first quarter of last year. What are they paying for?”

				“The expenses attached to that income might tell the tale.” Roarke ordered the expenditures on-screen. “The Russos’ fee has a ten-thousand-euro payment, per installment, to a Sybil Hopson, a two-thousand-euro payment as monthly retainer to a Leticia Brownburn, M.D., with a lump payment of ten thousand in October of last year. Another, listed as donation to Sunday’s Child. Legal fees come to…twelve thousand for this transaction—as paid by the foundation.”

				“So for a million, in what they’re finagling as primarily tax-free income, they expend under a hundred thousand. Good return,” Eve decided. “What’s Sunday’s Child?”

				“Child placement agency,” the half-asleep Peabody muttered. “London-based.”

				Eve spun around. “What?”

				“Huh? What?” Peabody pushed up from her slouch in the chair, blinked rapidly. “Sorry. I must’ve zoned out.”

				“Sunday’s Child.”

				“Oh, we switched to the kidnapping. It’s one of the agencies on the list. London-based, with offices in Florence, Rome, Oxford, Milan, ah, Berlin. Places. Sorry, I’ll need to review my notes.”

				“This agency is on the list in Tandy’s file, and appears as a major beneficiary of the Bullock Foundation?” She looked at Baxter. “Coincidence is hooey, right?”

				“Words to live by. Christ, Dallas, are we dovetailing here?”

				“Trueheart, run Leticia Brownburn, M.D., London. I want to know if she’s associated with Sunday’s Child. Roarke, I need you to go through these files as quickly as you can, see if we’ve got a pattern. If there are other like agencies, birthing centers.”

				Movement was quick. Since every unit in the two offices was being used, Eve pulled out her PPC. “Data run on Russo, Samuel, and Russo, Reece,” she began and read off the identification numbers Sloan had listed on the file.

				
					Working…Russo, Samuel, DOB: 5 August, 2018, married to Russo, Reece, nee Bickle, 10 May, 2050. Residence: London, England; Sardinia, Italy; Geneva, Switzerland; Nevis. One child, male, DOB: 15 September, 2059, through private adoption.

				

				“That’s enough, hold run. Begin data run on Hopson, Sybil,” she ordered and read off the identification number.

				
					Working…Hopson, Sybil, DOB: 3 March, 2040. Parents—

				

				“Skip that. Residence and offspring.”

				
					Resides Oxford University. Student. No offspring. One registered pregnancy, through term with live birth, male, 15 September, 2059. Placed through private adoption.

				

				“Placement agency used for both Russo and Hopson.”

				
					Working…Sunday’s Child, London.

				

				“It’s not illegal, Dallas.” Baxter stood beside her. “I don’t know the ins and outs of private adoptions or surrogacy in Europe, but they could slide with this here.”

				“Payments are too high,” Eve disagreed. “This girl sold her kid, and selling human beings is illegal, globally.”

				“You can call the fee educational incentive, expense reimbursement. They’d go through some shit, but they’d probably scrape it off.”

				“Maybe. But they hid the money, doctored the accounts so they fell well under the acceptable limit, left the bulk of the income unreported. And if this is what it looks like, they are, in essence, running a baby-selling operation at a big, fat profit. They won’t look good on the media reports when this hits. More, they killed three people to keep this buried.”

				“This is what Palma’s sister stumbled onto,” Baxter murmured.

				“I doubt she knew exactly what it entailed, but she dug around and got a strong clue. Baxter, there are other missing women like Tandy, and at least one who was killed, along with the fetus. It’s going to come back to this.” She nodded toward the screen. “Right back to this.”

				“Grabbing women off the damn street? Stealing their kids?”

				“Something like that. If these women contacted Sunday’s Child, maybe even started proceedings. Fees collected by the foundation.”

				It was more than pieces now. The picture was full and complete in front of her. “Then, say the woman changes her mind, takes off. These women relocated, so maybe they felt threatened, or were afraid they’d be pressured, legally pursued. They’re snatched close to term. There’s a reason for that.”

				“Shorter wait time for the product,” he said grimly.

				“When the product’s delivered, the woman’s no longer needed, and is disposed of. Keeps those expenses way down. Work with Roarke, find me someone who paid the baby fee where the expenses don’t follow the rest of the pack.”

				“I’ve got it.”

				“Trueheart.”

				“Lieutenant, Brownburn is on the board of Sunday’s Child, and the OB in residence.”

				“Peabody, is there a branch of the agency in New York?”

				“Europe only.”

				“Another agency then, one that pops on the files. They didn’t haul her back to England, not this close to term. They want to be sure the product is safe and viable. Maybe New Jersey, Connecticut. Maybe…”

				On an oath she leaped to the desk ’link. The big house with the blind windows. You can see out but you can’t see in, she thought as she hurriedly contacted Cher Reo.

				Incognito, my ass.

				“Jesus, Dallas, just how many times tonight are you going to ruin my evening?” Reo pushed at her tousled blonde hair. “I’m about to get lucky.”

				“You’re going to get luckier. I need a warrant.”

				“I got your damn warrants, and let me tell you, I worked my well-toned ass off for them.”

				“I need a search-and-seize for the Bullock residence on East End Avenue. All contents.”

				“Oh? Is that all?” Reo’s faint Southern drawl went sweet as honey.

				“I have reason to believe they’re holding a woman there against her will. A very pregnant woman whose life will be over if she delivers before we get to her. If she’s not being held there, I need authority to search the premises for proof of her whereabouts.”

				“Dallas, are they killers or kidnappers?”

				“One’s led to the other. Reo, this woman’s been missing since Thursday. I may already be too late. Don’t make me later.”

				“I need more than ‘you have reason to believe,’ Dallas. I tap-danced my way to your mandatory DNA. I push for a second warrant on a separate matter, the lawyers for the other team are going to scream harassment.”

				“I don’t have time—” Eve cut herself off, breathed. “I’m going to put Peabody on, and she’ll give you the song. I’m putting an op together, Reo. With or without a warrant, I’m going in within the hour.”

				Jabbing a finger toward the ’link, Eve strode into Roarke’s office.

				“I’ve got your pattern, Lieutenant,” Roarke told her. “A maximum of ten children placed per year, at birth, for fee, a minimum of four. Over the past eight years, sixty-five placements, for a gross profit of sixty-five-million euros.”

				“I’m getting a warrant for the East End house. I think they could be holding Tandy there. Baxter.”

				“Got some way uptown e-toys here,” he said without looking up from the screen. “I’ve got six out of that sixty-five where the expenditures were significantly lower than the others, and in one case where the buy fee was reimbursed.”

				“Jones, Emily, Middlesex and/or London, England.”

				“That’s the name listed on the first and only expenditure to an individual other than the medicals on the reimbursed fee. And, Dallas? Tandy’s on here.” McNab looked over at her. “One payment to her late last May, recorded as returned in full early June.”

				“Changed her mind, paid them back. But that didn’t do the trick. We’re going in.”

				In her office she outlined the layout, as she knew it, of the house.

				“The subject is most likely being held on the second or third floor. Third gets my vote. She may be restrained, and is undoubtedly guarded, certainly by cams. There are at least two suspects and one servant droid on the premises. Given the situation, we have to assume there is a medical as well, droid or human. Both suspects should be considered violent.”

				She looked at Roarke. “Can you compromise their security by remote?”

				“I can, yes.”

				“Once the security is down, we go in fast. The priority is to locate and secure the safety of the subject. Peabody, you and Trueheart will head that. McNab, I need you and Roarke to take down any electronics, including droids. Baxter, that leaves the suspects to you and me. They resist, they’re restrained.”

				“Any and all means?”

				“I want them talking. Walking’s optional. Communicators on Channel A throughout. I want to know the minute the subject is located, and her condition. Here’s how we move.”

				She turned back to the wall screen where she’d sketched the bones of the East End mansion.

				When she’d finished, she went to the bedroom, strapped on her clutch piece, checked her primary weapon and her restraints. Then, because her eyes felt hot and gritty, she ran ice-cold water in the bathroom sink.

				Sucking in her breath, she plunged her face into it.

				She came up gasping, then her eyes met Roarke’s in the mirror over the sink. “Don’t tell me I’m burning low.”

				“I don’t need to state the obvious, the other portion of that being this can’t wait until you’ve recharged.”

				“You either.” Still dripping, she turned, touched his cheek. “You look pale. You hardly ever do.”

				“The past couple of days remind me that you couldn’t pay me twice what I already have to be a cop.”

				“It’s not about the money, it’s about the adventure.” When he laughed, she grabbed a towel, scrubbed it over her wet face. “I think about that dream I had where all this was tangled together. And son of a bitch, it was. It is. If I’d seen it before—”

				“How?”

				“I don’t know, but if I had, Tandy would be at home in her own bed right now, and Bullock, Chase, and the rest of them would be in cages.” She tossed the towel aside. “Jesus, Roarke, Jesus, the way I went in there tonight, got in their face. I put the pressure on them, and if they panic because of that, or push up the schedule…She was in there. Goddamn it, Tandy was in there, I know it. While we sat there and that bitch poured tea.”

				“And we wouldn’t know that yet if you hadn’t followed a hunch and sent Peabody and McNab back to Sloan’s to look for records. No one found the others, Eve. No one got close to finding them. Remember that.”

				“I will, when and if we do find her, and she’s still breathing.” She checked the time. “I’m not waiting any longer for the warrant. Let’s line it up and knock it down.”

				 

				Sometime in the last hour it had started to snow. Thick, fat, wet flakes. Her team and the electronics Roarke and McNab had selected for the op were loaded into one of Roarke’s burly all-terrains.

				As they rode, she visualized the interior of the Bullock house. Wide foyer, stairs to the left, living area to the right. Glass doors on east wall to terrace. Possible escape route.

				But they wouldn’t run, she didn’t believe they’d run. They were too steeped in their own importance to run.

				Chase wouldn’t be served with the mandatory until morning. She bet he and Mommy were both sleeping the sleep of the conscienceless by now. And they were about to get a nasty wake-up call.

				Roarke stopped the van a half-block down and across the street from the mansion. “Let’s break out the toys, Ian.”

				“Ahead of you.”

				McNab sat crosslegged on his seat working the controls of a small keyboard. “Now this is frosty. I already programmed the coordinates. Ready to engage, if you’re set.”

				“Baxter? Why don’t you change seats with me.” Though he made his way to the back, Roarke let McNab work the controls. “Go ahead.”

				“Infrared and heat sensors engaged. Image on-screen—this bitch is fast! Okay, looks like we got two warm bodies, second level. Horizontal. Sleepy-by. Same room, same bed. I thought we were looking for mother and son.”

				“We are,” Eve said as something twisted in her belly.

				“Oh. Sick. Two warm bodies,” he repeated. “Second level, east, second room.”

				“Only two,” Eve demanded and he sent her an apologetic look.

				“That’s what I’m getting. Showing body heat, heart rate, mass and density, height and weight. This is wild-ass equipment, and it gives me the droid count—three first level, one third—but I’m not seeing any sign of a third human. And neither one of these images shows a baby on board.”

				“Ian,” Roarke murmured, “have a look here.” Roarke tapped an area on the third level with a fingertip.

				“Blank space where there can’t be blank space. Cold room. Jeez, I must be slipping. It’s shielded against the sensors.”

				“Can you get by them?” Eve demanded.

				“This’ll take a few minutes,” Roarke told her.

				“I’m not waiting. We’re on go—” She broke off when her ’link beeped. “Reo. Tell me you got it.”

				“I had to sell what’s left of my soul and my hot date went cold. You better bring in the goods, Dallas. Warrant coming through now.”

				“Good work, Reo.”

				“Tell me about it. You find the woman, you tag me. The minute.”

				“Done. One more favor.”

				“You’re racking them up.”

				“Contact Lieutenant Jaye Smith. She’s MPU. Fill her in on this. I didn’t want to pull her in when the warrant was still hanging.”

				“Oh, well, sure, happy to be your message droid. Anything else while I’m—”

				Eve clicked off. “We’re a go.”

				“I’m not clear here yet.”

				“Leave it,” Eve told Roarke. “Peabody, Trueheart, you’re in behind me and Baxter, straight up to the third level. You take that room. Roarke, McNab. You sweep the main level, then work up. Take down the security,” she ordered.

				Though she could see irritation flicker over his face because he hadn’t finished the first task, Roarke picked up a sleek little jammer, climbed out of the car, and strolled down the block.

				Eve wasn’t sure if he required the proximity to the target, or didn’t care to have a load of cops watch his method of shutting down a high-end security system in just under thirty-five seconds.

				“Secondary system’s activated.” His voice was cool and breezy when she joined him. “I need to bypass the automated alarm, if you want the household unaware.”

				“I do. How long have you got?”

				“Another twelve seconds.”

				She watched the time count down on a grid of the jammer, while a flashing series of others blurred by on another grid. They stopped, the jammer beeped. And the time showed three seconds to spare.

				“Secondary coming up. And there we are.”

				She signaled the others, then jogged across the quiet, snowy street. “Record on,” she murmured, then nodded to Roarke.

				The recorders might have been activated, but she turned her body just enough to keep his hands out of their range as he crouched to begin work on the locks.

				When it was done, she used hand signals to remind the team which direction each unit was to take. To Baxter she said, “I go low.”

				“Suit yourself.”

				He went through with her, weapons drawn. Behind them, Roarke and McNab peeled to the right.

				“This is the police!” Eve shouted as she charged up the steps with Peabody and Trueheart behind. “We have a warrant to enter these premises, to search same, and to seize any items relating to the terms of the warrant. Go, go,” she ordered Peabody, then swung off the steps with Baxter on the second level.

				She heard something crash below, and kept going.

				Chase burst out of the room on the left, hastily tying the belt of a plaid robe.

				“What is the meaning of this? This is outrageous.”

				Eve held up the warrant. “This is America, and we love the outrageous. You will cooperate with the terms of this warrant, or be restrained and removed from the premises. I’m hoping you’re not feeling cooperative.”

				“I’m ringing our solicitor, immediately.” Madeline’s robe was bright red, her pale hair loose. And without the carefully applied enhancements, Eve counted a good five years older. She stood, vibrating with rage, in the doorway beside her son.

				Her lover.

				“Help yourself. Detective Baxter will be happy to accompany you.”

				“Detective Baxter can go to hell, and so can you. This is my home. This is my bedroom.” She gestured dramatically behind her. “No one enters without an invitation.”

				“Invitation,” Eve said, holding up the warrant again. Then she reached behind and jiggled her restraints. “You want a new set of bracelets?”

				Fury blotched her cheeks with red. “Win, say nothing. Do nothing. I’ll not only have your job before this night is done, Lieutenant, I’ll have your hide.” The skirts of the robe swirled out as she spun back into the bedroom.

				“Got a flair, doesn’t she?” Eve said conversationally. “You always do what she says, Win? You a good boy and mind your mommy, even when you’re diddling her?”

				“How dare you, you filthy-minded whore.”

				“Call them as I see them. Did your mother tell you to torture Natalie Copperfield before you killed her, or was that your idea?”

				“I have nothing to say to you.”

				“Right, Mommy told you to be quiet. It’s okay. When we finish searching the house we’ll have everything we need. I know Tandy’s on the third floor. I’ve got two cops upstairs right now, getting her out of your cold room.”

				She saw it in his eyes, so when he yanked the stunner out of his robe pocket she was ready. She kicked out, disarming him, then pivoted when he charged so the fist he struck out with glanced off her shoulder. The elbow she jabbed into his solar plexus doubled him up, but he used his forward motion to ram her like a bull. Adrenaline pumped into her as her back hit the wall, and his hands closed around her throat. When her knee came up, hard, between his legs, the air wheezed out of him so he deflated like a balloon.

				“By not cooperating you made my night. Now, Winfield Chase, you’re under arrest for assaulting an officer.” She bent down to roll him onto his face, yank his arms behind his back, and slap on the restraints. “And believe me when I say that’s just the beginning.”

				She looked up in time to see Madeline run out of the bedroom, her hands curled like claws, her face murderous. Even as Eve sprang up, Baxter leaped out of the doorway and took Madeline down with a flying tackle.

				“Sorry, Dallas. She got away from me.”

				“No problem.” She rolled her shoulder, watched Roarke and McNab come up the stairs.

				“First level’s secure, Lieutenant,” McNab told her. “Three droids—one servant, two security. They’re down.”

				“And so are these two. McNab, help Baxter keep them down. Roarke and I are going up.”
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				ON THE THIRD LEVEL A DROID IN A PALE GREEN lab coat was sprawled on the floor against an overturned chair.

				“We had to take it down.” Peabody pulled her master out of a lock slot in a door designed to blend into the wall.

				Trueheart crouched in front of a small comp unit. “The droid must have deactivated this when it heard us come in.” Trueheart shook his head. “I can’t reactivate.”

				“I’ll have a go at the lock.” Roarke took some tools out of his coat pocket.

				“Looks like a medical.” Eve gave the droid a light boot with her foot. “Portable birthing equipment, fetal monitor.” She lifted her chin toward a roll cart. “Warming tray. Got your towels, your scale, and so on. I saw this stuff at the birthing class. She’s in there.”

				“Must have cams on her,” Peabody said. “Droid could sit out here, monitor her on-screen. Suspects?”

				“Down. McNab and Baxter have them. Call this in, Peabody. I want the suspects taken in. Put an ambulance and OB team on alert. Roarke?”

				“It’s coming. Complicated little bastard.”

				“Peabody, have uniforms pick up a copy of the warrant on Cavendish. I want him brought in now. And contact Reo and Lieutenant Smith, give them the situation. I want a warrant on Bruberry, too. Let’s have a big party down at Central.”

				“I’ll pick up the hats and streamers.”

				“Nearly there,” Roarke mumbled. “Aye, you shagging bitch, I’ve got you now.”

				A dot of green light flashed along the narrow strip of chrome.

				“Might have another guard inside,” Eve said, “So—”

				“You go low,” Roarke finished.

				With a nod, she shoved the door open. “Lights on,” she called out, swept the room with her weapon, with her eyes. “Tandy Willowby, it’s the police. It’s Dallas.”

				Quiet classical music played, and the air smelled subtly floral. The walls were cheerfully warm yellow with paintings of meadows and calm blue seas. Cozy chairs, padded tables, snow falling gently outside the screened windows created a scene of comfort and ease.

				In the bed, a pale, hollow-eyed Tandy sat up, gripping something white and sharp in her fist.

				“Dallas?” Her voice was thin, rusty, and her body began to shake. “Dallas? They’re going to take my baby. They’re going to take him. I can’t get out.”

				“It’s all right now. You’re all right now. We’re going to take you out.”

				“They locked me in. I can’t keep the baby. I don’t have the right.”

				“Bullshit. Peabody.”

				“You don’t have to worry about them anymore. Here.” Peabody moved slowly toward the bed. “Why don’t you give me that now? We’ll get you a coat. We’ll take you to the hospital.”

				“No, no, no!” Eyes wild, Tandy cringed back. “No hospital. They’ll take the baby.”

				“They won’t.” Eve holstered her weapon and walked briskly to the bed. She held out her hand. “Because I won’t let them.”

				Tandy dropped the thin, sharp plastic, then simply collapsed against Eve. “Please, please, please, get us out of here.”

				“Here now.” Roarke took off his coat. “It’s cold outside. Put your arms in, there’s a girl.”

				“Stay with me.” Tears streaming, Tandy gripped Eve’s hand. “Please, stay with me. Don’t let them take my baby. Who’s that? Who’s that?” She wrapped herself around Eve when she spotted Trueheart.

				“He’s one of mine. He’s one of the good guys. Trueheart, go on down, assist Baxter and McNab. I want those people gone.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“You okay to walk, Tandy?”

				“Out of here. I can walk out of here. The baby’s okay, he’s been kicking. I don’t want to go to the hospital, please. I don’t want to be alone. They might come back. They might—”

				“You’d like to see Mavis, wouldn’t you?” Roarke kept his voice light and gentle as he helped her out of bed. “She’s at our place, and she’s been worried about you. Why don’t we go see Mavis now?”

				Roarke gave Eve a long look as he helped Tandy out of the room.

				“A little shocky,” Peabody commented. “Mostly just scared. How do you want to handle? I can go with her to your place while you take the suspects.”

				Oh, how she wished. But she couldn’t very well dump two pregnant women on Roarke. “I’ll go with Tandy, get a statement out of her when she’s settled. Make sure the suspects are booked and caged for the night. They’re going to wait until morning for Interview. Let’s see how they like being locked up. Then go home, get some sleep.”

				“I’m so all about that. Look at this room. All the comforts. Bastards.”

				 

				Eve called in Crime Scene, left Baxter, Trueheart, and McNab to work with them to process the room where Tandy had been imprisoned, to search the house. She hated leaving the scene, leaving the work, but climbed into the back of the vehicle. She had a victim who needed care.

				“I was so scared.” Bundled in Roarke’s coat, covered with a blanket, Tandy sat in the front passenger seat. “I think they were going to kill me. Take the baby, then kill me. They left me in there. He came in once a day, every day. And he looked at me like I was already dead. I couldn’t do anything.”

				“Where’d you get the sticker?” Eve asked her.

				“The what?”

				“The plastic shiv you were holding.”

				“Oh. They brought me food. The droid did. Have to keep the baby healthy, that’s what she said. Horrible thing, always cheerful. Even when she restrained me for exams. I palmed a couple of the plastic spoons—that’s all they brought in for me to eat with. Plastic spoons. And when they turned off the lights at night, I sawed and rubbed them together under the covers. Hours, it seemed like. I was going to hurt one of them. Somehow.”

				“Wish you’d had the chance. Do you want to tell me what happened, or do you want to wait on that until later?”

				“It was Thursday. I left work to walk to the bus stop. And she—her name is Madeline Bullock—she walked up to me. I was so ashamed. Before, in London when I found out I was pregnant, and things didn’t seem as if they were going to work out, I went to this agency. I was going to put the baby up for adoption. It seemed like the best thing to do. I—”

				“We know about that. They’re running an operation, under the cover of the foundation. Selling babies.”

				“Oh, God. God. I’m such an idiot.”

				“You’re not,” Roarke told her. “You trusted them.”

				“I did. I did. There were counselors, and they were so kind, so understanding. Ms. Bullock came in to meet me herself, and so did he. Her son. They said how I was giving a gift, to a worthy couple, and to my baby. I signed a contract, and they gave me money. For expenses, they said. Proper food, clothing. I had to agree to use their medical people, their facilities, but it was all so nice. I was to have regular care and monitoring, counseling, and the foundation would help me with lodging, and with education should I want to go back to school, or with career counseling. All of it.”

				“A very sweet pot.”

				“Yes, very sweet. But I changed my mind.” She wrapped her arms around her belly as she hunched in the seat. “I’d always wanted to make a family, to be a mother, and now I was denying myself. I’m smart enough, and strong and healthy. I’m not a child. I could make a good life for the baby. I took the money back. I’d hardly spent any, and I made up the difference with my savings.”

				She swiped at the tears on her face. “They were very harsh. I’d signed a contract, it was legally binding. They’d take me to court, and the law would force me to fulfill my obligations. What kind of a mother would I be, a liar and a cheat. It was horrible. I left the money. I was so upset, and questioning myself. Were they right? Would I be a terrible mum? Would the courts take my baby? How could I prove I’d given the money back? Stupid, so stupid.”

				“So you came to New York,” Eve prompted.

				“I thought, I’m not going to have this. I can’t risk it. I…I nearly went to see the baby’s father a dozen times, but I’d made this choice, so I was going to follow it through. I packed up, quit my job, sold some of my things. I had a friend who was driving to Paris for the weekend, and hitched a ride with her. I even lied, told her I was going to look for work there. I don’t know why, exactly, but I was afraid they’d set the cops on me, or something.”

				Letting her head fall back, Tandy closed her eyes as she traced light circles over her belly. “I was so angry, just so angry at everyone. I took a bus from Paris to Venice, and a shuttle from there to New York. I was lonely at first, I nearly went back. But then I found my job, and it was brilliant. And I signed up with a midwife, and I met Mavis. Everything seemed to be so right. I missed…I missed people from home, but I had to think about the baby.”

				“Then you left work on Thursday.”

				“I had Friday off, and Saturday was Mavis’s shower. I was feeling so good about everything. And there she was. So surprised to see me, so kind and asking how I was doing. I was so ashamed at the way I’d run off, but she just waved all that aside. She said she had a car, and would see me home. And when this lovely limo swooped up to the curb, like magic, I went right along.”

				Circling, Eve thought. Not parked, leaving no record.

				“She sat in the back with me while the driver started on. She gave me a bottle of water, and we chatted about London. And then…I felt so strange, and I can’t remember. Until I awoke in that room.”

				“You’re out of it now,” Eve said when Tandy trembled again. “You’re out, and they’re the ones locked up.”

				“I’m out. Yes, we’re out, and we’re safe. They were there, both of them,” she continued in a steadier voice. “And that horrible droid, sitting there, staring at me when I woke up. And they told me how things would be. The baby wasn’t mine, I’d signed it away. I was only the means to its birth.”

				She shifted now, to look behind her and meet Eve’s eyes. “They said this to me, all so calm, even when I was screaming and trying to get away, and the droid forced me back on the bed. They said I’d be treated well, have proper nourishment, rest, stimulation, and they expected me to deliver a healthy baby boy within the week.

				“I said they were mad, they couldn’t force me to give up my child. He said—the son—he said they had wealth, power, position. I had nothing but a fertile womb. They left that music playing day and night. Good for the baby. Everything in the room was bolted down. I couldn’t even throw anything. I beat against the windows, but no one could see. I screamed until I hadn’t a voice left, but no one could hear me.

				“What day is it?”

				“It’s early Monday morning,” Eve told her.

				“Only Monday,” Tandy said and turned to rest her head again. “It felt longer. So much longer. You saved my baby. You saved me. If I live two hundred years more, I’ll never forget it.”

				The lights were on, gleaming against the windows, flooding the grounds where the snow lay like white mink. Tree branches were heavy with it as it continued to fall in a hushed whisper.

				“Oh. It’s like a palace.” Tandy’s voice shook. “Like a winter palace. I feel as though I’m the princess who’s been rescued. You’re my knights in shining armor,” she said, rubbing fresh tears from her cheeks.

				Even as they pulled up in front, the door to the house burst open, and Mavis, dwarfed in one of Eve’s robes, ran out. Summerset and Leonardo rushed behind her.

				“Mavis, you promised you’d wait.” Summerset reached for her arm.

				“I know, I’m sorry. I can’t. Tandy!” She wrenched open the door. “Tandy! Are you all right? The baby?”

				“They saved us.”

				On cue, Eve thought, both women burst into tears and fell into each other’s arms.

				“Let’s get you inside now, out of the cold, sweetheart.” Leonardo wrapped his big arms around both of them. “Come inside now, Tandy.”

				“Take them straight up to the room I prepared,” Summerset ordered. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

				As they walked toward the house, sheltered by Leonardo, Mavis looked back at Eve. “I knew you’d find her. I knew you would.”

				“They’re yours now.” Eve pointed at Summerset. “I’ve got work.”

				“Lieutenant.”

				She turned, scowled at him. “What?”

				“Well done.”

				“Huh. Thanks.” She raised her eyebrows at Roarke as they went inside. “I’ve got to tag Peabody, make sure the prisoners are secured, check in with Baxter on-scene, and round it out with Reo and Smith.”

				“Yes, of course. After you’ve had some sleep.”

				“Loose ends dangling.”

				“That can be tied up later. Whatever you got from the booster and your own adrenaline is washed, Lieutenant. You’re pale as the moon, and your words are starting to slur.”

				“Coffee.”

				“Not a chance in hell.”

				He must have been right because when she managed to focus, she was standing—barely—in the bedroom. “One hour horizontal,” she said as she took off her weapon harness.

				“Four—which gives you enough time to put some fuel in your system in the morning and get downtown to grill your suspects.”

				“Not just grill.” She sat to yank off her boots. “I’m gonna fry ’em. Aren’t you gonna carry me to bed?”

				“You’re still dressed.”

				“’S’ okay. I can sleep in my clothes.” She smiled sleepily, held up her arms to him.

				He got her up, staggered a little as he carted her to the bed, then dumped both of them onto the duvet. “Best I can do.”

				“Good enough.” She curled into him, he wrapped around her, and they both tumbled into sleep.

				 

				He’d been right about the four and the fuel, Eve decided. She was going to have a long and tricky day, and needed to charge up for it.

				As expected, Bullock and the rest had called in a fleet of lawyers. Eve was letting them all stew while she and her team gave complete reports to Whitney and Reo.

				“The Feds and Global are going to want to take over the fraud, the baby-for-profit op, and whatever else the foundation had its fingers into,” Reo told her.

				“They can have it.”

				“And a field day with it. The London law firm is also going to be on the hot seat. You’ve got yourself an international incident, Dallas.”

				“I’ve got three DB’s. Those are mine. As for the abduction and held-against-will of Tandy Willowby, that’s a share with Lieutenant Smith in MPU.”

				“How’s she doing? Willowby?”

				“Good, I’m told. She was sleeping when I left the house.” She turned to Whitney. “I want to start with Cavendish on this, sir. He’s the weak sister.”

				“Your call.”

				Reo got to her feet. “Got them cold on the kidnapping, and the evidence is there for Global. The three homicides, that’s the sticker.”

				“I’ll get them.”

				Reo nodded. “Mind if I watch?”

				Cavendish was in Interrogation, looking pale and sweaty and flanked by two sharp-looking suits. The one on the left got immediately to his feet. “My client was held overnight without bond, and kept waiting in this room nearly an hour. We intend to file complaints, and when you’ve finished this ridiculous charade, demand an internal investigation on you.”

				“Charade?” Eve said to Peabody.

				“It’s like that game where you can’t talk, but you have to use your hands and body language to get the other person to guess the word or phrase.”

				“No kidding? That’s good, because while Mr. Cavendish is entitled to his representation, and may speak with same, I’m not obliged to speak to lawyers. Record on. Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, and Peabody, Detective Delia, in formal interview with Cavendish, Walter, and his two representatives. I’ll just read off the charges.”

				When she had, she sat, kicked out her legs. “You’ve already been read the Revised Miranda, Mr. Cavendish—”

				“My client is a citizen of Great Britain—”

				“God save the King. Do you understand your rights and obligations in this matter?”

				“I understand. I have nothing to say.”

				“Okay, I’ll do the talking. We’ll start with accessory to murder, three counts. That’s good for three consecutive life sentences in the good old U.S. of A. Now, the Brits may want you, and we may agree to deport you into their custody, which would make me sad. Still, they’d lock you up for the rest of your natural life there, too—and save the taxpayers money.”

				“You have nothing to link my client to any murder, or any crime.”

				“I have enough not only to link you,” Eve said, speaking directly to Cavendish, “but to chain you head to foot and throw you overboard. Randall Sloan kept private records, Cavendish. Chase didn’t get them. I did. Your name’s on them.”

				She smiled when a line of sweat beaded over his top lip. Yeah, the weak sister.

				“You were aware of the operating practices of the Bullock Foundation, which included the sale of infant human beings for profit and fraudulent tax reporting to boost the profit on that operation. You were also aware that Chase intended to murder Natalie Copperfield and Bick Byson, who had discovered at least part of those practices. You knew he was going to do this to them.”

				Eve shoved two crime scene photos across the table.

				“My client has no knowledge of any of the circumstances of these crimes.”

				“You may be bottom of the food chain, Walt, but you knew. Bullock and Chase came to your office to discuss it in private, didn’t they? You had a nice little lunch while you discussed how he’d kill two people.”

				“This is absurd.” One of the lawyers got to his feet. “You have nothing but speculation. Groundless speculation. This interview—”

				“I’ve got more, Walter. I’ve got your girlfriend in the next room.”

				Eve grinned when his eyes darted toward the door. “Yeah, that’s right, and I’d make book she’ll push this whole thing into your lap. She worked for you, did what she was told, didn’t know. She can play that, and you’ll go down for it. Your kind always does. You’ve got SAP tattooed on your forehead. I don’t like her, so I’m talking to you first. I’m offering you the deal I’m going to offer her if you don’t make me happy.”

				“No deal,” the suit snapped.

				“I bet you work for Stuben, Robbins, Cavendish, and Mull.” Eve spoke to the lawyer for the first time. “They’re in a big pile of crap, too. Lot of smart lawyers there, right, Walter—smart lawyers who represent Bullock and Chase. I imagine they’ve got you all picked out as fall guy. Sent you over here, gave you busy work, show you no real respect. Now the heat’s on, and who do you think’s going to burn?”

				“I was home in bed with my wife when these murders occurred.” Cavendish tugged on his tie. “I have nothing to do with this.”

				“You don’t want to lie to me. You really don’t want to piss me off when I’m the only one here looking out for you. Chase killed Randall Sloan, set him up, took him out. I wonder what he’d do to you. Maybe I should put the two of you in a box together and find out.”

				“Threats won’t be tolerated,” one of the lawyers snapped.

				“Not a threat, just speculation. Here’s how it happened, how it’s documented in Randall Sloan’s private records. Copperfield came across something that didn’t quite add up for her, and she—being a good girl—went to Randall Sloan for advice. She knew him, the father of her friend, the son of the head of the firm—she trusted him. Maybe he tried to put out the fire himself, but she’s asking the wrong questions. He contacts Bullock, she contacts you. You’re in it now. She sets her son on Copperfield when bribery doesn’t work. You knew just what they did—that makes you an accessory.”

				“More speculation,” the lawyer said. “You have nothing concrete against my client, or Ms. Bullock and her son.”

				“Who do you believe, Walter? The suit from Stuben, or the cop who’s got you by the short hairs? It’s over for you, and you know it. Your life, your career, the plush office, the expense account. But you can choose how you want to spend what you’ve got left. Three counts, accessory to murder or—if you cooperate now—three counts obstruction of justice. You’ll do time in a cage, but you’ll be eligible for parole. You’ll end your life on the outside, instead of in. One-time offer, and you’ve got thirty seconds.”

				Eve leaned in close until he had little choice but to meet her eyes. “You know she’ll take it when I go next door. She’ll throw you to the wolves without a second’s thought. Tick-tock, Walter. Twenty seconds left.”

				“I want it in writing.”

				“Cavendish—”

				“Shut up!” he rounded on the lawyer. “It’s not your life on the line, is it? I’m not taking the fall for this. In writing,” he repeated. “And I’ll tell you everything I know.”

				“That was easy,” Peabody commented after they’d stepped out.

				“Didn’t even get me warmed up.” Eve rolled her shoulders. “Spineless bastard. He’ll do a solid dime on the obstruction.”

				“And there’s the fraud. You didn’t mention that to him in the offer.”

				Eve grinned. “Oops. Well, it’s not in my authority to offer a deal on international tax fraud or any international crime. Gee, I guess he’s going to do considerably more time than the dime.”

				“Who do you want next?”

				“We’ll take Bruberry. She’s going to be very, very unhappy her boss flipped on her.”

				“You think she’ll crack?”

				“Two hours tops.”

				“Put money on it?”

				Eve considered. “Fifty.”

				“Done.”

				In one hour and fifty-three minutes, Peabody walked out of Interview. “I’m kind of torn. I’m out fifty, but it was fairly frosty to watch her go down. Didn’t just crack, she exploded.”

				“And knew more of where the secrets are locked than her boss.” Eve rubbed her hands together. “Double or nothing on Chase?”

				“I figured we’d hit Bullock next.”

				“Nope, I’m saving her for last.”

				“No bet,” Peabody decided. “You’re hitting your stride.”

				As they turned, they saw Baxter hotfooting it down the hall. “Sweeper report, wanted to hand-deliver it.” He slapped a file, with disc, into Eve’s hand. “On Sloan’s vehicle. They found a single hair, headrest, driver’s seat. It’s Chase’s. EDD report,” he added, handing her another. “My new best friend, McNab, found transmissions to and from a Doctor Letitia Brownburn, London. Authorities there have already picked her up, and acted on a warrant to close down Sunday’s Child, until further investigation into its practices. There are also transmissions to Cavendish’s office—Madeline to Bruberry, and from Madeline to the London office where she conversed for some length with Stuben. They spoke cryptically, of an imminent delivery.”

				“Cavendish and Bruberry both sang like fat ladies,” Eve told him. “We’re taking Chase next.”

				“I’ll be in Observation with Reo.”

				“Baxter, why don’t you take this round. I’ll observe.” Peabody glanced at Eve. “That work for you?”

				“Fine.”

				“I appreciate it. How do you want to handle it?”

				“Hard and mean. No deals, no good cop. He’s got a temper. Let’s piss him off.”

				“Like your style.”

				They went in together. Eve slapped the files on the table where Chase sat with three lawyers.

				“Record on.” She read off the data. “There’s one suit in here too many.” She shot up a hand before any one of them could speak. “Anything over two reps is at my discretion. One of you get out.”

				“As Mr. Chase is a British citizen and the absurd charges levied against him so serious, we require special representation for international law, for criminal law, and for tax law.”

				“I don’t much care what you require. One of you get out. Now, or this interview is over, and your client goes back to sit in his cell until you’re down to two.”

				“We expect some courtesy.”

				“You’re not going to get it. Detective.” She turned for the door.

				“I can handle international and criminal.” The lone woman, a brunette of about fifty, spoke in clear, unaccented tones. “I think it’s in our client’s interest to have this straightened out as soon as possible.”

				One of the men rose, strode stiffly out of the room.

				“Mr. Chase, you’ve been read the Revised Miranda, is this correct?”

				When he sat stonily silent, the woman spoke again. “Mr. Chase acknowledges the reading of his rights.”

				“I hear that from him, on record, or again, this interview is over.”

				“I was read my rights,” Chase snapped. “And manhandled. I intend to file charges of police brutality.”

				“You look okay to me. Are you requesting a physical examination to document any injuries you may have incurred during your arrest?”

				“You attacked me.”

				“Beg to differ, and the assault against me was recorded. Now, do you understand your rights and obligations, Mr. Chase? He answers,” Eve said again. “On record.”

				“I understand them, such as they are in this uncivilized city of yours.”

				“Good. In this uncivilized city we like to put people in cages for their entire natural life for various offenses. Now, where should we start?”

				“Lieutenant.” The brunette took a sheet of paper from her briefcase. “If we could clear up the matter of one Tandy Willowby residing temporarily in Ms. Bullock and Mr. Chase’s New York home?”

				“Residing? Is that what you Brits call it when a woman’s locked in a room and held against her will?” She shook her head at Baxter. “And they say we speak the same language.”

				“Didn’t look like she was residing to me. Bet you like women locked up and helpless, Chase. Pregnant, too, so they can’t fight you off. Fucking pervert.”

				“We will make note of any obscenities,” the brunette said primly.

				“Wanker.” Eve grinned darkly at Chase. “I bet you watched Tandy on that security screen while you slapped the monkey.”

				“You disgusting bitch.”

				“Mr. Chase.” The brunette laid a hand over his. “Lieutenant, please. I believe we can clear this up quickly, and move on. I have here a statement Ms. Bullock dictated to her representative, and which Mr. Chase has corroborated and signed. I’d like to read it into evidence.”

				“Help yourself.”

				“On Thursday, shortly after six P.M., Ms. Bullock noticed Ms. Willowby on Madison Avenue, where Ms. Bullock had been shopping. In May of last year, Ms. Willowby had enlisted the help of the Bullock Foundation to assist her in placing her child for adoption. However, Ms. Willowby failed to keep subsequent appointments with the counselor, the obstetrician, and the placement agency. Relieved to see her well, Ms. Bullock approached her. At that time, Ms. Willowby became quite distraught and begged Ms. Bullock for help. Concerned, Ms. Bullock helped Ms. Willowby to her car, intending to have her driven home. But Ms. Willowby only became more hysterical, to the point of threatening suicide. She was nearly at term and had realized, she stated, that she could not raise the child, having neither the emotional nor the financial wherewithal. Out of concern, and with a desire to assist, Ms. Bullock took the young woman to her home—with Ms. Willowby’s full consent. She lodged Ms. Willowby there, arranged for medical assistance, and began to make arrangements for counseling and for adoption proceedings should Ms. Willowby remain in the same state of mind.”

				“You can just stop there, because we didn’t bring shovels, and that’s the biggest load of bullshit we may have ever had dumped in this room. We’ve got you on Tandy, Chase. Not only her statement, but the statements of five cops and one civilian, who will all testify she was locked in a room against her will.”

				“Ms. Willowby’s state of mind,” the lawyer began, and Eve shoved up from her chair, got in her face.

				“I wonder what your state of mind would’ve been if you’d been locked in a room, examined by a medical droid without your consent. You can cram your statement and the rest of this bullshit. You can cram it, sister, because when Stuben and company goes down, your ass is very likely going to be hanging naked in the wind.”

				“If this interview can’t be conducted with some measure of decorum—”

				“Screw decorum and you with it. You don’t like it, there’s the door.” She shifted to Chase. “EDD is even now mining the medical droid’s memory banks. I don’t have to waste my time on that, because you’re going down for it, Win, you and Mommy. Oh, by the way, did you tell your representatives you were sleeping with Mommy when we took you down?”

				“Shut up.”

				“Lieutenant, please.” The female lawyer held up a hand, but Eve had seen the blink of shock. “Impugning Ms. Bullock’s and Mr. Chase’s reputations is unacceptable.”

				“Here, again in the uncivilized U.S., so is incest. Twenty-five to life for the abduction and held-against-will of Tandy Willowby. And if we find you raped her while she was held—”

				“I never touched that filthy slut!”

				“Oh?” Eve flipped through one of the files. “Right, right, you don’t play that game, because it’s all about Mommy.”

				“Maybe he likes—what do you call them—Nancy boys,” Baxter suggested. “Yeah, I bet this one likes to stick it to little boys when he’s not doing it with Mom.”

				“You revolt me. We’ll bury both of you before this is done.”

				“No, he wouldn’t play with boys,” Eve said. “Mommy wouldn’t like it. Didn’t rape Tandy either, did you, Win? Never got it up for anyone but your mother. Can’t get the wood on for anyone but her, can you?”

				At Eve’s words, Chase shoved out of the chair, lunged toward her. It took both the lawyers and Baxter to hold him back.

				“Lieutenant, this is simply unacceptable. I won’t have my client spoken to in this way.”

				“Write a complaint.” She rose, circled around, leaned over the back of Chase’s shoulder. He was breathing hard, and she could feel the heat pumping off of him. “You didn’t rape Natalie either. Another filthy slut? Not like your mother, who’s important and understands you, your needs. You and your mother have so many secrets. Isn’t that what she told you when she touched you when you were a boy? A secret, just between the two of you. As long as you’re a good boy, do what your mother says, everything’s fine.

				“Then that bitch Copperfield started poking around where she had no business, and she was going to try to take you down. She had the nerve to question your business. Did your mother tell you to do it, Win? I think so. You do what your mother tells you, or there’s no sack time with her. Did she tell you to use Randall Sloan’s car? Found your hair in it.”

				“My client and Mr. Randall Sloan were acquainted. He might have ridden in that car at any time.”

				“Driven it,” Eve corrected. “Hair was on the driver’s seat. Your hair. Your DNA, just like your DNA was on Bick Byson’s knuckles. Popped you before you could use your stunner—you coward. Don’t know how to fight like a man, but then you’re not a man. Just a boy who sleeps with his mother. Still, it was easy to slap around some woman half your size, bind her up. Break her fingers, beat her face, burn her skin. You enjoyed it, just like you enjoyed watching her eyes when you strangled her. I bet it’s the only way you get it up when you’re not with your mother.”

				“This interview is terminated,” the brunette began.

				“I’d enjoy watching yours,” Chase said softly.

				“You going to let the girl lawyer say what you do? Just like Mommy. Do this, Win, do that. Good dog.”

				“Nobody tells me what to do. Shut up!” he shouted at his lawyer. “Stupid git. I’ve had enough of this. Enough of being questioned by this person, of being placated by you. I’ve done no more than what needed to be done. It was Randall Sloan who hired some thug to kill those people. He confessed before he hanged himself.”

				“How do you know? Were you there?”

				“You told us yourself.”

				“No, I didn’t. I said Randall Sloan was found hanging, period. He didn’t self-terminate. You killed him, and staged it. Because you’re a spineless coward. You killed Sophia Belego, Rome, and Emily Jones, Middlesex, England. Pregnant women must be an offense to your eye.”

				“’Cause he can’t get it up except with Mommy Dearest,” Baxter said.

				“It has nothing to do with sex! They signed a contract!” He slammed his fist on the table. “They signed a legal document, and we gave our word to properly screened parents. They had no right!”

				“Yeah, carting a fetus around for nine months doesn’t give you any rights to it. You snatched Sophia Belego, didn’t you? Took that kid, got rid of the incubator. Didn’t work so well with Emily Jones. Lost the product on that one. How many others, Chase?”

				“We provide a service!” he shouted over his lawyers’ warnings. “We give our time, our expertise, our name to help these women in trouble, through their own doing, their own weaknesses, and give a gift to worthy couples.”

				“For a nice, fat fee.”

				“They’re paid, aren’t they? Given a chance to better themselves while the child is properly raised. How dare you question me?”

				He literally shook off the lawyer to his left, and backhanded the one on his right. “I don’t need to justify my actions.” He surged to his feet.

				The brunette wiped at her bloody lip and tried to stand. “This interview is—”

				“Shut up! Didn’t I tell you to shut the hell up?”

				“Natalie Copperfield,” Eve said flatly. “Bick Byson, Randall Sloan.”

				“Sneaking around, sticking their noses into our business. Sloan’s fault for being sloppy. Lazy, incompetent.”

				“So you had to kill them. All of them. It was a matter of pride,” Eve continued calmly. “Of business.”

				“The Bullock Foundation needed to be protected. It’s bigger than any of those pathetic people. My mother is the heart of the foundation and has taken it beyond what it was. It was blackmail against us, all of them. What I did was self-defense, to preserve an important charitable institution.”

				With a handkerchief still pressed to her bleeding lip, the brunette lifted a hand. “We need to consult with our client.”

				“You’re fired.” Chase bared his teeth as he swung around violently enough to have both lawyers scrambling back. “Do you think I need you? Idiots. Panderers. Get out. I’ve had enough of both of you. Out of my sight.”

				“Mr. Chase—”

				“Now! I can and will speak for myself,” he said as the lawyers emptied out of the room.

				Now, Eve thought, we’ll do this thing. She kept her face blank, her voice even. “Mr. Chase, for the record, you have dismissed your representatives?”

				He curled his lip at Eve. “I speak for myself.”

				“You’re waiving your right to counsel at this time?”

				“How many times do I have to say it, you ignorant twit.”

				“That’s probably enough. Let the record show Mr. Chase has dismissed his representatives and has agreed to continue this interview without the benefit of legal counsel.”

				She paused, put a concerned, respectful look on her face. “Blackmail, you said? That puts a different face on it. Why don’t you tell us how this started? You were informed by Randall Sloan that Natalie Copperfield was asking questions,” Eve began.

				And he gave them every last detail.
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				PEABODY HAD A TUBE OF PEPSI WAITING WHEN Eve came out. “You usually like your caffeine cold after a hot interrogation.” She held one out to Baxter. “Wasn’t sure about you.”

				“I’ll take it any way I can get it.”

				“Yeah, I’ve heard that from several women,” Eve said before she took a deep drink.

				For the first time in hours, Baxter laughed. “Thanks for letting me take that scum down with you, Dallas. I’m going to contact Palma, let her know we’ve got him.”

				“Dallas, Jacob Sloan came in while you were in Interview. They put him in the lounge.”

				“Okay, I’ll take him. You can have Bullock brought up.”

				“Sure you don’t want a break before her? You’ve been at this for nearly six hours, pretty much straight.”

				“I’m tying it up, wrapping it up, writing it up.” She rubbed at the stiffness in her neck. “Then I’m going home, and so are you.”

				“Yay. I’ll have her brought up.”

				Eve carried her drink into the lounge, scrubbed her hands over her face, then walked over to sit at the table across from Jacob Sloan.

				He looked older, more frail, and exhausted.

				“Mr. Sloan, you should go home, be with your family.”

				“Did Winfield Chase kill my son? I have sources,” he said when Eve lifted her eyebrows. “I know he was arrested, along with his mother. I can’t see Madeline doing more than pulling strings, so I’m asking you, did Winfield Chase kill my son?”

				“Yes. He’s just confessed. He staged the suicide to implicate your son in the murders of Natalie Copperfield and Bick Byson, who he also has confessed to killing.”

				When he folded his lips tight, nodded, Eve rose. She broke her boycott on Vending and programmed a bottle of water. She sat back down, put it in front of him.

				“Thank you.” His hand shook a little as he lifted the bottle and drank. “My son was a disappointment to me, in many ways. He was selfish and lazy and gambled away his youth, his marriage, his reputation. But he was my son.”

				“I’m very sorry for your loss.”

				He drank more, slowly, then breathed out. “Natalie and Bick, they were bright and they were clean. Their lives together were just beginning. I’ll regret…” Once again he pressed his lips together. “Have their families been told?”

				“It’s being done now.”

				“Then I’ll wait until tomorrow before I contact them. Why did he kill them? Can you tell me?”

				“I can tell you that Natalie was doing her job, and she found something she tried to fix, tried to make right.”

				“My son. He was not doing his job.” He shook his head when Eve said nothing. “This will be hard, very hard, on my grandson, on my wife.”

				“Then you should be with them, Mr. Sloan.”

				“Yes, I should be with them.” He got to his feet. “Anything you need from me, my family, my firm to make certain Winfield Chase spends every last second of his life in prison, you have only to ask.” He held out his hand. “Thank you.”

				Eve sat another moment after he’d gone, finished off her drink. Then she went into the washroom, scrubbed cold water over her face.

				She went to face down Madeline Bullock.

				Word had gone out, Eve imagined, as there were only two lawyers with her.

				“Record on,” Eve said and started the routine.

				“Your son’s confessed to five counts of murder,” she began, watching Madeline’s eyes. “I see you’ve got wind of that. He’s also detailed your involvement in each of these murders, and in the abduction of Tandy Willowby.”

				“Ms. Bullock is prepared to make a statement,” one of the lawyers said.

				“Not dictating this load of crap, Madeline? Okay, let’s hear it.”

				“I don’t expect you to understand my terror, my grief, my guilt.” Madeline pressed a lace-trimmed handkerchief to her lips. “My son…how can I not blame myself? He came from me. But something…twisted in him. Such violence, such rage. I’ve lived in fear of him for so long.”

				“Please. You’re not afraid of anything but losing your grip on the foundation—its money and prestige and the operation you’ve been running through it almost since your husband died.”

				“You can’t possibly understand. He’s forced me to…it’s unspeakable.”

				“Have sex with him? See, it’s speakable. And that’s more crap. You’ve been abusing your son sexually most of his life.”

				“What a horrible thing to say.” Madeline seemed to break down, and for a moment buried her face in the handkerchief. “Win is sick, and nothing I could do—”

				“He came from you,” Eve said, feeling the rage rise up, seeing herself trapped in a cold room with the man she’d come from, the man who’d raped her repeatedly. “And you exploited and abused him. You made him exactly what he is.”

				“You can’t possibly know the horrors I’ve lived through.”

				“You don’t want to talk to me about horrors. I’ve got statements from your son, from Walter Cavendish, from Ellyn Bruberry, all naming you as the one in control, the one who made the decisions and gave the orders. You think because you didn’t get your hands dirty with murder, you’re walking away clean?”

				“I did whatever Win told me. He might have killed me otherwise.”

				Madeline reached across the table to grip Eve’s hands, and Eve allowed it though her skin felt tainted. You’re good, she thought, you’re damn good at this, Madeline.

				“I appeal to you, woman to woman. I beg you to protect me. There’s a monster inside my son. I’m so afraid.”

				“Ms. Bullock has been virtually a prisoner of her son’s sickness,” one of the lawyers began. “A victim of physical and emotional abuse. He used her—”

				“He used you?” Eve interrupted, wrenching her hands free as she looked into Madeline’s face, and saw her father’s. “That’s just crap, Madeline. No one uses you. And I can’t think of anything more weak, more pitiful, than a mother who’d roll on her own son to try to save her ass. You’re done, you get that? You’ve got no way out.”

				I want you to sweat, Eve thought. I want you to tremble, and suffer and fucking wail. “We’ve got the playback from the medical droid’s memory. You’re on there. The British authorities have picked up your Doctor Brownburn—who has already confessed, already stated that she took her orders straight from you. Nobody’s going to buy the weak, frightened little mother act, Madeline. You’re the power. More, you’re a fucking spider, a bloodsucker, and it shows.”

				“I have nothing more to say to this person,” Madeline snapped. “I want to speak with the British consulate. I’ll be speaking to your President, who is a personal friend, and the Prime Minister.”

				“Toss in the King of England, it’s fine with me.” Eve leaned forward. “They’re going to scramble back from you so fast they’ll get whiplash. And just wait until Global starts talking to the women whose babies you bought, the people who bought them. We’ve got the list, Madeline. We’ve got the names, the locations, and the international media’s going to do a tango when this hits.”

				“That’s what you’re looking for, isn’t it?” Madeline sucked air through her nose. “Media attention. My name, the reputation of the Bullock Foundation, will stand against anything you manufacture against me. You’ll be crushed.”

				“You think so?” Eve looked Madeline dead in the eyes, and she smiled. She kept smiling until she saw the first true glitter of fear. “They’ll crucify you while thousands cheer. And when I’m done with you here, you’ll have to answer to the Italian authorities for Sophia Belego—Chase told us where they’ll find her remains. You were with him, in Rome, when she went missing. You’ve got a home there, too, and they’ll find evidence she was held there.”

				“My son is mentally ill. He needs professional help.”

				“If he is, you made him that way, twisting his view of sex, of women, of himself so you could get your jollies.”

				“Lieutenant.” The lawyer spoke up while Madeline simply stared at Eve with those arctic eyes. “Ms. Bullock has already stated that Mr. Chase was the aggressor.”

				“Ms. Bullock is a liar and a pervert and a coward. You shouldn’t discuss plans for murder and kidnapping in front of the servants, Madeline. Even droids, especially droids, as they keep records.”

				Eve flipped open a file. “Got a voice-print match right here, with you telling Win to kill Natalie Copperfield.”

				“That’s impossible. We were alone when I—”

				“When you gave him the orders,” Eve finished when Madeline cut herself off. “You know, people like you are oblivious to servants. You probably thought you were alone.” She closed the file.

				“I’ve got Randall Sloan’s records—your boy messed up there and didn’t find the second safe. I’ve got multiple corroborating statements, and Tandy’s firsthand account. I’ve got ’link transmissions you didn’t have time to delete before your arrest that add further weight to the mountain of evidence. Give it up, Madeline. At least your son had enough pride to take credit for what he considered his work. Work you assigned him.”

				“I have nothing more to say.”

				“Okay.” Eve rose. “I’ve got you for conspiracy to murder, multiple counts. That’s going to put you in an off-planet facility, several life terms. And that’s before the Feds, Global, the Brits, the Italians weigh in. How long do you think she’ll keep those classy looks in an off-planet cage, Peabody?”

				“Six months, outside.”

				“I’ll go with that. You won’t be getting bail, and your lawyers will tell you the same—no matter how they try to sweet-talk the judge. You’re a prime flight risk. You’re going to want to deal after another day or two in The Tombs, but when I walk out of this room, there will be no deal.”

				She headed for the door.

				“Lieutenant.” It was one of the lawyers who called out, then leaned in to murmur in Madeline’s ear.

				“I certainly will not consider it.” She tossed her head. “She’s bluffing. She doesn’t have half what she claims. She’s bluffing.”

				Eve smiled as she opened the door, then spared one last look back. “No, I’m not.”

				“You didn’t want her to deal,” Peabody said when they walked away.

				“No, I didn’t. She’s worse than her son could ever be. She created him, she corrupted him and used him. She’s worse and I want to imagine her living the next fifty years or so in a concrete cage. Go home, Peabody. You did good.”

				“I go when you go.”

				Eve sighed. “Then let’s get this damn thing written up, and get the hell out of here.”

				 

				She might have been walking in the door by six, but Eve was ready to admit she was dragging her ass to do it. She wanted a long soak in the jet tub, and an entire bottle of wine followed by lazy sex with her husband before sleeping for ten hours straight.

				She wanted the image of Madeline Bullock stroking the body of her son out of her head.

				Because she heard the music coming out of the parlor, and Mavis’s voice piping through it, Eve knew she might have to wait just a little longer before soaking, sex, and sleep.

				Mavis was sitting back in a chair, her feet on a hassock while Summerset passed her a cup of tea—which explained why he hadn’t been looming in the foyer. Leonardo sat beaming at her, while Roarke sipped at wine with an indulgent look in his eye.

				“I feel so pampered. Not that you don’t take mag care of me, sugar lips,” she said to Leonardo. “But today’s been like a little vacation or something. Summerset, you should come live with us.”

				“Take him, he’s yours,” Eve said as she walked in.

				“Dallas! Dallas!”

				“Don’t get up.” Eve waved her back. “It’ll take you too long and I’m going to sit anyway.” She did, on the arm of Roarke’s chair so she could cop his wine.

				“Tandy’s resting. She’s been up and around today, and Summerset said she’s doing just fine.” Mavis sent him an adoring look. “He treated us both like pregnant princesses.”

				“You’ve had a trying few days, both of you. Have one of these canapés.” He held out the tray. “They’re your favorite.”

				“I’m not really hungry, but maybe one. Or two. We’re taking Tandy home with us when she wakes up, get out of your hair. She’s not ready to go home alone yet. Though that may not be the situation for long.”

				“Hmm?” It was the best Eve could do as her mind was already starting to float.

				“Aaron’s tagged her here a half-dozen times today. Her boyfriend? He’s so sweet, so groveling. They’ve talked and talked. She cried a lot, but she laughed, too. He wanted—begged, actually—to come over to see her today, but she just wasn’t ready. But she said he could come by our place tonight. He asked her to marry him.”

				“Nice.”

				“She didn’t say yes yet, but she will. She told me it was all she ever wanted, and that maybe all this happened so they can be a stronger family. I knew you’d find her, Dallas.”

				“So you said.”

				“I can’t say it enough. I can’t tell you what it all means, what you did. You and Roarke, and Peabody, McNab, Baxter, that cutie Trueheart. I hope those terrible people sit in a cell in their own body waste until their faces rot off.”

				“Teddy bear,” Leonardo murmured, and she winced.

				“I know. Out with the bad energy, in with the good.” Mavis shifted in her chair. “But I can’t help it. She told me everything that happened.”

				“Wrapped up. Confessions all around, except for Bullock. But I didn’t push too hard for one there. Didn’t need it, and I like watching her try to squirm and writhe.”

				“Busy little bee,” Roarke put in.

				“We’re going to get out of your hive.” Mavis shifted again, winced again.

				“Mavis?” Leonardo came half out of his seat.

				“Just sitting wrong, that’s all. Hard to get comfortable these days. Only ten days to go. Help me up, baby doll, so I can work these kinks out.”

				As he drew her to her feet, Tandy waddled in. “I’m sorry. Oh, hello, Dallas, Roarke. I want to thank you, so much, and there’s so much I want to say. But I’m afraid my water just broke.”

				“Really?” Mavis squealed it as Eve went pale. “Oh, boy, oh, boy! Tandy.” She hurried, as fast as possible, to take her friend’s hands. “We’re going to have a baby! You want us to call Aaron, don’t you?”

				“I do.” The sunlight switched on in Tandy’s face. “I really do.”

				“Don’t you worry about a thing. Leonardo will go by and get your bag at your place, and I’ll go with you to the birthing center. And we’ll…Oh. Uh-oh.”

				Mavis pressed a hand to the side of her belly, hunching a bit, breathing out. “Wow. Gee. Oops. I kind of think maybe I’m in labor.”

				Eve pressed her fingers to her eyes as Leonardo bounded across the room like a drunken bull. “That’s just perfect.”

				“Both of them?” Roarke gripped Eve’s hand, pushed to his feet, pulling her with him. “Now? Both?”

				“Just bloody hell perfect.”

				Hadn’t she just run an op that had taken down two international criminals? And during which, hadn’t she personally kicked a killer in the balls?

				Hadn’t she just faced a personal demon by sitting in Interview with Bullock and seeing her own father’s face?

				She could handle this. Please God.

				But she had two women in labor in her parlor squealing at each other and talking so fast the words were a shiny blur, one expectant father who looked as if he was going to pass out at any moment. And her own husband, who was notoriously cool-headed, had just—literally—shoved her toward the insanity.

				When she glanced over her shoulder to glare at him, he merely pointed at her and gulped down the rest of his wine.

				“Okay, stop! Stop! Here’s what we’re going to do.”

				The squealing and babbling cut off as if she’d sliced through it with a laser, and all eyes turned to her. Since her first clear thought was to scream wildly for Summerset, she bit down ruthlessly on her own rising hysteria.

				“Right. Everybody’s going to get in one of the all-terrains, and we’re going to go to the birthing center.

				“But I need my bag.” Tandy rubbed her belly, breathed out in little puffs. “I have to have it. It has my music and my focus—”

				“Me, too, me, too.” Mavis pressed a hand to the small of her back. “If we don’t have our bags—”

				“And here’s what we’re going to do next. I’ll get Peabody and McNab to go by both your places, get both bags. But we’re going. Now.”

				“Ladies, you need your coats.” Roarke stepped up, laid a bolstering hand on Eve’s shoulder. “Sorry, I clutched,” he said to her. “Ah, Summerset, just who we need. We need a vehicle brought around right away.”

				“Are you in labor, Tandy?”

				“My water broke, and Mavis is having contractions.”

				“Isn’t that lovely,” he said with a calm that made Eve want to punch him even harder than she usually wanted to. “You’ll have your babies together. Mavis, how far apart are the contractions?”

				“I forgot to time.” Ripe panic bubbled out of Leonardo. “I forgot to time.”

				“It’s all right. Did you just start to have contractions?” Summerset asked her.

				“I think I’ve sort of been having them off and on for a couple hours. Maybe three.”

				“A couple hours.” Eve heard that same ripe panic come out of her mouth. “Jesus, Mavis.”

				“It’s perfectly fine.” Summerset shot Eve a damning look. “Tandy, when was your last contraction?”

				“Um. More or less now.” She took a slow breath.

				“I need to time!” Leonardo threw his long arms in the air. “I need to time.”

				“No.” Eve pointed a finger at Leonardo. “We need to go.”

				“Has anyone contacted the midwife?” Summerset asked.

				“Shit.” Eve pulled at her hair. “You call her,” she ordered Summerset. “Tell her we’re heading in, carrying two. And contact Peabody, have her and McNab pick up the baby bags in Tandy’s and Mavis’s apartments. Apparently if we don’t have them, we’re doomed. And you need to contact Aaron Applebee.”

				“Oh, yes, please.” Tandy beamed.

				“Tell him where we’re going and why.”

				“Certainly, now, ladies, sit down.”

				“Sit down! No sitting,” Eve snapped. “Going.”

				“These things take time. You be comfortable while we get your coats and the proper vehicle warmed up for you. Tandy, wouldn’t you like to speak to your Aaron yourself?”

				“Yes. Yes, thank you, I really would.”

				Summerset took a ’link out of his pocket, offered it. “I’ll just contact the midwife, and I’ll be back in a moment with your coats.”

				Whatever his legion of faults, Summerset was efficient—Eve had to admit it. Within fifteen minutes they were driving through the gates. All of them, including Summerset, at Mavis’s and Tandy’s insistence.

				There was constant chatter—about dilation, contractions, focus points, breast-feeding. Eve thought nostalgically of the last time she’d ridden with a crew on a mission. The chatter of cops, the possibility of death or injury.

				It had been a lot less stressful.

				Twice on the drive, Leonardo had to put his head between his knees. She couldn’t really blame him.

				“I’m going to drop them off at the entrance, then park.” Roarke slid a glance toward Eve. “I’m not going to keep driving until I get to Mexico. I’ll be right along. My word.”

				“Just remember, if you’re not, I’ll hunt you down, disarticulate all your limbs, then feed them to small, ugly dogs.”

				“Noted.”

				They were greeted inside by two bright-eyed, cheerful nurses, but Eve’s relief in passing the burden was short-lived.

				“You have to come with us.”

				“Come with you?” She goggled at Mavis. “Leonardo—”

				“He has to check us in.” Mavis grabbed Eve’s hand and clung. “You have to come. Uh-oh.”

				Recognizing the signs now, Eve looked at Summerset. “She’s having another one.”

				“Yes, that’s how it’s done. Go along with her. I’ll bring Leonardo and Roarke.”

				It didn’t seem fair, it didn’t seem right, that she should have to take any part of this solo. But Mavis’s hand was glued to hers, and the nurses were leading them all away.

				“You’re not going to shoot anything out before the rest of the team’s in place, right?”

				“I don’t think so.”

				“Plenty of time.” Mavis’s nurse smiled at Eve. “I’m Dolly, and I’ll be taking care of you, Mavis. Randa will be here soon.”

				“I’m Opal. We’ll just get both of you settled in your room and see how far you’ve progressed. I didn’t see your bags.”

				“Somebody’s bringing them.” Tandy found Eve’s free hand, grabbed it. “We weren’t home when we started. My boyfriend—fiancé—the baby’s father, he’s coming.”

				“We’ll make sure he’s sent right up to you. Don’t worry, Mommy. It’s the first for both of you, isn’t it? And you’re friends, having babies at the same time. Isn’t that fun?”

				“A barrel of monkeys,” Eve muttered.
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				SHE HATED HOSPITALS. IT DIDN’T MATTER IF they put pictures of angelic babies on the pastel walls, arranged small, gardenlike seating areas, and wrapped the staff with rainbows. It was still a hospital—a place where doctors and machines took over your body, and there was usually some sort of pain involved.

				It was no doubt due to Mavis’s celebrity status that she was taken to a birthing room that was appointed like a high-end hotel suite. Bathed in the spillover glory, Tandy was settled into a plush room across the hall.

				Eve’s hopes that all she’d be called on to do, for the moment, was get her charges where they were going were quickly dashed. The only way Mavis would release the vicelike grip on her hand was with the promise Eve would go over, check on Tandy, and come right back.

				“Leonardo and I were going to be with her. And now we’re at countdown, too. She doesn’t have anyone until Aaron gets here.”

				Since Eve was prepared to treat both women as she would a dangerous, wounded animal, she patted Mavis’s white-knuckled hand. “Sure, no problem. I’m on it.”

				She walked over, pushed open the door, and found herself staring at a completely naked, enormously pregnant woman being helped into a short blue gown.

				“Jesus.” Eve slapped her hand over her eyes. “Sorry. Mavis wanted to be sure you were okay.”

				“Oh, don’t worry about me.” Tandy’s voice was cheerful and bright. “You need to be with her now.”

				“No problem. I’m going.”

				“Oh, oh, Dallas. Do you think you could reach Aaron again? Make sure he’s on his way.”

				“You bet.” She turned, went back over, and was flashed with a naked Mavis. “Please, in the name of all that’s holy and good, will someone cover these women?”

				Mavis giggled as Dolly slipped a gown in mad swirls of blue and pink over her head. “Is Tandy all right? Is Leonardo coming? Is Aaron?”

				“She’s fine. I’ll check.”

				Desperate to escape, Eve darted into the hall. There she determined that Aaron had finally gotten into a cab, and Leonardo had just completed the check-ins.

				“Courage,” she reminded herself, and went back into Mavis.

				“Hey! I’m wired!” She was sitting up in bed, flushed with excitement. “See, that’s the baby’s heartbeat, and that one’s to measure contractions.”

				Dolly snapped on a protective glove. “We’re just going to do a cervical check.”

				God have mercy. “I’ll be in the hall.”

				“No, don’t leave!” Mavis shot out a hand. Resigned to the idea there was no God, Eve took it as Mavis assumed the position.

				“Leonardo’s on his way up,” Eve told her, careful to keep her eyes trained on Mavis’s face.

				“About three centimeters,” Dolly announced. “You’ve got plenty of time, so be comfortable. Let me know if I can get you anything. And you, Dallas, is that right?”

				“Yeah.”

				“What can I get you?”

				“A huge glass of wine.”

				Dolly laughed. “Now, now, no alcohol until the toast after baby. How about a nice cup of tea?”

				Eve started to ask for coffee, then remembered hospital sludge was as bad as cop coffee. “Got Pepsi?”

				“Of course.”

				“Moonpie!” Mavis called out when Leonardo came in, carrying an enormous vase of yellow roses. “Aw, you brought me flowers and I haven’t even had the baby yet.”

				“They’re like sunshine, so you can focus on them until the bag gets here.” He leaned over, kissed her gently on the forehead. “Are you all right? Should I get you ice chips, the stability ball? Do you want music?”

				“I’m mag. Three centimeters and counting. I’m so glad you’re here. I’m so glad you’re all here. It’s just like I pictured it. Summerset, would you be an abso angel and be with Tandy until…Oh! Here comes a little one.”

				Since Leonardo was there to hover, Eve stepped away to stand with Roarke. “I saw them naked, both of them, and now I’m scared for life. The human body isn’t meant to stretch like that.”

				“I’m more concerned about other areas of their body stretching.”

				“Oh, please.”

				“That wasn’t so bad,” Mavis said cheerfully, then she gave Leonardo a gooey look. “Honey bear? You know what you asked me before. Last week, and last month, and the month before that?”

				He had both of her hands in his, and pressed them to his heart. “Angel Eyes!”

				“Yes.”

				Eve averted her own eyes as they engaged in the sort of intense liplock that had likely been the precursor to the current situation.

				“We’re getting married!” Mavis sang out.

				“No shit?” Eve responded.

				“Absolutely none. We’re going to be totally hitched.”

				“I’ve been asking her for months.” Leonardo’s face shone like a copper moon. “And finally! I’m going to design you the most fantastic wedding gown.”

				“Oh, but no. Honey-pie, we have to do it now. Before the baby comes.”

				“Now?”

				“I just know it’s right. The baby’s coming, and I want to be your adoring wife when we see him, or her, for the very first time. Up close and personal. Please?”

				“But we don’t have a license, or any arrangements.”

				Her bottom lip trembled. “But it has to be now.”

				“Hold on.” Eve held up a hand before the waterworks could start. “I think we can handle this one. Give us a few.”

				She stepped out with Roarke. “I’m hitting up the mayor,” she said as she pulled out her ’link. “If he won’t clear a license because I fast-talk him into it, I want you on tap to bribe him.”

				“I can do that. They’ll need someone to officiate. The center must have someone who fits that particular bill. I’ll go find out.”

				Eve nodded, took a breath. “Mr. Mayor, this is Lieutenant Dallas. I have a personal favor to ask of you.”

				As she ended the call, Peabody and McNab bounded off the elevator. “Relief troops, sir, with supplies.” Peabody grinned like a maniac. “What’s the status?”

				“They’re having babies. And as if that wasn’t enough, Mavis decided she and Leonardo are getting married. Now.”

				“Here? Now? Holy crap.”

				“I talked the mayor into issuing them a special license. Roarke is hunting up somebody to do the deal.”

				“McNab, go back and start the ’link tree over. We did the contacting,” Peabody told Eve. “I had a list. Now you start it again, and give them the update. Wedding and baby.”

				“I’m all over it. Tandy?”

				“That way. Mavis this way.”

				“I’ll take hers.” Peabody did a little dance. “I’m so glad I put the tiara thing in her bag before we came. She gets to wear it for a bridal headdress.”

				As Peabody opened the door there were squeals—from her, from Mavis. Eve just pressed her fingers to her eyes. When she dropped them, Roarke was coming down the hall with a very pale man Eve recognized as Aaron Applebee.

				“I found a wandering Daddy,” Roarke said.

				“I’ve been so turned around, and my mind just won’t work. Oh, God, you’re Dallas.”

				Before Eve could defend herself, he’d thrown his arms around her, dropped his head on her shoulder. Her terror only increased when she heard him give a muffled sob. “Thank you. Oh, bless you. Thank you for my Tandy, for our baby.”

				“Ah. She’ll probably want to see you. There.”

				“Tandy.” He lurched away, rushed through the door across the hall. “Tandy!”

				“I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

				“Steady on, Lieutenant.” With his hand on Eve’s shoulder, Roarke lifted an inquiring brow at Summerset when he came out of Tandy’s room. “And?”

				“She’s progressing very quickly. I’d say we’ll have a baby in another two hours, three at the most.”

				“We’re about to have a wedding as well. Mavis and Leonardo.”

				Summerset’s lips curved into a smile, so rare to Eve’s mind, she was surprised his face didn’t simply cave in from it. “That’s lovely. Shouldn’t you be with her? As her coaching team?”

				“We’ve been working here.” Eve shifted. “Peabody’s in there.”

				“It’s you she wants,” Summerset reminded her. “I’ll just go in for a moment myself.”

				“I’m not going to feel guilty,” Eve stated firmly. “I’m not going to feel guilty. Okay, shit, I feel guilty.”

				“Once more into the breech?”

				“Don’t say breech.”

				The next hour was busy, with Peabody and McNab standing in as runners between the two laboring women. Trina hurried in, and insisted on doing Mavis’s hair. The midwife moved between the two rooms and pronounced both women right on schedule, with Tandy well in the lead.

				Mavis stalled at six centimeters as Tandy hit ten and was cleared to push.

				The suite filled up, thanks to the ’link tree. It was full of voices and bodies. Doctor Mira and her husband, Louise DiMatto and Charles, Feeney, Nadine, the huge bulk of Crack who’d come straight from his club, the Down and Dirty.

				“It’s like a real wedding. I’m so happy. How do I look?”

				Leonardo kissed Mavis’s fingers. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”

				“Oh, my sweet puppy. Let’s do it! We’ve got everything, right? Flowers.” She clitched the little nosegay of violets Roarke had brought her. “Music, friends. Matron of honor.” She sighed at Eve. “Best man.” And at Roarke.

				“Everything.” Then Leonardo’s eyes widened. “A ring. I don’t have a ring for you.”

				“Oh.” Her bottom lip trembled again, and was heroically firmed. “Oh, well, that’s no big, baby doll. Rings, um, they’re not always the deal anyway.”

				Summerset moved forward. From under his stiffly starched shirt he drew a chain. “If you’ll accept something borrowed, I’d be pleased if you used this until you have your own. It was my wife’s.”

				Tears trembled on Mavis’s lashes. “I’d be so completely honored, thank you. Would you mind giving me away? Would that be okay?”

				He took the ring from the chain, passed it to Leonardo. Eve heard him quietly clear his throat. “I’d be so completely honored.”

				When he shifted back, Eve met his eyes. “Well done,” she said.

				It was perfect, Eve thought. Perfectly Mavis to make her vows and promises—with a couple of pauses for contractions—in the swanky birthing room surrounded by friends and wearing a silly tiara.

				With McNab memorializing it all on his police recorder.

				There wasn’t a dry eye in the room, including her own, when Leonardo’s big hands slipped the borrowed ring on Mavis’s dainty finger.

				After the applause, the kisses, the champagne Roarke smuggled in—you could always count on him—the midwife swung through the door.

				“Congratulations, best wishes, and I’m pleased to announce a new life has begun. Tandy and Aaron have a son. Eight pounds three ounces of perfection. Mavis, I’m to tell you Tandy’s sending her energy to you now. And Dallas? She’d like to see you for a moment.”

				“Me? Why?”

				“I’m just the messenger. All right, Mommy, let’s see how you’re doing.”

				“You’re coming with me,” Eve said and gripped Roarke’s hand.

				“She didn’t ask for me.”

				“I’m not going in there alone.” She pulled him with her.

				In the other suite, Tandy looked pale, sweaty, and a little glassy-eyed, as did the new father. She held a small bundle wrapped in blue.

				“Everything okay in here?”

				“Everything’s brilliant. Isn’t he beautiful?” Tandy turned the baby, so snugly wrapped it put Eve in mind of a blue sausage with a round, alien face.

				“Beautiful,” she agreed, knowing what was expected. “How are you feeling?”

				“Tired, thrilled, madly in love with both my men. But I wanted to introduce you, especially, to Quentin Dallas Applebee.”

				“Who?”

				“The new addition, Lieutenant.” Roarke gave her a little nudge forward.

				“It’s all right, isn’t it?” Tandy asked her. “We wanted him to honor your name. He wouldn’t be with us if it wasn’t for you.”

				Surprised, touched, Eve pushed her hands into her pockets and smiled. “That’s nice. Really nice. That’s a lot of name for a little guy.”

				“We’re going to teach him to live up to it.” Aaron bent down, kissed mother and child. “And how is Mavis?”

				“Slow and steady, the midwife said. It’ll be awhile.”

				“I’ll come over when they let me.”

				“She’ll be around. You’d better get some rest.”

				When she stepped out, Feeney was standing in the hall drinking bad coffee. “Midwife’s checking something on her. I’m not staying in there during that.”

				“What sane person would?” Eve’s communicator signaled.

				“Don’t think you’re going anywhere,” Roarke said darkly.

				“Hey, I signed up, I’m seeing it through. Dallas.”

				“Lieutenant.” Whitney’s face filled the screen. “You’re to report immediately to Riker’s, female facility.”

				“Commander. I’m currently unable to comply. I’m at the birthing center. Mavis—”

				“Now?”

				“Yes, sir. Or shortly. Is this a problem with Madeline Bullock?”

				“It is. She’s dead. Her son broke her neck.”

				When she had the details, was assured Whitney would call in Baxter to handle the investigation, she sat in one of the pretty garden spots with her head in her hands.

				“Why do you blame yourself?” There was impatience in Roarke’s voice. “Why must you take this on? She’s the one who convinced a guard to let her son have visitation.”

				“Stupid. Stupid. They should never have been allowed to see or speak to each other. Not at this point. I’ll be damned if she convinced a guard. She bribed one, and asses will be thoroughly kicked.”

				“Then why are you sitting here, taking on the responsibility?”

				She sat back. “She riled him up, is what she did. Pushing him, pushing him to corroborate her story, to save her own skin at the expense of his. ‘I’m your mother. You owe me life.’ I can fucking hear her saying it, and him listening to her, understanding—finally—he’d be sacrificed. That he wasn’t important enough to her to save, to love.”

				“And still, knowing that, here you sit.”

				“I wanted her to go down, go down the hardest. That’s why I saved her for last in Interview. Let her sweat. That’s why I didn’t hammer at her any harder than I did—let her sweat some more, go back at her again tomorrow. I didn’t offer her a deal, and I was cleared to. I could have closed it up with a decent deal, and enough hammering. But I let her know I was going to see her fry. I let her see it. I wanted her to.”

				“And why not? She was responsible for all of this, for murder, for misery. You wanted justice.”

				“No, or not only. I wanted to give her pain and fear. He did the killings, and he enjoyed doing them. But she twisted him, right from the beginning. She made him what he was, and used him as her tool, she abused him like—”

				Roarke lifted her hand, pressed it to his lips. “As you were.”

				“I saw my father when I went at her in the box. I felt him, and I felt what he’d done, wanted to do, with me.”

				“She was a monster, as he was. But regardless, Winfield Chase was a grown man. He could have escaped her. He could have gotten help.”

				“You don’t believe in help, or escape, when they’re done with you.”

				“He wasn’t you, Eve. And you could never, no matter what, have been like Chase. You could never have made his choices.”

				“No. I know that. And yeah, he had choices, we all do, but she limited them. She skewed them.”

				“And that’s what your father would have done, was trying to do, to you.”

				“He comes back, in my head, in my dreams. So I saw him in her. I saw him when I looked in her eyes, and I wanted her to pay. I wanted her to suffer and to pay and to know why. Now she has paid. I don’t know if she understood why.”

				“Did you want her dead?”

				“No. No, because then it’s over, and that’s not payment enough.” She drew a breath, shaky, then another, stronger. “Whitney said it happened fast. They’re talking, and Chase just reached over, snapped her neck. He didn’t even try to resist afterward, just let them haul him away. They’ve got him on suicide watch.”

				“Look at me, listen to me.” His tone was brisk and firm. He wouldn’t have it, wouldn’t have her carrying this load. “Can’t you see whatever you wanted, however you played this, it would have ended the same? She wouldn’t have been satisfied with a deal. She would still have tried to use him, he would still have killed her.”

				“Maybe. Maybe.”

				“Eve, you saw that child moments ago, that tiny new life that carries part of your name. There’s a beginning for you, and you helped bring it to be. It’s pure. We can’t be, you and I, and he won’t stay that way. But by doing what you did, by being what you are, you gave him his family.”

				“So close it up where it belongs.” She closed her eyes, nodded. “You’re right, I know you’re right. I will.”

				“Dallas? Sorry.” Peabody stifled a yawn. “Mavis is asking for you. Oh, and she’s up to seven. Some of us are heading down to get a bite to eat. We’re taking Leonardo, because the midwife said we’ve got time.”

				“But—”

				“She said she’d really just like a little quiet time, with you.”

				“Okay, okay. Wipe that relieved look off your face, ace,” she warned Roarke. “You’re still going to be there for liftoff.”

				“God pity me.” But he rose, put his arms around her, brushed his lips over her brow. “Think of what’s been saved,” he murmured. “Think of the look on Tandy’s face when she held her son. There’s no place for the dark here.”

				“Right again.” She held onto him one more moment. “Thanks.”

				Eve thought Mavis was starting to show a little wear when she went back in. “Something happened.” Mavis pushed a little straighter in bed. “Tandy? The baby?”

				“No, no, they’re fine. Something on the job.” Close it up, she reminded herself, and remember what’s begun. “It’s not important.”

				“You don’t have to leave?”

				“Mavis, I’m not going anywhere till you get this job done. How’re you doing? And are you sick of having people ask you that?”

				“I’m pretty okay, and no. It’s kind of frosty, being the focus, you know? It’s not like when I’m performing. This is so real, like primal even, and I’m the only one who can do it. Can you just sit here, be with me?”

				“At your beck.”

				Because Mavis patted the bed, Eve sat on the side of it. “I wanted…Oh, here it comes again. Getting stronger. Shit, damn, fuck.”

				“You gotta breathe. Where’s the focus thing?”

				“You are, right now. I’m sick of looking at fucking sunshine.”

				Mavis puffed, staring so hard into Eve’s eyes, Eve wondered she didn’t lance right through to her brain. Then she remembered one of the options from the class, and laid hands on Mavis’s belly, rubbing light circles on what now felt like a mound of concrete.

				“Easing back, isn’t it? Yeah, it is,” Eve said with a glance toward the monitor. “Coming down, leveling off, good work. Blow it out.”

				When she had, Mavis managed a grin. “You were paying attention in class.”

				“I’ll remind you I’m a cop. We hear and see all. You know, they have drugs for this.”

				“Yeah, and I’m thinking about it. It’s just I’ve never done anything like this before. I think I’m going to go a while longer first. Right now, I wanted the just-you-and-me time. Look.”

				She held up her left hand, and Summerset’s ring glinted.

				“Yeah, I’m happy for you.”

				“Couple of old married ladies now. Who’d’ve thought it? Pretty soon, I’m going to be a mother. I want more than anything to be a good one.”

				“Mavis, it’s in the bag.”

				“There are so many ways to screw up. I used to be such a screw-up. But I came around, right?”

				“Yeah, you did.”

				“I wanted to say something to you, before everything changes again. Because I know this is going to change everything. A good change. An abso mag change, but still. Dallas, you’re the best person I know.”

				“Are you sure you haven’t had drugs already?”

				Mavis gave a watery laugh. “I mean it. Leonardo, he’s the sweetest, but you’re the best. You do what’s right, you do what matters, whatever it takes. You’re the first of my family, and you really started me on the road. I wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t be doing this except for you.”

				“I think Leonardo had more to do with it.”

				Mavis grinned, rubbed her belly. “Yeah, he had the fun part. I love you. We love you.” She took Eve’s hand, laid it on her belly. “I wanted to tell you.”

				“Mavis, if I didn’t love you, I’d be a thousand miles from this room.”

				“I know.” Now she hooted out a wicked laugh. “It’s kind of a kick to know. But you do what’s right. You do what matters, so you are so completely stuck. Oh, shit, damn, fuck, here comes another one.”

				 

				Two hours later, with a little something to take the leading edge off, Mavis was pronounced “ready to push.”

				“All right, team.” Randa lifted the tent between Mavis’s legs. “Positions.”

				“Why is this my position?” Eve demanded when she was maneuvered to the bottom of the bed.

				“Mavis, I want you to take a long deep breath on the next contraction, hold it for the count of ten, and push. Dallas, give her resistance. Leonardo, on the resistance, pull. Roarke, on breathing.”

				“It’s coming!”

				“Get your breath, and go. Push! One, two…”

				“Mag! You’re amazing,” Leonardo declared when the contraction passed. “You’re a miracle. Breathe slow now, sugarcake. You don’t want to hyperventilate.”

				“I love you,” Mavis said with her eyes closed and her face slack. “But if you tell me how to breathe one more time, I’ll yank your tongue out of your mouth and strangle you with it. Here it comes again.”

				During the next hour, Leonardo bathed Mavis’s face with cool cloths, gave her ice chips, hunched in shame when she snapped at his over-cheery encouragement.

				For herself, Eve did her job and looked anywhere but at what was going on below.

				“I think we should switch.” She narrowed her eyes at Roarke as Mavis sucked in for the next round.

				“There’s no power in heaven or hell that could make me go down there.”

				“That’s the way, Mavis,” Randa encouraged. “See, the head.”

				Instinctively Roarke glanced at the mirror angled for Mavis. “Oh, God! My eyes.”

				Pulling on the bright red strap Leonardo held, pushing strongly with her foot against Eve, Mavis let out a nearly inhuman growl, then plopped back and panted.

				“A couple more,” the midwife told her. “Just a couple more.”

				“I don’t know if I can.”

				“You can do it, starshine!”

				Mavis bared her teeth at Leonardo. “You want to switch places? Shit, shit, shit.” She reared up, grabbed the strap, and dug her free hand, nails first, into Roarke’s.

				“Head’s out. What a great face!”

				With one eye shut, Eve looked down, and saw the wet, slack face that was vaguely human poked out of Mavis’s crotch. “Is that even possible? Can that be right?”

				“One more, Mavis, and you’ve got yourself a baby.”

				“I’m so tired.”

				Eve blew the hair out of her eyes, waited until Mavis’s glazed ones met hers. “One more time, for-the-money shot.”

				“Okay, okay, here it comes.”

				It slid out, slippery, wriggling as Mavis pushed with a vengeance. Its cry was raw and irritated, in counterpoint to Mavis’s weeping laugh. “My baby! Our baby! What is it? I can’t see that part. Does it have a dingle or not?”

				Eve cocked her head as the midwife held up the now-wailing baby. “Dingle-free. It’s a girl. Got some serious lungs on her.”

				Leonardo wept as he cut the cord, wept as the baby was laid on Mavis’s belly. “Look at my beautiful girls. Look at my girls.” He spoke it like a prayer. “Do you see them?”

				“It all right, Daddy.” Mavis crooned, stroking his hair with one hand, the baby’s back with the other. “Hello, my baby. Hello, true love. I’m going to do everything I can so the world doesn’t suck for you.”

				“We’ll need her for just a minute,” Randa told Mavis. “Just to clean her up, to weigh her. Dolly’s going to take her and bring her right back to you. She’s a real beauty, Mom.”

				“Mom.” Mavis pressed her lips to the baby’s head before Dolly lifted her. “I’m a mom. Thank you.” She reached for Roarke’s hand, then smiled down at Eve. “Thank you.”

				“She is beautiful.” Roarke leaned over to kiss Mavis’s cheek. “Like a perfectly beautiful doll.”

				“She’ll suit her name.” Leonardo wiped tears from his eyes.

				“We went all over the place on names, remember, Dallas?”

				“I think Radish was the last you ran by me.”

				“Apricot.” Mavis rolled her eyes, and simply glowed. “But we decided to go with something softer, if it was a girl. Something sweet. She’s Bella. Bella Eve. We’ll call her Belle.”

				The beautiful Belle was wrapped in a pink blanket, her pretty bald head covered in a pink hat, and placed in her father’s big arms. “Now,” he whispered, “I have everything. I have the world.”

				 

				Hours later, Eve stood in the quiet of her own bedroom, and pulled off her boots. “Hell of a day.”

				“Hell of several.”

				“We did okay, didn’t we? Coach Roarke.”

				“Some shaky moments, but I think, yes, we did just fine. And thank all the gods it’s done.”

				“It kind of looked like that vid—the pod people vid, before they’re fully formed.”

				Tunneling his fingers through his hair, Roarke frowned at her. “Invasion of the Body Snatchers?”

				“Yeah, that. It—I mean she—kind of looked like that when she came out, then she didn’t. She looked mostly real. I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but I’m glad Mavis cornered us into doing this. It meant a lot, to see this through with her.”

				“It did.” He crossed to her, put his arms around her. “And you’ve two lives, two new beginnings, carrying your name. That’s quite a tribute, Lieutenant.”

				“Hope I never have to arrest them.”

				He laughed, swept her up. “I want you in bed.”

				“I want to be there, too. Be glad if you came along.” She pressed her lips to the side of his neck. “I’ve got to clean up the mess tomorrow, on the job. Tie up the last of it. Might take two days, but no more than. Anyway, the new mother will sulk if we don’t come in and ga-ga over Belle. But then, it’s just you and me, pal. Dancing naked under the tropical sun.”

				“Hallelujah.”

				When she was wrapped around him, she let it all go, the questions, the answers, life and death. They’d all wait for her until the morning.
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				A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops.

				—HENRY ADAMS
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				POP QUIZZES WERE KILLERS. LIKE AMBUSHING assassins they elicited fear and loathing in the prey, and a certain heady power in the hunter.

				As Craig Foster prepared to take his lunch break and finish refining the quiz, he knew how his fifth-period U.S. history class would respond. Groans and gasps, winces of misery or panic. He understood completely. At twenty-six, he wasn’t so far removed from the student section of the classroom to have forgotten the pain or the anxiety.

				He got out his insulated lunch sack. Being a creature of habit, he knew that his wife—and wasn’t it just mag being married—would have packed him a poultry pocket, an apple, some soy chips, and his favorite hot chocolate.

				He never asked her to pack his lunch, or to make sure his socks were washed and folded in pairs and stacked in the right-hand side of his top drawer. But she said she liked doing things for him. The seven months they’d been married had been the best of his life. And it hadn’t sucked before that, either, he decided.

				He had a job he loved, and was damn good at, he thought with a quick burst of pride. He and Lissette had a very decent apartment within reasonable walking distance of the school. His students were bright and interesting—and, bonus time, they liked him.

				They’d grumble and sweat a bit over the pop quiz, but they’d do fine.

				Before he got down to work, he shot his bride an e-mail.

				
					Hey, Lissy! How about I pick up that soup you like, and the big salad on the way home from work tonight?

					Miss you. Love every sweet inch of you!

					You know who.

				

				It made him smile thinking about how it would make her smile. Then he switched back to the quiz. He studied his comp screen as he poured out the first cup of hot chocolate and lifted the pocket bread filled with soy products masquerading as thinly sliced turkey.

				There was so much to teach; so much to learn. The history of the country was rich and diversified and dramatic, full of tragedy, comedy, romance, heroism, cowardice. He wanted to pass all of it on to his students, to make them see how the country, and the world they lived in, had evolved into what they were in the early months of 2060.

				He ate, added questions, deleted others. And he drank deep of his favorite chocolate as a soft snow fell outside the classroom window.

				As the days of his own short history ticked minute by minute closer to their end.

				

				Schools gave her the willies. It was a humbling thing for a tough-minded, kick-ass cop to admit, even to herself. But there it was. Lieutenant Eve Dallas, arguably New York City’s top murder cop, would rather have been stalking through an abandoned tenement in search of a psychotic chemi-head juiced on Zeus than striding down the pristine hallways of staunchly upper-middle-class Sarah Child Academy.

				Despite the bright, primary colors along walls and floors, the sparkling glass of the windows, it was, for Eve, just another torture chamber.

				Most of the doors along the maze were open, and the rooms beyond empty but for the desks, tables, counters, screens, boards.

				Eve glanced over at Principal Arnette Mosebly, a sturdy, heading-toward-statuesque woman of about fifty. Her mixed-race heritage had given her skin the color of caramel cream and eyes of misty blue. Her hair was a glossy black worn in a ball of corkscrew curls. She wore a long black skirt with a short red jacket. The heels of her sensible shoes clicked and clacked on the floor as they walked along the second-floor corridor.

				“Where are the kids?” Eve asked.

				“I had them taken to the auditorium until their parents or guardians can pick them up. Most of the staff is there as well. I thought it best, and most respectful, to cancel afternoon classes.”

				She paused a few feet away from where a uniformed cop stood in front of a closed door.

				“Lieutenant, this is beyond tragic for us, and the children. Craig…” She pressed her lips together, looked away. “He was young and bright and enthusiastic. His whole life ahead of him, and—” She broke off, held up a hand as she struggled for composure. “I understand this sort of thing, I mean to say, having the police involved is routine in matters like this. But I hope you’ll be as discreet and efficient as it’s possible to be. And that it will be possible for us to wait to—to transport the body until after all the students have left the building.”

				Now she straightened her shoulders. “I don’t know how that young man could have become so ill. Why would he have come in today if he was feeling unwell? His wife—he’s only been married a few months—I haven’t contacted her yet. I wasn’t sure—”

				“You’re going to want to leave that to us. If you’ll give us a few moments.”

				“Yes. Yes, of course.”

				“Record on, Peabody,” Eve said to her partner. She nodded to the guard who stepped to the side.

				Eve opened the door, stood at the threshold. She was a tall, lanky woman with a choppy cap of brown hair, with brown eyes that were flat and dispassionate now as she scanned the scene. Her movements were easy as she took a can of Seal-It from her field kit, coated her hands, her boots.

				In nearly a dozen years on the force, she’d seen a lot worse than the doomed history teacher sprawled on the floor in pools of his own vomit and shit.

				Eve noted the time and place for the record. “MTs responded to the nine-one-one, arriving at fourteen-sixteen. Pronounced victim, identified as Foster, Craig, at fourteen-nineteen.”

				“Lucky we drew a couple MTs on the call who knew better than to move the body,” Peabody commented. “Poor bastard.”

				“Having lunch at his desk? Place like this probably runs to a staff lounge, cafeteria, whatever.” Remaining at the threshold, Eve cocked her head. “Knocked over a jumbo insulated bottle, the chair.”

				“Looks more like a seizure than a struggle.” Peabody skirted the edge of the room, her airboots squishing slightly. She checked the windows. “Locked.” She angled so she could study the desk, the body from that side of the room.

				While her body was as sturdy as Arnette Mosebly’s, Peabody’s build would never be statuesque. Her dark hair had grown past the nape of her neck and curved up at the ends in a flirty little flip Eve had yet to resign herself to.

				“Working lunch,” Peabody noted. “Lesson plans or grading papers. Allergic reaction to something he ate, maybe.”

				“Oh, yeah, I’d say.” Eve crossed to the body, hunkered down. She’d run prints, do the standard gauge for TOD, all the rest, but for a moment she simply studied the dead.

				Spider legs of broken vessels ran through the whites of his eyes. There were traces of foam as well as vomit clinging to his lips. “Tried to crawl after it hit him,” she murmured. “Tried to crawl for the door. Get the formal ID, Peabody, verify TOD.”

				Rising, Eve moved carefully around the puddles of what Craig’s body had voided, and picked up the insulated cup she saw, which had his name engraved in silver over black. Sniffed.

				“You think somebody poisoned this guy?” Peabody asked.

				“Hot chocolate. And something else.” Eve bagged the cup into evidence. “Color of the vomit, signs indicating seizure, extreme distress. Yeah, I’m thinking poison. ME will verify. We’ll need to get clearance to access his medicals from the next of kin. Work the scene. I’m going to talk to Mosebly again, and pull in the witnesses.”

				Eve stepped out again. Arnette Mosebly paced the hallway with a PPC in her hand. “Principal Mosebly? I’m going to have to ask you not to contact anyone, speak with anyone just yet.”

				“Oh…I—actually, I was just—” She turned the PPC around so Eve could see the miniscreen. “Word game. Something to occupy my mind for a bit. Lieutenant, I’m worried about Lissette. Craig’s wife. She needs to be told.”

				“She will be. Right now I’d like to speak with you, in private. And I need to interview the students who found the body.”

				“Rayleen Straffo and Melodie Branch. The officer who responded said they couldn’t leave the building, and had to be separated.” Her lips thinned now in obvious disapproval. “Those girls were traumatized, Lieutenant. They were hysterical, as one would expect under these kinds of circumstances. I have Rayleen with the grief counselor, and Melodie with our nurse practitioner. Their parents should be with them by now.”

				“You notified their parents.”

				“You have your procedure, Lieutenant. I have mine.” She gave one of those regal nods Eve imagined were required in Principal Training 101. “My first priority is the health and safety of my students. These girls are ten years old, and they walk into that.” She nodded toward the door. “God knows what damage it’s done to them, emotionally.”

				“Craig Foster isn’t feeling so well himself.”

				“I have to do what needs to be done to protect my students. My school—”

				“Right now, it’s not your school. It’s my crime scene.”

				“Crime scene?” Color drained from Arnette’s face. “What do you mean? What crime?”

				“That’s what I’m going to find out. I want the witnesses brought in, one at a time. Your office is probably the best place for the interviews. One parent or guardian per child during the interview.”

				“Very well, then. Come with me.”

				“Officer?” Eve looked over her shoulder. “Tell Detective Peabody I’m going to the principal’s office.”

				His mouth twitched, very slightly. “Yes, sir.”

				

				It was a different kettle altogether, Eve discovered, when you were the honcho instead of the one in the hot seat. Not that she’d particularly been a discipline problem in her day, she remembered. Mostly, she’d tried to be invisible, just get by, just get through and get out of the whole educational prison the day it was legal to do so.

				But she hadn’t always managed it. A smart mouth and a bad attitude had surfaced often enough to earn her a few trips down to that hot seat.

				She was supposed to be grateful the state was providing her, a ward thereof, with an education, with a home, with enough food to sustain life. She was supposed to be grateful to have clothes on her back, even if someone else had worn them first. She was supposed to want to better herself, which had been tough when she hadn’t remembered, not clearly, where she’d come from in the first place.

				What she remembered most were the smug-toned lectures, the disappointed frowns that didn’t quite hide the superiority.

				And the endless, the terminal, the all-pervasive boredom.

				Of course, it hadn’t been smart and spiffy private schools for her, with state-of-the-art educational equipment, sparkling clean classrooms, stylish uniforms, and a one-teacher-per-six-students ratio.

				She’d be willing to bet her next paycheck that the Sarah Child Academy didn’t run to fist fights in the hallways, or homemade boomers in the lockers.

				But today, at least, it ran to murder.

				While she waited in Mosebly’s office with its homey touches of live plants and stylish teapots, she did a quick run on the victim.

				Foster, Craig, age twenty-six. No criminal. Both parents still living, she noted, and still married to each other. They lived in New Jersey, where Craig himself had been born and raised. He’d attended Columbia on a partial scholarship, earned his teaching certificate, and was working on a master’s degree in history.

				He’d married Bolviar, Lissette, in July of the previous year.

				He looked fresh and eager in his ID photo, Eve mused. A handsome young man with a clear complexion the color of roasted chestnuts. Deep, dark eyes, and dark hair worn in what Eve thought they were calling a high-top. Shaved close on the sides and back, brushed high on the crown.

				His shoes had been trendy, too, she recalled. Black and silver gels, with ankle wraps. Pricey. But his sports jacket had been dirt brown, worn at the cuffs. Decent wrist unit, which had struck her as a knockoff. And a shiny gold band on the third finger of his left hand.

				She imagined, when Peabody completed the scene, there would be under fifty credits in Craig’s pockets.

				She made a few quick notes.

				

				Where did the hot chocolate come from?

				Who had access to the insulated cup?

				Shared classroom?

				Time line. Last to see vic alive, first to find body.

				Insurance policies, death benefits? Beneficiaries?

				

				She glanced up as the door opened.

				“Lieutenant?” Mosebly stepped in, one hand on the shoulder of a young girl with milky skin dotted with freckles that went with her carrot-red hair. The hair was long and brushed back into a sleek tail.

				She looked slight and shaky in her navy blazer and spotless khakis.

				“Melodie, this is Lieutenant Dallas, with the police. She needs to speak with you. Lieutenant Dallas, this is Melodie’s mother, Angela Miles-Branch.”

				The kid had gotten the hair and skin from Mom, Eve noted. And Mom looked just as shaky.

				“Lieutenant, I wonder if this could possibly wait until tomorrow. I’d prefer taking Melodie home now.” Angela had Melodie’s hand in a death grip. “My daughter isn’t feeling well. Understandably.”

				“It’ll be easier all around if we do this now. It shouldn’t take long. Principal Mosebly, if you’ll excuse us.”

				“I feel I should stay, as a representative of the school and as Melodie’s advocate.”

				“A representative isn’t required at this time, and the minor child’s mother is present as her advocate. You’ll need to step out.”

				There was an argument in Mosebly’s eyes, but she tightened her jaw, stepped out of the room.

				“Why don’t you take a seat, Melodie?”

				Two fat tears, one for each big blue eye, spilled out. “Yes, ma’am. Mom?”

				“I’m going to be right here.” Keeping hands joined, Angela took the seat beside her daughter. “This has been terrible for her.”

				“Understood. Melodie, I’m going to record this.”

				With the nod came two more silent tears. At the moment, Eve wondered why the hell she hadn’t taken the scene and sicced Peabody on the kids. “Why don’t you just tell me what happened?”

				“We went into Mr. Foster’s class—um, Rayleen and I. We knocked first, because the door was closed. But Mr. Foster doesn’t mind if you need to talk to him.”

				“And you needed to talk to Mr. Foster.”

				“About the project. Ray and I are project partners. We’re doing a multimedia report on the Bill of Rights. It’s due in three weeks, and it’s our big second-term project. It counts for twenty-five percent of our grade. We wanted him to see the outline. He doesn’t mind if you ask him questions before class, or after.”

				“Okay. Where were you before you went to Mr. Foster’s classroom?”

				“I had lunch period, and my study group. Ray and I got permission from Ms. Hallywell to leave study group a few minutes early to speak with Mr. Foster. I have the pass.”

				She started to reach into her pocket.

				“That’s okay. You went inside the classroom.”

				“We started to. We were talking, and we opened the door. It smelled awful. That’s what I said, I said: ‘Holy jeez, it really stinks in here.’” Tears rained again. “I’m sorry I said that, but—”

				“It’s okay. What happened then?”

				“I saw him. I saw him on the floor, and there was like, oh, gosh, there was all this vomit and everything. And Ray screamed. Or I did. I guess we both did. And we ran out and Mr. Dawson came running down the hall and asked us what was the matter. He told us to stay there and he went back. He went inside. I watched him go inside. And he came out really fast, with his hand like this.”

				She clamped her free hand over her mouth. “He used his talkie, I think, to call Principal Mosebly. And then Ms. Mosebly came and called the nurse. And then the nurse, Nurse Brennan, came and took us to the infirmary. She stayed with us, until Mr. Kolfax came and he took Ray with him. I stayed with Nurse Brennan until my mom came.”

				“Did you see anyone else go into Mr. Foster’s room, or leave it?”

				“No, ma’am.”

				“When you were walking from your study group to the classroom, did you see anyone?”

				“Um. I’m sorry. Um. Mr. Bixley was coming out of the boys’ restroom, and we passed Mr. Dawson on the way. We showed him our pass. I think that was all, but I wasn’t paying attention.”

				“How did you know Mr. Foster would be in his classroom?”

				“Oh, he’s always in his classroom before fifth period on Mondays. He always has his lunch in there on Mondays. And the last fifteen minutes is when he allows students to come in and talk, if they really need to. Even before that he doesn’t mind if it’s important. He’s so nice. Mom.”

				“I know, baby. Lieutenant, please.”

				“Nearly done. Melodie, did either you or Rayleen touch Mr. Foster, or anything in the classroom?”

				“Oh, no, no, ma’am. We just ran away. It was awful, and we ran away.”

				“All right. Melodie, if you remember anything else, any little thing at all, I need you to tell me.”

				The child rose. “Lieutenant Dallas? Ma’am?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Rayleen said, when we were in the infirmary, Rayleen said that they would have to take Mr. Foster away in a big bag. Do you? Do you have to?”

				“Oh, Melodie.” Angela turned the child into her, held tight.

				“We’re going to take care of Mr. Foster now,” Eve said. “It’s my job to take care of him, and I will. Talking to me helps me do my job, it helps me take care of him.”

				“Really?” Melodie sniffled, sighed. “Thank you. I want to go home now. May I go home now?”

				Eve met the girl’s drenched eyes, nodded, then shifted her gaze to the mother. “We’ll be in touch. I appreciate your cooperation.”

				“This has been very hard on the girls. Very hard. Come on, sweetheart. We’re going home.”

				Angela draped her arm around Melodie’s shoulders and walked her from the room. Eve pushed away from the desk, followed them to the doorway. Mosebly was already heading for the pair.

				“Principal Mosebly? Question.”

				“I’m just going to escort Mrs. Miles-Branch and Melodie out.”

				“I’m sure they know the way. In your office.”

				Eve didn’t bother to sit this time, but simply leaned back on the desk. Mosebly steamed in, fists knotted at her sides.

				“Lieutenant Dallas, while I perfectly understand you have a job to do, I’m appalled by your dismissive and arrogant attitude.”

				“Yeah, I get that. Was it Mr. Foster’s habit to bring his own lunch and beverage to work?”

				“I…I believe it was. At least several days a week. We have a nutritionist-certified cafeteria, of course. And state-approved vending. But many members of the staff prefer to bring their own, at least occasionally.”

				“He generally eat alone? At his desk?”

				Mosebly rubbed her thumb and forefinger over her forehead. “As far as I know he took his lunch in his classroom two or three days a week. A teacher’s work encompasses more than can be done during school hours. There are lesson plans, grading, reading, lecture and lab preparations. Craig, like most of the staff, was also pursuing his own further education, which requires study and writing, and so forth. He’d lunch at his desk so that he could work while he ate. He was dedicated.”

				The anger seemed to drain out of her. “He was young and idealistic. He loved teaching, Lieutenant Dallas, and it showed.”

				“Did he have any problems with anyone on staff?”

				“I’m really not aware of any. He was a friendly, easygoing young man. I felt, both personally and professionally, that we were fortunate to have him on our faculty.”

				“Dismiss anyone lately?”

				“No. We have very little turnover here at Sarah Child. Craig was in his second year with us. He filled a hole left by one of our teachers who retired after fifty years of service. Twenty-eight of those years were given right here, at Sarah Child.”

				“How about you? How long have you been here?”

				“Three, as principal. I have twenty-five years in education, and in administration.”

				“When did you last see Mr. Foster?”

				“I saw him briefly this morning.” As she spoke, Mosebly went to a small cold box, took out a bottle of water. “He’d come in early to use the fitness facilities, as he did routinely. All staff are permitted to use the machines, programs, the pool, and so on. Craig made use of the privilege nearly every morning.”

				She sighed as she poured water into a short glass. “Would you like some, Lieutenant?”

				“I’m good.”

				“I had a swim myself this morning, and was just leaving the pool area when he came in. We said good morning. I complained about the traffic, and kept going. I was in a hurry. I heard him dive in,” she murmured, then took a slow sip of water. “I heard the splash as I opened the locker room door. Oh, God.”

				“What time was that?”

				“About seven-thirty. I had an eight o’clock phone conference, and I was running behind because I’d spent too long in the pool. I was annoyed with myself, and barely spoke to Craig.”

				“Where’d he keep his lunch?”

				“Why, in his classroom, I suppose. Possibly the lounge, but I don’t recall I’ve ever seen him put anything in or take anything out of the friggie or cupboard in there.”

				“Would the classroom be locked?”

				“No. The school is, naturally, secured, but individual classrooms aren’t locked. There’s no purpose, and the Sarah Child program is based on trust and responsibility.”

				“All right. You can send for the second witness. Rayleen Straffo.”

				Mosebly nodded, but there was nothing regal about it this time. “What about the other students? My staff?”

				“We’re going to need to interview the staff before any leave the building. You can dismiss the students, but I’ll need your registration list.”

				“Very well.”

				Alone, Eve pulled out her communicator to tag Peabody. “Status.”

				“The body’s just being transported. The ME on the wagon concurs with your poisoning assessment, though he won’t commit until the vic’s on the slab. The sweepers are on scene. It looks as if the vic was working on his comp at TOD. Putting together a pop quiz for his next class.”

				“There’s a motive,” Eve said dryly.

				“I hated the pop quiz, and question its constitutionality. I did a quick check of the comp, and found the vic sent out an e-mail from that unit to an LFoster@Blackburnpub.com at twelve-oh-six today. No communication in or out prior to.”

				“Wife’s name is Lissette. Content?”

				“Just a sweetheart note, offering to pick up dinner on the way home from work. Recipient responded in the same tone, in the affirmative, at fourteen-forty-eight. Return post was not read.”

				“Okay. I’m waiting for the second wit. I’ll send the principal back to you, have her set you up somewhere. Get started on interviewing the staff and let’s nail the time line in each case. I’ll take my share of them in here once I finish with the kid. Meanwhile, verify the wife’s residence and place of employment. We’ll notify after we leave here.”

				“And the fun never ends.”

				Eve clicked off as the door reopened, and again Mosebly entered with her hand on the shoulder of a young girl.

				This one was blonde, with a cascade of curls held back from her face with a violet band. The band matched her eyes. They were puffy at the moment, red-rimmed, dominating a face of dewy skin with a slightly tipped-up nose. The mouth, rosy and bottom heavy, quivered.

				She wore the same kind of uniform as Melodie, with the addition of a small gold star pinned to the lapel of the blazer.

				“Rayleen, this is Lieutenant Dallas. Lieutenant, Rayleen is here with her father, Oliver Straffo. I’ll be just outside if I’m needed.”

				“Have a seat, Rayleen.”

				“Lieutenant.” Oliver kept his daughter’s hand in his. His voice resonated in the room, like a good actor’s in a theater. He was tall, gilded like his daughter. But his eyes were a cold steel-gray. She’d met them before. In court.

				High-powered, high-dollar, high-profile defense attorney, she thought.

				Crap.

			

		

	
		
			
				2

			

			
				“I’M ALLOWING THIS INTERVIEW,” HE BEGAN, “in this place, at this time, because I feel it’s in the best interest of my daughter’s emotional well-being. However, if I don’t like the tone or the texture of this interview, I will stop it and take my daughter away. Is that clear?”

				“Sure. I was going to dig out the thumbscrews, but I don’t remember where I left them. Have a seat. Rayleen, I just need you to tell me what happened.”

				Rayleen looked at her father first, got his nod. Then she sat, as he did, with admirable posture. “I found Mr. Foster. Melodie was with me. It was awful.”

				“Explain to me how you found him. How you got to his classroom at that time of day.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” She took a deep breath as if to prepare herself for an oral report. “I was in my study group, but I wanted, especially, to talk to Mr. Foster about the project I’m working on with Melodie. It’s worth a full quarter of our second-term grade in U.S. history, and I wanted to do the best I could. I’m ranked first in my grade, and this is one of the most important projects of this term.”

				“Okay, so you left study group for Mr. Foster’s classroom.”

				“Yes, ma’am. Ms. Hallywell gave us a pass so we could go to Mr. Foster’s class early. He always has his lunch there on Mondays, and he lets students come in during the last fifteen minutes to talk to him, if they need to.”

				“What time did you leave study group?”

				“I have the pass. It’s time-stamped.” Again she looked at her father for permission, then drew the pass out. “Melodie and I each have one. That’s the school rule. It says twelve forty-seven P.M.”

				Eve made a mental note to walk the route to gauge the time it would take. “You went directly from study group to the classroom.”

				“Oh, yes, ma’am. Loitering in the hallways between classes is an infraction, and three infractions within a thirty-day period results in a loss of privileges.” Her voice went prissy, reminding Eve that Rayleen was just the sort of kid she’d done her best to avoid in the cell block of school. “I don’t have any infractions on my record.”

				“Good for you. How long did it take you to get from study group to Mr. Foster’s classroom?”

				“Oh, it couldn’t have been more than a couple of minutes. Maybe three? I’m not absolutely certain, but we went right there. We were just talking, about the project, and some ideas for it. The door was closed, so we knocked first, then we opened it. And it smelled bad. It smelled sick, I guess. Melodie said something about the smell, and…” She pressed her lips together. “I laughed. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know, Daddy, I didn’t know.”

				“It’s all right, Ray. Of course you didn’t know.”

				“Then we saw him. He was lying there, and he was…” She hiccupped twice, then simply crawled out of her chair and into her father’s lap.

				“It’s all right, baby. It’s all right, Ray.” His eyes lasered into Eve’s as he stroked Rayleen’s hair. “Lieutenant.”

				“You know I need to finish this. You know it’s vital to get the details as quickly as possible.”

				“I don’t know what else.” Her voice was muffled as she pressed her face to her father’s chest. “We ran, we ran away. And Mr. Dawson was there, and he said to stay where we were. I sat down, I think. I sat on the floor, and we were crying, and Mr. Dawson came back. His hands were shaking when he took out his talkie and called Principal Mosebly.”

				“Did you see anybody else go in or out of the classroom?”

				“Principal Mosebly went to the door, then she called for the nurse and they took us—Melodie and me—to the infirmary.”

				“On the way to the classroom, did you see anyone?”

				“I think, yes, I think Mr. Bixley came out of the boys’ room, the restroom. He had his toolbox because one of the sinks was stopped up. That was before, before we passed Mr. Dawson and showed our passes. I went in first, into the classroom first. I was the first to see him.”

				She lifted her tear-streaked face. “I don’t see how Mr. Foster could be dead. I don’t see how. He was my very favorite teacher.”

				Her shoulders shook as she clung to her father.

				“You can’t need any more from her,” Oliver said quietly. “I’m taking her home.”

				“If she remembers anything else—”

				“If she does, I’ll contact you.”

				He rose, and carrying his daughter, strode from the room.

				

				Eve started with Eric Dawson. He was a science teacher, in his middle fifties, and had been instructing at the academy for fifteen years. He carried a little paunch, and since his shirt buttons strained over it, Eve assumed he was in denial over it. His sandy hair showed a little glint of gray at the temples. Pockets of fatigue dogged his light brown eyes.

				“I didn’t go in,” he told Eve. “No more than a step or two. I could see…Anyone could see Craig was gone. I’d been annoyed with the girls, all that screaming. I thought they’d seen a spider or something equally foolish.” He paused, passed a hand over his face. “But as soon as I saw them…Even silly girls don’t reach that level of hysteria over a spider.”

				“Did you see anyone else, other than the two girls?”

				“I’d just left Dave Kolfax and Reed Williams in the staff lounge. We’d had lunch together, as we sometimes do. And I passed Leanne Howard going in. I was going to the chem lab to set up for the next class.”

				“When did you last see Mr. Foster alive?”

				“Oh, God. God. In the lounge, before classes this morning. I was having a coffee, and he had a tube of Pepsi from Vending. He didn’t drink coffee. I used to tease him about it. We talked a little about a mutual student, Bradley Curtis. His parents are divorcing, and Brad’s grades have been sliding. We agreed it was time for a meeting with the parents and a counselor. Then, ah, Reed came in. Yes, to grab a coffee. When I left they were talking about some action vid they’d both seen recently. I didn’t see him again until…”

				“How did you get along?”

				“With Craig? I liked him quite a lot. Quite a lot,” he repeated quietly. “I was, well, unconvinced when he first came on staff last year. He was so young—the youngest member of the teaching staff. But he made up for a certain lack of experience with enthusiasm and dedication. He cared a great deal, a great deal about the students. He must have been ill and not known it. He must have had some sort of condition. To die that way. It’s inconceivable.”

				The sentiment was echoed by every staff member Eve spoke with. She finished up the session with Reed Williams, English department.

				No pouch on this one, Eve noted. He had a strong, lean build that told her he took advantage of the fitness center facilities. His hair was a deep, rich brown tipped with gold to simulate sun streaks. His square jaw was deeply clefted under a firm mouth. His eyes of sharp, bottle green were heavily and darkly lashed.

				He was thirty-eight, single, and wearing a suit that she estimated had cost him a stinging slice of his monthly pay.

				“I saw him this morning, in the fitness center. He was doing reps when I came in. I don’t like to talk when I’m working out, so it was just a…well, a nod of acknowledgment. I’d say we were in there together for about twenty minutes. He headed out, waved. He generally took a swim after a workout. I was in there another ten minutes, I’d guess. Grabbed a shower, dressed. Then I saw Craig again in the lounge, with Eric. Eric Dawson.”

				“Did Mr. Foster have anything with him?”

				“With him? No, just a tube of Pepsi. We talked vids for a few minutes, then headed off to class. I ran into him again in the staff restroom.” Williams smiled slightly and showed a single dimple in his left cheek to go with the cleft. “Just a kind of ‘How’s it going?’ as we used the facilities. I guess that was right about eleven. Just before. The classes start on the hour, and I wasn’t late.”

				“How did you get along with him?”

				“Fine. We got along fine.”

				“You both liked action vids. Did you hang out socially?”

				“Now and again, sure. I went to his wedding last year—most of the staff did. We had a beer together a couple of times.” He shrugged. “We weren’t best pals, but we got along. Mirri would know him better, socially.”

				“Mirri.”

				“Hallywell. English department, Drama. They saw each other outside the school.”

				“On a social level.”

				“Sure.” He smiled a little again, and there was a smirk behind it. “They have a standing date Wednesday nights. To study.”

				

				With the initial interviews done, Eve tagged Peabody again. “Bixley.”

				“Hernando M., Maintenance. He was dealing with a plumbing problem in the boys’ john down the hall from the scene. He passed the two wits and Dawson on his way out.”

				“Buzz?”

				“No. He’s late sixties, worked here for twelve years. His two grandsons attend on his employee tuition rate. Seems like a solid type.”

				“Hallywell.”

				“Mirri C. Finished her about fifteen minutes ago. English department, runs the Drama Club and directs the school plays. I’m about to interview the last on my list. Is there something about Hallywell? I didn’t get a buzz from her either.”

				“I want a quick followup. If she’s still here, I’ll track her down. Find me when you’re done.”

				“She was pretty broken up—Hallywell. Might check one of the washrooms. I’d say she’d need to compose herself before she left.”

				Following Peabody’s advice, Eve tried the staff restroom closest to the lounge where Peabody was conducting interviews. The door required a key card; Eve used her master.

				And found a woman sitting on the floor in front of the bank of sinks, weeping.

				“Mirri Hallywell.”

				“Yes. Yes.” She choked back a sob, sniffled, mopped at her face with a tissue. The face was splotchy from the crying jag, the pale blue eyes swollen from it. She had dark hair worn in a brutally short Caesar style and tiny silver hoops in her ears.

				“I’m sorry. Are you with the police? I’ve already talked to a detective.”

				“My partner. I’m Lieutenant Dallas. I need to ask you a few more questions.”

				“Oh, God, oh, God. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to say.”

				Eve crouched. “It’s rough when a colleague’s killed, so suddenly.”

				“It’s horrible. We weren’t just colleagues. We were friends. We were good friends. None of this seems possible.”

				“How good friends?”

				Mirri let her head fall back. “That’s a terrible thing to imply, a terrible thing to think about someone like Craig. Someone who can’t speak for himself anymore.”

				“I speak for him now. That’s what I do.”

				“Then if you’re going to speak for him you should know he loved his wife. They loved each other. I envy that, what they have together. I’m her friend, too. I’m her friend, and I don’t know how to begin to help her through this.”

				“You and Craig saw each other every week, outside work.”

				“We had a study date on Wednesdays.” Fire came into the ravaged eyes. “For God’s sake, is that what everything whittles down to for people like you?”

				“If it was innocent, why get pissed off?” Eve countered.

				“Because he’s dead. He’s dead.”

				She drew in a shaky breath. “We were both working on our Master’s degrees. We’d go to the library or a coffee shop, study together for a couple hours. Maybe have a beer afterward. We’re going out—I mean, oh, God, I mean we were supposed to go out tomorrow, to the vids. Craig and Lissy and this guy they fixed me up with. I hate being fixed up, but they talked me into this one last month, and it’s worked out pretty well so far. So we’re doing a double date.”

				“Mirri, if you and Craig had anything going, now’s the time to tell me.”

				“There’s nothing to tell. I’m not so desperate I’d poach a friend.” She scrubbed her hands over her face. “I was going to call Lissy, come in here and call her, even though they said we weren’t to contact anyone. I thought, I need to do that for her, she needs to hear about this from a friend. But I couldn’t.”

				Mirri drew up her knees, pressed her face to them. “I just couldn’t. I didn’t know what to say, how to say it, and I didn’t have the guts to try.”

				“That’s for us to do.”

				“What can you say?” Mirri demanded. “What can you say to someone like this? She’s expecting he’ll be there when she comes home. And he won’t be there. Not tonight, not ever. What can you say?”

				Then she sighed, pushed herself to her feet. “It’s not your fault. I wish it were. I wish it could be your fault and I could scream and rave at you for it. Would you tell Lissy…would you just tell her how sorry I am, and that if I can help, if I can do anything…I’ll be there.”

				

				Lissette Foster was an editorial assistant for a small publishing house with offices in midtown. The background Peabody accessed listed her as twenty-four, a native of Martinique who had moved to New York to attend Columbia. The only blight on her record was an underage drinking rap when she’d been nineteen. She’d been given probation, and community service.

				Her mother remained in Martinique. Her father’s whereabouts were unknown.

				“So,” Peabody continued, “speaking of the islands, how was your vacation?”

				“It was good.” A week of sun, sand, and sex. What could be better? “This snow’s starting to stick.”

				“Yeah, we’re supposed to get maybe four inches. Are you looking seriously at the wife?”

				“She’s first on the list. Spouses tend to be.”

				“Yeah, but newlyweds? I know how it’s supposed to be tough the first year, adjusting and whatever, but poison? It’s sneaky and distant. A spouse gets pissed, it’s usually bloodier, and more personal.”

				“Usually. If his lunch was poisoned, where did the lunch come from? Consensus is, from home. Wife had the easiest access. Although consensus also is the vic left the bagged lunch in his classroom. Unlocked room. He comes in early, dumps his stuff in the classroom, heads to the fitness center. Again, fairly easy access for anyone.”

				“Motive?”

				“Other than the pop quiz? Not clear as yet. The wit? Rayleen Straffo is the fruit of Oliver Straffo’s loins.”

				“Oh, shit! Seriously? Does she have horns and a tail?”

				“If so, well hidden.” Eve tapped her fingers on the wheel as she thought of Straffo. “He could get a lot of screen time with this, playing the Daddy card. Outrage, concern, blah, blah.”

				“It’d be just like him. You’re going on Nadine’s new show this week. You can balance his bullshit.”

				“Don’t remind me. Stupid damn friendships. They always cost you.”

				“You’re so soft and sentimental, Dallas.”

				“Yeah, I love that about me.” Judging the snow, the insanity of New York drivers in same, Eve swung into a parking lot two blocks from the address. “I’m not trying for street parking in this snowing crap.”

				“I can use the exercise. I, like, ate my way through the holidays, and am expecting McNab to spring for something resembling chocolate for Valentine’s Day, so I need to lose in advance. What are you getting for Roarke?”

				“For what?”

				“For Valentine’s Day?”

				“I just got his Christmas stuff five minutes ago.” She stepped out of the car, remembered the scarf stuffed in her coat pocket. Pulling it out, Eve swung it around her neck.

				“Two months ago. And it’s Valentine’s Day. For sweethearts. You need to get him a gooey card and a sentimental token. I already got McNab’s. It’s a talking picture frame with our names inscribed on it. I put this shot of the two of us his father took at Christmas? He can keep it in his cube in EDD. Roarke would like something like that.”

				“Roarke already knows what we look like.” A minicoupe skidded at the light, fishtailed into the crosswalk, and earned the curses and snarls of pedestrians.

				She loved New York.

				“Oh, speaking of pictures, I’ve got a new crop of Belle. Have you seen her since you got back?”

				“No. Is she asking for tats and belly rings already?”

				“Come on. She is so seriously adorable. She’s got Leonardo’s eyes and Mavis’s mouth, and—”

				“God help us if she inherits their fashion sense along with it.”

				“She smiles at me, every time I pick her up.” Above her scarf, under her watch cap, Peabody’s eyes went to brown goo. “People say that’s gas, but she smiles at me. She’s getting so big, and she’s…”

				While Peabody rhapsodized about Mavis’s infant daughter, Eve listened to the music of New York. The blasting horns, the arguments, the rumbling ad blimps from overhead. Through them were the voices, a rat-a-tat of conversations, a litany of complaints.

				“So, what are you going to take her?”

				“What? Taking what? Where?”

				“To Belle, Dallas, when you go to see her. The gift?”

				“What gift?” Seriously stymied, Eve stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “Why do I have to take a gift?”

				“Because.”

				“Why? Didn’t I do the shower thing, with gifts, then the hospital thing?”

				“Yes, but when you go to visit the baby at home for the first time, it’s traditional to—”

				“Who makes this up?” Seriously aggrieved, Eve jabbed a finger into the marshmallow puffiness of Peabody’s winter coat. “I demand to know who makes these rules. It’s madness. Tell me who it is, and I’ll have them committed for psychiatric evaluation.”

				“Aw, Dallas, you just need to bring her a little teddy bear or a pretty rattle. It’s fun shopping for baby stuff.”

				“My ass. You know what’s fun?” Eve hauled open the door of the office building. “Finding out who poisoned some poor slob of a history teacher. That’s my idea of fun. Any more talk about shopping, gifts, babies, gooey cards, or Valentine’s Day, my boot’s going so far up your ass you’ll think the toe’s your tongue.”

				“A week at the beach sure sweetened your mood. Sir,” Peabody muttered when Eve’s look fried off the top layers of her skin.

				Eve turned on her heel toward the security station, and badged the guard. “Lissette Foster.”

				“Just a minute, please.” He ran the badge number, the ID ploddingly, thoroughly. “Yes, sir, you’re cleared. Lissette Foster…Foster, Foster. Here we go. She’s with Blackburn Publishing. Editorial. Uh…that’s on the ninth floor. Bank of elevators to your right. Have a productive day.”

				“Yeah, you bet. Native of Martinique,” Eve began as they stepped into an elevator to be assaulted with quiet, mind-melting music. “Student visa, most like, work visa maybe. She’d get her green card by marrying a U.S. citizen. And keep her status here as his widow.”

				“Easier ways to get a green card.”

				“Sure. But maybe things weren’t working, and divorce within two years cancels out the green. Maybe there was more going on in those Wednesday night sessions with Hallywell than studying. You got a job here, you want a life here. Killing to keep it isn’t a stretch.”

				They stepped off into a small reception area where a woman sat behind a white counter. She wore a headset and a big, welcoming smile.

				“Good afternoon!” she said, so enthusiastically that Eve’s eyes slitted. “Welcome to Blackburn Publishing. How may I help you today?”

				“Lissette Foster.”

				“Of course. I can certainly find out if Ms. Foster’s free. May I say who’s here to see her, and the nature of your business?”

				Eve simply took out her badge again. “We’ll explain all that to Ms. Foster.”

				“Oh.” The woman’s eyes bugged as she stared at the badge. “Oh, my. Excuse me.” She swiveled around, spoke into the mouthpiece of her headset in a hissing whisper. “Lissette Foster.” Clearing her throat, she darted a glance back at Eve. “Lissette, there’s someone here in Reception to see you. It’s a police officer. I don’t know. I really don’t. Okay.”

				With her smile strained at the edges, the woman turned back to Eve. “She’ll be right here. If you’d like to sit—”

				“We’re fine.”

				By the time Eve had unwrapped her scarf, a woman was striding out on ice-pick heels. Those alone indicated some level of insanity to Eve. The heels were cherry red, the pencil-slim suit stone gray. Inside it was an excellent body.

				Lissette Foster had luminous skin, heavy-lidded, and currently annoyed, nut-brown eyes. Her hair was nearly the same shade and worn ruler-straight to brush her shoulders.

				She moved with purpose, Eve thought. Like a woman with a fire in her belly. It might have sparked from anger, from ambition, or passion, but it was hot.

				“You’re police?” Lissette demanded in a brisk tone made exotic by the French accent.

				“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. We—”

				“Oh, for Christ’s sake! I told him we’d keep the music down. Arrest me then.” Drama quivering, she held out her arms, wrists together. “Arrest me for playing music after the ungodly hour of nine P.M. on a Saturday night. I should be dragged away in chains! Just because some retired cop has issues is no reason to have police coming to where I work. Does he want me to get fired?”

				“Ms. Foster, we’re not here about your music. We’d like to speak with you privately. Your office would be best.”

				“Office?” Lissette let out a very lusty laugh. “I’m an editorial assistant. I’m lucky I’ve got a cube. What’s this about?”

				Eve turned now to the woman at reception. “I need a private room. Office, conference room, lounge, whatever. I want it now.”

				“Certainly, certainly. The conference room isn’t booked right now. You can—”

				“Fine.” Eve looked back at Lissette. “Let’s go.”

				“What’s this about? I have a meeting with the boss in…oh, God, ten minutes. She hates anyone to be late. If you think you can pitch a story idea to someone at my level, I can promise you, you’re wasting your time.”

				She wound her way through a maze of cubes and narrow hallways, past offices with tiny windows, corner offices with views to kill.

				“Look, I shouldn’t have talked that way about Sergeant Kowoski. Maybe the music was too loud. My husband and I were playing around, pretending we were at some hot club. We were probably a little drunk, and a little loud. I don’t want any trouble.”

				She stepped into a room with a dozen chairs around a wide table, long counters along each side wall and screens front and back.

				“Can we do this quickly? I really don’t want to be late for my meeting.”

				“We’d like you to sit down.”

				“This is ridiculous.” Blowing out a breath, she yanked out a chair, sat. Then came straight back to her feet again, with alarm in her eyes. “Oh, God. Has something happened to my mother? Was there an accident? Maman?”

				“No.”

				How did you tell someone the person she expected to be waiting for her at home wouldn’t be there tonight? Or any other night? Eve remembered. You told them fast, without flourishes.

				“It’s regarding your husband, Mrs. Foster.”

				“Craig? He’s still at school.”

				“I’m sorry to tell you, your husband’s dead.”

				“That’s a terrible thing to say to someone. That’s a vicious, terrible thing to say. I want you to leave, right now. I’m going to call the police—the real police—and have you arrested.”

				“Mrs. Foster, my partner and I are the real police, and we’re the investigators on your husband’s death. He died today at approximately twelve-thirty.”

				“Of course he didn’t. He didn’t. He was at school. That’s his lunch break, and he sent me an e-mail just after noon. I packed his lunch this morning. He’s at school, at the Monday faculty meeting right now. And he’s fine.”

				Her breath began to come quick, choppy. Her color was fading even as she fumbled a hand behind to brace the table as her legs went out.

				“You should sit down, Mrs. Foster,” Peabody said gently. “We’re very sorry for your loss.”

				“No. No. Was there a bomb? Was there a bomb at school? Oh, my God. Is he hurt? Is Craig hurt?”

				“He died,” Eve said flatly. “I’m very sorry.”

				“But he…But he…You could make a mistake. You must have. I should call him. You’ll see. I should call him. But he’s in his Monday meeting. He’s not allowed to have the ’link on when he’s in his Monday meeting. We’ll go there.” She pushed away from the brace of the table, swayed. “We’ll go to the school and to Craig. I need my coat. I’ll just get my coat.”

				She looked around, dazed. “Silly, so silly. I couldn’t remember where I was for a minute. I need…what is it?”

				“Sit down, Mrs. Foster.”

				“No, we have to go. To the school. We have to—” She jumped at the sound of a knock. A blonde in power red stepped in.

				“I’d like to know what’s going on here. Lissette?”

				“Elizabeth.” Lissette wore the dull look of sleepwalkers, and survivors. “Am I late for the meeting?”

				“Peabody.” Eve nodded toward Lissette, then moved to the blonde. “Who are you?”

				“I’m Elizabeth Blackburn, and who the hell are you?”

				“Dallas, Lieutenant, NYPSD. I’ve just informed Mrs. Foster that her husband’s dead.”

				“He’s…what? Craig. Oh, sweet Jesus. Lissy.”

				Perhaps it was the pet name, or the tone of grief in it, but as Elizabeth started across the room, Lissette simply slid to the floor. Elizabeth went down on her knees, gathered Lissette up.

				“Craig. My Craig.”

				“I’m sorry. Lissy, Lissy, I’m so sorry. Was there an accident?” she demanded of Eve.

				“We’ll need to speak with Ms. Foster about the circumstances.”

				“All right, all right. My office is to the right, end of the corridor. I’ll bring her there to you as soon as she’s able. She needs a few minutes, for God’s sake. Just wait in my office.”

				They left Lissette in the arms of her boss. There were a number of curious looks from offices and cubes, but no comment until they reached the corner office at the end of the hall. At that point a little brunette popped out like a jack-in-the-box.

				“Excuse me! That’s Ms. Blackburn’s office.”

				“Where she just asked us to wait.” Eve yanked out her badge. “Go back to work.”

				Inside was a glossy workstation, a cushy sofa, and two pretty chairs. A fairly stunning flower arrangement stood on the table under the south-facing window.

				“If she faked that reaction,” Peabody began, “she’s got major talent.”

				“Not so hard to fake if you practice. But yeah, it seemed genuine. Go on out before they get here, have someone show you her cube. I want to know what she has in there.”

				“On that one.”

				Eve wandered to the windows, pausing long enough to note what Lissette’s boss kept on her desk. A framed photograph of a girl somewhere in her blossoming teens, a loaded disc file, a pile of memo cubes arranged in a pyramid, and a file that revealed artwork for what was likely a disc cover when Eve flipped it open.

				Outside the windows, snow continued to fall on the city in thin, slick flakes. An airtram chugged through it holding a clutch of miserable passengers.

				Personally, she thought, she’d stick with the vicious traffic on the slick streets below.

				She turned as Peabody stepped back in.

				“Nothing much, and not a lot of room for it. Files, memos, notes on current work. She’s got a wedding picture of her and the vic in a really nice frame. I’m betting wedding present. Some snaps of him, or them, pinned to the cube walls. Oh, and a little file of ads and pictures from decorating magazines. That’s about it.”

				“All right. We’ll give her another minute, then we’ll take this back in the conference room. We’ll swing by the morgue next. I want to know exactly what killed Craig Foster.”

				It didn’t take a minute. Seconds later Lissette came in, leaning heavily on Elizabeth Blackburn.

				“You’re just going to sit,” Elizabeth told her. “And I’m going to sit with you. I gave her a soother,” she said to Eve, then jutted her chin pugnaciously before Eve could speak. “And don’t even think about starting on me about it. She needed something. It’s mild, and won’t keep her from talking to you.”

				“You her boss or her legal rep?”

				“I’m whatever she needs me to be right now.”

				“Are you sure?” Lissette’s voice was cracked and raw, and carried the awful pain of fading hope. “Are you absolutely sure there’s no mistake? That it’s Craig?”

				Knowing her strengths, Peabody took point. She moved to the couch where Lissette sat with Elizabeth. “I’m very sorry. There’s no mistake.”

				“But…He wasn’t sick. We had full medicals before we got married. He was healthy. People don’t just…Did someone hurt him? Was there an accident at the school?”

				“We need to find out why and how this happened. We have to ask you questions. You can help us find out.”

				“I want to help. I want to know. I love him.”

				“Let’s start with this morning. You said you packed his lunch.”

				“I did. I always do.” Her eyes fluttered, widened as she shot a hand out to grip Peabody’s arm. “Was something wrong with the sandwich? He liked that awful processed poultry substitute. Did it make him sick? Oh, my God.”

				“We don’t know that, Mrs. Foster. Did anyone come to your apartment today, before your husband left for work?”

				“No. He leaves so early. He likes to use the fitness center at the school. He takes good care of himself. He does. We do. Elizabeth.”

				“You’re doing fine. How much more of this?” Elizabeth demanded.

				“Was your husband having problems with anyone at the school?” Eve asked.

				“Craig? No. He loved it there.”

				“How about prior relationships? Did either one of you have trouble with a former relationship?”

				“We were together two years before we got married. You know how you meet someone, and it’s just it? Your whole life is there, that minute. That’s what it was like for us.”

				Eve stepped forward, then sat so her eyes were level with Lissette’s. “If you want to help, you need to be straight with me. Absolutely straight. Did he gamble?”

				“He wouldn’t even buy a lottery ticket. He was careful with money.”

				“Did he use illegals?”

				She bit her lip. “Um, we did a little zoner in college.” Her gaze slid toward Elizabeth’s.

				“Who didn’t?” Elizabeth patted her arm.

				“Recently?”

				“No.” Lissette shook her head at Eve’s question. “Absolutely not. He could be dismissed for any illegals use. Plus, he really feels strongly about setting examples for his students.”

				“Were you having financial problems?”

				“Nothing serious. I mean, we had to juggle a little sometimes, especially since Craig wants to save. Sometimes I spend more than I should, but he’s so careful it balances out. He saves for things. Important things. He…he took tutoring work last year for extra money. Then he used it to bring my mother to New York for Christmas. He knew how much it would mean to me, so he worked extra and he bought my mother a shuttle ticket, and paid for her hotel because we don’t have room. He did that for me. No one’s ever going to love me like that again. No one could. Not ever in my life.”

				Because the tears started again, Eve rose. “I’m sorry for your loss, and appreciate your cooperation at this difficult time.” Crappy words, she thought. And the only words. “Is there anyone you’d like us to contact for you?”

				“No. No. Oh, God, Craig’s parents. I have to tell them. How do I tell them?”

				“We can take care of that for you.”

				“No, I have to. I’m Craig’s wife. I have to do this.” She got shakily to her feet. “I have to see him. I don’t know where he is.”

				“He’s with the medical examiner now. I’ll contact you as soon as you’re cleared for that. Do you have someone who can go with you?”

				“I’ll go with her. No, Lissy, I’ll go with you,” Elizabeth insisted when Lissette teared up again and shook her head. “You just sit for a minute while I walk Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody out. Sit right here, I’ll just be a minute.”

				She moved quickly, and purposefully, not stopping until they’d reached an intersection in the maze. “How was Craig murdered?”

				“I didn’t say he was.”

				Elizabeth turned, looked dead into Eve’s eyes. “I know who you are. I keep up with who’s who in New York. Lieutenant Eve Dallas, Homicide.”

				“I don’t have any information to give you at this time. Mr. Foster’s death is under investigation.”

				“That’s bullshit. Just bullshit. That girl just lost the love of her life. Like that!” Elizabeth snapped her fingers. “She needs answers.”

				“She’ll have them, as soon as I do. How well did you know him?”

				“I met him a number of times. He’d come in every now and then, and Lissy would bring him to company parties and events. Sweet boy. Dopey in love. Bright. He struck me as bright, like Lissy is. Two bright young people getting started with their life, their careers. You’re bright, too, from everything I’ve read, heard, or seen of you. You get those answers for Lissy. You get her that much to hold on to.”

				“That’s the idea.”
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				EVE LOOKED TO FIND THE FIRST OF THOSE ANSWERS at the morgue. The air always smelled just a little too sweet there, like a careless whore who’d used perfume instead of soap to disguise some unpleasant personal odor. Tiles—floor and walls—were an unrelieved white, pristine and sterile.

				There was a vending alcove where staff or visitors could order their choice of refreshment, though Eve imagined many who passed by would prefer something stronger than the muddy soy coffee or sparkling soft drinks.

				She strode down the white-tiled corridor where, behind thick doors, death lay in sealed drawers or on slabs waiting for the right questions to be asked.

				She pushed through the doors of an autopsy room to see Chief Medical Examiner Morris already at work to the wicked rhythm of what she thought might be Dixieland jazz. His sealed hands were bloody to the wrists as he lifted Craig Foster’s liver from his body to the scale.

				“Ah, why don’t I go score you a Pepsi.” Peabody was already taking a step back. “Thirsty work. Be right back.”

				Ignoring her, Eve continued into the room. Morris glanced up, his eyes behind his microgoggles canny and faintly amused. “She still queezes when I’m cutting.”

				“Some never get past it.” When had she? Eve wondered. Too long ago to remember. “You’re getting to him quickly. Appreciate it.”

				“I always enjoy working on your dead, and feel you enjoy me having my hands in them. What’s wrong with us?”

				“It’s a sick old world. How about the tox?”

				“Music off,” he ordered. “I assumed you’d want that straight away, and put a red flag on it. Still snowing?”

				“Yeah, it’s crap out there.”

				“Personally, I enjoy the snow.” He worked smoothly, weighing the liver, taking a small sample of it. He wore a sleek black suit under his protective smock, with a silver shirt that shimmered as he moved. His dark hair was in one tightly coiled braid, looped at the neck and twined with silver cord.

				Eve had often wondered how he managed it.

				“Want a look?” He put the sample on a slide under his scope, gestured to the screen. “The tox confirms poisoning. Ricin, very concentrated, very lethal. Very quick in this case.”

				“Ricin? That’s from beans or something, right?”

				“And you win the trip for two to Puerto Vallarta. Castor beans, to be precise. Ricin’s made from the mash after processing. It was used as a laxative once upon a time.”

				She thought of the state of the body, the crime scene. “It sure as hell worked.”

				“Superbly. His liver and kidneys failed, and there was internal bleeding. He’d have had severe cramping, rapid heartbeat, nausea, very likely seizures.” Morris studied the screen as Eve did. “Ricin dust was used—and is still used on occasion—in bioterrorism. Injection of ricin was a favored assassination method before we discovered handier ways.”

				“Your all-purpose poison.”

				“Very versatile. The lab will process, but I can tell you it appears he drank it—in his hot chocolate.”

				“His wife made the chocolate.”

				“Ah. I love domestically inclined females.”

				“I don’t see her for it. Married a handful of months, no obvious motive. And she copped to making it without a blink.”

				“Marriages, even new ones, can be a terrorist camp.”

				“Damn right, but she’s not popping for me. Yet anyway.”

				“Good-looking young man,” Morris commented. “Athletic build and, I’d say, a harmonic homogeny of races.”

				“Harmonic homogeny.” Eve shook her head. “You kill me. He was a teacher—history, private school, Upper West Side. Left his lunch in his classroom, habitually. Ate at his desk Mondays, habitually. No security cameras in the classrooms or corridors. Private schools aren’t required to have them. Wouldn’t have been hard for anybody to doctor his drink. What we’re missing at this point is why anyone would. Guy’s coming off as a nice, harmless mensch.”

				“Someone, I’d say, didn’t like your mensch. This kind of poisoning isn’t just lethal, it’s extremely painful.” Hands deft as a violinist’s, Morris removed the heart. “He didn’t live long after he ingested it, but while he did, he suffered a great deal.”

				She looked back at the body. What did you do, Craig, to piss somebody off this much? “His wife wants to see him. She’s notifying his parents, and I assume they will, too.”

				“After nine this evening. I’ll have him prepared for viewing.”

				“I’ll let them know.” She frowned back at Morris. “Where the hell do you get castor beans?”

				He only smiled. “I’m sure you’ll find out.”

				

				Peabody, slightly shamefaced, loitered by Vending. “Before you say anything, here’s a nice cold tube of Pepsi. And I put my time to good use. I’ve started runs on the staff members at Sarah Child and verified life insurance policies on both the vic and his wife. Vic gets his through work bennies. Fifty thousand, with the wife as beneficiary.”

				“Pretty piddly motive.” Eve took the tube, pleased that it was, indeed, nice and cold. “We’ll hit their financials, see if she had any major debts. Maybe she’s the gambler, or the one with an illegals habit.”

				“But you don’t think so.”

				“No, I don’t think so.” Eve cracked the tube, swigged as they walked. “Unless there’s more money somewhere, the fifty doesn’t do it for me. And if there was marital discord, let’s say, a spouse generally goes for contact, for the personal. This was nasty, but remote. He pissed somebody off.”

				Peabody rewound her scarf, replaced her gloves as they hit the doors and the cold exploded like an ice boomer. “Rejected lover, colleagues in competition.”

				“We’ll want to look closer at Mirri Hallywell.”

				“Parents of a student who he disciplined, or who wasn’t doing well in his class.”

				“Jesus.” Eve jammed her hands in her pockets, and discovered she’d lost yet another pair of gloves. “Who kills because their kid gets a big doughnut in a history class?”

				“Parents are weird and dangerous creatures. And I worked up another theory. Maybe it was a mistake.”

				“It was ricin poisoning, and Morris’s take is that the dose was intense and quickly lethal.”

				“See, what I mean is, maybe one of his students was upset with him.” Peabody mimed a sulky face. “I’ll fix that meanie Mr. Foster. Doctors his drink thinking he’ll maybe get sick. Oops.”

				“Not entirely stupid.” They climbed into the vehicle, where both hissed out the breath the blustery cold had them holding.

				“Jesus, Jesus, why is there February?” Eve demanded. “February should be eliminated altogether for the good of mankind.”

				“It is the shortest month, so that’s something.” Peabody actually moaned as the heat came on. “I think my corneas are frozen. Can that happen?”

				“They can in fucking February. Let’s stick with Foster’s nearest and dearest first. We’ll go by their building, talk to a few neighbors. Most particularly the retired cop.”

				“Once a cop,” Peabody nodded, and began to blink cautiously to help her potentially frozen corneas thaw out. “If there was anything off going on, he’d probably have noticed.”

				

				Henry Kowoski lived on the second level of a four-story walkup. He opened the door only after scanning Eve’s badge through his security peep, then stood, taking her measure.

				He was a stocky five-eight, a man who’d let his hair thin and gray. He wore baggy trousers with a flannel shirt and brown, scuffed slippers. In the background, the entertainment screen was tuned to the Law and Order channel.

				“Seen your picture on screen a few times. In my day, cops didn’t angle for face time.”

				“In my day,” Eve countered, “the world’s lousy with reporters. Going to let us in, Sergeant?”

				It might have been the use of his rank that had him stepping back with a shrug. “Sound off,” he ordered the screen. “What’s the beef?”

				The place smelled like it had been just a little too long since laundry day, and not long enough since takeout Chinese night. The space was what realtors liked to call “urban efficient,” which meant it was one room, with a stingy bump for a kitchen, a short, narrow cell for a bath.

				“How long were you on the job?”

				“Thirty years. Last dozen of them out of the Two-Eight.”

				Eve searched her mind, pulled out a single name. “Peterson the L.T. when you were there?”

				“Last couple years, yeah. He was a good boss. Heard he transferred out a while back, moved clear out to Detroit or some such where.”

				“That so? I lost track. You’ve had some complaints about the tenants up above here? Fosters.”

				“That’s damn right.” He folded his arms. “Playing music—if you can call it that—all hours of the day and night. Stomping around up there. I pay my rent, and I expect my neighbors to show some respect.”

				“Anything else going on up there but loud music and stomping?”

				“Newlyweds.” His mouth twisted. “Deduce. What the hell do you care?”

				“I care since Craig Foster’s in the morgue.”

				“That kid’s dead?” Kowoski took a step back, sat on a ratty arm chair. “Fucked-up world. It was fucked up when I picked up my shield, and it was fucked up when I turned it in. How’d he buy it?”

				“That’s under investigation. Any trouble between them? Upstairs?”

				“With dove and coo?” He snorted. “Not likely. Sooner lock lips than eat, from what I’ve seen. If there was yelling, it wasn’t a fight—if you get me. The girl’s a noisy lay.” Then he puffed out his cheeks, blew out air. “I’m sorry about this. They pissed me off, I won’t say different, with the noise up there. But I hate hearing he’s dead. Young guy. Teacher. Had a smile on his face every time I saw him. Course if you’ve got yourself a woman looks like her who’s ready to bang you every five minutes, you’ve got a lot to smile about.”

				“How about visitors?”

				“Her mother was here a couple days ’round Christmas. Got some other young people who came in and out now and then. And a couple of loud parties. Both of them came home stumbling drunk New Year’s Eve, giggling like a couple of kids, shushing each other.”

				He shook his head slowly. “Fucked-up world. You’re wondering about criminal activity? You got yourself a couple of straight arrows with these two, you want my take. Up every morning, off to work, back every evening. Socializing now and again, sure, but these were homebodies. Shoulda stayed home more, I guess, and out of that fucked-up world.”

				

				They spoke with the handful of neighbors who were home, and the rhythm remained stable. The Fosters were a happy and newly married couple, young urban professionals who enjoyed each other.

				“We work three angles,” Eve decided as they headed back downtown. “The vic, the school, the poison. They’re going to intersect somewhere.”

				“Maybe through the science department. We can find out if they were studying poisons, or ricin in particular.”

				“Dawson’s a science teacher,” Eve considered. “Let’s do a deeper run on him. You tag him meanwhile, ask about what gets mixed up in their lab.”

				“Got it. And if we’re leaning toward somebody in the school, or affiliated with it, we should check the students’ records. See if Foster had any go-round with one of them, or the parents of same.”

				Eve nodded. “Good. Let’s look at the staff members we’ve verified were in the building before classes started. If I were going to slip something in somebody’s go-cup, I’d want to get it in before the place got crowded. We’ll write this up, then start digging.”

				“Hate to dig on an empty stomach. Not to be a whiner, but we haven’t had a dinner break, and it’s nearly eight. Maybe we could—”

				“Eight? Dinner?”

				“Jeez, Dallas, just a hoagie.”

				“Shit, shit. Shit! Dinner. Eight. French place. Fuck, fuck. Why is it nearly eight?”

				“Well, because the Earth rotates on its axis while it orbits around the sun. You’re supposed to be somewhere.”

				“Roarke. Corporate wife duty.” Eve wanted to pull at her hair. “I missed the last two, and I can’t do the no-show again. Le Printemps. That’s it.”

				“Le Printemps? Ooh-la-la! That’s megachic. Totally. And it’s Upper East Side. Hate to point this out, but we’re low on the Lower West Side.”

				“I know where the hell we are.” She batted her fist on the wheel as she spun into the garage at Cop Central. “I have to go. I have to do this. I’m already late. Goddamn it.”

				“The case is going to hold for the night,” Peabody pointed out. “We’ve got nothing but paperwork now anyway. I can write the report, and we’ll do the runs and the digging in the morning.”

				“Copy the report, my home and office units. Anything else in your notes that strikes you. Get out, get out! I gotta get to this stupid French place.”

				“Aren’t you going to go home and change first?”

				“Into what? I don’t have time.” Then she grabbed Peabody by a fistful of puffy coat. “Do this one thing for me. Tag Roarke, tell him I’m on my way. Caught a case, running late, but I’m heading there now.”

				“Okay.”

				“I can’t do it. He’ll see I’m in regular clothes, and he told me I should take a change into work, but I nixed it. Like I want to go prancing out of Central in some fancy dress.” Aggravation all but streamed out of Eve’s pores. “Do you know the grief that causes me?”

				“Honestly? I don’t know how you suffer through it. I’d crack like an egg in your place.”

				“Oh, bite me and tag Roarke.”

				She all but shoved Peabody from the vehicle, and was whipping the wheel and speeding out.

				She couldn’t remember what she’d tossed on that morning, and since she was driving like a maniac, couldn’t afford the time to check herself out. The traffic, the stupid snow, the need to weave and dodge made switching to autopilot an impossibility.

				She probably smelled of death.

				Well, it was his own fault, she decided. He’d married her, hadn’t he? It wasn’t as if she hadn’t made full disclosure on what a crappy wife she’d make for a man like him.

				She’d had to go and fall for a man who owned the lion’s share of the known universe, and had to—on occasion—trot out his wife for that odd and awkward mix of social business.

				He wouldn’t complain that she was late. In fact, he wouldn’t even be annoyed with her. If a cop had to get married—and God knew they were better solo—she couldn’t do better than hooking up with a man who understood that the job messed with personal plans. Constantly.

				And because he wouldn’t complain or be annoyed, she felt even more guilty for forgetting the dinner, and more determined to beat the hellacious traffic.

				She broke one of her own rules, hit the sirens, and used the cop for personal gain.

				After barely avoiding clipping bumpers with a Rapid Cab, she went vertical, then hung a screaming right on Fiftieth, zigging, zagging her way over to Third before heading uptown again.

				She should’ve told Peabody to tell Roarke to have everyone order without her. Not to wait. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Now they’d probably be sitting there, starving, while she killed herself and many innocent bystanders trying to get to a restaurant where she wouldn’t even be able to read the damn menu.

				“Guidance System on!” she ordered. “Where the hell is this place. Restaurant, New York City, Le Printemps.”

				
					One moment, please, while your request is programmed. Le Printemps is located at 212 East Ninety-third, between Second and Third Avenues. Would you care to make a reservation?

				

				“I’ve got a damn reservation. Guidance off.”

				Even with the kamikaze driving tactics, she was thirty minutes late. And by the time she managed to double park, which would bring the wrath of thousands and possibly cause an intercity riot, she was later still.

				She flipped on her On Duty light, then sprinted the last half-block.

				She paused outside to scoop her fingers through her hair a couple of times, then looked down at her dark brown trousers. She saw no overt signs of blood or other bodily fluid staining them or the navy V-neck, and considered the lack a big plus in her favor.

				Horns were already blasting in protest of her parking arrangement as she stepped out of the blowing snow, and into the fragrant and muted music of five-star French.

				The maître d’ swooped down on her like a vulture on roadkill. “Mademoiselle. I regret, we cannot seat walk-ins.”

				“How do you seat anyone if they don’t walk in?” She shrugged out of her coat. Peabody had the megachic right, Eve noted. Every woman in the place sparkled and gleamed. “Check the coat, Pierre. And it’s your ass if it’s not here when I leave.”

				“Mademoiselle, I must ask you to leave quietly.”

				“I’ll be sure to do that, after I eat.” She smoothed down the brown jacket, to be sure her weapon was concealed. Though she was tempted to flash it, just to watch the tight-assed maître d’ crack his head on the floor as he passed out.

				“Now we can go a round right here,” she suggested, “and give your diners a show along with dinner, or you can tell me where my party is. Reservation Roarke.”

				He lost color, shade by shade, until he’d gone from ruddy to pasty. Apparently the name of Roarke carried as much power and threat as a police issue. “I beg your pardon, Madame Roarke.”

				“Dallas, Lieutenant. Where’s the table?”

				“If you would please follow me.”

				“My coat. I like that coat.”

				“Of course. It’s a beautiful garment.” He snapped his fingers. “See to Madame…to the lieutenant’s coat. If you will? Your party is already seated. It would be my pleasure to bring you a cocktail.”

				“Whatever they’ve got’s fine.” She scanned the room with all its gilt and glory, then followed the chastened maître d’.

				He saw her coming. Knowing she’d be late, he’d chosen the table with that in mind. He loved watching her walk into a room, carelessly long strides, those cop’s eyes seeing every detail.

				And in the simple jacket and pants she, in his eyes, outshone every woman in the room. When their eyes met, he got to his feet.

				“Good evening, Lieutenant.”

				“Sorry I’m late.”

				“Champagne for my wife,” he said without taking his eyes off her. He drew her chair back himself. “Let me introduce you to Natalie and Sam Derrick.”

				“So this is Eve! I’m just thrilled to meet you.” Natalie flashed a mile-wide grin, even as her gaze tracked over Eve’s clothes.

				“Glad you could join us.” Sam held out a hand the size of a rump roast, pumped Eve’s twice. “Roarke’s told us it’s hard for you to get away from work.”

				“I just can’t think how you investigate murders.”

				Eve glanced back at Natalie. “First I need a body.” She felt Roarke’s hand pat her thigh twice. “It’s a lot of details,” she continued. “And not nearly as interesting as it comes across in a vid or on screen.”

				“I’m sure that’s not true. But I don’t suppose we want to talk of unpleasant things.” Natalie beamed again. “Sam was just about to tell the story of how he caught the biggest bass in Jasper County.”

				“Wow.” It was all Eve could think to say, and she was grateful for the glass of champagne now in her hand. And the fact that Roarke had given her free one a squeeze under the table.

				Just look at him, she thought, sitting there as though he couldn’t be more interested or enthralled to hear about some stupid fish. And of course, he’d know that every eye in the place would be turned on him at some point during the evening.

				She couldn’t blame them. He sat, at ease, the half-smile on his gorgeous face, the light of interest in those laser-blue eyes. Candle- and lamplight gleamed in his hair, that thick mane of black.

				When his lips curved more fully, her heart actually bumped her ribs. He could still do that to her, chase her heart to a gallop, stop her breath, melt her bones. And do all of that just with a look.

				At some point she was given a menu, and on a quick scan saw that it was, indeed, the sort of fare that caused mild fear in her rather than hunger.

				Sam and Natalie weren’t as terminally boring as she’d imagined they would be. Though there was a lot of talk about the sort of outdoorsy activities that caused more discomfort in her than fancy French food.

				Hunting, fishing, hiking, riding in boats on rivers, sleeping in tents.

				Maybe it was a kind of cult Roarke wanted to infiltrate.

				But there was some humor in them, and an obvious enjoyment of the moment.

				“This is just wonderful. Sam, this lobster puts your big bass to shame. You have to have a taste. We don’t spruce up very often,” she continued as she held her fork up for her husband. “We’re country people, and that’s how we like it. But it sure is fun to do the big city in a big way. I guess you’re used to it,” she said to Eve.

				“I don’t spruce up very often either. Obviously.”

				This time when Natalie smiled, there was more warmth to it. “Honey, if I looked like you in pants and a sweater, I wouldn’t wear anything else. Next time, you’ll have to come out and see us, and we’ll throw you a real Montana feed. Roarke, you’re just going to have to bring Eve out to see us.”

				“I’ll have to do that.” He lifted his glass, smiled over the rim at Eve. And when someone said his name, and he glanced toward them, Eve saw something come into his eyes, just a flash of it. A something she’d only seen when he looked at her.

				It was gone, shuttered down into polite pleasure. But it had been there. Very slowly, Eve tracked her gaze over, and saw her.

				She was stunning, in a bold red dress that managed to be both elegant and sexy. Long legs ended in the glitter of paper-thin silver heels. Her hair was a long, waving stream of delicate blond, clipped at the sides with something small and sparkling. Her eyes were brilliantly green, full of life and excitement that translated to sexual power. Her lips were full, very red and lush against luminous skin.

				“Roarke.”

				She said it again in a kind of throaty purr that brought up the hackles on Eve’s back. And she glided as such women do, to the table, holding out her hands for his.

				“‘Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world,’” she murmured as he rose, and lifted her face for a kiss.

				“Magdelana,” he said with the Irish in his voice cruising through the name, and he brushed her lips very lightly with his. “What a surprise.”

				“I can’t believe it’s you!” Magdelana laid her hands on his cheeks, stroked. “And as handsome as ever. More. The years agreed with you, lover.”

				“And with you. Eve, this is an old friend of mine, Magdelana Percell. Magdelana, my wife, Eve Dallas, and our friends, Sam and Natalie Derrick.”

				“Wife? Oh, of course, of course. I heard. One does. I’m delighted to meet you. And you,” she said to the Derricks. “You’ll have to excuse me for breaking into your meal. All I saw was Roarke.” She smiled down at Eve, that glitter in her eyes. “You understand.”

				“Oh, yeah.”

				With another full-wattage smile, Magdelana dismissed Eve, then all but melted into Roarke. “I’ve only been in town a few days. I was going to contact you, see if we could make a date to catch up. It’s been, my goodness, ten years?”

				“Nearer to twelve, I’d think.”

				“Twelve!” She rolled her exquisite eyes. “Oh, Franklin, forgive me! My escort, Franklin James. This is Roarke, his wife, and the Derricks.”

				“We know each other.” Roarke held out a hand. “Hello, Frank.”

				He was thirty years her senior, by Eve’s gauge, looked prosperous and hale. And, she thought, slightly besotted.

				“We’ll let you get back to your dinner.” Magdelana ran a hand down Roarke’s arm—a light, somehow intimate gesture. “I’m just thrilled to see you again.” And this time she brushed her lips against Roarke’s cheek. “We’ll have lunch, won’t we, and take a walk down Memory Lane. You won’t mind, will you, Eve?”

				“The lunch or the walk?”

				Magdelana laughed, a frothy gurgle. “We’ll have to have lunch ourselves, us girls. And tell secrets about Roarke. I’ll be in touch. So nice to meet you.”

				Conversation picked up again, over food, and fishing. Though Roarke’s face betrayed nothing but interest in his companions, Eve knew him. So she knew while he ate, he drank, he spoke, his mind was across the elegant room where the stunning Magdelana sipped wine in her bold red dress.

				

				When the evening was done, they put the Derricks in one of Roarke’s limos for the drive back to their hotel, then got into Eve’s vehicle.

				“There have probably been a dozen murders committed due to the way you parked this thing.”

				“Who is she?”

				“I told you, she and Sam own not only a very large portion of Montana, but one of the most successful resorts in the state.”

				“Don’t play me that way. Lover.”

				“An old friend.” He shifted, his eyes meeting Eve’s. “And yes, we were lovers. It was a long time ago.”

				“That much I already know.”

				He sighed. “She was in the game. We…competed for a while, then we worked together on a couple of jobs. Then we parted ways.”

				“She’s a thief.”

				“She was.” He said it with a shrug. “I wouldn’t know if she continues in that profession.” He reached out, and since Eve had gotten behind the wheel, flicked at her hair as she drove. “What does it matter to you?”

				I saw something in your eyes, she wanted to say. “Curiosity,” she said instead. “She’s a looker.”

				“She certainly is. Do you know what I thought when you walked into the restaurant?”

				“Thank God she doesn’t have blood all over her shoes?”

				“No, but good point. I thought, there is the most compelling woman in the room. And she belongs to me.” He laid a hand briefly over hers. “Thanks for tonight.”

				“I was late.”

				“I noticed. New case?”

				“Yeah. Caught it this afternoon.”

				“Tell me about it.”

				She ordered herself to put old lovers out of her head, and gave him the basics.
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				SHE GRABBED A SHOWER TO WASH AWAY THE LONG day, and tried not to obsess when Roarke didn’t make his usual play to join her under the hot jets. A woman who got herself twisted up because her man—who’d led a very full and…adventurous life before they’d met—ran into a former lover was just asking for stomach spasms.

				And she didn’t get herself twisted up, Eve reminded herself as she stepped out of the shower and into the drying tube. Or she never had before this.

				She was making too much of a…of a glint, she decided. Of a fraction of a second. Whoever Roarke had bounced on more than a freaking decade before had nothing to do with now.

				Nothing at all.

				He wasn’t in the bedroom when she went back in. But that meant nothing either. She dragged on some sweats, hunted up some socks that turned out to be cashmere, then headed toward her home office.

				Roarke’s adjoined hers. The door was open, the lights on. No reason not to step over and see what was going on.

				He was at his desk, the suit jacket and shirt replaced by a black sweater. The furry pudge that was their cat was curled on the corner of the workstation. Galahad blinked his dual-colored eyes, then lowered them to lazy slits.

				“Working?” Eve said, and felt stupid, awkward.

				“A bit. You?”

				“Yeah.” She couldn’t quite figure out what to do with her hands, so she hooked her thumbs in her front pockets. “I figured I’d put some time in.”

				He gave her his attention. He had a way of doing that even when he had a zillion things going on. “Want some help?”

				“No. No, I got it. It’s just routine stuff.”

				And his attention shifted away from her, back to his comp screen. “All right, then. Let me know if you change your mind.”

				“Yeah, okay.”

				“Lieutenant,” he said as she turned away. “Try not to drink more than a gallon of coffee.”

				For some reason it made her feel better that he’d poked at her. She moved into the kitchen of her work space, and programmed her AutoChef for a half pot instead of the full one she’d have ordered up otherwise.

				It was good he had some work to do, she thought. They’d both just do what they did for a few hours. She carried her coffee to her desk, and started to call up Peabody’s report on Craig Foster.

				Cursed.

				“Might as well just do it,” she muttered. “Get it off my brain.” She started the run on Percell, Magdelana, manually, ordering text only on her comp screen. It took some time to find her particular quarry, but she narrowed the search by approximate age, physical description—and unless she’d been way off on the accent—nationality. And scored.

				
					Percell, Magdelana. DOB: March 12, 2029. Born: St. Paul, Minnesota. Parents: Percell, James and Karen. Hair: blond. Eyes: green. Weight: 115 pounds. Height: five feet, five inches.

				

				Eve skimmed over her education, but noted that Magdelana had graduated from high school early—at fifteen. Had attended Princeton and graduated in just under three years on an accelerated program. Cum laude.

				“So she’s smart.”

				
					Married: Dupont, Andre, June 22, 2048. No offspring. Divorced: March 2051. Married: Fayette, Georges, April 5, 2055. No offspring. Divorced: October 2059.

					Approximate net worth: thirteen point five million U.S. dollars.

					Residences: Paris, France; Cannes, France.

					No criminal.

				

				Eve sat back.

				The official data was slim, and the no criminal doubtful as Roarke had said they’d worked together. Even if she hadn’t been convicted, even if she hadn’t been arrested, there should have been some note in her file about being questioned at some point or other.

				He’d cleared it for her, Eve thought, and felt something tighten in her belly. He’d hacked in and tidied up her data, the same way he’d taken care of his own once upon a time.

				He’d protected her.

				Because it was harder to accept than she’d imagined, Eve ended the search. She already knew more than she wanted to know.

				She dove into work, reading Peabody’s report, the case notes. She started runs on staff members as she set up a murder board. And was foolishly pleased when Galahad padded in to leap up and stretch out on her sleep chair.

				“What we have here,” she told him, and picked up her coffee, “is your Average Joe. No big highs, no deep lows. Cruising along with his average life without, apparently, getting in anyone’s way. Then one day he gulps down his homemade hot chocolate during his working lunch and dies a very nasty death.

				“So who was that pissed off at Average Joe? What was there to gain by his death? Look at his financials. Living within his means, such as they were. Death insurance, sure, but not major. No holdings, no real estate, no fancy artwork. Financial gain is way down on our list here.”

				She eased a hip on the edge of her desk, studied the data on her wall screen as she drank her coffee. “And here’s Mirri Hallywell. You could call her an Average Jane. Worked with the vic, hung out with him, had little study sessions with him, and so on. Just friends, though. Now, in your opinion: can two attractive people of the opposite sex, in the same age group, with the same interests who enjoy each other’s company, spend time together and remain only friends? Or will sex, as sex is prone to do, rear its ugly head?”

				She glanced toward the adjoining office, annoyed that her line of thinking had circled back around to Roarke and his former playmate.

				“It’s possible, sure it’s possible. No sexual spark, maybe. Or the platonic thing is just the level the relationship reaches. Hallywell, however, did have opportunity. As did, naturally, the vic’s wife. Could be the ugly end of an ugly triangle. Just that simple.”

				But it didn’t feel like that.

				“Want the guy, kill the wife. That’s what I’d do. There’s the old ‘If I can’t have you no one will’ gambit, but why now?”

				She went back to her notes, to the interviews. No one she’d spoken with had mentioned any sort of upset, argument, controversy, or scandal involving the victim.

				“Average Joe,” she repeated, looking back at the now snoring cat. “Mr. Clean Machine.”

				“If you’re talking to Galahad, you’re wasting your time,” Roarke pointed out.

				“He’s taking it into his subconscious.”

				“The only thing in his subconscious is a yearning for salmon. How’s it going for you?”

				“Circles and dies on me. No motive, no suspects. He’s just not the type to buy it this way. In a mugging, sure. Some random act, absolutely. Everybody’s the type for that. But someone he knew planned this out, set this up, executed it. And no one who knew him has a reason, that I can find, to want him dead.”

				Roarke wandered in to take a look at the ID picture of the victim she had on her wall screen. “He wouldn’t be the first to have some secret life tucked under the average.”

				“No, and I’m going to keep digging at the surface. Could’ve been banging that one.” Eve lifted her chin toward the wall screen as she brought Mirri Hallywell up.

				“Pretty.”

				“Yeah, the wife’s prettier. And according to the retired cop who lives below their apartment, the newlyweds were nailing each other every five minutes, so affair seems superfluous. Still, guys never get tired of sex.”

				Roarke patted her ass. “Indeed we don’t.”

				She split-screened Mirri and Lissette. Opposite types, physically, she thought. “For some, sex is ice cream, and they want a nice variety.”

				Roarke only smiled. “I’ve settled on my single flavor.”

				“Yeah, but you worked your way through the menu a few times first. Foster was young,” she continued when Roarke laughed. “Hadn’t had a lot of time to experiment. It doesn’t play all the notes for me,” she murmured. “But it’s the only tune I’ve got at the moment.”

				He turned now to study her murder board. “Money is, I assume, not in the equation.”

				“Not enough of it.”

				“Rage?”

				“Have to be cold, dead cold. This wasn’t a crime of passion. Poison’s…aloof. Especially if you’re not around to see it do its work. Not discounting rage,” she added. “I just can’t find any. Everybody liked him.”

				“That’s what they said about the Icoves,” he reminded her.

				She shook her head. “This guy’s nothing like them. The Icoves were lofty, smug, crazy, sure, but rich and privileged and in the spotlight. This guy was happy in the wings. Going to take a look at his apartment tomorrow,” she said. “Go through his files at school. Maybe he wasn’t the one with a secret. If he knew something, suspected something worth being poisoned for…” She shrugged. “I’ll find it.”

				“No doubt.” Roarke stepped over, touched his lips to her brow. “And you can start the hunt in the morning. You’ve had a long day of cop work and wifely duties.”

				“Guess I have.” She let him take her hand to lead her out. “The Derricks were okay. But I still don’t want to go to Montana.”

				“That’s your cow fear talking. We could go out for a couple of days and stay at the resort. Maybe do a little horseback riding.”

				“Oh, there’s a lifelong dream. Getting up on some animal that weighs ten times what I do and saying, ‘Giddyup.’”

				“It’s surprisingly exhilarating.”

				“I’ll stick with chasing down psychopaths for my thrills, thanks.”

				She wondered if he’d gone horseback riding with Magdelana. She wondered how many times he’d ridden Magdelana.

				Goddamn it.

				She turned in the bedroom doorway, pushed him back against the jamb and pressed her lips to his in an avid, energetic kiss. “Or that’s good,” she said, and took a quick bite of his lower lip, “as second place on the thrill-o-meter.”

				“Second place, is it?”

				“Well, psychos are pretty damn thrilling.”

				“I’ll just have to try harder, won’t I?” He reversed their positions quickly, had his mouth on hers, his hands under her sweatshirt. “Wouldn’t want my wife seeking out homicidal maniacs just for a bit of a rush, would I?”

				“All in a day’s work. But…” She boosted herself up, wrapped her legs around his waist. “I’ve clocked out.”

				Their mouths met again, hot and seeking. Then she took hers on a crazed journey of his face, his throat. The taste, his taste—it was everything she craved. He was everything.

				She kept her legs locked around him when he lowered her to the bed, wound her arms around his neck. “Tell me you want me.”

				“Always. Endlessly.”

				“Show me.”

				Desire. She could feel it in him. In his hands, in the way they moved over her, in what they took, in what they gave. She could taste it on his lips, that heat.

				And still it wasn’t enough. She knew only that she needed more.

				For the first time since they’d come together, she wasn’t sure what that more was. She only knew there was a small, cold place inside her that hadn’t been there before. She needed it warmed, she needed it filled.

				Desperate, she rolled with him, dragging at his sweater, digging her fingers into flesh and muscle. “Touch me,” she demanded. “Touch me. Touch me.”

				Her urgency surprised him. Aroused him. So he feasted on her skin, used his hands to take her over. She moaned his name, a sound of both pleasure and plea. And still she quaked, quivered with needs not yet met.

				“Eve.” He lay a hand on her cheek, wanting to see her eyes, to see into them. “Look at me.”

				She did what he asked, struggling to let herself fall away. Just fall away. “Inside me. I want you inside me.”

				She rose up, not in offer but demand, and guided him to her.

				Linked, as only they could be, she told herself. Their rhythm, their heat, their scent. She watched him watch her until her vision blurred. Until there was only speed and movement, the building—frantic and wild—toward that final, sharp-edged release.

				When she lay curled against him, her skin dewed from passion, there was still that small, cold place inside her where the heat hadn’t quite reached.

				

				In the morning, he was up and out of bed before she was. But he wasn’t in the sitting area, drinking coffee while he watched the financial reports on screen.

				She readied for the day, keenly missing the routine—the conversation, sharing breakfast. Why wasn’t he there, telling her she was wearing the wrong jacket with the wrong pants?

				And the night before? Why hadn’t he pushed himself into her work? Why wasn’t he here, right now, nagging her to eat something?

				She strapped on her weapon harness with an irritated jerk. It was just fine. He was busy, so was she. She didn’t need or want the man in her pocket every hour of the day.

				She strode to her office to retrieve files, though she’d already copied them to her unit at Central. She turned casually toward his office door, had taken only one step when she heard his voice.

				“No, I was up. Yes, old habits die hard.”

				On the ’link, Eve realized, and since there was only his voice, he had it on privacy mode.

				“It was, yes, quite a surprise. I would, of course. I’m sure we do. Why don’t we say one o’clock then, at Sisters Three. I think you’ll like it. Shall I send a car for you? No, Maggie, it’s no trouble. I’ll see you then.”

				Maggie, Eve thought as her stomach sank. Not Magdelana, who was glamorous and just a little distant. But Maggie, who was warm and affectionate.

				She stepped into the doorway and saw she’d done the nearly impossible and caught him off guard. Still, she couldn’t read him in that instant when he stared off into some thought or memory that wasn’t hers to share. Then his attention, along with a distracted smile, was on her.

				“There you are.”

				“Yeah, here I am. At your desk early.”

				“I had a ’link conference with London at six our time.” Behind him the laser fax signaled an incoming he ignored. “I was about to head back and talk you into breakfast.”

				“Full of meal plans today. Lunch?”

				“Sorry? Oh, yes. Apparently Magdelana remembered I’m an early riser.” He slipped the date book he had on his desk into his pocket as he got to his feet. “We’ll have lunch.”

				“So I heard. You’re going to want to be careful there, pal.”

				“Of what?”

				“It wouldn’t be the first old friend you’ve had come around hoping you’d dip back into the game for old times’ sake. You might want to remind her you’re sleeping with a cop these days.”

				Irritation, faint as a whisper, passed over his face. “I’ve no intention of dabbling in old habits.”

				“Old habits die hard, didn’t you say?”

				Now a hint of ice came into his eyes, into his voice. “Eavesdropping now, Lieutenant?”

				“I was standing in my office. Your door was open. I have ears.”

				“Then use them to hear this. I’m having lunch, nothing more or less.” His head angled slightly while those wild blue eyes narrowed speculatively on her face. “Or don’t you trust me?”

				“I’d trust you a hell of a lot more if you didn’t refer to her as an old friend when we both know she was a hell of a lot more.”

				“What she was is nearly a dozen years in the past. Years before I ever set eyes on you.” Now simple bafflement joined the irritation and the ice. “Christ Jesus, are you jealous of a woman I haven’t spoken to, seen, or thought of in years?”

				Eve only looked at him for one long moment. “You’re thinking of her now,” she said, and walked away.

				She jogged down the steps, and there was Summerset, Roarke’s majordomo, his guardian, his man of all work. And the chronic pain in her ass. He stood, tall and thin in unrelieved black, his pewter hair swept back into wings, and cool disdain in his dark eyes.

				She only grabbed the coat, which was draped over the newel post. “If you say a word to me, just one fucking word, I’ll yank that stick out of your ass and beat you bloody with it.”

				She strode toward the door, then spun around. “And tell your keeper if I were the jealous type I’d have beaten him bloody two years ago. Goddamn it.”

				Summerset arched his brows, speculated, then glanced up as Roarke came to the top of the stairs.

				“The lieutenant seems more abrasive than usual this morning,” Summerset commented.

				“She’s having a mood.” Hands in his pockets, Roarke frowned at the front door. A damned uncharacteristic mood, he thought. “Magdelana’s in town. We’re having lunch today. Apparently, Eve doesn’t like it.”

				He met Summerset’s eyes and the expression in them had the temper he’d barely gotten back under control straining again. “Don’t start on me. I’ve had enough drama for one day, and it’s not even eight in the bloody morning.”

				“Why would you complicate your life?”

				“I’m not. I’m having fucking lunch. Leave it be,” Roarke warned before walking away.

				

				The snow at the curbs had gone to dirty gray, and slick patches of ice were booby traps on the sidewalks and people glides. Half-frozen commuters stood bundled to the eyes waiting at maxibus stations. On the corners, glide-cart vendors had their grills smoking as much for personal warmth as business.

				Her vehicle gauge listed the ambient temperature as a hideous four degrees.

				She hoped Roarke froze his Irish ass off.

				Sitting in snarled traffic, she let her head drop down to the wheel. She’d handled it the wrong way. She didn’t know how the hell she should’ve handled it, but she knew she’d bungled it. Now he was going to be pissed at her when he met that…slut. That couldn’t be good strategy.

				And why the hell should she need any strategy anyway?

				“Forget it, forget it,” she told herself. “Barely a bump in the road.”

				Still she steamed about it all the way downtown, brooded over it as she crammed herself in the crowded elevator up to Homicide.

				She went straight to her office with barely a snarl for the bull pen. Closed the door, programmed coffee.

				Work space, she reminded herself. No personal business allowed. That was it, that was all. She decided to drink her coffee and stare out her tiny window until her mind was clear enough to work.

				She was still drinking, still staring, when, after a quick knock, Peabody walked in.

				“Morning. How was the dinner thing?”

				“I ate. Get your coat. We’re going to the vic’s apartment.”

				“Now? Should I contact Lissette Foster to make sure she’s—”

				“I said get your coat.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Peabody didn’t speak again until they were in the car. “Did I miss something? Are we looking at Lissette as prime suspect?”

				“When did you think we’d cleared her?”

				“I didn’t, but I thought we felt she was an unlikely for this.”

				“She had the opportunity. As for motive, spouses can always find one. Sometimes it’s just because you married an asshole. This is where we start.” She drove for a time in silence. “I want to see where he lived,” she said more calmly. “How he lived. How they lived. His body tells us he was a healthy man in his middle twenties who died from ingesting a lethal dose of ricin. That’s about all it tells us. That doesn’t mean that’s all the vic has to say.”

				“Okay, I get that. Is everything all right?”

				“No, it’s really not. But I’m not going to talk about it. Let’s do the job.” But the silence that dropped back was worse. Eve dragged a hand through her hair. “Talk about something else. You never shut the hell up most of the time. Talk about something else, for Christ’s sake.”

				“Ummmm. I can’t think of anything. It’s too much pressure. Oh, oh! I know. Are you all set for tomorrow night?”

				“Set for what?”

				“Now.”

				“If it’s now, it’s not tomorrow night. What did you smoke for breakfast?”

				“All I had was rehydrated grapefruit. The holiday weight just won’t get the hell off me. It’s all cookies.” Peabody gave a mournful sigh. “My ass is entirely made up of cookies.”

				“What kind? I like cookies.”

				“Every kind,” Peabody said. “I have no strength against the mighty variety tin of Christmas cookies. My grandmother still makes them from scratch.”

				“I thought cookies were made of sugar.”

				“Scratch is from sugar—and flour and eggs and carob chips and butter. Mmmm, butter.” Peabody closed her eyes and dreamed of it. “Like from cows.”

				“Cows are a milk thing.” Eve waited while a herd of pedestrians tromped across the crosswalk. “And I don’t understand why anyone wants to drink something that comes out of a cow like, well, piss.”

				“You make butter from milk. If you’re talking real deal. Damn it, now I’m hungry. I can’t talk about cookies, my ass is expanding just from the conversation. I was talking about something. Oh, Now.”

				“It was now, it became then. Now it’s now all over again.”

				Brow knit, Peabody turned her head to look at Eve. “You’re trying to confuse me, and hey—nice job. You know I mean Nadine’s new show. You’re first up tomorrow for the premiere.”

				“And I’m trying not to think about it.”

				“It’s going to be mag. What are you wearing?”

				“I thought, just for a kick, I’d try clothes.”

				“Come on, Dallas, the show’s national and satellite and it’s getting megahype. Let Roarke pick out your outfit.”

				Eve’s eyes narrowed into sharp slits; she felt a snarl rising in her throat. “I know how to dress. I’ve been wearing clothes for years now.” She thought of Magdelana again, and the bold red dress with silver shoes. “I’m a cop, not some fashion whore. If he wanted someone who struts around on stilts wearing fancy dresses, he shouldn’t have married me.”

				“I don’t think your wardrobe was a big factor.” Cautiously, Peabody dipped a toe in dangerous waters. “Did you guys have a fight?”

				“Not exactly. But I think we’re due.” Eve punched it to swing around a sedan, then zipped onto a second-level street spot. “This is close enough.”

				“I’ll say.” Peabody got her wind back, then jogged down to the sidewalk behind Eve.

				The bitter cold drilled straight to the bone, and a whipping wind raced down the urban canyons. Eve shoved her ungloved hands into her pockets, and pushed her mind back to the job.

				“She’s got nothing to hide, she won’t have a problem with us looking around her place. Otherwise, we can get a warrant quick enough. We look for any sign of the poison, that includes the beans themselves, or any by-product. I want to go through his data and communications, any discs, and paperwork. I want to know what he kept in his top dresser drawer, hidden in his coat pockets. The works.”

				Peabody sighed with relief when they entered the building and shut out February’s blast. “If their place is like Kowoski’s, it won’t take long.”

				After the hike up the stairs, Eve knocked on the door. It was opened by a woman with tired eyes and glossy dreadlocks. “Can I help you?”

				“Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody to see Lissette Foster.”

				“You’re the police investigating Craig’s death. I’m Cicely Bolviar, Lissy’s mother. Please come in. She’s in the bathroom.” Cicely sent a worried glance toward the closed bathroom door. “She’s taking a shower. She didn’t sleep last night. I’m going to make breakfast. She needs to eat something. I’m sorry.” She turned back to Eve and Peabody. “Please sit. Would you like coffee?”

				“Don’t trouble.”

				“It’s no trouble. I want to make her something. We’re meeting Craig’s family this afternoon to talk about…” Her lips quivered. “To talk about arrangements. I want to make her something to eat.”

				“When did you get to New York, Ms. Bolviar?”

				“Late last night. I came as soon as…when Lissy called to tell me, I came. She needs her maman now. He called me that, too. Maman.” She moved into the kitchen bump, then stood as if she didn’t know what to do next.

				“It was here she wanted to live, my Lissy, and because she had Craig, I didn’t worry. In a few years, he told me—they were so young—in a few years, they’d start a family, and I’d be Grandmaman. That’s what he said. Do you know what this person killed? They killed that sweet boy, and that family he and Lissy would have made. They killed that joy. Do you know how this happened?”

				“We’ll need to speak with your daughter.”

				“Bien sûr. Please sit. I’ll make coffee. They have egg substitute. At home, I have eggs from the chickens my neighbor keeps, but here…He was a sweet boy.” Her tired eyes gleamed with tears. “Such a sweet boy. This should never have happened. Please sit.”

				There was a bright blue couch with bright green pillows and two chairs covered in the same vivid colors done in wide stripes. A streamlined workstation took up one corner of the room while a small table with two chairs stood in the other. The arrangement, the order, the flashing colors gave the stingy space style and function.

				Cicely walked to the bathroom door, rapped lightly. “Mignon, the police are here. The lieutenant and detective. She’ll only be a moment,” she told Eve. “I’ll make the coffee now.”

				Lissette came out in loose pants and a sweatshirt with thick socks on her feet. She looked like a woman who was suffering from a long illness. Her color had gone pasty, her eyes were dull and swollen. She moved as if her bones hurt.

				“You know something more?” Her voice was like rusted metal. “Something about Craig?”

				Eve got to her feet. “Have a seat, Mrs. Foster.”

				“I went to see him. We went to see him. His parents and I went to that place. It wasn’t a mistake. You said it wasn’t. It broke them to pieces. His mom and dad, it broke them to pieces. What will I do now?” As if suddenly aware of her surroundings, she looked around the little apartment. “What will I do? Maman.”

				“There, my baby. Sit now.” Cicely came back, eased Lissette into a chair. “Please, can’t you tell us something? Anything? It’s so hard not knowing why, or how.”

				Eve looked into Lissette’s eyes. “Your husband was killed when he ingested a lethal amount of ricin.”

				“Ingested? Ate? Ricin? What is it?”

				“It’s poison,” Cicely murmured and her eyes were huge now, horrified now. “I know this. This is poison.”

				“Poison? But why would he…how did he…”

				“It was in the hot chocolate,” Eve told Lissette and watched the woman go gray.

				“No. No. No. That’s not right. I made it for him. I made it myself. Every morning once the weather gets cold. And when it warms again, I make him sweet cold tea. Every day. You think I hurt Craig? You think I—”

				“No, I don’t.” After more than eleven years on the job, Eve knew when to trust her gut. “But in order to clear you so that we can pursue other avenues, we’d like to look around the apartment. We’d like your permission to search it, to go through your husband’s computer, his work, his personal items.”

				“Wait. Please.” Lissette gripped her mother’s hand. “You said poison. You said Craig was poisoned. How could he have taken poison by mistake?”

				“They don’t think it was a mistake,” Cicely said. “Do you?”

				“No.”

				“But then…” Color came back into Lissette’s face, dull and red as she slowly rose to her feet. “Deliberately? Someone did this to him? For what? He hurt no one, ever. Not ever.”

				“Mrs. Foster, we believe ricin was added to your husband’s drink at some point on the morning he died.”

				“But I made the drink. I made it.” She rushed over to the little kitchen area. “Here, right here. Every morning I make his lunch because it pleases him so much. It takes only a few minutes, and it pleases him so much, I…”

				Cicely murmured in French as she went to her daughter.

				“No, no, no. I made it just like every morning. The sandwich, the fruit, the chips he likes. And I made the chocolate like you taught me, Maman. He loves it. Right here, right here.” She spread her hands. “I made the chocolate.”

				“Lissy.” Cicely laid her hands on her daughter’s damp cheeks. “Don’t do this.”

				“Lissette, did you make the drink in a black insulated thermos?”

				“Yes, yes.” Lissette leaned against her mother. “The jumbo-sized go-cup. With his name on it. I gave it to him when he started at the school, a little gift, and the black lunch bag.”

				“This is what he’d normally carry to school?”

				“Every day, yes. Every day. What difference does it make?”

				“It’s just details,” Eve said easily. “We’re investigating both how and why this was done, so details matter. We’d like to look through your apartment.”

				“Why?” Lissette stared down at her hands. “Why would anyone hurt Craig?”

				“I don’t have answers for you at this time.”

				“You want to look through our things because it will help you find the answers?”

				“Yes.”

				“Look at anything, at everything. He has more at the school. On his computer there, in his desk there. Do whatever you need to do. I don’t want to watch. I don’t want to watch while you go through our things. Can we go out?”

				“Yes, of course.”

				“Maman, we’ll go out, and let them…Maman, someone killed Craig. Maman.”

				Eve stood back as the mother comforted the daughter, as she helped the grieving widow into boots, coat, scarf.

				“I’ll take her to breakfast,” Cicely told Eve. “There’s a place down the street. We’ll be there if you need us.”

				“Thank you.” Eve waited until the door shut behind them. “Took the same cup every day.”

				“Fits his MO,” Peabody said. “Routine.”

				“Yeah, so he not only habitually drank the same thing every day, but out of the same thermos. Used that same thermos for over a year. Maybe, for efficiency’s sake, the killer bought a dupe, just switched the cups.”

				“We can run the make and model, retail outlets.”

				“Yeah, we can. Let’s do the room first. Let’s go to work, Peabody.”
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				THERE WAS NOTHING IN THE APARTMENT THAT spoke of murder. No poisons hidden away in secret compartments, no threatening correspondence or incriminating photographs.

				There was, as far as Eve could see—as far as she could feel—only the lives of two everyday people whose marriage had still been shiny and new.

				The shared work area held his professional debris, and hers, as well as silly, sexy e-mails they sent to each other. Signs, Eve thought, of that first rush of love and belonging where nothing was more important or immediate as the two of you. There were ’link transmissions to and from Lissy and her mother, one from Mirri Hallywell who’d talked to both the Fosters—confirming a study date with Craig and chatting with Lissy about a date with someone called Ben.

				The night before he died, Craig Foster had outlined the pop quiz he would never spring on his students, and had put nearly an hour into a paper on the economic and social developments post–Urban Wars.

				The screen saver on the comp unit was a wedding portrait—Lissette in flowing white, Craig in formal black, sharing what Eve assumed was their first kiss as husband and wife.

				“It’s a tough one,” Peabody commented when they were back in their vehicle. “Looking around that place, everything’s new. Everything was just getting started. Now it’s done. The good wine glasses—had to be a wedding gift—barely used. Matching towels and shower curtain, dried flowers from her wedding bouquet, the disc of the ceremony and party. It’s tough.”

				“It’s tougher because nothing in there pointed to motive. They don’t have money, they don’t use illegals, the probability of either of them having an affair at this stage is next to zip. So what was his secret?”

				“His secret?”

				“People have them. Little pockets they keep to themselves. Things a man wouldn’t share with his wife.”

				Frowning, Peabody shook her head. “At their stage, and from the vibe, I don’t see them keeping secrets.”

				“That’s what makes them secret,” Eve muttered, and hunted up parking near the school.

				Inside, they passed through security, waited to be cleared. She saw a couple of staff members crossing the main hall. Each wore a black armband. “Let’s go over the timing and movements. If the ricin didn’t come from home, it came from here.”

				Peabody pulled out her memo book. “Vic signed in at six-forty-two. His wife’s statement has him leaving the apartment about six-thirty.”

				“He walked. Find an apartment close to work so you can walk and save transpo costs. It would take seven, eight minutes to walk it, so it’s unlikely he made any stops on the way. Nothing open at that hour on the route. Closest twenty-four/seven is three blocks west.”

				Peabody nodded. “There’s a deli a block over, but it doesn’t open until seven.”

				“Okay. So he puts on his coat, gets his briefcase, his packed lunch, kisses his wife good-bye, and walks to work. Comes in the main, like we did. Goes through security, gets signed in. He’s going to work out, so he’d go to his classroom, store his stuff for the day. Coat, gloves, hat, scarf. Briefcase, which contains his last meal.”

				She headed that way now, taking the most logical route. “No one interviewed mentioned seeing or speaking to him before he made it to the fitness area. He goes upstairs first.”

				She stopped at the classroom door, uncoded the police seal, entered. “Puts the briefcase on the desk, stows the lunch in the drawer, hangs up his coat. Efficient guy, orderly guy,” she murmured. “Wears the workout gear in. Takes his duffle with his school clothes with him down to the fitness area.”

				“Affirmative.” Peabody read her notes. “We’ve got the duffle with his workout gear in it.”

				“Goes down to the main level,” Eve continued as they backtracked. “Goes down to work out, leaving his classroom—including his go-cup—unattended.”

				“Yeah.”

				They walked back out, toward the fitness area. “According to wit statements, he’s already in the gym, on the machines, when he’s first seen.”

				“Reed Williams, approximately seven-ten.”

				“What time did Williams sign in?”

				“Six-forty-five.”

				“So what was Williams doing between six-forty-five and seven-ten? We’ll have another chat with him. Mosebly stated she saw the vic in the pool area as she was leaving it at approximately seven-thirty.”

				“Signed in at six-fifty.”

				“Bunch of early birds. We’ll follow up with her, too. And sooner than later,” Eve added when Mosebly strode toward them.

				“Lieutenant, Detective. I was alerted by Security that you were here.” She wore unrelieved black today—skirt, jacket, boots. “I’d appreciate it if you’d check in with my office when you come to the academy.”

				“Thought you might have shut down for the day,” Eve countered. “Considering.”

				“After meeting with our mental health counselors, I decided against it. It’s felt the students will benefit more from routine, and being with each other, able to talk openly about their fears and feelings. We had a moment of silence this morning, and are planning a memorial for later this week. Has there been progress?”

				“The investigation is ongoing. What did you do before you took a swim yesterday?”

				“I’m sorry?”

				“You signed in at six-fifty. What did you do?”

				“Let me think. So much has happened since…I went to my office to check my day planner, and organize for the day. I had an eight o’clock. Why?”

				“It’s in the details. Did you see anyone? Talk with anyone prior to the swim?”

				“Yes, actually. I spoke briefly with Bixley as I came in. He was clearing the steps—the snow? I asked him to be sure to check them periodically during the day. And I saw Laina Sanchez, our chief nutritionist, as she came in right behind me. I made some comment about the weather, I believe. Then I went to my office, spent some time reviewing my day. Took my swim.”

				“Did you go through the fitness area?”

				“No, I used the staff locker room to change into my suit, then went straight into the pool. What happened to Craig, Lieutenant? Rumors are flying, and it’s only more upsetting for all of us not to know.”

				“He was poisoned. Can anyone access the fitness area?”

				“Poisoned?” She took a step back. “Dear God. Did he eat anything out of Vending? Out of the lounge, the cafeteria? I need to speak with Laina right away.”

				“He didn’t get it from the school’s supplies.”

				Relief, instant and full, flashed on Mosebly’s face. “Thank God. It’s terrible,” she said quickly. “Of course, it’s terrible that something he brought from home was responsible. But I have to think of the students, the rest of the staff.”

				“Sure.”

				“So, it was an accident, then. An allergic reaction of some kind.”

				“It’s homicide,” Eve said flatly, and saw the relief drain away. “Principal Mosebly, I need to know the whereabouts of everyone who was here that morning before class. And up to the time Foster had his lunch. Can anyone—staff, students—access this area?”

				Eve nodded toward the doors for the staff fitness center.

				Mosebly’s hand fluttered at her heart. “I have to know what happened. If this was a deliberate act, the students could be at risk—”

				“I have no reason to think they are. It was specific. Answer the questions.”

				Mosebly pressed her fingers to her temples. “It’s staff only from this side. Key cards are required. The students have their area, which is accessed from the other side of the pool. The staff may use the aquatic area before and after classes when there is no scheduled practice for meets. Swim meets. Oh, my God. Poison.”

				“Key card,” Eve said, and gestured to the door.

				Mosebly drew one from her pocket, swiped it.

				Eve entered. It was a small, efficient area not currently in use. Cross-trainers, weights, mats. Her gym at home was larger and had juicier equipment, but she thought it was a well-designed space. And a nice perk for the staff.

				“Foster made regular use of the machines?”

				“Nearly every day. The staff is encouraged to use the facility. Most do, once or twice a week. Some, like Craig, made better use of it.”

				Eve nodded, wound her way through the room, out a second set of doors. The locker room was clean and, again, efficient. Counters, toilet stalls, three showers on each side, separated by opaque glass. Men’s, women’s.

				“Which of these lockers was his?”

				“We’re not assigned specific lockers,” Mosebly explained, in the hurried tones of someone who, obviously, wanted to be elsewhere. “If the light on the keypad is red, it’s in use. When green, one simply uses it, locks it with any six-number code.”

				“I see three here on red.”

				“Some use a locker routinely, keep their gear in there for convenience.”

				“I’m going to want to see the contents.”

				“You can’t just open a locker that someone’s using.”

				“Yes, I can. Peabody?”

				“Locker and storage facilities in educational complexes, offices, and public buildings aren’t protected under the Privacy Laws,” Peabody stated as Eve drew out her master. “In the course of a police investigation, a duly authorized member of the NYPSD may access such storage.”

				“This is invasive and unnecessary. It’s obvious to me that whatever substance caused his death was in something he brought from home.”

				Eve leaned on the lockers. “See, it’s not obvious to me. And in matters like this, you can say I’m the principal.”

				“You can’t possibly believe any member of this staff would wish or cause Craig harm.”

				“Sure I can.”

				

				The first locker held a pair of women’s air sneaks, a cosmetic kit including lip dye, deodorant, hair gel, lash enhancer, several sample-sized tubes of skin-care creams, some fragrance.

				“I may be a layperson in this arena,” Mosebly said tightly, “but it’s very clear Craig suffered some tragic allergic reaction to something he ate or drank. And, again, to something he brought from home.”

				“Yeah, I’d say that’s clear to you because anything else would be really crappy publicity for the school.”

				The next locker had the men’s version of the first. Shoes, a toiletry case that included a comb, some hair product, skin cream. There was a pair of swim goggles and an underwater headset.

				“It’s my responsibility to protect the reputation of this academy. I’m going to contact our lawyers immediately.”

				“You do that.” Eve moved to the next locker as Mosebly strode out. “Unlikely candidate for this.”

				“I don’t know.” Unable to resist, Peabody made a rude and childish face at Mosebly’s back. “She’s got a pissy attitude if you ask me.”

				“Sure. But if she was going to do Foster, big odds she’d have done it off school property. We’ll take a closer look, in case the school loyalty’s a facade, but I can’t see her wanting to bring scandal to her hallowed halls or a smear to her standing as the principal. Well, well, lookie here.”

				The next locker had the requisite shoes, and a very slick faux-leather toiletry case. The products inside were more high-end than the others had been. Among them was a generous supply of condoms.

				“Funny place to keep those raincoats,” Peabody commented. “Unless you’re planning on getting action in the school locker room.”

				“Which I’m just betting is against the rules.” Eve took out a little pill case. “Looks like Stay-Up to me. Naughty boy. RW,” she added, reading the initials etched on the case. “Reed Williams is my guess.”

				While Peabody went to pull Williams out of class for questioning, Eve continued to follow the course of Craig’s morning and walked to the staff lounge.

				She passed a couple of young boys who gave her long stares. Silently, they held up passes.

				“Do I look like a hall monitor?” she demanded.

				“We’re required to show our passes to adults. Staff and parents,” one told her.

				“Do I look like a parent?”

				“I dunno.”

				“You go wandering around here a lot?”

				“We have passes.”

				“Yeah, yeah. Answer the question.”

				“We’re going to the library for research material for our science project.”

				“Uh-huh. Were you out of class any time yesterday before noon?”

				They slid sideways glances toward each other before the first boy spoke. “Maybe we were going to the library for research material yesterday, too.”

				“We showed Ms. Hallywell our passes.”

				“When?”

				The second one gave a careless shrug. “Sometime. Are we in trouble?”

				“You’re going to be if you don’t answer the question. In case you’re wondering, I don’t give a rat’s ass if you were sneaking off to drink beer and gamble.” She ignored the delighted snort from the first boy. “I want to know what time you saw Ms. Hallywell, and where you saw her.”

				“It was second period, the last half. Um. Ten-thirty or like that. She was coming down Staircase B. Over there. How come you want to know?”

				“Because I’m nosy. Where was she going?”

				“I dunno. Teachers don’t have to tell you. Teachers don’t have to tell you, but you have to tell them.”

				“Yeah, it’s always been like that.”

				“If you’re not a teacher or staff, and you’re not a parent, you’re supposed to have a pass.” The first boy gave her a narrow stare.

				“Report me. Now get lost.”

				They took off at a darting run, shooting glances back over their shoulders. “Probably building a homemade boomer for their science project,” she muttered, and took out her notes. From ten to eleven, Foster taught his advanced class, utilizing the third-floor media room. “Interesting.”

				She used her master on the lounge door. With classes in session it was unoccupied. In her mind, Eve saw Craig zipping in, grabbing his reward soft drink, post workout, preclass. Chatting vids.

				Most, if not all of the staff would have been in the building by then, and certainly the majority of the students. And Foster’s thermos sat easily accessed by anyone in his second-floor classroom.

				Just as it had while he’d worked out, while he’d taught his advanced class.

				What would it have taken? she wondered. A minute? Two? Step in, open the drawer, pour in the poison. Or just switch go-cups. Close it up, walk out again.

				A smart killer would have had a backup plan in case anyone had come in. Just leaving a note for Craig. Just needed to check a paper. Easily done if you kept your head.

				She turned as Peabody came in with Williams. “Can’t this wait?” he demanded. “It’s a difficult enough day without me having to leave my class with a supervisor droid.”

				“Then let’s not waste time. Did you leave your classroom at any time between ten and eleven yesterday?”

				“Second period, Monday. That’s a group study session. Yes, I stepped out for a few minutes.”

				“To do what?”

				“I used the restroom. I drink a lot of coffee.” To prove it, he moved to the AutoChef, programmed a cup. “I always step out for a short time during that class.”

				“That classroom is on the same level, the same section as Foster’s. You see anyone? Anyone see you?”

				“Not that I recall.”

				“You keep a locker in the fitness center.”

				“Some of us do. It’s easier than bringing a change of shoes every day.”

				“You don’t just have shoes in your locker, Reed. In my experience, when a man keeps that many shields close to hand, he has plans for them.”

				There was a brief hesitation, then Williams took a slow sip of coffee. “The last I checked, condoms weren’t illegal.”

				“But I ask myself, what might Principal Mosebly have to say about such a generous supply of them in your locker? Or the board of directors, the board of—what is it?—education.”

				“Again. Condoms aren’t illegal.”

				“Still. What might they think about one of the staff here scoring booty in the locker room, so close to all those innocent young minds and bodies?”

				“Carrying protection is just that—carrying protection.” In a nonchalant move, he leaned back as he drank his coffee. “You have a weapon strapped on, but as far as I know, you haven’t stunned anyone in the building.”

				“Early days yet,” Eve said lightly. “What else I was thinking was how about those innocent minds. Those innocent bodies. Pretty little girls, so easily lured.”

				“Well, for Christ’s sake.” At this, he set down his coffee quickly, shoved out of his slouch against the counter. “That’s despicable and it’s disgusting. I’m not a pedophile. I’ve been a teacher for fourteen years, and have never touched a student in any way that could be considered inappropriate.”

				“By whose scale?” Eve wondered.

				“Listen. I don’t like girls. I like women. I like women a great deal.”

				Eve was more than willing to buy that claim. “Enough to bang them on school property?”

				“I don’t have to answer questions like this. Not without a lawyer.”

				“Fine, you can call one when we get downtown.”

				Shock replaced temper. “You’re arresting me?”

				“Do you want me to?”

				“Listen, listen. Jesus.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “So I’ve had a few encounters. It’s not a crime, but it is questionable behavior as far as my job is concerned. But those encounters were with consenting adults.”

				“Names.”

				He tried a little charm with a smile that asked for understanding. “Lieutenant, this can’t possibly have any bearing on why you’re here. And a couple of them are married.”

				“A couple of them.”

				“I like women.” That smile widened. “I like sex. It doesn’t hurt anyone.”

				“Craig ever notice you liking sex in the locker room?”

				“No.”

				He said it too quickly, and Eve saw the lie. “He was a straight arrow, wasn’t he? He comes across you having an encounter, he’s going to be shocked. Maybe pissed. He threaten to go to the principal?”

				“I had no problem with Craig; he had no problem with me. Ask anyone.”

				“I will. We’ll talk again.”

				“Kind of slimy,” Peabody commented when he’d left.

				“Kind of a motive. He was lying about Craig knowing about his locker-room games.”

				She wandered as she spoke and brought the layout of the locker room back into her head. Lots and lots of places for nooky, she decided, if you wanted it that way.

				“Maybe he can’t talk Craig out of reporting it, or just fears he will at some point. Protects himself, his job, his lifestyle. He was out of his classroom while Craig was out of his. Opportunity. Puts him, at the moment, top of my list. Let’s take Hallywell.”

				“Do you want me to bring her in here?”

				“No, let’s try this one in her element.”

				Bells chimed as they stepped out of the lounge. Immediately kids poured out of classrooms to swarm the corridors, to send the noise level soaring. They looked and sounded, to Eve’s mind, the way she imagined locusts did when they swarmed over…whatever locusts swarmed over.

				Or like ants, Eve thought, scrambling out of their hill. Out of self-preservation, Eve would have ducked back into the lounge until the deluge passed, but one of the kids aimed straight for her.

				“Lieutenant Dallas. Excuse me, please.”

				Little blonde, Eve thought, sharp eyes. “Rayleen.”

				“Yes, ma’am. Was Mr. Foster murdered?”

				“Why do you say that?”

				“Because I looked you up on the computer, and that’s what you do. You investigate murders. You’ve done a lot of them. My father said you would have been here yesterday because it was a suspicious death. But that can mean accident, natural causes, or self-termination, too. Is that right?”

				“Yeah, that’d be right.”

				“But you’re here again today, and asking questions again today, and everyone’s talking about what maybe happened.”

				Rayleen pushed at her long curls, held back today with a pair of white barrettes in the shape of unicorns. “A lot of people are asking me because I was the one who found him. I don’t want to tell them what isn’t true. So was Mr. Foster murdered?”

				“We’re looking into it.”

				“I don’t see how he could have been because he was too nice, and because this is a very safe school. Did you know it’s considered one of the top schools not only in the city, but in the state of New York?”

				“Imagine that.”

				“I’m the top of my class here.” With another of those prissy smiles that made Eve want to twist the pert little nose out of joint, Rayleen tapped a finger on the gold star she wore on her lapel.

				“Whoopee.” Eve started to skirt around Rayleen, but the girl danced backward.

				“But if Mr. Foster was murdered, my mother’s going to be even more upset. I’m her only child, you see, and she worries about me. She didn’t want me to come to school today.”

				“But you’re here.”

				“We had a discussion. My parents and I. I have perfect attendance, and that’s factored into my overall rating. I didn’t want to miss class. Melodie didn’t come, though. My mother talked to hers, and Melodie had bad dreams last night. I didn’t, or I don’t remember. I liked Mr. Foster, and I wrote how much I’m going to miss him in my diary. I wish he didn’t have to die.”

				“It’s rough.”

				Rayleen gave a wise and soulful nod. “Maybe I could help. Maybe I’ll remember something that will help. Or I’ll hear something or see something. I’m very smart, and very observant.”

				“I bet. You leave it to us.”

				“I don’t know what’s going to happen now.” Her violet eyes glimmered with tears. “No one tells us. I worked hard on the project for Mr. Foster, and now I don’t know if I should finish it. I have to go to class now.”

				“Tough being a kid,” Peabody observed as Rayleen walked off with her head down. “Tough when you have something like this spoil the innocence you only have for a handful of years anyway. She’s never going to forget walking into that classroom and finding him.”

				“Murder doesn’t leave anyone innocent. It shouldn’t. Let’s track down Hallywell. Hit Dawson, too.”

				

				They learned Ms. Hallywell hadn’t come in for classes, but found Dawson in the chem lab, instructing the students on a project. When he spotted Eve at the doorway, he told his students to begin, then stepped out.

				“Do you need me? I can only take a few minutes.” He angled himself so he could see through the half-opened doorway, to what his students were up to. “They’re doing a simple test to identify an unknown substance, but I’ll need to keep my eye on them.”

				“Unknowns such as what?”

				“Oh, sugar, salt, cornstarch, baking powder.”

				“Why not just taste it?”

				“Well. Ha-ha. That would be cheating.” He sobered, eased the door closed a little farther. “Is it true about Craig? He was poisoned?”

				“Word travels.”

				“At light speed. Arnette’s admin overheard her talking on the ’link to the school’s legal counsel. Then saw Dave, told him, who ran into me, and so on. I can’t believe it.”

				“Do you know what ricin is?”

				“Ricin?” His eyes widened. “Yes, yes, of course. But…but Craig, how could he have been poisoned by ricin?”

				“That’s what we’re going to find out. Do you know how to make it? Ricin?”

				“I…not precisely,” he said after a moment. “But I can look it up if you’d like me to. It should only take me a minute.”

				“That’s okay.” She peered around him, studied the equipment. “Could you make it in there?”

				“Ah…” He pursed his lips. “I could probably manage it, between the equipment here and what I could requisition or jury-rig. You want me to make ricin, Lieutenant? I’d have to get permission,” he said with apology. “No toxics are permitted in the labs, or anywhere on school property for that matter. But if it would help, I’m sure—”

				“No, but thanks. So…how often does one of the kids sneak in and manage to build a stink or smoke bomb?”

				He smiled, and he reminded Eve of an amused monk. “Oh, at least once a term. I’d be a little disappointed if they didn’t. If children don’t push the edges now and again, what’s the point of being a child?”

				

				For now, Eve checked Dawson off the list and drove to Mirri Hallywell’s apartment. It was a few blocks from the Fosters’, and she didn’t answer the door.

				“We’ll try her ’link numbers,” Eve said as they started back down again. “I think we’ll take this out of the school, at least for now. Further interviews at the subjects’ residences. We’ll take it home to them. We’re going to go through the female staff’s data, cull out the more attractive. Odds are we’ll find one or more who’ll admit to dancing in the gym with Williams.”

				Even as she reached the outside door, it opened, letting in a blast of cold air, Mirri Hallywell, and a thin reed of a man.

				“Excuse me. Oh. Oh. Lieutenant Dallas. Were you looking for me?”

				“That’s right.”

				“I was…we were…We went to see Lissy. This is Ben. Ben Vinnemere. We went to see Lissy, and she told us you said Craig had been murdered.”

				“Mirri, why don’t we go upstairs? We can talk upstairs. You should sit down.” Ben turned his brown eyes on Eve. “We’re all a little shaky. Is it all right if you talk to us upstairs?”

				“That’s fine.”

				“We couldn’t stay.” Leaning against Ben, Mirri started up the first flight of stairs. “It seemed intrusive. She has her mother there, and that’s best. I don’t know what to do for her. Do you think we should go back?”

				“Not today,” Ben replied. “We’ll do whatever we can to help her tomorrow. She needs today. So do you.”

				When they reached her door, he took Mirri’s key, opened it himself. “I’m going to make some tea. You sit, and I’ll make some tea. Lieutenant?”

				“I’ll pass.”

				When he gave Peabody an inquiring look she nodded. “Tea would be great. It’s Peabody. Detective Peabody.”

				“I feel numb,” Mirri stated. “In my chest, and the back of my skull. She said he’d been poisoned. Ricin. Ben knew what that was.”

				“I’m a copy editor for the Times,” he explained as he got cups out of a cupboard in the kitchen alcove. “I know all sorts of things.”

				“He explained, but I don’t see how…I can’t see why.”

				“Where were you yesterday morning between ten and eleven?”

				“Me?” Still wearing her coat, Mirri dropped into a chair. “Ten? Drama Club meeting. We’re working on the spring play.”

				“The entire hour.”

				“Yes. Well, I had to go down, check with Home Science. They’re designing some of the costumes as part of their grade this term. I’d forgotten to take the disc of designs when I’d been in there the day before.”

				“You signed in just after eight yesterday. Your first class isn’t until nine.”

				“I tutor some students on Mondays and Thursdays. Eight to eight forty-five. I was late, actually. I don’t understand why…” Suddenly realization and shock rippled over her face. “Oh, yes, I do. Ben.”

				“They have to ask, Mirri.” His voice was calming as he came back with her tea, pressed the cup into her hands. “They have to ask questions, gather information. You want to help, don’t you?”

				“Yes. Of course. Yes. I’ve never been questioned by the police before. Now twice in two days, and knowing what happened to Craig…”

				“Did you see anyone outside the classroom during that period?”

				“Let me think a minute, the whole day’s turned into a messy jumble in my head.” She closed her eyes, took a slow sip of the tea. “Yes. I remember seeing two of the boys going to the library. Preston Jupe and T. J. Horn. They use the ‘research’ ploy a few times every week if they can manage it.”

				She opened her eyes again. “If there was anyone else, it just didn’t register. I was thinking about the play, and annoyed with myself for forgetting the disc.”

				After giving Peabody her tea, Ben sat on the arm of Mirri’s chair, laid a hand gently on her shoulder.

				“Are you aware of any friction between Craig and any member of the staff?”

				“I’m not. I wasn’t. Honestly, I don’t think there was any to be aware of.”

				“Did you have sexual relations with Reed Williams?”

				“No! Oh, God. Absolutely not.” She blushed crimson, right up to her hairline. “Ben, I never—”

				“It’s all right. Is that the one Craig called Casanova?”

				Mirri winced. “Yes. He asked me out a couple of times, but I wasn’t interested. He’s too slick and studied. And besides, it’s complicated when you work with someone, so I didn’t want to get started down that road.”

				“Do you work out, use the school facilities?”

				“Not as often as I should.” She blushed again, just a little this time. “Hardly ever, actually.”

				“Did Craig ever discuss Reed William’s sexual activities with you?”

				“This is very uncomfortable. I guess I mentioned to Lissy, a few months ago, that I was thinking about going out with Reed. I was having a really long dry spell. She said something to Craig about it, because he told me that Reed was involved with someone he shouldn’t be involved with, and he thought I should steer clear. I did.”

				“Did you always do what Craig advised?”

				“It wasn’t like that. I trusted his instincts, and they matched my own in this case. To be embarrassingly honest, I was just feeling lonely. I’m not the sort men chase after.”

				“Excuse me?” Ben said, and she managed a smile.

				“You didn’t have to run very fast.”

				“Who was Williams involved with?” Eve asked.

				“I don’t know. I couldn’t pry it out of Craig and I gave it a damn good shot. Who doesn’t like some gossip? But he was tight-lipped about it. I don’t think he even told Lissy, because I asked her. Or if he did, he swore her to secrecy. Reed has a reputation. I think he enjoys having one. Ladies’ man. It wasn’t what I was looking for.”

				“Excuse me?” Ben said again, and this time got a watery laugh out of her.

				“Ben.” She sighed it, leaned her head into him. “Reed’s a good teacher, and he’s very insightful with the students. But he’s not the sort of man I’d trust my heart with.”

				

				Eve wanted thinking time, so closed herself in her office when she got back to Central. She generated a diagram of the school, of the movements of various members of the faculty.

				She entertained the notion that perhaps Williams hadn’t limited his games to coworkers. While she believed he’d steered clear of the kiddie pool, maybe he’d dipped into the parental area.

				Checking the security log, she noted seven parents had signed in the morning in question. She began runs on all of them, and struggled not to think about what Roarke was doing as she worked.

				Tried very hard not to think about him sitting down to lunch with an ex-lover.
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				SHE WOULD BE LATE. IN BUSINESS, ROARKE RE- membered, Maggie had been as timely as a German train. When it was personal, when it was pleasure, she enjoyed keeping a man waiting.

				It had been a ploy he’d found amusing once, even foolishly charming. She would, always, come dashing into a restaurant, a club, a party, a half an hour after the appointed time, her face alight with laughter and apology. And her eyes full of the knowledge that they both knew what she was up to.

				So he’d told her noon, and made the reservation for twelve-thirty.

				He arrived a few minutes early, slid into the corner booth waiting for him. Ordered mineral water. He waved away the wine list. He had no intention of drinking toasts to times gone by.

				He scanned the restaurant, thinking it was the sort of place Magdelana had loved—and Eve tolerated. Plush, polished, crowded with people who were willing to pay the tab to see and be seen nibbling on overpriced salads.

				His temper was still raw-edged from the argument—if that’s what it had been—with Eve that morning. And from the cool disapproval on Summerset’s face. He disliked, intensely, being questioned and doubted by the two people he believed knew and understood him best.

				Where had that lack of trust come from? That uncharacteristic flash of jealousy in Eve? Be careful, she’d warned him, he thought—and found himself insulted all over again.

				So he couldn’t be trusted to share a meal in a public place with a woman he hadn’t seen in years? It was bloody insulting, and the insinuation was intolerable.

				And it was damn well something they’d come to terms with in very short order.

				Best to put it out of his mind, he told himself. He’d have lunch with the woman who had, he supposed, influenced a portion of his life at one time. And later, he’d deal with the woman who had changed his life.

				Magdelana came in as he remembered—in a rush—hair and hips and legs swinging. And with a laugh, she slid into the booth and pecked his cheek. “I’m criminally late.”

				“I only just arrived myself.”

				“Oh.” There was a pout, just for an instant, then another laugh. “You know me too well.” She brushed her hair behind her shoulders before sending him her quick and wicked smile. “Well enough to remember what I like to drink?”

				“Stoli martini, straight up,” he said to the waiter. “Very dry. Twist of lemon.”

				“I’m flattered.”

				“I have a good memory.”

				“And for you, sir?” the waiter asked.

				“I’m fine.”

				“I’ll be right back with your drink, madam.”

				When he left, Magdelana lifted Roarke’s glass, took a small sip. “Water?”

				“I’ve afternoon meetings.”

				After setting his glass down again, she rubbed her hand over the back of his. “You always did take work so seriously. But then, it looks good on you. In fact, it looks amazing on you. You were rising fast back in our day, but now?”

				She sat back, jeweled eyes sparkling. “How does it feel, lover, to be Roarke—a man of insane wealth, power, and position?”

				“I have what I want, and having that is always satisfying. And you?”

				“Between, and restless and unsure. Just out of my second marriage, which is humbling, as I gave it a hell of a good try.” She gave him a quick, under-the-lashes glance. “I divorced Andre, or he divorced me, years ago. We, in the end, divorced each other. It was revoltingly civilized.”

				Casually, Roarke sipped water. “He was a civilized man, as I recall, when we chose him for a mark.”

				“You’re angry with me? Still?”

				“Why would I be?”

				“Oh, well, I’d hoped to get some alcohol into my system before I did this. But we’ll do it dry.”

				She shifted so they were face-to-face, and her emerald eyes were direct and steady. “I’m so very sorry for how I ended things, the way I just left you without a word.”

				“With the mark.”

				“With the mark,” she agreed with a long sigh. “It seemed more entertaining, and more profitable at the time, to marry him rather than steal from him.”

				Watching her, Roarke inclined his head. “Playing me instead of him.”

				“I didn’t mean it that way, but yes, that’s the way it was at the bottom of it. And I’m sorry.”

				“It was a long time ago.”

				“All the same.” Again, she laid her hand over his. “I could use youth and foolishness as excuses, but I won’t. It was a terrible thing to do. Selfish and headstrong.” She paused when the waiter brought her drink, poured it from the silver shaker with some ceremony.

				“Would you like to hear the specials of the day?”

				Another ceremony, Roarke thought. A kind of theater where the dialogue was peppered with sauces and reductions and scents.

				She wore the same scent she’d used years before. A signature, perhaps, or a deliberate choice to tease his memory.

				She had been young, he thought—not yet twenty. How many selfish and headstrong acts had he committed before the age of twenty? Too many, he could admit, to count.

				They’d enjoyed each other once, and he’d cared once. So, he’d take the apology, and let it go.

				When they’d ordered, Magdelana sipped her martini, eyes smiling at Roarke over the rim. “Am I to be forgiven?”

				“Let’s call it bygones, Maggie. We’ve put a lot of time and distance between then and now.”

				“Nearly twelve years,” she agreed. “Now here we sit, and you’re the married one.”

				“I am.”

				“And to a cop!” Her laugh bubbled out. “You always were full of surprises. Does she know about your…hobbies?”

				“She knows what I was, what I did.” Remembering that, he felt the leading edge of his irritation with Eve dull. A little. “I no longer indulge in old habits, and haven’t for some time.”

				“Really?” She started to laugh again, then blinked. “You’re serious? You’re out of the game? Completely?”

				“That’s right.”

				“I always thought it was in your blood. I gave it up because it was fun to have Andre’s money to spend as I liked, without having to do anything for it other than look good and be charming and witty. I never expected you to retire for any reason, at any time. But I suppose your wife insisted.”

				“I was nearly all the way out before I met her. It was a simple matter, and a simple choice to close the door on the rest after we became involved. She never asked.”

				“No?” Watching him, Magdelana traced a scarlet nail around the rim of her glass. “She must be quite a woman.”

				“She is, yes. A remarkable woman.”

				“She’d have to be. Would I like her?”

				For the first time he laughed. “No. Not a bit.”

				“What a thing to say.” She slapped playfully at his arm. “I’m sure I would. We have you in common to start.”

				“You don’t.” His gaze was cool and clear. “I’m not who I was.”

				Sipping again, she sat back to study him. “I suppose none of us are who we were. I liked who you were then. I…Well.” She shook her head, set down her drink. “That was then.”

				“And now? What is it you want?”

				“To have lunch with an old friend, and make amends. That’s a good start, isn’t it?” she asked as their salads were served.

				“To what, exactly?”

				“Well, that hasn’t changed at any rate.” Lifting her fork, she shook it at him. “Your suspicious nature.” When he said nothing, she toyed with her salad. “I’ve missed you, and I admit with the changes in my life recently, I’ve been feeling a bit nostalgic. I had a good run with Georges—my second husband—and I was fond of him—am fond of him, really. Our relationship afforded me quite a bit of the style and freedom I’d gotten used to having with Andre. More, actually. For a while.”

				“Style you always had.”

				Her lips curved. “Yes, but I liked not having to work for it. I never enjoyed that end as much as you.”

				“Divorce hasn’t left you destitute.”

				“Hardly. I outlasted the terms of the prenup both times and I’m solid.” She shrugged. “And at loose ends. I’d planned to contact you, when I worked up the courage. Running into you last night that way…I nearly turned around and left again. But you saw me, so I braved it out. How’d I do?”

				He gave her an easy smile. “Smooth as ever.”

				“I was hoping to surprise you, but wanted to prepare for it, set the stage. Tell me, does your relationship with your wife afford you any freedom?”

				He understood the question and the very open invitation under it. Nor could he misunderstand the hand she’d laid lightly on his thigh.

				“I don’t equate marriage with prison, but see it as a promise. A maze of them. I take promises very seriously.”

				“Still…” She touched the tip of her tongue to her top lip. “If promises aren’t flexible, they’re more easy to break.”

				There was a challenge in her eyes, and the come-on-let’s-play laughter along with it. He’d found the combination all but irresistible once. “Bending them only changes them into something they weren’t meant to be in the first place. You should know, Maggie, before you say or do anything that would embarrass you, that I’m completely in love with my wife.”

				She stared at him for a moment, intensely, as if trying to see the con. Slowly, deliberately, she lifted her hand from his thigh, set it back on the table. “I assumed you had some angle for aligning yourself with a cop.”

				“If you knew her, you’d understand Eve is no one’s mark. Regardless, I wouldn’t betray her for anything. Or anyone.”

				“Well…” Then she gave that pretty shrug again, that quick and wicked smile. “No harm in trying.”

				It was best, he decided, to table that area of conversation. “How long do you plan to be in New York?”

				“It depends. You might help me with that.” When he raised a brow, she laughed. “That’s not a proposition, lover. I’d hoped to ask for your advice. Investment advice.”

				“I’d think you’d have your own people for that.”

				“Georges’s people—and however civil we are, it’s delicate. I have a very nice cushion of disposable income. Unreported assets. I’d as soon not involve Georges’s very efficient and by-the-book advisers in my investments. But an old, trusted friend who’s considerably skilled in this sort of thing. You’re the one who taught me, long ago, the value of…cushions. I was thinking real estate, tucking it under a few layers to avoid the tax dogs.”

				“Are you looking for additional income, turning a profit, or sheltering your cushion?”

				“All, if I can manage it.”

				“How soft is this cushion?”

				She caught her bottom lip between her teeth as her eyes danced. “About fifteen that’s tucked—deeply—away. I was fond of Andre and of Georges, as I said, and enjoyed the lifestyles we shared. But I never expected it to last forever in either case. I juggled a bit here and there along the way. And I have some jewelry that doesn’t really suit me. I’d like to turn that liquid. Discreetly.”

				“You’d want property in New York?”

				“That would be my first choice, unless you’ve a better suggestion.”

				“I’ll think about it. I’ll be able to give you some options, Maggie, but you’ll have to create those layers yourself. I can point you in the right direction, and to the right people. That’s all I can do.”

				“That would be more than enough.” Her hand touched his arm again, rubbed up and down. “I appreciate it. I’m staying at Franklin’s pied-à-terre for the time being. I’ll give you the address, and my contact numbers.”

				“Enjoying the benefits of companionship with a wealthy, older man?”

				She forked up salad, flashed a grin. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

				

				Eve located a single plant in New Jersey that processed castor oil. It was worth the trip, she decided, particularly since she felt cooped up in her office.

				Along the way, Peabody caught her up with her own investigative results. “I ran the names of parents or child-care providers who signed in yesterday. Shuffled down the list those who had confirmed appointments with faculty members, and those who signed in and out during the times the vic was known to be in his classroom. Leaves us four potentials.”

				“Do any of them connect to Foster?’

				“Two had kids in his classes this term. I wanted to check, see if either kid had trouble there, academically, or discipline problems. But Principal Mosebly’s being pissy about sharing the records.”

				“Is she really?” The idea gave Eve something like a warm glow. “It’ll be a pleasure to take her down on that. I’ll get a warrant.”

				“That’s what I like to hear.”

				“Of the other two, one got a knock for assault a couple years ago. She went after some guy with a baseball bat at a Little League game. Broke his shoulder.”

				“There’s team spirit.”

				“She got off with community service and anger management, paying his medical bills. The guy sued her,” Peabody added, “settling out of court for an undisclosed amount. Want me to get more details on that?”

				“We’ll ask her personally.”

				“Hallie Wentz, single, one female child, age eight, Emily. Hallie’s a party planner.”

				“They pay people to plan parties. I don’t get it. If you’re bound and determined to have a party, how much of a deal is it to have one?”

				“Three words: Mavis’s baby shower.”

				Eve tried not to squirm. “That went okay.”

				“That went uptown because you had somebody, that would be me, handling the details.”

				“And did I pay you?”

				Peabody frowned, scratched her jaw. “I am forced to say: Touché.”

				“Nobody should be forced to say touché.”

				“Feeling better?”

				“Than what?” Eve countered as she slipped off the turnpike.

				“Than you were this morning.”

				“I was just having a thing, mostly in my head.” That’s what she’d decided. “Finished with it now.”

				It had been stupid, and embarrassingly female, to get worked up over some blonde in a red dress. They’d have had lunch by now, she calculated, and he’d be back in his office taking his next meeting to plan global financial domination.

				Back to normal. And that was that.

				It barely took any effort to put it out of her mind, again, as they badged plant security and waited for clearance. And the manager.

				She was a peppy little thing, all of four feet ten in her work boots. She had a wide smile and sparkling eyes that made Eve wonder what she’d consumed during her last break.

				“Stella Burgess, nice to meetcha. Something I can help you with?”

				New Jersey was as deep as the Hudson in her voice as she beamed welcome and cooperation.

				“You process castor beans at this facility.”

				“Sure do. We process a variety of agricultural products for nonconsumptive use. Your castor oil’s used in some industries as a lubricant. Not so much in the U.S. of A., but we export. It’s also used in the preparation of leather goods. We export that, too, and ship directly to certified clients nationally. You want to see the processing operation?”

				“Probably not. Do you have accounts for the oil in New York?”

				“I sure can check on that for you, Lieutenant. That’d likely be for artisans, craftsman, and like that there, ones who like to use natural products only. You want I should get you a list?”

				“Yeah, I want you should. As soon as you tell me why you’re handing all that over with a smile.”

				“’Scuze?”

				“You don’t ask questions, Stella. You don’t do any dance about privacy of accounts. Just sure, here are the names.”

				Stella flashed her teeth again. “Yeah, sure. I got the memo.”

				“What memo would that be?”

				“From the top dog. It got sent out first of the year. Full cooperation from all managers, department heads, supervisors, and yadda-yadda is expected to be given to Lieutenant Eve Dallas if and when she has occasion to request information or services. Right?”

				“Right. I’ll need an employee roster, too. Current, and back the last six months.”

				“You got it.” Stella pointed her index finger, thumb cocked. “Give me five, okay?”

				“Sure.”

				As they waited, Peabody cast her eyes to the ceiling and whistled a tune.

				“Shut up, Peabody.”

				“I’m just wondering what it’s like to be married to a guy who owns so many things you don’t know the half of them.” Then she gave Eve an elbow nudge. “He sent out a memo.”

				“It takes the fun out of it. He cut out my intimidation perk.”

				“Saves time, though. And it’s really considerate. He’s always thinking about you.”

				“Weird.”

				But it was nice to hear it, even though it made her feel only more stupid about how she’d behaved that morning.

				

				She would run cross-references and searches on the lists provided. That she could do back at Central, or at home. For the moment, they’d knock on a few doors. Starting with Hallie Wentz.

				Hallie lived in a two-story townhouse, running her business on the street level. Eve would have tagged her as the exact opposite of Stella Burgess. Hallie was tall, slim, wearing fashionable ankle-breakers. Her eyes were cool and suspicious as she studied Eve’s badge.

				Obviously, she hadn’t gotten the memo.

				“What’s this about? I’ve got a client coming by in ten minutes. Cops aren’t good for business.”

				“Craig Foster.”

				“Oh.” Hallie blew out a breath, glanced toward a doorway. “Listen, my kid’s in the next room. She’s pretty upset about what happened. I really don’t want her to have to talk to the cops about this. Not until she feels better.”

				“Actually, we’re here to talk to you.”

				“Me? About Mr. Foster? Why?”

				“We’re talking to everyone who was on school grounds yesterday.”

				“Right. Right. Wait a minute.” She walked to the doorway, peeked in, then eased the door nearly closed. “Studying,” she said to Eve and Peabody. “Kid’s a gem. What do you need to know?”

				“We’ll start with why you were there.”

				“Show and Share Day. Em wanted to take Butch in for it. Our African Gray. Parrot?” she explained. “He’s a big guy. She couldn’t handle his cage herself, so I carried it to class for her.”

				“You signed in at eight-twenty, didn’t sign out until ten-forty-two. How far did you have to carry Butch?”

				“It’s a big school,” Hallie said, coolly again. “Are you interrogating all the parents?”

				“It’s not so big it took you better than two hours to deliver a parrot. Did you see or speak with Mr. Foster yesterday?”

				“No, I didn’t.”

				“But you’ve had occasion to see and speak with him in the past.”

				“Sure. Em had him last term. He seemed like a good one. She did really well in his class, and he showed a lot of interest in her.”

				“Did you have any interest in him?”

				Hallie drew a breath. “I don’t hit on Em’s teachers, and if I did, I’d go more for the little blonde who runs the Drama department. I’m gay, for God’s sake.”

				“You have an assault on your record, Ms. Wentz.”

				“Fuck that.” Temper sparked like flying embers. “That idiot son of a bitch deserved the broken shoulder, and a hell of a lot more. You know what he called my Em? Lesbo spawn.”

				She sucked in another breath, held up a hand until she got herself under control. “He said that to me, so all I did was warn him to knock it off. But he kept it up, and started calling out things during the game. He called her a dyke. As in, ‘You can’t hit for crap, you little dyke.’ It wasn’t the first time he’d tossed out ignorant homophobe comments at a game, but they were tossed at me, not shouted out so she could hear. Nobody talks to my kid that way. I’d had enough.”

				If the rundown were true, Eve was surprised the woman hadn’t aimed for the asshole’s skull rather than his shoulder. “Did Mr. Foster have anything inappropriate to say to your daughter?”

				“Hell no. He was a decent guy, as far as I know. A good teacher, made his class fun for the kids. Emily liked him, a lot. She’s upset and confused over this. I don’t want her to be any more upset and confused than she has to be.”

				“Then tell us why you were on school grounds for two hours and twenty-two minutes.”

				“Jesus. I hung around in the class awhile, talking to some of the kids and Janine—Mrs. Linkletter—about Butch. Getting him to talk for them. Then…Listen, does this have to go on the record?”

				“It depends on what ‘this’ is,” Eve told her.

				“It doesn’t apply to what happened, so I just want you to say—if you agree it doesn’t—it doesn’t have to get around.”

				“All right.”

				“I slipped down into the kitchen. Laina Sanchez, the head nutritionist, moonlights for me. She’s not supposed to take outside jobs. I don’t want her to get in any trouble.”

				“She won’t, not over that.”

				“We just talked about an event we have coming up next week. A change in menu the client wanted. I had a cup of coffee while I was there. I didn’t have a meeting until eleven, and it was only a couple blocks away, so I hung. That’s it.”

				“Okay. She’ll verify that?”

				“She will, but listen, don’t ask her about it at the school, okay? Mosebly gets wind, she’ll come down on Laina.”

				“Are you and Laina involved?”

				Hallie relaxed enough to grin. “Not like that. I used to date her sister, a half a million years back. I helped her get the position at Sarah Child when they needed a new nutritionist. She’s got a two-year-old kid to feed, and another well on the way. She and her husband need the money I can toss her.”

				“We’re not looking to jam her up.” Something more here, just a little more, Eve thought. “Did you see anything or anyone out of the ordinary?”

				“I didn’t. Classes were just starting when I went down to the kitchen. Second period would have been going on when I left. I’d help if I could. Something bad like this happens around my kid, I want to know who, what, and why. I can’t protect her otherwise.”

				Maybe protection was an angle, Eve mused, as they traveled the block and a half to the next name on the list.

				“She goes after a guy with a bat because he calls her kid names.”

				“You’d have done the same,” Peabody pointed out.

				“Hard to say as I’m not a lesbian and don’t have a kid, but, yeah, the guy sounds like he earned his knocks. What might a parent do to protect? Maybe it wasn’t a parent or a teacher Foster had something on, if indeed he had something on anyone. Maybe it was a kid.”

				“What can you have on a six-to twelve-year-old?”

				“Naive Free-Ager. Kids do all sorts of sticky things. Maybe he caught one of them stealing, cheating on an exam, giving out bj’s in the bathroom, dealing illegals.”

				“Jeez.”

				Eve worked it through. “Calls the parent in for a little chat, warns that this will have to be reported. The kid will require disciplinary action, counseling, maybe expulsion. One of the top schools in the state, according to Straffo’s annoying kid. You don’t want your kid kicked out or something dicey going on the record. It can’t be reported if Foster’s dead.”

				“Talk about involved parenting. I’ve been checking on any parent conferences the vic had on his schedule for the week before the murder.”

				“Let’s look for repeat conferences. And when we get the warrant, we’ll see if any student name recurs with other instructors.”

				None of the others on the list were currently at home. They got a sullen teenage girl at one residence who reported that her parents and the little creep—who Eve assumed was her younger brother—were at a basketball game. At another the droid housekeeper informed them that the mother had taken young miss to karate practice, and that the father was tied up at a late meeting.

				Back at Central, Eve campaigned for her warrant, and did a mental victory dance when she copped it without breaking a sweat. Her only disappointment was that it was too late in the day to catch anyone at school to access the records she wanted.

				She started to run her cross-references, stopped. She was already at the end of shift. She could work at home and lure Roarke into it. It would be a kind of peace offering for that morning, she supposed.

				They’d have some dinner, and she’d bring him up to date. Since they were his employee and client lists she’d be running, it seemed only fair he had a part of it.

				And she missed him, she admitted as she shut down for the day. She missed them.

				Just as she pushed back from her desk, Peabody poked her head in. “There’s a Magdelana Percell out here, wants to see you.”

				The center of Eve’s belly sank, then tightened like a fist. “Did she give you the nature of her business?”

				“She said it was personal. I don’t remember her from any of the lists we’re working on, but—”

				“No, she’s not on any. Send her back, then go home.”

				“Home? But it’s only twenty minutes past end of shift. Whatever will I do with this unexpected largess?”

				“Report to my home office, oh-eight hundred. We’ll catch some of those names before they go wherever the hell they go all day. Then we’re at the school. Warrant came through.”

				“Score for our team. Dallas? I can hang if you’d rather.”

				“No, I don’t rather. Send her back.”

				It was no big, it was no deal, Eve reminded herself. She’d just see what Percell wanted, then go home. Forget about her.

				It wouldn’t be the first time she had some ridiculous conversation with one of Roarke’s formers. It was unlikely to be the last.

				She heard the telltale click of girl shoes on the aging floor, and made herself feel ridiculous by pretending to flip through a hard copy of a report.

				When she glanced up, Magdelana was all sultry smiles in a sleek black suit with a silky fur collar.

				“Thanks for seeing me,” she began. “I’m not sure you remember, but we met briefly last night. I’m—”

				Eve wasn’t going for the smile, and she sure as hell wasn’t going for sultry. Her tone was flat. “I know who you are.”

				“Oh, well then,” Magdelana said after a beat. “What a maze this place is! The hub, I suppose, of New York’s law enforcement. And this is your office?” She glanced around, scanning the dented file cabinet, the skinny window, the battered desk. Her perfect eyebrows winged up. “Not what I expected, really. It is Lieutenant, isn’t it?”

				“That’s right.”

				“Hmmm. I hope I’m not interrupting some vital sort of police work.”

				“As a matter of fact…”

				Magdelana blinked those emerald eyes once. “This is awkward. I was hoping it wouldn’t be. I wanted to come here, to see you, to ask if I could buy you a drink when you’re finished your work.”

				“Why?”

				“I suppose I wanted to make it clear I didn’t want to cause any trouble.”

				Eve leaned back in her chair, swiveled idly. “Have you killed anyone since entering my jurisdiction?”

				“No.” There was a quick, sharp smile. “Not since then.”

				“In that case, we’re clear.”

				“Eve.” Her voice was smooth, as was her move as she eased a hip onto Eve’s desk. “I only wanted to reassure you that what was between me and Roarke was over long ago. We were practically children when we were involved. You don’t have a thing to worry about.”

				Eve cocked her head. “Do I look worried?”

				“I don’t know you, so how can I say? Roarke did mention I wouldn’t like you, and I suppose I’m just contrary enough that I wanted to prove him wrong. So I hoped we could have a drink, and diffuse any potential problems. Especially since he’s going to be helping me with some of my affairs.”

				“Funny.” And the fist in her belly went slippery and sick. “You look like the type who can handle her own affairs just fine.”

				“Business affairs. We’d both know Roarke has no equal when it comes to financial affairs. Or, let’s be honest, any sort of affair.” She gave a light laugh. “But this is strictly business, I promise. After we had lunch today and he agreed to work with me, it suddenly occurred that you might think it was something other than business. After all, he’s a gorgeous and alluring man, and he and I were…”

				“Were would be the operative verb.”

				“Yes. Absolutely. You see, I caused him pain a long time ago, I don’t want to be responsible for that again. If things work out as I hope, I’ll have business in New York for some time. I’m hoping we can all be friends.”

				She knew bullshit when it was being tossed at her by the shovelful. “You know, Ms. Purcell, I’m at absolute capacity in the friend department. You’ll have to apply elsewhere. As for Roarke and his business, that’s his deal. As for you, let’s get this straight: You don’t look stupid, so I don’t believe you think you’re the first of Roarke’s discarded skirts to swing back this way. You don’t worry me. In fact, you don’t much interest me. So if that’s all?”

				Slowly, Magdelana slid off the desk. “The man is just never wrong is he? I don’t like you.”

				“Aw.”

				She moved to the door, then stopped, leaned on the jamb as she looked over at Eve again. “Just one thing? He didn’t discard me. I discarded him. And since you don’t look stupid either, you know that makes all the difference.”

				Eve listened to the click of those heels. When they’d receded, she leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes as her stomach churned.

				Because no, neither she nor Percell was stupid.
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				FATIGUE DRAGGED AT HER WHEN SHE TURNED through the gates. Out of the unrelenting noise, the crowds, the quick temper, and vicious pace of the city, she thought, and into Roarke’s world.

				Exclusive, private, perfect. The long sweeping drive, which curved through the snow-covered grounds where no tromping feet, no impatient traffic had marred that pristine white carpet, led the way to the big stone house with its many windows.

				They gleamed with light, warm and gold.

				She’d grown used to it, she thought, to sliding through those iron gates, to seeing the stunning home spread and jut with its towers and turrets, like a fantasy in the dark.

				Room after room ranged behind that glass and stone, some practical, some elegant, some fun. All beautiful, all reflecting his vision. What he’d needed to build, to have, to hold.

				Not just for the status, the elegance, the privilege—though with Roarke those would play a part—but because he’d needed, very much needed, to make a home.

				What had she added to that? she wondered. Some clutter, an orphaned cat, an office that was undoubtedly plain and lacking in style by his standards.

				Hell, by most anyone’s.

				But she’d learned to fit there, had made a home there with him. Hadn’t she? Despite the odds, they had a life there that mattered to both of them.

				She wouldn’t let some ghost from the past put a blight on that.

				She left the car in front, climbed the steps to the grand front doors. Roarke may have built it, but this was her territory now, too, her turf. No one was going to invade it without getting bloody.

				She walked in, and Summerset slid out into the foyer, the cat a fat shadow at his heels.

				“Let me just say kiss my ass and avoid the rest of the conversation,” she began. “I’ve got work.”

				“He isn’t home yet.”

				Her stomach squeezed, just a little as she shrugged out of her coat. “Thanks for the report.”

				“He had to reschedule some meetings in order to take a personal lunch.”

				Eve tossed her coat over the newel post and whirled. At least now she had a handy target for the rage that churned with the sickness in her belly. “Couldn’t wait to rub my face in that one. I bet you’re just dancing a jig that Maggie’s in town. Well, you can—”

				“On the contrary,” he interrupted with absolute calm. “I couldn’t be less pleased. I’d like a moment of your time.”

				“For what?”

				His jaw tightened, and she saw she’d been wrong. There were ripples under the calm.

				“I dislike discussing Roarke this way, and you’re only making it more difficult. However, my concerns leave me, I feel, little choice in the matter.”

				Her mouth was dry now. “What kind of concerns?”

				“Come into the parlor for a moment. There’s a fire.”

				“Fine, fine.” She stalked in. The fire simmered, red and gold. All the rich fabrics gleamed while the antique wood, so lovingly tended, glowed. And standing in the room, she felt chilled to the bone.

				“Will you sit?”

				She only shook her head, walked to the window to stare out. “What do you need to say to me?”

				“I’ll pour you some wine.”

				“No.” She couldn’t handle wine with her head beginning to throb. “Just spill it.”

				“She’s a dangerous woman, Lieutenant.”

				“In what way?”

				“She manipulates, she maneuvers. She enjoys the adventure of conflict. And she has power, as truly beautiful women usually do. In her case, it was well honed even a dozen years ago, and I don’t imagine it’s lost its edge.”

				“No,” Eve murmured. “She’s got a punch.”

				“And added to it, she has a strong intellect.”

				“How long were they together?” When he said nothing, she looked back at him. “Don’t tap dance around this. How long?”

				“A number of months. Nearly a year.”

				She had to turn back to the window because there was a pain now, just under her heart. “Long time. Why did it end?”

				“They had planned a job—weeks of planning.” She may not have wanted wine, but he did. He wanted something to get him through this. “The mark was a wealthy man with a superb collection of art.”

				Summerset moved to a painted cabinet and, taking a decanter, poured himself a short whiskey. “Magdelana’s part was to intrigue him, to develop a relationship. He was much older than she, and had a penchant for young, vibrant women. She would access information from the inside, the security, the routines, the placement of the artwork. They decided on a pair of Renoirs. Just the two. Roarke was, even then, not the sort to dip too deeply into one well. The day they were to complete the job—with her and the mark on his yacht—she eloped with the mark.”

				“Bird in the hand.”

				“Precisely. He had to scrap the job, of course, not being sure the information he had was valid, or that he wasn’t being set up. It cost him quite a bit, on several levels.”

				“But he didn’t go after her, make her pay?” She turned back again. “He didn’t do that because he was more hurt than he was angry. Did he love her?”

				“He was infatuated.”

				Something twisted in her. “Worse. That’s worse.”

				“Agreed.” He sipped. “He tolerated a great deal from her during the time they were together. She enjoyed risks, both personal and professional. You’ve seen her, she has a light. He was attracted to it.”

				“She’s smart,” Eve managed. “Educated and smart. I did a run on her.”

				“Naturally. Yes, she was a very intelligent young woman.”

				“He’d admire that. He’d like that, even over the physical, that would count.”

				He hesitated a moment. Summerset had seen her take a hit, on full, right in this very room. But the words he had to say would do more damage. “She knew art and music, and literature. He’d always been thirsty to know, to experience the things that had been denied to him as a young boy. She had a head for figures, and an appetite for, well, glamour, you could say.”

				“And she liked to steal. That would have appealed to him.”

				“She enjoyed taking. If he bought her a gift, she’d bubble over it for a time, but much preferred if he’d lifted it. And always, she wanted more, and got more without directly asking. She has a way. She’ll want more now.”

				“She came by my office before I left.”

				“Ah.” He looked down into his glass again, drank more. “She would, sprinkle a few dark seeds under the guise of smoothing the water.”

				“Something like that. She wanted to twist me up, and I knew it. But she got the dig in, she got it done. She said he’d agreed to work with her on some business stuff. If she talked him into doing another job, or even just setting up the groundwork for her—Christ.”

				“You can’t allow it.”

				“I don’t allow Roarke. No one does.”

				“You have influence, use it. She’s a blind spot for him, and always was.”

				“All I can do is ask him straight out. I can’t fight with innuendoes and wiles.” The headache was grinding in her skull, and pain was twisting her gut. “The first are insulting to both parties, and I don’t have any of the second. Not on her level, that’s for fucking sure. In the end, it’s his choice. It always was. I’ve got work.”

				She started out, stepped, and made herself turn around, meet Summerset’s eyes. “She’s a manipulator. I get that. She’s also beautiful, polished, sophisticated, smart. Smart enough, I’d bet your skinny ass, to settle happily with what Roarke’s got at his fingertips now. Basically, she’s just the type I’d think you’d do a happy dance if he flipped me for.”

				She had to take a breath so her voice would stay steady. “She wouldn’t track blood into the house, she’d know just what dress to wear to the next dinner party. And she wouldn’t forget there was a goddamn dinner party because she was standing over a dead body. So, why tell me all this?”

				“She would be a sparkling accent on his arm. She speaks flawless French and Italian, and has a limitless supply of charm when she wishes to dispense it. And she’ll use him. She’ll take, take more. If it was necessary, or if she simply had the whim, she’d toss him to the wolves to see who’d win.”

				He finished the whiskey. “You, Lieutenant, are often crude, you are certainly rude, and have very little sense of how to be the wife—in public—of a man in Roarke’s position. And you would do anything, no matter what the personal risk, to keep him from harm. She will never love him. You will never do anything but.”

				No, she thought as she walked away, she’d never do anything but. And wasn’t it strange she’d forgotten just how much fear and misery love could carry with it?

				She’d never felt any of this before she’d met him. Never felt this twisting, this aching, the shaky fear of losing.

				And never felt the thrill or the comfort, the stunning happiness that laid so thickly over everything else.

				She went straight to her office, programmed a full pot of coffee. Before Roarke, she’d often—most often—bury herself in work. No reason she couldn’t do the same now.

				More, she had a duty to honor.

				A man was dead. A man, by all current evidence, who’d been a nice guy, an ordinary sort of guy who had actually had something to give to society.

				She had no evidence, no reason to believe he’d hurt anyone, had wished harm on anyone. Hadn’t performed salacious acts, used or trafficked in illegal substances.

				Hadn’t stolen anything, extorted anyone. Hadn’t cheated on his wife.

				Having lunch wasn’t cheating, she thought as she carted her coffee to her desk. Banging another woman like a steel drum a dozen years before marriage wasn’t cheating.

				Roarke wouldn’t cheat on her. She could rest easy on that point.

				But would he want to? That was the sticker.

				And that had nothing to do with Craig Foster.

				She sat, braced her elbows on the table, and rested her head in her hands. She just had to clear her mind, that was all. Clear it out. Should probably take a blocker for the goddamn stupid headache pounding inside her skull.

				Annoyed, she yanked open the top drawer, knowing Roarke had left a case in there with the little blue pills inside. She hated taking pills, but she’d never be able to think unless she popped one.

				She swallowed the blocker, chased it with coffee as Galahad jogged in to get a running start for the leap to her desk. He plopped his ass down and stared at her.

				“I’ve got to work.” But it was an odd comfort to run her hand over his head and have him stretch under the stroke. “I’ve got to be able to work or I’ll go crazy.”

				Shifting, she inserted the data discs she wanted to run first.

				“Computer, cross-reference both employee and client list, disc A with student guardians, administration, faculty, and support staff lists, disc B. Report any matches.”

				
					Acknowledged. Working…

				

				“Secondary task, standard data run on all names on disc C, include criminal, financial, employment, marital, education.”

				
					Acknowledged. Working…

				

				Maybe something would pop on one of the parents or child care providers who’d been in the building that morning.

				“Subsequent task, display data on faculty, administration, and support staff of Sarah Child Academy, in alpha order, on wall screen one.”

				
					Acknowledged. Data displayed on wall screen one…Primary task complete. No matches…

				

				“Yeah, that would’ve been too easy. Using the same lists, cross-reference search for family relations, former spouses or cohabs.”

				
					Acknowledged. Working…Secondary task is now complete. Choice of display?

				

				“Display on comp screen.” Sitting back with her coffee, she studied the data.

				There was nothing hot. A couple of hand slaps here and there—the ever-popular illegals possession for personal use, a four-year-old shoplifting charge. No violent crimes, no cage time for any.

				Before she began on the data on her wall screen, she closed her eyes and let her mind wind back through what she knew, what she wanted to know.

				Poison in the hot chocolate. Thermos unattended and accessible at several points during the morning. Habitual.

				“Wait.”

				She sat up, eyes narrowed, then tried another angle. She contacted Lissette Foster. “Lieutenant Dallas,” she said. “I’m sorry to disturb you. I have a couple of questions. You made the hot chocolate yourself, every morning.”

				“Yes, I told you. I made it for him.”

				“You ever drink it?”

				“No. Too many calories,” she said wearily. “I used some real chocolate along with the soy milk and the powdered mix. He didn’t know.”

				“Sorry?”

				“Chocolate’s so expensive. He didn’t know I bought it, added it in like my mother always did. He liked it so much, said no one made it like I did. It was the half ounce of real chocolate I mixed in every morning.”

				“Anyone else know about that addition?”

				“My mother. She taught me how to make it. I mentioned it at work, I’m sure. Sort of bragging about it. I think I might have told Mirri. It was just a little secret from Craig. He wouldn’t have wanted me to spend the money on him.”

				“I noticed the mix in your kitchen, and the stash of liquid chocolate inside a box of Vital Fem.”

				Now Lissette smiled, just a little. “He’d never poke around in my vitamins, so I kept the chocolate there.”

				“We sent the mix and the liquid to the lab. Anyone else know where you kept them?”

				“The mix, maybe. Not the chocolate. You think…”

				“The lab will determine if any of the ingredients were tampered with. Was anyone in your apartment the weekend before your husband’s death?”

				“No.” She rubbed her eyes wearily. “I don’t think so. I was out for a while on Saturday, shopping. But Craig was home. He didn’t mention it.”

				“Does anyone have a key, a spare? Your code.”

				“Mirri does, for emergencies. But—”

				“Okay. Your building doesn’t have security cameras or a doorman.”

				“We couldn’t afford one that ran to those. It’s a nice neighborhood. We never had any trouble.”

				“All right, Mrs. Foster. I appreciate the time.”

				So here’s a what-if, Eve mused. What if person or persons unknown accessed the Foster apartment, knowing the habits. Poisoned the powder. Maybe Craig had a visitor he hadn’t told his wife about.

				Or…Maybe it didn’t have to be the day before, she thought. Maybe he’d lucked out a few times, hadn’t gotten any of—or not enough of the poison.

				She pulled up her lab report, read off the contents of the go-cup. There was no real chocolate listed.

				So the killer hadn’t known about Lissette’s secret recipe.

				Considering, she rose and walked to her murder board. She studied her victim, the shots of the scene. Tapped her fingers on her thigh as she studied the thermos.

				Nothing special about it, she decided. Just your average go-cup, jumbo size. About fifty bucks. Solid black, with the vic’s first name scripted in silver across the body. Looked new.

				Used it every day, every working day for over a year. Why did it look brand-new?

				Maybe it was new. She’d already speculated on that one, and now she was stepping over her own feet. Damn it.

				“Faster,” she murmured. “Simpler. For fifty bucks, you could switch the good stuff with the bad in three seconds. You don’t have to pour out the original chocolate, pour in the killing drink. You just take the whole damn thing, shove the good in your briefcase or pack, leave the bad.”

				Smarter, she thought. Not as messy.

				She pulled out the sweeper’s report, already knowing she wouldn’t have missed such a vital listing if a second engraved thermos had been found in the building.

				“Computer, run probabilities on the following options as pertains to case number HP-33091-D. Poison was added to vic’s go-cup on the morning of his death. Option next, vic’s go-cup was switched with an identical one containing the poison, again on the morning of his death. Which option has the highest probability?”

				
					Acknowledged. Working…

				

				Eve added more coffee to her mug, paced around the board. Sat back at her desk.

				
					Probabilities on both options have no viable difference with current data…

				

				“Big help.” And it would matter, she decided. It would matter just how.

				With the absence of the real chocolate in the poisoned drink, the theory of the mix being tampered with inside the Foster apartment was out of the running.

				Adding it on the spot was easier, more efficient. Still a risk factor involved.

				But just replacing the whole shot, now that was smart, most efficient, most foolproof.

				They’d do a more thorough search of the school the next day. But if she were to bet, she’d lay her money on the killer taking Craig’s cup as a souvenir. Or certainly disposing of it well off school grounds.

				She called up the physical description of the cup, started a search for retailers in the city and online who sold that specific brand and model, with personalization option.

				There were more than twenty retail stores in Manhattan alone offering that specific item, and three times that through online vendors.

				But it was a break, she thought. Whether or not the cup itself played, she knew the drink had been made by the killer. Someone who didn’t know Lissette’s secret ingredient.

				She was reaching for her coffee again when she saw Roarke in the doorway.

				“Lieutenant.”

				“Hey.”

				They watched each other, warily, as he came into the room. “I’d hoped not to be this late.”

				“Happens.”

				
					Cross-referencing task complete. No matches found.

				

				“Sometimes the world’s not as small as you want it to be,” she commented, and picked up her coffee.

				“Long day for you.”

				“Back at you.”

				He sat on the corner of her desk, his gaze level with hers. “Are we at odds here, Eve?”

				She hated, hated, that she just wanted to lay her head down on the desk and weep. “I don’t know what we are.”

				He reached out, skimmed his fingertips over her hair. “You pushed some button on me this morning. Irritated the hell right out of me. Don’t you trust me, then?”

				“Do you think I’d be sitting here if I didn’t?”

				“That being the case, there should be no problem between us.”

				“Nothing’s that simple.”

				“I love you, absolutely. Nothing’s simple about it, but it’s complete. You never kissed me good-bye this morning.” He leaned down, brushed his lips over hers.

				She couldn’t help it, the love simply welled up. “Bye,” she murmured, and made him smile.

				He brushed her lips again, warm and sweet. “Hello. I’ll wager you haven’t had any dinner.”

				“I’m spinning my wheels on this investigation. Haven’t thought much about food.”

				“Think about it now.” He took her hand, linked their fingers, and used the other to scratch the cat when Galahad bumped his head against Roarke’s arm. “You’re looking tired, Lieutenant, and hollow-eyed the way you do when you haven’t eaten or gotten enough sleep. I’ll punch in burgers, that usually tempts you. And you can tell me about the case.”

				He didn’t want to discuss the morning, she thought, or his meeting with Magdelana. He was nudging it all aside, very smoothly. But it had to be discussed. Had to be front and center.

				“She came to my office.”

				Nothing changed on his face, not by the smallest flicker. It was hardly a wonder he was lethal in business negotiations.

				“Magdelana?”

				“No, the Queen of the May.”

				“A bit early for her. Does she work anything like the February groundhog?”

				“Gee, that’s funny. But to get back to the topic. She came to see me at the end of shift. Thought we could have a nice, chatty drink, be pals. Guess what my answer was?”

				He pushed off the desk. “I’m sorry if it upset you,” he said as he moved to a wall panel, opened it to take out a bottle of brandy. “She’s outgoing, impulsive. I imagine she was curious about you.”

				“Is that what you imagine?” She felt the anger warring with something inside her, something she recognized as acute distress. “Even after you told her she wouldn’t like me.”

				He glanced at Eve, poured the brandy, replaced the bottle. “No more than you would her. Very likely she intended to make the gesture and prove me wrong.”

				Blind spot, Summerset had told her. “I think that was pretty low on her list of intentions. You’re going to work with her?”

				This time irritation escaped control just long enough to show. “I’m not, no.”

				“Then she’s a liar?”

				“If she said I was, she misspoke, or you misconstrued.”

				“I misconstrued?”

				“Christ Jesus.” He knocked back some brandy. “You’re trying to box me into a corner here, and there’s none to be had. We had a perfectly innocent lunch, at which time she asked for my help with some investments she wants to make. I agreed to give her some direction, and some names of people she might work with. It’s nothing I haven’t done for other people countless times before.”

				“She’s not other people.”

				“Bollocks to this.” And there was the temper, rich and ripe. “Did you expect I would say, ‘Sorry, can’t give you the names of a few money people as my wife doesn’t like the fact we shagged a dozen bloody years ago?’ This isn’t like you, Eve.”

				“I can’t say, as I haven’t been in this position before.”

				“What position, exactly?”

				“Having a woman you have feelings for thrown in my face. Knowing she meant for me to feel exactly that.”

				“As I’m not a bleeding droid I’ve had feelings for other women before I met you, and you’ve run into a few of them. As for Magdelana, why would she want to antagonize you?” he demanded. “She’d have nothing to gain. You’re overreacting, and making a situation out of something that happened years before I knew you existed. Do you need reassurance from me? Promises, pledges? After all we’ve come to be to each other?”

				“How is it she’s made all the moves, and I’m in the wrong here? You don’t see her.”

				“I see you. I see my wife twisting herself into a jealous knot over something long past.”

				He set the brandy aside again, ordered himself to be calm. “Eve, I can’t go back and change what I was, what was done all those years ago. I wouldn’t if I could. Why would I? If I took a step then, it somehow brought me here. To you.”

				That wasn’t the point, she thought. Or was it? But everything that wanted to come out of her mouth sounded, even in her head, like the whining of a needy woman. “Can you tell me she doesn’t want to pick up where you left off?”

				“If she did, or does for that matter, she’ll be disappointed. Eve, you and I didn’t come to each other as children, or as innocents. If either of us wind ourselves up over relationships that came and went before our own, we’ll forever be in knots.”

				“Excuse me?” She pushed to her feet. “You beat the hell out of Webster right in this room.”

				“He had his hands on you, in our home. That’s bloody different.” The words lashed out, hot-tipped and razor sharp. “And never did I think you invited it, encouraged it, or would have tolerated it. You and I went round, Lieutenant, because you threatened to stun me. What in fucking hell do you want?”

				“I guess to know what in fucking hell she wants. Is she planning a job? Does she want you—”

				“If she is, it wasn’t mentioned to me. In fact, quite the opposite. And if she is, it would be no business of mine. Is that how you see me? So spineless that I’d slip back not only over the line, but into another woman’s bed?”

				“No.”

				“Whatever she might want, Eve, she’ll get no more from me than what I agreed to give. Some basic investment options. Should I have my admin write that up in the form of a contract for you?”

				Her throat burned, the headache was back, and she’d accomplished nothing but pissing him off while putting Magdelana squarely between them. “I hate this. I hate feeling this way, acting this way. I hate that we’re standing here arguing about her. Putting her in the center of it.”

				“Then stop.” He moved to her then. He laid his hands on her shoulders, ran them up and down her arms before drawing her against him. “If we’re to argue, at least let’s argue about something real. Not this. You’re not just the center of my world, Eve.” He kissed her brow, her temples, her lips. “You’re the whole of it.”

				She flung her arms around him, held hard. He’d answered, she told herself. Put it away, put it aside. “It’s your fault I love you like this.” For a moment, she pressed her face to his shoulder. “That I’m stupid with it.”

				“Of course it is.” He brushed a hand over her hair, laid his cheek against it. And felt his own insides relax again. “We’ll feel stupid together. Better now?”

				Better, she thought. But it wasn’t over. She was afraid enough of what might happen next that she told herself, again, to let it go. Just let it go. “Good enough.”

				Telling herself to change the tone, she eased back. “Burgess in New Jersey was very cooperative.”

				“I’m delighted to hear it.” He traced a fingertip down the slight dent in her chin. “Who is Burgess, and why is he being cooperative in New Jersey?”

				“She. She manages your plant there, and got your memo.”

				“My…ah. I sent one out to various holdings right after the first of the year. Came in handy today, did it?”

				“Cut through the crap. Just FYI, I don’t really mind cutting through the crap myself, but thanks. You process castor beans.”

				“I’m sure I do.”

				“Ricin, the poison that killed Foster, comes from the mash after the beans are processed into oil.”

				His eyes narrowed. “Is the plant connected?”

				“So far, I can’t find a connection between anyone on my suspect list and the plant. Would’ve been nice and tidy. I don’t have a motive either, or not a clear one. It’s possible Foster saw, at some time, one of the other teachers diddling someone inappropriate during school hours. Murder’s a pretty harsh reaction to being caught with your pants down.”

				“Perhaps Foster was blackmailing the diddler, or the diddlee.”

				“No evidence of it, and it veers out of his characteristic orbit. I haven’t found a single person he wasn’t on good terms with, including the infamous diddler. Waiting for lab reports, and I’m taking a look at every member of the faculty, support staff, and administration. Along with parents of students. I got no buzz on this one, nothing that feels hot.”

				“Why don’t I take a look at some of it. Fresh eyes, new view.”

				“Couldn’t hurt.”

				He’d forgotten to nag her to eat some dinner, she thought as he sat to look over her data. Slipped his mind, she decided. Probably for the best. She didn’t have much of an appetite.

				

				When she slept, she slept in patches, and the patches were full of dreams. The dreams were conversations, mixed and jumbled from her arguments with Roarke, her interviews, her interlude with Percell. With the voices tangling inside her head, she awoke exhausted.

				But he was there where he was in the mornings, drinking coffee in the sitting area of the bedroom, financials scrolling on the screen, the sound muted.

				Eve dragged herself to the shower and tried to flood out the fatigue with the jets on full and hot.

				When she came back into the bedroom, he’d switched to the morning news. She headed straight for the coffee.

				“You didn’t rest well,” he said with a long look at her face.

				“Case is bugging me.”

				“Wish I could’ve been more help.”

				She shrugged, carried the coffee to the closet. “Maybe something will loosen up today.”

				“There’s a change of clothes in the bag there, for your spot tonight with Nadine.”

				She frowned at the hanging bag. “Why do I need to change?”

				“Consider it a precaution in the event you have a normal day and end up with blood on you, or tear your pants while tackling a suspect after a mad foot chase.”

				“The way things are going, I’ll spend most of today buried in paperwork and getting nowhere.”

				“In that unhappy event—no, not that jacket.”

				“What’s wrong with it?” Though she scowled in irritation, a part of her was so happy with his comment—the normalcy of it—she wanted to grin like an idiot.

				“It’s not particularly screen-friendly.”

				“Neither am I.”

				“True enough. However…” He rose, wandered to her closet.

				“I don’t need you to pick out my clothes.”

				“Oh, darling Eve, you so absolutely do.” He pulled out a jacket in bronze tones she swore she’d never seen before, paired it with deep brown trousers, a cream-colored turtleneck.

				“Be wild and crazy,” he added as he draped the pieces over the back of the sofa. “Wear some earrings. Small gold hoops, perhaps.”

				When she started to snarl, he caught her face in his hands and kissed her—long, slow, and deep. “I love that mouth,” he murmured, “especially when it’s about to be sarcastic. How do you feel about bacon and eggs?”

				“More enthusiastic than I feel about small gold hoops hanging from my earlobes.”

				But she found a pair, dressed, pleased that he’d poked at her about her clothes.

				And just as she was about to sit down with him, as the cat leaped on the arm of the sofa to eye the bacon, Roarke’s pocket ’link beeped.

				She knew the minute he pulled it out to check the display. “Take it,” Eve said, even as he started to slide the ’link back in his pocket. “I guess she’s an early riser.”

				“I switched her to voice mail. Let’s eat before this gets cold.”

				“Take it,” Eve repeated. “Peabody’ll be here any minute anyway. I’ll see you later.”

				“Damn it, Eve.”

				“Later,” she said again, and kept walking.

			

		

	
		
			
				8

			

			
				“NICE THREADS,” PEABODY COMMENTED, COMing in as Eve was coming down. “Roarke, right?”

				“Who else? Since obviously if left to my own devices I’d commit such fashion felonies as would frighten small children and embarrass multitudes.”

				“Misdemeanors, anyway. We’re not going up to your office? Your AutoChef?”

				“No.” Eve yanked on her coat as Summerset stood silently by. “Everybody’s getting a goddamn early start today. My vehicle better be where I left it,” she snapped at him. “Or I’m getting it myself, dragging you out, and running you over with it.”

				“What you call a vehicle is outside, currently embarrassing the house.”

				“Peabody.” Eve gestured for the door. Eve waited until Peabody went outside. “I want to know if she comes here. I want to know if she comes into this house. You got that?”

				“Yes.”

				She marched out into the cold, hatless, gloveless, then slid behind the wheel. “First address.”

				Peabody gave it to her, then cleared her throat. “Rough night?”

				“Life’s full of rough nights.”

				“Look, if you want to talk about it or just spew, that’s what partners are for.”

				“There’s a woman.”

				“No possible way.”

				It was said so quickly, and with such easy confidence, Eve would have been comforted under any other circumstances. “There’s a woman,” she repeated. “One he used to be involved with a long time ago. Seriously involved. She’s back, and she’s making moves. He doesn’t see them as moves. He doesn’t see what she is under the gloss. We’ve got a problem.”

				“You’re sure—” It only took one look from Eve for Peabody to blow out a breath. “Okay, you’re sure. First I’m going to say he wouldn’t twist on you, not with anyone. But having some bitch put moves on him is a steamer. You want to go have a talk with her, put a little muscle into it. We can tune her up, put her ass on a shuttle for Siberia.”

				“Sounds good.” She stopped at a light, scrubbed her hands over her face. “Can’t do it, can’t touch her, can’t beat her to death with a hammer and bury her in White Plains.”

				“Bloomfield would be better than White Plains anyway.”

				It got a weak laugh. “I don’t know how to do this, how hard to push him, how far to stand back. I don’t know the steps and strategy. I think I’ve already screwed up.”

				“Dallas? I think you should tell him this hurts you.”

				“I’ve never had to tell him something like that before. He sees stuff in me before I have to.” She shook her head. “It’s fucking me up. It’s fucking us up. And I’ve got to put it away and do my job.”

				She ran down her conversation with Lissette Foster, and the deletion of the key ingredient in the contents of the go-cup.

				“So it indicates that the poison was added to the drink prior to coming into the school, and most likely in a dupe vessel.”

				“Well…” Peabody juggled it in her head. “Poison’s a method females opt for more often than males.”

				“Statistically, yeah.”

				“According to Lissette, Mirri Hallywell knew about the key ingredient. What if, knowing we’d cop to the recipe, she deliberately left it out. Lissette would end up being her alibi.”

				“Convoluted,” Eve mused. “But not impossible.”

				“Or Lissette could have left it out deliberately, same reason. And yeah,” Peabody said before Eve could comment, “it doesn’t bounce very well.”

				“If you don’t toss the ball, it never bounces. We’ll keep the possibilities in the mix.”

				Eve angled toward the curb, and when she got out it did her spirits good to see the disdain in the doorman’s eagle eyes.

				“Can’t leave that heap there, lady.”

				“Hey, you know how many sexual favors my partner here had to promise to score that ride?”

				“You were supposed to perform them,” Peabody reminded her.

				“Maybe I’ll get around to that. Meanwhile…” She pulled out her badge. “You’re going to watch over that heap like it was an XR-5000, fresh off the showroom floor. And you’re going to buzz up and tell—Who are we seeing here, Peabody?”

				“The Fergusons.”

				“You’re going to tell the Fergusons that we’ve come to chat.”

				“Mr. Ferguson’s already left the building this morning. Breakfast meeting. Mrs. Ferguson’s still inside.”

				“Then get hopping.”

				He looked none too pleased, but rang the apartment and cleared them inside.

				Into chaos.

				Eileen Ferguson had a child of indeterminate age on her hip. He had some sort of pink goo circling his mouth and was wearing footed pajamas decorated with grinning dinosaurs.

				Eve figured if dinosaurs grinned it was because dinner was about to be served. So why did adults decorate their offspring with carnivores? She’d never get it.

				In the background came screams and barks and whoops that may have been glee or terror. Eileen herself wore a rust-colored sweater, loose black pants, and fuzzy slippers the color of cotton candy. Her brown hair was slicked back in a long tail and her eyes, a quiet hazel, seemed eerily calm given the noise level.

				Eve wondered if she’d toked before answering the door.

				“This must be about Craig Foster. Come in at your own risk.” She stepped back. “Martin Edward Ferguson, Dillon Wyatt Hadley.” She didn’t shout, but her voice, perfectly pleasant, carried. “Settle down right now, or I’ll dismantle that dog and shove the parts into the recycler. Sorry, coffee?” she said to Eve and Peabody.

				“Ah, no.”

				“Dog’s a droid-terrier mix. I had a moment of complete insanity and bought it for Martin for his birthday. And now, we pay the price.”

				But Eve noted that the noise level had dropped. Perhaps, at one time or another, other items had found their way into Eileen’s recycler.

				“Have a seat. I’ll just put Annie in her chair.”

				The chair was a round and colorful deal with dozens of bright buttons and rolling things to entertain curious fingers. It beeped and it buzzed and let out what Eve thought was a fairly creepy chuckle. But Annie was immediately engaged.

				“Word is that Mr. Foster was poisoned.” Eileen dropped into a black scoop chair. “Is that true?”

				“We’ve determined Mr. Foster ingested a poisonous substance, yes.”

				“Just tell me, is it safe for me to take these kids to school?”

				“We have no reason to believe the students are in any danger.”

				“Thank God—on so many levels. I don’t want anything to happen to Martin—or any of them. But, sweet Jesus, I don’t want to be saddled with four kids all day.”

				“Four?” Eve repeated, and felt an immediate flood of fear and sympathy. “Only Martin Ferguson is listed as your child on school records.”

				“I’ve got kid duty this week.”

				“Which is?”

				“I take the group—that’s Martin, and Dillon from upstairs, Callie Yost, she’ll be here in a minute, and Macy Pink. We pick her up on the way; she lives a block down. Haul them to school, pick them up at the end of the day. In case of school cancellation or the enormous number of school holidays, I deal with them. We cycle—every week one of the parents has kid duty.”

				“You signed in the day Mr. Foster died at shortly after eight and were there for forty minutes.”

				“Yeah, got them in early, dumped them in Early Care, then I had to take the dozen cupcakes to the nutrition center for clearance.”

				“Do parents or students routinely bring in outside food?”

				“Not without much to-do. It was Martin’s birthday, hence the cupcakes. I had preclearance for them. You can’t take in outside food for student groups without preclearance. You have to fill out a form,” Eileen explained, “note down the type of food and all the ingredients in case any of the kids have allergies or conditions, or cultural restrictions—parental restrictions.”

				Eileen paused and began to take tiny clothes out of a basket and fold them into tinier shapes. “Pain in the butt from my view, but the rules are fairly strict. The principal and the nutritionist have to sign off on it. It’s like national security. I got them cleared, paid the fee for the juice I forgot to bring to go with the cupcakes. Then I realized I’d picked up Callie’s school bag instead of Annie’s diaper bag, and had to go back to Early Care, make the switch. At which time I realized, clued in by eau de Annie, that she desperately needed the diaper bag. I dealt with that. I guess it could’ve taken forty minutes.”

				“During that time, who did you see or speak to?”

				“Well, Laina—the nutritionist—Lida Krump, early care provider, and her assistant, Mitchell. I saw Principal Mosebly briefly. We passed in the hall as I was leaving and spoke for a minute. How are you, happy birthday to Martin, and so on. I actually saw Craig Foster going into the staff lounge. I didn’t even stop to talk to him, just sent him a wave and kept going. I wish I’d taken a minute, but you always think you’re going to have a minute more, some other time.”

				“Did you know him well?”

				“As well as any of the staff, I suppose. I’d run into him now and again in the neighborhood, and we had the usual conferences. Twice each term there are parent-teacher meetings, more if needed. They’re routinely needed for Martin,” she added with a wry smile.

				“Martin had trouble with Mr. Foster?” Eve asked.

				“Actually, Martin responded really well to Craig. Craig loved what he did, you could tell.”

				“But you were called in for meetings.”

				“Oh, yeah.” She laughed now. “They term Martin ‘exuberant,’ which is teacher-speak for a wild child. We’re going the private school route because there’s more one-on-one time, more discipline. It’s working.”

				There was a crash, hysterical laughter, and mad barking. Eileen smiled wryly. “Mostly.”

				“What about other staff? Reed Williams, for example.”

				“Sure I know him.” Though she said it casually, her gaze shifted away, for just a moment.

				“Did you see him outside of the school, Mrs. Ferguson?”

				“No. Not me.”

				“Meaning others did.”

				“Maybe. I don’t see what that has to do with Craig.”

				“Details are important. We understand Mr. Williams had or pursued a number of sexual relationships.”

				“Oh, boy.” She blew out a breath. “He made what you could call a play—very subtle, very slick. Nothing I could call him on if I’d been inclined to. But you know when a man’s feeling you out. And most men know when a woman’s not interested. He backed right off. I’ve never had any trouble with him, or from him.”

				“But others did?”

				“Look, I know he hit on Jude Hadley. She told me, and she told me she met him for drinks. She’s divorced, and she was tempted. Then she decided no, it wasn’t something she wanted to get tangled up with. Especially since I saw Williams and Allika Straffo.”

				“You saw them…?” Eve prompted.

				“At the holiday party at the school? It was just a…” She shifted, obviously uncomfortable. “I saw how they looked at each other. And at one point, he touched her, just brushed his hand down her arm. But she pinked up. He wandered out, and a few seconds later, so did she. They came back separately, ten, fifteen minutes later. She had that look—you know, soft and loose. If they hadn’t had a quickie I’ll eat that damn droid pup.”

				“Interesting,” Eve said as they stepped back into the chill of winter. “Allika Straffo, mother of one of the kids who finds the vic, is reputedly having quickies with Williams, who had the opportunity to kill Foster.”

				“And Foster threatened to report Williams, which would involve Allika Straffo? Okay, but I tell you, I can’t see Williams getting worked up enough to poison Foster over the threat of being reported for having an affair with a student’s mother.”

				“Straffo, on the other hand, is married, and married to a powerful man. She might’ve gotten worked up enough.”

				“No record of her in the building on the day of.”

				“Her kid was.”

				“Her…Come on, Dallas. You think she set her kid up as a hit man. Hit girl. Hit kid.”

				“Maybe the kid was protecting Mommy.”

				“Okay, wait.” Peabody climbed into the car. “First, let’s remember we’re talking about a ten-year-old girl.”

				“Kids have been known to kill.” She’d only been eight when she’d killed her father. When she’d stabbed him over and over and over.

				“Yeah, generally out of panic, fear, rage, impulse. But generally a nice, upper-class ten-year-old girl doesn’t spike the teacher’s go-cup with ricin. It’s a little extreme.”

				“Yeah, it is. Maybe she didn’t know she was poisoning him. Mom says, ‘Hey, let’s play a game. Let’s trick Mr. Foster today.’”

				“It’s pretty hard for me to swallow that a mother gets her kid to off a teacher because she’s been having private lessons from another.”

				No, Eve decided, it didn’t bounce very well. Still. “It’s worth dropping by and chatting with her.”

				The Straffos’ penthouse topped a sleek silver bullet of a building that afforded river views from its shimmering glass windows and wide terraces.

				Both the doorman and building security were appropriately snooty, but also efficient enough to verify the police identification and clear them within moments.

				The door of the penthouse was opened by a young woman with freckles dusting a wholesome face that was topped by carrot-red hair. Her brogue was as thick as a slice of brown bread.

				It gave Eve a quick hitch in the belly to hear it, to think of Roarke.

				“The missus will be right with you. She and Rayleen are just finishing breakfast. What would you like me to bring you then? Coffee, tea?”

				“We’re good, thanks. What part of Ireland are you from?”

				“I’m from Mayo. Do you know it?”

				“Not really.”

				“It’s lovely, so you’ll see if you have the chance to visit. I’ll take your coats, shall I?”

				“That’s all right.” Eve followed her down the wide foyer—a sweep of steps to the right, open archways leading to open rooms with tall, tall windows. “How long have you worked for the Straffos?”

				“That’d be six months now. Please make yourself at home.” She gestured toward the sleek twin sofas plumped with gel pillows. There was a fireplace, flush and white against the wall, the flames turned on in an eerie blue that matched the fabrics. Tables were clear cubes with lush flowers spiking and trailing inside them.

				“Are you sure I can’t bring you something hot to drink? It’s a cold one out there today. Ah, here comes the missus now. And there’s our princess.”

				Allika was blonde like her daughter, but with highlights expertly streaked through the short swing of hair. She had eyes the color of ripe blueberries and skin as white and soft as milk. She wore a trim sweater set to match her eyes, and stone-gray pants that showed off long legs.

				She held her daughter’s hand.

				Rayleen’s face was bright and eager. “Mom, these are the police who came to school. This is Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody. Did you come to tell us you found out what happened to Mr. Foster?”

				“We’re still working on that.”

				“Rayleen, you need to go with Cora now and get your coat. You don’t want to be late for school.”

				“Couldn’t I stay and talk, too? It would be an excused absence, like a doctor’s appointment, and wouldn’t count against my attendance.”

				“Not today.”

				“But I’m the one who found him. I’m a witness.” Even as Rayleen pouted, Allika took her daughter’s face in her hands, kissed both her cheeks.

				“Be my good girl now and go with Cora. I’ll see you when you get home from school.”

				Rayleen let out a heavy sigh. “I wish I could stay and talk,” she said to Eve, but went obediently with Cora.

				“She’s handling this horrible thing so well, really. Still, she had nightmares last night. It’s terrible of me, I suppose, but all I keep wishing is that it had been another child to find him with Melodie. Is there anything more? Something you didn’t want to say in front of Rayleen?”

				“Can you tell us if you, your daughter, or your husband had any trouble with Mr. Foster?’

				“Trouble? No. He was Rayleen’s favorite teacher, really. Top marks across the board in his class. Rayleen’s an exceptional student. Craig made her class leader. She’s also class leader in her Literature class and in Computer Sciences. She loves school.”

				“When was the last time you saw Mr. Foster?”

				“At the last parent-teacher conference in, hmmm, November. No, no, I’m sorry, that’s wrong. It would’ve been at the holiday party in December. The school suspends the last two classes of the day, and the parents or guardians are invited. The school orchestra and choral group play, and that can be interesting,” she added with a quick laugh. “There’re refreshments after the program. I saw him there, spoke with him. Rayleen gave him a little gift. A coffee mug she’d made in pottery class. This is all so tragic. I wish I could keep her home.”

				She kneaded her fingers on her thighs. “Ray’s determined not to miss school, and my husband’s very firm about her continuing classes, the normalcy. I’m outvoted,” she said with a quick smile. “I suppose they’re both right, but it’s hard to send her there after this.”

				“Did Mr. Foster ever speak to you about Mr. Williams?”

				“Mr. Williams?” There it was—that flicker over the face that was shock and guilt and a little bit of fear. “Not that I can recall. Why would he?”

				“You and Mr. Williams are friendly.”

				“I try to be friendly with all the staff at Sarah Child.”

				“More friendly with some than others.”

				“I don’t like your implication, and I don’t understand it.” She got to her feet, but the gesture was one of panic rather than authority. “I think you should go now.”

				“Sure, we can do that. We’ll just go by your husband’s office, discuss this with him.”

				“Wait.” Allika held up a hand as Eve started to rise. “Wait. I don’t know what you’ve heard or what you believe, but…” She glanced toward the foyer, took a quiet breath as she heard Rayleen chattering with Cora as they left for school. “It’s not your concern, it’s not your business.”

				“Anything that touches on Craig Foster is our business.”

				“My personal life…You have no reason to talk to Oliver about…about gossip.”

				“Did Foster know about you and Reed Williams? Did he tell you, tell Williams he would report your affair?”

				“It wasn’t an affair! It was…it was a lapse, a momentary lapse. I broke it off weeks ago.”

				“Why?”

				“Because I came to my senses.” She pushed at her hair. “I have…with the holidays coming, I have trouble with depression. Our son, our Trev, died three years ago, Christmas morning.”

				“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Straffo,” Peabody put in. “How did he die?”

				“He…” Allika sank down again. “We were spending the holiday at our home…We had a home in Connecticut. He, he wasn’t quite two. Trev. And he was so excited about Santa. He got out of bed early. It was still dark when…He fell, he fell down the stairs. Such a long way, such a little boy. He must have been running, they said, running down to see what Santa had brought, and he fell and his neck…”

				“I’m very sorry,” Peabody repeated. “I don’t think anything can be more difficult for a parent.”

				“I broke to pieces. It took months of treatment to put me back together. I don’t think I’ll ever be completely back, or that I should be back. But we had Rayleen. We had another child, and she needed us. We don’t have the house in Connecticut, but we have Ray, and she deserves a normal life.”

				“You became involved with Reed Williams,” Eve prompted, “because you were depressed.”

				“I know it’s not an excuse; I knew it as it was happening. As Christmas gets close, I hurt, and when I hurt, I shut down some part of me. Reed—it helped block it out, that’s all. It was exciting, and it was foolish. My husband and I, we aren’t the same people we were before Trevor died. But we’re trying, we keep trying. I was stupid and selfish, and if he finds out, it will hurt him. I don’t want that.”

				“And if Foster had reported it?”

				“He didn’t know.” She laid a hand on her throat, rubbing, rubbing as if at an ache. “I don’t see how he could have. He never said anything to me, and we talked—I told you—at the holiday party. It was a mistake, yes, but it was just sex. Only twice. Only twice. It didn’t mean anything more than that to me or to Reed.”

				“Did Williams say anything to you about Foster?”

				“We didn’t do a lot of talking. It was physical, it was shallow, then it was over.”

				“Was he upset that you ended it?”

				“Not at all, which—I admit—only made me feel more stupid.” She closed her eyes, straightened her shoulders, opened them again. “If for some reason you need to tell Oliver about this, I’d like to speak with him first. I’d like to try to explain before he hears it from the police.”

				“I don’t, at this time, see any reason to discuss it with him. If that changes, I’ll let you know.”

				“Thank you.”

				

				They managed to pigeonhole the others who’d signed in on the day of Foster’s death, but had nothing solid after the interviews. Eve headed back downtown.

				“How many times do you think Allika Straffo’s been stupid during her marriage?”

				“I think this is the first. She seemed too nervous, too guilty, too remorseful for it to be a habit. You ask me? Williams scented vulnerability and moved in. And I don’t think Foster knew.”

				Eve glanced over. “Why?”

				“Because from everything we know about him, he comes over as a really straight shooter. I can’t see him having a casual, normal party conversation with Allika if he’d seen her doing the deed with Williams. And she’d have sensed his knowledge. High sexual levels increase instinct, I think. She’d have been excited, and guilty, and she’d have known if he knew. I think she just made a mistake.”

				“Is that what adultery is?” Eve asked.

				Peabody squirmed a little. “Okay, it’s a betrayal, and it’s an insult. She betrayed and insulted her husband with Williams. Now she has to live with it. And Roarke isn’t about to betray or insult you in that way.”

				“This isn’t about me.”

				“No, but there’s some overlap in your mind. There shouldn’t be.”

				Should or shouldn’t, it was there, and she didn’t like it. But she did her job. The lab found no trace of ricin in the mix or liquid Eve had taken from the Foster apartment. That confirmed the poison was introduced on scene.

				She went back to her time line, adding details from the morning interviews. In and out, she thought. People in and out, lingering, wandering, passing each other.

				She needed a link to the poison.

				She wandered around her board, sat back at her desk. Closed her eyes. Leaned up again and reread her own notes and reports. Got up, paced.

				But her mind just wouldn’t stick. Thinking to give it a boost, she opened the back of her computer, reached in to where she’d taped a candy bar to the inside of the case.

				And it was gone.

				“This is fucked up.” She could see a trace of the tape where it had stuck when the candy had been yanked out. The insidious candy thief had struck again.

				Not for the first time she considered putting eyes and ears in her office. A little surveillance, a little chocolate, and she’d bust the thieving bastard.

				But that wasn’t the way she wanted to win. This, she thought, was a battle of wills and intellect, not technology.

				Her disgust with having her chocolate fix nipped out from under her nose kept her occupied for the next few minutes. Then she gave up, contacted Dr. Mira’s office, and browbeat Mira’s admin into an appointment.

				She shot down copies of the files, shot another set to her commander, with a memo to Whitney that she was consulting the profiler.

				She closed her eyes again, thought about coffee. And fell asleep.

				She was in the room in Dallas. Icy cold, with the dirty red light from the sex club across the street blinking. The knife was in her hands, and her hands were drenched in blood. He lay there, the man who’d given her life. The man who’d raped her, beat her, tormented her.

				Done now, she thought, a grown woman holding the knife instead of a child. Done now, what had to be done. A grown woman whose arm screamed with pain from the child’s broken bone.

				She could smell the blood, smell the death.

				Cradling her broken arm, she stepped back from the scene, turned to escape.

				The bedroom door was open, and inside two figures moved fluidly, somehow beautifully on the bed. The light flashed over them, off them, over. His hair was dark and gleaming, his eyes brilliant. She knew the curve of his face, his shoulders, the line of his back, the ripple of muscle in it.

				The woman he was inside moaned out her pleasure, and her gilded hair shone in the ugly light.

				The pain was worse than the broken bone, worse than the rape. It vibrated through her every cell, every muscle, every pore.

				Behind her, Eve’s dead father chuckled. “You didn’t really expect him to stay with you? Look at him, look at her. You don’t even come close. Everybody cheats, little girl.”

				And she was a little girl again, trembling with sickness, with pain, with helplessness.

				“Go ahead, pay them back. You know how.”

				When she looked down, the knife was in her hand, its blade wet and red.
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				IF LOOKS COULD KILL, THE STARE MIRA’S OVER- protective admin aimed would have dropped Eve on the spot. She managed to survive it, and went in to find Mira at her desk.

				As always, Mira looked calm and collected. Her sable hair had grown longer, and was sassily waved today in a style Eve hadn’t seen on her before. It always gave Eve a jolt when people changed that sort of thing. Put them out of context, she decided.

				It was a younger, sportier style and rippled back from Mira’s lovely face. She wore one of her pretty suits in a color Eve supposed was gray but looked to her like shimmering fog, and somehow made Mira’s eyes, a soft blue, look deeper.

				She wore it with silver; spirals at her ears, a braided chain with a pendant that had a clear stone centered in an etched setting around her neck.

				Eve wondered if Roarke would have considered it screen-friendly, and decided that what it was was somehow perfect.

				“Eve.” Mira smiled. “I’m sorry, I haven’t had a chance to read the file.”

				“Squeezed into your schedule.”

				“There’s always a little wiggle room. You’ll give me the gist,” she continued as she rose to go to her office AutoChef. “Tough case?”

				“Mostly they are.”

				“You look especially tired.”

				“Getting nowhere. The vic was a teacher. History. Private school,” she began and filled in the blanks while Mira programmed the flower tea she liked.

				Mira gestured to a chair as Eve spoke, then took one herself as she handed Eve one of the tea cups.

				“Poisoning is remote,” Mira commented as she sipped. “Keeps the hands clean. No physical contact necessary. Passionless, most usually. Often a female mode. Not exclusively, of course, but often a choice.”

				“I can’t pin down a motive. Highest on the list is murder to silence him. He was, allegedly, aware that one of his fellow teachers liked to rack up affairs with faculty members, mothers of students.”

				“Which, potentially, would be grounds for disciplinary action, even dismissal. Ricin poisoning,” Mira mused. “A little old-fashioned, even exotic. And not as efficient as other options, but easier to come by if you’ve any knowledge of the science.”

				“Worked pretty damn well.”

				“Yes, it certainly can. So the murder was planned, timed, executed. Not impulse, not in the heat of the moment. Calculated.”

				Balancing the saucer on her knee in a way Eve found both baffling and admirable, Mira continued. “It’s possible, of course, that the poison was already in the killer’s milieu, and that easy access made it the method chosen. From what you’ve told me, the victim was unaware he was in any danger, was under any threat, had incurred anyone’s anger.”

				“He was going about his routine,” Eve confirmed. “No one close to him reports any hitch in his stride.”

				“I would say that the killer harbored this resentment, this anger, or this motive while continuing to go about his business. Planned the details, accessed the method. The killing was simply something that needed to be done. He didn’t need to watch the victim die, or touch him, speak to him. He wasn’t concerned that, in all likelihood, it would be a child or children who discovered the body.”

				Mira considered it another minute. “If it was a parent, I would have to say it’s one who puts his own needs and desires above that of his child. A teacher? One who sees the children as a job, as units rather than children. This was means to an end. Efficiently done, with a bare minimum of involvement.”

				“He’s not looking for attention or for glory. He’s not crazy.”

				“I would say not. But someone who can follow a timetable, and works in an orderly fashion.”

				“I’m going to look at the faculty again, the support staff. Timetables are the bedrock of school systems, the way I remember it. And someone inside the system would have a better, and clearer, knowledge of the vic’s schedule.”

				She pushed up and paced a little. “Besides, they’re supposed to be there. Required. Nothing suspicious about showing up for work, doing your job. Some of the parents, the guardians come in with a kid here and there, deliver something, hold a meeting, but the killer had to know that if his name was on the sign-in list when it generally wasn’t, we’d take a good look.”

				“Would it be possible for someone to have accessed the building without signing in?”

				“There’s always a way, and it’s going to be checked out. But I don’t like it.” Eve sat again, pushed up again in a restless way that had Mira watching her. “It keeps the name out of the loop—potentially—but it’s not as efficient as just signing in as usual. Riskier than needed. The murder was risky, but like you said, calculated. Times. I bet the son of a bitch practiced.”

				She stuffed her hands in her pockets, absently toyed with loose credits. “Anyway, thanks for the time.”

				“I’ll read the file, give you a more formal profile and opinion.”

				“Appreciate it.”

				“Now, tell me what’s wrong.”

				“I just did. Dead guy. No solid leads.”

				“Don’t you trust me, Eve?”

				It was what Roarke had asked her the night before, in nearly the same patient tone. And it broke her. Her breath hitched in and out once before she controlled it. “There’s a woman,” she managed.

				Mira knew Eve’s heart and mind well enough to understand it was very personal, and nothing to do with murder. “Sit down.”

				“I can’t. I can’t. There’s a woman he used to know, used to be with. He might’ve loved her. I think he did. God. She’s back, and he’s…I don’t know what to do. I’m messing it up. I can’t stop messing it up.”

				“Do you think he’s been unfaithful?”

				“No.” Undone, she pressed her fingers to her eyes. “See, part of me wants to say, ‘Not yet.’ And the rest of me says, ‘That’s bullshit.’ It’s not his way. But she’s here, and she’s—she’s not like the others.”

				“Let me say first that in my personal, and my professional opinion, Roarke loves you to the point where there isn’t room for anyone else. And I agree, being unfaithful to you isn’t his way. Not only because of that love, but because he respects you—and himself—far too much. Now. Tell me about the woman.”

				“She’s beautiful. Seriously beautiful. She’s younger, prettier, and classier than me. She has bigger tits. I know that sounds ridiculous.”

				“It certainly doesn’t. I dislike her intensely.”

				Eve laughed even as a tear escaped and was dashed away. “Yeah. Thanks. Her name’s Magdelana. He calls her Maggie sometimes.” She pressed a hand to her belly. “I feel sick. I can’t really eat, can’t really sleep.”

				“Eve, you need to talk to him about this.”

				“I did. We did, and all we did was circle and piss each other off. I don’t know how to work this way.” Torn between frustration and fear, Eve dragged her hands through her hair. “I just don’t know the ropes. Summerset told me she’s dangerous.”

				“Summerset?”

				“Yeah.” There was—almost—amusement at the surprise in Mira’s tone. “Kick in the head, right? He actually prefers me over her, for Roarke. Right now, anyway.”

				“That doesn’t surprise me in the least. Why does he say she’s dangerous?”

				“She’s a user, he says. Left Roarke flat about a dozen years ago.”

				“A long time. He’d have been very young.”

				“Yeah.” She nodded, seeing Mira understood. “It cuts deeper when you’re young, before you really build up the skin for being hurt that way. See, she left him. That’s worse. It’s worse because it’s unfinished business to him, because it didn’t just come to its natural conclusion or whatever. She walked out on him. And then, she walked back in.”

				She sat now, on the edge of the chair. “We were in this fancy restaurant. Business dinner, and I was late. Caught this case, and I didn’t change, so I was, you know. And then she said his name. He looked over, and she was an eyeful. Red dress, blonde. It was there, just for an instant, it was there in his eyes. He doesn’t look at anyone but me like that, but he looked at her. Just for a second. Not even a second, half a heartbeat. But it was there. I saw it.”

				“I don’t doubt you.”

				“There’s heat between them. I can feel it.”

				“Memories, Eve, are powerful forces. You know that. But remembering feelings doesn’t make them viable.”

				“He had lunch with her.”

				“Hmm.”

				“He was all open about it and everything. No sneaking around behind my back, no sir. And he said she asked him for some business advice. But she said—She came to my office.”

				“She came to see you?”

				Eve had to stand again, had to move again. “She said she wanted to buy me a drink, have a chat. All smiles and let’s-be-buddies. But what she said wasn’t what she was thinking, not what she had in mind. God, that sounds stupid.”

				“It doesn’t,” Mira disagreed in that same calm tone. “You’re trained to hear what’s not said. And even when it’s this intensely personal, you’d hear.”

				“Okay.” Eve let out a breath. “Okay. She was scoping me out, dropping little tidbits. She made it sound as if she and Roarke were going to work together. She’s playing me, and I can’t find the rhythm to kick her the hell off the field.”

				“However satisfying that might be, kicking her off the field won’t solve this for you. He has to do that. Have you told him this is hurting you?”

				“I feel stupid enough. He hasn’t done anything. The fact that they have this heat and history between them, well, he can’t do anything about that. It is. She knows it, and she’ll use it. Then…I guess he’ll have to make a choice.”

				“Do you doubt he loves you?”

				“No. But he loved her first.”

				“Do you want my advice?”

				“I guess I must, since I dumped all this on you.”

				Mira rose, took Eve’s arms. “Go home, get some sleep. Take something if you must, but get a couple of hours of sleep. Then tell Roarke how you feel. Tell him you feel stupid, that you feel hurt, that you know he hasn’t done anything. Feelings aren’t always rational and reasonable. That’s why they’re feelings. You’re entitled to yours, and he’s entitled to know what yours are.”

				“Sounds good in theory. Even if I could work up the chops for that, I can’t do it. I have that goddamn deal with Nadine tonight.”

				“Oh, of course. Now’s premiere. Dennis and I will both be watching.” She did something then she rarely did, or Eve would rarely allow. Mira brushed her hand over Eve’s hair, then leaned in, kissed her cheek. “You’ll be wonderful, and when it’s done, when you’ve had a decent night’s sleep, you’ll talk to Roarke. Maybe he does have a choice to make, but everything I feel, everything I know, says absolutely that choice will always be you.”

				“She speaks French and Italian.”

				“That bitch.”

				Eve managed a laugh, then did something she’d never done. She simply lowered her brow to Mira’s and closed her eyes. “Okay,” she said quietly. “Okay.”

				

				The churning and airing of all those emotions might have given her a drilling headache, but despite it, she felt better.

				When she walked back into her division, she saw Peabody sitting at her desk in the bull pen talking to a small, dark-haired woman. Peabody patted the woman on the arm, rose.

				“Here’s the lieutenant now. Dallas, this is Laina Sanchez. We’ve been talking. Maybe we can use the lounge?”

				“Sure.” She saw now, as Laina levered to her feet, that the woman was several months into gestation.

				“I thought I should come in.” Laina’s voice was faintly accented and throaty. “I talked with Hallie after you interviewed her. Detective Peabody interviewed me at the school the day…the day Craig died. So I came in to see her.”

				“Fine.” In the lounge she saw Baxter and Trueheart—the slick and the innocent—at a table in a corner with a skinny, jittery guy wearing sunshades.

				Funky-junkie, Eve decided. Probably one of Baxter’s weasels. She flipped through her mental files to try to pin down what cases the pair was working while Peabody offered Laina a drink.

				Underground homicide, she remembered. Dead tourist who, it appeared, had been trying to score in one of the nasty holes under New York’s streets.

				Baxter’s gaze flicked to hers too briefly to measure, but in the look she saw that the junkie had something that was heating up the investigation.

				At least somebody had a decent lead.

				She went for water because the coffee in the lounge was revolting. And settling down, let Peabody run it.

				“We really appreciate you coming in like this, Laina. Lieutenant, Laina came down on the subway. I told her we’d have her driven home. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

				“No problem.”

				“Laina, would you like to tell Lieutenant Dallas what you told me?”

				“All right. I moonlight for Hallie sometimes. I know she told you, and that I’m not really supposed to. But the money helps, and Hallie’s been very good to me. She told me you’d spoken to her, and what was said.”

				“Why don’t you tell me, Mrs. Sanchez?”

				“Yes.” Laina nodded. “First I wanted to tell you that we did meet in the kitchen that morning. We had coffee, talked awhile about some menu changes, and just…well, we just talked, as friends do.”

				Now she shifted, laying a hand on her bump of belly. “Hallie told me you’d asked about Mr. Williams, and if he’d…if there had been anything personal between them. Of course Hallie’s not interested in men in that way. But we also talked about what she didn’t tell you, because she’s my friend.”

				“There was something personal between you and Mr. Williams?”

				“No.” Laina flushed and closed a hand over the little silver cross she wore around her neck. “No, no. I’m married. This means there are lines that aren’t crossed. For me and my husband, this means there are lines. For Mr. Williams, the lines are less defined. He flirted with me. It was uncomfortable because of our positions, but, I thought, harmless. Then he touched me. He put his hand on my breast.”

				Eve waited a beat. “And?”

				“I hit his hand with a spoon,” Laina snapped out, full of indignation. “Very hard. He thought it was funny. I didn’t tell my husband. He wouldn’t have thought it was funny. I didn’t tell anyone because I didn’t want to lose my job.”

				“Did he continue to harass you?”

				“Mr. Williams asked me to dinner, and asked me for drinks, and asked me to bed. He touched me again, and that time I slapped his face. He wasn’t discouraged. I should’ve reported him, I know, but when I said if he didn’t stop, I would, he just shrugged. He’d been there a lot longer than I had, and he’d be believed before I would. He’d say that I approached him, and I’d be fired.”

				“What did you do?”

				“Nothing. I’m ashamed to say I did nothing. He left, and I kept working. I cried. I couldn’t help it. And Craig came in, and found me crying. He asked me what was wrong. I didn’t tell him, but I think he knew. He would have passed Mr. Williams going out, so I think he knew. And Mr. Williams never bothered me again after that. I think Craig told him to leave me alone.”

				She let out a sigh, drank some water. “I should have told you, Detective Peabody, all of this when you talked to me that day. But I didn’t think of it. I was only thinking that Craig was dead. He was such a sweet man, and he was dead. I never thought of that day.”

				“When did this happen? The day Craig found you crying?”

				“It was before the holiday break. Weeks and weeks ago. So I don’t see that it means anything. But Hallie said I should tell you. That you should know everything. I wish you wouldn’t have to tell my husband. He’d be angry with me for not telling him, and angry with Mr. Williams. He’d cause trouble at the school.”

				“There’s no reason we need to tell your husband, Mrs. Sanchez, but let me tell you something. If you were sexually harassed by Williams, you should report it. If he did this to you, he’s done it to others. He shouldn’t hold the position he does, and he shouldn’t get away with it. You could get yourself a lawyer and sue his ass on top of it.”

				“Who’d believe me?”

				“I believe you.”

				

				Eve sat where she was another moment while Peabody took Laina out to arrange for her transportation home. Williams, she thought. Despite no evidence of violence in his MO, he was a sexual predator. Not such a big leap from that to murder.

				Either way, the son of a bitch deserved to have the shit kicked out of him.

				She stood just as Baxter headed in her direction. “Dallas,” he began, then studied her with a cocked head. “Sister, you look like something the cat wouldn’t bother to drag in.”

				“That’s Lieutenant Sister, and bite me.”

				“One good chomp would probably do it the way you’re looking. Anyway. We got hot on the Barrister case.”

				“Tourist from Ohio, right?”

				“Omaha. Same difference. The concerned citizen Trueheart’s escorting out has come forward as a wit.”

				“That mope one of your weasels?”

				“Yeah, he’s on my roll.” Baxter got comfortable, planting his ass on the table. “Thing is, he saw it go down, scratched his butt over it for a day or so, then tagged me. Vic went down the underground, under Broadway and Thirty-eighth. Hell’s Fire. You know the joint?”

				“Yeah. S-and-M theme, lots of party favors. Mock human sacrifices nightly. I like to drop in to relax after a long shift.”

				Baxter grinned. “Just your style. So the vic strolls in, flashy wrist unit, shiny shoes, big attitude. Rents a slave, pays for the deluxe bondage package.”

				“Deluxe?”

				“That would be your chains, whips, ball gag in your choice of colors, mini-Taser, leash, and collar. Three-hour rental.”

				“What, no costumes?”

				“Costumes are the super deluxe pack. But he sprang for one of the display cubes so he could put on a show for the crowd.”

				“Nice.”

				“He wants to score before he gets his rocks off, so he zeros in on Sykes.” Baxter, not as fussy about coffee as Eve, walked over and keyed in his code on the machine. “You want?”

				“No. I can live without drinking mud made from dirt and horse piss.”

				“He wants a free sample—can you beat it—wants a freebie before he pays. Sykes tells him to fuck off, but the guy hounds him. He’s got plenty to spend, but he wants a taste first. Pokes at Sykes, flashes a wad. ‘Gimme a taste and if I like it, I’ll buy a full bag.’ So Sykes, who’d had a free sample or two himself, says, ‘I’ll give you a taste, fuckface, see how you like this.’ And proceeds to stick him a couple dozen times with his buck knife.”

				Eve waited until Baxter planted his ass again. “He got the point across.”

				“Har. After said point is made, Sykes hauls Barrister’s dead body up, carries him out of the club, and dumps him at the bottom of the stairs on the passage down on Broadway. Where he was subsequently tripped over by a couple of idiot college kids who thought they’d like an underground adventure.”

				“An urban fable. You know where to find Sykes?”

				“Got a couple of haunts in addition to his last known. I figure on trying the last known first. Try to keep my kid above the sidewalk. It’s a jungle down there.”

				“Either way, close it up.”

				“I thought I’d let Trueheart take the lead on the interview once we have Sykes in the box. Give him some play.”

				Eve thought of the baby-faced Trueheart. It would probably be good for him, and Baxter wouldn’t let it go south. “Your call. Notify Illegals after you close it up. They can tag on whatever charges they want to pick from the menu. But sew up the Murder Two first.”

				“That’s the plan. Oh, and break a leg.”

				“What?”

				“That’s what you say to somebody before a performance, which seems pretty damn stupid to me. Now. Nadine.”

				“Christ,” was all she said, and stalked out.

				

				She found Peabody at Vending just down from the bull pen. Peabody’s face was a study in concentration as she scanned the offerings. “Energy Bar or Goo-Goo bar. The Energy Bar is, of course, nutritionally balanced, but the Goo-Goo is delicious and will provide me with great joy until the guilt sets in. Which should it be?”

				“You’re going to go for the fake chocolate and sugar. Why torture yourself over it?”

				“Please, Lieutenant, this is a process. The torture is part of the process. Goo-Goo it is. You want?”

				What she wanted was the candy bar she’d hidden in her office, but that was not to be. “Yeah, what the hell.”

				While the machine chirped out the Goo-Goo jingle and the nutritional data until Eve wanted to smash it with a hammer, she and Peabody stood munching on candy. “I want Williams picked up, brought down for questioning. We’ll send a couple of big, stone-faced, intimidating uniforms to the school.”

				“Nice touch. Scary, but it’s like you’re saying you don’t have time to go get him yourself.”

				“We’ll book Interview Room B. Baxter and Trueheart are bringing in a suspect. We’ll leave A for them.”

				“I know a couple of uniforms who’d be perfect for the pickup.”

				“Get it done.” Eve frowned down at the candy. “These things make you feel a little nauseous?”

				“Oh, yeah, that’s part of the thrill.”

				Eve handed the last half of her Goo-Goo to Peabody. “Go wild. Meanwhile, I’m going to try to broker us another warrant to go through Williams’s residence, all his e-toys.”

				Eve contacted APA Cher Reo, and learned the pretty blonde was already in the building. They met in Eve’s office where the coffee, at least, was prime.

				“You know,” Reo began, “you’d think things would slow down in this kind of weather. But despite the cold, the ice, the wind, people are still raping and robbing and ripping at each other.” Reo took an appreciative sip of coffee. “Kind of makes me proud to be a New Yorker.”

				“We don’t let winter get in the way of our mayhem. So, about my dead teacher.” Eve brought her up to date, made the pitch for a search warrant.

				“Will Sanchez file a complaint?”

				“Can’t say. Right now she’s worried if her husband clues in he’ll perform mayhem on Williams. But she came in, and she told it straight. This guy’s hunting on school grounds.”

				“Do you suspect he’s hunting students?”

				“I’ve got nothing that points that way, but it’s not out of the question. It looks to me like the vic had a come-to-Jesus talk with him. No reason for Williams to back off on Sanchez otherwise. Other statements indicate Craig saw him in a compromising position with someone he shouldn’t have been compromising with. The school’s not only a good gig—pays well, nice bennies, clean and shiny, but it’s an all-you-can-screw buffet for someone like Williams.”

				“Gee.” Reo downed coffee. “Why can’t I ever get a nice guy like that?”

				“Maybe you’ll prosecute and convict him, then you could be penpals.”

				“Oh, if only.”

				“So. If the vic threatened Williams’s standing, he may have decided to eliminate the threat.”

				“No history of violence, no criminal record, no civil suits?”

				“No, but you’ve got to start somewhere. It’s enough for a warrant, Reo.”

				“Maybe. I can work it,” she decided. “But the fact that the guy’s a pig doesn’t make him a murdering pig. Find me something that says he is.”

				As Reo headed out, she glanced back. “By the way, looking forward to seeing you and Nadine tonight.”

				Eve only sighed and rested her head in her hands. Then she shook it, and contacted Feeney, her friend and the captain of the Electronic Detectives Division.

				His face came on screen—comfortably lived in, baggy at the eyes, topped with wiry ginger and gray hair that went in any direction it chose.

				“Yo,” he said.

				“Need a man in the field. Since Peabody hasn’t irritated me today, I’d like McNab if you can spare him. On-scene e-work. Warrant’s coming through.”

				“Who’s dead? Anybody I know?”

				“Teacher. Private school. Ricin poisoning.”

				“Yeah, yeah, got wind of that. Education’s a risky business. You can have my boy.”

				“Thanks. Ah…Hey, Feeney, did your wife ever give you any grief about…other women.”

				“What other women?”

				“Yeah, there’s that. But like, when you were training me, and we partnered up, we worked pretty tight.”

				“Wait a minute. You’re a woman?”

				It made her laugh and call herself a fool. “Turns out. McNab can meet us in fifteen, in the garage. Appreciate it.”

				McNab was a fashion plate from the tips of his long, shiny hair to the stacked soles of his purple airboots. His calf-length parka was in eye-watering orange, and his watch cap had zigzags of both colors. His earlobes were studded with a multitude of tiny silver balls.

				Despite what Eve considered his questionable wardrobe choices, he was a solid EDD man. His fingers were nimble, his green eyes sharp.

				He stretched out on the backseat on the drive, and from the movements Eve caught in the rearview, and Peabody’s muffled giggles, he was snaking his hand between the front seat and the passenger door to tickle his cohab.

				“You want to retain use of that hand, Detective, you’ll keep it off my partner until your personal time.”

				“Sorry. Your partner shatters the power of my will.”

				“Keep it up, and I’ll shatter all your fingers.” She swung to the curb.

				Williams’s building couldn’t boast a doorman, but she noted there was solid security. All three badges had to be scanned and cleared before the outside doors clicked open to the small lobby. She spotted security cams in the lobby along with a couple of chairs and a fake palm tree.

				“Five-E,” Peabody told her.

				They stepped into one of the two elevators where Eve asked for the fifth floor. “A couple of steps up from the vic’s living space.”

				“Williams has been certified and teaching for nearly fifteen years. He also has his master’s. He’d make easily four times what the vic did. Not counting any private tutoring he might pull in on the side and not report.” Peabody linked pinkies with McNab, then unhooked as they reached five.

				“Record on,” Eve announced, then drew out her master. “Dallas, Lieutenant Eve; Peabody, Detective Delia; McNab, Detective Ian, entering the apartment of Williams, Reed, by duly authorized warrant.”

				She dealt with the locks. “McNab, I want you to check out any D-and-C’s, correspondence, conversations, what he’s been looking at, what he’s been buying. The whole shot.”

				She frowned at the apartment. The living area wasn’t spacious, but it was as large as the victim’s entire place. It boasted no particularly exciting view, but there was a wide gel couch in gleaming black, lots of shiny chrome. She noted a mood screen, a snazzy entertainment system.

				The art on the walls was stark and modern. A circle, a line, all in primary colors on white. The windows had privacy screens, and they were engaged. She wandered to the turnout that was the kitchen. Sleek and shiny there, too, she noted. White, black, red. What equipment there was looked glossy to her, and she was willing to bet it was trendy.

				“Take the kitchen, Peabody. If he dabbles in poison, he might just be stupid or arrogant enough to keep it in there. I’ll take the bedroom.”

				It was an eyeful. She imagined Williams thought of it as sexy. She found it just a little creepy. The bed was the focal point, a wide pool draped in a shimmering red spread that looked wet. Flanking it were two thick faux-fur rugs in black.

				She considered the lighted mirror angling from the ceiling a cliché, and laughable. Art here ran to pencil drawings of stupendously endowed couples copulating in various positions.

				She lifted the shimmering red spread, found black sheets, and beneath them a gel mattress that undulated under pressure.

				Ick.

				The drawers in the table beside the bed held a cornucopia of sex toys and enhancements, including a couple of illegal substances classified as date rape devices. She bagged them into evidence.

				“You make this part easy,” she said aloud, and moved to the closet.

				She noted his professional wardrobe on one side—a couple of suits, sports jackets, shirts, trousers. His leisure wear on the other was considerably less conservative.

				She wondered who would actually enjoy seeing a grown man in a black skin-suit.

				“Hey, Dallas, you’ve gotta see—” McNab stopped, whistled. “Wow. Sexcapades.” He studied one of the black-framed sketches. “These two have to be double-jointed.” He scratched his throat, then bent from the waist to study it from a different angle.

				“What do I have to see?”

				“Huh? Oh, sorry, got sucked in. Sex is this guy’s religion. It’s kind of admirable in a sick way. He spends a lot of time on his comp: chat rooms, websites—all sex spots. Orders a lot of toys.”

				“Yeah, he’s got a nice supply. Including a little Whore, a little Rabbit.”

				McNab’s easy amusement vanished. “Not admirable, even in a sick way.”

				“Any correspondence with the vic?”

				“Not on that unit.”

				“Research on poisons? Ricin or others?”

				“Nothing. May be buried deeper, and I can take it in and look. His schoolwork is on there, too. Lesson plans, grade book, like that. Nothing that looks off on that end.” He cocked his head up. “Bet there’s a camera in there.”

				“Camera.” She narrowed her eyes at the mirror. “Really.”

				“Five gets you ten on it. Want me to have a look?”

				“You do that.” She moved to search the bath. “Stay out of the toy drawer.”

				“Aw. Lieutenant Spoilsport.”
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				THEY FOUND NO EVIDENCE LINKING WILLIAMS to the poison, or Craig Foster’s death, but they found plenty to tangle him up. Eve ordered in a team of sweepers, just to tie it off, then prepped for the interview.

				“We’re going to start with the murder, standard routine questions,” Eve told Peabody. “He hasn’t lawyered up. Feels too cocky.”

				“You ask me, this guy thinks with his cock most of the time.”

				“You got that right. So we use it. Just a couple of girls. From that quick preview of the discs McNab dug up, this one likes multiples. So we poke at him about the vic, then we jam him with the illegals we found in his place, then we work him on the murder again.”

				Juggle it, Eve thought as she went into the interview room. Keep him off balance.

				“It’s about damn time. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting?” Williams demanded. “Do you have any idea what it does to my professional reputation to have a couple of police goons pull me out of class?”

				“We’ll get to that professional reputation in a minute. I need to log this interview in, give you your rights and obligations. Formalize it.”

				“My rights?” His body twitched, as if he’d experienced a small electric shock. “Am I under arrest?”

				“Absolutely not. But this is a formal interview, and there’s procedure designed to protect you. Do you want something to drink besides that water? Coffee—it sucks—a soft drink?”

				“I want this done so I can get out of here.”

				“We’ll try to keep it moving.” She logged in for the recorder, read him the Revised Miranda. “Do you understand your rights and obligations in this matter, Mr. Williams?”

				“Of course I do. That doesn’t make this any less annoying.”

				“I’m sure it doesn’t. Now, let’s go over your movements on the day Craig Foster was murdered.”

				“Christ! I’ve given you my statement already. I’ve cooperated.”

				“Listen.” Eve sat, stretched out her legs. “This is a homicide, and one that took place in a school where minors have been involved and affected.”

				She turned her hand over, palm up, in a gesture of what-can-I-do. “We have to dig for every detail. People often forget details, so we routinely repeat interviews.”

				“We’re sorry for the inconvenience,” Peabody added with an understanding smile. “We’ve got to be thorough.”

				“Fine, fine. Try to get it right this time?”

				Oh, yeah, Eve thought. Very cocky and used to intimidating the girls. “We’ll do our best. From your previous statement, and the statements of others, you saw and/or spoke with the victim at least twice on the day of his death. Is this correct?”

				“Yes, yes, yes. In the fitness center, early, then in the lounge just before classes began. I told you.”

				“What did you and Mr. Foster talk about in the fitness center?”

				“We didn’t. I told you that.”

				Eve flipped through the files. “Mmm-hmm. But you and the victim did have occasion to have conversations previously.”

				“Well, Jesus, of course. We worked together.”

				“And were those conversations less than friendly?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				Eve folded her hands on top of the file, smiled winningly. “Then let me be clear. When Mr. Foster pinned your ears back about fishing in the work and parental pool for sex, would you consider those conversations of a friendly nature?”

				“I consider that question insulting.”

				“It seems from the statements we have from women you harassed or seduced, many of them found your advances and behavior insulting.” She closed the file and smiled again. “Come on, Reed, we know the score, you and me. These women didn’t complain. They liked the attention, they liked the excitement. You didn’t slap them around and rape them. It was consensual, and Foster—from what I gather—poked his nose in where it didn’t belong.”

				Williams drew a deep breath. “Let me be clear. I’ve never denied that I enjoy a certain amount of sexual success with women. It’s not illegal for me to enjoy that success with coworkers or with parents of students, for that matter. Unethical, perhaps.”

				“Well, it actually is illegal to perform sexual acts in an educational facility when minors are present. So, if you had that success during school hours, on school grounds—where you kept a supply of condoms—you’ve committed a crime.”

				“This is bullshit.”

				“It is sort of nitpicky, I grant you, but I have to follow the law. I can talk to the PA about giving you the brush on that, but I need to get the details on record.”

				“I never had sex with anyone in an area the students could access.”

				“Okay, that’s a plus. But you did have sex in areas the victim could access. Correct?”

				“Possibly, but we’re talking about a grown man. I’d like to know exactly what you meant about some women being insulted, giving statements about their relationship with me.”

				“I can’t tell you the names, part of the agreement with them. Like I said, it’s obvious to me it was consensual. Who knows why they’re circling now.”

				“I’d say it’s the upset about the murder,” Peabody put in. “These women aren’t used to talking to cops, so when they do, especially about something as shocking as murder, things just jump out of their mouths. We’ve got to follow up, Mr. Williams. It’s not exactly the kind of work we like doing. Live and let live, in my opinion, when it comes to this area. But we’ve got to get it taken care of.”

				“I had sex, nobody got hurt. End of story.”

				“But Craig Foster disapproved,” Eve prompted.

				“For a guy with that hot a wife, he was pretty puritanical.”

				“You move on her, too?”

				“Just felt her out when he first came on staff. At that point, she was too into him, into them. Now, a few months more, the marriage gets routine, and I might have given her another sniff. But there are plenty of others. I’m good at what I do.”

				“Yeah. I bet. Craig might’ve been a little jealous of that. You think?”

				Williams lifted his brows. “I never thought of it that way, but yes, maybe. Probably, in fact. He was a nice enough guy, and a damn good teacher, I’ll give him that. For the most part, we got along fine. He did get nosy, and a little pushy, about some of my activities. Personal ones.”

				“Did he threaten you?”

				“I wouldn’t call it a threat.”

				“What then?”

				“A lecture.” Williams rolled his eyes.

				“Did this lecture cause you to cease those activities?”

				“I was a little more discreet, you could say. A little more choosy.” He lifted a shoulder. “No point in stirring things up.”

				“But you weren’t worried about him going to Mosebly with his disapproval, or even over her head to the board?”

				He smiled now, serenely. “I never figured he’d have the chops for that. He didn’t like making waves. Basically, it was a nonissue for me.”

				“Well.” Eve tugged on her ear. “It may not have been one for him, especially if he was aware that you used illegal substances in some of those private activities.”

				“What?”

				“Street name Whore, street name Rabbit, which we found in your bedroom toy chest. Oh, didn’t I mention that with the information gathered and statements taken we were able to secure a warrant to enter and search your residence? Bad boy, Reed. Bad, bad boy.”

				“This is outrageous! This is entrapment.”

				“This is the warrant.” Eve slid the hard copy from the file. “We take a very dim view on the use and possession of these particular substances, no live and let live about it. So does the PA. I bet the board of Sarah Child and the teachers’ union also take dim views.

				“And here’s something else,” she continued, and for the first time, he began to sweat. “It makes me, with my suspicious mind, wonder if a guy who can score those particular items might just be able to score enough poison to eliminate a threat. He put the pressure on you, didn’t he?”

				She rose now to walk around behind him, lean in over his shoulder. “Interfering little bastard, shoving his puritanical views into your personal life. You have a good thing going. Coworkers, support staff, mothers, guardians, caregivers. Like plucking plums off a low branch for a guy like you. He was going to cut you off from that branch, he jeopardized your job. No, your whole career.”

				“No, it wasn’t like that. No, he didn’t.”

				“Sure he did. Others might have known, or suspected, but they looked the other way. No skin off theirs. But this one, he takes it on himself to do something about it. Lecture you? Asshole had no right, did he? And there he is, day after day, in your face, keeping his eye on you in case he doesn’t like what you’re up to. Sitting at his desk every day with his neatly packed lunch from home. Routine. Boring. And a sticky thorn in your side. Where’d you get the ricin, Reed?”

				“I never had any ricin. I didn’t even know what the hell it was before this. I didn’t kill anyone.”

				“It must’ve pissed you off that Mirri Hallywell would rather study with him than roll around on that big red bed with you. It’s a fucking insult. You had to take him down. Had to do it. So you slipped out of class while he was away from his, and you took care of it. Quick, easy. Done.”

				“That’s a lie! That’s crazy. You’re crazy.”

				“There are ways to soften this, Reed. Say he was blackmailing you. Stalking you. A constant threat. It was him or you. You had to protect yourself.”

				“I never went near his classroom that day. I didn’t kill him, for God’s sake. I was with someone when I left my class that morning. I have a witness.”

				“Who?”

				He opened his mouth, shut it tight. Then he stared hard at the table. “I want a lawyer. I demand my right to speak to a lawyer. I’m not saying anything else until I have one.”

				“Okay, but just FYI? You’re under arrest for possession of illegal substances and for dispensing them, we’ve got that from your naughty camera. You can contact your lawyer before you’re booked.”

				

				Eve went through the interview in her mind, and added to her murder board. She had stills of the bottles from his sex drawer, and linked him on that board with Laina Sanchez, Allika Straffo, Eileen Ferguson, Mirri Hallywell. Who else had he approached? she wondered. Who had he succeeded with, failed with?

				She needed to review all the discs from his bedroom camera. And wouldn’t that be fun? At least she had McNab picking through the building’s security discs for the last three days. Though she doubted they’d score in that area.

				She got coffee, but it wasn’t working for her. She was tired to the bone, and caffeine wasn’t going to change that. She put in a request to subpoena Williams’s financials. With the illegals charge, that would be a dunk.

				She checked her messages to find Nadine Furst had called twice to remind her of airtime, to wear something appropriate, to ask if she had any solid leads on the Foster case.

				Nag, nag, nag.

				And why hadn’t Roarke buzzed in to nag her?

				Too pissed at her for flipping him off that morning, she thought. Well, she hadn’t been the one with a former playmate on her fucking pocket ’link.

				She started to sit, started to sulk, and Peabody poked her head in. “Williams’s attorney is here, and guess who it is.”

				It took Eve one beat. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

				“I don’t know whether or not I shit you as I didn’t say it was—”

				“Oliver Straffo? What kind of sick irony is this?”

				Peabody’s face moved to sulk at having her scoop dumped. “Well, he walked in, big as life, and is advising his client to make no further statements, answer no more questions until they consult. Then he wants to talk to us.”

				“Hmmm.” Eve glanced at her board where she had Allika Straffo’s picture lined up in Williams’s shooting gallery. “This should be interesting.”

				Who knew what about who? Eve wondered, and thought of Allika, the kid. How was she going to find out who knew what about who without blowing the situation up in the faces of the innocent?

				Maybe Straffo had a right to know his wife had tossed up her skirts for a slime like Williams. But it wasn’t her job to rat out a foolish wife unless it closed her case.

				“Eggshells,” Peabody murmured as they stepped toward the interview room.

				“What? You want eggs?”

				“No, I meant we’re going to have to walk on eggshells here. Be really careful,” she explained.

				“I thought it was something like ‘You can’t make scrambled eggs without breaking some.’”

				“No, it’s ‘You can’t make an omelette without breaking some eggs.’ But this is more like the opposite in the food-saying spectrum. Eggs have been broken, but we don’t want to crush the shells.”

				“It’s a stupid saying because if the eggs are already broken, who gives a damn about the stupid shells?” Eve wanted to know. “But I get it. Let’s go.”

				She saw immediately that Williams had his confidence back. A high-powered defense attorney could do that for a suspect, guilty or innocent. Straffo sat in his conservatively and perfectly cut suit, hands folded on the table.

				He said nothing until Eve started the record.

				“One of my associates is already drafting a motion to have the warrant you secured invalidated, and the search deemed illegal.”

				“You won’t get it.”

				He smiled a little, gray eyes hard as steel. “We’ll see. In the meantime your attempts to involve my client in the murder of Craig Foster are ludicrous. Sexual indulgence isn’t a crime, nor is it a route to murder.”

				“Sex and murder walk hand in hand like lovebirds, Straffo. We both know it. The victim was aware of your client’s indulgence on school property, during school hours. Which is, as you also know, illegal.”

				“It’s a misdemeanor.”

				“And grounds for dismissal from the educational facility. Even, as I’ve done my research, grounds for the revocation of the license to teach in this state. Self-protection also walks along with murder.”

				“You don’t have even a blurry circumstantial case, Dallas. You have suspicion of what may be inappropriate and unwise behavior. You have no evidence that my client and the victim ever argued. In fact, I can and will provide statements from their coworkers that they did not and were, in fact, on friendly terms. You have no link to the murder weapon and my client, no witnesses that saw him enter the victim’s classroom on the day in question, because, in fact, he did not so enter.”

				“He was unaccounted for during a period of time when the victim was absent from the classroom, and as classes were in session, his entering same would not have been witnessed.”

				“He was not alone during that period, and should it become necessary, we will provide you with the name of the individual he was with. As I have not reached this individual and discussed this, I prefer, as does my client, not to divulge the name at this time. We are confident, however, that she’ll corroborate Mr. Williams’s statement.”

				“You had plenty of time and plenty of opportunity to get in and out of that classroom,” Eve said to Williams. “And you had plenty of motive.”

				“I—”

				“Reed.” All Straffo did was say the name, and Williams stopped speaking. “All you have, Lieutenant, is a questionable search and seizure, which has netted you nothing that connects my client to this murder.”

				“There’s nothing questionable about the search and seizure. And your client’s abhorrent habits caused the victim to nudge your client into a corner. He has stated, on record, that the victim learned of his habits and called him on it.”

				“The situation was discussed between them, after which they continued their friendly working relationship.” Straffo closed his own file, one he hadn’t so much as glanced at during the interview. “If that’s all you’ve got, I’ve requested that my motion to overturn the warrant be fast-tracked. I’d like my client moved to an appropriate holding area until his release.”

				“Your kid goes to that school. Your kid was one of the ones who found Foster. Did you see the crime-scene photos? You’re going to sit there and defend the man suspected of causing that?”

				Straffo’s face went harder still, his voice colder. “Not that I have to rationalize the fact that everyone is entitled to a defense, but I’ve known Mr. Williams for more than three years. I believe him to be innocent.”

				“He had Whore and Rabbit in his nightstand. He’s known to fuck around in the school, when your daughter is there.”

				“Allegedly.”

				“Allegedly, my ass. Is that the kind of person you want teaching your child?”

				“This is an inappropriate conversation, Lieutenant. This interview is at an end.” He rose, closed his briefcase. “I’d like my client taken to holding until the motion is ruled on.”

				She looked Straffo in the eye. “Peabody, take this sack of shit to holding. You know, Straffo, sometimes you get just what you deserve.”

				

				The motion was tossed out. Eve went to court and watched Straffo and Reo battle it out. The warrant held, the search and seizure held, and so did the arrest for possession and distribution.

				It was Straffo who won the battle of bail or remand.

				Outside the courtroom, Reo gave a shrug. “He wasn’t going to get me on that motion, I wasn’t going to get him on remand. I figure this was a draw. Get me enough for a murder indictment, Dallas, and I’ll have that disgusting humpback in a cell.”

				“Working on it.”

				“Straffo’s going to want to deal on the illegals and my boss is going to agree with him.” Reo shot up a hand, anticipating Eve’s argument. “It works how it works, Dallas, and we both know it. So unless you can prove that he slipped that crap to someone without their knowledge or consent, he’s going to get a fine, mandatory counseling, and probation.”

				“What about his teaching certificate? Revocation.”

				“You really want to shut him down?”

				Eve thought about Laina Sanchez crying in the kitchen. “Yeah, I really want to shut him down.”

				Reo nodded. “I’ll look into it. You know, you’d better get moving. You’re on air in a couple hours.”

				“Shit.”

				

				As Eve headed reluctantly for Channel 75’s studio, Roarke was clearing his desk so he could do the same. He hoped his being there would make it better for Eve, not worse.

				He didn’t know, couldn’t tell how it would be, and that stymied him. She wasn’t a predictable woman, he thought, but he knew her. Her moods, the rhythm of them, her gestures, her tones.

				Now she’d blurred on him.

				He wanted it all back in focus. Needed it to be. But he’d be damned if he’d blur his own image to pacify some absurd and imaginary offense she was clinging to.

				She’d warned him, questioned him—interrogated more like, he thought with a spurt of heat. Doubted him and made him feel guilty when he’d done nothing to feel guilty about.

				He thought of Magdelana’s hand on his leg, and the invitation she’d offered. Well, he’d shut that straight down, hadn’t he? Straight down and straight off.

				Under any other circumstances, he might have told Eve about that sort of move, so they could joke about it. But it was perfectly obvious that this was the sort of information he’d best keep to himself.

				And bloody hell if that didn’t make him feel guilty.

				Bugger it. He was going to demand trust, he thought as he rose to stand at his wide window. That was nonnegotiable. Almost everything else was, he admitted, and slid a hand into his pocket to finger the gray button he carried with him.

				Hers. As she’d been his, somehow, from the first time he’d seen her. Nothing and no one had ever struck him as she had, standing in that truly deplorable gray suit with her cop’s eyes on him. Nothing and no one had ever held him as she did, and always would.

				So anything else was negotiable. He could give and give more, and always find he had just another well to dip from. Because she continued to fill him, over and over again.

				He could bear the anger between them, he realized. Tempers were part of what they were. But he wasn’t entirely sure he could bear this rift. So they’d have to find a way to span it.

				As he turned, his desk ’link beeped. Interoffice, he noted.

				“Yes, Caro.”

				“I’m sorry, I know you’re due to leave in a few moments. But there’s a Ms. Percell here to see you. She says it’s personal. I’m sorry, but she talked her way up through security. I have her in the waiting area.”

				He considered having Caro dismiss her. If anyone could shake Magdelana off, it would be Caro. And that seemed unfair to all involved. Using one woman to shield him from another woman because of yet another woman’s ridiculously suspicious mind.

				Damned if he was going to be led around by the nose that way, even by the woman he loved.

				“It’s all right. You can send her in. I’ll need my transpo in ten minutes.”

				“All right then. Oh, tell your wife we’ll be watching her.”

				“I think I’ll wait until it’s done to mention it. She’s annoyed by the whole business. Thank you, Caro.”

				He scooped a hand through his hair, glanced around his office. A long way from what once had been, he thought. In every possible way.

				Time to find a way, he supposed, to make it crystal clear to the women currently squeezing him from both sides that there was no going back to what had been and no desire at all to take the trip.

				She came in, a golden fur tossed over her arm, her hair sexy and tumbled, her face glowing with energy. And yes, she reminded him of what once had been. There was no way to avoid it.

				“Look at you! Look at this!” After tossing her coat over a chair, Magdelana turned a circle.

				Roarke met Caro’s eyes, nodded, and she backed quietly out of the room. Closed the doors.

				“The den of the global mogul, both sleek and plush, tasteful and absolutely male. Well, it’s all you, isn’t it?” She moved toward him, both hands extended.

				He took them, briefly. There was no way to avoid that either, without making them both look like idiots. “How are you, Maggie?”

				“Right now? How I am is incredibly impressed.” She glanced at the desk. “What exactly do you do here?”

				“Quite a bit of what needs to be done, with a healthy portion of what I choose. What can I do for you?”

				“Offer me a drink.” She sat on the arm of one of his chairs, crossed her long legs. Tossed her long hair. “I’ve been shopping, and I’m worn to the bone.”

				“Sorry. You caught me on my way out.”

				“Oh.” Her lips pouted. “Business, I suppose. You always were one for business. I could never understand that you actually liked to work. Still…” She uncrossed her legs to rise, then wandered toward his window where New York spread and speared. “Lovely benefits.” She looked back at him, over her shoulder. “I suppose I always pictured you in Europe, though, carving your way through the Old World.”

				“New York suits me.”

				“Apparently, it does. I wanted to thank you. I’ve had some meetings already with the money people you suggested. It’s early to say, but I think this is going to work out very nicely. I’d never have known where to start without your help.”

				“I think you’d have found your way well enough. You’ve been busy,” he added. “Shopping, taking meetings, visiting my wife at Central.”

				Wincing, Magdelana turned around, stood framed by the energy and towers of the city. “She told you. I was afraid of that. I don’t know what I was thinking—well, yes, I do. I was just so curious about her, and wanted to get to know her a little. It didn’t go well.”

				“Didn’t it?”

				“I bungled it, no question. She disliked me before I walked in the door, and when I’d calmed down and licked my wounds, I understood that perfectly. Here, I was…” Smiling easily, she spread her arms. “…a former inamorata of her husband’s, sauntering in, offering to buy her a drink, all smiles and friendly overtures. She must have wanted to slap me.”

				“She rarely slaps. A good bare-knuckled punch is more her style.”

				“I’m so sorry. I was completely wrong. And she was so…harsh, it put my back up. I don’t know how to make amends for it. Did I cause you trouble at home?”

				“I told you that you wouldn’t like her.”

				“And you were right, as usual. It’s odd, isn’t it, when you cared for us both. In any case, I am sorry. I suppose, in a way, I was looking for contacts, connections. Friends. I’d hoped she and I would get along. After all, what we had, you and I, is ancient history.”

				The invitation came back into her eyes, and her voice went soft, alluring. “Isn’t it, Roarke?”

				“It is.”

				“Well. Oh, well. I suppose she might be thinking history repeats, and I admit I was hoping it would. I don’t suppose I should apologize to her?”

				“It wouldn’t be necessary. Or wise. I wish you well, Maggie, of course, but if you’re looking for contacts, connections, and friendships through me, I’ll have to disappoint you. It annoys my wife.”

				“Oh.” Her eyebrows shot up, and her lips trembled into a faint smirk before she controlled it. “If you were anyone else I’d have to say she’s certainly tamed you.”

				“Rather than rise to that, or sink to it, I’ll just say she makes me happy. I’m on my way out, Maggie.”

				“Yes, so you said. I’ll just apologize again for causing trouble, thank you again for helping me on a business level.” Her voice trembled, just a little. “I shouldn’t keep you.”

				She walked over to pick up her coat. “If you’re really on your way out, maybe I could walk down with you.”

				“Of course.” When she held out her coat, he helped her into it, then retrieved his own. “Do you have a car, or do you need one?”

				“I have one, thanks. Roarke…” She shook her head. “I guess I just want to say, again, that I’m sorry. And admit, just here, before we go down and that’s the end, that I can’t help being sorry it’s never going to be me again.”

				She squeezed his hand, stepped away.

				He used his office ’link, told his admin he was leaving for the day and escorting Ms. Percell out of the building. Then he moved to the side of the room, pressed a mechanism concealed in the molding with his thumb. The wall opened into his private elevator.

				“Handy.” Magdelana laughed, as a woman does when she’s fighting to be careless. “Gadgets, they were one of your things. I’ve heard your home here is spectacular.”

				“We’re very comfortable there. Ground floor,” he ordered, and the elevator slid smoothly down.

				“I’m sure you are. Your wife must enjoy the…comfort.”

				“Actually, it’s taken some adjusting for her.” The warmth shifted over his face. “And sometimes yet, it embarrasses her a little.”

				“I’ve heard of an embarrassment of riches, but can’t imagine being embarrassed by them.”

				“Money doesn’t mean to her what it does to either of us.”

				“Really?” She looked up at him, liquid eyes. “And what does it mean to us?”

				“Freedom, of course, and power and that comfort. But under it all”—he looked down at her, smiled a little—“it’s the game, isn’t it?”

				She smiled back, her face mirroring regret. “We always understood each other.”

				“That we didn’t, no.” He stepped out, automatically taking her arm to lead her across the marble expanse of the lobby with its moving maps, its busy shops, its banks of live flowers.

				Outside his limo, then hers, slid smoothly to the curb. When he walked her to her car, she turned. The dampness in her eyes shone now in the sunlight. “Maybe we didn’t understand each other. Maybe that’s true. But there were good times for us, weren’t there? There were good times.”

				“There were.”

				She lifted her hands to his cheeks. He curled his fingers gently around her wrists so they stood a moment in the cold and the wind. “Good-bye, Maggie.”

				“Good-bye, Roarke.” Tears glimmered on her lashes as she slipped into the warmth of the limo.

				He watched it pull away, a sleek white whip through the ocean of traffic.

				Then he got into his own car to go to his wife.
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				EVE WAS DRAGGED THROUGH THE STATION BY A peppy little assistant named Mercy. Eve decided she had none as she bounced along the corridors, whipping Eve through checkpoints and keeping up a rapid-fire monologue as she all but skipped along in zippy black skids.

				“Everyone’s positively juiced to extreme about tonight’s premiere. Nadine’s about the biggest thing in media right now, and the station’s totally gone that she opted to stay with us and do this show. And having you as the first guest is beyond mag. I mean, the two of you are, like, so extremely scorching.”

				Mercy had pink hair tailed up in little butterfly pins, with what seemed to be their tiny progeny flying out of the arch of her left eyebrow.

				It was disconcerting.

				“You need to meet the producer and the director and the exec tech, then we’re going to head straight to makeup and wardrobe. I can get you anything you want. I’m totally yours for the show—coffee, tea, water—we got flat and fizzy—soft drinks. Nadine says you go for coffee. We’re going to pop in on the director, real quick.”

				“I don’t want to—”

				But she was almost shoved into an office, had her hand pumped, before she was corralled into another office, with another hand pump.

				The air was vibrating so fast it made her head ache.

				Then, with Mercy still yapping like a Pomeranian on Zeus, Eve was dragged into makeup where the brightly lit mirrors gleamed over the long, long counter crowded with a dizzying array of pots and tubes and brushes and strange instruments that looked like some wicked tools designed for torture.

				Worse—worse than the idea she was pressured by the brass and by friendship to appear on screen, worse than the yapping in her ear, worse than the knowledge that some or all of those instruments and pots and tubes would be used on her—was the woman who stood behind a high-backed black chair grinning a toothy grin.

				“Oh, Mother of God.”

				“You two know each other, right?” Mercy babbled on. “Trina, I’m going to leave Lieutenant Dallas in your magic hands, go get her coffee. Nadine stocked some special for her. Anything you want?”

				Trina, her hair a black-and-white fountain on top of her head, her eyes an unearthly green, whipped a bright blue cape from a hook. “Water’d be good. Flat.”

				“Be right back!”

				“You look like dog shit, Dallas,” Trina commented.

				“This is a recurring nightmare. I’m just going to punch myself in the face until I wake up.”

				“You’ve got enough bruising under your eyes, you look like you’ve already been decked a few times today. I’ll fix it.”

				“Why are you here? Why is it you?”

				“First, because I’m the best and Nadine knows it. She can get the best. Second, because of you. If it wasn’t for you, I’d never have worked on Nadine at your place.”

				Trina snapped the cape like a matador at a bull. “Appreciate it.”

				“So, somehow, I brought this on myself.”

				“You’re lucky it’s me. Because I’m the best, and because I know you, and I can—thousands couldn’t—make you look like yourself.”

				“I already look like myself.”

				“No, you look like dog shit. But you’re under there, and I know how to find you. Plus, I gotta pump it up for the cameras, but I won’t make you look like an LC on the prowl.”

				In her life there were few who struck an active chord of fear in Eve. Trina was one of them. As if she knew it, Trina smiled again, tapped the back of the chair.

				“Sit. It’ll be over before you know it.”

				“Remember, I’m armed.” But she sat. What choice did she have?

				“So how come you don’t look like you just got back from vacation? Mavis said you and Roarke took a few days at the beach.” She scooped her fingers through Eve’s hair, frowned, let the hair shift through. “Need a little trim.”

				“God. Oh, God.”

				Trina simply put the cape over Eve. “And how come you haven’t been over to see Mavis and that sweet baby since you got back?”

				One thing about the cape, Eve noted, she could wring her hands if she felt the need. And no one could see. “I haven’t had time.”

				“Your best and oldest friend just had a kid.” Trina lowered her head so her face was pressed to Eve’s, so those green eyes pinned Eve’s in the mirror. “You know I had to sit on her to keep her from coming tonight. It’s too cold to take that baby out. You gotta make time.”

				“All right. Okay.”

				“Belle’s the most beautiful thing that ever drew breath, I swear.” Straightening again, Trina pressed her thumbs on some point at the back of Eve’s neck, moved down her shoulders. “You’re a mess of knots, as usual.”

				Eve just closed her eyes. She heard Mercy come back in—yap, yap, yap—then go away again. She heard the little snips and buzzes as Trina did whatever the hell she did with hair. She jolted when the chair eased back.

				“You gotta relax, okay? You don’t look good, I don’t look good.”

				“I obsess about that all the time.” And Eve closed her eyes again. It was one night, she reminded herself, and she’d get through it. Small change in the big scheme.

				Fingers and thumbs pressed gently along her jaw, over her temples, along the sides of her neck, her shoulders. The clever acupressure and draining fatigue combined to pull her into sleep.

				She surfaced to a murmur of voices, to light brushing, almost a tickling over her face. And she scented him. Even before her head cleared enough for her to recognize the rhythm and tone of his voice, she scented Roarke.

				“Just about done,” Trina was saying. “What she’s wearing’s fine—so I guess you picked it—but I’ll take a look at the other deal you brought in, in case it’s better. Wardrobe’s going to want to have a look anyway.”

				“I’m not changing,” Eve muttered.

				“And she’s back.” Trina eased the chair back up. Since it was facing away from the mirror now, all Eve saw was Roarke.

				“Morning,” he said, and taking her hand, ran his thumb over the back of it. “You look rested.”

				“Miracles performed daily,” Trina claimed. “Let’s just polish off the hair.” Something must have gotten through as Trina put down the tools of her trade. “You know, we’ll hit that right before we go on. I’ve got to check on a couple things anyway and Nadine’s due in for her touch-up. Green Room’s just across the hall, to the right. It’s nice.”

				She took off the protective cape. “Want a look before you head out?”

				Eve rose, glanced toward the mirror. As advertised, she looked like herself. Brighter, she supposed, with her eyes and her lips defined and smudged up with color, but she was recognizable. And the dog shit had been well and truly buried.

				“Okay,” she said.

				“Okay?” Trina snorted. “Now you look like you’ve been on vacation. Don’t spill anything on that jacket because I think they’re going to want to go with it.”

				“I’ll see she behaves.” Taking Eve’s hand again, he walked with her across the hall into the Green Room that was actually pale peach.

				There was a generous wall screen currently tuned to Channel 75’s programming, generous sofas and chairs in a calming sea green, and a generous tray of fruit, cheese, and crackers on a wide counter.

				“I didn’t expect you to come.”

				Roarke raised a brow. “Of course I came. It’s a big night.”

				“And you brought the other gear in case I messed up what I already had on.”

				“Just part of the service.”

				“I figured you’d be pissed at me.”

				“I imagined you’d be pissed at me.” This time when he took her hands, he brought them both to his lips. “Why don’t we cancel that out? I had a considerable brood on most of the day, and I’m tired of carrying it around.”

				“I thought you told me the Irish like to brood.”

				“Oh, we love it. We use it to write songs and stories. But I’ve had enough of that for the time being. And never enough of you.”

				Her heart lightened. How had she managed to stand, she wondered, when it had been so heavy? “I love you.”

				He drew her in, touched his lips to her brow, her cheeks, the shallow dent in her chin, then laid them warmly over hers. She pressed against him, her arms linked around his waist, as together they deepened the kiss.

				“I’d offer you my office,” Nadine said as she leaned on the doorjamb, “but Dallas has already been in makeup.”

				Eve kept her arms linked for a moment more before she stepped back. “You sicced Trina on me.”

				“I gave you Trina,” Nadine corrected. “She’s damn good, which is why I hired her for the show. Plus, for tonight, I figured your point of view would be ‘better the devil you know.’”

				“Got a point,” Eve decided.

				“You look good, which is essential. Strong, alert, smart, attractive,” Nadine mused, walking a circle around Eve. “And all cop. We’ll leave the glamour for me.”

				“You wear it so well,” Roarke commented. “You look radiant, Nadine, and polished as a jewel.”

				“I do, don’t I?” Laughing, Nadine shook back her chic bob of streaky blond hair, did a styling turn in the electric blue suit with its pencil-thin skirt and waist-cinching jacket. The heels were black skyscrapers that set off the wink of a diamond ankle chain.

				“I didn’t think I’d be nervous, but I am. There’s a lot riding on this first show. Dallas, I don’t want to prep you. I don’t want the interview to be stale or rehearsed, but I do want to go over a few points.”

				“I’ll get out of your way, then,” Roarke began, but Nadine shook her head.

				“No. You can run faster than I can in these shoes if she makes a break for it. Let’s just sit.”

				“Something to drink, then.” Roarke gestured to the well-stocked counter. “Or eat.”

				“After.” Nadine pressed a hand to her stomach as she sat on one of the sofas. “My system’s on full alert.”

				“I’m good,” Eve said. “What’s to be nervous about? It’s what you do.”

				“That’s what I tell myself, but I’ve never done exactly this before. And this was the big gold hoop. Now that I’ve got it in my hot little hand, I can’t afford to drop it. So…”

				Nadine scooted to the edge of her chair as if she might be the one to make a run for it. “We’ll have to touch on the Icove case. That’s what got me the gig. But I’m not going to linger on that. I’m going to want to revisit that after the book and the vid hit. The baby-market business is still fresh, so we’ll discuss that. Speaking of babies, Belle was well named. God, she’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

				Eve squirmed. “Sure.”

				“I’ve done an interview with Tandy, and with Mavis on that one, and we’ll air pieces of those during the spot. We’re going to talk about what you do, how you do it. How much will you be able to tell me about the Foster homicide?”

				“The investigation’s ongoing.”

				Nadine didn’t miss a beat, or the chance to smirk. “I’m going to need more than that—leads being pursued, avenues explored, the players, the scene, the victim. It’s called Now for a reason. But we’ll keep that until we’re on. It’s a hard news show, but I will have to ask about Roarke.”

				Nadine put up a hand before Eve could speak. “I can’t interview Roarke’s cop in a venue like this without asking about Roarke. Don’t worry, it’s not boxers or briefs, just an overview, we’ll say.”

				She aimed an amused, inquiring glance at Roarke, who only laughed and shook his head.

				“How you manage to balance the work with your life,” Nadine continued. “If marriage has changed how you do the work, or how you look at the job. We’ll get on and off. So…”

				She checked her wrist unit. “I’ve got to get touched up. Trina will take a last look at you in a few minutes, then Mercy will bring you into the studio. And we’ll go from there. Dallas.” Nadine pressed a hand on hers. “Thanks.”

				“You better hold that ’til after. You may not like my answers.”

				“Thanks,” she said again, and rose. Then she turned to Roarke. “How about one right here, big guy?” She tapped a finger to her lips. “For luck.”

				He stepped to her, kissed her lightly on the mouth. “Here’s to a thirty-percent share.”

				“Your lips, God’s ears.”

				

				In the end, it went okay, as far as Eve could tell. Though she couldn’t understand how anyone could be juiced about sitting in front of an image of the city, under hot lights, while robocams slithered around like snakes.

				Theme music shimmered out, and she heard Nadine take three quiet breaths while some guy on the floor signaled with his fingers. Then Nadine aimed her eyes toward one of those robots.

				“Good evening. I’m Nadine Furst, and this is Now.”

				They did, as Nadine had said, touch on the Icove case from the previous fall. Yes, Eve believed the laws against human cloning were correct and just. No, she didn’t hold the clones themselves responsible for what the Icoves had done.

				She watched the clips as the separate interviews with Tandy Applebee, her husband and their infant son, and Mavis, Leonardo, and Belle were run. Both women got teary as they spoke about their friendship, and how Eve had saved Tandy’s life, saved the baby—who they’d named Quentin Dallas Applebee—from being sold in the black market, and had broken the ring only hours before their babies had been born.

				“How does that make you feel?” Nadine asked.

				“Like I did my job.”

				“Just that?”

				Eve shifted. What the hell. “Sometimes it gets personal. It’s not supposed to, but it does. This was personal. Mavis and I go back, and she and my partner are tight. Mavis is the one who pushed me, pushed us, to look for Tandy. She deserves a lot of credit for that, for standing up for a friend. You could say, in this case, it was friendship that ultimately connected the cases, and cleared them both. The job’s not just about clearing a case, it’s about justice. I did my job.”

				“A demanding, dangerous, high-powered job. You’re married to a man with a lot of demands on his time, who some might term dangerous, and who is certainly high-powered. How do you balance the work with your private life?”

				“Maybe by knowing it’s not always going to balance, and being married to someone who gets that. A lot of cops…There can be friction in the personal area,” she amended, “because the job means you put in long hours, inconvenient hours that mess up schedules. You miss dinners or dates or whatever.”

				“Which may seem minor,” Nadine said, “but in reality, those dinners, dates, and so on are part of what makes up a personal life.”

				“Lapping into personal life is part of it, that’s all. It’s just the job. It’s tough for a civilian to deal, day after day. In my opinion, cops are mostly a bad bet in the personal arena. But some make it work. It works, I guess, when the civilian gets it. When the civilian respects and values the job, or at least understands it. I got lucky there.”

				She shifted her gaze to where Roarke stood behind the range of cameras. “I got lucky.”

				They broke for the ads that paid the bills, and Trina marched over with a flurry of brushes.

				“Nice,” Nadine told her.

				“Is it almost over?”

				“Nearly there.” She thought, but didn’t say, what a moment it had been when Eve’s gaze had shifted away, when the emotion had swarmed into her eyes on her claim that she’d gotten lucky. Thirty-percent share? Nadine thought. Her ass. That single moment was going to blow the ratings out of the stratosphere.

				“Your current case,” Nadine began when they were back. “The shocking murder of Craig Foster, a history teacher. What can you tell us?”

				“The investigation is active and ongoing.”

				Flat voice, flat eyes, Nadine noted with satisfaction. All cop now, and the contrast was perfect. “You’ve said that to know the killer, know the victim. Tell us about Craig Foster. Who was he?”

				“He was, by all accounts, a young and dedicated teacher, a loving husband, a good son. A good man, and a creature of habit. He was frugal, responsible, and ordinary in the sense he did his work, he lived his life, and enjoyed both.”

				“What does that tell you about his killer?”

				“I know that his killer knew and understood Craig Foster’s habits, and used those habits to take his life, to take a husband, a son, a teacher. That he did so not in heat, not on impulse, but with forethought and calculation.”

				“What makes this crime particularly heinous is that it was committed in a school where children from the ages of six to thirteen walk the halls. In fact, the body was discovered by two young girls.”

				“Heinous? Murder by definition—by its nature—is a heinous crime. Where it took place, in this case, might make it more callous to some. It was also efficient.”

				Nadine leaned forward. “How so?”

				“The victim’s habits. The killer had only to observe and note the victim’s daily routine, know the schedule, and use those elements. Having students, teachers, support staff in and around the halls, in and around classrooms and other facilities, was an advantage. He took it.”

				“Your suspects. You’ve interviewed a number of people thus far. Today you brought in Reed Williams, another teacher at Sarah Child Academy, for questioning.”

				“We questioned Mr. Williams, and have charged him in another matter. He is not charged with Mr. Foster’s murder.”

				“But he is a suspect? Your prime suspect?”

				“The investigation is active and ongoing,” Eve repeated. “Until it’s closed, we’ll continue to question a number of individuals. I’m unable to tell you more at this time.”

				Nadine made a few more forays; Eve blocked her. When the director signaled the time, Nadine leaned forward again. “Tell me this, if the killer’s watching right now, what would you say to him?”

				“That my partner and I stand for Craig Foster now. We have a job to do, and we’re damn good at it. He should go ahead and watch plenty of screen now because they don’t provide one in the cage he’ll be living in for the rest of his life.”

				“Thank you, Lieutenant Dallas. This is Nadine Furst,” she said to the camera. “Good night, for Now.”

				

				You were perfect,” Roarke said when they were finally able to get out of the station.

				“It must’ve gone okay, seeing as Nadine jumped up and did a victory dance the minute the stupid cameras went off.”

				“Perfect,” he repeated, and turning her to him, laid his mouth on hers. “Except for the misuse of a pronoun.”

				“Huh?”

				“You said ‘I got lucky.’ The correct statement, darling Eve, is ‘We got lucky.’” He kissed her again, softly. “We.”

				“I guess we did. No vehicle?” she added with a glance around the lot.

				“I had it taken back so I could drive home with my wife.”

				“In that case, you take the wheel.” She paused. “I’m glad you hung around.” When she got into the car, she stretched out her legs. Sighed. “Nadine gets off on that whole circus. Takes all kinds.”

				“It does. There are a lot of people who may be wondering how you do what it is you do, day after day. So, is this Reed Williams your man?”

				“He’s top choice right now. And get this, Oliver Straffo’s his lawyer.”

				“Straffo’s a little high-dollar for someone on a teacher’s salary.”

				“Williams does all right—private sector, tenure. But it was Straffo’s kid who found the body. This guy’s looking good for doing Foster, in his kid’s school, where his kid can slip on the blood and vomit, and he’s representing him. Yeah, takes all kinds.”

				“It’s possible Straffo believes he’s innocent.”

				“Yeah, maybe. Straffo doesn’t know that his own wife was one of the notches on Williams’s belt. Williams likes to hunt and gather among the staff and mothers. Has the morals of a rabbit, and Rabbit’s one of the things we’ve got him on. Had some in his toy box in his bedroom. It’s the illegals we charged him with so far, and that’s where Straffo answered the call. It bugs me.”

				“Lawyers do what they do, Lieutenant.”

				“Yeah, but say you had a kid and you find out one of her teachers is playing twist the pretzel in her school.” Because her current position was too comfortable, and she feared she might just drop into sleep, Eve pushed up. “That he uses illegal substances for his own sexual satisfaction. Do you figure you’d jump to defend him?”

				“It’s hard to say, but at first thought, unlikely. Then again, maybe Straffo has the morals of a rabbit, too.”

				“Bet he wouldn’t jump so fast if he knew his client had dipped into his own personal well.”

				“Do you intend to tell him?”

				Eve thought of Allika, her guilt, her fear. “Not unless it pertains to the case. If I find and can prove that Williams killed Foster because Foster knew about the affair, yeah, Straffo’s going to get some bad news.”

				“Are you sure he doesn’t already know?”

				“No, I’m not sure. And I’d be looking hard at him, too, if I could place him at or near the scene. He was in his office by eight-thirty that morning. That gives him a little squeeze time to have done it, but it’s a very tight squeeze. He was in a partners’ meeting from eight-thirty to nine, and in his office again, with his paralegal, admin, and several others in and out until he left for a lunch meeting at noon. He’s looking clear on this.”

				“I’m not quite sure why you would have looked at him. It wasn’t Foster doing his wife, after all. Now if Williams had been murdered…”

				“Reputation.” She shrugged. “It’s not such a stretch that Foster was killed to protect a reputation. Williams—that beeps the loudest. But I don’t think Straffo would have cared to have his wife’s infidelity made public.” She fought back a yawn. “Bad for the image.”

				“I can promise, Lieutenant, that if I were in Straffo’s position, I’d aim for you and your paramour. Not some innocent bystander.”

				“Back at you.” But because it made her think of Magdelana again, Eve shut it off. “Anyway, we’ll keep squeezing Williams, see what oozes out. Um…I’m getting poked from various directions that we—I use we as it’s going to be the only pronoun in this case—need to go see Mavis and the kid.”

				“All right.”

				“That’s it? Just all right?”

				“It’ll be fine. We survived the birth. A baby all wrapped up in a pink blanket should be a welcome relief after that ordeal.”

				“I guess. Peabody says we need to take a gift. A teddy bear or something.”

				“That should be simple enough.”

				“Good. You do that part. I don’t get the bear thing. Aren’t bears something people generally try to avoid so as not to be mauled?”

				When he laughed, she glanced over. And just looking at him, seeing the laugh in his eyes when he looked at her, had everything inside her going warm.

				She laid her hand over his as he drove through the gates of home. “Let’s try for that balance Nadine was asking about,” she said. “And for a while, no case, no work, no obligations. Just you. Just me.”

				“My favorite combination.”

				She made the move, wrapping her arms around him, rubbing her lips to his when they were out of the car. And the warmth that had bloomed inside her spread like spring. Every doubt, every hurt, every fear, every question drained away in it.

				Just you, she thought again as they glided into the house. Just me.

				By tacit agreement they made their way to the elevator. The stairs would take too long. Once inside, riding up, he nudged her coat off her shoulders, and she his. But the gestures weren’t hurried, weren’t frantic. Instead they were smooth and easy, with the knowledge they’d reclaimed something that had slipped, just for a moment, a finger’s span out of reach.

				In the bedroom there was a glimmer of moonshine, soft and blue through the windows, through the skylight over the bed. They undressed each other, distracted each other with long, lingering kisses, long, lingering strokes.

				Her heart felt as if it were back, exactly where it belonged, and beating fast and thickly against his.

				“I missed you,” she said, holding tight. “I missed us.”

				“A ghra,” he murmured, and thrilled her.

				She was his again, completely his again. His strong, complicated, and endlessly fascinating wife. Close and his, with nothing between them. The taste of her filled him, the long, lean lines of her enticed him.

				Here was the balance Nadine had questioned, and that no one who didn’t feel it, didn’t know it, didn’t have could ever fully understand. They simply fit, all the complex and ragged edges of both of them, simply fit. One to the other, to make each whole.

				When they lay on the bed she wrapped around him, and she sighed again. A sound he knew meant they were home, at last. Needing to give, he used his lips, his hands, his body, until the sigh became a moan.

				No one else, she thought, could ever reach her as he did. And, feeling him quiver at her touch, knew for him it was the same.

				As she rolled over that first liquid crest, she cupped his face in her hands. She brought his lips to hers once more for a kiss of shattering tenderness.

				“My love,” he repeated in Irish. My only. My heart. She heard his voice as he slipped inside her, saw his eyes as they moved together.

				Slow and lovely and real. And every brutal thing that belonged to the world was separate from this. Then fingers twined, mouths meeting, they slipped away together.

				Later, curled against him, content and drifting, she murmured, “Lucky us,” and she heard him chuckle in the dark before she slid into sleep.
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				HE WAS INCENSED. HE COULDN’T BELIEVE SHE was going to go through with it. Bluffing, he decided. She was bluffing.

				Reed Williams cut through the water with hard, angry strokes. He’d tried sweet talk, he’d tried temper, he’d tried threats. But that damn Arnette was being hardnosed about this—the principal standing on principle.

				Or professing to be. Hypocritical bitch.

				Bluffing, he thought again as he kicked off the wall of the pool and streaked his way to another lap. He’d just do another five laps, let her stew a little.

				He’d been sure she’d stand by him, or if she wavered, she’d value her own position enough to secure his.

				It was that fucking cop, he decided. Had to be a dyke—she and that brown-eyed partner of hers. Real bitches.

				Most women were, you just had to know how to handle them.

				And if he knew anything, he knew how to handle women.

				Knew how to handle himself. Knew how to handle whatever came along.

				He’d handled Craig, hadn’t he? Poor bastard.

				No way they were going to hang the poor bastard’s murder on him, especially with Oliver Straffo in his corner.

				And wasn’t that lovely, lovely irony? Not that Straffo’s wife had been a particularly exciting lay. But all that guilt and misery had given a certain flavor to the quick bump at the holiday party, and the single nooner at his place.

				But God knew, he’d had better.

				He wasn’t going to resign over a little sex, that was for damn sure. And if Arnette followed through and began termination procedures, well, he’d warned her. He wouldn’t go down alone.

				Once he reminded her of that—again—she’d settle down.

				A little winded, he finished his final lap, gripped the edge of the pool as he began to remove his goggles.

				He felt a little prick, a little buzz just below the crown of his head. He lifted a hand to swat at it, as if it were a mosquito. His fingers tingled.

				His heart began to thud, his throat to close. As his vision blurred he blinked, saw someone. He tried to call out, but his voice was a croak. He tried to pull his body from the pool, but his hands, his arms were already numb. He lost his grip, hit his jaw on the edge.

				He felt no pain.

				Gasping, he struggled to keep his head above water. He choked, and flailed, ordered himself to float. Just to float until he could think again.

				“I’ll help you,” his killer said. And with the long pole of the pool net reached out. Pressing it lightly on his shoulder, pushed him down, held him down with no real effort at all.

				Until his struggles stopped.

				

				Eve stepped out of the shower feeling reborn. She’d been off her stride, she admitted, off her feed, and just plain off for a few days. But that was done.

				She was grateful only a few people knew she’d let herself obsess over and get turned inside out about some smug, manipulative blonde. Magdelana Percell, she promised herself as the warm air of the drying tube swirled, was officially history.

				She snagged a robe and decided she was hungry enough to eat what Roarke called a full Irish. Once she had that and some coffee under her belt, she was heading straight down to Central.

				She was going back to the beginning of the Foster investigation with her mind clear. Maybe the personal blur had caused her to miss something.

				She stepped out, and Roarke was there, sipping coffee, scanning the last of the financials while the cat bumped his head against Roarke’s arm. As if to say, “Aren’t you going to eat? Where’s breakfast?”

				“You feed that lard-ass yet?” she asked.

				“I did, yes, though he’ll call me a liar. I, however, was waiting for you.”

				“I guess I could choke something down. Some eggs and whatever.”

				“You need some whatever.” He rose, cutting her off before she reached her closet, and gave her ass a deliberate squeeze. “You’ve lost a couple pounds in the last few days.”

				“Maybe.”

				“My gauge has pinpoint accuracy when it comes to you.” He kissed her between the eyes. “A full Irish is in order, I’m thinking.”

				“That’s plenty of whatever.” She went to her closet with a smile on her face. It was good to be back in synch.

				“If I’m clear and you can manage it,” she began as she grabbed clothes, “maybe we could bop by Mavis and Leonardo’s. I can tag her later, see if they’re up for it.”

				“Suits me.” He switched to the morning news before going to the AutoChef. “A teddy bear, was it?”

				“Peabody said. Or something in that realm.”

				“I think we both might leave that one up to Caro. No doubt she’ll know just the thing. Just let either her or me know if I should come down to Central or meet you at their place.”

				She was strapping on her weapon harness when he turned. “It’s a pity you couldn’t have appeared on Nadine’s show like that. The shirtsleeves, the weapon at your side. Sexy and dangerous.”

				Eve only snorted, then sat to put on her boots.

				He crossed over to set down their plates, and after one steely warning look at Galahad, pulled Eve to her feet. “Sexy,” he repeated, “dangerous. And mine.”

				“Better back off, ace. I’m armed.”

				“Just the way I like you. What do you say we do the obvious and clichéd for Valentine’s Day? A romantic dinner for two, a great deal of champagne, dancing, and incredible amounts of inventive sex.”

				“I might be available for that.” When the hell was Valentine’s Day again?

				He laughed, reading her perfectly. “The fourteenth, my sentimental fool. Which would be the day after tomorrow. If work interferes, we’ll just have a very late dinner for two, and so forth.”

				“You’re on.” And because it just felt right, she laid her head on his shoulder.

				She missed the first sentence or two the chirpy on-air reporter said. Even when Roarke’s name was announced—and her own—she might have let it slip.

				But he stiffened against her so she focused on the screen. The air inside her body simply evaporated, and left her hollow.

				He stood with Magdelana, stood close, looking down at her. Just the barest hint of a smile on his face. A face Magdelana held intimately in her hands.

				“…identified by our sources as European socialite Magdelana Percell, recently divorced from Georges Fayette, a wealthy French entrepreneur. It appears Ms. Percell has an eye for wealthy men as she was seen lunching with Roarke only days ago at the exclusive Sisters Three restaurant here in New York. According to our sources, the pair enjoyed seasonal salads and a great deal of intimate conversation. We wonder if Lieutenant Eve Dallas, one of New York’s top cops, and Roarke’s wife of the last year and a half, is investigating.”

				“Fuck me,” Roarke muttered. “What bloody bullshit. I’m sorry they—”

				He stopped whatever he was going to say as she was pulling very slowly, very deliberately away from him. And he saw her face. It was sheet white, her eyes dark and shocked against the utter pallor.

				“Christ Jesus, Eve, you can’t—”

				“I have to go to work.” The words jumped so in her throat, in her head, she wasn’t sure they came out in the right order.

				“Bollocks to that. To all of this. I did nothing, and you should know it—damn it, you should know without me saying it. I walked her out of the building. She came to see me, and I gave her less than ten minutes before I showed her the door. I felt small doing so, if you must know, but I’d rather hurt her feelings than cause you a moment of unhappiness.”

				She spoke as slowly and deliberately as she’d moved. “I need you to back off.”

				“Fuck that! Fuck it, Eve. Am I to be tried and condemned because some moron had a vid-cam at the right moment? A moment when a woman I once cared for said good-bye? Do you think I’d have embarrassed you, or myself come to that, in this way?”

				“You did, you did embarrass both of us this way. But that’s not important, that’s not the point.”

				“Damn if I’ll apologize for helping a woman into her car on a public street in the middle of the bleeding day.” He dragged his hand through his hair in a gesture she recognized, even now, as absolute frustration. “You’re too smart for this. You know there are people who love nothing more than to spread dirt about people like us. And you would accuse me—”

				“I haven’t accused you.”

				“Oh, aye, you have, of all manner of things.” Frustration turned on a dime to rage and insult. “And you do it without a word. I’d rather have the words as hard as they might be than that look on your face. It’s killing me. Let’s have this out then, once and for all, and be bloody well done with it.”

				“No. No. I don’t want to be here right now.” Carefully, she picked up her jacket. “I don’t want to be with you right now. Because I can’t fight right now. I can’t think. I’ve got nothing. So you’ll win, if that’s what you need, because I’ve got nothing.”

				“This isn’t about winning.” The utter misery on her face, in her voice, drowned the temper. “What I need is to know you believe me. That you trust me. That you know me.”

				The tears were coming; she wouldn’t be able to hold them back much longer. She put on her jacket. “We’ll get into it later.”

				“That one thing, Eve,” he said as she turned away. “Answer that one thing. Do you believe I’d betray you with her?”

				She drew in what little she had and turned to face him. “No. No, I don’t believe you’d betray me with her. I don’t believe you’d cheat on me. But I’m afraid, and I’m sick in my heart that you might look at her, then at me. And regret.”

				He took a step toward her. “Eve.”

				“If you don’t let me go now, this will never be right.”

				She made it out of the room, down the stairs. She heard Summerset say her name, and kept moving. Get out, was all she could think. Get away.

				“You need your coat.” As she yanked at the door, Summerset draped it over her shoulders. “It’s very cold. Eve.” He spoke her given name quietly, and nearly shattered her last line of defense. “Will you let her use you both this way?”

				“I don’t know. I—” Her communicator beeped. “Oh God, oh God.” She bore down. “Block video,” she ordered. “Dallas.”

				
					Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve…

				

				She shoved her arms into the sleeves of the coat as she was ordered to Sarah Child. She responded as she strode out to the car.

				And she felt Roarke watching her from their bedroom window as she drove away to do the job.

				

				Eve stood over the body of Reed Williams and blocked out everything but the work. She knew Eric Dawson—who’d found Williams floating and had jumped in to try to save him—was currently in the locker room with a uniform.

				The med-techs who responded had fought to revive him, even after Dawson’s attempts, then Nurse Brennan’s, as CPR had failed.

				So her crime scene and the body had been severely compromised. And Reed Williams was still very dead.

				She crouched down, examined the bruise and shallow laceration along his jaw. Otherwise, from her exam, his body was unmarked. He was wearing black swim trunks, and a pair of blue-lens minigoggles floated in the pool.

				As Peabody hadn’t yet arrived on scene, she turned the body herself to study the back, the legs, the shoulders.

				“No visible trauma other than the jawline, some superficial scratches consistent with being pulled out of the pool on the back. No sign of struggle. She rose, began to walk around the pool. “No visible blood. Might’ve been blood, and it was washed away.” Frowning, she looked around for a weapon that might have caused the wound on the jaw.

				“Vic stands near the pool. Somebody strikes out, vic falls back into the water. Lost consciousness and drowns? Maybe, maybe, but the bruise isn’t that severe. But maybe.”

				She kept walking, and studied the edge of the pool. Walked back, hunkered down again, and used microgoggles and a penlight to get a better look at the wound. “Flat. More a scrape than a cut. In the water already maybe. Yeah, it’s the right angle, isn’t it? Vic’s taking his swim, gets to the wall, holds onto the edge for a minute. That’s what you do. Slips, loses his grip, knocks his chin on the skirting. But why? Just clumsiness? Didn’t strike me as a clumsy guy. And does that knock end up drowning him? Or did he have help?”

				She went back to the body, shook her head. “There’s no skin under his nails. No sealant, no nothing. Clean as a damn whistle. What do you do if somebody holds your head under? You fight, you scratch. And if I’m standing on the skirt of the pool holding some guy under—for instance, a strong guy, a guy who works out regularly—I’m probably going to give his head a good thump against the wall for insurance. Easy to mistake a head knock for accidental.”

				Frowning again, she began to search, to feel the back of Williams’s head. No bump, no laceration, no trauma.

				Looked simple, looked easy. Looked accidental.

				And she thought: No fucking way.

				“Bag and tag him,” Eve ordered and straightened. “ME to determine. Priority request for Morris. I want the sweepers to go over the edging. I’m looking for blood or skin.”

				She moved off, into the locker room where Dawson sat in a baggy sweatsuit drinking hot coffee. “Officer.” Eve nodded to the uniform. “Detective Peabody should be arriving momentarily. Direct her here.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Mr. Dawson.”

				“He was floating.” Dawson’s hands began to shake a little. “He was floating. I thought at first he was just…just floating, the way you do. Then I saw he wasn’t.”

				“Mr. Dawson, I’m going to record this. Do you understand?”

				“Yes, yes.”

				“Mr. Williams was already in the pool when you came in to the area?”

				“Yes, he was…” He drew a long breath, set the coffee cup aside. “Actually, I was looking for him. I’d seen Arnette—Principal Mosebly, and she asked if I would take Reed’s fourth-period class today—that’s my study period. She told me he’d been suspended and she was going to initiate termination proceedings, unless he resigned within the next twenty-four hours. I felt terrible about it.”

				“You were friendly with Mr. Williams?”

				“We all got along here. We were all friendly, there was never any trouble here. Until…Oh, God.” He dropped his head again, pinched the bridge of his nose. “I agreed to monitor the class, but asked if I could speak with him, to get some idea of his lesson plan. I don’t know.”

				He braced his head, hair still damp, in his hand. “She said she assumed he was cleaning out his lockers. I glanced in the lounge, but he wasn’t there, so I went into the fitness center. His locker was still activated, but he wasn’t on the machines. I just stepped into the pool area, to see…”

				“What did you see?”

				“He was floating, facedown. At first, I…I thought—I maybe said, ‘Damn, Reed, this is a damn mess.’ He kept floating, and I realized…I jumped in. You’re supposed to grab a flotation, but I didn’t think. I just jumped, and I turned him over, towed him to the side. I got him out. I had to get out first, then haul him out. I did mouth-to-mouth, CPR. We’re all required to know how to do that. I don’t know how long, but he wasn’t breathing. I hit the intercom, called Carin—Nurse Brennan. I told her to call nine-one-one and to come to the pool.”

				“Which she did.”

				“Yes. She came right away. She tried, when she got here, she tried. Then the MTs tried. But they said he was gone.”

				“Where are your shoes?”

				“Shoes?” He looked down at his bare feet. “I forgot shoes. I had my work clothes on when I went into the pool. The police officer said it was all right for me to change. I forgot to put my skids on, I guess. Maybe if I’d gotten there sooner, just a minute or two sooner. If I hadn’t looked in the lounge first.”

				“I don’t think so, Mr. Dawson. I think you did all you could.”

				“I hope I did. I nearly drowned once, when I was ten. My family always went to the Jersey shore in August. I went out too far, and I couldn’t get back. The waves just kept pushing me farther out, and I couldn’t stay up. My father pulled me back. He got to me and pulled me all the way back to shore. Blistered my ears for swimming out that far, then he cried. Just sat down and cried. I never forgot it, or how scared I was. It’s a scary way to die.”

				“Yeah, but mostly they all are.”

				She questioned him further, but if he’d been responsible for Williams’s death instead of traumatized by it, she’d eat her badge.

				She released him, then accessed Williams’s locker for another search. One of his good suits, she noted, with shirt and tie, dress shoes. So he’d been planning to dude up for the day. Didn’t sound like resignation time to her.

				Could have had another appointment, she mused. She searched through his toiletry bag, found nothing out of line. Then hauled out his briefcase as she heard the sturdy strides of Peabody’s winter boots.

				“Williams is our DB,” Eve said without looking over. “Found floating facedown in the pool, past reviving. Bruised and scraped on the jaw, could be he got clocked, but it looks to me as if he rapped himself on the edge of the pool. Some scrapes on the back consistent with being pulled out. No other visible trauma.”

				“So it looks accidental.”

				“Looks like. Isn’t, or I’m a dancing monkey. We’ll want to go through this disc, but by the looks of his briefcase, it appears he was set to resume his teacherly duties today.” Now she looked over at Peabody. “Wit statement claims Williams was suspended, and termination proceedings were set to begin if he didn’t resign within twenty-four.”

				“But he comes in, uses the school facilities.” Peabody poked her head into the locker. “And from all appearances was going to tough it out. Who’d he see this morning?”

				“That’s what we’re going to find out, but my money’s on Mosebly.”

				They tracked the principal down in her office, easily cutting through the admin who sat bleary-eyed and sniffling. Mosebly paced the room as she spoke on an earpiece. She held up a hand, signaling Eve and Peabody to wait.

				“Yes, of course. I will. The police are here now. I’ll get back to you as soon as I’ve spoken with them.” Mosebly took off the earpiece, laid it on her desk. “The chairman of our board,” she said, and rubbed her fingertips between her eyebrows. “This is a very difficult time. If you’ll give me a moment, I need to arrange for classes to be dismissed for the day.”

				“Nobody leaves,” Eve said flatly.

				“I beg your pardon? We’ve had a second death. You can’t expect the students to—”

				“Nobody leaves the building until I clear it. Nobody else comes in unless I clear it. What time did you speak with Mr. Williams this morning?”

				“I’m sorry, my head is splitting.” She moved to her desk, opened a drawer, and took out a small enameled case. She removed what Eve recognized as a standard blocker. After pouring herself a glass of water, she sat down, took the pill.

				It would help the headache, Eve thought, and also gave Mosebly a few moments to gather her wits and decide what she’d say and how she’d say it.

				“I signed in at seven, or shortly after. To be frank, Craig Foster’s death has generated a great deal of concern among the parents, the board. I’ve held a number of conferences, and came in early today to catch up on other administrative duties.”

				“Including preparing termination proceedings on Reed Williams.”

				“Yes.” She pressed her lips together. “It seems cold now, but there was no choice. He’d been charged with possessing illegal substances, and is—or it appears he was—under heavy suspicion for Craig’s murder. He was obviously an unacceptable risk for our students. As I told him clearly yesterday when he returned to the school.”

				“Yesterday? He came back here after his bail hearing?”

				“Correct. I suggested, initially, he take some leave, but he was adamant about going on as if nothing had happened. Though most of the students had left by that time, I was worried about him causing a scene, so I asked him to speak with me in here. Privately.”

				Mosebly brushed a hand over her hair, then tugged down the jacket of her suit. “It was unpleasant, I’ll be frank about that as well. I explained the need to avoid any more scandal. We’ve had three parents remove their children from the school and demand their tuition be returned. Once it became public that a teacher was arrested…”

				She trailed off, shook her head.

				“How’d he take it?” Eve asked.

				“Poorly. It’s within my rights to suspend a teacher for suspicion of illegal or immoral behavior, but termination is trickier. He knew it. He stalked out claiming that between his lawyer and his union rep, he’d squash any attempt I—or the BOD—might make to have him fired.”

				“Wouldn’t have gone down well with you.”

				“No, it did not. It did not,” Mosebly repeated with some fire in her eyes. “While I believe we could and would have succeeded in the termination, it would have been an ugly mess. And would have resulted, no doubt, in the loss of more students.”

				“And more revenue.”

				“Yes. Without revenue, we can’t provide the education the students expect and deserve.”

				“But he came in today regardless. Did you have words with him in the pool? You’ve been swimming this morning, Principal Mosebly.” She waited while Mosebly blinked. “Your towel, still damp, was in the locker room hamper. Women’s side. One towel.”

				“As I’ve stated before, I often swim in the morning. I did see Reed, yes, as I was getting out of the pool. And yes, we had words. I told him I wanted him off the premises, and he informed me he was going to take a swim, then have some coffee and a muffin before he began his classes.”

				“Defying your authority,” Eve prompted.

				“He was very smug and arrogant about it. I don’t deny we argued, or that I was very angry. And he was diving into the pool, very much alive, when I left. I showered, dressed, then came directly here to contact the chairman and relay the situation.”

				“What time was that?”

				“It would have been around eight when I got to my office and made the call. When I’d finished, I found Eric—Mr. Dawson, and asked him to monitor Reed’s fourth-period class today. I also spoke with Mirri and Dave, assigning each of them to one of Reed’s classes.”

				She stopped, sighed. “A small scheduling nightmare. I had intended to wait for Reed to come out of the locker room, give him another chance to leave on his own. Then, as ordered by the board, I would call security and have him escorted out of the building. I didn’t know Nurse Brennan had made the nine-one-one call until the medical technicians were rushing in. I didn’t know…I had no idea what had happened.”

				“You know the routine by now. I need the names of everyone who was in the building between seven and eight-thirty A.M. My partner and I will begin interviews.”

				“But…but this was an accident.”

				Eve smiled thinly. “That’s what you said about Foster.”

				

				There was little variation as far as staff on premises, Eve noted. But it was very interesting to learn that Allika Straffo had signed in, with her daughter, at seven-thirty-two, and hadn’t signed out again until eight-twelve.

				Her gauge had put Williams’s TOD at seven-fifty.

				She mulled it over as she set up to interview Mirri Hallywell.

				“I don’t know how much more we can take,” Mirri began. “This place, it’s like a tomb. Like it’s cursed. That sounds dramatic, but that’s how it feels to me.”

				“Why were you here so early? I show you signing in at seven-fifteen.”

				“Oh. Drama Club. We’re meeting before classes. In the theater. Discussion, a vid of some scenes from Our Town.”

				“I’ll need a list of the students and staff present. Parents and guardians.”

				“Of course, no problem. I was the only staff there.”

				“Did you leave the theater at any time during the meeting?”

				“No. I was there from seven-thirty to eight-fifteen. Actually, a little before seven-thirty as I set up the vid, and probably a few minutes after eight-fifteen as I broke them down. I didn’t hear about Reed until I was back in my classroom.”

				“You knew Williams had been arrested yesterday.”

				“Everyone knew.” She lifted a shoulder. “I can’t say I was surprised, and maybe—I probably shouldn’t say this, but maybe a little pleased. Comeuppance, you know? But this? Drowning the way he did, that’s horrible. I just don’t know how it could’ve happened.”

				

				We’re going to chat with the fragile and lovely Mrs. Straffo.” Eve got behind the wheel. “I wonder how she handled the irony of having her husband defending the guy she dicked around on him with. And what she was doing in the building for forty-five minutes.”

				“Straffo wasn’t on Hallywell’s memory list of parents in the theater during the meeting.” Peabody shifted a little, kept looking straight out the windshield. “So, how are things?”

				“What things?”

				“I, ah, happened to have the screen on this morning when I was grabbing a bagel. Caught that stupid bit about that blonde and Roarke. Anybody could see it was bullcrap.”

				“Then why do you bring it up?”

				“Sorry.”

				“No,” Eve said after a minute. “No, no point in slapping at you for it. It’s outside the box right now, that’s all. And it’s staying outside the box because it’s not part of the job. Clear?”

				“Sure.”

				“I can’t let it in right now,” Eve said after another moment of screaming silence. “I can’t think about it right now.”

				“Okay. I’m just going to say this one thing, then lock the lid. Bullcrap.”

				“Thanks. Okay, why did Mrs. Straffo take the kid to school today. Why not the babysitter?”

				“That would be the au pair on their level. Good question.”

				Eve pulled up in front of the apartment building. “Then let’s ask it.”

				She had to cut through the doorman who tried to block them. “Mrs. Straffo has her penthouse on privacy mode. Door and ’links. She doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

				“Pal, I don’t know what kind of Christmas bonus you get from the Straffos, but now’s the time to ask yourself if it’s worth you getting hauled into Central and held for obstruction of justice. This is a badge. Read it and weep. Now step back, or you’re going to be sitting in holding for the next several hours.”

				“I’m just doing my job.”

				“Aren’t we all.” Eve moved by him, then paused. “Have you seen the au pair this morning?”

				“Cora? She went out about nine. Errands. She said Mrs. Straffo wasn’t feeling very well, and activated the privacy mode. She hasn’t come back yet.”

				“What about Mrs. Straffo? What time did she get back this morning?”

				“About eight-thirty, maybe a little later. Didn’t look well either.”

				“On foot, or by car?”

				“Walking. Walked the kid to school. It’s about ten minutes away. They were scooting some. The kid said she’d be late for her meeting if they didn’t hurry.”

				“Doesn’t the au pair usually take the kid in, pick her up?” Peabody wondered.

				“Most of the time, sure,” the doorman confirmed. “One of the Straffos takes her now and then.”

				Riding up to the penthouse, Eve worked on the timing. Leaves the school, walks home. Takes a good fifteen minutes to do it. Not hurrying then. Goes upstairs, gives the au pair errands to run. Shuts down.

				Wants privacy.

				At the penthouse, Eve pressed the buzzer. The security blinked, and the computer clicked on.

				
					We’re sorry. The Straffo family has activated full privacy. If you care to leave your name and contact information, one of the family will return your call when available.

				

				Eve held her badge to the scanner. “This is police business. You’re ordered to override privacy mode and inform Mrs. Straffo to open the door.”

				
					One moment, please, while your identification is verified…ID verified. Please wait…

				

				Eve was just toying with the idea of pounding a fist on the door when it opened. The doorman had it right. Allika Straffo didn’t look well.

				She may have been dressed in silk lounging pajamas, but they were wasted on her as she stood pale and hollow-eyed.

				“Please, can’t this wait? I’m sick.”

				“You were well enough to walk your daughter to school this morning. Something happen there that made you sick? Or maybe you’ve been feeling a little off since your husband agreed to defend your lover.”

				“He isn’t my lover. He was a mistake. Please, leave me alone.”

				“Not going to happen.” Eve laid a hand on the door before Allika could close it. “You fix that mistake this morning?”

				“I’m tired.” Tears began to gather and fall. “I’m just sick and I’m tired. I just want all of this to go away.”

				“So you helped Williams go under for the third time?”

				“What are you talking about? Oh, God, come in then. Just come in. I’m too tired to stand here arguing with you.” She turned away from the door, went to the living area to sit on one of the sofas, dropped her head in her hand.

				“I was such a fool, such a stupid fool ever to let him touch me. Now, how much am I going to have to pay for that?”

				“Did he put the squeeze on you for money?”

				“Money?” She lifted her head. “No, no. That he would call Oliver, convince Oliver to defend him. What kind of a man is that? And he had those vials in his bedroom? Now, how can I be sure he didn’t use them on me? I feel sick.”

				“So you confronted him this morning?”

				“No. I intended to. I tried to talk Oliver out of representing him, but Oliver’s determined. I had to know what Reed said to him, had to convince Reed to find another lawyer.”

				Eve sat. “Let’s get this on record, just so everyone’s protected. I’m going to read you your rights.”

				“But—”

				“You’re married to a lawyer. You know how this works. Record on.” Eve recited the Revised Miranda, watching Allika’s face as she did. “Do you understand your rights and obligations in this matter.”

				“Of course, I do.”

				“You took your daughter to school this morning, arrived about seven-thirty.”

				“Yes, I thought if I took her in, and Reed was there…I saw that he was, on the sign-in screen. So I walked Rayleen to the theater and I went back. I thought, at that time of the morning, he’d be in the fitness center. But I didn’t see him there. I decided to check the pool. I heard them as I stepped through the doorway of the locker room.”

				“Heard who?”

				“Reed and Principal Mosebly. Arguing, shouting at each other. She told him he was done, that he would no longer be attached to the school. If he didn’t resign, she’d see he was terminated.”

				“Why would that upset you?” Eve asked.

				“It didn’t—I mean, it wasn’t pleasant, but that wasn’t what upset me. I started to leave. I didn’t want her to find me there. But then…he said, ‘Try it, Arnette.’ He said it like he was so amused. I think he even laughed.”

				She shuddered. “I’d never heard him speak like that, so hard, so ugly. He was always so gentle and charming with me, even when I told him I’d made a mistake. He was very understanding. But this…”

				“What else did you hear?”

				Allika moistened her lips. “He told her he wouldn’t be the only one out on his ass. Push him, he’d push back. How did she think the board would feel if they found out she’d fucked him—that’s exactly how he said it. She’d fucked him, one of her faculty members in that very pool. On sacred school grounds. And in her office. It made me sick to hear it, to hear him start to describe what they’d done together.”

				“And Mosebly?” Eve began. “How did she react to the threat of exposure?”

				“I don’t know. I ran out, because I was sick. I went to one of the bathrooms and threw up.”

				She pressed her fingers to her lips, squeezed her eyes shut. “I was so ashamed. Ashamed and disgusted with myself, with what I did. This was the kind of man I’ve betrayed my husband with. And now he was using that, using Oliver because he knows I’m too big a coward to tell Oliver what I’ve done. He knows I‘ll keep quiet, and I suppose Principal Mosebly will, too. So he’ll just go on to the next.”

				“No, he won’t. He’s dead.”

				Allika stared at Eve. Then her eyes rolled up and she slid bonelessly to the polished floor.
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				WHEN ALLIKA REVIVED, SHE CAREENED DIRECTLY into hysteria. The sobbing, the shaking, the wild eyes could have been guilt, a good act, or shock. Eve decided to reserve judgment when the au pair rushed in, carting market bags.

				“What is it? What’s happened. Oh, God, is it Rayleen?”

				“Kid’s fine.” Eve waited while Cora dumped the bags on the floor and hurried to Allika’s side. “Calm her down. Tranq her if you have to. We’ll finish the interview later.”

				“Mr. Straffo?”

				“He’s fine, too, as far as I know. Calm her down, then come back. I’ve got a couple of questions for you.”

				“All right then, shh, shh, darling.” In the way of women who are natural caregivers, Cora tuned a voice to a soft song. “Come on with Cora now, won’t you? Everything’s going to be all right.”

				“It’s all falling apart,” Allika sobbed as Cora drew her up. “He’s dead. My God, he’s dead.”

				Cora’s gaze zipped to Eve’s. “Another teacher,” Eve told her.

				“Oh, sweet Jesus. Yes, sweetheart, come and lie down awhile.”

				Cora led her toward the elevator rather than the staircase. She had her arm around Allika when the doors closed, bearing the other woman’s weight as though she weighed no more than a child.

				“Contact Mosebly, Peabody,” Eve said with her eyes trained on the second floor. “I want her to come down to Central. Make it pleasant, apologetic. You know how to play it.”

				“Just a few more questions, better for everyone if we talk away from the school. Got it.”

				As Peabody got out her pocket ’link, Eve walked casually up the stairs. Just checking on a possible wit, possible suspect, she thought. Perfectly understandable, perfectly acceptable. Perfectly legal.

				And if she took her time, looking into the other rooms from their doorways, it wasn’t a violation.

				She scanned what she assumed was Straffo’s home office. Spacious, slick, touches of pricey chocolate-brown leather. Good view, with privacy screens engaged. Small sofa, not what a guy would stretch out on for a nap. All business, then.

				Across from it was what she supposed would be called Allika’s sitting room. There was a small desk with dramatically curved legs, a matching chair. Pastels, she noted. Pinks and greens and a pretty little fireplace. On the mantel were framed photos. She could see several of the kid, the family, one of husband and wife—younger, softer—beaming out. But there was no photo of a little boy.

				The doomed son.

				Privacy screens again, but with soft green drapes flanking them. A little footstool, a fancy tea set, flowers.

				In the room beyond that was what looked like a playroom. Kiddie domain, Eve thought. Toys, a scaled-down desk, lots of bright colors, so heavy on the candy pink it made Eve’s teeth ache.

				The kid rated her own comp, Eve noted, her own screen and entertainment center, her own tea set, with table and chairs. The desk area had been fashioned like an office—for the school generation. Disc files, art supplies, which had likely been used to create some of the pictures on the wall.

				The room adjoined, Eve saw through an open door, a large cushy bedroom. Very, very girlie, very, very frothy with its pink and white theme, its collection of dolls, doll furniture.

				Which struck Eve as a bit creepy. What did dolls need with chairs, beds, tables? Unless they came to life in the dead, dead of night. And used them.

				Yeah, definitely creepy.

				She moved on, past the door Cora had shut. Eve could hear the woman murmuring to Allika, crooning to her.

				She found a guest room that would have passed muster at a five-star hotel.

				That made three bedrooms, three baths—no doubt the master bedroom claimed its own—playroom, sitting room, office on the second floor.

				She glanced up, wishing she had an excuse to wander up to the top level.

				Instead, she waited until Cora slipped out of the master bedroom. Cora put a finger to her lips as she eased the door shut.

				“No soundproofing,” she whispered, and gestured for Eve to follow her to the steps leading down.

				“Why no soundproofing in a place like this?”

				“Missus wouldn’t have it, I’m told. She wants to be able to hear Rayleen in the night. They had a son, you know, and he died.”

				“Yeah, I know about that.”

				“I gave her a tranquilizer as you said. She should sleep a couple of hours. I told her I’d call her husband, but she said I mustn’t, and cried all the harder. I don’t know what I should do.”

				“How’s it been between the Straffos the last day or two?”

				“Ah, well,” Cora pushed at her bright hair. “She’s been nervy. I guess since you’re the police it’s not talking out of school to say she didn’t like him lawyering for that teacher who’d been arrested. They had some words about it yesterday. She was upset, no doubt, and demanded what he’d do if this man was to be charged with Mr. Foster’s murder. Mister, he said it wasn’t her place to interfere with his profession.

				“No soundproofing,” Cora added with a wry smile. “It’s the first I’ve heard them argue in that way since I came here. I went up to distract Rayleen from it, but she was in her playroom at her desk doing her schoolwork as she does before family dinner each day. Had her music on.” Cora tapped her ears. “The headset. So she’d have been spared hearing them fight.”

				“And this morning?”

				“Tense. As it was during dinner last night as well. But there was no talk of it while Rayleen and I were about.” Cora glanced at the bags she’d dropped when she’d come in. “Would you mind if I took these back to the kitchen, put things away?”

				“No. Fine.” Eve signaled Peabody with a glance, and picked up one of the bags herself. “I’ll take this one.”

				Dining room through archway, she noted—lots of silver and black, with a wide terrace beyond. The kitchen—same color scheme with splashes of electric blue—through the door to the right.

				“Mrs. Straffo took Rayleen to school today,” Eve began, and set the bag on a wide, stainless work counter.

				“Thanks for that. She did, yes.” Cora began to put supplies away in glossy black cupboards or the huge silver fridge. “One of them will, now and then. Though it’s always planned out before. They’re considerate that way, letting me know if I’ll have a bit of time to myself. But the missus told me this morning, just after the mister left.”

				She closed the last cupboard door. “Can I get you or your partner something, Lieutenant? Some tea perhaps.”

				“No, thanks.”

				“If you wouldn’t mind, I’m going to get myself a cup. I’m that upset. Another teacher dead, you said. And things come in threes, such things do.” As she programmed the tea, she sent Eve a sheepish smile. “Superstition, I know. But still. Oh, God, Rayleen. Should I go get her from school? But I shouldn’t leave the missus.”

				“Her father was going to be contacted.”

				“All right then, sure that’s best.” She took out the tea, sighed. “What a state of affairs.”

				“How was Mrs. Straffo when she came back from walking Rayleen to school?”

				“She looked poorly, and said she felt that way as well.” Cora slid onto a stool at a short eating bar to drink her tea. “She gave me some errands to run, and said she wanted the flat on privacy so she could sleep undisturbed. I made her some tea, then went out for the errands.”

				“You run a lot of errands for her?”

				“Oh, indeed. It’s part of my position. I don’t mean it to sound she works me half to death, for she doesn’t.”

				Eve thought of the elaborate playroom/bedroom upstairs. “And you spend a lot of time with Rayleen.”

				“I do, yes, and she’s a pleasure. Most of the time,” Cora said with a laugh. “But the missus doesn’t leave the rearing to me, if you understand me. And some do. They spend considerable time together, this family—work and play. She’s a lovely woman, the missus, and very kind, as is the mister. Still, I have to say, it seems to me the mister shouldn’t have been defending that man if it upset the missus so. And now he’s dead. She told me he was dead when I tucked her in bed. Poor lamb. Her nerves are just shattered by all this.”

				When they left the penthouse and Peabody informed Eve that Mosebly had agreed to a follow-up interview at Central, Eve thought she’d see who else’s nerves she could shatter that day.

				Her own stretched and threatened to fray when she walked into her bull pen. Several conversations took a hitch—that telling beat of silence—before they continued. Gazes flicked her way, then aside.

				Not one smart remark was made about her appearance with Nadine the evening before.

				Because that wasn’t the top story, Eve thought as she strode straight into her office, forced herself not to slam the door. The top story was now the lieutenant’s spouse and a stunning blonde.

				She programmed coffee, noted she had messages from Nadine, from Mavis, from Mira—from the on-air reporter who’d relayed the gossip piece that morning. And she could fry in everlasting hell, Eve thought.

				She ignored the guilt when she ignored Mavis and Nadine, brought up Mira’s.

				“Eve, I have your more detailed profile, which I’ve sent to you. I hope, if there’s a personal matter you’d like to speak with me about, you’ll get in touch. I’ll be available.”

				“No, I don’t want to speak about it,” Eve mumbled, and shut down the message.

				Instead she contacted her commander’s office for permission to give an oral. She’d deal with the written later. Check with Morris, she added as she headed out again. Take another pass through Williams’s apartment. Put Feeney on the electronics.

				She knew what to do, how to run the case. How to close it.

				It was the rest of her life she didn’t know how to run.

				She took the glides up. She may have felt looks aimed her way, but it was better than having them drilled into the back of her head in the confines of the elevators.

				Whitney’s admin avoided her eyes altogether. “You can go right in, Lieutenant. He’s expecting you.”

				Whitney sat behind his desk of command, big shoulders, big hands. His face was somber, his dark eyes direct. “Lieutenant.”

				“Sir. I believe there may be a break in the Foster homicide that connects it to the drowning death of Reed Williams.”

				He sat back as she gave her report, let her complete it uninterrupted. “You opted not to bring Allika Straffo in for questioning.”

				“Not at this time. We wouldn’t get anything out of her, Commander. I think pressuring Mosebly will give us more juice. While they both have motive and opportunity, it’s easier to see Mosebly helping the vic into the water—or under it. They both had something to lose, but the tone of Straffo’s statement prior to being informed of Williams’s death gives it credence. She could have used the time between the murder—”

				“If it was murder.”

				“Yes, sir, if it was, she could have used the time to prepare, to plan how she would deal with questioning. I’m still looking at her, but Mosebly fits more cleanly.”

				“And Foster?”

				“It’s possible Williams poisoned him. Williams doesn’t like being pushed, and we know Foster pushed, at least on one occasion, on the sexual activities. With this new information, that Williams had been sexual with Mosebly, and if we can verify that Foster was aware of that, it turns it. Mosebly had more to lose. Foster’s knowledge compromised her position, and her sense of authority. Nobody likes their private issues made public, particularly by those under their command.”

				“True enough.” His eyes remained level with hers. “Use it, and squeeze that juice.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“My wife and I watched you on Nadine Furst’s new program last night.” He smiled a little. “You did very well. Your demeanor and your answers were a credit to the department. Chief Tibble has already contacted me this morning to say the same.”

				“Thank you, Commander.”

				“It’s good public relations, Dallas, and you handled yourself. It can be…difficult to become a public figure, to maintain and handle the inevitable invasions of privacy that go hand in hand with any sort of notoriety. If you feel, at any point, that pull and tug is affecting your work, I hope you’ll speak to me about it.”

				“It won’t affect my work.”

				He nodded. “I’ll observe the interview with Mosebly, if possible. Otherwise, I’ll review it at the first opportunity. Dismissed.”

				She started out.

				“Dallas? Gossip is an ugly and insidious form of entertainment. Maybe that’s why people can’t resist it. A good cop knows it has its uses, just as a good cop knows it’s often twisted and pummeled into a different shape for the purpose of the purveyor. You’re a good cop.”

				“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

				Though she knew he’d meant it kindly, the sting of embarrassment plagued her all the way down the glides.

				Her pocket ’link signaled a message straight to voice mail before she stepped into the bull pen. She drew it out, saw from the display it was from Roarke.

				The urge to simply delete without checking made her feel small and cowardly. She cursed, and played the message.

				His face filled her ’link screen, and those lethal blue eyes burned into hers. “Lieutenant. I didn’t want to disturb you. If you can carve out some time today, I’d like some of it. If it’s not possible—or you’re just too bloody stubborn to make it possible—I expect to have your time and attention tonight. At home. I’ll end by saying this much. You piss me off, and still I love you with everything I am. I’d best hear from you, Eve, or I swear I’m going to kick your ass.”

				She stuffed the ’link back in her pocket. “We’ll see whose ass gets kicked, pal.”

				But her heart had twisted again—in pleasure or in pain, she just didn’t know.

				“Hey, Dallas.” Baxter pushed away from his desk, strode after her. “Ah, nice job with Nadine last night.”

				“You got something to say to me that applies to a case, Detective?”

				“Not really. I just…Listen, Dallas, you don’t want to pay attention to—”

				She closed her office door in his face, but not before she saw the look of concerned sympathy on it.

				She put another lock on the lid of her emotional box, sat and focused on writing her report until she got the signal that Arnette Mosebly had arrived.

				When she walked in, Mosebly scowled. “Really, Lieutenant, I assumed we’d do this in your office.”

				“You haven’t seen my office. There’s barely enough room for me in there, much less the three of us. Appreciate you coming in.”

				“I want to cooperate, both as a private citizen and as principal of Sarah Child. The sooner all of this is cleared up, closed away, the better for the school.”

				“Yeah, the school’s important to you.”

				“Of course.”

				“Just let me set up. Record on. Interview with Mosebly, Arnette, conducted by Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, and Peabody, Detective Delia, all present, in the matter of the death of Williams, Reed, on this date.” Eve took her seat. “Ms. Mosebly, are you here of your own volition?”

				“I am. As I said, I want to cooperate.”

				“And we appreciate it. To ensure your protection, I’m going to read you your rights.”

				“My rights? I don’t—”

				“It’s routine,” Eve said casually, and ran through them. “Do you understand your rights and obligations in this matter?”

				“Of course I do.”

				“Okay then. Again, we appreciate your cooperation.”

				“Reed’s death is a shock to all of us, a loss for all of us,” she added. “Particularly coming so close on the heels of Craig’s.”

				“You refer to Craig Foster, who was murdered in the school you head.”

				“Yes. It was, and is, a tragedy.”

				“Oh, sorry. You want coffee or anything?”

				“I’m fine, but thank you.”

				“Both these men,” Eve continued, “Foster and Williams, were known to you.”

				“Yes.” Mosebly folded her hands neatly on the table. Her nails were perfectly manicured and painted a pale coral. “They served on the faculty of Sarah Child, where I stand as principal.”

				“Are you aware that Reed Williams was questioned in the matter of Foster’s death?”

				Her jaw tightened into a stern expression Eve imagined laid little licks of fear in any student’s belly. “We all were, yes. I was aware you’d spoken to him, and that he’d been arrested on other charges.”

				“The possession of illegals, specifically two banned substances that are most commonly used in sexual activities.”

				“They’re rape drugs.” Mosebly’s mouth went razor thin. “It’s appalling. I respected Reed as a teacher, but this information about his personal life…It’s shocking.”

				“You confronted Mr. Williams on this matter.”

				“I did.” And here was the pride and authority in the lift of her chin, the chilly hauteur in her eyes. “When he was arrested and charged, I contacted our board of directors to inform them of same. It was agreed that Reed be immediately suspended, that his resignation be called for. If he refused to tender it, I was to begin termination proceedings.”

				“Those are complicated and often difficult. And given the circumstances would generate considerable undesirable publicity for the school.”

				“Yes. But under the circumstances, there was no choice. The students are our first priority, in every matter.”

				Understanding the rhythm, Peabody poured a cup of water and offered it to Mosebly. “Some parents had already pulled a couple of your students,” Peabody commented. “You’ve probably had to reassure plenty of others. It’s happened under your watch. You must have gotten some heat from the board, too.”

				“The board’s concerned, of course. But has been very supportive.”

				“It would’ve murked it up even more, though, if Williams made a stink. You know how it is, Lieutenant, somebody gets out of line, then tries to take the whole ship down with him.”

				“People like that,” Eve agreed, “they don’t want to go down alone, and don’t care what they break on the way. You stated earlier that you’d seen and spoken to Williams this morning, in the pool area.”

				“Yes. I was leaving as he came in, and I reminded him—firmly—of his suspension, again asked for his resignation, and explained the consequences should he refuse.”

				“How did he respond?”

				“That he was confident his lawyer and his union rep would block any termination.” She shook her head in obvious disgust. “I left him there to contact the chairman of our board, and had decided to have Mr. Williams removed by security.”

				“You just left him there to paddle around in the pool?” Eve said. “After he’d defied your authority?”

				“I could hardly remove him bodily myself.”

				“Guess not.” Frowning, Eve flipped through her file. “You don’t mention a shouting match with him.”

				“I may have raised my voice, but I’d hardly call our conversation a shouting match.”

				“Really? I like to get good and loud when I argue. Especially when I’m being threatened. You didn’t mention that either. That he’d threatened you.”

				There was a quick flicker as Mosebly’s gaze slid away from Eve’s. “I don’t recall that he did.”

				“You were overheard. He threatened you all right, Arnette. Threatened to make it known that you and he had used that pool for more than swimming laps, had used your office for more than lesson planning. How do you figure the BOD would take that information? How long would you stand as principal when Williams told them you’d had sex with him?”

				“This is absurd.” Her throat worked on a swallow, and her neatly folded hands unlinked to press palms against the table. “This is insulting.”

				“You know, I had to ask myself how it was that a woman so staunch—so proud of her reputation and the school she served—would allow a scumbag like Williams to stay on staff. I wondered about that. You had to know he’d been dipping.”

				“There was never a complaint filed—”

				“Oh, let’s can that, Arnette. You knew damn well he was engaging in extracurricular activities. Your watch.” Eve pointed at Mosebly across the table. “Your ship. But you let it go. How could you bring the hammer down on him for it, when he’d already nailed you?”

				“Rock and a hard place,” Peabody agreed. “Go to the board on it, and you leave yourself wide open. Say nothing and have to tolerate his behavior. Still, the second option preserves reputations.”

				“Yours,” Eve continued, and shifted to sit on the side of the table, crowding Mosebly a little. “The school’s. Did Foster come to you, off record, unofficially, to tell you Williams was harassing Laina Sanchez? Did he ask your advice on how to handle it?”

				“I think…I think I should have an attorney present before I answer any more questions.”

				“Sure, you can pull that chain. Of course, once you do, things are going to get stickier. How do you think that vaunted BOD is going to react, Peabody, when they find out Principal Mosebly needs a lawyer?”

				“Not good.” Peabody pursed her lips, shook her head. “They probably wouldn’t react well.”

				“There’s no reason for this.” Mosebly held up a hand. “We’ll straighten this out here and now. There’s no reason to involve a lawyer or the board.”

				“No lawyer, Arnette?”

				“No. Let’s just…I’ll tell you what I know. Yes, Craig came to me last year. He was upset and concerned. He said Reed had been pressuring Laina for sex, had been making her uncomfortable, and had touched her inappropriately. He said he’d spoken to Reed himself, and warned him, but as he knew Reed had made other inappropriate remarks and approached other staff members, he wanted me to make the warning official.”

				“Did you?”

				“I called Reed in. Yes. He was unrepentant, but he did stay away from Laina. He was annoyed with Craig. And amused by me as shortly after I came on as principal, he…we had a sexual encounter. It was a terrible mistake, a moment of weakness. It should never have happened, and I swore it wouldn’t happen again.”

				“But it did.”

				“Last month, during my morning swim. He came in, got into the pool. It just—we were—things simply happened.” She lifted her water, took a long drink. Then she lowered her lashes. “I blamed myself. I was sick at my lack of judgment and control. Now I realize that it happened because he drugged me.”

				She looked up again, and Eve saw the lie in her eyes, and the calculation with it. “He gave me the rape drug, and I’m sure he did the first time. I held myself responsible, but I wasn’t. No one is under those conditions.”

				“How’d he slip it to you?”

				“He…offered me a bottle of water, as I recall.”

				“While you were doing laps, you stopped, and while treading water, drank water?”

				“I wasn’t in the pool. Obviously I haven’t been clear. I got out when he came in. Though we worked together well enough, I wasn’t comfortable being with him alone in that situation.”

				“But comfortable enough to take a bottle of water from him.”

				“I was thirsty. Then I felt hot and strange. I can barely remember.” She lowered her head, braced it with her hand. “We were in the water again, and he was…I was…”

				Now, like choreography, Mosebly covered her face with both hands and began to weep. “I’ve been so ashamed.”

				“Yeah, I bet. Say you play that tune and we dance to it. What happened when you were done being taken advantage of?”

				“How can you be so callous?”

				“Years of practice and enjoyment. Craig Foster told his wife shortly before his death that he’d seen Williams with someone he shouldn’t have been with. I vote he saw him with you. Foster used the pool routinely.”

				Mosebly closed her eyes. Eve wondered what was going on behind those closed lids. “He did see us. After…after Reed laughed and said that Craig really got an eyeful this time. It was horrid.”

				“What did you do about it?”

				“Nothing. Nothing. I’d hoped Reed was lying. Saying it to make me more afraid, more guilty.”

				“Then, pretty damn conveniently from your stand, Craig ends up chugging bad hot chocolate.”

				“Convenient!” Mosebly’s shoulders reared back, her eyes went hot. “Craig’s death was a tragedy on a personal level and a potential disaster for the school.”

				“Spared your ass, though. With him out of the way, nobody knew about your…indiscretion but Williams. He’s mum on it because he likes his job, the security of it, and the field of play.”

				She swung around the back of Mosebly’s chair, leaned in, leaned hard. “But once that job’s threatened, he’d drag you down into the muck with him. You and the school. You’re a strong, healthy woman, Arnette. A strong, healthy swimmer. I bet you could, especially pissed, find the muscle to drown a man.”

				“He was alive when I left the pool. He was alive.” She grabbed at her water with a hand that trembled. “Yes, I was angry, but I walked away. He could threaten to tell the board that we’d had sexual intercourse, but how could he prove it? It would be his word against mine. The word of an illegals user who had seduced or attempted to seduce members of the staff. Or the principal whose reputation is unblemished? I had every intention of securing his termination.”

				“I believe you. And he’s well and truly terminated, isn’t he?”

				“I didn’t kill anyone. I was raped. As a rape victim, I’m entitled to privacy, and to counseling. I’m requesting both at this time. If you make my rape a matter of record, using my name, I can and will sue this department. Unless I’m charged with a crime connected to my rape, you’re required to preserve my anonymity. I want to see a rape counselor. I can’t answer any more questions now. I’m too upset.”

				“As per subject’s request, interview end. Peabody.”

				“I’ll set up the counselor.” Peabody curled her lip as she started for the door. Then she stopped. “Off record, I can say what I want. You’re a disgrace,” she said to Mosebly. “You’re an insult to every woman who’s ever been forced. One way or the other, we’re going to nail your sorry ass.”

				Mosebly lifted her chin as Peabody stomped out. “It’s horrifying how the victim is still forced to bear the guilt of sexual abuse.”

				Eve thought of the child she’d been, of the nightmares that had dogged her all of her life. “You’re nobody’s victim.”

				

				Bitch. Lying bitch.” Peabody steamed her way down the corridor. “I want to fry her ass.” When Peabody paused in front of a vending machine, Eve waited for her to kick it. Really hoped she would.

				But in the end Peabody dug out credits for a tube of Pepsi, and one of the no-cal variety.

				“Why is she a lying bitch?”

				“Come on!”

				“No, I’m asking you.”

				Peabody sucked on the tube, then leaned back against the machine. “You jolted her when you pinned her on having sex with Williams. She figured she was in the clear there. Then the wheels start turning. Jeez, you could see them. Clack, clack, clack.

				“Bitch,” she repeated, and took another gulp. “She used the fact that Williams got busted for having illegals at his residence. Her reactions were all off, Dallas. There’s no rape victim in her. No misplaced shame or guilt, no anger, no fear, no sign whatsoever of personal violation. Body language, tone of voice, facial expressions. It may pass with her famed board of directors, but it’s crap.”

				Peabody paused for breath, then blew a long one out before she chugged Diet Pepsi. “Williams was slime, but she’s just another form of slime. A user, a manipulator, a coward, and a hypocrite. She’s bitch slime.”

				“What a proud day this is for me.” Eve laid a hand on Peabody’s shoulder. “Yeah, she’s bitch slime. She went into the synchronized swimming round with Williams of her own volition. Tough to prove otherwise seeing as he’s been eliminated from the competition, but we know what we know. But is the bitch slime a murderer?”

				“Probably. She had motive and opportunity on both vics.”

				“We’d like her to be the killer,” Eve acknowledged, “as righteous bitches to bitch slime, we’d love to take her down for a couple of murders in the first. But we don’t have enough to lock either one. The next thing we have to do is verify our own infallible instincts and prove Williams was murdered.”

				“Oh, yeah.” Peabody hunched her shoulders. “I sort of forgot that little step.”

				“It’s the little ones that trip you and send your face into the concrete. Let’s go to the morgue.”
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				SHE SWUNG THROUGH THE BULL PEN, THEN into her office for her coat. Stopped, kicked the desk lightly. She wasn’t answering those messages. She wasn’t a frigging saint. But she could do something about something else.

				Pulling on her coat she walked back into the bull pen and straight to Baxter’s desk where he was slugging back cop coffee and reading a sweeper’s report.

				“I saw you closed the underground case. Got a Murder Two. Trueheart handle the interview?”

				“Yeah. He did good.”

				She glanced over to the cube where the undeniably adorable Officer Trueheart was pecking away at paperwork. “Trueheart.”

				He swiveled around immediately, blinked at her. “Sir.”

				“Nice work on the Sykes interview.”

				He flushed. “Thanks, Lieutenant.”

				“Taught him all he knows,” Baxter claimed with a grin.

				“Hopefully, he’ll overcome that. As for earlier, I appreciate the sentiment. Let’s leave it there.”

				“Got that.”

				Satisfied, she left to study the dead.

				

				Welcome back. Can I offer you some refreshments?” Morris was in pewter today, with a purple shirt and braided pewter tie. His hair was in a long tail that made Eve think of glossy thoroughbreds.

				“Rather have a ruling.” Eve glanced down at Williams’s body. “Homicide.”

				“I have fudge brownies. Home-baked by the lovely hands of a Southern goddess.”

				Eve’s eyes narrowed on the mention of brownies. She swore she heard saliva pool in Peabody’s mouth. Then the Southern goddess mention struck. “Detective Coltraine?”

				Morris laid a hand on his heart, thumped it to mime a beating heart. And Eve thought, What was it with men and blondes with big tits?

				Morris wiggled his dark, sharp eyebrows. “Our transplanted magnolia bakes for relaxation, it seems.”

				“Huh.” Eve cocked her head. “What, you smitten, Morris?”

				“Who wouldn’t be?”

				“I could eat, like, a half a brownie.”

				Morris smiled at Peabody. “In the personal friggie over there. Help yourself.” Then he turned to Eve. “Accident or murder? You be the judge.”

				“It’s murder.”

				“Well, well.” He stepped back from the body, gestured. “What do we see? A superficial wound under the chin.”

				“Cracked it on the pool edging. Sweepers found some of his skin on the tile. It would’ve smarted, but I’m damned if it knocked him unconscious and caused him to drown.”

				“Hmm. More superficial wounds on the back.”

				“Consistent with injury sustained when he was dragged out of the pool. More skin found. That’s postmortem.”

				“It is, it is, my canny student. We have a very fit individual, other than his being dead, of course. Excellent muscle tone. Your on-scene notes indicated he was a swimmer, that there was no sign of struggle. Yet you cry murder.”

				“I say it, straight out.”

				“And knowing you, knowing you wouldn’t send me a body unless you had strong cause, we’ve proceeded accordingly. His tox screen isn’t back yet. Shortly, as I flagged it.”

				“What do you think’s in him, and how did it get there?”

				“For the what, we’ll wait. For the how. Have a look.”

				He handed her goggles, then gave her a finger curl. When she walked to Williams’s head, she noted Morris had shaved a circle of hair away on the crown.

				“Man, would he hate that. Bald spot. And lookie, lookie.” She bent closer, and with the goggles could just make out the faint mark. “Pressure syringe,” she said. “Barely shows, and on the scalp, with a headful of hair, the naked eye isn’t going to see it.”

				“Speak for yourself.”

				Now she glanced over at Morris, grinned. “Yours excepted. I missed it. I looked over his body, between his fingers and his toes, even checked his tongue, the inside of his cheeks, but I missed this. Nice catch.”

				“I ate a whole brownie,” Peabody confessed.

				“Who could blame you?” Morris patted her arm when she joined them.

				“We got our homicide, Peabody. Vic’s doing laps, maybe finishes up, or just stops when he sees someone. Grips the edging. Maybe says something…‘Hey, what’s up?’ But there’s no time for conversation. Have to get it done, get out. It’s a risk, but like with Foster, calculated. All you do is bend down, pump the syringe.”

				Drawing off the goggles, she pictured it. “Had to be quick. No poison this time. He didn’t show any symptoms of any poison I know. Maybe the shock of the buzz on the scalp had him lose his grip, rap his chin. But…not a sedative. Too slow. He might have been able to make it out, or try. If he’d clawed at the edging, we’d have seen signs of that on his hands, his fingers. Numbed him, that’s what it did. Like the stuff MTs and doctors use to block pain and movements for some treatments. You’re awake, even aware on some levels, but you don’t feel anything, you can’t move anything.”

				“And we are, once more, in accord.” Morris nodded. “I believe the tox results will come back with a standard surgical paralytic substance, injected through the scalp. Strong, fast-acting, and quite temporary.”

				“Not temporary enough for him. He would’ve struggled. Strong guy, he’d have been able to keep his head up for a while, maybe try to float. There’s a set of stairs about five feet from where the sweepers found the skin. If he’d thought of it, tried to get there, prop his head…The killer might have had to help him out a little, hurry the process before someone wandered in. There are some long poles in there. Nets, brushes. Wouldn’t have taken much to nudge him under, keep him under until it was done.

				“Then you just walk out, slide right back into the mainstream.”

				“Slime bitch,” Peabody said, with relish. But Eve frowned.

				“Morris, do you figure they keep paralytics in the nurse’s station at a private school?”

				“They would probably have low doses of a basic number, for pain relief. But I can’t imagine they’d be authorized to have anything like this.”

				“More likely the killer brought it in rather than took it from the school. So, impulse, passion is again unlikely. Prepared and calculated and controlled, while able to take risks.”

				She’d run probabilities, she’d go back over every point, reevaluate time lines and wit statements. But for now, she looked back down at Williams.

				“You were a sleazy son of a bitch, but you weren’t a killer after all. Whoever did Foster did you both.”

				

				At Eve’s order, Peabody put in a request for a warrant to search Arnette Mosebly’s residence. Eve tapped her fingers on the wheel as she drove back to the school.

				“Tag Reo back,” she decided. “I want a warrant for the Straffo residence.”

				“You really think Allika Straffo might’ve done them?”

				“I figure beautiful women know how to play, how to act the victim. I also figure Oliver Straffo’s a tough nut. Maybe he finds out his wife’s diddling with the teacher. And he finds out Foster knows and is considering blowing the horn. Protect the home front, protect the reputation and your own personal pride.”

				“Stretching.”

				“Is it?” She sighed. “If I’d known about that vid they aired this morning, I’d have been tempted to hunt down the operator, the reporter, the producer, whoever I needed to find, and do them some bodily harm. I’d have rather kicked ass than feel humiliated publicly, then have to walk into that bull pen and feel it all over again.”

				“Sorry. Um, can I just ask why that Magdelana whore-slut wasn’t in line for bodily harm?”

				“I’d have saved her for last.” Eve’s fingers tightened and released on the wheel. “Which means I’d have probably blown my wad before I got to her, and still feel the way I do now. What’s the point?”

				“Don’t say that, Dallas. You can’t—”

				“It’s going back in the box.” Where it should have stayed, Eve reminded herself. “I only brought it out to illustrate a possibility we have to consider. Straffo’s a lawyer, and to give him his due, he’s a damn good one. He plans, he calculates, he strategizes. And as a defense lawyer he often knows going in that he’s doing all this to set the guilty free.”

				“Lack of conscience.”

				“We’re cops, we like to think that of defense lawyers. But it’s the job. That’s what it is. It’s their job, and it’s the law. But you have to have some stones to work at getting a killer, a rapist, an illegals dealer a walk—or a deal, for that matter. So he fits the profile, and we take a closer look.”

				Just to be certain, Peabody checked her notes. “He wasn’t signed in this morning at the school.”

				“No matter how good the security, there’s a way around it.” She’d learned that from Roarke. “And the security at the school is no more than decent. Something else that needs to be checked out more carefully.”

				She’d have asked Roarke to help out in that area. That was a habit she’d fallen into, another kind of rhythm, she supposed. But she’d just do it without the aid of her expert consultant, civilian, this time around.

				

				At the school, she uncoded the locks with her master, then stood inside, hands in her pockets, studying the security scanner.

				The student or visitor was obliged to use the thumb plate—all prints of authorized students, guardians, staff, and faculty were on file. Guests were required to be cleared before entry. Bags were scanned for weapons and illegals.

				In a facility like this, Eve imagined the scans probably worked ninety percent of the time. In the state schools of her education, they hadn’t worked ninety percent of the time.

				So money, as money could, brought a certain edge of safety.

				At the same time, she imagined the system could be caused to jam or hiccup by a five-year-old with reasonable e-skills.

				“Let’s have EDD go over this security. Dig down in it to see if it blipped at any time.”

				Her bootsteps echoed as she walked the halls. Empty schools were like haunted houses, she thought. If you listened you could hear the sound of voices, the rush of bodies. Generations of kids, she imagined, trooping along in whatever footwear met the current fashion criteria.

				She stopped at the nurse’s station, unlocked the door. Inside was a short counter, a stool behind it, a comp unit. There were four chairs and two cots covered with crisp white linens.

				Under the counter were standard first-aid supplies. Packs of Nu Skin, cold packs, heat packs, temperature gauges, a home version of the suture wand the MTs carried. Gauze, swabs.

				In a drawer, neatly stowed, were diagnostic aids for checking pulses, pupils, ears, throats. As innocuous as they were, she had to block a shudder.

				Medicine in any form wigged her.

				All drugs—kid-and adult-dose blockers, nausea remedies, fever reducers, cold tabs—were under lock in a cabinet that required a master like hers or a thumbprint and code.

				Nothing inside fit her requirements. Though she did study the individually wrapped pressure syringes.

				As far as she could see, Nurse Brennan ran a tight ship. Tight, safe, and secured.

				Since the comp was passcoded, Eve tagged it for EDD.

				“Kind of creepy in here, isn’t it?” Peabody said from behind her.

				“Schools are always creepy. Anything fun in Mosebly’s office?”

				“Nothing jumped, but I tagged the electronics, and boxed up her disc files. She had the blockers—case we saw her use earlier—and a couple of soothers in stock. Tagged her admin’s stuff, too. Just in case.”

				“Good. Let’s go back through the lockers in the fitness area. And just for jollies, we’ll go through the kids’ lockers.”

				“All of them? It’ll take hours.”

				“Then we’d better get started.”

				She could have called a team in, probably should have. They found a mountain of discs, a good chunk of them graphic novels rather than textbooks. Enough candy and salty treats to stock the shelves of a 24/7, memo cubes, comp games, moldy apples.

				Flashlights, hairbrushes, lip dye, art supplies, an ancient sandwich of indeterminate origin. Doodles, sketches, empty wrappers, a number of mittens and gloves, neck scarves and caps.

				Photographs, music vids, smelly socks, fashionable sunshades, broken sunshades, loose credits, and a forest of chewed-on pencils.

				They also found a bag of poppers and three joints of zoner.

				“Jesus.” Peabody shook her head. “Oldest kid in this place is barely thirteen.”

				Eve noted down the locker numbers, confiscated the illegals. “Top dealer when I was in fifth, or maybe it was sixth grade was an eight-year-old named Zipper. You wanted it, he’d score it.”

				“I never even saw a popper until I was sixteen.” Then Peabody waited while Eve answered her ’link.

				“Dallas.”

				“Reo. Warrant’s in on Mosebly. Took a little time as she tried to block. Still working on Straffo. He’s having a lot more luck bogging the works. You’re not going to get that one through tonight.”

				“We’ll start with Mosebly. Thanks.” She clicked off. “Match the locker numbers with the students on those illegals, Peabody. Don’t file anything yet. We’ll talk to them first.”

				“Parental notification?”

				Eve shook her head. “We’ll talk to them first. Better, I’ll pass them to Detective Sherry in Illegals.”

				“Ooooh, Scary Sherry.”

				“Yeah, she’ll have them crying for their mommies and taking the pledge.” Eve checked her wrist unit, calculated the time. “Let’s call in a team to help with Mosebly’s.”

				“Coming up to end of shift.” Peabody rubbed her hands together in gleeful anticipation. “Whose evening plans would you care to screw with?”

				“Baxter and Trueheart just closed one. Tap them. And go ahead and tap McNab on the e-work there, if he’s clear.”

				

				It infuriated Mosebly to have a small platoon of cops in her space. A very nice uptown space, Eve noted. Private-school brass did just fine, particularly when they were divorced with no kids of their own to pay to educate.

				She had a female lawyer at her side who squinted at every word in the warrant, then made noises about police insensitivity and harassment.

				It was interesting that under the conservative suits Mosebly—from the contents of her drawers—preferred sexy to slutty lingerie. Interesting that among the literature disc and collection of paper novels, she had a supply of popular romances.

				And it was too damn bad they found no illegals, no poisons, no paralytics.

				They trooped out with boxes of discs, electronics, and paper files. Eve handed the receipt to the lawyer, then heard, with some surprise, Mosebly burst into what sounded like genuine tears just before Eve closed the door behind her.

				“Everything in my vehicle,” Eve ordered. “I’ll take it back to Central, log it in. Baxter, you and Trueheart are off the clock.”

				“Let’s chow, my young apprentice.” Baxter slung an arm around Trueheart’s shoulders. “I know a place not far away where the food is questionable, but the waitresses are delicious.”

				“Well…I could give you a hand with the carting and logging, Lieutenant.”

				Eve shook her head. “Go eat and ogle, Trueheart. I’ve got this. I’ll dump you and McNab at Central, Peabody.”

				“Excellent.” She didn’t say it would make more sense for them to snag a radio car and haul the boxes downtown since her lieutenant lived only a few blocks away.

				Eve tuned them out on the drive. Obviously her partner and the e-geek were off the clock, too. Their conversation was primarily about a vid they both wanted to see, and if they should go for pizza or Chinese.

				“We’ll give you a hand with this, Dallas.” Peabody climbed out in Central’s garage. “We’re thinking of going for pot stickers, moo goo, and Chinese beer after. Our treat.”

				God, was all Eve could think. She must look pathetic. “I got it, go on. I want to put a couple hours in while I’m here. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				“It’ll take you three trips, at least.” McNab pulled out his communicator. “I’ll tag a couple of uniforms for the hauling.”

				Eve started to object, then shrugged. It would take her three trips, and that was a waste of time and energy.

				“Sure you don’t want to grab a bite?” Peabody asked. “You didn’t even snag a brownie today.”

				“I’ll grab something here.”

				Peabody’s hesitation told Eve she wanted to push, but she backed off. “If you change your mind, the place we’re going’s only a couple blocks down. Beijing South.”

				She wasn’t going to change her mind, but Eve found, after the evidence was logged, she wasn’t going to put in a couple hours either. She was done, finished, out of steam.

				But neither could she face going home.

				So she went where she supposed she’d known she’d end up. She went to Mavis.

				It had been her apartment building once, and one Roarke owned. Just one more of the links between them, she supposed. Not long after she’d moved in with Roarke, Mavis and Leonardo had set up house in Eve’s old apartment. They’d worked a deal with Roarke months before, and had expanded their unit by renting the one next to it, and taking out walls, building more.

				With Mavis a hot-ticket music star, and Leonardo a major fashion designer, they could have lived in any exclusive building, bought any trendy house. But this was where they wanted to be, with Peabody and McNab as their neighbors.

				She’d never been attached to the apartment, Eve thought as she headed up to it. She’d never been attached to any place she’d lived. Just a place to dress and sleep between shifts.

				She’d tried not to become attached to the warm and magnificent glamour of Roarke’s home, but she’d lost the battle. She loved it, every room, probably even those she hadn’t been in yet. She loved the sweep of the lawn, the trees, the way he used the space.

				Now, here she was, back at the start, dragging her heels about going back to the house she loved. And the man.

				Leonardo answered. She saw it in his eyes, those big, liquid eyes of his, the sympathy. Then he simply enfolded her. The gesture had tears rushing to her throat that had to be brutally swallowed down.

				“I’m so glad to see you.” Those enormous hands rubbed, gently as bird wings, up and down Eve’s back. “Mavis is just changing Belle. Come in.” He laid his wide hands on her cheeks and kissed her. “How about some wine?”

				She started to refuse. Wine, empty stomach, stress. Then she shrugged. Fuck it. “That’d be good.”

				He took her coat, and bless him, didn’t ask how she was or where Roarke might be. “Why don’t you go back and see Mavis and Belle? I’ll bring you the wine.”

				“Back? Back to…”

				“The nursery.” He beamed a smile. His face was big, like the rest of him, the color of burnished copper. His at-home wear was a pair of brilliantly blue pants with legs as wide as Utah and a silky sweater in snow-blind white.

				When she hesitated, he gave her a little nudge. “Go on. To the right through the archway, then left. Mavis will be thrilled.”

				The apartment looked nothing like it had under her style. There was so much color it was dizzying, and yet it was cheerful. So much clutter it was impossible to see it all, and yet it was happy.

				She passed under an archway that struck her as probably Moroccan in style, then turned into the nursery.

				She thought of Rayleen Straffo’s pink and white and frothy bedroom. There was pink here, too, and some white. And there was blue and yellow and green and purple in flashes and streaks, rivers and pools. There was everything.

				It was Mavis’s rainbow.

				The crib was swirled with color, as was the rocker system chair Eve had given Mavis for her baby shower. There were dolls and stuffed animals and pretty lights. On the walls fairies danced under more rainbows or around fanciful trees bursting with glossy fruit or flowers.

				And Eve saw stars sparkling on the ceiling.

				Under them Mavis stood, bent over a kind of high, padded table, singing in the squeaky voice millions loved, to a wriggling baby.

				“No more poopie for Bella Eve. You have the prettiest poopie in the history of poopies, but my beautiful Belle’s butt is all clean, all shiny. My beautiful, beautiful Belle. Mommy loves her beautiful Bellarina.”

				She lifted the baby now, who wore some sort of dress in pale pink that fell in soft folds and flounces. There were bows in the shape of flowers in the baby’s soft crop of dark hair.

				Mavis nestled and swayed, then did a little dancing turn.

				And saw Eve.

				Her face, soft with mother love, went bright and happy, and told Eve everyone had been exactly right. She should have come here before.

				“Poopie?” Eve commented. “You say poopie now?”

				“Dallas!” Mavis rushed over in green slippers that were made to look like grinning frogs. With the baby cradled in one arm, she hugged Eve hard with the other. She smelled of powder and lotion. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

				“Just got here.” Eve made the effort, and found it wasn’t as hard as she imagined. She took a good look at the baby. “She’s bigger,” she observed. “Looks more…”

				Mavis lifted a glossy black brow. “You were going to say human.”

				“Okay, yeah, because she does. She also looks like some of you, some of Leonardo. How do you feel?”

				“Tired, happy, weepy, thrilled. Want to hold her?”

				“No.”

				“For one minute,” Mavis insisted. “You can time it.”

				“I could break her.”

				“You won’t break her. Sit down first, if you’re nervous about it.”

				Trapped, Eve avoided the rainbow chair and took the traditional rocker in neon pink. She braced herself when Mavis leaned over and laid the baby in her arms.

				No poopie, at least, Eve reminded herself, and stared down as Belle stared up. “I don’t like the way she’s looking at me. Like she’s planning something.”

				“She’s figuring you out, that’s all.” Mavis turned and beamed as Leonardo came in with drinks.

				Where he was big—redwood big—Mavis was a pixie. A little ball of energy with an explosion of hair currently the color of ripe apricots. She wore a lounge suit with more frogs hopping over her legs and a crowned one in the middle of her chest.

				“You can rock her,” Mavis suggested.

				“I’m not moving. Something may happen.” And at that moment, Belle poked out her bottom lip, then scrunched up her pretty face. Then let out a pitiful wail.

				“Okay, time’s up,” Eve decided, absolutely. “Come and get her, Mavis.”

				“She’s just hungry. I was going to feed her before, but she needed changing first.”

				To Eve’s relief, Mavis took the baby and sat in the rainbow chair. Then to Eve’s astonishment, Mavis tugged at the frog prince. Her breast popped out, and Belle’s mouth latched on like a hungry leech.

				“Wow.”

				“There you are, my baby. There you go. Mommy’s milk train is in the station.”

				“You both really got the hang of that.”

				“We’re a mag team. Leonardo, would you mind if we had a little all-girl time?”

				“Absolutely not.” But he bent first to kiss his wife, then his daughter. “My beauties. My angels. I’ll be right out in my studio if you need me.”

				He set something frothy in the holder of the system chair, then gave Eve her wine.

				In the ensuing silence all Eve could hear was an active sucking sound.

				“So…” Mavis nursed and rocked, nursed and rocked. “Why haven’t I heard any media dirt about a blonde fuckhead found floating in the East River?”

				Eve lifted her wine, set it down. And did what she’d needed to do all day. She cried like a baby.

				“Sorry. Sorry.” When she had herself under some control, she scrubbed her face. “That was bottled up, I guess.” She saw Mavis had tears of sympathy on her cheeks, and had shifted Belle to the other breast. “I shouldn’t be here like this. It probably screws up the milk or something.”

				“My milk’s completely uptown. Tell me what’s going on.”

				“I don’t know. I just don’t know. He’s…she’s…Fuck, Mavis. Fuck.”

				“You’re not going to tell me Roarke’s doing her, because NPW—no possible way. He wouldn’t. All guys have the small jerk gene, it makes them guys. But only some have the big jerk gene. He doesn’t.”

				“No, he’s not doing her. But he used to.”

				“I used to pick pockets. You used to arrest me.”

				“It’s different.”

				“Yeah.”

				Eve told her some of it. The red dress, the look she’d caught in Roarke’s eyes, the meeting in her office, and so on.

				“Uber bitch came there to flip you.”

				“Yeah, she did.” Knowing it, Eve thought, didn’t make it better. “Mission accomplished.”

				“Give me, like, a rundown on her. What kind are we dealing with?”

				“She’s kick-your-dick-up gorgeous, smart, sexy, sophisticated. Multilingual, rich, slick, and polished.” Eve pushed out of the chair to pace. “She’s a custom fit for him.”

				“Bullpoopie.”

				“You know what I mean, Mavis. The image. She’s everything I’m not.” Eve threw up her hands. “She’s the anti-me.”

				“That’s good. That’s completely mag.”

				“Good? Mag? How?”

				“Because if you two had solid common, it could be said—I wouldn’t, but it could be said—that Roarke hooked on you because you reminded him of her. That you were the type he went for. But, see, you’re not. He went for you, not for a type. I bet that burns her surgically shaped ass.”

				“It…oh.” Eve dragged a hand through her hair. “I don’t get this female business. Or it takes me awhile. It would burn her ass that I’m the anti-her? That he didn’t keep looking for her, so to speak.”

				“We have a winner.” Mavis slid the baby up over her shoulder and began to rub and pat Belle’s back. “Bet the bitch goes frothy at the mouth every time she thinks about it. Right, Belle-issimo?”

				In answer, Belle burped firmly. “There’s my girl. That’s why she set up that vid.”

				“Set up the vid?”

				Mavis’s frog-green eyes popped. “Jesus, Dallas, you must be knotted up like last week’s hairdo if you missed that. I may have been out of the game a few years, but I know a con when it smacks my adorable, post-pregnancy ass. Did you look at it?”

				“I got—I guess I got knotted up.”

				“Hold on. I’m going to put Belle down. Get your wine. We’re going to view the evidence.”

				She didn’t want to watch it again, but there was too much curiosity in her to refuse. In the living area, Mavis turned on the screen, hit the replay for previous programming, and cued up the piece from that morning.

				“Now, watch like a cop instead of the injured wife.” Even as she said it, Mavis slid a comforting arm around Eve’s waist. “He’s looking down at her, yeah, because she’s talking to him, angling up at him. Making sure he’s looking at her while the camera rolls. Now catch it? The way she shifts so they’re both turned just enough for the camera to zoom onto both their faces. Then she even cheats hers out.”

				“She what?”

				“Cheats her face—turns it a little more, so the camera can catch that soulful expression she’s plastered on for it. Slick, but obvious if you pay attention. She’s playing you. Both of you.”

				Mavis drew back. “Go kick her ass.”

				“There’s a problem with that. If I kick her ass, it gives her weight.”

				“Shit.” Mavis puffed out a breath. “It does.”

				“Another problem is, he feels something for her. That already gives her weight. She knows it.”

				“You’re on the other side of the scale, Dallas. Head to head, she doesn’t have a ice-fizzy’s chance in hell.”

				“Maybe not. But she’s drawn all the blood so far. I’m bleeding, Mavis, and he doesn’t see it.”

				“Go make him.” Even as Eve shook her head, Mavis walked over to get Eve’s coat. “Time to stop letting her run the game, Dallas. And FYI?” She shoved the coat into Eve’s hands. “Roarke called here about a half an hour before you showed up.”

				“He did?”

				“Real casual like. Asked about the baby, like that. I may not have seen it if I hadn’t been looking, because he’s just that good. But you’re not the only one bleeding tonight.”
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				ROARKE REACHED FOR THE ’LINK AGAIN, CURSED himself for a fool, then turned away from it. He wasn’t going to keep calling her, her friends, her haunts, hoping for a scrap.

				Bugger that.

				She’d be home when she came home. Or she wouldn’t.

				Christ Jesus, where was she?

				Why the hell was she putting him through this? He’d done nothing to earn it. God knew he’d done plenty along the way to earn her wrath, but not this time. Not this way.

				Still, that look on her face that morning had etched itself in his head, on his heart, into his guts. He couldn’t burn it out.

				He’d seen that look once or twice before, but not on his account.

				He’d seen it when they’d gone to that fucking room in Dallas where she’d once suffered beyond reason. He’d seen it when she tore out of a nightmare.

				Didn’t she know he’d cut off his own hand before he’d put that look on her face?

				She bloody well should know it. Should know him.

				This was her own doing, and she’d best get her stubborn ass home right quick so they could have this out as they were supposed to have things out. She could kick something. Punch something. Punch him if that would put an end to it. A good rage, that’s what was needed here, he told himself, then they’d be done with this nonsense once and for all.

				Where the fucking hell was she?

				He considered his own rage righteous, deserved—and struggled not to acknowledge it hid a sick panic that she didn’t mean to come back to him.

				She’d damn well come back, he thought furiously. If she thought she could do otherwise, he had a bulletin for her. He’d hunt her down, by Christ, he would, and he’d drag her back where she belonged.

				Goddamn it all, he needed her back where she belonged.

				He paced the parlor like a cat in a cage, praying as he rarely prayed, for the remote in his pocket to beep, signaling the gates had opened. And she was coming home.

				“Shall I bring you something to eat?” Summerset asked from the doorway.

				“No.”

				“No word from her, then?”

				“No. And don’t you saddle your high horse and think to ride it here. I did nothing to cause this.”

				The hurled ball of fury merely bounced off Summerset’s composure. “And nothing to prevent it.”

				“Prevent what?” Roarke whirled. Here, at least, was a target for the rage. “My wife’s sudden turn into an unreasonable, jealous mass of moods?”

				“Your wife’s astute reaction to the manipulations of a clever woman. Which you’d recognize if you weren’t so hellbent on being right.”

				“Bollocks. There’s nothing astute about thinking I’d prefer Maggie over her. And manipulation be damned.”

				“The video was well timed.”

				“What the fuck does that mean?”

				“Perfectly timed, perfectly executed,” Summerset said coolly. “She was always good.”

				“Staged it, did she? For what possible purpose?”

				“You’re here, alone, angry, worried about your wife, your marriage.” Summerset ignored the cat who skulked in to wind through his legs like a bloated ribbon. “I imagine the lieutenant is somewhere in exactly the same position. That, Roarke, is pinpoint accuracy.”

				“That’s bloody nonsense.” But it pushed a very small seed into his mind. “There’s no profit in it for her, no point.”

				“Retribution and entertainment.”

				“Retribution for what?” At that moment, Roarke felt he might very well be going mad. “You may have forgotten, but she left me. She betrayed me and left me hanging by the balls.”

				“No, I haven’t forgotten. I’m glad to know you haven’t either.”

				“There’s been enough talk of Magdelana in this house, and I’m not the one who keeps bringing her in.” He strode out, and riding on temper went down to pummel a sparring droid to broken bits.

				He wore himself out, but it didn’t help, it didn’t reach the rawness in his gut.

				He showered off the sweat, and the blood on his knuckles. He changed and ordered himself up to his office. He’d work, he told himself. He’d just work, and if she wasn’t home in another hour, he’d…

				He hadn’t a clue.

				And when he saw the light was on in her office, the relief made him so weak it seemed the world tipped and shuddered for a moment before going solid again.

				And the weakness refired his temper on all circuits. He stalked in, his mind already flexing its fists for battle.

				She was at her desk, comp humming, data scrolling on screen. Her eyes were closed, and the shadows under them etched fatigue against pallor.

				It nearly stopped him, perhaps that unhappy weariness would have. But then her eyes flashed open.

				“Lieutenant.”

				“I’m working.”

				“It’ll have to wait. Computer off.”

				“Hey.”

				“Is this how you handle things? How you punish me for crimes you’ve decided I’ve committed? I’m not even granted an interview?”

				“Look, I’m tired. I need—”

				“So the bloody hell am I.”

				He looked it, she realized, as he so rarely did. “Then go to bed. I’m going to—”

				“If you think about walking out on me again,” he said, voice dangerously soft as she started to push out of the chair, “think again. Think carefully.”

				She knew the heat—and the more deadly ice—of his wrath when it was fully formed. She felt the blast of it now, and it chilled her to the bone. “I’m going to make coffee.”

				“You can wait for it, as I’ve waited half the goddamn night for you.” He stepped toward her, those eyes piercing like sabers. “How am I supposed to know you’re not dead in some alley, and the next time I open the door there’ll be a cop and a grief counselor on the doorstep.”

				She hadn’t thought, not for an instant, he’d worry she’d gone down in the line. She hadn’t meant to punish, just to get through the day. So now she only shook her head. “You should trust me to handle myself.”

				“Oh, now I should trust you when you’ve shown such undiluted trust for me. You’ve no right and no cause to put me through this.”

				“Same goes.”

				“Through what?” He braced his hands on her desk, leaned down. “What am I putting you through, what the bleeding hell have I done? Be specific.”

				“You looked at her.”

				He stared, and for a moment those molten blue eyes were simply astonished. “Well, as I haven’t been struck blind in the last day or two, I’ve looked at any number of women. Castrate me.”

				“Don’t diminish my feelings, my instincts, or what I know. Don’t you make a joke of this or of me. You looked at her, and for a second, the first time you saw her again, you gave her what’s supposed to be mine.”

				“You’re wrong.”

				“I’m not!” She shoved up now so they were eye to eye. “I’m a fucking trained observer, and I know your face, I know your eyes. I know what I saw.”

				“And your police training tells you that this look I gave her, for a second you say, is cause for this irrational bout of jealousy?”

				“It’s not jealousy. I wish it were. I wish it were that stupid, that shallow, that definitive. But it’s not jealousy. It’s fear.” She dropped down in her chair again as her voice began to crumble. “It’s fear.”

				That stopped him, had him straightening again. “Can you really believe this? Believe that I’d regret what we are, what we have? That I’d regret it was you and not her? Haven’t I told you enough, shown you enough, that you’re everything to me?”

				She struggled for calm, fought for the words. “She’s not like the others. The connection, it matters. You know it, and I know it. And maybe worse, she knows it. The connection, this history, they show. Show enough that people looked at me with pity today. That I was humiliated walking through my own bull pen to my own office.”

				“And what of our connection, Eve, our history?”

				Her eyes were swimming. She would never use tears as some did, he knew, and was battling them back even now. Her struggle not to give in to them made it all the worse.

				He walked over to her window, stared out at nothing. So they wouldn’t rage at each other until it was burned away, he realized. They would pick their way through it, uncover it. Then they’d see.

				“You need to know, is it, what it was, how it was, and how and what it is now?”

				“I know—”

				“You think you do,” he corrected. “And maybe you’re not altogether wrong, or altogether right. Do you want it?”

				“No.” God, no, she thought. “But I need it.”

				“Well, then, I’ll tell you. I was, what, three and twenty or thereabouts, doing business as it were in Barcelona. I’d had considerable success in the game, and in business by that time. Always, I’d enjoyed keeping a foot on either side of the line. Light and shadow, you could say. Such an interesting mix.”

				He said nothing for a moment, then went on. “And it was there, in Barcelona, she and I crossed paths, with the same job in mind.”

				He could see it now, as he looked through the dark window. The noisy club, the colored lights. It had been sultry in September, and the music had been a pulse in the blood.

				“She came in where I was watching the mark for a time. Walked in, a red dress, an attitude. She flipped me a look, then moved straight in on my mark. Within minutes he was buying her a drink. She was good. I barely saw her pinch his passkey.”

				He turned from the window. “It was rubies—bloody red rubies, you see. The star display of a gallery. Three passkeys required, and I had two of them already. What she did, she pinched his, then slid off to the loo, made a copy, and slipped it right back to him with him none the wiser. Neither of us could get to the damn jewels now, and it pissed me off.”

				“Sure.”

				“I waited for her to come to me, which she did the next day. We did the job together in the end, and stayed together for a time. She was young and fearless, passionate. We liked living fast, traveling, riding the wave, you could say.”

				“Did you love her?”

				He crossed over to get them both a glass of wine. “I fancied I did. She was capricious, unpredictable. She kept me on my toes. The legitimate bits I was involved in bored her.” He set a glass of wine on Eve’s desk. “She could never understand why I bothered, why I wanted what I wanted. What she understood was the game, and the thirst for money, for the shine. She didn’t understand what it was to come from nothing, as she’d come from a decent family, a decent home. What she wanted was more, then to move on and pick up more somewhere else.”

				“What did you want?”

				“Her, of course. I don’t mean that to hurt you.”

				“It doesn’t.”

				“I wanted the more, for different reasons, I suppose, but I wanted the more.” He studied the wine before he drank. “I wanted respect and power and the shields and walls and weapons that ensured I’d never be nothing again. You know.”

				“Yeah.”

				“She didn’t. Couldn’t. That was the crack in the jewel, I imagine.” The flaw, he thought, he’d seen even then. “And still, it was shiny enough that we worked together, played together, stayed together. Until Nice. The mark had an exceptional art collection, with two Renoirs, among others. It was the Renoirs we wanted, had a buyer set for them. We spent weeks on it, with Maggie moving to the inside by seducing the mark.”

				To stop him, Eve held up a hand. “She slept with him? That didn’t bother you? Knowing she was with another guy?”

				“It was work, and he was more than twice her age. And the Renoirs? They were worth a great deal.”

				“She wasn’t yours,” Eve murmured, and something inside her un-knotted. “You never thought of her as yours.”

				“Did you think otherwise?”

				“Yes.”

				“Not altogether right,” he repeated and eased down to sit on the edge of her desk. “I had complicated feelings for her, and I believed she had them for me. I thought because of those feelings, and that wave we rode, I could trust her. And there I was altogether wrong.”

				As he drank, Eve could see he was looking back. “The night before we were to make the score, she didn’t come back to the villa where we were staying. Nor did she come in the morning. I was afraid something had gone wrong, she’d done something foolish and been caught. Then I got word she’d run off with the mark. Left me for him. Not only that, but if I’d gone through with the job that night, as planned, there would have been a number of gendarmes waiting to scoop me up.”

				“She ratted you out.”

				“As I said, she was capricious. I was angry, I was hurt. My pride was battered. She’d played me, as we’d played so many others.”

				“Why didn’t you go after her?”

				He studied his wife—those tired brown eyes—sipped his wine. “I never considered it. She’d done to me, and that was that. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of it. I should add here, leaping forward a number of years, that I’d planned to hunt you down if you didn’t come home within another hour. Hunt you down, drag you back. I never considered not going after you.”

				She took a breath to steady her voice. “Did you ever get the Renoirs?”

				“I did.” His lips curved. “Of course I did. Three years later. And in those years and the ones after, I had a lot of women as well. I enjoyed them, and I never, not purposely, hurt one of them. I gave them what I had to give, and took what they were willing to give back. But there was nothing there.”

				“But you didn’t forget her.”

				“Not altogether wrong,” he acknowledged. “No, I didn’t forget her. She left a hole in me, Eve, one I didn’t want filled. Why risk that?”

				“She…” Once again she hunted for the words, the right ones. “She had a major influence on you. That’s, maybe, that’s part of what I feel. Part of what I see.”

				“I can’t, won’t, deny that what she did, what I gave her the power to do, had some influence on the way I approached relationships. I said I didn’t forget her, but neither did I actively think of her after the first weeks had gone by. Do you understand that?”

				“Yeah. I get it.”

				“I had work. I like work. I had money, then more of it. And the power, the respect. I built this place, and a great deal more. I cared for the women I was with, but they were never more than momentary pleasure.”

				“She hurt you a lot.”

				“She did, and seeing her again, I remember it, and in fact, those complicated feelings that made her able to hurt me.”

				“It helps,” Eve managed, “for you to tell me that. For you to lay it out instead of brushing it off.”

				“Difficult to admit—to myself, to you. But I didn’t lie when I told you it was done. And still…I’ll lay this out as well. I remember, too, the beautiful young woman in the red dress gliding into a crowded club. The moment of it, the vibrancy of it. It may be that’s what I saw, for that second, the memory of that might be what I was looking at. I can’t erase what was from mind and memory, Eve.”

				“No. Okay. Okay. Let’s just—”

				“We’re not done here. You’ll hear me out.” As if to hold her in place, he laid a hand over hers. “I had that hole in me, that empty space. I could have lived my life with it, content enough. I wasn’t an unhappy man.”

				He kept his eyes on hers as his thumb brushed lightly over the back of her hand. “Then, one day I felt something—a prickle at the back of my neck, a heat at the base of my spine. And standing at a memorial for the dead, I turned, and there you were.”

				He turned her hand over, interlocking fingers. “There you were, and it all shifted under my feet. You were everything I shouldn’t have, shouldn’t want or need. A cop for Jesus’ sake, with eyes that looked right into me.”

				He reached out, just a whisper of fingers on her face. And the quiet touch was somehow wildly passionate, desperately intimate.

				“A cop wearing a bad gray suit and a coat that didn’t even fit. From that moment, the hole inside me began to fill. I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t stop what rooted there, or what grew.

				“She put it in me, you filled it. Can you understand that’s part of this—the connection you worry about? Can you understand that whatever it was I felt for her it’s nothing. It’s so pale, so thin and weak compared to what I feel for you.”

				The tears came now. He watched them drip down her cheeks, wondered if she were even aware they leaked out of her. “She was part of my life. You are my life. If I have a regret, it’s that even for an instant you could think otherwise. Or that I allowed you to.”

				“When I saw you with her on screen—”

				“I was saying good-bye to the girl I’d once fancied, and I think, to the man I’d been who’d fancied her. Only that. Don’t cry. Here now.” He brushed her tears away with his thumbs. “Don’t cry.”

				“I feel stupid.”

				“Good. So do I.”

				“I love you. Scary.” She pushed up again, and this time into his arms. “So fucking scary.”

				“I know.” She felt him tremble when he pressed his face to her neck. “Don’t leave me again. God. God. Don’t leave me again.”

				“I didn’t.”

				“Part of you did.” He moved her back, and his eyes swarmed with emotion. “Part of you left me, and I couldn’t stand it.”

				“I’m not going anywhere. We’re not going anywhere.” Needing to soothe, she worked up a smile. “Besides, you’d just drag me back again.”

				“Damn right.”

				“Or try.” She closed her hands over his, and felt the abraded skin on his knuckles. Lowering them, she studied. “Wow. Beat the hell out of someone?”

				“Just a droid. It seems to work so well for you when you’re pissed at me.”

				“You should get your R-and-D department to come up with one that regenerates or something.” She touched her lips to them. “You should put something on them.”

				“You just did. Look how tired you are,” he said, stroking her cheek. “My Eve. Worn to the bone. And I wager you didn’t eat at all today.”

				“I couldn’t. Morris even had homemade brownies. Fudge brownies.”

				“We’ll have some soup.”

				“I’m too tired to eat.”

				“All right, then. No soup, no work. Just sleep.” He slid his arm around her waist, and she slid hers around his as they started out of the room. “Will you let me back in there? Into the work?”

				She’d shut him out there, she realized. They’d shut each other out here and there. Little doors closing. “Yeah. I could use some help. Questions about a security system to start.”

				“I’m your man.”

				She looked over at him, smiled. “Yeah, you are.”

				

				She slid into sleep, then before dawn lightened the sky, slid into love. His mouth woke her, warm on hers. Sweet and warm and welcoming. And steeped in his taste, hers answered. His hands stirred her, so that her heart seemed to sigh. Feeling the beat of his against her, she opened.

				In the utter quiet, in the soft, soothing dark, they moved together.

				Comfort was sought, and found. Pledges were remade without words. And everything needed was given.

				She lay, tucked in the curve of his arm. Drifting.

				“I should’ve let you sleep.”

				“The way I feel right now, you did just fine. Pretty damn perfect.” So perfect, she thought, she could curl there for the next millennium. “What time is it anyway?”

				“Nearly six.”

				“You probably have to get up.”

				“I’m liking where I am at the moment.”

				She smiled in the dark. “I’m starving.”

				“Are you now?”

				“Seriously starving. I wish I had a damn fudge brownie.”

				“It isn’t fudge your system needs.”

				“You want to bang again, ace, I need coffee first.”

				And, he thought, We’re back. “The cat got the best part of two full Irish breakfasts yesterday. Why don’t we try that again, and eat them ourselves.”

				“You didn’t eat either?”

				“I didn’t, no.”

				She smiled again. It was nice to know he’d suffered along with her. But she rolled, bracing on her elbows to look down at him. “Let’s eat. A lot.”

				They ate in bed, sitting crosslegged, the plates between them. She shoveled in eggs as if they were going to be banned within the hour.

				There was color back in her face, he noted. And those shadows, those hints of wounds behind her eyes were gone. Then she aimed them at him, and he saw there was something else in them.

				“What?”

				“I don’t want to screw things up, but I want to mention something that’s bugging me.”

				“All right, then.”

				“Red dress.”

				“Fuck.”

				“No, no.” She waggled her fork, determined to get through this part without a fight or an emotional crisis. “Just hear me out, okay? You said that when you first saw her she was wearing a red dress. Are you going to buy the coincidence that she was wearing a red dress when you saw her again out of the blue?”

				“Well, I doubt she’s worn red all these years, in case we crossed paths again.”

				“You’re not thinking. You’ve still got blinders on when it comes to her. Don’t get pissed.”

				“It’s hard work not to.” Somewhat irritably, he stabbed a fried potato. “What’s your point?”

				“My point is, she set it up. She didn’t just happen to be in that restaurant, at that time, in a red fucking dress, Roarke. She knew you’d be there, and wanted to give you the jolt. Remember, lover? Remember me?”

				“Well, how would she know where…” He trailed off, and she saw the blinders fall away.

				It took considerable strength of will—and she congratulated herself on it—not to leap up and do a dance of joy and victory on the bed.

				“You said she was good, and you probably taught her more. You knew the guy she was with that night, you do business with him. Not that hard, if you want to take some time, to pin down where Roarke has a dinner reservation.”

				“No, she could work that.”

				“Tags you at home, early morning, then it’s lunch—give me some advice, some help for old times’ sake. I bet she was full of apologies and shame for what she did to you all those years ago.”

				She paused a moment, then decided it would fester if she just didn’t say it. “And you’re not going to tell me she didn’t make a move on you. At least test the waters.”

				“The waters,” he said, “were not receptive.”

				“If they had been, I’d have drowned her in them already.”

				“Darling, that’s so…you.”

				“Keep that in mind,” she warned, and since she’d finished her bacon, stole a slice of his. “That had to chap her thighs. Then there’s the fact she’s the anti-me.”

				“Sorry? The what again?”

				Shaking her head, Eve ate the bacon. “That’s too complicated to explain. Forget that. But after you turned down the offer to see her tits—”

				“She has very nice ones, as I recall.”

				“You’d better shut up.” And when he grinned, Eve felt warm all over. “So, when you turned down her generous offer, what did she do?”

				“Stanched her bitter disappointment with a vodka martini.”

				“No. Jesus. She bounced to me, gave me a couple of good jabs. Ended with the vid. Mavis said—”

				“Mavis?”

				Eve toyed with what was left of her eggs. “I went by there last night. I forgot the teddy bear deal.”

				“Forgot me as well.”

				“No, I didn’t. I needed to see Mavis. I needed to talk to her.”

				“All right.” He reached over to touch a hand to Eve’s knee. “That’s fair enough.”

				“Mavis ran grifts for a long time. She wasn’t half bad either. She spotted what Magdelana was doing, where I missed it. But when Mavis pushed it in my face, I saw it, too. She set up that vid, Roarke. If you look at it again, you’ll see it. She angled toward the camera, she—Mavis called it cheating—she cheated her face so it caught her just right. It wasn’t just some wild coincidence that some schmuck caught the two of you on camera and got it on screen. She produced it.”

				“Summerset said the same, and I blew him off. Even though a part of me thought, Well and sure she did. I blew him off.”

				“She wants you back.” Eve took a vicious stab at her eggs because even knowing what she knew, having what she had, that was a pisser. “She’s been through a couple of rich guys, got herself a nice cushion. But you. You’re the grand prize, and she miscalculated before. Ditched you for the bird in the hand. Now you’re…What’s a really big bird?”

				“An ostrich?”

				“Yeah, but that doesn’t sound right. Anyway, you’re the bird in the big-ass shiny gold nest, and she wants to cozy in with you. Just got to get me out of the way. Maybe see if you can pick up where you left off first…”

				“As I said, she may have intimated that possibility, which I, being a faithful husband, nipped even before the bud. And yes,” he added with a nod, “after which, she went to see you, test the ground, make you wonder. It was well played all in all, and caused considerable trouble and grief. Still, I’d made it very clear, I promise you, that you and I were a unit. And committed to being one.”

				“She might have figured she could, eventually, convince you otherwise. And in the meantime, she gets to cause trouble and grief. It’s pretty much no lose for her.”

				“Yes,” he replied, “that would amuse her. She’s bored by the ordinary, or what she perceives as the ordinary.”

				Outlasted the terms of the prenups in both cases, she’d said.

				“Marriage would be a means to an end, even a toy.”

				“How can I make this work for me?” Eve suggested. “Or failing that, just break it.”

				“I’m sorry. Sorry I didn’t see through it.”

				“She miscalculated,” Eve said and took his hand.

				He linked his fingers with hers. “That she did.”

				“I still want to kick her ass.”

				“Would it be unseemly if I wanted to watch?”

				“Men always want to watch. The problem is, if we make anything of all this, it’s just slop for the gossip pigs. It’s going to have to be enough to know ignoring it pisses her off. Let’s just be done with her.”

				“Agreed.”

				“Meanwhile, I’ve got to…get that,” she said as her ’link signaled. “Block video. Dallas.”

				“Reo, one more time. Got your warrant for Straffo’s residence. Pain in the ass. As a courtesy, the judge agreed no one would enforce it until after eight A.M. this morning.”

				“I can live with that. Thanks, Reo.”

				“Get something, Dallas. Straffo’s going to cream up in the media otherwise.”

				“I’ll get something.”

				“Oliver Straffo?” Roarke said when she’d clicked off. “You suspect him in this teacher’s murder?”

				“Teachers, as of yesterday. The suspect who was heading our list was killed.”

				“Ah.” He was behind, he realized, and it was past time to catch up. “Well, why don’t we start off the day as we so often end it.”

				“I thought we just did. That was you who rolled off me a while ago, wasn’t it?”

				“As memory serves. Not with sex, Lieutenant, though it is a lovely way to end and begin almost anything. Tell me about the case.”

				She told him while they showered, while they dressed, while they wound their way to her office.

				And as they walked into it, his pocket ’link beeped. He glanced at the readout, put it back in his pocket.

				“Is that how you want to handle her?” Eve asked.

				“At the moment. So your theory is Straffo killed Foster because Foster knew about the affair.”

				“I wouldn’t call it a theory. It’s one of the possibilities. The other being Straffo’s wife did it, same motive. Or Mosebly did it, because Foster knew about her affair.”

				“For a school, it’s certainly a hotbed of illicit sex.”

				“It’s still possible Williams killed Foster to preserve his career and reputation. Then either of the Straffos or Mosebly tied it off by eliminating Williams. I was going to run probabilities last night, but one thing and another.”

				“You’d like me to verify that Straffo could have evaded the security for each murder.”

				“If the arrow starts pointing at him, it’d help if I had that in my pocket.”

				“Quiver,” Roarke said absently. “You keep arrows in a quiver. I’ll check out the security for you, but it seems to me that killing Foster was putting the cart before the horse. Williams was the primary threat, in your three possibilities.”

				“I know that, but I’ve got no evidence or indication that Williams threatened exposure, until he used it on Mosebly on the morning of his death. It’s possible Foster pushed it. Then Williams says, ‘Screw the bastard,’ and kills him. Or…”

				“One of the Straffos panics and does so. Or Mosebly.” Roarke worked to line up all the players in his head. “Too many Indians, not enough chiefs.”

				“Replay?”

				“A lot of suspects, but none of them standing out as the one doing the real work.”

				“Yeah. There’s a core problem with all of it. Foster. I can’t find a strong, clear motive. Not really. So I’m going with the murky ones. He was a straight shooter, but he wasn’t a troublemaker. I’ve got a wit who saw him and Williams the morning of Foster’s death, chatting amiably in the teachers’ lounge. Foster couldn’t have pulled that off, not to my way of thinking, if he and Williams were having serious trouble.”

				“You said Foster had reported Williams’s harassment of Sanchez,” Roarke reminded her.

				“Yeah, but it was a knuckle tap. Foster told him, some time before, to lay off the nutritionist. He laid off. Problem solved. Now, I know Foster saw Mosebly and Williams playing dunk and dick in the school pool, and he tells his wife that he’s seen Williams with someone he shouldn’t have been with. But he doesn’t say who, or talk about confronting anyone about it.”

				Circling the murder board, Roarke studied Mosebly’s picture. “A formidable-looking woman. And being the principal, an authority figure. The nutritionist was support staff. She was upset by the advances, Mosebly obviously wasn’t.”

				“Yeah, because her rape claim is bogus. So why kill Foster if he’s decided to mind his own? Why dump public scandal on your own doorstep?”

				Eve shook her head. It just didn’t fit, just didn’t work. “So, I’m back to revenge or protection or just plain pissiness. I don’t much like any of those pictures.”

				“Then you’ll get a clearer one. You’ve been off your stride.”

				“And then some. Yeah, we’ll see what a look through Straffo’s penthouse brings into focus.”
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				IT WAS MORE THAN BEING OFF HER STRIDE, EVE decided as she worked and waited for Peabody and McNab. The case itself had no solid point, no focus.

				It was the motives that were murky.

				The probability scans ran dead even between her primary suspects, with Allika Straffo dropping to the base according to profile.

				There was something just slightly off about the woman, something more than a stumble on the fidelity path. What did she know? Eve wondered. What did she think? What made her so vulnerable and skittish?

				The death of a child. Could that, did that damage run so deep it left the foundation forever cracked and shaky? Maybe it did, how would she know? But Oliver Straffo appeared to have learned to live with the loss.

				Maybe it was different for a mother.

				But there was another child in the house, alive and well.

				Not enough, apparently, to keep Allika steady. The kid, the successful husband, the penthouse, the au pair, none of it was quite enough. So she slipped, and Williams had been right there to catch her.

				Maybe it wasn’t the first slip.

				“Maybe it wasn’t,” she muttered. “And…so what? So what?”

				She turned and saw Roarke in the doorway between their offices. “So what?” she repeated. “If it wasn’t the first time Allika had grabbed for a little strange, wouldn’t a man as astute as Straffo know the signs?”

				“People stray from marriages every day, and not all their spouses, however astute, know. Or admit to knowing. Or for that matter,” Roarke added, “particularly care if they do know.”

				“He’s got pride. He’s involved. He’d know, he’d care. And if it was the first time, is his reaction going to be to kill an innocent bystander? And where his daughter’s going to be touched by it?” Two big hitches, Eve decided as she shook her head.

				“It doesn’t play straight for me,” she continued. “But if he knew, why would he agree to defend the man his wife strayed with? And, since he did agree, why would he turn around a day later and kill the son of a bitch?”

				“Maybe to have the primary on the case ask herself that very question.”

				“Huh. Well, it’s working.” Rolling the possibility around in her head, she tipped back in the chair. “He’s a slick one in court, always has the angles figured, knows how to twist the—Wait a minute. Wait. Here’s an angle. What if he agreed to rep Williams because he wanted to make sure he lost? He doesn’t even have to drop the ball, he just has to make sure he doesn’t kick it through the goalposts.”

				“Ah. He takes the case to ensure his client’s found guilty. Clever, and all but impossible to prove.”

				“Like I said, slick guy. He tried an order to overturn the warrant, suppress the evidence. And he had to know Reo would mow that down. Starts off weak.”

				Roarke picked up her coffee from the desk, helped himself to a sip. “A nice, tidy line of revenge.”

				“So why kill the guy if you were going to help put him in a cage anyway?”

				After setting the coffee down, he reached out, tapped his finger on the dent in her chin. “You’re circling, Lieutenant.”

				“Yeah, I’m circling, because there’s something there, but I can’t see it. There’s something there.” She shoved to her feet. “I need my murder board.”

				“I wondered if you’d update the one up here.” He walked to her then, slipped his arms around her. “It cost you time.” He pressed his lips to her brow, quietly pleased when her body leaned into his. “What pushed between us cost you time.”

				“I’ll make it up.” They’d make it up, she corrected. That was part of the benefits of being a team. She linked her arms around his waist, watched him smile. “What do you think about the security?”

				“The system’s very basic. You were right there. Easily slipped through.” Wrapped around each other, they both turned their heads to study her board. “A weapon would be more difficult, but hardly impossible. A person would cause barely a blip if they knew anything about the system.”

				“That’s something, anyway.”

				“I’ll look at the discs for you, see if anyone jammed one of them for the second or two it would take.”

				“McNab was going to look at that. You’ve got work of your own.”

				“I owe you time.”

				“Awww.” Peabody stopped in the doorway. “Sorry. Hi. Nice to see you.” And she was grinning from ear to ear.

				“Don’t take off the coat, we’re going. I’ll see you later,” she said to Roarke, then found her mouth caught by his.

				“Awww,” Peabody repeated.

				“Later, Lieutenant. Good morning, Peabody, McNab.”

				“Hey! How’s it going!”

				“Don’t talk to them,” Eve ordered as she started out. “They’ll start begging for danishes. With me, both of you. And stop smiling like that,” she demanded as she strode ahead of them. “What if it sticks on your faces and I have to look at it all day? It’s scary.”

				“We’re just happy. Things are good, right?”

				“Keep going,” she told McNab, then slowed just a little. “Let’s just close this up with me saying I appreciate the ear, and the faith and the support.”

				“That’s what friends do, and partners.”

				“Yeah, but thanks.” She hesitated as they started down the stairs. “You go on out with McNab. I’m right behind you.” But she paused, taking her coat off the newel where Summerset would have replaced it for her.

				She looked at him as she put it on. “He’s okay. We’re okay. She’s not going to be a problem for him anymore.”

				“Or for you?”

				“Or for me.”

				“I’m very glad to hear it.”

				“I know you are. Appreciate it.”

				“I’ve brought that unfortunate vehicle you’ve yet to wreck around in anticipation of your departure. I hope you won’t leave it soiling the front of the house much longer.”

				“Kiss my ass, scarecrow.”

				“There.” He smiled at her. “We’re back to normal.”

				She let out a snorting laugh, then strode out.

				

				Straffo met them at the door. He didn’t elect to have his own lawyer present, as was his right. Pride, Eve decided. He was too proud to have someone else handle the legalities.

				It surprised her a little to note he hadn’t sent his wife and kid, and the au pair, away. Went back to pride, she assumed. He was showing them he’d handle this nonsense, that he was still in charge of the household.

				He read the warrant thoroughly, taking his time about it, his face expressionless. Oh, but he was pissed, Eve thought. He was steaming under that smooth exterior.

				“It’s in order,” he stated, then met her eyes. “I expect you and your team to proceed with this in an expeditious and respectful manner. You’ll be accountable for any damage.”

				“So noted. The record is on, and will remain on throughout. Detective McNab will handle the electronics. If any of your possessions require confiscation, you’ll be given receipts. Do you wish to remain on the premises during the execution of the warrant?”

				“I certainly do.”

				“That’ll be handy.” She nodded to McNab, then to Baxter and Trueheart as they arrived. “Baxter, you and Trueheart take the main level. Peabody, with me.”

				She started toward the stairs, passed Allika, who stood gripping Rayleen’s hand.

				“Excuse me, Lieutenant?”

				Eve paused, looked at the child. “Yeah?”

				“Are you really going to search my room?”

				“We’re going to search all the rooms, including yours.”

				“Wow. Could I—”

				“Rayleen.” Straffo’s voice was quick and sharp. “Let the police get on with what they came to do.”

				Still looking more excited than abashed, Rayleen lowered her eyes. “Yes, sir.”

				Eve started with the third floor. There was what she supposed was termed a family room. A couple of long, cushy sofas, double-sized chairs, oversized entertainment screen.

				A fireplace, currently cold, was topped by a wide white mantel that held copper urns and a grouping of family pictures in matching copper frames. The family at the shore, Rayleen in school uniform, another of the kid in a pink tutu, the couple in black tie, looking polished and happy.

				Sectioned off from the lounge area was a home gym. Nicely equipped, Eve noted, and with a view of the city from a long ribbon of windows.

				There was a small second kitchen—minifriggie, miniAutoChef, short counter with a couple of stools.

				A full bath complete with jet tub and steam shower.

				There was no work space.

				Still, she searched cabinets, drawers, cushions, took art from the walls to check backings and frames.

				“Looks clear,” she said to Peabody. “McNab will check the electronics.”

				“Family sanctuary. Pretty juicy one.” Peabody took one more scan. “They use this place more than the living area downstairs when they’re going to hang. Watch some screen, play games on the table over by the window. Downstairs is more for entertaining. This is where they get together as a fam.”

				“Yeah, I’d say.” She glanced toward the fireplace again, studied the pictures on the mantel. “Let’s take the second floor.”

				They separated, with Peabody taking Straffo’s home office and Eve taking Allika’s sitting room. She studied the fireplace again, the mantel, the family pictures and portraits.

				Interesting, she thought. Then dug into the room.

				It was all very female, Eve decided. Mags and discs on fashion and decorating and child rearing. Memo cubes were reminders to send thank-you notes for parties or gifts, to send invites for dinner or cocktails or lunch. Reminders to buy a hostess gift for so and so or an anniversary gift for him and her whoever. The sort of thing the wife of a high-powered and successful man did, she supposed.

				The sort of thing she never did.

				Who did? she wondered. Did Roarke handle that himself, or Summerset, or Caro?

				Allika kept separate date books for herself, for her husband, for her kid.

				Straffo’s golf dates, dinner meetings (whether she was needed to attend or not), his salon appointments, doctors’ appointments, meetings with his tailor, scheduled out-of-town trips. A family trip scheduled for March, which coincided with the kid’s spring break from school.

				She compared it with Allika’s. Shopping dates, lunch dates, salon dates, dinner with her husband, some with clients or friends, some without.

				She noted that neither of them had scheduled appointments during the time frame of either murder.

				The kid’s appointment book was a shocker. Dance class, twice weekly, socialization dates (what the hell?) three times a week with various other kids. Melodie Branch was down for every Thursday afternoon from three-thirty until four-thirty. Swapping houses, Eve saw. One week at the Branch place, one week here at the Straffos’.

				There was soccer practice once a week beginning in March, and something called Brain Teasers the kid attended every Saturday morning. Followed, two Saturdays a month, by a volunteer stint with an organization called From the Kids.

				In addition to the monthly schedule, there were additions of birthday parties, field trips, school projects, Drama Club meetings, doctors’ appointments, museum and library trips, art projects, family outings.

				As far as Eve could see, the kid had more going on than both of her parents.

				No wonder they needed the au pair, Eve mused. Though it was a little odd that Allika had carried professional mother status from the time Rayleen was born until the death of the son. Though she wasn’t pursuing a career, or even a paying hobby outside the home, Allika had let that status lapse.

				Eve bagged the notebooks. She wanted more time to study them, and to verify all the names and groups and locations.

				She went through the little desk. Monogrammed stationery—so Allika handwrote some of those thank-yous and invites, Eve mused. Huh. An organized-by-occasion selection of cards—birthdays (humorous, flowery, formal, youth), sympathy, congratulations, and so on.

				Spare discs and memo cubes, address book, a file of clippings on decorating.

				It made Eve think of the clippings Peabody had found in Lissette Foster’s cube. Common ground, Eve mused. Something there? Maybe the women had crossed paths in their interest in decorating.

				She made a note to check it out, though she doubted Allika and Lissette shopped for doodads or draperies at the same level.

				Correspondence Allika had saved ran to cute little cards or notes from girlfriends, printed out e-mails from same, or from the kid.

				There were birthday cards and feel-better cards from Rayleen, all of them handmade. And with more style and skill, Eve admitted, than she herself could claim. Pretty paper and colors, some comp-generated, some hand-drawn.

				DON’T BE SAD, MOMMY!

				One of the cards announced in big, careful printing on heavy pink paper. There was a drawing of a woman’s face with shiny tears on the cheeks.

				Inside the woman was smiling, with her cheek pressed to the cheek of a girl’s face. Flowers bloomed all around the edges and a wide rainbow curved at the top. The sentiment read:

				I’LL ALWAYS BE HERE TO MAKE YOU SMILE! LOVE, YOUR OWN RAYLEEN

				Eve noted Allika had written the date on the back of the card. January 10, 2057.

				In the closet she found some art supplies, a paint smock, clear boxes filled with things like glass marbles, stones, beads, ribbons, silk flowers. Hobby stuff, Eve supposed, all as organized as the rest of the place.

				And on the top shelf, behind boxes of supplies, a large and lovely fabric-covered box with a jeweled latch.

				Eve took it down, opened it. Found the dead son.

				Here were the photographs, from infant to toddler. A beaming and pregnant Allika, a dreamy-eyed Allika holding an infant wrapped in a blue blanket. Pictures of the baby boy with his big sister, with his father, and so on.

				She found a swatch of the blanket, a lock of downy hair, a small stuffed dog, a single plastic block.

				Eve thought of the memory box Mavis and Leonardo had given her and Roarke one Christmas. This was Allika’s memory box, dedicated to her son.

				How often did she take it out, Eve wondered. Look through all the pictures, rub that blue fabric between her fingers or stroke that lock of hair against her cheek?

				Yet she kept it all on a high shelf at the back of a closet. Tucked away. And not one memento of the boy, that Eve had seen, touched the rest of the house.

				Why?

				She went through it all, every piece. Then replaced it and put the box back.

				When she finished with the room, she stepped over to where Peabody was just winding up with Straffo’s home office.

				“Nearly done here. McNab started on the master bedroom up here so we wouldn’t get in each other’s way. Boxed a lot of discs and files. Nothing’s popped out though.”

				“You find anything on the kid? Their dead kid?”

				“Who? Oh, oh, right. Forgot. No, nothing here on their son.” Peabody stopped, frowned. “Nothing,” she repeated. “That’s kind of odd, really.”

				“One more thing. There’s a stash of decorating clippings in Allika’s sitting room. Lissette had some in her cube.”

				“Yeah, she did. So maybe they crossed there?” Peabody frowned, shrugged. “Maybe. But I’ve got a stash of my own, and a bunch of decorating sites bookmarked on my home comp. Don’t you ever…Forget I nearly asked,” Peabody said when Eve stared at her.

				“It’s worth checking out. Running the name by Lissette, showing her Allika’s picture.”

				“Okay. Do you want me to tag her now, ask her?”

				“Yeah, let’s cross that off the list, then take the master bedroom next.” She walked over. McNab turned. “Anything shaking?” she asked him.

				“Steady as they go. A lot of incomings and outgoings, but nothing that pops. Mostly personal data—banking, marketing, schedules, and like that on the main-level units. Nanny’s unit more of the same. Talks to family and pals back in Ireland a couple times a week, e-mails regular. All chatty, little bits on the Straffos and the kid, but nothing that’d make you jump.”

				“Keep looking.”

				It didn’t take long for Eve to discern that both Straffos preferred good fabrics in classic cuts—and plenty of it. The his and hers closets were spacious and pristine, and loaded.

				Shoes were organized according to type and tone and all in clear protective boxes. Wardrobe was color-coordinated into groupings. Casual, work, cocktail, black-tie. The more formal wear hung with ID tags that described the outfit, when and where it had been worn.

				If they liked sex toys, those playthings had been smuggled out before the warrant was executed. The nightstand drawers held book discs, memo cubes, minilights.

				But there was some very provocative lingerie in Allika’s dresser, and a varied selection of body creams and oils. Since there’d been a reminder in Allika’s date book to renew her semiannual birth control, sex was likely part of the regularly scheduled events.

				She found antianxiety and antidepression medication, and sleeping pills in Allika’s underwear drawer.

				Eve took a sample of each medication, bagged it.

				“Lissette didn’t recognize Allika’s name or image,” Peabody reported.

				“Long shot.”

				“Yeah. Dallas, I know we’re not supposed to get wound up in the personal areas of an investigation, but that woman, Lissette, just breaks my heart. She asked, the way they do, if we had anything new, anything we could tell her. I had to give her the standard line. She took it.” Sympathy, all those personal feelings an investigator is supposed to block out, resonated in her voice, on her face. “Held on to it like it was the only thing keeping her head above water right now.”

				“Then we’d better follow through on the line, Peabody, and give her the answers she needs.”

				Leaving Peabody, Eve headed down to find either one of the Straffos. He was pacing, talking on a headset, while she pretended to be absorbed in a magazine. The minute he spotted Eve, Straffo ended the transmission.

				“Finished?”

				“No. You’ve got a big place. Takes time. There’s a safe in the master bedroom closet. I need it opened.”

				His lips tightened, just a little, and before Allika could rise, he waved her down. “I’ll see to it,” he told her. Then looked at Eve again. “Have you completed your business on the third floor?”

				“It’s clear.”

				“Allika, why don’t you have Cora take Rayleen up to the family room when they get back?”

				“All right.”

				He stopped, and Eve saw something in him soften as he touched a hand to her shoulder. She thought, Okay, he loves his wife. What does that mean?

				He didn’t speak until they were far enough up the steps to be out of his wife’s hearing. “How would you feel, I wonder, to have your home turned inside out this way, your personal things pawed over?”

				“We try not to paw. We’ve got two bodies, Straffo, both of whom you knew, one of whom was your client.” She sent him a look, let a little sarcasm leak into it. “Tough way to lose a client, by the way.”

				“A foolish way to dismiss one,” he countered. “And yes, I knew them both—casually. Maybe you’re theorizing that I’m annoyed with Rayleen’s academic program, and I’m working my way one by one through her instructors.”

				“Maybe I’m wondering why you took a lowlife like Williams as a client. If I knew that, we might have avoided this.”

				“I’m a defense attorney.” His tone was as cool and flat as hers. “My client list isn’t always the bright lights of the city.”

				“You got that. We all do what we do, Straffo.”

				“Yes, we all do what we do.” He went into the bedroom, ignored Peabody, and went straight to the closet safe. “I opened the one in the study downstairs for your associates,” he said as he plugged in the combination, finished with his thumbprint.

				“Appreciate it.”

				It was jewelry—his and hers. Pricey wrist units, some antique wristwatches, glittering stones, gleaming pearls. While he stood watch, Eve went through it, checked for false bottoms, compartments.

				When she was satisfied, she stepped back. “You can lock her up.”

				He did so. “How much longer?”

				“Couple hours, at a guess. I want to ask one question. Lot of family photographs around the house. I haven’t seen one out of your son. Why is that?”

				There was a look in his eye, for only a moment, and the look was bleak. “It’s painful. And it’s private.” He turned and left.

				Questions and possibilities circled in Eve’s mind as she watched him go. “Have Baxter and Trueheart take the guest room up here, Peabody. You handle the bathrooms to start. I’m taking the kid’s room.”

				What was interesting, Eve thought, was that with the kid’s schedule, Rayleen had time to use the elaborate space. But it was obvious she did from the art projects in progress, the schoolwork discs filed in her pink, monogrammed case. A paper desk calendar with a pair of insanely adorable puppies was turned to the correct date.

				She had photos as well. One which had to be her classmates at Sarah Child all lined up by height, facing the camera in their spiffy uniforms. Another of a vacation shot with Rayleen flanked by her parents, all looking sun-kissed and windblown. Her own solo school picture, and another solo of her in a pink party dress.

				There were a couple of thriving live green plants on her windowsill in pink and white pots. Obviously Rayleen didn’t tire of the color scheme. Or had no choice in it.

				Eve was voting for the former.

				The kid had more clothes than Eve could have claimed for all the years of her own childhood put together. All as neat and organized as her parents’ had been. There were dance clothes, dance shoes, a soccer uniform, soccer shoes. Three identical school uniforms, dressy clothes, casual clothes, and play clothes, all with appropriate shoes.

				There was a forest of hair ties, bands, clips, pins, and ribbons, all meticulously kept in a designated drawer.

				At least nothing was tagged to indicate where and when she’d worn anything. But a lot of items—notebooks, bags, stickers, writing tools, art cases, and so on—were labeled with her name.

				A big decorative pillow on her bed had PRINCESS RAYLEEN splashed across it, as did a fluffy pink bathrobe and the matching slippers.

				She had her own date book, with all of her activities and appointments plugged in, her own address book with the names of schoolmates, relatives, her father’s various ’link numbers.

				Eve bagged them.

				“How come you’re allowed to take that?”

				Eve turned, though she’d known Rayleen was there. “Aren’t you supposed to be someplace else?”

				“Yes.” A smile curved, charming, conspiratorial. “Don’t tell. Please? I just wanted to watch how you searched. I think maybe I’ll work in crime investigation one day.”

				“Is that so?”

				“Daddy thinks I’d make a good lawyer, and Mom hopes I’ll go into art, or dance. I like to dance. But I like to figure things out more. I think maybe I’ll study to be a criminalist. That’s the right word, because I looked it up. It’s somebody who studies evidence. You gather it, but then other people study it. Is that right?”

				“More or less.”

				“I think anyone can gather it, but studying it and analyzing it would be important. But I don’t understand how come my address book and stuff could be evidence.”

				“That’s why I’m the cop, and you’re not.”

				The smile turned right down into a pout. “That’s not a very nice thing to say.”

				“I’m not very nice. I take things because I need to look at them when I have more time. Your father will get receipts for anything that leaves the premises.”

				“I don’t care. It’s just a stupid book.” Rayleen shrugged. “I remember everyone’s numbers and codes anyway. I have an excellent head for numbers.”

				“Good for you.”

				“I looked you up and you’ve solved lots of cases.”

				“It’s ‘closed.’ If you’re going to work with cops, you have to use the right term. We close cases.”

				“Closed,” Rayleen repeated. “I’ll remember. You closed the one where those men broke into a house and killed everyone in it but a girl, younger than me. Her name was Nixie.”

				“Still is.”

				“Did she give you clues? To help you close the case?”

				“As a matter of fact. Shouldn’t you go find your mother or something?”

				“I’ve been trying to think of clues for this one.” She wandered to a mirror, studied her own reflection, fluffed her curls. “Because I was right there and everything. I saw, and I’m very, very observant. So I could help close the case.”

				“If you think of anything, be sure to let me know. Now scram.”

				Her eyes met Eve’s in the mirror, a quick flash, then Rayleen turned. “It’s my room.”

				“It’s my warrant. Beat it.”

				Rayleen narrowed her eyes, folded her arms. “Will not.”

				The kid’s face was a study of defiance, arrogance, confidence, temper. And Eve noted, challenge. Make me.

				Eve took her time absorbing it all as she crossed over. Then she took Rayleen by the arm, pulled her out of the room.

				“Taking me on’s a mistake.” Eve said it quietly, then closed the door. Locked it.

				In case Rayleen got ideas, Eve strode down to the bedroom door, closed and locked that as well.

				Then she went back to work.

				She was undisturbed until Peabody knocked. “Why’d you lock the door?”

				“Kid got under my feet.”

				“Oh. Well. I had the guys haul some of the boxes we’re taking out. They’re labeled, receipts done. Unfortunately, we didn’t come across any poison in the spice cabinet or blackmail notes in the library. But we’ve got some shit to cull over once we log it in at Central. You get anything in here?”

				“This and that. Here’s what I haven’t got. Her diary.”

				“Maybe she doesn’t keep one.”

				“She mentioned she did when Foster was killed. I’m not finding it.”

				“They can hide them good.”

				“I can find them good, when they’re here.”

				“Yeah.” Peabody pursed her lips, looked around. “Maybe she doesn’t keep one after all. Ten’s a pretty much between-age for boys, and boys are the big topic of diaries.”

				“She’s got an active, busy brain for any age. So where’s the ‘Mom and Dad won’t let me have a tattoo. It’s so bogus!’ Or ‘Johnnie Dreamboat looked at me in the hall today!’”

				“Can’t say, and can’t think what that would tell us if she had a journal going and we found it.”

				“Daily stuff—what Mommy said to Daddy, what this teacher did, and so on. The kid notices things. Got a snotty streak, too.”

				Peabody grinned. “You think all kids are snots.”

				“Goes without saying. But this one’s got something in there.” Eve glanced back at the mirror, saw again the way Rayleen had looked at herself, then the flash in her eyes. “If something pissed her off or hurt her tender feelings, you bet your ass she’d document. Where’s her documentation?”

				“Well…Maybe McNab will find something buried on her comp. She’s smart enough, she’d want to keep her observations and bitches where Mommy and Daddy and the au pair wouldn’t find them if they poked around.”

				“Put a flag on that.”

				“Sure. Seems a little out there, Dallas.”

				“Maybe.” She turned, studied the vacation shot again. “Maybe not.”
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				WHEN THE ITEMS FROM THE STRAFFO RESIDENCE were logged, Eve commandeered a conference room. There, she and Peabody spread everything out, grouping according to area, subgrouping by person or persons who owned or used the item.

				She dragged in her murder board, clipping up pictures of various items or groupings.

				She studied, she circled, she paced.

				“Please, sir, I must have food.”

				Distracted, Eve glanced over. “What?”

				“Food, Dallas. I gotta eat something or I’m going to start gnawing on my own tongue. I can order something in or run down to the Eatery.”

				“Go ahead.”

				“Mag-o. What do you want?”

				“To nail this bastard down.”

				“To eat, Dallas. Food.”

				“Doesn’t matter, as long as it comes with caffeine. She had a box full of pictures.”

				“Sorry?”

				“Allika, in her sitting room. A big pretty box, up in her closet, not quite hidden, but not out in the open. It was full of pictures of the dead kid, had a lock of his hair, some of his toys, a piece of his blanket.”

				“Jeez.” Peabody’s tender heart ached a little. “Poor woman. It must be awful.”

				“Not one picture of the kid anywhere in the open, but bunches of them in her box. Hers.” Eve moved around the groupings again, stopped by the section taken or copied from Oliver Straffo’s office. “Nothing like that in Straffo’s office or in the bedroom or any of the family areas.”

				Peabody moved over to stand by Eve, tried to see what her lieutenant might be seeing. “I had a second cousin who drowned when he was a kid. His mother got rid of all his things. All of them except this one shirt. She kept it in her sewing basket. I guess you can’t predict how anyone’s going to handle the death of their kid. I’ll bring food and caffeine.”

				She zipped out before Eve could delay her.

				Alone, Eve circled the table, the board. And thought about the dead.

				The boy had been good-looking, fun-looking, she added. Big, goofy grin on his face in most of the pictures that weren’t taken in infancy. Happy, healthy family, she mused, studying the picture she’d copied of one in Allika’s box—the four Straffos grinning at the camera. Kids in the middle, parents flanking them.

				Everyone touching some part of someone else. An attractive unit. Somehow complete.

				She compared it to the one she’d copied from Rayleen’s room. One kid now framed by mom and dad. And yeah, even though Allika grinned into the camera there was a hollowness around her eyes, a hint of strain around her mouth.

				Something missing.

				Did she try to fill that void with social functions, routines, appointments, structure? Medications and men?

				Don’t be sad, Mommy!

				Bright kid, that Rayleen. Smart, perceptive, pissy. Eve couldn’t hold the pissy against her. So Rayleen had looked up her data, her service record, her cases. Easy enough to do, Eve mused, but interesting work for a ten-year-old.

				Nixie, she remembered. Nixie had been another bright, perceptive kid. Courageous kid. One who’d lost a brother, too—and her entire family, her entire world, in one horrible night.

				Nixie’d been full of questions, as Rayleen seemed to be. Maybe they just popped out smarter and more full of curiosity now.

				At their age, Eve had barely started real school. Had she been curious? she wondered. Maybe, maybe, but she hadn’t been one to ask questions. Not then, not for quite a while. For the first eight years of her life asking too many questions meant a fist in the face. Maybe worse.

				Better to stay quiet, watch, figure it out than to ask and end up bloody.

				Something was going on in that house, Eve thought. Something was just a little tilted in that perfect space. She wasn’t afraid to ask questions anymore. But she needed to figure out the right ones to ask.

				

				She ate something that might have once wished to be chicken inside cardboard pretending to be bread. And ran a series of probabilities.

				She was fishing and knew it, following various lines of logic—and one knotted string of pure instinct.

				The computer told her that her instinct was crap, but that didn’t surprise her. Then she ran a hypothetical, omitting certain details, and the computer called her a genius.

				“Yeah, wouldn’t that be a kick in the ass?”

				She sat back. It was, of course, bullshit to run a hypothetical or probability without including known details or evidence. But she’d satisfied her curiosity.

				Intrigued, she copied it all to Mira and asked for an opinion. She sent copies to her home unit, then gathered what she wanted to take home before she headed out to the bull pen and Peabody’s desk.

				“I’m going to work from home.”

				“It’s nearly end of shift.”

				“And your point is?”

				“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

				“I’m swinging by the school on the way. Just want another feel of the place. Tell McNab I want individual D-and-C’s from the Straffos’ dug deep. Any shadow, any smudges, I want to know.”

				“Um, day off tomorrow. Yours, mine, and ours. Valentine’s Day, too.”

				“Jesus. Consider yourself on call, Detective. So be prepared to throw something over whatever embarrassing outfit you’re going to put yourself into for McNab’s perverted delight if and when I tag you.”

				Peabody gave a sober nod. “I have a trench coat reserved for that purpose, sir.”

				Eve considered it. “I’m forced to say: Ick. You don’t head out until you get your report written and copied to my unit here and at home. I want your notes, too. Impressions, opinions.”

				“You’ve got something.”

				“Dunno. Between bouts of physical expression I can’t bear thinking about, take another look at both vic’s student files—grades, discussions, parental meetings, the works.”

				“And I’d be looking for?”

				“Let me know when you find it,” Eve said as she strode out.

				She took the glides down to the main level, cast a couple of wistful glances at the vending machine. She wanted a Pepsi, but didn’t want to interact with the damn machines.

				They hated her.

				Rather than squeeze onto the elevator, she jogged down the steps to the garage, pulling out her ’link as she went.

				She hit Caro first, and Roarke’s ever-efficient admin sent out a warm smile. “Lieutenant, how are you?”

				“Good enough. Can—” She stopped herself from shooting right to the point. How-are-yous required a how-are-you-doing back. She kept forgetting those sort of details. “How’re you doing?”

				“Just fine. I want to thank you for the use of your house in Mexico. Reva and I had a lovely mother and daughter weekend there. It’s just beautiful, and the weather couldn’t have been better. It was a perfect break from the winter for both of us.”

				“Ah.” She didn’t know Roarke had given Caro and her daughter a couple of days in Mexico. “That’s good.” Now she had to ask about Reva, didn’t she? “So, how’s Reva doing?”

				“Really well, thank you. She’s dating again—casually. It’s nice to see her enjoying herself again. I’m sure you’d like to speak to Roarke.”

				Whew, she thought, navigated the chatty session of the program with no casualties. “If he’s tied up, you could just pass him a message whenever.”

				“I’ll check.”

				Just a little worn out by the ’link socializing, Eve got into her vehicle as Caro switched her to blue screen hold. Moments later, it was Roarke’s blue eyes that blazed on screen.

				“Lieutenant.”

				God, he was pretty. “Sorry to interrupt any world domination meeting.”

				“That was this morning. We’re finishing up satellite and planetoid dominations just now.”

				“Okay, then. I’m just heading out, going to swing by the school.”

				“For?”

				“Not sure. I just want another run-through on scene.”

				His smile was easy and still made her insides curl. “Would you like some company?”

				“What about satellite and planetoid domination?”

				“I believe we have that under control. I’ll meet you there.”

				“Good. Great.” In fact, it was perfect. “See you.”

				“Lieutenant?”

				“Damn stupid traffic,” she muttered as she fought her way into it. “What?”

				“I love you.”

				Okay, that was perfect. “I heard that somewhere. There’s a rumor going around I love you, too. God damn maxibus. Gotta go.”

				She stuffed her ’link back in her pocket and enjoyed the armed combat of driving uptown. Once there, she scouted out then fought for a parking spot, another type of warfare, then walked the block and a half to the school.

				He was getting out of a car when she was half a block away. Tall and rangy, long black coat billowing in the wind. As the car cruised off—he’d have arranged that so they could drive home together—he turned. Just as he’d done the very first time. Turned as if he sensed her, knew she was there, and latched those wild blue eyes on her face.

				Just like the first time, the very first time, something inside her leaped.

				It wasn’t her style, it wasn’t her way, but there were times, she thought, you just went with the moment. She strode right up to him, gripped the front of his coat in her fists and took his mouth with hers. Strong and hot and real.

				He drew her in. He always drew her in. So they stood, drenched in the heat of the kiss while the cold blew around them, and New York’s irritable traffic bitched and complained.

				“There she is,” he murmured.

				“Yeah, here I am.” She drew back. “You’ve got a great mouth, ace. I happen to know your hands are pretty damn good, too. Get us in.”

				He lifted his brow. “Are you suggesting I break into the school, Lieutenant?”

				“I’m ordering it, if you’re standing as expert consultant, civilian.”

				“I love when you pull rank. Stirs me up.”

				“A wink and a smile stirs you up, pal. Give it a shot.”

				He strolled up to the door, removing a small palm device from his inside coat pocket. After keying in a code, he aimed it at the security plate, engaged.

				The locks gave up without a whimper of protest.

				“Showoff.”

				“Well, I did have a minute or so to look over the system last night. And in anticipation of orders, programmed a little bypass.” He opened the door, gestured smoothly. “After you.”

				“Security?”

				“Please.”

				She shrugged, stepped in. “Interior security? Log-in scan?”

				He glanced up at the scanner, keyed another code into his palm unit. “There you go. As you could have done the same with your master, I assume you wanted to test how simple it might be to slide into the place without authorization or detection.”

				“Something like that. Say someone didn’t have your sort of education. How much trouble would it be to do what you just did?”

				“More, certainly, as I was top of my class, so to speak. But it’s not a complicated system. Your average going-out-of-business-endlessly sale shop on Fifth would have better.”

				He tapped her side and her sidearm under the coat. “However, the fact that you’re carrying is a bit more problematic. I’ll need a minute to shut down the weapon scan.”

				“Go ahead.” That was just for convenience, she thought. It wasn’t smuggling in a stunner or blaster that concerned her.

				“Scanner wouldn’t detect poison. Why should it?” she mused. “Pressure syringe, same thing. Killer or killers could have walked right in, at any time, with both.”

				“You’re clear.” He stood a moment, scanning the area. “So what are we doing here?”

				“Not sure.”

				“Not, I imagine—unfortunately—to play teacher-keeps-the-naughty-student-after-school.”

				“No,” she agreed. “Empty schools are even creepier than when they’re otherwise.” She slid her hands into her pockets as she walked.

				“The ghosts of students past. Bloody prisons, really.”

				She laughed, gave him a friendly elbow bump. “Yes!”

				“Not that I spent a great deal of time inside places like this. At least not until Summerset took charge of me. He was rather insistent about attendance.”

				“The state-run schools I was stuck in weren’t like this. None of this air of privilege, and the security was a hell of a lot tighter. I hated them.”

				She stopped by an open classroom door. One of the cells—or so it had seemed to her—of the prison. “First few years I just felt scared and stupid, then later it was ‘Okay I get all this. When can I get out?’”

				“And once you did, you jumped right into the police academy.”

				“That was different.”

				“Because it was a choice.” He touched her arm, just a brush of understanding. “And a need.”

				“Yeah. And nobody in the academy gave a shit if you recognized a dangling participle or could write a brilliant essay on the sociopolitical ramifications of the Urban Wars. Then there was geometry. That’s sort of the thing, though.”

				“Geometry’s the thing?”

				“Lines and spaces and crap. Area, radius, blah, blah. It gave me a headache. But I’m thinking geometry. The distance, the angles, the shortest route between two points.” She started up the stairs.

				“First vic’s classroom. That’s the—Shit, what’s the middle of the thing.”

				“Which thing?”

				“The middle of the space.” She lifted her hand, fashioned a space in the air.

				“Well, that would depend, wouldn’t it? If you’re meaning a circle, it might be simply the center. Or, staying with a circle as the space, you may mean the central angle, and that’s the angle whose vertex is at the center.”

				She stopped walking at vertex to stare at him.

				“Then, as every central angle cuts the circle in two arcs, there’d be the minor arc—the smaller, which would be less than one hundred and eighty degrees, and the major, the larger, which is always more.”

				“Jesus.”

				He grinned, shrugged. “I always liked geometry.”

				“Geek.” She scowled down the hallway. “Now I forgot what I was doing.”

				“Or you may be after the tangent,” he said, unconcerned. “The point of tangency would be the point where a line intersects the circle at precisely one point, and one only.”

				“Shut up.”

				“You asked. Of course, your shape might be a triangle, say, and in that case—”

				“I’m going to draw down on you in five flat seconds and stun you senseless.”

				“You know what I liked even more than geometry? Finding the blind spots on the security cams,” he said. “Which, in fact, geometry helped me with. Then snagging some sweet young thing, and—”

				He snagged her, whipped her around, back to the wall, and, grinning, kissed her lavishly.

				His mouth managed just what geometry did. It fuzzed her mind.

				“Work now, tonsil hockey later.”

				“You romantic fool. Now then, I think I understand what you’re trying to figure out, and it’s more to do with intersections and betweenness.”

				She actually had to press her fingers under her eye to still a twitch. “‘Betweenness’ can’t possibly be an actual word.”

				“It is, in fact, in math language. And I think it would be your first victim’s classroom. That’s the point between the others. And also, I’d think, where your lines intersect, in the first theorem.”

				“Let’s just leave the higher math out of it because it’s going to separate my mind from my body, and I’d rather save that for sex. Foster’s classroom.” She gestured. “Which was empty for at least fifty minutes, twice that day—before class and during his fourth period, giving the killer ample opportunity to doctor the go-cup, or simply replace it. I’m going to push on the replacement angle tonight. Maybe get lucky there. It was inscribed with his name. Anyway…”

				She walked over, uncoded the seal, opened the door. “Other classes are in session, including the second vic’s. Here.” She walked over, opened the door on Williams’s classroom. During the second fifty-minute segment when Foster’s classroom was unoccupied, Williams leaves his classroom for about ten minutes. Used the bathroom, he claimed.”

				“Which gives you a segment line, from point to point. Opportunity and motive.”

				“Yeah. Means is yet to be proven. I can’t tie the poison to Williams. How’d he get it, why would he choose it? Meanwhile, there’s some foot traffic. There’s a janitor in the students’ bathroom—male. He’s clean and clear. No record, no motive, excellent work record, married, father of three, and two grandkids who attend this school.”

				“But he’s another intersection.”

				“Yeah, yeah. He sees, and is seen by Mosebly, Hallywell, Williams, and Dawson. Then by Rayleen Straffo and Melodie Branch. Each pass by at some point, with Dawson, um, intersecting again with the two students. On the lower level, Hallywell intersects with two other students.”

				“There’s also your unknown.” Following her equation, Roarke added to the data. “The possibility someone not identified ran a parallel line. A segment that didn’t intersect with another segment, but arrived at your center.”

				“The outsider. Allika or Oliver Straffo, for instance, both of whom could—with forethought and planning—have bypassed the security check, arrived at the center when Foster was out—known information—doctored or replaced, and left. Under six minutes to come in, walk up, go in, do it, walk out. I’ve timed it.”

				She stopped again, turned a circle. Puffed out a breath. “It’s possible it could have been done by one of them without being seen. Low risk, as if they had been seen, their kid goes here. Any handy excuse or reason to be on site would have passed without a blink.”

				“But they weren’t seen.”

				“No, they weren’t. Straffo was in his office off and on that morning, door closed. Did he slip out, get over here, and do it? Possibly—very tight, but possibly. Allika was shopping. Same deal. However, Allika was seen on the day Williams was killed. Signed in, hung around.”

				Again, he followed her reasoning. “If she decided to eliminate teachers, why run the parallel line with one and intersect on the other?”

				“Exactly. I’ve got other reasons for and against, but that one sticks on me. Nobody’d have thought anything about it if she’d come into the school the day Foster was killed. Any excuse would’ve worked.”

				She crossed to Foster’s classroom. Saw him again, lying on the floor in pools of his own waste. “These killings aren’t passionate and impulsive, and they’re pretty damn smart. Smarter for her—Allika—to have come in clean. I don’t like her for it, and she’s too emotional to have pulled this off. Straffo, now, he’s got the control and the focus, but not his wife. And still…”

				“Something bothers you about her.”

				“A few things. But I need to turn it around in my head some before I lay it out. Meanwhile, Foster comes back, goes in, closes his door for his daily lunch/lesson-planning deal. Drinks really bad hot chocolate. If he’d got medical attention in the first few minutes, he might have made it. But the killer’s banking on it going as it did.”

				She stepped in for a moment, and again saw Foster. Alive now, going through his habitual routine. “He sits. Shoots off a cheerful little e-mail to his wife, gets working on the pop quiz he has planned. He drinks, he dies.”

				“Painfully,” Roarke murmured, knowing what she was seeing.

				“Painfully. Then the two kids, sprung from their study session on the main level, come up, see the janitor, speak with Dawson, show their passes, go to the classroom.”

				“Question? Why is it Dawson doesn’t seem to blip on your radar?”

				“No motive, no sense, no buzz. Teacher for twenty-odd years, fifteen right here. No current around him. He’s the…What is it? He’s the tortoise type.”

				“Slow and steady.”

				“Yeah.”

				“Follow-up. You’re veering well away from Principal Mosebly, though you’ve shown she had motive.”

				“Yeah.” Raking her fingers through her hair, Eve walked out of the classroom again. “I could be way off on her, but I can’t see her for it either. Murders on her sanctified ground, under her watch? It’s a nightmare for her, worse than having her sexual indiscretion revealed. She’s hemorrhaging students out of here, getting slammed with unpleasant media. Maybe she did it, maybe she thought she could spin it all and weather the damage. But it doesn’t ring. Still like to fry her for crying rape. Bitch.”

				She frowned. “Where was I?”

				“The two girls go to the classroom.”

				“Right. If they’d come up fifteen minutes earlier, Foster’s got a chance. Instead, he’s gone and they run out screaming. Dawson runs over, sees what’s happened, calls the principal.”

				“A fairly predictable series of events.”

				“It is, isn’t it? Now we’ll take Williams.”

				She led the way downstairs, through the fitness center, into the pool area.

				“Not bad,” Roarke commented.

				“Yeah, a pretty sweet setup for a kid or a teacher. In here, Williams intersects with Mosebly. Allika Straffo is on premises—no intersections reported—then, according to her statement, she went looking for Williams, and—using your terms—ran a parallel line with him and Mosebly, overhearing their argument.”

				From where she stood, Eve could see the exits, entrances into the pool area. Staff. Students.

				“She leaves, Mosebly leaves, more intersections with her and Hallywell, Dawson. Dawson comes in to see Williams, and for the second time in a week finds himself a dead body.”

				“Quite the coincidence.”

				“Yeah, yeah. But he and the nurse, who was also called to both scenes, they’re peripheral. Someone else reached the center of both these circles, undetected.” Eve stared down at the surface of the water. “Both times.”

				“You’re sure it was the same killer?”

				“Yeah. Yeah, I am. Pretty sure I know who the killer is, but I don’t have the why. I have to have the why on this one.”

				“Well now, share.”

				She nearly did, then shook her head. “Not yet, okay? I’d like to see what a geek like you comes up with without prejudicing the, ah, theorem. Want to talk it over with Mira, too. But that’s all gut right now. I’m going to look at the solid first, and track the go-cup angle.”

				“Are we going shopping?”

				“Just going to check a few of the places that sell that make and model, in a ten-block radius.”

				“You said radius. Does that make you a geek?”

				“Smart-ass.”

				He took her hand. “That’s more like it.”

				

				It didn’t blow the investigation open for her. Like the majority of cop work it was routine—repetitious and tedious.

				She spoke to clerks, to managers, to the clueless and the chirpy. The item in question was a popular model, not the cheapest or the priciest. A good value, she was told endlessly. Practical, attractive, and hard-wearing.

				“We had to order in another shipment two weeks before Christmas,” Eve was told by an eager-to-help assistant manager. “Great stocking stuffer or emergency gift, and we had them on sale. Couldn’t keep them on the shelf. We’re still selling them briskly. Valentine’s Day. Free inscription inside a heart, or with heart motif.”

				“Adorable. You’ve got records. I’m interested in one of these models inscribed to ‘Craig.’” She spelled it out.

				“Sure, I’ll look it up. If they went credit or debit, we’d have a record. Cash, we wouldn’t. Most people don’t do cash because once they come in, they end up buying multiple items.”

				“Uh-huh.” Eve glanced around, noticed that Roarke was roaming, browsing, examining. All the things that people who actually liked to shop ended up doing.

				“I’m really sorry.” And the guy actually looked it. “We don’t have a sale of that model—or any other—with an inscription added that says ‘Craig’—any spelling—during the last thirty days.”

				“Go back another thirty.”

				“Oh. Um.” He looked distressed now. “That’ll take me a few minutes, and on the main unit in the back, since I’d have to go back into last year. You’ll have to excuse me.”

				“Done. I’ll wait.” She turned now and saw that Roarke wasn’t just shopping, he was buying. She crossed the store, winding around displays. “What are you doing?”

				“I’m making a purchase.”

				“How? Why?” It must be a kind of sickness, she decided. “You already own six of everything.”

				He only smiled, and took the bag from the clerk. “Thank you. And now,” he said to Eve, “it appears I have more of everything. Any luck?”

				“No. Still checking. It was always going to come down to cash. Killer thinks clearly. Not going to leave a paper trail. It’s easy to breeze into one of these places, buy something, add the fee for inscription, pass some paper money, and walk out. Nobody’s going to remember you.”

				The clerk came back, dripping apology. “I’m so sorry, I couldn’t find what you’re looking for. I can ask around, see if any of the clerks remember.”

				“Yeah, great. Thanks. You can contact me if you find out anything.” She dug out a card, passed it over.

				“That’s one to cross off,” she said when they were outside. “Had to be done, though.”

				“Here.” He took out a pair of gloves from the shopping bag. “To replace the ones you’ve lost since Christmas.”

				“I haven’t lost them.” Why was she always losing them? “They’re just somewhere else.”

				“Of course. These can go on your hands. And these”—he tapped the bag—“will go in your vehicle to replace the ones on your hands once you lose those.”

				“And when I lose those?”

				“Back to square one. Now, should we go out to dinner, or go back to work?”

				“We could eat dinner while we work.”

				“How strangely that sort of thing suits us.” He draped an arm around her shoulders. “I’ll drive.”

				

				Since she’d picked the place for takeout, she let him pick the meal. She should’ve known it would be fish. Maybe it came from being born on an island, though she knew it was more likely he picked it because it was good for her.

				Still, it was tasty, as was the bed of spicy rice that almost disguised the vegetables mixed in it. Besides, it washed down just fine with a crisp glass of white.

				She told him about the search at the Straffos’ penthouse. This was what she wanted from him now, impressions, comments, insights. Telling him what she knew, what she’d seen, heard, observed. And for now, leaving out the seed of certainty planted dead center of her gut.

				“Sad,” he said.

				“What is?”

				“Who. Straffo’s wife. That’s how she strikes me. Keeping everyone’s records and schedules with her own—needs to know, doesn’t she, where everyone is, what they’re doing. Wouldn’t want to have her own schedule, interests, impulses conflict with theirs. Then there’s her memorial box.”

				“Memorial. I thought memory.”

				“It’s both, isn’t it? To keep his memory fresh for her, and to memorialize him. For herself. Just for her. That’s sad. It must be a terrible thing for a mother. Then you said she hid some of her meds. Doesn’t want her husband to know she’s taking them. Doesn’t want to—what, upset, disappoint, worry him? So she keeps her little secrets.”

				“Yeah, she does,” Eve agreed. “She’s got secrets.”

				“And you think they apply to these murders? How?”

				“Keeping the status quo is vital to her.” Because visuals helped, Eve brought Allika’s photo ID onto the wall screen. “She broke it off with Williams. Betrayed her husband, sure.” Split-screened Allika’s image with Oliver Straffo’s. “But in addition she rocked her own boat. That spooked her. She needs those waters calm again. Still, I don’t think they ever are. Not inside her anyway. It’s pretense. So she needs her chemical boosts.”

				“I don’t see how that connects to your investigation.”

				“Everything connects. She loses a kid.” Now, Eve added a third image, the innocent and doomed little boy.

				“He’s charming, isn’t he?” Roarke commented.

				“Yeah. He’s got a look. So does Allika. Hers is like before and after, and that’s how it strikes me in that house. You can see it in the pictures. In their eyes. They’re wounded, walking wounded, but they get through it. His way, her way. Now she stumbles, has this affair. He knows it, or close enough. I think he knew she ended it, and he doesn’t confront her. Keep up the pretense, the status quo. Already lost a kid, can’t put themselves or their surviving child through a divorce.”

				She added Rayleen’s photo so the screen held four images. “Now there are two murders, slapped back to back and right in their faces. She’s shaking and scared. He’s closed up and angry.”

				“And the girl?”

				Eve looked at the screen. “She’s fascinated.”

				“Ah. Children can be cold-blooded. Death’s other for them. They’re so far from it. Innocent enough to believe it can’t touch them, so it’s compelling.”

				“Is it innocence?”

				“It’s childhood, I suppose.” He topped off her wine, then his own. “So very different from yours or mine.”

				“Yeah. Different by a long shot. Roarke?”

				“Hmm.”

				She started to speak, then changed her mind. “I wonder if either of us can really be objective about a family unit like that.” She gestured toward the screen. “But I know there are answers in that house. I’m going to find them. Each one of them, each segment of that square that became a triangle. Mother, father, daughter.” She drew a triangle in the air. “Each knows something. Something that connects them and keeps them separate at the same time. I’m going to have to take each segment separately to figure it out.”
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				AFTER DINNER, EVE BEGAN TO SEARCH AND CROSS-reference every name in the address books she’d taken during the search of the Straffo penthouse. While it ran, she started a chart of schedules.

				Intersections, she thought again. Parallel lines. But a triangle here, not a circle.

				Idly, she doodled a triangle on a pad, drew a horizontal line through its center. “What would you call this?”

				Roarke glanced over her shoulder. “What you have there is a midpoint proportionality, a segment whose endpoints are the midpoints of two sides of a triangle. A segment that is parallel to the third side—its length half the length of that third side.”

				“Jeez, über-geek. I see a kind of box inside a triangle. A connect from another source.”

				“That as well.”

				“Huh.” While he wandered off to the kitchen, she rose and updated her murder board. Her computer signaled the assigned task was completed before she was finished.

				“Display results.” She started to turn just as Roarke came out of the kitchen with a tray. “We already ate.”

				“We did indeed.” He crossed, set the tray on the table, then took off a small plate. And turning, offered it. “And this is a homemade fudge brownie.”

				Her heart, she was embarrassed to realize, just melted. “Man, you never miss a trick.”

				“You can thank Summerset later.”

				“Uh-uh.”

				“I asked if he’d bake a batch. So you can thank me as well.” Roarke held the plate just out of reach, tapped his lips with the index finger of his free hand.

				She rolled her eyes, but it was only for form. Then leaned in, pecked a kiss on his lips, and snatched the brownie. “Damn me if I’m kissing those bird lips of Summerset.” She bit in, then just groaned. “Oh, God, this is really…Are there more?”

				“Maybe.”

				“I’d better space it out. I think this is the chocolate equivalent of Zeus.” On another bite she turned to read the data. “Son of a bitch! I fucking knew I was right.”

				“About…” He scanned the data. “One Harmon, Quella, female, age fifty-eight of Taos, New Mexico. Two marriages, two divorces, no offspring. Occupation, artist.”

				“What kind of artist?”

				Cocking his head, he continued to read the data. “Specializes in fashion and jewelry, stone and leatherwork. Leatherwork. Ah.”

				“Ah, my ass. Bull’s-fucking-eye. If that’s not the ricin source, I will kiss the hideous lips of Summerset. The castor beans, they still grow wild in arid areas. I bet New Mexico has some arid areas. And I bet a leather artist living out there uses the oil in leather preparation.”

				“Certainly that may be, and how does Quella Harmon connect—or are we still using ‘intersect’—with your victims?”

				“By being the maternal aunt of Allika Straffo. Means,” Eve stated. “Closing right in on means. Computer, search date books on each Straffo individual in evidence for any travel to New Mexico over the past six months. No, amend. A full year. And/or any mention during that time period in same of Harmon, Quella, to New York.”

				
					Acknowledged. Working…

				

				“You think Straffo took a sample of ricin from this woman, with or without her knowledge, carried it back to New York, then used it to poison Foster.”

				“I damn well do.”

				“All right, means I’ll give you, Eve, but you’ve lost motive again, haven’t you? Unless the computer reports that there was contact with this Harmon in the last couple of months, it would have been prior to Allika’s affair with Williams, prior to Foster having knowledge of it.”

				“Uh-huh. Parallel lines.”

				
					Task complete. Straffo, Oliver, Allika, and Rayleen traveled by commercial shuttle from New York to Taos, New Mexico, on November twenty-six. Returned to New York by commercial shuttle on November thirty…

				

				“That’s before Allika took up with Williams, according to their statements. Isn’t it?”

				“Yeah.” But Eve was smiling grimly.

				“Then unless Straffo is a sensitive with psychic tendencies, why would he transport a poisonous substance on a commercial carrier before his wife strayed?”

				“Maybe it wasn’t a poisonous substance at that time, maybe it was just a bag of beans. But it’s all about planning and possibilities. Opportunities. Curiosity.”

				As she spoke, she walked back, circling the board again. Then she continued to pin photos, lists, notes, data. “Computer, print out displayed data. Hard copy.”

				
					Acknowledged…

				

				And now Roarke circled, studied, scanned while she went to retrieve the printout.

				He could see she was building something. It was the way she’d arranged the pieces on the board, how she continued to arrange them. Into some sort of pattern she, obviously, saw in her head. Or felt in her gut.

				Her mind, he knew, was labyrinthine and linear, fluid, flexible, and stubbornly rigid. He could and did admire it without ever fully understanding its workings. Her gut, he believed absolutely, was close to infallible.

				He stepped back and let his own mind clear, refocus, in an attempt to see what she was moving toward.

				When he did, his shock was instant. His denial automatic. “You can’t be serious.”

				“You see it?”

				“I see what you’re stitching together, what pattern you’ve made out of it. But I can’t put my head around why you’d aim in that direction.”

				“What? You don’t think a ten-year-old girl can be a stone-cold killer?”

				She said it casually as she pinned Harmon’s photo and data to the side of the triangle she’d made out of the Straffos. “I murdered at eight,” she reminded him.

				“Not murder, not close to it. You saved your own life, and destroyed a monster. You’re talking about a child deliberately and coldly planning and carrying out the murder of two adults.”

				“Maybe more than that.” Eve reached into her file, took out the ID photo of Trevor Straffo she’d already printed. And pinned it in the center of the triangle.

				“Christ Jesus, Eve.”

				“Maybe he fell down the steps. Maybe he did. Maybe he had help. Maybe it was a tragic accident, which involved his sister.”

				Her gaze was pinned now, to Rayleen Straffo’s violet eyes. “Excited, running, a couple of kids, one trips over the other, over his own feet. Whatever. But you know what?”

				She turned, and those flat cop’s eyes met Roarke’s now. “I don’t think so. I think she pushed him. I think she got him up when her parents were sleeping, lured him out of bed. Don’t make any noise. Santa’s downstairs! Let’s peek.”

				“Well, my God,” Roarke muttered.

				“Then, when he gets to the steps, a good hard shove. No more little brother edging in on your territory. Squeezing into the center of your circle.”

				“How can you think this? She’d have been all but a baby herself when that happened.”

				“Seven. She’d have been seven. She’d had all the spotlight for five of those years, and now she has to share it. Maybe it’s a novelty at first, let’s play with the baby. But it got old, and they’re not paying nearly enough attention to Rayleen. Princess Rayleen. Just have to fix that, won’t we?”

				“What you’re saying, it’s obscene.”

				“Murder always is. The mother knows,” Eve said quietly. “She knows. She’s terrified and she’s sick and she tries different ways to escape the horror of it. But she can’t.”

				“You’re so sure of it.”

				“I saw it in her. I know it. But knowing it and proving it, especially something like this, are way different.”

				He had to struggle to overcome an innate and instinctive denial. “All right, even considering you may be right about the boy, why Foster? Why Williams? Because of her mother’s affair?”

				“I don’t think she’d give a flat shit about her mother’s affair. Sex isn’t on her radar, not really. And it doesn’t really apply to her directly. I don’t know why, that’s the bitch of it. I’ve got Peabody searching through Foster’s student records to start. Maybe he caught her cheating, or stealing.”

				Didn’t fit, she thought, annoyed with herself. Didn’t really jibe. “There were a few illegals in student lockers. Maybe she’s selling or using. If she was threatened by him in some way, or felt he could or would do something to screw up her perfect world, she could kill him to prevent it.”

				She began to pace. “I need Mira’s take. For me, this kid fits the profile down the line. But I need Mira to back that up. I need that, and I need to catch Allika alone tomorrow. Wear her down, break through the protective shield. I need more than what I’ve got because unless I’m completely crazy, this kid’s killed three people in her first decade. And she hasn’t even come close to hitting her stride.”

				“How would she know what ricin is, much less how to use it?”

				“Kid’s smart. Smart enough to listen, observe, and check the web.”

				“And the paralytic used on Williams. How’d she get her hands on it?”

				“She volunteers, some organization called From the Kids. You know what they do?” She tapped the copy of Rayleen’s busy schedule. “They visit pediatric wards, geriatric wards, spend time with the sick and infirm to brighten their day. I bet she could get whatever the hell she wanted. Who’s going to look at some sweet, socially conscious little girl? I need to find her diary.”

				“You’re sure she has one?”

				“That was a little mistake she made right off, mentioning her diary to me when she was pulling the spotlight on herself. Cued in to that from the get,” Eve told him. “All those I’s. I saw, I found, I think, I know. But I didn’t see, not clearly enough.”

				Her mouth firmed. “Well, neither did she. How could she know I’d go poking around in her personal space? It’ll be in her diary—all of it. Who can pat her on the back but herself? The only way to do that is to write it down. She got it out of the house before we searched it.”

				She circled the board again, picking out details, separating them, mixing them together again. “Plenty of time to get it out of the house while her daddy flexed his lawyer muscles. Hell, maybe she destroyed it. She’s smart enough to have done that, cover herself. Maybe I just have to prove, for now, that she had a diary.”

				“You’re cool about this,” Roarke commented.

				“I have to be. I let it slip by, again and again. I didn’t want to look there. Jesus, who would? I didn’t want to look at that kid with her pretty curls and see a murderer. But I did. I do. If I’m going to get justice for the dead, I have to have every detail and tie them up with a bow. Nobody’s going to want to hang multiple premeditated murders on a sweet-faced school girl.”

				“If you’re right…what if there are more?”

				Letting out a breath, Eve switched displays on screen manually, brought up Rayleen’s ID photo. “Yeah, that’s gone through my head, and stuck in my gut. What if there are more? Sick kids, sick elderly. Did she put one down? She’s got activities scheduled all over hell and back. How many people does she intersect with every day, every week, month, and so on? Was there another accident, another death, another unsolved murder? Going to find out eventually.”

				“She must be very, very sick.”

				“I don’t know what she is, but I know I’m going to do everything I know how to do so she pays for what she’s done.” She saw his face, felt her muscles tighten. “You think I should feel sorry for her?”

				“I can’t say, that’s God’s truth. I’m not sure what to think, but the fact is you believe, and you’ve crafted a very convincing argument that this child has committed cold-blooded murder.”

				He stepped up to her triangle again, her family gallery. “Let me argue back. Have you considered that one or both of her parents killed, that somehow she knows. That this is what you sense in her.”

				“We’ll keep it on the table.”

				“Eve.” He turned to her, his intense eyes in contrast to his gentle hand as he touched her hair. “I need to ask. Is there something in you that wants it to be her?”

				“No. No. There’s something in me that doesn’t want it to be her. So I let it slip by, I didn’t look close enough. Then today, standing with her in that perfect little girl’s room, I couldn’t not look. I couldn’t not see. I’m not going to feel sorry for her, Roarke. But I can feel sick about it.”

				“All right, then.” He rested his brow on hers. “All right. What can I do?”

				“Can you think like a homicidal ten-year-old girl?”

				“It’s not in my usual repertoire, but I can give it a try.”

				“If you kept a diary, and didn’t destroy it, and were smart enough to know you had to get it out of the house, where would you put it?”

				She turned away, paced around the board once more. “She’s got dance class, probably has a locker of some kind there, or she could have a hidey-hole at one of the wards she visits. The school’s too risky, she wouldn’t be that careless. Maybe—”

				“Who’s her closest mate?”

				“Her what? I figure her for a killer, but I don’t think she’s already having sex.”

				“Friend, Eve. Her best friend.”

				“Oh.” Eve narrowed her eyes. “I’d vote for Melodie Branch. That’s the kid who was with her when they found Foster. She has regularly scheduled socialization dates with her. That’s a strong maybe. I’m going to tag Peabody for some OT. We’ll pay a visit to Melodie tomorrow, and to Allika. I need to talk to Mira.”

				“Eve, it’s nearly eleven at night.”

				“So? Shit,” she muttered when he only sent her a mild stare. “Okay, I’ll save that for the morning. Better, probably. It’ll give me time to write this all up, set it up, lay it out. I’m going to need a lot of muscle—mine, hers, Whitney’s—to pull the kid in for a formal interview.”

				She went back to her desk, sat, and prepared to get started. “So…I figure I should ask so it’s not hanging anywhere. Did Magdelana contact you after she tried your ’link before?”

				“No.”

				“Have you thought about how you’re going to handle it—her—whatever, when she does?”

				“If and when, I’ll take care of it. She won’t cause us more trouble, Eve. My word on that.”

				“Good. Well, this is going to take me a few hours.”

				“I’ve some work I can catch up on.”

				“Are we still on for that date tomorrow? Schmaltzy hearts and flowers followed by crazed sex?”

				“I believe I have it as ‘inventive sex’ on my schedule. I’ll just amend that to ‘crazed.’”

				“Why can’t it be both?”

				He beamed those blue eyes at her. “There’s my Valentine.”

				

				She expected the nightmare, and still wasn’t prepared for it. She wasn’t prepared to see herself as she’d once been—small and thin—standing in Rayleen’s pink-and-white room.

				She didn’t like the dolls, she didn’t like the way they stared and stared like dead people, but still seemed to watch her. But it was so warm, and the air smelled so nice.

				The bed looked like something out of the fairy tale she’d once watched on screen when no one was around to stop her. A princess bed. Nothing bad would ever happen in a bed like that.

				No one would come in, in the dark, lie on top of her, hurt her, hurt her. Not in that beautiful, beautiful bed.

				She walked to it, but was afraid to touch. She reached out, then jerked her hand back. He’d probably beat her if she touched it. Probably pound his fists on her if she touched something so beautiful.

				“Go ahead. You can touch it. You can even lie down on it.”

				She whirled around. It wasn’t him. It was a little girl, like her. But not like her. Her hair was shiny, her face was pretty and soft-looking. There were no bruises on it. She smiled.

				“This is my room.”

				“You’re the princess,” Eve murmured.

				The little girl’s smile widened. “That’s right. I’m the princess. Everything here is mine. If I say you can touch something, you can. If I don’t, and you do, I can have you thrown in the dungeon. Where it’s dark all the time.”

				Eve whipped her hands behind her back. “I didn’t touch anything.”

				“You have to ask first, then I’ll give my permission. Or I won’t.” The pretty little girl walked over to a table where a pink and white tea set was laid out. “I think we should have some hot chocolate. I have my servants make it whenever I want it. Do you like hot chocolate?”

				“I don’t know. I’ve never had any. Is it good?”

				Rayleen poured it from pot to cup. “It’s a killer.” Then she laughed, and laughed. “You have to drink it if I say you do. You’re in my room, and I’m the princess. I say it’s time for you to drink your hot chocolate.”

				Obediently—she’d learned to be obedient—Eve stepped over and picked up one of the pink cups. She sipped. “It’s…it’s so good. I never had anything like it.” She drank it fast, greedily, then held out the cup. “Could I have more?”

				“All right.” Rayleen’s smile was sharp now, like her eyes. In the look Eve saw something that made her stomach fist. And when Rayleen poured from pot to cup, what streamed out was red, red blood.

				Biting back a scream, Eve dropped the cup. The red spread and pooled on the white carpet.

				“Now look what you’ve done! You’ll have to pay for that.” Setting down the pot, Rayleen clapped her hands twice.

				And he came in, smiling that sharp smile, looking with those sharp eyes.

				“No. Please. I didn’t mean it. I’ll clean it up. Please, don’t. Please.”

				“I’ve been looking for you, little girl,” her father said.

				He struck her first, one quick, hard blow that sent her sprawling to the floor. Then he fell on her.

				She fought, she begged, she screamed when the bone in her arm snapped like a pencil. While Rayleen stood, idly sipping from her cup.

				“Only one way to stop it,” Rayleen said as he began to push and shove himself inside Eve, to tear her. “Killing takes care of everything. So kill him. Kill him. Kill him.”

				Rayleen chanted it, her voice rising with excitement.

				“Kill him!”

				Finding the knife in her hand, Eve did.

				

				Ssh, ssh. Stop now, Eve. Just a dream. Nothing but a dream. You need to wake up for me. Come back to me now. I have you.”

				“It was blood. Pink and white and red. All the blood.”

				“It’s done now. You’re awake now, with me now.” They tore at him, these nightmares, even as they tore at her. He held her, and rocked her, pressing his lips to her hair, her temples, even when she’d stopped shaking.

				When she turned her face against his throat, he felt the tears.

				“I’m sorry.”

				“No, baby. Don’t.”

				“Am I projecting, Roarke? Is that all it is? Do I look at that kid and see all I never had, never felt, never knew? Is it some sort of jealousy? Is it all just some sort of twisted envy? With Magdelana, too?”

				Now he drew her back, ordered the lights on at ten percent so she could see his face, see his eyes. “It’s not, no. It could never be. You don’t have it in you for that. If I planted that there with Magdelana, the flaw was mine. You look straight, darling Eve. You see what is, even when you’d rather not. And you look at things others turn from.”

				“They’d have locked me away for what I did to him.”

				“You’re wrong. And if they had, even for an hour, for the smallest part of an hour, even God would have had no pity on them for it.” He stroked the tears away with his thumbs. “The cop in you knows that perfectly well.”

				“Maybe. Yes. Most of the time.” Sighing, she let her head rest on his shoulder. “Thanks.”

				“Part of the service. Can you sleep now?”

				“Yeah.”

				He lay down with her, kept his arms wrapped around her, and dimmed the lights again.

				

				It left her draggy in the morning, as nightmares often did. But she put it away. By eight she was dressed, fueled, and ready to deal with what needed to be done.

				“How are you going to approach this?” Roarke asked her.

				“I expect both Mira and Whitney to contact me after they’ve read the report I sent them last night. Meanwhile, I’m hitting the best pal first. If I get lucky, there’s a diary and best pal has it for safekeeping.”

				She sat on the arm of the sofa in the bedroom sitting area and drank her second cup of coffee. “Then I try for Allika. Straffo has a golf date this morning—nine-thirty tee time, then lunch at his club. The kid has a nine-o’clock deal at something called Brain Teasers, followed by a museum trip. Allika’s supposed to meet the kid and au pair at one, take over as the au pair has the rest of the day off. There’s lunch at a place called Zoology, followed by mother-daughter salon treatments this afternoon.”

				“Full day.”

				“Yeah, they fill ’em. I’m banking on catching Allika alone at the penthouse this morning. Depending on the results, I’ll either pick up the kid or have a sit-down with Mira and/or Whitney first. Interviewing the kid’s the tough part. Her father’s going to block me, Child Protection’s going to weigh in. I need more than theory and more than circumstantial to break it down.”

				“Full day for you, too.”

				“I can still manage sex and dinner.”

				He laughed. “I like the order of this evening’s menu. Here, have this first.”

				He walked to his closet, brought back a box wrapped in Valentine red, topped with a white silk bow.

				“Oh, man.”

				“I know, yes. A gift.” His lips twitched in amusement. “So annoying. Open it anyway.”

				She lifted the lid, found another box inside of dull gold. Nestled in it on red velvet was a long, slim bottle.

				She’d expected jewelry, it was his habit to buy her glitters. And she supposed he had as—knowing him—the stones encrusted on the bottle wouldn’t be glass. Who would buy a bottle decorated with diamonds and rubies except Roarke?

				She lifted it, studied the pale gold liquid inside. “Magic potion?”

				“It may be. Scent. Yours. Made it for you—your skin, your style, your preferences. Here.” He took it, lifted the ruby stopper, then dabbed some on her wrist himself. “See what you think.”

				She sniffed, frowned, sniffed again. It was subtle, and it wasn’t frilly. Wasn’t what she thought of as flower juice or come-nail-me-against-the-nearest-wall musk.

				“And?”

				“It’s nice. More—I guess, it’s one more thing that proves you know me.” To please him, she stroked a little on her throat. “You know the bottle’s over the top, right?”

				“Naturally. The diamonds are from the Forty-seventh Street heist.”

				“Yeah?” The idea of it amused and delighted her. “That’s fairly frosty.” She took the bottle to her dresser, high enough that Galahad couldn’t leap with the pudge he carried. Then she came back and offered her neck for a sniff. “And?”

				“Perfectly you.” He tugged on her hair to lower her face for a kiss. “My one and only Valentine.”

				“Save that sloppy talk for later. I have to get moving. Peabody will be here any minute, or risk having her ass kicked.”

				“Should we say dinner at eight, unless work intervenes?”

				“Eight. I’ll try to make sure to wrap up whatever I can wrap up by seven-thirty.”

				

				Though she’d read Eve’s report as ordered before she arrived, Peabody was still resistant to the idea of, as she put it, a kiddie killer.

				“Okay, I know, at some of the rougher schools, teachers and other students have been threatened or attacked. Stickers, fists, hell, kitchen utensils. But those are hard-line situations and most often involve hard-line kids.”

				“So because this one wears a nice uniform and lives in a penthouse, she’s immune.”

				“No, but it’s a different foundation. And we’re talking about revenge crimes, impulse violence or innate violent tendencies. In this case, they’re premeditated and coolly executed without any clear-cut motive.”

				“Motive will come.”

				“Dallas, I went through Foster’s records. I went through Williams’s records. There were a handful of disciplinary actions and/or parental conferences due to behavior, slipping grades, chronic lateness on assignments and that sort of thing. But not one of them involved Rayleen Straffo. Her grades are stellar, her deportment evaluations the same. She’s top of the class.”

				“Maybe she doctored them.”

				“Man, you’ve got it in for her.” Immediately, Peabody winced. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I just can’t get there with you. I just don’t see it. I sure don’t feel it.”

				“Let’s follow through on these interviews today. Maybe one of us will change her mind.”

				The in-dash ’link signaled as Eve pulled to the curb in front of the building where Melodie Branch lived.

				“Dallas.”

				“Eve, I’ve read your report.” Mira’s face was knitted with concern. “We need to discuss this. At length.”

				“Figured that. This isn’t a good time. I’m about to do a follow-up with a wit.”

				“Not Rayleen Straffo.”

				“Not at this time, no. I can meet with you, and with the commander—as I’m sure he’ll feel this requires a discussion as well—this afternoon.”

				“All right. I’ll contact the commander now and set it up. I’d prefer you didn’t speak with Rayleen Straffo until we’ve had this discussion.”

				“She’s pretty booked up today anyway. It can wait. From what I’m hearing, you’re not on board with me on this.”

				“We’ll discuss it this afternoon. I do have some concerns, yes. Tread carefully here, Eve.”

				“I’ll do my best.” Eve clicked off. “Sounds like Mira’s on your side of the line with this one.”

				“It’s not sides, Dallas.”

				“No. You’re right.”

				But it felt like sides, Eve thought, as she got out of the car and started into the building with the full intention of intimidating a young girl into betraying her best friend.
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				ANGELA MILES-BRANCH OPENED THE DOOR HER- self. She was dressed uptown casual in tweed pants and a cream angora turtleneck. On her feet were soft, low-heeled leather boots in the same tone as the sweater.

				She led them both into a stylishly streamlined living room. “I assume this is about the situation at Sarah Child. Melodie’s in her room, currently not speaking to me.”

				“Oh?” was all Eve said.

				“I’ve taken her out of the academy. I’m not sending my daughter to a school where there have been two murders. She’s upset that I won’t factor in her side of things, as in, her best friends in the entire universe go there, she doesn’t want to go to another school where she doesn’t know anyone and where they have to wear uniforms that are minus-zero, and so on.”

				Like a woman suffering battle fatigue, Angela dropped into a chair. “We’re head-to-head on this issue, and since I’m in charge of her life for the next several years, I win. Still.” She sighed, pushed at her bright hair. “It’s awful to be ten and think your entire world just broke to pieces on you. I’m giving her the time and space to sulk and be mad at me.”

				“It sounds like you’re doing exactly what you feel is best for your kid,” Peabody commented. “Kids don’t always get it. That’s why they’re not in charge.”

				“Thanks for that. I’m not the only parent who’s taken this step, or is seriously considering taking it. Melodie doesn’t get that either. So, I’m hoping that at least a couple of the kids she knows and likes end up at West Side Academy, where I enrolled her yesterday. Meanwhile…” She trailed off, let her hands lift and fall.

				“Has Melodie had contact with any of her friends from Sarah Child?” Eve asked.

				“Yes, of course. We’re all trying to keep things as normal as we can. It isn’t easy.”

				“How about Rayleen Straffo?”

				“Her in particular. They’re tight, and tighter yet since they had that awful experience together. We had Rayleen over Thursday, that’s a usual date for them. Allika and I felt it would be good for them to see each other as they normally do. Then Melodie had dinner over at the Straffo’s last night.”

				“Two days in a row? Is that usual?”

				“It’s not a usual situation. Frankly, I was relieved to have Melodie out of my hair for a few hours after we clashed about her starting a new school on Monday.”

				“We’d like to talk with her.”

				“Lieutenant, I know you have a job to do, and believe me, I want you to do it. I just don’t want Melodie upset again. I don’t want her to have to go through the details of what happened to Craig Foster again. She has nightmares.”

				“We’ll try to stay away from that. It’s another avenue we need to explore.”

				“All right. But in her current mood you may not get anything but the silent treatment, too. I’ll get her.”

				Angela rose and walked out of the room. Eve could hear muted voices—the impatience in the mother’s, the sulky defiance in the child’s.

				Shortly, a grim-faced little girl was marched into the living area by her equally grim-faced parent. “Melodie, sit. And if you’re as impolite to Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody as you have been to me, you can expect to be on house arrest for the next two weeks.”

				Melodie shrugged, a pissy little gesture, and kept her gaze on the floor as she plopped into a chair.

				“It’s not my fault Mr. Foster and Mr. Williams are dead. But I get punished.”

				“I’m not going to start this round again,” Angela said wearily.

				Eve decided to do a straight push. “Melodie, I need Rayleen’s diary.”

				The girl’s chin jerked up, quick shock, then just as quickly lowered. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

				“Sure you do. Rayleen gave you her diary. I need to have it.”

				“I don’t have Rayleen’s diary.”

				“But she has a diary.”

				“She…I don’t know. Diaries are private.”

				“Do you have one?”

				“Yes, ma’am. It’s private.” And she looked imploringly at her mother.

				“Yes, it is.” Angela sat on the arm of Melodie’s chair, laid a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. Whatever their battle lines, Eve noted, this was a united front. “Melodie knows she can write whatever she needs or wants to write in her diary, and no one will read it. I don’t understand what this is about.”

				“Privacy’s important,” Eve agreed. “So’s friendship. I guess a lot of friends don’t mind sharing what’s in their diary. Did you read Rayleen’s?”

				“No, she wouldn’t…Um. Maybe she doesn’t have one.”

				Eve took the logical leap. “She gave it to you Thursday, when she came over. What did she tell you to do with it?”

				“She just came over to play, that’s all. And to hang. We can’t go to school because Mr. Williams drowned in the pool.” Tears began to swim in Melodie’s eyes. “And everything’s totally base, and now Ray and I won’t even go to the same school anymore. She’s my best friend. Best friends stick together.”

				“Melodie, do you know what a warrant is? I can get one,” Eve continued as Melodie just hunched up. “It’ll give me permission to search your room. I don’t want to do that.”

				“Lieutenant,” Angela said, shocked. “My God, what is this?”

				“I need to see the diary, Melodie. I’ll search your room if I have to.”

				“You won’t find it. You won’t! Because Ray—” She broke off, gripped her mother’s hand. “I promised. I promised. Mom. You’re not supposed to break a promise.”

				“No, you’re not. It’s all right, baby.” She gathered Melodie up. “Is Rayleen in trouble?” she asked Eve.

				“I’ll know more when I have the diary. This is in Melodie’s best interest.”

				“Wait. Just wait.” Angela closed her eyes a moment, the struggle on her face obvious. Then she tipped Melodie’s face up to hers and spoke quietly. “Sweetie, you have to tell the police the truth. That’s important.”

				“I promised!”

				“The truth is as important as a promise. Tell me, sweetie, do you have Rayleen’s diary?”

				“I don’t! I don’t! I took it back to her last night. I only had it for a little while, and I didn’t read it. It’s locked up, but I wouldn’t have read it even if it wasn’t. I swore an oath.”

				“Okay, baby, that’s okay. She doesn’t have it,” Angela said to Eve. “I won’t insist you get a warrant if you feel compelled to look for it. But I’m telling you, if she says she doesn’t have it, she doesn’t have it.”

				“That won’t be necessary. Melodie, what did Rayleen tell you when she gave you the diary?”

				“She said the police were going to come and go through all her things.”

				“Oh, my God,” Angela murmured. “You searched the Straffos’ apartment? I didn’t know. I let Melodie go over there. I—”

				“Nothing happened to Melodie, and nothing will,” Eve interrupted. “Go on, Melodie.”

				“She just asked me to keep it, not to tell about what was going on, not to tell anyone that she gave it to me. It’s private, it’s a diary. It wouldn’t be right for strangers to read her private thoughts. She could trust me because we’re best friends. And I took it back to her last night, just like she asked. Now she’ll be mad at me because I told.”

				“No, she won’t.” Angela said it absently, staring at Eve’s face. “It’s going to be all right, don’t worry.” She rose, standing Melodie on her feet. “I’m proud that you told the truth, because that was the right thing to do, and the hard thing to do. You go on, get yourself a cherry fizzy. I’ll be right there.”

				“I’m sorry I’ve been mean to you.”

				“I’m sorry, too, sweetie. Go get us both a big fizzy.”

				Sniffling, Melodie nodded, and left the room, dragging her heels.

				“I don’t know why you’d need a child’s diary. I don’t understand how that could possibly pertain to your investigation.”

				“It’s an element that requires attention.”

				“You’re not going to tell me what I need or want to know about this, and my daughter needs my attention. But I want you to tell me if I should keep Melodie away from the Straffos. I want you to tell me if her being with Rayleen and the family is dangerous to her.”

				“I don’t believe she’s in any danger, but you may feel more comfortable, for the time being, restricting that contact.” Better, all around, Eve thought, and made sure Angela understood it. “It’s important that neither you nor Melodie speak of this conversation or the diary to the Straffos, or to anyone else.”

				“I think Melodie and I are going away for the rest of the weekend, maybe take a long weekend trip.” Angela let out an unsteady breath. “She can start school on Tuesday.”

				“That sounds like a nice idea,” Eve said. “I’m no authority on kids, Ms. Miles-Branch, but my impression is you’ve got a good one there.”

				“I’ve got a very good one there. Thank you.”

				

				Eve gave Peabody a chance to speak as they rode down from the Miles-Branch apartment. When she remained silent, Eve waited until they were in the car.

				“Thoughts? Comments? Questions?”

				“I guess I’m compiling them.” Peabody puffed out her cheeks. “I have to say, on the surface, it seems pretty innocent, and fairly typical, for a kid to hide her diary, or ask a trusted friend to hold it for her if she’s afraid somebody—an adult, an authority figure—is going to put eyes on it. Girls, especially girls, are hypersensitive about that kind of thing.”

				“And under the surface?”

				“Which is where you’re looking, and I get that. From that point of view, the fact that there is a diary, that Rayleen went to some trouble to get it out of the house before we searched, adds a certain weight to your theory.”

				And Eve heard the doubt. “But from where you’re sitting, it’s still typical girl stuff.”

				“It’s pretty hard for me to see it differently. Sorry, Dallas, she is a girl.”

				“What if she were sixteen, or twenty-six?”

				“Dallas, you know there’s a world of difference.”

				“That’s what I’m trying to decide,” Eve said, and swung toward the curb in front of the Straffos’ building.

				

				It was Allika who opened the door. She looked pinched and heavy-eyed, like someone who’d slept poorly several nights running. She wasn’t yet dressed for the day, and wore a long gray robe.

				“Please,” she said, “can’t you leave us alone?”

				“We need to speak with you, Mrs. Straffo. We’d prefer to do it inside, where it’s private and you can be comfortable.”

				“Why do the police feel being interrogated in your own home is comfortable?”

				“I said speak with you, not interrogate you. Is there a reason you’re hesitant to hold a conversation with us?”

				Allika closed her eyes a moment. “I’ll need to contact my husband.”

				“Do you feel you need a lawyer?”

				“He’s not just a lawyer.” She snapped it, then pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. “I have a headache. I’m trying to rest before I need to pick up my daughter.”

				“I’m sorry to disturb you, but we have questions that require answers.” Eve took aim and pushed the weak spot. “If you feel the need to contact your husband, why don’t you suggest he meet the three of us down at Central? We’ll make this formal.”

				“That sounds almost threatening.”

				“The three of us here, the four of us there. Take it any way you like.”

				“Oh, come in then. Get it over with. You police have a way of making victims feel like criminals.”

				She stalked into the living area and, in a gesture very similar to the sulky Melodie’s, dropped into a chair. “What do you want?”

				“We have reason to believe there was an item taken off the premises prior to the execution of the search that may be germane to the investigation.”

				“That’s ridiculous. Nothing was taken out of the house, and nothing that was ever in it is germane to your investigation.”

				“Your daughter removed her diary.”

				“I beg your pardon?” Allika sat up now, and there was a ripple, just the faintest ripple, of fear in her voice. “What does Rayleen’s diary have to do with anything?”

				“She removed it prior to the search, and has since taken possession of it again. Do you know where it is?”

				“No, I don’t.”

				“Have you read it?”

				“No, I haven’t. We respect each other’s privacy in this house.”

				“We need to see the diary, Mrs. Straffo.”

				“What’s wrong with you? How can you accuse a child of something so horrible?”

				“I haven’t accused Rayleen of anything. What do you think she did? What do you think she’s capable of doing, Allika?” Eve leaned forward. “What has you sick, and sleepless, and scared?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know what you mean.” Her fingers began to pleat the skirt of her robe. “You have to stop this. You have to stop it.”

				“I’m going to stop it. I’m going to stop her. You know this can’t go on.”

				“You need to go. I want you to leave now.”

				Eve pressed down hard on the next weak spot. “Why do you keep all your son’s pictures hidden away? Why do you hide a piece of his blanket, his little toy dog, all of those parts of him? Why is that, Allika?”

				“He was my baby. He was my boy.” Tears gushed now.

				“But you don’t have pictures of your baby, you don’t have memories of your boy sitting out, in the open. Why is that?”

				“It’s painful. It’s upsetting to…”

				“To Rayleen. She doesn’t like it, does she? Doesn’t like you or Oliver looking at pictures of another child. It needs to be about her, only her. She never liked sharing the attention, did she?”

				“It’s natural, it’s perfectly natural for a first child to be jealous of a new baby. To have a period of adjustment. Sibling—sibling rivalry.”

				“It was more than that, wasn’t it? Then she finally did something about it, on that Christmas Eve. Why should she have to share those toys? Why should he get your time, when she was first. So she got him out of bed, she led him to the top of the stairs. Didn’t she?”

				“It was an accident.” Allika covered her face with her hands, rocked. “It was an accident. She was asleep. We were all asleep. Oh, God, please, don’t do this.”

				“No, she wasn’t asleep. You know she wasn’t.”

				“She didn’t mean…she couldn’t have meant…Please, God.”

				“Tell me what happened that morning, Allika.”

				“It was just as I told you. We were all asleep, all asleep.” She dropped her hands now, and her face was ghost white, her eyes dull.

				“How much longer can you keep it inside without breaking?” Eve demanded. “How much longer can you mask it with pills and busy work? With pretense? Until the next Reed Williams?”

				“No. No. That was one time, that was a mistake.”

				“You know you can’t live with it, Allika. You need to tell me. Tell me what she did to your little boy. To your baby.”

				“She was only seven.”

				Seeing the fissure in Allika, Peabody did her job. She moved over, sat beside Allika. “You’re her mother, and you want to protect her. You want to do what’s right for her.”

				“Yes, of course. Yes.”

				“You wanted to protect Trevor, too. You want to do what’s right for him. Telling the truth now, you have to know that’s what’s right for both of them.”

				“My babies.”

				“What happened Christmas morning, Allika?” Eve demanded. “What happened to Trevor?”

				“Children wake up early on Christmas morning,” Allika murmured as tears streamed down her cheeks. “It’s natural. So much excitement, so much anticipation. She came in, Rayleen came into our room just before dawn, jumped on the bed. So excited, so happy. We got up, Oliver and I. We got up, and Oliver said he would go get Trev.”

				She pressed a hand to her mouth. “The year before, his first Christmas, Trev was so young, not even a year old. He didn’t understand any of it. But this year, he was nearly two, and he was…It would be his first real Christmas. Oliver said he’d go get Trev, and we’d all go down together and see if Santa had come.”

				“Where was Rayleen?” Eve prompted.

				“Rayleen stayed with me while I got my robe. She was jumping up and down, clapping her hands. So happy, her face just shining as a little girl’s would on Christmas morning.

				“And I saw…I saw she was wearing the little pink slippers I’d tucked in her stocking the night before. The one’s she’d seen and wanted so much when we’d gone shopping one day.”

				Allika’s face went blank, as if everything inside her had gone away. “Rayleen was wearing the slippers,” Eve said.

				“They had sparkles on them, pretty sparkles all over them, spelling out her name. She loved things to have her name on them. I started to say something, to tell her she shouldn’t have gone down there by herself—how Daddy and I, we’d promised we’d get up whenever she woke. But then I heard Oliver cry out. He cried out as if his heart had been ripped away, and I heard him running down the steps. And I ran, I ran, and I saw…My baby. Oliver was holding our baby at the bottom of the stairs, and I ran down. And he was cold. My sweet little boy. There was blood on his face, and he was cold.”

				“What did Rayleen do?”

				“I don’t know. I—it all blurred. Oliver was crying, and I think, I think I tried to take Trev from him, but Oliver was holding Trev so tight. So tight. I…yes, I ran to the ’link to call for help, and Ray…”

				“What did she do?”

				Allika closed her eyes, and she shuddered. “She was already playing with the dollhouse Oliver and I had set up under the tree. She was just sitting there in her pajamas, wearing her sparkly pink slippers, playing with her dolls. Like nothing had happened.”

				“And you knew.”

				“No. No. She was just a little girl. She didn’t understand. She couldn’t have understood. It was an accident.”

				No, Eve thought, no, it wasn’t. And some part of this woman was being eaten away, day after day, because she knew it.

				“Allika, you don’t have soundproofing in your home, not because you’re afraid something might happen to Rayleen and you wouldn’t hear. You don’t have it because you’re afraid of Rayleen, and what you might not hear.”

				“She’s my child. She’s my child, too.”

				“You went to see your aunt in New Mexico a few months ago. She works in leather. She uses castor beans, the oil from them, to work the leather.”

				“Oh, God, stop. You have to stop.”

				“Did Rayleen spend time with her? Watching her, asking questions? She likes to know things, doesn’t she? Rayleen likes to know.”

				“She liked Craig Foster. He was her favorite teacher.”

				“But you wonder. And Williams. Rayleen volunteers in hospital wards. She’s a clever girl. She could get her hands on a syringe, on drugs if she put her mind to it.”

				“Then she’d be a monster. Do you want me to say that?” Hysteria bubbled up in her voice, and her streaming eyes went wild. “Do you want me to say my daughter’s a monster? She came from me.” She fisted a hand on her belly. “From me and Oliver. We loved her from the first beat of her heart.”

				“The way you loved Trevor. If I’m wrong,” Eve said when Allika’s face crumbled, “then reading her diary isn’t going to hurt anything or anyone. If I’m right, she’ll get help before anyone else is hurt.”

				“Get it, then. Take it away. Take it away and leave me alone.”

				

				They searched. They went over every inch of the bedroom, the playroom. They turned out drawers, emptied the closet, searched among the toys, the art supplies.

				“Maybe she hid it in another part of the house,” Peabody suggested.

				“Or has it with her. Either way, we’ll get it. The fact that it exists has some weight. We need to interview the aunt, and get some eyes on the kid right away. If she’s got it, I don’t want her mother shifting her feet, and getting word to the kid we’re looking for it. Let’s—hell.”

				She broke off to pull out her communicator. “Dallas.”

				“Lieutenant, report to my office. Immediately.”

				“Sir, I’m at this moment in the process of gathering evidence I believe will lead to an arrest on the Foster and Williams investigations.”

				“I want you in my office, Lieutenant Dallas, before you take any further steps. Is that clear?”

				“Sir, it’s clear. I’m on my way. Fuck,” she added after she’d ended the transmission. She glanced at her wrist unit, calculated. “Museum tour. Met. Get there, shadow the suspect.”

				“But Dallas, the commander ordered—”

				“Me. He didn’t say anything about you. I want you to locate the suspect and keep her under surveillance. Keep me apprised. Don’t let her make you, Peabody.”

				“Well, Jesus, she’s ten. I think I can shadow a tweener without being made.”

				“This tweener is the prime suspect in two homicides, and very possibly guilty of fratricide as well. You’re not shadowing a kid, Peabody, and don’t forget it.”

				She dumped Peabody at the elegant entrance of the Metropolitan Museum, then headed downtown. As she drove, she contacted one Quella Harmon in Taos, New Mexico.

				

				Even as Peabody climbed the long sweep of steps, she wondered how the hell she was supposed to find one kid and her Irish au pair in the vast cathedral to art.

				And as she wondered, Cora bundled Rayleen into a cab on Eighty-first Street.

				“But Mom’s supposed to meet us, and take me to lunch.”

				“Well, she’s rung me up, hasn’t she, and said she needs you home straightaway. So home we go, Ray darling.”

				Rayleen gave a windy sigh, and clutched her pretty pink fur purse.

				

				Both Mira and Whitney were waiting for her, and both looked grim.

				“Sit down, Lieutenant.”

				With no choice, Eve sat.

				“Your partner?”

				“She’s in the field, sir.”

				Whitney’s lips tightened. “I considered it understood I wanted both of you here, and neither of you in the field at this time.”

				“I apologize for the misunderstanding, Commander.”

				“Don’t bullshit me, Dallas, I’m not in the mood. I’ve read your report, and it’s my opinion that you’re putting this investigation, and this department, in a very tenuous position.”

				“I disagree, respectfully. Sir.”

				“You’re pursuing an avenue that is fraught with land mines, and pursuing it without any solid physical evidence, any solid facts.”

				“Again, sir, I disagree. The suspect—”

				“The child,” he corrected.

				“The suspect is a minor. That doesn’t preclude her from being capable of murder. Children have been known to kill, and to kill with malice. With intent, even with glee.”

				Whitney laid the palms of his hands on his desk. “This girl is the daughter of one of the city’s most prominent defense attorneys. She is well educated, she is the product of a privileged home, and even according to your own report has never been involved in any crime, much less one of violence. Has never been treated for any emotional or mental instability. Dr. Mira?”

				“Children do commit violent acts,” Mira began. “And while there are certainly cases where a child of this age, even younger, has killed, such cases usually involve other children. Such cases are most generally preceded by smaller acts of violence. On pets, for instance. Rayleen Straffo’s profile doesn’t indicate any predilection for violence.”

				Eve had expected barriers to be erected, but it didn’t stop the frustration. “So because her father’s rich and she aces it in school and doesn’t kick little puppies, I should step back from what I know.”

				“What do you know?” Whitney interrupted. “You know that this girl attended a school where two teachers were murdered. So did over a hundred other children. You know that her mother had admitted to having a brief affair with the second victim.”

				Eve got to her feet; she couldn’t handle this sitting down. “I know that the suspect found the first victim, that she had opportunity in both cases, I know that she had the means. I’ve spoken with her aunt, and have learned that the suspect had access to castor beans, and was showed how the oil was made from them. I know that she did, in fact, have a diary that she removed from the penthouse before the search, giving same to a friend to hold until yesterday.”

				Whitney inclined his head. “You have this diary?”

				“I don’t. I believe the suspect has hidden or destroyed it, or is currently keeping it on her person. She removed it because it would incriminate her.”

				“Eve, a great many young girls keep diaries, and consider them sacred and private,” Mira began.

				“She’s not a young girl in anything other than years. I’ve looked at her. I know what she is. You don’t want to look,” she said, whipping back to Whitney. “People don’t want to look at a child, at the innocence of the face and form, and see evil. But that’s what’s in her.”

				“Your opinion, however passionate, isn’t evidence.”

				“If she were ten years older, five years older, you wouldn’t question my opinion. If you can’t trust my instincts and intellect and my skill, let me factor in more data. I killed at eight.”

				“We’re aware of that, Eve,” Mira said gently.

				“And you think I look at her and see myself? That this is some sort of transference?”

				“I know when we spoke at the early stages of this investigation you were troubled. You were upset and very stressed over a personal matter.”

				“Which has nothing to do with this. It may have distracted me, and that’s on me. But it doesn’t apply to my conclusions in this case. You’re not letting me do the job because of this bull.”

				“Careful, Lieutenant,” Whitney warned.

				She was done being careful. “That’s what she’s counting on. That we’ll all be so fucking careful. That we won’t look at her because she’s a nice little girl from a nice family. She killed two people inside of a week. And she’s got me beat, because she killed at seven. Not her father, but her two-year-old brother.”

				Whitney’s eyes narrowed. “You included the information on Trevor Straffo in your earlier reports, and the investigator’s report, the ME’s report, which both concluded accidental death.”

				“They were both wrong. I’ve spoken with Allika Straffo.”

				

				While Eve fought to make her case and Peabody sat in the Met’s security office scanning the screens for Rayleen, Allika sent Cora away again.

				“It’s your half-day off.”

				“But you don’t look well, missus. I’m happy to stay. I’ll make you some tea.”

				“No. No. It’s just a headache. Rayleen and I will be fine. We’ll be fine. We’ll…we’ll just have some lunch here, then go ahead to the salon.”

				“I’ll put lunch together for you then, and—”

				“We’ll manage, Cora. Go meet your friends.”

				“If you’re sure then. You can ring me back anytime. I’m not doing anything special.”

				“Enjoy yourself. Don’t worry about us.” Allika nearly cracked before she could get Cora out the door. Then she leaned back against it. “Rayleen,” she murmured. “Rayleen.”

				“What’s the matter, Mommy?” Rayleen’s eyes were sharp as lasers. “Why can’t we go to lunch at Zoology? I love seeing the animals.”

				“We can’t. We have to leave. We’re going to take a trip. A trip.”

				“Really.” Now Rayleen brightened. “Where? Where are we going? Will there be a pool?”

				“I don’t know. I can’t think.” How could she think? “We have to go.”

				“You’re not even dressed.”

				“I’m not dressed?” Allika looked down, studying her robe as if she’d never seen it before.

				“Are you sick again? I hate when you’re sick. When’s Daddy coming home?” she asked, already losing interest in her mother. “When are we leaving?”

				“He’s not coming. Just you and me. It’s best. That’s best. We have to pack. They didn’t find it, but they’ll come back again.”

				“Find what?” Now Rayleen’s attention swung back and zeroed in. “Who’ll come back?”

				“They looked.” Allika’s gaze shifted up. “But they didn’t find it. What should I do? What’s best for you?”

				Without a word, Rayleen turned away to walk upstairs. She stood at the doorway of her room, saw that her things were moved. And she understood perfectly.

				She’d imagined something like this. In fact, she’d written what she could do, might need to do, in her diary the night before. Even as she walked down the hall to her parents’ room, her only genuine emotion was a quiet fury that her things had been gone through again, moved around, left untidy.

				She liked her things exact. She expected her personal space to be respected.

				She went into her mother’s drawers where the medications were hidden. As if anyone could actually hide something from her. They were so stupid, really. She slipped the bottle of sleeping pills into her purse along with her diary, then moved to the sitting area and programmed herbal tea.

				Her mother favored ginseng. She programmed it sweet, though her mother rarely took much sweetener.

				Then she dissolved a killing dose of sleeping pills into the sweet, fragrant tea.

				It was all simple, really, and she’d thought about doing this before. Considered it. They would think her mother had self-terminated, out of guilt and despair. They’d think her mother had killed Mr. Foster, Mr. Williams, then hadn’t been able to live with it.

				She knew her mother had had sex with Mr. Williams. She’d confessed it the night before the police had come to search. Rayleen was good at hearing things adults didn’t want her to hear. Her mother and father had talked and talked, and her mother had cried like a baby. Disgusting.

				And her father had forgiven her mother. It had been a mistake, he said. They’d start fresh.

				That had been disgusting, too—just like the sounds they’d made when they had sex after. If anyone lied to her the way her mother had to her father, she’d have made them pay. And pay and pay.

				Actually, that’s what she was doing now, she decided as she set the oversized teacup on a tray. Mommy had to be punished for being bad. And by punishing her, it would all be tidied up again.

				Then it would just be her and Daddy. She’d really be his one and only with Mommy gone.

				She’d have to put her diary in the recycler now, and that made her mad. All because of that mean, nosy Lieutenant Dallas. One day she’d find a way to make her pay for that.

				But for now, it was better to get rid of it.

				Daddy would buy her a brand-new one.

				“Rayleen.” Allika came to the doorway. “What are you doing?”

				“I think you should rest, Mommy. Look, I made you tea. Ginseng because you like it best. I’m going to take good care of you.”

				Allika looked at the cup on the tray, on the bed. Everything inside her went weak. “Rayleen.”

				“You’re tired and you have a headache.” Rayleen folded down the duvet, the sheets, plumped the pillows. “I’m going to make it all better. I’m going to sit with you while you rest. We girls have to take care of each other, don’t we?”

				Rayleen turned with a bright, bright smile.

				And maybe it was best, Allika thought as she moved like a sleepwalker to the bed. Maybe it was the only way. She let Rayleen smooth out the sheets, let her place the tray, even lift the cup.

				“I love you,” Allika said.

				“I love you, Mommy. Now drink your tea, and everything will be better.”

				With her eyes on her daughter’s, Allika drank.
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				WHITNEY LISTENED, AND HE ABSORBED. HIS HANDS, which had been very still throughout his questioning of his lieutenant, began to tap fingers on the edge of his desk. “The mother suspects her daughter caused the boy to fall.”

				“The mother knows her daughter caused the boy to fall,” Eve insisted. “She may have convinced herself, or tried to convince herself, it was an accident. Tried to patch her life back together, suffering from periodic bouts of depression and anxiety. In her gut she knows exactly what I know. It was no accident.”

				“No one witnessed the fall.” But Whitney’s face was stony, his eyes dark and deep.

				“Dr. Mira, in your opinion, given the scenario, is it natural for a girl to step over or around her younger brother’s dead body, while her parents are hysterical, to play with a toy?”

				“That’s a broad question. The child may have been in shock or denial.”

				“She was wearing the slippers. Ones she had to go downstairs to get, before she woke her parents.”

				“Yes.”

				“According to the investigator’s report on the death of Straffo, he died just after four A.M. on the morning of December twenty-fifth,” Eve continued. “Statements given by both parents claim they were up, setting up the gifts, filling the stockings until about two-thirty. At which time, they had a glass of wine, then went upstairs, checking on both children before they retired, at around three. Rayleen woke them at five.”

				For a moment Mira thought of the times she and Dennis had been up until the early hours of Christmas morning, putting everything together while their children slept. And how they’d snatched a few hours of exhausted sleep before the kids woke and rushed into the bedroom.

				“It would be possible that the girl snuck down between the times her parents went to bed and her brother got up. But the slippers are an oddity,” Mira agreed. “I agree, it seems strange for a child of that age to sneak down, put on slippers, then go back to bed for nearly two hours.”

				“Because she didn’t,” Eve said flatly. “She got up—and I’ll guarantee she had an alarm set for it because she’s a planner—fitting your profile—she likes her schedules. She got up, went into her brother’s room. She got him up, told him to be very quiet. When they got to the top of the stairs—which, according to the investigators’ reports, was at the opposite end of the second floor from the master bedroom—she pushed him.”

				That little body flying out, tumbling, tumbling. Breaking.

				“Then she walked down, checked to make sure she’d done a good job of it, before she went in to see what goodies she was getting from Santa. And what sort of things she would enjoy that would have been for her brother.”

				She saw the horror of the picture she was painting play across Mira’s face. “She put the slippers on. She likes things with her name on them. That was a little mistake,” Eve added. “Like mentioning the diary to me. But she couldn’t resist. She probably played awhile. Her parents weren’t going to notice if she’d moved something a little, and she wouldn’t have resisted. It was all hers now.

				“Then she went back up. I wonder if she even noticed her brother’s body at that point. He was no longer an issue.”

				She shifted her gaze to Whitney, noted that his hands had gone still again, and that his face showed nothing. Nothing at all. “She might have tried to go back to sleep for a little while, but it was too hard. All those toys downstairs, and nobody to share them with anymore. So she woke up her parents so she could get back to what she wanted to do.”

				“What you’re describing…” Mira began.

				“Is a sociopath. And that’s exactly what she is. A sociopath with homicidal tendencies, a very keen intellect, and a big-ass chunk of narcissism. That’s why she kept the diary. It’s her only way of bragging about what she can do, and get away with doing.”

				“We need the diary.”

				“Yes, sir.” She nodded at Whitney.

				“Why Foster and Williams?”

				“Foster, I don’t know, unless it was for the hell of it. I don’t know,” she said again, “because she doesn’t strike me as a for-the-hell-of-it type. Williams was a very handy and unexpected goat. That’s on me, too. I pushed at him, and she saw the opportunity not only to kill again—because I think this time she got a taste for it—but to hand me a suspect. Either in him or in Mosebly. I wouldn’t doubt she knew something had gone on between them.”

				“Even with the diary, even if it gives chapter and verse, it may be difficult to prove she did this on her own, or at all. Her father will, no doubt, block every step you take from here.”

				“I’ll handle Straffo, sir, and I’ll get Rayleen to confess.”

				“How?” Mira wondered.

				“I’ll make her want to tell me.” Her communicator signaled. “With permission, Commander?” At his nod, she pulled it out of her pocket. “Dallas.”

				“Sir, she left the museum minutes before I got here. I’ve been going over the place with the security cameras, and just now asked them to do a playback of the hour before I arrived. I tagged her. The nanny got a ’link call, then they exited the building on the Eighty-first Street side almost as I was coming in on Fifth.”

				“Her mother. Damn it. Head back to the Straffo apartment. I’m on my way.”

				“I’ll come with you. I may be useful,” Mira insisted.

				“Yes, you may.” Whitney got to his feet. “Lieutenant, I want to know the minute you locate…the suspect. I want to know if and when you find this diary.”

				“Yes, sir. You’re going to have to keep up,” she said to Mira, then moved fast.

				

				Cora’s conscience pricked her until she got off the subway heading downtown, crossed over, and took the uptown train. It was too early to meet her friends for the vid matinee they’d planned on. And she didn’t really need to browse the shops where she’d just spend money she’d be better off keeping.

				Most of all, she couldn’t get Mrs. Straffo’s poor, pale face out of her head. Maybe it was just a headache, maybe it was. But she knew very well the woman went into the blue place every now and then. It wasn’t right to leave her there, to leave Rayleen alone with her if the mum was feeling sad and sick.

				She’d just check another time, she told herself. Fix that nice cuppa for the missus, and a bite to eat. If the missus needed to rest, why, she’d just cancel her date with her friends and take the girl out herself. No point in having the mite’s day spoiled because her mum was doing poorly.

				Fact was, she’d never be easy, she wouldn’t have a good time at all worrying about the missus and the mite.

				Such a rough patch they were all going through, with those horrible murders right at the school, and the police swarming all over the house like ants.

				Hardly a wonder poor Mrs. Straffo was feeling blue.

				Some tea, maybe a little soup, a nice nap. Those were the tickets.

				Cora got off the subway, climbed up the steps to street level and began to walk through the blustery air. She was so lucky to have a position like this, with such a lovely family in such a beautiful home in such an exciting city.

				The girl was fun and bright—a bit testy now and then, sure, but neat as a pin. And so interested in every little thing. And never did you hear a raised voice or dodge a thrown dish, as you would as a matter of course in her own house back in Ireland.

				Truth be told, she missed the yelling and carryings-on from time to time. But she couldn’t ask for a better position with a nicer family.

				She smiled at the doorman, gave him a bit of a flirt. Now if that one had asked her to a vid matinee, she might have ignored those pricks in her conscience.

				She took out her key as she rode up to the top. When she let herself in, it was so quiet, she wondered if she’d overreacted and Mrs. Straffo and Rayleen had gone out to lunch and the salon after all.

				Wouldn’t she just kick herself if she’d wasted the subway fare!

				She called out, got no answer. Rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you an arse, Cora?”

				She nearly turned right around and went back out, but decided to glance in the coat closet first. Surely if the missus had gone out, she’d have worn a coat, and there were none missing that she could see.

				She called out again as she started upstairs.

				And there was Rayleen, sitting at her desk in her room with her headset on while she worked on her art. No point in bothering her, Cora thought, though she did raise her eyebrows at the snack of chocolate cake and a fizzy on the desk.

				They’d have a bit of a word about that one later.

				For now, she was worried about the missus. Probably gone to bed with that headache, she thought. And without a bite to eat.

				Since the bedroom door was closed, she knocked softly, then opened it to peek in.

				There was Mrs. Straffo in bed, a tray across her lap, and a cup overturned on it. Fell asleep sitting up, poor lamb, spilled the tea, Cora thought, and moved forward quietly to take it away.

				She saw the pill bottle then, the empty bottle lying on the duvet.

				“Oh, Mother of God. Sweet Jesus. Missus!” She grabbed Allika’s shoulders, shook. When there was no response, she slapped her once, twice.

				Terrified, she grabbed for the bedside ’link.

				

				Are you troubled by this situation on a personal level?” Mira asked.

				“I haven’t decided.” Eve was running hot, sirens screaming. “I don’t know if I didn’t look at her hard enough, straight enough, right from the get because I didn’t want to, because I was fucked up about Roarke, or because it just didn’t click. Probably won’t ever know.”

				“Do you want to know what I think?”

				“Yeah, sure. You stupid son of a bitch, don’t you hear the sirens?”

				“I think…” And Mira decided she’d just close her eyes so the image of oncoming death by traffic wouldn’t distract her. “No one would have looked at her hard enough or straight enough initially. We’re wired to protect the young, not to believe them capable of premeditated murder. You may be right about her, about all of it. I believe you’re right about what happened to her brother. However, my opinion on this veers more heavily toward Arnette Mosebly.”

				“Fifty.”

				“Fifty what?”

				“I got fifty that says I’m right, you’re wrong.”

				“You want to bet on a murderer?”

				“It’s just money.”

				“All right,” Mira said after a moment. “Fifty it is.”

				“Done. Now I’ll tell you why she didn’t do it. The school’s her core, her pride, her vanity. Maybe she could kill, but she’d do it off school grounds. She wouldn’t bring that kind of publicity, that kind of smear to her beloved Sarah Child. This is costing her students. And it’s probably going to cost her her job.”

				“A good argument, but self-preservation supersedes even a treasured job. If Foster knew about her relationship with Williams, he was a direct threat—and may have told her he intended to report her. Williams, by her own statement, did just that, in an attempt to blackmail her into keeping him on.”

				“Want to make it a hundred?”

				Before Mira could answer, Eve’s communicator signaled again. “Okay, what now? Dallas.”

				“Dallas, Allika Straffo’s on her way to the hospital. OD’d. Her condition is critical.”

				“Where’s the kid?”

				“The au pair took her. They left right after the ambulance, took a cab to Parkside, it’s the closest. I missed this by minutes, again. First on scene said the kid was hysterical.”

				“I bet she was. You in the penthouse?”

				“I came up to talk to the cops who responded to the nine-one-one. MTs were called in by the au pair. Reported overdose, which sent out the uniforms.”

				“I want the diary. Find it. I’m headed to the hospital.”

				“This isn’t your fault.” Mira shifted in her seat when Eve whipped the wheel. “If this woman couldn’t face the idea that her daughter killed and tried—or succeeded—in self-terminating, it isn’t on you.”

				“The fact that I didn’t figure the kid would kill her own mother is on me. If Allika Straffo swallowed a fistful of pills, it’s because that little bitch gave them to her. Goddamn it.”

				She punched the gas. “If she was going to do herself, she’d have left a note. Going to protect the kid, she’d have left a note confessing. If she was just going to give it up, can’t face it anymore, why did she call the kid home?”

				“Rayleen realized her mother knew, and might be a threat.” Mira shook her head. “Induce her to take an overdose, and the threat’s removed. Her own mother.”

				“She shoved her little brother, who was wearing footie pj’s, down the steps on Christmas morning. Pumping Mom full of pills isn’t much of a stretch.”

				“If Allika Straffo dies, you’ll never prove it. Even if she lives, she may not implicate her own child.”

				“She’ll be counting on that. She’s going to be wrong.”

				

				Eve strode into the chaotic misery of the ER, scanned the bruised, the bleeding, the broken. She snagged a hustling nurse, then flipped out her badge to cut through any bull. “Straffo, Allika, OD. Where?”

				“Trauma Room Three. Badge or no badge, you can’t go in. Dr. Dimatto’s a little busy trying to save her life.”

				Louise Dimatto. Eve smiled. Sometimes it actually paid to have friends.

				“You can get in there. So go in, tell Louise that Dallas needs a status report on her patient. Where’s the kid? The Straffo kid?”

				“In the A chairs, with her nanny, father’s on the way. You know Doctor D?”

				“Yeah, we go back. A chairs?”

				“Follow me.”

				Apparently claiming Louise had grease, and slid Eve and Mira straight through the general area to the trauma section. In an alcove across from a set of double swinging doors sat Rayleen, huddled against Cora.

				The kid’s face was splotchy from weeping, eyes red and swollen. Eve thought: Good job. Drama Club paid off.

				Cora spotted Eve first, and her eyes went weepy. “Lieutenant Dallas. It’s…it’s the missus.”

				But Eve’s eyes were all for Rayleen. The girl’s body stiffened. Didn’t expect me to drop in, did you? Eve thought. Then Rayleen pressed closer to Cora.

				“I don’t want to talk to her. I don’t want to talk to anybody. I just want my mommy.”

				“There, there now, darling. Don’t you fret. The lieutenant’s only here to try to help. Everyone’s here to help.”

				Eve glanced at Mira, jerked her head. Understanding, Mira stepped forward.

				“Rayleen, I’m Dr. Mira. I know you’re very frightened and very upset.”

				Rayleen sniffled, raised her head to study Mira’s face. “You’re a doctor? Are you going to fix my mother?”

				“Yes, I’m a doctor, and I know the doctor who’s helping your mother now. She’s a very, very good doctor.” Mira crouched down, all compassion and concern.

				Good, Eve decided. Good and smart. Don’t align yourself with me. Just an attractive, female doctor. A motherly one. Eve turned, looking through the glass porthole on the trauma room door as Mira talked to Rayleen.

				Inside, it looked to her as if they’d pumped stuff out of Allika, and were pumping stuff in. Louise wore a protective cape, her delicate blond hair clipped back, her smoky eyes intense.

				If Allika had a shot, Eve knew Louise would give it to her.

				Behind her, Mira spoke in a voice that exuded sympathy and authority. “I know you’re going to be brave now, Rayleen.”

				“I’ll try, but—”

				“I know it’s very hard. Can you tell me what happened?”

				“I don’t know. My mom…We were supposed to have lunch at Zoology, then go to the salon. It’s our girl time.”

				“Isn’t that nice?”

				“We have lots and lots of fun together. But she called when we were in the museum and said we had to come home instead of her coming to meet us. She didn’t say why. She looked really tired, and she was acting funny.”

				“Funny?”

				“She said Cora should go, because it’s her half-day off. When she did, my mom cried.”

				“I shouldn’t have gone out. I should have stayed.”

				“It’s not your fault, Cora. My mom said she was sorry, and not to be mad at her. But I wasn’t mad at her. She couldn’t help it if she was sick. She gets sick sometimes, and needs to rest.”

				“I see.”

				“She hugged me, really, really tight. Like she does when she and Daddy go on a trip, and I don’t. A good-bye hug. She told me I was her princess, and the best part of her whole life, and how she loved me.”

				Rayleen’s mouth quivered as she took a handkerchief with her name embroidered on the corner from her purse. She wiped at her eyes. “How she knew I’d be brave and strong, no matter what.” Her gaze ticked up to Eve’s back, held for an instant. “She said to remember, no matter what, she loved me best of all. Then she said I could get a snack and go play in my room, to be good. She was going to sleep. I was really quiet.” Fresh tears gushed. “So I wouldn’t wake her up.”

				The nurse swung out, took a look at the weeping little girl. Her face radiated compassion, then she drew Eve out of earshot. “Condition’s still critical. If Dr. D manages to stabilize her, they’re sending her up to CCU. Her chances aren’t very good, but Dr. D’s fighting the fight.”

				“Okay. Appreciate it.” Eve stared over the nurse’s shoulder. “That’s the husband coming down.”

				Straffo bolted down the corridor, and Eve could all but feel the fear radiating from him. Rayleen jumped up, and into his arms. Cora rose, weeping and babbling.

				Eve left them to it, while Straffo clutched his daughter, murmured to her. Then he set her down, brushed the hair from her face. She nodded, then sat with Cora again. Straffo went to the porthole, staring in as Eve had done.

				Eve went to stand beside him.

				“What do you know?”

				“I know the doctor who’s working on her,” Eve told him. “She’s good, and she doesn’t give up easy.”

				She heard him draw in a breath, let it out, and the sound was raw. “Thank you.”

				“She’s critical, once she’s stable enough they’ll move her to CCU. She was overdosed with sleeping pills.”

				“Oh, God, oh, God.” He laid his forehead on the glass.

				“What was her mood when you left this morning?”

				“She was stressed. We’ve both been stressed, for Christ’s sake. But…this has to wait. For God’s sake, Dallas, that’s my wife in there.”

				“All right. I need to talk with Cora.”

				“Yes, yes, fine.”

				“Straffo?” She waited until he tore his gaze from the trauma room, met her eyes. “I’m pulling for her. For both of you. Believe me.”

				Tears swam as he nodded. “Thank you.”

				“Dr. Mira happened to be with me when we were informed. You know her, you know she’s good. She can stay with your daughter, talk to Rayleen while I interview Cora, and you’re focused on Allika.”

				“Mira.” Distracted, he glanced around, saw Mira standing to the side. “Yes, yes. I’d appreciate that. I don’t want Rayleen left alone, and I need…”

				“You need to be with Allika. Got it.”

				Eve turned, walked over to the chairs. “Cora, I need to talk to you. Dr. Mira will sit with Rayleen.”

				“I want my daddy.”

				Two could play, Eve decided, and sent Rayleen a sympathetic look. “Yeah, I know, and he’s not going anywhere. Try not to worry. I just need Cora to talk to me about your mother.”

				“Will it help my mommy?”

				“I hope so.”

				Rayleen straightened her shoulders. Brave little soldier. “I’ll be okay.”

				“I know you will. How about if Cora and I get you something to drink?”

				“May I have some juice, please?”

				“You got it. Cora, let’s take a walk.” Eve could feel Rayleen’s smug delight as she turned away.

				“Run it through for me, Cora.”

				“I shouldn’t have left her, I’m telling you that straight off. I could see how poorly the missus was feeling, but off I went.”

				“How long were you out of the apartment?”

				“Too long, that’s the truth of it. Less than an hour. I don’t know exactly.”

				Eve listened, let Cora select juice from a machine.

				“Then I saw the pills,” Cora continued. “And I knew. I couldn’t wake her up. I shook her, I slapped her, but I couldn’t wake her. I called nine-one-one, and I told them to come, and why. I couldn’t tell if she was breathing, so I did CPR until I heard them at the door. Then I ran down, let them in.”

				“What about Rayleen?”

				“Oh, merciful Mary, the poor child.” Cora paused, pressed both hands to her face, scrubbed hard. “She came out of her room just as I was running down for the door. I knew I had to hurry, and didn’t even stop.”

				“Did she say anything?”

				“Well, she did. I imagine she was puzzled, as I must’ve looked to frighten the devil himself, and wasn’t supposed to be there at all. That’s what she said, come to that. ‘What are you doing here? You’re not supposed to be here.’”

				“Annoyed?”

				“Aye, I’d say. She likes things to run as they’re planned, and there I was on her day with her mum. Oh, Lieutenant, what an awful thing for a child. She just went into hysterics when the MTs charged in.”

				“I bet.”

				“If I hadn’t left—”

				“You came back,” Eve interrupted. “If you hadn’t, she’d be dead. If she pulls through this, it’s not just the doctors who’ll have saved her life. You did.”

				“Thanks. Thanks for that. I can’t stop leaking.” Cora wiped at tears. “She’s good as gold to me, the missus. Good as gold.” They headed back, then Cora clamped her free hand on Eve’s arm. “They’re bringing her out.”

				“Yeah.” Eve watched the trauma team move the gurney out of the room toward the elevators. “That means they’ve stabilized her.” For now. “Listen to me, Cora. Look at me.”

				“What?”

				“You have friends in the city?”

				“I do, yes.”

				“I want you to stay with them tonight.”

				“Oh, but…I’ll be with little Ray. She’ll need me, poor mite.”

				“No.” Eve wasn’t going to risk another innocent. With her latest plans thwarted, Rayleen might take out her frustration on Cora. “When you leave here, you’re going straight to your friend’s, and you’re going to stay there tonight. I’ll make arrangements for Mr. Straffo and Rayleen.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				“You don’t have to, yet. But if you don’t give me your word you’ll do what I’m telling you, I’m having you taken down to Central and held as a material witness. Your choice.”

				“Well, that’s harsh.”

				“It’s going to get harsher. Straffo and the kid are heading up. You can go up and take Rayleen her juice, talk to them, reassure yourself as best as you can. Then I want you to leave, and do what I’ve told you.”

				“All right, all right then, I will. I suppose she’ll only want her da now anyway.”

				Satisfied, Eve headed for Louise.

				“Dallas. Small world.”

				“And why are you in it?”

				Louise smiled. “I’m a rotating Attending here, and took the big Valentine’s Day Saturday shift. Charles is busy, and we’re having our romantic rendezvous tomorrow.”

				As Louise’s main man was a high-class licensed companion, Eve imagined he was fully booked on heart day.

				“You look beat.”

				“Rough one. And if you’re going to ask me her chances, I can tell you they’re very shaky. We’ve got her on life support. She’s not breathing on her own yet, and may not respond. But if she’d gotten here ten minutes later, she wouldn’t have had any chance at all. So we take what we can get.”

				“My lab’s going to need a sample of what you pumped out of her.”

				“No problem. The au pair has a steady head on her shoulders. Gave the nine-one-one the name of the med, gave the MTs the bottle. We knew what we were dealing with straight off, and that made a difference, too. She’d started CPR, gave the patient another fighting chance. Beautiful woman, the patient. Husband, sweet little girl. You never know.”

				“Nope, you never know.”
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				AS LOUISE NEEDED TO GET UP TO CCU, EVE TURNED to Mira. “Well?”

				“She’s an excellent actor.”

				“She’s in Drama Club.”

				“I’m not surprised. I’d need a longer session with her, probably more than one to be definitive, but I tend to agree with your analysis. She enjoyed having me focused on her, even though she was very aware of you. She wanted to be sure you were listening to her.”

				“And I was. She was pretty damn detailed in the conversation she claims to have had with her mother. ‘I love you best. I know you’ll be brave.’ Made sure she got in there, too, how her mother sometimes gets sick. She’s planned it all, rehearsed it all. Had to ad lib since Cora ruined it for her.”

				“Or postponed it. Allika Straffo may never wake up. Eve, she’s enjoying this now. The hospital, the crisis, the way the medical staff treats her so gently. Her father’s fear and grief, her nanny’s attention.”

				“Yeah, she’ll milk it. But it’s going to run dry real soon. I need you and Louise to use some muscle, get Straffo and the kid in one of the family rooms here tonight. I don’t want the girl in with her mother.”

				“In a situation like this, with the mother critical, the CCU staff will encourage family to spend time with the patient.” Like Eve, Mira considered the options. “If you alert the staff, it’ll show,” Mira said. “She may pick up on it.”

				“Yeah, yeah, she would.” Eve paced a few strides down the corridor, then back. “Okay. I want a twenty-four/seven guard on her. I’ll get one who has some medical training, but it’s going to be my man on her.”

				“Because you think Rayleen may try to finish what she started.”

				“Probably not, not at this point, but I’m not taking any chances. I’ll coach Louise, so she makes sure it trickles down to the kid that her mother’s going to be watched every minute, for medical reasons. I’m going to have to slip the knife into Straffo, and tell him Allika’s under suspicion of two murders, and I’m putting a guard on the door.”

				“The man’s barely holding on.”

				“I’m counting on that,” Eve countered. “And I have to count on him letting go. Rayleen doesn’t do things out of desperation or impulse, so I think Allika’s secure for now. This is just precaution.”

				“How are you going to handle her?”

				“I’m going to let her think she’s sliding through it. Let her relax, and make sure she believes she’s snowed me. Poor kid, her mother kills a couple of people, then tries to do herself. I need to lay it out for Straffo, and that’s not going to be easy.”

				“He won’t believe you.”

				“I don’t know, maybe not. I’m working on that part.”

				

				Daddy was furious. Rayleen couldn’t hear everything he said, or that Lieutenant Dallas said to him, but she could tell it made Daddy mad. Still, the snippets she caught when her father’s voice rose were enough to please her.

				Stupid police, she thought as she lay curled up on the sofa of the waiting area, pretending to sleep. They thought they were so smart, but she was so much smarter.

				If nosy-posy Cora hadn’t interfered, her mother would already be dead. But Rayleen wasn’t sure that would be better. She could tell by the tight faces around her that everybody knew her mother was going to die anyway. This was so much more interesting.

				It was like Ms. Hallywell said about being on stage. If someone forgets a line or says the wrong one, you have to be able to think, in character, and keep going.

				She kept her eyes closed and smiled inside when she heard her father.

				“My wife is fighting for her life.”

				“Your wife tried to take her life. I’m sorry.” The lieutenant’s voice was calm. “I hope she makes it. Sincerely.”

				“So you can charge her with two murders? Allika could never hurt anyone.”

				“But herself? Look, again, I’m sorry. I’m not saying we’re going to charge her. I’m telling you now, as a favor, that we have to weigh this act in. If and when she’s able to talk, I’m going to have to question her. It’s hard on you, and God knows it’s hard on your kid. I’m trying to give you some time to prepare.”

				“Just go. Just go and leave me alone with my family.”

				“I’m leaving. I’ll be back if she comes out of it. Oliver…take care of yourself and your daughter. The kid’s been through more than any kid should have to handle.”

				Rayleen kept her eyes closed as she felt her father sit down beside her. As he gently, gently stroked her hair. And she kept them closed when she heard him begin to quietly weep.

				She wondered how long she’d have to wait to get pizza and a fizzy.

				

				Eve pulled her communicator out as she headed down. It signaled in her hand before she could use it to tag Peabody.

				“Dallas.”

				“You clear?” Peabody asked.

				“Yeah, heading out. Allika’s critical, on life support. Chances slim. I got a guard on her door and another with med training inside her room. Louise was on.”

				“Handy.”

				“Yeah. I heard her tell Straffo he should spend as much time as possible in her room with her, talking to her, telling her to fight. Might help. Who the hell knows? The kid’s playing it out perfectly, but she didn’t stump Mira, not this time. So we’re getting some weight.”

				“We’ve got more. I found the diary.”

				Eve had to stop herself from doing a victory dance as she pushed out the hospital doors. “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.”

				“You’re damn straight. Took freaking hours.”

				“Where?”

				“In the kitchen recycler. I went over every damn inch of this place, kept the uniforms on to help. Why the hell didn’t I think of the recycler first?”

				“How much is left?”

				“All, I’d say, as it’s inside a fancy metal box embossed with her name. I can tell there’s a book inside it—the weight, and it thumps around when I shake it. Only went through one cycle, I think. Banged up. Locked tight, too. Lock’s too small for a master, and it’s caved in. Probably have to cut through it.”

				“I’m swinging by to get it. Roarke will beat the lock.”

				“Mag. I’ll touch on McNab, tell him to put Valentine’s on hold.”

				“No.” Eve climbed into her vehicle. “It’s going to take time to put all this together. Fucking tricky business. I’ll take the diary, log it in and out of evidence.”

				“Already logged it in by remote.”

				“Even better. For now, you go home, have a drink, have sex with McNab if you must.”

				“I must,” Peabody concurred. “I must.”

				“Be sure to block video if I tag you later. I don’t wish to be struck blind. We’re going to put this together, and we’re going to lock it down.”

				She clicked off. “Rayleen, you little shitbag,” she mumbled. “I got you.”

				

				While Eve drove, contacting both Whitney and Mira to update, Roarke selected the champagne he wanted for dinner.

				He’d worked most of the day, and very soon, he hoped, both he and Eve would put their responsibilities aside. And just enjoy each other.

				He knew she’d be pleased, and get a good laugh out of his choice for the meal. For their intimate, at-home dinner for two, he’d chosen pepperoni pizza. A personal favorite of hers.

				He’d also selected what could loosely be called lingerie for her dinner attire. She’d laugh at that, too. And he would certainly enjoy seeing his wife in the red silk chemise trimmed with white ermine.

				As she hadn’t contacted him to tell him she’d gotten hung up, he thought the chances were good they’d make that dinner at eight. He’d decided they’d dine in Prague, courtesy of the holo-room. The romantic architecture, a thickly falling snow outside the windows, Gypsy violins singing in the air.

				A bit over the top, he supposed, but why the hell not?

				“Roarke.”

				“Hmm.” He acknowledged Summerset as he completed his selections, set the programming.

				“Magdelana is at the gate.”

				“She’s what?”

				“At the gate,” Summerset repeated. “Asking to come in, a bit tearfully. She claims she must speak with you, even for just a moment. Should I tell her you’re unavailable?”

				That would be the easy way, Roarke supposed, and damned if he wasn’t tempted to take it easy. But if he didn’t deal with this now, he’d just have to deal with it later. And he could admit to a certain curiosity. Just how would Maggie explain herself this time?

				“No, let her in. Show her into the parlor. I’ll deal with her.”

				“The lieutenant should, I believe, be home within the hour.”

				“Yes, so make it quick. Let’s move this business along and be done with it.”

				Troublemaker, Roarke thought as Summerset went to give Magdelana access. He’d always known she was one, and had, in fact, found that attractive. But he hadn’t seen, not clearly, just how deep the penchant for stirring up the pot went in her.

				He knew how to handle troublemakers. Once he had, she’d go off, understanding him perfectly. And that would most definitely be that.

				He took his time going down. Do her good to cool her heels, he thought. And Summerset would make certain she didn’t palm any of the silver.

				As he expected, Summerset remained in the parlor, and had given Magdelana, who looked pale and delicate in ivory satin, a glass of wine.

				She stood by the fire, at the optimum distance, the perfect angle for the flames to sprinkle light over her skin, to glow light through the satin.

				Setting the stage had always been a skill of hers. Only this time he’d been the mark. And as far as she was concerned, he still was.

				“Roarke.” She lowered her head, as if in shame. But not before the thinnest sheen of tears sparkled over her eyes. “Oh, Roarke, can you ever forgive me?”

				“You’ll excuse me?” he said to Summerset.

				As Summerset left the room, she set down the wine with the slightest tremor in her hand. “I feel absolutely dreadful about this. I just…Roarke, I’ve been out of town for the last two days, only just got back. But I heard—and saw. I tried to contact you before I left, as soon as I…But—”

				“I’ve been busy.”

				“Avoiding me,” she said with those tears in her voice. “I wasn’t sure you’d see me at all. Damn paparazzi. They should all be hanged.”

				“Even they have to make a living.”

				“But to imply something so completely innocent was…was something illicit. We should sue them. But, of course, that only makes it worse. I know, I know.” She lifted a hand, waved it distractedly. “I can’t imagine how upset you are. And your wife. Is she very angry?”

				He angled his head. “What do you suppose?”

				“In her place, I’d be furious! They made it look as if we were…We were only saying good-bye. You and I know, Roarke, we were only saying good-bye.”

				“We do yes, and we were.”

				“Perhaps if I tried to explain to her. Is she here? I could try—”

				“You’d already know she isn’t here.”

				Magdelana closed her swimming eyes. Regroup, he thought. Reconfigure.

				“All right, yes. I admit it. I wanted to speak to you alone first, so I called downtown. They said she was in the field, so I came right over. God, I’m such a coward.” She touched her fingers to her lips. “But if it would help, even a little, I’d try to explain to her.”

				“I think not. She’s perfectly aware of the circumstances.”

				“Oh. Good. Good. What a relief.”

				“Perfectly aware that you set it up, that you staged it, and paid the camera to get the vid out.”

				“What? That’s ridiculous. That’s…Roarke.” She said his name with a soupçon of injured feeling, just the right addition to shock. “How could you possibly think I’d do something like that? I understand you’re angry and upset—so am I—but to accuse me of deliberately trying to hurt you and your wife. For what purpose?”

				It was hardly a wonder they’d done so well, professionally speaking, in the months they’d worked together. She was brilliant. “I’d say the amusement would be quite enough for you.”

				“That’s a despicable thing to say to me.” She picked up the wine again. “Absolutely despicable.”

				“Do you think I can’t track down the camera, that I can’t bribe well enough to learn all the details? You underestimate me, Maggie.”

				She carried her wine to the window, stood with her back to him. “No. No,” she said quietly. “I could never underestimate you. Maybe I wanted you to know. Knew you would, in the end. It’s you who underestimate me, Roarke, my feelings for you. My regret.” And looked over her shoulder. “My desire. I admit it. I’m not proud of what I did, but I won’t be ashamed either. I did what I thought I needed to do. I’d have done anything to get you back. Nothing else matters to me. Only being with you again.”

				He waited a beat. “Bollocks.”

				“How can you mock my feelings?” She threw the wine down, shattering the glass. “How dare you when I stand here, stripped bare?”

				“I’m not mocking them, I’m clearly saying you haven’t any feelings. You never did, for me or for anyone but yourself.” He let out a half-laugh. “Took me longer to get to that than it should have.”

				Then even that half-laugh was gone, and he was ice. “You came here, to New York, to test the waters. I have a great deal more than I once had, and you hoped for a piece of it. She saw through you, you know. The first look.”

				Magdelana tossed her head, strode toward him. “And from the first look at you again, I saw she had you under her thumb. How that made me laugh! The rich and powerful Roarke, tamed and trained by a skinny cop with no style or beauty.”

				“Odd. From where I’m standing, she has more style, more beauty, and—Christ knows—more class than you can ever claim.”

				He didn’t so much as flinch when she slapped him. “You won’t want to do that again,” he said, softly enough to have her lower her hand.

				“Roarke—”

				“It’s you who wanted to put a leash on me, Maggie, who thought she could just by snapping fingers. And when I didn’t go to heel you did what you could to cause trouble for me and my marriage, to hurt my wife.”

				“So what if I did? It’s just a game. You used to have a sense of humor, but apparently she’s whipped that out of you, too.”

				“You’ll never understand her, or me. You’ll never understand what we have. More pity for you, you’ll never have it. You’re not capable. So here’s how this plays now. Listen carefully: You’ll never step foot in my home again, or in any of my other properties or businesses—which includes every hotel, transportation system, shop, restaurant, and so forth that I own or have majority interest in. There are quite a number of them.”

				“Oh, for Christ’s sake. You can’t block me from—”

				“I can,” he corrected, so coolly her color ebbed. “I will. You’re going to leave New York, and in fact, the country, within three hours.”

				“You can’t control the whole damn country,” she shot back.

				“Actually, I’d give that a good try, if only to watch you sweat. But, I don’t need to. If you’re not gone, well gone, within those three hours beginning…” He checked his wrist unit. “…now, Interpol and Global will receive some very interesting and very detailed information on you.”

				This time, she went dead white. “You’d betray me that way?”

				“Again, listen carefully. I’d crush you like a bug for causing my wife one single moment of pain. Believe it. Fear it.”

				“If you tried anything like that, I’d take you down with me.”

				This time he smiled. “You could try. I’m so much more than you, you’d never pull it off. And Maggie, you’d find the accommodations in prison very limiting, and not at all to your taste.”

				He saw her lips tremble before she managed to firm them. He saw her absorb the shock of the truth. Then she shrugged, carelessly. “I don’t need you. I never did.” She strolled away, circling the room. “I only thought we might have some fun together, but obviously you don’t know how to play anymore.”

				“The clock’s ticking,” he warned her.

				She whirled around. “I prefer Europe any way. New York bores me. You bore me.”

				She saw the flash of headlights strike the window glass, and changed tack instantly. “Oh, what the hell.” She let out a robust laugh. “You found me out, shut me down. No point in whining about it. Time to cut my losses and move on. Plenty of fish to fry.”

				She looked at him, smiled. “I’ll never understand how you could possibly want her and not me.”

				“No, you’ll never understand it.”

				She stepped forward as if to pick up the fur she’d tossed over a chair. Smoothly, she turned to hand it to him. And with perfect timing, flung herself into his arms.

				The sable fell as he took her shoulders to shove her back.

				Eve stepped to the doorway to see Magdelana with her arms locked around Roarke’s neck, his hands on her bare shoulders—one of the ivory straps sliding to her elbow.

				“Son of a bitch,” she said.

				On cue, Magdelana spun around, her face full of passion and shock. “Oh, God. Oh…it’s not what it looks like.”

				“Bet.” Eve strode in.

				Actually, Roarke thought, it was more of a swagger. He had a moment to admire it, before Eve rammed her fist in his face.

				“Fuck me.” His head snapped back, and he tasted blood.

				Magdelana cried out, but even the deaf would have caught the suppressed laughter in the sound. “Roarke! Oh, my God, you’re bleeding. Please, let me just—”

				“Don’t look now,” Eve said cheerfully. “But he’s not the only one.” She decked Magdelana with a straight-armed jab. “Bitch,” Eve added as Magdelana’s eyes rolled back and she fell, unconscious, to the floor.

				Roarke looked down. “Well, now, fuck us all.”

				“You’re going to want to get that mess out of my house.” With this, Eve strode out again.

				She passed Summerset in the foyer. She assumed the expression on his face was a grin, but couldn’t be absolutely sure. “You’re going to want to be careful—spreading your mouth like that could split your whole face in half.”

				“I thought applauding would be a bit inappropriate.”

				She snorted, and kept right on going upstairs.

				Face throbbing, sensibilities insulted, Roarke stepped over Magdelana. In the foyer, he sent Summerset an icy look. “Take care of that.”

				“With absolute pleasure.” Still, Summerset stood another moment, watching Roarke head upstairs after his wife.

				He caught up with her in the bedroom. “Damn it all to hell and back again, you know very well that was a setup. You bloody well know I couldn’t put my hands on her.”

				“Yeah, yeah, sure, sure.” Eve shrugged off her coat, tossed it aside. “I know a setup when I see it, and I know your face, ace. I didn’t see desire on it, I saw annoyance.”

				“Is that so? Is that bloody well so? Well, if you knew it was just what it was, why did you sucker punch me?”

				“Mostly?” She turned, cocked a hip. “Because you’re a man.”

				Eyes narrowed on her face, he tried to stanch the blood with the back of his hand. “And do you have any sort of idea just how often I might expect your fist in my goddamn face because of my bleeding DNA?”

				“No, really don’t.” He looked so furious, so incredibly insulted. She wanted to rip off his clothes and bite his ass. “In fact, I think you’ve earned a good whupping.”

				“Bugger that. I’ve had about enough of women altogether.” The absurdity of the entire thing began to wind through his temper. “You’re fearsome and irrational creatures.”

				She rolled up on the balls of her feet and back again, flexed her knees. “Afraid to take me on? Come on, hotshot, you got punched for being a man. Act like one.”

				“It’s a man you want, is it?” He began to circle as she did. “I’m going to take you down.”

				“Look how scared I am. I’m shaking.” She feinted with her left, spun, and back-kicked. “Oh, no, that’s suppressed laughter.”

				He blocked the kick, then the next with his forearm, forced her to jump over the sweep of his foot. He worked her back toward the bed, and when he’d judged the distance, spun, then flipped her.

				She landed on her back on the bed, but when he dived after, she’d rolled off the other side. Crouched into fighting stance.

				“Not going to be that easy, ace.”

				“Who said I wanted it easy?”

				He rolled as well, and she had to give him credit for both speed and agility. She danced back, aimed a jab—blocked—then an elbow jab that connected. She pulled it. After all, she didn’t want him on the disabled list, not with what she had in mind.

				But she didn’t mind if he limped a little. Serve him right. She started to bring her heel down on his instep, but he turned into her, knocked her off balance.

				Together they rolled down the short steps of the platform and hit the floor with her on top.

				“Ready to throw in the towel?” she asked, breathlessly.

				“No.” He scissored his legs, trapping hers, and reversed their positions. “You?”

				“My ass.” And she ripped his shirt open.

				“You’ll have to pay for that.”

				“Try to make me.”

				He hooked a hand in the collar of her shirt, tore it down the front. On a chain under it, she wore the diamond and the saint’s medal he’d given her. The arms of the shirt hung on her weapon harness.

				“Bloody cop,” he muttered, hitting the release.

				“Bloody criminal.”

				“Former, and no convictions.” He pressed his mouth to hers, swore at the burn in his wounded lip. “You pack a punch, Lieutenant.” He reared up enough to look down at her face—brown eyes full of challenge, wide mouth curved in a smug smile. “You’re my goddamn Valentine.”

				She laughed, grabbed two fistfuls of his hair. “You’d better believe it, buster.”

				She wanted to devour him, one greedy bite at a time, and let her nails dig a little into his back once she’d torn the tattered shirt away. She’d seen more than annoyance on his face when Magdelana had clung to him.

				Eve had seen what she might have missed if she and Roarke had been stupid enough, crazy enough, blind enough to pass each other by.

				“I love you.” She closed her teeth over his shoulder, gasped when his scraped down her throat. She hooked her legs around his waist, shoved so that he was under her again. With her mouth like a fever on his, on his flesh.

				So it wouldn’t be romantic and dreamy, a snowfall outside the window and gypsy violins singing in the air. It would be desperate, and a little rough. And as real and urgent as their heartbeats.

				He felt his survival depended on the taste and texture of her skin. He pulled and dragged at her clothes like a man possessed by demons.

				“You’ll give me all of you. All.”

				“Take it,” she told him, and was under him again. His mouth ravaged her breast, and his hands…his hands, his hands.

				She cried out, rocketing up as the orgasm gathered and flashed through her like a ball of lightning. She heard him murmuring to her, the sound thick and Irish. Felt him quiver as he held himself back.

				And that she wouldn’t allow. “You’ll give me all of you,” she said. “All.”

				She shattered his will, undid his control, her hands and lips taking him as he’d taken her. Beyond what was reason. Near to delirium, he dragged her mouth back to his, and devoured.

				Lips and teeth and tongues, fingers that demanded and took, bruises be damned. Her breath was burning even as she took from him, gave to him. His blood burned under his own skin.

				“Now, now, now.” She chanted it, arching up.

				When he drove into her, she cried out again, the sound close to a scream. And still her hips pumped fast and strong, whipping him into the glorious dark.

				

				Her hands lost their grip on his hips, slid away to thump against the floor. Inside her body, everything had been pummeled, twisted, wrung out, then smoothed soft again. Her toes wanted to curl in pleasure, but there wasn’t enough energy left for the movement.

				“Jesus,” she managed. “Holy dancing Jesus.”

				“When I can actually stand up again, some time in the distant future, I’m going to let you punch me in the face again, so we can see if all that finishes up the same way as this.”

				“Okay.”

				“Or maybe we’ll try that romantic dinner. Then you can punch me.” He actually felt her wince. “Problem?” He lifted his head, saw by her face there was. “What?”

				“I’m really sorry.”

				“I think, considering our current positions, and state of being, apologies are unnecessary.” But he read the look. “Not sorry for the punch, I see. It’s work?”

				“I didn’t contact you to tell you to hold dinner, because I wanted to tell you face-to-face. Which we now are, in addition to other body parts. It’s a lot to explain, but I will. I’ve got something I need to deal with, and I could use your help with it.”

				“All right.”

				“Maybe we could fit in the candlelight and so on before midnight, but—”

				“It doesn’t matter, Eve. I promise you.”

				Yeah, we got lucky, she thought. God, didn’t they just. “I got you a present.”

				“Did you?”

				“It’s a book of poetry—romancy stuff. I thought, ‘How schmaltzy is that,’ so it seemed like the thing. Then I screwed up and left it in my desk at work.”

				He smiled, leaned down to kiss her softly. “Thank you.”

				She touched his cheek. “I’ve got to grab a shower and get to this. I planned to dig straight in, so we could maybe have a really late dinner, but then I had to punch you and your blonde tart, and one thing led to another.”

				“Of course. Well, we’ll have a shower and you can fill me in.”

				He listened, saying little as she ran it through for him. “So,” he said, as she pulled on loose flannel pants and a sweatshirt. “You were right about the girl.”

				“That’s no girl, but yeah, I was right. The diary’s going to be one of the nails. I could have it cut open—the box, it’s in—”

				“I can promise that’s not necessary.”

				“Let’s take it in my office.” She hauled up a field bag. “I want it all on record. So maybe you could fumble just a little with the lock.”

				“I certainly will not.”

				“Okay, okay.”

				“I’d like to explain what Magdelana was doing here.”

				She slanted him a look. “Other than trying to lock lips with you?”

				“More specifically,” he said carefully as they started out of the bedroom, “why I allowed her in our home.”

				“I already got that. You needed to deal with it, with her. Needed to spell it out for her, give her the get lost, and put some of the fear of Roarke in her.”

				“How fortunate I am, under the circumstances, to have a woman who understands me. Fear of Roarke?” he repeated.

				“You can do the fear of God thing, but see, you can’t see Him, and most people feel He’s not going to really—what is it—smite them. You, however, are flesh and blood, and would do a lot worse than a smite. You’re a lot scarier than God.”

				“I don’t know quite how to take that,” he said after a moment. “But meanwhile, do you want to know how this was handled?”

				“Yeah, actually, I would.”

				He told her while they made their way to her office, while she set down her bag, took out the diary. While she simply stood, staring at him.

				“See? See? Holy crap. God wouldn’t have made her insides quiver like that, and you can bet your fine Irish ass they quivered like jelly. Can you really ban her from all your stuff? That’s like eighty percent of the known universe.”

				“You exaggerate, it wouldn’t be more than fifty, and, oh, aye.” His grin was fast and fierce. “I bloody well can.”

				“And you’ve got data on her that would interest the international authorities?”

				“What do you take me for? Of course I do.” He waited a moment, reading her face perfectly. “I’m not giving it to you, Eve. Two reasons.”

				“They’d better be good ones.”

				“First, it’s not your concern, and don’t even think about raising that fist to me. This is my doing, her coming here, her causing trouble. Second, it’ll keep her up at night, for some time to come, wondering what I have, and what I might do with it. She’ll be looking over her shoulder a long time.”

				“I think your first reason’s crap, but the second is really mean, really insidious. I like it a lot, so we’ll call it a wash.”

				“Good. Well, I’ll open that for you, shall I, and we’ll have our Valentine’s dinner while we see what’s inside.”

				“Um…”

				“It’s pizza. It was to be pizza and champagne actually.”

				“Seriously?”

				“I know my wife as she knows me.” He tapped a finger on her nose. “So it’ll be pepperoni pizza and coffee—with the champagne for another time.”

				“You know, you really are my Valentine.”
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				BEFORE BREAKING THE SEAL ON THE EVIDENCE bag containing Rayleen’s diary, Eve turned on her recorder, logged in the necessary data. She took the metal box—embossed with some sort of wide-petaled flowers—out of the evidence bag, set it on her desk.

				“Peabody found it in the kitchen recycler.”

				“Clever Peabody,” Roarke replied as he chose a tool.

				“If things hadn’t moved as fast as they did—au pair coming back and so on—if Peabody hadn’t been basically on the scene with the direct purpose of finding this, it might’ve been garbage by morning. Takes more than one cycle for something of this size, material, and density to break down. All she managed was to bang the box up.”

				“A pity, too. It’s a lovely box. Sturdy, well made, which is why it held up as well as it did. The girl should have taken the book out of it. That might have broken down before it was found.”

				“Some, but she doesn’t know everything. There’s a lot we can put back together in the lab. And…Okay, nice work,” she added, as he had the crushed and passcoded lock open in under ten seconds.

				“Well, it’s not a titanium vault, after all.”

				Hands already sealed, Eve lifted out the bright pink book inside. It was leather-bound, and again had Rayleen’s name across it in glittery silver letters. It also had a lock, and this one appeared to use an old-fashioned key.

				“Comp would be faster than handwritten pages,” she commented.

				“And I’ll wager, however indulgent her parents, they wouldn’t allow her to passcode anything on a comp. This…” He tapped a finger on the book. “This seems harmless, very traditional, something a young girl might enjoy.”

				She stepped back and let Roarke finesse the lock.

				“I’m going to want copies of everything inside there,” she told him.

				“Before you read it?”

				“No. I want to put the last few pages on record first, then make the copies. But even more, I want to know.”

				She flipped through the pink-tipped pages, found the last entry. With her recorder trained on the tidy handwriting on pale pink pages with shiny gold edges, she read out loud.

				
					“This morning I wore my pink-and-black plaid skirt and pink knee boots, and my white sweater with flowers on the hem and cuffs. I looked very pretty. I had fruit and yogurt and seven-grain toast for breakfast, and asked Cora to make real orange juice. That’s what she gets paid for. I had Brain Teasers. It’s getting a little boring, so I might find a way to quit. But still, I like knowing I’m smarter than any of the other students. Just like I’m better than anyone in my dance class. I could, if I wanted, be a prima ballerina one day.

					“After BT, Cora and I took a cab to the Met. I don’t see why we couldn’t use a car service. I’m going to ask Daddy about that. I like the art, but mostly everyone who painted anything is dead anyway. I could be a famous artist if I wanted, and have my paintings in the Met. People would pay a lot of money just to look at my paintings. But I think I’d sell mine to collectors. I don’t want people who don’t know anything and don’t deserve it to just stand there and stare at my work.”

				

				“Interesting ego,” Roarke remarked.

				Eve glanced up. “She had to have written this after her mother called them back home. And still, it’s full of I, I, I. Mira’s going to have a field day with this one.”

				She looked back at the book, continued to read.

				
					“I was supposed to meet my mother for lunch at Zoology. It’s my favorite place for lunch, and we had to book three weeks in advance for the reservation. One day, when I’m famous, I won’t need a stupid reservation to go anywhere. People will be grateful if I bother to eat in their restaurant.

					“After, I was going to the salon for a hair styling and a pedicure. I’d already decided on the Carnival polish, with glitter. Then Cora’s ’link beeped and it was my mother calling us home. We had plans! We had reservations, but I had to come home, and the whole day was spoiled. My mother wasn’t even dressed when we got there. She’s so selfish.

					“But it’s really all that nosy Lieutenant Dallas’s fault. I thought, at first, she was interesting, but she’s not. She’s just mean and pushy and stupid. Now I’ve had to fix everything. Again. It’s just as well, really. My mother’s so weak and silly, and my daddy’s been paying more attention to her lately than to me. So, I’ve taken care of it. It was easy. The easiest one so far.

					“She hid pills in her lingerie drawer. As if I wouldn’t find them! All I had to do was make her some tea, and put the pills in it. Like I did with smelly old Mrs. Versy at the Kinley House last year. I had to use more with Mommy because Mrs. Versy was old and half-dead anyway.”

				

				“Well, Christ,” Roarke murmured.

				“Yeah. I wondered if there were others along the way.” Eve read on.

				
					“She got into bed just like a baby for me. I watched her drink the tea. That was the best part. She drank it just like I told her, then I waited until she fell asleep. I left the empty bottle right there, so when Daddy gets home in a few hours he’ll find her that way. I’ll cry and cry. I’ve been practicing in the mirror, and I’m so good at it! Everyone will feel so sorry for me, and give me whatever I want. Everyone will think my mother killed that idiot Mr. Foster and that nasty Mr. Williams. It’s such a tragedy! I have to laugh.

					“I’m going to do some art now, and listen to some music. I’ll just be in my room when Daddy gets home. His best girl being quiet as a mouse so her mother can sleep. And sleep and sleep.

					“I have to go put this book in the recycler now. That’s annoying, and that’s Lieutenant Dallas’s fault, too! But, it’s okay. Daddy will buy me another diary, a better one. He’ll buy me anything I want now, and take me anywhere I want to go.

					“I think we should go somewhere warm and pretty, with a really nice beach.”

				

				Roarke said nothing for a moment. “She wrote that while her mother was, as far as she knew, dead or dying in the other room.”

				“Oh, yeah.”

				“She shouldn’t waste her time with art and ballet. She should consider becoming a professional assassin. She has the constitution for it.”

				“I’m going to make sure she has plenty of time to consider her options—inside maximum security.” She looked down at the book again, at the tidy yet still childish penmanship. “Let’s get this copied. I want Mira and Whitney to see it ASAP. Then I want to read the rest.”

				

				It was all there, meticulously documented: motives, means, opportunities, plans, execution. Rayleen didn’t stint on details.

				If it had been the journal of an adult killer, Eve would have wrapped the investigation and the perpetrator in a heavy chain and locked the door.

				But the sticking point was how to handle a killer of such a young age, whose father was a top defense counsel.

				By seven A.M., Eve had Mira and Peabody in her home office, and her commander on hologram.

				“I’m not going to buy she’s legally insane,” Eve began.

				“Did she and does she know right from wrong? Most certainly,” Mira agreed. “Her crimes are planned and executed, and her motives in each case are self-serving. The motives are the very reason a psychiatrist hired by the defense will argue insanity.”

				“Will you argue against it for the prosecution?”

				“Yes. I’ll need to examine her, of course, but at this point, most certainly I can argue against. Eve, either way, she must be put away, and I believe she will be. She won’t stop.”

				Mira drew a deep breath as she studied the pretty face on Eve’s murder board. “Unless she’s stopped by the system, there’s no reason for her to stop. This process works for her. It’s satisfying to her, and proves her superiority. In a childish way, this gets her what she wants, and getting what she wants is her primary goal.”

				“Her own mother,” Peabody added. “She writes about killing her own mother without a moment’s regret or hesitation. She didn’t feel a thing about it.”

				“I want to get her for the brother. He’s not mentioned in the diary. He’s not part of her scope any longer.” Eve glanced at Mira, got a nod of agreement. “It’s not just that he’s not worth her time, or the space, she doesn’t think about him or what she did to him now. Everything is now with her.”

				“You said before you’d get a confession, see that she wanted to tell you,” Mira continued. “But—”

				“I’ll get a confession. The hitch will be Straffo. If he decides to protect her, she’ll clam. If she believes I can use what she tells me, she’ll clam. I have to get to him, through him, first.”

				“He’s a father, who’ll instinctively want to protect his child.”

				“He’s a father whose son was carelessly disposed of, and he’s a husband whose wife may very well be Rayleen’s next victim.” And those, Eve knew, were her weapons. “Hard place for him. He’s going to have to choose who he stands up for.”

				“If you give him this information,” Whitney cut in, “you’re giving a potential defense a heads-up, a running start. He could, potentially, erect a shield around his daughter that will take months to hack through.”

				“Yes, sir, he could. And if I don’t slap this in his face, knock his feet out from under him while he’s still shaky over his wife, he could do that anyway. He needs to see her for what she is. And for that, I could use the expert consultant, civilian.” She glanced at Roarke.

				“Lay it out, Lieutenant,” Whitney told her.

				

				It took time, and Eve struggled against impatience. It took care and caution, and she fought not to push. So it was nearing ten before she, Peabody, and Mira headed out to the hospital, well after Roarke, Feeney, and McNab were already in play.

				When her ’link beeped, she snapped it up. “Dallas.”

				“Lieutenant? I don’t know if you remember me. This is Billy Kimball, the assistant manager from Kline’s? You were in the other day making inquiries about a go-cup we carry.”

				“I remember you. You got something?”

				“One of our seasonal clerks happened to stop in last night, near closing? I mentioned the go-cup to her, just on the off chance that she knew anything about it. She did.”

				“What did she know?”

				“She remembers the sale very well. It was after the holiday. She worked through our January clearance sales? She said a young girl came in, with a nanny, she thought it was a nanny. As the girl wanted to purchase something as a surprise, she asked the nanny to go to another part of the store for a while. And this was a bit of a struggle of willpower as the nanny didn’t want to—”

				“Wind this up for me, Billy.”

				“Sorry. Well, the clerk promised the nanny she’d keep a close eye on the girl, so the nanny went to another department. The girl wanted the go-cup you asked about, and had it engraved. The clerk remembers the girl because she was so bright and charming, and very polite. Now, the clerk isn’t a hundred percent sure of the name, but she did recall that the girl told her it was a going-away present for her favorite teacher. She paid cash. Since it was after the first of the year, it was easy for me to pull up the store copy of the receipt, for cash. It was a go-cup of the make and model you asked about, in black, with the additional fee for silver engraving in the Roman script font. Does that help at all?”

				“It does.” Sometimes, Eve thought, the stars just freaking aligned. “Good job, Billy. I’m going to pass you to my partner. I need you to give her the name and contact info on your clerk. I want her to look at some pictures, see if she can identify the little girl.”

				“I’m sure she’d be glad to help. She mentioned the girl was a pretty little blonde, curly hair? With very unique eyes. Nearly purple.”

				“And the walls keep tumbling down,” Eve mumbled as Peabody took the data. “Outsmarted herself on this one. Should’ve made it quick, not engaged the clerk. But she’s just got to show off.”

				“She’d have disposed of his original cup,” Mira commented.

				“Yeah, probably carried it right out of the school, right under our noses. Goddamn it.”

				“You’re trained,” Mira said. “So am I. I’m trained in abnormal psychiatry, and I believe she would have carried it out under my nose, too.”

				“That ends today.”

				

				Eve found Straffo in his wife’s room, sitting vigil beside her bed. He looked over at Eve with dull, heavy eyes. “If you’ve come to file charges, you can—”

				“How is she?” Eve interrupted.

				He dragged a hand through his hair, then reached down to take Allika’s again. “She’s still critical. They’re going to run more tests soon.” He stroked his wife’s hand as he spoke. “I don’t know. I just don’t know. But you won’t push those murders on her.”

				Eve walked over to stand at the opposite side of the bed. “How much do you love your wife?”

				“That’s a stupid question.” Some of the steel came back into his eyes, his voice. “However much I love her, I don’t have to cover for her, or use any legal magic to protect her. She’s incapable of hurting anyone. And I’m damned if she tried to kill herself, especially with Rayleen alone in the house. She’d never put our daughter through this. Never.”

				“I agree with you.”

				He looked up. “Then what is this?”

				“How much did you love your son?”

				“How can you come in here, at a time like this, and bring that kind of pain back to me?”

				“A great deal, I’m betting. Even though you don’t have pictures of him in your home. Even though your wife keeps them locked away.”

				“It hurts beyond the telling. You can’t possibly understand. Do you think I’ve forgotten him? It’s not how much did I love him, but how much I do.” He lurched up, pulled out a small leather folder from his pocket. “Is this one of your essential details to tie up, Lieutenant? Here then. Here. I keep him in here. Look at that face.”

				He held out the photo case, with a snapshot of the little boy smiling out of it. “He was the sweetest boy. So happy all the time. You couldn’t be around Trev and not smile. No matter how crappy the day had been, five minutes with him and everything was good again. The day he…the day we lost him was the worst day of my life, up until now. Is that what you need to hear?”

				“Yeah, it is. I’ve got something hard for you, Oliver. Something no one should ever have laid on them. I want you to remember how you feel about your wife and your son. I need you to read this.”

				“What is it?”

				She held out the printout from the last pages of the diary. “I think you’ll recognize the handwriting. I think you’ll know what it is. I’m showing these to you now because of her.” She gestured toward Allika. “And because I saw the pictures of your son. His face is in my head.”

				That made Trevor Straffo hers, Eve acknowledged. As much as Craig Foster, even the pathetic Reed Williams, was hers.

				Straffo took the pages, scanned the first line. “This is Rayleen’s handwriting. From her diary? What possible—”

				“The last entry was written before she tossed it, inside its lockbox, in your kitchen recycler. Date’s right there. You’re going to want to read the whole thing.”

				As he did, he went gray. As he did, his hands began to shake. “This isn’t possible.”

				“Somewhere in you, you know it is. Your wife knew it was, and even in her horror and grief, she tried to protect Rayleen. So Rayleen did this to her, to protect herself, to throw suspicion on Allika, to focus you, your time, your attention, on her.”

				“No.”

				“There were other entries, Oliver. Details of how she killed both Foster and Williams. And a mention of a woman named Versy at the Kinley House.”

				“No. No. You’re out of your mind.” He swayed like a man would when the world tipped sharply on its axis. “I’m going out of mine.”

				Push, Eve ordered herself. No choice but to push. “What isn’t in there, as the diary only goes back seven months, is how she killed your son.”

				Even the gray leached out of his face. “That’s insane.”

				“You both knew Rayleen had been up some time before she came in to wake you.”

				“She—”

				“You decided it was an accident—what parent wouldn’t? That he’d tripped and she’d gone into shock and denial. You put all the pieces of him out of sight because she got upset if she saw them. More, if she saw either you or her mother looking at them.”

				“For God’s sake, for God’s sake. She was seven. You can’t believe—”

				“I can. Look at your wife, Oliver. Does she deserve what was done to her? Take out the picture of your son again. Did he? She took these lives without a quibble. I have a rock-solid case, which includes her buying a go-cup with Craig’s name engraved on it.”

				“What? What?” He fisted both hands in his hair, all but tore at it.

				“I have a wit,” Eve continued, relentlessly. “The clerk who waited on Rayleen, and who’s already identified her photo. Cora verifies they stopped in to that particular store on that particular day at Rayleen’s request.

				“I have a statement from her great-aunt, Quella Harmon, verifying she had interest in and knowledge of how ricin was made. Don’t even think of saying circumstantial to me,” she snapped.

				Kick him and keep kicking him while he’s down, she thought. It’s the only way.

				“In her own words, Oliver.” She leaned over to pick up the pages he’d dropped. “In her own words she writes how she decided to kill her mother, how she left Allika to die while she herself went to make a snack, to listen to music. She did this without a single twinge of regret.”

				“I can’t…You can’t expect me to believe.”

				“You already believe, in that place inside you. That’s what’s making you sick. But you’re going to have to suck it in, because I’m going to tell you what’s going to be done. And…look at me, Oliver. Look at me.”

				His eyes were glazed over with shock and unspeakable pain when they met hers. “She wrote it down,” he said dully. “She wrote it down while Allika was…”

				“That’s right. Allika was a barrier, like Trevor was.” Use their names, Eve thought. “Allika and Trev stood in the way of something she wanted, so she removed them.”

				“She’s my daughter, she’s my child. She’s…”

				“I’m going to make you a deal right here. You and me. If I don’t prove to you that everything I’ve told you is true, I won’t fight any attempt to try her as a minor instead of an adult.”

				“She’s ten years old. She’s only ten.”

				“Multiple premeditated murders. She gets legal adult status, unless I pull it out of the mix. That’s the deal. I prove to you that she put your wife—that she put Allika in that hospital bed, with a machine breathing for her, I prove she pushed Trevor down the stairs on fucking Christmas morning, that she did Foster and Williams and some sick old lady in a nursing home. All of it. Without a shadow of a doubt. If I don’t, you’ll have ammo to break down my case. That’s the deal. Take it, or I take her down now.”

				

				Rayleen was in the CCU family room, drawing. When Eve stepped in, she stopped, let her eyes swim with shining tears. “My mommy—”

				Eve closed the doors behind her. “I know the doctor who’s been working on her. She thinks your mother’s going to pull through this.”

				She wandered over to the counter. Hospital coffee was nearly as lethal as cop coffee. But it would make a nice prop. Eve poured a cup, turned. “Not such good news for you, Ray.”

				“What?”

				“Just you and me, Ray. Door’s shut.” Eve pulled off her jacket, turned. I’m not wearing a wire. Here’s my recorder.” She unpinned it, set it down. “Turned off. Haven’t read you your rights. Your father’s a lawyer, and you’re smart, so you know I can’t use anything you say to me.”

				Eve sat down, stretched out her legs, sipped at the coffee. Maybe hospital coffee was, actually, worse than cop coffee. “I’ve come across some tricky ones, but I have to say, you’re the trickiest. Even if your mother comes out of it, she’s not going to point the finger at you. Still, it must’ve pissed you off when Cora came back and found her before it was finished.”

				“I don’t want to talk to you.” The tears spilled out now. “You’re so mean.”

				“Oh, come on. I don’t scare you. You know I’ve got zip. I’ll give you better.” Eve shrugged, chanced another sip. “My commander and the house shrink think I’m full of it. Maybe tipping over the edge myself because I tried to sell them on you. I value my career, kid. I’m not going to toss it away on this. I’m done. The investigation will remain open for a while, then we’ll move it to inactive. Then to cold.”

				She leaned forward. “I’m not having the brass and the shrinks looking over my shoulder because of you, screwing up my very excellent chances for promotion over you. I’m riding a wave right now. Icove, the black-market baby bust. Big, juicy cases I closed. I can afford to let this one slide.”

				Rayleen tilted her head. “You can lie in an interview with a suspect.”

				“Yeah. But I can’t even hold an interview with a minor suspect without parental permission. So, officially, I’m not even here.”

				Rayleen went back to drawing. “Why are you here? I can go to my daddy right now, and you’ll be in trouble.”

				“Shit. I just came in to see how you were doing, no reason for him to think otherwise. If you make a stink about it, he’s going to wonder why I’d hassle you. Yeah.” Eve smiled, set the hideous coffee aside. “Why don’t you do that, Ray? He might start thinking how your mother wouldn’t have done herself with you alone with her in the apartment. Go ahead and get him. Last I saw him he was sitting beside your mother’s bed.”

				“He shouldn’t have left me alone. He should be with me. When she dies—”

				“If. It’s still if.” Playfully, Eve wagged a finger. “Don’t count your chickens, kid. I could hang the two murders on her, and maybe make it stick. But I’m not quite as practical as you are. I like to close cases, but doing that would stick in my craw. So…it goes cold.”

				“You’re just giving up?”

				“It’s what we call ‘knowing when to fold.’ A couple of teachers aren’t going to get much more screen play anyway.” Casually, Eve crossed her ankles. “I can figure out how you did your mother. Can’t prove it, but I can get how you played it. You made the tea, you put in the pills. Did she know?”

				Rayleen shrugged. “My mother tried to kill herself, and it’s terrible. I could be scarred for life. Daddy and I are going to need to go on a long trip, just the two of us, so I can adjust.”

				“Then why’d she call you home first? Why did your mother call you back instead of just taking the pills while she was alone?”

				“I guess she wanted to say good-bye.” Rayleen lifted her gaze, fluttered her lashes. And was smiling just a little as she worked up a tear. “She loved me more than anything.”

				Already using past tense, Eve noted. Allika was gone in Rayleen’s mind. “That could work,” Eve agreed. “Come on, Ray, it must be infuriating for a smart girl like you not to be able to share what you can do with anyone else. I know about taking a life from both sides of it. You’ve got me cold, tied my hands. You win; I lose. But goddamn it, I’m curious.”

				“You use very bad language. In my house, we don’t approve of bad language.”

				“Screw that,” Eve said, and made Rayleen giggle. “Why’d you do Foster? I can, again, work out the how. You got the ricin from somewhere. Can’t track that, either, but you got it, dumped it in his thermos.”

				“It’s called a go-cup,” Rayleen said primly.

				“Right. You walked in when he had the outside class upstairs, doctored the drink. Then you got your friend to go down to class a few minutes early, so you could find him. Slick.”

				“If you were right, you still wouldn’t be all right. You don’t know everything.”

				“No, you got me. Why would you kill him? Did he try to hurt you? Did he try some sort of abuse? Touch you?”

				“Please. That’s disgusting.”

				“I’m not going to buy it was just a whim. You went to too much trouble, planned it out too well.”

				Rayleen’s lips twitched. “If you were really smart, you’d know everything.”

				“Got me there.”

				“Maybe—and this is just like pretending I’m talking to you about it—maybe he was stupid and mean and made a really dumb mistake and wouldn’t listen even when I gave him a chance to fix it.”

				“What kind of mistake? Since we’re pretending.”

				“He gave me an A minus on my oral report. A minus. I always get an A or an A plus. He had no business giving me a minus, just because he thought my presentation needed more work. I practiced and practiced. I was the best in the whole class, and getting less than a solid A means I could drop to second instead of first.”

				“You poisoned him because he gave you an A minus on a presentation?” Eve repeated.

				“I told him I needed him to change it to an A, at least. That I didn’t want to drop to second in the class, and how hard I’d worked. Do you know what he said?”

				“I’m riveted.”

				“He said the grade wasn’t as important as the learning and the experience. Can you believe anything that base? That stupid?”

				“Boggling.”

				“And he gave Melodie an A, and now we’re almost tied for first in the class. I fixed her, too.”

				It was all in the diary, Eve thought, all these details. But it was fascinating, and horrible, to hear them out of the girl’s mouth. “By making sure she saw what happened to Mr. Foster?”

				“She has nightmares.” Rayleen laughed. “And her attendance record’s blown! She’s such a big baby.”

				“What about Williams?”

				Now Rayleen rolled her eyes. “If you’re not totally stupid, you know why.”

				“So I’d think he killed Mr. Foster? But—”

				“That’s so lame-o.”

				Rayleen got up to go to the little pay AutoChef, digging credits from the pocket of her pink jeans. She plugged them in and ordered herself a lemon fizzy.

				“Why’s it lame-o?”

				Rayleen got a straw from the counter, and her lips curved around it as she sucked up the drink. “You were supposed to think Principal Mosebly killed them both. Because of having sex. That’s disgusting, too, and she should pay for it. Anyway, she’s too strict, and I was getting tired of it.”

				“I looked at her,” Eve agreed, and spoke conversationally. “I thought, initially, that Williams did Foster to cover the fact that he was a pervert, then Mosebly killed Williams because he tried to blackmail her. But the timing kept hanging me up, and every time I ran it through, it pulled out to the same killer for both. I couldn’t pin Foster on Mosebly. Didn’t fit.”

				“You could if you wanted. He had the dumb cup in his ugly old briefcase in the class all the time, so she could’ve. Now, I guess you won’t ever arrest anyone.”

				“It’s looking that way.” Eve picked up the dreadful coffee again. Just a couple of girls, she thought, having a drink and talking shop. “Where’d you get the drug you used on Williams? It was damn good thinking to get him in the pool. We nearly missed the drug since you used such a small amount. Timing worked against you that time.”

				“Stupid Mr. Williams. The stuff is supposed to be absorbed and be pretty much undetectable after a couple hours. I got it from the old, ugly people’s home where I have to go volunteer and pretend not to want to puke. I sing for them, and dance and read and listen to their booor-ing stories. And I can go anywhere I want because everyone knows me. They keep it locked up, but it’s easy to distract the nurse or the orderly for a few minutes.”

				She studied Eve’s weapon. “Did you ever kill anyone with that?”

				“Yes.”

				“How did it feel?”

				“Powerful.”

				“Uh-huh. But it doesn’t last very long. It’s like eating ice cream, and then the bowl’s empty.” Rayleen set the fizzy aside, did a series of pirouettes. “You can tell everybody in the whole galaxy what I said to you, and not one single person will believe you.”

				“That’s pretty much it. Who’d believe me if I said you’d killed two people, and tried—maybe succeeded—in killing a third. And her own mother. At ten years old.”

				Rayleen executed a graceful plié. “That’s not all.” She sang it.

				“What else?”

				“Maybe I’ll tell, maybe I won’t. People would lock you up in a looney box if you said I did it.”

				“You don’t want to tell, fine. It’s getting late anyway, and it’s my day off.” Eve got to her feet. “I’ve spent enough of my time on all this.”

				On tiptoe, arms curved overhead, Rayleen danced a circle around Eve. “You’ll never, never, never guess.”

				“I’m too old for games, kid. And as things stand, the sooner I forget about you, the better it is for me.”

				With a little thump, Rayleen dropped down to the flats of her feet. “You don’t just walk away from me! I’m not finished. I’m the one who beat you. I won! You’re being a poor sport.”

				“Sue me.” Eve reached for the door.

				“I killed the first time when I was only seven.”

				Eve stopped, turned, leaned back on the door. “Bullshit.”

				“If you curse at me, I won’t tell you how I killed my baby brother.”

				“He fell down the steps. I read the investigator reports, the notes. All the files.”

				“They were stupid, too.”

				“You expect me to believe you pulled that off, and nobody knows?”

				“I can do anything I want. I got him up early, early. I had to put my hand over his mouth when he giggled. But he listened to me, he always listened to me. He loved me.”

				“I bet he did,” Eve said, and almost lost her ability to sound mildly interested.

				“And he was quiet, just like I told him to be. I said we were going to go down and see the toys, and maybe even Santa. He believed in Santa. He was a joke. It was their fault, anyway.”

				“Whose?”

				“My parents’, for God’s sake. They should never have had him in the first place. He was always in the way, and they were always spending time with him when they should have spent it with me. I was the first.”

				“You pushed him down the steps?”

				“It was easy.” Rayleen executed a small leap, then picked up her drink again. “Just one shove and he went tumble, tumble, tumble. Snap! And that was that.” On a giggle, she drank—and Eve’s stomach churned.

				“Things were the way they were supposed to be. I got all the toys that Christmas. All I had to do was cry when Daddy started to put the ones for Trev away. I got them all, and now I always get them all.”

				She did another pirouette, followed it with a grand plié, then a long deep bow. “I bet you’ve never been beaten by a kid before. I’m better than any of the rest. Than anyone. Say it. Say that Rayleen is better and smarter than anyone you’ve ever met.”

				“Hold that thought,” Eve suggested at the knock on the door. She opened it to Peabody, who handed Eve Rayleen’s diary. “Well, well, what have we here?”

				“Where did you get that! That’s mine!” The smirking child was gone, and it was an enraged killer who charged at Eve. “Give that to me. Now!”

				Eve took the vicious shove, even the clawing hands as she held the diary out of reach. “Well, now, that’s what we call assaulting an officer. Rayleen Straffo, you’re under arrest for—”

				“You shut up. You’d better shut up right now, or you’re going to be sorry. That’s my diary and I want it back! My father’s going to make you pay.”

				Eve tossed the diary to Peabody, then gripped Rayleen’s arms, spun her around. She clamped on restraints while Rayleen screamed and cried and kicked. “You’re the one who’s going to pay, for all of it. You were right, Ray. I can lie during interviews. I wasn’t wired, but the room was.”

				“You didn’t read me my rights.”

				“True. But I don’t need anything you told me in there. I’ve already got it. From the diary we pulled out of the recycler yesterday, from the clerk who sold you the engraved go-cup you used to replace Craig Foster’s, from your mother, who told us—before you tried to kill her—that she knew you’d been up earlier on Christmas.”

				“No one’s going to believe you.” Rayleen’s face was wildly red with rage, and not a hint of fear. “My daddy will fix it all.”

				“Wrong again.” Eve took a firm hold of Rayleen’s arm while Peabody took the other.

				A few feet away, Straffo stood staring at his daughter like a man still gripped in a nightmare. “Rayleen.”

				“Daddy! Daddy! They’re hurting me! Stop them.”

				He took two lurching steps toward her. “He was just a baby. He was just a little boy. He loved you so much. How could you do that, Rayleen, to people who loved you so much?”

				“It’s lies, Daddy. She’s lying to you. I’m your best girl. I’m…Mommy did it! I saw her do it, Daddy. She pushed Trev, and then she killed Mr. Foster and Mr. Williams. I didn’t want to tell on her, Daddy. I didn’t want them to take her away from us. I—”

				“Stop. Oh, God.” He covered his face with his hands. “Oh, God.”

				“Take her, Peabody. Take her, Mira, and the CP agent to Central. I’ll follow as soon as I can.”

				“You’ll pay,” Rayleen said to Eve under her breath as Peabody signaled a uniform to help her. “You’ll pay, just like the others. I’ll enjoy you the most.”

				“Spoiled brats don’t scare me. Read her her rights, Peabody, and book her, three counts murder one, one attempted murder. We’ll add on Adele Versy when we have that locked in.”

				“Daddy! Don’t let them take me away from you! Daddy!”

				Eve turned away and walked toward Straffo without looking back. “Let’s go sit down, Oliver.”

				“I have nothing left. I have nothing. That’s my child. She…I made her.”

				“You didn’t. Sometimes the unspeakable can come from the decent. And sometimes, it’s possible to make yourself decent out of the unspeakable. I know about this.”

				Eve put her hand on his arm, then stood where she was as she saw Louise coming toward them.

				“Mr. Straffo.”

				He looked at Louise. “She’s dead. Allika.”

				“No, she’s conscious. She isn’t lucid, not yet, and I can’t make you any promises. But she needs you with her now. She’s confused and disoriented, and she needs you. Let me take you to her now.”

				“Allika.” He turned desperate, streaming eyes to Eve. “Rayleen.”

				“How much do you love your wife, Oliver? How much do you love your son?”

				Weeping, nodding, he let Louise lead him away.

			

		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

			

			
				AFTER THE LONG, MISERABLE PROCESS, EVE WALKED BACK TO her office.

				And there was Roarke, sitting at her desk, working on her comp.

				“Police property, pal.”

				“Mmm-hmm. Just passing the time with a little work, which is now on its way to my home unit.” He swiveled around. “You’ve had a rough one, Lieutenant.”

				“I’ve had rougher, that’s what I keep telling myself. You should’ve gone home.”

				“And I told myself you might need me.” He rose, wrapped his arms around her. “Do you?”

				“Oh, yeah.” She let out a long sigh. “I thought, hoped I’d feel better after this part was done. When I got the answers, tied it up, got her booked, and started the process, I’d feel better. Satisfied. I can’t figure out, not exactly, how I do feel.”

				“Sorry for Oliver and Allika Straffo, sick to think of some poor, innocent little boy, some old woman, or a good man, a good teacher who died because of a selfish child’s ego. And sorry for the wife who will grieve for him.”

				“I got in touch with her, Foster’s wife, told her we’d closed the case and I was coming by to explain it to her. Jesus.” She shut her eyes. “You should go home.”

				“No, what I’ll do is go with you.”

				“Yeah.” Now she sighed. “That would help. She used tears on the CP agent. They’re working. They’re not working on Mira. The arraignment’s set for tomorrow. Meanwhile, due to the heinous nature of the crimes, and with no parental dissent, she’s being held in adult lockup—separated from the general population. You heard it, didn’t you? All of it.”

				“I did, yes. And in my life I don’t believe I’ve heard anything quite so chilling.”

				Roarke pressed his lips to Eve’s hair because he thought they both needed it. “No one spoke in the control area. There was none of the asides or bad jokes you often hear during the e-part of any op. No one said a bloody thing while you worked her, while she bragged to you about what she’d done. Straffo sat like a ghost through it, like a man who’d already had the guts and heart ripped out of him.”

				“She’s got a PD now. Her father may decide he’s obliged to secure her other counsel. It won’t matter. I can’t use her confession, but I have everything else. And you know what? I’ll get it out of her again, on record.”

				“How?”

				“The ego. Think of it: Ray, you’re the best. Not only the best, but you’re unique. You’re going to be famous, the only one of your kind.”

				“And you say I’m scary.” He kissed her brow. “It’s you who are one of a kind. And you’re all mine.”

				“I’m not going to let myself stay sick about this one. I’m not going to keep asking myself how this could all be. There are some questions that don’t have answers. You’ve got to let them be.”

				“Allika Straffo’s been moved up to guarded condition. I spoke with Louise.”

				“Well, that’s something anyway, and I’ll interview her as soon as she’s able to talk to me. Once I’ve done what I have to do today, let’s just go home. Let’s open the champagne. In fact, let’s open one bottle for each of us, get a little drunk—maybe very—and do whatever comes next.”

				“An excellent plan.” He retrieved her coat, brought it to her. “I’ve a number of ideas on whatever comes next.”

				“Yeah, you’re always full of ideas.” She took his hand. “And you’re all mine.”

				There would be sanity again, Eve thought, and a little peace, and the unity she’d come to depend on. It would all be there, with him, with whatever happened next.
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				Ah! The clock is always slow;
It is later than you think.

				—ROBERT W. SERVICE

			

			
				And music pours on mortals
Her magnificent disdain.

				—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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				PROLOGUE

			

			
				FOR HIM, DEATH WAS A VOCATION. KILLING WAS NOT MERELY an act, or a means to an end. It certainly was not an impulse of the moment or a path to gain and glory.

				Death was, in and of itself, the all.

				He considered himself a late bloomer, and often bemoaned the years before he’d found his raison d’être. All that time lost, all those opportunities missed. But still, he had bloomed, and was forever grateful that he had finally looked inside himself and seen what he was. What he was meant for.

				He was a maestro in the art of death. The keeper of time. The bringer of destiny.

				It had taken time, of course, and experimentation. His mentor’s time had run out long before he himself had become the master. And even in his prime, his teacher had not envisioned the full scope, the full power. He was proud that he had learned, had not only honed his skills but had expanded them while perfecting his techniques.

				He’d learned, and learned quickly, that he preferred women as his partners in the duet. In the grand opera he wrote, and rewrote, they outperformed the men.

				His requirements were few, but very specific.

				He didn’t rape them. He’d experimented there, as well, but had found rape distasteful and demeaning to both parties.

				There was nothing elegant about rape.

				As with any vocation, any art that required great skill and concentration, he’d learned he required holidays—what he thought of as his dormant periods.

				During them he would entertain himself as anyone might on a holiday. He would travel, explore, eat fine meals. He might ski or scuba dive, or simply sit under an umbrella on a lovely beach and while away the time reading and drinking mai tais.

				He would plan, he would prepare, he would make arrangements.

				By the time he went back to work, he was refreshed and eager.

				As he was now, he thought as he readied his tools. More, so much more…with his latest dormant period had come the understanding of his own destiny. So he’d gone back to his roots. And there, where he had first seriously plied his trade, he would re-form and remake connections before the curtain came down.

				It added so many interesting layers, he mused, as he tested the edge on an antique switchblade with a horn handle he’d purchased while touring Italy. He turned the steel blade to the light, admired it. Circa nineteen fifty-three, he thought.

				It was a classic for a reason.

				He enjoyed using tools from long ago, though he also employed more modern pieces. The laser, for instance—so very excellent for applying the element of heat.

				There must be a variety—sharp, dull, cold, heat—a series of elements in various forms, in various cycles. It took a great deal of skill, and patience and concentration to spin those cycles out to the absolute zenith of his partner’s aptitude.

				Then, and only then, would he complete the project and know he’d done his best work.

				This one had been an excellent choice. He could congratulate himself on that. For three days and four nights, she’d survived—and there was life in her yet. It was so satisfying.

				He’d started out slowly, naturally. It was vital, absolutely vital, to build and build and build to that ultimate crescendo.

				He knew, as a master of his craft knew such things, that they were approaching that peak.

				“Music on,” he ordered, then stood, eyes closed as he absorbed the opening strains of Puccini’s Madame Butterfly.

				He understood the central character’s choice of death for love. Hadn’t it been that choice, so many years before, that had sent him on this path?

				He slipped the protective cover over his tailored white suit.

				He turned. He looked at her.

				Such a lovely thing, he thought now. He remembered, as he always did, her precursor. Her mother, he supposed.

				The Eve of all the others.

				All that pretty white skin covered with burns and bruises, with narrow slices and meticulous little punctures. They showed his restraint, his patience, his thoroughness.

				Her face was untouched—as yet. He always saved the face for last. Her eyes were fixed on his—wide, but yes, a bit dull. She had experienced nearly all she was capable of experiencing. Well, the timing worked well. Very well, because he’d anticipated, he’d prepared.

				He’d already secured the next.

				He glanced, almost absently, at the second woman across the room, peacefully sleeping under the drug he’d administered. Perhaps tomorrow, he thought, they could begin.

				But for now…

				He approached his partner.

				He never gagged his partners, believing they should be free to scream, to beg, to weep, even to curse him. To express all emotion.

				“Please,” she said. Only, “Please.”

				“Good morning! I hope you rested well. We have a lot of work to do today.” He smiled as he laid the edge of the knife between her first and second ribs. “So let’s get started, shall we?”

				Her screams were like music.
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				EVERY ONCE IN A WHILE, EVE THOUGHT, LIFE was really worth living. Here she was, stretched out in a double-wide sleep chair watching a vid. There was plenty of action in the vid—she liked watching stuff blow up—and the “plotline” meant she didn’t have to actually think.

				She could just watch.

				She had popcorn, drowned in butter and salt, the fat cat stretched across her feet keeping them nice and warm. She had the next day off, which meant she could sleep until she woke up, then veg until she grew mold.

				Best of all, she had Roarke cozied up in the chair beside her. And since her husband had complained after one handful that the popcorn was disgusting, she had the whole bowl to herself.

				Really, it didn’t get any better.

				Then again, maybe it did—would—as she planned to nail her husband like an airjack when the vid was over. Her version of a double feature.

				“Iced,” she said after a midair collision of a tourist tram and an ad blimp. “Seriously iced.”

				“I thought this storyline would appeal to you.”

				“There is no storyline.” She took another handful of popcorn. “That’s what appeals to me. It’s just some dialogue stitching explosions together.”

				“There was brief full-frontal nudity.”

				“Yeah, but that was for you, and those of your ilk.” She flicked a glance up at him, as on screen pedestrians ran screaming from falling wreckage.

				He was so damn gorgeous—in anyone’s ilk. A face sculpted by talented gods on a really good day. Strong bones laying the excellent foundation under that Irish white skin, the mouth that made her think of poets, until he used it on her so she couldn’t think at all. Those wild Celt’s eyes that saw just who she was.

				Then you topped it off with all that black silky hair, added that long, lean body, the sexy Irish accent, tossed in brains, wit, temper, and street smarts and you had yourself a hell of a package.

				And he was all hers.

				She intended to make really good use of what was hers for the next thirty-six hours or so.

				On screen a street battle erupted among the rubble with hurled miniboomers and whooshing blasters. The hero—distinguished by the fact he’d kicked the most ass thus far—burst through the mêlée on the back of a jet-bike.

				Obviously caught up, Roarke dug into the popcorn. Then immediately pulled his hand out again and scowled at his own fingers. “Why don’t you just dump salt into melted butter and eat that?”

				“The corn makes a nice vehicle for it. Aw, what’s the matter? You get your pretty hands messy?”

				He wiped his fingers down her face, smiled. “Clean now.”

				“Hey!” She laughed, set the bowl aside. It would be safe, she knew, as even Galahad, the cat, wouldn’t eat it her way. She poked a finger hard into Roarke’s ribs, rolled until she was on top of him.

				Maybe they’d just have a sneak preview of tonight’s second feature.

				“Going to pay for that one, pal.”

				“How much?”

				“It’s going to be the installment plan. I figure we’ll start with…” She lowered her mouth to his, nipped that excellent bottom lip. She felt his hand move over her. Lifting her head, she narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you feeling my ass or wiping the rest of the butter and salt off your fingers?”

				“Two birds, one ass. About that first payment.”

				“The interest is going to be—ha-ha—stiff.” She went for the mouth again, started to sink in.

				And her communicator signaled.

				“Goddamn it.” She pulled up. “This is crap. I’m not on call.”

				“Why is it in your pocket?”

				“Habit. Stupid. Damn it,” she spurted as she dragged the communicator out, checked the display. “It’s Whitney.” Sighing, she shoved a hand through her hair. “I have to take it.”

				“Pause vid,” Roarke ordered, then rubbed the butter off her cheek. “Lights on, seventy percent.”

				“Thanks.” Eve clicked on. “Dallas.”

				“Lieutenant, report to East River Park, at Second Street and Avenue D, as primary.”

				“Commander—”

				“I understand you were neither on duty nor on call,” he interrupted. “Now you are.”

				The word why went through her head, but she was too well-trained to verbalize it. “Yes, sir. I’ll contact Detective Peabody en route.”

				“I’ll see you at Central.”

				He clicked off.

				“Unusual,” Roarke commented. He’d already turned off the vid. “For the commander to contact you personally, and to yank you in this way.”

				“Something hot,” Eve replied and shoved the communicator back in her pocket. “I’ve got nothing hot open. Not that it would have him tagging me directly when I’m not on the roll. Sorry.” She glanced over. “Screws vid night.”

				“It’ll keep. But as my evening is now open, I believe I’ll go with you. I know how to keep out of the way,” he reminded her before she could object.

				He did, she admitted. And since she knew he’d changed his own schedule, possibly postponing acquiring a small country or planetoid, it seemed only fair.

				“Then let’s get moving.”

				

				He knew how to stay out of the way when it suited him. He also knew how to observe. What Roarke saw when they arrived at the park were a number of black-and-whites, a small army of uniforms and crime scene techs.

				The media people who had a nose for this sort of thing were there, firmly blocked by part of that army. The barricades had been erected, and like the media and the civilian gawkers, he would have to make his observations from behind them.

				“If you get bored,” Eve told him, “just take off. I’ll make my own way back.”

				“I’m not easily bored.”

				He watched her now, observed her now. His cop. The wind kicked at her long black coat, one she’d need as this first day of March was proving as brutal as the rest of 2060 had been. She hooked her badge on her belt, though he wondered how anyone could mistake her for anything other than a cop, and one with authority.

				Tall and rangy, she moved to the barricades in strong strides. Her hair, short and brown, fluttered a little in that same wind—a wind that carried the scent of the river.

				He watched her face, the way those whiskey-colored eyes tracked, the way her mouth—that had been so soft and warm on his—firmed. The lights played over her face, shifting those angles and planes.

				She looked back at him, very briefly. Then she moved on, moved through the barricades to do what, he supposed, she’d been born to do.

				She strode through the uniforms and techs. Some recognized her; some simply recognized what Roarke had. Authority. When she was approached by one of the uniforms, she stopped, brushed her coat back to tap her badge.

				“Sir. I was ordered to look out for you, to escort you. My partner and I were first on scene.”

				“Okay.” She gave him a quick once-over. On the young side, cut as clean as a military band. His cheeks were pink from the cold. His voice said native New Yorker, heading toward Brooklyn. “What have we got?”

				“Sir. I was ordered to let you see for yourself.”

				“That so?” She scanned the badge on his thick uniform coat. “All right, Newkirk, let’s go see for myself.”

				She gauged the ground covered, studied the line of trees and shrubs. It appeared the scene was well secured, locked tight. Not only from the land side, she noted as she glimpsed the river. The water cops were out, barricading the riverbank.

				She felt a cold line of anticipation up her spine. Whatever this was, it was major.

				The lights the techs had set up washed white over the shadows. Through them, she saw Morris coming toward her. Major, she thought again, for the chief medical examiner to be called on scene. And she saw it in his face, the tightness of concern.

				“Dallas. They said you were on scene.”

				“They didn’t say you were.”

				“I was nearby, out with friends. A little blues club over on Bleecker.”

				Which explained the boots, she supposed. The black and silver pattern she assumed had once belonged to some reptile wasn’t the sort of thing a man would normally sport on a crime scene. Not even the stylish Morris.

				His long black coat blew back to reveal a cherry-red lining. Under it, he wore black pants, black turtleneck—extreme casual wear for him. His long, dark hair was slicked back into a tail, bound top and tip with silver bands.

				“The commander called you in,” she said.

				“He did. I haven’t touched the body yet—visual only. I was waiting for you.”

				She didn’t ask why. She understood she was meant to form her own conclusions without any outside data. “With us, Newkirk,” she ordered, and walked toward the lights.

				It might have been a sheet of ice or snow. From a distance, it might appear to be. And from a distance, the body arranged on it might appear to be artful—a model for some edgy shoot.

				But she knew what it was, even from a distance, and the line of cold up her spine took on teeth.

				Her eyes met Morris’s. But they said nothing.

				It wasn’t ice, or snow. She wasn’t a model or a piece of art.

				Eve took a can of Seal-It from her kit, set the kit down.

				“You’re still wearing your gloves,” Morris told her. “That stuff’s hell on gloves.”

				“Right.” With her gaze steady on the body, she pulled the gloves off, stuffed them in her pocket. Sealed up. She hooked her recorder to her coat. “Record on.” The techs would be running one, as would Morris. She’d have her own.

				“Victim is female, Caucasian. Did you ID her?” she asked Morris.

				“No.”

				“As yet unidentified. Mid-to late twenties, brown and blue. Small tat of a blue and yellow butterfly on left hip. The body is naked, posed on a white cloth, arms spread, palms up. There’s a silver ring on the third finger of her left hand. Various visible wounds indicating torture. Lacerations, bruising, punctures, burns. Crosshatch of slash wounds on both wrists, probable cause of death.” She looked at Morris.

				“Yes. Probable.”

				“There’s carving in the torso, reading eighty-five hours, twelve minutes, thirty-eight seconds.”

				Eve let out a long, long breath. “He’s back.”

				“Yes,” Morris agreed. “Yes, he is.”

				“Let’s get an ID, TOD.” She glanced around. “Could have brought her in through the park, or by water. Ground’s rock hard, and it’s a public park. We may get some footprints, but they won’t do us much good.”

				She reached in her kit again, paused when Peabody hustled up. “Sorry it took me so long. Had to come crosstown and there was a jam on the subway. Hey, Morris!” Peabody, a red cap pulled low over her dark hair, rubbed her nose, looked at the body. “Oh, man. Someone put her through it.”

				In her sturdy winter boots, Peabody sidestepped for a better view. “The message. There’s something about that. Dim bell.” She tapped at her temple. “Something.”

				“Get her ID,” Eve ordered, then turned to Newkirk. “What do you know?”

				He’d been standing at attention, but went even stiffer, even straighter. “My partner and I were on patrol, and observed what appeared to be a robbery in progress. We pursued a male individual into the park. The suspect headed in an easterly direction. We were unable to apprehend, the suspect had a considerable lead. My partner and I split up, intending to cut off the suspect. At which time, I discovered the victim. I called for my partner, then notified Commander Whitney.”

				“Notifying the commander isn’t procedure, Officer Newkirk.”

				“No, sir. I felt, in these circumstances, that the notification was not only warranted but necessary.”

				“Why?”

				“Sir, I recognized the signature. Lieutenant, my father’s on the job. Nine years ago he was part of a task force formed to investigate a series of torture murders.” Newkirk’s gaze shifted to the body, back to Eve’s. “With this signature.”

				“Your father’s Gil Newkirk?”

				“Yes, sir, Lieutenant.” His shoulders relaxed a fraction at her question. “I followed the case back then, as much as I could. Over the years since, particularly since I’ve been on the job, my father and I have discussed it. The way you do. So I recognized the signature. Sir, I felt, in this case, breaking standard and notifying the commander directly was correct.”

				“You’d be right. Good call, Officer. Stand by.”

				She turned to Peabody.

				“Vic is ID’d as Sarifina York, age twenty-eight. Address is on West Twenty-first. Single. Employed at Starlight. That’s a retro club in Chelsea.”

				Eve crouched down. “She wasn’t killed here, and she wasn’t wrapped in this cloth when she was brought here. He likes the stage clean. TOD, Morris.”

				“Eleven this morning.”

				“Eighty-five hours. So he took her sometime Monday, or earlier if he didn’t start the clock. Historically, he starts on the first very shortly after he makes the snatch.”

				“Starting the clock when he begins to work on them,” Morris confirmed.

				“Oh, shit. Oh, crap, I remember this.” Peabody sat back on her heels. Her cheeks were reddened by the wind, and her eyes had widened with memory. “The media tagged him The Groom.”

				“Because of the ring,” Eve told her. “We let the ring leak.”

				“It was, like, ten years ago.”

				“Nine,” Eve corrected. “Nine years, two weeks, and…three days since we found the first body.”

				“Copycat,” Peabody suggested.

				“No, this is him. The message, the time—we didn’t let that leak to the media. We closed that data up tight. But we never closed the case. We never closed him. Four women in fifteen days. All brunettes, the youngest twenty-eight, the oldest thirty-three. All tortured, between a period of twenty-three and fifty-two hours.”

				Eve looked at the carving again. “He’s gotten better at his work.”

				Morris nodded as he made his study. “It appears the more superficial wounds were inflicted first, as before. I’ll confirm when I get her home.”

				“Ligature marks, ankles, wrists—just above the slashes.” Eve lifted one of the hands. “She didn’t just lie there and take it, not from the looks of this. He used drugs on the others.”

				“Yes, I’ll check.”

				Eve remembered it all, every detail of it, and all the frustration and fury that rode with it. “He’ll have washed her, washed her clean—hair and body—with high-end products. Wrapped her up, probably in plastic, for transport. We never got so much as a speck of lint off any of the others. Bag the ring, Peabody. You take her, Morris.”

				She straightened. “Officer Newkirk, I’m going to need a full and detailed written report, asap.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Who’s your LT?”

				“Grohman, sir. I’m out of the one-seven.”

				“Your father still there?”

				“He is, yes, sir.”

				“Okay, Newkirk, get me that report. Peabody, check Missing Persons, see if the vic was reported. I need to contact the commander.”

				

				By the time she exited the park, the wind had died down. Small mercy. The crowd of gawkers had thinned out, but the media hounds were more dogged. The only way to control the situation, she knew, was to meet it head on.

				“I won’t answer questions.” She had to shout to be heard over the questions already being hurled at her. “I will make a brief statement. And if you keep shouting at me, you won’t get that either. Earlier this evening”—she continued through the shouts and the noise level dropped—“officers of the NYPSD discovered the body of a woman in East River Park.”

				“Has she been identified?”

				“How was she killed?”

				Eve simply stared holes into the reporters who attempted to break rank. “Did you guys just drop into the city out of a puffy cloud, or are you just running your mouths to hear your own voice? As anyone with half a brain knows, the woman’s identity will not be given out until after notification of next of kin. Cause of death will be determined by the medical examiner. And anyone stupid enough to ask me if we have any leads is going to be blocked from receiving any ensuing data on this matter. Clear? Now stop wasting my time.”

				She stalked off, and was halfway to her own vehicle when she spotted Roarke leaning against the hood. She’d completely forgotten about him.

				“Why aren’t you home?”

				“What? And miss the entertainment? Hello, Peabody.”

				“Hey.” She managed to smile even though her cheeks felt like a couple of slabs of ice. “You’ve been here the whole time?”

				“Nearly. I did wander off.” He opened the car door, took out a couple of insulated takeout cups. “To get you presents.”

				“It’s coffee,” Peabody said, reverently. “It’s hot coffee.”

				“Should thaw you out a bit. Bad?” he said to Eve.

				“Very. Peabody, track down contact info on the vic’s next of kin.”

				“York, Sarifina. On it.”

				“I’ll get myself home,” Roarke began, then stopped. “What was that name?”

				“York,” Eve repeated, “Sarifina.” Something sank in her belly. “You’re going to tell me you knew her.”

				“Late twenties, attractive brunette?” He leaned back against the car again when Eve nodded. “I hired her a few months ago to manage a club in Chelsea. I can’t say I knew her other than I found her bright, energetic, capable. How did she die?”

				Before she could answer, Peabody stepped back up. “Mother in Reno—that’s Nevada—father in Hawaii. Bet it’s warm there. She has a sister in the city. Murray Hill. And the Missing Person’s data came through. The sister reported her missing yesterday.”

				“Let’s take the vic’s apartment first, then the club, then the next of kin.”

				Roarke laid a hand on Eve’s arm. “You haven’t told me how she died.”

				“Badly. This isn’t the place for the details. I can arrange for transpo for you or—”

				“I’m going with you. She was one of mine,” he said before she could object. “I’m going with you.”

				She didn’t argue. Not only would it waste time and energy, she understood. And since she had him, she’d use him.

				“If an employee—especially one in a managerial position—didn’t show for work a few days running, would you be notified?”

				“Not necessarily.” He did what he could to make himself comfortable in the back of the police issue. “And I certainly wouldn’t know her schedule off the top of my head, but I will find out about that. If she missed work, it’s likely someone covered for her, and—or—that her absence was reported to a supervisor in that particular arm of the Entertainment Division.”

				“I need a name on that.”

				“You’ll have it.”

				“Reported missing yesterday. Whoever was assigned to that case would have, or damn well should have, interviewed coworkers at the club, neighbors, friends. We need to connect to that, Peabody.”

				“I’ll run it down.”

				“Tell me,” Roarke repeated, “how she died.”

				“Morris will determine cause of death.”

				“Eve.”

				She flipped a glance in the rearview mirror, met his eyes. “Okay, I can tell you how it went down or close to it. She was stalked. The killer would take all the time he needed to observe and note her habits, her routines, her mode of traveling, her vulnerabilities—i.e., when she would most likely be alone and accessible. When he was ready, he’d make the grab. Most likely off the street. He’d have his own vehicle for this purpose. He’d drug her and take her to his…”

				They’d called it his workshop, Eve remembered.

				“…to the location he’d prepared, most likely a private home. Once there he would either keep her drugged until he was ready, or—if she was the first—he’d begin.”

				“The first?”

				“That’s right. And when he was ready, he’d start the clock. He’d remove her clothes; he would bind her. His preferred method of binding is rope—a good hemp. It chafes during struggle. He would use four methods of torture—physically, we can’t speak to psychologically—which are heat, cold, sharp implements, and dull implements. He would employ these methods at increasing severity. He’d continue until, you could speculate, the victim no longer provides him with enough stimulation or pleasure or interest. Then he ends it by slitting their wrists and letting them bleed out. Postmortem, he carves into their torsos, the time—in hours, minutes, and seconds—they survived.”

				There was a long moment of absolute silence. “How long?” Roarke asked.

				“She was strong. He washes them afterward. Scrubs them down using a high-end soap and shampoo. We think he wraps them in plastic, then transports them to a location he’d have already scouted out and selected. He lays them out there, on a clean white cloth. He puts a silver band on their ring finger, left hand.”

				“Aye.” Roarke murmured it as he stared out the window. “I remember some of this. I’ve heard some of this.”

				“Between February eleventh and February twenty-sixth, 2051, he abducted, tortured, and killed four women in this manner. Then he stopped. Just stopped. Into the wind, into the fucking ether. I’d hoped into Hell.”

				Roarke understood now why she’d been called in, off the roll, by the commander. “You worked these murders.”

				“With Feeney. He was primary. I was a detective, just made second grade, and we worked it. We had a task force by the second murder. And we never got him.”

				Four women, Eve thought, who had never gotten justice.

				“He’s surfaced again, here and there,” she continued. “Two weeks, two and a half—four or five women. Then he goes under. A year, a year and a half. Now he’s come back to New York, where we think he started. Back to where he started, and this time, we’ll finish it.”

				

				In his well-appointed living room, with the split of champagne he traditionally opened to celebrate the end of a successful project, the man the media had long ago dubbed The Groom settled down in front of his entertainment screen.

				It was too early, he knew, most likely too early for any reports. It would be morning before his latest creation was discovered. But he couldn’t resist checking.

				A few moments, just to see, he told himself, then he’d enjoy his champagne with some music. Puccini, perhaps, in honor of…he had to pause and think before he remembered her name. Sarifina, yes. Such a lovely name. Puccini for Sarifina. He really believed she’d responded to Puccini best.

				He surfed the channels, and was rewarded almost immediately. Delighted, he sat up, crossed his ankles, and prepared to listen to his latest reviews.

				Identification is not being released in order for the woman’s next of kin to be notified. While there is no confirmation at this time that the woman was murdered, the participation of Lieutenant Eve Dallas on the scene indicates foul play is being considered.

				He applauded, lightly, when Eve’s face came on screen. “There you are,” he said. “Hello, again! So nice, so very nice to see old friends. And this time, this time we’re going to get to know each other so very much better.”

				He lifted his glass, held it out in a toast. “I know you’re going to be my very finest work.”
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				SARIFINA’S APARTMENT WAS URBAN HIP. STRONG colors dominated in paint and fabric, with glossy black as counterpoint in tables, shelves. Sleek and vibrant, Eve thought. And low-maintenance, which made her think of a woman who didn’t have the time or the inclination to fuss.

				Her bed was made, covered with a stoplight-red spread and boldly patterned pillows. In the closet was a collection of vintage gowns. Sleek again, simple, and still vibrant in color. Shoes Eve thought might be vintage as well were in clear protective boxes.

				She took care of what was hers.

				“Is this the sort of gear she’d wear at the club?” Eve asked Roarke.

				“Yes, exactly. It’s retro—1940s theme. She’d be expected to mingle, to recognize and greet regulars, to table hop. And to look the part.”

				“Guess she would have. Some more up-to-date street clothes, two business-type suits. We’ll tag her electronics,” she added glancing at the bedside ’link. “See if he contacted her. Not his usual style, but things change. Tag her ’links, her comp. Did she have an office at the club?”

				“Yes.”

				“We’ll tag the e-stuff there, too.” She pulled open a drawer on the little desk under the window. “No date book, no planner, no pocket ’link. She would have had them on her. Big-ass purse in the closet, and one of those—what do you call them—city bags. Go with the suit and the street clothes. A few evening bags. We’ll see if the sister knows what’s missing.”

				“A pint of soy milk in the fridge,” Peabody reported as she entered. “Expired Wednesday. Some leftover Chinese, which by my gauge has been in there near to a week. Found a memo cube.”

				Peabody held it up. “Shopping list—market stuff and a few other things. Also a fridge photo of her and a guy, but it wasn’t on the fridge. It was facedown in the kitchen drawer, which says recently ex-boyfriend to me.”

				“All right, let’s bag and tag.” Eve glanced at her wrist unit. It was nearly one in the morning. If they started to knock on doors and woke up neighbors at this hour, it would only piss people off.

				Pissed people were less willing to talk to cops.

				“We’ll hit the club next.”

				

				With Roarke’s fondness for old vids, particularly the moody black-and-whites produced in the middle of the last century, Eve knew something about the fashions and music, the cadence of the 1940s. At least as depicted in the Hollywood of that day.

				Walking into Starlight at two in the morning, she felt she now also knew what it might be like to take a spin in a time machine.

				The club was a wide and sparkling space divided into three levels. Each was accessed by a short set of wide, white stairs. And each, even at this hour, was filled with people who sat at white-clothed tables or silver-cushioned booths.

				The waitstaff, men in formal white suits, women in short, full-skirted black dresses, moved from table to table serving drinks from trays. The patrons were decked out in black tie, retro suits, sleek gowns of the type that had been in Sarifina’s closet, or elaborate and frothy ones.

				Elegance and sophistication were the bywords, and Eve was mildly surprised to see tables of people in their twenties, straight through to those who had, no doubt, celebrated their centennial.

				Music pumped out from the band on the glossy black stage. Or maybe “orchestra” was the term, she thought, as there were at least twenty of them with strings, horns, a piano, drums. And the swinging beat had couples massing over what was the centerpiece of the club. The dance floor.

				Black and silver, the large pattern of squares gleamed and sparkled under the shimmering lights of slowly revolving mirror balls.

				“This is, like, ultimately uptown,” Peabody commented. “Extreme.”

				“Everything old is new again,” Roarke said, scanning the club. “You’ll want the assistant manager here, a Zela Wood.”

				“You have all your employees’ names at the tips of your fingers?” Eve asked.

				“No, actually. I looked up the file. Name, schedule, ID photo. And…” He zeroed in. “Ah, yes, that would be Zela.”

				Eve followed his direction. The striking woman wore pale gold that glowed against skin the color of good, strong coffee. Her hair was worn in long, loose waves that tumbled around her shoulders, down her back. She covered a lot of ground quickly, Eve noted, and still managed to glide as if she had all the time in the world.

				It was obvious she’d seen and recognized the big boss as her eyes—nearly the same color as her dress—were fixed on him. Her fingers skimmed the silver rail as she climbed the steps toward him.

				“Ms. Wood.”

				“How lovely.” She offered him a hand and a dazzling smile. “I’ll have a table arranged right away for you and your party.”

				“We don’t want a table.” Eve drew Zela’s eyes to hers. “Let’s see your office.”

				“Of course,” Zela said without missing a beat. “If you’ll just come with me.”

				“My wife,” Roarke said and got an automatic scowl from Eve, “Lieutenant Dallas, and her partner, Detective Peabody. We need to talk, Zela.”

				“Yes, all right.” Her voice remained as smooth as the cream that might be poured in that strong, black coffee. But worry came into her eyes.

				She led the way past the coat check, the silver doors of rest rooms, then used a code to access a private elevator.

				Moments later, they stepped out into the twenty-first century.

				The room was simply and efficiently furnished, and reflected business. All business. Wall screens displayed the club, various areas—which included the kitchen, wine cellar, and liquor storage area. The desk held a multi-link, a computer, and a tray of disc files.

				“Can I offer you anything to drink?” Zela began.

				“No, thanks. You know Sarifina York?”

				“Yes, of course.” The worry deepened. “Is something wrong?”

				“When did you last see her?”

				“Monday. We have our Monday teas geared toward our older patrons. Sarifina runs those, she has such a knack for it. She’s on from one to seven on Mondays, and I take the evening shift. She left about eight, a little before eight, I think. I asked because she didn’t show on Wednesday.”

				Zela glanced at Roarke, pushed at her hair. “Tuesdays are her night off, but she didn’t come in Wednesday. I covered. I just thought…”

				Zela began to fiddle with the necklace she wore, running her fingers over the sparkling, clear stones. “She had a breakup with the man she’s been seeing, and she was down about it. I thought they might have picked things up again.”

				“Has she missed work without notice before?” Eve asked.

				“No.”

				“Are you saying that to cover?”

				“No. No. Sari’s never missed.” Now Zela’s gaze latched onto Roarke’s face. “Never missed, and that’s why I covered for her initially. She loves working here, and she’s wonderful at her job.”

				“I understand and appreciate that you’d cover a night for a friend and coworker, Zela,” Roarke told her.

				“Thank you. When she didn’t show Thursday, and I couldn’t reach her, well, I’m not sure if I was annoyed or worried. A combination of both, really, so I contacted her sister. Sari had her sister listed as contact person. I didn’t contact your office, sir. I didn’t want to get her in trouble.”

				Zela’s breath trembled as she drew it in. “But she is in trouble, isn’t she? You’re here because she’s in trouble.”

				It was going to be a kick in the face, Eve knew. It was always a kick in the face. “I’m sorry to tell you, but Sarifina is dead.”

				“She’s…what? What did you say?”

				“You should sit down, Zela.” Taking her arm, Roarke nudged her gently into a chair.

				“You said…she’s dead? There was an accident? How…” Those pale gold eyes gleamed with wet and shock.

				“She was murdered. I’m sorry. You were friends?”

				“Oh, God. Oh, God. When? How? I don’t understand.”

				“We’re looking into that, Ms. Wood.” Eve let her gaze drift briefly to Roarke as he walked to a wall panel, and opening it chose a bottle of brandy from the selection of liquors. “Can you tell me if anyone bothered her or seemed unusually interested in her?”

				“No. No. I mean, a lot of people were interested in her. She’s the sort of person who interests people. I don’t understand.”

				“Did she complain about anyone bothering her, or making her uncomfortable?”

				“No.”

				“Drink a bit of this.” Roarke pressed a glass of brandy into Zela’s hand.

				“Has anyone come in, asking questions about her?”

				“Just tonight, a few hours ago, a police detective. He said, he told me that Sari’s sister had reported her missing. And I thought…” Tears spilled now. “I honestly thought Sari’s sister was overreacting. I was a little worried, a little, because I thought she’d gone back to the ex, and he’d talked her into blowing off this job. That was the problem,” Zela continued as she rubbed a tear from her cheek. “He didn’t like her working here because it took up most of her nights.”

				Now those damp eyes widened. “Did he hurt her? Oh, my God.”

				“Did he strike you as the type who would?”

				“No. No, no. A whiner, that’s what I thought. Passive-aggressive, and kind of a jerk. I’d never have believed he’d hurt her. Not like this.”

				“We have no reason to believe he has, at this time. Can you give me his name, his address?”

				“Yes. All right.”

				“Would you still have your security discs from Monday?”

				“Yes. Yes, we keep them for a week.”

				“I’m going to need those. I’ll take the discs from last Saturday and Sunday as well. On Monday, did she leave alone?”

				“I didn’t see her leave. What I mean is, I came in here at about quarter to eight, and she was just putting on her coat. I said something like, ‘So you can’t get enough of this place?’ and she laughed. Just wanted to finish up some paperwork. We talked for a few minutes, just shop talk mostly. She said she’d see me Wednesday, and I said…I said, ‘Have a good day off.’ Then she went out of the office, and I sat down to do a quick check on the late reservations. As I assumed, she’d gone straight out. She never mentioned being with anyone.”

				“All right. I’d appreciate it if you could get me those discs, and that information on the man she’d been seeing.”

				“Yes.” Zela got to her feet. “Is there something I can do? I don’t know what I should do. Her sister? Should I contact her sister?”

				“We’ll be taking care of that.”

				

				When there was a knock on the door in the middle of the night, most people knew, in the gut, it wasn’t going to be good news.

				When Jaycee York opened her door, Eve could already see the dread. Even as she stared into Eve’s eyes, before a word was spoken, Eve saw grief rise up through that dread.

				“Sari. Oh, no. Oh, no.”

				“Ms. York, may we come in?”

				“You found her. But…”

				“We should go inside, Ms. York.” Peabody took Jaycee’s arm, eased her around. “We should go sit down.”

				“It’s going to be bad. It’s going to be very, very bad. Will you please say it quickly? Would you please tell me fast?”

				“Your sister’s dead, Ms. York.” With her hand still on Jaycee’s arm, Peabody felt the shudder. “We’re very sorry for your loss.”

				“I knew, I think. I knew as soon as they called from the club. I knew something awful had happened to her.”

				Peabody guided Jaycee to a chair in the living area. Lots of clutter, Eve noted, the kind that shouted a family lived there. There were photographs of young boys, of a laughing man, of the victim.

				There were several colorful throws, a lot of big floor pillows that looked as if they’d had a great deal of use.

				“Is your husband at home, Ms. York?” Eve asked. “Would you like us to get him for you?”

				“He’s not…Clint took the boys to Arizona. To…to Sedona. A week. It’s a school camp.” Jaycee looked around the room as if expecting to see them. “They went to camp, and I didn’t. I didn’t want to camp, and I had work. And wouldn’t it be nice, I thought, wouldn’t it be nice to have a week at home by myself. I didn’t call them. I didn’t tell them because they’d worry. Why worry them when everything’s going to be fine? I kept telling myself everything was going to be fine.

				“But it’s not. It’s not.”

				She covered her face with her hands and began to weep.

				Eve put her at a decade older than her sister. Her hair was short and blond, her devastated eyes a summer blue.

				“I called the police.” She sobbed out the words. “When they said she hadn’t come into work, I called the police. I went to her apartment, but she wasn’t there, so I called. And they said to file a report. A missing person’s report.”

				She closed her eyes. “What happened to Sari? What happened to my sister?”

				There was an ottoman in front of the chair. Eve sat on it so they would be face-to-face. “I’m sorry. She was murdered.”

				The splotchy color weeping painted in her cheeks died away to shock-white. “They said—I heard—they said there was a woman found tonight, in East River Park. Identification withheld, they said, until notification of next of kin. I’m next of kin.”

				Jaycee pressed a hand to her lips. “I thought, ‘No, no, that’s not Sari. Sari doesn’t live on the East Side.’ But I kept waiting for someone to knock on the door. And you did.”

				“You were close, you and your sister.”

				“I…I can’t. I can’t.”

				“I’m going to get you some water, Ms. York.” Peabody touched a hand to Jaycee’s shoulder. “Is it all right if I go into the kitchen and get you some water?”

				Jaycee only nodded as she stared at Eve. “She was my babydoll. My mother died when I was little, and a few years later, my father remarried. They had Sari. Sarifina. She was so pretty, like a doll. I loved her.”

				“Would she have told you if anyone was bothering her? If she was disturbed or uneasy about anything?”

				“Yes. We talked all the time. She loved her job. She was so good at it, and it made her so happy. But it was a problem for Cal. The man she’d been seeing for the last few months. The fact that she worked at night and couldn’t spend that time with him. She was angry and hurt that he’d given her an ultimatum. That she had to quit her job or he’d break things off. So they broke up. She was better off.”

				“Because?”

				“He isn’t good enough for her. That’s not just sister talk.” She paused, took the water Peabody offered her. “Thank you. Thanks. He just wasn’t good enough—selfish streak, and he didn’t like the fact she was making more money than he was. She knew it, recognized it, and was ready to move on. Still, she was sad about it. Sari doesn’t like to lose. You don’t think…Do you think Cal hurt her?”

				“Do you?”

				“No.” Jaycee drank, breathed carefully, took another small sip. “I wouldn’t have thought it. It never crossed my mind. Why would he? He didn’t love her,” Jaycee said dully. “And he was much too interested in himself to get worked up enough to…I need to see her. I need to see Sari.”

				“We’ll arrange for that. When did you see her last?”

				“Last Sunday afternoon. Before Clint and the boys left. She came by to say good-bye. She was so full of life, of energy. We made plans to shop on Saturday—tomorrow. My guys aren’t coming home until Sunday, they’re taking a play day before they come home. Sari and I are going shopping, and out for lunch. Oh, God. Oh, God. How did she die? How did my baby die?”

				“We’re still investigating, Ms. York. As soon as I can give you details, I will.” She would not, Eve thought, tell this poor woman, not while there was no one to lean on, what had happened to her sister. “We can contact your husband. You want him and your sons home now?”

				“Yes. Yes, I want them to come home. I want them home.”

				“Meanwhile is there someone we can call, a neighbor, a friend, to stay with you?”

				“I don’t know. I don’t…”

				“Ms. York.” Peabody spoke gently. “You don’t have to be alone now. Let us call a friend to come be with you.”

				“Lib. Could you call Lib? She’ll come.”

				

				When they were outside, Roarke took a long breath. “I often wonder how you do what you do, standing over death, looking so unflinchingly into the minds of those who bring it. But I think of all you do, taking what’s been done to those left behind, feeling—as you’d have to—their pain—is more wrenching than all the rest of it.”

				He brushed his hand over Eve’s. “You didn’t tell her what happened to her sister. You’re giving her time to get through the first of the pain.”

				“I don’t know if I did her any favors. It’s going to break her to pieces. Might’ve been better to do it now when she’s already broken.”

				“You did it right,” Peabody said. “She’s got her friend, but she’ll need her family. They’re going to need each other to get through that end of it.”

				“Well. We’ll go see what Morris can tell us. Listen.” She turned to Roarke. “I’ll get in touch as soon as I can.”

				“I’d like to go with you.”

				“It’s already, what, after four in the morning. You don’t want to go to the morgue.”

				“A moment,” he murmured to Peabody, and taking Eve’s hand drew her aside. “I’d like to see this through. I’d like you to let me.”

				“I can tell you whatever we get from Morris, and you can grab some sleep. But,” she continued before he could speak, “that’s not the same thing. I want you to tell me you don’t feel responsible for this.”

				He looked back toward the sister’s apartment, thought of the grief that lived there now. “She’s not dead because I hired her. I’m not quite that egotistical. All the same, I want to see it through.”

				“Okay. You drive. We’re going to need to make a stop on the way. I need to talk to Feeney.”

				

				He’d been her trainer, her teacher, her partner. He was, though neither of them spoke of it, the man who stood as her father in the ways that mattered.

				He had plucked her out of the pack when she’d still been in uniform, and made her his. She’d never asked Feeney what he’d seen that persuaded him to take on a green uniform. She’d only known that by doing so, he’d made all the difference.

				She’d have been a good cop without him. She’d have made detective through her own need, dedication, and aptitude. And maybe, eventually, she’d have held the rank she held now.

				But she wouldn’t have been the same cop without him.

				When he’d earned his bars, he’d requested EDD. E-work had always been his specialty, and his passion, so his request for the Electronic Detective Division was a natural.

				She remembered she’d been just a little annoyed he’d moved out of Homicide. And for the first few months, she’d missed him, seeing him, working with him, talking to him every day, like she might’ve missed her own hand.

				She could’ve left this for morning—at least a decent hour of the morning. But she knew, had their positions been reversed, she’d want this knock on the door.

				She’d have been damn pissed if she didn’t get the knock.

				When he answered his face was sleep rumpled, making it more lived-in than usual. His hair, a gingery scrubbing brush mixed with silver, was standing straight out. As if the air around him had been suddenly ionized.

				And while he might’ve been wearing a tattered robe in the surprising color choice of purple, his eyes were all cop.

				“Who died?”

				“Need to talk to you about that,” Eve told him. “But more how than who.”

				“Well.” He scratched his jaw, and Eve could hear the rasp of his fingers on the night’s growth of beard. “Better come on in. Wife’s asleep. Let’s go on in the kitchen. Need coffee.”

				It was a homey place. Lived in, Eve thought, like Jaycee’s had been, if you added another decade or two. Feeney’s kids had grown up, and there were grandkids now. Eve was never quite sure of the number. But there was a good-sized eating area off the kitchen, with a long table to accommodate the lot of them at family dinners.

				Feeney brought in coffee, scuffing along in slippers Eve would bet a month’s pay were a Christmas gift.

				On the middle of the table was a strangely shaped vase in streaky colors of red and orange. Mrs. Feeney’s work, Eve determined. The wife had a penchant for hobbies and crafts, and was always making things. Often unidentifiable things.

				“Caught a case,” Eve began. “Vic is female, brunette, late twenties, found naked in East River Park.”

				“Yeah, I caught the report on screen.”

				“Found nude. She’d been tortured. Burns, bruising, cuts, punctures. Her wrists were slashed.”

				“Fuck.”

				Yeah, he had it already, Eve noted. “Vic was wearing a silver band on the third finger of her left hand.”

				“How long?” Feeney demanded. “How long did she last? What was the time he carved into her?”

				“Eighty-five hours, twelve minutes, thirty-eight seconds.”

				“Fuck,” he said again. “Motherfucker.” Feeney’s hand balled into a fist to rap, light and steady, on the table. “He’s not walking again, Dallas. He’s not walking away from us again. He’ll have number two already.”

				“Yeah.” Eve nodded. “I figure he’s got number two.”

				Feeney braced his elbows on the table, scooped his fingers through his hair. “We’ve got to go through everything we had nine years back, what data there is on him from the other times he went to work. Put a task force together now, at the get. We don’t wait for the second body to show up. You get anything from the scene?”

				“So far, just the body, the ring, the sheet. I’ll get you a copy of the records. Right now, I’m heading to the morgue to see what Morris can tell us. You’re going to need to get dressed, unless you’re wearing purple terry cloth to work these days.”

				He glanced down, shook his head. “If you saw the one the wife got me for Christmas, you’d understand why I’m still wearing this one.” He pushed to his feet. “Look, you go on, and I’ll meet you at the morgue. Going to need my own ride anyway.”

				“All right.”

				“Dallas.”

				In that moment, Roarke realized neither he nor Peabody existed. They simply weren’t a part of the reality between the other two.

				“We have to find what we missed,” Feeney said to Eve. “What everybody’s missed. There’s always something. One piece, one step, one thought. We can’t miss it this time.”

				“We won’t.”

				

				Roarke had been to the morgue before. He wondered if the white tiles through the tunnels of the place were meant to replace natural light. Or if they had merely been chosen as an acceptance of the stark.

				There were echoes throughout as well—the repeat and repeat of bootsteps as they walked. More silence, he supposed, as the staff would be on graveyard shift. So to speak.

				It was still shy of dawn, and he could see the long night was wearing on Peabody a bit, with a heaviness under her dark eyes. But not on Eve, not yet. The fatigue would rush up and choke her—it always did. But for now she was running on duty and purpose, and an underlying anger he wasn’t sure she recognized as vital fuel.

				Eve paused outside the double doors of an autopsy room. “Do you need to see her?” she asked him.

				“I do. I want to be of some help in this, and if I’m to be of any help, I need to understand. I’ve seen death before.”

				“Not like this.” She pushed through.

				Morris was inside. He’d changed, she noted, into gray sweats and black and silver skids she imagined he kept on the premises for working out. He sat, and continued to sit for a moment, in a steel chair drinking something thick and brown out of a tall glass.

				“Ah, company. Protein smoothy?”

				“So absolutely not,” Eve said.

				“Tastes marginally better than it looks. And does its job. Roarke, good to see you, even though.”

				“And you.”

				“Vic worked for Roarke,” Eve said.

				“I’m very sorry.”

				“I barely knew her. But…”

				“Yes, but…” Morris set the smoothy aside before he pushed to his feet. “I regret that we’ll all come to know her quite well now.”

				“She managed one of Roarke’s clubs. The Starlight down in Chelsea?”

				“Is that yours?” Morris smiled a little. “I took a friend there a few weeks ago. It’s an entertaining trip back to an intriguing time.”

				“Feeney’s on his way in.”

				Morris shifted his gaze to Eve. “I see. It was the three of us over the first of them the last time. Do you remember?”

				“Yeah, I remember.”

				“Her name was Corrine, Corrine Dagby.”

				“Age twenty-nine,” Eve confirmed. “Sold shoes in a boutique downtown. Liked to party. She lasted twenty-six hours, ten minutes, fifty-eight seconds.”

				Morris nodded. “Do you remember what you said when we stood here then?”

				“No, not exactly.”

				“I do. You said: ‘He’ll want more than that.’ And you were right. We learned he wanted more than that. Should we wait for Feeney?”

				“He’ll catch up.”

				“All right.” Morris crossed the room.

				Roarke looked over, then he stepped over.

				He’d seen death, bloody, vicious, violent, useless, and terrible death. But he saw, once more, Eve was right.

				He’d never seen the likes of this.
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				SO MANY WOUNDS, HE THOUGHT, AND ALL washed clean. Somehow it might have been less horrid if there had been blood. Blood would be proof, wouldn’t it, that life had once been there.

				But this…this woman he remembered as vital and brimming with energy looked like some poor doll, mangled and sliced by a vicious child.

				“Tidy work,” Eve stated, and had Roarke’s gaze whipping toward her.

				He started to speak, to let loose some of the horror he felt. But he saw her face, saw the anger was closer to the surface now however calm her voice. Saw, too, the pity. She had such pity inside her he often wondered how she could bear the weight of it.

				So he said nothing.

				“He’s very methodical.” Morris engaged the computer before offering Eve microgoggles. “You see these wounds on the limbs? Long, thin, shallow.”

				“Scalpel maybe, or the tip of a sharp blade.” Though the wounds were displayed, optimized, on screen, Eve leaned down to study them through the goggles. “Precise, too. Either she was drugged or he had her restrained in such a way she couldn’t struggle enough to make a difference.”

				“Which gets your vote?” Morris asked.

				“Restraints. What’s the fun if she’s out of it, can’t feel fully? Burns are small along here.” Eve turned the victim’s left arm. “Here in the bend of the elbow, precise again, but the skin’s charred some at the edges. Flame? Not a laser, but live fire?”

				“I would agree. Some of the other burns look like laser to me. And there, on the inner thigh where it’s mottled? Extreme cold.”

				“Yeah. The bruising—no laceration, no scraping. Smooth implement.”

				“Sap.” Roarke studied the bruising himself. “An old-fashioned sap would bruise like that. Leather’s effective if you can afford the cost. Filled with ordinary sand, it does its job.”

				“Again, agree. And we have the punctures,” Morris continued. “Which are in circular patterns here, here, here.” The screen flashed with close-ups of the back of the right hand, the heel of the left foot, the left buttocks. “Twenty minute punctures, in this precise pattern.”

				“Like needles,” Eve mused. “Some kind of tool…He could…” She curved her right hand, laid it on the heel of the body, pressed. “That’s new. We don’t have this wound pattern on record.”

				“He’s an inventive bastard,” Peabody added. “Morris, can I get a bottle of water?”

				“Help yourself.”

				“You need air,” Eve said without looking at her, “go get some.”

				“Just the water.”

				“This pattern might be new,” Eve continued, “but the rest is consistent. More creative, maybe, a little more patient. You do what you do long enough, you get better at it. Longer, deeper wounds along the rib cage, over the breasts. Wider burn areas, deeper bruising up the calves.

				“Increases the pain, gradually. Wants it to last. Cuts and burns on her face. No bruising there. Sap her and she might lose consciousness. Don’t want that.”

				The doors swished open. Feeney walked in, came straight to the table. He looked down. “Ah, hell,” was all he said.

				“We’ve got one new wound type. Circular pattern of punctures. See what you think of it.”

				Eve bent close to the ruined face, her eyes behind the goggles unflinching. “No bruising here that would indicate he gagged her—or not tightly. Nothing that would mar the skin. He has to have a place, a very, very private place. So she can scream. Tox back?”

				“Yes, just before you came. There were small traces of a standard sedative in her bloodstream. Barely registered. She’d have been awake and aware at TOD.”

				“Same MO. Puts her to sleep when he’s busy with other business.”

				“There were traces, too, of water and protein in her system. The lab will confirm, but…”

				“He likes to give them enough nutrients to keep them going,” Feeney said.

				Eve nodded. “I remember. Then ends it this way.” She lifted the victim’s hand, turned the wrist up. “Crosshatches, but not too deep. She’ll bleed out, but it’ll take time. Adds to his clock.”

				“I expect, given the prior blood loss, trauma, two hours. Three at the most. She would have lost consciousness before the end of it.”

				“Any trace of what he used to wash her down?”

				“Yes. In the scalp wounds, and the punctures under the nails. I sent it to the lab.”

				“Send over some skin scrapings, some hair. I want to see what kind of water. City water? Suburbs?”

				“I’ll take care of it.”

				“He’ll be starting on the second.” Feeney looked at Eve as she took off the goggles. “Probably has the third picked out.”

				“Yeah. I’m going to see the commander. For now, you tag a couple of your best men. I want them running and analyzing data as we get it, running probabilities. First on scene was Gil Newkirk’s son.”

				“Son of a bitch.”

				“Yeah, you reach out to Newkirk, senior? He’s out of the one-seven, so’s his kid. I’m bringing the son in on the uniform end of the task force, if his lieutenant doesn’t have a problem with it.”

				“Who’s the LT?”

				“Grohman.”

				“I know him,” Feeney told her. “I’ll handle it.”

				“Good.” Eve checked the time, calculated. “Peabody, book us a conference room, and I want it for the duration. They give you any lip about it, toss them to Whitney. We’ll meet there for the first briefing at oh-nine-hundred.”

				As they headed out, Eve shot a look at Roarke. “I take it you want to stick for the briefing.”

				“You trust correctly.”

				“I’m going to need to clear that with Whitney.”

				“All right.”

				“Take the wheel. I’ll see what I can do.”

				She put the call through, unsurprised to find Whitney already at his desk. “Sir, we’re heading into Central now from the morgue. We’re booking a conference room.”

				“Locked in A,” Peabody said from the backseat.

				“Conference room A,” Eve relayed. “And I’m scheduling the first briefing at oh-nine-hundred.”

				“I’ll be there. So will Chief Tibble.”

				“Yes, sir. I’ve brought in Captain Feeney as we worked together on the previous investigation. I’ve asked him for two additional e-men to run data. I would like to put Officer Newkirk on the uniform part of the task force as he was first on scene, and is the son of an officer who was involved in the previous investigation.”

				“I’ll clear that for you.”

				“Sir, Feeney’s on that. I want four additional men. Baxter, Trueheart, Jenkinson, and Powell. I’ll reassign whatever caseloads they’re currently carrying. I need them clear for this.”

				“It’s your call, Lieutenant, but Trueheart’s an aide, not a detective, and doesn’t have extensive experience.”

				“He’s tireless, sir, and has an excellent eye. Baxter’s given him some seasoning.”

				“I’ll trust your judgment.”

				“Thank you. I’ll need Dr. Mira to review and possibly update the profile, and could make use of an expert consultant, civilian.”

				Whitney said nothing for five long seconds. “You want to bring Roarke in on this, Dallas?”

				“The victim was an employee. The connection can clear some roads in the investigation and interviews. In addition, Commander, he has access to better equipment than the NYPSD. We may have use for it.”

				“Again, your call, your judgment.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Dawn was breaking as Roarke swung into the garage at Central. “We’re in the house, sir. I’ll be set up by nine hundred.”

				“I’ll contact Dr. Mira and the chief.”

				Eve sat for a moment when Roarke pulled into her slot. In the back, Peabody snored in quiet, almost ladylike snorts. “You know something about torture,” she said at length.

				“I do, yes.”

				“And you know people who know people.”

				“True.”

				“That’s what I want you to think about. And if you have a contact that can add to the data, I want you to use it. He has tools, and he has a workshop. It would be well set up, well equipped. I think he’d have e-toys, too. Monitor the vic’s pulse rate, maybe brain wave patterns. Cameras, audio. It seems to me he’d want to watch, and you can’t watch and work. Not when you’re that focused.”

				“Whatever you need from me.”

				She nodded, then turned and shoved Peabody’s knee.

				“Huh? What?” Peabody jerked upright, blinked. “I was thinking.”

				“Yeah, I always drool and snore when I’m lost in thought.”

				“Drool?” Mortified, Peabody wiped at her mouth. “I wasn’t drooling.”

				“You’ve got one hour in the crib.”

				“No, I’m okay.” Peabody climbed out, blinked her eyes wide as if to show she was alert. “Just nodded off for a minute.”

				“An hour.” Eve strode toward the elevator. “Take it, then report to the conference room. I’ll need you to help me set up.”

				“You don’t have to get pissed just because I dropped out for a couple minutes.”

				“If I was pissed I’d be kicking your ass instead of giving you an hour down. And you don’t want to argue with me when I’m jonesing for coffee. Take the hour. You’re going to need it.”

				When the doors opened, Eve stepped off with Roarke, then turned, jabbed a finger at Peabody’s sulky face. “That hour starts now.”

				Roarke waited until the doors closed. “You could use an hour yourself.”

				“I could use coffee more.”

				“And food.”

				She slid her eyes up to his. “If you start nagging me about eating and sleeping, I’m booting you off my team.”

				“If I didn’t nag you about eating and sleeping, you’d do precious little of either. What’s in your office AutoChef?”

				“Coffee,” she said, and yearned for it.

				“I’ll meet you there shortly.” When he turned and headed in the opposite direction, she only scowled after him.

				Still, if he was off doing whatever, it would be easier for her to write her initial report, call in the members of her team.

				She passed through the bullpen. It was nearly change of shift. In her office, she went straight for the coffee, then stood where she was and drank the first half of the first cup.

				There hadn’t been real coffee to wake up her blood the first time around, she remembered. Instead of a cramped office, she’d had a cramped desk in the bullpen. She hadn’t been in charge then; Feeney had. She knew that was weighing on him, knew he was remembering all the steps, all the fizzled leads, the dead ends. All the bodies.

				It needed to be remembered. It all needed to be remembered, so it didn’t happen again.

				She sat at her desk, shot out transmissions to Baxter and to Jenkinson, with orders for them to notify their respective aides and partners, and report.

				She mercilessly dumped their caseloads on other detectives.

				There would, she knew, be some extensive bitching and moaning in the bullpen, very shortly.

				She ordered up the cold-case files from nine years before—including Mira’s initial profile—sent out the request for the files and reports on the other cases, yet unsolved, that matched the MO.

				She contacted the lab and pushed for any and all results, left a clipped voice mail for the chief lab tech, Dick Berenski.

				And with a second cup of coffee on her desk, began to write her report.

				She was fine-tuning it when Roarke came in. He set an insulated bowl on her desk, handed her a toss-away spoon. “Eat.”

				Cautious, Eve pried up the lid of the bowl and peeked. “Damn it. If you were going to go to the trouble to get food, why did you get oatmeal?”

				“Because it’s good for you.” He sat in her single visitor chair with his own bowl. “Are you aware that the Eatery here serves nothing that could be considered remotely palatable?”

				“The eggs aren’t that bad. If you put a lot of salt on them.”

				Roarke simply angled his head. “You put a lot of salt on everything, but it doesn’t make it palatable.”

				Because it was there, she spooned up some oatmeal. It would fill the hole. “Cop food’s what you get around here.” She ate, frowned. As oatmeal went, it wasn’t completely disgusting. “And this isn’t cop food.”

				“No. I got it from the deli around the corner.”

				For a moment, her face rivaled Peabody’s for full sulk. “They have bagels there, and danishes.”

				“So they do.” He smiled at her. “You’ll do better with the oatmeal.”

				Maybe, she thought, but she wouldn’t be as happy about it. “I want to say something before this really gets started. If you feel, at any time, you want to step out, you step out.”

				“I won’t, but understood.”

				She took another spoonful of oatmeal, then swiveled in her chair so they were face-to-face. “Understand, too, that if I feel your involvement is doing more harm—on a personal level—than it’s adding to the investigation, I’ll have to cut you loose.”

				“Personally or professionally?”

				“Roarke.”

				He set his bowl aside to get up and program coffee for himself. She could attempt to cut him loose, he thought, but they both knew she wouldn’t shake him off the line. And that, he acknowledged, would be a problem indeed.

				“Our personal life has, and will, weather the bumps and bruises it takes when we work together, or more accurately, when I contribute to your work.”

				“This one’s different.”

				“Yes, I understand that as well.” He turned with his coffee, met her eyes. “You couldn’t stop him once before.”

				“Didn’t stop him,” Eve corrected.

				“You’d think that, and so it’s personal. However much you try to keep it otherwise, it’s personal. It’s harder for you, and it may be harder for us. But things have changed in nine years, a great many things.”

				“I didn’t have anybody pushing oatmeal on me nine years ago.”

				“There.” His lips curved. “That’s one.”

				“It’s unlikely we’ll save the second one, Roarke. Barring a miracle, we won’t save her.”

				“And so, you’re already afraid you won’t save the next. I know how that weighs on you, and eats at you, and pushes you. You have someone who understands you, who loves you, and who has considerable resources.”

				He crossed over, just to touch a hand to her face. “His pattern may have changed little in all this time, Eve. But yours has. And I believe, completely, that it will stop here. You’ll stop it.”

				“I need to believe that, too. Okay, then.” She took one more spoonful of oatmeal. “Peabody’s crib time’s up. I need to finish this report, have copies made for the team. I’ve ordered copies of the old reports, and put in requests for files from other murders attributed to him. Find Peabody, tell her I need her to pick up the cold files, and then the two of you can start setting up. I need another ten minutes here.”

				“All right. But unless you have something other than the usual drudge around here in that conference room, I’m taking coffee with me.”

				True to her word, Eve walked into the conference room ten minutes later. Behind her, a pair of uniforms hauled in a second board. She carted a boxful of file copies.

				“I want the current case up first,” she told Peabody. “Then we’ll have our history lesson.” She pulled the files out, set them on the conference table. “I generated stills of the scene and the body. Use the second board for those.”

				“On it.”

				She walked over to a white data board on the wall and began to print.

				Her printing always surprised Roarke. It was so precise, so perfect, while her handwriting tended toward scrawl. He saw she was printing out the victim’s name, and the timeline from the moment she’d been reported leaving the club, through her death, and the discovery of her body.

				After drawing a line down the center of the wide board, she began printing out the others, beginning with Corrine Dagby.

				Not just data, Roarke thought. A kind of memorial to the dead. They were not to be forgotten. More, he thought, she wrote them out for herself because she stood for all of them now.

				Feeney walked in. “The kid’s cleared for this. The Newkirk kid.” His gaze moved to the board, stayed there. “His old man’s going to dig out his own notes from before. Said he’ll put in any OT you want, or take his own personal time on this.”

				“Good.”

				“I pulled in McNab and Callendar. McNab knows your rhythm and won’t bitch about the drone work. Callendar’s good. She doesn’t miss details.”

				“I’ve got Baxter, Trueheart, Jenkinson, and Powell.”

				“Powell?”

				“Transferred in from the six-five about three months ago. Got twenty years in. Chips away at a case until he gets to the bones. I’ve got Harris and Darnell in uniform. They’re solid. But I’m giving Newkirk the lead there. He was first on scene and he knows the previous investigation.”

				“If he’s like his old man, he’s a solid cop.”

				“Yeah, I’m thinking. Tibble, Whitney, and Mira should be on their way down.”

				She stepped back from the board. “I’m going to brief on the current first. Do you want to brief on the prior investigation?”

				Feeney shook his head. “You take it. Might help me see it from a different angle.” He pulled a book out of his pocket, handed it to her. “My original notes. I made a copy for myself.”

				She knew he wasn’t only passing her his notebook, but passing her the command as well. The gesture had something tightening just under her heart. “Is this how you want it?”

				“It’s the way it is. The way it’s supposed to be.” He turned away as cops began to come into the room.

				She snagged one of the uniforms, ordered him to distribute the files, then studied the boards Peabody and Roarke had set up.

				All those faces, she thought. All that pain.

				What did she look like, the one he had now? What was her name? Was anyone looking for her?

				How long would she last?

				When Whitney walked in with Mira, Eve started over. It struck her what a contrast they made. The big-shouldered man with the dark skin, the years of command etched on his face, and the woman, so quietly lovely in the elegant pale pink suit.

				“Lieutenant. The chief is on his way.”

				“Yes, sir. The full team’s assembled and present. Dr. Mira, there are copies of your original profile in each packet, but if there’s anything you want to add verbally, feel free.”

				“I’d like to reread the original murder books.”

				“I’ll make them available. Sir, do you wish to speak?”

				“Lead it off, Dallas.” He stepped to the side as Tibble entered.

				The chief of police was a tall man and—Eve always thought—a contained one. Not an easy man to read, but she doubted he’d have climbed the ranks as he had if he’d been otherwise. He played politics—a necessary evil—but to her mind he found a way so that the department came out on top.

				Dark skin, dark eyes, dark suit—part of his presence, she decided. Along with a strong voice, and a strong will.

				“Chief Tibble.”

				“Lieutenant. I apologize if I delayed the briefing.”

				“No, sir, we’re on schedule. If you’re ready now.”

				He only nodded, then moved to the back of the room. He didn’t sit, but stood. An observer.

				Eve gave Peabody a nod, then walked to the front of the room. Behind her, the wall screen flashed on.

				“Sarifina York,” Eve began. “Age twenty-eight at TOD.”

				She was putting the victim first, Roarke realized. Putting that image, that name into the mind of every cop in the room. So that every cop in the room would think of her, remember her as they were buried in routine, in data, in the long hours and the frustrations.

				Just as they would remember what had been done to her as those next images came up.

				She went through them all, every victim. The names, the faces, the ages, the images of their suffering and death. It took a long time, but there were no interruptions, no signs of restlessness.

				“We believe all of these women, twenty-three women, were abducted, tortured, and murdered by one individual. We believe there are likely more than these twenty-three who have not been connected or reported, whose bodies may not have been found or who were not killed in the same manner. Earlier victims, we believe, before Corrine Dagby, when he decided on his particular method.”

				She paused, just a moment, to insure, Roarke understood, that all eyes, all attention focused on the image of that first victim.

				“The method deviates very little from vic to vic, as you’ll see in your copy of the case file from nine years ago. Copies of case files, in full, from murders attributed to the unsub will be forthcoming.”

				Her eyes scanned the room, and Roarke thought, saw everything.

				“His methodology is, initially, typical of a serial. We believe he stalks and selects his victims—all within a certain age group, race, gender, and coloring—learning their routines, habits. He knows where they live, where they work, where they shop, who they sleep with.”

				She paused again, shifting. Roarke saw the light slanting through the privacy screens on the window glint on her sidearm.

				“Twenty-three women, known. They were specific targets. No connection was found between any of the victims other than age and basic appearance. None of the victims ever reported a stalker, never mentioned to a friend, coworker, relative that she had been approached or troubled. In each case, the victim left a location and was not seen again until her body was discovered.

				“He must have private transportation of some kind, and using it takes the victim to a preplanned location. It, too, must be private as he takes—as with Sarifina York—several days to kill them. In all prior investigations, it was learned through timelines and forensics that he always selects and abducts his second victim before finishing with the first, and so selects and abducts the third before killing the second.”

				She outlined the investigator’s on-scene reports, the ME’s reports, taking them through the process of the torture, the method of death.

				Roarke heard the e-cop, Callendar, breathe out a soft “Jesus,” as Eve outlined the specifics.

				“Here, he may deviate slightly,” Eve continued, “adjusting his method to suit the specific victim. According to Dr. Mira’s profile, this is tailored to the victim’s stamina, tolerance for pain, will to live. He’s careful, he’s methodical, patient. Most likely a mature male of high intelligence. He lives alone, and has some steady method of income. Probably upper bracket. Though he selects females, there is no evidence he abuses them sexually.”

				“Small blessing,” Callendar murmured, and if Eve heard she gave no sign.

				“Sex, the control and power gained from them doesn’t interest him. They aren’t sexual beings. By carving the time spent on them into their torsos—postmortem—he labels them. The ring he puts on them is another kind of branding.

				“It’s ownership.” She glanced at Mira for confirmation.

				“Yes,” Mira agreed, and the lovely woman with the soft waves of sable hair spoke in her calm voice. “The killings are a ritual, though not specifically ritualistic in the standard sense. They are his ritual, from the selection and the stalking, through the abduction and the torture, the attention to detail, which includes the time elapsed, to the way he tends to them after death. The use of the rings indicates an intimacy and a proprietary interest. They belong to him. Most likely they represent a female who was important to him.”

				“He washes them, body, hair,” Eve continued. “While this removes most trace evidence, we were able to determine the brand of soap and shampoo on previous vics. It’s high end, indicating their presentation matters to him.”

				“Yes,” Mira agreed when Eve glanced at her again. “Very much.”

				“It matters, as does the dumping method. He lays them on a white sheet, habitually leaving them in a park or green area. Legs together, as you see—again, not a sexual pose—but arms spread.”

				“A kind of opening,” Mira commented. “Or embrace. Even acceptance of what was done.”

				“While he follows the traditional path of the signature serial killer to this point, he then deviates. Full timeline up, Peabody,” Eve ordered, then turned when it flashed on screen. “He does not escalate in violence, the time between killings doesn’t appreciatively narrow. He spends two to three weeks at his work, then he stops. In a year, or two, he cycles again, in another location. His signature has been identified in New York, in Wales, in Florida, in Romania, in Bolivia, and now again in New York.

				“Twenty-three women, nine years, four countries. The arrogant son of a bitch is back here, and here’s where it stops.”

				And here, Roarke noted, was the fierceness she’d held back during the relaying of data, of names and methods and evidence. Here was the hint of the anger, of the avenger.

				“Right now, there’s a woman between the ages of twenty-eight and thirty-three. She has brown hair, light skin, a medium to slender build, and she’s already been taken. We find him. We get her back.

				“I’m going to give you your individual assignments. If you have any questions, any problems, wait until I’m done. But I’m going to tell you one more thing. We’re going to nail him. We’re going to nail him here, in New York, with a case so tight he’ll feel it choking him every hour of every day of every year he spends in a cage.”

				Not just anger, Roarke noted, but pride. And she was pushing that anger and pride into them so they’d work until they dropped.

				She was magnificent.

				“He doesn’t walk, run, fly, or crawl out of this city,” Eve told them. “He doesn’t slither out in court because one of us gave his lawyer an opening the size of a flea’s ass.

				“He pays, we’re going to make goddamn sure he pays for every one of these twenty-three women.”
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				AS EVE WRAPPED UP, TIBBLE WALKED TO THE front of the room. Automatically, she stopped, stepped to the side to give him the floor.

				“This team will have the full resources of the NYPSD at its disposal. Any necessary overtime will be cleared. If the primary determines more manpower is needed, and the commander agrees, that manpower will be assigned. All leave, other than hardship and medical, is canceled for this team until this case is closed.”

				He paused, gauging the reactions, and obviously satisfied with them, continued. “I have every confidence that each and every member of this team will work his or her respective ass off until this son of a bitch is identified, apprehended, and locked in a cage for the rest of his unnatural life. You’re not only the ones who’ll stop him, but who’ll build a case that will lock that cage. I don’t want any fuckups here, and trust Lieutenant Dallas to flay you bloody if you come close to fucking up.”

				Since he looked directly at her as he made the statement, Eve simply nodded. “Yes, sir.”

				“The media will pounce like wolves. A Code Blue status has been considered, and rejected. The public requires protection and should be made aware that a specific type of female is being targeted. However, they will be made aware by one voice, and one voice only, which represents this task force, and, in fact, this department. Lieutenant Dallas will be that voice. Understood?” he said, looking directly at her again.

				“Yes, sir,” she said, with considerably less enthusiasm.

				“The rest of you will not comment, will not engage reporters, will not so much as give them the current time and temperature should they ask. You will refer them to the lieutenant. There will be no leaks unless they are departmentally sanctioned leaks. If there are, and the source of that leak is discovered—and it damn well will be—that individual can expect to be transferred to Records in the Bowery.

				“Shut him down. Shut him down hard, clean, and fast. Lieutenant.”

				“Sir. All right, you all know your primary assignments. Let’s get to work.”

				Tibble signaled to Eve as feet and chairs shuffled. “Media conference, noon.” He held up a finger as if anticipating her reaction. “You’ll make a statement—short, to the point. You’ll answer questions for five minutes. No longer. These things are necessary, Lieutenant.”

				“Understood, sir. Chief, we held back the numbers carved into the victims in the previous investigations.”

				“Continue to do so. Copy me on all reports, requests, and requisitions.” He looked over at the boards, at the faces. “What does he see when he looks at them?” Tibble asked.

				“Potential.” Eve spoke without thinking.

				“Potential?” Tibble repeated, shifting his gaze to hers.

				“Yes, sir, that’s what I think he sees. Respectfully, sir, I need to get started.”

				“Yes. Yes. Dismissed.”

				She walked over to Feeney. “This space work okay for the e-end of things?”

				“It’ll do. We’re bringing down the equipment we need. It’ll be set up inside of thirty. He comes back, he comes back here, you gotta wonder does he use the same place he did before? Does he have a place? Maybe even lives here when he’s not working.”

				“Private home, untenanted warehouse. Lots of that in the city, the outlying boroughs,” Eve speculated. “Bastard could be working across the river in Jersey, then using New York as a dump site. But if it is the same place—and he strikes me as a creature of habit, right?—then it narrows it some. We check ownership of buildings that fit the bill for ones in the same name for the last nine years. Ten,” she corrected. “Give him some prep time.”

				“Narrows it some.” Feeney pulled on his nose. “Like looking for an ant hill in the desert. We’ll work it.”

				“You okay with taking the Missing Persons search?”

				He blew out a breath, dipped his hands into his saggy pockets. “Are you going to ask me if I’m okay with every assignment or step in this?”

				Eve moved her shoulders, and her hands found her own pockets. “It feels weird.”

				“I’ve run the e-end of your cases and ops before this.”

				“It’s not like that, Feeney.” She waited until their eyes locked, until she was certain they understood each other. “We both know this one’s different. So if it bugs you, I want to know.”

				He glanced around the room as uniforms and team members carried in equipment and tables. Then cocked his head, gesturing Eve to a corner of the room with him.

				“It bugs me, but not like you mean. It burns my ass that we didn’t get this guy, that he slipped out and on my watch.”

				“I worked it with you, and we had a team on it. It’s on all of us.”

				His eyes, baggy as a hound’s, met hers. “You know better. You know how it is.”

				She did, of course she did. He’d taught her the responsibility and weight of command. “Yeah.” She dragged a hand through her hair. “Yeah, I know.”

				“This time it’s on you. You’re going to take some hits because we both know there’s going to be another name, another face on the board before we get him. You’ll live with that; can’t do anything else but live with it. It bugs me,” he repeated. “It would bug me a hell of a lot more if anyone else was standing as primary on this. We clear?”

				“Yeah, we’re clear.”

				“I’ll start the Missing Person’s run.” He cocked his head toward Roarke. “Our civilian would be a good one to handle the real estate search.”

				“He would. Why don’t you get him on that? I’m going to swing over to the lab, bribe and/or threaten Dickhead to push on reports.” She glanced over, saw that Roarke was already working with McNab to set up data and communication centers. “I’m just going to have a word with the civilian first.”

				She crossed to Roarke, tapped his shoulder. He’d tied his hair back as he often did before getting down to serious e-business, and still wore the sweater and jeans he’d put on—had it only been that morning?—when they’d left the house for the crime scene.

				She realized he looked more like a member of the team than the emperor of the business world.

				“Need a minute,” she told him, then stepped a few feet away.

				“What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”

				“Feeney’s got work for you. He’ll fill you in. I’m heading out with Peabody. I just want…look, don’t go buying stuff.”

				He lifted his eyebrows, and the amusement showed clearly on his face. “Such as?”

				“E-toys, new furniture, catered lunches, dancing girls. Whatever,” she said with a distracted wave of her hand. “You’re not here to supply the NYPSD.”

				“What if I get hungry, then feel the urge to dance?”

				“Suppress it.” She gave him a little poke in the chest that he interpreted—correctly—as both affection and warning. “And don’t expect me to kiss you good-bye, hello, and like that when we’re on the clock. It makes us look—”

				“Married?” At her stony stare he grinned. “Very well, Lieutenant, I’ll try my best to suppress all my urges.”

				Fat chance of that, she thought, but had to be satisfied. “Peabody,” she called out, “with me.”

				On the way out, Peabody hit Vending for a Diet Pepsi for herself, a regular tube for Eve. “Gotta keep the caffeine pumping. I’ve never been on something like this, not when you catch a case and a few hours later you’ve got a task force, a war room, and a pep talk from the chief.”

				“We work the case.”

				“Well, it’s this case, and the ones from nine years ago, and even the ones between that went down elsewhere. That’s a lot of balls in the air.”

				“It’s all one,” Eve said as they got into the car. “One case with a lot of pieces.”

				“Arms,” Peabody said after a minute. “It’s more like arms. It’s like an octopus.”

				“The case is an octopus.”

				“It’s got all these tentacles, all these arms, but there’s only one head. You get the head, you get it all.”

				“Okay,” Eve decided, “that’s not bad. The case is an octopus.”

				“And say, okay, maybe you can’t get to the head, not at first, but you get a good hold on one of those tentacles, then—”

				“I get it, Peabody.” Because she now had an image of a giant octopus swimming in her head, Eve was relieved when her dash ’link signaled. “Dallas.”

				“So, what’s up?”

				“Nadine.” Eve let her glance shift down to the screen where Nadine Furst, a very hot property in media circles, beamed out at her.

				“Media conference, you as the department’s spokesperson—I know you love that one.”

				“I’m primary.”

				“I got that.” On screen, Nadine’s cat eyes were sharp and searching. “But what gives this one enough juice? A dead woman in the park, identity yet to be given.”

				“We’ll give her name at the conference.”

				“Give me a hint. Celebrity?”

				“No hints.”

				“Come on, be a pal.”

				The trouble was, they were pals. Moreover, Nadine could be trusted. And at the moment, Nadine had plenty of juice of her own. She could, Eve mused, be useful.

				“You’re going to want to come to the media conference, Nadine.”

				“I’ve got a conflict. Just—”

				“You’re going to want to be there, and when it wraps, you’re going to want to find your way to my office.”

				“Offering me a one-on-one after a media announcement takes off the shine, Dallas.”

				“You’re not getting a one-on-one. Just you, just me. No camera. You’re going to want to do this, Nadine.”

				“I’ll be there.”

				“That was smart,” Peabody said when Eve clicked off. “That was really smart. Bring her in, bargain, and get her resources and contacts.”

				“She’ll keep a lid on what I ask her to keep a lid on,” Eve agreed. “And she’s the perfect funnel for any departmentally sanctioned leaks.” She parked, rolled her shoulders. “Let’s go harass Dickhead.”

				Dick Berenski had earned his nickname. Not only did he have a head like an egg covered with slick black hair, his personality was oilier than a tin of sardines. He was slippery, sleazy, and not just open to bribes—he expected them.

				But despite being a dickhead, he ran a top-flight lab and knew his business as well as he knew the exact location of the dimples on the ass of this month’s centerfold.

				Eve strode in, moving by the long white counters and stations, the clear-walled cubes. She spotted Berenski scooting back and forth on his stool in front of his counter, tapping his spider-leg fingers on keyboards or tapping them to screens.

				For a dickhead, she thought, he was hell at multitasking.

				“Where’s my report?” she demanded.

				He didn’t bother to look up. “Back up, Dallas. You want it fast or you want it right?”

				“I want it fast and right. Don’t fuck with me on this one…Dick.”

				“I said, ‘Back up.’”

				She narrowed her eyes because when he swung around on the stool, there was fury on his face. Not his usual reaction to anything.

				“You think I’m screwing with this?” he snapped out. “You think I’m jerking off here?”

				“Wouldn’t be the first time.”

				“This isn’t the first time either, is it?”

				She flipped back through her memory. “You weren’t chief nine years back.”

				“Senior tech. I did the skin and hair on those four vics. Harte took the bows for it, but I did the work. Goddamn it.”

				Harte, Eve remembered, had also had a nickname: Blowharte.

				“So you did the work. Applause, applause. I need an analysis of this vic’s hair and skin.”

				“I did the work,” he repeated, bitterly now. “I analyzed and researched and identified what was barely any trace. I gave you the damn brand names of the soap, the shampoo. You’re the one who didn’t catch the bastard.”

				“You did your job, I didn’t do mine?” She leaned down, nose-to-nose. “You’d better back up, Dick.”

				“Ah, excuse me. Don’t clock the referee.” Courageously—from her point of view—Peabody eased between the chief tech and the primary. “Everyone who was involved nine years ago feels this one more now.”

				“How would you know?” Dick rounded on Peabody. “You were in some Free Ager commune sitting in a circle chanting at the frigging moon nine years ago.”

				“Hey.”

				“That’s it.” Eve kept her voice low, and the tone stinging. “You can’t handle this one, Berenski, I’ll request another tech.”

				“I’m chief here. This isn’t your shop. I say who works what.” Then he held up his hand. “Just back off a minute, back off a minute. Goddamn it.”

				Because it wasn’t his usual style, Eve kept silent while he stared down at his own long, mobile fingers.

				“Some of them stick with you, you know? They stick in your gut. Other shit comes in and you work that, and it seems like you put it away. Then it comes back and kicks you in the balls.”

				He drew a breath, looked up at Eve. It wasn’t just fury, she saw now, but the bitter frustration that on the job could push perilously close to grief.

				“You know how when it stopped, just stopped cold, everybody figured he got dead, or he got tossed in a cage for something else? We didn’t get him, and that was a bitch, but it stopped.” Berenski heaved out a breath. “But it didn’t. He didn’t get dead or tossed in a cage. He was just bopping around Planet Earth having his high old time. Now he’s back on my desk, and it pisses me off.”

				“I’m serving as President of the Pissed-off Club. I’ll take your application for membership under advisement.”

				He snorted out a laugh, and the crisis passed.

				“I got the results. I was just rerunning the data. Triple check. It’s not the same brands as before.”

				“The old brands still available?”

				“Yeah, yeah, here’s the thing. He used shea butter soap with olive and palm oils, oils of rose and chamomile on the four prior vics. Handmade soap, imported from France. Brand name L’Essence or however the frogs say that. Cake style, about fifteen bucks a pop nine years back. Shampoo, same manufacturer, same name, caviar and fennel extracts.”

				“They put caviar in shampoo?” Peabody demanded. “What a waste.”

				“Just fish eggs, and disgusting if you ask me. Tech in Wales was good enough to work the trace, got the same deal as me. Same for Florida. They didn’t get anything in Romania or in Bolivia. But now he’s switched brands.”

				“To?”

				“Okay, what we got is still handmade soap, got your shea butter—cocoa butter addition, olive oil, and oil from grapefruit and apricot. Specifically—and this took a little finessing—your pink grapefruit. It’s made in Italy, exclusively, and get this, it’s going to run you fifty smacks a bar.”

				“So he upgraded.”

				“Yeah, that’s the thing. I took a look at the Internet site, check these out.” He brought the images of the soaps up. Each was a deep almost jewel-like color, with various flowers or herbs studding the edges. “Only one store in the city carries them. The shampoo’s from the same place. White truffle oil, running one-fifty for an eight-ounce bottle.”

				He sniffed, he snorted. “I wouldn’t pay that for a bottle of prime liquor.”

				“You don’t have to pay,” Eve said absently. “You get your booze in bribes.”

				“Yeah, but just the same.”

				Pricey, exclusive products. Prestige, Eve thought. The best of the best? “What’s the outlet in the city?”

				“Place called Scentual. Got a store midtown on Madison and Fifty-third, and one down in the West Village on Christopher.”

				“Good. How about the sheet?”

				“Irish linen, thread count of seven hundred. That’s another change. First time he used Egyptian cotton, five hundred thread count. Manufacturer’s in Ireland and Scotland. Buncha outlets around. Your higher-end department stores and bedding places carry the brand. Fáilte.”

				He massacred the Irish, Eve knew, as she’d heard the word before.

				“Okay, send copies to me, to Whitney, to Tibble, and to Feeney. You finish with the water?”

				“Still working it. At a guess, and I mean guess, it’s city water, but filtered. May be out of the tap, but with a filtration system that purifies. We got good water in New York. This guy, I’m thinking, is a fanatic for pure.”

				“For something. Okay, thanks. Peabody, let’s go shopping.”

				“Hot dog!”

				“Dallas.” Berenski swiveled on his stool again. “Bring me something more this time. Get me something.”

				“Working on it.”

				She hit the downtown boutique first, and was assaulted with fragrance the moment they walked in. Like falling into some big-ass bouquet, Eve thought.

				The clerks all wore strong colors. To mirror the products, Eve supposed, and the products were displayed as if they were priceless pieces of art in a small, intimate museum.

				There were a number of customers, browsing, buying, which, given the price tag on a bar of soap, made Eve wonder what the hell was wrong with them.

				She and Peabody were approached by a blonde who must have hit six-two in her heeled boots. The boots, like the skinny skirt and rib-bruising jacket, were the color of unripe bananas.

				“Welcome to Scentual. How can I help you today?”

				“Information.” Eve pulled out her badge.

				“Of what sort?”

				“Soap with cocoa and shea butter, olive oil, pink grapefruit—”

				“From our citrus line. Yes, please, this way.”

				“I don’t want the soap, I want your customer list for sales of that soap, and for the truffle oil shampoo. Customers who purchased both products.”

				“That’s a little difficult as—”

				“I’ll make it easy. Customer data or warrant for same, which will tie up the shop for a number of hours. Maybe days.”

				The blonde cleared her throat. “You should probably speak to the manager.”

				“Fine.”

				She glanced around as the blonde hurried off, and saw Peabody sniffing at minute slivers of soap that were set out as samples. “Cut it out.”

				“I’ll never be able to afford so much as a scraping of this kind of thing. I’m just smelling. I like this one—gardenia. Old-fashioned, but sexy. ‘Female,’ as my guy would say. Did you see the bottles? The bath oil?”

				Her dazzled eyes tracked along the jewel-toned and delicate pastels of fancy bottles in display shelves. “They’re so mag.”

				“So you pay a couple hundred for packaging for stuff that eventually goes down the drain. Anything in a bottle costs that much, I want to be able to drink it.”

				She turned back as another woman came over, this one petite and redheaded in a sapphire suit. “I’m Chessie, the manager. There’s a problem?”

				“Not for me. I need your customer list for purchases of two specific products as said products are related to a police investigation.”

				“So I understand. Could I see some identification, please?”

				Eve pulled out her badge again. Chessie took it, studied it, then lifted her gaze to Eve’s. “Lieutenant Dallas?”

				“That’s right.”

				“I’ll be happy to help you in any way I can. The specific products?”

				Eve told her, nodded as the woman asked for a moment, then watched her walk away. “Peabody—” When she looked around, her partner was testing out an elf-sized sample bottle of body cream on her hands.

				“It’s like silk,” Peabody said, reverently. “Like liquid silk. I’ve got a cousin who makes soaps and body creams and all, and they’re really nice. But this…”

				“Stop rubbing stuff all over yourself. I have to ride with you, and you’re going to make the ride smell like some big, creepy meadow.”

				“Meadows are pastoral.”

				“Exactly. Creepy. He could’ve bought the stuff here,” she said, thinking out loud. “Or at the midtown store, off the Net. Hell, he could’ve bought the stuff in Italy or wherever the hell else it’s sold and brought it with him. But it’s something.”

				Chessie came back with some printouts. “We haven’t had any sales—cash or credit—of both products at the same time. Nor has our Madison Avenue store. I contacted them. As a precaution, I’ve generated all the sales for each product, from each of our stores. Obviously, we don’t have customer names for the cash sales. I went back thirty days. I can go back further if that would be helpful.”

				“This should do for now. Thanks.” Eve took the printouts. “Did you get a memo about me?”

				“Yes, certainly. Is there anything more I can do for you?”

				“Not right now.”

				“If she got the ‘Cooperate with Lieutenant Dallas’ memo, Roarke owns that place,” Peabody said when they were back on the street. “You can swim in that bath oil if you want. How come you—”

				“Hold on.” She flipped out her ’link, contacted Roarke.

				“Lieutenant.”

				“Do you manufacture bedding—sheets and linens—under the brand name Fáilte?”

				“I do. Why?”

				“I’ll let you know.” She ended transmission. “I’m not buying coincidence here, Peabody.”

				“Oh. Just caught up. First vic worked for him, was washed down in products from a store he owns, was laid out on a sheet he manufactures. No, I’m not buying that today either, thanks. But I don’t know what the hell it means.”

				“Let’s go. You drive.” Eve pulled out her ’link again, and tagged Feeney. “Missing persons, add in a new piece of data. Look for a woman who’s employed by Roarke. Don’t say anything to him as yet. Just look for anyone reported missing in the last few days who fits our vic profile and who works for one of Roarke’s interests in the city.”

				“Got that. I’ve got three potentials from MP from the tristate. Give me a minute on this. Aren’t you due at the media blather?”

				“I’m on my way there.”

				“Okay, okay,” he grumbled, “takes time. He’s got a lot of layers on some of his…son of a bitch. Rossi, Gia, age thirty-one, works as a personal trainer and instructor at BodyWorks, a subsidiary of Health Conscience, which is a division of Roarke Enterprises. She was reported missing last night.”

				“Take one of the uniforms, get to her place of employment, her residence, talk to the person who reported her missing, to—”

				“I know the drill, Dallas.”

				“Right. Move on it, Feeney.” She clicked off. “Goddamn media.”

				“You have to tell him, Dallas. You’ve got to tell Roarke about this.”

				“I know, I know. I’ve got to get through this media crap first, and think. I have to think. Roarke will deal. He’ll have to deal with it.”

				She’d think about that part later. At the moment, she could only think that it might be too late for Gia Rossi. She could only wonder what might have been done to her already.

				

				He cleansed her to Falstaff. It always put him in a happy mood—this music, this little chore. His partner needed to be absolutely clean before the work began. He particularly enjoyed washing her hair—all that lovely brown hair.

				He enjoyed the scents, of course—that hint of citrus, the feminine fragrance mixed with the smell of her fear.

				She wept as he washed her, blubbered a bit, which concerned him just a little. He preferred the screams, the curses, the prayers, the pleas, to incoherent weeping.

				But it was early days yet, he thought.

				The water he hosed her off with was icy, which turned the weeping to harsh gasps and small shrieks. That was better.

				“Well now, that was refreshing, wasn’t it? Bracing. You have excellent muscle tone, I must say. A strong, healthy body makes such a difference.”

				She was shivering now, violently, her teeth chattering, her lips pale blue. It might be interesting, he decided, to follow up the cold with heat.

				“Please,” she choked out when he turned away to study his tools. “What do you want? What do you want?”

				“Everything you can give me,” he replied. He chose his smallest torch, flicked on the flame, then narrowed it to the point of a pin.

				When he turned, when her eyes wheeled toward that flame, she rewarded him with those wild, wild screams.

				“Let’s get started, shall we?”

				He moved to the base of the table, smiled in delight at the high, elegant arch of her feet.
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				SHE HATED MEDIA CONFERENCES, BUT NEARLY always hated the media liaison more. It was suggested, by same, that Eve might prep for fifteen minutes with the media coach, and make use of the provided enhancements in order to present a more pleasant image on screen.

				“Murder isn’t pleasant,” Eve snapped back as she strode toward the main doors of Cop Central.

				“No, of course not.” The liaison jogged to keep up. “But we’re going to avoid words like murder. The prepared statement—”

				“Isn’t going to be tasty when I stuff it down your throat. I’m not your mouthpiece, and this isn’t a political spin.”

				“No, but there are ways to be informative and tactful.”

				“Tact’s just bullshit with spit polish over it.”

				Eve pushed through the doors. Tibble had opted for the steps of Central not only to show the sturdy symbol of the building, but, Eve guessed, to insure the briefing would remain short.

				The March wind wasn’t being tactful.

				She stepped up to the podium, and waited for the noise level to drop off. She picked Nadine out immediately. The bright red coat stood out like a beacon.

				“I have a statement, then I’ll take a few brief questions. The body of a twenty-eight-year-old woman identified as Sarifina York was found early this morning in East River Park. It has been determined that Ms. York was most likely abducted last Monday evening, held against her will for several days. The method in which she was murdered and the evidence gathered so far indicates Ms. York was killed by the same individual who took the lives of four women in a fifteen-day period in this city, nine years ago.”

				That caused an eruption, and she ignored it. She stood still and silent while questions and demands were hurled out. Stood still and silent until they ceased.

				“The NYPSD has authorized and formed a task force. Its sole purpose will be to investigate this crime, and to apprehend and incarcerate the perpetrator. We will use every resource, every man-hour, and all the experience at our disposal to do so. Questions.”

				They flew like missiles. But the fact that there were so many allowed her to cherry pick.

				“How was she killed?” Eve repeated. “Ms. York was tortured over a period of days, and died as a result of blood loss. No, we do not have any suspects at this time, and yes, we are, and will continue to follow any and all leads.”

				She fielded a few more, grateful her time was nearly up. She noted Nadine tossed out no questions, and had in fact moved out of the pack to talk on her ’link.

				“You said she was tortured,” someone called out. “Can you give us details?”

				“I neither can nor will. Those details are confidential to this investigation. If they weren’t, I wouldn’t give them to you so you could broadcast her suffering and cause yet more pain for her family and friends. Her life was taken. And that’s more than enough for outrage.”

				She stepped back, turned, and walked through the doors of Central.

				

				It would take Nadine a few minutes to get up to Homicide and charm her way through any potential roadblocks to Eve’s office.

				Besides, Eve thought, she could wait. Just wait.

				First, Eve needed to speak to Roarke.

				She caught the scent as soon as she stepped into the conference room, and much preferred it to the olfactory bombardment at Scentual.

				Somebody, she thought, brought in gyros.

				She made her way over to Roarke’s workstation, noted he’d gone for the cold-cut sub. He paused in his work long enough to pick up half the sub, hand it to her. “Eat something.”

				She peered between the slabs of roll. “What is it?”

				“No substance in nature, I can promise you. That’s why I said eat something.”

				More to please him than out of appetite, she took a bite. “I need to talk to you.”

				“If you’re after some answers on this chore you gave me, you won’t get any as yet. There are, literally, countless homes, private residences, warehouses, and other potential structures in New York, the boroughs, into New Jersey, that have been owned by the same person or persons or organization for the last decade.”

				“How are you handling it?”

				“Dividing into sections—quadrants, you could say. Subdividing by types of structure, then by types of ownership. It’s bloody tedious work.”

				“You asked for it.”

				“So I did.” Watching her, he picked up a bottle of water, drank.

				“There’s something else. The lab’s identified the soap and shampoo used to wash down the vic.”

				“Quick work.”

				“Yeah, Dickhead’s got his teeth in it. He worked the case before.”

				“Ah.”

				“He uses extremely high-end products. Very exclusive. Only one outlet in New York, two locations. It’s yours.”

				“Mine?” He sat back, eyes cold and hard on her face. “And so was the sheet he used.”

				“That’s right.” Now, simply because it was there and so was she, Eve took another bite of mystery-meat sub. “Someone less cynical might think coincidence, particularly since you manufacture or own big, fat chunks of everything.”

				“But you and I aren’t less cynical.”

				“No, and so I tagged Feeney and put you into the Missing Persons search he was running. You’re not going to like it.”

				“Who is she?”

				“Gia Rossi.” She picked up his water, took a gulp. “She’s a trainer and instructor at BodyWorks. Do you know her?”

				“No.” He pressed his fingers to his eyes a moment, then dropped them. “No, I don’t believe so. Were there any of these connects, any of these overlaps in the previous investigation to me or mine?”

				“No, not that I know of, and I started a check on the way back. He changed the products with this one. If you’re part of the reason, we need to figure out why. A competitor maybe, a former employee. We need to work that angle.”

				“When did he take the second one?”

				“She was reported missing yesterday. I don’t have the details yet—Feeney’s on it. I’ve got to go pull another chain now, but we’re going to dig into this. I know this is a kick in the ass, but it’s also a mistake. His mistake. There was nothing connecting the victims in any of the other cases. Now there is.”

				“Yes. Now there is.”

				“I’m sorry, I have to go do this.”

				“Go on. I’ll stick with this for now.”

				She didn’t kiss him, though part of her wanted to, just to give comfort. Instead she laid her hand over his, squeezed gently. Then left him.

				She started back toward her office and crossed paths with Baxter. “Got nothing,” he told her. “Reinterviewed the sister, went to the club, talked to the vic’s neighbors. Big zero.”

				“Ex?”

				“Out of town for the weekend. Neighbor said he went snowboarding out in Colorado.”

				“Why would anybody deliberately jump and flop around in the snow, on a mountain?” she wondered.

				“Beats me. I like summer sports, where the women are very, very scantily clad. Snow and ice? No skin.”

				“You’re such a pig, Baxter.”

				“And proud of it. Do you want me to run down the ex? The neighbor thought he knew where the guy was staying. He’ll be back tomorrow night.”

				“We’ll hit him once he gets back. Check with Jenkinson. See how far he and Powell have gotten going down the list of people interviewed in the other cases. You and Trueheart can help them run through it. Media’s out with this now, which means by tomorrow we’ll be buried in looney leads. We’ll have to follow up on them, so let’s clear this first plate today.”

				Nadine was waiting, sitting in the visitor’s chair, legs crossed, examining her nails as she talked on her headset.

				“You have to reschedule or cancel,” she said. “No. No. We agreed in writing when I took this that if and when I had something hot, something I felt it was necessary to pursue personally, it would take precedence over everything else. That was the deal.”

				She looked over at Eve, rolled her clever green eyes. “That’s what assistants are for, and assistants to assistants. And as far as the piece, the reporter can reschedule. I know. I’m a goddamn reporter.”

				She yanked off the headset.

				“Heavy is the price of fame,” Eve said.

				“Tell me, but I wear it so very well. Can I have coffee?”

				Obligingly, Eve moved to the AutoChef. Her own system kept begging to sag. Coffee would put it back on alert. Nadine sat, saying nothing.

				She did wear fame well, Eve supposed. The streaky and stylish hair, the sharp features, the camera-ready suit. But Eve knew: Though Nadine might have her own show, though Now’s ratings were reputedly higher than a souped-up chemi-head, the woman was exactly what she’d claimed—a goddamn reporter.

				“Who were you talking to during the briefing?”

				“Who do you think?” Nadine countered.

				Eve turned, offered the coffee. “Your research people to give you the pertinent details of the case from nine years ago.”

				Nadine smiled, sipped. “Look who’s wearing her thinking cap today.”

				“Some of the details on that investigation leaked.”

				“Some,” Nadine agreed and the smile faded. “Some of the details on how the victims were tortured. I imagine there was a lot more, a lot worse, that didn’t leak.”

				“There was more. There was worse.”

				“You worked it.”

				“Feeney was primary, I was his partner.”

				“I wasn’t in New York nine years ago. I was fighting my way out of a second-rate network affiliate in South Philly. But I remember this case. I remember these murders. I bullied my way into doing a series of reports on them. That’s part of what got me out of South Philly hell.”

				“Small world.”

				Nadine nodded, sipped more coffee. “What do you want?”

				“You’ve got that research department at your fingertips now, being you’re a big shot.” Eve eased a hip down on the corner of her desk. “I want everything, anything you can dig up on the murders. All the murders. Here, Europe, Florida, South America.”

				Nadine blinked. “What? Where?”

				“I’m going to explain it all to you, off the record, then you can put your researchers and your own honed skills on the scent. He’s already got the second one, Nadine.”

				“Oh, God.”

				“Can’t help her. Odds are slim we’ll track him fast enough to save her. I need to know everything I can know. Maybe we can save the one he’s hunting now.”

				“Let me think.” Closing her eyes, Nadine sat back. She drank more coffee. “I’ve got a couple of smart people I can bully and bribe to keep the work and the results off the radar. I’m pretty damn smart myself, so that’s three.” Nodding, she sat up again. “You know I’d do this because I believe a life is worth more than a story. Marginally,” she said with a smile. “I’d do it because you and I are friends who also happen to respect each other to play it straight. No payback required.”

				“I know that. Just like you know I’m going to pay you back.”

				Nadine cocked a brow. “Being pretty damn smart, I’m not going to say no. A one-on-one exclusive with you.”

				“After he’s bagged, not before.”

				“Deal. A live appearance on Now.”

				“Don’t push it.”

				Nadine laughed. “By any member of your team you choose—with portions of that exclusive—and did I mention extensive—interview by you to run during the show. Recorded prior.”

				Eve thought it through. “I can work with that.”

				“Okay. To get details, I need details.” Nadine pulled out her recorder, cocked her head. “All right?”

				“All right.”

				

				There was something unnerving on some visceral level about working in a cop shop. It was an interesting experience, Roarke thought, but very, very strange for someone with his…colorful background.

				He’d worked with cops—in addition to his own—a number of times now, had had cops in his home professionally and socially. But working in a war room in the core of Cop Central for the best part of a day, well, that was a different kettle.

				They came and went, he noted. Clipping into the room, clipping out again, communicating for the most part in that cop speak that was oddly formal, as clipped as their footsteps and somehow colorful all at the same time.

				He was flanked by McNab whom he had great fondness for, and the dark, curvy, and sloe-eyed Callendar. They might sit, or stand and walk—almost dance—around as they worked. Slogging through data, searching for just one vital byte. Busy bees in their busy hive.

				As for colorful, well, excepting their captain, it appeared the e-division went for the flashy. McNab with his bright yellow jeans, the turquoise shirt with what appeared to be flying turtles winging across it. He had his long blond hair sleeked back in a tail and secured with a thick yellow band. On either side of his thin, pretty face, his earlobes were weighted down with a complex series of hoops and studs.

				Roarke wondered why, honestly, anyone would wish to have that many holes punched into his flesh.

				But the boy had a way about him, and was damn clever at this job.

				The girl, for she looked barely twenty, was an unknown. She had burnt honey skin, masses and masses of black curly hair pinned in a multitude of hanks with a neon rainbow of clips. Silver hoops he could have punched his fists through hung at her ears. She wore baggy, multipocketed pants in bleeding colors of lavender and pink with a snug green sweater that exclaimed E-GODS! across her rather impressive breasts.

				She had long, emerald-colored nails, and when she went to manual they clicked against the keys like mad castanets.

				She, like McNab, appeared to be tireless—brightly wrapped bundles of energy barely contained so that something on them constantly jiggled or bounced. A foot, a head, shoulders, ass.

				Fascinating.

				“Yo, Blondie-Boy,” she called out and McNab glanced over his shoulder.

				“You talking to me, D-Cup?”

				“You’re up. Liquid.”

				“Can do. You want?” he said to Roarke. “Something to drink.”

				“Yes, thanks.”

				“Buzz or no buzz?”

				It took Roarke a moment to translate, and in that moment he felt very old. “Could use the buzz.”

				“On it.” As McNab bounced out of the room, Callendar sent Roarke a quick and pretty smile.

				“So, you’re like absolutely packed, right? Doing the backstroke in the megawealth. What’s that like?”

				“Satisfying,” he decided.

				“Betcha.” With a push of her feet, she sent her chair skidding over so she could see his screen. “Wow. Multitudinous data with simo searches and cross. You got secondary recog going, too?”

				This, he could easily translate. “I do. Checking like names, anagrams, cross dates. Lay it down for a spread, go deep for ancestry and other potential connects.”

				“Smart. McNab said you were frosty in there. Serious mining.” She looked back at her own station. “All around.”

				She slid back to her work, and jiggling her shoulders to some internal tune, went back to the task at hand.

				Amused, he turned back to his own work, then stopped when Eve and Feeney came in.

				Gia Rossi, he thought, as the name, the idea of her that he’d made himself set aside, pushed once again into the forefront of his mind.

				His eyes met Eve’s, so he pushed back from the work to walk to her.

				“We need to update the team regarding Rossi,” Eve said. “Those in the field will be briefed via ’link. We need to factor your connection in.”

				“Understood.”

				“Okay, then.”

				Peabody came in, sent Roarke a quiet, sympathetic look. She crossed over to insert a new data disc.

				“We have an update,” Eve announced, and the clacking, the bouncing, the voices, and shuffling ceased. “We have reason to believe a woman reported as missing since Thursday night was abducted by our unsub. Rossi, Gia.”

				Peabody ordered the image and data on screen. “Age thirty-one, brown and brown, height five feet, five inches, one hundred and twenty-two pounds. She was last seen leaving her place of employment, a fitness center called BodyWorks on West Forty-sixth. Captain Feeney.”

				“Rossi’s ex-husband,” Feeney began, “one Riley, Jaymes, notified the police at oh-eight-hundred Friday morning. Per procedure, she wasn’t formally listed as missing until the twenty-four-hour time limit had passed. The subject did not return home as expected on Thursday night where she was scheduled to meet her ex who, according to his statement, was there to drop off the dog they had joint custody of.”

				There were a few of the expected smirks at this, and Feeney just eyeballed the smirkers until they faded away.

				“Neighbors confirm the arrangement. Nor was Riley able to reach her via her pocket ’link. We’ve confirmed that he did, in fact, attempt to ascertain her whereabouts by contacting her coworkers, her friends. The statements given to the responding officer and to me have been corroborated. He is not considered involved in her disappearance.

				“Habitually the subject exited the building on Forty-sixth and walked west to Broadway, then north to the Forty-ninth Street subway. We’ll canvass for witnesses in that area. Transit Authority security discs do not show the subject entering that station on Thursday evening, nor has her Metro pass been used since Thursday morning. Witnesses do verify the subject left the building at approximately seventeen-thirty on the night in question. She was wearing a black coat, black sweatpants, a gray sweatshirt with the BodyWorks logo, and a gray watch cap.”

				He stepped back, looked at Eve. “Lieutenant.”

				“The subject fits the established pattern. Probability runs exceed ninety-six percent that she was taken and is being held by the unsub. Her disappearance and other information gathered today add another element to the pattern. Both York and Rossi were employed by an arm of Roarke Enterprises. Given the breadth of that organization, that factor alone scores low on the probability scale for a connect. However, the soap and shampoo identified by brand by the lab has been determined to be manufactured and sold through subsidiaries of that organization, as was the sheet used with York.”

				Roarke felt the eyes on him, and the speculation. Accepted them.

				“The probability is high,” Eve continued, “that there’s a connection on some level between the unsub and Roarke Enterprises. To this point, no connection, no central point has ever been determined. Now we have one, and we’re going to use it. The hair and body products are extreme high-end and have limited outlets. He bought them somewhere. McNab, find out where.”

				“On it.”

				“Callendar, take the sheet, cross-reference purchases with McNab’s data. Roarke.”

				“Lieutenant.”

				“Employee lists. Find and pull out individuals who fit the pattern and work or live in the city. He takes them from the city. He will, in all likelihood, move on number three within a matter of days. We need names.”

				“You’ll have them.”

				“Jenkinson, I want a full and detailed report from you and Powell by nineteen hundred. Baxter, the same from you and Trueheart. I’ll be available twenty-four/seven, and expect to be notified immediately should any new data come to light. We’ll brief again at oh-eight-hundred. That’s it.”

				She pulled off her headset. “Peabody.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Log and copy, then go home and get some sleep. Feeney, can you look over the e-work to date, send me a basic rundown?”

				“Can and will,” Feeney confirmed.

				“Roarke, go ahead and log and copy what you’ve got so far, then shoot additionals to my unit here and at home. When you’re done, I need you in my office.”

				Eve walked out, contacting Mira’s office on the way. “Put me through to her,” she ordered Mira’s overprotective admin. “Don’t give me any crap.”

				“Right away.”

				“Eve.” Mira’s face swam on, and instantly her eyes registered concern. “You look exhausted.”

				“Second wind blew out, I’m waiting for the third to blow in. I need a sit-down with you.”

				“Yes, I know. I’ll clear any time that works for you.”

				“I want to say now, but I need that wind before I start digging through the psychology of this. And there’s more data that needs to be factored in from your end. Peabody’s sending you a copy of the update right about now.”

				“Tomorrow, then.”

				“After the eight-o’clock briefing.”

				“I’ll come to you. Get some sleep, Eve.”

				“I’m going to factor that in, somewhere.”

				She went into her office, programmed more coffee, and considered popping one of the departmentally approved energy pills. But they always made her jittery.

				She drank, standing at her narrow office window, looking out at her slice of the city. Commuter trams were crisscrossing the sky, lights beaming against the growing dark.

				Time to go home, time to have dinner and kick back, watch a little screen.

				Below, the street was thick with traffic, with people thinking just the same as those who chugged along above their heads.

				And somewhere out there was a man who really enjoyed his work. He wasn’t thinking about kicking back.

				Did he take a dinner break? she wondered. Have a nice, hearty meal before he went back to the business at hand? When had he started on Gia Rossi? When did he start the clock?

				Forty-seven hours missing, Eve thought. But he wouldn’t start it ticking until he got down to it. Number two always started after number one was finished.

				She didn’t hear Roarke come in, he had a skill for silence. But she sensed him. “Maybe we’ll get lucky,” she said. “Maybe he won’t start on her until tomorrow. We’ve got another angle to work this time, so we could get lucky.”

				“She’s gone. You know it.”

				Eve turned. He looked angry, she thought, which was probably a good thing, and just a little worn around the edges, which was a rare one. “I don’t know it until I’m standing over her body. That’s the way I’m dealing with it. We’re going home. We can work from home.”

				He closed the door behind him. “I looked her up. She’s worked for me for nearly four years. Her parents are divorced. She has a younger brother, a half brother, a stepsister. She went to college in Baltimore, where her mother and younger brother still live. Her employee evaluations have been, consistently, excellent. She was given a raise three weeks ago.”

				“You know this isn’t your fault.”

				“Fault?” He could be faulted for a great deal, he knew and accepted that. But not for this. “No. But somewhere in it, I may very well be the reason these particular women die at this particular time.”

				“Reason has nothing to do with it. You’re no good to me if you screw yourself up with misplaced guilt. You do that, you’re out.”

				“You can’t push me out,” he countered, with considerable heat. “With or without your bleeding task force, your sodding procedure, I’m bloody well in this.”

				“Fine. Waste time pissing on me then.” She grabbed her coat. “That’s helpful.”

				She started to shove by him, but he grabbed her arm, swung her around. For an instant the rage was carved into his face. Then he yanked her against him, banded his arms around her.

				“I have to piss on someone. You’re handy.”

				“Maybe.” She let herself relax against him. “Okay, maybe. But you have to think in a clear line with this. I need your brain, as well as your resources. It’s another advantage we didn’t have nine years ago.”

				“Knowing you’re right doesn’t make it easier to swallow. I’ve got to get out of this place,” he said as he eased back. “That’s God’s shining truth. I can only breathe in cop for so long without choking.”

				“Hey.”

				He tapped his finger on her chin. “Excepting one.”

				She hauled up the file bag she wanted to take with her. “Let’s go.”

				She drove primarily because she knew the battle uptown would keep her awake. A hot shower, she thought, something quick and solid in her stomach, and she’d be good to go for a few more hours.

				“Summerset would be useful,” Roarke considered.

				“As what, a hockey stick?”

				“The employee files, Eve. He can run those, generate a list of women who fit this pattern who work for me. It would free my time up for other things.”

				“All right, as long as he understands he answers to me. And that I get to debase him and ream him out as is often necessary with those under my command. And adds some entertainment to my day.”

				“Because you’re so good at it.”

				“Yeah, I’ve got a knack.” She scanned the army of vehicles heading north, the throngs of pedestrians hustling along on the sidewalk, the glides, or bullying their way on the crosswalks. “Nobody notices things—other people. Sure, if somebody jumps out of a building and lands on their head, it gives them a moment’s pause, but they don’t click to a woman being forced into a car or a van or Christ knows unless she puts up one hell of a stink about it. Mostly, they just keep their heads down and keep going.”

				“Cynicism is another of your finely tuned skills. It’s not always so, not with everyone.”

				She shrugged. “No, not always. He’s slick about it, or has some cover, something people don’t register. If she kicked up enough fuss, yeah, somebody would notice. They might not do anything about it, but they’d notice. So no overt struggle on the street. One of the working theories is he drugs them somehow rather than overpowers them.

				“Quick jab,” she added. “Wraps an arm around her. ‘Hey, Sari, how you doing?’ Just a guy walking along with some zoned-out woman, helping her into his ride. Ride would need to be close to wherever he picks her up. Going to hit lots and garages tomorrow.”

				When she drove through the gates of home, she couldn’t remember ever being more grateful to see the jut and spread of the gorgeous house, to see the lights in the windows.

				“Going to grab a shower, grab something to eat in my office.”

				“You’re going to grab some sleep,” he corrected. “You’re burnt, Eve.”

				No question she was, but it annoyed her to have it pointed out. “I got some left.”

				“Bollocks. You haven’t slept in more than thirty-six hours. Neither have I, come to that. We both need some sleep.”

				“I’ll take a couple hours after I set up a board here, review some notes.”

				Rather than argue—he was too bloody tired to bother—he said nothing. He’d just dump her into bed bodily, and he imagined once she was horizontal for thirty seconds, she’d be unconscious.

				She parked in front of the house, grabbed her file bag.

				She knew Summerset would be in the foyer, and he didn’t disappoint. “Fill your personal cadaver in,” Eve said before Summerset could speak. “I’m hitting the showers before I get started on this.”

				She headed straight up, neglecting to take off her coat and sling it over the newel as was her habit. And which, she knew, irritated Summerset’s bony ass. Once she was out of sight, she rubbed at her gritty eyes, and allowed the yawn that had been barely suppressed to escape.

				The shower was going to feel like a miracle.

				She dumped the bag in the bedroom, shrugged out of her coat. As she hit the release on her weapon harness, her gaze landed on the bed. Maybe five minutes down, she considered. Five off her feet, then she could shower without risking drowning herself.

				Tossing the harness aside, she climbed the platform where the bed spread like the silk clouds of heaven. She slid onto it, stretching out across it, facedown.

				And beat Roarke’s guess by being out in ten seconds flat.

				He came in five minutes later, saw her on the bed, with the cat slung across her ass. “Well, then,” Roarke addressed Galahad. “At least we won’t have to fight about it. But for Christ’s sake, couldn’t she have pulled off her boots? How can she sleep well like that?”

				He pulled them off himself—and she didn’t stir a bit—pulled off his own. Then he simply stretched out beside her, draped an arm around her waist.

				He dropped out nearly as quickly as she had.
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				IN THE DREAM THERE WAS A WHITE SHEET OVER the dark ground, and the ruined body that lay on it. Bitter with cold, dawn carved its first light, etching the eastern spires into sharpened silhouettes.

				She stood with her hands in the pockets of a black peacoat, a black watch cap pulled low on her forehead.

				The body lay between her and a big black clock with a big white face. The seconds ticked away on it, and every strike was like thunder that sent the air to quaking.

				And in the dream Feeney stood beside her. The harsh crime scene lights washed over them and what they studied. There was no silver in his hair to glint in those lights, and the lines in his face didn’t ride so deep.

				I trained you for this, so you could see what needs to be seen, and find what’s under it.

				She crouched down, opened her kit.

				She doesn’t look peaceful, Eve thought, as people so often said about the repose of the dead. They really never do.

				But death isn’t sleep. It’s something else again.

				The body opened its eyes.

				I’m Corrine Dagby. I was twenty-nine. I was born in Danville, Illinois, and came to New York to be an actress. So I waited tables because that’s what we do. I had a boyfriend, and he’ll cry when you tell him I’m dead. So will the others, my family, my friends. I bought new shoes the day before he took me. I’ll never wear them now. He hurt me, he just kept hurting me until I was dead.

				Didn’t you hear me screaming?

				She stood in the morgue, and Morris’s bloody hand held a scalpel. His hair was shorter, worn in a neat and tidy queue at the nape of his neck. Over the body, he looked at Eve.

				She used to be healthy, and had a pretty face until he ruined her. She sang in the shower and danced in the street. We all do until we come here. And in the end, we all come here.

				In the corner, the big clock ticked the time so every second echoed.

				They won’t come if it stops, she thought. Not if I stop it. They’ll sing in the shower and dance in the street, they’ll eat cupcakes and ride the train if I stop it.

				But you haven’t. Corrine opened her eyes again. Do you see?

				The faces and bodies changed, one melding into the next while the clock hammered the time. Hammered until her head pounded with it, until she pressed her hands to her ears to block it out.

				Faster, faster, the faces flashed and merged while the seconds raced. So many voices, all the voices calling, coalescing into one, and the one cried out.

				Can’t you hear us screaming?

				She woke with a gasp, with that awful cry echoing in her head. The light was dim, warm with the fire simmering low in the hearth. The cat butted against her shoulder as if telling her, “Wake up, for God’s sake.”

				“Yeah, I’m up. I’m awake. Jesus.” She rolled over, stared up at the ceiling as she got her breath back. With one hand she scratched Galahad between the ears, and checked the time on her wrist unit. “Oh, crap.”

				She’d been out nearly three hours. Shoving off sleep, Eve pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes and began to push off the bed. She heard it then, the sizzle and pulse of the shower.

				She laid a hand on the spread beside her, felt his warmth lingering there. So they’d both slept, she realized. Good for them.

				Stripping as she went, she headed for the shower.

				She wanted to wash away the fatigue, the grit, the ugliness of the past twenty-four hours. She wanted the beat of the water to push away the vague headache she’d woken with, and flood out the remnants of the dream.

				Then, when she stepped to the wide opening of the glass that enclosed the generous shower, she knew she wanted more.

				She wanted him.

				He was facing away from her, his hands braced on the glass, letting the water from the multiple jets beat over him. His hair was seal-sleek with wet, his skin gleaming with it. Long back, she mused, a taut, bitable ass, and all those tough, toned muscles.

				He hadn’t been up for long, she thought, and was likely as worn down as she.

				The water would be too cold, she knew. But she’d fix that.

				They’d fix each other.

				She slipped in, wrapped her arms around his waist, pressed her body to his back. Nipped lightly at his shoulder. “Look what I found. Better than the toy surprise in the cereal box. Increase water temp to one hundred and one degrees.”

				“Must you boil us?”

				“I must. Anyway, you won’t notice in a minute.” To prove it, she glided her hands down, found him. “See?”

				“Is this how you behave with all the members of your task force?”

				“They only wish.”

				He turned, caught her face in his hands. “And look how my wishes come true.” He kissed her softly, brow, cheeks, lips. “I thought you might sleep a bit more.”

				“I already took more than I meant to.” She pressed to him again, laying her head on his shoulder as the water flooded them. “This is better than sleep.”

				As the steam began to rise she tipped her head back. She found his mouth with hers, soft again, soft so they could both sink deep.

				His fingers skimmed up into her hair, combing through the sleek cap of it as he murmured something that tasted sweet against her lips. Even through the sweetness she recognized need.

				Yes, they would fix each other.

				She tore her lips from his to press them to his throat, to feel his pulse beat while her hands stroked up his back. As he held her, as he turned her so the water sluiced over them, more than the day washed away.

				Now his hands moved over her, creamy with soap, gliding over skin that all but hummed at the pleasure. Again he turned her, drew her back against him. And those hands circled her breasts, slid over them while his mouth sampled the side of her throat, her shoulder.

				She moaned once, lifted an arm to hook around him, and quivered as his hands circled down.

				He could feel her giving, opening, awaiting. The way her body moved, the way her breath caught. He could hear it in the quick cry that escaped her when he slipped his hands between her legs to cup her. How she trembled, her arm tightened when he used his fingers to tease and to pleasure. And the shock of her release when he dipped them into that hot, wet velvet.

				“Take more.” He had to give more.

				Her trembles went to shudders, her breath to sobbing.

				Her surrender, to him, to herself, aroused him beyond imagining. And the fatigue and sorrow that sleep and shower hadn’t washed away drowned in his love for her.

				He spun her around, pressed her back against the wall. Her breath was short, but her eyes stayed on his.

				“You take more now,” she told him.

				Gripping her hips, he fought for control, to hold the moment. And so slipped slowly inside her.

				Steam smoked around them; the water streamed. They watched each other, moved together.

				More than pleasure, he thought. Somehow even more than love. At a time they each needed it most, they gave each other that essential human gift of hope.

				Even as her breath caught, caught again, he saw her smile. Undone, he captured those curved lips. Surrounded by her, drowning in her, he let himself take the pleasure, take the love. Take the hope.

				

				Well, that set me up.” Eve stretched her neck after she dragged on her old and favored NYPSD sweatshirt. “Sleep and shower sex. I ought to make the combo required for the team.”

				“I’m afraid I don’t have the time to sleep and play in the shower with Peabody and Callendar. Even for the good of the team.”

				“Ha-ha. Funny.” She sat on the arm of the sofa in the sitting area to pull on thick socks. “I’ll just keep you as my personal energy booster. Gotta get back to it.”

				“Food,” Roarke said.

				“Yeah, I figured on—”

				“I know what you figured on.” He took her hand to walk out of the bedroom with her. “But disappointment is what you’re doomed for as it’s not going to be pizza.”

				“I think you have prejudice against the pie.”

				“I have no pie prejudice. However, I insist on another element to your energy boost. In addition to sleep and shower sex, we’re having steak.”

				“Red meat’s hard to argue with, but I’m having fries with it.”

				“Mmm-hmm.”

				She knew that mmm-hmm. It meant vegetables. She also knew that fussing over getting decent food into her would keep his mind off what was happening to Gia Rossi.

				She let him order up whatever he considered proper nutrition while she fed the cat. The vegetables turned out to be some sort of medley he called niçoise. At least they had the crunch going for them.

				She read over her detectives’ reports while they ate. “People remember the details,” she said. “Such as they were. The people who were close to the prior vics remember the details.”

				“I imagine so. For them—each of them,” Roarke commented, “it was likely a once-in-a-lifetime shock and loss.”

				“If they’re lucky. But even so, they don’t tell us anything new. No new people in their lives, no comments or complaints about being bothered or worried. Each one had a basic routine—with some variations, sure. But each walked to and from work or transportation at basically the same time frame every day. No viable witnesses came forward claiming they saw them with anyone at the time they disappeared.”

				“Viable.”

				She shrugged, ate a fry. “You get the loonies and the attention-grabbers. Nothing panned. Still you check them out, every one. End up wasting time following false leads. People are a pain in the ass.”

				“You said you were going to check lots and garages. I assume you did them as well.”

				“Yeah. Watched hours of security vids, questioned dozens of attendants, droid and human, checked ticket records. We got nothing. Which means he could’ve used street parking, an unsecured lot, or just got lucky.”

				Roarke lifted his eyebrows as he ate. “Four times lucky?”

				“Yeah, exactly. I don’t think it was luck. He’s not lucky, he’s precise and prepared.”

				“Did you consider he might use an official vehicle? A black-and-white, a city official, a cab?”

				“Yeah, we pushed that angle, and got nowhere. And we’ll push it again. I’ve got Newkirk sifting through the records, looking for any private purchase of that kind of ride. They go up for auction a couple times a year. Checking the stolen vehicles records. I’ve got McNab searching the city and transportation employee records to see what we see there. We’ll cross all that with the other case files. Even if he changed his name and appearance, prints are required on all ID for that kind of thing. Nothing’s popped yet.”

				“What about medical equipment and supplies? He drugs them, restrains them, and certainly must have some equipment to deal with the blood.”

				“Went there, going there again. Countless clinics, hospitals, health care centers, doctors, MTs. Doctors and MTs and aides and so on who lost their licenses. Toss in funeral parlors and bereavement centers, even body sculpting salons. You’ve got hours and hours of leg and drone work.”

				“Yes. Yes, you would. You’re covering every possible area.”

				“Maybe. We worked it for weeks, even after the murders stopped. Then Feeney and I worked it weeks more, every time we could squeeze it in. No sleep and shower sex and steak in those days.”

				She pushed up to pace a little. Maybe by looking back she’d see something she hadn’t seen before. “We’d work around the clock sometimes, pushing and prodding at this on our own time. Sitting over a beer at three in the morning in some cop bar, talking it through all over again. And I know damn well, he’d go home, pick through it. I did.”

				She glanced back at Roarke, sitting at her desk with the remnants of the meal they had shared, with data on death on her comp screen, on the wall screen. “Mrs. Feeney, she’s one of the ones who gets it. She understands the cop, the job, the life. Probably why she has all those weird hobbies.”

				“To keep her from sitting, worrying, wondering when it’s three in the morning and he hasn’t come home.”

				“Yeah. Sucks for you guys.”

				He smiled a little. “We manage.”

				“He loves her a lot. You know how he’ll talk in that long-suffering way about ‘the wife.’ He’d be lost without her. I know how that is. I know how he’s working this right now while she’s probably knitting a small compact car. How he’s seeing all those faces, the ones from then, the ones from now.”

				Can’t you hear us screaming?

				“And he knows it’s on him.”

				“How can you say that?” Roarke demanded. “He did everything that could be done.”

				“No, because there’s always something else. You missed it, or you didn’t look at it from just the right angle, or ask just the right question at exactly the right time. And maybe someone else would have. Doesn’t make them better or mean they worked harder at it. It just means they…” She lifted a hand, swiveled it like a door. “Means they turned something, opened something, and you didn’t. He was in command, so it’s on him.”

				“And now it’s on you?”

				“Now it’s on me. And that hurts him because, well, he brought me up. As far as being a cop goes, he brought me up. I didn’t want to bring him into this,” she said and sat again. “And I couldn’t leave him out.”

				“He’s tough and he’s hardheaded,” Roarke reminded her. “Just like the cop he brought up. He’ll handle it, Eve.”

				“Yeah.” She sighed, looked back at the wall screen. “How does he pick them? We know, this time, part of his requirement is that they work for you in some capacity. He’s so fucking smart he had to figure we’d click to that. So he wants us to know that much. He gives us the information he wants us to have. The type he prefers, how long he worked on them. He doesn’t mind if we know what products he used to clean them up. But this time, he’s given us a little more. Here’s a new piece, what do you make of that?”

				She looked back at Roarke. “Does he know you? Personally, professionally? Has he done business with you? Did you buy him out, and maybe he didn’t want to be bought out? Did you underbid him on some contract? Did you fire him, or overlook him for promotion? Nothing’s random with him, so his choice here is deliberate.”

				He’d inched all those same questions through his mind, turning them over from every angle. “If he works for me, I can find out. The travel,” Roarke said. “Whether it was business-related or personal time, I can search files for employees who were sent to the locations of the other murders in that time period, or who took personal leave.”

				“How many employees would you figure you have?”

				His lips curved again. “I honestly couldn’t say.”

				“Exactly. But using Mira’s profile—and we’ll have an updated one tomorrow—we can cut that back considerably.”

				Following the usual arrangement when he dealt with the meal, Eve rose to clear the dishes. “I’ll run a probability, but I think there’s a low percentage he works for you. He doesn’t strike me as a disgruntled employee.”

				“Agreed. I can check the same information on major competitors and subcontractors. Using my private equipment.”

				She said nothing at first, just carted the dishes into the kitchen, loaded them into the machine. His private office, with its unregistered equipment, would allow him to evade CompuGuard and the privacy laws.

				Whatever he found, she couldn’t use it in court, couldn’t reveal where she’d gotten the data. Illegal means, she thought, crossing the line. Such maneuvers gave a defense attorney that flea-ass opening.

				Can’t you hear us screaming?

				She walked back into the office. “Run it.”

				“All right. It’ll take considerable time.”

				“Then you’d better get started.”

				Alone, she began to set up her murder board while her computer read off the progress reports from her team.

				Board’s too small, she thought. Too small to hold all the faces, all the data. All the death.

				“Lieutenant.”

				“Computer pause,” she ordered, then turned to Summerset. “What? I’m working.”

				“As I can see. Roarke asked I bring you this data.” He held out a disc. “The employee search he asked I run.”

				“Good.” She took it, walked over to put it on her desk. Glanced back. “You still here? Go away.”

				Ignoring her, he stood in his funereal black suit, his back stiff as a poker. “I remember this. I remember the media reports on these women. But there was nothing about these numbers carved into them.”

				“Civilians don’t need to know everything.”

				“He takes great care in how he forms them, each number, each letter so precise. I’ve seen this before.”

				Her eyes sharpened. “What do you mean?”

				“Not this, not exactly this, but something similar. During the Urban Wars.”

				“The torture methods?”

				“No, no. Though, of course, there was plenty of that. Torture’s a classic means of eliciting information or dealing out punishment. Though it’s rarely so…tidy as this.”

				“Tell me something I don’t know.”

				He looked over at her. “You’re too young to have experienced the Urbans, or to remember the dregs of them that settled in some parts of Europe after they ended here. In any case, there were elements there, too, that civilians—so to speak—didn’t need to know.”

				He had her full attention now. “Such as?”

				“When I served as a medic, the injured and the dead would be brought in. Sometimes in piles, in pieces. We’d hold the dead, or those who succumbed to their injuries—for family members if such existed, and if the body could be identified. Or for burial or cremation. Those who didn’t have identification, or were beyond being identified, would be listed by number until disposal. We kept logs, listing them by any description possible, any personal effects, the location where they’d been killed, and so on. And we would write the number on them, and the date of their death, or as close as we could come to it.”

				“Was that SOP?”

				“It was what we did when I worked in London. There were other methods in other areas, and in some of the worst areas only mass burials and cremations without any record.”

				She walked back over to the board, studied the carving. It wasn’t the same, she thought. But it was an angle.

				“He knows their names,” she said. “The name’s not an issue. But the data’s important. It has to be recorded. The data’s what identifies them. The time is what names them for him. I need another board.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“I need another board. I don’t have enough room with one. We got anything around here that’ll work?”

				“I imagine I can find what you need.”

				“Good. Go do that.”

				When he left, she went to her desk, added the Urban Wars data to her notes, then continued to jot down her speculations.

				Soldier, medic, doctor. Maybe someone who lost a family member or lover…No, no, she didn’t like that one. Why would he torture and desecrate the symbol, you could say, of anyone who’d mattered to him? Then again, if a loved one had been tortured, killed, identified in that manner, this just might be payback or some twisted re-creation.

				Maybe he’d been tortured, survived it. Tortured by a female with brown hair, within the age span.

				Or maybe he’d been the torturer.

				She rose, paced. Then why wait decades to re-create? Did some event trigger it? Or had he been experimenting all along, until he found the method that suited him?

				And maybe he was just a fucking lunatic.

				But the Urbans were an angle, yes they were. Mira’s profile had indicated he was mature, even nine years back. Male, likely Caucasian, she remembered, between the ages of thirty-five and sixty.

				So go high-end, and yeah, he could’ve seen some of the wars as a young man.

				She sat again and, adding in new speculations, ran probabilities.

				While they ran, she plugged in the disc Summerset had brought in. “Computer, display results, wall screen two.”

				Acknowledged. Working…

				As they began to scroll, her jaw simply dropped. “Well, Jesus. Jesus.” There were hundreds of names. Maybe hundreds of hundreds.

				She couldn’t complain that Summerset wasn’t efficient. The names were grouped according to where they worked, where they lived. Apparently, there were just one hell of a lot of women with brown hair between twenty-eight and thirty-three who worked in some capacity for Roarke Enterprises.

				“Talk about a big, honking octopus.”

				She was going to need a whole bunch of coffee.

				

				Roarke’s private office was streamlined and spacious, with a dazzling view of the city through privacy screens. The wide U-shaped console commanded equipment as sophisticated and extensive as any the government could claim.

				He should know, he held several government contracts.

				And he knew, however artful the equipment, successful hacking depended on the operator’s skill. And patience.

				He ran his own employee files first. However numerous they were, it was still a simple matter. As was the search he implemented to locate any male employees who worked or had worked for him who had traveled to the other murder locations or taken personal leave during that time frame.

				As it ran he generated a list of major competitors. He would, subsequently, search through those companies he didn’t consider genuine competition. But he’d start at the top.

				Any company, organization, or individual who was, in actuality, competitive would have—as he did—layers and layers of security on their internal files. And each would need to be peeled back with considerable care.

				He sat at the console where the controls shimmered or flashed like jewels. His sleeves were pushed up, his hair tied back.

				He started with companies with offices or interests in one or more of the locations.

				And began to peel.

				As he worked, he talked to himself, to the machines, to the layers that tried to foil him. As time passed, his curses became more Irish, his accent more pronounced, and layers melted away.

				He took a break for coffee and to scan the results of his initial search.

				He had no employee who fit all the requirements. But, he noted, there were some who’d been in at least two of the locations or on leave during the time of the murders.

				They’d be worth a closer look.

				He shifted back and forth between tasks, to keep himself sharp. He wormed his way through security blocks, picked his way through data. Ordered search, cross match, analysis so his equipment hummed in a dozen voices.

				At some point he got up for yet another pot of coffee, and glanced at the time.

				Four-sixteen a.m.

				Cursing, he sat back, scrubbed his hands over his face. Hardly a wonder he was losing his edge. And Eve, he knew, would be asleep at her desk. If she’d decided to call it a night, she would have come by to check his progress first.

				Instead, she’d work herself into the ground, and as he was doing exactly the same, he had no room to fight with her about it.

				Nearly half-four, he thought. Gia Rossi might already be dead, or praying to all the gods death would come soon.

				Roarke closed his eyes a moment, and though he knew the guilt was useless, let it run through him. He was too tired for the anger.

				“Copy document C to disc, save all data. Ah, continue current run, copy and save when complete. Operator will be off-line.”

				Acknowledged.

				Before he left, he put in a call to Dublin.

				“Good morning to you, Brian.”

				His old mate’s wide face creased with a surprised smile. “Well now, if it isn’t the man himself. Which side of the pond would you be on?”

				“The Yank side. It’s a bit early on your side of it for me to be calling a publican. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

				“You didn’t, no. I’m just having my tea. How is our Lieutenant Darling?”

				“She’s well, thanks. Would you be alone there?”

				“I would be, more’s the pity. I’ve no enchanting woman to warm the sheets with me at the moment, as you do.”

				“I’m sorry for that. Brian, I’m looking for a torturer.”

				“Is that so?” Only the mildest surprise showed in Brian’s eyes. “And are you too delicate these days to be after taking care of such matters yourself?”

				“I was always too delicate for this, and so were you. He’s done over twenty women in the last decade, late twenties, early thirties, all of them. And all of them with brown hair, light skin. The last was found only yesterday. She worked for me.”

				“Ah,” Brian said. “Well.”

				“Another is missing—that’s part of his method—and she was mine as well.”

				Brian sucked air through his nose. “Were you diddling with them, on the side, like?”

				“No. He’d be older than we are, that’s how they’re profiling him. At least a decade older if not more. He’s very skilled. He travels. He must have enough of the ready to afford a place, a private place, to do this work. If he’s a professional, he takes this busman’s holiday every year or two. There’s no sex involved. No rape. He takes, binds, tortures, kills, cleanses. And he times how long each lasts under it.”

				“I haven’t heard of anyone like this. Nasty business.” Brian pulled on his ear. “I can make some inquiries, tap a few shoulders.”

				“I’d be grateful if you would.”

				“I’ll be in touch if and when,” Brian told him. “Meanwhile, give Lieutenant Darling a sweet kiss from me, and tell her I’m only waiting for her to throw your worthless ass aside and come into my waiting embrace.”

				“I’ll be sure to do that.”

				After he’d ended the transmission, Roarke took the discs he’d generated and, with the machines still humming, left the office.

				He found Eve where he’d expected to. Her head was on her desk, pillowed on her forearm. He noted the murder boards, the pair of them, the discs, the handwritten notes, the comp-generated ones.

				The half cup of coffee, not quite cold—and the cat curled in her sleep chair.

				He moved to Eve, lifted her out of the chair. She muttered some complaint, stirred, and shifted.

				“What?”

				“Bed,” he said as he carried her toward the elevator.

				“Time is it? Jeez.” She rubbed at her eyes. “I must’ve conked.”

				“Not for long, your coffee was still warm. We need to shut down, both of us.”

				“Briefing at eight.” Her voice slurred with fatigue. “Need to be up by six. Need to organize first. I didn’t—”

				“Fine, fine.” He stepped out of the elevator into the bedroom. “Go back to sleep, six will come soon enough.”

				“You get anything?”

				“Still running.” He set her on the bed, seeing no reason she couldn’t sleep in her sweats. Apparently neither did she as she crawled under the duvet as she was.

				“Is there any data I can use? Anything I can work in?”

				“We’ll see in the morning.” He stripped off his shirt, his pants, slid into bed with her.

				“If there’s any—”

				“Quiet.” He drew her against him, brushed her lips with his. “Sleep.”

				He heard her sigh once—it might’ve been annoyance. But by the time the sigh was done, she was under.
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				IT WAS SO UNUSUAL FOR HIM NOT TO BE UP before her that Eve just stared into the Celtic blue eyes when he woke her by stroking her hair.

				“You think of something?”

				“Apparently, I inevitably think of something when I’m in bed with my wife.”

				“Being a man—and you—you probably think of sex when you’re crossing the street.”

				“And aren’t you lucky that’s true?” He kissed the tip of her nose. “But thinking’s as far as we’ll get this morning. You wanted to be up at six.”

				“Oh, yeah. Shit. Okay.” She rolled onto her back and willed her body clock to accept morning. “Can’t you invent something that pours coffee into the system just by the power of mind?”

				“I’ll get right on that.”

				She climbed out of bed, stumbled her way over to the AutoChef. “I’m going to go down, swim a few laps. I think that’ll wake me up and work out the kinks.”

				“Good idea. I’ll do the same. Give me some of that.”

				She thought, crankily, he could easily get his own damn coffee, but she passed the mug to him, along with a scowl. “No water polo.”

				“If that’s a euphemism for pool sex, you’re safe. All I want’s a swim.” He passed her back the coffee.

				They rode down together, she bleary-eyed, him thoughtful.

				The pool house was lush with plants, sparkling with blue water. Tropical blooms scented the warm, moist air. She would have liked to indulge herself with a strong twenty-minute swim, followed by more coffee and a soak in the bubbling curve of the hot tub.

				And hell, since he was there, maybe just one quick match of water polo.

				But it wasn’t the time for indulgence. She dove in, surfaced, then pushed off in a full-out freestyle. The dullness in her brain and body began to fade with the effort, the cool water, the simple repetition.

				After ten minutes, she felt loose again, reasonably alert. She might have thought wistfully about lounging for just a couple of minutes in the hot, jetting water of the hot tub, but acknowledged the comfort of it might put her back to sleep.

				Instead, she pulled on a robe. “Do you want to go downtown with me, or work from here?”

				He considered as he scooped back his dripping hair. “I think I’ll stick with the unregistered, at least for the time being. If I manage to finish or find anything, I’ll contact you or just come down on my own.”

				“Works.” She crossed to the elevator with him. “Any progress?”

				“Considerable, but as of four a.m., nothing really useful.”

				“Is that when we finished up?”

				“A bit later, actually. And darling Eve, you haven’t had enough rest.” He touched her cheek. “You get so pale.”

				“I’m okay.”

				“And did you find anything useful?”

				“I’m not sure yet.”

				She told him about Summerset’s observation while they readied for the day.

				“So you think it’s possible he was in one of the medical centers, in some capacity, during the Urbans.”

				“It’s a thought. I did some research,” she added as she strapped on her weapon harness. “Not a whole lot of detail about it, that I’ve found so far anyway. But there were other facilities that used that same basic method. A handful here in New York.”

				“Where he started this.”

				“I’m thinking,” she agreed with a nod. “Something here in particular that matters. He starts here, he comes back here. There’s a wide, wide world out there and he’s used some of it. But now he repeats location.”

				“Not just location. You and Feeney. Morris, Whitney, Mira. There are others as well.”

				“Yeah, and I’m mulling on that. More usually if a repeat killer has a thing about cops, he likes to thumb his nose at us. Send us messages, leave cryptic clues so he can feel superior. We’re not getting that. But I’m mulling it.”

				She took one last, life-affirming glug of coffee. “I’ve got to get started, or I won’t have myself lined up for the briefing.”

				“Oh, I’m to tell you Brian’s waiting for you with open arms when you’re done with me.”

				“Huh? Brian? Irish Brian?”

				“That would be the one. I contacted him, asked him to look for torturers. He has connections,” Roarke continued. “And knows how to ferret out information.”

				“Huh.” It struck her she’d married a man with a lot of unusual associates. Came in handy now and then. “Okay. I’ll see you later.”

				He moved to her, ran a hand over her hair again. “Take care of my cop.”

				“That’s the plan.” She met his lips with hers, stepped back. “I’ll be in touch.”

				

				In briefing the team, Eve had everyone give their own orals on progress or lack of same. She listened to theories, arguments for or against, ideas for approaching different angles, or for pursuing old ones from a new perspective.

				“If the Urbans are an angle,” Baxter put in, “and we look at it like this fucker was a medical, or he got his torture training back then, we could be looking for a guy pushing eighty, or better. That gives him a half-century or more on his vics. How’s a guy starting to creak pull this off?”

				“Horny Dog’s missing the fact that a lot of guys past middle age keep up.” Jenkinson pointed a finger at Baxter. “Eighty’s the new sixty.”

				“Sick Bastard has a point,” Baxter acknowledged. “And as a borderline creaker himself, he’s got some insight on it. But I’m saying it takes some muscle and agility to bag a thirty-year-old woman—especially since he goes for the physically tuned ones—off the street.”

				“He could’ve been a kid during the Urbans.” As if in apology for speaking out, Trueheart cleared his throat. “Not that eighty’s old, but—”

				“You shave yet, Baby Face?” Jenkinson asked.

				“While it’s sad and true that Officer Baby Face doesn’t have as much hair on his chin as Sick Bastard does in his ears, there were a lot of kids kicked around, orphaned, beat to shit during the Urbans. Or so I hear,” Baxter added with a wide grin for Jenkinson. “Before my time.”

				She accepted the bullshit and insults cops tossed around with other cops. She let it go for another few minutes. And when she deemed all current data had been relayed, all ideas explored and the stress relieved, she handed out the day’s assignments and dismissed.

				“Peabody, locate York’s ex. We need to have a word. I’m taking Mira into my office for a few minutes. Doctor?”

				“So many avenues,” Mira commented as they started out.

				“One of them will lead us to him.” Eventually, Eve thought.

				“His consistency is both his advantage and disadvantage. It’ll be a step on the avenue that leads you to him. His inflexibility is going to undermine him at some point.”

				“Inflexibility.”

				“His refusal to deviate,” Mira confirmed. “Or his inability to deviate from a set pattern allows you to know a great deal about him. So you can anticipate.”

				“I anticipated he’d have taken number two. That isn’t helping Gia Rossi.”

				Mira shook her head. “That’s not relevant. You couldn’t have helped Rossi as she was already taken before you knew, or could know, he was back in business.”

				“That’s what it is?” Eve led the way to her office, gestured toward the visitor’s chair while she sat on the corner of her desk. “Business.”

				“His pattern is businesslike, a kind of perfected routine. Or ritual, as I said before. He’s very proud of his work, which is why he shares it. Displays it, but only when it’s completed.”

				“When he’s finished with them, he wants to show them off, wants to claim them. That’s why he arranges them on a white sheet. That’s the ring he puts on them. I get that. During the Urbans—if we head down that avenue—bodies were laid out, piled up, stacked up, depending on the facilities. And covered. Sheet, drop cloth, plastic, whatever was available. Usually, their clothes, shoes, personal effects were taken. Mostly these were recycled to other people. It’s ‘waste not and want not’ in wartime. So he takes their clothes, their personal effects, but he reverses, leaving them uncovered.”

				“Pride. I believe, to him, they’re beautiful. In death, they’re beautiful to him.” Mira shifted, crossed her legs. She’d pinned her hair up into a soft roll at the nape of her neck, and wore a pale, pale yellow suit that seemed to whisper a promise of spring. “His choice of victim type indicates, as I said in the briefing, some prior connection with a woman of this basic age and coloring. She symbolizes something to him. Mother, lover, sister, unattained love.”

				“Unattained.”

				“He couldn’t control this person, couldn’t make her see him as he wanted to be seen, not in her life or in her death. Now he does, again and again.”

				“He doesn’t rape or molest them sexually. If it was a lover, wouldn’t he see her as sexual?”

				“Love, not lover. Women are Madonnas or whores to him, so he fears and respects them.”

				“Punishes and kills the whore,” Eve considered, “and creates the Madonna, who he cleanses and displays.”

				“Yes. It’s their womanhood, not their sexuality, he’s obsessed with. He may be impotent. In fact, I believe we’ll find this to be the case when you catch him. But sex isn’t important to him. It doesn’t drive him or, again if impotent, he would mutilate the genitals or sexually abuse them with objects. This hasn’t been the case in any of the victims.

				“It’s possible he gains sexual release or satisfaction from their pain,” Mira added. “But it’s secondary, we could say a by-product. It’s the pain that drives him, and the endurance of the subject, and the result. The death.”

				Eve pushed up, wandered to the AutoChef, absently programmed coffee for both of them. “You said ‘businesslike,’ and I don’t disagree. But it seems like a kind of science to me. Regular and specific experiments. Artful science, I guess.”

				“We don’t disagree.” Mira accepted the coffee. “He’s focused and he’s dedicated. Control—his own, and his ability to control others—is vital to him. His ability to step away, to step outside of the active work for long periods, indicates great control and willpower. I don’t believe, even with this, it’s possible for him to maintain personal or intimate relationships for any length of time. Most certainly not with women. Business relationships? I believe he could maintain those to some extent. He must have income. He invests in his victims.”

				“The high-end products, the silver rings. The travel to select them from different locations. The cost of obtaining or maintaining the place where he works on them.”

				“Yes, and given the nature of the products, he’s used to a certain level of lifestyle. Cleansing them is part of the ritual, yes, but he could do so with more ordinary means. More mainstream products.”

				“Nothing but the best,” Eve agreed. “But it also leads me down the avenue that he may be a competitor of Roarke’s, or an employee in a top-level position.”

				“Both would be logical.” Mira drank her coffee, quietly pleased Eve remembered how she preferred it. “He’s chosen to make this connection. Just as he chose to come back to New York to work at this time. But there was a connection for him to make, Eve.”

				She set her cup aside now, and her gaze was sober when she looked at Eve. “There was you. These women are, in a sense, Roarke’s. You are his in every sense.”

				Testing the idea, Eve frowned. “So he opts for this specific pattern because of me? I wasn’t primary on the initial investigation.”

				“You were a female on the initial investigation, a brunette. Too young at that time to meet his requirements. You aren’t now.”

				“You’re looking at me as a target?”

				“I am. Yes, I am.”

				“Huh.” Drinking coffee, Eve considered it more carefully. Mira’s theories weren’t to be casually dismissed. “Usually goes for long hair.”

				“There have been exceptions.”

				“Yeah, yeah, a couple of them. He’s been smart. This wouldn’t be smart.” Eve tipped the angle of it in her mind, shifted the pattern. “It’s a lot tougher to take down a cop than it is a civilian.”

				“You would be a great prize, from his viewpoint. It would be a challenge, and a coup. And if he knows anything about you, which I promise you he does, he would be assured you would endure a long time.”

				“Tough to stalk me. First, I’d click to it. Second, I don’t have regular routines, not like the others. They clocked in and out at fairly uniform times, had regular haunts. I don’t.”

				“Which, again, would add to the challenge,” Mira argued, “and his ultimate satisfaction. You’re considering that he may have added Roarke as an element because he’s in competition with him. That may very well be true. But what he does isn’t payback, not on a conscious level. Everything he does is for a specific purpose. I believe, in this, you’re a specific purpose.”

				“It’d be helpful.”

				“Yes.” Mira sighed. “I imagined you’d see it that way.”

				Eyes narrowed, Eve tipped the angle again, explored the fresh pattern. “If we go with this, and I could find a way to bait him in—to nudge him into making a move on me before he grabs another one—we could shut him down. Shut him down, take him out.”

				“You won’t bait him.” Watching Eve, Mira picked up her coffee. “I can promise you he has his timetable already set. The only variable in it is the length of time his victims last. He has the third selected. Unless he planned only three—which would be less than he’s ever taken before—the next won’t be you.”

				“Then we have to find her first. Let’s keep your theory between us, just for now. I want to think about it.”

				“I want you to think about it,” Mira said as she got to her feet. “As a member of this team, as a profiler, and as someone who cares a great deal about you, I want you to think about it very carefully.”

				“I will.”

				“This is a hard one for you, for Feeney. For me, the commander. We’ve been here before, and in a very real sense, we failed. Failing again—”

				“Isn’t an option,” Eve finished. “Do me a favor. I know it’s a tough process, but take a look at the list Summerset generated. The female employees. Just see if any of them strike you as more his type. We can’t put eyes on all those women, but if there’s a way to whittle it down…”

				“I’ll start on that right away.”

				“I’ve got to get going.”

				“Yes.” Mira passed her empty cup to Eve, brushed her fingers lightly over the back of Eve’s hand. “Don’t just think carefully. Be careful.”

				Even as Mira left, Eve’s desk ’link beeped. Scanning the readout, she picked up. “Nadine.”

				“Dallas. Any word on Rossi?”

				“We’re looking. If you’re interrupting my day looking for an update—”

				“Actually, I’m interrupting mine to give you one. One of my eager little researchers plucked out an interesting nugget. From Romania.”

				Automatically Eve pulled up on her computer screen what she had on the Romanian investigation. “I should have the full case files from that investigation later today. What have you got?”

				“Tessa Bolvak, a Romany—gypsy? Had her own show on screen. Psychic hour—or twenty minutes, to be accurate.”

				“You’re interrupting both of our days with a psychic?”

				“A renowned one in Romanian circles during the time in question. She was a regularly consulted sensitive, often consulting for the police.”

				“Those wacky Romanians.”

				“Other police authorities make use of sensitives,” Nadine reminded her. “You did, not that long ago.”

				“Yeah, and look how well that worked out for everybody.”

				“However,” Nadine continued, “we’re not here to debate that issue. The amazing Tessa—as both she and her producers recognized the value of a big, juicy case—ran a special on the murders there, and her part in the investigation. She claimed your guy was a master of death, and its servant.”

				“Oh, jeez.”

				“And. That death sought him, provided for him. A pale man,” Nadine said, shifting to read off her own comp screen. “A black soul. Death is housed in him as he is housed in it. Music soars as the blood runs. It plays for her—diva and divine—who sang for him. He seeks them out, flowers for his bouquet, his bouquet for her altar.”

				“Nadine, give me a—”

				“Wait, wait. A pale man,” she continued, “who bears the tree of life and lives by death. Tessa got a lot of play out of the program.”

				“Did I mention wacky Romanians?”

				“And here’s more wacky for you. Two days after the program aired, her body was found—throat slit—floating in the Danube.”

				“Too bad she didn’t see that one coming.”

				“Ha. The authorities deemed it a robbery-homicide. Her jewelry and purse were never found. But I wonder if those in charge of such things over there lack my sense of irony or your innate cynicism.”

				“How come you get the irony?” Eve complained. “I’ve got plenty of irony. Maybe, maybe she’s so busy looking through the crystal ball she doesn’t notice some guy who wants her baubles.”

				Just a little too much coincidence, Eve mused, to pass the bullshit barrier. “And maybe our guy took her out because something in the overdone woo-woo speak hit a little too close.”

				“It occurred to me,” Nadine agreed. “Doesn’t fit his pattern, but—”

				“He doesn’t give her the…status, we’ll say, he affords his chosen victims. She just annoyed him, so he took her out. You got a copy of the program she did?”

				“I do.”

				“Send me a copy. I’ll reach out to Romania again, see if they’ll get me the juice on her case. You got anything else?”

				“A lot of screaming tabloid headlines, screen and print. My busy bees will pick through them, see if there’s anything worth looking at twice.”

				“Let me know.”

				When she clicked off, Eve noted down: Pale man. Music. Tree of life. Death house.

				Then she went to snag Peabody.

				

				I think it’s getting warmer.” Peabody hunched her shoulders and tried to lever her body so the wild March wind didn’t blow straight into her marrow.

				“Are you standing on the same side of the equator as I am?”

				“No, really. I think it’s a couple of degrees up from yesterday. And seeing as it’s March, it’s practically April. So it’s almost summer if you think about it.”

				“The frigid wind has obviously damaged your brain.” Eve pulled out her badge for the security scanner on Cal Marshall’s building. “That being the case, I need to rethink the fact that I was about to tell you to take the lead on this guy.”

				“No! I can do it. It’s freezing, okay. The wind’s so freaking cold it’s drilling right through my corneas into my retinas. But it hasn’t yet entered the brain.”

				When they were cleared, Peabody stepped in, yanked off her earflap cap. “Do I have hat hair? You can’t effectively interview with hat hair.”

				“You have hair. Be satisfied with that.”

				“Hat hair,” Peabody muttered, raking her hands through it, shaking her head, fluffing and pushing as they got in the elevator.

				“Stop! Stop being a girl. Jesus, that’s annoying. If I had a partner without tits, there would be no hair obsessing.”

				“Baxter would combat hat hair before an interview.”

				Because it was inarguably true, Eve only scowled. “He doesn’t count.”

				“And there’s Miniki. He—”

				“Keep it up, and I’ll tie you down and shave you bald. You won’t ever suffer the pain and embarrassment of hat hair again.”

				Eve strode out of the elevator, followed the numbers to Cal Marshall’s apartment.

				“Do I still take the lead?” Peabody asked, meekly.

				Eve sent her a withering look, then knocked. When the door opened, she shifted slightly to the side so that Peabody had the front ground.

				“Mr. Marshall? I’m Detective Peabody. We spoke earlier. This is my partner, Lieutenant Dallas. May we come in?”

				“Yeah. Sure. Yeah.”

				He was blond, tanned, fit, with eyes the blue of an arctic lake. They looked a little hollow now, a little dull, and his voice held the same tone. “About Sari. It’s about Sari.”

				“Why don’t we sit down?”

				“What? Yeah, we should sit.”

				Through an open door, Eve spotted the bed—made—with a large duffle tossed on it. There was a snowboard tipped against the wall. In the living area, a heavy ski coat was draped over a chair, the lift pass still clipped on it.

				On the molded black table in front of the dark blue gel sofa were several empty bottles of beer.

				Came in, Eve mused, tossed down his gear, checked his ’link messages. Got the word. Sat here and drank most of the night.

				“I heard. I got home and heard—” He rubbed at his eyes. “Um, Bale—he heard from Zela. She works with Sari at the club. She told him…he told me.”

				“It must’ve been a shock,” Peabody said. “That was the first you heard of her death? You didn’t have your pocket ’link, or see any reports while you were gone?”

				“I shut down my ’link. Just wanted to board. It was all about boarding. Me and Bale went out to Colorado. Incommunicado Colorado. Big joke,” he said. “Shuttled back last night. Bale, he’s closer to the station, got home first. Zela left him a message. Zela talked to him. He called. I got home, and he…”

				“You and Sarifina were involved.”

				“We were…we were together until a couple of weeks ago.” He scrubbed both hands over his face. “A couple of weeks…We broke up.”

				“Why did you break up?”

				“She was always too busy. She was always…” He trailed off, lifted his gaze to Peabody’s. “I wanted more, okay? I wanted her more available, more interested in what I wanted to do when I wanted to do it. It wasn’t working out, not the way I wanted it. So I said I was done with it. With her.”

				“You argued.”

				“Yeah. We both got pretty harsh. She said I was selfish, immature, self-involved. I said something like, ‘Right back at you.’ Shit, shit, shit. She’s dead. Bale said…I was snowboarding and trashing her to Bale. And she was dead. You think I hurt her? I wanted to hurt her. Here,” he said, thumping a fist to his heart. “I wanted her to feel crappy that I flipped her, you know? I wanted her to be lonely and miserable while I found somebody—lots of somebodies—who knew how to have a good time. Christ.”

				He dropped his head in his hands. “Oh, my Christ.”

				“We don’t think you hurt her, Mr. Marshall. Before you broke up, did she stay here with you?”

				“Less and less. Things were disintegrating. We barely saw each other. Once or twice a week maybe.”

				“Did she ever mention anyone bothering her? Anyone that made her uncomfortable?”

				“We weren’t doing a lot of talking lately.” He said it quietly while he looked down at his hands. “I don’t remember her saying anything like that. She liked the old guys who came into the club. Especially the old guys. Smooth, she said. They got smooth with age, like whiskey or something. Some hit on her now and then, and she got a kick out of it. At least I didn’t get twisted about that. I thought it was funny.”

				“Anyone specifically?”

				“I don’t know. I didn’t pay much attention. I’m not into that retro crap. Bored me senseless, you know? She looked good though, when she dressed up for work? Man, she looked good.”

				

				Not much of a well to pump there,” Peabody commented as they rode down.

				“I don’t know. She liked older men, older men liked her. It’s high probability the killer is an older man.”

				“And?”

				“I bet he chatted her up somewhere along the line. A week or two before he grabbed her, he makes contact in the club. That’d be a big thrill for him, having a conversation, maybe a dance with his intended victim. A good way to get another sense of her, a gauge, a rhythm.”

				“Yeah.” Peabody hissed in her breath as they started outside. “And…If he did, and she saw him later—on the street, wherever he made the grab, she’d be friendly, at ease. It’s Mr. Smooth from Starlight.”

				“So, if he made contact with her…maybe he made contact with Gia Rossi.”

				“The fitness center.”

				“Place to start.”

				

				He knew how to blend. He knew how to make himself inconspicuous, so that eyes passed over him without notice. It was a skill he put to good use during the research phase of any project.

				He used it now as he watched her—Eve Dallas—stride out of the apartment building, down the street. Ground-eating strides. Loose and busy. Strong.

				He very much approved of strong women—physically and mentally.

				She’d been strong. The Eve of all the others. The mother. She’d been very strong, he remembered, but he believed this Eve—this last Eve—would be stronger than any who had come before.

				Not time for you yet, he thought as he watched her, watched the way she moved. Not quite time for this Eve. But when it was, oh…

				He believed she would be his finest work to date. A new level of excellence. And the pinnacle of all he’d accomplished.

				But for now, there was another who required his attention.

				He really should get home to her.

				

				The manager of BodyWorks was a six-foot Asian with a body like molded steel. He went by the name of Pi. He wore a black skin-suit and a small, trim goatee.

				“Like I told the other cops, it was just another day. Gia had her classes, her clients. I gave them the client list. Do you need—”

				“No, they have it. Thanks for cooperating.”

				He dropped down into a chair in his office, a glass box that allowed him to view all the areas on that level of the center. Outside it, people pumped, sweated, trotted, flexed, and twisted.

				“We’re pals, you know? I can’t get through the idea something may have happened to her. But I’m telling you, she can take care of herself. That’s what I think. She’s tough.”

				“Anybody ask for her specifically in the last few weeks?” Eve asked him.

				“Yeah, like I told the other guys. She’d get referrals from clients. Word of mouth. She’s good at what she does, gets results, but doesn’t drill sergeant the client into it.”

				“How about older guys, say over sixty?”

				“Sure. Sure. Fitness isn’t just for kids, you know. She has some clients like that, and we get them in for classes. She runs a tai chi class twice a week, a yoga class every other morning geared for the over-sixty group. Twice a week she has classes geared for the centennials.”

				“She pick up anybody new in any of those in the last few weeks?”

				“Like I told the others, if you’re a member you don’t have to sign up for any of the classes. You just come in, take whichever you want.”

				“How about anybody who joined in, say, the last thirty days. Male, over fifty, let’s say.”

				“I can get you that. But you don’t have to have joined at this location. If you hold a membership from any of our clubs—that’s global—you just key in.”

				“You have a record of who’s keyed in? You keep track of how your members use the facilities, how often they use them, who pays the fee for a trainer?”

				“Sure. Sure. That kind of data goes straight to the main offices. But I can—”

				“I can get that,” Eve told him. “No problem. Did she take outside clients?”

				“That’s against policy,” he began.

				“We’re not worried about policy, Pi. She’s not going to get jammed up if she pulled in some extra on the side. We want to find her.”

				“Yeah, well, maybe she did.” He puffed out his cheeks, blew out the air. “Somebody’s willing to pay you stiff for going to their house for an hour a couple times a week, it’s hard to flip it. We’re pals, but I’m management. She knows I know, and like that, but we don’t talk about it. Not really.”

				“How about a sense, since you were pals, if she took on a private client recently?”

				He puffed out his cheeks again. “She sprang for Knicks tickets—courtside. We’re going to the game next week. My birthday. Son of a bitch.” He smoothed his hands over his shaved head. “Pretty much out of her range. She joked, said she’d hit a little jackpot. I figured she’d gotten a side fee, a couple of them maybe.”

				“When did she get the tickets?”

				“A few weeks ago. Look, you need to find her, okay? You just need to find her.”
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				OUTSIDE, EVE WALKED THE ROUTE GIA HABITUALLY took to the subway. The woman was a New Yorker, Eve mused. Which meant she’d move along at a brisk pace, and though her radar would be on, she’d be inside her own thoughts.

				Might be a window-shopper, Eve thought. Might stop and study a display, even go inside a shop. But…

				“Baxter and Trueheart checked out the stores and markets along the route,” she said to Peabody. “Nobody remembers seeing her that day. Some clerks recognized her picture. Previous visits. But not on the day she poofed.”

				“She didn’t make it to the station.”

				“No. Maybe she wasn’t going to the station.” Eve turned, sidestepping toward the buildings as New York bustled by. “Had extra dough, enough for a pair of courtsides. She takes an outside client. Maybe the client’s address is within walking distance. Or he provided cab fare or transportation.”

				And considering this, she factored in Baxter’s point about the potential age difference, and the fact that Gia Rossi had been a trainer, in peak physical condition.

				“Maybe she walked right into it. Maybe she walked right into his nest.”

				“He doesn’t grab her. He just opens the door.”

				“Slick,” Eve said softly. “Yeah, that would be slick. Contact Newkirk. I want him and the other uniforms canvassing this area. All directions, five blocks.” Eve headed toward the car. “I want her picture shown to every clerk, waitperson, sidewalk sleeper, doorman, and droid. Get McNab,” she added as she climbed behind the wheel. “I want him to send her picture to every cab company and private transpo service. Bus companies, air trams. Hit them all. Then the Transit Authority. Check the run for that night on other stations. She didn’t use her pass, but maybe she took a ride anyway.”

				Peabody was already relaying to Newkirk.

				“She went to him,” Eve said before she swung out into traffic. “That’s what I think. She went right to him.”

				Following the hunch, she contacted Zela at home.

				“Yes?” Obviously half asleep, Zela stifled a yawn. “Lieutenant? What—”

				“Did Sarifina ever give private lessons?”

				“Private lessons? I’m sorry, I’m a little foggy.”

				“Dance lessons. Did she ever give private dance lessons?”

				“Now and again, sure. People want to be able to do the moves for special occasions. Weddings, bar or bat mitzvahs, reunions. That sort of thing.”

				“At the club, or at the client’s home?”

				“Generally at the club. Mornings when we’re closed.”

				“Generally,” Eve pressed, “but there were exceptions.”

				“Give me a second.” Zela moved as she spoke, and Eve heard the beep of an AutoChef. “I worked until nearly three last night, then took a pill. I haven’t been sleeping well since…I need to clear my head.”

				“Zela.” Impatience ground through Eve’s voice. “I need to know if Sarifina went to clients’ homes.”

				“Every once in a while, particularly for the older clients. Or the kids. Sometimes parents want their kids to learn. Or an older couple wants to swing it a little—for an occasion, or a cruise. But usually, we do that sort of thing here, through the club.”

				“Had she taken on any personal clients in the last few weeks?”

				“Just let me think, okay? Let me think.” Zela gulped down what Eve assumed was coffee. “She may have. She was an easy touch, you know? Liked to do favors for people. We didn’t check that kind of thing off with each other all the time. But if it was through the club, I mean if she was going to instruct someone here, she’d have noted in down. The club gets a cut of the fee, and Sari was religious about keeping good records on that.”

				“No cut if she went to them?”

				“Well, that’s a gray area. Like I said, she liked to do favors. She might go give someone an hour or two, cutting her rate, doing it off the books. On her own time, before or after work, on her day off. What’s the harm?”

				What’s the harm? Eve thought as she clicked off.

				“We figured he grabbed them off the street. But they went to him. These two, at least, my money says they went right to him. How’d they get there?”

				“York’s image has been out since yesterday. Weekend, though,” Peabody added. “If she took a cab, the driver might not have paid any attention, or might not have seen the reports on her yet.”

				“No. No. We have to run it down, but that would be sloppy, and he isn’t sloppy. Why take a chance like that? Leave a record, a possible wit? Cab driver dumps the vic right at his door? Doesn’t play.”

				“Well, the same thing applies to private transpo.”

				“Not if he’s providing it. Personally. We check anyway, we check all the transits. All the pickups in the area the vics were last seen.”

				Man hours, wasted hours, Eve thought. And still it had to be done. “He’s not going to chance something like that. Lures them in, that’s what he does. Nice, harmless guy, nice older gentleman who wants to learn to tango, wants to get fit. There’s a nice, sweet fee for the personal service. Provides transportation for them.”

				“Nobody sees them on the street because they’re not on the street that long.” Peabody nodded as the theory solidified for her. “They come out of work, get into a waiting vehicle. Nobody’s going to notice. But…”

				“But?”

				“How can he be sure they’re not going to tell somebody? What I mean is, neither of these women seems stupid. How could he be sure they’re not going to tell a friend, a coworker, they’ve got this private gig. Here’s where I’m going to be, and with whom.”

				Eve pulled over in front of Gia Rossi’s apartment building, then just sat, tapping her fingers on the wheel. “Good point. We know they didn’t tell anyone, or anyone who’s passed on that information. So the why, the how can he be sure. Gotta play the percentages.” She got out, drawing her master to deal with the door. “First he’s going to give them a bogus name and address. Now, if they’re smart, or concerned in any way, they’re going to check that out, make sure it’s legit. Not hard to pull that off if you’ve got enough money and know-how. But that’s another area for EDD to look into.”

				They stepped inside the three-story walk-up, where Rossi’s apartment was on ground level. “Next, think of his profile. Intelligent, mature, controlled.”

				She used the master again to break the seal Baxter had activated, and uncode the locks. “We know he travels, so we’re looking at someone who’s likely sophisticated, and I’m just going to bet charming. He knows his victims.”

				When they stepped in, Eve paused to look around the cramped living area. Big wall screen, she noted, small couch, a couple of chairs, tables holding decorative bits and pieces. Tossed socks, shoes—mostly of the athletic variety. The electronics had already been taken in.

				“Knows what they like,” she continued, “what appeals to them. Plays that. Gets familiar with them face-to-face, dropping into their respective clubs, chatting them up. But not too much, not so anyone pays particular attention. He blends, and he blends. Mr. Smooth, Mr. Nice Guy, Mr. Harmless.”

				She walked over to the window, studied the street, the sidewalk, the neighboring buildings. “He gains their trust. Maybe he talks about his wife or his daughter, something that paints a picture in their heads. Normality. Takes time, sure, but he likes to take time. Then he brings up the private work—or smarter, he maneuvers them into mentioning it or suggesting it.”

				She turned, walked into the tiny, equally cramped bedroom. “Then he’s got them. She’s got privacy screens, but they’re old and cheap. Right equipment, you could watch her in here. You know when she gets up, how long it takes her to get ready for work, what time she leaves, her route. Bet you keep it all documented. Scientific, that’s what it is. I wonder how many he’s picked, watched, documented, and rejected. How many women are alive because they didn’t quite fit his precise requirements.”

				“Creepy.”

				“Yeah.” Dipping her hands into her pockets, Eve rocked back on her heels. “Maybe he’s always worked this way, or worked this way before. The prior personal contact, the maneuvering the target to go to him. We’ll go back over the old cases with that angle. And we’ll look at the projected targets in this one with that in mind.”

				“Dallas? What are we looking for here? I mean, here in her place.”

				“Her. Gia Rossi. He knows the pieces of her, or thinks he does. Let’s see what we find.”

				

				It was what they didn’t find that added weight to Eve’s theory. However cramped and messy the living space, Gia Rossi kept her exercise and music discs meticulously organized.

				“Two slots empty in her workout disc tree, three empty in her music disc tree. The way she’s got them alphabetized, I’m guessing cardio and yoga on the fitness end. We’ll check the personal effects Baxter took from her gym locker.”

				“She’s got a lot of personal equipment. Hand weights, ankle and wrist weights, mats, medicine balls, running track.” Peabody gestured inside the closet that Rossi had outfitted for equipment storage. “I’m guessing some’s missing. Lightest and heaviest ankle weights, light and heavy resistance ropes.”

				“Light for him, heavy for her. Takes some basic equipment, some music, the demo vids. You ever work with a PT?”

				“No.” Peabody flexed her butt muscles, wondering if that was the way to reduce the square footage of her ass. “You?”

				“No, but I’m betting a good one would outline a program for a client—something specifically created for his body type, age, weight, goals, and so on. If she did it here, EDD can find it. Let’s go.”

				

				Roarke walked into a war room full of chatter of both the human and electronic varieties. Cops on ’links, on headsets, on comps. Cops sitting, pacing, dancing.

				But his cop was nowhere to be seen.

				He crossed paths with McNab, who was outfitted in silver jeans and a casual Sunday sweatshirt of searing orange. “Is the lieutenant in the house?”

				“In the field. Heading in, though. Working some fresh angles. You want?”

				“I want.”

				Tapping the toes of his silver airboots, McNab swiveled in his chair. “Just covered all public and private transpo with pictures of York and Rossi. Dallas is working the idea that our guy provided transpo.”

				“And they just hopped in?”

				“Yeah. Need liquid. Walk and talk.”

				McNab filled Roarke in as he headed out to Vending, debated his choices, and opted for an orange fizzy—perhaps to match his shirt.

				“A home lesson or consultation,” Roarke mused. “Interesting, and it would eliminate the risk of any sort of public abduction. Still, the method has its own risks and problems.”

				“Yeah, what if they change their minds, don’t show, decide to bring a pal along. Lots of possibles.” He sucked in fizzy. “But she wants it worked, so we work it. She said if you popped in, you should take a look at your employee list with this angle in mind. Women who fit the parameters who might do a house call on the side.”

				“Yes, I can do that.”

				“Lots of possibles,” McNab repeated, “considering all the pies you’ve got fingers in. Anything moving on the real estate angle?”

				“Nothing that stands out from the crowd, no.”

				“Sometimes you’ve got to toss it up, you know. Let it fall in a different pattern. You keep working it, it gets so it’s just data. Maybe I could take that for a while while you work the new business.”

				“Fresh eyes. Yes, that’s a good idea.”

				“Icy, then…Hey, here come our ladies. Just looking at them gives you the uh, doesn’t it?” McNab gave the sound a push that was unmistakably sexual as he grinned down the long corridor where Peabody got off the glide with Eve.

				Then he shot Roarke a quick look. “I mean the uh me for mine, you for yours. It’s not like I get the uh for the lieutenant, for which she would kick my ass, then leave you to turn what was left of it into bloody dust. Which She-Body would then grind into the earth before she set it on fire. I was just saying.”

				“I know what you were saying.” McNab could, invariably, entertain him. “And I couldn’t agree more, with everything including the bloody dust. They are compelling women. Lieutenant,” Roarke said as her long stride brought her to him.

				“So glad you two have time for fizzy breaks.”

				“Sir. I’ve been bringing Roarke up to date, and relaying your orders.”

				“Looked like slurping and ogling to me.”

				“Ah…those may have been minor factors, but neither overshadowed the update or relay. Vic’s images are broadcasted, Lieutenant. I set up another line for responses from those sources. We’ve been fielding tips and inquiries on the investigations, and I figured if we got something out of this, we didn’t want it to get bogged down in the general dump.”

				“Good. That’s good thinking. I want you to pass off whatever you’re doing and take Rossi’s equipment. Her comp. I’m looking for personalized fitness programs. Find me one that matches our unsub.”

				“On that.”

				“Feeney?”

				“Roving mode,” McNab told her. “Gives a look and a buzz to whatever everyone’s working. Tightens it up or opens it out. He was playing the medical equipment angle when I came out to get—when I stepped out to update Roarke.”

				“Tell him I need somebody to go down to BodyWorks. Rossi used a couple of comps there routinely. The manager’s been contacted and is cooperating. Get them brought in and gone through. Same search.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Roarke, with me.”

				Roarke fell into step beside her. “Formidable.”

				“What?”

				“You. I’d used compelling, but formidable suits as well. Very sexy.”

				“Don’t say ‘sexy’ on the job.”

				“You just did.”

				Okay, she admitted, he made her laugh. Which was obviously the point and intent. And it did relieve some of the tension at the base of her skull. “Got your smarty pants on, I see.”

				She moved into the bullpen, stopped her forward motion when one of the men called her name. “Got a DB in a flop off Avenue D,” he began. “Licensed companion over there…”

				He jerked his head toward the skinny woman in a bloody shirt seated at his desk. “She says the guy wanted to party, the party was had. He refused to pay the bill and popped her two good ones when she objected to getting stiffed. Pulled out her sticker, which she claims he ran into. Six times.”

				“Clumsy of him.”

				“Yeah. Thing is, Lieutenant, she called it in. Didn’t try to rabbit, and she’s sticking to the story. Claims he laughed like a looney bird every time the knife went in. Got a couple of wits saw them make the deal, another who heard them yelling in the flop. You can see she’s got herself a pretty good shiner working there.”

				“Yeah. Got priors?”

				“Couple little bumps, nothing violent. Had her LC ticket for three years.”

				“And the DB?”

				“Oh, he had a nice long sheet. Assaults, assaults with deadlies, illegals—possession and intent. Just got out of the cage for an attempted robbery—beat hell out of a clerk at a twenty-four/seven. On the Zeus.”

				Eve studied the LC. The woman looked more annoyed than worried. And her face was sporting a sick rainbow of bruises. “Guy on Zeus could run into a knife multiple times. Wait for the tox screen on the DB, run her through again, see if she stands on the story, then put her in holding.”

				“Guy was juiced up, a lime green PD’s going to get a self-defense. Could slap her for the sticker, as it was over legal limit.”

				“What’s the point?”

				“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Wanted to run it by you first.”

				“She ask for a PD or a rep?”

				“Not yet. Pissed is what she is.” He nodded over to her desk. “Knows the incident means an automatic thirty-day suspension of her license. So she’s out the fee and a month’s work, got a fist in the face, and ruined what she says is a new shirt.”

				“That’s the life. Get the tox, wrap it up. Reach out to Illegals on the DB if anything looks shaky,” Eve added. “Somebody over there probably has a take on him.”

				She walked into her office, shut the door.

				“She’ll walk,” Roarke commented.

				“Likely. Smart not to run, to come in voluntarily. Less smart to party with a guy on Zeus, if that was the case. And if she’s worked that sector for a couple, three years, she’d know if he was pumped.”

				“A girl’s got to make a living.”

				“That’s what they tell me. So, anything from the unregistered?”

				“Nothing that gels, not at this point. I have Summerset running more searches and crosses. He knows what to look for, and how to find it.”

				Her brows drew together. “Am I going to have to be grateful to him?”

				“I’ll take care of that.”

				“Good.” She pulled off her coat, went for coffee. “Did McNab actually give you an update?”

				“He did, yes. I’ll go through the employee list, cull out any who might take a home appointment or consultation. Do you think now this has been his pattern all along?”

				“I don’t know, can’t say.” Eve rubbed at her eyes, then scratched her head furiously as if to wake up the brain under her scalp. “But we’re talking more than twenty women. How likely is it that not one of them ever told anyone where they were going? Bogus name, sure, but if they had the location in advance, made this appointment, how likely is it none of them told anyone, or left any sort of record of the appointment?”

				“Low. Yes, I see. But…There may have been more than the twenty. And I see you’ve considered that as well,” he added when he studied her face. “He picked them, made the arrangements, and if he sensed or learned they’d mentioned it, he’d simply follow through with the cover. Take his fucking dance lesson.”

				“Yeah, I think he could pull that off. And I think he could grab or lure them later in his schedule. So we go back over the prior cases, find out if any of the vics took a house call in the week or two before they were killed. He’s focused,” Eve continued, “careful enough to make sure he’s clear, but focused. I can see him postponing the grab, or switching vics. If so, it’s something we didn’t have before. A mistake we missed.”

				Roarke drank his coffee. The office seemed ridiculously confining to him all at once. The piss-poor light barely seeping through her excuse for a window, the tight box formed by the walls.

				“Haven’t you ever considered asking for a bigger office?”

				“What for?”

				“A little breathing room might be a plus.”

				“I can breathe fine. You can’t take this in, Roarke.”

				“And how would you suggest I avoid that?” he demanded. “I’m his springboard, aren’t I? There’s a woman dead because she worked for me. Another who, even now, is being tortured. It’s too late for Gia Rossi.”

				“It’s not too late until it’s too late.” Still, she knew she owed him the straight line, and that he had to be able to deal with it. “The probability is low that we’ll find her in time. It’s not impossible, but at this point, it’s not likely.”

				“And the next, she’d already be in his sights.”

				“He’d have stalked her, selected her, worked her by now. But we’ve got more time there. He’s not infallible, and there’s only one of him. I’ve put the best I’ve got on this. It ends here.”

				Her eyes went flat, cop flat. “It’s going to end here. But you’re no good to me if you can’t set the emotional connection aside.”

				“Well, I can’t. But I can use it. I can do what I need to do.”

				“Okay.”

				“Which includes getting right pissed from time to time.”

				“Fine. But get this in your head. The responsibility for this is his. Totally, completely, absolutely. No portion of it’s yours. He owns it. If his mother used him as her butt monkey when he was a kid, he still owns it. He made the choice. If his father, uncle, aunt, cousin from Toledo kicked his ass every Tuesday, it’s still his. You and I know that. We know about the choice. We know, whenever we take a life, whatever the circumstances, whatever the reasons, it’s still our choice. Right or wrong, we own it.”

				Roarke considered his coffee, set it aside. And his eyes met hers. “I love you, for so many reasons.”

				“Maybe you can give me a few of them later.”

				“I’ll give you one now. That unfailing moral center of yours. So very solid and true.” He laid his hands on her shoulders, drew her in. Kissed her softly. “And then there’s the sex.”

				“Figured you’d work that in.”

				“As often as humanly possible. Well then.” He gave her shoulders a rub, stepped back. “There’s one thing I can do now, and that’s order in lunch for the team. Don’t,” he continued, lifting a warning finger, “give me any lip.”

				“I thought you like my lip—the set of them. Look, I don’t want you to—”

				“I was thinking pizza.”

				Her eyes slitted; she huffed out a breath. “That’s hitting below the belt, pal.”

				“I know your every weakness, Lieutenant. And this one’s topped with pepperoni.”

				“Just don’t make a habit of it. The food. They’ll get greedy.”

				“I think your team’s steady enough to handle a few slices. I’ll take care of it, and start on the employee list.”

				When he left, she closed the door behind him. She wanted to work in the quiet for a while, with minimal interruption. To think and theorize before she went back to the noise and pressures of the war room.

				She brought up the files on the first investigation.

				She knew these women. Their names, their faces, where they’d come from, where they’d lived, where they’d worked or studied.

				A diverse group, in all but general appearance. And now she would look for one more point of origin.

				Corrine, would-be actress working as a waitress, who’d squeezed in acting, dance, and vocal lessons when she could afford them. He could have played her, yes, he could have in several ways. Come to this location to audition for a part—what hungry young actress wouldn’t bite? Or come to this address on this date and time to help serve at a party. Pick up some extra cash. Possibilities.

				She went down the list of names. A secretary, a grad student working on her master’s in foreign studies, a clerk in a gift shop who dabbled in pottery.

				Following the string, she began to make calls, questioning people she’d interviewed nine years before.

				There was a quick knock, then Peabody stuck her head in. She had a slice of pizza, half eaten, in her hand. “Pizza’s here. They’re pouncing on it like wolves. You’d better get out there if you want any.”

				“Minute.”

				Peabody took another bite. “You got something?”

				“Maybe. Maybe.” Eve wished the scent of pizza wasn’t so damn distracting. “I’ll bring it in. Get whoever’s in the field on a headset. I want to brief everyone at once.”

				“You got it.”

				“Get the vics from the first investigation up on screen, with data.”

				Eve gathered her notes, her discs, then tagged Mira. “I need you in the war room.”

				“Ten minutes.”

				“Sooner,” Eve said and clicked off.

				When Eve strode into the war room, she noted that two pizzas had been demolished along with most of a third. After setting down her notes, she marched over, grabbed a slice.

				“Got Jenkinson, Powell, Newkirk, and Harris on the line,” Peabody told her. “Everyone else is here.”

				“Mira’s on her way. I want her take on this.” Even as Eve bit in, Feeney was coming toward her.

				“You’ve got something. I can see it.”

				“Might. A possible link, possible method. I’m going to lay it out as soon as Mira’s in the room.” She glanced over, then handily caught the tube of Pepsi that Roarke tossed her. “Progress?” she asked him.

				“I have fifty-six most possible, given their vocations or avocations. Still coming.”

				“Okay. Peabody, get the screen up, backed with the disc I brought in.” She nodded when Mira came in. After taking a long sip, Eve put on the headset.

				“Listen up, people. I need your full attention. If you can’t eat pizza and think—”

				“You got pizza?” was Jenkinson’s complaint in her ear.

				“We’re working on a new theory,” Eve said, and began to lay it out.
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				“ONE OF CORRINE DAGBY’S COWORKERS AT THE time of her death remembers—or more accurately thinks she remembers—the vic mentioning she was up for a part in a play. Off-off Broadway. If she spoke of this to anyone else, family, friends, other students in her classes, they don’t recall.

				“Melissa Congress, second vic, secretarial position. Last seen leaving a club Lower West, well lubricated. This remains, most probably, a grab. A moment of opportunity. She was, however, known to complain with some consistency about her level of employment, her pay, her hours. There remains a possibility that she was approached about interviewing for another position and therefore knew or recognized her abductor.

				“Anise Waters,” Eve continued. “Grad student at Columbia. Fluent in Mandarin Chinese and Russian, and working on a master’s in political science. She sometimes supplemented her income by tutoring, most usually on campus. Last seen leaving the university’s main library. Wits stated that she took a pass on joining a group for drinks, claiming she had work. As she was a serious and dedicated student, it was assumed she was heading home to study. She didn’t mention, to anyone’s recollection, an outside tutoring job. The language discs she checked out from the library were never recovered. The vic did have a scheduled tutoring job, on campus, the next day. It was assumed she’d checked out the discs for that purpose.

				“Last, Joley Weitz. Last seen leaving Arts A Fact, a shop where she was employed, at approximately seventeen hundred. The vic did pottery, and had sold a few pieces she had on consignment at her place of employment. Her employer stated that the vic mentioned she had an important stop to make before she got ready for a date with a new boyfriend. The boyfriend was identified and cleared. As the vic had a dress on hold at a boutique she frequented, it was thought picking that item up for her date was her stop. She never reached the boutique, if indeed that was her intended destination.”

				She waited a moment, let it soak. “New theory. The vics were approached by the unsub at some time. York gave dance instruction, Rossi moonlights as a personal trainer off-site. It’s a reasonable assumption all or most of these women were offered a private job, and went to their killer. I’ve begun examining the other cases, outside of New York, and believe this possibility extends. We have an assistant chef, a photographer, a nurse, a decorator, a data cruncher, a freelance writer, two health care aides, two artists, a clerk in a nursery—plants, the owner of a small flower shop, a librarian, a hair and skin consultant, a hotel maid. A music instructor, an herbalist, a caterer’s assistant.

				“No link but physical appearance was ever found between these women. But if we factor in this possibility. An opportunity to head the kitchen for a private dinner party, to do a photo shoot, private nursing care, write an article, so on.”

				“Why didn’t anyone know they were going off for a private job, an audition?” Baxter asked.

				“Good question. Some of them are likely grabs, as we assumed all along. It’s also possible he took the time once they were inside the location to engage them in casual conversation, determine if they had told anyone. In some cases, outside jobs would be against their rules of employment. Cop moonlights as a security guard, a bouncer, a body guard, he keeps it to himself. Dr. Mira? Any thoughts on this?”

				“It could be another form of control and enjoyment. Inviting his victims in, having them willingly enter, would be yet more proof to him of his superiority over them. It may indeed be another part of the ritual he’s created. The lack of violence on the bodies—and by that I mean the fact there’s no evidence he used his fists, his hands to strike, to throttle, that there is no sexual molestation—indicates he isn’t physical in that way. The violence is through implements and tools. A method such as you’re theorizing would fall within the structure of his profile.”

				“I like it,” Baxter commented. “Makes more sense to me, if he’s hitting on sixty or over, he’d use deception instead of force to bag them.”

				“Agreed,” Eve said. “If this holds, it indicates he’s aware they’re physically stronger than he is, or might be,” Eve put in. “All these women were in good physical shape, a number of them in exceptional physical shape. He targets young, strong women. We believe he isn’t young, maybe he isn’t particularly strong.”

				“Which may be one of the reasons he needs to subdue, humiliate, and control them.” Mira nodded. “Yes, by luring them into a location he has secured, he’s dominated them intellectually, and then he proceeds to dominate them physically up to and including the point of their death. He not only masters them, but makes them other than they were. And by doing so, makes them his own.”

				“What does that tell us?” Eve scanned the room. “It tells us one thing we didn’t know about him before.”

				“He’s a coward,” Peabody said, and gave Eve a quick, inner glow of pride.

				“Exactly. He doesn’t, as we believed, confront his victims, doesn’t risk a public struggle, even with the aid of a drug. He uses guile and lies, the lure of money or advancement or the achievement of a personal goal. He has to know them well enough to use what works, or has the greatest potential of working. He may have spent more time observing and stalking each vic than we previously supposed. And the more time he spent, the more chance there is that someone, somewhere, saw him with one or more of the victims.”

				“We’ve been shooting blanks there,” Baxter reminded her.

				“We go back, interview again, and ask about men the vics spent time with at work, who may have taken one of their classes or talked about doing so. A month ago, two months ago. He wouldn’t have been back since he abducted them. He’s done with them; he’s moved on from that stage. Who used to hang out at these locations, or frequent them who hasn’t been there in the last week for York, the last three days for Rossi.

				“McNab, dig into Rossi’s comps, find me a new outside client. Roarke, names, addys, place of employment on everyone on your list who feels like she fits. Feeney, keep at the Urban War angle. Body identification, comments, commentaries, names of medics officially assigned, of volunteers where you can find them. I want photos, horror stories, war stories, editorials, every scrap you can dig up. Baxter, you and Trueheart hit the street. Jenkinson, you and Powell stay out there, find somebody whose memory can be jogged.

				“Write it up, Peabody.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				She started out, and Feeney caught up with her. “Need a minute,” he said.

				“Sure. Got something?”

				“Your office.”

				With an easy shrug, she kept going. “Heading back there. I want to go through the cases between the first and this one more carefully, start calling names on the original interview lists. We just need one break, one goddamn crack, and we can bust it. I know it.”

				He said nothing as they wound through the bullpen, into her office. “Want coffee?” she asked, then frowned as he closed the door. “Problem?”

				“How come you didn’t come to me with this?”

				“With what?”

				“This new theory.”

				“Well, I—” Sincerely baffled, she shook her head. “I just did.”

				“Bullshit. What you did was come out as primary, as team leader, you briefed and assigned. You didn’t run this by me. My case, you remember? It’s my case you were using out there.”

				“It just popped. Something York’s boyfriend said clicked on a new angle for me. I started working it and—”

				“You started working it,” he interrupted. “Going back over my case. A case where I was primary. I was in charge. I made the calls.”

				Because the muscles in her belly were starting to twist, Eve took a long, steady breath. “Yeah, like I’m going to go back over the others. They’re all part of the same whole, and if this is an opening—”

				“One I didn’t see?” His tired, baggy eyes were hard and bright now. “A call I didn’t make while the bodies were piling up?”

				“No. Jesus, Feeney. Nobody’s saying that or thinking that. It just turned for me. You’re the one who taught me when it turns for you, you push. I’m pushing.”

				“So.” He nodded slowly. “You remember who taught you anyway. Who made a cop out of you.”

				Now her throat was drying up on her. “I remember. I was there, Feeney, from the beginning when you pulled me out of uniform. And I was there for this case. Right there, and it didn’t turn for us.”

				“You owe me the respect of cluing me in when you’re going to pick my work apart. Instead you roll this out, roll it over me, and you push me off on some bullshit Urban Wars research. I lived and breathed this case, day and night.”

				“I know it. I—”

				“You don’t know how many times I’ve dug it out since and lived and breathed it again,” he interrupted furiously. “So now you figure it’s turned for you and you can rip my work to pieces without so much as a heads-up.”

				“That wasn’t my intent or my purpose. The investigation is my priority—”

				“It’s fucking well mine.”

				“Is it?” Temper and distress bubbled a nasty stew in her belly. “Fine, then, because I handled this the best I know how—fast. The faster we work it, the better Rossi’s chances are, and right now they’re about as good as a snowball’s in hell. Your work wasn’t the issue. Her life is.”

				“Don’t tell me about her life.” He jabbed his finger in the air toward her. “Or York’s, or Dagby’s, or Congress’s, Waters’s, or Weitz’s. You think you’re the only one who knows their names?” Bitterness crackled in his tone. “Who carries the weight of them around? Don’t you stand there and lecture me about your priorities. Lieutenant.”

				“You’ve made your viewpoint and your feelings on this matter clear. Captain. Now, as primary, I’m telling you, you need to back off. You need to take a break.”

				“Fuck that.”

				“Take an hour in the crib, or go home and crash until you can shake this off.”

				“Or what? You’ll boot me off the investigation?”

				“Don’t bring it down to that,” she said quietly. “Don’t put either of us there.”

				“You put us here. You better think about that.” He stormed out, slamming the door hard enough to make the glass shudder.

				Eve’s breath whistled out as she braced a hand on her desk, as she lowered herself into her chair. Her legs felt like water, her gut like a storm inside a violent sea.

				They’d had words before. It wasn’t possible to know someone, work with someone, especially under circumstances that were so often tense and harsh, and not have words. But these had been so biting and vicious, she felt as if her skin was flayed from them.

				She wanted water—just a gallon or two—to ease the burning of her throat, but didn’t think she was steady enough to get up and get it.

				So she sat until she got her wind back, until the tremor in her hands ceased. And with a headache raging from the base of her skull up to her crown, she called up the next file, prepared to make the next call.

				She stuck with it for two hours solid, with translators when necessary. Needing air, she rose, muscled her window open. And just stood, breathing in the cold. A couple more hours, she thought. In a couple more, she’d finish with this step, run more probabilities, write up the report.

				Organizing data and hunches, statements and hearsay, writing it all down in clear, factual language always helped you see it better, feel it better.

				Feeney had taught her that, too.

				Goddamn it.

				When her communicator signaled, she wanted to ignore it. Just let it beep while she stood, breathing in the cold.

				But she pulled it out. “Dallas.”

				“I think I’ve got something.” The excitement in McNab’s voice cut through the fog in her brain.

				“On my way.”

				When she walked into the war room, she could almost see the ripple of energy and could see Feeney wasn’t there.

				“Her home unit,” McNab began.

				“Fell into your lap, Blondie,” Callendar commented.

				“Was retrieved due to my exceptional e-skills, Tits.”

				The way they grinned at each other spoke of teamwork and giddy pride.

				“Save it,” Eve ordered. “What’ve you got?”

				“I’ll put it on the wall screen. I found it under ‘Gravy.’ I’d been picking through docs labeled ‘PT,’ ‘PP,’ ‘Instruction,’ and well, anyway. I hit the more obvious, figuring gravy was like nutrition or, I dunno, recipes. What she means is extra—the gravy.”

				“Private clients.”

				“Yeah, like she couldn’t have doc’d it that way? So, she’s had a bunch. Works with someone until they don’t want anymore, or does monthly follow-ups. Before she starts she does this basic analysis—sort of like a proposal, I think. Tons of them in there. But this one…”

				McNab tapped one of his fingers on the comp screen. “She created sixteen days ago, and she’s finessed and updated it here and there since. Up to the night before she poofed. She made a disc copy of it, which isn’t anywhere in her files.”

				“Took it with her,” Eve concluded as she studied the wall screen. “Took the proposal to the client. TED.”

				“His name, or the name he gave her. She has all her private clients listed by first name on the individualized programs she worked up.”

				“Height, weight, body type, measurements, age.” Eve felt a little giddy herself. “Medical history, at least as he gave it to her. Goals, suggested equipment and training programs, nutrition program. Thorough. Boys and girls,” Eve announced. “We’ve got our first description. Unsub is five feet, six and a quarter inches, at a weight of a hundred and sixty-three pounds. A little paunchy, aren’t you, you son of a bitch? Age seventy-one. Carries some weight around the middle, according to these measurements.”

				She kept her eyes on the screen. “Peabody, contact all officers in the field, relay this description. McNab, go through the comps from BodyWorks, find us Ted. Callendar, do a search on York’s electronics for this name, for any instruction program she might have written that includes body type, age. Anything that coordinates or adds to this data.”

				She turned. “Roarke, give me anything you’ve got. You and I will start contacting the women on your list, find out if they’ve been contacted or approached by anyone requesting a home visit. Uniforms, back to canvass, making inquiries about a man of this description. Baxter, Trueheart, you’re back to the club, back to the fitness center. Jog somebody’s memory. I need a station, a d and c. We’ve got a hole. Let’s pull this bastard out of it.”

				

				He sighed as he stepped back from his worktable. “You’re a disappointment to me Gia. I had such high hopes for you.”

				He’d hoped the rousing chorus from Aida would snap her back, at least a bit, but she simply lay there, eyes open and fixed.

				Not dead—her heart still beat, her lungs still worked. Catatonic. Which was, he admitted as he moved over to wash and sterilize his tools, interesting. He could slice and burn, gouge and snip without any reaction from her.

				And that was the problem, of course. This was a partnership, and his current partner was very much absent from the performance.

				“We’ll try again later,” he assured her. “I hate to see you fail this way. Physically you’re one of the best of all my girls, but it appears you lack the mental and emotional wherewithal.”

				He glanced at the clock. “Only twenty-six hours. Yes, that’s quite a step back. I don’t believe you’ll be breaking Sarifina’s record.”

				He replaced his tools, walked back to the table where his partner lay, bleeding from the fresh cuts, her torso mottled with bruising, crosshatched with thin slices.

				“I’ll just leave the music on for you. See if it reaches inside that head of yours.” He tapped her temple. “We’ll see what we see, dear. But I’m expecting a guest shortly. Now, I don’t want you to think of her as a replacement, or even a successor.”

				He leaned down, kissed her as yet unmarred cheek as kindly as a father might kiss a child. “You just rest awhile, then we’ll try again.”

				It was time—time, time, time—to go upstairs. To cleanse and change. Later he would brew the tea, and set out the pretty cookies. Company was coming.

				Company was such a treat!

				He unlocked the laboratory door, relocked it behind him. In his office, he glanced at the wall screen, tsked at the image of Gia as she lay comatose. He was afraid he would have to end things very soon.

				In his spotless white suit he sat at his desk to enter the most current data. She was simply not responding to any stimuli, he mused as he noted down her vital signs, the methods and music used in the last thirty minutes of their session. He’d believed the dry ice would bring her back, or the laser, the needles, the drugs he’d managed to secure.

				But it was time to admit, to accept. Gia’s clock was running down.

				Ah, well.

				When his log was completed, he made his way through the basement labyrinth, past the storage drawers that were no longer in use, past the old work area where his grandfather had forged his art once upon a time.

				Family traditions, he thought, were the bedrock of a civilized society. He eschewed the elevator for the stairs. Gia had been quite right, he thought. He would benefit from more regular exercise.

				He’d let himself go just a little, he admitted as he patted his plump belly, during his last dormant stage. The wine, the food, the quiet contemplation, and of course, the medication. When this work period was finished, he would take a trip to a spa, concentrate on his physical and mental health. That would be just the ticket.

				Perhaps he would travel off planet this time. He’d yet to explore anything beyond his own terra firma. It might be amusing, and certainly beneficial, to spend some time in Roarke’s extra-planetary playground, the Olympus Resort.

				Doing so would be a kind of delicious topping after he’d completed his current goal.

				Eve Dallas, Lieutenant, NYPSD. She would not disappoint as Gia had, he was sure. Still a few kinks to work out in securing her, he admitted. Yes, yes, that was true. But he would find the way.

				He unlocked the steel-core basement door using code and key, stepped into the spacious and spotless kitchen. Relocked it.

				He would spend some quality time the next day studying the data he’d accumulated on his final Eve. She wasn’t as predictable as the ones he usually selected. But then again, that was one of the elements that would make her so special.

				He was looking forward to getting reacquainted with her, after so many years.

				He moved through the lovely old house, glancing around to make certain all was in order. Past the formal dining room, where he always took his meals, and the library, where he would often sit and read or simply listen to music.

				The parlor, his favorite, where he had a pretty little fire burning in the rose granite hearth, and Asian lilies, blushed with pink, rising glamorously out of a wide crystal vase.

				There was a grand piano in the corner, and he could still see her there, creating, re-creating such beautiful music. He could see her trying to teach his unfortunately stubby fingers to master the keys.

				He’d never mastered them, nor had his voice ever mastered the demands and beauty of the notes, but his love for music was deep and true.

				The double doors across from the parlor were closed, were locked. As he’d kept them for many years now. Such business as had been done there was carried on in other places.

				His home was his home. And hers, he thought. It would always be hers.

				He went up the curve of stairs. He still used the room he’d had as a boy. He couldn’t bring himself to use the bedroom where his parents had slept. Where she had slept.

				He kept it preserved. He kept it perfect, as she had once been.

				Pausing, he studied her portrait, one painted while she had glowed, simply glowed, with the bloom of youth and vibrancy. She wore white—he believed she should always have worn it. For purity. If only she’d remained pure.

				The gown swept down her body, that slim and strong body, and the glittery necklace, her symbol of life, lay around her neck. Swept up, her hair was like a crown, and indeed the very first time he’d seen her he’d thought her a princess.

				She smiled down at him, so sweetly, so kindly, so lovingly.

				Death had been his gift to her, he thought. And death was his homage to her through all the daughters he lay at her feet.

				He kissed the silver ring he wore on his finger, one that matched the ring he’d had painted onto the portrait. Symbols of their eternal bond.

				He removed his suit. Put the jacket, the vest, the trousers, the shirt in the bin for cleaning. He showered, he always showered. Baths could be relaxing, might be soothing, but how unsanitary was it to lounge in your own dirt?

				He scrubbed vigorously, using various brushes on his body, his nails, his feet, his hair. They, too, would be sanitized, then replaced monthly.

				He used a drying tube. Towels were, in his opinion, as unsanitary as bathwater.

				He cleaned his teeth, applied deodorant, creams.

				In his robe he went back to the bedroom to peruse his closet. A dozen white suits, shirts ranged on one side. But he never greeted company in his work clothes.

				He chose a dark gray suit, matching it with a pale gray shirt, a tone-on-tone gray tie. He dressed meticulously, carefully brushed his snow-white hair before adding the trim little beard and mustache.

				Then he replaced the necklace—her necklace—that he’d removed before his shower.

				The symbol of a tree with many branches gleamed in gold. The tree of life.

				Satisfied with his appearance, he traveled down to the kitchen, moved through it to the garage where he kept his black sedan. It was a pleasant drive across town, with Verdi playing quietly.

				He parked, as arranged, in a small, ill-tended lot three blocks from Your Affair, where his potential partner worked. If she was timely, she would be walking his way right now, she would be thinking about the opportunity he’d put in her hands.

				Her steps would be quick, and she would be wearing the dark blue coat, the multicolored scarf.

				He left the car, strolling in the direction of the store. He’d found her there, in the bakery section, and had been struck immediately by her looks, her grace, her skill.

				Two months had passed since that first sighting. Soon, all the time, the work, the care he’d put into this selection would bear fruit.

				He saw her from a block away, slowed his pace. He carried the two small shopping bags from nearby stores he’d brought along with him. He would be, to anyone glancing his way, just a man doing a little casual Sunday shopping.

				No one noticed, no one paid any mind. He smiled when she saw him, lifted his hand in a wave.

				“Ms. Greenfeld. I’d hoped to make it down and escort you all the way. I’m so sorry to make you walk so far in the cold.”

				“It’s fine.” She tossed back the pretty brown hair she wore nearly to her shoulders. “It’s so nice of you to pick me up. I could have taken a cab, or the subway.”

				“Nonsense.” He didn’t touch her as they walked, in fact moved aside as a pedestrian, chattering on a pocket ’link, clipped between them. “Here you are, giving me your time on a Sunday afternoon.” He gestured toward the lot. “And this gave me an opportunity to do a little shopping.”

				He opened the car door for her, and estimated they’d been together no more than three minutes on the street.

				When he got in, he started the car, smiled. “You smell of vanilla and cinnamon.”

				“Occupational hazard.”

				“It’s lovely.”

				“I’m looking forward to meeting your granddaughter.”

				“She’s very excited. Wedding plans.” He laughed, shook his head, the indulgent grandfather. “Nothing but wedding plans these days. We both appreciate you meeting with us, on the QT, we’ll say. My darling is very choosy. No wedding planners, no coordinators. Has to do it all herself. No companies, no organizations.”

				“A woman who knows her own mind.”

				“Indeed. And when I saw some of your work, I knew she’d want to meet with you. Even though you worked at Your Affair, and she refuses to so much as go through the doors.” With a little laugh, he shook his head. “Over a year now since she had trouble with the manager. But that’s my girl. Her mother, God rest her, was the same. Stubborn and headstrong.”

				“I know Frieda can be temperamental. If she found out I was doing a proposal like this on the side, she’d wig. So, well, keeping this between us is best for everyone.”

				“It certainly is.”

				When he pulled off the street, she gaped at the house. “What a beautiful home! Is it yours? I mean, do you own the whole building?”

				“Yes, indeed. It’s been in the family for generations. I wanted us to meet here, particularly, so you could see it, the wedding and reception venue.”

				He turned off the engine and led the way into the house. “Let me take you into the parlor—you can make yourself at home.”

				“It’s gorgeous, Mr. Gaines.”

				“Thank you. Please, call me Edward. I hope I can call you Ariel.”

				“Yes, please.”

				“Here, let me have your coat.”

				He hung her things in the foyer closet. He would, of course, dispose of the coat, the scarf, her clothing. But he enjoyed this part of the pretense.

				He stepped back into the parlor, sighed. “I see my granddaughter isn’t here yet. She’s rarely prompt. I’m just going to make us some tea. Be at home.”

				“Thanks.”

				In the kitchen, he switched his security screen to the parlor, so he could watch her as he prepared.

				He had house droids, of course, and replaced their memory drives routinely. But for the most part he preferred doing for himself.

				He selected Earl Grey, and his grandmother’s Meissen tea set. He brewed it as he’d been taught—heating the pot, boiling the water fully, measuring precisely.

				Using tongs, he added the precious and pricey sugar cubes to the bowl. She would add sugar, he knew. He’d observed her adding the revolting chemical sweetener to her tea. She would think the cubes a treat, and never notice they were spiked with the tranq until it was already swimming in her system.

				After setting a lacy doily on a plate, he arranged the thin, frosted cookies he’d bought especially for this little tête-à-tête. And on the tray he set a single pink rose in a pale green bud vase.

				Perfect.

				He carried the tea tray—with the three cups to maintain the granddaughter fantasy—into the parlor where Ariel wandered, looking at some of his treasures.

				“I love this room. Will you use this for the wedding?”

				“We will. It’s my favorite room in the house, so welcoming.” He set the tray down between the two wing chairs that faced the fire. “We’ll have some tea while we wait for the bride. Oh, these cookies are some of her favorites. I thought it might be nice if you re-created them for the reception.”

				“I’m sure I can.” Ariel sat, angling herself so she could face him. “I brought a disc with images of some of the cakes I’ve done, and some I’ve assisted in making.”

				“Excellent.” He smiled, held up the sugar bowl. “One lump or two?”

				“I’ll live dangerously, and go for two.”

				“Perfect.” He sat back, nibbling on a cookie while she chattered about her plans and ideas. While her eyes began to droop, her voice began to slur.

				He dusted the crumbs from his fingers when she tried to push out of the chair. “Something’s wrong,” she managed. “Something’s wrong with me.”

				“No.” He sighed and sipped his tea when she slumped into unconsciousness. “Everything’s just as it should be.”
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				IN ORDER TO WORK WITHOUT GOING MAD, Roarke erected a mental wall of silence. He simply put himself behind that wall and filtered out the ringing, the clacking, the voices, and electronic beeps and buzzes.

				Initially, he’d taken the names A through M, with Eve working on the second half of the alphabet. How could he possibly employ so many brunettes with names beginning with A? Aaronson, Abbott, Abercrombie, Abrams, and down to Azula.

				It hadn’t taken long before it had been monumentally clear two people weren’t enough to handle the contacts.

				Eve pulled in more cops, and the noise level increased exponentially.

				He tried not to think about the time dripping away while he sat, contacting employees he didn’t even know, had never met, would unlikely ever meet. Women who depended on him for their livelihoods, who performed tasks he, or someone else who worked for him, created and assigned to them.

				Each contact took time. A housekeeper at a hotel wasn’t accustomed to receiving a call at home, at work, on her pocket ’link from the owner of that hotel. From the man in the suit, in the towering office. Each call was tedious, repetitious, and he was forced to admit, annoyingly clerical.

				Routine, Eve would have called it, and he wondered how she could stand the sheer volume of monotony.

				“Yo, Irish.” Callendar broke through Roarke’s wall, poking him in the arm. “You need to get up, move around, pour in some fuel.”

				“Sorry?” For a moment, her voice was nothing more than a buzz within the buzz. “What?”

				“This kind of work, the energy bottoms if you don’t keep it pumped. Take a break, get something to power up from Vending. Use a headset for a while.”

				“I’m not even through the bloody B’s.”

				“Long haul.” She nodded, offered him a soy chip from the open bag at her station. “Take it from me, move around some. Blood ends up in your ass this way, not that yours isn’t prime. But you want to get the blood back up in your head or your brain’s going to stall.”

				She was right, he knew it himself. And still there was a part of him that wanted to snarl at her to mind her own and let him be. Instead he pushed back from the station. “Want something from Vending, then?”

				“Surprise me, as long as it’s wet and bubbly.”

				It did feel good to be on his feet, to move, to step away from the work and the noise.

				When he walked out, he noted cops breezing along, others in confabs in front of vending machines. A man, laughing wildly, was quick-marched along by a couple of burly uniforms. He didn’t rate even a glance from the others in the corridors.

				The place smelled of very bad coffee, he thought, old sweat, and someone’s overly powerful and very cheap perfume.

				Christ Jesus, he could’ve used a single gulp of fresh air.

				He selected a jumbo fizzy for Callendar, then just stood, staring at his choices. There was absolutely nothing there he wanted. He bought a water, then took out his ’link and made a call.

				When he turned, he saw Mira walking toward him. There, he decided, was the closest thing to fresh air he was likely to experience inside the cop maze of Central.

				“I didn’t realize you were still here,” he said.

				“I went home, couldn’t settle. I sent Dennis off to have dinner with our daughter, and came back to do some paperwork.” She glanced down at the enormous fizzy in his hand, smiled a little. “That doesn’t strike me as your usual choice of beverage.”

				“It’s for one of the e-cops.”

				“Ah. This is difficult for you.”

				“Bloody tedious. I’d sooner sweat a year running an airjack than work a week as a cop.”

				“That, yes, not at all the natural order for you. But I meant being used this way, and not knowing why, or by whom.”

				“It’s maddening,” he admitted. “I was thinking a bit ago that I don’t know the bulk of these women we’re trying to contact. They’re just cogs in the wheel, aren’t they?”

				“If that’s all they were to you, you wouldn’t be here. I could tell you that you’re responsible for none of what’s happened, or may happen to someone else. But you know that already. Feeling it, that’s a different matter.”

				“It is,” he agreed. “That it is. What I want is a target, and there isn’t one. Yet.”

				“You’re used to having the controls, and taking the actions, or certainly directing them.” She touched a sympathetic hand to his arm. “Which is exactly what you’re doing now, though it may seem otherwise. And that’s why I’m here, too. Hoping Eve will give me some job to do.”

				“Want a fizzy?”

				She laughed. “No, but thanks.”

				They walked in together, then separated as Roarke went back to his station and Mira crossed to Eve.

				“Give me an assignment,” Mira said. “Anything.”

				“We’re contacting these women.” Eve explained the list, the approach, then gave Mira a list of names.

				

				Wearing black-tie, he settled into his box in the Grand Tier of the Metropolitan Opera House. He richly anticipated the performance of Rigoletto. His newest partner was secured and sleeping. As for Gia…well, he didn’t want to spoil his evening dwelling on that disappointment.

				He would end that project tomorrow, and he would move on.

				But tonight was for the music, the voices, the lights, and the drama. He knew he would take all of that home with him, relive it, reexperience it while he sipped a brandy in front of the fire.

				Tomorrow, he would stop the clock.

				But now, he would sit, tingling with pleasure, while the orchestra tuned up.

				

				He ordered a freaking deli, was all Eve could think when the food began to roll in. There were trays and trays of meats, bread, cheese, side salads, sweets. Added to it, she saw two huge bags—distinctly gold—of the coffee (real coffee) he produced.

				She caught his eye, and hers was distinctly hairy. He only shook his head.

				“No lip,” he said.

				She pushed her way through the schoolyard rush to his station. “A word.”

				She moved out of the room, and when he joined her the din from the war room was a clear indicator no one else objected to the possibility of corned beef on rye.

				“Listen, I went along with the pizza parlor, but—”

				“I have to do something,” he interrupted. “It’s little enough, but at least it’s something. It’s positive. It’s tangible.”

				“Cops can spring for their own eats, and if I clear an order in, I’ve got a budget. There are procedures.”

				He turned away from her, turned back again with frustration simply rolling off of him. “Christ Jesus, we’re buried in shagging procedures already. Why would you possibly care if I buy some fucking sandwiches?”

				She stopped herself when she felt the teeth of her own temper in her throat. “Because it’s tangible.” She pressed her fingers into her eyes, rubbed hard. “It’s something to kick at.”

				“Can’t you take an hour? Look at me. Look at me,” he repeated, laying his hands on her shoulders. “You’re exhausted. You need an hour to stretch out, to turn off.”

				“Not going to happen, and by the way, you’re not looking so perky yourself.”

				“I feel like my brain’s been used as a punching bag. It’s not the time, or even the lack of sleep so much. It’s the unholy tedium.”

				That made her frown—and put her back up again, a little. “You’ve done cop work before.”

				“Bits and pieces it comes clear to me now, and that with some challenge and a clear end goal.”

				“Challenge? Like risking your life and getting bloody.”

				Calmer, he circled his head on his neck and wondered how many years it might take to get the last of the kinks out. “A lot more appealing, sad to say, than sitting in front of a screen or on a ’link for hours on end.”

				“Yeah. I know just what you mean. But this is part of it, a big part of it. It’s not all land to air chases and busting in doors. Listen, you can take an hour in the crib. Probably should. I’ll clear it.”

				He flicked a finger along the dent in her chin. “Not only does that sound extremely unappealing, but if you’re on, I’m on. That’s the new rule until we’ve finished this.”

				Arguing took energy she didn’t have to spare. “Okay. All right.”

				“Something else is wrong.” He put a hand under her chin, left it there even when she winced and tried to knock it off. “Shows what happens when your brain’s used as a punching bag that I didn’t see it before. What is it?”

				“I figure having some murdering bastard who slipped by us before back torturing and killing women under our noses is pretty much enough.”

				“No, something else in there.” It was the “slipped by us” that clicked for him. “Where’s Feeney?”

				For an answer, she shifted, and kicked the vending machine so viciously it sent off its security alarm.

				Warning! Warning! Vandalizing or damaging this unit is a crime, and punishable by a maximum of thirty days incarceration and a fine not to exceed one thousand dollars per offense. Warning! Warning!

				“All right, then,” Roarke said mildly, and taking her arm, pulled her down the corridor. “Let’s just take this to your office before we’re both arrested for attempting to steal fizzies.”

				“I don’t have time to—”

				“I think making time is in everyone’s best interest.”

				He took her straight through, so the scatter of cops on weekend evening shift barely glanced over.

				Inside her office, he closed the door, leaned back against it while she kicked her desk. “When you’re done abusing inanimate objects, tell me what happened.”

				“I screwed up, that’s what happened. Fuck, fuck, and shit. I messed up.”

				“How?”

				“What would it have taken me? Ten minutes? Five? Five minutes to give him the rundown before the briefing. But I didn’t think of it, never crossed my mind.” Obviously at wit’s end, she fisted her hands on either side of her head and squeezed in. “What the hell’s wrong with me that it never crossed my mind?”

				“Once more,” Roarke suggested, “with clarity.”

				“Feeney, I didn’t feed him the new data, tell him about the new angle we’d work. That the suspect had contacted the target, lured her to him rather than doing the grab on the street. The way we’d worked the first case. Damn it!”

				Her desk took another slam with her boot. “I just lumped him in with everyone else, didn’t take into account that he’d led the first investigation. All I had to do was pull him aside, tell him, ‘Hey, we’ve got something fresh.’ Give him a little time to take it in.”

				“He didn’t react well, I take it?”

				“Who could blame him?” she tossed back. Her tired eyes were dark with regret. “Jumped on me with both feet. And what do I do? I get my back up, that’s what I do. Can’t just say, hey, I’m sorry, I got caught up in the roll and didn’t think it through. No, can’t say that. Oh well, shit!”

				She covered her face a moment, heeled away the tears that got away from her. “This isn’t good.”

				“Baby, you’re so tired.”

				“So the fuck what? So I’m tired, that’s the job, that’s the way it is. Tired means nothing. I bitch slapped him, Roarke. I told him to take a break, to go home. Why didn’t I just knock him down and rub his face in it while I was at it?”

				“Did he need a break, Eve?”

				“That’s not the point.”

				“It certainly is.”

				Now she sighed. “Just because it was the right call doesn’t mean it was right. He said I didn’t respect him, and that’s not true. That’s so far from any truth, but I didn’t show him respect. I told you before, the other one was on him—that’s command. All I did by handling it this way was add to that weight.”

				“Sit down. Oh, for Christ’s sake, sit for five minutes.” He strode over, all but lifted her bodily into her chair. “I know something about command, and it’s often not pretty, nor comfortable, and very often it’s not fair. But someone had to make the calls, the decisions. Maybe you didn’t account for his feelings, and you can regret that if it helps you. But the simple fact is, you had a great deal more on your mind than coddling Feeney.”

				“It’s not coddling.”

				“And he had a great deal on his, and obviously needed to vent some of the pressure,” Roarke continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Which he did, quite handily, I’d say, on you. Now you’re both feeling sorry for yourselves.”

				Her mouth dropped open in sheer shock for two seconds, then twisted into a snarl. “Bite me.”

				“I hope to have the energy for that at some point in the near future. You told him to go home because you understood, even if you were angry and hurt, you understood he needed to step away for a time. He went because he understood, even being angry and hurt, that he needed to. So, mission accomplished, and I imagine sometime tomorrow, you’ll both clean up the fallout and forget it. Correct?”

				She sniffled, scowled. “Well, if you want to be all insightful and reasonable about it.”

				“He loves you.”

				“Oh, jeez.”

				Roarke had to laugh. “And you love him. If you were just cops to each other, it might still be a bit tricky. Add love, and it’s a very thorny path the two of you walk when you’re entrenched in something like this.”

				From where she sat she could still kick her desk. She did so, but lightly this time. “You sound like Mira 101.”

				“I’ll take that as a compliment. Any better?”

				“I don’t know. Maybe.” She pressed her hands to her temples. “My head’s killing me.”

				He merely reached into his pocket, took out a tiny case. Thumbing it open, he held it out to her. She frowned down at the little blue pills. Standard blocker, she knew, just as she knew he’d nag her to take one if she balked—which would only make the headache worse. Or he’d just force one down her throat, which was a humiliation she didn’t want to risk so close on the heels of pity tears.

				She took one, popped it.

				“There’s a good girl.”

				“I repeat: Bite me.”

				He pulled her up, pulled her in. Nipped her bottom lip. “Just a preview of things to come.”

				Since it was there, she touched his face. “You looked a little worn and down before, too.”

				“I was feeling that way. Worn and down.” He rested his brow on hers a moment. “Let’s go have a sandwich and some decent coffee.”

				McNab signaled the minute they walked back in.

				“Getting some beeps here.”

				“Wipe the mustard off your face, Detective.”

				“Oh, sorry.” He swiped at it with the back of his hands. “Started the Ted search at the branch where Rossi works,” he began. “Got guys that fit the height and weight, but not the age, fit the age, but not otherwise. Fanned out to other branches. This Pi’s being really trim about it. But still nothing that really rings the bell. So I moved out to the boroughs.”

				“Bottom-line it, McNab.”

				“Okay, I’ve got a few—nobody named Ted—but a few who fall into the description you may want to have checked out. But they don’t fit the profile. We got married guys, with kids, grandkids, and no property like we’re thinking listed under their name or names of family members I’ve dug up so far.”

				“And those are my beeps.”

				“No. I started thinking, hey, let’s try the locales of the other murders. Hit Florida first, and got us a beep.”

				He called the data on screen. “Membership in the name of Edward Nave. DOB June 8, 1989—down on the age—and the membership required a workup, so we’ve got his height—down with that—weight—a few pounds lighter, but you gotta figure on some flux. Oh, and Peabody says that Ted’s a nickname for Edward, so—”

				“Address.”

				“Yeah, that’s a problem. Address is bogus. He lists a Florida addy that would have him setting up in Miami’s Grand Opera House. I checked it out.”

				“Bring up his ID.”

				“Okay.” McNab pulled at his heavily decorated ear. “Problem number two. I can give you a fistful of Edward Naves, but none of their ID data matches the membership data.”

				“Copy me on them anyway. We’ll run them down. How long has he held the membership? When did he pick it up in Florida?”

				“Five years. About three months before the first murder there. It’s him, Dallas.” Conviction pushed through McNab’s voice, hardened his face. “Gotta go with the gut on it, but he’s covered it.”

				“We’re going to uncover it.” She looked at Roarke. “This franchise in Europe?”

				“It is.”

				“Start searching the memberships in the other target cities. Maybe, just maybe, this was one of his trolling tools.”

				She started to go to her own station. She’d dig into Florida again, she decided, see if she could find any connection between the fitness center and any of the victims there. A member, one of the staff, cleaning crew.

				“Eve.” Mira stood up, and the look in her eyes had Eve’s stomach sinking. “I’ve been trying to contact an Ariel Greenfeld. She’s a baker at a place called Your Affair downtown. She doesn’t answer the ’link numbers listed on her information. I’ve just spoken with her emergency contact, a neighbor. Greenfeld hasn’t been back to her apartment since she left for work this morning.”

				“Get me the address.” She started to tell Peabody to get moving, then stopped. She’d made a mistake with Feeney, there was no point in giving out another personal slap. “Roarke and I will check it out. Unless notified, all team members are to go the hell home by twenty-three hundred or hit the crib. Report back at oh-eight-hundred for first briefing. Anything, absolutely anything pops meanwhile, I’m the first to know.”

				

				As they headed toward Ariel’s apartment, Eve glanced at Roarke. His face was unreadable, but she understood it. Guilt, worry, questions.

				“What’s Your Affair?”

				“An event shop. Ah…upscale, everything you might need under one roof. A variety of specialty boutiques—attire, floral and planting, bakery, catering, decor, event planners. It was something I thought of when we were dealing with our wedding. Why go to all these places, all these people, if you can go to one location and find effectively everything you’d need. And if you want something else, there are consultants who’ll find that something else for you.”

				Eve thought she might actually shop in a place like that. If she fell out of a three-story window, cracked her head on the sidewalk, and suffered severe brain damage. But she said, “Handy.”

				“So I thought, yes. It’s doing quite well. She’s worked there eight months. Ariel Greenfeld.”

				“And right now, she could be boinking some guy she picked up in a bar.”

				He turned his head to look at her. “You don’t think that. I should contact her supervisor, find out what time she left work.”

				“Let’s wait on that. Let’s check out her place, talk to her neighbor. Look, do you know why I’m keeping the team on another two hours? She might not be the one. We pull off, push everything into this, maybe somebody else gets taken. First, we get a clearer view of the situation.”

				“Yes, a clearer view. How’s the headache?”

				“Sulking behind the blocker. I know it’s there, but it’s pretty easy to ignore.”

				When they’d parked, he laid a hand over hers. “Where are your gloves?”

				“Somewhere. Else.”

				He kept her hand in his, opened the glove box. And took out the spare pair he’d bought her on a recent shopping trip. “Wear these. It’s cold.”

				She pulled them on, and was grateful for them as they hiked a block to the apartment building. “You never got that sandwich,” she pointed out.

				“Neither did you.”

				“At least I didn’t shell out hundreds of dollars and not even end up with a pickle chip or a splat of veggie hash.”

				“I’ve never understood the appeal of anything referred to as ‘hash.’” Appreciating her, he draped an arm over her shoulders as they walked.

				Rather than wait to be buzzed in, she used her master on the front entrance door.

				Decent building, she noted. What she thought of as solid working class. Tenants with steady employment and middle-class income. Tidy entranceway, standard security cams, single elevator.

				“Third floor,” she requested. “She could walk to work from here, if she didn’t mind a good hike. Catch the subway and save five blocks in crappy weather or if she’s running late. Bakers, they start early, right? What time does the store open?”

				“Seven-thirty for the bakery, the café. Ten to six for most of the retail, with extended hours to eight on Saturdays. But yes, I’d think the bakery section would start work before opening hours.”

				“Couple hours maybe. So if she had to be there by six…” She trailed off as they reached the third floor. “Neighbor’s 305.”

				She walked to it, had just lifted a fist to knock when the door opened. The man who answered was late-twenties, sporting spikey hair of streaked black and bronze. He wore a baggy sweater and old jeans, and an expression of barely controlled worry.

				“Hey, heard the elevator. You the cops?”

				“Lieutenant Dallas.” Eve held up her badge. “Erik Pastor?”

				“Yeah, come on in. Ari’s not home yet. I’ve been calling people, to see if anybody’s seen her.”

				“When did you see her last?”

				“This morning. Early this morning. She came in to bring me a couple of muffins. We went out last night, a group of us. Ari went home before midnight, because she had to be at work at six this morning. And she figured—correctly—I’d be hungover.”

				He lowered to the arm of the couch. The area reflected the debris of a man who’d spent the bulk of the day nursing a long night. Soy chips, soft-drink tubes, a bottle of blockers, a blanket, a couple of pillows were scattered around.

				“I only made it as far as the couch,” he continued. “So I heard her come in, groaned at her. She razzed me a little, and said she’d see me later. If I wasn’t dead, she’d pick up a few things on her way home and fix me some dinner. Has something happened to her? They wouldn’t tell me anything on the ’link.”

				“You’re tight? You and Ariel?”

				“Yeah. Not, you know, that way. We’re friends. We hang.”

				“Could she be out with someone she’s more than friendly with?”

				“There’s a couple of guys—casual, nothing serious. I checked with them, hell, with every damn body. Plus, she’d have told me.” His voice shook a little, telling Eve he was struggling with that control. “If she says she’s going to come back and fix dinner, that’s what she does. I was starting to worry before you guys called.”

				“What time did she get off work today?”

				“Ah…give me a minute. Four? Yeah, I think four. It’s her long Sunday, so it’s four. Usually she heads straight back. Short Sundays she might do some shopping, or some of us would meet up for lunch or something.”

				“We’d like to look in her apartment.”

				“Okay, sure. She wouldn’t mind. I’ll get the key. We’ve got keys to each other’s places.”

				“Did she say anything about having an appointment today? About meeting someone?”

				“No. Or, God, I don’t know. I had my head buried under the pillow and was praying for a quick, merciful death when she popped in this morning. I didn’t pay attention.” He dug a set of keys out of a drawer. “I don’t understand why she’s not answering her pocket ’link. I don’t understand why you’re asking all these questions.”

				“Let’s take a look at her place,” Eve suggested. “Go from there.”

				

				It smelled of cookies, Eve realized. Though the kitchen was small, it was organized and equipped by someone who knew what they were doing.

				“Some women buy earrings or shoes,” Erik said. “Ari, she buys ingredients and baking tools. There’s a specialty shop in the meatpacking district called Baker’s Dozen? She’ll have an orgasm just walking in there.”

				“Is there anything missing that would normally be here if she was just going to work?”

				“Uh, I don’t know. I don’t think so. Should I look around?”

				“Why don’t you?”

				While he did, Eve studied the little computer on a table just outside the kitchen. Couldn’t touch it, she thought, not until there was an official report.

				Bending the line of probable cause.

				“He might be on there,” Roarke murmured. “Something to do with this might be on there.”

				“And she could walk in the door in the next thirty seconds, and I’d have invaded her privacy, illegally.”

				“Bollocks to that.” He started to move past Eve to open the computer himself.

				“Wait, damn it. Just wait.”

				“Her shoes.” Erik stepped out of the bedroom, his face radiating both confusion and concern.

				“What about them?”

				“Her good black shoes aren’t here. She wears skids to work. She walks. It’s eight blocks, two of them crosstown, and she’s on her feet all day. Her work skids aren’t here, either. She’d take a change if she was going somewhere after. She’d take other shoes.”

				His face cleared. “She took her good black shoes. She must’ve had a date or something, just forgot to tell me, or I was so out of it…. That’s all it is. She hooked up with somebody after work.”

				Eve turned back to Roarke. “Open it.”

			

		

	
		
			
				11

			

			
				EVE RELAYED THE NEW DATA TO THE TEAM AT Central, and ordered Ariel’s electronics picked up. Riding on the fresh spurt of adrenaline, she turned to Roarke. “We’ve got a jump on him.”

				Roarke continued to study the little screen with its images of wedding cakes and cost projections. “From the glass-half-empty side, it seems he’s gotten the jump on us.”

				“That’s wrong thinking. We’re moving on a lead we didn’t have before this investigation. And we’re moving in the right direction. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have known, not for hours—potentially days—that Greenfeld was missing. We wouldn’t know how he pulled her in.”

				“And how does that help her, Eve?”

				“Everything we know gives her a better chance of making it through. We know he’s had her about five hours. We have to assume he’s frequented the store where she worked, and contacted her by some method. Five hours, Roarke,” she repeated. “He hasn’t done anything to her yet. Probably has her sedated. He won’t start on her until he’s…”

				He looked up then, eyes frigid. “Until he’s finished with Gia Rossi. Until he’s done cutting and carving on her.”

				“That’s right.” No way to soften it, Eve thought. No point in trying. “And until we find Rossi’s body, she’s alive. Until we find her body, she’s got a chance. Now, with this, she has a better one. We canvass, we check parking lots, we check public transpo. We talk to her coworkers, her other friends. We have his age, his body type. We didn’t have any of that twenty-four hours ago.”

				She stepped to him, touched his arm. “Make a copy of that program, will you? We’ll work this from home. Maybe something will shake loose on the search Summerset’s been running, or on the real estate angle. Something’s going to click into place.”

				“All right. But neither of us is working on this until we’ve stepped back for a couple hours. I mean it, Eve,” he said before she could protest. “You ordered your team to take some downtime for good reason.”

				“I could use a shower,” she said after a moment. “An hour. Compromise.” She held up a hand, held him off. “You’ve got to admit it beats fighting about it for half that downtime.”

				“Agreed.” He copied the data, handed her the disc.

				Since she didn’t consider the drive home part of the break, she let Roarke take the wheel and shuffled through her notes, the timelines, the names, the statements.

				He’d taken the third target sooner than projected, Eve mused. Two reasons she could think of for that. Either the earlier snatch suited his personal schedule or the target’s. Or Gia Rossi wasn’t holding up well.

				She could already be dead—a possibility Eve saw no reason to share with Roarke.

				Hours, she thought. If the contact had been made hours sooner, they would have found Ariel Greenfeld before he had her. The right question, the right time. Not only would the woman have been safe, but they’d have had solid data on the suspect.

				Off at four, she noted. Planned to make dinner for her neighbor. So, she’d planned to be home from this outside appointment in two or three hours, most likely.

				“How long would you budget for a meeting?” Eve asked. “For going over a proposal for wedding cakes and desserts, that sort of thing?”

				“From her end?” Roarke considered. “She put together a lot of images, a number of variations of style and type, flavors. A great deal of trouble. I’d guess she’d prepared for a couple of hours. If she assumed—correctly—that many people take every detail of a wedding very seriously, she would have been prepared to give the potential client all the time he needed or wanted.”

				“Okay, let’s say two, so that makes it eighteen hundred not including travel time. She tells the guy across the hall she’s going to pick up a few things on the way home to make—actually cook—a meal. That’s got to take some time. The shopping part, the cooking part. Probably, what, an hour?”

				“Your guess.” Roarke shrugged. “Summerset would know better.”

				“Yeah, well, until we consult His Boniness, I’m figuring an hour. Which puts it at nineteen hundred, again without travel. Late night Saturday, long day Sunday, early to work on Monday. I don’t figure she was prepping a late meal.”

				“And what does that tell you?”

				“It tells me that, most likely, as far as she knew, she wasn’t going that far for this meeting. Not across the river into Jersey, probably not across the bridge into Brooklyn or Queens. Too much bridge-and-tunnel traffic. Probability is higher he’s in Manhattan. Narrows the search.”

				Eve shifted. “She’s tossing a meal together for a friend, not planning a fancy deal for a lover. Just a pal, one she’s hoping she can share this good news with if she copped the job. Picking up a few things on the way home. That says she planned to get herself home. Public transportation or on foot. So she can stop by the market. Decent chance he’s downtown, at least not above midtown.”

				She sat back. “Focus there to start. Fan out, sure, but we start there, focus there.”

				She worked the problem the rest of the way home, adding in factors, playing with angles. Urban Wars, body ID method, Lower West or East Side clinics.

				He almost certainly had some sort of transportation, but it would also serve if he could stalk any or all of his victims on foot.

				People tended to shop and frequent restaurants in their comfort-zone. The soap and shampoo—downtown store was very likely the source unless he web-shopped or brought it into New York with him. Starlight was in Chelsea, the bakery downtown, the first dumping spot in this round on the Lower East. Gia Rossi worked midtown.

				Maybe he wasn’t traveling far from home this time around.

				Maybe.

				She plugged her knowns and unknowns into her PPC, intending to transfer the information to her desk unit and run probabilities.

				“I want whatever Summerset’s worked up on disc and on my unit,” she began as they drove through the gates. “We can get his take on the timing as far as shopping/cooking, but I want to check out what markets and stores Greenfeld most usually frequented. And other specialty places below Fiftieth. The way her neighbor talked, she’d have gotten a charge out of wandering some new food place. We’ll interview the others she went out with Saturday night. Maybe she let something slip about her Sunday plans.”

				They got out on opposite sides of the car, but Roarke put a hand on her arm when they reached the base of the steps of home. “You never thought there was a chance for Rossi.”

				“I never said that, and there’s always a chance.”

				“Slim to none. It didn’t stop you pushing—hard and in every way you could push, but you knew her chances were all but nil, and on some level accepted it.”

				“Listen—”

				“No, don’t misunderstand me. That’s not a criticism. It’s a small, personal revelation that came to me on the way home. Watching you work, listening to you even when you weren’t speaking. Your mind says volumes. You don’t feel the same way about Ariel Greenfeld.”

				He slid his hand down her arm until he found hers, linked fingers. “You believe there’s a real chance now. Not only in finding him, stopping him. That you have to believe every minute or you’d never be able to do what you do. But you believe you’ll find him, stop him before it’s too late for this woman, and because of it Gia Rossi’s chances have gone up from slim to none to slim. It has to energize you, and at the same time, it must weigh all the heavier. They have a chance. You’re their chance.”

				“We,” Eve corrected. “Everyone working the case is their chance. And we’d better not let her down.”

				She expected Summerset to materialize in the foyer and intended to have Roarke take point with him. But the minute they stepped in, she heard laughter in the parlor, and the bubbling sound of it was unmistakable.

				“Mavis is here.”

				“There’s your hour of downtime.” Roarke slipped Eve’s coat from her shoulders. “Difficult to find a more entertaining or distracting way to rest the brain cells than a portion of Mavis Freestone.”

				It was tough to argue the point. But when Eve stepped to the parlor doorway, she saw Mavis had brought Trina along. If that wasn’t scary enough, they’d hauled the baby out for the evening.

				Most terrifying, at the moment, the infant Belle was being held by Summerset, and having her chin chucked by his skeletal fingers.

				“I’m traumatized,” Eve stated. “He’s not supposed to smile like that. It’s against the laws of man and nature.”

				“Don’t be such a hard-ass.” Roarke gave her a little poke in the ribs. “Ladies,” he said in normal tones, and had the group looking over.

				“Hey!” Mavis’s already glowing face brightened. “You’re back! We were about to head out, but Bella wanted another Summerset smoochie.”

				Which, to Eve’s mind, confirmed the innate oddity of babies and kids.

				Mavis bounced over, sending the short, flirty skirt she wore swirling over polka-dot tights. The skirt was candy pink, the tights pink on brilliant blue. She’d gone for the blue in her hair, too, Eve noted, in a few wild streaks against silvery blond.

				She grabbed one of Roarke’s hands, one of Eve’s, and pulled them into the room. “Leonardo had to shoot out to New L.A. for a client, so Trina and Belle and I had a total girl day. Ended it with some Summerset time. Look who’s here, Belle. Look who came to see you.”

				With little choice Eve looked down at the baby still tucked in Summerset’s arms. Most, Eve supposed, would say the kid looked like a doll. But to Eve’s way of thinking, dolls were just creepy.

				The fact was, the baby was a knockout—if you discounted the drool—pink, pretty, and plump. A lacy white ribbon was tied around her hair, as if she’d been wrapped like a gift. The dark blue eyes were lively, maybe a little too lively. They made Eve wonder just what went on inside the brain of a human the size of a teacup poodle.

				She wore some sort of outfit with feet and a kind of sweater deal over it that may have been trimmed in actual fur. Over it all there was a bib—due, Eve supposed, to drool—that proclaimed:

				MY DADDY IS ICED!

				“Cute,” Eve said and would have stepped back, but Roarke blocked her as he studied the baby over Eve’s shoulder.

				“I think gorgeous is more accurate. What nice work you do, Mavis.”

				“Thanks.” The former street urchin and current music vid sensation stared down at her daughter with sparkling eyes of unearthly blue. “Sometimes I look at her and just can’t believe she came out of me.”

				“Do you have to bring up that part of it?” Eve asked and made Mavis laugh again.

				“Maybe we could hang a little while more, unless you’re too tired. You guys look pretty whipped.”

				“Could use a treatment,” Trina commented.

				“Stay away from me.” Eve jabbed a finger in the consultant’s direction.

				“We could use a meal.” Roarke smiled at their guests. “Why don’t you join us?”

				“Summerset already fed us until we popped, but we could stick, keep you company. It’s off knowing our big daddy won’t be home when we get there, isn’t it, Bellarama?”

				“I’ll prepare something right away.”

				Eve saw Summerset shift and—anticipating—was quick and cowardly. She sidestepped, hip-bumped Roarke, leaving him in the line of fire.

				She loved her man, would unquestionably risk her life for his. But when it came to babies, he could sink. She was swimming.

				His arms came out instinctively, as a man’s might when something fragile or potentially explosive was about to be dropped into them. “I don’t…I should…Oh, well then,” he muttered as Summerset deftly made the transfer.

				“Is there anything in particular you’d like?” The faintest wisp of a smile touched Summerset’s lips as Roarke’s eyes burned a hole through him. “For supper?”

				“Something quick,” Roarke managed. He’d once defused a bomb with seconds to spare, and had felt less panic.

				“I was hoping to see you.” Mavis beamed at him, then dropped into a chair, leaving Roarke standing on what felt like very unsteady ground. “Just about dropped all the belly weight now, and got the full-steam from the docs. I’ve got a boat of new material, so I thought I could get in the studio, rock it out, cut some vids.”

				“Yes. That sounds…all right.”

				“Mag. I figured to bring Bella in with me. She’s completely about music. If it doesn’t work, Leonardo and I’ll figure something.”

				“Doesn’t want a nanny,” Trina commented.

				“Not yet anyway. I just want her to be all mine right now. Mine and her daddy’s. But I’ve got the itch to get back to work, so I want to see if I can do it on my own.”

				“I’m sure you’ll do fine.” Roarke glanced down at the baby and saw Belle’s eyes were drooping. As if the thick, dark lashes were too heavy for the delicate lids to hold. “She’s going to sleep.” His own lips curved as what he held went from being mildly terrifying to quietly sweet. “Worn out from all the partying, are you now? Is there something I should do?”

				“You’re doing it,” Mavis told him. “But we’ll put her down. There’s a monitor in her travel bed.” Mavis rose. “Receiver right here.” She tapped a flamingo-shaped pin just above her right ear. “Just lay her right in here. If she wakes up a little, you just pat her belly for a minute. She conks.”

				It was something like a small, portable sleep chair, Roarke noted, well padded in Mavis’s—or Bella’s, he supposed—signature rainbow hue. Though setting her down in it seemed fairly straightforward, he actually felt sweat pool at the base of his spine.

				When she was down, and he straightened, the relief and satisfaction was very nearly orgasmic.

				Mavis crouched, fussed with the blanket. “She’ll be fine right here, won’t you, my baby girl?”

				“The cat. Isn’t there something about cats and babies?”

				Mavis smiled up at Roarke. “I think it’s bogus, but anyway, Galahad’s scared of her. He took one look and lit. If he comes snooping around her, I’ll hear it. I can actually hear her breathing through the receiver.”

				After giving the blanket one last fiddle, Mavis stood. “You should eat in the dining room like we did. There’s a nice fire in there, too. You’ll relax more. You guys really do look wrung. We won’t stay long.”

				“We’re taking an hour down.” Now that all danger of being expected to hold the baby had passed, Eve moved back to Roarke. “Let’s go eat.”

				They settled in the dining room where the fire roared and a dozen candles were lit. To give Summerset his due, he’d managed quick and tasty. There were thin slices of roast chicken in some sort of fragrant sauce, fancy potatoes, and something that might have been squash but was prepared so it wasn’t really objectionable.

				He served Trina a glass of wine, and Mavis something rose-colored and frothy with a plate of thin cookies and fancy chocolates.

				“I come around here too often, I’ll be back to belly weight.” Mavis picked up a chocolate. “Nursing makes me nearly as hungry as pregnancy did.”

				“No breast milk at the table,” Eve warned her. “So to speak.”

				“I sort of carry it everywhere.” But Mavis grinned. “You can talk about the case. You’re going to think about it anyway. We heard about it on screen. I remember when this guy was around before. I was on the grift then. All the girls on the street were scared all the time.”

				“You were too young for him then.”

				“Maybe, but it was scary. Trina and I both went way far from brunette last night during our hair party. Just, you know, in case.”

				Eve eyed Mavis’s silver and blue streaks, then Trina’s flame red tower of curls. “Yeah, you’re not his type.”

				“Glad to hear. How’s it going, anyway? Everything’s dire on screen.”

				“We’ve got some buttons to push.”

				“I was doing hair at Channel Seventy-five yesterday.” Trina studied the cookies narrowly, picked one. “On-air reporter was trying to make my celeb, you know? Spouting and such. He gave her some gory on the case to impress her, and said the police were stymied.”

				“Reporters are mostly assholes.”

				“Lot of them say the same about cops.” Trina smiled. “I think it’s pretty much fifty-fifty. Anyway, it was the buzz in the salon yesterday, and we had the chairs full of women ditching their brunette.”

				Eve forked up some chicken. “You’re still working the salon route?” she considered. “I thought you were on Nadine’s show, and working private.”

				“You get private through the salon if you know how to play it. Plus, Roarke set me up pretty.”

				“To what?”

				“Trina manages the salon section of Bliss, the downtown spa,” Roarke explained. “An excellent choice on my part.”

				“You got that.” Trina toasted him. “Business is up seven percent since I took over.”

				“Your operators take private?” Eve asked her.

				“It’s against policy.” Trina wiggled her dramatic eyebrows at Roarke as she sipped her wine. “Private means they don’t come in, the salon and spa don’t get the business. And they don’t drop impulse dough. But let’s get real. A customer asks—they’re called consultants, by the way—to do a house gig, they’re not going to say no unless they don’t want the job.”

				“I’m looking for a man about seventy, short, pudgy.”

				“We get that type, sure. Policy is to tactfully steer the pudge part into our spa or the body sculpting section. Barring, we talk up the fitness centers, and—”

				“I’m talking specifically,” Eve interrupted. “A man of that basic type coming in, feeling out one of the consultants for a private. Within the last, let’s say, two months.”

				“Lotta room, Dallas,” Trina said. “We get a lot of traffic, and being manager, most of the consultants aren’t going to mention a private to me, unless it’s sanctioned.”

				“Sanctioned how?”

				“Like we send teams or a solo in for special occasions, and the salon takes the big cut.”

				“Long shot,” Eve muttered.

				“But come to think of it, I had somebody like that. I guess.”

				Eve set down her fork. “You guess or you had one?”

				“Look, like I said, we get a lot of traffic. People tap me for private most every day. What’s the big…Oh, hey, hey!” Her wine sloshed toward the rim as she hastily set the glass down. “Is this the guy? Is this the fucking guy? Holy shit storm.”

				“Just tell me what you remember.”

				“Okay, Jesus, let me clear the decks.” Trina closed her eyes, sucked air through her nose several times. “This guy…walk-in. Manicure, I’m thinking. Don’t remember who had him. I’m thinking it was a Saturday afternoon, and we’re busting on Saturday afternoons. He waited a long time for the nail job, wandered over into the retail section. I think. I was busy. I just remember catching sight of him a few times. Then I took my break, went into the bar for a smoothie. Maybe a fizzy. No, it was a smoothie.”

				“Trina, I don’t care what you had to drink.”

				“I’m getting the picture.” Her eyes flashed open. “You want the picture, I need to get it first. So it was a smoothie. A banana-almond smoothie. We make killers. And he comes up, real polite. ‘Excuse me, Miss,’ like that. He noticed I was in charge, and since he’d had to wait awhile he’d noticed, too, how skilled I was.”

				She smiled to herself. “So I didn’t tell him to flip, that I was on a break. He wanted to know how to arrange an at-home appointment. Not for him, though, not for him, wait a minute.”

				Frowning, she picked up her wine, sipped again while Eve struggled not to just leap up and pound the rest of the details out of her.

				“His wife? Yeah, yeah, yeah, at-home for his wife. She wasn’t well, and how he thought it would make her feel better to have her hair done, maybe a facial, a mani, pedi, like that. A package treatment.”

				“Trina—”

				“Wait a damn minute. Let me get a fix on it. I’m telling him how we arrange this, the fees, and so on, and he’s wondering if I’d consider doing this on my day off. So I wouldn’t have to rush back to work, but could give his wife as much time as she wanted. Whenever it suited me. He even showed me a picture of the wife. He’d be happy to pay whatever I think appropriate.”

				“Did he give you an address?”

				“You keep interrupting.” Obviously annoyed, Trina opened her eyes again. “No. I said how I’d need to check my book. So I did, taking my time, thinking it over. Even the older guys can be stringing you, you know? I was booked up for a while. I think I gave him a couple possible dates. A couple of weeks down the road. He said he’d check the dates out with his wife’s nurse, see which she thought would work best. He asked if I had a card, so he could contact me. I gave him one. And that was it.”

				“He didn’t get back to you?”

				“Nope. I thought maybe I saw him about a week later. Somewhere. Where was it? Oh, yeah, in this bar where I was having drinks with this guy I was thinking of doing. But I figured, nah. Not the kind of joint you see a suit with a sick wife.”

				“He give you a name?”

				“Maybe. I don’t remember. If I can pin down the mani he got, we’d have it on the books. First name anyhow. Is this the guy?”

				Don’t rush it, Eve thought. Dot the i’s. “What color was your hair?”

				“You gotta be kidding. It was, like, a month ago. Yeah, a month, like the first Saturday in February, because I remember thinking if we did business like that through the month, I was going to ask for a raise. We did, I did. And hey, thanks again,” she said to Roarke.

				“Caramel Mocha,” Mavis murmured. “With Starfish highlights.”

				“Yeah?” Trina turned to her. “You sure?”

				“You did me Starfish with Candyland tips.” Mavis’s hand trembled a little as she reached for her glass. “I’ve got a memory for this stuff. Oh, wow. Oh, wow. I think I feel a little sick.”

				“You? I’m the one he was planning to torture and kill. I think I feel…” Trina pressed a hand to her belly, then squinted out of slitted eyes. “Pissed. That’s what I feel. That son of a bitch. Sick wife? Pay me whatever. He was going to kill me.” She picked up her wine, guzzled it. “Why didn’t he?”

				“You changed it.” Mavis took slow, deep breaths. “You didn’t stick with that shade even a week. You went straight to Wild Raven with Snow Cap streaks.”

				“Just back up,” Eve demanded. “This mocha bit? Does that translate to brunette?”

				“On a basic level,” Trina confirmed. “Of course, the way I work it’s way beyond anything basic.”

				“Can you describe him?”

				“Yeah, yeah, I think. But he was wearing a hair enhancer.”

				“Meaning wig?”

				“A good one, too, but you’re talking to the expert. Hey, hey, that’s why I didn’t think it was him in the bar. He wasn’t. I mean he was, the hair enhancer wasn’t. At least not the same one. I didn’t get a close or long enough look to tell if it was hair or enhancer.”

				“I want you to describe him. I want you to give me every detail you can remember about him. Appearance, voice, body type, gestures, any distinguishing marks. Everything. Tomorrow morning, you’ll work with a police artist.”

				“Really? No shit? I’m like an eyewitness. Frosty.”

				“Let’s take this up to my office. Think. Get him in your head.”

				She pulled out her ’link. “Peabody. I need you to contact Yancy. I want him ready to work with a witness tomorrow. Seven sharp.”

				“Is that morning?” Trina demanded.

				“Stow it.” Eve simply shot out a finger. “Got that, Peabody?”

				“Got it. Is that…Is that Trina?”

				“Yeah. She’s our wit. Small freaking world. I want Yancy, Peabody. I’m taking down her description now, and I’ll relay it to the team. Tell McNab I want him and the e-geeks ready to run with the description, then with the image as soon as Yancy’s got one.”

				She was walking as she talked, moving briskly out of the dining room, through the corridor, the foyer, up the stairs. As orders and instructions rolled out of her, Trina glanced over at Roarke.

				“She’s a little scary when she’s on the scent.”

				“She can be a lot scarier. You go up. I’ll be along.” He turned back, brushed a hand over Mavis’s shoulder. “Why don’t you and Bella and Trina plan to stay here tonight?”

				“Really? It’s okay?”

				“Absolutely. I’ll have Summerset take care of whatever you think you’ll need.”

				“Thanks. Boy. Thanks. I know it’s silly. Nobody’s going to bother us, but…”

				“We’ll all feel better, under the circumstances, if you’re tucked in here. Why don’t you get in touch with Leonardo, let him know?”

				“Okay. Good. Thanks. Roarke?”

				“Hmmm?”

				“If Trina hadn’t changed her hair…”

				“I know.” He kissed the top of her head now. “We’re all very glad mocha didn’t suit her.”
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				EVE WENT STRAIGHT TO HER DESK, POINTED TO a chair. “Sit. Let’s get this down. Start with height, weight, build.”

				“I thought you had that already.” Trina glanced around. She’d been in Eve’s office before, but not in eyewitness capacity. “How come you don’t fix this place up, like the rest of the house?”

				“It’s not the rest of the house. Trina, concentrate.”

				“I just wondered why you’d want to work in the low rent section of the Taj Mahal or whatever.”

				“I’m a sentimental fool. Height.”

				“Okay, ummm. On the short side. Under five-eight. More than five-four. See, I was sitting at the counter at the bar, and he stood, and…” She pursed her lips, used the flat of her hand to measure the air. “Yeah. Like five-six or-seven? That’s best guess.”

				“Weight.”

				“I don’t know. When I do bodywork, people are naked. I don’t gauge when they’ve got clothes on. I’m going to say he was, like, solid, but not the R-and-P type.”

				“R-and-P?”

				“Roly and poly. He was…” She curved her hands over her stomach, rolled them up her chest. “Carrying it in the front, like some guys do. Not a waddler, but not Mr. Health and Fitness Club either. Poochy, like your uncle Carmine.”

				“If I had one. Okay. How about coloring?”

				“He had this pewter brushback, thick on top and short on the sides. But that was the enhancer.”

				“Dark gray, short and thick.”

				“Dark gray’s dull, you ask me. Pewter’s got a soft gleam. But anyway, yeah. It was white when I saw him at the bar the other time. If it was him, which I pretty much think it was. Fluffy and white. Nice. Don’t know why he’d go for pewter when he has the Snow Cap going.”

				“White hair. You’re saying that wasn’t a wig.”

				“It was a glimpse—a quick ‘Oh, hey, I know that guy.’ But yeah, at a glimpse it looked like his own topper. Not a hundred percent on that one.”

				“Eyes?”

				“Jeez. Look, Dallas, I don’t know for sure. I’m thinking light. On the light side, but I’m not sure if we’re talking blue or green or gray, hazel. But I’m almost sure they weren’t dark. You know, the hair enhancer looked off to me from the get, because it was dark, and the rest of him wasn’t. He had really good skin.”

				“How so?”

				“Pale, soft-looking. Some lines, sure, but not dug in. He takes care of his skin. No jowly stuff going on either, so he’s maybe had a little work. He had a nice smooth texture to his skin.”

				“Pale,” Eve mumbled. Pale hair, pale eyes, pale skin. A pale man. Maybe the Romanian psychic hadn’t been completely full of shit.

				“Yeah, yeah. He colored his eyebrows to match the enhancer. It was off, just a little. Mostly you wouldn’t notice, but it’s my business to notice. White in the bar when I was figuring to give this guy I was drinking with the ride of his life.”

				“You said he was a suit. Was that literal or just because he looked like a suit?”

				“Both. He was wearing one—I think gray, like the hair and eyebrows. Probably. And he looked like the kind of guy who had a closetful of suits. Three-piece,” she added. “Yeah, yeah, vest, pants, jacket. Little pocket accent and tie. Spiffed, you know? Same in the bar. Dark suit. Nice contrast with the white hair.”

				She paused, then rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s just really hitting me. I’d’ve taken the gig. If he’d tagged me back, I’d’ve taken it. Personal day, a nice chunk of change. No harm.”

				Her breath trembled out as the color slid out of her cheeks. “He seemed so nice and…I want to say ‘safe.’ Some sweet older guy who wanted to do something special for his sick wife. I’d’ve charged him through the nose, but I’d have taken the job.”

				“You didn’t take it,” Eve reminded her. “And he made a mistake trying for you. You pay attention, you notice details and you remember. Listen to me.”

				She leaned forward because she could see it was, indeed, just hitting Trina. Not only had she lost color, she was beginning to shake a little. “Look at me and listen to what I’m telling you. He took someone today. Another one today. She’s got some time before he starts on her. He takes time. Are you hearing me?”

				“Yeah.” Trina moistened her lips. “Yeah.”

				“He made a mistake with you,” Eve repeated. “And what you’re telling me, what you’re going to do tomorrow with the police artist is going to help us get to him. You’re going to help us save her life, Trina. Maybe more than hers. You get that?”

				Trina nodded. “Can I get some water, maybe? I just went so dry.”

				“Sure. Hold on a minute.”

				As Eve went into the kitchen, Roarke stepped into the room. “You’re doing fine,” he said to Trina.

				“Got the shakes,” Trina admitted. “Whacked, really. Here I am in the Fortress of Roarke in the Chamber of Dallas. Can’t get any safer than that. And I’ve got the shakes. Mavis?”

				“She’s contacting Leonardo. You’ll all stay here tonight, if that suits you.”

				“Right down to the ground. Classy place like Bliss. You just don’t expect crazy killers to come in for a manicure. You know?”

				“This one likes to work with tidy nails,” Eve commented as she came back with a chilled bottle of water. “I’m going to need that appointment book,” she said to Roarke.

				“I’ll see to it. And,” he told Trina, “I’ll make sure you’re covered for tomorrow. Don’t worry about it.”

				“Thanks.” She gulped down water. “Okay.”

				Eve waited while Trina drank. “Tell me about his voice.”

				“Um…Soft, I guess. Quiet. Um…Refined? I think that’s the word. Like somebody educated, and who had the money behind him for a really good one. Kind of culture but not poofy. It was another thing that made him seem nice and safe, now that I think about it.”

				“Any accent?”

				“Not really. I mean, educated, yeah. Not like an accent though.”

				“Distinguishing marks, tats, scars.”

				“Nope.” Her voice was steadying, her color coming back. “Not showing.”

				“Okay.” It was enough, Eve thought. If she pushed too hard now, it could diminish what Yancy could draw out of Trina the next day. “Anything else you remember, you let me know. I’m going to need the names of everyone who was working the day he came in, who was working the counter where you talked to him, who might have tried to sell him anything in the retail section. I can get most of that from Roarke. I want you to try to get a good night’s sleep.”

				“Yeah, so do I. I think I’ll go down and stick with Mavis and Belle for a little while, till I smooth it out a little more.”

				“Summerset will show you where you’ll stay tonight. If you need anything,” Roarke added, “just ask.”

				“Will do. This is so…complete.” Trina shook her head as she rose. “I’m just going to…” She started out, stopped. “He smelled good.”

				“How?”

				“Good product—and not smothered in it. Some people don’t know how to be subtle with a product. It was like…” She squeezed her eyes shut again. “Just a hint of rosemary, undertones of vanilla. Nice.” She shrugged, then continued out of the room.

				“Major break.”

				“For you.” Roarke walked over to sit on the corner of her desk. “And, I’d say, for Trina.”

				“Yeah, being a hair-color slut paid off big-time for her. I need to get this description out. I want to run it through IRCCA. I don’t think we’ll hit there. I don’t think he’s been in the system, but it’s worth the shot. You need to work it with the results from the unregistered. See if you’ve got a competitor who fits the bill.”

				“All right.”

				“Skipped over Trina, went for York instead.”

				“Christ. Don’t tell her that.”

				Eve arrowed a glare at him. “Give me some credit.”

				“Sorry. Of course. I’ll take another look at the real estate, focusing below Fiftieth. Check in when I’m done.”

				“Good enough. Odds are shifting. Tide’s turning.”

				“I believe you.” He reached out, rubbed a thumb along the shadows under her eye. “Try not to drink too much coffee.”

				

				She decided that trying didn’t mean she had to succeed. Besides, how much coffee was, in actuality, too much? She sent out the description, then keyed it into IRCCA.

				She’d get countless hits with a description that general, and have to take a great deal of time to cull through them. But she couldn’t leave out the step.

				She began to run various probabilities. The suspect lived, worked, had ties to downtown Manhattan. The suspect frequented shops, restaurants, businesses in that sector in order to scout out targets. The suspect used various enhancements to alter his appearance during his meets with potential victims.

				She ran a search of public and private parking lots and garages downtown, then began to contact owners, managers, attendants on duty.

				She fought her way through a search of buildings—still standing or subsequently razed, that had housed bodies or had been used as clinics during the Urbans.

				When it came through she read Newkirk’s report on the first canvass of Greenfeld’s apartment building.

				Zip.

				Still, she had to give Newkirk a nod for being thorough. She had names, addresses, and a detailed rundown of every conversation.

				And thinking he may have come by it naturally, she flipped through her files and came up with Gil Newkirk’s contact number.

				He answered swiftly, on full alert, and with a blocked video that reminded her, abruptly, of the time.

				“Officer Newkirk, Lieutenant Dallas. I apologize for disturbing you so late.”

				“No problem, Lieutenant. One minute.”

				She waited on blue-screen hold for thirty seconds less than that. Video popped on, and she saw a square-jawed, slightly grizzled version of the young cop she’d first met on scene. “What can I do for you?”

				“I’m pursuing a new line, and should tell you beforehand that your son is a solid asset to the task force. You must be proud.”

				“Every day,” he agreed. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

				“I wonder if you can stretch your memory back, over your canvasses during the investigation nine years ago. I’m interested in a specific individual.”

				She related the description.

				“Nine years ago.”

				“I know it’s a stretch. He may be carrying some extra weight now, and we may be looking for darker hair. But I think the white may be consistent. He may have lived or worked or had a business in the area of one or more of the incidents.”

				“Talked to a lot of people back then, Lieutenant. And I wasn’t pulled in until the second murder. But if you’ll give me some time, I can look through my notes.”

				“Your notes are as concise and detailed as your son’s reports?”

				Gil grinned. “Taught him, didn’t I?”

				“Then I’d appreciate any time you can give me on this. I’ll be at Central by oh-seven-hundred. You can reach me there, or any of my ’links, anytime. I’ll give you my contact numbers.”

				He nodded. “Go ahead.” When he had them down, he nodded again. “I’ve been going over some of my notes anyway. Captain Feeney and I have had some conversations about this.”

				“Yeah, I know. Feel free to contact him in lieu of me on this. Sorry to wake you.”

				“Been a cop thirty-three years. Used to it.”

				Another long shot, Eve thought when she ended transmission. But they were starting to pay off.

				When Roarke walked in she had to struggle to focus. Her eyes wanted to give up. “Anything?”

				“Nothing on the competitor search, nothing that fits cleanly.”

				“How about messily?”

				“A handful of men who somewhat fit the description who are, in some way, involved in the upper echelons of competitors. No real hits. And a portion of those are out of the country, or off planet. When I take them through the other locations and times, none of them coordinates. I’ve gone down a few levels—supposing one of the lower-rung employees has a hard-on against me or my organization. I’m not finding anything there. And while I was running that, I realized that’s chasing the wild goose.”

				“You gotta chase it to catch it.”

				“Eve, it’s not my business. It’s not even me that’s the root. It’s you.”

				She blinked twice. “I—”

				“No, I can see it in your face.” Temper whipped out in the words. “You’re too damn tired to pull it off. This is no surprise to you. Goddamn it to bloody hell. You’ve had this in mind for some time now, and you’ve been fobbing me off with busywork.”

				“Whoa. Wait.”

				He simply strode over, lifted her right out of the chair. “You’ve no right. None. You knew or you believe that he’s using me because I’m connected to you. You, who connect to him, his first spree, the first investigation.”

				“Ease off.”

				“I damn well won’t.”

				His wrath, hot or cold, was dangerous at the best of times. Add emotional turmoil and brittle fatigue and it was deadly.

				“You’d be a target. The biggest jewel in his bloody crown. You’ve had that in your head, and never said, never gave me the courtesy of telling me.”

				“Don’t. I’ve had about enough of people telling me I didn’t give them courtesy. This is a murder investigation and I left my etiquette disc at the office. Ease off!”

				He just drew her up until she was on her toes. “If I hadn’t been so guilty and distracted, thinking it was something I did, or was, or had that was causing him to take my people, I’d have come to this myself long before. You let me think it.”

				“I don’t know if it’s me or if it’s you, but I did know—and boy are you proving it out—that if I told you this possibility, you’d go off.”

				“So you lied to me.”

				Her fury bloomed, so ripe and real at the accusation she had to fight, viciously, to stop herself from punching him. “I did not lie to you.”

				“By omission.” He dropped her back on her feet. “I thought we trusted each other more than this.”

				“Fuck it. Just fuck it.” She sat down, pressed her hands to her head. “Maybe I’m screwing up, right, left, back, forth. Feeney, you. I do trust you, and if I haven’t shown you that by now with every goddamn thing I have, I don’t know how else to do it.”

				“Mentioning this bloody business might’ve done the job.”

				“I needed to think it through. It never really occurred to me until Mira brought it up. And that was just today. I haven’t had time to think, goddamn it. I haven’t even run the probability yet.”

				“Run it now.”

				She dropped her hands, looked up at him. Her own temper had fizzled like a wet fuse, and all that was left were the soggy dregs.

				“I can’t take it. You’ve got to know, however spineless it is, I can’t take it if you slap me back, too. I can’t take it from both of you in one day. I wasn’t trying to hurt either of you. I was just doing my job the best I know how. I wasn’t keeping this from you, I just hadn’t…assimilated it yet.”

				“Or figured out how to use it, if your assimilation indicated it had merit.”

				“Yes. If it has merit, I will use it. You know that if you know me.”

				“I know that, yes.” He turned away, walked to her windows.

				“There was a time I wouldn’t have had anyone to consult on a decision. There was a time,” she continued, “I wouldn’t have considered it necessary to take anyone’s thoughts or feelings into account in any decision I made. That’s not true anymore. When I’d thought it through, when I’d come up with ideas or options, I would have told you. I wouldn’t have moved forward without telling you.”

				True enough, he told himself as he mastered his own fury and fear. That was all true enough, for both of them. And small, hard comfort.

				“Still, you’ll move forward, if you believe you must, regardless of my thoughts and feelings.”

				“Yes.”

				He turned back. “I probably wouldn’t love you so much it all but chokes me if you were otherwise.”

				She let out a breath. “I probably wouldn’t love you, et cetera, et cetera, if you didn’t understand I can’t be otherwise.”

				“Well, then.”

				“I’m sorry. I know it’s hard for you.”

				“You do.” He crossed back. “Aye, you do, but you don’t understand the whole of it. How could you? Why should you?” He touched her cheek. “I wouldn’t have been so angry if it hadn’t taken me so bloody long to realize it wasn’t about me, but about you.”

				“Not everything’s about you, ace.”

				He smiled, as she’d meant him to, but his eyes stayed intense. “We’ll talk through, thoroughly, any plans you make to try to use this angle. To use yourself as bait.”

				“Yes. My word on that.”

				“All right, then. We need to go to bed. I’ll have my way on that, Lieutenant. It’s nearly two in the morning, and you’ll want to be up around five, I’d guess.”

				“Yeah, okay. We’ll catch some sleep.”

				She walked with him, but couldn’t stop the ball he’d launched from bouncing around in her mind. “It was shuffling around in my head,” she began. “The idea of me being a target. A lot of information and supposition was shuffling around in my head.”

				“As I’ve marched along with you on this one for the past two days and three nights, I have a good understanding of how much is crowded in your head on this.”

				“Yeah, but see—God, I’m becoming a woman even before the words come out of my mouth.”

				“Please, you must be stopped.”

				“I’m serious.” Mildly embarrassed by it, she shoved her hands in her pockets. “The way women just nibble and gnaw at something, just can’t let it alone. Any minute I’m going to start wondering which color lip dye works best with my complexion. Or my shoes.”

				He laughed, shook his head. “I think we’re safe from that.”

				“If I ever start going that way, put me down. Okay?”

				“My pleasure.”

				“But what I have to say, which is annoying, is that I don’t even know if it’s a viable angle. I’m not going to drop over to some guy’s house to plan a party for him or teach him the samba.”

				“You often go to strangers’ houses to interview them or take statements.”

				“Okay, yeah.” She pushed at her hair as they entered the bedroom. “But I’m rarely solo, and I’m logged, and Jesus, Roarke, I’m a cop. It wouldn’t be a snap for some old guy to get the drop on me.”

				“Which makes you quite the challenge. That would be an added appeal.”

				“And that’s shuffling around, too. But—”

				“He might have targeted you instead of Ariel Greenfeld. If you’ve been in his sights the last few days—weeks, come to that—it could’ve been you he took today.”

				“No, it couldn’t.” And this, she realized as she undressed, was why she was gnawing at this. He had to see, accept, and relax. “Think about it. I’ve barely had an hour alone in my own office since Friday night. Outside this house or Central, I’ve been with you or Peabody. Maybe you think he can get the drop on me, but is he going to get the drop on both of us, or on two cops?”

				He stopped, studied her. The clenched fist in his gut relaxed fractionally. “You have a point. But you’re considering changing that.”

				“Considering. If we go that route, and that’s still a major if, I’ll be wired, I’ll be protected. I’ll be armed.”

				“I want a homing beacon on your vehicle.”

				“There will be.”

				“No, I want one on before we leave the grounds in the morning. I’ll see to it.”

				Give and take, she reminded herself. Even when—maybe especially when—give and take was a pain in the ass. “Okay. But there go my plans to slip off and meet Pablo the pool boy for an hour of hot, sticky sex.”

				“We all have to make sacrifices. Myself, I’ve had to reschedule my liaison with Vivien the French maid three times in the last couple of days.”

				“Blows,” Eve said as they slipped into bed.

				“She certainly does.”

				She snorted, jabbed her elbow back lightly as he drew her back against him. “Perv.”

				“There you go, stirring me up when we need our sleep.” His fingers brushed lightly over her breast, trailed down her torso, teased, trailed lightly up again.

				On a sigh, she laid her hand over his, encouraging the caress. This was better, she thought, this was the way to end a long, hard day. Body to body, sliding away in the dark.

				When his lips found the nape of her neck, she stretched like a lazy cat. “Sleep’s only one way to recharge.”

				“So it seems. Just as it seems I can’t keep my hands off you.”

				She felt him harden against her, and heat. “Funny place for a hand. You ought to see a doctor about that. It could…Oh.” She shuddered, seemed to shimmer when he slipped into her.

				“There’s a better place.” Now his hand glided down, pressed against her as he pleasured them both with long, slow strokes.

				She went soft, breath catching, body fluid as wine. His hands were free to touch, to take, to tease. Breasts, torso, belly, that glorious heat where they joined.

				He could feel every quiver and quake that passed through her even as she surrounded him.

				She breathed out his name as she rolled up and over, rolled through the climax. In the utter dark he knew all of her: body, heart, mind. Steeped in the moment, he murmured to her in the language of his shattered childhood. With her, he was complete.

				So easy, so exquisite and simple, this merging, this melding. No empty spaces when he was with her, no haunting images of blood and death. Just peace, she knew only peace and pleasure. Those hands, so skilled, so patient. The whispers she knew were love dipped from a deep and turbulent well.

				Here she could be pliant, here she could yield. So she rose up, and up, trembling as she clung, one moment, just one moment more to that breathless peak. Holding as she felt him climb with her, hold with her.

				And so she slid down again, wrapped with him.

				In the dark, she smiled, clutched his hand to bring it between her breasts. “Buenas noches, Pablo.”

				“Bonne nuit, Vivien.”

				She dropped, grinning, into sleep.

				

				It was a shame. A true shame. But he could do nothing more with Gia. Nothing in his research of her had indicated she would have a mind so easily broken. Honestly, he felt as if they’d barely begun, and now he had to end it.

				He’d risen early, hoping against hope that she’d revived sometime in the night. He’d given her dopamine, tried lorazepam—which weren’t easy to come by, but he felt the trouble he’d gone to was necessary.

				He’d tried electric shock, and that he could admit had been very interesting. But nothing—not music, not pain, not drugs, not the systemic jolts—had been able to reach in and find the lock to the door her mind had hidden behind.

				After the truly rousing success with Sarifina, this was a crushing disappointment. But still, he reminded himself, it took two to make a partnership.

				“I don’t want you to blame yourself, Gia.” He laid her arms in the channels that ran the length of the table so the blood would drain. “Perhaps I rushed things with you, approached the process poorly. After all, we each have our own unique tolerance for pain, for stress, for fear. Our minds and bodies are built to withstand only so much. Now, it’s true,” he continued as he made the first cut on her wrist, “that training, exercise, diet, education can and do increase those levels. But I want you to know I understand you did your very best.”

				When he’d opened the veins on her right wrist, he walked around the table, took her left. “I’ve enjoyed our time together, even though it was brief. It’s simply your time, that’s all. As my grandfather taught me, every living thing is merely a clock that begins winding down with the very first breath. It’s how we use that time that counts, isn’t it?”

				When he was done, he moved away to wash and sterilize the scalpel, to scrub the blood off his hands. He dried them thoroughly under the warm air of his blower.

				“Well now,” he said cheerfully, “we’ll have some music. I often play ‘Celeste Aida’ for my girls when it’s time for them to go. It’s exquisite. I know you’ll enjoy it.”

				He ordered the aria and, as the music filled the room, sat, eyes dreamy, his memory stretching back decades, to her.

				And watched the last moments of Gia Rossi’s life drain away.
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				EVE SHUFFLED INTO THE SHOWER AS ROARKE was drying off from his. Her voice was rusty when she ordered the jets on, and her eyes felt as if someone had coated a thin adhesive inside her lids during the night.

				The hot blast helped, but she knew it was going to take considerably more to get all engines firing. She considered the departmentally approved energy pill, then opted to hold that in reserve. It would boost her, no question, and it would leave her feeling overwired and jumpy all day.

				She’d stick with caffeine. Lots and lots of caffeine.

				When she came out, Roarke was wearing trousers. Just trousers, she noted—all bare-chested, bare-footed, with all that gorgeous black hair still a little damp from the shower.

				There were other things that gave the system a good jolt, and he was certainly top of her personal list.

				And when he crossed to her, offering a mug of black coffee, her love knew no bounds.

				The sound she made was as much in appreciation of him as that first life-giving gulp.

				“Thanks.”

				“Food’s next. We didn’t quite make it through dinner, and you’re not going through the day on coffee and attitude.”

				“I like my attitude.” But she went to the closet, pulled out what looked warm and comfortable. “How come you can look sexy and rested after a couple hours’ sleep, and I feel like my brain’s been used for Arena Ball practice?”

				“Enormous strength of will and lucky metabolism.” He selected a shirt, slipped it on, but didn’t bother to button it. He studied her as she pulled on stone gray trousers. “I could order up an energy drink.”

				“No. They always have a crappy aftertaste and make me feel like my eyes are crossing and uncrossing. Weirds me.” She pulled on a long-sleeved white tee, dragged a black sweater over it. “I’m just going to—”

				She stopped, frowned at the knock on the bedroom door. “Who else in their right mind would be up at this hour?”

				“Let’s find out.” Roarke walked to the door, and opened it to Mavis and Belle.

				“I saw the light under the door.”

				“Is something wrong with the baby?” Roarke asked. “Is she sick?”

				“Bella? No, she’s trip T’s—Totally Tip-Top. Just needed her morning change and snuggle. But I peeked out, saw the light. Okay if we come in a minute?”

				“Of course. I was just about to deal with breakfast. Would you like something?”

				“No, just too early for me to fuel up. Well, maybe some juice. Papaya maybe?”

				“Have a seat.”

				“Everything okay?” Eve asked her.

				“Yeah, well, you know. When Belle sent out the morning call, I just didn’t want to cuddle in. Restless.”

				Mavis stood, in red-and-white–striped pajamas Summerset must have unearthed from somewhere. They were too big for her, and way too conservative.

				They made her look, to Eve’s eyes, tiny and fragile.

				“Everything’s fine, going to be fine. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

				“I guess I just wanted to see if you were okay, and if there was something I could do.”

				“It’s under control.” Since Mavis was standing, swaying gently side to side in a way that was making Eve vaguely seasick, Eve gestured to a chair in the sitting area. “Sit down.”

				“I was thinking Trina and I could look over the appointment books, and maybe we could try to find the hair enhancement.” Mavis shrugged. “And Trina was telling me she thinks the guy was using one of a couple of product lines—face and body creams and lotions. I could maybe track down where they’re available, and—I don’t know. Maybe it would help.”

				“Maybe it would.”

				Roarke set down a tall glass of juice, some fresh fruit, and a basket of muffins. Mavis glanced at them, then up at Roarke. “If I wasn’t gone squared over my huggie bear, I’d fight Dallas for you.”

				“I’d squash you like a bug,” Eve told her.

				“Yeah, but you’d limp awhile after. Would it be all right if we stayed here—Belle and me—until…Leonardo’s going to be back this afternoon. I thought—”

				“You can stay as long as you like,” Roarke told her as he brought over two plates from the AutoChef.

				“Thanks. He’s just worried. He started thinking what if Belle and I had been with Trina, and this guy had made a move on her. I know it’s fetched, but you have a kid and you start winding through the crazed meadow.”

				“All meadows are crazed,” Eve commented. “You and Belle relax and hang.”

				On cue, Belle began to fuss and whimper. Mavis shifted, smoothly unbuttoning the pajama top. “I thought maybe if Trina was finished before—”

				“Sure, sure.” Instinctively Eve averted her eyes, grabbed her coffee. “I’ll have her brought back here when she’s done. No problem.”

				“Mag. Big relief. So—”

				“Oh, well then.” Roarke pushed to his feet as Mavis’s breast popped out and Belle’s eager mouth popped on. “I’ll just…” Go anywhere else.

				His reaction had Mavis’s face clearing, and her laughter bubbling. “She wants her breakfast, too. Mostly everyone’s seen my boobies before.”

				“And, as I believe I’ve said, they’re absolutely charming. I wonder if I shouldn’t—”

				“No, sit.” Giggling now, Mavis picked up the juice, rose, easily balancing the glass and the baby at her breast. “You’ll get used to it before long, but right now, we’ll go on back. Usually we both want a little nap after breakfast. If I find anything on the hair enhancement, the products, I’ll tag you.”

				“Do that.”

				When they were alone again, Roarke stared down at his plate. “Why do you suppose I chose this morning to want my eggs sunny-side up?”

				“They do look like a pair of nice, shiny yellow breasts.” Grinning, Eve plucked up a piece of bacon. “And Mavis has been known to paint hers yellow on occasion.”

				“Every time she feeds the baby, I feel so…rude.”

				“I thought it was freaked.”

				“A bit of that, but more intrusive. It seems so intimate.”

				“I’d say we’re both going to have to get over it. We’ve got to get moving. Eat your boobies.”

				

				They separated at Central, Eve leading Trina through to where Yancy would work on the composite.

				“You know, if cops put more thought and creativity into fashion and grooming, it might improve public relations.”

				Eve hopped on an up glide and watched a trio she recognized from Illegals troop onto a down. Stubbled faces, scarred shoes, and a sag at the side of each jacket where the sidearm rested.

				They looked fine to her.

				“Yeah, we’re putting together a seminar on that. Defensive Fashion.”

				“That’s not out there,” Trina insisted. “Clothes can be like a defense, or an offense—”

				“Tell me.”

				“Or a statement or a reflection. Yours say you’re not only in charge but more than willing to kick ass.”

				“My pants say I’m in charge?” Eve didn’t need Mira’s various degrees to recognize babbling nerves.

				“The whole deal. Dark colors, but not somber. Good fabrics, clean lines. Could power things up now and again, strong reds or greens, sharp blues.”

				“I’ll keep that in mind.”

				“You should wear sunshades.”

				“I lose them.”

				“Well, stop. What are you, twelve? Sunshades would totally complete the package. Is this going to take long? Do you think this is going to take long? What if I can’t do it? What if I get it wrong? What if—”

				“Stop. What are you, twelve?” At Trina’s nervous laugh, Eve stepped off the glide. “It takes as long as it takes. You need to stop, you stop. Yancy’s the best I’ve got, best I’ve worked with. And if you get it wrong we’ll just toss you in a cage for a few hours, until you get it right.”

				“You’re rocking on this.”

				“Some.” She pushed through doors.

				Yancy was already there, setting up at his workstation. He rose, shot out his quick, easy smile. “Lieutenant.”

				“Detective. Appreciate you coming in early for this.”

				“No big. Trina?” He offered a hand. “How you doing?”

				“A little tipped, I guess. I never did this before.”

				“Just relax. I’ll steer you through it. How about something to drink? Something cold?”

				“Uh, maybe. Maybe like a lemon fizz? Diet.”

				“I’ll get that for you. Just have a seat.”

				Trina watched him walk out. “Whoa, daddy. He’s a yummy one.”

				“You’re not here to nibble on him.”

				“He’s got to go off-duty sometime.” Trina craned her neck to get a better view of Yancy’s ass before he rounded the corner. “Did you ever bump with that?”

				“No. Jesus, Trina.”

				“Bet that was your loss. Build like that, I bet he can hammer it all night.”

				“Thank you. Thanks so much for putting that into my head. It’ll certainly enhance my working relationship with Detective Yancy.”

				“I’d like to enhance his working relationship.” Trina blew out a breath. “Hey, thinking about sex makes me feel not so nervous. Good to know. Plus, it won’t be a hardship to work with Detective Hot Ass.”

				“Don’t screw around.” Eve raked a hand through her hair as Yancy came back with Trina’s drink and one for himself. “You know how to reach me,” she told him.

				“Yep. Trina and I…” He sent Trina a wink. “We’ll get this guy’s face for you. So, Trina, how long have you been in the business of beauty?”

				Eve knew that was the way he worked, getting the witness to relax, talking small, easing them in. She fought back the need to tell him to push it, and simply stepped back. Walked away.

				She had enough time to get to her office, organize the data—and her own thoughts—for the briefing. Pull in Peabody, Eve mused, as she aimed for Homicide. Get said data set up.

				Do the briefing, then move out for the stupid, annoying morning media briefing. She needed to run the probabilities on herself as a target, work in some time during the day to discuss that with Mira. But she needed to get out in the field, needed to be out on the streets.

				If this bastard was watching her, she might spot the tag.

				She beelined for her office, then pulled up short when she saw Feeney sitting in her visitor’s chair, brooding over a mug of her coffee.

				He got to his feet. Worse for wear, she thought. That’s how he looked, a hell of a lot worse for wear. Her back went up even as her stomach churned.

				His eyes, baggy and shadowed, stayed on hers. “Got a minute?”

				“Yeah.” She stepped in, closed the door. And for once wished her office was bigger. There wasn’t enough room for them to maneuver around each other, she thought, or to give each other enough space for whatever was coming.

				Then it popped out of her, simply popped out without thought or plan. “I want to apologize for—”

				“Stop.” He tossed it out so quickly her head nearly snapped back as from a blow. “Just stop right there. Bad enough, this is bad enough without that. I was off. Out of line. You’re primary of this investigation, and you’re heading up this task force. I was off, questioning you and your authority. And I was out of line with what I said to you. So.” He paused, took a good slug of coffee. “That’s it.”

				“That’s it,” she repeated. “That’s how it’s going to be?”

				“It’s your call on how it’s going to be. You want me off the team, you got cause. You got my notes, and I’ll get you a replacement.”

				At that moment she wished he had popped her one instead of handed her these hurtful insults. “Why would you say that to me? Why would you think I’d want you off?”

				“In your shoes, I’d think about it. Seriously.”

				“Bullshit. That’s bullshit.” She didn’t kick her desk. Instead she kicked the desk chair, sending it careening into the visitor’s chair, then bouncing off to slam against the wall. “And you’re not in my shoes. Stupid son of a bitch.”

				His droopy eyes went huge. “What did you say to me?”

				“You heard me. You’re too tight-assed, too stubborn, too stupid to put your hurt feelings aside and do the job with me, you’re going to have to get the fuck over it. I can’t afford to lose a key member at this stage of the investigation. You know that. You know that, so don’t come in here and tell me I’ve got cause to boot you.”

				“You’re the one who’s going to get a boot, right straight up your ass.”

				“You couldn’t take me ten years ago,” she shot back, “you sure as hell can’t take me now.”

				“Want to test that out, kid?”

				“You want a round, you got one. When this case is closed. And if you’re still carrying that stick up your ass, I’ll yank it out and knock you cold with it. What the hell’s wrong with you?”

				Her voice broke, just a little, making them both miserable. “You come in here, stiff and snarly, and won’t even let me apologize. You start spouting off, won’t even let me apologize for fucking up.”

				“You didn’t, goddamn it. I fucked up.”

				“Great. Fine. We’re a couple of fuckups.”

				He sank down in the chair as if the wind had gone out of him. “Maybe we are, but I got more years at it than you.”

				“Now you want to pull rank on fuckup status? Great. Fine,” she repeated. “You get the salute. Feel better?”

				“No, I don’t feel any goddamn better.” He let out a tired sigh that smothered the leading edge of her temper.

				“What do you want, Feeney? What do you want me to say?”

				“I want you to listen. I let it eat at me. This one got away from me and I let it eat at me. Taught you, didn’t I, that you can’t get them all, and you can’t beat yourself up when you can’t put the pieces together, not when you gave it your best.”

				“Yeah, you taught me.”

				“Didn’t listen to myself this time. And that bile just kept rising up out of my belly into my throat over it.” His lips tightened as he shook his head. “You find a fresh angle, and instead of jumping on that, grabbing hold and pushing on that, I jump on you. Part of me’s thinking, ‘Did I miss that? Did I miss that before, and did all those women die hard because I did?’”

				“You know better than that, Feeney. And yeah, I get knowing better isn’t always enough. How good was I nine years ago?”

				“Needed seasoning.”

				“That wasn’t the question. How good was I?”

				He drank again, then looked up at her. “You were the best I ever worked with, even then.”

				“And I worked that case with you, minute by minute, step by step. We didn’t miss it, Feeney. It wasn’t there. The evidence, the statements, the pattern. If he got them that way, or some of them that way, the evidence wasn’t there to show us.”

				“I spent a lot of time yesterday going over the files. I know what you’re saying. What I’m saying is that’s the reason I jumped on you.”

				He thought of what his wife had said the night before. That he’d railed at Dallas because she was his family. That she’d let him rail because he was her family. Nobody, according to his Sheila, beat each other up as regularly or as thoughtlessly as family.

				“Didn’t like you telling me I needed a break either,” he muttered. “Basically telling me I needed a damn nap, like somebody’s grandfather.”

				“You are somebody’s grandfather.”

				His eyes flashed at her, but there was some amusement in the heat. “Watch your step, kid.”

				“I should’ve run the new angle by you before the briefing. No, I should have,” she insisted when he shook his head. “Like you should’ve known I would have if everything hadn’t been moving so fast. There’s nobody on the job, nobody with a badge I respect more than you.”

				It took him a moment to clear his throat. “Same goes. I got one more thing, then this is closed.” He rose again. “I didn’t put you here. You never were a rookie,” he told her in a voice roughened with emotion. “So I saw good, solid cop the minute I laid eyes on you. I gave you a hell of a foundation, kid, a lot of seasoning and pushed you hard because I knew you could take it. But I didn’t put you here, and saying that, well, that was stupid. You put yourself here. And I’m proud. So that’s it.”

				She only nodded. Neither of them would handle it well if she blubbered.

				As he went out, he gave her two awkward pats on the shoulder, then closed the door behind him.

				She had to stand where she was a minute until she was sure she had herself under control. After a few steadying breaths she turned, started to sit at her desk. Someone knocked on the door.

				“What?” She wanted to snarl, then did just that when Nadine poked a head in. “Media conference at nine.”

				“I know. Are you okay?”

				“Peachy. Go away.”

				Nadine just sidled in, shut the door at her back. “I came by a little while ago, and…well, let’s say overheard a few choice words in raised voices. The reporter in me fought with the reasonably well-mannered individual. It was a pitched battle, and did take a couple of minutes. Then I wandered off until I thought the coast was clear. So again, are you okay?”

				“That was a private conversation.”

				“You shouldn’t have private conversations in public facilities at the top of your lungs.”

				Point well taken, Eve was forced to admit. “I’m fine. We’re fine. Just something we had to work out.”

				“It made me think it might be interesting to do a segment on tension in the workplace, and how cops handle it.”

				“You’re going to want to leave this one alone.”

				“This particular one, yes. Price of friendship.”

				“If that’s all—”

				“It’s not. I know you didn’t think much of the Romanian psychic, but—”

				“Actually, there may have been a nugget there. Got another?”

				“Really? I expect to be fully filled in on that. And, yes, I may just.” In her slim-skirted suit the color of raspberry jam, Nadine managed to ease a hip down on the corner of Eve’s desk.

				“Bolivia,” she began. “We’ve been digging through the tabloids. You’d be surprised what nuggets can be found there that you cops disdain.”

				“Yeah, those alien babies are a menace to society.”

				“A classic for a reason. But we found an interesting story about the Moor of Venice.”

				“Last time I checked, Venice was in Italy.”

				“No, Othello—Shakespeare? And Verdi. Othello was this black dude, important guy, married to a gorgeous white women—mixed race marriages were not common back then in…whenever the hell it was.”

				“Nine years ago?”

				“No.” Nadine laughed. “More like centuries. Anyway, Othello ends up being manipulated by this other guy into believing his wife’s been cheating on him. Othello strangles her. And ends up in song and story.”

				“I’m not following this, Nadine.”

				“Just giving you some background. There was a big costume ball at the opera house in—”

				“Opera?”

				“Yeah.” Nadine’s eyes narrowed. “That means something.”

				“Just keep going.”

				“A woman in La Paz claimed she was attacked by a guy dressed like Othello. Black mask, cape, gloves. Claimed he tried to drag her off, tried to rape her. Since she didn’t have a mark on her, and witnesses stated that she was seen chatting amiably with a guy in that costume earlier in the evening, and she was skunk drunk when she started shrieking, her claims were dismissed by the police. But the tabs played it up. She was thirty-one, brunette, and the alleged incident occurred between the discovery of the second and third bodies. Had The Groom tried to claim another bride? Was the Moor of Venice seeking Desdemona? She played it up, too.”

				Nadine shifted on the desk. “Or maybe she was giving some of it straight. She claimed he spoke exceptional Spanish, but with an American accent, was knowledgeable about music and literature, and was well-traveled. Now, with a little more research we learned she was a party girl—and that several were peppered through the guests to…entertain.”

				“An LC?” Eve pursed her lips thoughtfully. “He hasn’t targeted any pros. Doesn’t fit his profile.”

				“The party girls at functions like this don’t advertise. They’re frosting.”

				“Okay, so it’s possible he didn’t make her as a pro.”

				“Exactly, and you can read between the lines and assume she smelled money and played it up with this guy. He suggested they go out for some air, which they did. Then that they go for a drive—which she couldn’t do or lose her event fee. In any case, she said she started feeling off—dizzy, woozy. She also claimed she hadn’t been drinking, which, of course, she had. But I’m betting she knew her limit when she was working, and they mistook drugged for skunk drunk.”

				“Could be.” Eve nodded. “Yeah, that could be.”

				“When she realized he was leading her away from the opera house, she resisted. Here’s where I think she embellished or there would have been marks, tears, something. Figure when she started to struggle, to scream, he cut his losses. She tears back to the party. He slides off.”

				“You gotta have more than that.”

				“Yeah, I do. The third victim was a waitress, worked for the caterer who did this party. She worked the party. And a week later, she’s dead. So—”

				“He cherry-picks potentials at the event,” Eve concluded. “Weeds it down to two. The first doesn’t work out for him. So he goes for the second. Where was she last seen?” Eve turned to boot up the file.

				“Leaving her apartment four days before her body was found. She’d been scheduled to work that evening, called in sick. She wasn’t reported missing for two days because—”

				“She’s the one who took an overnight bag, clothes. Good clothes.”

				“Good memory. Yeah. It was assumed she’d gone off with some guy. Which, I guess she did. First woman said Othello had a voice like silk—soft and smooth. Wore heeled boots and a high headdress—compensating.”

				“Short guy, we got that.”

				Nadine’s brows lifted. “Oh, do you?”

				“You’ll get everything when you get it. Anything else?”

				“She said he talked about music—opera particularly—like it was a god. She said a lot of bullshit, actually. His eyes were burning red, his hands like steel as they closed around her throat. Blah, blah. But there was one more interesting thing that sounded true. She said she asked about his work, and he said he studied life and death. In a twisted way, that could be what he’s doing, or thinks he’s doing.”

				“Okay. That’s okay.”

				“Worth any inside info?”

				“I leak anything at this point, it’s my ass. Don’t bother with the media briefing. Send a drone. When I’m clear, you’ll get it all.”

				“Off the record. Are you close?”

				“Off the record. I’m getting closer.”

				

				Since the two conversations had eaten away her prep time, Eve just gathered everything up. She’d organize on the fly. Lining it up in her head, she headed out, reminding herself there was now—courtesy of Roarke—decent coffee in the conference room.

				She glanced over at raised voices, saw one of her detectives and a couple of uniforms dwarfed by a man about the size of the vending machine they’d gathered in front of.

				“I want to see my brother!” the giant shouted. “Now!”

				Carmichael, generally unflappable in Eve’s estimation, kept her voice low and soothing. “Now, Billy, we explained that your brother’s giving a statement. As soon as he’s done—”

				“You’ve got him in a cage! You’re beating him up!”

				“No, Billy. Jerry’s helping us. We’re trying to find the bad man who hurt his boss. Remember how somebody hurt Mr. Kolbecki?”

				“They killed him dead. Now you’re going to kill Jerry. Where’s Jerry?”

				“Let’s go sit over—”

				Billy screamed his brother’s name loudly enough that cops stopped, turned, slipped out of doorways.

				Eve changed direction, headed toward the trouble. “Problem here?”

				“Lieutenant.” The unflappable Carmichael sent Eve a look of utter frustration. “Billy’s upset. Somebody killed the nice man he and his brother work for. We’re talking to Billy’s brother now. We’re just going to get Billy a nice drink before we talk to him, too. Mr. Kolbecki was your boss, too, right, Billy? You liked Mr. Kolbecki.”

				“I sweep the floors and wash the windows. I can have a soda when I’m thirsty.”

				“Yeah, Mr. Kolbecki let you have sodas. This is Lieutenant Dallas. She’s my boss. So now I have to do my job, and we’re all going to sit down and—”

				“You’d better not hurt my brother.” Going for the top of the authority ladder, Billy plucked Eve right off her feet, shook her like a rag doll. “You’ll be sorry if you hurt Jerry.”

				Cops grabbed for stunners. Shouts rang in Eve’s ears as her bones knocked together. She judged her mark, estimated the ratio of his face and her fist. Then spared her knuckles and kicked him solidly in the balls.

				She was airborne. She had a split second to think: Oh, shit.

				She landed hard on her ass, skidded, then her head rapped hard enough against a vending machine to have a few stars dancing in front of her eyes.

				Warning! Warning! the machine announced.

				As Eve reached for her weapon, someone took her arm. Roarke managed to block the fist aimed at his face before it landed. “Easy,” he soothed. “He’s down. And how are you?”

				“He rang my bell. Damn it.” She reached around, rubbed the back of her head as she glared at the huge man now sitting on the floor, holding his crotch and sobbing. “Carmichael!”

				“Sir.” Carmichael clipped over, leaving the uniforms to restrain Billy. “Lieutenant. Jesus, Dallas, I’m sorry about that. You okay?”

				“What the fuck?”

				“Vic was found by this guy and his brother this morning when they reported for work. Vic owned a little market on Washington. It appears the vic was attacked before closing last night, robbed and beaten to death. We brought the brothers in for questioning—we’re looking for the night guy. We don’t believe, at this time, the brothers here were involved, but that they may have pertinent information regarding the whereabouts of the night clerk.”

				Carmichael blew out a breath. “This guy, Billy? He was fine coming in. Crying a little about the dead guy. He’s, you know, a little slow. The brother, Jerry, told him it was okay, to go on with us to get a drink, to talk to us. But he got worked up once we separated them. Man, Dallas, I never thought he’d go for you. You need an MT?”

				“No, I don’t need a damn MT.” Eve shoved to her feet. “Take him into Observation. Let him see his brother’s not being beaten with our vast supply of rubber hoses and saps.”

				“Yes, sir. Ah, you want us to slap Billy with assaulting an officer?”

				“No. Forget it.” Eve walked over, crouched down in front of the sobbing man. “Hey, Billy. Look at me. You’re going to go see Jerry now.”

				He sniffled, swiped at his runny nose with the back of his hand. “Now?”

				“Yeah.”

				“There was blood all over, and Mr. Kolbecki wouldn’t wake up. It made Jerry cry, and he said I couldn’t look, and couldn’t touch. Then they took Jerry away. He takes care of me, and I take care of him. You can’t take Jerry away. If somebody hurts him like Mr. Kolbecki—”

				“Nobody’s going to do that. What kind of soda does Jerry like best?”

				“He likes cream soda. Mr. Kolbecki lets us have cream sodas.”

				“Why don’t you get one for Jerry out of the machine? This officer will take it to him, and you can watch through the window, see Jerry talking to the detective. Then you can talk to the detective.”

				“I’m going to see Jerry now?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Okay.” He smiled, sweet as a baby. “My nuts sure are sore.”

				“I bet.”

				She straightened, stepped back. Roarke had retrieved her disc bag, and the discs that had gone flying as she had. He held it out now. “You’re late for your briefing, Lieutenant.”

				She snatched the bag, suppressed a smirk. “Bite me.”
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				IT WAS FASCINATING, ROARKE THOUGHT, IN SO many ways to watch her work.

				He’d wandered out of the conference room when he’d heard the commotion, in time to see the erupting mountain of a man lift her a foot off the ground. His instinct had been, naturally, to rush forward, to protect his wife. And he’d been quick.

				She’d been quicker.

				He’d actually seen her calculate in those bare seconds her head had been snapping back and forth on her neck. Punch, gouge, or kick, he remembered. Just as he’d seen more irritation than shock on her face when she’d gone flying.

				Took a hell of a knock, he thought now, but temper had been riper than pain. He’d seen that, too. Just as he’d seen her compassion for the distress and confusion of a scared little boy inside a man’s body.

				And here she was, moments later, taking charge of the room, putting all that behind her.

				It was hardly a wonder that it had been her, essentially from the first minute he’d seen her. That it would be her until his last breath. And very likely well beyond that.

				She hadn’t worn her jacket for the briefing, he noted. She looked lean and not a little dangerous with her weapon strapped over her sweater. He’d seen her drape the diamond he’d once given her over her neck before she’d put on the sweater that morning.

				The priceless Giant’s Tear and the police-issue. That combination, he thought, said something about their merging lives.

				As he listened to her brisk update, he toyed with the gray button—her button—he always carried in his pocket.

				“I expect to have a face within the next couple of hours,” she continued. “Until that time, these are the lines we pursue. Urban Wars connection. Captain Feeney?”

				“Slow going there,” he said, “due to the lack of records. The Home Force did have documented billets and clinics in the city, and I’m working with those. But there were any number of unofficial locations used, and used temporarily. More that were destroyed or subsequently razed. I’ve interviewed and am set to interview individuals who were involved militarily, paramilitarily, or as civilians. I’m going to focus on body disposal.”

				“Do you need more men?”

				“I’ve got a couple I can put on it.”

				“Do that. Knocking on doors. Newkirk, you and your team will recanvass this sector.” She turned, aiming her laser pointer to highlight a five-block area around the bakery where Ariel Greenfeld worked. “Every apartment, every business, every street LC, sidewalk sleeper, and panhandler. Somebody saw Greenfeld Sunday afternoon. Make them remember. Baxter, you and Trueheart take this sector around Greenfeld’s residence. He watched her. From the street, from another building, from a vehicle. In order to familiarize himself with her routine, he staked her out more than once. Jenkinson and Powell, recanvass the area of York’s and Rossi’s residences. Peabody and I will take the gym and the club.”

				She paused, and Roarke could see her going through her mental checklist. “The real estate angle. Roarke.”

				“There are a significant number of private residences,” he began, “and businesses with residences on site that have been owned and operated by the same individual or individuals for the time frame. Even reducing this search area to below Fiftieth in Manhattan, the number is considerable. I believe, if I cross with Feeney, do a search for private buildings that were in existence during the Urbans, whether as residences or otherwise, we’ll cut that down.”

				“Good.” She thought a moment. “That’s good. Do that. Connecting cases. McNab.”

				“It’s been like trying to pick the right flea off a gorilla.”

				“My line,” Callendar muttered beside him, and he grinned.

				“Her line, but I think we may have a good possible. First vic in Florida, housekeeper at a swank resort, last seen after leaving the Sunshine Casino at approximately oh-one-hundred. She habitually spent a few hours on her night off playing the poker slots. Going on the theory that her killer had made earlier contact, may have been known by her, I did a run on the resort’s register for the thirty days prior to her death. Investigators at that time took a pass through it after the second body was discovered, but as it appeared the vic had been grabbed outside the casino, focused their efforts there. But a copy of the register was in the case file. Tits here and I went though it.”

				“And you got lucky,” Callendar mumbled.

				“And I’m so good,” McNab said smoothly, “that I hit on a guest registered three weeks before the vic was snatched, with a four-day stay. Name of Cicero Edwards. Resort requires an address, to which Edwards listed one in London. I ran the name with said address and came up with zip. No Edwards, Cicero, at that address at that time. And better, the address was bogus. It’s the address for—”

				“An opera house,” Eve said and had McNab’s pretty face moving into a pout.

				“Wind, sails, sucked out,” he commented. “The Royal Opera House, to be exact. Leading your crack e-team to deduce this was our guy, and that our guy has a thing for fat women singing in really high voices.”

				“I have information that may add further weight to that.” She encapsulated Nadine’s information. “Good work.” She nodded at McNab and Callendar. “Find more. Roarke, see if you can dig up any buildings that were used as opera houses or theaters that held operas during the Urbans. And—”

				“He’ll have season tickets,” Roarke said. “If he’s a serious buff, and is able to afford the luxury, he’d indulge it. Box seats, most likely. Here at the Met, very likely at the Royal and other opera houses of repute.”

				“We can work that,” she replied. “Dig, cross-check. He likes to vary his name. Punch on any variation of Edward.” She glanced at her wrist unit, cursed. “I’m late for the damn media. Get started.”

				She turned, studied the name she’d added to the white board. Ariel Greenfeld.

				“Let’s find her,” she said, and went out.

				She got through the media without actually grinding her teeth down to nubs. She considered that progress. Whitney was waiting for her outside the briefing room.

				“I’d hoped to make it to your morning briefing,” he told her. “I was detained.”

				“We do have some new leads since my report. Sir, I’d like to check on Detective Yancy’s progress with the witness if I could update you on the way.”

				He nodded, fell into step beside her.

				“An opera lover,” he said when she’d brought him up to speed. “My wife enjoys the opera.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				He smiled a little. “I actually enjoy some opera myself. He may have gotten too clever with his fake addresses, using opera houses.”

				“Houses may be one of the keys, Commander. I don’t know much about opera, but I take it they deal with death a lot of the time. The psychic in Romania talked about his house of death. Psychics are often cryptic or their visions symbolic.”

				“And we should consider he might have, or have had, some more direct connection with opera. A performer, or backer, a crew member, musician.”

				“It’s a possibility.”

				“Phantom of the Opera. A story about a disfigured man who haunts an opera house, and kills,” Whitney explained. “His killing place may be a former opera house or theater.”

				“We’re pursuing that. There are other areas we may pursue. I’d like to discuss them with you and Mira at some point, if those areas seem relevant.”

				“We’ll work around you.”

				He went with her to Yancy’s division. Eve wondered if he registered the fact that wherever he passed, cops came to attention…or if it was something he no longer noticed.

				Eve saw first that Yancy was alone at his workstation, and second that his eyes were closed, and he was wearing a headset. Though she’d have preferred the commander had been elsewhere when she was forced to berate a detective, it didn’t stop her from giving Yancy’s desk chair a good, solid kick.

				He jerked up. “Hey, watch where you’re—Lieutenant.” Annoyance cleared when he saw Eve, then shifted over into something closer to anxiety when he spotted Whitney. “Commander.”

				He came out of the chair.

				“Where the hell is my witness?” Eve demanded. “And just how often do you take a little nap on the department’s time?”

				“I wasn’t napping. Sir. It’s a ten-minute meditation program,” he explained as he pulled off the headset. “Trina needed a break, so I suggested she go down to the Eatery or take a short walk around. At this point in the work, it’s easy to stop guiding and start directing. Meditating for a few minutes clears my head.”

				“Your methods generally produce results,” Whitney commented. “But in this case, ten minutes is an indulgence we can’t afford.”

				“Understood, sir, but, respectfully, I know when a wit needs a breather. She’s good.” Yancy glanced at Dallas. “She’s really good. She knows faces because it’s her business to evaluate them. She’s already given me more than most wits manage, and in my opinion, after this break she’s going to nail it solid. Take a look.”

				He’d used both a sketch pad and the computer. Eve stepped around to get a closer look at both. “That’s good,” she agreed.

				“It’ll be better. She keeps changing the eyes and the mouth, and that’s because she’s second-and third-guessing. She can’t pull out the eye color, but the shape? The shape of the eyes, the face, even the way the ears lie, she doesn’t deviate.”

				The face was rounded, the ears lying neatly, and on the small side. The eyes were slightly hooded and held a pleasant expression. The mouth, a little thin on top, was curved in a hint of a smile. Short-necked, Eve noted, so that the head sat low on the shoulders.

				All in all, it struck her as a bland, nondescript kind of face. The sort that would be easily overlooked. “Nothing stands out about him,” she commented. “Except his absolute ordinariness.”

				“Exactly. And that makes it harder for the wit. Harder to remember details about somebody who doesn’t really have anything about him that catches the eye. She was more into how he dressed, how he spoke, how he smelled, that sort of thing. They made the impression. Took her a while to start building the face beyond that. But she’s good.”

				“So are you,” Eve complimented. “Give me a copy of this for now. Get me the finished when you have it.”

				“Some of these details are going to change.” Still, Yancy ordered a print. “I think the nose is going to be shorter, and—” He held up a hand as if signaling himself to stop. “And that’s why we needed a break from each other. I’m projecting.”

				“This gives us a base. When you’re done with Trina, I’d like you to arrange for her to be taken back to my residence. She’s expected.”

				“Will do.”

				“Nice work, Detective.”

				“Thank you, Commander.”

				As they left, Whitney glanced at Eve. “Check with him in an hour. If there isn’t any change, we’ll release this image. We need it made public as soon as possible.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Contact me when you want to meet with me and Dr. Mira,” he added, then peeled off to go his own way.

				

				Eve didn’t care how cold it was, it was good to be back on the street. She’d had enough, for the time being, of desk work and comp work and briefings. It was true enough she needed some thinking time, just her and her murder board, but right now, she needed to move.

				“It’s hard to believe we’ve only been on this since Friday night.” Peabody hunched her shoulders as they walked to BodyWorks. “It feels like we’ve been working this one for a month.”

				“Time’s relative.” Ariel Greenfeld, Eve thought, missing for approximately eighteen hours.

				“McNab humped on this until nearly three this morning. I fizzled just past midnight, but he was revved. Something about e-juice, I guess. Of course, when he’s really humping the comp, he doesn’t have any left to, you know, hump yours truly. This is the longest we’ve gone since cohabbing not using the bed—or some other surface—for recreational purposes.”

				“One day,” Eve said as she cast her eyes to heaven, “one fine day you’ll be able to go a full week without inserting an image of you and McNab having sex into my head.”

				“Well, see, that’s what I’m worried about.” They passed into the lobby of the center, flashed badges on the way to the elevator. “You think maybe the bloom’s wearing off? That we’re losing the spark? It’s actually been since Wednesday night that we—”

				“Go no further with that sentence.” Eve ordered the elevator to take them to the main gym. “You can’t go, what, four days without worrying about blooms and sparks?”

				“I don’t know. I guess. Well, no,” Peabody decided, “because four days is basically a work week if you’re not a cop. If you and Roarke went a week, wouldn’t you wonder?”

				Eve wasn’t sure this had ever been an issue. She only shook her head and stepped off the elevator.

				“So you and Roarke haven’t gotten snuggly since we caught this?”

				Eve stopped, turned. Stared. “Detective Peabody, are you actually standing there asking me if I’ve had sex in the last few days?”

				“Well. Yes.”

				“Pull yourself together, Peabody.”

				“You have!” Peabody trotted after Eve. “I knew it. I knew it! You’re practically working around the clock, and you still get laid. And we’re younger. I mean, not that you’re old,” Peabody said quickly when Eve shifted very cool eyes in her direction. “You’re young and fit, the picture of youth and vitality. I’m just going to stop talking now.”

				“That would be best.” Eve went straight to the manager’s office.

				Pi got up from his desk. “You have news.”

				“We’re pursuing a number of leads. We’d like to talk to the staff again, and make inquiries among some of your members.”

				“Whatever you need.”

				Though Yancy had a little time left on his clock, Eve drew out the sketch. “Take a look at this, tell me if you know this man, or have seen him.”

				Pi took the sketch, studied it carefully. “He doesn’t look familiar. We have a lot of members, a lot of them casual, others who are transient, using this facility while they’re in town for business or pleasure. I know a lot of the regulars on sight, but I don’t recognize him.”

				He lowered this sketch. “Is this the man who has Gia?”

				“At this time, he’s a person of interest.”

				They spent an hour at it, without a single hit. As they stepped outside, Eve’s ’link signaled. “Dallas.”

				“Yancy. Got it. Good as it’s going to get.”

				“Show me.”

				He flipped the image on screen. Eve saw it was a bit more defined than the sketch she was carrying. The eyebrows were slightly higher, the mouth less sharply shaped. And the nose was, in fact, a little shorter. “Good. Let’s get it out. Notify Whitney, and tell him I requested Nadine Furst get a five-minute bump over the rest of the media.”

				“Got that.”

				“Good work, Yancy.”

				“He looks like somebody’s nice, comfortable grandfather,” Peabody commented. “The kind that passes out peppermint candy to all the kids. I don’t know why that makes it worse.”

				Safe, Trina had said. She’d said he looked safe. “He’s going to see himself on screen. He’ll see it at some point in the next few hours, the next day. And he’ll know we’re closer than we’ve ever been before.”

				“That worries you.” Peabody nodded. “He might kill Rossi and Greenfeld out of panic and preservation, and go under again.”

				“He might. But we’ve got to air the image. If he’s targeted another woman, if he’s contacted her, and she sees it, it’s not only going to save her life, it may lead us right to his door. No choice. Got no choice.”

				But she thought of Rossi. Eighty-six hours missing, and counting.

				Considering the sketch she had was closer than most, Eve used it while they talked to other businesses, to residences, to a couple of panhandlers and the glide-cart operators on the corners.

				“He’s, like, invisible.” Peabody rubbed her chilled hands together as they headed toward the club. “We know he’s been around there, been inside the gym, but nobody sees him.”

				“Nobody pays attention to him and maybe that’s part of his pathology. He’s been ignored or overlooked. This is his way of being important. The women he takes, tortures, kills, they won’t forget him.”

				“Yeah, but dead.”

				“Not the point. They see him. When you give somebody pain, when you restrain them, hold them captive and isolated, hurt them, you’re their world.” It had been that way for her, she remembered. Her father had been the world, the terrifying and brutal world the first eight years of her life.

				His face, his voice, every detail of him was exact and indelible in her mind. In her nightmares.

				“He’s the last thing they see,” she added. “That must give him a hell of a rush.”

				

				Inside Starlight it was colored lights and dreamy music. Couples circled the dance floor while Zela, in a waist-cinching red suit Eve had to assume was retro, stood on the sidelines.

				“Very smooth, Mr. Harrow. Ms. Yo, relax your shoulders. That’s the way.”

				“Dance class,” Peabody said as Zela continued to call out instructions or encouragement. “They’re pretty good. Oops,” she added when one of the men wearing a natty bow tie stepped on his partner’s foot. “Kinda cute, too.”

				“Adorable, especially considering one of them might dance on home after class and torture his latest brunette.”

				“You think…one of them.” Peabody eyed Natty Bow Tie suspiciously.

				“No. He’s done with this place. He’s never been known to fish from the same pool twice. But I’m damn sure he fox-trotted or whatever on that floor within the last few weeks.”

				“Why do they call it a fox-trot?” Peabody wondered. “Foxes do trot, but it doesn’t look like dancing.”

				“I’ll put an investigative team right on that. Let’s go.”

				They headed down the silver stairs, catching Zela’s eye. She nodded, then applauded when the music ended. “That was terrific! Now that you’re warmed up, Loni’s going to take you through the rhumba.”

				Zela gestured Eve and Peabody over to the bar while the young redhead led Natty Bow Tie to the center of the floor. The redhead beamed enthusiastically. “All right! Positions, everyone.”

				There was a single bartender. He wore black-tie, and set a glass of bubbly water with a slice of lemon in front of Zela without asking her preference. “What can I get you, ladies?”

				“Could I have a virgin cherry foam?” Peabody asked before Eve could glare at her.

				“I’m good,” Eve told him, then drew out the sketch, laid it on the counter. “Do you recognize this man?”

				Zela stared at it. “Is this…” She shook her head. She lifted her water, drank deeply, set it down again. Then, picking up the sketch, she angled it toward the lights. “I’m sorry. He just doesn’t look familiar. We get so many men of a certain age through here. I think if I’d worked with him—in a class—I’d remember.”

				“How about you?” Eve took the sketch, nudged it across the bar.

				The bartender stopped mixing Peabody’s drink to frown over the sketch. “Is this the fucker—sorry, Zela.” She only shook her head, waved the obscenity away. “This the one who killed Sari?”

				“He’s a guy we want to talk to.”

				“I’m good with faces, part of the trade. I don’t remember him sitting at my bar.”

				“You work days?”

				“Yeah. We—me and my lady—had a kid six months ago. Sari switched me to days so I could be home with my family at night. She was good about things like that. Her memorial’s tomorrow.” He looked over at Zela. “It’s not right.”

				“No.” Zela laid a hand over his for a moment. “It’s not right.”

				There was grief in his eyes when he moved away to finish mixing the drink.

				“We’re all taking it pretty hard,” Zela said quietly. “Trying to work through it, because what can you do? But it’s hard, like trying to swallow past something that’s stuck in your throat.”

				“It says a lot about her,” Peabody offered, “that she mattered to so many people.”

				“Yeah. Yeah, it does. I talked to Sari’s sister yesterday,” Zela continued. “She asked if I’d pick the music. What Sari liked. It’s hard. Harder than anything I imagined.”

				“I’m sure it is. What about her?” Eve glanced toward the redhead. “Did she work with Sari on any of the classes?”

				“No. Actually, this is Loni’s first class. We’ve had to do some…well, some internal shuffling. Loni worked coat check and revolving hostessing. I just bumped her up to hostess/instructor.”

				“I’d like to talk to her.”

				“Sure, I’ll send her over.” Zela rose, smiled wanly. “Pity my feet. Mr. Buttons is as cute as, well, a button, but he’s a complete klutz.”

				The dancers made the switch with Loni giving her klutzy partner a quick peck on the cheek before she dashed over to the bar on three-inch heels.

				“Hi! I’m Loni.”

				“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody.”

				Peabody swallowed her slurp of cherry foam and tried to look more official.

				“I talked to those other detectives? I have to say mmmm on both. I guess they’re not coming back?”

				“Couldn’t say. Do you recognize this man?”

				Loni looked at the sketch as the bartender set down beside her something pink and fizzy with a cherry garnish. “I don’t know. Hmmm. Not really. Sort of. I don’t know.”

				“Which is it, Loni? Sort of or not really?”

				“He kind of looks like this one guy, but that guy had dark hair, slicked back dark hair and a really thin mustache.”

				“Short, tall, average? This one guy.”

				“Ummm, let me think. On the short side. ’Cause Sari had an inch or two on him. Of course, she was wearing heels, so—”

				“Hold on. You saw this man with Sari?”

				“This one guy, yeah. Well, lots of the men liked to dance with Sari when she was working the floor. It’s probably not this guy because—”

				“Hold on.” Eve pulled out her ’link, tagged Yancy. “I need you to alter the sketch. Give him dark hair, slicked back, a thin mustache. Send it to this ’link.”

				“Give me a minute.”

				“When did you see this man with Sari?” Eve asked Loni.

				“I’m not sure. A few weeks ago, I guess. It’s hard to remember exactly. I only remember at all because I was working the floor, and I asked this guy to dance. We’re supposed to ask the singles to dance. He was sort of shy and sweet, and said how he’d just come in for the music, but thank you. Then just a little while later, I saw him dancing with Sari. It sort of frosted me, you know? Silly.” She shrugged. “But I was, like, I guess he goes for brunettes instead of…Oh.” She went a little pale. “Oh, God. This guy?”

				“You tell me.” Eve turned her ’link around so that Loni could view the screen with the adjusted sketch.

				“Oh God, oh God. I think, I really think that’s the guy. Brett.”

				“It’s okay.” The bartender took her hand. “Take it easy.” He angled his head to look at the screen. Shook his head. “He didn’t come to the bar. I don’t remember him sitting at the bar.”

				“Where was he sitting, Loni?”

				“Okay. Okay.” She took long breaths as she swiveled around to study the club. “Second tier—I’m pretty sure—toward the back over there.”

				“I need to talk to whoever waits tables in that section. Can you pinpoint the night, Loni?”

				“I don’t know. It was a couple weeks ago. Maybe three? You know, I checked his coat once. I remember checking his coat, and that’s why I zeroed on him that night. I’d checked his coat before, and he’d been alone. So when I was working the floor, I spotted him and thought, ‘Oh yeah, that guy’s a solo.’ But he didn’t want to dance with me.”

				A single tear slid down her cheek. “He wanted Sari.”
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				“UNOBTRUSIVE,” EVE SAID, PUSHING HER WAY through traffic as a thick, heavy snow began to fall. “Limits contact with anyone other than the target.”

				“None of the waitstaff could make him, none of the valets. Could live or work within walking distance of the club,” Peabody ventured.

				“Yeah, or he parks elsewhere on his own. Or he’s using public transportation for this part of his game. What cabbie’s going to remember picking up or dropping off a fare days later, or in this case weeks? We’re spitting into the wind there. Loni only remembered him because he’d spanked her vanity. Otherwise he’d have just been another forgotten face. He’d have been smarter to dance with her. She wouldn’t have remembered him for five minutes after.”

				Eve glanced in the sideview, changed lanes. “He comes in, slides into the crowd, stays out of the main play, keeps to the back. Probably tips the waiter smack on the going percentage. Later, they don’t think, ‘Oh yeah, this guy stiffed me,’ or ‘This guy seriously flashed me.’ Just ordinary and average. Steady as she goes.”

				“The confirmation’s good to have. Loni verifying he’d been in the club, made contact there with York. But it doesn’t tell us much.”

				“It tells us he likes to alter his appearance. Slight alterations, nothing flashy. Dark hair, little mustache, gray wig. It tells us it’s unlikely he frequents or revisits the point of contact after he’s got the target. We know that he doesn’t lose control, that he can and does maintain whatever role he’s chosen to play during the stalking phase.”

				She turned, headed west for a block, then veered south. “He danced with York, had his hands on her. They’re eye to eye, talking. It would be part of her job to talk to her partner. Everything we know about her says she was smart, self-aware, and knew how to deal with people. But she doesn’t get any signals, nothing that puts a hitch in her step, that this guy is trouble.

				“Check the side view,” Eve told Peabody. “See that black sedan, six cars back?”

				Peabody shifted, trained her gaze on the mirror. “Yeah. Barely. This snow is pretty thick. Why?”

				“He’s been tailing us. Five, six, seven back, since we left the club. Not close enough for me to make out the plate. Since, as was recently pointed out, you’re younger than me, maybe your eyes are sharper.”

				Peabody hunched her shoulders. “No. Can’t make it. He’s too close to the car in front of him. Maybe if he drops back a little, or comes around.”

				“Let’s see what we can do about that.” Eve gauged an opening, started to switch lanes.

				The blast of a horn, the wet squeal of brakes on sloppy pavement had her tapping her own. One lane over a limo fishtailed wildly in an attempt to miss hitting some idiot who dashed into the street.

				She heard the thud, saw the boy fall and roll. There was a nasty crunch as the limo laid into the massive all-terrain in front of her.

				“Son of a bitch.”

				Even as she flipped on her On Duty light, she looked in the rearview again. The sedan was gone.

				She slammed out of her vehicle in time to see the boy scramble up, start a limping run. And to hear the scream of: “Stop him! He’s got my bag!” over the urban symphony of horns and curses.

				“Son of a bitch,” she said again. “Handle it, Peabody.” And set off in pursuit of the street thief.

				He got his rhythm back quickly, proving—she supposed—someone else was younger than she. He dashed, darted, skidded, all but flew across the street, down the sidewalk.

				He may have been younger, but her legs were longer, and she began to close the distance. He glanced back over his shoulder, his eyes showing both alarm and annoyance. As he ran he yanked the big brown bag out from under his bulky coat and began to swing it like a stylish pendulum.

				He knocked over pedestrians like bowling pins so that Eve had to leap, dodge, swerve.

				When he spun, swung the bag at her head, she ducked, snagged the strap, and simply yanked it to send him tumbling to the sidewalk.

				Annoyed, she crouched. “You’re just stupid,” she muttered, and shoved him over on his back.

				“Hey! Hey!” Some good Samaritan stopped. “What are you doing to that boy? What’s the matter with you?”

				Eve planted her boot on the boy’s chest to keep him down, flipped out her badge. “You want to keep moving, pal?”

				“Bitch,” the boy said as the Samaritan frowned at Eve’s badge. Then, like an angry terrier, bit her.

				

				Human bites are more dangerous than animal bites.” Peabody had the wheel now as Eve sat in the passenger seat dragging up her pants leg to see the damage. “And he broke the skin,” Peabody noted with a sympathetic wince. “Gee, he really clamped down on you.”

				“Little bastard son of a bitch. Let’s see how he likes the assaulting-an-officer strike on top of the robberies. Biting Boy had a dozen wallets in his coat pockets.”

				“You need to disinfect that.”

				“Made me lose the sedan. Could’ve kicked him bloody for that.” Setting her teeth, Eve used the clean rag Peabody had unearthed from somewhere to staunch the wound. “Turned on the cross street as soon as there was a commotion. That’s what he did, that’s what he does. Avoids crowds and confrontations. Fucking fucker.”

				“Bet that really hurts. You’re sure it was the guy?”

				“I know a tail when I see one.”

				“No question. I’m just wondering why he’d tail us. Trying to find out what we know, I guess. But what’s the point? All he can get is where we go—and where we’ve gone is pretty standard for an investigation.”

				“He’s trying to get my rhythm, my pace, my moves. Trying to find a routine.”

				“Why would…” It hit, and had Peabody jerking in her seat. “Holy shit. He’s stalking you.”

				“Thinks I won’t make a tail?” She jerked her pants leg back down because looking at the teeth marks only made it hurt more. “Thinks he can figure me. Fat chance. He doesn’t know his target this time, he—ha—bit off more than he’s going to be able to chew.”

				“How long have you known he was looking at you?”

				“Know? Since about a half hour ago. Toyed with the possibility for a while, but having him tail us pretty much nailed it down.”

				“You could have mentioned the idea to your partner.”

				“Don’t start. It was one of God knows how many possibles. Now I’m giving it a high probable, and you’re the first to know. Black sedan, nothing flashy—which fits right in—round headlights, no hood ornamentation. It looked like a five-bar grill. We should be able to get a model from that.”

				She all but sighed with relief when Peabody turned into the garage at Central. She wanted to ice down the damn leg. “New York plate was all I could make. Just a quick glimpse on the plate color. Too much distance, too much snow to get any number.”

				“You need to take standard precautions with that injury.”

				“Yeah, yeah.”

				“One of them should be an hour in the crib. You’re wiped out.”

				“I hate the crib.” Eve climbed, somewhat achily, out of the car. “If I need to shut down for an hour, I’ll use the floor in my office. It works for me. Do me a favor,” she added as she hobbled to the elevator. “Set up a meet with Whitney and Mira, asap. I’m going to go steal some disinfectant and a bandage from the infirmary.”

				“You don’t have to steal it. They’ll fix you up.”

				“I don’t want them to fix me up,” Eve grumbled. “I hate them. I’ll just palm what I need and take care of it myself.”

				

				Eve swung through the infirmary, committed—if you wanted to be absolutely technical—some basic shoplifting by pocketing what she needed without logging it in.

				But if she logged it, they’d insist on seeing the wound. If she showed them the wound, they’d start badgering her to have it treated there. She just needed to clean it up, slap a bandage on it. And, okay, maybe take a blocker.

				When she stepped into her office, Roarke was already there.

				“Let’s see it.”

				“See what?”

				He merely lifted his eyebrows.

				“Damn Peabody. She’s got a mouth on her.” Eve pulled the lifted items out of her coat pocket, tossed them on her desk. She hung her coat on the rack, then sat and propped her injured leg on the desk.

				Roarke studied the wound when she tugged up her pants leg, and hissed a little. “Bit nasty, that.”

				“I’ve had worse than a nip from some half-assed sissy street thief.”

				“True enough.” Still, he cleaned, treated, and bandaged the bite himself. Then leaned over and pressed a quick kiss to the neat white square. “There, that’s better.”

				“He tailed me.”

				Roarke straightened now, and the quiet amusement in his eyes faded. “We’re not talking about the half-assed sissy street thief.”

				“I made him—black sedan, couldn’t get the plate, but I think we can pop on the model, maybe the year. I might’ve been able to get more, maybe even have managed to box him in if that asshole hadn’t run out in the street. I had to control the vehicle or else crash into the limo that bumped the asshole and crashed into an ATV in front of me. A few seconds, and he was gone.”

				“He wouldn’t know you made him.”

				“Don’t see how, no. He’s just cautious. There’s trouble up ahead, so he slithers off and avoids it. If he’s been out and about shadowing me, he might not have seen the media reports with his face on them. But he will.”

				She shifted to try to ease the throbbing in her calf. “Be a pal, would you? Get me coffee.”

				He went to her AutoChef. “And your next step?”

				“Meet with Whitney and Mira to discuss the possibilities of baiting a trap. Check in with the team members, input any new data. At some point I need an hour or two just to think. I need to work it through in my head, play with it.”

				He brought the coffee back to her. “As a party with vested interest in the bait, I’d like to attend this meeting.”

				“Just can’t get enough of meetings, can you? You’ll have to leave your buttons outside the room.”

				“Sorry?”

				“If your buttons aren’t there, they can’t be pushed.” She let her head lean back for just a minute, let the coffee work its magic on her system. “And to remember I’m not just bait, I’m an experienced and kick-ass cop.”

				“With a sissy bite on her tightly muscled calf.”

				“Well…yeah.”

				“Dallas.” Peabody stepped to the door. “How’s the leg?”

				“Fine, and as of now, removed from all discussion.”

				“The commander and Dr. Mira will take us in the commander’s office in twenty.”

				“Good enough.”

				“Meanwhile, Officer Gil Newkirk’s come in. He’s in the war room.”

				“On my way.”

				Gil Newkirk wore his uniform well. He had a rock-solid look about him, indicating to Eve he knew how to handle himself on the street. His face bore the same sort of toughness, what she supposed Feeney might call “seasoning.”

				She’d met him a handful of times over the years, and considered him to be sensible and straightforward.

				“Officer Newkirk.”

				“Lieutenant.” He took the hand she offered with a firm, brisk shake. “Looks like you’ve got an efficient setup here.”

				“It’s a good team. We’re narrowing the field.”

				“I’m glad to hear it, and wish I’d brought you something substantial. If you’ve got some time…”

				“Have a seat.” She gestured, joined him at the conference table.

				“You’ve got his face.” Newkirk nodded to the sketch pinned to one of the four case boards. “I’ve been studying that face, trying to put it in front of me nine years back during one of the knock-on-doors. There were so many of them, Lieutenant. That face isn’t coming up for me.”

				“It was a long shot.”

				“I went through my notes again, and I went over to Ken Colby’s place, he was on this. He went down five years ago.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“He was a good man. His widow, she let me dig out his files and notes on the old investigation. I brought them in.” He tapped the box he’d carried in with him. “Thought they might add something.”

				“I appreciate that.”

				“There were a couple of guys that popped for me when I was going through it again this morning—going off what you gave me last night. But the face, it doesn’t match.”

				“What popped about them?”

				“The body type and coloring. And my boy and I, we’ve talked this through some.” He cocked a brow.

				“I’ve got no problem with that.”

				“I know you’re working the Urban Wars angle, and I remembered one of these guys told us he used to ride along in a dead wagon in the Urbans, with his old man. Pick up bodies. Worked as an MT, then kicked that when he went to some convention in Vegas and hit a jackpot. I remember him because it was a hell of a story. The other was this rich guy, third-generation money. He did taxidermy for a hobby. Place was full of dead animals.

				“I pulled them out.” He passed her a disc. “In case you wanted to check them out again.”

				“We’ll do that. Are you on duty, Officer Newkirk?”

				“Day off,” he said.

				“If you got the time and the interest, maybe you could run these through with Feeney, for current data. I’d be grateful.”

				“No problem. I’m happy to assist in any way.”

				Eve got to her feet, offered her hand again. “Thanks. I’ve got a meeting. I’ll check back as soon as I can. Peabody, Roarke, with me.”

				She had to concentrate not to limp, and giving into her throbbing leg, headed for the small and often odorous confines of the elevator.

				“Remember,” she said to Roarke, “you’re a civilian, and this is a NYPSD op.”

				“That’s expert civilian to you, copper.”

				She didn’t smirk—very much—then squeezed herself onto an elevator. “And don’t call the commander Jack. It negates the serious and official tone, and…it’s just wrong.”

				“Yo, Dallas!”

				She turned her head to see one of the detectives from Anti-Crime grinning at her. “Renicki.”

				“Heard some mope took a chunk out of you, and now he’s got himself a case of rabies.”

				“Yeah? I heard some LC got a taste of you, and now she’s got herself a case of the clap.”

				“And that,” Roarke murmured as a number of cops hooted, “is serious and official.”

				In his office, Whitney stood behind his desk, and Mira beside a visitor’s chair. “Lieutenant,” he said. “Detective. Roarke.”

				“Sir, as I believe the expert consultant may be able to assist with the content of this meeting, I’ve asked him to be included.”

				“Your call. Please, sit.”

				While Roarke, Peabody, and Mira took seats, Eve remained standing. “With permission, Commander, to first update you and Dr. Mira.”

				She ran it through, quick and spare.

				“You were shadowed?” Whitney didn’t question her statement. “Any thoughts on why?”

				“Yes, sir. Dr. Mira broached the possibility that I may be a target. That rather than the springboard for these particular women being Roarke, the springboard for any connection with Roarke may be me.”

				“You didn’t mention this theory to me, Doctor.”

				“I asked Dr. Mira to give me time to evaluate,” Eve said before Mira could speak. “To consider, and to run probabilities before we shifted the focus on this area of the investigation. Having done so, I believe it’s a viable theory. I was a detective on the first investigation, partner to the primary. I fall within the parameters of his choice of victim. I may have crossed paths with him nine years ago, or walked a parallel line.

				“I think he came back to New York for specific reasons. And I think one of them is his intention to bag me.”

				“He’ll be disappointed,” Whitney commented.

				“Yes, sir, he will.”

				“How strongly do you support this theory, Mira?”

				“I’ve run my own probabilities, and I believe, given his pathology, he would consider capturing the lieutenant, a woman with considerable training and authority, a woman married to a man with considerable power, to be his finest achievement. However, it leads me to another question. How will he top it?”

				“He can’t,” Roarke stated. “And knows that he won’t. She’s the last, isn’t she? The best, the most challenging, his ultimate.”

				“Yes.” Mira nodded. “I agree. He’s willing to alter, even slightly, his victim profile. This is not a woman who can be pinned to a specific routine, to a pattern of habits and haunts. Nor one he could approach, face-to-face, as we believe he has with many if not all in the past, and lure her. It must be worth it to him to take this great risk, to devise a way to pull her in. He’s circled back,” Mira continued. “Come back to what we could call his roots. Because this will finish his work.”

				“He’s stopped before,” Peabody put in. “A year or two. But how can he just decide he’s finished? This kind of killer doesn’t stop unless he’s captured or killed.”

				“No, he doesn’t.”

				“You think he’s dying,” Eve said to Mira. “Or that he’s decided to self-terminate after he finishes me.”

				“I do. Yes, I believe exactly that. I also believe he doesn’t fear it. Death is an accomplishment to him, and a timed cycle, which he has, for nearly a decade we know of, controlled. He doesn’t fear his own death, and that only makes him more dangerous.”

				“We need to give him an opening.” Eve narrowed her eyes. “And soon.”

				“If it’s too easy, he won’t bite.” Roarke met Eve’s gaze when she turned. “I know something about challenges. If it comes too easy, it’s not worth the trouble. He’ll want to work for it. At the very least he’ll want to believe that he outwitted you. And he’s had much longer to plan, to devise and study the problem than you have.”

				“I agree.” Mira leaned forward. “If what we believe is true, you’re the finish to his work. You complete it. The fact that you’re pursuing him even as he pursues you not only ups the stakes but adds a particular shine. You would be, quite literally, his masterpiece. With his need for control, he must feel he’s manipulated the outcome. Lured you, despite your training and advantages, as he’s lured the others.”

				“So we let him believe it,” Eve said, “right up to the moment we take him down. He has to be aware by now that we know his face. My take, from the profile, from what we know, is that it will only add to his excitement, his enjoyment. No one’s ever gotten this close before. And while he’s never overtly sought attention from the killing, his method indicates pride in it. In the end, if that’s what this is, won’t he want to be known?”

				“And remembered,” Mira confirmed.

				“We don’t know where or when, but we know who the target is, and we know why. Big advantages. We have his face, body type, age range. We know more about him than we did nine years ago.”

				She wanted to pace, to move while she talked it through, but Eve considered that inappropriate in Whitney’s office. “He probably has a connection with the Urban Wars, he likes opera, rather than physical means, he uses manipulation and deceit to obtain his victims, and often makes personal contact with them before the abduction. Unlike nine years ago, his victims lived or worked from midtown down. That’s purposeful.”

				“He wanted us to get closer this time.” Whitney nodded. “And by using Roarke’s people, he made it personal.”

				“But he doesn’t know how much we know,” Peabody put in. “He doesn’t know we’ve concluded Dallas is his end game. That’s another advantage. As long as he thinks she’s looking ahead—I mean that she’s focused on the pursuit, he’ll think he can ease around behind her, bag the prize.”

				“Back to an opening. One he can believe he helped make,” Eve said to Roarke. “You’re going to need to go back to work.”

				“Back to?”

				“To the buying-controlling-interest-of-the-known-universe-one-sector-at-a-time work. He’s not going to move on me if I’m in lockstep with you, or you,” she said to Peabody, “or anyone else. We have to give him a little room. If he knows my routines, then he knows I generally travel to and from Central solo, that I might do a follow-up after shift on my own. We need to crack the window for him.”

				“Giving the appearance I’ve gone back to business, so to speak, is easy enough,” Roarke replied. His tone was even, almost casual. But Eve heard the steel under it. “But as long as that window’s cracked I’ll be an active member of this team. This is not,” he continued, and addressed himself to the commander now, “simply a matter of me insisting on having some part in protecting the lieutenant. This man has taken three of my people, and one is already dead. It won’t be back to business for me until he’s apprehended—or as dead as Sarifina York.”

				“Understood. Lieutenant, it was your choice to bring the civilian on board. Unless you feel his particular talents and expertise are no longer useful, I believe he should remain active.”

				“You can’t stick too close,” Eve began. “If he senses you’re concerned for my safety, he could pull back. So make the appearance a good one.”

				“Not a problem.”

				“We keep working it, no dramatic shifts in the routine. But we split some of the legwork and interviews.”

				“And you go, wherever you go,” Whitney ordered, “wired.”

				“Yes, sir. I’m going to set that up with Feeney. I’ll need a homer for my vehicle, and—”

				“Already done,” Roarke said, then smiled serenely when she turned on him. “You agreed to that action earlier.”

				True, she thought, but she hadn’t expected him to take it on himself before she’d officially cleared it. Which, she had to admit, was stupid. That’s exactly what she should’ve expected. “Yeah, I did.”

				“You’ll wear a vest,” Mira told her.

				“A woman after my own heart,” Roarke murmured, and his smile spread at the annoyance on Eve’s face.

				“A vest’s overkill. His pattern—”

				“He’s breaking pattern with you,” Mira reminded her. “A vest ensures your safety and success, should he try to stun or injure you in order to incapacitate you. He’s intelligent enough to know he needs a physical advantage with you.”

				“Wear the vest.” Whitney’s voice was clipped. “Set up the electronics with Feeney. I want to know where you are, from this point on, at all times. When you’re in the field, in your vehicle, on the street for any reason, so is a shadow team. It’s not just a matter of keeping one of my people safe, Lieutenant,” he told her, “it’s a matter of slamming that window shut, the minute he comes through it. Work it out, relay the details.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Dismissed.”

				Roarke ran his fingers down her arm as they headed for the glide down. “A vest isn’t a punishment, darling.”

				“You wear one for a couple hours, then say that. And no ‘darling’ on shift.”

				“You can call me darling anytime,” Peabody told him, and made him grin.

				“I’ve a few arrangements to make. I’ll see you back in the war room.” He started to split off from them. “Later, darling. I was talking to Peabody,” he said when Eve bared her teeth.
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				IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG FOR ROARKE TO MAKE arrangements. In the end, however, it would be more than the appearance he was tending to his own organization. He’d have to put in some time on just that, once he could get to his home office, juggling deals and finance with murder.

				But for now he headed back to the war room to keep the various balls of his e-work in the air. He caught sight of Eve coming from the direction of her office. With a few yards between them, he watched her—long, quick strides. Places to go, he thought, murderers to catch.

				He stopped off, grabbing a bottle of water for both of them, then walked in.

				She’d gone to Feeney’s station. The cop Feeney was working with—the detail-minded young Newkirk’s father, Roarke remembered—nodded, and gathering a few discs, shifted to another area.

				So she wanted a direct with Feeney, Roarke concluded. He went to his own station to work on a problem, and to study their dynamics.

				He could see Feeney absorb the information, see Feeney’s eyes narrow in consideration. And the faintest frown of concern. There was some back-and-forth, rapid-fire on Feeney’s part, then he scratched his ear, dipped into his pocket. Out came a bag.

				It would be nuts, Roarke knew, as Feeney dipped into it, then held it out to Eve.

				Taking that as a signal they were now at the thinking through and strategy stage, Roarke rose to walk over and join them.

				“Raised his sights considerably,” Feeney said to Roarke.

				“So it would seem.”

				Feeney swiveled idly left to right, right to left, in his chair as he spoke. “We can wire her up, no problem there. Could put a camera on her, too. Give us eyes if and when we need them.”

				“I don’t want him spotting a camera,” Eve began.

				“I have something.” Roarke looked at Feeney. “The new generation of the HD Mole. XT-Micro. Most often used lapel-style, but as she’s not known for accessorizing it can be easily reconfigured into a button—shirt or jacket. Voice print option. She can activate or deactivate it with any choice of keyword or phrase.”

				“She’s standing right here,” Eve pointed out.

				“There were a couple bugs in the last generation,” Feeney pointed out, easily ignoring Eve.

				“Exterminated,” Roarke assured him. “It would take care of audio and video, and with the XT model—unless she’s going up against top-level security—it wouldn’t be detected.”

				Feeney nodded and munched. “We can go with that. Like to have a look at it first.”

				“I’ve got one coming in now. I used a multitrack homer on her vehicle, military grade.”

				In appreciation of the high-level equipment, Feeney let out a low whistle, along with a quick grin. “We sure as hell won’t lose her, even if she decides to drive down to Argentina. We’ll set up receivers here, and in the mobile. Shadow team can give her five or six blocks.”

				“What about air?”

				“We can mobilize if we have to.”

				“It’s not a bloody coup,” Eve muttered. “It’s one homicidal old man.”

				“Who’s captured, tortured, and killed twenty-four women.”

				Eve merely scowled at Roarke. “I think if he goes through the goddamn window, I can take him. You two go ahead and set up all the e-toys you want. But let’s remember, it’s not just smoking him out. It’s getting in. For Rossi and Greenfeld to have a chance, we have to get to them. I have to get inside, let him think he’s lured me in. We take him outside his place, there’s no guarantee we’ll nail down where he’s keeping them.”

				She had their attention now, waited a beat. “I’m not having these two women bleed or starve to death because we’re so worried about keeping my skin in place we take him down or put him down before we know where they are. Their safety is paramount. That’s a directive from the primary.”

				Feeney rattled his bag of nuts, held it out to Roarke. “Gil and I boxed in a few locations and individuals worth checking out.”

				“Peabody and I will take that. That’s SOP if he’s watching. Give me what you’ve got. How long before your shiny new toy gets here?” she asked Roarke.

				“Should be along in ten or fifteen minutes now.”

				“Good enough. I’ll go dig out the stupid vests.” She signaled to Peabody. “Roarke, you’re going to have to arrange your own transpo home.”

				“Understood. Lieutenant, a moment.” Roarke walked with her to the door. “I want those women back, safe, as much as you. I also like your skin exactly where it is. We’re going to find a way to make all of that work. And that’s a directive from the man who loves you. So watch your ass, or I’ll be first in line to kick it.”

				He knew she wouldn’t like it, but he needed it, so caught her chin in his hand and kissed her, hard and brief, before walking away.

				“Awww.” Peabody sighed a little as she hustled out of the war room behind Eve. “That’s so sweet.”

				“Yeah, ass-kickings are sugar in our house. Locker room. Vests.”

				“Vests? That would be more than one?”

				“I wear one, you wear one.”

				“Aw,” Peabody repeated, but in an entirely different tone.

				In under forty minutes they were in the garage, vested and wired. Peabody tugged on her jacket. “This makes me look fat, doesn’t it? I know it makes me look fat, and I’m still carrying a couple pounds of winter weight.”

				“We’re not trying to distract the son of a bitch with your frosty figure, Peabody.”

				“Easy for you to say.” Shifting, she tried to get a look at her reflection in a side-view mirror. “This damn thing thickens my entire middle, which doesn’t need any help in that area. I look like a stump. A tree stump.”

				“Stumps don’t have arms and legs.”

				“They have branches. But I guess if they have branches, they aren’t technically stumps. So what I look like is a stunted tree.” She dropped into the passenger seat. “I now have extra motivation for taking this bastard down. He’s made me look like a stunted tree.”

				“Yeah, we’re going to fry his ass for that one.” Eve pulled out. “Watch for a tail. Activate, Dallas,” she said to test the recorder. “You copy?”

				“Eyes and ears five-by-five,” Feeney responded. “Shadow will hang back, minimum of three blocks.”

				“Copy that, remaining open while in the field.”

				They took the former dead wagon rider first. He’d done well for himself, Eve mused. Had a dignified old brownstone all to himself in a quiet West Village neighborhood.

				A droid answered the door—a stupendously designed female Eve would have gauged as more usual in the sexual gratification department than the domestic. Smoky eyes, smoky voice, smoky hair, all in a snug black skin-suit.

				“If you’d like to wait in the foyer, I’ll tell Mr. Dobbins you’re here.” She walked off—more slinked off, Eve thought, like a lithe and predatory feline.

				“If all she does is vacuum around here,” Peabody commented, “I’m a size two.”

				“She may vacuum, after she polishes the old man’s brass.”

				“Women are so crude,” Roarke said in her ear.

				“Mute the chatter.” Eve studied the foyer.

				More of a wide hallway, she noted, with the light coming in through the front door’s ornate glass panel. Doors on either side, kitchen area probably in the back. Bedrooms upstairs.

				A lot of room for a man to shuffle around in.

				He did just that, shuffled in on bunged-up slippers. He wore baggy sweats, and had his near-shoulder-length hair combed back and dyed a hard and improbable black.

				His face was too thin, his mouth too full, his body too slight to be the man both Trina and Loni had spoken with.

				“Mr. Dobbins.”

				“That’s right. I want to see some identification, or you’re both turning right back around.”

				He studied Eve’s badge, then Peabody’s, his mouth moving silently as he read. “All right then, what’s this about?”

				“We’re investigating the murder of a woman in Chelsea,” Eve began.

				“That Groom business.” Dobbins wagged a finger. “I read the papers, I watch the news, don’t I? If you people did your jobs and protected people you wouldn’t have to come around here asking me questions. Cops come around here years ago when that girl across the street was murdered.”

				“Did you know her, Mr. Dobbins? The girl who was murdered nine years ago?”

				“Saw her coming and going, didn’t I? Never spoke to her. Saw this new one’s picture on screen. Never spoke to her, either.”

				“Did you ever see this new girl?” Eve asked.

				“On the screen, didn’t I just say? Don’t get up to Chelsea. Got what I need right here, don’t I?”

				“I’m sure you do. Mr. Dobbins, your father drove a morgue truck during the Urban Wars?”

				“Dead wagon. I rode with him most days. Loaded up corpses right, left, and sideways. Got a live one now and again somebody took for dead. I want to sit down.”

				He simply turned around and shuffled through the doorway to the right. After exchanging glances, Eve and Peabody followed.

				The living area was stuffed with worn furniture. The walls might once have been some variation of white, but were now the dingy yellow of bad teeth.

				Dobbins sat, took a cigarette from a tarnished silver tray, and lighted it. “A man can still smoke in his own damn house. You people haven’t taken that away. A man’s home is his damn castle.”

				“You have a lovely home, Mr. Dobbins,” Peabody commented. “I love the brownstones in this area. We’re lucky so many of them survived the Urbans. That must’ve been a terrible time.”

				“Not so bad. Got through it. Toughened me up, too.” He jabbed the air with the cigarette as if to prove it. “Seen more by the time I was twenty than most see in a hundred twenty.”

				“I can’t even imagine. Is it true that there were so many dead in some areas, the only way to keep a record of them was to write an identification number right on the bodies?”

				“That’s the way it was.” He blew out a stream of smoke, shook his finger. “Looters get to them first, they’d take everything, strip them right down. I’d write the sector we found them on the body so we could keep track. Haul them in, and the dead house doc would write the number after that, record it in a book. Waste of time mostly. Just meat by then anyway.”

				“Do you keep in touch with anybody from back then? People who worked like you did, or the doctors, the medics?”

				“What for? They find out you’ve got a little money, they just want a handout.” He shrugged it off. “Saw Earl Wallace a few years back. He’d ride shotgun on the wagon sometimes. Stirred myself to go to Doc Yumecki’s funeral, I guess five, six years back. Paid my respects. He was worth respecting, and there aren’t many. Gave him a nice send-off. Grandson did it. Waked him in the parlor instead of the main house, but it was a nice send-off all the same.”

				“Would you know how to reach Mr. Wallace, or Dr. Yumecki’s grandson?”

				“How the hell should I know? I check the obits. I see somebody I know who’s worth the time, I go to their send-off. Said we would back then, so I do.”

				“What did you say back then?” Eve prompted.

				“Dead everywhere.” His eyes blurred, and Eve imagined he could see it—still see it. “No send-off. Ya burned them up, or you buried them, and mostly with company, you could say. So, those of us that carted them in, ID’d and disposed, we said how when it was our time, we’d have a send-off, and those of us still living and able would come. So that’s what I do.”

				“Who else does it? From the Urbans?”

				Dobbins took one more drag. “Don’t remember names. See a few now and again.”

				“How about this one?” Eve took out the sketch. “Have you seen this man?”

				“No. Looks a little bit like Taker maybe. A little.”

				“Taker?”

				“We picked up the bodies, dropped them off. He took them, so he was Taker. Went to his send-off twenty years back, maybe more. Big one for Taker.” He sucked wetly on the cigarette. “Good food. Long time dead.”

				Out in the car again, Eve sat a moment to think. “Could be an act—bitter, slightly tipped old man. But that’s reaching.”

				“He could’ve worn a disguise when Trina saw him.”

				“Could’ve,” Eve agreed, “but I’d say Trina would have spotted any major face work. It’s what she does. Let’s run down the two names he remembered.”

				

				Her next stop was a Hugh Klok off Washington Square Park. The victim Dobbins had seen “coming and going” had been dumped there. Gil Newkirk’s notes stated that Klok had been questioned, as were the other neighbors. Klok was listed as an antiquities dealer who had purchased and renovated the property several years before the murders.

				He was listed as cooperative and unilluminating.

				Antiquities turned a good profit if you knew what you were doing. Eve assumed Klok did as the property was impressive. What had originally been a pair of town houses had been merged into one large home, set back from the street by a wide courtyard.

				“Pretty spruce,” Peabody commented as they approached the courtyard’s ornamental iron gate.

				Eve pressed the button on the gate and was momentarily ordered by a computerized voice to state her business.

				“Police. We’d like to speak with Mr. Hugh Klok.” She held up her badge for scanning.

				Mr. Klok is not in residence at this time. You may leave your message at this security point or—if you choose—pass through and leave same with a member of the household staff.

				“Option two. Might as well get a closer look,” she said to Peabody.

				The gate chinked open. They crossed the bricked courtyard, climbed a short flight of steps to the main level. The door opened immediately. This, too, was a droid, but fashioned to represent a dignified middle-aged man.

				“I’m authorized to take your message for Mr. Klok.”

				“Where’s Mr. Klok?”

				“Mr. Klok is away on business.”

				“Where?”

				“I’m not authorized to relay that information. If this is an emergency or the business you have with him of great import, I will contact Mr. Klok immediately so that he can, in turn, contact you. He is, however, expected home within the next day or two.”

				Behind the dignified droid was a large, dignified entrance hall. And surrounding it Eve sensed a great deal of uninhabited space. “Tell Mr. Klok to contact Lieutenant Eve Dallas, NYPSD, Cop Central, upon his return.”

				“Of course.”

				“How long has he been gone?”

				“Mr. Klok has been out of residence these past two weeks.”

				“Does Mr. Klok live alone?”

				“He does.”

				“Any houseguests in his absence?”

				“There are no guests in residence.”

				“Okay.” She’d have preferred to get inside, snoop around a little. But without warrant or cause, there was no legal way past the threshold.

				She left the Klok house for a bustling section of Little Italy.

				One of the victims had been a waitress in a restaurant owned by Tomas Pella. Pella had served on the Home Force during the Urbans, and in them had lost a brother, a sister, and his bride of two months. His young, doomed wife had served as a medic.

				He’d never remarried, had instead opened and owned three successful restaurants before selling out eight years before.

				“Reclusive, according to Newkirk’s notes,” Eve said. “Also listed as hot-tempered and angry.”

				He lived in a trim whitewashed home within shouting distance of bakeries, markets, cafés.

				When she was greeted for the third time by a droid—female again, but of the comfortable domestic style—Eve concluded that men of that generation preferred electronic to human.

				“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. We’d like to speak to Mr. Tomas Pella.”

				“I’m sorry, Mr. Pella is very ill.”

				“Oh, yeah? How’s that?”

				“I’m afraid I can’t discuss his medical condition with you without his authorization. Is there any other way I can be of help?”

				“Is he lucid? Conscious? Able to speak?”

				“Yes, but he requires rest and quiet.”

				Droids were tougher than humans on some levels, but could still be bullied and intimidated. “I require an interview with him.” Eve tapped her badge, kept her eyes keen and level. “I think it would disturb his rest and quiet a great deal more if I had to get a warrant and bring police medicals in here to evaluate his condition. Is there a medical with him?”

				“Yes. There’s a medical with him at all times.”

				“Then inform the medical that if Mr. Pella is awake and lucid, we need to speak with him. Got that?”

				“Yes, of course.” She stepped back, shutting the door behind them before going to a house ’link. “If Mr. Pella is able, there are two police officers here who insist on speaking to him. Yes, I’ll wait.”

				The domestic glanced back at Eve and looked as intimidated as a droid could manage.

				The entrance boasted soaring ceilings, and was elegantly if sparely furnished. The staircase was directly to the left, a straight, sleek line, the treads were highly polished wood with a faded red runner climbing their center. The chandelier was three tiers of blown glass in shades of pale, delicate blue.

				She wandered a few feet farther to glance to the right, into a formal parlor. Photographs lined the creamy white mantel, and from the style of dress worn in them, she judged them to be a gallery of Pella’s dead. Parents, siblings, the pretty and forever young face of his wife.

				Third man on the list, she thought, and it could be said—in this case—that Pella occupied a house of the dead.

				“If you’d come with me?” The droid folded her hands neatly at her waist. “Mr. Pella will see you, but his medical requests you make your visit as brief as possible.”

				When Eve didn’t answer, the droid simply turned and started up the steps. They creaked softly, Eve noted. Little moans and groans of age. At the top was a landing, which split right and left. The droid walked to the right, and stopped at the first door.

				It would, Eve thought, overlook the street and the bustle of life outside.

				It wasn’t life she sensed when they stepped inside. If this was a house of the dead, this was its master chamber.

				The bed was enormous, canopied, with head-and footboards deeply carved with what she supposed were cherubs on the wing. The light was dim, drapes drawn fully across the tall windows.

				The man in bed was ghostly pale, propped against white pillows. An oxygen breather was fixed over his face, and above it his eyes were almost colorless and full of bitter rage.

				“What do you want?”

				For a sick man, his voice was strong enough, though the breather made it raspy. Fueled, perhaps, by what Eve saw in his eyes.

				“Sir.” The medical was female, sturdy and competent. “You mustn’t upset yourself.”

				“Go to hell.” He tossed it off like a shrug. “And get out.”

				“Sir.”

				“Out. I’m still in charge around here. You get out. And you.” He pointed a finger that shook slightly at Eve. “What do you want?”

				“We’re investigating the murder of a woman whose body was found in East River Park.”

				“The Groom. Back again. I was a groom once.”

				“So I hear.” She stepped closer to the bed. She couldn’t insist he remove the breather, and with that and the poor light, his features were difficult to distinguish. But she saw his hair was white, his face round. She would have said somewhat doughy—and thought: steroids. “You’re aware she was killed in the same way Anise Waters, who worked for you, was killed nine years ago.”

				“Nine years. A fingersnap of time, or a life sentence. Depends, doesn’t it?”

				“Time’s relative?” she asked, watching those eyes.

				“Time’s a son of a bitch. You’ll find out.”

				“Eventually.”

				“You cops looked me over nine years ago. Now you’re back to do the same? Well, take a look.”

				“When’s the last time you were out of bed?”

				“I can get up whenever I damn well please.” There was frustrated insult in his voice as he shifted to sit up straighter. “Can’t get very far, but I can damn well get up. You thinking I got up and killed that girl. Grabbed myself a couple others?”

				“You’re well informed, Mr. Pella.”

				“What the hell else do I have to do all damn day but watch the screen.” He jerked his chin toward the one on the wall opposite the bed. “I know who you are. Roarke’s cop.”

				“Is that a problem for you?”

				He grinned, his teeth showing through the breather.

				“How about him.” Eve pulled out the sketch. “Do you know who he is?”

				He glanced toward the sketch in a way that told Eve he was ready to dismiss it all. Then she saw something come into his eyes, saw something pass in and out in that beat where he really looked at the face. “Who is he?”

				“Guy who likes to kill women, be my guess.” That hard resistance was back on his face, the screw you expression. “From where I’m sitting, that would be your problem, not mine.”

				“I can do a lot to make it your problem, too. Do you like brunettes, Mr. Pella?”

				“I don’t have time for women. They don’t listen to you. Die on you.”

				“You served on the Home Force during the Urbans.”

				“Killed men, women, too. But they called it heroic. She was busy saving lives when they killed her. Somebody probably said that was heroic. None of it was. Killing’s killing, and you never get it out of your head.”

				“Did you identify her body?”

				“I’m not talking about that anymore. You don’t talk about Therese anymore.”

				“Are you dying, Mr. Pella?”

				“Everyone’s dying.” He grinned again. “Some of us are just closer to finishing it than others.”

				“What’s finishing you?”

				“Tumor. Beat it back, been beating it back for ten years. This time they say it’s going to beat me. We’ll see about that.”

				“Any objection to my partner and me looking around while we’re here?”

				“You want to run tame in my house?” He pushed himself up a little. “This isn’t the Urbans, Roarke’s Cop, where your kind can do as they damn please. And this is still the United States of goddamn America. You want to search my house? You get a warrant. Now get out.”

				

				Eve stood outside, hands on hips, studying Pella’s house. In moments she saw the bedroom drapes twitch, then quickly settle.

				“Tough son of a bitch,” Eve commented.

				“Yeah, but is he tough enough?”

				“I bet he is. If killing’s what he wanted, killing’s what he’d do. There’s the groom angle, the lost love. Why should these women live, be happy, young, when he lost his wife? Soldier during the Urbans. Knows how to kill, and he strikes me as a man with plenty of anger, and a lot of control—when he wants to use it.”

				“The sick room, the breather,” Peabody considered. “Could be an act.”

				“Could be, but he has to know we could find that out. Of course, if he is dying, that’s just one more check in the plus column. And no judge is going to give us a warrant with what we have to search the home of a dying, bedridden old man.

				“Dallas, mute off. Feeney, you copy?”

				“Read you.”

				“Let’s put a couple of uniforms on this place. Surveillance goggles. Pella doesn’t give me the full buzz, but there’s a minor tingle happening. He knows something about something, and the face in that sketch triggered it.”

				“Done.”

				“Shadow pick up on any tail?”

				“Nada.”

				“Yeah, me either. I’m going to drop Peabody by her place, head home myself. I’ll be working from there. Dallas out.”

				“Home sweet home?”

				“Home where you can start digging up data on Pella’s dead wife. Details, all you can find. I can wrangle clearance to search his medicals. Take a closer look at Dobbins, too.”

				“Looks like I’m not getting laid again tonight.”

				Eve ignored her. “I’ll take another glance at the currently unavailable Hugh Klok. Guy’s into antiquities and that says travel to me. Let’s see if any of these guys frequents the opera. Roarke can take a closer look at their real estate. Maybe the houses mean something. I want blueprints in any case.”

				She pulled away from the curb, hoping to sense someone watching, someone sliding through the traffic behind her. But all she felt was the crowded streets, and the sluggish push of vehicles that had turned the earlier snow into dismal mush.
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				“LOCKED IN,” EVE SAID WHEN THE GATES OF home closed behind her. “Eyes and ears off. Dallas out.”

				No ugly mush and slush here, she thought. The snow spread, pure and pristine, over the grounds, draped heavy as wet fur on the trees so that the great house rose like the powerful focal point of a winter painting. And like a painting, now that the frigid March wind had died, it all stood utterly still.

				She left the car, and even moving through winter’s irritable bite, she had the thought that maybe Peabody was right. Maybe spring was edging closer.

				As she entered the house Summerset oozed into the foyer with the fat Galahad shadowing him.

				“I’m to tell you that Roarke will be somewhat late. It seems he has considerable business of his own to deal with as he’s been spending so much of his time entrenched in yours.”

				“His choice, Scarecrow.” She tossed her coat over the newel.

				“There’s blood on your pants.”

				She glanced down. She’d nearly forgotten the bite. Little thieving bastard. “It’s dry.”

				“Then you won’t drip on the floor,” he said equably. “Mavis wishes you to know she wasn’t able to pinpoint the hairpiece, but she and Trina believe they may have narrowed the brand of body cream down to three choices. The information is on your desk.”

				Eve climbed two steps, partly because she just wanted to get the hell upstairs, and partly because it allowed her to look down on him. “They’re gone?”

				“Since midday. Leonardo returned. I arranged for their transportation home, where Trina will be staying with them until this matter is resolved.”

				“Good. Fine.” She went up two more stairs, then stopped. He was a righteous pain in her ass most of the time, but she’d heard the concern in his voice. Whatever his numerous flaws—and don’t get her started—he had a big, gooey soft spot for Mavis.

				“They’ve got nothing to worry about,” she said, looking straight into his eyes. “They’re clear of this.”

				He only nodded, and Eve continued upstairs. Galahad trotted up after her.

				She went to the bedroom, but only glanced at the big, gorgeous bed. If she went down, she knew she’d stay down, and that wasn’t the answer. Instead, she stripped, placing her weapon—and the clutch piece she’d strapped onto her ankle that afternoon—her badge, electronics on the dresser, then pulled on a tank and shorts.

				She started to pick at the bandage on her calf, then ordered herself to stop. If she looked at the wound, the stupid thing would start hurting again.

				What she needed was a good, strong workout where she could empty her mind and push her body awake.

				Galahad obviously had other ideas on how to use his time and was already curled up dead center of the bed. “See, that’s why you’re fat,” she told him. “Eat, sleep, maybe prowl around a little, then eat and sleep some more. I oughta get Roarke to put a pet treadmill downstairs. Work some of that pudge off you.”

				To show his opinion of the suggestion, Galahad yawned hugely, then closed his eyes.

				“Sure, go ahead. Ignore me.” She stepped into the elevator, went down to the gym.

				She did a two-mile run, using her favored shoreline setting. She had the texture of sand under her feet, the smell of the sea around her, the sight and sound of waves rolling, receding.

				Between the effort and the ambiance, she finished the run in a kind of trance, then switched to weights. Sweaty, satisfied, she ended the session with some flexibility training before she hit the shower.

				Okay, maybe the bite on her leg throbbed a little in protest, but it was still better than a nap, she assured herself. Though she had to admit the cat snoring on the bed looked pretty damn happy. She pulled on loose pants, a black sweatshirt she noticed with baffled surprise was cashmere, thick socks. With her file bag in tow, she went from bedroom to office.

				She programmed a full pot of coffee, and drank the first cup while updating, then circling and studying her murder boards. She paused, looked into the eyes of the killer Yancy had sketched.

				“Did you come home to die? Ted, Ed, Edward, Edwin? Is it all about timing and circles and death? Has it all been your own personal opera?”

				She circled again, studying each victim’s face. “You chose them, used them. Cast them away. But they all represent someone. Who is that? Who was she to you? Mother, lover, sister, daughter? Did she betray you? Leave you? Reject you?”

				She remembered something Pella had said, and frowned.

				“Die on you? More than that? Was she taken, killed? Is this a recreation of her death?”

				She studied her own face, the ID print she’d pinned up. And what did he see when he looked at it? she wondered. Not just another victim this time, but an opponent. That was new, wasn’t it? Hunting the hunter.

				The grand finale. Yes, Mira could be right about that. The twist at the end of the show. Applause, applause, and curtain.

				She poured out a second cup of coffee, sat to prop her feet on her desk. Maybe not just an opera fan. A performer? Frustrated performer or composer…

				The performer didn’t fit profile, she decided. It would involve a lot of training, a lot of teamwork. Taking direction. No, that wasn’t his style.

				A composer, could be. Most people who wrote anything worked alone a lot of the time. Taking charge of the words or the music.

				“Computer, working with all current data, run probability series as follows. What is the probability the perpetrator has returned to New York, has targeted Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, in a desire to complete what he may consider his work?

				“What is the probability that desire is fostered by his knowledge of his own death, or plans to self-terminate?

				“What is the probability, given his use of opera houses for false addresses, he is or was involved in opera as a profession?

				“What is the probability, given the timelines of the perpetrator’s sprees and subsequent rest periods, he utilizes chemicals to suppress or release his urge to kill?”

				Acknowledged.

				“Hold it. I’m still thinking. What is the probability the victims represent a person connected to the perpetrator who was, at some time, tortured and killed by methods he now employs? Begin run.”

				Acknowledged. Working…

				“You do that.” Leaning back, Eve sipped coffee, closed her eyes.

				She let it filter in, chewed on it awhile, used the results to formulate other runs. Then she simply sat and let it all simmer in her head.

				When Roarke stepped in, she had her boots on the desk, ankles crossed. There was a coffee mug in her hand. Her eyes were closed, her face blank. The cat padded in behind him and arrowed straight for the sleep chair, lest someone get there first. Then he sprawled out, as if exhausted by the walk from nap to nap.

				Roarke started across the room, then stopped dead in front of the murder board. If someone had slammed a steel bat into his chest it would’ve been less of a jolt than seeing Eve’s face on that board, among the dead and missing.

				He lost his breath. It simply left his body as he imagined life would if he lost her. Then it came back, blown through him by sheer rage. His hands clenched at his sides, hard balls of violence. He could see them punching through the face of the man who saw Eve as a victim, as some sort of grand prize in his collection. What he felt, literally, was the connection of those fists to flesh, to bone and blood, not to empty paper and ink.

				And he reveled in the raw phantom pain in his knuckles.

				She didn’t belong there. Would never belong there, in that hideous gallery of death.

				Yet she had put herself there, he realized. Had put her image among the others. Steely-minded, he thought now. His cop, his wife, his world. Coolheadedly, cool-bloodedly aligning the facts and data, even when her own life was part of them.

				He ordered himself to calm, to understand why she’d put herself there. She needed to see the whole picture, and seeing the whole picture would shut it down.

				He looked away from the board and over to her. She was exactly as she’d been when he entered. Kicked back, still—and safe.

				He went to her, realized some of the rage and fear was still with him when he wanted to simply pluck her up, wrap himself around her, and hold on. And on. Instead he reached down to take the mug out of her hand.

				“Get your own coffee,” she muttered, and opened her eyes.

				Not asleep, he realized, but in the zone. “My mistake. I thought you were sleeping on the job.”

				“Thinking time, pal. Didn’t hear you come in. How’s it going?”

				“Well enough. I grabbed a swim and a shower to delude myself that I was still feeling human.”

				“Yeah, I went the beach run and iron pumping route. Mostly works. I’ve been doing probabilities and some data juggling. I need to write up a report, then do some runs. When—”

				“I want ten minutes,” he interrupted.

				“Huh?”

				“Ten minutes.” He took the coffee now, set it aside, then captured her hand to pull her out of the chair. “Where it’s just you, just me.”

				She cocked up her eyebrows as he drew her away from the desk. “Ten minutes isn’t anything to brag about, ace.”

				“I’m not meaning sex.” He slid his arms around her, kept moving in what she now understood was a slow and easy dance. “Or not precisely that. I want ten minutes of you,” he repeated, lowering his brow to hers. “Just that, without anything or anyone.”

				She drew in a breath, and smelled the shower on him. That lingering scent of soap on his skin. “It already feels good.” She touched her lips to his, angled her head. “Tastes good, too.”

				He skimmed a finger down the dent in her chin, brushed his lips on hers. “So it does. And there’s this spot I know.” He used his finger to turn her head slightly, then laid his lips along her jawline, just below her ear. “Just exactly there. It’s perfect.”

				“That one spot?”

				“Well now, there are others, but that’s a particular favorite of mine.”

				She smiled, then rested her head on his shoulder—a favorite spot of hers—and let him guide her through the easy dance. “Roarke.”

				“Mmm?”

				“Nothing. It just feels good to say it.”

				His hand stroked up and down her back. “Eve,” he said. “You’re right again. It does. I love you. There’s nothing that feels more perfect than that.”

				“Hearing it’s not bad. Knowing it’s the best.” She lifted her head, met his lips again. “I love you.”

				They held on, and they ended the dance as they’d begun. With his brow resting against hers. “There, now,” he murmured. “That’s better.” He drew back, then lifted her hands to his lips.

				He had a way, just that way, of making her insides curl. His lips warm on her skin, and those wild blue eyes looking over their joined hands into hers made her wish she had a hundred ten minutes just to be. As long as he could just be along with her.

				“It’s pretty damn good,” she told him.

				“Why don’t I get us a meal,” he suggested, “and you can tell me about those probabilities.”

				“I’ll get it. It’s got to be my turn by now. You can go ahead and look them over if you want.”

				She stepped back, turned. And saw, as she realized now he would have seen, her photo on the board. “Oh, Jesus. Jesus.” Appalled, she gripped a handful of her own hair and tugged. “Listen, this was stupid. I’m stupid. I only put this up there to—”

				“Don’t call yourself stupid, for you’re far from it most of the time.” His tone was cool and even. “I’m more than happy to let you know when you are stupid. It’s not a problem for me.”

				“Yeah, you’ve made that clear in the past. But this was just so—”

				She broke off again when he held up a hand. “You put yourself there because you have to be objective, and more—you have to be able to see yourself as he does. Not only as you are, but as he sees you. If you don’t, you may be careless.”

				“Okay, yeah.” She slid her hands into her pockets. “Got it in one. Are you okay with this?”

				“Does it help you if I’m not okay with it? Obviously not. So I’ll deal with it. And I’ll kill him if he hurts you.”

				“Hey, hey.”

				“I’m not meaning the garden variety of bumps, bruises, and occasional bites,” he added with a glance at her leg, “you seem to incur on an alarmingly regular basis.”

				“I hold my own,” she snapped back, oddly insulted. “And you’ve taken some hits yourself, pal.” Her eyes narrowed when he held up a finger. “Oh, I really hate when you do that.”

				“Pity. If he manages to get past your guard, past me, and all the rest, and causes you real harm, I’ll do him with my own hands and in my own way. You’ll have to be okay with that, as that’s as much who and what I am and it’s who and what you are that put your own face up there.”

				“He won’t get past my guard.”

				“Then we won’t have a problem, will we? What’s for dinner?”

				She wanted to argue, but she couldn’t find any room to maneuver. So she shrugged and stalked off toward the kitchen. “I want carbs.”

				The man was exasperating. One minute he was kissing her hand in the sort of quietly romantic gesture that turned her to putty, and the next he was telling her he’d do murder in that calm, cool voice that was scarier than a blaster to the temple.

				And the hell of it was, she thought as the cat bumped his head against her leg, he meant both those things absolutely. Hell, he was both of those things absolutely.

				She ordered spaghetti and meatballs, leaned back on the counter, and sighed. He might be exasperating, complicated, dangerous, and difficult, but she loved every piece of the puzzle that made him.

				She gave the now desperate Galahad a portion from each plate—fair was fair—before carrying them back into the office. She saw he’d correctly interpreted her carbs as spaghetti, and had opened a bottle of red. He sat, sipping, and scanning her comp screen.

				“Maybe he’ll cause you real harm.” Eve set the plates on her desk. “Then I’ll kill him.”

				“Works for me. Interesting questions posed here, Lieutenant.” As if it were any casual meal—and for them perhaps it was—Roarke expertly wound noodles around his fork. “Interesting percentages.”

				“Probability’s high Mira hit it with the reasons he’s come back to New York, and the reason he’s targeted me. Also in the high range he’s connected to opera professionally. I’m not sure I agree.”

				“Why?”

				“Has to be a lot of work, right? Focus, energy, dedication. And in most cases, a lot of interaction with others. Factor it in, sure,” she said, studying the display on-screen, “but when I rolled it around during my thinking time, it doesn’t fit for me. He’s no team player. My gauge is he likes his quiet time. You could, on some level, call his killings performances, but that’s not how I see them. They’re more intimate. Just between him and the vic until he’s done.”

				“A duet.”

				“A duet. Hmm.” She rolled that around, too. “Yeah, okay, a duet, I can see that. One man, one woman, the dynamics there, extremely personal. A performance, okay, without an audience, too intimate to share. Because, I think, at some time he was intimately connected to the woman all the rest represent. Yeah. They were a duet.”

				“And his partner was killed.”

				“Derailed his train. That’s why I think he uses chemicals to rein himself in for long periods—or conversely to free himself for short ones. There, the computer and I agree. So, I look for types of medications that can suppress homicidal urges. And if he’s sick, as we’re theorizing, he may be taking meds for whatever his condition might be. Do you know Tomas Pella?”

				“The name’s not familiar, no.”

				“He seemed to know you.”

				“I know a great many people.”

				“And a great many more know you, I get that. He used to own some restaurants in Little Italy. Sold them shortly after the time all this started nine years ago.”

				“I might have bought them, or one of them. I’ll check the records.”

				“How about Hugh Klok, antiquities dealer. You buy a lot of old stuff.”

				“Doesn’t ring.”

				“I’ll do a run on him. One of the others Newkirk remembered from the prior was this guy who did taxidermy. You know, stuffed dead animals.”

				“Which always begs the question: Why in the bloody hell?”

				“Yeah, what’s with that?” Eve slanted her gaze over to Galahad, who’d wandered back in to sit and wash up after his meal. “I mean, would you want…you know, when he uses up his nine?”

				“Good God, no. Not only, well, creepy would be the word, wouldn’t it, for us, but bloody humiliating for him.”

				“Yeah, that’s what I think. I liked the idea of the taxidermy guy for the symbolism. House of death and blah. But he’s clear. Lives on Vegas II, and has for four years. Checked out. So anyway, you want the background on these other two, and the third I questioned today, Dobbins?”

				“I’m sure it’s as much sparkling dinner conversation as the philosophy of taxidermy and dead cats. Go ahead.”

				

				Downtown in their apartment, Peabody and McNab worked on dueling computers. Because he worked better with noise and she didn’t care, the air blasted with trash rock and revisionist rap. She sat, hunched over, tuning most of it out and picking her way through a complicated search.

				He was up and down like a restless puppy, alternately snapping out directives and singing lyrics. She didn’t know how anyone could get any work done that way. But she also knew he not only could, he had to.

				The remnants of the Chinese delivery they’d ordered were scattered around both their workstations. Peabody was already wishing she’d resisted that last egg roll.

				When she finally found the data she was after, tears blurred her eyes. The hot prick of tears warned her she was overtired and her resistance was bottoming out.

				“Hey, hey, She-Body!” McNab caught the look on her face. “Music off. Computer, save and pause. What’s wrong, honey?”

				“It’s so sad. It just makes me so sad.”

				“What does?” He’d already come behind her to pat and rub her shoulders.

				It was a pretty good deal, she thought, to have somebody there to pet you when you were shaky. “I found Therese—Therese Di Vecchio Pella. Tomas Pella’s wife, one of the guys Dallas and I talked to today.”

				“Yeah, from Old Newkirk’s notes, from the first go-round.”

				“They got married in April. They were with the Home Force. He was a corporal, she was a medic. And see, look.” She tapped the comp screen. “In July she was dispatched to this area, on the edge of SoHo and Tribeca. An explosion, mostly civilian casualties. There was still firing in the sector, but she went in. She was wearing the red cross—the medic symbol. But she got hit by sniper fire when she tried to reach the wounded. She was only twenty. She was trying to help wounded civilians, and they killed her.”

				She sat back, knuckled away the tears. “I don’t know. It just rips me, I guess. You’ve got to have hope, right, to stop long enough to get married in the middle of all that. And then, you’re gone. Trying to help people, and you’re gone. She was only twenty.”

				McNab leaned down, pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Want me to take this for a while?”

				“No. We talked to that old man today. Well, not that old, really, but it seemed like he was older than Moses in that bed, with the breather on. And then I read this, and think how he’d been so young, and he’d loved this girl. Then…she’s too young.”

				“I know it’s tough, baby, but—”

				“No, no. I mean, yeah, it’s tough, but she’s too young to be the source of the pattern.” Tears—and some still clung to her lashes—were forgotten. “She was only twenty, and the youngest vic was twenty-eight. Twenty-eight to thirty-three, that’s been his span. So Therese Pella died too young, it most likely eliminates Pella as a suspect.”

				“You were seriously looking at this guy?”

				“He’s the right age, the basic type, connection with the Urbans, private home—and can you spell bitter? Got a tumor—or he says—Dallas is checking that. Lost his bride—bride and groom—who was a pretty brunette. But after that it doesn’t follow.”

				Peabody sat back, shaking her head at the data on screen. “Doesn’t follow pattern. She’s hit by sniper fire, not tortured. She’s eight years younger than his youngest vic when she was killed. Misses the profile. But there was something. A tingle, Dallas called it. There was a tingle when we talked to him.”

				“Maybe he knows something. Maybe he’s connected.”

				“Yeah, maybe. I need to get this to Dallas, then try for deeper data on Pella.”

				“I’ll give you a hand.” McNab gave her shoulders another rub, then toyed with the ends of her hair. “Okay now?”

				“Yeah. I guess it’s not enough sleep and too much on the brain.”

				“You need to take a break.”

				“Maybe I do.” She knuckled her eyes again, but this time to clear fatigue instead of tears. “If it wasn’t so cold out, I’d take a walk, get some air, some exercise.”

				“I don’t know about the air,” he said as she rose. “But I can help with the exercise.” Grinning, he laid a hand on her ass, gave it a squeeze.

				“Yeah?” Her eyes danced; her libido boogied. “You wanna?”

				“Let me answer that question by ripping your clothes off.”

				She let out a laughing squeal as they tumbled to the floor. “I thought, you know, you weren’t feeling the bloom and spark.”

				“Something’s blooming just fine,” he said as he dragged off her sweater.

				She tugged his pants down over his hips to check for herself. Looking down, she said, “I’ll say.”

				“And as for sparkage.” He crushed his mouth to hers in a kiss hot enough she envisioned smoke coming out of her ears. “Any more, and we’d torch the place.”

				She saw his eyes go dreamy when his hand cupped her breast, felt her stomach muscles tighten in response.

				“Mmmm, She-body, the most female of females. Let’s see what we can light up.”

				

				Later, considerably later, Eve studied the data Peabody had sent to her office unit. “She’s right,” Eve mumbled. “Too young, wrong method. Dobbins hits me as just too sloppy, just too disinterested. Klok’s coming across as straight and narrow. But there’s something here. I just can’t see it yet.”

				“Maybe you would if you got a decent night’s sleep.”

				Instead, she walked around her boards again. “Opera. What about the opera-tickets angle?”

				“I’ve got the list for season ticket holders for the Met. Nothing on the first cross-check. I’ll try others.”

				“He jumps names, jumps names and ID data. Covert stuff. Smooth, under radar. Where’d he learn how? Torture methods. Covert operations have been known to employ torture methods.”

				“I can tell you my sources on the matter of torturers isn’t popping anyone of this generation still living and in business, or anyone who moonlights by targeting young brunettes.”

				“It was worth a shot,” Eve mused. “Covert might change that. Someone who was in military ops, or paramilitary at one time. He learned the methods somewhere, and developed the skill to manipulate his data.”

				“Or has the connections or the funds to hire someone to manipulate it,” Roarke reminded her.

				“Yeah, there’s that. So. Why do we torture someone?”

				“For information.”

				“Yeah, at least ostensibly. Why else do you torture? Kicks, sexual deviation, ritual sacrifice.”

				“Experimentation. Another tried and true rationale for inflicting pain.”

				She looked at him. “We eliminate the need or desire for information, and the sexual deviation. No doubt in my mind he gets personal gratification from inflicting pain, but it has to be more. Ritual’s part of it, but this isn’t some sick religious deal or cult. So, experimentation,” she repeated. “Fits. Factor in that he’s very good at it. Torture skills are specialized. He isn’t messy about it, he’s precise. Again, where did he learn?”

				“And you’re back to the Urbans.”

				“It keeps crossing there. Someone taught him, or he studied. Experimented before the experimentation. But not here, not in New York.”

				Circling her board, she studied, considered angles. “We ran searches for others before. I did a Missing Persons run on the victim type. But what if he experimented elsewhere? If he purposefully mutilated the bodies to eliminate the correlation, or disposed of them altogether?”

				“You’re going to do a global search on mutilations and missing persons involving the victim type.”

				“He might not have been as careful. If we find something…he might have left something behind.” She stopped, stared at the sketch of the man she hunted. “Still honing his craft, still finding his way. We did globals, but maybe we didn’t go back far enough.”

				“I’ll set it up. I can do it faster,” he said before she could argue. “Then it’ll take a good long while for any results you can actually work with. I’ll set it up, then we’re getting some sleep.”

				“All right. Okay.”

				

				The dreams came in blurry spurts, as if she were swimming through fog that tore and re-formed, tore and re-formed. The clock ticked incessantly.

				Over that endless, echoing tick, she heard the sounds of a battle raging. A firefight, she thought. Blasts and bullets and the wild shouts and calls of the men and women who fought.

				She could smell the blood, the smoke, the burning flesh before she could see it. Carnage carried a sickly sweet aroma.

				As vision cleared, focused, she saw the battle was on a stage, and the stage was dressed to depict the city in a strange, stylized form. Buildings, all black and silver, were tipped and tilted above hard white streets that jagged into impossible angles or inexplicable dead ends.

				And the players on stage were dressed in bright, elaborate costumes that flowed through bloody pools and swirled in dirty smoke as they murdered each other.

				She looked down on it all with interest, from her gilded box seat. Below, in a pit where bodies lay twisted, she could see the orchestra madly playing their instruments. Their fingers ran with blood from razor-sharp strings.

				On stage, the shouts and calls were songs, she realized, fierce, violent. Vicious.

				War could never be otherwise.

				“The third act is nearly over.”

				She turned, looked into the face of the killer as he took a huge stopwatch out of the pocket of his formal black.

				“I don’t understand. It’s all death. Who writes these things?”

				“Death, yes. Passion and strength and life. Everything leads to death, doesn’t it? Who would know that better than you?”

				“Murder’s different.”

				“Oh, yes, it’s artful and it’s deliberate. It takes it out of the hands of fate and puts the power into the one who creates death. Who makes a gift of it.”

				“What gift? How is murder a gift?”

				“This…” He gestured to the stage as a woman, brown hair bloody, face and body battered, was borne in on a stretcher. “This is about immortality.”

				“Immortality’s for the dead. Who was she when she was alive?”

				He only smiled. “Time’s up.” He clicked the stopwatch, and the stage went black.

				Eve came rearing up in bed, sucking for air. Caught between the dream and reality, she closed her hands over her ears to muffle the ticking. “Why won’t it stop?”

				“Eve. Eve. It’s your ’link.” Roarke curled his fingers over her wrists, gently tugged her hands down. “It’s your ’link.”

				“Jesus. Wait.” She shook her head, pulled herself into the now. “Block video,” she ordered, then answered. “Dallas.”

				Dispatch, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve. Report to Union Square Park off Park Avenue. Body of unidentified female, evidence of torture.

				Eve turned her head, met Roarke’s eyes. “Acknowledged. Notify Peabody, Detective Delia, request Medical Examiner Morris. As per procedure on this matter, relay notification to Commander Whitney and Dr. Mira. I’m on my way. Dallas out.”

				“I’ll be going with you. I know,” Roarke said as he rose, “you don’t make prime bait with me along, but that’ll be Gia Rossi left on the ground. And I’m going with you.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“Ah, Eve.” His tone changed, softened. “So am I.”
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				AS EVE HAD SEEN THEIR HOME IN ITS SNOWY landscape as a painting, Roarke saw the crime scene as a play. A dark play with constant movement and great noise, all centered around the single focal character.

				The white sheet on the white snow, the white body laid over it, with deep brown hair shining in the hard lights. He thought the wounds stood out against the pale flesh like screams.

				And there his wife stood in her long black coat, gloveless, of course. They’d both forgotten her gloves this time around. Hatless and hard-eyed. The stage manager, he thought, and a major player as well. Director and author of this final act.

				There would be pity in her, this he knew, and there would be anger, a ribbon of guilt to tie them all together. But that complicated emotional package was tucked deep inside, walled in behind that cool, calculating mind.

				He watched her speak to the sweepers, to the uniforms, to the others who walked on and off that winter stage. Then Peabody, the dependable, in her turtle-shell of a coat and colorful scarf, crossed the stage on cue. Together, she and Eve lowered to that lifeless focal point that held the dispassionate spotlight of center stage.

				“Not close enough,” McNab said from beside him.

				Roarke shifted his attention, very briefly, from the scene to McNab. “What?”

				“Just couldn’t get close enough.” McNab’s hands were deep in two of the many pockets of his bright green coat, with the long tails of a boldly striped scarf fluttering down his back. “Moving in on a dozen roads from a dozen damn directions. Moving in, you can feel we’re getting closer. But not close enough to help Gia Rossi. It’s hard. This one hits hard.”

				“It does.”

				Had he really believed, Roarke wondered, a lifetime ago, had he honestly assumed that the nature of the cop was to feel nothing? He’d learned different since Eve. He’d learned very different. And now, he stood silent, listening to the lines as the players played their parts.

				“TOD oh-one-thirty. Early Monday morning,” Peabody said. “She’s been dead a little over twenty-six hours.”

				“He kept her for a day.” Eve studied the carving in the torso. Thirty-nine hours, eight minutes, forty-five seconds. “Kept her a day after he was finished. She didn’t last for him. The wounds are less severe, less plentiful than on York. Something went wrong for him this time. He wasn’t able to sustain the work.”

				Less severe, yes, Peabody could see that was true. And still the cuts, the burns and bruising spoke of terrible suffering. “Maybe he got impatient this time. Maybe he needed to go for the kill.”

				“I don’t think so.” With her sealed fingers, Eve picked up the victim’s arm, turned it to study the ligature marks from the binding. Then turned it back to examine more closely the killing wounds on the wrist. “She didn’t fight like York, not as much damage from the ropes, wrists and ankles. And the killing strokes here? Just as clean and precise as all the others. He’s still in control. And he still wants them to last.”

				She laid the arm down again, on the white, white sheet. “It’s a matter of pride in his skill—torture, create the pain, but keep them alive. Increasing the level of pain, fear, injury, all while keeping them breathing. But Rossi, she wound down on him ahead of his schedule, ahead of his goal.”

				“Before he’d have been able to see the media bulletins with his image,” Peabody pointed out. “It’s not because he panicked, or took his anger out on her.”

				Eve glanced up. “No. But if he had, she’d still be dead. If he had, we still did what we had to do. Put that away. He started on her Saturday morning, finished early Monday. York Friday night. So he had a little celebration, maybe, or just gets a good night’s sleep before he rewinds the clock for Rossi.”

				Takes time out to shadow me, Eve thought. Another tried and true torture method. Rest and revisit. Time out again to lure and secure Greenfeld. Need your next vic in the goddamn bullpen.

				“Cleans her up, takes his time. No rush, no hurry. Already got the dump spot picked out, already surveyed the area. Set up a canvass.”

				From her crouched position, Eve surveyed the area. “This kind of weather, there aren’t going to be a lot of people hanging out in the park. Bides his time,” she continued. “Loads her up, transports her here. Carries her in.”

				“Sweepers have a lot of footprints to work with. The snow was pretty fresh and soft. They’ll make the treads, give us a size, a brand.”

				“Yeah. But he’s not worried about that. Smart enough, he’s smart enough to wear something oversized, try to throw us off. To wear something common that’s next to impossible to pin. When we get him, we’ll find them, help hang him with them, but they won’t lead us to him.”

				As dispassionate now as those harsh crime scene lights, Eve examined the body. “She was strong, in top shape.” Good specimen? she wondered. Had he thought he’d had a prime candidate for his nasty duet? “She struggled, but not as much as York. Not nearly as hard as York, not as long. Gave out, that’s what she did. Physically strong, but something in her shut down. Must’ve been a big disappointment to him.”

				“I’m glad she didn’t suffer as much. I know,” Peabody said when Eve lifted her head. “But if we couldn’t save her, I’m glad she didn’t suffer as much.”

				“If she could’ve held out longer, maybe we could’ve saved her. And either way you look at it, Peabody, doesn’t mean a fucking thing.”

				She straightened as she spotted Morris coming toward them. In his eyes she saw something that was in her, some of what was in Peabody. She would, Eve thought, see that same complicated mix of anger, despair, guilt, and sorrow in the eyes of every cop involved.

				“Gia Rossi,” was all Morris said.

				“Yes. She’s been dead a little more than twenty-six hours by our gauge. A group of kids cutting through the park found her. Mucked up the scene some, but for the most part then just cut and ran. One of them called it in.

				“Something went wrong for him with her.” Eve looked down at the body again. “He didn’t get a lot of time out of her. Maybe she just shut down, or maybe he used something—experimenting—some chemical that shut her down.”

				“I’ll flag the tox as priority. She isn’t as damaged as the others.”

				“No.”

				“Can she be moved yet?”

				“I was about to roll her.”

				With a nod, he bent to help, and together they rolled the body.

				“No injuries on her back,” Morris said.

				“Most of them don’t. He likes face-to-face. It has to be personal. It has to be intimate.”

				“Some bruising, lacerations, burns, punctures on the back of the shoulders, the calves. Less than the others.” Gently, he brushed the hair aside, examined the back of the neck, the scalp, the ears. “In comparison, I’d say he barely got to stage two in this case. Yes, yes, something went wrong. I’ll take her in now.”

				He straightened, met Eve’s eyes. “Will there be family?”

				He never asked, or so rarely she’d never registered it. “She has a mother in Queens, a father and stepmother out in Illinois. We’ll be contacting them.”

				“Let me know if and when they want to see her. I’ll take them through it personally.”

				“All right.”

				He looked away, past the lights into the cold dark. “I wish it were spring,” he said.

				“Yeah, people still end up dead, but it’s a nicer atmosphere for the rest of us. And, you know, flowers. They’re a nice touch.”

				He grinned, and some of the shadows around him seemed to lift. “I like daffodils myself. I always think of the trumpet as a really long mouth, and imagine they chatter away at each other in a language we can’t hear.”

				“That’s a little scary,” she decided.

				“Then you don’t want to get me started on pansies.”

				“Really don’t. I’ll check in with you later. Peabody, get that canvass started.” She left Morris, heard him murmur, All right now, Gia, then stepped up to Roarke.

				“I’m nearly done here,” she began. “You should—”

				“I won’t be going home,” Roarke told her. “I’ll go in, start working in the war room. I’ll take care of getting myself there.”

				“I’ll go on in with you.” McNab looked at Eve. “If that’s all right with you, Lieutenant.”

				“Go ahead, and contact the rest of the team. No reason for them to lay around in bed when we’re not. This is a twenty-four/seven op now. I’ll work out subteams, twelve-hour shifts. The clock’s about to start on Ariel Greenfeld. We’re not going to find her like this.”

				She looked back. “I’m goddamned if we’re going to find her like this.”

				

				It was still shy of dawn when she got to Central. Before she went to her office, she walked into the war room. As the lights flicked on she looked around. It was quiet now, empty of people. It wouldn’t be so again, she thought. Not until they’d closed this down.

				She was adding more men, more eyes, ears, legs, hands. More to work the streets, flash the killer’s picture, talk to neighbors, street people, cabbies, chemi-heads. More to knock on the doors of the far too numerous buildings Roarke had thus far listed in his search.

				More people to push, push, push, to track down every thread no matter how thin and knotted.

				Until this was done there was only one investigation, only one killer, only one purpose for her and every cop under her.

				She walked to the white board and in her own hand wrote out the time it had taken for Gia Rossi to die after Rossi’s name.

				Then she looked down at the next name she’d written. Ariel Greenfeld.

				“You hold the hell on. It’s not over, and it’s not going to be over, so you hold the hell on.”

				She turned, saw Roarke watching her from the doorway. “You made good time,” he told her. “McNab and I detoured up to EDD, to requisition more equipment. Feeney’s on his way in.”

				“Good.”

				He crossed over to stand, as she was, in front of the whiteboard. “It depends, on some level, on her now. On you, on us, certainly on him, but on some level, on her.”

				“Every hour she holds on, we get closer.”

				“And every hour she holds on, is another hour he may move on you. You want that. You’d will it to happen if you could.”

				No bullshit, she decided. No evasions. “That’s right.”

				“When they killed Marlena, all those years ago, broke her to pieces to prove a point to me, I wanted them to come at me.”

				Eve thought of Summerset’s daughter, how she’d been taken, tortured, and killed by rivals of the young, enterprising criminal Roarke had been. “If they had, the whole of them, you’d have ended up in the ground with her.”

				“That may be. That very likely may be.” He shifted his gaze from the board to meet hers. “But I wanted it, and would have willed it if I could have. But since that wasn’t to be, I found another way to end every one of them.”

				“He’s only one man. And there may not be another way.”

				Thinking of those who were lost, he looked at the board again. Only one man, and perhaps only one way. “That’s all very true. Here’s what I know, here’s what I understood out there in the cold and the dark with you tending to what he’d made of Gia Rossi. He thinks he knows you.”

				He turned his head now, and those brilliant blue eyes fired into hers. “He thinks he understands what you are, knows who you are. But he’s wrong. He doesn’t know or understand the likes of you. If it comes to the two of you, even for a moment, if it comes to the two of you, he may get a glimmer of who and what you are. And if he does, he’ll know something of fear.”

				“Well.” A little shaken, a little mystified, she blew out a breath. “That’s not what I was expecting out of you.”

				“When I looked at her, at what he’d done to her, I thought I would envision you there. Your face with her face, as it is on your board.”

				“Roarke—”

				“But I didn’t,” he continued, and lifted her hand to brush his fingers to her cheek. “Couldn’t. Not, I think, because it was more than I could stand. Not because of that, but because he’ll never have that power or control over you. You won’t allow it. And that, Darling Eve, is of considerable comfort to me.”

				“It’s a nice bolster for me, too.” She aimed a glance toward the door, just to make sure they were still alone. Then she leaned in, kissed him. “Thanks. I’ve got to go.”

				“And if he kills you,” Roarke added as she strode to the door, “I’m going to be extremely pissed off.”

				“Who could blame you?”

				She started back to her office, stopped when Peabody hailed her. “Baxter and Trueheart are notifying the mother, as ordered. I just spoke with the father.”

				“All right. When Baxter reports in, we’ll clear it for her name to be released to the media.”

				“Speaking of the media, I poked into your office in case you were there. There’s about a half a million messages from various reporters.”

				“I’ll take care of it. Let me know when everyone’s in the house. We’ll do the briefing asap.”

				“Will do. Dallas, do you want me to update the boards?”

				“I’ve already done it.” She turned away to go to her office.

				She flicked through the source readout on the messages, transferring them to the liaison. Only when she came to one from Nadine did she pause, then order playback.

				“Dallas, the lines are buzzing you’ve got another one. It’s going to get ugly, so this is a heads up. The spit’s already flying and most of it’s going to splatter on you and the NYPSD. If you’ve got anything I can use, get back to me.”

				Eve considered, then ordered the callback. Nadine picked up on the first beep.

				“I thought media darlings slept till noon.”

				“Sure, just like cops. I’m already in my office,” Nadine told her. “Working on some copy. I’m going on at eight. Special report. If you’ve got anything, now’s the time to share.”

				“A source from the NYPSD stated this morning that new and salient information regarding the individual the media has dubbed The Groom has come to light.”

				“What new and salient information?”

				“However, the source would not divulge any details of this information due to the need to confine any and all such data within the investigation. It was also stated by the same source that the task force formed to pursue the investigation is working around the clock to identify and apprehend the individual responsible for the deaths of Sarifina York and Gia Rossi. As well as to seek justice for them and for the twenty-three other women whose deaths are attributed to this same individual.”

				“Nice, but there’s a lot of spin in there. The media’s going to come at you hard. You’re going to take hits.”

				“You really think I give a rat’s ass about a few publicity bruises right now, Nadine? Air the statement. What I want is for him to know we’re coming, and to worry about what we might have. Don’t release Rossi’s name until the eight o’clock airing.”

				“How about this? Will the NYPSD source confirm or deny that the investigation is focused on a specific suspect?”

				“The source won’t confirm or deny, but stated that members of the task force are seeking or have located and interviewed persons of interest.”

				“Okay.” Nadine nodded as she scribbled. “Still doesn’t really say anything, but it sounds like it says something.”

				“Do you still have your researchers on tap?”

				“Sure.”

				“I may have something for them to play with later. That’s it, Nadine. You want the official department statement, go to the liaison.”

				Eve clicked off, got coffee. Though it annoyed her, she used it to chase an energy pill. Better jumpy than sluggish, she decided, then called up the results from the global search she’d done from home.

				As the names began rolling on, she sat back, closed her eyes. Thousands, she thought. Well, what had she expected given the search elements she’d had Roarke input.

				So she had to narrow them, refine it.

				Her ’link beeped. “Yeah, yeah.”

				“Team’s in the house,” Peabody told her.

				“I’ll be there.”

				

				Tired cops, Eve thought when she stepped into the war room. Her team now consisted of tired, frustrated, and pissed off cops. Sometimes, she thought, cops did their best work that way. They’d be running on adrenaline and irritation—and in a lot of cases the boost of energy pills.

				No bullshit, she thought again. No evasions.

				“We lost her.” The room fell instantly silent. “We’ve got the full resources of the top police and security departments in the country behind us. We’ve got the experience, the brains, the bullheadedness of every cop in this room. But we lost her. You’ve got thirty seconds to brood about that, to feel crappy about it, to shoulder the guilt. Then that’s done.”

				She set down her file bag, walked over to get more coffee. When she came back, she took out the copy she’d made of Ariel Greenfeld’s photo, pinned it in the center of a fresh board.

				“We’re not losing her. As of now we’re round the clock for the duration. As of now, she’s the only victim in this city. As of now, she is the single most important person in our lives. Officer Newkirk?”

				“Sir.”

				“You and the officers you’ve been working with will take this first twelve-hour shift. You’ll be relieved by officers I’ve assigned at…” She checked her wrist unit. “Nineteen hundred. Captain Feeney, I’ll use your recommendation for another pair of e-men to take the second shift. Field detectives, I’ll have your relief lined up shortly.”

				“Lieutenant.” Trueheart cleared his throat, and Eve could see him fighting the urge to raise his hand. “Detective Baxter and I have worked out a crib rotation. I mean to say we discussed same on the way back from notifying next of kin. With your permission, we’d prefer not to be relieved, but to handle the twenty-four-hour cycle ourselves.”

				“You need more men,” Baxter added, “you get more men. But we don’t go off the clock. How about you, Sick Bastard?” He used Jenkinson’s nickname.

				“We’ll sleep when we get him.”

				“All right,” Eve agreed. “We’ll try it that way. I’ve done a global search for mutilations, murders, and missings meeting the targets’ descriptions. We concluded in the first investigation that it was likely the killer had killed before, practiced before. I widened the search,” she told Feeney, “went global and back five years, and netted thousands of results.”

				She held up the disc copy of the run, tossed it to Feeney. “We need to whittle it down, refine it. And we need to find one or more that could be his—and find his mistakes.

				“Item second,” she continued, and worked through her list.

				

				As Eve briefed her team, listened to their reports and coordinated the duties, Ariel Greenfeld came awake. She’d surfaced twice before, barely registering her surroundings before he’d come in. Small room, glass walls, medical equipment? Was she in the hospital?

				She struggled to see him clearly, but everything was so blurry. As if her eyes, and her mind, had been smeared with oil. She thought she heard music, high trilling voices. Angels? Was she dead?

				Then she’d gone under again, sliding down and down to nothing.

				This time when she awoke, the room was larger. It seemed larger to her. The lights were very bright, almost painful to her eyes. She felt weak and queasy, as though she’d been sick a very long time, and again thought, “Hospital.”

				Had she been in an accident? She couldn’t remember, and as she lay still to take stock, felt no pain. She ordered herself to think back, to think back to the last thing she could remember.

				“Wedding cakes,” she murmured.

				Mr. Gaines. Mr. Gaines’s granddaughter’s wedding. She had a chance for the job, a good job, designing and baking the cake, standing as dessert chef for the reception.

				Mr. Gaines’s house—big, beautiful old house, pretty parlor with a fireplace. Warm and cozy. Yes! She remembered. He’d picked her up, driven her to his house for a meeting with his granddaughter. And then…

				It wanted to fade on her, but she pushed the fog away. When it cleared, her heart began to hammer. Tea and cookies. The tea, something in the tea. Something in his eyes when she’d tried to stand.

				Not the hospital. God, oh God no, she wasn’t in the hospital. He’d drugged her tea, and he’d taken her somewhere. She had to get away, had to get away now.

				She tried to sit up, but her arms, her legs were pinned. Panicked, sucking back a scream, she pushed up as far as she could. And felt terror run through her like a river.

				She was naked, tied, hands and feet, to a table. Some sort of metal table with rope restraints that looped through openings and bit into her skin when she strained against them. As her eyes wheeled around the room she saw monitors, screens, cameras, and tables holding metal trays.

				There were sharp things on the trays. Sharp, terrifying things.

				As her body began to shake, her mind wanted to deny, to reject. Tears leaked when she twisted and writhed in a desperate attempt to free herself.

				The woman in the park. Another woman missing. She’d seen the media reports. Horrible, that’s what she’d thought. Isn’t that horrible. But then she’d gone off to work without another thought. It didn’t have anything to do with her. Just another horrible thing that happened to someone else.

				It always happened to someone else.

				Until now.

				She dragged in her breath, let it out in a scream. She screamed for help until her lungs burned and her throat felt scorched. Then she screamed some more.

				Someone had to hear, someone had to come.

				But when someone heard, when someone came, fear choked off her screams like a throttling hand.

				“Ah, you’re awake,” he said, and smiled at her.

				

				Eve input the names on the list Roarke had generated of season ticket holders. Her first search requested highlighting males between sixty and eighty years of age.

				She’d expand that, if necessary, she thought. He may have created a bogus company for this particular purpose, or any type of persona.

				No guarantee he sprang for season tickets, she mused. He could cherry pick the performances that appealed to him rather than just blanket the whole season.

				When the amended list came up, she followed through with a standard run on each name.

				She was over three-quarters through when she zeroed in.

				“There you are,” she murmured. “There you are, you bastard. Stewart E. Pierpont this time? ‘E’ for some form of Edward. Who’s Edward to you?”

				His hair was salt-and-pepper in the ID photo, worn in a long, dramatic mane. He claimed to be a British citizen, with residences in London, New York, and Monte Carlo. And a widower this time around, Eve noted. That was new.

				The deceased wife was listed as Carmen DeWinter, also British, who died at the age of thirty-two.

				Eve narrowed her eyes at the date of death. “Urban War era. Maybe you got too damn clever this time, Eddie.”

				She did a run on DeWinter, Carmen, but found none who matched the data given on the Pierpont ID. “Okay, okay. But there was a woman, wasn’t there? She died, was killed, or hey, you took her out yourself. But she existed.”

				She went back to Pierpont, checked the listed addresses. An opera house in Monte Carlo, a concert hall in London, and Carnegie Hall in New York.

				Sticks with his pattern, she thought. But the season tickets were either delivered somewhere, or were picked up.

				She grabbed what she had, hustled to the war room, and Roarke’s station. “Who do you know at the Metropolitan Opera, and how much grease can you use to clear the way for me?”

				“I know a few people. What do you need?”

				“Anything and everything on him.” She tossed down the printout on Pierpont. “That’s him, season-ticket-holder style. Nice call on that, by the way.”

				“We do what we can.”

				“Do more. There isn’t time for bureaucracy and red tape. I want a clear path to whoever can give me the juice on this guy.”

				“Give me five minutes,” he said, and pulled out his personal ’link.

				She stepped away to give him room as her own ’link signaled. “Dallas.”

				“Might have something,” Baxter announced. “On the rings. We’ve been working it, and I think we’ve nailed where he bought them. Tiffany’s—gotta go with the classic.”

				“I thought we checked there before.”

				“Did, nobody remembered, no rings of that specific style carried. We decided to give it another push. Classic style, classic store. And while they’re not flashy, they are sterling. We’re trolling the clerks, batting zero, then this woman overhears. A customer. She remembers being in there right before Christmas and noticing this guy buying four sterling bands. Commented on it, and the guy gives her a line about his four granddaughters. She thought it was charming, so she remembers it. Turns out, when we get the manager to dig a little, they carried a limited supply of that style late last year.”

				“Record of the sale.”

				“Cash, four sterling accent bands, purchased December eighteenth. The wit’s a peach, Dallas. Said she ‘engaged him in conversation.’ I get the feeling she was trying to hit on him, and she said she complimented him on his scent, asked what it was. Alimar Botanicals.”

				“Trina’s got a damn good nose. That’s one of her picks.”

				“Better yet, he mentioned he’d first discovered it in Paris, and had been pleased to find it was carried here in New York, in a spa boutique on Madison, with a downtown branch. Place called Bliss. He scoped Trina in the downtown salon.”

				“Yeah, that’s the spot. See if your wit will work with Yancy.”

				“Already asked and answered. She’d be, quote, ‘tickled pink.’ A peach, Dallas, with eyes like a hawk. She saw a photo in his wallet when he took out the cash. She said it was an old photo, took her back to her own youth. A lovely brunette. She thinks she can give Yancy something to work with there, too.”

				“That’s good work, Baxter. That’s damn good work. Bring your peach in. Dallas out. It’s moving for us.” Her eyes were hard and bright as she turned back to Roarke. “It’s moving now.”

				“Jessica Forman Rice Abercrombie Charters.” Roarke tossed Eve a memo cube. “Chairman of the Board. She’ll be happy to speak with you. She’s at home this morning. If she can’t help you, she’ll find the person who can.”

				“You’re a handy guy.”

				“In many, many ways.”

				The smile felt good on her face. It felt powerful. “Peabody, with me.”
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				JESSICA WITH THE MANY LAST NAMES LIVED in a three-story apartment the size of Hoboken. The sprawling living area was highlighted by a window wall that afforded a panoramic view of the East River.

				On a clear day, Eve calculated, you could stand at the clear wall and see clear to Rikers.

				The lady had furnished the place to suit herself, mixing the very old with the ultra-new, with the result an eclectic and surprisingly appealing style. Eve and Peabody sat on the thick cushions of a sofa done in murderous red while their hostess poured tea from a white pot scattered with pink rosebuds into distressingly delicate cups.

				The tea and a plate of paper-thin cookies had been brought in by a smartly dressed woman with the build of a toothpick.

				“We have met a time or two,” Jessica began.

				“Yes, I remember.” Now that she had the face, Eve did remember. The woman was a trim and carefully turned-out eighty-something with short, softly waved hair of deep gold around a sharp-featured face. Her mouth, long and animated, was painted petal pink, and her eyes—thickly lashed—a deep river green.

				“You wear Leonardo.”

				“Only if he washes up first.”

				Jessica giggled, an appealing sound of eternal youth. “One of my granddaughters is mad for his designs. Won’t wear anyone else. He suits her, as he does you. I believe people should always choose what suits them.”

				When she passed Eve the tea, Eve had to resist commenting that coffee in a good, sturdy mug suited her.

				“We appreciate you giving us your time, Ms. Charters.”

				“Jessica, please.” She offered Peabody a cup and a flashing smile. “Indulge me just one moment. Could I ask, when the two of you interrogate—oh, wait, the term’s ‘interview’ these days—when you interview a suspect, do you ever rough them up?”

				“We don’t have to,” Peabody told her. “The lieutenant scares confessions out of them.”

				The giggle rang again. “What I wouldn’t give to watch that! I just love police dramas. I’m always trying to imagine myself the culprit, and how I’d stand up under interviews. I desperately wanted to kill my third husband, you see.”

				“It’s a good impulse to resist,” Eve commented.

				“Yes.” Jessica smiled her flower petal smile. “It would’ve been satisfying, but messy. Then again, divorce is rarely much tidier. Now, I’m wasting your time. How can I help you?”

				“Stewart E. Pierpont.”

				Jessica’s eyebrows quirked. “Yes, yes, I know that name. Has he done something murderous?”

				“We’re very interested in speaking to him. We’re having a little trouble locating him.”

				Though mild confusion was evident on Jessica’s face, her tone remained absolutely pleasant. “His address would be on file. I’ll have Lyle look it up for you.”

				“The address he’s listed doesn’t jibe. Unless they’re taking tenants at the Royal Opera House or Carnegie Hall.”

				“Really?” Jessica drew out the word, and now came a quick and avid light to her eyes. “Well, well, well. I should have known.”

				“How and what should you have known?”

				“A very odd duck, Mr. Pierpont. He’s attended a few galas and events over the years. Not particularly sociable and not at all philanthropic. I could never wheedle donations out of him, and I am the world record holder for wheedling.”

				“Galas and events are by invitation, aren’t they?”

				“Of course. It’s important to—Ah! I see. How did he receive invitations if his address is not his address? Give me one moment.”

				She rose, crossed the polished tiles, the thick Turkish rug, and went out of the room.

				“I like her.” Peabody helped herself to a cookie. “She kind of reminds me of my grandmother. Not the way she looks, or lives,” Peabody continued with a glance around the room. “But she’s got that snap to her. Not just that she knows what’s what, but like she’s always known.

				“Hey, these cookies are mag. And so thin you can practically see through them.” She took another. “See-through food can’t have many calories. Eat one, or I’m going to feel like an oinker.”

				Absently, Eve took a cookie. “He doesn’t donate to the Met. Goes to a function now and then, but doesn’t lay out any real bucks. Tickets cost, events cost, but he’s getting something out of those. There’s the control again. If you donate, you can’t direct, not precisely, where your scratch is going.”

				She looked over as Jessica returned.

				“The mystery’s solved, but remains mysterious. Lyle reports that our Mr. Pierpont requested all tickets, all correspondence, invitations, begging letters, and so on, be held for him at the box office.”

				“Is that usual?” Eve asked.

				“It’s not.” Jessica sat, picked up her tea. “In fact, it’s very unusual. But we try to accommodate our patrons, even those we have to squeeze funds out of.”

				“When was the last time you saw or spoke with him?”

				“Let me see. Oh, yes, he attended our winter gala. Second Saturday in December. I remember I tried, again, to convince him to join the Guild. It’s a hefty membership fee, but has lovely benefits. He’s the type who enjoys the opera, who knows and appreciates it, but isn’t interested in funding. Tight-fisted. I’ve seen him come or go to performances over time. Always on foot. Doesn’t even spring for a car. And always alone.”

				“Did he ever speak to you at all about his personal life?”

				“Let me think.” Crossing her legs, she swung one foot back and forth. “Drawing on the personal is an essential tool of the wheedle. A longtime widower, travels a great deal. He claims to have attended performances in all the great opera houses of the world. Prefers Italian operas. Oh!”

				She held up a finger, closed her eyes just a moment as if to pull together a thought. “I remember, some years ago, pumping him a bit—as he’d had a couple of glasses of wine, I thought I might slide that membership fee out of him. I had him discussing whether true appreciation for art and music is inherent or learned. He told me he’d learned his appreciation from his mother when he was a boy. I said that was, arguably, inherent. But no, he said, though she had been the only mother he’d known, she had been his father’s second wife. She had been a soprano.”

				“A performer.”

				“I asked him just that. What did he say? It was a bit odd. She had been, but circumstances had denied her, and time had run out. I’m sure that’s what he said. I asked him what had happened, but he excused himself and abruptly walked away.”

				“Would Lyle know when Pierpont last picked up anything from the box office?”

				“He would, and I asked him, anticipating you. Just last week.”

				“How does he pay?”

				“Cash, Lyle tells me. Always, and yes, that’s unusual. But we don’t quibble about eccentricities. He always wears black-tie to the theater, which is also a bit eccentric, I suppose. So do his guests.”

				“You said he’s always alone.”

				“Yes. I meant whenever he gives his performance ticket to a guest.” An obliging hostess, she lifted the pot to pour more tea into Peabody’s cup. “I’ve occasionally seen other men in his box. In fact, there was a guest in his seat at the opening of Rigoletto last week.”

				“Can you describe him?”

				“Ah, black and white. That’s how I thought of him, actually. Black-tie—very formal—white hair, white skin. I remember wondering if he might be a relation of Mr. Pierpont. There was a resemblance, or it seemed to me there was. I didn’t see him before or after the performance, or at intermission. Or I didn’t notice.”

				“Can you dig up the names of those who have been in the same box with Pierpont?”

				“There never is anyone when Pierpont or one of his guests attend.” Jessica smiled as she held out the plate of cookies. “That’s rather odd, isn’t it?”

				

				Buys up the other tickets in the box,” Eve said when they were in the car. “Doesn’t want anyone else nearby, disturbing him, or getting too close.”

				“We’ll stake out the opera.” Peabody pulled out her book to key in some notes. “Maybe he’ll need another fix.”

				“Yeah, we’ll set that up. His stepmother. That’s who the women represent. That’s whose picture he carries in his wallet. Idealizes and demonizes her at the same time.”

				“You sound like Mira.”

				“It’s what plays. He kills her, again and again—probably re-creating her actual death. Then he washes her, lays her on white linen. Her time ran out, so he sees that time runs out for the ones he picks to represent her. That’s the core of it, with the cross in the Urbans. She clocked out in the Urbans, and I’m betting on the date he’s used for his fake wife in the Pierpont data.”

				“The wife thing—the wedding band. His stepmother, but also his fantasy woman,” Peabody theorized. “His bride. He doesn’t rape her, that would shatter the fantasy. Not sexual, but romantic. Pathologically romantic.”

				“Now who’s Mira? We start searching for women of her description who died on or about the date in the Pierpont data.”

				“A lot of deaths weren’t recorded during the Urbans.”

				“Hers will be.” Eve whipped the wheel to change lanes and shoehorn herself into a minute opening in the clog of traffic. “He’d have seen to it. It would’ve been here in New York. New York’s the beginning and the end for him. We find her, and she’ll lead us to him.”

				Eve heard the internal clock in her head ticking, ticking, ticking away the time. And thought of Ariel Greenfeld.

				

				She didn’t know it was possible to experience such pain, to survive it. Even when he stopped—she’d thought he would never stop—her body burned and bled.

				She’d wept and she’d screamed. In some part of Ariel’s mind, she’d understood he’d enjoyed that. He’d been entertained by her helpless shrieks, wild sobs, and desperate struggles.

				She lay now, shivering in shock while voices twined through the air in a language she didn’t understand. Italian? she wondered, fighting to focus, to stay conscious. It was probably Italian. He’d played music while he’d hurt her, and her screams had cut through the voices then as his nasty little knives had cut through her flesh.

				Ariel imagined using them on him. She’d never been violent. In fact, she’d been a pitiful failure in the basic defense classes she’d taken with a couple friends. Weakfeld, they’d called her, she remembered. And they’d all laughed because they’d never believed, not really, that any of them would ever have to use the punches and kicks they’d tried to learn.

				She was a baker, that’s all. She liked to cook and create cakes and cookies and pastries that made people smile. She was a good person, wasn’t she? She couldn’t remember ever hurting anyone.

				Maybe she’d toked a little Zoner in her teens, and that was wrong. Technically. But she hadn’t caused anyone any harm.

				But she found the idea of causing him harm dulled the pain. When she imagined herself breaking free, grabbing one of the knives and just plunging it into his soft belly, she didn’t feel so cold.

				She didn’t want to die this way, this horrible way. Someone would come, she told herself. She had to hold on, had to survive until someone came and saved her.

				But when he came back, everything inside her cringed. Tears flooded her throat and her eyes so that even her whimpers were drowned.

				“That was a nice break, wasn’t it?” he said in that hideously pleasant voice. “But we have to get back to work. Now then, let’s see. What’s it to be?”

				“Mr. Gaines?” Don’t scream, she ordered herself. Don’t beg. He likes that.

				“Yes, my dear?”

				“Why did you pick me?”

				“You have a pleasing face and lovely hair. Good muscle tone in your arms and legs.” He picked up a small torch. She had to bite back a moan as he turned it on with a low hiss, narrowed the flame to a pinpoint.

				“Is that all? I mean, did I do anything?”

				“Do?” he said absently.

				“Did I do something to upset you, or make you mad at me?”

				“Not at all.” He turned, smiled kindly as the narrow flame hissed.

				“It’s just, Mr. Gaines, I know you’re going to hurt me. I can’t stop you. But can you tell me why? I just want to understand why you’re going to hurt me.”

				“Isn’t this interesting?” He cocked his head and studied her. “She asks, always she asks why. But she screams it. She doesn’t ever ask so politely.”

				“She only wants to understand.”

				“Well. Well, well, well.” He turned the torch off, and Ariel’s chest heaved with relief. “This is different. I enjoy variety. She was lovely, you know.”

				“Was she?” Ariel moistened her lips as he pulled up a stool and sat so he could speak face-to-face. How could he look so ordinary? she wondered. How could he look so nice, and be so vicious?

				“You’re very pretty, but she was almost exquisite. And when she sang, she was glorious.”

				“What…what did she sing?”

				“Soprano. She had a multiple voice.”

				“I…I don’t know what that means.”

				“Her brilliance was so bright. She was allegra—those high, clear notes seeming to simply lift out of her. And the color, the texture of lirica with the intensity and depth of the drammatica. Her range…”

				Moisture sheened his eyes as he pressed his fingers to his lips, kissed the tips. “I could, and did, listen to her for hours. She would accompany herself on the piano when at home. She tried to teach me, but…” He smiled wistfully as he held up his hands. “I had no talent for music, only a vast appreciation for it.”

				If he was talking he wasn’t hurting her, Ariel thought. She had to keep him talking. “Is it opera? I don’t know anything about opera.”

				“You think it’s stuffy, boring, old-fashioned.”

				“I think it’s beautiful,” she said carefully. “I’ve just never really listened to it before. She sang opera?” Questions, Ariel thought desperately. Ask questions so he’ll spend time answering. “And—and was a soprano? With, um, multiple voice like—like ranges?”

				“Indeed, yes, indeed, that’s very good. I have many of her recordings. I don’t play them here.” He glanced around the room. “It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

				“I’d love to hear her sing. I’d love to hear her multiple voice.”

				“Would you?” His eyes turned sly. “Aren’t you clever? She was clever, too.” He rose now, picked up the torch.

				“Wait! Wait! Couldn’t I hear her sing? Maybe I’d understand if I could hear her sing? Who was she? Who was—Oh, God, God, please!” She tried to shrink away from the tip of the flame he traced, almost teasingly, along her arm.

				“We’ll have to chat later. We really must get to work.”

				

				Eve went directly to Feeney when she reached Central. “Female brunettes between the ages of twenty-eight and thirty-three who died on this date in New York. We need names, last known addresses, cause of death.”

				“Records around that time are sketchy,” he told her. “A lot of deaths went unrecorded, a lot of people were unidentified, or misidentified.”

				“Dig. She’s what’s going to open locks on this. I’m going to check with Yancy, see if he’s got any sort of an image on the wallet photo.”

				To give Yancy more time, she went first to Whitney and asked for more men to form a stakeout team at the Met.

				“Done. I need you for a media briefing at noon.”

				“Commander—”

				“If you think I don’t know how pressed and pressured you are, you’re mistaken.” And he looked just as irritated as she did. “Thirty minutes. I’ll cut it off at thirty, but unless you’re on your way to arrest this son of a bitch, I need you there. We have to hold back the flood.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Confirm the new and salient you fed Nadine this morning, and the twenty-four-hour shifts. I want you to express confidence that Ariel Greenfeld will be found alive.”

				“I will, Commander. I believe she will be.”

				“Let them see you do. Dismissed. Oh, Lieutenant, if I learn you’ve stepped foot outside this building without your vest or your wires, I’ll skin you. Personally.”

				“Understood.”

				It was a little annoying to realize he’d sensed she was considering forgetting the vest. She hated the damn thing. But she had to respect a man who knew his subordinates.

				She strode into Yancy’s section and saw him working with Baxter’s peach. He caught Eve’s eye before she wound her way through the stations. He rose, smiled, and said something to the witness before heading Eve off.

				“I think we’re making progress here. She’s got him nailed, but she only got a quick look at the photo. We’re working on it, Dallas. You’ve got to give me more time, more room.”

				“Can you give me him?”

				“Already sent it to your office unit. Subtle differences in the facial structure from Trina’s image, different hair, eyebrows. My eye says same guy.”

				“Your eye’s good enough for me. When you get the woman’s image, send it to me, and to Feeney. Make it work, Yancy. This one could be the money shot.”

				By the time Eve reached her own division, Peabody was heading out of the war room. “Tried Morris, as ordered. He’s on his way here with the tox results. Jenkinson and Powell reported in. They’re at the spa boutique. There’s a clerk who thinks maybe she saw our guy in there sometime.”

				“There’s a fresh image on my unit. Send it to them, have them show it around the store and the salon.”

				“Got it.”

				“Lieutenant Dallas?”

				Both she and Peabody turned. Ariel’s hungover neighbor, Eve realized. “Erik, right?”

				“Yeah. I have to talk to you. I have to find out what’s going on. That woman, Gia Rossi, she’s dead. Ariel…”

				“I’ll take him,” Peabody told Eve.

				“No, I got it. Get the image to Jenkinson. Let’s sit down, Erik.” She didn’t have time to take him to the lounge, didn’t have the heart to boot him out. Instead, she led him to one of the benches outside her own bullpen.

				“You’re worried and you’re upset,” Eve began.

				“Worried? Upset? I’m scared out of my goddamn mind. He’s got her. That maniac has Ariel. They said he tortures them. He’s hurting her, and we’re just sitting here.”

				“No, we’re not. Every cop assigned to this case is working it.”

				“She’s not a case!” His voice rose, threatened to crack. “Goddamn it, she’s a human being. She’s Ariel.”

				“You want this prettied up for you?” Her voice was sharp, deliberately so to cut off any risk of hysteria. “You want pats and strokes, you’ve come to the wrong place, and you’ve come to the wrong person. I’m telling you that everything I’ve got is on this, is in this, just like every cop working it. If you think we don’t know who she is, you’re wrong. If you think her face isn’t in everyone’s head, you’re wrong.”

				“I don’t know what to do.” His hands fisted on his thighs, pounded against them. “I can’t stand not knowing what to do, how to help. She must be so scared.”

				“Yeah, she must be scared. I’m not going to bullshit you, Erik. She’s scared, and she’s probably hurting. But we’re going to find her. When we do, I’ll make sure you’re contacted. I’ll make sure you know we’ve got her safe.”

				“I love her. I never told her. Never told me either,” he managed on a long, shaky breath. “I’m in love with her, and she doesn’t know.”

				“You can tell her when we’ve got her back. Go home. Better, go be with a friend.”

				When she’d nudged him along, she went back to the war room, straight to Roarke’s station. She picked up his bottle of water and guzzled.

				“Help yourself,” he commented.

				“Popped a buzz a couple hours ago. Always makes me thirsty. And…” She rolled her shoulders. “Wired. Location, location, location,” she added and made him smile.

				“I have some others for you, and I’m working on trimming the number of them down. Any help on the opera connection?”

				“Pieces, bits and pieces of him—and I’m getting a handle on the women he’s re-creating, we’ll say. Once we ID her, we’re going to have more data on him. I’ve got to go flap lips with the media.”

				She started out, nearly ran headlong into Morris. “Sorry. Sorry.” The damn booster made her feel as if she were jumping out of her own skin. “What have you got? Tell me while we walk. I’ve got to get to the media room.”

				“Energy pill?”

				“It shows?”

				“Generally, on you. He used dopamine and lorazepam on her. We haven’t detected those substances before.”

				“What do they do?” She wished she’d copped Roarke’s water. “Would they have turned her off?”

				“I’d say he was hoping for the opposite result. They’re sometimes used on catatonics.”

				“Okay, so she turned off on him, and he tried to bring her around, keep the clock going.”

				“I agree. Still, if she went into true and deep catatonia, he could have, potentially, kept that clock going for hours more. If not days.”

				“But what fun is that?” Eve countered. “Not getting any reaction. She’s not participating.”

				“Yes, again I agree. It holds with the fact she didn’t sustain as many injuries as the others. He couldn’t bring her around, so he gave up.”

				“I don’t imagine you can pick up dopamine or whatzit?”

				“Lorazepam.”

				“Yeah, those. Probably didn’t pick them up at his local drug store.”

				“No. And a doctor isn’t going to prescribe either for home use. It’s something that would be administered, by a licensed professional, under controlled conditions.”

				“Maybe he’s a doctor, or some sort of medical. Or managed to pose as one.” Good at posing, she thought. Good at his roles. “Could be he scored it from a hospital or medical facility. But he’s never used it before, so why would he have had it on hand? Wouldn’t,” she said before Morris could speak. “If he scored it, he scored it over the weekend, and in New York.”

				“Psychiatrics, primarily, would be the most logical source.”

				“Give this to Peabody, okay? I want a search on facilities in New York that carry those meds. Tell her to use Mira if she needs grease or an expert. Meds like that have to be, by law, under lock and fully accounted for.”

				“By law,” Morris agreed, “but not always strictly by practice.”

				“We track it down. Start by getting full accountings from those facilities of these drugs. Any deviation, we take another push.”

				“I can do this. A doctor for the dead’s still a doctor,” he added when she frowned at him. “I think I could help on this.”

				“Take it to Peabody,” Eve repeated. “Work with her. I’ll check back with you when I’m done in here.”

				

				In the war room Roarke saved, copied, and printed out the real estate list. Curious, he took out his PPC to access the last few minutes of Eve’s briefing while he wandered out for another bottle of water. She looked, he thought, rough and tough—and if you knew her as he did, a little ragged around the edges.

				She’d make herself ill if this wasn’t over soon, he concluded. Push herself until she, very literally, collapsed.

				There was absolutely no point in nagging or browbeating her this time as he was in it too deeply himself. He switched off as she was finishing up, then shifted to communications.

				He thought if he ordered a dozen pizzas, she’d at least end up eating something. And he could damn well do with some food himself at this point.

				After returning to his station, he took a fresh look at his list. Lowell’s Funeral Home, Lower East location, he mused. Sarifina York’s memorial was being held there. Today, he remembered. He should go, pay his respects.

				He called up the funeral home on his comp to check the time of the service. If he couldn’t get away from the work—and the living took precedence over the dead—he could and would at least send flowers.

				He noted down the time, the address, the specific room where the memorial was scheduled to be held. Cleverly, he thought, the page linked to a local florist. Handy and quick, he decided, but he preferred to trust Caro for the floral tribute.

				Thoughtfully, he glanced at the link labeled “History,” and tapped it. It might tell him more than the standard data he’d already unearthed from the records.

				Moments later his eyes went cool, his blood went hot. Roarke glanced over at Feeney, who was pushing at his own search.

				“Feeney. I believe I have something.”
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				EVE STOOD, HANDS FISTED ON HER HIPS, STUDYING the data Roarke ordered on wall screen.

				“The property didn’t pop in the initial searches as it’s been retitled a number of times, and not officially owned by the same person, persons, or company for the time period you asked I check. But with a deeper search, the ownership is—buried under some clever cover—held by the Lowell Family Trust.”

				“Funeral parlor. Death house.”

				“Indeed. As you see from the website history, the building first belonged to the Lowell family in the early nineteen-twenties, used both as a residence and as a funeral home. James Lowell established his business there, and lived in residence with his wife, two sons, and one daughter. The older son was killed in the Second World War, and the younger, Robert Lowell, joined the business, taking it over at his father’s death. He expanded, opening other locations in New York and New Jersey.”

				“Death’s a profitable business,” Eve commented.

				“So it is. And more so during wartime. Robert Lowell’s eldest son, another James, joined in the business, residing in their Lower West Side location—they had a second by that time. During the Urbans, this location, the original, was used as a clinic and base camp for the Home Force. Many of the dead were brought there, and tended to by the Lowells, who were reputed to be staunch supporters of the HF.”

				“The second James Lowell is too old.” With her hands on her hips, Eve studied the data. “There are some spry centurians, but not spry enough for this.”

				“Agreed. But he, in turn, had a son. Only one child, from his first marriage. He was widowed when his wife died from complications in childbirth. And he subsequently remarried six years later.”

				“Pop,” Eve said quietly. “Have we got the second wife? The son?”

				“There’s no record of the second wife that we’ve found as yet. A lot of records were destroyed during the Urbans. And the databases were far from complete in any case.”

				“It’s one of the reasons these clowns—the Lowells,” Feeney said, “were able to manipulate the records.”

				“Likely for tax purposes at one time,” Roarke continued. “Changed the name from Lowell’s to Manhattan Mortuary during the Urbans—with a bogus sale of the building. Then to Sunset Bereavement Center, another sale, roughly twenty years ago, with a return—five years ago—to the original name, with another deed transfer in the officials.”

				“Just kept switching.”

				“With a bit of creative bookkeeping, I imagine,” Roarke confirmed. “It caught my interest when I read that a Lowell has been at the helm of the business for four generations. Interested enough, I scraped away a bit.”

				“The man’s got a golden e-shovel,” Feeney commented, and gave Roarke a slap on the back.

				“Well, digging in, it turns out that the Lowell Family Trust owned companies that owned companies, and so on, which included the ones who ostensibly purchased the building.”

				“Meaning they’ve been there all along.”

				“Exactly so. And on the last generation, Robert—named for his grandfather—we have this.”

				He pulled up the ID shot and data. Eve stepped closer to the screen, frowned. “He doesn’t look like Yancy’s sketch. The eyes, yes, maybe the mouth, but he doesn’t look like the sketch. Age is right, professional data, okay. Address in London.”

				“Which is the English National Opera,” Feeney put in. “We ran it.” He tapped the image on screen. “Could Yancy have been this far off?”

				“Never known him to be. And we have two wits verifying. That’s not him.” Eve shoved her fingers through her hair. Time to move. “Print it out. I want a team of five: Feeney, Roarke, Peabody, McNab, Newkirk. We’ll pay a visit to a funeral home. I want the team ten minutes behind me.”

				“Ten?” Roarke repeated.

				“That’s right. It’s time to open that window a little wider. Time’s moving for Ariel Greenfeld. And this might be when he makes his move on me, either en route to this place or when I’m inside it.”

				She held up a hand as Yancy came in. “Feeney, get us a warrant. I don’t want any trouble going through that building. Yancy, give me a face.”

				“Here she is.”

				A strong face, Eve thought. Strong and very feminine, almond-shaped eyes, slim nose, a wide, full mouth, and a cascade of dark hair. She was smiling, looking directly out. Her shoulders were bare but for two slim, sparkling straps. Around her neck was a glittering chain holding a pendant in the shape of a tree.

				Tree of Life, Eve remembered. “Well, son of a bitch.” Another point for the Romanian psychic.

				“Callendar, get a copy of this face. Find her. Run a data match for her picture. Search the newspapers, the magazines, the media reports from 1980 through 2015. Cross-check her with opera.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Yancy.” Eve jerked her chin at the image still on screen. “That’s what his official ID has him looking like.”

				“No.” Yancy just shook his head. “No way. Trina had him. This is a relative, maybe. Brother, cousin. But that’s not the guy Trina gave me, or the one Ms. Pruitt described from Tiffany’s.”

				“Okay. Morris, you all right working on the meds alone?”

				“I can handle it.”

				“You get a hit, I get the buzz. Let’s move it, people. Ten minutes at my back. And nobody comes inside until I give the signal.”

				“Sarifina York’s memorial is being held there,” Roarke reminded her. “It would be completely appropriate for me to pay my respects.”

				Eve gave it a moment’s thought. “Ten minutes at my back,” she repeated. “Unless I signal sooner, you come on in to pay your respects. Get us that warrant, Feeney.”

				“Vest and wire,” Roarke said, firmly.

				“Yeah, yeah. In the garage. In five.” She strode out to prep.

				When she pulled out of the garage, Eve’s instincts were tuned for a tail. And her mind was on Ariel.

				

				She prayed to pass out, but the pain wouldn’t allow the escape. Even when he stopped, finally stopped, agony kept her above the surface. She tried to think of her friends, her family, of the life she’d led before, but it all seemed so distant, so separate. Nothing that had been would come clearly into focus.

				There was only now, only the pain, only him.

				And the time ticking away on the wall screen. Seven hours, twenty-three minutes, and the seconds clicking by.

				So Ariel thought of how she would make him pay for taking away everything she had. Her life, her sense of order, her pleasures, her hopes. If only she could get free, she would make him pay for stripping her bare.

				Talk, she reminded herself. Find a way to make him talk again.

				Make him talk, and live.

				

				Eve didn’t spot a tail, and found that it pissed her off. What if he’d changed his mind about trying for her? If she’d somehow scared him off, and even now he was moving in on another innocent woman?

				“At location,” she said. “And heading in. Feeney, make me smile.”

				“Warrant’s coming through.”

				“All right. Keep the chatter down. Ten minutes, on the mark.”

				Studying the building, she crossed the sidewalk. Three floors, including basement. Riot bars, solid security. Solid, if faded, red brick. Two entrances in the front, and two in the back, with emergency exits front and back, top floor.

				If Ariel was inside, odds were on the basement. Main level was public, third level public and staff.

				She climbed the steps, pressed the buzzer.

				The door was opened moments later by a dark-skinned woman in dignified black. “Good afternoon. How can I help you?”

				Eve held up her badge. “Sarifina York.”

				“Yes, we’re gathering in the Tranquility Room. Please come in.”

				Eve stepped in, scanned the area. The wide central hallway split the main floor in two parts. The air smelled of flowers and polish. She could see through the open double pocket doors to her left that several people had already arrived to memorialize Sarifina.

				“I’ll need to speak to whoever’s in charge.”

				“Of the service?”

				“Of the business.”

				“Oh. Of course. Mr. Travers is with a client just at the moment, but—”

				“What about Mr. Lowell?”

				“Mr. Lowell isn’t in residence. He lives in Europe. But Mr. Travers is head of operations.”

				“When’s the last time Mr. Lowell’s been here?”

				“I couldn’t really say. I’ve been with Lowell’s for two years, and haven’t met him. I believe you could say he’s essentially retired. Would you like to speak with Mr. Travers?”

				“Yeah. You’ll have to interrupt him. This is official police business.”

				“Of course.” As if she heard the phrase “official police business” every day, the woman smiled serenely as she gestured. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll take you to one of the waiting rooms upstairs.”

				Eve looked into the Tranquility Room as she passed. There were photographs of Sarifina, the flowers were plentiful, and the music was the retro big band sound the deceased had loved.

				“What’s in the basement?” Eve asked as they went upstairs.

				“It’s a work area. Preparation areas. Many of the bereaved request or require viewings of those they’ve lost.”

				“Embalming? Cosmetics?”

				“Yes.”

				“How many work down there, routinely?”

				“We have a mortician, a technician, and a stylist on staff.”

				Stylist, Eve thought. No point in being unfashionably dead.

				The woman led her to a small waiting room full of quiet, flowers, and soft-cushioned furniture. “I’ll tell Mr. Travers you’re waiting. Please be comfortable.”

				Alone, Eve wandered the room. Not here, she thought. It didn’t make sense for him to have brought Ariel and the others here, where work went on throughout the building. Too many people. Too much business.

				He wasn’t part of a troupe, but a solo act.

				But this was a conduit, she was sure of it. Just as she was damn sure Robert Lowell, or whatever he was currently calling himself, wasn’t in London.

				Travers came in. He was tall, reed thin, with a comfortable if somber face. If Eve had been casting funeral directors, he’d have been her top pick.

				“Officer?”

				“Lieutenant. Dallas.”

				“Kenneth Travers.” Since he offered his hand as he crossed to her, Eve took it. “I’m director here. How may I help you?”

				“I’m looking for Robert Lowell.”

				“Yes, so Marlee indicated. Mr. Lowell lives in Europe, and has for some years now. While he retains ownership of the organization, he has very little actual involvement with the day-to-day operations.”

				“How do you get in touch with him?”

				“Through his solicitors in London.”

				“I’ll need the name of the firm, and a contact number.”

				“Yes, of course.” Travers folded his hands at his waist. “I’m sorry, may I ask what this is in reference to?”

				“We believe he’s connected to an ongoing investigation.”

				“You’re investigating the murders of the two women who were found recently. Is that correct?”

				“That would be right.”

				“But Mr. Lowell is in London.” He repeated the information slowly, and with what seemed to be a wealth of patience. “Or traveling. He travels quite extensively, I understand.”

				“When did you see him last?”

				“Five, perhaps six years ago. Yes, I believe it would be six.”

				Eve pulled out the ID print. “Is this Robert Lowell?”

				“Why yes, yes it is. I’m very confused, Lieutenant. This is Robert Lowell, the first. He’s been dead for, my goodness, nearly forty years. His portrait hangs in my office.”

				“Is that so?” Smart, Eve decided. Some smart son of a bitch. “How about this man?” She took out Yancy’s sketch.

				“Yes, that’s the current Mr. Lowell, or a close likeness.” His color receded a bit as he looked from the sketch to Eve. “I saw this displayed on screen, on media reports. I honestly never connected it. I—as I said—I haven’t seen Mr. Lowell in several years, and I never…I simply didn’t see him in this until you asked just now.

				“But you see, there has to be some mistake. Mr. Lowell is a very quiet and solitary man. He couldn’t possibly—”

				“That’s what they all say. I have a team arriving momentarily, with a warrant. We need to go through this building.”

				“But Lieutenant Dallas, I assure you he’s not here.”

				“It happens I believe you, but we still go through the building. Where does he stay when he comes to New York?”

				“I don’t honestly know. It’s so rare…and it wasn’t my place to ask.” Travers’s fingers moved up to the knot of his somber tie, brushed there twice.

				“There was a second location on the Lower West Side during the Urbans.”

				“Yes, yes, I believe so. But we’ve been the only location downtown for as long as I’ve been associated with the company.”

				“How long would that be?”

				“Lieutenant, I’ve been director here for almost fifteen years. I’ve only had direct contact with Mr. Lowell a handful of times at best. He’s made it clear he doesn’t like to be disturbed.”

				“I bet. I need the lawyers, Mr. Travers, and any other information on Robert Lowell you have. What do you know about his stepmother?”

				“His…I think she was killed during the Urban Wars. As she wasn’t, to my knowledge, involved with the business, the information I have on her is very minimal.”

				“Name?”

				“I’m so sorry, I don’t know it offhand. It might be in our records. Well, this is—this is all very disturbing.”

				“Yeah,” Eve said dryly. “Murder can just ruin a perfectly good funeral.”

				“I only meant—” Color came into his cheeks, then died away. “I understand you must do your job. But, Lieutenant, we have a memorial in progress for one of the women who was killed. I have to ask you and your men to be discreet. This is an extremely difficult and delicate time for Ms. York’s friends and family.”

				“I’m going to make sure Ariel Greenfeld’s friends and family don’t end up in your Tranquility Room anytime soon.”

				

				They were as discreet as a half a dozen cops could be, with Feeney and McNab tackling the electronics for any data. Eve stood in the basement prep room with Roarke.

				“Not much different from the morgue. Smaller,” she noted, scanning the steel worktables, the gullies on the sides, the hoses and tubes and tools. “I guess he got some of his knowledge of anatomy working here. Might have had some of his early practice sessions on corpses.”

				“Charming thought.”

				“Yeah, well, being as they were already dead—hopefully—it probably didn’t upset them too much. Oh, and FYI? When my time comes, I don’t want the preservatives and the stylist. You can just build a big fire, slide me in. Then you can throw yourself on the pyre to show your wild grief and constant devotion.”

				“I’ll make a note of it.”

				“Nothing down here for us. I want the second location that was up and running during the Urbans. Any other properties owned by Lowell, in any of his guises or fronts.”

				“I’ll get to it,” Roarke told her.

				She drew out her communicator, scowled at the buzzing static. “Reception’s crappy down here. Let’s go up. I want to see if Callendar had any luck with the stepmother.

				“She could have had property in her name,” Eve continued as they started out. “Maybe he uses that. Lawyers are dragging their feet, as the breed’s prone to do. Between Whitney and Tibble they’ll cut through that bullshit quickly enough.”

				“If he continues to be smart,” Roarke commented, “the lawyers would only lead you to a numbered account and message service. He covers himself well.”

				“Then we’ll tackle the account and the service. Fucker’s in New York. He has a bolt-hole here, a work space, transportation. And one of these lines we’re yanking is going to bring us down on him.”

				Eve had no more than reached the main level when her communicator beeped. “Dallas.”

				“Found her!” Callendar all but sang it. “Edwina Spring. Found her in the music and entertainment section of an old Times. Opera sensation, if you believe the hype. Prodigy. Barely eighteen when she bowled over New York at the Met. I’ve got more coming up now that I’ve got her name.”

				“Run a multitask. See if you can find any property in the city listed under her name.”

				“On it.”

				“Get it all together, Callendar. I’ve got a stop to make, then I’m heading in.”

				“What stop?” Roarke wanted to know.

				“Pella. He knows something. His medicals confirm he’s clocking out, and is barely able to walk across the room. But he knows something, and I’m not dicking around with him.”

				“You weren’t tailed here.”

				“That’s right.”

				“Then it’s unlikely you’ll be tailed from here. As Peabody’s busy, I’ll go with you to see this Pella.”

				“I can handle myself.”

				“You certainly can. But do you want to pull any part of the team here off to run your wire? Simpler, quicker, if I go with you, then the rest of them meet us back at Central.”

				“Maybe.” And for the sake of expediency, she shrugged. “Fine.”

				

				When they arrived at Pella’s, there was a great deal of objecting and hand-fluttering from both the housekeeping and medical droids. Eve just pushed through it.

				“If you’ve got a complaint, report it to the chief of police. Or the mayor. Yeah, the mayor loves to get complaints from droids.”

				“We’re obliged to look after Mr. Pella, to see to his health and comfort.”

				Obviously, some joker had programmed the housekeeping droid to whine. “None of you are going to feel very healthy or comfortable if I haul you into Central. So move aside or I’ll cite you for obstructing justice.”

				Eve elbowed the medical away, shoved open the bedroom door. “Stay back, out of eyeline,” she said quietly to Roarke. “He might not talk if he sees I’ve brought company.”

				It was dim, as it had been before, and she could hear the steady rasps of Pella sucking air through the breather.

				“I said I didn’t want to be disturbed until I called for you.” His voice was testy, and sounded years older than it had the day before. “I’ll have you broken down into circuits and limbs if you don’t give me some damn peace.”

				“That would be tough to manage from where you are,” Eve commented.

				He stirred, his eyes opened to latch on to hers. “What do you want? I don’t have to talk to you. I spoke with my lawyer.”

				“Fine, speak with him again and tell him to meet you at Central. He’ll explain that I can hold you there for twenty-four hours as a material witness to homicide.”

				“What kind of bullshit is this! I haven’t witnessed anything but those damn droids hovering like vultures for the past six months.”

				“You’re going to tell me what you know, Pella, or a good chunk of the time you’ve got left is going to be spent with me. Robert Lowell. Edwina Spring. Tell me.”

				He shifted restlessly in the bed, plucked at the sheet. “If you know so much, why do you need me?”

				“Look, you son of a bitch.” She leaned over him. “Twenty-five women are dead, and another is in dire straits. She may be dying.”

				“I am dying! I fought for this city. I bled for it. I lost the only thing in the world that mattered, and nothing has mattered since. What do I care about some women?”

				“Her name’s Ariel. She bakes for a living. She has a neighbor across the hall from her pretty little apartment. Seems like a nice guy. She doesn’t know he’s in love with her, doesn’t know he came to me today desperate and scared, pleading with me to find her. Her name is Ariel, and you’re going to tell me what you know.”

				Pella turned his head away, stared toward the draped windows. “I don’t know anything.”

				“You lying fucker.” She grabbed hold of his breather, saw his eyes go wide. She wouldn’t actually rip it off—probably wouldn’t—but he didn’t know that. “You want to take another breath?”

				“The droids know you’re in here. If anything happens to me—”

				“What? Like you just—oops—fall over dead when I happen to be talking to you? An officer of the law, sworn to protect and serve. And with a witness to back me up?”

				“What witness?”

				Eve glanced over, jerked her head so that Roarke stepped into Pella’s view. “If this fucker just happened to kick it when I was duly questioning him about his knowledge of a suspect, it would be an accident, right?”

				“Absolutely.” Roarke smiled, cold and calm. “An unforeseen event.”

				“You know who he is,” Eve said when Pella’s eyes wheeled. “And who I am. Roarke’s cop, that’s what you called me. Believe me when I tell you if you happen to stop breathing, and I lie about how that might’ve happened, he’ll swear to it.”

				“On a bloody stack of Bibles,” Roarke confirmed.

				“But you’re not ready to die yet, are you, Pella?” Her hand stayed firm on the breather when he batted at it. “It shows in the eyes when someone’s not ready to die yet. So, if you want that next breath, then the one that comes after, you tell me the goddamn truth. You know Robert Lowell. You knew Edwina Spring.”

				“Let go of it.” He wheezed in air. “I’ll have you up on charges.”

				“You’ll be dead, and the dead don’t scare me. You knew them. Next breath, Pella, say yes.”

				“Yes, yes.” He shoved his hand at Eve’s, and the harsh sound of his labored breath eased when she lifted it. “Yes, I knew them. But not to speak to. They were the elite. I was only a soldier. Get the hell away from me.”

				“Not a chance. Tell me what you know.”

				Pella’s eyes ticked over to Roarke, back to Eve. Then, for a moment, he simply closed them. “He was about my age—a few years younger—but he didn’t serve. Soft.” Pella’s hand trembled a little as it came up, stroked over the breather to be sure it was in the correct position. “Soft look about him, and he had his family money at his back, of course. His type never got dirty, never risked their own skin. She…I need water.”

				Eve glanced over, saw the cup with a straw on the bedside table. She picked it up, held it out.

				“I can’t hold the damn thing. It’s bad today. Worse since you got here.”

				Saying nothing, she angled it down so he could guide the straw with a trembling hand to the opening in the breather.

				“What about her?”

				“Beautiful. Young, elegant, a voice like an angel. She would come to the base sometimes, sing for us. Opera, almost always Italian opera. She’d break your heart with every note.”

				“You have a thing for her, Pella?”

				“Bitch,” he muttered. “What would you know of real love? Therese was everything. But I loved what Edwina was, what she brought us. Hope and beauty.”

				“She came to the base on Broome?”

				“Yes, on Broome.”

				“They lived there, didn’t they?”

				“No. Before I think, but not during the fighting, not while soldiers were based there. After, who the hell knows, who the hell cares? But when I was assigned there, they didn’t live in the base on Broome. They had another place, another place on the West Side.”

				“Where?”

				“It was a long time ago. I was never there, not a foot soldier like me. Some of the others went, officers, and you heard things. Yeah, some of the officers, and the Stealths.”

				She felt the next click. “The coverts?”

				“Yes. You’d hear things. I heard things.” He closed his eyes. “It hurts to go back there.” For the first time, his voice sounded weak. “And I can’t stop going back there.”

				“I’m sorry for all you lost, Mr. Pella.” And in that moment she was. “But Ariel Greenfeld is alive, and she needs help. What did you hear back then that might help her?”

				“How the hell do I know?”

				“It would have to do with her, with Edwina Spring. She died, did she?”

				“Everyone dies.” But his hand came to his breather again, and his eyes watched Eve warily over it. “I heard her—Edwina—talking to a soldier I knew. Young first lieutenant, sent down from upstate. Can’t remember his name. They’d slip off when she’d come to sing. Or you could see the way they looked at each other. The way Therese and I looked at each other.”

				“They were lovers?”

				“Probably. Or wanted to be. She was young, a lot younger than Taker.”

				“Who? Taker?”

				“That’s what they called Lowell—James Lowell.”

				“Because he took the bodies the dead wagon brought in,” Eve said, remembering Dobbins’s comment.

				“That’s right. She was half his age, vital, beautiful. He was too damn old for her, and…and there was something in his eyes. In the old man’s, too, his father. Something in their eyes that brought the hair up on the back of the neck.”

				“They found out about her and the soldier.”

				“Yes. I think they were going to run away. He wouldn’t have been the first to desert, or the last. It was summer. We had the sector secured, temporarily in any case. I went out, just to walk, to remind myself what we were fighting for. I heard them talking, behind one of the supply tents. Her voice, you couldn’t mistake it for anyone else’s. They were talking about going north, up into the mountains. A lot of people had fled the city for the mountains, the country, and he still had family up that way.”

				“She was going to leave her husband, run off with this soldier.” And Robert Lowell, Eve calculated, would have been around twenty.

				“I didn’t let them know I was there. I wouldn’t have turned him in. I knew what it was to love someone, and be afraid for her.

				“I backtracked a little, then crossed the street so they wouldn’t know I’d been close. Give them privacy, you know. Fucking little privacy back then. And I saw him, on the other side of the tent, listening to them.”

				“Lowell,” Eve realized. “The younger one.”

				“He looked like he was in a trance. I’d heard he had a mental condition. There were whispers, but I thought it was just the excuse they used to keep him out of the fight. But when I looked across the street, when I looked at him, there was something not right. No, not right at all. I need water.”

				Once again, Eve lifted the cup and straw to his mouth.

				“He turned them in.”

				“He must have. There was nothing I could do, not with him there. I was going to warn them later, warn the lieutenant about the kid. But I never got the chance. I went up the block, debating with myself on what I should or shouldn’t do—wanted to talk to Therese about it first. They were gone when I came back. The soldier off on assignment, and Edwina back home. I never saw either of them alive again.”

				“What happened to them?”

				“It was more than a week later.” His voice was tiring, genuinely, she judged. She wouldn’t get much more. “The soldier was listed as AWOL, and she hadn’t been back. I thought they’d gotten away. Then one night, I went out for sentry duty. She was on the sidewalk. No one would ever say how whoever had tossed her there had gotten through the posts. She was dead.”

				A tear slid out of his eye, tracked around the side of the breather. “I’d seen bodies like that before, I knew how they came to be like that.”

				“Torture?”

				“They’d done despicable things to her, then tossed her, naked and mangled, on the street like garbage. They’d shorn off her hair, and had ripped up her face, but I knew who she was. They’d left her wearing the Tree of Life necklace she always wore. As if to make certain there would be no mistake.”

				“You thought the Lowells did it? Her husband, father-in-law, stepson.”

				“They said she’d been taken and tortured by the enemy, but it was a lie. I’d seen that kind of work before, and it had been on the enemy. The old man was a torturer. Everyone knew it, and everyone was careful not to speak of it too loudly. If they believed a prisoner had information, they took him to Robert Lowell—the old one.

				“When they came to get her, he wept like a baby, the one you’re looking for now.” Pella’s eyes opened, and they were fierce despite his flagging voice. “When he saw her under the sheet we covered her with, he wept like a woman. Two days later, I lost Therese. Nothing mattered after that.”

				“Why didn’t you tell the police this nine years ago when these murders started?”

				“I didn’t think of a dead woman from a lifetime ago. I never thought of it, nor of her. Why would I? Then, I saw that sketch. A long time ago, but I thought there was something familiar. When you came yesterday, I knew who he was.”

				“If you’d given me this yesterday, given me his name, you might have spared Ariel twenty-four hours of pain.”

				Pella just turned his head away and closed his eyes. “We all have pain.”

				

				Riding on disgust, Eve stormed out of Pella’s town house. “Miserable bastard. I need any and all properties owned by the Lowells, or Edwina Spring, during the Urbans. Get out that damn golden shovel and dig.”

				“You drive, and you’ll have it,” Roarke told her, already working with his PPC.

				She got behind the wheel, then tagged Callendar at Central. “Any more data?”

				“Data, yes, property, no. I can tell you Spring retired—with great lamentations from opera buffs, at the age of twenty when she married the wealthy and prominent James Lowell. There’s society stuff after that. This gala, that party, then interest in her seemed to fade out some.

				“But I found her death record. She’s listed as Edwina Roberti. Data reads opera singer, and that she was survived by her spouse, Lowell, Robert. COD is listed as suicide. There’s no image, Lieutenant, but it’s got to be her.”

				“It’s her.”

				“And, Lieutenant, Morris has something.”

				“Put me through.”

				“Dallas, the Manhattan Family Center on First. There’s a children’s psychiatric wing that was funded by the Lowells in the late twentieth. Endowment continues through a trust. I’ve spoken with the chief of staff. Saturday they received an unexpected visit from the Lowell Family Trust’s representative. A Mr. Edward Singer. At his request, he was taken through the facility. Their drug count’s off.”

				She calculated the distance. “I’ll send somebody over to get a statement.”

				“Dallas, they keep their security discs, in full, for seven days. They have him on disc.”

				“We’ll pick ’em up. We’ll have sweepers go over the drug cabinet. Maybe we’ll keep getting lucky. Nice going, Morris.”

				“Felt good.”

				“Know what you mean. Out.” She clicked off, looked over at Roarke as she switched over to Peabody’s communicator. “We’re building the cage. All we have to do is throw the bastard in it.”
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				SHE WAS BUILDING A GOOD CASE, LINING UP her connections, her motives, her pathology. She had no doubt that when they found and arrested Robert Lowell, they’d be handing the prosecuting attorney a slam dunk.

				But that didn’t help Ariel Greenfeld.

				“Get me something,” she said to Roarke as they stepped into the elevator at Central’s garage.

				“Do you know what the records are like from that era?” he snapped. “What there are of them? I’m putting together a puzzle where half the major pieces are missing or scattered about. And I need better equipment than my bloody PPC.”

				“Okay, all right.” She pressed her fingers to the center of her forehead. The damn energy pill was wearing off, and she could feel the system crash waiting to happen. “Let me think.”

				“I don’t know how you can at this stage. You’re going to fall flat on your face, Eve, if you don’t take a bit of downtime.”

				“Ariel Greenfeld doesn’t have any downtime.” She swept out of the elevator. “We need the locations of all Lowell’s businesses and documented properties—worldwide. Anything current’s going to pop straight out, and we work from there. Talk to the director, put the strong arm on these damn Brit lawyers, the financial institutions where he has his numbered accounts.”

				“I can tell you it would take weeks—at the very best—to pry anything out of the financials. Their lawyers will have lawyers, who will run you around. And if he was careful, and I imagine he was, in setting these up, those accounts would simply feed into others, and so on. I could cut through that, at home, but it would take considerable time.”

				Would it help find Ariel? Eve asked herself. “I can’t spare you for that. We’ll push on the properties and the lawyers first. Got to have a bank box, too. Or boxes. Uses cash, so why wouldn’t he store cash in a bank box at the different locations where he has homes, or plans to work? Downtown bank’s best bet.”

				She walked into the war room, and up to Callendar. “Search for downtown banks. I want you to send every one of them every sketch and description we have on Robert Lowell, along with the various known aliases. And I want a search for any and all relations on Lowell, living or dead. Names, last known locations, property deeded in their name.

				“Roarke, if you need any help on the property search, pull in any of the EDD team. Heads up,” she said, boosting her voice over the chatter and clacking. “When Captain Feeney isn’t in the house, and I’m not in the war room, the civilian’s in charge of electronics. Questions on that? Go to him.”

				“Lieutenant’s pet,” Callendar said just loud enough for Roarke to hear, and in a mock sulk that made him smile a little.

				“I’ll wager ten I hit on the property before you hit on the banks.”

				“You’re on, Prime Buns.”

				Eve left them for her office to update her notes, to take another pass through them. While she worked she tried Feeney.

				“Anything for me?”

				“There’s nothing on the records here. The business passed to our guy when his old man died. These records list the same bogus London address. Director said there were some paper records, some disc files in storage, but Lowell took them years ago. Sorry, kid.”

				“Tidy son of a bitch. Anyone still working there who was employed when Lowell was still in residence?”

				“No, checked that. I’m bringing in what records there are. We’ll pick through them. On my way in now.”

				“I’ll see you in the war room.”

				She pushed up, wanting to be on her feet. Her system was bottoming out, she could feel it, and if she didn’t keep moving, she’d drop.

				He was in New York, she thought. And wherever he lived and worked, wherever he was holding Ariel would be in New York, in a building that survived, or at least partially survived, the Urbans. It would have a connection to him, to her, to that time.

				Nothing else would do for him, she was sure of it.

				Death was his business. Body preparation or disposal, echoes of the Urban Wars, profit and science. He lived by death.

				By killing he re-created the death of one woman, over and over again, while feeding his own need to control, to give pain. To study pain and death.

				The torture devices were, in the opinions of the ME and the lab, tools and implements used during the Urbans with a few modern devices worked in. Same with the drugs found in the victims. He had to keep the connection.

				Opera. The drama, the scope, the tragedy, and again the connection to Edwina Spring. The disguises were really costumes, the aliases simply roles to play.

				Weren’t the victims the same? Just another element of his role-playing.

				How much longer before he gave Eve her cue to come onstage? And why the hell was she waiting?

				She got herself some coffee, took out another energy pill. Technically she wasn’t supposed to take a second one within the same twenty-four-hour period. But if she was going to push for her entrance in the play, she wasn’t going out so blurry she couldn’t remember her lines.

				She popped it, and with the coffee in hand went back to the war room.

				She opened communications so anyone in the field could hear and participate. “Updates. EDD first. Feeney?”

				“We’re about to run searches through the discs taken from Lowell’s Funeral Home. We’ll go through the paper records as well, looking for any pertinent data on Robert Lowell and/or Edwina Spring. Secondary unit has a list of prior open homicides and Missings that may be his earlier work. We’re requesting case files, moving from the highest probability down.”

				“Anything sing for you?”

				“Two. Both in Italy, one fifteen years back, one twelve. Both missing females that bull’s-eye our vic profile. One from Florence, one from Milan.”

				“Roarke, does Lowell have business operations in Italy, either of those cities?”

				“Milan, established just prior to Lowell’s inheriting the business.”

				“I want every detail of the Milan case first. Baxter, I want you to reach out to the investigating officer or his superior. Get a translator if necessary. Roarke, put the other Lowell operation locations on screen.

				“We hit these,” she said as he complied. “Blanket warrant—Feeney, make that happen. Three-man teams at each location, communication open throughout. Hit private and/or employee-only areas first. Get statements, get data, get every fucking thing.”

				“I have two prior business locations,” Roarke put in. “Buildings that were sold. One was severely damaged during the war, torn down and rebuilt as an apartment building. The second was intact, but sold by this Lowell’s father twenty-three years ago. He bought it shortly after the Urbans.”

				“I’ll take those two. Fire up my eyes and ears, Feeney. Peabody and two uniforms can shadow me. Ten-block minimum. I move out in five.”

				Roarke got up to follow her out, and after scratching his head, Feeney went after both.

				“Three-man teams,” Roarke commented. “Except for you.”

				“You know why.”

				“I don’t have to like it. You can spare a uniform. I’ll shadow with Peabody.”

				She shook her head. “I need you here. Out there, you’re just weight. In here, you may make the difference.”

				“That’s a hell of a thing.”

				“Can’t be helped.” She swung into her office for her coat, spotted Feeney when she started to pull it on.

				“Let’s check you out, kid.”

				“Oh. Right.” She depressed and turned the button on her jacket to activate. “System’s a go?”

				He glanced at his hand monitor. “That’s affirmative.” Then he looked up at her. “We’re closing in. You get that, too?”

				“Yeah. Another twenty-four, maybe thirty-six, we’ll pin him. I don’t want it to go that long, Feeney. He probably started on her this morning, bright and fucking early this morning. Been at her now ten or twelve hours, I’d say. Maybe she can make another twenty-four or thirty-six. Maybe she can’t. I can’t make him go for me, but I’m going to be out there the next few hours, giving him the chance to try.”

				Feeney’s glance drifted to Roarke, then back to her. “Not enough for him to try.”

				“No. I’ve got to get inside, got to get him to take me where she is. I know how to handle it. I know how to handle it,” she repeated, looking directly at Roarke. “If he gives me the chance. If he doesn’t, I need the two of you here, digging out the next piece that brings us to him. If we had this much nine years ago, if we believed he might move on me then, Feeney, what would you have done?”

				He puffed out his cheeks. “I’d’ve sent you out.”

				“Then I’d better get going.”

				Roarke watched her go, and when he was back at his station, split his work screen with her camera. He could see what she saw, hear through his ear bud what she heard.

				That would have to be enough.

				She took the second location he’d given her first. Private home, higher probability. While his searches ran he focused all his attention on the building she approached. Urban and attractive, he decided, tucked in among other urban and attractive buildings.

				When the door was opened by a woman with a dog yapping at her feet and a toddler on her hip, he relaxed. The probability had just dipped very low.

				Still he kept her on split screen as she went inside, sidestepping the dog the woman shooed away.

				He let bits of the conversation wind through his head as he put the bulk of his concentration on the work. Everything the woman said to Eve confirmed the official data on the property. A family home owned by a junior exec and his wife, professional mother, who lived there with their two children and a very irritable terrier.

				“Nothing here,” Eve said as she moved back outside toward her vehicle. “Heading to second location. No tails spotted.”

				

				She was cold. She was so awfully cold. It was probably shock, Ariel told herself. In vids when somebody went into shock, they put a blanket over them. Didn’t they?

				Parts of her had gone numb, and she didn’t know if that was a blessing or if it meant those pieces of her had died. She knew she’d lost consciousness the second—or had it been the third?—time he’d hurt her.

				But then he’d done something, something that had shot her back into the nightmare. Something that had jolted her like a hot blue electric current.

				Sooner or later, he wouldn’t be able to bring her back. A part of her wanted to pray for that, so she buried that part, that weeping, yielding part.

				Someone would come. She would stay alive, then someone would come.

				When he came back, she wanted to scream. She wanted to scream and scream until the force of the sound shattered all those glass walls. Until it shattered him. She could imagine it, how that kind and quiet face of his would shatter into pieces like the walls of glass.

				“Could I…May I please have some water?”

				“I’m sorry, but that’s not allowed. You’re getting fluids through the IV.”

				“But my throat’s so dry, and I was hoping we could talk some more.”

				“Were you?” He wandered over to his tray. She wouldn’t let herself look, didn’t dare look at what he picked up this time.

				“Yes. About music. What’s the music that’s playing now?”

				“Ah, that would be Verdi. La Traviata.”

				He closed his eyes a moment, and his hands began to move like a conductor’s. “Brilliant, isn’t it? Stirring and passionate.”

				“Did—did your mother sing this one?”

				“Yes, of course. It was a favorite of hers.”

				“It must have been so hard for you when she died. I had a friend whose mother self-terminated. It was terrible for her. It’s…it’s hard to understand how anyone could be so sad or so lost that it seems to them death is the answer.”

				“But of course, it is, just that. It’s the answer for all of us in the end.” He stepped closer. “It’s what we all ask for when our time comes. She did. You will.”

				“I don’t want to die.”

				“You will,” he said again. “Just as she did. But don’t worry, I’ll give you that answer, and that gift, just as I did for her.”

				

				Other chatter came and went as teams reported in from their destinations. Roarke drank coffee and painstakingly scraped layers off old records, pried out ragged bits of data, and tried to sew them together into answers.

				The second building had a basement. Though Eve knew the chances were small, she did a walk-through.

				Not his kind of place, she decided. Too modern, too ugly, too crowded, and with too much security. A guy couldn’t comfortably drag a terrified or unconscious woman inside without annoying the neighbors.

				Still she questioned a few, showed Lowell’s picture.

				What if she was off, she wondered, about him working out of the city? Maybe he’d bought a damn house in the suburbs, and used Manhattan for hunting and dumping. How much time would she have wasted looking for the right building among thousands if he was killing women in some ranch in White Plains or Newark?

				She got back in the car. She’d go back to the bakery, back to Greenfeld’s apartment. Maybe she’d missed something. Maybe they all had. She’d do another sweep of each victim’s home and place of employment.

				Swinging out into traffic, she relayed her intentions back to base. “It’ll keep me out on the street a couple more hours, keep me in the open. And it’ll look like what it is. Like I’m chasing my goddamn tail.”

				“I’ve got another possibility,” Roarke told her. “It was a sewing machine factory, regentrified into lofts in NoHo late in the twentieth. I’ve got a bit about it being used for barracks during the Urbans, taking some considerable hits. It was repaired and sold for lofts again in the early thirties.”

				“Okay, I’ll check that one. Give me the location.” She pursed her lips when he gave her the address. She’d gone from west to east, and now would cross west again, head north. “Peabody, you copy that?”

				“Affirmative.”

				“Heading west.”

				She made her turn, then answered the signal of her in-dash ’link. “Dallas.”

				“Lieutenant Dallas? I’m calling for Mr. Klok. You requested that he contact you when he returned home. He arrived today, and would be happy to speak with you if you still wish it.”

				“Yeah, I still wish it.”

				“Mr. Klok is able to meet with you at your convenience. However, it would be helpful if you could come to his residence as he’s injured himself in a fall. His doctors prefer he remain at home for the next forty-eight hours.”

				“Yeah? What happened?”

				“Mr. Klok slipped on some ice on the sidewalk upon his return. He suffered a mild concussion and a wrenched knee. If it’s not convenient for you, Mr. Klok wishes for me to relate to you that he will come to your office as soon as his doctors allow.”

				“I can come to him. Actually, I’m in the area now. I can be there in a few minutes.”

				“Very well. I’ll inform Mr. Klok.”

				Eve ended the transmission, and said, “Hmmm.”

				“Got a smell to it,” Feeney commented in her ear.

				“Yeah, awfully well timed and convenient. It’s also pretty stupid for our guy to invite me into his home to make his move. No tail on me. As far as he knows I’ve got my partner here.”

				She tapped her fingers on the wheel as she thought it through. “Klok ran clean—and no, I’m not discounting that could be another fabrication. Either way, I want to talk to him. And if this actually turns out to be his move on me, he’s giving me free entry.”

				“Into a trap,” Roarke pointed out.

				“It’s only a trap if I let him spring it. I’ve got three men at my back, I’ve got eyes and ears. I’m going in, and you can dig deeper on his house while I’m in transit. If I see or feel anything off, you’ll know it. Peabody move in, secure the van three blocks from destination.”

				“Copy,” Peabody acknowledged. “We’re about ten blocks back now, got a little snag in traffic. We’ll route around it and move in.”

				“Go ahead and do another run on Klok. Let’s see if he arrived in New York today as advertised. Search public and private shuttles and transports. If you get those results while I’m in, relay. Otherwise, cut all chatter now. I’m only a couple blocks away.”

				Jumpy, Eve thought, rolling her shoulders. Damn chemicals from the energy pills were bouncing around inside her like little springy balls.

				“Transmission’s going a little fuzzy on the homer,” Feeney commented, then glanced over at Roarke. “You getting that?”

				“I am. A little interference. Could be some stray transmission that bled onto the frequency. Can you clean it up?”

				“Working on that. Peabody, you still have her?”

				“Yeah. McNab says the beacon’s jumping a little.”

				“It’s interference,” Roarke repeated as the signal went in and out. “It’s another transmission, crossing ours. Bloody hell.” He shoved back from his station. “It’s another homer. Another homer on her vehicle. It’s crossed ours now because she’s near or at the base point. He’s tracked her, that’s how he knew to call her in. He knew she was close.”

				“Dallas, Dallas, you copy?” Feeney shouted into the receiver. “Dallas, goddamn it. Peabody, move in, move the fuck in.” He leaped up, rushed after Roarke as Roarke ran out of the room. “She knows what she’s doing,” Feeney said as they shoved onto an elevator.

				“So does he.”

				

				Eve parked, then moved across the sidewalk. The courtyard gate opened for her. Awfully damn accommodating, she mused, and shifted her shoulders just to feel the weight of her weapon.

				“At the door,” she murmured into her receiver and pressed the bell.

				The droid opened it. “Lieutenant, thank you for coming. Mr. Klok is in the parlor. May I take your coat?”

				“No. Lead the way.”

				She’d keep the droid where she could see him, just in case.

				The curtains were drawn, the lights low. She could see the figure of a man in a chair near a quiet fire, his foot wrapped with a soft cast and resting on a padded stool.

				He had a short brown beard, short brown hair, some bruising around his left eye. “Corpulent” would have been the polite word for him, Eve supposed. Hers would have been “really fat.”

				“Lieutenant Dallas?” He had the slightest Germanic accent. “Please pardon me for not getting up. I was clumsy, banged myself up a bit this morning. Please sit down. Can I offer you something? Tea? Coffee?”

				“No.”

				He offered his hand as he spoke. She moved in to take it. The common gesture would bring her closer, close enough, she judged for her to determine if he was Robert Lowell.

				And as she angled herself to look into his eyes, she knew. She shifted, pulling her right hand back to reach for her weapon. “Hello, Bob.”

				He only smiled. “No one has ever called me Bob. You saw right through me.”

				“Get up. You.” She gestured toward the hovering droid. “If you don’t want your circuits fried, stay exactly where you are.”

				“I’m a little hampered,” Lowell said pleasantly. “All this padding, and the cast.”

				Eve kicked the footstool away, so his foot thudded on the floor. “On the floor, on your face, hands behind your back. Now.”

				“I’ll do my best.” He slid and humped his way off the chair, huffing as he struggled to roll onto his belly.

				When she reached down to grab his wrist, to pull his arm behind his back, he turned his hand, closed it over hers.

				She felt the prick, cursed. “Son of a bitch tranq’d me.” She aimed her weapon mid-body, fired a stream. Then her legs buckled and sent her to her knees.

				“An old method,” Lowell said as he effortfully rolled over. “Often used in assassinations at one time. Just a tranquilizer now, as you said.” He smiled as she slid the rest of the way to the floor. “Very quick acting, of course.”

				He sat where he was until he’d unbuttoned the padded suit, pulled it aside. Underneath he wore standard body armor. “I thought, as you’re very skilled, you might fire your weapon. It’s always wise to take precautions. Carry her down to my workroom,” he ordered the droid.

				His duplicate droid was already taking her car away, very far away.

				“Yes, sir.”

				Plenty of time, Lowell thought. When he was certain all was well, he’d call the droid home, replace his hard drive as he would replace this house droid’s memory. As he’d done many times before.

				Clean slate.

				For now, he gathered the suit, the cast, picked up the weapon Eve had dropped. It was possible she’d called in her intention to stop there. Someone would come, be that the case. But there would be no sign she’d been there.

				Her vehicle would be found miles away.

				He would have all her communication devices, and all would be shut down.

				He would have her, Lowell thought as he started down the steps to his work area. And complete his life’s work.

				

				Outside the house, Peabody stood sick with frustration and dread. She’d called for a battering ram for the door they couldn’t budge, and for laser torches to cut through the riot bars on every window.

				Eve was inside, and she couldn’t find a way in.

				“You’ve got to override the security.”

				“I’m working on it,” McNab said between his teeth as he pulled out every trick he knew. “It’s got backups on its backups. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

				They both whirled as a car squealed to a halt in the street. Some of her dread lessened when she saw Roarke and Feeney jump out.

				“We can’t get past the system. The place is locked down like a fort.”

				“Move aside.” Roarke shoved McNab away, pulled out his own tools.

				“Tried the master, tried the override, got my comp to spit out codes. But when you input, they shift to another sequence.”

				“It was a Stealth base during the Urbans,” Feeney told Peabody as sweat rolled down his back. “The minute she walked in, all comms were useless. We got the data on the way over. First Robert Lowell had it titled in his wife’s maiden name, ran a branch of the business out of here. More a front during the Urbans.

				“Get that damn system down,” he ordered Roarke.

				“Quiet and let me work.”

				“You don’t get that down, get us inside before he puts hands on her, I’ll be kicking your ass for the rest of my natural life.”

				

				Ariel’s eyes tracked to him as he came in behind the droid. “Who is she? Who is she?”

				“You could say the last of her breed.” He leaned over the table where the droid laid Eve, went through her pockets for her ’link, her communicator, her PPC. He removed her wrist unit. “Take these and put them into the recycler. Go upstairs, shut down,” he told the droid.

				“Well, now.” Gently Lowell brushed a hand through Eve’s hair. “You’ll need to be washed and prepared. Best to do that while you’re sleeping. We’re going to spend some time together, you and I. I’ve been looking forward to it.”

				“Are you going to kill me now?” Ariel asked.

				“No, no, indeed, your time’s still running. But I am going to do something very special.” He turned to Ariel as if pleased to be able to discuss it. “I’ve never taken the opportunity to work with two partners at the same time. And you’re proving to be so much more than I anticipated. I really believe you’re going to exceed most, if not all who came before you. But she?” He glanced back at Eve. “I’ve set the bar very high for her. The last Eve.”

				“She…she looks familiar.”

				“Hmm?” Absently, he looked at Ariel again. “Yes, I suppose you might have seen her on some of the media reports. Now—”

				“Mr. Gaines!”

				He stopped his pivot back to Eve, frowned down at Ariel. “Yes, yes? What’s so urgent? I have work.”

				“What…what is the most time? I mean, how long is the longest anyone—any of the women you’ve brought here—has lasted?”

				His eyes brightened. “You’re such a delightful surprise to me! Are you challenged? Have I tapped your competitive streak?”

				“I can’t…if I don’t know how long, I can’t try to last longer. Will you tell me how long?”

				“I can.” With her clutch piece in her hand, Eve sat up on the steel table. “Eighty-five hours, twelve minutes, thirty-eight seconds.”

				“No.” He looked baffled first, then red-faced and furious. “No, no. This is not allowed.”

				“You don’t like that, you’re going to hate this.”

				Eve shot out a stun, on a setting a little higher than was considered proper procedure, and dropped him like a stone. “Fuckhead,” she muttered, and prayed she wasn’t going to pass out or vomit.

				“I knew you’d come.” Tears swam in Ariel’s eyes. “I knew someone would come, and when I saw them bring you in, I knew it was going to be okay.”

				“Yeah, hold on.” She had to slide to her feet, give herself a moment to balance. “You did good. You did real good keeping his attention on you so I could get to my piece.”

				“I wanted to kill him. I imagined killing him. It helped.”

				“I bet it did. Listen, I’m a little off center. I don’t think I’d better try cutting those ropes just yet. You’ve got to hang in there a little bit longer. I know you hurt, but you’ve got to hang in.”

				“I’m so cold.”

				“Okay.” Eve managed to pull off her coat, then draped it over Ariel’s bleeding and battered body. “I’m going to secure him, okay? I’m going to secure him, then go call for backup.”

				“Would you bring me back some water?”

				Eve laid a hand on Ariel’s cheek. “Sure.”

				“And maybe a whole bunch of drugs.” While the tears spilled out, Ariel struggled to smile. “This is a really nice coat.”

				“Yeah. I like it.”
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				TWO ENERGY BOOSTS WITH A TRANQ CHASER, Eve thought. The combination had her feeling stupid, shaky, and not a little sick. But she not only had to stay on her feet, she had to do the job.

				Reaching around, she fumbled at her back for her restraints. Either they weren’t there, or she’d lost all sensation in her left hand. “Crap. I’ve got to restrain this son of a bitch, but my cuffs…I must’ve dropped them upstairs when he tranq’d me. Let me just…okay.”

				She turned, saw the ropes looped through the side holes in the table. “Here we go. Okay.”

				“You don’t look so good,” Ariel commented. “I probably look a whole lot worse, but you don’t look so good.”

				“Been putting in a lot of hours looking for you, Ariel.” Eve fought the knots on the rope, cursing under her breath as her fingers felt as agile as limp soy dogs.

				“Thanks.”

				“No problem. Bloody buggering hell! Was this son of a bitch a Youth Guide or something?”

				“I always thought they were little psychos.”

				Unsteady fingers slick with sweat, Eve tugged and dragged. “Almost got this bitch. Just hold on.”

				“I’m not going anywhere.”

				Eve muscled one rope free, then bent over from the waist, blowing out breath as her stomach tried to heave. “Little sick to my stomach. Don’t be alarmed if I boot.”

				Ariel managed a smile through gritted teeth. “If you do, boot on him. Bastard.”

				On an appreciative and slightly drunk laugh, Eve crouched down to tie Lowell’s hands. “You’re a stand-up, Ariel. A goddamn Amazon. I can see why Erik’s in love with you.”

				“What? Erik? Erik loves me?”

				Eve swiped at her sweaty brow, glanced up and over at Ariel’s pale face. “That was probably something I was supposed to keep to myself. Crossed the line. Blame the tranq. But listen,” she continued as she tied the rope around Lowell’s wrists just a little tighter than strictly necessary. “If you don’t go for him, you know? If you don’t, take it easy on him, okay? ’Cause he’s really gone over you.”

				Eve stood, ignoring the way her head swam, to release the second rope for Lowell’s feet. And saw tears sliding down Ariel’s cheeks. “Oh, man, I know you’re hurt. I know this sucks out loud, but just hang on a few minutes more.”

				“I’ve loved that dumbass almost since he moved in across the hall. Dumbass never made one move.”

				“Oh.” God, people were strange, Eve thought. The woman had stood up under unspeakable pain, but she was leaking because some guy was soft on her. “He probably will now. Jesus, music off!” she ordered as she bound Lowell’s feet. But the voices continued to soar. “You know how he shut that shit off?”

				“Not really. I’ve been kind of tied up since I got here.”

				Eve plopped down on her ass and laughed like a loon. “You ever think of giving up baking and going into police work, Ariel—I swear you’ve got the spine and the nasty streak for it.”

				“I like baking. I’m going to bake you the most incredible cake. It’s going to be a goddamn work of art. Oh, God, God, do you think someone’s coming with drugs soon?”

				“It won’t be long. I’m going to see if I can get the doors open, or break the glass.”

				“But…don’t leave me.”

				“Listen.” Eve gained her feet, stepped over so she and Ariel were face-to-face. “I’m not going anywhere without you. On my word.”

				“What’s your name? I’m sorry, did you tell me your name already?”

				“It’s Dallas. Eve Dallas.”

				“If I give Erik a break and we get married, I’m naming the first kid after you.”

				“There’s a lot of that going around.”

				“Get us the hell out of here, Dallas.”

				Eve moved to the door, yanked, shoved, pulled, kicked, rammed. Cursed. Turning again, she pulled the coat over Ariel’s face. “Just for a minute, in case the glass flies around.” And taking out her weapon again, she upped the stream and blasted at the door.

				The glass held, but she saw it shake. She hit it again, aiming for the same spot, then a third time. On the forth, the glass erupted into a wild spiderweb of cracks.

				“Nearly through, Ariel.” Eve holstered her weapon, picked up the stool and slammed it into the damaged door. She beat at it until the ground sparkled and the opening was clear.

				After heaving the stool aside, Eve went back to uncover Ariel’s face. Paler now, Eve noted, shaking a little more. Had to get moving, had to get gone. “Found a way out. I’m going to cut these ropes now.”

				“Try not to let the knife slip. I’m pretty tired of getting cut.”

				Eve picked up one of Lowell’s tools, nudged the coat away from Ariel’s arm. It was patterned with cuts, punctures, burns. Eve set the blade on the rope, looked up into Ariel’s eyes. “He’s going to pay. He’s going to pay for every minute you spent in here. I swear it.”

				She had to saw through the rope, leaving bracelets of it around Ariel’s abraded wrists. And she had to turn her mind, her rage away from the wounds she saw.

				As she freed Ariel’s feet, she heard Lowell give a soft groan.

				“He’s waking up, he’s waking up.” Voice pitched in panic and pain, Ariel struggled to sit. “He can’t get loose, can he?”

				“No. He’s not getting up on his own. And look, if he tries, we have this.” Eve drew her weapon again.

				“Why don’t you stun him again? While I watch.”

				“Appreciate the sentiment, but I think it’s time to get you out of here. Here, let’s get this coat on you.” As Eve slid the sleeves on, Ariel hissed. “Sorry.”

				“It’s okay.” She kept her eyes trained on Lowell. “I’m okay. Can you help me down so I can kick him? In the face. That’s what I imagined doing. I want to kick him in the face.”

				“Again, kudos on the sentiment. But here’s what we’re going to do. I want you to wrap your arms around my neck. Glass everywhere, and I don’t have a spare pair of shoes on me. I just need you to hold onto me, and I’m going to carry you out. You hold onto me, Ariel. I’ll get you out.”

				“Like…Like piggyback,” Ariel managed between shaky breaths when Eve backed up to the table.

				“Yeah, that’s the way. You get a little piggyback ride, and I’m hoping you don’t sample a lot of your products.”

				Ariel managed a watery laugh, then collapsed against Eve’s neck and shoulders.

				“Ready? Here we go.” With her own legs wobbly from the drugs, Eve bent to take the weight. She focused on the door. Five feet to get through, she calculated as she put one foot in front of the other. Another two, maybe three to get past the broken glass on the floor.

				There was communication equipment out there, she reminded herself as sweat slid over her skin and Ariel bit back whimpers. She’d tag her backup, the MTs.

				She heard something crash, then the rush of feet. And tightened her grip on the weapon in her hand. She let out the breath she was holding when she heard Roarke shout her name.

				“Back here! Call the MTs! That’s the cavalry, Ariel.”

				“No.” Ariel’s head slumped on Eve’s shoulder. “You are.”

				Roarke flew through the maze of the basement toward the echo of Eve’s voice. The sound of it had stabbed through the music, blown through him like breath.

				He saw her, pale, face gleaming with sweat, her weapon in her hand, and a quietly weeping woman on her back.

				He lowered his own weapon, let the tremor in his belly come and go. “We’ve come to save you.”

				She worked up a grin for him. “About damn time.”

				He was to her in the single beat of a heart, and despite the flood of cops pouring down, gripped her exhausted face in his hands and kissed her.

				“Here.” He shifted to lift Ariel from Eve’s back. “Let me help you.”

				“Is he yours?” Ariel asked.

				“Yeah. He’s mine.”

				Ariel stared up into Roarke’s face. “Wow.” She let out a deep, deep breath, then just closed her eyes.

				“MTs, now.” Eve bent, bracing her hands on her knees. “Peabody, you here?”

				“Present and accounted for.”

				“I want this place secured. I want a team of sweepers in here, going over every inch, documenting everything.”

				“Dallas, you look a little green.”

				“Tranq’d me. Fucker got by me for a half a second. Energy pills, tranqs, I’m a chemical stew.” She stayed as she was, snorting out a laugh. “Damn it. All electronics seized. Droid somewhere upstairs deactivated. And Jesus, somebody get that music off before my head explodes.”

				She pushed herself up, swayed, and might have tumbled if Feeney hadn’t gripped her arm. “Head rush. I’m okay, just a little queasy. Lowell’s in there, secured. You need to haul his ass in. Your collar.”

				“No, it’s not.” Feeney gave her arm a squeeze. “But I’ll haul his ass in for you. McNab, help the lieutenant upstairs, then get your butt back down here and start on the electronics.”

				“I don’t need help,” Eve protested.

				“You fall on your face,” Feeney murmured in her ear, “you’ll ruin your exit.”

				“Yeah. Yeah.”

				“Just lean on me, Lieutenant.” McNab wrapped an arm around her waist.

				“You try to cop a feel, I can still put you down.”

				“Whatever your condition, Dallas, you still scare me.”

				“Aw.” Touched, she slung an arm around his shoulders. “That’s so sweet.”

				Taking her weight, he led her through the maze of rooms, up the stairs. “We couldn’t get in,” he told her. “We were maybe ten minutes behind you—traffic snarl—then we couldn’t get in the damn house. Your car wasn’t there, but we knew you’d gone in. I couldn’t get through the security. Roarke did. We had battering rams and laser torches coming, but he got through.”

				“Nothing much keeps him out.”

				“It took time, even for him. Place is like the frigging Pentagon or something. Then we had to get through the next level on the basement.”

				“How long was I in there?”

				“Twenty minutes, half an hour, maybe.”

				“Not too bad.”

				“I’ll take her from here,” Roarke said.

				“Don’t—aw, no picking me up.” But she was already cradled in his arms.

				“I have to, for a minute anyway.” He simply buried his face against the side of her neck as cops and techs swarmed by. “I couldn’t get to you.”

				“Yeah, you did. Besides, I told you I could handle myself.”

				“So you did, so you always do. Are you hurt?”

				“No. Feel like I guzzled a bottle of wine, and not the good stuff. But it’s passing some. Gee, your hair smells good.” She sniffed at it, caught herself, and winced. “Damn tranqs. You gotta put me down. This is undermining my rep and authority.”

				He eased her onto her feet, but kept his arm around her waist for support. “You need to lie down.”

				“Really don’t. You lie down and everything starts spinning around. Just need to walk it off.”

				“Lieutenant?” Newkirk walked up with her coat. “Ms. Greenfeld asked that this get back to you.”

				“Thanks. Where is she?”

				“MTs are working on her, in the hall—the foyer, I guess it is.”

				“All right. Officer Newkirk? You did good work.”

				“Thank you, Lieutenant. Right now it feels like good work.”

				“I want to take a look at her before they transport her,” Eve said to Roarke, and let him help her to the foyer.

				Ariel was on a stretcher, covered with a blanket, a pair of MTs preparing to roll her out.

				“Give me a minute. Hey,” she said to Ariel, “how you doing?”

				“They gave me some really mag drugs. I feel sooooo good. You saved my life.” Ariel reached up to grip Eve’s hand.

				“I had a part in it. So did the cops crowding into this place, and this civilian here, too. But mostly, Ariel? You saved yourself. We’re going to need to talk to you some more, when you’re feeling a little better.”

				“So he pays.”

				“That’s right.”

				“Anytime, anyplace.”

				“Okay. One more second,” she told the MTs, and held out a hand to Roarke. “Let me have your pocket ’link.” She took it, keyed in a number. “Hey, Erik. Hey,” she repeated when he began to spew out questions. “Quiet down. I’ve got someone here who wants to talk to you.” She put the ’link into Ariel’s hand. “Say hi, Ariel.”

				“Erik? Erik?” She began to cry, to laugh, and beamed up at Eve with drug-hazed eyes. “He’s crying. Don’t cry, Erik. I’m okay now. Everything’s okay.”

				“Go ahead,” Eve said to the MTs, “and tell the guy on the ’link where you’re taking her. He’ll want to be there.”

				“Nice job, Lieutenant,” Roarke murmured as they wheeled Ariel out.

				“Yeah. And you can always get another ’link. I have to go in, finish this up.”

				“We have to go in, finish this up,” Roarke corrected.

				

				She was steadier when she got to Central, and forced down some of the Eatery’s fake eggs in the hopes of smoothing out her system. She forked them up in the war room, chasing them with all the water she could stand.

				She wanted a shower, she wanted a bed. But more than she wanted anything, she wanted a turn with Lowell in the box.

				She set the food aside, rose, and walked over to stare at all the names on the board. “For all of them,” she said quietly. “What we did, what we do now, it’s for all of them. That’s the point that has to be made. In the box, in the courts, in the media. It’s important.”

				“No one who worked in this room these last days will forget them,” Roarke told her.

				She nodded. “This is going to take some time. I know you’re not leaving until it’s done, so I won’t bother suggesting it. You can stand in Observation, or be more comfortable and watch from one of the monitors.”

				“I like Observation.”

				“Okay then. I’m going to have him brought up, so go pick your spot. I need to talk to Peabody.”

				She headed toward the bullpen. It was buzzing, and as she stepped inside, applause broke out. Eve held up a hand. “Save it,” she ordered. “It’s not done yet. Peabody.”

				Peabody shoved up from her desk, turned, and took a quick bow before going out after Eve. “We’re pumped.”

				“Yeah, I know. Peabody, I have to ask you for a solid.”

				“Sure.”

				“You earned a turn in Interview with this bastard, and you’re secondary on the investigation. It’s your right. I need to ask you to step aside for Feeney on this.”

				“Can I stand in Observation and give Lowell the finger?”

				“Absolutely. I owe you.”

				“No. Not on this one. Nobody owes anybody on this one.”

				“Okay. Bring him up for us, will you? Interview A.”

				“Oh, my sincere pleasure. Dallas? I’ve just gotta dance.” And she did so, a kind of tap/shuffle as she walked away.

				Eve went into her office, tagged Feeney. “Interview A, he’s coming up.”

				“Burn his ass.”

				“Then get yours down here and help me fry him, ace.”

				“Peabody—”

				“Is observing, like half the cops in this place. Come on, Feeney, this one’s ours. Let’s wrap it up.”

				“I’m on my way.”

				

				When it was time, she walked into Interview A with Feeney. Lowell sat quietly alone, an ordinary-looking man past middle age with a pleasant if somewhat quizzical smile on his face.

				“Lieutenant Dallas, this is very unexpected.”

				“Record on, Dallas, Lieutenant Eve, and Feeney, Captain Ryan, in interview with subject Lowell, Robert.” She fed in the case numbers—all of them, then read off the Revised Miranda. “Robert Lowell do you understand your rights and obligations in this matter?”

				“Of course. You were very clear.”

				“You understand you’re being charged with the abductions, assaults, forced imprisonments, and murders of six women, the abduction and forced imprisonment of Ariel Greenfeld, and will subsequently be questioned by Global authorities on the abductions, assaults, illegal captivity, and murders of others.”

				“Yes, I do.” He continued to smile genially, folded his plump hands. “Should we save time by my acknowledging all those charges. Confessing to them? Or would that be anticlimactic?”

				“You’re awful damn chipper,” Feeney commented, “for a man who’s going to spend the rest of his miserable, murdering life in a cement cage.”

				“Well, actually, I won’t be. I will be quietly ending my time within the next twenty-four hours as per my requested and granted self-termination contract. It will stand,” he said pleasantly, “as my doctors have certified my terminal condition and my application. My lawyers have assured me that the certification will override even criminal charges. Neither the State nor Global will supersede an individual’s right to die. And, of course, it saves considerable expense. So…” He lifted his shoulders.

				“You think you can get off, get out, by swallowing a few pills?” Feeney demanded.

				“Indeed I do. It’s not what I hoped for, believe me. I haven’t finished my work, not completely. You were to be my ultimate,” he said to Eve. “The culmination of everything. When you were finished, then I would have approached my own death with all fully realized. Still, I have accomplished a great deal.”

				“Well.” Eve leaned back in her chair, nodded. “You sure covered the bases. I have to say—Bob—you thought of everything. I admire that. It’s not nearly as satisfying to pull in a sloppy killer.”

				“Order is one of my bywords.”

				“Yeah, I noticed. I appreciate you saving us time by being willing to confess to everything, but after all the work we put in, we’d really like the details. You could call it our culmination. So…this is going to take a while,” she said with an easy smile. “You want something to drink? I’m still a little off from the tranq you got into me. I’m going to go get myself some cold caffeine. You want?”

				“That’s very nice of you. I wouldn’t mind a soft drink.”

				“You got it. Feeney, why don’t you step out while I hit Vending. Pause record.”

				“What the hell,” Feeney began when they were outside Interview.

				Everything about her hardened: face, eyes, voice. “I’ve got a way around this. I don’t want you to ask me about it. Ever. When we go back in, we play along. We get the details, and we sew him up. Give me your ’link, will you? I haven’t replaced mine yet. And wait for me.”

				She took Feeney’s ’link, wandered down to Vending. And beeped Peabody on privacy mode. “Tell Roarke—quietly—to step out for a minute. Don’t say anything to me. We haven’t spoken.” She clicked off, then stared at the machine.

				Moments later, Roarke walked up behind her. “Lieutenant?”

				“Get me a Pepsi, a ginger ale, and a cream soda. I need you to make this go away,” she said under her breath. “Can you make his self-termination clearance disappear? No trace of it, anywhere?”

				“Yes,” he said simply as he ordered the tubes.

				“It crosses the line, what I’m asking you. I gave her my word he’d pay. And in the war room before I came out, I gave them all my word. So I’m crossing the line.”

				He retrieved the tubes, passed them to her. His eyes, meeting hers, spoke volumes. “I have to get on,” he said in a clear voice. “I wish I could stay, wait for you, but I’m expecting some calls and transmissions, and you gave Ariel my ’link. I’ll try to come back once I’ve taken care of this. Otherwise, I’ll see you at home.”

				“Yeah. Okay. Thanks.”

				They parted ways with her heading back to Feeney. “I got you cream soda.”

				“For Christ’s sake—”

				“Hey, if you wanted something else you should’ve said so. It’s going away,” she whispered. “Don’t ask me about it, just take my word. He’s not going out the way he wants. We’ll let him think he is, until we have everything we need.”

				Feeney stared into her eyes for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay, let’s get it down.”

				It took hours, but Lowell never requested a break. He was, Eve realized, basking. After all the time, all the effort, he was finally able to share his obsession.

				He gave them meticulous details on every murder.

				Eve and Feeney worked in tandem, an old and easy rhythm.

				“You got yourself a good memory,” Feeney commented.

				“I do. You’ll find every project documented—keeping records, and we could say amending them, was one of my tasks during the wars. I’m sure you’ve collected all the records from my lab and office. I’d hoped, before I learned I was dying, to arrange for my work to be published. It will have to be posthumously, but I believe that’s appropriate.”

				“So, your work,” Eve began, “what got you started? We understand the women—”

				“Partners. I considered them partners.”

				“I bet they didn’t see it your way, but fine. Your partners represented to you your stepmother.”

				“They became her, which is entirely different. She was the first, you see. The Eve.” He smiled brilliantly. “So you can see why I knew you were to be the last.”

				“Yeah, too bad about your luck on that.”

				“I always knew I could fail, but if I succeeded it would have been perfection. As she was. She was magnificent. You’ll also find many recording discs of her performances. She gave up a great career for me.”

				“For you?”

				“Yes. We were, well, the term would be ‘soul mates.’ While I could never play—she was an accomplished pianist—nor did I have a voice to offer, it was through her I gained my great love and admiration for music. It was by her I was saved.”

				“How so?”

				“My father considered me imperfect. Some difficulties with my birth, which caused, well, you could call it a defect. I had some trouble with controlling my impulses, and there were mood swings. He institutionalized me briefly, over my grandfather’s objections, when I was quite young. Then Edwina came into my life. She was patient and loving, and used music to help me remain calm or entertained. She was my mother and my partner, and my great love.”

				“She was killed during the Urbans,” Eve prompted.

				“Her time came during the Urbans. The human cycle is about time, you see, and will and individual acceptance.”

				“But you turned her in,” Eve said. “You heard her talking with the man, the soldier she was in love with. Heard that she was planning to leave you. You couldn’t let her go, could you?”

				Irritation flickered over his face. “How do you know anything about that?”

				“You’re a smart guy, Bob. We’re smart guys, too. What did you do when you found out she was going to leave you?”

				“She couldn’t leave me, she had no right. We belonged together. It was a terrible betrayal, unforgivable. There was no choice, none at all, in what had to be done.”

				“What had to be done?” Feeney asked him.

				“I had to go to my father, and my grandfather, and tell them that she’d betrayed us. That I’d overheard her planning betrayals with one of the men. That she was a traitor.”

				“You made them think she was a spy. Betraying the cause.”

				He spread his hands, all reason. “It was all the same, and a great tragedy for us all. She was taken, as the soldier was, down to my grandfather’s laboratory.”

				“In the house where you took the women, here in New York. Down where you worked, where your grandfather tortured prisoners during the Urbans.”

				“I learned a great deal from my grandfather. I watched as he worked with Edwina—he insisted on it. I understood so much as I watched. It made me strong and aware. Days, it took. Longer than it took for the soldier.”

				He moistened his lips, took a small, tidy drink. “Men are weaker, my grandfather taught me. So often weaker than women. In the end, she asked for death. I looked into her eyes, and I saw all the answers, all the love, all the beauty that comes when the body and mind are stripped down to the core. I stopped time for her myself, my gift to her. She was my first, and all who’ve come after have only been reflections of her.”

				“Why did you wait so long to look for those reflections?”

				“The medication. My father was very insistent about my medication, and monitored me quite closely. The understanding, the clarity of mind needed for the work dulls with the medication.”

				“But Corrine Dagby, here in New York nine years ago, she wasn’t your first.” Eve shook her head. “Not nearly. You had to practice, to perfect. How many were there before Corrine?”

				“I learned from my grandfather, continued my education, and worked in the family business. I practiced on the dead under my grandfather’s tutelage. And I traveled. I first began serious practice nearly twenty years ago, after my father’s death. I had a great deal to learn and experience first. It took me another decade before I felt ready to begin the projects. I did document all the others, the failures, the near successes. You’ll find all that in my records.”

				“Handy.” Eve glanced over at the knock on the door. Peabody poked her head in.

				“Excuse me, Lieutenant. Can I see you just for a minute?”

				“Yeah. Keep going,” she said to Feeney, then stepped outside.

				“Roarke just tagged me. He asked if I’d tell you that he was able to finish the work he needed to deal with, and since it’s cleaned up, he was heading back down. He said he hoped to see you finish the interview.”

				“Okay. I need you and McNab to check on this bastard’s ST. No point in taking his word that he’s got the go to clock out. Check all his personal data taken from the scene, wake up his lawyers in London. His doctors, if you find their data. I want confirmation he’s not stringing us on it.”

				“Why would he—”

				“Just get me confirmation, Peabody.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Eve went back in, slid into a chair as Feeney pried more details out of Lowell.

				“I meant to ask you,” she inserted, “how long Edwina Spring lasted. Her time.”

				“My grandfather employed different methods, with longer rest periods than I’ve found necessary. Regardless, she was very strong, and had a high survival instinct. It was ninety-seven hours, forty-one minutes, and eight seconds. No one has ever reached her capacity. I believe you may have done so, which is why I wanted to end with you as I’d begun with her.”

				“I wonder how long you’d last,” Eve commented, and rose as Peabody appeared at the door again.

				Eve stepped out and eased the door closed behind them. “And?”

				“I don’t get it. There’s no documentation supporting his claim. Nothing in his records, nothing in the official data banks, and McNab searched through them twice. I contacted the London lawyer—head of the firm, who was not pleased to be disturbed at home.”

				“Aw.”

				“Yeah. He did the privacy dance. I explained that his client was under arrest for multiple murders, and hauling out this ST claim to avoid trial and incarceration. Pulled the commander into it. Legal guy claimed Lowell had secured certification, but he couldn’t produce the documentation either. Went a little nuts about it. He’s spouting about holding interviews and so on, but he doesn’t have any pull in the U.S. of A.”

				“That’s all I need.”

				“But—”

				“Going to wrap this up now, Peabody. Good job.”

				Eve walked back in, closed the door in Peabody’s face. “Just to summarize,” Eve began. “You have confessed, with full understanding of your rights and obligations, having waived any counsel or representation, to the crimes heretofore documented?”

				“‘Crimes’ is your word, but yes, I have.”

				“How long did the medicals estimate you had left?”

				“No more than two years, with the last several months extremely painful, unpleasant, and demeaning even with medication. I prefer a quiet and controlled end to my time.”

				“I bet you do. But you know, you’re not going to get it. You don’t have any ST certification on record. Bob.”

				“I certainly do.”

				“Nope—and your fancy Brit lawyers can’t produce one either.” She laid her palms on the table, leaned over into his face. “No record means we’re under no obligation to take your word for it, under no obligation to accommodate your easy out. A couple of years isn’t as much as I’d like, but you’ll be spending it in a box. You’ll be spending some of it in pain, in distress, in despair.”

				“No.” He shook his head slowly. “I have certification.”

				“You’ve got nothing. And you are no longer free to apply for ST. You’ve been charged and you have willingly confessed to multiple homicides. Your out just slammed shut.”

				“You’re lying.” His lips trembled. “You’re trying to upset me, to trick me.”

				“You go ahead and think that. You go on thinking that for the next two years. You get to live, and every second you get to live, you’re going to suffer.”

				“I want…I want my lawyers.”

				“Sure. You can have an army of goddamn lawyers. They’re not going to help you.” Her eyes were fierce now, not the flat, objective eyes of the cop, but the fierce, burning eyes of justice. “You’re going to know pain. You’re going to choke out your last breath in pain.”

				“No. No. It’s my time, it’s all worked out. I need my music, my pills.”

				“Bob, you need to die a long, slow, agonizing death.” She straightened. “Why don’t you haul him down, Feeney. He can go cry to his lawyers before he starts learning what it’s like to live in a cage.”

				“I’ve been waiting for nine years to do this.” Feeney hauled Lowell to his feet. “I’m betting on medical science,” he said as he dragged Lowell to the door. “Couple of years? They might find a fix. That would be sweet.” He glanced over his shoulder, sent Eve a strong smile. “That would be goddamn sweet.”

			

		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

			

			
				WHEN EVE STEPPED OUT, COPS POURED OUT OF OBSERVATION, out of the conference room where the monitors had been set up. She saw Roarke with them before Baxter elbowed through, and shocked her speechless by hauling her off her feet and planting a noisy kiss on her mouth.

				“Jesus Christ, are you out of your tiny mind?”

				“Somebody had to do it, and he always gets to.” He jerked his thumb at Roarke. “I’m already punchy so don’t hit me. You either,” he said to Eve as he dropped her back on her feet. “Call me a sucker, but I get emotional at happy endings.”

				“I’m going to be calling you in the nearest hospital if you try anything like that again. All of you who aren’t on regular shift, go home. Dismissed, get the hell…Commander.”

				“Excellent job, all of you. I suggest you follow the lieutenant’s orders. Go home, get some sleep. The department is goddamn proud of every one of you. Lieutenant.”

				“Sir. I’ll have the paperwork finished and filed within the hour.”

				“No, you’ll get the hell out. You’ll go home. I’ll see the paperwork is dealt with.”

				“Sir—”

				“That’s an order.” He took her hand, shook it. “And consider that I’m going to give you a very large break and handle the media.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				She didn’t object when Roarke slung an arm around her shoulders. “Why don’t I drive you home, Lieutenant.”

				“Yeah, you could do that. Peabody, I don’t want to see you here before ten tomorrow.”

				“I am so all over that. Dallas—”

				“Don’t even think about hugging me. Is there no end to the humiliation my men dole out?”

				“Aw,” Peabody said, but was grinning as Eve walked away.

				

				She dropped off like a stone the minute she was in the car. Roarke drove with one hand on the wheel, one hand over hers. Halfway home, he switched to auto and let his own exhausted mind rest.

				The lights of home were like stars, shining. He took his hand from hers to press his own fingers to his eyes, then climbed out to go around and open her door. But when he reached down to lift her, she batted a hand at his arm.

				“No. I can walk.”

				“Thank Christ, because I think trying to haul you up at this point would have both of us on our asses in the bloody driveway. Here.” He gripped her hand, gave her a tug. And the two of them stood a moment in the cold, bleary with fatigue.

				“We just have to get inside, get upstairs, and fall into bed,” she decided. “We can do that.”

				“All right then. Here we go.”

				They wrapped arms around each other’s waists, held each other up as they walked to the front door, and through.

				“Look at the pair of you.” Summerset stood like a black cloud in the foyer. “Stumbling in like drunks, and I’d say in need of a good wash and a decent meal.”

				“Up yours, fuckface.”

				“As always, such a command of the language.”

				“Have to stand with my wife on this one,” Roarke said. “Or fall, as may very well be the case any moment. Though the fuckface was a bit harsh. Let’s take the elevator, darling. I’m too bleeding tired for the stairs.”

				Summerset shook his finger at Galahad, who stood up to follow as they passed. “I think not,” he said quietly to the cat. “Let’s leave it just the two of them, shall we? And now that the children are home safe and sound, we’ll have a little snack before bed.”

				“Bed,” Eve said as they stumbled out of the elevator. “I think I can actually smell bed—but in a good way.” She began to let things fall—her coat, then her jacket, her weapon—on her way to the bed, as Roarke did exactly the same.

				“I have something to say.”

				“Better make it quick,” she warned, “because I think I’m already asleep.”

				“I’ve worked with you before, watched, understood—to some extent—what you do. But I haven’t really gone the gamut, as with this time. Beginning to end, and most of the steps between.” He fell into bed with her. “You’re an amazing woman, Lieutenant, my darling Eve.”

				“You’re not so shabby yourself.” She turned to him, and with the lights still on looked into his eyes. “I’m not going to ask how you pulled off what I asked you to pull off.”

				“It’s a bit complicated to explain at the moment in any case.”

				“We had him, we stopped him, and Ariel Greenfeld’s safe. But there wouldn’t have been justice, not even a shadow of real justice, if you hadn’t done it.” She laid her hand on his cheek. “We did good work.”

				“So we did.” Their lips pressed together briefly. “Now let’s have ourselves an eight-hour vacation.”

				“To quote Peabody,” she said, voice already slurring, “‘I’m so all over that.’”

				“Lights off,” he ordered.

				In the dark, with her hand on his cheek, they slid into sleep.

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: Penguin Random House Next Reads logo]
					[image: Penguin Random House Next Reads logo]
				

			

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

				Discover your next
 great read!

				

				Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

				Sign up now.
	
			

		

	OEBPS/components/004_image/logo.jpg
ip





OEBPS/components/003_image/MSRCover.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES-BESTSELLING AUTHOR

NORA ROBERTS

WRITING AS






OEBPS/components/003_image/logo.jpg





OEBPS/navDoc.xhtml

		
			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Origin In Death
					
								Copyright


								Contents


								PROLOGUE


								1


								2


								3


								4


								5


								6


								7


								8


								9


								10


								11


								12


								13


								14


								15


								16


								17


								18


								19


								20


								21


					




						Memory in Death
					
								Copyright


								Contents


								1


								2


								3


								4


								5


								6


								7


								8


								9


								10


								11


								12


								13


								14


								15


								16


								17


								18


								19


								20


								21


					




						Born in Death
					
								Copyright


								Contents


								Chapter 1


								Chapter 2


								Chapter 3


								Chapter 4


								Chapter 5


								Chapter 6


								Chapter 7


								Chapter 8


								Chapter 9


								Chapter 10


								Chapter 11


								Chapter 12


								Chapter 13


								Chapter 14


								Chapter 15


								Chapter 16


								Chapter 17


								Chapter 18


								Chapter 19


								Chapter 20


								Chapter 21


								Chapter 22


					




						Innocent In Death
					
								Copyright


								Contents


								Chapter 1


								Chapter 2


								Chapter 3


								Chapter 4


								Chapter 5


								Chapter 6


								Chapter 7


								Chapter 8


								Chapter 9


								Chapter 10


								Chapter 11


								Chapter 12


								Chapter 13


								Chapter 14


								Chapter 15


								Chapter 16


								Chapter 17


								Chapter 18


								Chapter 19


								Chapter 20


								Chapter 21


								Chapter 22


								EPILOGUE


					




						Creation in Death
					
								Copyright


								Contents


								Prologue


								Chapter 1


								Chapter 2


								Chapter 3


								Chapter 4


								Chapter 5


								Chapter 6


								Chapter 7


								Chapter 8


								Chapter 9


								Chapter 10


								Chapter 11


								Chapter 12


								Chapter 13


								Chapter 14


								Chapter 15


								Chapter 16


								Chapter 17


								Chapter 18


								Chapter 19


								Chapter 20


								Chapter 21


								Chapter 22


								Epilogue


					




			


		
		
			
						Cover


						Table of Contents


						Start


						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
JiD-ROBB
ORIGIN 5
IN DEATH

MEMORY |
IN DEATH

BORN

. ;

Author photoméSy f

CREATION — &
IN DEATH ‘:ﬁ!





OEBPS/components/001_image/titlepage.jpg
ORIGIN
IN
DEATH

J. D. Robb

EEEEEEE
NNNNNNN





OEBPS/components/002_image/titlepage.jpg
MEMORY
IN
DEATH

J. D. Robb

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/components/001_image/OrigininDeath-cover.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

NORA ROBERTS

WRIITHING! A'S)






OEBPS/components/005_image/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/components/004_image/MSRCover.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES-BESTSELLING AUTHOR

NORA ROBERTS

WRITING AS






OEBPS/components/002_image/MemoryinDeath-cover.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

NORA ROBERTS

WRITING AS






OEBPS/image/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random House
PENGUIN PUBLISHING GROUP

0






OEBPS/components/005_image/MSRCover.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES—BESTSELLING AUTHOR

NORA ROBERTS

\WRITIINIG A'S’






OEBPS/font/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Shift-Light.otf


